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Brooklyn, New York, where Chambers was born in 1865 (from a contemporary engraving)
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Originally published in 1894, Chambers first novel is set in the Latin Quarter of Paris and is a story of a doomed love affair between a French singer and an American artist. The novel is redolent of the bohemian atmosphere of the city at the fin de siècle, replete with struggling artists, carnivals and decadence aplenty. 

Drawing on Chambers own experiences as an art student in the French capital, In the Quarter is similar in its bohemian theme and Parisian setting as George Du Mauriers Trilby, published in the same year. Several of the characters also appear in Chambers most celebrated work, the collection of linked short stories, The King in Yellow. 
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The Quartier Latin – a periodical produced by American artists in France during the 1890s
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ONE EVENING IN May, 1888, the Café des Écoles was even more crowded and more noisy than usual. The marble-topped tables were wet with beer and the din was appalling. Someone shouted to make himself heard.

``Any more news from the Salon?

``Yes, said Elliott, ``Thaxtons in with a number three. Rhodes is out and takes it hard. Cliffords out too, and takes it—

A voice began to chant:

Je nsais comment faire,
 Comment concillier
Ma maitresse et mon père,
 Le Code et Bullier.

``Drop it! Oh, drop it! growled Rhodes, and sent a handful of billiard chalk at the singer.

Mr Clifford returned a volley of the Café spoons, and continued:

Mais cque je trouve de plus bête,
 Cest qu i faut financer
Avec ma belle galette,
 Jaimerai mieux mamuser.

Several other voices took up the refrain, lamenting the difficulty of reconciling their filial duties with balls at Bulliers, and protesting that they would rather amuse themselves than consider financial questions. Rhodes sipped his curaçoa sulkily.

``The longer I live in the Latin Quarter, he said to his neighbor, ``the less certain I feel about a place of future punishment. It would be so tame after this. Then, reverting to his grievance, he added, ``The slaughter this year at the Salon is awful.

Reginald Gethryn stirred nervously but did not speak.

``Have a game, Rex? called Clifford, waving a cue.

Gethryn shook his head, and reaching for a soiled copy of the Figaro, glanced listlessly over its contents. He sighed and turned his paper impatiently. Rhodes echoed the sigh.

``Whats at the theaters?

``Same as last week, excepting at the Gaieté. Theyve put on `La Belle Hélène there.

``Oh! Belle Hélène! cried Clifford.

Tzing! la! la! Tzing! la! la!
 Cest avec ces dames qu Oreste
Fait danser largent de Papa!

Rhodes began to growl again.

``I shouldnt think youd feel like gibbering that rot tonight.

Clifford smiled sweetly and patted him on the head. ``Tzing! la! la! My shot, Elliott?

``Tzing! la! la! laughed Thaxton, ``Thats Cliffords biography in three words.

Clifford repeated the refrain and winked impudently at the pretty bookkeeper behind her railing. She, alas! returned it with a blush.

Gethryn rose restlessly and went over to another table where a man, young, but older than himself, sat, looking comfortable.

``Braith, he began, trying to speak indifferently, ``any news of my fate?

The other man finished his beer and then answered carelessly, ``No. But catching sight of Gethryns face he added, with a laugh:

``Look here, Rex, youve got to stop this moping.

``Im not moping, said Rex, coloring up.

``What do you call it, then? Braith spoke with some sharpness, but continued kindly, ``You know Ive been through it all. Ten years ago, when I sent in my first picture, I confess to you I suffered the torments of the damned until—

``Until?

``Until they sent me my card. The color was green.

``But I thought a green card meant `not admitted.

``It does. I received three in three years.

``Do you mean you were thrown out three years in succession?

Braith knocked the ashes out of his pipe. ``I gave up smoking for those three years.

``You?

Braith filled his pipe tenderly. ``I was very poor, he said.

``If I had half your sand! sighed Rex.

``You have, and something more that the rest of us have not. But you are very young yet.

This time Gethryn colored with surprise and pleasure. In all their long and close friendship Braith had never before given him any other encouragement than a cool, ``Go ahead!

He continued: ``Your curse thus far has been want of steady application, and moreover youre too easily scared. No matter what happens this time, no knocking under!

``Oh, Im not going to knock under. No more is Clifford, it seems, Rex added with a laugh, as Clifford threw down his cue and took a step of the devils quadrille.

``Oh! Elliott! he crowed, ``whats the matter with you?

Elliott turned and punched a sleepy waiter in the ribs.

``Emile — two bocks!

The waiter jumped up and rubbed his eyes. ``What is it, monsieur? he snapped.

Elliott repeated the order and they strolled off toward a table. As Clifford came lounging by, Carleton said, ``I hear you lead with a number one at the Salon.

``Right, Im the first to be fired.

``Hes calm now, said Elliott, ``but you should have seen him yesterday when the green card came.

``Well, yes. I discoursed a little in several languages.

``After he had used up his English profanity, he called the Jury names in French, German and Spanish. The German stuck, but came out at last like a cork out of a bottle—

``Or a bung out of a barrel.

``These comparisons are as offensive as they are unjust, said Clifford.

``Quite so, said Braith. ``Heres the waiter with your beer.

``What number did you get, Braith? asked Rhodes, who couldnt keep his mind off the subject and made no pretense of trying.

``Three, answered Braith.

There was a howl, and all began to talk at once.

``Theres justice for you! ``No justice for Americans! ``Serves us right for our tariff! ``Are Frenchmen going to give us all the advantages of their schools and honors besides while we do all we can to keep their pictures out of our markets?

``No, we dont, either! Tariff only keeps out the sweepings of the studios—

``If there were no duty on pictures the States would be flooded with trash.

``Take it off! cried one.

``Make it higher! shouted another.

``Idiots! growled Rhodes. ``Let em flood the country with bad work as well as good. It will educate the people, and the day will come when all good work will stand an equal chance — be it French or be it American.

``True, said Clifford, ``Lets all have a bock. Wheres Rex?

But Gethryn had slipped out in the confusion. Quitting the Café des Écoles, he sauntered across the street, and turning through the Rue de Vaugirard, entered the rue Monsieur le Prince. He crossed the dim courtyard of his hôtel, and taking a key and a candle from the lodge of the Concierge, started to mount the six flights to his bedroom and studio. He felt irritable and fagged, and it did not make matters better when he found, on reaching his own door, that he had taken the wrong key. Nor did it ease his mind to fling the key over the banisters into the silent stone hallway below. He leaned sulkily over the railing and listened to it ring and clink down into the darkness, and then, with a brief but vigorous word, he turned and forced in his door with a crash. Two bull pups which had flown at him with portentous growls and yelps of menace now gamboled idiotically about him, writhing with anticipation of caresses, and a gray and scarlet parrot, rudely awakened, launched forth upon a musical effort resembling the song of a rusty cart-wheel.

``Oh, you infernal bird! murmured the master, lighting his candle with one hand and fondling the pups with the other. ``There, there, puppies, run away! he added, rolling the ecstatic pups into a sort of dog divan, where they curled themselves down at last and subsided with squirms and wriggles, gurgling affection.

Gethryn lighted a lamp and then a cigarette. Then, blowing out the candle, he sat down with a sigh. His eyes fell on the parrot. It annoyed him that the parrot should immediately turn over and look at him upside down. It also annoyed him that ``Satan, an evil-looking raven, was evidently preparing to descend from his perch and worry ``Mrs Gummidge.

``Mrs Gummidge was the name Clifford had given to a large sad-eyed white tabby who now lay dozing upon a panther skin.

``Satan! said Gethryn. The bird checked his sinister preparations and eyed his master. ``Dont, said the young man.

Satan weighed his chances and came to the conclusion that he could swoop down, nip Mrs Gummidge, and get back to his bust of Pallas without being caught. He tried it, but his master was too quick for him, and foiled, he lay sullenly in Gethryns hands, his two long claws projecting helplessly between the brown fists of his master.

``Oh, you fiend! muttered Rex, taking him toward a wicker basket, which he hated. ``Solitary confinement for you, my boy.

``Double, double, toil and trouble, croaked the parrot.

Gethryn started nervously and shut him inside the cage, a regal gilt structure with ``Shakespeare printed over the door. Then, replacing the agitated Gummidge on her panther skin, he sat down once more and lighted another cigarette.

His picture. He could think of nothing else. It was a serious matter with Gethryn. Admitted to the Salon meant three more years study in Paris. Failure, and back he must go to New York.

The personal income of Reginald Gethryn amounted to the magnificent sum of two hundred and fifty dollars. To this, his aunt, Miss Celestia Gethryn, added nine hundred and fifty dollars more. This gave him a sum of twelve hundred dollars a year to live on and study in Paris. It was not a large sum, but it was princely when compared to the amount on which many a talented fellow subsists, spending his best years in a foul atmosphere of paint and tobacco, ill fed, ill clothed, scarcely warmed at all, often sick in mind and body, attaining his first scant measure of success just as his overtaxed powers give way.

Gethryns aunt, his only surviving relative, had recently written him one of her ponderous letters. He took it from his pocket and began to read it again, for the fourth time.

You have now been in Paris three years, and as yet I have seen no results. You should be earning your own living, but instead you are still dependent upon me. You are welcome to all the assistance I can give you, in reason, but I expect that you will have something to show for all the money I expend upon you. Why are you not making a handsome income and a splendid reputation, like Mr Spinder?

The artist named was thirty-five and had been in Paris fifteen years. Gethryn was twenty-two and had been studying three years.

Why are you not doing beautiful things, like Mr Mousely? Im told he gets a thousand dollars for a little sketch.

Rex groaned. Mr Mousely could neither draw nor paint, but he made stories of babies deathbeds on squares of canvas with china angels solidly suspended from the ceiling of the nursery, pointing upward, and he gave them titles out of the hymnbook, which caused them to be bought with eagerness by all the members of the congregation to which his family belonged.

The letter proceeded:

I am told by many reliable persons that three years abroad is more than enough for a thorough art education. If no results are attained at the end of that time, there is only one of two conclusions to be drawn. Either you have no talent, or you are wasting your time. I shall wait until the next Salon before I come to a decision. If then you have a picture accepted and if it shows no trace of the immorality which is rife in Paris, I will continue your allowance for three years more; this, however, on condition that you have a picture in the Salon each year. If you fail again this year, I shall insist upon your coming home at once.

Why Gethryn should want to read this letter four times, when one perusal of it had been more than enough, no one, least of all himself, could have told. He sat now crushing it in is hand, tasting all the bitterness that is stored up for a sensitive artist tied by fate to an omniscient Philistine who feeds his body with bread and his soul with instruction about art and behavior.

Presently he mastered the black mood which came near being too much for him, his face cleared and he leaned back, quietly smoking. From the rug rose a muffled rumbling where Mrs Gummidge dozed in peace. The clock ticked sharply. A mouse dropped silently from the window curtain and scuttled away unmarked.

The pups lay in a soft heap. The parrot no longer hung head downward, but rested in his cage in a normal position, one eye fixed steadily on Gethryn, the other sheathed in a bluish-white eyelid, every wrinkle of which spoke scorn of men and things.

For some time Gethryn had been half-conscious of a piano sounding on the floor below. It suddenly struck him now that the apartment under his, which had been long vacant, must have found an occupant.

``Idiots! he grumbled. ``Playing at midnight! That will have to stop. Singing too! Well see about that!

The singing continued, a girls voice, only passably trained, but certainly fresh and sweet.

Gethryn began to listen, reluctantly and ungraciously. There was a pause. ``Now shes going to stop. Its time, he muttered. But the piano began again — a short prelude which he knew, and the voice was soon in the midst of the Dream Song from ``La Belle Hélène.

Gethryn rose and walked to his window, threw it open and leaned out. An April night, soft and delicious. The air was heavy with perfume from the pink and white chestnut blossoms. The roof dripped with moisture. Far down in the dark court the gas-jets flickered and flared. From the distance came the softened rumble of a midnight cab, which, drawing nearer and nearer and passing the hôtel with a rollicking rattle of wheels and laughing voices, died away on the smooth pavement by the Luxembourg Gardens. The voice had stopped capriciously in the middle of the song. Gethryn turned back into the room whistling the air. His eye fell on Satan sitting behind his bars in crumpled malice.

``Poor old chap, laughed the master, ``want to come out and hop around a bit? Here, Gummidge, well remove temptation out of his way, and he lifted the docile tabby, who increased the timbre of her song to an ecstatic squeal at his touch, and opening his bedroom door, gently deposited her on his softest blankets. He then reinstated the raven on his bust of Pallas, and Satan watched him from thence warily as he fussed about the studio, sorting brushes, scraping a neglected palette, taking down a dressing gown, drawing on a pair of easy slippers, opening his door and depositing his boots outside. When he returned the music had begun again.

``What on earth does she mean by singing at a quarter to one oclock? he thought, and went once more to the window. ``Why — that is really beautiful.

Oui! cest un rêve, Oui! cest un rêve doux damour.
 La nuit lui prête son mystère,
Il doit finir — il doit finir avec le jour.

The song of Hélène ceased. Gethryn leaned out and gazed down at the lighted windows under his. Suddenly the light went out. He heard someone open the window, and straining his eyes, could just discern the dim outline of a head and shoulders, unmistakably those of a girl. She had perched herself on the windowsill. Presently she began to hum the air, then to sing it softly. Gethryn waited until the words came again:

Oui, cest un rêve — 

and then struck in with a very sweet baritone:

Oui, cest un rêve — 

She never moved, but her voice swelled out fresh and clear in answer to his, and a really charming duet came to a delightful finish. Then she looked up. Gethryn was reckless now.

``Shall it be, then, only a dream? he laughed. Was it his fate that made him lean out and whisper, ``Is it, then, only a dream, Hélène?

There was nothing but the rustling of the chestnut branches to answer his folly. Not another sound. He was half inclined to shut his window and go in, well satisfied with the silence and beginning to feel sleepy. All at once from below came a faint laugh, and as he leaned out he caught the words:

``Paris, Hélène bids you good night!

``Ah, Belle Hélène! — he began, but was cut short by the violent opening of a window opposite.

``Bon dieu de bon dieu! howled an injured gentleman. ``To sleep is impossible, tas dimbeciles!—

And Hélènes window closed with a snap.
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THE DAY BROKE hot and stifling. The first sunbeams which chased the fog from bridge and street also drove the mists from the cool thickets of the Luxembourg Garden, and revealed groups of dragoons picketed in the shrubbery.

``Dragoons in the Luxembourg! cried the gamins to each other. ``What for?

But even the gamins did not know — yet.

At the great Ateliers of Messieurs Bouguereau and Lefebvre the first day of the week is the busiest — and so, this being Monday, the studios were crowded.

The heat was suffocating. The walls, smeared with the refuse of a hundred palettes, fairly sizzled as they gave off a sickly odor of paint and turpentine. Only two poses had been completed, but the tired models stood or sat, glistening with perspiration. The men drew and painted, many of them stripped to the waist. The air was heavy with tobacco smoke and the respiration of some two hundred students of half as many nationalities.

``Dieu! quel chaleur! gasped a fat little Frenchman, mopping his clipped head and breathing hard.

``Clifford, he inquired in English, ``ees eet zat you haf a so great — a — heat chez vous?

Clifford glanced up from his easel. ``Heat in New York? My dear Deschamps, this is nothing.

The other eyed him suspiciously.

``You know New York is the capital of Galveston? said Clifford, slapping on a brush full of color and leaning back to look at it.

The Frenchman didnt know, but he nodded.

``Well, thats very far south. We suffer — yes, we suffer, but our poor poultry suffer more.

``Ze — ze pooltree? Wat eez zat?

Clifford explained.

``In summer the fire engines are detailed to throw water on the hens to keep their feathers from singeing. Singeing spoils the flavor.

The Frenchman growled.

``One of our national institutions is the `Hens Mutual Fire Insurance Company, supported by the Government, added Clifford.

Deschamps snorted.

``That is why, put in Rhodes, lazily dabbing at his canvas, ``why we seldom have omelets — the eggs are so apt to be laid fried.

``How, zen, does eet make ze chicken? spluttered the Frenchman, his wrath rising.

``Our chickens are also— a torrent of bad language from Monsieur Deschamps, and a howl of execration from all the rest, silenced Clifford.

``Its too hot for that sort of thing, pleaded Elliott.

``Idiot! muttered the Frenchman, shooting ominous glances at the bland youth, who saw nothing.

``Cest lheure, cried a dozen voices, and the tired model stretched his cramped limbs. Clifford rose, dropped a piece of charcoal down on his neighbors neck, and stepping across Thaxtons easel, walked over to Gethryn.

``Rex, have you heard the latest?

``No.

``The Ministry has fallen again, and the Place de la Concorde is filled with people yelling, A bas la Republique! Vive le General Boulanger!

Gethryn looked serious. Clifford went on, speaking low.

``I saw a troop of cavalry going over this morning, and old Forain told me just now that the regiments at Versailles were ready to move at a minutes notice.

``I suppose things are lively across the river, said Gethryn.

``Exactly, and were all going over to see the fun. Youll come?

``Oh, Ill come. Hello! heres Rhodes; tell him.

Rhodes knew. Ministry fallen. Mob at it some more. Been fired on by the soldiers once. Pont Neuf and the Arc guarded by cannon. Carleton came hurrying up.

``The French students are loose and raising Cain. Were going to assist at the show. Come along.

``No, growled Braith, and looked hard at Rex.

``Oh, come along! Were all going, said Carleton, ``Elliott, Gethryn, the Colossus, Thaxton, Clifford.

Braith turned sharply to Rex. ``Yes, going to get your heads smashed by a bullet or carved by a saber. What for? What business is it of yours?

``Braith thinks he looks like a Prussian and is afraid, mused Clifford.

``Come on, wont you, Braith? said Gethryn.

``Are you going?

``Why not? said the other, uneasily, ``and why wont you?

``No French mob for me, answered Braith, quietly. ``You fellows had better keep away. You dont know what you may get into. I saw the siege, and the man who was in Paris in 71 has seen enough.

``Oh, this is nothing serious, urged Clifford. ``If they fire I shall leg it; so will the lordly Reginald; so will we all.

Braith dug his hands into the pockets of his velveteens, and shook his head.

``No, he said, ``Ive got some work to do. So have you, Rex.

``Come on, were off, shouted Thaxton from the stairway.

Clifford seized Gethryns arm, Elliott and Rhodes crowded on behind. A small earthquake shock followed as the crowd of students launched itself down the stairs.

``Braith doesnt approve of my cutting the atelier so often, said Gethryn, ``and hes right. I ought to have stayed.

``Reggy going to back out? cooed Clifford.

``No, said Rex. ``Heres Rhodes with a cab.

``Its too hot to walk, gasped Rhodes. ``I secured this. It was all I could get. Pile in.

Rex sprang up beside the driver.

``Allons! he cried, ``to the Obelisk!

``But, monsieur— expostulated the cabby, ``it is today the revolution. I dare not.

``Go on, I tell you, roared Rhodes. ``Clifford, take his reins away if he refuses.

Clifford made a snatch at them, but was repulsed by the indignant cabby.

``Go on, do you hear? shouted the Colossus. The cabman looked at Gethryn.

``Go on! laughed Rex, ``there is no danger.

Jehu lifted his shoulders to the level of his shiny hat, and giving the reins a jerk, muttered, ``Crazy English! — Heu — heu — Cocotte!

In twenty minutes they had arrived at the bridge opposite the Palais Bourbon.

``By Jove! said Gethryn, ``look at that crowd! The Place de la Concorde is black with them!

The cab stopped with a jolt. Half a dozen policemen stepped into the street. Two seized the horses heads.

``The bridge is forbidden to vehicles, gentlemen, they said, courteously. ``To cross, one must descend.

Clifford began to argue, but Elliott stopped him.

``Its only a step, said he, paying the relieved cabby. ``Come ahead!

In a moment they were across the bridge and pushing into the crowd, single file.

``What a lot of troops and police! said Elliott, panting as he elbowed his way through the dense masses. ``I tell you, the mob are bent on mischief.

The Place de la Concorde was packed and jammed with struggling, surging humanity. Pushed and crowded up to the second fountain, clinging in bunches to the Obelisk, overrunning the first fountain, and covering the pedestals of the ``Cities of France, it heaved, shifted, undulated like clusters of swarming ants.

In the open space about the second fountain was the Prefect of the Seine, surrounded by a staff of officers. He looked worn and anxious as he stood mopping the perspiration from his neck and glancing nervously at his men, who were slowly and gently rolling back the mob. On the bridge a battalion of red-legged soldiers lounged, leaning on their rifles. To the right were long lines of cavalry in shining helmets and cuirasses. The men sat motionless in their saddles, their armor striking white fire in the fierce glow of the midday sun. Ever and anon the faint flutter of a distant bugle announced the approach of more regiments.

Among the shrubbery of the Gardens, a glimmer of orange and blue betrayed the lurking presence of the Guards. Down the endless vistas of the double and quadruple rows of trees stretching out to the Arc, and up the Cour la Reine, long lines of scarlet were moving toward the central point, the Place de la Concorde. The horses of a squadron of hussars pawed and champed across the avenue, the men, in their pale blue jackets, presenting a cool relief to the universal glare. The Champs Elysees was deserted, excepting by troops. Not a civilian was to be seen on the bridge. In front of the Madeleine three points of fire blazed and winked in the sun. They were three cannon.

Suddenly, over by the Obelisk, began a hoarse murmur, confused and dull at first, but growing louder, until it swelled into a deafening roar. ``Long live Boulanger! ``Down with Ferry! ``Long live the Republic! As the great wave of sound rose over the crowd and broke sullenly against the somber masses of the Palace of the Bourbons, a thin, shrill cry from the extreme right answered, ``Vive la Commune! Elliott laughed nervously.

``Theyll charge those howling Belleville anarchists!

Clifford began, in pure deviltry, to whistle the Carmagnole.

``Do you want to get us all into hot water? whispered Thaxton.

``Monsieur is of the Commune? inquired a little man, suavely.

And, the devil still prompting Clifford, he answered: ``Because I whistled the Carmagnole? Bah!

The man scowled.

``Look here, my friend, said Clifford, ``my political principles are yours, and I will be happy to drink at your expense.

The other Americans exchanged looks, and Elliott tried to check Cliffords folly before it was too late.

``Espion! muttered the Frenchman, adding, a little louder, ``Sale Allemand!

Gethryn looked up startled.

``Keep cool, whispered Thaxton; ``if they think were Germans were done for.

Carleton glanced nervously about. ``How they stare, he whispered. ``Their eyes pop out of their heads as if they saw Bismarck.

There was an ominous movement among the throng.

``Vive lAnarchie! A bas les Prussiens! yelled a beetle-browed Italian. ``A bas les etrangers!

``My friend, said Clifford, pleasantly, ``youve got a very vile accent yourself.

``Youre a Prussian! screamed the man.

Every one was now looking at them. Gethryn began to fume.

``Ill thrash that cur if he says Prussian again, said he.

``Youll keep quiet, thats what youll do, growled Thaxton, looking anxiously at Rhodes.

``Yes, you will! said the Colossus, very pale.

``Pig of a Prussian! shouted a fearful-looking hag, planting herself in front of Clifford with arms akimbo and head thrust forward. ``Pig of a Prussian spy!

She glanced at her supporters, who promptly applauded.

``Ah — h — h! she screamed, her little green eyes shining like a tigers — ``Spy! German spy!

``Madam, said Clifford, politely, ``go and wash yourself.

``Hold your cursed tongue, Clifford! whispered Thaxton. ``Do you want to be torn to pieces?

Suddenly a man behind Gethryn sprang at his back, and then, amazed and terrified at his own daring, yelled lustily for help. Gethryn shook him off as he would a fly, but the last remnant of self-control went at the same time, and, wheeling, he planted a blow square in the fellows neck. The man fell like an ox. In an instant the mob was upon them. Thaxton received a heavy kick in the ribs, which sent him reeling against Carleton. Clifford knocked two men down in as many blows, and, springing back, stood guard over Thaxton until he could struggle to his feet again. Elliott got a sounding thwack on the nose, which he neatly returned, adding one on the eye for interest. Gethryn and Carleton fought back to back. Rhodes began by half strangling a son of the Commune and then flung him bodily among his howling compatriots.

``Good Heavens, gasped Rhodes, ``we cant keep this up! And raising his voice, he cried with all the force of his lungs, ``Help! This way, police! A shot answered him, and a man, clapping his hands to his face, tilted heavily forward, the blood spurting between his fingers.

Then a terrible cry arose, a din in which the Americans caught the clanging of steel and the neighing of horses. A man was hurled violently against Gethryn, who, losing in turn his balance, staggered and fell. Rising to his knees, he saw a great foam-covered horse rearing almost over him, and a red-faced rider in steel helmet and tossing plume slashing furiously among the crowd. Next moment he was dragged to his feet and back into the flying mob.

``Look out, panted Thaxton, ``the cavalry — theyve charged — run! Gethryn glanced over his shoulder. All along the edge of the frantic, panic-stricken crowd the gleaming crests of the cavalry surged and dashed like a huge wave of steel.

Cries, groans, and curses rose and were drowned in the thunder of the charging horses and the clashing of weapons.

``Spy! screamed a voice in his ear. Gethryn turned, but the fellow was legging it for safety.

Suddenly he saw a woman who, pushed and crowded by the mob, stumbled and fell. In a moment he was by her side, bent over to raise her, was hurled upon his face, rose blinded by dust and half-stunned, but dragging her to her feet with him.

Swept onward by the rush, knocked this way and that, he still managed to support the dazed woman, and by degrees succeeded in controlling his own course, which he bent toward the Obelisk. As he neared the goal of comparative safety, exhausted, he suffered himself and the woman to be carried on by the rush. Then a blinding flash split the air in front, and the crash of musketry almost in his face hurled him back.

Men threw up their hands and sank in a heap or spun round and pitched headlong. For a moment he swayed in the drifting smoke. A blast of hot, sickening air enveloped him. Then a dull red cloud seemed to settle slowly, crushing, grinding him into the earth.


Three
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WHEN GETHRYN UNCLOSED his eyes the dazzling sunlight almost blinded him. A thousand grotesque figures danced before him, a hot red vapor seemed to envelop him. He felt a dull pain in his ears and a numb sensation about the legs. Gradually he recalled the scene that had just passed; the flying crowd lashed by that pitiless iron scourge; the cruel panic; the mad, suffocating rush; and then that crash of thunder which had crushed him.

He lay quite still, not offering to move. A strange languor seemed to weigh down his very heart. The air reeked with powder smoke. Not a breath was stirring.

Presently the numbness in his knees changed to a hot, pricking throb. He tried to move his legs, but found he could not. Then a sudden thought sent the blood with a rush to his heart. Perhaps he no longer had any legs! He remembered to have heard of legless men whose phantom members caused them many uncomfortable sensations. He certainly had a dull pain where his legs belonged, but the question was, had he legs also? The doubt was too much, and with a faint cry he struggled to rise.

``The devil! exclaimed a voice close to his head, and a pair of startled eyes met his own. `` The devil! repeated the owner of the eyes, as if to a apostrophize some particular one. He was a bird-like little fellow, with thin canary-colored hair and eyebrows and colorless eyes, and he was seated upon a campstool about two feet from Gethryns head.

He blinked at Gethryn. ``These Frenchmen, said he, ``have as many lives as a cat.

``Thanks! said Gethryn, smiling faintly.

``An Englishman! The devil! shouted the pale-eyed man, hopping in haste from his campstool and dropping a well-thumbed sketching-block as he did so.

``Dont be an ass, suggested Gethryn; ``youd much better help me to get up.

``Look here, cried the other, ``how was I to know you were not done for?

``Whats the matter with me? said Gethryn. ``Are my — my legs gone?

The little man glanced at Gethryns shoes.

No, theyre all there, unless you originally had more than the normal number — in fact Im afraid — I think youre all right.

Gethryn stared at him.

``And what the devil am I to do with this sketch? he continued, kicking the fallen block. ``Ive been at it for an hour. It isnt half bad, you know. I was going to call it `Love in Death. It was for the London Illustrated Mirror.

Gethryn lay quite still. He had decided the little fellow was mad.

``Dead in each others arms! continued the stranger, sentimentally. ``She so fair — he so brave—

Gethryn sprang up impatiently, but only a little way. Something held him down and he fell back.

``Do you want to get up? asked the stranger.

``I should rather think so.

The other bent down and placed his hands under Gethryns arms, and — half helped, half by his own impatient efforts — Rex sat up, leaning against the other man. A sharp twinge shot through the numbness of his legs, and his eyes, seeking the cause, fell upon the body of a woman. She lay across his knees, apparently dead. Rex remembered her now for the first time.

``Lift her, he said weakly.

The little man with some difficulty succeeded in moving the body; then Gethryn, putting one arm around the others neck, struggled up. He was stiff, and toppled about a little, but before long he was pretty steady on his feet.

``The woman, he said, ``perhaps she is not dead.

``Dead she is, said the Artist of the Mirror cheerfully, gathering up his pencils, which lay scattered on the steps of the pedestal. He leaned over the little heap of crumpled clothing.

``Shot, I fancy, he muttered.

Gethryn, feeling his strength returning and the circulation restored to his limbs, went over to the place where she lay.

``Have you a flask? he asked. The little Artist eyed him suspiciously.

``Are you a newspaperman?

``No, an art student.

``Nothing to do with newspapers?

``No.

``I dont drink, said the queer little person.

``I never said you did, said Gethryn. ``Have you a flask, or havent you?

The stranger slowly produced one, and poured a few drops into his pink palm.

``We may as well try, he said, and began to chafe her forehead. ``Here, take the whiskey — let it trickle, so, between her teeth. Dont spill any more than you can help, he added.

``Has she been shot? asked Gethryn.

``Crushed, maybe.

``Poor little thing, look at her roll of music! said Gethryn, wiping a few drops of blood from her pallid face, and glancing compassionately at the helpless, dust-covered figure.

``Im afraid its no use—

``Give her some more whiskey, quick! interrupted the stranger.

Gethryn tremblingly poured a few more drops between the parted lips. A faint color came into her temples. She moved, shivered from head to foot, and then, with a half-choked sob, opened her eyes.

``Mon Dieu, comme je souffre!

``Where do you suffer? said Gethryn gently.

``The arm; I think it is broken.

Gethryn stood up and looked about for help. The Place was nearly deserted. The blue-jacketed hussars were still standing over by the Avenue, and an occasional heavy, red-faced cuirassier walked his sweating horse slowly up and down the square. A few policemen lounged against the river wall, chatting with the sentries, and far down the dusty Rue Royale, the cannon winked and blinked before the Church of the Madeleine.

The rumble of wheels caused him to turn. A clumsy, blue-covered wagon drew up at the second fountain. It was a military ambulance. A red-capped trooper sprang down jingling from one of the horses, and was joined by two others who had followed the ambulance and who also dismounted. Then the three approached a group of policemen who were lifting something from the pavement. At the same moment he heard voices beside him, and turning, found that the girl had risen and was sitting on the campstool, her head leaning against the little strangers shoulder.

An officer stood looking down at her. His boots were spotless. The band of purple on his red and gold cap showed that he was a surgeon.

``Can we be of any assistance to madame? he inquired.

``I was looking for a cab, said Gethryn, ``but perhaps she is not strong enough to be taken to her home.

A frightened look came into the girls face and she glanced anxiously at the ambulance. The surgeon knelt quietly beside her.

``Madame is not seriously hurt, he said, after a rapid examination. ``The right arm is a little strained, but it will be nothing, I assure you, Madame; a matter of a few days, that is all.

He rose and stood brushing the knees of his trousers with his handkerchief. ``Monsieur is a foreigner?

Gethryn smiled. ``The accent?

``On the contrary, I assure you, Monsieur, cried the officer with more politeness than truth. He eyed the ambulance. ``The people of Paris have learned a lesson today, he said.

A trooper clattered up, leading an officers horse, and dismounted, saluting. The young surgeon glanced at his watch.

``Picard, he said, ``stop a closed cab and send it here.

The trooper wheeled his horse and galloped away across the square, and the officer turned to the others.

``Madame, I trust, will soon recover, he said courteously. ``Madame, messieurs, I have the honor to salute you. And with many a clink and jingle, he sprang into the saddle and clattered away in the wake of the slowly moving ambulance.

At the corner of the Rue Royale, Gethryn saw the trooper stop a cab and point to the Obelisk. He went over and asked the canary-colored stranger, ``Will you take her home, or shall I?

``Why, you, of course; you brought her here.

``No, I didnt. I never saw her until I noticed her being pushed about by the crowd. He caught the girls eye and colored furiously, hoping she did not suspect the nature of their discussion. Before her helplessness it seemed so brutal.

The cab drew up before the Obelisk and a gruff voice cried, ``Vla! Mssieurs!— dames!

``Put your arm on my shoulder — so, said Gethryn, and the two men raised her gently. Once in the cab, she sank back, looking limp and white. Gethryn turned sharply to the other man.

``Shall I go?

``Rather, replied the little stranger, pleasantly.

Opening his coat in haste, he produced a square of pasteboard. ``My card, he said, offering one to Gethryn, who bowed and fumbled in his pockets. As usual, his card-case was in another coat.

``Im sorry I have none, he said at length, ``but my name is Reginald Gethryn, and I shall give myself the pleasure of calling to thank you for—

``For nothing, laughed the other, ``excepting for the sketch, which you may have when you come to see me.

``Thanks, and au revoir, glancing at the card. ``Au revoir, Mr Bulfinch.

He was giving the signal to the cabby when his new acquaintance stopped him.

``Youre quite sure — you — er — dont know any newspapermen?

``Quite.

``All right — all right — and — er — just dont mention about my having a flask, if you do meet any of them. I — er — keep it for others. I dont drink.

``Certainly not, began Gethryn, but Mr T. Hoppley Bulfinch had seized his campstool and trotted away across the square.

Gethryn leaned into the cab.

``Will you give me your address? he asked gently.

``Rue Monsieur le Prince — 430— she whispered. ``Do you know where it is?

``Yes, said Gethryn. It was his own number.

``Rue Monsieur le Prince 430, he repeated to the driver, and stepping in, softly shut the door.


Four
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RAIN WAS FALLING steadily. The sparrows huddled under the eaves, or hopped disconsolately along the windowsills, uttering short, ill-tempered chirps. The wind was rising, blowing in quick, sharp gusts and sweeping the forest of rain spears, rank upon rank, in mad dashes against the glass-roofed studio.

Gethryn, curled up in a corner of his sofa, listlessly watched the showers of pink and white blossoms which whirled and eddied down from the rocking chestnuts, falling into the windy court in little heaps. One or two stiff-legged flies crawled rheumatically along the window glass, only to fall on their backs and lie there buzzing.

The two bull pups had silently watched the antics of these maudlin creatures, but their interest changed to indignation when one sodden insect attempted a final ascent and fell noisily upon the floor under their very noses. Then they rose as one dog and leaped madly upon the intruder, or meant to; but being pups, and uncertain in their estimation of distances, they brought up with startled yelps against the wall. Gethryn took them in his arms, where they found consolation in chewing the buttons off his coat. The parrot had driven the raven nearly crazy by turning upside down and staring at him for fifteen minutes of insulting silence. Mrs Gummidge was engaged in a matronly and sedate toilet, interrupting herself now and then to bestow a critical glance upon the parrot. She heartily approved of his attitude toward the raven, and although the old cynic cared nothing for Mrs Gummidges opinion, he found a sour satisfaction in warning her of her enemys hostile intentions. This he always did with a croak, causing Mrs Gummidge to look up just in time, and the raven to hop back disconcerted.

The rain beat a constant tattoo on the roof, and this, mingling with the drowsy purr of the cat, who was now marching to and fro with tail erect in front of Gethryn, exercised a soothing influence, and presently a snore so shocked the parrot that he felt obliged to relieve his mind by a series of intricate gymnastics upon his perch.

Gethryn was roused by a violent hammering on his door. The room had grown dark, and night had come on while he slept.

``All right — coming, he shouted, groping his way across the room. Slipping the bolt, he opened the door and looked out, but could see nothing in the dark hallway. Then he felt himself seized and hugged and dragged back into his studio, where he was treated to a heavy slap on the shoulder. Then someone struck a match and presently, by the light of a candle, he saw Clifford and Elliott, and farther back in the shade another form which he thought he knew.

Clifford began, ``Here you are! We thought you were dead — killed through my infernal fooling. He turned very red, and stammered, ``Tell him, Elliott.

``Why, you see, said Elliott, ``weve been hunting for you high and low since the fight yesterday afternoon. Clifford was nearly crazy. He said it was his fault. We went to the Morgue and then to the hospitals, and finally to the police— A knock interrupted him, and a policeman appeared at the door.

Clifford looked sheepish.

``The young gentleman who is missing — this is his room? inquired the policeman.

``Oh, hes found — hes all right, said Clifford, hurriedly. The officer stared.

``Here he is, said Elliott, pointing to Rex.

The man transferred his stare to Gethryn, but did not offer to move.

``I am the supposed deceased, laughed Rex, with a little bow.

``But how am I to know? said the officer.

``Why, here I am.

``But, said the man, suspiciously, ``I want to know how I am to know?

``Nonsense, said Elliott, laughing.

``But, Monsieur, expostulated the officer, politely.

``This is Reginald Gethryn, artist, I tell you!

The policeman shrugged his shoulders. He was noncommittal and very polite.

``Messieurs, he said, ``my orders are to lock up this room.

``But its my room, I cant spare my room, laughed Gethryn. ``From whom did you take your orders?

``From Monsieur the Prefect of the Seine.

``Oh, it is all right, then, said Gethryn. ``Take a seat.

He went to his desk, wrote a hasty note, and then called the man. ``Read that, if you please, Monsieur Sergeant de Ville.

The mans eyes grew round. ``Certainly, Monsieur, I will take the note to the Prefect, he said; ``Monsieur will pardon the intrusion.

``Dont mention it, said Rex, smiling, and slipped a franc into his big red fist. The officer pocketed it with a demure ``Merci, Monsieur, and presently the clank of his bayonet died away on the stairs.

``Well, said Elliott, ``youre found. Clifford was beginning again with self-reproaches and self-abasement, but Rex broke in: ``You fellows are awfully good — I do assure you I appreciate it. But I wasnt in any more danger than the rest of you. What about Thaxton and the Colossus and Carleton? He grew anxious as he named them.

``We all got off with no trouble at all, only we missed you — and then the troops fired, and they chased us over the bridge and scattered us in the Quarter, and we all drifted one by one into the Café des Écoles. And then you didnt come, and we waited till after dinner, and finally came here to find your door locked—

``Oh! burst out Clifford, ``I tell you, Rex — damn it! I will express my feelings!

``No, you wont, said Rex; ``drop em, old boy, dont express em. Here we are — thats enough, isnt it, Shakespeare?

The bird had climbed to Gethryns shoulder and was cocking his eye fondly at Clifford. They were dear friends. Once he had walked up Cliffords arm and had grabbed him by the ear, for which Clifford, more in sorrow than in anger, soaked him in cold water. Since that, their mutual understanding had been perfect.

``Where are you going to, you old fiend? said Clifford, tickling the parrots throat.

``Hell! shrieked the bird.

``Good Heavens! I never taught him that, said Gethryn.

Clifford smiled, without committing himself.

``But where were you, Rex? asked Elliott.

Rex flushed. ``Hullo, cried Clifford, ``heres Reginald blushing. If I didnt know him better Id swear theres a woman in it. The dark figure at the end of the room rose and walked swiftly over, and Rex saw that it was Braith, as he had supposed.

``I swear I forgot him, laughed Elliott. ``What a queer bird you are, Braith, squatting over there as silent as a stuffed owl!

``He has been walking his legs off after you, began Clifford, but Braith cut him short with a brusque — 

``Where were you, Rex?

Gethryn winced. ``Id rather — I think — he began, slowly — 

``Excuse me — its not my business, growled Braith, throwing himself into a seat and beginning to rub Mrs Gummidge the wrong way. ``Confound the cat! he added, examining some red parallel lines which suddenly decorated the back of his hand.

``She wont stand rubbing the wrong way, said Rex, smiling uneasily.

``Like the rest of us, said Elliott.

``More fool he who tries it, said Braith, and looked at Gethryn with an affectionate smile that made him turn redder than before.

``Rex, began Clifford again, with that fine tact for which he was celebrated, ``own up! You spent last night warbling under the windows of Lisette.

``Or Frisette, said Elliott, ``or Cosette.

``Or Babette, Lisette, Frisette, Cosette, Babette! chanted the two young men in a sort of catch.

Braith so seldom swore, that the round oath with which he broke into their vocal exercises stopped them through sheer astonishment. But Clifford, determined on self-assertion and loving an argument, especially out of season, turned on Braith and began:

``Why should not Youth love?

``Love! Bah! said Braith.

``Why Bah? he persisted, stimulated by the disgust of Braith. ``Now if a man — take Elliott, for example—

``Take yourself, cried the other.

``Well — myself, for example. Suppose when my hours of weary toil are over — returning to my lonely cell, I encounter the blue eyes of Ninette on the way, or the brown eyes of Cosette, or perhaps the black eyes of—

Braith stamped impatiently.

``Lisette, said Clifford, sweetly. ``Why should I not refresh my drooping spirits by adoring Lisette — Cos—

``Oh, come, you said that before, said Gethryn. ``Youre getting to be a bore, Clifford.

``You at least can no longer reproach me, said the other, with a quick look that increased Gethryns embarrassment.

``Let him talk his talk of bewitching grisettes, and gay students, said Braith, more angry than Rex had ever seen him. ``Hes never content except when hes dangling after some fool worse than himself. Damn this `Bohemian love rot! Ive been here longer than you have, Clifford, he said, suddenly softening and turning half apologetically to the latter, who nodded to intimate that he hadnt taken offense. ``Ive seen all that shabby romance turn into such reality as you wouldnt like to face. Ive seen promising lives go out in ruin and disgrace — here in this very street — in this very house — lives that started exactly on the lines that you are finding so mighty pleasant just now.

Clifford was in danger of being silenced. That would never do.

``Papa Braith, he smiled, ``is it that you too have been through the mill? Shall I present your compliments to the miller? Im going. Come, Elliott.

Elliott took up his hat and followed.

``Braith, he said, ``well drink your health as we go through the mill.

``Remember that the mill grinds slowly but surely, said Braith.

``He speaks in parables, laughed Clifford, halfway downstairs, and the two took up the catch they had improvised, singing, ``Lisette — Cosette — Ninette— in thirds more or less out of tune, until Gethryn shut the door on the last echoes that came up from the hall below.

Gethryn came back and sat down, and Braith took a seat beside him, but neither spoke. Braith had his pipe and Rex his cigarette.

When the former was ready, he began to speak. He could not conceal the effort it cost him, but that wore away after he had been talking a while.

``Rex, he began, ``when I say that we are friends, I mean, for my own part, that you are more to me than any man alive; and now I am going to tell you my story. Dont interrupt me. I have only just courage enough; if any of it oozes out, I may not be able to go on. Well, I have been through the mill. Clifford was right. They say it is a phase through which all men must pass. I say, must or not, if you pass through it you dont come out without a stain. Youre never the same man after. Dont imagine I mean that I was brutally dissolute. I dont want you to think worse of me than I deserve. I kept a clean tongue in my head — always. So do you. I never got drunk — neither do you. I kept a distance between myself and the women whom those fellows were celebrating in song just now — so do you. How much is due in both of us to principle, and how much to fastidiousness, Rex? I found out for myself at last, and perhaps your turn will not be long in coming. After avoiding entanglements for just three years— He looked at Rex, who dropped his head — ``I gave in to a temptation as coarse, vulgar and silly as any I had ever despised. Why? Heaven knows. She was as vulgar a leech as ever fastened on a calf like myself. But I didnt think so then. I was wildly in love with her. She said she was madly in love with me. Braith made a grimace of such disgust that Rex would have laughed, only he saw in time that it was self-disgust which made Braiths mouth look so set and hard.

``I wanted to marry her. She wouldnt marry me. I was not rich, but what she said was: `One hates ones husband. When I say vulgar, I dont mean she had vulgar manners. She was as pretty and trim and clever — as the rest of them. An artist, if he sees all that really exists, sometimes also sees things which have no existence at all. Of these were the qualities with which I invested her — the moral and mental correspondencies to her blonde skin and supple figure. She justified my perspicacity one day by leaving me for a loathsome little Jew. The last time I heard of her she had been turned out of a gambling hell in his company. His name is Emanuel Pick. Is not this a shabby romance? Is it not enough to make a self-respecting man hang his head — to know that he has once found pleasure in the society of the mistress of Mr Emanuel Pick?

A long silence followed, during which the two men smoked, looking in opposite directions. At last Braith reached over and shook the ashes out of his pipe. Rex lighted a fresh cigarette at the same time, and their eyes met with a look of mutual confidence and goodwill. Braith spoke again, firmly this time.

``God keep you out of the mire, Rex; youre all right thus far. But it is my solemn belief that an affair of that kind would be your ruin as an artist; as a man.

``The Quarter doesnt regard things in that light, said Gethryn, trying hard to laugh off the weight that oppressed him.

``The Quarter is a law unto itself. Be a law unto yourself, Rex — Good night, old chap.

``Good night, Braith, said Gethryn slowly.
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THIRIONS AT SIX pm. Madame Thirion, neat and demure, sat behind her desk; her husband, in white linen apron and cap, scuttled back and forth shouting, ``Bon! Bon! to the orders that came down the call trumpet. The waiters flew crazily about, and cries went up for ``Pierre and ``Jean and ``green peas and fillet.

The noise, smoke, laughter, shouting, rattle of dishes, the penetrating odor of burnt paper and French tobacco, all proclaimed the place a Latin Quarter restaurant. The English and Americans ate like civilized beings and howled like barbarians. The Germans, when they had napkins, tucked them under their chins. The Frenchmen — well! they often agreed with the hated Teuton in at least one thing; that knives were made to eat with. But which of the four nationalities exceeded the others in turbulence and bad language would be hard to say.

Clifford was eating his chop and staring at the blonde adjunct of a dapper little Frenchman.

``Clifford, said Carleton, ``stop that.

``Im mesmerizing her, said Clifford. ``Its a case of hypnotism.

The girl, who had been staring back at Clifford, suddenly shrugged her shoulders, and turning to her companion, said aloud:

``How like a monkey, that foreigner!

Clifford withdrew his eyes in a hurry, amid a roar of laughter from the others. He was glad when Braiths entrance caused a diversion.

``Hullo, Don Juan! I see you, Lothario! Drinking again?

Braith took it all as a matter of course, but this time failed to return as good as they gave. He took a seat beside Gethryn and said in a low tone:

``Ive just come from your house. Theres a letter from the Salon in your box.

Gethryn set down his wine untasted and reached for his hat.

``Whats the matter, Reggy? Has Lisette gone back on you? asked Clifford, tenderly.

``Its the Salon, said Braith, as Gethryn went out with a hasty ``Good night.

``Poor Reggy, how hard he takes it! sighed Clifford.

Gethryn hurried along the familiar streets with his heart in his boots sometimes, and sometimes in his mouth.

In his box was a letter and a note addressed in pencil. He snatched them both, and lighting a candle, mounted the stairs, unlocked his door and sank breathless upon the lounge. He tore open the first envelope. A bit of paper fell out. It was from Braith and said:

I congratulate you either way. If you are successful I shall be as glad as you are. If not, I still congratulate you on the manly courage which you are going to show in turning defeat into victory.

``Hes one in a million, thought Gethryn, and opened the other letter. It contained a folded paper and a card. The card was white. The paper read:

You are admitted to the Salon with a No. 1. My compliments. J. Lefebvre

He ought to have been pleased, but instead he felt weak and giddy, and the pleasure was more like pain. He leaned against the table quite unstrung, his mind in a whirl. He got up and went to the window. Then he shook himself and walked over to his cabinet. Taking out a bunch of keys, he selected one and opened what Clifford called his ``cellar.

Clifford knew and deplored the fact that Gethryns ``cellar was no longer open to the public. Since the day when Rex returned from Juliens, tired and cross, to find a row of empty bottles on the floor and Clifford on the sofa conversing incoherently with himself, and had his questions interrupted by a maudlin squawk from the parrot — also tipsy — since that day Gethryn had carried the key. He now produced a wine glass and a dusty bottle, filled the one from the other and emptied it three times in rapid succession. Then he took the glass to the washbasin and rinsed it with great slowness and precision. Then he sat down and tried to think. Number One meant a mention, perhaps a medal. He would telegraph his aunt tomorrow. Suddenly he felt a strong desire to tell someone. He would go and see Braith. No, Braith was in the evening class at the Beaux Arts; so were the others, excepting Clifford and Elliott, and they were at a ball across the river.

Whom could he see? He thought of the garçon. He would ring him up and give him a glass of wine. Alcide was a good fellow and stole very little. The clock struck eleven.

``No, hes gone to bed. Alcide, youve missed a glass of wine and a cigar, you early bird.

His head was clear enough now. He realized his good fortune. He had never been so happy in his life. He called the pups and romped with them until an unlucky misstep sent Mrs Gummidge, with a shriek, to the top of the wardrobe, whence she glared at Gethryn and spit at the delighted raven.

The young man sat down fairly out of breath, but the pups still kept making charges at his legs and tumbled over themselves with barking. He gathered them up and carried them into his bedroom to their sleeping box. As he stooped to drop them in, there came a knock at his studio door. But when he hastened to open it, glad of company, there was no one there. Surprised, he turned back and saw on the floor before him a note. Picking it up, he took it to the lamp and read it. It was signed, ``Yvonne Descartes.

When he had read it twice, he sat down to think. Presently he took something out of his waistcoat pocket and held it close to the light. It was a gold brooch in the shape of a fleur-de-lis. On the back was engraved ``Yvonne. He held it in his hand a while, and then, getting up, went slowly towards the door. He opened the door, closed it behind him and moved toward the stairs. Suddenly he started.

``Braith! Is that you?

There was no answer. His voice sounded hollow in the tiled hallway.

``Braith, he said again. ``I thought I heard him say `Rex. But he kept on to the next floor and stopped before the door of the room which was directly under his own. He paused, hesitated, looking up at a ray of light which came out from a crack in the transom.

``Its too late, he muttered, and turned away irresolutely.

A clear voice called from within, ``Entrez donc, Monsieur.

He opened the door and went in.

On a piano stood a shaded lamp, which threw a soft yellow light over everything. The first glance gave him a hasty impression of a white lace-covered bed and a dainty toilet table on which stood a pair of tall silver candlesticks; and then, as the soft voice spoke again, ``Will Monsieur be seated? he turned and confronted the girl whom he had helped in the Place de la Concorde. She lay in a cloud of fleecy wrappings on a lounge that was covered with a great white bearskin. Her blue eyes met Gethryns, and he smiled faintly. She spoke again:

``Will Monsieur sit a little nearer? It is difficult to speak loudly — I have so little strength.

Gethryn walked over to the sofa and half unconsciously sank down on the rug which fell on the floor by the invalids side. He spoke as he would to a sick child.

``I am so very glad you are better. I inquired of the concierge and she told me.

A slight color crept into the girls face. ``You are so good. Ah! what should I have done — what can I say? She stopped; there were tears in her eyes.

``Please say nothing — please forget it.

``Forget! Presently she continued, almost in a whisper, ``I had so much to say to you, and now you are really here, I can think of nothing, only that you saved me.

``Mademoiselle — I beg!

She lay silent a moment more; then she raised herself from the sofa and held out her hand. His hand and eyes met hers.

``I thank you, she said, ``I can never forget. Then she sank back among the white fluff of lace and fur. ``I only learned this morning, she went on, after a minute, `` who sat beside me all that night and bathed my arm, and gave me cooling drinks.

Gethryn colored. ``There was no one else to take care of you. I sent for my friend, Doctor Ducrot, but he was out of town. Then Dr Bouvier promised to come, and didnt. The concierge was ill herself — I could not leave you alone. You know, you were a little out of your head with fright and fever. I really couldnt leave you to get on by yourself.

``No, cried the girl, excitedly, ``you could not leave me after carrying me out of that terrible crowd; yourself hurt, exhausted, you sat by my side all night long.

Gethryn laid his hand on her. ``Hélène, he said, half jesting, ``I did what anyone else would have done under the circumstances — and forgotten.

She looked at him shyly. ``Dont forget, she said.

``I couldnt forget your face, he rashly answered, moved by the emotion she showed.

She brightened.

``Did you know me when you first saw me in the crowd? She expected him to say ``Yes.

``No, he replied, ``I only saw you were a woman and in danger of your life.

The brightness fell from her face. ``Then it was all the same to you who I was.

He nodded. ``Yes — any woman, you know.

``Old and dirty and ugly?

His hand slipped from hers. ``And a woman — yes.

She shrugged her pretty shoulders. ``Then I wish it had been someone else.

``So do I, for your sake, he answered gravely.

She glanced at him, half frightened; then leaning swiftly toward him:

``Forgive me; I would not change places with a queen.

``Nor I with any man! he cried gayly. ``Am I not Paris?

``And I?

``You are Hélène, he said, laughing. ``Let me see — Paris and Hélène would not have changed—

She interrupted him impatiently. ``Words! you do not mean them. Nor do I, either, she added, hastily. After that neither spoke for a while. Gethryn, half stretched on the big rug, idly twisting bits of it into curls, felt very comfortable, without troubling to ask himself what would come next. Presently she glanced up.

``Paris, do you want to smoke?

``You dont think I would smoke in this dainty nest?

``Please do, I like it. We are — we will be such very good friends. There are matches on that table in the silver box.

He shook his head, laughing. ``You are too indulgent.

``I am never indulgent, excepting to myself. But I have caprices and I generally die when they are not indulged. This is one. Please smoke.

``Oh, in that case, with Hélènes permission.

She laughed delightedly as he blew the rings of fragrant smoke far up to the ceiling. There was another long pause, then she began again:

``Paris, you speak French very well.

He came from where he had been standing by the table and seated himself once more among the furs at her feet.

``Do I, Hélène?

``Yes — but you sing it divinely.

Gethryn began to hum the air of the dream song, smiling, ``Yes tis a dream — a dream of love, he repeated, but stopped.

Yvonnes temples and throat were crimson.

``Please open the window, she cried, ``its so warm here.

``Hélène, I think you are blushing, said he, mischievously.

She turned her head away from him. He rose and opened the window, leaning out a moment; his heart was beating violently. Presently he returned.

``Its one oclock.

No answer.

``Hélène, its one oclock in the morning.

``Are you tired? she murmured.

``No.

``Nor I — dont go.

``But its one oclock.

``Dont go yet.

He sank down irresolutely on the rug again. ``I ought to go, he murmured.

``Are we to remain friends?

``That is for Hélène to say.

``And Hélène will leave it to Homer!

``To whom? said Gethryn.

``Monsieur Homer, said the girl, faintly.

``But that was a tragedy.

``But they were friends.

``In a way. Yes, in a way.

Gethryn tried to return to a light tone. ``They fell in love, I believe. No answer. ``Very well, said Gethryn, still trying to joke, ``I will carry you off in a boat, then.

``To Troy — when?

``No, to Meudon, when you are well. Do you like the country?

``I love it, she said.

``Well, Ill take my easel and my paints along too.

She looked at him seriously. ``You are an artist — I heard that from the concierge.

``Yes, said Gethryn, ``I think I may claim the title tonight.

And then he told her about the Salon. She listened and brightened with sympathy. Then she grew silent.

``Do you paint landscapes?

``Figures, said the young man, shortly.

``From models?

``Of course, he answered, still more drily.

``Draped, she persisted.

``No.

``I hate models! she cried out, almost fiercely.

``They are not a pleasing set, as a rule, he admitted. ``But I know some decent ones.

She shivered and shook her curly head. ``Some are very pretty, I suppose.

``Some.

``Do you know Sarah Brown?

``Yes, I know Sarah.

``Men go wild about her.

``I never did.

Yvonne was out of humor. ``Oh, she cried, petulantly, ``you are very cold — you Americans — like ice.

``Because we dont run after Sarah?

``Because you are a nation of business, and—

``And brains, said Gethryn, drily.

There was an uncomfortable pause. Gethryn looked at the girl. She lay with her face turned from him.

``Hélène! No answer. ``Yvonne — Mademoiselle! No answer. ``Its two oclock.

A slight impatient movement of the head.

``Good night. Gethryn rose. ``Good night, he repeated. He waited for a moment. ``Good night, Yvonne, he said, for the third time.

She turned slowly toward him, and as he looked down at her he felt a tenderness as for a sick child.

``Good night, he said once more, and, bending over her, gently laid the little gold clasp in her open hand. She looked at it in surprise; then suddenly she leaned swiftly toward him, rested a brief second against him, and then sank back again. The golden fleur-de-lis glittered over his heart.

``You will wear it? she whispered.

``Yes.

``Then — good night.

Half unconsciously he stooped and kissed her forehead; then went his way. And all that night one slept until the morning broke, and one saw morning break, then fell asleep.


Six
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IT WAS THE first day of June. In the Luxembourg Gardens a soft breeze stirred the tender chestnut leaves, and blew sparkling ripples across the water in the Fountain of Marie de Medicis.

The modest little hothouse flowers had quite recovered from the shock of recent transplanting and were ambitiously pushing out long spikes and clusters of crimson, purple and gold, filling the air with spicy perfume, and drawing an occasional battered butterfly, gaunt and seedy, from his long winters sleep, but still remembering the flowery days of last seasons brilliant debut.

Through the fresh young leaves the sunshine fell, dappling the glades and thickets, bathing the gray walls of the Palais du Sénat, and almost warming into life the queer old statues of long departed royalty, which for so many years have looked down from the great terrace to the Palace of the King.

Through every gate the people drifted into the gardens, and the winding paths were dotted and crowded with brightly-colored, slowly-moving groups.

Here a half dozen meager, black-robed priests strolled silently amid the tender verdure; here a noisy crowd of children, gamboling awkwardly in the wake of a painted rubber ball, made day hideous with their yells.

Now a slovenly company of dragoons shuffled by, their big shapeless boots covered with dust, and their whalebone plumes hanging in straight points to the middle of their backs; now a group of strutting students and cocottes passed noisily, the girls in spotless spring plumage, the students vying with each other in the display of blinking eyeglasses, huge bunchy neckties, and sleek checked trousers. Policemen, trim little grisettes (for whatever is said to the contrary, the grisette is still extant in Paris), nurse girls with turbaned heads and ugly red streamers, wheeling ugly red babies; an occasional stray zouave or turco in curt Turkish jacket and white leggings; grave old gentlemen with white mustache and military step; gay, baggy gentlemen from St Cyr, looking like newly-painted wooden soldiers; students from the Ecole Polytechnique; students from the Lycée St Louis in blue and red; students from Juliens and the Beaux Arts with a plentiful sprinkling of berets and corduroy jackets; and group after group of jingling artillery officers in scarlet and black, or hussars and chasseurs in pale turquoise, strolled and idled up and down the terrace, or watched the toy yachts braving the furies of the great fountain.

Over by the playgrounds, the Polichinel nuisance drummed and squeaked to an appreciative audience of tender years. The ``Jeu de paume was also in full swing, a truly exasperating spectacle for a modern tennis player.

The old man who feeds the sparrows in the afternoon, and beats his wife at night, was intent on the former cheerful occupation, and smiled benevolently upon the little children who watched him, open mouthed. The numerous waterfowl — mallard, teal, red-head, and dusky — waddled and dived and fought the big mouse-colored pigeons for a share of the sparrows crumbs.

A depraved and mongrel pointer, who had tugged at his chain in a wild endeavor to point the whole heterogeneous mass of feathered creatures from sparrow to swan, lost his head and howled dismally until dragged off by the lean-legged student who was attached to the other end of the chain.

Gethryn, sprawling on a bench in the sunshine, turned up his nose. Braith grunted scornfully.

A man passed in the crowd, stopped, stared, and then hastily advanced toward Gethryn.

``You? said Rex, smiling and shaking hands. ``Mr Clifford, this is Mr Bulfinch; Mr Braith, — but Mr Bulfinch was already bowing to Braith and offering his hand, though with a curious diminution of his first beaming cordiality. Braiths constraint was even more marked. He had turned quite white. Bulfinch and Gethryn, who had risen to receive him, remained standing side by side, stranded on the shoals of an awkward situation. The little Mirror man made a grab at a topic which he thought would float them off, and laid hold instead on one which upset them altogether.

``I hope Mrs Braith is well. She met you all right at Vienna?

Braith bowed stiffly, without answering.

Rex gave him a quick look, and turning on his heel, said carelessly:

``I see you and Mr Braith are old acquaintances, so I wont scruple to leave you with him for a moment. Bring Mr Bulfinch over to the music stand, Braith. And smiling, as if he were assisting at a charming reunion, he led Clifford away. The latter turned, as he departed, an eye of delighted intelligence upon Braith.

To renew his acquaintance with Mr Bulfinch was the last thing Braith desired, but since the meeting had been thrust upon him he thanked Gethryns tact for removing such a witness of it as Clifford would have been. He had no intention, however, of talking with the little Mirror man, and maintained a profound silence, smoking steadily. This conduct so irritated the other that he determined to force an explanation of the matter which seemed so distasteful to his ungracious companion. He certainly thought he had his own reasons for resenting the sight of Braith upon a high horse, and he resumed the conversation with all the jaunty ease which the calling of newspaper correspondent is said to cultivate.

``I hope Mrs Braith found no difficulty in meeting you in Vienna?

``Madame was not my wife, and we did not meet in Vienna, said Braith shortly.

Bulfinch began to stare, and to feel a little less at ease.

``She told me — that is, her courier came to me and—

``Her courier? Mr Bulfinch, will you please explain what you are talking about? Braith turned square around and looked at him in a way that caused a still further diminution of his jauntiness and a proportionate increase of respect.

``Oh — Ill explain, if I know what you want explained. We were at Brindisi, were we not?

``Yes.

``On our way to Cairo?

``Yes.

``In the same hotel?

``Yes.

``But I had no acquaintance with madame, and had only exchanged a word or two with you, when you were suddenly summoned to Paris by a telegram.

Braith bowed. He remembered well the false dispatch that had drawn him out of the way.

``Well, and when you left you told her you would be obliged to give up going to Cairo, and asked her to meet you in Vienna, whither you would have to go from Paris?

``Oh, did I?

``And you recommended a courier to her whom you knew very well, and in whom you had great confidence.

``Ah! And what was that couriers name?

``Emanuel Pick. I wasnt fond of Emanuel myself, with a sharp glance at Braiths eyes, ``but I supposed you knew something in his favor, or you would not have left — er — the lady in his charge.

Braith was silent.

``I understood him to be your agent, said the little man, cautiously.

``He was not.

``Oh!

A long silence followed, during which Mr Bulfinch sought and found an explanation of several things. After a while he said musingly:

``I should like to meet Mr Pick again.

``Why should you want to meet him?

``I wish to wring his nose two hundred times, one for each franc I lent him.

``How was that? said Braith, absently.

``It was this way. He came to me and told me what I have repeated to you, and that you desired madame to go on at once and wait for you in Vienna, which you expected to reach in a few days after her arrival. That you had bought tickets — one first class for madame, two second class for him and for her maid — before you left, and had told her you had placed plenty of money for the other expenses in her dressing case. But this morning, on looking for the money, none could be found. Madame was sure it had not been stolen. She thought you must have meant to put it there, and forgotten afterwards. If she only had a few francs, just to last as far as Naples! Madame was well known to the bankers on the Santa Lucia there! etc. Well, Im not such an ass that I didnt first see madame and get her to confirm his statement. But when she did confirm it, with such a charming laugh — she was very pretty — I thought she was a lady and your wife—

In the midst of his bitterness, Braith could not help smiling at the thought of Nina with a maid and a courier. He remembered the tiny apartment in the Latin Quarter which she had been glad to occupy with him until conducted by her courier into finer ones. He made a gesture of disgust, and his face burned with the shame of a proud man who has received an affront from an inferior — and who knows it to be his own fault.

``I can at least have the satisfaction of setting that right, he said, holding two notes toward the little Mirror man, ``and I cant thank you enough for giving me the opportunity.

Bulfinch drew back and stammered, ``You dont think I spoke for that! You dont think Id have spoken at all if I had known—

``I do not. And Im very glad you did not know, for it gives me a chance to clear myself. You must have thought me strangely forgetful, Mr Bulfinch, when the money was not repaid in due time.

``I — I didnt relish the manner in which you met me just now, I confess, but Im very much ashamed of myself. I am indeed.

``Shake hands, said Braith, with one of his rare smiles.

The notes were left in Mr Bulfinchs fingers, and as he thrust them hastily out of sight, as if he truly was ashamed, he said, blinking up at Braith, ``Do you — er — would you — may I offer you a glass of whiskey? adding hastily, ``I dont drink myself.

``Why, yes, said Braith, ``I dont mind, but I wont drink all alone.

``Coffee is my tipple, said the other, in a faint voice.

``All right; suit yourself. But I should think that rather hot for such a day.

``Oh, Ill take it iced.

``Then let us walk over to the Café by the bandstand. We shall find the others somewhere about.

They strolled through the grove, past the music-stand, and sat down at one of the little iron tables under the trees. The band of the Garde Republicaine was playing. Bulfinch ordered sugar and Eau de selz for Braith, and iced coffee for himself.

Braith looked at the program: No. 1, Faust; No. 2, La Belle Hélène.

``Rex ought to be here, hes so fond of that.

Mr Bulfinch was mixing, in a surprisingly scientific manner for a man who didnt drink himself, something which the French call a ``coquetelle; a bit of ice, a little seltzer, a slice of lemon, and some Canadian Club whiskey. Braith eyed the well-worn flask.

``I see you dont trust to the Cafés supplies.

``I only keep this for medicinal purposes, said the other, blinking nervously, ``and — and I dont usually produce it when there are any newspapermen around.

``But you, said Braith, sipping the mixture with relish, ``do you take none yourself?

``I dont drink, said the other, and swallowed his coffee in such a hurry as to bring on a fit of coughing. Beads of perspiration clustered above his canary-colored eyebrows as he set down the glass with a gasp.

Braith was watching the crowd. Presently he exclaimed:

``Theres Rex now, and rising, waved his glass and his cane and called Gethryns name. The people sitting at adjacent tables glanced at one another resignedly. ``More crazy English!

``Rex! Clifford! Braith shouted, until at last they heard him. In a few moments they had made their way through the crowd and sat down, mopping their faces and protesting plaintively against the heat.

Gethryns glance questioned Braith, who said, ``Mr Bulfinch and I have had the deuce of a time to make you fellows hear. Youd have been easier to call if you knew what sort of drink he can brew.

Clifford was already sniffing knowingly at the glass and turning looks of deep intelligence on Bulfinch, who responded gayly, ``Hope youll have some too, and with a sidelong blink at Gethryn, he produced the bottle, saying, ``I dont drink myself, as Mr Gethryn knows.

Rex said, ``Certainly not, not knowing what else to say. But the fondness of Cliffords gaze was ineffable.

Braith, who always hated to see Clifford look like that, turned to Gethryn. ``Favorite of yours on the program.

Rex looked.

``Oh, he cried, ``Belle Hélène. Next moment he flushed, and feeling as if the others saw it, crimsoned all the deeper. This escaped Clifford, however, who was otherwise occupied. But he joined in the conversation, hoping for an argument.

``Braith and Rex go in for the Meistersinger, Walküre, and all that rot — but I like some tune to my music.

``Well, youre going to get it now, said Braith; ``the band are taking their places. Now for La Belle Hélène. He glanced at Gethryn, who had turned aside and leaned on the table, shading his eyes with his program.

The leader of the band stood wiping his mustache with one hand while he turned the leaves of his score with the other. The musicians came in laughing and chattering, munching their bit of biscuit or smacking their lips over lingering reminiscences of the intermission.

They hung their bayonets against the wall, and at the rat-tat of attention, came to order, standing in a circle with bugles and trombones poised and eyes fixed on the little gold-mounted baton.

A slow wave of the white-gloved hand, a few gentle tips of the wand, and then a sweep which seemed to draw out the long, rich opening chord of the Dream Song and set it drifting away among the trees till it lost itself in the rattle and clatter of the Boulevard St Michel.

Braith and Bulfinch set down their glasses and listened. Clifford silently blew long wreaths of smoke into the branches overhead. Gethryn leaned heavily on the table, one hand shading his eyes.

Oui cest un rêve;
 Un rêve doux damour — 

The music died away in one last throb. Bulfinch sighed and blinked sentimentally, first on one, then on the other of his companions.

Suddenly the little Mirror mans eyes bulged out, he stiffened and grasped Braiths arm; his fingers were like iron.

``What the deuce! began Braith, but, following the others eyes, he became silent and stern.

``Talk of the devil — do you see him — Pick?

``I see, growled Braith.

``And — and excuse me, but can that be madame? So like, and yet—

Braith leaned forward and looked steadily at a couple who were slowly moving toward them in deep conversation.

``No, he said at last; and leaning back in his seat he refused to speak again.

Bulfinch chattered on excitedly, and at last he brought his fist down on the table at his right, where Clifford sat drawing a caricature on the marble top.

``Id like, cried Bulfinch, ``to take it out of his hide!

``Hello! said Clifford, disturbed in his peaceful occupation, ``whose hide are you going to tan?

``Nobodys, said Braith, sternly, still watching the couple who had now almost reached their group.

Cliffords start had roused Gethryn, who stirred and slowly looked up; at the same moment, the girl, now very near, raised her head and Rex gazed full into the eyes of Yvonne.

Her glance fell and the color flew to her temples. Gethryns face lost all its color.

``Pretty girl, drawled Clifford, ``but what a dirty little beggar she lugs about with her.

Pick heard and turned, his eyes falling first on Gethryn, who met his look with one that was worse than a kick. He glanced next at Braith, and then he turned green under the dirty yellow of the skin. Braiths eyes seemed to strike fire; his mouth was close set. The Jews eyes shifted, only to fall on the pale, revengeful glare of T. Hoppley Bulfinch, who was half rising from his chair with all sorts of possibilities written on every feature.

``Let him go, whispered Braith, and turned his back.

Bulfinch sat down, his eyes like saucers. ``Id like — but not now! he sputtered in a weird whisper.

Clifford had missed the whole thing. He had only eyes for the girl.

Gethryn sat staring after the couple, who were at that moment passing the gate into the Boulevard St Michel. He saw Yvonne stop and hastily thrust something into the Jews hand, then, ignoring his obsequious salute, leave him and hurry down the Rue de Medicis.

The next Gethryn knew, Braith was standing beside him.

``Rex, will you join us at the Golden Pheasant for dinner? was what he said, but his eyes added, ``Dont let people see you look like that.

``I — I — dont know, said Gethryn. ``Yes, I think so, with an effort.

``Come along, then! said Braith to the others, and hurried them away.

Rex sat still till they were out of sight, then he got up and turned into the Avenue de lObservatoire. He stopped and drank some cognac at a little café, and then started on, but he had no idea where he was going.

Presently he found himself crossing a bridge, and looked up. The great pile of Notre Dame de Paris loomed on his right. He crossed the Seine and wandered on without any aim — but passing the Tour St Jacques, and wishing to avoid the Boulevard, he made a sharp detour to the right, and after long wandering through byways and lanes, he crossed the foul, smoky Canal St Martin, and bore again to the right — always aimlessly.

Twilight was falling when his steps were arrested by fatigue. Looking up, he found himself opposite the gloomy mass of La Roquette prison. Sentinels slouched and dawdled up and down before the little painted sentry boxes under the great gate.

Over the archway was some lettering, and Gethryn stopped to read it:

La Roquette
Prison of the Condemned

He looked up and down the cheerless street. It was deserted save by the lounging sentinels and one wretched child, who crouched against the gateway.

``Fiche moi le camp! Allons! En route! growled one of the sentinels, stamping his foot and shaking his fist at the bundle of rags.

Gethryn walked toward him.

``Whats the matter with the little one? he asked.

The soldier dropped the butt of his rifle with a ring, and said deferentially:

``Pardon, Monsieur, but the gamin has been here every day and all day for two weeks. Its disgusting.

``Is he hungry?

``Ma foi? I cant tell you, laughed the sentry, shifting his weight to his right foot and leaning on the cross of his bayonet.

``Are you hungry, little one? called Gethryn, pleasantly.

The child raised his head, with a wolfish stare, then sank it again and murmured: ``I have seen him and touched him.

Gethryn turned to the soldier.

``What does he mean by that? he demanded.

The sentry shrugged his shoulders. ``He means he saw a hunchback. They say when one sees a hunchback and touches him, it brings good luck, if the hunchback is neither too old nor too young. Dame! I dont say theres nothing in it, but it cant save Henri Rigaud.

``And who is Henri Rigaud?

``What! Monsieur has not heard of the affair Rigaud? Rigaud who did the double murder!

``Oh, yes! In the Faubourg du Temple.

The sentry nodded. ``He dies this week.

``And the child?

``Is his.

Gethryn looked at the dirty little bundle of tatters.

``No one knows the exact day set for the affair, but, the sentry sank his voice to a whisper, ``between you and me, I saw the widow going into the yard just before dinner, and Monsieur de Paris is here. That means tomorrow morning — click!

``The — the widow? repeated Gethryn.

``The guillotine. It will be over before this time tomorrow and the gamin there, who thinks the bossu will give him back his father — hell find out his mistake, all in good time — all in good time! and shouldering his rifle, the sentry laughed and resumed his slouching walk before the gateway.

Gethryn nodded to the soldiers salute and went up to the child, who stood leaning sullenly against the wall.

``Do you know what a franc is? he asked.

The gamin eyed him doggedly.

``But I saw him, he said.

``Saw what? said Gethryn, gently.

``The bossu, repeated the wretched infant vacantly.

``See here, said Gethryn, ``listen to me. What would you do with twenty francs?

``Eat, all day long, forever!

Rex slipped two twenty-franc pieces into the filthy little fist.

``Eat, he murmured, and turned away.
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NEXT MORNING, WHEN Clifford arrived at the Atelier of MM. Boulanger and Lefebvre, he found the students more excited than usual over the advent of a ``Nouveau.

Hazing at Juliens has assumed, of late, a comparatively mild form. Of course there are traditions of serious trouble in former years and a few fights have taken place, consequent upon the indignant resistance of new men to the ridiculous demands forced upon them by their ingenious tormentors. Still, the hazing of today is comparatively inoffensive, and there is not much of it. In the winter the students are too busy to notice a newcomer, except to make him feel strange and humble by their lofty scorn. But in the autumn, when the men have returned from their long out-of-door rest, with brush and palette, a certain amount of friskiness is developed, which sometimes expends itself upon the luckless ``nouveau. A harmless search for the time-honored ``grand reflecteur, an enforced song and dance, a stern command to tread the mazes of the shameless quadrille with an equally shameless model, is usually the extent of the infliction. Occasionally the stranger is invited to sit on a high stool and read aloud to the others while they work, as he would like to do himself. But sometimes, if a man resists these reasonable demands in a contumacious manner, he is ``crucified. This occurs so seldom, however, that Clifford, on entering the barn-like studios that morning, was surprised to see that a ``crucifixion was in progress.

A stranger was securely strapped to the top rungs of a twenty-foot ladder which a crowd of Frenchmen were preparing to raise and place in a slanting position against the wall.

``Who is it that those fellows are fooling with? he asked.

``An Englishman, and its about time we put a stop to it, answered Elliott.

When Americans or Englishmen are hazed by the French students, they make common cause in keeping watch that the matter does not go too far.

``How many of us are here this morning? said Clifford.

``Fourteen who can fight, said Elliott; ``they only want someone to give the word.

Clifford buttoned his jacket and shouldered his way into the middle of the crowd. ``Thats enough. Hes been put through enough for today, he said coolly.

A Frenchman, who had himself only entered the Atelier the week previous, laughed and replied, ``Well put you on, if you say anything.

There was an ominous pause. Every old student there knew Clifford to be one of the most skillful and dangerous boxers in the school.

They looked with admiration upon their countryman. It didnt cost anything to admire him. They urged him on, and he didnt need much urging, for he remembered his own recent experience as a new man, and he didnt know Clifford.

``Go ahead, cried this misguided student, ``hes a nouveau, and hes going up!

Clifford laughed in his face. ``Come along, he called, as some dozen English and American students pushed into the circle and gathered round the prostrate Englishman.

``See here, Clifford, whats the use of interrupting? urged a big Frenchman.

Clifford began loosening the straps. ``You know, Bonin, that we always do interfere when it goes as far as this against an Englishman or an American. He laughed good naturedly. ``Theres always been a fight over it before, but I hope there wont be any today.

Bonin grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

After vainly fussing with the ropes, Clifford and the others finally cut them and the ``nouveau scrambled to his feet and took an attitude which may be seen engraved in any volume of instruction in the noble art of self-defense. He was an Englishman of the sandy variety. Orange-colored whiskers decorated a carefully scrubbed face, terminating in a red-brown mustache. He had blue eyes, now lighted to a pale green by the fire of battle, reddish-brown hair, and white hands spattered with orange-colored freckles. All this, together with a well made suit of green and yellow checks, and the seesaw accent of the British Empire, answered, when politely addressed, to the name of Cholmondeley Rowden, Esq.

``I say, he began, ``Im awfully obliged, you know, and all that; but Id jolly well like to give some of these cads a jolly good licking, you know.

``Go in, my friend, go in! laughed Clifford; ``but next time well leave you to hang in the air for an hour or two, thats all.

``Damn their cheek! began the Englishman.

``See here, cried Elliott sharply, ``youre only a nouveau, and youd better shut up till youve been here long enough to talk.

``In other words, said Clifford, ``dont buck against custom.

``But I cahnt see it, said the nouveau, brushing his dusty trousers. ``I dont see it at all, you know. Damn their cheek!

At this moment the week-weaned Frenchman shoved up to Clifford.

``What did you mean by interfering? Eh! You English pig.

Clifford looked at him with contempt. ``What do you want, my little Nouveau?

``Nouveau! spluttered the Gaul, ``Nouveau, eh! and he made a terrific lunge at the American, who was sent stumbling backward, and slipping, fell heavily.

The Frenchman gazed around in triumph, but his grin was not reflected on the faces of his compatriots. None of them would have changed places with him.

Clifford picked himself up deliberately. His face was calm and mild as he walked up to his opponent, who hurriedly put himself into an attitude of self-defense.

``Monsieur Nouveau, you are not wise. But some day you will learn better, when you are no longer a nouveau, said Clifford, kindly. The man looked puzzled, but kept his fists up.

``Now I am going to punish you a little, proceeded Clifford, in even tones, ``not harshly, but with firmness, for your good, he added, walking straight up to the Frenchman.

The latter struck heavily at Cliffords head, but he ducked like a flash, and catching his antagonist around the waist, carried him, kicking, to the water-basin, where he turned on the water and shoved the squirming Frenchman under. The scene was painful, but brief; when one of the actors in it emerged from under the water-spout, he no longer asked for anybodys blood.

``Go and dry yourself, said Clifford, cheerfully; and walking over to his easel, sat down and began to work.

In ten minutes, all trace of the row had disappeared, excepting that one gentlemans collar looked rather limp and his hair was uncommonly sleek. The men worked steadily. Snatches of song and bits of whistling rose continuously from easel and taboret, all blending in a drowsy hum. Gethryn and Elliott caught now and then, from behind them, words of wisdom which Clifford was administering to the now subdued Rowden.

``Yes, he was saying, ``many a man has been injured for life by these Frenchmen for a mere nothing. I had two brothers, he paused, ``and my golden-haired boy— he ceased again, apparently choking with emotion.

``But — I say — youre not married, you know, said the Englishman.

``Hush, sighed Clifford, ``I — I — married the daughter of an African duke. She was brought to the States by a slave trader in infancy.

``Black? gasped Mr Rowden.

``Very black, but beautiful. I could not keep her. She left me, and is singing with Haverleys Minstrels now.

Like the majority of his countrymen, Mr Rowden was ready to believe anything he heard of social conditions in the States, but one point required explanation.

``You said the child had golden hair.

``Yes, his mothers hair was red, sighed Clifford.

Gethryn, glancing round, saw the Englishmans jaw drop, as he said, ``How extraordinary! Then he began to smile as if suspecting a joke. But Cliffords eye met his in gentle rebuke.

``Cest lheure! Rest! Down jumped the model. The men leaned back noisily. Clifford rose, bowed gravely to the Englishman, and stepped across the taborets to join his friends.

Gethryn was cleaning his brushes with turpentine and black soap.

``Going home, Rex? inquired Clifford, picking up a brush and sending a fine spray of turpentine over Elliott, who promptly returned the attention.

``Quit that, growled Gethryn, ``dont ruin those brushes.

``Whats the nouveau like, Clifford? asked Elliott. ``We heard you instructing him a little. He seems to have the true Englishmans sense of humor.

``Oh, hes not a bad sort, said Clifford. ``Come and be introduced. Im half ashamed of myself for guying him, for hes really a very decent, plucky fellow, a bit stiff and pig-headed, as many of em are at first, and as for humor, I suppose they know their own kind, but they do get a little confused between fact and fancy when they converse with us.

The two strolled off with friendly intent, to seek out and ameliorate the loneliness of Cholmondeley Rowden, Esq.

Gethryn tied up his brushes, closed his color box and, flinging on his hat, hurried down the stairs and into the court, nodding to several students who passed with canvas and paint-boxes tucked under their arms. He reached the street, and, going through the Passage Brady, emerged upon the Boulevard Sebastopol.

A car was passing and he boarded it, climbing up to the imperiale. The only vacant seat was between a great, red-faced butcher, and a market woman from the Halles, and although the odors of raw beef and fish were unpleasantly perceptible, he settled himself back and soon became lost in his own thoughts. The butcher had a copy of the Petit Journal and every now and then he imparted bits of it across Gethryn, to the market woman, lingering with relish over the criminal items.

``Dites donc, he cried, ``here is the affair Rigaud!

Gethryn roused up and listened.

``This morning, I knew it, cackled the woman, folding her fat hands across her apron. ``I said to Sophie, `Voyons Sophie, I said—

``Shut up, interrupted the butcher, ``Im going to read.

``I was sure of it, said the woman, addressing Gethryn, ```Voyons, Sophie, said— but the butcher interrupted her, again reading aloud:

``The condemned struggled fearfully, and it required the united efforts of six gendarmes—

``Cochon! said the woman.

``Listen, will you! cried the man. ``Some disturbance was caused by a gamin who broke from the crowd and attacked a soldier. But the miserable was seized and carried off, screaming. Two gold pieces of 20 francs each fell from some hiding-place in his ragged clothes and were taken charge of by the police.

The man paused and gloated over the column. ``Here, he cried, ``Listen — `Even under the knife the condemned—

Gethryn rose roughly and, crowding past the man, descended the steps and, entering the car below, sat down there.

``Butor! roared the butcher. ``Cochon! He trod on my foot!

``He is an English pig! sneered the woman, reaching for the newspaper. ``Let me read it now, she whined.

``Hands off, growled the man, ``Ill read you what I think good.

``But its my paper.

``Its mine now — shut up.

The first thing Gethryn did on reaching home was to write a note to his friend, the Prefect of the Seine, telling him how the child of Rigaud came by the gold pieces. Then he had a quiet smoke, and then he went out and lunched at the Café des Écoles, frugally, on a sandwich and a glass of beer. After that he returned to his studio and sat down to his desk again. He opened a small memorandum book and examined some columns of figures. They were rather straggling, not very well kept, but they served to convince him that his accounts were forty francs behind, and he would have to economize a little for the next week or two. After this, he sat and thought steadily. Finally he took a sheet of his best cream laid note paper, dipped his pen in the ink, and began to write. The note was short, but it took him a long while to compose it, and when it was sealed and directed to ``Miss Ruth Deane, Lung Arno Guicciardini, Florence, Italy, he sat holding it in his hand as if he did not know what to do with it.

Two oclock struck. He started up, and quickly rolling up the shades from the glass roof and pulling out his easel, began to squeeze tube after tube of color upon his palette. The parrot came down and tiptoed about the floor, peering into color boxes, pastel cases, and pots of black soap, with all the curiosity of a regulation studio bore. Steps echoed on the tiles outside.

Gethryn opened the door quickly. ``Ah, Elise! Bon jour! he said, pleasantly. ``Entrez donc!

``Merci, Monsieur Gethryn, smiled his visitor, a tall, well-shaped girl with dark eyes and red cheeks.

``Ten minutes late, Elise, said Gethryn, laughing, ``my times worth a franc a minute; so prepare to pay up.

``Very well, retorted the girl, also laughing and showing her pretty teeth, ``but I have decided to charge twenty francs an hour from today. Now, what do you owe me, Monsieur?

Gethryn shook his brushes at her. ``You are spoiled, Elise — you used to pose very well and were never late.

``And I pose well now! she cried, her professional pride piqued. ``Monsieur Bonnat and Monsieur Constant have praised me all this week. Voila, she finished, throwing off her waist and letting her skirts fall in a circle to her feet.

``Oh, you can pose if you will, answered Gethryn, pleasantly. ``Come, we begin?

The girl stepped daintily out of the pile of discarded clothes, and picking her way across the room with her bare feet, sprang lightly upon the model stand.

``The same as last week? she asked, smiling frankly.

``Yes, thats it, he replied, shifting his easel and glancing up at the light; ``only drop the left elbow a bit — there, thats it; now a little to the left — the knee — that will do.

The girl settled herself into the pose, glanced at the clock, and then turning to Gethryn said, ``And I am to look at you, am I not?

``Where could you find a more charming object? murmured he, sorting his brushes.

``Thank you, she pouted, stealing a glance at him; ``than you?

``Except Mademoiselle Elise. There, now we begin!

The rest of the hour was disturbed only by the sharp rattle of brushes and the scraping of the palette knife.

``Are you tired? asked Gethryn, looking at the clock; ``you have ten minutes more.

``No, said the girl, ``continue.

Finally Gethryn rose and stepped back.

``Time, he said, still regarding his work. ``Come and give me a criticism, Elise.

The girl stretched her limbs, and then, stepping down, trotted over to Gethryn.

``What do you say? he demanded, anxiously.

Artists often pay more serious attention to the criticisms of their models than to those of a brother artist. For, although models may be ignorant of method — which, however, is not always the case — from seeing so much good work they acquire a critical acumen which often goes straight to the mark.

It was for one of these keen criticisms that the young man was listening now.

``I like it very much — very much, answered the girl, slowly; ``but, you see — I am not so cold in the face — am I?

``Hit it, as usual, muttered the artist, biting his lip; ``Ive got more greens and blues in there than there are in a peacocks tail. Youre right, he added, aloud, ``I must warm that up a bit — there in the shadows, and keep the high lights pure and cold.

Elise nodded seriously. ``Monsieur Chaplain and I have finished our picture, she announced, after a pause.

It is a naïve way models have of appropriating work in which, truly enough, they have no small share. They often speak of ``our pictures and ``our success.

``How do you like it? asked the artist, absently.

``Good, — she shrugged her shoulders — ``but not truth.

``Right again, murmured Gethryn.

``I prefer Dagnan, added the pretty critic.

``So do I — rather! laughed Gethryn.

``Or you, said the girl.

``Come, come, cried the young man, coloring with pleasure, ``you dont mean it, Elise!

``I say what I mean — always, she replied, marching over to the pups and gathering them into her arms.

``Im going to take a cigarette, she announced, presently.

``All right, said Gethryn, squeezing more paint on his palette, ``youll find some mild ones on the bookcase.

Elise gave the pups a little hug and kiss, and stepped lightly over to the bookcase. Then she lighted a cigarette and turned and surveyed herself in the mirror.

``Im thinner than I was last year. What do you think? she demanded, studying her pretty figure in the glass.

``Perhaps a bit, but its all the better. Those corsets simply ruined you as a model last year.

Elise looked serious and shook her head.

``I do feel so much better without them. I wont wear them again.

``No, you have a pretty, slender figure, and you dont want them. Thats why I always get you when I can. I hate to draw or paint from a girl whose hips are all discolored with ugly red creases from her confounded corset.

The girl glanced contentedly at her supple, clean-limbed figure, and then, with a laugh, jumped upon the model stand.

``Its not time, said Gethryn, ``you have five minutes yet.

``Go on, all the same. And soon the rattle of the brushes alone broke the silence.

At last Gethryn rose and backed off with a sigh.

``Hows that, Elise? he called.

She sprang down and stood looking over his shoulder.

``Now Im like myself! she cried, frankly; ``its delicious! But hurry and block in the legs, why dont you?

``Next pose, said the young man, squeezing out more color.

And so the afternoon wore away, and at six oclock Gethryn threw down his brushes with a long-drawn breath.

``Thats all for today. Now, Elise, when can you give me the next pose? I dont want a week at a time on this; I only want a day now and then.

The model went over to her dress and rummaged about in the pockets.

``Here, she said, handing him a notebook and diary.

He selected a date, and wrote his name and the hour.

``Good, said the girl, reading it; and replacing the book, picked up her stockings and slowly began to dress.

Gethryn lay back on the lounge, thoroughly tired out. Elise was humming a Normandy fishing song. When, at last, she stood up and drew on her gloves, he had fallen into a light sleep.

She stepped softly over to the lounge and listened to the quiet breathing of the young man.

``How handsome — and how good he is! she murmured, wistfully.

She opened the door very gently.

``So different, so different from the rest! she sighed, and noiselessly went her way.
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ALTHOUGH THE SOUND of the closing door was hardly perceptible, it was enough to wake Gethryn.

``Elise! he called, starting up, ``Elise!

But the girl was beyond earshot.

``And she went away without her money, too; Ill drop around tomorrow and leave it; she may need it, he muttered, rubbing his eyes and staring at the door.

It was dinner time, and past, but he had little appetite.

``Ill just have something here, he said to himself, and catching up his hat ran down stairs. In twenty minutes he was back with eggs, butter, bread, a paté, a bottle of wine and a can of sardines. The spirit lamp was lighted and the table deftly spread.

``Ill have a cup of tea, too, he thought, shaking the blue tea canister, and then, touching a match to the well-filled grate, soon had the kettle fizzling and spluttering merrily.

The wind had blown up cold from the east and the young man shivered as he closed and fastened the windows. Then he sat down, his chin on his hands, and gazed into the glowing grate. Mrs Gummidge, who had smelled the sardines, came rubbing up against his legs, uttering a soft mew from sheer force of habit. She was not hungry — in fact, Gethryn knew that the concierge, whose duty it was to feed all the creatures, overdid it from pure kindness of heart — at Gethryns expense.

``Gummidge, youre stuffed up to your eyes, arent you? he said.

At the sound of his voice the cat hoisted her tail, and began to march in narrowing circles about her masters chair, making gentle observations in the cat language.

Gethryn placed a bit of sardine on a fork and held it out, but the little humbug merely sniffed at it daintily, and then rubbed against her masters hand.

He laughed and tossed the bit of fish into the fire, where it spluttered and blazed until the parrot woke up with a croak of annoyance. Gethryn watched the kettle in silence.

Faces he could never see among the coals, but many a time he had constructed animals and reptiles from the embers, and just now he fancied he could see a resemblance to a shark among the bits of blazing coal.

He watched the kettle dreamily. The fire glowed and flashed and sank, and glowed again. Now he could distinctly see a serpent twisting among the embers. The clock ticked in measured unison with the slow oscillation of the flame serpent. The wind blew hard against the panes and sent a sudden chill creeping to his feet.

Bang! Bang! went the blinds. The hallway was full of strange noises. He thought he heard a step on the threshold; he imagined that his door creaked, but he did not turn around from his study of the fire; it was the wind, of course.

The sudden hiss of the kettle, boiling over, made him jump and seize it. As he turned to set it down, there was a figure standing beside the table. Neither spoke. The kettle burnt his hand and he set it back on the hearth; then he remained standing, his eyes fixed on the fire.

After a while Yvonne broke the silence — speaking very low: ``Are you angry?

``Why?

``I dont know, said the girl, with a sigh.

The silence was too strained to last, and finally Gethryn said, ``Wont you sit down?

She did so silently.

``You see Im — Im about to do a little cooking, he said, looking at the eggs.

The girl spoke again, still very low.

``Wont you tell me why you are angry?

``Im not, began Gethryn, but he sat down and glanced moodily at the girl.

``For two weeks you have not been to see me.

``You are mistaken, I have been— he began, but stopped.

``When?

``Saturday.

``And I was not at home?

``And you were at home, he said grimly. ``You had a caller — it was easy to hear his voice, so I did not knock.

She winced, but said quietly, ``Dont you think that is rude?

``Yes, said Gethryn, ``I beg pardon.

Presently she continued: ``You and — and he — are the only two men who have been in my room.

``Im honored, Im sure, he answered, drily.

The girl threw back her mackintosh and raised her veil.

``I ask your pardon again, he said; ``allow me to relieve you of your waterproof.

She rose, suffering him to aid her with her cloak, and then sat down and looked into the fire in her turn.

``It has been so long — I — I — hoped you would come.

``Whom were you with in the Luxembourg Gardens? he suddenly broke out.

She did not misunderstand or evade the question, and Gethryn, watching her face, thought perhaps she had expected it. But she resented his tone.

``I was with a friend, she said, simply.

He came and sat down opposite her.

``It is not my business, he said, sulkily; ``excuse me.

She looked at him for some moments in silence.

``It was Mr Pick, she said at length.

Gethryn could not repress a gesture of disgust.

``And that — Jew was in your rooms? That Jew!

``Yes. She sat nervously rolling and unrolling her gloves. ``Why do you care? she asked, looking into the fire.

``I dont.

``You do.

There was a pause.

``Rex, she said, very low, ``will you listen?

``Yes, Ill listen.

``He is a — a friend of my sisters. He came from her to — to—

``To what!

``To — borrow a little money. I distrusted him the first time he came — the time you heard him in my room — and I refused him. Saturday he stopped me in the street, and, hoping to avoid a chance of meeting — you, I walked through the park.

``And you gave him the money — I saw you!

``I did — all I could spare.

``Is he — is your sister married?

``No, she whispered.

``And why— began Gethryn, angrily, ``Why does that scoundrel come to beg money— He stopped, for the girl was in evident distress.

``Ah! You know why, she said in a scarce audible voice.

The young man was silent.

``And you will come again? she asked timidly.

No answer.

She moved toward the door.

``We were such very good friends.

Still he was silent.

``Is it au revoir? she whispered, and waited for a moment on the threshold.

``Then it is adieu.

``Yes, he said, huskily, ``that is better.

She trembled a little and leaned against the doorway.

``Adieu, mon ami— She tried to speak, but her voice broke and ended in a sob.

Then, all at once, and neither knew just how it was, she was lying in his arms, sobbing passionately.

*

``Rex, said Yvonne, half an hour later, as she stood before the mirror arranging her disordered curls, ``are you not the least little bit ashamed of yourself?

The answer appeared to be satisfactory, but the curly head was in a more hopeless state of disorder than before, and at last the girl gave a little sigh and exclaimed, ``There! Im all rumpled, but its your fault. Will you oblige me by regarding my hair?

``Better let it alone; Ill only rumple it some more! he cried, ominously.

``You mustnt! I forbid you!

``But I want to!

``Not now, then—

``Yes — immediately!

``Rex — you mustnt. O, Rex — I — I—

``What? he laughed, holding her by her slender wrists.

She flushed scarlet and struggled to break away.

``Only one.

``No.

``One.

``None.

``Shall I let you go?

``Yes, she said, but catching sight of his face, stopped short.

He dropped her hands with a laugh and looked at her. Then she came slowly up to him, and flushing crimson, pulled his head down to hers.

``Yvonne, do you love me? Truthfully?

``Rex, can you ask? Her warm little head lay against his throat, her heart beat against his, her breath fell upon his cheek, and her curls clustered among his own.

``Yvonne — Yvonne, he murmured, ``I love you — once and forever.

``Once and forever, she repeated, in a half whisper.

``Forever, he said.

*

An hour later they were seated tete-à-tete at Gethryns little table. She had not permitted him to poach the eggs, and perhaps they were better on that account.

``Bachelor habits must cease, she cried, with a little laugh, and Gethryn smiled in doubtful acquiescence.

``Do you like grilled sardines on toast? she asked.

``I seem to, he smiled, finishing his fourth; ``they are delicious — yours, he added.

``Oh, that tea! she cried, ``and not one bit of sugar. What a hopelessly careless man!

But Gethryn jumped up, crying, ``Wait a moment! and returned triumphantly with a huge mass of rock-candy — the remains of one of Cliffords abortive attempts at ``rye-and-rock.

They each broke off enough for their cups, and Gethryn, tasting his, declared the tea ``delicious. Yvonne sat, chipping an egg and casting sidelong glances at Gethryn, which were always met and returned with interest.

``Yvonne, I want to tell you a secret.

``What, Rex?

``I love you.

``Oh!

``And you?

``No — not at all! cried the girl, shaking her pretty head. Presently she gave him a swift glance from beneath her drooping lashes.

``Rex?

``What, Yvonne?

``I want to tell you a secret.

``What, Yvonne?

``If you eat so many sardines—

``Oh! cried Gethryn, half angrily, but laughing, ``you must pay for that!

``What? she said, innocently, but jumped up and kept the table between him and herself.

``You know! he cried, chasing her into a corner.

``We are two babies, she said, very red, following him back to the table. The paté was eaten in comparative quiet.

``Now, she said, with great dignity, setting down her glass, ``behave and get me some hot water.

Gethryn meekly brought it.

``If you touch me while I am washing these dishes!

``But let me help?

``No, go and sit down instantly.

He fled in affected terror and ensconced himself upon the sofa. Presently he inquired, in a plaintive voice: ``Have you nearly finished?

``No, said the girl, carefully drying and arranging the quaint Egyptian tea-set, ``and I wont for ages.

``But youre not going to wash all those things? The concierge does that.

``No, only the wine-glasses and the tea-set. The idea of trusting such fragile cups to a concierge! What a boy!

But she was soon ready to dry her slender hands, and caught up a towel with a demure glance at Gethryn.

``Which do you think most of — your dogs, or me?

``Pups.

``That parrot, or me?

``Poll.

``The raven, or me? The cat, or me?

``Bird and puss.

She stole over to his side and knelt down.

``Rex, if you ever tire of me — if you ever are unkind — if you ever leave me — I think I shall die.

He drew her to him. ``Yvonne, he whispered, ``we cant always be together.

``I know it — Im foolish, she faltered.

``I shall not always be a student. I shall not always be in Paris, dear Yvonne.

She leaned closer to him.

``I must go back to America someday.

``And — and marry? she whispered, chokingly.

``No — not to marry, he said, ``but it is my home.

``I — I know it, Rex, but dont let us think of it. Rex, she said, some moments after, ``are you like all students?

``How do you mean?

``Have you ever loved — before — a girl, here in Paris — like me?

``There are none — like you.

``Answer me, Rex.

``No, I never have, he said, truthfully. Presently he added, ``And you, Yvonne?

She put her warm little hand across his mouth.

``Dont ask, she murmured.

``But I do! he cried, struggling to see her eyes, ``wont you tell me?

She hid her face tight against his breast.

``You know I have; that is why I am alone here, in Paris.

``You loved him?

``Yes — not as I love you.

Presently she raised her eyes to his.

``Shall I tell you all? I am like so many — so many others. When you know their story, you know mine.

He leaned down and kissed her.

``Dont tell me, he said.

But she went on.

``I was only seventeen — I am nineteen now. He was an officer at — at Chartres, where we lived. He took me to Paris.

``And left you.

``He died of the fever in Tonquin.

``When?

``Three weeks ago.

``And you heard?

``Tonight.

``Then he did leave you.

``Dont, Rex — he never loved me, and I — I never really loved him. I found that out.

``When did you find it out?

``One day — you know when — in a — a cab.

``Dear Yvonne, he whispered, ``cant you go back to — to your family?

``No, Rex.

``Never?

``I dont wish to, now. No, dont ask me why! I cant tell you. I am like all the rest — all the rest. The Paris fever is only cured by death. Dont ask me, Rex; I am content — indeed I am.

Suddenly a heavy rapping at the door caused Gethryn to spring hurriedly to his feet.

``Rex!

It was Braiths voice.

``What! cried Gethryn, hoarsely.

There was a pause.

``Arent you going to let me in?

``I cant, old man; I — Im not just up for company tonight, stammered Gethryn.

``Company be damned — are you ill?

``No.

There was a silence.

``Im sorry, began Gethryn, but was cut short by a gruff:

``All right; good night! and Braith went away.

Yvonne looked inquiringly at him.

``It was nothing, he murmured, very pale, and then threw himself at her feet, crying, ``Oh, Yvonne — Yvonne!

Outside the storm raged furiously.

Presently she whispered, ``Rex, shall I light the candle? It is midnight.

``Yes, he said.

She slipped away, and after searching for some time, cried, ``the matches are all gone, but here is a piece of paper — a letter; do you want it? I can light it over the lamp.

She held up an envelope to him.

``I can light it over the lamp, she repeated.

``What is the address?

``It is very long; I cant read it all, only `Florence, Italy.

``Burn it, he said, in a voice so low she could scarcely hear him.

Presently she came over and knelt down by his side. Neither spoke or moved.

``The candle is lighted, she whispered, at last.

``And the lamp?

``Is out.
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CHOLMONDELEY ROWDEN HAD invited a select circle of friends to join him in a ``petit diner a la stag, as he expressed it.

Eight months of Paris and the cold, cold world had worked a wonderful change in Mr Rowden. For one thing, he had shaved his whiskers and now wore only a mustache. For another, he had learned to like and respect a fair portion of the French students, and in consequence was respected and liked in return.

He had had two fights, in both of which he had contributed to the glory of the British Empire and prize ring.

He was a better sparrer than Clifford and was his equal in the use of the foils. Like Clifford, he was a capital banjoist, but he insisted that cricket was far superior to baseball, and this was the only bone of contention that ever fell between the two.

Clifford played his shameless jokes as usual, accompanied by the enthusiastic applause of Rowden. Clifford also played ``The Widow Nolans Goat upon his banjo, accompanied by the intricate pizzicatos of Rowden.

Clifford drank numerous bottles of double X with Rowden, and Rowden consumed uncounted egg-flips with Clifford. They were inseparable; in fact, the triumvirate, Clifford, Elliott and Rowden, even went so far as to dress alike, and mean-natured people hinted that they had but one common style in painting. But they did not make the remark to any of the triumvirate. They were very fond of each other, these precious triumvirs, but they did not address each other by nicknames, and perhaps it was because they respected each other enough to refrain from familiarities that this alliance lasted as long as they lived.

It was a beautiful sight, that of the three youths, when they sallied forth in company, hatted, clothed, and gloved alike, and each followed by a murderous-looking bulldog. The animals were of the brindled variety, and each was garnished with a steel spiked collar. Timid people often crossed to the other side of the street on meeting this procession.

Braith laughed at the whole performance, but secretly thought that a little of their spare energy and imagination might have been spent to advantage upon their artistic productions.

Braith was doing splendidly. His last years picture had been hung on the line and, in spite of his number three, he had received a third class medal and had been praised — even generously — by artists and critics, including Albert Wolff. He was hard at work on a large canvas for the coming International Exhibition at Paris; he had sold a number of smaller studies, and besides had pictures well hung in Munich and in more than one gallery at home.

At last, after ten years of hard work, struggles, and disappointments, he began to enjoy a measure of success. He and Gethryn saw little of each other this winter, excepting at Juliens. That last visit to the Rue Monsieur le Prince was never mentioned between them. They were as cordial when they met as ever, but Braith did not visit his young friend any more, and Gethryn never spoke to him of Yvonne.

``Good-bye, old chap! Braith would say when they parted, gripping Rexs hand and smiling at him. But Rex did not see Braiths face as he walked away.

Braith felt helpless. The thing he most dreaded for Rex had happened; he believed he could see the end of it all, and yet he could prevent nothing. If he should tell Rex that he was being ruined, Rex would not listen, and — who was he that he should preach to another man for the same fault by which he had wasted his own life? No, Rex would never listen to him, and he dreaded a rupture of their friendship.

Gethryn had made his debut in the Salon with a certain amount of éclat. True, he had been disappointed in his expectations of a medal, but a first mention had soothed him a little, and, what was more important, it proved to be the needed sop to his discontented aunt. But somehow or other his new picture did not progress rapidly, or in a thoroughly satisfactory manner. In bits and spots it showed a certain amount of feverish brilliancy, yes, even mature solidity; in fact, it was nowhere bad, but still it was not Gethryn and he knew that.

``Confound it! he would mutter, standing back from his canvas; but even at such times he could hardly help wondering at his own marvelous technique.

``Technique be damned! Give me stupidity in a pupil every time, rather than cleverness, Harrington had said to one of his pupils, and the remark often rang in Gethryns ears even when his eyes were most blinded by his own wonderful facility.

``Some fools would medal this, he thought; ``but what pleasure could a medal bring me when I know how little I deserve it?

Perhaps he was his own hardest critic, but it was certain that the old, simple honesty, the subtle purity, the almost pathetic effort to tell the truth with paint and brush, had nearly disappeared from Gethryns canvases during the last eight months, and had given place to a fierce and almost startling brilliancy, never, perhaps, hitting, but always threatening some brutal note of discord.

Even Elise looked vaguely troubled, though she always smiled brightly at Gethryns criticism of his own work.

``It is so very wonderful and dazzling, but — but the color seems to me — unkind.

And he would groan and answer, ``Yes, yes, Elise, youre right; oh, I can never paint another like the one of last June!

``Ah, that! she would cry, ``that was delicious— but checking herself, she would add, ``Courage, let us try again; I am not tired, indeed I am not.

Yvonne never came into the studio when Gethryn had models, but often, after the light was dim and the models had taken their leave, she would slip in, and, hanging lightly over his shoulder, her cheek against his, would stand watching the touches and retouches with which the young artist always eked out the last rays of daylight. And when his hand drooped and she could hardly distinguish his face in the gathering gloom, he would sigh and turn to her, smoothing the soft hair from her forehead, saying: ``Are you happy, Yvonne? And Yvonne always answered, ``Yes, Rex, when you are.

Then he would laugh, and kiss her and tell her he was always happy with La Belle Hélène, and they would stand in the gathering twilight until a gurgle from the now well-grown pups would warn them that the hour of hunger had arrived.

The triumvirate, with Thaxton, Rhodes, Carleton, and the rest, had been frequent visitors all winter at the ``Ménagerie, as Cliffords bad pun had named Gethryns apartment; but, of late, other social engagements and, possibly, a small amount of work, had kept them away. Clifford was a great favorite with Yvonne. Thaxton and Elliott she liked. Rowden she tormented, and Carleton she endured. She captured Clifford by suffering him to play his banjo to her piano. Rowden liked her because she was pretty and witty, though he never got used to her quiet little digs at his own respected and dignified person. Clifford openly avowed his attachment and spent many golden hours away from work, listening to her singing. She had been taught by a good master and her voice was pure and pliant, although as yet only half developed. The little concerts they gave their friends were really charming — with Cliffords banjo, Gethryns guitar, Thaxtons violin, Yvonnes voice and piano. Clifford made the programs. They were profusely illustrated, and he spent a great deal of time rehearsing, writing verses, and rehashing familiar airs (he called it ``composing) which would have been as well devoted to his easel.

In Rowden, Yvonne was delighted to find a cultivated musician. Clifford listened to their talk of chords and keys, went and bought a ``Musical Primer on the Quai dOrsay, spent a wretched hour groping over it, swore softly, and closed the book forever.

But neither the triumvirate nor the others had been to the ``Ménagerie for over a fortnight, when Rowden, feeling it incumbent upon him to return some of Gethryns hospitality, issued very proper cards — indeed they were very swell cards for the Latin Quarter — for a ``dinner, to be followed by a ``quiet evening at the Bal Masqué at the Opera.

The triumvirate had accordingly tied up their brindled bulldogs, ``Spit, ``Snap and ``Tug; had donned their white ties and collars of awful altitude, and were fully prepared to please and to be pleased. Although it was nominally a ``stag party, the triumvirate would as soon have cut off their tender mustaches as have failed to invite Yvonne. But she had replied to Rowdens invitation by a dainty little note, ending:

and I am sure that you will understand when I say that this time I will leave you gentlemen in undisturbed possession of the evening, for I know how dearly men love to meet and behave like bears all by themselves. But I shall see you all afterward at the Opera. Au revoir then — at the Bal Masqué.  Y.D.

The first sensation to the young men was one of disappointment. But the second was that Mademoiselle Descartes tact had not failed her.

The triumvirate were seated upon the sideboard swinging their legs. Rowden cast a satisfied glance at the table laid for fifteen and flicked an imaginary speck from his immaculate shirt front.

``I think its all right, said Elliott, noticing his look, ``eh, Clifford?

``Is there enough champagne? asked that youth, calculating four quart bottles to each person.

Rowden groaned.

``Of course there is. What are you made of?

``Human flesh, acknowledged the other meekly.

At eleven the guests began to arrive, welcomed by the triumvirs with great state and dignity. Rowden, looking about, missed only one — Gethryn, and he entered at the same moment.

``Just in time, said Rowden, and made the move to the table. As Gethryn sat down, he noticed that the place on Rowdens right was vacant, and before it stood a huge bouquet of white violets.

``Too bad she isnt here, said Rowden, glancing at Gethryn and then at the vacant place.

``Thats awfully nice of you, Rowden, cried Gethryn, with a happy smile; ``she will have a chance to thank you tonight.

He leaned over and touched his face to the flowers. As he raised his head again, his eyes met Braiths.

``Hello! cried Braith, cordially.

Rex did not notice how pale he was, and called back, ``Hello! with a feeling of relief at Braiths tone. It was always so. When they were apart for days, there weighed a cloud of constraint on Rexs mind, which Braiths first greeting always dispelled. But it gathered again in the next interval. It rose from a sullen deposit of self-reproach down deep in Gethryns own heart. He kept it covered over; but he could not prevent the ghost-like exhalations that gathered there and showed where it was hidden.

Speeches began rather late. Elliott made one — and offered a toast to ``la plus jolie demoiselle de Paris, which was drunk amid great enthusiasm and responded to by Gethryn, ending with a toast to Rowden. Rowdens response was stiff, but most correct. The same could not be said of Cliffords answer to the toast, ``The struggling Artist — Heaven help him!

Towards 1 am Mr Cliffords conversation had become incoherent. But he continued to drink toasts. He drank Yvonnes health five times, he pledged Rowden and Gethryn and everybody else he could think of, down to Mrs Gummidge and each separate kitten, and finally pledged himself. By that time he had reached the lachrymose state. Tears, it seemed, did him good. A heart-rending sob was usually the sign of reviving intelligence.

``Well, said Gethryn, buttoning his greatcoat, ``Ill see you all in an hour — at the Opera.

Braith was not coming with them to the Ball, so Rex shook hands and said ``Good night, and calling ``Au revoir to Rowden and the rest, ran down stairs three at a time. He hurried into the court and after spending five minutes shouting ``Cordon! succeeded in getting out of the door and into the Rue Michelet. From there he turned into the Avenue de lObservatoire, and cutting through into the Boulevard, came to his hôtel.

Yvonne was standing before the mirror, tying the hood of a white silk domino under her chin. Hearing Gethryns key in the door, she hurriedly slipped on her little white mask and confronted him.

``Why, who is this? cried Gethryn. ``Yvonne, come and tell me who this charming stranger is!

``You see before you the Princess Hélène, Monsieur, she said, gravely bending the little masked head.

``Oh, in that case, you neednt come, Yvonne, as I have an engagement with the Princess Hélène of Troy.

``But you mustnt kiss me! she cried, hastily placing the table between herself and Gethryn; ``you have not yet been presented. Oh, Rex! Dont be so — so idiotic; you spoil my dress — there — yes, only one, but dont you dare to try — Oh Rex! Now I am all in wrinkles — you — you bear!

``Bears hug — thats a fact, he laughed. ``Come, are you ready — or Ill just—

``Dont you dare! she cried, whipping off her mask and attempting an indignant frown. She saw the big bunch of white violets in his hand and made a diversion by asking what those were. He told her, and she declared, delightedly, that she should carry them with Rexs roses to the Ball.

``They shall have the preference, Monsieur, she said, teasingly. ``Oh, Rex! dont — please— she entreated.

``All right, I wont, he said, drawing her wrap around her; and Yvonne, replacing the mask and gathering up her fluffy skirts, slipped one small gloved hand through his arm and danced down the stairs.

On the corner of the Vaugirard and the Rue de Medicis one always finds a line of cabs, and presently they were bumping and bouncing away down the Rue de Seine to the river.

Je fais ce que sa fantaisie
 Veut mordonner,
Et je puis, sil lui faut ma vie
 La lui donner

sang Yvonne, deftly thrusting tierce and quarte with her fan to make Gethryn keep his distance.

``Do you know it is snowing? he said presently, peering out of the window as the cab rattled across the Pont Neuf.

``Tant mieux! cried the girl; ``I shall make a snowball — a— she opened her blue eyes impressively, ``a very, very large one, and—

``And?

``Drop it on the head of Mr Rowden, she announced, with cheerful decision.

``Ill warn poor Rowden of your intention, he laughed, as the cab rolled smoothly up the Avenue de lOpera, across the Boulevard des Italiens, and stopped before the glittering pile of the great Opera.

She sprang lightly to the curbstone and stood tapping her little feet against the pavement while Gethryn fumbled about for his fare.

The steps of the Opera and the Plaza were covered with figures in dominoes, blue, red or black, many grotesque and bizarre costumes, and not a few sober claw hammers. The great flare of yellow light which bathed and flooded the shifting, many-colored throng, also lent a strangely weird effect to the now heavily falling snowflakes. Carriages and cabs kept arriving in countless numbers. It was half past two, and nobody who wanted to be considered anybody thought of arriving before that hour. The people poured in a steady stream through the portals. Groups of English and American students in their irreproachable evening attire, groups of French students in someone elses doubtful evening attire, crowds of rustling silken dominoes, herds of crackling muslin dominoes, countless sad-faced Pierrots, fewer sad-faced Capuchins, now and then a slim Mephistopheles, now and then a fat, stolid Turk, Arry, Tom, and Billy, redolent of plum pudding and Seven Dials, Gontran, Gaston and Achille, savoring of brasseries and the Sorbonne. And then, from the carriages and fiacres: Mademoiselle Patchouli and good old Monsieur Bonvin, Mademoiselle Nitouche and bad young Monsieur de Sacrebleu, Mademoiselle Moineau and Don Cæsar Imberbe; and the pink silk domino of ``La Pataude — mais nimporte!

Allons, Messieurs, Mesdames, to the cloak room — to the foyer! To the escalier! or you, Madame la Comtesse, to your box, and smooth out your crumpled domino; as for ``La Pataude, she is going to dance tonight.

Gethryn, with Yvonne clinging tightly to his arm, entered the great vestibule and passed through the railed lanes to the broad inclined aisle which led to the floor.

``Do you want to take a peep before we go to our box? he asked, leading her to the doorway.

Yvonnes little heart beat faster as she leaned over and glanced at the dazzling spectacle.

``Come, hurry — let us go to the box! she whispered, dragging Gethryn after her up the stairway.

He followed, laughing at her excitement, and in a few minutes they found the door of their lodge and slipped in.

Gethryn lighted a cigarette and began to unstrap his field glasses.

``Take these, Yvonne, he said, handing them to her while he adjusted her own tiny gold ones.

Yvonnes cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkled under the little mask, as she leaned over the velvet railing and gazed at the bewildering spectacle below. Great puffs of hot, perfumed air bore the crash of two orchestras to their ears, mixed with the distant clatter and whirl of the dancers, and the shouts and cries of the maskers.

At the end of the floor, screened by banks of palms, sat the musicians, and round about, rising tier upon tier, the glittering boxes were filled with the elite of the demimonde, who ogled and gossiped and sighed, entirely content with the material and social barriers which separate those who dance for ten francs from those who look on for a hundred.

But there were others there who should not by any means be confounded with their sisters of the ``half-world.

The Faubourg St Germain, the Champs Elysées, and the Parc Monceau were possibly represented among those muffled and disguised beauties, who began the evening with their fans so handy in case of need. Ah, well — now they lay their fans down quite out of reach in case of emergency, and who shall say if disappointment lurks under these dainty dominoes, that there is so little to bring a blush to modest cheeks — alas! few emergencies.

And you over there — you of the ``American Colony, who are tossed like shuttlecocks in the social whirl, you, in your well-appointed masks and silks, it is all very new and exciting — yes, but why should you come? American women, brought up to think clean thoughts and see with innocent eyes, to exact a respectful homage from men and enjoy a personal dignity and independence unknown to women anywhere else — why do you want to come here? Do you not know that the foundations of that liberty which makes you envied in the old world are laid in the respect and confidence of men? Undermine that, become wise and cynical, learn the meaning of doubtful words and gestures whose significance you never need have suspected, meet men on the same ground where they may any day meet fast women of the continent, and fix at that moment on your free limbs the same chains which corrupt society has forged for the women of Europe.

Yvonne leaned back in her box with a little gasp.

``But I cant make out anyone at all, she said; ``its all a great, sparkling sea of color.

``Try the field glasses, replied Gethryn, giving them to her again, at the same time opening her big plumy fan and waving it to and fro beside the flushed cheek.

Presently she cried out, ``Oh, look! There is Mr Elliott and Mr Rowden, and I think Mr Clifford — but I hope not.

He leaned forward and swept the floor with the field glass.

``Its Clifford, sure enough, he muttered; ``what on earth induces him to dance in that set?

It was Clifford.

At that moment he was addressing Elliott in pleading, though hazy, phrases.

``Come long, Elliott, dont be so — so uncomftble n pticlar! Wts use of beng shnobbish? he urged, clinging hilariously to his partner, a pigeon-toed ballet girl. But Elliott only laughed and said:

``No; waltzes are all I care for. No quadrille for me—

The crash of the orchestra drowned his voice, and Clifford, turning and bowing gravely to his partner, and then to his vis-à-vis, began to perform such antics and cut such pigeonwings that his pigeon-toed partner glared at him through the slits of her mask in envious astonishment. The door was dotted with numerous circles of maskers, ten or fifteen deep, all watching and applauding the capers of the hilarious couples in the middle.

But Cliffords set soon attracted a large and enthusiastic audience, who were connoisseurs enough to distinguish a voluntary dancer from a hired one; and when the last thundering chords of Offenbachs ``March into Hell scattered the throng into a delirious waltz, Clifford reeled heavily into the side scenes and sat down, rather unexpectedly, in the lap of Mademoiselle Nitouche, who had crept in there with the Baron Silberstein for a nice, quiet view of a genuine cancan.

Mademoiselle did not think it funny, but the Baron did, and when she boxed Cliffords ears he thought it funnier still.

Rowden and Elliot, who were laboriously waltzing with a twin pair of flat-footed Watteau Shepherdesses, immediately ran to his assistance; and later, with a plentiful application of cold water and still colder air, restored Mr Clifford to his usual spirits.

``Youre not a beauty, you know, said Rowden, looking at Cliffords hair, which was soaked into little points and curls; ``youre certainly no beauty, but I think youre all right now — dont you, Elliott? 

``Certainly, laughed the triumvir, producing a little silver pocket-comb and presenting it to the woebegone Clifford, who immediately brought out a hand glass and proceeded to construct a ``bang of wonderful seductiveness.

In ten minutes they sallied forth from the dressing room and wended their way through the throngs of masks to the center of the floor. They passed Thaxton and Rhodes, who, each with a pretty nun upon his arm, were trying to persuade Bulfinch into taking the third nun, who might have been the Mother Superior or possibly a resuscitated 14th century abbess.

``No, he was saying, while he blinked painfully at the ci-devant abbess, ``I cant go that; upon my word, dont ask me, fellows — I — I cant.

``Oh, come, urged Rhodes, ``whats the odds?

``You can take her and Ill take yours, began the wily little man, but neither Rhodes nor Thaxton waited to argue longer.

``No catacombs for me, growled Bulfinch, eyeing the retreating nuns, but catching sight of the triumvirate, his face regained its bird-like felicity of expression.

``Glad to see you — indeed I am! That Colossus is too disinterested in securing partners for his friends; he is, I assure you. If youre looking for a Louis Quatorze partner, warranted genuine, go to Rhodes.

``Rex ought to be here by this time, said Rowden; ``look in the boxes on that side and Clifford and I will do the same on this.

``No need, cried Elliott, ``I see him with a white domino there in the second tier. Look! hes waving his hand to us and so is the domino.

``Come along, said Clifford, pushing his way toward the foyer, ``Ill find them in a moment. Let me see, — a few minutes later, pausing outside a row of white and gilt doors — ``let me see, seventh box, second tier — here we are, he added, rapping loudly.

Yvonne ran and opened the door.

``Bon soir, Messieurs, she said, with a demure curtsy.

Clifford gallantly kissed the little glove and then shook hands with Gethryn.

``How is it on the floor? asked the latter, as Elliott and Rowden came forward to the edge of the box. ``I want to take Yvonne out for a turn and perhaps a waltz, if it isnt too crowded.

``Oh, its pretty rough just now, but it will be better in half an hour, replied Rowden, barricading the champagne from Clifford.

``We saw you dancing, Mr Clifford, observed Yvonne, with a wicked glance at him from under her mask.

Clifford blushed.

``I — I dont make an ass of myself but once a year, you know, he said, with a deprecatory look at Elliott.

``Oh, murmured the latter, doubtfully, ``glad to hear it.

Clifford gazed at him in meek reproof and then made a flank movement upon the champagne, but was again neatly foiled by Rowden.

Yvonne looked serious, but presently leaned over and filled one of the long-stemmed goblets.

``Only one, Mr Clifford; one for you to drink my health, but you must promise me truthfully not to take any more wine this evening!

Clifford promised with great promptness, and taking the glass from her hand with a low bow, sprang recklessly upon the edge of the box and raised the goblet.

``A la plus belle demoiselle de Paris! he cried, with all the strength of his lungs, and drained the goblet.

A shout from the crowd below answered his toast. A thousand faces were turned upward, and people leaned over their boxes, and looked at the party from all parts of the house.

Mademoiselle Nitouche turned to Monsieur de Sacrebleu.

``What audacity! she murmured.

Mademoiselle Goujon smiled at the Baron Silberstein.

``Tiens! she cried, ``the gayety has begun, I hope.

Little Miss Ducely whispered to Lieutenant Faucon:

``Those are American students, she sighed; ``how jolly they seem to be, especially Mr Clifford! I wonder if she is so pretty!

Half a dozen riotous Frenchmen in the box opposite jumped to their feet and waved their goblets at Clifford.

``A la plus jolie femme du monde! they roared.

Clifford seized another glass and filled it.

``She is here! he shouted, and sprang to the edge again. But Gethryn pulled him down.

``Thats too dangerous, he laughed; ``you could easily fall.

``Oh, pshaw! cried Clifford, draining the glass, and shaking it at the opposite box.

Yvonne put her hand on Gethryns arm.

``Dont let him have any more, she whispered.

``Give us the goblet! yelled the Frenchmen.

``Le voila! shouted Clifford, and stepping back, hurled the glass with all his strength across the glittering gulf. It fell with a crash in the box it was aimed at, and a howl of applause went up from the floor.

Yvonne laughed nervously, but coming to the edge of the box buried her mask in her bouquet and looked down.

``A rose! A rose! cried the maskers below; ``a rose from the most charming demoiselle in Paris!

She half turned to Gethryn, but suddenly stepping forward, seized a handful of flowers from the middle of the bouquet and flung them into the crowd.

There was a shout and a scramble, and then she tore the bouquet end from end, sending a shower of white buds into the throng.

``None for me? sighed Clifford, watching the fast-dwindling bouquet.

She laughed brightly as she tossed the last handful below, and then turned and leaned over Gethryns chair.

``You destructive little wretch! he laughed, ``this is not the season for the Battle of Flowers. But white roses mean nothing, so Im not jealous.

``Ah, mon ami, I saved the red rose for you, she whispered; and fastened it upon his breast.

And at his whispered answer her cheeks flushed crimson under the white mask. But she sprang up laughing.

``I would so like to go onto the floor, she cried, pulling him to his feet, and coaxing him with a simply irresistible look; ``dont you think we might — just for a minute, Mr Rowden? she pleaded. ``I dont mind a crowd — indeed I dont, and I am masked so perfectly.

``Whats the harm, Rex? said Rowden; ``she is well masked.

``And when we return it will be time for supper, wont it?

``Yes, I should think so! murmured Clifford.

``Where do we go then?

``Maison Dorée.

``Come along, then, Mademoiselle Destructiveness! cried Gethryn, tossing his mask and field glass onto a chair, where they were appropriated by Clifford, who spent the next half hour in staring across at good old Colonel Toddlum and his frisky companion — an attention which drove the poor old gentleman almost frantic with suspicion, for he was a married man, bless his soul! — and a pew-holder in the American Church.

``My love, said the frisky one, ``who is the gentleman in the black mask who stares?

``I dont know, muttered the dear old man, in a cold sweat, ``I dont know, but I wish I did.

And the frisky one shrugged her shoulders and smiled at the mask.

``What are they looking at? whispered Yvonne, as she tripped along, holding very tightly to Gethryns arm.

``Only a quadrille — `La Pataude is dancing. Do you want to see it?

She nodded, and they approached the circle in the middle of which `La Pataude and `Grille dEgout were holding high carnival. At every ostentatious display of hosiery the crowd roared.

``Brava! Bis! cried an absinthe-soaked old gentleman; ``vive La Pataude!

For answer the lady dexterously raised his hat from his head with the point of her satin slipper.

The crowd roared again. ``Brava! Brava, La Pataude!

Yvonne turned away.

``I dont like it. I dont find it amusing, she said, faintly.

Gethryns hand closed on hers.

``Nor I, he said.

``But you and your friends used to go to the students ball at `Bulliers, she began, a little reproachfully.

``Only as Nouveaux, and then, as a rule, the high-jinks are pretty genuine there — at least, with the students. We used to go to keep cool in spring and hear the music; to keep warm in winter; and amuse ourselves at Carnival time.

``But — Mr Clifford knows all the girls at `Bulliers. Do — do you?

``Some.

``How many? she said, pettishly.

``None — now.

A pause. Yvonne was looking down.

``See here, little goose, I never cared about any of that crowd, and I havent been to the Bullier since — since last May.

She turned her face up to his; tears were stealing down from under her mask.

``Why, Yvonne! he began, but she clung to his shoulder, as the orchestra broke into a waltz.

``Dont speak to me, Rex — but dance! Dance!

They danced until the last bar of music ceased with a thundering crash.

``Tired? he asked, still holding her.

She smiled breathlessly and stepped back, but stopped short, with a little cry.

``Oh! Im caught — there, on your coat!

He leaned over her to detach the shred of silk.

``Where is it? Oh! Here!

And they both laughed and looked at each other, for she had been held by the little golden clasp, the fleur-de-lis.

``You see, he said, ``it will always draw me to you.

But a shadow fell on her fair face, and she sighed as she gently took his arm.

When they entered their box, Clifford was still tormenting the poor Colonel.

``Old dog thinks I know him, he grinned, as Yvonne and Rex came in. Yvonne flung off her mask and began to fan herself.

``Time for supper, you know, suggested Clifford.

Yvonne lay back in her chair, smiling and slowly waving the great plumes to and fro.

``Who are those people in the next box? she asked him. ``They do make such a noise.

``There are only two, both masked.

``But they have unmasked now. There are their velvets on the edge of the box. Im going to take a peep, she whispered, rising and leaning across the railing.

``Dont; I wouldnt— began Gethryn, but he was too late.

Yvonne leaned across the gilded cornice and instantly fell back in her chair, deathly pale.

``My God! Are you ill, Yvonne?

``Oh, Rex, Rex, take me away — home—

Then came a loud hammering on the box door. A harsh, strident voice called, ``Yvonne! Yvonne!

Clifford thoughtlessly threw it open, and a woman in evening dress, very decolletée, swept by him into the box, with a waft of sickly scented air.

Yvonne leaned heavily on Gethryns shoulder; the woman stopped in front of them.

``Ah! here you are, then!

Yvonnes face was ghastly.

``Nina, she whispered, ``why did you come?

``Because I wanted to make you a little surprise, sneered the woman; ``a pleasant little surprise. We love each other enough, I hope. She stamped her foot.

``Go, said Yvonne, looking half dead.

``Go! mimicked the other. ``But certainly! Only first you must introduce me to these gentlemen who are so kind to you.

``You will leave the box, said Gethryn, in a low voice, holding open the door.

The woman turned on him. She was evidently in a prostitutes tantrum of malicious deviltry. Presently she would begin to lash herself into a wild rage.

``Ah! this is the one! she sneered, and raising her voice, she called, ``Mannie, Mannie, come in here, quick!

A sidling step approached from the next box, and the face of Mr Emanuel Pick appeared at the door.

``This is the one, cried the woman, shrilly. ``Isnt he pretty?

Mr Pick looked insolently at Gethryn and opened his mouth, but he did not say anything, for Rex took him by the throat and kicked him headlong into his own box. Then he locked the door, and taking out the key, returned and presented it to the woman.

``Follow him! he said, and quietly, but forcibly, urged her toward the lobby.

``Mannie! Mannie! she shrieked, in a voice choked by rage and dissipation, ``come and kill him! Hes insulting me!

Getting no response, she began to pour forth shriek upon shriek, mingled with oaths and ravings. ``I shall speak to my sister! Who dares prevent me from speaking to my sister! You— she glared at Yvonne and ground her teeth. ``You, the good one. You! the mothers pet! Ran away from home! Took up with an English hog!

Yvonne sprang to her feet again.

``Leave the box, she gasped.

``Ha! ha! Mais oui! leave the box! and let her dance while her mother lies dying!

Yvonne gave a cry.

``Ah! Ah! said her sister, suddenly speaking very slowly, nodding at every word. ``Ah! Ah! go back to your room and see what is there — in the room of your lover — the little letter from Vernon. She wants you. She wants you. That is because you are so good. She does not want me. No, it is you who must come to see her die. I — I dance at the Carnival!

Then, suddenly turning on Gethryn with a devilish grin, ``You! tell your mistress her mother is dying! She laughed hatefully, but preserved her pretense of calm, walked to the door, and as she reached it swung round and made an insulting gesture to Gethryn.

``You! I will remember you!

The door slammed and a key rattled in the next box.

Clinging to Gethryn, Yvonne passed down the long corridor to the vestibule, while Elliott and Rowden silently gathered up the masks and opera glasses. Clifford stood holding her crushed and splintered fan. He looked at Elliott, who looked gloomily back at him, as Braith entered hurriedly.

``Whats the matter? I saw something was wrong from the floor. Rex ill?

``Ill at ease, said Clifford, grimly. ``Theres a sister turned up. A devil of a sister.

Braith spoke very low. ``Yvonnes sister?

``Yes, a she-devil.

``Did you hear her name?

``Names Nina.

Braith went quietly out again. Passing blindly down the lobby, he ran against Mr Bulfinch. Mr Bulfinch was in charge of a policeman.

``Hello, Braith! he called, hilariously.

Braith was going on with a curt nod when the other man added:

``Ive taken it out of Pick, and he stopped short. ``I got my two hundred francs worth, the artist of the London Mirror proceeded, ``and now I shall feel bound to return you yours — the first time I have it, he ended, vaguely.

Braith made an impatient gesture.

``Are you under arrest?

``Yes, I am. He couldnt help it, smiling agreeably at the Sergeant de Ville. ``He saw me hit him.

The policeman looked stolid.

``But what excuse? began Braith.

``Oh! none! Pick just passed me, and I felt as if I couldnt stand it any longer, so I pitched in.

``Well, and now youre in for fine and imprisonment.

``I suppose so, said Bulfinch, beaming.

``Have you any money with you?

``No, unless I have some in your pocket? said the little man, with a mixture of embarrassment and bravado that touched Braith, who saw what the confession cost him.

``Lots! said he, cordially. ``But first let us try what we can do with Bobby. Do you ever drink a petit verre, Monsieur le Sergeant de Ville? with a winning smile to the wooden policeman.

The latter looked at the floor.

``No, said he.

``Never?

``Never!

``Well, I was only thinking that over on the Corner of the Rue Taitbout one finds excellent wine at twenty francs.

The officer now gazed dreamily at the ceiling.

``Mine costs forty, he said.

And a few minutes later the faithful fellow stood in front of the Opera house quite alone.
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THE CAB ROLLED slowly over the Pont au Change, and the wretched horse fell into a walk as he painfully toiled up the hill of St Michel. Yvonne lay back in the corner; covered with all her own wraps and Gethryns overcoat, she shivered.

``Poor little Yvonne! was all he said as he leaned over now and then to draw the cloak more closely around her. Not a sound but the rumble of the wheels and the wheezing of the old horse broke the silence. The streets were white and deserted. A few ragged flakes fell from the black vault above, or were shaken down from the crusted branches.

The cab stopped with a jolt. Yvonne was trembling as Rex lifted her to the ground, and he hurried her into the house, up the black stairway and into their cold room.

When he had a fire blazing in the grate, he looked around. She was kneeling on the floor beside a candle she had lighted, and her tears were pouring down upon the page of an open letter. Rex stepped over and touched her.

``Come to the fire. He raised her gently, but she could not stand, and he carried her in his arms to the great soft chair before the grate. Then he knelt down and warmed her icy hands in his own. After a while he moved her chair back, and drawing off her dainty white slippers, wrapped her feet in the fur that lay heaped on the hearth. Then he unfastened the cloak and the domino, and rolling her gloves from elbow to wrist, slipped them over the helpless little hands. The firelight glanced and glowed on her throat and bosom, tingeing their marble with opalescent lights, and searching the deep shadows under her long lashes. It reached her hair, touching here and there a soft, dark wave, and falling aslant the knots of ribbon on her bare shoulders, tipped them with points of white fire.

``Is it so bad, dearest Yvonne?

``Yes.

``Then you must go?

``Oh, yes!

``When?

``At daylight.

Gethryn rose and went toward the door; he hesitated, came back and kissed her once on the forehead. When the door closed on him she wept as if her heart would break, hiding her head in her arms. He found her lying so when he returned, and, throwing down her traveling bag and rugs, he knelt and took her to his breast, kissing her again and again on the forehead. At last he had to speak.

``I have packed the things you will need most and will send the rest. It is getting light, dearest; you have to change your dress, you know.

She roused herself and sat up, looking desolately about her.

``Forever! she whispered.

``No! No! cried Gethryn.

``Ah! oui, mon ami!

Gethryn went and stood by the window. The bedroom door was closed.

Day was breaking. He opened the window and looked into the white street. Lamps burned down there with a sickly yellow; a faint light showed behind the barred windows of the old gray barracks. One or two stiff sparrows hopped silently about the gutters, flying up hurriedly when the frost-covered sentinel stamped his boots before the barracks gate. Now and then a half-starved workman limped past, his sabots echoing on the frozen pavement. A hooded and caped policeman, a red-faced cabman stamping beside his sleepy horse — the street was empty but for them.

It grew lighter. The top of St Sulpice burned crimson. Far off a bugle fluttered, and then came the tramp of the morning guard mount. They came stumbling across the stony court and leaned on their rifles while one of them presented arms and received the word from the sentry. Little by little people began to creep up and down the sidewalks, and the noise of wooden shutters announced another day of toil begun. The point of the Luxembourg Palace struck fire as the ghastly gas-lamps faded and went out. Suddenly the great bell of St Sulpice clashed the hour — Eight oclock!

Again a bugle blew sharply from the barracks, and a troop of cavalry danced and pawed through the gate, clattering away down the Rue de Seine.

Gethryn shut the window and turned into the room. Yvonne stood before the dying embers. He went to her, almost timidly. Neither spoke. At last she took up her satchel and wrap.

``It is time, she whispered. ``Let us go.

He clasped her once in his arms; she laid her cheek against his.

*

The train left Montparnasse station at nine. There was hardly anyone in the waiting room. The Guard flung back the grating.

``Vernon, par Chartres? asked Gethryn.

``Vernon — Moulins — Chartres — direct! shouted the Guard, and stamped off down the platform.

Gethryn showed his ticket which admitted him to the platform, and they walked slowly down the line of dismal-looking cars.

``This one? and he opened a door.

She stood watching the hissing and panting engine, while Gethryn climbed in and placed her bags and rugs in a window corner. The car smelt damp and musty, and he stepped out with a choking sensation in his chest. A train man came along, closing doors with a slam.

``All aboard — ladies — gentlemen — voyageurs? he growled, as if to himself or some familiar spirit, and jerked a sullen clang from the station bell. The engine panted impatiently.

Rex struggled against the constraint that seemed to be dividing them.

``Yvonne, you will write?

``I dont know!

``You dont know! Yvonne!

``I know nothing except that I am wicked, and my mother is dying! She said it in low, even tones, looking away from him.

The gong struck again, with a startling clash.

The engine shrieked; a cloud of steam rose from under the wheels. Rex hurried her into the carriage; there was no one else there. Suddenly she threw herself into his arms.

``Oh! I love you! I love you! One kiss, no; no; on the lips. Good-bye, my own Rex!

``You will come again? he said, crushing her to him.

Her eyes looked into his.

``I will come. I love you! Be true to me, Rex. I will come back.

Her lover could not speak. Doors slamming, and an impatient voice — ``Descendez donc, Msieu! — roused him; he sprang from the carriage, and the train rolled slowly out of the smoke-filled station.

How heavy the smoke was! Gethryn could hardly breathe — hardly see. He walked away and out into the street. The city was only half awake even yet. After, as it seemed, a long time, he found himself looking at a clock which said a quarter past ten. The winter sunshine slanted now on roof and pane, flooding the western side of the shabby boulevard, dappling the snow with yellow patches. He had stopped in the chilly shadow of a gateway and was looking vacantly about. He saw the sunshine across the street and shivered where he was, and yet he did not leave the shadow. He stood and watched the sparrows taking bold little baths in the puddles of melted snow water. They seemed to enjoy the sunshine, but it was cold in the shade, cold and damp — and the air was hard to breathe. A policeman sauntered by and eyed him curiously. Rexs face was haggard and pinched. Why had he stood there in the cold for half an hour, without ever changing his weight from one foot to the other?

The policeman spoke at last, civilly:

``Monsieur!

Gethryn turned his head.

``Is it that Monsieur seeks the train? he asked, saluting.

Rex looked up. He had wandered back to the station. He lifted his hat and answered with the politeness dear to French officials.

``Merci, Monsieur! It made him cough to speak, and he moved on slowly.

Gethryn would not go home yet. He wanted to be where there was plenty of cool air, and yet he shivered. He drew a deep breath which ended in a pain. How cold the air must be — to pain the chest like that! And yet, there were women wheeling handcarts full of yellow crocus buds about. He stopped and bought some for Yvonne.

``She will like them, he thought. ``Ah! — he turned away, leaving flowers and money. The old flower-woman crossed herself.

No — he would not go home just yet. The sun shone brightly; men passed, carrying their overcoats on their arms; a steam was rising from the pavements in the Square.

There was a crowd on the Pont au Change. He did not see any face distinctly, but there seemed to be a great many people, leaning over the parapets, looking down the river. He stopped and looked over too. The sun glared on the foul water eddying in and out among the piles and barges. Some men were rowing in a boat, furiously. Another boat followed close. A voice close by Gethryn cried, angrily:

``Dieu! who are you shoving?

Rex moved aside; as he did so a gamin crowded quickly forward and craned over the edge, shouting, ``Vive le cadavre!

``Chut! said another voice.

``Vive la Mort! Vive la Morgue! screamed the wretched little creature.

A policeman boxed his ears and pulled him back. The crowd laughed. The voice that had cried, ``Chut! said lower, ``What a little devil, that Rigaud!

Rex moved slowly on.

In the Court of the Louvre were people enough and to spare. Some of them bowed to him; several called him to turn and join them. He lifted his hat to them all, as if he knew them, but passed on without recognizing a soul. The broad pavements were warm and wet, but the air must have been sharp to hurt his chest so. The great pigeons of the Louvre brushed by him. It seemed as if he felt the beat of their wings on his brains. A shabby-looking fellow asked him for a sou — and, taking the coin Rex gave him, shuffled off in a hurry; a dog followed him, he stooped and patted it; a horse fell, he went into the street and helped to raise it. He said to a man standing by that the harness was too heavy — and the man, looking after him as he walked away, told a friend that there was another crazy foreigner.

Soon after this he found himself on the Quai again, and the sun was sinking behind the dome of the Invalides. He decided to go home. He wanted to get warm, and yet it seemed as if the air of a room would stifle him. However, once more he crossed the Seine, and as he turned in at his own gate he met Clifford, who said something, but Rex pushed past without trying to understand what it was.

He climbed the dreary old stairs and came to his silent studio. He sat down by the fireless hearth and gazed at a long, slender glove among the ashes. At his feet her little white satin slippers lay half hidden in the long white fur of the rug.

He felt giddy and weak, and that hard pain in his chest left him no peace. He rose and went into the bedroom. Her ball dress lay where she had thrown it. He flung himself on the bed and buried his face in the rustling silk. A faint odor of violets pervaded it. He thought of the bouquet that had been placed for her at the dinner. Then the flowers reminded him of last summer. He lived over again their gay life — their excursions to Meudon, Sceaux, Versailles with its warm meadows, and cool, dark forests; Fontainebleau, where they lunched under the trees; St Cloud — Oh! he remembered their little quarrel there, and how they made it up on the boat at Suresnes afterward.

He rose excitedly and went back into the studio; his cheeks were aflame and his breath came sharp and hard. In a corner, with its face to the wall, stood an old, unfinished portrait of Yvonne, begun after one of those idyllic summer days.

When Braith walked in, after three times knocking, he found Gethryn painting feverishly by the last glimmer of daylight on this portrait. The room was full of shadows, and while they spoke it grew quite dark.

That night Braith sat by his side and listened to his incoherent talk, and Dr White came and said ``Pleuro-pneumonia was what ailed him. Braith had his traps fetched from his own place and settled down to nurse him.


Eleven
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C ARNIVAL WAS over. February had passed, like January, for most of the fellows, in a bad dream of unpaid bills. March was going in much the same way. This is the best account Clifford, Elliott and Rowden could have given of it. Thaxton and Rhodes were working. Carleton was engaged to a new pretty girl — the sixth or seventh.

Satan found the time passing delightfully. There was no one at present to restrain him when he worried Mrs Gummidge. The tabby daily grew thinner and sadder-eyed. The parrot grew daily more blasé. He sneered more and more bitterly, and his eyelid, when closed, struck a chill to the soul of the raven.

At first the pups were unhappy. They missed their master. But they were young, and flies were getting plentiful in the studio.

For Braith the nights and the days seemed to wind themselves in an endless chain about Rexs sickbed. But when March had come and gone Rex was out of danger, and Braith began to paint again on his belated picture. It was too late, now, for the Salon; but he wanted to finish it all the same.

One day, early in April, he came back to Gethryn after an unusually long absence at his own studio.

Rex was up and trying to dress. He turned a peaked face toward his friend. His eyes were two great hollows, and when he smiled and spoke, in answer to Braiths angry exclamation, his jaws worked visibly.

``Keep cool, old chap! he said, in the ghost of a voice.

``What are you getting up for, all alone?

``Had to — tired of the bed. Try it yourself — six weeks!

``You want to go back there and never quit it alive — thats what you want, said Braith, nervously.

``Dont, either. Come and button this collar and stop swearing.

``I suppose youre going back to Juliens the day after tomorrow, said Braith, sarcastically, after Rex was dressed and had been helped to the lounge in the studio.

``No, said he, ``Im going to Arcachon tomorrow.

``Arca — twenty thousand thunders!

``Not at all, smiled Rex — a feeble, willful smile.

Braith sat down and drew his chair beside Gethryn.

``Wait a while, Rex.

``I cant get well here, you know.

``But you can get a bit stronger before you start on such a journey.

``I thought the doctor told you the sooner I went south the better.

That was true; Braith was silent a while.

At last he said, ``I have all the money you will want till your own comes, you know, and I can get you ready by the end of this week, if you will go.

Rex was no baby, but his voice shook when he answered.

``Dear old, kind, unselfish friend! Id almost rather remain poor, and let you keep on taking care of me, but — see here— and he handed him a letter. ``That came this morning, after you left.

Braith read it eagerly, and looked up with a brighter face than he had worn for many a day.

``By Jove! he said. ``By Jupiter!

Rex smiled sadly at his enthusiasm.

``This means health, and a future, and — everything to you, Rex!

``Health and wealth, and happiness, said Gethryn bitterly.

``Yes, you ungrateful young reprobate — thats exactly what it means. Go to your Arcachon, by all means, since youve got a fortune to go on — I say — you — you didnt know your aunt very well, did you? Youre not cut up much?

``I never saw her half a dozen times in my whole life. But shes been generous to me, poor old lady!

``I should think so. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars is a nice sum for a young fellow to find in his pocket all on a sudden. And now — you want to go away and get well, and come back presently and begin where you left off — a year ago. Is that it?

``That is it. I shall never get well here, and I mean to get well if I can, — he paused, and hesitated. ``That was the only letter in my box this morning.

Braith did not answer.

``It is nearly two months now, continued Rex, in a low voice.

``What are your plans? interrupted Braith, brusquely.

Rex flushed.

``Im going first — he answered rather drily, ``to Arcachon. You see by the letter my aunt died in Florence. Of course Ive got to go and measure out a lot of Italian red tape before I can get the money. It seems to me the sooner I can get into the pine air and the sea breezes at Arcachon, the better chance I have of being fit to push on to Florence, via the Riviera, before the summer heat.

``And then?

``I dont know.

``You will come back?

``When I am cured.

There was a long silence. At last Gethryn put a thin hand on Braiths shoulder and looked him lovingly in the face.

``You know, and I know, how little I have ever done to deserve your goodness, to show my gratitude and — and love for you. But if I ever come back I will prove to you—

Braith could not answer, and did not try to. He sat and looked at the floor, the sad lines about his mouth deeply marked, his throat moving once or twice as he swallowed the lump of grief that kept rising.

After a while he muttered something about its being time for Rexs supper and got up and fussed about with a spirit lamp and broths and jellies, more like Rexs mother than a rough young bachelor. In the midst of his work there came a shower of blows on the studio door and Clifford, Rowden and Elliott trooped in without more ado.

They set up a chorus of delighted yells at seeing Rex dressed and on the studio lounge. But Braith suppressed them promptly.

``Dont you know any better than that? he growled. ``What did you come for, anyway? Its Rexs supper time.

``We came, Papa, said Clifford, ``to tell Rex that I have reformed. We wanted him to know it as soon as we did ourselves.

``Ah! hes a changed man! Hes worked all day at Juliens for a week past, cried Elliott and Rowden together.

``And my evenings? prompted Clifford sweetly.

``Are devoted to writing letters home! chanted the chorus.

``Get out! was all Rex answered, but his face brightened at the three bad boys standing in a row with their hats all held politely against their stomachs. He had not meant to tell them, dreading the fatigue of explanations, but by an impulse he held out his hand to them.

``I say, you fellows, shake hands! Im going off tomorrow.

Their surprise having been more or less noisily and profusely expressed, Braith stepped decidedly in between them and his patient, satisfied their curiosity, and gently signified that it was time to go.

He only permitted one shake apiece, foiling all Cliffords rebellious attempts to dodge around him and embrace Gethryn. But Rex was lying back by this time, tired out, and he was glad when Braith closed the studio door. It flew open the next minute and an envelope came spinning across to Rex.

``Letter in your box, Reggy — good-bye, old chap! said Cliffords voice.

The door did not quite close again and the voices and steps of his departing friends came echoing back as Braith raised a black-edged letter from the floor. It bore the postmark: Vernon.
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R OUND ABOUT the narrow valley which is cut by the rapid Trauerbach, Bavarian mountains tower, their well timbered flanks scattered here and there with rough slides, or opening out in long green alms, and here at evening one may sometimes see a spot of yellow moving along the bed of a half dry mountain torrent.

Miss Ruth Dene stood in front of the Foresters lodge at Trauerbach one evening at sunset, and watched such a spot on the almost perpendicular slope that rose opposite, high above her head. Some Jaegers and the Forester were looking, too.

``My glass, Federl! Ja! s istn gams!

``Gems? inquired Miss Dene, excited by her first view of a chamois.

``Ja! n Gams, said the Forester, sticking to his dialect.

The sun was setting behind the Red Peak, his last rays pouring into the valley. They fell on rock and alm, on pine and beech, and turned the silver Trauerbach to molten gold.

Mr Isidor Blumenthal, sitting at a table under one of the windows, drinking beer, beheld this phenomenon, and putting down his quart measure, he glared at the waste of precious metal. Then he lighted the stump of a cigar; then he looked at his watch, and it being almost supper time, he went in to secure the best place. He liked being early at table; he liked the first cut of the meats, hot and fat; he loved plenty of gravy. While waiting to be served he could count the antlers on the walls and estimate ``how much they would fetch by an antiquar, as he said to himself. There was nothing else marketable in the large bare room, full of deal tables and furnished with benches built against the wall. But he could pick his teeth demonstratively — toothpicks were not charged in the bill — and he could lean back on two legs of his chair, with his hands in his pockets, and stare through the windows at Miss Dene.

The Herr Förster and the two Jaegers had gone away. Miss Dene stood now with her slender hands clasped easily behind her, a Tam OShanter shading her sweet face. She was tall, and so far as Mr Blumenthal had ever seen, extremely grave for her years. But Mr Blumenthals opportunities of observing Miss Dene had been limited.

The ``gams had disappeared. Miss Dene was looking down the road that leads to Schicksalsee. There was not much visible there except a whirl of dust raised by the sudden evening wind.

Sometimes it was swept away for a moment; then she saw a weather-beaten bridge and a bend in the road where it disappeared among the noble firs of a Bavarian forest.

The sun sank and left the Trauerbach a stream of molten lead. The shadows crept up to the Jaegers hut and then to the little chapel above that. Gusts of whistling martins swept by.

A silk-lined, Paris-made wool dress rustled close beside her, and she put out one of the slender hands without turning her head.

``Mother, dear, said she, as a little silver-haired old lady took it and came and leaned against her tall girls shoulder, ``havent we had enough of the `Först-haus zu Trauerbach?

``Not until a certain girl, who danced away her color at Cannes, begins to bloom again.

Ruth shrugged, and then laughed. ``At least it isnt so — so indigestible as Munich.

``Oh! Absurd! Speaking of digestion, come to your Schmarn und Reh-braten. Supper is ready.

Mother and daughter walked into the dingy ``Stube and took their seats at the Foresters table.

Mr Blumenthals efforts had not secured him a place there after all; Anna, the capable niece of the Frau Förster, having set down a large foot, clad in a thick white stocking and a carpet slipper, to the effect that there was only room for the Herr Försters family and the Americans.

``I also am an American! cried Mr Blumenthal in Hebrew-German. Nevertheless, when Ruth and her mother came in he bowed affably to them from the nearest end of the next table.

``Mamma, said Ruth, very low, ``I hope Im not going to begin being difficult, but do you know, that is really an odious man?

``Yes, I do know, laughed her easy-tempered mother, ``but what is that to us?

Mr Blumenthal was reveling in hot fat. After he had bowed and smiled greasily, he tucked his napkin tighter under his chin and fell once more upon the gravy. He sopped his bread in it and scooped it up with his knife. But after there was no more gravy he wished to converse. He scrubbed his lips with one end of the napkin and called across to Ruth, who shrank behind her mother: ``Vell, Miss Dene, you have today a shammy seen, not?

Ruth kept out of sight, but Mrs Dene nodded, good-naturedly.

``Ja! soh! and haf you auch dose leetle deer mit der mamma seen? I haf myself such leetle deer myself many times shoot, me and my neffe. But not here. It is not permitted. No one answered. Ruth asked Anna for the salt.

``My neffe, he eats such lots of salt— began Mr Blumenthal.

``Herr Förster, interrupted Mrs Dene — ``Is the room ready for our friend who is coming this evening?

``Your vriendt, he is from New York?

``Ja, ja, Gnädige Frau! said the Forester, hastily.

``I haf a broader in New York. Blumenthal and Cohen, you know dem, yes?

Mrs Dene and her daughter rose and went quietly out into the porch, while the Frau Förster, with cold, round gray eyes and a tight mouth, was whispering to her frowning spouse that it was none of his business, and why get himself into trouble? Besides, Mrs Denes Herr Gemahl, meaning the absent colonel, would come back in a day or two; let him attend to Mr Blumenthal.

Outside, under the windows, were long benches set against the house with tables before them. One was crowded with students who had come from everywhere on the foot-tours dear to Germans.

Their long sticks, great bundles, tin botanizing boxes, and sketching tools lay in untidy heaps; their stone krugs were foaming with beer, and their mouths were full of black bread and cheese.

Underneath the other window was the Jaegers table. There they sat, gossiping as usual with the Foresters helpers, a herdsman or two, some woodcutters on their way into or out from the forest, and a pair of smart revenue officers from the Tyrol border, close by.

Ruth said to the nearest Jaeger in passing:

``Herr Loisl, will you play for us?

``But certainly, gracious Fraulein! Shall I bring my zither to the table under the beech tree?

``Please do!

Miss Dene was a great favorite with the big blond Jaegers.

``Ja freili! will I play for the gracious Fraulein! said Loisl, and cut slices with his hunting knife from a large white radish and ate them with black bread, shining good-humor from the tip of the black-cock feather on his old green felt hat to his bare, bronzed knees and his hobnailed shoes.

At the table under the beech trees were two more great fellows in gray and green. They rose promptly and were moving away; Mrs Dene begged them to remain, and they sat down again, diffidently, but with dignity.

``Herr Sepp, said Ruth, smiling a little mischievously, ``how is this? Herr Federl shot a stag of eight this morning, and I hear that yesterday you missed a Reh-bock!

Sepp reddened, and laughed. ``Only wait, gracious Fraulein, next week it is my turn on the Red Peak.

``Ach, ja! Sepp knows the springs where the deer drink, said Federl.

``And you never took us there! cried Ruth, reproachfully. ``I would give anything to see the deer come and drink at sundown.

Sepp felt his good breeding under challenge. ``If the gracious Frau permits, with a gentlemanly bow to Mrs Dene, ``and the ladies care to come — but the way is hard—

``You couldnt go, dearest, murmured Ruth to her mother, ``but when papa comes back—

``Your father will be delighted to take you wherever there is a probability of breaking both your necks, my dear, said Mrs Dene.

``Griffin! said Ruth, giving her hand a loving little squeeze under the table.

Loisl came up with his zither and they all made way before him. Anna placed a small lantern on the table and the light fell on the handsome bearded Jaegers face as he leaned lovingly above his instrument.

The incurable ``Sehnsucht of humanity found not its only expression in that great Symphony where ``all the mightier strings assembling, fell a trembling. Ruth heard it as she leaned back in the deep shade and listened to those silvery melodies and chords of wonderful purity, coaxed from the little zither by Loisls strong, rough hand, with its tender touch. To all the airs he played her memory supplied the words. Sometimes a Sennerin was watching from the Alm for her lovers visit in the evening. Sometimes the hunter said farewell as he sprang down the mountainside. Once tears came into Ruths eyes as the simple tune recalled how a maiden who died and went to Heaven told her lover at parting:

``When you come after me I shall know you by my ring which you will wear, and me you will know by your rose that rests on my heart.

Loisl had stopped playing and was tuning a little, idly sounding chords of penetrating sweetness. There came a noise of jolting and jingling from the road below.

Mrs Dene spoke softly to Ruth. ``That is the Mail; it is time he was here. Ruth assented absently. She cared at that moment more for hearing a new folk-song than for the coming of her old playmate.

Rapid wheels approaching from the same direction overtook and passed the ``Post and stopped below. Mrs Dene rose, drawing Ruth with her. The three tall Jaegers rose too, touching their hats. Thanking them all, with a special compliment to Loisl, the ladies went and stood by some stone steps which lead from the road to the Först-haus, just as a young fellow, proceeding up them two at a time, arrived at the top, and taking Mrs Denes hand began to kiss it affectionately.

``At last! she cried, ``and the very same boy! after four years! Ruth! Ruth gave one hand and Reginald Gethryn took two, releasing one the next moment to put his arm around the little old lady, and so he led them both into the house, more at home already than they were.

``Shall we begin to talk about how we are not one bit changed, only a little older, first, or about your supper? said Mrs Dene.

``Oh! supper, please! said Rex, of the sun-browned face and laughing eyes. Smiling Anna, standing by, understood, aided by a hint from Ruth of ``Schmarn und Reh-braten — and clattered away to fetch the never-changing venison and fried batter, with which, and Schicksalsee beer, the Frau Förster sustained her guests the year round, from ``Georgi to ``Michaeli and from ``Michaeli to ``Georgi, reasoning that what she liked was good enough for them. The shapeless cook was ladling out dumplings, which she called ``Nudel, into some soup for a Munich opera singer, who had just arrived by the stage. Anna confided to her that this was a ``feiner Herr, and must be served accordingly. The kind Herr Förster came up to greet his guest. Mrs Dene introduced him as Mr Gethryn, of New York. At this Mr Blumenthal bounced forward from a corner where he had been spying and shook hands hilariously. ``Vell! and how it goes! he cried. Rex saw Ruths face as she turned away, and stepping to her side, he whispered, ``Friend of yours? The teasing tone woke a thousand memories of their boy and girl days, and Ruths young lady reserve had changed to the frank camaraderie of former times when she shook her head at him, laughing, as he looked back at them from the stairs, up which he was following Grethi and his portmanteau to the room prepared for him.

Half an hour later Mrs Dene and her daughter were looking with approval at Rex and his hearty enjoyment of the Frau Försters fare. The cook, on learning that this was a ``feiner Herr, had added trout to the regulation dishes; and although she was convinced that the only proper way to cook them was ``blau gesotten — meaning boiled to a livid bluish white — she had learned American tastes from the Denes and sent them in to Gethryn beautifully brown and crisp.

Rex turned one over critically. ``Good little fish. Who is the angler?

``Oh! angler! They were caught with bait, said Ruth, wrinkling her nose.

Rex gave her a quick look. ``I suppose you have forgotten how to cast a fly.

``No, I think not, she answered quietly.

Mrs Dene opened her mouth to speak, and then discreetly closed it again in silence, reflecting that whatever there was to come on that point would get itself said without any assistance from her.

``I had a look at the water as I came along, continued Rex. ``It seemed good casting.

``I never see it but I think how nice it would be to whip, said Ruth.

``No! really? Not outgrown the rod and fly since you grew into ball dresses?

``Try me and see.

``Now, my dearest child!—

``Yes, my dearest mother!—

``Yes, dearest Mrs Dene!—

``Oh! nonsense! listen to me, you children. Ruth danced herself ill at Cannes; and she lost her color, and she had a little cough, and she has it still, and she is very easily tired—

``Only of not fishing and hunting, dearest, most perfect of mothers! You wont put up papa to forbid my going with him and Rex!

``Your mother is incapable of such an action. How little you know her worth! She is only waiting to be assured that you are to have my greenheart, with a reel that spins fifty yards of silk. She shall have it, Mrs Dene.

``Is it as good as the hornbeam? asked Ruth, smiling.

``The old hornbeam! do you remember that? I say, Ruth, you spoke of shooting. Really, can you still shoot?

``Could I ever forget after such teaching?

``Well, now, I call that a girl! cried Rex, enthusiastically.

``Let us hope some people wont call it a hoyden! said Mrs Dene, with the tender pride that made her faultfinding like a caress. ``The idea of a girl carrying an absurd little breech-loading rifle all over Europe!

``What! the one I had built for her?

``I suppose so, said Mrs Dene, with a shade more of reserve.

``Miss Dene, you shall kill the first chamois that I see!

``I fear, Mr Gethryn, the Duke Alfons Adalbert Maximilian in Baiern will have something to say about that!

``Oh — h — h! Preserved?

``Yes, indeed, preserved!

``But they told me I might shoot on the Sonnewendjoch.

``Ah! But thats in Tyrol, just across the line. You can see it from here. Austrian game laws arent Bavarian game laws, sir!

``How much of this country does your duke own?

``Just half a dozen mountains, and half a dozen lakes, and half a hundred trout streams, with all the splendid forests belonging to them.

``Lucky duke! And is the game preserved in the whole region? Cant one get a shot?

``One cannot even carry a gun without a permit.

Rex groaned. ``And the trout — I suppose they are preserved, too?

``Yes, but the Herr Förster has the right to fish and so have his guests. There are, however, conditions. The fish you take are not yours. You must buy as many of them as you want to keep, afterward. And they must be brought home alive — or as nearly alive as is consistent with being shut up in a close, round, green tin box, full of water which becomes tepid as it is carried along by a peasant boy in the heat. They usually die of suffocation. But to the German mind that is all right. It is only not right when one kills them instantly and lays them in a cool creel, on fresh wet ferns and moss.

``Nevertheless, I think we will dispense with the boy and the green box, in favor of the ferns and moss, assisted by a five franc piece or two.

``It isnt francs any more; youre not in France. Its marks here, you know.

``Well, I have the same faith in the corrupting power of marks as of francs, or lire, or shillings, or dollars.

``And I think you will find your confidence justified, said Mrs Dene, smiling.

``Mamma trying to be cynical! said Ruth, teasingly. ``Isnt she funny, Rex!

A thoughtful look stole over her mothers face. ``I can be terrible, too, sometimes— she said in her little, clear, high soprano voice; and she gazed musingly at the edge of a letter, which just appeared above the table, and then sank out of sight in her lap.

``A letter from papa! It came with the stage! What does he say?

``He says — several things; for one, he is coming back tomorrow instead of the next day.

``Delightful! But there is more?

Mrs Denes face became a cheerful blank. ``Yes, there is more, she said. A pause.

``Mamma, began Ruth, ``do you think Griffins desirable as mothers?

``Very, for bad children! Mrs Dene relapsed into a pleasant reverie. Ruth looked at her mother as a kitten does in a game of tag when the old cat has retired somewhere out of reach and sits up smiling through the barrier.

``You find her sadly changed! she said to Gethryn, in that silvery, mocking tone which she had inherited from her mother.

``On the contrary, I find her the same adorable gossip she always was. Whatever is in that letter, she is simply dying to tell us all about it.

``Suppose we try not speaking, and see how long she can stand that?

Rex laid his repeater on the table. Two pairs of laughing eyes watched the dear little old lady. At the end of three minutes she raised her own; blue, sweet, running over with fun and kindness.

``The colonel has a polite invitation from the duke for himself, and his party, to shoot on the Red Peak.


Thirteen
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IN JULY THE sun is still an early riser, but long before he was up next day a succession of raps on the door woke Gethryn, and a voice outside inquired, ``Are you going fishing with me today, you lazy beggar?

``Colonel! cried Rex, and springing up and throwing open the door, he threatened to mingle his pajamas with the natty tweeds waiting there in a loving embrace. The colonel backed away, twisting his white mustache. ``How do, Reggy! Same boy, eh? Yes. I drove from Schicksalsee this morning.

``This morning? Wasnt it last night? said Rex, looking at the shadows on the opposite mountain.

``And I am going to get some trout, continued the colonel, ignoring the interruption. ``Sos Daisy. See my new waterproof rig?

``Beautiful! but — is it quite the thing to wear a flower in ones fishing coat?

``Im not aware— began the other stiffly, but broke down, shook his seal ring at Rex, and walking over to the glass, rearranged the bit of wild hyacinth in his buttonhole with care.

``And now, he said, ``Daisy and I will give you just three quarters of an hour. Rex sent a shower from the water basin across the room.

``Look out for those new waterproof clothes, Colonel.

``Ill take them out of harms way, said the colonel, and disappeared.

Before the time had expired Rex stood under the beech tree with his rod case and his creel. The colonel sat reading a novel. Mrs Dene was pouring out coffee. Ruth was coming down a path which led from a low shed, the door of which stood wide open, suffering the early sunshine to fall on something that lay stretched along the floor. It was a stag, whose noble head and branching antlers would never toss in the sunshine again.

``Only think! cried Ruth breathlessly, ``Federl shot a stag of ten this morning at daybreak on the Red Peak, and hes frightened out of his wits, for only the duke has a right to do that. Federl mistook it for a stag of eight. And theyre in the velvet, besides! she added rather incoherently. `` What luck! Poor Federl! I asked him if that meant strafen, and he said he guessed not, only zanken.

``Whats `strafen and whats `zanken, Daisy? asked the Colonel, pronouncing the latter like ``z in buzz.

Ruth went up to her father and took his face between her hands, dropping a light kiss on his eyebrow.

`` Strafen is when one whips bad boys and t — s — zanken is when one only scolds them. Which shall we do to you, dear? Both?

``Well take coffee first, and then well see which theres time for before we leave you hemming a pocket handkerchief while Rex and I go trout fishing.

``Such parents! sighed Ruth, nestling down beside her father and looking over her cup at Rex, who gravely nodded sympathy.

After breakfast, as Ruth stood waiting by the table where the fishing tackle lay, perfectly composed in manner, but unable to keep the color from her cheek and the sparkle of impatience from her eye, Gethryn thought he had seldom seen anything more charming.

A soft gray Tam crowned her pretty hair. A caped coat, fastened to the throat, hung over the short kilt skirt, and rough gaiters buttoned down over a wonderful little pair of hobnailed boots.

``I say! Ruth! what a stunner you are! cried he with enthusiasm. She turned to the rod case and began lifting and arranging the rods.

``Rex, she said, looking up brightly, ``I feel about sixteen today.

``Or less, judging from your costume, said her mother. ``Schicksalsee isnt Rangely, you know. I only hope the good people in the little ducal court wont call you theatrical.

``A theatrical stunner! mused Ruth, in her clearest tones. ``It is good to know how one strikes ones friends.

``The disciplining of this young person is to be left to me, said the colonel. ``Daisy, everything else about you is all wrong, but your frock is all right.

``That is simple and comprehensive and reassuring, murmured Ruth absently, as she bent over the fly-book with Gethryn.

After much consultation and many thoughtful glances at the bit of water which glittered and dashed through the narrow meadow in front of the house, they arranged the various colored lures and leaders, and standing up, looked at Colonel Dene, reading his novel.

``What? Oh! Come along, then! said he, on being made aware that he was waited for, and standing up also, he dropped the volume into his creel and lighted a cigar.

``Are you going to take that trash along, dear? asked his daughter.

``What trash? The work of fiction? Thats literature, as the gentleman said about Dante.

``Rex, said Mrs Dene, buttoning the colonels coat over his snowy collar, ``I put this expedition into your hands. Take care of these two children.

She stood and watched them until they passed the turn beyond the bridge. Mr Blumenthal watched them too, from behind the curtains in his room. His leer went from one to the other, but always returned and rested on Rex. Then, as there was a mountain chill in the morning air, he crawled back into bed, hauling his night cap over his generous ears and rolling himself in a cocoon of featherbeds, until he should emerge about noon, like some sleek, fat moth.

The anglers walked briskly up the wooded road, chatting and laughing, with now and then a sage and critical glance at the water, of which they caught many glimpses through the trees. Gethryn and Ruth were soon far ahead. The colonel sauntered along, switching leaves with his rod and indulging in bursts of Parisian melody.

``Papa, called Ruth, looking back, ``does your hip trouble you today, or are you only lazy?

``Trot along, little girl; Ill be there before you are, said the colonel airily, and stopped to replace the wild hyacinth in his coat by a prim little pink and white daisy. Then he lighted a fresh cigar and started on, but their voices were already growing faint in the distance. Observing this, he stopped and looked up and down the road. No one was in sight. He sat down on the bank with his hand on his hip. His face changed from a frown to an expression of sharp pain. In five minutes he had grown from a fresh elderly man into an old man, his face drawn and gray, but he only muttered ``the devil! and sat still. A big bronze-winged beetle whizzed past him, z — z — ip! ``like a bullet, he thought, and pressed both hands now on his hip. ``Twenty-five years ago — pshaw! Im not so old as that! But it was twenty-five years ago when the blue-capped troopers, bursting in to the rescue, found the dandy `` — th, scorched and rent and blackened, still reeling beneath a rag crowned with a gilt eagle. The exquisite befeathered and gold laced `` — th. But the shells have rained for hours among the ``Dandies — and some are dead, and some are wishing for death, like that youngster lying there with the shattered hip.

Colonel Dene rose up presently and relighted his cigar; then he flicked some dust from the new tweeds, picked a stem of wild hyacinth, and began to whistle. ``Pshaw! Im not so old as all that! he murmured, sauntering along the pleasant wood-road. Before long he came in sight of Ruth and Gethryn, who were waiting. But he only waved them on, laughing.

``Papa always says that old wound of his does not hurt him, but it does. I know it does, said Ruth.

Rex noted what tones of tenderness there were in her cool, clear voice. He did not answer, for he could only agree with her, and what could be the use of that?

They strolled on in silence, up the fragrant forest road. Great glittering dragonflies drifted along the river bank, or hung quivering above pools. Clouds of lazy sulphur butterflies swarmed and floated, eddying up from the road in front of them and settling down again in their wake like golden dust. A fox stole across the path, but Gethryn did not see him. The mesh of his landing net was caught just then in a little gold clasp that he wore on his breast.

``How quaint! cried Ruth; ``let me help you; there! One would think you were a French legitimist, with your fleur-de-lis.

``Thank you — was all he answered, and turned away, as he felt the blood burn his face. But Ruth was walking lightly on and had not noticed. The fleur-de-lis, however, reminded her of something she had to say, and she began again, presently — 

``You left Paris rather suddenly, did you not, Rex?

This time he colored furiously, and Ruth, turning to him, saw it. She flushed too, fearing to have made she knew not what blunder, but she went on seriously, not pausing for his answer:

``The year before, that is three years ago now, we waited in Italy, as we had promised to do, for you to join us. But you never even wrote to say why you did not come. And you havent explained it yet, Rex.

Gethryn grew pale. This was what he had been expecting. He knew it would have to come; in fact he had wished for nothing more than an opportunity for making all the amends that were possible under the circumstances. But the possible amends were very, very inadequate at best, and now that the opportunity was here, his courage failed, and he would have shirked it if he could. Besides, for the last five minutes, Ruth had been innocently stirring memories that made his heart beat heavily.

And now she was waiting for her answer. He glanced at the clear profile as she walked beside him. Her eyes were raised a little; they seemed to be idly following the windings of a path that went up the opposite mountainside; her lips rested one upon the other in quiet curves. He thought he had never seen such a pure, proud looking girl. All the chivalry of a generous and imaginative man brought him to her feet.

``I cannot explain. But I ask your forgiveness. Will you grant it? I wont forgive myself!

She turned instantly and gave him her hand, not smiling, but her eyes were very gentle. They walked on a while in silence, then Rex said:

``Ever since I came, I have been trying to find courage to ask pardon for that unpardonable conduct, but when I looked in your dear mothers face, I felt myself such a brute that I was only fit to hold my tongue. And I believed, he added, after a pause, ``that she would forgive me too. She was always better to me than I deserved.

``Yes, said Ruth.

``And you also are too good to me, he continued, ``in giving me this chance to ask your pardon. His voice took on the old caressing tone in which he used to make peace after their boy and girl tiffs. ``I knew very well that with you I should have a stricter account to settle than with your mother, he said, smiling.

``Yes, said Ruth again. And then with a little effort and a slight flush she added:

``I dont think it is good for men when too many excuses are made for them. Do you?

``No, I do not, answered Rex, and thought, if all women were like this one, how much easier it would be for men to lead a good life! His heart stopped its heavy beating. The memories which he had been fighting for two years faded away once more; his spirits rose, and he felt like a boy as he kept step with Ruth along the path which had now turned and ran close beside the stream.

``Now tell me something of your travels, said Ruth. ``You have been in the East.

``Yes, in Japan. But first I stopped a while in India with some British officers, nice fellows. There was some pheasant shooting.

``Pheasants! No tigers?

``One tiger.

``You shot him! Oh! tell me about it!

``No, I only saw him.

``Where?

``In a jungle.

``Did you fire?

``No, for he was already dead, and the odor which pervaded his resting place made me hurry away as fast as if he had been alive.

``You are a provoking boy!

Rex laughed. ``I did shoot a cheetah in China.

``A dead one?

``No, he was snarling over a dead buck.

``Then you do deserve some respect.

``If you like. But it was very easy. One bullet settled him. I was fined afterward.

``Fined! for what?

``For shooting the Emperors trained cheetah. After that I always looked to see if the game wore a silver collar before I fired.

Ruth would not look as if she heard.

Rex went on teasingly: ``I assure you it was embarrassing, when the pheasants were bursting cover, to be under the necessity of inquiring at the nearest house if those were really pheasants or only Chinese hens.

``Rex, exclaimed Ruth, indignantly, ``I hope you dont think I believe a word you are saying.

They had stopped to rest beside the stream, and now the colonel sauntered into view, his hands full of wild flowers, his single eyeglass gleaming beside his delicate straight nose.

``Do you know, he asked, strolling up to Ruth and tucking a cluster of bluebells under her chin, ``do you know what old Hugh Montgomery would say if he were here?

``Hed say, she replied promptly, ``that `we couldnt take no traout with the pesky sun a shinin and a brilin the hull crick.

``Yes, said Rex. ``Rise at four, east wind, cloudy morning, that was Hugh. But he could cast a fly.

``Couldnt he! said the colonel. ```I callate ter chuck a bug ez fur ez enny o them city fellers, n I kin, says Hugh. Going to begin here, Rex?

``What does Ruth think?

``She thinks she isnt in command of this party, Ruth replied.

``It will take us until late in the afternoon to whip the stream from here to the lowest bridge. Rex smiled down at her and pushed back his cap with a boyish gesture.

She had forgotten it until that moment. Now it brought a perfect flood of pleasant associations. She had seen him look that way a hundred times when, in their teens, they two had lingered by the Northern Lakes. Her whole face changed and softened, but she turned away, nodding assent, and went and stood by her father, looking down at him with the bantering air which was a family trait. The lively colonel had found a sunny log on the bank, where he was sitting, leisurely joining his rod.

``Hello! he cried, glancing up, ``what are you two amateurs about? As usual, Im ready to begin before Rex is awake! and stepping to the edge he landed his flies with a flourish in a young birch tree. Rex came and disengaged them, and he received the assistance with perfect self-possession.

``Now see the new waterproof rig wade! said Ruth, saucily.

``Go and wade yourself and dont bully your old father! cried the colonel.

``Old! this child old!

``Oh! come along, Ruth! called Rex, waiting on the shore and falling unconsciously into the tone of sixteen speaking to twelve.

For answer she slipped the cover from her slender rod and dexterously fitted the delicate tip to the second joint.

``Hasnt forgotten how to put a rod together! Wonderful girl!

``Oh, I knew you were waiting to see me place the second joint in the butt first! She deftly ran the silk through the guides, and then scientifically knotting the leader, slipped on a cast of three flies and picked her way daintily to the river bank. As she waded in the sudden cold made her gasp a little to herself, but she kept straight on without turning her head, and presently stepped on a broad, flat rock over which the water was slipping smoothly.

Gethryn waited near the bank and watched her as she sent the silk hissing thirty feet across the stream. The line swished and whistled, and the whole cast, hand fly, dropper and stretcher settled down lightly on the water. He noticed the easy motion of the wrist, the boyish pose of the slender figure, the serious sweet face, half shaded by the soft woolen Tam.

Swish — h — h! Swish — h — h! She slowly spun out forty feet, glancing back at Gethryn with a little laugh. Suddenly there was a tremendous splash, just beyond the dropper, answered by a turn of the white wrist, and then the reel fairly shrieked as the line melted away like a thread of smoke. Gethryns eyes glittered with excitement, and the colonel took his cigar out of his mouth. But they didnt shout, ``You have him! Go easy on him! Want any help! They kept quiet.

Cautiously, and by degrees, Ruth laced her little gloved fingers over the flying line, and presently a quiver of the rod showed that the fish was checked. She reeled in, slowly and steadily for a moment, and then, whiz — z — z! off he dashed again. At seventy feet the rod trembled and the trout was still. Again and again she urged him toward the shore, meeting his furious dashes with perfect coolness and leading him dexterously away from rocks and roots. When he sulked she gave him the butt, and soon the full pressure sent him flying, only to end in a furious full length leap out of water, and another sulk.

The colonels cigar went out.

At last she spoke, very quietly, without looking back.

``Rex, there is no good place to beach him here; will you net him, please? Rex was only waiting for this; he had his landing net already unslung and he waded to her side.

``Now! she whispered. The fiery side of a fish glittered just beneath the surface. With a skillful dip, a splash, and a spatter the trout lay quivering on the bank.

Gethryn quickly ended his life and held him up to view.

``Beautiful! cried the colonel. ``Good girl, Daisy! but dont spoil your frock! And picking up his own rod he relighted his cigar and essayed some conscientious casting on his own account. But he soon wearied of the paths of virtue and presently went in search of a grasshopper, with evil intent.

Meanwhile Ruth was blushing to the tips of her ears at Gethryns praises.

``I never saw a prettier sight! he cried. ``Youre — youre splendid, Ruth! Nerve, judgment, skill — my dear girl, you have everything!

Ruths eyes shone like stars as she watched him in her turn while he sent his own flies spinning across a pool. And now there was nothing to be heard but the sharp whistle of the silk and the rush of the water. It seemed a long time that they had stood there, when suddenly the colonel created a commotion by hooking and hauling forth a trout of meagre proportions. Unheeding Rexs brutal remarks, he silently inspected his prize dangling at the end of the line. It fell back into the water and darted away gayly upstream, but the colonel was not in the least disconcerted and strolled off after another grasshopper.

``Papa! are you a bait fisherman! cried his daughter severely.

The colonel dropped his hat guiltily over a lively young cricket, and standing up said ``No! very loud.

It was no use — Ruth had to laugh, and shortly afterward he was seated comfortably on the log again, his line floating with the stream, in his hands a volume with yellow paper covers, the worse for wear, bearing on its back the legend ``Calman Levy, Editeur.

Rex soon struck a good trout and Ruth another, but the first one remained the largest, and finally Gethryn called to the colonel, ``If you dont mind, were going on.

``All right! take care of Daisy. We will meet and lunch at the first bridge. Then, examining his line and finding the cricket still there, he turned up his coat collar to keep off sunburn, opened his book, and knocked the ashes from his cigar.

``Here, said Gethryn two hours later, ``is the bridge, but no colonel. Are you tired, Ruth? And hungry?

``Yes, both, but happier than either!

``Well, that was a big trout, the largest we shall take today, I think.

They reeled in their dripping lines, and sat down under a tree beside the lunch basket, which a boy from the lodge was guarding.

``I wish papa would come, said Ruth, with an anxious look up the road. ``He ought to be hungry too, by this time.

Rex poured her a cup of red Tyroler wine and handed her a sandwich. Then, calling the boy, he gave him such a generous ``Viertel for himself as caused him to retire precipitately and consume it with grins, modified by boiled sausage. Ruth looked after him and smiled in sympathy. ``I wonder how papa got rid of the other one with the green tin water-box.

``I know; I was present at the interview, laughed Rex. ``Your father handed him a ten mark piece and said, `Go away, you superfluous Bavarian!

``In English?

``Yes, and he must have understood, for he grinned and went.

It was good to hear the ring of Ruths laugh. She was so happy that she found the smallest joke delightful, and her voice was very sweet. Rex lighted a cigarette and leaned back against a tree, in great comfort. Ruth, perched on a log, watched the smoke drift and curl. Gethryn watched her. They each cared as much for the hours they had spent in the brook, and for their wet clothing, as vigorous, happy, and imprudent youth ever cares about such things.

``So you are happy, Ruth?

``Perfectly. And you? — But it takes more to make a spoiled young man happy than—

``Than a spoiled young woman? I dont know about that. Yes, I — am — happy. Was the long puff of smoke ascending slowly responsible for the pauses between his words? A slight shadow was in his eyes for one moment. It passed, and he turned on her his most charming smile, as he repeated, ``Perfectly happy!

``Still no colonel! he went on; ``when he comes he will be tired. We dont want any more trout, do we? We have eighteen, all good ones. Suppose we rest and go back all together by the road? Ruth nodded, smiling to see him fondle the creel full of shining fish, bedded on fragrant leaves.

Rexs cap lay beside him, his head leaned back against the tree, his face was turned up to the bending branches. Presently he closed his eyes.

It might have been one minute, or ten. Ruth sat and watched him. He had grown very handsome. He had that pleasant air of good breeding which some men retain under any and all circumstances. It has nothing to do with character, and yet it is difficult to think ill of a man who possesses it. When she had seen him last, his nose was too near a snub to inspire much respect, and his mustache was still in the state of colorless scarcity. Now his hair and mustache were thick and tawny, and his features were clear and firm. She noticed the pleasant line of the cheek, the clean curve of the chin, the light on the crisp edges of his close-cut hair — the two freckles on his nose, and she decided that that short, straight nose, with its generous and humorous nostrils, was wholly fascinating. As girls always will, she began to wonder about his life — idly at first, but these speculations lead one sometimes farther than one was prepared to go at the start. How much of his delightful manner to them all was due to affection, and how much to kindliness and good spirits? How much did he care for those other friends, for that other life in Paris? Who were the friends? What was the life? She looked at him, it seemed to her, a long time. Had he ever loved a woman? Was he still in love, perhaps, with someone? Ruth was no child. But she was a lady, and a proud one. There were things she did not choose to think about, although she knew of their existence well enough. She brought herself up at this point with a sharp pull, and just then Gethryn, opening his eyes, smiled at her.

She turned quickly away; to her perfect consternation her cheeks grew hot. Bewildered by her own confusion, she rose as she turned, and saying how lovely the water looked, went and stood on the bridge, leaning over. Rex was on his feet in an instant, so covered with confusion too, that he never saw hers.

``I say, Ruth, I havent been such a brute as to fall asleep! Indeed I havent! I was thinking of Braith.

``And if you had fallen asleep you wouldnt be a brute, you tired boy! And who is Braith?

Ruth turned smiling to meet him, restored to herself and thankful for the diversion.

``Braith, said Rex earnestly. ``Braith is the best man in this wicked world, and my dearest friend. To whom, he added, ``I have not written one word since I left him two ears ago.

Ruths face fell. ``Is that the way you treat your dearest friends? — and she thought: ``No wonder one is neglected when one is only an old playmate! — but she was instantly ashamed of the little bitterness, and put it aside.

``Ah! you dont know of what we are capable, said Gethryn; and once more a shadow fell on his face.

A familiar form came jauntily down the road. Ruth hastened to meet it. ``At last, Father! You want your luncheon, poor dear!

``I do indeed, Daisy!

The colonel came as gallantly up as if he had thirty pounds of trout to show instead of a creel that contained nothing but a novel by the newest and wickedest master of French fiction. He made a mild attempt to perjure himself about a large fish that had somehow got away from him, but desisted and merely added that a caning would be good for Rex.

Tired he certainly was, and when he was seated on the log and Ruth was bringing him his wine, he looked sharply at her and said, ``You too, Daisy; youve done enough for the first day. Well go home by the road.

``It is what I was just proposing to her, said Rex.

``Yes, you are both right, said Ruth. ``I am tired.

``And happy? laughed Rex. But perhaps Ruth did not hear, for she spoke at the same time to her father.

``Dear, you havent told Rex yet how you got the invitation to shoot.

``Oh, yes! It was at an officers dinner in Munich. The duke was there and I was introduced to him. He spoke of it as soon as they told him we were stopping here.

``Hes a brick, said Rex, rising. ``Shall we start for home, Colonel? Ruth must be tired.

When they turned in at the Foresters door, the colonel ordered Daisy to her room, where Mrs Dene and their maid were waiting to make her luxuriously comfortable with dry things, and rugs, and couches, and cups of tea that were certainly not drawn from the Frau Försters stores. Tea in Germany being more awful than tobacco, or tobacco more awful than tea, according as one cares most for tea or tobacco.

The colonel and Rex sat after supper under the big beech tree. Ruth, from her window, could see their cigars alight, and, now and then, hear their voices.

Rex was telling the colonel about Braith, of whom he had not ceased thinking since the afternoon. He went to his room early and wrote a long letter to him.

It began: ``You did not expect to hear from me until I was cured. Well, you are hearing from me now, are you not?

And it ended: ``Only a few more weeks, and then I shall return to you and Paris, and the dear old life. This is the middle of July. In September I shall come back.


Fourteen
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AFTER THE COLONELS return, Mr Blumenthal found many difficulties in the way of that social ease which was his ideal. The ladies were never to be met with unaccompanied by the colonel or Gethryn; usually both were in attendance. If he spoke to Mrs Dene, or Ruth, it was always the colonel who answered, and there was a gleam in that trim warriors single eyeglass which did not harmonize with the grave politeness of his voice and manner.

Rex had never taken Mr Blumenthal so seriously. He called him ``Our Bowery brother, and ``the Gentleman from West Brighton, and he passed some delightful moments in observing his gruesome familiarity with the maids, his patronage of the grave Jaegers, and his fraternal attitude toward the head of the house. It was great to see him hook a heavy arm in an arm of the tall, military Herr Förster, and to see the latter drop it.

But there came an end to Rexs patience.

One morning, when they were sitting over their coffee out of doors, Mr Blumenthal walked into their midst. He wore an old flannel shirt, and trousers too tight for him, inadequately held up by a strap. He displayed a tin bait box and a red and green float, and said he had come to inquire of Rex ``vere to dig a leetle vorms, and also to borrow of him ``dot feeshpole mitn seelbern ringes.

The request, and the grossness of his appearance before the ladies, were too much for a gentleman and an angler.

Rex felt his gorge rise, and standing up brusquely, he walked away. Ruth thoughtlessly slipped after him and murmured over his shoulder:

``Friend of yours?

Gethryns fists unclenched and came out of his pockets and he and Ruth went away together, laughing under the trees.

Mr Blumenthal stood where Rex had left him, holding out the bait-box and gazing after them. Then he turned and looked at the colonel and his wife. Perspiration glistened on his pasty, pale face and the rolls of fat that crowded over his flannel collar. His little, dead, white-rimmed, pale gray eyes had the ferocity of a hogs which has found something to rend and devour. He looked into their shocked faces and made a bow.

``Goot ma — a — rnin, Mister and Missess Dene! he said, and turned his back.

The elderly couple exchanged glances as he disappeared.

``We wont mention this to the children, said the gentle old lady.

That was the last they saw of him. Nobody knew where he kept himself in the interval, but about a week later he came running down with a valise in his hand and jumped into a carriage from the ``Green Bear at Schicksalsee, which had just brought some people out and was returning empty. He forgot to give the usual ``Trinkgeld to the servants, and a lively search in his room discovered nothing but a broken collar button and a crumpled telegram in French. But Grethi had her compensation that evening, when she led the conversation in the kitchen and Mr Blumenthal was discussed in several South German dialects.

By this time August was well advanced, but there had been as yet no ``Jagd-partie, as Sepp called the hunting excursion planned with such enthusiasm weeks before. After that first day in the trout stream, Ruth not only suffered more from fatigue than she had expected, but the little cough came back, causing her parents to draw the lines of discipline very tight indeed.

Ruth, whose character seemed made of equal parts of good taste and reasonableness, sweet temper and humor, did not offer the least opposition to discipline, and when her mother remarked that, after all, there was a difference between a schoolgirl and a young lady, she did not deny it. The colonel and Rex went off once or twice with the Jaegers, but in a halfhearted way, bringing back more experience than game. Then Rex went on a sketching tour. Then the colonel was suddenly called again to Munich to meet some old army men just arrived from home, and so it was not until about a week after Mr Blumenthals departure that, one evening when the Sennerins were calling the cows on the upper Alm, a party of climbers came up the side of the Red Peak and stopped at ``Nanis Hütterl.

Sepp threw down the green sack from his shoulders to the bench before the door and shouted:

``Nani! du! Nani! No answer.

``Mari und Josef! he muttered; then raising his voice, again he called for Nani with all his lungs.

A muffled answer came from somewhere around the other side of the house. ``Ja! komm glei! And then there was nothing to do but sit on the bench and watch the sunset fade from peak to peak while they waited.

Nani did not come ``glei — but she came pretty soon, bringing with her two brimming milk-pails as an excuse for the delay.

She and Sepp engaged at once in a conversation, to which the colonel listened with feelings that finally had to seek expression.

``I believe, he said in a low voice, ``that German is the language of the devil.

``I fancy hes master of more than one. And besides, this isnt German, any more than our mountain dialects are English. And really, Ruth went on, ``if it comes to comparing dialects, it seems to me ours cant stand the test. These are harsh enough. But where in the world is human speech so ugly, so poverty-stricken, so barren of meaning and feeling, and shade and color and suggestiveness, as the awful talk of our rustics? A Bavarian, a Tyroler, often speaks a whole poem in a single word, like—

``Do you think one of those poems is being spoken about our supper now, Daisy?

``Sybarite! cried Ruth, with that tinkle of fun in her voice which was always sounding between her and her parents; ``I wont tell you. The truth was she did not dare to tell her hungry companions that, so far as she had been able to understand Sepp and Nani, their conversation had turned entirely on a platform dance — which they called a ``Schuh-plattl — and which they proposed to attend together on the following Sunday.

But Sepp, having had his gossip like a true South German hunter-man, finally did ask the important question:

``Ach! supper! du lieber Himmel! There was little enough of that for the Herrschaften. There was black bread and milk, and there were some Semmel, but those were very old and hard.

``No cheese?

``Nein!

``No butter?

``Nein!

``Coffee?

``Yes, but no sugar.

``Herr Je!

When Sepp delivered this news to his party they all laughed and said black bread and milk would do. So Nani invited them into her only room — the rest of the ``Hütterl was kitchen and cow-shed — and brought the feast.

A second Sennerin came with her this time, in a costume which might have startled them, if they had not already seen others like it. It consisted of a pair of high blue cotton trousers drawn over her skirts, the latter bulging all round inside the jeans. She had no teeth and there was a large goiter on her neck.

``Good Heavens! muttered the colonel, setting down his bowl of milk and twisting around to stare out of the window behind him.

``Poor thing! she cant help it! murmured Ruth.

``No more she can, you dear, good girl! said Rex, and his eyes shone very kindly. Ruth caught her breath at the sudden beating of her heart.

What was left of daylight came through the little window and fell upon her face; it was as white as a flower, and very quiet.

Dusk was setting in when Sepp made his appearance. He stood about in some hesitation, and finally addressed himself to Ruth as the one who could best understand his dialect. She listened and then turned to her father.

``Sepp doesnt exactly know where to lodge me. He had thought I could stay here with Nani—

``Not if I can help it! cried the colonel.

``While, Ruth went on — ``while you and Rex went up to the Jaegers hut above there on the rocks. He says its very rough at the Jagd-hütte.

``Is anyone else there? What does Sepp mean by telling us now for the first time?  demanded the colonel sharply.

``He says he was afraid I wouldnt come if I knew how rough it was — and that— added Ruth, laughing — ``he says would have been such a pity! Besides, he thought Nani was alone — and I could have had her room while she slept on the hay in the loft. Im sure this is as neat as a mountain shelter could be, said Ruth — looking about her at the high piled feather beds, covered in clean blue and white check, and the spotless floor and the snow white pine table. ``Id like to stay here, only the — the other lady has just arrived too!

``The lady in the blue overalls?

``Yes — and— Ruth stopped, unwilling to say how little relish she felt for the society of the second Sennerin. But Rex and her father were on their feet and speaking together.

``We will go and see about the Jagd-hütte. You dont mind being left for five minutes?

``The idea! go along, you silly boys!

The colonel came back very soon, and in the best of spirits.

``Its all right, Daisy! Its a dream of luxury! and carried her off, hardly giving her time to thank Nani and to say a winningly kind word to the hideous one, who gazed back at her, pitchfork in hand, without reply. No one will ever know whether or not she felt any more cheered by Ruths pleasant ways than the cows did who were putting their heads out from the stalls where she was working.

The dream of luxury was a low hut of two rooms. The outer one had a pile of fresh hay in one corner and a few blankets. Some of the dogs were already curled up there. The inner room contained two large bunks with hay and rugs and blankets; a bench ran where the bunks were not, around the sides; a shelf was above the bunks; there was a cupboard and a chest and a table.

``Why, this is luxury! cried Ruth.

``Well — I think so, too. Im immensely relieved. Sepp says artists bring their wives up here to stay over for the sunrise. Youll do? Eh?

``I should think so!

``Good! then Rex and I and Sepp and the Dachl — he always would say ``Dockles — ``will keep guard outside against any wild cows that may happen to break loose from Nani. Good night, little girl! Sure youre not too tired?

Rex stood hesitating in the open door. Ruth went and gave him her hand. He kissed it, and she, meaning to please him with the language she knew he liked best, said, smiling, ``Bonne nuit, mon ami! At the same moment her father passed her, and the two men closed the door and went away together. The last glimmer of dusk was in the room. Ruth had not seen Gethryns face.

``Bonne nuit, mon ami! Those tender, half forgotten — no! never, never forgotten words! Rex threw himself on the hay and lay still, his hands clenched over his breast.

The kindly colonel was sound asleep when Sepp came in with a tired but wagging hound, from heaven knows what scramble among the higher cliffs by starlight. The night air was chilly. Rex called the dog to his side and took him in his arms. ``We will keep each other warm, he said, thinking of the pups. And Zimbach, assenting with sentimental whines, was soon asleep. But Gethryn had not closed his eyes when the Jaeger sprang up as the day broke. A faint gray light came in at the little window. All the dogs were leaping about the room. Sepp gave himself a shake, and his toilet was made.

``Colonel, said Rex, standing over a bundle of rugs and hay in which no head was visible, ``Colonel! Sepp says we must hurry if we want to see a `gams.

The colonel turned over. What he said was: ``Damn the Gomps! But he thought better of that and stood up, looking cynical.

``Come and have a dip in the spring, laughed Rex.

When they took their dripping heads out of the wooden trough into which a mountain spring was pouring and running out again, leaving it always full, and gazed at life — between rubs of the hard crash towel — it had assumed a kinder aspect.

Half an hour later, when they all were starting for the top, Ruth let the others pass her, and pausing for a moment with her hand on the lintel, she looked back into the little smoke-blackened hut. The door of the inner room was open. She had dreamed the sweetest dream of her life there.

Before the others could miss her she was beside them, and soon was springing along in advance, swinging her alpenstock. It seemed as if she had the wings as well as the voice of a bird.

Der Jaeger zieht in grünem Wald
Mit frölichem Halloh!

she sang.

Sepp laughed from the tip of his feather to the tip of his beard.

``Wies gnädige Fraulein hat Gmüth! he said to Rex.

``Whats that? asked the colonel.

``He says, translated Rex freely, ``What a lot of every delightful quality Ruth possesses!

But Ruth heard, and turned about and was very severe with him. ``Such shirking! Translate me Gemüth at once, sir, if you please!

``Old Wiseboy at Yarvard confessed he couldnt, short of a treatise, and who am I to tackle what beats Wiseboy?

``Can you, Daisy? asked her father.

``Not in the least, but thats no reason for letting Rex off. Her voice took on a little of the pretty bantering tone she used to her parents. She was beginning to feel such a happy confidence in Rexs presence.

They were in the forest now, moving lightly over the wet, springy leaves, probing cautiously for dangerous, loose boulders and treacherous slides. When they emerged, it was upon a narrow plateau; the rugged limestone rocks rose on one side, the precipice plunged down on the other. Against the rocks lay patches of snow, grimy with dirt and pebbles; from a cleft the long greenish white threads of ``Peters beard waved at them; in a hollow bloomed a thicket of pink Alpen-rosen.

They had just reached a clump of low firs, around the corner of a huge rock, when a rush of loose stones and a dull sound of galloping made them stop. Sepp dropped on his face; the others followed his example. The hound whined and pulled at the leash.

On the opposite slope some twenty Hirsch-cows, with their fawns, were galloping down into the valley, carrying with them a torrent of earth and gravel. Presently they slackened and stopped, huddling all together into a thicket. The Jaeger lifted his head and whispered ``Stück; that being the complimentary name by which one designates female deer in German.

``All? said Rex, under his breath. At the same moment Ruth touched his shoulder.

On the crest of the second ridge, only a hundred yards distant, stood a stag, towering in black outline, the sun just coming up behind him. Then two other pairs of antlers rose from behind the ridge, two more stags lifted their heads and shoulders and all three stood silhouetted against the sky. They tossed and stamped and stared straight at the spot where their enemies lay hidden.

A moment, and the old stag disappeared; the others followed him.

``If they come again, shoot, said Sepp.

Rex passed his rifle to Ruth. They waited a few minutes; then the colonel jumped up.

``I thought we were after chamois! he grumbled.

``So we are, said Rex, getting on his feet.

A shot rang out, followed by another. They turned, sharply. Ruth, looking half frightened, was lowering the smoking rifle from her shoulder. Across the ravine a large stag was swaying on the edge; then he fell and rolled to the bottom. The hound, loosed, was off like an arrow, scrambling and tumbling down the side. The four hunters followed, somehow. Sepp got down first and sent back a wild Jodel. The stag lay there, dead, and his splendid antlers bore eight prongs.

When Ruth came up she had her hand on her fathers arm. She stood and leaned on him, looking down at the stag. Pity mingled with a wild intoxicating sense of achievement confused her. A rich color flushed her cheek, but the curve of her lips was almost grave.

Sepp solemnly drew forth his flask of Schnapps and, taking off his hat to her, drank ``Waidmanns Heil! — a toast only drunk by hunters to hunters.

Gethryn shook hands with her twenty times and praised her until she could bear no more.

She took her hand from her fathers arm and drew herself up, determined to preserve her composure. The wind blew the little bright rings of hair across her crimson cheek and wrapped her kilts about her slender figure as she stood, her rifle poised across her shoulder, one hand on the stock and one clasped below the muzzle.

``Are you laughing at me, Rex?

``You know I am not!

Never had she been so happy in her whole life.

The game drawn and hung, to be fetched later, they resumed their climb and hastened upward toward the peak.

Ruth led. She hardly felt the ground beneath her, but sprang from rock to moss and from boulder to boulder, till a gasp from Gethryn made her stop and turn about.

``Good Heavens, Ruth! what a climber you are!

And now the colonel sat down on the nearest stone and flatly refused to stir.

``Oh! is it the hip, Father? cried Ruth, hurrying back and kneeling beside him.

``No, of course it isnt! Its indignation! said her father, calmly regarding her anxious face. ``If you cant go up mountains like a human girl, youre not going up any more mountains with me.

``Oh! Ill go like a human snail if you want, dear! Ive been too selfish! Its a shame to tire you so!

``Indeed, it is a perfect shame! cried the colonel.

Ruth had to laugh. ``As I remarked to Rex, early this morning, her father continued, adjusting his eyeglass, ``hang the Gomps! Rex discreetly offered no comment. ``Moreover, the colonel went on, bringing all the severity his eyeglass permitted to bear on them both, ``I decline to go walking any longer with a pair of lunatics. I shall confide you both to Sepp and will wait for you at the upper Shelter.

``But its only indignation; it isnt the hip, Father? said Ruth, still hanging about him, but trying to laugh, since he would have her laugh.

He saw her trouble, and changing his tone said seriously, ``My little girl, Im only tired of this scramble, thats all.

She had to be contented with this, and they separated, her father taking a path which led to the right, up a steep but well cleared ascent to a plateau, from which they could see the gable of a roof rising, and beyond that the tip-top rock with its white cross marking the highest point. The others passed to the left, around and among huge rocks, where all the hollows were full of grimy snow. The ground was destitute of trees and all shrubs taller than the hardy Alpen-rosen. Masses of rock lay piled about the limestone crags that formed the summit. The sun had not yet tipped their peak with purple and orange, but some of the others were lighting up. No insects darted about them; there was not a living thing among the near rocks except the bluish black salamanders, which lay here and there, cold and motionless.

They walked on in silence; the trail grew muddy, the ground was beaten and hatched up with small, sharp hoof prints. Sepp kneeled down and examined them.

``Hirsch, Reh, and fawn, and ja! ja! Sehen Sie? Gams!

After this they went on cautiously. All at once a peculiar shrill hiss, half whistle, half cry, sounded very near.

A chamois, followed by two kids, flashed across a heap of rocks above their heads and disappeared. The Jaeger muttered something, deep in his beard.

``You wouldnt have shot her? said Ruth, timidly.

``No, but she will clear this place of chamois. Its useless to stay here now.

It was an hours hard pull to the next peak. When at last they lay sheltered under a ledge, grimy snow all about them, the Jaeger handed his glass to Ruth.

``Hirsch on the Kaiser Alm, three Reh by Nanis Hütterl, and one in the ravine, he said, looking at Gethryn, who was searching eagerly with his own glass. Ruth balanced the one she held against her alpenstock.

``Yes, I see them all — and — why, theres a chamois!

Sepp seized the glass which she held toward him.

``The gracious Fraülein has a hunters eyesight; a chamois is feeding just above the Hirsch.

``We are right for the wind, but is this the best place? said Rex.

``We must make the best of it, said Sepp.

The speck of yellow was almost imperceptibly approaching their knoll, but so slowly that Ruth almost doubted if it moved at all.

Sepp had the glass, and declining the one Rex offered her, she turned for a moment to the superb panorama at their feet. East, west, north and south the mountain world extended. By this time the snow mountains of Tyrol were all lighted to gold and purple, rose and faintest violet. Sunshine lay warm now on all the near peaks. But great billowy oceans of mist rolled below along the courses of the Alp-fed streams, and, deep under a pall of heavy, pale gray cloud, the Trauerbach was rushing through its hidden valley down to Schicksalsee and Todtstein. There was perfect silence, only now and then made audible by the tinkle of a distant cowbell and the Jodel of a Sennerin. Ruth turned again toward the chamois. She could see it now without a glass. But Sepp placed his in her hand.

The chamois was feeding on the edge of a cliff, moving here and there, leaping lightly across some gully, tossing its head up for a precautionary sniff. Suddenly it gave a bound and stood still, alert. Two great clumsy ``Hirsch-kühe had taken fright at some imaginary danger, and, uttering their peculiar half grunt, half roar, were galloping across the alm in half real, half assumed panic with their calves at their heels.

The elderly female Hirsch is like a timorous granny who loves to scare herself with ghost stories, and adores the sensation of jumping into bed before the robber under it can catch her by the ankle.

It was such an alarm as this which now sent the two fussy old deer, with their awkward long legged calves, clattering away with terror-stricken roars which startled the delicate chamois, and for one moment petrified him. The next, with a bound, he fairly flew along the crest, seeming to sail across the ravine like a hawk, and to cover distances in the flash of an eye. Sepp uttered a sudden exclamation and forgot everything but what he saw. He threw his rifle forward, there was a sharp click! — the cartridge had not exploded. Next moment he remembered himself and turned ashamed and deprecating to Gethryn. The latter laid his hand on the Jaegers arm and pointed. The chamois sharp ear had caught the click! — he swerved aside and bounded to a point of rock to look for this new danger. Rex tried to put his rifle in Ruths hands. She pressed it back, resolutely. ``It is your turn, she motioned with her lips, and drew away out of his reach. That was no time for argument. The Jaeger nodded, ``Quick! A shot echoed among the rocks and the chamois disappeared.

``Is he hit? Oh, Rex! did you hit him?

``Ei! Zimbach! Sepp slipped the leash, the hound sprang away, and in a moment his bell-like voice announced Rexs good fortune.

Ruth flew like the wind, not heeding their anxious calls to be careful, to wait for help. It was not far to go, and her light, sure foot brought her to the spot first. When Rex and Sepp arrived she was kneeling beside the dead chamois, stroking the ``beard that waved along its bushy spine. She sprang up and held out her hand to Gethryn.

``Look at that beard — Nimrod! she said. Her voice rang with an excitement she had not shown at her own success.

``It is a fine beard, said Rex, bending over it. His voice was not quite steady. ``Herrlich! cried Sepp, and drank the ``Waidmanns Heil! toast to him in deep and serious draughts. Then he took out a thong, tied the four slender hoofs together and opened his game sack; Rex helped him to hoist the chamois in and onto his broad shoulders.

Now for the upper Shelter. They started in great spirits, a happy trio. Rex was touched by Ruths deep delight in his success, and by the pride in him which she showed more than she knew. He looked at her with eyes full of affection. Sepp was assuring himself, by all the saints in the Bavarian Calendar, that here was a ``Herrschaft which a man might be proud of guiding, and so he meant to tell the duke. Ruths generous heart beat high.

Their way back to the path where they had separated from Colonel Dene was long and toilsome. Sepp did his best to beguile it with hunters yarns, more or less true, at any rate just as acceptable as if they had been proved and sworn to.

Like a good South German he hated Prussia and all its works, and his tales were mostly of Berliners who had wandered thither and been abused; of the gentleman who had been told, and believed, that the ``gams slept by hooking its horns into crevices of the rock, swinging thus at ease, over precipices; of another whom Federl once deterred from going on the mountains by telling how a chamois, if enraged, charged and butted; of a third who went home glad to have learned that the chamois produced their peculiar call by bringing up a hind leg and whistling through the hoof.

It was about half past two in the afternoon and Ruth began to be very, very tired, when a Jodel from Sepp greeted the ``Hütte and the white cross rising behind it. As they toiled up the steep path to the little alm, Ruth said, ``I dont see Papa, but there are people there. A man in a summer helmet, wound with a green veil, came to the edge of the wooden platform and looked down at them; he was presently joined by two ladies, of whom one disappeared almost immediately, but they could see the other still looking down until a turn in the path brought them to the bottom of some wooden steps, close under the platform. On climbing these they were met at the top by the gentleman, hat in hand, who spoke in French to Gethryn, while the stout, friendly lady held out both hands to Ruth and cried, in pretty broken English:

``Ah! dear Mademoiselle! ees eet possible zat we meet a — h — gain!

``Madame Bordier! exclaimed Ruth, and kissed her cordially on both cheeks. Then she greeted the husband of Madame, and presented Rex.

``But we know heem! smiled Madame; and her quiet, gentlemanly husband added in French that Monsieur the colonel had done them the honor to leave messages with them for Miss Dene and Mr Gethryn.

``Papa is not here? said Ruth, quickly.

Monsieur the colonel, finding himself a little fatigued, had gone on to the Jaeger-hütte, where were better accommodations.

Ruths face fell, and she lost her bright color.

``But no! my dear! said Madame. ``Zere ees nossing ze mattaire. Your fazzer ees quite vell, and she hurried her indoors.

Rex and Monsieur Bordier were left together on the platform. The amiable Frenchman did the honors as if it were a private salon. Monsieur the colonel was perfectly well. But perfectly! It was really for Mademoiselle that he had gone on. He had decided that it would be quite too fatiguing for his daughter to return that day to Trauerbach, as they had planned, and he had gone on to secure the Jagd-hütte for the night before any other party should arrive.

``He watched for you until you turned into the path that leads up here, and we all saw that you were quite safe. It is only half an hour since he left. He did us the honor to say that Mademoiselle Dene could need no better chaperon than my wife — Monsieur the colonel was a little fatigued, but badly, no.

Monsieur Bordier led the way to the usual spring and wooden trough behind the house, and, while Rex was enjoying a refreshing dip, he continued to chat.

Yes, as he had already had the honor to inform Rex, Mademoiselle had been his wifes pupil in singing, the last two winters, in Paris. Monsieur Gethryn, perhaps, was not wholly unacquainted with the name of Madame Bordier?

``Madames reputation as an artist, and a professor of singing, is worldwide, said Rex in his best Parisian, adding:

``And you, then, Monsieur, are the celebrated manager of `La Fauvette?

The manager replied with a politely gratified bow.

``The most charming theater in Paris, added Rex.

``Ah! murmured the other, Monsieur is himself an artist, though not of our sort, and artists know.

``Colonel Dene has told you that I am studying in Paris, said Rex modestly.

``He has told me that Monsieur exhibited in the salon with a number one.

Rex scrubbed his brown and rosy cheeks with the big towel.

Monsieur Bordier went on: ``But the talent of Mademoiselle! Mon Dieu! what a talent! What a voice of silver and crystal! And today she will meet another pupil of Madame — of ours — a genius. My word!

``Today?

``Yes, she is with us here. She makes her debut at the Fauvette next autumn.

Rex concealed a frown in the ample folds of the towel. It crossed his mind that the colonel might better have stayed and taken care of his own daughter. If he, Rex, had had a sister, would he have liked her to be on a Bavarian mountaintop in a company composed of a gamekeeper, the manager of a Paris theater and his wife, and a young person who was about to make her debut in opera-bouffe, and to have no better guardian than a roving young art student? Rex felt his unfitness for the post with a pang of compunction. Meantime he rubbed his head, and Monsieur Bordier talked tranquilly on. But between vexation and friction Gethryn lost the thread of Monsieurs remarks for a while.

The first word which recalled his wandering attention was ``Chamois? and he saw that Monsieur Bordier was pointing to the game bag and looking amiably at Sepp, who, divided between sulkiness at Monsieurs native language and goodwill toward anyone who seemed to be accepted by his ``Herrschaften, was in two minds whether to open the bag and show the game to this smiling Frenchman, or ``to say him a Grobheit and go away. Sepps ``Grobheit could be very insulting indeed when he cared to make it so. Rex hastened to turn the scale.

``Yes, Herr Director, this is Sepp, one of the dukes best gamekeepers — Monsieur speaks German? he interrupted himself to ask in French.

``Parfaitement! Well, he went on in Sepps native tongue, ``Herr Director, in Sepp you see one of the best woodsmen in Bavaria, one of the best shots in Germany. Sepp, we must show the Herr Director our Gems.

And there was nothing for Sepp but to open the bag, sheepish, beaten, laughing in spite of himself, and before he knew it they all three had their heads together over the game in perfect amity.

A step sounded along the front platform, and Madame looked round the corner of the house, saying that lunch was ready. Her husband and Rex joined her immediately. ``Ze young ladees are wizin, she said, and led the way.

The sun-glare on the limestone rocks outside made the little room seem almost black at first, and all Rex could distinguish as he followed the others was Ruths bright smile as she stood near the door and a jumble of dark figures farther back.

``Permit me, said Monsieur, ``to introduce you to our Belle Hélène. Rex had already bowed low, seeing nothing. ``Mademoiselle Descartes — Monsieur Gethryn— Rex raised his head and looked into the white face of Yvonne.

``Ah, yes! as I was saying, gossiped Monsieur while they were taking their places at table, ``I shoot when I can, but merely the partridge and rabbit of the turnip. Bah! a man may not boast of that!

Rex kept his eyes fixed on the speaker and forced himself to understand what was being said.

``But the sanglier? His voice sounded in his ears like noises one hears with the head under water.

``Mon Dieu! the sanglier! yes, that is also noble game. I do not deny it. Monsieur talked on evenly and quietly in his self-possessed, reasonable voice, about the habits and the hunt of the wild boar.

Ruth, sitting opposite, forcing herself to swallow the food, to answer Madame gaily and look at her ease, felt her heart settle down like lead in her breast.

What was this? Oh! what was it? She looked at Mademoiselle Descartes. This young, gentle stranger with the dark hair and the face like marble, this girl whom she had never heard of until an hour ago, was hiding from Rex behind the broad shoulders of Madame Bordier. The pupils of her blue eyes were so dilated that the sad, frightened eyes themselves looked black. Ruth turned to Gethryn. He was listening and answering. About his nostrils and temples the hollows showed; the flush of sunburn was gone, leaving only a pallid brown over the ashen grey of his face; his expression varied between a strained smile and a fixed stare. The cold weight at her heart melted and swelled in a passion of pity.

``Someone must keep up! Someone must keep up! she said to herself; and turned to assure Madame in tones which deserved the name of ``crystal and silver, that, Yes, for her part she had not been able to see any reason why hearing Parsifal at Bayreuth should make one forget that Bizet was also a great master.

But the strain became too great, and at the first possible moment she said brightly to Rex, ``Im going to feed Zimbach. Sepp said I might. She collected some scraps on a plate and went out. The hound rose wagging as she approached. Ruth stood a moment looking down at him. Then she knelt and took his brown head in her arms. Her eyes were full of tears. Zimbach licked her face, and then wrenching his head away began to dance about her, barking and running at the platter. She took a bone and gave it to him; it went with a snap; so bit by bit she fed him with her own hands, and the tears dried without one falling.

She heard Rex come out and stood up to meet him with clear grey eyes that seemed to see nothing but a jest.

``Look at this dog, Rex! He hasnt a word to say about the bones hes eaten already; he merely remarks that there dont seem to be any more at present!

Rex was taking down his gun. ``Monsieur wants to see this, he said in a dull, heavy voice. ``And Ruth — when you are ready — your father, perhaps—

``Yes, I really would like to join him as soon as possible— They went in together.

An hour later they were taking leave. All the usual explanations had been made; everyone knew where the others were stopping, and why they were there, and how long they meant to stay, and where they intended to go afterward.

The Bordiers, with Yvonne, were at a lake on the opposite side of the mountain, but a visit to the Foresters house at Trauerbach was one of the excursions they had already planned.

It only remained now, as Ruth said, to fix upon an early day for coming.

The hour just past had been Ruths hour.

Without effort, or apparent intention, she had taken and kept the lead from the moment when she returned with Rex. She it was who had given the key, who had set and kept the pitch, and it was due to her that not one discordant note had been struck. Vaguely yet vividly she felt the emergency. Refusing to ask herself the cause, she recognized a crisis. Something was dreadfully wrong. She made no attempt to go beyond that. Of all the deep emotions which she was learning now so suddenly, for the first time, the dominant one with her at present was a desire to help and to protect. All her social experience, all her tact, were needed to shield Rex and this white-faced, silent stranger, who, without her, must have betrayed themselves, so stunned, so dazed they were. And the courage of her fathers daughter kept her fair head erect above the dead weight at her heart.

And now, having said ``Au revoir to Monsieur and Madame, and fixed upon a day for their visit to the Försthaus, she turned to Yvonne and took her hand.

``Mademoiselle, I regret so much to hear that you are not quite strong. But when you come to Trauerbach, Mama and I will take such good care of you that you will not mind the fatigue.

The sad blue eyes looked into the clear grey ones, and once more Ruth responded with a passion of grief and pity.

How Rex made his adieux Ruth never knew.

When he overtook her, she and Sepp were well started down the path to the Jagd-hütte. They seemed to be having a duet of silence, which Rex turned into a trio when he joined them.

For such walkers as they all were the distance they had to go was nothing. Soft afternoon lights were still lying peacefully beside the long afternoon shadows as they approached the little hut, and Sepp answered the colonels abortive attempt at a Jodel with one so long and complicated that it seemed as if he were taking that means to express all he should have liked to say in words. The spell broken, he turned about and asked:

``Also! what did the French people, — he wouldnt call them Herrschaft — ``say to the gracious Frauleins splendid shot?

Ruth stopped and looked absently at him, then flushed and recovered herself quickly. It was the first time she had remembered her stag.

``I fear, said she, ``that French people would disapprove a young ladys shooting. I did not tell them.

Sepp went on again with long strides. The four little black hoofs of the chamois stuck pitifully up out of the bag on his broad back. When he was well out of hearing he growled aloud:

``Hab s schon g wusst! Jesses, Marie and Josef! was is denn dös!

That evening, when Rex and the Jaeger were fussing over the chamois beard and dainty horns inside the Hütte, Ruth and her father stood without, before the closed door. The skies were almost black, and full of stars. Through the wide fragrant stillness came up now and then a Jodel from some Bursch going to visit his Sennerin. A stamp, and a comfortable sigh, came at times from Nanis cows in their stall below.

Ruth put both arms around her fathers neck and laid her head down on his shoulder.

``Tired, Daisy?

``Yes, dear.
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SUPPER WAS OVER, evening had fallen; but there would be no music tonight under the beech tree; the sky was obscured by clouds and a wet wind was blowing.

Mrs Dene and Ruth were crossing the hall; Gethryn came in at the front door and they met.

``Well? said Rex, forcing a smile.

``Well, said Ruth. ``Mademoiselle Descartes is better. Madame will bring her down stairs by and by. It appears that wretched peasant who drove them has been carrying them about for hours from one inn to another, stopping to drink at all of them. No wonder they were tired out with the worry and his insolence!

``It appears Miss Descartes has had attacks of fainting like this more than once before. The doctor in Paris thinks there is some weakness of the heart, but forbids her being told, said Mrs Dene.

Ruth interposed quickly, not looking at Gethryn:

``Papa and Monsieur Bordier, where are they?

``I left them visiting Federl and Sepp in their quarters.

``Well, you will find us in that dreadful little room yonder. Its the only alternative to sitting in the Bauernstube with all the woodchoppers and their bad tobacco, since out of doors fails us. We must go now and make it as pleasant as we can.

Ruth made a motion to go, but Mrs Dene lingered. Her kind eyes, her fair little faded face, were troubled.

``Madame Bordier says the young lady tells her she has met you before, Rex.

``Yes, in Paris; for his life he could not have kept down the crimson flush that darkened his cheeks and made his temples throb.

Mrs Denes manner grew a little colder.

``She seems very nice. You knew her people, of course.

``No, I never met any of her people, answered Rex, feeling like a kicked coward. Ruth interposed once more.

``People! said Ruth, impatiently. ``Of course Rex only knows nice people. Come, mother!

Putting her arm around the old lady, she moved across the hall with decision. As they passed into the cheerless little room, Rex held open the door. Ruth, entering after her mother, looked in his face. It had grown thinner; shadows were deep in the temples; from the dark circles under the eyes to the chin ran a line of pain. She held out her hand to him. He bent and kissed it.

He went and stood in the porch, trying to collect his thoughts. The idea of this meeting between Ruth and Yvonne was insupportable. Why had he not taken means — any, every means to prevent it? He cursed himself. He called himself a coward. He wondered how much Ruth divined. The thought shamed him until his cheeks burned again. And all the while a deep undercurrent of feeling was setting toward that drooping little figure in black, as he had seen it for a moment when she alighted from the carriage and was supported to a room upstairs. Heavens! How it reminded him of that first day in the Place de la Concorde! Why was she in mourning? What did the doctor mean by ``weakness of the heart? What was she doing on mountaintops, and on the stage of a theater if she had heart disease? He started with a feeling that he must go and put a stop to all this folly. Then he remembered the letter. She had told him another man had the right to care for her. Then she was at this moment deserted for the second time, as well as faithless to still another lover! — to how many more? And it was through him that a woman of such a life was brought into contact with Ruth! And Ruths parents had trusted him; they thought him a gentleman. His brain reeled.

The surging waves of shame and self-contempt subsided, were forgotten. He heard the wind sough in the Luxembourg trees, he smelled the pink flowering chestnuts, a soft voice was in his ear, a soft touch on his arm, her breath on his cheek, the old, old faces came crowding up. Cliffords laugh rang faintly, Braiths grave voice; odd bits and ends of song floated out from the shadows of that past and through the troubled dream of face and laugh and music, so long, so long passed away, he heard the gentle voice of Yvonne: ``Rex, Rex, be true to me; I will come back!

``I loved her! he muttered.

There was a stir, a door opened and shut, voices and steps sounded in the room on his left. He leaned forward a little and looked through the uncurtained window.

It was a bare and dingy room containing only a table, some hard chairs, and an old ``Flügel piano with a long inlaid case.

They sat together at the table. Ruths back was toward him; she was speaking. Yvonne was in the full light. Her eyes were cast down, and she was nervously plaiting the edge of her little black-bordered handkerchief. All at once she raised her eyes and looked straight at the window. How blue her eyes were!

Rex dropped his face in his hands.

``Oh God! I love her! he groaned.

``Gute Nacht, gnädige Herrn!

Sepp and Federl stood in their door with a light. Two figures were coming down from the Jaegers cottage. Gethryn recognized the colonel and Monsieur Bordier.

At the risk of scrutiny from those cool, elderly, masculine eyes, Rexs manhood pulled itself together. He went back to meet them, and presently they all joined the ladies in the apology for a parlor, where coffee was being served.

Coming in after the older men, Rex found no place left in the little, crowded room, excepting one at the table close beside Yvonne. Ruth was on the other side. He went and took the place, self-possessed and smiling.

Yvonne made a slight motion as if to rise and escape. Only Rex saw it. Yes, one more: Ruth saw it.

``Mademoiselle has studied seriously since I had the honor—

``Oui, Monsieur.

Her faint voice and timid look were more than Ruth could bear. She leaned forward so as to shield the girl as much as possible, and entered into the lively talk at the other end of the table.

Rex spoke again: ``Mademoiselle is quite strong, I trust — the stage — Sugar? Allow me! — As I was saying, the stage is a calling which requires a good constitution. No answer.

``But pardon. If you are not strong, how can you expect to succeed in your career? persisted Rex. His eyes rested on one frail wrist in its black sleeve. The sight filled him with anger.

``I would make my debut if I knew it would kill me. She spoke at last, low but clearly.

``But why? Mon Dieu!

``Madame has set her heart on it. She thinks I shall do her credit. She has been good to me, so good! The sad voice fainted and sank away.

``One is good to ones pupils when they are going to bring one fame, said Rex bitterly.

``Madame took me when she did not know I had a voice — when she thought I was dying — when I was homeless — two years ago.

``What do you mean? said Rex sternly, sinking his voice below the pitch of the general conversation. ``What did you tell me in your letter? Homeless!

``I never wrote you any letter. Yvonne raised her blue eyes, startled, despairing, and looked into his for the first time.

``You did not write that you had found a — a home which you preferred to — to — any you had ever had? And that it would be useless to — to offer you any other?

``I never wrote. I was very ill and could not. Afterward I went to — you. You were gone. Her low voice was heartbreaking to hear.

``When? Rex could hardly utter a word.

``In June, as soon as I left the hospital.

``The hospital? And your mother?

``She was dead. I did not see her. Then I was very ill, a long time. As soon as I could, I went to Paris.

``To me?

``Yes.

``And the letter?

``Ah! cried Yvonne with a shudder. ``It must have been my sister who did that!

The room was turning round. A hundred lights were swaying about in a crowd of heads. Rex laid his hand heavily on the table to steady himself. With a strong effort at self-control he had reduced the number of lights to two and got the people back in their places when, with a little burst of French exclamations and laughter, everyone turned to Yvonne, and Ruth, bending over her, took both her hands.

The next moment Monsieur Bordier was leading her to the piano.

A soft chord, other chords, deep and sweet, and then the dear voice:

Oui cest un rêve,
 Un rêve doux damour,
La nuit lui prête son mystére

The chain is forged again. The mists of passion rise thickly, heavily, and blot out all else forever.

Hélènes song ceased. He heard them praise her, and heard ``Good nights and ``Au revoirs exchanged. He rose and stood near the door. Ruth passed him like a shadow. They all remained at the foot of the stairs for a moment, repeating their ``Adieus and ``Remerciements. He was utterly reckless, but cool enough still to watch for his chance in this confusion of civilities. It came; for one instant he could whisper to her, ``I must see you tonight. Then the voices were gone and he stood alone on the porch, the wet wind blowing in his face, his face turned up to a heavy sky covered with black, driving clouds. He could hear the river and the moaning of the trees.

It seemed as if he had stood there for hours, never moving. Then there was a step in the dark hall, on the threshold, and Yvonne lay trembling in his arms.

*

The sky was beginning to show a tint of early dawn when they stepped once more upon the silent porch. The wind had gone down. Clouds were piled up in the west, but the east was clear. Perfect stillness was over everything. Not a living creature was in sight, excepting that far up, across the stream, Sepp and Zimbach were climbing toward the Schinder.

``I must go in now. I must you — child! said Yvonne in her old voice, smoothing her hair with both hands. Rex held her back.

``My wife? he said.

``Yes! She raised her face and kissed him on the lips, then clung to him weeping.

``Hush! hush! It is I who should do that, he murmured, pressing her cheek against his breast.

Once more she turned to leave him, but he detained her.

``Yvonne, come with me and be married today!

``You know it is impossible. Today! what a boy you are! As if we could!

``Well then, in a few days — in a week, as soon as possible.

``Oh! my dearest! do not make it so hard for me! How could I desert Madame so? After all she has done for me? When I know all her hopes are set on me; that if I fail her she has no one ready to take my place! Because she was so sure of me, she did not try to bring on any other pupil for next autumn. And last season was a bad one for her and Monsieur. Their debutante failed; they lost money. Behold this child! she exclaimed, with a rapid return to her old gay manner, ``to whom I have explained all this at least a hundred times already, and he asks me why we cannot be married today!

Then with another quick change, she laid her cheek tenderly against his and murmured:

``I might have died but for her. You would not have me desert her so cruelly, Rex?

``My love! No! A new respect mingled with his passion. Yes, she was faithful!

``And now I will go in! Rex, Rex, you are quite as bad as ever! Look at my hair! She leaned lightly on his shoulder, her old laughing self.

He smiled back sadly.

``Again! After all! You silly, silly boy! And it is such a little while to wait!

``Belle Hélène is very popular in Paris. The piece may run a long time.

``Rex, I must. Dont make it so hard for me! Tears filled her eyes.

He kissed her for answer, without speaking.

``Think! think of all she did for me; saved me; fed me, clothed me, taught me when she believed I had only voice and talent enough to support myself by teaching. It was half a year before she and Monsieur began to think I could ever make them any return for their care of me. And all that time she was like a mother to me. And now she has told everyone her hopes of me. If I fail she will be ridiculed. You know Paris. She and Monsieur have enemies who will say there never was any pupil, nor any debut expected. Perhaps she will lose her prestige. The fashion may turn to some other teacher. You know what malice can do with ridicule in Paris. Let me sing for her this once, make her one great success, win her one triumph, and then never, never sing again for any soul but you — my husband!

Her voice sank at the last words, from its eager pleading, to an exquisite modest sweetness.

``But — if you fail?

``I shall not fail. I have never doubted that I should have a success. Perhaps it is because for myself I do not care, that I have no fear. When I had lost you — I only thought of that. And now that I have found you again — !

She clung to him in passionate silence.

``And I may not see your debut?

``If you come I shall surely fail! I must forget you. I must think only of my part. What do I care for the house full of strange faces? I will make them all rise up and shout my name. But if you were there — Ah! I should have no longer any courage! Promise me to come only on the second night.

``But if you do fail, I may come and take you immediately before Monsieur the Maire?

``If you please! she whispered demurely.

And they both laughed, the old happy-children laugh of the Atelier.

``I suppose you are bad enough to hope that I will fail, added she presently, with a little moue.

``Yvonne, said Rex earnestly, ``I hope that you will succeed. I know you will, and I can wait for you a few weeks more.

``We have waited for our happiness two years. We will make the happiness of others now first, nest ce pas? she whispered.

The sky began to glow and the house was astir. Rex knew how it would soon be talking, but he cared for nothing that the world could do or say.

``Ah! we will be happy! Think of it! A little house near the Parc Monceau, my studio there, Clifford, Elliott, Rowden — Bra — all of them coming again! And it will be my wife who will receive them!

She placed a little soft palm across his lips.

``Taisez-vous, mon ami! It is too soon! See the morning! I must go. There! yes — one more! — my love, Adieu!


Sixteen

[image: img18.jpg]

FEWER TOURISTS AND more hunters had been coming to the Lodge of late; the crack of the rifle sounded all day. There was great talk of a hunt which the duke would hold in September, and the colonel and Rex were invited. But though September was now only a few days off, the colonel was growing too restless to wait.

After Yvonnes visit, he and Ruth were much together. It seemed to happen so. They took long walks into the woods, but Ruth seemed to share now her fathers aversion to climbing, and Gethryn stalked the deer with only the Jaegers for company.

Ruth and her father used to come home with their arms full of wild flowers — the fair, lovely wild blossoms of Bavaria which sprang up everywhere in their path. The colonel was great company on these expeditions, singing airs from obsolete operas of his youth, and telling stories of La Grange, Brignoli and Amodio, of the Strakosches and Maretzeks, with much liveliness. Sometimes there would be a silence, however, and then if Ruth looked up she often met his eyes. Then he would smile and say:

``Well, Daisy! and she would smile and say:

``Well, dear!

But this could not last. About a week after Yvonnes visit, the colonel, after one of these walks, instead of joining Rex for a smoke, left him sitting with Ruth under the beech tree and mounted the stairs to Mrs Denes room.

It was an hour later when he rose and kissed his wife, who had been sitting at her window all the time of their quiet talk, with eyes fixed on the young people below.

``I never dreamed of it! said he.

``I did, I wished it, was her answer. ``I thought he was — but they are all alike! she ended sadly and bitterly. ``To think of a boy as wellborn as Rex— But the colonel, who possibly knew more about wellborn boys than his wife did, interrupted her:

``Hang the boys! Its Ruth Im grieved for!

``My daughter needs no ones solicitude, not even ours! said the old lady haughtily.

``Right! Thank God! said the veteran, in a tone of relief. ``Good night, my dear!

Two days later they left for Paris.

Rex accompanied them as far as Schicksalsee, promising to follow them in a few days.

The handsome, soldierly-looking Herr Förster stood by their carriage and gave them a ``Glück-liche Reise! and a warm ``Auf Wiedersehen! as they drove away. Returning up the steps slowly and seriously, he caught the eye of Sepp and Federl, who had been looking after the carriage as it turned out of sight beyond the bridge:

``Schade! said the Herr Förster, and went into the house.

``Schade! said Federl.

``Jammer-schade! growled Sepp.

On the platform at Schicksalsee, Rex and Ruth were walking while they waited for the train. ``Ruth, said Rex, ``I hope you never will need a friends life to save yours from harm; but if you do, take mine.

``Yes, Rex. She raised her eyes and looked into the distance. Far on the horizon loomed the Red Peak.

The clumsy mail drew up beside the platform. It was the year when all the world was running after a very commonplace Operetta with one lovely stolen song: a Volks-song. One heard it everywhere, on both continents; and now as the postillion, in his shiny hat with the cockade, his light blue jacket and white small clothes, and his curly brass horn, came rattling down the street, he was playing the same melody:

Es ist im Leben häßlich eingerichtet — 

The train drew into the station. When it panted forth again, Gethryn stood waving his hand, and watched it out of sight.

Turning at last to leave the platform, he found that the crowd had melted away; only a residue of crimson-capped officials remained. He inquired of one where he could find an expressman and was referred to a mild man absorbing a bad cigar. With him Gethryn arranged for having his traps brought from Trauerbach and consigned to the brothers Schnurr at the ``Gasthof zur Post, Schicksalsee, that inn being close to the station.

This settled, he lighted a cigarette and strolled across to his hotel, sitting down on a stone bench before the door, and looking off at the lake.

It was mid-afternoon. The little place was asleep. Nothing was stirring about the inn excepting a bandy Dachshund, which came wheezing up and thrust a cold nose into the young mans hand. High in the air a hawk was wheeling; his faint, querulous cry struck Gethryn with an unwonted sense of loneliness. He noticed how yellow some of the trees were on the slopes across the lake. Autumn had come before summer was ended. He leaned over and patted the hound. A door opened, a voice cried, ``Ei Dachl! du! Dachl! and the dog made off at the top of his hobbyhorse gait.

The silence was unbroken except for the harsh cries of the hawk, sailing low now in great circles over the lake. The sun flashed on his broad, burnished wings as he stooped; Gethryn fancied he could see his evil little eyes; finally the bird rose and dwindled away, lost against the mountainside.

He was roused from his reverie by angry voices.

``Cochon! Kerl! Menteur! cried someone.

The other voice remonstrated with a snarl.

``Bah! cried the first, ``you lie!

``Alsatians, thought Rex; ``what horrible French!

The snarling began again, but gradually lapsed into whining. Rex looked about him.

The quarreling seemed to come from a small room which opened out of the hotel restaurant. Windows gave from it over the front, but the blinds were down.

``No! No! I tell you! Not one sou! Starve? I hope you will! cried the first voice, and a stamp set some bottles and glasses jingling.

``Alsatians and Jews! thought Rex. One voice was unpleasantly familiar to him, and he wondered if Mr Blumenthal spoke French as he did English. Deciding with a careless smile that of course he did, Rex ceased to think of him, not feeling any curiosity to go and see with whom his late fellow-lodger might be quarreling. He sat and watched instead, as he lounged in the sunshine, some smart carriages whirling past, their horses stepping high, the lackeys muffled from the mountain air in winter furs, crests on the panels.

An adjutant in green, with a great flutter of white cocks feathers from his chapeau, sitting up on the box of an equipage, accompanied by flunkies in the royal blue and white of Bavaria, was a more agreeable object to contemplate than Mr Blumenthal, and Gethryn felt as much personal connection with the Prince Regent hurrying home to Munich, from his little hunting visit to the emperor of Austria, as with the wrangling Jews behind the close-drawn blinds of the coffee-room at his back.

The sun was slowly declining. Rex rose and idled into the smoking-room. It was deserted but for the clerk at his desk, a railed enclosure, one side of which opened into the smoking-room, the other side into the hall. Across the hall was a door with ``Café — Restaurant, in gilt letters above it. Rex did not enter the café; he sat and dreamed in the empty smoking-room over his cigarette.

But it was lively in the café, in spite of the waning season. A good many of the tables were occupied. At one of them sat the three unchaperoned Miss Dashleighs, in company with three solemn, high-shouldered young officers, enjoying something in tall, slender tumblers which looked hot and smelled spicy. At another table Mr Everett Tweeler and Mrs Tweeler were alternately scolding and stuffing Master Irving Tweeler, who expressed in impassioned tones a desire for tarts.

``Ur — r — ving! remonstrated Mr Tweeler.

``Dahling! argued Mrs Tweeler. ``If oo eats too many ittle cakies then oo tant go home to Salem on the puffy, puffy choo-choo boat.

Old Sir Griffin Damby overheard and snorted.

When Master Tweeler secured his tarts, Sir Griffin blessed the meal with a hearty ``damn!

He did not care for Master Tweelers nightly stomach aches, but their rooms adjoined. When ``Ur — r — ving reached unmolested for his fourth, Sir Griffin rose violently, and muttering, ``Change me room, begad! waddled down to the door, glaring aggressively at the occupants of the various tables. Near the exit a half suppressed squeal caused him to swing round. He had stepped squarely on the toe of a meager individual, who now sat nursing his foot in bitter dejection.

``Pardon— began Sir Griffin, then stopped and glared at the sallow-faced person.

Sir Griffin stared hard at the man he had stepped on, and at his female companion.

``Damn it! he cried. ``Keep your feet out of the way, do you hear? puffed his cheeks, squared his shoulders and snorted himself out of the café.

The yellow-faced man was livid with rage.

``Dont be a fool, Mannie, whispered the woman; ``dont make a row — do you know who that is?

``Hes an English hog, spluttered the man with an oath; ``hes a cursed hog of an Englishman!

``Yes, and he knows us. He was at Monaco a few summers ago. Dont forget who turned us out of the Casino.

Emanuel Pick turned a shade more sallow and sank back in his seat.

Neither spoke again for some moments. Presently the woman began to stir the bits of lemon and ice in her empty tumbler. Pick watched her sulkily.

``You always take the most expensive drinks. Why cant you order coffee, as others do? he snarled.

She glanced at him. ``Jew, she sneered.

``All right; only wait! Ive come to the end of my rope. Ive got just money enough left to get back to Paris—

``You lie, Mannie!

He paid no attention to this compliment, but lighted a cigar and dropped the match on the floor, grinding it under his heel.

``You have ten thousand francs today! You lie if you say you have not.

Mr Pick softly dropped his eyelids.

``That is for me, in case of need. I will need it too, very soon!

His companion glared at him and bit her lip.

``If you and I are to remain dear friends, continued Mr Pick, ``we must manage to raise money, somehow. You know that as well as I do.

Still she said nothing, but kept her eyes on his face. He glanced up and looked away uneasily.

``I have seen my uncle again. He knows all about your sister and the American. He says it is only because of him that she refuses the handsome offer.

The womans face grew tigerish, and she nodded rapidly, muttering, ``Ah! yes! Mais oui! the American. I do not forget him!

``My dear uncle thinks it is our fault that your sister refuses to forget him, which is more to the purpose, sneered Pick. ``He says you did not press that offer he made Yvonne with any skill, else she would never have refused it again — that makes four times, he added. ``Four times she has refused an establishment and—

``Pst! what are you raising your voice for? hissed the woman. ``And how is it my fault? she went on.

``I dont say it is. I know better — who could wish more than we that your sister should become the mistress of my dear rich uncle? But when I tried to tell him just now that we had done our best, he raved at me. He has guessed somehow that they mean to marry. I did not tell him that we too had guessed it. But he said I knew it and was concealing it from him. I asked him for a little money to go on with. Curse him, he would not lend me a sou! Said he never would again — curse him!

There was a silence while Pick smoked on. The woman did not smoke too because she had no cigarette, and Pick did not offer her any. Presently he spoke again.

``Yes, you certainly are an expensive luxury, under the circumstances. And since you have so mismanaged your fool of a sisters affair, I dont see how the circumstances can improve.

She watched him. ``And the ten thousand francs? You will throw me off and enjoy them at your ease?

He cringed at her tone. ``Not enjoy — without you—

``No, she said coolly, ``for I shall kill you.

Mr Pick smiled uncomfortably. ``That would please the American, he said, trying to jest, but his hand trembled as he touched the stem of his cigar-holder to shake off the ashes.

A sudden thought leaped into her face. ``Why not please — me — instead? she whispered.

Their eyes met. Her face was hard and bold — his, cowardly and ghastly. She clenched her hands and leaned forward; her voice was scarcely audible. Mr Pick dropped his oily black head and listened.

``He turned me out of his box at the Opera; he struck you — do you hear? he kicked you!

The Jews face grew chalky.

``Today he stands between you and your uncle, you and wealth, you and me! Do you understand? Cowards are stupid. You claim Spanish blood. But Spanish blood does not forget insults. Is yours only the blood of a Spanish Jew? Bah! Must I talk? You saw him? He is here. Alive. And he kicked you. And he stands between you and riches, you and me, you and — life!

They sat silent, she holding him fascinated with her little black eyes. His jaw fallen, the expression of his loose mouth was horrible. Suddenly she thrust her face close to his. Her eyes burned and the blood surged through the distended veins under the cracking rouge. Her lips formed the word, ``Tonight!

Without a word he crept from his seat and followed her out of the room by a side door.

Gethryn, lounging in the smoking-room meanwhile, was listening with delight to the bellowing of Sir Griffin Damby, who stood at the clerks desk in the hall.

``Dont contradict me! he roared — the weak-eyed clerk had not dreamed of doing so — ``Dont you contradict me! I tell you its the same man!

``But Excellence, entreated the clerk, ``we do not know—

``What! Dont know! Dont I tell you?

``We will telegraph to Paris—

``Telegraph to hell! Wheres my man? Here! Dawson! Do you remember that infernal Jew at Monaco? Hes here. Hes in there! jerking an angry thumb at the café door. ``Keep him in sight till the police come for him. If he says anything, kick him into the lake.

Dawson bowed.

The clerk tried to say that he would telegraph instantly, but Sir Griffin barked in his face and snorted his way down the hall, followed by the valet.

Rex, laughing, threw down his cigarette and sauntered over to the clerk.

``Whom does the Englishman want kicked out?

The clerk made a polite gesture, asking Rex to wait until he had finished telegraphing. At that moment the postillions horn heralded the coming of the mail coach, and that meant the speedy arrival of the last western train. Rex forgot Sir Griffin and strolled over to the post office to watch the distribution of the letters and to get his own.

A great deal of flopping and pounding seemed to be required as a preliminary to postal distribution. First the mail bags seemed to be dragged all over the floor, then came a long series of thumps while the letters were stamped, finally the slide was raised and a face the color of underdone pie crust, with little angry eyes, appeared. The owner had a new and ingenious insult for each person who presented himself. The Tweelers were utterly routed and went away not knowing whether there were any letters for them or not. Several valets and ladies maids exchanged lively but ineffectual compliments with the face in the post office window. Then came Sir Griffin. Rex looked on with interest. What the ill-natured brute behind the grating said, Rex couldnt hear, but Sir Griffin burst out with a roar, ``Damnation! that made everybody jump. Then he stuck his head as far as he could get it in at the little window and shouted — in fluent German, awfully pronounced — ``Here! You! Its enough that youre so stupid you dont know what youre about. Dont you try to be impudent too! Hand me those letters! The official bully handed them over without a word.

Rex took advantage of the lull and stepped to the window. ``Any letters for Mr Gethryn?

``How you spell him? Rex spelled him.

``Yet once again! demanded the intelligent person. Rex wrote it in English and in German script.

``From Trauerbach — yes?

``Yes.

The man went away, looked through two ledgers, sent for another, made out several sets of blanks, and finally came back to the window, but said nothing.

``Well? said Rex, pleasantly.

``Well, said the man.

``Anything for me?

``Nothing for you.

``Kindly look again, said Rex. ``I know there are letters for me.

In about ten minutes the man appeared again.

``Well? said Gethryn.

``Well, said the man.

``Nothing for me?

``Something. And with ostentatious delay he produced three letters and a newspaper, which Rex took, restraining an impulse to knock him down. After all, the temptation was not very great, presenting itself more as an act of justice than as a personal satisfaction. The truth was, all day long a great gentleness tinged with melancholy had rested on Gethryns spirit. Nothing seemed to matter very much. And whatever engaged his attention for a moment, it was only for a moment, and then his thoughts returned where they had been all day.

Yvonne, Yvonne! She had not been out of his thoughts since he rose that morning. In a few steps he reached his room and read his letters by the waning daylight.

The first began:

My Darling — in three more days I shall stand before a Paris audience. I am not one bit nervous. I am perfectly happy. Yesterday at rehearsal the orchestra applauded and Madame Bordier kissed me. Some very droll things happened. Achilles was intoxicated and chased Ajax the Less with a stick. Ajax fled into my dressing room, and although I was not there I told Achilles afterward that I would never forgive him. Then he wept.

The letter ran on for a page more of lively gossip and then, with a sudden change, ended:

But why do I write these foolish things to you? Ah! you know it is because I am too happy! too happy! and I cannot say what is in my heart. I dare not. It is too soon. I dare not!

If it is that I am happy, who but you knows the reason? And now listen to my little secret. I pray for you, yes, every morning and every evening. And for myself too — now.

God forgives. It is in my faith. Oh! my husband, we will be good!

Thy Yvonne

Gethryns eyes blurred on the page and he sat a long time, very still, not offering to open his remaining letters. Presently he raised his head and looked into the street. It was dusk, and the lamps along the lake side were lighted. He had to light his candles to read by.

The next was from Braith — a short note.

Everything is ready, Rex, your old studio cleaned and dusted until you would not know it.

I have kept the key always by me, and no one but myself has ever entered it since you left.

I will meet you at the station — and when you are really here I shall begin to live again.

Au revoir,
Braith

It seemed as if Gethryn would never get on with his correspondence. He sat and held this letter as he had done the other. A deep melancholy possessed him. He did not care to move. At last, impatiently, he tore the third envelope. It contained a long letter from Clifford.

``My blessed boy, it said.

We learn from Papa Braith that you will be here before long, but the old chump wont tell when. He intends to meet you all alone at the station, and wishes to dispense with a gang and a brass band. We think thats deuced selfish. You are our prodigal as well as his, and we are considering several plans for getting even with Pa.

One is to tell you all the news before he has a chance. And I will begin at once.

Thaxton has gone home, and opened a studio in New York. The Colossus has grown two more inches and hates to hear me mention the freak museums in the Bowery. Carleton is a hubby, and wifey is English and captivating. Rowden told me one day he was going to get married too. When I asked her name he said he didnt know. Someone with red hair.

When I remarked that he was a little in that way himself, he said yes, he knew it, and he intended to found a race of that kind, to be known as the Red Rowdens. Elliotts brindle died, and we sold ours. We now keep two Russian bloodhounds. When you come to my room, knock first, for ``Baby doesnt like to be startled.

Braith has kept your family together, in your old studio. The parrot and the raven are two old fiends and will live forever. Mrs Gummidge periodically sheds litters of kittens, to Braiths indignation. He gives them to the concierge who sells them at a high price, I dont know for what purpose; I have two of the Gummidge children. The bull pups are pups no longer, but they are beauties and no mistake. All the same, wait until you see ``Baby.

I met Yvonne in the Louvre last week. Im glad you are all over that affair, for shes going to be married, she told me. She looked prettier than ever, and as happy as she was pretty. She was with old Bordier of the Fauvette, and his wife, and — think of this! shes coming out in Belle Hélène! Well! Im glad shes all right, for she was too nice to go the usual way.

Poor little Bulfinch shot himself in the Bois last June. He had delirium tremens. Poor little chap!

Theres a Miss Dene here, who knows you. Braith has met her. Shes a beauty, he says, and shes also a stunning girl, possessing manners, and morals, and dignity, and character, and religion and all that you and I have not, my son. Braith says she isnt too good for you when you are at your best; but we know better, Reggy; any good girl is too good for the likes of us.

Hasten to my arms, Reginald! You will find them at No. 640 Rue Notre Dame des Champs, chez,

Foxhall Clifford, Esq.

Leaving Cliffords letter and the newspapers on the table, Rex took his hat, put out the light, and went down to the street. As he stood in the door, looking off at the dark lake, he folded Yvonnes letter and placed it in his breast. He held Braiths a moment more and then laid it beside hers.

The air was brisk; he buttoned his coat about him. Here and there a moonbeam touched the lapping edge of the water, or flashed out in the open stretch beyond the point of pines. High over the pines hung a cliff, blackening the water all around with fathomless shadow.

A waiter came lounging by, his hands tucked beneath his coattails. ``What point is that? The one which overhangs the pines there? asked Rex.

``Gracious sir! said the waiter, ``that is the Schicksalfels.

``Why `Schicksal-fels?

``Has the gracious gentleman never heard the legend of the `Rock of Fate?

``No, and on second thoughts, I dont care to hear it now. Another time. Good night!

``Ah! the gentleman is too good! Thousand thanks! Gute Nacht, gnädiger Herr!

Gethryn remained looking at the crags.

``They cannot be half a mile from here, he thought. ``I suppose the path is good enough; if not, I can turn back. The lake will look well from there by moonlight. And he found himself moving up a little footpath which branched below the hotel.

It was pleasant, brisk walking. The air had a touch of early frost in it. Gethryn swung along at a good pace, pulling his cap down and fastening the last button of his coat. The trees threw long shadows across the path, hiding it from view, except where the moonlight fell white on the moist gravel. The moon herself was past the full and not very bright; a film of mist was drawing over the sky. Gethryn, looking up, thought of that gentle moon which once sailed ghostlike at high noon through the blue zenith among silver clouds while a boy lay beside the stream with rod and creel; and then he remembered the dear old yellow moon that used to flood the nursery with pools of light and pile strange moving shades about his bed. And then he saw, still looking up, the great white globe that hung above the frozen river, striking blue sparks from the ringing skates.

He felt lonely and a trifle homesick. For the first time in his life — he was still so young — he thought of his childhood and his boyhood as something gone beyond recall.

He had nearly reached his destination; just before him the path entered a patch of pine woods and emerged from it, shortly, upon the flat-topped rock which he was seeking. Under the first arching branches he stopped and looked back at the marred moon in the mist-covered sky.

``I am sick of this wandering, he thought. ``Wane quickly! Your successor shall shine on my home: Yvonnes and mine.

And, thinking of Yvonne, he passed into the shadows which the pines cast upon the Schicksalfels.


Seventeen
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PARIS LAY SPARKLING under a cold, clear sky. The brilliant streets lay coiled along the Seine and stretched glittering from bank to bank, from boulevard to boulevard; cafés, brasseries, concert halls and theaters in the yellow blaze of gas and the white and violet of electricity.

It was not late, but people who entered the lobby of the Theater Fauvette turned away before the placard ``Standing room only.

Somewhere in the city a bell sounded the hour, and with the last stroke the drop curtain fell on the first act of ``La Belle Hélène.

It fell amidst a whirlwind of applause, in which the orchestra led.

The old leader of the violins shook his head, however. He had been there twenty years, and he had never before heard of such singing in comic opera.

``No, no, he said, ``she cant stay here. Dame! she sings!

Madame Bordier was pale and happy; her good husband was weak with joy. The members of the troupe had not yet had time to be jealous and they, too, applauded.

As for the house, it was not only conquered, it was wild with enthusiasm. The lobbies were thronged.

Braith ran up against Rowden and Elliott.

``By Jove! they cried, with one voice, ``whod have thought the little girl had all that in her? I say, Braith, does Rex know about her? When is he coming?

``Rex doesnt know and doesnt care. Rex is cured, said Braith. ``And hes coming next week. Wheres Clifford? he added, to make a diversion.

``Clifford promised to meet us here. Hell be along soon.

The pair went out for refreshments and Braith returned to his seat.

The wait between the acts proved longer than was agreeable, and people grumbled. The machinery would not work, and two heavy scenes had to be shifted by hand. Good Monsieur Bordier flew about the stage in a delirium of excitement. No one would have recognized him for the eminently reasonable being he appeared in private life. He called the stage hands ``Prussian pigs! and ``Spanish cattle! and expressed his intention to dismiss the whole force tomorrow.

Yvonne, already dressed, stood at the door of her room, looking along the alley of dusty scenery to where a warm glow revealed the close proximity of the footlights. There was considerable unprofessional confusion, and not a little skylarking going on among the company, who took advantage of the temporary interruption.

Yvonne stood in the door of her dressing room and dreamed, seeing nothing.

Her pretty figure was draped in a Grecian tunic of creamy white, bordered with gold; her soft, dark hair was gathered in a simple knot.

Presently she turned and entered her dressing room, closing the door. Then she sat down before the mirror, her chin resting on her hands, her eyes fixed on her reflected eyes, a faint smile curving her lips.

``Oh! you happy girl! she thought. ``You happy, happy girl! And just a little frightened, for tomorrow he will come. And when he says — for he will say it — `Yvonne must we wait? I shall tell him, No! take me now if you will!

Without a knock the door burst open. A rush of music from the orchestra came in. Yvonne thought ``So they have begun at last! The same moment she rose with a faint, heartsick cry. Her sister closed the door and fastened it, shutting out all sound but that of her terrible voice. Yvonne blanched as she looked on that malignant face. With a sudden faintness she leaned back, pressing one hand to her heart.

``You received my letter? said the woman.

Yvonne did not answer. Her sister stamped and came nearer. ``Speak! she cried.

Yvonne shrank and trembled, but kept her resolute eyes on the cruel eyes approaching hers.

``Shall I tear an answer from you? said the woman, always coming nearer. ``Do you think I will wait your pleasure, now?

No answer.

``He is here — Mr Blumenthal; he is waiting for you. You dare not refuse him again! You will come with us now, after the opera. Do you hear? You will come. There is no more time. It must be now. I told you there would be time, but there is none — none!

Yvonnes maid knocked at the door and called:

``Mademoiselle, cest lheuer!

``Answer! hissed the woman.

Yvonne, speechless, holding both hands to her heart, kept her eyes on her sisters face. That face grew ashen; the eyes had the blank glare of a tigers; she sprang up to Yvonne and grasped her by the wrists.

``Mademoiselle! Mademoiselle! cest lheure! called the maid, shaking the door.

``Fool! hissed her sister, ``you think you will marry the American!

``Mademoiselle Descartes! mais Mademoiselle Descartes! cried Monsieurs voice without.

``Let me go! panted Yvonne, struggling wildly.

``Go! screamed the woman, ``go, and sing! You cannot marry him! He is dead! and she struck the girl with her clenched fist.

The door, torn open, crashed behind her and immediately swung back again to admit Madame.

``My child! my child! What is it? What ails you? Quick, or it will be too late! Ah! try, try, my child!

She was in tears of despair.

Taking her beseeching hand, Yvonne moved toward the stage.

``Oui, chère Madame! she said.

The chorus swelled around her.

Oh! reine en ce jour!

rose, fell, ebbed away, and left her standing alone.

She heard a voice — ``Tell me, Venus— but she hardly knew it for her own. It was all dark before her eyes — while the mad chorus of Kings went on, ``For us, what joy! — thundering away along the wings.

``Fear Calchas!

``Seize him!

``Let Calchas fear!

And then she began to sing — to sing as she had never sung before. Sweet, thrilling, her voice poured forth into the crowded auditorium. The people sat spellbound. There was a moment of silence; no one offered to applaud. And then she began again.

Oui cest un réve,
Un réve doux damour — 

She faltered — 

La nuit lui préte son mystère,
Il doit finir avec le jour — 

the voice broke. Men were standing up in the audience. One cried out:

``Il — doit — finir—

The music clashed in one great discord.

Why did the stage reel under her? What was the shouting?

Her heavy, dark hair fell down about her little white face as she sank on her knees, and covered her as she lay her slender length along the stage.

The orchestra and the audience sprang to their feet. The great blank curtain rattled to the ground. A whirlwind swept over the house. Monsieur Bordier stepped before the curtain.

``My friends! he began, but his voice failed, and he only added, ``Cest fini!

With hardly a word the audience moved to the exits. But Braith, turning to the right, made his way through a long, low passage and strode toward a little stage door. It was flung open and a man hurried past him.

``Monsieur! called Braith. ``Monsieur!

But Monsieur Bordier was crying like a child, and kept on his way, without answering.

The narrow corridor was now filled with hurrying, excited figures in gauze and tinsel, sham armor, and painted faces. They pressed Braith back, but he struggled and fought his way to the door.

A Sergeant de Ville shouldered through the crowd. He was dragging a woman along by the arm. Another policeman came behind, urging her forward. Somehow she slipped from them and sank, cowering against the wall. Braiths eyes met hers. She cowered still lower.

A slender, sallow man had been quietly slipping through the throng. A red-faced fellow touched him on the shoulder.

``Pardon! I think this is Mr Emanuel Pick.

``No! stammered the man, and started to run.

Braith blocked his way. The red-faced detective was at his side.

``So, you are Mr Emanuel Pick!

``No! gasped the other.

``He lies! He lies! yelled the woman, from the floor.

The Jew reeled back and, with a piercing scream, tore at his handcuffed wrists. Braith whispered to the detective:

``What has the woman done? What is the charge?

``Charge? There are a dozen. The last is murder.

The woman had fainted and they carried her away. The light fell a moment on the Jews livid face, the next Braith stood under the dark porch of the empty theater. The confusion was all at the stage entrance. Here, in front, the deserted street was white and black and silent under the electric lamps. All the lonelier for two wretched gamins, counting their dirty sous and draggled newspapers.

When they saw Braith they started for him; one was ahead in the race, but the other gained on him, reached him, dealt him a merciless blow, and panted up to Braith.

The defeated one, crying bitterly, gathered up his scattered papers from the gutter.

``Curse you, Rigaud! you hound! he cried, in a passion of tears. ``Curse you, son of a murderer!

The first gamin whipped out a paper and thrust it toward Braith.

``Buy it, Monsieur! he whined, ``the last edition, full account of the Boulangist riot this morning; burning of the Prussian flags; explosion on a warship; murder in Germany, discovered by an English Milord—

Braith was walking fast; the gamin ran by his side for a moment, but soon gave it up. Braith walked faster and faster; he was almost running when he reached his own door. There was a light in his window. He rushed up the stairs and into his room.

Clifford was sitting there, his head in his hands. Braith touched him, trying to speak lightly.

``Are you asleep, old man?

Clifford raised a colorless face to his.

``What is it? Cant you speak?

But Clifford only pointed to a crumpled telegram lying on the table, and hid his face again as Braith raised the paper to the light.

*

THE END




The Red Republic
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Published in 1895, this is first instalment of a trilogy of stories set against the backdrop of the Franco-Prussian War, a conflict between the Second French Empire and the German states of the North German Confederation led by the Kingdom of Prussia. The Red Republic is a romance novel that concerns events during the Paris Commune of 1871 – a brief period of anarchy following Frances defeat to Prussia, during which time a Communist uprising took control the city. The uprising led to violent struggle between the army and supporters of the commune, resulting in a brief period of anarchy in the capital. Against this bloody backdrop, Chambers constructs an exciting story full of daring escapes, cunning disguises, nefarious plots and heart-stopping fight scenes.
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A barricaded street during the Paris Commune, 1871


Lo! I too am come, chanting the chant of battles!


TO MY MOTHER.



Above the bayonets mixed and crossed 

Men saw a gray gigantic ghost 

Receding through the battle cloud, 

And heard across the tempest loud 

The death-cry of a nation lost!


CHAPTER I. THE CAFÉ CARDINAL.
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ALL ENGLISHMEN ARE pigs! observed a young man who stood swaying in the doorway of the Café Cardinal. Nobody replied to this criticism. The café was full. The young man advanced unsteadily to the centre of the long room and looked about for a seat. His lustreless eyes travelled from table to table until they became fixed on a group of people in the embrasure of one of the windows which opened on the rue des Écoles. Toward these people he shuffled, but when he laid a heavy hand on the shoulder of one, a woman, she cried out and shrank away. A man sitting beside her started up angrily, but sat down again when he saw who it was, and resumed his jaunty air.

Its Isidore Weser, he chuckled.

Room was made at the marble-topped table.

Sit down, Isidore, said the jaunty man. Your legs seem very, very tired.

But Weser still stood swaying before the table, turning his eyes from one to another; then he addressed each in turn: Bon jour, Faustine, bon jour, Tribert, bon jour, Sarre, bon jour—

Sit down! Sit down! said Tribert, impatiently. Weser replied with a yell that drew the attention of the whole café. This seemed to be what he wanted. When I came in, he explained, I made a remark to which nobody paid the slightest attention. I advanced a proposition which called for comment. There was no comment. He paused, fixing a glassy eye on Landes, who from a distant table was looking curiously at him over the edge of a newspaper. I will repeat my remark, he resumed. All Englishmen are pigs!

Landes half rose, hesitated a moment, and then sat down again. This seemed to amuse the jaunty man, whose name was Sarre.

Certainly, Englishmen are pigs! he cried, dragging Weser into a chair beside him, and Izzy has religious scruples. His voice was perfectly audible to every one in the café. Several people laughed. Landes threw down his paper, and walked over to the group at the window.

My name is Philip Landes, he said, looking straight at Sarre. I am an American.

Sarre grinned, but before he could reply the girl beside him cried:

They all know you are an American, Monsieur Landes. They mean you no discourtesy.

Sarre waved his hand jauntily.

You mustnt take offence. Wesers drunk, isnt he, Tribert?

All the same, Im not fond of Americans, said Tribert, impudently.

Shame! cried the girl. I, Faustine Courtois, say it. Pagot, Sarre, have you no excuse to offer Monsieur Landes?

Pagot looked frightened, Sarre grinned, Georgias, the Greek, sneered openly. Landes waited.

Sarre, he said at length, I am waiting for your explanation.

If I have said anything that might seem offensive, I am sorry, and withdraw it, grinned Sarre, emphasizing each word with a pat of his hand on his fat legs.

And I, shouted Weser, struggling to his feet — 

I tell you—

You tell me! Canaille! cut in Landes, coldly. Tribert dragged Weser back into his chair, and turned to meet the stern eyes of Landes. I said nothing, he muttered, shifting his glance.

Im glad to hear it, said Landes.

At that moment a man approached the table, nodded to everybody, and sat down.

Bon jour, Raoul, grunted Tribert.

The other acknowledged the greeting and, drawing a pair of glasses from a case, adjusted them and looked up at Landes. Ah, he said, its Monsieur Landes. Whats the trouble?

Monsieur Landes thinks we are not polite enough! chuckled Sarre.

And he will instruct us perhaps, said Raoul Rigault.

If necessary, said Landes.

Rigault looked at him. Americans are not favorites in Paris, he said brusquely.

That, replied Landes, is of no consequence to Americans.

Who says Americans are not favorites in Paris? demanded Faustine. They are favorites with me. Philip glanced at her kindly, but his eyes returned directly to Rigault. Rigault drew a paper from his pocket, and held it in his hand.

Monsieur Landes, he began, I have something to say to you.

Whatever you say, Rigault, Philip answered, dont forget that in the siege just over we Americans served with the ambulance corps and the American Minister was the only foreign representative in Paris who stuck to his post.

Ah! Yes! The American Minister, said Rigault. You may as well know what we Parisians think about your Minister—

I dont care a d — n what you Parisians think about our Minister, retorted Landes, but I want to know what you mean, you Raoul Rigault, and you, André Sarre, both of you students of the Latin Quarter, by insulting a fellow student, a member of the Students Association?

Monsieur is right, said a tall young artillery officer at a neighboring table.

Whats that? cried Rigault.

The officer rose leisurely, buttoned his astrakhan-trimmed dolman, and, picking up his sabre, snapped the clasp to the short silver chain which dangled from his sword belt. Then walking over to Landes, he bowed, saying, I, Monsieur, admire Americans, and with a pleasant salute to Faustine, turned his back on the rest and walked out.

Raoul Rigaults eyes glittered through his glasses. En voilà un quil faut saigner, he muttered.

Disgusted with the whole scene, Philip turned to go also. Rigault sprang up and barred the way; his baby mouth under the thick, crisp beard looked moist and venomous. He began, speaking slowly at first, but before he had uttered half a dozen sentences he was snarling, his cheeks purple and swollen, his eyes growing paler and harder until they had lost every vestige of color, and were nothing but a malignant sparkle.

You have been expelled from the Students Association, Monsieur Landes, he began, and for this reason — you are an American. We want no Americans — louder— and no Prussians, — still louder,— do you understand me? Here he burst into a roar. Sarre caught his arm.

Give him the letter, Raoul, he said; dont make a scene.

Raoul thrust the paper he had been holding at Philip, who took it mechanically, but Rigault, shaking off Sarre, went on violently:

Your American Minister has taught us who are our enemies! — your Minister Washburn — —

Are you crazy? said Landes, astonished at this outburst.

Rigault is right, growled Tribert.

Am I crazy! mimicked Rigault. Do you want proofs? Did your Minister Washburn receive the American papers during the siege? And did he erase with ink everything in them that could be of service to France before he would let them be seen by us?

He could not do otherwise, said Philip, gravely; a Foreign Minister could not distribute to the garrison of a besieged town news which he was able to receive only through the courtesy of the besiegers. To cut short the violent and foolish scene, he would have turned away once more, but Rigault drowned his last words in a torrent of half-articulate blasphemy, out of which came distinctly the words, American Minister, American students — paid Prussian spies!

Without a sound, Landes sprang at him. Tribert jerked Rigault back against the wall, and shoved the table in front of him, while Monsieur Cardinal, alarmed for the crockery in his café, threw his arms around the Americans waist, and shouted for the police. Landes struggled, white with passion, overturning tables and chairs, but Monsieur Cardinal held fast, while Sarre and Pagot each draped himself over an arm.

Raoul Rigault, he said, between his gasps, you lie! Let me go, Monsieur Cardinal! I will not touch him here, — let go, André Sarre, or Ill break your neck. On my honor I wont touch him, Monsieur Cardinal, — not here, to-night, — let me go, I tell you!

On your honor, Monsieur Landes? whined Cardinal.

I said it, panted Landes.

They released him, and the tumult in the café died away as he took a step forward and faced Rigault.

Ill break my cane over your head, when next we meet, you mongrel liar! Keep out of my way, Sarre! — and you too, whatever your name is, turning on Tribert, who scowled back in reply. As for this canaille you call Weser, and this Greek here, who seems so ready with that thin knife hes just slipped back into his pocket — pfui! He made a gesture of disgust, and walked out into the street, trembling with excitement.

He crossed the Boulevard St. Michel, and entering Ferdinands ordered dinner, but when it was brought he felt too upset to eat, and drawing out the paper he had received from Rigault, he looked at it. It bore the seal of the French Students Association and was addressed:



MONSIEUR PHILIP LANDES, 

Artiste Peintre, 

École des Beaux Arts, 

En Ville.



The black-eyed waitress who had served him for three years felt that something indeed serious must be the matter, when a young man who has just been through a siege of six months, living on government demi-rations of horse meat and straw bread, reads a letter before looking at the juicy Châteaubriand which a black-eyed waitress sets before him.

Are you ill, Monsieur Landes? she inquired.

No, — oh, no, he replied, smiling. Ill eat presently. Has Monsieur Ellice come in yet?

Ellice entered as he spoke, with Ynès Falaise, and Landes rose to welcome them.

Bon soir, Mlle. Ynès. Hello, Jack! Sit down here, Im just beginning.

Ynès seated herself with a graceful shake of her fluffy skirts, and the two young men dropped into chairs on either side of her.

Well, said Ellice, after the dinner was ordered, any news?

Nothing of interest, replied Landes, thinking of the scene just past in the Café Cardinal. What do the evening papers say?

Whatever they say, they dont say it in English, observed Mlle. Falaise, whom that language bored. The young men laughed and begged her pardon, then chatted on in French.

They still keep talking about that mysterious Central Committee, said Ellice. What is the Central Committee, Ynès?

Politics! cried the girl. What a pity, before dinner!

Ynès is of Lewis Carrolls mind, said Ellice. Politics to-morrow, politics yesterday, but never politics to-day.

Then give me a glass of that Chambertin, she said evasively, and talk your politics by and by with Monsieur Philip.

I have heard of the Comité Central every day since the surrender, persisted Landes. What is it, anyway? Who compose it?

Do you know, interrupted Ynès, that the Prussians stole all the cuckoo clocks in the Champs Élysées quarter?

Ah, bah! laughed Ellice. Every one knows they behaved themselves very well while they were in Paris.

But they stole the cuckoo clocks, persisted Mlle. Falaise,— the barbarians!

Barbarians as much as you like, said Ellice, and their native tongue—

And their French! I suppose theyd call it the Gomidé Zendrale, mimicked Mlle. Falaise, making her mouth very round.

Jack, said Landes, Ill tell you all I know about the Central Committee. Do you remember last month, while the peace was being arranged, a placard was stuck all over the walls, — a big, square, red placard, blood-red?

Yes, I remember it.

Its a wonder you do, considering the thousands of placards of every shape and color that we used to see pasted up every day during the siege.

Oh, I remember this one. It said the National Guard had elected the undersigned as a Committee to intervene in the situation.

Yes, and they declared they would intervene in the name of three hundred thousand citizens. It isnt a small detail, three hundred thousand citizens. And the undersigned were sixteen names absolutely unknown, unless you except that fellow Assi, who came into prominence during the Creuzot troubles. Well, that was the beginning of the Comité Central. Nobody paid the slightest attention to it then. So far as I know, no one does now, and yet it seems to be there, all the same. What is it, what does it want, Ynès?

What the Comité Central wants, said Ynès, impaling and eating a single pea, is the Republic. Thats what I want also.

Its what all France wants, said Ellice.

Except Monsieur Thiers, said the girl, scornfully.

Well, yes, Id like to know what Monsieur Thiers wants too, while Im asking for information, yawned Ellice.

What he wants, flashed out Ynès, is to insult Paris. First he holds the National Assembly at Bordeaux, and then he carries it to Versailles! Imbecile!

He said he didnt want to go there, said Landes. Versailles is the city of kings, he said.

Oh, pour celà, Versailles is well enough, said Ynès. Its only a suburb of Paris now, thanks to the railroad. But Monsieur Thiers blows hot and cold with the same mouth, that is my opinion, she added, with a gay smile, and held out her glass to touch Philips.

They pledged the Republic, and, at her command, drank confusion to all Germans, and may their stolen cuckoo clocks go wrong forever, said Ellice.

Ynès kissed her hand to him, and made him a compliment on his esprit, but Landes harked back to the first theme.

This Central Committee bothers me, he said. What common end holds them together? Are they afraid Thiers will betray the Republic? Are they — is it the Commune they are after?

The Commune, murmured Ellice. That would mean Thermidor! Their eyes met, they looked at Ynès, who was sipping an ice. Her pretty teeth showed in a careless smile, a fluffy mass of silk and lace framed her pointed foot. She glanced aside, caught them looking at her, and became injured and expostulatory.

Mais, mon Dieu! What is this? Politics, politics, always politics! And that is how you make yourselves agreeable to ladies, you Americans!

Would Mademoiselle perhaps find this more amusing? smiled Philip, handing her the letter which he had kept beside his plate. Read it too, Jack, he added.

Ellice leaned over with a pardon, Ynès, and glanced at the paper which she unfolded. When he saw its contents he started back and stared at Landes. What in thunder! he exclaimed, where did you get that?

From Raoul Rigault, just now in the Café Cardinal. He was there with André Sarre and a miscellaneous collection of scum that I never saw before. He made a nasty scene and then handed me this.

He said it was because I was an American—

Ah, bah! said Ynès, angrily.

Well, did you say anything to him? asked Jack. I started to make a few suitable remarks, but had to desist because of the shrieks of old Cardinal.

Raoul Rigault knows all about the Comité Central, observed Ynès, in a low voice.

Oh, he does. I thought as much.

After a short silence Landes resumed.

Do you remember, Jack, how they celebrated the twenty-fourth of February in the Place de la Bastile, last month?

I didnt see it but I heard about it.

What would you say was the prominent feature in that celebration?

If you like to call a prominent feature what was the only feature, mocked Ynès, recovering her gaiety, I should say La Garde Nationale.

Well, I watched the whole business, Philip went on, from six in the morning till six in the evening the battalions of the National Guard passed without intermission, bands playing, bugles and drums, and officers at their head. They carried wreaths of immortelles, tied with crape and red ribbons, and placed them around the statue of Liberty in the Place de la Bastile. During the next five days a hundred and fifty battalions came and did the same thing. Each one did exactly as all the rest. The delegates, preceded by drummers and buglers or by bands, with their officers and flags, entered through the gate opposite the rue Saint-Antoine and passed around the column inside the railing. The commissaires wore a red cocarde. When they halted, these fellows in red took the wreaths and flags, each inscribed with the number of the company and battalion, and placed them before the pedestal. Then the commandant uncovered, the drums beat the long roll, the bands played a patriotic air, and everybody shouted, Vive la République!  Usually an officer made a speech, which always began in the same way, something like this: The people of Paris, honoring the memory of those illustrious victims who died in defending Liberty, mean to defend the Republic to the death.

They kept up their parades too, said Ellice, every day, and toward the end of the month they grew rather — rather menacing, I thought—

More patriotic, you mean, interposed Mademoiselle Ynès.

Well, said Landes, I heard an officer of the 238th battalion say: Monopolists and tyrants think the people under age, but sometimes the people wake up and claim their majority unexpectedly. We speak, he said, of93, of 1830 and48; who knows if our children will not add to these, 1871? I thought it was only blow at the time but now Im not so sure.

After all, said Ellice, this National Guard is a pretty poor organization, seems to me. They only grew war-like after the Prussians had left Paris. Id back one regiment of the Line against the whole two hundred and fifty battalions of the National Guard.

They certainly have a fondness for blowing bugles and it is very tiresome, laughed Ynès, but I think they are good republicans.

Blowing bugles and parading, repeated Ellice, they parade every day and all day.

Yes, said Landes drily, and the other day they paraded their cannon out of sight.

Out of sight? cried the girl. Oh, pas du tout! They are quite easy to be seen winking and blinking in the sun up on Montmartre. You must take me up there to-morrow, Jack, every one is going.

Now, see how these Parisians play with danger, said Landes. Do you think it amusing that an organized militia seizes two hundred and fifty odd pieces of cannon from the park in the Cours-la-Reine and drags them up to the heights of Montmartre and trains them on the city?

It was to save them from being handed over to the Germans, said Ynès; Thiers would have given them up to Bismarck.

Oh, never! protested Landes.

Pardon, murmured Ynès, obstinately.

Landes smiled and waived the question.

Anyway, Ynès, said Jack Ellice, you must confess its making pretty free with government property.

Pardon, said Mademoiselle Falaise again and set her pretty teeth. The cannon belong to the National Guard. Every soldier in each battalion gave something toward paying for them, so did the families and friends of the soldiers. I gave ten francs, all I had at the time. They were built during the siege for the National Guard and paid for as I have just told you. They dont belong to the government at all! and Mademoiselle tossed her head and looked very decided.

All the same, Thiers ought to have shown spirit enough to prevent their removal and placing where they are. Its a menace pure and simple, said Ellice.

Who gave the order for their removal? inquired Landes, picking up a pear and smiling at Ynès impatience of their seriousness.

The Central Committee, she answered.

Precisely! And the Parisians say that the Central Committee does not exist! And Montmartre bristles with artillery which could lay Paris in ashes, and you think it a good joke. The illustrated papers make caricatures about it. If Thiers isnt a fool, hell send a Line regiment up there to fetch them within the next twenty-four hours.

Monsieur Thiers is a nobody, announced Madamoiselle Falaise. Monsieur Ellice, are you going to take me to the theatre?

They all rose. Landes walked with the others to the door, and they stood a moment chatting on the Boulevard St. Michel, then crying: Au revoir! À demain donc! they separated, Landes turning up toward the Luxembourg Gardens, and Ellice, escorting Madamoiselle Falaise to the Folies-St-Antoine, where she had a speaking part in the new farce, Paris Upside Down, and was receiving fifty francs a week and some applause.


CHAPTER II. PHILIP ACTS AS ESCORT.
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AFTER TAKING LEAVE of Jack and Ynès, Philip walked slowly up the St. Michel and sat down on a Boulevard bench. Mechanically he took off his hat to enjoy the spring breeze.

The first soft air, he thought to himself, that has entered the sad city, since her gates closed in autumn and the state of siege was proclaimed. This started several trains of thought at once, which he followed, not because he wanted to, but because they persisted, getting themselves more or less mixed up and intertwisted as trains of thought will; the scene in Café Cardinal, the talk with Jack and Ynès, and now this first touch of returning spring, reminding him of light-hearted springtimes that came and went before the troubles began.

It was the 16th day of March, 1871.

On the 20th of January preceding, General Trochu, Governor of Paris, had lost his last battle under the walls, and had published the following despatch:



NOTICE!

IT IS NOW URGENTLY NECESSARY TO SEND A FLAG OF TRUCE TO SÈVRES, DEMANDING AN ARMISTICE OF TWO DAYS, FOR THE REMOVAL OF THE WOUNDED, AND THE BURIAL OF THE DEAD.

WAGONS, STOUTLY BUILT AND WELL EQUIPPED, ARE WANTED, ALSO THE LARGEST POSSIBLE NUMBER OF STRETCHERS.

LOSE NO TIME, BUT WORK!



Landes went out with the American ambulance. Before he returned, Paris had surrendered.

Poor General Trochu! In the beginning he had cried, The Governor of Paris will not surrender! but hunger, bitter cold, and a dissatisfied public told heavily on the resolution of the Governor of Paris. Sortie after sortie failed to break the ring of German bayonets. The people clamored for another and still another effort. He sent out thousands of men to face their fate. They went gladly. Few of them ever returned. Yet even when the shattered remnants of their troops crept back through the gates of the fortifications, the people cried, The Governor of Paris must not surrender!

On the 21st of January, the people read in placards on the walls that the Government of National Defence had decided to separate the offices of Commander-in-chief of the Army and President of the Government, that General Vinoy was appointed Commandant of the Army of Paris, that the title and functions of Governor of Paris were suppressed, and that General Trochu was to remain President of the Government.

On the 1st day of March, as the morning bells sounded eight oclock, the first German of the advanced guard passed the fortifications of Neuilly. At half-past ten, the German army being massed on the meadow of Longchamps, the Crown Prince passed along the cheering lines. At ten minutes to eleven, the cheers rolled out in a deafening Hoch dem Konig! and King William galloped across the meadow to the windmill, where his son was waiting to receive him. Then all the splendid German bands crashed out with the hymn Heil dir in Siegeskranz!

The echo of that triumphant music was still sounding in Paris over the Seine, among the shell-torn houses of the left bank, and in the bitter hearts of the people. Landes heard it, now, as he sat musing, his eyes bent on his cane, with which he was absently beating a tattoo on the curb.

Monsieur Philip whispered a voice behind him. He swung around and jumped up.

Faustine! he exclaimed Whats the matter? What are you crying for?

At first she would do nothing but lean against a tree and sob quietly. After a while he persuaded her to sit down, and then lighting a cigarette, he waited for her to speak when she should be ready. He knew she would not have come to him if she had not had something to say.

The Place de Medici was not well lighted. The petroleum lamps, which had hung from the gilded iron railing of the Luxembourg Gardens during the siege were now removed, and the gas burned dimly, at long intervals, on some of the gas posts. The light from the Café dlena on the opposite side of the Boulevard St. Michel illumined the fountain in the Place de Medici, but hardly penetrated to the Gardens. Under the black arcades of the Odéon, a lantern or two glimmered feebly. Few people passed; no one paid the slightest attention to them. A womans sobs could scarcely attract attention in a city which for six months had heard little else. Landes smoked and waited, still beating a gentle tattoo on the curbstone.

After a while, Faustine stopped crying and sat up, drying her eyes, and arranging her veil. Then he leaned toward her with a pleasant, anything I can do for you, Faustine?

Nothing, she smiled, but her lip trembled; nothing, unless you can bring back old times, Monsieur Philip.

Oh, theyll come back all right, he said cheerfully, not in the least believing it. It will be just the same when the chestnuts are in blossom — our own set, you know, when we can get together again, you, Ynès, Jack Ellice, Georges Carrière—

Killed at Champigny!

I forgot, said Landes, soberly. Well, there are Alfred dAunay, and Armand Rivière—

Armand! Oh, Monsieur Philip, he was sabred by the Prussians!

I never heard that, Landes said, and then there was a long silence.

Everyone — everything is changed, is changing, she began again. Friends are no longer friends, comrades turn on one, people one would not have spoken to in the old days give orders now, and — strike! Her voice was very low and full of bitter resentment. Landes looked up sharply, as if he would ask a question, but changed his mind and waited.

No, she went on, I shall never be happy again. Do you remember how gay we were here in the Quarter, Francine and Wyeth Vernon, Mariette and Georges Carrière; — then you, Jack Ellice, Ynès Falaise, and I, who were nothing but good comrades and oh! so happy! She laid a gloved hand on his arm.

My poor Philip, dont you understand? That is all over. Can you make this the same city it was then? Can you make us the same people we were then? Can you bring Georges back from the field of Champigny, — and the smile to Mariettes eyes? If one dragged the bottom of the Loiret, there would be Armand with a sabre cut across his face. And when we go down the rue de Bac, we pass the place where Francine was killed by a shell, — you saw her lying in the street with her pretty gray jacket all ripped and splashed; — Wyeth Vernon was walking so near her, that his sleeve was drenched with her blood. He used to blush when she called him stupid, and follow her about everywhere. He doesnt know what to do with himself now. You may see him any day on a bench in the Gardens there. I tell you, she went on excitedly, the shadow of the Prussian eagle wraps the city still, and his talons are in my heart!

Oh! Oh! Come, Faustine, not so tragic, said Landes, speaking very gently. And by the way, I dont wonder you think the decent people are all dead, if you take up with the sort I saw you with to-day.

Yes! Why do I lower myself to become the comrade of such men as Sarre and Rigault, I, Faustine Courtois!

Thats what I want to know, he replied sharply. Because they are Revolutionists, she cried recklessly. Because they plot—

À la Grande Duchesse, put in Landes.

She checked herself and asked quietly, my poor Philip, do you think it is a farce?

I think that anything Sarre and Rigault manage will be a farce fit for the Palais Royal. But that is not the point at present. Low as they are, their friends are lower. What is a girl like you doing in the company of a creature like Tribert?

Faustine hung her head.

I thought I could endure him because he works for the Republic, and I hate — mon Dieu, how I hate the Empire — the Germans and Thiers. I had nothing else to give, so I gave myself.

That was a mistake. Landes spoke very dryly. His tone seemed to sting Faustine beyond endurance.

A mistake, she cried, and what will you call it when I tell you that to-day he struck me?

Philip was silent. Faustine, he said at length, this is dropping pretty low.

She began to sob again, violently.

When did the creature strike you, and why? he demanded.

This evening, after I — we had gone home.

But why, insisted Philip.

Because I took your part in the Café Cardinal to-day, and because of something I said last night.

What did you say?

I told them—

Them?

Yes. Rigault, Sarre, Tribert, and the rest, that the Revolution would never prosper on crimes like those they were planning. He said he would beat me if I said that again, and to-night he did so.

Landes listened, shocked beyond measure. What crimes, Faustine?

For answer she only wept and kept repeating, I am not a traitress! but neither am I a thief, and he could get nothing else from her. Presently he said: You and crime! My poor Faustine! I never thought of you and crime together.

Cest bien! she cried hysterically. If you call robbing the Bank of France to get money for the Revolution a crime, then you may call me what you will; for when they talked of that, I did not oppose them. And theyll do it, too, someday. But when it comes to picking pockets, and murdering old Whats that? cried Landes.

Oh, do you think they would stop at that? It was Tribert who planned it, and then I told him I hated him, and then — the rest happened. He struck me, — that canaille!

And the murder?—

Yes, of your friends father, Colonel the Count de Brassac!

Landes stood up.

This is too much, he said sternly.

Faustine winced at his tone, and her head sank lower than ever.

It is that I came to warn you, she said humbly. Go on, he said, and again she shrank at his tone. She spoke from that moment in a suppressed voice of intense suffering. Philip remembered afterward, but at the time he was wholly preoccupied with what she had to tell him.

Go on, Faustine, he repeated.

She began in a dull, mechanical voice, but clearly: Colonel the Count de Brassac, father of Victor de Brassac, your friend, nest ce pas? — who won the Prix de Rome and died three years ago—

Well?

Colonel de Brassac led the cavalry at Klarbrunnen, and was taken prisoner. He was paroled to his home in Chartres. Three days ago he arrived in Paris. You know all this?

Yes, I know it. His arrival was in all the papers.

Last night, Sarre came to us in the Café Cardinal, and took us to his own place. There he told us that the Count de Brassac had brought with him some family jewels to place for safe keeping in the Bank of France. He would not tell us how he knew it, but he said the Count was very careless with the jewels, carrying them in a small bag in his pocket, and often going out alone. Then Tribert said it would be very easy to rob him, and that he had better be killed too, as that would make less trouble.

I shall warn Colonel de Brassac! said Philip, contemptuously.

It is what I wished. But I am not a traitress, I am not!

Landes was so preoccupied with disgust and indignation, as well as alarm, that he failed to notice her painful self-defence, but he recalled it afterward.

Mazas and the guillotine will find your friends all in good time, Faustine. Meanwhile, hadnt you better cut loose from them?

I must go back to them, she replied doggedly, and work for the Republic; without crime and Tribert if I can, with them if I must. Dear Monsieur Philip, she broke out pitifully, you stare at me so strangely!

Landes looked at her, puzzled. How changed she was. The associate of criminals? — he could not believe it. Yet if she was indeed that, why did she betray them? Was it revenge for the blow? If so, the revenge was worthy of the company she kept. The thought sickened him. She read it in his eyes, turned very pale, and rose.

No, she said gently, you are wrong. It is not revenge. I have told you because the Count de Brassac is your friend, and you are Philip Landes, — whom I love! — 

Landes started and stepped back. Nonsense! he began, but Faustine was already hurrying away.

He stood and watched her while she crossed the Boulevard St. Michel, and turned into the rue Souflot. He believed she had told the truth, both about the facts and her motive for revealing them. For one thing, Faustine never lied. He could see that, for the time at least, Faustine loved him, but that did not strike him as of much importance. He was used to the caprices of Latin-Quarter girls, and being of a healthy mind, he did not regard them very seriously as a rule. He had never cared for one of her kind, except in the way of good comradeship. Looking now after Faustine, he felt for one moment a touch of the tenderness which always moves a man toward a woman who loves him, — unless she interferes with his love for some other woman. The feeling was gone before she had disappeared, hurrying down the rue Souflot, but he stood a moment longer, musing upon the gay times which she had just reminded him could never be recalled, and thinking regretfully how she was changed for the worse. Six months ago she had been a girl of the Quarter, educated, clever, charming, full of gaiety, never sentimental, a perfect comrade for a young student occupied in making day and night a masterpiece of pleasure as he understood it. Landes had inherited healthy blood, and his idea of pleasure did not include the craving ache of vice, but it did include an undue proportion of childish play. He found perfect satisfaction for some of his needs in galloping through Meudon woods, in fishing the still pools of the Caillette, in romping over the fragrant meadows of Versailles.

Faustine galloped, fished, and romped, yet she was never vulgar, never tiresome, she never lost a certain dainty politeness, even when she lost her temper. He supposed she had various affairs about which he knew nothing, and cared less, but for him she was merely an excellent playmate, in those days when he was still a boy at heart.

Sometimes he found his reputation for morality a little irksome in the Quarter, where good morals and white blackbirds are equally rare. He chafed a little now and then, when it became too evident that St. Anthony was considered to be nowhere compared with him, but hard work in the Ecole des Beaux Arts, and hard play outside of the school, left him not much interest for what others were saying of him. And now he stood watching Faustine as she disappeared down the rue Souflot, and it seemed a dream that less than one year ago life had been so young and irresponsible and gay.

Throwing away his cigarette, he sighed and buttoned his overcoat close, for the spring balm was gone from the air, and the night winds were rising. Walking swiftly down the rue de Medici, he turned the corner of the rue de Vaugirard to the Odéon, and entered the telegraph office in the Palais du Sénat. Taking up some blanks, he began to compose a message, then stopped short. It rushed upon him all at once that he had not the Count de Brassacs address. He had forgotten to ask it, and Faustine had suddenly broken away without remembering to tell him if she knew it. The hôtel where the family had formerly lived when in Paris had been sold since Victors death, followed very shortly by the death of his mother. The old Count and his daughter had been living at Chartres when the war began, and Landes had not an idea where the Count would be stopping now. His eye fell on the military operator who was looking sharply at him, and he promptly walked into the inner office, and saluted this gentleman with one of those bows which a Frenchman knows how to perform and to appreciate. When in excellent French Landes asked for the address of Colonel the Count de Brassac, Thirtieth Hussars of the Guard, Division dHericourt, late prisoner of war at Klarbrunnen, the operator was no longer suspicious, and politely begged him to wait. He brought out a bulky volume, and ran over the pages, Landes watching him with interest, a sentry with loaded chassepot peering in at Landes through the barred window.

Monsieur le Comte de Brassac is domiciled at Chartres, subject to orders from General Vinoy, he said, after a long search.

But I know that, said Landes, he came to Paris recently, and I thought you might be able to tell me where I could get his address. The operator set the keys clicking. Almost immediately answering clicks came back, and he reappeared at the postoffice window.

I have telegraphed to the Ministry of War, he said; Colonel de Brassac has just left General Vinoy to return to his hôtel in the rue Faublas, Number 13.

Ah! Then I know the house well. Many thanks, mon capitaine, and with another ceremonious salute Landes departed, leaving the official thoroughly delighted at having been mistaken for a captain by such a distinguished gentleman.

Philip crossed the street, and, entering the rue Monsieur le Prince, cut through the rue des Mauvais Ménages, crossed the Impasse Lombard, and turned up the rue Faublas.

Four years ago his friend of the Atelier, Victor de Brassac, had invited him to spend the Christmas holidays with his family in the little hôtel there on the corner. One year later Victor died in Rome, at the Villa Medici. Landes had attended his friends funeral at St. Sulpice, and had been affectionately received by his friends parents when he went to them afterward. But in a few days they left for Nice, and soon after the mother died. Only the Count was left and his daughter Jeanne. They went to live at Chartres, and Philip had never seen them since.

Landes walked slowly up to the gate and rang the bell. The same old porter came toddling out of his lodge, and admitted him into the court, where a servant met and led him through the garden, and into the house.

When the servant had gone away with his card, Landes stood and looked about the drawing-room. It had never been refurnished. There stood the same piano where Victors young sister Jeanne, home for her school holidays, had played her little convent pieces, but there was no warm glow of a sea-coal fire in the empty grate, and in the light from a single lamp the familiar colors looked pale and faded. The Colonel entered, and Landes was shocked at the change in him. He had grown old and white and small. His uniform glittered on him like a jewelled case on a mummy. He came to Philip with both hands outstretched.

My sons friend! You are welcome, Monsieur Landes. Then they sat down and spoke of Victor and the Prix de Rome and his first envoi, of his death, and of his mothers death.

My wife died of a broken heart, said the Colonel.

I know it, Monsieur le Comte, said Philip, and they were silent, looking sadly at each other in the faded room.

And Mademoiselle de Brassac? said Philip, after a while; happily, she escaped the siege. I hope she is well.

My daughter is well, and is with me in Paris, though not at this hôtel. I sold it at the time, and we have lived ever since at Chartres. But the present owner, who lives in London since the troubles, placed the house at my disposal, when I returned to Paris. But I only come here sometimes from the War Office, because it is so near. The house is too full of memories for my little girl. Jeanne and I are stopping in the Hôtel Perret in the Place Pigalle, but we return to Chartres on the 18th of March, the day after to-morrow. All our friends are gone from Paris. There is not one left to whom I could confide Jeanne, and she cant be here alone. Come to us before we go. Come to Chartres when you can, to the Château de Brassac. And then they spoke of war, of humiliation and disaster and defeat, of the siege and its horrors, the insubordination of the National Guard, the removal of the cannon, and what it threatened.

All this time Landes had been wondering how he should say what he had come to say. He felt his youth, and had a horror of seeming officious. He cast about in his mind for a way to approach the subject, and ended by going straight to the point.

Count de Brassac, he said, standing up, I heard an hour ago that you are in personal danger. Some ruffians have learned, or think they have, that you carry about with you some valuable diamonds, and they have planned to waylay and rob you. The Count rose too. That is true, he said quietly, however it has become known. I did bring a small bag of diamonds up with me to deposit in the Bank of France. They are about all Jeanne will have at my death. I have almost nothing else left except the Château, and old châteaux dont bring much in the market nowadays, he added, rather bitterly. There were two attempts at burglary made at our house in Chartres, showing some one knew they were there, so I came up to Paris with them.

But, pardon! — it is such a risk to carry them about.

I did not mean to. I have tried twice already to see the Marquis de Ploeuc of the Bank of France. To-night I have an appointment to meet him at the Luxembourg. Perhaps he will receive and put them somewhere in safe keeping to-night; if not, tomorrow they will be deposited in the Bank of France.

The sooner the better, said Landes, unable quite to restrain his impatience. The criminal element here is growing more openly threatening than I have ever seen it. I never before encountered, in all Paris, so many hang-dog faces as I now meet daily in the Latin Quarter. Pardon, Count, but, indeed, it is not safe to carry these jewels on your person. You see there are already some thieves and cut-throats who know about them.

So it appears, said the old soldier, dryly. Would it interest you to look at what Messieurs the pickpockets find so desirable? He drew a small leather bag from the pocket of his dolman and handed it to Philip. Open it, he said, smiling. A small cascade of flashing stones fell on to a table beside them. The gems were large and of splendid lustre. The sight increased Landes uneasiness and he ventured to press his warning more urgently.

Well, said the Count, I confess I cannot feel that there is really any danger, but if there is, it will soon be over. Either to-night, or to-morrow at the latest, they will be in safe keeping. And, pardon me, but it only wants a quarter of the hour when I must be at the Luxembourg.

Will you let me accompany you?

With the greatest pleasure. I shall be delighted to have your company, — one moment to change my uniform. But first permit me— and he offered Landes a glass of wine from a tray the servant placed before him. They bowed to each other and drank in silence. As the Count set down his glass, he said once more: Monsieur, you were my sons friend, He excused himself and withdrew, quickly returning in a simple fatigue jacket without a sword belt. Philip noted this, but as a young man and a civilian he felt it impossible to say anything; besides he could not but hope that the Colonel would at least have a revolver in his pocket. All the more that now he saw how few precautions of that sort his old friend was inclined to take, he regretted bitterly his own habit of going unarmed.

They traversed the court, and, passing through the gate, entered the dark street. It was quite deserted. They walked along in silence, the Colonels spurs ringing faintly with the rhythmic tap of Landes cane. A single gas jet illuminated the rue Faublas, but when they turned into the narrow Impasse Lombard not a ray of light remained. The all old houses were closed and silent; the stream of water running along the gutter rippled like a mountain brook in the silence. — 

Do I walk too fast? asked Philip.

No, my child, said the old officer, and his voice showed that he was smiling. Do you think I am a pensionnaire of the Invalides?

Not after Klarbrunnen, began Philip, but just then they had reached the corner of the rue des Mauvais-Ménages, and he stopped short.

Well, mon enfant? inquired the Colonel, striding ahead.

I thought we were followed, said Landes, peering back into the darkness.

I thought so too, said the Colonel.

They went on quietly but heard nothing except their own footsteps. They reached the rue Monsieur le Prince.

How dark it looks, murmured Landes, and not a thing stirring, not even a cat.

You ate all the tabbies last winter, began the Colonel, laughing. Philip laid a hand on his arm.

There come the steps again, always on the opposite side of the street. They stared into the shadows behind them. You have your revolver? said Landes.

No, I have not. I am to blame Philip, but you — ?

No, I never carry one, and to-night I did not know that one would be needed. I came to you on very short notice, — the moment I was warned myself. But my stick is heavy—

I am to blame, repeated the old soldier; it was a foolish act to leave the revolver. But I think after all we were mistaken. Listen, we are not followed. They listened; not a step could be heard. They turned into the rue Monsieur le Prince; that was better lighted, and a few people were afoot there. Landes drew a long breath as they came in sight of the gilded iron railing of the Luxembourg. Now! he thought, but to his amazement the Count kept straight on, and entered the Gardens by the gate of the Fountain of Marie de Medici. Landes followed, protesting earnestly.

Mon Dieu! said the Count, laughing, what would you have? It is the short cut.

But it is only a few moments longer by the street, urged Landes, and these trees are too thick for a dark night.

Not for young eyes like yours and mine, persisted the old soldier, and Philip chafed to hear the smile in his voice. But he followed without another word, and they crossed together the strip of turf which separates the shrub-grown path from the long, square pool of the fountain. Here gigantic sycamores threw their shadow on the gravel, and a thicket of shrubs, dense, although leafless, cast a deep gloom over the shallow reaches of the pool.

There are the barracks, said the Count, taking off his fatigue cap, and passing a handkerchief over his forehead. Mon Dieu! How you walk, Monsieur the American. Have all the young men in America legs like that?

Landes did not answer. His eyes were fixed on the thicket close behind him. Quick as a flash he raised his stick and at the same moment Sarre felled him from behind.

When he recovered consciousness, and the roaring in his ears had partly died away, he heard Triberts voice very near:

Throw that American into the water. No, dont search him. I did that. What the devil are you doing, Sarre? Leave the Count alone. Then he swore frightfully, cursing Sarre and Georgias by name.

The Count didnt have the diamonds on him, after all, snarled Georgias, delivering a kick at Landes body.

You lie, you bungling Greek! I tell you I heard them fall into the water.

If you would look more carefully in his clothes, — suggested Sarre, with an anxious snicker.

Oh, you make me sick, you scented, fat-headed bungler! The bag fell into the water, I heard it.

I told you to keep him away from the edge. Unless Pagot comes back with that light pretty d — d quick, well lose the diamonds, and if he does come, theyll see it at the corps de garde and be down on r us. Georgias, do you hear? Help me drop this American pork overboard.

On the bag of diamonds, giggled Sarre, nervously.

Only wait till Pagot brings a light. Damn the lazy fool, why dont he hurry? Shall I slip my knife into the American? Hes breathing and trying to turn over, said Georgias.

Yes, muttered Tribert, stick him deep behind the ear. — Hark! — is that Pagot?

Qui vive?

Friends, stammered Georgias.

Halt! shouted a voice behind them, with a rattle of accoutrements and the stamp of horses hoofs.

The cavalry! whispered Tribert. They are on the grass among the trees. Stick the American! — stick the American, quick! What are you shaking for? — idiot! fool! — Give me the knife! — Give it, I say!

Advance three paces, friends of France, came the order close beside them.

Tribert seized the knife. A lantern flashed in his face.

À lassassin!

À lassassin! came the startled cry of the vedette, and bang! bang! bang! rang the cavalry carbines, while the drums crashed out in the guard-house below, and a bugle sent the echoes flying among the trees.

Au secours! gasped Landes, and fainted dead away.

Cochon! panted Tribert, hurling the knife at his throat. Attrape ton secours!



* * * * * * *

Lights were dancing before Philips eyes when consciousness returned again, and tall figures moved slowly about him, in apparently aimless circles. After a while his mind grew clearer, and he began to remember. Then a sudden fear chilled him and he tried to rise on his elbow.

The Count, he said weakly. Where is the Count de Brassac?

The moving figures seemed to be struck motionless. Some one brought a light close to him, and he saw that he was lying on a military cot covered with soldiers blankets. He was in a big gray room and all about him soldiers moved. Their motion and the light pained his eyes, and his head ached as if the skull would fly into splinters.

A white-haired officer came, and another, a surgeon, readjusted a bandage about his throat, and laid something cool over his eyes and forehead.

Can you speak? asked the officer.

Yes, said Landes, but his own voice jarred his head, and the jar sickened him.

You were attacked. Do you remember how?

I was with the Count de Brassac. He stopped a moment by the fountain to rest. He was laughing because I walked so fast. Then — then I dont remember — oh, yes — something looked out from the thicket — the face of a thief — Tribert. I struck at him with my cane — then — then — I dont remember. The pain was severe and he had to stop and wait until the throbbing of his brain subsided a little.

What is his name, the man you saw in the thicket?

Tribert.

Where does he live?

I dont know. I have seen him in the Café Cardinal. There were other — other thieves. I heard them talking when I lay on the ground.

Who were the others?

Georgias, the Greek; André Sarre, student in the École de Médecine; and a man they called Pagot.

Who are you?

Philip Landes, citizen of the United States, living at 70 rue Notre Dame, student of painting in the École des Beaux Arts. Pain forced him to stop again.

Make one more effort, said the officer. There is no danger? — turning to the surgeon.

Oh, no, he is not badly injured. There is no fracture, and the knife only grazed the skin of his throat, but the pain confuses him.

Try, again then, Monsieur Landes. Try to tell me all you know about the affair.

Philip made a desperate effort to concentrate his mind, and succeeded. As his mind grew clear, he realized that he must speak warily, or he should compromise Faustine, and he was resolved not to do that if it could be avoided. So when at last he told his story in a weak voice, with long pauses, he left her out of it altogether.

He said in substance that he could not mistake the thieves for he had met the whole lot of them that afternoon in the Café Cardinal, and been insulted by them because he was an American. Their voices were unmistakable. After dinner, he had wanted to call on his old friend, the Count de Brassac, returned three days ago to Paris,— Monsieur knew?

Oh, yes, the officer knew all about that.

Well, Landes said, he had found the Counts address at the telegraph office in the Palais du Sénat. The Count was in the old hôtel of the family, rue Faublas. Philip had gone there after dinner and had found him. The Count had shown him a small bag of diamonds which he had brought up to Paris to place for safekeeping in the Bank of France. He was going to keep an appointment to meet the Marquis de Ploeuc this evening.

It seemed to me, said Landes, that he carried the diamonds rather recklessly, and when I found that he was going to the Luxembourg quite alone, I begged permission to accompany him. Then he related the rest, and at last resolutely asked the question whose answer he had been dreading to hear.

And the Count de Brassac?

Monsieur le Comte is very badly hurt,

He is dead?

He was killed by a knife-thrust.

That was Georgias, whispered Landes, and fainted away again.

They would not let him talk any more, and to that end kept him well under the influence of morphine. He slept heavily all the next day, and only woke at night long enough to passively take some soup. Next morning he awoke from a dreamless slumber and looked at the white-haired officer who was standing by watching him.

Good! said that gentleman. Monsieur is better.

Philip sat up. There was plenty of lassitude and stiffness in his muscles, and his head felt queer, but he answered: I am quite well. I must get up.

When you like, but first a word, if you please. The officer took some papers from his pocket. Those are the papers found upon you two nights ago. One is a letter notifying you of your expulsion from the Students League, on account of your being an American. It is signed by Raoul Rigault and countersigned by André Sarre. And this is the telegram you wrote to the Count de Brassac, without sending, at the office of the Palais du Sénat, the same night. The operator in charge remembers you and corroborates your account. After a pause the officer went on: The Count de Brassac died about half-past eleven on the night of the assault. He recovered consciousness before he died. His daughter was summoned and was with him. He was able to speak with her.

Poor little Jeanne! Philip suddenly saw the desolate child and his eyes filled with tears. He had not spoken, but the white-haired officer said, kindly: You are right, Monsieur!

We are anxious about the jewels, he went on. They were found in the basin of the fountain, and should have been given at once to the Marquis de Ploeuc, but by some mistake they were left in the hands of Mademoiselle de Brassacs maid, and are now in the de Brassac apartments at the Hôtel Perret.

Oh, that is wrong! Some harm will come to the young lady if the thieves know she has those jewels in her possession!

That is what we fear, although at present an orderly is on guard there subject to her commands; but when you are able to go there, Monsieur, I think you can be of great service to her. The Count spoke to her of you before he died.

The officer bowed, and Landes felt that he was trusted.

Have the murderers been caught? he asked.

No, and it will be a difficult matter to take them. Listen, Monsieur Landes. They are the soul and centre of a widespread conspiracy. There is more than murder in it. We have stumbled upon a plot whose ramifications give great cause for anxiety. The government has been notified, the police are working secretly, the newspapers have been prevented from publishing any account of the murder. They reported the Counts death from a stroke of paralysis. The Count was buried yesterday at Montrouge, privately. If possible, Mademoiselle de Brassac should leave Paris for Chartres to-day.

What is to-day?

The 18th.

Then I have been ill two nights and a day?

Exactly.

Landes sprang up without further ceremony. When he was dressed and was shaking hands with the surgeon, who pronounced him all right, but advised him to keep his head cool and avoid excitement for the present,— for, said the doctor, laughing, they didnt crack your skull, but they came very near it, — just at that moment an orderly entered and handed a note to the white-haired officer.

What are you doing away from the Hôtel Perret? asked that gentleman, sharply.

Mademoiselle insisted, mon capitaine.

The captain shrugged and turned abruptly to Landes.

Mademoiselle is now entirely alone with her maid in the Hôtel Perret. She sends a note asking if Mr. Philip Landes will be well enough to call upon her before she leaves for Chartres. If not, she says shell come here with her maid. She wishes to thank you, Monsieur, and to give you a message from her father. She should have found some other messenger than the orderly who was there to protect her. Perhaps there is no time to lose, Monsieur.

Will you do me the favor to send for a cab? said Philip.

While he was waiting, stick and hat in hand, after he had made the proper acknowledgments and exchanged very cordial adieus, the captain said to him, drily: Well, the troops left this morning to retake the cannon on Montmartre.

Ah! exclaimed Landes, it was time.

Yes, it was time, and do you know what convinced M. Thiers also that it was time? They say it was the revelations which reached him in connection with this murder of the Count de Brassac.

The conspiracy of which you spoke alarms M. Thiers?

Let us hope so, answered the captain, with a glance at the surgeon.

A dragoon entered and announced the cab. They shook hands once more cordially. Philip hurried out and jumped into the cab, crying: Hôtel Perret, Place Pigalle. Drive quickly. The whitehaired captain watched him to the end of the street, then turned back into the guard-room with a curse.

And you are — blessing whom, mon capitaine? blandly inquired the surgeon, lighting a cigarette.

Louis XVI., of course, growled the other.

The surgeon blew several smoke rings out of the barred window, removed the cigarette from his lips, whistled a little, and then, looking straight at the captain, he deliberately sang the following remarkable couplet:



Cest Adolphe Thiers quon me nomme, 

Sacré nom dun petit bonhomme!



This being rank treason, the captain walked out of ear-shot.


CHAPTER III. AN HISTORICAL INTERLUDE.
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PARIS HAD BEEN singing Rocheforts couplet now for several weeks.

On the 27th of the month preceding this, in which our story begins, a proclamation was sent by the National Assembly at Bordeaux to the citizens of Paris, urging them to accept quietly the hard terms of the surrender. The German army would enter Paris, it said, and occupy the zone, from the bridge of Courbevoie, with the Place de la Concorde, and the gardens of the Tuileries as the extreme limit.

If the terms of surrender are not respected, continued the proclamation, the truce will be broken. The enemy, already master of the forts, will seize by violence the entire city. Your property, your public works, your chefs-dœuvre of art will no longer be guaranteed by the agreement. This misfortune will fall on all France. The terrible ravages of war, which have not yet passed the Loire, will then reach the Pyrenees. It is therefore the exact truth that with you rests the safety of France. Ernest Picard followed this with a despatch. The Germans offered to renounce entry into Paris if Belfort were ceded to them forever. We replied that if anything could console Paris in her suffering and humiliation it would be the thought that our suffering saved Belfort to France. Comforted by this, the Parisians quietly prepared to endure the occupation. The city was ready to accept the terms. The city was, but the faubourgs were not. In many of the suburbs, especially in revolutionary Montmartre and Belleville, the turbulent population, seeing the city patient, began to call for blood. These quarters had distinct ideas as to whose blood they wanted shed. During the siege, when it was necessary to repel invasion at the cost of their own, the battalions of Montmartre and Belleville were not distinguished for reckless bravery. There was even some scandal. They were not mentioned enthusiastically in the orders from headquarters, and in some cases disciplinary measures were employed; and now, when all good citizens had reconciled themselves to the inevitable, these battalions cocked their caps, polished up their gold facings, and yelled for Prussian blood. The mysterious Central Committee incited and supported them, proving that the roots of this organization were imbedded in anarchism. It gloated over the prospect of what was sure to follow on the firing of the first shot. The Prussians would throw themselves on the city like mad men; Mont Valérien would pound the fashionable quarters to powder. What pickings! during the sack of the city which would follow! The first and last article of faith for the Central Committee and those whom it represented was the ruin of the Bourgeoisie. Montmartre.. and Belleville listened and howled approval.

Then for two nights battalions, hastily formed, but numbering in all thirty thousand men, massed themselves in the Champs Elysées as far as the Avenue de la Grande-Armée with the avowed purpose of preventing the entry of the Germans, but General Vinoy, who was commander-in-chief of the National Guard, as well as of the regular army, put a stop to this grotesque fanfaronade.

The rappel was beaten last night, he said, but the drummers had no orders, and they will be court-martialed. Some battalions took up arms with treasonable intent, but the majority of the Guard remained quiet. They understood what is the duty of all good citizens.

This sobered the faubourgs, and when the German newspapers announced that if there should be any disorder in Paris during the occupation, the Prussian army, with King William at its head, would take possession of the entire city, and would bring back Napoleon III. to the Tuileries, that produced a still more profound impression in the suburbs. Belleville was silent, Montmartre thoughtful, and the insidious Central Committee urged the discontented battalions to retire with dignity, but to keep their arms. Next day, not a National Guardsman was to be seen in the Champs Elysées. Then the Central Committee, from its obscurity, spread broadcast throughout Paris this printed circular:

Where are the cannon of the National Guard? Soldiers of the battalions of Belleville and Montmartre! these cannon are yours. You paid for them, your sisters, wives, and children contributed to them, — are they to be surrendered to the Prussians?

It was a thunder-clap from a clear sky. Nobody had thought about the cannon. At that time the National Guard numbered 150,000 men, divided into 250 battalians, and each battalion possessed a cannon. In spite of General Vinoys orders, this immense mass of men felt their power and now they began to clamor.

We bought them, they are ours, they shall not fall into the hands of the Prussians! the cry went up.

That was the time when Monsieur Thiers should have shown his teeth. He may have had none; he certainly did not exhibit any. He temporized. Jules Favre in the preliminaries of peace had begged Bismarck to allow the National Guard to retain their rifles. Bismarck grinned and politely acceded to the request, thinking, what an ass, this M. Favre. Now the National Guard not only possessed 300,000 rifles with sabre bayonets, but was also reaching for 250 pieces of cannon and mitrailleuses. Monsieur Thiers thought this amusing. The National Assembly was bickering over the question of permitting the Orleans princes to return, and paid no attention to the cannon. Col. Schoelcher, commanding the artillery, begged Thiers to interefere. Thiers refused. The poor Colonel then attempted to stem the rising tide himself. He offered to give the battalions their pieces if, one by one, each battalion would receive its pieces from him in the Jardin de lArchevêché, but they laughed in his face. These 250 cannon and mitrailleuses were assembled in ranks of fifty in the Cours-la-Reine. One day an order came, from whom perhaps no one but the Central Committee knew. The cannon were seized by the National Guard, who, with drums and bugles sounding, marched as convoy, while hundreds of horses dragged the guns ûp the hill of Montmartre. Thiers was very much amused, it appeared, and the comic journals rang the changes on the joke, until one day a staff officer went up the hill of Montmartre to see these famous cannon, and came back with his hair on end and his sabre between his legs. This startled Monsieur Thiers who was by nature timid, and when the staff officer had told his tale, the hair on Monsieur Thiers head rose likewise. Two hundred and fifty guns of 7 and 12 concentrated upon Paris! It was not, after all, very amusing. The city began to look serious. People cast sidelong glances at this hill glittering with loaded guns. The Prussians have gone, they said to each other, why are the cannon still there? Thiers heard these murmurs, and — temporized. The public grew more and more anxious, the Radical newspapers began to give Monsieur Thiers advice. He listened — and temporized. Take away the cannon, cried the people. Please give me your cannon, mumbled the chief of the Executive Power. When refused with taunts and jeers of Come and take them, he turned with a senile snarl on the newspapers and suppressed six, the Vengeur, the Cri du Peuple, Henri Rocheforts Mot dOrdre,

Père Duchene, and two humble sheets, La Caricature and the Bouche de Fer. This was attacking the liberty of the Press, a bad precedent for the party of order and toleration to establish. General dAurelle de Paladines, the victorious leader at Coulmiers, and actual general in command of the National Guard, worked with heart and soul to restore discipline. The government arrived in Paris from Bordeaux on its way to Versailles. The people begged that it might stay. Thiers refused and ordered Versailles to be made ready. It would take some weeks to prepare for the reception of the Ministers there, so meanwhile the National Assembly remained in Paris. Thiers occupied the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Montmartre was guarded by 500 men and 250 cannon. There were no leaders, unless Assi and Lullier could be called such. Leaders were needed, and the stupidity of the government at once furnished them. The Third Court-Martial had been sitting for the last four months in connection with the affair of the 31st of October. Thiers refused to allow them to retain, for the present, their verdict, and Paris presently received the news that Blanqui, Flourens, Levrault, and Cyrille were condemned to death, Doctor Goupil to two years imprisonment, and Jules Vallès to six months. The others were acquitted. The condemned might as well have been acquitted also, as they were all in hiding, and as soon as the news came that judgment had been pronounced the insurgent National Guard welcomed them with open arms. Thiers might have known this. He may have known it. Gustave Flourens came out of his hole and showed himself publicly in the midst of the Belleville battalions in a fantastic costume of major-general and a uniform spangled with gold braid. Regere, Ranvier, Jaclard, and Eudes followed his èxample. Thiers had given the insurgents their officers.

But now the President of the Council and the Ministers had become seriously frightened. They sent officers of the artillery from the Pépinière barracks to Montmartre to parley.

What the h — l do you want? demanded the sentinels.

We want the cannon, replied these innocent officers.

What for?

To distribute them, day by day, to the battalions.

Have you the countersign?

No, two lines from the Governor of Paris will be sufficient.

Passez au large! We dont know any Governor but the Central Committee.

The officers slunk back to Monsieur Thiers.

This is very embarrassing, observed that gentleman, and called a council of war.

Montmartre was evidently a hotbed of conspiracy. One hundred and fifty thousand National Guards and three hundred thousand women and children owed allegiance to the Central Committee, which brooded like a thunder cloud over the hill of cannon. Attracted by the disorder, the worst elements, the very dregs and scum of Paris, were congregating on Montmartre to join the revolt. Mobiles, Franc-Tireurs, renegade Line soldiers, all came and clamored for the uniform of the National Guard and the five francs a day. Where the money came from was a mystery. Some spoke of Bismarck, some of an Englishman who scattered twenty thousand francs in French money among the hordes.

Rain fell in torrents and the famous pieces of 7 and the mitrailleuses began to rust. To amuse the Guard, the Central Committee ordered the red flag to be hoisted on the Buttes Chaumont, and down came the tricolor. Paris stared, Monsieur Thiers was almost galvanized into action. Monsieur Roger, chief of staff, urged him to attack with the regular troops and what remained of the loyal National Guard. He said he would and — temporized.

On the morning of the 18th of March, 1871, the people of Paris read this placard pasted over the dead walls of the unhappy city.



TO THE PARISIANS.

For some time past certain irresponsible people under the pretext of resisting the Prussians, who are no longer within your walls, have constituted themselves masters of a portion of the city of Paris. They collect arms, throw up intrenchments, mount guard, and force you to aid them by order of a mythical Committee which pretends to govern a section of the National Guard. This is defiance to the authority of the legal government instituted through universal suffrage. These men, who have already caused so much evil, and whom you yourselves dispersed on the 31st of October, under pretence of defending you against the Prussians, who are no longer in Paris, have mounted and aimed cannon which, if fired, would annihilate your houses, your children, and yourselves. If France once believes that the neccessary accompaniment of the Republic is disorder, then the Republic will be lost.

Monsieur Thiers wrote well, but two words, concise and unmistakable, addressed to the disaffected, would have answered the purpose better.

People read the placard and wondered what was coming next. It is easy, they grumbled, to crush those insurgents. One regiment of the Line and horses to drag away the cannon would do it; manifestos and placards wont.

This was true. At that late hour, it would still have been easy to quell the insurrection. The insurgents were fatigued, enervated, confused. Discipline was almost entirely wanting. Strife had arisen in the Central Committee, and Karl Marx, the founder of the International Society of Workingmen, from which the Central Committee took orders, was opposed to the insurrection. From England, where he had taken refuge after his condemnation to death at Berlin, he launched thunderbolts of invective against the revolt. This puzzled and discouraged the National Guard. Thiers believed that this famous letter of Marx would end the trouble. Monsieur Thiers nourished another illusion. He imagined that at the first drum-roll the loyal party of Paris would spring to arms. He gave his orders. About two oclock in the morning, the drums crashed out in the streets in every quarter of Paris. It was the call to arms, the rappel. Not a battalion arose. At three oclock the alarm was repeated. Paris slept. At five oclock, at dawn, the third and last appeal thundered along the streets, while the bugles rang from every square. People were astonished and puzzled. How were they to know who was beating the alarm? After their last response to the call, General Vinoy had threatened them. If they responded now, would he not carry out his threats?

Thiers, pressing his nose against a window pane in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, saw his aides-de-camp come galloping into the courtyard.

Well? he said, when they entered.

Scarcely two hundred National Guards have responded, was their report.

Gentlemen, observed Monsieur Thiers, with solemn conviction, to the members of his Cabinet who entered at that moment, this affair really begins to look serious.

Then a gamin passed along under the window singing:



Cest Adolphe Thiers, quon me nomme, 

Sacré nom dun petit bonhomme.



A great stillness fell on the company. A staff officer coughed gently behind his immaculately gloved hand.

At two oclock in the morning, the sky was one dazzling sheet of clustered stars. A soft wind blew over the fortifications, bringing with it a breath of awakening spring. The streets were deserted, the houses dark and silent. Behind the Palais de lindustrie, a small camp-fire smouldered among the trees of the Park.

At half-past two, the Avenue Malakoff and the Place de lEtoile were suddenly filled with shadowy marching legions. At the same hour, masses of silent men issued from the Bois de Boulogne and swept up the avenue toward the Champs Élysées, and from the Palais de lindustrie cavalry appeared, followed by the clink! clink! of moving cannon. It was General Lecomtes brigade under orders from Thiers on their way to capture the cannon on the heights of Montmartre.

Silently the troops moved down the deserted avenue, lighted only by the stars, swung across the Place de la Concorde, through the rue de la Paix, and then separating into detachments took the small winding streets which lead to the hill of Montmartre. The cavalry halted in the Place Pigalle before the fountain. The 76th of the Line occupied the rue Houdon and the rue lAbbaye. A mitrailleuse was planted to sweep the rue des Martyrs. Then General Lecomte sent out a detachment of police to seize the important post of the Moulin de la Galette, which guarded the cannon. The police crept up in the darkness, until one of them stumbled and fell with his sabre and rifle clanking on the pavement.

Qui vive? shouted the startled insurgent sentry.

A shot answered him and he fell. The post ran out but were seized and disarmed. The guard at No. 6 rue des Rosiers were captured asleep at their posts, and the troops and police closed in about the cannon. At five oclock in the morning General Lecomte sent word to General dAurelle de Paladines that the cannon were taken, and sappers were demolishing the intrenchments, and he begged him at once to bring horses to remove the cannon to the city below. De Paladines came himself, and wanted to know what General Lecomte meant; Thiers had given him no orders for horses.

Good God! cried General Lecomte, has he neglected to send the horses?

DAurelle de Paladines shouted to his men to move the cannon by hand, and the soldiers at once began to drag a piece of 7 through the mud and down the steep, slippery street to the foot of the hill. A great crowd of men, women, and children had gathered to watch them, and from every house National Guards ran out, rifle in hand, crying: Thiers has betrayed us! A coup détat! Lecomte is robbing us of our cannon!

De Paladines sent messenger after messenger in hot haste to Thiers, begging and imploring him to send horses and harness.

It will take my men a day to move seven or eight of these guns by hand, he wrote. Our force is small, and our men have not been fed. We have no provisions, and every second may mean life or death. At eight oclock the equipages and horses had not arrived. The crowd grew more menacing. The regular troops, tired and hungry, waited for their food to arrive. General Vinoy came up, demanding the reason of delay, and more messengers were despatched to Thiers.

Treason! Robbery! Down with Vinoy! Down with Paladines! Down with Thiers! Down with the cannon thieves! yelled the crowd.

Go to h — l, replied a small bugler of the 76th, and the crowd set up a shout of laughter.

Sonny, cried a handsome young woman, in sabots and a red skirt, do you want this cake? and she handed the bugler a bit which the poor little fellow devoured eagerly.

Good for you! shouted the crowd. Wait! You are our brothers! If you are hungry we will get you food!

In an instant loaves of bread and bottles of wine were brought to the troops who, half-starved, received them with delight. In vain their officers interfered and threatened. We are hungry, the National Guard give us food, why should we fire on them? They are our brothers!

Vive la Ligne! shouted the crowd.

Vive la Garde Nationale! shouted the Regulars. The soldiers of two companies of the 76th, recently recruited from Belleville, began to fraternize with the crowd. An officer ordered them back, but they laughed in his face. A throng of women and children pressed around the artillerymen who were moving the cannon away. The artillerymen resisted, laughing, but the crowd hoisted them on their shoulders, crying hurrah for the artillery! and others dragged the cannon back to the intrenchments. A company of foot chasseurs were ordered to fire on the National Guard. The rifles fell to a level, but women ran out and covered their husbands and brothers with their own bodies.

Fire! shouted the captain; not a shot responded. Other troops were ordered to clear away the constantly increasing crowd, but they refused. Their officers threatened them with sabre and revolver, but they stood doggedly inactive.

The National Guard has fed us. We will not fire on women! they replied.

Hello you! the handsome soldier with the brown moustache! cried a pretty girl from the crowd. Will you stay with us?

Will you give me something to eat? said the soldier, seriously.

Yes, indeed, food and drink.

The soldier accepted a bit of bread and a glass of wine.

To the health of the Republic, he replied, and drained the glass.

Vive la Republique! Vive la Ligne!  cried the people.

The officers were powerless. Some threw down their swords and walked away weeping with rage and mortification. Some broke their swords over their knees and flung them into the street. Suddenly drums were heard and the Federal battalions, colors flying, bayonets shining, poured into the street from every side. General Lecomte shouted to them to halt, but they pressed toward the regular troops, followed by the crowd. In vain Lecomte ordered his troops to charge and clear the street. The company which was guarding the Tower of Solferino, a café, raised their rifles, butt upwards, and refused to budge.

Death to Vinoy! Death to Thiers!  howled the rabble that had followed the Federal battalions. A crashing volley drowned their howls. The National Guards had fired on the Line.

Tiens! said a gamin, pausing before the body of a soldier of the 17th foot chasseurs which lay in a pool of blood beside one of the cannon, here is another of Monsieur Thiers friends. Then he went away whistling:



Cest Adolphe Thiers quon me nomme, 

Sacré nom dun petit bonhomme.


CHAPTER IV. THE EIGHTEENTH OF MARCH.
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SO BEGAN THE day of the famous 18th of March. Landes, lying back in his cab, knew nothing of what was passing on Montmartre, and kept urging the fat old cabby to hurry. The request was received with stolid indifference. After a while the cabman jerked his head half-way round and, addressing vacancy, called Heaven to witness that he was doing his best. This broke the ice, and Landes stepped over the cushions in front and, without further ceremony, took a seat beside the driver.

It is pleasanter up here, he observed.

Now, Monsieur, exclaimed the cabman, horrified, you know this is against regulations.

I dont deny it, replied the young man, lighting a cigarette and passing another to the driver.

He doesnt deny it! cried the cabby, raising both hands to Heaven. He immediately lowered his hands, however, accepted the cigarette, and whispered confidentially: Monsieur must be a student of the Quarter?

Thats exactly what Monsieur is.



All wickedness is permitted to students.

Shut up, and look out where you re driving, said the American, pleasantly. They had just escaped overturning a young man who stopped in his tracks and cursed them foully. It was Weser, but Landes did not recognize him in the uniform of a National Guard. The cabman, utterly unable to forego such an opportunity for invective, drew rein to reply. Landes took his reins away and sent the whip whistling about the horses ears.

Pas de blague, he said. Depechez vous! Allons! en route!

In vain the cabby shouted for assistance, and besought help from a lounging Line soldier. He cried Police! and Au secours! but the passers-by only laughed. They rattled over the Pont-au-Change and passed the Louvre, where Landes, tired of his amusement, restored the driver his reins and whip with a threat for the future if he lingered by the way. In the Place du Carrousel, a battalion of the Line stood at ease before the Pavilion de Rohan, but allowed them to pass without question.

The cabman had recovered his spirits and was chanting merrily as they entered the rue des Martyrs.

Monsieur is a gay monsieur, he chuckled, winking pleasantly at Landes.

Thank you, my friend, my spirits are unimpaired.

I also am gay! caroled the cabby. I love—

His voice was lost in the ringing report of a rifle, and he tumbled clean out of his seat to the pavement. The horse reared, trembled, and dashed up the street at full speed. Landes seized the fallen reins and sawed away at his mouth. He heard people shouting, he caught a glimpse of passers-by scattering in all directions, then there was another shot, and he saw Pagot, in the uniform of a National Guard, lowering a smoking rifle from his shoulder. Before he had time to think, he was blocks away, the terrified horse galloping in the direction of the rue Blanche. A policeman ran into the street and tried to seize the horses head, but was struck and hurled out of the way. Then they bore down upon a cordon of troops who shouted and brought their bayonets to a level, but the horse plunged through these and, swerving into the gutter, crashed against a lamp-post and sank in a quivering heap. Landes kept right on over the horses head and sat up several paces farther along, frightened, astonished, but unhurt.

What did you do that for? demanded an officer running up and frowning at the American.

Now you dont suppose I did it for amusement? retorted Philip, angrily. He heard a burst of laughter near him, and turning saw a tall artillery officer sitting on his horse and regarding him with amusement. The laughter was infectious, and Philip smiled and picked himself up. He had recognized the tall artilleryman who had paid him the pretty compliment in the Café Cardinal, in the quarrel with Rigault and Sarre.

Monsieur Landes, pray pardon me. I laughed at your retort, not at you, said the officer, gravely.

I dont mind, cried Landes, trying to find some broken bones, and not finding any he walked over to the horse.

Poor thing, he said, somebody must shoot it. A soldier stepped forward and gave the wretched brute its coup-de-grace. Landes, finding that his own injuries were confined to the knees of his trousers, picked up his cane and hat and looked around. — 

The artillery officer had dismounted and now came up to him. I see, Monsieur, that you are uninjured. Permit me to offer you my felicitations and my services.

You are very kind, said Landes. I dont exactly know what to do. I ought to go down to the rue Blanche and point out the murderer of my cabman, but I must go to the Place Pigalle.

The lieutenant in charge of the infantry cordon pricked up his ears.

Murder? he asked. Then Landes told the two officers his story.

I am dazed yet, it happened so suddenly, he finished,— and he was in the uniform of a National Guard, but I know him, Tribert.

In the uniform of a National Guard, you say?

Yes, with a captains galons.

Was there any excitement in the street before that?

None that I observed. People were walking about just as usual. After a pause he added: I notice that the streets here are empty except for the military.

We have just captured the cannon at Montmartre! said the artillery officer. If you are going to the Place Pigalle, permit me to offer you my escort.

Thank you, but that will not be necessary.

Oh, yes, it will be, smiled the officer. You cannot get into the Place Pigalle unless a staff officer goes with you.

Then you are very kind, and I accept most gratefully.

The lieutenant of the cordon saluted them with great punctiliousness. Mon capitaine, he said, I will send a corporal and four men to the rue Blanche. We will get this Tribert if he is within our zone.

My name is Alain de Carette, said the artillery officer, turning to Landes. I know that yours is Philip Landes, because you said so in the Café Cardinal. I simply require your word of honor that you will report to me as witness against this Tribert when he is caught.

You have my word of honor, mon capitaine, said Landes.

It is sufficient. Then he threw his bridle to a fantassin, saying, take the horse to the War Ministry, I will go on foot; and not heeding the polite protests of Landes, took his arm and drew him along the steeply ascending hill. I seldom enjoy the luxury of walking, he laughed.

You are very good indeed, replied Landes, warmly.

I like Americans, said the officer. Here is the Place Pigalle.

A squadron of cavalry was massed before the fountain in the centre of the square, and vedettes stood at every corner. The Boulevard beyond was occupied by a detachment of gendarmes on foot and a few policemen. There appeared to be no civilians in the streets. The houses were silent and the shutters closed.

They advanced toward the mounted sentry nearest them. He saluted de Carettes uniform, and they passed across the square toward the fountain where a group of officers had dismounted and were examining a plan which a young fellow of the Rifle battalion had chalked on the pavement. De Carette saluted and Landes raised his hat.

Tiens! Cest Alain! cried the senior officer cordially, and the others looked up with eager greetings. Landes was presented and permitted at once to pass the lines.

Monsieur Landes wishes to visit the Hôtel Perret, said de Carette.

It is empty. The last person to leave was the landlord, said one of the officers. There he is now, he continued, pointing to a café on the corner, that man looking out of the window.

But the guests? cried Landes, alarmed.

Two of them rode away just as we came into the square this morning. Dont you remember? turning to another, who nodded in reply:

The pretty girl and her maid? Yes, I remember; the landlord, Perret, was with them.

Send a trooper for the landlord, said de Carette; wait a moment, Mr. Landes, we will have Monsieur Perret over here.

But Philip could not wait, and with his heart beating anxiously he hurried across the street to the café. The curtains were lowered, the café was almost empty. There was only a young man writing at a desk and a waiter idling aimlessly about. When Philip entered, the young man at the desk glanced up, and immediately dropped his head again. The light was uncertain, his motion was so quick that Philip could not be sure, and yet there was something familiar about his air.

Is Monsieur Perret here? he asked.

Yes, Monsieur, began the waiter,— no, Monsieur, he stammered. The man at the desk had turned his back to Landes and was looking at the waiter. All Landes could see of him now was the top of a curly black head over the desk.

Monsieur Perret must be here. I saw him from the square, said Philip. The waiter stole a glance at the man behind the desk, and shook his head.

Berry? — oh, Perret. I understood Monsieur to say Berry. No, Monsieur Perret is not here, and picking up a towel he began to polish the tops of the tables.

Are there any guests in the Hôtel Perret? demanded Landes angrily.

No, said the waiter with alacrity, seeming to feel himself on certain ground, Monsieur Perret drove the last two away in his carriage— the legs of the chair in which the man at the desk was sitting scraped on the floor, and the waiter stopped short.

Was it Mademoiselle de Brassac and her maid who went this morning?

Yes — no. The waiter had stepped close to the man at the desk, and Landes heard a low murmur.

No, it was not Mademoiselle de Brassac. Mademoiselle de Brassac and her maid left last week, said the waiter, glibly. — 

You lie! said Landes, in a low voice, stepping toward the man at the desk.

Mais, Monsieur, cried the waiter, eagerly, he ought to know; he is the son of Monsieur Perret. At the same moment, Philip sprang forward.

Imbecile! said the man at the desk through his teeth, and striking the waiter out of the way, he slid out of his chair and slipped through a door just behind, but not so quickly as to prevent Landes, who rushed forward at the same moment, from getting a view of his face. It was Georgias, the Greek. Philip tried the handle of the door; it would not open. Then he took a small table and used it as a battering ram. He dashed out the panels, one by one, until the frame fell inward and he sprang through into a courtyard from which there was an opening on the next street. Philip looked up and down the street; it was quite empty, and he ran back into the café. The waiter had disappeared. Landes searched the café, found it entirely deserted, returned to the desk where Georgias had been writing, and noticed there an unfinished letter, beginning, Mon cher Raoul. This he thrust into his pocket along with a revolver which he found in a top drawer, then he began a rapid examination of the café again. He found a staircase at last, climbed it, and hurried through several floors of empty apartments. The doors were all open, the floors were bare, not a stick of furniture was visible. He hurried back to the café, and going to the big window pulled open the shutters and looked across the square. The cavalry had mounted and were moving, with some appearance of excitement, toward the Boulevard.

Captain de Carette! he shouted, but the tramping of the moving squadron drowned his voice, and the artillery officer did not hear. Philip bitterly regretted the time he had lost in searching alone by himself. He went out and crossed to the Hôtel Perret. There his furious bell-calls and raps were unanswered. A window faced the street in a recess just beside the door. He took out the revolver, broke the glass with the butt of it, and climbed through. The house was perfectly dark. He stumbled over chairs and tables toward a faint ray of light which filtered through a closely curtained window, tore back the curtains, threw open the window, and looked around. He was in the office of a small, but handsome hôtel, furnished in taste, the walls and ceiling panelled in solid oak. Through a glass door he saw a vestibule, and the lower steps of a staircase. He picked a candle out of the concierges letter-safe, lighted it, and unhooking every key from the key rack, opened the glass door and mounted the stairs. On the first landing he stopped and selected two keys whose numbers corresponded with the numbers on the doors. The keys fitted, and he entered without trouble. The apartments were empty. He threw the keys away, and mounted the steps of the second floor. Here there was but one apartment. He found the key and entered, but before he had taken one step into the darkened room, the candle was struck from his hand, and something sprang by him. How he managed to get to the window and open it he could not have told, but at last the sunlight broke into the room and he turned to face whatever awaited him. It was a large yellow cat which glared at him, with enormous eyes, from a niche over the door. Her spine was arched, her tail exaggerated. The candle lay on the floor below. Philip burst into a nervous laugh. At the sound of his voice in the empty apartment there came a whine from the bed. Philip went there and saw a small setter puppy curled up on the lace counterpane, trembling and making violent overtures of conciliation. He called the little creature, and it came slowly toward him with a coquetry which is understood to perfection by puppies, and finally rolled over on its back under Landes feet, both forepaws faised beseechingly. Philip bent and took it in his arms. The cat, seeing this, relaxed the rigidity of her tail, transformed her back from an arc-de-triomphe into its normal curves, and licked her singed whiskers. Landes, with the puppy in his arms, began a cautious tour of the apartment. On the bed he noticed a valise, half packed. It contained an officers undress jacket and some underwear. Beyond it, on the floor, lay a riding crop, boots, spurs, and a dress sword in its case. He passed into the next room and found that it had been recently occupied, for the gas was burning low and toilet articles lay scattered over the tables. A curtain hung across the door at the farther end. A sudden draft stirred this curtain and a subtle odor filled the room. He recognized chloroform! In an instant he drew the curtain and threw open the door. On the floor lay a woman, tied and gagged.

The puppy, when Landes dropped him, bounded toward the woman but halted suddenly and began circling around her, barking. Landes stood, not knowing what to do; the puppy retreated between his legs. The shades were partly raised, but the windows were closed and the stench of chloroform made him dizzy. He flung open the window, went to the woman, and unloosened the towel about, her face. A sponge fell from her lips and the smell of chloroform became almost unbearable. Holding his breath, he cut the twine that bound her hands and feet and drew her out on to a balcony, which was under the long French window. Sunlight fell across her face and gilded her brown hair, gathered neatly in a cap such as is worn by ladies maids. She was dressed as if ready to go out, for she wore gloves and a thick cloth jacket. In one hand she held, tightly clenched, the handle of a reticule, which had evidently been cut away with a knife; the other hand was open and limp and the deadly pallor of her face showed that help had probably come too late. Leaning over the railing of the balcony which looked into the square, in search of help, he saw some hussars watering their horses at the fountain. He shouted to them; they heard, mounted, and galloped into the street directly under the balcony.

Is there a surgeon there? he called down. No, shouted back the lieutenant in charge, whats up?

Get a surgeon, its life or death.

I understand surgery, cried a sub-officer, after a brief consultation with his superior.

Then get in that broken window and come up here quick. Send for an ambulance and a surgeon. A hussar struck spurs into his horse and rode away toward the Boulevard, and the rest of the troop, after watching the sub-officer scramble in at the window, went back to the fountain and dismounted. The sub-officer came springing up the stairs, looked sharply at Landes, saluted mechanically, and sat down on the balcony beside the woman.

Chloroform! Oh!

Landes offered his help but it was declined, and he stepped back into the room. It was à dressing-room. Beyond, at the end of a short hall, the door of a bedroom stood partly open. He crossed and looked in, lighted a match and held it above his head, then groped his way to the window and threw it wide open. The room was empty; the odor of chloroform pervaded everything, but the breeze from the open window soon drove that away. As he turned back into the room, the first thing he saw was the photograph of a French officer, in the uniform of the Hussars of the Guard. The officer was the Count de Brassac, and beneath, in the quaint, precise writing of a French school-girl, he read, My darling father, August 1st, 1869.

For the first time he distinctly recalled the face of Jeanne de Brassac. Until now he had only remembered her vaguely as a pretty, graceful school-girl, sister of his comrade, Victor. Now, with a shock, memory awakened, and every incident of that Christmas week was recalled. The drawing-room and the warm firelight, the carving on the chairs, the boyish gestures of Victor, and — Jeanne, the violet eyes, the white throat, the shape of her hand as it lay on her mothers shoulder. He recollected every detail of her dress; he recalled her voice as she answered her father and went to the piano to sing his favorite song of Carcassonne. With a great effort he collected his thoughts and concentrated them on the present. She was gone and her maid had been chloroformed. Why? The diamonds! It was for the diamonds that they had murdered her father. Had they also murdered her? He could hear the officer in the next room working over the inanimate body of the servant, who still clutched in her stiffened hand the fragment of a reticule. Had the diamonds been in that? He sat miserably trying to find some clue to the tragedy, his head in his hands, his heart throbbing painfully, but the face of Jeanne de Brassac rose incessantly before his eyes, and his thoughts would wander back to the firelight and the sweet voice that sang I never shall see Carcassonne. He heard the subofficer leave the room and descend the stairs and return almost immediately with several others, who moved about with a banging of sabres and jingle of spurs on the tiled floor. The puppy and the cat, who had taken refuge in this quiet room from the confusion in the other, suddenly began a complicated game of romps. Philip felt a tenderness for these creatures, her pets, and he called them both to him. The cat at first stood on the defensive, but he soon had her lying on the bed asleep. He placed the puppy beside her, and going to the door looked into the next room. The woman was being carried toward the stairs on a stretcher. A group of hussars and officers stood looking on.

Is she alive? asked Philip.

At present, replied a gendarme, shortly.

Monsieur, I am sorry, said the sub-officer, but you must consider yourself my prisoner.

Prisoner!

I am sorry, repeated the sub-officer.

Through the window Landes saw his acquaintance of the morning, de Carette, standing on the balcony, and reached him in two strides.

What? cried de Carette, nonsense, and went back into the room with his arm locked in the Americans. I am responsible for this gentleman, Faure, he said to the sub-lieutenant, and passed with Landes into the bedroom.

My dear fellow, you look like a corpse; this chloroform is nasty stuff.

It isnt the chloroform, replied Philip.

I know it, replied the other, coolly. Do you want to confide in me?

Yes, said Philip, and told him all, ending by showing him the unfinished letter left by Georgias in the café. Its terrible, he cried, pacing the room in deep excitement.

I fear there can be but one meaning to that letter, said de Carette.

Philip stopped in his aimless walk and approached the bed. The Frenchman had been absently stroking the cats yellow fur, while he listened, the puppy jealously trying to crowd his hand away.

And these? They must be her pets, I suppose, said Philip. His voice was unsteady. The Frenchman went to the door and gave an order. Then he came back and laid a hand on Philips shoulder, saying, we will find Mademoiselle de Brassac. They dare not harm her.

They killed her father.

De Carettes steel-blue eyes glittered. A brave officer, — an old man; cowards!

A trooper came in carrying a large covered basket. De Carette gently lifted the cat and the puppy into it.

We will take care of her pets until we have found her, he said. May I send them to your address, Monsieur?

You are very good, said Landes, warmly.

Take them carefully, ordered the Captain. The trooper saluted. The cat set up a desolate squall, the puppy whined anxiously, the trooper saluted once more with a grave face and marched out, the basket dangling from his long arm, ear-piercing sounds and a violent agitation of the basket cover contrasting with his composure. Standing in the balcony and looking over, they saw him enter a cab driven by a policeman and rattle away. A military ambulance also was slowly moving toward the hospital.

Will the girl live? asked Landes.

She is dead, replied de Carette.

Then Heaven only knows how we can find out anything about this accursed business. — Hark! Whats that?

Its the explosion of a mitrailleuse! They are fighting on Montmartre! exclaimed the artillery officer. At the same moment a bugle sounded in the square below, the hussars mounted and trotted toward the Boulevard. De Carette unslung his field glasses.

Look there! Look at the Line soldiers running! said Philip, anxiously.

The Boulevard which formed the northern side of the square, was suddenly filled with red-legged infantry in the wildest disorder. A lieutenant of hussars rode into their midst shouting and gesticulating, his sword in one hand, his revolver in the other.

Is it possible that they are running away? observed de Carette, in disgust.

At a signal from the lieutenant, the hussars formed in two lines across the Boulevard; the panic-stricken fantassins darted between their horses and began rallying behind the cavalry. Close on their heels followed another demoralized mob of infantry in dark blue and green.

The Rifles are running too! Whats got into them? muttered the Captain. See there! Look! Here comes a general and his staff! It cant be General Lecomte! It cant be! What in h — l are they running away for?

The clear song of the bugles floated up from the Boulevard below, and through the tumult and cries, a calm, steady voice rang out:

Draw sabres! trot! gallop! charge!!

The hussars were off like the wind, and in a moment came the crash of the collision.

Theyve struck the mob, said Captain de Carette, briskly, Im going! Good-bye, my friend.

Im going with you! said Landes, following him down the stairs two at a time.

Vinoy is my chief. Ive got to join him, but if I were you I wouldnt get into that mob, Monsieur Landes, said the Captain as they reached the street and started across the square.

Oh, do you see? Do you see? groaned Philip; the hussars have been cut to pieces! Here comes whats left of them!

There was little left of them. The remains of the squadron came tearing back, horses foam-covered and bloody, troopers in tatters and reeling in their saddles. They wheeled past the fountain and bore down on Landes and de Carette. The lieutenant was there with a crimson gash across his face, and one arm dangling helplessly in his sky-blue jacket. He pulled up with his uninjured hand as he came abreast of de Carette and burst into a laugh.

Hell has just been let loose, he said, and is coming this way.

Whats the trouble, Jacques? asked the Captain, quietly.

The Line troops have gone over to the National Guard! d — n them! Their treachery has lost us the cannon. Just fix this arm, will you? He leaned from his saddle, and de Carette took his handkerchief and passed it under the shattered arm.

Then the Line has betrayed us? he said huskily.

Yes, the 88th. They are fighting like devils, shoulder to shoulder with the canaille! We just struck them! Thanks, thats all right, until I can get to a surgeon. Youd better mount behind me and get out of this. — 

Where is the general?

Running to keep warm. Look over there. There they come, the d — d treacherous blackguards!

At that instant the Boulevard across the square was swept by the mob. National Guards, renegade Line soldiers, and the fine fleur of that hotbed of anarchy, Montmartre, passed like a seething tempest through the street, howling, shrieking, rolling along in one turbulent, irresistible torrent. The few loyal Line soldiers and the remnants of the Rifle battalion went down beneath it. Landes saw a little group of police and foot gendarmes stem the tide for a second or two, then break and run toward the fountain followed by a swarm of National Guards.

Miserable ragamuffins! cried the lieutenant of hussars, Ive a mind to tickle their rouflaquettes again!

Ride off, Jacques! Spare your men! Its no use! said de Carette, drawing his revolver. Come! Give this gentleman one stirrup and me the other. Weve got to go now or not at all! Gallop!

The lieutenant appeared not to hear him. His eyes sparkled, and he began to curse softly to himself. Suddenly with a furious gesture he wheeled his horse.

Forward! Forward! 39th Hussars! he shouted, to the broken fragment of his squadron, trot! gallop! charge! Away plunged the handful of troopers, charging madly into the tumult, and Landes heard the lieutenants voice above the terrible din: Down with the canaille! Now, my children, all together! for France!

The shock checked the rush for an instant. The sabres of the little troop rose and fell like flashes of lightning; then the masses closed in on them. De Carette seized Landes by the wrist, and dragged him through the open door of the Hôtel Perret, into the courtyard and to the street beyond.

The street was deserted, and they walked along for some distance without speaking. The Captain returned his revolver to its place and unaffectedly wiped away the tears which had sprung to his eyes.

Jacques was crazy! he said at last. A brave man, but a bad soldier. That charge was criminal! We need all the loyal men we have left.

Of course hes dead, said Landes.

And all his troop. It was criminal, criminal! Coming again to the outer Boulevard they stopped short. The sidewalks were crowded with people and with soldiers of the National Guard, marching along in groups singing the Marseillaise, but no disorder was visible. Philip followed de Carette across the street to a long line of wooden huts which had been put up as temporary shelter for the troops during the siege. The Captain stepped behind one of them, and turning to his companion said:

What are you going to do?

I am going with you, answered Philip, that is, if I may.

Certainly not, said de Carette, sharply.

Landes drew back.

I mean, said the other quickly, on account of my uniform. It is a little — only a little, you know—

Unsafe?

Yes.

Unsafe for you? You are in danger?

The Captain shrugged his shoulders. Looking Philip pleasantly in the eyes, he said: Come, please leave me before you get into hot water. People are watching us, dont you see? Landes glanced around and saw that several savage-looking men had crossed over and were standing near them, talking in whispers and casting sullen glances towards de Carettes uniform.

Good-bye, murmured the Frenchman,— and dont shake hands. I am going to find Vinoys staff if I can. He turned on his heel without a salute and started down the wooden line of huts. Landes overtook him in two strides, laid one hand on his shoulder and held out the other.

What do you take me for, Captain de Carette?

For a very rash young man, rejoined the other, irritably,— and a true comrade, he added with warm feeling, whose head, he continued with a shrug, I should not like to see broken—

Whats this? interrupted Philip.

They had been walking toward the lower end of the wooden shelter. A middle-aged gentleman was standing quietly before one of the huts there. A man had approached him and was saying:

I think, Monsieur, that you are General Clément Thomas?

I am, replied the gentleman, drily.

Several passers-by hearing the name of Clément Thomas stopped and gazed curiously at him. A lieutenant of the National Guard was among them, a very young lieutenant, whose commission was evidently of recent date, for he had sewed galons on the sleeves of his overcoat, and he made an unnecessary racket with his sword.

Ah, he cried insolently, so you are Clément Thomas?

Already a group of curious people had formed around the General.

What could have induced him to come to Montmartre? whispered de Carette in Landes ear.

The lieutenant rattled his sword and looked fiercely at Thomas. Had the General come to put himself at the head of the movement?

No, mes enfants, said Clément Thomas, looking around on the group eyeing him, I am getting old.

I have sent in my resignation.

Then what are you doing here? cried the lieutenant, in a menacing tone.

A spy, muttered the people, edging nearer. A soldier of the National Guard, grey-headed and sunburnt, his rifle en bandouliere, came up and asked what was the matter.

We are looking at Clément Thomas, said a bystander, with careless impudence.

Clément Thomas here?

Le voila, said the man, jerking his thumb toward the group where Thomas stood, quiet and selfpossessed, but a little pale. The Federal drew himself up.

Then we must shoot him! he said with quiet ferocity.

General Thomas heard and turned white. The Federals eyes met his. More people ran up. The name of Clément Thomas passed from lip to lip.

Remember 1848! cried an old man, shaking his fist at the General.

So there you are, assassin of the people! growled the menacing voices.

General Thomas, do you remember the Faubourg St. Antoine? called a renegade marine. The clamor increased.

Did you shoot enough people in the rue Marguerite, General Thomas? some one bawled.

An old man pushed into the circle and faced the General.

Canaille! You sat on your horse in the rue Saint-Avoie and laughed as you cried: String me all those ragamuffins together on a bayonet! Cursed butcher!

Remember Montretout! howled a wretched-looking Mobile, and lunged at Clément Thomas with his bayonet. De Carette was too quick for him. With a stroke of his sabre he severed the Mobiles hand at the wrist. The man dropped in a dead faint, but the crowd fell upon de Carette. Landes struck two or three of them in the face, and then they turned on him too.

Death! Death! Down with the spies! they yelled.

Clément Thomas, de Carette, and Landes were now crushed together in the centre of a throng, which pressed so closely upon them that the bayonet thrusts and sword cuts delivered at them passed over their heads and the mob wounded each other.

Assez, nom de Dieu! shouted an officer of the National Guard, warding off the bayonets with difficulty.

Arrest them! Arrest them! cried the Federais. We can shoot them later.

Death to them! thundered the mob.

A man galloped up on a strong grey horse and pushed his way right into the middle of the crowd. It was Dardelles, commandant of the Cavaliers of the Republic, an insurgent company of ill repute. He laid about him with the flat of his sabre, and forcing a path to General Thomas, seized him by the collar.

Who are you? he cried.

The old man stammered something unintelligible, but his voice was lost in the roar from the crowd:

Clément Thomas! Clément Thomas!

Then I arrest you in the name of the Republic! cried Dardelles, and, clearing a way for himself at the point of his terrible sabre, marched into the street with his prisoner. Six Federals followed dragging Landes, and six more escorted de Carette, who walked with head erect and uniform in tatters.

If anyone attempts to kill the prisoners before they are judged, Ill pass my sword through his body, snarled Dardelles. A thousand voices replied in one mighty shout: Death! An insurgent, one Captain Ras, placed himself beside Dardelles with drawn revolver.

We are not butchers, he said to the mob, let them be judged by a tribunal.

You dare not use your pistol, sneered a franctireur, and aimed a blow at Landes with the butt of his rifle.

Captain Ras seized the uplifted gun with one hand.

You ass! he said, and blew out his brains.

Thank you, said de Carette to Ras, but was sternly bidden to hold his tongue and move faster.

Notwithstanding this swift example, blows were constantly aimed at the prisoners from the savage mob surrounding them.

Dardelles slashed a man over the mouth with his sword and laughed at his awful cry.

Now you have a beautiful mouth. Grin, my friend, he sneered. At the same moment, Clément Thomas received a bayonet thrust in the forearm, and Captain Ras struck the would-be murderer a blow with the hilt of his sword which tore one eye from its socket and crushed in his face like an eggshell.

Will you learn that I keep my word? he cried to the mob, which answered with a bellow.

At that instant a battalion of the National Guard arrived and surrounded the prisoners with a hedge of bayonets. Landes and de Carette now marched side by side, and could exchange a word or two without being threatened by their guards.

Where are they taking us? murmured Philip, wiping the bloody foam from his lips.

My poor friend, to the Central Committee. It is sitting in the Château Rouge, rue Clignancourt, they say.

At the intersection of the Boulevard Magenta and the old exterior Boulevard, the crowd was greatly increased and the air was filled with the cry of Death! Death!

When they arrived at the Château Rouge, the prisoners were thrust into a room filled with National Guards. They were not allowed to converse together, and the Federals passed the time in heaping insults on Clément Thomas, who sat as if stunned, his head drooping on his breast. An old captain, wearing the medal of July, turned his attention to Landes, and assured him with unction that he had assisted at every revolution for forty years, and that Philips affair would soon be regulated in front of a dead wall.

It was a little after ten oclock in the morning, and sunlight flooded the shabby room. A pigeon flew down from an opposite roof and strutted cooing to and fro along the window ledge outside, until a soldier tried to catch it by the legs and it flew away.

For an hour they sat there, a butt for the soldiers, who proudly proclaimed that they were a Belleville battalion. De Carette raised his eyebrows ironically at this, and nearly paid for it with his life, for a soldier fired at him point-blank. Then a quarrel arose among the soldiers as to what should be done with the prisoners. The Central Committee was not, after all, it appeared, during this altercation, in the Château Rouge. Some wanted to push the prisoners into the garden, and get the thing over with. Others insisted upon their being led upstairs to wait for the Central Committee. At last, after a bitter wrangle, the three prisoners were seized and dragged upstairs to the first floor. There they were received by a captain of the 79th battalion, who invited them to enter, very courteously, and immediately slammed the door in the faces of their Belleville captors, to the latters unfeigned astonishment.

General Thomas dropped into a seat, bewildered and exhausted, and apparently did not hear the kindly questions which the captain of the 79th addressed to him, but de Carette replied with equal courtesy and the two officers exchanged names. The captain of the 79th was one Mayer, a journalist. He told Landes that he had a son, a prisoner in Germany. He also said that General Lecomte had been taken prisoner, and was under guard in the next room.

I have served on his staff, said de Carette, sadly. Will they shoot him?

I trust they will shoot no one, said the Federal officer, earnestly; but de Carette smiled and walked to a window opening on the garden.

That wall is too convenient, he said, with a dry laugh.

As he spoke, the door opened and an officer entered, guarded by two soldiers of the National Guard. It was Captain Frank, of the 18th Chasseurs-à-pied de marche, who so valiantly defended General Lecomte when the crowd fell upon him. He bowed gaily to de Carette, but was led to a further room and locked in. And now other prisoners began to arrive: Monsieur de Pousarges of the 18th Foot Chasseurs, an officer of the 89th de marche, two captains of the 115th of the Line who had been abandoned by their men in the Gare du Nord, and a captain of the 84th in mufti, who had just returned from captivity in Germany, and had been arrested as he got out of the train that morning on the ridiculous charge of being a spy.

It was three oclock in the afternoon, and still the mysterious Central Committee had not appeared. De Carette linked his arm in Philips, and walked to the window for the hundredth time.

Hallo, he said, glancing into the garden, this looks ominous.

A file of National Guards were fixing their bayonets to the barrels of their rifles and forming along the garden path.

Looks as if we were going to take another journey, doesnt it? he said.

Landes stared at the soldiers without replying.

Courage, whispered de Carette.

I could stand it, I think, said Philip, to die decently, but I am afraid of the mob. If we are to be led through the streets again, Id rather end now, down there in the garden. My God! I cant go through the mob again, he murmured, trembling from head to foot.

Courage, my dear comrade, said Alain. His voice was affectionately caressing.

Gentlemen, said Captain Mayer, an escort is waiting to take you to the Central Committee. Word has been received that they expect you at the Buttes-Montmartre. Have the goodness to descend to the garden.

De Carette passed his arm through Philips again and felt it shaking.

I wont shame you, said Landes, as they went down the stairs, only I cant help feeling sick. This sort of thing is new to me, he added, trying to laugh.

You would never have known it if you had been less faithful to me, comrade, said Alain.

When they entered the garden, they saw General Lecomte for the first time. He stood alone, heavily guarded. The prisoners all saluted him, even the Federal officers bowed to the brave old General, who punctiliously returned each salute, but the National Guard cursed him and the prisoners, and promised them the fate of General Brea and his aide-de-camp.

And now began the terrible journey through Montmartre. A heavy mist hung over the hill, hiding its summit, and through it the drums and bugles of the escort sounded dull and spiritless. Cries and groans surrounded them from the furious mob. Death! Death! they screamed, and blows began to fall among the prisoners. An officer in front of Landes sank to the pavement with his skull split open. Another, a mere boy, was pinned to the ground by a bayonet thrust in the back, and his cries were heartrending, until an old hag beat his brains out with her wooden shoe. The mob had tasted blood and raged howling for more. The officers defended their prisoners with the strength of despair, but another victim was added to the list before the cortege reached the sloping streets of the Buttes-Montmartre. Here herds of maddened women cursed them from the windows and shook brawny fists in their faces. In the midst of an infernal din, the escort halted before a small two-story house on the summit of the hill in the rue des Rosiers. The prisoners were pushed into the courtyard, and afterward into a room on the ground floor. The crowd attempted to follow, but the courtyard was small, and the mob numbered thousands. A shot was fired at the prisoners as they entered, but nobody was touched.

General Lecomte demanded to be led before the Committee. The Federal officers replied that the Committee had not yet arrived, but was expected every moment.

Dont be in such a hurry! grinned a franctireur, with a hideous grimace. There is plenty of time to die.

Sale cochon! yelled a deserter from the Line, trying to reach Clément Thomas with his bayonet, you gave me ninety days police cell; — I give you eternity!

The officers defended their prisoners with unmistakable devotion, but they were few against many. Someone in a red shirt climbed on to the wall and addressed the mob. He begged them to nominate a court-martial or else to wait for the Central Committee. He told them that they were about to commit a cowardly crime, and disgrace the young Republic for which they were shouting so loudly. In vain.

Tu parle dor, mais il nous faut du sang, said a deserter of the Line, with a brutal laugh.

Beware! shouted the orator, the soldiers of the Republic should have clean hands. This is butchers work!

Et ta sœur! Est ce quelle est propre? bellowed a butcher from La Villette. You are right, my friend, this is butchers work. Death to the bourgeoisie! and he struck the man a blow with his fist which knocked him into the garden. That was the signal. Howling like wolves, the mob attacked the windows on the first floor, breaking in the sashes with their rifle butts, and thrusting their bayonets into the room. The prisoners stood crowded close together, with white faces, but not a man flinched. Alain de Carette supported Clément Thomas with one arm, and warded off blows with the other. General Lecomte stood quiet and stern, with folded arms, beside Landes, hardly deigning to avoid the bayonet thrusts which fell just short of his breast. Then by the garden gate the mob broke in with dreadful cries, and a shocking scene began. De Carette received at once a blow which sent him reeling to the floor, the mob fell upon Clément Thomas, and the dull sound of blows succeeded the clank of bayonets. At last they got him to the garden and pushed him against the wall. Twelve rifle shots rang out, not in a volley, but one after another, and after the twelfth shot, as the old man still breathed, a corporal of the Belleville battalion stepped forward, and, shoving his revolver into the dying mans ear, scattered his brains over the grass. And now the mob, drunk with blood, returned and fell upon General Lecomte. Twenty times the other prisoners, with generous devotion, tore him away from the bloody hands that snatched at him. Landes fought desperately, but at last a blow in the chest felled him, and, unable to rise, he dragged himself from under the trampling feet, into a corner. There, leaning back, faint with pain, he saw General Lecomte seized and dragged into the garden, and heard how he was shot to pieces against the wall.

Good-bye, Philip! cried Alain de Carette, staggering to his feet; they are coming back for us.

I cant die yet, stammered Philip; I wont die! and he made a desperate effort to rise. Suddenly a furious crash of drums filled the street outside, and a stream of National Guards poured into the court filling the garden, forcing the peloton of execution into the street.

Give us the prisoners! yelled the crowd.

Fix bayonets! Clear the yard!

The scene was so hideous that Philip, who had struggled to the window and was looking out, felt he Was losing his senses, but de Carettes hand tightened on his.

We have a chance, he said. These are troops from Sceaux.

Inch by inch the Sceaux battalion cleared the yard, and then the street immediately in front.

You see the consequences, said the Colonel, shaking his revolver, and forcing his horse into the mob, of trifling with me and my troops. He leaned over, seized a burly ruffian by the collar, and swinging him off his feet, deliberately broke his neck over the pommel of his saddle. The mob had already begun to sober a little, to realize what it had done, and to fear consequences. More than one brute, red-handed from his share of slaughter in the garden, had slunk away, and was skulking on the outskirts of the crowd, still held there by the fascination of his crime; but at this merciless exhibition of physical strength they hesitated no longer, and in half an hour the Sceaux battalion, drums and bugles sounding, prisoners in their midst, marched unmolested out of the rue des Rosiers, and shortly afterward entered the Château Rouge without striking a blow.

So began the famous 18th of March, 1871. The Central Committee had made its bow, the curtain was rising on a drama called the Commune, with all Paris for a stage, and Monsieur Thiers as prompter.


CHAPTER V. A COWARDLY FLIGHT.
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WHEN THE CONVOY of prisoners arrived in the rue Clignancourt, the bells of Montmartre were sounding five oclock. A wet fog had settled over the city, the streets grew slippery with greasy mud. The prisoners marched into the courtyard, and an officer with note-book in hand walked along the line, taking names and addresses. When he came to Alain de Carette, he stopped in confusion.

Good evening, said Alain, sarcastically; shall I give you my name?

Good evening, Monsieur de Carette, said the other, in a low voice; it is not necessary, thank you. He passed on to the next prisoner, who was Landes, hesitated, and turned back to Alain. Is there anything I can do for Monsieur, he asked, looking at the ground.

You are not in a position to confer favors, replied Alain, contemptuously.

I am chef de bataillon, said the man, misunderstanding him.

And my former valet, replied de Carette.

I do not forget that you were very kind to me, said the man, doggedly; Ill do what I can for you, and for your friend. He took Philips name and passed on along the line. Then the prisoners were conducted to the second floor of the Château Rouge. Almost immediately an officer entered, calling for Captain de Carette and le nommé Philip Landes. When they stepped forward, he led them down the stairs again and into a narrow passage, at the end of which a man sat behind a table writing. It was Jaclard, chef de bataillon of the National Guard.

Are you the two prisoners? he inquired, nervously.

They gave their names, and he nodded and began to question them awkwardly. Landes and de Carette answered with hope in their hearts again.

Well, gentlemen, said Jaclard, fumbling in an embarrassed manner with his pens and paper, you are at liberty to go. The Central Committee wont come to-night.

Are we free? stammered Philip.

Yes.

And the others? demanded Alain.

They will have to wait here to-night. The Central Committee will judge them to-morrow; I have no time to bother with them to-night, he snapped pettishly, and walked out, slamming the door. The two friends gazed at each other. Was this true? Were they free, or was it a trap to shoot them down as they entered the court? Philip and Alain thought of this at the same moment.

Ill go first, said the latter.

No, I will, insisted Philip, but de Carette pushed through the door before him and sprang into the yard. It was silent and empty. Come, Philip! he whispered, and together they passed the gate and went into the street. — 

If we re recognized now we re done for, muttered de Carette. My uniform will probably do the business for me, anyway; you must leave me now.

I wont go, replied Philip, angrily.

All right, well pull through together, — is that a cab?

It has no number; Ill ask, said Landes, and ran across the street while de Carette drew back into the shadow. The driver was not in sight. Philip looked about, and then quietly stepped into the drivers place and beckoned to Alain. Jump inside, quick, he whispered, as the latter came up. Alain did so, and leaned back out of sight. Philip gathered up the reins, and the horse moved off at once. Unquestioned they passed a strong post of National Guards on the exterior Boulevard and turned into the city at a smart trot. On they rattled past more National Guards and a small park of cannon, through noisy streets filled with excited people, but nobody interfered with them, and at last they reached the Grand Boulevard in safety. That part of the city was perfectly tranquil. People sat smoking in front of all the cafés, precisely as if they knew nothing about the bloody tragedy of the rue des Rosiers. In front of Tortonis, gay groups of ladies and gentlemen sipped their cordials, and street fakirs thronged the sidewalks and pressed their wares as usual. All the theatres were open and blazing with gas, vehicles crowded along the Boulevard des Italiens, and the terraces of the Café de la Paix were packed.

It seems incredible, said Philip, looking down at de Carette, who thrust his head out of the window and motioned him to stop; it seems incredible! I dont believe the city knows anything about Montmartre.

Evidently not, said Alain, cynically.

Where shall I drive, Monsieur? asked Landes, smiling.

Drive to the War Ministry. I must report there at once. Landes drove on through the crowd of omnibuses and cabs. In a few minutes they drew up before the Ministry of War in the rue St. Dominique. They left the cab standing before the porte cochère of the War Ministry, and Philip followed de Carette into the court and up the stairs to the second landing. Here a sentinel halted them, took de Carettes name, and sent a servant away to find a staff-officer. Presently they were ushered into a long apartment where three officers sat with their heads together over a small table by a window. The three officers were old General Le Flô, Marshal Mac-Mahon, and General Borel.

Well, said General Le Flô, smiling pleasantly at Alain, you look like one of my youngsters.

I have served on your staff, mon Général, replied Alain, saluting. At present I am with General Vinoy.

Where is General Vinoy? inquired Marshal MacMahon, who had only that day returned from captivity in Germany, and knew nothing of the expedition to Montmartre. Before Alain could answer, General Borel spoke up sharply:

You have been on Montmartre? — 

Alain told his story.

The three officers sat silent; MacMahon tugged at his grey moustache and glanced at Borel, who gnawed his lip and tore bits of paper from the map before him. Alain and Philip saw that the War Ministry was hearing of the disaster for the first time, and yet he felt certain that the news had been received by M. Thiers.

Well, demanded General Le Flô, what is your opinion? Is it a riot or a revolution?

Mon Général, replied Alain, it is a riot in which blood has been shed. I was on your staff during the 22d of January in the Place de lHôtel de Ville. The two riots are much alike, only this one has not been checked—

Who is this gentleman? interrupted Borel, brusquely.

Monsieur Landes, mon Général. An American, and an eye-witness; — and a brave and loyal friend who compromised himself for me, and who helped us to defend General Lecomte in the rue des Rosiers until defence was no longer possible.

Monsieur belongs to a brave nation, said MacMahon, looking kindly at Philip.

The door opened and two men entered. The three generals rose and saluted respectfully, but the smaller of the new-comers motioned them to be seated, and turning to his companion began speaking in a high, thin, querulous voice.

Monsieur Calmon, send for that aide-de-camp from General Pointe de Gévigny, and tell Du Faure to come to-morrow morning. Then sitting down in an arm-chair before the fireplace, he removed a pair of enormous glasses, polished them with his handkerchief, and replaced them on his nose.

Philip had seen more than one picture of that little white-headed gentleman, and he knew that he stood in the presence of Monsieur Adolphe Thiers.

I have a tooth-ache, said the Chief of the Executive Power in a high-pitched voice. Why doesnt that aide-de-camp come?

General Le Flô walked over and whispered some words in the Presidents ear.

Eh? cried Thiers, peeping at de Carette over Le Flôs shoulder. Dear me! Let him tell his story again.

But surely, said Marshal MacMahon, this is not news to you? You must have sent somebody to Montmartre for information since eight oclock this morning?

Nobody was sent. The cannon had been captured, snapped the President, peering at Alain through his round glasses. Tell your story, Captain.

Alain related his experience again briefly, and paused.

Have you anything more to say? inquired Thiers.

If the opinion of an artillery officer— began Alain, modestly.

Go on, said Thiers, impatiently.

There was one cause, resumed Alain, dryly, for the failure to remove the guns this morning after they were retaken. No horses were sent to remove them. There was one reason why this failure resulted in disaster. No food had been sent for the soldiers. The infantry were in position for hours without having breakfasted and without any prospect of breakfasting.

What kind of infantry is that? growled Mac-Mahon, which mutinies for want of a single breakfast?

It is an infantry demoralized by mixing with civilians, mon Général.

Civilians! broke in General Le Flô. Canaille! Montmartre canaille! Belleville ragamuffins! Thiers glanced restlessly from face to face and made some inarticulate noises.

Mon Général! said Alain to Le Flô, it is not for me to tell you the causes of our disaster. You know better than I that we officers have lost prestige with our troops through defeat. In the field they still obey us from habit and a sense of danger, but here in the city an officer no longer represents safety.

It is true, said General Le Flô, neither security nor authority belongs to a government which may cease to exist to-day or to-morrow. How can officers command troops in its name?

Thiers looked angrily at the speaker.

Et puis, he said, turning brusquely to Alain.

I fear I am intruding on your valuable time,said de Carette, stiffly, irritated by the Presidents manner.

No, no, continue, mon enfant, said Le Flô.

Alain went on quietly, Those troops which surrounded Montmartre were really nothing but National Guards in Line uniform. Young and raw they fraternized readily with anyone who brought them food. The people gave them bread, wine, meat, tobacco. They let the gamins handle their rifles. When their officers interfered, they cursed them first and then assaulted them.

The cavalry charged until cut to pieces, and the artillery galloped off with its guns to a place of safety, put in Thiers.

The three Generals exchanged glances at this proof that the President was well informed about the whole affair. General Le Flô replied:

It is always the infantry that disbands first in a revolt, the cavalry next, the artillery last. An infantryman throws away his weapon and runs, but a trooper is less willing to abandon the horse that carries him, and which he considers his property. As for the artillery, it is composed of human units around a centre, a massive, formidable arm; it disintegrates with difficulty.

After all, said General Le Flô, it appears that the only regiment which has revolted is the 88th infantry-de-marche, mostly new recruits from Belleville and Montmartre.

At that moment Calmon, chief of Thiers private cabinet, entered with the aide-de-camp from General Pointe de Gévigny. Thiers nodded to them and then turned brusquely to de Carette.

Neither General Lecomte nor General Clément Thomas has been shot. I have just seen Messieurs Langlois and Lockroy, and they swear that they will answer for the lives of both those Generals.

I affirm that they were shot this afternoon, cried Alain, hotly.

But, insisted Thiers, who had evidently known the truth all the while, and only wished to gain time before acknowledging it, but how do you know this?

I have already told you. I saw the Generals dragged out by the mob, and heard the shots that killed them.

Did you see them shot?

No.

Then its not proven, said the President, turning abruptly away. Wheres the aide-de-camp from General Pointe de Gévigny?

De Carette flushed at this insult, but stepped back and gave place to the aide who now advanced and saluted.

Where do you come from? demanded the President.

From Cherbourg, mon Président.

From whom?

From General Pointe de Gévigny and General Farre.—

And your name?

Xavier Feuillant, Ordnance officer to General Farre.

And what does he want?

General Farre sends me to say, said the aide, much disconcerted by Thiers manner, that General Pointe de Gévigny commands at Cherbourg a corps of thirty-five thousand men, with all facilities for transportation to Paris within forty-eight hours. Their discipline and courage are unquestioned. The General offers you his support, and promises that within forty-eight hours not an insurgent will remain in Paris if you accept his offer.

Thiers flushed and muttered something about meddling busybodies, then, turning on the aide with a sneer, he cried: General Pointe-de Gévigny is crazy! I thank him for his good intentions, which are of no use.

The aide looked as though he would like to sink through the floor; the officers present were thunderstruck.

I shall form an army which will be quite sufficient for our needs, continued Thiers; you can retire. Noticing de Carette, who still stood at attention, his uniform hanging in shreds upon him, the President added: Go, Monsieur, change your uniform and return here at eight oclock. Alain saluted, and, taking Philips arm, went away.

They had walked some distance down the street before either spoke. Then Alain asked:

What do you think of that?

I should not like to say what I think of it.

H-m! said the young soldier; on the contrary, I should very much like to say what I think of it.

The mob had possessed themselves of Alains watch, purse, and sabre. Philips money and watch had, by chance, not been taken. After the experience which they had shared together neither thought of separating. It wanted still five minutes to seven. If de Carette was due at the War Ministry in an hour, so, they each took for granted, was Landes also. Meanwhile, they were torn, and dirty, and starved, neither having washed or eaten since the early morning, and between them they could hardly have mustered one whole garment. They found a bath, sent a messenger to Alains quarters and the studio in rue Notre Dame for fresh clothes, and met again in half an hour to dine hastily at the nearest restaurant. It would not do to keep M. Thiers waiting. They dared not linger over their meal, still less did either venture to speak about something that had been in his mind all day, tormenting him with keen anxiety and self-reproach. The discussion of Jeanne de Brassacs affairs and the probable consequences of their headlong forgetfulness in rushing away from the Hôtel Perret without leaving a soul to guard it, must be postponed until after the interview with Thiers, and they made such dispatch that the clocks were striking eight when they presented themselves again at the War Ministry. The officer of the guard saluted.

There is nobody here, Captain de Carette.

Nobody here!

Not a soul.

The President? — the Ministers?

The Ministers have left. M. Thiers has gone to Versailles.

What the devil —— —

Precisely. I heard Monsieur Thiers say: Paris has abandoned us, we will abandon Paris. Let her stew in her own juice.

He said that?

I heard him, Captain.

Alain seized the officer by the arm and drew him into the deserted hall. This is Monsieur Landes, my friend and comrade. Tell us what you know, he said; its like a cursed nightmare.

This is all I know. I was inspecting the guard down here. M. Thiers sat with his Ministers above there in the long salon, pretending to hold a council.

I did not see it myself, but those who did, say he would not listen to a word. He shut up MacMahon-and the old Minister of War, and snubbed Borel and Appert, and yet he had nothing to propose himself. General Vinoy arrived with his staff. They left their horses at the gate surrounded by a squadron of light cavalry who had served as escorts. Every minute messengers arrived with fresh news of the disaster on Montmartre, and brought in witnesses of the murders of the Generals. Suddenly, there came cries from the direction of the Esplanade. It was a battalion of the National Guard marching to the Hôtel de Ville carrying a red flag, and shouting, Vive la Commune! I was down here, I didnt see him, — but they say Thiers squealed like a trapped rabbit, and ran out into the hall. From there I myself heard him give the order to evacuate Paris. Monsieur de Carette, said the officer, bitterly, with my handful of men I could have scattered that battalion, red flags and all.

Well, said Alain, through his clenched teeth, and what did the petit bonhomme do next?

He ran back for his hat and the next minute came tumbling down the stairs.  General Vinoy, he called out, I will take your escort. He jumped into his coupé, and when he was seated he took out a blank book, like one who has forgotten a trifle, and scribbled something. It was an order to abandon Mont-Valérien.

Sainte Vierge! groaned de Carette, this is criminal.

Mont-Valérien, the one impregnable fortress between Paris and Versailles! said Philip, under his breath.

Then, continued the lieutenant, passionately,

then he stuck his head out of the window and called the escort around him. Gallop! Gallop! he cried to the officer in charge. As long as we are on this side of the Pont de Sèvres we are in danger! and the squadron departed at full speed, leaving General Vinoy without an escort.

De Carette turned crimson, and struck the table with his clenched fist.

This is the man who proposed to reconstruct France. The same man who prepared the revolution of 1830, and when they were fighting in Paris, ran away to Enghien; the same man who prepared the revolution of 1848, and when the revolt flamed up stammered out: The tide rises! and fled in disguise.

Everything was in disorder, seals and papers were lying on the tables, books and precious documents scattered loosely over the desks, the doors of cabinets swung wide open.

How many men have you, Lieutenant?

Thirty.

Can you hold the gate?

To the last man.

Good! Close windows and bar shutters, let them be beaten in before you open. I will attend to these, motioning toward the litter of books and papers. Go now.

The lieutenant saluted and withdrew. Alain dropped his head in his hands but only for a moment. Springing up, he carried, with Philips help, all the books, papers, and seals to the cabinets, and closed and locked the doors. It was midnight before they finished. Then Alain called a Huissier and told him to put up two camp beds in the long salon.

Leaving Philip to sleep if he could, de Carette went down to the court below where the little handful of troops were stationed.

When have your men eaten, Lieutenant?

Not in twenty-four hours. There were no orders, no money, and no provision.

De Carette took some gold pieces from his pocket and handed them to a corporal. Run over to the nearest restaurant and send food, he said. Keep a good watch and call me at the first alarm.

When he returned to the long salon, Landes was standing on the balcony. Alain went and stood beside him and they looked out together for a moment. The night was calm, not a gunshot echoed in the city.

Philip, said de Carette, the Hôtel Perret is unguarded.

I know it.

When did you first remember that we had rushed away and left the de Brassac apartments to the mercy of all the thieves in Paris?

Just when we came out on the old Boulevard by the sheds. I was going to speak of it and ask what we should do, — when the people began to eye your uniform. After that it was no use.

They listened awhile in the serene silence about them. Philip began again.

This cursed somersault of Thiers makes infinitely worse a situation which I thought was as bad as it could be. There is no police now to search for her or to protect her if I found her, and as for me, I can only move with great caution for they are after me. That shot which knocked over my poor cabby told all I need to know. And now, he added with a sigh of fatigue and discouragement, now I lose your help. Of course there is only one thing possible for you, and that is to report to-morrow at the earliest moment at Versailles.

Yes. It appears that is the way I reward your devotion of to-day by deserting you to-morrow, said de Carette, with a flush of mortification.

You cant help it, answered Philip, and they shook hands cordially.

The first morning hour was nearly over when the two young men, after a long and anxious consultation, stretched themselves on their camp beds in the deserted salon, where they were soon lying, worn out and pale, in a deep slumber.


CHAPTER VI. THE DRUMS OF THE 265TH.
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AT SEVEN OCLOCK of the same morning, Philip sprang upright on his cot. They are knocking, Alain, he said, but de Carette was already at the door.

Who is it? he demanded.

The officer of the guard.

Alain threw open the door and sitting down began to pull on his riding-boots while the lieutenant reported all well.

General d Abzac came at six. He refused to believe me when I told him the government had fled — a tall figure in the uniform of a chef d escadron of artillery appeared in the doorway: Hello, Alain, I just heard that the government has run away. Its not true of course, its some blague! Tardif de Moidrey of the artillery stationed at the Tuileries was in a rage. His deep angry voice boomed like a big bell through the empty rooms.

Its true, mon ami, said Alain.

What! thundered de Moidrey. Damn their white livers, they have left me and my four batteries in the Tuileries without any orders! I want my orders!

Mon Commandant, replied Alain, nobody is left at the War Ministry but myself and a guard. Go to the Governor of Paris.

I have just come from there, cried de Moidrey, there isnt a soul there. At least theres an officer here.

Mon Commandant, what can I do?

Have you got the seals of the Ministry?

Yes.

Then write me an order and I can get out by the Porte Dauphine with my batteries. I call you to witness, Captain de Carette, that Thiers runs away in such haste that he forgets my brave little batteries! De Moidrey walked furiously about the room, shouting, Monstrous! Incredible! while Alain scribbled the order and affixed the seals of the Ministry.

Hardly had de Moidrey stalked wrathfully away with his order when others arrived with similar demands. General Bocher came and said: My brigade was under arms all night. I would not even let my men lie down. They sat with chassepot in hand on their cots, expecting every moment the order to move on Montmartre.

Count Arthur de Vogüé of the Mobiles began speaking at the same time, but both were now silenced by a sound from the street, the measured tread of marching men. All crowded to the windows.

Is it the Federals? cried Bocher, drawing his revolver.

No, its the Line.

Farrons division was swinging along toward the Porte Dauphine in perfect silence save for the metallic clink clank of the steel-shod horses and the rhythmic trample of the men. The 35th passed in splendid order, followed by the 426., several regiments de marche and the Gendarmerie.

Monsieur Thiers runs away when he has such troops as these at his command, sneered an officer. Il me dégoûte à la fin, ce petit bonhomme.

When the last gendarme had ridden out of the rue St. Dominique, the officers turned to each other with gestures of despair. There is but one thing for us to do, they said; join the army now forming at Versailles.

One by one they shook hands with Alain and left.

Ill take my brigade out without losing a man! stormed Bocher, as he tramped down the stairs and slammed the wicket. The huissiers were coming up in a body as the officers descended. They wanted  to know if they might go too.

The Federals may come at any moment, said one of them, and the guard below would only be massacred.

You are right, said de Carette. Go! Alain and Philip were left standing alone in the deserted War Ministry.

One thing more, said Alain, in a low voice; that little post below must get out of the city. Theyd better go now or it will be too late. He wrote the order and sealed it, then locking up the seals he took his cap and sabre and beckoned Philip to follow.

When they reached the courtyard the guard of the 110th presented arms.

I will inspect your men, said de Carette to the lieutenant in charge, calling the others from the garden.

With their battered forage caps and faded red trousers, their bright faces and firm bearing, the little detachment stood silent and attentive, while de Carette passed them rapidly in inspection. Then he turned to the lieutenant. Here is your order; go by the Porte Dauphine. March!

The lieutenant hesitated and stammered:

But we would like to see you safe first, mon Capitaine; is it not so, mes enfants? The little troop swinging their battered caps woke up the courtyard and hallway with their cheering.

Thank you, my children, said Alain, much moved; I am safe; obey orders! March!

The lieutenant straightened up. March! he repeated, and saluting, passed out into the street with his handful of men. Alain and Philip were left alone.

Come up on the terrace of the garden, said de Carette; we can talk there and watch the rue de Bourgogne at the same time; they will come from that direction; and he led the way. The sun was shining in a cloudless sky. Birds chirped from every shrub; it was Sunday, a Sabbath stillness was in the air. Across the river a mellow bell tolled and the soft spring wind bore a murmur of distant chimes to their ears. They sat down on the parapet overlooking the rue de Bourgogne, and Alain produced two rolls and a bottle of milk.

Perhaps our last meal together, said Landes, smiling.

Who knows. Versailles is not far off, said de Carette. Not far off, he repeated, sadly; and yet I predict that if we have found it easy to leave Paris we shall not find it easy to return. Its a bad business — a bad business. Landes nodded.

As for leaving you, can you imagine how I hate to do that? It seems like desertion, you know. If I could stay, Philip, my friend, I would.

I know you would, answered Philip; why speak of it? Do you think Thiers means to come back?

He means to, yes, and he will if he can. Oh, of course some time we shall retake the city, but what will happen first?

The Commune means the Reign of Terror, said Landes.

That, and nothing else, said Alain. What will these fishmonger captains do with their newly acquired power? What will that criminal Flourens, what will those creatures Assi and Delescluze — what will Raoul Rigault —— — —

A voice from the street broke in:

Hey! you officer up there!

What do you want? said de Carette, sharply, looking over the parapet. It was a man in the uniform of a National Guard, swaying backwards and forwards on the sidewalk, very drunk.

What d I want? Ill tell you, young cock-of-the-walk; I want you to undstand that I am as good as you are, and thash what I want.

De Carette watched him closely. There may be more of them, he whispered to Landes; get your revolver ready.

Wha d I want? Thash good. Im a goin to tell you, my gold-trimmed canary bird. Im Yssel — Jean Marie Joseph Yssel — from Lorient, n thash a dam good place!

Excellent, replied Alain, and cocked his revolver.

Dam sight better n Paris!

Dam sight, replied the urbane Captain.

Im Yssel, Jean Marie Joseph Yssel, fourth compny 266th battalion, corporal, an know a dam sight more n my Colonel.

You are very intelligent, replied Alain. The fellow whipped out a revolver and began firing in all directions, accompanying each shot with unearthly whoops.

Im dam sight better n the Colonel, better n you, better n everybody, he yelled, as the racket of his fusilade died away, and he hurled his empty revolver across the street. Then with a vinous smile he sat down on the steps.

You re a hell of a Captain! he observed to de Carette.

Oh, Im not perfect.

No, you re an ass!!

Alain and Landes had to laugh, and the drunkard promptly joined in. Then he got up and tried the gate.

We re three pretty good fellows, he called up, with a wink, aint we?

We are, indeed, replied Landes, fervently, especially you.

Say — I like your friend, bawled the soldier to Alain; hes a good fellow, aint he? Lemme in.

Where are your friends? asked Alain.

Aint got no frens, bawled the drunkard, weeping and snuffling. Aint got nothin nor nobody! Lemme in! and he beat upon the gate at the foot of the steps.

Wheres your battalion?

Aint got no battalion.

Yes, you have; where is it?

In h — l! In Belleville.

They re synonymous, whispered Alain to Philip. Are they coming this way?

Yes, guess so.

When?

Lemme in, Captain, pleaded the corporal, knocking great dents in his rifle barrel against the gate.

Not till you tell me when your battalion is coming.

Its coming soon — at ten oclock n alls well n Im drunk, sang the man.

Whos the Colonel?

Colonels a fool.

Yes — but whats his name?

I said fool. Opn the gate. I want to be sociable.

I mean his other name, persisted Alain, patiently.

Wilton, — École des Beaux Arts.

I know him, whispered Philip, excitedly. Hes an American student, an artist, great chum of Gustave Courbet.

Aint you goin to lemme in? pleaded the corporal, with a final bang on the gate which sent his rifle into smithereens.

What did you say the Colonels name was?

Wilton, a Yankee goddam plom pudding rosbiff — I can tell you all the officers of the 265th, too, if I want to. I know more n anybody, an Im only a poor d — n corporal.

What injustice! exclaimed Alain; and who are the gentlemen of the 265th?

Tribert, Colonel.

Who?

Antoine Tribert — an ass.

Philip and Alain exchanged a slight glance; then Landes said: Where is the battalion stationed?

In the rue des Rosiers; aint you goin to lemme in?

Where?

In the rue des Rosiers. Colonels headquarters in the Impasse de la Mort. Philip felt Alains hand on his arm, but they did not look at one another.

Go on.

Whad you want to know? Lemme in that gate. Lets be fraternal.

Yes, all right. Does he sleep there?

How in hell d I know?

Who are his officers?

Sarre.

Who?

André Sarre, captain, Isidor Weser, lieutenant, aide-de-camp Pagot — here, Im not tellin all I know, an I want to get in an fraternize—

At that moment the roll of drums filled the rue de Bourgogne, and around the corner crept a dozen soldiers thrown out as skirmishers. They glided along close to the walls, rifles poised, heads bent forward, while louder and louder the drums rolled and nearer and nearer sounded the petulant bugle.

The first guard from the Commune, whispered Alain; come.

They crossed the terrace, ascended a few steps, and, taking a path through the shrubbery, entered a narrow alley which led into a courtyard. There they paused.

Good-bye, said Alain, as they grasped each others hands. This gate leads into the rue dAthis, from there I can reach the St. Lazare station and be in Versailles in about an hour. My address will be Vinoys staff. I have yours in the rue Notre Dame. Remember you promised to keep me informed if possible. Good-bye once more, Philip, my friend.

And saying Courage to each other they parted, Alain passing through the gate into the rue dAthis and Philip taking an alley which led to the Pont Neuf.

So they separated, with the sound of the Communes drums in their ears and black foreboding in their hearts.


CHAPTER VII. THE IMPASSE DE LA MORT.
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THE CLOCK IN the Luxembourg palace struck two as Landes turned from the rue de Seine into the rue St. Sulpice. To reach the rue Notre Dame he made for the Place St. Sulpice, intending to cut across diagonally to the rue dAssas, but his progress was barred at the entrance of the Place by sentinels of the National Guard who warned him back with the sharp cry, au large! au large!

Along the line of sentinels a curious crowd had gathered. What they were watching Landes could not see, until he crossed the street. Here a jumble of cabs, trucks, and omnibuses were stuck fast, forbidden to proceed, unable to turn back. When he stepped upon the sidewalk and turned to get a full view of the square the matter was explained. Hundreds of soldiers of the National Guard were working like beavers along the four sides of the Place, and already a formidable barricade of paving stones had been erected. The Federals, rifles, coats, and cartridge-belts thrown aside, were attacking the granite blocks of the pavement with pick and crow. A bow-legged officer, with red reverses to his tunic and yards of gold lace on sleeve and képi, straddled up and down the sidewalk where the men were working and where the shop windows reflected his own charms. He talked in a loud nasal voice and divided his attention between his reflection in the windows and a group of pretty shop-girls who were giggling on the curb.

Mon Dieu! quil est beau! tittered a saucy brunette, such graceful legs!

His legs are Renaissance architecture — ladies, François Premier! said a student with a T-square under one arm and a drawing-board under the other.

The girls giggled until everybody in the vicinity laughed too.

Not Renaissance, — Moorish! put in another student. Look at him now as he stands — the rear view — a perfect Moorish arch! Those legs, ladies! — admire this fragment from the Alhambra, imported by the government at enormous expense for the instruction of the Paris public and—

A soldier tried to seize him, but he dodged and mounted an omnibus, from the top of which Landes, hurrying away, heard him still explaining in a loud voice the priceless value of this human gem of Moorish architecture, amid shrieks of laughter from the bystanders.

How can they laugh? How can they? Philip thought, hastening, on toward the Luxembourg. Nobody but a Parisian would make a jest of these sinister preparations.

He reached the rue de Vaugirard and started to cross the Luxembourg gardens, but again sentinels barred his way, and again the ominous cry, au large! au large! made him halt. A hasty glance across the dead line showed that the gardens were alive with Federal troops, mostly infantry of the National Guard.

Forced to make the long detour by the rue dAssas, he hastened on, passing more Federals in the rue de Luxembourg, and a partly built barricade at the junction of the rue de Fleurus; and at last he passed through the rue Vavin and the rue Notre Dame to his own studio.

Joseph, his concierge, open critic and secret admirer, stood at the gate of the long ivy-covered alley which led to the studio. The sight of him did Philip good.

After the horrors of the Place Pigalle, the slaughter in the rue des Rosiers, after what seemed years of absence in a land of nightmares, this home-coming moved him deeply. He could have embraced Joseph in his blue blouse — but he merely said:

Well, Joseph, here I am and glad to be here. It seems as if I had been away a long time.

Three days, Monsieur Landes, replied Joseph, in sepulchral tones. There was accusation in his eyes and a pained expression about his mouth.

Is all well? inquired Philip, perfectly aware of what was coming.

Joseph raised an appealing hand to Heaven, then with eyes turned in the same direction he wailed aloud:

Is all well? Monsieur asks me if all is well! Three days and nights has Monsieur absented himself, with Monsieurs gay friends, never leaving me, his concierge true and faithful, any sign or word. It is the same to Monsieur that I pass my nights in anxious watching, that I run hither and thither, fearing lest harm has befallen Monsieur; it is the same to him, that I, alarmed for his safety, fly to the morgue and to the police with cries of fright, — and my toe too lame to wear a sabot! — and my gout which protests! — 

Im sorry, Joseph, but I could not help it. This was no escapade.

Joseph fixed his gaze on his mop which was lying near the gutter, and still refusing to notice Philip, addressed it in impassioned strains, gesticulating wildly:

Monsieur has no regard for his Joseph, faithful and diligent. Monsieur deigns to send no word which might calm and comfort. No! Monsieur sends only a basket of dogs and cats — howling cats, which sit and make enormous eyes at one.

Ah! cried Philip, did the trooper bring the cat and the puppy?

Then at last Joseph addressed him directly.

Monsieur Philip, the puppy is biting holes in everything within the studio, and the cat claws the bark from the almond tree and ruins the rose bushes. Yet for Monsieurs sake I have been kind to the animals.

Of course you have, Joseph. You re a jewel. He had passed down the ivy-covered alley, Joseph at his heels, crossed the little garden, and now he stood in the doorway of the rear building where the studio was. An irregular quadrangle of house and garden walls enclosed the peaceful little court, roofs and gables of different heights rose around it against a fair spring sky. A mossy fountain was in the middle, bordered by almond trees and rose bushes. Philip looked kindly at the concierge, and repeated: You are a jewel, Joseph. The faithful one concealed his pleasure and rubbed his nose pensively.

Did Monsieur receive his clothes?

Yes, thank you. Now, get my bath ready and I want something to eat — anything — Im going out again presently.

To stay three days more?

No — no. Has Monsieur Ellice been here?

Five times, in anguish!

Anyone else?

A lady — Mademoiselle Faustine Courtois this morning. She will return again to-day: she said so.

Is that all?

A soldier came from the Luxembourg two days ago. He requested Monsieur to go at once to the Palace—

A soldier?

A dragoon. He said to tell Monsieur there was bad news from the Place Pigalle. I didnt know what he meant, added Joseph, tentatively, but Philip only answered:

Ah — well! My bath now, — and something to eat as soon as you can get it. He turned into the hallway and fitted a key into the first door on the left.

When he entered his studio the setter puppy left the hole in the panther skin which he had been patiently enlarging, and looked up with both ears cocked forward. Philip called him gently, and the little creature dashed enthusiastically into his arms. The cat also remembered him, and rising from the cushioned divan, opened her great emerald eyes stretched, yawned, and began to purr. Lifting her, Philip sat down on the divan and gathered them both into his lap. Then in the pleasant stillness of the familiar and sheltered room, homeless Jeanne de Brassac came and took entire possession of his thoughts, and his brain went on working at the problem of her rescue, as it had not ceased to do since he stumbled into the apartment of the Hôtel Perret. In all the grim horrors of the rue des Rosiers, in the turmoil of the Place Pigalle, and the sinister silence of the deserted War Ministry, his thoughts for her had scarcely suffered interruption. Amid the infernal clamor of the Château Rouge — the sickening confusion, violence, and cruelty — the horror and dread of death, her face was always before him, and his distressed heartbeats spelled out her name. And now he sat with her pets in his arms and pondered the almost hopeless problem of her rescue.

The police had been driven from the city, the garrison at the Luxembourg had fled to Versailles, nobody was left to whom he could go for aid or even for advice. And he himself, a marked man, could easily involve her in worse danger still by a wrong move. Moreover, the thought of lying under a dead wall, with a handkerchief over his eyes, and twelve bullets of the 265th battalion in his body, had small charms for him.

Well, it appeared that he must find Jeanne de Brassac alone, if at all. He could not think of a soul in all Paris to help him. Yes, there was one — Faustine Courtois, she might be useful, through her relations with Tribert. But how? that was far from clear. The only thing certain was that he could trust her. It never entered his mind to doubt Faustine, — and she had been seeking him already to-day. And she was coming back before evening, — he would wait till she came.

Joseph entered and said the bath was ready, and luncheon would be served in half an hour, so without more delay Landes tumbled his four-footed wards in a heap together on the divan and went into his bedroom.

When he came out again into the studio, fresh and hungry, a small table was laid and Joseph was already placing the omelet upon it. The Bordeaux was good, the linen was white, the pretty china and silver were bright. The cat and puppy invited themselves at once, and Philip did the honors with a bowl of milk. He finished soon. Joseph set his coffee beside the divan, he lighted a cigarette, and threw himself down there to wait for Faustine.

A glass extension was built out from the studio into the garden. The afternoon sun shone down the alley across the court, and a broad patch of sunlight fell through the glass on the floor of the studio. The cat sat blinking in the middle of it, occasionally twisting to polish her back with her pink tongue.

The puppy returned to the hole in the panther skin, but after a few mouthfuls settled down quietly and thought, — planning other and more important holes in more valuable property of the studio for future industry.

From where Landes was lying he could see the garden. He had noticed as he came in that the almond tree and lilac bushes were covered with buds, and had marked the tender amber-colored shoots from the thorn-covered branches of the roses. As he rested now idly among the cushions, the sunshine was warm and soothing, and a breeze blew through an open window in soft aromatic puffs. A shadow fell across the glass roof; there was a flirt and a flash of sun-tipped wings, and then a burst of liquid melody from the almond tree by the fountain. Landes sat up and listened; the cat also raised her head and her splendid eyes sparkled.

The first blackbird, said Landes, rising and going to the open door. There sat the vocalist ruffling his velvety black plumage, preening an unsatisfactory feather here and there with his bright yellow bill. The cat followed Landes and promptly began to stalk the bird, but Philip put a stop to that and sat down the doorstep in the full glow of the sun pouring down the ivy-covered alley. The gravel walks and moist flower-beds smelled of spring, the little circular stone basin of the fountain reflected a faint green of awakening water vegetation, and two cynical goldfish, who lived among the rocks at the bottom, came out and floated near the surface, waving their fins.

Philip felt in his pocket and drew out the crumpled paper which he had surprised Georgias writing in the Place Pigalle. For the hundredth time he read the few lines:

Mon Cher Raoul: If you think that the Impasse is safe enough Tribert can hold the bird there until— here the letter had been interrupted by his own sudden entrance. Until the drunken corporal came under the terrace of the War Ministry the word Impasse might have meant any of the countless alleys which lay hidden in older Paris, but now he knew it meant the Impasse de la Mort, Triberts headquarters, a narrow unpaved cul-de-sac which branched at right angles from the Faubourg du Temple just above the Canal St. Martin. Possibly one Parisian in a thousand had ever heard of it. Landes knew it, because his little model, Sara Lalo, lived there. One day, when her drunken father had nearly killed her, Philip had gone thither to give him a bit of advice.

The rest of the letter was simple as far as it went; the bird meant Jeanne de Brassac of course. As he looked down at the letter and thought of the child in that vile den, in the power of those criminals, an impulse to rush off and tear her out of their hands shook him. But of course that passed, and left him feeling more helpless than before. Could the model be of use? How could he get word to her? Days might be wasted in that attempt, and then, how did he know that he could trust her? Thrown back once more upon Faustine Courtois, he began to watch impatiently for her coming. The afternoon was passing, the lights growing longer and longer, — she must come soon. And sure enough in a few moments the gate opened without any ring, — trust Joseph for being on the watch, — steps came down the alley, and Faustine entered the garden.

With a gesture of welcome, Landes rose and motioned her into the studio, following, and closing the door.

The girl stood before him quiet and pale. He noted the strained expression of her eyes, the worn, almost sunken look of her cheeks and temples. They seemed to him so many signs of her participation in the violence of the past three days. He eyed the knot of red ribbon on her breast, and could not restrain his anger. - Well, he said curtly.

Well, Monsieur Philip — so you are safe.

Never mind me, he answered harshly. I want to know what you are wearing that thing for. Are you proud of your murders, and your anarchy? Were you content with the cowardly foot-pad assassination of the old Count de Brassac? God! If I had known you were such a girl as that!

You are very hard, she answered, with white lips. We have been such good friends.

We never would have been if I had not thought you a kind, harmless girl.

Kind! Harmless! she flashed out. You begin to tire me, Monsieur. Who sings of kindness in these days?

Not you and your friends, it appears. The chorus of the Commune is Murder and Ruin Ruin and Murder. I hope you like it. Its a nice song for a woman!

You shall not charge crimes on the Commune for which it is not to blame!

Who is to blame then? She was silent. Do you mean to tell me the Commune did not authorize the crimes on Montmartre?

The barricades, the struggle for liberty, — yes.

The attack on the troops! Why did the mob attack the troops? he demanded.

Why did Thiers try to steal our cannon?

Why did the Commune slaughter the prisoners in the rue des Rosiers?

It did not! The Commune did not! she cried passionately. It wanted to prevent those murders. It has been betrayed by criminals who use its name to cloak their crimes!

And the Central Committee, for what is that a cloak? Where was it at the Château Rouge, in the rue des Rosiers? What is it? A shade? A pretence? A cloak, as you say, — but for the Communes crimes!

Ah! mon ami, you are wrong. The Central Committee is composed of patriots. It has decreed the city elections. They will take place peacefully. Then the Committee will retire, and leave Paris to be governed by the men of her own choosing—

In the meanwhile throwing up a few barricades.

Certainly; and arming the forts and enceintes, she said, coolly ignoring his sarcasm.

Landes watched her, dismayed. This child! It seemed impossible that she could understand the horror of what she defended, the true meaning of her own prattle about forts and barricades.

Faustine, do you mean to tell me that the Commune did not countenance the murders on Montmartre?

Yes.

But the Central Committee was there — if it was anywhere. Word was continually coming that it would sit here — convene there, and we were dragged about to find it.

You? she interrupted, turning still whiter. He put her question aside with an impatient gesture.

What then is the Central Committee? Is it an empty name for something else to hide behind?

No! she cried indignantly.

Then he broke out, angry at her evasion, it is the Commune!

If you like, she answered sullenly. He saw his mistake. It was the first time Faustine had ever spoken to him in that tone. All his hopes depended on the girl, and here he was on the verge of a quarrel with her. He took her hand, and said gently:

My poor Faustine! Do you like to see your city running stark mad? Does one love liberty, and close the streets with bayonets? Does one inaugurate a Republic with murder and theft? That blood-colored thing you wear on your jacket, is it the symbol of the Commune? Then it is the symbol of ignorance, brutality, and cruelty. And you wear it!

Yes — I wear it. There was a pause — and she added through her set teeth, while there are rebels and traitors at Versailles.

Do you mean the legal government?

That is what they call themselves. Savage royalists and imperialists! They want to bring France under the yoke again. Do you think they can return? We will blow up the city first! Her eyes flamed feverishly, her cheeks were crimson.

Deep pity replaced every other feeling as Landes watched this slender child, his playmate yesterday? shaken by passions too fierce for her strength. He drew her to a seat on the divan beside him.

Listen, Faustine. We are, as you say, old friends and comrades. Until this cursed outbreak nothing ever threatened our good understanding. Is it so long since we shared the miseries of the siege together? I know you — you are upright and truthful by nature. You used to be incapable of a base action. Are you changed? I do not believe it, in spite of all you say.

Her face had been softening while he spoke, and now tears filled her eyes.

I want you to see where you are going, whose lead you are following. Loyal to your friends, how can you be unfaithful to your country?

I would die very gladly for my country, she said, without affectation.

I believe it, and yet living you give your aid to those who will disgrace and ruin her. She remained silent, looking down, the tears dropping into her lap. Tribert, Sarre, Georgias, you approve of them and their crimes? She began to tremble.

Oh! They are vile! — Monsieur Philip! I do not approve of them!

Yet they are officers in one of the Communes battalions.

They will be denounced all the same, when the time comes!

And until it comes they may rob and murder with impunity. Is that your idea of a good government, Faustine? He spoke almost tenderly, as to a child. She thrilled at the change in his voice and manner, looked up quickly, met only the firm kindness of his eyes, and broke into hopeless weeping. It must be so, she sobbed.

Landes, seeing her softened, took one of her hands in his, and began the story of the last three days. He did not spare her a single harrowing detail, and when he had finished she looked like death. The moment had come to enlist her aid, and he made his request. His account had included the murder of Count de Brassac, the events in the Place Pigalle, Georgias letter, and the revelations of the drunken corporal. She was the kind of girl to understand that he was bound to find Jeanne de Brassac, and he made his appeal quite simply.

Help me to carry out my plan, Faustine. I dont know which way to turn. You see Im a marked man myself.

Faustines eyes were dry. She drew her hand away from Philips friendly clasp, and sat up, looking him steadily in the face.

I will help you to find Mademoiselle de Brassac, if I can. What shall I do?

Get me a uniform of the 265th and a pass, or the countersign.

I will get you the countersign, and two uniforms — you must not go alone. Take Monsieur Ellice with you.

The very thing! Jack would go! Will you do that?

Yes.

When?

Now.

You dear girl! he cried, and slipped his arm about her waist. She jumped up, crimson with anger.

How dare you! She threw herself into a chair, sobbing bitterly again, her back turned to him, her head on her slender wrist.

I meant nothing, protested Philip.

I know it. Nothing! Yet you think I should endure your caresses because I was a girl of the Quartier Latin.

Upon my honor I never thought anything of the kind, he cried. I only thought you were the most generous girl in the world — and the truest comrade. I never asked a kindness of you yet that you did not grant it, no matter at what inconvenience to yourself. There is no one alive that I would treat with more sincere respect than you, Faustine.

À la bonheur! she laughed nervously, jumping up with another of her rapid changes. Say no more about it. I shall go now and get you your two uniforms. Look for them within an hour. I shall find some means of getting them into Josephs hands unobserved. She was moving away with a cool business-like air, but when she reached the door she turned back and met Philip, who was hurrying to open it for her.

Dieu vous garde, she said, looking up into his face, and do not forget that sinful souls are purified by love.

You are better than I, he stammered, much distressed.

Am I? she said bitterly, with another swift change. But Mademoiselle de Brassac is good! All that was visible of her cheek — which had grown very thin, — of her slender neck, burned crimson as she hurried through the open door and out across the garden. At the entrance to the alley Philip heard her exchange a few hasty words with some one — and the next moment Jack Ellice rushed into the studio. — 

By Jove! There you are! Faustine says you Ve been on Montmartre. She says you want me.

Yes, I want your help. But first I want the news — sit down and tell me the situation.

The news is infernally bad — and the situation is damned disagreeable.

Yes. I know that much. I want particulars — afterward Ill tell you the same story from my side.

Well, first of all, your friend of the Café Cardinal, Raoul Rigault, is Préfet of Police and Procureur Général to the Commune.

Good Lord!

Thats what I said when I read their infernal order stuck up on a bulletin at the Mayors office in the rue Bonaparte.

Order of the Central Committee?

Of the Central Committee. Thats awkward for you, Philip.

Youll say so when you hear what I have to tell you. But — that young Latin-Quarter student — hes younger than you are.

No. Hes twenty-eight.

Well, hes a failure in everything — in law — in medicine — and hes just failed again at the Polytechnique. A nobody, without talent. How did he get the appointment?

I suppose by being the biggest blackguard of the lot. Anyway there he is, and a full-fledged demagogue already. Takes Marat openly for his model.

Does he dare, so soon?

I should think so. The whole Commune is mad over the First Revolution. Their orators praise Robespierre. You are not in 1871, you are in the year 79 of liberty, and next month will not be April, but Germinal. They have seized the Official, and are running it to suit themselves. All the papers suppressed by Thiers have been revived. All the others have been shut up tight. And — this is what looks blackest of all, said Ellice, dropping his voice— to-day posters are on every wall in Paris decreeing the appointment of the Committee of Public Safety, and reviving the Law of Suspects.

The Reign of Terror!

Thats what we re headed for unless something stops us. But it cant go on, you know. The people must get scared by this last performance. Well, and now about yourself. What do you want of me? How did you get up on Montmartre, and — how did you get down? added Jack, with a laugh that tried to be like his old laughs. Then Landes began from their parting in front of the Café Ferdinand, and told the story of the past three days.

As an adviser Jack Ellice had not many original ideas, but as a confidant he was perfect. He listened with increasing excitement, and jumped eagerly at the expedition to the Impasse de la Mort.

As for plans, ended Philip, how can I make any? Ive been over the whole ground by myself twenty times. Last night I went over it with de Carette, carefully. He has the clear head of a Frenchman. Nothing escapes him, and his conclusion was the same as my own. There is not a peg to hang a hope of assistance upon — there is nothing to indicate one line of action more than another. All must be left to chance. And the chances are against us. Every new development makes the confusion greater. It seemed bad enough when we thought we had the government and the police behind us. It seemed worse when we found that the bottom had dropped out of the government. And now you tell me the Committee of Public Safety is the government, and Raoul Rigault is the police! I am Jeanne de Brassacs only protector at this crisis — and I am a marked man to the criminals who have her in their power. And the same criminals are in the chief places of the city government. If I find her and am so fortunate as to get her out of Triberts clutches, where shall I take her? She ought to be on the road to Chartres within an hour. Failing that, she must hide, till she can get away. Hide where? I dont know a soul I dare ask to receive her. From something her father said I fancy they havent many friends in Paris, and those they had will be scattered, no doubt — fled after the government and the army to Versailles.

Perhaps she will know some one, though, said Jack. Any woman, faithful and respectable and within reach, would be a god-send, — wait — wouldnt Josephs wife do at a pinch.

Joseph sent his family into the country to-day.

The devil!

Well, there it is — suppose we do find Jeanne de Brassac to-night, for instance, in the Impasse de la Mort. Suppose we do effect her escape. We shall have to run for it, probably. Suppose we fail to reach the station, — its coming from away over the other side of the river to the Gare Montparnasse.

It isnt guarded, said Ellice.

Anything may happen to head us off — suppose we fail then to reach the station?

We mustnt fail to reach the station, thats all. They sat and thought awhile. Then Jack said:

I think it behooves you, on your own account, to communicate with the American Minister as soon as possible — you cant tell what nasty trick those fellows may play you.

Yes, with the house-to-house search going on, and the guillotine working gaily in every square, and Raoul Rigault yearning to see my head in a basket of sawdust—

Oh, come! Whats the sense of being ghastly!

I feel ghastly. Your news has made me creep. I feel queer and strange as I used when I was a boy and saw a picture of an Incroyable. There was always, for me, something so grotesque and bizarre, so hideously fascinating in the Directoire costume; — it made me think of bloody heads on pikes.

Jack burst out laughing.

By Jove! you are rattled! Wake up! What do you see? Is that a photograph of General Grant on the piano? Is this a copy of the New York Herald  with advertisements of A. T. Stewart & Co.? Isnt there almost a century between us and the Reign of Terror?

There came a low knocking at the door.

Listen, whispered Landes, what does that mean? Theres a bell outside. No one ever knocks. They waited, silent. The knocking came again, low and persistent.

I cant understand, murmured Landes in Jacks ear, how Joseph could let in any one whom he didnt know.

For the third time the knocking began, low, distinct, imperative.

Landes walked to the door and flung it open. A little sallow man, all in black save for a crimson sash across his breast, stepped noiselessly into the room, without removing his hat. Two soldiers of the National Guard started to follow him in, but he motioned them out again, and closed the door softly behind him. Then in a colorless, husky voice he demanded to see the proprietor of the apartment.

I am the locataire, said Landes, with a dull, oppressive weight in his heart. What do you want, and who are you?

I am citizen Verlet, charged by the Chief of Police to arrest one Henri Marsy, suspect of the Commune. What is your name?

Philip Landes, artist.

And this gentleman?  looking at Ellice.

John D. Ellice, artist.

Who is your neighbor in the studio opposite?

Moreau Gauthier, sculptor, said Landes. Mr. Ellice does not live here. Kindly address yourself to me.

I will address myself to whom I choose, replied the little man in passionless tones. Who lives in the next studio beyond?

I dont know, said Landes, lying deliberately — for he did know that Henri Marsy lived there. So did Jack, and immediately had an inspiration.

Well, good-bye, Philip, he said, shaking hands with Landes, and giving him a knowing squeeze. Ill see you to-morrow then. He started for the door. The little man locked it and put the key in his pocket.

What do you mean by that! cried Landes, angrily.

This gentleman must not leave for the present. I am going to search your apartment.

No, you are not, broke in Philip.

In the name of the Commune—

I dont care a damn in whose name! cried Landes, trembling with wrath. Get out of my place! He started toward the sallow man, but the delegate from the Commune was too quick for him. Unlocking the door, he beckoned the soldiers.

Search is refused, he said impassively; fire, if further resistance is offered.

Try it, you crop-eared ragamuffins! shouted Landes, white with fury. Snatching an American flag from the wall he flung it over the chandelier.

Do you see that flag? Do you see me standing under it? That is my flag. This is United States ground. Outrage it or me if you dare!

The delegate from the Commune turned a shade more sallow, and stared at the flag.

The American Minister shall know about this to-morrow, said Ellice, gravely. I must request your name again — what was it — Varlet? Oh, Verlet.

Citizen Verlet grew pale, and stepped back. He knew nothing about alien rights, and he meant to conceal his ignorance if he could. The soldiers eyed the flag stupidly, and fingered their rifles. After a moment Verlet took off his hat, and bowed to Landes.



It is a mistake; formal search will not be necessary. No insult to your country was intended, and I hope the incident may be dropped.

Ellice saw his chance, and stalked furiously out of the open door, demanding a cab to take him to the United States Ministry.

I hope your friend will not insist upon the unfortunate features of this mistake. I hope he will not go to his Excellency, the United States Minister, the delegate said, very humbly.

Philip began a long-winded discourse upon the inviolability of American citizens, international treaties, and alien rights, about which he knew no more than the man before him — but he kept him terrified, if not edified, nervously adjusting his red sash, the soldiers yawning in sympathy, until he heard Jacks step in the garden, and knew that Marsy had escaped. Ellice entered in a tearing rage — cursing the whole cab service of Paris, and vowing he would walk to the Ministry. Landes presented the delegates apologies to him, and, after some difficulty, they were accepted, and it ended by the delegate and the two Americans exchanging profound salutations, and many compliments, until the former backed out, still bowing, and Landes closed the door behind him. Jack plunged head-foremost into the cushions of the divan and stopped his mouth with them — his heels kicking high and convulsively. Landes stood silent and troubled until he heard the door of Marsys studio slam, and the soldiers retreating footsteps across the gravel. Jack uncovered his head and looked out from the cushions.

Oh, Lord! you and your United States ground! Landes relaxed into a grin. You and your American Minister! he retorted.

But I knew better and you didnt. Oh, by Jove! This is my flag! says he.

Well, it worked, didnt it?

And Marsys at the Gare Montparnasse by this time. And the sallow cad in the sash didnt know his government has the right of search in its own country everywhere except at the Foreign Ministries and Embassies — what a bluff!

Joseph entered with a large parcel. Terror was written on every feature. He glanced in a grieved manner at the laughing faces and began to lament. The flight of Marsy would cause the house to be suspected, and they gathered from his somewhat incoherent remarks that, as father of a family, he objected to a sudden and violent death. Landes comforted him.

You are all right, my friend. That delegate will not want to talk about this visit in a hurry. At first he will be afraid to tell how near he came to plunging two great nations into war — and when he knows what a fool he made of himself he wont want to tell that. Joseph, are you for the Commune?

Monsieur Landes, said Joseph, with a hurt expression, I trust I am in my senses.

Then you wouldnt betray me?

Poor Joseph replied with a howl, more convincing than words. Philip, laughing, assured him he had only been joking, and dismissed him. Then they opened the parcel. Ellice looked at his watch — it was nearly six.

Lets get into these things, he said.

The uniforms and képis fitted them as well as they usually fitted the men who wore them. They surveyed each other critically, cocked their caps at each other, brushed their epaulettes, and buckled their side-arms tightly. Landes went into his bedroom and shaved off his moustache. When he came out and found that Jack did not notice the change he bitterly lamented the sacrifice.

It was after six — Joseph served them a little supper — and while they were eating it they took him into their confidence. When he fully understood the situation his admiration knew no bounds. He addressed Philip in terms of adoration, and then began that habit, which he kept up for months, of moving about Landes on tiptoe. Unable to stop it Landes had to bear it. Joseph would neither be silenced nor driven away.

Tenez! Monsieur Philip, you have a noble heart—

For heavens sake, Joseph, go and drink yourself to death with this five-franc piece, entreated Landes, but neither bribes nor threats had any effect.

Charlemagne and Roland are not in it with you, old chap, said Ellice, grinning at him under his képi.

Don Quixote is, said Philip, a little irritated. Are you ready?

Yes, your worship, but I fear this will be a worse business than windmills.

Landes looked at Jacks laughing face with compunction.

Look here, he said, I have no right to bring you into this. It isnt your affair. You are risking your neck for me.

No, for fun. And besides, you are risking yours for Mademoiselle de Brassac; whats the difference? Moreover, it is my affair, — any decent mans affair, you know.

Philip, divided between his urgent need of help and a sudden sense of responsibility for Jacks neck, turned toward the door.

Joseph had called a cab; they entered it and told the driver to go to the Café Blanc-bec in the Faubourg du Temple. They had planned to dismiss the cab there and stroll leisurely up the street to the Impasse de la Mort.

The Boulevard St. Michel, the bridges, the quays, were alive with National Guards, strolling in groups or singly. Their uniforms fitted them rather worse, on the whole, than Jacks and Philips did their wearers. Thats all right, said Ellice, but I hope I shant have to talk.

Yes, your — er — accent — but there are all sorts of foreign adventurers in the Federal ranks. Theyll take you for one.

I hope so.

Yes, otherwise when you say donny moy ung verre do—

I can say it better than that, said Ellice, placidly. Landes diverted the conversation. What has become of Ynès Falaise, Jack?

Didnt I tell you? She has fallen in love with Archie Wilton.

Why, thats the commander of the 266th.

Yes. Ynès never cared for him until he began to swagger for the Commune. Like all French girls of her class shes a rank rebel — and now she adores Archie. Pity, — Wilton was a decent little chap when he was an art student.

They were looking at a brilliantly lighted shop window; crowds of people seemingly without a care in the world were passing and repassing.

The Reign of Terror has not interfered much with business as yet, Landes said,— but wait. They were drawing near their destination.

What did you do with the paper on which Faustine wrote the countersign?

I have it.

Tear it up, we know the word— Viroflay.

Yes — Viroflay. Landes tore the paper into little bits and dropped them out of the window. The cab drew up before the Café Blanc-bec. Ellice paid, prudently declining a battle over the tip which the cabby offered him, and followed Landes on to the terrace. They ordered coffee and sat down as if they meant to spend the evening. There were not many people on the shabby terrace. A vilely scented souteneur, a poor girl or two, but not a single uniform, for which they thanked their stars. After a while the bulky proprietor came and surveyed his guests. When he saw the two National Guards he hailed them with enthusiasm.

Good-evening, comrades. What battalion?

Two hundred and sixty-fifth, answered Landes, pleasantly, but at the same time he gave Jack the sign to move on.

Did you say the two hundred and sixty-fifth? wheezed the host.

Yes, — Colonel Tribert, said Landes, rising slowly and moving away.

Wait, comrade, will you please take a message to my son? You know him, perhaps, — Paul Martin, private in the third company.

Landes had to stop and wait until the man waddled up.

No, I dont know Paul Martin.

And your friend? looking at Ellice. Jack shook his head.

Now it would oblige me very much if you would inquire for my son in the third company, and give him a message for me. Ask him to get leave for an hour or two to-night. Tell him, Monsieur, here he stuck his face into Landes— tell him at nine there will be a little supper — a few delicacies — some good wine, a duck — est ce-que je sais moi? Well, something better than camp fare at least. Will you ask him, Monsieur?

Landes promised and started again to go, but old Martin seized him by the arm and poured out fatvoiced thanks mingled with cries of joy. Come yourself, also, you and your comrade — mon Dieu! — you young fellows can get two hours leave! Come and bring the ladies if you like — I dont care. Cré nom dun nom il faut bien quon samuse!

To get away from him Landes promised everything, and the fat reprobate let him go at last in a shower of au revoirs!

Did you see his nose? The old sinner! said Ellice, in disgust. As they crossed the dirty Canal St. Martin, Philip begged him to speak lower and keep an eye open for sentries.

Weve got our revolvers, said Jack.

Yes, thought Landes, but if we have to fire the games up. There! — the Impasse de la Mort, he said aloud; now keep quiet and let me do the talking if we re challenged.

Lord! You re welcome, said Jack.

They crossed the street and entered the mouth of a narrow alley lighted dimly by a single oil lamp at the farther end, but no challenge came from the darkness, and there was no sound except the echo of their own footsteps.

When they had gone about a third of the way down the alley a door was flung open in a house between them and the gate which they had just passed, a gleam of light shone out, and a babel of voices filled the narrow court. Then the door was slammed, the voices ceased, and the place was in darkness again. But the two friends had seen a soldier come out of the door and walk toward the entrance of the alley.

Its the sentinel; hes been drinking in there, thats why we were not challenged, whispered Ellice.

Wait a moment, said Landes, and he started toward the figure now standing in the mouth of the alley. He had almost reached the sentinel before the fellow heard him, and swinging about brought his rifle awkwardly to the charge.

Qui vive! he bellowed, ferociously.

Friend of the Commune!

Advance three paces, friend of the Commune!

Philip obeyed carelessly.

Halt!

Philip stopped, cocked his képi, thrust his hands into his pockets, and said: Come, come, comrade; not so much fuss! You leave your post to get a drink, and Thiers himself might have passed.

The sentinel, a thick-witted lout, was frightened, and tried to hide it by angrily demanding the countersign.

Viroflay! Viroflay! For all you know it might be Versailles! Really this indiscipline is disgusting.

The sentinel dropped the butt of his musket to the ground and stared hard, trying to see Landes face in the half darkness.

Whats your battalion? he asked, nervously.

Thats none of your business.

You re not very polite, comrade, whined the fellow, who began to fear he had to do with an officer on his rounds in privates uniform.

Im polite when I choose to be. Why did you leave your post?

Voyons, comrade — it was only a moment — just a step to the  Bec-de-Gaz  there — and this is very dry work. You wouldnt report me?

Whats your battalion?

Why, the 265th! said the man, surprised and suspicious again.

Philip saw his slip and caught himself up.

Good! You re not so drunk that you cant tell that! he said.

Drunk! cried the sentinel, when I only had a petit verre!

That will do. Your company? demanded Philip, sternly.

Third, stammered the man, perplexed and frightened once more.

Your name?

Paul Martin.

Landes whistled softly. Then he burst into a hearty laugh and clapped the sentinel on the shoulder.

I was joking, he said. Dont take it amiss, comrade. Ive got a message for you from your father.

Farceur! cried Martin, angrily, but much relieved. You gave me a fine scare! How did I know but it was that martinet Cluseret?

D — n Cluseret! swaggered Philip. How long are you on duty?

Until midnight. The Captain soaked it to me for losing three buttons. What does my father want?

He wants you to get two hours liberty. Theres a duck, some good wine, and good company at the Café Blanc-bec, at nine oclock.

Fichtre! I cant go.

Ask the Captain.

Look here, my friend, I see you dont belong to the third company, or you would know that pigheaded Captain Pau. Do you think after hes stuck me with six hours extra sentry hes going to give me two hours liberty? What is your company anyway?

Landes ignored the question.

Im sorry you cant come; Monsieur Martin invited me too.

And to think that I must miss it, — I who live on — you know what they choke us with here!

Do I know! groaned Philip.

Duck, did you say? The man banged his rifle viciously against the stones.

Duck and green peas, repeated Philip, carelessly. And old wine? The Beaune that he drinks himself no doubt.

He said good wine and tender duck.

Dont, comrade, my mouth is watering!

Diable! so is mine! laughed Philip.

The sentinel cursed his luck so heartily that Landes laughed all the more. Then he said, pretending to have a sudden thought and coming close to Martin: Listen, comrade, I believe we can arrange it, after all. Where is the sentinel in front of Colonel Triberts house?

He isnt in front any more. Hes stationed in the hallway. Why?

Never mind, let me see, — Colonel Triberts house is — is—

The third from the end of the cul-de-sac, — on the right. Hasnt your company been on guard here?

No — not yet. Well, now suppose I should get you a substitute — would the Colonel find it out?

No — he doesnt know me — and besides, hes gone away.

And your Captain?

Hes gone too — with the Colonel to the Hôtel de Ville.

Then if I get someone to take your place you could come for an hour to the petit souper — and not be missed.

Can you do that?

Well, one of my comrades has gone into the Impasse to see his girl. Hell stand here for us, Ill engage, if we bring him a half bottle and a wing of something!

Tiens! an idea! Ask him!

Philip ran to where Ellice was concealed in a doorway, and told him in a few words of the chance that he had found. Jack whispered, All right! and they returned together to the sentry.

My comrade, Victor, of the sixth— whispered Landes to Martin, give him your chassepot, and hurry.

Arent you coming too?

In ten minutes. Im going to fetch a lady — your father said I might.

Ah — cest ça! Martins coarse voice broke into a chuckle. Then I wont wait — and — I say, comrade — bring two.

If I can, said Philip, hiding his disgust, now hurry.

Martin slunk quickly out of the alley, muttering, dont forget, Viroflay is the word, and disappeared in the direction of the Canal. As soon as he had vanished Landes turned to Ellice.

Jack, Tribert has gone to the Hôtel de Ville. His house is the little one there at the end of the alley, the third on the right. Theres a sentry in the hallway. Im going to reconnoitre.

Ill come too. — 

They walked rapidly toward the house.

What a rat-trap, said Jack, eying the end of the Impasse, which was a dead wall.

Whats the use of saying so if it is, said Landes, nervously.

Theres the house — and heres the sentry!

Qui vive! came the challenge, followed by a rattle of accoutrements in the doorway.

Friends of the Commune!

Advance three paces, friends of the Commune! Halt! — 

Hst! Viroflay! Its all right, said Landes, walking up to the doorway. Paul Martin is in trouble again.

Whats he done now? inquired the sentry, leaning carelessly on his rifle.

You know how the Captain soaked him about the buttons?

Yes, six hours extra sentry.

Well, hes been found away from his post now. He just went into the Bec-de-Gaz to drink, and along comes — comes—

Who?

You know, whispered Landes, who was stuck fast.

You dont mean Grissot?

Yes — Grissot himself.

Whew! Poor Paul! What did old Grissot do?

Come in and Ill tell you, and Landes walked into the house with a swagger and a cock of his képi that would have carried conviction in any Federal battalion. Ellice followed in the same fashion, and they entered a big bare office, lighted by a single candle.

Wait! cried the sentry, a beardless youth, with prominent eyes and retreating chin, you cant go in there.

Oh, its all right, laughed Philip, have you got anything to eat?

No, but theres a bottle of cognac in that closet — if youll wait till—

Cant wait.

If the Colonel comes—

Oh, he wont come — lets have a drink, said Landes, coming nearer with a glance at Ellice who was watching him. Hello! Whats wrong with your rifle? Is that the way—

What? What? said the sentry, looking down at it. Landes tripped him up and held his mouth closed while Ellice jerked the rifle out of his hands.

Tear up that curtain, Jack — quick — the fool is trying to bite me. In a minute the astonished sentry had his mouth stuffed with a ball of cloth, a band about his face to keep it in and strong bandages around both ankles and both arms.

Fine troops these Federals, laughed Landes; wed better go on and capture the city. Quick, lets get him into that closet. — 

There he goes!

Good! Lock him in!

Jack locked the door and put the key in his pocket. Hark! Whats that? he said as a door opened and a voice sounded on the floor above. They crept to the foot of the stairs and listened, then mounted silently.

Keep out of sight, Landes motioned. They had reached the landing and Philip, who was first, could see into the room whose door stood open. He looked and drew back with a face that made Jacks blood run cold. Putting his mouth close to Ellices ear — Landes whispered, Tribert is there. The voice was plain enough now — and the words were perfectly audible to both listeners.

What are you whining about? growled Tribert, addressing someone in an inner room. Its your own fault. Ive told you what I would do, and its more than anybody else would do for you. There was no reply. Landes saw him pick up a sword from a camp-stool and attach it to his clasp. Then he took a brace of revolvers from the mantle, thrust them into his belt, and turned again to the invisible occupant of the next room.

No more whining, I say. If you want to go home to Tours, I tell you Ill send you there safely, but only on that condition. As for this scarlet and black dandy in spurs, hes going to stay here.

Then I shall stay too, came the answer in a clear sweet voice, ringing with defiance.

Tribert made an ominous gesture.

Be careful, you two! Im going now to the Hôtel de Ville. If you want to get safely to Tours, Madamè, you will persuade your fellow aristocrat to hear reason. If he does not make up his mind to accept my proposition before I leave this room it will be bad for both of you. Yes, both — do you hear me, Captain de Carette?

Philips heart leaped into his throat. He reached back and clutched Jack, who nodded that he had heard.

There was a slight pause, then Alains voice, cool and contemptuous:

I was not paying attention. What did you say?

I said, roared Tribert, that you had better decide now. The Commune has voted the Law of Suspects. If Raoul Rigault catches you it means a file of men — and a dead wall for you. I, on the other hand, offer you command of a battalion.

Oh! a — battalion?

Of Turcos.

Turcos?

I said so.

Ah! Turcos from Belleville?

How reckless, thought Landes, to prod a wild beast when you are in his den! The sullen roar began to sound again in Triberts voice — but he restrained himself. The hope of securing a regular officer and an aristocrat for the Communes army was worth some self-restraint.

Well, and what have you against Turcos from Belleville, Monsieur the Aristocrat? The battalion is formed — well see which will fight the best, when it is face to face with your yellow monkeys from Algiers. Will you command it or no?

Do you mean will I turn traitor to save myself?

Answer me! snarled Tribert.

I must trouble you to loosen this rope a little first; its too tight. Torture isnt included, as yet, in the procedure of the Commune, is it?

Hell give it an extra twist for that, thought Landes; why will Alain be so foolish? and he remembered how he had flung a haughty affront in the face of the ex-valet on Montmartre. He wont get off this time. Landes thought, with a sinking heart. But Tribert, after a seconds hesitation, tramped into the next room, and his voice was heard saying:

Which rope? Oh, this?

Not that way, — you tighten it!

A pause.

You find that painful? growled Tribert. Very, answered Alain, drily.

Well, you know how to escape these little annoyances. Listen to me, once for all; if the Versailles troops see Turcos on our side, commanded by a regular officer, they will desert to us. That is why we want you! This is your chance. Under the Commune, promotion; — you can become what you will, If you refuse, we shall sweep Thiers and his traitors into the Seine all the same, and you—

Tribert, said de Carette, with insulting omission of the Colonel, if I live to catch you outside of this place I will have you shot for attempting to corrupt the Line. There was a short silence, then a blow and a fall.

Shame! cried a faint voice, the voice of a woman; shame on you!

Now for it! panted Landes, drawing his revolver; now, Jack! and they stole into the outer room.

Here he comes, whispered Ellice.

Tribert appeared in the inner doorway, saw them, opened his mouth to shout, tried to sieze his revolver, and fell to the floor with a queer choking gasp. Landes had struck him full in the face with the butt of his pistol. Before he had time to fall, Philip struck him again, savagely, full on the temple. Then he measured his length on the floor.

Go in, Jack, I darent leave this beast yet.

Jack sprang into the second room, while Landes seized Tribert by the legs and dragged him into a small room at the head of the stairs. By the dim light from the hall he unwound Triberts sash, twisted it into a rope and bound him hand and foot as tightly as he could draw the knots. Then he took a small towel from the washstand, rolled it into a ball, stuffed it into the unconscious mans mouth, tied it on with strips torn from another towel, and opened a window to let in fresh air. I ought to let him smother, he said to himself, as he slipped out, locked the door, pocketed the key, and hurried back to find the prisoners. As he stepped into the outer room a tattered and bloody object seized and hugged him.

De Carette! You here! was all Landes could trust his voice to say. Keeping hold of Alain, who seemed almost to lean on him, Landes turned to the inner room. There stood Ellice bending over a young lady who sat on a lounge, trembling but holding up her head and gazing resolutely into his face.

Landes stepped to her side.

Mademoiselle de Brassac, he said, dont distrust us because of our uniforms. We have come to get you away from here.

The young lady transferred her timid but unflinching gaze to Philips face. She seemed bewildered. De Carette drew him away, saying, with a queer laugh:

That is not Mademoiselle de Brassac. She is locked in another room. Ill show you. Come.

For Gods sake, hurry! cried Landes. Alain tried to follow, but stumbled and leaned on his friend.

That rope was tight, he muttered. Philip supported him while he led the way up two steps, down a short narrow entry, to a closed door.

We shall have to break it in, he said, and gathered what remained of his strength for one more effort. Together they threw themselves, full weight, against the door; it gave way, crashing and splintering, and sent them head foremost into the room.

Shocked at having entered in such a manner, Landes drew himself up and stood stiffly near the shattered door. There was an unshaded lamp on a table. Beside it stood a young girl, motionless. Her beautiful eyes, dilated with fear and courage, looked black in the half light, her white face was calm, one delicate hand rested easily on the table.

There was no mistake this time. Philip would have known her among a million. Jeanne de Brassac had grown to be a woman. Her fair hair gathered back from the full temples, her sweet eyes, the curve of her lips, and above all that soft little hand resting quietly, just as it rested on her mothers arm so long ago.

What do you wish, Messieurs? she said, as if their appearance had been quite regular.

I — I am Philip Landes, he stammered.

Philip Landes! she cried, and her startled eyes looked into his.

De Carette had somehow regained his feet. His clothes were torn and bloody, his face was ghastly pale, his voice scarcely audible; but he came forward and made her a bow with perfect grace.

My name is Alain de Carette, Captain of Artillery in the regular army, taken this morning at the St. Lazare Station by the Federals, and a fellow prisoner with you in this house all day— he hesitated— there is a lady too — then went on hurriedly— and this, Mademoiselle de Brassac, is Philip Landes, your brothers friend, who risks his life to save yours.

With an exquisite gesture Jeanne de Brassac held out her hand to Landes. That is what my father said you would do, Monsieur—

We must hurry, said de Carette in the ghost of a voice, if we are to get away from here, and led the way back to the room where Ellice stood, seemingly oblivious of surroundings, in delighted attendance on the bewildered and haughty young lady, who, when she saw another woman ungratefully said, God be praised! and went to meet Jeanne without giving Jack a glance.

Madam — Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc, said de Carette, this is Mademoiselle de Brassac. We have not one moment to lose. Will you come, ladies? Philip, will you lead?

You cant go out that way. Your uniform—

Im not going with you. I shall wait till you get clear.

You think we would go and leave you? There — take my overcoat, and Triberts cap is on the landing outside.

That is a privates overcoat — take this. Jeanne de Brassac caught a Federal officers overcoat from a peg on the wall.

Ellice helped Alain on with it; Landes brought Triberts cap. Now you are perfect. Will you lead the way? We may meet a sentry after all. The ladies had caught up their wraps and concealed their faces in them.

Not a soul was stirring in the Impasse de la Mort as they emerged from Triberts headquarters.

Silently they moved toward the entrance. The sentry had not returned and his absence had not been discovered. They were cautiously stepping out into the Faubourg du Temple when they met Martin face to face. He was accompanied by a file of soldiers, but he was too drunk to care, and chanted in a low sentimental voice:

Oh, take me to my love!

Oh, take me to my love!

Oh (hic!), take me to my (hic!)—

The games up! muttered Ellice, heres Martin. At the same moment Martin discovered Landes and yelled with delight.

Fine dinner, good wine, mon vieux! he shouted, never had better. Ladies, you are too late!

Silence! commanded de Carette, sternly; then with a haughty gesture to the officer in charge, Halt! Lieutenant, what do you mean by permitting a drunken soldier to insult an officer accompanied by ladies?

The moment was critical. The lieutenant had barred the way and was motioning his men to close in, but this attack frightened him. He saw the four gold bands on de Carettes cap, and although in that dim light it was impossible to distinguish features, yet Alains bearing of superior officer was not to be mistaken, and the cold authority of his tone made the young lieutenant shiver. He stuttered and stammered and saluted obsequiously, but froze stiff when Landes, seeing the impression already made, quietly stepped to Alains side, saluted with much deference, and said something in a voice too low to be heard, excepting the word Cluseret, which he caused to reach the lieutenants startled ears. Alain nodded curtly to Philip and turned again to the Federal officer.

Report to your captain and consider yourself under arrest! Sergeant, take that drunkard to the guard-house. Thirty days police cell. Set two sentries at the gate and allow no one to leave the Impasse until you have my orders. Why is there no sentry in front of Colonel Triberts headquarters? Set two there at once and let no one enter or leave the house until you have the order from General Cluseret. By heaven! Ill bring this battalion under discipline or Ill disband it. March!

Like a flock of sheep the detachment crowded into the Impasse and the little party of fugitives hurried away toward the Canal St. Martin.

Landes and Mademoiselle de Brassac walked first; Ellice came next with the silent, frightened stranger on his arm; de Carette brought up the rear. The street was not well lighted but there were many people passing, and now and then some, keener-sighted and more curious than the rest, would stop and stare back at them; sometimes these would speak to others who also turned and stared.

When this had happened several times Alain joined Philip. We are attracting attention, our party is too large, he whispered.

Yes, I see. Im afraid we must separate.

Where are you going? asked de Carette.

Why, as we decided last night at the War Ministry, to the Montparnasse Station. Mademoiselle de Brassac must be on her way to Chartres within an hour, if possible.

Im afraid it isnt possible.

But the Montparnasse Station is not guarded. Ellice says so.

It was not guarded at noon, but who knows what may have been done by this time? I would not dare venture if I were you.

What in the world can we do then? Where can she go?

It seems to me this isnt the time to choose, if there were any choice, but there isnt, began Alain.

Ellice interrupted, pressing forward with Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc: Philip, do you see how the people are staring? Weve got to separate, and the sooner the better!

Captain de Carette thinks the Gare Montparnasse may be guarded by this time, said Landes.

Then give that up, urged Ellice. You take a cab with Mademoiselle de Brassac; well walk on a little and take another, we three, then, all make for my studio, by different routes.

Why not for mine? — 

Mine is nearer, and safer, because it is mine. Rigault and Company dont know me as well as they do you.

Monsieurs advice is excellent, said de Carette, in a faint voice. Will you call a cab, Philip? Alain, dear old fellow, you are suffering? whispered Philip, while Jack hurried off in the direction of a cab-stand. Alain leaned against his friend without answering. Mademoiselle de Brassac gently begged to know if he was badly hurt; the other lady trembled violently but did not speak.

A cab stopped beside them. Jack sprang out and waited for Philip, but he turned to de Carette. We will follow you immediately, Alain. De Carette drew himself up with an effort, bowed, and motioned Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc to enter. She glanced at him, hesitated, and obeyed. He followed her inside and then quietly fainted away. Ellice sprang after him, Landes gave the driver hasty directions, and came and leaned in at the window.

Is he very ill? Why, hes all over fresh blood. Hes been shot in the body somewhere! Then Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc seemed to throw off her stupor, and turning to Ellice said: he was shot in the shoulder this morning at the Gare St. Lazare where they killed my uncle. I know a little about surgery. If you can take him to a safe place I can help care for him!

Good! said Ellice; Philip, tell the man to drive on. Join us as soon as possible, at my place. The cab rolled away. Landes and Mademoiselle de Brassac were left standing alone in the Faubourg du Temple. He glanced down at her quiet face and offered his arm. She took it with simple confidence, and they walked away together. Turning at the first corner they entered a dark side street, going slowly at first, but hurrying as soon as they dared. Her step was light and firm, her hand rested on his arm like a feather, and she breathed easily in spite of their rapid pace.

Are you tired? — and frightened? he asked, as they approached a lighted Boulevard.

No. Are we in any danger now?

I think not. I think the worst is over. We will take a cab just beyond that lamp, and— His tongue clove to the roof of his mouth.

Raoul Rigault was walking at his elbow.

He saw the small eyes blinking through the glasses, the coarse red lips, moist and venomous under the beard, and with all his strength he struck him. Once, twice, he felt the impact of his clenched fist on that hideous face, then he heard cries and shouts, the noise of feet, and clamour of voices; his hand was seized and he found himself running, drawn along by Jeanne de Brassac, who sped lightly at his side, her fingers tightly clasped in his. Behind was the noise of pursuit.

Turn here! he breathed, and they swung into a long dark alley, traversed it, and entered another. Turn here! he repeated, and they were in a narrow, squalid street, where they had to stop running and pick their way through mire. The shouts behind them seemed drawing nearer. They reached a broader street, fairly well lighted and cleaner, but almost deserted, and dashed recklessly through it. Into a dark street again, — he did not know where, he was lost for the moment, — dark, narrow, and interminable, he could hear his heart beating and her skirts flapping in the March wind, as she ran beside him, her hand close clasped in his.

Are you tired? he faltered.

No! no! she panted, and she increased her pace. They came to an open square.

We must walk now, said Landes.

They listened; the pursuit seemed falling off.

They must have gone another way. Oh, for a cab while there is time! he groaned, freeing his eyes from the sweat that rolled into them from his hair, and peering across the square. There! I think I saw one! and he crossed over, forcing himself and Jeanne to walk slowly.

Au large! Au large! on ne passe pas! came from the street they were approaching, and the Communes pickets took it up along the square.

A barricade! Come! and he bore due west once more.

To reach Ellices studio, in the rue de Sfax, it was necessary to go north. Again and again when they tried to cross in that direction they were stopped by the warning challenge and the rattle of bayonets.

The city is cut in two! I dont know how to reach the rue de Sfax from here; the barricades block us, and we dare not go back to the Boulevards.

What can we do then? she asked, with just the slightest break in her voice. He stopped, full of pity.

But please dont think I am complaining! she said quickly. I am not afraid, I trust you implicitly, and I am not tired either. — 

In miserable helplessness he gazed about him. There was but one route open. Toward the north barricades closed every outlet, but the west was clear as far as he could see.

I think we could reach my studio, — he hesitated,— but — if—

I will be very grateful to you, Monsieur, said Mademoiselle de Brassac.

Then we must look for a cab on the quay, and giving her his arm once more, he cautiously approached the river. If Raoul Rigaults spies have found out where I live, he thought, the quays will be watched. That may be the reason why the pursuit fell off. With his heart in his mouth, therefore he made his way to a long line of cabs, selected one and hailed the driver.

Can you get us through the barricades to the rue de Sfax?

The cabby shook his head. Not for all your money, Monsieur, he grinned.

Very well. Then 70 rue Notre Dame. Drive fast!


CHAPTER VIII. HEMMED IN.
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IT WAS MIDNIGHT when the cab drew up before the ivy-covered alley which leads past the porters lodge to the white-walled garden and Landes studio. Joseph answered the gate bell, stared an instant, and, quickly comprehending, received them with devotion.

We were separated from Mr. Ellice and the rest, and the barricades cut us off from Mr. Ellices studio — so we had to come here, said Landes.

Bon! Monsieur Philip, replied Joseph, and followed reverentially as the young man led his guest between the ivy-hung walls, into the glimmering garden, and across to the studio door.

It is very dark, said Landes, entering first and drawing the shade from the glass roof to the extension, to let in a bit of palely lighted midnight sky. Please stand still a moment — now give me your hand. And he guided her to a chair.

The concierge lighted a lamp, set a match to the fire, and departed, saying to Philip as he passed him that he would bring hot water for tea.

Thank you, Joseph, said Philip, in a low voice, and the faithful one withdrew on tiptoe.

The lamp-light filled one side of the studio with a warm glow, leaving the other side full of shadow. In the fireplace little blue flames and thin spirals of smoke were curling up. Jeanne de Brassac leaned back in her chair with closed eyes and white face. Philip stood and looked at her. As he realized the unsuitableness of her surroundings, the color flashed to the roots of his hair. But there was no time for reflection; Joseph came in again, bringing a tea-kettle and an alcohol lamp, and the duties of a host became imperative.

While the tea was being made and drunk, Joseph, stopping now and then to exchange a murmured word with Landes, was passing quickly and quietly up and down a quaint staircase with a carved wooden balustrade, which led from the lower end of the studio up to a small landing and a door. Presently his journeyings ceased, and with a bow full of fatherly kindness and profound respect to the young lady, he said, Good-night, Monsieur Philip, and disappeared. Then Landes turned timidly to his guest.

Mademoiselle, I regret exceedingly that it was impossible for us to join the others at Mr. Ellices studio — but at least you are safe here — for a day or two, until we can find an opportunity for your escape to Chartres. There is a room at the head of that staircase which I beg to place at your disposal. I shall be below here, in the room yonder, or else in this room. You can rest peacefully, for Joseph and I will keep watch. I cannot express, he added in a voice of deep feeling, my sense of the unfitness of this place, and my regret that it is all I have to offer Mademoiselle de Brassac rose and held out her hand. The lamp-light shone full in her violet eyes as she raised them to Philip; here face was white with the pallor of physical and mental exhaustion, and she drooped a little as she stood. Her bearing combined the exquisite docility of a convent-bred girl with the dignity of a very young lady. It seems to me, Monsieur, she said, that it is I who shall never be able to express my gratitude. May I go to my room now?

Landes took up a lighted candle and asked diffidently if he might show her the way. She thanked him and followed up the stair. He could feel her lean wearily on the balustrade, and hear her little tired feet drag. He paused on the landing for her to join him, and then opening the door stood aside for her to enter. A glow and crackle of wood fire from the hearth came out, and the setter puppy rushed frantically forward, seizing her dress. Jeanne uttered a cry and stooped toward him: the large yellow cat rose on the bed opposite, stretched, and blinked. Oh, Tcherka! Tcherka! cried the girl, stepping swiftly forward, and took the cat in her arms. Then she sank down sobbing beside the bed, Landes set the light on a table and went away, closing the door softly.

The long strain had told. At the sight of those helpless creatures the last remnant of her courage broke down; she lay with her face buried in Tcherkas soft fur, and gave way to bitter grief for her dead father.

Landes, standing in the studio below, listened to her desolate weeping as long as he could bear it, then with his own eyes full of tears, he caught up his hat and went to find the concierge.

Joseph was fussing about the gate with a lantern. A late half-moon had risen just above the house-tops.

Joseph! said Landes, irritably, stamping along the walk. What the devil are you doing? Go to bed! The faithful one circled respectfully around Landes and touched his cap.

You walk like an eagle in the Jardin des Plantes! said Landes, with a nervous laugh; stop it and tell me what you are doing here at one oclock in the morning!

Monsieur Philip, I was fixing a padlock on the gate. The street below near the rue Vavin is full of soldiers. Hark! do you hear the sound of the picks?

An icy chill ran down Landes spinal column. What are they doing with picks?

Making a barricade; a fine one, you can see them from the middle of the street. They are down by the convent, just around the curve. Listen! Through the silence came the sharp clink! clink! of steel pick-axes striking granite; and while he listened to that, another sound began and increased — the distant noise of an approaching throng. Nearer it came and nearer, and now he could distinguish the measured cadence of marching feet, the short, sharp clank of trailing scabbards, and the rumble of artillery.

Put out that light! They are coming up this street! Joseph obeyed in silence. Nearer and nearer came the clanking, jangling cannon, the trample of horses, the jingle of bit and spur, until the echoes awoke among the opposite houses, and the whole air vibrated with the clash of steel.

A shadowy figure rode straight up the street, horse and rider pale in the moonlight; another rider followed, then two more, then three, then a dozen, and still they came, shrouded in heavy cloaks, their long sabres hanging straight down behind their spurred boots, clouds of frosty steam streaming from nostril and flank.

Cannon were passing too, pieces of seven, long and wicked, mitrailleuses, shapeless dark lumps on wheels, with queer little toy caissons trailing behind.

Along the sidewalk shuffled the insurgent infantry, thin men with hollow eyes that turned in their sockets like those of the very sick or insane.

Before the rear-guard had passed, the ominous clank of pick-axes and crowbars was renewed, but this time it came from the head of the column, which seemed to have reached the intersection of the rue Notre Dame and the rue Bara.

They are barricading the street at both ends! We are hemmed in! whispered Landes.

Someone came to the gate and hammered on it with the butt of a revolver. Landes stepped into the porters lodge and listened from the doorway.

Quiet there! growled Joseph, shuffling about noisily in his sabots. Who is it?

Sorry to disturb you, citizen! came the cheery answer, with a strong English accent; can you give me a drink of water?

Landes sprang to the gate. Wilton! Oh, I am glad to see you! Come in! Joseph opened the gate and Philip dragged the new-comer into the porters lodge. By the candle light he appeared a sturdy bright-eyed youth in a Colonels uniform of the National Guard.

Why, Philip, old man! I didnt know you were in Paris yet.

Well I am, and a suspect of your damned Commune.

Rubbish! began Wilton, but on seeing Landes face he frowned and whistled.

You re a Colonel, Archie — you ought to be able to help me.

What did you do?

Nothing, — insulted Raoul Rigault several days ago and punched his head to-night, punched a Federal sentinel in the nose and took away his rifle, punched Tribert, Colonel of the 265th, in the nose—

Wilton burst into a wild shriek of laughter and fell helplessly against the wall.

What the devil are you making that row for? Do you want to have the pickets down on us? said Landes, angrily. Joseph, astonished and motionless, looked on with melancholy disapproval.

Go on, Philip! gasped Wilton. Oh, dont let me interrupt you!

Theres nothing more, except that a trio of cutthroats are waiting to cut mine — and also, as I was mixed up in the Montmartre business, Im a marked man on that score too.

Well, you have managed to put your foot in pretty deep. How did it come about?

As briefly as possible Landes explained the whole situation, and demanded his countrymans advice and aid.

You shall have it, my dear fellow! You shall have all the help I can give you. But how much that will be and how long it will last I cant tell. The Commune watches us foreign officers like a cat. To-day Dombrowski is General (and a devilish good one!) — to-morrow the Central Committee may shoot him. To-day Frankenberg, Smitz, and your humble servant are Colonels — to-morrow we may be kicking our heels in the Mazas Prison.

How in the world did you come to enter the Federal army, Archie?

It was Gustave Courbet. He got me my commission.

But what did you do it for?

Oh, I like the fun.

Fun!

Well, excitement. Im a rotten painter, but I think Ill make a good soldier.

Pity you didnt find that out in time to go to West Point.

I know it. But after all, whats the difference? Its all fighting.

And a little parading? laughed Landes.

Yes. I like a red-banded cap and a sword banging about my heels, — 

But its a shame to see you among those thugs! I tell you the Commune fouled its hands to the bone in the bloody work on Montmartre!

It was foul work, said Wilton, soberly, and theyll have to pay for it. After the elections we will rout out these assassins and purge every battalion. Anyway, you know every great cause is injured by those who use its name to cloak their crimes, added Archie, pompously.

I think Ive heard Mademoiselle Faustine Courtois make a similar observation, smiled Landes.

No doubt! No doubt! We think alike.

And Ynès Falaise, — do you and she also — think alike?

By jove! isnt she a darling? So clever too!

Yes, said Philip, I hear she admires your uniform.

Does she? Well, it is handsome, cried Archie, with a boyish movement. I had the galons put on myself. And look at those boots! They cost one hundred and fifty francs. What are you grinning at? Think a man cant fight—

I think youll fight as well in boots at one hundred and fifty francs, as at fifteen francs — and thats like a little devil when you get going. But what good will your boots and your galons do me? And how will they help this young lady to get out of Paris? Thats what I want to know.

What can I do for you, Philip? asked Wilton, with a frank smile.

Was that your battalion that just passed?

The Infantry? Yes, the 266th de marche. We left three hundred men at the War Ministry.

Yes, thought Philip, grimly, I saw some of them. What are they going to do? he asked aloud.

The engineers are closing this street at both ends with barricades, and my men escorted the artillery which is to man them.

Both ends of the rue Notre Dame are barricaded?

They will be by morning.

Are you to command here?

Dont know.

Can you give my concierge a pass to go and get food for us?

To clear the barricades? Oh, yes! Anything else?

Can you keep the Federals out of the house?

Yes, what else?

Well. I want to communicate with the American Minister. First I want to place Mademoiselle de Brassac under his protection, and next I want to get out of the city myself. Its damned unpleasant. I dare not go out by daylight. If I were recognized and Raoul Rigault caught me, all the officers of the National Guard couldnt save me.

Does Rigault know where you live? If he does Im afraid my protection wont count for much.

Unless his spies have found out within twenty-four hours, he doesnt. If he had known he would have sent for me when he did for Marsy. I came here during the siege, from the Hôtel du Mont Blanc. The police were thinking of other things and the whole city was dodging shells. I never inscribed myself and nobody asked any questions. Faustine and Ynès, Jack Ellice, and one or two other Americans, are all who ever knew where I lived. My letters go to the bank, and the only address they have at the bank is the old one. Perhaps I might go at night to the Legation. Of course the postal union is watched.

Of course, — and the telegraph. As for the Legation, it is surrounded by a perfect pest of spies. The whole city is swarming with them. We foreigners of the army are forbidden to hold any communication or even approach within half a mile of any foreign legation, except under orders. But it seems to me you will be safe here for the present if you keep close. Your concierge will have the pass to come and go. Is he faithful?

Joseph is as true as steel and as good as gold! said Landes in French, smiling at him. Josephs anxious and disapproving face cleared up.

Well, then, all I have to do is to tell Raoul Rigault, when it comes handy, that youve been seen in Versailles, and hell be off the scent — for a while. And Ill manage to keep other intruders away from here as long as I am in the neighborhood. And Ill do my best to get word to the American Minister, but — there Im doubtful. Its this infernal, ridiculous Bergeret who makes all the trouble. Hes jealous of all the foreign officers. Dombrowskis a soldier — but Bergeret would make an army mule shed tears.

Wilton picked up his sword and moved to the gate, accompanied by Philip. Joseph met them with a bottle in his hand.

Monsieur the Colonel asks for water, he said, humbly, but I, Joseph Lelocard, am proud to offer Monsieur the Colonel this wine of Burgundy. Wilton took the bottle, coolly knocked off the neck, filled a china bowl with the wine, and swallowed it to the last drop.

That, he said, was drunk to the health and prosperity of every one in this house. Its good wine, and you re a good fellow, Joseph. Goodnight, Philip, old chap! Good-night, Joseph — I should say — er — Citizen, and he clanked away, whistling Marching through Georgia, with all the power of his lungs.

Landes listened until far up the street he heard him break off whistling to give some order in a loud, happy, boyish voice.

Joseph, said Landes, looking at the concierge who was looking at the clock on the wall of his lodge, Joseph, I would give half Im worth if you had not sent your wife and children away just yet.

Yes, Monsieur.

But Mademoiselle de Brassac will only be detained here a day or two. We will do our best to make her forget how rough her quarters are.

Certainly, Monsieur.

Well, now go to bed and have breakfast at nine, coffee, hot rolls, eggs on toast, fruit, brioche, meat for the cat, and bread and milk for the puppy, with a bone scraped clean — how dare you yawn when Im speaking!

Pardon. I did not, Monsieur. It was astonishment and admiration that Monsieur forgets nothing.

Its nearly three oclock in the morning. Dont rise early. I think we are safe and may rest. Go to bed, and dont walk like a bald-headed eagle! he broke off nervously.

Good-night, Monsieur Philip, said Joseph, devotedly; sleep well, Monsieur Philip.

And you too, my good Joseph. Good-night.


CHAPTER IX. JEANNE DE BRASSAC.
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THE MORNING AIR had been sharp and a wood fire crackled on the hearth, as Philip, fresh from his cold bath, walked out into the studio.

Sunlight fell in golden squares and diamonds on the floor, and through the glass roof of the extension he could see blue sky, spring-like and cloudless. The studio was silent and empty. He looked up at Jeanne de Brassacs door. On the landing sat Tcherka in a patch of sunshine and blinked at him through the railings, her splendid green eyes following his movements with pleasant indifference. Unwilling to raise his voice in calling her, he held out his hand. She retained her seat and her serene composure. But when he ostentatiously brought a bowl and set it on the hearth and filled it full of milk, then Tcherkas voice could have been heard as far as the rue Bara, while she trotted down with her tail erect. At the same moment the door above opened a little way and the setter puppy charged out, fell most of the way downstairs and hurled himself first upon Landes and then on the bowl of milk. Tcherka, much annoyed, drew back, her ears flat, her dainty pink tongue half out. The puppy gulped and lapped and slobbered and wagged. A low rumble came from Tcherka. Landes laughed quietly, brought a fresh saucer of milk for her, and stood guard over it until she had polished the china clean. Then he opened the door which led into the garden, and Tcherka walked out to stretch her claws on the rose bushes, while the puppy rolled on the gravel and dug important holes under the trees.

Joseph came in with a tray of fresh glass and silver and, spreading a white damask cloth over the Japanese table, proceeded to arrange the breakfast.

Did you have any trouble in clearing the barricades?

No, Monsieur Philip, an orderly came with a pass early this morning, good for two weeks and to be renewed when we desire it.

What is the news?

The elections are for to-morrow. There is talk also of a sortie to Versailles.

What for? said Philip, contemptuously.

To catch Monsieur Thiers, parbleu!

Nonsense!

They say now is the time, before the troops come back from Germany. They say he hasnt got much of an army now. Shall I light the coffee machine?

Not yet, but while he spoke, looking up to the landing above, the door opened and Jeanne de Brassac stepped out. She leaned on the wooden railing and looked down into the studio as Landes sprang to his feet.

Good-morning, Monsieur Landes! May I come down?

Indeed I beg you will! he stammered, bowing and walking to the foot of the stair.

One white hand held lightly to the balustrade, her face was bent a little timidly, as she descended, Philip watching her. He had not imagined she was so beautiful. Her glorious hair was drawn back from a pure white forehead low but full, and her eyes, her violet eyes, which he remembered when she was Victors little sister, were filled with a light so sweet and serene, that he turned his own eyes away, troubled before so pure a gaze.

At the foot of the staircase she gave him her hand, and he led her to an arm-chair before the fire, standing beside her when she was seated.

Are you rested, Mademoiselle?

Yes, — and better, much better, she answered quietly. Are you, Monsieur Landes? You can hardly be rested, after — after all you did! The open trust and admiration of her look and the soft-falling inflection of her voice made the young man flush up with embarrassment and pleasure. And you must have missed your room. I am so sorry to disturb you.

Pardon. I am thoroughly rested. And my room is over there, pointing to a curtain which half concealed a door in the rear of the studio. The room which you do me the honor to occupy has never been used before since I came here. I feared it would be hardly comfortable. So small and—

It is perfect. And what a beautiful studio. I was never in an artists studio before. I should have seen Victors if he had lived to come home, she added sadly.

Breakfast is served, Monsieur Philip, said Joseph. Landes offered his arm to Mademoiselle de Brassac and led her out into the glass-roofed extension where the table stood. Sunshine sparkled among the silverware, the china, and slender glass; the coffee machine was steaming. Outside the window, on top of an almond-tree, the blackbird was doing his best at a solo, with a confident eye on Tcherka who stalked him eagerly below.

She will never catch him, said Landes.

But — she is very cruel all the same — I must teach her better.

I fear thats a lesson she cant learn, laughed Philip.

He dismissed Joseph and served his guest himself. At first they were quiet and a little reserved, and ate almost silently. After a while he said:

When I last had the honor of breakfasting with Mademoiselle de Brassac, she was a very young lady indeed — I think she wore pinafores, he added, venturing on a jesting tone. It was taken up with ready tact.

No, she had discarded those at the last school term. But I wont deny she had her hair in plaits. And I know she thought her brother Victors American friend a very old gentleman indeed!

But you played for him!

You remember that! Oh, I took great pains for the American gentleman, — I wanted to please him, with my tiresome little music!

Tiresome! Not that, Mademoiselle! And in the evenings you sang Carcasonne—

For my father! she added quickly; her face fell.

I have always remembered that Christmas week, said Landes, gently, your parents and their kindness, Victor, who was my best friend, and — and you.

Victor was always talking of you before you came, and after your visit I often heard my parents speaking of you in — in the same way. As for me, I could not have believed that you would remember such a little convent girl. You seemed so very wise, and oh! so tall! Dear me, how little I was then. Am I not almost as tall as you are now, Monsieur—

 — Philip, he entreated.

Monsieur Philip, she said, with a charming smile, rising and moving lightly about the studio, touching a sketch here, a bit of carving or porcelain there, picking up and glancing at a sheet of music which lay on the piano in one corner. Landes stood and looked after her, uncertain what to say or do next. What tone should he take? How should he tell to her the things which she must hear — how ask her to tell him the things which it was necessary for him to know if he was to be of service to her? He was a man who dreaded stiffness and hated self-consciousness, but here was a situation which seemed unavoidably full of both. Thus far the fine breeding and sweet tact of this young lady had placed and kept them in the apparent relations of everyday host and hostess. But that could not last. As he looked at her dainty head and self-possessed little figure, good heavens! how he dreaded to see the first painful flush that should betray she felt the impossible situation!

She had been standing with her back to him, absorbed it seemed in examining the black carved panels of an old Breton armoire. Suddenly she turned and came toward him; he advanced to meet her. She paused as they met beside an easel. Leaning one hand upon it, with that pretty trick she had, she held out the other hand with a gesture full of generous emotion.

Ah! How can I tell you what I feel! Can I ever thank you enough?

You thank me far more than I deserve — you make me happier than I ever — ever—

See how embarrassed you are! she cried, a wonderful light in her sweet eyes. All brave men are so when one tries to praise them a little.

Mademoiselle, he interrupted, if you will talk of courage I must say to you that your bearing last night was beyond belief.

That was not courage.

Wasnt it? It looked very like courage.

No, it was contempt. When the door broke down I thought it was Tribert come back as he had threatened. Do you think I would let him see I cared for anything he could do? And when you and the strange officer entered—

On our heads, said Philip, and a laugh relieved the tension of their feelings.

We owe you many apologies for that performance, he continued, but your composure was wonderful. And afterward, — your father would have been proud of you on the retreat, Mademoiselle.

Having turned the tables successfully he went on, not giving her time to speak:

And since it appears we are to serve together a while longer, shall we hold a council of war now?

Yes, if that is a council where you will tell me what should be done, and I shall agree to everything you advise, she smiled, taking the chair he set for her with instant acquiescence, all her attention concentrated on what he had to say.

Landes felt his excited nerves calmed and steadied, and the dreaded interview began to look less alarming.

Late in the afternoon of the same day Philip sat smoking on the rim of the fountain. Mademoiselle de Brassac was in the studio resting among the cushions of the divan, with Tcherka beside her. She had promised not to stir until Philip gave her leave. He sat and smoked and thought, and tried to arrange things in his mind.

Summed up, this was the substance of what she had told him. Returning from the death-bed of her father, bewildered with grief and fright, she had shut herself for the rest of the night in her apartments at the Hôtel Perret, and refused to see even her maid, Marie. Next morning the woman, who was very faithful, insisted on calling her mistress attention to the diamonds. She was carrying them about with her in a small black hand-bag, and she begged Mademoiselle de Brassac to say what should be done with them. I could not say, — I did not care, said the young lady, looking pitifully at Philip, her lips trembling; they had cost my father his life. Then came officers from the government, asking questions and giving orders. They acted so strangely, Jeanne continued; they would not let my father be buried at Chartres, they would not permit any of our friends to be sent for. Marie begged them to put me under the protection of an older lady. We have no relations in Paris, but she mentioned one or two friends of my mothers, and wanted to go to them for me. She was always put off, sometimes with the pretext that the lady she mentioned was not in Paris, sometimes by a direct refusal, without any excuse. Marie said if the government had committed the crime themselves they could not have been more secret about it. They hurried my fathers funeral, and took him away the evening after he died. Then they came and said I must return next day to Chartres. Marie got our things ready, and all the time she kept talking about the diamonds, and how unsafe it was to carry them in that little hand-bag. Once, teazed by her importunity, I said, why do you not send them to the Bank of France as my father intended to do? But she was very suspicious by nature, and the terrible event had made her more so. No, she cried, Monsieur your father was trying for three days to place them there and he did not succeed. We will not let them go out of our own hands!

As you like, I said, and went on weeping for my father.

Early next morning, I sent an orderly to you at the Luxembourg. We were intending to leave for Chartres that afternoon.

Why did you send away the orderly? Philip had inquired; why not have sent Marie?

Because I thought the orderly would go and return much more quickly, and I felt as if I could not spare Marie. I did not want to be left quite alone. When he had been gone only a short time, the maid began again about the diamonds. I was weeping, and I would not listen. I felt as if I hated them. Then at last she lost her temper, — my poor good Marie, — and she said,very well, Mademoiselle, it is easy to see that you care neither for me nor for the diamonds, since you make me carry them about in this dangerous way! and she shook the bag angrily. She walked out into the hall while she was speaking, and came back instantly, very pale, followed by the landlord Perret.

He said he had come to tell me that the orderly had not returned, but another one had just been sent in haste from the Luxembourg. Monsieur Landes was dying of his wound, and begged to see me; he wished to speak to me of my father. There was no time to lose — Perret said — I must go at once. I told him to send the orderly to me. He replied that the man had hurried away immediately on delivering his message. We felt that there was something wrong. But what could we do! — Ah! Monsieur Philip, what could we two women do? Besides, I could not think seriously of anything but that you might die before I could see and thank you. For I too had a message from my father for you.

Tears filled her eyes as she looked down, sitting still with her hands folded in her lap until she was able to control the trembling of her lips once more. Then she went on; Perret hurried off to fetch a carriage. Marie watched him down the hall until the door closed behind him. Then she turned to me in great excitement. He was standing in the door of the anteroom, no one knows how long. He heard what I said, she murmured; now we must find another place for the diamonds. Then I became excited too. I did not choose that they should be taken from me without my consent. We looked here and there — always in great haste, expecting the return of Perret. There was no hiding-place anywhere — each one proposed seemed more unsafe than the other. Marie ran to the hall door. I heard Perret coming up the stairs outside. Hurry, hurry, Mademoiselle! she whispered. There was an old pistol which my father had bought of an antiquary to take back to the gun-room at Chartres as a curiosity. It hung on the wall beside his dressing-table. I poured the diamonds into the long barrel, stuffed in a wad of paper, and hung it back on the wall.

Monsieur Perret knocked, Marie opened the door and said, Was the carriage there? if so we were ready. They will be safe until we return, she whispered to me, as we followed Perret down the stairs. He had locked the door carefully and given the key to Marie — who dropped it into the little hand-bag as we stood in the court. I saw him look at the bag and then at her. I wanted to go back, — I felt — I knew there was something wrong. But it was too late. Perret held the carriage door (it was a closed carriage which Perret owned and drove himself); he helped us in and mounted the box. As we turned out of the Place Pigalle a regiment of hussars entered the square. Marie suddenly pulled my dress, leaned forward, and whispered; that is no place to leave the diamonds, it is the first place any thief would search. I must go back and get them.

No, no!

I said, you shall not, Marie! But she was a great deal older than I, — she had been my mothers maid — she only obeyed me when she chose, she thought she always knew best. I command you, Marie!

I cried. Then, you would not leave me alone!

Only one moment, dear Mademoiselle, she whispered; there is no danger, the hussars are standing by the fountain. You are perfectly safe if I make him stop here! And without listening to me any more she spoke to Perret and ordered him to stop. She explained that she must return for Mademoiselles smelling-salts, they had been forgotten, and Mademoiselle was faint; and opening the door she almost flew back across the square. I saw her enter the house — poor Marie! — and we stood waiting a little while, then Perret started the horses. That, frightened me till I saw he seemed intending to turn around. He crossed very slowly to the other side of the street and stopped. From there the hussars at the fountain in the Place Pigalle were out of sight. We were very near a corner. All at once Perret lashed the horses and they sprang forward, turned the corner sharply and wheeled into a court. It was a court surrounded by warehouses — I had my hand on the door, and I called out. Two men in the uniform of the National Guard sprang at me, forced me back, entered the carriage, tied and gagged me. Perret stood at the window and looked in smiling.

They pulled down the blinds, someone on the box whipped up the horses, and they took me to the Impasse de la Mort. I was kept there locked in one room all that day and the next — until you came.

Whom did you see during that time? asked Philip.

Tribert, always Tribert. He wanted to make me tell where the diamonds were. He said they had killed my father and my maid for them, and they would kill me too unless I confessed where the diamonds were.

I ought to have killed him, muttered Philip to himself, as he thought it over. — 

And the other prisoners, he had asked, Captain de Carette and the lady—

I did not see them at all. Tribert said, when he was trying to frighten me, that they had caught two more aristocrats, and meant to serve them as they would me. He did not tell me their names, and I saw them last night for the first time.

Then Landes had explained who de Carette was, who Ellice was, and how he himself stood in relation to Raoul Rigault. Finally came the dreaded announcement that they were shut in between two barricades, and no course was possible to them but to remain hidden where they were for the present. To his unspeakable relief she had received this news very quietly. She could hardly have been paler than she was already, but he thought she looked a little more wan than before, as she listened, and her soft eyes were almost black as she lifted them confidingly to his. But of personal embarrassment, of disagreeable self-consciousness, there was not a trace, and Landes decided, as he thought it over, that this child was the most dignified woman he had ever met.

He was still musing an hour later, when Mademoiselle de Brassac appeared in the doorway. May I come out into the garden, Monsieur? she asked, smiling brightly.

Landes hastened to her. Are you rested, Mademoiselle?

Quite rested. — 

And you are feeling well?

Very well.

Then will you walk a little?

Long warm bars of sunlight lay across the gravel as they stepped into the garden. Tcherka and the puppy followed and made straight for the almond tree, but the blackbird knew he was safe and ruffled his plumes in derision.

The puppy remembered that the fountain was inhabited by live creatures which had thus far baffled investigation, and he poked his nose over the stone edge, cocking his ears and whining. The two goldfish stared at him in frigid unconcern and sank slowly to the bottom. Their blasé indifference was more than he could bear, and he raced around the basin with hysterical yelps, but a small black beetle hurrying along on some pressing business engaged his attention and he followed that with enthusiasm until it ran into a crack in the wall. Tcherka sat down in the sunshine and blinked amicably at the blackbird, who now, as a precaution, stood on the extreme tip of the almond tree, preening and pruning and uttering single liquid notes.

The street outside was very silent. At intervals the challenge of a sentry came to them faintly from the direction of the rue Vavin, but the rue Notre Dame was quiet and the stillness was only broken by the patter of the puppy over the gravel, and the blackbirds solitary note.

Are you chilly, Mademoiselle?

Oh no, it is warm here in the sunshine. Look at the puppy.

What do you call him?

He has never been named. Name him, Monsieur Philip. — 

I name him?

Yes, an English name.

Do you speak English?

A little. I had an English governess.

Then if I speak to you in English will you answer?

No — not now — perhaps some day. Please name the puppy.

A romantic name?

Oh no.

Commonplace?

I shall not give you any help.

What do you think of Rover?

Really, she said disdainfully, all the English dogs I ever heard of were named Rover.

Sport?

 — Except Sport and Dash. Now think!

We might call him Mr. Smith — that is not romantic.

All the people in England are named Smith.

But all the dogs are not.

What a shame to make fun of me. Name him at once, Monsieur.

Well then — Toodles.

That is not very pretty, but it will do, she said seriously. How do you pronounce it? Too-dell?

Toodles.

Too-dells?

Toodles.

That is what I say, Too-dells. Vien ici, mon petit Too-dells. Ah! quil est laid ce nom! mon pauvre petit Too-dells! And did you put those goldfish in the fountain?

Yes, they are very stupid.

Monsieur, do you think intelligence necessary in goldfish? I begin to be afraid of you. I am not very intelligent either. But, she continued with a quick change in her manner, one need not be very intelligent to see that you are troubled, even when you laugh. Is there anything new?

Yes. I sent Joseph to the rue de Sfax; he returned a little while ago. The house where Jack Ellice lived was sacked last night.

Oh! What will become of them?

Id give anything to know they are safe. De Carette was in no condition to stand more rough usage. And Ellice — he is brave, if you like, Mademoiselle. He risked his life last night from pure chivalry and pure friendship.

And the lady, said Mademoiselle de Brassac, oh, if they only were all here!

Well, sighed Philip, shaking off his depression, we must only wait and hope for them as well as for ourselves. There are still one or two questions which I should like to ask you if I may—

Certainly, Monsieur Philip.

Where are the settings to the diamonds, — for I take it that your father removed the stones for convenience sake. — 

They are at home in Chartres. They are very old-fashioned; I think they are safe, for no one would want them.

You told me this morning, that Monsieur de St. Gildas, your only near relative and your guardian, is still in Germany?

He was a week ago, a prisoner, and ill—

But I could write to Monsieur de St. Gildas at Chartres, on the chance of getting a letter through by paid messenger.

Yes, my cousin is in Chartres, waiting for the return of her husband.

One thing more. Your trunks are in the Place Pigalle. Will you make out a list for Joseph, who will go to some shop and bring you what you need.

You are very thoughtful, Monsieur. I think he had better order for me the clothes of a working girl. Anything better would attract suspicion to him buying them.

Very true. You will forgive me if I seem officious, Mademoiselle?

She looked at him in amazement, and then clasped her hands in the earnestness of her protest.

Would I forgive my only friend, would I forgive my brother for taking care of me?

My little sister Jeanne, said Landes, deeply moved.


CHAPTER X. IN A GARDEN.
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THE ELECTIONS WERE over, the farce finished. Out of 435,000 electors only 60,000 went out into the streets to vote at the polls. Everywhere bayonets, cannon, and mitrailleuses stared the people in the face; everywhere the battalions of the Commune were in motion and the ghastly Hussars of Death galloped through the trembling city with hoarse cries of menace or of triumph.

In the midst of a tumult of drums and bugles, salvos of artillery and Communistic cheers, the last vote was cast into the urns, and the Hussars of Death closed in around the polls. The result was a foregone conclusion. Ninety-four members of the Commune were elected, each ward naming members according to its population. Almost without exception all the present members of the Commune were re-elected.

The miserable city shuddered.

Next day Landes, sitting in his garden with his sketching easel before him, heard a loud ringing at the outer gate, and presently Joseph came through the ivy-covered alley followed by an officer of the Commune in full uniform. It was Wilton, and Landes rose hastily to meet him.

Philip, he said, refusing with a gesture the proffered seat, I only came to tell you to look out. My battalion is ordered to the Fort of Issy to-night and a new battalion will replace us here at the barricade in your street. I dont know who is in command or what the battalion is, but it will be more necessary than ever for you to remain here out of sight because domiciliary visits have begun and Raoul Rigault is filling the prisons.

I hear from Joseph that he has been confirmed as Chief of Police and Procureur-Général of the Commune. Is it so, Wilton?

Oh yes. General Duval insisted. Hes installed in the Préfecture of Police with a gang of his creatures who have nothing to learn in ferocity from Modoc Indians. Its a shame. Ferré and Henri Verlet are his fellow Public Accusers, Vermersch, Humbert, and Villiaume are his familiars. Sarre and Weser do his dirty work along with that miserable creature, Pilotell.

Pilotell, the caricaturist?

Yes. You know him, — without talent, cowardly and dissipated. He arrested Monsieur Polo, editor of the Eclipse yesterday, and Rigault says he will have him shot. As far as I can make out, Monsieur Polos crime consists in not having accepted Pilotells tenth rate caricatures for his paper. Pilotell boasts that he found three thousand francs on Monsieur Polo which he kept for the Commune. Bah! I am getting sick of this Commune!

Landes drew him into a seat and spoke earnestly. Give it up Archie, resign and leave the city. You cant be mixed up with such a crowd of ruffians as this! Is it too late to get out?

Yes, old chap, I should be shot. I am going out of the city anyway, where I hope we will have some fighting. The Versailles people are threatening the village and Fort of Issy, and, if Im not mistaken, the music will begin there. I shouldnt want to miss the fighting, but Im sick of the Commune as it is here in Paris.

He walked the length of the garden once or twice, his head sunk on his breast, his gloved hands clasped nervously behind him. Philip watched him in silence.

How is Mademoiselle de Brassac? said Wilton, abruptly, coming up beside the easel and glancing at the sketch.

Well, replied Philip,— I must try to find a way to get her to Chartres.

You had better stay here quietly for awhile, said Wilton. Is she very impatient to go?

No, she is very patient and reasonable, but of course I know how she feels. Its no kind of a position for a young girl to be in, cooped up alone with a man—

It might have been worse, said Wilton, gravely; she can thank her lucky stars that you are here. Is that a sketch of Mademoiselle de Brassac?

Yes, said Philip, glancing critically at his canvas; she was good enough to pose for me on the edge of the fountain there. She went in about half an hour ago to do some sewing. What do you think of the sketch, Archie?

Well, as an officer I should say it is first rate. Remember I have lost my right to criticise you as a brother artist.

Nonsense! — I think that the color is very decent, but it doesnt compose as well as it might.

It will when you have worked more on the figure. Why dont you put that cat in? Landes turned. Tcherka sat staring at them from behind a lilac bush.

Perhaps I will, said Landes, smiling, only dont you think her color would rather knock out the scheme?

Oh, I dont know, you were always a better colorist than I was. I dont know much about color except in uniforms. How do you like mine?

You asked me that before, laughed Philip. I like it, but I must say I dont care for the dark breeches with that orange-red stripe. The red breeches of the Line are much handsomer I think. The soldiers of the Commune are gotten up rather regardless though.

Oh, laughed Wilton, you should see the Polish cavalry and the Hussars of Death. Well, Im going. Good-bye, old chap.

He held out his hand and Landes grasped it. Good-bye, Archie, I hope you will come out of this all right. Dont be rash. Imprudence isnt bravery.

I might say the same to you, old fellow, said Wilton; good-bye, and if you should see Ynès— Ill know what to say, replied Landes. Take care of yourself.

So Archie Wilton of New York City, twenty-one years of age, went away to command a mob of fanatics as dangerous to each other and to their officers as to the enemy; and Landes sat down to resume his sketch.

As yet he had scarcely covered the canvas, but the effect was charming. On the edge of the low, circular stone basin Jeanne de Brassac was seated, one slender hand resting on the gray stone, the other dipping idly in the water. The background, almost conventionalized, was formed by the white wall of the garden flecked with shadows from the budding lilac bushes. The sketch was redolent of spring-time. Away up in one corner a strip of sky, robins-egg-blue, peeped between the almond-tree branches, the warm spring sunlight fell, dappling and spotting the path in the foreground.

The figure of Jeanne de Brassac, beautifully drawn but not yet modelled, was the incarnation of youth and spring-time. Her bright curly hair was blown across her cheeks, and her eyes, her beautiful violet eyes, were raised with a half-veiled smile which made Philips breath come in catches when he looked at them.

Its devilish good, by Jove! he muttered to himself; it will compose all right if I light up the path and swing it about a bit. But we wont drag in the yellow cat, he added, laughing to himself.

Tcherka, who had been sharpening her delicate claws on the almond trees, came up to be caressed, and got a dab of crimson on the end of her tail from Philips palette.

What a nuisance you are, laughed Landes, keep your confounded tail out of my paints. Tcherka started to lick: the color off, but Philip seized her with one hand and, picking up a rag, dipped it in the turpentine and attempted to remove the crimson lake. To his horror the turpentine spread the color half-way up the cats tail, dyeing the fur a brilliant crimson, and then, the turpentine reaching the skin, the cat sprang out of his arms with an indignant squall and flew to the top of the wall, where she made enormous eyes at him and switched her gaudy tail in fury.

What a shame! Is that how you amuse yourself when I am away, Monsieur? said a clear, bantering voice behind him, and Jeanne de Brassac stepped to his side and pointed tragically at Tcherkas brilliant tail.

I am very sorry, said Landes, rising from his easel, but she insisted on assuming the colors of the Commune. It will wear off in time. I thought you were going to sew?

I have been sewing, and I am tired of it. I came to see what mischief you were engaged in.

You are too late — the cat is a hopeless rebel. Heaven save her from Monsieur Thiers!

Jeanne looked up at Tcherka with a sigh. My poor little Tcherka, my poor abused little pussy, she said, come down this minute and see your mistress!

But Tcherka turned a deaf ear to all persuasion and presently marched away to a sunny angle on the broad wall where she could survey the garden and keep an eye on the blackbird.

Jeanne turned and looked at the sketch on the easel.

Do you approve? asked Philip.

Very much, she replied warmly.

Then perhaps you will give me another sitting?

When, now?

If you will.

She went over to the fountain and sat down on the edge, looking at him over her shoulder with a faint smile. As many as you wish, Monsieur, she said.

Then I may begin other pictures of you?

If you care to.

Indeed I do! he cried enthusiastically.

Is this the right position?

Yes, — the head was a little more this way, — now — there — that is just right. Are you comfortable?

Perfectly.

Then he began to paint, chatting with her and leaning back occasionally to get a glimpse of the ensemble.

She watched him curiously when he stopped to reset his palette, and followed with her eyes each curling string of color as it coiled up in its place on the porcelain. First came a big blot of silver white, then in the order of the rainbow, red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet, in tints and shades of wonderful beauty.

He placed the colors on the canvas with a single, quick, almost nervous touch, and she noticed that he did very little mixing on his palette, but painted in almost pure color, producing the tone he wanted by laying over the fresh color other colors as pure and unmixed.

He chatted along all the time, and, noticing that she was interested in the mechanical part of the process, explained to her how it was that he had chosen to paint in a manner which would have brought tears of despair to an Academicians eyes.

Its the sunlight that I am so in love with, the sunlight playing on soft human flesh. You cant get that by the dark muddy colors of the studio; you need all the hues and colors of the rainbow to form a light which is white and brilliant enough. In the open air shadows are not black, — they are transparent and gray, tinged with the colors of the sky and the surrounding objects. In the studio everything is dull and subdued and pitched in a calm, quiet key. In the open air, especially on a sunny day, the key of nature is pitched very high, and, with all the resources of the most brilliant palettes, we can only parody the limpid light of the sky and the depth of the sunshine. I do not paint as I learned to paint in the schools, he said, smiling, and many people think I am crazy on color.

I do not, replied Jeanne de Brassac, with a quick, sympathetic smile; I think I understand your work perfectly. To me your color is wonderfully true and beautiful.

He glanced up delighted and somewhat astonished.

Tell me more about it, she said.

The light was still good but waning when Toodles fell into the fountain. He had been having one of his daily interviews with the goldfish. He tried to smell them and got water up his nose. They looked at him fixedly, and slowly sank to the bottom. He found their manner of doing this even more insulting than usual, and, barking wildly, stumbled over the edge and in. After he had been dragged out by Philip and gently slapped by his mistress, he tried to shake himself over the painter and his canvas. Foiled at that he had joyously rolled himself on the gravel-walk, grinding the dirt and sticks into his coat, and had then been picked up by the neck and soused again in the fountain.

Come, said Philip, taking Toodles in one hand and his easel in the other, the sun is too low for any more work. Shall we go in?

Laughing at the drenched puppy dangling limp from Philips hand, they ran up the steps into the studio.

You are a very bad dog, and will probably die of cold, said Jeanne, kissing him and planting him before the fire, where he at once flopped over and rolled his eyes.

Tcherka marched in presently and sat with her illuminated tail tucked under her flank. Joseph came and lighted the lamp, went out again, and, by the time he returned with the dinner, the early March twilight had deepened to a still black starless night.

Is there anything more I can do for Mademoiselle? asked Joseph, when the table was cleared and he stood at the door waiting to say good-night.

Nothing, thank you, Joseph, she replied.

Monsieur Philip?

No; is there any news?

No, Monsieur. I renewed my pass for the barricade.

Very well — that is all.

Alors, bon soir, Mademoiselle de Brassac, bon soir, Monsieur Philip, et bien le bon soir, smiled Joseph, shuffling amiably out of the door.

Good-night, Joseph, they called out together.

When Josephs steps had died away down the alley the quiet seemed even more perfect than usual; neither felt like speaking. Presently Jeanne rose and walked to the great window overlooking the garden, pressing her face against the pane. Philip raised his head from his book and watched her. The fire burned dimly and he stooped to lift a stick across the andirons. A shower of crackling sparks whirled up the chimney, and presently the new log caught fire and blazed up in a sheet of yellow flame, which set the shadows trembling on wall and ceiling. Philip lay back in his chair, closed his book, and stared at the snapping sparks. He was thinking of Jeanne. What a fate had been hers! What had fate in store for her? Would he ever have a chance to cross the river and look for her diamonds in their naïve hiding-place? What a place to put them! — like a child playing Hide the Handkerchief! She was a child — almost. If the pistol had been examined and the contents removed, as was almost certain, then Jeanne de Brassac was nearly penniless. She would have to sell her home in Chartres and live somewhere very modestly. Those old chateaux brought little money when sold in 1871. Few people cared to buy or could afford to buy so soon after the war.

He thought of his own snug little income, and flushed to realize how useless it must be to her. He remembered bitterly the money he had wasted, money which saved would have bought the Château de Brassac at a fair price. And then! He knew that she could not have accepted it from him in any case. He looked wistfully at her, standing silent with her face against the black window. How slim and young she seemed, how childlike her small head and the soft curve of her cheek.

Her hands, loosely clasped behind her, gleamed white as marble in the dusk of the extension. He thought of the slender childs hand as it lay on her mothers shoulder that Christmas Eve so long ago. Then he thought of Victor, with his lovable nature and splendid talents, his fair hair and dark eyes, his pride and triumph as he cried, Philip, I have won the Prix de Rome!

He turned to the fire with an impatient movement. Its only useless fools like me that live forever! he said to himself. A lonely, desolate feeling had been slowly taking possession of him; blue devils settled down in swarms, and he did not resist.

What have I done that is any good? he mused. How do I know that I have any talent? I can paint — but my ideas of color may be all wrong.

How do I know that Im not making a fool of myself with my theory of light impinging on shadow and my vibrating color fad? And what sort of a man am I? I have no religion, no faith, no morals — if I live decently, its fastidiousness, not principle. And who is there in the world to care if I die? If I had a family — but I havent. Ellice would care. Id give all Im worth to know what has become of Ellice? Yes, hed care. But hed be playing billiards the next week. Faustine would care — I dont want to think of Faustine. Archie Wilton would be sorry, — ten minutes, and Alain de Carette would remember me all his life — if he isnt lying somewhere with a sabre bayonet in him. What am I snivelling and pitying myself about anyway? Ive got all I deserve. He shook himself and stood up with decision.

Jeanne, he called, isnt it a bit cold over there in the dark? She turned toward him, her face flushed, her eyes like violet stars. Then she came and sat down in the arm-chair before the blaze.

Dont be unhappy, Jeanne, he said almost timidly.

I, unhappy? she asked; why, I have been thinking how happy I am. I was thinking that I love the studio, Philip.

He was so completely taken by surprise that he sat gazing at her until she laughed out. It was a sweet, innocent, childlike laugh, that chased all the gloom from his heart. His eyes cleared.

And you were not standing alone over there feeling terribly downcast?

I was trying to realize that it is less than a fortnight since I came here, I feel as if I had known it all my life. Oh, do you ask me if I am unhappy here? I was taken by force to a dreadful place, insulted, threatened by brutal men, in expectation of death; — then you come and bring me here. It was like heaven when I first came, after those terrible days, — now it is like home.

Landes could not answer. He had never imagined anything so delightful as this.

There was one thing, she went on, that I thought about which was less pleasant.

And that? he asked anxiously.

That was the certainty that you must be bored, shut up so long here with no one to talk to but a girl.

I have never been so happy in my life.

Very well — I believe you for the present. But you will be bored very soon if you are not amused. I shall play to you, Monsieur, she announced, rising and going to the piano.

After all she sat so long looking at the keys without touching them that Philip was on the point of speaking when she began to prelude, and then, with a glance over her shoulder, she played the song of the blackbird. Playing by ear seemed a miracle to Landes, and he was very much astonished at what was really a very simple performance.

Our bird, she said, with a little laugh. What else shall I play, Philip?

Play as you have been playing, he said in a low voice.

Her eyes questioned his an instant. I understand, she murmured.

Under her touch the chords began to swell and sway like the waves of a tossing ocean. He heard the surf curling among the rocks, he heard the wind blowing over leagues of moorland, and then, as the wind died away, some strange sea-bird uttered a note, wild and monotonous.

He heard rain falling on a vast grassy plain, dripping ceaselessly into the soft earth, or splashing on the bosom of shallow lakes. He heard a brook, hidden at first in subterranean depths, tinkling among rocks, welling up from the earth through bubbling spring pools, chattering away over pebbly reaches toward an ocean whose dull roar came from a distance.

Then a lark carolled faintly among the parting clouds, the sun flashed out in splendor, and the grasses were humming with insect life. Far afield crickets were chirping, all the small creatures of the meadows droned a rhythmic chorus until the wind died away and the stillness of the midday heat was only broken by the prattle of the brook.

It was the overture to Sylvia Elven, the new opera.

Suddenly it seemed as though a forest full of birds were singing, and then, rising clear and sweet above the trills of the feathered choir, came the first wonderful notes of Sylvias aria.

Jeanne was singing the Hawthorn Song.



Flower of the heath, 

Sway and bend; I weave my wreath, Blossom of thyme, 

Life is love; I wreathe my rhyme.

Flower of the thorn, 

Life is love and love is born.

Blossom of moss, 

Sorrow is dead. I drop my cross.



Flower of heather, 

Death and I have talked together.

Blossom of weed, 

Death has fled on his snow-white steed.

Flower of the May, 

Love and I have said him nay.

Blossom of rue, 

Shadow of fear no more I knew.



Flower of heath, 

Sway and bend, I weave my wreath.



Then her mood changed. He heard the soft clash of Moorish cymbals, the swaying cadence of young voices, the hollow rumble of the Nautch drum. A reed pipe took up the melody, which soared away among palms, by rivers hurrying through whispering rushes. Imperceptibly the notes of the pipes grew softer, and now it was a Breton herdsman blowing a quaint mimicry of a chœur de chasse. Then the hunting horns rang out, the branches snapped and cracked under the heavy rush of a boar, and, as the chase passed, pack in full cry and horns clanging the game afoot, the chimes from a hidden chapel came quavering on the October wind, lingering, ringing faintly long after silence had fallen in the forest.

She came quietly from the piano and he raised his head. For a while they looked at each other; then Tcherka arched her back and yawned, and the puppy gurgled and thumped the floor with his tail.

Its a sleepy time, said Jeanne, with a timid smile.

He rose and she held out her fair hand. Silently, bending low before her, he touched her fingers with his lips.

And as they stood, smiling, lingering, strangely moved, from the distant street came the booming of drums and the trampling of a multitude.

Then the bugles pealed the alert, the drums rolled like distant thunder, and a thousand deep voices rose in one long wavering cheer, Vive la Commune!

It was the new battalion replacing the old at the barricades in the rue Notre Dame.


CHAPTER XI. THE COMMUNE MOVES.
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ON THE MORNING of the twenty-second of March, the day fixed for the elections in Paris, a large square placard printed in bold type appeared on every wall in the city. This was its tenor.

TO THE ELECTORS OF TARIS.

WHEREAS: the convocation of the electors is an act of National sovereignty. — 

WHEREAS: the exercise of that sovereignty belongs only to the powers emanating from universal suffrage.

IT FOLLOWS: that the Committee now installed in the Hôtel de Ville has neither right nor power for such convocation. — 

THEREFORE, the representatives of the undersigned journals consider the convocation placarded for the 22d of March null and void, and counsel their readers to pay it no atttention. — 



Present and approving: — 

Journal des Débats. — Constitutionnel.

Élector Libre. — Petite Presse.

Vérité. — Figaro.

Gaulois. — Paris-Journal.

Petit National. — Petit Moniteur.

Siècle. — Presse.

Temps. — Soir.

France. — Liberté.

Pays. — National.

Univers. — Cloche.

Patrie. — Français.

Bien Public. — Union.

Opinion Nationale. — Journal des Villes et Journal de Paris. — Compagnes.

France Nouvelle. — Moniteur Universel.

Monde. — Gazette de France.



Around each placard excited groups gathered, occasionally broken up and dispersed by platoons of the National Guard, but only to collect again and discuss the placard in words and gestures which every moment grew more violent. When, at times, the placards were torn down and the crowd retreated from the glittering bayonets, before the tumult fairly subsided, other placards would mysteriously appear in the place of those destroyed.

This splendid protest of the Paris press fell like a bombshell among the members of the Central Committee and their adherents who occupied the Hôtel de Ville. It was the first time in twenty years that the press of Paris, emasculated and corrupted under the Empire, had raised its united voice in support of a principle. The effect of the protest was instant and decisive. The Commune was profoundly stirred, and the party of order, which had kept very quiet since its timid leader had fled to Versailles, now saw that it had in the city an ally and a bulwark — the loyal press. Groups formed in the streets, meetings were held in the open air, loyal battalions offered their services, and everywhere in the centre of Paris the people of the best quarters united their voices with the dignified protest of the press.

Most of the mairies were occupied by moderate republicans, and these gentlemen made it known that they would not abdicate in the presence of the rebellion, neither would they lend their aid to nor countenance any election fixed for the 22d of March. Three wards of the city even had the courage to hoist the tricolor; they were the wards of Saint Germain lAuxerrois, rue de la Banque, and the rue Druot. These three quarters are situated in the very heart of all that is elegant and learned and fashionable in Paris, and their action troubled the insurgents of the Hôtel de Ville.

These events were known in Versailles almost as soon as in Paris, for communication between the Capitol and the city in which the National Assembly was sitting had not been entirely cut off. Fugitives from Paris brought the news of the sudden change in the political situation. The Assembly, during its first sitting, remembering perhaps the number of faults it had committed in the past, voted without hesitation to give Paris the right to elect a municipal government for herself. At one time even, urged by several notabilities of the Left, such as Victor Schoelcher and Louis Blanc, they almost believed that they could arrive at an understanding with the Hôtel de Ville. Negotiations were opened and envoys sent from Versailles. MM. Tirard, Clémençeau, and others, mayors and deputies at the same time, were active in trying to effect a reconciliation, but from the very first it was plain that the Commune was not in earnest. The insurgents would listen to nothing reasonable, and they refused on any terms to quit their places. Thiers was very patient with them, but it was the patience of an old fox with a farmer who has him fast by the leg. Give the fox time and he can twist around and bite. Thiers wanted time. To crush the insurrection, as it now appeared in all its appalling proportions, he needed 50,000 troops. On the 20th of March he had only a third of that number, but every day thousands of troops were arriving from the 325,000 prisoners of the Franco-Prussian war, and, although they were worn out from long suffering and captivity, badly clothed, unarmed, and unclassed, it was plain that with time they could be welded into a powerful and compact army. So Monsieur Thiers was very patient.

On the other hand the party of order in Paris lost what little faith it had retained in Adolphe Thiers, and declared that its patience was at an end. Day by day the Communistic revolt, which at first pretended to justify itself in the cry of Municipal Liberty, was taking a sinister character, anything but French. Every day the alarmed inhabitants of Paris saw new actors enter the scene. The Hôtel de Ville had become a revolutionary headquarters. Strange, suspicious creatures haunted it: Polish dragoons in full uniform, with tasselled boots and flapping cloaks; Garibaldians in red shirts, plumed hats, and enormous spurs; Hussars of Death in the fantastic panoply which has made their hideous trapping an omen of violence and terror. With crêpe on their arms, revolvers in their belts, and long sabres dangling, these strange creatures rode like nightmares through the dimly lighted streets, or stalked silently, two by two, enveloped in their vast mantles. At night the cafés were crowded with motley throngs who gambled and cursed and drank with women of the most abandoned and dangerous type. Gold was poured out like water, orgies awakened the sober inhabitants whose expostulations were received with jeers and curses and an occasional playful bullet. The Belleville battalions marched and counter-marched all day, blowing their eternal bugles and drumming until the whole city echoed from morning until night with one terrific ear-splitting racket.

A terror which was not without reason seized upon the good people of Paris.

Are these bandits paid to annoy us in this way? they demanded of one another. The answer came in a startling manner. The Central Committee, revolvers levelled, borrowed 500,000 francs from the Bank of France. Then anger and fright wrung a cry of protest from the decent element in the city. A great meeting of the peaceful citizens of Paris was called for the 22d of March in front of the New Opera. It was to be a silent protest, but an imposing one. The people were cautioned to bring no arms and to utter no hostile cry. They were to march quietly through the streets, their attitude was to be dignified and non-provocative, and they hoped to show the inhabitants and the insurgent National Guard that the majority of the bourgeoisie were not in favor of the violence which was beginning to succeed the brief interval of quiet.

All the morning these inoffensive people had been gathering before the Opera, discussing the protest of the press and the negotiations with Thiers. By noon 10,000 people had gathered and still more were flocking in, eager to take part in the pacific demonstration which they hoped the Commune would not dare disregard. From the Place de lOpéra they could see, through the rue de la Paix, the formidable barricade which defended the Place Vendôme.

The Place Vendôme had been transformed into a fortress. Cannon and mitrailleuses guarded the barricade across the rue de la Paix, and the whole square swarmed with the troops of the Commune. Du Bisson, that loud-mouthed renegade, commanded the western angle of the square; Lullier, the southern; and the commandant-in-chief, Bergeret, occupied the centre with his bullion-covered staff. Bergeret, clothed in a costume which would have driven an opera tenor crazy with jealousy, sat on a keg in the middle of the square and eyed the throng in front of the Opera with a self-satisfied smile.

If they come this way, he said to Du Bisson, Ill mow em down — only wait and see me!

Du Bisson stared at the grotesque and ferocious imitation of Santerre and Rossignol.

Youd better wait until they do something to merit it, he answered curtly; study your orders more carefully, my friend.

I want no advice, observed Bergeret, with superb indifference.

Its better than rotten eggs said Du Bisson, brusquely, and turned on his heel.

This allusion to an episode in General Bergerets career, made that opera-bouffe warrior turn livid, for not only had he once been a painter of mediocrity, but at one time he had been hissed off the stage of a fourth-rate theatre. Casting furious glances around him at his staff to see if anybody was laughing, he got up and marched over to a group of officers who were sitting on the barricade facing the rue de la Paix.

Where is Colonel Tribert? he demanded. Tribert rose and saluted. His face was battered out of recognition, but his little eyes burned with a red light above the mass of plaster and bandages, and he held himself straight as a ramrod.

Do you see those fools gathering there in front of the Opera? demanded Bergeret, pompously.

I see, mumbled Tribert.

You should say, corrected Bergeret, frowning, yes, General Bergeret.

Pardon. Yes, General Bergeret.

Have you a glass?

Here is one, General, said Sarre.

Bergeret took the glass and, steadying it across the top of the barricade, gazed eagerly through the rue de la Paix to the Place de lOpéra.

They have no banners, he said, without removing his glass; they carry no arms either. Its all the same. If they come this way, Colonel Tribert, we will give them a tune to dance to.

Sarre grinned approval. Bergeret handed the glass to Tribert, and, swelling like a turkey-cock, turned slowly once or twice as if he were on a pivot, and glanced up at the windows of the houses which faced the square on the side of the Hôtel Continental. There were no ladies to admire him, and he petulantly ordered that all the windows facing the square should remain shut. As he spoke, a bay window opposite was raised and two gentlemen stepped into the balcony, conversing.

Shut that window! shouted Bergeret.

One of the gentlemen, a short ruddy little fellow with very bright eyes, looked at him calmly for a moment, then quietly resumed the conversation with his companion.

Do you hear me! bellowed Bergeret, furious and conscious of the attention of his entire staff, shut that window and go in!

The short ruddy-faced gentleman quietly lighted a cigar, leaned over the balcony, and observed General Bergeret with an amused twinkle in his eye.

Burnside, he said in English to his companion, who is that jumping-jack over there?

Du Bisson, seeing something was wrong, came up hurriedly. General, he said, be careful what you do! That man is General Sheridan of the United States Army and his companion is General Burnside!

Bergeret bit his lip and turned on his heel. Triberts red eyes rested a moment on the two Americans who sat smoking and chatting on the balcony. Then, with an ominous frown, he motioned Sarre to his side and began a whispered conversation in which Philip Landes name had the honor of being eulogized in the choicest of Belleville French. Before he had finished his consultation a bugle call from the centre of the square brought every officer to his feet. Then the drums rattled the alarm and the troops fell in and General Bergeret, swelling with importance, followed by his grotesque staff, marched toward the eastern section of the barricade.

Whats up now? grumbled Tribert; oh, here they come, eh? Well give them something to stir them. — 

Sarre followed his superiors eyes and saw that the crowd which had been gathered in front of the Opera was in motion, and now, headed by a Line soldier without arms who bore the tri-color flag, was entering the rue de la Paix and making straight for the Place Vendôme.

At an order from Bergeret the troops formed a square, officers in the centre, cannon at the angles. At another order, rifles were loaded and bayonets fixed, but, knowing their mission to be peaceful, the procession of citizens continued to advance, urging each other to remember and give no provocation. Vive la France! Vive lorder! Vive la Garde National! were all the cries which they permitted themselves. On the way, thinking that possibly the sight of the blue ribbons which many wore might be taken as a pretext for violence, orders were given to remove them. On they came, gravely, quietly, until the foremost rank reached the barricade. Then they requested the National Guard to let them pass, as their mission was harmless and peaceful. Already six or seven Federals had drawn back and opened their ranks with friendly gestures, when suddenly the drums rolled, and a strident voice was heard, loud, frenzied, dominating the crash of the drums, uttering terrible menaces. It was Bergeret, aping the custom of the three legal summonses to disperse.

The citizens stared at each other in amazement.

Ready! Aim! Fire! shrieked this ape with a tigers heart. An explosion shook the barricade, and when the smoke rose, the rue de la Paix was a ghastly shambles. With terror-stricken cries the crowd turned and fled, trampling over the dead and wounded, searching vainly for a place of safety. A white-haired old man fell with a ball between his eyes; a young woman lay groaning on the sidewalk, her left arm crushed by a bullet. Twenty corpses lay in the rue de la Paix, and sixty people bleeding from rifle bullets dragged themselves toward a place of safety. Twelve corpses lay in one heap on the corner of the rue-Neuve-Saint-Agustin. A doctor wearing the brassard of the ambulances presented himself at the barricade to help the wounded, but Bergeret cursed him.

F — nous le camp! On n a pas besoin de vous! shouted the Colonel of the 80th Battalion.

Shoot him! yelled Tribert; but Bergeret was thinking of other things, and the doctor escaped by a miracle.

Sarre sat on the top of the barricade laughing and mimicking the efforts of a wounded man to drag himself across the pavement to a doorway.

He walks like a crab! he chuckled, holding his sides with laughter. Tribert picked up a rifle and blew a hole through the wounded mans head, which annoyed Sarre, who claimed it spoiled the sport.

When the news of the butchery reached the Hôtel de Ville, the extremists in the Central Committee applauded frantically and shouted their approval. Some even said they regretted that Bergeret had not been able to slaughter the reaction with one blow. On a motion of Assi, the Committee voted their thanks to Bergeret and his staff. A document was drawn up and signed by the Committee, and a Cavalier of the Republic left at full gallop to carry the thanks of the Commune to the Place Vendôme. — 

Bergeret was radiant. He sat on his powder keg receiving the homage of his officers, while at a little distance from him Jules Vallès, using a box of hiscuits as a desk, sat writing his editorial for the next mornings Cri du Peuple, a villainous sheet of anarchism.

It was that same vile editorial which began: The party of order having a fancy for disorder, the National Guard brought them to their senses.

Since the nineteenth of March the Père Duchêne, a vulgar parody on Heberts journal, had reappeared. Its language was incredibly obscene, even for such creatures as Vermesch, Humbert, and Villaume, the editors of this ignoble sheet.

It is hardly necessary to say that when the news of the butchery became known in Paris, the city was thrown into a panic. A citizen, decorated with the legion of honor, accompanied by an officer of the National Guard and a captain of Franchettis Scouts, carried the tri-color through the Boulevards crying, To arms! to arms! A great throng of citizens and loyal National Guards crowded the Place de la Bourse. Everywhere stores and cafés closed their shutters, groups formed, and orators denounced the insurgents. In these excited gatherings people told each other that it was useless to parley with banditti who carried on systematized assassination. There was but one way: meet violence with violence. The news reached Versailles and produced a profound impression. The government was urged to act. Even at that late date, a sudden coup-de-main on the part of Thiers could have saved the city. The road from Versailles to Paris was still open, it was easy to seize the secteurs between Saint-Denis and the gate of Auteuil with the 10,000 men available, for now that the city was aroused Thiers could count on all good citizens and on 15,000 of the loyal National Guards for active aid.

Even the Latin Quarter had risen and 6,000 students offered their services. The École Polytechnique, faithful to its honorable traditions, marched in a body to the mayors office and enrolled for active service.

Time passed, but no word came from Thiers Paris was one great camp, half occupied by the party of order, half held by the insurgents of the Commune. Wearied at last with waiting for Thiers, the party of order began negotiations with the Hôtel de Ville. These negotiations lasted until the evening of the twenty-fifth, and on that night, news was proclaimed that a day had been agreed upon for the elections. They were fixed for the twenty-sixth of March, Sunday, and the party of order, quieted by the assurance and pledges given by the Commune, retired, sent the students back to their schools, the Polytechnique battalion to its college, and disbanded the loyal battalions of the National Guard.

It had been solemnly agreed that as soon as the results of the elections were known, the Central Committee would evacuate the Hôtel de Ville. The good people who composed the party of order believed this, and went to bed on Saturday night with light hearts, determined to do their duty as citizens at the polls next morning.

At the Hôtel de Ville, however, things were different that night. The Central Committee was making merry, and wine flowed in rivers.

What fools these bourgeois! said Assi to Billioray, who smiled in reply.

Raoul Rigault, very drunk, staggered to his feet and pointing at Bergeret cried: There is the man who filled them full of good lead and steel, and I tell you that I, when my time comes, will not be behind him!

The fun grew fast and furious, the echoes of the revelry reached the street where the hideous Hussars of Death were on guard at the gates, and the citizens, passing with affrighted glances, heard these fantastic birds of ill-omen croaking to each other like ravens before a battle.


CHAPTER XII. THE SHADOW OF TERROR.
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IN THE STUDIO the days succeeded each other quietly. Three times a week Joseph passed and repassed the barricade on his journey to the St. Germain market, but he was never molested by the new battalion which occupied the rue Notre Dame. The battalion was certainly a strange one. The troops wore the pale-blue uniform and red fez of the Turco infantry, cut like the zouave uniform and resembling it in all but color. The many-buttoned gaiters were white, the body scarf crimson, and the arabesques and facings on the turquoise blue cloth were clear canary color.

It was known as the First Battalion of Paris Turcos, and Philip learned from Joseph that its colonel was an individual named Sarre, a merry, rosy, round little fellow, he said, whose laugh makes ones flesh creep.

But Sarre never bothered the faithful concierge, nor for that matter did any of the First Turcos. His pass was in order, his mission not at all suspicious, and the sentinels gossiped with him, cracked lurid jokes at his expense, and gave him information which he brought back each day to Philip.

Paris was quiet, — with the quiet of a victim awaiting death. The army at Versailles made no visible movement, but it was asserted in Paris that intrenchments and parallels were being pushed in the direction of the fort of Issy.

There were rumors of an intended sortie in force to crush the army of Thiers before it could be strengthened by the prisoners who were arriving from Germany.

Bergeret talked loudly and added several ounces of gold braid to his tunic; Flourens, brave, shifty, and probably a little insane, stalked about in company with the sinister, sneering Billioray; Duval worked night and day with Eudes and Cluseret to perfect the scheme of defense, and the Central Committee bickered, accusing each other and everybody they knew of being suspects, until denunciations, midnight visits, and sudden silent arrests terrified the revolutionists themselves. Nobody was safe; nobody, not even the generals of the Commune, not even the members of the Central Committee, dared face an accusation until they could defend themselves by a counter accusation. Denunciations were at a premium. He who accused most violently was the greatest patriot. The prisons were filling, and Raoul Rigault raged everywhere, urging, forcing, driving his creatures to spy, shadow, denounce, and arrest. People trembled when he passed; even his own friends, even the members of the Commune themselves, would avoid meeting him in the street if possible. All day long he sat in his official den, surrounded by his satellites, inquiring, examining, reproaching the unfortunate citizens brought before him.

With terrible threats, or still more terrible laughter, he would bellow, Fiche moi ça dedans! and the prisoner would be seized and driven with taunts and blows through the streets to one of the prisons.

When evening came this bloodthirsty young man doffed his scarf of office, dusted his clothes, and went home. Here, business finished, he affected the airs of a dandy; perfumed and gloved, he and his familiars dined extravagantly at some fashionable restaurant, and then, crossing the river to the Latin Quarter, they spent the evening drinking with degraded women in front of the cafés on the Boulevard St. Michel.

Joseph, bringing to Philip as usual the gossip of the barricade, related, under his breath, how Raoul Rigault, drinking with his creatures on the terrace of the Café Cardinal the night before, had cried with an oath: I need a bouquet of 30,000 heads before I can clean out the traitors! The café was crowded with students and citizens who heard, and the next day the city knew and cowered lower than ever.

Of the rumors brought in by Joseph, Landes did not prevent many from reaching Jeanne. It was best she should know the truth, and he had unbounded confidence in her spirit and judgment. He pondered all sorts of plans for communicating with the American Minister, but they came to nothing, and he tried in vain to get messages to Jack Ellice and de Carette. He had nobody to trust except Joseph and he dared not draw suspicion upon him, because on Josephs freedom to traverse the barricade rested their only chance for food.

So the days passed very quietly in the studio. Tcherkas tail was still too gaudy to suit her mistress taste, and the puppy dug more than enough holes in the garden. The warm breath of the coming spring started the pink buds on the almond trees, the lilac leaves uncoiled in delicate green, the goldfish almost became animated, and the blackbird was wooing his mate, a soft-eyed wild creature which had come into the garden from Heaven knows where, and sat all day on the tip of the almond tree. Such songs as the blackbird sang! What wonder that the shy new-comer listened! Then one day Jeanne came in, radiant, and led Philip out to the almond tree. High on a safe, slender branch nestled the rudiments of a nest. The blackbird, proud and happy, balanced himself above it and held a bit of straw in his bright yellow bill. The lover had turned architect. It is true that he occasionally forgot, and let the straw or twig fall while he sang a little, but his mate never found fault and the building of their little home continued. Tcherka licked her whiskers and blinked at it. It was too safe.

The rue Notre Dame was constantly patrolled by the sentinels of the First Turcos.

Philip never went near the outer wicket, but from the entrance to the ivy-covered alley he could see them without being seen. Once, when a group of officers passed, he imagined he recognized Sarre in a fat little wretch who wore the baggy scarlet trousers of the Turco officers, with the triple blue stripe, the gold-embroidered képi, and the pale blue jacket. However, the officers passed without a glance at the wicket, and his nervousness gradually wore off.

Jeanne posed for him every day, sometimes sitting on the edge of the stone fountain, sometimes lying in a hammock which he had swung for her between the almond trees.

When showers fell she posed in the studio, and it was there that he began and finished the beautiful portrait called Youth, which has since been acquired by the French government.

Jeanne never wearied of watching Philip while he painted. He had a habit of biting his under lip when he worked which gave a peculiarly serious expression to his youthful face. This impressed Jeanne. From the first she had no doubt that, if Philip was not already one of the greatest of artists, his becoming so was merely a question of time. Her admiration and her delight in his color were genuine. Her enthusiasm stirred him profoundly, and, perhaps, but for that the portrait of Youth might never have been finished.

Until now he had never taken himself seriously. Although his respect for his work had been great at all times, his self-confidence was incrusted with cynicism, and he never could understand why he continued to study his profession.

Sometimes for weeks together he did not touch a brush; it is true that he was always staring at the sunlight or the blue tracery of shadows. Pure notes of glowing color thrilled him with pleasure. Unlike many of his comrades, he never saw in nature anything unhealthy or colorless, nor, when he walked under blue skies, did nature transpose itself into human nature.

He read the poets who compared the interlacing of forest trees to human embraces, who sang of innocent flowers and attributed to them the passions of human beings, and it nauseated him. He never could see that a splendid snow peak resembled a womans breast. It always looked like a snow peak to him. The murmur of the sea had for him nothing of human desire. He loved nature for herself.

Jeanne and he exchanged few words on the subject, but each was sure of the others sympathy and understanding.

A sunbeam searching the depths of the brown water in the fountain, a shadow trembling on the white wall, a breeze whispering among the lilacs, — then a glance, the flutter of the lashes, a faint smile, and their hearts were at ease, for each had read and loved the others thoughts.

When Philips hand faltered and the light was shifty, when the sun became overcast and the surface of his canvas changed color like a chameleon, Jeanne would rise from her seat and say: Come, Philip, I wish to walk in the garden. Then with pretty ceremony she would accept his arm, and they would stroll gravely over the gravel as if they were sauntering through a portion of some vast estate.

On one of these limited tours they stopped to watch a mottled garden toad making his way toward a hole in the wall. His gait and personality were obtrusive and vulgar and Jeanne turned up her nose.

Oh, hes an old acquaintance, said Philip, he comes out every spring.

He is very common, said Jeanne; I never imagined any little creature of God could look so underbred.

Hes not graceful, said Phillip, smiling; you should see him jumping after gnats on a summer evening. I call him  Monsieur Prudhomme.

What a name for a toad!

It suits him. See! he has just given one of his graceful leaps.

Jeanne threw back her pretty head and laughed. Monsieur Prudhomme squatted in the tender spring grass, unconcerned, callous, emotionless. He had swallowed a giddy young beetle and was digesting it. Toodles came along and nearly barked himself out of his skin at the sight of Monsieur Prudhomme, but kept at a safe distance, describing eccentric circles round him until Philip, gently but unceremoniously, shoved Monsieur Prudhomme through a hole in the garden wall.

Do you wish to paint any more? inquired Jeanne.

No, he replied, I feel lazy. How warm the sunshine is. I believe those lilacs are budding.

Oh, I knew that yesterday, she said. There is a violet already out in that bed over there. I saw it this morning from my hammock.

He started for the violet bed, but she called to him: You are not to pick it you know. He came back smiling.

Wont you have it for a souvenir of our garden?

She shook her head and sang softly:



Le souvenir, present celeste, 

Ombre des biens que lon n a plus, 

Est encore un plaisir qui reste, 

Après tous ceux quon a perdus.



I dont want a souvenir now, and I shall not need one then.

I suppose a shade is all that will remain of these days in a little while, said Philip. She glanced at him wistfully without replying. As for him he was looking another way.

Well, she said at last, if all the rest is lost will it not be good to have even the shade?

But that will soon go too, Jeanne.

No, I shall keep it as long as I live. And that will be a long time, she added lightly, shaking off her seriousness. I mean to be a very old lady, if you please, Monsieur, I intend to live a great while and be very happy—

A violent ringing at the gate interrupted her. She turned white and looked at Philip with wide startled eyes.

Now who can that be? he muttered. Jeanne, go back to the studio quickly.

I shall remain here, she said, with a little catch in her breath. Oh, Philip, can it be the Commune has found you?

Me? It is you they are after.

They cant harm me, but you — oh, Philip!

Do as I ask you, Jeanne, go to your room at once. She refused to move and looked at him imploringly.

Can you get over the wall? she whispered. — 

Quick! Im sure you can. I will meet them — I can detain them. Oh! go, Philip!

He looked down into her face. Wont you please go into the studio?

She refused with a slight shake of her head. The gate creaked, steps sounded along the alley.

They are coming! gasped Jeanne, and threw both arms around his neck.

Before Jeanne could take her arms away again a man in a long blue blouse flung his cap on the ground and rushed at Philip who stared at him and shouted, Ellice! and while they were hugging each other like two Frenchmen she had time to realize that the mans companion, who wore the dress of a market woman of the Hailes, was Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc.

Jack! cried Landes. Are you all right?

I am — and you?

Oh, Im all right. Where is Alain de Carette?

At Versailles.

How did you pass the barricade?

Jack sat down on the edge of the fountain, drew a large red bandanna handkerchief from the recesses of his blouse, wiped his face with it, looked after Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc who was disappearing with Jeanne through the studio door, and laughed.

We re beauties, — what do you think, Philip? We sell vegetables now. Our baskets are in Josephs lodge at the gate. Did you think of buying a few cabbages?

Tell me how you got here, repeated Philip. Well, I hardly know myself. Youve got a nasty barricade on the corner, havent you?

We have! Go on!

Well — we decided that we must get to you somehow or other; — yesterday we sold your rascally Turcos artichokes and musty turnips, but they wouldnt let us through the lines, and we tried again to-day.. Just now, as we reached the barricade, the street suddenly went mad. A commissarys wagon which was bringing in a lot of live poultry struck a cannon and tipped over. You ought to have seen those hens and turkeys scratching gravel to get away, and those thieving Turcos after them. A fat rooster ran between my legs and the Turco in chase knocked me flat in his hurry to grab the fowl. When I got up they both were running and squawking down the street. The officers couldnt do anything with the men. The barricade was empty in no time, everybody chasing turkeys. Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc and I saw our chance, and we simply walked through an opening in the barricade, and before anyone could detect us we were hidden by the corner of the street above the convent. There was a sentry up by the rue Bara but I suppose he thought it was all right — as long as we had passed the barricade. When he wasnt looking we pulled the bell — and here we are.

If you knew how welcome! Come in and be comfortable! cried Landes, and he led the way to the studio.

Joseph, said he, dragging a lounge into the bedroom, will make up a bed on this for one of us, and there is my bed for the other. Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc will share the room of Mademoiselle de Brassac of course—

Oh, I wont stay. You cant put up four in a place only meant for two. Mademoiselle de St. Brieuc is glad to be with another woman, of course, but — after Ive seen you a little while Ill go and shift for myself.

Oh! will you? How will you pass the barricade?

Bluff it.

And do you know the penalty for bluffing it?

No, whats the penalty?

Shooting on the spot without court-martial. Jack looked blank. Whats the sense of looking that way? said Philip.

But I didnt mean—

Didnt you mean to risk your life to help me in the Impasse de la Mort? I think you did, Jack. Isnt it rather late to stand on ceremony with me? Besides do you realize that I have been a prisoner here ever since that night, without speaking to a man except Joseph?

What about food?

Joseph has a pass. Its only marketing for four instead of two.

Well, if you put it that way. But it didnt seem when we came in just now as if you had found the absence of male society—

Here, interrupted Philip, dryly, dont you want linen and some decent clothes?

I do indeed. This blouse is not perfumed with violet.

Well — you know the place as well as I do. Theres the dressing case, heres the bath, filled, — and Ive had reason before now to think my clothes fitted you!

Pure calumny, said Ellice, shedding his blouse,— where are the towels? What are you laughing at? Get out or Ill splash!

Landes went out into the studio where the concierge was poking the fire and waiting for orders. Giving him instructions to provide for four, Philip strolled on into the garden and sat down on the edge of the fountain to smoke a cigarette. The last rays of the sun fell aslant the gravel where the toad squatted, cold and motionless.

So you re back again, my friend, laughed Philip. For a while he sat and smoked, with his eyes fixed on Monsieur Prudhomme, but he was not thinking of Monsieur Prudhomme. The two goldfish floated near the surface of the water, staring intently until a flighty new-born gnat tumbled into the basin, then they jumped together and fell back with loud flops.

That must have been a gnat, he thought, the first this spring. It is already spring, the lilacs will be in bloom by next week, so will the almonds and acacias. What will the spring bring to us — to Jeanne and to me? What will it bring to Paris — to France? He thought of the strange year that had just ended — the battles and rumors of battles of the summer, the disaster of Sedan in the autumn, the siege with its wintry horrors and desolation, the surrender and the entry of the German hordes. How long was this era of battle to continue? The new year had begun badly. January passed amid an iron tempest from the Prussian siege guns. From the fifth until the twenty-seventh of the month, great shells fell like monstrous meteors in Paris, blowing to fragments women and children as well as the citys defenders, tearing houses to pieces, smashing churches, spreading terror and death even in the hospitals where the helpless wounded lay.

February, the month of starvation, began with famine and ended in riots. March had now just ended, but what a month of horror had died with it.

This was the third of April. What would April bring?

He sat there thinking; the old jingle kept running through his mind until he repeated it aloud, 

April showers, 

Bring forth May flowers.



He little knew how truly the old rhyme rang, for the April showers were to be showers of blood, and the May blossoms, the crimson flower of Anarchy.

Twilight fell as he sat pondering by the fountain, and already in the studio a lamp glowed through the drawn curtains. After a while Mlle, de Brassac came to the doorway and looked out into the garden. She could not see him in the shadows, and she called softly, Philip, where are you? He rose at once and walked to her. He thought of her arms around his neck an hour before and felt his cheeks burning in the darkness, but all the constraint was on his side.

You will catch cold without your hat, she said, come in.

Is Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc well?

Quite well. I have lent her everything she needs.

Well, you will be happy now to have a companion here with you.

Yes — oh yes. She is very charming. Her name is Marguerite, she said in a low sweet voice.

Good-bye to our little promenades then, he said sulkily.

For a moment she looked at him without speaking, and he felt very silly standing there on the step below her.

Come, he said at last, we must go into the studio. Is Ellice there?

Monsieur Ellice is talking with Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc before the fire. If you had your hat on we might take a little tour in the garden.

With a laugh she threw her scarf over his head and tied it like a turban. Then she stepped to the ground and took his arm.

Thank you, he muttered; she bent her head gently and they moved out through the dark garden.

Twice they made the circuit in silence; his heart was beating very fast and the light touch of her hand on his arm filled him with sensations which he was too happy to analyze.

We must go in, she said, as they approached the doorway for the third time. He unwound the scarf and placed it about her neck. Still she lingered a moment, her hands clasped behind her back, her fair face half turned from his.

I hope we shall have many more little walks together in our garden, she said,— if you wish it, Philip.

I do, he replied in a low voice.

Come, she whispered, I hear Joseph bringing the silver. Dinner will be served before you are ready.

He followed her into the studio and went up to the fireplace, where Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc was sitting, with Jack lounging on the rug beside her, and Toodles bestowing his clumsy cheerfulness impartially on them both. Philip explained the arrangements he had made for their accommodation. I wish I could say comfort, he added.

I will say it then. You will be more than comfortable if you have Monsieur Landes for your host, said Jeanne, looking after Philip, who had started toward his room to get ready for dinner. He heard without looking back, but all the time he was dressing he was asking himself what was the quality in Jeanne de Brassac which made a man feel so proud at her lightest approval.

Did you find your gardeners dress a good disguise, Jack? he asked when he rejoined them.

Perfectly — even to the perfume. That peasant who owned it was a friend in need, but he wasnt tidy.

You dont think anyone could have suspected No one did, it appears.

And your French is not all it might be, either, mused Philip, but perhaps you didnt talk much.

Its our voices and inflections that betray us, he added thoughtfully.

Not yours, Monsieur Landes, said Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc; you speak like a Frenchman.

He gave her a searching glance to see if it were a compliment or sincerely meant. But you must know you do, put in Jeanne. Here comes Joseph with the soup; will you give me your arm, Monsieur Ellice?

During dinner Jack Ellice did most of the talking, with constant appeals to Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc. It was evident that Jack fancied himself in love with her, and that her manner of receiving his homage was more peremptory than flattering. It was a mixture of indulgence and impatience which said she thought him an excellent boy, but centuries younger than herself. His love was not very obtrusive, being confined to sudden lapses into silent sentimental contemplation of the young lady, who was certainly very pretty. Then after a few minutes he would emerge and remain in a normal condition for hours.

His temperament was winning, his character fickle, he was true-hearted, kind, and brave, and only tiresome when under his sentimental spells. He never met a pretty woman without falling in love in this manner, and then suddenly, without the least warning, the spoony part of his affection would vanish, and a hearty friendship would remain in its place. With Jack, to love a woman once was to have an immense kindness for her ever after.

When dinner was over Jeanne insisted that the men should smoke; so they lighted cigarettes, and Philip, blowing a luxurious whiff to the ceiling, called upon Ellice to tell his story.

And no embellishments, Monsieur Jack, said Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc, teasingly; I am here to correct any mistakes, you know.

It doesnt need any embellishments. Its weird enough without any, but Ill not be a party to any belittling of what I call the most astounding and diverting adventures of the Demoiselle Marguerite de Saint Brieuc — and her faithful—

Yes, Monsieur Ellice, said Jeanne, gently, but unhappily the adventures are not over yet. Mustnt we take them a little seriously until they are finished?

Jack made her a bow and went on gravely:

Mademoiselle is right. The situation is serious enough, and nothing is gained by pretending not to think so. When we left you in the cab we expected to meet you again at my studio within an hour. Captain de Carette was unconscious and Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc had some difficulty in replacing the bandages on his wounds. I think they slipped that time when Tribert knocked him down, you know.

I know.

I think Captain de Carette regained consciousness before we reached the rue de Sfax, didnt he?

Yes, said Marguerite, briefly.

Well, — when we had crossed the Passage de Lille and were about to enter the rue de Sfax, Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc, who was looking ahead from the cab window, suddenly cried out to me to stop the driver.

I did so, of course, — lucky for us she was on the lookout. The whole street was full of Federal troops raising Cain. They were all drunk, yelling like madmen and firing their rifles into the air, so our cabby backed his horses into the passage de Lille which was as dark as pitch. I got out and stole up to the corner to reconnoitre. The Federals were dragging a man out of a vestibule, howling and cursing, and discharging their rifles in every direction. They finished the poor fellow with their bayonets and left him — never mind how. I was simply rooted to the spot, and next thing I saw them break into another house, and after driving every occupant into the street, pillage and wreck it from roof to basement. I could see them raging through the rooms with lighted torches. Then they all came out again and yelled Vive la Commune — à mort Lebeau! Lebeau! I thought, why, that is the man who disciplined the National Guard during the siege! He lived in the rue de Sfax. Then a thought struck me and made me jump. Whose house was it they were wrecking and preparing to burn? Sure enough, when I crept along close to the wall, and got near enough to see — it was my house and the furniture of my studio, and the remains of my pictures lay, with what was left of Monsieur Lebeau, in the middle of the street.

I didnt waste much time there after that, but before I got away a National Guard fired at me, and when I left the bullets were flying down the rue de Sfax. Cabby set off at a gallop, — it was all Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc could do to make him wait for me, and he never pulled up until we were on the Boulevard St. Michel. Then he wanted us to get out; he said we neednt pay him if wed only go. The jolting had loosened Captain de Carettes bandages, and he was almost helpless from loss of blood. I told Cabby to go ahead, and we started in search of lodgings. You can imagine how careful we had to be. A wounded officer would have queered us badly with the wrong sort of landlord. But it was easy to avoid committing ourselves, for the friends of the Commune were bawling for the Commune, and that helped us very much in selecting our hotel-keeper. After a long search we found one who was so quiet we thought we could venture to trust him, and sure enough he was loyal, — Verdier, the landlord of the Boule dOr, a little hotel on the Boulevard St. Michel. We got Captain de Carette to bed, and Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc dressed his wound while we were waiting for a surgeon. When the doctor came he said he couldnt have done better himself—

Pardon, Monsieur Jack! — he said nothing of the kind.

He said the bandages were all right, didnt he?

He said they did very well — but that is of no consequence, anyway. Please go on.

Well, the doctor was just on the point of leaving for Versailles and he had a pass from Raoul Rigault, so we just forged another for de Carette. Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc absolutely refused to let us provide her with one also.

It was too dangerous, said the young lady; one forgery was likely to succeed, but a second, and for a lady, would have been scrutinized.

So the doctor took the Captain into his own carriage — and carried him off, said Ellice, soberly.

Have you heard from Alain — but no, you couldnt.

Verdier had a letter from the doctor, after they arrived at Versailles. He said his patient was all right — getting on, and would soon be ready for active service again. And Captain de Carette sent his gratitude and his devoted service to the lady. The letter said—

I told you I should correct you when you made mistakes, interposed Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc, hastily.

Very well, but this isnt one, you know. I read it myself.

And did he not mention you at all?

Oh yes, he sent his regards to me.

And he said nothing about courage and generosity?

I forget — I forget in fact everything that happened for the next few days, excepting one which drove all the rest out of my head.

Philip wondered if Jack could possibly be going to forget his good manners and say that the company of Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc had driven everything else out of his head.

No, Landes decided, he cant be such a fool, and said aloud, What was it?

Merely that two days after we were installed in the Boule dOr I thought it safe to venture out, and I strolled down the Boulevard St. Michel — intending to find out if I could what had become of you. I was passing a corner and I noticed a crowd around a bulletin, a big flaming poster, so I stopped to read it. Imagine my abject terror when I found myself reading a description of myself with a reward for my apprehension, signed by Raoul Rigault. My knees knocked together — they did indeed— as Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc looked up incredulously. You were mentioned too, Philip — dead or alive we re both wanted by Raoul Rigault. Mademoiselle de Brassac and Mademoiselle de Saint Brieuc also occupied several lines of large type, but they re not wanted dead. Well — I went back to the Boule dOr and stayed there. Verdier came and held a consultation with us. Mademoiselle de Saint Brieucs family live in Tours; her friends here had all fled to Versailles or elsewhere. She was good enough to admit that she felt safer with my company than without it—

I admitted much more of my confidence and esteem for you than that, Monsieur Jack.

Jack colored with pleasure and went on: Verdier finally advised us to try our luck at the barricade. There was a market gardener and his wife who sold garden stuff to him — he bought their clothes of them for six times what they were worth, assuring them that if Raoul Rigault ever heard of the transaction they would be corpses the same day. We put on the things in spite of their smells — and sold vegetables at your barricade until we got in. Thats all.


CHAPTER XIII. A DANGEROUS QUEST.
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NEXT MORNING BEFORE six oclock Landes was writing a note. It said, when finished:



DEAR JACK: — Now you are here to take my place, I must go and see if I cant find some help. Your blue blouse, etc., will do for a disguise — if they served you they will me. I am going along the wall to the Passage Stanislas, and unless I have bad luck I shall drop into the street there and make as best I can for the Boule dOr. I hope your loyal landlord Verdier will befriend me as he did you, and will somehow manage to get a message into the hands of our Minister. Anyway, its worth trying, and I dont think the risk is great.

I expect to be here again before dark. Mademoiselle de Brassac will know that I am doing no more than my duty and will forgive my not taking leave.

My best services to both the ladies. Keep them and yourself in spirits, Jack.

Yours, 

PHILIP.



He sealed the note, and addressed it to Ellice. Then he drew the gardeners blouse over his head, pulled on the shabby trousers, and took up the cap and bandanna handkerchief.

He stood a moment thinking, then placing the letter on the night-table beside the bed, he quietly entered the studio. Tcherka came to rub against his legs but he did not notice her, for he was looking up to the little balcony and Jeanne de Brassacs door. Next moment he was in the garden.

There was a ladder lying under a peach tree, and he picked it up and placed it against the wall. The wall was high, but he had no difficulty in climbing to the top and walking along it until he reached the intersecting wall of the garden in the rear. This was also broad but much overgrown with rose vines. He tore his blouse on the thorns and scratched his face and hands, but he had no difficulty in following it until it took a sudden turn and he came in sight of the Passage Stanislas. But now another wall covered with tiles blocked his way and he spent ten minutes in trying to scale it. He failed, but there was a chestnut tree growing close to the wall in the garden below, so he dropped to the ground, scrambled up the tree, and swung himself across to the tiled wall. In a minute more he lay flat on his stomach along the wall which borders the Passage Stanislas, and peered down to where the rue Notre Dame curves by the convent. There were no sentinels in sight, the alley and the street were silent and deserted; he quietly dropped to the sidewalk and hurried toward the Boulevard Montparnasse.

It was a queer sensation to find himself walking in the street again. He looked about as if he had suddenly dropped into a strange city. People passed him, most of them clad in cap and blouse. On the Boulevard the shops were still closed, but the street was lively and the omnibuses and cabs were running as usual. Every few moments he passed soldiers of the National Guard, but nobody looked at him and he began to feel at ease. He met scores of men dressed as he was, and he was sure that if anything had been amiss in his costume they would have noticed it. Except for a barricade here and there, it was difficult to believe that Paris was in a state of insurrection. The life in the city had not changed; people were taking down their wooden shutters, the crémeries were open and filled with customers, and market wagons passed in files along the shabby Boulevard toward the square by the Closerie des Lilas. On the Boulevard Montrouge he stopped to buy a hot roll, and took it into a crémerie where he ate it with a pat of fresh butter and a bowl of chocolate. Two soldiers of Franchettis Scouts sat in the corner, jabbering noisily over their café-au-lait. He listened to their conversation while he sipped his hot chocolate.

The discussion centred on a debauch in which they had participated the evening before, and after a while their language became so disgusting that Philip hurried with his chocolate and rose to pay the reckoning. As he laid the six sous on the counter and turned toward the door, a sentence uttered by the elder of the two scouts arrested him.

Nom de Dieu! if Raoul Rigault wants the man hell get him; never fear, Sureau, hell get him! Tiens! I should very much like to run across either of them. I could pay you your ten francs then, — Id have money to toss out of the window, eh! Sureau?

Tu mennuis, replied the other, sulkily; if Im not going to get my ten francs before you catch this merle-blanc — whats his name—

Philip Landes is one, — Ellice is the other, said the elder soldier. Alive or dead, its the same reward. Id fix them. Think, Sureau! Imagine poor old Pastoret coming in with two, — both birds together, — one in each hand nicely spit through with my bayonet!

And my ten francs! Get out with your white blackbirds! Look here — Im in earnest — Pastoret, I want you to pay me that ten francs.

Im going to pay — there!

No cheat.

No cheat — I tell you!

Swear!

Tu te fiche de moi, espèce de crétin.

The dispute recommenced with reference to the orgie of the previous night, and Philip waited to hear no more but hurried out into the street.

To his own astonishment the discussion of the reward for himself, dead or alive, neither shocked nor scared him. On the contrary, a pleasant shiver of exhilaration passed through him, his face tingled with excitement, and he stepped along with every sense alert. He felt perfect confidence in his simple disguise, he looked forward to a satisfactory termination of his mission, and he walked with an air which was almost gay.

The Luxembourg Gardens were turned into a military camp. As he passed along the gilded iron railing beyond the École des Mines, he saw artillery parked on the northern terrace and cavalrymen watering their horses at the basin of the big fountain. Federal infantry were encamped around the old palace, from which floated the red flag of the Commune. Sentinels lounged before each gate, chatting idly with citizens who came to enquire for relatives among the insurgent battalions, and sallow-faced officers, blazing with gold and crimson, paced listlessly up and down the gravel walks by the eastern palace wing. In the Place de Medici two Hussars of Death sat motionless upon their bony horses, their long cloaks hanging to the stirrups, black crêpe fluttering on their arms. Like foul night-birds surprised by daylight, blinking maliciously at the passers-by, these strange creatures peered over the cloaks which shrouded their faces, watching with fierce bright eyes every movement of the people.

The dome of the Pantheon was glowing in the sky, as he passed the rue Gay Lussac, and above it the red flag of the Commune flapped black against the rising sun. Figures passed across the terraced roof, silhouetted against the bright blue above, with a sparkle of buttons and bayonets as they turned. On the Boulevard St. Michel the cafés were opening, and those hopeless creatures, the morning absinthe drinkers, dotted the terraces of the cafés Rouge et Noir, and Garibaldi. A few harsh-voiced women, over whose pale faces the rouge was smeared, were returning with their escorts from some fête in Montparnasse, and their eyes, encircled by violet rings, glittered with vice. Their escorts were students, weary and viciously drunk, and they filled the street with coarse yells and shouts of defiance.

Vive la Commune! shouted one.

Oh, non — pas ça voyons, cried another; vive Thiers!

Vive Theirs! they shouted ironically.

Then they noticed the Hussars of Death in the Place de Medici, and shook their fists at them in drunken bravado.

Long live Thiers! they screamed. Long live the Republic! Down with the Commune! À mort, les Hussards de la Mort!

Slowly one of the draped cavaliers turned in his saddle and pointed at the students. Drunk as they were they felt the menace of that outstretched arm; their yells and cat-calls died in their throats, and one of the women ran into a café shrieking hysterically. A ghastly silent laugh stretched the skin on the hussars sunken face, his arm fell slowly to his side, and his head sank again among the folds of the long cloak. Only his eyes, restless and brilliant, glittered venomously above the mantle.

Philip shuddered in spite of himself and a feeling of insecurity began to trouble him. He was in a quarter where he was well known, and, though he pulled the visor of his cap low over his face, a nervousness, almost a foreboding set his heart fluttering under the blue blouse. Then, as he turned from the Place de Medici to cross the Boulevard, he met Faustine Courtois face to face. She knew him at once, but she passed on, very pale, and gave no sign of recognition. The shock of the meeting unnerved him, and he crept along the sidewalk, listening for pursuing footfalls. Not that he feared Faustine, but if she had recognized him so easily he knew he was not safe. Any shop-keeper in the Quarter, any student or grisette who wished to betray him, through cupidity or from what they imagined to be patriotism, would reap an easy reward and stand high in the favor of Raoul Rigault.

Before he reached the rue des Écoles he passed half a dozen familiar faces, but nobody noticed him and fear began to give place to hope. Still the buoyancy and pleasant thrill of adventure had left him; he cursed himself for a fool in not making a wide circuit behind the Pantheon and avoiding the Boulevard as he would the plague. He could yet escape passing through the Boulevard to the Palais de Justice, and although he was not known in that section he was prudent enough to turn into the rue des Écoles, enter the rue des Carmes, and pick his way through the labyrinth of narrow crooked streets which lie between the Boulevard St. Germain and the river. The bridges which cross the left arm of the Seine to the Isle St. Louis were guarded by troops, so he turned to the left and walked along the quays until he came to the Pont Neuf. There people and vehicles were passing freely, and he mixed with the crowd and crossed unmolested.

The problem now was, how to get back to the Boulevard St. Michel, or rather to that section of it known as the Boulevard Sebastopol where the little Hôtel Boule dOr was located. Barricades closed the quays along the right bank of the Seine, but the Place du Carrousel was open and he decided to make the circuit by way of the rue de Rivoli. He crossed the court of the Louvre and entered the street. It was useless; barricades cut him off on every side. For hours he wandered through the city, always attempting to find a path through the jumble of streets and alleys to the Boulevard Sebastopol. In vain, and at last he had to own it to himself as he stood, wearied and discouraged in an archway, wondering what he should do next.

Across the street a sentinel was standing before a gray stone building which he recognized as the residence of the Archbishop of Paris. He had often seen the gentle, kindly old man, and he wondered what the sentinel was doing there. The sentinel was doing nothing as far as Landes could see, for people passed freely in and out of the court-yard, and carriages drove through the porte cochère. A sudden thought struck him. Suppose he could get speech with the Archbishop, and suppose the Archbishop should find means of sending a message to the American Minister! Without waiting a moment he crossed the street, passed the sentinel who paid no attention to him, and entered the court-yard of the Archevêché. As he stood looking for the right doorway, a servant approached and asked him what he wanted.

I wish to see Monseigneur Darboy, said Philip, boldly.

Monseigneur Darboy is at the Madeleine with the curé of the Madeleine, replied the servant.

When will he return? demanded Philip.

A priest was passing and the servant approached him with a low bow. Monsieur labbé, this young man wishes to see the Archbishop, he said.

The abbé Lagarde, vicar-general to the Archbishop of Paris, turned pleasantly to Philip.

Do you wish to see the Archbishop, my son?

Yes, my father.

He will return by one oclock; come then, said the abbé, with a sad smile, and turning to the servant, see that this young man is admitted, he added. Philip thanked him and took his leave.

When he stood again in the street and looked at his watch, he found that it was twelve oclock. There was an hour to wait, and he wondered how he could best use it. For an instant he thought of attempting to reach the American Minister himself, but remembered Wiltons warning and Josephs experience. Then another impulse seized him. He would have time to go to the Hôtel Perret in the Place Pigalle before the Archbishop returned.

Who knows, he muttered — I may be able to find some clue. Anyway I will go and reconnoitre.

It took him longer than he had thought it would to reach the Place, for barricades were numerous and the detours long, but at last he entered the square, found it quiet and entirely deserted, and crossed the street to the Hôtel Perret. The hotel appeared to be empty, the door was locked, but the blinds were up and the glass in the window beside the door, which he had smashed with the butt of his revolver two weeks before, had not been replaced.

Without hesitating a moment he climbed through the shattered window and sprang noiselessly up the stairs to the de Brassac apartment. The door was open and he entered, his revolver in his hand, every sense keen and alert. Almost at once he saw that the apartment had been thoroughly ransacked. Cabinets swung wide open, doors in the armoires hung shattered from the hinges, beds were dismantled and pulled to pieces, carpets and rugs lay heaped in the corners, and bureau drawers lay scattered on the bare floor.

He passed through the suite of rooms, treading gently, searching every corner for a lurking enemy, until he came to Colonel de Brassacs dressing-room. On the wall, above a shattered dressing-table, hung a rusty old pistol. He seized it, felt in the barrel, touched a wad of something, worked at it until it slipped out, and a stream of splendid diamonds poured into his hand. He was so overcome with excitement that for a moment he could neither move nor breathe nor even think. Gradually his mind cleared, but still he stood there motionless, pondering how and where he should place Jeanne de Brassacs little fortune in safety. Deep tenderness and exulting pride made his heart beat thickly as he realized that he had been able to serve so well the woman he loved; and, as he tasted the full sweetness of this thought, all at once, somewhere in the house, a door opened and light footsteps sounded on the bare floor. He thrust the diamonds into his pocket. The steps ceased, a face flashed in a mirror above his head, and down the long corridor which the glass reflected he saw Georgias standing, his eyes starting from their sockets, his jaw hanging loosely between the flabby folds of his chin. The Greek saw him as he saw Georgias, through the mirror. In an instant he had bounded to the door, and at the same moment Georgias fired and fled. With the crash of the splintering mirror behind him, Philip sprang through the corridor, firing as he ran, but Georgias turned into the hallway and sped down the stairs toward the lower floor. As Philip jumped to the landing he caught a glimpse of the Greek on the stairs below. Coolly and deliberately he raised his arm, knowing he had the man at his mercy, and without the slightest compunction fired the last two cartridges in his revolver. Both shots struck Georgias, who screamed shrilly and plunged head-first down the stairway to the tiled vestibule. He was quite dead when Philip reached him. He lay on the stone floor, a hideous heap in a widening pool of blood, his single-barrelled pistol clutched in one hand, a long thin knife lying beside the other. Philip stooped and picked up the knife, then flung it from him with a shudder, for he knew it was the same that he had seen in the Café Cardinal, — the same that had been sheathed in the throat of Colonel de Brassac.

The blood crept in long bright streams toward his shoes, and he drew back. Very calmly he opened his revolver; the empty shells flew out and fell ringing to the stone floor; then he carefully reloaded every chamber, snapped the cylinder into place, and thrust the weapon into the leather holster which was strapped around his waist under the blue blouse. Without another glance at the dead murderer, he climbed through the broken window and dropped to the sidewalk.

The square was still deserted. If there were yet any inhabitants among the silent houses opposite, they had either not heard the shots, or they prudently refrained from investigation.

He reached the rue Blanche without difficulty, entered an alley, and threaded his way toward the Archevêché. He had been away nearly two hours, and he hastened his steps, fearing that the Archbishop might have returned and gone away again. As he came in sight of the Archevêché, he saw a carriage drive through the porte cochère, a priest step out and then assist an old man to alight. Philip entered the court-yard and found the same servant who had given him information two hours earlier.

The Archbishop has just returned, Landes said, I saw him leave his carriage and come in on the arm of a priest. Will you ask him if he can spare me an instant on a matter of life and death?

The Archbishop is tired, said the servant; Monseigneur is old and not at all in good health. I am not to admit anybody.

This is a matter of life and death, repeated Philip, slowly. And you remember that M. lAbbé gave orders that I should be admitted.

The servant hesitated a moment but finally went away, and returned presently saying Philip was to follow him.

They passed through long hallways and rich apartments, the servant leading, until they came to a closed door where a priest stood reading. He looked up as Philip approached, dismissed the servant with a silent nod, and then turned his keen eyes on the young man.

The Archbishop is tired and ill but he will not refuse you, said the priest. Follow me.

They entered a small room to the left, passed through a doorway hidden by a curtain, and came into a large sunny chamber where an old man was lying on a lounge. His mild face, pale under the fringe of snow-white hair, was drawn as if in pain, but he smiled as Philip entered, and silently acknowledged the young mans deep obeisance. When he spoke his voice was sad and weak, but there was kindly sympathy in every line of his pallid face.

Can I help you, my son?

If you will, Monseigneur.

If it be Gods will, murmured Monseigneur Darboy. Tell me your trouble, my son.

Before Philip could reply a priest hurried into the room and threw himself on his knees before the Archbishop. He was laboring under terrible excitement, and the Archbishop raised himself on one arm and laid his hand on the priests head. At the same instant the street outside was filled with the crash of drums; the noise of an assembling crowd grew louder and louder, the shuffling of many feet sounded along the sidewalk, and there was the clang of arms in the court-yard. So suddenly had this occurred that Philip had barely time to spring to a window before the door burst open and an officer of the National Guard strode into the room and walked coolly toward the Archbishop.

After a moment of silence he had the decency to remove his gold-laced cap and bow to the Archbishop, who returned his salute with quiet dignity. Another officer entered and saluted mechanically. He wore the uniform of a staff captain and carried a folded paper in his gloved hand.

Is this Monseigneur Darboy? he demanded.

The Archbishop bowed silently. The officer turned to his companion, who wore the costume of the companies de marche.

Captain Journeaux, take charge of the Archevêché.

The officer addressed saluted and withdrew without a glance at the Archbishop who had now risen to his feet. Then the staff captain turned insolently to the Archbishop and said in a quick, jerky manner: I am Captain Révol of the staff and I bring an order for your arrest. With a brusque gesture he unfolded the paper in his hands, and read in a nasal sing-song voice, glancing sharply every moment at the two priests who stood beside the Archbishop:

* * Order is given to Citizen Révol, Captain Adjutant attached to the Prefecture of Police, to enter the Archevêché and arrest the Sieur Darboy who calls himself Archbishop of Paris, and to there seize all papers of which a minute examination will be made.

RAOUL RIGAULT.

An order of arrest, repeated Monseigneur Darboy, incredulously.

Exactly, replied the officer, folding up the paper and pocketing it.

It is impossible, this outrage! cried a priest. He was sternly silenced by Révol.

It was the fourth of April, Holy Tuesday, and the Episcopal Council had been in session at the Archevêché as usual, but had broken up at two oclock and many of the prelates had gone. However a large number remained, among them the Vicar-General, the Abbé Lagarde, who had gone to bed with a sick headache.

Hearing the drums and the noise of the crowd he had risen and dressed and now entered the room where the Archbishop stood facing the Captain.

Who are you? demanded the officer. The Vicar-General took no notice of his question but passed quietly to the Archbishops side.

Why am I arrested? asked Monseigneur Darboy, looking at the Captain.

Because, replied Révol, coolly, last night a body of Federal troops were fired upon in the rue des Postes from the house windows. Monsieur the Préfet of Police desires to question Monsigneur about it, as it is believed that the shots came from the windows of a religious society connected with the Archevêché. Of course, he added, there is no doubt but that Monseigneur will be allowed to return at once to the Archevêché.

The Archbishop repeated this strange story to the Abbé Lagarde who had left the room to bring a warm shawl for the old man, and they consulted earnestly for a moment in low tones.

Yes, Philip heard the Abbé say, it is certainly an invention. They have come purely and simply to arrest you.

And you consent to accompany me? asked the Archbishop.

I do not consent — I ask the privilege, replied the Abbé Lagarde.

Allons! En route! said the Captain.

Will you not permit me to say adieu to my unhappy sister? asked the Archbishop, mildly.

There is no time for that sort of stuff, sneered the Captain, motioning a file of soldiers to enter.

Shame! cried Philip from the window, and the next moment could have bitten off his tongue — for the Captain walked over and examined him with sinister coolness.

Who the devil are you? An unfrocked priest? he demanded. With an insulting gesture he laid his hand on the blue blouse — and started back hastily; he had felt the revolver underneath.

Arrest that man! he cried to the soldiers. Instantly Philip was surrounded by bayonets and marched out between a double line of troops.

The Archbishop had profited by the diversion to bid his sister farewell. He now re-entered, accompanied by the Abbé Lagarde, and followed the Captain down to where his carriage was standing. Citizen Révol jumped up beside the coachman, and his comrade Journeaux placed himself at the head of the Federal battalion which was standing at attention in the court. As the drums rolled another file of soldiers appeared conducting Philip.

Put him in with Darboy! cried Révol from the box — and Philip was hustled into the carriage, the door was slammed, and the cortege started. As they drove out of the porte cochère they passed a group of women gathered at the entrance. Some were kneeling on the sidewalk — all were weeping., One, a girl elegantly dressed, held up her hands imploringly. Philip recognized Ynès Falaise. Monseigneur Darboys pale face bent benignly. He raised his hands in benediction, Captain Révol sneered and cursed the driver; the carriage rolled swiftly away toward the Place Dauphine.


CHAPTER XIV. RAOUL RIGAULT.
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IT WAS A long drive to the Préfecture of Police, and Monseigneur Darboy looked terribly ill and worn. Nevertheless he had nothing but words of encouragement for his companions, and before long he remembered that Philip had something urgent to communicate.

My son, he said, you wished to speak with me on a matter of life and death. Philip at once told his story. Monseigneur Darboy listened as attentively as if he were safe and at ease in his own residence, only when Philip had finished he sighed heavily and said in a weak patient voice:

Alas! my son, you see how little I can do for my friends at present. And perhaps — but the event is in Gods hands — if I can help you I will. Believe that. And in case things should go very wrong with me — they may detain me, you know, in spite of their promise to the contrary, but I do not think they will, — if then it should happen that I am prevented from doing what you wish, here is the Abbé Lagarde. He at least can be in no danger. As soon as he returns from the Préfecture of Police, perhaps to-day, let us hope to-morrow at the latest, he will go himself and lay your case and that of the ladies whom you are so nobly protecting, before the American Minister.

Landes, touched to the depths of his troubled heart by the Archbishops dignity and unselfish sweetness, knelt and humbly asked his blessing. The touch of those gentle old hands on his head brought him a sense of peace, but Monseigneur Darboy was overcome by weakness and the excitement of his arrest, his face grew deathly white, he sank back on the Abbés shoulder and closed his eyes; his thin hands trembled. The younger men watched him anxiously in silence for some time, then Philip spoke again, in a low voice, to the Abbé Lagarde.

I shall probably be shot before the American Minister can interfere, even if you should return to see him this evening. I have Mademoiselle de Brassacs diamonds in my pocket. They are about all the fortune she has. Will you take charge of them, my father?

Yes, said the Abbé.

Philip made a little bag of the gardeners bandanna, dropped the diamonds in, and tied the corners as best he could. It was so large that when crumpled together it made a good hiding-place for the beautiful stones, whose presence in its folds it was hard to detect. The Abbés sad face relaxed an instant with a faint smile at the incongruity, as he placed the clumsy cotton kerchief in the bosom of his soutane.

Have you any message for Mademoiselle de Brassac, my son? he asked.

Tell her that I love her, said Philip, earnestly.

The Abbé bowed in silence.

At that moment the coupé stopped in the Place Dauphine and Révol sprang from his place beside the coachman and opened the carriage door. The Abbé Lagarde stepped out and assisted the Archbishop to descend, then Philip crept out of the coupé and stood quietly before the Captain.

Now the Citizen Captain Révol had no idea that Philip was a prize. He did not know his name and did not care to know it, but he did know that he carried concealed arms and was found hobnobbing with priests, and that was enough to make him doubly a suspect. Still, in Révols eyes Philip was of small importance compared with Monseigneur Darboy the Archbishop of Paris, so when Philip stepped before him he was curtly told to follow in the rear.

The gate on the side of the Place Dauphine was closed, but Révol ordered it to be opened, and, followed by the three prisoners and two armed guards, he entered the court. The court was crowded with men who vociferated and gesticulated and filled the yard with an indescribable tumult. They watched the Archbishop with hostile or indifferent eyes until a jailer appeared and Révol handed over the prisoners to him.

The jailer, a weak-eyed little ruffian with a long scar across his cheeks, grinned impudently at the two priests and motioned them to follow him. Through corridor after corridor and salon after salon where repairs were in progress, they passed in single file, the jailer leading. Then they entered a long suite of rooms which were filled with men, smoking, drinking, and disputing in loud harsh voices, but who paid them not the slightest attention. The room beyond was empty, except for heaps of new military clothing which lay in carefully arranged piles on some long tables. The jailer paused in this room and motioned Philip to stop.

Your turn will come, he grinned, but the Church must not be kept waiting. Then, bowing ironically to the Archbishop, he opened the door and ushered him into the room beyond. As he did not close the door behind him, Philip, leaning against a table piled high with uniforms of the National Guard, could See into the room. The jailer returned and winked as he passed.

They will send for you in a moment. Climb up on that table and you will see the fun! he said, and disappeared, slamming the door behind him.

Philip clambered to the top of one of the tables and looked through the half-closed door into the cabinet of the Préfet of Police.

At the farther end of the room, almost opposite the door by which the Archbishop and the Abbé Lagarde had entered, stood a huge arm-chair on a raised step. In the middle of this chair, before a large table covered with green cloth, sat a small man writing. On his head he wore a military cap, heavy with gold bands, but his uniform was sombre and edged with silver. His cold shallow eyes were raised once or twice, but he took no notice of the Archbishop, who had entered with his hat under his arm and now stood before the green-covered table. All around the room lounged the creatures of the Préfet of Police, some sitting on the long benches, others standing and conversing in low tones. Most of them wore some sort of uniform, and all affected broad crimson sashes edged with gilt.

Suddenly Raoul Rigault raised his head, adjusted the glasses on his nose, and with a violent gesture demanded brutally who those people were.

The Archbishop, cried somebody from the other side of the room.

Ah! cried Rigault, are you the Citizen Darboy? Cest bien! It is our turn now!

The Archbishop advanced a step or two. May I know why I am arrested? he asked mildly.

Rigault threw himself back in his arm-chair, and waved his hand: For eighteen hundred years you priests have brutalized us with your superstitions. It is time for that to stop. Your Chouans massacred our brothers. All right, — everybody has his turn. This time it is we who have the power. We will use it. Oh, we wont burn you à la Torquemada, — we are too humane. But we will shoot you!

The Archbishop raised his shocked face to the inflamed face of Raoul Rigault. Then he looked sorrowfully at the others, who had risen from their seats and now crowded around the two priests.

But listen, my children, — he began gently.

These words raised a tempest of howls and jeers. From every corner cries, groans, hisses, impossible to describe, filled the air. The old man shrank back and raised his hand to his forehead.

What! shouted Rigault, thumping the table with his clenched fist; you are smiling, citizen! I repeat that you will be shot, and in two days we will see whether you will smile. Then he turned on the Abbé Lagarde. You there, — who are you?

Vicar-General of the Archbishop of Paris whom I have the honor to accompany, replied the Abbé; but Rigault, who probably imagined some affectation in this response, shouted furiously:

Here, you! — dont put on any of your priestly airs with me. You re known as a suspect.

Monsieur the Abbé is truly enough my Vicar-General, interrupted the Archbishop, but there was no mandate of arrest against him, and he is at this moment beside me because he consented, at my request, to accompany me. I beg you to allow him to depart.



Ah! ah! ah! cried Rigault, with savage irony, the citizen is caged, let him remain caged! Your name?

Ernest — Joseph — Jean — Lagarde.

Good. Allons! Quick, an order of imprisonment for Citizen Lagarde, — and pack both of them off to their cells at once, — separated of course — never leave two priests together! Captain, take them in charge!

The captain to whom he spoke was grey-haired and elderly. He had a pleasant face and simple bearing and did not appear to share the fury of the others. While Ferré countersigned the order for imprisonment, the captain, raising his hand slowly to his white moustache, stepped forward and said in a quiet voice: Citizen Rigault, I am an old soldier: I refuse to accept such a mission.

At his words a sort of stupor seemed to fall upon the company, but Rigault, fearing probably that the ominous silence might end in a more favorable feeling toward the prisoners, turned to a lieutenant who stood swaying on his spurred heels near the door. The lieutenant was very drunk, — so drunk that after raising his hand to his cap and hic-coughing, Avec — plaisir, mon Commandant, he neither was able to direct the eight soldiers who formed the guard, nor find the door without assistance.

In the meantime, Philip stood on the table in the next room watching with fast beating heart the cruel scene passing in the cabinet of Raoul Rigault. He was alone and unguarded, but behind him lay the long stretch of apartments filled with troops and secret agents, and in the room in front, he knew only too well, a short shrift awaited him. When Rigault turned furiously on the Abbé Lagarde his heart sank and he crept down from the table and leaned against the pile of clothing. Was there no hope? He stared wildly about for a window. There was one, but it had been closed with iron bars. Then his eyes fell on the piles of uniforms arranged neatly on the tables. Hardly knowing what he was about he seized a pair of trousers and pulled them over his linen ones. They buttoned without difficulty. In a moment he had caught up a tunic of the National Guard, flung it over his shirt, and tucked the long skirts of the blouse into his trousers. He buttoned the tunic to his throat, clasped a belt about his waist, and found a képi which fitted. Through the open door of Rigaults cabinet he heard the order given for the removal of the prisoners, and the tread of the platoon advancing. In desperation he flung open the door of the room opposite and walked boldly through the crowded hallway which reeked with the smoke and stench of stale tobacco.

Where are you going in such a hurry, citizen? cried a man.

They are bringing the Archbishop to prison! replied Philip; and the people in the room rose and crowded forward to catch a glimpse of Monseigneur Darboy.

Philip kept straight on until he reached the courtyard now packed to suffocation with a sullen, vicious crowd.

Where is the Citizen Darboy? they cried when he appeared at the door.

They are taking him to prison! shouted Philip, make way there! The throng parted and he squeezed his way to the gate. It was locked. For an instant he stood in despair, but he heard the measured tread of the platoon, and then a wild shout from the crowd, as they came in sight. There was no time to be lost. He sprang onto the crossbars of the iron gate, climbed to the top, and dropped to the street uninjured. Every eye was fixed on the Archbishop, who now appeared supported by the Abbé Lagarde; no one saw Philip except the little weak-eyed jailer — and his yells were lost in the roar of the mob. So when the jailer reached the gate and, flinging it open, rushed into the street, Philip had disappeared.


CHAPTER XV. THE AWAKENING.
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JACK ELLICE AWOKE with a sense of being more comfortable than he had been for a long time. He turned over and looked out into the studio; the window was open, the sunshine and the blackbirds song came in together.

Philip, said Jack, what time do you have breakfast? Not receiving any answer he sat up and looked at Philips bed. As it was empty and tumbled, Ellice concluded the hour must be rather late, and he stood up and stretched. Then his eye fell on the note which lay folded beside his bed, and he picked it up. By the time he had read it he was very wide awake. A clatter of dishes came from the studio.

Joseph, called Ellice, where is Monsieur Landes?

I dont know, Monsieur Ellice, isnt he with you?

Hes gone! Thats certain! said Jack to himself. He turned irresolutely back, took a spiritless plunge in the bathtub, dressed hastily, and walked into the studio. The clock pointed to half-past eight; Philip had already been gone two hours and a half. — 

Joseph, who had returned with the milk and cream jugs, eyed Jack with doleful persistence until he responded with an equally doleful nod. Yes, he has gone away to seek help for us all.

Je men doutais, snivelled Joseph; ah! Monsieur Philip is so brave — mais — voyons, Monsieur Ellice, nous étions très bien ici!

Yes, I think we were doing well enough as we were, and I wish he had not run the risk just at present. He took the letter from his pocket and translated it to Joseph, who was now weeping among the cups and saucers.

What do you think, Joseph, demanded Ellice, as the concierge drew his hand across his eyes, was there any chance of the Turcos seeing him from the rue Notre Dame when he dropped into the Passage Stanislas?

Joseph did not know and of course feared the worst, and his melancholy became so oppressive that Ellice sent him out and sat down, turning the letter over helplessly in his hand. Tcherka walked up, rubbing against his legs, demanding her breakfast in loud tones, and Toodles, his nose all caked with soil, came pattering in with an unpleasant-looking bone in his mouth, which he had buried some days before in the garden and had now resurrected. In a few moments the door above opened and the chatter and silvery laughter of girls filled the studio.

Good-morning, Monsieur Ellice, said Jeanne, coming to the edge of the balcony and looking down, I trust you slept well, — oh, please do take that bone away from Toodles! He will drag the most awful things into the studio. Oh, thank you very much! Bad Toodles! No, theres no use wagging your tail, for your mistress loves Tcherka, not you at all!

And that is what we do not believe, do we, Toodles? said Marguerite, coming out on the balcony. Good-morning, Monsieur Ellice, — is Monsieur Landes still asleep?

Very well, then, we will put all the cream in Monsieur Ellices coffee! cried Jeanne, leaning over the balcony and speaking to the closed door of Philips room,

Monsieur Ellice, laughed Marguerite, you look very sad. Are you hungry, and have we kept you waiting?

Listen to Tcherka, said Jeanne, listen to the poor darling! She wants her breakfast and she shall have it, and catching Marguerites hand in hers she ran down the stairs to the studio. Joseph! the milk if you pI Mademoiselle de Brassac stopped short and looked Jack searchingly in the face.

Monsieur Ellice, what is the matter?

Dont be alarmed— he began awkwardly.

Something has happened to Monsieur Landes?

No, oh no—

Where is he then?

You see— began Jack.

Please tell me at once. Has he been taken?

No — no — not at all, stammered Ellice— only — but perhaps you had better read this— and he gave her the letter, feeling that if it was not the best way of breaking the news to her it was at least none of his choosing. Jeanne and Marguerite read it together.

You see, hes only gone to look for help. He wore my market gardeners disguise — and, as he says, if it served me it will him. Oh, hell come back all right, said Jack, with a jauntiness that did not deceive anyone.

I am the most miserable girl in the world. I make people who are better than I risk their lives for me, said Mademoiselle de Brassac, turning away.

Mais non! — mais non, ma chérie! said Marguerite, tenderly, it will not be long before he returns.

We must wait, answered Jeanne, in a dull voice.

She took the head of the breakfast table and saw that the others were served, and when the formality had been gone through she sat in her place looking out into the garden. At last Marguerite, frightened by her deathlike color, rose and carried her with gentle decision up to her own room.

We are two unhappy women, dear, she said, holding Jeannes head against her breast. The girl sat on her bed, leaning on Marguerite.

You, too? murmured Jeanne.

I am more miserable that you can be. First because it is my own fault, and then — ah! my little Jeanne, you are only a child. You think you know what it is to love, but you do not know yet.

Why is it your fault that you suffer?

Because I threw away love when it was mine.

How did you do that?

Listen! My name is not de St. Brieuc. That was my uncles name, and when Tribert called me by it, I did not take the trouble to correct him. I am married and I lost my husband through my own folly. We quarrelled one day and I would not be reconciled. The next thing I knew he had gone to the war.

Have you never seen him since? said Jeanne, full of sympathy.

Once — we — met. He treated me like a stranger.

But if you love him why did you not tell him so?

Ah, little Jeanne, because of shame and pride. He does not care for me, and I love him.

After a long silence Jeanne spoke. If Philip should die, as Victor did, as my father, my mother have done — I should not want to live any longer. If that is love or not — at least it is all I know. Life is too sad it seems to me—

Love is all there is in life worth having. Take it, Jeanne, when it is offered and keep it when it is yours.


CHAPTER XVI. A NEW RECRUIT.
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THE NEWS OF the arrest of the Archbishop of Paris and of his Vicar-General spread like wildfire through the city. The Faubourgs rejoiced, the Madeleine Quarter trembled, the Latin Quarter offered no protest, but cowered in dismay, listening for the tread of the platoon and the terrible summons: In the name of the Commune!

At the Hôtel de Ville the news was received with yells of delight.

The old wolf is trapped, — now for the cubs! cried Bergeret, and on the strength of this he added another band of gold to his glittering sleeves.

Billioray sneered openly. What a fuss they make about one priest; if they would shoot more and talk less there wouldnt be a priest in the department.

Then there would be nobody left to shoot, objected Ferré.

We can always shoot each other, remarked Rochefort, cynically.

What do you think Thiers will do? asked Colonel Rossel, who did not join in the general rejoicing.

What he has always done so energetically, — nothing! replied Assi; then turning to Bergeret, who sat examining himself in a small hand-mirror, he cried: Yes, there is one thing Thiers will do if we let him. He will talk. His chatter wearies me. Ill stop it once for all!

How? demanded Bergeret.

Without replying Assi sat down and wrote rapidly. Then he affixed the seals to the order and handed it to Bergeret. It read as follows:

Hôtel de Ville, 4th April, 1871.

Formal orders are given to cut instantly the telegraph wires between Paris and Versailles.

(Signed) Assi, Governor of the Hôtel de Ville, Member of the Commune.

Very good, said Bergeret, with a smirk; now let me try my hand, and he seized an order blank and wrote:

General Headquarters, 4th April, 1871-

MON COMMANDANT: Until further orders, the Commune has decided that all trains shall be prevented from leaving Paris for Versailles. Enclosed please find an order for the Chef de Gare of the Ouest-Ceinture.

Le Général Commandant la Place.

(Signed)— JULES BERGERET.

Assi looked over his shoulder, nodding approval. Bergeret found another sheet of paper and continued:

Order of the Central Committee.

Stop all trains coming toward Paris at the Ouest-Ceinture. Place there an energetic man with troops, day and night. At the arrival of each train, unless the engineer stops at the signal, the orders require that the train be derailed!

Come here and sign this, Tribert, cried Bergeret to an officer in the uniform of a Chef de Legion.

The man approached and, after writing For the Committee, signed his name, Tribert, Commanding the Legion.

That will fix them, chuckled Assi, rubbing his huge hands together and eying the barbarous order. It tickled him to think of the carnage which the derailing of a train would produce. The crushing and mangling of innocent passengers would be a spectacle worth seeing.

It will be very droll, he explained to Tribert; imagine all those bourgeoises dumped out like snails in a pan! Tribert also saw the exquisite humor of the thing and departed grinning, with his hands full of orders, which he consigned to a Hussar of Death at the gate below. The hussar dropped them into his pouch and struck spurs into his cadaverous horse, and Bergeret, watching him from a window, smiled to himself and dusted the gold bands on his sleeve.

As he sat picking at the gorgeous lace on his pelisse with the naïve delight of a savage, three officers in the full uniforms of Generals of the Commune entered the cabinet and sat down beside him with careless nods of recognition. The three were Eudes, Duval, and Gustave Flourens.

Well, gentlemen! burst out Flourens, in his eager, impetuous manner, the thing is decided for to-morrow then! He turned to Duval, a small, stern-featured man who had once been a worker in metals, had been made an officer of the National Guard during the siege, and, after the affair of the cannon on the 18th of March, found himself suddenly promoted to General. It savored, perhaps, of the Grand-Duchesse de Gerolstein, for Duval, like Fritz in the opera, was promoted in five minutes from a simple soldier to commander-in-chief. But, of the four Generals of the Commune, Duval was the only one who possessed military ability, except Flourens, and the latter ruined what ability he possessed by his fiery and headstrong impetuosity.

Eudes was hopelessly incompetent; and Bergeret, an ape with the vanity of a peacock and the ferocity of a tiger, had no more knowledge of military affairs than a volunteer colonel at Aldershot.

Is it finally decided then for to-morrow? repeated Flourens, eagerly.

Yes, snapped Duval, to-morrow we move on Versailles, and the troops will take up their positions to-night, if possible. Bergeret, you have the plan?

Yes, General — my own plan, replied Bergeret, with a self-conscious smirk. He drew some papers from the breast of his pelisse and spread them out on his knees. Then with an affected gesture he began to read:

The Federal army will be divided into three divisions.

The first, commanded by General Bergeret, will make an important demonstration on the Rueil road.

The second, under the orders of General Duval, will advance through Bas-Meudon, Chaville, and Viroflay. The Fort of Issy and the Redoute des Moulineaux will protect them with their fire.

The third, conducted by General Eudes, will operate along the Clamart road, traversing Villa-coublay and Velizy. This corps will be supported by the Fort of Vanves—

Where the devil do I come in? exclaimed Flourens, angrily.

You go with me, replied Bergeret, and smiled complacently.

Will there be fighting? growled Flourens.

Plenty, plenty, said Eudes; go on, General; what comes next?

Nothing more, said Bergeret, folding the papers. Isnt that simple enough? The objective point is Versailles; the plan, without details, is this: First, a diversion toward Mont-Valérien; second, an attack at Clamart; third, flank movement by Bas-Meudon. Isnt this simple, General Duval?

D — ned simple, muttered Duval, between his teeth; what if Mont-Valérien fires on your column?

It wont, replied Bergeret, with conviction; its held by the marine artillery, and they are for us.

Well take it if it fires, began Flourens, angrily but was silenced by a gesture from Duval.

Hark! Was that a cannon-shot?

They all rose and crowded out to the balcony below the window. Again there came a deep, distant boom, and the window panes vibrated. The four generals of the Commune listened to the cannonade with sparkling eyes. Paris, trembling before the Central Committee, listened also to the sound of the cannon, — a sound which for months had shaken the wretched city to its foundations. Was it to begin again? Where were they fighting? It was the Fort of Issy, some said, which was firing on the barricade at Meudon.



Behind the barricade which closed the rue Notre Dame at the corner of the rue Vavin, the soldiers of the 1st Paris Turcos were lounging over their steaming camp-kettles when the echoes of the first cannon-shot from the Fort of Issy floated into the city on the April breeze.

André Sarre, in the full uniform of a colonel of Turcos, was squatting on the top of the barricade scowling at a letter which he held in his pudgy hands. At the sound of the distant cannon-shot he raised his head and his features resumed their normal aspect, which, at first glance, seemed a merry one.

Tiens! he said, Monsieur Thiers is beginning. Then he looked at the letter in his hand and scowled again.

A Turco, strolling near, began to sing a little song.



On dira, quand il sera mort, 

Pour glorifier sa mémoire:

Ci-gît celui qui vient encore 

De délivrer la territoire!



This tickled Sarre, and he called the soldier to him.

My friend, he said, where did you learn that touching song?

Mon Colonel, replied the Turco, seriously, everybody is singing it.

But Thiers isnt dead yet.

He may be before long, mon Colonel.

That would be too much happiness, said Sarre; look out! your song will bring us bad luck. Good luck is like game, when you sight it too far off, you miss it. Dont cherish illusions!

Illusions are the daily bread of the unhappy, mon Colonel.

Sarre pretended to misunderstand him. D — n it! he cried, dont you get enough to eat?

Under the Commune we have food and liberty, replied the soldier, with a grimace.

Have you any complaint concerning the quality of either? asked Sarre.

The food is good, said the soldier, musingly.

And the liberty?

The soldier shrugged his shoulders. Liberty is the tyranny of the street with a Marseillaise accompaniment, quoted the soldier.

Upon my word, sneered Sarre, a private soldier and such a philosopher! Wonderful! Wonderful! Now, my friend, you can go and exercise your philosophy in splitting wood with the corvée. About! March! The soldier saluted and turned quietly away to follow the corvée which was passing.

Ill fix you, my philosopher! Ill fix you, my Plato! — 

Fix whom? enquired a captain, coming up and barely touching his cap in salute.

See here, Weser, said Sarre, turning on him with a disagreeable smile, you re getting too damned familiar. Dont you know how to salute?

Weser muttered an apology and stole a glance at his superior.

Im a bit out of humor, Isidor, said Sarre with affected heartiness,— dont mind; you salute well enough. Ive just got a letter from Raoul Rigault. Hes lost his head since he turned Policeman General. Hes too cursed overbearing and insolent.

Weser saw through Sarre. Oh, he thought, Sarres had a row with Rigault and cant afford to quarrel with his subordinate officers. Then he said with insolent familiarity, whats the trouble, André?

Sarre let his eyes rest for one second on Wesers oily face, but his smile was very guileless, as he held out the letter with a shrug.

Weser took it and read aloud:

Order is given to the Citizen Colonel Sarre, temporarily commanding the First Battalion of Paris Turcos, to turn over to the Préfet of Police all moneys, jewelry, objects of art, religious emblems, and vestments, which were taken from churches, convents, and other buildings inhabited or frequented by priests, Jesuits, or nuns, and which were visited by the soldiers of the battalion commanded by Colonel Sarre. — (Signed) RAOUL RIGAULT, Préfet of Police.

Weser whistled, folded up the paper, handed it back to Sarre, and whistled again.

What do you think of that? demanded Sarre. His features looked very placid, but the end of his fat nose was white with rage, and his teeth clicked together.

Are you going to do it? asked Weser, softly. Sarre snorted furiously. If you can afford to give up your share of course I can.

But I cant, said Weser, still more softly.

Neither can I, said Sarre.

They looked at each other.

Well?

Well.

We can send a few things, suggested Sarre.

Yes — a few.

Everybody can contribute.

Yes; not too much.

No, not too much.

If we are questioned?

We hang together.

We hang together.

Cest entendu? — 

Tope la!

They shook hands warily.

Ill see the others, observed Sarre; then bursting into uncontrollable rage; why cant he be satisfied with his own pickings? They re rich enough! If he chooses he can loot the whole of the right bank of the Seine!

Including the Bank of France! said Weser, with sparkling eyes.

Sarre grinned like a hyena. We owe nothing to Raoul Rigault, — remember that!

Ill remember, said Weser, his black eyes glittering.

Sarre scrambled heavily down from the top of the barricade and stood irresolutely, his hands clasped behind his broad back.

Hes thinking hes said too much, mused Weser. Hes wrong, the fat fox! I cant afford to give up my pile for the sake of pushing him to a wall. Then he spoke aloud: What was the firing? Is Thiers beginning the music?

Probably, said Sarre, carelessly.

Then we will go to the front?

Probably, yawned Sarre.

Weser, who had no stomach for fighting, fidgeted about until the heavy report of a cannon from the nearer fortifications aroused the whole garrison of the barricade. Weser turned a little pale and stood stock-still.

Hey! exclaimed Sarre, laughing, that sounds like business!

As he spoke, there came a furious clatter of hoofs from the rue Vavin, and a Hussar of Death whirled up the street and threw his horse back on his haunches before the barricade.

Marching orders or Im a Prussian! cried Sarre, taking a packet from the hussar; yes — we start at five — its half-past four now. Im d — n glad of it! Weser, order them to sound the assembly! Tell Captain Pagot to remain with the third company as garrison. Wheres my ordnance? Tell the buglers to sound, Captain Weser.

Idiot, muttered Weser, walking slowly toward the camp,why couldnt he let me stay with my company? Pagot always gets the plums. Sarres a fool, — bullets dont scare him, the leather-headed turtle!

He moved aside to allow a file of soldiers to pass, who, with fixed bayonets, were conducting some prisoners toward the barricade; then he resumed his course, cursing his luck and his colonel.

Sarre was in excellent humor again. The bugles were blowing from the camp, the drums crashed out along the rue Bara, and five hundred soldiers tumbled over each other in the hurry and excitement of departure. Sarre beamed, delighted, rubbing his fat hands together and smoking an expensive cigar. The file of soldiers who were conducting the prisoners passed him, and he called merrily to the corporal of the guard to halt.

What pretty fish have we here? he asked, walking up to the little convoy.

Prisoners, replied the corporal, briefly, and saluted as an after-thought.

Ah! Ah! smiled Sarre, in great good-humor; what is this woman here for?

Received secret letters from Versailles, said the corporal.

Bah! Thats Rigaults affair, — let her go! The prisoner, a thin-faced, white-haired woman, dressed in heavy mourning, bowed her thanks silently and hurried away through the rue Vavin.

One on Rigault, the pig-headed ass! thought Sarre, delighted at being able to disoblige the Préfet. Then he turned to the next prisoner, a young man, who returned his glance boldly.

Who are you?

Alexandre Ouvrard.

What have you done?

The young man looked at him without answering.

Speak, you fool!

He deserted from Franchettis Scouts to Versailles, said the corporal.

Oh, you did, did you? sneered Sarre, twirling his revolver over his thumb; isnt the Commune good enough for you? Well, if you re too fine for this world — get out! and he levelled his revolver and fired twice at the deserters heart. Take him away, said Sarre, coolly, with a glance at the quivering, blood-spattered body which had tumbled under the wall of the barricade. Then he replaced his revolver in its holster and examined the other prisoners. There were two of them, both soldiers of the Line, and he smiled as he noted their uniform.

How is my friend, Monsieur Thiers? he asked them, with a cold smile.

In excellent health, — to hang you when hes ready, replied one of the soldiers, contemptuously.

Sarre threw back his bullet head and laughed until the tears ran down his face. He is delightful, that one there! he cried; only listen! Oh my! Oh my!

The prisoners face darkened.

Murderer! he said between his teeth. Sarre burst into a fresh peal of laughter.

Oh dear! he gasped; this piou-piou is so original. Take good care of him — very good care. Give him a nice large house to live in — let me see — I think Mazas would be large enough. The other one too — the little fellow who seems frightened, — give him a nice apartment in Mazas also. Dont let them over-eat or over-exercise. Is that all?

There is another prisoner, said the corporal, with a shuddering glance at the murdered deserter whom two men had tossed into a stretcher and were carrying out across the rue Vavin.

Bring him here, corporal, — and you, turning to the guard,take these friends of mine to the Mazas Prison!

The platoon moved out into the rue Vavin, and the corporal went away to bring up the remaining prisoner.

Sarre picked up a handful of hay and rubbed some blood spots from the toes of his boots. When the corporal returned with the last prisoner, Sarre was still at his toilet, but he raised his head and examined the man who stood motionless in front of him. Then he drew his revolver again and cocked it.

You can go, he said to the corporal, who had turned quite white. The soldier left with a hasty salute and Sarre stood alone with the prisoner.

Stand against that wall, he said.

The young man walked over to the barricade and faced Sarre. The latter raised his revolver; the prisoner uttered an exclamation and shut his eyes.

Tiens! said Sarre, tranquilly; I thought Id make him jump. He smiled at the prisoner, who still held his eyes closed convulsively. Then he lowered the revolver.

For Gods sake shoot! groaned the young man, hoarsely,— dont torture me, Sarre!

Look up, my friend, said Sarre, you re not dead yet!

The prisoner gasped and opened his eyes.

You dont seem anxious to die, Monsieur Landes, sneered Sarre..

Philip stared at him, his face ghastly, his eyes bloodshot and dim with horror.

Pooh, continued Sarre, cocking and uncocking his revolver, what is death? Nothing to be afraid of, mon ami. Death is but sleep, and sleep but an entre-act in the comedy of life.

Philip neither moved nor spoke.

Lost your tongue? Frightened?

You lie! said Philip, in a scarcely audible voice. No I dont, replied Sarre, tranquilly; you are frightened almost speechless. Voyons, admit it! Philip was silent, but his eyes grew clearer and a flush tinged his temples.

And now, continued Sarre, you are getting over your fright and are ready to die like a brave man, eh? Oh, I can see, Im not a mole. What do you think I am going to do with you?

I think you will shoot me, replied Philip. His voice was coming back again.

Whats the reward for you, — dead or alive?

A thousand francs.

Is that all?

No answer.

And, continued Sarre, you think Id kill a man for that?

lm d — n sure you would! For Gods sake fire and finish it! The cold sweat rolled down his face.

Sarre deliberately raised his revolver and pulled the trigger. The hammer fell with a metallic clink. Again he snapped the weapon, and the same sharp ring followed. With a vile oath he threw open the breech of the revolver and jerked back the ejector. Two loaded cartridges and an empty shell flew out, and he picked one of them up and glanced at the primer. Then with a short laugh he tossed it to Philips feet. You re in luck, he chuckled; the hammer hit it fair and square. Ill report these A-3. cartridges.

Philip leaned against the wall. He looked very white and weak and his eyes were two shadowy hollows.

You re in luck, I tell you, repeated Sarre, closing his revolver and jamming it into the holster. Now Im glad I didnt kill you, do you know? Why, it would have been a shame. I can get lots of amusement out of you yet. Do you think I want that reward? No, my friend. Oh, Im very glad those cartridges hung fire. I missed doing that hog Rigault a favor. What a fool I was, — what a fool! He glanced over his shoulder toward the rue Bara, where, the 1st Turcos were forming in heavy marching order. Then he looked at Philip and grinned. Did you strike, Raoul Rigault? Is it true?

Its true, said Philip, with an effort. What a fiend you are, André Sarre!

Now you re mistaken, perhaps, protested Sarre, leering at him. Did you strike him hard, — hard, — and in the face?

Philip nodded with an apathetic stare.

Sarre chuckled. I heard you did. What a shame to shoot a man like you. You may kill him some day, — this Policeman General Rigault, eh?

If I live, said Philip.

And me too, perhaps? laughed Sarre.

Philip did not answer.

Landes, said Sarre, abruptly, I give you your life.

Philips face reddened and his chest heaved, but he only said, on what condition?

Now bless my soul! laughed Sarre, what an intelligent young man! What a shame to have blown a hole in him! Then he added seriously; the conditions are that you kill Raoul Rigault—

I refuse. Im no assassin.

But, sneered Sarre, you just said—

What I do Ill do on my own account, said Philip, with a desperate gleam in his eyes. Ill make no condition concerning Rigaultt.

Sarre eyed him narrowly. Then with a shrug; Im satisfied. The other condition is that you join the ranks.

What ranks?

These — the 1st Turcos.

What? You know Id desert!

Oh, Ill attend to that, observed Sarre; do you accept?

And if I do not?

Sarre called to an officer and asked him for his revolver. The officer handed it to him with a keen glance at Philip. What cartridges do you carry? demanded Sarre.

B-3 — new model, replied the officer.

How many defective in a thousand rounds?

None. — 

Sarre turned with a smile to Philip. Well, Monsieur, will you join the its Turcos?

Yes, said Landes, without hesitation.

I congratulate you, laughed Sarre; here, sergeant, take this new recruit to the depot and give him his uniform and equipment. Assign him to the First company, Captain Cartier. Tell Captain Cartier I — want to see him. If this conscript hesitates in his duty, shoot him without further orders, and instruct the company in that respect. Hurry — we march in ten minutes!

Weser came up at that moment to report his company ready. He stared in astonishment at Landes, who was following the sergeant across the square, but Sarre, chuckling and rubbing his hands gave him a brief outline of what had passed, and Weser nodded approval.

You see, said Sarre, Ill keep him well guarded, and when we strike the Versaillists Ill shove him to the front. If hes shot, we have his body, and Rigault must pay up. If hes not shot, we will have all the fun and then turn him over to our friend the Préfet, — when we get ready!

In the meantime we can find where he has the diamonds, suggested Weser, with a cunning smile.

Izzy, you re a treasure! cried Sarre. What a fool I should have been to shoot him — so soon! Then the drums rolled through the rue Notre Dame, the shrill fantastic bugle notes echoed from square to square, and Sarre, climbing laboriously into the saddle of a huge grey horse, drew his sword. Forward! he bawled, and the 1st battalion of Paris Turcos swung out of the rue Notre Dame.


CHAPTER XVII. WITH THE RED FLAG.
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DAYLIGHT WAS FADING in the room; the blackbird whistled fitfully, cocking his bright eye at the setting sun, and swallows soared and sailed above the chimney pots. From the garden below came the clank of Ellices spade on the gravel, followed by retreating footsteps; then the studio door opened and shut and all was quiet.

A wandering evening breeze moved the curtains and touched the curls on Jeannes white forehead. She lay on the bed, her head on Marguerites breast, her eyes fixed on the dim light which faded and faded from the window panes. Above the chimneys opposite, the sky was still blue, but it changed, gradually, to palest green and then was hidden in a mass of gold-flecked clouds. Little by little the clouds deepened until they glowed like dying coals.

God keep my husband! sobbed Marguerite.

God keep Philip! whispered Jeanne.

Then from the north came a deep peal of thunder. Jeanne sprang to her feet, her hand pressed to her throat, her dry lips parted. Again the thunder boomed and the rising night wind bore its rumbling far into the city. The window panes were still shaking as Marguerite crept to the sill and looked out. Far on the horizon the coming night advanced, shrouded in pale mist. In the vaguer blue above, a star sparkled. And now from the north the sound of the cannon grew, increasing like the thunder of an ocean pounding soft sand.

Cannon! whispered Marguerite.

Cannon! whispered Jeanne.

In the street below a stern voice cried and a bugle clanged. Louder and louder rattled the drums, while the bugles chimed harsh chorus and the hum of departure swelled to a roar. Once a sharp report rang out through the tumult of the drums, and Jeanne glanced anxiously at Marguerite.

A shot! she said; what can it mean?

It means war, my darling, — war and death! and the two women crept closer together.

Hark! whispered Marguerite, someone is calling.

It was Ellice, standing, pale and excited, in the studio below, and they hurried down the stairs to meet him.

Joseph says the Federals are marching out of the barricade by the rue Vavin. If they leave no guard I think we had better try again for the American Ministers.

Joseph entered hurriedly. It is as I feared, he said; they leave a company to garrison the barricade. Ellice looked blank. Jeanne went and looked up in Josephs face. Her voice was very gentle, but her lips trembled.

What was that shot? she asked.

They murdered a poor devil—

Who was it — do you know?

Joseph understood. He said, looking down at her like a father: Mademoiselle, it was a deserter named Ouvrard. The sentinel in front of the convent told me so.

Ellice, who was walking up and down, suddenly blurted out: I wish to Heaven Philip would come back! Its nearly dark.

Perhaps he is waiting for the night before he returns, said Marguerite.

Do you think so? asked Jeanne, piteously.

He said hed be back by night, insisted Ellice, with querulous persistence.

It is not night yet, said Marguerite, quietly. Something in her voice made Ellice stop and look at her. Then he went and sat down by the fire. Im making a precious ass of myself, he sighed; I must brace up! Of course, he said aloud in a cheery voice, its not yet dark, and anyway he may have been detained. Oh, hes all right — hes well disguised, and he is too wise to run risks.

I am sure he is safe, said Marguerite, calmly, and gave Ellice a grateful glance which sent him into his state of trance for the next ten minutes.

Joseph flitted in and out, setting the table for dinner, and Jeanne watched with a heavy heart while he laid a place for Philip.

They say, said Joseph, that the Archbishop of Paris has been arrested to-day, along with the Abbé Lagarde, his Vicar-General.

That is certainly a lie, cried Ellice, reassuring the horrified girls with a smile. Fancy them daring to touch the Archbishop!

Its what they are saying at the barricade, growled Joseph. I thought it was a lie myself. And they say, too, that part of this queer Turco battalion have been looting churches this morning, and have arrested eighty priests and sent them to Mazas.

Pure invention, said Ellice, confidently.

It must be, said Marguerite, watching Jeannes shocked face.

Thats all the news I heard, except that the Fort of Issy fired at the Versailles batteries near Meudon, and there is going to be a sortie to-morrow. The Turcos are to march with Bergerets column—

Was that the bombardment we just heard? asked Jeanne.

We could not hear the Fort of Issy, said Ellice, with a desperate attempt to keep conversation going; it must have come from the big marine cannon by the Point du Jour.

Nobody spoke for some minutes, and it was a relief to hear Joseph rattle the knives and forks as he laid each cover with elaborate care.

The cannonade had ceased, the stars shone through the glass roof of the outer studio, and a cricket chirped from the garden. Through the budding branches of the chestnut tree the new moon peeped, a thin, misty crescent.

Jeanne raised her eyes and saw it. There it glimmered, a narrow band of light among the branches, and a sudden flood of childish memories filled her with tenderness and love. Very innocently she thought: The new moon is over my right shoulder; I will wish for Philips return. With her eyes on the new moon she repeated her wish, unconscious of her childishness. She wondered if Philip was looking at it, wherever he was, and thinking of her. She wondered and wondered, and dreamed and dreamed, until a movement from Marguerite brought her back to earth and she remembered. Then she prayed for him wherever he might be, and her heart seemed bursting with its weight of sorrow.

And the man she prayed for, at that same moment, stood on a bastion of the fortifications and prayed for her with all the strength of his love and passion; and as he prayed, he raised his eyes and saw the new moon shining in the sky.

God help her! he muttered, looking out across the shadowy city, where the twin towers of Notre Dame loomed gigantic in the twilight. Then he turned to the north. Far on the horizon the Fort of Issy thundered, and the brooding clouds caught the dull reflection of the flashes. From the great bastion on the fortifications, the country, sheeted in thin mist, stretched away to the uplands of Versailles, where thousands of little points of light twinkled — the camp fires of the loyal army. Farther along, the wooded heights of Meudon sloped gently toward the west, where, through a notch in the hills, the starlight glimmered on the waters of the Seine. As he looked, a column of flame poured from beneath the arches of the viaduct by the Point du Jour, and the shock of an explosion shook the granite redoubt.

That, said somebody near him, is the cannon on the gunboat  Farcy.

He caught a glimpse of a black-hulled craft creeping from under the viaduct, but the banks of the Seine hid her again. Twice, as he strained his eyes, the huge gun in her bow flashed in the gloom and the echoes crashed among the vibrating arches of the bridge.

On the heights of St. Cloud lights were moving in sweeps and circles, and after a while he realized that they were signals, but could not read them. An artillery officer standing on the breastworks to his right, night-glasses poised, was reporting the signals to a gunner, who sat with a lantern on his knees, jotting them down.

Seven, one! cried the officer, in a monotonous, singsong voice.

Seven, one! repeated the gunner.

Seven, sixteen, seven, one, five, nine, seventeen, one! cried the officer, and the gunner repeated the numbers, writing each one as he called it.

Why dont they send that signal officer up here, — he might solve their cipher, observed a lieutenant of Turcos who stood, tablets in hand, looking over the messages as they were handed him by the gunner.

Seven, six, seven, eleven, nine — notice how often the seven occurs, Lieutenant! — one, seven, ten, one, seven. They re using colored lights — green, three; red, two; blue, seven; green, one; blue, seven — note that! — red, one; yellow, six—

Philip listened wearily to the singsong voice until three rockets cleft the horizon from the Vanves fort, and a cannon flashed from the Clamart battery.

Then far down the river the huge gun on the Farcy bellowed, and the fort of Issy replied. It was the parting shot of the night. One by one the signal lights faded from the heights, the cannonade died away, and a hush fell over land and river.

Philip stood looking at the fire near him, where, wrapped in their white cloaks, his comrades sprawled, talking together in low tones. The lines of camp fires stretched in curves along the fortifications, casting strange shadows over angle and glacis, flashing on the polished breeches of ponderous siege guns, and sending showers of sparks into the black sky. The smoke blew in his eyes; he rubbed them with the sleeves of his Turco jacket, and the bell buttons on the embroidered arabesques jingled. He was clothed in the full uniform of a private in the 1st Turcos. On his head he wore the scarlet fez with the blue tassel, his legs were hidden by white canvas gaiters, and his body was covered with a turquoise-blue jacket and zouave trousers. A sabre-bayonet-sheath dangled from a leather belt, clasped over the scarlet body scarf, and from this belt also hung a cartridge-box and a rubber water bottle covered with blue cloth.

He glanced across the fire at the sentinel who moved silently among the pyramids of stacked rifles and knapsacks. His own rifle was there; he could see it, locked among four others. Battle flags, furled and sheathed, lay across the clustered bayonets, and a few feet beyond, a pile of drums glistened in the firelight. Beside these drums stood a group of officers enveloped in their long cloaks. They were smoking, and conversing in whispers, but they all seemed to be in good humor, judging from the low chuckles which now and then escaped. Philip recognized Sarre and Weser and his own captain, Cartier, a mild-eyed young man who loved fighting with the passion of a bull terrier. After a while he saw Sarre move away, followed by Weser and others whom he did not know. With many good-nights and jaunty salutes the group broke up, Sarre and his familiars moving down to the quarters near the bomb-proof below, Cartier and the other captains strolling across the parade toward a rudely constructed shanty where a lantern hung, shedding its rays over two tables. Soon the faint clink of bottles and glasses indicated their occupation, and Philip saw casks of beer and wine rolled toward the Colonels quarters behind the bomb-proof.

As he stood, wondering how it all would end, a soldier, wrapped in his white cloak, rolled over and sat up on the ground in front of the camp fire next to his, and Philip started as he heard him say, in perfectly good English: For G-ds sake give me a chew, Con Daily.

Divil a wan have I, answered a voice from the depths of a military cloak on the other side of the fire.

Then give me a cigarette, persisted the first speaker, yawning and stretching. Wake up, man; youve time to sleep after taps. And you too,  Red, sit up, you lazy devil! He shook a soldier who was lying before the fire, his chin on his hands, and who responded: Aw, what t hell!

Con Daily, repeated the soldier, chuck me a cigarette, will you?

Now, do I shmoke thim at all, at all! grumbled Daily, without moving. Ask Red McGlone; he has some plug.

And Red McGlone keeps his plug; mind that, Con Daily! put in a red-headed young man with well developed under jaw and a tired eye. He added, apparently as an after-thought: What t hell!

What the hell, is it? said Daily, sitting up; an me lendin ye the loan av me pipe—

Whos got yer pipe? demanded McGlone.

Me pipe? Ye have me pipe, ye murtherin divil! Gimme me pipe now!

Charlie, drawled McGlone, have I got his pipe?

Ill have me pipe, persisted Daily, angrily; Charlie McBarron, ye seen me give it un—

Shut up, Con, said McBarron; I have your pipe all safe enough, but I havent a d — d thing to put in it. McGlone slowly produced a plug of tobacco from the mysterious depths of his zouave trousers and handed it to McBarron, who chipped off enough for his pipe and passed it back.

Ill take a chew, Red, me by, suggested Daily, and McGlone tossed over the plug, from which the Irishman gnawed a piece and tossed it back across the fire. Red picked it up, thoughtfully chewed off a mouthful, rolled it into some cavern in his bulldog jaw, and slowly pushed the remainder into the depths of his trousers.

When thats gone youll have to come to cigarettes again, Con Daily, said McBarron.

Will I now, snorted Daily.

Yer gettin to look like a frog-eating Mounseer, Daily, said McGlone, sending a thin stream of tobacco juice into the fire. The hiss of the saliva in the coals aroused another Turco, a Frenchman, who protested.

Aw, dry up r Ill sma-a-sh yer in the jaw, drawled McGlone, with a contemptuous shot at the fire again.

McBarron calmed the frenzied Frenchman and sternly told McGlone to be careful. We want no more fights now, he said, youll get your bellyful to-morrow at Clamart.

Cant I spit? — what t hell! demanded Red.

You hear me, repeated McBarron. McGlone glared at the Frenchman, who glared at him.

Assez nom de Dieu! growled Daily; let him be, Red McGlone, ye bull-necked scrapper; voyons, un peu de complaisance, mes camarades? — Ne crache pas comme un voyou, Red, me lad, what the divil should ye worrit the frog-eater fur, I dunno!

If you do that again Ill help the Frenchman punch your head, added McBarron.

What t hell! yawned McGlone, je ne crach ploo, esker say bieng mantinong, — you monkey-faced snail-eating—

Shut up, Red, — cant you see hes satisfied. Dont spoil it, do you hear? said McBarron, angrily.

The Frenchman lay down again and covered his head with his blanket. McGlone ostentatiously expectorated upon the ground, leered at the fire, and observed: Aw, the regiment makes me tired, see?

T is a sthrange rigimint, sure, mused Daily.

Bum! said McGlone, sulkily.

The biggest lot of cutthroats that ever marched, said McBarron, except Billy Wilsons Zouaves—

I was there, said Daily, angrily.

So was Red McGlone, sneered McBarron; both of you marched with Billy Wilson, and a bigger lot of rascals never left New York City!

Do ye refer to me? cried Daily.

Aw, dry up, snarled McGlone, Im goin to sleep; what t hell! Yer a goat-faced burn, Con Daily, and yer know it.

Daily looked around for a brick; seeing none, he started to his feet, his mouth open, but as he was on the point of emitting a yell of defiance, the bugles sang out taps, and a group of officers passed with a guard and lanterns. Philip crept into the circle of firelight and drew his cloak well about him. Before he could find a place a hand fell on his shoulder and a sentinel pointed to the next camp fire.

That is your squad, he said sharply; go! When at last he lay, swathed in his mantle, before the fire, he looked up into the starry vault above and his heart sank. What was to be the end of all this? Could it be possible that he, Philip Landes, was a soldier of the Commune?

The bell buttons on his embroidered sleeves tinkled with every movement as he lay there shivering and crushing his clenched fists over his face. The fire flared and crackled and the smoke blew in gusts across his head. He could hear Con Daily, at the next fire, still muttering threats, while McBarron soothed him in whispers, and Red McGlone snored. When he first heard the familiar sound of his own language he had felt for a moment comforted and anxiously hopeful, but now, the ruffians at the next fire seemed more distant and foreign to him than the worst ragamuffin in the battalion. The whole thing resembled an awful nightmare, — his escape from the claws of Raoul Rigault, his arrest in the Passage Stanislas just as he had started to climb the wall, his frightful experience with Sarre, and his hasty march through the black city where insurgent thousands lined the streets, howling and cheering for anarchy and the Commune.

The death of Georgias, murderer and robber though he was, also affected him strangely. Even when he had stood with eyes closed before Sarres revolver, trying to pray, trying to think of Jeanne, a vision of Georgias flashed before him, lying as he had seen him, a tumbled heap of clothes in a widening pool of blood. In his ears rang a voice: Vengeance is mine! and he clasped his trembling fingers over his ears and cowered under the blanket, while the terrible voice repeated: I will repay! I will repay!

When at length he fell into a troubled slumber, the voice ceased and only a distant tumult came to his ears. He dreamed fitfully — now of the garden where the fountain rippled under the lilacs, now of the white face of the old Archbishop, now of rivers and rivers of splendid diamonds which caught him up — carried him away, away to a sparkling sea. Then he dreamed that the blackbird was singing in the almond tree, and he saw Jeanne come out on the doorstep, holding Tcherka in her arms. He strove to speak, but could not. How loud the blackbird was singing, — how strong, how piercing! He started up. The bugles were clanging a frenzied summons, the stars sparkled in the depths of a fathomless black zenith, and from the reviving embers of the camp fires came the stench of simmering soup. All about him sleepy soldiers stumbled to their feet, and stumped away in the darkness where a dark line was forming, and figures passed to and fro with scores of swinging lanterns.

Come! cried somebody beside him, and he rose and hobbled after the others. Sarre, in a fiendish temper, passed him, followed by his staff, and far into the darkness of the early morning Philip heard him cursing his Maker. When the roll was called he answered to his name, and followed the corvée to where a bundle of axes lay in the shelter of an embankment. The wood was oak and beech, but the exercise did him good, and after the smoke-begrimed pots were lifted from the fires, he drank his soup with the rest.

It was not yet daylight when the battalion swung through the gate of the fortifications and marched out into the open country. The air was cold and fresh and sweet, but there was no wind across the shadowy plain where the shredded mist still lingered in filmy streamers.

Philip marched in the first company. Just ahead of him the drummers and buglers plodded along in silence. Ahead of them he could see the vague forms of mounted men and hear the sharp stroke of steel-shod hoofs where Sarre and his staff, who had ridden on, were picking their way along the crowded military road. They halted frequently and other regiments passed them. Sometimes it was a battery of cannon, creaking and bumping, the horses straining under the heavy harness, the gunners clinging to the iron railings on the caissons; sometimes a turbulent battalion of National Guard infantry; sometimes a column of Garibaldians, red-shirted, bearded, and swarthy. Once a ghostly troop of horse rode by with muffled hoof-beats, the gaunt riders shrouded in their long mantles, knots of crêpe drooping on their shoulders. Even the ruffianly Turcos shrank back as the grim troop trampled past, for the Hussars of Death seemed to taint the morning air with the odor of death and decay.

Morning was breaking and still the troops poured along the military road toward the wooded heights beyond, which now loomed up black and mysterious against the paling horizon.

It was four oclock in the morning when the battalion entered the Rond-Point of Courbevoie, evacuated a few hours before by the Versailles troops. Philip saw that the village was occupied by masses of Federal infantry and artillery. As he stood at ease, leaning upon his rifle, he heard McBarron say in English to one of his companions, that the artillery was rotten. It certainly did look forlorn, although there were guns enough for an army twice their strength. The cannon were of all sizes, shapes, and calibres, and were drawn by horses hastily seized from omnibuses and cabs. Behind the cannon, long files of wagons, furniture vans, bakers carts, and in fact types of every vehicle to be found in Paris, stretched away toward the route de Rueil. These were filled with provisions and arms. An omnibus bearing the sign Batignolles-Clichy-Odéon rumbled past loaded down with cases of cartridges and casks of powder.

Correspondence, sil vous plait! cried an irrepressible Turco, I am going to the Hôtel de Ville to see my mother-in-law. This put the battalion into good humor.

Is there a place outside for a poor orphan? shouted a soldier.

No, bellowed a National Guard, Monsieur Thiers has reserved the Imperial! The officers passed along the front laughing, and the troops began to sing:



Petit bonhomme vit encore, 

Mais! Mais! Ma-a-is!



Philip watched the marine artillerymen laboring with their huge pieces which they had started with two days before and only now were placing in battery. Suddenly a cheering broke out across the river where the right wing of the army rested, and in a few minutes an uncovered carriage, drawn by two horses, traversed the Avenue de Neuilly.

Bergeret! cried Sarre; Attention! Present arms!

It was Bergeret. Glittering like an aurora borealis in his gaudy uniform, he lounged back in his carriage smoking a cigarette, insolently returning the salutes of the regimental commanders. His carriage, preceded by a Turco who acted as ordonnance, and followed by a gorgeous staff, pulled up in the centre of the square. Bergeret rose in his carriage, turned dramatically toward Versailles, and lifted his hand. It was the signal. The drums beat, the bugles sounded, and an immense clamor arose: À Versailles! à Versailles!

Bergeret in his carriage, surrounded by twelve cannon, led the column; behind crowded three battalions of the National Guard, the 24th, the 128th, and the 188th, cheering madly. Then came the 1st Battalion of Paris Turcos, Colonel Sarre, marching well and singing at the top of their voices:

Voici le sabre! le sabre! le sabre! which was so appropriate that a staff-officer came from Bergeret with a request that the Turcos change their song. Unconscious of the irony, the Turcos refused, and General Bergeret swore under his breath that he would purge the battalion on their return. Behind the Turcos came six more battalions, yelling for instant slaughter.

Their lungs are all right, sneered Red McGlone to Con Daily, who replied, an Im thinkin their appetites is better!

Wait until we get out of the village, said McBarron, with an ominous smile.

Phwats there? demanded Daily.

Look!

As he spoke the battalion wheeled into the open country, and at the same moment Sarre threw up his hand and the captains repeated the order: Halt! halt! halt! The three battalions in front had also stopped, and every head was turned toward a great grey hill which loomed up in the morning light, silent and weird as a gigantic tomb.

It was Mont-Valérien.

An involuntary shiver passed through the entire column. Somewhere among the shadows of that hill huge guns were hidden; for the hill itself was an enormous fortress, and it overhung the route de Rueil.

Bergeret turned his carriage and rattled along the front of the column, chattering and jabbering. Its all right, theres nothing to fear, my friends, he cried. The fort is occupied by the marines! The marines are for the people! The fort is with us! Forward, and Vive la Commune!

Vive your grandmother, you empty-headed ape! growled McBarron. But Bergerets words inspired confidence, and the troops pushed on, until the head of the column reached the turn in the road where the route de Rueil passes scarcely eight hundred mètres from the fortress.

Suddenly an awful explosion shook the solid earth, then another, then another, then three together. It was the Gibets redoubt. Almost at the same instant the upper bastions of the fortress were belted with lightning, and the majestic thunder of the siege guns reverberated among the highlands opposite.

A frightful panic ensued. Some of the Federals lay mangled, some dead, others threw themselves on their faces to escape the bursting shells, but the great majority of the troops, terror-stricken, broke into a wild stampede. In vain their officers attempted to rally them, the old familiar cry: Treason! treason! we are betrayed! spread among the ranks, and drowned the shouts of the officers. Everywhere troops were throwing away their arms and flying in wild disorder. Artillery horses, panic-stricken, dashed about in all directions, dragging the cannon with them. Some of the troops seized the horses, and, cutting the traces, fled to Paris, ventre à terre.

The two horses attached to Bergerets vehicle were blown into atoms, but the General escaped, and disappeared in the direction of Paris at the top of his speed. Flourens, the hot-headed and impetuous, fell with his skull split clean in two; the commandant of the 24th Battalion, was disembowelled by a shell, and twenty-five of his men lay dead or wounded in the roadway; the 128th Battalion lost a lieutenant and eighteen men; and the 188th, two officers blown to smithereens, and fifteen men scattered among the ditches. And this was only the first salvo as salute from the fortress of Mont-Valérien.

The 1st Paris Turcos had not been directly in the line of fire, having halted almost at the entrance to the village, but two giant shells crashed into their ranks and burst as they struck. Three men in the first company, including Cartier, the captain, lay on the ground; in the fifth company seven men were killed, and the captain, Isidor Weser, was lying under his dying horse. Sarre took it very coolly.

D — n you, he cried, wheeling through the ranks,— d — n you! What do you expect when you come out to fight, — a volley of confetti? Steady there — steady! If anybody doesnt like it Ill give him something hell like less! Captain Weser, get up, — here, lieutenant, just give him a pull. Your horse is in the molasses, but you re not hurt, Captain Weser.

Id like to hear anybody say treason in my battalion! Attention! lie down!

As he spoke a tempest of lead broke over the heads of the soldiers and the rattle of a mitrailleuse echoed from the lower slopes of the fortressed hill. Two men were wounded, one a boy who screamed and pitched headlong into the ditch below. Philip, lying on his stomach, saw Red McGlone quivering beside him, drenched with blood. Daily and McBarron were holding his head.

Red, said McBarron, kindly. But the wounded man only gasped: What t hell! and his life went out in the dust of the Rueil road.

Philip turned anxiously toward the looming fortress, now silent and crowned with clouds, but from those grey battlements no cannon flashed; only the billowy sea of smoke belted its bastions. He saw his captain, Cartier, rise from the ground, dazed and rumpled, with a long red gash across his forehead; he saw McBarron methodically examining Red McGlones pockets, and as, at a signal from Sarre, he stood up with the others, he caught a glimpse of Weser, green with terror, staring at the fortress as though hypnotized.

On every side streamed the wreck of Bergerets corps, legging it for Paris, howling like Indians. Two guns, the wreck of a mounted battery, stood uninjured in a foot-path to the right; the cannoniers had cut the traces and galloped off, and there was nothing to be done in that direction. Sarre saw it and leered at the flying troops. Then he turned to his major, a stupid-eyed Breton named Gloanec, who sat on his horse and watched the stampede with almost as much emotion as a cow.

Fine view, Major, sneered Sarre.

Yes, replied that officer, without visible interest.

The jigs up in Paris, said Sarre.

Ma doui, replied the Major, tranquilly. An officer in the uniform of the National Guard galloped up to Sarre and saluted nervously.

Well? demanded Sarre.

 — The — the twenty thousand troops of the reserve across the river — General Bergerets corps, have gone—

Gone! shrieked Sarre, leaping straight up in his saddle.

Gone, — run away, Colonel—

Then by G-d! yelled Sarre, Ill take my battalion to Clamart where a scented monkey doesnt command, — by G-d! I will, — Ive had enough of tin soldiers! Sound the alert! Attention! By columns of four — here, take command, Major — Ill show this traitor Bergeret what I can do, — yes, traitor; Ive said it! Its the word! I may not be able to manœuvre a battalion, but I can fight; — youll all see! — Weser, climb on a horse d — n quick, or there may be a few unpleasant words between us. Cartier, can you ride? — good; its only a scratch as you say. Leave the dead in the village and detail four men and a corporal to bury them. Any of the wounded who cant come must wait there for the ambulances. So they ran, did they? The twenty thousand National Guards — ran away from Neuilly when they heard the voice of Mont-Valérien! Look! there go the Hussars of Death, trailing it for Clamart. Good carrion crows! Follow them, soldiers, their scent is keen! March!

Actually frothing at the mouth, Sarre drove his spurs into his big horse and wheeled into the village. As he passed Philip he pointed at him and cried: I put that man in your keeping, Captain Cartier, and you will answer for his body, dead or alive, with your own! Then, cursing, he struck his horse savagely with his gauntlet and plunged into the Clamart road.

It was nearly six oclock in the morning before the battalion came in sight of the fort of Issy, which was commanded by Cluseret and had just been supplied with heavy artillery. Under the protection of the forts of the south, General Duval had massed his troops in two columns, one occupying the Clamart road, the other lying under the Moulineaux redoubt. It was the best disposition possible, — far better than the imbecile manœuvres of Bergerets army, — but still the centre was weak, being composed of possibly five battalions supported by two batteries. As Sarre, at the head of the 1st Turcos, marched under the Moulineaux redoubt, a staff-officer galloped down the hill to meet him.

Now what the devil does this peacock want? sneered Sarre, but he drew bridle and returned the officers perfect salute with equal precision.

General Duval supposes that the arrival of your battalion confirms the report of General Bergerets disaster, brought in a few minutes ago by the Hussars of Death, said the staff-officer whose name was Razoua, and who had served as chef de bataillon in the 103d until taken by Duval as aid. — 

General Duval supposes correctly, replied Sarre, and an ugly flush stained his forehead.

Good, said Razoua, General Duvals compliments, and orders to deploy your battalion as skirmishers at Bas-Meudon woods. The attack begins at six; the signal a cannon-shot from the fort of Issy. It is almost six now.

And there goes the cannon-shot! cried Sarre, in great good-humor, as a ball of smoke shot from the fort and a sullen boom rolled through the woods above.

Shrill hurrahs rent the air and Duvals battalions poured out of the Issy crater, through the Moulineaux redoubt and started toward Meudon, cheering frantically. Before the deep reverberations of the first shot had died away, a sheet of flame wrapped the bastions of the Vanves fort and the thunder of the great mortars was echoed from the fort of Montrouge, while the Moulineaux redoubt flamed and pounded a deep accompaniment.

The works held by the Versailles army replied at once. The batteries at Chatillon, Meudon, and Bas-Meudon raged and blazed; and now the petulant crackling of the mitrailleuses could be heard above Bas-Meudon, and the crash of platoon firing sounded in the direction of Clamart village.

Almost before he knew it, Philip found himself in the woods of Bas-Meudon, flat on the ground, looking into the young growth beyond where a few large trees relieved the monotony of the saplings. Cartier, his captain, stood beside him watching every movement of his company, urging on the tardy, cautioning the laggards, restraining the feather-brained.

As far as Philip could see, his squad was alone in the woods, but he heard the twigs snapping on either flank and he knew the rest of the battalion were worming their way through the undergrowth toward the heights above.

With every sense alert to the danger in front, he yet watched his opportunity to escape. Captain Cartier perhaps divined what was passing in his mind, for he walked over to him and sat down on a log beside him.

Soldier, he said, you heard what the Colonels orders are?

Yes, Captain Cartier.

I shall carry them out, said Cartier.

Philip did not reply. The Captain eyed him curiously.

You are not a coward, — I see that, he said.

No — not a coward. I do not wish to die, replied Philip, quietly.

And you are frightened at the sound of the shells?

Yes, they frighten me.

Why did you not run this morning then?

Because I didnt have a chance, replied Philip, innocently.

Ah — um — yes, said Cartier, twisting his blonde moustache,— er — you do not care for the Commune?

Philip laughed in his despair. Care for it! Im an American!

Oh! Are you the same Landes that Rigault is after?

I am.

Oh! Cartier was silent for a moment. Then he stood up and said pleasantly; For my part I wish you were safe; Im no hangman, but I have my orders.

Thank you, Captain Cartier, said Philip, as the officer hurried away.

Foot by foot the skirmish lines wriggled forward, their bodies scraping and rustling among the dead leaves like snakes in the underbrush. From time to time a soldier would clap his rifle to his shoulder and aim at the heights, but the Captain was omnipresent, and always kicked up the rifle with a stern admonition. At last a soldier lying next to Philip whipped his piece to his cheek and fired. Philip saw a vanishing spot of scarlet far up among the saplings, and the Captain saw it too.

The 1st Turcos had struck the Versailles pickets. When the echoes of the single shot died away, a silence that was almost mournful fell among the troops. Perhaps they began to realize that they were fighting their own fellow-countrymen and that it was civil war which had begun. Cartier, sad-eyed and stern, drew his revolver and sent his sword ringing into the scabbard. A Turco near Philip tucked up his sleeves and made one or two preliminary passes with his sabre bayonet at a young beech tree. Minute after minute passed in silence; the long line slowly crept onward and upward.

Philip was beginning to feel hot and thirsty and had already started toward a rivulet which trickled between the stones of an old watercourse, when a movement in the woods above arrested his attention. He turned his head. A soldier, wearing the scarlet cap and trousers of the loyal army, was deliberately aiming at him, and before he could realize it the rifle cracked and a bullet sang past his ears. Instinctively he recoiled, but another bullet struck his tin cup, and another whirled up the dead leaves beside him. Crack! crack! crack — crackle — crackle! The rifles were spurting tiny jets of flame from every thicket, and now, as he peered from the shelter of an oak tree, he saw the red-legged skirmishers dodging about the woods above, crouching, leaping, stealing forward, always advancing, until the report of their rifles sounded clear and sharp, and he could almost distinguish faces. The Turcos were returning shot for shot, and the firing rippled along the line until it blended in the distant tumult of the forts.

Philip did not fire. He had made up his mind not to except in case a shot alone would save his life. He intended to desert at the first opportunity. Once in the hands of the Versailles troops, he would explain, if they gave him time before shooting him, and if they did, he intended to take his revenge, rifle in hand, on Sarre and his ruffians. Even the thought of his duty to those in Paris, — to Jeanne above all, could not overcome his fierce longing to requite with bullets the insults which had been heaped upon him. Sarre, he saw, was no coward. He would give him his chance, but Weser he would have shot down, if he could, like a weasel or a skunk. Yes, he would give Sarre a fair chance, — not that he deserved it, murderer and thief that he was, but he at least was courageous. Weser should be simply removed like other vermin — in any convenient way. As he stood clutching his rifle and thinking of his just vengeance, a bullet, flying from a new angle across the woods, struck his water bottle, showering him with diluted brandy. At the same instant a howling storm of canister tore through the branches, covering the Turcos with twigs and bark. Gust after gust of screaming lead whirled over them; fiercer and fiercer shrieked the hail, until the tempest rose to a whistling blizzard of flame and shell, tearing the trees to slivers, cutting the underbrush like scythes, ripping, splintering, scorching all before it. Far up in the wooded slopes the flashes of the guns danced and twinkled like will o the wisps, and the rifles of the Turcos made no sound in the crash of the cannon and the mitrailleuses. Cartier, cool and unscathed, leaned against a sapling pointing out the Versailles skirmishers, directing a shot here, an advance there, earnestly cautioning his men to hug the ground and fire slowly. Twice Sarre and his staff, dismounted, hurried along the line, scanning anxiously the heights where the batteries crouched. The second time they passed, the Major was struck by a canister-shot, and they bore him to the shelter of a tree.

Curse the luck! its all over with Gloanec, said Sarre, brutally; and a few seconds later the unobtrusive Breton died, with perhaps even less emotion than he had displayed in living.

Wesers company, the fifth, had been driven in with trifling losses, but except for that, the 1st Turcos held their ground well. Their timidity at encountering regular troops had fled, and now they lay firing and cheering, and crept on, inch by inch, until the red-trousered Versaillists found the pace too hot, and their skirmishers began to fall back.

Captain Cartier had been watching Philip for some time, and finally he came over to him and laid his hand on his shoulder. You have not fired a shot to-day, he said.

Philip was silent.

It wont do, — it wont do, continued the Captain; your example is bad for the rest. You must fire, — you need not aim too closely.

Philip replied by levelling his rifle at a stump and deliberately knocking the chips from it with his first shot.

A sharpshooter too, — well, Im sorry, — I am very sorry you are not with us. Cartier stood a moment, thoughtfully twirling his revolver, then, stepping into the middle of his company, he called the names of seven men and a sergeant. They responded instantly, and Cartier, motioning Philip to fall in with them, pointed to a slope which rose to the left, divided from their covert by a gully. Youre to climb to the top of that slope, said the Captain, and see why Captain Wesers men are allowing the enemys skirmishers to nip us with their cross-fire. If Captain Weser needs help, send a man to me; if he is holding his own, stay and drive out the enemys sharpshooters. I suspect they are over there near that group of sycamore trees.

The sergeant saluted, and the little squad toiled across the gully and slowly began to mount the opposite incline. The slope was steep and densely wooded, but they arrived at the top in a few minutes and found Wesers men popping away with no thought of aim, but with the one desire to make as much smoke and racket as possible. Weser himself was sitting down behind a tree in the rear — very much in the rear. The only reason why he was not lying down was his fear of Sarre. He could have stood the ridicule.



Wesers men were nervous and dispirited. This was not war according to their ideas. Where was the white-plumed leader on his charger, dashing up to the cannons mouth amid waving flags and acres of bayonets? Where was he? Well, in this case he was sitting behind a tree in the rear, and the white plume had shrivelled into a very small white feather. The truth was, Wesers bowels were water, and the fright of the battle sounds had actually made him sick at his stomach. Murder, robbery, forgery, he could easily understand. He was not afraid to slip a knife into a man, — when the man was looking another way, but this zip! zip! z-z-tzing! of the bullets was another matter, and for his part he cursed Sarre, the Commune, and all its works, and wished he was in Paris and safe in bed.

Five men had been killed in Wesers company, two of them by the same bullet, and Philip saw their stiffening corpses half supported by the tree behind which a cross-fire volley had caught them. The sergeant, a tall, good-humored Alsatian, was posting his men to pick off the sharpshooters, who had gained the sycamore covert and were now able to fire into the centre of Wesers men. Philip found himself, in company with McBarron, behind a lichen-covered rock. On the ground under a neighboring tree Con Daily squatted, his eyes blazing with the fire of battle.

The cannonade, which a moment before had redoubled in violence, now suddenly subsided; the enemys rifles were silent, and there only remained dropping shots from the Turcos. Philip caught a glimpse of a Versaillist sharpshooter slinking away through the sycamore thicket, and McBarron saw him at the same moment, but before he could pull trigger a deafening cheer rolled from the trees in front, Vive la Patrie! Vive la France! A la baïonnette! and out of the thickets on every side burst swarms of fierce scarlet Zouaves, whirling their terrible sabre-bayonets.

Wesers men gave them one astonished stare — and fled, but the Zouaves turned on Cartiers company, snarling like tigers. Philip and McBarron crawled to the edge of the slope and looked over. Everywhere the scarlet of the Zouaves was mixed with the blue of the Turcos, everywhere the stocks of heavy rifles rose and fell, and the sharp sabre-bayonets were crimsoned to the hilt. It was over before Philip could catch his breath, and, as there was no quarter (a humane inspiration of Thiers), there were no prisoners. Captain Cartier lay across a log over which his brains were dripping; beside him a Zouave stood, cleaning the butt of his rifle with a handful of dried leaves. All who had not run away were dead or dying. Philip saw the coup-de-grâce given, and his heart came into his throat.

That, said McBarron, calmly, is the difference between real Zouaves and counterfeit Turcos.

Horrible — horrible! murmured Philip, in English.

Daily, who, in company with the other six men, had come up to the edge of the slope, turned to Philip with a friendly gesture.

Its glad I am ye re no frog-ater—

Wed better be going, interrupted McBarron; come on, Con Daily — and you, there, whoever you are, — we must get out of this.

Where? said Philip.

Now how should he know, me cherub by? said Daily. Come on; come on, the divil do I know where—

But weve got to git, concluded McBarron, as a bullet whizzed by them and a dozen Zouaves started into the gully at the foot of the slope.

Give them a volley! huroo! whurro! sang out Daily, banging away with his piece until McBarron grabbed him by the neck and started after the others who were legging it for safety. They caught up with Philip, who had suddenly decided that the Versaillist army was not exactly the harbor of refuge he had been seeking, and they ran on through woods, keeping the sergeant and the five others in sight. Once they passed a dead horse across which lay a Hussar of Death. His lips were stretched tightly over his yellow teeth, and his sunken eyes set in their sockets like ivory balls. One or two brilliant flies buzzed about his head.




CHAPTER XVIII. TCHERKA HAS AN IDEA.
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WHEN MONT-VALÉRIEN OPENED its iron throat and withered General Bergerets column at a breath, the majority of the inhabitants of Paris were still sleeping. There were probably exceptions; there certainly was one — Tcherka.

She had slipped out of the studio, unnoticed, the night before and made straight for the rose bush, which unfortunate shrub she had marked for ruin. When Joseph came to lock the door, Tcherka hid behind the lilacs until he had disappeared with his lantern. Then she knew that the night was hers. A night on the garden walls all alone! She had never been allowed to roam at night, but she often longed for the revelry of the moonlit roof tops when she heard other cats burst into impassioned argument or scuttle over the tiles. Instinct told Tcherka that the cats who gambolled and chanted among the chimney-pots when the spring moonlight flooded roof and wall, were not good cats. Tcherka herself was a good cat. She knew this because Jeanne often told her so. Being a good cat she desired to play with bad cats; and this was her opportunity.

Tcherka was not in a hurry to mount the wall and explore the delicious unknown in the next garden.

Coquette by nature, she even coquetted with herself, and now she was pretending to herself that she hadnt the slightest interest in whatever lay over the wall. She walked about, frisking occasionally with a tempting dry leaf or a particularly enticing pebble, then she polished her beautiful claws on the cherry tree, leaped softly to the edge of the fountain, and sat down. Liberty was sweet to Tcherka, very sweet, and a delightful sense of danger thrilled her, for she was a maiden cat, and this shadowy moonlit world was new and strange.

She had sat there perhaps ten minutes, and was beginning to eye the wall again, when a swift shadow fell across the gravel, and the ghost-like silhouette of a strange cat appeared on the very wall she was looking at. Tcherka slowly stiffened into a living statue. It was a gentleman cat.

On his part it was love at first sight. Perhaps the novelty of Tcherkas gaudy scarlet tail may have settled him; but, however it was, he was smitten — deeply smitten, and he wasted no time. His courtship song was weird and wonderful. He reached through octaves possibly never before traversed by any voice; his deep chest notes ended in masterly gurgles; his crescendos were crescendos of a virtuoso.

Jeanne de Brassac was lying awake in her bed. All through the long night she tossed and turned, thinking of Philip, pressing her throbbing head deep into the pillows. Marguerite had sunk into a heavy sleep of exhaustion, and the starlight, falling on her face, trembled in points of light under her wet lashes.

Jeanne could not sleep, but it was nearly morning before she crept from her couch and went to the window. A cat was sitting on the wall underneath, making melody as he understood it, but, as Jeanne leaned from the window, he darted into the shadows, and a moment later Tcherka sprang to the wall, and, looking up at Jeanne, hoisted her tail with a little mew of recognition. Jeanne looked at the cat indifferently at first, although she knew Tcherka was transgressing all rules, but after a while she tried to occupy her mind with the creature, and attempted to coax her in. Of course Tcherka refused.

Come, Tcherka dear, come, my own darling Tcherka, whispered Jeanne, leaning far out of the window.

The night was deliciously cool, and her hot forehead throbbed less painfully. Then, as she could not sleep, she dressed herself noiselessly, threw a scarf over her head, and went quietly down the stairs and out into the garden. Without taking count of time, she moved up and down the paths she loved, thinking always of Philip. It began to grow brighter; the bells in the convent rang for half-past four oclock. Jeanne sank down by the stone-rimmed fountain to rest.

A second later and the city was shaking with the thunder from Mont-Valérien.

At the first shot, Tcherka gave a bound of amazement. At the second, she leaped into the garden and fled through the ivy-covered alley toward the street gate. Jeanne, who had risen to her feet, pale as death, saw Tcherka scramble past, and a minute later realized that the cat had made for the outer gate. Scarcely conscious of what she was doing, she followed her pet through the alley and came to the gate on the rue Notre Dame just in time to catch a glimpse of Tcherka flying along the convent wall opposite, toward the barricade on the rue Vavin. Without a thought of herself she flung open the side wicket and ran across the street calling, Tcherka! Tcherka! but at that moment a terrific salvo from the north drowned her voice and sent the cat scurrying on toward the barricade. Jeanne ran quickly along the grey façade of the convent, always keeping Tcherka in view, and she had almost caught up with the cat, when a burly figure sprang across the sidewalk and aimed a blow at Tcherka with a rifle butt. The cat dodged and flew over the barricade, and Jeanne, who had followed close, turned on the Turco like a tigress.

How dare you touch my cat!

The Turco, a fat-jowled youth with a dull eye and beardless chin, stared at her stupidly.

How dare you! said Jeanne, in a low voice; let me pass instantly!

Before the sentinel could open his mouth she had traversed the barricade and was hurrying across the rue Vavin toward the Luxembourg. Then the Turco came to his senses and ran to the barricade. Halt! Halt or I fire! he called out, and swung his rifle to his cheek, but Jeanne, as if she had not heard him, kept straight on.

Halt or I fire! he cried again. She did not even turn her head. He hesitated for a moment, lowered his rifle, raised it again irresolutely, and finally set it down with a bang. He was not yet hardened to that point; and when, aroused by his warning challenge, the guard came stumbling out of the café on the corner, he lied to the corporal and took a round cursing from that individual without a murmur. Five minutes later the sentinels were changed and he was relieved. Ten minutes later Jeanne reappeared at the barricade with Tcherka clasped tightly in her arms. The new sentinel saw her and brought his gun to a charge. At his challenge she shrank back a little and then stood still. The sentinel, a sensual thick-set fellow, laughed and addressed her chaffingly.

Its too early for the market, Mademoiselle, and besides, we Turcos never eat yellow cats, — only black.

I wish to pass, murmured Jeanne, who now began to realize her position.

Tiens! So do many people who cant give the word or show a pass. They re not all as pretty as you though. Come, lets be sociable. Will you give me a kiss if I let you pass?

Jeanne was frightened. As she stood there, hugging Tcherka desperately to her breast, she could see the coarse face of the sentinel all flushed and bloated, with little wicked eyes leering at her across the barricade, and her knees trembled. There was no use. One glance at the mans face was sufficient, but nevertheless she tried again and told her story with a faint heart.

And you followed that cat?

Yes.

From where?

From my house.

Where do you live and what is your name? Jeanne was silent. She dared not say where she lived, and she dared not tell her name.

Mademoiselle, said the sentinel, with an impudent grin, those little histories are very pretty for children. Come and give me a kiss or two and we will find other things to talk about!

Sick with fright, she turned and ran down the street toward the Luxembourg again. The rue Vavin was black and deserted but the rue de Luxembourg was brighter and a stream of people was passing along the gilded iron railing of the Gardens toward the rue de Vaugirard. Jeanne instinctively felt that she was safer in a crowd than alone in the silent streets, and she hurried on and mixed with the moving people, wondering what had brought women and children into the streets at that hour. What to do, now that her only refuge was gone, was a question she dared not ask herself.

She had literally no roof, no bed, and not one penny. Her misfortune was too sudden, too terrible for her to understand at once. She followed the crowd of men and women because she felt safer with them and she had no other place to go. Where they were going and why, she did not stop to enquire, but she hugged Tcherka close and slipped along beside a tall gaunt grey-haired woman who carried a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine in one hand and led a little child by the other. Once or twice the woman glanced at her without speaking, but as they crossed the rue de Vaugirard and turned into the rue Bonaparte she said abruptly: Why do you take your cat with you?

I dont know, said Jeanne.

The womans voice was not unkind, and when she spoke again Jeanne looked up into her sad eyes.

Is it a father or a brother or a lover, my child? said the woman.

I dont know what you mean, Madame, replied Jeanne, faintly.

The woman stared. You know where you are going? she demanded.

Jeanne was silent.

And you know that the battle has begun? continued the woman.

I — I heard the cannon, replied Jeanne.

My boy is with the Turcos, the First Paris Battalion, sighed the woman; they marched with General Bergeret. They say one can see everything from the fortifications. — 

Are you going to the fortifications? asked Jeanne, timidly.

Of course, are not you? I thought you had a brother or a lover with the army; — you are out so early. Then she cast a searching glance at Jeannes white face. My child, she said, you are in trouble. What brings you out into the streets at this hour. Tell me, — I can see you are good. But Jeanne drew closer to her and hugged Tcherka tighter, saying, let me stay with you, Madame, I am very unhappy.

Day was breaking when they reached the glacis of the fortifications. In the pallid light, thousands of figures stood out against the sky, men, women, and children, who had swarmed to the bastions when the heavy voice of Mont-Valérien awoke them in their beds. The city gate below was open, and the long road which stretched away into the country was crowded with people who had come to see a battle. As six oclock chimed from the city bells, the first gun from the Issy fort boomed out, followed by the crash of the batteries in all the forts of the south. A moment later the Versailles works joined in and the artillery duel, which was the signal for Duvals advance, began with a din so terrible that many women left the fortifications and even the gamins looked uncomfortable.

Jeanne sat on the granite parapet overlooking the country below Versailles, clinging to Tcherka, who scrambled madly when the bombardment began. Beside her sat the grey-haired woman, holding the child, a girl of six. Below them the Seine wound through the plain, curving out by Neuilly, where the black gun-boat lay. Clusters of red-roofed villages dotted the plain, with here and there a tower or steeple or a patch of woodland tinged with tender green. The smoke of the battle rose above the Issy fort and hung low over Meudon woods. Bas-Meudon was quiet and clear.

My name is Cartier, said the woman to Jeanne. After a moment she added; you need not tell me yours, my child.

My name is Jeanne de Brassac, said Jeanne, simply.

Madame Cartier started and turned toward her with compassion in her eyes. My poor girl! she murmured, my poor girl!

You have heard then? whispered Jeanne.

Yes, — the reward is posted in our street. Why did you tell me?

I dont know, replied Jeanne, wearily; I trust you.

You may, said Madame Cartier. Then she told Jeanne how her son, who had been a carpenter, was already captain in the 1st Turcos and hoped soon to be promoted. He is a good son to me, she said; he would not let me sew any longer as soon as he got work, and we were very happy until the war broke out. Then my son went to Metz with Bazaine the traitor, and was betrayed — sold to the Prussians! Ah! He has suffered from the thieves who now come to crush us into slavery with Monsieur Thiers at their head! Do you hear the sound of their cannon?

I hear, sighed Jeanne.

I do not know what you have done, continued Madame Cartier, hushing the little girl to sleep on her lap, but I am sure the Commune has no need to trouble a child of your age. If the reward for your arrest were millions it would not make any difference to me. Are you ill?

Ill? Oh — no — no!

You are so white.

I — I have lost a — brother, — my only living friend.

Was he killed?

Oh, no, whispered Jeanne, with a horrified face; he — I am afraid he has been obliged to hide from the Commune.

Mademoiselle, be thankful he is not out there among the shells and bullets. My son is there. Do you know what I feel?

Yes — I do, I think.

Because you love your brother.

He is — is not my real brother—

Ah! my child, my child! said Madame Cartier, gently.

The terrible thunder from the forts continued, day was advancing; the two women sat silent, leaning together. Under her grey hair Madame Cartiers face looked very wan. Jeanne leaned over and kissed her withered cheek.

Mon Dieu, mon Dieu! moaned the woman, nous autres — nous sommes bien bien malheureuses!

A voice from the gate below broke in harshly: Bergerets corps has been annihilated by Mont-Valérien!

For a moment a sort of stupor fell upon the people who thronged the bastion. Then the cry arose, Treason! treason! Everywhere women crowded, imploring, demanding news of some battalion or squadron; the officers on the parapets were overwhelmed with anxious questions which they found impossible to answer. And now in the roads below, the first stragglers from Bergerets column ran up, howling disaster and treason, and before they had passed the gates, terrified masses of Federals appeared, flying from the Pont de Neuilly, horses, cannon, infantry, and baggage wagons mixed in an indescribable torrent. Awful stories of the butchery by the cannon of Mont-Valérien were circulated; some said that Bergeret was killed after having two horses shot under him in as many gallant charges. It was perfectly true that he had had two horses killed, — not under, but in front of him, — dragging his carnage. The news of Flourens death drew cries of anger and revenge from the crowd, as the battalions filed past and entered the gate, now packed on every side by anxious thousands.

Where are the Turcos? cried a voice on the glacis.

Killed to a man! shouted a frightened Mobile.

Madame Cartier stood straight up, quivering all over.

Nonsense! said a heavy, good-natured officer of the National Guard who had climbed the glacis to watch the entry of the troops. Nonsense! he repeated loudly, the Turcos are all right. They were not in the line of fire, and they didnt run away as we did.

Then the crowd cheered for the Turcos, and some even began to jeer at the National Guard battalions as they streamed along below toward the centre of the city.

A soldier came out of the telegraph station and posted up on the wall a despatch which claimed a victory for Bergeret, and ended: Have no fear! All goes well with our troops. Bergeret himself is there!

This evoked a storm of derision.

Bergeret himself? And who is Bergeret himself? yelled a gamin.

A roar of angry laughter followed; and from that day the imbecile Bergeret was known from one end of France to the other as Bergeret Himself.

Victory? cried one, if this is victory, give me disaster and defeat!

They are running very fast from their field of triumph! shouted another.

Madame Cartier approached the good-natured National Guard who had spoken so frankly about his own flight and the probable safety of the Turcos.

How do you know the Turcos are safe? she said.

Because I saw them marching in good order toward the Clamart road. They have probably gone to join General Duval, — who is a general, replied the officer, while he filled his pipe with perfect equanimity.

Do you know Captain Cartier?

I do, Madame, and all his company.

Is he safe?

I saw him with his company, filing through the village after the fortress had ceased firing.

Was anybody killed in his company?

I saw an American named McGlone lying dead—

Jeanne caught the words dead and American, and drew near, holding tightly to Tcherka. An American dead? she asked; where?

In the Rueil road, Madame.

When?

When the fortress was peppering us.

Did you know this American?

Oh, yes — I camped last night with my comrade Cartier, and I saw several Americans in the battalion, — one a new man, just brought in. He didnt seem very happy, and Cartier said that Sarre, the Colonel, hated him.

A soldier? enquired Jeanne.

Yes.

Jeanne turned away with a feeling of relief, but before she had taken two steps she heard the officer say: Madame, that new recruit answered to the description of the man Landes, whom Raoul Rigault is so anxious to get that he has just doubled the reward. I mentioned it to Captain Cartier, but he thought I was mistaken, because Sarre knew him, and if he had been this fellow Landes he would have turned him over to Rigault in quick time, I can tell you.

Jeanne crept back to Madame Cartier, and leaned on her shoulder. How did this American look? she asked quietly.

The officer described Philip so perfectly that Jeanne felt herself turning faint.

Dont you see, Mademoiselle? he explained, that is exactly like the description in Raoul Rigaults notice. Captain Cartier said this one was caught trying to scale a wall in the Passage Stanislas, dressed as a National Guard, and Sarre gave him his choice of joining the ranks or being shot. But Rigault will get him all in good time—

But my son told you, did he not, Monsieur, that it was not the same man for whom the reward is offered? said Madame Cartier, indifferently, and, as if they had heard all they wished to, she drew Jeanne away to the parapet.

You love Monsieur Landes, she whispered, as they stood by themselves. Your name is on the notice of arrest with his. Do you think this soldier in the Turco battalion can be he?

I know it is he, said Jeanne, in a heart-sick voice. At noon the news came that the Turcos were routed, that one company had been annihilated in Bas-Meudon woods, and the remainder were being pursued by the ferocious Zouaves of Charette. Jeanne heard it at the gate and stepped out into the road beyond.

Wesers Turcos of the 5th company were passing, and she recognized the uniform and stopped a soldier with a gesture.

Where do you come from?

Bas-Meudon.

Where is that?

The Turco pointed to the hill.

Where are the others of your regiment?

The dead are in the woods; the rest are running to get out of the woods, said the soldier, grimly, and tramped away into the city.

Jeanne, the tears rolling down her pale cheeks, gazed at the distant wooded slope, all dotted with little clouds of smoke. Tcherka leaped from her tired arms and trotted ahead out into the country road, looking back at her mistress to see if she would follow. Tcherka had an idea. It was that if she might wheedle her mistress into the country they could have a much-needed romp together. So Tcherka stood in the morning sunlight, her magnificent eyes glowing like twin emeralds, looking coquettishly back at Jeanne, who stood white and silent in the city gate.


CHAPTER XIX. SARRE PAYS A DEBT.
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WHEN THE ZOUAVES of Charette emerged from Bas-Meudon woods they had swept the underbrush clean of all living creatures. Twice the Hussars of Death turned and swooped through their flanks, black cloaks in ribbons, sabres dripping from point to hilt, but the Zouaves drove them into the ditches, ripping and stabbing horses and riders with their terrible sabre-bayonets; and, at last, shouting hoarsely, the Hussars of Death wheeled into flight across the stubble to the open country beyond.

Sarres Turcos had been taken by the flank, and the blow fell disastrously where Wesers men had fled and Cartiers company had been annihilated. The point of the wedge had entered here, and both wings of the battalion were curling up like withering leaves. Sarre raged, shrieking curses on his men, driving them forward at the point of his revolver, but the Zouaves sprang in, storming like fiends among the wavering ranks, hewing, smashing, slashing, dragging officers from their horses and bayoneting them without mercy, seizing battle flags, ripping the red standard of the Commune from its gilded staff. And now it was over. What remained of the 1st Battalion of Paris Turcos was fighting its way with the fury of despair toward the open country. Again and again the Zouaves hurled themselves on the little square with the bayonet, and at each mad struggle the group of Turcos dwindled, but the Zouaves left as many dead and dying among the ditches and potato hills as did the Turcos.

Sarre, still mounted, seemed to hold the little band around him by main strength of will. His sabre, all smeared with thick blood and hair, hovered above the shock of encounter, menacing the enemy, threatening the faint-hearted among his own followers.

There were perhaps two hundred men around him when they reached the Clamart route, but the Zouaves were firing now by platoons, and the Turcos fell like leaves in a storm, till a dip in the road and a long ridge gave them a moments shelter. Sarre glared about him like a trapped wolf. On the other side of the road stood a solitary stone farm-house set back among the trees of an orchard. At a glance he saw that here he must stand at bay. There was no use going farther, although they were within sight of the fortifications of Paris. Ten minutes more of the Zouaves fusilade would leave absolutely nothing of his command. It was a choice of dying in the open road or of dying behind the stone walls of a house. Sarre chose the latter, not because he had the faintest hope of help from Duval, the fort of Issy, or from Paris, but because here he could longer stave off death and have more time to kill Zouaves. With a deadly glance at the red fezes of the Zouaves which began to bob up over the crest of the ridge, he led his men, now numbering possibly fifty, into the orchard near the farm-house.

A man to every tree! he shouted; ten men to hold that hedge; six men behind the well-curb. Is there a captain here? What! Have they peppered all my captains? Hey! You there, — you lieutenant, d — n you, I forget your name, — take command in the orchard and hold out! Hold out! Youd better if you know whats good for you — the Zou-Zous dont take any prisoners. Weve got to hold until they send from Paris and get us out of this frying-pan. Then noticing Philip standing silently beside McBarron and Con Daily, he walked up to him with a grin. You here? he demanded; well! well! You have no luck at all. Its very funny to think that you are going to be spitted on one of your own bayonets. They give no quarter.

Philip turned away without answering, and Sarre walked over to the shelter of the well-curb, for the shots began to patter among the trees, and the Turcos down by the hedge were firing frantically.

Lie down, said McBarron, lie down, both of you!

Daily, instead of obeying, coolly brought his rifle to his cheek and dropped a distant Zouave in his tracks.

What d ye think av that! he shouted, shoving in another cartridge.

Lie down, Con Daily, you fool! growled McBarron, taking long aim at an officer of Zouaves and knocking him clean over with a bullet through the face.

Fool! yelled Daily, Im no fool I ll have ye know — whurroo! d ye mark that, McBarron? as his rifle spit flame again and another Zouave sprang into the air and fell, turning and twisting over the ground.

And now the fire grew close and deadly. From behind every tree, every hummock, every hedge-row, the Turcos poured streams of bullets into the charging Zouaves. The orchard smoked like a bonfire. Three times the Zouaves came on, up to the very hedge-rows, but they could not stand the deadly storm. The trees and hedges were fringed with flame, and death swept out of the rolling puffs of smoke, mowing the Zouaves into rows and heaps, until they broke and sought cover behind the ridge. Far away across the country the Hussars of Death were flitting toward Paris; in the west, Issy spurted flame and smoke; and beyond, in the direction of Clamart, a great battle was going on, for the steady crash of volley firing rose above the thunder of the forts.

At three oclock in the afternoon the Turcos, reduced to twenty men, were still holding out, but they were beginning to suffer the tortures of thirst. Two men, shot in the act of lowering the bucket to draw water, had fallen into the well carrying the bucket with them. One of them, still alive, was clinging to some cranny, calling piteously for help, but there was no rope to lower, nor if there had been, was there any time to lower it, for the Zouaves swarmed now about the orchard like angry wasps, just outside of the drifting smoke and rifle flashes, only waiting for the moment to break in and hack the life from the last living Turco.

Of the two dozen who were left, four held the hedge, ten crouched behind the trees, and three or four lurked about the well-curb. Sometimes for ten minutes not a shot would be fired on either side until a gleam of red breeches, a twinkle of white-gaitered legs, and a loud cheer would bring each Turco to his feet; and then such a cyclone of lead would sweep down the orchard slope, that the Zouaves always halted, and deployed in open order, firing instead of using the bayonet.

Once, however, six Zouaves crept up under cover of the smoke and started cautiously across the northern angle of the orchard, but before they had gone ten paces they stumbled over McBarron, Con Daily, Philip, Sarre, and two other Turcos, who had left the trees and were making for a spring in the meadow behind the house. Sarre clutched a Zouave by his blue sash and cut his throat before he could scream. Con Daily knocked anothers skull in with the butt of his rifle, McBarron bayoneted two more, and another was shot in the stomach by Sarre. Philip was not pressed so he did not fire until the last Zouave suddenly sprang on him with an unearthly yell and seized him by the hair. Then Philip caught him around the waist and bent him back until his muscles cracked, and Sarre deliberately ran him through the neck with his sticky sabre. The Zouave fell a dead weight in Philips arms, writhed a moment on the young grass, then, as Sarre struck him savagely over the temple with the butt of his revolver, he quivered and died.

Curse them, the slinking wolves! muttered Sarre, glancing toward the ridge; we havent time to get to the spring — no by God! for here they come! Look out!

The Zouaves were upon the hedge before Sarre could reach the well-curb, and this time they went through it, beat out the brains or butchered with their bayonets every Turco behind it, and swept on toward the orchard. Here, however, they were met with a scorching fire, and they fell back to the shelter of the hedge.

Then Sarre led his fourteen men into the stone house, for he knew the jig was up and they could only die like rats in their corners, fighting to the last.

The house, a two-storied building, was deserted. McBarron, Daily, and Philip were posted in the bedroom which commanded the orchard and well, while the others piled chests, armoires, and beds against the single door, and stuffed every window with pillows, mattresses, and bedclothes. Sarre nosed about for something to drink, but found nothing, not even a drop of water.

Here! he cried, weve got to have water — who will volunteer for the spring? Here are three buckets! — come now, three men of good will!

Ill go, said McBarron, quietly, looking down over the banisters.

Good! growled Sarre, who next?

I have two comrades up here, — they will go, replied McBarron; send up three men to watch the orchard and we can drop out of the back window. Sarre nodded, detailed three men to mount the stairs to hold the bedroom window, and sent the buckets up by them. McBarron handed Philip and Daily each a bucket, slung his rifle across his shoulders, stepped to the rear window, and opened it. Then he quietly dropped to the ledge, rested his feet on the shutter below, and sprang lightly into the kitchen garden. Daily and Philip followed him, and in a moment they were creeping through the overgrown gully which had been used as a drain, toward the little spring in the meadow below. The drain led to a deep ditch which wound through the meadow and received the tiny stream of water from the spring. In single file, bent nearly double, they crept along until they came to a rivulet which flowed into the drain from the spring above.

This will do, — we cant crawl over to the spring, thats certain, said McBarron, and tipped the edge of his pail under the rivulet. Daily and Philip drank their fill, and when McBarrons bucket was full they shoved theirs under the little stream of water while McBarron peered through the weeds and dried brush-heaps toward the orchard.

They are keeping very quiet, he said.

Daily picked up his pail which was full and started toward the house.

Wait for me! said Philip, who had just placed his pail under the stream of water.

No, Con Daily and I had better go back and get these buckets hoisted up safe while we can. You cant tell, — waiting for you might delay us a second too long. They re keeping so d — n quiet in the orchard that there must be something up.

Then am I to follow you as soon as I get this filled, or shall I wait until you come back for more?

Weve wather enough! said Daily,come when yere tins full, — well pull ye up, me cherub by. Philip sat down while his pail was filling and watched his two comrades creeping through the drain. When they reached the kitchen garden they crossed it to the house and looked up at the window. Presently a Turcos head was thrust out, and in a moment more Daily had climbed to McBarrons shoulders and was lifting his pail to the man at the window. Then a rifle cracked, and a puff of smoke shot from a tuft of dead weed-stalks in the open meadow. McBarron reeled and fell against the stone side of the house and Daily tumbled to the ground, his bucket of water splashing all over him. In a second the Turco at the window whipped his piece to his shoulder and fired, and an answering bullet sped from the tuft of weeds. McBarron threw up his hands and stumbled forward on his face. Daily was on his feet like a cat, and, unslinging his rifle, blazed away at the hidden sharpshooter, but again the tongue of flame leaped from the weed cover, and Con Daily whirled around on his heels and pitched headlong into the ditch.

The water in Philips bucket was running over now but he didnt see it. His eyes were fixed on that tuft of weeds. After a moment he saw a Zouave cautiously rise to his knees and creep up toward the house. Then other figures bobbed up all over the meadow; every hillock, every ditch, held its man; and now the orchard, the hedge-rows, the fields were swarming with red-legged Zouaves all moving silently and swiftly on the stone house. The farm was completely surrounded, and Philip saw that he was already far in the rear of the advancing Zouaves.

The first thought that came to him was that he must return and share the fortune of his battalion. This was mere instinct, and the next moment he knew that he owed nothing to his battalion, and his debt to his Colonel could only be paid in bullets. But although he felt that now at last he was out of the clutches of the Commune, his sympathies, strangely enough, were with the little garrison in that stone house; for they had been his companions in danger, and now they were about to die. He did not think of escape for the moment, nor yet of his own personal safety. He crouched in the ditch watching those closing lines of scarlet. Would the Zouaves take the house by storm? Ah? he understood now, for the red lines had halted and a section of a light battery trotted across the meadow toward a ridge half sheltered by the orchard. An officer who sat his horse beautifully was directing the two guns, and his indifference to the frenzied volleys from the windows of the farm nearly cost him his life, for his horse sank under him and he was pulled to his feet by a Zouave, who himself fell a second later. But now the guns were in position and the signal was given.

No. I, fire! Bang!

No. 2, fire! Bang! Crash!

The house, for a moment enveloped in dust, tottered, then simply crumbled to the ground, and a dozen Turcos tumbled out like rats from a sack. But the Zouaves were upon them and they died hard, fighting to the end. Philip saw Sarre strike down three Zouaves, then stagger about as though dazed, until a sabre - bayonet pinned him to the earth. And that was the end; for the 1st Paris Turcos had been, with the exception of Wesers fifth company, and possibly fifty stragglers from Bas-Meudon woods, absolutely wiped off the face of the earth.


CHAPTER XX. THE WHITE ROAD.
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PHILIPS PAIL WAS running over and the cool water soaked his shoes. Scarcely knowing what he did, he dropped to his knees, thrust his face into the bucket, drank long and deep, then bathed his hot face and neck. Then he laid his rifle and bayonet beside the pail, rose to his feet, bending low, and started to follow the ditch across the fields to where the Paris military road wound like a white ribbon in the distance. He intended to get back to the city because the Versaillists, under Thiers, had started to out-Nero Nero; and, although he had recognized in the officer who commanded the battery section Alain de Carette, the ferocious butchery by the Zouaves had sickened him, and he almost hated the Versailles troops as much as he did the Federals. To run to Alain in his uniform of a Turco and cry, I am innocent, might possibly be practicable, but if he should happen to meet a Zouave on the way, Philip knew that killing would come first and questions afterwards. And now Alain de Carette had ridden away with his guns and the Zouaves were leaving a guard about the house, while the main body had already moved out toward the Clamart road, where, above the trees, the smoke rolled up from Clamart village, and the distant bellow of cannon told a tale of fierce and stubborn fighting.

The ditch grew deeper and broader as it approached the Paris route. Philip followed it slowly, for the drain was full of briers and puddles of water. Three times he was obliged to creep on his stomach through long stone culverts partially choked with weeds. Once, on emerging from a culvert, he had to crawl over an obstruction which proved to be a corpse. The dead man lay face downwards in the mud, and as Philip stumbled on, shuddering, sleek brown river rats scuttled away through the undergrowth on either side.

When at last he reached the culvert that tunnelled the Paris route, he ventured to raise his head above the edge of the ditch and look back across the plain. Two miles away the ruins of the stone farm-house lay white in the sunshine beside the orchard, and far beyond, the smoke of the battle hung like a huge mushroom over the trees which hid Clamart village. On the slopes of Bas-Meudon he could see the sparkle of sunlight on bayonets, but, except for that, and a single dark square patch on the hillside which he knew to be troops in motion, the immediate vicinity appeared to be safe enough. He supposed that the ditch ran down to the Seine not far beyond the Paris route, so he crouched again, wriggled through the culvert, and started on. The river was nearer than he had thought it could be, for ten minutes more brought him to the muddy bank. But before he had time to pull himself out of the mud and climb to the field above, a voice hailed him harshly, and a gaunt creature sprang upon him, crying: Halt! halt! He looked up. A Hussar of Death was covering him with a revolver. He was safe at last! To his tired hot eyes the man clothed in his fantastic uniform seemed an angel of mercy. The Hussar of Death eyed him for an instant, slowly lowered his revolver, and burst into a horrible silent laugh. Philip crept out of the ditch and stumbled to his feet beside the trooper.

I am the last of the battalion, he said, wearily,— the Colonel and the rest lie yonder. Can I get across the river?

The hussar turned and pointed through the trees to a pontoon bridge below them. There is time, he croaked, and Philip hurried on.

When he reached the bridge, a company of Federals were beginning to dismantle it, but they drew aside to let him pass, and in a few moments he had reached the other bank, and stood safe and sound, but tired and feverish and terribly footsore. He saw a group of houses, red-roofed and stucco-walled, on the bank above, and when he had climbed up to them he found himself in a tiny village. The village was occupied by Federal infantry, and the single street was full of officers, who stared at him very hard as he passed. One of the houses seemed to be the headquarters of some general, for aides were passing in and out, sentinels patrolled the garden,  and the horses of an escort stood patiently in the shade of a budding chestnut tree by the garden wall. As he passed the gate a trooper ran up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. The General wants to see you, comrade, he said.

What General? said Philip, nervously.

General Dombrowski.

What for? demanded Philip.

Now I dont know — how should I? He heard that a Turco had come in and Colonel Wilton sent me to find you.

At the name of Wilton, Philip turned away sharply.

Youd better come, suggested the soldier, fingering his rifle. A group of soldiers and officers had formed around them and Philip saw that he could not hesitate any longer; but, as he made a motion to follow the soldier, the group parted and a grayhaired officer who held himself very erect stepped into the circle, followed by a file of brilliantly uniformed aides-de-camp. It was General Dombrowski.

Are you from Colonel Sarres battalion? he asked pleasantly.

Philip saluted respectfully. I am, mon Général.

Where is Colonel Sarre?

Dead, General.

When?

An hour ago.

And the battalion?

Exterminated.

In Meudon?

Partly in Bas-Meudon woods, partly while retreating. We held the stone farm and the orchard on the Clamart route until they brought cannon.

We left Bas-Meudon woods with two hundred men; we reached the farm with fifty. They are all dead. — 

All?

All — except Captain Wesers men.

General Dombrowski stood silent and thoughtful for a moment, then his short military figure straightened up and he looked kindly at Philip.

How did you escape, mon enfant?

Philip told him very simply.

And you say that it was the Zouaves who did this shocking business?

The Zouaves of Charette.

Angry murmurs began to rise from the crowd around them: The butchers! So Thiers gives no quarter! We will remember the Zouaves of Charette!

At a signal from Dombrowski an officer summoned the escort — a troop of Polish cavalry, — and a moment later the Generals horse and the horses of the staff were brought out, girths tightened, and the order given to mount. The crowd parted, the cavalcade trotted away toward the river bank, and Philip started on trudging wearily to Paris. As he passed into the village street a woman dressed in the regimental uniform of a Vivandière stepped to his side.

Citizen, she said, you need food and drink.

Philip turned slowly and looked her in the face. It was Fàustine Courtois. Her face was expressionless, but her eyes were soft and pitiful. Very gently she slipped a loaf of bread, a piece of beef, and a bottle of red wine into his empty haversack, still walking along beside him.

Comrade, youve caught our pretty Vivandière! cried a soldier, laughing. Philip turned instantly to Faustine and held out his hand.

Thank you, citoyenne, he said in a low voice.

God bless you, comrade! she murmured; then with a quick military salute she stood still, and he walked on alone.

Half an hour later he threw himself down beside the white military road and emptied his haversack on the grass. A clear stream gurgled under a little stone bridge that spanned the road below him. He washed the grime from his face and hands and fell to. He had not eaten since that hasty gammel of soup on the fortifications before daylight and, tired as he was, he devoured his bread and meat, and drank his red wine with a keen relish. Then he lay back against the trunk of a chestnut tree and looked across to where the walls of Paris were in plain view. He was not sleepy, but repose was delicious. Before him the road wound away toward the city, passing by two hamlets nestling among groves of sycamore and chestnut, then curved out by the Point-du-Jour through earthworks and rows of tents until it entered the city gate under the granite fortifications. As far as he could see, the white road was deserted, except by two quarrelling magpies. The magpies were disputing noisily. They hopped and bounded and flittered here and there, flirting their black and white wings viciously, cocking their impudent bright eyes, and piling insult upon insult, until Philip, deadly weary of noise and fighting, closed his eyes, hoping they would carry their war into another region. A few moments later he opened his eyes to see if they were gone. Both birds were still in the road, but they had become strangely silent. He soon discovered the cause of this. A common danger threatened them. A large cat, belly flattened to the ground, was stalking the birds. They saw her. She crept nearer and nearer, eyes glowing, body flat as a serpents; then gathering herself together she crouched, trembling, for the final spring. At that moment both birds burst into screams of mockery and derision and flitted away over the fields toward a distant dead tree. Slowly the cat turned her head, watching them until they disappeared across the meadow, then she crept up to where they had sat in the road, sniffed about, and finally rose with a disgusted jerk of her tail. A moment later she turned like a flash, for Philip had sprung to his feet and stood staring at her, rubbing his eyes violently. At that instant a solitary figure came into view around the curve in the road, — a woman who walked slowly and listlessly with bared head bent.

Tcherka! cried Philip.

The cat trotted toward him, hoisting a gorgeous crimson tail and making pleased observations rapidly. The woman started and raised her head with a gesture of terror, but when he jumped down the bank and sprang toward her she threw out her hands, with a soft cry, and in a moment more his arms were around her and her face lay against his.


CHAPTER XXI. COMMISSIONS FOR TWO.
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THE SUN WAS sinking into the battle smoke beyond Clamart village. High in the zenith the new moon hung, a faint crescent in the rosy, evening sky. The rumble of war had died away in the west, but still from the south deep muffled intonations were borne on the spring winds, and strangely shaped battle clouds climbed above the horizon. The country around was quiet and peaceful; the solemn notes of the cannon grew less and less frequent, and the awful voice of Mont-Valérien was stilled.

Jeanne de Brassac, smiling and happy, sat under a tree in the meadow above the Paris road. Philip lay at her feet, his chin on his hands, his scarlet fez pushed back on his forehead. Tcherka was hunting field-mice. If her success had been in proportion to her enthusiam, the field-mouse would have become extinct in France. From an oak tree near by two magpies jeered at her efforts until a small hedge-sparrow aroused their ire and they disappeared in headlong chase.

Philip and Jeanne had not said much after their meeting. The swift clasp and clinging caress left one of them happy and thoughtful, and the other dazed. It had happened so suddenly, — neither was conscious of anything except that heart-sick terror was gone and a dear face was there, unchanged. Very sweetly she clung to him, now quiet and hopeful, with his strong arm clasping her waist, and his firm, young hand holding both of hers. That she herself was safe now did not occur to her at first. She only thought, Philip is alive, — Philip is unhurt, here by my side. Of course, she was safe enough now. Was not Philip there? Did anything ever stand against Philip? A moment before, she had been walking on the white military road, alone, penniless, not knowing, nor, for that matter, thinking, where she might lay her head at night; it was the load of deadly foreboding for Philip which weighted her young breast and bowed her head until her mind grew numb with hopeless misery. Her future seemed one long vista, dull and blank and full of sorrow. A second had changed all that, — the sound of a voice, a swift step, a strong arm about her, — ah, yes, one glance into the dear eyes! — and sorrow and trouble had vanished like broken bubbles.

They had told each other their little tales of danger and mischance, but already, in her presence, the dangers which lay behind him seemed so far away and so insignificant that his story was finished in a dozen words. Hers he listened to silently, touched to the quick by her low voice.

But, Jeanne, how came you to be in the garden at that hour?

I could not sleep; — after a pause she added, because of you.

Philip lay perfectly still, his chin on his hands, his eyes fixed on hers. She met his gaze with one, clear and serene, yet very sweet and wistful. He came and knelt at her feet. She placed her white hands on his shoulders, innocently, tenderly. How deep her violet eyes were above her white cheeks! He bit his lip and trembled with the agony of silence, but he would not speak. Oh, he had fought the battle with himself again and again. He knew — he never tried to disguise from himself — that to speak to her of love while she was helplessly dependent on his protection would be dishonorable. And his love, passionate, almost fierce as it was at times from restraint, had never yet mastered his will. But her innocent tenderness, her open, fond affection, together with the joy of finding her, were straining his powers of self-control to their utmost.

Marguerite, she began again in her low, thrilling voice, still keeping her hands on Philips shoulders, Marguerite thinks I am nothing but a child — and perhaps she is right. But I did not feel like a child when I was weeping for you last night in our garden, — and I said then that if God would let me see you once more I would tell you that — oh, Philip! — there is no one in all the world whom I love as I do you.

He bent his head, — a single bright drop of blood fell from his lips on the grass. He strove after the right, safe words to answer. She took her hands from his shoulders. He looked up and saw her drawing back, bewildered, dismayed at his silence, and he cried out: Jeanne! dont you understand! — I always loved you — always! — from the moment, on that Christmas eve, when I first saw you, a mere child; from that moment your face has haunted me — your voice, your eyes, your hair, your hands; — I love you so much and so truly that I have tried to be silent. Oh, Jeanne, — I have tried! I did not mean to take advantage of my guardianship — I never meant to violate that trust; and now I have failed; whether because I loved you too much, or too little, I do not know — but this I know, that your affection for me is returned as purely, as innocently as it is given. And some day, if God is merciful and keeps you safe, I shall come to you, among your own people, and offer you myself, my life, all I am or hope to be; — you will listen then, Jeanne?

Almost humbly she answered, recognizing and worshipping the ardor, the vital force which she did not yet understand:

You must teach me how to listen, Philip.

He took her hand and kissed it, trembling.

I will teach you, — Jeanne — and — and I will wait! They stood up together, a little dazed, as Tcherka came trotting up.

Heres Tcherka, blessed cat! said Philip, smiling with an effort.

Jeanne mechanically stooped to caress her. Jeanne, said Philip, mischievously, say Toodles!

Too-dells, Monsieur! cried Jeanne, indignantly. But I should like to know, if you please, where you are going to take me. Do you see it is almost dark? — and the gates at the Point-du-Jour will be closed.

I have been thinking, he answered, with a secret thrill in her perfect trust, that perhaps it is as well that we cant get into Paris just yet, until we hear the result of the battle. And I dont like to take you back to the little village; its full of Federals. I see the roof of a farm-house a few steps beyond the curve of the road there. You must have passed it in coming.

I did; a young man came to the hedge and called after me as I passed. I did not understand what he said, and I kept on without replying. Shall we go and see if we can get shelter there? I am very hungry.

Yes, well try it. Hungry?

Yes; I have not eaten since early this morning on the fortifications. Madame Cartier, your poor captains mother, gave me some breakfast.

What, Jeanne?

Not much, she admitted; a glass of wine, — some bread. She had to force me to eat it. She was very good to me—

And youve eaten nothing since that, and now it is almost night!

Making her sit down again he pulled the provisions from his haversack, constructed a sandwich from the bread and beef, opened the bottle, and handed her a tin cup. With a gay laugh she bit a piece as best she could out of the sandwich, and soon held up the cup to be filled. The wine ran out. Why, Philip, there is a hole in the cup! — its a bullet hole, she added quietly.

Oh, yes — I forget — well — youll have to drink out of the bottle then. Ill hold it. She put up her pretty mouth, and he tipped the bottle, as he thought with great dexterity, until she waved the sandwich for him to take it away again.

Oh, dear me, she gasped, what a perfectly untidy person I shall be! Look where the wine has dripped!

Look at my uniform! — you need not feel embarrassed!

My handkerchief is all wine — lend me yours, she implored.

I wish I had one, he said pathetically; will this do? and he cut off a piece of his red sash. She took it laughingly, and begged him to give Tcherka some more meat.

She shall have woodcock on toast some day, said Philip. Didnt she bring you to me?

The darling! cried Jeanne; cut the meat up fine, Philip.

When Tcherka had finished Philip picked her up and they descended the bank to the wood, and walked toward the red-roofed farm-house which stood just beyond the curve. When they reached the gate and entered the gravel path that led to the door, a young man came out carrying a lantern and a set of harness. He looked sharply at them, raising the lantern above his head.

Good-evening, citizen, said Philip; can we get a bowl of soup and shelter here for to-night?

Can you pay? asked the man.

Philip was silent. He hadnt a sou.

I have a watch, whispered Jeanne.

Philip nodded. Yes, we can pay, citizen, he said. The man hesitated. I shall have two officers here to dinner, he said, after a moment; I can get you a bowl of soup before they come.

All right — we wont keep them from the table, replied Philip.

The man pointed to the door. The table, is there. I must harness my horse first. Go in. He turned away toward the stable, and Philip and Jeanne walked into the cottage. In the room on the ground floor a table stood by the fireplace. Philip drew two chairs beside it and they sat down to wait. In a few minutes the man reappeared outside, leading a horse attached to a dog-cart. He set down his lantern, hitched the horse to the hedge in the garden, and then entered the cottage.

I hope we do not inconvenience you too much, Monsieur, said Jeanne, politely.

She had made a bad mistake. Philip saw it instantly. Monsieur was obsolete in the Communes vocabulary; citizen was the shibboleth.

The man turned slowly toward her; his narrow eyes glittered.

No, Madame he said, you do not inconvenience me.

The soup, in two earthen bowls, was hot and nourishing. It was what they both needed. The man sat down beside Philip and glanced over his uniform.

You are one of Colonel Sarres Turcos, citizen?

Yes, citizen.

You were peppered?

Passably well peppered.

They say Flourens is killed.

Hes not the only one then.

No, no, not the only one, said the man, stealing a glance at Jeanne. Philip watched him without seeming to do so.

They say Dombrowski is at the village yonder, said the man again.

Yes. I have the honor of accompanying the citizen General, replied Philip.

Oh, said the man, more respectfully, are you the Turco he has as ordonnance?

Yes, said Philip, lying deliberately. The man cast another swift glance at Jeanne, and then rose and beckoned Philip to follow.

Here, citizen, said the man, as they entered the small room beyond, which was filled with farming implements and garden tools, just oblige me by reading that, and he pointed to a new placard pasted on the bare wall.

It was the placard offering a reward for les nommés Landes and Ellice, and for the Citoyennes de Brassac and de St. Brieuc. The man pointed eagerly to the description of Jeanne. His narrow eyes sparkled.

The powder has almost blinded me, citizen, — read it aloud, said Philip. As the man stepped forward and began to read in a low voice, Philip picked up a wooden mallet from the bench behind him and quietly examined the head. The man finished and turned to him eagerly.

Five thousand francs reward for the woman, he whispered.

But where is she? demanded Philip.

In there! Dont you see it is the same? I saw her coming along the road two hours ago, and I thought it might be she, but when I went to find her she was gone. I sent my boy to notify the village yonder to watch out.

But — but you wouldnt betray this poor weman—

Bah! Shes an aristocrat. And to think you didnt know what sort of hussy you had picked up for a nights frolic! Half the reward is mine, comrade, — I only claim half — oh! — oh! mon Dieu! — Twice Philip swung his mallet on the mans skull, and now he lay beside the rakes and shovels on the damp floor of the tool-room. At the same moment there came heavy steps and the banging of a sabre from the court-yard outside. With one searching look at the prostrate mans face, Philip shut the door, locked it, and dropping the key into his pocket entered the dining-room. An officer stood, cap in hand, bowing very politely to Jeanne; when Philip entered he glanced at his uniform and drew himself up a little to receive the expected salute. The Turco did not salute in the fashion expected; instead of that he sprang toward the officer and seized both his hands. Archie Wilton! you re a Godsend to me!

Landes! Philip Landes! cried Wilton.

Come here. Philip pulled him into the hallway, opened the tool-room, and showed him the man on the floor. I dont think Ive killed him, but I had to stop his mouth, and he hurriedly told Wilton how it happened that he was there with Mademoiselle de Brassac, and how helpless they were without knowledge of the country and in danger of being recognized and arrested for the reward.

And I havent one sou, Archie, not a cent to bless myself—

Wilton took a full minute to recover his faculties. Then he pulled out a fat purse and handed it to Philip. Here! he said, with his boyish laugh, I never meet you but you Ve been punching somebodys head — I suppose youll punch mine if I dont give you this! Theres a big roll of gold in it — I forget how much.

But youll need it.

No; Id only blow it in. Besides, Ill get more.

You are a good fellow. Wilton, said Philip, deeply moved.

All right. What about the party with the cracked skull? What will you do with him?

Gag him and leave him here locked in? suggested Landes.

No; better have him arrested as a suspect, then if he does recover he wont bother Mademoiselle de Brassac. Ive an ordonnance at the gate. Hell sling the fellow across his saddle and gallop him into the Point-du-Jour.

They dragged the unconscious man through the room where Jeanne, who had heard the struggle and muffled cries, was standing pale and quiet, and at the garden gate they hoisted their burden to the saddle-bow of a trooper who sat unconcerned on his sweating horse.

Picard, heres a suspect. Run him in to Mazas by the Point-du-Jour, said Wilton. The trooper saluted, grasped the limp form by the waistband, shook the bridle, and was off along the Paris route.

Seems a low-down trick, muttered Landes, looking after him. But its our lives or his—

Yes, and it seems to me he was getting ready with a trick of his own, said Wilton. Philips face hardened as he remembered how the man had spoken of Jeanne.

Now what in blazes can I get as a disguise for Mademoiselle de Brassac, I wonder, pondered Archie— and for you too. If they find you wandering about in that uniform theyll shoot you as a deserter. Look here, — Im going back to the village to steal some clothes for you — I was going to dine here with another officer but hes — er — incapacitated by drink from keeping his engagement. He wont miss his uniform at present, and Ill borrow it for you. If I can find some womans clothes I will. If not, Mademoiselle de Brassac has got to wear what I can find.

Not — not mens clothes!

She can take her choice, said Wilton, vaulting into the saddle; wear them or run the risk of getting caught — and mighty soon too — I heard she had been seen before I came here — a boy brought the news, and the whole village will be after that five thousand francs. Shes young and slender and as straight as an arrow, and if she wears the pointed hood and long loose rain cloak over her cap and uniform you know — shell be invisible, — all but her boots and spurs and the tip of her nose. Youd better advise her to accept it if necessary — unless you want Raoul Rigault to get her—

She will do so if it is necessary, said Philip, stiffly. Wilton wheeled his horse. Ill be back in no time, he called.

Philip stood a moment while he galloped off, then turned and entered the house. Jeanne was standing by the table where he had left her. When he told her what he had done she shuddered a little. Then there was an awkward pause.

Will you wear an officers uniform if Wilton cant get anything better? asked Philip, flushing and looking away from her.

Of course I will wear whatever you think best, she answered quietly. How will the things come?

I dont know, he replied — and sat down a little apart from her, resting his head on his clenched fist. His face had become grey and drawn, his eyes stern and hard. Tcherka jumped on the table and walked over to rub against his shoulder. He looked up. What shall we do with the cat, he said, irritably, we cant carry her about now.

Couldnt we possibly take her along? asked Jeanne, timidly.

Really, Jeanne, he said, a little sharply, you cant expect me to risk your life for a cat.

Very well, she answered gently, holding out her hand to Tcherka — who marched over to her at once. Jeanne took the cats beautiful head in both hands and kissed it; there were tears in her eyes and she kept the lids down so that Philip should not see them; but he saw them.

Wouldnt it be more merciful to shoot her than to leave her? Soldiers are so cruel, asked Jeanne.

She shall come with us for the present, he answered; we wont part with her unless we are forced to. My dearest little Jeanne, if you were only somewhere safe I would bring you your cat through thick and thin, he added, smiling sadly. I am so nervous on your account, — dont be hurt if I am irritable. — 

Hurt! And you who are thinking only of me, never once of yourself! Is it on my life that the price is fixed? Could I not buy my safety any moment with those miserable diamonds? But you! What price could buy your life from Raoul Rigault.

And it is for me you fear! — oh! Philip—

Nonsense, I

You are the most generous, as you are the bravest man alive, she said proudly. No girl ever had such a — such— she stumbled a little, and then went on, her voice clear and steady. No woman ever had such a lover as you. I am not worthy of you — but — if I could give my life for yours, I would.

You will give me your life some day, he murmured.

I will, she answered,— when you ask it.

How he longed to take her to his breast, to hold her close and trembling, to touch her hair, her eyes, to kiss her hands! She was so gentle, so winning in her innocence, so helpless, so dependent. But — the time had come when he dared not trust the slightest caress; and he was true to himself. He went to the door and looked down the dark road. There was a sound of distant galloping which came nearer and nearer until a rider, all muffled and shrouded, swept up and drew bridle as Philip hurried down to the gate. The horse, ghostly and gaunt was dripping from bit and flank, the rider sat with shadowy face bent on Landes: and his heart sank as he saw it was a Hussar of Death.

What do you want? he asked, with dry lips.

You! croaked the man, and grinned maliciously as Philip drew back a step. Slowly he took a bundle and a letter from his saddle pouch, and, flinging them on the ground, wheeled his lank horse away into the darkness again.

Damn their theatricals! muttered Philip, angry at himself for having been so startled. The deadened hoof-beats died away along the road, and he picked up the letter and parcel and carried them into the cottage, his heart heavy with foreboding. He broke the seal of the letter and read it aloud:

DEAR PHILIP:

My battalion marches toward Issy in ten minutes, — the bugles are sounding now. Orders just in from Dombrowski who takes command. I send your clothes by messenger. There is no answer — let him go — its one of those goblin Hussars of Death and they are the devil for snooping and spying. Take care of your lovely charge! Goodness knows I wish I could help you out, but I am only a pawn on the board. There is one thing I can do and I enclose the necessary order. It will keep you safe until you can turn yourself a little. Im off.

ARCHIE WILTON.

Enclosed in this hasty letter, Philip found an official looking document:

Headquarters of the Army in the Field.

April 5th, 1871.

Orders given to the citizen Archibald Wilton, commanding the 266th Battalion to detail two or more officers at La Resida for the purpose of inspecting all milk, poultry, fresh vegetables, eggs, and fruit, in requisition and to be delivered at the Point-du-Jour as occasion requires for the garrison.

(Signed)— DOMBROWSKI.

To this was attached a slip of paper:

Detailed for service, Lieutenants Dupré and Fabrice of the Subsistence Department, now serving as special aides on my staff.

(Signed)— ARCHIBALD WILTON, Colonel.

And again to this was attached a bit of paper on which was scribbled:

La Resida is a village of three houses on the Varzin Route. Youll be alone and unmolested. Theres a servant there. Follow the road which turns south by the cottage where you now are. It takes two hours to drive there, four to walk.

ARCHIE.

P. S. A word to the wise. Use the dog-cart. The man wont mind, — being in Mazas Prison for a month or so. You can keep it too — if you dont mind. The horse will need looking after while his master is enjoying the hospitality of the Commune.

A. W.

Jeanne meanwhile had opened the parcel. Two complete uniforms of officers of the Subsistence Department lay in the papers. They were brand new. Pinned to the sleeve of one of the dolmans was a card:

I didnt have to steal after all. These are fresh from the Equipment Bureau and I found them in the train-des-equipages just arrived. If a tringlot comes with a bill to La Resida, pay him — you have enough. — A. W.

The d — dear old fellow! cried Philip, stammering with happiness.

Jeanne gathered up the smaller suit, including the black képi, the slim spurred boots, and the pointed hood and cape, and slipped away into the kitchen, closing the door behind her. Philip threw off his Turco costume and put on the new uniform with a sigh of relief, for it was clean and fresh, and fitted much better than the heavy baggy Turco dress. As he drew his visored silver-edge cap over his eyes there came a knocking from the kitchen door.

Come in, Jeanne, Im ready, he cried.

With charming timidity she walked in and stood still, a picture of delightful confusion. Under the visor of her cap, her eyes, veiled by the long lashes, drooped a little; her scarlet lips were nervously compressed, her cheeks crimson. The astrakhan-edged dolman fitted her lithe body to perfection. Above the tight officers boots, which came almost to her knee, her young limbs seemed rounded and moulded into the black riding breeches with their triple dark-blue stripe. She touched the hilt of her sword, glancing shyly at Philip, and, as she moved, her spurred heels rang on the tiled floor.

A perfect soldier! A swordsman! A swordsman! he cried, marvelling at her grace and beauty.

But my hair — my hair is very unmilitary, Philip!

You can draw the hood on.

Of course; and that with the long cloak will make me look like a common soldier! — and Im an officer! I shall cut my hair, she announced.

Id like to see you! he cried, you little Amazon!

But I will, she persisted, mutinously, and I like this costume — a soldiers! I feel so free — I — believe I hate skirts!

Oh!

I do! she laughed. There was a slightly strained tone of excitement in her laugh. The long strain of weeks, the series of shocks she had endured so quietly and bravely for two days past were telling on her nerves. This feverish gaiety was a revulsion from the cruel suffering of suspense. It would lead to a crisis unless he interposed.

Jeanne, he began — 

Lieutenant, if you please, she interrupted, laughing almost hysterically.

Jeanne, he repeated, I must clear up here before we go; will you help me? Have you your own clothes? No? Get them at once and make a bundle, as small as you can, then take Tcherka and go and sit in the dog-cart until I come. Hold on to Tcherka, for we Ve no time to chase her if she takes it into her head to run away. I must go and hide my Turco suit.

He looked around the tool-room and found a spade, and, going into the garden, dug a hole large enough to accommodate his Turcos costume. Then he returned to the house, put out the lamp, shut and locked the door, and joined Jeanne, whom he found sitting in the dog-cart. She had put on the long hooded cloak, and she looked very meek now, hugging Tcherka to her breast.

Good, he said, unhitching the horses and springing to the seat beside her. You will need your cloak, it is going to be a cool drive. He glanced into her face. It was quite white, all trace of excitement was gone, and she looked terribly fatigued. He wrapped his own cloak about her feet, muffled her hands in the warm folds, and then deliberately put his arm around her neck and drew her head down to his shoulder.

Sleep — if you can, he whispered, giving the reins a shake, and the dog-cart swung into the Varzin road due south from the Route de Paris.


CHAPTER XXII. WITHIN THE WALLS.
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THE GREAT SORTIE to Versailles, conceived and directed by Bergeret himself, had failed utterly. Flourens column had been repulsed and driven through the Porte Maillot and Flourens lay dead in the road with his crazy head split open by a gendarmes sabre. Bergerets column, with the exception of the 1st Turcos and the Hussars of Death, had made good time toward the Point-du-Jour, headed by Bergeret himself. Eudes was anxiously dodging behind the bomb-proofs of Issy with the fragments of his command, and Duvals column, fighting bravely, was slowly retreating from the shambles of Meudon and Clamart. Duval, with his entire staff, had been captured late in the day, and, in harmony with Monsieur Thiers ideas of civilized warfare, had been backed up against a wall and shot without court-martial. He met death gallantly, quietly removed and folded his jacket, placed it on the grass, and throwing open his shirt front cried: Long live the Republic! Aim! Fire! And old General Vinoy who stood by, gnawing his moustache, growled: Cetait un crâne bougre, — il est mort comme un bon bougre!

The Army of the Commune was in fragments, and from the Hôtel de Ville a howl went up which chilled the Parisians to the marrow. The howl was answered by one still more sinister from Cluseret.

In 1848 Cluseret was a Mobile, later he was a Captain in the Foot Chasseurs, but his resignation was requested on account of some alleged irregularity in money matters. Then he went to America and became a General during the War of Secession, but history is silent as to his exploits. When he returned to Paris he edited a newspaper. According to his own statement, he hadnt read very much, but he signed his articles General Cluseret, and that went a great way with himself, although it shocked the professional sense of the Paris press.

Hardly was he installed in the Hôtel de Ville before he began to issue decrees at such a rate that the Government printer resigned his position.

The first decree re-established the Compagnies de Marche of the National Guard. It read as follows:

In consequence of the patriotic demand of the great mass of the National Guard, who, although married, insist on being accorded the honor of defending their country and their municipal independence, the decree of the 5th of April is modified as follows:



1st. From the age of seventeen to nineteen, service in the Army of the Commune will be voluntary; and from the age of nineteen to forty, obligatory for all National Guards whether married or not.

2d. I urge all good patriots to serve as police for their own city wards and to force all refractory persons to serve in the Army of the Commune.

This infamous decree was signed:

Le délégué à la guerre,.

GENERAL CLUSERET.

According to its terms, a citizen would be forced to serve, in civil war, a cause which might be odious to him. No measure was more unpopular or did more injury to the cause of the Commune. It organized and legalized the search for and pursuit of neutral citizens, anywhere and everywhere, — in the streets, in their homes, in the very churches, — even at the foot of the high altar.

But General Cluserets second decree was destined to dim the lustre of the first, for in it he established military terror — the Court-Martial.

Raoul Rigault looked askance at these proceedings, fearing no doubt that they would take away from him people whom he might prefer to murder himself, so he redoubled his vigilance and the prisons were gorged with priests.

Meanwhile at Versailles, MacMahon took command, always, of course, under the foxy eye of Monsieur Thiers; and now the Army of Versailles was composed of two strong infantry corps and a heavy corps of cavalry, besides two divisions of infantry held as reserve. MacMahon lost no time. On the 6th of April the outer line of forts was besieged; on the 7th, the Versaillists reached Gennevilliers; the 8th, Montaudons division fell upon the bridge of Neuilly and swept it clean; on the 9th, de Gallifets chasseurs galloped into Courbevoie; and on the 17th Davoust led the assault on the famous Château of Bécon which was the key to Gennevilliers. On the 18th, a regiment of gendarmes chased the Federalsout of Bois-de-Colombes; the 19th, the Hussars of Death, the Polish Riders, the Garibaldians, and the 34th de marche were hurled across the bridge of Asnières and fled pell-mell into Paris. Had it not been for Dombrowski, the passage of the Seine would have been open to the Versailles Army.

You cowards! he cried, spurring his horse through the flying insurgents, must a Polish officer give lessons in courage to Frenchmen! And he pushed himself, followed by his staff, straight into the enemys fire, crying: No cowards need follow me! The Federals heard him, rallied and charged, and the bridge was saved.

General Cluseret, délégué à la guerre, selected three lieutenants, and to do him justice he selected them fairly well. The best of the three was Dombrowski, who was intrusted with the lines of defense from Saint-Ouen to the Point-du-Jour, and who established his headquarters at La Muette. His strategy and defense were admirable.

The second of these lieutenants was Wrobleski, another Pole, who probably knew more than most of the gentlemen at the Hôtel de Ville and certainly knew more than Cluseret, but he was not the equal of Dombrowski. Wrobleski commanded the lines from the Point-du-Jour to Bercy.

The third man selected by General Cluseret was La Cécilia, a well-bred, harmless gentleman, who spoke or understood twenty-six languages, and passed for an erudite mathematician; but, although he had distinguished himself as a Colonel of franctireurs in the Franco-Prussian war, he was no General, and would have done much better to have remained a simple Colonel.

With these three men Cluseret might have done something; he ought to have done a great deal, but, like Monsieur Thiers, he did nothing, and did it almost as energetically as Monsieur Thiers. Then the pack in the Hôtel de Ville fell on him, as it had fallen with him on others.

Cluseret is an incapable! shouted Arnold.

Cluseret is a fool! yelled Vaillant.

Cluseret is a suspect! added Clovis Dupont, with a cold sneer.

That settled it; the word suspect always settled things. Cluseret was relieved of his command, cashiered, and a decree was issued, which after many preambles ended thus:

It is decreed — 

That the Citizen Cluseret be placed under arrest, and so maintained until the end of the present military operations.

So Raoul Rigault had his grip on Cluserets throat; and Rossel, the same day, stepped into Cluserets shoes.

The abandonment of the fort of Issy was Cluserets last act; the recapture of that fortress was Rossels first act.

On the 29th of April the Versailles batteries at Meudon and Breteuil pounded the last semblance of shape and form out of the fort of Issy, and in spite of the armored trains which opened fire from the viaduct of the Point-du-Jour, — in spite of the gunboats and the terrible storm from bastions 76 and 77, the Versaillists advanced by Clamart and Moulineaux, occupying the park and trenches of the Issy fort, and rapidly threw up breastworks which protected them from the musketry fusilade. The bombardment ceased at midnight, but when the day broke the batteries of Val-Fleury thundered, and the smoking ruins of Issy were again covered with bursting shells. All day long the exhausted garrison crouched among the débris, and when night came, their commander having fled, they crept out of the crumbling crater and entered Paris at the Point-du-Jour. The fort had fallen, the Versailles troops were already crawling cautiously over the trenches and glacis, when Colonel Rossel, at the head of the Hussars of Death and the remnants of the 1st Turcos, burst through the Issy cemetery, swept the Versailles troops from the Park, the Château, and the Couvent des Oiseaux, and once more the red flag of the Commune flapped from the iron staff on the ruins of the Issy fort.

Until the 9th of May, the handful of men of the 1st Turcos clung to the fort of Issy, now in ruins. The crash of their siege guns and the rattle of their American Gatlings comforted the wrangling patriots at the Hôtel de Ville; but the fort of Issy was doomed, and on the evening of the 9th of May the walls of Paris were placarded with this poster:



THE TRICOLOR FLOATS FROM THE FORT OF ISSY; THE FIRST BATTALION OF PARIS TURCOS IS ABSOLUTELY ANNIHILATED.

LE DÉLÉGUÉ À LA GUERRE, (SIGNED)— ROSSEL.

Then the Hôtel de Ville shrieked Treason! but Rossel stalked into their midst, sternly reproaching them for their inaction.

I asked you for artillery and infantry, and you delayed. Where is the treason? he cried. I asked you for a general, and you sent me a seedy professor; I asked for colonels, majors, captains, and you sent me bakers, butchers, and political scavengers! Where is the treason? Your quarrelling committees have paralyzed my every movement, your feeble hesitation has lost me my fort. Then turning disdainfully to Delescluze, he said: I resign, — and I have the honor to request of you a cell in Mazas Prison!

The Central Committee gaped at him in amazement. Delescluze frowned, and turning to Billioray, muttered: Do you hear what he asks?

I do, sneered Billioray; give him his cell, and come to dinner.

Of the three hundred men, the remnants of the 1st Battalion of Paris Turcos, only one escaped destruction in the fort of Issy. With his company which had fled from Bas-Meudon woods and with Pagots company from the barricade in the rue Notre Dame, Weser had marched through the Issy cemetery and had been present when the troops, led by Rossel, swept the Versaillists from trench and rifle pit and regained the fort; but the lines of investment grew tighter day by day, and on the morning of the 9th of May the Zouaves of Charette fell once more upon the crumbling fort. It was over in a few minutes, no quarter being given, and the tricolor fluttered gaily over the heaped up corpses. Isidor Weser, the night before, had foreseen this. He did not require very long to make up his mind as to what he should do. Pagot, half divining his intention, kept a keen eye on him.

Izzy, he growled, if you ever try to desert your men, Ill see that you go farther than Paris.

You mean — to heaven?

I mean to hell.

So when, on the night of the 8th of May, Weser crept out of the bomb-proof, Pagot, lurking behind the ruined barracks, saw him steal across the parade, and promptly confronted him.

Where are you going, Izzy? he enquired.

Ive got a bullet in my foot, replied Weser, Im going to the hospital.

Curious! You dont limp, mused Pagot.

Look for yourself, then, said Weser, sticking out one tattered shoe.

Pagot stooped and took the foot in his hands.

Where is it? Does it hurt, Izzy?

It is very painful.

But I dont see— began Pagot.

Dont you? snarled Weser, burying a knife in his back,— so sorry, but I must go now.

And so it happened that Isidor Weser, a little foot-sore and with wary eyes on the watch, walked into the bureau at the Hôtel de Ville, where Tribert sat comfortably copying orders and decrees. Tribert eyed him in surprise, and his surprise changed to something else when Weser began to relate his feats of prowess, in what he asserted was the last assault on the Issy fort.

Its marvellous that I alone was saved to tell the tale, he ended fervently.

Yes, said Tribert, it is really marvellous.

I fought like a demon—

As usual, observed Tribert.

All my men were down, — the cannon thundered and the air was literally solid with shot and shell.

Poor Pagot fell with a bullet in his heart—

So when he lost his heart you lost yours.

The bastions crumbled into dust, — the ground was wet with blood, — blood flowed through the trenches, — blood splashed in the rifle pits — blood ran—

So you ran.

Weser paused and fixed his bright black eyes on Triberts face. Dont you believe me?

No, Izzy.

What are you going to do? said Weser, softly. Half an hour later, Weser, in a fresh uniform of a staff-officer, filed his marvellous report of the Issy massacre, and settled down to write orders in Triberts bureau.

He would have felt himself very comfortable but for what he knew Tribert suspected, and what he feared Tribert might know — and his peace of mind was also ruffled by a vile habit Tribert had of saying things to frighten him. Izzy, he observed, one very pleasant afternoon when Weser felt like enjoying himself,— Izzy, the Commune is on its last legs. We shall all be shot soon, when Monsieur Thiers comes back.

Bah! replied Weser, valiantly, but his blood was chilled.

Officers will get no quarter, continued Tribert; Raoul Rigault and you will probably be tortured.

Bah! said Weser, angrily.— When is Raoul, Rigault going to shoot those priests?

Soon, I hope — hes slow. The old Darboy has been kept waiting too long for his congé. Id have hung him long ago.

Yes, Raoul is slow sometimes, unaccountably slow.

But hes sure, Izzy, and I think hes got his eye on you, said Tribert, with clumsy malice.

Hes a lunatic! muttered Weser, quailing.

No — I think only a little fond of killing. We re none of us safe, Izzy, with him — now that he has begun to turn suspicion on the Central Committee. Yesterday he arrested Rossel, to-day he denounces Eudes, to-morrow it may be even Delescluze—

Or you, or me, suggested Weser, slyly, detecting a tremor through Triberts bravado. And hes not very clever after all; I wonder why we let him frighten us, continued Weser, feeling he was getting the upper hand;— for instance, after all the pains he took to catch the American, Landes, he never caught him.

Landes, repeated Tribert in an ominous voice.

Yes, said Weser, pretending not to understand— dont you remember him? You ought to, hes left his mark on your face—

Tribert burst into a rage so wild that Weser seized his portfolio and fled to the next room, where he locked himself in and sat down and laughed until his bead-like eyes grew glassy. He could hear Tribert on the other side of the wall stamping and cursing, and at last he lay down on a lounge weak with mirth.

The ugly baboon! he chuckled, how nasty white he got, and how the scar showed! Oh my! Oh my! the bull-necked bully! Oh dear! Oh my! Weser had to hold his sides again.

The same afternoon Tribert, pocketing his reluctance to meet Raoul Rigault, set out for Police Headquarters. He found Rigault washing his hands in a basin of scented water.

What can I do for you, Colonel Tribert? he asked, with a smile so cold that Tribert faltered. Drying his plump white fingers on a damask napkin, he called an orderly to brush him.

If you are going out I wont detain you, said Tribert, sorry he had come, and edging toward the door.

I am going to dinner, but if you wish to denounce anybody I always have time for that, you understand.

No — yes — that is, I wished to ask whether you have been able to find any trace of the American, Landes.

Have you come to criticise my department? asked Rigault, with a dangerous flicker in his nearsighted eyes.

No! Oh no, no, no! cried Tribert in a hurry. I only wished—

What? snarled Rigault, shooting a deadly glance at him.

I — I merely wanted to say that I would be — be glad to add five thousand francs to the reward.

You are very generous, Colonel Tribert, said Rigault, deliberately. And most disinterested I am, sure! — five thousand francs out of your own pocket! and you only a poor Colonel, with nothing but a Colonels pay — just three hundred and sixty-five francs a month. Really, if I did not know you to be incorruptible, I might almost wonder how you could get your five thousand francs. Triberts forehead was cold with sweat, and terror was stamped on every feature. He stammered something and moved again toward the door.

Good-night, Colonel Tribert, said Rigault, looking after him with his pale eyes.


CHAPTER XXIII. A VOICE FROM THE CLOUDS.
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THE WHITE HAMLET of La Résida lay in the sunshine under a sapphire sky. On every side stretched meadows already beginning to vibrate with insect life, for the bright sunlight of May had gilded the silver clover and opened little buds on thorn and hedge. Deep in the fragrant hearts of the field lilies, bees hummed and buzzed, and white butterflies flitted across acres of daisies, now settling upon some blossoming stalk, now hovering capriciously, now drifting on the soft wind.

When sudden shifty breezes swayed the clover, each butterfly clung fast to its blossom, but when the wind died out and the ruffled surface of the shallow meadow pools grew glassy, the butterflies rose together and sailed over the clover in powdery clouds.



A yellow cat, who was spending all her energy in pursuit of a low fluttering butterfly, became excited at the sight of such swarms of winged creatures, and leaped frantically into the air; but her paws only patted space, and she settled down again among the clover, smelling and pretending she hadnt jumped. Then from the white highway came the creak of wheels and the sharp snapping of whips.

The cat knew what that meant. It meant a bowl of fresh cream and perhaps a strip of tender meat; and she bounded away through the meadow toward the largest of the three houses, before which a train of market wains had now drawn up.

The dusty blue-bloused teamsters climbed to the ground, and the half dozen troopers, who served as escort, dismounted with a great clattering of sabres and carbines, and led their horses under the long red-tiled shelter behind the house.

Tiens, here is the cat again, cried a burly dragoon; she knows on which side her bread is buttered. He called to her gaily and she came, tail erect, uttering pleased mews of expectation.

Come here — here, Tcherka, called a young trooper, trailing his scabbard in the grass to lure the cat to him, but Tcherka knew her business, and proceeded to rub and mew and flatter the burly redfaced cavalryman until he laughed and called to a teamster: Eh! la-bas! — bring me a jug of cream and a cup!

At that moment the door of the stucco cottage opened and a man in the black, blue, and silver uniform of a Lieutenant of the Commune, Subsistence Department, stepped out on the lawn. All the troopers saluted, and the teamsters raised their long whips and stood at attention. The officer touched the polished visor of his cap, nodded smiling, and looked at Tcherka, who crouched in ecstasy before a cup of pure cream.

I see, citizens, that I am becoming superfluous as inspector here. My cat samples and tests for me; I have nothing to do but to countersign your invoice, he said.

Every morning it was understood that some mild pleasantry should be dispensed concerning Tcherkas prompt arrival on the appearance of the provision convoy, and every morning the troopers laughed and saluted, and the teamsters grinned and snapped their long whips.

She is a fine cat, — no finer cat exists in France, Citizen Lieutenant, said the burly red-faced dragoon. This was his invariable reply to Philips pleasantries; it came next in order, after morning greetings had been exchanged.

Philip nodded, and taking the long strip of stamped paper which the head teamster fished out of the crown of his peaked cap, walked slowly along the lines of wagons, poking a cabbage now and then, picking up and critically weighing eggs in the palm of his hand, sipping samples of milk, or nibbling at a leaf of escarole or romaine. The head teamster had taught him how to do this. It looked knowing and very official, and he supposed it was all right, because General La Cécelia, who was in command at the Point-du-Jour, was never heard from, and the garrison found no fault with the quality of the food. So Philip played at Provision Inspector, frowned a little when he thought he had been smiling too much, looked with sudden suspicion at an innocent carrot, hemmed, coughed, and stamped the invoice. Then affixing the seals and signing with a flourish, he returned the certificate and invoice to the head teamster, who ducked and smiled in anticipation.

Citizens, you are tired — the road is dusty — a little wine?

This was Philips invariable formula, and the invariable chorus came heartily: A thousand thanks, Citizen Lieutenant! So Philip called to his longlegged servant, and Jacques, — his name was Jacques Jean Marie Louis Joseph Bottier, — brought out a tray and a half dozen bottles of ordinary wine. Philip solemnly filled his glass and raised it.

To the Republic, citizens!

To the Republic! they cried, draining their glasses.

Then the troopers led their horses from the shelter, the teamsters climbed into their heavy wagons, the provision train slowly moved away toward the summit of the low hill from which one could see Paris and the Seine; and the little hamlet of La Résida lay again silent and deserted in the bright May sunshine.

Philip stood in the doorway until the last wagon had disappeared behind the hill and the last trooper had trotted out of sight. The stillness of the morning was perfect. In the road below, a very young rabbit hopped out of a hedge, wrinkled its nose, stared at Tcherka with large moist eyes, and scuttled noiselessly back into the hedge again.

The chances were a hundred to one that no human being would pass along the disused road until the wagon train returned at midnight. The chances were a thousand to one that Jacques Jean Marie Louis Joseph Bottier would stumble and break at least one glass when he shambled out to remove the tray. Philip mentally took the bet, although the odds were terrible, but he knew his man, called to him, and won the bet hands down. Jacques Jean Marie Louis Joseph Bottier had broken three glasses.

I — I am very sorry, mon Lieutenant, mumbled Jacques.

Never mind, the Government pays, mon enfant; get a broom and sweep up the bits, — and be careful where you throw them. Is Lieutenant Fabrice up yet?

Not yet, Lieutenant.

Indeed, I am, said a gay voice from the window above; Jacques, my son, I wish my coffee at once. Good-morning, citizen Lieutenant Dupré!

Good-morning, Lieutenant, replied Philip, gravely saluting. Am I to have the honor of joining you at breakfast?

Charmed and flattered, came the answer; wait a moment, Philip; Ill come down under the trees with you, and the figure at the window above disappeared.

Bring the coffee out here, Jacques, said Philip, and sat down under the chestnut trees at the hedge gate. In another moment a supple, slim young figure, clothed exactly like Landes, appeared on the threshold.

I have a mind to put on my own clothes to-day, Philip; what do you think? Its over a month now that weve been here, and we have never seen anything more dangerous than the wild rabbits and Jacques.

Wait, Jeanne, he said soberly.

But I dont see — there! dont frown, Philip — Im not going to be unreasonable, — but I would like to dress like a — a woman again just for a few hours—

And suppose General La Cécelia should gallop out here to inspect!

He wont!

Or suppose troops should pass!

They never do!

Or the wagon train come back!

Not before midnight.

Dont ask me, Jeanne.

But I do ask you, Philip.

Then — dont.

Very well, she sighed, but really the rabbits wont know the difference, and Jacques Jean Marie knows it already, and we can trust him.

It is too dangerous, Landes said; suppose some wandering trooper or prying peasant should see you? I tell you, Jeanne, the teamsters and the escort of the wagon train are good fellows and swallow all I give them about your special clerical work, but if they begin to wonder why it is they never see you except at your desk by the window in the mornings, and take to snooping about here, they will find out the truth in no time, and you and I will decorate the branches here above our heads. Dont ask me, Jeanne.

Then I wont, you dear fellow, said Jeanne, and looked at him with clear, sweet eyes. Do I worry you nearly to death? You will begin to turn grey, I suppose — why! I do believe you have two grey hairs on your temples. What a shame! Is it on my account?

No, said Philip, laughing, but his laugh was not as genuine as it might have been, and it ended with a scarcely perceptible sigh. It was on Jeannes account. Within the last six weeks his eyes had grown hollow and those firm lines had come about his mouth in thinking of her. Not of her danger alone. No, there was something besides that. His love was beginning to wear on him, and in spite of himself he was growing morbid. He knew she loved him tenderly, but not with the full love he wanted. He began to fear she never would love him as he did her. He knew that under the circumstances he ought to thank God for her simple childlike affection, and yet sometimes the temptation almost mastered him to try and change her feeling to a deeper one. The struggle began to wear on him.

Jacques brought coffee and rolls, and they sat down to breakfast under the flowering chestnut trees by the hedge.

What are we going to do to-day, Monsieur, she said gaily.

We are going to teach you to say  Citizen instead of Monsieur, I think — you imprudent girl!

Et après? she persisted, with a wilful smile.

Whatever you wish — shall we walk across the meadow to the brook in the woods?

Oh, certainly, so that you may spend the day poking about to see if there are any trout in the pools! she laughed. You know you might as well look for mermaids in the Seine!

If I only had my colors here! he said wistfully. Poor boy! You shall look for trout all day, if that will help you to forget your easel!

Well then, suppose we fix up a couple of rods and try the stream anyway.

For the trout that are not there?

They may be there, — those pools are deep and no May-flies have hatched out this season. I believe I will try it. Jacques has hooks and lines; he fishes for gudgeon in the Seine. Here, Jacques! After Philip had selected two from a bundle of cane fishing-rods which the servant brought him, he asked Jacques, What do you do for bait?

Worms! said Jacques, briefly.

Jeanne turned away in disgust. Philip removed the gaudy quill floats from the lines and called; Jeanne, wheres your work-basket?

In my room.

Go and get it, Jacques, and bring me some shoemakers wax and all of your spare hooks. We are going to have pigeons for dinner, arent we?

Yes, Lieutenant.

Are they plucked?

Yes, Lieutenant.

And there is a duck and a pullet in the cellar. Did you pluck them too at the same time?

Yes, Lieutenant.

Can you bring me the feathers?

Yes, Lieutenant.

Good. Now, Jeanne, come here and learn how to tie a fly, he said presently, and she immediately sat down on the ground beside him. Piles of mottled feathers lay all around them, spools of red and yellow silk were in their laps.

Watch me, Jeanne, see, it is very easy.

He took a fine hook in his hand, laid the hackle from the pullets neck against the shank, and bound it firmly with a twist or two of the waxed silk. Then he clipped the tip from a white pigeon feather and bound it to the end of the shank for the wings. When he had finished winding the body and had inserted a bit of scarlet worsted just above the barb, he laid a strand of silver tinsel from the galons of his sleeve over the body of the insect, bent back the wings, gave a dozen quick turns to the thread, and snipped the thread with his knife.

Thats a very fair Royal Coachman, he said, holding it out for inspection.

How pretty! she cried; I shall make one immediately.

They worked quickly, but her slender fingers flew faster than his; and before he had finished explaining the mysteries of Professors,

Green Drakes,

Yellow Mays,

Hackles,

Spinners, and Gnats, she had a little heap of a dozen tempting-looking flies in her lap, while he could only count eight.

They are beautifully dressed, he said, highly delighted; you tie a fly much better than I do.

Of course I do, she laughed, springing up, and now I intend to go and catch a little fish.  This is a highly accomplished young lady, said Philip, rising and brushing the bits of tinsel, silk, and feather from his braided jacket; look at your spurs, Jeanne; who ever heard of a trout fisherman in spurred boots? Give your sabre to Jacques!

Who ever heard of a fisherman in staff uniform? she retorted.

They unbuckled their sabres and handed them to Jacques, whose approval of the proceedings was expressed in a grin.

Take care of Tcherka, Jacques, said Jeanne, with a pretty gesture toward the cat, who sprawled dozing in the sun by the hedge; when shall we return, Philip?

By six anyway. Dinner at seven, Jacques; — pigeons and salad, you know, — and dont you dare burn the soup!

Jacques ducked and grinned.

If anybody should come, began Philip — 

Nobody will come; are you ready? she cried impatiently.

Yes, he said, picking up both rods; but Jeanne insisted on carrying her own, and imitated Philips method of disposing of his flies by sticking them all over her silver-banded cap. The cap set very naturally on her head now, for, eluding Philips vigilance, she had cut off her lovely hair, and now it curled and waved all over her small head.

Philip swung to his shoulder a campaign sack in which were chicken sandwiches and a bottle of wine, and followed her through the hedge gate.

If anything happens and we dont return for dinner, he called to Jacques over the gate, you must not be alarmed; keep a cautious tongue in your head, and stay right here until we do come back.

And take good care of Tcherka! added Jeanne, gaily. At the sound of her name, Tcherka raised her pink nose and blinked in the sunlight, but Jeanne and Philip had turned into the meadow and were already wading ankle-deep in the scented clover. She moved through the clover lightly, her fair face faintly tinged with color, little glints of soft hair blowing over her cheeks. The collar of her jacket dented the skin on her white throat and she left it open.

Did you bring any brioche? she asked.

For you — of course.

You never forget anything.

I cannot — anything that concerns you.

Im sure there is one thing you forgot.

What?

Salt!

But you do not use it.

But you do!

He laughed and colored.

She was silent, and they moved on lightly through the fragrant meadow.

Butterflies, butterflies, and more butterflies! she exclaimed at last. I think the clover has taken wings! Do you suppose they are happy? I am sure they are. See them whirl and hover and then go fluttering up, up, up, until they fade into the blue. Do they ever come down again? There go two more up, up to the sky. Do they always go together — two together — when they sail away into the blue sky?

Perhaps they are seeking the haven of love, he said sadly. — 

She noticed his tone, and continued in a low voice: Psyche holds a butterfly. Is love immortal, Philip?

Some love is.

How do you know?

How do I know? he repeated sharply.

Yes — how do you know?

Because I love.

They went on some time in silence. She was a little in advance. When they came to the meadow brook she waited for him at the edge. He helped her over, and, when he would have dropped her hand, her slender fingers held his. Her eyes were turned toward the near woods.

Listen! she said— the birds.

How deep and warm the fragrance of the sunlit meadows! How sweet and cool the glades through which their path now lay! Her soft white hand, which thrilled him so, lay in his own, quite passive, as side by side they moved along the narrow woodland path. And from the dim arches of the forest aisles the song of the birds swelled unceasingly. High on the tip of a tall pine a blackbird was singing to his mate.

A blackbird! Our prophet! whispered Jeanne. What does he prophesy, Jeanne!

Happiness — I think.

For us?

She bent her head, the color mantled neck and forehead.

For us? he repeated.

He is our prophet, she murmured; dont ask me yet, Philip — give me time.

Tell me, he pleaded.

What?

That you are learning to love.

To love, she repeated, trembling. Oh, I dont know — wait — wait, I must have time. I scarcely know what I am saying. It came so suddenly — in the meadow—

You are frightened, he said, in a low, happy voice; I will wait, Jeanne, — dont tremble so, I am only Philip, your comrade—

You are more, she cried— Philip, I love you! and she flung her arms around his neck.

The birds are still singing, he murmured, as she lay trembling in his arms. She nestled her head closer to his, her eyes, half-veiled, drooped with a new shyness.

Jeanne, Jeanne, he murmured, I love you. And at last she answered him, speaking his own language: Ah! How I love you, my Philip! She raised her face to his in the innocence of her passion. How her heart was beating! He held her closer. The forest around was very still. Their lips met. The blackbird uttered a long liquid note.

If there had been trout in the stream, and if Philip and Jeanne had fished for them, the trout might have taken the artificial flies. But those prattling rapids, and deep amber pools swirling under green leaves, were never disturbed by fishermen that day. A heavy fish floundered up after a struggling cricket, but the leap and splash did not draw a glance from Philip. A sleek otter slipped silently into the pool from the bank above. A baby fox crept from the thicket into a sunny circle among some ferns, cocking his enormous ears and peering cunningly across. He played boldly in the sunshine until Philip took a step forward, then he came down on all fours barking impudent defiance.

What is that? asked Jeanne, raising her face from Philips shoulder.

Nothing, my darling, only a fox cub.

Presently the fox, tired of barking, curled up, tucked his brush under his flank, yawned, and blinked at them with glittering, malicious eyes.

Through the tree tops the sunshine glimmered like powdered gold. Far in the forest depths some lost sunbeam sparkled and paled as the branches swayed in the breeze. A grey hawk darted through the labyrinth of trees, and his long wings flashed as he wheeled and hung breathless above the baby fox. The cub leered up at the bird and snarled, the hawk sailed away over the tree tops uttering a desolate cry. Then, as Philip raised his head to look after him, a sudden shadow, vast and grey, enveloped them. They started up, — a balloon was gliding through the air just above the tree tops. At the same instant a voice came from the wicker car, clear and distinct: Let go that sand bag, weve got to rise; this wood is deserted; — ready — heave!

A torrent of sand came rushing earthward through the leaves. The fox cub fled. Jeanne caught Philips arm. — 

Signal General de Gallifet to attack, Lieutenant, came the voice from the sky, more faintly now.

Bien, mon Colonel.

Ready with another sack, — heave! Again the descending rush of sand tore through the branches.

Signal Clamart when we get higher.

Bien, mon Colonel.

The words grew fainter and fainter until the voices died away in the sky and the balloon rose higher, higher, while the sun glinted on the pale yellow silk, and struck showers of sparks from the flashing heliograph.

We had better go, said Philip, quietly,— that is a Versailles balloon, and they are signalling to attack.

I suppose if you had hailed it they would have fired at us without inquiry, said Jeanne, anxiously.

Yes — our uniforms — and they shoot first under such circumstances.

She sighed and drew his arm about her waist, but before she could speak, the distant bang! bang! bang! of cavalry carbines sent Philip leaping to the edge of the woods.

Oh, look, cried Jeanne, they are shooting up at the balloon!

It was true. A dozen cavalrymen were capering about on the road below in great excitement. Now and then they drew bridle and fired from their saddles at the balloon above, then dug spurs into their horses and galloped madly after it. The balloon moved slowly toward the west, the car was too indistinct now to distinguish flags or figures, but high in the clouds the heliograph sparkled and flashed its messages across the country to Clamart and Meudon and the heights of Versailles.

What is that — oh! see there, Philip! she cried again.

Where? What?

There — by our house — dont you see? Away off there near that queer red square on the hillside.

That queer red square on the hillside is a regiment of infantry of the Line, he said quietly; and what you see beyond them, near our house, is the sunlight striking the cannon of a field battery. See how they move now. They must be close to our house. Look! The cavalrymen have given up chasing the balloon. I believe they have just discovered the Versailles infantry — yes — there they go to warn their main body!

Then — then we cant go home, can we? said Jeanne, faintly.

No indeed, — we re homeless again, my darling, — unless the Federals are in force in this vicinity, which I dont believe. If we hadnt come fishing we would have been taken by the Versailles scouts.

And shot?

Not you I trust.

It would be the same, she replied indifferently, I shall die when you do.

A nearer crackle of musketry sounded from a patch of woods below.

Hello, cried Philip, the Federals are here after all. That was the pickets; — now they are firing by company, — Hark! See the white cloud on the hill back of our house! The battery is shelling the grove. That shell fell perfectly; — it must have exploded among the battalions.

They are going to turn our paradise into a battlefield, said Jeanne, desperately; oh, do you think they will?

I fear so, he said, drawing her closer.

For now, from the battery on the distant hill, the pale flames leaped incessantly, and the insurgent infantry in the wood below poured out of cover in disorder, scattering in every direction. Then other batteries, masked among the groves and thickets of the circling hillsides, burst into smoke and flame: everywhere reddish-brown squares and oblongs blotted plains and hillsides, and bayonet tips sparkled in the sunlight.

Crash! ripple — crash! came the volleys on every side. Like rats scuttling from a settling hulk the Federals tumbled out of the undergrowth and made tracks for the denser cover of the forest.

They are coming here, said Philip, we cant stay any longer.

But where can we go? asked Jeanne.

To Paris — we have no choice. The whole Versailles army is on the move. Oh, if we could only get rid of these uniforms!

Look! Look! Philip! cried Jeanne, catching him by the arm and pointing at a little footbridge not a quarter of a mile below them.

I see, he muttered, the Federals will be cut to pieces; — it is a flank movement.

For a moment they watched a dense column of red-legged infantry crowding at double quick across the little bridge, then Philip turned away with an irresolute gesture.

It would mean safety for you if you were not wearing this cursed uniform. What a fool I was not to listen to you when you wanted to wear your own clothes!

It would have made no difference, she said, you would not have been able to go with me.

Your safety is the first thing, he said, almost roughly. Look down there; see how near they are! What a fool I was!

She slipped her hand into his and smiled.

Are you not going to take me to Paris?

Its time, he cried, ah, if you were only safe—

A half-suppressed scream from Jeanne checked him. Through the trees, over the soft thick moss, a file of horsemen were advancing in perfect silence. Towering above his skeleton horse, wrapped in the awful emblems of death, the leader of the cavalcade moved noiselessly toward the edge of the forest, and after him swarmed his hideous legion, gaunt, pallid, shrouded in crêpe. Grimly, above his horses rusty mane, the leader stooped and pointed. His sunken eyes glittered. Then came the sharp hiss of sabres leaping from steel scabbards, the hoarse croak of command, and the Hussars of Death wheeled and fell upon the enemy.

Oh, Philip! moaned Jeanne, covering her eyes, for the spectacle at the footbridge was terrible. Fascinated by the horror of the swift butchery on the bridge, Philip had stepped out to the edge of the woods, but Jeannes cry roused him and he cast a quick glance around. Already the red-capped sharpshooters were creeping in their direction, while from the meadow below the frightened insurgents clambered up the hill and fled through the woods toward Paris.

Come, he said, and seized her hand, and they started, running after the rest.

It was a long dash through the woods, but she kept up bravely, her hand clasped tightly in his. When her breath came in little gasps and her limbs faltered, he would slacken the pace and walk until she signalled silently that she was ready again. Once a prowling Versailles sharpshooter took a snap shot at a Federalist who was running just ahead of them, and the fellow dropped, cursing, with a bullet in his ankle, but the sharpshooter was instantly enveloped by a swarm of fugitives who fell on him, snarling like wildcats, and literally tore him to pieces among the underbrush.

Twice Jeanne stopped to quench her thirst at some of the rills that crossed their path, and little by little the flying Federals passed them, until they were left entirely alone on the farther edge of the forest. And here Jeanne sank down, panting and tearful, and Philip knelt beside her, taking her hands in his.

I — I cant go on! she gasped.

You must — dont hurry — but you must.

I cannot, she sighed,— my heart seems to suffocate me!

He walked swiftly to the edge of the fringe of trees and then hurried back again. Courage, my darling. We are close to the ramparts of Paris. Only one more effort and we are safe, he whispered.

She looked up at him and held out both her arms. Lift me, she said, I will try.

He stooped and raised her and she clung about his neck, smiling through her tears. And as he stood for a moment, holding her in his arms, a man came creeping through the thicket before him. He sprang back, and Jeanne slipped to her feet, but other men jumped on him from the bushes and struck him savagely, and in a moment he was rolling, stunned and bleeding, among the dead leaves. Jeanne, pale and silent, struggled between two marines of the Commune, but one of the men drew his sword and pressing the point against her braided jacket, sternly bade her be quiet. Then Philip opened his eyes, gasped, stared, and staggered to his feet.

Ah! sneered Weser, a spy in the uniform of the Commune! Very funny — oh, very funny — but whats coming is funnier yet! Then turning to a corporal beside him: take that man to La Roquette — and take that pink and white putty-faced young fool there along with him. He looks like a snivelling woman. Ill give him something to snivel for. Wheres my horse? Tell my aide-de-camp to notify Rigault that the fellow Landes is caught, and is safe in La Roquette, — and tell him to send the reward to me at the Hôtel de Ville. By the way, you neednt say anything to Colonel Tribert, — Ill speak to him myself. If the prisoners are unruly smash their skulls in. March!


CHAPTER XXIV. WESER BIDS TRIBERT GOOD-NIGHT.
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WHEN THE LAST of the Paris Turcos, Pagots company, were exterminated at the fort of Issy, Tribert notified Colonel Rossel that the barricade on the rue Notre Dame was empty and undefended. Colonel Rossel, a soldier to his finger tips, and a brave man, was busily occupied in trying to retake the Issy trenches when Triberts despatch arrived, but he found time to send a message to Dombrowski, urging the immediate direction of a battalion to the rue Notre Dame, and explaining how important that barricade was, covering as it did the approach to the Gare Montparnasse and the Luxembourg. So Dombrowski twisted his grey moustache, scowled, glared at Bergerets reserves, who were filling ten thousand sacks with earth (all they were good for), and finally galloped to the Hôtel de Ville, where Tribert received him in fear and trembling.

I want a battalion, said Dombrowski; a good one — none of the Bergeret kind.

Weser, who was sealing orders for Tribert, chuckled to himself. Triberts got to go, the lazy rat, he thought; how he will hate to leave this sunny, comfortable bureau!

There is the Marine battalion, began Tribert, smoothly, but was rudely interrupted.

D — n the Marine battalion! said General Dombrowski; they are a lot of drunken footpads. What I want is a tried battalion, — franc or guard, I dont care which! Have you any such?

No, said Tribert, sullenly.

Then youve got to take command of your Avengers — I cant help it if they are not formed yet — they are the flower of the veterans, and the only franc corps worth their salt, now that the Turcos are gone. I wish Colonel Sarre was alive!

Thank God, hes dead, — the feather-headed fool! thought Weser.

Alas, said Tribert, with a wily glance at Weser; it is true that Colonel Sarre is dead, but there still remains one of the bravest of his captains, — a cool, prudent fellow, but a fiend incarnate in battle. His courage has been put to proof at Meudon and Issy, and yet to-day this loyal son of the Republic is but a simple captain, asking nothing, claiming nothing, only seeking to do his duty. You ask me, General Dombrowski, who this modest hero is? And I reply, he is my dear comrade, my friend and more than brother, — the last of the Turcos, — Isidore Weser!

Weser, whose expression had changed slowly for the worse while Tribert was snivelling his eulogy, fairly bounded from his chair when his name was pronounced, but Tribert gave him no time to protest.

General, he pleaded, I ask that this gallant man be rewarded. He has merited well of the Republic. Give him this coveted honor, the command of the Avengers. Proud as I would be, happy as you make me when you ask me to command the battalion which I have formed, I would be still prouder and happier if I could see my dear brother and comrade leading the  Avengers into battle!

Stop! gasped Weser, in a cold perspiration. I — I dont wish to — I dont deserve this — this honor!

You do! Isidore, you do! cried Tribert, enthusiastically.

I dont! snarled Weser, and darted a terrible glance at Tribert. Tribert continued to eulogize him, smiling blandly at the white malignancy of his face, and finally the brave old General interposed.

You are too modest, Citizen Weser, he said, for, being brave himself it never occurred to him to suspect cowardice in others; you are too modest even for a brave man. You have waited patiently for recognition. You shall have it. I give you command of the Avengers. Be worthy of them as they will be worthy of you. It is ten oclock. By twelve you will have your commission. Join your battalion at once and occupy the barricade in the rue Notre Dame. Then, returning Triberts prompt salute, Dombrowski walked away to find Delescluze and Ferré, and if possible to drag those bloodhounds away from Rossels trail.

For a moment Weser and Tribert eyed each other in silence. Wesers face was green with suppressed fury, but Tribert, after a minute, shrugged his shoulders and turned to his desk.

You have played me a dirty trick! said Weser, in a passionless voice, but his eyes were deadly.

Silence! roared Tribert; do you know whom you address?

I know, said Weser.

I am your superior officer — remember that! sneered Tribert. Then he began to laugh. Youre trapped this time, Izzy, sure as guns are guns!

I am very glad to go, said Weser.

Tribert burst into shrieks of laughter.

Of course you are! Why, I can see martial ardor burning in your eyes! How you must long to bare your breast to the Versaillist bayonets! Bayonets hurt. How you must yearn for the bursting shells! Bullets hurt, too, Izzy, — but what is a leg, an arm, an eye, a face torn to pieces — what is a human life when one can give it for the glory and — oh, dear me! ha! ha! — the glory and honor — yes, honor, Izzy, — of the Commune?

May the God of Israel curse you! said Weser, slowly. His eyes were burning in his distorted face, and he stretched out his arms in an agony of fear and hate. Then he went out of the room, and far down the street Tribert heard his sabre clanging on the stony pavement.

So Tribert was left alone to laugh his fill — and curse a little too, for there was something in Wesers voice and face that troubled him more than he cared to acknowledge. He was glad his bureau was public property. Officers of every grade, in gorgeous uniforms, passed and repassed, and all were discussing the same thing, — the latest issue of the Official Journal of the Commune, or the Official, as it was called. In it were the full reports of the trial and sentence of Cluseret before the Commune. The Commune had been in session that morning, and measures of urgency were voted at Rossels request. Day after day Rigault, Delescluze, Billioray, and Ferré had urged their bloody measures, and most of them had been passed. The death penalty, swift, merciless sentences for civil and military offences, the law of denunciations and midnight visits to suspected houses, the compulsory service with the National Guard, — all these measures had been passed, and were now laws in full operation. And still Rigault demanded more power, more plunder, more blood; and the Commune trembled before him.

Perhaps Tribert was thinking of Rigault, perhaps of some other unpleasant subject, for he started violently when a small, near-sighted man sat down beside him without ceremony, and, drawing a pair of glasses from his silver slashed jacket, adjusted them and smiled. It was Rigault.

Sit down, sit down, Colonel Tribert, he said, noticing the others involuntary start; I want to chat with you a bit. Ive just come from the séance of the Commune. They are beginning to suspect Dombrowski now. Hey! The dance goes on, and my prisons are getting too full. I must shoot a few people to make room. Ive just convinced the Commune that there are twenty or thirty gendarmes who are of no use to the world. They re sentenced, and by this time are filing out to be shot. Im sorry to miss it too, for there are a dozen cowardly National Guards among the batch who hate to die. Where is your friend Weser?

He is detailed to command the Avengers, replied Tribert, with a sickly smile.

Ah — um — I see. So you escaped and he was caught, eh? Hes a coward — but you are not — at least, not that kind of coward. You merely love comfort and good food. Who detailed him?

Dombrowski.

Dombrowski is suspected, said Rigault, coldly; then, if I could shoot ninety-nine percent, of the Commune it would leave traitors enough and to spare. They say — I know they say that I am crazy, — that I am blood-drunk, but I know who the traitors are! Do you suppose that a single whispered word escapes my spies? Do you suppose a single traitorous heart-beat is not noted in my Book of the Condemned? I bide my time.

Tribert stared at him, mouth ajar.

I came to speak about the American, Philip Landes, said Rigault, do you know where he is?

No, gasped Tribert.

I do, said Rigault.

You — you have caught him!

Yes. Your friend Weser caught him. He wants the reward now.

Where is — where is this American?

In La Roquette. I am very much pleased. I shall not shoot him.

Not shoot him! blurted out Tribert.

No — I shall have him strangled — slowly. They sat silent for a while, then Rigault spoke again: Your face will always bear his marks.

Tribert ground his teeth.

I have also my little account to settle with Monsieur Landes, continued Rigault, with a meditative glance at Triberts disfigured face.

When are you going to do it? demanded Tribert, after a moment.

Do what?

Strangle him.

Oh, really I dont know. I want to take my time, — I wish to give my personal attention to it. The young man really merits it. I am going to shoot a lot of gendarmes and priests first, to clear out the prisons. Then Im going to shoot the priest Darboy.

The Archbishop?

Thats what he calls himself. After him there are a lot of others. It wont be very amusing. I am saving the American as one saves a good morsel. Would you like to be present at the interview? Tribert nodded.

I will let you know in time. I shall torture him, continued Raoul Rigault. Have you heard any news of the de Brassac hussy?

No, said Tribert, its a wonder they were not trapped together. Was he alone?

No — he had another young fellow with him; — both were masquerading in our uniform. But Weser saw no traces of the de Brassac wench.

How did Weser stumble on Landes? enquired Tribert, curiously.

Do you remember the day you sent him to Dombrowski with Bergerets despatch, — the day that the Versaillists outflanked La Cécelia and knocked Moulin-Saquet and the Montrouge fort to pieces? Well, this fox, Weser, also went on a little errand of mine at the same time, and that errand was to arrest Colonel Wilton of the 266th, who is in my eyes a suspect. He got him and packed him off to La Roquette, and, coming back with his marine escort, he had the luck, — the pure luck, to stumble on a fugitive — a private in your old battalion, the 265th, named Martin. This man Martin was the fellow who was on guard at the Impasse de la Mort when Landes got in and carried away the de Brassac girl. Well, Martin had seen and recognized Landes, although the American cur wore our uniform; so Martin, remembering the reward, and also having an old score to settle, followed the American and his brother spy, and when he saw Weser and his marines, he denounced Landes, and led Weser to where he stood. That is the whole story. Simple, isnt it?

Yes. Does Martin get any of the money?

Half. Here is Wesers share. Rigault flung a bag of gold coins onto Triberts desk.

Wesers gone, said Tribert.

Hell be back. See that he gets his money. Moneys cheap now. There is plenty in the Bank of France. Then he rose, adjusted his sword, mopped his chin with a scented embroidered handkerchief, and walked out.

Tribert leaned back in his chair, his eyes fixed on the bag of gold. He had sat there for an hour, scarcely moving, never taking his eyes from the bag, when a light step sounded behind him, and Weser reappeared in the uniform of a Colonel of the National Guard. Tribert looked at him, expecting another outbreak, but Weser smiled, and motioned him to rise.

I want to have a talk with you, he said pleasantly; come into the secret office. Have you got the keys?

Tribert, a little surprised, but willing to escape another wrangle with the man who was now his equal in rank, fumbled in his pocket for the keys, and produced them. Ive got something to say to you also, he said, picking up the bag of gold, and balancing it in his hand; come on, Izzy. Weser followed him down the broad staircase, through a series of gloomy corridors, and then down another staircase to a landing, closed at the end by a massive door. Here he fumbled with his keys for a while, but at last the heavy door swung open, and they entered the secret office.

Whew! grumbled Tribert; that door is heavy!

How thick are the walls? asked Weser.

Thick enough to deaden the screams of the damned. Nobody can hear us now. Sit down.

The room contained a table and a dozen chairs. In the corner stood a sink. Two quaintly wrought faucets dripped water into the iron basin, and the constant drop! drop! drop! irritated Tribert. He tried to turn the faucets entirely around, but they stuck fast, and the water continued dripping with solemn regularity.

Weser had closed and bolted the door, and now sat before the iron table, his pointed ferret-like face in his hands, his black eyes roaming restlessly about the room.

I have never before been here, he said; what is that ring in the floor for?

That iron ring? Oh, it lifts a slab of stone.

Whats there?

Down there? The river.

Under the floor here?

Yes. D — n this faucet; I cant turn it. What do you want to see me about, Izzy? He came and sat down opposite Weser, and lighted a cigar. What do you want? he repeated.

I want to know what you honestly think of the chances of the Commune, — for one thing.

Well, Izzy, as we are alone, and no witnesses at the keyhole, I can safely say that the jig is up.

You think so?

Im sure. Only a compromise with Thiers can save our necks.

Why?

Why? Look at the Issy fort! Look at the viaduct of the Point-du-Jour! Look how they sunk our gun-boats! Look at the forts of Mont-rouge, the battery of Moulin-Saquet, bastion number seventy! Do you know the Versaillists are running their parallels within a few metres of the enciente? They are already in the Bois de Boulogne.

So are we — in the Bois de Boulogne.

Yes, and we are quitting it in a hurry too. The shells are falling all about the Arc-de-Triomphe, the shells are digging holes in the Boulevard des Italiens. Our only hope is behind the barricades.

And then?

Then? Then if they take the barricades, we can burn the city, blow up everything behind us, and run for the German lines. The Prussians are neutral. Is that all you wanted of me?

All — for the present. What do you want of me?

Nothing — a trifle. I hear you have been earning a reward. Weser raised his eyebrows. A fat reward, continued Tribert, in the service of Raoul Rigault.

Yes.

You never told me, Izzy.

What of it?

Oh, nothing. I might have shared the reward with you if you had.

The reward is mine. Where is the money? said Weser.

In my pocket, Izzy. Half of the reward went to Martin, half I keep.

Its mine, said Weser, in a low voice.

But you will give it to me, sneered Tribert, wont you, Izzy?

Give me the money, said Weser again.

Im sure youll give it to me, unless you care to have it known that Pagot died with a knife in his back, grinned Tribert.

For a moment Wesers face was awful to see. Then a ghastly smile stretched his mouth. Oh, if you put it in that way I suppose I must not find fault, he said, with the slightest quaver in his voice. You can keep the money. Tribert grinned again.

Thanks, he said, rising and walking toward the door. Are you coming, Izzy?

Not yet.

No? Well, good-bye then.

He bowed ironically, and touched his cap in salute. Good-night, Colonel Weser.

Good-night, said Weser, and shot him through the back.


CHAPTER XXV. HUSBAND AND WIFE.
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THE CRASH OF the revolver in the stone room set Wesers ears tingling, the pungent powder vapors stung his eyes and choked him. Little by little the smoke floated to the black ceiling, where it wavered in broad bands, drifting and settling like filmy cobwebs. Through the silence of the sealed chamber the water in the sink dripped, dripped, dripped, until the sound seemed to grow like rain increasing with the wind. His whitened fingers still clutched the revolver, but now his wrist began to ache, and he laid the weapon on the table softly. His eyes had never left the bleeding, dusty heap before the door, and presently he rose and bent above it. Then he rolled it over with his foot. Death was stamped on the loose face and glazing eyes.

When he had searched the body, — a task which he hated, for Weser disliked to touch the dead, — he dragged what had once been his comrade to the square slab in the floor, and seizing the iron ring, lifted the slab. From the black depths a foul odor crept. It nauseated him, and he seized the corpse by the feet and pushed it head-foremost into the hole. Then he turned on the water in the sink, mopped up the lake of bright red blood with the table covering, and flung it into the hole.

When he had washed his hands and replaced the slab in the stone floor, he counted the twenty-franc pieces in the bag, carefully arranging them in piles of ten each. Several were badly defaced, and he rubbed his thumb nail over them, whistling under his breath. Then he examined the plunder taken from Triberts pockets. In one pile he placed a handsome American watch, a gold pencil case, a silver-handled knife, a bunch of keys, and a gold-rimmed wallet stuffed with twenty-franc pieces. A handful of silver coins he dropped into his own pocket, and then sat down to read the letters and papers; but they were unpleasantly smeared with blood, and he finally took them, together with a revolver, a sabre, a bundle of order blanks, and a tobacco pouch stuffed with cigarette materials, and dropped them into the hole. For a moment he stooped, listening to the faint clash of the sabre as it struck the sides of the well, then the odor of death and decay sickened him, and he once more replaced the iron-ringed slab. When he had washed his hands again, and had pocketed the plunder from Triberts corpse, he was ready to go; and he went, humming a tune.

At the street gate below he halted a moment. Somewhere in the city, across the Seine, the drums were beating the alarm, and the tocsin added its clamor to the rising tumult. His battalion, the Avengers, lay behind the barricades across the river. Should he join it? For a moment he hesitated, then turned in the opposite direction, walking swiftly, holding his sabre tightly under his left arm.

The day was Sunday, the 21st of May, or, as the Commune styled it, 3rd Prairial of the year 79. It was late in the afternoon, and the fury of the bombardment had slackened toward the Point-du-Jour, now merely a heap of smoking ruins; for the Versaillist batteries had riddled the viaduct, driven away or sunk the gun-boats under its arches, and had cleared the neighboring bastions of men and cannon. The fort of Montrouge and the batteries at Moulin-Saquet still replied to the Versailles batteries, or flung their shells among the thickets of the Bois-de-Boulogne: and Delescluze, now délégué civil à la guerre, was very well satisfied with his inspection of these forts, and the enceinte of the south and east.

The rue Notre Dame had so far escaped the shells, but on the 21st of May, at five oclock in the afternoon, a huge projectile appeared in the sky above Pont Neuf. Shrieking, hissing, it fell in the Luxembourg Gardens, and exploded among a group of children and nurse-maids. Then horror multiplied on horror; the air was rent by howling shells, and the crash of explosions drowned the shrieks of innocent women and children.

The Avengers massed behind the barricade on the rue Notre Dame heard the tumult and waited impatiently for their new Colonel, Weser.

The shells will be falling among us before long, they growled; we wont stay here to be decimated without firing a shot.

We want our Colonel! clamored the officers, angrily, as a shell struck a house at the bottom of the rue Vavin and exploded with a startling bang-g-g!

It appears to me that your Colonel is a coward, observed a man wearing a red ribbon across his breast.

Thats it! A coward! a coward! shouted the soldiers, lifting their rifles above their heads and shaking them with rage. Give us a leader! Give us a man! To the fortifications! to the fortifications!

I will lead you, said the man who wore the red sash across his breast.

Whats your name? yelled an officer.

Delescluze, délégué civil à la guerre, citizens!

Then the troops broke into maddening shouts of joy, and the drums rolled from the rue Vavin.

Delescluze! Delescluze! Forward! He will lead us into fire! they howled, and the rue Notre Dame echoed with the confused din of departure.

From the iron gateway of a court-yard, half way up the street, a face, with two frightened eyes, appeared, cautiously reconnoitring. As the Avengers, company after company, tramped away through the rue Notre Dame and swung into the rue Vavin cheering for Delescluze and the Commune, the face was thrust farther and farther from the gate; and at last, as the rear of the battalion disappeared around the corner of the Convent, the head, shoulders, and finally the whole body of the anxious watcher appeared. It was Joseph Lelbcard, concierge to Philip Landes. Trouble and fright had paled Josephs features. His face, now thin and unkempt, worked convulsively for a moment, then he turned hastily back into the alley and, galloping through the garden, entered the studio without knocking. Ellice was sitting before the empty fireplace, his head in his hands, and he looked up, startled, as Joseph entered.

What in Heavens name— he began, but Josephs face was radiant, and he swung his arms about his head in a delirium of joy.

The Federals have gone! Oh, Monsieur Jack, they have gone! Not a single Communard remains in the rue Notre Dame! You do not believe me! You turn pale and tremble! Yet I, Joseph Lelocard, say it — they have gone!

What is it, Monsieur Ellice? cried Marguerite, coming to the balcony of the room above. She was very pale but more beautiful than ever.

Mademoiselle de Saint-Brieuc, stammered Ellice, Joseph says the Federals have gone.

Come for yourself and see, Monsieur Ellice, — come and see, Mademoiselle de Saint-Brieuc, — it is as I say!

If they have gone — really gone this time, said Marguerite, slowly, we should not lose a single moment. For the man who got into the garden yesterday was a spy; there can be no doubt about it, and Raoul Rigault will not leave us in peace for many hours more.

I fear he was a spy, said Ellice; I have tried not to be anxious or frighten you, but I have no doubt that he was here from Rigaults police. We ought to leave this place at once. How soon can you get ready?

I am ready, she replied.

Mademoiselle is right; it is better not to take anything with you through the streets, said Joseph.

Then come quickly, cried Ellice, putting on his hat; I have all the money with me.

Marguerite ran down the stairs into the studio, and they walked hastily through the garden, Joseph following.

Good-bye, Mademoiselle; good-bye, Monsieur, he said, while the tears ran over his cheeks; I will take good care of the studio and the puppy. If God wills it, you will come back and bring my poor, dear Monsieur Philip and — and — Mademoiselle de Brassac — he was blubbering outright now, and Ellice shook his hard hand silently.

We will come back, my good Joseph, said Marguerite, with tears in her eyes; and followed Ellice into the rue Notre Dame. Ten minutes later, as Joseph stood in the doorway of his lodge, contemplating a bone which Toodles had recently disinterred from a flower bed, a file of National Guards entered the alley-way and halted before him. But it was two late, the birds were on the wing, and Ferré, who led the file of soldiers, retired, menacing Joseph with future punishment in case it was proved that he knew of the fugitives flight. For Joseph had done the idiot act to perfection, and Ferré, muttering imbecile, cretin, idiot! went out banging the gate violently. — 

By half-past five oclock Ellice and Marguerite had managed to reach the Trocadéro. Their path to the American Legation was a tortuous one, for barricades cut the streets everywhere, and long, weary detours were necessary.

I dont know, said Ellice; this seems to be almost hopeless. Here we are at the Trocadéro and not the slightest prospect of getting any nearer to Mr. Washburn.

Ah, if his Excellency only knew! sighed Marguerite. Then in a low voice she continued: Dont look, Jack, but a man is watching us from the kiosque behind you. What shall we do?

Is it a Federal soldier?

No — a citizen; oh, he is coming!

Ellice turned and faced the man, who was now close to them.

Whom are you seeking in this quarter, citizen? asked the man, politely lifting his hat.

Ellice did not answer.

You appear to be lost, said the man. Are you looking for any street to which I may be able to direct you?

No, Monsieur— began Marguerite — then bit her lip, for she had forgotten to say Citizen instead of Monsieur, and the man would know that they were either suspects or fugitives.

Then the man began to laugh. Do not be alarmed, Madame, he said, I also belong to your party. My name is Ducatel, Conducteur des Ponts et Chausées. You can speak freely. Can I aid you?

Indeed you can, said Ellice, if you really mean it. We are homeless. Can you give us a roof for the night?

I would be very happy to do so. I live near the Point-du-Jour, but in my house the cellar is the safest place just now. If you will do me the honor to follow me, I will lead you there in twenty minutes, said Ducatel, pleasantly.

Ellice was inclined to be suspicious of Monsieur Ducatel and his offer, and said so frankly.

Mon Dieu! laughed the Frenchman, it is your affair. I regret that these times make friends seem like enemies, but I can only offer you what I have.

Then we accept your offer, said Ellice, a little ashamed; and he and Marguerite followed Monsieur Ducatel toward the Point-du-Jour.

Do you not think it is strange that we meet no Federal troops? said Ducatel, after they had been walking for ten minutes in silence. Ellice looked about him. It was twilight. The long rows of empty streets stretched away into Paris, and in the lamps no lights appeared. The houses stood up on every side, black, battered, and deserted. He began to realize the desolation of the scene and glanced at Ducatel.

The Frenchman hurried on, growing more and more excited as he neared the fortifications.

Monsieur, he cried, I believe the Federals have abandoned the quarter! See the marks that the shells leave, — everywhere ruin and destruction, — ha! there is a barricade; can you see any movement behind it?

It is abandoned, said Ellice, quickly, catching the excitement.

Then — do you know that nothing is here to prevent the entry of the Versailles troops! cried Ducatel. It seems incredible that the Federals should leave the ramparts. Just look how battered they are! That breach would be wide enough in a few days at any rate. What a chance the Versaillists have — if they only knew it!

Suppose we try to attract their attention, said Marguerite.

Ducatel looked at her. Then he drew out his handkerchief and tied it to the end of his umbrella.

Madame is right, he said eagerly, we can try. The Versaillists are not two hundred mètres from the bastions.

Ellice and Marguerite started to follow him to the ramparts but he waved them back.

They may fire, he said, why risk three lives?

Is it necessary to mount the ramparts? asked Marguerite; why not try to signal them from the gate there?

Better still, muttered Ducatel.

Ellice and Marguerite helped him drag the iron grille open and then the Frenchman stepped along the massive sally-port, peering anxiously out through the twilight into the country beyond. Ellice and Marguerite were too excited to stay behind, and presently the three stood on the extreme edge of the moat, waving handkerchiefs and hats in the direction of the Versailles trenches. One by one a dozen dark, heads bobbed up from the rifle pits and Ellice caught the glitter of musket barrels in the starlight.

Go back, Mademoiselle, he said hastily, they may fire! but Marguerite refused.

The minutes passed and the dark forms in the distant trenches increased in number, but no answering signals came back. Ducatel was in despair. Ten to one they think it a trick! he said bitterly; you, Madame, and you also, Monsieur, should not expose yourselves, for I, for my part, expect a volley. Ellice tried to lead Marguerite back to the shelter of the gateway, but she refused obstinately and swung her handkerchief in desperation.

They must understand! she kept repeating, oh! do you not think they will? Then, as they looked, a form leaped from the trenches, bearing aloft a white rag tied to a sabre.

They understand! They are coming! cried Ellice.

Ducatel waved his umbrella frantically. Nearer and nearer came the grey figure, and now they heard a challenge shouted across the fields; Dont fire! Officer with flag of truce!

Thank God! sobbed Marguerite.

Ducatel sprang forward on the causeway, and Ellice saw him join the Versailles officer in the middle of the field. The meeting was unmistakably cordial, for he saw Ducatel fling himself into the officers arms and embrace him vigorously. Then a whistle sounded and out of the trenches sprang masses of men, and before Ellice had time to think, they were pouring across the causeway to the shattered sally-port.

Is it deserted? cried an officer, incredulously.

Yes! Yes! Hurry! replied Ellice, laughing with joy; theres not a Federal in the Trocadéro quarter!

From the star-lit fields outside the trenches, long dark columns now appeared, infantry and artillery, and presently a field battery clanked through the sally-port. Ellice drew Marguerite aside to let it pass. She was weeping now, for the joy of sudden deliverance was too great. As they watched the passing cannon, out from the throng and press of horsemen a cavalier trotted, holding a torch. The glimmering light fell full on men and cannon, and Ellice smiled silent greetings to many a bronzed artilleryman, bumping in through the gateway. The batteries rumbled past, and an officer, riding a fiery black charger, attempted to cut out ahead of the caissons.

Go back! said Ellice, you will crush us! But Marguerite sprang forward and caught at his stirrup.

Alain! she cried, oh, Alain!

The officer bent in his stirrups and, seizing the girl, swung her to the saddle in front of him. Then raising his hand, he shouted, Halt! halt! and the long file of guns and caissons stopped.

What is the trouble, Captain de Carette? cried an officer hurrying up from the rear.

No trouble, Major — my wife was in danger for a moment. Wait until I take her out ahead of the train — now you can order them forward.

And so Captain Alain de Carette rode into Paris at the head of his battery with his fainting wife on his saddle-bow.


CHAPTER XXVI. THE VIVANDIERE OF THE 66TH.
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ON THE NIGHT of the twenty-second of May, forty prisoners were hurriedly transferred from the Mazas Prison to the prison of La Grande Roquette. Of these forty, Monseigneur Darboy, Archbishop of Paris, was the most important in the eyes of the Commune; the least important were Philip Landes and Jeanne de Brassac.

That morning, as Delescluze, délégué civil à la guerre, sat consulting with Raoul Rigault in the Hôtel de Ville, a messenger arrived breathless with the news that the Versaillists were in Paris.

Rigault bellowed his astonishment, but Delescluze, scornfully discrediting the news, jumped into a carriage and drove rapidly toward the Trocadéro to see for himself. An hour later he returned, haggard and anxious.

The gate of the Point-du-Jour was abandoned last night, he said, and the enemy hold the Trocadéro!

Then, replied Rigault, coolly, I must hurry my executions. Where is Colonel Weser?

Deserted, said Delescluze, in a low voice.

Youd better inform the Commune, returned Rigault; au revoir, Im going to shoot a few priests, and he walked away toward the Mazas Prison.

Delescluze called Fortin and told him all.

They can never pass the barricades! growled Fortin, but Ferré, yelling like a lunatic, burst into the council chamber of the Commune, shaking his fists and rolling his bloodshot eyes.

Treachery! Treachery! he shouted; the Versaillists are in Paris!

The Commune rose in a body, angry, incredulous.

Who dared say it? thundered Sicard, his face distorted with passion.

To the barricades! cried another, and pandemonium broke loose in the Hôtel de Ville.

Then began that horrible seven days fight in the streets of Paris, where thirty-five thousand Federals wrere butchered by the Versailles troops. In three divisions MacMahons army encircled the city, and hour by hour the circle contracted, leaving heaps of corpses, and gutters pouring blood into the overflowing sewers. Street after street, barricade after barricade fell, and inch by inch Thiers army fought its way through Paris amid the frenzied acclamations of the citizens, while the Commune, retreating from the blood-wet barricades, turned savagely on the people with torch and sword.

Heavy explosions shook the city to its foundations; the splendid rue Royale was blazing, and the Ministry of Finance, its noble façade dripping with petroleum, caught fire and sent a roaring pillar of flame into the sky. Ruffians from Belleville and the Faubourgs dashed pails of petroleum over museums and palaces, or pumped it out of fire-engines, directing streams of kerosene from the great fire hose, over wall, roof, and spire. The Tuileries vomited flames from every window, the Louvre, the Palais Royale, the Conseil dÉtat, the Palace of the Legion of Honor, all were burning. An enormous mushroom-shaped cloud hung over Paris, hiding the sun, and through the pall of smoke and dust plunged the shells from Mont-Valérien, whistling, shrieking, bursting, and crashing, among the barricades, drowning the fierce roar of the flames and rattle of musketry. The Palais de Justice sank to the ground, a heap of glowing coals, through which the Sainte-Chapelle showed intact. When the Préfecture of Police began to pour out volumes of thick black smoke, Raoul Rigault sauntered out of it with a sneer on his lips.

A man, standing all alone on the corner opposite, watched the conflagration with satisfaction until the 66th battalion of Federals appeared at the lower end of the street closely pressed by a body of Versailles dragoons. Then the man, who wore the uniform of an insurgent staff-officer, started to run, but his progress was interrupted by a fresh influx of Federals from the opposite end of the street, and he struggled for a moment to disengage himself.

Where are you going, Citizen? cried a young girl whom he had jostled. She was dressed in the uniform of a regimental Vivandière, and carried her left hand in a sling.

Tiens, its Isidor Weser! she added, angrily; running away too. This wont do, you know, Citizen Weser!

Let me alone! panted Weser, starting to run again.

Stop him! cried the Vivandière, he is deserting in the face of the enemy!

Ill fix you, Faustine Courtois! snarled Weser, trembling with fright, and he struck at her savagely with the hilt of his sabre. The blow fell on the interposed barrel of a rifle, and two Federal soldiers seized him by the collar.

Oh, he strikes at the Commune, does he? cried a soldier, snatching a revolver from his red sash, let us settle this gentlemans affair!

Before he could fire, however, he was knocked off his feet by a sudden stampede of the insurgents. The Versailles dragoons were among them, sabring, shooting, trampling, but the 66th battalion rallied and threw themselves on the horsemen like wild beasts, howling, bayoneting, tearing tooth and nail until the dragoons wheeled and fled.

There was a barricade on the rue Caumartin, and to that refuge the fragments of the 66th surged, Weser among them, bleeding, dishevelled, and terribly frightened.

Faustine, one hand in a sling, a revolver in the other, marched behind him, her pretty face pale but determined. The Federals threw themselves behind the barricade, thrusting their smoke-stained rifles over the top, glaring furiously toward the distant corner where their comrades corpses lay heaped among the stiffening horses of dead dragoons.

Faustine cast a scornful glance at Weser, mounted the barricade, and turned to the soldiers below.

Brothers, she said, quietly, the assassins are here, — the assassins of Versailles! They bring us death or slavery. Choose!

Death! cried the insurgents— down with the Royalists! Vive la Commune!

Vive la Republique! echoed the girl in a clear voice.

At that moment a staff officer, who walked very unsteadily, entered the barricade from the rear and attempted to pass the sentinels.

Qui vive! they demanded.

Go to h — l! replied the officer, attempting to draw his sabre.

Citizen, cried Faustine, you cant pass without the countersign.

Hey! Shut up, you hussy! he shouted, and added a gross insult. Faustine stood silent, the hot flush of shame staining her neck and cheeks.

Drunken fool, sneered Rigault, tripping him up, and shot him to death as he sprawled in the gutter. Then he hurried away, saying: Bayonet that man Weser, I am going to shoot some priests.

They hunted high and low for Weser, and finally found him hiding under a gabion. To the wall! To the wall! they cried. Death to cowards! Weser fought, biting and scratching, to the foot of the blood-spattered wall, but as they jerked him to his feet, a cry arose: Look out! the Line! and the lower end of the street was filled with Versailles sharpshooters. In an instant the barricade spurted flame and the field-piece crashed out, hurling a storm of canister over the pavement. Weser lay quite still for a moment, then cautiously dragged himself to the vestibule of the opposite house and curled up in the darkest corner.

The fusilade from the barricade had swept the Versailles infantry off the pavement, but they still fired from the corner of the street and bright jets of flame shot from the closed blinds of the houses on either side of the rue Caumartin. Presently muffled explosions told the Federals that the enemy were blowing their way through the house walls to outflank them.

Never mind! Courage! cried Faustine, the barricade will hold in front. Turn your cannon on that yellow house, citizen Faure!

They will try the bayonet soon, said Genton, who had just entered the barricade with his secretary, Fortin.

Let them! smiled Faustine.

They take no prisoners, said Sicard; the six poor fellows whom they captured an hour ago were shoved against the first wall without mercy.

Very well, cried Genton; we also can shoot. What is Rigault doing with his hundreds of priests and gendarmes? Why dont he shoot six prisoners also?

Its a good time to settle the Archbishop! suggested Sicard.

Then let us settle him! urged Fortin. Here, Sicard, come with Genton and me. Take half a dozen volunteers and well find Ferré and get the order.

Faustine, standing on the barricade, heard Fortins threat and protested. Citizen Fortin, you are doing a shameful thing!

You dont know what you re talking about, said Sicard, brutally; shut up and mind your business!

I protest! cried Faustine;— it is murder! Why should you harm that old man! Fortin, you are my friend—

Fortin looked at her calmly for a moment and then laughed. You are very pretty, he said, but you cant teach me! What do you care, anyhow?

Have you no shame? cried Faustine, angrily. Have you no courage except to murder priests? Is this then the Commune? Is this the cause for which we fight? There were tears in her eyes and she brushed them away.

Get down from that barricade, said Fortin, they are firing at you. She paid no attention to the warning, but began to plead earnestly for the life of the Archbishop.

He is so old, she said, so helpless and gentle. Has he ever harmed anyone? I trusted you, Fortin.

Let him die anyway, growled Sicard; we want six, and hes no better than any of the others.

He must die, said Fortin, coldly, but Im not particular who the other five are.

I am, shouted a soldier standing behind him. My name is Martin, and I demand the death of the American, Landes.

Martin! Martin! cried Faustine, trying to make a diversion— and who cares if your name is Martin?

Thats all very well, said the soldier, doggedly, but I demand the death of the American, Landes.

Well, its as easy to shoot a Yankee as a Frenchman — well finish him along with the priest, said Genton; come along, Fortin.

Come down from the barricade, cried Fortin, as a bullet struck the stone at Faustines feet.

Not until you promise me to spare the Archbishop and — the American.

Come down, you fool.

Faustine looked him steadily in the eyes. Emile, she said, do you hear? I forbid you to shoot the American. A volley from the Versailles troops drowned her voice, but she went on as soon as she could be heard: I demand the protection of the Commune for the American, Landes. A second volley cut her short, and a whistling shower of bullets spattered the barricade. Fortin caught Faustine by the wrist and tried to pull her down. — 

Youre in the way! They are coming! We must fire!

Let me go! she panted, struggling and clinging to the wall.

Get down, you little idiot; cant you see you re obstructing our cannon?

Fire your cannon! she screamed, wringing herself free.

Will you get down?

No!

Fire, then! yelled Martin, jerking the lanyard.

My God! shouted Fortin, the girl was in front! He sprang on Martin, and they rolled over and over, till Fortin could draw his sabre. A moment later he picked himself up, streaming with blood.

Now for the Archbishop, he cried in a voice like nothing human. Followed by Sicard, Genton, and six more grimy insurgents, he left the barricade.


CHAPTER XXVII. THE PRISON OF THE CONDEMNED.
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THE LIGHT WAS growing dim in the long corridor of the Prison of the Condemned, and François, the Governor, rubbed his eyes, and bent lower over the file of papers on the table before him.

I cant see, — here, Romain, get me a lamp, he said, yawning and scratching his head. The Brigadier Romain departed, and returned in a few moments with a lighted lamp. The Governor blinked and yawned again.

It makes me sick, he said, to have that whining priest on my hands. Why doesnt Rigault shoot him. Hes always miauling and praying and pretending hes sick.

He says he cant sleep on the board in his cell, observed the Brigadier Romain.

Why not?

He says hes old and sick.

And an Archbishop; thats the trouble, he thinks hes an Archbishop still! Ill correct that impression. I wish Id left him in No. I. Cell 23 is the best cell in La Grande Roquette, and hed better be satisfied. And you tell him to stop writing on the wall. I wont have it. What did he write just now?



Oh, some Jesuit foolishness— the cross is the strength of life and the salvation of the soul.

In French?

No, Latin.

Then, growled François, its some cipher signal and I wont have it, — you understand? These Jesuits are devils at treachery. Did you change all the prisoners on this tier?

All, said Romain, with his misleading pleasant smile. François turned and looked along the dark passage. The central corridor was lined on either side by massive doors, each pierced by a small judas with iron crossbars. In the centre of this corridor were half a dozen wash-stands, through the basins of which water ran continually.

There was no furniture in cell or corridor except the iron benches let into the solid masonry, and the single chair and table, which was only for the Governors use. A grating at the farther end of the corridor looked out on the grassy prison court, and just beyond one could see the chapel, and a section of the wall surrounding the circular road or ronde.

François peered into the prison twilight, then shuffled to his feet and passed along the rows of cell doors, touching each lightly with the roll of paper in his hand, followed by Romain.

Whos there, — whats the number?

Twenty-two, — its the Jesuit, Guerin.

What! And the Archbishop in the next cell! You re asleep. Put that American, Landes, in there after the roll-call, and shove the Jesuit into the Americans cell. Whom did you put in twenty-four?

That baby-faced friend of the American who proved to be a woman.

Let the slut stay there then, but dont lock any more Jesuits next to the Archbishop, or by God—

Now, now, urged Romain, you must remember that he isnt an Archbishop!

Slip of the tongue.

And you forget that God is out of date; youve sworn by Him twice.

Did I, sneered François; well we all make fools of ourselves at times, and nursery rhymes are not easily forgotten. You dont suspect me, do you?

Oh, no, said Romain.

Youd better not! blustered François.

Of course not, repeated Romain, in his soft, pleasant voice.

The Governor turned and looked at him. You re the damnedest, scoundrelly hypocrite unhung! he said; you can spy about and fool the prisoners with your sympathetic ways, but youd better not try any treachery on me!

You wrong me, said Romain with a sincere manner that would have misled anybody but the Governor.

Oh, I know I do, said François; what did you worm out of the Jesuit, Guérin, this morning?

Not very much. He says the Archbishop relies on Thiers, implicitly.

Then hes the biggest fool in Paris. What time is it?— Six.

Its too late to turn the prisoners out. I suppose they can stand it; if they cant, I can, and its all the same.

Will you call the roll? asked Romain.

Yes, give me that lamp and unlock the doors.

Romain unhooked a heavy bunch of keys from his belt and rapidly unlocked the cell doors, passing from one to the other with a light swiftness which a?gued practice and devotion to his profession.

Cell number one! Caubert! cried the Governor, holding the long sheet of paper close to the lamp in his hand. The cell door at the end of the corridor opened from within and a pleasantfaced priest walked out and stood facing the Governor. François raised the lamp in his hand and eyed the priest. Caubert! he repeated.

I am here, said the priest.

Then go back again, said the Governor, brutally. Père Caubert turned back to his cell with a touch of irony in his quiet smile, and the Governor locked him in.

Number two! Ducoudray! cried François.

I am here, said Father Ducoudray. He was locked in without comment.

Number three! Olivaint!

Here.

Number four! Allard!

Here!

Yes, here now, but probably under ground before long, sneered the Governor.

If God wills, said Father Allard.

If Raoul Rigault wills, mimicked François, slamming the cell door. Presently he came to cell twenty-two.

Twenty-two! Guérin!

Here!

Wheres that American, asked François, turning to Romain. Oh, youve got him with you, eh? Then run this Jesuit into his cell and put him next to the Arch — to the old fox, Darboy, — so. Landes, I hope you wont mind the smell of a Jesuit. Well air your cell in the morning; and he closed the door on Philips heels.

Twenty-three! Darboy!

Youll have to open the door and go in. Hes too sick to get up, observed Romain.

Hes got to get up! cried the Governor, and at the same moment the Archbishop appeared on the threshold of his cell. His hair was white as snow, and his long white beard which had grown in prison fell untrimmed on his breast.

I am here, said the Archbishop in a voice weak with pain.

Glad to see you. Exercise will do you good, said François; do you sleep well?

No, said the old man.

Evil conscience! commented the Governor, and slammed the door in his face. Twenty-four! Citoyenne!

I am here, said Jeanne de Brassac, stepping from her cell.

Ah, you little devil of a spy, Id like to ring your neck, observed François, leering at her.

Jeanne, still clothed in the faded uniform of the Subsistence Department, leaned wearily against the cell door. It was not the first threat she had received from the Governor of La Grande Roquette.

Faugh! Get in there, you hussy! growled François, and pushed the door back. Then he moved on with his roll of paper and his little lamp, and presently the great gate in the court clanged and the corridor was silent, save for the measured tread of the first night watch and the tinkling of the water in the iron wash-basins.

Philip, sitting in his cell, heard the gate slam, and knew that the Governor had gone. He sat thinking for a moment, then rose and walked to the grating which formed a section of the partition which separated his cell from the cell of the Archbishop. Through this grating he could see across a portion of the Archbishops cell, and catch a glimpse of the grating in the partition of the cell beyond, but the light was growing so dim that the grating was merely an indistinct blot in the twilight. He looked at the Archbishop, lying silently on the wretched board which projected from the wall.

Monseigneur, he said, softly.

My son, replied the old man, painfully rising on his elbow and looking up.

It is I — Philip Landes, the American, Monseigneur.

The Archbishop smiled. In the hours of recreation in the court-yard he had become very fond of Philip.

So you are there now, he said; what has become of the Abbé Guérin?

They put him into my old cell, Monseigneur. Can I be of any use to you? I have not yet eaten my supper.

Eat it, my son; — I thank you, but they give me much mope than I am able to eat.

Are you suffering very much to-night, Monseigneur?

Not more than I can bear, said the old man. Do you know that Mademoiselle Jeanne is in the cell beside mine?

No. Will it disturb you, Monseigneur, if I speak with her?

I will call her myself, said the Archbishop; Jeanne! Jeanne! Then Philip heard a timid voice from the darkness; Je suis la, Monseigneur.

Jeanne, called Philip, softly.

Philip! Oh, are you there, my darling?

Hush! said Philip, or they will hear us. Are you well? Have you enough to eat? I have my supper here.

Eat it, you silly boy; I have all I wish for.

And are you well?

Perfectly, she replied, bravely;— are you?

Oh, yes. You have not lost hope?

No, no, not while you are there.

And God lives, said the Archbishop.

And God lives, they repeated reverently.

After a pause, Philip spoke again:

Did you hear the firing this morning, Jeanne?

Yes. It seemed to be very near.

A shell fell into the street outside about four oclock. I saw it from my window in the opposite tier.

Do — do you think the Versaillists could have entered? asked Jeanne, timidly.

I dare hope so. That firing came from the city. What else could it have been, — unless they are massacring the people.

It may have been a peloton of execution, said the Archbishop, feebly.

I do not think so, Monseigneur; it was not single volley firing, — it sounded like the firing from a barricade.

The old man was silent for a moment, then he sighed and turned over on his board.

I think I might sleep a little, he said at last.

Then good-night, Monseigneur, they said. He gave them his blessing, and turned his face to the stone wall.

Good-night, my darling, whispered Philip.

Good-night, my own Philip, sighed Jeanne. Then she stood silent, seized with a sudden terror.

Hark! cried the Archbishop, suddenly sitting up and turning his head toward the cell door. From the street outside came the sound they had learned to know so well — the voice of an angry crowd growing louder and louder, until somewhere a great door was flung open, and the dash of many feet sounded on stone floors. Then came a single cry, ominous, sinister, penetrating even the solid stone walls of the Prison of the Condemned, Death!

The Archbishop tottered to his feet and stood facing his cell door. There came a shout, the clash of bayonets, and in a second the long corridor was filled with the blazing light of torches and the rush of a mob.

Whats this? shouted the Governor of the Prison, hastening into the corridor, half-dressed; Romain, I call you to witness—

Oh, shut up! interrupted Fortin, contemptuously, weve got an order. Wheres the old fox, Darboy?

Order? From whom?

Ferré!

Oh! said the Governor, thats another matter. He looked at the motley throng, Garibaldians, Hussars of Death, Avengers of the Republic, National Guards, and deserters.

Who commands? he asked, briefly.

I, Jean Verig, captain of the 180th! roared a villainous-browed fellow.

No, you dont, you fool! said Fortin, I do, and here is my order, shoving it under the Governors nose.

I cant see it, — read it, said François, sulkily.

Then Fortin read in a loud voice:

The Citizen Governor of the Prison of the Condemned is hereby ordered to execute six hostages — notably the Sieur Darboy, calling himself Archbishop of Paris.

(Signed)— FERRE, RAOUL RIGAULT.

That is all right, said François, rubbing his hands. Well take the first six on your list. Read the names!

Silence! commanded Fortin, and read the first six names in a heavy voice:— Darboy.

Deguerry.

Bonjean.

Clerc.

Allard.

Ducoudray.

Brigadier Romain had opened a cell door and the Archbishop dragged his fever-racked frame across the threshold. — 

Are you the Citizen Darboy? demanded Verig.

Yes, my son.

Stand there, then!

Am I to die?

Are you to die? mimicked Sicard; my faith! I think you are.

The five other victims were hastily led out of their cells and placed in single file. Romain, swinging a lantern, led the procession, followed by the motley throng of Federals, Genton, Fortin, and Sicard bringing up the rear with François.

Slowly they descended the stone steps, twenty-five in number, entered a gallery which bordered the façade opposite the court-yard, passed the doorway, descended six more steps, and entered the path which encircles the prison walls, — the dreary chemin de ronde. Again they turned to the right, through the garden of the hospital, through the Salle des Vieillards, and entered the second chemin de ronde. Here the Archbishop was taken suddenly faint, for the road was long and he was very ill. The President Bonjean was sobbing, and Sicard laughed at him.

Coward, he said.

It is not for myself, I have a family, said Bonjean. — 

You cannot intend to shoot us, said the Archbishop, piteously; it is impossible—

Enough! cried Fortin, and the procession moved on to the grille, passed it, and stood below the exterior wall of the prison.

Monseigneur! cried Father Clerc, falling on his knees. All the priests knelt. The old man silently blessed them, then tottered to his place against the wall.

Hurry! urged François, or you cant see to aim.

Lend me your sabre, said Sicard to Fortin: Ill order the firing.

Genton placed the armed mob in three ranks and stepped back beside François. Father Allard opened his soutane and bared his breast, and at the same instant Sicard raised his sabre. The rifles cracked sharply. Fire! shouted Sicard again, and again the rifles blazed. And, the Archbishop still showing signs of life, Sicard motioned a man to finish him with the bayonet and strolled over to Genton.

Well, he said, that settles the Archbishop!

My compliments, said Genton; have you got a cigarette?


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE LAST BARRICADE.
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THE MORNING AFTER the Archbishops murder, two new prisoners were brought into the Prison of the Condemned. François inspected them, while the Brigadier Romain read their orders of arrest in a voice which seemed to vibrate with pity:

Archibald Wilton, arrested by order of Raoul Rigault, charged with treason. To be executed without court-martial on receipt of signed order from the Préfet of Police.

Saves me trouble, continued François; hey! are you wounded?

Hands shot off, said Wilton, drily.

Lets see.

Wilton raised a mutilated arm.

Youll die anyway, observed François; you might as well be shot.

If you want to shoot me youd better send me a surgeon first, said Wilton, in a faint voice.

I believe I will, mused the Governor, biting the end of his pencil; if you die now Ill have trouble with Rigault. Whats this woman here for? Romain read from his order slip:

Ynès Falaise, accused of speaking ill of the Commune, convicted of aiding the Versailles wounded, notably the traitor Wilton. To be shot upon receipt of order signed by Raoul Rigault.

The Governor leered at Ynès, who stood beside Wilton. She was dressed in black, and wore a red cross on her arm. Who are you? he demanded.

Ynès Falaise, formerly actress in the Folies St. Antoine. Her voice was almost inaudible.

You are not a religieuse now, are you? asked François.

No.

Then why do you wear the Geneva Cross? Speak louder!

I devote myself to the wounded!

Really? Very commendable, indeed. Dressed in black too? sneered the Governor; oh, how pious! What are you in mourning for?

For my countrys honor.

Oh — I thought it might have been for your own. Is this traitor your lover?

I love him, she replied, and laid her hand lightly on Wiltons shoulder.

Then you can take care of him, roared the Governor, I wont work my surgeon to death on every foreigner who comes here! Take good care that he lives long enough to be shot, you hussy, or Ill have you put out of the way with a clubbed rifle! Romain, throw that loving pair into the dead Jesuits cell, and ring the signal for recreation. The prisoners will have to take it in here, for its raining.

Then these prisoners get no recreation to-day?

No, you fool! Ring the signal!

The Brigadier Romain led Ynès and Wilton into the cell of the dead Archbishop, locked the door, and moved swiftly toward the end of the corridor where a rope dangled from the great gong over the doorway. Landes, lying on the board in his cell, heard the clang of the gong, and sprang to his feet eagerly, for that signal meant an hours liberty with Jeanne.

Jeanne! he called through the grating, his eyes fixed on the bars across the intervening cell. She came to her grating, and at the same moment his eyes met the eyes of Wilton.

Hello! said Wilton, weakly, I heard that you were here. Then Philips astonished gaze fell upon Ynès. She looked at him piteously.

Monsieur Wilton is badly hurt, she said; I am to nurse him—

So we can both be shot, gasped Wilton. Are you ill, Philip?

Before Philip could reply, the door of his cell was flung open, and the Brigadier Romain, smiling amiably, invited him to come out and get a little air.

In the long, dim corridor, hundreds of prisoners were gathered, for the hour of recreation was the same for all the tiers in La Grande Roquette, and now the prisoners from the upper floors were crowding down the small circular stairway into the immense corridor below. Everywhere groups were congregating, but Philip noticed that gestures and voices were more subdued than usual, especially among the priests.

They all know about the Archbishop, he thought, and looked around for Jeanne. She was standing alone by one of the wash-basins, and he made his way toward her through the throng of priests, gendarmes, Versaillist soldiers, imprisoned policemen, and Gardes de Paris.

Who are the people in the cell between yours and mine? she asked, laying both her hands in his. He began to tell her, but stopped as the Governor came up and eyed them insolently.

Pretty birds! he said; now I have two pair of turtle-doves caged here, and he made an insulting gesture toward Jeanne. — 

I have already told you what I should do if you lay your hand on that lady, said Philip, between his teeth.

The Governor looked at him for an instant. That is the third time you have threatened me, he said.

I hope it will be sufficient, returned Philip, doggedly.

The Brigadier Romain at that moment entered the corridor, stole up behind the Governor, and touched him on the shoulder.

What do you want? said the Governor, his eyes still fixed on Philip. — 

Rigault is going to shoot some more priests and gendarmes, he whispered; here is the list. Shall I notify the gentlemen?

The Governor nodded, never removing his eyes from Philips, and Romain glided away among the prisoners, tapping the condemned softly on the shoulder with a cheerful: We need seventy-five this time; come, Monsieur! Pray do not look so frightened, gentlemen.

There was the silence of death among the prisoners, as a file of Federal soldiers entered the corridor and closed in around the condemned.

And you, said the Governor, stretching his arm out toward Jeanne and Philip, I will get permission to have you shot with the next batch! Then he turned on his heel and followed the long line of the condemned moving in single file toward the prison court. — 

An hour later, Philip and Jeanne crept back to their cells, and the Brigadier Romain facetiously bade them good-night and good-bye, for, he said, to-morrow the Governor will go to see Rigault about you.

Light faded in the long corridor, the guards began their monotonous tramp, tramp, tramp. Philip pushed his miserable supper aside, and flung himself face downwards on the stones.

Wiltons voice aroused him, and he stumbled to his feet and went to the iron grating. Philip, he gasped, send a guard for a priest. Tell him I am dying.

Landes obeyed, and, pressing his face to the judas, called out.

What do you want? replied the Brigadier Romain, who was passing with a lantern and a bunch of keys.

The man in the next cell is dying, and asks for a priest, said Philip; hurry!

Fichtre! murmured Romain; the Governor will catch it from Rigault.

Hurry! You cannot deny him a priest! repeated Philip.

No — it is permitted, answered Romain; a man has the right to go to hell in his own way, and he unlocked a cell door a little way down the corridor, and hustled the priest who occupied it into the cell where Wilton lay, his head on Ynès knees. Give him a good send-off, said Romain, laughing loudly. A priests recommendation goes a long way with the devil. Philip beckoned Ynès, and she came and leaned sobbing on the grating, while the murmur of confession rose from the end of the cell:

Mon père, je maccuse—

Oh, Philip, — it is hard, whispered Ynès; I love him so truly, — I would be a good woman if he could live. I have been different ever since I loved him.

You have been working in the hospital?

Yes, and the field.

The murmur of confession went on.

Are you married? asked Philip.

No. Archie wishes we were — now.

Yes — it is better, said Philip.

I — I never thought it mattered when one loved, sobbed Ynès.

It does matter, Ynès, said Philip; dont cry so, — there is another life after this. Dont you believe it?

Yes, I do now. I understand that there must be another life.

With Philip and Jeanne behind their bars as witnesses Ynès Falaise and Archie Wilton were joined in wedlock. Then the priest knelt beside Ynès on the stone floor, reciting the prayers for the dying, and Ynès, holding the wounded mans head against her breast, gave way to bitter weeping.

Less noise there! shouted the guard, hammering on the door with the butt of his rifle. At the sound, Wilton sat up.

What was that? he said.

Nothing, Archie, sobbed Ynès.

For a moment there was silence, broken only by the low murmur of the priest. Then Wilton lay back, calling feebly on Landes. Good-bye, Philip.

Good-bye, Archie, dear fellow, answered Philip. Wilton sighed, turned his face to Ynès, and died quietly in her arms. Romain came to the door, opened it, and turned away, leaving Ynès crouched beside her dead husband.

It was four oclock in the morning. Philip was stretched on his board, staring at the ceiling, when something came crashing into the street outside, and burst with a loud explosion under his window. At once the prison was in an uproar, but Romain hurried from cell to cell, cursing savagely, and threatening to shoot any prisoner who did not keep silence.

Que Dieu me damne! he cried, dropping his mask of good nature, if I hear another word Ill let the mob in on you! Keep quiet you cursed priests, — and you too, you cowardly Yankee!

An inspiration flashed upon Landes; he hammered on his door and shouted: the Versaillists are in Paris! Death to the Commune! A tremendous shout answered him.

You lie! screamed Romain; if you open your mouth again Ill shut it forever!

Try it! cried Philip.

Will you be silent! howled Romain, drawing his revolver.

No! Down with the Commune!

Romain flew to the cell door, shoved his revolver through the judas, and fired. Landes dropped.

Good! yelled Romain, unlocking the door; Ill make sure of you now!

As he flung the door open, Philip leaped at his throat, twisted his wrist until it cracked, and dragging the revolver from his limp fist, fired it in his face. Romain plunged face downward on the stones, his keys ringing, the lantern rolling into the cell. It was not extinguished, however, and Philip picked it up, seized the keys from the dead mans belt, and hurried into the corridor.

A dozen guards, rifle in hand, stood motionless by the staircase, but Philip cried out to them to aid him, for the Versailles troops were in Paris, and they stood no chance unless they surrendered. — 

It may have been the overpowering impudence of the request that held them back, but it was also true that most of the armed guards had been recruited among the former police and gendarmes of the Empire, and they had no stomach for their work or for the Commune. Through terror of François and of Romain, and also to save their skins from Raoul Rigault, these former gendarmes had consented to enter the prison service of the Commune. Now that Romain was dead, and the Versailists were in Paris, and especially now that somebody had taken the initiative, they did not hesitate very long.

Will you speak a good word for us, Citizen? asked one.

Yes, indeed! Here, take these keys and let out the prisoners on the other floors! cried Landes. The Commune will come for us and weve got to intrench ourselves!

Then give me the keys, said the man, Ill do it if I am shot for it! and he hastened away toward the upper corridors.

Somehow or other the news of the fate of the seventy-five victims taken that morning had reached the prison. The inconceivable horrors of the massacre in the rue Haxo, where the mob had flung itself on the helpless prisoners and had literally hacked them to death with knives, were recounted to the smallest details by the friendly guards, and in a moment the long corridor resounded with the excited cries of the prisoners.

Shall we go tamely to be butchered? shouted a Turco of the Line; shall we go to the rue Haxo?

Let us defend ourselves! cried the gendarmes, lugging bedding, boards, and planks stripped from the ceilings to make a barricade. They had no weapons except the dozen or so rifles of the guards, but a priest tore the iron bars and stanchions from the benches, and his example was followed by the rest. A Line soldier named Ziem took command of the barricade, posting a dozen gendarmes, who carried rifles, in the centre, and asking those armed with iron bars to lie close behind.

Philip, his arm clasping Jeannes, stood guard at the long stairway which rose from the prison court. François, the Governor, had escaped in the confusion, and the prisoners knew it would not be very long before the battalions of the Commune swarmed into the prison.

François, in his night-shirt, had fled at the first sound of the insurrection, and half an hour later he stood shivering before Raoul Rigault in the Luxembourg Palace.

You re a traitor! yelled Rigault, beside himself with fury.

No, Im not, chattered François, and if youll give me some clothes Ill head a battalion to quell the riot. Its only that theyve heard of the affair in the rue Haxo and have become desperate.

Then you can get on your clothes and go back and finish the lot of them, said Rigault; how many are there? Fifteen hundred? Good! Here is an order to execute every one of them! And he seized a stamped paper and wrote the order. And if they refuse—

Whats that? Dont I give you a battalion?

Yes, but suppose they resist.

Then collect every criminal in the city prisons — scour Belleville and the Faubourg St. Antoine until you get a mob that can smell blood through the walls of La Grande Roquette. I tell you to tear the walls down, blow the prison up, anything, to get at the prisoners. Do you think Ive finished my list yet? What a fool Id look letting those priests and gendarmes slip through my fingers. Theres an American there, too, whom I intended to strangle. But there will be no time — make sure of him first of all. Youd better do this job up quickly or youll have a bayonet in your back before you know it!

François took the order and followed an officer into a room where he quickly clothed himself in the uniform of a colonel. Rigault watched him sarcastically.

What battalion am I to take? asked François.

Any you can find, replied Rigault, get out, you fool! and he turned on his heel and walked away toward the river.

It took François all day to collect his rabble, but when they were assembled he could justly boast that he commanded the vilest mob that ever howled for blood.

They entered the court-yard of the Prison of the Condemned and attempted to rush the stairway, but the twelve rifles and Philips revolver choked the stairs with dead and dying and the mob fell back disconcerted. Then they tried diplomacy and sent a white flag up the stairway with solemn promises of safe conduct. The prisoners consulted. A dozen priests and citizens who believed that the barricade could not hold out, and if it did, starvation would drive the defenders to make terms, left the barricade bearing a white flag, and entered the court-yard of the prison.

You promise us safe conduct? they repeated.

It is a sacred promise, answered Jean Verig, opening the gate into the street.

One by one the prisoners stepped through the narrow wicket, and each, as he disappeared, was seized and silently butchered by the mob. So noiselessly was this done that had it not been for one of the mob who fired at the last priest to leave the court-yard, the defenders of the barricade might have believed that the way to safety was open. It did not comfort François very much to smash the skull of the ruffian who had fired contrary to orders, for now the prisoners were alert, and François knew they would die behind their barricade rather than trust to promises. So he threw off the mask and incited his mob to the attack. Three times the howling rabble surged into the prison court-yard and charged up the stairs, and every time they fled in a panic, leaving scores of dead and wounded behind them, while the defenders of the barricade cheered and shouted defiance. Hand to hand the brave priests met the onslaught, and their bars of iron played havoc with the skulls of the mob. Enthusiasm animated the disheartened Line soldiers and the gendarmes, and they sprang at the mob with no weapons but clubs and bits of pointed stone. Twice the Federals succeeded in setting fire to the barricade, but Jeanne and Ynès were ready with basins of water and the fire was quickly extinguished.

Night fell, and under cover of the darkness, François himself led his cutthroats to the foot of the stairway and directed the placing of inflammable material. A cask of crude petroleum was rolled under the arcade and a dozen loaded shells piled around it. Twice the desperate prisoners succeeded in dampening the powder train, but at last a blazing torch was flung into the petroleum and a frightful explosion shook the arcade. Great masses of stone tottered and dropped into the court, and the wooden ceiling of the arcade blazed and crackled, but the massive prison was not injured, and the fire in the arcade burnt itself out against the stones.

It was the last attempt that the mob made that night. The garrison of the barricade posted sentinels at the head of the stairs, changing them every two hours. Philip dragged a mattress into his cell for Jeanne, insisting that she should sleep.

I will try, she said, dropping wearily on the couch, but I cannot sleep if you are going back to the barricade.

No, I am not going there, he said, I shall be very near you.

Then you are going to sit up with — with—

Yes, with my friend Wilton; I cant leave his wife alone there. Try to sleep, Jeanne.

I will try. Good-night, dear Philip. She raised one little hand and he bent and kissed it.

How cold your fingers are, he said, are you ill?

No, only tired.

He looked at her anxiously, sighed, and turned away, saying: I shall be in the next cell; call me if you are feeling ill.

Ynès, beside the body of her husband, looked up as he entered, but he silently placed himself at the foot of the couch, and she bent her head again without speaking.

So they sat, watching beside the dead until in the gray of the morning a rifle cracked, and the barricade swarmed in an instant.

They re coming again, he said, I must go back to the others. Would you care to have me send a priest?

She shook her head.

Then try to eat something. See, here is a bit of bread and a cup of wine which I saved from my dinner. You must try to eat.

I cannot eat, she said.

You must. No one knows how long we may be kept here, and there is no food left in the prison. He placed the bread and wine on the stones beside her and turned away into the next cell, where Jeanne still lay.

Have you slept? he asked.

Yes. The shot woke me. I lay very still, for I heard your voice in the next cell.

Philip sat down beside her and took her hand. It was burning. You have a little fever, he said; you must lie quite still. Here is your breakfast. He took a roll from his pocket and laid it on the bed.

I am not hungry, she murmured, but I am very thirsty.

He brought her a cup of red wine and water, and at his urging she swallowed some bits of bread soaked in it. Then he took off his jacket, rolled it up, and placed it under her head. Do not leave the cell while they are firing, he said; I will come back every hour and see you. He walked to the door, hesitated, and turned around.

She looked at him listlessly. Her eyes were very bright and feverish, and the color in her face burned scarlet. She lay there, her hands clasped to her throat, her uniform torn, and soiled with prison grime. Both her spurs had been snapped off short above the boot heels, the riding breeches were dusty and faded, and her clustering hair fell over her eyes, now wide open and shining like stars.

Jeanne, he said, carelessly, if anything happens so that you are left alone, do whatever Father Launay tells you. Trust him in everything.

Yes, she said, I will do—

Crack! Bang! rang the rifles from the barricade, followed by a cry of warning: Attention! Look out for that grenade! Down on your faces! Philip sprang to the door of the cell.

Go back! Look out for the grenade! they cried to him from the barricade, and at the same moment he saw a round black ball come rolling toward him over the stone floor. He stared stupidly at the sputtering fuse, scarcely understanding, then, as he stepped back, there came a blinding flash of light, a stunning report, and a cry from the next cell. They heard that cry at the barricade, and a soldier came hurrying across the corridor just as Philip hastened into the cell.

Oh! said the soldier, a woman!

Philip stood looking down at the limp figure, flung half across the body of Wilton.

Struck in the head — see there, said the soldier; the grenade was full of bullets and scrap iron.

It must have rolled almost into her cell, — I was standing in the next cell, — I never thought she was in danger, said Philip. Then he turned away and crossed to the barricade, where two of its defenders lay wounded from flying fragments. And as he entered, the bullets began whistling into the corridor from the arcade and outer walls, and the hoarse cry of the mob: Turn the cannon on them! Death to the prisoners! was taken up by a new contingent, which had just arrived with two cannon and a mortar from the Mairie du Prince Eugène.

Cannon! cried Philip, aghast.

That settles it, we are done for! said a gendarme, bitterly, and sat down with his face in his hands.

Philip looked fearfully around. Most of the soldiers stood with folded arms, doggedly awaiting their fate, and the priests were praying, some on their knees, quietly, some standing, stern and rigid, with eyes fixed, and drawn lips scarcely moving. Then he went to Jeanne, and found her, trembling and shivering, on the couch.

My darling, he whispered, I am afraid that we must give up. Put your arms around my neck, so — are you ready to die with me, Jeanne?

Yes — with you.

He drew his revolver, loaded it, and laid it at his feet. Then he kissed Jeanne on the mouth.

When the rush comes — I have two bullets for us, — it is better. — 

It is better, she repeated calmly.

And if — if I am hit, he said, before I can fire, — take the revolver, — hold it so — close to your temple; — it is better that way than to die in the rue Haxo!

Yes, Philip.

A dreadful tumult arose outside, — shouts, yells, shot on shot, and the hiss and explosion of falling shells mingled with the crash of volley firing and the patter of a mitrailleuse. From the prison court came voices raised in frantic appeal, the click! clash! click! of bayonets, and then horrid screams. There was a rush and trample of feet on the stairs, a flash of steel.

Are you ready, Jeanne? said Philip— kiss me — good-bye—

Good-bye, she murmured.

He cocked his revolver, hesitated, and turned one furious glance toward the stairs. A figure was ascending from the court below, not hastily either, but silently and alone, and Philip saw with a start that he wore the uniform of the Line. Before he could realize what had happened, a wild shout broke from the barricade: The Line! the Line! and the prisoners rushed out from behind their defences and flung themselves down the stairs to the prison courtyard, where the drums of the marine infantry were rolling, and the bugles sang a joyous chorus.

Thiers army is outside! Here come the marines! cried the frantic prisoners.

Here they come! shouted their Colonel, Blas, bounding up the stairs, and the mob are falling like leaves in Père Lachaise!

A tall, young artillery captain who stood beside him turned and looked straight at Landes.

Alain! stammered Philip; Jeanne, the army is here — do you understand, my darling?

Yes, sighed Jeanne, and fainted away in his arms.


CHAPTER XXIX. THE RETURN OF THE BLACKBIRD.
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ONE SUNNY AFTERNOON in September, Jack Ellice sat on the edge of the stone fountain in the studio garden and watched the two goldfish aimlessly drifting among the water weeds. Insects had been plenty that summer, and when Ellice thoughtfully captured a giddy gnat and dropped it on the water, the goldfish merely stared at him, and sank to the bottom in the insulting way they had.

Toodles, now grown into a beautiful silky setter, watched the proceeding with all the interest of his puppy days.

Cynical, arent they, Toodles, said Ellice, as the two fish turned their backs and coldly waved their tails.

Toodles cocked his ears and looked at Ellice.

Not like you, said Jack, giving the dog a hug; do you want to go in and swim?

Philip had forbidden Toodles the use of the fountain for bathing purposes, fearing it might injure the goldfish. Ellice knew this, and Toodles knew it also. They looked at each other with perfect intelligence.

Shall I go? was the expression in Toodles eyes.

Go, nodded Ellice.

There was a flash, a splash, and Philip, looking up from the chess-table under the almond trees, cried: Toodles! come out of that this minute! Toodles emerged, dripping and cheerful.

Oh, I know you put him up to it, said Philip, glancing across at Ellice; then turning to Alain de Carette, Alain, its your move, you know.

I know, replied Alain, smiling at Ellice. Then he turned to the chess-board, saying: I wonder, Philip, why you dont push Jack in when he does that. — 

I will if he does it again, — here! get out, Toodles! — dont shake yourself over me! Really, Jack, you ought to find some other amusement for your declining years.

You may play with my sword, suggested Alain, moving his King behind a white Bishop to avoid destruction; its bright and shiny, and rattles too.

Just because you wear a braided dolman and red stripes on your legs— began Ellice, when he was interrupted by a squall from Tcherka, who had marched up behind him, and now sat staring at him with enormous emerald eyes.

She wants her milk, observed Philip, for Heavens sake get it, Jack, or shell raise the roof, — hold up a second, Alain, did you mean that last move?

Of course, replied Alain, calmly.

Then its check — and mate in two moves.

How?

Why, here, — check to your King, — that forces you to interpose. Now I double my Castles, — so, and you re mated in the next whatever you do.

But I move my Pawn into your King row—

All right, mate!

But you cant, for my new Queen holds your King in check!

Heavens! How could I have overlooked that! mused Philip; its the racket that Toodles and Jack make, — I cant think! Just listen to that cat! Stop teasing her, Jack, and give her the milk, or Ill duck you!

Lets wait until Monsieur Ellice and his circus have finished the matinee, suggested Alain, leaning back in his chair and lighting a cigar.

All right, said Ellice, cheerfully, here comes the clown now.

Jacques Jean Marie Louis Joseph Bottier, unconscious of this announcement, entered the garden with a tray on which were balanced three slender glasses.

Bet he breaks one! said Ellice in English.

Take you, replied Alain, in the same language— steady there, mon enfant, steady — oh, the devil! as a glass fell on the gravel and shivered to splinters.

Get a dust-pan and a broom, said Philip, without any annoyance, and if I have another whole glass in the house, bring it in a basket.

Jacques Jean Marie Louis Joseph Bottier grinned. He was used to this duty, and considered the whole performance an exquisite piece of pleasantry.

Bien, Monsieur Landes, he said, and retired to be withered by Josephs sarcasm.

Imbecile! snorted Joseph, go and get that dust-pan! Do you think Monsieur Landes owns a glass factory? Give me the glass and the bitters and the coquetelle, — et puis file! espèce de cornichon! Thus did Joseph exercise sovereignty over Bottier, and Bottier respected and feared him.

When the cocktails were brought, and a silver pitcher of mint juleps added as reserve, Ellice came and sat down to watch the game of chess, saying that the opera was over and he was ready to watch the circus. Alain clicked his spurred heels together and stared at the chess-board. Philip lighted a cigarette.

How long is Alains leave? asked Ellice.

Thirty days with privilege of — here! dont joggle the table, Jack!

Im not. How the deuce did the General give him thirty days? He hasnt done anything.

No, nothing — except to get the Legion of Honor.

Pshaw! said Alain; you fellows deserve it more than I do—

I do, said Ellice, amiably; by the way, is it true that Rigault is dead?

Why, of course. Alain saw them finishing him, didnt you, Alain?

Oh, yes, I saw it, said Alain, pushing his white Bishop forward two squares.

Was he shot?

Alain leaned back in his chair and struck a match to relight his cigar.

Yes. I was coming along by the Luxembourg, just opposite the rue Gay Lussac. A man was running with a mob in full chase, and I pitied the fellow and — er — kept them off until they told me who he was.

And after?

Oh, I tried to persuade them to let the court-martial do the rest — but you know what a mob is! They tore him to bits and then shot what was left.

Did — did he die game? enquired Ellice.

Probably not, said Philip, picking up his black Knight. — 

On the contrary, said Alain, he died like a mad wolf, foaming and snapping and — ugh! I can hear his yell even yet!

What did he yell? persisted Ellice, devoured by curiosity.

Vive la Commune! You Ve heard it before, I imagine, said Alain, with a faint smile. Give me that pitcher of juleps, if you please, my son.

Here you are. Is it true that Weser escaped after all?

There seems to be no doubt of it, interposed Philip. He has been located in Hester Street, New York. They cant extradite him either. Alain, I dont see how Im going to get out of this hole here. I stand to lose either my Knight or those two Pawns.

So it appears, smiled Alain, quaffing his julep and looking at the board through the glass. What time is it, Jack?

Ellice opened his watch. By Jove, its nearly three oclock! he exclaimed. Im going into the studio to see if things are in order.

My wife may be late, said Alain, with a scarcely perceptible smile, she is going to call first on some friends of ours who have just arrived from Chartres.

Chartres? asked Philip, looking up from the board.

Yes. By the way, how long since you heard from Mademoiselle de Brassac?

A month.

Then you have not heard since she left for Switzerland?

No — yes, indirectly from her guardian—

My cousin, de St. Gildas?

Yes. He has not permitted her to write. He has his reasons, they re good too. I suppose he will never approve of me.

How do you know? asked Alain.

Oh, the whole affair has taken a turn for the worse. Now that Mademoiselle de Brassac has recovered from the shock of — of those days and has been for months among her own people, she will begin to look at things in a proper light. I suppose also she will try to forget.

Forget what?

Philip ostentatiously moved an important Pawn and looked at Alain.

Forget what? repeated de Carette.

Oh, everything — all the horrors that she — and I went through.

Alain advanced his white Knight and captured the unfortunate Pawn. You re playing carelessly, Philip. Why should she wish to forget — you? Philip stared at the board.

By the way, continued Alain, I suppose that the Abbé Lagarde has deposited the de Brassac diamonds in the Bank of France.

Yes, the Abbé wrote me. How fortunate that the poor Archbishop should have sent him on that mission to Versailles! They are criticising him now for not returning, and the Communistic journals charged him with breaking his parole, but the Archbishop wished him to remain and plead with Thiers and he was quite right to stay. Dont you think so?

Of course. He could do more good there than if he had returned to Mazas before his mission was ended. I am glad he thought to sew the diamonds into his soutane. Mademoiselle de Brassac is an heiress now.

Yes, said Philip, trying to smile.

And its your move, began Alain, when a ring at the lodge gate interrupted him. He rose quietly and smiled at Philip.

Its your move, he repeated— on this game before us and in the game of life. Move boldly and fear nothing, mon ami, Philip. I think that is my wife, — here she is now.

Philip hastened down the path and bent low over the slender gloved hand which Marguerite, Countess de Carette, graciously extended.

Alain, she said, laughing, isnt it delightful, this studio garden? Did I not tell you? Thank you, I prefer to sit on this dear little fountain, — where, Monsieur de Carette, I have often sat before—

With Jack Ellice, said Alain; I am very jealous and — hello! where has Philip gone?

You goose! whispered Marguerite, why dont you let them alone? Turn your back, as I — do.

Jeanne de Brassac stood under the almond trees that she knew so well, and now Philip was beside her and was bending over her.

I did not know, he stammered; Madame de Carette did not tell me. I thought you were in Zurich—

How should you know? she said, with a happy light in her eyes; I did not know it myself until Madame de St. Gildas told me that we were going to Paris. Then looking around: Oh, the dear old garden! — and the fountain and the almond trees! I met Joseph in the court and I shook both his hands very hard, and I also smiled at Jacques Jean Marie Louis Joseph Bottier, — and I wish to hug Tcherka and Toodles at once.

She walked swiftly over to the chess-table and sat down under the almond trees.

Sit there, opposite, she said,— and tell me everything. Oh, Monsieur Ellice!

Jack came up radiant, and seemed disposed to stay, but Marguerite got him away, and between her and Alain he found no time to intrude on Philip and Jeanne.

Alain has seen the studio? she asked, with a charming smile.

Oh, hes seen it, said Ellice, but Alain took his cue, and insisted on seeing it again.

We are going to drink a cup of tea in the studio, said Marguerite to Jeanne.

The sunlight fell across the gravel, gilding the pebbles and searching the depths of the brown water in the fountain. Tcherka was polishing her claws on the lilac trees, and Toodles, who had unearthed an ancient bone, dry and toothless as an Egyptian mummy, sprawled at full length on the gravel, gnawing and cracking it as if he were dying of starvation.

Make him stop, Philip, said Jeanne, unconsciously falling into the familiar tone of the past.

Toodles! cried Philip.

The dog thumped his silky tail on the gravel.

He wont — oh, let him have his bone, laughed Jeanne, capriciously. Is the blackbird here yet, Philip?

Yes. Hes out in the Luxembourg Gardens a good deal, but he always comes back. There is Monsieur Prudhomme too.

That toad! But — I am even glad to see him. Monsieur Prudhomme hopped stolidly into the hole under the wall, and Toodles raced after him, — too late.

Hes gone, Toodles, said Philip, kicking the bone into a clump of grass. Then he went back to Jeanne. I have not even asked you how you are, he said, with a little return of his constraint.

Why, I am well, of course. And you, Philip? Are you happy?

Well, thank you, — and happy. She noticed the stiffness of his manner.

Here is a chess-board, she said, I did not know you played.

I was playing with Captain de Carette, he said, looking vacantly at the pieces.

But which were yours? Come, I will finish the game with you if you wish. Do you care to?

Yes, he smiled, these are mine, the blade. It is your move.

Very well, check! to you, Monsieur.

You play too rapidly; check! in turn to you, Mademoiselle!

Jeanne leaned back in her chair, examining the board with grave attention. Once she bent to pick up a piece which had rolled to the edge of the board, and her white hand, resting so easily on the arm of the chair, brought back to Philip the picture of the past, — that Christmas, Victor, the blue-eyed child, standing so quietly in the firelight, her slender hand on her mothers arm.

Check! to your Queen, Philip, said Jeanne. Then raising her eyes: Why do you look at me so strangely?

Checkmate! Jeanne.

Mated already! Oh, Philip!

Mated, he repeated. Listen, Jeanne, I had no mercy.

She raised her eyes again, and looked at him long and silently.

What does Monsieur de St. Gildas say? asked Philip, meeting her gaze steadily.

She did not pretend to misunderstand him. He says what I say, she replied. Then the soft color spread over her neck and temple. Her lips trembled imperceptibly.

And what do you say, Jeanne?

She held both her arms out toward him.

Philip, can you ask?

* * * * * *

There was a flash of wings in the branches of the almond tree, a flutter and rustle among the leaves, then the blackbird uttered a low, sweet note.

THE END
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TO

MY FATHER


LORRAINE!

When Yesterday shall dawn again, And the long line athwart the hill Shall quicken with the bugles thrill, Thine own shall come to thee, Lorraine!

Then in each vineyard, vale, and plain, The quiet dead shall stir the earth And rise, reborn, in thy new birth — Thou holy martyr-maid, Lorraine!

Is it in vain thy sweet tears stain Thy mothers breast? Her castled crest Is lifted now! God guide her quest! She seeks thine own for thee, Lorraine!

So Yesterday shall live again, And the steel line along the Rhine Shall cuirass thee and all thats thine. France lives — thy France — divine Lorraine!

R. W. C.
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CHAPTER I

A MAKER OF MAPS
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THERE WAS A rustle in the bushes, the sound of twigs snapping, a soft foot-fall on the dead leaves.

Marche stopped, took his pipe out of his mouth, and listened.

Patter! patter! patter! over the crackling underbrush, now near, now far away in the depths of the forest; then sudden silence, the silence that startles.

He turned his head warily, right, left; he knelt noiselessly, striving to pierce the thicket with his restless eyes. After a moment he arose on tiptoe, unslung his gun, cocked both barrels, and listened again, pipe tightly clutched between his white teeth.

All around lay the beautiful Lorraine forests, dim and sweet, dusky as velvet in their leafy depths. A single sunbeam, striking obliquely through the brush tangle, powdered the forest mould with gold.

He heard the little river Lisse, flowing, flowing, where green branches swept its placid surface with a thousand new-born leaves; he heard a throstle singing in the summer wind.

Suddenly, far ahead, something gray shambled loosely across the path, leaped a brush heap, slunk under a fallen tree, and loped on again.

For a moment Marche refused to believe his own eyes. A wolf in Lorraine! — a big, gray timber-wolf, here, within a mile of the Château Morteyn! He could see it yet, passing like a shadow along the trees. Before he knew it he was following, running noiselessly over the soft, mossy path, holding his little shot-gun tightly. As he ran, his eyes fixed on the spot where the wolf had disappeared, he began to doubt his senses again, he began to believe that the thing he saw was some shaggy sheep-dog from the Moselle, astray in the Lorraine forests. But he held his pace, his pipe griped in his teeth, his gun swinging at his side. Presently, as he turned into a grass-grown carrefour, a mere waste of wild-flowers and tangled briers, he caught his ankle in a strand of ivy and fell headlong. Sprawling there on the moss and dead leaves, the sound of human voices struck his ear, and he sat up, scowling and rubbing his knees.

The voices came nearer; two people were approaching the carrefour. Jack Marche, angry and dirty, looked through the bushes, stanching a long scratch on his wrist with his pocket-handkerchief. The people were in sight now — a man, tall, square-shouldered, striding swiftly through the woods, followed by a young girl. Twice she sprang forward and seized him by the arm, but he shook her off roughly and hastened on. As they entered the carrefour, the girl ran in front of him and pushed him back with all her strength.

Come, now, said the man, recovering his balance, you had better stop this before I lose patience. Go back!

The girl barred his way with slender arms out-stretched.

What are you doing in my woods? she demanded. Answer me! I will know, this time!

Let me pass! sneered the man. He held a roll of papers in one hand; in the other, steel compasses that glittered in the sun.

I shall not let you pass! she said, desperately; you shall not pass! I wish to know what it means, why you and the others come into my woods and make maps of every path, of every brook, of every bridge — yes, of every wall and tree and rock! I have seen you before — you and the others. You are strangers in my country!

Get out of my path, said the man, sullenly.

Then give me that map you have made! I know what you are! You come from across the Rhine!

The man scowled and stepped towards her.

You are a German spy! she cried, passionately.

You little fool! he snarled, seizing her arm. He shook her brutally; the scarlet skirts fluttered, a little rent came in the velvet bodice, the heavy, shining hair tumbled down over her eyes.

In a moment Marche had the man by the throat. He held him there, striking him again and again in the face. Twice the man tried to stab him with the steel compasses, but Marche dragged them out of his fist and hammered him until he choked and spluttered and collapsed on the ground, only to stagger to his feet again and lurch into the thicket of second growth. There he tripped and fell as Marche had fallen on the ivy, but, unlike Marche, he wriggled under the bushes and ran on, stooping low, never glancing back.

The impulse that comes to men to shoot when anything is running for safety came over Marche for an instant. Instinctively he raised his gun, hesitated, lowered it, still watching the running man with cold, bright eyes.

Well, he said, turning to the girl behind him, hes gone now. Ought I to have fired? Ma foi! Im sorry I didnt! He has torn your bodice and your skirt!

The girl stood breathless, cheeks aflame, burnished tangled hair shadowing her eyes.

We have the map, she said, with a little gasp.

Marche picked up a crumpled roll of paper from the ground and opened it. It contained a rough topographical sketch of the surrounding country, a detail of a dozen small forest paths, a map of the whole course of the river Lisse from its source to its junction with the Moselle, and a beautiful plan of the Château de Nesville.

That is my house! said the girl; he has a map of my house! How dare he!

The Château de Nesville? asked Marche, astonished; are you Lorraine?

Yes! Im Lorraine. Didnt you know it?

Lorraine de Nesville? he repeated, curiously.

Yes! How dares that German to come into my woods and make maps and carry them back across the Rhine! I have seen him before — twice — drawing and measuring along the park wall. I told my father, but he thinks only of his balloons. I have seen others, too — other strange men in the chase — always measuring or staring about or drawing. Why? What do Germans want of maps of France? I thought of it all day — every day; I watched, I listened in the forest. And do you know what I think?

What? asked Marche.

She pushed back her splendid hair and faced him.

War! she said, in a low voice.

War? he repeated, stupidly. She stretched out an arm towards the east; then, with a passionate gesture, she stepped to his side.

War! Yes! War! War! War! I cannot tell you how I know it — I ask myself how — and to myself I answer: It is coming! I, Lorraine, know it!

A fierce light flashed from her eyes, blue as corn-flowers in July.

It is in dreams I see and hear now — in dreams; and I see the vineyards black with helmets, and the Moselle redder than the setting sun, and over all the land of France I see bayonets, moving, moving, like the Rhine in flood!

The light in her eyes died out; she straightened up; her lithe young body trembled.

I have never before told this to any one, she said, faintly; my father does not listen when I speak. You are Jack Marche, are you not?

He did not answer, but stood awkwardly, folding and unfolding the crumpled maps.

You are the vicomtes nephew — a guest at the Château Morteyn? she asked.

Yes, said Marche.

Then you are Monsieur Jack Marche?

He took off his shooting-cap and laughed frankly. You find me carrying a gun on your grounds, he said; Im sure you take me for a poacher.

She glanced at his leggings.

Now, he began, I ask permission to explain; I am afraid that you will be inclined to doubt my explanation. I almost doubt it myself, but here it is. Do you know that there are wolves in these woods?

Wolves? she repeated, horrified.

I saw one; I followed it to this carrefour.

She leaned against a tree; her hands fell to her sides.

There was a silence; then she said, You will not believe what I am going to say — you will call it superstition — perhaps stupidity. But do you know that wolves have never appeared along the Moselle except before a battle? Seventy years ago they were seen before the battle of Colmar. That was the last time. And now they appear again.

I may have been mistaken, he said, hastily; those shaggy sheep-dogs from the Moselle are very much like timber-wolves in colour. Tell me, Mademoiselle de Nesville, why should you believe that we are going to have a war? Two weeks ago the Emperor spoke of the perfect tranquillity of Europe. He smiled and added, France seeks no quarrels. Because a brute of a German comes sneaking into these woods to satisfy his national thirst for prying, I dont see why war should result.

War did result, she said, smiling also, and glancing at his torn shooting-coat; I havent even thanked you yet, Monsieur Marche — for your victory.

With a sudden gesture, proud, yet half shy, she held out one hand, and he took it in his own hands, bronzed and brier scratched.

I thought, she said, withdrawing her fingers, that I ought to give you an American shake hands. I suppose you are wondering why we havent met before. There are reasons.

She looked down at her scarlet skirt, touched a triangular tear in it, and, partly turning her head, raised her arms and twisted the tangled hair into a heavy burnished knot at her neck.

You wear the costume of Lorraine, he ventured.

Is it not pretty? I love it. Alone in the house I always wear it, the scarlet skirts banded with black, the velvet bodice and silver chains — oh! he has broken my chain, too!

He leaned on his gun, watching her, fascinated with the grace of her white fingers twisting her hair.

To think that you should have first seen me so! What will they say at the Château Morteyn?

But I shall tell nobody, laughed Marche.

Then you are very honourable, and I thank you. Mon Dieu, they talk enough about me — you have heard them — do not deny it, Monsieur Marche. It is always, Lorraine did this, Lorraine did that, Lorraine is shocking, Lorraine is silly, Lorraine— O Dieu! que saisje! Poor Lorraine!

Poor Lorraine! he repeated, solemnly. They both laughed outright.

I know all about the house-party at the Château Morteyn, she resumed, mending a tear in her velvet bodice with a hair-pin. I was invited, as you probably know, Monsieur Marche; but I did not go, and doubtless the old vicomte is saying, I wonder why Lorraine does not come? and Madame de Morteyn replies, Lorraine is a very uncertain quantity, my dear — oh, I am sure that they are saying these things.

I think I heard some such dialogue yesterday, said Marche, much amused. Lorraine raised her head and looked at him.

You think I am a crazy child in tatters, neglected and wild as a falcon from the Vosges. I know you do. Everybody says so, and everybody pities me and my father. Why? Parbleu! he makes experiments with air-ships that they dont understand. Voilà! As for me, I am more than happy. I have my forest and my fields; I have my horses and my books. I dress as I choose; I go where I choose. Am I not happy, Monsieur Marche?

I should say, he admitted, that you are.

You see, she continued, with a pretty, confidential nod, I can talk to you because you are the vicomtes American nephew, and I have heard all about you and your lovely sister, and it is all right — isnt it?

It is, said Marche, fervently.

Of course. Now I shall tell you why I did not go to the Château and meet your sister and the others. Perhaps you will not comprehend. Shall I tell you?

Ill try to comprehend, said Marche, laughing.

Well, then, would you believe it? I — Lorraine de Nesville — have outgrown my clothes, monsieur, and my beautiful new gowns are coming from Paris this week, and then—

Then! repeated Marche.

Then you shall see, said Lorraine, gravely.

Jack, bewildered, fascinated, stood leaning on his gun, watching every movement of the lithe figure before him.

Until your gowns arrive, I shall not see you again? he asked.

She looked up quickly.

Do you wish to?

Very much! he blurted out, and then, aware of the undue fervor he had shown, repeated: Very much — if you dont mind, in a subdued but anxious voice.

Again she raised her eyes to his, doubtfully, perhaps a little wistfully.

It wouldnt be right, would it — until you are presented?

He was silent.

Still, she said, looking up into the sky, I often come to the river below, usually after luncheon.

I wonder if there are any gudgeon there? he said; I could bring a rod—

Oh, but are you coming? Is that right? I think there are fish there, she added, innocently, and I usually come after luncheon.

And when your gowns arrive from Paris—

Then! Then you shall see! Oh! I shall be a very different person; I shall be timid and silent and stupid and awkward, and I shall answer, Oui, monsieur; Non, monsieur, and you will behold in me the jeune fille of the romances.

Dont! he protested.

I shall! she cried, shaking out her scarlet skirts full breadth. Good-by!

In a second she had gone, straight away through the forest, leaving in his ears the music of her voice, on his finger-tips the touch of her warm hand.

He stood, leaning on his gun — a minute, an hour? — he did not know.

Presently earthly sounds began to come back to drown the delicious voice in his ears; he heard the little river Lisse, flowing, flowing under green branches; he heard a throstle singing in the summer wind; he heard, far in the deeper forest, something passing — patter, patter, patter — over the dead leaves.


CHAPTER II

TELEGRAMS FOR TWO

[image: img22.jpg]

JACK MARCHE TUCKED his gun under his arm and turned away along the overgrown wood-road that stretched from the De Nesville forests to the more open woods of Morteyn.

He walked slowly, puffing his pipe, pondering over his encounter with the châtelaine of the Château de Nesville. He thought, too, of the old Vicomte de Morteyn and his gentle wife, of the little house-party of which he and his sister Dorothy made two, of Sir Thorald and Lady Hesketh, their youthful and totally irresponsible chaperons on the journey from Paris to Morteyn.

Theyre lunching on the Lisse, he thought. Ill not get a bite if Ricky is there.

When Madame de Morteyn wrote to Sir Thorald and Lady Hesketh on the first of July, she asked them to chaperon her two nieces and some other pretty girls in the American colony whom they might wish to bring, for a month, to Morteyn.

The devil! said Sir Thorald when he read the letter; am I to pick out the girls, Molly?

Betty and I will select the men, said Lady Hesketh, sweetly; you may do as you please.

He did. He suggested a great many, and wrote a list for his wife. That prudent young woman carefully crossed out every name, saying, Thorald! I am ashamed of you! and substituted another list. She had chosen, besides Dorothy Marche and Betty Castlemaine, the two nieces in question, Barbara Lisle and her inseparable little German friend, Alixe von Elster; also the latters brother, Rickerl, or Ricky, as he was called in diplomatic circles. She closed the list with Cecil Page, because she knew that Betty Castlemaine, Madame de Morteyns younger niece, looked kindly, at times, upon this blond giant.

And so it happened that the whole party invaded three first-class compartments of an east-bound train at the Gare de lEst, and twenty-two hours later were trooping up the terrace steps of the Château Morteyn, here in the forests and fragrant meadows of Lorraine.

Madame de Morteyn kissed all the girls on both cheeks, and the old vicomte embraced his nieces, Betty Castlemaine and Dorothy Marche, and threatened to kiss the others, including Molly Hesketh. He desisted, he assured them, only because he feared Sir Thorald might feel bound to follow his example; to which Lady Hesketh replied that she didnt care and smiled at the vicomte.

The days had flown very swiftly for all: Jack Marche taught Barbara Lisle to fish for gudgeon; Betty Castlemaine tormented Cecil Page to his infinitely miserable delight; Ricky von Elster made tender eyes at Dorothy Marche and rowed her up and down the Lisse; and his sister Alixe read sentimental verses under the beech-trees and sighed for the sweet mysteries that young German girls sigh for — heart-friendships, lovers, Ewigkeit — God knows what! — something or other that turns the heart to tears until everything slops over and the very heavens sob.

They were happy enough together in the Château and out-of-doors. Little incidents occurred that might as well not have occurred, but apparently no scars were left nor any incurable pang. True, Molly Hesketh made eyes at Ricky von Elster; but she reproved him bitterly when he kissed her hand in the orangery one evening; true also that Sir Thorald whispered airy nothings into the shell-like ear of Alixe von Elster until that German maiden could not have repeated her German alphabet. But, except for the chaperons, the unmarried people did well enough, as unmarried people usually do when let alone.

So, on that cloudless day of July, 1870, Rickerl von Elster sat in the green row-boat and tugged at the oars while Sir Thorald smoked a cigar placidly and Lady Hesketh trailed her pointed fingers over the surface of the water.

Ricky, my son, said Sir Thorald, you probably gallop better than you row. Who ever heard of an Uhlan in a boat? Molly, take his oars away.

Ricky shall row me if he wishes, replied Molly Hesketh; and you do, dont you, Ricky? Thorald will set you on shore if you want.

I have no confidence in Uhlan officers, said her spouse, darkly.

Rickerl looked pleased; perspiration stood on his blond eyebrows and his broad face glowed.

As an officer of cavalry in the Prussian army, he said, and as an attaché of the German Embassy in Paris, I suggest that we return to first principles and rejoin our base of supplies.

Hes thirsty, said Molly, gravely. The base of supplies, so long cut loose from, is there under the willows, and I see six feet two of Cecil Page carrying a case of bottles.

Row, Ricky! urged Sir Thorald; they will leave nothing for Uhlan foragers!

The boat rubbed its nose against the mossy bank; Lady Hesketh placed her fair hands in Rickys chubby ones and sprang to the shore.

Cecil Page, she said, I am thirsty. Where are the others?

Betty and Dorothy looked out from their seat in the tall grass.

Charles brought the hamper; there it is, said Cecil.

Barbara Lisle and sentimental little Alixe von Elster strolled up and looked lovingly upon the sandwiches.

Cecil Page stood and sulked, until Dorothy took pity and made room on the moss beside her.

Cant you have a little mercy, Betty? she whispered; Cecil moons like a wounded elephant.

So Betty smiled at him and asked for more salad, and Cecil brought it and basked in her smiles.

Where is Jack Marche? asked Molly Hesketh. Dorothy, your brother went into the chase with a gun, and where is he?

What does he want to shoot in July? Its too late for rooks, said Sir Thorald, pouring out champagne-cup for Barbara Lisle.

I dont know where Jack went, said Dorothy. He heard one of the keepers complain of the hawks, so, I suppose, he took a gun. I wonder why that strange Lorraine de Nesville doesnt come to call. I am simply dying to see her.

I saw her once, observed Sir Thorald.

You generally do, added his wife.

What?

See what others dont.

Sir Thorald, a trifle disconcerted, applied himself to caviare and, later, to a bottle of Moselle.

Shes a beauty, they say— began Ricky, and might have continued had he not caught the danger-signal in Molly Heskeths black eyes.

Lorraine de Nesville, said Lady Hesketh, is only a child of seventeen. Her father makes balloons.

Not the little, red, squeaky kind, added Sir Thorald; Molly, he is an amateur aeronaut.

Hed much better take care of Lorraine. The poor child runs wild all over the country. They say she rides like a witch on a broom—

Astride? cried Sir Thorald.

For shame! said his wife; I — I — upon my word, I have heard that she has done that, too. Ricky! what do you mean by yawning?

Ricky had been listening, mouth open. He shut it hurriedly and grew pink to the roots of his colourless hair.

Betty Castlemaine looked at Cecil, and Dorothy Marche laughed.

What of it? she said; there is nobody here who would dare to!

Oh, shocking! said little Alixe, and tried to look as though she meant it.

At that moment Sir Thorald caught sight of Jack Marche, strolling up through the trees, gun tucked under his left arm.

No luncheon, no salad, no champagne-cup, no cigarette! he called; all gone! all gone! Mollys smoked my last—

Jack Marche, where have you been? demanded Molly Hesketh. No, you neednt dodge my accusing finger! Barbara, look at him!

Its a pretty finger — if Sir Thorald will permit me to say so, said Jack, laughing and setting his gun up against a tree. Dorrie, didnt you save any salad? Ricky, you devouring scourge, theres not a bit of caviare! Im hungry — Oh, thanks, Betty, you did think of the prodigal, didnt you?

It was Cecil, she said, slyly; I was saving it for him. What did you shoot, Jack?

Now you people listen and Ill tell you what I didnt shoot.

A poor little hawk? asked Betty.

No — a poor little wolf!

In the midst of cries of astonishment and exclamations Sir Thorald arose, waving a napkin.

I knew it! he said— I knew I saw a wolf in the woods day before yesterday, but I didnt dare tell Molly; she never believes me.

And you deliberately chose to expose us to the danger of being eaten alive? said Lady Hesketh, in an awful voice. Ricky, Im going to get into that boat at once; Dorothy — Betty Castlemaine — bring Alixe and Barbara Lisle. We are going to embark at once.

Ricky and his boat-load of beauty, laughed Sir Thorald. Really, Molly, I hesitated to tell you because — I was afraid—

What, you horrid thing? — afraid hed bite me?

Afraid youd bite the wolf, my dear, he whispered so that nobody but she heard it; I say, Ricky, we ought to have a wolf drive! What do you think?

The subject started, all chimed in with enthusiasm except Alixe von Elster, who sat with big, soulful eyes fixed on Sir Thorald and trembled for that bad young mans precious skin.

We have two weeks to stay yet, said Cecil, glancing involuntarily at Betty Castlemaine; we can get up a drive in a week.

You are not going, Cecil, said Betty, in a low voice, partly to practise controlling him, partly to see him blush.

Lady Hesketh, however, took enough interest in the sport to insist, and Jack Marche promised to see the head-keeper at once.

I think I see him now, said Sir Thorald— no, its Bosquets boy from the post-office. Those are telegrams hes got.

The little postmans son came trotting across the meadow, waving two blue envelopes.

Monsieur le Capitaine Rickerl von Elster and Monsieur Jack Marche — two telegrams this instant from Paris, messieurs! I salute you. And he took off his peaked cap, adding, as he saw the others, Messieurs, mesdames, and nodded his curly, blond head and smiled.

Dont apologize — read your telegrams! said Lady Hesketh; dear me! dear me! if they take you two away and leave Thorald, I shall — I shall yawn!

Rickys broad face changed as he read his despatch; and Molly Hesketh, shamelessly peeping over his shoulder, exclaimed, Its cipher! How stupid! Can you understand it, Ricky?

Yes, Rickerl von Elster understood it well enough. He paled a little, thrust the crumpled telegram into his pocket, and looked vaguely at the circle of faces. After a moment he said, standing very straight, I must leave to-morrow morning.

Recalled? Confound your ambassador, Ricky! said Sir Thorald. Recalled to Paris in midsummer! Well, Im—

Not to Paris, said Rickerl, with a curious catch in his voice— to Berlin. I join my regiment at once.

Jack Marche, who had been studying his telegram with puzzled eyes, held it out to Sir Thorald.

Cant make head or tail of it; can you? he demanded.

Sir Thorald took it and read aloud: New York Herald offers you your own price and all expenses. Cable, if accepted.

Cable, if accepted, repeated Betty Castlemaine; accept what?

Exactly! What? said Jack. Do they want a story? What do expenses mean? Im not going to Africa again if I know it.

It sounds as though the Herald wanted you for some expedition; it sounds as if everybody knew about the expedition, except you. Nobody ever hears any news at Morteyn, said Molly Hesketh, dejectedly. Are you going, Jack?

Going? Where?

Does your telegram throw any light on Jacks, Ricky? asked Sir Thorald.

But Rickerl von Elster turned away without answering.


CHAPTER III

SUMMER THUNDER
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WHEN THE OLD vicomte was well enough to entertain anybody at all, which was not very often, he did it skilfully. So when he filled the Château with young people and told them to amuse themselves and not bother him, the house-party was necessarily a success.

He himself sat all day in the sunshine, studying the weeks Paris newspapers with dim, kindly eyes, or played interminable chess games with his wife on the flower terrace.

She was sixty; he had passed threescore and ten. They never strayed far from each other. It had always been so from the first, and the first was when Helen Bruce, of New York City, married Georges Vicomte de Morteyn. That was long ago.

The chess-table stood on the terrace in the shadow of the flower-crowned parapets; the old vicomte sat opposite his wife, one hand touching the black knight, one foot propped up on a pile of cushions. He pushed the knight slowly from square to square and twisted his white imperial with stiff fingers.

Helen, he asked, mildly, are you bored?

No, dear.

Madame de Morteyn smiled at her husband and lifted a pawn in her thin, blue-veined hand; but the vicomte had not finished, and she replaced the pawn and leaned back in her chair, moving the two little coffee-cups aside so that she could see what her husband was doing with the knight.

From the lawn below came the chatter and laughter of girls. On the edge of the lawn the little river Lisse glided noiselessly towards the beech woods, whose depths, saturated with sunshine, rang with the mellow notes of nesting thrushes.

The middle of July had found the leaves as fresh and tender as when they opened in May, the willows silver green cooled the richer verdure of beach and sycamore; the round poplar leaves, pale yellow and orange in the sunlight, hung brilliant as lighted lanterns where the sun burned through.

Helen?

Dear?

I am not at all certain what to do with my queens knight. May I have another cup of coffee?

Madame de Morteyn poured the coffee from the little silver coffee-pot.

It is hot; be careful, dear.

The vicomte sipped his coffee, looking at her with faded eyes. She knew what he was going to say; it was always the same, and her answer was always the same. And always, as at that first breakfast — their wedding-breakfast — her pale cheeks bloomed again with a subtle colour, the ghost of roses long dead.

Helen, are you thinking of that morning?

Yes, Georges.

Of our wedding-breakfast — here — at this same table?

Yes, Georges.

The vicomte set his cup back in the saucer and, trembling, poured a pale, golden liquid from a decanter into two tiny glasses.

A glass of wine? — I have the honour, my dear—

The colour touched her cheeks as their glasses met; the still air tinkled with the melody of crystal touching crystal; a golden drop fell from the brimming glasses. The young people on the lawn below were very noisy.

She placed her empty glass on the table; the delicate glow in her cheeks faded as skies fade at twilight. He, with grave head leaning on his hand, looked vaguely at the chess-board, and saw, mirrored on every onyx square, the eyes of his wife.

Will you have the journals, dear? she asked presently. She handed him the Gaulois, and he thanked her and opened it, peering closely at the black print.

After a moment he read: M. Ollivier declared, in the Corps Législatif, that at no time in the history of France has the maintenance of peace been more assured than to-day. Oh, that journal is two weeks old, Helen.

The treaty of Paris in 1856 assured peace in the Orient, and the treaty of Prague in 1866 assures peace in Germany, continued the vicomte; I dont see why it should be necessary for Monsieur Ollivier to insist.

He dropped the paper on the stones and touched his white mustache.

You are thinking of General Chanzy, said his wife, laughing— you always twist your mustache like that when youre thinking of Chanzy.

He smiled, for he was thinking of Chanzy, his sword-brother; and the hot plains of Oran and the dusty columns of cavalry passed before his eyes — moving, moving across a world of desert into the flaming disk of the setting sun.

Is to-day the 16th of July, Helen?

Yes, dear.

Then Chanzy is coming back from Oran. I know you dread it. We shall talk of nothing but Abd-el-Kader and Spahis and Turcos, and how we lost our Kabyle tobacco at Bou-Youb.

She had heard all about it, too; she knew every étape of the 48th of the Line — from the camp at Sathonay to Sidi-Bel-Abbès, and from Daya to Djebel-Mikaidon. Not that she cared for sabres and red trousers, but nothing that concerned her husband was indifferent to her.

I hope General Chanzy will come, she said, and tell you all about those poor Kabyles and the Legion and that horrid 2d Zouaves that you and he laugh over. Are you tired, dear?

No. Shall we play? I believe it was my move. How warm it is in the sun — no, dont stir, dear — I like it, and my gout is better for it. What do you suppose all those young people are doing? Hear Betty Castlemaine laugh! It is very fortunate for them, Helen, that I married an American with an Americans disregard of French conventionalities.

I am very strict, said his wife, smiling; I can survey them en chaperone.

If you turn around. But you dont.

I do when it is necessary, said Madame de Morteyn, indignantly; Molly Hesketh is there.

The vicomte laughed and picked up the knight again.

You see, he said, waving it in the air, that I also have become a very good American. I think no evil until it comes, and when it comes I say, Shocking!

Georges!

Thats what I say, my dear—

Georges!

There, dear, I wont tease. Hark! What is that?

Madame de Morteyn leaned over the parapet.

It is Jean Bosquet. Shall I speak to him?

Perhaps he has the Paris papers.

Jean! she called; and presently the little postman came trotting up the long stone steps from the drive. Had he anything? Nothing for Monsieur le Vicomte except a bundle of the weeks journals from Paris. So Madame de Morteyn took the papers, and the little postman doffed his cap again and trotted away, blue blouse fluttering and sabots echoing along the terrace pavement.

I am tired of chess, said the old vicomte; would you mind reading the Gaulois?

The politics, dear?

Yes, the weekly summary — if it wont bore you.

Tais toi! Écoute. This is dated July 3d. Shall I begin?

Yes, Helen.

She held the paper nearer and read: A Paris journal publishes a despatch through lagence Havas which declares that a deputation from the Spanish Government has left Madrid for Berlin to offer the crown of Spain to Leopold von Hohenzollern.

What! cried the vicomte, angrily. Two chessmen tipped over and rolled among the others.

Its what it says, mon ami; look — see — it is exactly as I read it.

Are those Spaniards crazy? muttered the vicomte, tugging at his imperial. Look, Helen, read what the next days journal says.

His wife unfolded the paper dated the 4th of July and found the column and read: The press of Paris unanimously accuses the Imperial Government of allowing Prim and Bismarck to intrigue against the interests of France. The French ambassador, Count Benedetti, interviewed the King of Prussia at Ems and requested him to prevent Prince Leopold von Hohenzollerns acceptance. It is rumoured that the King of Prussia declined to interfere.

Madame de Morteyn tossed the journal on to the terrace and opened another.

On the 12th of July the Spanish ambassador to Paris informed the Duc de Gramont, Minister of Foreign Affairs, that the Prince von Hohenzollern renounces his candidacy to the Spanish throne.

À la bonheur! said the vicomte, with a sigh of relief; that settles the Hohenzollern matter. My dear, can you imagine France permitting a German prince to mount the throne of Spain? It was more than a menace — it was almost an insult. Do you remember Count Bismarck when he was ambassador to France? He is a man who fascinates me. How he used to watch the Emperor! I can see him yet — those puffy, pale eyes! You saw him also, dear — you remember, at Saint-Cloud?

Yes; I thought him brusque and malicious.

I know he is at the bottom of this. Im glad it is over. Did you finish the telegraphic news?

Almost all. It says — dear me, Georges! — it says that the Duc de Gramont refuses to accept any pledge from the Spanish ambassador unless that old Von Werther — the German ambassador, you know — guarantees that Prince Leopold von Hohenzollern will never again attempt to mount the Spanish throne!

There was a silence. The old vicomte stirred restlessly and knocked over some more chessmen.

Sufficient unto the day— he said, at last; the Duc de Gramont is making a mistake to press the matter. The word of the Spanish ambassador is enough — until he breaks it. General Lebœuf might occupy himself in the interim — profitably, I think.

General Lebœuf is minister of war. What do you mean, Georges?

Yes, dear, Lebœuf is minister of war.

And you think this German prince may some time again—

I think France should be ready if he does. Is she ready? Not if Chanzy and I know a Turco from a Kabyle. Perhaps Count Bismarck wants us to press his king for guarantees. I dont trust him. If he does, we should not oblige him. Gramont is making a grave mistake. Suppose the King of Prussia should refuse and say it is not his affair? Then we would be obliged to accept that answer, or—

Or what, Georges?

Or — well, my dear — or fight. But Gramont is not wicked enough, nor is France crazy enough, to wish to go to war over a contingency — a possibility that might never happen. I foresee a snub for our ambassador at Ems, but that is all. Do you care to play any more? I tipped over my king and his castles.

Perhaps it is an omen — the King of Prussia, you know, and his fortresses. I feel superstitious, Georges!

The vicomte smiled and set the pieces up on their proper squares.

It is settled; the Spanish ambassador pledges his word that Prince Hohenzollern will not be King of Spain. France should be satisfied. It is my move, I believe, and I move so — check to you, my dear!

I resign, dearest. Listen! Here come the children up the terrace steps.

But — but — Helen, you must not resign so soon. Why should you?

Because you are already beaten, she laughed, gently— your king and his castles and all his men! How headstrong you Chasseurs dAfrique are!

Im not beaten! said the old man, stoutly, and leaned closer over the board. Then he also laughed, and said, Tiens! tiens! tiens! and his wife rose and gave him her arm. Two pretty girls came running up the terrace, and the old vicomte stood up, crying: Children! Naughty ones! I see you coming! Madame de Morteyn has beaten me at chess. Laugh if you dare! Betty Castlemaine, I see you smiling!

I? laughed that young lady, turning her flushed face from her aunt to her uncle.

Yes, you did, repeated the vicomte, and you are not the niece that I love any more. Where have you been? And you, Dorothy Marche? — your hair is very much tangled.

We have been lunching by the Lisse, said Dorothy, and Jack caught a gudgeon; here it is.

Pooh! said the old vicomte; I must show them how to fish. Helen, I shall go fishing—

Some time, said his wife, gently. Betty, where are the men?

Jack and Barbara Lisle are fishing; Sir Thorald and Lady Hesketh are in the green boat, and Ricky is rowing them. The others are somewhere. Ricky got a telegram, and must go to Berlin.

Tell Rickerl von Elster that his king is making mischief, laughed the vicomte, and he may go back to Berlin when he chooses. Then, smiling at the young, flushed faces, he leaned on his wifes arm and passed slowly along the terrace towards the house.

I wonder why Lorraine has not come? he said to his wife. Wont she come to-night for the dance?

Lorraine is a very sweet but a very uncertain girl, replied Madame de Morteyn. She led him through the great bay-window opening on the terrace, drew his easy-chair before his desk, placed the journals before him, and, stooping, kissed him.

If you want me, send Charles. I really ought to be with the young people a moment. I wonder why Ricky must leave?

How far away are you going, Helen?

Only to the Lisse.

Then I shall read about Monsieur Bismarck and his Spanish friends until you come. The day is long without you.

They smiled at each other, and she sat down by the window.

Read, she said; I can see my children from here. I wonder why Ricky is leaving?

Suddenly, in the silence of the summer noon, far in the east, a dull sound shook the stillness. Again they heard it — again, and again — a deep boom, muttering, reverberating like summer thunder.

Why should they fire cannon to-day, Helen? asked the old man, querulously. Why should they fire cannon beyond the Rhine?

It is thunder, she said, gently; it will storm before long.

I am tired, said the vicomte. Helen, I shall sleep. Sit by me — so — no — nearer yet! Are the children happy?

Yes, dear.

When the cannon cease, I shall fall asleep. Listen! what is that?

A blackbird singing in the pear-tree.

And what is that — that sound of galloping? Look out and see, Helen.

It is a gendarme riding fast towards the Rhine.


CHAPTER IV

THE FARANDOLE
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THAT EVENING DOROTHY Marche stood on the terrace in the moonlight waving her plumed fan and listening to the orchestra from the hamlet of Saint-Lys. The orchestra — two violins, a reed-pipe, a biniou, and a harp — were playing away with might and main. Through the bay-window she could see the crystal chandeliers glittering with prismatic light, the slender gilded chairs, the cabinets and canapés, golden, backed with tapestry; and everywhere massed banks of ferns and lilies. They were dancing in there; she saw Lady Hesketh floating in the determined grip of Cecil Page, she saw Sir Thorald proudly prancing to the air of the farandole; Betty Castlemaine, Jack, Alixe, Barbara Lisle passed the window only to re-pass and pass again in a whirl of gauze and filmy colour; and the swish! swish! swish! of silken petticoats, and the rub of little feet on the polished floor grew into a rhythmic, monotonous cadence, beating, beating the measure of the farandole.

Dorothy waved her fan and looked at Rickerl, standing in the moonlight beside her.

Why wont you dance, Ricky? she asked; it is your last evening, if you are determined to leave to-morrow. He turned to her with an abrupt gesture; she thought he was going to speak, but he did not, and after a moment she said: Do you know what that despatch from the New York Herald to my brother means?

Yes, he said. His voice was dull, almost indifferent.

Will you tell me?

Yes, to-morrow.

Is — is it anything dangerous that they want him to do?

Yes.

Ricky — tell me, then! You frighten me.

To-morrow — perhaps to-night.

Perhaps to-night?

If I receive another telegram. I expect to.

Then, if you receive another despatch, we shall all know?

Rickerl von Elster bent his head and laid a gloved hand lightly on her own.

I am very unhappy, he said, simply. May we not speak of other things?

Yes, Ricky, she said, faintly. He looked almost handsome there in the moonlight, but under his evening dress the square build of the Prussian trooper, the rigid back, and sturdy limbs were perhaps too apparent for ideal civilian elegance. Dorothy looked into his serious young face. He touched his blond mustache, felt unconsciously for the sabre that was not dangling from his left hip, remembered, coloured, and stood up even straighter.

We are thinking of the same thing, said Dorothy; I was trying to recall that last time we met — do you remember? In Paris?

He nodded; eyes fixed on hers.

At the Diplomatic Ball?

Yes.

And you were in uniform, and your sabre was very beautiful, but — do you remember how it clashed and banged on the marble stairway, and how the other attachés teased you until you tucked it under your left arm? Dear me! I was fascinated by your patent-leather sabre-tache, and your little spurs, that rang like tiny chimes when you walked. What sentimental creatures young girls are! Ne cest pas, Ricky?

I have never forgotten that evening, he said, in a voice so low that she leaned involuntarily nearer.

We were very young then, she said, waving her fan.

It was not a year ago.

We were young, she repeated, coldly.

Yet I shall never forget, Dorothy.

She closed her fan and began to examine the fluffy plumes. Her cheeks were red, and she bit her lips continually.

Do you particularly admire Molly Heskeths hand? she asked, indifferently.

He turned crimson. How could she know of the episode in the orangery? Know? There was no mystery in that; Molly Hesketh had told her. But Rickerl von Elster, loyal in little things, saw but one explanation — Dorothy must have seen him.

Yes — I kissed her hand, he said. He did not add that Molly had dared him.

Dorothy raised her head with an icy smile.

Is it honourable to confess such a thing? she asked, in steady tones.

But — but you knew it, for you saw me— he stammered.

I did not! she flashed out, and walked straight into the house.

Dorrie! cried her brother as she swept by him, what do you think? Lorraine de Nesville is coming this evening!

Lorraine? said his sister— dear me, I am dying to see her.

Then turn around, whispered Betty Castlemaine, leaning across from Cecils arm. Oh, Dorrie! what a beauty!

At the same moment the old vicomte rose from his gilded chair and stepped forward to the threshold, saying, Lorraine! Lorraine! Then you have come at last, little bad one? And he kissed her white hands and led her to his wife, murmuring, Helen, what shall we do with the little bad one who never comes to bid two old people good-day?

Ah, Lorraine! said Madame de Morteyn; kiss me, my child.

There she stood, her cheeks faintly touched with colour, her splendid eyes shining like azure stars, the candle-light setting her heavy hair aglow till it glistened and burned as molten ore flashes in a crucible. They pressed around her; she saw, through the flare of yellow light, a sea of rosy faces; a vague mist of lace set with jewels; and she smiled at them while the colour deepened in her cheeks. There was music in her ears and music in her heart, and she was dancing now — dancing with a tall, bronzed young fellow who held her strong and safe, and whose eyes continually sought her own.

You see, she said, demurely, that my gowns came to-day from Paris.

It is a dream — this one, he said, smiling back into her eyes, but I shall never forget the scarlet skirt and little bodice of velvet, and the silver chains, and your hair—

My hair? It is still on my head.

It was tangled across your face — then.

Taisez-vous, Monsieur Marche!

And you seem to have grown taller—

It is my ball-gown.

And you do not cast down your eyes and say, Oui, monsieur, Non, monsieur—

Non, monsieur.

Again they laughed, looking into each others eyes, and there was music in the room and music in their hearts.

Presently the candle-light gave place to moonlight, and they found themselves on the terrace, seated, listening to the voice of the wind in the forest; and they heard the little river Lisse among the rushes and the murmur of leaves on the eaves.

When they became aware of their own silence they turned to each other with the gentle haste born of confusion, for each feared that the other might not understand. Then, smiling, half fearful, they reassured each other with their silence.

She was the first to break the stillness, hesitating as one who breaks the seal of a letter long expected, half dreaded: I came late because my father was restless, and I thought he might need me. Did you hear cannon along the Rhine?

Yes. Some German fête. I thought at first it might be thunder. Give me your fan.

You do not hold it right — there—

Do you feel the breeze? Your fan is perfumed — or is it the lilies on the terrace? They are dancing again; must we go back?

She looked out into the dazzling moonlight of Lorraine; a nightingale began singing far away in the distant swamp; a bat darted by, turned, rose, dipped, and vanished.

They are dancing, she repeated.

Must we go?

No.

In the stillness the nightingale grew bolder; the woods seemed saturated with song.

My father is restless; I must return soon, she said, with a little sigh. I shall go in presently and make my adieux. I wish you might know my father. Will you? He would like you. He speaks to few people except me. I know all that he thinks, all that he dreams of. I know also all that he has done, all that he is doing, all that he will do — God willing. Why is it I tell you this? Ma foi, I do not know. And I am going to tell you more. Have you heard that my father has made a balloon?

Yes — everybody speaks of it, he answered, gravely.

But — ah, this is the wonderful part! — he has made a balloon that can be inflated in five seconds! Think! All other balloons require a long, long while, and many tubes; and one must take them to a usine de gaz. My fathers balloon needs no gas — that is, it needs no common illuminating gas.

A montgolfier? asked Marche, curiously.

Oh, pooh! The idea! No, it is like other balloons, except that — well — there is needed merely a handful of silvery dust — to which you touch a drop of water — piff! puff! cest fini! The balloon is filled.

And what is this silvery dust? he asked, laughing.

Voilà! Do you not wish you knew? I — Lorraine de Nesville — I know! It is a secret. If the time ever should come — in case of war, for instance — my father will give the secret to France — freely — without recompense — a secret that all the nations of Europe could not buy! Now, dont you wish you knew, monsieur?

And you know?

Yes, she said, with a tantalizing toss of her head.

Then youd better look out, he laughed; if European nations get wind of this they might kidnap you.

They know it already, she said, seriously. Austria, Spain, Portugal, and Russia have sent agents to my father — as though he bought and sold the welfare of his country!

And that map-making fellow this morning — do you suppose he might have been hanging about after that sort of thing — trying to pry and pick up some scrap of information?

I dont know, she said, quietly; I only saw him making maps. Listen! there are two secrets that my father possesses, and they are both in writing. I do not know where he keeps them, but I know what they are. Shall I tell you? Then listen — I shall whisper. One is the chemical formula for the silvery dust, the gas of which can fill a balloon in five seconds. The other is — you will be astonished — the plan for a navigable balloon!

Has he tried it?

A dozen times. I went up twice. It steers like a ship.

Do people know this, too?

Germany does. Once we sailed, papa and I, up over our forest and across the country to the German frontier. We were not very high; we could see the soldiers at the custom-house, and they saw us, and — would you believe it? — they fired their horrid guns at us — pop! pop! pop! But we were too quick; we simply sailed back again against the very air-currents that brought us. One bullet made a hole in the silk, but we didnt come down. Papa says a dozen bullets cannot bring a balloon down, even when they pierce the silk, because the air-pressure is great enough to keep the gas in. But he says that if they fire a shell, that is what is to be dreaded, for the gas, once aflame! — that ends all. Dear me! we talk a great deal of war — you and I. It is time for me to go.

They rose in the moonlight; he gave her back her fan. For a full minute they stood silent, facing each other. She broke a lily from its stem, and drew it out of the cluster at her breast. She did not offer it, but he knew it was his, and he took it.

Symbol of France, she whispered.

Symbol of Lorraine, he said, aloud.

A deep boom, sullen as summer thunder, shook the echoes awake among the shrouded hills, rolling, reverberating, resounding, until the echoes carried it on from valley to valley, off into the world of shadows.

The utter silence that followed was broken by a call, a gallop of hoofs on the gravel drive, the clink of stirrups, the snorting of hard-run horses.

Somebody cried, A telegram for you, Ricky! There was a patter of feet on the terrace, a chorus of voices: What is it, Ricky? Must you go at once? Whatever is the matter?

The young German soldier, very pale, turned to the circle of lamp-lit faces.

France and Germany — I — I—

What? cried Sir Thorald, violently.

War was declared at noon to-day!

Lorraine gave a gasp and reached out one hand. Jack Marche took it in both of his.

Inside the ballroom the orchestra was still playing the farandole.


CHAPTER V

COWARDS AND THEIR COURAGE
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RICKERL TOOK THE old vicomtes withered hand; he could not speak; his sister Alixe was crying.

War? War? Allons donc! muttered the old man. Helen! Ricky says we are to have war. Helen, do you hear? War!

Then Rickerl hurried away to dress, for he was to ride to the Rhine, nor spare whip nor spur; and Barbara Lisle comforted little Alixe, who wept as she watched the maids throwing everything pell-mell into their trunks; for they, too, were to leave at daylight on the Moselle Express for Cologne.

Below, a boy appeared, leading Rickerls horse from the stables; there were lanterns moving along the drive, and dark figures passing, clustering about the two steaming horses of the messengers, where a groom stood with a pail of water and a sponge. Everywhere the hum of voices rose and died away like the rumour of swarming bees. War! War is declared! When? War was declared to-day! When? War was declared to-day at noon! And always the burden of the busy voices was the same, menacing, incredulous, half-whispered, but always the same— War! war! war!

Booted and spurred, square-shouldered and muscular in his corded riding-suit, Rickerl passed the terrace again after the last adieux. The last? No, for as his heavy horse stamped out across the drive a voice murmured his name, a hand fell on his arm.

Dorothy, he whispered, bending from his saddle.

I love you, Ricky, she gasped.

And they say women are cowards!

He lifted her to his breast, held her crushed and panting; she put both hands before her eyes.

There has never been any one but you; do you believe it? he stammered.

Yes.

Then you are mine!

Yes. May God spare you!

And Rickerl, loyal in little things, swung her gently to the ground again, unkissed.

There was a flurry of gravel, a glimpse of a horse rearing, plunging, springing into the darkness — that was all. And she crept back to the terrace with hot, tearless lids, that burned till all her body quivered with the fever in her aching eyes. She passed the orchestra, trudging back to Saint-Lys along the gravel drive, the two fat violinists stolidly smoking their Alsacian pipes, the harp-player muttering to the aged piper, the little biniou man from the Côte-dOr, excited, mercurial, gesticulating at every step. War! war! war! The burden of the ghastly monotone was in her brain, her tired heart kept beating out the cadence that her little slippered feet echoed along the gravel — War! war!

At the foot of the steps which skirted the terrace she met her brother and Lorraine watching the groom rubbing down the messengers horses. A lantern, glimmering on the ground, shed a sickly light under their eyes.

Dorrie, said Jack, Sir Thorald and Lady Hesketh think that we all should start for Paris by the early train. They have already sent some of our trunks to Saint-Lys; Mademoiselle de Nesville — he turned with a gesture almost caressing to Lorraine— Mademoiselle de Nesville has generously offered her carriage to help transport the luggage, and she is going to wait until it returns.

And uncle — and our aunt De Morteyn?

I shall stay at Morteyn until they decide whether to close the house and go to Paris or to stay until October. Dorrie, dear, we are very near the frontier here.

There will be no invasion, said Lorraine, faintly.

The Rhine is very near, repeated Dorothy. She was thinking of Rickerl.

So you and Betty and Cecil, continued Jack, are to go with the Heskeths to Paris. Poor little Alixe is crying her eyes out up-stairs. She and Barbara Lisle are going to Cologne, where Ricky will either find them or have his father meet them.

After a moment he added, It seems incredible, this news. They say, in the village, that the King of Prussia insulted the French ambassador, Count Benedetti, on the public promenade of Ems. Its all about that Hohenzollern business and the Spanish succession. Everybody thought it was settled, of course, because the Spanish ambassador said so, and Prince Leopold von Hohenzollern withdrew his claim. I cant understand it; I can scarcely believe it.

Dorothy stood a moment, looking at the stars in the midnight sky. Then she turned with a sigh to Lorraine.

Good-night, she said, and they kissed each other, these two young girls who an hour before had been strangers.

Shall I see you again? We leave by the early train, whispered Dorothy.

No — I must return when my carriage comes back from the village. Good-by, dear — good-by, dear Dorothy.

A moment later, Dorothy, flinging her short ermine-edged cloak from her shoulders, entered the empty ballroom and threw herself upon the gilded canapé.

One by one the candles spluttered, glimmered, flashed up, and went out, leaving a trail of smoke in the still air. Up-stairs little Alixe was sobbing herself to sleep in Barbaras arms; in his own chamber the old vicomte paced to and fro, and to and fro, and his sweet-faced wife watched him in silence, her thin hand shading her eyes in the lamplight. In the next room Sir Thorald and Lady Hesketh sat close together, whispering. Only Betty Castlemaine and Cecil Page had lost little of their cheerfulness, perhaps because neither were French, and Cecil was not going to the war, and — after all, war promised to be an exciting thing, and well worth the absorbed attention of two very young lovers. Arm in arm, they promenaded the empty halls and galleries, meeting no one save here and there a pale-faced maid or scared flunky; and at length they entered the gilded ballroom where Dorothy lay, flung full length on the canapé.

She submitted to Bettys caresses, and went away to bed with her, saying good-night to Cecil in a tear-choked voice; and a moment later Cecil sought his own chamber, lighted a pipe, and gave himself up to delightful visions of Betty, protected from several Prussian army-corps by the single might of his strong right arm.

At the foot of the terrace, Lorraine de Nesville stood with Jack, watching the dark drive for the lamps of the returning carriage. Her maid loitered near, exchanging whispered gossip with the groom, who now stood undecided, holding both horses and waiting for orders. Presently Jack asked him where the messengers were, and he said he didnt know, but that they had perhaps gone to the kitchens for refreshments.

Go and find them, then; here, give me the bridles, said Jack; if they are eating, let them finish; Ill hold their horses. Why doesnt Mademoiselle de Nesvilles carriage come back from Saint-Lys? When you leave the kitchens, go down the road and look for it. Tell them to hurry.

The groom touched his cap and hastened away.

I wish the carriage would come — I wish the carriage would hurry, repeated Lorraine, at intervals. My father is alone; I am nervous, I dont know why. What are you reading?

My telegram from the New York Herald, he answered, thoughtfully.

It is easy to understand now, she said.

Yes, easy to understand. They want me for war correspondent.

Are you going?

I dont know— He hesitated, trying to see her eyes in the darkness. I dont know; shall you stay here in the Moselle Valley?

Yes — I suppose so.

You are very near the Rhine.

There will be — there shall be no invasion, she said, feverishly. France also ends at the Rhine; let them look to their own!

She moved impatiently, stepped from the stones to the damp gravel, and walked slowly across the misty lawn. He followed, leading the horses behind him and holding his telegram open in his right hand. Presently she looked back over her shoulder, saw him following, and waited.

Why, will you go as war correspondent? she asked when he came up, leading the saddled horses.

I dont know; I was on the Herald staff in New York; they gave me a roving commission, which I enjoyed so much that I resigned and stayed in Paris. I had not dreamed that I should ever be needed — I did not think of anything like this.

Have you never seen war?

Nothing to speak of. I was the Heralds representative at Sadowa, and before that I saw some Kabyles shot in Oran. Where are you going?

To the river. We can hear the carriage when it comes, and I want to see the lights of the Château de Nesville.

From the river? Can you?

Yes — the trees are cut away north of the boat-house. Look! I told you so. My father is there alone.

Far away in the night the lights of the Château de Nesville glimmered between the trees, smaller, paler, yellower than the splendid stars that crowned the black vault above the forest.

After a silence she reached out her hand abruptly and took the telegram from between his fingers. In the starlight she read it, once, twice; then raised her head and smiled at him.

Are you going?

I dont know. Yes.

No, she said, and tore the telegram into bits.

One by one she tossed the pieces on to the bosom of the placid Lisse, where they sailed away towards the Moselle like dim, blue blossoms floating idly with the current.

Are you angry? she whispered.

He saw that she was trembling, and that her face had grown very pale.

What is the matter? he asked, amazed.

The matter — the matter is this: I — I — Lorraine de Nesville — am afraid! I am afraid! It is fear — it is fear!

Fear? he asked, gently.

Yes! she cried. Yes, it is fear! I cannot help it — I never before knew it — that I — I could be afraid. Dont — dont leave us — my father and me! she cried, passionately. We are so alone there in the house — I fear the forest — I fear—

She trembled violently; a wolf howled on the distant hill.

I shall gallop back to the Château de Nesville with you, he said; I shall be close beside you, riding by your carriage-window. Dont tremble so — Mademoiselle de Nesville.

It is terrible, she stammered; I never knew I was a coward.

You are anxious for your father, he said, quietly; you are no coward!

I am — I tremble — see! I shiver.

It was the wolf—

Ah, yes — the wolf that warned us of war! and the men — that one who made maps; I never could do again what I did! Then I was afraid of nothing; now I fear everything — the howl of that beast on the hill, the wind in the trees, the ripple of the Lisse — Cest plus fort que moi — I am a coward. Listen! Can you hear the carriage?

No.

Listen — ah, listen!

It is the noise of the river.

The river? How black it is! Hark!

The wind.

Hark!

The wind again—

Look! She seized his arm frantically. Look! Oh, what — what was that?

The report of a gun, faint but clear, came to their ears. Something flashed from the lighted windows of the Château de Nesville — another flash broke out — another — then three dull reports sounded, and the night wind spread the echoes broadcast among the wooded hills.

For a second she stood beside him, white, rigid, speechless; then her little hand crushed his arm and she pushed him violently towards the horses.

Mount! she cried; ride! ride!

Scarcely conscious of what he did, he backed one of the horses, seized the gathered bridle and mane, and flung himself astride. The horse reared, backed again, and stood stamping. At the same instant he swung about in his saddle and cried, Go back to the house!

But she was already in the saddle, guiding the other horse, her silken skirts crushed, her hair flying, sawing at the bridle-bit with gloved fingers. The wind lifted the cloak on her shoulders, her little satin slipper sought one stirrup.

Ride! she gasped, and lashed her horse.

He saw her pass him in a whirl of silken draperies streaming in the wind; the swans-down cloak hid her body like a cloud. In a second he was galloping at her bridle-rein; and both horses, nose to nose and neck to neck, pounded across the gravel drive, wheeled, leaped forward, and plunged down the soft wood road, straight into the heart of the forest. The lace from her corsage fluttered in the air; the lilies at her breast fell one by one, strewing the road with white blossoms. The wind loosened her heavy hair to the neck, seized it, twisted it, and flung it out on the wind. Under the clusters of ribbon on her shoulders there was a gleam of ivory; her long gloves slipped to the wrists; her hair whipped the rounded arms, bare and white below the riotous ribbons, snapping and fluttering on her shoulders; her cloak unclasped at the throat and whirled to the ground, trampled into the forest mould.

They struck a man in the darkness; they heard him shriek; the horses staggered an instant, that was all, except a gasp from the girl, bending with whitened cheeks close to her horses mane.

Look out! A lantern! — close ahead! panted Marche.

The sharp crack of a revolver cut him short, his horse leaped forward, the blood spurting from its neck.

Are you hit? he cried.

No! no! Ride!

Again and again, but fainter and fainter, came the crack! crack! of the revolver, like a long whip snapped in the wind.

Are you hit? he asked again.

Yes, it is nothing! Ride!

In the darkness and confusion of the plunging horses he managed to lean over to her where she bent in her saddle; and, on one white, round shoulder, he saw the crimson welt of a bullet, from which the blood was welling up out of the satin skin.

And now, in the gloom, the park wall loomed up along the river, and he shouted for the lodge-keeper, rising in his stirrups; but the iron gate swung wide, and the broad, empty avenue stretched up to the Château.

They galloped up to the door; he slipped from his horse, swung Lorraine to the ground, and sprang up the low steps. The door was open, the long hall brilliantly lighted.

It is I — Lorraine! cried the girl. A tall, bearded man burst in from a room on the left, clutching a fowling-piece.

Lorraine! Theyve got the box! The balloon secret was in it! he groaned; they are in the house yet— He stared wildly at Marche, then at his daughter. His face was discoloured with bruises, his thick, blond hair fell in disorder across steel-blue eyes that gleamed with fury.

Almost at the same moment there came a crash of glass, a heavy fall from the porch, and then a shot.

In an instant Marche was at the door; he saw a game-keeper raise his gun and aim at him, and he shrank back as the report roared in his ears.

You fool! he shouted; dont shoot at me! drop your gun and follow! He jumped to the ground and started across the garden where a dark figure was clutching the wall and trying to climb to the top. He was too late — the man was over; but he followed, jumped, caught the tiled top, and hurled himself headlong into the bushes below.

Close to him a man started from the thicket, and ran down the wet road — splash! splash! slop! slop! through the puddles; but Marche caught him and dragged him down into the mud, where they rolled and thrashed and spattered and struck each other. Twice the man tore away and struggled to his feet, and twice Marche fastened to his knees until the huge, lumbering body swayed and fell again. It might have gone hard with Jack, for the man suddenly dropped the steel box he was clutching to his breast and fell upon the young fellow with a sullen roar. His knotted, wiry fingers had already found Jacks throat; he lifted the young fellows head and strove to break his neck. Then, in a flash, he leaped back and lifted a heavy stone from the wall; at the same instant somebody fired at him from the wall; he wheeled and sprang into the woods.

That was all Jack Marche knew until a lantern flared in his eyes, and he saw Lorraines father, bright-eyed, feverish, dishevelled, beside him.

Raise him! said a voice that he knew was Lorraines.

They lifted Jack to his knees; he stumbled to his feet, torn, bloody, filthy with mud, but in his arms, clasped tight, was the steel box, intact.

Lorraine! — my box! — look! cried her father, and the lantern shook in his hands as he clutched the casket.

But Lorraine stepped forward and flung both arms around Jack Marches neck.

Her face was deadly pale; the blood oozed from the wounded shoulder. For the first time her father saw that she had been shot. He stared at her, clutching the steel box in his nervous hands.

With all the strength she had left she crushed Jack to her and kissed him. Then, weak with the loss of blood, she leaned on her father.

I am going to faint, she whispered; help me, father.


CHAPTER VI

TRAINS EAST AND WEST
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IT WAS DAWN when Jack Marche galloped into the court-yard of the Château Morteyn and wearily dismounted. People were already moving about the upper floors; servants stared at him as he climbed the steps to the terrace; his face was scratched, his clothes smeared with caked mud and blood.

He went straight to his chamber, tore off his clothes, took a hasty plunge in a cold tub, and rubbed his aching limbs until they glowed. Then he dressed rapidly, donned his riding breeches and boots, slipped a revolver into his pocket, and went down-stairs, where he could already hear the others at breakfast.

Very quietly and modestly he told his story between sips of café-au-lait.

You see, he ended, that the country is full of spies, who hesitate at nothing. There were three or four of them who tried to rob the Château; they seem perfectly possessed to get at the secrets of the Marquis de Nesvilles balloons. There is no doubt but that for months past they have been making maps of the whole region in most minute detail; they have evidently been expecting this war for a long time. Incidentally, now that war is declared, they have opened hostilities on their own account.

You did for some of them? asked Sir Thorald, who had been fidgeting and staring at Jack through a gold-edged monocle.

No — I — we rode down and trampled a man in the dark; I should think it would have been enough to brain him, but when I galloped back just now he was gone, and I dont know how badly he was hit.

But the fellow that started to smash you with a paving-stone — the Marquis de Nesville fired at him, didnt he? insisted Sir Thorald.

Yes, I think he hit him, but it was a long shot. Lorraine was superb—

He stopped, colouring up a little.

She did it all, he resumed— she rode through the woods like a whirlwind! Good heavens! I never saw such a cyclone incarnate! And her pluck when she was hit! — and then very quietly she went to her father and fainted in his arms.

Jack had not told all that had happened. The part that he had not told was the part that he thought of most — Lorraines white arms around his neck and the touch of her innocent lips on his forehead. In silent consternation the young people listened; Dorothy slipped out of her chair and came and rested her hands on her brothers shoulder; Betty Castlemaine looked at Cecil with large, questioning eyes that asked, Would you do something heroic for me? and Cecils eyes replied, Oh, for a chance to annihilate a couple of regiments! This pleased Betty, and she ate a muffin with appreciation. The old vicomte leaned heavily on his elbow and looked at his wife, who sat opposite, pallid and eating nothing. He had decided to remain at Morteyn, but this episode disquieted him — not on his own account.

Helen, he said, Jack and I will stay, but you must go with the children. There is no danger — there can be no invasion, for our troops will be passing here by night; I only wish to be sure that — that in case — in case things should go dreadfully wrong, you would not be compelled to witness anything unpleasant.

Madame de Morteyn shook her head gently.

Why speak of it? she said; you know I will not go.

Ill stay, too, said Sir Thorald, eagerly; Cecil and Molly can take the children to Paris; Madame de Morteyn, you really should go also.

She leaned back and shook her head decisively.

Then you will both come, you and Madame de Morteyn? urged Lady Hesketh of the vicomte.

The old man hesitated. His wife smiled. She knew he could not leave in the face of the enemy; she had been the wife of this old African campaigner for thirty years, and she knew what she knew.

Helen— he began.

Yes, dear, we will both stay; the city is too hot in July, she said; Sir Thorald, some coffee? No more? Betty, you want another muffin? — they are there by Cecil. Children, I think I hear the carriages coming; you must not make Lady Hesketh wait.

I have half a mind to stay, said Molly Hesketh. Sir Thorald said she might if she wanted to enlist, and they all tried to smile, but the sickly gray of early morning, sombre, threatening, fell on faces haggard with foreboding — young faces, too, lighted by the pale flames of the candles.

Alixe von Elster and Barbara Lisle went first; there were tears and embraces, and au revoirs and aufwiedersehens.

Little Alixe blanched and trembled when Sir Thorald bent over her, not entirely unconscious of the havoc his drooping mustache and cynical eyes had made in her credulous German bosom. Molly Hesketh kissed her, wishing that she could pinch her; and so they left, tearful, anxious, to be driven to Courtenay, and whirled from there across the Rhine to Cologne.

Sir Thorald and Lady Hesketh lingered on the terrace after the others had returned to the breakfast-room.

Thorald, she said, you are a brute!

Eh? cried Sir Thorald.

Youre a brute!

Molly, what the deuce is the matter?

Nothing — if you ever see her again, Ill tell Ricky.

I might say the same thing in regard to Ricky, my dear, said Sir Thorald, mildly.

It is not true, she said; I did no damage to him; and you know — you know down in the depths of your fickle soul that — that—

What, my dear?

Never mind! said Molly, sharply; but she crimsoned when he kissed her, and held tightly to his sleeve.

Good ged! thought Sir Thorald; what a devil I am with women!

But now the carriages drove up — coupés, dog-carts, and a victoria.

They say we ought not to miss this train, said Cecil, coming from the stables and flourishing a whip; they say the line may be seized for government use exclusively in a few hours.

The old house-keeper, Madame Paillard, nodded and pointed to her son, the under-keeper.

François says, Monsieur Page, that six trains loaded with troops passed through Saint-Lys between midnight and dawn; dis, François, cest le Sieur Bosz qui ta renseigné — pas?

Oui, mamam!

Then hurry, said Lady Hesketh. Thorald, call the others.

I, said Cecil, am going to drive Betty in the dog-cart.

Shell probably take the reins, said Sir Thorald, cynically.

Cecil brandished his whip and looked determined; but it was Betty who drove him to Saint-Lys station, after all.

The adieux were said, even more tearfully this time. Jack kissed his sister tenderly, and she wept a little on his shoulder — thinking of Rickerl.

One by one the vehicles rolled away down the gravel drive; and last of all came Molly Hesketh in the coupé with Jack Marche.

Molly was sad and a trifle distraite. Those periodical mental illuminations during which she discovered for the thousandth and odd time that she loved her husband usually left her fairly innocuous. But she was a born flirt; the virus was bred in the bone, and after the first half-mile she opened her batteries — her eyes — as a matter of course on Jack.

What she got for her pains was a little sermon ending, See here, Molly — three years ago you played the devil with me until I kissed you, and then you were furious and threatened to tell Sir Thorald. The truth is, youre in love with him, and there is no more harm in you than there is in a china kitten.

Jack! she gasped.

And, he resumed, you live in Paris, and you see lots of things and you hear lots of things that you dont hear and see in Lincolnshire. But youre British, Molly, and you are domestic, although you hate the idea, and there will never be a desolated hearth in the Hesketh household as long as you speak your mother-tongue and read Anthony Trollope.

The rest of the road was traversed in silence. They rattled over the stones in the single street of Saint-Lys, rolled into the gravel oval behind the Gare, and drew up amid a hubbub of restless teams, market-wagons, and station-trucks.

See the soldiers! said Jack, lifting Lady Hesketh to the platform, where the others were already gathered in a circle. A train was just gliding out of the station, bound eastward, and from every window red caps projected and sunburned, boyish faces expanded into grins as they saw Lady Hesketh and her charges.

Vive lAngleterre! they cried. Vive Madame la Reine! Vive Johnbull et son rosbif! the latter observation aimed at Sir Thorald.

Sir Thorald waved his eye-glass to them condescendingly; faster and faster moved the train; the red caps and fresh, tanned faces, the laughing eyes became a blur and then a streak; and far down the glistening track the faint cheers died away and were drowned in the roar of the wheels — little whirling wheels that were bearing them merrily to their graves at Wissembourg.

Here comes our train, said Cecil. Jack, my boy, youll probably see some fun; take care of your hide, old chap! He didnt mean to be patronizing, but he had Betty demurely leaning on his arm, and — dear me! — how could he help patronizing the other poor devils in the world who had not Betty, and who never could have Betty?

Montez, madame, sil vous plait! — Montez, messieurs! cried the Chef de Gare; last train for Paris until Wednesday! All aboard! and he slammed and locked the doors, while the engineer, leaning impatiently from his cab, looked back along the line of cars and blew his whistle warningly.

Good-by, Dorrie! cried Jack.

Good-by, my darling Jack! Be careful; you will, wont you? But she was still thinking of Rickerl, bless her little heart!

Lady Hesketh waved him a demure adieu from the open window, relented, and gave his hand a hasty squeeze with her gloved fingers.

Take care of Lorraine, she said, solemnly; then laughed at his telltale eyes, and leaned back on her husbands shoulder, still laughing.

The cars were gliding more swiftly past the platform now; he caught a glimpse of Betty kissing her hand to him, of Cecil bestowing a gracious adieu, of Sir Thoralds eye-glass — then they were gone; and far up the tracks the diminishing end of the last car dwindled to a dark square, a spot, a dot, and was ingulfed in a flurry of dust. As he turned away and passed along the platform to the dog-cart, there came a roar, a shriek of a locomotive, a rush, and a train swept by towards the east, leaving a blear of scarlet in his eyes, and his ears ringing with the soldiers cheers: Vive la France! Vive lEmpereur! À Berlin! À Berlin! À Berlin! A furtive-eyed young peasant beside him shrugged his shoulders.

Bismarck has called for the menu; his cannon are hungry, he sneered; there goes the bill of fare.

Thats very funny, said a fierce little man with a gray mustache, but the bill of fare isnt complete — the class of 71 has just been called out! and he pointed to a placard freshly pasted on the side of the station.

The — the class of 71? muttered the furtive-eyed peasant, turning livid.

Exactly — the bill of fare needs the hors dœuvres; youll go as an olive, and probably come back a sardine — in a box.

And the fierce little man grinned, lighted a cigarette, and sauntered away, still grinning.

What did he care? He was a pompier and exempt.


CHAPTER VII

THE ROAD TO PARADISE
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THE ROAD BETWEEN Saint-Lys and Morteyn was not a military road, but it was firm and smooth, and Jack drove back again towards the Château at a smart trot, flicking at leaves and twigs with Cecils whip.

The sun had brushed the veil of rain from the horizon; the leaves, fresh and tender, stirred and sparkled with dew in the morning breeze, and all the air was sweet-scented. In the stillness of the fields, where wheat stretched along the road like a green river tinged with gold, there was something that troubled him. Silence is oppressive to sinners and prophets. He concluded he was the former, and sighed restlessly, looking out across the fields, where, deep in the stalks of the wheat, blood-red poppies opened like raw wounds. At other times he had compared them to little fairy camp-fires; but his mood was pessimistic, and he saw, in the furrows that the plough had raised, the scars on the breast of a tortured earth; and he read sermons in bundles of fresh-cut fagots; and death was written where a sickle lay beside a pile of grass, crisping to hay in the splendid sun of Lorraine.

What he did not see were the corn-flowers peeping at him with dewy blue eyes; the vineyards, where the fruit hung faintly touched with bloom; the field birds, the rosy-breasted finches, the thrush, as speckled as her own eggs — no, nor did he hear them; for the silence that weighed on his heart came from his heart. Yet all the summer wind was athrill with harmony. Thousands of feathered throats swelled and bubbled melody, from the clouds to the feathery heath, from the scintillating azure in the zenith to the roots of the glittering wheat where the corn-flowers lay like bits of blue sky fallen to the earth.

As he drove he thought of Lorraine, of her love for her father and her goodness. He already recognized that dominant passion in her, her unselfish adoration of her father — a father who sat all day behind bolted doors trifling with metals and gases and little spinning, noiseless wheels. The selfish to the unselfish, the dead to the living, the dwarf to the giant, and the sinner to the saint — this is the world and they that dwell therein.

He thought of her as he had seen her last, smiling up into the handsome, bearded face that questioned her. No, the wound was nothing — a little blood lost — enough to make her faint at his feet — that was all. But his precious box was safe — and she had flung her loyal arms about the man who saved it and had kissed him before her father, because he had secured what was dearer to her than life — her fathers happiness — a little metal box full of it.

Her father was very grateful and very solicitous about her wounded shoulder; but he opened his box before he thought about bandages. Everything was intact, except the conservatory window and his daughters shoulder. Both could be mended — but his box! ah, that, if lost, could never be replaced.

Jacks throat was hard and dry. A lump came into it, and he swallowed with a shrug, and flicked at a fly on the headstall. A vision of Sir Thorald, bending over little Alixe, came before his eyes. Pah! he muttered, in disgust. Sir Thorald was one of those men who cease to care for a woman when she begins to care for them. Jack knew it; that was why he had been so gentle with Molly Hesketh, who had turned his head when he was a boy and given him his first emotions — passion, hate — and then knowledge; for of all the deep emotions that a man shall know before he dies the first consciousness of knowledge is the most profound; it sounds the depths of heaven and hell in the space of time that the heart beats twice.

He was passing through the woods now, the lovely oak and beech woods of Lorraine. An ancient dame, bending her crooked back beneath a load of fagots, gave him God bless you! and he drew rein and returned the gift — but his was in silver, with the head of his imperial majesty stamped on one side.

As he drove, rabbits ran back into the woods, hoisting their white signals of conciliation. Peace and good will they seemed to read, but a wise rabbit takes to the woods. Pheasants, too, stepped daintily from under the filbert bushes, twisting their gorgeous necks curiously as he passed. Once, in the hollow of a gorge where a little stream trickled under layers of wet leaves, he saw a wild-boar standing hock-deep in the ooze, rooting under mosses and rotten branches, absorbed in his rooting. Twice deer leaped from the young growth on the edge of the fields and bounded lazily into denser cover, only to stop when half concealed and stare back at him with gentle, curious eyes. The horse pricked up his ears at such times and introduced a few waltz steps into his steady if monotonous repertoire, but Jack let him have his fling, thinking that the deer were as tame as the horse, and both were tamer than man.

Excepting the black panther, man has learned his lesson slowest of all, the lesson of acquiescence in the inevitable.

Ill never learn it, said Jack, aloud. His voice startled him — it was trembling.

Lorraine! Lorraine! Life has begun for a very young man. Teach him to see and bring him to accept existence in the innocence of your knowledge; for, if he and the world collide, he fears the result to the world.

A few moments later he drove into Paradise, which is known to some as the Château de Nesville.


CHAPTER VIII

UNDER THE YOKE
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DURING THE NEXT two weeks Jack Marche drove into Paradise fourteen times, and fourteen times he drove out of Paradise, back to the Château Morteyn. Heaven is nearer than people suppose; it was three miles from the road shrine at Morteyn.

Our Lady of Morteyn, sculptured in the cold stone above the shrine, had looked with her wide stone eyes on many lovers, and had known they were lovers because their piety was as sudden as it was fervid.

Twice a day Jacks riding-cap was reverently doffed as he drew bridle before the shrine, going and coming from Paradise.

At evening, too, when the old vicomte slept on his pillow and the last light went out in the stables, Our Lady of Morteyn saw a very young man sitting, with his head in his hands, at her feet; and he took no harm from the cold stones, because Our Lady of Morteyn is gentle and gracious, and the summer nights were hot in the province of Lorraine.

There had been little stir or excitement in Morteyn. Even in Saint-Lys, where all day and all night the troop-trains rushed by, the cheers of the war-bound soldiers leaning from the flying cars were becoming monotonous in the ears of the sober villagers. When the long, flat cars, piled with cannon, passed, the people stared at the slender guns, mute, canvas-covered, tilted skyward. They stared, too, at the barred cars, rolling past in interminable trains, loaded with horses and canvas-jacketed troopers who peered between the slats and shouted to the women in the street. Other trains came and went, trains weighted with bellowing cattle or huddled sheep, trains choked with small square boxes marked Cartouches or Obus — 7^me; trains piled high with grain or clothing, or folded tents packed between varnished poles and piles of tin basins. Once a little excitement came to Saint-Lys when a battalion of red-legged infantry tramped into the village square and stacked rifles and jeered at the mayor and drank many bottles of red wine to the health of the shy-eyed girls peeping at them from every lattice. But they were only waiting for the next train, and when it came their bugles echoed from the bridge to the square, and they went away — went where the others had gone — laughing, singing, cheering from the car-windows, where the sun beat down on their red caps, and set their buttons glittering like a million swarming fire-flies.

The village life, the daily duties, the dull routine from the vineyard to the grain-field, and from the étang to the forest had not changed in Saint-Lys.

There might be war somewhere; it would never come to Saint-Lys. There might be death, yonder towards the Rhine — probably beyond it, far beyond it. What of it? Death comes to all, but it comes slowly in Saint-Lys; and the days are long, and one must eat to live, and there is much to be done between the rising and the setting of a peasants sun.

There, below in Paris, were wise heads and many soldiers. They, in Paris, knew what to do, and the war might begin and end with nothing but a soiled newspaper in the Café Saint-Lys to show for it — as far as the people of Saint-Lys knew.

True, at the summons of the mayor, the National Guard of Saint-Lys mustered in the square, seven strong and a bugler. This was merely a display of force — it meant nothing — but let those across the Rhine beware!

The fierce little man with the gray mustache, who was named Tricasse, and who commanded the Saint-Lys Pompiers, spoke gravely of Francs-corps, and drank too much eau-de-vie every evening. But these warlike ebullitions simmered away peacefully in the sunshine, and the tranquil current of life flowed as smoothly through Saint-Lys as the river Lisse itself, limpid, noiseless, under the village bridge.

Only one man had left the village, and that was Brun, the furtive-eyed young peasant, the sole representative in Saint-Lys of the conscript class of 1871. And he would never have gone had not a gendarme pulled him from under his mothers bed and hustled him on to the first Paris-bound train, which happened to be a cattle train, where Brun mingled his lamentations with the bleating of sheep and the desolate bellow of thirsty cows.

Jack Marche heard of these things but saw little of them. The great war wave rolling through the provinces towards the Rhine skirted them at Saint-Lys, and scarcely disturbed them. They heard that Douay was marching through the country somewhere, some said towards Wissembourg, some said towards Saarbrück. But these towns were names to the peasants of Saint-Lys — tant pis for the two towns! And General Douay — who was he? Probably a fat man in red breeches and polished boots, wearing a cocked-hat and a cross on his breast. Anyway, they would chase the Prussians and kill a few, as they had chased the Russians in the Crimea, and the Italians in Rome, and the Kabyles in Oran. The result? Nothing but a few new colours for the ribbons in their sweethearts hair — like that pretty Magenta and Solferino and Sebastopol gray. Fichtre! Faut-il gaspiller tout de même! mais, à la guerre comme à la guerre! which meant nothing in Saint-Lys.

It meant more to Jack Marche, riding one sultry afternoon through the woods, idly drumming on his spurred boots with a battered riding-crop.

It was his daily afternoon ride to the Château de Nesville; the shy wood creatures were beginning to know him, even the younger rabbits of the most recent generation sat up and mumbled their prehensile lips, watching him with large, moist eyes. As for the red squirrels in the chestnut-trees, and the dappled deer in the carrefours, and the sulky boars that bristled at him from the overgrown sentiers, they accepted him on condition that he kept to the road. And he did, head bent, thoughtful eyes fixed on his saddle-bow, drumming absently with his riding-crop on his spurred boots, his bridle loose on his horses neck.

There was little to break the monotony of the ride; a sudden gush of song from a spotted thrush, the rustle of a pheasant in the brake, perhaps the modest greeting of a rare keeper patrolling his beat — nothing more. He went armed; he carried a long Colts six-shooter in his holster, not because he feared for his own skin, but he thought it just as well to be ready in case of trouble at the Château de Nesville. However, he did not fear trouble again; the French armies were moving everywhere on the frontier, and the spies, of course, had long ago betaken themselves and their projects to the other bank of the Rhine.

The Marquis de Nesville himself felt perfectly secure, now that the attempt had been made and had failed.

He told Jack so on the few occasions when he descended from his room during the young fellows visits. He made not the slightest objections to Jacks seeing Lorraine when and where he pleased, and this very un-Gallic behaviour puzzled Jack until he began to comprehend the depths of the mans selfish absorption in his balloons. It was more than absorption, it was mania pure and simple, an absolute inability to see or hear or think or understand anything except his own devices in the little bolted chamber above.

He did care for Lorraine to the extent of providing for her every want — he did remember her existence when he wanted something himself. Also it was true that he would not have permitted a Frenchman to visit Lorraine as Jack did. He hated two persons; one of these was Jacks uncle, the Vicomte de Morteyn. On the other hand, he admired him, too, because the vicomte, like himself, was a royalist and shunned the Tuileries as the devil shuns holy water. Therefore he was his equal, and he liked him because he could hate him without loss of self-respect. The reason he hated him was this — the Vicomte de Morteyn had pooh-poohed the balloons. That occurred years ago, but he never forgot it, and had never seen the old vicomte since. Whether or not Lorraine visited the old people at Morteyn, he had neither time nor inclination to inquire.

This was the man, tall, gentle, clean-cut of limb and feature, and bearded like Jove — this was the man to whom Lorraine devoted her whole existence. Every heart-beat was for him, every thought, every prayer. And she was very devout.

This also was why she came to Jack so confidently and laid her white hands in his when he sprang from his saddle, his heart in flames of adoration.

He knew this, he knew that her undisguised pleasure in his company was, for her, only another link that welded her closer to her father. At night, often, when he had ridden back again, he thought of it, and paled with resentment. At times he almost hated her father. He could have borne it easier if the Marquis de Nesville had been a loving father, even a tyrannically solicitous father; but to see such love thrown before a marble-faced man, whose expression never changed except when speaking of his imbecile machines! How can he! How can he! muttered Jack, riding through the woods. His face was sombre, almost stern; and always he beat the devils tattoo on his boot with the battered riding-crop.

But now he came to the park gate, and the keeper touched his cap and smiled, and dragged the heavy grille back till it creaked on its hinges.

Lorraine came down the path to meet him; she had never before done that, and he brightened and sprang to the ground, radiant with happiness.

She had brought some sugar for the horse; the beautiful creature followed her, thrusting its soft, satin muzzle into her hand, ears pricked forward, wise eyes fixed on her.

None for me? asked Jack.

Sugar?

With a sudden gesture she held a lump out to him in the centre of her pink palm.

Before she could withdraw the hand he had touched it with his lips, and, a little gravely, she withdrew it and walked on in silence by his side.

Her shoulder had healed, and she no longer wore the silken support for her arm. She was dressed in black — the effect of her glistening hair and blond skin was dazzling. His eyes wandered from the white wrist, dainty and rounded, to the full curved neck — to the delicate throat and proud little head. Her body, supple as perfect Greek sculpture; her grace and gentle dignity; her innocence, sweet as the light in her blue eyes, set him dreaming again as he walked at her side, preoccupied, almost saddened, a little afraid that such happiness as was his should provoke the gods to end it.

He need not have taken thought for the gods, for the gods take thought for themselves; and they were already busy at Saarbrück. Their mills are not always slow in grinding; nor, on the other hand, are they always sure. They may have been ages ago, but now the gods are so out of date that saints and sinners have a chance about equally.

They traversed the lawn, skirted the tall wall of solid masonry that separated the chase from the park, and, passing a gate at the hedge, came to a little stone bridge, beneath which the Lisse ran dimpling. They watched the horse pursuing his own way tranquilly towards the stables, and, when they saw a groom come out and lead him in, they turned to each other, ready to begin another day of perfect contentment.

First of all he asked about her shoulder, and she told him truthfully that it was well. Then she inquired about the old vicomte and Madame de Morteyn, and intrusted pretty little messages to him for them, which he, unlike most young men, usually remembered to deliver.

My father, she said, has not been to breakfast or dinner since the day before yesterday. I should have been alarmed, but I listened at the door and heard him moving about with his machinery. I sent him some very nice things to eat; I dont know if he liked them, for he sent no message back. Do you suppose he is hungry?

No, said Jack; if he were he would say so. He was careful not to speak bitterly, and she noticed nothing.

I believe, she said, that he is about to make another ascension. He often stays a long time in his room, alone, before he is ready. Will it not be delightful? I shall perhaps be permitted to go up with him. Dont you wish you might go with us?

Yes, said Jack, with a little more earnestness than he intended.

Oh! you do? If you are very good, perhaps — perhaps — but I dare not promise. If it were my balloon I would take you.

Would you — really?

Of course — you know it. But it isnt my balloon, you know. After a moment she went on: I have been thinking all day how noble and good it is of my father to consecrate his life to a purpose that shall be of use to France. He has not said so, but I know that, if the next ascension proves that his discovery is beyond the chance of failure, he will notify the government and place his invention at their disposal. Monsieur Marche, when I think of his unselfish nobleness, the tears come — I cannot help it.

You, too, are noble, said Jack, resentfully.

I? Oh, if you knew! I — I am actually wicked! Would you believe it, I sometimes think and think and wish that my father could spend more time with me — with me! — a most silly and thoughtless girl who would sacrifice the welfare of France to her own caprice. Think of it! I pray — very often — that I may learn to be unselfish; but I must be very bad, for I often cry myself to sleep. Is it not wicked?

Very, said Jack, but his smile faded and there was a catch in his voice.

You see, she said, with a gesture of despair, even you feel it, too!

Do you really wish to know what I do think — of you? he asked, in a low voice.

It was on the tip of her tongue to say Yes. She checked herself, lips apart, and her eyes became troubled.

There was something about Jack Marche that she had not been able to understand. It occupied her — it took up a good share of her attention, but she did not know where to begin to philosophize, nor yet where to end. He was different from other men — that she understood. But where was that difference? — in his clear, brown eyes, sunny as brown streams in October? — in his serious young face? — in his mouth, clean cut and slightly smiling under his short, crisp mustache, burned blond by the sun? Where was the difference? — in his voice? — in his gestures? — in the turn of his head?

Lorraine did not know, but as often as she gave the riddle up she recommenced it, idly sometimes, sometimes piqued that the solution seemed no nearer. Once, the evening she had met him after their first encounter in the forest carrefour — that evening on the terrace when she stood looking out into the dazzling Lorraine moonlight — she felt that the solution of the riddle had been very near. But now, two weeks later, it seemed further off than ever. And yet this problem, that occupied her so, must surely be worth the solving. What was it, then, in Jack Marche that made him what he was? — gentle, sweet-tempered, a delightful companion — yes, a companion that she would not now know how to do without.

And yet, at times, there came into his eyes and into his voice something that troubled her — she could not tell why — something that mystified and checked her, and set her thinking again on the old, old problem that had seemed so near solution that evening on the moonlit terrace.

That was why she started to say Yes to his question, and did not, but stood with lips half parted and blue eyes troubled.

He looked at her in silence for a moment, then, with a half-impatient gesture, turned to the river.

Shall we sit down on the moss? she asked, vaguely conscious that his sympathies had, for a moment, lost touch with hers.

He followed her down the trodden foot-path to the bank of the stream, and, when she had seated herself at the foot of a linden-tree, he threw himself at her feet.

They were silent. He picked up a faded bunch of blue corn-flowers which they had left there, forgotten, the day before. One by one he broke the blossoms from the stalks and tossed them into the water.

She, watching them floating away under the bridge, thought of the blue bits of paper — the telegram — that she had torn up and tossed upon the water two weeks before. He was thinking of the same thing, for, when she said, abruptly: I should not have done that! he knew what she meant, and replied: Such things are always your right — if you care to use it.

She laughed. Then you believe still in the feudal system? I do not; I am a good republican.

It is easy, he said, also laughing, for a young lady with generations of counts and vicomtes behind her to be a republican. It is easier still for a man with generations of republicans behind him to turn royalist. It is the way of the world, mademoiselle.

Then you shall say: Long live the king! she said; say it this instant!

Long live — your king!

My king?

Im his subject if you are; Ill shout for no other king.

Now, whatever is he talking about? thought Lorraine, and the suspicion of a cloud gathered in her clear eyes again, but was dissipated at once when he said: I have answered the Heralds telegram.

What did you say? she asked, quickly.

I accepted—

What!

There was resentment in her voice. She felt that he had done something which was tacitly understood to be against her wishes. True, what difference did it make to her? None; she would lose a delightful companion. Suddenly, something of the significance of such a loss came to her. It was not a revelation, scarcely an illumination, but she understood that if he went she should be lonely — yes, even unhappy. Then, too, unconsciously, she had assumed a mental attitude of interest in his movements — of partial proprietorship in his thoughts. She felt vaguely that she had been overlooked in the decision he had made; that even if she had not been consulted, at least he might have told her what he intended to do. Lorraine was at a loss to understand herself. But she was easily understood. For two weeks her attitude had been that of every innocent, lovable girl when in the presence of the man whom she frankly cares for; and that attitude was one of mental proprietorship. Now, suddenly finding that his sympathies and ideas moved independently of her sympathies — that her mental influence, which existed until now unconsciously, was in reality no influence at all, she awoke to the fact that she perhaps counted for nothing with him. Therefore resentment appeared in the faintest of straight lines between her eyes.

Do you care? he asked, carelessly.

I? Why, no.

If she had smiled at him and said Yes, he would have despaired; but she frowned a trifle and said No, and Jacks heart began to beat.

I cabled them two words: Accept — provisionally, he said.

Oh, what did you mean?

Provisionally meant — with your consent.

My — my consent?

Yes — if it is your pleasure.

Pleasure! Her sweet eyes answered what her lips withheld. Her little heart beat high. So then she did influence this cool young man, with his brown eyes faintly smiling, and his indolent limbs crossed on the moss at her feet. At the same moment her instinct told her to tighten her hold. This was so perfectly feminine, so instinctively human, that she had done it before she herself was aware of it. I shall think it over, she said, looking at him, gravely; I may permit you to accept.

So was accomplished the admitted subjugation of Jack Marche — a stroke of diplomacy on his part; and he passed under the yoke in such a manner that even the blindest of maids could see that he was not vaulting over it instead.

Having openly and admittedly established her sovereignty, she was happy — so happy that she began to feel that perhaps the victory was not unshared by him.

I shall think it over very seriously, she repeated, watching his laughing eyes; I am not sure that I shall permit you to go.

I only wish to go as a special, not a regular correspondent. I wish to be at liberty to roam about and sketch or write what I please. I think my material will always be found in your vicinity.

Her heart fluttered a little; this surprised her so much that her cheeks grew suddenly warm and pink. A little confused, she said what she had not dreamed of saying: You wont go very far away, will you? And before she could modify her speech he had answered, impetuously: Never, until you send me away!

A mottled thrush on the top of the linden-tree surveyed the scene curiously. She had never beheld such a pitiably embarrassed young couple in all her life. It was so different in Thrushdom.

Lorraines first impulse was to go away and close several doors and sit down, very still, and think. Her next impulse was to stay and see what Jack would do. He seemed to be embarrassed, too — he fidgeted and tossed twigs and pebbles into the river. She felt that she, who already admittedly was arbiter of his goings and comings, should do something to relieve this uneasy and strained situation. So she folded her hands on her black dress and said: There is something I have been wishing to tell you for two weeks, but I did not because I was not sure that I was right, and I did not wish to trouble you unnecessarily. Now, perhaps, you would be willing to share the trouble with me. Would you?

Before the eager answer came to his lips she continued, hastily: The man who made maps — the man whom you struck in the carrefour — is the same man who ran away with the box; I know it!

That spy? — that tall, square-shouldered fellow with the pink skin and little, pale, pinkish eyes?

Yes. I know his name, too.

Jack sat up on the moss and listened anxiously.

His name is Von Steyr — Siurd von Steyr. It was written in pencil on the back of one map. The morning after the assault on the house, when they thought I was ill in bed, I got up and dressed and went down to examine the road where you caught the man and saved my fathers little steel box. There I found a strip of cloth torn from your evening coat, and — oh, Monsieur Marche! — I found the great, flat stone with which he tried to crush you, just as my father fired from the wall!

The sudden memory, the thought of what might have happened, came to her in a flash for the first time. She looked at him — her hands were in his before she could understand why.

Go on, he whispered.

Her eyes met his half fearfully — she withdrew her fingers with a nervous movement and sat silent.

Tell me, he urged, and took one of her hands again. She did not withdraw it — she seemed confused; and presently he dropped her hand and sat waiting for her to speak, his heart beating furiously.

There is not much more to tell, she said at last, in a voice that seemed not quite under control. I followed the broken bushes and his footmarks along the river until I came to a stone where I think he sat down. He was bleeding, too — my father shot him — and he tore bits of paper and cloth to cover the wound — he even tore up another map. I found part of it, with his name on the back again — not all of it, though, but enough. Here it is.

She handed him a bit of paper. On one side were the fragments of a map in water-colour; on the other, written in German script, he read Siurd von Steyr.

Its enough, said Jack; what a plucky girl you are, anyway!

I? You dont think so! — do you?

You are the bravest, sweetest—

Dear me! You must not say that! You are sadly uneducated, and I see I must take you under my control at once. Man is born to obey! I have decided about your answer to the Heralds telegram.

May I know the result? he asked, laughingly.

To-morrow. There is a brook-lily on the border of the sedge-grass. You may bring it to me.

So began the education of Jack Marche — under the yoke. And Lorraines education began, too — but she was sublimely unconscious of that fact.

This also is a law in the world.


CHAPTER IX

SAARBRÜCK
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ON THE FIRST day of August, late in the afternoon, a peasant driving an exhausted horse pulled up at the Château Morteyn, where Jack Marche stood on the terrace, smoking and cutting at leaves with his riding-crop.

Whats the matter, Passerat? asked Jack, good-humouredly; are the Prussians in the valley?

You are right, Monsieur Marche — the Prussians have crossed the Saar! blurted out the man. His face was agitated, and he wiped the sweat from his cheeks with the sleeve of his blouse.

Nonsense! said Jack, sharply.

Monsieur — I saw them! They chased me — the Uhlans with their spears and devilish yellow horses.

Where? demanded Jack, with an incredulous shrug.

I had been to Forbach, where my cousin Passerat is a miner in the coal-mines. This morning I left to drive to Saint-Lys, having in my wagon these sacks of coal that my cousin Passerat procured for me, à prix réduit. It would take all day; I did not care — I had bread and red wine — you understand, my cousin Passerat and I, we had been gay in Saint-Avold, too — dame! we see each other seldom. I may have had more eau-de-vie than another — it is permitted on fête-days! Monsieur, I was tired — I possibly slept — the road was hot. Then something awakes me; I rub my eyes — behold me awake! — staring dumfounded at what? Parbleu! — at two ugly Uhlans sitting on their yellow horses on a hill! No! no! I cry to myself; it is impossible! It is a bad dream! Dieu de Dieu! It is no dream! My Uhlans come galloping down the hill; I hear them bawling Halt! Wer da! It is terrible! Passerat! I shriek, it is the hour to vanish!

The man paused, overcome by emotions and eau-de-vie.

Well, said Jack, go on!

And I am here, monsieur, ended the peasant, hazily.

Passerat, you said you had taken too much eau-de-vie? suggested Jack, with a smile of encouragement.

Much? Monsieur, you do not believe me?

I believe you had a dream.

Bon, said the peasant, I want no more such dreams.

Are you going to inform the mayor of Saint-Lys? asked Jack.

Of course, muttered Passerat, gathering up his reins; heu! da-da! heu! cocotte! en route! and he rattled sulkily away, perhaps a little uncertain himself as to the concreteness of his recent vision.

Jack looked after him.

There might be something in it, he mused, but, dear me! his nose is unpleasantly — sunburned.

That same morning, Lorraine had announced her decision. It was that Jack might accept the position of special, or rather occasional, war correspondent for the New York Herald if he would promise not to remain absent for more than a day at a time. This, Jack thought, practically nullified the consent, for what in the world could a man see of the campaign under such circumstances? Still, he did not object; he was too happy.

However, he thought, I might ride over to Saarbrück. Suppose I should be on hand at the first battle of the war?

As a mere lad he had already seen service with the Austrians at Sadowa; he had risked his modest head more than once in the murderous province of Oran, where General Chanzy scoured the hot plains like a scourge of Allah.

He had lived, too, at headquarters, and shared the officers mess where cherba, tadjines, kous-kous, and méchoin formed the menu, and a Kreima Kebira served as his roof. He had done his duty as correspondent, merely because it was his duty; he would have preferred an easier assignment, for he took no pleasure in cruelty and death and the never-to-be-forgotten agony of proud, dark faces, where mud-stained turbans hung in ribbons and tinselled saddles reeked with Arab horses blood.

War correspondent? It had happened to be his calling; but the accident of his profession had been none of his own seeking. Now that he needed nothing in the way of recompense, he hesitated to take it up again. Instinctive loyalty to his old newspaper was all that had induced him to entertain the idea. Loyalty and deference to Lorraine compelled him to modify his acceptance. Therefore it was not altogether idle curiosity, but partly a sense of obligation, that made him think of riding to Saarbrück to see what he could see for his journal within the twenty-four-hour limit that Lorraine had set.

It was too late to ride over that evening and return in time to keep his word to Lorraine, so he decided to start at daybreak, realizing at the same time, with a pang, that it meant not seeing Lorraine all day.

He went up to his chamber and sat down to think. He would write a note to Lorraine; he had never done such a thing, and he hoped she might not find fault with him.

He tossed his riding-crop on to the desk, picked up a pen, and wrote carefully, ending the single page with, It is reported that Uhlans have been encountered in the direction of Saarbrück, and, although I do not believe it, I shall go there to-morrow and see for myself. I will be back within the twelve hours. May I ride over to tell you about these mythical Uhlans when I return?

He called a groom and bade him drive to the Château de Nesville with the note. Then he went down to sit with the old vicomte and Madame de Morteyn until it came dinner-time, and the oil-lamps in the gilded salon were lighted, and the candles blazed up on either side of the gilt French clock.

After dinner he played chess with his uncle until the old man fell asleep in his chair. There was an interval of silence.

Jack, said his aunt, you are a dear, good boy. Tell me, do you love our little Lorraine?

The suddenness of the question struck him dumb. His aunt smiled; her faded eyes were very tender and kindly, and she laid both frail hands on his shoulders.

It is my wish, she said, in a low voice; remember that, Jack. Now go and walk on the terrace, for she will surely answer your note.

How — how did you know I wrote her? he stammered.

When a young man sends his aunts servants on such very unorthodox errands, what can he expect, especially when those servants are faithful?

That groom told you, Aunt Helen?

Yes. Jack, these French servants dont understand such things. Be more careful, for Lorraines sake.

But — I will — but did the note reach her?

His aunt smiled. Yes. I took the responsibility upon myself, and there will be no gossip.

Jack leaned over and kissed the amused mouth, and the old lady gave him a little hug and told him to go and walk on the terrace.

The groom was already there, holding a note in one hand, gilt-banded cap in the other.

His first letter from Lorraine! He opened it feverishly. In the middle of a thin sheet of note-paper was written the motto of the De Nesvilles, Tiens ta Foy.

Beneath, in a girlish hand, a single line:

I shall wait for you at dusk. Lorraine.

All night long, as he lay half asleep on his pillow, the words repeated themselves in his drowsy brain: Tiens ta Foy! Tiens ta Foy! (Keep thy Faith!). Aye, he would keep it unto death — he knew it even in his slumber. But he did not know how near to death that faith might lead him.

The wood-sparrows were chirping outside his window when he awoke. It was scarcely dawn, but he heard the maid knocking at his door, and the rattle of silver and china announced the morning coffee.

He stepped from his bed into the tub of cold water, yawning and shivering, but the pallor of his skin soon gave place to a healthy glow, and his clean-cut body and strong young limbs hardened and grew pink and firm again under the coarse towel.

Breakfast he ate hastily by candle-light, and presently he dressed, buckled his spurs over the insteps, caught up gloves, cap, and riding-crop, and, slinging a field-glass over his Norfolk jacket, lighted a pipe and went noiselessly down-stairs.

There was a chill in the gray dawn as he mounted and rode out through the shadowy portals of the wrought-iron grille; a vapour, floating like loose cobwebs, undulated above the placid river; the tree-tops were festooned with mist. Save for the distant chatter of wood-sparrows, stirring under the eaves of the Château, the stillness was profound.

As he left the park and cantered into the broad red highway, he turned in his saddle and looked towards the Château de Nesville. At first he could not see it, but as he rode over the bridge he caught a glimpse of the pointed roof and single turret, a dim silhouette through the mist. Then it vanished in the films of fog.

The road to Saarbrück was a military road, and easy travelling. The character of the country had changed as suddenly as a drop-scene falls in a theatre; for now all around stretched fields cut into squares by hedges — fields deep-laden with heavy-fruited strawberries, white and crimson. Currants, too, glowed like strung rubies frosted with the dew; plum-trees spread little pale shadows across the ruddy earth, and beyond them the disk of the sun appeared, pushing upward behind a half-ploughed hill. Everywhere slender fruit-trees spread their grafted branches; everywhere in the crumbling furrows of the soil, warm as ochre, the bunched strawberries hung like drops of red wine under the sun-bronzed leaves.

The sun was an hour high when he walked his horse up the last hill that hides the valley of the Saar. Already, through the constant rushing melody of bird music, his ears had distinguished another sound — a low, incessant hum, monotonous, interminable as the noise of a stream in a gorge. It was not the river Saar moving over its bed of sand and yellow pebbles; it was not the breeze in the furze. He knew what it was; he had heard it before, in Oran — in the stillness of dawn, where, below, among the shadowy plains, an army was awaking under dim tents.

And now his horses head rose up black against the sky; now the valley broke into view below, gray, indistinct in the shadows, crossed by ghostly lines of poplars that dwindled away to the horizon.

At the same instant something moved in the fields to the left, and a shrill voice called: Qui-vive? Before he could draw bridle blue-jacketed cavalrymen were riding at either stirrup, carbine on thigh, peering curiously into his face, pushing their active light-bay horses close to his big black horse.

Jack laughed good-humouredly and fumbled in the breast of his Norfolk jacket for his papers.

Im only a special, he said; I think youll find the papers in order — if not, youve only to gallop back to the Château Morteyn to verify them.

An officer with a bewildering series of silver arabesques on either sleeve guided a nervous horse through the throng of troopers, returned Jacks pleasant salute, reached out a gloved hand for his papers, and read them, sitting silently in his saddle. When he finished, he removed the cigarette from his lips, looked eagerly at Jack, and said:

You are from Morteyn?

Yes.

A guest?

The Vicomte de Morteyn is my uncle.

The officer burst into a boyish laugh.

Jack Marche!

Eh! cried Jack, startled.

Then he looked more closely at the young officer before him, who was laughing in his face.

Well, upon my word! No — it cant be little Georges Carrière?

Yes, it can! cried the other, briskly; none of your damned airs, Jack! Embrace me, my son!

My son, I wont! said Jack, leaning forward joyously— the idea! Little Georges calls me his son! And hes learning the paternal tricks of the old generals, and doubtless he calls his troopers mes enfants, and—

Oh, shut up! said Georges, giving him an impetuous hug; what are you up to now — more war correspondence? For the same old Herald? Nom dune pipe! Its cooler here than in Oran. Itll be hotter, too — in another way, with a gay gesture towards the valley below. Jack Marche, tell me all about everything!

On either side the blue-jacketed troopers fell back, grinning with sympathy as Georges guided his horse into a field on the right, motioning Jack to follow.

We can talk here a bit, he said; youve lots of time to ride on. Now, fire ahead!

Jack told him of the three years spent in idleness, of the vapid life in Paris, the long summers in Brittany, his desire to learn to paint, and his despair when he found he couldnt.

I can sketch like the mischief, though, he said. Now tell me about Oran, and our dear General Chanzy, and that devils own Legion, and the Hells Selected 2d Zouaves! Do you remember that day at Damas when Chanzy visited the Emir Abd-el-Kader at Doummar, and the fifteen Spahis of the escort, and that little imp of the Legion who was caught roaming around the harem, and—

Georges burst into a laugh.

I cant answer all that in a second! Wait! Do you want to know about Chanzy? Well, hes still in Bel-Abbès, and hes been named commander of the Legion of Honour, and hes no end of a swell. Hell be coming back now that weve got to chase these sausage-eaters across the Rhine. Look at me! You used to say that Id stopped growing and could never aspire to a mustache! Now look! Eh? Five feet eleven and — what do you think of my mustache? Oh, that African sun sets things growing! Im lieutenant, too.

Does the African sun also influence your growth in the line of promotion? asked Jack, grinning.

Same old farceur, too! mused Georges. Now, what the mischief are you doing here? Oh, you are staying at Morteyn?

Yes.

I — er — I used to visit another house — er — near by. You know the Marquis de Nesville? asked Georges, innocently.

I? Oh yes.

You have — perhaps you have met Mademoiselle de Nesville?

Yes, said Jack, shortly.

Oh.

There was a silence. Jack shuffled his booted toes in his stirrups; Georges looked out across the valley.

In the valley the vapours were rising; behind the curtain of shredded mist the landscape lay hilly, nearly treeless, cut by winding roads and rank on rank of spare poplars. Farther away clumps of woods appeared, and little hillocks, and now, as the air cleared, the spire of a church glimmered. Suddenly a thin line of silver cut the landscape beyond the retreating fog. The Saar!

Where are the Prussians? asked Jack, breaking the silence.

Georges laid his gloved hand on his companions arm.

Do you see that spire? That is Saarbrück. They are there.

This side of the Rhine, too?

Yes, said Georges, reddening a little; wait, my friend.

They must have crossed the Saar on the bridges from Saint-Johann, then. I heard that Uhlans had been signalled near the Saar, but I didnt believe it. Uhlans in France? Georges, when are you fellows going to chase them back?

This morning — youre just in time, as usual, said Georges, airily. Do you want me to give you an idea of our positions? Listen, then: were massed along the frontier from Sierk and Metz to Hagenau and Strasbourg. The Prussians lie at right angles to us, from Mainz to Lauterburg and from Trier to Saarbrück. Except near Saarbrück they are on their side of the boundary, let me tell you! Look! Now you can see Forbach through the trees. Were there and were at Saint-Avold and Bitsch and Saargemünd, too. As for me, Im with this damned rear-guard, and I count tents and tin pails, and I raise the devil with stragglers and generally ennui myself. Im no gendarme! Theres a regiment of gendarmes five miles north, and I dont see why they cant do depot duty and police this country.

The same child — kicking, kicking, kicking! observed Jack. You ought to thank your luck that you are a spectator for once. Give me your glass.

He raised the binoculars and levelled them at the valley.

Hello! I didnt see those troops before. Infantry, eh? And there goes a regiment — no, a brigade — no, a division, at least, of cavalry. I see cuirassiers, too. Good heavens! Their breastplates take the sun like heliographs! There are troops everywhere; theres an artillery train on that road beyond Saint-Avold. Here, take the glasses.

Keep them — I know where they are. What time is it, Jack? My repeater is running wild — as if it were chasing Prussians.

Its half-past nine; I had no idea that it was so late! Ha! there goes a mass of infantry along the hill. See it? Theyre headed for Saarbrück! Georges, whats that big marquee in the wheat-field?

The Emperor is there, said Georges, proudly; those troopers are the Cuirassiers of the Hundred-Guards. See their white mantles? The Prince Imperial is there, too. Poor little man — he looks so tired and bewildered.

Jack kept his glasses fixed on the white dot that marked the imperial headquarters, but the air was hazy and the distance too great to see anything except specks and points of white and black, slowly shifting, gathering, and collecting again in the grain-field, that looked like a tiny square of pale gilt on the hill-top.

Suddenly a spot of white vapour appeared over the spire of Saarbrück, then another, then three together, little round clouds that hung motionless, wavered, split, and disappeared in the sunshine, only to be followed by more round cloud clots. A moment later the dull mutter of cannon disturbed the morning air, distant rumblings and faint shocks that seemed to come from an infinite distance.

Jack handed back the binoculars and opened his own field-glasses in silence. Neither spoke, but they instinctively leaned forward, side by side, sweeping the panorama with slow, methodical movements, glasses firmly levelled. And now, in the valley below, the long roads grew black with moving columns of cavalry and artillery; the fields on either side were alive with infantry, dim red squares and oblongs, creeping across the landscape towards that line of silver, the Saar.

Its a flank movement on Wissembourg, said Jack, suddenly; or are they swinging around to take Saint-Johann from the north?

Watch Saarbrück, muttered Georges between his teeth.

The slow seconds crept into minutes, the minutes into hours, as they waited there, fascinated. Already the sharper rattle of musketry broke out on the hills south of the Saar, and the projectiles fell fast in the little river, beyond which the single spire of Saarbrück rose, capped with the smoke of exploding shells.

Jack sat sketching in a canvas-covered book, raising his brown eyes from time to time, or writing on a pad laid flat on his saddle-pommel.

The two young fellows conversed in low tones, laughing quietly or smoking in absorbed silence, and even their subdued voices were louder than the roll of the distant cannonade.

Suddenly the wind changed and their ears were filled with the hollow boom of cannon. And now, nearer than they could have believed, the crash of volley firing mingled with the whirring crackle of gatlings and the spattering rattle of Montigny mitrailleuses from the Guard artillery.

Fichtre! said Georges, with a shrug, not only dancing, but music! What are you sketching, Jack? Let me see. Hm! Pretty good — for you. Youve got Forbach too near, though. I wonder what the Emperor is doing. It seems too bad to drag that sick child of his out to see a lot of men fall over dead. Poor little Lulu!

Kicking, kicking ever! murmured Jack; the same fierce Republican, eh? Ive no sympathy with you — Im too American.

Cheap cynicism, observed Georges. Hello! — heres an aide-de-camp with orders. Wait a second, will you? and the young fellow gathered bridle and galloped out into the high-road, where his troopers stood around an officer wearing the black-and-scarlet of the artillery. A moment later a bugle began to sound the assembly; blue-clad cavalrymen appeared as by magic from every thicket, every field, every hollow, while below, in the nearer valley, another bugle, shrill and fantastic, summoned the squadrons to the colours. Already the better part of a regiment had gathered, four abreast, along the red road. Jack could see their eagles now, gilt and circled with gilded wreaths.

He pocketed sketch-book and pad and turned his horse out through the fields to the road.

Were off! laughed Georges. Thank God! and the devil take the rear-guard! Will you ride with us, Jack? Weve driven the Prussians across the Saar.

He turned to his troopers and signalled the trumpeter. Trot! he cried; and the squadron of hussars moved off down the hill in a whirl of dust and flying pebbles.

Jack wheeled his horse and brought him alongside of Georges wiry mount.

It didnt last long — eh, old chap? laughed the youthful hussar; only from ten oclock till noon — eh? Its not quite noon yet. Were to join the regiment, but where were going after that I dont know. They say the Prussians have quit Saarbrück in a hurry. I suppose well be in Germany to-night, and then — vlan! vlan! eh, old fellow? Well be out for a long campaign. Id like to see Berlin — I wish I spoke German.

They say, said Jack, that most of the German officers speak French.

Bird of ill-omen, croaker, cease! What the devil do we want to learn German for? I can say, Wein, Weib, und Gesang, and thats enough for any French hussar to know.

They had come up with the whole regiment now, which was moving slowly down the valley, and Georges reported to his captain, who in turn reported to the major, who presently had a confab with the colonel. Then far away at the head of the column the mounted band began the regimental march, a gay air with plenty of trombone and kettle-drum in it, and the horses ambled and danced in sympathy, with an accompaniment of rattling carbines and clinking, clashing sabre-scabbards.

Quelle farandole! laughed Georges. Are you going all the way to Berlin with us? Pst! Look! There go the Hundred-Guards! The Emperor is coming back from the front. Its all over with the sausage-eaters, et puis — bon-soir, Bismarck!

Far away, across the hills, the white mantles of the Hundred-Guards flashed in the sunshine, rising, falling, as the horses plunged up the hills. For a moment Jack caught a glimpse of a carriage in the distance, a carriage preceded by outriders in crimson and gold, and followed by a mass of glittering cuirassiers.

Its the Emperor. Listen, we are going to cheer, cried Georges. He rose in his saddle and drew his sabre, and at the same instant a deep roar shook the regiment to its centre — 

Vive lEmpereur!


CHAPTER X

AN UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTER
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IT WAS A little after noon when the regiment halted on the Saint-Avold highway, blocked in front by a train of Guard artillery, and on either flank by columns of infantry — voltigeurs, red-legged fantassins loaded with camp equipment, engineers in crimson and bluish-black, and a whole battalion of Turcos, scarlet fez rakishly hauled down over one ear, canvas zouave trousers tucked into canvas leggings that fitted their finely moulded ankles like gloves.

Jack rested patiently on his horse, waiting for the road to be cleared, and beside him sat Georges, chatting paternally with the giant standard-bearer of the Turcos. The huge fellow laughed and showed his dazzling teeth under the crisp jet beard, for Georges was talking to him in his native tongue — and it was many miles from Saint-Avold to Oran. His standard, ornamented with the opened hand and spread fingers, fluttered and snapped, and stood out straight in the valley breeze.

Whats that advertisement — the hand of Providence? cried an impudent line soldier, leaning on his musket.

Is it the hand that spanked Bismarck? yelled another. The Turcos grinned under their scarlet head-dresses.

Ohé, Mustapha! shouted the line soldiers, Ohé, le Croissant! and their band-master, laughing, raised his tasselled baton, and the band burst out in a roll of drums and cymbals, Partons pour la Syrie.

Petite riffa! said the big standard-bearer, beaming — which was very good French for a Kabyle.

See here, Georges, said Jack, suddenly, Ive promised to be back at Morteyn before dark, and if your regiment is going to stick here much longer Im going on.

You want to send your despatches? asked Georges. You could ride on to Saarbrück and telegraph from there. Will you? Then hunt up the regiment later. We are to see a little of each other, are we not, old fellow?

Not if youre going Prussian-hunting across the Rhine. When you come back crowned with bay and laurel and pretzels, you can stop at Morteyn.

They nodded and clasped hands.

Au revoir! laughed Georges. What shall I bring you from Berlin?

Im no Herod, replied Jack; bring back your own feather-head safely — thats all I ask. And with a smile and a gay salute the young fellows parted, turning occasionally in their saddles to wave a last adieu, until Jacks big horse disappeared among the dense platoons ahead.

For a quarter of an hour he sidled and pushed and shoved, and picked a cautious path through section after section of field artillery, seeing here and there an officer whom he knew, saluting cheerily, making a thousand excuses for his haste to the good-natured artillerymen, who only grinned in reply. As he rode, he noted with misgivings that the cannon were not breech-loaders. He had recently heard a good deal about the Prussian new model for field artillery, and he had read, in the French journals, reports of their wonderful range and flat trajectory. The cannon that he passed, with the exception of the Montigny mitrailleuses and the American gatlings, were all beautiful pieces, bronzed and engraved with crown and LN and eagle, but for all their beauty they were only muzzle-loaders.

In a little while he came to the head of the column. The road in front seemed to be clear enough, and he wondered why they had halted, blocking half a division of infantry and cavalry behind them. There really was no reason at all. He did not know it, but he had seen the first case of that indescribable disease that raged in France in 1870-71 — that malady that cannot be termed paralysis or apathy or inertia. It was all three, and it was malignant, for it came from a befouled and degraded court, spread to the government, infected the provinces, sparing neither prince nor peasant, until over the whole fair land of France it crept and hung, a fetid, miasmic effluvia, till the nation, hopeless, weary, despairing, bereft of nerve and sinew, sank under it into utter physical and moral prostration.

This was the terrible fever that burned the best blood out of the nation — a fever that had its inception in the corruption of the empire, its crisis at Sedan, its delirium in the Commune! The nations convalescence is slow but sure.

Jack touched spurs to his horse and galloped out into the Saarbrück road. He passed a heavy, fat-necked general, sitting on his horse, his dull, apoplectic eyes following the gestures of a staff-officer who was tracing routes and railroads on a map nailed against a poplar-tree. He passed other generals, deep in consultation, absently rolling cigarettes between their kid-gloved fingers; and everywhere dragoon patrols, gallant troopers in blue and garance, wearing steel helmets bound with leopard-skin above the visors. He passed ambulances, too, blue vehicles covered with framed yellow canvas, flying the red cross. One of the field-surgeons gave him a brief outline of the casualties and general result of the battle, and he thanked him and hastened on towards Saarbrück, whence he expected to send his despatches to Paris. But now the road was again choked with marching infantry as far as the eye could see, dense masses, pushing along in an eddying cloud of red dust that blew to the east and hung across the fields like smoke from a locomotive. Men with stretchers were passing; he saw an officer, face white as chalk, sunburned hands clinched, lying in a canvas hand-stretcher, borne by four men of the hospital corps. Edging his way to the meadow, he put his horse to the ditch, cleared it, and galloped on towards a spire that rose close ahead, outlined dimly in the smoke and dust, and in ten minutes he was in Saarbrück.

Up a stony street, desolate, deserted, lined with rows of closed machine-shops, he passed, and out into another street where a regiment of lancers was defiling amid a confusion of shouts and shrill commands, the racket of drums echoing from wall to pavement, and the ear-splitting flourish of trumpets mingled with the heavy rumble of artillery and the cracking of leather thongs. Already the pontoons were beginning to span the river Saar, already the engineers were swarming over the three ruined bridges, jackets cast aside, picks rising and falling — clink! clank! clink! clank! — and the scrape of mortar and trowel on the granite grew into an incessant sound, harsh and discordant. The market square was impassable; infantry gorged every foot of the stony pavement, ambulances creaked through the throng, rolling like white ships in a tempest, signals set.

In the sea of faces around him he recognized the correspondent of the London Times.

Hello, Williams! he called; where the devil is the telegraph?

The Englishman, red in the face and dripping with perspiration, waved his hand spasmodically.

The military are using it; youll have to wait until four oclock. Are you with us in this scrimmage? The fellows are down by the Hôtel Post trying to mend the wires there. Archibald Grahame is with the Germans!

Jack turned in his saddle with a friendly gesture of thanks and adieu. If he were going to send his despatch, he had no time to waste in Saarbrück — he understood that at a glance. For a moment he thought of going to the Hôtel Post and taking his chances with his brother correspondents; then, abruptly wheeling his horse, he trotted out into the long shed that formed one of an interminable series of coal shelters, passed through it, gained the outer street, touched up his horse, and tore away, headed straight for Forbach. For he had decided that at Forbach was his chance to beat the other correspondents, and he took the chance, knowing that in case the telegraph there was also occupied he could still get back to Morteyn, and from there to Saint-Lys, before the others had wired to their respective journals.

It was three oclock when he clattered into the single street of Forbach amid the blowing of bugles from a cuirassier regiment that was just leaving at a trot. The streets were thronged with gendarmes and cavalry of all arms, lancers in baggy, scarlet trousers and clumsy schapskas weighted with gold cord, chasseurs à cheval in turquoise blue and silver, dragoons, Spahis, remount-troopers, and here and there a huge rider of the Hundred-Guards, glittering like a scaled dragon in his splendid armour.

He pushed his way past the Hôtel Post and into the garden, where, at a table, an old general sat reading letters.

With a hasty glance at him, Jack bowed, and asked permission to take the unoccupied chair and use the table. The officer inclined his head with a peculiarly graceful movement, and, without more ado, Jack sat down, placed his pad flat on the table, and wrote his despatch in pencil:

Forbach, 2d August, 1870.

The first shot of the war was fired this morning at ten oclock. At that hour the French opened on Saarbrück with twenty-three pieces of artillery. The bombardment continued until twelve. At two oclock the Germans, having evacuated Saarbrück, retreated across the Saar to Saint-Johann. The latter village is also now being evacuated; the French are pushing across the Saar by means of pontoons; the three bridges are also being rapidly repaired.

Reports vary, but it is probable that the losses on the German side will number four officers and seventy-nine men killed — wounded unknown. The French lost six officers and eighty men killed; wounded list not completed.

The Emperor was present with the Prince Imperial.

Leaving his pad on the table and his riding-crop and gloves over it, he gathered up the loose leaves of his telegram and hastened across the street to the telegraph office. For the moment the instrument was idle, and the operator took his despatch, read it aloud to the censor, an officer of artillery, who viséd it and nodded.

A longer despatch is to follow — can I have the wires again in half an hour? asked Jack.

Both operator and censor laughed and said, No promises, monsieur; come and see. And Jack hastened back to the garden of the hôtel and sat down once more under the trees, scarcely glancing at the old officer beside him. Again he wrote:

The truth is that the whole affair was scarcely more than a skirmish. A handful of the 2d Battalion of Fusilliers, a squadron or two of Uhlans, and a battery of Prussian artillery have for days faced and held in check a whole French division. When they were attacked they tranquilly turned a bold front to the French, made a devil of a racket with their cannon, and slipped across the frontier with trifling loss. If the French are going to celebrate this as a victory, Europe will laugh—

He paused, frowning and biting his pencil. Presently he noticed that several troopers of the Hundred-Guards were watching him from the street; sentinels of the same corps were patrolling the garden, their long, bayoneted carbines over their steel-bound shoulders. At the same moment his eyes fell upon the old officer beside him. The officer raised his head.

It was the Emperor, Napoleon III.


CHAPTER XI

KEEP THY FAITH
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JACK WAS STARTLED, and he instinctively stood up very straight, as he always did when surprised.

Under the Emperors crimson képi, heavy with gold, the old, old eyes, half closed, peered at him, as a drowsy buzzard watches the sky, with filmy, changeless gaze. His face was the colour of clay, the loose folds of the cheeks hung pallid over a heavy chin; his lips were hidden beneath a mustache and imperial, unkempt but waxed at the ends. From the shadow of his crimson cap the hair straggled forward, half hiding two large, wrinkled, yellow ears.

With a smile and a slight gesture exquisitely courteous, the Emperor said: Pray do not allow me to interrupt you, monsieur; old soldiers are of small account when a nations newspapers wait.

Sire! protested Jack, flushing.

Napoleon III.s eyes twinkled, and he picked up his letter again, still smiling.

Such good news, monsieur, should not be kept waiting. You are English? No? Then American? Oh!

The Emperor rolled a cigarette, gazing into vacancy with dreamy eyes, narrow as slits in a mask. Jack sat down again, pencil in hand, a little flustered and uncertain.

The Emperor struck a wax-match on a gold matchbox, leaning his elbow on the table to steady his shaking hand. Presently he slowly crossed one baggy red-trouser knee over the other and, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke into the sunshine, said: I suppose your despatch will arrive considerably in advance of the telegrams of the other correspondents, who seem to be blocked in Saarbrück?

He glanced obliquely at Jack, grave and impassible.

I trust so, sire, said Jack, seriously.

The Emperor laughed outright, crumpled the letter in his gloved hand, tossed the cigarette away, and rose painfully, leaning for support on the table.

Jack rose, too.

Monsieur, said Napoleon, playfully, as though attempting to conceal intense physical suffering, I am in search of a motto — for reasons. I shall have a regiment or two carry Saarbrück on their colours. What motto should they also carry?

Jack spoke before he intended it — he never knew why: Sire, the only motto I know is this: Tiens ta Foy!

The Man of December turned his narrow eyes on him. Then, bowing with the dignity and grace that he, of all living monarchs, possessed, the Emperor passed slowly through the garden and entered the little hôtel, the clash of presented carbines ringing in the still air behind him.

Jack sat down, considerably exercised in his mind, thinking of what he had said. The splendid old crusaders motto, Keep thy Faith, was scarcely the motto to suggest to the man of the Coup dÉtat, the man of Rome, the man of Mexico. The very bones of Victor Noir would twist in their coffin at the words; and the lungs of that other Victor, the one named Hugo, would swell and expand until the bellowing voice rang like a Jersey fog-siren over the channel, over the ocean, till the seven seas vibrated and the four winds swept it to the four ends of the earth.

Very soberly he finished his despatch, picked up his gloves and crop, and again walked over to the telegraph station.

The censor read the pencilled scrawl, smiled, drew a red pencil through some of it, smiled again, and said: I trust it will not inconvenience monsieur too much.

Not at all, said Jack, pleasantly.

He had not expected to get it all through, and he bowed and thanked the censor, and went out to where his horse stood, cropping the tender leaves of a spreading chestnut-tree.

It was five oclock by his watch when he trotted out into the Morteyn road, now entirely deserted except by a peasant or two, staring, under their inverted hands, at the distant spire of Saarbrück.

Far away in the valley he caught glimpses of troops, glancing at times over his shoulder, but the distant squares and columns on hill-side and road seemed to be motionless. Already the thin, glimmering line of the Saar had faded from view; the afternoon haze hung blue on every hill-side; the woods were purple and vague as streaks of cloud at evening.

He passed Saint-Avold far to the south, too far to see anything of the division that lay encamped there; and presently he turned into the river road that follows the Saar until the great highway to Metz cuts it at an acute angle. From this cross-road he could see the railway, where a line of freight-cars, drawn by a puffing locomotive, was passing — cars of all colours, marked on one end Elsass-Lothringen, on the other Alsace-Lorraine.

He had brought with him a slice of bread and a flask of Moselle, and, as he had had no time to eat since daybreak, he gravely began munching away, drinking now and then from his flask and absently eying the road ahead.

He thought of Lorraine and of his promise. If only all promises were as easily kept! He had plenty of time to reach Morteyn before dark, taking it at an easy canter, so he let his horse walk up the hills while he swallowed his bread and wine and mused on war and love and emperors.

He had been riding in this abstracted study for some time, and had lighted a pipe to aid his dreams, when, from the hill-side ahead, he caught a glimpse of something that sparkled in the afternoon sunshine, and he rose in his saddle and looked to see what it might be. After a moment he made out five mounted troopers, moving about on the crest of the hill, the sun slanting on stirrup metal and lance-tip. As he was about to resume his meditations, something about these lancers caught his eye — something that did not seem quite right — he couldnt tell what. Of course they were French lancers, they could be nothing else, here in the rear of the army, but still they were rather odd-looking lancers, after all.

The eyes of a mariner and the eyes of a soldier, or of a man who foregathers with soldiers, are quick to detect strange rigging. Therefore Jack unslung his glasses and levelled them on the group of mounted men, who were now moving towards him at an easy lope, their tall lances, butts in stirrups, swinging free from the arm-loops, their horses manes tossing in the hill breeze.

The next moment he seized his bridle, drove both spurs into his horse, and plunged ahead, dropping pipe and flask in the road unheeded. At the same time a hoarse shout came quavering across the fields, a shout as harsh and sinister as the menacing cry of a hawk; but he dashed on, raising a whirlwind of red dust. Now he could see them plainly enough, their slim boots, their yellow facings and reverses, the shiny little helmets with the square tops like inverted goblets, the steel lances from which black and white pennons streamed.

They were Uhlans!

For a minute it was a question in his mind whether or not they would be able to cut him off. A ditch in the meadow halted them for a second or two, but they took it like chamois and came cantering up towards the high-road, shouting hoarsely and brandishing their lances.

It was true that, being a non-combatant and a foreigner with a passport, and, furthermore, an accredited newspaper correspondent, he had nothing to fear except, perhaps, a tedious detention and a long-winded explanation. But it was not that. He had promised to be at Morteyn by night, and now, if these Uhlans caught him and marched him off to their main post, he would certainly spend one night at least in the woods or fields. A sudden anger, almost a fury, seized him that these men should interfere with his promise; that they should in any way influence his own free going and coming, and he struck his horse with the riding-crop and clattered on along the highway.

Halt! shouted a voice, in German— halt! or we fire! and again in French: Halt! We shall fire!

They were not far from the road now, but he saw that he could pass them easily.

Halt! halt! they shouted, breathless.

Instinctively he ducked, and at the same moment piff! piff! their revolvers began, and two bullets sang past near enough to make his ears tingle.

Then they settled down to outride him; he heard their scurry and jingle behind, and for a minute or two they held their own, but little by little he forged ahead, and they began to shoot at him from their saddles. One of them, however, had not wasted time in shooting; Jack heard him, always behind, and now he seemed to be drawing nearer, steadily but slowly closing up the gap between them.

Jack glanced back. There he was, a big, blond, bony Uhlan, lance couched, clattering up the hill; but the others had already halted far behind, watching the race from the bottom of the incline.

Tiens ta Foy, he muttered to himself, digging both spurs into his horse; Ill not prove faithless to her first request — not if I know it. Good Lord! how near that Uhlan is!

Again he glanced behind, hesitated, and finally shouted: Go back! I am no soldier! Go back!

Ill show you! bellowed the Uhlan. Stop your horse! or when I catch you—

Go back! cried Jack, angrily; go back or Ill fire! and he whipped out his long Colts and shook it above his head.

With a derisive yell the Uhlan banged away — once, twice, three times — and the bullets buzzed around Jacks ears till they sang. He swung around, crimson with fury, and raised the heavy six-shooter.

By God! he shouted; then take it yourself! and he fired one shot, standing up in his stirrups to steady his aim.

He heard a cry, he saw a horse rear straight up through the dust; there was a gleam of yellow, a flash of a falling lance, a groan. Then, as he galloped on, pale and tight-lipped, a riderless horse thundered along behind him, mane tossing in the whirling dust.

With sudden instinct, Jack drew bridle and wheeled his trembling mount — the riderless horse tore past him — and he trotted soberly back to the dusty heap in the road. It may have merely been the impulse to see what he had done, it may have been a nobler impulse, for Jack dismounted and bent over the fallen man. Then he raised him in his arms by the shoulders and drew him towards the road-side. The Uhlan was heavy, his spurs dragged in the dust. Very gently Jack propped him up against a poplar-tree, looked for a moment at the wound in his head, and then ran for his horse. It was high time, too; the other Uhlans came racing and tearing uphill, hallooing like Cossacks, and he vaulted into his saddle and again set spurs to his horse.

Now it was a ride for life; he understood that thoroughly, and settled down to it, bending low in the saddle, bridle in one hand, revolver in the other. And as he rode his sobered thoughts dwelt now on Lorraine, now on the great lank Uhlan, lying stricken in the red dust of the highway. He seemed to see him yet, blond, dusty, the sweat in beads on his blanched cheeks, the crimson furrow in his colourless scalp. He had seen, too, the padded yellow shoulder-knots bearing the regimental number 11, and he knew that he had shot a trooper of the 11th Uhlans, and that the 11th Uhlan Regiment was Rickerls regiment. He set his teeth and stared fearfully over his shoulder. The pursuit had ceased; the Uhlans, dismounted, were gathered about the tree under which their comrade lay gasping. Jack brought his horse to a gallop, to a canter, and finally to a trot. The horse was not winded, but it trembled and reeked with sweat and lather.

Beyond him lay the forest of La Bruine, red in the slanting rays of the setting sun. Beyond this the road swung into the Morteyn road, that lay cool and moist along the willows that bordered the river Lisse.

The sun glided behind the woods as he reached the bridge that crosses the Lisse, and the evening glow on feathery willow and dusty alder turned stem and leaf to shimmering rose.

It was seven oclock, and he knew that he could keep his word to Lorraine. And now, too, he began to feel the fatigue of the day and the strain of the last two hours. In his excitement he had not noticed that two bullets had passed through his jacket, one close to the pocket, one ripping the gun-pads at the collar. The horse, too, was bleeding from the shoulder where a long raw streak traced the flight of a grazing ball.

His face was pale and serious when, at evening, he rode into the porte-cochère of the Château de Nesville and dismounted, stiffly. He was sore, fatigued, and covered with dust from cap to spur; his eyes, heavily ringed but bright, roamed restlessly from window to porch.

Ive kept my faith, he muttered to himself— Ive kept my faith, anyway. But now he began to understand what might follow if he, a foreigner and a non-combatant, was ever caught by the 11th regiment of Uhlans. It sickened him when he thought of what he had done; he could find no excuse for himself — not even the shots that had come singing about his ears. Who was he, a foreigner, that he should shoot down a brave German cavalryman who was simply following instructions? His promise to Lorraine? Was that sufficient excuse for taking human life? Puzzled, weary, and profoundly sad, he stood thinking, undecided what to do. He knew that he had not killed the Uhlan outright, but, whether or not the soldier could recover, he was uncertain. He, who had seen the horrors of naked, gaping wounds at Sadowa — he who had seen the pitiable sights of Oran, where Chanzy and his troops had swept the land in a whirlwind of flame and sword — he, this same cool young fellow, could not contemplate that dusty figure in the red road without a shudder of self-accusation — yes, of self-disgust. He told himself that he had fired too quickly, that he had fired in anger, not in self-protection. He felt sure that he could have outridden the Uhlan in the end. Perhaps he was too severe on himself; he did not think of the fusillade at his back, his coat torn by two bullets, the raw furrow on his horses shoulder. He only asked himself whether, to keep his promise, he was justified in what he had done, and he felt that he had acted hastily and in anger, and that he was a very poor specimen of young men. It was just as well, perhaps, that he thought so; the sentiment under the circumstances was not unhealthy. Moreover, he knew in his heart that, under any conditions, he would place his duty to Lorraine first of all. So he was puzzled and tired and unhappy when Lorraine, her arms full of brook-lilies, came down the gravel drive and said: You have kept your faith, you shall wear a lily for me; will you?

He could not meet her eyes, he could scarcely reply to her shy questions.

When she saw the wounded horse she grieved over its smarting shoulder, and insisted on stabling it herself.

Wait for me, she said; I insist. You must find a glass of wine for yourself and go with old Pierre and dust your clothes. Then come back; I shall be in the arbour.

He looked after her until she entered the stables, leading the exhausted horse with a tenderness that touched him deeply. He felt so mean, so contemptible, so utterly beneath the notice of this child who stood grieving over his wounded horse.

A dusty and dirty and perspiring man is at a disadvantage with himself. His misdemeanours assume exaggerated proportions, especially when he is confronted with a girl in a cool gown that is perfumed by blossoms pure and spotless and fragrant as the young breast that crushes them.

So when he had found old Pierre and had followed him to a bath-room, the water that washed the stains from brow and wrist seemed also to purify the stain that is popularly supposed to resist earthly ablutions. A clean body and a clean conscience is not a proverb, but there are, perhaps, worse maxims in the world.

When he dried his face and looked into a mirror, his sins had dwindled a bit; when Pierre dusted his clothes and polished his spurs and boots, life assumed a brighter aspect. Fatigue, too, came to dull that busybody — that tireless, gossiping gadabout — conscience. Fatigue and remorse are enemies; slumber and the white flag of sleep stand truce between them.

Pierre, he said; get a dog-cart; I am going to drive to Morteyn. You will find me in the arbour on the lawn. Is the marquis visible?

No, Monsieur Jack, he is still locked up in the turret.

And the balloon?

Dame! Je nen sais rien, monsieur.

So Jack walked down-stairs and out through the porch to the lawn, where he saw Lorraine already seated in the arbour, placing the long-stemmed lilies in gilded bowls.

It will be dark soon, he said, stepping up beside her. Thank you for being good to my horse. Is it more than a scratch?

No — it is nothing. The horse shall stand in our stable until to-morrow. Are you very tired? Sit beside me. Do you care to tell me anything of what you did?

Do you care to know?

Of course, she said.

So he told her; not all, however — not of that ride and the chase and the shots from the saddle. But he spoke of the Emperor and the distant battle that had seemed like a scene in a painted landscape. He told her, too, of Georges Carrière.

Why, I know him, she said, brightening with pleasure; he is charming — isnt he?

Why, yes, said Jack; but for all he tried his voice sounded coldly.

Dont you think so? asked Lorraine, opening her blue eyes.

Again he tried to speak warmly of the friend he was really fond of, and again he felt that he had failed. Why? He would not ask himself — but he knew. This shamed him, and he began an elaborate eulogy on poor Georges, conscientious, self-effacing, but very, very unsatisfactory.

The maid beside him listened demurely. She also knew things that she had not known a week ago. That possibly is why, like a little bird stretching its new wings, she also tried her own resources, innocently, timidly. And the torment of Jack began.

Monsieur Marche, do you think that Lieutenant Carrière may come to Morteyn?

He said he would; I — er — I hope he will. Dont you?

I? Oh yes. When will he come?

I dont know, said Jack, sulkily.

Oh! I thought you were very fond of him and that, of course, you would know when—

Nobody knows; if hes gone with the army into Germany it is impossible to say when the war will end. Then he made a silly, boorish observation which was, I hope for your sake he will come soon.

Oh, but he was ashamed of it now! The groom in the stable yonder would have had better tact. Truly, it takes a man of gentle breeding to demonstrate what under-breeding really can be. If Lorraine was shocked she did not show it. A maid unloved, unloving, pardons nothing; a maid with a lover invests herself with all powers and prerogatives, and the greatest of these is the power to pardon. It is not only a power, it is a need, a desire, an imperative necessity to pardon much in him who loves much. This may be only because she also understands. Pardon and doubt repel each other. So Lorraine, having grown wise in a week, pardoned Jack mentally. Outwardly it was otherwise, and Jack became aware that the atmosphere was uncomfortably charged with lightning. It gleamed a moment in her eyes ere her lips opened.

Take your dog-cart and go back to Morteyn, said Lorraine, quietly.

Let me stay; I am ashamed, he said, turning red.

No; I do not wish to see you again — for a long, long time — forever.

Her head was bent and her fingers were busy among the lilies in the gilded bowl.

Do you send me away?

Yes.

Why?

Because you are more than rude.

I am ashamed; forgive me.

No.

She glanced up at him from her drooping lashes. She had pardoned him long ago.

No, she repeated, I cannot forgive.

Lorraine—

There is the dog-cart, she whispered, almost breathlessly. So he said good-night and went away.

She stood on the dim lawn, her arms full of blossoms, listening to the sound of the wheels until they died away beyond the park gate.

She had turned whiter than the lilies at her breast. This was because she was still very young and not quite as wise as some maidens.

For the same reason she left her warm bed that night to creep through the garden and slip into the stable and lay her tear-stained cheeks on the neck of Jacks horse.


CHAPTER XII

FROM THE FRONTIER
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DURING THE NEXT three days, for the first time since he had known her, he did not go to see Lorraine. How he stood it — how he ever dragged through those miserable hours — he himself never could understand.

The wide sculptured eyes of Our Lady of Morteyn above the shrine seemed to soften when he went there to sit at her feet and stare at nothing. It was not tears, but dew, that gathered under the stone lids, for the night had grown suddenly hot, and everything lay moist in the starlight. Night changed to midnight, and midnight to dawn, and dawn to another day, cloudless, pitiless; and Jack awoke again, and his waking thought was of Lorraine.

All day long he sat with the old vicomte, reading to him when he wished, playing interminable games of chess, sick at heart with a longing that almost amounted to anger. He could not tell his aunt. As far as that went, the wise old lady had divined that their first trouble had come to them in all the appalling and exaggerated proportions that such troubles assume, but she smiled gently to herself, for she, too, had been young, and the ways of lovers had been her ways, and the paths of love she had trodden, and she had drained loves cup at bitter springs.

That night she came to his bedside and kissed him, saying: To-morrow you shall carry my love and my thanks to Lorraine for her care of the horse.

I cant, muttered Jack.

Pooh! said Madame de Morteyn, and closed the bedroom door; and Jack slept better that night.

It was ten oclock the next morning before he appeared at breakfast, and it was plain, even to the thrush on the lawn outside, that he had bestowed an elaboration upon his toilet that suggested either a duel or a wedding.

Madame de Morteyn hid her face, for she could not repress the smile that tormented her sweet mouth. Even the vicomte said: Oh! Youre not off for Paris, Jack, are you?

After breakfast he wandered moodily out to the terrace, where his aunt found him half an hour later, mooning and contemplating his spotless gloves.

Then you are not going to ride over to the Château de Nesville? she asked, trying not to laugh.

Oh! he said, with affected surprise, did you wish me to go to the Château?

Yes, Jack dear, if you are not too much occupied. She could not repress the mischievous accent on the too. Are you going to drive?

No; I shall walk — unless you are in a hurry.

No more than you are, dear, she said, gravely.

He looked at her with sudden suspicion, but she was not smiling.

Very well, he said, gloomily.

About eleven oclock he had sauntered half the distance down the forest road that leads to the Château de Nesville. His heart seemed to tug and tug and urge him forward; his legs refused obedience; he sulked. But there was the fresh smell of loam and moss and aromatic leaves, the music of the Lisse on the pebbles, the joyous chorus of feathered creatures from every thicket, and there were the antics of the giddy young rabbits that scuttled through the warrens, leaping, tumbling, sitting up, lop-eared and impudent, or diving head-first into their burrows.

Under the stems of a thorn thicket two cock-pheasants were having a difference, and were enthusiastically settling that difference in the approved method of game-cocks. He lingered to see which might win, but a misstep and a sudden crack of a dry twig startled them, and they withdrew like two stately but indignant old gentlemen who had been subjected to uncalled-for importunities.

Presently he felt cheerful enough to smoke, and he searched in every pocket for his pipe. Then he remembered that he had dropped it when he dropped his silver flask, there in the road where he had first been startled by the Uhlans.

This train of thought depressed him again, but he resolutely put it from his mind, lighted a cigarette, and moved on.

Just ahead, around the bend in the path, lay the grass-grown carrefour where he had first seen Lorraine. He thought of her as he remembered her then, flushed, indignant, blocking the path while the map-making spy sneered in her face and crowded past her, still sneering. He thought, too, of her scarlet skirt, and the little velvet bodice and the silver chains. He thought of her heavy hair, dishevelled, glimmering in her eyes. At the same moment he turned the corner; the carrefour lay before him, overgrown, silent, deserted. A sudden tenderness filled his heart — ah, how we love those whom we have protected! — and he stood for a moment in the sunshine with bowed head, living over the episode that he could never forget. Every word, every gesture, the shape of the very folds in her skirt, he remembered; yes, and the little triangular tear, the broken silver chain, the ripped bodice!

And she, in her innocence, had promised to see him there at the river-bank below. He had never gone, because that very night she had come to Morteyn, and since then he had seen her every day at her own home.

As he stood he could hear the river Lisse whispering, calling him. He would go — just to see the hidden rendezvous — for old loves sake; it was a step from the path, no more.

Then that strange instinct, that sudden certainty that comes at times to all, seized him, and he knew that Lorraine was there by the river; he knew it as surely as though he saw her before him.

And she was there, standing by the still water, silver chains drooping over the velvet bodice, scarlet skirt hanging brilliant and heavy as a drooping poppy in the sun.

Dear me, she said, very calmly, I thought you had quite forgotten me. Why have you not been to the Château, Monsieur Marche?

And this, after she had told him to go away and not to return! Wise in the little busy ways of the world of men, he was uneducated in the ways of a maid.

Therefore he was speechless.

And now, she said, with the air of an early Christian tête-à-tête with Nero— and now you do not speak to me? Why?

Because, he blurted out, I thought you did not care to have me!

Surprise, sorrow, grief gave place to pity in her eyes.

What a silly man! she observed. I am going to sit down on the moss. Are you intending to call upon my father? He is still in the turret. If you can spare a moment I will tell you what he is doing.

Yes, he had a moment to spare — not many moments — he hoped she would understand that! — but he had one or two little ones at her disposal.

She read this in his affected hesitation. She would make him pay dearly for it. Vengeance should be hers!

He stood a moment, eying the water as though it had done him personal injury. Then he sat down.

The balloon is almost ready, steering-gear and all, she said. I saw papa yesterday for a moment; I tried to get him to stay with me, but he could not.

She looked wistfully across the river.

Jack watched her. His heart ached for her, and he bent nearer.

Forgive me for causing you any unhappiness, he said. Will you?

Yes.

Oh! where was her vengeance now? So far beneath her!

These four days have been the most wretched days to me, the most unhappy I have ever lived, he said. The emotion in his voice brought the soft colour to her face. She did not answer; she would have if she had wished to check him.

I will never again, as long as I live, give you one moments — displeasure. He was going to say pain, but he dared not.

Still she was silent, her idle white fingers clasped in her lap, her eyes fixed on the river. Little by little the colour deepened in her cheeks. It was when she felt them burning that she spoke, nervously, scarcely comprehending her own words: I — I also was unhappy — I was silly; we both are very silly — dont you think so? We are such good friends that it seems absurd to quarrel as we have. I have forgotten everything that was unpleasant — it was so little that I could not remember if I tried! Could you? I am very happy now; I am going to listen while you amuse me with stories. She curled up against a tree and smiled at him — at the love in his eyes which she dared not read, which she dared not acknowledge to herself. It was there, plain enough for a wilful maid to see; it burned under his sun-tanned cheeks, it softened the firm lips. A thrill of contentment passed through her. She was satisfied; the world was kind again.

He lay at her feet, pulling blades of grass from the bank and idly biting the whitened stems. The voice of the Lisse was in his ears, he breathed the sweet wood perfume and he saw the sunlight wrinkle and crinkle the surface ripples where the water washed through the sedges, and the long grasses quivered and bent with the glittering current.

Tell you stories? he asked again.

Yes — stories that never have really happened — but that should have happened.

Then listen! There was once — many, many years ago — a maid and a man—

Good gracious — but that story is as old as life itself! He did not realize it, nor did she. It seemed new to them.

The sun of noon was moving towards the west when they remembered that they were hungry.

You shall come home and lunch with me; will you? Perhaps papa may be there, too, she said. This hope, always renewed with every dawn, always fading with the night, lived eternal in her breast — this hope, that one day she should have her father to herself.

Will you come? she asked, shyly.

Yes. Do you know it will be our first luncheon together?

Oh, but you brought me an ice at the dance that evening; dont you remember?

Yes, but that was not a supper — I mean a luncheon together — with a table between us and — you know what I mean.

I dont, she said, smiling dreamily; so he knew that she did.

They hurried a little on the way to the Château, and he laughed at her appetite, which made her laugh, too, only she pretended not to like it.

At the porch she left him to change her gown, and slipped away up-stairs, while he found old Pierre and was dusted and fussed over until he couldnt stand it another moment. Luckily he heard Lorraine calling her maid on the porch, and he went to her at once.

Papa says you may lunch here — I spoke to him through the key-hole. It is all ready; will you come?

A serious-minded maid served them with salad and thin bread-and-butter.

Tea! exclaimed Jack.

Isnt that very American? asked Lorraine, timidly. I thought you might like it; I understood that all Americans drank tea.

They do, he said, gravely; it is a terrible habit — a national vice — but they do.

Now you are laughing at me! she cried. Marianne, please to remove that tea! No, no, I wont leave it — and you can suffer if you wish. And to think that I—

They were both laughing so that the maids face grew more serious, and she removed the teapot as though she were bearing some strange and poisonous creature to a deserved doom.

As they sat opposite each other, smiling, a little flurried at finding themselves alone at table together, but eating with the appetites of very young lovers, the warm summer wind, blowing through the open windows, bore to their ears the songs of forest birds. It bore another sound, too; Jack had heard it for the last two hours, or had imagined he heard it — a low, monotonous vibration, now almost distinct, now lost, now again discernible, but too vague, too indefinite to be anything but that faint summer harmony which comes from distant breezes, distant movements, mingling with the stir of drowsy field insects, half torpid in the heat of noon.

Still it was always there; and now, turning his ear to the window, he laid down knife and fork to listen.

I have also noticed it, said Lorraine, answering his unasked question.

Do you hear it now?

Yes — more distinctly now.

A few moments later Jack leaned back in his chair and listened again.

Yes, said Lorraine, it seems to come nearer. What is it?

It comes from the southeast. I dont know, he answered.

They rose and walked to the window. She was so near that he breathed the subtle fragrance of her hair, the fresh sweetness of her white gown, that rustled beside him.

Hark! whispered Lorraine; I can almost hear voices in the breezes — the murmur of voices, as if millions of tiny people were calling us from the ends and outer edges of the earth.

There is a throbbing, too. Do you notice it?

Yes — like ones heart at night. Ah, now it comes nearer — oh, nearer! nearer! Oh, what can it be?

He knew now; he knew that indefinable battle — rumour that steals into the senses long before it is really audible. It is not a sound — not even a vibration; it is an immense foreboding that weights the air with prophecy.

From the south and east, he repeated; from the Landesgrenze.

The frontier?

Yes. Hark!

I hear.

From the frontier, he said again. From the river Lauter and from Wissembourg.

What is it? she whispered, close beside him.

Cannon!

Yes, it was cannon — they knew it now — cannon throbbing, throbbing, throbbing along the horizon where the crags of the Geisberg echoed the dull thunder and shook it far out across the vineyards of Wissembourg, where the heights of Kapsweyer, resounding, hurled back the echoes to the mountains in the north.

Why — why does it seem to come nearer? asked Lorraine.

Nearer? He knew it had come nearer, but how could he tell her what that meant?

It is a battle — is it not? she asked again.

Yes, a battle.

She said nothing more, but stood leaning along the wall, her white forehead pressed against the edge of the raised window-sash. Outside, the little birds had grown suddenly silent; there was a stillness that comes before a rain; the leaves on the shrubbery scarcely moved.

And now, nearer and nearer swelled the rumour of battle, undulating, quavering over forest and hill, and the muttering of the cannon grew to a rumble that jarred the air.

As currents in the upper atmosphere shift and settle north, south, east, west, so the tide of sound wavered and drifted, and set westward, flowing nearer and nearer and louder and louder, until the hoarse, crashing tumult, still vague and distant, was cut by the sharper notes of single cannon that spoke out, suddenly impetuous, in the dull din.

The whole Château was awake now; maids, grooms, valets, gardeners, and keepers were gathering outside the iron grille of the park, whispering together and looking out across the fields.

There was nothing to see except pastures and woods, and low-rounded hills crowned with vineyards. Nothing more except a single strangely shaped cloud, sombre, slender at the base, but spreading at the top like a palm.

I am going up to speak to your father, said Jack, carelessly; may I?

Interrupt her father! Lorraine fairly gasped.

Stay here, he added, with the faintest touch of authority in his tone; and, before she could protest, he had sped away up the staircase and round and round the long circular stairs that led to the single turret.

A little out of breath, he knocked at the door which faced the top step. There was no answer. He rapped again, impatiently. A voice startled him: Lorraine, I am busy!

Open, called Jack; I must see you!

I am busy! replied the marquis. Irritation and surprise were in his tones.

Open! called Jack again; there is no time to lose!

Suddenly the door was jerked back and the marquis appeared, pale, handsome, his eyes cold and blue as icebergs.

Monsieur Marche— he began, almost discourteously.

Pardon, interrupted Jack; I am going into your room. I wish to look out of that turret window. Come also — you must know what to expect.

Astonished, almost angry, the Marquis de Nesville followed him to the turret window.

Oh, said Jack, softly, staring out into the sunshine, it is time, is it not, that we knew what was going on along the frontier? Look there!

On the horizon vast shapeless clouds lay piled, gigantic coils and masses of vapour, dark, ominous, illuminated by faint, pallid lights that played under them incessantly; and over all towered one tall column of smoke, spreading above like an enormous palm-tree. But this was not all. The vast panorama of hill and valley and plain, cut by roads that undulated like narrow satin ribbons on a brocaded surface, was covered with moving objects, swarming, inundating the landscape. To the south a green hill grew black with the human tide, to the north long lines and oblongs and squares moved across the land, slowly, almost imperceptibly — but they were moving, always moving east.

It is an army coming, said the marquis.

It is a rout, said Jack, quietly.

The marquis moved suddenly, as though to avoid a blow.

What troops are those? he asked, after a silence.

It is the French army, replied Jack. Have you not heard the cannonade?

No — my machines make some noise when Im working. I hear it now. What is that cloud — a fire?

It is the battle cloud.

And the smoke on the horizon?

The smoke from the guns. They are fighting beyond Saarbrück — yes, beyond Pfalzburg and Wörth; they are fighting beyond the Lauter.

Wissembourg?

I think so. They are nearer now. Monsieur de Nesville, the battle has gone against the French.

How do you know? demanded the marquis, harshly.

I have seen battles. One need only listen and look at the army yonder. They will pass Morteyn; I think they will pass for miles through the country. It looks to me like a retreat towards Metz, but I am not sure. The throngs of troops below are fugitives, not the regular geometrical figures that you see to the north. Those are regiments and divisions moving towards the west in good order.

The two men stepped back into the room and faced each other.

After the rain the flood, after the rout the invasion, said Jack, firmly. You cannot know it too quickly. You know it now, and you can make your plans.

He was thinking of Lorraines safety when he spoke, but the marquis turned instinctively to a mass of machinery and chemical paraphernalia behind him.

You will have your hands full, said Jack, repressing an angry sneer; if you wish, my aunt De Morteyn will charge herself with Mademoiselle de Nesvilles safety.

True, Lorraine might go to Morteyn, murmured the marquis, absently, examining a smoky retort half filled with a silvery heap of dust.

Then, may I drive her over after dinner?

Yes, replied the other, indifferently.

Jack started towards the stairs, hesitated, and turned around.

Your inventions are not safe, of course, if the German army comes. Do you need my help?

My inventions are my own affair, said the marquis, angrily.

Jack flushed scarlet, swung on his heels, and marched out of the room and down the stairs. On the lower steps he met Lorraines maid, and told her briefly to pack her mistresss trunks for a visit to Morteyn.

Lorraine was waiting for him at the window where he had left her, a scared, uncertain little maid in truth.

The battle is very near, isnt it? she asked.

No, miles away yet.

Did you speak to papa? Did he send word to me? Does he want me?

He found it hard to tell her what message her father had sent, but he did.

I am to go to Morteyn? Oh, I cannot! I cannot! Papa will be alone here! she said, aghast.

Perhaps you had better see him, he said, almost bitterly.

She hurried away up the stairs; he heard her little eager feet on the stone steps that led to the turret; climbing up, up, up, until the sound was lost in the upper stories of the house. He went out to the stables and ordered the dog-cart and a wagon for her trunks. He did not fear that this order might be premature, for he thought he had not misjudged the Marquis de Nesville. And he had not, for, before the cart was ready, Lorraine, silent, pale, tearless, came noiselessly down the stairs holding her little cloak over one arm.

I am to stay a week, she said; he does not want me. She added, hastily, He is so busy and worried, and there is much to be done, and if the Prussians should come he must hide the balloon and the box of plans and formula—

I know, said Jack, tenderly; it will lift a weight from his mind when he knows you are safe with my aunt.

He is so good, he thinks only of my safety, faltered Lorraine.

Come, said Jack, in a voice that sounded husky; the horse is waiting; I am to drive you. Your maid will follow with the trunks this evening. Are you ready? Give me your cloak. There — now, are you ready?

Yes.

He aided her to mount the dog-cart — her light touch was on his arm. He turned to the groom at the horses head, sprang to the seat, and nodded. Lorraine leaned back and looked up at the turret where her father was.

Allons! En route! cried Jack, cheerily, snapping his ribbon-decked whip.

At the same instant a horseless cavalryman, gray with dust and dripping with blood and sweat, staggered out on the road from among the trees. He turned a deathly face to theirs, stopped, tottered, and called out— Jack!

Georges! cried Jack, amazed.

Give me a horse, for Gods sake! he gasped. Ive just killed mine. I — I must get to Metz by midnight—


CHAPTER XIII

AIDE-DE-CAMP
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LORRAINE AND JACK sprang to the road from opposite sides of the vehicle; Georges drawn face was stretched into an attempt at a smile which was ghastly, for the stiff, black blood that had caked in a dripping ridge from his forehead to his chin cracked and grew moist and scarlet, and his hollow cheeks whitened under the coat of dust. But he drew himself up by an effort and saluted Lorraine with a punctilious deference that still had a touch of jauntiness to it — the jauntiness of a youthful cavalry officer in the presence of a pretty woman.

Old Pierre, who had witnessed the episode from the butlers window, came limping down the path, holding a glass and a carafe of brandy.

You are right, Pierre, said Jack. Georges, drink it up, old fellow. There, now you can stand on those pins of yours. Whats that — a sabre cut?

No, a scratch from an Uhlans lance-tip. Cut like a razor, didnt it? Ive just killed my horse, trying to get over a ditch. Can you give me a mount, Jack?

There isnt a horse in the stable that can carry you to Metz, said Lorraine, quietly; Diable is lame and Porthos is not shod. I can give you my pony.

Cant you get a train? asked Jack, astonished.

No, the Uhlans are in our rear, everywhere. The railroad is torn up, the viaducts smashed, the wires cut, and general deuce to pay. I ran into an Uhlan or two — you notice it perhaps, he added, with a grim smile. Could you drive me to Morteyn? Do you think the vicomte would lend me a horse?

Of course he would, said Jack; come, then — there is room for three, with an anxious glance at Lorraine.

Indeed, there is always room for a soldier of France! cried Lorraine. At the same moment she instinctively laid one hand lightly on Jacks arm. Their eyes spoke for an instant — the generous appeal that shone in hers was met and answered by a response that brought the delicate colour into her cheeks.

Let me hang on behind, pleaded Georges— Im so dirty, you know. But they bundled him into the seat between them, and Jack touched his beribboned whip to the horses ears, and away they went speeding over the soft forest road in the cool of the fading day; old Pierre, bottle and glass in hand, gaping after them and shaking his gray head.

Jack began to fire volleys of questions at the young hussar as soon as they entered the forest, and poor Georges replied as best he could.

I dont know very much about it; I was detached yesterday and taken on General Douays staff. We were at Wissembourg — you know that little town on the Lauter where the vineyards cover everything and the mountains are pretty steep to the north and west. All I know is this: about six oclock this morning our outposts on the hills to the south began banging way in a great panic. They had been attacked, it seems, by the 4th Bavarian Division, Count Bothmers, I believe. Our posts fell back to the town, where the 1st Turcos reinforced them at the railroad station. The artillery were at it on our left, too, and there was a most infernal racket. The next thing I saw was those crazy Bavarians, with their little flat drums beating, and their fur-crested helmets all bobbing, marching calmly up the Geisberg. Jack, those fellows went through the vineyards like fiends astride a tempest. That was at two oclock. The Prussian Crown-Prince rode into the town an hour before; we couldnt hold it — Heaven knows why. Thats all I saw — except the death of our general.

General Douay? cried Lorraine, horrified.

Yes, he was killed about ten oclock in the morning. The town was stormed through the Hagenauer Thor by the Bavarians. After that we still held the Geisberg and the Château. You should have seen it when we left it. Ill say it was a butchers shambles. Id say more if Mademoiselle de Nesville were not here. He was trying hard to bear up — to speak lightly of the frightful calamity that had overwhelmed General Abel Douay and his entire division.

The fight at the Château was worth seeing, said Georges, airily. They went at it with drums beating and flags flying. Oh, but they fell like leaves in the gardens, there — the paths and shrubbery were littered with them, dead, dying, gasping, crawling about, like singed flies under a lamp. We had them beaten, too, if it hadnt been for their General von Kirchbach. He stood in the garden — hed been hit, too — and bawled for the artillery. Then they came at us again in three divisions. Where they got all their regiments, I dont know, but their 7th Grenadier Guards were there, and their 47th, 58th, 59th, 80th, and 87th regiments of the line, not counting a Jäger battalion and no end of artillery. They carried the Three Poplars — a hill — and they began devastating everything. We couldnt face their fire — I dont know why, Jack; it breaks my heart when I say it, but we couldnt hold them. Then they began howling for cannon, and, of course, that settled the Château. The town was in flames when I left.

After a silence, Jack asked him whether it was a rout or a retreat.

Were falling back in very decent order, said Georges, eagerly— really, we are. Of course, there were some troops that got into a sort of panic — the Uhlans are annoying us considerably. The Turcos fought well. We fairly riddled the 58th Prussians — their kings regiment, you know. It was the 2d Bavarian Corps that did for us. We will meet them later.

Where are you going — to Metz? inquired Jack, soberly.

Yes; Ive a packet for Bazaine — I dont know what. Theyre trying to reach him by wire, but those confounded Uhlans are destroying everything. My dear fellow, you need not worry; we have been checked, thats all. Our promenade to Berlin is postponed in deference to King Wilhelms earnest wishes.

They all tried to laugh a little, and Jack chirped to his horse, but even that sober animal seemed to feel the depression, for he responded in fits and starts and jerks that were unpleasant and jarring to Georges aching head.

The sky had become covered with bands of wet-looking clouds, the leaves of the forest stirred noiselessly on their stems. Along the river willows quivered and aspens turned their leaves white side to the sky. In the querulous notes of the birds there was a prophecy of storms, the river muttered among its hollows of floods and tempests.

Suddenly a great sombre raven sailed to the road, alighted, sidled back, and sat fearlessly watching them.

Lorraine shivered and nestled closer to Jack.

Oh, she murmured, I never saw one before — except in pictures.

They belong in the snow — they have no business here, said Jack; they always make me think of those pictures of Russia — the retreat of the Grand Army, you know.

Wolves and ravens, said Lorraine, in a low voice; I know why they come to us here in France — Monsieur Marche, did I not tell you that day in the carrefour?

Yes, he answered; do you really think you are a prophetess?

Did you see wolves here? asked Georges.

Yes; before war was declared. I told Monsieur Marche — it is a legend of our country. He, of course, laughed at it. I also do not believe everything I am told — but — I dont know — I have alway believed that, ever since I was, oh, very, very small — like that. She held one small gloved hand about twelve inches from the floor of the cart.

At such a height and such an age it is natural to believe anything, said Jack. I, too, accepted many strange doctrines then.

You are laughing again, said Lorraine.

So they passed through the forest, trying to be cheerful, even succeeding at times. But Georges face grew paler every minute, and his smile was so painful that Lorraine could not bear it and turned her head away, her hand tightening on the box-rail alongside.

As they were about to turn out into the Morteyn road, where the forest ended, Jack suddenly checked the horse and rose to his feet.

What is it? asked Lorraine. Oh, I see! Oh, look!

The Morteyn road was filled with infantry, solid, plodding columns, pressing fast towards the west. The fields, too, were black with men, engineers, weighted down with their heavy equipments, resting in long double rows, eyes vacant, heads bent. Above the thickets of rifles sweeping past, mounted officers sat in their saddles, as though carried along on the surface of the serried tide. Standards fringed with gold slanted in the last rays of the sun, sabres glimmered, curving upward from the thronged rifles, and over all sounded the shuffle, shuffle of worn shoes in the dust, a mournful, monotonous cadence, a hopeless measure, whose burden was despair, whose beat was the rhythm of breaking hearts.

Oh, but it cut Lorraine to see their boyish faces, dusty, gaunt, hollow-eyed, turn to her and turn away without a change, without a shade of expression. The mask of blank apathy stamped on every visage almost terrified her. On they came, on, on, and still on, under a forest of shining rifles. A convoy of munitions crowded in the rear of the column, surrounded by troopers of the train-des-equipages; then followed more infantry, then cavalry, dragoons, who sat listlessly in their high saddles, carbines bobbing on their broad backs, whalebone plumes matted with dust.

Georges rose painfully from his seat, stepped to the side, and climbed down into the road. He felt in the breast of his dolman for the packet, adjusted his sabre, and turned to Lorraine.

There is a squadron of the Remount Cavalry over in that meadow — I can get a horse there, he said. Thank you, Jack. Good-by, Mademoiselle de Nesville, you have been more than generous.

You can have a horse from the Morteyn stables, said Jack; my dear fellow, I cant bear to see you go — to think of your riding to Metz to-night.

Its got to be done, you know, said Georges. He bowed; Lorraine stretched out her hand and he gravely touched it with his fingers. Then he exchanged a nervous gripe with Jack, and turned away hurriedly, crowding between the passing dragoons, traversing the meadows until they lost him in the throng.

We cannot get to the house by the road, said Jack; we must take the stable path; and he lifted the reins and turned the horses head.

The stable road was narrow, and crossed with sprays of tender leaves. The leaves touched Lorraines eyes, they rubbed across her fair brow, robbing her of single threads of glittering hair, they brushed a single bright tear from her cheeks and held it, glimmering like a drop of dew.

Behold the end of the world, said Lorraine— I am weeping.

He turned and looked into her eyes.

Is that strange? he asked, gently.

Yes; I have often wished to cry. I never could — except once before — and that was four days ago.

The day of their quarrel! He thrilled from head to foot, but dared not speak.

Four days ago, said Lorraine again. She thought of herself gliding from her bed to seek the stable where Jacks horse stood, she thought of her hot face pressed to the wounded creatures neck. Then, suddenly aware of what she had confessed, she leaned back and covered her face with her hands.

Lorraine! he whispered, brokenly.

But they were already at the Château.

Lorraine, my child! cried Madame de Morteyn, leaning from the terrace. Her voice was drowned in the crash of drums rolling, rolling, from the lawn below, and the trumpets broke out in harsh chorus, shrill, discordant, terrible.

The Emperor had arrived at Morteyn.


CHAPTER XIV

THE MARQUIS MAKES HIMSELF AGREEABLE
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THE EMPEROR DINED with the Vicomte and Madame de Morteyn that evening in the great dining-room. The Château, patrolled by doubled guards of the Cent Gardes, was surrounded by triple hedges of bayonets and a perfect pest of police spies, secret agents, and flunkys. In the breakfast-room General Frossard and his staff were also dining; and up-stairs, in a small gilded salon, Jack and Lorraine ate soberly, tenderly cared for by the old house-keeper.

Outside they could hear the steady tramp of passing infantry along the dark road, the clank of artillery, and the muffled trample of cavalry. Frossards Corps was moving rapidly, its back to the Rhine.

I saw the Prince Imperial, said Jack; he was in the conservatory, writing to his mother, the Empress. Have you ever seen him, Mademoiselle de Nesville? He is young, really a mere child, but he looks very manly in his uniform. He has that same charm, that same delicate, winning courtesy that the Emperor is famous for. But he looks so pale and tired — like a school-boy in the Lycée.

It would have been unfortunate if the Emperor had stopped at the Château de Nesville, said Lorraine, sipping her small glass of Moselle; papa hates him.

Many Royalists do.

It is not that only; there is something else — something that I dont know about. It concerns my brother who died many years ago, before I was born. Have I never spoken of my brother? Has papa never said anything?

No, said Jack, gently.

Well, when my brother was alive, our family lived in Paris. That is all I know, except that my brother died shortly before the empire was proclaimed, and papa and mamma came to our country-place here, where I was born. Renés — my brothers — death had something to do with my fathers hatred of the empire, I know that. But papa will never speak of it to me, except to tell me that I must always remember that the Emperor has been the curse of the De Nesvilles. Hark! Hear the troops passing. Why do they never cheer their Emperor?

They cheered him at Saarbrück — I heard them. You are not eating; are you tired?

A little. I shall go with Marianne, I think; I am sleepy. Are you going to sit up? Do you think we can sleep with the noise of the horses passing? I should like to see the Emperor at table.

Wait, said Jack; Ill go down and find out whether we cant slip into the ballroom.

Then Ill go too, said Lorraine, rising. Marianne, stay here; I will return in a moment; and she slipped after Jack, down the broad staircase and out to the terrace, where a huge cuirassier officer stood in the moonlight, his straight sabre shimmering, his white mantle open over the silver breastplate.

The ballroom was brilliantly lighted, the gilded canapés and chairs were covered with officers in every conceivable uniform, lounging, sprawling, chatting, and gesticulating, or pulling papers and maps over the floor. A general traced routes across the map at his feet with the point of a naked sword; an officer of dragoons, squatting on his haunches, followed the movement of the sword-point and chewed an unlighted cigarette. Officers were coming and going constantly, entering by the hallway and leaving through the door-like windows that swung open to the floor. The sinister face of a police-spy peered into the conservatory at intervals, where a slender, pale-faced boy sat, clothed in a colonels uniform, writing on a carved table. It was the Prince Imperial, back from Saarbrück and his baptism of fire, back also from the Spicheren and the disaster of Wörth. He was writing to his mother, that unhappy, anxious woman who looked every day from the Tuileries into the streets of a city already clamorous, already sullenly suspicious of its Emperor and Empress.

The boys face was beautiful. He raised his head and sat silently biting his pen, eyes wandering. Perhaps he was listening to the retreat of Frossards Corps through the fair province of Lorraine — a province that he should never live to see again. A few months more, a few battles, a few villages in flames, a few cities ravaged, a few thousand corpses piled from the frontier to the Loire — and then, what? Why, an emperor the less and an emperor the more, and a new name for a province — that is all.

His delicate, high-bred face fell; he shaded his sad eyes with one thin hand and wrote again — all that a good son writes to a mother, all that a good soldier writes to a sovereign, all that a good prince writes to an empress.

Oh, what sad eyes! whispered Lorraine; he is too young to see such things.

He may see worse, said Jack. Come, shall we walk around the lawn to the dining-room?

They descended the dark steps, her arm resting lightly on his, and he guided her through a throng of gossiping cavalrymen and hurrying but polite officers towards the western wing of the Château, the trample of the passing army always in their ears.

As he was about to cross the drive, a figure stepped from the shadow of the porte-cochère — a man in a rough tweed suit, who lifted his wide-awake politely and asked Jack if he was not English.

American, said Jack, guardedly.

The man was apparently much relieved. He made a frank, manly apology for his intrusion, looked appealingly at Lorraine, and said, with a laugh: The fact is, Im astray in the wrong camp. I rode out from the Spicheren and got mixed in the roads, and first I knew I fell in with Frossards Corps, and I cant get away. I thought you were an Englishman; youre American, it seems, and really I may venture to feel that there is hope for me — may I not?

Why, yes, said Jack; whatever I can do, Ill do gladly.

Then let me observe without hesitation, continued the man, smiling under his crisp mustache, that Im in search of a modest dinner and a shelter of even more modest dimensions. Im a war correspondent, unattached just at present, but following the German army. My name is Archibald Grahame.

At the name of the great war correspondent Jack stared, then impulsively held out his hand.

Aha! said Grahame, you must be a correspondent, too. Ha! I thought I was not wrong.

He bowed again to Lorraine, who returned his manly salute very sweetly. If, she thought, Jack is inclined to be nice to this sturdy young man in tweeds, I also will be as nice as I can.

My name is Marche — Jack Marche, said Jack, in some trepidation. I am not a correspondent — that is, not an active one.

You were at Sadowa, and youve been in Oran with Chanzy, said Grahame, quickly.

Jack flushed with pleasure to find that the great Archibald Grahame had heard of him.

We must take Mr. Grahame up-stairs at once — must we not? — if he is hungry, suggested Lorraine, whose tender heart was touched at the thought of a hungry human being.

They all laughed, and Grahame thanked her with that whimsical but charming courtesy that endeared him to all who knew him.

It is awkward, now, isnt it, Mr. Marche? Here I am in France with the army I tried to keep away from, roofless, supperless, and rather expecting some of these sentinels or police agents may begin to inquire into my affairs. If they do theyll take me for a spy. I was threatened by the villagers in a little hamlet west of Saint-Avold — and how Im going to get back to my Hohenzollerns I havent the faintest notion.

Therell surely be some way. My uncle will vouch for you and get you a safe-conduct, said Jack. Perhaps, Mr. Grahame, you had better come and dine in our salon up-stairs. Will you? The Emperor occupies the large dining-room, and General Frossard and his staff have the breakfast-room.

Amused by the young fellows doubt that a simple salon on the first floor might not be commensurate with the hospitality of Morteyn, Archibald Grahame stepped pleasantly to the other side of the road; and so, with Lorraine between them, they climbed the terrace and scaled the stairs to the little gilt salon where Lorraines maid Marianne and the old house-keeper sat awaiting her return.

Lorraine was very wide-awake now — she was excited by the stir and the brilliant uniforms. She unconsciously took command, too, feeling that she should act the hostess in the absence of Madame de Morteyn. The old house-keeper, who adored her, supported her loyally; so, between Marianne and herself, a very delightful dinner was served to the hungry but patient Grahame when he returned with Jack from the latters chamber, where he had left most of the dust and travel stains of a long tramp across country.

And how the great war correspondent did eat and drink! It made Jack hungry again to watch him, so with a laughing apology to Lorraine he joined in with a will, enthusiastically applauded and encouraged by Grahame.

I could tell you were a correspondent by your appetite, said Grahame. Dear me! it takes a campaign to make life worth living!

Life is not worth living, then, without an appetite? inquired Lorraine, mischievously.

No, said Grahame, seriously; and you also will be of that opinion some day, mademoiselle.

His kindly, humourous eyes turned inquiringly from Jack to Lorraine and from Lorraine to Jack. He was puzzled, perhaps, but did not betray it.

They were not married, because Lorraine was Mademoiselle de Nesville and Jack was Monsieur Marche. Cousins? Probably. Engaged? Probably. So Grahame smiled benignly and emptied another bottle of Moselle with a frank abandon that fascinated the old house-keeper.

And you dont mean to say that you are going to put me up for the night, too? he asked Jack. You place me under eternal obligation, and I accept with that understanding. If you run into my Hohenzollerns, theyll receive you as a brother.

I dont think he will visit the Hohenzollern Regiment, observed Lorraine, demurely.

No — er — the fact is, Im not doing much newspaper work now, said Jack.

Grahame was puzzled but bland.

Tell us, Monsieur Grahame, of what you saw in the Spicheren, said Lorraine. Is it a very bad defeat? I am sure it cannot be. Of course, France will win, sooner or later; nobody doubts that.

Before Grahame could manufacture a suitable reply — and his wit was as quick as his courtesy — a door opened and Madame de Morteyn entered, sad-eyed but smiling.

Jack jumped up and asked leave to present Mr. Grahame, and the old lady received him very sweetly, insisting that he should make the Château his home as long as he stayed in the vicinity.

A few moments later she went away with Lorraine and her maid, and Jack and Archibald Grahame were left together to sip their Moselle and smoke some very excellent cigars that Jack found in the library.

Mr. Grahame, said Jack, diffidently, if it would not be an impertinent question, who is going to run away in this campaign?

Grahames face fell; his sombre glance swept the beautiful room and rested on a picture — the Battle of Waterloo.

It will be worse than that, he said, abruptly. May I take one of these cigars? Oh, thank you.

Jacks heart sank, but he smiled and passed a lighted cigar-lamp to the other.

My judgment has been otherwise, he said, and what you say troubles me.

It troubles me, too, said Grahame, looking out of the dark window at the watery clouds, ragged, uncanny, whirling one by one like tattered witches across the disk of a misshapen moon.

After a silence Jack relighted his half-burned cigar.

Then it is invasion? he asked.

Yes — invasion.

When?

Now.

Good heavens! the very stones in the fields will rise up!

If the people did so too it might be to better purpose, observed Grahame, dryly. Then he emptied his glass, flicked the ashes from his cigar, and, sitting erect in his chair, said, See here, Marche, you and I are accustomed to this sort of thing, weve seen campaigns and we have learned to judge dispassionately and, I think, fairly accurately; but, on my honour, I never before have seen the beginning of such a tempest — never! You say the very stones will rise up in the fields of France. You are right. For the fields will be ploughed with solid shot, and the shells will sow the earth with iron from the Rhine to the Loire. Good Lord, do these people know what is coming over the frontier?

Prussians, said Jack.

Yes, Prussians and a few others — Würtembergers, Saxons, Bavarians, men from Baden, from Hesse, from the Schwarzwald — from Hamburg to the Tyrol they are coming in three armies. I saw the Spicheren, I saw Wissembourg — I have seen and I know.

Presently he opened a fresh bottle, and, with that whimsical smile and frank simplicity that won whom he chose to win, leaned towards Jack and began speaking as though the younger man were his peer in experience and age:

Shall I tell you what I saw across the Rhine? I saw the machinery at work — the little wheels and cogs turning and grinding and setting in motion that stupendous machine that Gneisenau patented and Von Moltke improved — the great Mobilization Machine! How this machine does its work it is not easy to realize unless one has actually watched its operation. I saw it — and what I saw left me divided between admiration and — well, damn it all! — sadness.

You know, Marche, that there are three strata of fighting men in Germany — the regular army, the reserve, and the Landwehr. It is a mistake into which many fall to believe that the reserve is the rear of the regular army. The war strength of a regiment is just double its peace strength, and the increment is the reserve. The blending of the two in time of war is complete; the medalled men of 1866 and of the Holstein campaign, called up from the reserve, are welded into the same ranks with the young soldiers who are serving their first period of three years. It is an utter mistake to think of the Prussian army or the Prussian reserves as a militia like yours or ours. The Prussian reserve man has three years active service with his colours to point back to. Have ours? The mobilization machine grinds its grinding in this wise. The whole country is divided into districts, in the central city of each of which are the headquarters of the army corps recruited from that district. Thence is sent forth the edict for mobilization to the towns, the villages, and the quiet country parishes. From the forge, from the harvest, from the store, from the school-room, blacksmiths, farmers, clerks, school-masters drop everything at an hours notice.

The contingent of a village is sent to headquarters. On the route it meets other contingents until the rendezvous is reached. And then — the transformation! A yokel enters — a soldier leaves. The slouch has gone from his shoulders, his chest is thrown forward, his legs straightened, his chin well off the stock, his step brisk, his carriage military. They are tough as whip-cord, sober, docile, and terribly in earnest. They are orderly, decent, and reputable. They need no sentries, and none are placed; they never get drunk, they are not riotous, and the barrack gates are never infested by those hordes of soldiers women.

He paused and puffed at his cigar thoughtfully.

They are such soldiers as the world has not yet seen. Marching? I saw them striding steadily forward with the thermometer at eighty-five in the shade, with needle-gun, heavy knapsack, eighty rounds of ammunition, huge great-coat, camp-kettle, sword, spade, water-bottle, haversack, and lots of odds and ends dangling about them, with perhaps a loaf or two under one arm. Sunstroke? No. Why? Sobriety. No absinthe there, Mr. Marche.

We beat those men at Saarbrück, said Jack.

Grahame laughed good-humouredly.

At Saarbrück, when war was declared, the total German garrison consisted of a battalion of infantry and a regiment of Uhlans. Frossard and his whole corps were looking across at Saarbrück over the ridges of the Spicheren, and nobody had the means of knowing what everybody knows now, the reason, so discreditable to French organization, which prevented him from blowing out of his path the few pickets and patrols, and invading the territory which had its frontier only nominally guarded. I was in Saarbrück at the time, and I had the pleasure of dodging shells there, too. Why, we were all asking each other if it were possible that the Frenchmen did not know the weakness of the land. Our Uhlans and infantry were manipulated dexterously to make a battalion look like a brigade; but we had an army corps in front of us. We held the place by sheer impudence.

I know it, said Jack; it makes me ill to think of it.

It ought to make Frossard ill! Had a French army of invasion pushed on through Saint-Johann on the 2d of August and marched rapidly into the interior, the Germans could not possibly have concentrated their scattered regiments, and it is my firm conviction that Napoleon would have seen the Rhine without having had to fight a pitched battle. Well, Marche, I drink to neither one side nor the other, but — heres to the men with backbones. Prosit!

They laughed and clinked glasses. Grahame finished his bottle, rose, politely stifled a yawn, and looked humourously at Jack.

There are two beds in my room; will you take one? said the young fellow.

Thank you, I will, said Grahame, and as soon as you please, my dear fellow.

So Jack led the way and ushered the other into a huge room with two beds, seemingly lost in distant diagonal corners. Grahame promptly kicked off his boots, and sat down on his bed.

I saw a funny thing in Saarbrück, he said. It was right in the midst of a cannonade — the shells were smashing the chimneys on the Hotel Hagen and raising hell generally. And right in the midst of the whole blessed mess, cool as a cucumber, came sauntering a real live British swell with a coat adorned with field-glasses and girdle and a dozen pockets, an eye-glass, a dog that seemed dearer to him than life, and a drawl that had not been perceptibly quickened by the French cannon. He-aw-had been going eastward somewhere to-aw-Constantinople, or Saint-Petersburg, or-aw-somewhere, when he-aw-heard that it might be amusing at Saarbrück. A shell knocked a cart-load of tiles around his head, and he looked at it through his eye-glass. Marche, I never laughed so in my life. Hes a good fellow, though — hes trotting about with the Hohenzollern Regiment now, and, really, I miss him. His name is Hesketh—

Not Sir Thorald? cried Jack.

Eh? — yes, thats the man. Know him?

A little, said Jack, laughing, and went out, bidding Graham good-night, and promising to have him roused at dawn.

Arent you going to turn in? called Grahame, fearful of having inconvenienced Jack in his own quarters.

Yes, said the young fellow. I wont wake you — Ill be back in an hour. And he closed the door, and went down-stairs.

For a few moments he stood on the cool terrace, listening to the movement of the host below; and always the tramp of feet, the snort of horses, and the metallic jingle of passing cannon filled his ears.

The big cuirassier sentinel had been joined by two more, all of the Hundred-Guards. Jack noticed their carbines, wondering a little to see cuirassiers so armed, and marvelling at the long, slender, lance-like bayonets that were attached to the muzzles.

Presently he went into the house, and, entering the smoking-room, met his aunt coming out.

Jack, she said, I am a little nervous — the Emperor is still in the dining-room with a crowd of officers, and he has just sent an aide-de-camp to the Château de Nesville to summon the marquis. It will be most awkward; your uncle and he are not friendly, and the Marquis de Nesville hates the Emperor.

Why did the Emperor send for him? asked Jack, wondering.

I dont know — he wishes for a private interview with the marquis. He may refuse to come — he is a very strange man, you know.

Then, if he is, he may come; that would be stranger still, said Jack.

Your uncle is not well, Jack, continued Madame de Morteyn; he is quite upset by being obliged to entertain the Emperor. You know how all the Royalists feel. But, Jack, dear, if you could have seen your uncle it would have been a lesson in chivalry to you which any young man could ill afford to miss — he was so perfectly simple, so proudly courteous — ah, Jack, your uncle is one in a nation!

He is — and so are you! said Jack, kissing her faded cheek. Are you going to retire now?

Yes; your uncle needs me. The lights are out everywhere. Lorraine, dear child, is asleep in the next room to mine. Is Mr. Grahame comfortable? I am glad. The Prince Imperial is sleeping too, poor child — sleeping like a worn-out baby.

Jack conducted his aunt to her chamber, and bade her good-night. Then he went softly back through the darkened house, and across the hall to the dining-room. The door was open, letting out a flood of lamp-light, and the generals and staff-officers were taking leave of the Emperor and filing out one by one, Frossard leading, his head bent on his breast. Some went away to rooms assigned them, guided by a flunky, some passed across the terrace with swords trailing and spurs ringing, and disappeared in the darkness. They had not all left the Emperor, when, suddenly, Jack heard behind him the voice of the Marquis de Nesville, cold, sneering, ironical.

Oh, he said, seeing Jack standing by the door, can you tell me where I may find the Emperor of the French? I am sent for. Turning on the aide-de-camp at his side: This gentleman courteously notified me that the Emperor desired my presence. I am here, but I do not choose to go alone, and I shall demand, Monsieur Marche, that you accompany me and remain during the interview.

The aide-de-camp looked at him darkly, but the marquis sneered in his face.

I want a witness, he said, insolently; you can tell that to your Emperor.

The aide-de-camp, helmet under his arm, from which streamed a horse-hair plume, entered the dining-room as the last officer left it.

Jack looked uneasily at the marquis, and was about to speak when the aid returned and requested the marquis to enter.

Monsieur Marche, remain here, I beg you, said the marquis, coolly; I shall call you presently. It is a service I ask of you. Will you oblige me?

Yes, said Jack.

The door opened for a second.

Napoleon III. sat at the long table, his head drooping on his breast; he was picking absently at threads in the texture of the table-cloth. That was all Jack saw — a glimpse of a table covered with half-empty glasses and fruit, an old man picking at the cloth in the lamplight; then the door shut, and he was alone in the dark hall. Out on the terrace he heard the tramp of the cuirassier sentinels, and beyond that the uproar of artillery, passing, always passing. He stared about in the darkness, he peered up the staircase into the gloom. A bat was flying somewhere near — he felt the wind from its mousy wings.

Suddenly the door was flung open beside him, and the marquis called to him in a voice vibrating with passion. As he entered and bowed low to the Emperor, he saw the marquis, tall, white with anger, his blue eyes glittering, standing in the centre of the room. He paid no attention to Jack, but the Emperor raised his impassible face, haggard and gray, and acknowledged the young mans respectful salutation.

You have asked me a question, said the marquis, harshly, and I demanded to answer it in the presence of a witness. Is your majesty willing that this gentleman shall hear my reply?

The Emperor looked at him with half-closed, inscrutable eyes, then, turning his heavy face to Jacks, smiled wearily and inclined his head.

Good, said the marquis, apparently labouring under tremendous excitement. You ask me to give you, or sell you, or loan you my secret for military balloons. My answer is, No!

The Emperors face did not change as he said, I ask it for your country, not for myself, monsieur.

And I will give it to my country, not to you! said the marquis, violently.

Jack looked at the Emperor. He noticed his unkempt hair brushed forward, his short thumbs pinching the table-cloth, his closed eyes.

The Marquis de Nesville took a step towards him.

Does your majesty remember the night that Morny lay dying in the shadows? And that horrible croak from the darkness when he raised himself on one elbow and gasped, Sire, prenez garde à la Prusse! Then he died. That was all — a warning, a groan, the death-rattle in the shadows by the bed. Then he died.

The Emperor never moved.

Look out for Prussia! That was Mornys last gasp. And now? Prussia is there, you are here! And you need aid, and you send for me, and I tell you that my secrets are for my country, not for you! No, not for you — you who said, It is easy to govern the French, they only need a war every four years! Now — here is your war! Govern!

The Emperors slow eyes rested a moment on the man before him. But the man, trembling, pallid with passion, clenched his hands and hurled an insult at the Emperor through his set teeth: Napoleon the Little! Listen! When you have gone down in the crash of a rotten throne and a blood-bought palace, then, when the country has shaken this — this thing — from her bent back, then I will give to my country all I have! But never to you, to save your name and your race and your throne — never!

He fairly frothed at the lips as he spoke; his eyes blazed.

Your coup-détat made me childless! I had a son, fairer than yours, who lies asleep in there — brave, gentle, loving — a son of mine, a De Nesville! Your bribed troops killed him — shot him to death on the boulevards — him among the others — so that you could sit safely in the Tuileries! I saw them — those piled corpses! I saw little children stabbed to death with bayonets, I saw the heaped slain lying before Tortonis, where the whole street was flooded crimson and the gutters rippled blood! And you? I saw you ride with your lancers into the Rue Saint-Honoré, and when you met the barricade you turned pale and rode back again! I saw you; I was sitting with my dead boy on my knees — I saw you—

With a furious cry the marquis tore a revolver from his pocket and sprang on the Emperor, and at the same instant Jack seized the crazy man by the shoulders and hurled him violently to the floor.

Stunned, limp as a rag, the marquis lay at the Emperors feet, his clenched hands slowly relaxing.

The Emperor had not moved.

Scarcely knowing what he did, Jack stooped, drew the revolver from the extended fingers, and laid it on the table. Then, with a fearful glance at the Emperor, he dragged the marquis to the door, opened it with a shove of his foot, and half closed it again.

The aide-de-camp stood there, staring at the prostrate man.

Here, help me with him to his carriage; he is ill, panted Jack— lift him!

Together they carried him out to the terrace, and down the steps to a coupé that stood waiting.

The marquis is ill, said Jack again; put him to bed at once. Drive fast.

Before the sound of the wheels died away Jack hastened back to the dining-room. Through the half-opened door he peered, hesitated, turned away, and mounted the stairs slowly to his own chamber.

In the dining-room the lamp still burned dimly. Beside it sat the Emperor, head bent, picking absently at the table-cloth with short, shrunken thumbs.


CHAPTER XV

THE INVASION OF LORRAINE
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IT WAS NOT yet dawn. Jack, sleeping with his head on his elbow, shivered in his sleep, gasped, woke, and sat up in bed. There was a quiet footfall by his bed, the scrape of a spur, then silence.

Is that you, Mr. Grahame? he asked.

Yes; I didnt mean to wake you. Im off. I was going to leave a letter to thank you and Madame de Morteyn—

Are you dressed? What time is it?

Four oclock — twenty minutes after. Its a shame to rouse you, my dear fellow.

Oh, thats all right, said Jack. Will you strike a light — there are candles on my dresser. Ah, thats better.

He sat blinking at Grahame, who, booted and spurred and buttoned to the chin, looked at him quizzically.

You were not going off without your coffee, were you? asked Jack. Nonsense! — wait. He pulled a bell-rope dangling over his head. Now that means coffee and hot rolls in twenty minutes.

When Jack had bathed and shaved, operations he executed with great rapidity, the coffee was brought, and he and Grahame fell to by candle-light.

I thought you were afoot? said Jack, glancing at the older mans spurs.

Im going to hunt up a horse; Im tired of this eternal tramping, replied Grahame. Hello, is this package for me?

Yes, theres a cold chicken and some things, and a flask to keep you until you find your Hohenzollern Regiment again.

Grahame rose and held out his hand. Good-by. Youve been very kind, Marche. Will you say, for me, all that should be said to Madame de Morteyn? Good-by once more, my dear fellow. Dont forget me — I shall never forget you!

Wait, said Jack; you are going off without a safe-conduct.

Dont need it; theres not a French soldier in Morteyn.

Gone? stammered Jack— the Emperor, General Frossard, the army—

Every mothers son of them, and I must hurry—

Their hands met again in a cordial grasp, then Grahame slipped noiselessly into the hallway, and Jack turned to finish dressing by the light of his clustered candles.

As he stood before the quaintly wrought mirror, fussing with studs and buttons, he thought with a shudder of the scene of the night before, the marquis and his murderous frenzy, the impassive Emperor, the frantic man hurled to the polished floor, stunned, white-cheeked, with hands slowly relaxing and fingers uncurling from the glittering revolver.

Lorraines father! And he had laid hands on him and had flung him senseless at the feet of the Man of December! He could scarcely button his collar, his fingers trembled so. Perhaps he had killed the Marquis de Nesville. Sick at heart, he finished dressing, buttoned his coat, flung a cap on his head, and stole out into the darkness.

On the terrace below he saw a groom carrying a lantern, and he went out hastily.

Saddle Faust at once, he said. Have the troops all gone?

All, monsieur; the last of the cavalry passed three hours ago; the Emperor drove away half an hour later with Lulu—

Eh?

The prince — pardon, monsieur — they call him Lulu in Paris.

Hurry, said Jack; I want that horse at once.

Ten minutes later he was galloping furiously down the forest road towards the Château de Nesville. The darkness was impenetrable, so he let the horse find his own path, and gave himself up to a profound dejection that at times amounted to blind fear. Before his eyes he saw the pallid face of the Marquis de Nesville, he saw the man stretched on the floor, horribly still; that was the worst, the stillness of the body.

The sky was gray through the trees when he turned into the park and skirted the wall to the wicket. The wicket was locked. He rang repeatedly, he shook the grille and pounded on the iron escutcheon with the butt of his riding-crop; and at length a yawning servant appeared from the gate-lodge and sleepily dragged open the wicket.

The marquis was ill, have you heard anything? asked Jack.

The marquis is there on the porch, said the servant, with a gesture towards the house.

Jacks heart leaped up. Thank God! he muttered, and dismounted, throwing his bridle to the porter, who now appeared in the doorway.

He could see the marquis walking to and fro, hands clasped behind his strong, athletic back; his head was turned in Jacks direction. The marquis is crazy, thought Jack, hesitating. He was convinced now that long brooding over ancient wrongs had unsettled the mans mind. There had always been something in his dazzling blue eyes that troubled Jack, and now he knew it was the pale light of suppressed frenzy. Still, he would have to face him sooner or later, and he did not recoil now that the hour and the place and the man had come.

Ill settle it once for all, he thought, and walked straight up the path to the house. The marquis came down the steps to meet him.

I expected you, he said, without a trace of anger. I have much to say to you. Will you come in or shall we sit in the arbour there? You will enter? Then come to the turret, Monsieur Marche.

Jack would have refused, but he had not the courage. He was not at all pleased at the idea of mounting to a turret with a man whom he had laid violent hands on the night before, a man whom he had seen succumb to an access of insane fury in the presence of the Emperor of France. But he went, cursing the cowardice that prevented him from being cautious; and in a few moments he entered the chamber where retorts and bottles and steel machinery littered every corner, and the pale dawn broke through the window in ghastly streams of light, changing the candle-flames to sickly greenish blotches.

They sat opposite each other, neither speaking. Jack glanced at a heavy steel rod on the floor beside him. It was just as well to know it was there, in case of need.

Monsieur, said the marquis, abruptly, I owe you a great deal more than my life, which is nothing; I owe you my family honour.

This was a new way of looking at the situation; Jack fidgeted in his chair and eyed the marquis.

Thanks to you, he continued, quietly, I am not an assassin, I am not a butcher of dogs. The De Nesvilles were never public executioners — they left that to the Bonapartes and Monsieur de Paris.

He rose hastily from his chair and held out a hand. Jack took it warily and returned the nervous pressure. Then they both resumed their seats.

Let us clear matters up, said the marquis in a wonderfully gentle voice, that would have been fascinating to more phlegmatic men than Jack— let us clear up everything and understand each other. You, monsieur, dislike me; pardon — you dislike me for reasons of your own. I, on the contrary, like you; I like you better this moment than I ever did. Had you not come as I expected, had you not entered, had you refused to mount to the turret, I still should have liked you. Now I also respect you.

Jack twisted and turned in his chair, not knowing what to think or say.

Why do you dislike me? asked the marquis, quietly.

Because you are not kind to your daughter, said Jack, bluntly.

To his horror the mans eyes filled with tears, big, glittering tears that rolled down his immovable face. Then a flush stained his forehead; the fever in his cheeks dried the tears.

Jack, he said, calling the young fellow by his name with a peculiarly tender gesture, I loved my son. My soul died within me when René died, there on the muddy pavement of the Paris boulevards. I sometimes think I am perhaps a little out of my mind; I brood on it too much. That is why I flung myself into this — with a sweep of his arm towards the flasks and machinery piled around. Lorraine is a girl, sweet, lovable, loyal. But she is not my daughter.

Lorraine! stammered Jack.

Lorraine.

The young fellow sat up in his chair and studied the face of the pale man before him.

Not — your child?

No.

Whose?

I cannot tell.

After a silence the marquis stood up, and walked to the window. His face was haggard, his hair dishevelled.

No, he said, Lorraine is not my daughter. She is not even my heiress. She was — she was — found, eighteen years ago.

The room was becoming lighter; the sky grew faintly luminous and the mist from the stagnant fen curled up along the turret like smoke.

Jack picked up his cap and riding-crop and rose; the marquis turned from the window to confront him. His face was no longer furrowed with pain, the cold light had crept back into his eyes.

Monsieur, said Jack, I ask your permission to address Lorraine. I love her.

The marquis stood silent, scarcely breathing.

You know who and what I am; you probably know what I have. It is enough for me; it will be enough for us both. I shall work to make it enough. I do not expect or wish for anything from you for Lorraine; I do not give it a thought. Lorraine does not love me, but, and here he spoke with humility, I believe that she might. If I win her, will you give her to me?

Win her? repeated the marquis, with an ugly look. The mans face was changing now, darkening in the morning light.

Monsieur, he said, violently, you may say to her what you please! and he opened the door and showed Jack the way out.

Dazed, completely mystified, Jack hurried away to find his horse at the gate where he had left him. The marquis was crazy, that was certain. These unaccountable moods and passions, following each other so abruptly, were nothing else but reactions from a life of silent suffering. All the way back to Morteyn he pondered on the strange scene in the turret, the repudiation of Lorraine, the sudden tenderness for himself, and then the apathy, the suppressed anger, the indifference coupled with unexplainable emotion.

No sane man could act like that, he murmured, as he rode into the Morteyn gate, and, with a smart slap of his hand on Fausts withers, he sent that intelligent animal at a trot towards the stables, where a groom awaited him with sponge and bucket.

The gardeners were cleaning up the litter in the roads and paths left by the retreating army. The road by the gate was marked with hoof and wheel, but the macadam had not suffered very much, and already a roller was at work removing furrow and hoof-print.

He entered the dining-room. It was empty. So also was the breakfast-room, for breakfast had been served an hour before.

He sent for coffee and muffins and made a hasty breakfast, looking out of the window at times for signs of his aunt and Lorraine. The maid said that Madame de Morteyn had driven to Saint-Lys with the marquis, and that Mademoiselle de Nesville had gone to her room. So he finished his coffee, went to his room, changed his clothes, and sent a maid to inquire whether Lorraine would receive him in the small library at the head of the stairs. The maid returned presently, saying that Mademoiselle de Nesville would be down in a moment or two, so Jack strolled into the library and leaned out of the window to smoke.

When she came in he did not hear her until she spoke.

Dont throw your cigarette away, monsieur; I permit you to smoke — indeed, I command it. How do you do? This in very timid English. I mean — good-morning — oh, dear, this terrible English language! Now you may sit there, in that large leather arm-chair, and you may tell me why you did not appear at breakfast. Is Monsieur Grahame still sleeping? Gone? Oh, dear! And you have been to the Château de Nesville? Is my father well? And contented? There, I knew he would miss me. Did you give him my dearest love? Thank you for remembering. Now tell me—

What? laughed Jack.

Everything, of course.

Everything?

She looked at him, but did not answer.

Then he deliberately sat down and made love to her, not actual, open, unblushing love — but he started in to win her, and what his tongue refused to tell, his eyes told until trepidation seized her, and she sat back speechless, watching him with shy blue eyes that always turned when they met his, but always returned when his were lowered.

It is a pretty game, this first preliminary of love — like the graceful sword-play and salute of two swordsmen before a duel. There was no one to cry Garde à vous! no one to strike up the weapons that were thrust at two unarmoured hearts, for the weapons were words and glances, and Love, the umpire, alas! was not impartial.

So the timid heart of Lorraine was threatened, and, before she knew it, the invasion had begun. She did not repel it with desperation; at times, even, she smiled at the invader, and that, if not utter treachery, was giving aid and encouragement to the enemy.

Besieged, threatened, she sat there in the arm-chair, half frightened, half smiling, fearful yet contented, alarmed yet secure, now resisting, now letting herself drift on, until the result of the combination made Jacks head spin; and he felt resentful in his heart, and he said to himself what all men under such circumstances say to themselves— Coquetry!

One moment he was sure she loved him, the next he was certain she did not. This oscillation between heaven and hell made him unhappy, and, manlike, he thought the fault was hers. This is the foundation for mans belief in the coquetry of women.

As for Lorraine, she thrilled with a gentle fear that was the most delightful sensation she had ever known. She looked shyly at the strong-limbed, sunburned young fellow opposite, and she began to wonder why he was so fascinating. Every turn of his head, every gesture, every change in his face she knew now — knew so well that she blushed at her own knowledge.

But she would not permit him to come nearer; she could not, although she saw his disappointment, under a laugh, when she refused to let him read the lines of fate in her rosy palm. Then she wished she had laid her hand in his when he asked it, then she wondered whether he thought her stupid, then — But it is always the same, the gamut run of shy alarm, of tenderness, of fear, of sudden love looking unbidden from eyes that answer love. So the morning wore away.

The old vicomte came back with his wife and sat in the library with them, playing chess until luncheon was served; and after that Lorraine went away to embroider something or other that Madame de Morteyn had for her up-stairs. A little later the vicomte also went to take a nap, and Jack was left alone lying on the lounge, too lonely to read, too unhappy to smoke, too lazy to sleep.

He had been lying there for an hour thinking about Lorraine and wondering whether she would ever be told what her exact relation to the Marquis de Nesville was, when a maid brought him two letters, postmarked Paris. One he saw at a glance was from his sister, and, like a brother, he opened the other first.

Dear Jack, — I am very unhappy. Sir Thorald has gone off to St. Petersburg in a huff, and, if he stops at Morteyn, tell him hes a fool and that I want him to come back. Youre the only person on earth I can write this to.

Faithfully yours, Molly Hesketh.

Jack laughed aloud, then sat silent, frowning at the dainty bit of letter-paper, crested and delicately fragrant. Yes, he could read between the lines — a man in love is less dense than when in his normal state — and he was sorry for Molly Hesketh. He thought of Sir Thorald as Archibald Grahame had described him, standing amid a shower of bricks and bursting shells, staring at war through a monocle.

Hes a beast, thought Jack, but a plucky one. If he goes to Cologne hes worse than a beast. A vision of little Alixe came before him, blond, tearful, gazing trustingly at Sir Thoralds drooping mustache. It made him angry; he wished, for a moment, that he had Sir Thorald by the neck. This train of thought led him to think of Rickerl, and from Rickerl he naturally came to the 11th Uhlans.

By jingo, its unlucky I shot that fellow, he exclaimed, half aloud; I dont want to meet any of that picket again while this war lasts.

Unpleasant visions of himself, spitted neatly upon a Uhlans lance, rose up and were hard to dispel. He wished Frossards troops had not been in such a hurry to quit Morteyn; he wondered whether any other troops were between him and Saarbrück. The truth was, he should have left the country, and he knew it. But how could he leave until his aunt and uncle were ready to go? And there was Lorraine. Could he go and leave her? Suppose the Germans should pass that way; not at all likely — but suppose they should? Suppose, even, there should be fighting near Morteyn? No, he could never go away and leave Lorraine — that was out of the question.

He lighted a match and moodily burned Mollys letter to ashes in the fireplace. He also stirred the ashes up, for he was honourable in little things — like Ricky — and also, alas! apparently no novice.

Dorothys letter lay on the table — her third since she had left for Paris. He opened his knife and split the envelope carefully, still thinking of Lorraine.

My Own Dear Jack, — There is something I have been trying to tell you in the other three letters, but I have not succeeded, and I am going to try again. I shall tuck it away in some quiet little corner of my page; so if you do not read carefully between every line, you may not find it, after all.

I have just seen Lady Hesketh. She looks pale and ill — the excitement in the city and that horrid National Guard keep our nerves on edge every moment. Sir Thorald is away on business, she says — where, I forgot to ask her. I saw the Empress driving in the Bois yesterday. Some ragamuffins hissed her, and I felt sorry for her. Oh, if men only knew what women suffer! But dont think I am suffering. I am not, Jack; I am very well and very cheerful. Betty Castlemaine is going to be engaged to Cecil, and the announcement will be in all the English papers. Oh, dear! I dont know why that should make me sad, but it does. No, it doesnt, Jack, dear.

The city is very noisy; the National Guard parade every day; they seem to be all officers and drummers and no men. Everybody says we gained a great victory on the 2d of August. I wonder whether Rickerl was in it? Do you know? His regiment is the 11th Uhlans. Were they there? Were any hurt? Oh, Jack, I am so miserable! They speak of a battle at Wissembourg and one at the Spicheren. Were the 11th Uhlans there? Try to find out, dear, and write me at once. Dont forget — the 11th Uhlans. Oh, Jack, darling! cant you understand?

Your loving sister, Dorothy.

Understand? What? repeated Jack. He read the letter again carefully.

I cant see what the mischief is extraordinary in that, he mused, unless shes giving me a tip about Sir Thorald; but no — she cant know anything in that direction. Now what is it that she has hidden away? Oh, heres a postscript.

He turned the sheet and read:

My love to aunt and uncle, Jack — dont forget. I am writing them by this mail. Is the 11th Uhlan Regiment in Prince Frederick Charless Army? Be sure to find out. There is absolutely nothing in the Paris papers about the 11th Uhlans, and I am astonished. But what can one expect from Paris journals? I tried to subscribe to the Berlin Post and the Hamburger Nachrichten and the Munich Neueste Nachrichten, but the horrid creature at the kiosk said she wouldnt have a German sheet in her place. I hope the Herald will give particulars of losses in both armies. Do you think it will? Oh, why on earth do these two foolish nations fight each other?

Dorrie.

P. P. S. — Jack, for my sake, pay attention to what I ask you and answer every question. And dont forget to find out all about the 11th Uhlans. D.



Now, what on earth interests Dorrie in all these battle statistics? he wondered; and what in the name of common-sense can she find to interest her in the 11th Uhlans? Ricky? Absurd!

He repeated absurd two or three times, but he became more thoughtful a moment later, and sat smoking and pondering. That would be a nice muddle if she, the niece of a Frenchman — an American, too — should fix her affections on a captain of Uhlans whose regiment he, Jack Marche, would avoid as he would hope to avoid the black small-pox.

Absurd, he repeated for the fourth time, and tossed his cigarette into the open fireplace. And as he rose to go up-stairs something out on the road by the gate attracted his attention, and he went to the window.

Three horsemen sat in their saddles on the lawn, lance on thigh, eyes fixed on him.

They were Uhlans!


CHAPTER XVI

IN THE HOLLOW OF THY HAND
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FOR A MOMENT he recoiled as though he had received a blow between the eyes.

There they sat, little glistening schapskas rakishly tilted over one ear, black-and-white pennons drooping from the lance-points, schabraques edged with yellow — aye, and tunics also, yellow and blue — those were the colours — the colours of the 11th Uhlans.

Then, for the first time, he fully realized his position and what it might mean. Death was the penalty for what he had done — death even though the man he had shot were not dead — death though he had not even hit him. That was not all; it meant death in its most awful form — hanging! For this was the penalty: any civilian, foreigner, franc-soldier, or other unrecognized combatant, firing upon German troops, giving aid to French troops while within the sphere of German influence, by aiding, abetting, signalling, informing, or otherwise, was hung — sometimes with a drum-head court-martial, sometimes without.

Every bit of blood and strength seemed to leave his limbs; he leaned back against the table, cold with fear.

This was the young man who had sat sketching at Sadowa where the needle-guns sent a shower of lead over his rocky observatory; the same who had risked death by fearful mutilation in Oran when he rode back and flung a half-dead Spahi over his own saddle, in the face of a charging, howling hurricane of Kabyle horsemen.

Sabre and lance and bullets were things he understood, but he did not understand ropes.

He could not tell whether the Uhlans had seen him or not; there were lace curtains in the room, but the breeze blew them back from the open window. Had they seen him?

All at once the horses jerked their heads, reared, and wheeled like cattle shying at a passing train, and away went the Uhlans, plunging out into the road. There was a flutter of pennants, a fling or two of horses heels, a glimmer of yellow, and they were gone.

Utterly unnerved, Jack sank into the arm-chair. What should he do? If he stayed at Morteyn he stood a good chance of hanging. He could not leave his aunt and uncle, nor could he tell them, for the two old people would fall sick with the anxiety. And yet, if he stayed at Morteyn, and the Germans came, it might compromise the whole household and bring destruction to Château and park. He had not thought of that before, but now he remembered also another German rule, inflexible, unvarying. It was this, that in a town or village where the inhabitants resisted by force or injured any German soldier, the village should be burned and the provisions and stock confiscated for the use of King Wilhelms army.

Shocked at his own thoughtlessness, he sprang to his feet and walked hastily to the terrace. Nothing was to be seen on the road, nor yet in the meadows beyond. Up-stairs he heard Lorraines voice, and his aunts voice, too. Sometimes they laughed a little in low tones, and he even caught the rustle of stiff silken embroidery against the window-sill.

His mind was made up in an instant; his coolness returned as the colour returns to a pale cheek. The Uhlans had probably not seen him; if they had, it made little difference, for even the picquet that had chased him could not have recognized him at that distance. Then, again, in a whole regiment it was not likely that the three horsemen who had peeped at Morteyn through the road-gate could have been part of that same cursed picquet. No, the thing to avoid was personal contact with any of the 11th Uhlans. This would be a matter of simple prudence; outside of that he had nothing to fear from the Prussian army. Whenever he saw the schapskas and lances he would be cautious; when these lances were pennoned with black and white, and when the schapskas and schabraques were edged with yellow, he would keep out of the way altogether. It shamed him terribly to think of his momentary panic; he cursed himself for a coward, and dug his clenched fists into both pockets. But even as he stood there, withering himself with self-scorn, he could not help hoping that his aunt and uncle would find it convenient to go to Paris soon. That would leave him free to take his own chances by remaining, to be near Lorraine. For it did not occur to him that he might leave Morteyn as long as Lorraine stayed.

It was late in the afternoon when he lighted a pipe and walked out to the road, where the smooth macadam no longer bore the slightest trace of wheel or hoof, and nobody could have imagined that part of an army corps had passed there the night before.

He felt lonely and a little despondent, and he walked along the road to the shrine of Our Lady of Morteyn and sat down at her naked stone feet. And as he sat there smoking, twirling his shooting-cap in his hands, without the least warning a horseman, advancing noiselessly across the turf, passed him, carbine on thigh, busby glittering with the silver skull and crossbones. Before he could straighten up another horseman passed, then another, then three, then six, then a dozen, all sitting with poised carbines, scarcely noticing him at all, the low, blazing sun glittering on the silver skulls and crossed thigh-bones, deep set in their sombre head-gear.

They were Black Hussars.

A distant movement came to his ear at the same time, the soft shock of thousands of footfalls on the highway. He sprang up and started forward, but a trooper warned him back with a stern gesture, and he stood at the foot of the shrine, excited but outwardly cool, listening to the approaching trample.

He knew what it meant now; these passing videttes were the dust before the tempest, the prophecy of the deluge. For the sound on the distant highway was the sound of infantry, and a host was on the march, a host helmeted with steel and shod with steel, a vast live bulk, gigantic, scaled in mail, whose limbs were human, whose claws were lances and bayonets, whose red tongues were flame-jets from a thousand cannon.

The German army had entered France and the province of Lorraine was a name.

Like a hydra of three hideous heads the German army had pushed its course over the Saar, over the Rhine, over the Lauter; it sniffed at the frontier line; licked Wissembourg and the Spicheren with flaming tongues, shuddered, coiled, and glided over the boundary into the fair land of Lorraine. Then, like some dreadful ringed monster, it cast off two segments, north, south, and moved forward on its belly, while the two new segments, already turned to living bodies, with heads and eyes and contracted scales, struggled on alone, diverging to the north and south, creeping, squirming, undulating, penetrating villages and cities, stretching across hills and rivers, until all the land was shining with shed scales and the sky reeked with the smoke of flaming tongues. This was the invasion of France. Before it Frossard recoiled, leaving the Spicheren a smoking hell; before it Douay fell above the flames of Wissembourg; and yet Gravelotte had not been, and Vionville was a peaceful name, and Mars-la-Tour lay in the sunshine, mellow with harvests, gay with the scarlet of the Garde Impériale.

On the hill-sides of Lorraine were letters of fire, writing for all France to read, and every separate letter was a flaming village. The Emperor read it and bent his weary steps towards Châlons; Bazaine read it and said, There is time; MacMahon, Canrobert, Lebœuf, Ladmirault read it and wondered idly what it meant, till Vinoy turned a retreat into a triumph, and Gambetta, flabby, pompous, unbalanced, bawled platitudes from the Palais Bourbon.

In three splendid armies the tide of invasion set in; the Red Prince tearing a bloody path to Metz, the Crown Prince riding west by south, resting in Nancy, snubbing Toul, spreading out into the valley of the Marne to build three monuments of bloody bones — Saint-Marie, Amanvilliers, Saint-Privat.

Metz, crouching behind Saint-Quentin and Les Bottes, turned her anxious eyes from Thionville to Saint-Julien and back to where MacMahons three rockets should have starred the sky; and what she saw was the Red Prince riding like a fiery spectre from east to west; what she saw was the spiked helmets of the Feldwache and the sodded parapets of Longeau. Chained and naked, the beautiful city crouched in the tempest that was to free her forever and give her the life she scorned, the life more bitter than death.

Something of this ominous prophecy came to Jack, standing below the shrine of Our Lady of Morteyn, listening to the on-coming shock of German feet, as he watched the cavalry riding past in the glow of the setting sun.

And now the infantry burst into view, a gloomy, solid column tramp, tramp along the road — jägers, with their stiff fore-and-aft shakos, dull-green tunics, and snuffy, red-striped trousers tucked into dusty half-boots. On they came, on, on — would they never pass? At last they were gone, somewhere into the flaming west, and now the red sunbeams slanted on eagle crests and tipped the sea of polished spiked helmets with fire, for a line regiment was coming, shaking the earth with its rhythmical tramp — thud! thud! thud!

He looked across the fields to the hills beyond; more regiments, dark masses moving against the sky, covered the landscape far as the eye could reach; cavalry, too, were riding on the Saint-Avold road through the woods; and beyond that, vague silhouettes of moving wagons and horsemen, crawling out into the world of valleys that stretched to Bar-le-Duc and Avricourt.

Oppressed, almost choked, as though a rising tide had washed against his breast, ever mounting, seething, creeping, climbing, he moved forward, waiting for a chance to cross the road and gain the Château, where he could see the servants huddling over the lawn, and the old vicomte, erect, motionless, on the terrace beside his wife and Lorraine.

Already in the meadow behind him the first bivouac was pitched; on the left stood a park of field artillery, ammunition-wagons in the rear, and in front the long lines of picket-ropes to which the horses were fastened, their harness piled on the grass behind them.

The forge was alight, the farriers busy shoeing horses; the armourer also bent beside his blazing forge, and the tinkling of his hammer on small-arms rose musically above the dull shuffle of leather-shod feet on the road.

To the right of the artillery, bisected as is the German fashion, lay two halves of a battalion of infantry. In the foreground the officers sat on their camp-chairs, smoking long faïence pipes; in the rear, driven deep into the turf, the battalion flag stood furled in its water-proof case, with the drum-majors halberd beside it, and drums and band instruments around it on the grass. Behind this lay a straight row of knapsacks, surrounded by the rolled great-coats; ten paces to the rear another similar row; between these two rows stood stacks of needle-guns, then another row of knapsacks, another stack of needle-guns, stretching with mathematical exactness to the grove of poplars by the river. A cordon of sentinels surrounded the bivouac; there was a group of soldiers around a beer-cart, another throng near the wine-cart. All was quiet, orderly, and terribly sombre.

Near the poplar-trees the pioneers had dug their trenches and lighted fires. Across the trenches, on poles of green wood, were slung simmering camp-kettles.

He turned again towards the Château; a regiment of Saxon riders was passing — had just passed — and he could get across now, for the long line had ended and the last Prussian cuirassiers were vanishing over the hill, straight into the blaze of the setting sun.

As he entered the gate, behind him, from the meadow, an infantry band crashed out into a splendid hymn — a hymn in praise of the Most High God, slow to anger and plenteous in mercy.

And the soldiers hoarse voices chimed in — 

Thou, who in the hollow of Thy Hand—

And the deep drums boomed His praise.


CHAPTER XVII

THE KEEPERS OF THE HOUSE

[image: img22.jpg]

THE CANDLES WERE lighted again in the ballroom, and again the delicate, gilded canapés were covered with officers, great stalwart fellows with blond hair and blue eyes, cuirassiers in white tunics faced with red, cuirassiers in green and white, black, yellow, and white, orange and white; dragoons in blue and salmon colour, bearing the number 7 on their shoulder-straps, dragoons of the Guard in blue and white, dragoons of the 2d Regiment in black and blue. There were hussars too, dandies of the 19th in their tasselled boots and crimson busby-crowns; Black Hussars, bearing, even on their soft fatigue-caps, the emblems of death, the skull and crossed thigh-bones. An Uhlan or two of the 2d Guard Regiment, trimmed with white and piped with scarlet, dawdled around the salon, staring at gilded clock and candelabra, or touching the grand-piano with hesitating but itching fingers. Here and there officers of the general staff stood in consultation, great, stiff, strapping men, faultlessly clothed in scarlet and black, holding their spiked helmets carefully under their arms. The pale blue of a Bavarian dotted the assembly at rare intervals, some officer from Von Werders army, attentive, shy, saying little even when questioned. The huge Saxon officers, beaming with good-nature, mixed amiably with the sour-visaged Brunswick men and the stiff-necked Prussians.

In the long dining-room dinner was nearly ended. Facing each other sat the old Vicomte and Madame de Morteyn, he pale, dignified, exquisitely courteous, she equally pale but more gentle in her sweet dignity. On the right sat the Red Prince, stiff as steel, jerky in every movement, stern, forbidding, unbending as much as his black Prussian blood would let him; on the left sat a thin old man, bald as an ivory ball, pallid, hairless of face, a frame of iron in a sombre, wrinkled tunic, without a single decoration. His short hawks nose, keen and fine as a falcons beak, quivered with every breath; his thin lips rested one upon the other in stern, delicate curves. It was Moltke, the master expert, come from Berlin to watch the wheels turning in that vast complicated network of machinery which he controlled with one fragile finger pressing the button.

There, too, was Von Zastrow, destined to make his error at Gravelotte, there was Steinmetz, and the handsome Saxon prince, and great, flabby August of Würtemberg, talking with Alvensleben, dainty, pious, aristocratic. Behind, in the shadow, stood Manstein and Goben, a grim, gray pair, with menacing eyes. Perhaps they were thinking of the Red Princes parting words at the Spicheren: Your duty is to march forward, always forward, find the enemy, prevent his escape, and fight him wherever you find him. To which the fastidious and devout Alvensleben muttered, In the name of God, and poor, brave Kamecke, shuddering as he thought of his Westphalians and the cul-de-sac where he had sent them on the 6th day of August, sighed and looked out into deepening twilight.

Outside a Saxon infantry band began to play a masterpiece of Beethoven. It seemed to be the signal for breaking up, and the Red Prince, with abrupt deference, turned to Madame de Morteyn, who gave the signal and rose. The Red Prince stepped back as the old vicomte gave his wife a trembling arm. Then he bowed where he stood, clothed in his tight, blood-red tunic, tall, powerful, square-jawed, cruel-mouthed, and eyed like a wolf. But his forehead was fine, broad, and benevolent, and his beard softened the wicked curve of his lips.

Jack and Lorraine had again dined together in the little gilded salon above, served by Lorraines maid and wept over by the old house-keeper.

The terrified servants scarcely dared to breathe as they crept through the halls where, like a flight of devils from hell the Prussian ogres had settled in the house. They came whimpering to their mistress, but took courage at the calm, dignified attitude of the old vicomte, and began to think that these children-eating Prussians might perhaps forego their craving for one evening. Therefore the chef did his best, encouraged by a group of hysterical maids who had suddenly become keenly alive to their own plumpness and possible desirability for ragoûts.

The old marquis himself received his unwelcome guests as though he were receiving travelling strangers, to whom, now that they were under his roof, faultless hospitality was due, nothing more, merely the courtesy of a French nobleman to an uninvited guest.

Ah, but the steel was in his heart to the hilt. He, an old soldier of the Malakoff, of Algeria, the brother in arms of Changarnier, of Chanzy, he obliged to receive invaders — invaders belonging to the same nation which had lined the streets of Berlin so long ago, cringing, whining Vive lEmpereur! at the crack of the thongs of Murats horsemen!

Yet now it was that he showed himself the chivalrous soldier, the old colonel of the old régime, the true beau-sabreur of an epoch dead. And the Red Prince Frederick Charles knew it, and bowed low as the vicomte left the dining-hall with his gentle, pale-faced wife on his arm.

Jack, sitting after dinner with Lorraine in the bay-window above, looked down upon the vast camp that covered the whole land, from the hills to the Lisse, from the forest to the pastures above Saint-Lys. There were no tents — the German army carried none. Here and there a canvas-covered wagon glistened white in the moonlight; the pale radiance fell on acres of stacked rifles, on the brass rims of drums, and the spikes of the sentries helmets. Videttes, vaguely silhouetted on distant knolls, stood almost motionless, save for the tossing of their horses heads. Along the river Lisse the infantry pickets lay, the sentinels, patrolling their beats with brisk, firm steps, only pausing to bring their heavy heels together, wheel squarely, and retrace their steps, always alert and sturdy. The wind shifted to the west and the faint chimes of Saint-Lys came quavering on the breeze.

The bells! said Jack; can you hear them?

Yes, said Lorraine, listlessly.

She had been very silent during their dinner. He wondered that she had not shown any emotion at the sight of the invading soldiers. She had not — she had scarcely even shown curiosity. He thought that perhaps she did not realize what it meant, this swarm of Prussians pouring into France between the Moselle and the Rhine. He, American that he was, felt heartsick, humiliated, at the sight of the spiked casques and armoured horsemen, trampling the meadows of the province that he loved — the province of Lorraine. For those strangers to France who know France know two mothers; and though the native land is first and dearest, the new mother, France, generous, tender, lies next in the hearts of those whom she has sheltered.

So Jack felt the shame and humiliation as though a blow had been struck at his own home and kin, and he suffered the more thinking what his uncle must suffer. And Lorraine! His heart had bled for her when the harsh treble of the little, flat Prussian drums first broke out among the hills. He looked for the deep sorrow, the patience, the proud endurance, the prouder faith that he expected in her; he met with silence, even a distrait indifference.

Surely she could comprehend what this crushing disaster prophesied for France? Surely she of all women, sensitive, tender, and loyal, must know what love of kin and country meant?

Far away in the southwest the great heart of Paris throbbed in silence, for the beautiful, sinful city, confused by the din of the riffraff within her walls, blinded by lies and selfish counsels, crouched in mute agony, listening for the first ominous rumbling of a rotten, tottering Empire.

God alone knows why he gave to France, in the supreme moment of her need, the beings who filled heaven with the wind of their lungs and brought her to her knees in shame — not for brave men dead in vain, not for a wasted land, scourged and flame-shrunken from the Rhine to the Loire, not for provinces lost nor cities gone forever — but for the strange creatures that her agony brought forth, shapes simian and weird, all mouth and convulsive movement, little pigmy abortions mouthing and playing antics before high Heaven while the land ran blood in every furrow and the world was a hell of flame.

Gambetta, that incubus of bombastic flabbiness, roaring prophecy and platitude through the dismayed city, kept his eye on the balcony of the particular edifice where, later, he should pose as an animated Jericho trumpet. So, biding his time, he bellowed, but it was the Comédie Française that was the loser, not the people, when he sailed away in his balloon, posed, squatting majestically as the god of war above the clouds of battle. And little Thiers, furtive, timid, delighting in senile efforts to stir the ferment of chaos till it boiled, he, too, was there, owl-like, squeaky-voiced, a true Bombyx à Lunettes. There, too, was Hugo — often ridiculous in his terrible moods, egotistical, sloppy, roaring. The Empire pinched Hugo, and he roared; and let the rest of the world judge whether, under such circumstances, there was majesty in the roar. The spectacle of Hugo, prancing on the ramparts and hurling bad names at the German armies, recalls the persistent but painful manœuvres of a lion with a flea. Both are terribly in earnest — neither is sublime.

Jack sat leaning on the window-ledge, his chin on both hands, watching the moonlight rippling across the sea of steel below. Lorraine, also silent, buried in an arm-chair, lay huddled somewhere in the shadows, looking up at the stars, scarcely visible in the radiance of the moon.

After a while she spoke in a low voice: Do you remember in chapel a week ago — what—

Yes, I know what you mean. Can you say it — any of it?

Yes, all.

Presently he heard her voice in the darkness repeating the splendid lines:

In the days when the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the strong men shall bow themselves, and the grinders cease because they are few, and they that look out of the windows be darkened.

And the doors shall be shut in the streets, when the sound of the grinding is low, and they shall rise up at the voice of a bird, and all the daughters of music shall be brought low.

Also they shall be afraid of that which is high, and fear shall be in the way, and the almond-tree shall flourish, and the grasshopper shall be a burden, and desire shall fail.

Because man goeth to his long home—

Her voice broke a little.

And the mourners go about the streets—

He leaned forward, his hand stretched out in the shadows. After a moment her fingers touched his, moved a little, and were clasped close. Then it was that, in her silence, he read a despair too deep, too sudden, too stupefying for expression — a despair scarcely yet understood. A sensitive young mind, stunned by realities never dreamed of, recovers slowly; and the first outward evidence of returning comprehension is an out-stretched hand, a groping in the shadows for the hand of the best beloved. Her hand was there, out-stretched, their fingers had met and interlaced. A great lassitude weighed her down, mind and body. Yesterday was so far away, and to-morrow so close at hand, but not yet close enough to arouse her from an apathy unpierced as yet by the keen shaft of grief.

He felt the lethargy in her yielding fingers; perhaps he began to understand the sensitive girl lying in the arm-chair beside him, perhaps he even saw ahead into the future that promised everything or nothing, for France, for her, for him.

Madame de Morteyn came to take her away, but before he dropped her hand in the shadows he felt a pressure that said, Wait! — so he waited, there alone in the darkness.

The bells of Saint-Lys sounded again, scarcely vibrating in the still air; a bank of sombre cloud buried the moon, and put out the little stars one by one until the blackness of the night crept in, blotting out river and tree and hill, hiding the silent camp in fathomless shadow. He slept.

When he awoke, slowly, confused and uncertain, he found her close to him, kneeling on the floor, her face on his knees. He touched her arm, fearfully, scarcely daring; he touched her hair, falling heavily over her face and shoulders and across his knees. Ah! but she was tired — her very soul was weary and sick; and she was too young to bear her trouble. Therefore she came back to him who had reached out his hand to her. She could not cry — she could only lie there and try to live through the bitterness of her solitude. For now she knew at last that she was alone on earth. The knowledge had come in a moment, it had come with the first trample of the Prussian horsemen; she knew that her love, given so wholly, so passionately, was nothing, had been nothing, to her father. He whom she lived for — was it possible that he could abandon her in such an hour? She had waited all day, all night; she said in her heart that he would come from his machines and his turret to be with her. Together they could have lived through the shame of the day — of the bitter days to come; together they could have suffered, knowing that they had each other to live for.

But she could not face the Prussian scourge alone — she could not. These two truths had been revealed to her with the first tap of the Prussian drums: that every inch of soil, every grass-blade, every pebble of her land was dearer to her than life; and that her life was nothing to her father. He who alone in all the world could have stood between her and the shameful pageant of invasion, who could have taught her to face it, to front it nobly, who could have bidden her hope and pray and wait — he sat in his turret turning little wheels while the whole land shook with the throes of invasion — their native land, Lorraine.

The death-throes of a nation are felt by all the world. Bismarck placed a steel-clad hand upon the pulse of France, and knew Lorraine lay dying. Amputation would end all — Moltke had the apparatus ready; Bismarck, the great surgeon and greater executioner, sat with mailed hand on the pulse of France and waited.

The girl, Lorraine, too, knew the crisis had come — sensitive prophetess in all that she held sacred! She had never prayed for the Emperor, but she always prayed for France when she asked forgiveness night and morning. At confession she had accused herself sometimes because she could not understand the deeper meaning of this daily prayer, but now she understood it; the fierce love for native soil that blazes up when that soil is stamped upon and spurned.

All the devotion, all the tender adoration, that she had given her father turned now to bitter grief for this dear land of hers. It, at least, had been her mother, her comforter, her consolation; and there it lay before her — it called to her; she responded passionately, and gave it all her love. So she lay there in the dark, her hot face buried in her hands, close to one whom she needed and who needed her.

He was too wise to speak or move; he loved her too much to touch again the hair, flung heavily across her face — to touch her flushed brow, her clasped hands, her slender body, delicate and warm, firm yet yielding. He waited for the tears to come. And when they fell, one by one, great, hot drops, they brought no relief until she told him all — all — her last and inmost hope and fear.

Then when her white soul lay naked in all its innocence before him, and when the last word had been said, he raised her head and searched in her pure eyes for one message of love for himself.

It was not there; and the last word had been said.

And, even as he looked, holding her there almost in his arms, the Prussian trumpets clanged from the dim meadows and the drums thundered on the hills, and the invading army roused itself at the dawn of another day.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE STRETCHING OF NECKS
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FOR TWO DAYS and nights the German army passed through Morteyn and Saint-Lys, on the march towards Metz. All day long the hills struck back the echoes of their flat brass drums, and shook with the shock of armed squadrons, tramping on into the west. Interminable trains of wagons creaked along the sandy Saint-Avold road; the whistle of the locomotive was heard again at Saint-Lys, where the Bavarians had established a base of supplies and were sending their endless, multicoloured trains puffing away towards Saarbrück for provisions and munitions of war that had arrived there from Cologne. Generals with their staffs, serious, civil fellows, with anxious, near-sighted eyes, stopped at the Château and were courteously endured, only to be replaced by others equally polite and serious. And regularly, after each batch left with their marching regiments, there came back to the Château by courier, the same evening, a packet of visiting-cards and a polite letter signed by all the officers entertained, thanking the Vicomte and Madame de Morteyn for their hospitality.

At last, on the 10th of August, about five oclock in the afternoon, the last squadron of the rear-guard cantered over the hills west of Morteyn, and the last straggling Uhlan followed after, twirling his long lance.

Every day Lorraine had watched and waited for one word from her father; every day Jack had ridden over to the Château de Nesville, but the marquis refused to see him or to listen to any message, nor did he send any to Lorraine.

Old Pierre told Jack that no Germans had visited the Château; that the marquis was busy all day with his machinery, and never left his turret except to eat at daylight in the grand salon below. He also intimated that his master was about ready to make another ascension in the new balloon, which, old Pierre affirmed, had a revolving screw at either side of the wicker car, like a ship; and, like a ship, it could be steered with perfect ease. He even took Jack to a little stone structure that stood in a meadow, surrounded by trees. In there, according to Pierre, stood this marvellous balloon, not yet inflated, of course. That was only a matter of five seconds; a handful of the silver dust placed at the aperture of the silken bag, a drop of pure water touched to it, and, puff! the silver dust turns to vapour and the balloon swells out tight and full.

Jack had peeped into the barred window and had seen the wicker car of the balloon standing on the cement floor, filled with the folded silken covering for the globe of the balloon. He could just make out, on either side of the car, two twisted twin screws, wrought out of some dull oxidized metal. On returning to Morteyn that evening he had told Lorraine.

She explained that the screws were made of a metal called aluminum, rare then, because so difficult to extract from its combining substances, and almost useless on account of its being impossible to weld. Her father, however, had found a way to utilize it — how, she did not know. If this ascension proved a success the French government would receive the balloon and the secret of the steering and propelling gear, along with the formula for the silvery dust used to inflate it. Even she understood what a terrible engine of war such an aërial ship might be, from which two men could blow up fortress after fortress and city after city when and where they chose. Armies could be annihilated, granite and steel would be as tinder before a bomb or torpedo of picric acid dropped from the clouds.

On the 10th of August, a little after five oclock, Jack left Lorraine on the terrace at Morteyn to try once more to see the marquis — for Lorraines sake.

He turned to the west, where the last Uhlan of the rear-guard was disappearing over the brow of the hill, brandishing his pennoned lance-tip in the late rays of the low-hanging sun.

Good-by, he said, smiling up at her from the steps. Dont worry, please dont. Remember your father is well, and is working for France.

He spoke of the marquis as her father; he always should as long as she lived. He said, too, that the marquis was labouring for France. So he was; but France would never see the terrible war engine, nor know the secrets of its management, as long as Napoleon III. was struggling to keep his family in the high places of France.

Good-by, he said again. I shall be back by sundown.

Lorraine leaned over the terrace, looking down at him with blue, fathomless eyes.

By sundown?

Yes.

Truly?

Yes.

Tiens ta Foy.

Always, Lorraine.

She did not chide him; she longed to call him Jack, but it stuck in her white throat when she tried.

If you do not come back by sundown, then I shall know you cannot, she said.

But I shall.

Yes, I believe it.

Come after me if I dont return, he laughed, as he descended the steps.

I shall, if you break your faith, she smiled.

She watched him out of sight — he was going on foot this time — then the trees hid him, and she turned back into the house, where Madame de Morteyn was preparing to close the Château for the winter and return to Paris.

It was the old vicomte who had decided; he had stayed and faced the music as long as there was any to face — Prussian music, too. But now the Prussians had passed on towards Metz — towards Paris, also, perhaps, and he wished to be there; it was too sad in the autumn of Lorraine.

He had aged fearfully in the last four days; he was in truth an old man now. Even he knew it — he who had never before acknowledged age; but he felt it at night; for it is when day is ended that the old comprehend how old they are.

This was to be Lorraines last night at Morteyn; in the morning Jack was to drive her back to her father and then return to Morteyn to accompany his uncle and aunt to Paris. The old people once settled in Paris with Dorothy and Betty Castlemaine, and surrounded by friends again, Jack would take leave of them and return to Morteyn with one servant. This he had promised Lorraine, and she had not said no. His aunt also wished it, but she did not think it time yet to tell the vicomte.

The servants, with the exception of one maid and the coachman, had gone in the morning, by way of Vigny, with the luggage. The vicomte and his wife were to travel by carriage to Passy-le-Sel, and from there, via Belfort, if the line were open, to Paris by rail. Jack, it had been arranged, was to ride to Belfort on horseback, and join the old people there for the journey to Paris.

So Lorraine turned back into the silent house, where the furniture stood in its stiff, white dust-coverings, where cloths covered candelabra and mirror, and the piano was bare of embroidered scarfs.

She passed through darkened rooms, one after another, through the long hall, where no servants remained, through the ballroom and dining-room, and out into the conservatory, emptied of every palm. She passed on across the interior court, through the servants wicket, and out to the stables. All the stalls save one were empty. Faust stood in that one stall switching his tail and peering around at her with wise, dark eyes. Then she kissed his soft nose, and went sadly back to the house, only to roam over it again from terrace to roof, never meeting a living soul, never hearing a sound except when she passed the vicomtes suite, where Madame de Morteyn and the maid were arranging last details and the old vicomte lay asleep in his worn arm-chair.

There was one room she had not visited, one room in which she had never set foot, never even peeped into. That was Jacks room. And now, by an impulse she could not understand, her little feet led her up the stairway, across the broad landing, through the gun-room, and there to the door — his door. It was open. She glided in.

There was a faint odour of tobacco in the room, a smell of leather, too. That came from the curb-bit and bridle hanging on the wall, or perhaps from the plastron, foils, and gauntlets over the mantle. Pipes lay about in profusion, mixed with silver-backed brushes, cigar-boxes, neckties, riding-crops, and gloves.

She stole on tiptoe to the bed, looked at her wide, bright eyes in the mirror opposite, flushed, hesitated, bent swiftly, and touched the white pillow with her lips.

For a second she knelt there where he might have knelt, morning and evening, then slipped to her feet, turned, and was gone.

At sundown Jack returned, animated, face faintly touched with red from his three-mile walk. He had seen the marquis; more, too, he had seen the balloon — he had examined it, stood in the wicker car, tested the aluminum screws. He brought back a message for Lorraine, affectionate and kindly, asking for her return home early the next morning.

If we do not find you at Belfort to-morrow, said Madame de Morteyn, seriously, we shall not wait. We shall go straight on to Paris. The house is ready to be locked, everything is in perfect order, and really, Jack, there is no necessity for your coming. Perhaps Lorraines father may ask you to stay there for a few days.

He has, said Jack, growing a trifle pink.

Then you need not come to Belfort at all, insisted his aunt. Jack protested that he could not let them go to Paris alone.

But Ive sent Faust on already, said Madame de Morteyn, smiling.

Then the Marquis de Nesville will lend me a horse; you cant keep me away like that, said Jack; I will drive Mademoiselle de Nesville to her home and then come on horseback and meet you at Belfort, as I said I would.

We wont count on you, said his aunt; if youre not there when the train comes, your uncle and I will abandon you to the mercy of Lorraine.

I shall send him on by freight, said Lorraine, trying to smile.

Im going back to the Château de Nesville to-night for an hour or two, observed Jack, finishing his Moselle; the marquis wanted me to help him on the last touches. He makes an ascent to-morrow noon.

Take a lantern, then, said Madame de Morteyn; dont you want Jules, too — if youre going on foot through the forest?

Dont want Jules, and the squirrels wont eat me, laughed Jack, looking across at Lorraine. He was thinking of that first dash in the night together, she riding with the fury of a storm-witch, her ball-gown in ribbons, her splendid hair flashing, he galloping at her stirrup, putting his horse at a dark figure that rose in their path; and then the collision, the trample, the shots in the dark, and her round white shoulder seared with the bullet mark.

She raised her beautiful eyes and asked him how soon he was going to start.

Now, he said.

You will perhaps wait until your old aunt rises, said Madame de Morteyn, and she kissed him on the cheek. He helped her from her chair and led her from the room, the vicomte following with Lorraine.

Ten minutes later he was ready to start, and again he promised Lorraine to return at eleven oclock.

Tiens ta Foy, she repeated.

Always, Lorraine.

The night was starless. As he stood there on the terrace swinging his lantern, he looked back at her, up into her eyes. And as he looked she bent down, impulsively stretching out both arms and whispering, At eleven — you have promised, Jack.

At last his name had fallen from her lips — had slipped from them easily — sweet as the lips that breathed it.

He tried to answer; he could not, for his heart beat in his throat. But he took her two hands and crushed them together and kissed the soft, warm palms, passive under his lips. That was all — a touch, a glimpse of his face half lit by the lantern swinging; and again she called, softly, Jack, Tiens ta Foy! And he was gone.

The distance to the Château de Nesville was three miles; it might have been three feet for all Jack knew, moving through the forest, swinging his lantern, his eyes on the dim trees towering into the blackness overhead, his mind on Lorraine. Where the lantern-light fell athwart rugged trunks, he saw her face; where the tall shadows wavered and shook, her eyes met his. Her voice was in the forest rumour, the low rustle of leafy undergrowth, the whisper of waters flowing under silent leaves.

Already the gray wall of the park loomed up in the east, already the gables and single turret of the Château grew from the shadows and took form between the meshed branches of the trees.

The grille swung wide open, but the porter was not there. He walked on, hastening a little, crossed the lawn by the summer arbour, and approached the house. There was a light in the turret, but the rest of the house was dark. As he reached the porch and looked into the black hallway, a slight noise in the dining-room fell upon his ear, and he opened the door and went in. The dining-room was dark; he set his extinguished lantern on the table and lighted a lamp by the window, saying: Pierre, tell the marquis I am here — tell him I am to return to Morteyn by eleven — Pierre, do you hear me? Where are you, then?

He raised his head instinctively, his hand on the lamp-globe. Pierre was not there, but something moved in the darkness outside the window, and he went to the door.

Pierre! he called again; and at the same instant an Uhlan struck him with his lance-butt across the temples.



How long it was before he opened his eyes he could not tell. He found himself lying on the ground in a meadow surrounded by trees. A camp-fire flickered near, lighting the gray side of the little stone house where the balloon was kept.

There were sounds — deep, guttural voices raised in dispute or threats; he saw a group of shadowy men, swaying, pushing, crowding under the trees. The firelight glimmered on a gilt button here and there, on a sabre-hilt, on polished schapskas and gold-scaled chin-guards. The knot of struggling figures suddenly widened out into a half-circle, then came a quick command, a cry in French— Ah! God! — and something shot up into the air and hung from a tree, dangling, full in the firelight.

It was the writhing body of a man.

Jack turned his head away, then covered his eyes with his hands. Beside him a tall Uhlan, swathed to the eyes in his great-coat, leaned on a lance and smoked in silence.

Suddenly a voice broke out in the night: Links! vorwärts! There came a regular tramp of feet — one, two! one, two! — across the grass, past the fire, and straight to where Jack sat, his face in his arms.

The bright glare of lanterns dazzled him as he looked up, but he saw a line of men with bared sabres standing to his right — tall Uhlans, buttoned to the chin in their sombre overcoats, helmet-cords oscillating in the lantern glow.

Another Uhlan, standing erect before him, had been speaking for a second or two before he even heard him.

Prisoner, do you understand German? repeated the Uhlan, harshly.

Yes, muttered Jack. He began to shiver, perhaps from the chill of the wet earth.

Stand up!

Jack stumbled to his numbed feet. A drop of blood rolled into his eye and he mechanically wiped it away. He tried to look at the man before him; he could not, for his fascinated eyes returned to that thing that hung on a rope from the great sprawling oak-branch at the edge of the grove.

Like a vague voice in a dream he heard his own name pronounced; he heard a sonorous formula repeated in a heavy, dispassionate voice— accused of having resisted a picquet of his Prussian Majestys 11th Regiment of Uhlan cavalry, of having wilfully, maliciously, and with murderous design fired upon and wounded trooper Kohlmann of said picquet while in pursuit of his duty.

Again he heard the same voice: The law of non-combatants operating in such cases leaves no doubt as to the just penalty due.

Jack straightened up and looked the officer in the eyes. Ah! now he knew him — the map-maker of the carrefour, the sneak-thief who had scaled the park wall with the box — that was the face he had struck with his clenched fist, the same pink, high-boned face, with the little, pale, pig-like eyes. In the same second the mans name came back to him as he had deciphered it written in pencil on the maps — Siurd von Steyr!

Von Steyrs eyes grew smaller and paler, and an ugly flush mounted to his scarred cheek-bone. But his voice was dispassionate and harsh as ever when he said: The prisoner Marche is at liberty to confront witnesses. Trooper Kohlmann!

There he stood, the same blond, bony Uhlan whom Jack had tumbled into the dust, the same colourless giant whom he had dragged with trailing spurs across the road to the tree.

From his pouch the soldier produced Jacks silver flask, with his name engraved on the bottom, his pipe, still half full of tobacco, just as he had dropped it when the field-glasses told him that Uhlans, not French lancers, were coming down the hill-side.

One by one three other Uhlans advanced from the motionless ranks, saluted, briefly identified the prisoner, and stepped back again.

Have you any statement to make? demanded Von Steyr.

Jacks teeth were clenched, his throat contracted, he was choking. Everything around him swam in darkness — a darkness lit by little flames; his veins seemed bursting. He was in their midst now, shouldered and shoved across the grass; their hot breath fell on his face, their hands crushed his arms, bent back his elbows, pushed him forward, faster, faster, towards the tree where that thing hung, turning slowly as a squid spins on a swivel.

It was the grating of the rope on his throat that crushed the first cry out of him: Von Steyr, shoot me! For the love of God! Not — not this—

He was struggling now — he set his teeth and struck furiously. The crowd seemed to increase about him; now there was a mounted man in their midst — more mounted men, shouting.

The rope suddenly tightened; the blood pounded in his cheeks, in his temples; his tongue seemed to split open. Then he got his fingers between the noose and his neck; now the thing loosened and he pitched forward, but kept his feet.

Gott verdammt! roared a voice above him; Von Steyr! — here! get back there! — get back!

Rickerl! gasped Jack— tell — tell them — they must shoot — not hang—

He stood glaring at the soldiers before him, face bloody and distorted, the rope trailing from one clenched hand. Breathless, haggard, he planted his heels in the turf, and, dropping the noose, set one foot on it. All around him horsemen crowded up, lances slung from their elbows, helmets nodding as the restive horses wheeled.

And now for the first time he saw the Marquis de Nesville, face like a death-mask, one hand on the edge of the wicker balloon-car, which stood in the midst of a circle of cavalry.

This is not the place nor is this the time to judge your prisoners, said Rickerl, pushing his horse up to Von Steyr and scowling down into his face. Who called this drum-head court? Is that your province? Oh, in my absence? Well, then, I am here! Do you see me?

The insult fell like the sting of a lash across Von Steyrs face. He saluted, and, looking straight into Rickerls eyes, said, Zum Befehl, Herr Hauptmann! I am at your convenience also.

When you please! shouted Rickerl, crimson with fury. Retire!

Scarcely were the words out of his mouth, scarcely had he backed his startled horse, when there came a sound of a crushing blow, a groan, and a soldier staggered back from the balloon-car, his hands to his head, where the shattered helmet hung by one torn gilt cord. In the same instant the marquis, dishevelled, white as a corpse, rose from the wicker car, shaking his steel box above his head. Then, through the ring of nervous, quivering horses the globe of the balloon appeared as by magic — an enormous, looming, yellow sphere, tense, glistening, gigantic.

The horses reared, snorting with fright, the Uhlans clung to their saddles, shouting and cursing, and the huge balloon, swaying from its single rope, pounded and bounced from side to side, knocking beast and man into a chaotic mass of frantic horses and panic-stricken riders.

With a report like a pistol the rope parted, the great globe bounded and shot up into the air; a tumult of harsh shouts arose; the crazed horses backed, plunged, and scattered, some falling, some bolting into the undergrowth, some rearing and swaying in an ecstasy of terror.

The troopers, helpless, gnashing their teeth, shook their long lances towards the sky, where the moon was breaking from the banked clouds, and the looming balloon hung black above the forest, drifting slowly westward.

And now Von Steyr had a weapon in his hands — not a carbine, but a long chassepot-rifle, a relic of the despoiled franc-tireur, dangling from the oak-tree.

Some one shouted, Its loaded with explosive bullets!

Then drop it! roared Rickerl. For shame!

The crash of the rifle drowned his voice.

The balloons shadowy bulk above the forest was belted by a blue line of light; the globe contracted, a yellow glare broke out in the sky. Then far away a light report startled the sudden stillness; a dark spot, suspended in mid-air, began to fall, swiftly, more swiftly, dropping through the night between sky and earth.

You damned coward! stammered Rickerl, pointing a shaking hand at Von Steyr.

God keep you when our sabres meet! said Von Steyr, between his teeth.

Rickerl burst into an angry laugh.

Where is your prisoner? he cried.

Von Steyr stared around him, right and left — Jack was gone.

Let others prefer charges, said Rickerl, contemptuously— if you escape my sabre in the morning.

Let them, said Von Steyr, quietly, but his face worked convulsively.

Second platoon dismount to search for escaped prisoner! he cried. Open order! Forward!


CHAPTER XIX

RICKERLS SABRE
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JACK, LYING FULL length in the depths of the forest, listened fearfully for the sounds of the human pack on his heels. The blackness was stupefying; the thud of his own heart seemed to fill the shrouded forest like the roll of a muffled drum. Presently he crept on again, noiselessly, painfully, closing his eyes when the invisible twigs brushed his face.

He did not know where he was going, he only thought of getting away, anywhere — away from that hangmans rope.

Again he rested, suffocated by the tumult in his breast, burning with thirst. For a long while he lay listening; there was not a sound in the night. Little by little his coolness returned; he thought of Lorraine and his promise, and he knew that now he could not keep it. He thought, too, of the marquis, never doubting the terrible fate of the half-crazed man. He had seen him stun the soldier with a blow of the steel box, he had seen the balloon shoot up into the midnight sky, he had heard the shot and caught a glimpse of the glare of the burning balloon. Somewhere in the forest the battered body of the marquis lay in the wreck of the shattered car. The steel box, too, lay there — the box that was so precious to the Germans.

He rose to his knees, felt around among the underbrush, bent his head and crept on, parting leaves and branches with one hand, holding the other over his eyes. The thought that he might be moving in a circle filled him with fear. But that was exactly what he was doing, for now he found himself close to the park wall; and, listening, he heard the river murmuring among the alders. He halted, utterly at a loss. If he were caught again could Rickerl save him? What could a captain of Uhlans do? True, he had interfered with Von Steyrs hangmans work, but that was nothing but a reprieve at best.

The murmur of the river filled his ears; his hot throat was cracking. Drink he must, at any rate, and he started on in the darkness, moving stealthily over the moss. The water was closer than he had imagined; he bent above it, first touching it with groping hands, then noiselessly bathed his feverish face in the dark stream, drinking his fill.

He longed to follow the shallow stream, wading to Morteyn, but he dared not risk it; so he went along the bank as far as he could, trying to keep within sound of the waters, until again he found himself close to the park wall. The stream had vanished again.

Dawn began to gray the forest; little by little the nearest trees grew from the darkness, and bushes took vague shapes in the gloom. He strained his eyes, peering at every object near him, striving to recognize stones, saplings, but he could not. Even when dawn at last came up out of the east, and the thickets grew distinct, he did not know where he was. A line of vapour through the trees marked the course of the little river. Which way was it flowing? Even that he could not tell. He looked in vain for the park wall; that had vanished utterly with the dawn. Very cautiously he advanced over the deep forest mould to the willow-fringed bank of the stream. The current was flowing east. Where was he? He parted the willows and looked out, and at the same instant an Uhlan saw him and shouted.

Running swiftly through the trees, head lowered, hands clenched, he heard the sound of galloping on a soft road that seemed to run through the forest, parallel to his own course. Then, as he bore hastily to the right and plunged into the deeper undergrowth, he caught a glimpse of the Château close by through the trees. Horrified to find himself back at the place from which he had started, he doubled in his tracks, ran on, stooping low, splashed into the stream and across, and plunged up to the shoulders through the tall weeds and bushes until again he felt the forest leaves beneath his feet.

The sudden silence around him was disconcerting. Where had the Uhlan gone? He ran on, making straight for the depths of the woods, for he knew now where he was, and in which direction safety lay.

After a while his breath and legs gave out together, and he leaned against a beech-tree, his hands pressed to his mouth, where the breath struggled for expulsion. And, as he leaned there, two Uhlans, mounted, lances advanced, came picking their way among the trees, turning their heads cautiously from side to side. Behind these two rode six others, apparently unarmed, two abreast. He saw at once that nothing could save him, for they were making straight for his beech-tree. In that second of suspense he made up his mind to die fighting, for he knew what capture meant. He fixed his eyes on the foremost Uhlan, and waited. When the Uhlan should pass his tree he would fly at him; the rest could stab him to death with their lances — that was the only way to end it now.

He shrank back, teeth set, nerving himself for the spring — a hunted thing turned fierce, a desperate man knowing that death was close. How long they were in coming! Had they seen him? When would the horses nose pass the great tree-trunk?

Halt! cried a voice very near. The soft trample of horses ceased.

Dismount!

It seemed an age; the sluggish seconds crawled on. There was the sound of feet among the dry forest leaves — the hum of deep voices. He waited, trembling, for now it would be a man on foot with naked sabre who should sink under his spring. Would he never come?

At last, unable to stand the suspense, he moved his eyes to the edge of the tree. There they were, a group of Uhlans standing near two men who stood facing each other, jackets off, shirts open to the throat.

The two men were Rickerl and Von Steyr.

Rickerl rolled up his white shirt-sleeve and tucked the cuff into the folds, his naked sabre under his arm. Von Steyr, in shirt, riding-breeches, and boots, stood with one leg crossed before the other, leaning on his bared sabre. The surgeon and the two seconds walked apart, speaking in undertones, with now and then a quick gesture from the surgeon. The three troopers held the horses of the party, and watched silently. When at last one of the Uhlans spoke, they were so near that every word was perfectly distinct to Jack:

Gentlemen, an affair of honour in the face of the enemy is always deplorable.

Rickerl burst out violently. There can be no compromise — no adjustment. Is it Lieutenant von Steyr who seeks it? Then I tell him he is a hangman and a coward! He hangs a franc-tireur who fires on us with explosive bullets, but he himself does not hesitate to disgrace his uniform and regiment by firing explosive bullets at an escaping wretch in a balloon!

You lie! said Von Steyr, his face convulsed. At the same moment the surgeon stepped forward with a gesture, the two seconds placed themselves; somebody muttered a formula in a gross bass voice and the swordsmen raised their heavy sabres and saluted. The next moment they were at it like tigers; their sabres flashed above their heads, the sabres of the seconds hovering around the outer edge of the circle of glimmering steel like snakes coiling to spring.

To and fro swayed the little group under the blinding flashes of light, stroke rang on stroke, steel shivered and tinkled and clanged on steel.

Fascinated by the spectacle, Jack crouched close to the tree, seeing all he dared to see, but keeping a sharp eye on the three Uhlans who were holding the horses, and who should have been doing sentry duty also. But they were human, and their eyes could not be dragged away from the terrible combat before them.

Suddenly, from the woods to the right, a rifle-shot rang out, clear and sharp, and one of the Uhlans dropped the three bridles, straightened out to his full height, trembled, and lurched sideways. The horses, freed, backed into the other horses; the two remaining Uhlans tried to seize them, but another shot rang out — another, and then another. In the confusion and turmoil a voice cried: Mount, for Gods sake! but one of the horses was already free, and was galloping away riderless through the woods.

A terrible yell arose from the underbrush, where a belt of smoke hung above the bushes, and again the rifles cracked. Von Steyr turned and seized a horse, throwing himself heavily across the saddle; the surgeon and the two seconds scrambled into their saddles, and the remaining pair of Uhlans, already mounted, wheeled their horses and galloped headlong into the woods.

Jack saw Rickerl set his foot in the stirrup, but his horse was restive and started, dragging him.

Hurry, Herr Hauptmann! cried a Uhlan, passing him at a gallop. Rickerl cast a startled glance over his shoulder, where, from the thickets, a dozen franc-tireurs were springing towards him, shouting and shaking their chassepots. Something had given way — Jack saw that — for the horse started on at a trot, snorting with fright. He saw Rickerl run after him, seize the bridle, stumble, recover, and hang to the stirrup; but the horse tore away and left him running on behind, one hand grasping his naked sabre, one clutching a bit of the treacherous bridle.

À mort les Uhlans! shouted the franc-tireurs, their ferocious faces lighting up as Rickerls horse eluded its rider and crashed away through the saplings.

Rickerl cast one swift glance at the savage faces, turned his head like a trapped wolf in a pit, hesitated, and started to run. A chorus of howls greeted him: À mort! À mort le voleur! À la lanterne les Uhlans!

Scarcely conscious of what he was doing, Jack sprang from his tree and ran parallel to Rickerl.

Ricky! he called in English— follow me! Hurry! hurry!

The franc-tireurs could not see Jack, but they heard his voice, and answered it with a roar. Rickerl, too, heard it, and he also heard the sound of Jacks feet crashing through the willows along the river-bottom.

Jack! he cried.

Quick! Take to the river-bank! shouted Jack in English again. In a moment they were running side by side up the river-bottom, hidden from the view of the franc-tireurs.

Do as I do, panted Jack. Throw your sabre away and follow me. Its our last chance. But Rickerl clung to his sabre and ran on. And now the park wall rose right in their path, seeming to block all progress.

We cant get over — its ended, gasped Rickerl.

Yes, we can — follow, whispered Jack, and dashed straight into the river where it washed the base of the wall.

Do exactly as I do. Follow close, urged Jack; and, wading to the edge of the wall, he felt along under the water for a moment, then knelt down, ducked his head, gave a wriggle, and disappeared. Rickerl followed him, kneeling and ducking his head. At the same moment he felt a powerful current pulling him forward, and, groping around under the shallow water, his hands encountered the rim of a large iron conduit. He stuck his head into it, gave himself a push, and shot through the short pipe into a deep pool on the other side of the wall, from which Jack dragged him dripping and exhausted.

You are my prisoner! said Jack, between his gasps. Give me your sabre, Ricky — quick! Look yonder! A loud explosion followed his words, and a column of smoke rose above the foliage of the vineyard before them.

Artillery! blurted out Rickerl, in amazement.

French artillery — look out! Here come the franc-tireurs over the wall! Give me that sabre and run for the French lines — if you dont want to hang! And, as Rickerl hesitated, with a scowl of hate at the franc-tireurs now swarming over the wall, Jack seized the sabre and jerked it violently from his hand.

Youre crazy! he muttered. Run for the batteries! — here, this way!

A franc-tireur fired at them point-blank, and the bullet whistled between them. Leave me. Give me my sabre, said Rickerl, in a low voice.

Then well both stay.

Leave me! Ill not hang, I tell you.

No.

The franc-tireurs were running towards them.

Theyll kill us both. Here they come!

You stood by me— said Jack, in a faint voice.

Rickerl looked him in the eyes, hesitated, and cried, I surrender! Come on! Hurry, Jack — for your sisters sake!


CHAPTER XX

SIR THORALD IS SILENT

[image: img22.jpg]

IT WAS A long run to the foot of the vineyard hill, where, on the crest, deep hidden among the vines, three cannon clanged at regular intervals, stroke following stroke, like the thundering summons of a gigantic tocsin.

Behind them they saw the franc-tireurs for a moment, thrashing waist-deep through the rank marsh weeds; then, as they plunged into a wheat-field, the landscape disappeared, and all around the yellow grain rustled, waving above their heads, dense, sun-heated, suffocating.

Their shoes sank ankle-deep in the reddish-yellow soil; they panted, wet with perspiration as they ran. Jack still clutched Rickerls sabre, and the tall corn, brushing the blade, fell under the edge, keen as a scythe.

I can go no farther, breathed Jack, at last. Wait a moment, Ricky.

The hot air in the depths of the wheat was stifling, and they stretched their heads above the sea of golden grain, gasping like fishes in a bowl.

Perhaps I wont have to surrender you, after all, said Jack. Do you see that old straw-stack on the slope? If we could reach the other slope—

He held out his hand to gauge the exact direction, then bent again and plodded towards it, Rickerl jogging in his footprints.

As they pressed on under the rustling canopy, the sound of the cannon receded, for they were skirting the vineyard at the base of the hill, bearing always towards the south. And now they came to the edge of the long field, beyond which stretched another patch of stubble. The straw-stack stood half-way up the slope.

Heres your sabre, motioned Jack. He was exhausted and reeled about in the stubble, but Rickerl passed one arm about him, and, sabre clutched in the other hand, aided him to the straw-stack.

The fresh wind strengthened them both; the sweat cooled and dried on their throbbing faces. They leaned against the stack, breathing heavily, the breeze blowing their wet hair, the solemn cannon-din thrilling their ears, stroke on stroke.

The thing is plain to me, gasped Rickerl, pointing to the smoke-cloud eddying above the vineyard— a brigade or two of Frossards corps have been cut off and hurled back towards Nancy. Their rear-guard is making a stand — thats all. Jack, what on earth did you get into such a terrible scrape for?

Jack, panting full length in the shadow of the straw-stack, told Rickerl the whole wretched story, from the time of his leaving Forbach, after having sent the despatches to the Herald, up to the moment he had called to Rickerl there in the meadow, surrounded by Uhlans, a rope already choking him senseless.

Rickerl listened impassively, playing with the sabre on his knees, glancing right and left across the country with his restless baby-blue eyes. When Jack finished he said nothing, but it was plain enough how seriously he viewed the matter.

As for your damned Uhlans, ended Jack, I have tried to keep out of their way. Its a relief to me to know that I didnt kill that trooper; but — confound him! — he shot at me so enthusiastically that I thought it time to join the party myself. Ricky, would they have hanged me if they had given me a fair court-martial?

As a favour they might have shot you, replied Rickerl, gloomily.

Then, said Jack, there are two things left for me to do — go to Paris, which I cant unless Mademoiselle de Nesville goes, or join some franc-tireur corps and give the German army as good as they send. If you Uhlans think, he continued, violently, that youre coming into France to hang and shoot and raise hell without getting hell in return, youre a pack of idiots!

The war is none of your affair, said Rickerl, flushing. You brought it on yourself — this hanging business. Good heavens! the whole thing makes me sick! I cant believe that two weeks ago we were all there together at Morteyn—

A pretty return youre making for Morteyn hospitality! blurted out Jack. Then, shocked at what he had said, he begged Rickerls pardon and bitterly took himself to task.

I am a fool, Ricky; I know youve got to follow your regiment, and I know it must cut you to the heart. Dont mind what I say; Im so miserable and bewildered, and I havent got the feeling of that rope off my neck yet.

Rickerl raised his hand gently, but his face was hard set.

Jack, you dont begin to know what a hell I am living in, I who care so much for France and the French people, to know that all, all is ended forever, that I can never again—

His voice choked; he cleared it and went on: The very name of Uhlan is held in horror in France now; the word Prussian is a curse when it falls from French lips. God knows why we are fighting! We Germans obey, that is all. I am a captain in a Prussian cavalry regiment; the call comes, that is all that I know. And here I am, riding through the land I love; I sit on my horse and see the torch touched to field and barn; I see railroads torn out of the ground, I see wretched peasants hung to the rafters of their own cottages. He lowered his voice; his face grew paler. I see the friend I care most for in all the world, a rope around his neck, my own troopers dragging him to the vilest death a man can die! That is war! Why? I am a Prussian, it is not necessary for me to know; but the regiment moves, and I move! it halts, I halt! it charges, retreats, burns, tramples, rends, devastates! I am always with it, unless some bullet settles me. For this war is nearly ended, Jack, nearly ended — a battle or two, a siege or two, nothing more. What can stand against us? Not this bewildered France.

Jack was silent.

Rickerls blue eyes sought his; he rested his square chin on one hand and spoke again:

Jack, do you know that — that I love your sister?

Her last letter said as much, replied Jack, coldly.

Rickerl watched his face.

You are sorry?

I dont know; I had hoped she would marry an American. Have you spoken?

Yes. This was a chivalrous falsehood; it was Dorothy who had spoken first, there in the gravel drive as he rode away from Morteyn.

Jack glanced at him angrily.

It was not honourable, he said; my aunts permission should have been asked, as you know; also, incidentally, my own. Does — does Dorothy care for you? Oh, you need not answer that; I think she does. Well, this war may change things.

Yes, said Rickerl, sadly.

I dont mean that, cried Jack; Heaven knows I wouldnt have you hurt, Ricky; dont think I meant that—

I dont, said Rickerl, half smiling; you risked your skin to save me half an hour ago.

And you called off your bloody pack of hangmen for me, said Jack; Im devilish grateful, Ricky — indeed I am — and you know Id be glad to have you in the family if — if it wasnt for this cursed war. Never mind, Dorothy generally has what she wants, even if its—

Even if its an Uhlan? suggested Rickerl, gravely.

Jack smiled and laid his hand on Rickerls arm.

She ought to see you now, bareheaded, dusty, in your shirt-sleeves! Youre not much like the attaché at the Diplomatic ball — eh, Ricky? If you marry Dorothy Ill punch your head. Come on, weve got to find out where we are.

Thats my road, observed Rickerl, quietly, pointing across the fields.

Where? Why?

Dont you see?

Jack searched the distant landscape in vain.

No, are the Germans there? Oh, now I see. Why, its a squadron of your cursed Uhlans!

Yes, said Rickerl, mildly.

Then theyve been chased out of the Château de Nesville!

Probably. They may come back. Jack, cant you get out of this country?

Perhaps, replied Jack, soberly. He thought of Lorraine, of the marquis lying mangled and dead in the forest beside the fragments of his balloon.

Your Lieutenant von Steyr is a dirty butcher, he said. I hope youll finish him when you find him.

He fired explosive bullets, which your franc-tireurs use on us, retorted Rickerl, growing red.

Oh, cried Jack in disgust, the whole business makes me sick! Ricky, give me your hand — there! Dont let this war end our friendship. Go to your Uhlans now. As for me, I must get back to Morteyn. What Lorraine will do, where she can go, how she will stand this ghastly news, I dont know; and I wish there was somebody else to tell her. My uncle and aunt have already gone to Paris, they said they would not wait for me. Lorraine is at Morteyn, alone except for her maid, and she is probably frightened at my not returning as I promised. Do you think you can get to your Uhlans safely? They passed into the grove beyond the hills. What the mischief are those cannon shelling, anyway? Well, good-by! Better not come up the hill with me, or youll have to part with your sabre for good. We did lose our franc-tireur friends beautifully. Ill write Dorothy; Ill tell her that I captured you, sabre and all. Good-by! Good-by, old fellow! If youll promise not to get a bullet in your blond hide Ill promise to be a brother-in-law to you!

Rickerl looked very manly as he stood there, booted, bareheaded, his thin shirt, soaked with sweat, outlining his muscular figure.

They lingered a moment, hands closely clasped, looking gravely into each others faces. Then, with a gesture, half sad, half friendly, Rickerl started across the stubble towards the distant grove where his Uhlans had taken cover.

Jack watched him until his white shirt became a speck, a dot, and finally vanished among the trees on the blue hill. When he was gone, Jack turned sharply away and climbed the furze-covered slope from whence he hoped to see the cannon, now firing only at five-minute intervals. As he toiled up the incline he carefully kept himself under cover, for he had no desire to meet any lurking franc-tireurs. It is true that, even when the franc-tireurs had been closest, there in the swamp among the rank marsh grasses, the distance was too great for them to have identified him with certainty. But he thought it best to keep out of their way until within hail of the regular troops, so he took advantage of bushes and inequalities of the slope to reconnoitre the landscape before he reached the summit of the ridge. There was a tufted thicket of yellow broom in flower on the crest of the ridge; behind this he lay and looked out across the plain.

A little valley separated this hill from the vineyard, terraced up to the north, ridge upon ridge. The cannon smoke shot up from the thickets of vines, rose, and drifted to the west, blotting out the greater portion of the vineyard. The cannon themselves were invisible. At times Jack fancied he saw a human silhouette when the white smoke rushed outward, but the spectral vines loomed up everywhere through the dense cannon-fog and he could not be sure.

However, there were plenty of troops below the hill now — infantry of the line trudging along the dusty road in fairly good order, and below the vineyard, among the uncut fields of flax, more infantry crouched, probably supporting the three-gun battery on the hill.

At that distance he could not tell a franc-tireur from any regular foot-soldier except line-infantry; their red caps and trousers were never to be mistaken. As he looked, he wondered at a nation that clothed its troops in a colour that furnished such a fearfully distinct mark to the enemy. A French army, moving, cannot conceal itself; the red of trousers and caps, the mirror-like reflections of cuirass and casque and lance-tip, advertise the presence of French troops so persistently that an enemy need never fear any open landscape by daylight.

Jack watched the cannonade, lying on his stomach, chin supported by both hands. He was perfectly cool now; he neither feared the Uhlans nor the franc-tireurs. For a while he vainly tried to comprehend the reason of the cannonade; the shells shot out across the valley in tall curves, dropping into a distant bit of hazy blue woodland, or exploded above the trees; the column of infantry below plodded doggedly southward; the infantry in the flax-field lay supine. Clearly something was interfering with the retreat of the troops — something that threatened them from those distant woods. And now he could see cavalry moving about the crest of the nearer hills, but, without his glass, it was not possible to tell what they were. Often he looked at the nearer forest that hid the Château de Nesville. Somewhere within those sombre woods lay the dead marquis.

With a sigh he rose to his knees, shivered in the sunshine, passed one hand over his forehead, and finally stood up. Hunger had made him faint; his head grew dizzy.

It must be noon, at least, he muttered, and started down the hill and across the fields towards the woods of Morteyn. As he walked he pulled the bearded wheat from ripening stems and chewed it to dull his hunger. The raw place on his neck, where the rope had chafed, stung when the perspiration started. He moved quickly but warily, keeping a sharp lookout on every side. Once he passed a miniature vineyard, heavy with white-wine grapes; and, as he threaded a silent path among the vines, he ate his fill and slaked his thirst with the cool amber fruit. He had reached the edge of the little vineyard, and was about to cross a tangle of briers and stubble, when something caught his eye in the thicket; it was a mans face — and he stopped.

For a minute they stared at each other, making no movement, no sound.

Sir Thorald! — faltered Jack.

But Sir Thorald Hesketh could not speak, for he had a bullet through his lungs.

As Jack sprang into the brier tangle towards him, a slim figure in the black garments of the Sisters of Mercy rose from Sir Thoralds side. He saw the white cross on her breast, he saw the white face above it and the whiter lips.

It was Alixe von Elster.

At the same instant the road in front was filled with French infantry, running.

Alixe caught his arm, her head turned towards the road where the infantry were crowding past at double-quick, enveloped in a whirling torrent of red dust.

There is a cart there, she said. Oh, Jack, find it quickly! The driver is on the seat — and I cant leave Sir Thorald.

In his amazement he stood hesitating, looking from the girl to Sir Thorald; but she drew him to the edge of the thicket and pointed to the road, crying, Go! go! and he stumbled down the pasture slope to the edge of the road.

Past him plodded the red-legged infantry; he saw, through the whirlwind of dust, the vague outlines of a tumbril and horse standing below in the ditch, and he ran along the grassy depression towards the vehicle. And now he saw the driver, kneeling in the cart, his blue blouse a mass of blood, his discoloured face staring out at the passing troops.

As he seized the horses head and started up the slope again, firing broke out among the thickets close at hand; the infantry swung out to the west in a long sagging line; the chassepots began banging right and left. For an instant he caught a glimpse of cavalry riding hard across a bit of stubble — Uhlans he saw at a glance — then the smoke hid them. But in that brief instant he had seen, among the galloping cavalrymen, a mounted figure, bareheaded, wearing a white shirt, and he knew that Rickerl was riding for his life.

Sick at heart he peered into the straight, low rampart of smoke; he watched the spirts of rifle-flame piercing it; he saw it turn blacker when a cannon bellowed in the increasing din. The infantry were lying down out there in the meadow; shadowy gray forms passed, repassed, reeled, ran, dropped, and rose again. Close at hand a long line of men lay flat on their bellies in the wheat stubble. When each rifle spoke the smoke rippled through the short wheat stalks or eddied and curled over the ground like the gray foam of an outrushing surf.

He backed the horse and heavy cart, turned both, half blinded by the rifle-smoke, and started up the incline. Two bullets, speeding over the clover like singing bees, rang loudly on the iron-bound cartwheels; the horse plunged and swerved, dragging Jack with him, and the dead figure, kneeling in the cart, tumbled over the tail-board with a grotesque wave of its stiffening limbs. There it lay, sprawling in an impossible posture in the ditch. A startled grasshopper alighted on its face, turned around, crawled to the ear, and sat there.

And now the volley firing grew to a sustained crackle, through which the single cannon boomed and boomed, hidden in the surging smoke that rolled in waves, sinking, rising, like the waves of a wind-whipped sea.

Where are you, Alixe? he shouted.

Here! Hurry!

She stood on the edge of the brier tangle as he laboured up the slope with the horse and cart. Sir Thoralds breathing was horrible to hear when they stooped and lifted him; Alixe was crying. They laid him on the blood-soaked straw; Alixe crept in beside him and took his head on her knees.

To Morteyn? whispered Jack. Perhaps we can find a surgeon nearer—

Oh, hurry! she sobbed; and he climbed heavily to the seat and started back towards the road.

The road was empty where he turned in out of the fields, but, just above, he heard cannon thundering in the mist. As he drew in the reins, undecided, the cannonade suddenly redoubled in fury; the infantry fire blazed out with a new violence; above the terrific blast he heard trumpets sounding, and beneath it he felt the vibration of the earth; horses were neighing out beyond the smoke; a thousand voices rose in a far, hoarse shout:

Hurrah! Preussen!

The Prussian cavalry were charging the cannon.

Suddenly he heard them close at hand; they loomed everywhere in the smoke, they were among the infantry, among the cannoneers; a tall rider in silver helmet and armour plunged out into the road behind them, his horse staggered, trembled, then man and beast collapsed in a shower of bullets. Others were coming, too, galloping in through the grain stubble and thickets, shaking their long, straight sabres, but the infantry chased them, and fell upon them, clubbing, shooting, stabbing, pulling horses and men to earth. The cannon, which had ceased, began again; the infantry were cheering; trumpets blew persistently, faintly and more faintly. In the road a big, bearded man was crawling on his hands and knees away from a dead horse. His helmet fell off in the dust.

Jack gathered the reins and called to the horse. As the heavy cart moved off, the ground began to tremble again with the shock of on-coming horses, and again, through the swelling tumult, he caught the cry — 

Hurrah! Preussen!

The Prussian cuirassiers were coming back.

Is Sir Thorald dying? he asked of Alixe; can he live if I lash the horse?

Look at him, Jack, she muttered.

I see; he cannot live. I shall drive slowly. You — you are wounded, are you? there — on the neck—

It is his blood on my breast.


CHAPTER XXI

THE WHITE CROSS
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AT TEN OCLOCK that night Jack stepped from the ballroom to the terrace of the Château Morteyn and listened to the distant murmur of the river Lisse, below the meadow. The day of horror had ended with a dozen dropping shots from the outposts, now lining the banks of the Lisse from the Château de Nesville to Morteyn. The French infantry had been pouring into Morteyn since late afternoon; they had entered the park when he entered, driving his tumbril with its blood-stained burden; they had turned the river into a moat, the meadow into an earthwork, the Château itself into a fortress.

On the concrete terrace beside him a gatling-gun glimmered in the starlight; sentinels leaned on their elbows, sprawling across the parapets; shadowy ranks of sleeping men lay among the shrubbery below, white-faced, exhausted, motionless.

There were low voices from the darkened ballroom, the stir and tinkle of spurred boots, the ring of sabres. Out in the hard macadamized road, cannon were passing into the park by the iron gate; beyond the road masses of men moved in the starlight.

After a moment Jack turned away and entered the house. For the hundredth time he mounted the stairs to Lorraines bedroom door and listened, holding his breath. He heard nothing — not a cry — not a sob. It had been so from the first, when he had told her that her father lay dead somewhere in the forest of Morteyn.

She had said nothing — she went to her room and sat down on the bed, white and still. Sir Thorald lay in the next room, breathing deeply. Alixe was kneeling beside him, crying silently.

Twice a surgeon from an infantry regiment had come and gone away after a glance at Sir Thorald. A captain came later and asked for a Sister of Mercy.

She cant go, said Jack, in a low voice. But little Alixe rose, still crying, and followed the captain to the stables, where a dozen mangled soldiers lay in the straw and hay.

It was midnight when she returned to find Jack standing beside Sir Thorald in the dark. When he saw it was Alixe he led her gently into the hall.

He is conscious now; I will call you when the time comes. Go into that room — Lorraine is there, alone. Ah, go, Alixe; it is charity! — and you wear the white cross—

It is dyed scarlet, she whispered through her tears.

He returned to Sir Thorald, who lay moving his restless hands over the sheets and turning his head constantly from side to side.

Go on, said Jack; finish what you were saying.

Will she come?

Yes — in time.

Sir Thorald relapsed into a rambling, monotonous account of some military movement near Wissembourg until Jack spoke again:

Yes — I know; tell me about Alixe.

Yes — Alixe, muttered Sir Thorald— is she here? I was wrong; I saw her at Cologne; that was all, Jack — nothing more.

There is more, said Jack; tell me.

Yes, there is more. I saw that — that she loved me. There was a scene — I am not always a beast — I tried not to be. Then — then I found that there was nothing left but to go away — somewhere — and live — without her. It was too late. She knew it—

Go on, said Jack.

Suddenly Sir Thoralds voice grew clear.

Cant you understand? he asked; I damned both our souls. She is buying hers back with tears and blood — with the white cross on her heart and death in her eyes! And I am dying here — and shes to drag out the years afterwards—

He choked; Jack watched him quietly.

Sir Thorald turned his head to him when the coughing ceased.

She went with a field ambulance; I went, too. I was shot below that vineyard. They told her; that is all. Am I dying?

Jack did not answer.

Will you write to Molly? asked Sir Thorald, drowsily.

Yes. God help you, Sir Thorald.

Who cares? muttered Sir Thorald. Im a beast — a dying beast. May I see Alixe?

Yes.

Then tell her to come — now. Soon Ill wish to be alone; thats the way beasts die — alone.

He rambled on again about a battle somewhere in the south, and Jack went to the door and called, Alixe!

She came, pallid and weeping, carrying a lighted candle.

Jack took it from her hand and blew out the flame.

They wont let us have a light; they fear bombardment. Go in now.

Is he dying?

God knows.

God? repeated Alixe.

Jack bent and touched the childs forehead with his lips.

Pray for him, he said; I shall write his wife to-night.

Alixe went in to the bedside to kneel again and buy back two souls with the agony of her childs heart.

Pray, she said to Sir Thorald.

Pray, he repeated.

Jack closed the door.

Up and down the dark hall he wandered, pausing at times to listen to some far rifle-shot and the answering fusillade along the picket-line. Once he stopped an officer on the stairway and asked for a priest, but, remembering that Sir Thorald was Protestant, turned away with a vague apology and resumed his objectless wandering.

At times he fancied he heard cannon, so far away that nothing of sound remained, only a faint jar on the night air. Twice he looked from the window over the vast black forest, thinking of the dead man lying there alone. And then he longed to go to Lorraine; he felt that he must touch her, that his hand on hers might help her somehow.

At last, deadly weary, he sat down on the stairs by her door to try to think out the problems that to-morrow would bring.

His aunt and uncle had gone on to Paris; Lorraines father was dead and her home had been turned into a fort. Saint-Lys was heavily occupied by the Germans, and they held the railroad also in their possession. It seemed out of the question to stay in Morteyn with Lorraine, for an assault on the Château was imminent. How could he get her to Paris? That was the only place for her now.

He thought, too, of his own danger from the Uhlans. He had told Lorraine, partly because he wished her to understand their position, partly because the story of his capture, trial, and escape led up to the tragedy that he scarcely knew how to break to her. But he had done it, and she, pale as death, had gone silently to her room, motioning him away as he stood awkwardly at the door.

That last glimpse of the room remained in his mind, it obliterated everything else at moments — Lorraine sitting on her bedside, her blue eyes vacant, her face whiter than the pillows.

And so he sat there on the stairs, the dawn creeping into the hallway; and his eyes never left the panels of her door. There was not a sound from within. This for a while frightened him, and again and again he started impulsively towards the door, only to turn back again and watch there in the coming dawn. Presently he remembered that dawn might bring an attack on the Château, and he rose and hurried down-stairs to the terrace where a crowd of officers stood watching the woods through their night-glasses. The general impression among them was that there might be an attack. They yawned and smoked and studied the woods, but they were polite, and answered all his questions with a courteous light-heartedness that jarred on him. He glanced for a moment at the infantry, now moving across the meadow towards the river; he saw troops standing at ease along the park wall, troops sitting in long ranks in the vegetable garden, troops passing the stables, carrying pickaxes and wheeling wheelbarrows piled with empty canvas sacks.

Sleepy-eyed boyish soldiers of the artillery were harnessing the battery horses, rubbing them down, bathing wounded limbs or braiding the tails. The farrier was shoeing a great black horse, who turned its gentle eyes towards the hay-bales piled in front of the stable. One or two slim officers, in pale-blue fur-edged pelisses, strolled among the trampled flower-beds, smoking cigars and watching a line of men shovelling earth into canvas sacks. The odour of soup was in the air; the kitchen echoed with the din of pots and pans. Outside, too, the camp-kettles were steaming and the rattle of gammels came across the lawn.

Who is in command here? asked Jack, turning to a handsome dragoon officer who stood leaning on his sabre, the horse-hair crinière blowing about his helmet.

Why, General Farron! said the officer in surprise.

Farron! repeated Jack; is he back from Africa, here in France — here at Morteyn?

He is at the Château de Nesville, said the officer, smiling. You seem to know him, monsieur.

Indeed I do, said Jack, warmly. Do you think he will come here?

I suppose so. Shall I send you word when he arrives?

Another officer came up, a general, white-haired and sombre.

Is this the Vicomte de Morteyn? he asked, looking at Jack.

His nephew; the vicomte has gone to Paris. My name is Marche, said Jack.

The general saluted him; Jack bowed.

I regret the military necessity of occupying the Château; the government will indemnify Monsieur le Vicomte—

Jack held up his hand: My uncle is an old soldier of France — the government is welcome; I bid you welcome in the name of the Vicomte de Morteyn.

The old general flushed and bowed deeply.

I thank you in the name of the government. Blood will tell. It is easy, Monsieur Marche, to see that you are the nephew of the Vicomte de Morteyn.

Monsieur Marche, said the young dragoon officer, respectfully, is a friend of General Farron.

I had the honour to be attached as correspondent to his staff — in Oran, said Jack.

The old general held out his hand with a gesture entirely charming.

I envy General Farron your friendship, he said. I had a son — perhaps your age. He died — yesterday. After a silence, he said: There are ladies in the Château?

Yes, replied Jack, soberly.

The general turned with a gesture towards the woods. It is too late to move them; we are, it appears, fairly well walled in. The cellar, in case of bombardment, is the best you can do for them. How many are there?

Two, general. One is a Sister of Mercy.

Other officers began to gather on the terrace, glasses persistently focussed on the nearer woods. Somebody called to an officer below the terrace to hurry the cannon.

Jack made his way through the throng of officers to the stairs, mounted them, and knocked at Lorraines door.

Is it you — Jack?

Yes.

Come.

He went in.

Lorraine lay on the bed, quiet and pale; it startled him to see her so calm. For an instant he hesitated on the threshold, then went slowly to the bedside. She held out one hand; he took it.

I cannot cry, she said; I cannot. Sit beside me, Jack. Listen: I am wicked — I have not a single tear for my father. I have been here — so — all night long. I prayed to weep; I cannot. I understand he is dead — that I shall never again wait for him, watch at his door in the turret, dream he is calling me; I understand that he will never call me again — never again — never. And I cannot weep. Do you hate me? I am tired — so tired, like a child — very young.

She raised her other hand and laid it in his. I need you, she said; I am too tired, too young, to be so alone. It is myself I suffer for; think, Jack, myself, in such a moment. I am selfish, I know it. Oh, if I could weep now! Why can I not? I loved my father. And now I can only think of his little machines in the turret and his balloon, and — oh! — I only remember the long days of my life when I waited on the turret stairs hoping he would come out, dreaming he would come some day and take me in his arms and kiss me and hold me close, as I am to you. And now he never will. And I waited all my life!

Hush! he whispered, touching her hair; you are feverish.

Her head was pressed close to him; his arms held her tightly; she sighed like a restless child.

Never again — never — for he is dead. And yet I could have lived forever, waiting for him on the turret stairs. Do you understand?

Holding her strained to his breast he trembled at the fierce hopelessness in her voice. In a moment he recognized that a crisis was coming; that she was utterly irresponsible, utterly beyond reasoning. Like a spectre her loveless childhood had risen and confronted her; and now that there was no longer even hope, she had turned desperately upon herself with the blank despair of a wounded animal. End it all! — that was her one impulse. He felt it already taking shape; she shivered in his arms.

But there is a God— he began, fearfully.

She looked up at him with vacant eyes, hot and burning.

He tried again: I love you, Lorraine—

Her straight brows knitted and she struggled to free herself.

Let me go! she whispered. I do not wish to live — I cant! — I cant!

Then he played his last card, and, holding her close, looked straight into her eyes.

France needs us all, he said.

She grew quiet. Suddenly the warm blood dyed her cheeks. Then, drop by drop, the tears came; her sweet face, wet and flushed, nestled quietly close to his own face.

We will both live for that, he said; we will do what we can.

For an hour she lay sobbing her heart out in his arms; and when she was quiet at last he told her how the land lay trembling under the invasion, how their armies had struggled and dwindled and lost ground, how France, humbled, drenched with blood and tears, still stood upright calling to her children. He spoke of the dead, the dying, the mutilated creatures gasping out their souls in the ditches.

Life is worth living, he said. If our place is not in the field with the wounded, not in the hospital, not in the prisons where these boys are herded like diseased cattle, then it is perhaps at the shrines foot. Pray for France, Lorraine, pray and work, for there is work to do.

There is work; we will go together, she whispered.

Yes, together. Perhaps we can help a little. Your father, when he died, had the steel box with him. Lorraine, when he is found and is laid to rest, we will take that box to the French lines. The secret must belong to France!

She was eager enough now; she sat up on the bed and listened with bright, wet eyes while he told her what they two might do for her land of France.

Dear — dear Jack! she cried, softly.

But he knew that it was not the love of a maid for a man that parted her lips; it was the love of the land, of her land of Lorraine, that fierce, passionate love of soil that had at last blazed up, purified in the long years of a loveless life. All that she had felt for her father turned to a burning thrill for her country. It is such moments that make children defenders of barricades, that make devils or saints of the innocent. The maid that rode in mail, crowned, holding aloft the banner of the fleur-de-lys, died at the stake; her ashes were the ashes of a saint. The maid who flung her bullets from the barricade, who carried a dagger to the Rue Haxo, who spat in the faces of the line when they shoved her to the wall in the Luxembourg, died too for France. Her soul is the soul of a martyr; but all martyrs are not saints.

For another hour they sat there, planning, devising, eager to begin their predestined work. They spoke of the dead, too, and Lorraine wept at last for her father.

There was a Sister of Mercy here, she said; I saw her. I could not speak to her. Later I knew it was Alixe. You called her?

Yes.

Where is she?

Shall I speak to her?

He went out into the hall and tapped at the door of the next room.

Alixe?

Yes — Jack.

He entered.

Sir Thorald lay very still under the sheets, the crucifix on his breast. At first Jack thought he was dead, but the slight motion of the chest under the sheets reassured him. He turned to Alixe:

Go for a minute and comfort Lorraine, he whispered. Go, my child.

I — I cannot—

Go, said Sir Thorald, in a distinct voice.

When she had gone, Jack bent over Sir Thorald. A great pity filled him, and he touched the half-opened hand with his own.

Sir Thorald looked up at him wistfully.

I am not worth it, he said.

Yes, we all are worth it.

I am not, gasped Sir Thorald. Jack, you are good. Do you believe, at least, that I loved her?

Yes, if you say so.

I do — in the shadow of death.

Jack was silent.

I never loved — before, said Sir Thorald.

In the stillness that followed Jack tried to comprehend the good or evil in this stricken man. He could not; he only knew that a great love that a man might bear a woman made necessary a great sacrifice if that love were unlawful. The greater the love the more certain the sacrifice — self-sacrifice on the altar of unselfish love, for there is no other kind of love that man may bear for woman.

It wearied Jack to try to think it out. He could not; he only knew that it was not his to judge or to condemn.

Will you give me your hand? asked Sir Thorald.

Jack laid his hand in the others feverish one.

Dont call her, he said, distinctly; I am dying.

Presently he withdrew his hand and turned his face to the wall.

For a long time Jack sat there, waiting. At last he spoke: Sir Thorald?

But Sir Thorald had been dead for an hour.

When Alixe entered Jack took her slim, childish hands and looked into her eyes. She understood and went to her dead, laying down her tired little head on the sheeted breast.


CHAPTER XXII

A DOOR IS LOCKED
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LORRAINE STOOD ON the terrace beside the brass gatling-gun, both hands holding to Jacks arm, watching the soldiers stuffing the windows of the Château with mattresses, quilts, and bedding of all kinds.

A stream of engineers was issuing from the hallway, carrying tables, chairs, barrels, and chests to the garden below, where other soldiers picked them up and bore them across the lawn to the rear of the house.

They are piling all the furniture they can get against the gate in the park wall, said Jack; come out to the kitchen-garden.

She went with him, still holding to his arm. Across the vegetable garden a barricade of furniture — sofas, chairs, and wardrobes — lay piled against the wooden gate of the high stone wall. Engineers were piercing the wall with crowbars and pickaxes, loosening the cement, dragging out huge blocks of stone to make embrasures for three cannon that stood with their limbers among the broken bell-glasses and cucumber-frames in the garden.

A ladder lay against the wall, and on it was perched an officer, who rested his field-glasses across the tiled top and stood studying the woods. Below him a general and half a dozen officers watched the engineers hacking at the wall; a long, double line of infantry crouched behind them, the bugler kneeling, glancing anxiously at his captain, who stood talking to a fat sub-officer in capote and boots.

Artillerymen were gathered about the ammunition-chests, opening the lids and carrying shell and shrapnel to the wall; the balconies of the Château were piled up with breastworks of rugs, boxes, and sacks of earth. Here and there a rifleman stood, his chassepot resting on the iron railing, his face turned towards the woods.

They are coming, said a soldier, calling back to a comrade, who only laughed and passed on towards the kitchen, loaded down with sacks of flour.

A restless movement passed through the kneeling battalion of infantry.

Fiche moi la paix, hein! muttered a lieutenant, looking resentfully at a gossiping farrier. Another lieutenant drew his sword, and wiped it on the sleeve of his jacket.

Are they coming? asked Lorraine.

I dont know. Watch that officer on the wall. He seems to see nothing yet. Dont you think you had better go to the rear of the house now?

No, not unless you do.

I will, then.

No, stay here. I am not afraid. Where is Alixe?

With the wounded men in the stable. They have hoisted the red cross over the barn; did you notice?

Before she could answer, one of the soldiers on the balcony of the Château fired. Another rose from behind a mattress and fired also; then half a dozen shots rang out, and the smoke whirled up over the roof of the house. The officer on the ladder was motioning to the group of officers below; already the artillerymen were running the three cannon forward to the port-holes that had been pierced in the park wall.

Come, said Jack.

Not yet — I am not frightened.

A loud explosion enveloped the wall in sulphurous clouds, and a cannon jumped back in recoil. The cannoneers swarmed around it, there was a quick movement of a sponger, an order, a falling into place of rigid artillerymen, then bang! and another up-rush of smoke. And now the other cannon joined in — crash! bang! — and the garden swam in the swirling fog. Infantry, too, were firing all along the wall, and on the other side of the house the rippling crash of the gatling-gun rolled with the rolling volleys. Jack led Lorraine to the rear of the Château, but she refused to stay, and he reluctantly followed her into the house.

From every mattress-stuffed window the red-legged soldiers were firing out across the lawn towards the woods; the smoke drifted back into the house in thin shreds that soon filled the rooms with a blue haze.

Suddenly something struck the chandelier and shattered it to the gilt candle-sockets. Lorraine looked at it, startled, but another bullet whizzed into the room, starring the long mirror, and another knocked the plaster from the fireplace. Jack had her out of the room in a second, and presently they found themselves in the cellar, the very cement beneath their feet shaking under the tremendous shocks of the cannon.

Wait for me. Do you promise, Lorraine?

Yes.

He hurried up to the terrace again, and out across the gravel drive to the stable.

Alixe! he called.

She came quietly to him, her arms full of linen bandages. There was nothing of fear or terror in her cheeks, nothing even of grief now, but her eyes transfigured her face, and he scarcely knew it.

What can I do? he asked.

Nothing. The wounded are quiet. Is there water in the well?

He brought her half a dozen buckets, one after another, and set them side by side in the harness-room, where three or four surgeons lounged around two kitchen-tables, on which sponges, basins, and cases of instruments lay. There was a sickly odour of ether in the air, mingled with the rank stench of carbolic acid.

Lorraine is in the cellar. Do you need her? Surely not — when I am ready, he said.

No; go and stay with her. If I need you I will send.

He could scarcely hear her in the tumult and din, but he understood and nodded, watching her busy with her lint and bandages. As he turned to go, the first of the wounded, a mere boy, was brought in on the shoulders of a comrade. Jack heard him scream as they laid him on the table; then he went soberly away to the cellar where Lorraine sat, her face in her hands.

We are holding the Château, he said. Will you stay quietly for a little while longer, if I go out again?

If you wish, she said.

He longed to take her in his arms. He did not; he merely said, Wait for me, and went away again out into the smoke.

From the upper-story windows, where he had climbed, he could see to the edge of the forest. Already three columns of men had started out from the trees across the meadow towards the park wall. They advanced slowly and steadily, firing as they came on. Somewhere, in the smoke, a Prussian band was playing gayly, and Jack thought of the Bavarians at the Geisberg, and their bands playing as the men fell like leaves in the Château gardens.

He had his field-glasses with him, and he fixed them on the advancing columns. They were Bavarians, after all — there was no mistaking the light-blue uniforms and fur-crested helmets. And now he made out their band, plodding stolidly along, trombones and bass-drums wheezing and banging away in the rifle-smoke; he could even see the band-master swinging his halberd forward.

Suddenly the nearest column broke into a heavy run, cheering hoarsely. The other columns came on with a rush; the band halted, playing them in at the death with a rollicking quickstep; then all was blotted out in the pouring cannon-smoke. Flash on flash the explosions followed each other, lighting the gloom with a wavering yellow glare, and on the terrace the gatling whirred and spluttered its slender streams of flame, while the treble crash of the chassepots roared accompaniment.

Once or twice Jack thought he heard the rattle of their little harsh, flat drums, but he could see them no longer; they were in that smoke-pall somewhere, coming on towards the park wall.

Bugles began to sound — French bugles — clear and sonorous. Across the lawn by the river a battalion of French infantry were running, firing as they ran. He saw them settle at last like quail among the stubble, curling up and crouching in groups and bevies, alert heads raised. Then the firing rippled along the front, and the lawn became gray with smoke.

As he went down the stairs and into the garden he heard the soldiers saying that the charge had been checked. The wounded were being borne towards the barn, long lines of them, heads and limbs hanging limp. A horse in the garden was ending a death-struggle among the cucumber-frames, and the battery-men were cutting the traces to give him free play. Upon the roof a thin column of smoke and sparks rose, where a Prussian shell — the first as yet — had fallen and exploded in the garret. Some soldiers were knocking the sparks from the roof with the butts of their rifles.

When he went into the cellar again Lorraine was pacing restlessly along the wine-bins.

I cannot stay here, she said. Jack, get some bottles of brandy and come to the barn. The wounded will need them.

You cannot go out. I will take them.

No, I shall go.

I ask you not to.

Let me, Jack, she said, coming up to him— with you.

He could not make her listen; she went with him, her slender arms loaded with bottles. The shells were falling in the garden now; one burst and flung a shower of earth and glass over them.

Hurry! he said. Are you crazy, Lorraine, to come out into this?

Dont scold, Jack, she whispered.

When she entered the stable he breathed more freely. He watched her face narrowly, but she did not blanch at the sickening spectacle of the surgeons tables.

They placed their bottles of brandy along the side of a box-stall, and stood together watching the file of wounded passing in at the door.

They do not need us here, yet, he said. I wonder where Alixe is?

There is a Sister of Mercy out on the skirmish-line across the lawn, said a soldier of the hospital corps, pointing with bloody hands towards the smoke-veiled river.

Jack looked at Lorraine in utter despair.

I must go; she cant stay there, he muttered.

Yes, you must go, repeated Lorraine. She will be shot.

Will you wait here? he asked.

Yes.

So he went away, thinking bitterly that she did not care whether he lived or died — that she let him leave her without a word of fear, of kindness. Then, for the first time, he realized that she had never, after all, been touched by his devotion; that she had never understood, nor cared to understand, his love for her. He walked out across the smoky lawn, the din of the rifles in his ears, the bitterness of death in his heart. He knew he was going into danger — that he was already in peril. Bullets whistled through the smoke as he advanced towards the firing-line, where, in the fog, dim figures were outlined here and there. He passed an officer, standing with bared sword, watching his men digging up the sod and piling it into low breastworks. He went on, passing others, sometimes two soldiers bearing a wounded man, now and then a maimed creature writhing on the grass or hobbling away to the rear. The battle-line lay close to him now — long open ranks of men, flat on their stomachs, firing into the smoke across the river-bank. Their officers loomed up in the gloom, some leaning quietly back on their sword-hilts, some pacing to and fro, smoking, or watchfully steadying the wearied men.

Almost at once he saw Alixe. She was standing beside a tall wounded officer, giving him something to drink from a tin cup.

Alixe, said Jack, this is not your place.

She looked at him tranquilly as the wounded man was led away by a soldier of the hospital corps.

It is my place.

No, he said, violently, you are trying to find death here!

I seek nothing, she said, in a gentle, tired voice; let me go.

Come back. Alixe — your brother is alive.

She looked at him impassively.

My brother?

Yes.

I have no brother.

He understood and chafed inwardly.

Come, Alixe, he urged; for Heavens sake, try to live and forget—

I have nothing to forget — everything to remember. Let me pass. She touched the blood-stained cross on her breast. Do you not see? That was white once. So was my soul.

It is now, he said, gently. Come back.

A wounded man somewhere in the smoke called, Water! water! In the name of God! — my sister—

I am coming! called Alixe, clearly.

To me first! Hasten, my sister! groaned another.

Patience, children — I come! called Alixe.

With a gesture she passed Jack; a flurry of smoke hid her. The pungent powder-fog made his eyes dim; his ears seemed to split with the terrific volley firing.

He turned away and went back across the lawn, only to stop at the well in the garden, fill two buckets, and plod back to the firing-line again. He found plenty to do there; he helped Alixe, following her with his buckets where she passed among the wounded, the stained cross on her breast. Once a bullet struck a pail full of water, and he held his finger in the hole until the water was all used up. Twice he heard cheering and the splash of cavalry in the shallow river, but they seemed to be beaten off again, and he went about his business, listless, sombre, a dead weight at his heart.

He had been kneeling beside a wounded man for some minutes when he became conscious that the firing had almost ceased. Bugles were sounding near the Château; long files of troops passed him in the lifting smoke; officers shouted along the river-bank.

He rose to his feet and looked around for Alixe. She was not in sight. He walked towards the river-bank, watching for her, but he could not find her.

Did you see a Sister of Mercy pass this way? he asked an officer who sat on the grass, smoking and bandaging his foot.

A soldier passing, using his rifle as a crutch, said: I saw a Sister of Mercy. She went towards the Château. I think she was hurt.

Hurt!

I heard somebody say so. Jack turned and hastened towards the stables. He crossed the lawn, threaded his way among the low sod breastworks, where the infantry lay grimy and exhausted, and entered the garden. She was not there. He hurried to the stables; Lorraine met him, holding a basin and a sponge.

Where is Alixe? he asked.

She is not here, said Lorraine. Has she been hurt?

I dont know.

He looked at her a moment, then turned away, coldly. On the terrace the artillerymen were sponging the blood from the breech of their gatling where some wretchs brains had been spattered by a shell-fragment. They told him that a Sister of Mercy had passed into the house ten minutes before; that she walked as though very tired, but did not appear to have been hurt.

She is up-stairs, he thought. She must not stay there alone with Sir Thorald. And he climbed the stairs and knocked softly at the door of the death-chamber.

Alixe, he said, gently, opening the door, you must not stay here.

She was kneeling at the bedside, her face buried on the breast of the dead man.

Alixe, he said, but his voice broke in spite of him, and he went to her and touched her.

Very tenderly he raised her head, looked into her eyes, then quietly turned away.

Outside the door he met Lorraine.

Dont go in, he murmured.

She looked fearfully up into his face.

Yes, he said, she was shot through the body.

Then he closed the door and turned the key on the outside, leaving the dead to the dead.


CHAPTER XXIII

LORRAINE SLEEPS
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THE NEXT DAY the rain fell in torrents; long, yellow streams of water gushed from pipe and culvert, turning the roads to lakes of amber and the trodden lawns to sargasso seas.

Not a shot had been fired since twilight of the day before, although on the distant hills Uhlans were seen racing about, gathering in groups, or sitting on their horses in solitary observation of the Château.

Out on the meadows, between the park wall and the fringe of nearer forest, the Bavarian dead lay, dotting the green pelouse with blots of pale blue; the wounded had been removed to the cover of the woods.

Around the Château the sallow-faced fantassins slopped through the mire, the artillery trains lay glistening under their waterproof coverings, the long, slim cannon in the breeches dripped with rain. Bright blotches of rust, like brilliant fungi, grew and spread from muzzle to vent. These were rubbed away at times by stiff-limbed soldiers, swathed to the eyes in blue overcoats.

The line of battle stretched from the Château Morteyn, parallel with the river and the park wall, to the Château de Nesville; and along this line the officers were riding all day, muffled to the chin in their great-coats, crimson caps soaked, rain-drops gathering in brilliant beads under the polished visors. That they expected a shelling was evident, for the engineers were at work excavating pits and burrows, and the infantry were filling sacks with earth, while in the Château itself preparations were in progress for the fighting of fire.

The white flag with the red-cross centre hung limp and drenched over the stables and barns. In the corn-field beyond, long trenches were being dug for the dead. Already two such trenches had been filled and covered over with dirt; and at the head of each soldiers grave a bayonet or sabre was driven into the ground for a head-stone.

Early that morning, while the rain drove into the ground in one sheeted downpour, they buried Sir Thorald and little Alixe, side by side, on the summit of a mound overlooking the river Lisse. Jack drove the tumbril; four soldiers of the line followed. It was soon over; the mellow bugle sounded a brief lights out, the linesmen presented arms. Then Jack mounted the cart and drove back, his head on his breast, the rain driving coldly in his face. Some officers came later with a rough wooden cross and a few field flowers. They hammered the cross deep into the mud between Sir Thorald and little Alixe. Later still Jack returned with a spade and worked for an hour, shaping the twin mounds. Before he finished he saw Lorraine climbing the hill. Two wreaths of yellow gorse hung from one arm, interlaced like thorn crowns; and when she came up, Jack, leaning silently on his spade, saw that her fair hands were cut and bleeding from plaiting the thorn-covered blossoms.

They spoke briefly, almost coldly. Lorraine hung the two wreaths over the head-piece of the cross and, kneeling, signed herself.

When she rose Jack replaced his cap, but said nothing. They stood side by side, looking out across the woods, where, behind a curtain of mist and rain, the single turret of the Château de Nesville was hidden.

She seemed restless and preoccupied, and he, answering aloud her unasked question, said, I am going to search the forest to-day. I cannot bear to leave you, but it must be done, for your sake and for the sake of France.

She answered: Yes, it must be done. I shall go with you.

You cannot, he said; there is danger in the forest.

You are going?

Yes.

They said nothing more for a moment or two. He was thinking of Alixe and her love for Sir Thorald. Who would have thought it could have turned out so? He looked down at the river Lisse, where, under the trees of the bank, they had all sat that day — a day that already seemed legendary, so far, so far in the mist-hung landscape of the past. He seemed to hear Molly Heskeths voice, soft, ironical, upbraiding Sir Thorald; he seemed to see them all there in the sunshine — Dorothy, Rickerl, Cecil, Betty Castlemaine — he even saw himself strolling up to them, gun under arm, while Sir Thorald waved his wine-cup and bantered him.

He looked at the river. The green row-boat lay on the bank, keel up, shattered by a shell; the trees were covered with yellow, seared foliage that dropped continually into the water; the river itself was a canal of mud. And, as he looked, a dead man, face under water, sped past, caught on something, drifted, spun giddily in an eddy, washed to and fro, then floated on under the trees.

You will catch cold here in the rain, he said, abruptly.

You also, Jack.

They walked a few steps towards the house, then stopped and looked at each other.

You are drenched, he said; you must go to your room and lie down.

I will — if you wish, she answered.

He drew her rain-cloak around her, buttoned the cape and high collar, and settled the hood on her head. She looked up under her pointed hood.

Do you care so much for me? she asked, listlessly.

Will you give me the right — always — forever?

Do you mean that — that you love me?

I have always loved you.

Still she looked up at him from the shadow of her hood.

I love you, Lorraine.

One arm was around her now, and with the other hand he held both of hers.

She spoke, her eyes on his.

I loved you once. I did not know it then. It was the first night there on the terrace — when they were dancing. I loved you again — after our quarrel, when you found me by the river. Again I loved you, when we were alone in the Château and you came to see me in the library.

He drew her to him, but she resisted.

Now it is different, she said. I do not love you — like that. I do not know what I feel; I do not care for that — for that love. I need something warmer, stronger, more kindly — something I never have had. My childhood is gone, Jack, and yet I am tortured with the craving for it; I want to be little again — I want to play with children — with young girls; I want to be tired with pleasure and go to bed with a mother bending over me. It is that — it is that that I need, Jack — a mother to hold me as you do. Oh, if you knew — if you knew! Beside my bed I feel about in the dark, half asleep, reaching out for the mother I never knew — the mother I need. I picture her; she is like my father, only she is always with me. I lie back and close my eyes and try to think that she is there in the dark — close — close. Her cheeks and hands are warm; I can never see her eyes, but I know they are like mine. I know, too, that she has always been with me — from the years that I have forgotten — always with me, watching me that I come to no harm — anxious for me, worrying because my head is hot or my hands cold. In my half-sleep I tell her things — little intimate things that she must know. We talk of everything — of papa, of the house, of my pony, of the woods and the Lisse. With her I have spoken of you often, Jack. And now all is said; I am glad you let me tell you, Jack. I can never love you like — like that, but I need you, and you will be near me, always, wont you? I need your love. Be gentle, be firm in little things. Let me come to you and fret. You are all I have.

The intense grief in her face, the wide, childish eyes, the cold little hands tightening in his, all these touched the manhood in him, and he answered manfully, putting away from himself all that was weak or selfish, all that touched on love of man for woman:

Let me be all you ask, he said. My love is of that kind, also.

My darling Jack, she murmured, putting both arms around his neck.

He kissed her peacefully.

Come, he said. Your shoes are soaking. I am going to take charge of you now.

When they entered the house he took her straight to her room, drew up an arm-chair, lighted the fire, filled a foot-bath with hot water, and, calmly opening the wardrobe, pulled out a warm bath-robe. Then, without the slightest hesitation, he knelt and unbuttoned her shoes.

Now, he said, Ill be back in five minutes. Let me find you sitting here, with your feet in that hot water.

Before she could answer, he went out. A thrill of comfort passed through her; she drew the wet stockings over her feet, shivered, slipped out of skirt and waist, put on the warm, soft bath-robe, and, sinking back in the chair, placed both little white feet in the foot-bath.

I am ready, Jack, she called, softly.

He came in with a tray of tea and toast and a bit of cold chicken. She followed his movement with tired, shy eyes, wondering at his knowledge of little things. They ate their luncheon together by the fire. Twice he gravely refilled the foot-bath with hotter water, and she settled back in her soft, warm chair, sighing contentment.

After a while he lighted a cigarette and read to her — fairy tales from Perrault — legends that all children know — all children who have known mothers. Lorraine did not know them. At first she frowned a little, watching him dubiously, but little by little the music of the words and the fragrance of the sweet, vague tales crept into her heart, and she listened breathless to the stories, older than Egypt — stories that will outlast the last pyramid.

Once he laid down his book and told her of the Prince of Argolis and Æthra; of the sandals and sword, of Medea, and of the wreathed wine-cup. He told her, too, of the Isantee, and the legends of the gray gull, of Harpan and Chaské, and the white lodge of hope.

She listened like a tired child, her wrist curved under her chin, the bath-robe close to her throat. While she listened she moved her feet gently in the hot water, nestling back with the thrill of the warmth that mounted to her cheeks.

Then they were silent, their eyes on each other.

Down-stairs some rain-soaked officer was playing on the piano old songs of Lorraine and Alsace. He tried to sing, too, but his voice broke, whether from emotion or hoarseness they could not tell. A moment or two later a dripping infantry band marched out to the conservatory and began to play. The dismal trombone vibrated like a fog-horn, the wet drums buzzed and clattered, the trumpets wailed with the rising wind in the chimneys. They played for an hour, then stopped abruptly in the middle of Partons pour la Syrie, and Jack and Lorraine heard them trampling away — slop, slop — across the gravel drive.

The fire in the room made the air heavy, and he raised one window a little way, but the wet wind was rank with the odour of disinfectants and ether from the stable hospital, and he closed the window after a moment.

I spent all the morning with the wounded, said Lorraine, from the depths of her chair. The child-like light in her eyes had gone; nothing but womans sorrow remained in their gray-blue depths.

Jack rose, picked up a big soft towel, and, deliberately lifting one of her feet from the water, rubbed it until it turned rosy. Then he rubbed the other, wrapped the bath-robe tightly about her, lifted her in his arms, threw back the bed-covers, and laid her there snug and warm.

Sleep, he said.

She held up both arms with a divine smile.

Stay with me until I sleep, she murmured drowsily. Her eyes closed; one hand sought his.

After a while she fell asleep.


CHAPTER XXIV

LORRAINE AWAKES

[image: img22.jpg]

WHEN LORRAINE HAD been asleep for an hour, Jack stole from the room and sought the old general who was in command of the park. He found him on the terrace, smoking and watching the woods through his field-glasses.

Monsieur, said Jack, my ward, Mademoiselle de Nesville, is asleep in her chamber. I must go to the forest yonder and try to find her fathers body. I dare not leave her alone unless I may confide her to you.

My son, said the old man, I accept the charge. Can you give me the next room?

The next room is where our little Sister of Mercy died.

I have journeyed far with death — I am at home in deaths chamber, said the old general. He followed Jack to the death-room, accompanied by his aide-de-camp.

It will do, he said. Then, turning to an aid, Place a sentry at the next door. When the lady awakes, call me.

Thank you, said Jack. He lingered a moment and then continued: If I am shot in the woods — if I dont return — General Chanzy will take charge of Mademoiselle de Nesville, for my uncles sake. They are sword-brothers.

I accept the responsibility, said the old general, gravely.

They bowed to each other, and Jack went out and down the stairs to the lawn. For a moment he looked up into the sky, trying to remember where the balloon might have been when Von Steyrs explosive bullet set it on fire. Then he trudged on into the wood-road, buckling his revolver-case under his arm and adjusting the cross-strap of his field-glasses.

Once in the forest he breathed more freely. There was an odour of rotting leaves in the wet air; the branches quivered and dripped, and the tree-trunks, moist and black, exhaled a rank aroma of lichens and rain-soaked moss.

Along the park wall, across the Lisse, sentinels stood in the rain, peering out of their caped overcoats or rambling along the river-bank. A spiritless challenge or two halted him for a few moments, but he gave the word and passed on. Once or twice squads met him and passed with the relief, sick boyish soldiers, crusted with mud. Twice he met groups of roving, restless-eyed franc-tireurs in straight caps and sheepskin jackets, but they did not molest him nor even question him beyond asking the time of day.

And now he passed the carrefour where he and Lorraine had first met. Its only tenant was a sentinel, yellow with jaundice, who seized his chassepot with shaking hands and called a shrill Qui Vive?

From the carrefour Jack turned to the left straight into the heart of the forest. He risked losing his way; he risked more than that, too, for a shot from sentry or franc-tireur was not improbable, and, more-over, nobody knew whether Uhlans were in the woods or not.

As he advanced the forest growth became thicker; underbrush, long uncut, rose higher than his head. Over logs and brush tangles he pressed, down into soft, boggy gullys deep with dead leaves, across rapid, dark brooks, threads of the river Lisse, over stony ledges, stumps, windfalls, and on towards the break in the trees from which, on clear days, one could see the turret-spire of the Château de Nesville. When he reached this point he looked in vain for the turret; the rain hid it. Still, he could judge fairly well in which direction it lay, and he knew that the distance was half a mile.

The balloon dropped near here, he muttered, and started in a circle, taking a gigantic beech-tree as the centre mark. Gradually he widened his circuit, stumbling on over the slippery leaves, keeping a wary eye out for the thing on the ground that he sought.

He had seen no game in the forest, and wondered a little. Once or twice he fancied that he heard some animal moving near, but when he listened all was quiet, save for the hoarse calling of a raven in some near tree. Suddenly he saw the raven, and at the same moment it rose, croaking the alarm. Up through a near thicket floundered a cloud of black birds, flapping their wings. They were ravens, too, all croaking and flapping through the rain-soaked branches, mounting higher, higher, only to wheel and sail and swoop in circles, round and round in the gray sky above his head. He shivered and hesitated, knowing that the dead lay there in the thicket. And he was right; but when he saw the thing he covered his eyes with both hands and his heart rose in his throat. At last he stepped forward and looked into the vacant eye-sockets of a skull from which shreds of a long beard still hung, wet and straggling.

It lay under the washed-out roots of a fir-tree, the bare ribs staring through the torn clothing, the fleshless hands clasped about a steel box.

How he brought himself to get the box from that cage of bones he never knew. At last he had it, and stepped back, the sweat starting from every pore. But his work was not finished. What the ravens and wolves had left of the thing he pushed with sticks into a hollow, and painfully covered it with forest mould. Over this he pulled great lumps of muddy clay, trampling them down firmly, until at last the dead lay underground and a heap of stones marked the sepulchre.

The ravens had alighted in the tree-tops around the spot, watching him gravely, croaking and sidling away when he moved with abruptness. Looking up into the tree-tops he saw some shreds of stuff clinging to the branches, perhaps tatters from the balloon or the dead mans clothing. Near him on the ground lay a charred heap that was once the wicker car of the balloon. This he scattered with a stick, laid a covering of green moss on the mound, placed two sticks crosswise at the head, took off his cap, then went his way, the steel box buttoned securely in his breast. As he walked on through the forest, a wolf fled from the darkening undergrowth, hesitated, turned, cringing half boldly, half sullenly, watching him with changeless, incandescent eyes.

Darkness was creeping into the forest when he came out on the wood-road. He had a mile and a half before him without lantern or starlight, and he hastened forward through the mire, which seemed to pull him back at every step. It astonished him that he received no challenge in the twilight; he peered across the river, but saw no sentinels moving. The stillness was profound, save for the drizzle of the rain and the drip from the wet branches. He had been walking for a minute or two, trying to keep his path in the thickening twilight, when, far in the depths of the mist, a cannon thundered. Almost at once he heard the whistling quaver of a shell, high in the sky. Nearer and nearer it came, the woods hummed with the shrill vibration; then it passed, screeching; there came a swift glare in the sky, a sharp report, and the steel fragments hurtled through the naked trees.

He was running now; he knew the Prussian guns had opened on the Château again, and the thought of Lorraine in the tempest of iron terrified him. And now the shells were streaming into the woods, falling like burning stars from the heavens, bursting over the tree-tops; the racket of tearing, splintering limbs was in his ears, the dull shock of a shell exploding in the mud, the splash of fragments in the river. Behind him a red flare, ever growing, wavering, bursting into crimson radiance, told him that the Château de Nesville was ablaze. The black, trembling shadows cast by the trees grew blacker and steadier in the fiery light; the muddy road sprang into view under his feet; the river ran vermilion. Another light grew in the southern sky, faint yet, but growing surely. He ran swiftly, spurred and lashed by fear, for this time it was the Château Morteyn that sent a column of sparks above the trees, higher, higher, under a pall of reddening smoke.

At last he stumbled into the garden, where a mass of plunging horses tugged and strained at their harnessed guns and caissons. Muddy soldiers put their ragged shoulders to the gun-wheels and pushed; teamsters cursed and lashed their horses; officers rode through the throng, shouting. A squad of infantry began a fusillade from the wall; other squads fired from the lawn, where the rear of a long column in retreat stretched across the gardens and out into the road.

As Jack ran up the terrace steps the gatling began to whir like a watchmans rattle; needle-pointed flames pricked the darkness from hedge and wall, where a dark line swayed to and fro under the smoke.

Up the stairs he sped, and flung open the door of the bedroom. Lorraine stood in the middle of the room, looking out into the darkness. She turned at the sound of the opening door:

Jack!

Hurry! he gasped; this time they mean business. Where is your sentinel? Where is the general? Hurry, my child — dress quickly!

He went out to the hall again, and looked up and down. On the floor below he heard somebody say that the general was dead, and he hurried down among a knot of officers who were clustered at the windows, night-glasses levelled on the forest. As he entered the room a lieutenant fell dead and a shower of bullets struck the coping outside.

He hastened away up-stairs again. Lorraine, in cloak and hat, met him at the door.

Keep away from all windows, he said. Are you ready?

She placed her arm in his, and he led her down the stairs to the rear of the Château.

Have they gone — our soldiers? faltered Lorraine. Is it defeat? Jack, answer me!

They are holding the Château to protect the retreat, I think. Hark! The gatling is roaring like a furnace! What has happened?

I dont know. The old general came to speak to me when I awoke. He was very good and kind. Then suddenly the sentinel on the stairs fell down and we ran out. He was dead; a bullet had entered from the window at the end of the hall. After that I went into my room to dress, and the general hurried down-stairs, telling me to wait until he called for me. He did not come back; the firing began, and some shells hit the house. All the troops in the garden began to leave, and I did not know what to do, so I waited for you.

Jack glanced right and left. The artillery were leaving by the stable road; from every side the infantry streamed past across the lawn, running when they came to the garden, where a shower of bullets fell among the shrubbery. A captain hastening towards the terrace looked at them in surprise.

What is it? cried Jack. Cant you hold the Château?

The other Château has been carried, said the captain. They are taking us on the left flank. Madame, he added, should go at once; this place will be untenable in a few moments.

Lorraine spoke breathlessly: Are you to hold the Château with the gatling until the army is safe?

Yes, madame, said the captain. We are obliged to.

There came a sudden lull in the firing. Lorraine caught Jacks arm.

Come, cried Jack, weve got to go now!

I shall stay! she said; I know my work is here!

The German rifle-flames began to sparkle and flicker along the river-bank; a bullet rang out against the granite façade behind them.

Come! he cried, sharply, but she slipped from him and ran towards the house.

Drums were beating somewhere in the distant forest — shrill, treble drums — and from every hill-side the hollow, harsh Prussian trumpets spoke. Then came a sound, deep, menacing — a far cry:

Hourra! Preussen!

Why dont you cheer? faltered Lorraine, mounting the terrace. The artillerymen looked at her in surprise. Jack caught her arm; she shook him off impatiently.

Cheer! she cried again. Is France dumb? She raised her hand.

Vive la France! shouted the artillerymen, catching her ardour. Vive la Patrie! Vive Lorraine!

Again the short, barking, Prussian cheer sounded, and again the artillerymen answered it, cheer on cheer, for France, for the Land, for the Province of Lorraine. Up in the windows of the Château the line soldiers were cheering, too; the engineers on the roof, stamping out the sparks and flames, swung their caps and echoed the shouts from terrace and window.

In the sudden silence that followed they caught the vibration of hundreds of hoofs — there came a rush, a shout:

Hourra! Preussen! Hourra! Hourra! and into the lawn dashed the German cavalry, banging away with carbine and revolver. At the same moment, over the park walls swarmed the Bavarians in a forest of bayonets. The Château vomited flame from every window; the gatling, pulled back into the front door, roared out in a hundred streaks of fire. Jack dragged Lorraine to the first floor; she was terribly excited. Almost at once she knelt down and began to load rifles, passing them to Jack, who passed them to the soldiers at the windows. Once, when a whole window was torn in and the mattress on fire, she quenched the flames with water from her pitcher; and when the soldiers hesitated at the breach, she started herself, but Jack held her back and led the cheering, and piled more mattresses into the shattered window.

Below in the garden the Bavarians were running around the house, hammering with rifle-butts at the closed shutters, crouching, dodging from stable to garden, perfectly possessed to get into the house. Their officers bellowed orders and shook their sabres in the very teeth of the rifle blast; the cavalry capered and galloped, and flew from thicket to thicket.

Suddenly they all gave way; the garden and lawns were emptied save for the writhing wounded and motionless dead.

Cheer! gasped Lorraine; and the battered Château rang again with frenzied cries of triumph.

The wounded were calling for water, and Jack and Lorraine brought it in bowls. Here and there the bedding and wood-work had caught fire, but the line soldiers knocked it out with their rifle-butts. Whenever Lorraine entered a room they cheered her — the young officers waved their caps, even a dying bugler raised himself and feebly sounded the salute to the colours.

By the light of the candles Jack noticed for the first time that Lorraine wore the dress of the Province — that costume that he had first seen her in — the scarlet skirt, the velvet bodice, the chains of silver. And as she stood loading the rifles in the smoke-choked room, the soldiers saw more than that: they saw the Province itself in battle there — the Province of Lorraine. And they cheered and leaped to the windows, firing frenziedly, crying the old battle-cry of Lorraine: Tiens ta Foy! Frappe! Pour le Roy! while the child in the bodice and scarlet skirt stood up straight and snapped back the locks of the loaded chassepots, one by one.

Once again! For France! cried Lorraine, as the clamour of the Prussian drums broke out on the hill-side, and the hoarse trumpets signalled from wood to wood.

A thundering cry arose from the Château:

France!

The sullen boom of a Prussian cannon drowned it; the house shook with the impact of a shell, bursting in fury on the terrace.

White faces turned to faces whiter still.

Cannon!

Hold on! For France! cried Lorraine, feverishly.

Cannon! echoed the voices, one to another.

Again the solid walls shook with the shock of a solid shot.

Jack stuffed the steel box into his breast and turned to Lorraine.

It is ended, we cannot stay— he began; but at that instant something struck him a violent blow on the chest, and he fell, striking the floor with his head.

In a second Lorraine was at his side, lifting him with all the strength of her arms, calling to him: Jack! Jack! Jack!

The soldiers were leaving the windows now; the house rocked and tottered under the blows of shell and solid shot. Down-stairs an officer cried: Save yourselves! There was a hurry of feet through the halls and on the stairs. A young soldier touched Lorraine timidly on the shoulder.

Give him to me; I will carry him down, he said.

She clung to Jack and turned a blank gaze on the soldier.

Give him to me, he repeated; the house is burning. But she would not move nor relinquish her hold. Then the soldier seized Jack and threw him over his shoulder, running swiftly down the stairs, that rocked under his feet. Lorraine cried out and followed him into the darkness, where the crashing of tiles and thunder of the exploding shells dazed and stunned her; but the soldier ran on across the garden, calling to her, and she followed, stumbling to his side.

To the trees — yonder — the forest— he gasped.

They were already among the trees. Then Lorraine seized the man by the arm, her eyes wide with despair.

Give me my dead! she panted. He is mine! mine! mine!

He is not dead, faltered the soldier, laying Jack down against a tree. But she only crouched and took him in her arms, eyes closed, and lips for the first time crushed to his.


CHAPTER XXV

PRINCESS IMPERIAL
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THE GLARE FROM the Château Morteyn, now wrapped in torrents of curling flame, threw long crimson shafts of light far into the forest. The sombre trees glimmered like live cinders; the wet moss crisped and bronzed as the red radiance played through the thickets. The bright, wavering fire-glow fell full on Jacks body; his face was hidden in the shadow of Lorraines hair.

Twice the timid young soldier drew her away, but she crept back, murmuring Jacks name; and at last the soldier seized the body in both arms and stumbled on again, calling Lorraine to follow.

Little by little the illumination faded out among the trees; the black woods crowded in on every side; the noise of the crackling flames, the shouting, the brazen rattle of drums grew fainter and fainter, and finally died out in the soft, thick blackness of the forest.

When they halted the young soldier placed Jack on the moss, then held out his hands. Lorraine touched them. He guided her to the prostrate figure; she flung herself face down beside it.

After a moment the soldier touched her again timidly on the shoulder:

Have I done well?

She sobbed her thanks, rising to her knees. The soldier, a boy of eighteen, straightened up; he noiselessly laid his knapsack and haversack on the ground, trembled, swayed, and sat down, muttering vaguely of God and the honour of France. Presently he went away, lurching in the darkness like a drunken man — on, on, deep into the forest, where nothing of light or sound penetrated. And when he could no longer stand he sat down, his young head in his hands, and waited. His body had been shot through and through. About midnight he died.

When Jack came to his senses the gray mystery of dawn was passing through the silent forest aisles; the beeches, pallid, stark, loomed motionless on every side; the pale veil of sky-fog hung festooned from tree to tree. There was a sense of breathless waiting in the shadowy woods — no sound, no stir, nothing of life or palpitation — nothing but foreboding.

Jack crawled to his knees; his chest ached, his mouth cracked with a terrible throbbing thirst. Dazed as yet, he did not even look around; he did not try to think; but that weight on his chest grew to a burning agony, and he tore at his coat and threw it open. The flat steel box, pierced by a bullet, fell on the ground before his knees. Then he remembered. He ripped open waistcoat and shirt and stared at his bare breast. It was discoloured — a mass of bruises, but there was no blood there. He looked listlessly at the box on the leaves under him, and touched his bruised body. Suddenly his mind grew clearer; he stumbled up, steadying himself against a tree. His lips moved Lorraine! but no sound came. Again, in terror, he tried to cry out. He could not speak. Then he saw her. She lay among the dead leaves, face downward in the moss.

When at last he understood that she was alive he lay down beside her, one arm across her body, and sank into a profound sleep.

She woke first. A burning thirst set her weeping in her sleep and then roused her. Tear-stained and ghastly pale, she leaned over the sleeping man beside her, listened to his breathing, touched his hair, then rose and looked fearfully about her. On the knapsack under the tree a tin cup was shining. She took it and crept down into a gulley, where, through the deep layers of dead leaves, water sparkled in a string of tiny iridescent puddles. The water, however, was sweet and cold, and, when she had satisfied her thirst and had dug into the black loam with the edge of the cup, more water, sparkling and pure, gushed up and spread out in the miniature basin. She waited for the mud and leaves to settle, and when the basin was clear she unbound her hair, loosened her bodice, and slipped it off. When she had rolled the wide, full sleeves of her chemise to the shoulder she bathed her face and breast and arms; they glistened like marble tinged with rose in the pale forest dawn. The little scrupulous ablutions finished, she dried her face on the fine cambric of the under-sleeve, she dried her little ears, her brightening eyes, the pink palms of her hand, and every polished finger separately from the delicate flushed tip to the wrist, blue-veined and slender. She shook out her heavy hair, heavy and gleaming with burnished threads, and bound it tighter. She mended the broken points of her bodice, then laced it firmly till it pressed and warmed her fragrant breast. Then she rose.

There was nothing of fear or sorrow in her splendid eyes; her mouth was moist and scarlet, her curved cheeks pure as a childs.

For a moment she stood pensive, her face now grave, now sensitive, now touched with that mysterious exaltation that glows through the histories of the saints, that shines from tapestries, that hides in the dim faces carved on shrines.

For the world was trembling and the land cried out under the scourge, and she was ready now for what must be. The land would call her where she was awaited; the time, the hour, the place had been decreed. She was ready — and where was the bitterness of death, when she could face it with the man she loved.

Loved? At the thought her knees trembled under her with the weight of this love; faint with its mystery and sweetness, her soul turned in its innocence to God. And for the first time in her childs life she understood that God lived.

She understood now that the sadness of life was gone forever. There was no loneliness now for soul or heart; nothing to fear, nothing to regret. Her life was complete. Death seemed an incident. If it came to her or to the man she loved, they would wait for one another a little while — that was all.

A pale sunbeam stole across the tree-tops. She looked up. A little bird sang, head tilted towards the blue. She moved softly up the slope, her hair glistening in the early sun, her blue eyes dreaming; and when she came to the sleeping man she bent beside him and held a cup of sweet water to his lips.

About noon they spoke of hunger, timidly, lest either might think the other complained. Her head close against his, her warm arms tight around his neck, she told him of the boy soldier, the dreadful journey in the night, the terror, and the awakening. She told him of the birth of her love for him — how death no longer was to be feared or sought. She told him there was nothing to alarm him, nothing to make them despair. Sin could not touch them; death was Gods own gift.

He listened, too happy to even try to understand. Perhaps he could not, being only a young man in love. But he knew that all she said must be true, perhaps too true for him to comprehend. He was satisfied; his life was complete. Something of the contentment of a school-boy exhausted with play lingered in his eyes.

They had spoken of the box; she had taken it reverently in her hands and touched the broken key, snapped off short in the lock. Inside, the Prussian bullet rattled as she turned the box over and over, her eyes dim with love for the man who had done all for her.

Jack found a loaf of bread in the knapsack. It was hard and dry, but they soaked it in the leaf-covered spring and ate it deliciously, cheek against cheek.

Little by little their plans took shape. They were to go — Heaven knows how! — to find the Emperor. Into his hands they would give the box with its secrets, then turn again, always together, ready for their work, wherever it might be.

Towards mid-afternoon Lorraine grew drowsy. There was a summer warmth in the air; the little forest birds came to the spring and preened their feathers in the pale sunshine. Two cicadas, high in the tree-tops, droned an endless harmony; hemlock cones dropped at intervals on the dead leaves.

When Lorraine lay asleep, her curly head on Jacks folded coat, her hands clasped under her cheek, Jack leaned back against the tree and picked up the box. He turned it softly, so that the bullet within should not rattle. After a moment he opened his penknife and touched the broken fragment of the key in the lock. Idly turning the knife-blade this way and that, but noiselessly, for fear of troubling Lorraine, he thought of the past, the present, and the future. Sir Thorald lay dead on the hillock above the river Lisse; Alixe slept beside him; Rickerl was somewhere in the country, riding with his Uhlan scourges; Molly Hesketh waited in Paris for her dead husband; the Marquis de Nesvilles bones were lying in the forest where he now sat, watching the sleeping child of the dead man. His child? Jack looked at her tenderly. No, not the child of the Marquis de Nesville, but a foundling, a lost waif in the Lorraine Hills, perhaps a child of chance. What of it? She would never know. The Château de Nesville was a smouldering mass of fire; the lands could revert to the country; she should never again need them, never again see them, for he would take her to his own land when trouble of war had passed, and there she should forget pain and sorrow and her desolate, loveless childhood; she should only remember that in the Province of Lorraine she had met the man she loved. All else should be a memory of green trees and vineyards and rivers, growing vaguer and dimmer as the healing years passed on.

The knife-blade in the box bent, sprang back — the box flew open.

He did not realize it at first; he looked at the three folded papers lying within, curiously, indolently. Presently he took them and looked at the superscriptions written on the back, in the handwriting of the marquis. The three papers were inscribed as follows:

1. For the French Government after the fall of the Empire.

2. For the French Government on the death of Louis Bonaparte, falsely called Emperor.

3. To whom it may concern!

To whom it may concern! he repeated, looking at the third paper. Presently he opened it and read it, and as he read his heart seemed to cease its beating.

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN!

Grief has unsettled my mind, yet, what I now write is true, and, if there is a God, I solemnly call His curses on me and mine if I lie.

My only son, René Philip dHarcourt de Nesville, was assassinated on the Grand Boulevard in Paris, on the 2d of December, 1851. His assassin was a monster named Louis Bonaparte, now known falsely as Napoleon III., Emperor of the French. His paid murderers shot my boy down, and stabbed him to death with their bayonets, in front of the Café Tortoni. I carried his body home; I sat at the window, with my dead boy on my knees, and I saw Louis Bonaparte ride into the Rue St. Honoré with his murderous Lancers, and I saw children spit at him and hurl curses at him from the barricade.

Now I, Gilbert, Marquis de Nesville, swore to strike. And I struck, not at his life — that can wait. I struck at the root of all his pride and honour — I struck at that which he held dearer than these — at his dynasty!

Do the people of France remember when the Empress was first declared enciente? The cannon thundered from the orangerie at Saint-Cloud, the dome of the Invalides blazed rockets, the city glittered under a canopy of coloured fire. Oh, they were very careful of the Empress of the French! They went to Saint-Cloud, and later to Versailles, as they go to holy cities, praying. And the Emperor himself grew younger, they said.

Then came the news that the expected heir, a son, had been born dead! Lies!

I, Gilbert de Nesville, was in the forest when the Empress of the French fell ill. When separated from the others she called to Morny, and bade him drive for the love of Heaven! And they drove — they drove to the Trianon, and there was no one there. And there the child was born. Morny held it in his arms. He came out to the colonnade holding it in his arms, and calling for a messenger. I came, and when I was close to Morny I struck him in the face and he fell senseless. I took the child and wrapped it in my cloak. This is the truth!

They dared not tell it; they dared not, for fear and for shame. They said that an heir had been born dead; and they mourned for their dead son. It was only a daughter. She is alive; she loves me, and, God forgive me, I hate her for defeating my just vengeance.

And I call her Lorraine de Nesville.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE SHADOW OF POMP
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THE LONG EVENING shadows were lengthening among the trees; sleepy birds twitted in dusky thickets; Lorraine slept.

Jack still stood staring at the paper in his hands, trying to understand the purport of what he read and reread, until the page became a blur and his hot eyes burned.

All the significance of the situation rose before him. This child, the daughter of the oath-breaker, the butcher of December, the sly, slow diplomate of Europe, the man of Rome, of Mexico, the man now reeling back to Châlons under the iron blows of an aroused people. In Paris, already, they cursed his name; they hurled insults at the poor Empress, that mother in despair. Thiers, putting his senile fingers in the porridge, stirred a ferment that had not even germinated since the guillotine towered in the Place de la Concorde and the tumbrils rattled through the streets. He did not know what he was stirring. The same impulse that possessed Gladstone to devastate trees animated Thiers. He stirred the dangerous mess because he liked to stir, nothing more. But from that hells broth the crimson spectre of the Commune was to rise, when the smoke of Sedan had drifted clear of a mutilated nation.

Through the heavy clouds of death which were already girdling Paris, that flabby Cyclops, Gambetta, was to mouth his monstrous platitudes, and brood over the battle-smoke, a nightmare of pomposity and fanfaronade — in a balloon. All France was bowed down in shame at the sight of the grotesque convoy, who were proclaiming her destiny among nations, and their destiny to lead her to victory and la gloire. A scorched, blood-soaked land, a pall of smoke through which brave men bared their breasts to the blast from the Rhine, and died uncomplainingly, willingly, cheerfully, for the mother-land — was it not pitiful?

The sublime martyrdom of the men who marched, who shall write it? And who shall write of those others — Bazaine, Napoleon, Thiers, Gambetta, Favre, Ollivier?

If Bazaine died, cursed by a nation, his martyrdom, for martyrdom it was, was no greater than that of the humblest French peasant, who, dying, knew at last that he died, not for France, but because the men who sent him were worse than criminal — they were imbecile.

The men who marched were sublime; they were the incarnation of embattled France; the starving people of Metz, of Strassbourg, of Paris, were sublime. But there was nothing sublime about Monsieur Adolphe Thiers, nothing heroic about Hugo, nothing respectable about Gambetta. The marshal with the fat neck and Spanish affiliations, the poor confused, inert, over-fed marshal caged in Metz by the Red Prince, harassed, bewildered, stunned by the clashing of politics and military strategy, which his meagre brain was unable to reconcile or separate — this unfortunate incapable was deserving of pity, perhaps of contempt. His cup was to be bitterer than that — it was to be drained, too, with the shouts of Traitor stunning his fleshy ears.

He was no traitor. Cannot France understand that this single word traitor has brought her to contempt in the eyes of the world? There are two words that mar every glorious, sublime page of the terrible history of 1870-71, and these two words are treason and revenge. Let the nation face the truth, let the people write incapacity for treason, and honour for revenge, and then the abused term la gloire will be justified in the eyes of men.

As for Thiers, let men judge him from his three revolutions, let the unknown dead in the ditches beyond the enceinte judge him, let the spectres of the murdered from Père Lachaise to the bullet-pitted terrace of the Luxembourg judge this meddler, this potterer in epoch-making cataclysms. Bismarck, gray, imbittered, without honour in an unenlightened court, can still smile when he remembers Jules Favre and his prayer for the National Guard.

And these were the men who formed the convoy around the chariot of France militant, France in arms! — a cortège at once hideous, shameful, ridiculous, grotesque.

What was left of the Empire? Metz still held out; Strassbourg trembled under the shock of Prussian mortars; Paris strained its eyes for the first silhouette of the Uhlan on the heights of Versailles; and through the chill of the dying year the sombre Emperor, hunted, driven, threatened, tumbled into the snare of Sedan as a sick buzzard flutters exhausted to earth under a shower of clubs and stones.

The end was to be brutal: a charge or two of devoted men, a crush at the narrow gates, a white flag, a brusque gesture from Bismarck, nothing more except a guard of honour, an imperial special train, and Belgian newsboys shrieking along the station platform, Extra! Fall of the Empire! Paris proclaims the Republic! Flight of the Empress! Extra!

Jack, sitting with the paper in his hands, read between the lines, and knew that the prophecy of evil days would be fulfilled. But as yet the writing on the wall of Alsatian hills had not spelled Sedan, nor did he know of the shambles of Mars-la-Tour, the bloody work at Buzancy, the retreat from Châlons, and the evacuation of Vitry.

Buzancy marked the beginning of the end. It was nothing but a skirmish; the 3d Saxon Cavalry, a squadron or two of the 18th Uhlans, and Zwinkers Battery fought a half-dozen squadrons of chasseurs. But the red-letter mark on the result was unmistakable. Bazaines correspondence was captured. On the same day the second sortie occurred from Strassbourg. It was time, for the trenches and parallels had been pushed within six hundred paces of the glacis. And so it was everywhere, the whole country was in a ferment of disorganized but desperate resistance of astonishment, indignation, dismay.

The nation could not realize that it was too late, that it was not conquest but invasion which the armies of France must prepare for. Blow after blow fell, disaster after disaster stunned the country, while the government studied new and effective forms of lying and evasion, and the hunted Emperor drifted on to his doom in the pitfall of Sedan.

All Alsace except Belfort, Strassbourg, Schlettstadt, and Neuf Brisac was in German hands, under German power, governed by German law. The Uhlans scoured the country as clean as possible, but the franc-tireurs roamed from forest to forest, sometimes gallantly facing martyrdom, sometimes looting, burning, pillaging, and murdering. If Germans maintain that the only good franc-tireur is a dead franc-tireur, they are not always justified. Let them sit first in judgment on Andreas Hofer. England had Hereward; America, Harry Lee; and, when the South is ready to acknowledge Mosby and Quantrell of the same feather, it will be time for France to blush for her franc-tireurs. Noble and ignoble, patriots and cowards, the justified and the misguided wore the straight képi and the sheepskin jacket. All figs in Spain are not poisoned.

With the fall of the Château Morteyn, the war in Lorraine would degenerate into a combat between picquets of Uhlans and roving franc-tireurs. There would be executions of spies, vengeance on peasants, examples made of franc-tireurs, and all the horrors of irregular warfare. Jack knew this; he understood it perfectly when the muddy French infantry tramped out of the Château Morteyn and vanished among the dark hills in the rain.

For himself, had he been alone, there would have been nothing to keep him in the devastated province. Indeed, considering his peculiarly strained relations with the Uhlans of Rickerls regiment, it behooved him to get across the Belgian frontier very promptly.

Now he not only had Lorraine, he had the woman who loved him and who was ready to sacrifice herself and him too for the honour of France. She lived for one thing — the box, with its pitiful contents, its secrets of aërial navigation and destruction, must be placed at the service of France. The government was France now, and the Empress was the government. Lorraine knew nothing of the reasons her father had had for his hatred of the Emperor and the Empire. Personal grievances, even when those grievances were her fathers, even though they might be justified, would never deter her from placing the secrets that might aid, might save, France with the man who, at that moment, in her eyes, represented the safety, security, the very existence of the land she loved.

Jack knew this. Whether she was right or not did not occur to him to ask. But the irony of it, the grim necessity of such a fate, staggered him — a daughter seeking her father at the verge of his ruin — a child, long lost, forgotten, unrecognized, unclaimed, finding the blind path to a father who, when she had been torn from him, dared not seek for her, dared not whisper of her existence except to Morny in the cloaked shadows of secret places.

For good or ill Jack made up his mind; he had decided for himself and for her. Her loveless, lonely childhood had been enough of sorrow for one young life; she should have no further storm, no more heartaches, nothing but peace and love and the strong arm of a man to shield her. Let her remember the only father she had ever known — let her remember him with faithful love and sorrow as she would. For the wrong he had done, let him account to another tribunal; her, the echo of that crime and hate and passion must never reach.

Why should he, the man who loved her, bring to her this heritage of ruin? Why should he tear the veil from her trusting eyes and show her a land bought with blood and broken oaths, sold in blood and infamy? Why should he show her this, and say, This is the work of your imperial family! There is your father! — some call him the Assassin of December! There is your mother! — read the pages of an Eastern diary! There, too, is your brother, a sick child of fifteen, baptized at Saarbrück, endowed at Sedan?

It was enough that France lay prostrate, that the wounded screamed from the blood-wet fields, that the quiet dead lay under the pall of smoke from the nations funeral pyre. It was enough that the parents suffer, that the son drag out an existence among indifferent or hostile people in an alien land. The daughter should never know, never weep when they wept, never pray when they prayed. This was retribution — not his, he only watched in silence the working of divine justice.

He tore the paper into fragments and ground them under his heel deep into the soft forest mould.

Lorraine slept.

He stood a long while in silence looking down at her. She was breathing quietly, regularly; her long, curling lashes rested on curved cheeks, delicate as an infants.

Half fearfully he stooped to arouse her. A footfall sounded on the dead leaves behind him, and a franc-tireur touched him on the shoulder.


CHAPTER XXVII

ÇA IRA!
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WHAT DO YOU want? asked Jack, in a voice that vibrated unpleasantly. There was a dangerous light in his eyes; his lips grew thinner and whiter. One by one a dozen franc-tireurs stepped from behind the trees on every side, rifles shimmering in the subdued afternoon haze — wiry, gloomy-eyed men, their sleeveless sheepskin jackets belted in with leather, their sombre caps and trousers thinly banded with orange braid. They looked at him without speaking, almost without curiosity, fingering their gunlocks, bayoneted rifles unslung.

Your name? said the man who had touched him on the shoulder.

He did not reply at once. One of the men began to laugh.

Hes the vicomtes nephew, said another; and, pointing at Lorraine, who, now aroused, sat up on the moss beside Jack, he continued: And that is the little châtelaine of the Château de Nesville. He took off his straight-visored cap.

The circle of gaunt, sallow faces grew friendly, and, as Lorraine stood up, looking questioningly from one to the other, caps were doffed, rifle-butts fell to the ground.

Why, its Monsieur Tricasse of the Saint-Lys Pompiers! she said. Oh, and there is le Père Passerat, and little Émile Brun! Émile, my son, why are you not with your regiment? The dark faces lighted up; somebody snickered; Brun, the conscript of the class of 71 who had been hauled by the heels from under his mothers bed, looked confused and twiddled his thumbs.

One by one the franc-tireurs came shambling up to pay their awkward respects to Lorraine and to Jack, while Tricasse pulled his bristling mustache and clattered his sabre in its sheath approvingly. When his men had acquitted themselves with all the awkward sincerity of Lorraine peasants, he advanced with a superb bow and flourish, lifting his cap from his gray head:

In my quality of ex-pompier and commandant of the Terrors of Morteyn — my battalion — here he made a sweeping gesture as though briefly reviewing an army corps instead of a dozen wolfish-eyed peasants— I extend to our honoured and beloved Châtelaine de Nesville, and to our honoured guest, Monsieur Marche, the protection and safe-conduct of the Terrors of Morteyn.

As he spoke his expression became exalted. He, Tricasse, ex-pompier and exempt, was posing as the saviour of his province, and he felt that, though German armies stretched in endless ranks from the Loire to the Meuse, he, Tricasse, was the man of destiny, the man of the place and the hour when beauty was in distress.

Lorraine, her eyes dim with gentle tears, held out both slender hands; Tricasse bent low and touched them with his grizzled mustache. Then he straightened up, frowned at his men, and said Attention! in a very fierce voice.

The half-starved fellows shuffled into a single rank; their faces were wreathed in sheepish smiles. Jack noticed that a Bavarian helmet and side-arm hung from the knapsack of one, a mere freckled lad, downy and dimpled. Tricasse drew his sabre, turned, marched solemnly along the front, wheeled again, and saluted.

Jack lifted his cap; Lorraine, her arm in his, bowed and smiled tearfully.

The dear, brave fellows! she cried, impulsively, whereat every man reddened, and Tricasse grew giddy with emotion. He tried to speak; his emotion was great.

In my capacity of ex-pompier, he gasped, then went to pieces, and hid his eyes in his hands. The Terrors of Morteyn wept with him to a man.

Presently, with a gesture to Tricasse, Jack led Lorraine down the slope, past the spring, and on through the forest, three Terrors leading, rifles poised, Tricasse and the others following, alert and balancing their cocked rifles.

How far is your camp? asked Jack. We need food and the warmth of a fire. Tell me, Monsieur Tricasse, what is left of the two châteaux?

Lorraine bent nearer as the old man said: The Château de Nesville is a mass of cinders; Morteyn, a stone skeleton. Pierre is dead. There are many dead there — many, many dead. The Prussians burned Saint-Lys yesterday; they shot Bosquet, the letter-carrier; they hung his boy to the railroad trestle, then shot him to pieces. The Curé is a prisoner; the Mayor of Saint-Lys and the Notary have been sent to the camp at Strassbourg. We, my Terrors of Morteyn and I, are still facing the vandals; except for us, the Province of Lorraine is empty of Frenchmen in armed resistance.

The old man, in his grotesque uniform, touched his bristling mustache and muttered: Nom dune pipe! several times to steady his voice.

Lorraine and Jack pressed on silently, sorrowfully, hand in hand, watching the scouts ahead, who were creeping on through the trees, heads turning from side to side, rifles raised. They passed along the back of a thickly wooded ridge for some distance, perhaps a mile, before the thin blue line of a smouldering camp-fire rose almost in their very faces. A low challenge from a clump of birch-trees was answered, there came the sound of rifles dropping, the noise of feet among the leaves, a whisper, and before they knew it they were standing at the mouth of a hole in the bank, from which came the odour of beef-broth simmering. Two or three franc-tireurs passed them, looking up curiously into their faces. Tricasse dragged a dilapidated cane-chair from the dirt-cave and placed it before Lorraine as though he were inviting her to an imperial throne.

Thank you, she said, sweetly, and seated herself, not relinquishing Jacks hand.

Two tin basins of soup were brought to them; they ate it, soaking bits of crust in it.

The men pretended not to watch them. With all their instinctive delicacy these clumsy peasants busied themselves in guard-mounting, weapon cleaning, and their cuisine, as though there was no such thing as a pretty woman within miles. But it tried their gallantry as Frenchmen and their tact as Lorraine peasants. Furtive glances, deprecatory and timid, were met by the sweetest of smiles from Lorraine or a kindly nod from Jack. Tricasse, utterly unbalanced by his new rôle of protector of beauty, gave orders in fierce, agitated whispers, and made sudden aimless promenades around the birch thicket. In one of these prowls he discovered a toad staring at the camp-fire, and he drew his sword with a furious gesture, as though no living toad were good enough to intrude on the Châtelaine of the Château de Nesville; but the toad hopped away, and Tricasse unbent his brows and resumed his agitated prowl.

When Lorraine had finished her soup, Jack took both plates into the cave and gave them to a man who, squatted on his haunches, was washing dishes. Lorraine followed him and sat down on a blanket, leaning back against the side of the cave.

Wait for me, said Jack. She drew his head down to hers.

They lingered there in the darkness a moment, unconscious of the amazed but humourous glances of the cook; then Jack went out and found Tricasse, and walked with him to the top of the tree-clad ridge.

A road ran under the overhanging bank.

I didnt know we were so near a road, said Jack, startled. Tricasse laid his finger on his lips.

It is the high-road to Saint-Lys. We have settled more than one Uhlan dog on that curve there by the oak-tree. Look! Here comes one of our men. See! Hes got something, too.

Sure enough, around the bend in the road slunk a franc-tireur, loaded down with what appeared to be mail-sacks. Cautiously he reconnoitred the bank, the road, the forest on the other side, whistled softly, and, at Tricasses answering whistle, came puffing and blowing up the slope, and flung a mail-bag, a rifle, a Bavarian helmet, and a German knapsack to the ground.

The big police officer? inquired Tricasse, eagerly.

Yes, the big one with the red beard. He died hard. I used the bayonet only, said the franc-tireur, looking moodily at the dried blood on his hairy fists. I got a Bavarian sentry, too; theres the proof.

Jack looked at the helmet. Tricasse ripped up the mail-sack with his long clasp-knife. They stole our mail; they will not steal it again, observed Tricasse, sorting the letters and shuffling them like cards.

One by one he looked them over, sorted out two, stuffed the rest into the breast of his sheepskin coat, and stood up.

There are two letters for you, Monsieur Marche, that were going to be read by the Prussian police officials, he said, holding the letters out. What do you think of our new system of mail delivery? German delivery, franc-tireur facteur, eh, Monsieur Marche?

Give me the letters, said Jack, quietly.

He sat down and read them both, again and again. Tricasse turned his back, and stirred the Bavarian helmet with his boot-toe; the franc-tireur gathered up his spoils, and, at a gesture from Tricasse, carried them down the slope towards the hidden camp.

Put out the fire, too, called Tricasse, softly. I begin to smell it.

When Jack had finished his reading, he looked up at Tricasse, folding the letters and placing them in his breast, where the flat steel box was.

Letters from Paris, he said. The Uhlans have appeared in the Eure-et-Seine and at Melun. They are arming the forts and enceinte, and the city is being provisioned for a siege.

Paris! blurted out Tricasse, aghast.

Jack nodded, silently.

After a moment he resumed: The Emperor is said to be with the army near Mézières on the south bank of the Meuse. We are going to find him, Mademoiselle de Nesville and I. Tell us what to do.

Tricasse stared at him, incapable of speech.

Very well, said Jack, gently, think it over. Tell me, at least, how we can avoid the German lines. We must start this evening.

He turned and descended the bank rapidly, letting himself down by the trunks of the birch saplings, treading softly and cautiously over stones and dead leaves, for the road was so near that a careless footstep might perhaps be heard by passing Uhlans. In a few minutes he crossed the ridge, and descended into the hollow, where the odour of the extinguished fire lingered in the air.

Lorraine was sitting quietly in the cave; Jack entered and sat down on the blankets beside her.

The franc-tireurs captured a mail-sack just now, he said. In it were two letters for me; one from my sister Dorothy, and the other from Lady Hesketh. Dorothy writes in alarm, because my uncle and aunt arrived without me. They also are frightened because they have heard that Morteyn was again threatened. The Uhlans have been seen in neighbouring departments, and the city is preparing for a siege. My uncle will not allow his wife or Dorothy or Betty Castlemaine to stay in Paris, so they are all going to Brussels, and expect me to join them there. They know nothing of what has happened at your home or at Morteyn; they need not know it until we meet them. Listen, Lorraine: it is my duty to find the Emperor and deliver this box to him; but you must not go — it is not necessary. So I am going to get you to Brussels somehow, and from there I can pass on about my duty with a free heart.

She placed both hands and then her lips over his mouth.

Hush, she said; I am going with you; it is useless, Jack, to try to persuade me. Hush, my darling; there, be sensible; our path is very hard and cruel, but it does not separate us; we tread it together, always together, Jack. He struggled to speak; she held him close, and laid her head against his breast, contented, thoughtful, her eyes dreaming in the half-light of France reconquered, of noble deeds and sacrifices, of the great bells of churches thundering Gods praise to a humble, thankful nation, proud in its faith, generous in its victory. As she lay dreaming close to the man she loved, a sudden tumult startled the sleeping echoes of the cave — the scuffling and thrashing of a shod horse among dead leaves and branches. There came a groan, a crash, the sound of a blow; then silence.

Outside, the franc-tireurs, rifles slanting, were moving swiftly out into the hollow, stooping low among the trees. As they hurried from the cave another franc-tireur came up, leading a riderless cavalry horse by one hand; in the other he held his rifle, the butt dripping with blood.

Silence, he motioned to them, pointing to the wooded ridge beyond. Jack looked intently at the cavalry horse. The schabraque was blue, edged with yellow; the saddle-cloth bore the number 11.

Uhlan? He formed the word with his lips.

The franc-tireur nodded with a ghastly smile and glanced down at his dripping gunstock.

Lorraines hand closed on Jacks arm.

Come to the hill, she said; I cannot stand that.

On the crest of the wooded ridge crouched Tricasse, bared sabre stuck in the ground before him, a revolver in either fist. Around him lay his men, flat on the ground, eyes focussed on the turn in the road below. Their eyes glowed like the eyes of caged beasts, their sinewy fingers played continually with the rifle-hammers.

Jack hesitated, his arm around Lorraines body, his eyes fixed nervously on the bend in the road.

Something was coming; there were cries, the trample of horses, the shuffle of footsteps. Suddenly an Uhlan rode cautiously around the bend, glanced right and left, looked back, signalled, and started on. Behind him crowded a dozen more Uhlans, lances glancing, pennants streaming in the wind.

Theyve got a woman! whispered Lorraine.

They had a man, too — a powerful, bearded peasant, with a great livid welt across his bloodless face. A rope hung around his neck, the end of which was attached to the saddle-bow of an Uhlan. But what made Jacks heart fairly leap into his mouth was to see Siurd von Steyr suddenly wheel in his saddle and lash the woman across the face with his doubled bridle.

She cringed and fell to her knees, screaming and seizing his stirrup.

Get out, damn you! roared Von Steyr. Here — Ill settle this now. Shoot that French dog!

My husband, O God! screamed the woman, struggling in the dust. In a second she had fallen among the horses; a trooper spurred forward and raised his revolver, but the man with the rope around his neck sprang right at him, hanging to the saddle-bow, and tearing the rider with teeth and nails. Twice Von Steyr tried to pass his sabre through him; an Uhlan struck him with a lance-butt, another buried a lance-point in his back, but he clung like a wild-cat to his man, burying his teeth in the Uhlans face, deeper, deeper, till the Uhlan reeled back and fell crashing into the road.

Fire! shrieked Tricasse— the womans dead!

Through the crash and smoke they could see the Uhlans staggering, sinking, floundering about. A mounted figure passed like a flash through the mist, another plunged after, a third wheeled and flew back around the bend. But the rest were doomed. Already the franc-tireurs were among them, whining with ferocity; the scene was sickening. One by one the battered bodies of the Uhlans were torn from their frantic horses until only one remained — Von Steyr — drenched with blood, his sabre flashing above his head. They pulled him from his horse, but he still raged, his bloodshot eyes flaring, his teeth gleaming under shrunken lips. They beat him with musket-stocks, they hurled stones at him, they struck him terrible blows with clubbed lances, and he yelped like a mad cur and snapped at them, even when they had him down, even when they shot into his twisting body. And at last they exterminated the rabid thing that ran among them.

But the butchery was not ended; around the bend of the road galloped more Uhlans, halted, wheeled, and galloped back with harsh cries. The cries were echoed from above and below; the franc-tireurs were surrounded.

Then Tricasse raised his smeared sabre, and, bending, took the dead woman by the wrist, lifting her limp, trampled body from the dust. He began to mutter, holding his sabre above his head, and the men took up the savage chant, standing close together in the road:

Ça ira! Ça ira!

It was the horrible song of the Terror.

Que faut-il au Républicain?
Du fer, du plomb, et puis du pain!

Du fer pour travailler,
Du plomb pour nous venger,
Et du pain pour nos frères!

And the fierce voices sang:

Dansons la Carmagnole!
Dansons la Carmagnole!
Ça ira! Ça ira!
Tous les cochons à la lanterne!
Ça ira! Ça ira!
Tous les Prussiens, on les pendra!

The road trembled under the advancing cavalry; they surged around the bend, a chaos of rearing horses and levelled lances; a ring of fire around the little group of franc-tireurs, a cry from the whirl of flame and smoke:

France!

So they died.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE BRACONNIER
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LORRAINE HAD TURNED ghastly white; Jacks shocked face was colourless as he drew her away from the ridge with him into the forest. The appalling horror had stunned her; her knees gave way, she stumbled, but Jack held her up by main force, pushing the undergrowth aside and plunging straight on towards the thickest depths of the woods. He had not the faintest idea where he was; he only knew that for the moment it was absolutely necessary for them to get as far away as possible from the Uhlans and their butchers work. Lorraine knew it, too; she tried to recover her coolness and her strength.

Here is another road, she said, faintly; Jack — I — I am not strong — I am — a — little — faint— Tears were running over her cheeks.

Jack peered out through the trees into the narrow wood-road. Immediately a man hailed him from somewhere among the trees, and he shrank back, teeth set, eyes fixed in desperation.

Who are you? came the summons again in French. Jack did not answer. Presently a man in a blue blouse, carrying a whip, stepped out into the road from the bushes on the farther side of the slope.

Hallo! he called, softly.

Jack looked at him. The man returned his glance with a friendly and puzzled smile.

What do you want? asked Jack, suspiciously.

Parbleu! what do you want yourself? asked the peasant, and showed his teeth in a frank laugh.

Jack was silent.

The peasants eyes fell on Lorraine, leaning against a tree, her blanched face half hidden under the masses of her hair. Oho! he said— a woman!

Without the least hesitation he came quickly across the road and close up to Jack.

Thought you might be one of those German spies, he said. Is the lady ill? Cœur Dieu! but she is white! Monsieur, what has happened? I am Brocard — Jean Brocard; they know me here in the forest—

Eh! broke in Jack— you say you are Brocard the poacher?

Hey! Thats it — Brocard, braconnier — at your service. And you are the young nephew of the Vicomte de Morteyn, and that is the little châtelaine De Nesville! [Co]eur Dieu! Have the Prussians brutalized you, too? Answer me, Monsieur Marche — I know you and I know the little châtelaine — oh, I know! — I, who have watched you at your pretty love-making there in the De Nesville forest, while I was setting my snares for pheasants and hares! Dame! One must live! Yes, I am Brocard — I do not lie. I have taken enough game from your uncle in my time; can I be of service to his nephew?

He took off his cap with a merry smile, entirely frank, almost impudent. Jack could have hugged him; he did not; he simply told him the exact truth, word by word, slowly and without bitterness, his arm around Lorraine, her head on his shoulder.

Cœur Dieu! muttered Brocard, gazing pityingly at Lorraine; Ive half a mind to turn franc-tireur myself and drill holes in the hides of these Prussian swine!

He stepped out into the road and beckoned Jack and Lorraine. When they came to his side he pointed to a stone cottage, low and badly thatched, hidden among the trunks of the young beech growth. A team of horses harnessed to a carriage was standing before the door; smoke rose from the dilapidated chimney.

I have a guest, he said; you need not fear him. Come!

In a dozen steps they entered the low doorway, Brocard leading, Lorraine leaning heavily on Jacks shoulder.

Pst! There is a thick-headed Englishman in the next room; let him sleep in peace, murmured Brocard.

He threw a blanket over the bed, shoved the logs in the fireplace with his hobnailed boots until the sparks whirled upward, and the little flames began to rustle and snap.

Lorraine sank down on the bed, covering her head with her arms; Jack dropped into a chair by the fire, looking miserably from Lorraine to Brocard.

The latter clasped his big rough hands between his knees and leaned forward, chewing a stem of a dead leaf, his bright eyes fixed on the reviving fire.

Morteyn! Morteyn! he repeated; it exists no longer. There are many dead there — dead in the garden, in the court, on the lawn — dead floating in the pond, the river — dead rotting in the thickets, the groves, the forest. I saw them — I, Brocard the poacher.

After a moment he resumed:

There were more poachers than Jean Brocard in Morteyn. I saw the Prussian officers stand in the carrefours and shoot the deer as they ran in, a line of soldiers beating the woods behind them. I saw the Saxons laugh as they shot at the pheasants and partridges; I saw them firing their revolvers at rabbits and hares. They brought to their camp-fires a great camp-wagon piled high with game — boars, deer, pheasants, and hares. For that I hated them. Perhaps I touched one or two of them while I was firing at white blackbirds — I really cannot tell.

He turned an amused yellow eye on Jack, but his face sobered the next moment, and he continued: I heard the fusillade on the Saint-Lys highway; I did not go to inquire if they were amusing themselves. Ma foi! I myself keep away from Uhlans when God permits. And so these Uhlan wolves got old Tricasse at last. Zut! Cest embêtant! And poor old Passerat, too — and Brun, and all the rest! Tonnerre de Dieu! I — but, no — no! I am doing very well — I, Jean Brocard, poacher; I am doing quite well, in my little way.

An ugly curling of his lip, a glimpse of two white teeth — that was all Jack saw; but he understood that the poacher had probably already sent more than one Prussian to his account.

Thats all very well, he said, slowly — he had little sympathy with guerilla assassination— but Id rather hear how you are going to get us out of the country and through the Prussian lines.

You take much for granted, laughed the poacher. Now, did I offer to do any such thing?

But you will, said Jack, for the honour of the Province and the vicomte, whose game, it appears, has afforded you both pleasure and profit.

Cœur Dieu! cried Brocard, laughing until his bright eyes grew moist. You have spoken the truth, Monsieur Marche. But you have not added what I place first of all; it is for the gracious châtelaine of the Château de Nesville that I, Jean Brocard, play at hazard with the Prussians, the stakes being my skin. I will bring you through the lines; leave it to me.

Before Jack could speak again the door of the next room opened, and a man appeared, dressed in tweeds, booted and spurred, and carrying a travelling-satchel. There was a moments astonished silence.

Marche! cried Archibald Grahame; what the deuce are you doing here? They shook hands, looking questioningly at each other.

Times have changed since we breakfasted by candle-light at Morteyn, said Jack, trying to regain his coolness.

I know — I know, said Grahame, sympathetically. Its devilish rough on you all — on Madame de Morteyn. I can never forget her charming welcome. Dear me, but this war is disgusting; isnt it now? And what the devil are you doing here? Heavens, man, youre a sight!

Lorraine sat up on the bed at the sound of the voices. When Grahame saw her, saw her plight — the worn shoes, the torn, stained bodice and skirt, the pale face and sad eyes — he was too much affected to speak. Jack told him their situation in a dozen words; the sight of Lorraines face told the rest.

Now well arrange that, cried Grahame. Dont worry, Marche. Pray do not alarm yourself, Mademoiselle de Nesville, for I have a species of post-chaise at the door and a pair of alleged horses, and the whole outfit is at your disposal; indeed it is, and so am I. Come now! — and so am I. He hesitated, and then continued: I have passes and papers, and enough to get you through a dozen lines. Now, where do you wish to go?

When are you to start? replied Jack, gratefully.

Say in half an hour. Can Mademoiselle de Nesville stand it?

Yes, thank you, said Lorraine, with a tired, quaint politeness that made them smile.

Then we wish to get as near to the French Army as we can, said Jack. I have a mission of importance. If you could drive us to the Luxembourg frontier we would be all right — if we had any money.

You shall have everything, cried Grahame; you shall be driven where you wish. Im looking for a battle, but I cant seem to find one. Ive been driving about this wreck of a country for the last three days; I missed Amonvillers on the 18th, and Rezonville two days before. I saw the battles of Reichshofen and Borney. The Germans lost three thousand five hundred men at Beaumont, and I was not there either. But theres a bigger thing on the carpet, somewhere near the Meuse, and Im trying to find out where and when. Ive wasted a lot of time loafing about Metz. I want to see something on a larger scale, not that the Metz business isnt large enough — two hundred thousand men, six hundred cannon — and the Red Prince — licking their chops and getting up an appetite for poor old Bazaine and his battered, diseased, starved, disheartened army, caged under the forts and citadel of a city scarcely provisioned for a regiment.

Lorraine, sitting on the edge of the bed, looked at him silently, but her eyes were full of a horror and anguish that Grahame could not help seeing.

The Emperor is with the army yet, he said, cheerfully. Who knows what may happen in the next twenty-four hours? Mademoiselle de Nesville, there are many shots to be fired yet for the honour of France.

Yes, said Lorraine.

Instinctively Brocard and Grahame moved towards the door and out into the road. It was perhaps respect for the grief of this young French girl that sobered their faces and sent them off to discuss plans and ways and means of getting across the Luxembourg frontier without further delay. Jack, left alone with Lorraine in the dim, smoky room, rose and drew her to the fire.

Dont be unhappy, he said. The tide of fortune must turn soon; this cannot go on. We will find the Emperor and do our part. Dont look that way, Lorraine, my darling! He took her in his arms. She put both arms around his neck, and hid her face.

For a while he held her, watching the fire with troubled eyes. The room grew darker; a wind arose among the forest trees, stirring dried leaves on brittle stems; the ashes on the hearth drifted like gray snowflakes.

Her stillness began to trouble him. He bent in the dusk to see her face. She was asleep. Terror, pity, anguish, the dreadful uncertainty, had strained her childs nerves to the utmost; after that came the deep fatigue that follows torture, and she lay in his arms, limp, pallid, exhausted. Her sleep was almost the unconsciousness of coma; she scarcely breathed.

The fire on the hearth went out; the smoking embers glimmered under feathery ashes. Grahame entered, carrying a lantern.

Come, he whispered. Poor little thing! — cant I help you, Marche? Wait; heres a rug. So — wrap it around her feet. Can you carry her? Then follow; here, touch my coat — Im going to put out the light in my lantern. Now — gently. Here we are.

Jack climbed into the post-chaise; Grahame, holding Lorraine in his arms, leaned in, and Jack took her again. She had not awakened.

Brocard and I are going to sit in front, whispered Grahame. Is all right within?

Yes, nodded Jack.

The chaise moved on for a moment, then suddenly stopped with a jerk.

Jack heard Grahame whisper, Sit still, you fool! Ive got passes; sit still!

Let go! murmured Brocard.

Sit still! repeated Grahame, in an angry whisper; its all right, I tell you. Be silent!

There was a noiseless struggle, a curse half breathed, then a figure slipped from the chaise into the road.

Grahame sank back. Marche, that damned poacher will hang us all. What am I to do?

What is it? asked Jack, in a scarcely audible voice.

Cant you hear? Theres an Uhlan in the road in front. That fool means to kill him.

Jack strained his eyes in the darkness; the road ahead was black and silent.

You cant see him, whispered Grahame. Brocard caught the distant rattle of his lance in the stirrup. Hes gone to kill him, the bloodthirsty imbecile!

To shoot him? asked Jack, aghast.

No; hes got his broad wood-knife — thats the way these brutes kill. Hark! Good God!

A scream rang through the forest; something was coming towards them, too — a horse, galloping, galloping, pounding, thundering past — a frantic horse that tossed its head and tore on through the night, mane flying, bridle loose. And there, crouched on the saddle, two men swayed, locked in a death-clench — an Uhlan with ghostly face and bared teeth, and Brocard, the poacher, cramped and clinging like a panther to his prey, his broad knife flashing in the gloom.

In a second they were gone; far away in the forest the hoof strokes echoed farther and farther, duller, duller, then ceased.

Drive on, muttered Jack, with lips that could barely form the words.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE MESSAGE OF THE FLAG
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IT WAS DAWN when Lorraine awoke, stifling a cry of dismay. At the same moment she saw Jack, asleep, huddled into a corner of the post-chaise, his bloodless, sunken face smeared with the fine red dust that drifted in from the creaking wheels. Grahame, driving on the front seat, heard her move.

Are you better? he asked, cheerfully.

Yes, thank you; I am better. Where are we?

Grahames face sobered.

Ill tell you the truth, he said; I dont know, and I cant find out. One thing is certain — weve passed the last German post, that is all I know. We ought to be near the frontier.

He looked back at Jack, smiled again, and lowered his voice:

Its fortunate we have passed the German lines, because that last cavalry outpost took all my papers and refused to return them. I havent an idea what to do now, except to go on as far as we can. I wish we could find a village; the horses are not exhausted, but they need rest.

Lorraine listened, scarcely conscious of what he said. She leaned over Jack, looking down into his face, brushing the dust from his brow with her finger-tips, smoothing his hair, with a timid, hesitating glance at Grahame, who understood and gravely turned his back.

Jack slept. She nestled down, pressing her soft, cool cheek close to his; her eyes drooped; her lips parted. So they slept together, cheek to cheek.

A mist drove across the meadows; from the plains, dotted with poplars, a damp wind blew in puffs, driving the fog before it until the blank vapour dulled the faint morning light and the dawn faded into a colourless twilight. Spectral poplars, rank on rank, loomed up in the mist, endless rows of them, fading from sight as the vapours crowded in, appearing again as the fog thinned in a current of cooler wind.

Grahame, driving slowly, began to nod in the thickening fog. At moments he roused himself; the horses walked on and the wheels creaked in the red dust. Hour after hour passed, but it grew no lighter. Drowsy and listless-eyed the horses toiled up and down the little hills, and moved stiffly on along the interminable road, shrouded in a gray fog that hid the very road-side shrubbery from sight, choked thicket and grove, and blotted the grimy carriage windows.

Jack was awakened with startling abruptness by Grahame, who shook his shoulders, leaning into the post-chaise from the drivers seat.

Theres something in front, Marche, he said. Weve fallen in with a baggage convoy, I fancy. Listen! Dont you hear the camp-wagons? Confound this fog! I cant see a rod ahead.

Lorraine, also now wide awake, leaned from the window. The blank vapour choked everything. Jack rubbed his eyes; his limbs ached; he could scarcely move. Somebody was running on the road in front — the sound of heavy boots in the dust came nearer and nearer.

Look out! shouted Grahame, in French; theres a team here in the road! Passez au large!

At the sound of his voice phantoms surged up in the mist around them; from every side faces looked into the carriage windows, passing, repassing, disappearing, only to appear again — ghostly, shadowy, spectral.

Soldiers! muttered Jack.

At the same instant Grahame seized the lines and wheeled his horses just in time to avoid collision with a big wagon in front. As the post-chaise passed, more wagons loomed up in the fog, one behind another; soldiers took form around them, voices came to their ears, dulled by the mist.

Suddenly a pale shaft of light streamed through the fog above; the restless, shifting vapours glimmered; a dazzling blot grew from the mist. It was the sun. Little by little the landscape became more distinct; the pallid, watery sky lightened; a streak of blue cut the zenith. Everywhere in the road great, lumbering wagons stood, loaded with straw; the sickly morning light fell on silent files of infantry, lining the road on either hand.

Its a convoy of wounded, said Grahame. Were in the middle of it. Shall we go back?

A wagon in front of them started on; at the first jolt a cry sounded from the straw, another, another — the deep sighs of the dying, the groans of the stricken, the muttered curses of teamsters — rose in one terrible plaint. Another wagon started — the wounded wailed; another started — another — another — and the long train creaked on, the air vibrating with the weak protestations of miserable, mangled creatures tossing their thin arms towards the sky. And now, too, the soldiers were moving out into the road-side bushes, unslinging rifles and fixing bayonets; a mounted officer galloped past, shouting something; other mounted officers followed; a bugle sounded persistently from the distant head of the column.

Everywhere soldiers were running along the road now, grouping together under the poplar-trees, heads turned to the plain. Some teamsters pushed an empty wagon out beyond the line of trees and overturned it; others stood up in their wagons, reins gathered, long whips swinging. The wounded moaned incessantly; some sat up in the straw, heads turned also towards the dim, gray plain.

Its an attack, said Grahame, coolly. Marche, were in for it now!

After a moment, he added, What did I tell you? Look there!

Out on the plain, where the mist was clearing along the edge of a belt of trees, something was moving.

What is it? asked Lorraine, in a scarcely audible voice.

Before Grahame could speak a tumult of cries and groans burst out along the line of wagons; a bugle clanged furiously; the teamsters shouted and pointed with their whips.

Out of the shadow of the grove two glittering double lines of horsemen trotted, halted, formed, extended right and left, and trotted on again. To the right another darker and more compact square of horsemen broke into a gallop, swinging a thicket of lances above their heads, from which fluttered a mass of black and white pennons.

Cuirassiers and Uhlans! muttered Grahame, under his breath. He stood up in his seat; Jack rose also, straining his eyes, but Lorraine hid her face in her hands and crouched in the chaise, her head buried in the cushions.

The silence was enervating; even the horses turned their gentle eyes wonderingly to that line of steel and lances; even the wounded, tremulous, haggard, held their breath between clenched teeth and stiff, swollen lips.

Nom de Dieu! Serrez les rangs, tas de bleus! yelled an officer, riding along the edge of the road, revolver in one hand, naked sabre flashing in the other.

A dozen artillerymen were pushing a mitrailleuse up behind the overturned wagon. It stuck in the ditch.

À nous, la ligne! they shouted, dragging at the wheels until a handful of fantassins ran out and pulled the little death machine into place.

Du calme! Du calme! Ne tirez pas trop vite, ménagez vos cartouches! Tenez ferme, mes enfants! said an old officer, dismounting and walking coolly out beyond the line of trees.

Oui! oui! comptez sur nous! Vive le Colonel! shouted the soldiers, shaking their chassepots in the air.

On came the long lines, distinct now — the blue and yellow of the Uhlans, the white and scarlet of the cuirassiers, plain against the gray trees and grayer pastures. Suddenly a level sheet of flame played around the stalled wagons; the smoke gushed out over the dark ground; the air split with the crash of rifles. In the uproar bugles blew furiously and the harsh German cavalry trumpets, peal on peal, nearer, nearer, nearer, answered their clangour.

Hourra! Preussen!

The deep, thundering shout rose hoarsely through the rifles roaring fusillade; horses reared; teamsters lashed and swore, and the rattle of harness and wheel broke out and was smothered in the sheeted crashing of the volleys and the shock of the coming charge.

And now it burst like an ocean roller, smashing into the wagon lines, a turmoil of smoke and flashes, a chaos of maddened, plunging horses and bayonets, and the flashing downward strokes of heavy sabres. Grahame seized the reins, and lashed his horses; a cuirassier drove his bloody, foam-covered charger into the road in front and fell, butchered by a dozen bayonets.

Three Uhlans followed, whirling their lances and crashing through the lines, their frantic horses crazed by blows and wounds. More cuirassiers galloped up; the crush became horrible. A horse and steel-clad rider were hurled bodily under the wagon-wheels — an Uhlan, transfixed by a bayonet, still clung to his shattered lance-butt, screaming, staggering in his stirrups. Suddenly the window of the post-chaise was smashed in and a horse and rider pitched under the wheels, almost overturning carriage and occupants.

Easy, Marche! shouted Grahame. Dont try to get out!

Jack heard him, but sprang into the road. For an instant he reeled about in the crush and smoke, then, stooping, he seized a prostrate man, lifted him, and with one tremendous effort pitched him into the chaise.

Grahame, standing up in the drivers seat, watched him in amazement for a moment; but his horses demanded all his attention now, for they were backing under the pressure of the cart in front.

As for Jack, once in the chaise again he pulled the unconscious man to the seat, calling Lorraine to hold him up. Then he tore the Uhlans helmet from the stunned mans head and flung it out into the road; after it he threw sabre and revolver.

Give me that rug! he cried to Lorraine, and he seized it and wrapped it around the Uhlans legs.

Grahame had managed to get clear of the other wagon now and was driving out into the pasture, almost obscured by rifle smoke.

Oh, Jack! faltered Lorraine— it is Rickerl!

It was Rickerl, stunned by the fall from his horse, lying back between them.

Theyd kill him if they saw his uniform! muttered Jack. Hark! the French are cheering! Theyve repulsed the charge! Grahame, do you hear? — do you hear?

I hear! shouted Grahame. These horses are crazy; I cant hold them.

The troops around them, hidden in the smoke, began to cheer frantically; the mitrailleuse whirred and rolled out its hail of death.

Vive la France! Mort aux Prussiens! howled the soldiers. A mounted officer, his cap on the point of his sabre, his face laid open by a lance-thrust, stood shouting, Vive la Nation! Vive la Nation! while a boyish bugler shook his brass bugle in the air, speechless with joy.

Grahame drove the terrified horses along the line of wagons for a few paces, then, wheeling, let them gallop straight out into the pasture on the left of the road, where a double line of trees in the distance marked the course of a parallel road.

The chaise lurched and jolted; Rickerl, unconscious still, fell in a limp heap, but Jack and Lorraine held him up and watched the horses, now galloping under slackened reins.

There are houses there! Look! cried Grahame. By Jove, theres a Luxembourg gendarme, too. I — I believe were in Luxembourg, Marche! Upon my soul, we are! See! There is a frontier post!

He tried to stop the horses; two strange-looking soldiers, wearing glossy shakos and white-and-blue aiguillettes, began to bawl at him; a group of peasants before the cottages fled, screaming.

Grahame threw all his strength into his arms and dragged the horses to a stand-still.

Are we in Luxembourg? he called to the gendarmes, who ran up, gesticulating violently. Are we? Good! Hold those horses, if you please, gentlemen. Theres a wounded man here. Carry him to one of those houses. Marche, lift him, if you can. Hello! his arm is broken at the wrist. Go easy — you, I mean — Now!

Lorraine, aided by Jack, stepped from the post-chaise and stood shivering as two peasants came forward and lifted Rickerl. When they had taken him away to one of the stone houses she turned quietly to a gendarme and said: Monsieur, can you tell me where the Emperor is?

The Emperor? repeated the gendarme. The Emperor is with his army, below there along the Meuse. They are fighting — since four this morning — at Sedan.

He pointed to the southeast.

She looked out across the wide plain.

That convoy is going to Sedan, said the gendarme. The army is near Sedan; there is a battle there.

Thank you, said Lorraine, quietly. Jack, the Emperor is near Sedan.

Yes, he nodded; we will go when you can stand it.

I am ready. Oh, we must not wait, Jack; did you not see how they even attacked the wounded?

He turned and looked into her eyes.

It is the first French cheer I have heard, she continued, feverishly. They beat back those Prussians and cheered for France! Oh, Jack, there is time yet! France is rising now — France is resisting. We must do our part; we must not wait. Jack, I am ready!

We cant walk, he muttered.

We will go with the convoy. They are on the way to Sedan, where the Emperor is. Jack, they are fighting at Sedan! Do you understand?

She came closer, looking up into his troubled eyes.

Show me the box, she whispered.

He drew the flat steel box from his coat.

After a moment she said, Nothing must stop us now. I am ready!

You are not ready, he replied, sullenly; you need rest.

Tiens ta Foy, Jack.

The colour dyed his pale cheeks and he straightened up. Always, Lorraine.

Grahame called to them from the cottage: You can get a horse and wagon here! Come and eat something at once!

Slowly, with weary, drooping heads, they walked across the road, past a wretched custom-house, where two painted sentry-boxes leaned, past a squalid barnyard full of amber-coloured, unsavoury puddles and gaunt poultry, up to the thatched stone house where Grahame stood waiting. Over the door hung a withered branch of mistletoe, above this swung a sign:

ESTAMINET.

Your Uhlan is in a bad way, I think, began Grahame; hes got a broken arm and two broken ribs. This is a nasty little place to leave him in.

Grahame, said Jack, earnestly, Ive got to leave him. I am forced to go to Sedan as soon as we can swallow a bit of bread and wine. The Uhlan is my comrade and friend; he may be more than that some day. What on earth am I to do?

They followed Grahame into a room where a table stood covered by a moist, unpleasant cloth. The meal was simple — a half-bottle of sour red wine for each guest, a fragment of black bread, and a râgout made of something that had once been alive — possibly a chicken, possibly a sheep.

Grahame finished his wine, bolted a morsel or two of bread and râgout, and leaned back in his chair with a whimsical glance at Lorraine.

Now, Ill tell you what Ill do, Marche, he said. My horses need rest, so do I, so does our wounded Uhlan. Ill stay in this garden of Eden until noon, if you like, then Ill drive our wounded man to Diekirch, where the Hôtel des Ardennes is as good an inn as you can find in Luxembourg, or in Belgium either. Then Ill follow you to Sedan.

They all rose from the table; Lorraine came and held out her hand, thanking Grahame for his kindness to them and to Rickerl.

Good-by, said Grahame, going with them to the door. Theres your dog-cart; its paid for, and heres a little bag of French money — no thanks, my dear fellow; we can settle all that later. But what the deuce you two children are going to Sedan for is more than my old brains can comprehend.

He stood, with handsome head bared, and bent gravely over Lorraines hands — impulsive little hands, now trembling, as the tears of gratitude trembled on her lashes.

And so they drove away in their dog-cart, down the flat, poplar-bordered road, silent, deeply moved, wondering what the end might be.

The repeated shocks, the dreadful experiences and encounters, the indelible impressions of desolation and grief and suffering had deadened in Lorraine all sense of personal suffering or grief. For her land and her people her heart had bled, drop by drop — her sensitive soul lay crushed within her. Nothing of selfish despair came over her, because France still stood. She had suffered too much to remember herself. Even her love for Jack had become merely a detail. She loved as she breathed — involuntarily. There was nothing new or strange or sweet in it — nothing was left of its freshness, its grace, its delicacy. The bloom was gone.

In her tired breast her heart beat faintly; its burden was the weary repetition of a prayer — an old, old prayer — a supplication — for mercy, for France, and for the salvation of its people. Where she had learned it she did not know; how she remembered it, why she repeated it, minute by minute, hour by hour, she could not tell. But it was always beating in her heart, this prayer — old, so old! — and half forgotten — 

To Thee, Mary, exalted — 
To Thee, Mary, exalted—

Her tired heart took up the rhythm where her mind refused to follow, and she leaned on Jacks shoulder, looking out over the gray land with innocent, sorrowful eyes.

Vaguely she remembered her lonely childhood, but did not grieve; vaguely she thought of her youth, passing away from a tear-drenched land through the smoke of battles. She did not grieve — the last sad tear for self had fallen and quenched the last smouldering spark of selfishness. The wasted hills of her province seemed to rise from their ashes and sear her eyes; the flames of a devastated land dazzled and pained her; every drop of French blood that drenched the mother-land seemed drawn from her own veins — every cry of terror, every groan, every gasp, seemed wrenched from her own slender body. The quiet, wide-eyed dead accused her, the stark skeletons of ravaged houses reproached her.

She turned to the man she loved, but it was the voice of a dying land that answered, Come! and she responded with all a passion of surrender. What had she accomplished as yet? In the bitterness of her loneliness she answered, Nothing. She had worked by the wayside as she passed — in the field, in the hospital, in the midst of beleaguered soldiers. But what was that? There was something else further on that called her — what she did not know, and yet she knew it was waiting somewhere for her. Perhaps it is death, she mused, leaning on Jacks shoulder. Perhaps it is his death. That did not frighten her; if it was to be, it would be; but, through it, through the hideous turmoil of fire and blood and pounding guns and shouting — through death itself — somewhere, on the other side of the dreadful valley of terror, lay salvation for the mother-land. Thither they were bound — she and the man she loved.

All around them lay the flat, colourless plains of Luxembourg; to the east, the wagon-train of wounded crawled across the landscape under a pallid sky. The road now bore towards the frontier again; Jack shook the reins listlessly; the horse loped on. Slowly they approached the border, where, on the French side, the convoy crept forward enveloped in ragged clouds of dust. Now they could distinguish the drivers, blue-bloused and tattered, swinging their long whips; now they saw the infantry, plodding on behind the wagons, stringing along on either flank, their officers riding with bent heads, the red legs of the fantassins blurred through the red dust.

At the junction of the two roads stood a boundary post. A slovenly Luxembourg gendarme sat on a stone under it, smoking and balancing his rifle over both knees.

You cant pass, he said, looking up as Jack drew rein. A moment later he pocketed a gold piece that Jack offered, yawned, laughed, and yawned again.

You can buy contraband cigars at two sous each in the village below, he observed.

What news is there to tell? demanded Jack.

News? The same as usual. They are shelling Strassbourg with mortars; the city is on fire. Six hundred women and children left the city; the International Aid Society demanded it.

Presently he added: A big battle was fought this morning along the Meuse. You can hear the guns yet.

I have heard them for an hour, replied Jack.

They listened. Far to the south the steady intonation of the cannon vibrated, a vague sustained rumour, no louder, no lower, always the same monotonous measure, flowing like the harmony of flowing water, passionless, changeless, interminable.

Along the Meuse? asked Jack, at last.

Yes.

Sedan?

Yes, Sedan.

The slow convoy was passing now; the creak of wheel and the harsh scrape of axle and spring grated in their ears; the wind changed; the murmur of the cannonade was blotted out in the trample of hoofs, the thud of marching infantry.

Jack swung his horses head and drove out across the boundary into the French road. On every side crowded the teams, where the low mutter of the wounded rose from the foul straw; on every side pressed the red-legged infantry, rifles en bandoulière, shrunken, faded caps pushed back from thin, sick faces.

My soldiers! murmured Lorraine, sitting up straight. Oh, the pity of it! — the pity!

An officer passed, followed by a bugler. He glanced vacantly at Jack, then at Lorraine. Another officer came by, leading his patient, bleeding horse, over which was flung the dusty body of a brother soldier.

The long convoy was moving more swiftly now; the air trembled with the cries of the mangled or the hoarse groans of the dying. A Sister of Mercy — her frail arm in a sling — crept on her knees among the wounded lying in a straw-filled cart. Over all, louder, deeper, dominating the confusion of the horses and the tramp of men, rolled the cannonade. The pulsating air, deep-laden with the monstrous waves of sound, seemed to beat in Lorraines face — the throbbing of her heart ceased for a moment. Louder, louder, nearer, more terrible sounded the thunder, breaking in long, majestic reverberations among the nearer hills; the earth began to shake, the sky struck back the iron-throated echoes — sounding, resounding, from horizon to horizon.

And now the troops around them were firing as they advanced; sheeted mist lashed with lightning enveloped the convoy, through which rang the tremendous clang of the cannon. Once there came a momentary break in the smoke — a gleam of hills, and a valley black with men — a glimpse of a distant town, a river — then the stinging smoke rushed outward, the little flames leaped and sank and played through the fog. Broad, level bands of mist, fringed with flame, cut the pasture to the right; the earth rocked with the stupendous cannon shock, the ripping rifle crashes chimed a dreadful treble.

There was a bridge there in the mist; an iron gate, a heavy wall of masonry, a glimpse of a moat below. The crowded wagons, groaning under their load of death, the dusty infantry, the officers, the startled horses, jammed the bridge to the parapets. Wheels splintered and cracked, long-lashed whips snapped and rose, horses strained, recoiled, leaped up, and fell scrambling and kicking.

Open the gates, for Gods sake! they were shouting.

A great shell, moaning in its flight above the smoke, shrieked and plunged headlong among the wagons. There came a glare of blinding light, a velvety white cloud, a roar, and through the gates, no longer choked, rolled the wagon-train, a frantic stampede of men and horses. It caught the dog-cart and its occupants with it; it crushed the horse, seized the vehicle, and flung it inside the gates as a flood flings driftwood on the rocks.

Jack clung to the reins; the wretched horse staggered out into the stony street, fell, and rolled over stone-dead.

Jack turned and caught Lorraine in both arms, and jumped to a sidewalk crowded with soldiers, and at the same time the crush of wagons ground the dog-cart to splinters on the cobble-stones. The crowd choked every inch of the pavement — women, children, soldiers, shouting out something that seemed to move the masses to delirium. Jack, his arm around Lorraine, beat his way forward through the throng, murmuring anxiously, Are you hurt, Lorraine? Are you hurt? And she replied, faintly, No, Jack. Oh, what is it? What is it?

Soldiers blocked his way now, but he pushed between them towards a cleared space on a slope of grass. Up the slope he staggered and out on to a stone terrace above the crush of the street. An officer stood alone on the terrace, pulling at some ropes around a pole on the parapet.

What — what is that? stammered Lorraine, as a white flag shot up along the flag-staff and fluttered drearily over the wall.

Lorraine! cried Jack; but she sprang to the pole and tore the ropes free. The white flag fell to the ground.

The officer turned to her, his face whiter than the flag. The crowd in the street below roared.

Monsieur, gasped Lorraine, France is not conquered! That flag is the flag of dishonour!

They stared at each other in silence, then the officer stepped to the flag-pole and picked up the ropes.

Not that! — not that! cried Lorraine, shuddering.

It is the Emperors orders.

The officer drew the rope tight — the white flag crawled slowly up the staff, fluttered, and stopped.

Lorraine covered her eyes with her hands; the roar of the crowd below was in her ears.

O God! — O God! she whispered.

Lorraine! whispered Jack, both arms around her.

Her head fell forward on her breast.

Overhead the white flag caught the breeze again, and floated out over the ramparts of Sedan.

By the Emperors orders, said the officer, coming close to Jack.

Then for the first time Jack saw that it was Georges Carrière who stood there, ghastly pale, his eyes fixed on Lorraine.

She has fainted, muttered Jack, lifting her. Georges, is it all over?

Yes, said Georges, and he walked over to the flag-pole, and stood there looking up at the white badge of dishonour.


CHAPTER XXX

THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW
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DAYLIGHT WAS FADING in the room where Lorraine lay in a stupor so deep that at moments the Sister of Mercy and the young military surgeon could scarcely believe her alive there on the pillows.

Jack, his head on his arms, stood by the window, staring out vacantly at the streak of light in the west, against which, on the straight, gray ramparts, the white flag flapped black against the dying sun.

Under the window, in the muddy, black streets, the packed throngs swayed and staggered and trampled through the filth, amid a crush of camp-wagons, artillery, ambulances, and crowding squadrons of cavalry. Riotous line soldiers cried out Treason! and hissed their generals or cursed their Emperor; the tall cuirassiers surged by in silence, sombre faces turned towards the west, where the white flag flew on the ramparts. Heavier, denser, more suffocating grew the crush; an ambulance broke down, a caisson smashed into a lamp-post, a cuirassiers horse slipped in the greasy depths of the filth, pitching its steel-clad rider to the pavement. Through the Place dAlsace-Lorraine, through the Avenue du Collège and the Place dArmes, passed the turbulent torrent of men and horses and cannon. The Grande Rue was choked from the church to the bronze statue in the Place Turenne; the Porte de Paris was piled with dead, the Porte de Balan tottered a mass of ruins.

The cannonade still shook the hills to the south in spite of the white flag on the citadel. There were white flags, too, on the ramparts, on the Port des Capucins, and at the Gate of Paris. An officer, followed by a lancer, who carried a white pennon on his lance-point, entered the street from the north. A dozen soldiers and officers hacked it off with their sabres, crying, No surrender! no surrender! Shells continued to fall into the packed streets, blowing horrible gaps in the masses of struggling men. The sun set in a crimson blaze, reflecting on window and roof and the bloody waters of the river. When at last it sank behind the smoky hills, the blackness in the city was lighted by lurid flames from burning houses and the swift crimson glare of Prussian shells, still plunging into the town. Through the crash of crumbling walls, the hiss and explosion of falling shells, the awful clamour and din in the streets, the town clock struck solemnly six times. As if at a signal the firing died away; a desolate silence fell over the city — a silence full of rumours, of strange movements — a stillness pulsating with the death gasps of a nation.

Out on the heights of La Moncelle, of Daigny, and Givonne lanterns glimmered where the good Sisters of Mercy and the ambulance corps passed among the dead and dying — the thirty-five thousand dead and dying! The plateau of Illy, where the cavalry had charged again and again, was twinkling with thousands of lanterns; on the heights of Frénois Prussian torches swung, signalling victory.

But the spectacle in the interior of the town — a town of nineteen thousand people, into which now were crushed seventy thousand frantic soldiers, was dreadful beyond description. Horror multiplied on horror. The two bridges and the streets were so jammed with horses and artillery trains that it seemed impossible for any human being to move another inch. In the glare of the flames from the houses on fire, in the middle of the smoke, horses, cannon, fourgons, charrettes, ambulances, piles of dead and dying, formed a sickening pell-mell. In this chaos starving soldiers, holding lighted lanterns, tore strips of flesh from dead horses lying in the mud, killed by the shells. Arms, broken and foul with blood and mud — rifles, pistols, sabres, lances, casques, mitrailleuses — covered the pavements.

The gates of the town were closed; the water in the fortification moats reflected the red light from the flames. The glacis of the ramparts was covered by black masses of soldiers, watching the placing of a cordon of German sentinels around the walls.

All public buildings, all the churches, were choked with wounded; their blood covered everything. On the steps of the churches poor wretches sat bandaging their torn limbs with strips of bloody muslin.

Strange sounds came from the stone walls along the street, where zouaves, turcos, and line soldiers, cursing and weeping with rage, were smashing their rifles to pieces rather than surrender them. Artillerymen were spiking their guns, some ran them into the river, some hammered the mitrailleuses out of shape with pickaxes. The cavalry flung their sabres into the river, the cuirassiers threw away revolvers and helmets. Everywhere officers were breaking their swords and cursing the surrender. The officers of the 74th of the Line threw their sabres and even their decorations into the Meuse. Everywhere, too, regiments were burning their colours and destroying their eagles; the colonel of the 52d of the Line himself burned his colours in the presence of all the officers of the regiment, in the centre of the street. The 88th and 30th, the 68th, the 78th, and 74th regiments followed this example. Mort aux Vaches! howled a herd of half-crazed reservists, bursting into the crush. Mort aux Prussiens! À la lanterne, Badinguet! Vive la République!

Jack turned away from the window. The tall Sister of Mercy stood beside the bed where Lorraine lay.

Jack made a sign.

She is asleep, murmured the Sister; you may come nearer now. Close the window.

Before he could reach the bed the door was opened violently from without, and an officer entered swinging a lantern. He did not see Lorraine at first, but held the door open, saying to Jack: Pardon, monsieur; this house is reserved. I am very sorry to trouble you.

Another officer entered, an old man, covered to the eyes by his crimson gold-brocaded cap. Two more followed.

There is a sick person here, said Jack. You cannot have the intention of turning her out! It is inhuman—

He stopped short, stupefied at the sight of the old officer, who now stood bareheaded in the lantern-light, looking at the bed where Lorraine lay. It was the Emperor! — her father.

Slowly the Emperor advanced to the bed, his dreary eyes fixed on Lorraines pale cheeks.

In the silence the cries from the street outside rose clear and distinct:

Vive la République! À bas lEmpereur!

The Emperor spoke, looking straight at Lorraine: Gentlemen, we cannot disturb a woman. Pray find another house.

After a moment the officers began to back out, one by one, through the doorway. The Emperor still stood by the bed, his vague, inscrutable eyes fixed on Lorraine.

Jack moved towards the bed, trembling. The Emperor raised his colourless face.

Monsieur — your sister? No — your wife?

My promised wife, sire, muttered Jack, cold with fear.

A child, said the Emperor, softly.

With a vague gesture he stepped nearer, smoothed the coverlet, bent closer, and touched the sleeping girls forehead with his lips. Then he stood up, gray-faced, impassive.

I am an old man, he said, as though to himself. He looked at Jack, who now came close to him, holding out something in one hand. It was the steel box.

For me, monsieur? asked the Emperor.

Jack nodded. He could not speak.

The Emperor took the box, still looking at Jack.

There was a moments silence, then Jack spoke: It may be too late. It is a plan of a balloon — we brought it to you from Lorraine—

The uproar in the streets drowned his voice— Mort à lEmpereur! À bas lEmpire!

A staff-officer opened the door and peered in; the Emperor stepped to the threshold.

I thank you — I thank you both, my children, he said. His eyes wandered again towards the bed; the cries in the street rang out furiously.

Mort à lEmpereur!

The Sister of Mercy was kneeling by the bed; Jack shivered, and dropped his head.

When he looked up the Emperor had gone.

All night long he watched at the bedside, leaning on his elbow, one hand shading his eyes from the candle-flame. The Sister of Mercy, white and worn with the duties of that terrible day, slept upright in an arm-chair.

Dawn brought the sad notes of Prussian trumpets from the ramparts pealing through the devastated city; at sunrise the pavements rang and shook with the trample of the White Cuirassiers. A Saxon infantry band burst into the Wacht am Rhine at the Paris Gate; the Place Turenne vomited Uhlans. Jack sank down by the bed, burying his face in the sheets.

The Sister of Mercy rubbed her eyes and started up. She touched Jack on the shoulder.

I am going to be very ill, he said, raising a face burning with fever. Never mind me, but stay with her.

I understand, said the Sister, gently. You must lie in the room beyond.

The fever seized Jack with a swiftness incredible.

Then — swear it — by the — by the Saviour there — there on your crucifix! he muttered.

I swear, she answered, softly.

His mind wandered a little, but he set his teeth and rose, staggering to the table. He wrote something on a bit of paper with shaking fingers.

Send for them, he said. You can telegraph now. They are in Brussels — my sister — my family—

Then, blinded by the raging fever, he made his way uncertainly to the bed, groped for Lorraines hand, pressed it, and lay down at her feet.

Call the surgeon! he gasped.

And it was very many days before he said anything else with as much sense in it.

God help them! cried the Sister of Mercy, tearfully, her thin hands clasped to her lips. Alone she guided Jack into the room beyond.

Outside the Prussian bands were playing. The sun flung a long, golden beam through the window straight across Lorraines breast.

She stirred, and murmured in her sleep, Jack! Jack! Tiens ta Foy!

But Jack was past hearing now; and when, at sundown, the young surgeon came into his room he was nearly past all aid.

Typhoid? asked the Sister.

The Pest! said the surgeon, gravely.

The Sister started a little.

I will stay, she murmured. Send this despatch when you go out. Can he live?

They whispered together a moment, stepping softly to the door of the room where Lorraine lay.

It cant be helped now, said the surgeon, looking at Lorraine; shell be well enough by to-morrow; she must stay with you. The chances are that he will die.

The trample of the White Cuirassiers in the street outside filled the room; the serried squadrons thundered past, steel ringing on steel, horses neighing, trumpets sounding the Royal March. Lorraines eyes unclosed.

Jack!

There was no answer.

The surgeon whispered to the Sister of Mercy: Dont forget to hang out the pest flag.

Jack! Jack! wailed Lorraine, sitting up in bed. Through the tangled masses of her heavy hair, gilded by the morning sunshine, her eyes, bright with fever, roamed around the room, startled, despairing. Under the window the White Cuirassiers were singing as they rode:

Flieg, Adler, flieg! Wir stürmen nach,
Ein einig Volk in Waffen,
Wir stürmen nach ob tausendfach
Des Todes Pforten Klaffen!
Und fallen wir, flieg, Adler, flieg!
Aus unserm Blute mächst der Sieg!
Vorwärts!
Flieg, Adler, flieg!
Victoria!
Victoria!
Mit uns ist Gott!

Terrified, turning her head from side to side, Lorraine stretched out her hands. She tried to speak, but her ears were filled with the deep voices shouting the splendid battle-hymn — 

Fly, Eagle! fly!
With us is God!

She crept out of bed, her bare feet white with cold, her bare arms flushed and burning. Blinded by the blaze of the rising sun, she felt her way around the room, calling, Jack! Jack! The window was open; she crept to it. The street was a surging, scintillating torrent of steel.

God with us!

The White Cuirassiers shook their glittering sabres; the melancholy trumpets blast swept skyward; the standards flapped. Suddenly the stony street trembled with the outcrash of drums; the cuirassiers halted, the steel-mailed squadrons parted right and left; a carriage drove at a gallop through the opened ranks. Lorraine leaned from the window; the officer in the carriage looked up.

As the fallen Emperors eyes met Lorraines, she stretched out both little bare arms and cried: Vive la France! — and he was gone to his captivity, the White Cuirassiers galloping on every side.

The Sister of Mercy opened the door behind, calling her.

He is dying, she said. He is in here. Come quickly!

Lorraine turned her head. Her eyes were sweet and serene, her whole pale face transfigured.

He will live, she said. I am here.

It is the pest! muttered the Sister.

Lorraine glided into the hall and unclosed the door of the silent room.

He opened his eyes.

There is no death! she whispered, her face against his. There is neither death nor sorrow nor dying.

The clamour in the street died out; the wind was still; the pest flag under the window hung motionless.

He sighed; his eyes closed.

She stretched out beside him, her body against his, her bare arms around his neck.

His heart fluttered; stopped; fluttered; was silent; moved once again; ceased.

Jack!

Again his heart stirred — or was it her own?

When the morning sun broke over the ramparts of Sedan she fell asleep in his arms, lulled by the pulsations of his heart.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE PROPHECY OF LORRAINE
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WHEN THE VICOMTE and Madame de Morteyn arrived in Sedan from Brussels the last of the French prisoners had been gone a week; the foul city was swept clean; the corpse-choked river no longer flung its dead across the shallows of the island of Glaires; the canal was untroubled by the ghastly freight of death that had collected like logs on a boom below the village of Iges.

All day the tramp of Prussian patrols echoed along the stony streets; all day the sinister outburst of the hoarse Bavarian bugles woke the echoes behind the ramparts. Red Cross flags drooped in the sunshine from churches, from banks, from every barrack, every depot, every public building. The pest flags waved gaily over the Asylum and the little Museum. A few appeared along the Avenue Philippoteaux, others still fluttered on the Gothic church and the convent across the Viaduc de Torcy. Three miles away the ruins of the village of Bazeilles lay in the bright September sunshine. Bavarian soldiers in greasy corvée lumbered among the charred chaos searching for their dead.

The plain of Illy, the heights of La Moncelle, Daigny, Givonne, and Frénois were vast cemeteries. Dredging was going on along the river, whither the curious small boys of Sedan betook themselves and stayed from morning till night watching the recovering of rusty sabres, bayonets, rifles, cannon, and often more grewsome flotsam. It was probably the latter that drew the small boys like flies; neither the one nor the other are easily glutted with horrors.

The silver trumpets of the Saxon Riders were chorusing the noon call from the Porte de Paris when a long train crept into the Sedan station and pulled up in the sunshine, surrounded by a cordon of Hanover Riflemen. One by one the passengers passed into the station, where passports were shown and apathetic commissaires took charge of the baggage.

There were no hacks, no conveyances of any kind, so the tall, white-bearded gentleman in black, who stood waiting anxiously for his passport, gave his arm to an old lady, heavily veiled, and bowed down with the sudden age that great grief brings. Beside her walked a young girl, also in deep mourning.

A man on crutches directed them to the Place Turenne, hobbling after them to murmur his thanks for the piece of silver the girl slipped into his hands.

The number on the house is 31, he repeated; the pest flag is no longer outside.

The pest? murmured the old man under his breath.

At that moment a young girl came out of the crowded station, looking around her anxiously.

Lorraine! cried the white-haired man.

She was in his arms before he could move. Madame de Morteyn clung to her, too, sobbing convulsively; Dorothy hid her face in her black-edged handkerchief.

After a moment Lorraine stepped back, drying her sweet eyes. Dorothy kissed her again and again.

I — I dont see why we should cry, said Lorraine, while the tears ran down her flushed cheeks. If he had died it would have been different.

After a silence she said again:

You will see. We are not unhappy — Jack and I. Monsieur Grahame came yesterday with Rickerl, who is doing very well.

Rickerl here, too? whispered Dorothy.

Lorraine slipped an arm through hers, looking back at the old people.

Come, she said, serenely, Jack is able to sit up. Then in Dorothys ear she whispered, I dare not tell them — you must.

Dare not tell them—

That — that I married Jack — this morning.

The girls arms pressed each other.

German officers passed and repassed, rigid, supercilious, staring at the young girls with that half-sneering, half-impudent, near-sighted gaze peculiar to the breed. Their insolent eyes, however, dropped before the clear, mild glance of the old vicomte.

His face was furrowed by care and grief, but he held his white head high and stepped with an elasticity that he had not known in years. Defeat, disaster, sorrow, could not weaken him; he was of the old stock, the real beau-sabreur, a relic of the old régime, that grew young in the face of defeat, that died of a broken heart at the breath of dishonour. There had been no dishonour, as he understood it — there had been defeat, bitter defeat. That was part of his trade, to face defeat nobly, courteously, chivalrously; to bow with a smile on his lips to the more skilful adversary who had disarmed him.

Bitterness he knew, when the stiff Prussian officers clanked past along the sidewalk of this French city; despair he never dreamed of. As for dishonour — that is the cry of the pack, the refuge of the snarling mob yelping at the bombastic vociferations of some mean-souled demagogue; and in Paris there were many, and the pack howled in the Republic at the crack of the lash.

Lady Hesketh is here, too, said Lorraine. She appears to be a little reconciled to her loss. Dorothy, it breaks my heart to see Rickerl. He lies in his room all day, silent, ghastly white. He does not believe that Alixe — did what she did — and died there at Morteyn. Oh, I am glad you are here. Jack says you must tell Rickerl nothing about Sir Thorald; nobody is to know that — now all is ended.

Yes, said Dorothy.

When they came to the house, Archibald Grahame and Lady Hesketh met them at the door. Molly Hesketh had wept a great deal at first. She wept still, but more moderately.

My angel child! she said, taking Dorothy to her bosom. Grahame took off his hat.

The old people hurried to Jacks room above; Dorothy, guided by Lorraine, hastened to Rickerl; Archibald Grahame looked genially at Molly and said:

Now dont, Lady Hesketh — I beg you wont. Try to be cheerful. We must find something to divert you.

I dont wish to, said Molly.

There is a band concert this afternoon in the Place Turenne, suggested Grahame.

Ill never go, said Molly; I havent anything fit to wear.

In the room above, Madame de Morteyn sat with Jacks hand in hers, smiling through her tears. The old vicomte stood beside her, one arm clasping Lorraines slender waist.

Children! children! wicked ones! he repeated, how dare you marry each other like two little heathen?

It comes, my dear, from your having married an American wife, said Madame de Morteyn, brushing away the tears; they do those things in America.

America! grumbled the vicomte, perfectly delighted— a nice country for young savages. Lorraine, you at least should have known better.

I did, said Lorraine; I ought to have married Jack long ago.

The vicomte was speechless; Jack laughed and pressed his aunts hands.

They spoke of Morteyn, of their hope that one day they might rebuild it. They spoke, too, of Paris, cuirassed with steel, flinging defiance to the German floods that rolled towards the walls from north, south, west, and east.

There is no death, said Lorraine; the years renew their life. We shall all live. France will be reborn.

There is no death, repeated the old man, and kissed her on the brow.

So they stood there in the sunlight, tearless, serene, moved by the prophecy of their child Lorraine. And Lorraine sat beside her husband, her fathomless blue eyes dreaming in the sunlight — dreaming of her Province of Lorraine, of the Honour of France, of the Justice of God — dreaming of love and the sweetness of her youth, unfolding like a fresh rose at dawn, there on her husbands breast.

THE END
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ASHES OF EMPIRE.

Behind black ramparts where an angry sun
Bedded on ashes, smoulders in the West,
Against a sky of fire I see the crest
Of battlements, deep-terraced, gun on gun.

A towered Cathedral burns athwart the rays,
A maze of windows kindle in the blaze;
Chimney and dome and belfry, one by one,
Redden to cinders through the crimson haze.

Gigantic shadows fall on roof and wall,
Black shapes of shade, fantastic, wax and fade,
Graded in grey; the phantom day is laid,
Where nights pale sister, twilight, smoothes the pall.

The double-thundered din of shotted guns
Rumbles, resounds, rolling from fort to fort;
Fringing the powder-gloom, from port to port
The fretted lightning of the cannon runs.

Ashes of years of sin, the sacrifice,
Ashes of oaths and vows and prayers and lies,
Ashes of fool and knave and worldly wise,
Ashes of empire under ashen skies.

R. W. C.


AUTHORS PREFACE.
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THE AUTHORS INTENTION was to write a series of three novels covering the period of the Franco-Prussian war and the Commune. The last of the series, The Red Republic, was written first; the first of the series, Lorraine, was next written. The present volume, Ashes of Empire, is the middle volume of the triad, dealing with the period of the siege of Paris from the disaster at Sedan to the surrender of the city. As Lorraine began with the first rumours and then the declaration of war, and, foreshadowing the siege of Paris, ended with Sedan, so the present volume foreshadows the communistic outbreak that was certain to follow the surrender of the city, and ends just as the red rag of revolt is hoisted over the war-sick capital.

A fourth volume, dealing with the southern invasion of France, co-eval with the siege, and concerning the operations of the famous Army of the Loire, will be added to the series at a later date, thus completing the entire period between June, 1870, and May, 1871.

The Author.


CHAPTER I.

THE FLIGHT OF THE EMPRESS.
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THE THRONG OUTSIDE the palace had swelled to menacing proportions; the gay cocked hats of the police glittered above a sombre sea of heads, threading the packed square with double strands of colour. The throng was not yet a mob; there were no rushes, no sullen retreats, no capricious stampedes, but it grew denser. Again and again the Imperial police pushed into the square only to be crushed back against the park railings by the sheer weight of the people. From the river a battalion of mutinous Mobiles advanced singing a deep swinging chorus through which the treble voices of the newsboys soared piercingly: Extra! Extra! Frightful disaster in the north. Defeat of the French army at Sedan! Capture of the Emperor! Surrender of the army of Châlons! Terrible battle at Sedan! Extra! Extra!

Across the bridge the people surged against the Palais Bourbon, receding, advancing, retreating, only to dash back again on the steel-barbed grille, a deluge of eager human beings, a chaos of white, tense faces and outstretched hands. And now over all swept a whirlwind of sound — of splendid sonorous song — the Marseillaise!

The crowd had become a mob. The Empire was at an end.

A short, fierce howl broke from the crowd which filled the rue de Rivoli from the Louvre to the Place de la Concorde, as an officer of the Imperial Guard appeared for a moment on the terrace above the Orangerie and attempted to speak. Go back, go back! shouted the mob. Down with the Empire! Long live Republic! The Empress has betrayed Paris! Shame! Shame! Somebody in the crush raised a gilded wooden eagle on a fragment of broken flagstaff and shook it derisively at the palace. Burn it! cried the mob; we want no eagles now!

In a moment the gilded eagle was on fire. A drummer of the National Guard reversed his drum and beat the charge; a young girl marched beside him, also beating a drum, her thin, white face set with a hard smile, her eyes flashing under knit brows. A compact mass of people hurled themselves against the garden grille, the iron eagle and the Imperial N were torn from the gilt gates amid a tempest of cheers; the railing crashed in, the mob was loose.

At that moment, through the alley of trees, a detachment of the Garde Impériale marched silently up and massed itself before the great gate of the Tuileries, waiting there, solid, motionless, with rifles at parade rest. The mob came to a sudden halt.

Down with the Imperial Guard! Hurrah for the National Guard! shouted the man with the blazing eagle, and he swung the flaming emblem of empire till it crackled and showered the air with sparks and burning flakes of tinsel.

The girl with the drum, sitting beside the parapet of the Orangerie, beat the rappel and laughed down at the Imperial Guard.

Are you afraid? she called in a clear, bantering voice. Ill give you a shot at my drum — you there, with the Crimea medal!

A young ruffian from the outer boulevards climbed to the parapet beside her. Silence! shouted the crowd. Listen to the Mouse!

The Mouse, however, contented himself with thrusting out his tongue and making frightful grimaces at the Imperial Guard, while his two companions, Mon Oncle and Bibi la Goutte, alternately laughed and proffered menaces. Twice an officer advanced a little way along the alley of trees, summoning the crowd to fall back. The second time a young fellow in the uniform of the National Guard dragged himself from the crowd and nimbly mounted the parapet.

You tell us to disperse, he shouted in reply; I tell you that well go as soon as that flag comes down from the Tuileries. Then he turned to the mob with violent gestures;

Do you know why that flag is flying? It is because the Empress is still in the Tuileries. Is she to stay there?

No, no! Down with the Empress! To the palace, to the palace! howled the mob.

The Mouse, who had climbed down inside the gardens, began to yell for pillage, but a drummer of the Imperial Guard kicked him headlong through the gate and burst out laughing. The crowd surged forward, only to fall back again before the levelled rifles of the troops.

Get off the wall! cried the officers, angrily, you gamine there with your drum! Go back, or we fire!

The girl with the drum regarded them ironically and clicked her drum-sticks; the young officer of the National Guard beside her cursed the troops and shouted: Tell your Empress to go! Who is she to sit in the Tuileries? Who sent the army to Sedan? Who betrayed the nation to the Prussians? Tell your Empress to go while she can! Do you think the people are blind and deaf? Do you think the people forget? Tell her to take herself and family out of the land she sold to Bismarck! Then let her remember the city she betrayed — the people who watch and wait for Prussian shells cowering in the cellars of devastated homes — here in the city she sold!

The crowd shouted hoarsely and pressed to the gate again. The young orators fierce eyes shone with a hate so intense that the troops thought him mad. And perhaps he was, this fanatic who in days to come would prove his brainless bravery to an insurgent city and die under the merciless sabres of Thiers gendarmes.

Capt Flourens, said an officer of the Imperial Guard, if you do not call off your mob, their blood will be on your head. Shame on you! You disgrace your uniform!

Captain de Sellier, replied Flourens fiercely, to-morrow, if the Prussian army halts before Paris, I will be the first to face it, for the honour of France. But I will not face it for the Empire. Shall Paris fight for the woman who sold France? Shall France do battle for a rotten dynasty tottering to ruin? — a dynasty that seeks to pull down the motherland with it into the abyss of corruption and cowardice and treachery. The Prussians are here! Let them come. But before we face them let us cleanse ourselves from that which brought us to destruction. Down with the Empire!

He ceased and stepped back. The girl beside him swung her drum to her hip, sprang up, and, facing the troops, began to sing:

Ça ira! Ça ira!

A thunder of cheering answered her; the steel stanchions of gate and grille were wrenched out; the mob was armed.

The Imperial Guard hesitated, then fell back slowly, as old General Mellinet galloped up, glittering with orders, sashed and spurred, his face crimson with anger.

It is well, he shouted, shaking his clenched fist at the crowd;— it is well for you that her gracious Majesty commands that not one drop of blood shall be spilled to protect this palace! Cowards, go back to your kennels! The Empress is leaving the palace!

He walked his splendid bay horse straight up to the shattered gate; a straw in the balance would decide his fate and he knew it.

You, gentlemen, he said violently, are here on a vile errand. Are you not blushing for your uniform, Captain Flourens? And you, Monsieur Victorien Sardou, with your clay mask of a face, — and you Armand Gouzien—

For a second rage choked him.

What do you want of me, gentlemen? he said, controlling his passion with an effort. I have made a promise and you will find that I will keep it. If General Trochu has deserted the Empress, make the most of it. Let God deal with him. As for me, I am here to stay. Say so to your mob.

At this moment came a roar from the crowd outside; The Empress has gone! The Empress has gone! To the palace! To the palace! The Empress has gone!

The crowd started forward. Then, as the soldiers silently brought their rifles to a charge, the people fell back, crushing and trampling in their hurry to regain the pavement.

Look out, Bourke, said a young man, in English, dragging his companion away from the gate: therell be a panic if the troops fire. Come on; lets get out of this.

Look, said his comrade, eagerly, look, theyve lowered the flag on the cupola! Do you see, Jim? The Empress has left the Tuileries!

The crowd saw it too, and a tumult arose, answered by vociferous cheering from the packed masses in the rue de Rivoli;

Vive la Republique! Down with the Empire!

Hurrah for the republic! shouted Bourke, laughing and waving his hat. Harewood, why the devil dont you cheer?

Malet and Shannon, two fellow correspondents, passed and called out to them in English: Hello, you fellows; its all over. The Empress has gone!

Wait for us, motioned Bourke. But already the others were lost in the crowd, which now began to pour along the face of the park parapets towards the river.

Bourke, his arm linked in Harewoods, struggled for a while to keep his course to the rue Royale, but the pressure and shouting and torrents of dust confused him and he let himself go.

Confound it! he gasped, this is almost a stampede. Keep your feet, Jim, if you want to live to get out. I hope the Empress is safe.

Where are our horses? asked Harewood, struggling to keep with his comrade.

In the arcade of the Continental. Good heavens, Jim, this crush is frightful, he said, seizing a bar of the railing behind them. Climb up and over: it is the only way!

Theyll shoot you from the palace! cried a dozen voices.

I rather be shot than squashed! replied Bourke, clambering up and over the gilded railing.

In a moment Harewood sprang to the turf beside him, panting and perspiring.

Now! motioned Bourke, and they glided across the terrace of the Orangerie, and let themselves down into the street, dirty, bruised and breathless.

At the end of the street toward the Place de la Concorde, a mob, flourishing clubs and knives, was vainly trying to scale the parapets of the gardens, shouting: Death! Death to the Empress! But a squad of police held the parapets and hammered the more venturesome of the people with the flats of their swords. Several line soldiers and Mobile officers joined the police; on the other hand the throngs increased every moment, and their angry shouts swelled to a solid roar: Death to the Empress! Remember Sedan!

Among a group of frightened pedestrians who had been blocked on the quay between both mobs, were two ladies. Bourke caught a glimpse of their light summer gowns as he crept along by the quay wall. One of the ladies carried a covered basket, which she held close to her breast. Both were in helpless consternation, daring neither to proceed nor to return to the quay alone, where already the mob had seized the Batteau Mouche, crying, On to Saint Cloud!

See those girls! cried Bourke. Theyll get into that crush in a moment. Jim, theyll be trampled!

Harewood started across the street just as the young lady who carried the basket turned and hastened toward the Louvre, where a cab stood near the gutter. Her companion followed, running ahead in her anxiety and calling to the cab driver, who, however, shook his head, refusing to move.

As Harewood came up, the girl who carried the basket shrank back, looking at him with startled eyes, but he raised his hat, and then turned to the cabman. We want you, he said, sharply.

I am engaged. I was told to wait for the Austrian ambassador, said the driver, adding impudently: Are you his excellency, Monsieur Metternich?

You must take these ladies, said Harewood. They cant stay here — the police may fire at any moment.

Monsieur, said the cabby, sarcastically, can I pass that mob with my cab?

You can pass, insisted Bourke, to the Place Saint Germain — lAuxerrois. Well lead the horse. He laid one hand on the bit.

Before the cabman could protest, Harewood flung open the door, saying; Mesdames, there is no time to lose! — while Bourke scowled back at the driver and shook his fist. Pig of a cabman, he whispered, drive slowly or Ill push you into the river.

Harewood was laughing as he closed the cab door and stepped to the other side of the horse.

Now, Bourke, he said, touch up your jehu!

Bourke uttered another awful threat and signalled the cabby. The latter obeyed with a despairing grimace, and the horse moved off along the quay, the two young fellows walking on either side of the horses head.

In a moment they were in the crowd that surrounded the gate of the Carrousel, but the crowd was not very compact and they threaded their way slowly, amid cheering and singing and savage yells, Death! Death to the Empress!

Poor thing! said Harewood. Hang these ragamuffin cutthroats! Go slowly, Bourke. Hello, whats up now?

From a stairway on the south colonnade of the Louvre a group of ladies and gentlemen were issuing. Hurriedly they traversed the court to the street gate, where a mob of loungers stood, staring up at the gray façade. As one of the party, a lady heavily veiled in crêpe, stepped out to the sidewalk, a gamin clinging to the gate piped up shrilly:

Thats the Empress!

Instantly one of the gentleman in attendance seized the urchin by one ear and boxed the other soundly, saying, Ill teach you to shout, Vive la Prusse! 

For a moment the knot of idlers laughed. Then some one in the crowd said distinctly: All the same, that is the Empress.

A silence followed, broken by a single voice, low but perfectly distinct: Death to the Empress!

There was a restless movement, a quick pressing forward of wicked faces, a shuffle of heavy shoes. In a second the crowd doubled itself as if by magic; voices rose, harsh and ominous. Somebody struck the iron railing with a steel-banded club. Bourke, standing close to the gutter by the cab, felt the door pushed outward and he turned, alarmed, as both young girls sprang out. One of them ran to the Empress and motioned toward the cab.

Hasten, madame, she said, here is a cab.

Before the crowd comprehended what was being done the Empress had passed them, followed by another lady and two gentlemen.

Good heavens, muttered Harewood to Bourke, it is the Empress and Madame Le Breton.

The Empress laid one hand on the cab window, then drew back and said: I would not wish to take your cab if you also are in danger.

With one foot on the carriage step she looked back at the young girls, appearing utterly oblivious of the risk she herself ran.

Hasten, madame, they cried. We are in no danger! Ah, hasten, madame!

Both of the gentlemen in waiting urged the Empress to enter, but she refused, and looked steadily at the crowd, which was now closing round the little group. Then she quietly stooped and kissed the girls.

Thank you, she said, I accept, my children.

Bourke and Harewood had recognized her two escorts as the Italian minister and the Austrian ambassador. And, while the Empress and her lady in waiting entered the cab, Bourke said in English:

Go quickly, gentlemen; these young ladies are safe with us. God knows why the mob does not attack you!

Monsieur de Metternich turned, cool and collected, and bowed to Bourke. The Empress leaned from the cab window and looked at the young girls standing together, white and frightened.

Will you tell me your name?

They seemed not to understand, and Harewood said:

Quick, the Empress asks your names?

I — I — am Yolette Chalais — and this is Hildé, my sister, stammered one of the girls. As she spoke, in her embarrassment the basket dropped from her hands, the lid flew open, and three white pigeons whirled out, fluttering through the crowd, that scattered for a moment, trying to see what had happened.

Now! cried Bourke, as the two diplomats jumped into the cab and slammed the door. The cabman seized his reins and lashed savagely at his horse, the crowd stumbled back shrieking, and, before they understood, the cab dashed away in a torrent of dust and flying pebbles.

In his excitement Bourke laughed aloud, crying: Jim! Jim! What a fool of a mob! Well, of all the bloodless revolutions I ever heard of! Look! Here come some troops, too. The thing is over!

The thing was nearly over. Even the Saint Germain omnibuses were running now, halting as usual for passengers in front of the beautiful church opposite, and to one of these omnibuses Bourke and Harewood conducted the two young ladies who had given up their cab to the Empress of France. Nobody interfered with them, nobody seemed to notice them except a pasty-visaged young man with pale, pig-like eyes who nodded hastily to Bourke and walked away.

That was Speyer, the war correspondent for that German-American sheet, said Bourke to Harewood. I didnt know he was in Paris.

Harewood frowned and said nothing until their disconcerted but grateful charges were safely seated in the omnibus. Then Bourke said several civil things in well-intentioned French.

Both young men offered to act as further escort, were timidly thanked but unmistakably discouraged, and they finally stood back, raising their hats as the omnibus started.

Thank you again for all you have done, said Hildé. Yolette inclined her head with pretty reticence; the driver cracked his whip and the three horses moved off at a trot.

Harewood stared after the vehicle until it disappeared. Bourke lighted a cigarette, smiled quietly, and said: Come on, Jim.

As they turned into the rue de Rivoli Harewood began: Hildé Chalais — thats one of them — I dont know which. Pretty, isnt she? I mean the one with the dark eyes. Wonder whether well see them again. Sorry they lost their pigeons. Nice girls — dont you think so? They live out on the rue dYpres. Well pass their house next week when we go to Saint Cloud by the Porte Rouge.

Harewood laughed easily and walked on in silence. Life was very pleasant at times — even delightful when lighted by a pair of deep hazel eyes.

I wonder — I wonder— he muttered.

What? asked Bourke.

Nothing — only that one with the brown eyes — plucky little thing to give up her cab — eh, Cecil?

Yes.

Well, if we go to Saint Cloud, well go by way of the rue dYpres.

And there youll stay? asked Bourke, scornfully.

What? I? What for?

Bourke yawned in his face and said wearily: Because, Jim, I never knew you to miss making an ass of yourself when the devil sent the opportunity.


CHAPTER II.

THE MOUSE.
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IN THE HEATED silence of afternoon the tap, tap, tap of a drum came up from the southwest, now indistinct and smothered, now louder as the sound approached the Porte Rouge, waking soft echoes along the sodded fortifications.

A dozing sentry in front of the Prince Murat barracks sauntered out to the gutter, shading his face with one tanned hand. At the end of the rue dYpres sunlight sparkled on the brass of a drum, bayonets twinkled through the dust haze, a single bugle blew long and faintly.

When the red trousers of the gate patrol had passed and the dull rumble of the drum had softened to a vibration in the dazzling stillness, the sentinel strolled back to loaf, blinking, in his shadowy sentry-box, leaning on the chassepot rifle which he did not know how to use. For the sentinel was a National Guardsman, and they had taken away his Gras rifle and given him a chassepot, and set him to guard empty barracks in a street inhabited principally by sparrows.

At that moment, however, the rue dYpres, which, with its single row of weather-battered houses, faced the fortifications of the Porte Rouge secteur, was not entirely deserted. Beside the sentinel and the sparrows, some one else was moving aimlessly about in the sunshine with his hands thrust into the pockets of a stained jacket.

As he passed the barrack grille he raised his hard face and fixed a pair of narrow, uncertain eyes on the sentinel. One of his eyes was very bright — almost luminous, like the eyes of small animals at night; the other eye was sightless and seared.

There is something ominous in the upward gaze of a startled animal; there was something more sinister in the glance of The Mouse as it fell before the frowning, suspicious face of the sentinel.

Passez au large! growled the sentinel, straightening up.

Cest ça; et ta sœur! retorted the Mouse, with a frightful leer. Then he passed on, his mouth distorted in a smile, for he was thinking of the future and of destiny, and the market value of petroleum. He was a philosopher at all times, occasionally, perhaps, a prophet.

The Mouse enjoyed the hot September sunshine. As he slouched past the passage de lOmbre and across the rue dYpres he yawned with semi-torpid satisfaction, and shuffled his worn shoes luxuriously through the taller grass below the glacis. Exertion disagreed with the Mouse; unnecessary effort was abhorrent to him. Under his insolent eyelids his shifty eyes searched the talus of the fortifications for a grassy, sun-warmed nook, created by Providence and the Imperial engineers for such as he.

Across the street the afternoon sun blazed on the shabby houses. The iron gateway of the Prince Murat barracks was closed, the National Guard sentinel now leaned in the shadow of his box, drowsy and motionless. Not a soul was stirring in the street; there was no sound, no movement except when a dusty sparrow raised its head from the hot grass, beak agape as though parched.

The Mouse contemplated the sparrow with his solitary eye. He, too, was thirsty. He clacked his tongue twice, spat upon the grass, scratched one large ear, and yawned. Presently he drew a pipe from some recess beneath his jacket, filled it, rammed one dirty finger into the bowl, and gazed trustfully toward heaven for a match. Neither matches nor manna were falling that year in Paris; there were to be other showers from the autumn skies.

With one finger in the bowl of his pipe and the dingy stem in his mouth he gazed heavenward until the sun made him blink. Then he shifted his glance along the glacis of the fortifications. Across the rue dYpres, where there were houses, a caged canary bird twittered, trilled and ceased as suddenly as it had begun. Without turning his head the Mouses eye searched the other side of the street until it rested on a sign:

Chalais 
Dealer in Birds.

Under this hung another sign;

Apartment to Let, 
Inquire Within.

After a minutes restless contemplation of the signs and the open door, the Mouse sauntered over to the bird store, slouched up to the window and pressed his insignificant nose against it. Little by little the dim interior of the bird store became visible. He leisurely surveyed the rows of wire and wicker cages, drumming on the window glass with grimy fingers. A grey and scarlet parrot, dozing on a perch, woke up and turned a penetrating look on him.

The Mouse flattened his face against the window and thrust his tongue out at the parrot.

At first the bird paid little attention to this insult, but, as the Mouse persevered, the parrot eyed him with increasing animosity.

Coco! Coco! Salaud! Tiens pour toi, vieux crétin! sneered the Mouse, tapping on the window with his pipestem and distorting his mouth in derision until the parrot flapped its wings and screamed, the feathers on its head erect with excitement and irritation. One by one the other birds, now also greatly agitated, joined in; the jackdaw croaked and chattered, and the finches, thrushes and canaries chorused a shrill treble. A young monkey in a corner set up an ear-piercing shriek and a red squirrel rushed madly around in his wire wheel.

The Mouse was amused. With sneers and jibes and jeering gestures he excited the parrot; he made awful faces at the monkey until the little creature clung to the cage wires, shivering and screaming; he frightened the smaller birds by waving his dirty fingers to and fro before the window frames. Presently, however, he tired of the sport; his restless eye roamed about the interior of the shop; he pressed his pitted face closer to the glass, with now and then a rapid sidelong glance peculiar to the chevalier of industry the world over.

There was nobody in the outer shop, that was clear. There seemed to be nothing to steal there, either: the Mouse did not consider birds worth stealing. Still, nobody seemed to be about, and it was the instinct of the Mouse to rummage. He withdrew from the window, assured himself that the street was deserted, then slouched silently around to the open door and entered.

As he set his worn shoe upon the threshold the feathers on the parrots neck flattened in alarm, the monkey crouched trembling in a corner of his cage, every little bird became mute and motionless.

For a minute the Mouse peered about the shop. The squirrel still scrambled madly in his wheel, and the narrow eye of the Mouse followed the whirling spokes.

There was a closed door at the further end of the room; the Mouse fixed his eye upon it and stepped softly across the floor, one hand outstretched toward the knob. When he had it in his hand he paused, undecided, then turned the handle in silence. Instantly something moved on the other side — something heavy and soft — the door was pushed open with a steady, resistless pressure that forced the Mouse back flat against the wall.

It was then that the Mouse, peering over his shoulder, felt his blood freeze and his shabby knees give way. For, staring up into his face, stood a full-grown lioness with her brilliant eyes fixed on his. He would have shrieked if he could, but terror paralyzed him; he felt that he was going to swoon. Suddenly there came the sound of voices, a distant door opened, steps echoed across a tiled hallway, and two girls entered the shop from the further room. The lioness turned her head at the sound, hesitated, glanced back at the Mouse and finally slunk hastily away, only to be seized and held by one of the girls, while the other alternately slapped, cuffed and kissed her.

Schéhèrazade ought to be slapped instead of kissed, cried the taller girl, shoving the anxious but docile lioness towards the doorway; really, Yolette, you spoil her; some day shell run out into the street, and then theyll shoot her.

Poor darling, said Yolette, she didnt mean to be naughty. Somebody must have left the door open — Schéhèrazade cant turn the knob, you know. As she spoke she laid one hand on the neck of the lioness.

Come, naughty one, she said, and urged the great creature towards the inner room, calling back to her sister: Hildé, dear, shut the door!

Ive a mind to shut it on Schéhèrazades tail, said Hildé: shes frightened the birds and animals nearly to death. Our squirrel is going mad, I believe.

The parrot clamoured on its perch, and she went over to quiet it, talking all the while.

Poor little Mehemet Ali, did the big lion frighten him? There! There! and poor little Rocco, too! turning towards the shivering monkey. Its a perfect shame — it is, indeed!

Hildé! Do shut the door! called Yolette from the inner room; Im going to give Schéhèrazade her ball to play with and then Ill come out.

Hildé gave one last pat to the parrots head and went towards the door. As she laid her hand on the knob her eyes encountered a pair of dusty, flat shoes, protruding beneath the sill. The shoes covered the feet of the Mouse, and, as she threw back the door with a startled exclamation, the Mouse himself stood revealed, terribly haggard from the effects of his recent fright, but now sufficiently recovered to bound with much agility into the street.

What are you doing here? stammered Hildé, following him to the outer door.

I? said the Mouse, recovering his composure a little and crossing one foot before the other. I, mademoiselle, am an authorized agent for the public defense.

If you are soliciting subscriptions, why did you not ring the doorbell or knock? asked Hildé, as Yolette entered and stood at her side.

Why, to tell the truth, said the Mouse, bowing impudently, I only intended to ask for a match. I knocked, politely, as I was taught to do in my youth, but—

If you please, will you go away? interrupted Yolette, quickly.

I have the honour, said the Mouse, removing his greasy, peaked cap with a flourish, and smoothing the lovelocks plastered over each ear, I have the honour to obey. Always at the service of ladies — always devoted — he flourished his pipe with dignity— although I had hoped for the small courtesy of a match.

Hildé, whispered Yolette, he will go away if you give him a match.

Hildé stepped to the counter, found a card of matches, and returned to the door. The Mouses small eye followed every expression on the two girlish faces. He took the matches with condescension, smirked, and continued impudently: Ladies, in the present unfortunate condition of public affairs, in the face of a revolution which, within a week, has changed the government of France from an empire to a republic, in the face of the impending advance of the Prussian armies and the ultimate investment of the city of Paris, may I venture to solicit a small contribution for the purpose of adding to the patriotic fund, destined to arm the fortifications yonder with new and improved breech-loading cannon?

He glanced from Hildé to Yolette, his wary eye narrowing to a slit.

I dont believe hes an agent, whispered Hildé; dont give him anything.

Yolette drew a small purse from her gown and looked at the Mouse with sincere eyes.

Will you really give it to the public defense? she asked. Or — if you are hungry and need it for yourself—

Dont do it, murmured Hildé; he is not honest.

The Mouses eyes filled with tears, his lips quivered.

Honesty is often clothed in rags, he sniveled, drawing himself up. I thank you for your courtesy. I will go.

He moved away, furtively brushing a tear from his cheek. Yolette stepped across the threshold and touched his ragged elbow impulsively. He turned with a dramatic start, accepted the small silver coin, then stalked across the street, his head on his breast, his arms folded. Presently the stalk relapsed into a walk, then into a shuffle, then into a slouch. The sunshine lay warm on the grass-grown fortifications; where it lay warmest the Mouse sat him down and crossed his legs.

When he had lighted his pipe he stretched out at full length, both arms behind his head, cap tilted to shade his single eye. Under the peak of the cap he could see the pipe-smoke curl; he could also see the long yellow road, stretching away into the country from the Porte Rouge. Out there somewhere — perhaps very far, perhaps very near — the Prussian armies were moving across France toward Paris. The thought amused the Mouse. He scratched one large ear and speculated. With the Prussians would come bombardment, with bombardment would come panic, with panic might come anarchy, and with anarchy would come pillage!

The Mouse smacked his lips over the pipe-stem. He reflected that the revolution, accomplished five days previous, had brought with it no plunder so far as he was concerned. It had been a stupid revolution — shouting, jostling the bourgeoisie, a rush at the Tuileries, a whack over the head from a rifle-stock, but no pillage. In vain had he, the Mouse, in company with two ambitious companions, Bibi la Goutte and Mon Oncle, descended from the shady nooks of Montparnasse with the frank intention of rummaging the Tuileries — and perhaps some houses of the stupid citizens. In vain had Bibi la Goutte bawled anarchy and treason, in vain had Mon Oncle demanded to be led to the sack of palaces. The brutal guards had thumped Mon Oncle with their rifle-butts, the Imperial police had mauled Bibi la Goutte, and, as for the Mouse, he had gained nothing but an abrasion of the scalp from contact with an officers sword-hilt.

But now the Mouse truly hoped that, with the advent of the victorious Prussian armies before the walls of Paris, things might be different. When the big shells began to sail over the Seine and knock houses and churches into kindling wood, the Mouse intended to do a little exploring on his private account, and he acknowledged with enthusiasm that it would be a degenerate knight of leisure who should fail to amass a pretty competency.

So the Mouse lay musing and smoking in the warm September sun, one eye half closed, but still fixed on the yellow road which crawled across the plain at his feet. He was absolutely contented; he had tobacco, sunshine — and 50 centimes in silver in his pocket, to spend on food or drink, as he chose. Once he thought of the lion, and shuddered at the thought. Some day when he had time he would find a way to poison the creature, he hoped, and incidentally to rob the bird store.

As he lay diverted by these pleasant thoughts, he became aware of a cloud of dust on the road below. He watched it; it came nearer and nearer; he could distinguish the red trousers of French infantry; a gun boomed from some distant bastion; another, still more distant, answered the signal. The Mouse sat up. He could see that the dust cloud enveloped heavy moving columns of troops, advancing slowly toward the walls of Paris. At the Porte Rouge drums were beating.

The Mouse rose, stretched, yawned and slouched off down the embankment to the street. As he passed the bird store, Yolette and Hildé came to the door, gazing anxiously toward the fortifications.

The Mouse leered at them, removed his cap, laying a dirty hand on his heart. Always the ladies slave, he called across the street, and shuffled on toward the Porte Rouge.

At the gate he shoved and elbowed his way through the increasing throng until he reached the pont-levis. The line sentinels drove him back again, but he managed to crawl up to the grille and hang on to the steel bars. Here he found himself in company with two bosom friends, Bibi la Goutte and Mon Oncle.

Mince! observed Bibi, as a column of dusty hussars galloped up to the drawbridge and drew bridle, theyve seen uncomfortable things out yonder — those hussars. Its Vinoys 13th corps back from Badinguets fête champêtre.

Mon Oncle sneered and mimicked the officers commands as a close column of infantry came plodding through the gate, haggard, ghastly, beneath their coat of tan and dust.

Bigre! observed Bibi, under his breath, but the Mouse climbed up on the grille and hurled insults at the exhausted troops: Malheur, si ça fait pas gueler! On dirait des chaouchs de Biribi! Ah! mince, on prend des airs deja! Mort aux crétins! On nest pus su lpavé de Badinguet, tas de sergots!

Then he spat upon the ground, shook his fist at the sky, shrugged and slouched out of the crowd, followed closely by Bibi la Goutte and Mon Oncle.

The latter was somewhat puzzled at the Mouses sudden outburst, and looked doubtfully at Bibi.

The Mouse is capricious, he observed.

No, said Bibi, scornfully, the Mouse doesnt care, except that theres another army corps in Paris now; and when the hour comes to do a little pillaging — these imbecile soldiers may annoy us.

The Mouse remained mute, but, as he trudged over the glacis, he cast a glance of horrible malignity at the battered, sun-scorched soldiers, toiling across the drawbridge below.

Then, with a gesture, he turned his back, closed his sightless eye and sat down on the grass. Bibi regarded him in breathless admiration, his lean jaws working with emotion.

What a general he would make! he whispered to Mon Oncle.

Or what an assassin! replied Mon Oncle, aloud, mopping his fat face.

The Mouse felt the compliment, but said nothing. The drums beat continuously down by the gate, the dull cries of the officers came up to them from below mingled with the murmur of the throng at the pont-levis.

Bibi, sitting on the grass, nodded drowsily in the hot sunshine. Mon Oncle stretched his short bandy legs out under an acacia bush, and presently fell asleep. The Mouse, too, appeared to slumber, except when a breeze moved the brim of his cap, and a stray spot of sunlight glimmered on the iris of his sightless eye.


CHAPTER III.

APARTMENT TO LET.
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YOLETTE, STANDING AT the door of the bird store, with her arm around Hildés waist, and one hand shading her face, could see the exhausted infantry tramping through the Porte Rouge, between the steadily increasing throngs of people.

The crowd at first was silent but gravely attentive. Little by little, however, they realised what it meant; they began to understand that this entry of Blanchards division from Mézières, intact, was nothing less than the first actual triumph for French strategy since the Uhlan vanguard galloped over the frontier and the Prussian needle-guns cracked across the Spicheren in the early days of August. For, when Blanchards division of Vinoys 13th corps stole out of Mézières at dawn on September 2, 1870, with the furnace breath of Sedan in their faces and the German cavalry at their heels, nobody, not even General Vinoy himself, dared hope to turn a retreat into victory or to bring back one soldier out of ten again under the guns of Paris.

Yet now it was done. On September 5 Blanchards division joined Maudhuys at Laon, and the 13th corps was reunited. And here they were; it was Guilhems brigade, the 6th Hussars and the 42nd and 35th line infantry that surged in at the Porte Rouge, drums beating, beating, beating, through the pulsating dust waves, bayonets crimsoned by the red level rays of the setting sun.

Suddenly on the forts of Issy, Vanves, Montrouge and Bicêtre the siege guns boomed their welcome to the returning troops. Fort after fort took up the salute, bastion after bastion, until from the fort dIvry to the battery of the Double Crown, and from Fontenay to the Fortress of the East, the thunder rolled in one majestic reverberation, dominated by the tremendous shocks from Mont-Valérien.

When the roar from the sixteen forts had ceased and the immense waves of sound rolled further and further away, leaving in the ears of the people nothing but the drum taps of marching columns, a sentiment, long unknown, stirred every heart in Paris. The sentiment was hope. At the Porte Rouge they were cheering now; Montparnasse heard the unaccustomed sound, and the streets swarmed from the Luxembourg to the Montrouge gate. They were cheering, too, in the north, across the river, where the artillery of Maudhuys division was parking along the avenue de la Grande-Armée.

Down at the Porte Rouge the hussars entered at a trot, trumpeters sounding the regimental march, while the crowd broke into frantic cheering, and tear-choked voices blessed them and tear-stained faces were raised to the hard, bright sky, burnished with a fiercer radiance where the sun hung over the smoking Meudon woods, like a disk of polished copper.

And so after all they had returned, this army given up for lost; they had returned singed by the flames in the north, stained with northern rain and mud and dust, exhausted, starving, reeling under the weight of their knapsacks and rifles, but saved from annihilation.

Paris forgot everything except that — forgot the red trail of butchery from Forbach to Metz; forgot the smoking debris of battles lost and battles worse than lost; forgot Strassebourg, crumbling under German shells; forgot Metz, drenched with blood, cowering under the spectre of famine; forgot Toul and Belfort and the imbecile manœuvres of an ironclad fleet — all this was forgotten in the joy of the moment. What if three German armies were even then on the march toward Paris? Paris would be ready; Paris would arm; nothing should withstand her; nothing could penetrate her cuirassed armour of enormous forts — sixteen forts strung outside the walls on a circle of lesser redoubts and batteries, sixty kilometres in circumference. A necklace of steel, a double necklace, for inside the ring of forts lay the city fortifications proper — the enormous enceinte forty-one kilometres long, encircling the city from the Seine to the Marne. The forts and the ninety-four bastions mounted two thousand two hundred cannon, huge pieces of fifteen and twelve, and even a few thirteen ton, marine monsters of nineteen and sixteen. The people had heard their voices from Mont-Valérien, setting the whole city rocking with the earthquake of their welcome to the 13th corps. And how the throngs cheered!

Hildé and Yolette leaned together from their door and saw a pillar of dust, dyed crimson in the suns last level rays, moving up the rue dYpres.

They are coming — they will pass here, cried Hildé; look, Yolette!

I see, said Yolette, her voice unsteady with excitement: I am going to get all our bread and the three bottles of wine!

She dropped her sisters hand and ran back through the shop to the kitchen, talking all the while excitedly to herself; quick! quick! first the wine — then a glass — no, three glasses — now, the bread — all of it — now a little basket — ah, mon dieu! where is my little basket? Oh, there you are; and there is a brioche in you, too! It shall be eaten by one of our brave soldiers! Schéhèrazade, the lioness, sprawling on a rug in the small square parlour, blinked amiably up into Yolettes flushed face. The girl stooped and gave her a hasty kiss in passing — then ran out with the basket, closing the door quickly behind her.

The street was a turmoil. A torrent of dust flooded with sunset light rolled and eddied above the red caps of the passing troops. Strange timid eyes sought hers, strange eager faces rose up before her and passed on, blotted out in the whirls of crimsoned dust. The tears sprang to her eyes; she could not speak, but she held out her basket to the passing troops. A soldier somewhere in the throng cried: Is the wine for us, madame? and another close beside her wiped the red wine from his lips with the sleeve of a stained overcoat and passed the bottle to a comrade, laughing from sheer weakness.

Our poor soldiers! Our poor soldiers! repeated Hildé, holding to Yolettes apron; See! Look! Everybody is bringing them bread and wine now! But you were the first, Yolette, you thought of it first, my darling!

Yolette saw nothing distinctly in the surging crowd around, but from every side spectral faces appeared through the dust, sad, boyish eyes grew brighter as they met hers — grimy, calloused hands reached out for a morsel of bread or a drop of wine.

Already Hildé had run back to the kitchen and returned with a big china bowl, into which she poured their last bottle of wine; and now the bowl passed from lip to lip until it was lost to sight in the dust cloud.

Everybody is bringing bread and wine — look, Yolette, cried Hildé; Oh, the poor things — the poor sick things! Do you believe they will all get a little wine? There are so many — so many—

The bowl is empty, began Yolette; but at that moment the dust cloud wavered, grew thinner, whirled up in one last flurry as a mounted officer galloped by, then slowly settled and sifted back into the roadway.

The regiment had passed.

Yolette watched the vanishing column down the street until the dust hid the last straggler and the tap, tap, tap of the drum died away. Hildé, standing beside her, dried the tears from her cheeks.

After a silence Yolette said: If we are going to have war — here — near Paris — nobody will want to rent our apartment—

I dont know, replied Hildé; it is a very nice apartment, and not at all dear. Yolette came back to the doorstep, touching the corner of her apron to her eyes.

I mean that if the Germans do come, their cannon balls might fly over the rampart there, and hit our house. Perhaps nobody would care to take an apartment so near the fortifications, if they knew that.

Of course we will explain the danger before accepting anybodys money, added Yolette, but I do hope somebody may like the apartment. I dont know what we shall do if it is not rented by October.

She stood a moment on the door-step, thinking, saddened by the memory of the regiment that had just passed.

Hildé clasped both hands behind her and looked up at the sky. It was not yet dusk, although the sun had gone down behind the blue forest of Meudon, but the fresh sweetness of twilight was in the air. Soft lights lay across the grassy glacis opposite; the shrubs on the talus moved in the evening breeze.

Something else was moving over there, too — three sinister figures, shuffling across the grass. The Mouse and his two familiars were going back to the passage de lOmbre.

As the Mouse passed he flourished his cap again and called across the street something about being a slave to the ladies, but that speech had well-nigh been his last, for just as the shabby trio started to traverse the roadway two horsemen wheeled at a gallop out of the rue Pandore, and one of them hustled Bibi la Goutte into the arms of Mon Oncle, who collapsed with a muffled shriek, dragging down the Mouse as he fell.

There is a Providence for drunkards; there is also Hermes, the god of thieves, otherwise nothing could have saved the Mouse and Bibi from the horses hoofs.

The two riders drew bridle, wheeled and turned to see what damage had been done, as the Mouse picked himself out of the dust with a frightful imprecation.

One of the horsemen, who had impulsively dismounted, was immediately set upon by Bibi and Mon Oncle. Taken by surprise he knocked them both flat with his loaded riding crop, and, jumping back, called out in English:

For heavens sake, Bourke, ride that one-eyed fellow down, — hes got a knife!

The other horseman set spurs to his mount and sprang at the Mouse. That ornamental bandit took to his heels, lunging out viciously with his knife as he passed the dismounted man. The latter slashed the Mouse twice with his riding crop, and, in turn, was felled by a blow with a club wielded by the fat hands of Mon Oncle.

Harewood! cried Bourke, hastily dismounting, have they hurt you badly?

The fallen man scrambled to his feet. There were two red streaks on his face; his hair was wet and matted.

No; where have they gone?

Into that dark alley. Do you want to follow them? Hold on, man, dont tumble! — wait — Ill give you an arm. Are you badly hurt? By Jove! I believe you are!

Im not; Im all right. Ill — Ill just go over and sit down a moment. Is there a cut on my head?

Yes, said Bourke. Come over to that house. Ill ask for a little cold water.

He slung the bridles of both horses under his left elbow, and with his right arm supported his dazed comrade to the bird store, where Hildé and Yolette stood watching them in silent consternation.

Well, said Harewood faintly, there are our little friends of the pigeons.

Yolette recognized them as they reached the sidewalk; Hildé took one hesitating step forward, leaned on Yolettes shoulder and fixed her frightened eyes on Harewood. That young man was so dizzy that he could only accomplish the bow he attempted by holding on to Bourke. Bourke took off his hat and asked for water; Yolette, outwardly self-possessed, brought a basin of water, a towel, and her own smelling salts, while Hildé dragged out a chair and seated Harewood upon it.

And now, the feminine instinct of consolation being fully awakened in both Hildé and Yolette, Harewood was requested to smell the smelling salts, and rest in the chair, and sip a little brandy from a glass. He did as he was bidden. Bourke expressed his obligations, and Harewoods, in sincere if not fluent terms; Hildé and Yolette said that he and Harewood were very welcome.

After that Bourke was too diffident and Harewood too dazed to continue conversation in the French language, so they were silent.

Yolette tore strips from a cambric handkerchief, and soaked them in water, and looked at Harewoods damaged head. Hildé turned away. She could not bear to see suffering, and she felt that the young man in the chair was probably enduring unheard-of agony.

Bourke repeated at intervals, How is it, old fellow? Better? until he remembered that politeness required him to say what he had to say in French. He stood on the sidewalk, and looked up at the façade of the grimy house where the two signs hung.

Apartment to let, he repeated aloud. Then a thought struck him. Harewood, heres an apartment to let directly over our heads. Its what were looking for — good view from the fortifications, you know, and close to the Porte Rouge. What do you say? Shall I look at it?

If you like, said Harewood with an effort; Bourke, I believe — I believe Im going to ask you to take me to a hotel. My noddle goes round and round, you know. I dont think I should care about riding out to Saint Cloud to-night.

Bourke examined his comrades head anxiously.

Well have to ride back to the Luxembourg quarter to find a hotel, he observed, there are no hotels out here. Can you stand the jolting?

Oh, yes, replied Harewood.

If you choose, continued Bourke, we might take that apartment now — if its furnished — and I could bundle you into bed and ride the horses back and have our traps sent up to-morrow.

He turned to Hildé and made his excuses for using English instead of French:

I do not speak French fluently; we were talking about the apartment which, I notice, is to rent on the top floor. Could you tell me where I might find the concierge or the landlord?

The landlord? repeated Hildé; why — why — I — and my sister are the landlords.

She smiled very prettily as she spoke. Yolettes eyes brightened. Could it be that after all they were actually going to rent their apartment?

It is furnished, said Yolette, looking at Harewood.

She spoke with reserve, but her heart beat high and two spots of colour deepened in her cheeks.

We should be very glad to rent it, said Hildé in a grave voice; it is not at all dear, I think.

She mentioned the price diffidently.

That, of course, includes heat, light, and attendance, added Yolette, turning to Harewood.

Gas? asked Bourke.

No, candles, monsieur. The fireplaces burn wood.

And the attendance? asked Bourke, curiously.

My sister and I — you see — we are the attendants, said Yolette, without embarrassment.

Will you show me the apartment now? asked Bourke.

With pleasure, monsieur.

He glanced at Harewood. Harewood nodded back. Hildé brought a lighted candle to the stairway, and Yolette took it, inviting Bourke, with a gesture, to follow.

When they had gone away up the stairs, Hildé returned to Harewood and stood a moment, silent. Presently she went out to the street and caressed the two horses. They turned their gentle heads and looked at her with dark, liquid eyes.

Are you fond of horses? asked Harewood, sitting upright, and touching the bandage on his throbbing head.

I love all animals, said Hildé, seriously.

She came back to the chair where he was seated.

Does your head hurt very much?

Why, no, thank you, it is nothing at all.

After a moment she said: I ought to tell you, monsieur, before you decide to take the apartment, there is one very serious drawback to it.

What is that? enquired Harewood, absently.

The location.

The location?

Yes. If the Germans should come and fire cannon at the city, I — I fear that our house is very much exposed. Harewood looked narrowly at the girl beside him. Her clear brown eyes met his quite simply.

In that event, what would you yourself do, mademoiselle? he asked.

I dont know, she replied.

Bourke came down the stairs, holding the candle for Yolette.

Its very nice, very nice indeed, he said. I think we ought to take it, Harewood — I do, indeed.

Harewood raised his eyes at Bourkes somewhat enthusiastic recital of the charms of a top-floor apartment in the shabbiest quarter of Paris.

Very well, he said, we will take it.

But — but we must tell you something first — a drawback to the location, began Yolette, and then stopped. She was fearful that if the new tenants were warned of the danger of German shells they might reconsider the matter. But she was bound in honour to tell, and she set her lips resolutely and looked at Hildé.

Oh, said Harewood, quietly, glancing at Bourke, Mademoiselle means that we stand a chance of being shelled when the Germans come. Do you think that might be a drawback, Bourke?

Pooh! said the latter, briskly; Come on, old fellow, Ill help you up to bed — and a jolly good bed it is, too — and then Ill ride the horses over to the Vaugirard. Ill be back in an hour.

Do — do you really mean to take the apartment, now? asked Yolette, breathless.

With your permission, said Harewood, rising from his chair with a polite inclination of his bandaged head.

Hildé flushed with happiness.

Our permission, repeated Yolette. O, we are very, very glad to give it. And I hope, monsieur, you will like the house, and I hope that the cannon balls will not come at all.

Bourke repressed a smile and said he hoped they wouldnt.

Harewood added seriously: I am sure we shall be delighted — even with the cannon balls.

Yolette ventured to smile a little; Hildé laughed outright. Bourke gave his arm to Harewood, saying good-night to Hildé and Yolette.

When he had put Harewood to bed and tucked him in, he came down stairs again, two at a jump, and vaulted into his saddle.

As he galloped toward the rue de Vaugirard, leading Harewoods horse, far away on the horizon a rocket mounted toward the stars, higher, higher, until the wake, showering the night with nebulous radiance, wavered, faded and went out. And, as he looked, another rocket whizzed upward from the Point-du-Jour, leaving a double trail of incandescent dust crowned with clustered lights which drifted eastward and went out, one by one. Then night blotted the last live spark from the sky.

Bourke turned in his saddle.

Over the forts of the south the rim of a crimson disk appeared — a circle of smouldering fire, slowly rising like a danger signal, red as blood.

It was the harvest moon of September.


CHAPTER IV.

THE HOUSE ON THE RAMPARTS.
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THE SUN WAS shining through the blinds when Harewood awoke. He lay quite still examining his new surroundings, trying to remember where he was. The bandage on his head had stiffened; he untied it, and was gratified to discover that no serious damage had been accomplished by Mon Oncle.

As he lay there, winking amiably in the sunlight, he heard somebody tramping about in the next room. Without moving, he opened his mouth and called:

Bourke!

Hello! came the answer.

What time is it?

Half past seven! Im nearly dressed.

Is to-day Saturday?

Saturday, tenth of September, eighteen hundred and seventy, replied Bourke. A moment later he appeared at the door and enquired, Hows your noddle?

All right, yawned Harewood, hows your own?

Bourke sat down at the foot of the bed and buttoned his collar, whistling gaily.

I saw Shannon and Malet last night, he said; I met them on the boulevard Montparnasse after I stabled the horses. They are coming this morning. I asked them to wire Stauffer and Speyer.

Harewood sniffed.

Stauffer seems to be all right, he observed, but I cant stand Speyer.

I dont like Speyer any better than you do, but we cant leave him out of a conference. What weve got to do is to hold a conference; Ive telegraphed Winston and Sutherland; the whole crowd is to meet here at ten oclock this morning. Harewood rubbed his battered head thoughtfully.

As for me, continued Bourke, I know what I shall say.

What?

This. Im going to stay in Paris. The Times has sent me out to get all the news I can — and get it as soon as I can.

And transmit it as soon as you get it—

Exactly.

Which you cant do if youre cooped up in Paris! Youd better come to Saint Cloud.

Nobody is going to be cooped up in Paris. The fighting will be done here, and the fellows who leave Paris will miss the whole show. You will be badly fooled, my son, if you let Winston or old Sutherland persuade you to leave Paris.

Shannon and Malet wont stay.

Yes, they will. I dont care what Speyer does — I hope he gets out. But, Jim, your precious Syndicate wont thank you for leaving Paris just as the orchestra is tuning up for the overture.

But, persisted the other, if we make our headquarters at Saint Cloud or Versailles we can see the entire circus and also have the wires when we want them.

No, we cant, replied Bourke; if Paris is surrounded by the German armies, Versailles will lie directly in the path of investment. Your instructions and mine are to stay with the French army. How can we, if we go to Versailles?

Well, said Harewood, I want to hear what the other fellows say, and that ought to carry some weight with you, too, he added; every big journal in New York will be represented.

And some little ones, too.

O, you mean Speyers?

Bourke nodded and rose.

Come, jump up, he said, heres your tub. I had all our things brought over last night. Shall I pour the water in? There you are! Now hurry — and I forgot to tell you that I have made arrangements to take our meals in the house. It saves time.

Harewood looked at him.

Yes — it saves time. Where do we take our breakfast, for example, — with our hostesses?

Downstairs, of course, said Bourke, briskly; it will be ready before you are. Get up. He went into his own room, whistling, and Harewood sprang out of bed and looked at his maltreated head in the mirror.

Lucky it wasnt my nose, he reflected, since Im to breakfast with young ladies.

When he had bathed and dressed, and stood again before the looking glass, parting and reparting his hair, Bourke came and stood in the doorway. He was particularly well groomed, and evidently aware of it.

The one, said Harewood, making a mathematically equal division of his hair— the one with the dark eyes, you know — what is her name, Bourke?

Hildé, said Bourke, reflectively.

Hildé — what?

Hildé Chalais. Dont pretend youve forgotten.

Is she the older or the younger?

Theyre twins.

How the devil did you find all that out?

I dont know, said Bourke sincerely, really I dont know. Somehow or other they told me. I saw them last night when I came back from the Vaugirard. We stood chatting on the stairs. You were asleep up here.

There was a silence, then Harewood spoke up impatiently, Well, what did they say?

I dont know. The whole thing is funny, anyway. It seems we are living over a bird store. They told me the story. Do you want to hear it?

Go on.

Well, it appears that those two young girls have been keeping house here for a year. Before that their uncle kept it. His name was Chalais; he was erratic, I believe — a sort of soured savant. Anyway, he died a year ago, and these two girls had to leave their convent school and come here and run the place. I guess they havent any too much money; I believe old Chalais left nothing but debts and birds and a few curses for the government that refused him a berth. Two young German students had this apartment for several months, but they left without paying their rent, and I fancy nobody has been here since. Thats all I know.

Harewood tied his necktie twice before it satisfied him.

Rather tough on them, wasnt it? he said. You say they are poor?

Yes. Im glad we took the apartment.

The — the one with brown eyes — what did you say her name is? asked Harewood, without turning.

I said her name is Hildé, said Bourke, drily. The other is named Yolette. They are both pretty.

Yes. Theyre both extremely ornamental, admitted Harewood.

Bourke looked at him sharply, saying:

And theyre as innocent as two kittens. You might as well know that. I dont mean wishy-washy. I mean theyre really absolutely and deliciously good. O, you can see it at a glance. By the way, did you ever see such a perfect combination of deep blue eyes and silky purple-black hair, with a skin like snow—

As — ?

As Yolettes.

O, Ive seen that in Ireland — often, replied Harewood, but I never before assisted at the colour symphony which her sister presents — brown eyes, and gilt-coloured hair.

Gilt! laughed Bourke; nice way you have of putting things.

O, well, come on, Im ready. Does this bump on my head show much?

When they reached the stairway that led into the bird store, Hildé met them with shy reserve, and led the way across the hall. They followed her to the parlour, which was also the dining-room. Yolette sat at a small mahogany table, solemnly watching the steaming kettle. She raised her clear eyes as they entered and said good-morning with a smile that was at once apprehensive and confiding. The two young men made their bows. Then Yolette poured the café-au-lait. Her manner was that of a very young person unexpectedly burdened with tremendous responsibilities, which must be borne with self-possession.

My sister and I, began Yolette, dine at seven — would that hour suit you, messieurs?

She spoke to both, looking at Bourke, perhaps because Harewood was looking at Hildé.

The two young men became at once very fluent in the French language. They explained with one voice that the régime of the house should be established on one basis, namely, the convenience of their hostesses. They explained that neither of them was to be considered for one moment, and they added that they desired to make some amends for the trouble they would give by placing their services at the disposal of their hostesses. Perhaps this was not the usual method of settling a business relation, but it answered to perfection, and before long the young girls felt their formality and shyness melting like frost at sunrise.

And how prettily they laughed at the young mens discomfiture when Schéhèrazade, the lioness, bounded silently into the room and sprang on to the sofa.

She lay there purring and licking her padded paws, her tawny eyes mildly blinking at the company. Yolette ran over and leaned on the sofa beside her, one cheek pressed against the creatures velvety head.

Her ancestors for generations have been born in captivity, explained Hildé to Harewood. There is no more harm in her than in any house cat. My uncle brought her up; my sister and I have always played with her.

Were you startled, Yolette said to Bourke. Wont you come and be introduced? Bourke went a little slowly; the lioness, pleasantly indifferent, suffered him to pat her head.

Harewood contented himself with a distant observation of the splendid animal, and remained where, without seeming to, he could watch Hildé moving swiftly back and forth between the kitchen and parlour, removing cups and saucers and laying a cloth over the mahogany table.

This room is also the smoking-room, she said, gravely, as she passed the table with her arms full of cups and plates; it was my uncles custom to smoke here at all times.

She stood looking down at Harewood, a faint smile in her brown eyes. Then she glanced at her sister.

Of course, said Yolette, it will be pleasant to have the odour of tobacco in the house again. As before she looked at Bourke when she spoke, and he, accepting the permission as a command, lighted his cigarette with a cheerful alacrity that made them all laugh.

The morning sun poured into the room; from the shop outside came the twittering of the birds, the chatter of the squirrel and sharp screams from the parrot.

Would you care to see them? asked Hildé, still looking down at Harewood. I will go with you when I have taken away the cups.

Never mind the cups, said Yolette; I will take them. It is time to change the water for the birds, Hildé.

Hildé went into the kitchen with the cups, and returned carrying a pitcher of fresh water. Harewood followed her, bowing to Yolette. She and Bourke were standing on either side of the lioness, pulling her ears and rubbing her hair the wrong way — attentions which Schéhèrazade majestically ignored.

Presently Yolette laid her head against the creatures cheek, murmuring alternate terms of endearment and reproof. The lioness closed her eyes and purred ecstatically.

What is her name? asked Bourke.

Schéhèrazade. Her fathers name was Djebe. His fathers name was Ghenghis Kahn. I have the pedigree in a book. I will show it to you some day. I am sure you think this is a strange household — full of lions and monkeys and birds. As for me, I should be very lonely without them; I have lived in the midst of them ever since I can remember, except when Hildé and I were at the Ursalines, she continued, pulling Schéhèrazades toes. Although we keep a bird store, Hildé and I cant bear to sell our birds. We grow so fond of them — but, of course, we are obliged to sell them. We have sold none at all since the war began, although every week we have a place at the bird market by the Hôtel de Ville. Tell me, monsieur, were you frightened when you first saw Schéhèrazade?

Scared to death, admitted Bourke gravely.

Yolette dragged Schéhèrazades big lazy head up to her own face and laughed gaily. I meant to tell you about my lion, but I forgot. You must like her — wont you?

Bourke patted the lions paws discreetly. He was pleased to find that she had no claws.

Of course I shall like her; I am quite in love with her now, he said with a little more confidence for this discovery— only — I hope shell know me in the dark—

Yolette laughed again.

Perhaps you and Monsieur Harewood had better give me back the latchkeys, then—

No, said Bourke, I think well retain them, if you will just remind her that late suppers produce indigestion. And — er — will you show me where she keeps herself at night?

Yolette, greatly amused, assented, rising lightly, and dragging Schéhèrazade with her. Bourke followed through the kitchen, along a hallway and out into a garden full of trees and paths, surrounded by high stucco walls. A stone trough filled with very clear running water stood in the deep grass under the shadow of the wall. Beyond this stretched a tangle of grass, roses and fruit trees.

This is Schéhèrazades playground, said the girl, picking up a big painted rubber ball. Straightening up, she tossed the ball out into the grass with the charming awkwardness that attacks the gentler sex when throwing or catching anything.

The lioness, much gratified, bounded after the ball, seized it, patted it first with one paw, then with the other, and finally lay down, biting the ball and scratching it with her hind toes.

Bourke observed this pleasing performance in silence. When Schéhèrazade gambolled and frisked he nodded approval; when she loped heavily off to a thicket of rose bushes, carrying the ball in her mouth, he expressed himself as edified. But, to tell the truth, he was far from experiencing that sense of repose in the company of Schéhèrazade that he felt was expected of him.

Its a fine lion, he said after a moment or two; but perhaps one needs time to appreciate lions. Shall we go and examine the birds?

Yolette smiled and said yes, and led the way into the bird store.

Harewood and Hildé, standing together by the window, looked up quickly as Yolette entered. At the same moment Hildé dropped the pitcher of water.

Why, Hildé, exclaimed Yolette, you have broken our blue pitcher! Dear me! Look at the floor!

Hildés consternation and Harewoods forced gaiety jarred on Bourke. He looked at Hildés flushed face, then at his comrade, who returned his glance mutinously. Yolette brought a mop: Hildé, with a breathless smile at her sister, picked up a fragment of the pitchers handle and held it at arms length until Harewood took it and set himself to gather up the other scattered bits of blue china.

You see, he said lightly. Ive just been bitten by the squirrel and the monkey, and I was courting further mutilation from the parrot yonder when the pitcher fell and saved me. Mademoiselle, I am very sorry that my salvation was at the expense of your pitcher.

Your salvation is expensive, but we must have it, said Bourke; there was a touch of sarcasm in his voice that made Harewoods ears tingle. Yolette said, innocently: Monsieur Harewood, the birds and creatures did not know you; therefore, they were frightened and they bit. My sister should have told you about the parrot.

I cant help it, said Hildé, avoiding Bourkes eyes. Monsieur Harewood will not wait to become acquainted; he attempts to conquer everything at once, and birds and squirrels dont like that.

Bourke transferred his gaze to Harewood.

At that moment Mehemet Ali, the gray and scarlet African parrot, climbed down from his perch, bit Harewood, and climbed back again, flapping his wings and shrieking with joy.

Now, said Harewood, I suppose I may be received into the family circle. Everything has bitten me — except that jackdaw. Does he bite, mademoiselle?

Hildé seemed more distressed than there appeared reason for, and said No in such a discouraged voice that both Yolette and Bourke laughed outright.

Wont you introduce me, too? said Bourke. Wont you take me around to be bitten?

Not now, said Yolette. I must find Red Riding Hood and go to the kitchen. She took Hildés hand and they moved towards the door.

Luncheon at one? asked Bourke.

At one, monsieur, and they vanished with a light swish of skirts, closing the door that led to the kitchen beyond.

Bourke and Harewood walked out to the front door and sat down on the step.

After a short period of meditation Bourke said: Jim, do you agree with me in saying that our hostesses are as innocent as two white kittens?

Why white kittens? asked Harewood, argumentatively, and added, of course they are.

Well, continued Bourke, because they are so innocent, it would be a shame to disturb them — I mean to attempt any fool flirtation. Wouldnt it?

I dont see why you say that to me, said Harewood, sharply.

I only meant — for myself as well as you — that weve got to be careful. You know as well as I do that what is called flirtation in America is not understood in France. They would take anything like that seriously.

Harewood was silent.

Of course, Im more or less susceptible to a pretty face, continued Bourke; so are you, if your reputation doesnt belie you—

Let my reputation alone, interrupted Harewood.

Yes, its not a subject for analytical discussion. As I say, Im not insensible myself; but in this case we — in short — we absolutely must not make asses of ourselves.

Whats the matter with you, enquired Harewood, crossly.

The matter is, that I think we had better be clear about this situation from the beginning. Heaven knows we shall be busy enough with our own affairs — and they will be with theirs, and as for our leisure hours, if we have any, dont you think we can employ them more safely than in hanging around two dangerously pretty girls?

Cant a man talk to them without making love to them? demanded Harewood, hotly.

Can you? asked Bourke in his turn.

Harewood shrugged his shoulders. I can behave myself, he observed, if I try.

You never have, retorted Bourke. Its as natural to you to make love as it is to breathe. You never are serious and you usually make mischief some way or other. You cant say I ever interfered before, but I tell you, Jim, I think it would be a damned shame to trouble the peace of mind of Hildé Chalais.

So do I, said Harewood. Lets drop the subject.

They stood up, looking at each other. Harewood coloured and laughed.

I cant help it, he said, Ive gone too far already, Cecil.

Already? cried Bourke, incredulously.

Yes!

Good heavens! groaned Bourke, you dont mean to say youve begun already?

Yes, Im sorry; it was thoughtless—

You — you havent made love to her in these few minutes? Jim, its impossible!

Harewood moved uneasily.

Have you?

Yes, I have.

Seriously?

Not very.

You — you didnt kiss her?

Harewood was silent.

Bourke looked at him in amazement.

Not Hildé?

Harewood did not answer.

After a moments silence Bourke sat down on the steps and swore under his breath. Harewood stood by, restless and ashamed.

You understand, Cecil, he said, in a low voice, that was a confession — not a boast. Im damned sorry — she looked so dainty and sweet — you know how thoughtless I am about such things—

O, hang it all! burst out Bourke, what do I care! If a girl lets a man kiss her like that — by Jove, she can take the consequences!

Harewood wanted to speak, but Bourke interrupted him.

I was mistaken in the girl, thats all. She looks as innocent as a white kitten behind a milk jug — and she is — just as innocent. Theyre all alike, anyway. Go on and spoon, if you choose; its none of my business.

Harewood murmured; Cecil, you dont think—

No, interrupted Bourke, I dont think youre a blackguard, Jim, but its a selfish pastime, this useless awakening of a womans heart. What I fear is that you and Hildé will get into a desperate love affair, and it will perhaps leave one of you unhappy. And that wont be you, you know, Jim.

I dont know, said the other: a queer light flashed in his eyes for a moment, then he laughed. Anyway, dont take it seriously. We were standing close together when that damned monkey bit me. Hildé cried Oh! so prettily and looked so grieved — and I — I just put my arm around her waist; then she looked at me so — well — so — so — O, the devil! how do I know; lets forget it, wont you? There are some things a man ought to shut up about.

I dont ask your confidence, said Cecil, morosely.

Youre the only man who has ever had it. As for this child — the whole incident was innocent and harmless enough. Ive half forgotten it; and she will, completely, in no time at all.

All right, said Bourke; here come Winston and Sutherland. Theyre on time; its just ten.


CHAPTER V.

THE MIRRORED FACE.
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THE HOUSEHOLD DUTIES finished, the birds regaled with seed and water, Yolette went out, as she always did, into the tangled garden for a romp with Schéhèrazade, calling Hildé to follow. But Hildé had slipped away to her own silent chamber, where, in the half light, pale sunspots moved on the lowered curtains and one dusty sunbeam slanted through the dusk.

She sank into an easy-chair, head thrown back, eyes wide open, gazing at nothing — at the motes sifting through the bands of sunlight — at the tracery of a vine outside the window-sill, shadowed on the lowered curtain, that moved when breezes swayed the leaves. But she saw neither shadow nor sunlight, nor the white walls of the room, nor the white curtains of the bed. There was but one thing before her eyes — Harewoods face, bending close to hers — closer still — and she lay back in the chair, breathless, fascinated.

Consternation for what she had done gave place to wonder. She strove to understand why — she attempted to begin at the beginning of things. The beginning of things, for her, was not far away — scarcely an hour back. And yet it was no use — no use to try to remember how it had happened.

A passing cloud blotted the dappled sunshine from the curtains; the room grew very dim and still. An apathy, mental and physical, fell upon her; her eyes drooped until the dark lashes rested on her cheeks, her limbs seemed heavy and numb.

Presently the shaft of sunlight stole across the dusk again; she raised one hand, touching her face with listless fingers. Her eyes and cheeks were wet with tears.

There was a niche in the wall over the bed where a faïence figure of Sainte Hildé of Carhaix stood, robed in blue and gold. She turned her eyes to the Sainte and leaned forward in the dusk; but perhaps she had nothing to say to this other Hildé of Carhaix; perhaps she did not know what to say, for her head drooped and she sank back in the arm-chair, idly twisting her white fingers. The tears dried quickly, for there was nothing of bitterness in her heart, only a constant wonder, an eternal childish question, Why? And always before her she saw Harewoods face, touched with an indefinable smile, bending close, closer yet to her own.

Up stairs Harewood himself was sitting on the edge of Bourkes bed, dispensing tobacco and liquid nourishment to half a dozen fellow countrymen who filled the room with pipe smoke and sprawled on the furniture, listening to Bourke.

Bourke finished speaking, modestly, looking at Sutherland for approval. The latter touched his grizzled moustache thoughtfully and gazed at the carpetless floor.

Speyer began to speak, but subsided when Sutherland looked up at him.

What Bourke says, began Sutherland, is something I can neither deny nor approve. He affirms that it is not possible for the German armies to isolate Paris from the outside world; he says that if we remain in Paris we shall be able to communicate with our respective journals. Whether or not this turns out to be the case, I myself have decided to leave the city. Personally I dont care whether Im with the French or German army. If the Germans invest Paris and enter Versailles, I fancy it will change nothing as far as the censorship is concerned.

German censors are worse than French — if any one should ask you, observed Winston.

Theyre all of a stripe, grumbled Harewood, who had more red pencil on his despatches than the rest of the foreign correspondents put together.

Sutherland laughed, returning his pipe to the morocco case, and looked at Bourke with kindly eyes.

As long as you and Harewood are expected to stick to the French army, he said, I suppose you ought to stay in Paris. As for Winston, and Shannon, and George Malet — they are free to go where they please, and if Im anything of a prophet they had better steer clear of Paris.

You mean you think that therell be nothing much to see in Paris? asked Harewood, anxiously.

Sutherland caressed his double chin.

There will be plenty to see — perhaps more to see than there will be to eat, he replied slowly.

Bourke raised his glass impatiently, saying; Well, heres to you, prophet of evil!

Sutherland smiled at him, and picked up his hat.

Im an old codger, said the great war correspondent. I need the luxury of a meal at least once a week. Perhaps Im unreasonable, but Im not fond of horse flesh, either. Bourke, if you think you ought to stay in Paris — he held out a heavy, sunburned hand— Ill say good-by, and good luck to you and to Harewood, the hare-brained suckling of journalism.

In the laughter and shouts of Heres to you, Jim! Dont let the censor bully you! Take away his red pencil! Bourke jumped to his feet, and shook hands with them all, including Speyer.

Good luck, all of you! he cried heartily. Jim and I will take our chances.

I dont get my stuff through anyway, so if were blocked up here it wont matter, said Harewood. As he followed them to the door Speyer offered him a flabby hand.

I wish you luck, he said with a furtive sneer; I know this house; you will be well lodged; the ladies are delightful.

Harewood withdrew his hand roughly.

Whats that? he demanded. But Speyer hurried away down the stairs, arm in arm with Stauffer, whose weak blonde face was convulsed with laughter.

Did you hear what he said, Bourke? asked Harewood. I didnt know hed ever been here. What a sneaking, sneering brute he is!

Who cares, said Bourke, were not obliged to see him, are we? Well, Jim, what do you think, shall we stay here or go with the others?

O, of course, if you insist on staying—

But I dont, laughed Bourke.

You dont? What about our instructions to remain with the French army?

Pooh! said Bourke. We can cable that its impossible. Shall we, Jim? You were so anxious to go, you know — yesterday?

I wish, said Harewood, in sudden irritation, that youd stop grinning. No, I wont go! Im not a confounded weather vane—

Except in love, observed Bourke. Dont lose your temper, Jim, and dont dangle around Hildé Chalais. Now Im going down to the city to see whats up. Want to come?

No, said Harewood, shortly.

Bourke nodded, with unimpaired cheerfulness, and put on his hat.

Anything I can do for you? No? Well, tell our hostesses Im lunching en ville. Ill be back to dinner at seven. By the way, I think Id better sell our horses now, dont you?

I dont care a damn what you do, said Harewood, sulkily.

Bourke nodded again, and went out whistling. He understood the younger man, and he would have laid down his life for him any hour in the day, knowing that Harewood would not do the same for him.

When he had gone, Harewood threw himself on the bed, both hands behind his head. Perhaps he was interested in the single fly that circled above the bed, sometimes darting off at a tangent, sometimes cutting the circles into abrupt angles, but always swinging back again as though suspended from the ceiling on an invisible thread.

He thought of Bourke — already wondering at his own bad temper; he thought of the war — the folly of Saarbrücken, the never-to-be-forgotten shambles of Mars-la-Tour, at least he imagined he was thinking of these things. In reality, a vague shape was haunting him, vague fingers touched his own, shadowy eyes questioned his, a name sounded in his ears, again and again, until the quiet beating of his heart took up the persistent cadence.

He roused himself, went over to the mirror and stared at his own reflection. Self-disgust seized him; he was sick of himself, of his own futility, of his life — so utterly useless because so absolutely selfish. That was the strange part of it to him; nobody else seemed to be aware how selfish he was. He himself knew it, but there was one thing he had not known, namely, that selfishness is the first step toward cowardice. True, he was cool enough under fire — he never hesitated to risk his skin when it came in the routine of his profession. He even risked it needlessly from sheer perverseness, and his reputation for recklessness was a proverb among his fellows. He had been known to bring a stricken comrade in from the fighting line. Thinking over the episode later, he knew that he had been actuated by no high motives of self-sacrifice; he had done it simply as part of the circus. He was rather surprised when they praised him, for everybody else was under fire at the same time, and he knew that if he had not been there in the line of his own profession, and any one had asked him to go out and risk his life in that way, he would have indignantly refused.

At times his recklessness amounted to imbecility in the eyes of his confreres. Sutherland, commenting on it one evening, observed that Harewood was troubled with an annoying malady called youth. But this recklessness, when he showed it, was not ignorance of fear; it was self-disgust. There were many other occasions when, being on good terms with himself, he had taken the tenderest care of his precious person. This self-solicitude was not normal prudence — it was a form of fierce selfishness that attacked him like an intermittent disease. Some day, he was thinking now, it might attack him at the wrong moment; and at such moments the hesitation of selfishness is known as cowardice.

As he leaned there, before the mirror, looking blankly into his own handsome eyes, something of this came to him in a sudden flash that shocked him; for the idea of personal cowardice had never entered his mind.

The bare possibility of such a thing made him loathe himself. He gazed, startled, at that other face in the mirror as though he had detected a criminal — a secret assassin of himself who had fawned and flattered him through all those years — a treacherous thing that now suddenly leered at him, unmasked, malignant, triumphant.

In that bitter moment, as he stared back at the face in the mirror, he realised for the first time in his life that he had detected himself. Hitherto his fits of depression and repentance had been followed by nothing but self-contempt, which led to recklessness. Now he saw more; he saw his own soul, warped and twisted with egotism; he saw the danger of the future, the possibilities of ruin and disgrace, the end of everything for a man in this world — detected cowardice!

And he realised something else, something still more amazing; he realised that for the last ten minutes there had been two faces in the mirror before him — one, his own, sombre and marred with boyish cynicism, the other a vaguer face, a face of shadows faintly tinged with colour — a dim, wistful face, pure and sensitive as a childs — a face whose wide, brown eyes were fixed on his, asking a question that his soul alone could answer.

He straightened up with an effort. Presently he began to pace the room. Who was this girl — this child that haunted the solitude of his egotism — whose memory persisted among all the other memories? Had he harmed her? Had the idle caress of a moment left him responsible? In the impulse to answer this he turned to cynicism for aid, but it gave him no aid, and when he tried to understand why this thought should occupy him, it suddenly occurred to him that there existed such a thing as moral obligation. When he had clearly established this in his mind, he went further, and found that he himself was amenable to the moral law — and this surprised and attracted him. A girl, then, had certain moral rights which a man was bound to respect! The proposition was novel and interesting.

If that is so, he said aloud, life is not an impromptu performance, but a devilish serious rehearsal!

He lighted a cigarette and walked to the door. If that is the proper solution of life, he thought, its not as amusing as my solution, but perhaps it wasnt meant to be. He blew a succession of smoke rings toward the ceiling. Any way, seeing in that light, there does not appear to be much opportunity for introducing side steps of ones own.

By this time he had reached the head of the stairs outside the landing. No side steps, he repeated; no gags, no specialties. Im to keep time to the fiddle — thats my business.

His mind was clear now — his heart lighter than the zephyrs that blew fitfully through the open shop door. Life in earnest should begin for him — a life of renunciation, self-suppression, an even, equitable life, orderly, decent, and, above all, morally unselfish.

As he set foot on the last stair, preoccupied, entranced, hypnotized at the spectacle of his own moral regeneration, Hildé turned the corner of the hallway. She blushed when she saw him and hesitated, a distracting picture of perturbation.

He had made up his mind to ask forgiveness, to assure her of his esteem for her, to acknowledge his inexcusable fault. Thats what he had come down stairs for. But now, when he looked at her, he realised that it was too late. There was nothing he could say which would not hurt her. The quality called tact is highly developed in the selfish. This is not a paradox; generosity has nothing to do with tact. Harewoods regeneration had not as yet robbed him of his tact; so he said:

I was going into the city; have you any commission that I could execute?

Thank you, said Hildé, faintly.

Perhaps mademoiselle, your sister—

Thank you, monsieur.

He acquiesced with a bow. Monsieur Bourke and I would esteem it an honour to be entrusted with any commission from you, he said, stiffly, and marched down the steps into the street.

But, monsieur, you have forgotten your hat! cried Hildé.

In the absurdity of the situation his dignity collapsed, and he turned around, hot with chagrin. Hildé stood in the doorway, scarlet with confusion; for a second they faced each other, then gravity fled, and a gale of laughter swept the last traces of embarrassment away.

Is luncheon ready? asked Harewood, reascending the steps. My feelings are hurt, he insisted; an omelette is the only balm I will consider. Hildé smiled a little, and took courage.

The balm is ready, she said; Yolette and I have finished luncheon. Will you come into the dining-room?

The luncheon was a modest affair; a bottle of white wine, a frothy omelette, a bit of rye bread, nothing more. But to Harewood, sitting there opposite Hildé, it was enough. If Hildé appeared charming in embarrassment, she was delightful in her shy mirth. Moreover, he had never believed that he himself could be so witty — for surely he must have been exceedingly witty to stir Hildé to laughter as capricious and sweet as the melody of a nesting thrush.

Yolette came in from the garden, smiling and wondering a little.

Hildé, she exclaimed, what is so funny?

I suppose I am, said Harewood, the laughter of Mademoiselle Chalais is as melodious as it is disrespectful. Ah, but now I must ask your advice on a very grave question. How are we to address you — which is Mademoiselle Chalais and which is Mademoiselle Yolette, or Mademoiselle Hildé?

You may take your choice, said Hildé, with a bright smile, because you see we are twins. Only, she added, I feel millions of years older than Yolette.

Yolette protested indignantly, and for a moment they all three chattered like sparrows in April, laughing, appealing to each other, until Yolette fled to the garden again, her hands pressed over both ears.

Well, said Harewood, nobody has answered my question after all.

Hildés eyes were brilliant and her cheeks aglow as she watched Yolette through the window.

Perhaps it would be simpler, said Hildé, to call us both by our first names. She rose and opened the window that faced the garden.

Yolette? she laughed softly.

What, dear?

Shall Monsieur Harewood call us both by our first names?

Yes, replied Yolette, but he must be very formal with Schéhèrazade!

Harewood looked around at the girl beside him, at her brilliant colour, at her eyes, vague and sweet under their silken fringe.

Then I am to call you Hildé,  he said. He had not meant to speak tenderly.

O, stammered Hildé, it is merely a matter of convenience, isnt it? She had not meant to say that either.

Of course, he replied.

They closed the window and stepped back into the room. After a moments silence Hildé said; If you are going into the city, will you do something for me?

Indeed I will, he answered quickly, touched by the sudden confidence. She handed him a coin — a silver franc; her face grew serious.

It is for the ambulance, she said, we could not give it last week. The bureau is opposite the Luxembourg palace. Will you drop it into the box?

Yes, he replied gravely.

Thank you. Shall you come back to dinner?

He said, Yes, lingering at the door. Suddenly that same impulse seized him to take her in his arms again; the blood stung his cheeks as his eyes met hers. Her head drooped a little; he knew she would not resist; he knew already she felt the caress of his eyes; the colour deepened and paled in her cheeks, but he did not stir.

Presently he heard a voice — his own voice, saying: Then — adieu, Mademoiselle Hildé. She answered with an effort: Adieu, monsieur.

A moment later he was in his own room, standing before the mirror, facing his own reflection with a lighter heart than he had carried for many a day. Damn it, he said, shaking his fist at the mirrored face, Ill show you who is master!

The form in the glass smiled back, shaking a clenched fist.


CHAPTER VI.

IN THE CITY.
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AS HAREWOOD CROSSED the rue dYpres and passed along the façade of the barracks opposite the rue Malaise, he met the Mouse face to face.

O! he cried, so youre the gentleman who broke my head! Now — do you know — I think Ill break yours!

The Mouses face expressed not only genuine amazement, but righteous indignation, and his protestations of innocence appeared to be so sincere that Harewood hesitated, one hand twisted in the fellows collar, the other drawn back for a hearty cuff.

Monsieur, moaned the Mouse, in accents of pained astonishment, what is it you do? Would you assassinate a stranger? Help! Help! Police!

Didnt you crack my head last night on the rue dYpres? demanded Harewood.

I, monsieur? exclaimed the Mouse, overcome at the enormity of such an accusation, I — a father of a family! Do you take me for some rodeur of the outer boulevards? — because my clothes are old and stained by the sweat of labour—

Here he relapsed into a snivel.

Harewoods hand fell from the Mouses throat. He looked at the fellow, puzzled and undecided, but not convinced. The Mouses right hand began to move, very slowly, almost imperceptibly, toward his tattered pocket.

Monsieur, he whined, I am overcome — I am hurt — I am — —

Harewood sprang back in the nick of time as a knife flashed close to his eyes.

Tiens pour toi! Va donc, crétin! muttered the Mouse, darting at him again, and again Harewood leaped back before the broad glitter of the knife.

Then, in a moment, the Mouse turned, scuttled across the street, and fled down the rue Malaise; after him sped two police agents, flourishing their short swords and filling the silent street with cries of À lassassin! à lassassin!

Harewood, much interested and excited, watched the flight of the Mouse with mingled feelings of uneasiness and admiration. The scanty crowd that gathered along the line of pursuit took up the cry like a pack of lank hounds, and Harewood, whose character was composed of contradictions, and whose sporting instincts were always with the under dog, found himself watching the Mouses flight with a sudden sympathy for the tattered creature. The Mouse ran, doubled, twisted and wriggled into the Passage de lOmbre, the pack at his heels, and Harewood hastened back toward the rue dYpres, knowing that the Mouse must pass there again.

As Harewood arrived at the head of the street, suddenly the Mouse rounded the corner, and, to the young mans surprise, came straight toward him. His face was haggard and dusty, his legs dragging, his single eye blood-shot and sunken. He had thrown away the knife, his cap was gone, and his greasy coat streamed out behind him, laying bare a bony throat. When he saw Harewood there came over his face such a look of blank despair that the young fellows heart melted. At the same moment they both caught the roar of the crowd, sweeping through the rue dYpres.

That the Mouse expected Harewood to trip him up as he passed was evident, for he swerved out into the street on the right.

Turn to the left! shouted Harewood; Ill not stop you!

The ragged fellow hesitated, panting, his solitary eye burning in its socket.

That way! motioned Harewood, and he waved him toward a narrow alley separating the rue Pandore from the parade of the Prince Murat barracks. It was a cul-de-sac — a trap — and the Mouse knew it.

Run, you fool! urged Harewood, seizing the Mouses arm; here, throw me your coat, quick! Dont be afraid; Ill not hurt you. Stand still! He stripped the tattered coat from the Mouses back, flung it into the rue Malaise, and shoved the Mouse down the impasse Murat.

Crouching there close to the parade grille, the Mouse heard the chase pass at full speed, heard a yell as the crowd found his coat in the rue Malaise; then the clatter and trample of feet died away down the passage de lOmbre. Harewood laughed.

Au revoir, my innocent friend, he said; if you cant get away now, your hides not worth saving!

The Mouse gazed at him with a face absolutely devoid of expression, then, without a word, he crept out of the impasse and glided away toward the city.

Whatever was capricious and contrary in Harewoods nature was now in the ascendant. He chuckled to himself over the evasion of the Mouse and the paradoxical if not unjustifiable part he himself had played in it. Why he had done it he did not stop to enquire — whether from pure perversity, or from a nobler, if equally misguided motive — or was it the impulse of a gentleman sportsman whose instinct is to save the quarry for another run? He did not trouble to ask himself. He walked on toward the boulevard Montparnasse, pleased with the memory of the exciting spectacle he had witnessed, laughing to himself now and then, until he remembered Hildé and the mission she had entrusted to him.

He felt in his pocket for the silver franc, drew it out and examined it. His face was sober now. He held the coin a moment, turning it over between his fingers, then dropped it into the other pocket along with his key and knife. And, as he had decided to keep it for himself, in its place he tossed another coin into the ambulance box, opposite the Luxembourg palace, a coin of gold instead of silver — for Hildés sake.

The streets of Paris presented a curious spectacle for a city that was on the eve of investment by a victorious foreign army — curious because they appeared to be so absolutely normal. Omnibuses and cabs were running as usual, the terraces of the cafés were crowded with gaily dressed people, all the shops were open, children romped and played in the Luxembourg gardens, exactly as though the Emperor still sat in the Tuileries.

In the rue de Tournon an organ grinder filled the street with the strains of Deux Aveugles and Mignon; along the rue de Medici double lines of cabs stood, the cabbies yawning on their boxes, while on every side street fakirs cried their wares, marchands de plaisir, venders of ballads, lemonade sellers with their wooden clappers, moved along the gilded iron railings of the Luxembourg, under the shade of the chestnut trees.

On the boulevard Saint Michel, however, the backwater of the human tide that ebbed and surged ceaselessly across the right bank of the Seine, bore on its surface some indications that the nation was at war. Here and there flame-coloured posters clung to kiosks and dead walls; proclamations, calls to arms, notices to the National Guard and now and then an insulting placard directed against the Emperor. Here, too, some fakirs were trying to sell scandalous pamphlets attacking the Imperial family; alleged exposures of the secrets of the Tuileries and even blackguardly verses directed against the Empress and her child. To the credit of the Latin quarter, these creatures found few customers, and were finally hustled out of the streets, even before the ordinance of the police directed confiscation of such literature and a proper punishment for the offenders. But these posters and appeals were not the only signs of war visible along the boulevard Saint Michel; battalions of the National Guard were making an unusually noisy exhibition of themselves, parading in front of the Sorbonne, drums and bugles drowning the roar of traffic on the boulevard. In the cafés, too, strangely weird uniforms began to appear — uniforms as ridiculous, for the most part, as the people who wore them — independent companies organizing for the defense of the city, styling themselves Enfants de Montrouge, Vengeurs de Montparnasse, Scouts of Saint Sulpice — all equally vociferous and unanimously thirsty.

As for the city itself, it was strangely tranquil after a night of celebration over the safe return of Vinoys 13th corps, and a morning of rejoicing at the news that the United States had instructed its minister, Mr. Washbourne, to recognise the fait accompli, and consider himself in future as accredited minister to the Republic of France. In the Café Cardinal a few cocottes still wore miniature American flags in their buttonholes, and here and there, over the entrances to cafés and concert halls, the stars and stripes waved brightly in the September sun.

As for a very serious comprehension of the situation, so far as the public went, there was none. On the third of September, after the news of the Emperors capture at Sedan had been confirmed by the Comte de Palikoa, the Parisians occupied themselves with an amusement always congenial to the true Parisian — a riot. This riot, which has passed into history as the revolution of the fourth of September, was refreshingly bloodless and amazingly decisive. It swept the dynasty of Napoleon III from France, it made the Empire a legend, and it proclaimed the Republic through the medium of Monsieur Gambettas lusty lungs. In other words, the French people committed the enormous folly of swapping horses while crossing a stream, and, when, in the face of an enemy flushed with victory, the Parisians laid violent hands on the throat of their own government and strangled it, even Moltke must have relaxed his stern visage at the hopeless absurdity of such a people. For if the government had erred, was that the time to reckon with it? An established government represents, at least theoretically, a basis and security that a revolutionary government cannot have in time of invasion and instant need. And, after all, by what right was the Republic proclaimed? There had been no appeal, no plebiscite; no majority had exercised the right of suffrage, not a vote had been cast. Violence alone had decided the fate of a government which also had been founded upon violence.

On the fatal third of September, Paris was still quiet, perhaps stunned by the news of the frightful disaster at Sedan, but, in the minds of the people, the revolution was already a thing accomplished. Nevertheless, there was still time left to save the sole prerogative of importance at that hour — the right of national representation. It was merely necessary that the deputies should frankly accept the proposition advanced;

First — Announcement of the abdication of the executive.

Second — Nomination by the Chamber of a government for the national defense.

Third — Convocation of a constituante as soon as circumstances permitted.

Unfortunately, dynastic considerations prevailed over sincere and enlightened patriotism, time was frittered away in mutual recriminations, and before the Chamber could agree on any plan of action the storm burst. At eleven oclock in the morning vast masses of National Guards, Mobiles, Franc-tireurs, accompanied by citizens equipped with all sorts of weapons, began to gather at the Place de la Concorde. At three oclock the human wave broke against the Palais Bourbon with a roar; Vive la Republique! La déchéance! That was the golden moment for the members of the Extreme Left, and they knew their opportunity. Like a company of comic-opera bandits they dissembled and left the Chamber by various exits, only to reunite outside. Acclaimed by the mob, they hastily transported themselves to the Hôtel de Ville. There they immediately made themselves into a government, the members of which were exclusively composed of the deputies of Paris, excepting General Trochu, who was to secure the Presidency, at the same time reserving for himself the title and role of Governor of Paris. Jules Favre was designed for Vice President.

During this comic-opera proceeding, the Senate, holding a solemn séance across the river, retired about three oclock, after a few puerile protestations of fidelity to the captive Emperor.

But even after the invasion of the Chamber, the Corps Legislatif refused to consider itself worsted. Jules Favre and Jules Simon were sent to woo the prodigals at the Hôtel de Ville, and were snubbed for their pains. Then that wily little revolution monger, Thiers, counselled moderation and patience, and went away to sit in corners and think. As yet, even he could not foresee the red spectre of the eighteenth of March; but they who rise by violence shall fall again by violence as long as the dreary old proverb lasts.

So, on the fifth of September, 1870, the walls of Paris were covered with proclamations to the people and to the army, setting forth in sonorous phrases that a government had been constituted and ratified by popular acclamation.

Constituted was a word as audacious as it was dangerous. Seven months later the Commune profited by the abuse of it. As for the ratification, that was, perhaps, true, and that was the sole excuse for the men who so impudently invested themselves with power — a power, the burden of which was destined to crush them.

However, the people liked the new government; Belleville howled joyously and dragged Rochefort from Sainte-Pélagie prison and the government dared not refuse to swallow its medicine nor deny this sop to Belleville.

Jules Favre shrugged his shoulders and said hed rather have Rochefort in the government than outside — an epigram which pleased everybody. A few conservative people, however, cooled a little when the former farce writer, Arago, was made Mayor of Paris. Then, on the sixth of September, Jules Favre, Minister of Foreign Relations, committed the first official idiocy of his new career by publishing in a diplomatic circular note the following phrase:

We will relinquish neither one inch of our territory nor one stone of our fortresses, well knowing that a few days later he should go to Ferrières on that heart-breaking mission which all the world has heard of.

The proclamation of the republic stirred the masses to such an effervescence of joy that nobody thought any longer of the Prussians. Everything appeared safe under the magic name Republic. To a population alternately stunned and stung to fury by despatches which for six weeks past had announced one unbroken series of disasters, the situation seemed already less desperate. Toul, Belfort, Strassbourg and Metz still held out, the provinces, it was believed, were rising en masse, there were serious rumours afloat concerning the disaffection of the Saxon and Bavarian troops, particularly the latter, and the more sanguine of the Parisians looked confidently to the United States, now a sister republic, as a probable ally. Some even thanked God that there would be no more disastrous rumours concerning the army of Châlons, because the army of Châlons had ceased to exist except as an army of prisoners.

As for the new government, no sooner had it been installed than energetic measures for the defense of Paris were pushed forward on every side. One of the most important questions of defense concerned the provisioning of the city and the forts, and had Monsieur Magnin, who succeeded Monsieur Clement Duvernois as Minister of Commerce, displayed the good judgment and activity of his predecessor, the history of the siege of Paris might have been written differently. Flour, grain, hay, straw, cattle, sheep — nothing was forgotten by Monsieur Duvernois — not even a supply of millstones for grinding cereals. As for his successor — his mania was economy, and it is a pity that he alone was not obliged to endure the consequences. Of all guilty fools, responsible for their nations humiliation, the economical fool is the most deserving of perdition.

Under the new military reorganization, the government hastened to equip the sixteen forts and the various redoubts and batteries that surrounded Paris and Saint Denis in an oval measuring sixty kilometres in circumference. Not only was it necessary to construct emplacements, gun platforms, casemates, magazines, bomb proofs and store houses, but it was also imperative that the water supply should be assured, mines planted, electric firing communications installed, and electric lights placed. Telegraphic communication with Paris, signalling by semaphores, entrenchments and redoubts connecting the forts, all these were necessary; but, before the lines could be definitely established a whole series of suburban villages were barricaded and loopholed. Inside the first barrier of defense lay the fortifications of the city proper, divided into ninety-four bastions and nine secteurs, each of the latter commanded by an admiral or a general. The city, therefore, was divided like a pie into nine sections, each section having its commander, whose rôle was not only military but also civil, and who, in concert with the municipal authorities included in his district, was responsible for the maintenance of order, the policing of the ramparts and streets and the organization of the National Guard. This scheme was admirable, and, had it been maintained after the end of the siege until the city resumed its normal condition, the Commune might have been impossible. The city, then, was surrounded by a double line of defense, the forts outside the walls and the fortifications proper. But this was not all. Belleville, that rabbit warren of the ragtag and bobtail, that ever simmering cauldron of anarchy, lifted up its voice and bawled for barricades. To keep the vivacious denizens of that quarter in good humour, the government permitted them to surround the outer boulevards with a third line of defense in the form of barricades. This they did with an enthusiasm and ability that was none the less suspicious because superintended by Henri Rochefort. For the defense of the forts and ramparts 2,200 cannon were mounted, and 300 held in reserve. These cannon were served by 15,000 artillerymen, including marine gunners and engineers. The garrison itself consisted of:

First — Two army corps, the 13th Vinoys, the Mézières prodigals, and the 14th corps commanded by General Ducrot, about 60,000 men in all, and 150 field pieces. Vinoys men camped on the left bank of the Seine, Ducrots on the right bank.

Second — 105,000 Mobiles, not only from the Department of the Seine, but also from every department of France. They were distributed between the forts and the city.

Third — 7,000 sailors from the war ports on the coast, 5,000 customs guards, forest guards and ex-policemen.

Fourth — About 60 franc corps, more or less unruly and useless, a total of nearly 15,000 men.

Fifth — A few thousand regular troops at Saint Denis, brave, devoted men.

Sixth — The National Guard, 266 battalions of them, a nuisance to everybody except themselves, partly on account of the foolish policy pursued by their superiors, in keeping them inside the ramparts instead of habituating them to the discipline and severe régime of active service outside the city — partly on account of the elective system common to each battalion. Anybody might believe, after this long enumeration of defensive works, that the labour of transforming Paris into a vast fortress was pushed with unexampled, not to say miraculous speed. That was not the case, and two generals of engineers, whose names it is not necessary to mention, were to blame. With the German armies within a few days march from Paris, with the two great redoubts of Châtillon and Montretout unfinished, these generals did not think it necessary for the workmen, masons, stonecutters, terrassiers and carpenters to labour during the night. With energy, and the employment of 10,000 or 15,000 workmen, Châtillon and Montretout could have been saved before the arrival of the Germans. More than that, there existed weak points along the ramparts that were criminally neglected — especially the Bas-Meudon gate, where the moat was scarcely begun, and not a mine had been placed.

Was Moltke badly informed? Was Bismarck asleep? Where were their spies? The German, with a little audacity, could have made himself master of Paris during the first days of investment. How? It would merely have been sufficient to mass rapidly, during the night, a corps of 20,000 resolute men between Sèvres and Bas-Meudon. This corps, composed of equal divisions of cavalry, artillery and infantry, could have been hurled at the Bas-Meudon gate, where only a handful of Mobiles stood guard. At the same time, the cavalry, arriving at a gallop along the Vaugirard and Point du Jour bastions, could have sabred the cannoniers and National Guards on the ramparts, leaving the artillery to unlimber behind the Ceinture railroad tracks and hold the ground against any attack. Reinforcements could have arrived from Sèvres and Versailles unharrassed, except by the fort of Issy.

It was too simple, perhaps, for the great German masters of strategy.

If, therefore, the work on the defenses of Paris attained really splendid results, the credit was neither due to the two engineer generals nor to the apathy of the Germans; it was due — strange as it may appear — to Haussmann. Why? Because the work could never have been accomplished had not the government been able to summon to its aid the splendid army of contractors and their men, schooled, during Monsieur Haussmanns magnificent administration, to undertake and execute vast enterprises of construction and demolition with incredible rapidity.

How the irony of history repeats itself!


CHAPTER VII.

AN ACCOUNT TO SETTLE.
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IT WAS DUSK when Harewood returned to the rue dYpres. He stood a moment on the steps of the bird store, looking out over the country beyond the city wall. Pale stars glimmered through the veil of dun-coloured mist; below stretched the shadowy valley of the Seine, dim under its ramparts of low surrounding hills. In the northwest a pallid streak traced the sweep of the river, farther still a point of white fire, brilliant as a star of the first magnitude, flashed and paled on the horizon. It was the new electric light on the great fortress of Mont-Valérien.

As Harewood stood there, fumbling for his keys, absently watching the signal lanterns hoisted above the Porte Rouge, spots of incandescent vermilion and sapphire in the deepening twilight, the door behind unclosed, and Hildé glided out.

Good evening, he said, turning instantly; I suppose I am late for dinner.

The girl closed the door behind her noiselessly, returning his greeting with a troubled smile.

I heard your keys jingle; I thought it was you. No, you are not late; Monsieur Bourke has not yet returned from the city. I — I have something to ask of you; may I?

Of course, he answered; and again that sudden warmth touched him at the confidence implied in her eyes and voice — a confidence he felt he deserved so little.

Not here, then, she said, lowering her voice, they may interrupt us. As she spoke, she stepped across the sidewalk, and he followed, wondering at the suppressed anxiety in her voice.

A breeze blew over the sodded ramparts opposite; together they mounted the gentle slope where, against the sky, each separate blade of grass stood out, trembling in the freshening wind.

On the summit of the glacis they hesitated, then, by a common impulse, they moved on along the path together, side by side, under the million stars. He waited for her to speak; her head was turned away toward the vast stretch of country in the south where, over the valley, a haze of sombre smoke hung, touched with dull colour.

They are trying to burn the forest of Thiais; you can see the smoke, he said. They cant do it; the wood is too green. Its a little late in the day now to think of clearing away the forests from the military zone. They should have begun a month ago. Look at the Meudon woods. Theres cover enough there for the whole Prussian army. The engineers and sappers have been trying to burn it for a week past; now they are at it with axes. They might as well try to ditch the redoubts with penknives. What a muddle-headed people!

You forget, said Hildé, that they are my people.

She spoke so sweetly that the rebuke struck him with added force.

I did forget, he said; forgive me.

They turned again, retracing their steps along the narrow path, half over-grown with long grass.

You are quite thoughtless, said Hildé; I forgive you.

The words were simple enough, and yet to him they meant more than the mere condoning of a tactless remark. There was something almost intimate in the words, you are thoughtless; something that was new to him and to Hildé, a reversal of their relations, a tacit assumption of a situation as old as the beginning of creation, the mystery of an awakening, the enigma of life, the way of a maid with a man.

Yes, I was thoughtless, he repeated, lingering over the words that alternately thrilled and troubled him, vaguely aware of the subtle metamorphosis that was taking place before his eyes, the unconscious awakening of a child to womanhood.

The assumption of the right to chasten and forgive is a maids first step in love.

Tell me, he said, what it is that troubles you.

They were standing still, looking off over the valley, the night breeze blowing in their faces, bringing with it a faint aromatic odour of burning beech-wood.

It is that I wish to ask your advice, monsieur, she answered seriously. Do you remember once I told you how two Germans, who had rented an apartment from my uncle, left without paying — after his death, a year ago? Well, they have returned.

Returned! repeated Harewood, angrily.

Yes, to-night. They have offered to pay us what they owed to my uncle. It is not very much, Monsieur Harewood — but it — it is of some importance to us.

She continued with sensitive reserve: At present our means do not permit us to refuse — and yet — and yet — we do not like these Germans, Yolette and I.

That is no reason for not insisting on what is justly due you, said Harewood.

That is true, monsieur, she answered simply, but that is not all. These men offer to pay us, but only on condition that we allow them to rent from us another apartment.

What! exclaimed Harewood, getting red in the face.

This, continued the girl, we do not wish to do, although the three rooms under the roof are quite comfortable. But you see these men are not what Yolette and I care to meet. Even when my uncle was alive, and Yolette and I came back from the convent at Christmas — they — they were at times a little rude with their attentions. Yolette and I were very glad when they left — even without paying anything at all.

Do you want my advice? asked Harewood, brusquely.

If you do not mind, Monsieur Harewood.

Then let us go back to the house, for I wish your sister also to hear what I have to say.

But — but — the two Germans are there — now — trying to persuade Yolette.

Harewoods eyes changed in a second; a white pinched look came about his month, then his whole face lighted up with a smile so charming, so perfectly winning, that Hildés troubled gaze cleared and she involuntarily stepped closer to him.

It was seldom that this expression came into Harewoods face — this absolute command of a sudden rage so frightful that it whitened and sharpened every feature, only to be followed by a smile that would have disarmed the devil himself. Bourke had seen it once when Harewoods little fox terrier was wantonly clubbed to death by a peasant in Saarbrücken; the peasant was probably still in the hospital.

Come, said Harewood, pleasantly, perhaps we can arrange this affair very easily. Why, there is Bourke now, going up the steps! He called to his comrade. Wait, Bourke! I want to see you a moment! Is that a riding crop you have there?

Bourke looked at them sharply as they came across the street, but he bowed gaily to Hildé and opened the door.

Riding crop? he repeated, here is one. Ive sold the horses. Are you going to ride a cock-horse to Banbury Cross, my son?

He stopped suddenly with a narrow glance at Harewoods placid face. It was too placid — and Bourke knew it.

Whats the trouble? he asked bluntly.

Harewood said: Nothing much, and led the way into the parlour.

As they entered without knocking, Yolette rose hastily from a chair at the table and came to them; and at the same moment, two men, lounging on a sofa, looked up angrily. The men were Speyer and Stauffer.

Monsieur Bourke, said Yolette, resolutely controlling her voice, it is fortunate you have come — I — I cannot stay in this room another moment.

Before Bourke could understand, Harewood said quietly, Mademoiselle, it is all arranged. Will you step into the office and write a receipt?

His eyes told Hildé to go too; she obeyed, with a frightened glance at his face, which was still smiling, but white as a sheet.

Speyer had risen; Stauffer also stood up, close beside Speyer. When the latter began to speak, Harewood turned and looked at him, and he stopped short.

Bourke, said Harewood in even tones, would you mind stepping into the office and bringing me the receipt?

Bourkes sombre, puzzled eyes rested on Speyer for a second, then he turned on his heel and left the room.

What do you mean by this? blustered Speyer.

What? asked Harewood without emotion.

There was no answer. Stauffer instinctively took a step toward the door, then paused as he met Harewoods eyes. At that moment Bourke re-entered the room, holding a sheet of stamped paper in his hand. He laid it on the table before Speyer but said nothing.

After a silence, Stauffers weak face expanded into a smile, and he picked up the paper with a pitiful little swagger. Then he laid a few gold coins on the table, piling one on the other in affected jocularity.

Will Mr. Harewood do me the honour of counting them? he said, sauntering toward the door.

Harewood stopped him with a gesture.

Speyer, glowering across the table, watched the counting of the coins. When Harewood finished he stepped back a pace.

Get out—

No!

Get out! he said, gently. Stauffer slipped past the table at once; Speyer hesitated, sneering, fairly weak with rage, then turned and walked out, followed closely by Harewood. At the door Stauffer began to laugh; his forced mirth seemed to sting Speyer to madness. He turned as he reached the sidewalk; Hildés name was on his lips, but Harewood lashed him across the mouth with his riding crop.

Go, he whispered, with white lips. If you dont go, Ill kill you. Cant you understand — cant you understand — Ill kill you if you dont go!

He flung him out into the street, and walked slowly back to the house, closing the door very softly behind him.

He met Bourke in the hall, and answered his enquiries with a shrug.

Nice pair, commented Bourke; Yolette is shedding tears; do you suppose they said anything blackguardly to her?

I fancy they did. Its well we came back when we did. Is dinner ready, Cecil?

They knocked at the dining-room door; Yolette smiled at them as they entered. It was very silly to cry, she said sedately, seating herself at the table.

Bourke, not knowing what to answer, sat down gravely and looked at the lioness; and Schéhèrazade, who had taken a great fancy to Harewood, stole around to his chair and stood there, looking up with luminous eyes, while her lithe tail gently waved in the air.

Some day, said Bourke, shell take a fancy to me and we shall be inseparable.

His half-serious, half-pretended suspicions as to Schéhèrazades intentions always delighted Yolette and Hildé. They loved to hear him call the lioness a living tomb and wish that his bones might have a quieter grave.

Hes insulting you again, cried Hildé, dragging the lioness across to her own chair; as if my Schéhèrazade would eat anything she shouldnt! Hear her purr, the darling! I do believe, Monsieur Bourke, that you are really afraid!

I am, said Bourke; sos Harewood. Fright keeps him speechless.

Hildé raised her dark eyes to Harewoods.

Is that true, monsieur?

Harewood brightened and laughed, nodding across the table; but Hildés face, always a little grave and sensitive, even in her mirth, grew graver and more sensitive. It had changed within a day; something had come into it too subtle for Harewood to detect; something that even escaped Yolette. The contour of her cheek and neck was still almost childlike, the full scarlet mouth was also a childs mouth, yet already lip and cheek were finer and purer, a softer shadow tinged the eyes, an imperceptible tenderness touched the lips.

I cannot see, said Bourke, honestly, how your hands can be so white if you and Yolette wash those dinner things.

We dont, laughed Yolette; we only dry our little tea cups. Red Riding Hood does the rest. You havent seen Red Riding Hood yet? Shes the scissor-grinders child. They live in the passage de lOmbre, and they are very, very poor.

Hildé thought of it first, said Yolette. The little thing came to the door last winter — oh, so cold and hungry. She comes every noon and evening now. Hildé made her a red cloak and hood. Her father drinks.

I think, said Hildé, she may be in the kitchen now. Shall I bring her in?

Bourke nodded, a trifle embarrassed. He never knew what to say to children. Hildé looked shyly at Harewood, saw that he approved, then rose and went to the door. Red Riding Hood! she called, Are you there, little one? Yes? Then wont you come in?

There came the clatter of small sabots along the tiled hallway; Red Riding Hood appeared.

Bourke stared at this thin little creature, who stared back at him with a pair of great eyes, black as jet. But Harewood, easy with anything that seemed helpless or dependent, held out a strong brown hand, smiling. Children and animals never resisted his smile, and Red Riding Hood was no exception. She came slowly forward and gave him a thin red hand, never taking her eyes from his, and he bent forward and kissed the child.

Hildés face changed; an exquisite tenderness touched her eyes. She looked at Harewood, trying to speak, but could not.

What is your name; mine is Harewood, he said.

Mine is Marie Ledoux; I should rather be called Red Riding Hood, said the child, seriously.

Harewood was quiet and attentive.

Exactly, he said, and I want you to come to visit me. Will you?

Yes, said the child, to-morrow.

Then will you say good-night to these ladies and gentlemen, Red Riding Hood?

The child looked earnestly at him, then walked to the door.

Bon soir, mesdames; bon soir, messieurs, she said gravely, and walked out, her small wooden shoes echoing along the tiles.

What in the world has tamed our little Red Riding Hood! exclaimed Yolette; Hildé, would you have believed it!

But Hildé turned away toward the sofa without answering and laid her cheek against Schéhèrazades head.

While youre about it, Jim, said Bourke, laughing, why dont you make friends with Schéhèrazade? Even a lioness couldnt resist you.

Hildé clasped the lions head closer to her breast.

No, she said, without turning; he need not take everything I love.


CHAPTER VIII.

A PEACEFUL HOUR.
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THE DAYS AND nights of early September, 1870, were like perfect days and nights in June, when soft winds stir and the blue air scintillates under the gemmed rays of the sun. The mornings were fresh and exquisite, the sunsets gorgeous, the midnight heavens magnificent.

On the afternoon of the thirteenth of September, the day set by General Trochu for a grand review of the National and Mobile Guards, Bourke, returning from the city, found Harewood writing his weekly synopsis of the situation for the Syndicate.

Hello, he said, looking up from his desk lazily, did you forward our mail matter, Cecil?

Bourke nodded and sat down on the bed. Harewood, coat off, shirt sleeves rolled up, relighted his pipe and continued writing.

When he had finished, Bourke, lying on the bed, was sleeping lightly, but he woke as Harewoods chair scraped across the floor.

Tired, Cecil? asked Harewood.

A little. I walked from the Arc to the Place de la Bastille.

Whew! exclaimed Harewood, what for; to see the review? Was it worth the trouble?

Yes. Theres a bit of excitement in the city, yawned Bourke, sitting up, his eyes still puckered by the light, his hair in disorder.

That review, he continued, was significant, Jim. I saw 300,000 men in line from the Arc to the Place de la Bastille, all bawling the Marseillaise, and all of them nothing but National Guards and Mobiles. They made a great deal of noise.

Was it impressive? asked Harewood.

They made a great deal of noise, repeated Bourke.

O!

They are not regulars, of course. I dont know what they can do. It was queer not to see the uniforms everybody expects to see in a review in Paris — the cuirassiers, you know — and the rest. The people are acting foolishly, anyway, I think. Theyre stark mad over the new republic; theyre changing the names of the streets, too; the rue Bonaparte is now the rue du Peuple, the place Royale is the place de Vosges — O, the whole business is too childish — too grotesque! Think of wasting time and energy in such foolish occupations, with a couple of hundred thousand German soldiers — heaven knows how close to the gates! Why, Jim, they have even scratched the Imperial N from the bridges and the public buildings, and have painted:

LIBERTY, EQUALITY, FRATERNITY

over everything. Victor Hugo and Edgar Quintet are dancing cancans on the ramparts, hurling odes and lyrics at the Prussians! Think how Moltke must grin! But their crowning madness has just been accomplished; in spite of the Governor of Paris and the Minister of War, they have decreed that all officers of Mobiles shall be elected by their own soldiers! What frightful stupidity!

What became of the Mobiles and National Guard? Gone to the forts?

Some — the Mobiles. The others are scattered. They are to police the city and ramparts. I fancy well have a few here soon. To-day the sixty-nine gates of the city and all the railroad tunnels have been closed until the siege ends. Theyre establishing drawbridges over the moats. I tried to cable that, but the censor cut it out. By the way, eighty odd words of your Tuesday despatches were cut out, too. Dont swear, Jim.

Harewood began to qualify the censor with such energy that Bourke, unable to control his laughter, went into his own room and shut the door.

Predestined idiot! muttered Harewood, scowling at his manuscript; now I suppose hell also cut this to suit his own degraded intelligence! He shoved back his chair and looked out of the window, sulky, impatient, a little wrathful at Bourkes amusement. For he cared a great deal about his work; he laboured faithfully to acquire a literary style. His style, at its best, was simple and honestly direct; often forceful and sometimes clear. To have a French censor butcher and garble it always made him furious; but he was always able to enjoy the good-natured banter of his comrades when he had cooled down. It was his first service as correspondent in the field, and he learned that there was little romance in it. He learned other things, too; he found that electricity had nothing to do with the speed of telegrams, but that their celerity was regulated entirely by the diplomacy and generosity of the sender. He learned when to bribe and when not to — when to use the wires and when to use the mails — when to see, when to be blind — when to speak — when to remain silent. He found that there were four things which army officers dreaded, bad roads, the war department, typhus, and war correspondents. They could become habituated to the first three plagues, but it needed the diplomacy of Disraeli to reconcile a general to the infliction of newspaper men. However, when this was once accomplished, half the battle might be considered won. The other half of the battle was in reality a duel — a perpetual assault upon a cool, polite, often playful, often sympathizing official who apparently possessed an insatiable thirst for literature and who took the closest personal interest in the perusal of manuscripts. This official was the dreaded censor. Harewood had easily won half the battle — but what man can affirm that anybody except the censor ever won the other half? Of course it was not difficult to evade censorship for a while, but indiscretion meant not only personal inconvenience but also ultimate expulsion.

Harewood sat moodily by the window, biting the amber pipe stem, staring absently across the fortifications opposite, where, beyond, wrapped in a sapphire haze, the valley of the Bièvre lay, green and brilliant under the showered sunshine. To the east a dun-coloured vapor hung over Meudon woods, to the south the sun glittered on distant window panes, dotting the valley with tiny points of fire. Everywhere lay patches of green woods, checkered expanses of yellow grain stubble and ploughed ground, squares of paler green where cabbages grew, or blots of sombre verdure, marking potato fields. White spires rose beyond lHay; greenhouses, roofs sparkling, clustered along the route to Fontenay, and over all the great warders of the valley loomed, purple through the mist, majestic, mysterious — Fort Ivry, Fort Bicêtre, Fort Montrouge and Fort Vanves.

Bourke sauntered in presently, note book open, pipe lighted. Forgot to tell you something, he said between his teeth. I found out that Jules Favre contemplates making overtures to Bismarck. What do you think of that? Rather a tumble, after his diplomatic twaddle — eh, Jim? He took his pipe out of his mouth with a gesture of disgust.

How did you hear about it? asked Harewood, intensely interested.

Now, my son, thats my business and you neednt ask.

Harewood laughed and nodded.

My conclusions are, continued Bourke, waving his pipe, that if he tries to fix up things he will fail; first, because the Parisians will surely repudiate any agreement; second, because he cant swallow his own words, and Bismarck wont let him off without the cession of Lorraine, at least; third, because Im convinced that this war is not, as Bismarck says it is, a war against Napoleon, but a war against France and the French, and I tell you, Jim, Germany means to crush France for years to come. Why, he continued, if all they want is to humiliate and destroy Napoleon and his dynasty, they have done it already. The Emperor is a prisoner in Germany, the Parisians have chased the poor Empress and the Prince Imperial across the Channel. France is a republic now. Then why dont King Wilhelm and Bismarck ask for an indemnity and go home to their cabbage gardens?

Harewood listened attentively, but offered no comment.

Bourke continued: O no, that isnt what the Germans want; they mean to dominate the continent and occupy the place that France held three months ago. There is but one way to do it — crush France. Theyre coming here to try it, too. If they succeed it may mean a permanent German federation — perhaps an empire — a Teutonic empire dominating all eastern Europe. I tell you, Jim, it makes me sick. France, with all her faults, has done more for human progress, human liberty — for everything that makes life worth while — than all the other European nations put together. To-day, aye, to-morrow, too, Germany might drop out of the world, and the world would never be the worse. But blot out France or England or your own blessed country, and it would mean something very different. I shall now go and write this out; its probably invaluable. Much obliged for your attention, Jim.

He went away, laughing, only to reappear at the door.

Jim, that kid is here. May she come in?

Yes, said Harewood, listlessly.

A moment later Red Riding Hood entered, removed her small wooden shoes, and pattered up to him in noiseless chaussons, saying seriously, Bon jour, Monsieur Harewood; peut on entrer, sil vous plait?

Indeed you may, he said, smiling, have you come to pay me another little visit?

Red Riding Hood shook her head and stood looking up at him, waiting for the kiss that was, to her, the most important event in her daily life. He laughed and held out his hands; she put both frail arms around his neck and raised her face. This solemn rite accomplished, the child sighed and nestled closer to his shoulder.

I have finished the dishes, she explained; I then played with Schéhèrazade. Then I learned my lesson. It was arithmetic. I was perfect.

Are you sure, Red Riding Hood?

Yes. I repeated it to Mademoiselle Hildé. She said it was quite perfect. I then played with Mehemet Ali, the parrot, who is my friend. I am fond of the parrot.

Suppose, said Harewood, that some time you were very, very hungry; would you eat Mehemet Ali?

No, monsieur.

Why?

The parrot is my friend. It would be shameful.

Harewood laughed aloud and Red Riding Hood, looking anxiously at him, laughed too — a timid, joyless little laugh, sadder than tears.

You are right, that would not do at all, would it? We must never aid ourselves at a friends expense — even a parrots.

Here ended the lesson, for Harewood found that loyalty and unselfishness were virtues which Red Riding Hood would never need to learn from him. As for lies, the child apparently had never conceived the idea of telling one. That lesson, too, had ended with a laugh and a kiss. But, alas! appropriating pastry was Red Riding Hoods besetting sin; and it took all of Harewoods cleverness to explain to her the difference between mine and thine. She did comprehend at last, and gave him her promise for future abstaining; and with this was accomplished the moral regeneration of Red Riding Hood — which, after all, was no very difficult undertaking.

I came, said Red Riding Hood, to tell you several things. Shall I?

By all means, replied Harewood anxiously.

Then I will. The first is that I was perfect in arithmetic; I have already told you that. The other is that Mademoiselle Yolette has gone out. She has gone to the market, I think. The third is that Mademoiselle Hildé is quite alone in the parlour.

Harewood looked at her suddenly, a faint colour under his eyes.

Why do you tell me that, Red Riding Hood?

Because, said the child, I think she would like to have you come down.

Did she say so?

No.

Then why do you think so?

I dont know, said Red Riding Hood, looking up into his face. Harewood put one arm around the child; his eyes were absently fixed on hers. After a few moments he said: Do you love Hildé, Red Riding Hood?

Yes — and you also, monsieur.

Me?

If you do not mind — —

Harewood smiled and said:

I want you to love me, too, Red Riding Hood — and Mademoiselle Yolette and Monsieur Bourke — Mademoiselle Hildé best of all. Will you?

I dont know, said the child, whether I love you or Mademoiselle Hildé best. I must think for a day, she continued sedately, and then I will tell you. Good-by, I am going to shell peas.

Good-by, Red Riding Hood, said Harewood, and will you please come again?

Yes — to-morrow.

She trotted over to the door, put on her wooden shoes, turned and said, Adieu, Monsieur Harewood! and went away down stairs, tap, tap, tap, over the tiles.

Harewood shook out his coat, washed the inkstains from his hands, brushed his hair, settled his necktie, then took a dozen turns up and down the room. Presently he went to Bourkes door and opened it, but that young man was again asleep, fists doubled up like an infants, face buried in the pillow. Harewood watched him for a moment, preoccupied by his own thoughts; after a while he turned away down the stairs, stepping softly on Bourkes account.

The door of the parlour was open. Schéhèrazade lay on the sofa, eyes closed, tail trailing to the floor. The lioness opened one eye when Harewood entered, immediately closing it, however, when she saw who it was. Harewood had never taken any notice of her, therefore, as a self-respecting lioness, she snubbed him. Hildé was not in the room, but he heard her voice not far away, probably in her own bedroom. She was singing to herself as she often did over her needlework:

Of all the saints in Brittany

Sainte Hildé,

Sainte Hildé,

is blessed evermore—

He dropped into a chair, smiling at Schéhèrazade and listening to Hildés voice:

Pachik, pachik, ma fach bihan,

Kes dhe saludin dhe champr

Ha tach dehoud ober komplimant!

Hildé! he called suddenly; Salud dach, ma dousig Hildé!

There was a silence; then Hildés voice in utter astonishment:

Monsieur Harewood! Who taught you to speak Breton?

The next instant she was at the door, flushed and wondering, her needlework in her hands.

Saludan ma dous a diabell, he said, laughing. I learned Breton in Morbihan, mademoiselle.

Hennez zo eum den a galité! she answered, saucily, also laughing. Whoever would have believed that an American could speak the Breton tongue!

I heard you singing about Sainte Hildé and the little page, and all that, so I thought Id like to hear more of it. Could you work just as well here, mademoiselle — and sing, too?

I dont know, she said, seating herself, and passing her needle through a bit of flannel. She looked up at him once, then dropped her lids and began to sew. After a silence she looked up again, saying:

Yolette and I are Bretonnes; did you know it?

I think I suspected, he replied, smiling.

Why, monsieur?

Yolettes eyes — they are the rare Breton blue. Besides, your songs are always Finistère songs — and you know how few French people can understand the Breton language. You and Yolette often speak it when you are alone together.

She watched him shyly, a little indignant that he knew so much more than she could have suspected.

Really, she said, it would be only just if I understood English — when you and Monsieur Bourke talk together so rapidly — tr-r-r-r-r! C-r-r-r! — in your English tongue! I am displeased, monsieur; I shall talk no more Breton with Yolette.

Will you sing something in Breton for me if I sing you a beautiful little English song, Hildé?

Hildé laughed outright.

Yes — if you sing first.

Here goes, then! Its a song Im very fond of, and he began to drone out Jim Crow.

Horrid! cried Hildé, putting both hands over her ears; how can you make such sounds — like June beetles around a candle!

Isnt it pretty? demanded Harewood, a little disconcerted. He hadnt much voice, but he was fond of music and proportionally soulful when he sang. Jim Crow being his favourite — and his limit, he had sung it with an enthusiasm that set Hildés nerves on edge.

Anyway, he said, it isnt as ding-dong as the French songs,

Henriette était fille

Dun baron de renom,

Dune illustre famille

Était le beau Damon,

Il était fait au tour,

Elle était jeune et belle,

Et dun parfait amour

Ils étaient le modele.

I dont know anything to compare with that for imbecility, he added.

Hildé was laughing so gaily that Schéhèrazade woke up, cast a reproachful glance at them both and loped off into the garden. This made Hildé laugh the more, and Harewood, catching the infection, laughed too, not knowing exactly why.

We are very ridiculous, said Hildé, gathering up her needlework. Her cheeks were aglow with delicate colour, her eyes brilliant and fairly dancing with mirth. After an interval, the sudden soberness which always follows laughter came upon them. Hildé resumed her sewing, Harewood leaned back in his chair, watching her wistfully.

Dreaming there in the silent room, where bars of sunlight lay across the carpet and drowsy flies buzzed along the window panes, there came to them a sense of peace, of stillness, of desire fulfilled, something they had never before known nor even wished for.

She began speaking to him quite naturally, indolently occupied with her needle, now and then raising her head to look at him, resting her clear eyes on his with confidence. Such moments are rare in life, but they come to all at times, when everything seems but the continuation of familiar conditions, long established, an unchanging régime, pleasant, even in tenor, without trouble, without desire. She told him of the convent, of the death of her uncle, of her hopes, her fears. She spoke of Brittany, of Carhaix, of the Pardon of the Birds, and of Sainte Anne dAuray. She painted for him in quaint phrases the chapel of Morlaix, the coast of Saint Gildas, the Icelanders and the blessing of the fleet. He asked her to sing and she sang the Ar Vinorez deliciously.

Carmel,

Carmel,

Na vo ket dimet ar vinorez

Ken vo bet pardon ar Carmel — 

She told him naïvely of Ker-Is, that city punished and submerged because of the fault of Ahes, daughter of Gradlon, the king:

Quy a-t-il dans la ville dIs, — si la jeunesse est tellement joyeuse, — et si jentends le biniou—

She recited the Gwerz of Count Gweto, and her eyes filled at the moment of peril:

Seigneur Dieu ma fille, comment fera-t-on! And the reply:

Allez danz la chambre blanche prendre de beaux atours!

All the pathos and mystery of the Bretonne was in her eyes and voice as she paused in her sewing and intoned for him the Vespers of Saint Gildas—

O Vierge glorieuse Marie! until he seemed to hear the sea bells tolling off the cliffs and the long coast swell washing, rocking, washing, where the surf curls in a flurry of settling silver sands.

There is something more in Brittany, he said, vaguely uneasy— something besides the waves and the bell-buoy, and the vespers of the sea. At Treguier they have a song, called Little Madeleine or Madeleinic. 

Madelenik! she said, her face lighting up with an imperceptible smile; it is really a chansonnette for the inn, with its gay refrain;

Ho! fois! jy vais;

Ho! fois! je ny vais pas.

It is very easy, monsieur, to see where you spent your evenings in Treguier.

He laughed and hummed the dashing chorus — 

Ho! fe! graon; ho! fe! na naon!

until she caught the spirit and joined her clear voice to his, and they sang the chanson of little Madeleine until between laughter and tears Hildé sank back, both white hands closing her ears in protest.

At the same moment Yolette appeared, market basket over her arm, a picture of amazement.

What on earth is all this about, little Madeleine! she cried: never — never have I seen such children — never! never! And, monsieur, may I ask who taught you my native language?

Harewood confessed his knowledge, while Hildé, becoming very serious, opened the basket and made a mental invoice of the contents.

Yolette, you forgot the pigeons.

No, said Yolette, I did not forget, but do you know they are a little too dear? The butcher said it was because the Germans were stealing everything in the north. I told him it was nonsense.

I think, said Harewood, that things are going to be a little dearer in Paris. Of course everybody says that we have food enough to last a long time, even if the Germans should blockade the whole department, but it will make things more expensive, and I only wish to say that you must not be too indulgent to Monsieur Bourke and myself.

Hildé looked up at him without answering; all her shyness had returned with the return of Yolette. Her sister smiled and glanced at the basket, saying: I think the dinner will be nice — even without pigeons.

She started toward the kitchen, but paused to say; O, I forgot to tell you, the soldiers are marching into the Prince Murat barracks, and a company of sailors have brought a cannon and are mounting it on top of the ramparts across the street.

If they fire it will break every window in the house, wont it? exclaimed Hildé, in consternation.

Harewood frowned and started for the door.

Hark! said Yolette, the people are cheering outside. I can hear the drums in the barracks, can you? Hildé, where are you going?

Hildé had started with Harewood, but now she hesitated, looking at Yolette with troubled eyes.

If — if they fire the cannon — and it bursts — — she began.

Of course, said Yolette, gravely; then why do you go near it?

Hildé looked blankly at her sister, then sat down and bent swiftly over her sewing. She had not been thinking of her own safety but of Harewoods; and when she realised that, her cheeks turned scarlet.


CHAPTER IX.

THE PROPHET.
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WHEN HAREWOOD REACHED the front door he stood amazed. The rue dYpres, that broad, sunny street, usually as quiet and deserted as a country road, was thronged with people, from the Porte Rouge to the Prince Murat barracks. In front of the house the people were silent and attentive, watching a swarm of labourers gathered around the bastion. A company of sailors from the fleet stood, leaning on their rifles, in front of a strange, shapeless structure that towered into the air above the heads of the crowd, one long steel arm stretched out stark against the sky. Beyond it, on the rusty rails of the narrow-gauge track, stood a car truck, painted blue, and on this truck lay a gigantic cannon.

The gun-carriage had already been placed on the circular track, sunk into the cement below the ramparts, the terrassiers were shaving the terrace, sodding it along the glacis and piling sacks filled with earth across the angles of the epaulment. The rotten gabions and packed barrels that supported the gun-terrace were being removed and new ones substituted; locksmiths and carpenters worked in the bomb-proofs, and the tinkle of chisel and thud of mallet came up, half-smothered, from below.

Down the street drums were rolling sonorously from the court of the caserne; and now, bugles sounding, rifles glittering in the sun, a company of infantry issued from the sallyport and marched solidly on to the Porte Rouge, their red trousers a long undulating line against the green of the glacis.

Suddenly above the crowd the great derrick began to move, three chains dangling from its single rigid arm, the little rusty engine staggering under spasms of steam jets. Slowly the cannon swung up into the air, turning as the steel arm turned, further, further, lower and lower. Then, in the stillness, a boatswains whistle sounded, once, twice; the crowd swayed forward, and thousands of voices rose in thundering cheers:

Vive la France!

All that night Harewood lay restlessly on his bed, thinking of the future, which, until he first met Hildé, had held no terrors for him. Now it was different. The menace of a siege meant something more than excitement and newspaper despatches, it meant danger, perhaps famine, perhaps annihilation, to a city that had suddenly become important to him — because Hildé lived there. He had never seen a siege. His ideas on the subject were founded on histories. He could not believe that any army would be able to absolutely isolate such a city as Paris — itself nothing but a gigantic citadel, with its double armour of fortresses and ramparts, its suburbs, railways, forests and rivers. He believed that even if a German army sat down before the walls it could never sustain such a position against hunger, against the sorties of the hundred thousands of troops, against those new armies that everybody said were forming in the south, at Bordeaux, at Tours, at Rouen, from the war ports to the Loire. In common with the great mass of the Parisians, he never doubted that, as soon as the Germans appeared, the bombardment would begin; but he doubted the ability of a Prussian artilleryman to send shells into Paris from a gun outside the range of Mont-Valérien. Nevertheless, he was not satisfied with the rue dYpres as a haven of safety for Hildé at such a time. It was practically on the city ramparts, it was close to one of the gates, the Porte Rouge, and closer still to the barracks, and he knew that if the German cannon troubled the city at all, the fire would be concentrated on the fortifications, the gates, the magazines and the barracks.

Lying there in the darkness, he could hear, from the ramparts, the marine sentinels challenge as they walked the rounds; the stir and the movement of horses, the dull creaking of wheels. He thought of the four great forts that covered the country beyond the Vaugirard secteur, Montrouge, Vanves, Ivry and Bicêtre. If the Germans attempted to seize Meudon, there was the fort of Issy; if they advanced toward Creteil, the fort of Charenton blocked the way. Could they hold Saint Cloud with Mont-Valérien looming like a thundercloud in the north? Could they seize Sèvres, under the cannon of the Point-du-Jour? No, he could not see how a German battery would be able to send its shells into the bastions of Montrouge, and this conclusion comforted him until he fell asleep to dream of a cloudless sky raining shells over a city where Hildé lay white and dead; and he awoke, trembling in every limb. He turned over and tried to go to sleep again, but he could not, dreading a sleep that might bring such dreams.

He thought of Bourke, slumbering peacefully in the next room; he thought of Red Riding Hood and of Yolette, also asleep; but for a long time he avoided the path of thought which he had so often shirked before — the path that led to the solution of a question. Awake, sometimes asleep, the question repeated itself — it was repeating itself now, more persistently, more monotonously than ever. The question was Hildé, and Hildé remained an enigma, not because he could not solve the enigma, but because he would not. As he lay there, he felt that the time was coming when it would be impossible to evade an explanation with himself. He shifted his head restlessly and opened his eyes in the darkness, and before he knew it he had faced the question at last.

What had happened to him? What was going to happen? Why should thoughts of Hildé occupy him constantly? Was it because, in a moment of unselfishness, he had renounced the idle amusement of inspiring affection in a young girl? Why had he renounced it? Every man, consciously or unconsciously, seeks the same amusement; and if conscience intervenes, is it not easy to pretend that the woman was perfectly aware of the game? Or, if the result does turn out grave for the woman, a man can always have recourse to those little exercises of diplomatic hair-splitting with his conscience, to which mens consciences so easily adapt themselves.

It is merely a matter of chance, this amusement which may or may not be harmless; a selfish man takes the risk, risking nothing himself.

All this was clear to Harewood as he lay there in the dark; but it did not satisfy him as it had once. Moreover, whereas, a few days ago, he was certain that he himself risked nothing; now he was far from sure. He asked himself whether he was in danger of caring seriously for Hildé, but could not reply. Had he been simply curious to know how far he could go? Had it been vanity, after all, or a lower incentive?

His face grew hot with shame and self resentment; he was mentally vindicating Hildé — defending her against himself; but he did not know it; he thought it was himself that he was vindicating. This mental protest of innocence left him calmer and less restless, and after a little he fell asleep. Whatever he dreamed must have been pleasant, for the morning sun, stealing into the room, illuminated his face, young, peaceful, touched with a smile as innocent as the woman he was walking with in dreamland.

Bourke woke him, regretfully, saying; What the deuce are you grinning about in your sleep? Get up, Jim, Im going to Saint Cloud to see whats in the wind? Youll come, too, wont you?

Yes, said Harewood, I suppose the trains are running yet. Whats the news?

While he was bathing and dressing, Bourke ran over the morning papers, reading aloud the telegraphic despatches.

Hello — what do you think of this? When the Germans entered Laon, some crazy French soldier ran to the citadel and flung a torch into the magazine!

Read it, said Harewood, lathering his face for a shave.

Here it is: Through the cowardice or treachery of the Governor of Laon, the Duke of Mecklenbourg entered the city on the ninth of September at the head of the enemys 6th cavalry division. It was raining heavily. Suddenly a frightful explosion shook the city to its foundations; the citadel had blown up, killing more than a hundred of our soldiers and three hundred and fifty Prussians. This awful catastrophe was the work of an old French soldier, a veteran of the Crimea and of Italy, who, not having the courage to surrender the place to the Prussians, crept into the magazine and set fire to it, blowing himself and everybody there to pieces. The Duke of Mecklenbourg was wounded: our General Theremin was killed. The German troops, recovering themselves, cried that they were betrayed, and flinging themselves upon our unarmed Mobiles, massacred them in the streets and at the house doors. The slaughter was swift and merciless. Yet, who, remembering the horrible courage of that heroic madman, can pronounce one word of blame or of regret for his deed? Honour to the dead! 

Harewood, razor poised, face lathered, stared at Bourke.

Its simply ghastly, he said; it brings the whole business out more plainly, doesnt it? Laon is only a few days march from Paris. I cant realise that people are doing things like that while you and I sit still and scribble rot to the journals.

I dont know that weve had such an easy time of it, said Bourke; Mars-la-Tour was no football game, Jim. And as for you — youve given the Prussians chances enough to shoot your idiotic head off, havent you?

Nonsense, said Harewood, returning to his shaving; I mean that theres a vast difference between us and those poor devils of soldiers out there. That citadel business chills me to the marrow. Go ahead with your newspapers, Cecil.

Bourke continued reading aloud, skimming through the mass of proclamations, edicts, appeals from hospitals and charities, until he was tired.

Theres nothing new, he said, throwing down the journal; its merely the same crisis growing more acute hour by hour. As far as I can make out, the Germans are somewhere between here and Laon, the French fleet has done nothing, the Mobiles are a nuisance, the National Guards are raising hell in Belleville, an army is forming along the Loire to assist Paris, and Garibaldi is coming to France. Thats a fair synopsis of the whole business. As for the United States interfering, its not likely: Italys gratitude is not to be counted on: France must face the music alone.

I wish, observed Harewood, that the Paris journals would exhibit less hysteria and more common sense. Theyve had Bismarck killed every week since last August, theyve captured Moltke, theyve inoculated the Red Prince with typhus, theyve announced the mutiny of every regiment in the Bavarian and Saxon armies. Look at the way the government is blowing up tunnels and bridges. What lunacy! Theyre only hampering their own movements, and it takes about a day to lay pontoons. He put on his coat, standing up for Bourke to brush him.

Thats a big cannon theyve mounted down there, he observed, looking out of the window. Come on, Cecil, breakfast must be waiting.

As they descended the stairs, Hildé and Yolette stood at the front door looking at the cannon across the street.

Good morning, said Yolette brightly, Messieurs, have you seen the Prophet?

Which particular prophet do you mean? Im a little in that way myself, said Bourke gaily, and I prophesy that we are going to have a most delicious bowl of café-au-lait in a moment or two.

Anybody can prophesy that, said Hildé; Yolette means the cannon. The soldiers have named it The Prophet; everybody is talking about it; the morning papers say it can throw shells as large as a man, and that it will be terrible for the Prussians.

O, smiled Harewood, so they call it The Prophet?

All the same, said Yolette, I hope it will not need to prophesy.

They stood a moment looking at the great silent gun, at the squad of sailors who were exercising around it, then Yolette laughed lightly and summoned them to breakfast, leading the way with her arm around her sisters slender waist.

There is an awful creature, said Hildé, who calls himself the Mouse, and who came into the hallway early this morning and asked for Monsieur Harewood.

Shouts of laughter interrupted her; Bourke begged Harewood to introduce his friend the Mouse, and Yolette insisted on inviting him to dinner. Even Hildé laughed until Harewood, a little red, explained who the Mouse was.

And you helped him to hide from the police! exclaimed Yolette, horrified.

Thats just like Jim! said Bourke, who had enjoyed the story keenly.

Hildé said nothing; her changing face was turned to Harewood.

What did he want with me? asked Harewood, carelessly. Money?

No, replied Hildé, with a strange little shudder; he said, Tell him to go to the Undertakers if he ever needs help. 

The Undertakers! gasped Yolette.

Its not what you think: its a sort of club in Belleville, a nest where the éite of all cutthroats congregate, said Harewood, much amused. I suppose the creature is grateful to me for hiding him. I dont think I shall accept his invitation.

Gratitude is rare in that species, observed Bourke, cautiously; I fancy hed cut your throat for a franc, Jim.

Probably he would, laughed the other.

Hildé listened in silence. When Bourke slung his binoculars over his shoulder and said he was going to Saint Cloud with Harewood, Yolette insisted on putting up for them a little luncheon. Hildé aided her, silent, preoccupied, deftly tying the small parcels and wrapping up two half bottles of red wine. At the front door Bourke stood, telling Yolette not to keep dinner waiting, as they might stay away all night; and, as Harewood started along the hallway to join his comrade, Hildé began carelessly:

Of course, Monsieur Harewood, you are not going to the — the Undertakers?

Why, no, he said, surprised, we are going to Saint Cloud.

But — I mean — you are never going — are you?

There was a silence; he looked at her without stirring, one hand on the door. Again that swift emotion sent the blood thrilling, tingling, leaping through every vein, yet, even then, he reasoned — even then, when in her face he saw reflected his own emotion — even then, when a fierce desire seized him to stoop and take her in his arms — this girl so close to him — Hildé, who would not resist. He stood there dumbly, one hand twisted in the door handle, daring neither to speak nor move — for her sake. The enchantment of her bent head, the curve of her scarlet mouth, the white hands idle by her side, held him fascinated.

Bourke called impatiently, and came through the hallway toward them. At the sound of the voice Hildé raised her head as though aroused from a dream. With dazed eyes she moved toward the door, holding the little packet — Harewoods luncheon.

Time to start, said Bourke, with a cheerful smile; are you ready?

Yes, said Harewood, shortly.

He took the luncheon from Hildés listless hands, thanking her and saying good-by, then followed Bourke out into the rue dYpres.

When they had gone Yolette went back into the garden, where, slate in hand, Red Riding Hood sat, accomplishing multiplication. Hildé lingered by the door watching the sailors, rifles en bandoulière, drilling with The Prophet. From the bastion the short commands of the officer came clearly to the ear; La hausse a quinz cents metres! Première pièce, feu! La hausse a deux milles metres! Première pièce, feu!

Then, pretending that the gun had been fired, the two cannoniers in the centre swabbed the piece as the brigadier and artificier unlocked the breech, the two loaders hoisted in a dummy shell and the aide pointeur affixed the lanyard. Mounted on the gun carriage, high against the sky, the pointeur rested both hands on the breech, while behind him two cannoniers imperceptibly swung the enormous gun from right to left. Then he straightened up, both hands raised; the movement ceased, the captain verified the elevation, the aide pointeur seized the lanyard.

First piece, fire!

And the pantomime recommenced, a succession of figures trotting backward and forward, suddenly rigid, then an abrupt gesture, a command, and the dark blue figures trotting to and fro again.

Hildé looked at the barracks beyond the rue Pandore, where, through a brief interval of iron railing, she could see the line infantry marching and wheeling to the sound of bugles. Down at the Porte Rouge a solid column of wagons poured over the pont-levis — vehicles of every size and shape, piled with furniture, bedding, grain, cabbages or bales of hay and potato sacks. The country people and the inhabitants of the suburbs were coming into the city in constantly increasing numbers, bringing with them furniture and live stock. Farm wagons, piled high with bedding, on which sat children or old women, holding the family clock, crowded against furniture vans from Paris, loaded with the bric-à-brac of prosperous suburban merchants; oxen huddled behind smart carriages driven by servants in livery, cows, sheep, even turkeys and geese pursued a dusty course through the gates; and over all rose the cries of the teamsters, the lowing of cattle, the ominous murmur of disheartened things, fleeing from that impending tempest that was rolling up somewhere beyond the horizon.

In the eyes of the men there was more of despair than of terror; the old people were dumb, peering through the dust with hopeless eyes, tearless and resigned. Even the children, laughing up into their silent mothers eyes, grew sober and sat quietly on the heaps of bedding, staring down at the huddled cattle, trampling by on either side.

To Hildé, however, the distant wagon train, half-hidden in dust, was scarcely visible except where it wound through the gate. Even there she could not distinguish features or age or sex, for the Porte Rouge was too far away, and the foliage of the chestnut trees hid a great deal. How much she divined is not certain, but she turned away into the house, a new weight on her heart, a sudden heavy foreboding.

In the bird store the canaries were singing lustily in the sunshine; Rocco, the monkey, cracked nuts and ate them with fearful grimaces at Mehemet Ali, the parrot, who looked at him enviously, upside down. Hildé dropped some fresh melon seeds into the parrots china cup, renewed the water in all the cages, stirred up the squirrels bedding, and sat down, her dimpled chin on her wrist.

She thought of Harewood, of the first time they had entered the bird store together. She thought of that moment when, before she knew it, he had bent and kissed her, and, wonder of wonders! she had kissed him. Why? The eternal question, always returning — why? Why? It wearied her to think, and what was the use? Until he had kissed her she had always supposed that such a kiss was sin. The Sisters at the convent said so. Now she did not know — she knew nothing except that they had kissed each other. She had not resisted. She had never thought of resisting. In his presence she was satisfied and yet frightened, contented, yet restless. She never tired of watching him. She was curious, too, about him, wondering what his thoughts might be. Twice, since that first day, he had looked at her in the same way, with the same unexplained question in his eyes — a question that left her breathless, confused, dazed. Sadness, too, came later, and wistfulness, — a fatigue, a weakness that made her eyes grow tired and her limbs heavy.

She went slowly into her bedroom, only to stand before the faïence Sainte Hildé, thinking, thinking. She had never asked Sainte Hildé of Carhaix for aid because she did not know what to say, and, when she tried to think, the gold and azure mantle of the Sainte distracted her attention. How often had she counted the links in the chain around Sainte Hildés china neck; how often had she striven to understand the placid, set smile on her polished face — yet always thinking of something quite different — of Harewood — and the kiss — and the question, unanswered, in his eyes.

And, as she stood musing in the twilight of her chamber, suddenly the room swam, the floor seemed to fall beneath her, a frightful explosion shivered every window-pane in the house.

Hildé reeled, clutching at a chair; Yolette crept in, pale, shaking in every limb.

It is nothing, she gasped; they have fired The Prophet. The Prussians are in Meudon woods!


CHAPTER X.

THE PROPHECY.
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THE RUE DYPRES was a surging turmoil. Swarms of eager, anxious people thronged the street and the ramparts, where an irregular cloud of white smoke hung, half concealing the Prophet. A company of line soldiers were driving the crowd back to the sidewalk, a mounted gendarme shouted orders and wheeled his horse right and left, white gloved hand raised, the grenade on his baldrick glittering like a live coal. From everywhere came a murmur, growing louder, deeper, more persistent, The Prussians! The Prussians! The Prussians! until the monotonous chant swept from the Porte Rouge to the Prince Murat barracks like the thrill of a tense cord, deep strung, trembling, vibrating in the arched sky.

The Uhlans were signalled near lHay! cried a boy, raising himself on the point of his wooden shoes to catch a glimpse of the Prophet.

Can one see the Prussians out there? asked a woman, looking up anxiously at Hildé, who leaned from the window.

I see nothing, madame, replied Hildé, faintly.

Theyre there! insisted a man in a blue blouse; the Prussians are in Meudon woods, madame.

Who saw them? asked a dozen voices at once.

How do I know. Everybody says theyre there.

Theyre over by that spire — one could see them with a glass, said an old man, who immediately became the centre of attention.

What spire? demanded the man in the blue blouse.

Can you see them? Are there many? asked another.

The Uhlans! The Uhlans! shouted the crowd.

Hildé, leaning from the shattered window, looked down at the surging throngs below and then out across the valley of the Bièvre, sparkling with dimmed brilliancy under its veil of haze. She saw nothing except patches of woods, white spires and checkered fields, flecked with misty sunshine.

Yolette spoke calmly beside her; We must fill all the window frames with panes of oiled paper. If they fire again, there will be no use having glass put in.

In the street below, an officer with gold lace on his crimson cap rode slowly through the centre of the crowd, repeating: Go back, messieurs; there is nothing to see. The Prussians have not been signalled; the marines are only practising to get the range.

No Prussians? exclaimed the man in the blue blouse. A disgusted laugh ran through the crowd.

Fichtre! Je men vais, alors, said a young butcher, tying his apron tighter: well have plenty of time to see Monsieur Bismarck later.

The crowd slowly dissolved, melting away little by little, leaving a group of hopelessly curious gamins at the Porte Rouge, the barracks, and as near to the Prophet as the cannoniers would permit.

So, after all, the Prussians were not in sight. The crowd appeared to be good-humoured but a little disappointed, for they had come to see something, and now were obliged to retire unsatisfied. Curiosity prevailed in spite of dread — that insatiable curiosity of the Parisians, so easily gratified, so soon changed to ennui.

The shot from the bastions had aroused the whole city; even Bourke and Harewood, lounging on the terrace above the palace of Saint Cloud, heard the distant report, and saw the white smoke curling up along the battlements behind Issy.

That comes from our quarter, said Harewood, do you see the smoke, Cecil?

Its nothing, replied Bourke; theyre practising somewhere on our secteur, probably to find the range. It may be The Prophet that has spoken.

They sat on a bench, lazily discussing cold chicken and light Bordeaux, looking off over the valley where the panorama of the Seine valley spread out. At their feet lay Paris, white, fair as a jewel set in green velvet, circled by the limpid necklace of the river. The late sunlight burned on the gilded dome of the Invalides, the twin towers of Nôtre Dame glimmered beyond. Nearer, the majestic dome of the Panthéon and the strange towers of Saint Sulpice detached themselves from the level mass of green — the gardens of the Luxembourg; and, farther beyond, the observatory glistened, its mosque-like domes snowy white. To the southeast, looking across the peninsula where Billancourt lay smothered in verdure, the six forts of the south stretched away in a single rank to the river Marne; in the north the vast mass of Mont-Valérien cut the sky-line — always mysterious, always menacing, wrapped in gloomy majesty. Close to Saint Cloud the Montretout redoubt lay, still unfinished, but apparently formidable enough.

Harewood could see the terrassiers swarming over the glacis, troops marching and counter-marching, gun squads drilling on the parapets. At their feet, so close that Bourke could have tossed a pebble onto the roof, the beautiful palace of Saint Cloud nestled amid its ancient forest, stiff ranks of hedges, and quaint marble-terraced pools. A squadron of cuirassiers had dismounted at the foot of the terrace steps; hundreds of officers, municipal magnates, huissiers, gendarmes and holiday strollers passed through the palace grounds, staring up at the exquisite gray façade with unaccustomed emotions of curiosity and apprehension.

A group of mounted officers, returning from an inspection of the Haras carrefour, passed slowly beneath the terrace, spurs and helmets jingling, breastplates glittering like mirrors. One of them, a slim young fellow, splendidly mounted, glanced up at the two Americans as he passed, turned his head to look again, laughed and waved a gloved hand.

Whos that? asked Bourke.

General Bellemare, commanding at Saint Denis, said Harewood. Hes going to let me know when anything is up in that direction.

It was sunset before they rose to go, with a last glance at the distant splendid city where the Arc-de-Triomphe had turned to an arch of pearl, the obelisk to a flaming torch — battlements, spires, bridges, impalpable as structures of opalescent mist, faded as the enchantment waned, fainter, dimmer, until in the rose-banked haze a star broke out; another glimmered in the zenith. Then, as the shadows fell on forest and palace and sombre silent pools, far through the velvet twilight, between the avenues of trees, the moon, blood red, rose above the edges of the plain.

Come on, said Bourke, strapping his binocular and starting down the terrace steps.

Harewood followed him, entering the hedged avenue just as the cuirassiers rode out of the court. In the twilight one of the passing cavaliers stopped, calling to Harewood in English, tinged with an accent:

It is you, my friend? Ma foi, you are not amiable — no, scarcely amiable. I am glad to see you again.

Harewood shook hands with him as the horse passed, saying: Good evening, General Bellemare; I am coming to see you at Saint Denis soon.

I shall expect you, said General Bellemare, turning in his saddle. Dont forget — rue dAthis — au revoir, mon chèr, and passed on with the cavalry into the dusk, saluting them both with easy grace.

The two Americans pursued their way toward the river, saying little to each other until they were standing on the deck of a bateau-mouche, speeding through the twilight under the high viaduct of the Point du Jour.

Red and green lights on the fleet of river gunboats sparkled under the shadowy arches of the viaduct; on the eastern bastions an electric light sputtered, blue and blinding, casting luminous shadows over quay and dock and long rows of polished siege guns, lying on car trucks below the ramparts. Other boats passed them, clustered lights on bow and stern, rows of illuminated windows and ports staining the dark waters with golden beams as they passed. The little waves danced along the wake, criss-crossed with green and crimson streaks, distorting the lantern reflections until the black water surged under a polished surface, shot to its depths with jagged, trembling shafts of coloured light.

Thats the gunboat Farcy, said Bourke, as a shadowy shape loomed up in midstream. Shes got a big gun aboard, but to my thinking the recoil must raise the mischief with her plates.

Already the dark, endless façade of the Louvre appeared on the left, bridge after bridge spanned the river, bright with festoons of gas lamps, until a black bulk surged up before them, crowned with clustered pinnacles, lighted only by the stars. It was the Cité. Their voyage had come to its end. As they climbed the steps of the quay below the Palais de Justice, away in the south a ball of fire sped up into the sky and burst, spraying the night with vermilion stars.

Whats that signal? muttered Bourke.

The distant report of a cannon confirmed the answer that the newsboys were shouting along the boulevard: Extra! The Orléans railway blown up between Abion and Athis! The Prussians have reached the forest of Senart! Extra!

Harewood bought a paper and stood reading it under a gas jet, while on every side an increasing tumult arose from the crowded sidewalks as rocket after rocket whirred up into the night and the dull thunder muttered from the forts of the west. In the glare of the lighted shop windows, black masses of people gathered, gesticulating, blocking the street, lingering in knots under the gas lamps, where some boulevard orator alternately read from a newspaper and harangued his neighbours. Hoarse voices, with the sinister intonation of alarm bells, dominated the deeper hum of the multitude — insistant voices, clamouring disaster. Extra! Extra! — every discordant cry rang out harsh and tense, vibrating with the malice of prophecy.

Its true, said Harewood soberly; the Prussians have cut the Orléans railroad near Athis.

He handed the journal to Bourke, adding, therell be the devil to pay in the streets to-night. Ive a mind to stay here and dine at the Café Rouge. What do you say?

I told Yolette not to expect us, replied Bourke, so its all right. Come on!

They threaded their way through the crowd, crossed the street and traversed the Place Saint Michel, where a jam of omnibuses and cabs, hopelessly mixed, blocked the passage of a battery of artillery. In the black mass, silhouettes of riders, towering in their high saddles, crossed and recrossed the gaslit bridge; here, a horses head tossed, sharply outlined; there, the slim shape of a cannon detached itself from the shadowy chaos.

As they pressed on up the hill of the Saint Michel and entered the brightly lighted terrace of the Café Rouge, cuirassiers were passing through the boulevard Saint Germain, sabres, casques and polished armour shining, crimsoned with mirrored reflections from the flaming torches borne by single cavaliers. A trumpeter rode by, a trooper carrying a guidon, staff in stirrup, followed, then, all alone, came a general, sombre face shadowed, gilded sash, chapeau and epaulettes glittering with woven gold. Under his cocked hat his dreamy eyes looked out into the glare undazzled; he saw neither torch nor shadow, nor the steel blades of swords — he, the mystic, the oracle of vagueness, the apostle of the past — this Breton Governor of Paris, General Trochu.

So he passed by with his armoured troop, a remnant of ancient pageantry, a Breton of emblazoned chronicles, silent, vague-eyed, dreaming dreams of chivalry and paradise, and the blessed sainte whose filmy veil was a shield of God for the innocent.

When the last squadron had trampled past and was blotted out in the darkness, Bourke, followed by Harewood, entered the Café Rouge and found seats at a table between a soldier of the National Guard and one of Franchettis scouts.

The latter was taunting the National Guardsman with the indiscipline of his battalion; the Guardsman answered sulkily and sawed away at his steak, washing huge mouthfuls down with goblets of red wine.

You and your Major, eh? sneered the scout. Tell me, my friend, since when has a battalion of the National Guard boasted a Major? I leave it to these two gentlemen — here he turned and nodded at Bourke and Harewood— I leave it to these gentlemen, if it is possible for a National Guard battalion to have a Major, unless its a company of fantoches!

Fantoche yourself! shouted the Guardsman, stung to fury by the taunt; let me tell you that Major Flourens is Major because hes accepted the command of three Belleville battalions. If you dont like it, go up to the Undertakers to-night and say so to Buckhurst — and see what happens.

Who is Buckhurst? inquired the scout sarcastically.

The Guardsman swallowed a mouthful of bread, emptied his goblet, smacked his lips, and said: None of your business.

Bourke looked at Harewood.

Buckhurst? he repeated under his breath.

It wouldnt surprise me, muttered Harewood, if that ruffian is in Paris; the Undertakers is just the place for him.

They ate in silence for a while, preoccupied with this bit of news, news which they knew was well worth cabling to America. Forger, murderer and incendiary, Jack Buckhurst had at last been caught during the draft riots in New York, and, after being clubbed into insensibility, had been locked in the Tombs prison to be dealt with later. The next day the warden reported him dying; the day after he was gone, but not to hell. Where he had gone the authorities tried for a while to find out, until at last the fame of his exploits faded into legendry, and nothing was left of his memory except an occasional line in a newspaper and a faded photograph in the rogues gallery.

The scout began again to tease the National Guardsman, asking sneering questions about Belleville and the battalions quartered there, until the Guardsman jumped up in a rage, cursing impartially the whole Latin quarter.

If you think Belleville is so funny, come up and see: come up and tell us how funny we are! he shouted; Henri Rochefort will answer you — Major Flourens will reply to you — Monsieur Buckhurst may have a word to say! What is the Latin quarter, anyway, but a gutter full of cocottes and students and imbecile professors! Dont tell me! And just wait a bit. The dance is beginning, my friend, and the red flag is a better flag than Badinguets tri-coloured horse blanket!

The café was in an uproar by this time; the scout dashed a glass of red wine into the Guardsmans face, somebody in the room threw a chair at somebody else, howls and curses mingled with the crash of crockery, until somebody shrieked: Im stabbed! and there was a rush for the door.

Bourke found himself out on the sidewalk, warding off the cuffs and kicks of several enthusiastic citizens who kept shouting: Hes a Prussian spy! Kill him! until the hazard of battle brought Harewood to his aid. Together they managed to back out of the crush in good order until darkness enabled them to prudently efface themselves in the rue de Médécine. And it was well they did, for the cry of Spy in Paris at that period meant rough usage first and inquiry later — sometimes too late.

Damnation! said Harewood, furiously, holding up a tattered sleeve, Ive a mind to use my revolver next time, and Ill do it, too! Idiots! Ill show them whos a spy — yes, I will, Cecil!

Youd better not, said Bourke, grimly regarding his own dishevelled attire. Theres no telling what your Parisians may do in this crisis. Jim, you heard what that rat-faced soldier said about Buckhurst? Of course well cable it — but — what would you think of arresting the fellow and getting the government to hold him for extradition?

Government! What government? Not this crazy aggregation in Paris? Whats the use? They wont do it; they wont dare touch him if hes hand in glove with the Belleville gang. Didnt you hear the soldier couple his name with Rocheforts and Flourens? Probably hes one of the shining lights of their cutthroat club, the Undertakers!

Bourke looked up suddenly.

Jim, thats what well do; well go to Belleville to-night and attend a séance of the Undertakers!

Harewood nodded uncertainly.

You remember I have a friend at court there, the Mouse, he said; but, as you suggested, its possible that he may attempt to cut our throats as an expression of good will.

Bourke hesitated. He looked sharply at Harewood, undecided, a little curious to know how his comrade would act.

Do you care to go? he asked, after a pause. You neednt — on my account.

Yes, if you are going, replied Harewood, pleasantly.

Come ahead, then, said Bourke, wondering whether Harewood had accepted the risk through recklessness, a reporters instinct of rivalry, or an unwillingness to let him take the risk alone.


CHAPTER XI.

THE UNDERTAKERS.
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THE REIGN OF Terror inoculated Paris with a virus, the first symptom of which was an eruption of clubs. A hundred years later the city was again violently infected; the Third Empire poisoned Paris, and a fresh outbreak of clubs followed, aggrevated by the declaration of war in July, 1870. Now that the German armies were closing in on the city, the irresponsible mania for organising clubs increased to such an extent that, in certain quarters of Paris, every street had its club. And, of all the clubs organised to discuss politics or to combat political parties, the grimmest, the most sinister, the most thoroughly revolutionary, was the so-called Undertakers club of Belleville.

In the beginning this club had been extremely radical but perfectly sane. It flickered into life with the birth of the Third Empire, blazed like a comet during the fusillades of the boulevards and streets, and finally went out like a greasy candle, leaving a doubtful stench in the city. The flame, however, was relighted when Napoleon III declared war against his good brother, King Wilhelm of Prussia; and when that mild-natured and sentimental old monarch left his becabbaged estates to chastise his bad brother, Napoleon, the Undertakers stirred in their slumbers.

The resurrection of the Undertakers was accomplished through three circumstances, the Franco-Prussian war, the will of God and Jack Buckhurst.

Where Buckhurst came from, how he came, why he came, no one knew; but in a week he had all Belleville aflame, clamouring for whatever he told it to clamour for. He walked into the Undertakers one evening, demanded an election, got it; demanded the privilege of the tribune, got it; demanded a revision of the constitution, a ballot for new officers, a new watchword, a new policy, and got everything he demanded. Then, with terrible vindictiveness, he turned on the semi-sane minority, crushed it and drove it from the quarter; and, when denounced and accused by Carl Marx from his exile, he defied the International, and was overwhelmingly elected president of the Undertakers.

If the Undertakers had once been radical — even revolutionary — now it was of the Reds, reddest. All the worst elements of Belleville entered into its composition, its walls rang with furious denunciations of all existing social order, its motto was disorder, destruction, death!

If Buckhurst had not been the devils own prophet, if he had not foreseen what was to be, if he had not known as surely as the sun rises that the Commune was coming, coming inexorably after the brief war cloud had blown clear of a humiliated nation, the Undertakers would never have lifted a finger to equip a battalion for the defense of Paris. But Buckhurst saw further; he knew that every new marching battalion from Belleville meant, for him and his, a veteran reserve in time of need. His need would come when the Commune came. So when two organised battalions of the National Guard elected Flourens their commandant, Buckhurst rose in the tribune and called for volunteers to form a third battalion. He knew what he was doing, he crushed opposition and won his point, and the Undertakers fixed a night for the mustering in of their battalion and a reception to Major Flourens. All this, of course, was contrary to law, military and civil; there was no such title as major in the National Guard, but the government dared not antagonise Belleville at such a moment.

When Bourke and Harewood entered the hall, nobody apparently paid them the slightest attention. They slipped quietly up stairs to the wooden gallery, found a seat on the steps between two aisles, and looked down at the tumult below. A thick fog of tobacco smoke hung over everything, through which gas jets burned with pale, attenuated, spearlike flames. High on the three seats of the tribune, behind the pulpit-shaped desks, sat three men; on the right, Flourens, young, flushed, handsome, blue eyes dilated and nostrils fairly quivering with impatience, on the left sat Mortier, all body and bandy legs, with the eyes of a lunatic deep set under a high, bald, domelike forehead.

In the middle, Buckhurst sat.

Harewood and Bourke leaned forward, eyes fixed on this incomprehensible international criminal. He sat there, pale eyes set in a paler face, a man of forty, lithe of movement, well proportioned, dainty of hand and foot. There was a hardness about his smoothly shaven face, yet each feature was well nigh perfect — except his eyes. These were so pale in colour that, in the gas flare, they looked almost pearly.

The hall was packed with the Undertakers and their friends, sitting cheek by jowl around hundreds of little iron tables, sloppy with beer dregs and the blue-black lees of cheap wine. Everybody was smoking, cheering, screeching, hammering beer mugs on the round iron tables; women waved wine glasses in the smoke-choked glare; soldiers of the National Guard banged on the floor with bayonets and sword-sheaths. Red flags were draped around the hall alternating with hideous decorations, mostly emblems of death and the undertakers profession. In the midst of the uproar, the foul, smoke-reeking atmosphere, and stench of stale beer, half-a-dozen well-fed reporters sat writing at a long table which stood directly in front of the base of the tribune. Their sleek, ruddy faces, their well-groomed persons, silk hats, ivory-handled walking sticks, fat cigars tucked under waxed mustaches, presented a picture at once incongruous and reassuring. Oblivious to the crowd, the stench, the furious fulminations from militant anarchists, denouncing everything, including the Maker of everything, these reporters scribbled away at their pads, sharpened pencils or flicked the ashes from good cigars, under the very noses — in the very faces — of the most irresponsible crowd of ruffians that ever gathered to encourage each others criminal instincts.

Mortier began to speak, rising on his crooked legs, his long throat swathed in a red handkerchief. Under the grotesque dome of his bald forehead, his villainous face contracted till the scrubby beard bristled. When he opened the black cavern of his mouth a single tooth broke the monotony of his grinning gums.

He spoke for a long time, his piercing voice splitting the choked atmosphere till the crowd howled again and the dreadful tumult broke back from the echoing rafters into a very hell of sound.

Flourens followed, speaking first earnestly, then with frightful impetuosity. He leaped to the platform before his desk and stretched out his arm. Every movement set the gaslight glittering and shimmering over the gilded arabesques on his uniform. The crowd roared, mad with exultation.

Then Buckhurst rose.

At the first quiet word a hush fell over the hall; his voice was placid, passionless, cool and grateful as summer showers.

Citizens, he said, you have organised your battalion, you have added your voices to the voices of the other two battalions; a legion has been formed; Major Flourens is your leader. The government says that he is not. We differ from the government — we expect to differ more seriously still — when the time comes. At present we can afford to wait. But a time is very near when orders that come from the Palais Bourbon will be countermanded by orders issued from the Hôtel de Ville. The Undertakers need a larger hall — the Hôtel de Ville is not too large.

Frantic cheering checked him for a moment. Then he resumed:

For a time it is best that we go to the ramparts, that we fight the Prussians under the tri-colour. This is policy — for the moment. But — policies change; so do flags; so does what is now called patriotism.

Citizen Mortier has reminded you that universal brotherhood is not compatible with patriotism, that the red flag of revolt is the universal banner of human brotherhood, that there is nobler game for your rifle bullets than the hearts of battle-driven peasants, who, although Prussians, are your brothers and your comrades in arms against the wealth of all the world. It is well to bear this in mind — and wait.

And now, as you have elected Major Flourens chief of the new legion, and as you have elected me commandant of your battalion, I ask you for the privilege of naming to you two of my fellow-countrymen for election as captains in the third battalion.

Name them! Name them! shouted the crowd.

Bourke leaned over the balcony, clutching Harewoods arm.

By heaven! he whispered, do you see who hes going to name?

Harewood, mute with astonishment, stared down at the platform, where two men had mounted from the crowded floor and now stood facing Buckhurst.

The two men were Speyer and Stauffer.

Amid a whirlwind of applause, their names were presented and accepted. Buckhurst administered the oath. Flourens dramatically returned their salutes; Mortier, his ape-like face stained a dull red with excitement, sat behind his desk, on which lay a pile of red cocardes. His little insane eyes snapped as Speyer and Stauffer marched up to be invested with the badge of anarchy; the crowd howled; drums and bugles crashed out; the meeting was at an end. Suddenly, in the midst of the tumult, Harewood felt that somebody on the swarming floor below was looking straight at him. He turned his head uneasily; Buckhursts colourless eyes met his own. For a full minute they gazed silently at each other across that smoke-reeking chaos; the bugles ear-splitting racket, the crashing of brazen drums, the echoing howl died away in Harewoods ears; he only heard a clear, penetrating voice repeating, Silence, silence, if you please, gentlemen, and Buckhurst, with his eyes still fixed on him, touched Speyer on the elbow. Stauffer, too, was looking up now; Speyer had turned livid when he saw Harewood.

Come, muttered Bourke, we might as well get out of this, and he moved toward the stairway, Harewood following.

As they reached the last step and started to push through the crowded doors, a hand fell lightly on Harewoods shoulder; Buckhurst stood beside him.

The involuntary start that Harewood gave communicated itself to Bourke; he also turned to confront Speyer and Stauffer.

Gentlemen, said Buckhurst, speaking in English, your faces are familiar to me. Captain Speyer tells me that you are reporters. Do you know me?

Yes, said Harewood, sullenly. Buckhursts pale eyes stole around to Bourke, then returned directly to Harewood.

Of course, he said, placidly, if you cable anything unpleasant about me Ill have your throat cut.

Harewood started on again toward the door, but Speyer jerked him back, saying savagely: Listen! Do you hear? and Buckhurst added quietly:

Youd better listen.

If Bourke had not gripped Harewoods arm in time, Speyers face would have suffered. With clenched fists Harewood pushed toward him; Buckhurst flung him back, showing his teeth slightly, his face distorted with that ghastly smile that none who had ever seen it could forget.

If you cable for my extradition, he said, Ill cut your throat as a spy!

Spy? stammered Harewood, furiously.

Yes, an Imperial spy who aided the Empress to escape from the Tuileries. You fool, dont you think I know? You and your comrade and two women named Chalais — you aided the Empress!

Harewood was dumb; Bourke stared at Speyer, who sneered in his face; You want a witness? I am the witness, said Speyer.

Buckhurst turned fiercely on Bourke:

Look out! he whispered; dont try any of your damned newspaper tricks on me. The government last night decreed the expulsion of every dissolute woman from Paris during the siege, and if you give me any trouble Ill set the police on your charming little Chalais girls!

Harewood struggled to strike him; Buckhurst faced him, one hand in his coat pocket.

Ive got a pistol in my pocket, he said. It covers you. If it wasnt that I dont want a row that might lead to an investigation, Id shoot you now. Stand back! Get out of here, and keep your mouth shut, or Ill let the whole hall trample your face into the floor!

Harewood, white to the lips, jostled by the crowd pouring through the doors, strove to keep his position in front of Buckhurst. He looked into the pale, merciless eyes, he saw the outlines of fist and levelled pistol in the black side pocket of Buckhursts coat. He saw, too, suspicious faces peering at him from the passing crowd — dark, sullen eyes, burning with the smouldering fire of frenzy. Speyer sneered at him. Stauffers weak blond face relaxed into an insulting smile.

Come, muttered Bourke, there is nothing to do, and he laid his hand on Harewoods arm.

No, said Harewood aloud, there is nothing to do — now.

Buckhurst heard. His thin lips receded again, showing an edge of snow-white teeth.

Neither now nor later, he said, softly. Leave this hall!

Speyer cut in: If you give us any trouble, the Governor of Paris shall know how the Empress escaped! And you can take yourself out of the rue dYpres, too — bag and baggage — and women!

Bourke had dragged Harewood back to the door, repeating in a whisper: For Gods sake, Jim, let them alone! Let them alone! Buckhurst followed slowly, Speyer at his elbow, Stauffer in the rear. Behind them the lights were being turned out in the empty hall; in the dark street outside the foul sidewalks, wet with an autumn shower, reflected the flickering flame of a single lamp-post.

Bourke, urging Harewood, backed out into the street; the night was appalling in its fathomless blackness; the leaves on an unseen tree stirred somewhere above them.

Theyve followed us, whispered Bourke, straining his eyes back to the black, gaping door of the hall. Listen, Jim!

The silence was absolute. Down the street the single gas jet burned uncertainly, now flaring up into a yellow patch of light, now sinking to a blue spark.

Suddenly Harewood felt the haunting presence of something that he neither saw nor heard; it was close to him, there in the shadow, moving nearer. Then the darkness seemed to part before his eyes, a shaft of flame singed his brow and the narrow street resounded with the racket of a pistol shot. Instantly he struck out, and struck again, solidly, knowing that it was Buckhurst who had received the blow full in the face. Somebody slid the shutter from a lantern; he caught a glimpse of Bourke knocking Stauffer into the gutter, of Buckhurst, white face soiled with blood, groping on the sidewalk for his revolver, of Speyer swinging his arm for a blow. The blow was for Harewood himself; it caught him fairly on the neck and sent him flat. Dazed, he struggled to rise; a knee pressed him back, a knife glimmered in the lantern light, falling swiftly towards him, only to be caught by another knife and sent whirling. And now he was on his feet again, and again the blinding flash of a pistol dazzled him, half revealing a swarm of dark, hurrying figures closing in around them. It revealed something else, too — the hard face of the Mouse, starting from the shadows at his elbow.

This way, monsieur, muttered the Mouse; hold to my arm!

A lantern fell violently to the sidewalk, rolled around, and went out, leaving a stench of petroleum in the air. There was a sudden rush, a collision, angry, panting voices, the dull sound of blows, a shrill cry: the police! Harewood, running through the darkness, one hand on the Mouses arm, turned sharply with his guide into a broader street, lighted by a dozen lamps. At the same instant Bourke rounded the opposite corner and met them face to face. For a minute they stood there breathless, listening to the distant shouting and trampling that gradually grew duller, as though the affray had almost subsided.

Mince! said the Mouse, thrusting his tongue into the corner of his cheek and holding up a broad-bladed knife; I was just in time, eh, monsieur? He shuffled his feet reflectively, glanced obliquely at Bourke, shrugged his shoulders and laughed, nodding half patronizingly when Harewood began to thank him.

Bah — that is nothing, my friend! There are miracles in Belleville when the Mouse patters through the dark. Besides, the four winds blow for nothing, but it costs money to live.

Come to the rue dYpres to-morrow, said Harewood, soberly, and the four winds will blow you something besides air.

At your service, said the Mouse, with impudent condescension, and, messieurs, I have the honour.

He bowed with exaggerated politeness, turned on his ragged heel, and slouched off into the night.


CHAPTER XII.

IN THE MOONLIGHT.
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WHEN HAREWOOD AND Bourke entered the rue dYpres, a thin rain was falling, driven by sudden little volleys of wind that grew colder and more violent as the rain thickened.

They stood for a moment looking out into the black void beyond the ramparts. There was nothing to see, not a star, not a sentry — nothing but quivering sheets of rain slanting across dim signal lamps set low on the bastions.

Bourke unlocked the door noiselessly: Harewood followed him up stairs and into his own bedroom; and, as he struck a match and lighted the lamp, he felt a sudden ease, a sense of home-coming — something he had not known in months. Bourke answered his unspoken thoughts. Yes — it is very pleasant to get back, Jim. I think Ill turn in directly.

Harewood sat down on the bed; his glance wandered around the lamp-lit room, resting finally on the windows.

Somebody has filled the window frames with oiled paper, he said listlessly; do you suppose the Prophet shattered the glass?

Probably, said Bourke.

The rain rattled on the oiled paper; gust after gust set it crackling and bulging inward. Bourke started aimlessly toward the door, halted, returned and leaned on the footboard of the bed.

What are you going to do? he asked wearily.

About Buckhurst?

Yes.

I dont know.

After a minute of silence Bourke resumed: Id cable in a moment if it wasnt for the threat he made about Yolette and Hildé.

Harewoods face grew red, but he did not look up.

General Trochu is a strange man, continued Bourke. If those blackguards should denounce Yolette and Hildé, and bring a lot of ruffians to swear to anything, who can tell what might happen?

You mean that the Governor might expel them — under the law covering the temporary expulsion of dissolute women? demanded Harewood with an effort.

Yes, replied Bourke, thats what I mean.

Again a silence ensued, broken, at length, by Bourke.

As for Buckhursts threat to cut our throats — of course that bothers neither of us — at least it wouldnt prevent our cabling. But I shall not cable now, and risk ruining the lives of these two girls.

No, said Harewood, we cannot cable. Then he looked up, his face so transformed with rage that Bourke involuntarily recoiled.

Cecil, he whispered, if they ever trouble Hildé Ill kill them both — Ill kill them both, when and where I can!

Bourke did not reply. Gradually the fierce hate faded from Harewoods face. He rested his chin on his hand, eyes vacant, lips parted.

You see, theyve got us, Cecil, he said, more quietly; dont you remember meeting Speyer in the crowd, when we were watching the Tuileries. Of course he saw us when Hildé and Yolette gave up the cab to the Empress. I suppose he can annoy us if he tries, and Im sure hes going to try.

Its curious, reflected Bourke, how anxious he and Stauffer seem to be to get us out of this house. And their returning the other day to re-engage rooms is queer, too. What do you suppose they want?

Harewood rose suddenly and began to walk up and down, hands clasped behind his back. Presently he halted before his comrade:

Do you know what I think? I believe Speyer is a German spy!

Eh? Spy? repeated Bourke, blankly.

Yes, spy! Why did he enlist in a Belleville battalion? Do war correspondents do that? Why is he fawning and flattering the Belleville revolutionists? To get news for his miserable German-American sheet? Not much; war news is more important to Americans than a report of anarchist squabbles in the slums of Paris. Ill tell you why hes cringing to Buckhurst and Flourens: hes a paid emissary of Bismarck, hired to stir up internal strife in Paris while the Germans pound the forts to bits outside. And Ill bet you, Cecil, that he never was anything but a spy; what has he done for his paper in New York? Nothing. Its columns are filled with stolen despatches and special work from all the other papers. Speyer is a spy: he has corrupted Stauffer, too. As for Buckhurst — I believe hes only a criminal who gives his life to anarchy just now because he believes theres something in it for himself. That is my theory.

Bourke stood by the bed, eagerly attentive, acquiescing with nods and gestures as Harewood proceeded:

He tried to stab me there in the street when I was down; he had his knee on my chest; if it hadnt been for the Mouse, I dont know — I dont know, Cecil — but I think he meant to cut my throat.

He looked up into Bourkes face, soberly, beginning for the first time to realise his recent danger.

The Mouse is a grateful beast, after all, he continued. I never thought anything about bread cast upon the waters, you know.

Cast more, said Bourke, seriously; its a good scheme, Jim.

Opening the door, he added: Well cable nothing about Buckhurst for the present. Good night; Im fit for sleep, I think.

Good night, replied Harewood, absently.

After Bourke had gone away he sat for a while on his bed, listening to the drumming of rain-drops on the paper window-panes. He thought he could sleep, but when he lay among the chilly sheets his lids remained open in the dark. It was Buckhursts colourless eyes that haunted him — that, and the memory of the pistol flash, the momentary impression of Buckhursts ashen face, streaked with blood, as he groped on the sidewalk for the pistol. The blood? That had been his doing. Twice he had struck Buckhurst heavily between those pale eyes. And, as he lay there, he knew that this dreaded criminal would never forget, never rest until he had satisfied a criminals ruling passion — revenge.

Harewood, resting motionless among his pillows, heard the wind rising in the night, heard the sudden creak and swing of storm-shaken shutters, the swelling monotone of the rain. It seemed to beat on his heart; he felt the harmony of the million drops, the swift shafts of wind-swept rain blowing over vast valleys, over hills and plains and the crinkled surface of unseen rivers.

He wondered whether the Prussians were very near — how soon their black shells would come moaning and whistling over the city. That very morning he had read the government bulletins warning the inhabitants of Paris to prepare for the bombardment by placing valuables in the cellar, installing barrels of water on roof and landings to fight fire, and particularly to remove all paving stones from court and sidewalk in order to lessen the effects of exploding shells. He himself had seen workmen stuffing the windows and balconies of the Louvre with bedding and mattresses; he had seen the Arc de Triomphe swathed and padded and sheathed for protection against shot and shell. How soon would the Germans arrive? Which way would they come — from the north or from the east?

Outside the storm was subsiding; a cooler current of air swept across his face; the beat of rain on frame and sill ceased, leaving dropping echoes from rain-pipes and eaves. As the wind freshened the dripping roof-gutters grew silent; the soughing of the wind through wet leaves filled the room. And now he could see the shadows of moving branches outlined on the paper panes where long shafts of silvery moonlight fell athwart the window ledge, turning the oiled paper to sheets of palest gilt.

He could not sleep; he crept from the warm bed to the window and opened it a little way.

Vast masses of silvery clouds swept away into the north, trailing in their wake flecks and filmy tatters. In the midnight velvet of the sky rare stars twinkled like wet diamonds dimmed by the splendid white lamp of the moon.

Black ramparts, sharp-cut against the sky, stretched out their angles east and west; the crimson and sapphire lanterns glittered like gems, staining the wet sidewalks with their colours. Over the bastion the Prophet rose, detached from the massed ramparts, a colossal shape, up-tilted, printed clean black against the horizon.

Even the wind was subsiding now, leaving a clear, fresh odour of distant winter in the air. The moon, too, sparkled with a wintry radiance; the stars went out in its white lustre.

On wall and pavement the etched foliage no longer moved. Harewood leaned from the window ledge, scarcely breathing; for the beauty of the night was upon him and upon his soul was a spell.

He did not know it; he knelt heavily in the moonlight, chin on clasped hands, eyes dreaming. For him the breath of war was far away; alarms, rumours, the dull discontent of expectancy, all had vanished in this placid shadow world, passionless, unreal as a pale sweet vision.

And so, pensive, dreaming, he rose and moved about, unconscious that he was dressing, unconscious why he passed through the door and down the dusky stairs, deeper, deeper into the silent house. At last he stood before a closed door at which he had not knocked. It opened silently and he went in.

Moonlight silvered everything, the white bed, the curtains clustered overhead, the polished faïence Sainte, smiling her set smile through the shadows; but Hildés hair, clouding brow and neck, veiled her pale face in a shower of silk and gilt.

They did not speak; she stood silent and white before the Sainte; he knelt beside her, holding her hand against his eyes.

All by itself the door swung softly to, and closed.

A clock ticked through the silence; after a long time the weights slid, creaking, and an hour struck. There was an imperceptible movement of the hand he held pressed to his eyes, a soft stir of a faintly fragrant garment, delicate as lace. When he stood up she was waiting; he held her waist imprisoned now, and her silky head; she put both arms around his neck.

When he had passed again through the door, the perfume of her lips on his, she sank before the corner, where, in the meshed moonlight, Sainte Hildé of Carhaix smiled. And there she lay, faint with the sweetest happiness life holds for maid or man.

As for the man she loved, he went blindly up the dusky stairs, groping for his comrades door. And he entered and sat by his sleeping friend.


CHAPTER XIII.

THE SOUL OF YOLETTE.
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BOURKE AWOKE WITH a start, his ears ringing in a din so sudden, so frightful, that for a moment he lay, half stupefied, among his pillows. Under his feet, shock on shock, the earthquake outcrash rocked the house, the windows shook and clattered as the cannons lightning, blast after blast, split the keen air of dawn.

He saw Harewood at the window, beckoning him to come, and he went, shivering and stumbling in the morning chill.

The forts, motioned Harewood with his lips.

Far across the shrouded country, in the pale dawn, five dim forts towered, crowned with clouds; and through the clouds, heaving, rolling, floating, bright lightning darted. Sudden yellow flares of light, spirts of flame, swift crimson-jetted flashes played under the canopy of smoke. The great fort of Issy steamed from every embrasure; Vanves roared like a volcano; from Montrouge, Ivry, Bicêtre, peal on peal, the reverberations rolled, until the humming air, surcharged and overstrained with sound, dinned in the ears with muffled, deadened echoes, that set the sickened senses swimming.

And now it seemed as if the wind had changed; the thunder blew clear of the city as clouds blow before a gale. There was a sudden silence, filled almost instantly by a roar from the street in front of the house — the shrill, frenzied howl of a mob.

The Prussians!

Harewood ran back into his own room and looked out into the street. It was choked with people, men, women, children, swarming over the ramparts, shouting, screaming, gesticulating, pointing. Officers stood out against the sky on the bastion, the rising sun warming their crimson caps and striking dazzling sparks from brass-tipped field glasses. Drums were beating everywhere, down by the Porte Rouge, in the parade of the Prince Murat barracks, on every bastion, in every guard house. The line battalions filed at double quick from their caserne; the cannoniers of the Prophet clustered over the epaulment and glacis, scanning the distant hills towards Viroflay, Velizy and the plateau of Châtillon.

Up in the window Bourke knelt, his marine glasses fixed on a hillside below Chaville, where a single horseman stood, immovable.

The horseman was a Prussian Uhlan.

Presently Harewoods glass brought more Uhlans into focus.

Cecil, he muttered; theyre right this time! The Prussians are here!

It was true; the first Uhlans had appeared near Versailles like buzzards above a wounded thing. When the rest arrived they would sit around patiently, waiting for the end of the city lying at their feet.

Theres hell to pay at the Point de Jour, too, if anybody should ask you, observed Bourke, shivering in his nightshirt; the gunboats are firing — look! — do you see!

I see, replied Harewood, soberly. He turned with a sudden gesture. The siege has begun at last, he said.

Bourke nodded.

After a silence Harewood burst out; I wish to heaven we were out of this!

Whats that? asked the other sharply.

But Harewood turned away wearily, saying:

You cant understand; never mind, I wish I were — I wish I were—

What? demanded Bourke.

Dead, snapped Harewood, sulkily, and went out of the room.

Whats the matter with him now, mused the other, closing the window and entering his own bedroom.

When Bourke had dressed and descended the stairs to the dining-room, he found Yolette sitting alone at the table. She looked up as he entered; there were traces of tears in her eyes.

It is foolish, she said, smiling; the cannon have frightened us — Hildé will not leave her room. I carried chocolate to her, but she will not even open her door. Has the siege begun?

I think it has, said Bourke, lightly; perhaps it will be more noise than anything else. Where is Monsieur Harewood?

He has gone to the city; he would eat nothing. Are you also going to the city?

Yes, said Bourke.

They finished breakfast in silence. Yolettes blue eyes were half raised from time to time, but Bourkes eyes were on his plate. Before he rose he looked up absently; something in the swift droop of Yolettes clear eyes arrested his own. A light colour touched his cheeks and temples; he made an unconscious movement to rise and go — the first instinct of a prosaic man who surprises the soul in a womans eyes.

She made no movement; the white sash curtains behind her stirred in the morning wind.

Under such circumstances it takes a truly prosaic man ten seconds to make up his mind that he is mistaken. Eight seconds were sufficient for Bourke. He slid into his chair, looked at Yolette, swallowed his coffee with serious satisfaction, and helped himself to a finger bowl.

I suppose, he said, that Monsieur Harewood has gone to the telegraph office?

I dont know, said Yolette, without raising her eyes.

Does anything trouble you? he asked. He had no tact.

Yolette looked up, confused, pink with resentment.

Why, of course not, Monsieur Bourke.

Vaguely uneasy, he stood up as she rose. He was aware that some subtle condition of mind threatened to change existing conditions. There was a sense of expectancy already developing in his own mind, a mental attitude of preparation for something or other that began to disturb him. He looked curiously at Yolette: he noted the white neck, the silken blue-black hair, the eyes fringed deeply with the same colour.

I am going, said Yolette, to see Schéhèrazade. If she bites me, I shall be very unhappy.

Bite you, repeated Bourke.

Yes. The poor darling is almost out of her senses with the cannonade. She is so frightened she runs around and around the garden and slinks close to the ground and snarls dreadfully.

As Yolette spoke she walked toward the garden door and Bourke followed. He would not allow her to precede him into the garden, and when they stood together at the door he unconsciously placed his hand on her arm and stepped in front.

Let me go and call her, said Yolette, starting across the grass, but he drew her back with a sudden decision that surprised her. It surprised him, too, to find that his natural solicitude for her amounted to sheer fright.

Monsieur, she said. I am not afraid of my own lion.

There was something besides mutiny in her blue eyes as she started forward again, only to be firmly detained by Bourkes sun-browned hand.

I cannot let you do that, he said; call her from here.

Monsieur Bourke!

Dont go, he said, beseechingly.

Is it possible that Yolette enjoyed his consternation?

There was a little thrill in her breast and a quiver in her clear voice as she repeated: Monsieur Bourke, you will certainly not detain me!

Yes, I will, he replied; I am not going to see you clawed by a frightened lioness, and you must stay here.

The flash of revolt died in her eyes; there was contentment in her heart and acquiescence, too — and something more that made the smile on her lips so exquisite that Bourkes hand fell from her arm, and again the impulse seized him to go away somewhere with moderate haste.

Schéhèrazade! Schéhèrazade! she called, holding out her arms in the sunlight.

There was no response.

Schéhèrazade! Schéhèrazade!

The tangled thicket of rose and briar bushes moved slightly.

Shes in there, said Bourke. He walked out among the trees, calling to the lioness. Presently he saw her, crouching close to the parched earth, under an acacia bush. But that was not all; on the ground beside her knelt Hildé, both arms around the lions neck.

When Hildé saw Bourke she hid her face in Schéhèrazades tawny shoulder.

Why, Hildé! he said; what on earth are you hiding out here for?

Hildé! cried Yolette, coming up, be careful, my darling! Schéhèrazade growled at me this morning.

Hildé stood up and answered, looking down at the lion; I am not afraid. She drew the lioness to her feet beside her without glancing at Yolette or Bourke, saying, I shall take her to my room. If you go in she wont be afraid.

Slowly she drew the lioness toward the house, never looking up at her sister or at Bourke until they reached the door. There she met Bourkes puzzled gaze, turned, smiled at her sister, and passed into the house leading the cowering lioness.

The day passed quickly for Bourke. He prowled around the ramparts by the Point du Jour until luncheon, scribbling notes and bits of half-caught gossip from the swarms of officers who were watching the Prussians with a fascination approaching hypnotism. There was not much to see — a column of smoke here and there, nothing more, except a rare Uhlan, a tiny speck on some distant height. The forts of the north and east were silent, the forts of the south were steadily cannonading the distant woods, blue and hazy under the veiled sunshine. Now and then a great gun bellowed from the Viaduct, clouding the bastions with billowy mist, beneath which the Seine frothed and sparkled in the wake of some river gunboat, ploughing its way under white arches of masonry.

On every height, on every tower and dome and terrace, people clustered to look off at the hills where the Prussians lay. The Buttes Chaumont, the hill of Montmartre, the Trocadero, the Viaduct, were black with people. Ladies in carriages surrounded the Arc-de-Triomphe, gay colours dotted the crowd on top of the Arc. It was so amusing — really a delightful sensation to watch the shells tall curve, to see the cloudy explosion, shot with lightning, to watch the shredded vapours float away, white as fleecy wool. It was a new sensation and a thrilling one to know that those shells were aimed at men hiding among the blue woods and hills. And so the carriages flashed past through the trees, bright with colour, glittering with painted wheels, silver chains ringing changing rhythms to the tinkle of steel-shod hoofs; and the gay sunshades and bonnets and scarfs brightened the autumn greys and greens of the Bois de Boulogne until the brilliant city seemed to be en fête, and the soft thunder of the guns was but a feu-de-joie announcing the triumphs of peace and of the brotherhood of man.

Bourke lunched on the ramparts, surveying the scene with cool, optimistic eyes.

The Prussians will never get in, he mused, as he munched his bread; there will be an assault or two and then a sortie, and nobody can see the end of the war yet.

In the early afternoon he sent his despatches by way of Bordeaux, for the northern and western wires were not working, and about three oclock he strolled homeward, wondering where Harewood had spent the day. There was nobody in evidence, excepting Red Riding Hood, when he entered the house.

I think, she said, that Mademoiselle Hildé has gone to market with Mademoiselle Yolette.

And Monsieur Harewood?

He is lying down in his room.

Bourke looked pleasantly at the child; he wished to say something kind and cheerful, but he did not know how. He realised this and it embarrassed him. It was always so with children — his awkwardness stifled his affection.

You are washing — er — dishes, he inquired.

I am, replied Red Riding Hood serenely.

The fact was as obvious as Bourkes confusion.

Red Riding Hoods serious eyes opened a little.

Here, said Bourke, desperately, are some bonbons, and he solemnly presented the child with a package tied up in red ribbon.

Red Riding Hood thanked him gravely, untied the parcel, retied the scarlet bit of ribbon in her tangled black locks, and came up to him holding out the sweetmeats.

Take one, she said.

Bourke obediently took a chocolate drop and placed it in his mouth. Red Riding Hood did likewise.

Now, she said, I will return to my dishes. Good-by.

Good-by, he said, understanding that the audience was at an end.

Up stairs he found Harewood lying on the bed.

Hello, Jim; out of sorts? he asked amiably.

No, said Harewood, without looking up.

Bourke sat down on the bed.

Sent your despatches?

Yes.

I sent mine, too. Well, the Prussians are here at last. What a devil of a row the forts of the south make when the wind is right! Where were you this afternoon?

Outside the city.

Go far?

Bas-Meudon.

See anything?

No.

After a pause Bourke said, Dont you care to talk, Jim?

Yes, said Harewood, sitting up suddenly, lets talk, for Gods sake — lets do something — —

Whats the matter with you? asked Bourke, sharply.

Harewoods face changed; he smiled at his comrade and touched him affectionately on the arm.

Nothing — case of blue devils — theyre gone. Youre a good chap, Cecil.

Am I? replied Bourke, gratified. I havent had a chance to see you — to talk things over to-day — you went away rather abruptly.

After a moments thought he added: Whats the matter anyway, Jim? Have you had a misunderstanding with Hildé?

No, replied Harewood, forcing a smile.

O, I wasnt sure. Hildé seems to have the blues, too. What have you been doing all day?

When I came back from Bas-Meudon, said Harewood, crossing one leg over the other and clasping both hands above the knee, I borrowed a crowbar from a soldier and pried up all the flag-stones in the courtyard. You know the Governor issued orders for all sorts of precautions. At noon to-day a soldier came to see whether we had obeyed Trochus orders. Guess who it was?

Not Speyer! exclaimed Bourke,

Yes, it was Speyer.

They looked at each other significantly. Bourke began to pace the floor.

I foresee whats coming, he said, bitterly. Buckhurst and Speyer are going to nag us and irritate us until we do something for which they can denounce us. Buckhurst fears us because we know his record. Speyer wants to get into this house because its the ideal headquarters for a spy. They are both working for the same end.

I think, said Harewood, tightening his clasp about his knee, that Speyer is the centre of the whole spy system in Paris. Shall I tell you why? Listen, Cecil. When he came to find out whether we had unpaved the court — and incidentally to discover whatever he could to our detriment — I, luckily, had just finished prying up the flag-stones and piling them against the wall. He was in uniform — the uniform of a Belleville staff captain. He spoke to me and looked me in the eye as though he had never before seen me. And all the time I was eyeing the mark my riding-crop left across his face. He came into the house — I dared not strike him; his uniform, you know — and that would have been fatal — fatal to us all. It was not until he went that he said anything important; but, as he left by the same steps down which I had kicked him a few nights ago, he stopped and said: Take my advice and get out of this house before youre thrown out. 

Bourkes face crimsoned; he stood stock still in the middle of the floor.

I replied, continued Harewood, that in the event of a frost in hell I would leave, and not before. I also pointed out that, uniform or no uniform, Id twist his head off his shoulders if he ever came back.

Harewood had risen while speaking, and now he also began to pace the floor.

You see, Cecil, he continued, that Ive committed us all. But I mean it. We cant stay here with these Belleville ruffians free to enter the house when the whim strikes them — free to billet their fellow-cutthroats here — perhaps Speyer, perhaps Buckhurst himself. And I tell you if any man, soldier or civilian, offers a word — a look — at Hildé — Ill fling him through the window!

Harewood, nervous and flushed, sat down on the bed again.

I fear its coming, he said, I fear we shall all be obliged to leave. They have the whip hand: if they denounce Hildé and Yolette for aiding the Empress — if they denounce them on a more dreadful charge — who is to help them? Not you — not I. Trochu will listen to his soldier-police — not to us. Think of the horrible shock to those young girls — think of their helplessness! Suppose Speyer should swear to the lies he threatens them with? He is a staff captain; he once lodged here; he has a lying witness in Stauffer. Would it help matters if I should shoot Speyer down in the street, in the house — on the witness-stand itself? This thing is like a nightmare to me, Cecil.

Do you mean to say, burst out Bourke, that they would not listen to you — that they would not believe you — you who can swear that Hildé is the sweetest, purest woman on earth — the woman — Jim — the woman you love?

Harewoods lips whitened; he tried to answer; his cheeks were smitten with a deadly pallour.

The woman — the woman I love? he repeated.

Do you not love her? demanded Bourke, violently.

Still Harewoods white face was turned to his in silence.

Answer me, said Bourke, stepping nearer.

As he spoke, a vision of Yolette flashed before him. He saw her blue eyes fixed on his own, he saw her hair, the troubled curve of her lips, the quiet, pure brow. And suddenly he understood that it was Yolette — it was for Yolette that he spoke — and it was for himself, too — for he loved her. The sudden illumination, his own heart laid bare before him, the surprise, the emotion, the flashlight revelation of a secret unsuspected, the undreamt of secret of his own heart — staggered him.

Harewood, gazing blankly at him, saw nothing but a parting of his comrades lips, a dilation of his eyes, a brusque movement of chest and head.

After a moment Bourke said: I thought you loved Hildé. I only asked because I hoped you did. His voice was wonderfully gentle. He spoke slowly, as though, between his own words, he was listening to another voice — the voice that whispers, whispers always, in the ears of those who love.

He went on, slowly: You and she are so much together it might not be the safest and best thing for her if you took it lightly — not that I think you dishonourable, Jim — you wont believe that! But sometimes I have thought — I think a great deal about you, Jim — I sometimes fancy that Hildé cares for you a great deal. It might be less cruel for both — both you and Hildé — if we went away — unless — unless—

He stopped abruptly, his face touched with a tender light, the voice again sounding softly in his ears.

What? motioned Harewood, with dry lips.

Bourke smiled at him and touched his forehead with his hand, dreamily.

What was I saying? he asked.

Nothing, said Harewood, vacantly.


CHAPTER XIV.

AN OPEN DOOR.
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THE SUN, IMBEDDED in terraced banks of clouds, glimmered like a cinder over Meudon woods, the battery smoke, drifting across the southern forts, turned to pink and pearl. Soft thunder muttered among the westward redoubts; silvery electric stars pricked the haze that veiled Valérien; the river slipped past, misty, meadowed shores untroubled by a keel.

The house on the ramparts was very still; Bourke sat in his room by the window, reading: Harewood stood at his window looking out over the valley. Below him the Prophet tilted skyward, loomed, ominous, swathed in its canvas winding sheet. A sentinel stood motionless on the parapet, head turned toward the hazy hills, where a thin column of smoke mounted straight up into the still sky. Once a little whirlwind of bugle music from the Porte Rouge filled the street; once the wind veered and the heavy detonation of the cannonade set the sultry air a-quiver for a while.

The expectancy of evening brooded over all, over the massive ramparts, over the fresh grassy thickets on the glacis, in an imperceptible wind that freshened and cooled the face, yet scarcely stirred a leaf.

Presently there came a clatter of small sabots on the stairs outside, the discreet patter of stockinged feet, a knock, a happy whisper. It was Red Riding Hood, come for her evening visit. Harewood kissed her listlessly.

You bring twilight with you, little one, he said, turning back her thick black curls. The scarlet ribbon — it is very becoming — do you know it?

Monsieur Bourke gave it, said the child, nestling closer to him. Come, let us sit down, will you?

Harewood absently drew a chair to the window; Red Riding Hood leaned against his shoulder. They looked out over the valley in silence.

I might have been perfect, said Red Riding Hood, presently, but Mademoiselle Hildé could not give me my lesson to-day.

Harewood answered without turning, Why?

I do not know, said the child, with a little sigh. Harewood bit his lips; his heart turned sick with the futile bitterness that follows — too late — the knowledge of consequences — consequences that spread like ripples from a pebble in a troubled pool.

Mademoiselle Hildé will hear your lesson to-morrow, he said, looking from the window.

To-morrow, repeated the child.

He said nothing more. Perhaps he was thinking of those endless to-morrows, passing, passing, each one troubled as the spreading rings in a pool disturb the placid peace that once reigned there. And he had cast the stone.

Look at me, said the child.

He turned his head; her dark eyes met his own.

Is it sadness? she asked.

Yes, little one.

She held his hand a moment, then let it drop. He scarcely noticed it; a moment afterward he heard the click, click, of her little sabots down the stairs outside. An hour later, a bitter hour, he followed, descending the worn stairs silently, fearing the very silence that he dared not break.

Yolette moved about the dining-room singing to herself in an undertone. He passed into the hallway and out to the bird store, where Hildé knelt among the wicker cages.

When she saw him she rose to her knees, hiding her burning face in her hands. He bent close to her and touched the flushed cheeks between the hands. One by one he untwisted the slender fingers, closely interlocked, and at last he raised her head to his. But she would not look at him, her sealed lids pressed the lashes tightly to her cheek.

Why have you hidden away all day? he said.

Presently she answered: Can you ask?

He raised her from her knees; her eyes were still closed, but her white hands stole around his neck. When at last he released her and the quiet tears had dried in her eyes, without falling, she went to the open door and stood there, looking out into the west. Earth came back to her slowly through the heaven of their kiss — sounds grew through the music of his voice; she heard the cannonades dull triple throb, she saw green tree tops stirring in the sun.

He came and stood beside her. Loves lassitude hung heavy on her limbs; he took her unresisting hand — that little hand, so small, so smooth, fragrant and fraught with mystery, a cool white blossom with five slim petals tipped with pink.

The beauty of life was upon her, the loveliness of the world was in her eyes — the world so kind to her — so kind to all — to all!

In the red west a flaming belt of haze girdled the horizon; in the north plumed clouds suspended from the zenith hung motionless; the glass of the stream mirrored a single tree.

When their silence grew too heavy, too sweet for such young hearts, they broke it; and it broke musically, with the melody of half-caught questions — a sigh, a little laugh re-echoed pure as the tinkle of two crystal glasses, touched discreetly. The softest drumming of the guns stirred the pulsating air like the distant drumming of a partridge; the gemmed azure, veiled with haze, swam and shimmered with its million brilliant atmospheric atoms — tiny points of fierce white dusting the blue like diamond dust.

When the sun was very low and the level meadows ran moulten gilt in every harrow, the sparrows, gathered for the night on tree and roof, filled the street with restless chirping that stirred the caged birds in the shop. Linnet answered thrush, finches whistled wistful answers to the free twittering of the sparrows; a little lark rustled and ruffled; a blackbird uttered a still, thin plaint.

And Hildé, who, when her own heart was free, had never understood captivity, now, when she listened, understood, and her own imprisoned heart answered the plaint of wild caged things.

To her half-spoken thought he answered; together they gathered all the feathered wild things into one great wicker cage. The parrots pale eye was veiled in scorn; the monkey flouted freedom with a grimace, shivering and mouthing as the hundred wings beat at the wicker bars.

Harewood took the cage; Hildé walked beside him, in ecstacy at the thought of freedom given by those who know that something else is sweeter. There was a shrub in flower on the glacis — some late-blooming bush, starred with waxen blossoms, breathing perfume. Under this they placed the cage.

When Hildé opened the cage a feathered whirlwind circled about her head: there came a rush of wings, a thrilling whir-r! and she clasped her hands and stepped forward. Out over the valley the bird flock rushed, bore to the left, circled, rose, swung back on a returning curve, but always rising higher, higher, until far up in the deepening evening sky they floated, and chose their course, due south.

She watched them driving southward; she could tell the finches by their undulating flight, the thrushes, the clean-winged starlings. She sighed contentedly; she had opened the door of pity when love opened the door to her heart.

Look! whispered Harewood; there is one little bird that will not leave us.

It is dead — God forgive me, faltered Hildé. A rush of tears blinded her; she knelt beside it on the grass — a frail mound of fluff and feathers, silent and still.

Freedom and death — life is so sweet — so sweet, she whispered. And somewhere in the south where the others have gone, there is summer, eternal summer — life — life.

Winter is close, he answered sombrely. With an unconscious movement he drew her to him; he bent and searched her changed face.

The wind, too, had changed; there was frost somewhere in the world, and the solemn harmony of the cannon swelled with the swelling breeze, and the breeze stirred a broken feather on the dead birds stiffening wing.


CHAPTER XV.

THE ANATOMY OF HAPPINESS.
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THAT NIGHT THEY closed the empty bird store; Harewood lifted the wooden shutters into place and locked them; Hildé carried the monkey into the dining-room and installed it in a warm corner. Mehemet Ali, the parrot, viewed these proceedings with contempt. It mattered little to him where he passed his pessimistic days; weariness and a vicious melancholy had marked him for their own; even when he ate, he ate as if he were making an ironical concession to the weakness of some one else. Curiosity he had subdued, sinister solitude he courted — and bit when it was denied him. There had been a time in earlier days when he whistled the Marseillaise — when he croaked Vive lEmpereur! Now for a year he had been mute, brooding in silence among the noisy feathered inhabitants of the bird store, dreaming, perhaps scheming — for he had the sly, slow eye of the Oriental.

He bit Harewood when that young man was bearing him to the dining-room, and, when dropped, diplomatically sidled under a sofa. From this retreat he made daily excursions, mounting all the furniture by aid of beak and claw, sullenly menacing those who approached.

Schéhèrazade had not recovered from her fright. The characteristics of the big house-cat had almost disappeared; she cowered when approached, she slunk when she moved; there was a blankness in her eyes; a stealth, almost a menace, in the slow turning of her head. Already in these early days of the siege milk was becoming too expensive to buy for a lioness; meat also had increased so swiftly in price that Yolette was frightened, and haunted the market wistfully, scarcely daring to buy. Vegetables, bread and wine, however, were plenty; so were proclamations from the Governor of Paris assuring everybody that the city had ample provisions for months to come. Most people thought that the increase in the price of meat was only temporary — a mere flurry caused by the consummation of an event that was not yet entirely credited — the actual advent of the Prussian army before Paris.

The arrival of the Germans was like a theatrical entrance: the audience was all Paris, the orchestra, a thousand cannon. They tuned up by batteries, west, south, and finally north, as the vast circle of steel closed closer, closer, and finally welded with the snap of a trap. Then, when the city and outer ring of forts were in turn themselves encircled by a living iron ring, when the full-throated thunder from the battery of the Double Crown was echoed from Saint Denis to Mont-Valérien, from Saint Cloud to Charenton, and again from the southeast northward to Saint Denis, Paris began to understand.

The first futile curiosity, the foolish terror and fear of instant bombardment, died out as the weeks passed and the crack of the Prussian rifled cannon had not yet awakened the hill echoes of Viroflay. The silly proclamations urging the instant tearing up of pavements, the fortifying of cellars, the assuring of a water supply, were forgotten. People began to realise that it takes months to establish siege batteries — that for every gun capable of throwing a shell into Paris, the Germans would have to send to Germany. Fear vanished; how long it would take to convey heavy cannon from Berlin across France to the Seine? And would not the convoys be cut off by the Franc-tireurs, by the provincial armies now organising, by an uprising of outraged people? Surely the very land, the elements themselves, would rise and destroy these barbarians and their wicked cannon. Trochu, the sombre mystic, the Breton Governor of republican Paris, moved on his darkened way, a flash of tinselled pomp, a shred of pageantry, the last paladin riding back into the gloom of the middle ages, seeking light, fleeing light, wrapped to the eyes in the splendid mantle of the Trinity.

So he rode, esquired by Faith, dreaming of saints and quests of chivalry, pondering miracles. As a figure for a Gobelin tapestry, General Trochu would have been useful; in no other capacity, save perhaps in a cloister, would he have been of use in the nineteenth century.

When, on the seventeenth of September, the Prussian advance guard was signalled and saluted by the forts of the west and south, General Vinoys brave corps passed the gates and advanced to Cretail. The affair was not serious — nothing was serious then. And yet that was the very time when a crushing success might have electrified the whole nation into such resistance that the end of the war would not have arrived with the capitulation of the capital. Was it not possible to rapidly mass the two corps of Vinoy and Ducrot to crush the few thousand men of the advance guard? The moral effect of such a stroke would have been stupendous.

But in this first engagement under the walls of Paris, the deplorable system was inaugurated, and invariably followed in all subsequent operations around Paris: fighting without a fixed objective, forcing new troops not sufficiently habituated to fighting, and, on the contrary, when a serious object was in view, operating with insufficient numbers and inadaquate artillery.

On the eighteenth of September, when Vinoys corps fell back, the Prussian investment began; the various railroads were cut, and at three oclock in the afternoon the last train from Paris for Rouen left the Saint Lazare station. From every direction the German masses poured into the country; the Prince of Saxony advanced from the north, saluting Saint Denis with a thousand trumpets, the Prince of Prussia rode up from the south through Fontenay aux Roses and woke Aunay woods with the hurrahs of his horsemen.

Two vast crescents formed the circle; the ring was soldered at Versailles in the east; the other gap closed at Saint Germain.

Then, on the nineteenth of September, Ducrot was attacked in the south, flanked, driven pellmell under the Châtillon redoubt, where the great forts of Vanves and Montrouge shielded him. At four oclock the few cannoniers spiked the last guns in the unfinished Châtillon redoubt and retired; Clamart, Villejuif and Meudon swarmed with Prussian cavalry. Night came, and Paris knew that its southern key had been stolen when the Prussian flag crept up the shattered staff on the ramparts of Châtillon.

So was lost the southern key to Paris, the great unfinished redoubt of Châtillon. Let those high officers of engineers remember — let others in high places of the land remember — and be remembered.

Scarcely had the investment of Paris been completed when the humiliating interview at Ferrières between Jules Favre and Bismarck became known to the public. Had Jules Favre carefully considered the matter, had he offered terms, for example, as follows:

First — An indemnity.

Second — The dismantling of one or two of the eastern forts.

Third — The cession of Cochin China.

Fourth — The cession of a few ironclads.

Doubtless Germany — coerced by Europe — would have accepted.

But it was not to be. The poor representative of the republic left the Prussian headquarters with Bismarcks harsh voice ringing in his ears, and the next day all Paris knew that it was to be a struggle to the death.

Stung again into action, Vinoy, supported by the forts, hurled a division of the 13th corps on Villejuif and carried it. On September 30 Chevilly and Choisy-le-Roi were attacked. Again the fatal lack of sufficient artillery nullified the advantage gained at Villejuif; the sphere of action had scarcely been enlarged at all.

From the ramparts of Paris these first engagements under the walls were scarcely visible to the people — scarcely audible, save for the thunder from the supporting forts. A high rampart of yellow mist stretched from the Montrouge fort to Arcueil; beyond it, denser volumes of smoke poured up into the sky from lHay. At moments the wind brought the crackle of the fusillade through lulls in the cannon din — scarcely louder than the crackle of a bonfire. This was all that the Parisians could see or hear from the southern bastions. Great crowds of women and children watched the infantry passing through the Porte Rouge; the cavalry sang as they rode between dense masses of excited people; the cannoniers swung their thongs and chanted gaily:

Gai! Gai! serrons nos rangs,

Espérance

De la France

Gai! Gai! serrons nos rangs,

En avant, Gaulois et Francs!

to the air of Gai! Gai! Marions nous! and the Franc-tireurs took up the song savagely:

Quoi! ces monuments chéris,

Histoire

De notre gloire,

Secrouleraient en débris,

Quoi! les Prussiens à Paris!

and the people roared back the chorus:

Gai! Gai! serrons nos rangs!

Hildé, standing at the door, heard them singing at sunrise, caught the distant glint of bayonets, saw the sun, white and fierce, crinkling the polished surface of helmet and breastplate.

At night, too, lingering on the steps, she heard the movement and murmur of marching masses; she saw the rockets drifting through the sky, the jewelled string of signal lamps swinging like a necklace from the Porte Rouge battlements. All day long the rue dYpres rang with a clang of bugles and the vibrating crash of drums; all day long the cannoniers of the Prophet drilled and manœuvred and played at firing, but the night came and found the Prophets lips still sealed and the long bronze fetish motionless, reaching toward heaven in its awful attitude of prayer.

Since those early practice shots that had shattered the window glass, the Prophet had not spoken; yet, all day long, its gigantic mass, thrust out over the ramparts, swung east and west at the monotonous commands, sweeping the points of the compass with the smooth movement of a weather vane turning in a June breeze.

Harewood, locking the dusty wooden shutters for the last time, turned to watch the Prophet as it swept to the west, stopped, sank at the breech as a horse sinks on his haunches. For the hundredth time he thought they were going to fire, but the gun captain took up his mechanical call: Elevation at 1,500, at 2,000, at 2,500, and the pointeur mounted the bastion and called the class of instruction to the breech.

In the evening glow the ramparts burned red, the dust in the street gleamed like powdered rubies; long, mousey shadows stretched across the grass, soft and velvety as the bloom on a purple plum.

When Harewood had finally locked the shutters, he climbed up and unhooked the sign of the shop. Hildé watched him without speaking; he lifted the signboard to his shoulder and carried it into the darkened shop. To Hildé it was the last scene in the prologue of a drama — the drama of a new life, just beginning. She went into the shop and looked at the sign, that was standing upside down against the wall.

It is one of my landmarks, she said; they are all going now, one by one. Yesterday my Sainte Hildé of Carhaix fell and broke on the tiled floor, and I shall miss the birds, too. She added hastily: I am glad that they flew away; you must not think I regret anything.

Harewood, standing close beside her, said: You regret nothing, Hildé?

After a long while she answered, Nothing — and you?

What have I to regret? he said, in an altered voice, unconscious of the axiom and its irony — unconscious that he stood there, the mouthpiece of his sex, voicing the dogmas of an imbecile civilisation. She bent her head; her white face rested on his shoulder. All the million questions that stir and flutter in a love-wrung heart awakened, trembled on her lips, — all that she would know, all that she should know, all that she feared. Yet, of the million questions, she could not utter one, least of all the eternal question, more surely asked and answered in silence. With her love came terror, too, lasting the space of a heartbeat, dying out with a quick sigh, a flutter of silken lashes, a parting of scarlet lips divinely wistful.

As for the man beside her, he stood thrilled yet thoughtful, following his thoughts through the dim labyrinths of his heart that beat deeply, heavily, against her yielding breast. What had happened he scarcely comprehended; he only knew that love is sweet. The beginning was already so long ago, so dim, so far away. When had it been? Had they not always loved? And, if the beginning of love was already half forgotten, the end loomed vaguer still, the distant future promised nothing yet, a veil of mist, rose-tinged, exquisite, although behind the veil something was already stirring, a shape — nothing — because he refused to see. Yet it was there; Hildé felt its presence, unconsciously shrinking, in her lovers arms, and again the questions stung her lips. Is it love — love for me? Is it truly love? Is it forever? Is it truth and faith and constancy, forever and forever? Her breathless lips parted, but no question passed them; and they were sealed again in silence.

Hildé and Harewood moved once more to the door. Night stretched its star-lined tent from the zenith, the moon, enmeshed in a fathomless film, hung in a corner, a tarnished rim of tinsel, pale as a silvery withered leaf. As they stood there, Bourke came through the hall with Yolette, bidding them hurry, for dinner was over. Then they went away, close together, and their voices were lost on the dim glacis where the scented shrubbery spread its perfume through the shadows.

Hildé glided silently to her chamber; Harewood waited for her, standing by the table where Bourkes and Yolettes plates had already been removed. Red Riding Hood came to the kitchen door with a shy good evening, and, when Hildé returned and seated herself, the child brought dinner and served it with the adoration that serves a shrine. Twice Hildé kissed her, for she needed the love of all, now that she had given a love, infinite and innocent, a love that embraced the world and life and death.

Red Riding Hoods father has gone with the thirteenth battalion, she said, looking across at Harewood. I begin to think our little one will always be with us. The child listened with downcast eyes. Harewood smiled at her and drew her to him.

When did he go? he asked.

To-day, replied Red Riding Hood. He is a brave soldier.

As the child spoke her dark eyes glowed; for at last he had been justified in his daughters eyes — this squalid, drunken father, glorious in the shining garments of resurrection — a home-made uniform with epaulettes. War, the great purifier, had come with blessings to Red Riding Hood; and the child of chance, whom chance allotted to her father, sewed gilded braid and brave buttons on her fathers clothes that he might be fine among the fine; that he might no longer be ashamed among men; that she no longer need be silent when men spoke of honour and virtue and brave deeds and the soldiers of France.

He will fight until he dies, said the child seriously.

Pray God he may not die, said Hildé gently.

He will die, replied Red Riding Hood, with that quiet conviction that makes children sometimes feared.

Late that night, Harewood, sleeping on his tumbled bed, was awakened by Bourke.

Jim, theres a man at the door below; Red Riding Hoods father is dead.

Dead? repeated Harewood.

He was drunk — he fell from the drawbridge at the Porte Rouge.

Harewood threw on his bath-robe and went gravely to the dim room where Red Riding Hood lay asleep. Little one, he whispered. She felt for his hand in the darkness, clasped it in both of hers and pressed her wet face to the pillow.

It was a brave death — a soldiers death, he whispered. She wept; it was the one pleasure her father had ever given her, — his death. She thought of the man himself, and wondered why she wept. Harewood, too, wondered, and she answered his unasked question.

I weep because I have so little to weep for. Go, now, and leave me with my happiness.


CHAPTER XVI.

BETROTHED.
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IN PARIS THE days succeeded each other with few incidents and moderate excitement. Suspense had given place to certainty; the city was completely hemmed in by an unseen enemy, unseen save for the smoke of burning villages on the horizon, yet that enemy had as yet done nothing; Nôtre Dame and the Tuileries were still standing, cabs, cars, omnibuses ran as usual, and the boulevards and cafés were thronged.

True, there had been a few alarms in the interior of the city; a petroleum storehouse caught fire on Montmartre through accident, a chemical factory blew up in the rue de Vaugirard and killed some people. Everybody was certain that these fires were of incendiary origin, but probably nobody knew the truth — unless Speyer and Stauffer knew it. There was practically no news from the provinces; now and then a daring messenger managed to elude the Prussian picquets and creep into the city, but, except for that, Paris was absolutely isolated from the rest of France as far as receiving news was concerned. But the Parisians could send news by pigeons and balloons; they sent something else, too — a balloon loaded with 200 pounds of Monsieur Gambetta, destined to fill the Midi with his fanfare and gasconading, destined to flop in the Prussian drag net and blind himself and his fellow victims with the turmoil of his own flopping, destined incidentally to aid in the disgrace and destruction of a brave incapable, more sinned against than sinning, the innocent fat-brained scapegoat of a frenzied nation — Bazaine. If there ever existed such a thing as a patriotic demagogue, partly genius, partly mountebank, Gambetta must remain the unique example, and yet the court-martial of Bazaine has left the stain that tarnishes the name of Gambetta and makes it stink a little, too.

The courage and splendid fortitude that brightened the gloom of the year of punishment, the terrible chastisement of a guilty nation, was displayed by the army and the people. The leaders, the politicians, the men in high places, the government must look elsewhere for eulogy. Thiers, agitated by senile convulsions, Gambetta, bawling nonsense, Rochefort, brilliant and useless as a will-o-the-wisp — and quite as easy to catch; Favre, self effacing, patriotic, unequal to his task; Trochu, sombre, fervidly good, living amid hallucinations, a monument of martyred indecision — will some historian or writer of fiction — they are synonyms — be pleased to gild the letters of these great names? And while the romancer, or historian — whichever you will — is about it, let him regild the name of Rénan, as he sits feeding himself at Tortonis in the starving city, splitting platitudes with De Goncourt. See him as he eats! His chin is fat, his belly fatter, his fat white fingers are spread out on either knee, the nails offensively untrimmed. He preaches universal brotherhood; he is on good terms with humanity. Incidentally he talks much, and familiarly, about our Saviour — and, eats, eats, eats.

In the beginning of his career, Gambetta created for himself a name. It took only a few weeks to create it. He followed Rocheforts methods with equal success. He was very popular in France. He was a talented lawyer. Again and again in the corps legislatif he showed himself to be not only an orator, but a statesman, of a certain kind. In the beginning of the revolution he was useful; he was the hyphen that connected the parti avancé and the bourgeoisie. He was opposed to Trochu. He sailed away in his balloon to Tours, where he felt that his sphere of action ended only with the frontier. He was mistaken. His colleagues proved useless. He set up a dictatorship that ended by sterilizing and making ridiculous his former energy.

Did this young tribune of the people remember that the greatest glory God can accord to man is the glory incomparable of saving his country? Had he a soul sublime enough for such a mission? And the purity of his intentions, the simplicity of his life, the elevation of his character — were they so notorious that he should be deemed worthy of such an honour?

Let France answer her own.



The third sortie ended in the fire-swept streets of Bagneux, and, for the third time since the siege began, the army of Paris retired to the city, having accomplished nothing except a few thousand deaths, highly commended by Ollivier Militaire. Bourke, hurrying back to the city, had attempted to telegraph this news by way of Bordeaux. Then, when he had spent the remainder of the day in similar and equally vain attempts, he gave it up and went back to the house on the ramparts, where he found Harewood, pockets stuffed with unsent despatches, pacing the hallway and smoking furiously.

Its just as I told you, he said, when he saw Bourke; were cooped up for good. If you had listened to me and gone on to Versailles — —

O, shut up, said Bourke, pleasantly, you are no worse off than I am.

Harewood, a little ashamed of his selfish petulance, sat down on the stairs and looked over his despatches.

We cant run the lines, he said; we cant send these by pigeons, even if we had the pigeons; we might send them in the next balloon.

Ive tried, said Bourke; its no go. He flung his own despatches into a corner and lit a cigarette.

As war-news purveyors, he observed, you and I are useless, my son, until a sortie is made and the German lines pierced. Then we must be there; we must go out with the next sortie, and if our troops get through we must go, too.

How about getting back? asked Harewood.

Chance it.

Harewood was silent.

Youre naturally considering Hildé and Yolette, began Bourke.

Naturally, replied the other, with a tinge of irony.

So am I. Now, Jim, we are either war correspondents or we are not. We can do nothing here, thats certain. If we take risks and try to get through the lines, we stand every chance of early and uncomfortable decease. But its what were paid for. If we follow the next sortie, we may get through with whole skins. Thats more to my taste and fairer to our journals. If we stay here, it is true we can chronicle the siege and watch for a hole in the German lines, but I think we ought to resign from our journals in that case and risk selling our stuff outside if we cant get it through beforehand. Thats the only honourable course I see — either get out of the city, or stay, resign and turn free lance. What do you think?

I wont leave — for the present, said Harewood, reddening.

Good, replied Bourke, promptly. Neither will I while these young girls are here alone. Of course, I knew youd say that. Our papers will have to wait until we can get a chance to send in our resignations and reasons. That cant be helped; it was a practical mistake for us not to go out of the city when we had the opportunity. Its tough on our journals, but Ive decided not to accept last months salary, and that will square things. Ill not draw another cent, either. Have you money, Jim?

Ive a little money, said Harewood. He took out a note-book and pencil and calculated. Presently he looked up.

We shall need our salaries before the month is out, he observed.

Then, said Bourke, one of us must do the work for both; one of us must go out with the next sortie and get through, if possible.

And — the other? asked Harewood, slowly.

The other ought to stay here — as long as there is danger. Jim, do you want to stay? He forced a smile as he spoke. Harewood said nothing. Bourkes embarrassment was increasing; he reddened and stood up.

Do you care for Hildé? he asked, with an effort. Harewood did not answer. Bourke unbuckled the spurs from his riding boots and walked backward and forward, swinging the leathers till the rowels jingled like tiny chimes. After a moment he came up to Harewood, who was sitting moodily on the stairs.

I should like to stay, Jim — if you dont mind — very much.

Harewood did not move.

It is — for — for Yolette, added Bourke, crimson to the temples; but if I thought you loved Hildé, I would go. If you wish it I will go to-morrow.

Harewoods face was set and pale, his heart sank under an overwhelming rush of shame; shame for himself, shame because he could not answer the confidence of his comrade, bitter shame that he should be willing to accept a generous mans sacrifice, a man who loved for the first time in his life, and who loved honourably. Bourke continued almost timidly: I never imagined that Yolette was anything to me; I never thought of that sort of thing. It came before I knew it, Jim. You see, I never before cared for a woman. Harewoods strained glance met his questioningly, and Bourke answered: I have not spoken to her; I dont believe she would listen to me; I scarcely dare think of it; you see, Jim, Im not attractive.

He broke off abruptly; there was a swish of a skirt on the landing above; the sound of a door, gently closing.

They dont understand English, motioned Harewood; go on.

Yes, they do — Hildé does, muttered Bourke.

Hildé understands English? repeated Harewood in dull surprise. He had not even suspected it; suddenly he realised that he had learned nothing of Hildé — absolutely nothing, except that she loved him.

Bourke slipped his riding crop into his boot, picked up his despatches and moved toward the stairway.

It was Red Riding Hood; I think I saw her skirt, he said. Jim, shall I go with the next sortie?

Harewood turned and mounted the stairway with his comrade.

Come into my room in an hour; Ill tell you then, he said, and left Bourke at the head of the stairs.

When Harewood entered his room he went straight to the mirror. A mirrored face looked back at his own — a face, young, firm, a little pale, with tightened muscles under the cheekbones — and lips compressed. Like painted pictures, scenes began to pass, swiftly and more swiftly, gliding before his eyes; and behind each scene he saw the shape of his own face, he saw his reflected eyes, immovable in accusation. And once, stung to torture by his eyes fixed condemnation, he raised a menacing hand and pointed at the pointing figure in the mirror. Coward! But the mirrored shape was voiceless.

Then he went to the bed and sat down; and, an hour later, when Bourke knocked, he opened the door and took his comrades hands affectionately in his, saying that he would go with the troops, saying that he was glad and proud that Bourke had chosen Yolette for the woman he would marry, wishing him luck and happiness. He spoke lightly of the sortie, expressing his satisfaction at a chance for action and a certainty that all would go well. He spoke of an easy return to Paris, once the German lines were ruptured and a free passage established; he prophesied his own early return, smiling carelessly when Bourke stammered his thanks and wishes and fears. They sat together consulting maps, sketching routes and probable lines of investment, until the late sunlight sent its level crimson shafts far down the carpetless hallway, and the shadows reddened in every corner. . . . . . Before Bourke left he spoke again of danger, but Harewood smiled and folded up his maps gaily.

You had better look to yourself, he said. Did you notice the crowds around the bakeries and butcher shops to-day?

Yes, replied Bourke. Yolette says that prices are going up, and many people are buying supplies for months ahead. I think Ill lay in a store of tinned stuff, vegetables and meats, you know. If there should be a famine things might go badly with us.

And if Speyer troubles you, what will you do?

I dont know, said Bourke; if it would be safer for Yolette and Hildé, I suppose we would be obliged to move. But it wont come to that, Jim; they cant turn us out, and as for their blackguardly threats about Yolette and Hildé, its too late now to carry them out. The Prussians are here, and nobody can leave the city, willingly or unwillingly.

Harewood lingered restlessly at the door, as though he wished to say something more; Bourke understood, and nodded gravely.

I neednt say, Jim, that Ill do all I can.

All I can meant, for Bourke, devotion while life lasted. Harewood knew this.

Nothing could happen in the few days Ill be away, and if I cant get back as soon as I expect—

I will do what I can, repeated Bourke.

After a silence they shook hands; Harewood returned to his room, closed the door, locked it, and flung himself face downward on the bed. But he could not even close his eyes, and when Red Riding Hood knocked he sprang up and unlocked his door with the relief of a half-stifled man. They exchanged their kiss solemnly; he sat down again on the bedside and took the child in his arms. For an hour he told her stories, wonderful tales of the east and west, legends of north and south, chronicles of saints and martyrs and those well loved of God. And the burden of every tale was honour.

Twilight spun its grey web over all, sounds grew softer, the child slept in his arms. He laid her among his pillows lightly, then went his way down the dim stairs, flight after flight, until he came to the closed door. Again it opened for him, as it had opened once before, noiselessly, and he entered. On the niche in the wall Sainte Hildé of Carhaix stood, leaning at an angle; for, when she had fallen, feet and pedestal had been shattered on the tiles. Under her hung a rosary. He looked around slowly; behind the curtain by the dim window something moved.

Hildé, he said aloud. He scarcely knew the voice for his own. But she knew it; what else should she hear — hear all day, all night, but his voice — always his voice. She came to him through the twilight and laid both hands in his.

You are going away? she said.

She had not heard him say so, there in the hall; she knew it as women know such things.

Yes, he said, I am going away.

To-morrow?

Yes.

She waited for him to speak again. She waited in a terror that dried lip and eye. Her knees trembled; a chill crept to her breast. She waited for a word — a single word that meant salvation; she shrank before silence, for silence was her sentence — a sentence without hope, without appeal.

After a long while her hands fell from his; she moved backward a step; her head brushed the hanging rosary and set the brass cross swinging like a pendulum, timing the sands of life. The sands of her life were running quickly now — too quickly.

You heard? he asked; it was you — on the stairs there?

Yes.

That Bourke loves Yolette?

Yes.

She reached out in the darkness, needing support. The white wall seemed to waver and recede under her hand.

And Yolette, whispered Harewood, with tight lips.

There was a crash, a tinkle of porcelain on the tiles. Sainte Hildé of Carhaix had fallen again at his feet. There was something else breaking, too — close beside him — a womans heart in the twilight.

And Yolette, he repeated.

She said: Do you love Yolette?

His hot head swam; he groped for a chair and leaned on it, heavily. Then he sat down, his clenched hands over his eyes, knowing nothing, hearing nothing, not the quiet sob in the darkness, not the faltering footsteps, not the rustle of her knees on the tiles beside him. Two hands drew his hands from his eyes, a silken head rested on his knees.

Whatever is for your happiness, she gasped, but — be honourable; it is my sister. And again she whispered: Your happiness — that is all my love for you has meant.

He looked up, slowly, trying to understand the question that at last had been answered for him. It was so simple, so clear now; had he ever doubted it; doubted that he loved? And where was fear now — where was self-distrust — despair? They had vanished utterly, if they had ever existed. As yet the awakening to understanding had not touched him with the subtler passion that should endure while life endured; he was so sure, so quietly happy. Then, when his hand fell lightly on her head, and when her face was raised to his, and when she saw at last in his eyes that his body and soul were hers — ah, then she knew the mystery and meaning of eternity, which is shorter than the shortest atom of a second, and longer than the sleep of death.

There was a spot of moonlight in the room; her face was paler. His lips touched the exquisite contour of cheek and brow; he scarcely dared to touch her mouth, the mouth that had been his for the asking, for his pleasure, for an idle smile. The divine curve of the parted lips, the shadowed lashes on the cheek, troubled him.

Her eyes unclosed; she looked at him listlessly, crushed to his breast. Stunned by her own great happiness, she listened to the words, so long awaited, so long despaired, the words that told her his love was to be forever and forever, this love she had lived for. She scarcely comprehended, she seemed awake yet swooning. Her head had fallen back a little, lips parted, eyes never moving from his own.

Forever and forever, together, always together, to love, to hold, to cherish, to honour — —

Ah, Hildé— to honour — that is what he is saying; can you not hear?

Her eyes enthralled him; her closing lids hid their heavenly sweetness. He kissed her mouth.

Life of my life, heart of my heart, breath of my breath, forever and forever, to love, to hold, to cherish, to honour.

Her eyes unclosed.

All that was yours at our first kiss, she said.



They were standing by the window, where the moonlight barred her body and transfigured a face so pure, so exquisite, that the hot tears of repentance blinded him, and he could not see until she dried them, grieving at his grief, whispering consolation, forgiving with a caress, a pale smile, that mirrored the adoration in his eyes. When two souls meet the purer absorbs the other, and stains of life are washed away. Into her spirit had come the strength and knowledge that is needed to bear the burden of a lesser spirit; she it was who was to lead, henceforth, and he knew it. Young, yet world-worn, he sought her guidance, he craved her spiritual purity. She wept a little, standing very still, when he told her that he must go with the troops — that either he or his comrade must act as bread-winner for them both. He made it clear to her that it would not be honourable to accept money and make no effort. He told her that he wished to do this for his comrade, because the sacrifice was necessary. As he spoke he longed to believe that his unselfishness might make him more worthy of her, and she divined his thought, and smiled through her tears, saying he was all her life and hope and happiness, saying he was brave and noble and good. He said that his comrade was all that. He made her promise not to tell Yolette until he returned, because if Yolette and Bourke knew that they were betrothed Bourke would insist on sacrificing himself.

He would not let me go; he is so generous. Hildé, my darling, I must do this thing for his sake — for Yolettes sake.

Yes, I shall weep no more.

He smiled with that perfect happiness that self-sacrifice brings.

Does Yolette love him?

I dont know.

And — did you think I loved Yolette, sweetheart?

Yes; did you?

No, he said.

And — now?

Their eyes met.

And now, she sighed, trembling with happiness.

His arms encircled her slender body; he whispered My Hildé — — then stopped.

For there came a tapping at the open window.

He turned his head slowly; the window opened, a face looked in. It was the Mouse, haggard, bloody, blinking at them with his blind eye.


CHAPTER XVII.

A RECRUIT FOR THE GOVERNMENT.
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WHEN HILDÉ SAW the Mouse she uttered a cry of fright. Harewood stared at the tattered creature with disgust. Get out, he said.

Let me come in, monsieur, whined the Mouse; they are following me.

Following you!

Harewood stepped to the window.

Who? The police?

The troops, muttered the Mouse, under his breath. Hark! You can hear them — in the rue Malaise.

Harewood listened.

I hear them. Come in.

He opened the side door of the garden, motioned the Mouse into the empty bird store, and followed, calling back to Hildé to bring a lamp. When Hildé entered a moment later, the lamp lit up a ragged figure, lying flung across the floor. There was blood on his cropped head, on his fist and wrist.

Harewood took the lamp and knelt beside the inert mass. The yellow light fell on one unclosed eye, ivory white, sunken, sightless.

Hes been pricked by a bayonet; hes been running hard. Ask Bourke to come, whispered Harewood.

He set the lamp on the floor, and lifted the Mouses arm.

Ugh! Hes been shot, too, he added.

Poor thing — poor thing, — faltered Hildé, standing with small hands tightly clasped. Shall I bring water?

Yes, and call Bourke.

A moment later Bourke entered carrying a pitcher of water; Hildé and Yolette followed with some cloths for bandages, a bowl, and another lamp.

The Mouse was sitting up, supported by Harewood, his ragged back resting against the shop counter, his legs thrust out on the floor. He swallowed all the cognac Bourke gave him without comment, winked solemnly with his sound eye, gasped and looked up. He recognised Hildé and Yolette at once, and a flicker of amused malice came into his face, which changed, however, so suddenly that Harewood thought he was about to faint again.

The lion, gasped the Mouse; I dont want to see it.

It was difficult to quiet him. The horror of his previous introduction to Schéhèrazade had left an impression never to be obliterated. However, he was in no condition for further flight, and at last Hildés pity and Harewoods amusement reassured him.

They punched me full of holes, he explained. The soldiers of Vinoy and the Garde Mobile, — for what? God knows, he added, piously. Have I been shot, monsieur?

Grazed; it is nothing, replied Harewood. He looked anxiously at Hildé; she understood and drew Yolette toward the door.

Are you hungry? she asked, shaking her head gravely at the Mouse.

Mademoiselle, replied the Mouse, with an approach to enthusiasm, I am always hungry.

Bourke and Harewood washed the battered ruffians wounds; they were slight, perhaps painful; but in the lower organisms sensibility to pain is at a minimum. It is exhaustion that tells most heavily upon creatures of the Mouses species; the finer tortures, mental and physical, need nerves for appreciation, and the Mouse had none. Bourke brought him a chair; Harewood set the two lamps on the counter; the Mouse was supplied with a cigar.

Now, said Harewood, go on.

The Mouse leaned back luxuriously; a placid sense of well being and security filled his body and soothed him to the ends of his toes.

Messieurs, he said, it was Major Flourens; I was at the Undertakers; we all were there, peaceably, like gentlemen at our wine — denouncing the government. Then comes your American, Buckhurst, who whispers to one — to another — ma foi! what? He shrugged his shoulders and shifted the cigar in his thin lips. Then, he resumed, your Americans, Speyer and Stauffer, begin to shout, To the Hôtel de Ville! Vive la Commune! and our Major Flourens calls for the drummers of the carbiniers to beat the générale through Belleville. Messieurs, in a moment we were marching — all marching and singing the Marseillaise. You understand that our heads were warmed a little? Flut! Je ne memballe pus.

Go on, said Bourke, sharply.

The Mouse examined his bandaged arm, blew a disgusted cloud of smoke from his lips, shrugged and continued:

Your American, Buckhurst, said it would be easy; everybody said so; nothing to do but march into the Hôtel de Ville, make a new government, and become rich. I went; messieurs — it was quite natural, was it not? Mince! They arrived, too, the fantassins of Vinoy and the Garde Mobile. I ran; it was natural.

Very, said Harewood, gravely.

Nest ce pas? Donc — I ran. So ran the carbiniers of Flourens. Fichtre! They — the others — ran after us — the line and the Garde Mobile, and — I am here.

Harewood laughed outright; Bourke looked seriously at the Mouse.

So there had been a revolt in Belleville. Flourens and his legion, now known as the carbiniers — had, at the instigation of Buckhurst, Speyer and Stauffer, descended from Belleville to seize the Hôtel de Ville and proclaim the Commune. Why had Buckhurst done this? For plunder. Why had Speyer urged it? Bismarcks spies were paid to foment disorder: was this the first sample? Did the pockets of the Undertakers bulge with Prussian gold?

Who beat the générale in Belleville? demanded Bourke, suddenly.

The drummers of the carbiniers, replied the Mouse, with a wink.

By whose orders?

Pardi — the orders of Major Flourens, monsieur.

Did the carbiniers march?

Yes, and two thousand of the Belleville aristocracy, said the Mouse, impudently.

O, like yourself?

Oui, monsieur.

Bourke walked over to him, and, before the Mouse could protest, he had whipped a handful of coins out of his pocket. Among them was a gold piece bearing on one side the Prussian double eagle, on the other the portrait of Wilhelm Koenig.

Where did you get that? demanded Bourke.

The Mouse seemed genuinely surprised.

Captain Speyer gave it to me, he replied, placidly; all gold is good now. It cost two like that to start me marching for the Hôtel de Ville; it will cost twenty in future, he added.

Bourke looked at him intently, then, patiently, he began to point out what the presence of German gold meant among the people — he spoke simply and slowly, explaining to an undeveloped intelligence.

It is distributed by German spies, he said. Bismarck pays them to weaken Paris by turning Frenchman against Frenchman.

Whats that to me, replied the Mouse, sullenly. All the hatred of the rich flamed up in his single eye; he set his lips and sneered at Bourke:

Frenchman against Frenchman. What is that to me? It is what I want, I, the Mouse!

Harewood shot a disgusted glance at him, but Bourke, subtler in his appreciation of men, spoke again patiently.

Very well, Frenchman against Frenchman, rich against poor, if you will; but not now.

It is none too soon, growled the Mouse, with an evil light in his single eye.

Then, said Bourke, if you are in such haste for money, go out to the Prussian lines. They will pay you well for a package of to-days newspapers.

Dieu de Dieu! shouted the Mouse, red with rage; do you take me for a spy?

No, said Bourke, with a sigh of relief.

Harewood rose and gravely took the Mouses uninjured hand.

Youre a decent casse-geule, he said; listen to Monsieur Bourke.

An hour later the vague intelligence of the Mouse, deformed and crippled from his birth, was enlightened enough for him to see that he had been the very thing that even his distorted nature shrank from — a paid traitor to his own land.

Then fury seized him, and he cursed until Harewood threatened him savagely. He understood but one thing — he had been duped by some one — he had been played, imposed upon, perhaps mocked. And this a criminal never forgives. There was no righteousness in his fury — unless the blind instinct that forces a man to spare his own land can be called such. He abstained from treason as he abstained from cannibalism. If he had owned a square inch of French soil he would doubtless have fought for it tooth and nail; but there was no broader impulse to make him fight for the land that others owned — the land owned by emperors and princes — and the rich. Yet even he would not sell it, though he did not even know why.

What stung him was that somebody had tricked him into doing something. This roused the sullen rage that never dies in men of his type, a rage that needs to be glutted with vengeance — a sombre hate that must be hugged and cherished and brooded on — until the red day of reckoning.

That day was to dawn — he scented it as buzzards scent a thing far off — the day when the spectre of the Red Republic should rise and stalk through Paris, while palaces sank in ashes and the gutters marked high tide for the crimson flood.

But there were others first to reckon with; those others, whoever they were — wherever they were — who had duped and mocked, and bought and sold, and tricked and flouted him. And yet he was patient by nature — when vengeance needed patience. He was sly, and, when it served his ends, cowardly, like a wolf in a pit. Bourkes brutal solution of the problem needed Harewoods finer hand to prove it, and he did, moulding the Mouse at his will — tempting him with the bait of satisfied revenge, enslaving him with the oppressive conviction of a knowledge superior and more materially powerful than his own. The Mouse understood that he had been used for the pleasure and profit of other men; that he had been tricked into treason. He also understood that Harewood knew how to help him to revenge, and that made him docile. He comprehended that a knife stuck into Speyers back was poor vengeance compared to the ultimate confusion of the whole spy system, the annihilation of Flourens, Buckhurst and Mortier, and the wholesale execution of the Undertakers. Therefore, he was willing to be guided, and Harewood, without scruple, brought the government a recruit.

There was another feature that Harewood had neglected to count on; the curious unconscious attachment of the Mouse to himself. Was it gratitude for aid when the police ran him through the passage de lOmbre? Was it an instinct that moves live things to continue to protect whatever they save from destruction? Each had saved the other in sorest need, and now the Mouses inclination moved him to move, when and where Harewood moved.

There was a tub in the bird store, and here the Mouse was ordered to bathe in the hot water that Bourke brought. Later, his wounds redressed, the Mouse sat down to be fed. He wore an old suit of Bourkes clothes; his clean shirt made him shy and suspicious, but a heavy dinner dissipated suspicions, and, later, a mattress and blankets in the corner of the bird store aided the Mouse to sleep a sleep of repletion, pleasantly tinctured with dreams of carnage.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE WOMAN WHO WAITS.
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THAT VERY NIGHT, unknown to Harewood, a sortie was attempted from the gates of the south — a sortie, as usual inadequately supported by artillery. About midnight the cannon on the southern forts aroused him. Bourke came into his room, and together they looked out into the night, where, above the Issy fort, the sky reflected dull crimson flashes as gun after gun boomed through the darkness.

After awhile Bourke went back to bed. Harewood, too, slept soundly, lulled by the swelling harmony of the cannonade. The grumble of the guns ceased with the night. In the morning they knew the troops had failed at Châtillon; they knew also that the raid on the Hôtel de Ville had proved a ridiculous fiasco, so ridiculous that the government allowed Flourens to retire to his Belleville fastness undisturbed and drink mournfully to the Commune with his carbiniers. It is probable that the government believed it had its hands full without inaugurating civil strife in Belleville under the muzzles of the Prussian guns. This inertia or cowardice of the government was the beginning of that disastrous temporising, later criminally indulged in by Thiers, and which cost Paris the Commune.

So Major Flourens flourished his heels in security, and Buckhurst, emboldened by the governments apathy, refused admittance at the Undertakers to reporters or government officers, while Speyer and Stauffer whispered discontent and treason among the carbiniers.

The week passed slowly for the Mouse; he was waiting for revenge. It passed more swiftly for Bourke; he was in love. As for Hildé and Harewood, the days appeared and vanished like April rainbows. He was with her in the evenings; in the mornings he haunted the war-office, ears open for any bit of gossip that might indicate the date of the next sortie.

The war-office remained in a state of indescribable confusion; everything lay at loose ends. There appeared to be no system, no order. The place was thronged by irresponsible young officers who knew everything and nothing, and who talked, talked, talked. Surely it needed no extraordinary spy system on the German side to keep Monsieur Bismarck au courant with the daily life in Paris, with the physical and moral conditions of the French army. Every movement contemplated was discussed with unheard-of carelessness, every secret project aired, every plan shouted aloud to anybody who cared to listen. The vital necessity of secrecy in arranging for a sortie was absolutely ignored. Is it, then, any wonder that, hours before a sortie, the Germans knew of it and were already massing in the threatened zone?

Harewood, always welcomed among men wherever he went, found no difficulty in learning whatever he wished to learn.

This knowledge he used; he bought hundreds of tins of meat and vegetables, all the flour he could get, all the biscuits and preserves. He had heard things from high sources that appalled him, and he looked fearfully at the lines of people already beginning to gather in front of the provision depots.

Fuel and candles he bought, too, but he could purchase no oil, although petroleum was cheap. The oil was used to inflate balloons; the petroleum could not be burned in lamps.

Hildé and Yolette were very busy storing provisions in the cellar and bottling red wine, aided by Red Riding Hood and the Mouse.

The Mouse, cleaned and chastened and warmly clothed, worked as he was bidden to work — not because he wished to — but because Harewood told him to do so or get out. To find himself working was an endless source of painful amazement to the Mouse.

Malheur — si ça fait pas pitie! he would exclaim, regarding his apron and sabots with unfeigned astonishment. But he carried and fetched and scrubbed and rubbed, living half in a daze, half in a nightmare. He was not resentful, however; he knew his skin was safer there than in Belleville. But the degradation of manual toil crushed him to a state of gloom only lighted by three full meals a day and Harewoods judiciously doled out cigars. He cared nothing for Yolette or Hildé, he ignored Mehemet Ali, he tolerated Red Riding Hood, he loathed Schéhèrazade with a loathing that turned his blood to water. Bourke he revered because that young man had mastered him; Harewood he followed, when Harewood did not drive him off about his business.

All day long the forts of the south pounded away at the wooded heights beyond; all day long the boulevards in the interior of the city echoed with the rattle of drums. There were fewer cabs and omnibuses now; the government was constantly seizing horses for artillery and train service. Horse meat, too, began to appear in the markets, but the government at first restricted its sale to certain designated shops.

Toward the middle of the week, the government published an order in the official, rationing the inhabitants of Paris, and assuming control of every butcher shop in the city. Bourke returned that night bringing with him a printed card, showing the number of people in their house, their names and the amount of meat allowed each — 100 grammes daily.

It looks serious, he said, handing the card to Yolette. We are also obliged to secure three days rations at a time.

The name of the Mouse did not appear on the card; they invented a name for him that served its purpose. But the alarming part was that the government flatly refused to nourish Schéhèrazade at its expense, and even suggested sending her to the Zoo in the Jardin des Plantes.

Never! cried Hildé, putting both arms around Schéhèrazades neck; but the lioness no longer responded, and Hildé looked at her sorrowfully, mourning the change in her gentle favourite.

It was Thursday, October 27. Harewood had gone as usual to the war-office; Bourke and Yolette sat in the dining-room, examining the weeks accounts; Hildé moved about her own little chamber, humming her Breton songs. Through the window she could see the Mouse, painfully splitting firewood under the uncompromising superintendence of Red Riding Hood.

You split too large, said the child; dont you know how?

No, said the Mouse, sulkily.

Then — here — give me the hatchet! There! Thats how wood should be split.

Dont let me deprive you of the pleasure, sneered the Mouse, as she handed him the hatchet again; but the child disdained to answer.

Mince! observed the Mouse, do they want wood for a month?

Red Riding Hood turned up her nose.

Bon, said the Mouse, Ill die of fatigue, but there is nobody to weep. He shrugged his shoulders, picked up another log, and chopped on. Hildé smiled to herself, watching the comedy from her curtained window. The happy light in her eyes, the song on her lips — the song that her heart was singing, too — transfigured and glorified her face. In it the childish sweetness had changed to something more delicate and subtle; the purity of contour was almost spiritual, the curve of the scarlet lips grew finer and more exquisite. Strength had shallowed the dimples that nestled in soft corners; the beauty of her eyes was indescribable, her every gesture a caress.

There were moments when, as she sat thinking in her chamber, the swift tears filled her eyes and her heart failed. At such moments terror of death — his death — brought her to her knees at the bedside. But the rosary was near, and so was Sainte Hildé of Carhaix, mended with glue, azure-mantled, serene, still smiling in spite of a missing nose.

Hildé sewed at times — not in the dining-room, where Yolette, demure and silent, listened to Bourkes opinion of everything under the sun. He discussed ethics and morals and human happiness; he touched on transubstantiation, on agriculture, on logic. But he never spoke of love. Possibly his opinions were valuable; probably not, for he had little imagination.

Do you think, said Yolette, that it is going to rain?

No, he replied.

A silence ensued. There seemed to be no further excuse for lingering; he rose unwillingly and picked up his accounts.

Must you go? asked Yolette, innocently.

It was the first time she had ever asked him to stay. He sat down hastily and realised it. She went to a table, sorted some silks, chose a needle or two, and presently looked at him over her shoulder as though surprised to see him there yet. He felt this; it confused and pained him.

Perhaps I had better go, he said. She apparently did not hear him, and, after a moment, he decided not to repeat the remark. Presently she returned to her chair, seated herself, threaded some needles and began to smooth out the embroidery on her knee. He could not withdraw his eyes; her delicate fingers fascinated him.

One, two, three, four, and one, two, and one, two, three, said Yolette, counting her stitches. He felt himself excluded from the conversation; he looked out of the window and chafed. Had he seen the glance that Yolette stole at him — the instant dropping of the blue eyes when he moved — perhaps he might have felt less injured. He did not: he listened in silence as she began again. One, two, three, four, and one, two, and one, two, three. He watched her slender fingers guiding the flying needle; those slim fingers were in her confidence; she seemed to be gossiping with every rosy tip, every polished nail. Her head was the slightest bit averted; the whiteness of her neck dazzled him.

After awhile, Yolette dropped the embroidery into her lap and sighed. Her arms rested on the arms of her chair. One hand dropped quite close to his shoulder. He regarded it with rising interest. It was white and delicately veined with blue; it looked very smooth and young and helpless. After a moment he took it naïvely. It was then that a series of thrills shot through his limbs, depriving him of sight, hearing and a portion of his other senses. He was vaguely aware that the hand he held was responsible for this; he held it tighter. Yolette, perhaps, was asleep. Are you? he inquired aloud. What? asked Yolette, amazed.

Bourke only stared at her until again she turned her head to the window. They sat there in absolute silence. A lethargy, a delicious numbness, settled over Bourke. He would have been contented to sit there for centuries.

Presently Yolette tried to withdraw her hand, failed, tried again, failed, and resigned herself — not unwillingly. She was very young.

We will live in New York, said Bourke, speaking in a trance. After a silence he added, in a brownstone house. We will have many, many children.

Who? said Yolette, faintly.

Who? why you — you and I — —

Yolette turned quickly: her cheeks were aflame. What do you mean? she demanded, breathlessly.

Are you — you not going to marry me? faltered Bourke. His expression was absurd. They had both risen; she stood, leaning a little forward, one hand resting on a chair. The silence was absolute. After a little she swayed, almost imperceptibly, toward him; he toward her. He dared not touch her again — yet now he found his arms around her waist, her head close to his. It frightened him into speech — a stammering, pleading speech, that had a burden not at all complicated, I love you! I love you, Yolette!

When he kissed her she rendered him his kiss innocently. His courage revived, and he told her things that only she had a right to hear. That, perhaps, is the reason why Mehemet Ali withdrew from the sofa back to the gloom under the sofa. Perhaps, too, that was the reason why Hildé, entering the room from the rear, paused, turned, and glided back to her white bedroom, where, with Sainte Hildé of Carhaix, she began a duet of silence. She had been waiting there an hour, possibly two hours, before the door creaked, swayed and swung open, and Yolette was in her arms.

My darling! My darling! laughed Hildé, tearfully, I am very, very happy — dont cry — why should we?

All day long they sat there, arms and fingers interlaced, and night darkened the room before they kissed and parted, Yolette to her own room, Hildé to the front door, where now she always lingered until Harewood came back from the city.

She stood there, dreaming, her eyes fixed on the corner by the Prince Murat barracks. He always came around that corner.

One by one the signal lamps broke out along the bastions; the stars, at first so brilliant, faded in the cloudless sky. She could see no haze, no vapour, but the air appeared to thicken around each star till it tarnished, grew dull, and at last vanished in mid-heaven. A sudden shaft of cold struck through the street; and now, around each lamp and lantern and flaring gas-jet a gossamer eclipse began to form that grew iridescent and more palpable every moment. Once a patrol passed, lanterns swinging — a shrouded, cloaked file of silent men, trudging through the darkness with never a drum-tap to echo the clump, clump of their clumsy boots.

Yolette came to the door and waited there a few moments with her sister. Come, she whispered at last: do you not know that dinner is waiting? Neither moved to go. Presently Yolette spoke again: What is it, little sister? Hildé was silent. I knew it, said Yolette, under her breath.

Hildé turned slowly: You knew it? she motioned.

Yes.

Somewhere in the night a cab rattled over a stone pavement; a dog barked down by the Porte Rouge. See the rockets, said Yolette; it is Mont-Valérien that sends them up. They are talking to Saint Denis with their rockets; Monsieur Bourke says so. And now Saint Denis will send the message to the Fortress of the East. Hildé, little sister, you are crying.

I am afraid.

Was it the sudden cold that chilled her? She shivered and turned back into the house. Bourke moved about lighting candles in the dining-room — there was no more lamp oil — and Yolette went to the table and seated herself, her eyes innocently answering the adoration in her lovers eyes. They waited in rapturous silence until Hildé entered. Then Bourke sat down and the meal began.

About nine oclock Red Riding Hood came to clear the table. Hildé aided her, bearing out her own untouched plate, pausing to cry a little in the dark entry, until she heard Bourke laughing in the dining-room, and that comforted her. But when she returned serene and smiling, the smile died on her lips, for Bourke was saying: I wonder what could keep Jim! I dont like it. He ought to have been here before dark.

A little spasm of fear passed through her heart; she turned and entered the hallway; before she had reached the front door, it opened, and a gust of icy wind swept across her face. At first she thought it was he who had entered; there was nobody there. The rising wind tore a shutter loose on the floor above; the tree in front of the house swayed, bowed, bent and creaked, showering the sidewalk with whirling leaves. Then, in a moment, it was over; the wind died out, all sounds and movements seemed to cease as at an unheard command. The hush terrified her; she looked up through the thick air, looked up through a grey descending veil, a palpable haze that covered her with a million sifting snowflakes. Straight down from the fathomless vault of midnight they fell athwart dim gas-jets — ghostly, noiseless, ominous flakes. They melted at first, wetting the sidewalks till the reflected gas-jets trembled like torches mirrored in a river. After a while, greyish patches and dim blots of snow appeared here and there, spreading faster than they melted; the tree was spotted like a forest beech, the grass on the glacis whitened as she looked. The chill in the air had vanished, yet far away she scented the cold — the clear, clean breath of winter.

Out over dark hills and valleys, over rivers, woods and spires, the unseen snow was falling; she felt it as though each flake were falling on her heart. Her eyes strove to pierce the gloom where all the world was waiting breathless in the snow — waiting as she waited — for what? Again that sick fear struck through her breast; there came a distant echo of footsteps scarcely softened in the snow, nearer, nearer — a shadow passed across a signal lamp, across the next — and the next. Hildé!

He held her crushed to his breast for a moment; her eyes were closed, her wet hair glistened with snow crystals under the gas-jet overhead. A minute passed — two, three; he lifted her head, seeking her lips. Is it to-night? she sobbed.

Yes.

After a moment he gently unclasped her arms, stepped to the hallway and called: Bourke!

Not to-night! — not yet!— she moaned, reaching out blindly. He caught up both her hands and kissed them again and again.

And now Bourke was coming through the hallway, bearing a lamp, and behind him was Yolette. Harewood whispered: Its for to-night, Cecil — Bellemares division is leaving Saint Denis. Get your despatches quick. The cavalry are riding by the Saint Ouen gate; the Fortress of the East supports them. Hurry, Cecil, Ive only a second.

Bourke turned and hurried up the stairs; Yolette looked from Harewood to Hildé. Cant it be helped? she asked at last.

No, I must go. After I have gone — then tell Bourke — not before — he would not let me go. He kissed Hildé quietly, saying that there was nothing to fear — saying that he would soon return to be with her always. Bourke reappeared with a little packet; Yolette was crying.

Jim, said Bourke, I will go — if you say the word.

Harewood smiled and pressed his hand lightly. Good-by, he said; therell be no trouble. Yolette hid her head in her hands; Hildé turned a white face to Harewood. He hesitated, glanced at Bourke with inscrutable eyes, then for the last time took Hildé to his breast — a second — and was gone.

Jim! stammered Bourke, you — you cant go — I didnt understand! — I — Jim — wait! — come back, you fool!

Hildé! whispered Yolette, with ashen lips.

But Hildé no longer saw; no longer heard.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE SORTIE.
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AT MIDNIGHT HAREWOOD passed the fortifications, riding with a troop of hussars to a point where the Crevecœur road crosses the military highway between the fortress of Aubervilliers and the village of Le Bourget. Here the hussars wheeled westward toward Saint Denis, calling back to him a friendly bon voyage, and he rode on alone.

His horse was already tired; it was the only mount he had been able to find in Paris, a great raw-boned cavalry charger, condemned at the depot and destined for the omnibus or the butcher.

Harewood spared the creature when he could, but the highway was already deep in slush and ice and the horse slipped at every ascent.

Post after post was passed; the pickets at Drancy stopped him, then let him go when they found his papers satisfactory. Again he was stopped where the shattered railroad crosses the Cœurneuve highway, and there the obstinate outpost was mollified by an officer who knew Harewood and who sent him on his way with a mirthless laugh that rang false and sad through the falling snow.

There was nothing to be seen — now and then a yellow lantern lighting up the blackness, blotted out suddenly in a flurry of snow — a dim highway deep with mud, over which thin films of ice had formed, only to crackle under his horses feet. Off there in the darkness to the westward the three forts of Saint Denis lay in obscurity — the fort de la Briche, the Fortress of the East and the battery of the Double-Crown. Behind him the fort of Aubervilliers crouched above the highway in utter darkness, indifferent, unheeding the dim signals displayed from the bastions of the enceinte. Once a roaming quartet of Franc-tireurs appeared at his stirrups and seized his horse. They all were drunk and sullenly suspicious, cursing, shoving, demanding papers and passwords, and handling their rifles with a carelessness that threatened the existence of everybody concerned. They lighted lanterns at length and examined Harewood, commenting on his tweed Norfolk jacket, on the many pockets on breast and hip, and finally on the corded riding-breeches and spurred boots. Evidently they coveted the boots.

Take them, gentlemen, said Harewood, sarcastically, and Ill return with General Bellemare to show him how my boots fit you.

This produced its effect; the Franc-tireurs protested that they cared neither for General Bellemare nor for the boots. They consigned General, boots and Harewood himself to a livid and prophetic future, and let him go, shouting after him that Flourens carbiniers would strip him. General or no General.

This was pleasant news for Harewood; he had had no idea that Flourens three battalions were out. With a sudden misgiving he drew bridle and looked intently ahead. There was nothing to see but swirling sheets of snow. He listened, peering into the gloom. Suppose Speyer should meet him here alone? — or Buckhurst?

He gathered the bridle nervously; the horse moved forward. Halt! Qui Vive! a voice broke out in the darkness.

France! cried Harewood, with a sudden sinking of his heart. Cloaked and shrouded mounted figures appeared on every side, a pale lantern glimmered in his face, swung again to the ground and went out.

Cest bien, said somebody, close at his elbow, laissez passez, Monsieur Harewood. Colonel Lavoignets escort parted right and left; one or two officers greeted the American pleasantly from the darkness.

What troops are these, asked Harewood, striving to recognise his unseen friends.

The 34th de marche, said somebody.

The second and third brigades are passing the forts, added another.

Again a lantern gleamed out and Harewood saw General Bellemare passing close in front, escorted by dragoons, cloaked to the ears. The keen-eyed young General smiled at Harewood, who lifted his cap in silence. Are you going with us to Le Bourget? asked the General, drawing bridle and holding out a gloved hand.

Oui, mon General — with your permission, replied Harewood; I have General Trochus consent, he added.

Then what do you want with mine? queried General Bellemare, with a good-humoured gesture; you journalists are a nuisance, Monsieur Harewood — a nuisance!

I am to carry through despatches, General; may I be of service to you?

General Bellemare shook his head and wheeled his horse. Wait until we take Le Bourget, he said, and trotted forward, followed by his plunging snow-covered escort.

The snowflakes that were now falling seemed fine as sifted flour; they powdered the route with a silvery dust that lay thick in every rut and ditch, they blew across the fields in sheets and drifting pillars, they whirled up before gusts of wind, flurry after flurry, dim phantom shapes that filled the darkness with movements half seen, half divined.

Harewood found himself riding beside a mounted captain of the 34th Infantry, de marche; on either side plodded the troops, rifles en bandoulière, overcoats covering faces that turned shrunken and pallid under the sudden rays of some swiftly lifted lantern.

The long echo of crunching footsteps, the trample and sigh of horses, the sense of stifling obscurity, depressed Harewood. He watched a lanterns sickly rays lighting up the knapsacks and muddy trousers of a line of men in front; he spoke to the mounted captain riding in silence, his heavy head buried in his wet cloak collar, but the officer did not seem to hear him.

The snow turned to finest grains of ice, the frozen dust pattered and rattled on wet caps, on soaked overcoats and stiffened epaulettes. Again a sudden shaft of cold passed through the air, bringing with it a mist that hung to the fringe of the marching column, and grew faintly luminous as the snow ceased to fall. The fog became denser, a sour odour of sweat and wet smoke-saturated clothing filled the air. The soaking saddles, the drenched manes of the horses, the rifle-barrels, gave out a stuffy, penetrating smell that choked and stifled. There was scarcely a breath of air stirring; steam rose from the mens breath; the horses flanks were smoking.

Harewood rode on in silence, listening to the creak of saddles, the slop! slop! of steel-shod hoofs, the crushing crackle of thousands of tired feet.

Once the infantry captain, riding beside him in the dark, spoke: Monsieur, if you are going through the lines, I have a wife and child at Bonneuil— Give me the letter, said Harewood soberly. The captain fumbled in the breast of his soaked tunic, drew out a wet letter, and passed it to Harewood.

Thank you, comrade, he said. As he spoke a star broke out overhead.

Half an hour later the velvet depths of midnight were spangled with stars — great bluish wintry stars sparkling like frost crystals in the moonlight. The long black column detached itself from the shadowy plain, massed squads of horsemen broke the level of the infantry, and, on a little hill in front, the strange silhouettes of cannon passing, moved in shadow-shapes across the sky. It was four oclock in the morning; Harewood opened his watch and read the dial by the splendid starlight. We are near Le Bourget? he asked the infantry captain.

We are there, said the captain, ominously.

Harewood, standing straight up in his stirrups, saw a little river just ahead, spanned by a column of wading infantry. Horses, too, were fording the shallow stream a few rods below, and, above, the cannoniers of the two field pieces moved cautiously along the pebbled shore searching for a safe crossing. On the opposite bank of the stream, in irregular outline, shadowy houses clustered, a single dim spire rose in their midst; not a ray of light came from the dark village, not a sound.

Riding ahead, Harewood felt the pebbled shore beneath his horses feet; beside him, the infantry were passing the ford, while the black water gurgled and swirled to their knees. Suddenly all along the opposite bank of the stream a line of tiny lights danced and sparkled like fireflies; there came a rippling, tearing crash, the keen, whimpering whisper of bullets — showers of bullets, that hurtled and smacked on stone and rock and tore through the bushes on either side. Out in the water a horse reared, sank on its haunches, then began to splash furiously; a soldier in midstream started to run in a circle, shrieking; another dropped forward and came floating past, head under water, little tin cup shining in the starlight.

A shrill cheer broke out from the infantry; the shallow waters of the ford boiled under their rush; mounted officers thrashed through the water shouting, Forward! Forward! and the avant trains, borne onward by lashed horses, swung the field pieces down to the shore and through the icy water to the bank opposite, where the will-o-the-wisp lights flickered and danced and the bullets whistled like hail through sheafed wheat.

The first rolling crash from the French infantry rifles seemed to extinguish the flicker of the rifles from the opposite shore. Already the battery horses were galloping back with the limbers; the two cannon stood apart, half hidden by shrubbery. Then through the night came the rush of a column, a fierce cheer:

The bayonet! the bayonet! and Harewood, setting spurs to his horse, rode out of the muddy field to the highway, where the French onset passed like a whirlwind straight into the black throat of the village street.

It was over in a moment; he caught a glimpse of figures outlined through sheets of level flame; he saw an Uhlan, clinging to the neck of a plunging horse, rear up in a blaze of light like a soul in torment. Drums began to beat from the extreme right; on the left the troops were cheering fiercely. A battalion of sailors came up on a double-quick, the flames from a thatched roof on fire gleaming on rifle-barrel and cutlass, on the red knots of their sailor caps, on broadaxes swinging and glittering as the blows fell on oaken doors from which spurted smoke and needle-like yellow flames. There were strange sounds, too, in the houses — shrieks, blows, the dull explosion of rifles behind barred shutters, the clangor of a bell that began swinging and ringing in some unseen steeple. A rush of strange cavalry passed like the wind — they were Uhlans of the Prussian Guard, stampeding frantically toward the open country. They drove past, a cyclone of slanting lances, of tossing pennons and frenzied horses, enveloped in flame and smoke from the French rifles, while the savage cheering redoubled and swift jetted flashes from revolver and chassepot pricked the fringing gloom with a thousand crimson rays.

The two cannon of twelve shook the earth with their discharges in the east; from the west two other cannon, pieces of four, broke in with shotted blasts, accompanied by the sinister drumming of a mitrailleuse from the Blanc-Mesnil highway. The little river Mollette reflected the glare of a burning thatch; a drowned horse, with bloated belly and hideous stiff legs, swayed with the current, stranded on a shoal.

Harewood, covered with mud, stood on the steps of the village church; his own dead horse lay in the gutter under a shattered lamp-post, its patient, sad eyes glazing in the sickly light of the torches. General Bellemare, cloaked and muddy, stood near Harewood on the church steps, surrounded by dismounted officers. Harewood heard him say:

The 14th Mobile Battalion and the Franc-tireurs will occupy the village; a detachment of three infantry battalions and two guns will form the grandgarde, to be relieved every twenty-four hours. Two battalions of the 135th will hold Cœurneuve; Admiral Saisset must cover the right flank with the sailors and fortify Drancy. Wheres Colonel Martin? O, well, Colonel, are you under the guns of Aubervilliers? No? Is it too far? Where are those Belleville carbiniers?

The Belleville carbiniers ran, said an officer, with a short, dry laugh.

There was a silence, then another laugh.

If I had my way, Id shoot this Flourens, said General Bellemare, quietly. His glance fell on Harewood and he shrugged his shoulders.

Monsieur Harewood, I fear you will have to wait before trying to pass the lines. It appears we are to receive no aid from Paris; we must rely on Saint Denis, according to General Trochu.

But, said Harewood, astounded, Le Bourget is the key to Saint Denis; isnt it worth holding? It has been won gallantly.

Of course its worth holding, broke out General Hanrion, violently. General Bellemare made a gesture of assent:

It is the key to the Double-Crown battery, he said; surely they must realise this in Paris. If I dared to leave Le Bourget — if I dared go myself and persuade the Governor—

He looked hard at Hanrion, who nodded back at him.

Saint Denis cant aid us now, cried Colonel Lavoignet; let them send us a dozen batteries from Paris. Do they expect us to annihilate the whole of the Prussian Guard-Royal? Let the Uhlans go back and tell their King that a handful of Mobiles and fantassins sent them packing.

Everybody moved uneasily. The apathy of General Trochu disheartened them. Here was a victory — the first victory under the walls of Paris. And now, when it was won, the Governor thought it scarcely worth the powder. Yet Le Bourget was the point of the wedge with which the German lines might be split; it pierced the very centre of the north zone of investment, threatened the German eastern communications, and finally assured Saint Denis and opened a wider area of operations for the army of Paris.

General Bellemare drew out the telegraphic despatch from Paris and read it again with knitted brows:

Le Bourget has no important bearing upon our line of defense, and is not necessary to our general plan of operation.

Trochu,

Governor of Paris.

What was the sombre Trochu dreaming of? What dark chimera did he follow, dreaming awake as he paced the dim chambers of the war-office?

Messieurs, said General Bellemare, sharply, call my escort. I leave for Paris to-morrow. General Hanrion stepped forward, face lighted with hope.

By God! he cried, the Governor shall listen now or — —

Or it will be too late, said General Bellemare, quietly. He stood a moment watching the tattered Mobile battalions pressing wearily toward the Mollette. The boyish soldiers turned their sad faces toward him; some smiled, some raised ragged arms in salute. A little bugler sounded a fanfare, but he was too exhausted to finish and hung his head in shame, while a sergeant scolded him to conceal the tears in his own eyes. On every face the fine lines of hunger drew lips tight and sharpened nose and cheekbone; in every eye the last flicker of hope had died; yet they marched, turning their patient, pallid faces to their General, who watched them in silence — these men who had conquered and who were now left to die — because General Trochu had other plans. At last, when they had passed, General Bellemare turned and walked slowly into the church, up to the altar, holding his sword clasped, cross on his medalled breast.

When he knelt Harewood stepped to the church door and closed it.

There was a sudden stillness in Le Bourget.


CHAPTER XX.

LE BOURGET.
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AT DAYLIGHT IT began to snow again; an hour later torrents of rain swept the deserted streets of the village. The roar of the wind awoke Harewood. A sickly twilight stole through the church, where, rolled in his blanket, he had slept under the altar among a dozen drenched officers.

A cavalry bugler, swathed to the chin in his dripping cloak, stood inside the chancel, strapping his shako chain with numb fingers. He had hung his bugle over the arm of the crucifix, and now, as his pinched, sick face turned to the sunken face on the cross, he paused, hand outstretched. After a seconds silence he crossed himself, unhooked the bugle, and, setting it stiffly to his shrunken lips, blew the reveille. A hundred shadowy forms stumbled up in the gloom, the vibrating shock of steel filled the church. An artillery officer, sabre clashing on the stone floor, left the church on a run, pulling on his astrachan jacket as he passed out into the storm.

Harewood stood up, aching in every bone. He shook his blanket, opened his despatch pouch, counted the papers, snapped back the lock and yawned.

An officer beside him began to shiver and shake, a thin, lantern-jawed fellow, yellow with jaundice and covered from cap to boot with half dry mud.

Somebody said: Go to the hospital. The officer turned a ravaged face to Harewood and smiled.

Outside the church the infantry bugles were sounding; their thin, strident call set Harewoods teeth on edge. He rolled and strapped his blanket, slung the despatch pouch from shoulder to hip and stumbled out to the church door, where a dozen horses stood, heads hanging dejectedly in the pouring rain. A mounted hussar, with a lance in his stirrup boot, looked sullenly at Harewood, who called to him: Whose escort is that?

General Bellemares, replied the trooper.

Is he going to Paris?

Yes, monsieur, in half an hour.

Harewood glanced down the dismal street. The low stone houses, shabby and deserted, loomed dark and misty through the storm; everywhere closed shutters, closed doors, dismantled street lamps, stark trees, rusty railings on balcony and porch; everywhere the downpour, fiercer when the wind swept the rain-spears, rank on rank, against the house-fronts. And now, down the street, through the roaring wind and slanting sheets of rain, marched a regiment — a spectral regiment, gaunt drummers ahead, lining the flooded pavement from gutter to gutter, sloppy drums vibrating like the death-rattle of an army. It was the 128th of the line — the relief for the grand guard. After it, one by one, rumbled four cannon and a mitrailleuse, escorted by Mobiles — the 12th battalion of the Seine.

The hussar backed his horses onto the sidewalk while the infantry were passing. Harewood leaned from the church steps and touched him on the shoulder.

Will you deliver a letter in Paris for me? he asked.

The hussar nodded sulkily and said: Are you going to stay here with the troops?

Yes, replied Harewood, sitting down under the porch and beginning to write on a pad with a stump of red pencil.

Then youll not need an answer to your letter, observed the hussar.

Harewood raised his eyes.

Because, continued the trooper, with an oath, that damned Trochu wont send you any cannon, and youll all die like rats — thats why!

Harewood thought a moment, then went on writing to Bourke:

The sortie was no sortie after all; it was a raid on Le Bourget by Bellemare. Trochu isnt inclined to back him up, and here we are, wedged into the German lines, able to pierce them if supported from Paris, but in a bad mess if Paris abandons us. Bellemare starts for Paris in half an hour to urge personally the direction of a supporting column. If the Germans come at us while hes gone I dont know how it will end.

In case of accident you will find duplicates of all despatches in my washstand drawer. I would go back to Paris if it were not such a shame to risk losing this chance to get through the lines. If worst comes to worst, I think I can get back safely. But in case you dont hear from me—

He started to add something about Hildé, but crossed it out. Instead he wrote, God bless you all, then scratched that out, for he had a horror of battlefield sentiment and doleful messages from the front.

He raised his head and watched the storm. Swifter and swifter came the rain, dashing itself to smoking mist on the glistening slate roofs. A shutter hanging from one twisted hinge swung like an inn sign across the façade of a cottage opposite.

He wrote again a message to Hildé, cheerful and optimistic — a gay pleasantry untinged with doubt or foreboding — and signed his name, James Harewood.

When he had sealed and directed the letter, he handed it to the hussar, saying cheerfully:

Thank you, comrade, for your trouble.

The trooper thrust the letter into the breast of his tunic, pocketed the silver piece that Harewood held out to him, and nodded his thanks.

A few moments later General Bellemare came out of the house next the church and climbed into his saddle, calling sharply to his escort, and off they tore into the teeth of the storm, the hussars lance flying a crimson guidon that snapped like a wet whiplash in the tempest.

Harewood prowled around the church, picking up scraps of information from officers and men, until he found that he knew quite as much about the situation as anybody did, which was really nothing.

He leaned against the gothic column that supported the west-choir, eating a bit of bread and drinking from time to time the mixture of wine and rain-water that stood in a great stone font — where once the good people of Le Bourget had found holy-water. The church swarmed with soldiers at breakfast, some eating ravenously, some walking about listlessly, nibbling bits of crust, some sitting cross-legged on the stone-slabbed floor, faces vacant, a morsel of bread untasted in their hands. They came to dip their little tin cups into the basin where the wine and water stood; one, forgetful, touched the crimson liquid with his fingers and crossed himself. Nobody laughed.

About 7 oclock, without the slightest warning, a violent explosion shook the street in front of the church. Before Harewood could reach the door three shells fell, one after another, and exploded in the street, sending cobblestones and pavement into the air.

Keep back! shouted an officer. Close the doors! Harewood ran out into the street. Far away toward Pont-Iblon the smoke of the Prussian guns hung heavily in the air.

Are you coming back? bawled a soldier. Were going to close the church doors.

Harewood came back, calling out to an officer, Its the batteries behind Pont-Iblon!

Some soldiers piled pews and chairs into heaps under the stained-glass windows. On each of these heaps an officer climbed, field glasses levelled. The men lay down on the floor. Many of them slept.

The cannonade now raged furiously; for an hour the wretched village was covered with bursting shells. Suddenly the tumult ceased, and Harewood, clinging to a shattered window, heard from the plain to the northward the long roll of volley firing. A moment later he was in the street, running beside a column of Mobiles. Everywhere the French bugles were ringing, the cobblestones echoed with the clatter of artillery dashing past, summoned from Drancy by rocket signal.

Harewood, perched astride a stucco wall, looked across the plain and saw dark masses of the Prussian Guard advancing in silence through the rain. The French shells went sailing out over the plain, dropping between the Prussian skirmishers and the line of battle; the Prussian cannon were silent.

It seemed to him that, after a while, the dark lines ceased to advance, but were swinging obliquely toward Blanc-Mesnil. Presently he saw that the Germans were actually retiring and he wondered, while the troops along the wall muttered their misgivings as the Prussian lines faded away in retreat, accompanied by shotted salutes from the Fortress of the East and the unseen batteries of Aubervilliers.

All day he roamed about the village, trying to form some idea of its defensive possibilities, and at night he returned to the church. The rain had ceased again, but, through the fog, a fine drizzle still descended, freezing as it fell, until the streets glistened with greasy slush. There were fires lighted along the main street; across the red glare silhouettes passed and repassed.

Harewood looked up at the gothic portal of the church, all crimsoned in the firelight. Above it the rose-window glittered with splendid hues, dyed deep in the flames glow, and still, above the rose-window, the cross of stone, dark and wet, absorbed the ruddy light till it gleamed like a live cinder. Somewhere in the village a battalion was marching to quarters; he heard the trample of the men, the short, hoarse commands of the officers, the clatter of a mitrailleuse dragged along by hand.

The carbiniers are insubordinate, said an officer beside him. I wish the General was here.

The carbiniers? repeated Harewood; I thought they had run away.

Part of them ran, said an artillery officer, sulkily; two companies got lost near Blanc-Mesnil and had to come back when the cannonade began.

Theyre in the next street, said another officer; they are quarrelling because there has been no distribution. Damn them, he added, the distribution they deserve is a volley from a gatling.

Harewood listened a moment to the chorus of denunciation that arose from the group around the fire. From it he gathered that Flourens and his carbiniers had fled at the first attack on Le Bourget, and, on the whole, he was rather glad, for he had no desire to encounter any of the battalion that the Undertakers had sent out. He went to the corner of the street and looked down the short transverse alley where the camp-fires of the two carbinier companies blazed fiercely. Curiosity led him on and in a moment he had done the very thing that he intended to avoid — he was standing in the midst of a group of carbiniers, listening to their angry bickerings.

The two companies were fantastic enough in their strange uniforms. Hunger had made them sullen. They cursed their officers, their generals and Le Bourget. At daylight they intended to leave for Paris — they had had enough of this sortie foolishness. They were freezing, they were tired, they were hungry, and, above all, the stereotyped phrase was on every carbiniers lips: Treason! Our Generals have betrayed us!

Disgust succeeded Harewoods curiosity; he glanced around the fire and started to retrace his steps. As he passed out of the fire circle he looked back at the mutinous carbiniers, and, as he looked, he distinctly saw Buckhurst and Mortier come out of a house with their arms full of plunder. Startled, he stepped back into the shadow of a gate and watched them. And now he recognised Speyer and Stauffer, both in the full uniforms of carbinier officers, holding pillow-cases, while Buckhurst dumped his plunder into the improvised sacks and Mortier tied them tight.

The plundering had become general; bands of the carbiniers began smashing windows and breaking down doors all along the street; others came out loaded with the wretched household articles of the poorer peasantry, clocks, dishes, pewter vessels, clothing, bed linen, and even furniture. The latter they flung onto the bonfires; Harewood saw a babys cradle tossed into the fire.

The miserable savages, he muttered. Why dont they turn the cannon on them!

The tumult of the orgie was attracting attention now; an officer galloped up on a jaded horse, gesticulating furiously, but the carbiniers menaced him with their rifles, and he withdrew in time to save his skin.

Consoling himself with the hope that, on General Bellemares return from Paris, a court-martial would probably settle Buckhurst and his carbiniers, Harewood went back to the church, where the camp-fires roared and sent showers of sparks into the fog, and the rose-window glimmered and glistened, red as blood.

Inside the church the officers were at dinner. He accepted an invitation and sat down on the altar steps with his bit of bread and morsel of dry beef.

The wavering flare from the camp-fire filtered through the stained glass; the sombre depths of the church were tinged with violet and crimson — dusky clustered columns glittered purple; the crucifix was bathed in shadow save where a single trembling beam of light, red as blood, lay like an open wound across the pierced side of our dying Lord.

He looked up into the vaulted roof, stone ribbed, black with the shadows of centuries; he heard the roar of the camp-fires, the crackle of damp logs, the scrape and stamp and stir of sleepy horses, the deep breathing of sleeping men. He rose noiselessly and crept out into the street. The fog hung thick on the heavy flying buttresses, on flèche and gargoyle and on the fluted robes of saints and martyrs, peering down from their niches into the fire glow, where, swathed in their cloaks, lay the martyrs to be, not saints, but men, sick, freezing, starving things, called the 128th of the line.

They lay there like lumps on the church steps, in doorways — they nestled in the gutter, they huddled against doorposts, these clods of breathing clay — sodden and ragged and filthy, sinful, lustful and human, sleeping their brief sleep till the white dawn roused and summoned them home forever.

Faint cries from the sentries, fainter responses, the crackle and snap of logs afire, and the tall shadows wavering, these were all that he saw and heard. The carved stone gargoyles dripped water from every fantastic snout; the reflected flames played over pillar and column, saint and martyr, cross and crown.

All day he had driven thoughts of Hildé from him, but now, at midnight, when the lamp of life burns lowest and the eyes close, and death seems very near — he thought of her; and lying down in the street beside the fire, he questioned his soul. At night, too, the soul, stirring in the body — perhaps at the nearness of God — awakens conscience.

He had never before thought seriously of death. Its arrival to himself he had never pictured in concrete form. In the abstract he had often risked it, never fearing it, because mentally too inert, too lazy to apply such a contingency to his own familiar body.

Now, for the first time in his life, he closed his eyes and saw himself, just as he lay, but still, wet, muddy and horribly silent. He opened his eyes and looked soberly at the fire. After a little he closed his eyes again, and again he saw himself lying as he lay, wet, muddy, motionless, as only the dead can lie. He had known fear, but never before the dull foreboding that now crept into his heart. To open his eyes and see the fire was to live: to shut his eyes was to reflect the image of death upon his closed lids. At first he disdained to shake it off — this mental shadow that passed across his sense. What if it were true? He had lived. It was the old selfishness stifling the sense of responsibility — his responsibility to the world, to himself, to Hildé. To Hildé?

He sat up in his blanket and stared into the fire. Slowly the comprehension of his responsibility came to him, his duty, all that was due to her from him, all that he owed her, all that she should claim, one day, claim in life or in the life to come. Die? He couldnt die — yet. There was something to do first! Who spoke of death? There was too much to do, there were matters of honour to arrange first, there was a debt to pay that neither death nor hell nor hope of paradise could cancel. Was death about to prevent him from paying that debt?

He was walking now, moving aimlessly to and fro under the porch of the church. A sentry, huddled against a column, regarded him apathetically as he passed out into the street. And always his thoughts ran on:

If I have this debt to pay, what am I doing here? What right have I to risk death until it is paid? And if I die — if I die—

His thoughts carried him no further. Hildés pale face rose before him. He read terrible accusation in her eyes. And he repeated aloud, again and again, I must go back. For he understood now that his life was no longer his own to risk — that it belonged to Hildé. Nor would he ever again have the right to imperil his life until they had risen together from their knees, before the altar, as man and wife. He looked out into the mist, ruddy with the camp-fire glow. Would morning ever come? Why should he wait for morning? At the thought, he caught up his pouch and blanket, rolled, strapped and adjusted them, and stole out into the darkness.

Almost at once he heard somebody following him, but at first he scarcely noticed it. Down the main street he passed, over the slippery cobblestones, eyes fixed on a distant fire that marked the last bivouac in the village before the street ends at the ruined bridge across the Mollette. It was as he approached this camp-fire that he realised somebody had been following him. He paused a moment in the circle of firelight and turned around. Nothing stirred in the darkness beyond. He waited, then started on again, crossing the Lille highway to the line of bushes that marked the waters edge. No sentinel challenged him; he waded the ford below the wrecked stone bridge, climbed the bank opposite, and started across a wet meadow, beyond which lay the muddy road to Paris. Half-way through the meadow he halted again to listen. The unseen person was wading the ford — he could hear him in the water; now he was climbing the bank; the bushes crackled; a footstep fell on the gravel.

Harewood waited, peering through the gloom. He could see nothing; the silence was absolute. Whoever was following him had stopped out there somewhere in the darkness.

A little unnerved, Harewood turned again and hastened through the meadow to the highway. When he reached the road he could scarcely see it, but he felt the mud and gravel beneath his feet, and started on. In a moment he heard the footsteps of his follower, not behind, now, but in front — between him and Paris. He stopped abruptly and drew his revolver. A minute passed in utter silence. Then there came a soft footfall close in front, a whining voice:

Monsieur!

Who are you? said Harewood, sharply.

The Mouse, monsieur.

In his astonishment, the revolver almost fell from Harewoods hand. What the devil are you doing here? he demanded; and why the devil are you sneaking about like this? Answer, you fool! I nearly shot you just now!

The Mouse crept up to Harewood as a sulky, vicious cur comes to his punishment.

Answer, repeated Harewood; why are you following me?

I wasnt sure it was you, muttered the Mouse.

What? Why did you come to Le Bourget?

I dont know, said the Mouse, sullenly.

Harewoods amazement turned to impatience.

Youd better answer me, he said; you certainly didnt come here for love of my company!

But that was exactly the reason why the Mouse had come. The instinct of a savage cur for its master, the strange attraction that decency and courage have for the brutally vicious, the necessity that dwarfed intelligence feels for the companionship and guidance and protection of healthy mentality — all these started the Mouse out of Paris as an abandoned mongrel starts to find its missing master.

Harewood understood this at last, and it touched him — not that the Mouse explained it. He could not have explained it even if he himself comprehended the reason of his seeking Harewood. All he knew was this — that he missed Harewood, that he was used to him, that he felt uncomfortable without him. So he came. Even a gutter cat, forcibly transported into distant parts, turns up again in its old haunts. Harewoods company had become the haunt of the Mouse. So he came back to it.

The wretched creature was nearly starved. Harewood drew him into the thicket beside the road and gave him his last morsel of bread and meat.

Imbecile! he whispered, while the Mouse gnawed the crust, squatting on his muddy haunches, there may be Prussian pickets anywhere along the fields. Didnt you know it?

Yes, said the Mouse, tranquilly; theres a picket of Uhlans just ahead.

This was startling news for Harewood.

Where? he demanded under his breath.

About a kilometre over that way, replied the Mouse, jerking his thumb toward the southeast. He was going to add something more when the sudden tinkle of a horses shod foot striking stones broke out in the night. They crouched low in the thicket listening. The road was lighter now: a grey shadow passed, a horseman trailing a lance. Others rode up, mounted on wiry little horses, all carrying tall lances that rattled in their saddle-boots.

As Harewood strained his eyes, the moon broke out overhead — a battered, deformed moon, across whose pale disk the flying scud whirled like shredded smoke.

A gutteral voice began in German:

Where are the scouts — eh?

Then in the moonlight Harewood saw Speyer and Stauffer, clad in the uniform of the carbiniers, salute the Uhlan officer and hand him a thin packet of papers. The Mouse beside him trembled like a terrier at a rat hole; Harewood clutched his arm and stared at the group in the road.

There was a brief parley, a word of caution, then the Uhlans wheeled their horses and galloped back toward Paris, and the two traitorous carbiniers struck off across the meadow toward Le Bourget, then made a demi-tour and followed the bank of the river. Very cautiously Harewood crept out to the road when the gallop of the Uhlans had died away.

The Mouse stood beside him, an open claspknife in his fist, nostrils quivering in the freshening wind.

Harewood glanced at the knife and said, What are you going to do? Cut your way to Paris? Come back to Le Bourget, you fool!

Half-way back across the wet meadow the Mouse asked: And if we overtake Speyer?

Are you the public executioner? said Harewood sharply. Put up that knife, I tell you!

The Mouse closed his knife and plodded on in silence.

After a while Harewood asked him about Bourke and Hildé and Yolette, but he knew little more than Harewood did, for he had left the house on the ramparts the morning after Harewoods departure, and since then had been following him up.

Morning was breaking as they forded the Mollette and answered the sentrys challenge from the ruined highway. It was Sunday, the thirtieth of October — a desolate Sunday in a desolate land. They hurried through the main street, where sleepy reliefs were marching to replace the pickets along the river, and at last they reached the church, where a group of officers stood on the steps in attitudes of dejection.

Colonel Martin, cried Harewood, send a file of men to arrest two captains of the carbiniers, Speyer and Stauffer. I charge them with treason! Here is my witness! He dragged the Mouse up the steps and led him forward. In half-a-dozen sentences he told what he had seen; the Mouse nodded his corroboration, stealing cunning glances about him and shuffling his muddy shoes, partly to inspire self-confidence, partly because he appreciated the importance of his present position.

But, said an artillery officer, the carbiniers have already gone. I heard them breaking camp before daylight.

Gone! repeated Harewood.

They followed the river bank toward Blanc-Mesnil.

Before Harewood could speak again, a cannon shot from the end of the street brought the soldiers out of the church on a run. At the same moment a shell struck a house opposite and burst.

Colonel Martin, now ranking officer in the village, turned quickly to Harewood and said: If I live to get out of this Ill have the carbiniers before a drum-head court-martial. Are you going back to Paris?

If I can, said Harewood.

If you get there have these carbinier officers arrested by the first patrol.

Harewood started again toward the river, calling impatiently for the Mouse to follow. The bombardment from the Prussian guns had suddenly become violent; shells fell everywhere, exploding on slate roofs, in court-yards, in the middle of the street.

The Mouse, half dead with terror, shrieked as he ran, ducking his head at every crash, one hand twisted in Harewoods coat, one shielding his face.

This wont do, cried Harewood, dragging the Mouse into a hallway; weve got to wait until the bombardment stops. Here, break in this door! Quick!

Together they forced the door and entered. The house was dark and empty. Harewood climbed the stairs, groped about, unfastened the scuttle and raised himself to the roof. North, east and west the smoke of the Prussian guns curled up from the plain. In the north, vast masses of troops were moving toward Le Bourget, cannonaded by the Fortress of the East at long range.

There was no chance to reach Paris; he saw that at the first glance. He saw, too, the French pickets being chased back into Le Bourget by Uhlans, and he heard the drumming of a mitrailleuse in the west end of the village, where columns of smoke arose from a burning house. Far away in the grey morning light the Fortress of the East towered, circled with floating mist, through which the sheeted flashes of the cannon played like lightning behind a thundercloud.

And now began, under the guns of Saint Denis and Aubervilliers — almost under the walls of Paris — that first of a series of terrible blows destined to reduce France to a moral and physical condition too painful, too pitiable, to describe. For the storming of Le Bourget made the Commune a certainty, and, although the second and third attempts at anarchy were to prove abortive, the fourth insurrection was inevitable; and the political triumph of Monsieur Thiers assured its success.

As for the miserable village of Le Bourget, it was already doomed. Black masses of the Prussian Guard gathered like a tempest in the north, and swept across the plain in three columns. From Dugny, from Pont-Iblon, from Blanc-Mesnil, they poured down upon Le Bourget, firing as they came on. Right through the main street they burst, hurling back the Mobiles, sweeping the barricade, and turning again to batter down doors and windows, where, through the blinds, the soldiers of the 128th of the line were firing frenziedly. From the slate roof where he crouched Harewood saw the Mobiles give way and run. In a minute the interior of the village swarmed with panic-stricken soldiers. The Prussians shot them as they ran. Shells tore through them, and whirled them about as winds whirl gaily-tinted autumn leaves. A battery, a mass of wrecked limbers, dying horses and smashed guns, choked the transverse alley. Behind it a company of the 128th fought like wildcats until the Prussian Queen Elizabeth Regiment took them on the flank, and bayonetted them to the last man. And now, from the west, two splendid regiments swept into Le Bourget — the Emperor Francis and the Emperor Alexandre, Regiments of the Prussian Guard Royal — driving before them an agonized mob of Mobiles, Franc-tireurs and linesmen. The massacre was frightful. The Prussian bayonets swept the streets as scythes swing through ripe grass. South and east the village was on fire. In the west the firing had ended, and the Uhlans capered from garden to garden, spearing the frightened fugitives, and shouting, Hourra! Hourra! Mit uns ist Gott! In the north, however, the 128th line regiment still held out. The men had barricaded themselves in the stone houses lining both sides of the main street, and were firing from the windows into the thick of the Germans. The street swam with smoke, through which the Prussians dashed again and again, only to stagger back under the blaze of rifle flames.

Harewood, on the roof, was a mark now for the German riflemen. Bullet after bullet thwacked against the chimney behind which he clung. He waited his chance, then crawled along the slates and dropped into the scuttle, where the Mouse stood speechless with terror.

It was time that he left. A shell, bursting in the cellar, had ignited some stored fagots, and the first floor of the house had already begun to burn fiercely.

Come, he said, we must make a dash for the church! And he seized the Mouse, dragged him down the smoking stairs to the street door, and out over the cobble-stones, where a group of officers and a couple of dozen Voltigeurs of the Guard were running toward the church, pursued by Uhlans.

Up the steps and into the dark church they tumbled pellmell, Harewood and the Mouse among them. They closed the great doors, bolted and barricaded them with benches, pews and heavy stone slabs from the floor. Already the Voltigeurs were firing through the stained glass across the street; the officers climbed beside them and emptied their revolvers into the masses of Prussians that surged around the church in a delirium of fury.

Harewood, looking over the shoulder of an officer, saw the Prussian pioneers digging through the walls of the houses across the street, saw the German soldiers pour into the breach, saw them at the windows bayonetting the remnants of the 128th and flinging the wounded from the windows. From house to house the pioneers opened the walls. It was necessary to exterminate the garrison of each separate cottage, for none of them surrendered.

The houses that adjoined the church were swarming with Prussian infantry. They fired into the church windows, shouting, Hourra! Hourra! Preussen! No quarter!

The officer next to Harewood was killed outright; two others fell back to the stone floor below. At the next volley five Voltigeurs were killed or wounded; a blast of flame entered the church as a grenade exploded outside a window.

The Mouse, in an agony of fright, was running round and round the church like a caged creature looking for some chink or cranny of escape. A soldier was shot dead beside him and the Mouse stumbled over the dead man with a shriek. That stumble, however, almost pitched him through the back of the east confessional, which, in reality, was a concealed door leading directly to the rear of the church. The Mouse thrust his muzzle out, saw a garden, a dismantled arbour and no Prussians. His first instinct drove him to immediate flight: he crawled through the door on hands and knees and wriggled into the arbour. Then came a second instinct — to tell Harewood. Why it was that the Mouse crept back into the church at the risk of his miserable life nobody perhaps can tell. It is true that frightened animals, when unmolested, often return to a companion in trouble.

Harewood was standing by a high stained-glass window doing a thing that meant death if captured; he was firing a rifle at the Germans.

How he, a non-combatant, a cool-headed youth, who seldom needlessly risked his skin, could do such a thing, might only be explained by himself. In case of capture he would not have been harmed had he minded his own business. But he knew very well that a swift and merciless justice was served out for those civilians who fired on German troops. Yet there he stood, firing with the rest — a mere handful left now out of the thirty. Two or three officers still kept their feet, half-a-dozen soldiers were yet firing into the 2d division of the Prussian Guard Royal, numbering nearly 15,000 men. Outside the shattered windows, dirty fingers clutched the stone coping: already helmeted heads bobbed up here and there, inflamed Teutonic faces leered into the church; there came the scrape of scaling ladders against the wall; worse still, the rumble of artillery in the street close at hand.

One of the half-dozen survivors glanced around the church. It was a butchers shambles. Then from the street came a shout, Our cannon are here! Surrender!

Surrender? repeated Harewood, vacantly. Then, as he saw a wounded creature stagger up from the floor holding out a white handkerchief, he realised what he had done. Stunned, he stepped back to the altar as the firing died away. He saw the great doors open; he saw the street outside, wet and muddy, choked with throngs of helmeted soldiers, all staring up at the door; he saw a cannon limbered up and dragged away, the mounted cannoniers looking back at the portal where three dozen French soldiers had held in check 15,000 Germans.

A soldier, streaming with blood, rose from the floor of the church and stumbled blindly out to the steps; two more carried a wounded officer between them on a chair.

Then, as the German troops parted, and the wounded man was borne out and down the steps, Harewood felt a tug at his elbow and heard a whine:

Monsieur — theres a hole!

The next instant he stepped behind the confessional, crawled through the dwarf door, and ran for his life.


CHAPTER XXI.

THE THIRTY-FIRST OF OCTOBER.
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ALL DAY SUNDAY Hildé sat at her window, looking out over grey landscape beyond the fortifications. Few of the forts were firing; at long intervals the majestic reverberations from Mont-Valérien shook the heavy air. The southern forts were mute. At times she fancied that she could hear cannonading in the north, far away toward Le Bourget, but, when she held her breath to listen, the beating of her own heart was more audible.

She slept badly that night, dreaming that Harewood was dead, and she awoke in an ecstasy of terror, calling his name. Yolette came to her and comforted her, curling up close to her in the chilly bed. But she could not sleep, and when at length Yolette lay beside her, slumbering with a smile on her lips, Hildé slipped from the bed and climbed the dark stairs to Harewoods empty room. It was something to be in his room — it helped her to look out into the darkness. For he was somewhere there in the darkness.

Shivering, she sat down by the window. On the fortifications below, the unwieldly bulk of the Prophet loomed up, tilted skyward, a shapeless monster in its waterproof covering. Rockets were rising slowly from Mont-Valérien; in the east, the sky lowered, tinged with a sombre lurid light, perhaps the reflection of some hamlet fired by the Prussians, burning alone at midnight.

A wet wind blew the curtains back from the open window; her little naked feet were numb with cold. The never-ending desire to see his room, his clothes, his bed again, came over her. She dared not light a candle — it was forbidden to those who lived on the ramparts — so she rose and passed along each wall, touching the objects that had once been worn by him. She knew them already by touch, his grey coat, his riding jacket, his hats and caps and whips and spurs. She rearranged the brushes and toilet articles on his bureau, her light touch caressed his books and papers and pens where they lay on the little table. Then she went to the bed and buried her head among the pillows, crying herself to sleep — a sleep full of vague shapes, a restless sleep that stole from her heavy lids at dawn, leaving her to quench the fever in her eyes with tears again.

It was the last day of October. Bourke had gone away to the city before breakfast to verify an ominous rumour concerning Metz, published in a single journal of the day before, and vigourously denied by the Official Journal.

Yolette and Red Riding Hood were in the cellar, storing more cases of canned vegetables, and mourning the loss of Schéhèrazade, who had been sent on Saturday to the zoölogical gardens in the Jardin des Plantes. Bourke had insisted on it; food was becoming alarmingly scarce; there was no fresh meat to be had except horse-meat, and even that was to be rationed the first week in November.

The lioness had been carted off sorely against her will. She snarled and growled and paced her cage with glowing eyes, in which the last trace of gentleness and affection had been extinguished.

Hildé, deep in her own trouble, scarcely heeded this new one. Schéhèrazade had been changing in disposition ever since the first cannonading. Sullen, furtive, she haunted the depths of the garden, ignoring Hildés advances, until Yolette began to fear the creature. So now, when it was necessary to send the lioness away, Hildé said nothing and Yolette was not sorry. Mehemet Ali, the parrot, however, screeched his remonstrance, which amused Bourke, because Schéhèrazade was the first living thing that the vicious old bird had ever shown any fondness for.

So the lioness was packed off to be fed by the government, and Bourke improved that opportunity by sending Mehemet Ali and the monkey also, which made two mouths the less to feed in case of famine.

Down in the cellar Yolette stood, piling tinned fruit and vegetables against the division wall, aided by Red Riding Hood. At the childs request, Yolette was varying the monotony of their toil by telling a fairy story. Red Riding Hood listened gravely as Yolette continued:

And the princess waited and waited for her dear prince, who had gone to fight the Were-wolf. And he did not return.

I know, said the child, what you mean.

What? asked Yolette, absently.

The prince is Monsieur Harewood and the princess is Mademoiselle Hildé.

And the Were-wolf? said Yolette, faintly amused.

The Were-wolf — that is the Prussian army.

Yolettes face sobered.

The Prussians are very cruel and very fierce — like the Were-wolf, she said; come, little one, we must go to the kitchen.

At the top of the cellar stairs they met Bourke. His serious face changed when he saw Yolette, but his expression had not escaped her.

Breakfast is ready, she said, quietly; I have not yet breakfasted myself. Shall we go in?

She led the way into the dining-room and closed the door. He put his arms around her and looked into her clear eyes.

It is bad news, she said, slowly.

Yes, Yolette.

Not — not about Monsieur Harewood?

No — I hope not.

Tell me, Cecil.

Metz has surrendered; Bazaine and his army are prisoners.

Tears filled her eyes.

What else, Cecil? — There is something else.

Yes, there is. Le Bourget was carried by assault yesterday forenoon.

She sat down by the table, nervously twisting the cloth. He took a chair opposite, resting his chin on his hands.

Jim was there, he said, after a silence.

Then — then he—

Yes, he will come back to Paris, because the sortie has failed to pierce the German lines.

He should have come back last night, said Yolette.

Bourke nodded silently.

And because he has not yet returned you are worried, continued Yolette. Her hand stole across the table and his own tightened over it.

He has been delayed — thats all, said Bourke, making an effort to shake off his depression.

We will say nothing to Hildé about it.

No, not to Hildé, murmured Bourke.

Red Riding Hood entered bearing the breakfast covers. Hildé came in a moment later and looked anxiously at Bourke.

He smiled cheerily and began to read from the morning paper, aloud, how Monsieur Thiers, who had been trotting around all over Europe to enlist the sympathies of the great powers in behalf of France, had just returned from Vienna and had entered Paris with Bismarcks kind permission. It seems that Monsieur Thiers had sounded England, Russia, Austria and Italy, and found them in accord with himself that an armistice should suspend hostilities for a while until a national assembly could be convened and terms of peace discussed with Bismarck and his sentimental sovereign. Hildé scarcely listened, Yolette nibbled her toast and tried to understand a diplomatic muddle that needed older brains than hers to solve.

Outside in the street the newsboys were crying, Extra! Surrender of Bazaine! Fall of Metz! Terrible disaster at Le Bourget! Extra! Full list of the dead and wounded! Bourke tried to keep Hildés attention; she smiled at him and held out an extra that she had already bought and devoured.

If he was at Le Bourget, she said, he was not hurt. See! Here are the names.

She kept her eyes on Bourke as he read the long column of dead, wounded, and missing. When he finished she said:

Will he come back to Paris now?

I hope so, said Bourke cheerily; Perhaps the Mouse is with him. Heavens! What a mess Trochu made of it at Le Bourget! It seems that General Bellemare was absent in Paris when the Prussians fell on Le Bourget. Its somebodys fault — thats clear — and very safe to say, he added, with an attempt at gaiety that deceived no one.

Red Riding Hood, who now always held herself straight as an arrow when people spoke of soldiers — for had not her father died in uniform? — said in a clear voice: If the Prussians are in Le Bourget — are we not in Paris?

Good for you! said Bourke, heartily; let Metz fall, let Strassbourg tumble down, let Le Bourget blow up; we are in Paris, two young ladies, a young man and Red Riding Hood. Vive la France!

They all smiled a little; Bourke went out laughing, quite confident he had dispelled some of the gloom. It was raining again. He buttoned his overcoat close to the throat and hurried away on his daily visit to the war-office.

The streets he traversed were filled with people, the Place Saint Sulpice was black with a mob shouting and gesticulating. Down with the ministry! Resign! It was impossible to approach the war-office; the Place de lHôtel de Ville, the square in front of the Louvre, the gardens of the Luxembourg were swarming with excited crowds, indignant at the ministrys suggestion of an armistice, which they considered preliminary to the surrender of Paris — furious at the news from Metz and hysterical over the disaster of Le Bourget.

At eight oclock that morning the carbiniers had marched into Paris, spreading the report that Le Bourget had been betrayed to the Prussians, that they had escaped after prodigies of heroism, and that the government was responsible for everything.

Bourke, hoisting himself upon the railing of the Luxembourg, looked out over the vast throng toward a window, where, hedged in by the bayonets of the carbiniers, Buckhurst sat, pale and unmoved, beside Flourens. Mortier had just finished a venomous oration, and Flourens, booted and spurred, had risen and was facing the mob. His handsome face grew red with excitement, his gestures became more violent as the roar of approbation increased. Vive Flourens! Down with the government! The speech was a passionate plea for the Commune and a pledge that the city would never surrender:

What is this senile ministry that it should seek peace for us who demand war! war! war! What was its price when Metz was sold, when Le Bourget went up in flames! The day will come when the government must answer to the Commune, and the day of atonement shall be terrible!

The uproar was frightful; the carbiniers discharged their rifles in the air and shouted, Vive la Commune! A mob of National Guards cheered them vociferously.

In the midst of the din Buckhurst rose. Slowly his white, impassive face bent to meet the sea of upturned faces; the drums were silenced, the explosion of rifles ceased, the harsh yells died away.

The ministers, he said, in a low voice, are at the Hôtel de Ville. The government must resign; the Commune is proclaimed. Who will follow me to the Hôtel de Ville?

There came a thundering shout, Forward! The throngs surged, swung back, and burst into cheers as the carbiniers, drums rolling, bayonets slanting, wheeled out into the boulevard Saint Michel.

Bourke followed the crowd, now almost entirely composed of National Guards, Mobiles, Franc-tireurs and swarms of ruffians from Belleville. As they marched they bellowed the Carmagnole, the sinister blasts of the buglers, the startling crash of drums, the trample and shouting combined in one hideous pandemonium of deafening sound. As they poured through the rue de Rivoli and flooded the square of the Hôtel de Ville, Bourke saw General Trochu come out on the marble steps and wave back the leaders, who were already smashing in the iron gate.

Buckhurst ran up the steps and faced the Governor of Paris. There was a sharp exchange of words, a menacing gesture from Buckhurst, then he shoved the Governor aside. In a moment the yelling pack swarmed into the splendid building. The ministers fled to the Salle du Conseil and barricaded the door. Flourens set his carbiniers to guard it. Buckhurst let the mob loose throughout the great marble building and the pillage began; the splendid rooms were looted, gilded mirrors smashed, furniture mutilated, walls and frescoes torn to atoms.

All day long the mob raged through the palace; the National Guards fired their rifles into the masterpieces that adorned ceiling and panel, the Mobiles chopped down the rosewood doors to build fires with. A carbinier went out and shot an officers horse; a dozen Belleville creatures cut it up, and a feast began, so nauseating that even Mortier could not endure it and ordered the cuisine removed to the Chamber of Mirrors. By nightfall half of the insurgents were lying about helplessly drunk. The rest of the mob had broken down the doors of the council chamber and surrounded the ministers. There they held them prisoners, insulting them, threatening to shoot them, while Flourens, seated aloft on a table, arms akimbo, alternately begged them to resign and promised them death unless they did. The high bald head of Mortier loomed up behind the speakers desk; his little diseased eyes, burning with insanity, roamed restlessly over the chamber. Blanqui arrived to gloat over the prisoners; Millière shouted that they must resign and began to organise a revolutionary government of his own in the midst of howls and cheers. Jules Favre, Garnier-Pages, Jules Simon and General Tamisier, the Minister of War, sat crowded into a corner, constantly subjected to outrage and insult, and frequently covered by the levelled rifles of the carbiniers.

To Bourke the situation seemed a nightmare too absurd, too grotesque, to credit. The government of Paris was held prisoner by a mob of anarchists; the city itself was besieged by the enemy. War without, revolution within. What would happen in twenty-four hours — time enough for any one of the hundreds of German spies to carry the news to Bismarck.

As Bourke stood there in the shattered hall, half stifled with the vile atmosphere, crowded, pushed, shoved and cursed by drunken carbiniers and Belleville ruffians, a thought came to him that if General Trochu had a messenger, something might be done. He looked across at the General, hoping to catch his eye. After a moment, however, he met the gloomy gaze of Jules Favre, and, without a moments hesitation, stepped up beside him.

Quick! he said, Can I carry any message for you? I am an American correspondent. Dont look at me when you answer.

There is a battalion of Breton Mobiles at the Napoleon barracks. They are loyal. The barracks connect with the Hôtel de Ville by an underground tunnel. Jules Favre spoke in a quiet voice, looking out of the window as he spoke, his back turned to Bourke. The young man heard every word. He dared not answer; he lingered a moment, gazing about with pretended curiosity at the wrecked chamber, then slowly turned and started toward the door. As he was passing out, somebody touched his sleeve. He looked up. Buckhurst stood beside him. Bourke stepped back.

Buckhurst cocked his revolver. All eyes were fixed on the two.

Where are you going? said Buckhurst, in his placid voice.

About my business, replied Bourke, steadily.

Buckhursts pale eyes contracted; a spasm twitched the muscles of his clean-cut jaw. It was his way of laughing.

Get back there, he said, placing the tip of one slim finger on Bourkes breast. I know you and your friend Harewood.

And I know you, said Bourke, coolly. As he spoke he saw he had made a mistake. If ever a face expressed murder, Burkhursts face at that moment meant it. His colourless eyes blazed, his thin lips scarcely parted as he said: You will know me better presently.

Flourens, standing on a marble table, bent nearer to listen; Mortiers deformed head craned up over his desk with evil eagerness. A carbinier suddenly struck Bourke with the butt of his rifle full in the chest and sent him reeling back against the wall. General Trochu sprang forward to interpose, Jules Favre tried to force his way to Bourkes side, but the carbiniers thrust them back savagely.

That man is a government spy, said Buckhurst. He has watched us at the Undertakers, now he comes here with secret intelligence for Monsieur Favre.

It is a mistake, began Jules Favre, haughtily, but was sternly silenced by Flourens.

What do we do with spies? suggested Buckhurst, looking up at Mortier and raising his revolver significantly.

A carbinier beside him made a lunge with his bayonet at Bourke. The blow failed to reach him because Buckhurst gave the fellow a violent push.

Dont be too zealous, my friend, he sneered; it will be more amusing in my way.

Bourke, breathing heavily from the blow on the chest, stood with his back to the wall, glaring at Buckhurst. You damned cutthroat! he said, you ran away from America to save your neck! Youre a thief, a forger, a murderer and a communist, but you dare not lay your hands on an American citizen in Paris!

If that young man is an American citizen, be careful, cried Flourens, dramatically.

Im responsible for my acts! said Buckhurst, white with fury. Send for Captain Stauffer and a file of men!

Captain Stauffer is a German spy! said Bourke. If there is a Frenchman in this hall he will arrest him for treason.

Mortier, at the word treason, began to sniff like a vulture. His hideous long neck, swathed in a dirty red handkerchief, twisted and writhed; his little green eyes were like two points of flame.

If citizen Stauffer is accused he must answer before this tribunal, he said.

Flourens struck his fist against his sword hilt, and shouted, All accusations shall be answered before me! Bring the prisoner here!

At that moment Stauffer pushed into the room at the head of a file of carbiniers. The tumult increased as the soldiers cleared a space around Flourens and Buckhurst, and dragged Bourke before the table where Mortier sat, his grotesque head thrust forward, his great hairy hands gripping the edges of the table. In the midst of the confusion Buckhurst paced up and down, cold eyes never leaving Bourke, revolver swinging in one hand. Bourke, a little unnerved, was speaking to Flourens, glancing from time to time at Stauffer, who now recognised him, and honoured him with scowls of hatred.

Your suspicions are nothing, said Flourens, violently; what evidence have you?

Bourke was silent.

Buckhurst began to speak again in a measured, passionless voice:

The prisoner charges me with crime; he charges Captain Stauffer with treason. I charge him with being a spy, and this is my evidence. I saw him at the Undertakers, and I saw him a moment ago secretly approach Monsieur Jules Favre, deliver a message, receive one, and attempt to leave the council chamber. Let him deny it.

Do you deny it? croaked Mortier, clutching the table harder.

Bourke looked at Buckhurst; that look was enough. All his nerve came back to him; the flush that had left his cheeks returned. He drew himself up and turned to Flourens. That criminal, he said, is determined on my murder. If you can save me, you must speak now. But Flourens walked away without an answer, and Mortier caught Bourkes arm in an iron grip. March! said Buckhurst placidly.

Mortier passed first with his prisoner, Stauffer followed heading a file of carbiniers; Buckhurst brought up the rear, revolver poised.

They had decided to shoot him in the court, but the railings were already torn down, and the crowd covered every inch of pavement. To get through with their prisoner was not possible; besides, they were doubtful of the temper of the crowd. Mortier said that the safest plan was to shoot him in the underground portion of the palace; Buckhurst agreed, and the cortége took up its march. Flight after flight of steps were passed; the roar of the pillaging mob above grew fainter and fainter. Stauffer found lanterns, and they entered that dim system of vaulted chambers and passages that leads to the secret catacombs of the Hôtel de Ville.

There was a vast underground hall, lighted by double rows of lamps, and littered with packets of documents, printed forms and musty papers, later to be sorted and arranged for the archives of the city of Paris. The huissiers in charge rose in a body, protesting, as Buckhurst and his soldiers entered. Nonsense, said Buckhurst, we only want to shoot a man. Dont let us disturb you, gentlemen. Pray keep your seats. Then he sat down at one of the long tables, laid his revolver beside him, motioned Mortier and Stauffer to withdraw with their men, and beckoned Bourke to sit in front of him.

Bourke listened to the footsteps of the carbiniers as they retreated into the adjoining chamber. He looked at the huissiers, who gazed back at him, fascinated by the sight of a condemned man. Even when Buckhurst had begun to speak, Bourke scarcely heard him. The despair of his position, the healthy and natural horror of death occupied his thoughts. He could not realise that he was about to die — he could not believe it, and when he noticed that Buckhurst was speaking, he listened without understanding. Buckhurst was talking of himself. For now the dominating trait of most criminals was revealed in Buckhurst: that trait is vanity. Keen, shrewd, merciless, daring, he was not above the weakness of vanity, although he was too reticent, too shrewd, to exhibit it to any human being who might live to reproach him with his weakness. But now it was different; this man was about to die — if necessary, by Buckhursts own hand. So Buckhurst blabbed and babbled on about his crimes. He eagerly owned up to robbery and forgery; he claimed as his own a notorious murder, long wrapped in mystery. By degrees he grew confidential, speaking in the easy slang of the period. He became reminiscent, even sentimental, about New York. Then, suddenly changing, his pale eyes gleamed with a ferocity indescribable as he spoke of his prison days, his jailors, and his hope that their reckoning would come. He boasted of women, of conquests made, of deceptions practised. At times the spasm which served him for laughter twitched his pallid face.

Once Bourke asked him if he would let him go for money, but the ghastly smile on Buckhursts face was answer enough. No, said Buckhurst, you know too much, you knew too much before — and now you know Im a damned fool besides. He rose abruptly and went into the passageway where Mortier, Stauffer and the carbiniers were waiting. The carbiniers had found a wine-bin and were rifling it, and cracking the necks of the municipal claret bottles. They objected to leaving off, and Buckhurst strode into the passage, revolver raised.

In an instant Bourke turned to the huissiers who stood grouped behind him, and said hurriedly: One of you run to the Breton Mobiles in the Napoleon barracks and bring them by the underground passage. Hurry, or they will murder the ministers as they are going to murder me! The huissiers hesitated, then, as Buckhursts voice was heard in the passage, one of them opened a door behind the table where Bourke was sitting and pointed. Bourke jumped for the door and ran as he had never run in his life. Twice, as he ran, between unseen walls, holding his arm before him, he fell, but sprang up again and plunged on, his hands before his face. How long he had been running he did not know, when, rounding a corner, he saw a light ahead. The floor of the passage became visible, the rough stone walls, the ceiling. Little by little the passage ascended, growing lighter and lighter as he advanced, until he staggered out into a stone-paved court, where soldiers were passing carrying pails and kitchen utensils, and an officer, mounted on a horse, stood looking on.

He stammered out his tale to the officer, and he had not finished before the bugles were sounding the assembly, and the officers were shouting, and the brave Breton Mobiles came tumbling into the parade. In ten minutes they were entering the tunnel; their officers could not hold them back. Bourke, carried away with the onset, held tightly to a lantern that somebody thrust into his hand, and hurried along with the soldiers, who even wounded each other with their bayonets in their eagerness to be in at the death.

And they were in at the death, for, even when Bourke entered the underground hall, they had a dozen half-drunken carbiniers by the throat. Buckhurst had vanished, so also had Mortier and Stauffer. Bourke led the way to the council chamber above; the stairs were stormed, the halls carried by the bayonet. He saw the Mobiles burst into the council chamber, hurl the insurgents out, and beat them with clubbed rifles until they howled for mercy. He saw the pale-faced ministers withdraw, protected by the bayonets of the brave Bretons; he witnessed the stampede of Flourens and his cohorts — a flight as ridiculous as it was precipitate.

Outside in the rain an enormous crowd stood and watched the fight in the palace. Night had fallen swiftly, and, in the frightful uproar and confusion, the insurgents escaped with broken heads, Flourens, Stauffer, Buckhurst and Mortier among them. But the Bretons had some hundred or so of the carbiniers prisoners, and now, as other loyal battalions began to arrive, the ministers left the Hôtel de Ville, where what once threatened to be a brutal massacre had turned into a farce as grotesque as it was unexpected.

Bourke pushed his way out into the crowd. There were no street lamps lighted; a few of the cavalry, escorting General Ducrot, who arrived on the scene, carried torches, with the long butts resting in their stirrups, but the darkness seemed denser for the scattered lights, and Bourke was glad of the lantern he still held, to guide himself across the bridge and through dusky alleys toward the boulevard Saint Michel. As he stopped at the Café Cardinal to swallow a little brandy, he heard a soldier say that a company of carbiniers under Captain Speyer had sacked a house on the ramparts during the riot at the Hôtel de Ville.

What house? asked Bourke, pushing through the group that surrounded the soldier.

I dont know, replied the cavalryman; it was somewhere on the rue dYpres. He added mischievously, You neednt look so frightened, my friend — unless it was your house. Hey! Wait! Sacré nom dune pipe! — take a drink with us, comrade—

But Bourke had already vanished.


CHAPTER XXII.

BOURKE DOES WHAT HE CAN.
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IT WAS PITCH dark when Bourke reached the rue dYpres, but the red glare of torches lighted up the ramparts, and cast lurid reflections across the fronts of the shadowy houses opposite. A constantly increasing crowd of people surrounded his house. He hastened on, pushing, struggling, forcing a path through the throng to his own door. The flare of petroleum torches fell red on scores of sombre faces. He saw Yolette near the doorstep, surrounded by half-a-dozen men, some of whom he recognised as neighbours. When Yolette heard Bourkes voice, she took one uncertain step forward. The next moment her white, frightened face was hidden on his shoulder.

What is it? he said. Speak to me, Yolette! Dont tremble so. See, you are safe! Nothing can harm you, my darling!

Somebody in the crowd said: Its her sister. She cant be found.

Hildé! gasped Bourke.

The same voice spoke again: The carbiniers sacked the house. There was nobody there except Mademoiselle Hildé and the little servant.

Yolette trembled violently and raised her head.

I had gone to the butchers to have our rations renewed, she said; when I returned they — they had done this. I cannot find Hildé.

I saw them, said a man in a blue blouse. I heard people say that there was a revolution at the Hôtel de Ville and that we were to have the Commune. Many of us started for the Cité — we numbered perhaps fifty — when, sapristi, the bayonets of the carbiniers filled the streets — two companies, monsieur, with drums and bugles sounding, and their Captain Speyer shouting to us to get back. Then the artillerymen yonder, who were exercising with the Prophet, came over the street to see what the carbiniers were doing, but their Captain Speyer waved an order from the Hôtel de Ville — so, monsieur, there was nothing to do.

The man spoke cautiously, appealing to the crowd to corroborate him. Bourke, his arm around Yolette, who seemed too dazed to understand, listened with a sick fear at his heart, eyes helplessly roaming through the throng of eager, sympathetic faces that pressed on every side.

The spokesman of the group wiped his face on his sleeve, shrugged, and continued:

Dame, it was soon finished. Speyer went into the house. Somebody said he had a mandate of arrest for you and also for Monsieur Harewood. A carbinier told me that the Commune was proclaimed and that your house was to be reserved for the carbiniers headquarters. He added that you and Monsieur Harewood were known as suspects of the Commune and that they would catch you sooner or later. Then, monsieur, they began to bring out your papers and portfolios. These they placed in an ambulance, along with books and clothing and some cans of preserved meat. It was then, for the first time, that I, standing in the crowd behind the row of bayonets, saw Mademoiselle Hildé in the hallway among all those bandits. What happened after that I cannot say, for there came a soldier galloping who cried: Treason! We are betrayed at the Hôtel de Ville! — and the carbiniers ran out of the house like rats — this way and that way, until their Captain Speyer shouted for them to charge and drive back the crowd. The man paused and added: After that, monsieur, we ran for our lives, and that is all I know.

Bourke cast one glance around the crowd at the door, beckoned to the spokesman, whose name was Maillard, and who, in days of plenty, had supplied the street with bread — then he led Yolette into the house, motioning Maillard to follow. Yolette sank on the sofa, stunned, unable yet to comprehend the catastrophe. Maillard stood, hat in one hand, holding a petroleum torch in the other. The thick stench of the oil filled the dismantled room. The floor was littered with table linen, kitchen utensils and overturned furniture. In every corner lay heaps of curtains, bed-clothes and towels, tied up for removal when the carbiniers had been interrupted in their work by the news from the Hôtel de Ville.

Yolette, said Bourke, gently, where is Red Riding Hood? Was she with Hildé when you left for the butchers?

Yolettes pallid lips motioned, Yes.

With an effort, Bourke spoke again.

Will you stay here quietly with Monsieur Maillard until I come back? I am going to find Hildé, dear. We will find her very soon; I shall go to the Governor of Paris at once, and he will get her back.

To Maillard he said: Get your wife to come and stay here; I may be gone until morning. God knows whether there is authority enough in Paris to-night to punish this outrage, but if there isnt, Ill try it alone.

As he passed into the street, not daring to linger, not daring to look at Yolette, he saw Maillards young wife in the crowd that still waited around the door.

Go in, he said; tell Mademoiselle Yolette that her sister will be safe, and that she will soon have her again.

To the people who looked at him with wistful, kindly eyes, he said:

This helpless girl is your neighbour. I leave the house in your keeping. Do what you can.

Before he turned into the city, he crossed the street to the bomb-proofs, where the officer of the gun-squad met him with an anxious shake of the head.

Not a word, not a word, Monsieur Bourke! I am overwhelmed with this terrible thing. They showed me a forged order from General Trochu; I could only fold my arms and let those brigands search your house. Now they tell me that the government still exists, that the Commune is routed, that the revolution is ended. I only wish I had known it sooner! And is it true that they carried off Mademoiselle Hildé Chalais?

Yes, said Bourke, quietly; it was their Captain Speyer who did that. Monsieur, will you place a sentry at my door? I am going to see the Governor of Paris.

I will do so at once, monsieur, said the gun captain. They saluted each other, and, as Bourke hurried on, he heard the order given, the trample of a file and the double jar of grounded rifles on the ramparts.

It was midnight when Bourke was ushered into the presence of General Trochu, Governor of Paris; it was one oclock in the morning when he went out into the street, stunned by the shameful avowal that the government was without authority in the distracted city and that the general in chief of the armies of Paris was unable to aid him to rescue Hildé from the insurgent carbiniers. News had arrived that Flourens and his legion, retreating from the fiasco at the Hôtel de Ville, had seized and barricaded the church of Menilmontant; that Belleville was a seething cauldron of revolution; that the whole quarter was preparing to rise en masse and hurl themselves again on the Hôtel de Ville.

During his interview with General Trochu, Bourke saw the stream of staff officers constantly arriving with bad news from Belleville, and leaving with urgent instructions to General Ducrot, commanding the only reliable and efficient corps in Paris.

General Trochu, head bent on his medalled breast, hands nervously clasped behind him, accompanied Bourke to the door of his cabinet.

I am sorry, monsieur; believe me, I am covered with shame to confess my helplessness at this moment, he said. But I can do nothing yet, absolutely nothing, until the revolt is stamped out. And, he added, sadly, this revolt may cost France dear. Our negotiations with Monsieur Bismarck were going well, but no sooner did he hear of this riot in Paris than he abruptly broke off all negotiations in which we could honourably participate. You see, he believes his allies are here in Paris, and that we, once embroiled in the horrors of civil strife, will fall easy victims to the German armies.

Then, said Bourke, despairingly, the Governor of Paris can offer me no aid in arresting the so-called Captain Speyer?

It is impossible, said General Trochu, with reddening face lowered in mortification. I am responsible before God for the defense of this city; I dare not provoke an open conflict with these insurgents, under the muzzles of the Prussians guns.

Bourke bowed; the anxious Governor of Paris returned his salute in silence. Then an orderly conducted Bourke to the street, the great doors closed, and he walked out into the darkness, utterly discouraged.

It was not yet dawn when he entered the house on the ramparts. The sentinel saluted him gravely, and asked what news there was. At Bourkes answer he shook his fist and swore that the day should come when Belleville would be summoned to a bloody accounting.

Yolettes terror and grief, when she saw Bourke enter alone, completely unnerved him. The terrible fatigue of the day, the strain, the shock he himself had undergone when Buckhurst arrested him at the Hôtel de Ville, and the constant haunting fear for Harewood, tortured him till his aching head seemed ready to burst. He had eaten nothing since breakfast. Maillard brought him a basin of hot soup and a bit of bread.

When he finished, he rose unsteadily and went to the door. Dawn had scarcely begun — a horrible, yellow light crept out of the horizon, dulling the lamps on the bastions, tipping the bronze muzzle of the Prophet, touching the surface of the road puddles with sickly reflections.

Scarcely knowing where he was going, he started out again, stumbling through the rank, dead grass of the glacis toward the Porte Rouge. The gate was closed, but from the ramparts he looked off over the desolate landscape to the south. And, as he looked, a shaft of flame shot out of the hazy half light; another and another, and the hollow booming of cannon filled his ears. The forts of the south were awaking; the game of death had begun again.

He sat down on the crisp, dead grass of the talus, aching head clasped in his hands. To think of Hildé in the clutches of Speyer and Buckhurst almost drove him mad. He shrank from going back to Yolette; he could not bear to see her grief. He thought of Harewood; how could he face him when he returned? One thing he realised — that he must make an effort to find Hildé at once, whatever happened to the government in the meantime. The American Minister could not aid him, for there was no responsible authority to apply to in Paris except General Trochu, and Bourke had already seen enough of that official.

Suppose he should go to Belleville? It was not yet daylight. Perhaps dawn would be the safest time to venture through that quarter; anarchists and kindred ruffians prowl late and sleep late. He rose to his feet and looked out across the dim city. Far away in the north he saw the sombre profile of Montmartre and the heights of the Buttes Chaumont. Before he started, he went back to the house and took a revolver from Harewoods dismantled desk. Then he went noiselessly down the stairs again and hastened out into the city. There was nobody afoot in the streets but himself.

He went by the way of the Luxembourg and the boulevard Saint Michel. In the gardens of the Luxembourg he saw lights moving, where Sisters of Mercy were passing among the wounded, who lay in the temporary hospital behind the palace. As he passed the river, the gunboats, one by one, battle lanterns set, swung noiselessly below at their moorings, sinister, shadowy bulks on the dark tide.

He noticed the absence of life on the boulevard. There were no early vehicles, no market wagons, no omnibuses, no pedestrians. Even the sparrows had vanished; nothing of life awoke with dawn; the silence was absolute, save for the deadened, measured booming of the guns in the southern forts. That, too, was inaudible when he turned into the ancient Faubourg du Temple and began the ascent of the silent, foul, greasy streets that marked the beginning of the revolutionary zone.

On high mountains the vegetation limit is sharply marked by stunted growth, then rocks.

On Mount Aventin the vegetating growth of anarchy was marked by filth. The streets reeked with it, the unutterably foul canal Saint Martin ran filth, the very balconies sweated it as the evil grey mist lifted above the canal, higher, higher, exposing the mean, naked, treeless streets that twisted and coiled round and round the heights where, crowned and enthroned, sat anarchy, hatching murder.

The first faint flicker of daylight that had been struggling through the mist died out under a sudden burst of rain. The streets grew darker again; the rain raged furiously for a minute or two, then changed to a thick drizzle.

There were no street lamps lighted with petroleum, there was not a flicker of light from the long, grisly rows of houses, but he knew his way, and he found it, even in the darkest alleys, even through dank passages that reeked like the hold of a pest ship.

And at last he came to the church of Menilmontant. Almost at once he saw what had been done by the insurgents. The statement of General Trochu had led him to believe that the church had been turned into a fortress and strongly barricaded. The truth was that almost nothing had been accomplished toward fortifying Menilmontant. Across the street stood a rambling, partly finished barricade of paving-stones. Two houses had been converted into barracks for the carbiniers; this was patent to anybody, partly because of the two empty sentry boxes before each house, partly on account of a strip of canvas nailed across the front of the two houses, on which was painted:

CASERNE DE LA COMMUNE.

On the church a similar strip of rain-soaked canvas hung, bearing the legend:

AMBULANCE 
HEADQUARTERS.

and a red flag, that the rain had soaked almost black, hung from the church door to the steps.

There was not a soul to be seen at the barricade; the sentry boxes protected no sentinels; the church was dark and silent.

Bourke crept forward and mounted the barricade. He walked along the top to where it crossed the sidewalk. Here the wall of paving-stones was higher; he could lift himself into the balcony of the house against which the barricade ended. This he did cautiously, then crouched there, watching a lantern that somebody in the house had lighted.

The lantern swung to and fro; somebody was moving down stairs; a shadow fell across the threshold, and a figure stepped into the street. By the light of the lantern he could see the uniform — the crimson reverses, the gilded shoulder knots laced with scarlet, that indicated an officer of rank in the carbiniers.

The officer stood a moment inspecting the barricade by the flickering lantern light, then turned, and, crossing the street, entered the church.

It was Speyer.

Bourke waited a moment before he rose from the balcony. He had no plan, no idea. What to do, now that he had crept into the hornets nest, was a problem too intricate for him. And as he crouched there, hesitating, something in the open window behind him caught his eye — a dark mass huddled above the window ledge. Then, to his horror, he saw eyes watching him in the shadow — and the shadow itself seemed to expand and glide toward him. Quick as thought he had his revolver levelled; there came a gasp, a sudden movement, and a man leaped softly into the balcony, whispering, Dont shoot, comrade, its all right.

Before Bourke could understand, another figure climbed out of the window and made toward him.

Voyons, comrade, they protested, we are deserting, too. Dont be selfish, but lend a hand.

They let themselves down to the barricade, one after the other, then turned and motioned Bourke to follow.

What did you do with your uniform? asked one of the men. Youre lucky to find those clothes.

Zut! said the other; we can sell our uniforms at the Temple and buy blouses.

There was something not altogether unfamiliar to Bourke about the two carbiniers. He looked into their hard faces. The one expressed sodden, sensual brutality, the other vacant viciousness. Suddenly it came to him. They were the Mouses pals, Mon Oncle and Bibi la Goutte.

Are you coming with us, or are you going to stand there all day? asked Mon Oncle.

Bibi added: The captain will be looking for us in ten minutes, to help on that damn barricade.

Listen, said Bourke, with sudden inspiration; I am not going to desert empty-handed. Are you?

Hey? demanded Bibi, vacantly. Theres nothing to pocket in that barracks there, and I know our captain looted the church.

Captain Speyer? asked Bourke.

No — Stauffer.

Is Speyer your captain? asked Mon Oncle.

Will you wait till I finish? blustered Bourke; or do you want to run away empty-handed?

Ill take anything on Gods earth, said Bibi, solemnly, but theres nothing left to steal in this part of His earth. Is there, Mon Oncle?

Yes, there is, said Bourke, savagely; theres that girl that Speyer stole in the rue dYpres.

What do we want of her? asked Bibi in genuine astonishment.

Want! You want the reward, dont you?

Reward! muttered Mon Oncle; is that why Speyer stole her? I thought he was sweet on her.

Zut! said Bibi, of course it was for a reward. But I dont see how we are to get her, as shes in the church yonder.

Of course shes in the church, interrupted Bourke, impudently, but his voice shook in spite of him at such unhoped-for fortune— of course shes in the church, and all well have to do is to wait until Speyer comes out with his lantern.

And crack his skull, blurted out Bibi, eagerly, and—

And walk into the church and get her — hey? suggested Mon Oncle.

Then Mon Oncle and Bibi began to dispute about the reward, utterly ignoring Bourke. The latter saw that his troubles would only begin, even if he could get Hildé out of Speyers hands. He said nothing, however, until Bibi suddenly squatted down behind the barricade, and Mon Oncle followed him, dragging Bourke to the ground.

Hes coming now, whispered Bibi, picking up a jagged bit of stone, wait — Ill fix him.

Speyer, swinging a lantern, entered the barricade and started toward the barracks of the carbiniers. He hummed a tune as he walked, and dangled his lantern this way and that, stepping mincingly over the puddles of rain water and drawing his capucin closer.

Then, as he passed Bourke, Bibi stole out like a shadow, swifter and yet swifter, and struck Speyer a terrible blow with the heavy stone. The lantern fell — that is all Bourke saw — except something lying in the street, and Bibi kneeling above it. Presently Bibi came back, holding the lantern, still lighted. A single spot of blood blotched the glass.

Without a glance at Bourke, he beckoned Mon Oncle, and they both entered the church. Before Bourke could rise, they reappeared at the door, vehemently disputing with a sentry who seemed loath to allow them there; but they had their way and again disappeared.

Bourke crouched behind the barricade, revolver cocked, eyes on the church door. His heart was suffocating him with its double beating. Second after second dragged by.

And now came the lantern light again, nearer and nearer the door. Bibi stepped out alone, then a child — a little girl came, clinging to a woman — Hildé! Mon Oncle, still disputing with the sentry, brought up the rear.

As they passed the barricade, Bourke saw Mon Oncle glance fearfully around, but Bibi shoved him forward, and, seizing Hildés arm, he hurried down the street and entered the maze of sombre lanes and alleys that honeycomb the quarter like holes in a rabbit warren. Bourke followed them. Once or twice Bibi looked over his shoulder suspiciously; Mon Oncle was always on the alert. So they crossed the anarchist quarter, Bourke following, and began to skirt the interior of the city, where already a few people were stirring and where the morning light, in spite of the rain, glimmered on wet streets and closed shutters.

Their intention was, obviously, to gain the rookeries of the southern quarters, by the faubourgs and outer boulevards. Bourkes time had come and he glided more closely on their heels, until Bibi, turning prudently to inspect his trail, saw Bourke standing at his elbow with levelled revolver. Mon Oncle whipped out a knife and Bourke shot him dead at his feet. Bibi, in an ecstacy of fury, struck Hildé a murderous blow, turned and ran for it, ran hard for his life; and Bourke shot at him as he ran, standing as still and composed as though he were shooting at a target. Every bullet struck its mark, but the miserable creature ran on, headlong, until the last shot sent him spinning and reeling into a tree, at the foot of which he crashed down, doubling up like a dead rabbit.

Then Bourke knelt and lifted Hildé in his arms. Over her eyes the blood was pouring from an open cut. Her white face fell back on his shoulder as he rose on one knee in a circle of citizens and soldiers who had gathered from heaven knows where, and now stood staring at Bourke and Hildé.

Where is your post? asked Bourke of a National Guardsman who bore the number 252 on his cap. I want a stretcher to the rue dYpres.

Send for a stretcher, chorused the crowd, and the soldier hurried off to his post down the street, where already two men of the hospital corps were hastening toward the group.

Has the fighting begun in Belleville? asked another soldier, turning over the dead body of Mon Oncle with his foot and scowling at his carbinier uniform.

It has ended as far as I am concerned, said Bourke. As he spoke he felt a little hand seek his; Red Riding Hood, pale and composed, stood beside him.

Have they killed Mademoiselle Hildé? she asked.

No, said Bourke, see, she is opening her eyes — see! — little one.

Then Red Riding Hood began to cry at the strange words that Hildé uttered — strange, senseless words that meant nothing at first to Bourke. When the stretcher came, he walked beside it as they bore her to the rue dYpres. The delirium increased; she spoke of Harewood, of love, of lost souls — lost through love. She spoke of Harewood as though he lay in death on the edge of hell.

And Bourke walked beside. And he understood.


CHAPTER XXIII.

ASHES OF EMPIRE.
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FROM THE FIRST of November the situation in Paris became more alarming day by day. During the beginning of the siege the fear of bombardment had driven people to hang out ambulance flags or hoist the colours of neutral nations over their houses, hoping that the German cannon might spare buildings so protected. Over the dismal freezing streets thousands of dingy, tattered flags, mere rags for the most part, still fluttered in the November wind, although the inhabitants of the wretched city began to regard the Prussian siege guns as myths. In all the weeks of fighting that had passed since the first Uhlans cantered into Versailles, not a single cannon-shot from the Prussian lines had been fired against the city. Now the people no longer believed in the Prussian cannon.

Yet, with the opening days of November, there came into the streets of Paris something new, something mysterious, intangible, vaguely dreadful. It was reflected in the thin pinched faces of the people, it lurked in the hollow eyes of the soldiers — it was everywhere, in the cold grey waters of the Seine, in the sad twilight of the lampless streets, in the brooding November clouds. It was not fear, it was not despair. It was the fear of despair.

The boulevards were no longer frequented; the cafés, the vital sparks of life to boulevard and street, were now closed at ten oclock. With the closing of the cafés the last sign of animation left the streets, and at ten oclock the city lay in darkness, save for the black figures on the icy ramparts, clustered to watch the flash of some great gun, the flare of the shell, the monotonous rockets climbing to the zenith from the forts of the south.

But the sickly light of dawn now fell on crowded streets instead of empty ones, for everywhere at the doors of butcher-stalls interminable lines of women stood, card in hand, waiting to draw their meagre rations of horse-flesh.

There were few cabs and fewer omnibuses left in the city; the government needed horses for artillery and cavalry; the people needed food. Factories had closed everywhere, save where the Cail steel works flamed, turning out cannon. Most of the railroad stations stood silent and empty; the Orléans station, however, served for balloon manufacture.

One by one the last gas-jets were cut off and public buildings were lighted with candles and petroleum, until even these gave out. The police existed no longer; the National Guard was supposed to perform police duties.

There was no communication with the outside world except when a rare spy evaded the Prussian lines — or by balloons and pigeons. Once or twice, spies, sent from the provinces, crept into Paris, a few pigeons found their way into the besieged city, but no balloons ever returned.

The balloons left Paris at night to avoid the fire of the German outposts. Some were never again heard from, some were lost at sea, some fell in Belgium. A number, however, descended in the southern provinces, where Gambetta was performing prodigies — to his own satisfaction — and occasionally deluding Paris with foolish announcements of success for the French arms in the south, and the imminent arrival of the Army of the Loire before the walls of Paris.

The Army of the Loire! What heights of hope, what depths of despair marked its brief career! On the ramparts the starving soldiers looked out into the south for the army that never came; in the filthy streets starving women and sick children listened for the sound of its cannon. Rumours grew to certainties; the Army of the Loire had hailed Issy; its cannon had been heard in the west — in the south; its rockets signalled victory and rescue from the east! Then the freezing streets echoed with din of galloping batteries; sudden columns of cavalry filled the outer boulevards, trampling past in eager silence; endless masses of infantry swung through the icy streets with the startling out-crash of drums echoing and re-echoing from window to pavement, while the great guns boomed on the Point du Jour, and the forts took up the burden from Vanves to Saint Denis, and from Romainville to the battery of the Double Crown.

Then, after the sortie came the ambulances, file after file, threading the frozen roads to the battle-ground. And the return! — the creaking wagon-loads of dying, the stench of musty blood-soaked straw, the spectral regiments tramping through the gates, the ragged crowd looking on, freezing, starving, dumb with misery, yet ready for another sortie when the dull Governor of Paris could stir from the shadow of his shadow-haunted chamber.

Little by little the rations of horse-meat were reduced to the miserable scrap of thirty grammes for adults and fifteen grammes for children. White bread had disappeared; there was no flour left. A hard, dry morsel of black bread was rationed daily to the people, scarcely enough to sustain life until the dawn of another day brought another crust.

The newspapers published schedules of prices from week to week; the poor, shivering in the bitter November dawn, stood hour after hour, ragged, sick, ankle deep in slush, patiently awaiting their rations of lean horse-flesh, and reading the weekly schedules to pass the time;



	



	
FRANCS.





	
Horse-flesh (per kilo) 


	
8





	
Mule-flesh (per kilo) 


	
10





	
Dog 


	
8





	
Turkey 


	
180





	
Goose 


	
125





	
Rabbit 


	
60





	
Chicken 


	
35





	
Rat 


	
3





	
Eggs (each) 


	
3





	
Cabbage (each) 


	
10





	
Butter (per kilo) 


	
80





	
Potatoes (per boisseau) 


	
30






Nobody except the very rich could dream of paying such prices. The poor, trembling in the cutting sleet, read the schedules as they waited hour after hour until their turn came in the long file. Then, wrapping the bit of frozen bone and flesh in their rags, they crept back to fireless homes. And no one murmured; no one complained; no one thought of surrender. Here and there in the line some woman, weak with starvation, fell down in the snow; here and there some young girl, cheeks flaming with fever, screamed out in sudden delirium and staggered off into the city — raving of warm fires and white bread and the mercy of God. The rest looked on in silence; the shivering line closed up; the next old woman hobbled away with her food, mumbling and muttering of battles to come and the honour of France.

There was no fuel left for the poor; mothers burned their furniture to save their babies from freezing; the green wood from the bois de Boulogne and the forest of Vincennes gave out little heat and a great deal of smoke for those who could afford to buy it. Bands of ruffians sacked the Government wood-yards at night, scarcely recoiling before the bayonets of the National Guard; troops of gamins hunted the sewer holes for rats, or watched the gardens of the rich for the gaunt cats that had almost disappeared from the famine-stricken city. The animals in the zoölogical gardens, with the exception of the lions and tigers, were killed and eaten one by one, their bones boiled for broth, even their skins scraped and steeped to gather the last shred of nourishment.

Yet, in the frightfully stricken city, nobody spoke of surrender — unless it were Monsieur Rénan, dining comfortably at his café, where, napkin in hand, he could discuss human brotherhood and the wickedness of resistance — where he could wipe his fat hands and lips and button his great coat, and go out into the desolate streets to ponder on his dexterity in hair-splitting debate, and the degeneracy of his native land. Now God help such as he — in France, in the western world — abroad and at home. For the foulest thing that creeps on earth is the creature who besmirches the motherland in evil days, and days of need — although that motherland be less sinned against than sinning.


CHAPTER XXIV.

IN HILDÉS CHAMBER.
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WHEN HILDÉ WAS carried into the house on the ramparts, unconsciousness had already succeeded her brief delirium. Yolettes first transports at sight of Hildé and Bourke were followed by days of terror and agonies of doubt. Hildé was very ill — so ill that Bourke brought a Sister of Mercy to the house in the first days of November, and spent his money, almost to the last franc, for the necessaries that meant, perhaps, life to Hildé.

But now the good Sister of Mercy had gone to the hospitals again, and Yolette sat all day long at Hildés bedside, watching her sister grow better and stronger.

The scar on her forehead healed, promising to show, however, as a tiny white crescent; the reaction from the horror of that October night left nothing of nervousness or fear behind. As she grew stronger, her beauty, too, returned; the hollows in temple and cheek disappeared, the scarlet came back to her lips, exquisite whiteness to neck and brow. But in the dark eyes Bourke saw that the last sparkle of childhood had died out forever; only the sadness of woman remained — the tenderness, the wistfulness, the sweetness of a woman who loves, who fears and who waits.

When, in the last weeks of November, she was well enough, she told Bourke how Speyer and his carbiniers had forced her into an ambulance, how they had traversed the distracted city, how Flourens had met Speyer and his detachment and had ordered him to place Hildé and Red Riding Hood in the fortified church, where already a dozen frightened grey nuns had been imprisoned.

What fate Flourens designed for the grey nuns, Bourke could not conjecture; what fate had been reserved for Hildé, he dared not imagine. He told her nothing of the murder of Speyer except that he was dead; he never spoke of the fate of Mon Oncle or of Bibi, nor did she ever mention it, although both Hildé and Red Riding Hood had seen the killing of those eminent ruffians.

Bourke read in the newspapers that the government troops were hunting for Flourens and Buckhurst and that, for the moment, the carbiniers had slunk off and mixed in with their equally ferocious fellow-citizens of Belleville. The Undertakers club, however, continued, and, as this was really the head and heart of Flourens battalions of bandits, and the government weakly permitted its doors to remain open, it was clearly only a question of time when Flourens and his carbiniers should once more reappear on the scene and raise the red flag of revolt. Buckhurst, it was known, in company with a creature named Sapia, and the veteran Blanqui, was already deep in a mysterious secret society that pretended to represent the entire National Guard, and called itself the Central Committee. Naturally, it was a revolutionary group, an obscure band of cutthroats, who sat like buzzards watching the agonized city, until their moment should arrive to fatten on its ruins.

When, in the early days of October, Bourkes foresight had provided tins of preserved meat and vegetables as a reserve in time of famine, Hildé and Yolette had laughed at such precautions. But now these cans and tins of provisions had become the only food of the little household. Even while Hildé was ill, Yolette obstinately refused to take any of the delicacies provided by Bourke. The marauding carbiniers had only begun to loot the cellar when the news of their defeat at the Hôtel de Ville sent them packing, therefore the provisions remained practically untouched up to the day when Bourke refused to renew the government card that entitled the little household to rations of horse-flesh and black bread for three adults and a child.

Yolette baked tiny biscuits in the kitchen. Red Riding Hood made soup. And now that Hildé was well enough to come down stairs, they had dinner in the dining-room again, where, from their store of fuel, a good fire burned in the grate, and a candle sent its cheerful yellow rays into the chill of the black hallway. The shadow that fell on the house did not come from the battle clouds gathering swiftly in the south, nor from the sleet, the bitter cold, the rain, nor yet from the spectacle of the splendid, desolate city, naked and famished, filthy and diseased. There was something else that touched Hildés face with the subtle pallour, that made her silences heart-breaking and her forced smiles terrible. Bourke knew. At such moments he would begin: You see, Hildé, my theory is this: Jim, finding that Le Bourget was threatened, struck out for himself, and wriggled through the Prussian lines somewhere between the fort de la Briche and Saint Denis. Thats what I would have done myself, little sister.

Then he would bring his map and stick pins all over it, and talk very cheerfully, until Hildé, lying in her arm-chair, turned her head away to conceal the tears that came. At such moments, too, Yolette would read aloud from Hugo, and her clear young voice, pronouncing the superb lines of Les Chatiments, sent the blood tingling to Bourkes cheeks. And then the deep, strong love in her blue eyes when she raised them to meet the eyes of the man who worshipped her. The room would become very still; Hildé, resting motionless among her shawls and cushions, eyes closed, sometimes heard the rustle of Yolettes dress, the light footfall, the breathless whisper, scarcely audible, I love you, Cecil. But it was on Hildés eyes that Yolettes kiss always fell. As for Bourke, he hoped against hope. He knew what the others did not know — he knew that Harewood had remained in Le Bourget, at least during the first assault, for the soldier had brought him Harewoods letter, and he had not dared to show it to Hildé or to Yolette because it had been delivered three days after the fall of Le Bourget. At night he could not sleep for thinking how Harewood might have fallen a victim to his rashness. Often hot anger succeeded uneasy foreboding — anger that Harewood should have dared risk death, when, by all the ties of honour and manhood, he was bound to Hildé until he had fulfilled his duty to her, to Yolette, to Bourke.

Often his face would harden as he thought of all that Harewood had promised, all that he had not fulfilled, of the wrong he had wrought, of the debt he had incurred that should be paid one day or the next, on earth or in the life to come. Again and again he thought of Hildés words, uttered in delirium, and strove to believe that there had been nothing in them, nothing except the innocent babble of a sick child. But their significance, terrible in its simplicity, appalled him; he thanked God that Yolette had been spared that; he remembered that Hildé herself was unaware of having spoken. At moments he almost wished Harewood dead. What was life worth to such a man or to his friends? What did love or honour mean to him? The demon of selfishness had taken possession of him. Selfish he had lived; his death, if death had overtaken him, was but the last whim of his selfishness, self-satisfaction at the expense of honour, a reckless risk of self, heedless of the most solemn duty he owed to Hildé, which was to live merely to live until he had a moral right to die. Let him die, thought Bourke; it will be better for her perhaps, whatever be the verdict of church or state — better for her, if the blow does not kill her. He could say this almost aloud, as he lay in his dark room at night, and yet, often starting awake from dreams of his comrade, he would sit up praying, for he often prayed, that Harewood, his friend, might return.

The month of November passed in an almost constant downpour, sometimes rain, sometimes snow, more often driving sleet or fierce icy storms, where sheets of fine frozen dust drove through winds so bitter that sentries froze at their posts and every dawn broke on such scenes of suffering among the ragged troops beyond the enceinte, that the newspapers scarcely dared record the details.

Combat after combat was delivered under the walls of Paris, but it was not until the end of the month that the great series of battles began along the Marne, culminating in the frightful slaughter at Champigny — a victory for France perhaps, because the Germans had failed to hurl Ducrots troops across the Marne and destroy the bridges — but the victory was a sterile one, and the laurels fell on heads too weak with sickness and starvation to bear the weight of even withered wreaths.

Then, on December fifth, came the news that Orléans had fallen and the Army of the Loire was destroyed — news sent by letter under a flag of truce from Moltke — a grim letter, devilish in its courtesy:

Versailles, Dec. 5, 1870.

It might be useful to inform your excellency (General Trochu) that the Army of the Loire has been defeated near Orléans, and that the city has been re-occupied by German troops.

If, nevertheless, your excellency judges it advisable to convince yourself by one of your officers, I will not fail to furnish him with safe conduct to go there and return.

Permit me, General, to express the high consideration with which I have the honour to be your very humble and very obedient servant.

(Signed), The Chief of the General Staff,

Count von Moltke.

The news stunned the people; at first nobody credited it. The Governor began ostentatious preparations for another sortie, alas! against the very village he had abandoned when it was in his own hands — Le Bourget.

But it was not until the end of December that he was ready to begin, and then the cold became so frightful that 900 men froze on a single night in the trenches, and during the last ten days of the month 20,000 soldiers were carried to the hospitals. The attack on Le Bourget was abandoned.

The moral and material sufferings of the miserable people of Paris were terrible beyond description. The mortality among children reached a figure that seemed unbelievable — 2,500 in a single week. There was no milk for them, they could not swallow the black bread, the flesh of horses and mules, so they died, some from fevers, many from the cold, many, many from starvation.

In December, toward Christmas time, the first signs of discouragement appeared among the people. Deluged with false despatches, manufactured by the wholesale and printed in the governments official journal, the poor people at last became aware of the bitter deceptions — the false news of victory followed inevitably by tardy avowals of disaster. Their hopes each day reborn, each night dead, their momentary joy and pride at the announcement of successes ruthlessly destroyed by the lying government, led them more surely and more swiftly toward despair than if they had been told the truth, no matter how sad.

Yet even then nobody spoke of surrender — always excepting Monsieur Rénan, who once wrote a life of Jesus Christ.

The month of December passed slowly in the rue dYpres. Bourke often went into the cellar to count the sticks of wood remaining. They were easily counted. Provisions might last for several weeks yet, but the last candle had been burned and the last drop of oil used up.

All day on December thirty-first he wandered about the sombre boulevard, which, in happier times of peace, had swarmed with holiday shoppers for the New Year. Now nothing remained of the crowds, the splendid stores all a-glitter with lights, the rush of gorgeous carriages, the flutter of silken gowns. Under the Grand Hotel a sick man sold little cakes at exorbitant prices; a few old women peddled wooden toys; that was all.

He found, in a shabby store, one or two little gifts for Yolette and Hildé. For Red Riding Hood he bought a tiny box of bonbons and a pair of shoes. It was all he could afford.

So they celebrated the New Year together, trying to be cheerful, forcing themselves to talk, until the thunder of the forts, culminating in a series of terrific crashes, drowned their faint voices and left them silent, each to dream the same dream, each to think of the absent one, and pray a little, too, for their comrade, wherever he might be on that first sad day of the new year. As for Red Riding Hood, she always had something to pray for, and late that night she crept into Hildés room, and said her prayers for France, and for the repose of her fathers soul, who had died as soldiers die — so she thought. Hildé, shivering in her chilly bed, listened to the childish voice:

Upon us have pity, upon our land of France, upon our city, upon our soldiers, pity, sweet Holy Virgin; intercede for papa, who is dead — for General Trochu and General Bourbaki and General Chanzy — and the Army of the Loire.

Amen, whispered Hildé. The child rose from her knees; Hildé drew her into the bed and warmed the cold little body against her own. The cannonade grew louder; toward midnight all the southern and eastern forts were firing. An hour later the batteries at the Point du Jour joined in, swelling the majestic volume of the cannonade until the floors of the house seemed to sway and tremble in the splendid rhythm of the guns deep thunder. Can you not sleep? asked the child. No, said Hildé. After a silence the child spoke again.

Mademoiselle Hildé?

Yes, little one.

Was it Our Lady of Paris who gathered the cannon balls in her veil of lace when they fired at the city hundreds and hundreds of years ago?

I dont know, said Hildé, faintly.

Presently the child said, I should like to hear about Sainte Geneviève and about Sainte Hildé of Carhaix.

Can you not sleep, Red Riding Hood?

Yes, but you have tears on your face.

They are often there now, little one.

Since he went away, Mademoiselle Hildé?

Since he went away.

The childs arms sought Hildés neck; their faces touched now.

Hear the cannon, whispered the child; they are very loud to-night. Do you think our Lord Jesus is listening to the cannon?

Hildé did not reply. The child spoke again, as though to herself:

He is somewhere up there near the stars, you know. The cannon cannot hurt Him. He is sorry for us when we are cold and when the Prussians shoot our fathers. When we sin He is sorry, for we go to hell unless — unless—

Hush, murmured Hildé; sleep, little one.

The child whimpered.

Mademoiselle Hildé, I cannot sleep, because you are crying.

Hush, said Hildé, those who weep are sometimes pardoned.

Have you sinned? asked the child innocently.

Sainte Hildé of Carhaix, witness for me! I do not know, sobbed Hildé. O, God! O, God! — to have him back! — only to have him back!



There is some one knocking, said the child.


CHAPTER XXV.

THE BEGINNING OF THE END.
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THE KNOCKING WAS repeated; Hildé sat up in the darkness, staring through her tangled hair at the dim outlines of the door.

Who is it? she asked, striving to steady her voice.

There came the shuffle of feet, a sound of whispered consultation. Suddenly a voice spoke out:

We want your house for a hospital. The wounded are coming in by the Porte Rouge.

Hildé sprang from the bed and groped in the darkness for her clothes, bidding them wait and she would open. And now Yolette was stirring in the next room, and Bourke came down stairs, half dressed, and lighted a fire in the dining-room, for there was no other means of illumination.

When Hildé appeared, soldiers of the hospital corps were piling straw in the hallway. Outside, the street, was choked with cavalry, helmets glimmering in the frosty dawn. Already a red-cross flag hung over the doorsteps, its soiled folds floating lazily with every icy air current.

When the first stretcher appeared, borne by priests, the cavalry moved on, endless lines of them, and the trumpets sad peal was echoed by steel cuirasses clashing and the chiming of spurs and sabres, and a thousand horse-shoes flinty clink. One by one the ambulances creaked up the street from the Porte Rouge; one by one the stretchers passed. Every house received its load of wounded, every house hoisted the Geneva cross.

Yolette and Hildé helped the soldiers spread straw on the floor; all the rooms on the ground floor were taken, and the wounded lay there side by side, half frozen, pale as corpses. There were a few Germans among them, quiet, blond fellows, staring at everybody with mild blue eyes. One of them, a mere boy, watched Hildé as she moved about with cups of hot brandy, silently awaiting his turn — which never came, for he died without a sound before she reached his side.

It was late in the afternoon when the surgeons appeared. Hildé and Yolette gave up their places to some sad-eyed Sisters of Mercy, and Bourke insisted that they should go to Harewoods room on the floor above. They slept there that night, keeping each other warm as best they could, for they had given most of the bed-covering to the wounded.

At daylight the dead cart came to their door, halted for its load, then rumbled on to the next house. Other wagons passed, creaking under their weight of wounded; sounds rose from the kitchen, where already the good Sisters of Mercy were making broth and splitting green wood. Hildé, her head on Yolettes breast, could hear Bourke stirring in his room. Yolette heard it, too, and opened her blue eyes. It was daylight.

Did you sleep, Hildé? she asked. You are so pale—

Yes, I slept. Did you hear that wounded man groan? O, Yolette! Yolette — I think I heard him die — die down there in the cold and dark.

She rose, shivering, to break the ice in her water pitcher. Her shoulders, white as the snow outside, shrank under the icy sponge.

The awful odour of chloroform makes my head ache, said Yolette. The whole house reeks of carbolic acid, too. Shall I open the window?

Hildé crept into her grey wool gown, held her wrists out for Yolette to fasten the linen cuffs, then, pinning on the nurses apron, she went down stairs. Around one arm, just above the elbow, she wore the white band and red cross of the volunteer nurse.

The Sisters of Mercy greeted her in low voices, and told her that the empty places on the straw had already been filled. A fresh convoy of wounded was at the Porte Rouge. The whole quarter had been turned into a vast hospital, and nurses and surgeons were coming from the Luxembourg and Sorbonne.

That night, however, orders arrived to transport the wounded to the Luxembourg, and, amid the confusion of passing cavalry, the crush of ambulances, the endless processions of stretchers, the throngs of nurses, priests and soldiers, the wounded were carried out once more to their straw-wadded wagons. It was snowing heavily; across the lurid flames from the torches the flakes fell thickly, covering the blankets of the wounded and the cloaks of nurses. The whole quarter echoed with the noise of departure; from every street the wailing of the sick, the groaning of the stricken, the sharp, nervous orders of the surgeons rose and mingled in one monotonous plaint. At length, when the house was empty, and the last stretcher had passed out to join the torchlit procession in the snow, Hildé sat down on the sofa and buried her head in Yolettes arms. Her tears were tears of sheer physical weakness, for she had eaten nothing since the night before, saving every scrap for the wounded in spite of Bourkes protestations.

And now, because the wounded had needed so much, Bourke found his cellar empty. He had sent Red Riding Hood to procure a ration card, and that night they ate the government rations for the first time.

Yolette tried to make light of it, saying that the soup was good, and that she did not believe it could be anything but beef broth. Hildé and Bourke ate their portions and swallowed the coarse lumps of black bread, too tired to care what they were eating.

This cant last long, said Bourke; the siege will end one way or another. He looked anxiously at Yolette as he spoke. Her forced gaiety was heart-breaking. What in the world was he to do? His money was gone; the last tin of provisions had been given to the wounded.

Who cares? said Yolette, lightly; if the army eat horse surely we can eat it. Shame on you, Cecil — you, a great, strong man! What would Monsieur Harewood say?

Jim is probably not dining on horse, said Bourke, cheerfully. Ten to one hes in Bordeaux, living like a prince and wondering how long we Parisians are going to stand it.

I know, said Hildé, flushing, that if he could come back he would come.

Of course he would, said Bourke, Hell come the minute the gates are opened, anyway. It wont be long now, one way or the other.

There is but one way, said Hildé, gravely.

Of course — of course we must win. I dont mean to say that the city will surrender, said Bourke, hastily.

The Governor of Paris has promised not to surrender, announced Red Riding Hood, as though that settled the matter for ever.

After a moment Yolette began; Have you noticed that the cannonade grows louder every evening? I have thought that perhaps the Germans are getting nearer the forts of the south. To-day I could see smoke all along the Meudon hills.

Bourke said nothing. He knew that, to the astonishment of the government, the Germans had suddenly unmasked a siege battery, and were pounding the barracks of Issy to powder.

I have been thinking, he said, after a moment, that perhaps we had better move this week. In fact, I have already engaged three rooms for us in the rue Serpente.

Yolette looked at him in amazement.

It is well to be prepared, he continued, with a smile. Our ramparts here are not far from the southern forts, and, in the event of the Prussians establishing siege batteries, they might take it into their heads to send their big shells sailing over the forts to our own ramparts!

And if Monsieur Harewood returns? said Hildé, faintly.

Hed rather find our house in ruins than its tenants blown to pieces — wouldnt he? smiled Bourke. Anyway, this house is not the place for you at present.

Hildé said nothing; Yolette leaned across the table and began a low murmured conversation with Bourke that only ended when Red Riding Hood woke up from the sofa and began to whimper with the cold.

The next morning Bourke went to the house in the rue Serpente, taking a man to carry his personal luggage. By afternoon Yolettes and Hildés slender wardrobes were deposited in the furnished rooms at 19 rue Serpente, and, in the tiny kitchen, Red Riding Hood was installed on a cot.

It was the fourth of January; on the fifth they were to take possession, and the house on the ramparts was to remain closed until the end of the siege of Paris.

All day long Yolette and Hildé were busy with the furniture and bedding. They dusted and aired the familiar rooms, packed table linen and plated-ware away, arranged the kitchen dishes, locked and bolted the garden doors and windows, and closed the shutters.

There had been a meagre distribution of rations that day. Bourke had no money to buy food, and there was nothing to do but wait for the morrow.

As they sat there by the dining-room windows late in the afternoon, Yolette thought of that afternoon when Bourke had told her that he loved her. He was sitting now, just as he had sat that day — the day that seemed already years away. Bourke raised his head.

Are you thinking of it too? he asked gently.

Yes, Cecil.

Hildé rose and slipped away to her own silent chamber. The azure-mantled faïence Sainte looked down at her with the same complacent smile on her china face, the rosary hung beneath. For the last time, she knelt and prayed for the man she loved — for his return if living — for his forgiveness if dead. Her eyes filled, her hot head swam; she sank back against the bed in a passion of weeping, her hands clasped over her head.

Through the evening clouds the setting sun gleamed for an instant, a long red ray stole into the room. She rose to her knees and looked out at the clouds, where, for the first time in so many days, the sun glittered. As she looked, a speck grew before her eyes, nearer, nearer, slanting downward, seeming to strike her window. She sprang up. A white pigeon fluttered at the pane — a tired, frightened little thing that let her take it in her hands and smooth it, and murmur to it senseless, pitiful words. Under one wing, fastened to a quill, was the message for the Governor of Paris. She touched the quill with hesitating fingers, and, finding it secure, folded back the pigeons wings and warmed it in her breast. Then, knowing it was rested and ready to resume its journey, she kissed the little feathered head and let it go. The bird rose high in the air, circled twice, then slanted westward and was lost in the cannon haze drifting in from the distant forts.

An hour later the Governor of Paris knew that the Army of the East had been annihilated.


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE BOMBARDMENT.
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ON THE FIFTH of January, at seven minutes after five in the afternoon, the first shell fell in Paris. The projectile entered the city a little northeast from the fort of Vanves, and plunged into the street, exploding with frightful force. A moment later the ominous quaver of another shell was heard from the Porte Rouge. The huge projectile seemed to hang above the rue dYpres, growing larger and larger as it neared the street. Suddenly it exploded, sweeping the rooftops with a hail of iron fragments, wrecking chimneys and tiles, and showering the street with shattered slates.

An old woman ran shrieking along the sidewalk, her grey hair dripping with blood, a cannonier on the ramparts lay writhing beside the Prophet. The artillerymen recovered from their amazement, and swung the great gun southwest. A clap of thunder shook the bastions, a white cloud, ever spreading, wrapped the Prophet. But again came the terrifying shriek of a shell, nearer, nearer — then the street trembled with its impact, and the houses rocked and reeled to their foundations as the Prophet thundered its reply.

The forts of the south were flaming and blazing from every embrasure; the batteries, the redoubts, the southern bastions of the fortifications were covered with smoke; but still into the city plunged the Prussian shells, blowing houses to ruins, setting fire to roofs, exploding in the streets, on the sidewalks, on bridges and quays, squares and boulevards, hurling death and destruction to the four quarters of the city. Three little children, crossing the rue Malaise, were blown to atoms; a woman running for shelter to the Prince Murat barracks was disembowelled in the rue dYpres. A convent was struck repeatedly, two shells entered a hospital and tore the helpless wounded to shreds, another killed a poor American student in his room in the rue de Seine. Faster and faster came the shells; night added to the horror of the scene; the darkness was lighted by the flames of burning houses. The uproar of the forts, the scream and hiss of shells, the deafening explosions of the cannon blended in a tumult indescribably frightful. At moments, in the brief lulls of the uproar, the iron knelling of the tocsin was heard, the fainter booming of drums calling to arms, the distant rush of artillery, galloping pell-mell to the bastions.

In the rue Serpente, Hildé and Yolette crouched, half dead with terror. A shell had fallen at the corner of the street and had torn a café to pieces. Bourke had been away since early noon, and Yolettes fright and anxiety for him drove Hildé to forget her own fear.

In that dark, narrow street, with its rows of ancient houses, women and children, frantic, shrieking, dishevelled, ran hither and thither to escape the shells. Some shouted, The other side of the river! Save yourselves! Others ran back into the tall crumbling houses to cower on the worm-eaten stairs or crawl into the cellars.

We must go to the cellar, repeated Hildé, with white lips. Yolette, everybody is going to the cellar.

I cannot — I will not stir until he comes back, whispered Yolette. Go to the cellar if you wish.

Shell after shell, moaning, whistling, flew high overhead. The air hummed with the quaver, the windows vibrated. There came a terrific report from the corner of the street, a house bulged outward, falling slowly amid the crash and crackle of wooden beams. A heap of plaster choked the street; some woodwork afire lighted up the mass of lime and bricks under which something writhed feebly — a man perhaps.

Red Riding Hood knelt clinging to Hildés skirt in an agony of fright. The child was still in her night gown, and her little limbs, numb with cold, quivered.

Somebody on the stairs cried out: The roof is on fire! Another rushed screaming to the cellar.

Come! murmured Hildé, we cannot stay; Yolette — we shall be burned if we stay — O, come, come!

Not to the cellar! cried Yolette. What are you doing — the house will burn over you! They were on the stairs now, Hildé dragging the child by the hand, Yolette following and trying to make herself heard in the din.

Dont go into the street! she cried again.

We cant stay in the house! panted Hildé, desperately.

Go back! Go back! shouted a crowd of soldiers, who came stampeding through the street and poured into the houses: The cellars are safe. Go to the cellars!

They pushed past the doorway, motioning Hildé to follow. She shrank against the doorpost, holding tight to Yolette and Red Riding Hood.

The street outside was ruddy with the glare of burning houses; the shells streamed high overhead toward the Panthéon now, falling beyond the rue Serpente, some in the boulevard Saint Michel, some on the Sorbonne, many on the Val-de-Grâce and a few even in the river. The fire of the Prussian guns shifted capriciously; now the Montparnasse quarter was covered with projectiles, now the Luxembourg, now the Latin quarter. But always the shells streamed thickest toward the hospitals, the barracks, the churches, palaces and great public buildings.

As the shells ceased falling in the rue Serpente, the people crept from the cellars, the soldiers of the Garde Mobile slunk off, and a company of firemen came up on a run, dragging their hand machine. Bands of skulking vagrants prowled through the street, half bold, half timid, peering into doorways, hanging about shell-wrecked houses, shoving, prying, insulting women.

One of these ruffians entered the hallway where Hildé stood, and started to ascend the stairs, but, evidently considering the shabby house not worth his attention, turned and stood hesitatingly in the full glare of a burning house.

Mademoiselle Hildé, whispered Red Riding Hood, Look! Look! At the same moment the vagabond saw Hildé, and shrank back against the wall.

It was the Mouse.

Hildé sprang to the shaky stairs and seized the Mouse by his ragged sleeve. That startled young ruffian suffered himself to be dragged up the stairs and into the little apartment, now brightly illuminated by the flames from the burning house on the corner. Yolette and Red Riding Hood followed.

Now, muttered Hildé, breathless, tell me where he is? What have you done with him? She stood before the Mouse, with flashing eyes and little fists clenched, repeating harshly, You swore to me that you would be with him, that you would keep him from harm! You slunk out of the house with that promise to me — and I let you go — I promised to say nothing to the others. What have you done with him?

Hes been shot, gasped the Mouse, he was — —

Shot! whispered Hildé.

He isnt dead, growled the Mouse. I came to find Monsieur Bourke, but when I went to the rue dYpres you all had decamped. Then, he continued, with a cringing gesture, I started to look — and quite by accident, mademoiselle, I met some friends — but I was not stealing! he whined, glancing furtively around, no, indeed, I stole nothing as the others did, — you will tell Monsieur Bourke that! You will tell Monsieur Bourke I was not pillaging houses.

Where is Monsieur Harewood? interrupted Hildé.

I was going to tell you, said the Mouse, submissively. I was going to tell mademoiselle that Monsieur Harewood is in the casemates of the Nanterre fort — very sick since they cut the bullet out. And it is quite true I was not pillaging. God is my witness. I have never stolen a pin.

He looked obliquely at Yolette, snivelled a little, hitched his tattered trousers and sniffed.

Twice Hildé strove to speak, but her colourless lips scarcely moved. Yolette put one arm around her and turned to the Mouse.

What message have you for Monsieur Bourke? she asked. Did Monsieur Harewood not send a message?

Yes, said the Mouse. He wants to see him. It was not until last night that those sacré Prussians gave me a chance to leave the fort. We have been there since Le Bourget, when Monsieur was shot as he left the church.

He did not add that he had half carried, half dragged Harewood across the Mollette under a frenzied fusilade from the Prussian pickets. He was a coward as cowards go; his very ferocity proved it. Yet he had instinctively clung to Harewood, when a bullet through the leg knocked him sprawling; he had hauled him out of the Prussian fire much as a panther hauls its young from a common danger, with no reason in the world that human minds could fathom, totally unconscious that he deserved credit. The Mouse had received Harewoods thanks with ennui, if not suspicion, and now it never occurred to him to say that he had saved Harewoods life, although, like most criminals, he was a keen appreciator of the dramatic. No — what occupied the meagre brain of the Mouse was the fear that Bourke might return and learn from Hildé and Yolette that he, the Mouse, had been looting.

He looked sideways at Yolette, who was leading Hildé to the bedroom. He listened stupidly to the paroxysms of grief when Hildé flung herself on the bed. That was all very confusing, but what would Bourke say? He looked down at his blackened hands, at the bludgeon still gripped in one bleeding fist, evidences of his share in the riotous nights work.

Mince! je me sauve! he blurted out, and at the same moment he saw Red Riding Hood staring at him from the sofa.

What are you making eyes at — hein! he demanded sullenly. Perhaps you are going to say I was pillaging houses!

The child, seized with a fit of shivering, cowered against the wall, drawing her feet in under her nightdress.

The Mouse regarded her fiercely, twirling his bludgeon between his blackened fingers. Then, apparently satisfied that she was too terrified to understand, he pulled his cap over his sightless eye, put the bludgeon into his pocket, and started toward the door. Before he went out he hesitated. The sight of the frightened child seemed to exercise a certain fascination for him. He looked back, frowning, just to see whether it would frighten her a little more. It did; but, strangely, enough, her fear gave him no gratification.

Voyons, petite, do I scare you? he asked, curiously.

Yes, whispered the child. A curious sensation, an unaccustomed thrill, something that had never before come over him, sent the blood tingling in the Mouses large ears. He peered at the child narrowly.

Dont look like that, he said, for I aint going to hurt you.

The child was silent.

Youre cold, said the Mouse, awkwardly. Go to bed.

Im afraid, she whispered.

Of me? asked the Mouse, with a strange sinking of the heart.

Yes; and the shells.

Ill knock the head off any pig of a Prussian who harms you, said the Mouse, waving his club. You never mind the shells, they wont hurt you. Now are you afraid of me, little one?

No, sighed the child. A glow of pleasure suffused the Mouses ears again. Then he felt ashamed, then he looked at the child, then he wondered why he should take pleasure in telling the little thing not to be afraid. For a while they contemplated each other in silence; finally the child said: When you were in the rue dYpres, I used to make you split wood. Do you remember?

Yes, said the Mouse, much gratified.

And you were afraid of the lion, pursued Red Riding Hood.

Dame, muttered the Mouse, I am afraid yet.

The child laughed — such a sad, thin little laugh. The Mouse, to please her, made an awful grimace and winked with his sightless eye.

Will you stay with us now? asked the child.

The innocent question completely upset the Mouse; the idea that he was wanted anywhere, the sensation of protecting anything, was so new, so utterly astonishing, that even his habitual suspicion was carried away in the overwhelming novelty of the proposition.

Red Riding Hood rose from the sofa, went to the bed and climbed in, then turned gravely to the Mouse.

Dont let anything harm us, she said. Good-night.

For a long time the Mouse stood and stared at the pale little face on the pillow. There were blue circles under the closed eyes; the clustering black hair cast shadows over the hollow temples. The exhaustion from hunger, fatigue and fright brought sleep to tired lids. Even when Yolette and Hildé came in the child did not wake.

I am going to stay, said the Mouse sullenly; if the shells come the little girl will be frightened.

As he spoke he furtively felt for some purloined silver forks that filled one pocket, found them still there, glanced maliciously at Yolette, and coughed gently.

Where is the Nanterre fort? asked Hildé, faintly.

The Mouse explained in a weird whisper, apparently much relieved that nobody offered to examine his pockets.

Is he all alone? said Hildé.

Parbleu! Theres not much society in the casemates, observed the Mouse— no, nor many surgeons to spare. Im going back to him to-morrow. He said it indifferently; he might have added that he was going at the risk of his life, but risks were too common at that time to occupy the attention of even such a coward as the Mouse. Wherever he went there were shells and bullets and bayonets now, and it mattered little whether they were French or Prussian.

He boldly rattled the silver forks in his pocket, leered, pulled his cap lower, for the reflection of the flames annoyed him, and said:

A la guerre comme, à la guerre, mesdames.

At the same moment hurried steps sounded on the landing. Yolette opened the door and Bourke entered.

When he saw Yolette and Hildé, he could not speak at first.

Dont, dont, sobbed Yolette; we are all safe — all of us. It was you that I feared for. O, if you knew! if you knew!

I was in the rue dYpres, stammered Bourke. The shells rained on the ramparts, and I ran to the Prince Murat barracks. I never dreamed they were shelling this part of the city until somebody said the Luxembourg had been struck. Then I came. Yolette, look at me! Good God, what a fool I was!

She clung around his neck, smiling and weeping, telling him she would never again let him go away. Hildé was silent. The Mouse fidgetted by the door. The child slept.

Then Hildé spoke of Harewood, of his message sent by the Mouse. Yolette cried out that she could not let Cecil go away again, and Bourke, devoured by anxiety, questioned the Mouse until that young bandits mind was a hopeless chaos.

You cant ask him to go, Hildé, implored her sister. O, how can you ask Cecil to go to the forts, when you know what they are doing out there. I cant let him go — I cannot!

If Jim is not in danger, I can go out with the next escort, said Bourke gravely. If he is, then I must go at once.

The Mouse was vague; he didnt know what might happen since they cut out the bullet. His habitual distrust of doctors, of science in all its branches, made it plain to Bourke that there was nothing accurate to be learned from him.

The Mouse lingered a minute or two, watching the sleeping child in the bed. Bourke told him he might go, and he went, as a dismissed dog goes, apologetically, half resentful, half conciliatory, clutching the forks in his pocket with dirty fingers. Hildé turned and went into her room, closing the door behind her.

I must sleep with the child, said Yolette; she wakes in the night and trembles so I almost fear she may die of fright. Cecil, is there any danger now from the shells?

I dont know, he said. I will lie down in the kitchen. If they bombard the quarter again we must go to the cellar. To-morrow I am going to take you and Hildé and Red Riding Hood to the American Minister. And, my darling, before we go, you must marry me.

Marry — now! faltered Yolette.

Otherwise the American Minister cannot protect you. If you are my wife, he is bound to do so. I cant stand this sort of thing; the city has gone distracted; nobody is safe outside an embassy. The Prussians must respect our flag, dear, and anarchists and kindred ruffians dare not enter the Legation. Shall I tell you what has happened in the rue dYpres? A gang of communists, cutthroats and thieves have broken open our house and are carousing in the cellar with our red wine. Stauffer, Mortier and Buckhurst are there, and they will do us mischief if they have a chance.

He drew her head down to his shoulder.

Will you marry me to-morrow, Yolette? he asked, so that I can leave you safe at the Legation and go to my friend?

Yes, she whispered, then threw both arms about him in a passion of tenderness and fear.


CHAPTER XXVII.

AN UNDERGROUND AFFAIR.
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WHEN THE MOUSE left the rue Serpente, the bombardment had shifted to the southern forts, and the southeast secteurs of the fortifications were covered with exploding shells. As he slunk across the city he could hear the fracas of the distant bombardment, and he gave the danger zone wide berth. His mind was preoccupied by two problems, how to conceal his silver forks and how to get back to the Nanterre fort.

The second problem could wait till morning, the first needed serious study. He already possessed one burrow. It was in the cellar of the house in the rue dYpres. For, while doing menial service for Bourke and Harewood, he had managed to abstract booty from neighbouring windows — a spoon here, a silk handkerchief there — nothing much, but still a modest little heap of plunder, which he had concealed in the cellar of the house on the ramparts. Therefore, his first instinct led him back to the rue dYpres, where, if the cachette in the cellar remained undisturbed, he could further avail himself of it by depositing the forks with the rest of the loot.

Thrift, muttered the Mouse, cannot be too early acquired. Sapristi! One must live — in this world of bandits!

As he crossed the boulevard Montparnasse he saw that the railroad station was on fire. For a moment he hesitated — there might be fine pickings yonder — but prudence prevailed, and he shambled on, scanning the passers-by with crafty face half averted, bludgeon swinging, cap over one eye, the incarnation of communism militant. Affrighted citizens gave him room, turned and looked after him as though in him they saw the symbol of all that was secret and dreadful in the city — the embodied shape of anarchy — the ominous prophet of revolution.

He passed on, swaggering when prudent, cringing when the sentries of the guard, pacing the devastated streets, halted to look after him, lanterns raised. At such moments he cursed them as loud as he dared; sometimes, when far enough away, he would insult them with gestures and epithets, gratifying to his vanity because of the slight risk such amusement entailed. He rattled the forks in his pocket as he walked; once or twice he broke into song — a doggerel verse or two of some sentimental faubourg ditty that attracted him, because, like criminals of his type, he adored sentiment — in song. He thought of Harewood lying in the casemates of the Nanterre fort. Would he live or die? His wound had turned so bad that the surgeons began to look at him in that musing way that even the dying understand.

The Mouse scratched his ear; dead or alive he must find his way back to Harewood; for the necessity that he felt for Harewoods company left him restless as a lost cur.

He thought often of Red Riding Hood. She was so small and thin and so afraid of him that he wondered why he thought of her at all. In his burrow he had buried an infants silver cup. This he decided to present to Red Riding Hood when he could do so without fear of aspersions on his honesty. He chuckled as he thought how it would please the child — she would look at him with those big eyes — she would perhaps smile — Nom de Dieu — what a droll young one! And so he came to the house on the ramparts in the rue dYpres.

The cellar of the house was reached from the garden through a flight of stone steps. The heavy slab that closed the manhole had no padlock.

The Mouse, on his hands and knees, groped about in the dark, stumbling among dead weeds and broken cucumber frames, puffing and cursing, until, without any warning, he almost fell into the manhole itself. Startled, alert, he crouched breathless by the slab on the grass. Somebody had removed it; somebody, then, was in the cellar!

Stealthily he crawled into the manhole, and descended the first three steps. His worn shoes made no noise; he crept three steps further.

At the end of the cellar, in the full light of a lantern on the floor, sat three men. Two of them wore the uniforms of officers of the carbiniers; the third was in civilian dress. Their voices were indistinct, but their features were not, and the Mouse fairly bristled as he recognised them. They were Stauffer, Mortier and Buckhurst.

The first thought of the Mouse was instinctively personal. They had come to rob him of his plunder! It was that, rather than curiosity, that led him to creep toward them, nearer, nearer, wriggle behind a barrel, and crawl so close that, with outstretched arm, he could have stabbed Mortier — if Mortier had been alone.

Buckhurst, pale-faced, calm, bent his colourless eyes on Mortier, and spoke in the passionless voice that always struck a chill to the Mouses marrow:

Monsieur Mortier, you misunderstand me. I am not in this city for my health, nor am I here to preach the Commune. There is but one thing I am looking for — money — and I dont care how I get it or where I get it. Prussian thalers or French francs, its all one to me.

Mortier raised his hideous head and fixed his little green eyes on the bloodless face before him.

One minute, said Buckhurst, then Ive finished. Not to waste words, the situation is this: Captain Stauffer has arranged to open the Nanterre fort to the Prussians; I have agreed to run a tunnel from this cellar, under the street, to the bastion where the Prophet is — I think its bastion No. 73. Powder exploded in the tunnel opens a breach in the ramparts, directly behind the Nanterre fort. Do you comprehend?

He paused a moment, then added: For this we divide 500,000 thalers.

Stauffer began to speak eagerly, his weak face lighting up as he proceeded.

It was Speyers plan; he had it in view before war was declared last July. He and I lodged in this house and planned it all out — even to excavating the tunnel to bastion No. 73 — damn the man who knocked him on the head. But we can do it alone — all we want of you is to help with the tunnel. It will be worth your while — really it will!

Mortiers eyes seemed to grow incandescent; the great veins swelled out on his bald dome-shaped head, his throat, under the red flannel rags, moved convulsively.

As he spoke he rose. Buckhurst, with the easy grace of a panther, rose, too. Stauffer lumbered to his feet and began to speak again, but Mortier silenced him and turned on Buckhurst like a wild beast.

I refuse! he shouted. I am an anarchist, not a traitor! I kill, I destroy, I burn. I murder if necessary, but I will not betray — no, not for all the thalers in the kingdom of Prussia!

His eyes glittered with the light of insanity. His misshapen hands menaced Buckhurst.

Judas! he shrieked. The Commune shall rise and live to judge you! Cursed son of a free people! Renegade! Thief!

There was a flash, a report, and Mortier clapped his hands to his face, which the blood suddenly covered. The next moment he was at Buckhursts throat, bore him down, twined him closer in his long, ape-like arms, and fastened his teeth in his throat; and Buckhurst shot him again and again, through the body. They swayed and fell together, the deadly light died in Buckhursts glazing eyes. After a minute neither moved again.

Stauffer had gone, fleeing like one distracted, when the Mouse crawled out into the lantern light and gazed down at the dead.

Presently he picked up the lantern, grubbed a hole in the ground, deposited his forks with the rest of his booty, rose, glanced at the dead again, and picked up the lantern. He spat on the ground — for Buckhurst had tricked him once — so he insulted the corpse with a contemptuous gesture and went out, swinging his lantern and sneering.

Give up the Nanterre fort, eh? he repeated, mimicking Stauffers effeminate voice: O, ma sæur! O, la la! À nous deux, monsieur pipelet — à demain!

The Prophet was firing as the Mouse left the city by the Porte Rouge; he looked up at the great cannon and mocked it: Tiens! boum! boum! boum! O, la la! O, Seigneur Dieu! — que la guerre est ridicule tout dmême!


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE NIGHT OF ATONEMENT.
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THAT NIGHT, THE zone of bombardment having shifted far to the southwest, Bourke went to the American Legation. It was eleven oclock when he returned, thoroughly discouraged. He had seen the Minister, but that official could do nothing to protect Yolette and Hildé against the shell-fire. There was no room at the Legation. It was not even certain that the Legation itself would be safe, although the Minister, in some heat, denounced those responsible for the bombardment, and promised to protest against the destruction of foreign consulates and embassies. So Bourke came back to the rue Serpente, worried and anxious, for it was not possible for him to go to the Nanterre fort, and leave Yolette and Hildé alone, without the protection of responsible people. He and Yolette sat up late into the night, discussing the situation. Hildé lay on the bed, listening, perhaps, but she offered no suggestions. About midnight Red Riding Hood awoke, sobbing from hunger, and Yolette comforted the child, saying good-night to Bourke, and kissing her sister tenderly.

Listen, Hildé, she said; Cecil is going to the Nanterre fort, so you must not be so sad, my darling. Look up at me, little sister. I am not selfish and heartless, after all. Cecil must go.

I will go as soon as you and Hildé are in safe quarters, began Bourke; but Hildé sat up on the bed and forbade him to go. It is enough that one life is in danger, she said; your place is here, with Yolette. You can do nothing for him; he is in the casemates and under medical attendance. What could you do?

I shall go when I see you and Yolette secure, repeated Bourke.

Secure? How? asked Hildé bitterly. Your embassy has no room for us; and do you think Monsieur Bismarck will order his cannoniers to respect any part of the city? The people in the street say that convents and hospitals have been struck repeatedly. Have the Prussians not sent their shells into the crowded streets of the poor?

It was the first time that Yolette had ever heard Hildé speak with bitterness. Bourke, too, looked at her sharply, wondering at the change in the gentle reserved girl he had known.

No, continued Hildé rapidly, no! no! no! — the Prussians spare neither young nor old, man nor woman! You cannot go, Cecil; Yolette needs you now, if ever.

She rose, putting her arms around Yolette, saying: Dearest, he must not go to the Nanterre fort. It is wrong for him to leave you; it is wrong for him to expose his life.

Confound it! said Bourke, helplessly, Id go to him if he were at the south pole, but I cant leave Yolette in danger; my skin is no longer my own to risk.

Nor was his, said Hildé, gravely; and she went into her own room and closed the door.

The night was bitter cold; the frost covered the window-panes with moss-like tracery, silvered by a pale radiance from without. And Hildé, opening the window, looked off over the dark city and saw the midnight heavens, blazing with stars. Her cheeks were burning now; the icy air seemed grateful. After a little she closed the window, fearing the cold might harm the others. But there was a short ladder in the hallway, leading to the scuttle, and she found it and climbed up and out onto the roof. Her hot cheeks and aching eyes grew no cooler in the freezing wind. She even threw back her shawl and bared her white throat.

The heavens were resplendent; the tremendous sky-vault, far arching, fathomless, was dusted with myriads of stars, among which, deep set, the splendid planets blazed, and the gigantic constellations traced their signs in arcs and angles and gem-set circles that spanned the diamond-showered heavens from horizon to horizon.

Spire on spire the city towered, domed, battlemented, magnificent in the starlight — the beautiful, sinful city, whose lacelike spires and slender pinnacles rose from squares and streets where men lay dying by the score for lack of bread. There was starlight on the bridges, on the quays, on the carved façades of palaces, on the strange towers of Saint Sulpice.

The jewelled spire of the Sainte Chapelle, the silvery dome of the Invalides, the grotesque gothic tower of Saint Jacques, loomed distinctly from the endless mass of house and palace, monument and church. In the east an enormous bulk detached itself against the sky — the Panthéon! In the north the stupendous twin towers of Nôtre Dame dominated the shadow shapes of roof and chimney. And, through the world of shade and shadowy silhouette, wound the star-tinted, ghostly river — a phantom tide spanned by a score of fairy bridges, impalpable, vague, ghostly as their own reflections in the frozen, ice-bound stream.

And now, far beyond the walls, Hildé could see the forts. The tiny flashes ran from east to west, then south, then back again, a living chain of sparks. The cannons solid thunder rolled and surged majestically, wave after wave, harmonious, interminable. On the heights of Meudon, Clamart and Châtillon the flicker of the Prussian guns ran parallel to the flashes from the forts of the south and west; their shells were falling on the Point du Jour.

Hildé could see the bright reflections of fires along the frozen river, the red smoke, the nearer blast from the great guns on the ramparts. Overhead raced the shells, streaming by with kindling wakes of sparks dropping and fading one by one. Then, from Mont-Valérien the rockets towered to the zenith and drifted and faded while the Point du Jour answered, rocket on rocket, and the bastions re-echoed with the double thunder of the shotted guns.

Could that be real war? — this Venetian fête of coloured fires, rockets, illuminations, dull reports? Hark! The jar of a great iron bell came quavering over the city. The faint rattle of drums broke out across the river — the tocsin and the alarm! Hildé did not hear them. She was talking to herself, under her breath, counting the forts on her slender fingers: Issy, Vanves, Mont-Valérien, Saint Denis. O, then there must lie the Nanterre fort — there where the darkness is shot with streak after streak of flame! At last she knew.

The fort was silent now, but within her breast a voice spoke. And she listened, leaning from the iron railing. She knew that Gods justice was passing — passing in fire through the heavens above the city — the fair city, brought low in shame. For the night of atonement was at hand.

Atonement! The sad knell rang through her brain, ominous, sonorous and the solemn tocsin bore it on, intoning atonement, atonement!

At first she wept, leaning on the icy parapet; for the justice of God is a fearful thing, and she was young. But her tears froze on her cheeks, and she went down through the house, and out, and far into the city to the gates. They would not let her pass. She came back through the blind, dead avenues, seeing nothing, hearing nothing, until, at her own door, she paused, her hand on the wall, her listless eyes closed. It was dawn. Red Riding Hood came out with a covered basket, to take her place in the line at the butchers.

Hildé smiled when she saw her, and, stooping, kissed the child. Tell them I have gone to the Nanterre fort, she said.

So she went away into the city, to the gates again, where cavalry were passing. And she passed out among the horses and the troopers. Nobody told her the road. At a crossway, in the centre of a dismantled hamlet, the stupid, freezing troopers wheeled to the west. Hildé kept on, her white face fixed on the road. The fiery dawn came up behind the Fortress of the East, the bombardment ceased as the sun appeared, but from the forts the smoke rifts fled away and the guns flashed steadily, pounding the heights of Châtillon and the parapets of Saint Cloud, where the sullen Prussian artillery lay breathless, waiting for the night again to strike. The frozen road seemed endless. The devastated, treeless fields stretched flat on either hand. To Hildé they seemed burning with the glitter of the sun, kindling each ice-crystal to a living coal. Her tired, hot eyes drooped, her feet dragged, but the fever in her breast gave her no rest, and she moved on, unconscious of her exhaustion.

There were men who called to her at times; she saw they were soldiers, but she neither heard nor answered their hoarse hails. Perhaps the pickets thought she was some crazed, starved young thing whose suffering had driven her from the doomed city; perhaps they took her for a nurse, for she still wore the grey wool and the red-cross band above her elbow.

A squad of Franc-tireurs, outside the outposts, called to her to go back. She did not even raise her head. A peasant, crouched before a fire in a ditch by the roadside, warned her that Uhlans had been there the night before. She looked at him and passed on.

There was a shell of a blackened village beyond her — a mere hamlet, charred, crumbling, half-hidden in the snow. She entered the main street, dragging her tired little feet over burnt timbers and piles of brick and stone. Twice she stumbled to her knees, but she rose and went on, her grey skirt powdered with snow. There was a man in the street, walking ahead — a soldier. He heard her and waited for her. It was some minutes after he had dropped alongside that she heard him talking, but even then she did not look at him until he took hold of her arm, still talking and grimacing.

The man was Stauffer. He still had her arm; she wrenched it away and moved faster, but he followed and held her back. From sheer weakness she fell to her knees; then she hid her face in her hands, crying as though her heart would break. She could scarcely rise again; her head swam and the glare on the snow sickened her.

She noticed there were two men beside her now; how the other came she did not know, but she saw, with no surprise, that one of them was the Mouse. He had the other man by the arm and was leading him back toward Paris. Tiens! said the Mouse; Captain Stauffer — here, dont run away — Captain Stauffer, you are a little rough with ladies — come, now, admit you are a little ardent — eh, captain?

Stauffer turned a frightened face to the Mouse. What are you doing? he cried, struggling; let go!

Come on, said the Mouse amiably, let us get around this house — so — where the lady cant see us. It might frighten her.

What do you mean? stammered Stauffer, wrenching himself free and turning toward the road again.

Wait! said the Mouse, barring his way. I want to tell you something amusing. Do you remember giving me a German gold piece to march with you and your carbiniers on the Hôtel de Ville? Bon! You said it was for plunder. You lied: it was for Monsieur Bismarck!

Stauffer took a step backward and drew a revolver; the Mouse cleared the space between them at a single bound; there was a shriek, a flurry of snow.

The Mouse stepped back, wiping his red knife on his trousers.

Now go and sell the Nanterre fort, he sneered.

Stauffer, stabbed through and through, rolled in the snow, trying to rise.

Go and sell Paris. Hurry or youll be late, said the Mouse, moving off. The miserable wounded wretch dragged himself after him, calling for mercy, moaning and sobbing, praying he might not be left to freeze in the snow. He followed the Mouse on his hands and knees, agonized face raised. The Mouse hesitated, watching the writhing creature askance. Then he went back and destroyed him.

When he came up with Hildé again, he said nothing. She neither looked at him nor spoke to him, for already, over the snowy plain, her strained eyes were fixed on a low hill that rose black and solitary from the spotless level. The Nanterre fort!

The Mouse saw it, too.

Fringing smoke draped the battlements, where, from an angle hidden on the hillside, a mortar fired slowly. Other guns, concealed by the rocks in the rear of the fort, sent the smoke whirling up over the citadel, obscuring the flag flying there until a current of wind revealed it again.

On they went, on, on, and still on. The fort seemed no nearer. They crossed a dismantled railroad track covered with snow. The Mouse slipped on the twisted rails and rose swearing.

The sun beat down on the expanse of ice and snow; the reflection was intolerable. Once, far out on the plain, something dark appeared. The Mouse knew what it was, and he halted, shaking from head to foot. But the squad of Uhlans either did not see them, or else feared a shot from the gatlings on the glacis of the fort, for they disappeared after awhile, followed by the hearty curses of the Mouse.

About noon, when the fort seemed within stones throw, a picket hailed them from a hillock to the left.

Volunteer nurse and attendant! bawled the Mouse in answer to the summons.

Twenty minutes later they were climbing an icy road that wound up the hillside. Dense thickets screened it; squads of artillerymen in sleeveless sheepskin coats passed, scarcely noticing them. The road took abrupt angles. Each angle was covered by a cannon. Gatlings and mitrailleuses glimmered behind parapets jutting from the rock; long field pieces peered through abatis work on every side. Two great iron gates were passed, the sentries falling back and saluting the red cross on Hildés sleeve. Then they turned into a level street, paved, decorated with lamps, running between solid walls of masonry. Another iron gate admitted them to a square, also paved, and faced in with barracks of grey stone, badly shattered.

You can cross the parade, said the artilleryman on guard, pointing with his sabre. The Prussians only bombard us at night.

Follow, said the Mouse, briefly, and Hildé followed across the parade, where squads of soldiers were repairing the barracks, through a narrow alley, deep set between towering ramparts, into another court, down flight after flight of broad stone steps, then into an arcade, dimly lighted by lanterns and crowded with soldiers, moving about aimlessly. Just above them a cannon thundered, shaking the ground under their feet.

Were almost there, said the Mouse, peering at Hildés bloodless face.

He pushed open a door in the wall; a lantern lighted the darkness. There were some beds there, half obscured. Around one a screen was pulled.

Thats not it — he isnt dying, muttered the Mouse; I think hes in that other bed.

Then he raised a whining voice:

Monsieur!

In the half-light a head stirred on a pillow, was raised — then came a cry, Hildé!

And Hildé fell beside the bed and laid her tired head in Harewoods arms.


CHAPTER XXIX.

THE SONG OF THE MOUSE.
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ON THE TWENTY-SIXTH of January, a few minutes after seven in the evening, the artillery officers on the Nanterre fort reported signals from Paris to cease firing. From Charenton to Issy, from Saint Denis to Vincennes, the signals flew; the cannonade died out at Ivry, at Romainville, at Saint Ouen; the fort of Issy, the Montrouge fort, the Fortress of the East, the battery of the Double Crown lay silent under their floating crowns of cloud. One by one the forts of the east grew quiet, the last bombs soared upward from Vanves, the last shots boomed along the Point du Jour. A deathly stillness followed; then, as the bells in the distant city tinkled midnight, a clap of thunder burst from Mont-Valérien. That was the end. Paris had surrendered.

At dawn, through a cold grey mist that sheeted the desolate plain, two Prussian Uhlans rode to the foot of the fortressed hill. The sad notes of the trumpet sounded nearer and nearer; the mournful echoes started along the rocks; the drawbridge fell.

Hildé, leaning from the iron door of the bomb-proofs, saw a tall, red-whiskered Uhlan officer, blindfolded, crossing the parade conducted by four Mobiles, rifles slung. Behind this Prussian officer marched an Uhlan trumpeter, escorted by four more Mobiles. The trumpeters eyes were also bound with a white handkerchief, his trumpet rested on his right thigh; in his left hand he bore a lance, from which drooped a white flag.

All that day she sat beside Harewood, listening to the heavy tread of troops, the hushed commands, the creak of siege-guns, swinging inward from the ramparts.

At noon, the Uhlans left, blindfolded, reconducted in silence by famine-stricken soldiers. Again the melancholy trumpet sounded the salute, then stillness fell over rampart and glacis, bastion and parapet — a quiet so profound that Hildé, lying in the chair by the bedside, heard the flapping of the flag on its iron staff above the citadel. In the starlight she saw the sentinels standing before the magazine, the corvée winding down to the frozen reservoir, the rare lanterns dimly burning as an officer made his noiseless rounds. She leaned over the bed, listening for a while.

Are you awake, my darling? He stirred in his sleep and held out one hand. She took it in both her own. There was a dimly lighted lamp in a steel socket above her head. Presently she rose, still holding his hand in one of hers, and turned the wick higher.

The crutches are finished, she said, returning to her seat by the bed; a Breton in the Mobiles made them for you. You must remember to thank him. He took a great deal of trouble; there was no wood — so he filed off two lance shafts, and made the armrests out of wire and leather.

After a pause she whispered: Jim, are you awake?

He laid his cheek against her hand in silence.

What is it? Are you still unhappy, you foolish boy?

He tried to answer; his voice failed.

O, my darling, she said, despairingly: how can you feel so after all that has been said?

She stooped nearer, touching his hair with her lips.

I have forgiven you — there was but one thing for me to forgive, for it is true that you should not have gone away; if death had come, you were not fit to die — nor I, my darling.

She kissed his closed eyes; the lashes trembled.

We were so much in love, she said, so much in love — and I knew nothing — you can never know, Jim — how I love you — and it was even then — from the very first — the same — the same adoration! And, Jim, if you had died, and although I know the dreadful end — I would not have lost the memory of one hour, one second, one look, or one caress.

He tried to speak; he could not. Again, through his closed lids, he saw her as she had come to him, fainting, exhausted, her frozen hands seeking his. Again he lived through the days that followed, the thunder of the guns, the casemates shaking, the bitter cold, the darkness, and she always by his bed — her every touch, her every breath, telling him of a love so pure, so infinite, that his dark heart, heavy with the bitterness of self-accusation, sank subdued under the strength of such a passion.

He thought of the long nights, the pain, the fever, the piercing chill, the hunger, all borne in silence lest he should grieve for her. He remembered all this as he lay there, his eyes closed, his temples pressing the soft curls of the girl who had done all for him — who now was to be his wife.

Are you still unhappy, she whispered. Think of to-morrow. Sins are forgiven; it is in my faith.

In mine; you are my faith, he said. There is nothing but you, Hildé — nothing in heaven or earth but you and God who sent you.



The crutches are here, shall I get them? asked Hildé, smiling through her tears.

He took them gravely, praising the leather armpieces, the lance shafts, the rubber ferrules. She was contented. The splints on his broken limb galled him; she aided him to sit up to relieve the numbness, and he lay back, his head resting on her breast.

The Prussians sent a white flag this morning, she said.

Then it is true? he asked, the news from Paris?

Yes. Paris has surrendered.

He was silent; she bent her head forward, sighing.

It was a good fight, he said, Hunger is the victor; the Prussians are incidents.

The garrison leaves to-morrow, she said; the Prussians enter the forts at sunset. Our soldiers will take you in the ambulance; we go by the Porte Rouge. Perhaps Yolette— She broke down and wept bitterly. He comforted her, saying that Bourke was the wisest and best man on earth, and that Yolette was safer than if she had been in the Nanterre fort. After a little she dried her eyes and reproached herself for causing him anxiety. Then, beside his bed, she said her prayers for the night, kissed him peacefully, turned out the lamp and went into the nurses ward to sleep, flinging herself on the iron cot, dressed as she was. As for him, he lay awake, staring into the darkness. The beauty of this young girls soul, the sacredness of her passion, overwhelmed him. Who was he that he should share her thoughts, her sacrifices, her ideals, her innocence? Her face was always before him in all its loveliness — exquisite, spiritual. In her eyes he read the secret of that chaste unselfishness that had given all and surrendered nothing. Sleep came and went like a brief dream. It was morning; the drums were already beating in the dawn, the parade resounded with the hum of departure.

Hildé knocked and entered, faintly smiling her morning welcome. The adoration in his face dimmed her sweet eyes a little; she leaned above his pillow, her lips rested on his. That morning he was to try his crutches. When he was ready she helped him to the window — he was scarcely strong enough to stand — and he laughed and adjusted the crutches, as she steadied him to the door, where the foot artillery were passing down the winding street to the monotonous tap! tap! of a drum.

After them came the Mobiles, bugles sounding stridently in the sharp crisp air. He wished to go to the ramparts, she dreaded the bits of ice and snow, but he had his way, and she guided him across the parade and up the sanded incline to the parapets above.

The sun hung over the distant city, glittering on a million windows, gilding dome and spire and frosty river, reddening the long grey palaces, flooding quays and roofs and bridges with a hazy radiance that turned the streets to streaks of rose and pearl. A mist of amethyst veiled the heights of Châtillon. Behind it the German cannon lay, stretching from Clamart northward, then east and south and west, in one enormous iron circle, back to Fontenay aux Roses. Across the river from the fort, between Châtou and Croissy, the Prussian cavalry were plainly visible, moving at a gallop over a wasted meadow. Beyond them rose the smoke of camp-fires, marking the long line of trenches eastward to Houilles.

In Paris there is little smoke, said Hildé, sadly. Jim, I can scarcely wait to go. What do you suppose the shells have done to the city? Think of it! Twenty days of ceaseless bombardment, and my sister there—

There was more risk in the fort here, said Harewood; we have been under fire longer. It has pounded the barracks to powder, but you yourself know that we have not lost many killed.

He continued, The Mouse has not reappeared, has he, dearest? Hildé shook her head.

Well, said Harewood, hes in Paris again, unless he was shot outside the lower parapets. Did he say nothing about going, Hildé?

No, Jim. He hung around the casemates for a week. Then an officer complained of missing his gold watch, and asked me whether the Mouse was your servant. The Mouse was listening — I saw him behind the door. That night a Mobile lost some money and went about the parade swearing terribly. The shells were falling, striking the barracks every minute, but the Mobile didnt notice them and kept on swearing that the Mouse had taken his money. In the morning the Mouse had vanished.

Hes a strange beast, mused Harewood. I know less about him than I did the first night I saw him. Yet Paris is full of such mice — and I have seen many.

Hildé sat down on the parapet and looked out over Paris. Harewood watched her. Care and suffering had not narrowed the lovely oval of her face; her eyes were clear and sweet; the rounded chin, the delicate straight nose had not changed. Trouble had once effaced a certain child-like beauty in the lips and eyes; trouble perhaps brought it back, yet now that unconscious innocence — the frail bloom of childhood, was strengthened by something more subtle, more exquisite. A maid is always a child until knowledge of sorrow comes to make her a woman.

A sparrow, the first they had seen for many a month, alighted in the snow under the muzzle of a big gun.

Hildé, do you remember when we freed your birds? he asked.

Yes, Jim.

After a pause he said wistfully: How young we were — in those days.

Yes, she said, we were very young.

Her serious, sweet eyes met his; her hand stole across the parapet and nestled in his. Some soldiers came through the snow, bearing a dead man on a stretcher. As they passed the cannon, the sparrow fluttered up, high overhead, flying across the gulf to Paris.

To-night we will follow it, she murmured. O, Jim, I am so tired of the snow! I am so tired of winter and whiteness and death.

You shall see the spring come in the Breton forests, he said. You shall see miles of primroses and pink-thorn, you shall see shaded glades purple with violets, and everywhere young leaves, young blossoms — a young world, Hildé, and all for us.

A young world, she sighed; that is what I love — green leaves, sunlight, and youth — everywhere youth. It is kinder — —

Youth is kinder — — he repeated.

The clock in the citadel struck heavily; the flag on the iron pole fluttered to the ground.

The garrison is going, said Hildé. Do you think they will remember us? They promised me two places in an ambulance.

Look at the high-road below, said Harewood; see the carriages and wagons coming out from Paris. That is the Nanterre road. It leads to the gates of the north.

They leaned over together, watching the sunshine flashing on polished equipages, on wheels and lamps and harness trappings. The road from Paris was full of them; it was like a winter day in the Bois de Boulogne, save that the horses moved without spirit, and there were many shabby carts and wagons intermingled with the carriages.

As the procession of vehicles approached the base of the hill the coachmen and drivers, swathed in furs, became visible; and, after a while, Hildé could hear, far below the fortress walls, the tinkle of chain and hoof and wheel.

Parents coming to the fort to look for their sons, said Harewood, soberly.

Sweethearts, perhaps, for their lovers, said Hildé.

On they came, rich and poor, the banker from his home in the Parc Monçeau, the butcher from the long-closed Halles, the mother from the noble Faubourg, the mother from the Faubourg Infect, patrician and plebeian, sister and brother — and some who were childless and did not know it, and some who were widows and wore, as yet, no crape.

They are coming, said Hildé. I hear carriages on the gun-road below. They will drive to the parade. O, Jim, Jim, think of the mothers who are coming, only to take back their dead sons! And those who are buried outside the glacis! What will the mothers and fathers do — and their children dead down there under that ice and snow.

The parade was filling now, with vehicles of every description; coachmen were leaping to the ground, old men and feeble white-haired women stepped out into the snow. An old gentleman came toward Harewood, lifting his hat with an anxious smile.

I am looking for my son, he said, could monsieur inform me where the barracks are?

The barracks are in ruins, said Harewood: the troops muster in the casemates, monsieur, where, I trust, you will find that all is well.

Others came to seek information; an ancient dame, hobbling on two canes, asked for her son, Jean Bornic, ma belle dame, of the Breton marine artillery, and so tall and handsome, — my son, madame.

Hildé answered gravely in the Breton language; the old dames withered cheeks flushed faintly.

From Carhaix, my sweet lady, she said, with a little courtesy.

Hildé told her to go to the citadel, and she went, smiling and nodding her grey head.

Her son was killed the last day of the siege, said Hildé; I sent her to the citadel, where they will tell her.

There were tears in her eyes; she laid her head on Harewoods shoulder.

Life is too sad, she said.

The bell in the citadel began to toll; a column of soldiers, marching without drums or arms, entered the parade, already crowded with vehicles.

That is the end, said Harewood, solemnly; the fort belongs to the king of Prussia.

Our fort, said Hildé, turning very white.

She trembled so that he drew her to him, holding her close.

Wait, he whispered, remember what we said of youth and springtide. The land needs sunshine and pure air and green leaves and stillness. Death will be a memory with summer. France can wait; her promise is in her youth.

The bell tolled monotonously; three silent files of men entered the gun-road and began the long descent.

There is somebody in a carriage coming this way, said Harewood. The next moment he uttered an exclamation, half petulant, half amused.

Hildé! Its the Mouse!

She rose, breathless, excited, hands outstretched; a woman leaned from the carriage, then sprang to the ground.

Yolette! Yolette! cried Hildé; little sister, I am here!

Theres Bourke! stammered Harewood, and tried to rise on his crutches.

Yolette was in Hildés arms, sobbing: Little sister! Darling Hildé! Dont cry so, dont — we are going home — home — really we are. Bourkes strong hands clasped Harewoods; his keen grave face questioned the younger man.

What he read in Harewoods eyes lighted up his own, and he stepped back and took Hildés hands in his. When he turned again to Harewood, the latter was holding a little court of his own. Yolette, Red Riding Hood and the Mouse surrounded him; the child had both arms close around his neck; Yolette was grieving over his wounded limb, and holding his hand in both her gloved ones. As for the Mouse, he chewed a straw and looked on with mixed sentiments impossible to fathom.

He brought me a silver cup, said Red Riding Hood, gravely.

The Mouse shifted the straw between his teeth and looked anywhere but at Harewood.

We are to have white bread to-morrow in Paris, observed Red Riding Hood, still holding Harewoods neck encircled in her frail arms.

And wedding cake, he said, gaily, but not if you choke me to death, little sweetheart.

The leer on the Mouses face was impossible to describe. Whether he meant it well or ill is a problem. The chances are that he intended to convey the assurance of his benevolent interest in Harewood and Hildé. However, he only said that the carriage was ready and the drive to Paris a long and cold one, and he, the Mouse, was ready to start as soon as ces messieurs were ready.

Harewood laughed and took his crutches. Hildé, colouring faintly, placed one arm around him and aided him to rise.

Come on, Bourke, he said, with a touch of the old boyish impetuosity — yet, under it, there was something tender, even a little wistful, as though he needed the strength of his comrade to strengthen him in body and mind.

I think, he said, as Bourke picked him up unceremoniously and carried him off to the carriage— I think, Cecil, that youll find hereafter that my conscience is straighter than my leg.

Well mend both, Jim, laughed Bourke, as the Mouse opened the carriage door for Hildé and Yolette.

Red Riding Hood was set high on the drivers seat beside the Mouse. Bourke placed Harewood gently in the corner beside Hildé, then, nodding to the Mouse, he entered the carriage himself.

Yolette and I have taken a house in Passy, he said, smiling across at Harewood. Yolette says we must have a honeymoon if we wait ten years for it, so Im thinking — if you and Hildé are married — and the blockade is raised — we might run down to the Breton coast until Paris has cleaned house.

We were thinking, said Hildé, with sweet dignity, of doing the same thing.

Yolette suddenly leaned across the carriage and kissed her.

The Mouse, outside, cracked his whip and sang as he drove:

For what things shall our brothers plead?

A rope, a match, a barley seed;

A rope to hang the man of greed,

A match to burn his house, we need.

To feed the poor, a barley seed,

A barley seed,

A barley seed!

Crack! crack! went the whip; the sifted snow flew high, the wheels spun, slipped, creaked and whirled round in a shower of icy slush. And always the Mouse trolled his merry catch.

A barley seed,

A barley seed,

The rich shall bleed,

The poor shall feed,

So, brothers, sow the barley seed!


CHAPTER XXX.

SAINTE HILDÉ OF CARHAIX.
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IN CARHAIX THERE is a rustle through the winter-tinted woods when the March moon dies in the skies and the blue starlight sinks trembling, fathoms deep, into the glassy sea. Then, through a breathless dawn, steals the pale light of April, tinting with gilt a world of primrose petals, creeping through woodlands mantled in grey and brown and silver, till in the deepest forest depths a bird awakes and ruffles and looks up amid a million tiny newborn leaves.

In Carhaix, league upon league of moorland grows sweet scented, the gorse is aromatic, the marsh is mossed with spongy gold; the blue sea ripples like a river, gilded with ribbed sand, flecked with reflections where white clouds blow and white gulls drift like wind-tossed thistle silk.

Three houses, woods, a chapel, and a shrine; miles of pink-thorn, silvery cliffs, and a still sail at sea — that is Carhaix. All day long the sea-swallows skim the inlet shores, the silver mullet, shoal on shoal, crossing the bar, lace all the shallows with their frothy ropes of foam. All day long the lançons spring above the sands, quivering, shimmering, delicate as pale patterns in the shuttle of a flying loom.

April had come in Carhaix. Hildé also had come to Carhaix — back to her own country — for the blockade had ended at last, the gates of Paris were opened, and the long Prussian columns, marching back, lined all the northern roads.

So she had come — her young heart vaguely wistful — to be wedded in the Carhaix chapel where she had been baptized, and where, all in filmy white, she had stolen through the dim aisles, an awed communicant. For her, atonement did not end at the confessional; there only sin might be put away, sadness was lifted with the bridal wreath; sorrow ended when the orange buds fell from her breast. Atonement never ended, but its bitterness would end like the memory of evil in the innocence of a blameless life. It seemed to her that all would be well, now that she had come back. In all the world there was but this one place where, with her childs heart heavy with memories, her womans heart thrilling with love and repentance, she could come and kneel and go forth, in peace for ever.

The April sun gleamed through the jewelled glass and fell in diamonds, staining her feet with violet and rose. She saw Sainte Hildé of Carhaix, high in her plaster niche, azure robed, smiling her placid smile among the shadows; she saw Our Lady of the Cliffs, tinselled, magnificent, holding the Child by the dim altar, where waxen tapers burned and the carved crucifix reared its slender arms. And there her childhood came to meet her. Again she saw the processional, the cross aloft, Our Lady of the Cliffs passing amid the kneeling crowd; again she heard the fresh young voices swelling in the wind, the chanting of the curé, the murmured prayer. The scene shifted seaward — she saw the tempest and the misty sea, the white coiffes on the headland, the men on the shore; then, as it seemed, years afterward, she heard the bell tolling in the chapel for lost souls.

She remembered her father, too, always in the forest where the horns sounded all day long and the hounds baying surged and ebbed with the shifting wind. He lay in the chapel yard, near the mother she had never seen, buried, as he wished, with his boar spear on his breast — the last ruined huntsman of a ruined race — the landless relic of a landed Breton line, old as the ancient chapel, which was older than Carhaix.



A bird twittered on the chapel porch; the vague odour of the sea stirred her heart. She turned and looked back at the altar, where to-morrow she should kneel a bride, then made her reverence and went out into the sunny world.

Yolette sat on the cliffs looking off to sea. Bourke lay full length beside her, sniffing the fresh wind and watching Red Riding Hood, who, skirts tucked up, paddled blissfully in the thin films of water along the shining sands below.

Harewood stood near the beach, critically inspecting a steamers trail of smoke on the horizon. When he heard Hildés voice on the cliffs above him, he climbed up, slowly, for he was still a little lame, and met her, smiling.

The child down there is in the seventh heaven, he said; Shes been nipped by a crab and bruised by the rocks, and when shes half drowned shell be contented, I fancy.

Its curious, said Bourke, looking up, that the Paris papers have not come. The last mail arrived here on March eighteenth, and here it is April second.

A mail did come; I brought it down — but I went into the chapel and forgot, said Hildé.

Nobody expects brides to remember, said Bourke sarcastically; do you mind letting me see my mail?

Yolette looked up laughing as Hildé calmly handed the letters to Harewood. That young man sorted the papers, tossed a package and a parcel over to Bourke, and said: Theres only one letter; its for me.

Bourke began to open the parcel; it was sealed and elaborately tied with a sort of rope.

Hello! What in the name of decency is this! he said, holding up a gold watch and chain. Why, the packet is directed to you, Jim.

Harewood looked up blankly from the letter he was studying, then groaned and handed the letter to Hildé.

Read it, he said; I cant. Its from the Mouse.

In the midst of a breathless silence, Hildé took the letter and examined it in consternation. Then she read slowly:

Belleville, 30th of March, 1871.

Monsieur: — I take my pen in hand, hoping that these few lines may find monsieur in as good health as I am. I have to inform monsieur that the weather is as usual. We took the Hôtel de Ville and killed General Lecomte and Clement Thomas in a garden. It is raining, but I am quite comfortable, having been made Captain in the National Guard, and find myself much better with nothing to do.

The Commune has been established, and there is food and drink for all and no work. We frightened the bourgeoisie passably well, and Thiers has run away, where we expect that the citizen, Major Flourens, will catch him and shoot them all, as they are aristocrats and most perfidious to the poor.

I have to inform monsieur that I wish him health, also to Mademoiselle Hildé, to Monsieur Bourke, and to madame, lately Mademoiselle Yolette. Also to the thin droll little one who was afraid of me. I send her some forks.

The weather continues rainy. I send to monsieur a watch. Also to Mademoiselle Hildé for her wedding a diamond star. To Monsieur Bourke and to madame I send many spoons.

Therefore, adieu. Your comrade,

The Mouse.

Citizen, Captain, National Guard unattached.



I wish also to say adieu to the little one who is afraid of me.

Bourke would have laughed, but Hildés horror-struck face sobered him.

What on earth shall we do with that plunder? said Harewood; the creature has been pillaging women and children!

You and your citizen friend must settle that, said Bourke, trying not to laugh. These spoons and forks have all sorts of initials on them. The watch is marked H. de B., and the diamond star is to a lady named Nini. Jim, I believe, this time, that the Commune means business.

He looked at Yolette, who shook her head decidedly, saying:

If you think you are going to write about it for your stupid newspaper, I have the honour, monsieur, to inform you that you shall not.

Harewood glanced at Hildé, smiling faintly.

I suppose I must go to Paris if you send me, he said.

If I send you, murmured Hildé; yes — you may go then.

They turned and looked at the house on the hill. The morning sun glittered on every pane; they saw Schéhèrazade sprawled on the porch, blinking at the ocean; they heard the sarcastic croak of the parrot, Mehemet Ali, tip-toeing down the garden among the hyacinths.

She passed her slender hand through his arm and leaned her cheek against his shoulder.

Down on the yellow sands Red Riding Hood, enchanted, waded ankle-deep along the frothy shore. A white gull rose from the shining waves, a distant sail glimmered.

Then, from the cliff a skylark rose, higher, higher into the azure, showering the whole land with song. And Hildé closed her eyes and listened, her fair face on his shoulder, her white hand close in his.


Cardigan
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INTRODUCTION
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THIS IS THE Land of the Pioneer,

Where a life-long feud was healed;

Where the League of the Men whose Coats were Red

With the Men of the Woods whose Skins were Red

Was riveted, forged, and sealed.

Now, by the souls of our Silent Dead,

God save our sons from the League of Red!

Plough up the Land of Battle

Here in our hazy hills;

Plough! to the lowing of cattle;

Plough! to the clatter of mills;

Follow the turning furrows

Gold, where the deep loam breaks,

While the hand of the harrow burrows,

Clutching the clod that cakes;

North and south on the harrows line,

Under the bronzed pines boughs,

The silvery flint-tipped arrows shine

In the wake of a thousand ploughs!

Plough us the Land of the Pioneer,

Where the buckskinned rangers bled;

Where the Redcoats reeled from a reeking field,

And a thousand Red Men fled;

Plough us the land of the wolf and deer,

The land of the men who laughed at fear,

The land of our Martyred Dead!

Here where the ghost-flower, blowing,

Grows from the bones below,

Patters the hare, unknowing,

Passes the cawing crow:

Shadows of hawk and swallow,

Shadows of wind-stirred wood,

Dapple each hill and hollow,

Here where our dead men stood:

Wild bees hum through the forest vines

Where the bullets of England hummed,

And the partridge drums in the ringing pines

Where the drummers of England drummed.

This is the Land of the Pioneer,

Where a life-long feud was healed;

Where the League of the Men whose Coats were Red

With the Men of the Woods whose Skins were Red

Was riveted, forged, and sealed.

Now, by the blood of our Splendid Dead,

God save our sons from the League of Red!

R. W. C.

Broadalbin.


PREFACE
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THOSE WHO READ this romance for the sake of what history it may contain will find the histories from which I have helped myself more profitable.

Those antiquarians who hunt their hobbies through books had best drop the trail of this book at the preface, for they will draw but a blank covert in these pages. Better for the antiquarian that he seek the mansion of Sir William Johnson, which is still standing in Johnstown, New York, and see with his own eyes the hatchet-scars in the solid mahogany banisters where Thayendanegea hacked out polished chips. It would doubtless prove more profitable for the antiquarian to thumb those hatchet-marks than these pages.

But there be some simple folk who read romance for its own useless sake.

To such quiet minds, innocent and disinterested, I have some little confidences to impart: There are still trout in the Kennyetto; the wild ducks still splash on the Vlaie, where Sir William awoke the echoes with his flintlock; the spot where his hunting-box stood is still called Summer-House Point; and huge pike in golden-green chain-mail still haunt the dark depths of the Vlaie water, even on this fair April day in the year of our Lord 1900.

The Author.


CHAPTER I
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ON THE 1ST of May, 1774, the anchor-ice, which for so many months had silver-plated the rivers bed with frosted crusts, was ripped off and dashed into a million gushing flakes by the amber outrush of the springtide flood.

On that day I had laid my plans for fishing the warm shallows where the small fry, swarming in early spring, attract the great lean fish which have lain benumbed all winter under their crystal roof of ice.

So certain was I of a holiday undisturbed by school-room tasks that I whistled up boldly as I sat on my cot bed, sorting hooks according to their sizes, and smoothing out my feather-flies to make sure the moths had not loosened wing or body. It was, therefore, with misgiving that I heard Peter and Esk go into the school-room, stamping their feet to make what noise they were able, and dragging their horn-books along the balustrade.

Now we had no tasks set us for three weeks, for our schoolmaster, Mr. Yost, journeying with the post to visit his mother in Pennsylvania, had been shot and scalped at Eastertide near Fort Pitt — probably by some drunken Delaware.

My guardian, Sir William Johnson, who, as all know, was Commissioner of Indian Affairs for the Crown, had but recently returned from the upper castle with his secretary, Captain Walter Butler; and, preoccupied with the lamentable 2 murder of Mr. Yost, had found no time to concern himself with us or our affairs.

However, having despatched a messenger with strings and belts to remonstrate with the sachems of the Lenni-Lenape — they being, as I have said, suspected of the murder — we discovered that Sir William had also written to Albany for another schoolmaster to replace Mr. Yost; and it gave me, for one, no pleasure to learn it, though it did please Silver Heels, who wearied me with her devotion to her books.

So, hearing Esk and fat Peter on their way to the school-room, I took alarm, believing that our new schoolmaster had arrived; so seized my fish-rod and started to slip out of the house before any one might summon me. However, I was seen in the hallway by Captain Butler, Sir Williams secretary, and ordered to find my books and report to him at the school-room.

I, of course, paid no heed to Mr. Butler, but walked defiantly down-stairs, although he called me twice in his cold, menacing voice. And I should have continued triumphantly out of the door and across the fields to the river had not I met Silver Heels dancing through the lower hallway, her slate and pencil under her arm, and loudly sucking a cone of maple sugar.

Oh, Michael, she cried, you dont know! Captain Butler has consented to instruct us until the new schoolmaster comes from Albany.

Oh, has he? I sneered. What do I care for Mr. Butler? Im going out! Let go my coat!

No, youre not! No, youre not! retorted Silver Heels, in that teasing sing-song which she loved to make me mad withal. Sir William says you are to take your ragged old book of gods and nymphs and be diligent lest he catch you tripping! So there, clumsy foot! — for I had tried to trip her.

Who told you that? I answered, sulkily, snatching at her sugar.

Aunt Molly; she set me to seek you. So now whos going fishing, my lord?

The indescribable malice of her smile, her sing-song 3 mockery as she stood there swaying from her hips and licking her sugar-cone, roused all the sullen obstinacy in me.

If I go, said I, I wont study my books anyway. Im too old to study with you and Peter, and I wont! You will see!

Sir Williams favourite ferret, Vix, with muzzle on, came sneaking along the wall, and I grasped the lithe animal and thrust it at Silver Heels, whereupon she kicked my legs with her moccasins, which did not hurt, and ran up-stairs like a wild-cat.

There was nothing for me but to go to the school-room. I laid my rod in the corner, pocketed the ferret, dragged my books from under the library table, and went slowly up the stairs.

At sixteen I was as wilful a dunce as ever dangled feet in a school-room, knowing barely sufficient Latin to follow Cæsar through Gaul, loathing mathematics, scorning the poets, and even obstinately marring my pen-writing with a heavy backward stroke in defiance of Sir William and poor Mr. Yost.

As for mythology, my tow-head was over-crammed with kennel-lore and the multitude of small details bearing upon fishing and the chase, to accommodate the classics.

Destined, against my will, for Dartmouth College by my guardian, who very well understood that I desired to be a soldier, I had resolutely set myself against every school-room accomplishment, with the result that, at sixteen, I presented an ignorance which should have shamed a lad of ten, but did not mortify me in the least.

And now, to my dismay and rage, Sir William had set me once more in the school-room — and under Mr. Butler, too!

Master Cardigan, said Mr. Butler when I entered the room, Sir William desires you to prepare a recitation upon the story of Proserpine.

I muttered rebelliously, but jerked my mythology from the pile of books and began to thumb the leaves noisily. Presently tiring of dingy print, I moved up to the bench where sat the children, Peter and Esk, a-conning their horn-books.

Silver Heels pulled a face at me behind her French grammar book, and I pinched her arm smartly for her impudence. 4 Then, casting about for something to do, I remembered the ferret in my pocket, and dragged it out. Removing the silver bit I permitted the ferret to bite Peters tight breeches, not meaning to hurt him; but Peter screeched and Mr. Butler birched him well, knowing all the while it was no fault of Peters; yet such was the nature of the man that, when angry, the innocent must suffer when the guilty were beyond his wrath.

I had remuzzled the ferret, and Peter was smearing the tears from his cheeks, when Sir William came in, very angry, saying that Mistress Molly could hear us in the nursery, and that the infant had fallen a-roaring with his new teeth.

I did it, sir, said I, and Mr. Butler punished Peter—

Silence! said Sir William, sharply. Put that ferret out the window!

The ferret is your best one — Vix, I answered. She will run to the warren and we shall have to dig her out—

Pocket her, then, said Sir William, hastily. Who gave you leave to pouch my ferrets? Eh? What has a ferret to do in school? Eh? Idle again? Captain Butler, is he idle?

He is a dunce, said Mr. Butler, with a shrug.

Dunce! echoed Sir William, quickly. Why should he be a dunce when I have taught him? Granted his Latin would shame a French priest, and his mathematics sicken a Mohawk, have I not read the poets with him?

Mr. Butler, a gentleman and an officer of rank and fortune, whose degraded whims led him now to instruct youth as a pastime, sharpened a quill in silence.

Gad, muttered Sir William, have I not read mythology with him till I dreamed of nymphs and satyrs and capered in my dreams till Mistress Molly — but thats neither here nor there. Micky!

Sir, I replied, sulkily.

Then he began to question me concerning certain gods and demi-gods, and I gaped and floundered as though I were no better than the inky rabble ruled over by Mr. Butler.

Sir William lounged by the window in his spurred boots and scarlet hunting-coat, and smelling foul of the kennels, which, God knows, I do not find unpleasant; and at every 5 slap of the whip over his boots, he shot me through and through with a question which I had neither information nor inclination to answer before the grinning small fry.

Now to be hectored and questioned by Sir William like a sniffling lad with one eye on the birch and the other on Mr. Butler, did not please me. Moreover, the others were looking on — Esk with ink on his nose, Peter in tears, a-licking his lump of spruce, and that wild-cat thing, Silver Heels — 

With every question of Sir William I felt I was losing caste among them. Besides, there was Mr. Butler with his silent, deathly laugh — a laugh that never reached his eyes — yellow, changeless eyes, round as a birds.

Slap came the whip on the polished boot-tops, and Sir William was at it again with his gods and goddesses:

Who carried off Proserpine? Eh?

I looked sullenly at Esk, then at Peter, who put out his tongue at me. I had little knowledge of mythology beyond what concerned that long-legged goddess who loved hunting — as I did.

Who carried off Proserpine? repeated Sir William. Come now, you should know that; come now — a likely lass, Proserpine, out in the bush pulling cowslips, bless her little fingers — when — ho! — up pops — eh? — who, lad, who in Heavens name?

Plato! I muttered at hazard.

What! bawled Sir William.

I felt for my underlip and got it between my teeth, and for a space not another word would I speak, although that hollow roar began to sound in Sir Williams voice which always meant a scene. His whip, too, went slap-slap! on his boots, like the tail of a big dog rapping its ribs.

He was perhaps a violent man, Sir William, yet none outside of his own family ever suspected it or do now believe it, he having so perfect a control over himself when he chose. And I often think that his outbursts towards us were all pretence, and to test his own capacity for temper lest he had lost it in a long lifetime of self-control. At all events, none of us ever were the worse for his roaring, although it frightened us when very young; but we soon came to understand that it was as harmless as summer thunder. 

Come, sir! Come, Mr. Cardigan! said Sir William, grimly. Out with the gentlemans name — dye hear?

It was the first time in my life that Sir William had spoken to me as Mr. Cardigan. It might have pleased me had I not seen Mr. Butler sneer.

I glared at Mr. Butler, whose face became shadowy and loose, without expression, without life, save for the fixed stare of those round eyes.

Slap! went Sir Williams whip on his boots.

Damme! he shouted, in a passion, who carried off that slut Proserpine?

The Six Nations, for aught I know! I muttered, disrespectfully.

Sir Williams face went redder than his coat; but, as it was ever his habit when affronted, he stood up very straight and still; and that tribute of involuntary silence which was always paid to him at such moments, we paid, sitting awed and quiet as mice.

Turn the children free, Captain Butler, said Sir William, in a low voice.

Mr. Butler flung back the door. The children followed him, Esk bestowing a wink upon me, Peter grinning and toeing in like a Devon duck, and that wild-cat thing, Silver Heels — 

You need not wait, Captain Butler, said Sir William, politely.

Mr. Butler retired, leaving the door swinging. Out in the dark hallway I fancied I could still see his shallow eyes shining. I may have been mistaken. But all men know now that Walter Butler hath eyes that see as well by dark as by the light of the sun; and none know it so well as the people of New York Province and of Tryon County.

Michael, said Sir William, go to the slate.

I walked across the dusty school-room.

Chalk! shouted Sir William, irritated by my lagging steps.

I picked up a lump of chalk, balancing it in my palm as boys do a pebble in a sling.

Something in my eyes may have infuriated Sir William.

The next moment he had me by the arm, then by the collar, 7 whip whistling like the chimney wind — and whistling quite as idly, for the blow never fell.

I freed myself; he made no effort to hold me.

Keep your lash for your hounds! I stammered.

He did not seem to hear me, but I planted myself in a corner and cried out that he dare not lay his whip on me, which was a shameful thing to taunt him with, for he had promised me never to lay rod to me; and I knew, as all the world knows, that Sir William Johnson had never broken his word to man or savage.

But still I faced him, now hurling safe defiance, now muttering revenge, until the scornful rebuke in his eyes began to shame me into silence. Tingling already with self-contempt, I dropped my head a little, not so low but what I could see Sir Williams bulk motionless before me.

Presently he said, as though to himself: If the boys a coward, no man can lay the sin to me.

I am not a coward! I burst out, all a-quiver again, and I ask your pardon, sir, for daring you to lay whip on me, — knowing your promise!

Sir William scowled at me.

To prove it, I went on, desperately, still trembling at the word coward, I will give you leave to drive a fish-hook through my hand and cut it out with your knife; and Ill laugh at the pain — as did that Mohawk lad when you cut the pike-hook out of his hand!

What the devil have I to do with your fish-hook and your Mohawks! shouted Sir William, with a hearty oath.

Mortified, I shrank back while he fumed and cracked his whip and swore I was doomed to folly and a most vicious future.

You assume the airs of a man, he roared— you with your sixteen unbirched years — you with your gross ignorance and grosser impudence! A vicious lad, a bad, undutiful, sullen lad, ever at odds with the others, never diligent save with the fishing-rod — a lazy, quarrelsome rustic, a swaggering, forest-running fellow, without the polish or the presence of a gentlemans son! Shame on you!

I set my teeth and shut both eyes, opening one, however, when I heard him move. 

Ill polish you yet! he said, with an oath; Ill polish you, and Ill temper you like the edge on a Mohawk hatchet.

One red belt, I added, impudently, meaning that I defied him.

Which you will cover with a white belt before the fires in this hearth are dead, he answered, gulping down the disrespect.

He laid his heavy hand on the door, then, turning, he bade me write with the chalk on the slate the history of Proserpine in verse, and await his further pleasure.

Sir William had shut the school-room door upon me. I listened. Had he locked it I should have kicked the panelling out into the hallway.

Standing there alone in the school-room beside the great slate, I read in dull anger the names of those who, tasks ended, were now free of the hateful place; here Esk had left his name above his sum, all smears; here fat Peter had written seven times, David did die and so must I.

With a bit of buckskin I dusted these scrawls from the slate, slowly, for I was not yet of a mind to begin my task.

I opened the window behind me. A sweet spring wind was blowing. Putting up my nose to scent it, I saw the sky bluer than a herons egg, and a little white cloud a-sailing up there all alone.

That year the snow had gone out in April, and the same day the blue-birds flew into the sheep-fold. Now, on this second day of May, robins were already running over the ground below the school-room window, a-tilting for worms like jack-snipes along the creek.

Folding my arms to lean on the sill, I could see a corner of the northern block-house, with a soldier standing guard below in the sunshine, and I peppered him well with spit-balls, he being a friend of mine.

His mystified anger brought but temporary pleasure to me. Behind me lay that villanous slate, and my task to deal with the ravishment of that silly creature, Proserpine — and that, too, in verse! Had it been my long-legged Diana with her view-halloo and her hounds and shooting her arrows like a Huron squaw from the lakes! But no! — my business lay with a puny, cowslip-pulling maid who had strayed from the stockade and got her deserts, too, for aught I know. 

Leaning there in the breezy casement I tried to forget the jade, attentively observing the birds and the young fruit-trees, Sir Williams pride. Now that the snow had melted I could see where mice, working under the crust in midwinter, had fatally girdled two young apple-trees; and I was sorry, loving apples as I do.

For a while my mind was occupied in devising a remedy against girdling; then the distant sparkle of the river caught my eye, and straightway my thoughts slipped into their natural channel, smoothly as the river flowed there in the sunshine; and I laid my plans for the taking of that bull-trout who had so grossly deceived and flouted me the past year — ay, not only me, but also that master of the craft, Sir William himself.

Thinking of Sir William, my lagging thoughts drifted back again to my desk. It madded me to pine here, making rhymes, while outside the sweet wind whispered: Come out, Michael — come out into the green delight!

Now Sir William had bidden me, not only to write my verses, but also to bide here awaiting his good pleasure. That meant he would return by-and-by. I had no stomach for further quarrels. Besides, I was ashamed of my disrespect and temper, and indeed, selfish, idle beast that I was, I did truly love Sir William because I knew he was the greatest man of our times — and because he loved me.

Resolved at last to accomplish some verses as proof of a contrite and diligent spirit, I set to work; and this is what I made:

Proserpine did roam the hills,

Intent on culling daffydills;

Alas, in gleeful girlish sport,

She wandered too far from the fort,

Forgetting that no belt of peace,

Bound the people of Pluto from war to cease;

Alas, old Pluto lay in wait,

To ambush all who stayed out late;

And with a dreadful war-whoop he

Ran after the doomed Proserpine—

Absorbed in my task, and, moreover, considerably affected by the piteous plight of the maid, I stepped back from the slate and for a moment conceived a generous idea of introducing 10 somebody to rescue Proserpine and leave Pluto damaged — perhaps scalped. Reflection, however, dissuaded me from such a liberty, not that I found the anachronism at all discordant, for, living all my life in a family where Indians were oftener seen than white men, my hazy notions concerning classic myths were inextricably mixed with the reality of my own life, and were also gayly coloured by the legends I learned from my red neighbours. So, lazy dunce that I was, with but a fraction of my attention fixed on my tasks, mythology to me was but a Græco-Mohawk medley of jumbled fables, interesting only when they concerned war or the chase.

Still I did not feel at liberty to rescue Proserpine in my verses or plump a war-arrow into Pluto. Besides I knew it would enrage Sir William.

As I stood there, breathing hard, resolved to finish the wretched maiden quickly and let the metre go a-limping, behind me I heard the door stealthily open, and I knew that long-legged wild-cat thing, Silver Heels, had crept in, her moccasins making no noise.

I pretended not to notice her, knowing she had come to taunt me; and, for a space, she stood behind me, very still. Clearly, she was reading my verses, and I became angry. Not to show it, I made out to whistle and to draw a picture of a fish on the slate. Then she knew I had seen her and laughed hatefully.

Oh, said I, if there is somebody come a-prying, it must be Silver Heels! And I turned around, pretending amazement at the justness of my hazard.

You saw me, she answered, disdainfully.

It is your hour for the stocks, I hinted.

I wont go, she retorted.

To secure that grace of carriage and elegance of presence necessary for a young lady of quality, and to straighten her back, which truly was as straight as a pine, Sir William and Mistress Molly were accustomed to strap her to a pine plank and lock her in the stocks for an hour at noon, forbidding Peter, Esk, and me to tickle the soles of her feet.

It was noon now; I could hear the guard changing at the north block-house, tramp! tramp! tramp! across the stony way. 

If you dont go to the stocks now, I said, youll be sorry when you do go.

If you tickle my feet, you great booby, Ill tell Sir William, she retorted, balancing defiantly from one heel to the other.

Will you go, Silver Heels? I insisted.

My name isnt Silver Heels, she observed, still coolly tilting back and forth on heels and toes. Call me by my right name and perhaps Ill go — and perhaps I wont. So there, Mr. Micky Dunce!

If I call you Felicity Warren, will you go? I inquired cautiously.

There! you have called me Felicity Warren! she cried in triumph.

I didnt, said I, in a temper; I only said that there was such a person. But you are not that person! Anyway, you toe in like a Mohawk. Anyway, youre half wild-cat, half Mohawk.

Its a lie! she flashed; Im all white to the bones of my body!

It was true. Indeed, she was kin to Sir William and niece to Sir Peter Warren, but, to torment her, we feigned to believe her one of Mistress Mollys brood, half Mohawk; and it madded her. Besides, had not the Mohawks dubbed her Silver Heels, a year ago, when, with naked flying feet, she had beaten us all in the foot-race before Sir William and half the people of the Six Nations?

The prize had been a Barlow jack-knife, which, before the race, I had looked upon as mine. Besides, I had rashly given my old knife to Esk, and that left me without a blade to notch whistles.

You are a Mohawk, I said, resentfully; also you are a cat-child beneath notice. When you are hungry you cry, Miau! Eso cautfore! — like Peter.

I dont! she said, stamping her moccasin.

Anyway, said I, disdaining to torment her further, the guard is changed these ten minutes, and Sir William will come to find you here a-prying. Esogee cadagcariax, I added, incautiously.

Who is Mohawk, now! she cried, clapping her hands. 12 Bah, Mister Micky, it is spoon-meat you require to make you run the faster after jack-knives!

This outrageous taunt ruffled me, the more for her laughter. I attempted to hold my head in the air and look down at the presumptuous child, but it appeared she had grown very fast in the past months since the race, and I was disturbed to find her eyes already on a straight line with mine, though she was but fifteen and I sixteen.

Im as high as you, she said.

I can jump and touch the ceiling, said I; and did so.

She strove in vain, then called me dunce, and vowed what brains I had were in my feet. For that, and because she pushed me, I seized the chalk and wrote high on the slate:

Silver Heels is Mohock she toes in like ducks.

She caught up the buckskin to wipe out the taunt, jostling me till the ferret in my pocket jumped out and ran round and round the room.

I jostled her; then she gave me a blow and a quick shove, whereupon I stumbled, pulling her to the floor to rub her face with chalk. She twisted and turned, kicking and striking while I rubbed chalk into her skin, till of a sudden she coiled up and bit me clean through the hand.

I was on my feet with a bound; she also, all white in the face and her eyes aflame.

The blood began welling up, running into my palm and along the fingers to the floor. At that same instant I heard the door of the nursery open, and I knew that Sir William was coming through the hall to the school-room.

From instinct I thrust my wounded hand into my breeches-pocket.

Dont tell! whispered Silver Heels, in a fright; dont tell — and here is the jack-knife.

She thrust it into my right hand, then sped across the floor to the open window, and over the sill, dropping light as a cat on the grass below.

My first impulse was to follow her and give her such a spank as Mistress Molly administered the day she trounced her for pushing Peter into the creek. However, it was already too late; Sir William came quickly along the hall, and I had scarce time to step to the slate when he marched in. 

Sir William had changed his clothing for the buckskin hunting-shirt and breeches which he was accustomed to wear when angling. He carried, too, that light, seasoned rod, fashioned for him by Thayendanegea, and on his bosom he wore a bouquet of gayly coloured feather-flies, made by Mistress Molly during the winter.

He approached the slate whereon my verses stared white and unfinished; and at first his brows knitted and he said, Fudge, fudge, fudge! Then of a sudden he sat down on the bench, clapping his hand to his brow.

Oh Lord! said he, and fell a-laughing, while I, hot, ashamed, and a little dizzy, my breeches-pocket being full of blood, gnawed my lips and glowered askance.

The Lords will be done, said he, taking breath. Who am I to ordain, when He who fashioned yon tow-head designed it to hold neither Latin nor the classics?

It pleases you to laugh, sir, I muttered.

Pleases me! Pleases me, quotha! Lad, it stabs me like a French dirk, nor can I guard the thrust in tierce! I have been wrong. A friar is not made with a twisted rope nor a man hanged with words. If you are not born a scholar, twas the mint-mark I could not read aright; and no blame to you, lad, no blame to you. Micky boy! Shall we leave Cæsar to go marching with his impedimenta and his Tenth Legion? Shall we consign the hypothenuse of all triangles to those who mend pens from the quills of wild-geese which better men have brought down with a single ball?

I was regarding him wildly, uncertain of his meaning.

Shall we, cried Sir William, heartily, bid the nymphs and dryads farewell forever, lad, and save our learning for Roderick Random and a bowl of cider and the bitter nights of December?

His meaning was dawning upon me slowly, for what with the pain of my hand and the dizziness, I was perhaps more stupid than usual.

No, said Sir William, with a thump of his fist on his knee, the college which my Lord Dartmouth has endowed is a haven for those who seek it, not a prison for men to be driven to.

He paused. 

I should have sought it, he said, dropping his head. No wilderness, no wintry terrors, neither French scalping parties nor the savages of all the Canadas could have kept me from instruction had I, in my youth, been favoured by the opportunity I offer you.

I gazed at him in silence while the blood, overrunning my leather pocket, ran down to my knee-buckles.

I was poor, without means, without counsel, save for the letters Sir Peter Warren wrote me. I traded for my daily bread; I read Ovid by lighted pine splinters; I worked — God knows I worked my flesh to the bone.

He sat, fingering the bunch of scarlet feather-flies in his breast.

Our Lord gives us according to our needs — when we take it, he said, without irreverence. I could have gone to England, to Oxford; I had saved enough. I did neither; I did not take the instruction I wished for, and God did not teach me Greek in my dreams, he added, bitterly.

The blood was now stealing down my stocking towards my shoe. I turned the leg so he could not observe it.

Come, lad, he said, brightening up; learning lies not always between thumbed leaves. I only wish that you bear yourself modestly and nobly through the world; that you keep faith with men, that your word once given shall never be withdrawn.

This is the foundation. It includes courage. Further than that, I desire you, once a purpose formed and a course set, to steer fearlessly to the goal.

I know you to be brave and honest; I know you to be a very Mohawk in the forest; I believe you to be merciful and tender underneath that boys thoughtless and cruel hide.

As for learning, I can do no more for you than I have done and have offered to do. If it pleases you, you may go to England, and learn the arts, bearing, and deportment you can never acquire here with us. No? Well, then, stay with us. I want you, Micky. We Irish are fond of each other — and I am an old man now — I am nigh sixty years, Michael — sixty years of battle. I would be glad of rest — with those I love. 

My heart was very soft now. I looked at Sir William with an affection I had never before understood.

There is one last thing I wish to add, he said, gravely, almost sadly. Perhaps I may again refer to it — but I pray that it may not be necessary.

I sat up and rubbed my eyes to clear them from the sickly faintness which stole upward from my throbbing hand.

It is this, he continued, in a low voice. If it ever comes to you to choose between his Majesty our King and — and your native land — which God forbid! — go to your closet and kneel down, and stay there on your knees, hours, days! — until you have learned your own heart. Then — then — God go with you, Michael Cardigan.

He rose, and his face was years older. Slowly the colour came back into his cheeks; he fumbled with the brass-work on his fish-rod, then smiled.

That is all, he said; let Pluto chase Proserpine to hell, lad; and a devilish good place they say it is for those who like it! Where is that ferret? What! Running about unmuzzled! Hey! Vix! Vix! Come here, little reptile!

Ill catch her, sir, said I, stumbling forward.

But as I laid my hand on Vix the floor rose and struck me, and there I lay sprawling and senseless, with the blood running over the floor; and Sir William, believing me bitten by the ferret, pouched the poor beast and lifted me to a bench.

He must have seen my hand, however, for, when a cup of cold water set me spluttering and blinking, I found my hand tied up in Sir Williams handkerchief and Sir William himself eying me strangely.

How came that wound? he said, bluntly.

I could not reply — or would not.

He asked me again whether the ferret bit me, and I was tempted to say yes. Treachery was abhorrent to me; I hated Silver Heels, but could not betray her, and it was easy to clap the blame on Vix.

Sir? I stammered.

I asked what bit you, he said, icily.

I tried to say Vix, but the lie, too, stuck in my throat.

I cannot tell you, I muttered. 

Then, said Sir William, with a strange smile of relief, I shall not force you, Michael. May I honourably ask you how you come by this jack-knife?

I shook my head. My face was on fire.

Very well, he said. Only remember that you are a man, now — a man of sixteen, and that I have to-day treated you as a man, and shall continue. And remember that a mans first duty is to protect the weaker sex, and his second duty is to endure from them all taunts, caprice, and torments without revenge. It is a hard lesson to learn, Micky, and only the true and gallant gentleman can ever learn it.

He smiled, then said:

Pray find our little Silver Heels and return to her the jack-knife, which was her wampum-belt of faith in the honour of a gentleman.

And so he walked away, smoothing the fur of the red-eyed ferret against his breast.


CHAPTER II
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WHEN SIR WILLIAM left me in the school-room, he left a lad of sixteen puffed up in a glow of pride. To be treated no longer as a fractious child — to be received at last as a man among men!

And what would Esk say? And Silver Heels, poor little mouse harnessed in the stocks below?

I had entered the school-room that morning a lazy, sullen, defiant lad, heavy-hearted, with chronic resentment against the discipline of those who had sent me into a hateful trap from the windows of which I could see the young, thirsty year quaffing spring sunshine. Now I was free to leave the accursed trap forever, a man of discretion, responsible before men, exacting from other men the same courtesies, attentions, and considerations which I might render them.

What a change had come to me, all in one brief May morning! As I stood there, resting my bandaged hand in the palm of the other, looking about me to realize the fortune which set my veins tingling, a great tide of benevolent condescension for the others swept over me, a ripple of pity and good-will for the hapless children whose benches lay in a row before me.

I no longer detested Silver Heels. I walked on tiptoe to her bench. There lay her slate and slate-pen; upon it I read a portion of the longer catechism. There, too, lay her quill and inky horn and a foolscap book sewed neatly and marked:

Felicity Warren

1

HER BOOKE.

Poor child, doomed for years still to steep her little fingers in ink-powder while, with the powder I should require hereafter, 18 I expected to write fiercer tales on living hides with plummets cast in bullet-moulds!

Cramped with importance, I cast a contemptuous eye upon my poem which embellished the great slate, and scoured it partly out with the buckskin.

My books, said I, to myself, I will bestow upon Silver Heels and Esk; and I carried out my philanthropic impulse, piling speller, reader, and arithmetic on Esks bench; my Cæsar, my pair of globes, my compass, and my algebra I laid with Silver Heelss copy-book, first writing in the books, with some malice:

SILVER HEELS HER GIFT BOOKE FROM
MICHAEL CARDIGAN
BE DILIGENT AND OF GOOD THRIFT
KNOWLEDGE IS POWER.

For fat Peter, because I allowed Vix to bite his tight breeches, I left a pile of jacks beside his horn-book, namely, a slate-pen, three mended quills, a birchen box of ink-powder, a screw to trade with, two tops and an alley, pumice, a rule, and some wax.

Peter, though duck-limbed and half Mohawk, wrote very well in the Boston style, and could even copy in the Lettre Frisée — a poor art in some repute, but smelling to my nose of French flummery and deceit.

Having bestowed these gifts with a light heart, I walked slowly around the room, and I fear my walk was somewhat a strut.

I knew my small head was all swelled with vain imaginings; I saw myself in a flapped coat and lace, fingering the hilt of a sword at my hip, saluted by the sentries and the militia; I saw myself riding with Sir William as his deputy; I heard him say, Mr. Cardigan, the enemy are upon us! We must fly! — and I: Sir William, fear nothing. The day is our own! And I saw a lad of sixteen, with sword pointing upward and one hand twisted into Pontiacs scalp-lock, smile benignly upon Sir William, who had cast himself 19 upon my breast, protesting that I had saved the army, and that the King should hear of it.

Then, unbidden, the apparition of Mr. Butler rose into my vain dreaming, and, though I am no prophet, nor can I claim the gift of seeing behind the veil, yet I swear that Walter Butler appeared to me all aflame and bloody with scalps bunched at his girdle — and the scalps were not of the red men!

Now my imagination smoking into fire, I saw myself dogging Mr. Butler with firelock a-trail and knife loosened, on! on! through fathomless depths of forest and by the still deeps of shadowy lakes, fording the roaring tumble of rivers, swimming silent pools as otters swim, but tracking him, ever tracking Captain Butler by the scent of his reeking scalps.

There was a dew on my eyebrows as I waked into sense. Yet again I fell straightway to imagining the glories of my young future. Truly I painted life in cloying colours; and always, when I accomplished gallant deeds, there stood Silver Heels to observe me, and to marvel, and to stamp her little moccasins in vexation that I, the pride and envy of all men, applauded, courted, nay, worshipped — I, the playmate she had in her silly ignorance flouted, now stood so far beyond her that she dared not twitch the skirt of my coat nor whisper, Sir Michael, pray condescend to notice one who passes her entire life in admiring your careless exploits.

Perhaps I would smile at her — yes, I certainly should speak to her — not with familiarity. But I would be magnanimous; she should receive gifts, spoils from wars, and I would select a suitable husband for her from the officers of my household who adored me! No, I would not be hasty concerning a husband. That would be foolish, for Silver Heels must remain heart-whole and fancy-free to concentrate her envious admiration upon me.

In a sort of ecstasy I paraded the school-room, the splendour of my visions dulling eyes and ears, and it was not until he had called me thrice that I observed Mr. Butler standing within the doorway.

The unwelcome sight cleared my brains like a dash of spring-water in the face.

It is one oclock, said Mr. Butler, and time for your 20 carving lesson. Did you not hear the bugles from the forts?

I heard nothing, sir, said I, giving him a surly look, which he returned with that blank stare of the eyes, noticeable in hawks and kites and foul night birds surprised by light.

Sir William dines early, he said, as I followed him through the dim hallway, past the nursery, and down stairs. If he has to wait your pleasure for his slice of roast, you will await his pleasure for the remainder of the day in the school-room.

It is not true! I said, stopping short in the lower hallway. I am free of that ratty pit forever! And of the old ferret, too, I added, insolently.

By your favour, said Mr. Butler, may I ask whether your erudition is impairing your bodily health, that you leave school so early in life, Master Cardigan?

If you were a real schoolmaster, said I, hotly, I would answer you with a kennel lash, but you are an officer and a gentleman. And in a low voice I bade him go to the devil at his convenience.

One year more and I could call you out for this, he said, staring at me.

You can do it now! I retorted, angrily, raising myself a little on my toes.

Suddenly all the hatred and contempt I had so long choked back burst out in language I now blush for. I called him a coward, a Huron, a gentleman with the instincts of a pedagogue. I heaped abuse upon him; I dared him to meet me; nay, I challenged him to face me with rifle or sword, when and where he chose. And all the time he stood staring at me with that deathly laugh which never reached his eyes.

Measure me! I said, venomously; I am as tall as you, lacking an inch. I am a man! This day Sir William freed me from that spider-web you tenant, and now in Heavens name let us settle that score which every hour has added to since I first beheld you!

And my honour? he asked, coldly.

What? I stammered. I ask you to maintain it with rifle or rapier! Blood scours tarnished names! 

Not your blood, he said, with a stealthy glance at the dining-room door; not the blood of a boy. That would rust my honour. Wait, Master Cardigan, wait a bit. A year runs like a spotted fawn in cherry-time!

You will not meet me? I blurted out, mortified.

In a year, perhaps, he said, absently, scarcely looking at me as he spoke.

Then from within the dining-hall came Sir Williams roar: Body o me! Am I to be kept here at twiddle-thumbs for lack of a carver!

I stepped back in an instant, bowing to Mr. Butler.

I will be patient for a year, sir, I said. And so opened the door while he passed me, and into the dining-hall.

I am sorry, sir, said I, but Sir William cut me short with:

Damnation, sir! I am asking a blessing!

So I buried my nose in my hollowed hand and stood up, very still.

Having given thanks in a temper, Sir Williams frown relaxed and he sat down and tucked his finger-cloth under his neck with an injured glance at me.

Zounds! he said, mildly; hell hath no fury like a fisherman kept waiting. Captain Butler, bear me out.

I am no angler, said Mr. Butler, in his deadened voice.

That is true, observed Sir William, as though condoling with Mr. Butler for a misfortune not his fault. Perhaps some day the fever may scorch you — like our young kinsman Micky — eh, lad?

I said, Perhaps, sir, with eyes on the smoking joint before me. It was Sir Williams pleasure that I learn to carve; and, in truth, I found it easy, save for the carving of a goose or of those wild-ducks we shot on the great Vlaie.

We were but four to dine that day: Sir William, Mr. Butler, Silver Heels, and myself. Mistress Molly remained in the nursery, where were also Peter and Esk, inasmuch as they slobbered and fouled the cloth, and so fed in the play-room.

Colonel Guy Johnson remained at Detroit, Captain John Johnson was on a mission to Albany, Thayendanegea in Quebec, and Colonel Claus, with his lady, had gone to Castle 22 Cumberland. There were no visiting officers or Indians at Johnson Hall that week, and our small company seemed lost in the great dining-hall.

Having carved the juicy joint, the gilly served Sir William, then Mr. Butler, then Silver Heels, whom I had scarcely noticed, so full was I of my quarrel with Mr. Butler. Now, as Saunders laid her plate, I gave her a look which meant, I did not tell Sir William, whereupon she smiled at her plate and clipped a spoonful from a dish of potatoes.

Good appetite and good health, sir, said I, raising my wine-glass to Sir William.

Good health, my lad! said Sir William, heartily.

Glasses were raised again and compliments said, though my face was sufficient to sour the Madeira in Mr. Butlers glass.

Your good health, Michael, said Silver Heels, sweetly.

I pledged her with a patronizing amiability which made her hazel-gray eyes open wide.

Now, coxcomb that I was, I sat there, dizzied by my new dignity, yet carefully watching Sir William to imitate him, thinking that, as I was now a man, I must observe the carriage, deportment, and tastes of men.

When Sir William declined a dish of jelly, I also waved it away, though God knew I loved jellies.

When Sir William drank the last of the winters ale, I shoved aside my small-beer and sent for a mug.

It will make a humming-top of your head, said Sir William. Stick to small-beer, Micky.

Mortified, I tossed off my portion, and was very careful not to look at Silver Heels, being hot in the face.

Mr. Butler and Sir William spoke gravely of the discontent now rampant in the town of Boston, and of Captain John Johnsons mission to Albany. I listened greedily, sniffing for news of war, but understood little of their discourse save what pertained to the Indians.

Some mention, indeed, was made of rangers, but, having always associated militia and rangers with war on the Indians, I thought little of what they discussed. I even forgot my new dignity, and secretly pinched a bread crumb into the shape of a little pig which I showed to Silver Heels. She 23 thereupon pinched out a dog with hounds ears for me to admire.

I was roused by Sir Williams voice in solemn tones to Mr. Butler: Now, God forbid I should live to see that, Captain Butler! and I pricked up my ears once more, but made nothing of what followed, save that there were certain disloyal men in Massachusetts and New York who might rise against our King and that our Governor Tryon meant to take some measures concerning tea.

Well, well, burst out Sir William at length; in evil days let us thank God that the fish still swim! Eh, Micky? I wish the ice were out.

The anchor-ice is afloat, and the Kennyetto is free, sir, I said, quickly.

How do you know? asked Sir William, laughing.

I had, the day previous, run across to the Kennyetto to see, and I told him so.

He was pleased to praise my zeal and to say I ran like a Mohawk, which praise sounded sweet until I saw Silver Heelss sly smile, and I remembered the foot-race and the jack-knife.

But I was above foot-races now. Others might run to amuse me; I would look on — perhaps distribute prizes.

Some day, Sir William, will you not make me one of your deputies? I asked, eagerly.

Hear the lad! cried Sir William, pushing back his chair. On my soul, Captain Butler, it is time for old weather-worn Indian commissioners like me to resign and make way for younger blood! And his Majesty might be worse served than by Micky here; eh, Captain Butler?

Perhaps, said Mr. Butler, in his dead voice.

Sir William rose and we all stood up. The Baronet, brushing Silver Heels on his way to the door, passed his arm around her and tilted her chin up.

Now do you go to Mistress Mary and beg her to place you in the stocks for an hour; and stay there in patience for your bodys grace. Will you promise me, Felicity?

Silver Heels began to pout and tease, hooking her fingers in Sir Williams belt, but the Baronet packed her off with his message to Mistress Molly, and went out to the portico 24 where one of his damned Scotch gillies attended with gaff, spear, and net-sack.

Oho, thought I, so its salmon in the Sacondaga! And I fell to teasing that he might take me, too.

No, Micky, he said, soberly; its less for sport than for quiet reflection that I go. Dont sulk, lad. To-morrow, perhaps.

Is it a promise, sir? I cried.

Perhaps, he laughed, if the cards turn up right.

That meant he had some Indian affair on hand, and I fell back, satisfied that his rod was a ruse, and that he was really bound for one of the council fires at the upper castle.

So he went away, the sentry at the south block-house presenting his firelock, and I back into the hall, whistling, enchanted with my new liberty, yet somewhat concerned as to the disposal of so vast an amount of time, now all my own.

I had now been enfranchised nearly three hours, and had already used these first moments of liberty in picking a mortal quarrel with Mr. Butler. I had begun rashly; I admitted that; yet I could not regret the defiance. Soon or late I felt that Mr. Butler and I would meet; I had believed it for years. Now that at last our tryst was in sight, it neither surprised nor disturbed me, nor, now that he was out of my sight, did I feel impatient to settle it, so accustomed had I become to waiting for the inevitable hour.

I strolled through the hallway, hands in pockets, whistling Amaryllis, a tune that smacked on my lips; and so came to the south casement. Pressing my nose to the pane, I looked into the young orchard where the robins ran in the new grass; and I found it delicious to linger in-doors, knowing I was free to go out when I chose, and none to cry, Come back!

In the first flush of surprise and pleasure, I have noticed that the liberated seldom venture instantly into that freedom so dearly desired. Open the cage of a thrush that has sung all winter of freedom, and lo! the little thing, creeping out under the sky, runs back to the cage, fearing the sweet freedom of its hearts desire.

So I; and mounted the stairway, seeking my own little chamber. Here I found Esk and Peter at play, letting down 25 a string from the open window, baited with corn, and the pullets jumping for it with great outcry and flapping of wings.

So I played with them for a while, then put them out, and bolted the door despite their cries and kicks.

Sitting there on my cot I surveyed my domain serenely, proud as though it had been a mansion and all mine.

There were my books, not much thumbed save Roderick Random and the prints of Le Bruns Battles of Alexander. Still I cherished the others because gifts of Sir William or relics of my honoured father — the two volumes called An Introduction to Sir Isaac Newtons Philosophy; two volumes of Chambers Dictionary; all the volumes of The Gentlemans Magazine from 1748; Titans Loves of the Gods — an immodest print which I hated; my beloved Amaryllis, called A New Musical Design, and well bound; and last a manuscript much faded and eaten by mice, yet readable, and it was a most lovely song composed long since by a Mr. Pepys, the name of which was Gaze not on Swans!

My chamber was small, yet pleasing. Upon the walls I had placed, by favour of Sir William, pictures of the best running-horses at Newmarket, also four prints of a camp by Watteau, well executed, though French. Also, there hung above the door a foxs mask, my whip, my hunting-horn, my spurs, and two fish-rods made for me by Joseph Brant, who is called Thayendanegea, chief of the Mohawk and of the Six Nations, and brother to Aunt Molly, who is no kin of mine, though her children are Sir Williams, and he is my kinsman.

In this room also I kept my black lead-pencil made by Faber, a ream of paper from England, and a lump of red sealing-wax.

I had written, in my life, but two letters: one three years since I wrote to Sir Peter Warren to thank him for a sum of money sent for my use; the other to a little girl named Marie Livingston, whom I knew in Albany when Sir William took me for the probating of papers which I do not yet understand.

She wrote me a letter, which was delivered by chance, the express having been scalped below Fondas Bush, and signed 26 your cozzen Marie, Mr. Livingston being kin to Sir William. I had not yet written again to her, though I had meant to do so these twelve months past. She had yellow hair which was pleasing, and she did not resemble Silver Heels in complexion or manner, having never flouted me. Her father gave me two peaches, some Salem sweets called Black Jacks, and a Delaware basket to take home with me, heaped with macaroons, crisp almonds, rock-candy, caraways, and suckets. These I prudently finished before coming again to Johnson Hall, and I remember I forgot to save a sucket for Silver Heels; and her anger when I gave her the Delaware basket all sticky inside; and how Peter licked it and blubbered while still a-licking.

Thus, as I sat there on my cot, scenes of my life came jostling me like long-absent comrades, softening my mood until I fell to thinking of those honoured parents I had never seen save in the gray dreams which mazed my sleep. For the day that brought life to me had robbed my honoured mother of her life; and my father, Captain Cardigan, lying with Wolfe before Quebec, sent a runner to Sir William enjoining him to care for me should the chance of battle leave me orphaned.

So my father, with Wolfes own song on his lips:

Why, soldiers, why

Should we be melancholy boys?

Why, soldiers, why?

Whose business tis to die—

fell into Colonel Burtons arms at the head of Webbs regiment, and his dying eyes saw the grenadiers wipe out the disgrace of Montmorency with dripping bayonets. So he died, with a smile, bidding Webbs regiment God-speed, and sending word to the dying Wolfe that he would meet him a minute hence at Peters gate in heaven.

Thus came I naturally by my hatred for the French, nor was there in all France sufficient wampum to wipe away the feud or cover the dear phantom that stood in my path as I passed through life my way.

Now, as I sat a-thinking by the window, below me the robins in all the trees had begun their wild-wood vespers — hymns 27 of the true thrush, though not rounded with a thrushs elegance.

The tree-shadows, too, had grown in length, and the afternoon sun wore a deeper blazonry through the hill haze in the west.

Fain to taste of the freedom which was now mine, I went out and down the stairs, passing my lady Silver Heels strapped to a back-board and in a temper with her sampler.

Oh, Micky, she said, my bones ache, and Mistress Molly is with the baby, and the key is there on that brass nail.

It would be wrong if I released you, said I, piously, meaning to do it, nevertheless.

Oh, Micky, she said, with a kind of pitiful sweetness which at times she used to obtain advantages from me.

So I took the key and unlocked the stocks, giving her feet a pinch to let her know I was not truly as soft-hearted as she might deem me, nor too easily won by womans beseeching.

And now, mark! No sooner was she free than she gave me a slap for the pinch and away she flew like a tree-lynx with the pack in cry.

This, thought I, is a womans gratitude, and I locked the stocks again, wishing Silver Heelss feet were in them.

Best have it out at once with Mistress Molly, thought I, and went to the nursery. But before I could knock on the door, Mistress Molly heard me with her ears of a Mohawk, and came to the door with one finger on her lips.

Truly the sister of Thayendanegea was a stately and comely lady, and a beauty, too, being little darker than some French ladies I have seen, and of gracious and noble presence.

Bearing and mien were proud, yet winning; and, clothed always as befitted the lady of Sir William Johnson, none who came into her presence could think less of her because of her Mohawk blood or the relation she bore to Sir William — an honest one as she understood it.

She ruled the Hall with dignity and with an authority that none dreamed of opposing. At table she was silent, 28 yet gracious; in the nursery she reigned a beloved and devoted mother; and if ever a mans wife remained his sweetheart to the end, Molly Brant was Sir Williams true-love while his life endured.

Why did you release Felicity from the stocks, Michael? said she, in a whisper.

So her quick Indian ear had heard the click of that lock!

I had come to tell you of it, Aunt Mary, said I.

She looked at me keenly, then smiled.

A sin confessed is half redressed. I had meant to release Felicity some time since, but the baby had fretted herself to sleep in my arms and I feared to put her down. But, Michael, remember in future to ask permission when you desire to play with Felicity.

Play with Felicity! I said, scornfully. I am past the playing age, Aunt Molly, and I only released her because I thought her back ached.

Mistress Molly looked at me again, long and keenly.

Little savage, she said, gently, mock at my people no more. I should chide you for misusing Peter, but — I will say nothing. You make my heart heavy sometimes.

I do honour and love you, Aunt Molly! I said; it was not that I mocked at Peter, but his breeches were so tight that I wondered if Vix could bite him. I shall now go to the garden and allow Peter to kick my shins. Anyway, I gave him all my quills and a plummet and a screw.

She laughed silently, bidding me renounce my intention regarding Peter, and so dismissed me, with her finger on her lips conjuring silence.

So I pursued my interrupted way to the garden where the robins carolled in every young fruit-tree, and the blue shadows wove patterns on the grass.

Peter and Esk were on the ground playing at marbles, with Silver Heels to judge between them.

Esk, perceiving me, cried out: Knuckle down at taws, Micky! Come on! Alleys up and fen dubs!

Fen dubs your granny! I replied, scornfully, clean forgetting my new dignity. Dubs all, and bulls-eyes up is what I play, unless you want to put in agates? I added, covetously. 

Esk shook his head in alarm, muttering that his agates were for shooters; but fat Peter, sprawling belly down at the ring, offered to put up an agate against four bulls-eyes, two agates, and twelve miggs, and play dubs and span in a round fat.

The proposition was impudent, unfair, and thoroughly Indian. I was about to spurn it when Silver Heels chirped up, Micky doesnt dare.

Put up your agate, Peter, said I, coolly, ignoring Silver Heels; and I fished the required marbles from my pocket and placed them in the ring.

My shot, announced Peter, hurriedly, crowding down on the line, another outrage which, considering the presence of Silver Heels, I passed unnoticed.

Peter shot and clipped a migg out of the ring. He shot again and grazed an agate, shouting Dubs! to the derision of us all.

Then I squatted down and sent two bulls-eyes flying, but, forestalled by Peters hysterical Fen dubs! was obliged to replace one. However, I shot again and it was dubs all, and I pocketed both of my agates and Peters also.

This brought on a wrangle, which Silver Heels settled in my favour. Then I sat down and, with deadly accuracy, spun, from which comfortable position, and without spanning, I skinned the ring, leaving Peter grief-stricken, with one migg in his grimy fist.

You may have them, said I, condescendingly, dropping my spoils into Silver Heelss lap.

She coloured with surprise and pleasure, scarcely finding tongue to say, Thank you, Micky.

Peter, being half Indian, demanded more play. But I was satiated and, already remembering my dignity, regretted the lapse into childrens pastimes. I quieted Peter by giving him the remainder of my marbles, explaining that I had renounced such games for manlier sport, which statement, coupled with my lavish generosity, impressed Peter and Esk, if it had not effect upon Silver Heels.

I sat down on the stone bench near the bee-hives and drew from my pocket the jack-knife given me by Silver Heels as a bribe to silence. 

Come over here, Silver Heels, I said, with patronizing kindness.

What for? she demanded.

Oh, dont come then, I retorted, whereat she rose from the grass with her skirt full of marbles and came over to the stone bench.

After a moment she seated herself, eying the knife askance. I had opened the blade. Lord, how I hated to give it back!

Take it, said I, closing the blade, but not offering it to her.

Truly? she stammered, not reaching out her hand, for fear I should draw it away again to plague her.

I dropped the knife into her lap among the marbles, thrilling at the spectacle of my own generosity.

She seized it, repeating:

King, King, double King!

Cant take back a given thing!

You neednt say King, King, double King, said I, offended; for I was not going to take it back, silly!

Truly, Michael? she asked, looking up at me. Then she added, sweetly, I am sorry I bit you.

Ho! said I, do you think you hurt me?

She said nothing, playing with the marbles in her lap.

I sat and watched the bees fly to and fro like bullets; in the quiet even the hills, cloaked in purple mantles, smoked with the steam of hidden snow-drifts still lingering in ravines where arbutus scents the forest twilight.

The robins had already begun their rippling curfew call; crickets creaked from the planked walk. Behind me the voices of Peter and Esk rose in childish dispute or excited warning to Knuckle down hard! Already the delicate spring twilight stained the east with primrose and tints of green. A calm star rose in the south.

Presently Silver Heels pinched me, and I felt around to pinch back.

Hush, she whispered, jogging my elbow a little, there is a strange Indian between us and the block-house. He has a gun, but no blanket!

For a moment a cold, tight feeling stopped my breath, not 31 because a strange Indian stood between me and the block-house, but because of that instinct which stirs the fur on wild things when taken unawares, even by friends.

My roughened skin had not smoothed again before I was on my feet and advancing.

Instantly, too, I perceived that the Indian was a stranger to our country. Although an Iroquois, and possibly of the Cayuga tribe, yet he differed from our own Cayugas. He was stark naked save for the breech-clout. But his moccasins were foreign, so also was the pouch which swung like a Highlanders sporran from his braided clout-string, for it was made of the scarlet feathers of a bird which never flew in our country, and no osprey ever furnished the fine snow-white fringe which hung from it, falling half-way between knee and ankle.

Observing him at closer range, I saw he was in a plight: his flesh dusty and striped with dry blood where thorns had brushed him; his eyes burning with privation, and sunk deep behind the cheek-bones.

As I halted, he dropped the rifle into the hollow of his left arm and raised his right hand, palm towards me.

I raised my right hand, but remained motionless, bidding him lay his rifle at his feet.

He replied in the Cayuga language, yet with a foreign intonation, that the dew was heavy and would dampen the priming of his rifle; that he had no blanket on which to lay his arms, and further, that the sentinels at the block-houses were watching him with loaded muskets.

This was true. However, I permitted him to advance no closer until I hailed a soldier, who came clumping out of the stables, and who instantly cocked and primed his musket.

Then I asked the strange Cayuga what he wanted.

Peace, he said, again raising his hand, palm out; and again I raised my hand, saying, Peace!

From the scarlet pouch he drew a little stick, six inches long, and painted red.

Look out, said I to the soldier, that is a war-stick! If he shifts his rifle, aim at his heart.

But the runner had now brought to light from his pouch other sticks, some blood-red, some black ringed with white. 32 These he gravely sorted, dropping the red ones back into his pouch, and naïvely displaying the black and white rods in a bunch.

War-ragh-i-ya-gey! he said, gently, adding, I bear belts!

It was the title given by our Mohawks to Sir William, and signified, One who unites two peoples together.

You wish to see Chief Warragh, I repeated, and you come with your pouch full of little red sticks?

He darted a keen glance at me, then, with a dignified gesture, laid his rifle down in the dew.

A little ashamed, I turned and dismissed the soldier, then advanced and gave the silent runner my hand, telling him that although his moccasins and pouch were strange, nevertheless the kin of the Cayugas were welcome to Johnson Hall. I pointed at his rifle, bidding him resume it. He raised it in silence.

He is a belt-bearer, I thought to myself; but his message is not of peace.

I said, pleasantly:

By the belts you bear, follow me!

The dull fire that fever kindles flickered behind his shadowy eyes. I spoke to him kindly and conducted him to the north block-house.

Bearer of belts, said I, passing the sentry, and so through the guard-room, with the soldiers all rising at attention, and into Sir Williams Indian guest-room.

My Cayuga must have seen that he was fast in a trap, yet neither by word nor glance did he appear to observe it.

The sun had set. A chill from the west sent the shivers creeping up my legs as I called a soldier and bade him kindle a fire for us. Then on my own responsibility I went into the store-room and rummaged about until I discovered a thick red blanket. I knew I was taking what was not mine; I knew also I was transgressing Sir Williams orders. Yet some instinct told me to act on my own discretion, and that Sir William would have done the same had he been here.

A noise at the guard door brought me running out of the store-room to find my Cayuga making to force his way out, and the soldiers shoving him into the guest-room again. 

Fall back! I cried, my wits working like shuttles; and quickly added in the Cayuga tongue: Cayugas are free people; free to stay, free to go. Open the door for my brother who fears his brothers fireside!

There was a silence; the soldiers stood back respectfully; a sergeant opened the outer door. But the Indian, turning his hot eyes on me, swung on his heel and re-entered the guest-room, drawing the flint from his rifle as he walked.

I followed and laid the thick red blanket on his dusty shoulders.

Sergeant, I called, send McCloud for meat and drink, and notify Sir William as soon as he arrives that his brothers of the Cayuga would speak to him with belts!

I was not sure of the etiquette required of me after this, not knowing whether to leave the Cayuga alone or bear him company. Tribes differ, so do nations in their observance of these forms. One thing more puzzled me: here was a belt-bearer with messages from some distant and strange branch of the Cayuga tribe, yet the etiquette of their allies, our Mohawks, decreed that belts should be delivered by sachems or chiefs, well escorted, and through the smoke of council fires never theoretically extinguished between allies and kindred people.

One thing I of course knew: that a guest, once admitted, should never be questioned until he had eaten and slept.

But whether or not I was committing a breach of etiquette by squatting there by the fire with my Cayuga, I did not know.

However, considering the circumstances, I called out for a soldier to bring two pipes and tobacco; and when they were fetched to me, I filled one and passed it to the Cayuga, then filled the other, picked a splinter from the fire, lighted mine, and passed the blazing splinter to my guest.

If his ideas on etiquette were disturbed, he did not show it. He puffed at his pipe and drew his blanket close about his naked body, staring into the fire with the grave, absent air of a cat on a wintry night.

Now, stealing a glance at his scalp-lock, I saw by the fire-light the stumps of two quills, with a few feather-fronds still clinging to them, fastened in the knot on his crown. 34 The next covert glance told me that they were the ragged stubs of the white-headed eagles feathers, and that my guest was a chief. This set me in a quandary. What was a strange Cayuga chief doing here without escort, without blanket, yet bearing belts? Etiquette absolutely forbade a single question. Was I, in my inexperience, treating him properly? Would my ignorance of what was due him bring trouble and difficulty to Sir William when he returned?

Suddenly resolved to clear Sir William of any suspicion of awkwardness, and at the risk of my being considered garrulous, I rose and said:

My brother is a man and a chief; he will understand that in the absence of my honoured kinsman, Sir William Johnson, and in the absence of officers in authority, the hospitality of Johnson Hall falls upon me.

Ignorant of my brothers customs, I bid him welcome, because he is naked, tired, and hungry. I kindle his fire; I bring him pipe and food; and now I bid him sleep in peace behind doors that open at his will.

Then the Cayuga rose to his full noble height, bending his burning eyes on mine. There was a silence; and so, angry or grateful, I knew not which, he resumed his seat by the fire, and I went out through the guard-room into the still, starry night.

But I did not tarry to sniff at the stars nor search the dewy herbage for those pale blossoms which open only on such a night, hiding elf-pearls in their fairy petals. Straightway I sought Mistress Molly in the nursery, and told her what I had done. She listened gravely and without comment or word of blame or praise, which was like all Indians. But she questioned me, and I described the strange belt-bearer from his scalp-lock to the sole of his moccasin.

Cayuga, she said, softly; what make was his rifle?

Not English, not French, I said. The barrel near the breech bore figures like those on Sir Williams duelling pistols.

Spanish, she said, dreamily. In his language did he pronounce agh like ahh?

Yes, Aunt Molly.

She remained silent a moment, thoughtful eyes on mine. 35 Then she smiled and dismissed me, but I begged her to tell me from whence my Cayuga came.

I will tell you this, she said. He comes from very, very far away, and he follows some customs of the Tuscaroras, which they in turn borrow from a tribe which lives so far away that I should go to sleep in counting the miles for you.

With that she shut the nursery door, and I, no wiser than before, and understanding that Mistress Molly did not mean I should be wiser, sat down on the stairs to think and to wait for Sir William.

A moment later a man on horseback rode out of our stables at a gallop and clattered away down the hill. I listened for a moment, then thought of other things.


CHAPTER III
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AT LATE CANDLE-LIGHT, Sir William still tarrying, I went to the north block-house, where Mr. Duncan, the lieutenant commanding the guard, received me with unusual courtesy, the reason of which I did not at the time suspect.

An express from Sir William has at this moment come in, said he. Sir William is aware that a belt-bearer from Virginia awaits him.

How could Sir William, who is at Castle Cumberland, know that? I began, then was silent, as it flashed into my mind that Mistress Molly had sent an express to Sir William as soon as I had told her about the strange Cayuga. That was the galloping horseman I had heard.

Pondering and perplexed, I looked up to find Mr. Duncan smiling at me.

I understand, said he, that Sir William is pleased to approve your conduct touching the strange Cayuga.

How do you know? I asked, quickly, my heart warming with pleasure.

I know this, said Mr. Duncan, laughing, that Sir William has left something for you with me, a present, in fact, which I am to deliver to you on the morrow.

What is it, Mr. Duncan? I teased; but the laughing officer shook his head, retiring into the guard-room and pretending to be afraid of me.

The soldiers, lounging around the settles, pipes between their teeth, looked on with respectful grins. Clearly, even they appeared to know what Sir William had sent to me from Castle Cumberland.

As I stood in the guard-room, eager, yet partly vexed, away below in the village the bell in the new stone church began to ring.

What is that? I asked, in surprise. 

The soldiers had all risen, taking their muskets from the racks, straightening belts and bandoleers. In the stir and banging of gun-stocks on the stone floor, my question perhaps was not heard by Mr. Duncan, for he stood silent, untwisting his sword knots and eying the line which the sergeant, who carried the halberd, was forming in the room.

A drummer and a trumpeter took station, six paces to the right and front; the sergeant, at a carry, advanced and saluted with, Parade is formed, sir.

Tention! sang out Mr. Duncan. Support arms! Carry arms! Trail arms! File by the left flank! March! And with drawn claymore on his shoulder he passed out into the starlight.

I followed; and now, standing by the block-house gate, far away in the village I heard the rub-a-dub of a drum and a loud trumpet blowing.

Nearer and nearer came the drum; the trumpet ceased. And now I could hear the tramp, tramp, tramp of infantry on the hills black crest.

Present arms! cried Mr. Duncan, sharply.

A dark mass which I had not supposed to be moving, suddenly loomed up close in front of us, taking the shape of a long column, which passed with the flicker of starlight on musket and belt, tramp, tramp, tramp to the ringing drum-beats.

Then our drum rattled and trumpet sang prettily, while Mr. Duncan rendered the officers salute as a dark stand of colours passed, borne furled and high above the slanting muskets.

Baggage wains began to creak by, great shapeless hulks rolling in on the black ocean of the night, with soldiers half asleep on top, and teamsters afoot, heads hanging drowsily and looped raw-hides trailing.

The last yoke of oxen passed, dragging a brass cannon.

Tention! said Mr. Duncan. Support arms! Trail arms! Bout face! By the right flank, wheel! March!

Back into the block-house filed the guard, the drummer bearing his drum flat on his hip, the trumpeter swinging his instrument to his shoulder-knots.

Mr. Duncan sent his claymore ringing into the scabbard, 38 wrapped his plaid around his throat, and strolled off towards the new barracks, east of the Hall.

What troops were those, sir? I asked, respectfully.

Three companies of Royal Americans from Albany, said he. Then, noticing my puzzled face, he added, There is to be a big council fire held here, Master Cardigan. Did you not know it?

No, said I, slowly, reluctant to admit that I had not shared Sir Williams confidence.

Look yonder, said Mr. Duncan.

Far out in the pale starlight, south and west of the Hall, I saw fires kindled, one by one, until the twinkle of their lights ran for a mile across the uplands. On a hill in the north a signal fire sent long streamers of flame straight up into the sky; other beacons flashed out in the darkness, some so distant that I could not be certain they were more than sparks of my imagination.

It is the Six Nations gathering, said Mr. Duncan. We expect important guests.

What for? I asked.

I dont know, said Mr. Duncan, gravely. Good-night, Mr. Cardigan.

Good-night, sir, I said, thoughtfully; then cried after him, and my present, Mr. Duncan?

To-morrow, he answered, and passed on his way a-laughing.

I walked quickly back to the Hall, where I encountered Esk and Peter, well bibbed, cleaning the last crumb from their bowls of porridge.

Did you see the soldiers? cried Esk, tapping upon his bowl and marching up and down the hallway.

Look out of the back windows, added Peter. The Onondaga fires are burning on the hills.

Oneidas, corrected Esk.

Onondagas, persisted Peter, smearing his face with his spoon to lick it.

Where is Silver Heels? I asked.

Mistress Molly came into the hall from the pantry, keys jingling at her girdle, and took Peter by his sticky fingers, bidding Esk follow. 

Bed-time, she said, with her pretty smile. Michael, Felicity is being dressed by Betty. If Sir William does not return, you will dine with Felicity alone; and I expect you to conduct exactly like Sir William, and refrain from kicking under the table.

Yes, Aunt Molly, said I, delighted.

Esk and Peter, being instantly hustled bedward, left lamenting and asserting that they too were old enough to imitate Sir William.

Silver Heels, with her hair done by Betty, and a blue sash over her fresh-flowered cambric, passed them on the stairs coming down, pausing to wish Mistress Molly good-night, and to slyly pinch fat Peter.

Felicity, said Mistress Molly, will you conduct as befits your station?

Oh la, Aunt Molly! she answered, with that innocent, affected lisp which I knew was ever the forerunner of mischief.

She made her reverence, waiting on the landing until she heard the nursery door close, then flung both legs astride the balustrade and slid down like a flash.

Have you seen the soldiers, Micky? — and the fires on the hills? she cried. To-morrow all the officers will be here, and I am to wear my hair curled, and my pink dress and tucker, with separate sleeves of silver gauze!

We sat down on the stairs together as friendly and polite as though we never quarrelled; and she chattered on, smoothing her bib-apron with those silky hands of hers: Betty rolled up my hair till I feared she meant to scalp me, and so told her.

She coaxed me to endure, and called me her little Miss Honey-bee, but would not promise me a comfit; so I ran away before my cap was tied on. Micky, go and put on your silk breeches and lace cuffs and we will be gay and grand to dine!

I ran to my chamber, bathed and dressed in all my finery, meaning to lord it in the dining-hall should Sir William not return.

And thus it fell out; for, when I descended the stairs, there was my lady Silver Heels parading before the pier-glass, and a gillie throwing open the doors of the dining-hall. 

So that night Silver Heels and I supped alone together in the great hall, Mr. Butler having hurriedly ridden to his home, and Sir William not yet returned, though two hours past candle-light.

The hall was quiet and vast, and Silver Heels seemed exceedingly small, sitting in the big chair at the other end of the table. So I had the gillie lay her plate beside mine.

A single pair of candles lighted our supper, and those not of the best, for they smoked as the wind stirred the curtains.

Do you not know what is due to quality? said I, sternly, to the gillie — a raw yokel scented with whiffs of the stables.

The kilted oaf gaped at me.

Do you not see it is dark here? I said.

Tis far lichter than ye wud expeck for sae big a room, sir, said the gillie, with a foolish grin.

Young Bareshanks, I retorted; do you bring instantly a dozen wax candles and light them, idiot, in a seemly row! Also fetch Sir Williams sherry and Madeira, and take away those pot-house pewters!

The gillie made out to do as he was bidden, and I should have felt very grand and contented at being obeyed without questions had I not perceived him, through the buttery window, wink at the pantry-lad and put his mottled Scotch muzzle into my small-beer.

When the dozen waxen candles stood in a ring, all twinkling, and the decanters flanked me right and left, I bade the gillie leave us, mistrusting he might bear tales to Sir William touching our behaviour at table. But the dunce loitered, trimming wicks, and casting sidewise looks at me.

Will you be gone? said I, in a passion.

Maister Michael, he whined; yell no be soopin till the blessings said? Sir William gave us a grand discoorse this noon dinner, sir, verra suitable words, sir.

Mortified at my forgetfulness, I rose; so did Silver Heels, the candle-light sparkling under her half-closed lashes, for she ever kept one eye on duty.

In a rage I said grace before meat, then glared at the gillie.

Aave heerd waur, sir, quoth he; but aa never sleep the nicht without ma blessing, and aal no begin noo! 

Get out, you Scotch loon, said I, or Ill let this bottle fly with my blessing!

He ran for it, at which Silver Heels and I laughed heartily until she spilled her wine on her knees, which spoiled her temper.

When the echoing of our laughter had died away in the dark corners of the room, an unaccustomed depression fell upon me. I peered up at the stags shaggy heads, set around the wall; their dark glazed eyes reflected the little candle flames like fiery eyeballs of living bucks. The stillness in the familiar room troubled me.

Something of this Silver Heels also experienced, but the novelty of playing the grand lady with her sherry and her tea set her tongue a-swinging, clip-clap! She shrugged her shoulders and tossed her chin, pretending to trifle with a dish of cakes, vowing she had no appetite; but her hunger could not long withstand the pastry, and she ate all the suckets and cakes before I either perceived or prevented it.

Distressed at her greediness, I removed the caraways from the plate and pouched them to eat at my pleasure, whereupon she kicked my shins under the table.

But she would still play my Lady Languish, sighing and protesting she could not touch another morsel, and her cheeks full the while. Too, she drank of both sherry and Madeira, which was forbidden by Sir William, and became over-loud in speech until her humour changed to a fit of upbraiding me, and ended in the sulks.

I remember we had a brandied syrup, of which she also took too much, it making her pettish and sleepy; and after supper, when we sat together on the stairs, she harped ever on the same string, reproaching me for playing the high and mighty, whereas all could plainly see I was nothing but a boy like Esk and Peter and need give myself no plumes.

My legs, she said, drowsily, can touch the floor from the third stair as well as yours; and she stretched them down to prove it, falling short an inch.

If you are no longer a child, said I, why do they harness you to the back-board and make you wear pack-thread stays?

This madded her. 

You shall see, she said, in a temper, you shall see me in flowered caushets, silk stockings, and shoes of Paddingtons make, which befit my station and rank! You shall see me in padusoy and ribbons and a hat of gauze! I shall wear pompadour gloves and shall take no notice of you, with your big hands and feet, pardieu!

Nor I of you, said I, tricked out in your silly flummery. And I drew a caraway from my pocket and bit deep.

Yes, you will, said Silver Heels; give me a caraway, piggy.

Sitting there in the dark, nibbling in silence, I could hear the distant stir of the convoy at the barracks, and wondered why the soldiers had come. Surely not because of danger to us at the Hall, for we had our Mohawks, our militia, and yeoman tenantry at beck and call. Besides, who would dare threaten Sir William Johnson, the greatest man in the colonies, and very dearly esteemed by our King?

They say, said Silver Heels, that there are men in Boston who have even defied the King himself.

Never fear, said I, theyll all hang for it.

Would you like to fight for the King? she asked, civilly, and without a trace of that mockery which left a sting, much as I pretended to despise it.

I said I should like to very much; that my father had died for his King, and that I should one day avenge him.

I would have said more, perhaps boasted, for Silver Heels was inclined to listen; but black Betty came down-stairs, her double ear-rings a-jingle, calling her lil Miss Honey-bee to come to bed.

Silver Heels stood up, rubbing her eyes and stretching. I could not help noticing that she seemed to be growing very tall.

Good-night, Micky, she said, with her mechanical curtsey, and took Bettys black hand.

Although there was now nobody to bid me retire, I went to my chamber gladly, for, what with the excitement of the morning, the arrival of the Cayuga, and, later, the soldiers — and also, I think, Sir Williams sherry — my head was tired and confused.

I slept none too soundly. Dreams came crowding around 43 my pillow; visions of Mr. Butler chasing Silver Heels awoke me.

I sat up in my bed and parted the curtains. Through the window I could see the watchful eyes of Indian fires glimmering from hill and hollow, and over all the little stars, all awake, watching the sleeping world.

A cock began crowing somewhere down in the village, although no tint of dawn appeared. But the crickets had ceased, and the stars grew paler, and that silence which is the dawns true herald warned me to sleep again ere the red sun should steal over the edge of the world and catch me waking.

Then I slept soundly, and the sly sun had painted many a figure on my walls ere I waked to hear the bugle playing at the barracks, and Sir Williams hounds baying in their kennels.

Dub! dub! rub-a-dub-dub! Dub! dub! rub-a-dub-dub!

The guard was changing at the block-house, while I, all shivers, dashed cold water over me from head to foot and rubbed my limbs into a tingle.

How sweetly came the matins of the robins! A kennel-lad, standing in the sunshine by the stables, wound his hunting-horn till the deep-jowled hounds drowned all with their baying.

In breeches and shirt I leaned from the open window to smell the young year, and saw Silver Heelss head at the next window, her hair in her eyes, and bare arms propping her chin.

She put out her tongue at me, but I bade her good-morning so civilly that she smiled and asked me if I had slept well.

No, said I; dreams disturbed me.

It was the cakes and sherry, she observed, with a grimace.

I also dreamed, and screamed until Betty came and rocked me in her arms. Which proves, she added, that we are both too young to dine and wine imprudently. I am coming in to tell you what I dreamed. Open the door.

She entered, bundled in a wool blanket, and sat cross-legged on the bed, chattering of her dreams, how, in her sleep, she saw me mammocked by savages, among them 44 Peter, who had grown big and sly and fierce like a fat bear cub in December.

Meanwhile I made of my hair a neat queue and tied it; then put on my buckskin vest with flaps, and my short hunting-shirt over it.

Are you going to fish? asked Silver Heels, enviously.

If Sir William does, said I. He sent me a present from Castle Cumberland last night. I doubt not that it may be a new fish-rod for salmon.

Presently she went away to be dressed by Betty, and I hastened down the stairs, impatient to find Mr. Duncan and have my present; nay, so fast and blindly did I speed that, swinging around the balustrade, I plumped clean into Sir William, coming up.

Whats to do! Whats to do! he exclaimed, testily. Is there no gout in the world, then, wooden feet!

Oh, Sir William! My present from Castle Cumberland! I stammered. Is it a salmon-rod?

Now the wraith of old Isaac pinch ye! said Sir William, half laughing, half angry. What the devil have I to do with your presents and your fish-rods? Presents! Gad! Its a new algebra you need!

You promised not to, said I, stoutly.

Did I? said Sir William, with a twinkle in his eyes. So I did, lad; so I did! Well, perhaps it is not an algebra book after all.

Then let us go to Mr. Duncan and get it now, I replied, promptly.

You may not want my present when you see it, argued Sir William, who did ever enjoy to plague those whom he loved best.

But I pulled him by the hand, and he pretended to go with reluctance and many misgivings.

At the door of the north block-house, Mr. Duncan rendered Sir William the officers salute, which Sir William returned.

Mr. Duncan, said he, have you knowledge hereabouts of a certain present sent in your care for Mr. Cardigan here?

Now that you mention it, sir, replied Mr. Duncan, gravely, I do dimly recall something of the sort. 

Was it not a school-book? inquired Sir William.

It was a parcel, replied Mr. Duncan, dubiously; belike it hid a dozen good stout Latin books, sir.

I endured their plaguing with rising excitement. What could my present be?

Take him in, Mr. Duncan, said Sir William at last. And, to me, remember, sir, that you forget not your manners when you return to me, for I shall await you here at the door.

Cramping with curiosity, I followed Mr. Duncan into his own private chamber, which connected with the guard-room. But I saw no parcels anywhere; in fact, there was nothing to be noticed save an officers valise at the foot of Mr. Duncans bed.

It is for you, he said; open it.

At the same moment I perceived my own name painted on the leather side, and the next instant I had stripped the lid back. Buff and gold and scarlet swam the colours of the clothing before my amazed eyes; I put out a trembling hand and drew an officers vest from the valise.

Here are the boots, Mr. Cardigan, said the lieutenant, lifting a pair of dress boots from behind a curtain. Here is the hat and sword, too, and a holster with pistols.

Mine! I gasped.

By this commission of our Governor, said Mr. Duncan, solemnly, drawing from his breast a parchment with seal and tape. Mr. Cardigan, let me be the first to welcome you as a brother officer.

I had gone so blind with happy tears that I scarce could find his kind, warm hand outstretched, nor could I decipher the commission as cornet of horse in the Royal Border Regiment of irregulars.

He mercifully left me then, and I stood with head pinched in my fingers, striving to realize what had arrived to me.

But I did not tarry long to gape and devour my uniform with my eyes. One after another my hunting-shirt, vest, leggings, shoon, flew from me. I pulled on the buff breeches, and laced them tight, drew on the boots, set the vest close and buttoned it, then put on coat and hat, and lastly tied my silver gorget. 

What I could see of myself in Mr. Duncans glass left me dazed with admiration. I set my sword belt, hung the sword with one glove in the hilt, and so, walking on air, I passed the guard-room with all the soldiers at stiff attention, and came to Sir William.

He looked up sharply, without the familiar smile. But my wits were at work and I stopped short at three paces, heels together, and gave the officers salute.

Sir Williams lips twitched as he rendered the salute, then, casting his ivory cane on the grass, he stepped forward with arms outstretched, and I fell into them like a blubbering schoolboy.

To those contented and peaceful people who have never known that gnawing desire for the noblest of all professions, the soldiers, I can only say that I was contented. To those who themselves have known the longing it is needless to describe my happiness and pride, my gratitude to those who had honoured me, my impetuous thirst for service, my resolve to set heart and soul towards high ideals and thoughts, my solemn boyish prayers that I might conduct nobly in the eyes of all men, for God and King and country.

Something of my thoughts may have disclosed themselves in my face as Sir William laid both hands on my shoulders, for he looked at me a long while with kindly, steady eyes. His countenance was serene and benign when he spoke in that clear voice whose harmony and perfect cadence has charmed a thousand council fires, and turned feverish spleen and hatred into forbearance and reconciliation.

My boy, he said, the key to it all is faith. Keep faith with all men; keep faith with thyself. This wins all battles, even the greatest and last!

Very soberly we returned to the Hall, where a small company were assembled for breakfast — Mistress Molly, Major Wilkes of the battalion which arrived the night before, Captains Priestly, Borrow, and McNeil, of the same regiment, my friend Lieutenant Duncan of the militia, and Silver Heels.

When Sir William and I entered the Hall the officers came to pay their respects to the Baronet, and I, red as a Dutch pippin, crossed the room to where Mistress Molly stood with Silver Heels. 

Bending to salute her hand, cocked hat crushed under one arm, I discharged my duties with what composure I could command; but Mistress Molly put both arms around me and kissed me on both cheeks.

I knew all about it, she whispered. We are very proud, Sir William and I. Be tender and faithful. It is all we ask.

Dear, dear Aunt Molly! While life lasts can I ever forget those sweet, grave words of love, spoken to a boy who stood alone on the threshold of life?

Slowly I turned to look at Silver Heels, all my vanity, conceit, and condescension vanished.

She had turned quite pale; her eyes seemed set and fascinated, and she wished me happiness in a low voice, as though uncertain of her own words.

Chilled by her lifeless greeting, I returned to Sir William, who presented me to the guests with unconcealed pride:

My kinsman, Mr. Cardigan, gentlemen; Captain Cardigans only son!

The officers, all in full dress, brilliant with the red, green, and gold of the Royal Americans, greeted me most kindly, some claiming acquaintance with my honoured father, and all speaking of his noble death before Quebec.

Before we sat at table, they gave me a standing toast, all touching glasses with me, and Sir William, smiling, with one arm around my shoulder.

So we sat down to breakfast, a breakfast I, being excited, scarcely tasted; but I listened with all my ears to the discourse touching the late troubles in New York and Massachusetts, concerning the importation of tea by the East India Company. The discussion soon became a monologue, for the subject was one which Sir William understood from A to Zed, and his eloquence upon it had amazed and irritated people of more importance than our Governor Tryon himself.

Look you, said Sir William, in his clear voice like a bell; look you, gentlemen; I yield to no man in loyalty and love to my King; but this I know and dare maintain here or at St. James: that his Majesty whom I serve and honour is misled by his ministers, and neither he nor they suspect the truth concerning these colonies! 

The officers were all attention, some leaning forward to lose no word or inflection; Mistress Molly poured the roundly abused tea, and her gentle dark eyes ever stole proudly towards Sir William.

Gentlemen, said Sir William, blandly, you all are aware that since last December the Atlantic Ocean is become but a vast pot of cold tea.

The laughter which followed sounded to me a trifle strained, as well it might be, considering the insolence of the people who had flung this defiance into the Kings ocean.

Very well, said Sir William, with that tight crease running around his jaw which meant his mind was made up. This is the true history of that trouble, gentlemen. Judge for yourselves where lies the blame. And, leaning back in his chair, one hand lifted, he began:

That damned East India Company, floundering about with the non-importation pill in its gullet, found itself owing the government fourteen hundred thousand pounds, with seventeen million pounds of unsold tea on its hands.

Nobody likes bankruptcy, so off go the East India gentlemen with their petition to Parliament for permission to export their tea to America, free of duty, and so put it in the power of the company to sell tea here cheaper than in England. And now I ask you, gentlemen, whether in all these broad colonies there are not some few men whose motives are other than sordid?

Your answers must be yes! — because the colonists themselves so answered when they burned the Gaspee! — when they gathered at Griffins wharf and made tea enough for the world to drink! — when John Lamb set his back to the portcullis of the fort and the tea commissioners ran like rabbits!

God forbid that I, a humble loyal subject of my King, should ever bear out the work of rebels or traitors. But I solemnly say to you that the rebels and traitors are not the counterfeit Indians of Griffins wharf, not the men who fired the Gaspee aflame from sprit to topmast, not that man who set his back to the fort in New York! But they are those who whisper evil to my King at St. James — and may God have mercy on their souls!

In the silence which followed, Sir William leaned forward, 49 his heavy chin set on his fists, his eyes looking into the future which he alone saw so clearly.

None durst interrupt him. The officers watched him silently — this great man — this great Irishman who had been the sole architect of his own greatness; this great American who saw what we, even now, cannot see as clearly as did he.

There he sat, dumb, eyes on vacancy; a plain man, a Baronet of the British realm, a member of the Kings Council, a major-general of militia, and the superintendent of the Indian Department in North America.

A plain man; but a vast land-holder, the one man in America trusted blindly by the Indians, a man whose influence was enormous; a man who was as simple as a maid, as truthful as a child, as kind as the Samaritan who passed not on the other side.

A plain man, but a prophet.

There was a step at the door; Mr. Duncan spoke in a low tone with the orderly, then returned to Sir William.

The Indian belt-bearer is at the block-house, sir, he said.

Sir William rose. The officers made their adieux and left. Only Sir William, Mistress Molly, Silver Heels, and I remained in the dining-hall.

The Baronet looked across at Mistress Molly, and a sad smile touched his eyes.

She took Silver Heels by the hand and quietly left the room.

Michael, said Sir William; listen closely, but remain silent concerning what this belt-bearer has to say. My honour is at stake, my son. Promise!

I promise, sir, said I, under my breath.

The next moment the door behind me opened and the Indian stole into the room.


CHAPTER IV
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I NOW FOR the first time obtained a distinct view of the stranger as he stepped forward, throwing the blanket from him, and stood revealed, stark naked save for clout and pouch, truly a superb figure, and perfect, in the Greek sense, barring that racial leanness below knee and calf, and the sinewy feet planted parallel instead of diverging, as in our race.

But so splendid was his presence that Sir William, standing to receive him, unconsciously raised his chin and squared his shoulders as though bracing for a trial of strength with this tall red forester from the West.

For a space they stood face to face in silence; then the belt-bearer, looking warily around at the empty room, asked why Chief Warragh received his brother alone.

My brother comes alone, replied Sir William, with emphasis. It is the custom of the Cayuga to send three with each belt. Does my brother bear but a fragment of one belt? Or does he think us of little consequence that he comes without attestants?

I bear three belts, said the Indian, haughtily. Nine of my people started from the Ohio; I alone live.

Sir William bowed gravely; and, motioning me to be seated, drew up an arm-chair of velvet and sat down, folding his arms in silence.

Then, for the first time in my life, I sat at a figurative council fire and listened to an orator of those masters of oratory, the peoples of the Six Nations.

Dignified, chary of gesture, clean, yet somewhat sad and over-grave of speech, the Cayuga, facing the Baronet, related briefly his name, Quider, which in Iroquois means Peter; his tribe, which was the tribe of the Wolf, the totem being plain on his breast. He spoke of his journey from the 51 Ohio, the loss of the eight who had started with him; all dying from the small-pox within a week. He spoke respectfully of Sir William as the one man who had protected the Six Nations from unjust laws, from incursions, from white mens violence and deception. He admitted that Sir William was the only man in America who to-day retained the absolute trust and confidence of the Indians, adding that it was for this reason that he had come.

And then he began his brief speech, drawing from his pouch a black belt of wampum:

Brother: With this belt we breathe upon the embers which are asleep, and we cause the council fire to burn in this place and on the Ohio, which are our proper fireplaces. With this belt we sweep this fireplace clean, removing from it all that is impure, that we may sit around it as brothers.

(A belt of seven rows.)

Brother: The unhappy oppression of our brethren by Colonel Cresaps men, near the Ohio carrying-place, is the occasion for our coming here. Our nation would not be at rest, nor easy, until they had spoken to you about it. They have now spoken — with this belt!

(A black and white belt.)

Brother: What are we to do? Lord Dunmore will not hear us. Colonel Cresap and his men, to whom we have done no harm, are coming to clear the forest and cross our free path which lies from Saint Sacrement to the Ohio, and which path our brothers belts, which we still possess, have long since swept clear. What shall we do? Instead of polishing our knives we have come to our brother Warragh. Instead of seeking our kin the Mohawk and the Oneida with painted war belts to throw between us and them, we come to our brother and ask him, by this belt, what is left for us to do? Our brothers have taught us there is a God. Teach us He is a just God — by this belt!

(A black belt of five rows.)

During this speech Sir William sat as still as death, neither by glance nor gesture nor change of colour betraying the surprise, indignation, and alarm which this exposure of Colonel Cresaps doings caused him.

As for me, I, of course, vaguely understood the breach of 52 faith committed by Colonel Cresap in invading the land of our allies, and the danger we might run should this Cayuga chief go to our Mohawks and Oneidas with war-belts and inflammatory appeals for vengeance on Cresap and his men.

That he had instead come to us, braving all dangers, losing indeed all his comrades, on this mission of peace, most splendidly attested to the power and influence of Sir William among these savages whose first instinct is to draw the hatchet and begin the horrid vengeance which they consider their right when unjustly molested.

It is seldom the custom to reply to a speech before the following day. Custom and tradition rule among the Six Nations. Deliberation and profound reflection they give to all spokesmen who petition them, and they require it in turn, regarding with suspicion and contempt a hasty reply, which, they consider, indicates either premeditated treachery, or a shallow mind incapable of weighty and mature reflection.

I was prepared, therefore, when Sir William, holding in his right hand the three belts of wampum, rose and thanked the Cayuga for his talk, praising him and his tribe for resorting to arbitration instead of the hatchet, and promising an answer on the morrow.

The Cayuga listened in silence, then resuming his blanket turned on his heel and passed slowly and noiselessly from the room, leaving Sir William standing beside the arm-chair, and me erect in the embrasure of the casement.

Now, for the first time in my life, I saw a trace of physical decline in my guardian. His hand, holding the belts, had fallen a-trembling; he made a feeble gesture for me to be seated, and sank back into his arm-chair, listless eyes on the floor, absently running his fingers over the polished belts.

At sixty, he said, as though to himself, strong men should be in that mellow prime to which a sober life conducts.

After a moment he went on: My life has been sober and without excess — but hard! very hard! I am an old man; a tired old man.

Looking up to meet my eyes, he smiled, watching the sympathy which twitched my face.

All these wars! All these wars! Thirty years of war! 53 he murmured, caressing the belts and letting them slip through his fingers like smooth shining serpents. War with the French, war with the Maquas, the Hurons, the Shawanese, the Ojibways! War in the Canadas, war in the Carolinas, war east and west and north and south! And — I am tired.

He flung the slippery belts to the floor, where they twisted and coiled up in a heap.

I have worked with my hands, he said. This land has drunk the sweat of my body. I have not spared myself in sickness or in health. My eyes are dim; I have used them by day, by starlight, by the glimmer of moons long dead, by candle-wood, by torch, by the flicker of smoke from green fires.

My arms are tired; I have hewn forests away; my limbs ache; I have journeyed far through snow, through heat, from the Canadas to the Gulf — all my life I have journeyed on business for other men — for men I have never seen, and shall never see — men yet to be born!

There came a flush of earnest colour into his face. He leaned forward towards me, elbow resting on the table, hand outstretched.

Why, look you, Michael, he said, with childlike eagerness; I found a wilderness and I leave a garden! Look at the valley! Can England grow such grain? Look at Tryon County! Look at this Province of New York? Ay — look farther — wherever my Indians have set their boundaries! There are roads, lad, roads where I found runways; turnpikes where I followed Mohawk trails; mills turning where the wild-cat squatted, fishing with big flat paws! Lad, you cannot recall it, yet this village was but a carrying-place when I came. Look at it; look from the window, lad! Is it not fair and pretty to the eye? One hundred and eighty families! Three churches, counting my new stone church; a free school, a court-house, a jail, barracks — all built by me; stores with red and blue swinging signs, bravely painted, inns with the good green bush a-swing! Listen to the cock-crows; listen to the barking! Might it not be a Devonshire town? Ah — I forgot; you have never seen old England.

Smiling still, kind eyes dreaming, his head sank a little, and he clasped his hands in his la

Lad, he said, softly, the English hay smells sweet, but not so sweet as the Mohawk Valley hay to me. This is my country — my country first, last, and all the time. I am too old to change where in my youth I took root among these hills. To transplant me means my end.

The sunlight stole into the room through leaded diamond-panes and fell across his knees like a golden robe. The music from the robins in the orchard filled my ears; soft winds stirred the lace on Sir Williams cuffs and collarette.

Presently he roused, shaking the dream from his eyes; and, watching him, it seemed to me I could see the very tide of life swelling flesh and muscle into new vigour. The colour came back into his face and hands; the light grew in his eyes.

Come! he said, in a voice that had lost its tremour. Life has but one meaning — to go on, ever on, lad! Tis a long doze awaits us at the journeys end. And he fumbled for his snuff-box and lace hanker, blowing a vigorous blast and exclaiming, Aha! Ho! in deep tones which, when very young, awed me.

I bent and picked up the three belts, placing them on the table near him.

Thank you, Michael, he said, heartily; and I must say that in this matter of the Cayuga, you have conducted admirably. Mr. Duncan has told me all; it was wisely done. Had you received the Cayuga with less welcome or more suspicion, or had you met him haughtily, I do not doubt that he would have made mischief for me among my Mohawks.

He had war-sticks painted red, in his pouch, sir, I replied.

No doubt! No doubt! And a red war-belt, too, belike! They were meant for my Mohawks had he met with a rebuff here. Oh, I know them, Michael, I know them. A painted war-belt flung between that Cayuga and the sachems of my Mohawks would have set the whole Six Nations — save, perhaps, the Oneidas — a-shining up rifle and hatchet for Cresap and his men!

Sir William struck the mahogany table with clinched fist.

Damn Cresap! he bawled, in one of his familiar fits of fury — fits which were never witnessed outside his family circle. Damn the fatuous fool to go a-meddling with the 55 Cayugas in their own lands, held by them in solemn covenant forever inviolate! What does the sorry ass want? A border war, with all this trouble betwixt King and colonies hatching? Does Colonel Cresap not know that a single scalp taken from the Cayugas will set the Six Nations on fire — ay, the Lenape, too?

Sir William slapped the table again with the flat of his hand.

Look, Michael; should war come betwixt King and colonies, neither King nor colonies should forget that our frontiers are crowded with thousands of savages who, if adroitly treated, will remain neutral and inoffensive. Yet here is this madman Cresap, on the very eve of a struggle with the greatest power in the world, turning the savages against the colonies by his crazy pranks on the Ohio!

But, said I, in his blindness and folly, Colonel Cresap is throwing into our arms these very savages as allies!

Sir William stopped short and stared at me with cold, steady eyes.

Michael, said he, presently, when this war comes — as surely it will come — choose which cause you will embrace, and then stand by it to the end. As for me, I cannot believe that God would let me live to see such a war; that He would leave me to choose between the King who has honoured me and mine own people in this dear land of mine!

He raised his head and passed one hand over his eyes.

But should He in His wisdom demand that I choose — and if the sorrow kills me not — then, when the time comes, I shall choose.

Which way, sir? I said, in a sort of gasp.

But he only answered, Wait!

Stupefied, I watched him. It had never entered my head that there could be any course save unquestioned loyalty to the King in all things; that there could be any doubt or hesitation or pondering or praying for light when it came time to choose between King and rebel.

I now recalled what Sir William had said to me in the school-room. Putting this with what he now said, or left unsaid, together with his anger at Colonel Cresap for endangering the peace betwixt the Indians and the colonies, I 56 came to the frightened conclusion that Sir Williams loyalty might be questioned. But by whom? Who in America was great enough to call Sir William to account? Not Governor Tryon; not Lord Dunmore; not General Gage.

Feeling as though the bottom had fallen out of something, I sat there, my fascinated eyes never leaving Sir Williams sombre face.

What then were these tea-hating rebels that Sir William should defend them at breakfast and in the faces of half a dozen of his Majestys officers? I knew nothing of the troubles in Massachusetts save from soldiers talk or the gossip of the townsmen, most of them being tenants of Sir William. I had heard vaguely about one turbulent fellow named Hancock, and a mischief-making jack-at-all-trades called Franklin. I knew that the trouble concerned taxes, but as all this bother appeared to be about a few pennies, and as I myself never wanted for money, I had little sympathy for people who made such an ado about a shilling or two. Moreover, if the King needed money, the idea of not placing ones all at his Majestys disposal seemed contemptible to me. It is true that I had never earned a farthing in all my life, and so had nothing to offer my sovereign, save what fortune my father had left in trust for me. It is also true that I knew nothing of the value of money, having neither earned it nor wanted for it.

Something of these thoughts may have been easily read in my face, for Sir William said, with some abruptness:

It is not money; it is principle that men fight for.

I was startled, although Sir William sometimes had a way of rounding out my groping thoughts with sudden spoken words which made me fear him.

Well, well, he said, laughing and rising to stretch his cramped limbs; this is enough for one day, Michael. Let the morrow fret for itself, lad. Come, smile a bit! Shall we have a holiday, perhaps the last for many a month? Nay, do not look so sober, Micky. Who knows what will come? Who knows; who knows?

I shall stand by you, sir, whatever comes, said I.

But Sir William only smiled, drawing me to him, one arm about me. 

Suppose, said he, that you and I and Mr. Duncan and Felicity and Peter and Esk take rods and bait and go a-fishing in the Kennyetto by Fondas Bush!

A peg-down fishing match! cried I, enchanted.

Ay, a peg-down match, and the prize whatever the victor wills — in reason. What say you, Michael?

I was about to assent with enthusiasm when something occurred to me and I stopped.

May I wear my uniform, sir? I asked.

Gad! cried Sir William, in a fit of laughter. Tis a bolder man than I who dare separate you from your uniform!

Then Ill carry my pistols and go a-horse! said I, delighted.

The Baronet, hands clasped behind him, nodded absently. That old gray colour came into his face again, and he lifted a belt from the table and studied it dreamily, picking at the wampum which glowed like a snakes skin in the sunshine.


CHAPTER V
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TO FONDAS BUSH it is a good ten miles. I rode Sir Williams great horse, Warlock, who plunged and danced at the slap of my sword-scabbard on his flanks, and wellnigh shook me from my boots.

Spare spur, lad! Let him sniff the pistols! called Sir William, standing up in the broad hay-wagon to observe me. He will quiet when he smells the priming, Michael.

I drew one of my pistols from the holster and allowed Warlock to sniff it, which he did, arching his neck and pricking forward two wise ears. After this the horse and I understood each other, he being satisfied that it was a real officer he bore and no lout pranked out to shame him before other horses.

The broad flat hay-wagon, well bedded and deep in rye-straw, was filled with the company on fishing bent; Peter and Esk already disputing over their lines, red quills, and bob-floats; Silver Heels, in flowered cotton damask and hair rolled up under a small hat of straw, always observing me with lowered, uncertain eyes; Mr. Duncan, in fustian coat and leggings, counting out fish-hooks; Sir William, in yellow-and-brown buckskin and scarlet-flowered waistcoat, singing lustily:

A-Maying!

A-Maying!

Oh, the blackthorn and the broom

And the primrose are in bloom!

Behind the wagon, with punch-jugs swinging on his saddle-bags, like John Gilpin rode young Bareshanks the Scot, all a-grin; while upon either side of the wagon two mounted soldiers trotted, rifles slung and hangers sheathed.

Thus we set out for Fondas Bush, which is a vast woods, cut into a hundred arabesques by the Kennyetto, a stream 59 well named, for in the Indian language it means Snake-with-its-tail-in-its-mouth, and, although it flows for forty miles, the source of it is scarce half a mile from the mouth, where it empties into the great Vlaie near to Sir Williams hunting-lodge.

In the wagon Sir William turned to the windows and waved his hat at Mistress Molly, who stood behind the nursery curtains and kissed her fingers to him. And, as the wagon with its escort rolled off with slow wheels creaking, Mr. Duncan struck up:

Who hunts, doth oft in danger ride;

Who hawks, lures oft both far and wide;

Who uses games, may often prove

A loser; but who falls in love,

Is fettered in fond Cupids snare;

My angle breeds me no such care.

And Sir William and Mr. Duncan ended the song:

The first men that our Saviour dear

Did choose to wait upon him here,

Blest Fishers were,—

The shrill voices of Esk and Peter joined in, then were hushed as Silver Heelss dainty song grew from the silence like a fresh breeze:

For Courts are full of flattery

As hath too oft been tried;

The City full of wantonness,

And both be full of Pride:

Then care away,

And wend along with me!

So singing on their rye-straw couches, the swaying wagon bore them over the hilly road, now up, now rattling down-hill among the stones to ford some ice-clear brook, and away again across the rolling country, followed by Gillie Bareshanks, stone bottles flopping, and the trotting soldiers holding their three-cornered hats on with one hand, bridle-rein in tother.

I galloped ahead, pistol poised, frowning at woodlands where I pretended to myself danger might hide, examining 60 all wayfarers with impartial severity; and I doubt not that, seeing me in full uniform and armed, my countenance filled them with misgivings; indeed, some called out to know if the news from Boston was bad, if the Indians meant mischief hereabouts, or if the highwayman, Jack Mount, was abroad.

Plague on your pistols! shouted Sir William, as I waited at a ford for the wagon. Gad! Michael, your desperate deportment is scaring my tenants along the way! Smile as you gallop, in Heavens name! else theyll take you for Jack Mount himself!

Somewhat mortified by Sir Williams roar of laughter, I trotted on in silence, returning my pistol to its holster, and buckling the flap.

We now entered the slashings of the forest which is called Fondas Bush, bush meaning land not yet cleared of woods. The sweet, moist shadow of the forest cooled me; I made Warlock stop, for I love to listen and linger in a woodlands quiet.

Here the field-birds which had sung everywhere by the roadside were silent, as they always are on the borders of deep forests. Slow hawks sailed along the edge of the woods; out in the clearing a few finches twittered timidly in the sunshine, but here among the hushed ranks of giant trees nothing stirred save green leaves.

But the solitude of forest depths is no solitude to those who know when and where to watch and listen. Faint sounds came to savant ears: the velvet rustle of a snake brushing its belly over soft mosses; the padded patter of the fox-hare; the husky quhit! quhit! of that ashy partridge whose eye is surmounted by a scarlet patch, and whose flesh is bitter as hemlock. Solitude! Nay, for the quick furry creatures that haunt water-ways live here, slipping among bowlders, creeping through crevices; here a mink with eyes like jet beads; here a whiskered otter peering from a cleft; now a musk-rat squatting to wash his face; now a red martin thrashing about in the thick tree-top like a mammoth squirrel at frolic.

If this be solitude, with the stream softly talking in that silly babble which is a language, too; if this be solitude, with the shy deer staring and the tiny wood-mouse in the 61 windfall scraping busily; if this be solitude, then imprison me here, and not in the cities, where solitude is in mens hearts!

Five miles still lay before us over the moist, springy forest road, an excellent and carefully constructed thoroughfare which had been begun by Sir William and designed for a short and direct route to those healing springs of Saratoga which he loved, twenty-eight miles northeast of us. But this route had never been continued east of Fondas Bush, partly because the winding Kennyetto interfered too often, demanding to be bridged a dozen times in a mile, partly because an easier though longer route had been surveyed by the engineer officers from Albany, and was already roughly marked as far as the Diamond Hill, from which, in clear weather, the Saratoga lake may be seen.

The road we travelled, therefore, came to an abrupt end on the banks of the Kennyetto; and here, in a sunny clearing which was a sugar-bush lately in use, the wagon and its passengers halted, and I dismounted, flinging my bridle to one of the soldiers.

Souse the stone jugs in the stream! called out Sir William to young Bareshanks, who came bumping up with his bottles a-knocking and his hat crammed on his ears.

Peter and Esk wriggled out of the straw, fighting over a red and blue bob-float, and fell with a thump upon the moss, locked in conflict. Whereupon Sir William fetched them a clip with his ivory cane across their buttocks, which brought them up snivelling, but reconciled.

Meanwhile Mr. Duncan had gone to the bank of the stream with six sharp pegs, all numbered; and presently Sir William joined him, where they consulted seriously concerning the proper ground, and took snuff and hummed and hawed with much wagging of heads and many eye-squints at the sky and water.

At last, the question being settled, Mr. Duncan set the six pegs ten yards apart and pushed them noiselessly down into the bank, while Sir William removed his hat and placed in the crown six bits of birch-bark with numbers written on each.

Now, then, young wild-cats, he said, frowning at Esk 62 and Peter, and you, Felicity, you, too, Mr. Duncan, and Michael, also, come and draw lots for pegs. Zounds! Peter! Ladies first, sir! Now, Felicity!

Silver Heels placed one hand over her eyes and groped in the hat until her fingers clutched a square of bark. Then she drew it out.

Number six! she said, shyly.

Last peg to the left, announced Sir William. Who next? Draw, Mr. Duncan!

Me! Me! shouted Peter and Esk, charging at the hat and tearing their numbers from it.

Then Mr. Duncan drew, and then I drew number five.

Get ready! commanded Sir William, fumbling with his fish-rod. Michael, take care of Felicity!

Now the rules for a peg-down fishing match are few and simple. Each contestant must fish from the position which his peg indicates, and he must not leave his peg to fish elsewhere until the match is ended. Furthermore, he must fish courteously and with due regard for his neighbours rights, employing no unfair means to attract fish to his own bait or to drive them from his neighbours. The contestant securing the largest number of fish is the winner; he who bags the largest single fish is adjudged worthy of a second prize; he who secures the choicest individual fish receives a crown of young oak leaves.

At the words, Take your stations! we trooped to our pegs. Silver Heels was on the extreme left, I next, then Sir William, then Mr. Duncan, then Peter, and, last of all, Esk.

Fish! cried Sir William, and swung his rod from the wrist, sending a green and gray and scarlet feather-fly out into the water.

Silver Heels held her hook out to me and I garnished it with a bit of eels skin and red flannel. My own line I baited with angle-worm, and together we cast out into the slow, deep current.

Farther along I heard Esk and Peter cast out with some heedless splashing, which was the occasion of mutual recrimination until Sir William silenced them.

Yet almost immediately fat Peter caught a fish, which is like all Indians. However, it was but a spiny sun-fish with 63 blue and scarlet and yellow gills. Still it made Peters score one.

Does that count? asked Silver Heels, turning up her nose. See! Peter hath another one — a sun-fish, too! Pooh! Anybody can catch sun-fish.

Better catch em then, said Sir William, laughing, and drawing his fly over the water to recover it for another cast.

Splash! — and Peter had a third sun-fish; and in another moment Esk jerked a fourth from the water, secured his prize with a scowl at Peter, and hurriedly rebaited, muttering and breathing thickly.

Then Mr. Duncans yellow float bobbed under, once, twice, then bobbed so fast that the water dimpled all around and the little rings, spreading, succeeded each other so quickly that the wavelets covered the yellow float.

A barbel-pout, quoth Mr. Duncan, coolly, and sure enough up came the bluish-black fish and flapped and squeaked, now on its white belly, now on its back, grinning with its gummy, whiskered maw agape and its three dagger fins ready to stab and poison him who rashly grasped it.

Silver Heels, said I, politely; you are having a nibble.

Oh, so I am! she cried, and drew a lovely blue and silver frost-fish to the surface, only to lose it by over-haste, and cry out in her vexation.

I explained to her how to strike the hook before pulling in, and she thanked me very modestly. There was a new and humble tone in her voice, delicate and grateful flattery to me, due, as I knew perfectly well, to my uniform. Nor did the tribute savour of any after-sting of jealousy or resentment for my new honours.

She recognized that I had climbed high in a single day, leaving the rounds of childhood behind forever; and she knew, too, which I did not, that she also was climbing the ladder very swiftly, a little behind me now, yet confident, and meaning to rejoin and pass me ere I dreamed of such a thing.

About this time Sir William hooked and landed a great pink and white Mohawk chub, which had risen silently from a black pool and had sucked in his feather-fly.

Tush! said Sir William. Ill not count that! And 64 with a slack and a snip! he unhooked the fish, which at once slowly sank back into the black channel. Whereupon Sir William smoothed out his fly, and took snuff, singing merrily:

A-Maying!

A-Maying!

You bade us make no noise, sir, spoke up Esk, reproachfully.

So I did, lad! So I did! But not with thy mouth. Shout all day, and never a trout budges. Stamp thy feet — ay, brush but a stone in passing, and its farewell, master troutling! Ho! What was that?

A spattering and splashing arose from Peters peg, and all turned to see the fat little Mohawk dragging a trout from the water and up the bank, where he fell upon the bouncing fish, whooping like the savage he was.

Clearly, mused Sir William, my eye has lost its cunning, and my arm its strength. So passes the generation that was born with me! Heigh-ho! Well done, Peter boy!

Silver Heels was doomed to ill-fortune. She lost a second frost-fish, and was ready to weep. So I laid my rod on the bank, leaving the baited hook in the water, and went over to her, for she seemed discouraged, having broken her hook and quill.

Fen dubs! shouted Peter, from the other end of the line. You cant do that, Michael! Im ahead of you all, and it is not fair!

Mind your business, said I, sitting down beside Silver Heels; and truly enough he did, for, before I was seated, Peter jumped up, struggling with a fat white perch, which he landed, yelling and dancing in his vanity.

Never you mind, Silver Heels, said I, tying a plated hook on her line, and covering it with a long silvery strip of skin and pin-feathers from a pullets neck. Now do as I say; toss the bait down stream, so! Now draw it slowly till it spins like a top.

Ere I could end my instructions I saw the nose of a great gold-green pike close after her bait.

Slack! I whispered. He has it!

She held the rod still. There came a twitch, more twitches, 65 but so gentle you would have vowed twas a tender-mouthed minnow lipping the line.

He gorged it, I muttered; strike hard!

A log! wailed Silver Heels, as she felt the rod stagger when the hook, deeply struck, embedded barb and shank.

But it was no log, for instantly the great fish shot into the air, and lay a-wallowing and thrashing in mid-stream.

A chain-pike! cried Sir William, briskly. Do you net him, Michael, else Felicity will take a swim she has not bargained for!

I ran to Sir William, who thrust the net at me, and back again as fast as my legs could move to Silver Heels, who had dropped the rod and now, sprawling on the moss, lay a-pulling at the line which was cutting her tender fingers.

No fair! bellowed fat Peter, jealously. Let her bag her own game as I do! Hi-yi! Another trout!

But spite of Peters clamour and Esks injured howls, I netted the floundering pike and flung it among the bushes, where young Bareshanks gaffed it and held it aloft.

There it hung, all spray and green and gold, marked with the devils chain pattern; and its wolf-jaws gaping, lined with teeth.

Oh, Michael, quavered Silver Heels, staring at her captive. She moved a little nearer to the fish, plucking up her skirts with her fingers, and bending forward, alarmed, amazed at the fierce, dripping creature.

Ugh! Theres blood on it! she whispered, taking fast hold of my arm.

Is it not a noble prize! I urged, eagerly. But she shook her head and turned away, holding me tightly by the sleeve.

Are you not proud? I persisted, irritably. It is the biggest fish any have yet caught. You will gain second prize, silly! Whats the matter with you, anyhow! I added, in a temper.

I cant help it, she said, tremulously; Im not a man, and it frightens me to kill. I shall fish no more. Ugh — the blood! — and how it quivered when the gillie gaffed it! I could cry my eyes out for the life I took so lightly!

I was disgusted and hurt, too, for I had thought to please 66 her. I drew my sleeve from her fingers, but she only stood there like a simpleton harping on one string:

Oh, the brave fish! Oh, the poor brave fish! I hurt it! — I saw blood on it, Michael.

Ninny, said I; there is blood on your fingers, too, where the line cut, and youve wiped it on my sleeve!

She looked at her bleeding fingers in a silly, startled fashion, then held them out to me so pitifully that I could do no less than wipe them clean and bind them in my handkerchief, though it was my best, and flowered and laced at that.

I dont care, she said, a-pouting at the water; you told me that when you shot wild things it saddened you, too.

I pretended not to hear, yet it was true. And in sooth, to this day I never draw trigger on beast or bird that I do not thrill with pity.

I know not what fierce, resistless passion it may be that sets my nostrils quivering like a pointers when I chase wild things — what savage craving drives me on, on, on! till the flash of the gun and the innocent death leave me standing sad and staring.

Could I but keep from the woods — but I cannot. And it were vainer to argue with a hound on a runway, or with the west wind in October, than with me.

I went to my rod, which I saw nodding its tip in the water, and found an eel fast to the bait, yet not hooked, so summoned Bareshanks to rid me of the snaky thing and strolled sulkily over to Sir William.

The Baronet had enticed and prettily netted a plump lake salmon, by far the choicest fish taken; so, the match being ended, and luncheon served under the pines, Silver Heels plaited a wreath of red-oak, and crowned Sir William for his third prize.

Peter with his motley string of fish, some two dozen brace in all, and mostly trout at that, clamoured for the first prize, which was a Barlow-knife like the one Silver Heels had gained in the foot-race a year ago; and he clutched his prize and straightway fell a-hacking the wagon till Sir William collared him.

Silver Heels received the other reward, a gold guinea; and she placed it in her bosom, and kissed Sir William heartily. 

Faith, said the Baronet, you had best kiss your cousin yonder, who saved you from a bath in the brook with your pike!

Silver Heels came up to me, laying both hands on my shoulders, and held up her lips. I kissed her maliciously and praised her skill, vowing that she was a very Huron for slaughter, which boorish jest set her face a sorrowful red.

Meanwhile young Bareshanks had laid a clean cloth upon the moss, and there was pot-pie and roast capon, and a dish of apples and gingerbread. Ale, too, and punch chilled in the brook, and small-beer for the children, with a few drops of wine to drink Sir Williams health.

With a cup of ale in one hand and a slice of cold capon on a trencher of bread, I munched and drank and rallied Silver Heels because of her pity for the pike; but she did not like it, yet ventured no retort, such as was formerly her custom.

Presently, Sir William having done scant justice to pot-pie and ale, called for his rod and flies, and he and Mr. Duncan lighted their pipes and strolled off along the stream to lure those small plump salmon which abound in the Kennyettos swiftest reaches.

Peter lay on the moss, a-stuffing himself Indian fashion until it hurt him to eat more, and he howled and licked his gingercake, lamenting because he could not contain it. So I grasped his heels and dragged him to the wagon, tossing him up in the straw to lie like a sucking pig and squeal his fill.

Bareshanks and the soldiers now fell upon the feast, and Silver Heels and I withdrew to play at stick-knife and watch Esk that he tumbled not into the water while turning flat rocks for cray-fish.

Seated there on the deep moss at stick-knife with the cold song of the stream in our ears, we conducted politely as became our quality, I asking pardon for plaguing her concerning the pike, she granting pardon and praising my skill in taking such a monster fish. That glow of amiability which suffuses man when he has fed, warmed me into a most friendly state of mind, and I permitted Silver Heels to win at stick-knife, and I drew the peg without protest. 

Fat Peter had fallen asleep; Esk, nipped by a cray-fish, waddled to the wagon, and rolling himself into a ball like a raccoon, joined Peter in dreams of surfeit.

In a distant glade the soldiers and young Bareshanks played at cards; the horses, tethered near, snorted in their feed-bags, and whisked their tails at the gnats and forest flies.

A hush fell upon the woods, stiller for the gossip of the stream. Ringed pigeons in the trees overhead made low, melodious love; far in the forest dusk the hermit-bird sang, but so faint, so distant, that the whisper of leaves stirring effaced the hymn of the gray recluse.

I had not thought that you were so nearly a man to be appointed cornet of horse, said Silver Heels, digging into the moss with her knife.

And you, said I, magnanimously, are almost a woman. But I said it from courtesy, not because I believed it.

Yes, she replied, indifferently, maids may wed at sixteen years.

Wed! I repeated, laughing outright.

Ay. Mother was a bride at sixteen.

I was silent in my effort to digest such an absurd idea. Silver Heels marry in another year! I looked at the frail yet full arm, half bared, the slender neck, the round, clear hazel eyes, the faintly smiling mouth, which was the mouth of a child. Silver Heels wed? The idea was grotesque. It was also displeasing.

Not to rebuff her with scorn, I said: Indeed, you are quite a woman. Perhaps in a year you will be one! Who knows? — for a year is such a long, long time, Silver Heels.

It is a very long time, she admitted.

And to love, one must be quite old, said I.

Yes, that is true, she conceded, reluctantly; but not always.

After a silence she said, Michael, I have a secret.

The mere idea that Silver Heels possessed a secret which she had not at once revealed to me produced a complicated sensation in my breast. I was conscious of a sudden and wholly involuntary respect for Silver Heels, a hearty resentment, and a gnawing curiosity to learn the secret. 

Will you promise never, never to tell? she asked, raising her eager eyes to me.

Again resentment and hurt pride stung me, but curiosity prevailed, and I promised, with pretended indifference, to soothe my weak loss of self-respect.

Well, then, she said, lowering her voice, I am sure that Mr. Butler is in love with me.

Mr. Butler! I cried out, in angry derision. Why, hes an old man! Why, hes nearly thirty!

Angry incredulity choked me, and I sat scowling at Silver Heels and striving to reconcile her serious mien with such a tomfool speech.

If you shout my secret aloud, she said, I shall tell you no more, Micky.

Again, troubled and astonished at her sincerity, I expressed my disbelief in a growl.

He keeps me after school hours, she said; once he would caress my hand, but I will have none of it. He sometimes speaks of the future, and certainly does conduct in most romantic manners, vowing he will wait for me, declaring that I must love him one day, that I am no longer a child, that he has adored me since I was but twelve.

How long has this gone on? I said, my face cold and twitching with rage.

These three months, said Silver Heels, without embarrassment.

And — and you never told me!

She shook her head frankly.

No, you were but a lad, and you could not understand such things.

For a moment I felt so small that I could have yelled aloud my vexation. What! I too young to be told the secrets of this chit of a child with her ridiculous airs and pretensions!

But now that you are become a man, she continued, serenely, I thought to tell you of this, because it tries my patience, yet pleases me, too, sometimes.

Boiling with fury and humiliation, I gave her a piece of my mind. I said that Mr. Butler was a sneak, a bully, and an old fool in his dotage to make love to a baby. I told her it did sicken me to hear of it; that there was no truth in it 70 but vain imaginings, and that she had best confess to Sir William how this gentleman school-teacher did teach her his knowledge withal!

She listened, frowning and digging up moss with her knife.

He is not old, she said, firmly; thirty years is but a youths prime, which you will one day comprehend.

Such condescension wellnigh finished me. I could find neither tongue nor words to speak my passion.

He is a gentleman of rank and station, she said, primly. If he chooses to protest his solicitous regard for me, I can but courteously discourage him.

You little prig! I exclaimed, grinding my teeth. I will teach this fellow Butler to abuse Sir Williams confidence!

I have your promise not to reveal this, said Silver Heels, coolly.

I groaned, then remembering that Mr. Butler had partly promised me a meeting, I caught Silver Heels by both hands and looked at her earnestly.

I also have a secret, said I. Promise me silence, and you shall share it.

Truly? she asked, a little pale.

Truly, a secret. Promise. Silver Heels.

I promise, she whispered.

Then I told her of my defiance, of the meeting which Mr. Butler had half pledged me, and I swore to her that I would kill him, eye to eye and hilt to hilt; not alone for his contempt and insults to me, but for Sir Williams honour and for the honour of my kinswoman. Felicity Warren.

The beast! I snarled. That he should come a-suing you without a word to Sir William! Do gentlemen conduct in such a manner towards gentlewomen? Now hear me! Do you swear to me upon your oath and honour never to stay again after school, never to listen to another word from this sneaking fellow until you are sixteen, never to receive his addresses until Sir William speaks to you of him? Swear it! Or I will go straight to Mr. Butler and strike him in the face!

Micky, what are you saying? Sir William knows all this. 

Taken aback, I dropped her hands, but in a moment seized them again.

Swear! I repeated, crushing her hands. I dont care what Sir William says! Swear it!

I swear, she said, faintly. You are hurting my fingers!

She drew her hands from mine. Where the fishing-line had cut a single drop of blood had been squeezed out again.

First you bind my hand, then you tear it, she said, without resentment. It is like all men — to hurt, to heal, then wound again.

I scarcely heard her, being occupied with my anger and my designs against Mr. Butler. Such hatred as I now felt for him I never had conceived could be cherished towards any living thing. My right hand itched for a sword-hilt; I longed to see him facing me as I never had craved for anything in this world or the next. And to think that Sir William approved it!

Unconsciously we had both risen, and now, side by side, we were moving slowly along the stream, saying nothing, yet in closer communion than we had ever been.

Little by little the hot anger cooled in my veins, leaving a refreshing confidence that all would come right. Such passions are too powerful for young hearts. Anger and grief heal their own wounds quickly when life is yet new.

With my sudden, astonished respect for Silver Heels came another sentiment, a recognition of her rights as an equal, and a strangely solicitous desire to control and direct her enjoyment of these rights. It is the instinct of chivalry, latent in the roughest of us, and which, in extreme youth, first manifests as patronage. Thus, walking with Silver Heels I unburdened my heart, telling her that I too had been in love, that the object of my respectful passion was one Marie Livingston, who would undoubtedly be mine at some distant date. I revealed my desire to see Silver Heels suitably plighted, drawing a pleasing portrait of an imaginary suitor who should fill all requirements.

To this she replied that she, too, had desired a suitor resembling the highly attractive portrait I had painted for her; that she found a likeness between that portrait and her 72 secret ideal, and that she should be very glad to encounter the portrait in the flesh.

It hurt me a little that she had not recognized in me many of the traits I had painted for her so carefully, and presently I disclosed myself as the mysterious original of the portrait.

You! she exclaimed, in amazement. Then, not to hurt me, she said it was quite true that I did resemble her ideal, and only lacked years and titles and wealth and reputation to make me desirable for her.

I believe, also, she said, that Aunt Molly means that we marry. Betty says so, and she is wiser than a black cat.

Well, said I, we cant marry, can we, Silver Heels?

Why, no, she said, simply; theres all those things you lack.

And all those things which you lack, said I, sharply. Now, Marie Livingston—

She is older than I! cried Silver Heels.

And those things I lack come with years! I retorted.

That is true, she answered; you are suitable for me excepting your years, which includes all you ought to be.

Suppose you wait for me? I proposed. If I wed not Marie Livingston, I will wed you, Silver Heels.

I meant to be generous, but she grew very angry and vowed she would rather wed young Bareshanks than me.

I dont care a fig, said I; I only meant you to be suitably wed one day, and was even willing to do so myself to save you from Captain Butler. Anyway Ill kill him next year, so I dont care whether you marry me or not.

A sorry match, pardieu! she snapped, and fell a-laughing. Michael, I will warn you now that I mean to wed a gentleman of rank and wealth, and wear jewels which will blind you! And I shall wed a gallant gentleman of years, Michael, and scarred with battles — not so to disfigure a pleasing countenance, but under his clothes where none can see — and I shall be my lady! — mark me! Michael, and shall be well patched and powdered as befits my rank! I shall strive to be very kind to you, Michael.

Her cheeks were aflame, her eyes daring and bright. She picked up her skirt and mocked me in a curtsey, then marched off, nose in the wind, to join Sir William and Mr. 73 Duncan, who were returning along the bank with a few brace of fish.

The sun had dropped low behind the trees ere we were prepared to depart. Bareshanks brought around my horse, and I mounted without difficulty this time.

As the wagon moved off Mr. Duncan started a hymn of Watts, which all joined, the soldiers and young Bareshanks also singing lustily, it being permitted for servants to aid in holy song.

So among the woods and out into the still country, with the sun a red ball sinking through saffron mist and the new moon aslant and dim overhead.

As I rode, the whippoorwill called after me from the darkening woods; the crickets began from every tuft, and far away I heard the solitary hermit at vespers in the still pines.

It was night ere the lights of Johnstown glimmered out against the hill-side where, on the hillock called Mount Johnson, the candles in our windows spun little rings of fire in the evening haze.

As we passed through the village, the good people turned to smile and to doff their hats to Sir William, thinking not less of him for riding with his flock in the straw-lined wagon, and on they went; I pulling rein at the blacksmiths, as Warlock had cast a shoe on the stony way below.

While the smith was at his forge I dismounted and stood in the fire-glow, stroking Warlocks velvet nose, and watching the fiery flakes falling from the beaten metal.

And as I stood, musing now on Silver Heels, now on Mr. Butler, came one a-swaggering by the shop, and bawling loudly a most foolish lilt:

Diddle diddle dumpling,

My son John

Went to bed with one shoe on;

One shoe off and one shoe on;

Diddle diddle dumpling,

My son John!

Perceiving me in full uniform the songster halted and saluted so cheerfully that I rendered his salute with a smile. He was drunk but polite; a great fellow, six feet two at 74 least, all buckskin and swagger and raccoon cap, with tail bobbing to his neck, a true coureur-de-bois, which is the term for those roaming free-rifles whose business and conduct will not always bear investigation, and who live by their wits as well as by their rifles.

A fine horse, captain, quoth he, with good-natured, drunken freedom, which is not possible for gentlemen to either ignore or resent. A fine horse, sir, and, by your leave, worthy of his master! And he stood swaying there heel and toe, with such a jolly laugh that I laughed too, and asked the news from Canada.

Canada! he roared, in his voice of a giant. Ive not sniffed priest or Jesuit these six months! Do you take me for a Frenchy, captain?

At that moment another man who had been pushing his nose against the window of a bake-shop crossed the street and joined the giant in buckskin, saluting me carelessly as he came up.

He was short and meagre and weasel-eyed, sharp-muzzled, and dingy as a summer fox. He was also drunk, yet his mouth was honest, and I judge not from such things, nor yet by the eye, but by mens lips and how they rest one upon the other, and how they laugh.

Waiting there for my horse, I paced up and down the doorway, sometimes glancing at the motley pair in their fringed buckskins, who were fondly embracing one another, sometimes watching the towns-people, passing before the lighted windows. There were soldiers strolling, two by two, lingering at bake-shops to sniff the ovens; there were traders, come to town to solicit permits from Sir William for the Canadas. At times the tall, blanketed form of a Mohawk passed like a spectre with the red forge light running along his rifle barrel, followed by his squaw, loaded with bags of flour, or a haunch of salted beef, or a bale of pelts crackling on her back.

My pair of buckskin birds, loitering before the tavern, had been observed and mistaken for French trappers by half a dozen soldiers of the Royal Americans, who were squatting in a row on the tavern porch, and a volley of chaff was fired at short range. 

Mossoo! Oh, Mossoo! I say, Mossoo! Hows Mrs. Parleyvoo and the little Parleyvoos? Whats the price of cat-stew in Canada? Take that cat-tail off your cap, Mossoo!

The big ranger gave them a drunken stare, then burst into a laugh.

Why, its some of those lobster-backs. Hello! Old red-bellies! Theyre going to give another tea-party in Boston, I hear. Didnt they invite you?

Come across the street and well give you a tea-party, you damned Yankee! cried the soldiers, unbuckling their leather belts and swinging them.

Come over here and well drum the rogues march on you! shouted the little ranger, planting his legs wide apart and drawing the ramrod from his long rifle.

A watchman with rattle, pike, and lanthorn came hobbling up, threatening to sound his call. A group of towns-people gathered behind him, protesting against the disturbance.

But the two rangers flourished their ramrods and taunted the soldiers with inquiries which I did not understand at the time, such as: Hows Bully Tryon and his blood-pudding? I learn that Tommy Gage has the gout; too much Port-Bill; he needs bleeding, does Tommy Gage!

Then the big ranger, addressing soldiers, watchman, and towns-people as bloody-backs, cow-rumps, and scratch-wigs, advised them all to pickle their heads and sell them in Albany, where cabbage was much esteemed among the Dutchmen.

Come up to the barracks and well show you what pickling is, shouted the soldiers, wrathfully.

Come out in the woods and Ill show you something to beat pickled pig! replied the little ranger, cheerfully.

Behind me I heard the trample of hoofs; the smith was backing Warlock out into the street. I paid him; he held my stirrup, and I mounted, walking my horse out between the soldiers, the people, and the two rangers.

Come, boys, said I, pleasantly, this town is no place for brawls. Let it end here — do you understand? — or Sir William shall learn of it!

The soldiers had stepped forward to salute, the two rangers laughed scornfully, flung their rifles over their shoulders, 76 and passed on into the darkness with noiseless, moccasined stride.

Waiting to see that the crowd dispersed without disorder, far down the dim street I heard the two rangers break out into a foolish catch:

Who comes here?

A grenadier!

What dye lack?

A pot o beer!

Wheres your penny?

I forgot — 

Get you gone, you red-coat sot!

A most uncomfortable sensation came over me, although I did not fully understand that red-coat was a reproach. But the loose laughter, the disrespectful tone, the devil-may-care swagger of these fellows disturbed me. What had they meant by lobster-back and Tommy Gage and Bully Tryon? Surely they could not have referred to General Gage of Boston or to our Governor! Did they mean Sir Williams son, John, by their diddle dumpling? What quarrel had they with the Kings soldiers? They had been courteous enough to me, unless they intended their song as an insult.

The blood stung my face; I put Warlock to a gallop and overtook the pair. They were arm in arm, swaggering along, ogling the towns-people, jostling the crowd, sometimes mocking the bare shanks of a Highlander, sometimes hustling an Indian, or tweaking the beard of a Jew peddler, now doffing their caps to some pretty maid, now digging the ribs of a sober Quaker, and ever singing of diddle diddle dumpling or of the grenadier and his pot of beer.

Such license and freedom displeased me. I had never before observed it in our town or among those who came to the Hall. However, I now saw that I could not with dignity notice either their boorish gallantry, their mischief, or the songs they were pleased to bawl out in the street.

I therefore passed them in silence, and, loosening bridle, set Warlock at a gallop for home.

I did not comprehend it at the time; indeed, the whole matter 77 passed from my mind ere the lights of the Hall broke out in the blue night. Yet the scene I had witnessed was my first view of the unrest which tormented the whole land, the first symptom of that new fever for which no remedy had yet been found.


CHAPTER VI
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IT WAS NOT yet dawn, though a few birds sang in the darkness around us, as Sir William and I set off for the Cayugas lodge, which stood beyond the town on a rocky knoll, partly cleared of trees.

The air was cold and without fragrance, for in our country it is the sun that draws the earths sweetness in early spring.

The stars lighted us through the streets of Johnstown, empty of life save for the muffled watchman dozing in his own lanthorn glow, who roused as he heard us, and shook his damp cloak. And far behind us we heard his sing-song:

Four oclock! A cold, fair morn, and all well!

One inn there was, where the dim bush swung wet and sleek as a clinging bat, and where stale embers of the nights revelry still flickered; for, behind the lighted windows, men were singing, and we heard them as we passed:

Oh, were all dry

Wi drinking ont — 

Were all dry

Wi drinking ont.

The piper kissed

The fiddlers wife;

And I cant sleep

For thinking ont!

Starbucks Inn, muttered Sir William, grimly. Hes a Boston man; they drink no tea there.

And, as we strode on in the darkness, behind us, from the lighted hostelry, came a husky echo of that foolish catch:

Diddle diddle dumpling,

My son John—

So I knew that my buckskin birds were still chirping among us. 

But now we were on the stony way and the town sank below us as we climbed towards Quiders lodge, knee-deep in dewy thistles.

The spark of a tiny council fire guided us. Coming nearer we smelled black birch burning, and we saw the long thread of aromatic smoke mounting steadily to the paling stars.

We passed a young basswood-tree from which hung a flint, symbol of the Mohawks. From another chestnut-sapling dangled the symbol of the Cayugas, a pipe. All at once we saw Quider, standing motionless before his lodge.

Sir William drew flint and tinder from his pouch, and sent a spark flying into the dry tobacco of his pipe. He drew it to a long glow, twice, and passed it, through the smoke of the fire, to Quider.

I saw the Cayugas face then. It was a strange red, yet it was not painted. He seemed ill; his eyes glittered like the eyes of a lynx.

And now, as the Indian sank down into his blanket before the fire, Sir William produced a belt from the folds of his cloak and held it out. The belt was black with two figures woven in white on it. The hands of the figures were clasped together. It was a chain-belt.

Brother, he said, slowly: The clouds which hang over us prevent us from seeing the sun. It is, therefore, our business, with this belt, to clear the sky. And we also, with this belt, set the sun in its proper course, so that we may be enabled to see the narrow path of peace.

(Gives the belt.)

Brother: We have heard what you have said about Colonel Cresap; we believe he has been misled, and we have rekindled the council fire at Johnstown with embers from Onondaga, with embers from the Ohio, with coals from our proper fireplace at Mount Johnson.

We uncover these fires to summon our wisest men so that they shall judge what word shall be sent to Colonel Cresap, to secure you in your treaty rights which I have sworn to protect by these strings!

(A bunch of strings.)

Brother: By this third and last belt I send peace and love to my brethren of the Cayuga; and by this belt I bid 80 them be patient, and remember that I have never broken my word to those within the Long House, nor yet to those who dwell without the doors.

(A large black belt of seven rows.)

Then Sir William drew from his girdle a belt of wampum, so white that, in the starlight, it shimmered like virgin silver.

Who mourns? asked Sir William, gently, and the Indian rose and answered: We mourn — we of the Cayuga — we of three clans.

What clans shall be raised up? asked Sir William.

Three clans lie stricken: the Wolf, the Plover, the Eel. Who shall raise them?

Brother, said Sir William, gravely. With this belt I raise three clans; I cleanse their eyes, their ears, their mouths, their bodies with clean water. With this belt I clear their path so that no longer shall the dead stand in your way or in ours.

(The belt.)

Brother: With these strings I raise up your head and beg you will no longer sorrow.

(Three strings.)

Brother: With this belt I cover the graves.

(A great white belt.)

In the dead stillness that followed the northern hill-tops slowly turned to pink and ashes. The day had dawned.

When again we reached the village cocks were crowing in every yard; the painted weather-vanes glowed in the sun; legions of birds sang.

From Starbucks Inn stumbled forth a blinking, soiled, and tipsy company, linking arms, sidling, shoving, lurching, and bawling:

Oh, were all dry

Wi drinkin ont!

And I plainly saw my two coureurs-de-bois, boozy as owls, a-bussing the landlords greasy wench while mine host pummelled them lustily, foot and fist. 

So on through the cold shadowy street and out into the sun-warmed road again, and at last to the Hall where, on the sunny porch, stood Silver Heels, hair in her eyes, her naked white feet in moccasins, washing her cheeks in the dew.

Tut! tut! cried Sir William, sharply. What foolishness is this, Felicity? Off to bed! with your bare legs!

Betty said that beauty grew with dew-baths at dawn, said Silver Heels, coolly. I have bathed my limbs and my body in the grass and Im all over leaves.

Bettys a fool! Be off to bed! — you little baggage! cried Sir William. And away up-stairs scampered Silver Heels, dropping both moccasins in her flight.

Betty! Betty! fumed Sir William. Ill Betty her, the black witch! And he stamped off to the nursery, muttering threats which I knew would never be fulfilled.

That day Sir William sat in his library writing with Mr. Butler, so there was no school, and Peter, Esk, Silver Heels, and I went a-fishing in the river. And I did not wear my uniform, for fear of soiling.

All day long, as we sat in the grass to watch our poles a-quiver, horsemen from our stables passed us, galloping east and south, doubtless bearing letters from Sir William to Albany and New York — and farther south, perchance — for there came one rider with six soldiers in escort, and two led horses well packed, all trotting and clattering away towards the Fort Pitt trail.

That day was the last of the old days for us; but how could we suspect that, as we waded in the shallows there, laughing, chattering, splashing each other, and quarrelling to our hearts content. The familiar river, which every freshet changed just enough to sharpen our eyes for new pools, slipped over its smooth golden stones, inviting our dusty feet. Up to our knees we moved in the ice-cold stream, climbing out on the banks at times to warm our legs in the sun, and lie deep in the daisies, winking at the swallows in the sky.

We played all our old games again — but that we played them for the last time, none of us suspected. I held a buttercup under Silver Heelss snowy chin to prove her love for cheese; I played buzzing bee-songs on grass-blades; I whittled 82 whistles for Peter and Esk; I skipped flat stones; I coloured Silver Heelss toes yellow with dandelion juice so she should ever afterwards wade in gold — this at her own desire.

Twice those tiny spotted lady-beetles perched on my hand, and Silver Heels, to ward off threatening evil, took them on the pink tip of her little finger, repeating:

Lady-bird, Lady-bird, fly away home!

Thy lodge is afire! thy babies will burn!

Which she said would save me from torture at the stake some day.

The late sun settled in the blue ashes of the western forests as we pulled on our stockings and moccasins and gathered up our strings of silvery fish.

For a whole day I had carefully forgotten that I was anything but a comrade to these children; but I did not know how wise I had been to lay by, in my memory, one more perfect day ere the evil days came and the years drew nigh wherein, God wot! I found no pleasure.

Silver Heels and I walked back together through the evening glow, and I remember that the windows of our house were all on fire from the sun as we climbed the hill under the splendour of the western sky.

As we came through the orchard I saw Sir William sitting on the stone seat near the bee-hives. His chin had fallen on his chest, both hands rested on his cane, and over his body fell the glory of the red sky.

He heard us as we came through the orchard, and he raised his head to smile a welcome. But there was that in his eyes which told me to stay there with him after the others had trooped in to be fed, and I waited.

Presently he said: Quider is sick. Did you discover anything in his face that might betoken — a — a fever?

His eyes, I said.

Was he blotched? My sight is dim these years.

His face was over-red, I answered, wondering.

Sir William said nothing more. After a little while he rose, leaning on his cane, and passed heavily under the fruit-trees towards the house.

That night came our doctor, Pierson, galloping from the 83 village with an urgent message for Sir William. Later I saw soldiers set out with bayonets on their muskets, and, with them, the doctor, leading his horse.

In the morning we knew that the small-pox had seized the Cayuga, and that our soldiers patrolled Quiders lodge to warn all men of the black pest.

The days which followed were busy days for us all — days fraught with bustle and perplexity — hours which hurried on, crowding one on another like pages turning in a book — turning too swiftly for me to cipher the ominous text.

All Sir Williams hopes of averting war were now centred in the stricken Cayuga. He and I haunted the neighbourhood of Quiders lodge, staring for hours at the silent hut in the clearing, or, rambling by starlight, we watched the candle burning in the lodge door as though it were the flame of life, now flaring, now sinking in its socket.

On such rambles he seldom spoke, but sometimes he leaned on my shoulder as we walked, and his very hand seemed burdened with the weight of his cares.

Once, however, when from the sentinels we learned that Quider might live, Sir William appeared almost gay, and we walked to a little hill, all silvery in the light of the young moon, and rested on a rock.

Black Care rides behind the horseman, but — I have dismounted, he said, lightly. Quider will live, I warrant you, barring those arrows of outrageous fortune of which you have doubtless heard, Michael.

What may those same arrows be marked with? I asked, innocently.

With the totem of Kismet, my boy.

I did not know that totem, and said so, whereupon he fell a-laughing and pinched my cheek, saying, Are there no people in the world but the Six Nations of the Long House?

I answered cautiously: Oe-yen-de-hit Sar-a-ta-ke, meaning, there are favourable signs (of people) where the tracks of (their) heels may be seen. I have not travelled; there may be other tracks in the world.

Ten-ca-re Ne-go-ni, replied Sir William, gravely. He scatters His people everywhere, Michael. The world lies outside of the Long House! 

I shall say to the world I come from Ko-lan-e-ka, and that I am kin to you, sir, said I, dropping easily into that intimate dialect we children often used together, or in the family circle.

The world will say: He comes from Da-o-sa-no-geh, the place without a name; let him return to The-ya-o-guin, the Gray-Haired, who sent him out so ignorant.

Do you say that, sir, because I am ignorant of the poets? I asked.

Even women know the poets in these days, he said, smiling. You would not wish to know less than your own wife, would you?

My wife! I exclaimed, scornfully.

Why, yes, said Sir William, much amused; you will marry one day, I suppose.

After a moment I said:

Is Silver Heels going to marry Mr. Butler?

I hope so, replied Sir William, a little surprised. Mr. Butler is a gentleman of culture and wealth. Felicity has no large dower, and I can leave but little if I provide for all my children. I deem it most fortunate that Captain Butler has spoken to me.

If, said I, slowly, Silver Heels and I are obliged to marry somebody, why can we not marry each other?

Sir William stared at me.

Are you in love with Felicity? he asked.

Oh no, sir! I cried, resentfully.

Is she — does she fancy she is in love with you? insisted Sir William, in growing astonishment.

No! no! I said, hastily, for his question annoyed and irritated me. But I only dont want her to marry Mr. Butler; Id even be willing to marry her myself, though I once saw a maid in Albany—

What the devil is all this damned nonsense? cried Sir William, testily. What dye mean by this idiots babble? Eh?

The expression of my face at this outburst first disconcerted, then sent him into a roar of laughter. Such startled and injured innocence softened his impatience; he carefully explained to me that, as Felicity had no fortune, and I barely 85 sufficient to sustain me, such a match could but prove a sorry and foolish one for Silver Heels and for me.

If you were older, he said, and if you loved each other, I should, perhaps, be weak enough not to interfere, though wisdom prompted. But it is best that Felicity should wed Mr. Butler, and that as soon as may be, for I am growing old very fast, older than I care to confess, older than I dare believe. This I say to you, for I have come to trust you and to lean on you, Michael; but you must never hint to others that I complain of age or feebleness. Do you understand?

Yes, sir, I answered, soberly.

Besides, said Sir William, with a forced smile, I have much to do yet; I mean to accomplish a deal of labour before I — well, before many weeks. Come, lad; we must not grope out here seeking unhappiness under these pretty stars. We are much to each other; we shall be much more — eh? Come, then; Quider will live, spite of those same slings and arrows of which you know not the totem marks.

As we descended the hill through shadowy drifts of spice-fern, Sir William looked long and hopefully at the candle burning in Quiders hut.

Ho-no-we-eh-to, he murmured; I have given him white belts — ho-way-ha-tah-koo! — they shall disinter him, though he lie dead. He came, bearing wampum; shall his spirit go out bearing a quiver — o-tat-sheh-te? — hoo-sah-ha-ho?

So-yone-wes; sa-tea-na-wat; he has a long wampum belt; he holds it fast, sir, I said, cheerfully mixing the tongues of the Six Nations to piece out my symbol.

So we went home, comforted and hopeful; but the morrow brought gravest tidings from Quiders lodge, for the Cayuga had fallen a-raving in his fever, and it was necessary to tie him down lest he break away.

Weighed down with anxiety concerning what Colonel Cresap might be doing on the Ohio, dreading an outbreak which must surely come if the Cayuga belts remained unanswered, Sir William, in his sore perplexity, turned once more to me and opened his brave heart.

I know not what intrigues may be afoot, what double intrigues revolve within, what triple motives urge the men who have despatched Colonel Cresap on this adventure. But I 86 know this, that should Cresaps colonials in their blindness attack my Cayugas, a thousand hatchets will sparkle in these hills, and the people of the Long House will never sit idle when these colonies and England draw the sword!

Again that cold, despairing amazement crept into my heart, for I could no longer misunderstand Sir William that his sympathies were not with our King, but with the provinces.

He appeared to divine my troubled thoughts; I knew it by the painful smile which passed like a pale light from his eyes, fading in the shadowy hollows which care and grief had dug in his good, kind face.

Learn from others, not from me, what acid chemistry is changing the heart of this broad land to stone, he said.

I cannot understand, sir, I broke out, why we should warn Colonel Cresap. Is it loyalty for us to do so?

Sir William turned his sunken eyes on me.

It is loyalty to God, he said.

The solemn peace in his eyes awed me; the ravage which care had left in his visage frightened me.

He spoke again:

I may have to answer to Him soon, my boy. I have searched my heart; there is no dishonour in it.

We had been sitting on the bed in my little chamber. The window was open, the breeze fluttered the cotton curtains, a spicy breeze, laden with essence of the fern which covers our fields, and smells like bay-leaves crushed in ones palm.

The peace of Sabbath brooded over all, a cow-bell tinkled from the pasture, birds chirped. Sir William rose to stand by the window, and his gaze softened towards the sunlit meadows where buttercups swayed with daisies, and blue flower-de-luce quivered in the wind.

God! he muttered, under his breath. That this sweet peace on earth should be assailed by men!

Again into my breast came that strange uneasiness which this month of May had brought to us along with the robins and the new leaves, and which I began to breathe in with the summer wind itself — a vague unrest, a breathless waiting — for what? — I did not know.

And so it went on, Sir William and I walking sometimes alone together on the hill-sides, speaking soberly of that 87 future which concerned our land and kin, I listening in silence with apprehension ever growing.

Often during that week came Mohawk sachems and chiefs of the Senecas and Onondagas to the Hall, pestering Sir William with petty disputes to judge between them. Sometimes it was complaint against drunken soldiers who annoyed them, sometimes a demand for justice, touching the old matters of the moonlight survey, in which one, Collins, did shamefully wrong the Mohawks by stealing land; and William Alexander, who is now Lord Sterling, and William Livingston did profit thereby — guiltily or innocently, I know not.

But these troubles Sir William settled impartially and with that simple justice which made fraud loathsome, even to frauds.

I do remember how he scourged and scored that villain German, Klock, for making the Mohawks drunk to rob them of their lands by cunning; and I recall how he summoned Counsellor John Chambers to witness justice between Mr. Livingston and the Mohawks:

Billy Livingston, said Sir William, bear this message to Billy Alexander, that the land belongs not to him or to you, but to my Mohawks! It is enough that I say this to you, for you are my old comrades and honoured friends, and I am assured you will relinquish all title to what is not your own. But, by God! Billy, if you do not, I shall spend every penny of my own on lawyers to drive you out — every farthing, though it beggars me!

This was but one of many scenes at which I was present. Why Sir William always called me to bear him company in such private matters, I could not at once comprehend. Little by little, however, I saw that it was because of his trust in me, and his desire that I should know of such affairs; and his love and confidence made me proud. Was I not the only person in the world who knew his sentiments and his desire to stop Colonel Cresap on the Ohio, lest, in ignorance, he should turn the entire Six Nations against the colonies?

Had he not told me, sadly, that he could not speak of this plan even to his own son, Sir John Johnson, lest his son, placing loyalty to the King before obedience to his father, should thwart Sir William, and even aid Colonel 88 Cresap to anger the Cayugas, and so injure the cause of the colonies?

He told me, too, that he could not confide in Mr. Butler or in his father, Colonel John Butler; neither dared he trust his sons-in-law, Colonel Claus or Colonel Guy Johnson, although they served as his deputies in Indian affairs.

All of these gentlemen were, first of all, loyal to our King, and all of them, clearly foreseeing a struggle between King and colonies, would not raise a finger to prevent Colonel Cresap from driving the Six Nations as allies into the Kings arms.

What I am striving for, said Sir William to me, again and again, is to so conduct that these Indians on our frontiers shall take neither one side nor the other, but remain passive while the storm rages. To work openly for this is not possible. If it were possible to work openly, and if Quider should die, I would send such a message to my Lord Dunmore of Virginia as would make his bloodless ears burn! And they may burn yet!

At my expression of horrified surprise Sir William hesitated, then struck his fist into the open palm of his left hand.

Why should you not know it? he cried. You are the only one of all I can trust!

He paused, eying me intently.

Can I not trust you, dear lad? he said, gently.

Yes, sir, I cried, in an overwhelming rush of pity and love. You are first in my heart, sir — and then the King.

Sir William smiled and thought awhile. Then he continued:

You are to know, Michael, that Lord Dunmore, Governor of Virginia, is, in my opinion, at the bottom of this. He it is who, foreseeing the future, as do all thinking men, has sent the deluded Cresap to pick a quarrel with my Cayugas, knowing that he is making future allies for England. It is vile! It is a monstrous thing! It is not loyalty, it is treason!

He struck his pinched forehead and strode up and down.

Can Dunmore know what he is doing? God! The horror of it! — the horror of border war! Has Dunmore ever seen how savages fight? Has he seen raw scalps ripped from 89 babies? Has he seen naked prisoners writhing at the stake, drenched in blood, eyeless sockets raised to the skies?

He stood still in the middle of the room. There was a sweat on his cheek-bones.

If we must fight, let us fight like men, he muttered, without fear or favour, without treachery! But, Michael, woe to the side that calls on these savages for aid! Woe to them! Woe! Woe! For the first scalp taken will turn this border into such a hell of blood and flame as the devil himself in his old hell never dreamed of!

This outburst left me stunned. Save for Sir William, I knew not where now to anchor my faith. Our King already in these few days had become to my youthful mind a distant wavering shadow, no longer the rock to which loyal hearts must cling — unquestioning. And it is ever so; old faiths fall when hearts question, and I know not whether hearts be right or wrong to strive so hard for the answer which is their own undoing.

Still, however, in that distant England which I had never seen, the King, though fading to a phantom in my heart, yet loomed up still a vast and mighty shape, awful as the threatening majesty of a dim cloud on the worlds edge, behind which lightning glimmers.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img22.jpg]

NOW THE DARK pages turning in the book of fate were flying faster than young eyes could mark. First to the Hall came Thayendanegea, brother to Mistress Molly, and embraced us all, eagerly admiring my uniform with an Indians frank naïveté, caressing Silver Heelss curly pate and praising her beauty, and fondling Esk and Peter with Albany sweets till I forbade them to approach, for their stickiness did disgust me.

I had always been greatly attached to Thayendanegea, for he was a frank, affectionate youth, though a blooded Mohawk, and possessing the courtesy, gentleness, and graces of true quality.

Clothed like an English gentleman, bearing himself like a baronet, he conducted to the admiration and respect of all, and this though he was the great war-chief of the Mohawks, and already an honoured leader in the council of the Six Nations.

He never became a sachem, but remained always the most respected and powerful leader in the Long House. Even Huron and Delaware listened when he spoke. He never treated the Lenni-Lenape as women, and for this reason they listened always willingly to the voice of Joseph Brant, called Thayendanegea.

Now, though Sir William had hitherto trusted Brant in all things, I noticed he spoke not to Brant of Quiders mission, though Mr. Butler had already scented a mystery in the Cayugas visit, and often asked why Quider had never spoken his message; for he was not aware that both message and answer had been delivered long ago.

That week there were three council fires at the Lower Castle, which Brant and Mr. Butler attended in company with a certain thin little Seneca chief called Red Jacket, a 91 filthy, sly, and sullen creature, who was, perhaps, a great orator, but all the world knew him for a glutton and a coward.

Brant despised him, and it was Brant, too, who had given to Red Jacket that insulting title, The Cow-Killer, which even the Mohawk children shouted when Red Jacket came to Johnson Hall after the council fires had been covered at the Lower Castle.

Our house had now been thronged with Indians for a week. Eleven hundred Mohawks, Cayugas, Senecas, Onondagas, and a few Tuscaroras lay encamped around us, holding long talks with Red Jacket, Mr. Butler, and Brant; but Sir William attended no fires, and very soon I discovered the reason. For suddenly Sir John Johnson arrived at the Hall, and with him Colonel Daniel Claus and his lady from Albany, which abrupt advents began a stir and bustle among us that increased as, day by day, new guests arrived at our house. Johnson Hall, Colonel Guy Johnsons house, and the house of Colonel John Butler were now crowded to overflow with guests. Sachems and chiefs of the Oneidas arrived, officers from the Royal Americans and from the three regiments of militia which Tryon County maintained, officers from my own troop of irregular horse quartered at Albany, and whom I now met for the first time; and finally, in prodigious state, came our Governor Tryon from New York, with a troop of horse which, for beauty of clothing and impudence of deportment, I had never seen equalled.

The house rang with laughter and the tinkle of glasses from morning until night; on the stairs there swept a continuous rush and rustle of ladies petticoats like the wind blowing through corn. Ladies filled the house; there were maids and lackeys and footmen and chair-bearers and slaves thronging porch and hallway, new faces everywhere, new uniforms, new gowns, new phrases, new dishes at table, new airs at the spinet, new songs.

Tiddle tinkle went our spinet all day and night, with some French ladies from Saint Sacrement a-singing la-la-la.

As by a magic touch the old homely life had vanished, old faces disappeared, old voices were silent. I looked in vain for Silver Heels, for Peter, for Esk. They were drowned in this silken sea. 

And now, piling confusion on confusion, comes from the south my Lord Dunmore from Virginia, satin-coated, foppish, all powder and frill, and scented like a French lady. But oh, the gallant company he brought to Johnson Hall — those courtly Virginians with their graces and velvet voices, with their low bows and noiseless movements, elegant as panthers, suave as Jesuits, and proud as heirs to kingdoms all.

Some lodged at the inns in town, some with us, some with Sir John Johnson, and others with Colonel Butler. But they all thronged our house, day and night, till I was like to stifle with the perfumes and scented clothes of our white guests and the wild-animal aroma of the Indians.

For two days, indeed, I saw little of the company, for I lodged at the block-house with Mr. Duncan, keeping an eye on the pest-hut where lay the stricken Cayuga; this by Sir Williams orders, though warning me to approach the hut no nearer than the sentries, and that with my hanker to my nose and a lump of sulphur in my mouth.

As for Silver Heels, I saw her but twice, and then she disappeared entirely. I was sorry for her, believing she had been cooped within the limits of nursery and play-room; but I had my pity for my pains, as it turned out.

It came about in this way: I had been relieved of duties at the block-house to receive reports of Quiders sickness, as it was now believed certain that the Cayuga must die; and I had been ordered to dress in my new uniform, to accompany Sir William to a review of our honest Tryon County militia, now assembling at Johnstown and Schenectady.

It was early morning, with the fields all dewy and a west wind blowing the daisies into furrows, when I left my chamber, booted, hair powdered in a club and tied with black, and my new silver gorget shining like the sun on my breast. I was in dress uniform, scarlet coat, buff smalls, sash and sword glittering, and I meant to cut a figure that day which people might remember. But Lord! Even on the staircase I found myself in a crowd of officers all laces and sashes and gold brocade, and buttons like yellow stars dancing on cuff and collar. My uniform was but a spark in the fire; I was obscured, nay snuffed out in the midst of the Virginians with their flame-colored scarfs and cockades, and the New York 93 officers of the Governors dragoon guard, gorgeous as the drummers of the French grenadiers.

Smothered by the hot air, the perfumes and pomatum on stock and queue, the warm cloying odour of dressed leather and new gloves of kid-skin, I made my way into the hall, but found it packed with ladies, all a-fanning and rustling, with maids tying on sun-masks and pinning plumes to rolls of hair that towered like the Adirondacks, all vegetation and birds.

Hat under arm, hand on hilt, I did bow and smile and beseech for a free passage to the fresh air, and it made me think of edging through the barn-yard with the feathered flock crowding and ruffling a thousand feathers. And as I threaded my way, minding my steps as well I might, it was: Oh, la! My ladys skirt! and Lud! The lads spurs in the lace! My mantua! Ah! my scarfs a-trail on the creatures sword! Grand dieu! et ma robe, monsieur!

Standing at last in the portico with the fresh wind in my face, I perceived Sir William, attended by Sir John and Colonel Claus, inspecting the guard at the north block-house, and I made haste to join them, running fast, to the danger of my powdered hair, which scattered a small snowy cloud in the wind.

Gad! The lads powdered like a Virginian! said Sir William, laughing and drawing me to him, pinching my ears and chin. Then he dusted the powder from my shoulders and turned me around, muttering to himself, A proper officer, damme! a well-groomed lad; eh, Jack?

Yes, said Sir John, with his slow, reserved eyes shifting from my hat to my spurs. He gave me a damp finger to press, then his indifferent gaze wandered to the meadows below, where the brown and yellow uniforms of Colonel Butlers militia regiment spread out like furrows of autumn leaves.

I paid my respects to Colonel Claus, who honoured me with a careless nod, and passed before me to greet Colonel John Butler and his son, Captain Walter Butler.

The Butlers were of a stripe; there was the blank fixed eye of the night-bird in father and son, the deathly grimace to do duty as a smile, the mechanical observances of polite 94 company, the compliments, the bows, the carriage of gentlemen, but back of it something lifeless, something slow and terrifying in voice and step — God knows what I mean! Yet often and often it came to me that inside their bodies something was lying dead — their souls, perhaps.

I stood behind Sir William, drawing on my gloves of kid-skin, observing the officers as they came up to join the staff, and stand and watch the two remaining regiments marching into the meadow below. These regiments were clothed in brown, green, and scarlet, one wearing green coats, tother bright red with yellow facings, an over-gaudy effect and disturbing to my senses like the sounds of a spinet when Peter pounded on the keys.

They had built a gayly painted wooden pavilion in the meadow for the ladies and Governor Tryon and my Lord Dunmore, and now came the coaches and calashes burdened with beauty and tickled and tricked out in ribbons, and the Virginians all a-horse, caracoling beside the vehicles, a brave, bright company, by Heaven! — for they rode perfectly and with a gracious carelessness which contrasted favourably with the stiff, solid gallop of our Governor Tryons dragoon guard.

Behind us the grooms were bringing up our mounts, and I slyly looked for Warlock, doubting lest he be portioned to some horseless guest. But there the dear fellow stood, ears pointed straight at me, and snorting for the caress of my hand on his muzzle.

Mount, gentlemen! said Sir William, briskly, setting toe to the stirrup held by young Bareshanks; and up into our saddles we popped, while the trumpet blew from the block-house, and down in the meadow the long painted drums boomed out the salute.

As we entered the meadow at a trot I caught a good, quick picture of the pavilion with its flags, its restless rows of ladies unmasking, fluttering kerchiefs and fans and scarfs; and my Lord Dunmore all over gold and blue, blinking like a cat in the sun, and the crimson of the Governors mantle, clasped with gilt, falling from his solid epaulets. This I saw clearly, but as we broke into a gallop across the clover, the colours ran like tinted fires; the dull reds and blues of the 95 Indians, the shimmer on gorgets and buckles, the rippling flags; yet it seemed as I flew past that I had seen a face up there which I knew well yet did not know, like those familiar eyes that look at us in dreams. Surely it was not Silver Heels. But there was no time for speculation now. Rub-a-dub-dub! Bang! Bang! Our brigade band was marching past with our head groom playing a French horn very badly, and old Norman McLeod a-fifing it, wrong foot foremost, which caused Sir William to mutter damn! and rub his nose in mortification.
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SILVER HEELS! I STAMMERED

Hay-foot! Straw-foot! simpered a cornet of dragoons behind me, and I turned on him, and gave him a look.

Did you say you were hungry? I whispered, backing my horse gently against the horse of the insolent cornet.

Hungry? he stammered.

You mentioned hay, sir, I said, fiercely.

He turned red as a pippin but did not reply.

Swallowing my anger and my shame for our militia yokels, I glared at the head of Colonel Butlers regiment, now passing, and was comforted, for the clod-hoppers marched like regulars with a solid double rank of fifers shrilling out Down, Derry, down! as smart as you please.

After them came the green-coated varlets, with a good round stench of the stables from their ranks, yet footing it proudly, and their fifes ringing a barbarous tune which is lately somewhat in vogue among us, the same being called Yankee Doodle.

Followed our three companies of Royal Americans, drums beating The Huron, a most warming march and loudly applauded by the long lines of country folk and Indians, sitting on the stone walls; and after them the inharmonious regiment in yellow and red, with two men drunk and a dog-fight in the rear, soberly observed by my Lord Dunmore, who laid a bet with our Governor, and lost on the spotted dog, they say.

There was a sham battle of the troops, too; half a gill to every fifth man, and fifty pounds for the cannon on the hill, which cost Sir William a pretty penny, our Governor refusing to allow for the powder burned. However, it was a fine pageant, and pleased all; and I was sorry when the last cartridge 96 was spent and the brigade band played, God Save the King.

We followed Sir William to the pavilion, dismounting there to ascend the stairs and pay our respects to the Governor and to Lord Dunmore.

Come with me, Michael, said Sir William, wiping his face with his hanker till it glistened; and I followed the Baronet into the enclosure.

Lord Dunmore was tricked out like a painted actor, neither old nor young, but too white and pink and without any red blood in him, as far as I could see. He wore a wig — it was said he possessed twenty and valued at six thousand pounds — and his fingers, which I could see through the lace on his cuffs, were like white birds claws loaded with jewels.

When Lord Dunmore saw Sir William he fell a-tapping his snuff-box and bobbing and smiling, nor did he rise until we had made our way to him.

Lud! Lud! he said, and fell a-simpering, with hands raised in feigned amazement at the magnificence of the review. Lud! Lud! Sir William! A gallant fête! A brave defilé! Militia, not regulars, you say! Vive Dieu, Sir William, a most creditable entraining! Permettez — mes compliments le plus distinguée!

My aide-de-camp, Lord Dunmore, said Sir William, bluntly; your Lordship will remember Captain Cardigan who died before Quebec? His son, my Lord! — and my dear kinsman, Michael Cardigan, cornet in the Borderers.

Strike me! simpered Lord Dunmore. Strike me, now, Sir William! He has his fathers eyes — Vrai Dieu! Curse me, if he has not his fathers eyes, Sir William!

At this remarkable discovery I bowed and said it was an honour to be considered like my father in any particular.

Burn me! murmured his Lordship, in an ecstasy at my natural response. Burn me, Sir William, what a wit he has, now! And he peeped at me, squeezing his eyes into two weak slits, and laid his snuff-box against his nose. Lord! What a false face he pulled at me!

Apparently surfeited with admiration, he invited Sir William to take snuff with him, then turning to Governor Tryon, who had just come into the stall, he fell to smirking and exclaiming 97 and vapouring about God knows what, until I, weary and cloyed, glanced around me at the crowd on the seats above us.

There were a hundred pair of bright eyes fixed on us, and without vanity I perceived a few to meet mine, but the faces were not distinct, and I found it disconcerting.

Then a deep, pleasant voice sounded close beside me, and looking around, I saw our Governor Tryon smiling at me.

I knew your father, he said; it was a privilege, Mr. Cardigan, and one I take advantage of to address the son of so gallant a gentleman.

I replied warmly and gratefully, yet with military deference, and I saw Sir William observing me, well pleased at my bearing.

In these times, said the Governor, clasping his cloak over his epaulets, it is a pleasure to meet with modest loyalty in the younger generation. Loyal to parent, loyal to King! I predict we shall hear from you, Mr. Cardigan.

Please God, sir, I replied, blushing scarlet; for into my mind crept that wavering doubt which, since Sir William had talked with me, haunted me like a shadow.

The Governor passed by with his clanking dragoons, among them the young jackanapes who had presumed to sneer at our yeomanry, and we delivered a pair of scornful glances at each other which crossed like broadswords.

And now my Lord Dunmores boudoir on wheels drove up, and his purring Lordship minced off in the midst of his flame-coloured Virginians, for all the world like a white cat dancing through hell fire.

The ladies were rising, tying on sun-masks, standing in rows between the seats, and the officers loitered and whispered and played with their snuff-boxes, while the silent Mohawk chiefs looked on, standing like statues till the crowd gave them their liberty.

One lady there was, in a mask and silvery cloak, who looked at me so long through the eye-holes that I felt my heart begin a-beating; and another, too, in mask and rose mantle, who lifted the linen a trifle, displaying a fresh, sweet, smiling mouth. This one in rose turned twice to look at me, and it 98 amused me to feel my heart go a-bumping at my ribs so loud, for she did truly resemble Marie Livingston.

Sir William and Colonel Claus had joined Lord Dunmore in his coach; Sir John and Colonel Butler attached themselves to our Governor Tryon. I, abandoned, rode back to the Hall with a company of Virginians and dragoons, wondering if ever I might acquire such horsemanship as the Southerners displayed.

Coming to the Hall, I met Sir William, whose smiling face grew haggard at sight of me, and he drew me apart, asking of news from Quider.

He is not yet dead, sir, I replied, my heart aching for Sir William.

For a moment he stood staring at the ground, then bidding me report to Mr. Duncan at the block-house, walked away to disguise his anxious visage again with the oldest mask in the world — a smile.

That night Sir William provided two great banquets for our guests, one at the court-house in Johnstown, the other at Johnson Hall.

The splendid banquet at the court-house was given to all the visiting officers except Lord Dunmore, Governor Tryon, and their particular aides. To it were invited the Virginians, the New-Yorkers, the important Mohawk, Seneca, and Onondaga sachems, and chiefs of the Long House. Also were bidden the officers of our Royal Americans, such officers of the Border House as had come with Governor Tryon, and all gentlemen of distinction who had brought their ladies.

Colonel Claus and his lady presided as host and hostess, representing Sir William and Mistress Molly, and our brigade band played in the gallery during the banquet, and later on the portico of the court-house, where a great crowd of people had collected to cheer.

The other banquet was given at the same hour in our house, to honour Lord Dunmore and Governor Tryon.

There were gathered in the hallway and on the stairs a vast company of ladies and gentlemen when I came down from my little chamber to wait on Sir William. Here was the great Earl of Dunmore in a ring of fluttering ladies, peering, bobbing, tapping his snuff-box, preening the lace on 99 his cuffs — and I thought he resembled one of those irksome restless birds from the Canaries in a painted cage.

There was our Governor Tryon in purple silk from head to foot, with the broad sash and star on his breast, leaning over, hands clasped behind his back, to whisper jest or flattery to a young girl who tapped at him with her fan. There was my kinsman, Sir John Johnson, with his indifferent eyes and ungracious carriage, and old Colonel Butler watching the gay company as hawks, from sheer habit, watch peacocks, meaning no attack. There also strolled my impudent dragoon lad who had offended at the pavilion, and I will not deny he appeared to be an elegant and handsome officer, possessing those marked characteristics of fashion and assurance which one observes in all gentlemen from the city of New York.

Making my way carefully amid rustling petticoats and a forest of painted fans all waving like the wings of a swarm of moths drawn by the candle-light, I passed Mistress Molly on the arm of Sir William, touching my lips to her pretty fingers, which she held out to me behind her back.

Next I encountered Mr. Butler and honoured him with a scowl, which displayed my country breeding, it being the fashion among quality to greet ones enemy with more elaborate courtesy than one accords to friends.

People passed and repassed with laughter and whisper, and the scented wind from their fans swept my cheek.

Suddenly it seemed as though the voice of Silver Heels sounded in my ears, and for a moment I stared about me, astonished that she should be here. But I could not find her. Then her voice sounded again, clear as a pebbled spring in all that chatter, and turning, I saw it came from a young girl standing behind me. She was very delicate and pretty in her powder and patches, truly somewhat pale and lacking in plumpness, but with a pair of great hazel eyes like Silver Heelss, and the childs full lips. Certainly she had Silver Heelss voice, and her trick of widening her eyes, too, for now she perceived me, and — 

Why, Micky! she cried.

Silver Heels! I stammered, striving to believe my eyes. What miracle of miracles had set her to grow tall and turn into a woman in a single week? 

I stared almost piteously at her, trying to find my own familiar comrade in this whispering shower of silk and ribbon, this delicate stranger, smiling breathlessly at me with sparkling teeth set on the edge of her painted fan.

In her triumph she laughed that laugh of silver which sounded ever of woodlands and birds, the same laugh, the same gray eyes, and the same satin fingers laid on my wrist.

Silly, she whispered, I told you so. And it has come true; my gown is silk, my stockings silk, my shoes are Paddingtons make and silken to the soles!

How did you grow? I gasped.

Have I grown? Oh, my gown and shoes count, too, and my hair rolled by Betty till I vowed she meant to scalp me! See my egrettes! Are they straight, Micky?

Ere I could attempt to compose my thoughts, comes mincing my impudent dragoon, who seemed to know her, for he brought her a ribbon to tie above her elbow, explaining it was a new conceit from New York.

Its this way, he explained, utterly ignoring my presence; I tie this bow of blue above your elbow, so! — with your gracious consent. Now for a partner to lead you to the table I seek some gentleman and tie a blue bow to his sword-hilt.

Pray tie it to Mr. Cardigans, said Silver Heels, mischievously. I have much to say to him for his peace of mind.

The dragoon and I, face to face, regarded each other with menacing composure.

To deprive you of such an honour, sir, said he, coolly, I protest reduces me to despair; but the light blue bows have already been awarded, Mr. Cardigan.

Instinctively I glanced at his own sword-hilt, and there fluttered a light blue ribbon. At the same moment I perceived that Silver Heels had been perfectly aware of this.

Mortified as I was, and stinging under the dragoons impudence, I controlled myself sufficiently to congratulate him and courteously deplore my own ill fortune, without a grimace, though it stuck in my throat to say it.

Let not your lady hear that! said Silver Heels, with 101 her fan hiding her lips. How do you know, sir, which partner fate and Mr. Bevan may allot you?

Mr. Bevan and I regarded each other in solemn hostility.

May I have the honour of attaching this ribbon to your hilt, sir? he asked, stiffly.

You may, sir, said I, still more stiffly, if it is necessary.

He tied a red bow-knot to my hilt; we bowed to each other, then with a smile and a word to Silver Heels which I did not catch, he saluted us again and strolled off with his nose in the air and his hands full of ribbons of every hue — the fop!

Who is that pitiful ass? I said, turning to Silver Heels.

Why, Michael! she protested, reproachfully, yet smiling, too.

Oh, if hes one of your friends, I ask indulgence, said I, mad enough to pluck the blue knot from her arm.

Truly, Michael, she sniffed, you are still very young.

She seated herself by the big clock; I sat beside her, sullenly, and for a time I peered at her sideways. Verily, the impossible had overtaken us; she appeared to be fully as tall as half the ladies gathered around us; her self-possession and obvious indifference to me completed my growing discomfort. I looked at her small, silk-covered toes pushing out under her petticoat.

Is the dandelion juice on them yet? I asked, with piteous playfulness.

Dont talk like that! she said, sharply, drawing her feet in. And with that petulant movement the playmate I had so often bullied, slipped away from me forever, leaving in her place a dainty thing of airs and laces to flout me, whom I knew not, but whom I meant to be avenged on; for at moments, as I sat there, I could have yelled aloud in my vexation.

Lord! how they all ogled her, and came a-mincing, gentlemen and ladies, old and young, and I heard whispers around me that she was a beauty and would be rich one day. My Lord Dunmore, too, came a-dancing pit-pat! till I thought to hear his bones creak inside his white silk; and the dragoon jackanapes was there, having tied up everything with his ribbons save his own long ears, and it infuriated me to see 102 him standing guard protector over Silver Heels, with jealous smiles for all who approached.

Now what the devil had seized all these gentlemen to set them smirking and vapouring over Silver Heels, I did not know, or rather, I knew perfectly well, because it was as plain as a Mohawk moccasin on a spotted trail that Silver Heels had suddenly become a beauty. Even I could see that. Granted her bosom lacked somewhat in fulness, granted a childish leanness of arm and neck, granted even a pallor which adorned her not, and which, to tell the truth, I knew came from fright, there was something in the frail moulding of her that drew eyes, something in the arms slim contours that touched even me.

I might have taken a pride in her, had not all these bobbing pigeons come crowding about to share openly my unconfessed admiration. But they bowed and strutted and posed and flattered, pressing closer until she was shut from my sight by a circle of coat-skirts, tilted swords, and muscular calves in silken stockings.

Presently our fiddlers and bassoons started the Huron; there was a flutter to find ribbons that matched, and a world of bustle and laughter, with gentlemen and ladies comparing colours and bowing and curtseying without regard to neighbors toes and petticoats — the tittering popinjays!

Truly, if this mode of choosing ones lady prevailed in New York, I at least found it smacked something of silliness and French frivolity.

I had now been crowded up against our tall clock in the hall, and stood there striving to get a glimpse of Silver Heels, completely forgetting that somewhere in the crush a lady with a scarlet ribbon on her arm might be waiting for me. And doubtless I should have remained there, gnawing my lip, till doomsday, had not Silver Heels espied me and come fluttering through the crowd with:

Oh, Micky! Have you seen your lady? Your old friend Marie Livingston! But she is wedded now; she is that pretty Mrs. Hamilton from Saint Sacrement. Oh, you lucky boy! All the officers are raving over her! But I asked her if she remembered you, and she said she didnt, so there!

Silver Heels, I began, with the first appealing glance I 103 had ever bestowed on a woman; Silver Heels, I want to tell you something.

I do not believe she was listening, or perhaps the chatter around us drowned my voice, which was husky and over-fond, for she cried: You must not detain me, Michael. Mr. Bevan is waiting for me.

And with that she was gone into the whirl, leaving me high and dry against my clock, and furious over I knew not what. For truly I myself did not know what it was I had been about to say to Silver Heels. As for this Mrs. Hamilton, it madded me to hear of her. I had long forgotten Marie Livingston — save as a name to goad Silver Heels withal.

Mrs. Hamilton, forsooth! What the foul fiend had I to do with another mans wife, whether Hamilton or Smith or Jones I cared not, while that ape of a New-Yorker had set himself in my rightful place beside Silver Heels! And what stabbed deepest was that Silver Heels found pleasure in his foolish company — ay, plainly preferred him to me — the ungrateful minx! I prayed fervently she might live to repent it. I pictured her remorse when she came to her senses. And in a moment more I had slipped into one of my waking dreams wherein justice was dealt out by the jugful all around, and I emerged from some scenes of carnage, calm, triumphant, gently forgiving Silver Heels the accumulated sins of her misspent life.

Sullenly dreaming there under the tall clock, and happening to lift my eyes towards heaven for some of its spare vengeance, I perceived on the stairs that same lady who had half raised her sun-mask at the review — I mean the one in the rose mantle, not the other in the silvery cloak, whom I now knew had been Silver Heels.

Down the stairs rustled my lady of the rose mantle, finger-tips playing a tattoo over the mahogany balustrade, and on her lips a smile, as I fancied, though later I came to know that it was only the natural expression of her mouth. Something in my memory stirred at that smiling face.

Now she was looking straight at me, with that delicate curve of her lips which sets men thinking, and at the same moment I perceived that she wore my colours. Marie Livingston! I should never have known her; so we were quits, 104 the affected minx! This was Mrs. Hamilton! — this bright-eyed girl with her smooth rose-petal skin and her snowy hand on the balustrade. Could I be mistaken? Surely she wore my colours! I glanced at the knot on my sword-hilt, then pressed through the throng to the stairway. Now at last I could pay Silver Heels in her own wampum, and I meant to do it under her very nose.

I met Mrs. Hamilton at the foot of the stairs, but she did not appear to see me. Truly she was a miracle of innocence not to have perceived her colours on my hilt, or perhaps she was over-timid. So I addressed her reassuringly and made her a bow that I knew must be impressive. However, I found her less confused than I, for she insisted on matching ribbons very carefully, which hurt my pride somewhat. But when she could no longer doubt that our ribbons matched, she made me a whimsical reverence, and took my arm with a smile, and a cool: Oh, I faintly recall you now, Mr. Cardigan. How you have grown!

Out into the wilderness of silver and candle-light we passed, fiddle and bassoon a-playing with might and main, and we stood behind our chairs while my Lord Dunmore chattered a blessing, then seated ourselves amid a gale of whispers.

Through the flare of the candles I saw Brant and Sir John Johnson near us, and also that filthy Indian, Red Jacket, both hands already in a dish of jelly, a-gobbling and grunting to himself, which sent Lord Dunmore into peals of shrill laughter, though Sir William took no notice. Presently I perceived Silver Heels and Mr. Bevan, nearly opposite to us, and strove to catch her eye. But Silver Heels took small notice of me; her cheeks had gone red with her first sip of wine, and she sat there rosy and silent, head a little lowered, while that insufferable coxcomb whispered into her ear, and smirked, and played with his wine-glass till the very sight of the man sickened me.

Stung to the quick by her indifference to my presence, smarting in my fancied isolation, I resolved to show her that I cared not a whit for her or her dragoon. So I loosened my tongue and set it wagging so smartly that I think I astonished Mrs. Hamilton, who had been observing Mr. Bevan 105 with her fixed smile. At any rate, she gave me a long, pleasant stare, and presently her fixed smile became very sweet and pretty, although I thought a trifle mocking.

Is it not amusing? she said, coolly; here you sit with me, when you would give your tow-head to be prattling into Mistress Warrens ears; and here sit I at twiddle-thumbs, devising vengeance on Mr. Bevan, who belongs to me!

Perplexed and disconcerted, I found no words to answer such an amazing sally. It shamed me, too. Perhaps my countenance had betrayed me, but her confession concerning Mr. Bevan was a bold one, and not at all to my taste.

I thought you had a husband, said I, with boyish bluntness.

She coloured up like fire for a moment, and I was sorry I spoke, but I had my pity for my pains, for the next instant she was laughing at me as though I were a ninny, and I could discover no reason for her mirth.

Please tell me your Christian name, she said, sweetly. I really do desire to recall it.

My name is Michael, said I, suspiciously.

Was it not Saint Michael who so soundly spanked the devil? she asked, with her innocent smile. Truly, Mr. Cardigan, you were well named to chastise the wicked with such sturdy innocence!

I fumed inwardly, for I had no mind to be considered a gaby among women.

I am perfectly aware, madam, that it is the fashion for charming women to turn boys heads, said I, and I wish you might turn Mr. Bevans head till you twisted it off his neck!

Id rather twist yours, she said, looking up from her plate of broiled troutlings.

Twist it off? I asked, curiously.

I — I dont know. Look at me, Mr. Cardigan.

I met her pretty eyes.

No, not quite off, she said, thoughtfully. You are a nice boy, but not very bright. If you were you would pay me compliments instead of admonition. Perhaps you will after the Madeira. Perhaps you will even make love to me.

I will do it before the Madeira, said I. You are certainly 106 the prettiest woman in Johnson Hall to-night, and if youve a mind for vengeance on your faithless dragoon yonder, pray take me for the instrument, Mrs. Hamilton.

Hush! she said, with a startled smile. I may take you at your word.

I am taking you at yours, said I, recklessly, and loud enough for Silver Heels to hear.

In the dull din of voices around us I heard Silver Heelss laugh, but the laugh was strained, and I knew she was looking at me and listening.

I dont know what you mean, said Mrs. Hamilton, reddening, but I know you to be a somewhat indiscreet young man who handles a woman as he would a club to beat his rival to the earth withal.

I mean, said I, in a low voice, to make love to you and so serve us both. Look at me, Mrs. Hamilton.

I will not, she said, between her teeth.

Tell me, I pleaded, what is your Christian name. I do really wish to know, Mrs. Hamilton.

Spite of the angry red in her cheeks she laughed outright, glanced sideways at me, and laughed again, so blithely that I thought I had truly never seen such careless ripened healthy beauty in any woman.

My name is Marie Hamilton, of Saint Sacrement, please you, kind sir, she lisped, with an affected simper which set us both a-laughing again.

If you ever had your heart stormed you had best prepare for no quarter now! I said, coolly.

Insolent! she murmured, covering her bright cheeks with her hands, and giving me a glance in which amusement, contempt, curiosity, and invitation were not inharmoniously blended.

The Madeira had now turned my blood to little rivers of fire, I being but lately enfranchised from the childrens pewters and small-beer; but yet I am so made that never then nor since have the delicate vapours of wines stifled such wits as I possess. It is my conscience only that wine dulls.

So amid the low tumult, the breezy gush of whispers, the laughter, and the crystal tinkle of silver and glass, I made indiscreet, clear-headed love to Mistress Marie Hamilton, retreating 107 under her cruel satire, rallying in the bright battery of her eyes, charging the citadel of her heart with that insincere and gay abandon which harasses, disconcerts, and piques a woman who understands better how to repel true passion.

In what school have you been taught to make love, sir? she said, at last, breathless, amused, yet exasperated.

In the school of necessity, madam, I replied.

I pray you teach something of your art to Mr. Bevan, said she, spitefully, over her fans silk edge.

I am teaching him now, said I.

It was true. The dragoon was staring at Mrs. Hamilton in undisguised displeasure. As for Silver Heels, she observed us with a scornful amazement which roused all the cruelty in me, though I knew I was losing her innocent belief in me and tearing my respectability to shreds under her clear gray eyes.

For a bud from Mrs. Hamiltons caushet I threw away the pure faith of my little comrade; for a touch of her hand I blighted her trust; and laughed as I did it.

Only once was Mrs. Hamilton off her guard, when my earnest acting had suddenly become real to me — a danger, I have since found, that no actors are too clever to escape sometimes.

If for one moment you could be in earnest, she ventured, with a smile.

I was on guard again before she finished, and she saw it, but was too wise to betray regret or anger for her mistake.

Pray, cease, she said; you weary me, Mr. Cardigan. The coldest among us reflect fire, even though it be as false as the dead fires of the moon. You are prettily revenged; let us have peace.

Now the healths flew thick and fast from Sir William and Lord Dunmore, the titled toast-masters, and we drank his Majesty George the Third in bumpers which set the Indians a-howling like timber wolves at Candlemas.

Indeed, our forest of lights might have served for the Romish feast itself.

Toast followed toast in a tempest of cheers, through which the yelps of the Indians sounded faintly. I saw Brant take 108 a silver plate and a solid candle-stick from under Red Jackets shirt, while that great orator, very drunk, sat a-hacking the cloth with a table-knife. I saw my Lord Dunmore, all in white silk and blazing with stars, rise to pledge the ladies, and stand swaying and leering and gumming his glass till it upset on his chin, and the jewels in his lace front dripped wine.

Mistress Molly we pledged with a shout, and she returned our courtesy with gentle gravity, but her eyes were for Sir William alone.

Then Lord Dunmore gave:

Our lovely heiress, Mistress Warren! ending in a hiccough, and poor Silver Heels, pale as a white blossom, half rose from her seat as though to fly to Mistress Molly.

Red Jacket was on his feet now, slavering and mouthing and hacking at the air, and Brant and I dragged him out into the garden where his squaw took charge, leading him lurching and howling down the hill. Before I returned, the ladies were in the hallway and the card-room, the gentlemen following in groups from the table, some shamefully unsteady of leg, and feebly scattering snuff in amiable invitation to their neighbours.

But Sir William had disappeared, and I hunted vainly for him until I encountered Mrs. Hamilton, who directed me to the library, whither, she averred, Sir William, Governor Tryon, and Lord Dunmore had retired.

State secrets, Master Michael, she added, saucily. You had best find Mr. Bevan and start those same lessons we have discussed.

Let me instruct him by proxy, said I, drawing her under the stairs, and ere she could protest or escape, I kissed her lips three separate times.

She was in tears in an instant, which I had not counted on, and it needed my most earnest acting to subdue her indignation.

I had my arm around her, and my coat was all powder and rouge, when something made me look around. There was Silver Heels going towards the pantry with Betty, doubtless to pouch some sweets for her black nurse. Her head was steadily lowered, her lashes rested on her cheeks, but face and 109 neck and bosom were glowing in a deep colour, and I knew she had perceived us, and that she despised us with all the strength of her innocent soul.

Stunned with the conviction that I had gone too far, I made out to play my miserable farce to an end and led Mrs. Hamilton out where Mr. Bevan could pounce upon her, which he did with an insolence that I had little spirit to notice or resent.

Then I hastened to the pantry where Silver Heels stood before the rifled dishes, hands to her face, and black Betty a-petting her. But at sight of me she turned scarlet and shrank back, nor would she listen to one word.

What yoh done to mah lil Miss Honey-bee? exclaimed Betty, wrathfully, shaking her turban till the rings in her big ears jingled like sledge-bells in December. I done spec yoh, Mars Cadigan, suh! Yaas, I spec yoh is lak all de young gemmen!

Then the old witch began a-crooning over Silver Heels with deadly glances at me:

Doan yoh cyah, lil Miss Honey-bee, doan yoh mind nuffn! Huh! Had mah spicions bout dat young Mars Cadigan. Doan yoh mind him no mohn a blue-tail fly!

Very well, said I, angrily, you can do as you choose, and think what you like. As for your fool of a dragoon, Mrs. Hamilton will settle him, and if she doesnt I will.

My foolish outburst seemed to rouse a panther in Silver Heels, and for a moment I believed she meant to strike me. But the storm swept over, leaving her with limbs a-quiver and eyes wet.

You have spoiled my first pleasure, she said, in a low, trembling voice. You have conducted like a clown and a libertine where all beheld you making shameful love to a wedded woman! Oh, Betty, Betty, send him away! she sobbed, burying her head in the black womans breast.

Silver Heels, I said, choking, can you not understand that it is I who wish to wed you?

Again the panther blazed in her gray eyes, but her lips were bloodless as she gasped: Oh, the insult! Betty — do you hear? He would marry me out of pity! That is twice he has said it! 

I said it before because I would not have you marry Mr. Butler, said I, wincing at her scorn. But I say it now because — because — I love you, Silver Heels.

All her horror of me was in her eyes. I saw it and set my teeth hard, hopeless now forever, even of her careless affection.

And so I left her there, with Bettys arms around her, and the hot scorn in her eyes. But as I went away, chilled with self-contempt and mortification, heedless, utterly careless what I did to further degrade myself in her eyes, came black Betty a-waddling to pluck me by the sleeve and whisper:

Doan yoh go to wed wif nobody, Mars Cadigan, suh! Doan yoh go foh to cot nobody. Mah lil chile — mah lil Miss Honey-bee aint done growed up yet, suh. Bime-by shell know mohn she specs bout gemmens, suh.

But my evil nature was uppermost, and I laughed and bade Betty mind her own affairs, leaving her there grumbling and mumbling about fool boys and lil fool Honey-bees, till the clatter and din from the card-room shut her voice from my ears.


CHAPTER VIII
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WHEN I CAME to the library the door stood partly open, and I could see a party of gentlemen lounging within, and somewhat boisterous over their wine and filberts; so thinking no harm to enter, I walked in and sat down on the arm of a leather chair by the window.

Nobody had observed me, however, and I was on the point of respectfully making known my presence to Sir William, when I saw Walter Butler rise and shut the door, taking the additional precaution to lock it. Turning to rejoin the company around the table, his dark golden eyes fell upon me, and he stood still, one hand tightening on the back of his chair.

Well? inquired Sir William, testily, looking up at Mr. Butler. When you are seated, sir, I will continue, unless I weary the company.

If Mr. Cardigan has been here all this time, I, for one, was not aware of it, observed Mr. Butler, coldly, never taking his unblinking eyes off me.

I began to explain to Sir William that I had but that moment came in, when he interrupted querulously, and motioned Mr. Butler to be seated.

Tush! tush! Let be, let be, Captain Butler! My young kinsman has my confidence, and it is time he should know something of what passes in his own country.

At sixteen, observed my Lord Dunmore, with a maudlin chuckle, I knew a thing or two, Ill warrant you — curse me if I didnt, Sir William!

Sir John Johnson regarded me without interest; Colonel Claus never even troubled to give me a glance, but I saw the hawks eyes of Walter Butler watching me steadily.

To resume, began Sir William, but Lord Dunmore broke out:

At sixteen I had outlived you all — pierce me if I hadnt, 112 now, Sir William! Scratch me raw! if I hadnt put a finger in the worlds pudding, a-stirring the plums at sixteen, by God!

Doubtless, my Lord, said Sir William, dryly. And now, gentlemen, concerning our show of force here, I have only to say — and I say it with all respect and submission to Governor Tryon — that I do not believe it will produce that salutary effect on the discontented in New York and Boston which Governor Tryon expects.

Gad! I do expect it! said Tryon, briskly. Look you, Sir William, you and your militia dominate the county, and these rascals must be brought to understand it. Trust me, messires, the damned Yankees will know of this militia display before the post rides into Boston!

Add our Mohawks to the militia, observed Walter Butler, in a colourless voice.

Sir Williams jaw was set hard, but he said nothing.

Add the whole Six Nations, suggested Lord Dunmore, leering at Sir William; come, now! curse me blind! but we shall have the whole Six Nations, and that filthy little Red Jacket to boot.

My Lord, replied Sir William, if it lay with your Lordship you would have Red Jacket against you.

This blunt rebuke almost sobered Lord Dunmore for a moment, and he asked Sir William what he meant.

I mean, said the Baronet, that you mocked this powerful chief, Red Jacket, at my table to-night, and he knew it. That is not the way to gain allies, my Lord.

The drunken, guzzling son of a slut! bawled Lord Dunmore, dye think I care what the bandy-legged little beast thinks?

I only know, replied Sir William, curtly, that if your Lordship has so conducted in Virginia, the King cannot look for any Indian support in that colony.

Oh, choke me, Sir William, but thats too bad now! — pinch me blue if it isnt! protested Lord Dunmore in a pet. Then a subtle smirk settled on his waxen cast of a face and he winked his weak eyes at Walter Butler, a proceeding observed by me and by Sir William.

Not for a moment now did I doubt that Lord Dunmore 113 had set Colonel Cresap to drive the Cayugas into a hatred for the colonies, nor did I doubt but that Walter Butler knew of this plan, perhaps had even connived at it.

Sir William, too, had come to some quick conclusion, for I saw the crease deepen around his jaws, and his steady eyes strike fire. But he said nothing to interrupt Lord Dunmore, who had now launched into a gust of incoherent words and protestations and hiccoughs, to which all listened sneeringly until his voice ended with a hollow buzz inside his wine-glass.

There came a silence, broken by the clear sarcastic tones of Sir William.

I beg permission to submit to Governor Tryon the opinion of a country Baronet — for what that opinion may be worth.

With pleasure, said Governor Tryon, cordially, looking up from the plate of nuts he was picking.

And this is my opinion, continued Sir William, that, firstly, the disaffected classes in Boston and New York will not care a fig for our conference here, nor for our show of militia; that, secondly, if they should once entertain a suspicion that England, in the event of war, proposes to employ savages as allies to subdue rebellion, we would have to-morrow the thirteen colonies swarming like thirteen hives to sting us all to death — ay — and there would not be an Indian left twixt here and the Ohio!

What would become of them? piped up Lord Dunmore, so innocently that I saw Governor Tryon pass his hand over his mouth to conceal a smile. But Walter Butlers passionless voice was sounding now, and I saw Sir William turn his head to lose no gesture or shade of meaning.

It is come to the point where either the rebels are to win over the Indians, or where we must take measures to secure their services. I am not in a position to inform you, gentlemen, as to the actual existing conditions in the Indian Department. That, Sir William can do better than any one in America. Therefore, I beg Sir William to kindly make it clear to us what chances we have to win the support of the Six Nations — in the event of a rebel rising against the Kings authority.

The tangled knot was cut, the cat had sprung from the bag. 114 Yet nobody by glance or word or gesture appeared to be aware of it.

Sir Williams manner was perfectly composed, though that deep crease binding his chin deepened, and his brows bent in towards his nose as he rested his chin on his hand and spoke, eyes fixed on his wine-glass:

Captain Butler believes that it has come to this: that either those in authority or the disaffected must seek allies among these savage hordes which hang like thunder-clouds along our frontiers. Gentlemen, I am not of that opinion. I have said openly, and I care not who knows it, that if war must come between England and these colonies, let it be a white mans war; in mercy, let it be a war between two civilized peoples, and not a butchery of demons!

I do believe — and I say so solemnly and before God — that it is possible to so conduct that these savages will remain neutral if war must come. Ay, more! I will answer for them!

He lifted his eyes and looked straight at Lord Dunmore, raising his voice slightly, but betraying no passion.

And, gentlemen, as I am his Majestys intendant of Indian affairs in North America, I shall now do all that I can to pacify my wards, to keep them calm and orderly in the event of a war which I, for one, regard with horror. Were I to do otherwise, I must account to my King for a trust betrayed, and I must answer also to Him whom King and subject alike account to.

On Walter Butlers lips a sneer twitched; my Lord Dunmore wiped his bleared eyes with a rag of lace and stared at everybody with drunken gravity.

I know not, said Sir William, slowly, what true loyalty may be if it be not to save the honour of our King, and rebuke those who seek to tarnish it. And if there are now those among his counsellors or deputies who urge him to seek these savages as allies, I say it is a monstrous thing and an inspiration from hell itself.

He swung on his elbow and fixed his eyes on Walter Butler.

You, sir, know something of border war. How then can you propose to let loose these Indians on the people of our colonies? 

Lest they let loose these same savages on us, replied Mr. Butler, calmly.

Sir William frowned.

You do not know the colonists, Mr. Butler, he said. What marvel then that my Lord North should misunderstand them, and think to buy their loyalty with tuppence worth o tea?

Come, come, Sir William! cried Governor Tryon, laughing, and plainly anxious to break the tension ere sharp words flew. Did I not know you to the bone, sir, I should deem it my duty to catechise you concerning the six articles of loyalty!

I, too, i faith! squeaked Lord Dunmore. Skewer me! Sir William, but you talk like a Boston preacher — ay — that you do, and—

Have done, sir! cut in Sir William, with such bitter contempt that the faces of all present sobered quickly. Even Governor Tryon glanced uneasily at Lord Dunmore to see how he might swallow such a pill, but that nobleman only blinked stupidly and sucked his thin lips, too drunk to understand how like a lackey he had been silenced.

Sir John Johnson and Colonel Claus, deputies to Sir William in the Indian Department, exchanged puzzled glances. But I noticed that Mr. Butler never took his eyes from Sir Williams darkening visage.

There is one more matter, said the Baronet, that I may be pardoned for introducing here amid all the perplexities of the times; but it is a matter touching on my own stewardship, and as that concerns my King, I deem it necessary to broach it.

He turned again deliberately on Lord Dunmore.

It has come to my knowledge that certain unauthorized people are tampering with a distant tribe of my Cayuga Indians. I know not, nor do I care, what the motives of these men may be, but I protest against it, and I shall do all in my power — without infringing on the rights or laws of a sister colony — to protect my Cayugas from unlawful aggression!

Damme! gurgled Lord Dunmore, passing his jewelled hand over his befuddled head. Damme, Sir William, dye 116 mean to accuse me? Curse me! Skewer me! Claw me raw! but it is not fair, he snivelled. No, it is not fair! Take your hands off my sleeve and be done a-twitching it, Captain Butler! Damme! I never set Cresap on. Will ye have done a-pinching my arm, Captain Butler?

The ghastly humour of the exposure, the ludicrous self-conviction of his tipsy Lordship — for nobody had mentioned Cresap — the startling disclosure, too, of Walter Butlers interest in the plot — for that it was a plot no longer could anybody doubt — cast a gloom over the company.

Every man present understood what Cresaps aggression meant; no man there dared acknowledge a desire for Cresaps success.

Then Sir Williams sarcastic voice pierced the silence.

I trust your Lordship would not believe that any gentleman present could harbour suspicions of a foul conspiracy between your Lordship and Captain Butler, to incite my Cayugas to attack white men!

Walter Butlers slow eye rested on Lord Dunmore, on Sir William, and then on me. But his bloodless visage never changed.

Gentlemen, gentlemen, let us have harmony here at any cost, protested Governor Tryon, half in jest, half in earnest. God knows I have discord enough in New York town without seeking it among the loyalists of this county. Nobody believes that my Lord Dunmore is seeking trouble with your tame Indians, Sir William. If this fellow Cresap, who is a notorious malcontent, too, be imposing on the Cayugas, I doubt not that my Lord Dunmore will recall him and deal with him severely.

No, I wont! Claw my vitals if I do! snapped his Lordship, in the drunken sulks, and straightway fell a-squabbling with Walter Butler, who had again laid a hand on his arm.

For Captain Butler knew his treachery had been discovered, and his shameless impudence in openly attempting to muzzle his noble partner in conspiracy passed all bounds of decency.

I saw the angry light glimmer in Sir Williams eyes, and I knew it boded no good to Walter Butler, as far as his hope of Silver Heels was concerned. A fierce happiness filled me. 117 So now, at last, Sir William was discovering the fangs in his pet snake!

Lord Dunmore had succeeded in reversing a decanter of port over himself and Colonel Claus, and the latter, mad as a wet cat, left the room swearing audibly, while his playful Lordship threw a few glasses after him and then collapsed in a soiled heap of silk and jewels, feebly calling on Billy Tryon to try and conduc like er — er — genl-mn, b God!

Sir William was steadily staring at Walter Butler; I, too, had my eye on him; and, when he left the table to saunter towards the door, Sir William rose immediately to follow him, and I after Sir William.

He saw us coming as he opened the door, and surveyed us with cool effrontery as we joined him in the hallway.

I shall not require your services hereafter as my secretary, Captain Butler, said Sir William. Will you kindly hand your keys to me?

At your command, Sir William, replied Mr. Butler, drawing the keys from his pocket and presenting them with an ironical inclination.

The mans careless self-possession was marvellous considering he was facing the man he had so vilely betrayed.

Mr. Butler, said Sir William, with reddening face, I consider myself released from my consent to your union with my kinswoman, Miss Warren!

As to that, sir, observed Captain Butler, cynically, I shall take my chances.

I heard what he said, but Sir William misunderstood him.

It is your mischance, sir, to put no harsher interpretation on it. But my decision is irrevocable, Mr. Butler, for I have destined Miss Warren to a loyal man, my kinsman, Michael Cardigan!

The spasm that jerked Mr. Butlers mouth into that ghastly grimace I knew so well, was not lost on Sir William.

Ill take that chance, too, said Mr. Butler, bowing.

What do you mean, sir? demanded Sir William, steadying his voice with an effort.

But Walter Butler only replied with such glare at me that Sir William involuntarily turned to find me, rigid, behind him. The next moment Captain Butler passed noiselessly 118 out into the starlight, wrapping his black cloak around him.

Sir William followed him mechanically to the door, and I at his heels, burning for a quarrel with Walter Butler, and awaiting only for Sir William to return to the library, and leave me free to follow and insult Mr. Butler for the treacherous villain he had proved himself.

But Sir William, seeing me slinking out, laid a hand on my shoulder and spun me sharply round on my heels to look into my eyes.

Now what the devil are you up to? he broke out, half divining the truth. Michael! Michael! Dont be a fool! Are there not fools enough here to-night?

No, sir, I answered, sheepishly.

That is not the way to serve me, lad, said Sir William, roughly. Have I not sorrow enough without seeing you carried in here with a hole in your breast, you meddlesome ass?

I have a certain score to clean off, I muttered.

Oh, observed Sir William, coldly, a selfish quarrel — eh? I was a fond old fool to think I might count on you.

Tears started to my eyes; I could have bitten my tongue off.

You can count on me, sir, I said, choking out the words. I meant no harm; I am not selfish, sir; I care only for you.

I know it, lad, he said, kindly. And mind, I do not rebuke your spirit; I only ask you to learn discretion. This is no time to settle private matters. No man in America has that right now, because every mans life belongs to the country!

On which side, sir? I faltered.

Sir William was silent for a while. Presently he took my arm and we walked out under the stars.

My boy, he said, sadly, I cannot answer you, but I can place matters in a clear light for you. The decision must remain with yourself.

Then he told me how the Boston people had been taxed without their consent, but I could not see why they should not cheerfully give their all to their King, and I said so. 

Very well, replied Sir William, gravely. Let us approach the matter from your personal view. Here are you, young, vigorous, of good lineage, and sure to succeed to your uncles title and estate some day. You are, at sixteen, an officer of his Majestys border cavalry; you have every prospect of promotion; the King remembers your father, Governor Tryon is your friend. And I, Michael, have decided to leave you, in my testament, sufficient to maintain you handsomely should you desire to marry Felicity before your uncles death. That, my boy, is the Kings side.

Now suppose, from a high motive of duty, you should suddenly resolve to embrace the cause of the plain people. Could you renounce your commission in the Kings army to shoulder a firelock, perhaps a stable-fork, in the ranks of your countrymen? Could you give up ease, hopes, position? Could you give up your friends and kinsmen? Could you give up what sum I may leave you in my will? For Sir John would never let a penny of my money go to a rebel. Could you give up, if need be, the woman you loved? Think, and be not in haste to answer. For that is the other side to embrace, with perhaps a hangmans rope at the end.

Am I to answer you to-night, sir? I asked.

God forbid! he said, solemnly.

I will say this, said I; that where my heart is, I would follow in rags. And my heart is with you, sir.

He stood still, drawing me closer, but said nothing more, for there came running out of the darkness an officer with naked claymore shining in the starlight, and when he drew near we saw it was Mr. Duncan.

The Indian is gone! he panted. Gone away crazed with fever! The doctor lies in the hut with a broken shoulder; Quider crushed it in his madness!

Sir William swayed as though struck.

The sentries chased him to the woods, continued poor Duncan, out of breath; but he ran like a panther and — we had your orders not to fire. He will die, anyhow; the doctor says he will seek some creek or pond and die in the water like a poisoned rat. They are bringing the doctor now.

Up out of the shadow loomed two soldiers, forming a litter with their muskets, on which sat our doctor, Pierson, head 120 hanging. And when Sir William came to him he looked up with a sick grimace and shook his head feebly.

He broke those ropes as though they had been worsted, he said. I tried to hold him down, but he had the strength of delirium, Sir William. I want that fat surgeon of the Royal Americans to set this bone, he added, weakly, and fell a-groaning.

Mr. Duncan started on a run for the barracks; the soldiers and the injured man passed on towards the guard-house, and Sir William stood staring after them.

Presently he said, aloud, Gods will be done on my poor country!

We walked back to the house together. Some of the guests were leaving, but the card-room was still crowded, and in the library my Lord Dunmore lay on the carpet cursing and vomiting and shrieking that no man should put him to bed, and that he meant to crack another bottle or a dozen heads.

Here and there, out through the orchard, drunken Indians lurched lodgeward, followed by their patient squaws; here and there sedan-chairs passed, the grunting bearers stepping lively in the brisk night wind.

Below the hill, in Johnstown, the court-house windows were still twinkling with lights, and when the wind set our way, we could hear the distant strains of the brigade band playing for the dancers.

Sir William entered the hallway of his house and looked around. In a corner of one window sat Mrs. Hamilton and Mr. Bevan, somewhat close together; in another window were gathered Colonel Claus and his lady and Sir John Johnson, whispering. Brant, surrounded by a bevy of fine ladies, was turning over the pages of a book and answering questions in polite monosyllables, for he had a quiet contempt for those who regarded him as a curiosity, though susceptible enough to real homage.

And out of all my house, murmured Sir William, in a bitter voice, not one whom I can trust — not one! — not one!

After a moment I plucked at his sleeve, reproachfully.

Yes — I know — I know, my boy. But I need a man now — a man of experience, a man in bodily vigour, a man in devotion. 

You need a man to go to Colonel Cresap, I whispered. For the first and only time in my life I saw that I had startled Sir William.

Let me go, sir? I entreated, eagerly. If I am keen enough to read your purpose, I am not too stupid to carry it out. I know what you wish. I know you cannot trust your message to paper, nor to a living soul except me. I know what to say to Colonel Cresap. Let me serve you, sir, for I do long so to help you?

We had fallen back to the porch again while I was speaking, Sir William holding me so tightly by the elbow that his clutch numbed my arm.

I cannot, he muttered, under his breath. To-morrow Dunmore will set his spies to see that Cresap remains undisturbed. The Ohio trails will be watched for a messenger from me. Who knows what Dunmores and Butlers men might do to carry out their designs on my Cayugas?

Dare they attack an officer in uniform? I asked, astonished.

What is there to prevent a shot in ambush? And are there no renegades in Johnstown to hire? replied Sir William, bitterly. Why, the towns full of them, lad; men as desperate as Jack Mount himself.

But I know the woods! You, yourself, sir, say I am a very Mohawk in the woods! I pleaded. I fear no ambush, though the highwayman Jack Mount himself were after me. Have I not been twice to the Virginia line with Brant? Do you think I could fail to reach Cresap with the whole forest as plain to me as the Stony Way below this hill? And remember I carry no papers to be stolen. I could first go with belts to the Cayugas, and tell the truth about Quider and his party. Then I would deliver the belts as you delivered them to Quider. Then I would find Cresap and show him what a fool he is.

And so serve the enemies of the King? said Sir William, looking keenly at me.

And so serve you, sir, I retorted, in a flash. Are you an enemy to the King?

But, my boy, said Sir William, huskily, do you understand that you must go alone on this mission? 

I sprang forward and threw my arms around him with a hug like a young bear.

Then Im going! Im going! I whispered, enchanted, while he murmured brokenly that he could not spare me and that I was all he had on earth.

But I would not be denied; I coaxed him to my little bedroom, lighted the candle, and made him sit down on my cot. Then I explained excitedly my purpose, and to prove that I knew the trails, I sharpened my treasured Faber pencil and made a drawing for him, noting every ford and carrying-place — which latter I proposed to avoid — and finally hazarded a guess as to the exact spot where Colonel Cresap might be found.

Also, in pantomime and whispers, I rehearsed the part I meant to play before the Cayugas, making the speeches that Sir William had made to Quider, as nearly as I could remember, and delivering each belt in dumb show and with all the dignity I could command, till I came to the last, which, by mistake, I spoke of as a red instead of black belt.

Wait, interrupted Sir William, who had become deeply interested; what is black in the Mohawk tongue?

Kahonji, I replied, promptly.

And in Onondaga?

Osuntah, sir.

And in Cayuga?

I hesitated, then blushed, for I did not know.

Sweandaea, said Sir William, gravely; how are you to bear my peace-belts if you know not the red of war from the black of good intent?

I should have said Hot-Kwah-Weyo — good-red, not war-red, I replied, so naïvely that Sir William laughed outright.

With such resourceful impudence, he said, you cannot be misunderstood among the Six Nations. It eases my mind to find you quick and ingenious in a tight place, lad. But, Michael, have a care to use no Delaware words, for that would render my Cayugas suspicious.

I promised eagerly, and we sat down together to go over the trail, mile by mile, computing the circles I should be 123 obliged to take to avoid the carrying-places where spies were most to be feared.

Dunmore rides South in a week, said Sir William. But he will not wait till he reaches Virginia before he sends out his emissaries to urge Cresap on. You must beat them, lad, and go afoot at that.

I can go the faster, said I. Horses are useless in the Pennsylvania bush until you reach Crown Gap. I take it that Lord Dunmores men, being Virginians, will go mounted, and that gives me double time to reach Cresap.

And so we sat there together on the bed, planning, suggesting precautions, counting the dangers and mischances only to discount them with confidence in my knowledge of woodcraft, and the night wore on till my candle sank into a lake of wax, trailing a long, flaring flame.

There is one thing I have thought of, said I, soberly. It is this: if I am going out as an enemy to the King, I cannot for shame aid me by wearing the Kings uniform. Therefore, with your approval, sir, I will go in my buckskins, unless you believe that, by this journey of mine, I will benefit our King.

Then, said Sir William, slowly, you must go in your buckskins, lad.

The moment had come; I was face to face with it now.

Am — am I to resign my commission in the Border Horse, sir? I faltered. The prospect of the sacrifice choked my speech, and my heart swelled with a grief that sent the water to my eyes in spite of me.

Sir William considered me in silence, then broke out: No, no! Not yet. Who knows but what this war may never break over us! No, no, my boy! Your errand is an errand of justice and mercy. I send you as my own messenger. It is my duty to protect my Cayugas, and it is yours to obey me. You may, for the present at least, retain your commission and your sword with honour. It is Dunmore and Butler we are fighting now, not our King.

I shall go in my buckskins, anyhow, I said, cheerfully, and thankful that the evil moment had been put off — that evil moment which I now understood was surely coming for us both. He knew it, too; his face was loose and seamed and 124 gray and haggard; the light of the candles smoky wick, swimming in wax, threw ghastly shadows over brow and cheeks.

As we sat there, my hand in his, staring at the phantoms of that ominous future, I heard Silver Heels come running up the stairs and stop at my door, calling out to Sir William.

When I opened the door she drew back scornfully, but, catching a glimpse of Sir William within, she marched past me and perched herself on Sir Williams knees, both arms around his neck.

What she whispered to him I could not hear, but he promptly shook his head in refusal, and presently it came out that she was teasing to be allowed to go with a certain fat dame, Lady Shelton, and make a months stay with her at Pittsburg.

I do so long to go, pleaded Silver Heels. I have never been anywhere, you know. And we are to have such rare pleasures at the June running races, and there will be horses from Virginia and Maryland and New York, and we are to have dancing every evening and a dinner given for me! Oh, dear! Oh, dear! I want to go so much! I truly do, sir, and I should be so happy and so thankful to you—

In Heavens name, stop your chatter, Felicity! cried Sir William, striving to undo her arms from his neck, but she only kissed him and clung so tightly and reproachfully that he gave up in sheer fatigue.

Oh, go, then! Go, you little witch! And mind you take Betty with you! And mind that Aunt Mary provides for you ere you go!

Silver Heels embraced him rapturously with a little shout of delight, and sped away to the nursery without a glance at me. What did I care? I had begun to dislike her cordially; I could afford to, now that she in her turn disliked Mr. Bevan.

I had also the savage satisfaction of remembering that she was free of Walter Butler forever, and I observed her departure grimly. As for Sir Williams new desire to see us wedded, I had not at all made up my mind. Besides, Silver Heels despised me, and I would not endure that.

Presently Sir William rose and walked out into the hallway, saying, with affected carelessness: Then you will start before dawn, Michael? 

Yes, sir, said I, cheerfully.

I shall be in the library when you go. Stop there a moment.

His voice was quivering, but he did not flinch, and I heard him descending the stairs towards the nursery where Mistress Molly was saying: What is all this about Felicitys journeying to Pittsburg, Sir William? Why, the child has no clothes that befit her rank and station, dear, and the expense—

Tush! Who cares for the expense? If shes going shes got enough to start with, and Ill send to New York, my dear. Of course I know our little maid must outshine the rest o them, Molly. Make a list for York, and Ill send it by Billy Tryon.

Their voices were shut out with the nursery door closing, and I stole back through the dark entry into my room and lighted another candle.

In the feverish delight of preparation, I gave little thought to Silver Heels. Excitement at the nearness of my departure proved a lively antidote for sorrow — nay, the fever of anticipation burnt out regret and seared with its caustic the frail unopened bud of romance.

Silver Heels? Silver Heels? What did I care now? Let her live to regret it all — after I had gone! Let her live to marvel at my mysterious disappearance, and vainly seek to solve it until I returned, loaded with glory and importance. Then I might see her at Fort Pitt. But what did I care? She couldnt marry Walter Butler; the dragoon Bevan belonged to Mrs. Hamilton; and now she was going to Pittsburg to see the races and be rid of both Butler and Bevan. So all was right everywhere; let the world spin on! As for me, I was off for glory and the green delight of the woodlands that I loved.

I made up my pack on the bed: a blanket, four pairs of Mohawk moccasins, a change of flannels, a spare shirt, and three pairs of knitted socks. Down in the store-room I found corn-meal, salt, and pork, and tied each in its sack. Powder and ball were to be had in the guard-house, so I ran across the grass and into the block-house where Wraxall, our sottish Johnstown barber, stood shaving Mr. Duncan.

Better join me in a midnight shave! he called out, as I 126 darted past and unhooked the keys of the magazine from the brass nail over the fireplace.

When I returned with the powder and bullets I weighed them in the guard-house scales and gave Mr. Duncan a written receipt for them.

Come! come! Mr. Cardigan, he said, would you kill deer in May? What the deuce do you want of all this powder? Nobody has dug up any war-hatchets that I know of.

Wraxall, who was strapping his razor, looked at me curiously. I ignored Mr. Duncans banter and plumped myself into the chair where he had been sitting.

A close shave for Mr. Cardigan! said Mr. Duncan, holding his dripping face over the barbers basin. Unless, he added, politely, the gentleman desires you to leave his mustachios à la Française.

My face being as smooth as a girls, the barber sneered, but I bade him lather me deep and have a care to follow grain. I cared not a whit for Mr. Duncans mirth, I was too happy, and when Wraxall had scraped me well, I ordered him to shear off my hair.

Piteous Heaven! exclaimed Mr. Duncan. Nay, barber! — spare that queue!

Off it drops! said I, briskly. Now get the hair-powder out, and trim my hair to a crop, Wraxall! Whew! man, dont breathe on me, you malt-worm! I dont want to get drunk, I want a cropped head!

Shaved for a wig, sir? demanded Wraxall, sulkily, fiddling with his shears.

No, no, I replied, hastily, while Mr. Duncan roared with laughter; I dont desire a shaved pate, my friend. Cut it à la coureur-de-bois!

Do you expect to take the Kings highway with Jack Mount? asked Mr. Duncan. But I refused to be drawn out, and finally he went away with his curiosity on tenter-hooks and none the wiser.

When Wraxall had shorn me and removed the powder from my hair, I gathered up my ammunition and provisions and hastened back to the house. The place was dark save for a light in the library. I felt my way up the stairs and into my chamber, where I first filled bullet-pouch and powder-horn, 127 then rolled the spare ammunition and provisions into my pack and buckled the load tightly.

Now, rapidly undressing, I donned a new hunting-shirt and leggings, first making sure that the fringe had not been weakened by mice, to leave me without cords should I need them. Over my shoulders I slung powder-horn and bullet-pouch, slipped hatchet and hunting-knife into the clout pockets, and then took my rifle from the corner and unwrapped the deer-hide case.

Thrice I tested the flint, pouring a little powder into the pan, and thrice the pan flashed, and the ball of vapour shot up to the ceiling. So all was ready. I lingered only to buckle my money-belt under my shirt, pouch a dozen new flints and a case of wadding, then hoisted my pack to my shoulders, strapped it on the hips, blew out the candle, and stole into the hallway, trailing my rifle.

Passing the door of Silver Heelss chamber, my heart suddenly grew tender and I hesitated. But the memory of her many misdeeds hardened it immediately, and I went on, tasting contentedly of a perverse resentment which smacked pleasantly of martyrdom. All asses, they say, are born to martyrdom.

I crept past the nursery without accident, but barked my shins on the stocks in the hallway. Yet Mistress Molly did not awake — or was it that she knew what errand I was bound on? Perhaps. Still, to this day I do not know whether or not Sir William had confided in her. God rest her! I never saw her again.

I went softly through the lower hall, through the card-room, and tapped at the library door. It was opened without a sound.

We gazed silently at each other for a long time. I, for one, could not trust myself to speak. All the joy and exhilaration of adventure had suddenly left me; I felt the straps of my pack straining my shoulders, but the burden on my back was not as heavy as my hearts full load.

He seemed so old, so tired, so gray; his eyes had acquired that peering look which one notices in faces scored by care. What a blight had come upon him in these few weeks! Where was that ruddy glow, that full swell of muscle as he moved, 128 that clear-eyed, full-fronted presence that I knew so well! How old his hands appeared under the cuffs limp lace; how old his loose face, all in ashy seams; how old his slow eyes — how old, old, old!

He rose as though his back, instead of mine, bore the burden, and together, without a word, we passed through the dark house and out to the porch. Dawn silvered the east, but the moon in its first quarter lay afloat in the western clouds, and a few stars looked down through a sky caked with frosted fleece.

He embraced me in silence, holding me a long time to his breast, yet never a word was said, and never a sound fell on the night air save my desperate gulps to crush back the sob that strained in my throat.

Presently I was conscious that I had left him, and was running fast through the darkness, blind as a bat for the tears, breathless, too, for, as I halted and turned to look back, far away against the dawn I saw our house as a black mass, with a single candle twinkling in the basement. So I knew Sir William still kept his vigil in the library.

The streets of Johnstown were dark, save for the rare lanthorns of the watchmen, but there seemed to be many people abroad, most of them noisy and quarrelsome. To tell the truth, I had never before seen so much swaggering and drunkenness in Johnstown, and I marvelled at it as I hastened on. Once, as I passed a tavern, two men, journeying in opposite directions, hailed each other with a new phrase: Greeting, friend! God save our country! At which a drunken soldier from the tavern bawled out: God save our country — eh? Thats the Boston rebels password! God save the King and damn the country! — you yellow-bellied Whigs!

A small crowd gathered, but I hastened on; yet behind me I heard oaths and blows and cries of: Lobster! Tory! Kill the red-coat! And everywhere along the street windows were raised and men looked out, some shouting: Rebel! Traitor! or Bloody-back! Tea-sot — toss-pot! and some called for the watch.

Many people began to rush hither and thither. A little peddler got under my feet and fell sprawling and squealing 129 till I picked him up and set him on his legs. He was a small Hebrew man, Saul Shemuel, who came a-peddling often to our servants; but in his terror he did not know me, and he fled madly into Rideups Tavern with a soldier after him, vowing hed have one rebel scalp even though it were a Jewish one.

I had no time to linger, yet behind me I heard a sharp fight begin at Rideups Tavern, which is another pot-house much frequented by Boston men. Presently as I climbed the hill I heard the drums at the guard-house beating the alarm, and I knew the fray would soon end with the patrols arrival from their barracks.

But what had come over our staid towns-people and farmers and tenants that they should damn each other for rebels and Tories? It amazed me to see old neighbours shaking their fists out of windows and cursing one another with such extraordinary and unnecessary fury.

Truly, if in our village this question of tuppence worth o tea drove men mad, what wonder Sir William and Governor Tryon should frown and shake their heads over a pinch o snuff?

But I was to leave all this trouble behind me now. Already the misty wilderness loomed up in the south, vague as a ghostly vision in the moons beams. Ah, my woods! — my dear, dear woods! One plunge into that dim, sweet shadow and what cared I for King or rebel or any woman who ever lived?


CHAPTER IX
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MY FIRST THREE weeks in the woods were weeks of heaven. Never had I seen the forest so beautiful, never had the soft velvet lights clothed the wilderness with such exquisite mystery. Along the stony beds of lost ravines I passed and saw the frosty bowlders lie like silver mounds in the dawn, glimmering through steaming waters. I passed at eventide when the sunset turned the cliffs to crumbling crags of gold, and I saw massed mountain peaks reflected in pools where the shadows of great fish moved like clouds.

I ate and drank and slept in the dim wood stillness undisturbed; I waked when my guide, the sun, flamed through the forest, and I followed in his lead, resting when he hung circling in the noonday heavens, following again when he resumed the sky-trail towards the west, seeking my couch when he lay down below the worlds blue edge to fold him in the blanket of the night.

Twice came the rain, delicately perfumed showers shaking down through a million leaves, leaving frail trails of vapour errant through the trees, and powdered jewels on every leaf.

And I lived well on that swift trail where the gray grouse scuttled through the saplings, and in every mossy streamlet the cold, dusky troutlings fought for the knot of scarlet yarn on my short hand-line. Once I saw bronzed turkeys, all huddled in a brood at twilight, craning and peering from their tree-perch; but let them go, as I had meat to spare. Once, too, at dawn, I heard a bull-moose lipping tree-buds, and lay still in my blanket while the huge beast wandered past, crack! crash! and slop! slop! through the creek, his hide all smeared with clay and a swarm of forest flies whirling over him. Lord, how rank he did smell, but for all that I was glad the wind set not the other way, for it is sometimes the toss of a coin what your bull-moose will do, run or fight 131 at sight; nor is it even doubtful in September, when the moose-cow wallows and bawls across the marshes for her antlered gallant on the ridge.

I saw but one moose, for there are not many in our forests, though they say the Canadas do swarm with them, and also with elks and caribous.

There were few birds to be seen except near rivers: a blue-gray meat-bird here and there whining in the hemlocks, a great owl huddled on a limb, and sometimes a troop of black-cheeked chickadees that came cheerfully to hand for a crumb of corn. Squirrels were everywhere — that is, everywhere except through the pine belts, and there I had to make out with the bitter flesh of those villain partridges which feed on spruce-tips. Id as soon eat a hawk in winter or dine on slices of fried spruce-gum, for truly there is more nourishment in a moccasin than in these ignoble birds dressed up like toothsome partridges.

I had not met a soul on the trail, nor had I found any fresh signs save once, and that was the print of a white mans moccasin on the edge of a sandy strip near the head-waters of the Ohio, which is called the Alleghany, north of Fort Pitt.

This foot-mark disturbed me, although it was three days old and pointing north. But that signified nothing, for the man who made it had come in a canoe, yet I could find no sign that a canoe had been beached there, nor, indeed, any further marks of moccasins, and I made moderate haste to get under cover, as I am timid about things I cannot account for.

Reason enough, moreover, for if there were no signs except that single imprint, it was clear that the man who left that mark was wading the river because he wished to leave no trail. And who is not suspicious of those who appear to be at pains to conceal their tracks?

There is something terrifying in the sudden apparition of a fellow-creature in the woods. When one has been living alone in the forest solitude, day after day, perhaps even craving company, I know nothing so shocking as the unexpected sight of another man in the wilderness.

Why this is so, why fear, caution, and anger are invariably the primal instincts, I do not fully understand. 

Sometimes, lying perdu, I have seen the tasselled ears of a wild-cat flatten at first sight of a stranger cat; I have seen the wolverine snarl hideously as he winded a strange comrade; I have seen the solitary timber-wolf halt, hair on end and every hot fang bared, where a brother wolf had crossed his trail an hour before.

So I; for as I slunk away from that foot-mark in the sand-willows, I found myself priming my rifle and looking behind me with all the horror of a Robinson Crusoe, though I had miles of country to avoid the unknown man withal.

Early that morning, having crossed, as nearly as I could make out, the boundary between our Province of New York and the Province of Pennsylvania, I had approached, somewhat nearer than I meant to, the carrying-place on the Alleghany, which lies directly in the Fort Pitt trail.

Now, at mid-day, the sun heating the forest, I found my pack very heavy and my shirt wet with exertion, but dared not halt until I had circled around that carrying-place. So I toiled on, the very rifle in my hand heavy as lead, and my eyes nearly blinded with the sweat that poured from my hair and neck, bathing me in a sort of stinging coolness. My stomach, too, was asking the hour, and the green-eyed deer-flies whirled over me, fierce for blood, for I durst not lag even to wash my face in oil of pennyroyal.

It was only when at last above the trees in the east I perceived the blue peak of a mountain that I knew I was safe enough; for the peak in the east belonged to the Alleghany range, and I had steered a fine circle without losing a mile.

However, I jogged on along a runway made hard by the hoof of countless deer herds, until I came to a thread of water curving through the moss like a sword-blade on green velvet. Here I knelt, let go my pack, and rolled over on the moss, dog-tired.

Hands clasped on my empty stomach I lay looking up at the sky through the matted leaves that thatched my forest roof, too tired even to drink. But the accursed deer-flies drove me to water as they drive the deer, and I drank my fill and smeared me with pennyroyal and tallow, face and wrists.

For the first time since I had entered the wilderness I made no fire, but munched a cold breast of partridge and 133 drove it into my stomach with bits of ash-cake, drinking a mouthful between bites to moisten the dry cheer. I ate very slowly, my eyes making their mechanical circuit of the silent trees, my ears ever flattened for a noise behind me.

Silence breeds silence; mans movements in the woods are soft and cat-like where caution is an instinct. I speak of true woodsmen — those who know the solitary life — not of loud and careless men who swagger into Gods woodland mysteries as to a tavern tap-room.

Now, as I sat there, crumbs on my knees yet unbrushed, a sudden instinct arose in me that I had been followed; nay, not so sudden, either, for the vague idea had been slowly taking shape since I had seen that sign in the river-bed among the willows.

I had absolutely no reason for believing this; the foot-print was three days old and it pointed north. Yet, at the mere thought, the skin on my neck began to roughen and my nose gave little twitches. Unconsciously I had already risen, priming my rifle, and for a moment, I stood there, ankle deep in moss. Then, moved by no impulse of my own, I swear, I lifted my pack and passed swiftly along the little brook towards the main trail. Presently, through the willows to the right, I caught a glimpse of a shallow stream rushing noiselessly over a sand bottom, and on the other side of the stream I saw a notched tree, the Fort Pitt trail!

Now I deliberately made a string of plain foot-tracks along the sandy stream, pointing towards the shallowest spot. Here I forded, and made more tracks in the mud, entering the Fort Pitt trail. I ran down this trail till I came to a brier, and on the thorns of a spray which crossed the broad, hard trail, I left a few strings from my fringed hunting-shirt. Then I began to walk backward till I reached the spot where I had entered the trail from the sandy stream. I backed down this bank, forded the shallows, then, instead of coming out on the sand, I waded up stream to my little thread of a brook, and up that brook till I found a great log choking it. And behind this log I squatted, panting, and astonished at my own performance.

Yet, even now, I could not find reason to blush at my timid precautions, for that feeling of being followed still 134 haunted me. It was neither a cowards panic nor a cool mans alarm; it was something that drove me to cover my tracks. The white hare does it when unpursued by hounds; the grouse do it when no pointer follows — why? I know no more than the white hare or the grouse.

From my form among the ferns, rabbit-like I huddled with palpitating flanks and nose atwitch in the wind. Nothing stirred save those sad, deformed leaves that drift earthward, dead ere spring is fled. Bubble! bubble! dripped the stream, its tiny waterfall full of voices, now clear, now indistinct, but always calling sweetly, Michael! Michael! Michael! And if your name be not Michael, nevertheless it will call you by your name. And the voice is ever the voice of the best beloved.

Alert, sniffing the air, I still could hear the voice of Silver Heels, down under the waterfall, and sometimes she called through laughter, Michael! and sometimes far away like a wind-blown cry, and sometimes like a whisper close to my face.

So rang her voice as an old song in my ears, the while my eyes scanned the dappled tree-trunks of a silvery beechwood, east and west, and through a long vista where, across a sunny streak of water, the Fort Pitt trail ran southwest.

The sun had spanned an hours length on the blue dial of the sky, yet nothing moved in the woods. Still, strangely, I felt no impatience, no desire to chide myself for good time lost in groundless watchfulness. One by one the tall trees shed young leaves too early dead; the voices in the waterfall made low melody; the white sun-spots waned and glowed, mottling the silvered tree-trunks, lacing the water with a paler fretwork.

I sat now with my cheek on the cool, moist log, my rifle in my lap, watching the trees along the Fort Pitt trail. And, as I watched, I saw a man come out on the sandy bank of the stream and kneel down where my tracks crossed to the waters edge.

I was not astonished, but all over me my flesh moved, and without a sound I sank down behind my log into a soft ball of buckskin.

The man was Walter Butler. I knew him, though God 135 alone knows how I could, for he wore the shirt of a Mohawk and beaded leggings to the hips, and at that distance might have been an Indian. He bore a rifle, and there was a hatchet in his beaded belt, and on his head he wore a round cap of moleskin under which his black, coarse hair, freed from the queue, fell to his chin.

He crouched there, examining my tracks with closest attention for full a minute, then rose gracefully and followed, tracing them up to the Fort Pitt trail.

Here I saw two other men come swiftly through the trees to meet him, but, though they gesticulated violently and pointed down the stream, they spoke too low for me to hear a single whisper.

Suddenly, to my horror, a canoe shot across my line of sight and stopped as suddenly, held by the setting-pole in midstream. It contained a white man, who leaned on the setting-pole, silently awaiting the result of the conference on the bank above.

The conference ended abruptly; I saw two of the men start south towards Fort Pitt, while Butler came hastily down to the waters edge and waded out to the canoe.

He boarded the frail craft from the bow, straddling it skilfully and working his way to his place. Then the two setting-poles flashed in the sunshine and the canoe shot out of sight.

My mind was working rapidly now, but, at first, anger succeeded blank perplexity. What did Captain Butler mean by following me through the forests? The answer came ere the question had been fully formed, and I knew he hated me and meant to kill me.

How he had learned of my mission, whether he had actually learned of it, or only suspected it from my disappearance, concerned me little. These things were certain: he was Lord Dunmores emissary as I was the emissary of Sir William; he was bound for Cresaps camp as was I; and he intended to intercept me and kill me if that meant the winning of the race. Ay, he meant to kill me, anyhow, for how could he ever again appear in Johnstown if I lived to bear witness to his treachery?

I must give up my visit to the Cayugas for the present. It 136 was to be a race now to Cresaps camp, and, though they had their canoe to speed withal, the advantage lay on my side; for I was seeking no mans life, whereas they must soon find that they had over-run their scent and would spend precious time in ambushes. Besides, they doubtless believed that somewhere I had a canoe hid, and that would keep them hanging around the carry-trails while I made time by circling them.

One thing disturbed me: two of them had gone by water and two by the Fort Pitt trail, and this threw me hopelessly into the wilderness without the ease of a trodden way.

Slowly I resumed my pack, reprimed my rifle, and turned my nose southward, bearing far enough west to keep out of earshot from the river and the trail.

At first I had looked upon Fort Pitt as a hospitable wayside refuge, marking nine-tenths of my journey towards Cresaps camp. But now I dared not present myself there, with Walter Butler hot on my trail, armed not only with hatchet and rifle, but also doubtless with some order of Lord Dunmore which might compel the officers at Fort Pitt to hand me over to Butler on his mere demand.

For, although Fort Pitt was rightfully on Pennsylvania soil, it had long been claimed by Virginia, and it was a Virginia garrison that now held it. Thus, should I stop there, I should be under the laws of Virginia and under the claw-thumb of Dunmore or anybody who might claim authority to represent him.

There is, I have been told, a vast region which lies between the Alleghany Mountains and the Mississippi, a desolate wilderness save for a few British garrisons at Natchez, at Vincennes, and at Detroit. These troops are placed there in order to establish the claim of our King to the region lately wrested from the French. Fort Pitt commanded the gateway to this wilderness, and the Ohio flowed through it; and for years Virginia and Pennsylvania had disputed for the right to control this gateway. Virginia held it by might, not right. Through it Daniel Boone had gone some years before; now Cresap had followed; and who could doubt that the Governor of Virginia had urged him on?

But the march of Cresap not only disturbed Sir William 137 in his stewardship; it angered all Pennsylvania, and this is the reason:

The Virginians under Cresap went to settle, and to keep the Indians at a distance; the Pennsylvanians, on the other hand, went only to trade with the Cayugas, and they were furious to see Cresaps men spoil their trade. This I learned from Sir William on our evening walks about Quiders hut; and I learned, too, that Fort Pitt was a Virginia fortress on Pennsylvania soil, guarded not only against the savages, but also against the Pennsylvanians, who traded powder and shot and rifles with the Cayugas, and thus, according to my Lord Dunmore practically incited the savages to resist such philanthropists as himself.

Clearly then, no emissary of Sir William would be welcomed at Pittsburg fortress or town; and I saw nothing for it but to push on through the gateway of the west, avoiding Butlers men as best I could, and seeking the silly, deluded Cresap under the very nose of my Lord Dunmore.

My progress was slow; at times I sank between tree-roots, up to the thighs in moss; at times the little maidens of the flowering briers bade me tarry in their sharp, perfumed embrace. Now it was a wiry moose-bush snare that enlaced my ankles and sent me sprawling, pack and all; now the tough laurel bound me to the shoulders in slender ropes of blossoms which only my knife could sever. Tired out while yet the sun sent its reddening western rays deep into the forest, I knelt again, dropped my pack under a hemlock thicket, and crawled out to a heap of rocks which overhung a ravine.

The sunlight fell full in my face and warmed my body as I crept through a mat of blueberry bushes and peered over the edge of the crag down into the ravine.

A hundred feet below the Alleghany flowed, a glassy stream tinted with gold, reflecting forest and cliff and a tiny triangle of cobalt sky. Its surface was a mirror without a flaw, save where a solitary wild-duck floated, trailing a rippled wake, or steered hither and thither, craning its green neck after water-flies and gnats.

How still it was below; how quiet the whole world was — quieter for the hushed rumour of the winds on some far mountain spur. 

The little blue caps which every baby peak had worn all day were now changed for night-caps of palest rose; the wild plums bloom dusted every velvet mountain flank, the forest was robed in flowing purple to its roots, which the still river washed in sands of gold.

Below me a brown hawk wheeled, rising in narrowing spirals like a wind-blown leaf, higher, higher, till of a sudden its bright eye flashed level with mine and it sheered westward with a rush of whistling feathers. I watched it drifting away under the clouds into the sunset, with a silly prayer that wings might be fastened to my tired feet, as Minnomonedo, leaning out from the centre of heaven, dipped the first bird in Mon-o-ma, the Spirit Water, which was also I-ós-co, the Water of Light. Te-i-o! Te-i-o! I murmured, On-ti-o — I-é nia, oh, Mon-a-kee!

For God knows — and forgives — that, at sixteen, I was but an Algonquin in superstition, fearing Minnomonedo and seeking refuge in that God whom I did not dread.

In towns and cities the savage legends which I had imbibed with my first milk vanished from my mind completely, leaving no barriers to a calm worship of the Most High. But in the woods it was different; every leaf, every blossom represented links in those interminable chains of legends with which I had been nourished, and from which nothing but death can entirely wean me.

To me, the birds that passed, the shy, furry creatures that slipped back into the demi-light, the insects, the rocks, water, clouds, sun, moon, and stars were comrades with names and histories and purposes, exercising influences on each other and on me, and calling for an individual and intimate recognition which I cared not to disregard in the forest, though I might safely forget them amid the crowded wastes of civilization.

I do not mean to say that I credited the existence of such creatures as the wampum bird, nor did I believe that the first belt was made of a quill dropped to earth from the fearsome thing. This was nonsense; even at night I dared mock at it. But still every human being knows that, in the midnight wilderness, strange things do pass which no man can explain — strange beasts move, strange shapes dance by elf-fires, 139 and trees talk aloud, one to another. If this be witchcraft, or if it be but part of a life which our vast black forests hide forever from the sun, I know not. Sir William holds that there are no witches, yet I once heard him curse a Huron hag for drying up his Devon cattle with a charm. We Christians know that a red belt lies ever between God and Satan. And I, as a woodsman, also know that, if there be demons in Biskoona, a thousand bloody belts lie for all time twixt Minno and Mudjee, call them what you will, and their voices are in the passing thunder and in the noises of the eight great winds.

Sprawling there on the warm rocks like a young panther in the sun, ears attuned to the faintest whisper of danger, I gnawed a strip of dried squirrels flesh and sucked up the water from a dripping mossy cleft, sweet cheer to an empty belly.

As for fire, that was denied me by my sense, though I knew that the coming night would stiffen me. But I cared little for that: what occupied my thoughts was how to obtain food when a single shot might bring Butler and his trackers hot on the scent ere the rifle smoke had blown clear of the trees.

It was not always that one might knock down a stupid partridge with a stick, nor yet were there trout in every water-crack. I looked down at the darkening river, where the wild mallard still circled and darted its neck after unseen midges; and my mouth watered, for he was passing plump, this Southern lingerer, fresh from the great gulf.

If he be there in the morning, thought I, perhaps I may risk a shot and take to my heels. For had I not thrown Butler and his crew from my trail as easily as I brush a bunch of deer-flies from my hunting-shirt? And if I could do it once, I could repeat the trick in a dozen pretty ways of my own knowledge and of Thayendanegeas invention. Still I knew he was no forest blunderer, this Butler man; he had proved that in the Canadas; and I did not mean to be over-confident nor to rock caution to sleep in my first triumph.

And Lord! — how I hated him and wished him evil, waking, sleeping, in sickness and in health, ay, living or dead, I wished him evil and black mischance on his dark souls flight to the last accounting. So, with thoughts of hatred and revenge, 140 I saw the cinders of the sun go out behind the forest and the web of night settling over the world. Wrapped in my blanket, curled up in a bed of blueberry, I folded my hands over my body like a chipmunk and said a prayer to the God whom I did not fear. After that I reprimed my rifle, covering flint and pan to keep out the dew, settled the stock in a crevice near my head, and lay down again to watch for the full moon, whose yellow light was already soaring up behind a black peak in the east. And all night long I lay on that borderland of sleep which men in danger dare not traverse lest a sound find them unready. Slumbering, again and again I saw the moon through slitted lids, yet I rested and slept a sweet wholesome sleep which renewed my vigour by its very lightness.

Long before the sun had done painting the sky-scenes for his royal entry, I had brushed the dew from cap and blanket, primed my rifle afresh, and cautiously crawled to the cliffs brink.

Mist covered the river; I could not have seen a canoe had it been floating under my own crag; neither could I see my wild duck, though at times I heard his drowsy quack somewhere below, and the answering quack of his mate, now rejoining her lord and master. Perhaps a whole flock had come in by night.

Now, the intense stillness of early morn did not reassure me, nor did the careless quacking of the ducks convince me that the river and shore were untenanted save for them. Many a drowsing mallard has been caught by a lean fox or knocked on the head with a paddle. I had no mind to creep down and risk a shot at a shadow on the misty water, not knowing what else that mist might conceal. However, I was fiercely hungry, and I meant to have a duck. So, shivering, I undressed, and, stark naked, I picked my way down the clefts to the base of the cliff and slipped into the water like a mink.

The water was warmer than the air; I swam without a splash, straight towards the quacking sound, seeing nothing but the blank fog as yet, but meaning to seize the first duck by the legs if he were asleep, or by his neck if he dived.

Now, although I made no sound in the water, all around 141 me I felt the presence of live creatures stirring, and soon there began a peevish sound of half-awakened water-fowl, so that I knew I was near to a flock of them.

Suddenly, right in my face, a duck squawked and flapped; I grasped at the bird, but held only a fistful o feathers. In an instant the mist around me rang with strong wings beating the water, and with a whistling roar the flock drove past, dashing me with spray till I, smothered and choked, flung up my arm towards a floating tree-trunk. To my horror the log rolled completely over, and out of it two men fell, shrieking, on top of me, for the log I had grasped was a bark canoe, and I had spilled out my enemies on my own head.

We all went down, but I sank clear of the unseen men and rose again to swim for my life. They came to the surface behind me; I could see their shadowy heads over my shoulder, for the mist was lifting.

They were shouting now, evidently to others on the opposite bank, but my way led not thither, and I swam swiftly for the foot of my cliff, missing it again and again in the fog, until I found it at last, and ran panting and dripping up the cleft.

When I reached my rifle I leaned over the crag to look, but the river gorge remained choked with vapour, though here above all was bright gray dawn. The shouting below came clearly to my ears, also the splashing. I judged that the two men had thrown their arms over the capsized canoe, and thus, hands clasped, were making out to keep afloat; for in this manner only can a capsized canoe serve two men.

Drying my bruised feet and dripping skin in my blanket, I hastened to dress and strap on my pack, keeping a restless eye on the gulf below. When I was prepared, the sun, pushing up behind the peaks in the east, was already scattering the mist into long, thin clouds, and at intervals I made out the canoe floating bottom up, close inshore, and I heard the wrecked men paddling with their hands.

Presently Walter Butlers voice sounded from the bank, cautioning the swimming men to proceed slowly, and inquiring what was the cause for their upsetting.

They replied that a deer, swimming the river, had planted one foot in their bow while they slept, and so overturned the 142 canoe. But I knew that Walter Butler would not be long in discovering the tracks of my naked feet in the shore-sands where I had landed while searching for my cliff, so I prepared to leave without further ado, though angrily tempted to make a target of the phantom group below.

So, with a stomach stayed with a mouthful of corn and water, I started silently westward, meaning to make a circle, and, hiding my tracks, recross the river to take advantage of their sure pursuit by travelling on the Fort Pitt trail until again hunted into the forest.

Munching my corn as I plodded on, I still kept a keen lookout behind, though in the forest one can seldom see but a rod or two, and sometimes not even a yard except down the vista of some woodland stream.

It was useless to attempt to cover my tracks, for I could neither avoid breaking branches in the tangle, nor keep from leaving foot-prints on the soft moss which even a Boston schoolmaster might read a-running. But I could trot along the tops of fallen logs like a partridge, and use every watercourse that wound my way, so breaking my trail for all save a hound or an Indian. And this I did to check the pursuit which I knew must begin sooner or later.

It began even sooner than I expected, and almost caught me napping, for, resting a moment to scrutinize a broad stretch of barren ground, around which I had just circled in order to keep cover, I saw a man creeping among the rocks and berry-scrub, doubtless nosing about for my trail. A moment later another man moved on the eastern edge of the mountain flank, and at the same time, far up the river, I saw the canoe floating.

That was enough for me, and I started on a dog-trot down the slope and along the river-bed, plunging through willows and alders till I came to a bend from which the naked shoulder of the mountain could not be seen.

Thayendanegea had taught me to do what people thought I would be likely to do, but to accomplish it so craftily that they would presently think I had done something else.

When at length those who pursued me should find my trail on the southern border of the open scrub-land, they would have no difficulty in following me down the long incline to 143 the river where I now stood, ankle-deep in icy water. I had halted exactly opposite to the mouth of a rocky stream, and it was natural that I should ford the rapids here and continue, on the other bank, up that stream to hide my trail. They would expect me to do it, so this I did, and ran up the bed of the stream for a few rods, carelessly leaving a tiny dust line of corn-meal on the rocks as though in my headlong flight my sack had started a seam.

Then I turned around and waded down the brook again to the river, out to the shallow rapids, and so, knee-deep, hastened southward again to put the next bend between me and the canoe.

I was making but slow progress, for my sack galled me, the slippery, wet buckskin leggings chafed knee and ankle raw, and my soaked hunting-shirt glued its skirts to my thighs, impeding me at every stride. My drenched moccasins also left wet tracks on the Fort Pitt trail, which I knew the sun could not dry out for hours yet; but I did not believe that Butler and his crew would come up in time to see them.

I was mistaken; scarcely half an hour had passed ere their accursed canoe appeared bobbing down the rapids, paddles flashing in the sun; and I took to the forest again at a lively gait, somewhat disturbed, though my self-confidence permitted no actual anxiety to assail me.

I now played them one of Brants tricks, which was to change moccasins for a brand-new pair of larger size, and soled with ridged bear-hide. I also reversed them, toe pointing to the rear, and they made a fine mark on the moss.

Every twenty paces I stooped to brush up the pile of the velvet moss and so obliterate my tracks for the next twenty paces.

In this manner I travelled for three hours without sign of pursuit, and had it not been for my pack I could have jogged on till night. But my galled shoulders creaked for mercy, and I struggled out once more into the Fort Pitt trail and stood panting and alert, drenched with sweat.

The trail had been trodden within the hour; I saw fresh sign of two different moccasins, and of a coarse boot of foreign style, all pointing southward. The moccasins were 144 like one pair I had in my pack, of Albany make; the wearer of the boots toed in. These things I noticed quicker than I could relate them, and instinctively I changed my moccasins for the third time, and ran on, stepping carefully in the tracks of him who wore the Albany moccasins, and keeping a sharp eye ahead.

I had run nearly half a mile, and was beginning to look about for a vantage spot to rest on, when a turn in the trail brought me out along the river.

I scanned the stream thoroughly, and discovered nothing to balk at, but I could not see the opposite bank very plainly because the forest rose from the waters edge, and all was dusky where the low-arched branches screened the shore.

Under this a canoe might lie, or might not; there was no means of telling. I sniffed at the dusky screen of leaves, but had my sniffing for my trouble, as nothing moved there.

It was clear I could not remain in the Fort Pitt trail with at least two of the Butler crew behind me. Should I take to the tangled forest again? My shoulders begged me not to, but my senses jogged me to the prudent course. However, at certain times in mens careers, when body and mind clamour for different answers, a moment comes, even to the most cautious, when a risk smacks as sweet as a banquet.

One of those moments was coming now; I knew the risk of traversing that open bit of trail, but the hazard had a winy flavour withal, and besides it was such a few feet to safety — such a little risk. And I trotted out on the open trail.

Instantly a shot echoed in the gorge, and the pack on my back jerked. I never made such a jump in all my life before, for I had cleared the open like a scared fawn, and now stood glued to a tree, peering at the blue cloud of smoke which trailed along the opposite shore.

There it was! — there came their accursed canoe like a live creature poking its painted snout out of the leafy screen, and I cocked and primed my rifle and waited.

There were two men in the canoe; one paddled gingerly, the other had reloaded his rifle and was now squatting in the bow. But what astonished and enraged me was that I knew the men, Wraxall the barber, and Toby Tice, perfectly well. They were, moreover, tenants of Sir William, living with 145 their families in Johnstown, and their murderous treachery horrified me.

I had never shot at a man; I raised my rifle and held them on the sights for a moment, but there was no fever of the chase in me now, only a heart-sick horror of taking a neighbours life.

In a choked and shaky voice I hailed them, warning them back; my voice gave them a start, for I believe they thought me hard hit.

Go back, you clowns! I called. Shame on you, Toby Tice! Shame on you, Wraxall! What devils work is this? Are you turned Huron then with your knives and hatchets and your Seneca belts? Swing that canoe, I say! Au large! Au large! — or, by God, Ill drill you both with one ball!

Suddenly Wraxall fired. Through the blue cloud I saw Tice sweep au large, and I stepped out to the shore and shot a ripping hole through their canoe as it heeled.

Wraxall was reloading desperately; Tice started to send the canoe towards me once more, but suddenly catching sight of the leaking bottom, dropped on his knees and tried to draw the ripped flaps together.

Behind my tree I tore a cartridge open, rammed in a palmful of buckshot, primed, and fired, tearing the whole bow out of their flimsy bark craft. The canoe stood up like a post, stern in the air, and Wraxall lay floundering, while Tice shrieked and fell sprawling into the river, head first, like a plunging frog, paddles, poles, and rifle following.

They were swimming my way now, but I shouted to them to sheer off, and at rifle point warned them across the river to land where they might and thank God I had not driven them to the bottom with an ounce of buck.

I was still watching them to see they landed safely, and had half turned to take the trail again, when, almost under my feet, a human hand shot up above the river-bank and seized my ankle, tripping me flat. The next moment a man leaped up from the shore where he had been crouching, but as I lay on my back I gave him a violent kick in the face and rolled over out of reach. Before I could grasp my rifle, his hatchet flew, pinning one flap of my hunting-shirt to the ground; and I wrenched the hatchet free and hurled it back 146 at him, so that the flat of the blade smacked his face, and he dropped into the water with a scream.

Shaking all over, I rose and lifted my rifle, instinctively repriming. But the sight of the man in the mud, crawling about, gasping and blowing bloody bubbles, made me sick, and the next moment I turned tail and ran like a rabbit.

As I sped down the trail, over my shoulder I saw Walter Butler, planted out in the shoals of the river, taking steady aim at me, and I seized a tree and checked my course as his bullet sang past my face. Then I ran on, setting my teeth and vowing to repay that shot when my life was my own to risk again.

It was late in the afternoon when I turned once more from the trail and limped into the forest; and I was now close enough to exhaustion to feel for the first time in my life a touch of that desperation which makes a fury out of a cornered creature, be it panther or mouse.

For I had not been able to shake off pursuit, double and twist as I might. They were distant, it is true, but they plodded tirelessly, unerringly. Again and again I saw them on the rocks, on the vast arid reaches of the mountains, heads down to the trail, jogging along with horrid patience.

Once I doubled on them so close that I could see one of the band with his face tied up in a rag, doubtless the fellow who had tasted of his own toothsome hatchet. Walter Butler I could also distinguish, ever in the lead, rifle trailing. Only one among the others bore a rifle. I had certainly upset their canoe to good advantage. But now I began to repent me that I had not shot them in the water when I had the chance; for truly I was in a sorry condition to proceed farther, through forest or on trail; my limbs at times refused their service, and a twig tripped me when I needs must leap a log.

I fired my first long shot at them as they were entering a ravine below me, and I missed, for my hands were unsteady from my labouring breath. Yet I should have marked a deer where I pleased at that range.

This shot, however, delayed them, and they now advanced more slowly and cautiously, alert for another ambush. An hour later I gave them a second shot. My aim was wavering; my bullet only made one man duck his head. 

I was fighting for time now. If I could keep on until dark I had no fear for the morrow. To tell the truth, I had no actual fear then; it seemed so impossible that these Johnstown yokels really meant to take my life, even if they caught me — this ass of a Toby Tice whom I had tipped for holding my stirrup more than once. And Wraxall, the red-headed barber sot, who had shaved me in the guard-house! How many times had he snatched off his greasy cap to me, as he loafed in tavern doors, sweating malt like a hop-vat!

But the nearness of Walter Butler was a very different affair. Even when I was but a toddling child at Mistress Mollys knee the sight of Walter Butler ever sent me fearfully hiding behind the first apron I could snatch at. Year by year my distrust and aversion deepened, until I had come to look forward serenely to that mortal struggle between us which I knew must come. But I had never expected it to come like this.

As I crept once more into the forest my hatred for this man gave me new strength, and I staggered on, searching for a vantage coign where I might take another shot at the grotesque crew. Up and up I crawled, faintly alarmed at my increasing weakness, for now, when a vine tripped me, I could scarce make out to rise again. In vain I whipped and spurred my lagging strength with stinging memories of all the scores I should wipe out with one clean bullet through Butlers head; it was nigh useless; I could barely move, and how was I to shoot with my brier-torn hands shaking so I could neither hold them still nor close my swollen fingers on the trigger? I needed rest; an hour would have sufficed to steady the palsy of exhaustion. If only the night would come quickly! But there were two hours of daylight yet, two long hours of light in which to track my every step.

I caught a distant glimpse of them far below me, searching the ravine and river-bank. How they had been lured off to the river I know not, but it gave me a brief chance for breath, though not for a shot; and I rested my face on my rifle-stock and closed my eyes.

I had been kneeling behind a granite rock in a bare waste of blueberry-scrub, close to the edge of the woods; and presently as I attempted to rise I fell down, and began to claw 148 around like a blind kitten. Stand up I could not, and worst of all, I had little inclination to attempt it, the bed of rough bushes was so soothing, and the granite rock invited my heavy head. All over me a sweet numbness tingled; I tried to think, I strove to rouse. In vain I heard a sing-song drowsing in my ears: They will kill you! They will kill you! but there was no terror in it. What would it be, I wondered — a hatchet? — a knife at the throat like the deers coup-de-grâce? Maybe a blow with a rifle-stock. What did I care? Sleep was sweet.

Then a quiver swept through me like an icy wind; with a pang I remembered my mission and the wampum pledges, the boast and the vow to Sir William. Darkness crowded me down; my head reeled, yet I rose again to my knees, swaying and clutching at the rock which I could barely see. All around a thick night seemed to hem me in; I groped through a chilly void for my rifle; it was gone. Panic-stricken I staggered up, drenched with dew, and I saw the moon staring at me over a mountains ghostly wall.

Slowly I realized that I had slept; that death had passed me where I lay unconscious in the open moorland. But how far had death gone? — and would he not return by moonlight, stealthily, casting no shadow? Ay, what was that under the tree there, that shape watching me? — moving, too, — a man!

As I shrank back my heel struck my rifle. In an instant I was down behind the rock to prime with dry powder, but to my horror I found flint missing, charge drawn, pan raised, and ramrod sticking helplessly out of the barrel. The shock stunned me for a moment; then I snatched at knife and hatchet only to find an empty belt dangling to my ankles.

In the impulse of fury and despair, I crouched flat with clinched fists, trembling for a spring; and at the same instant a tall figure rose from the bushes at my elbow, laughing coolly.

Greeting, friend, he said; God save our country!

Speechless and dazed, I turned to face him, but he only leaned quietly on a long rifle and pinched his chin and chuckled.

There are some gentlemen yonder looking for you, young 149 man, he said. I sent them south, for somehow I thought you might not be looking for them.

Weakness had dulled my wits, but I found speech presently to ask for my knife and hatchet.

He laid his head on one side and contemplated me in mock admiration.

Now! Now! Let us go slow, friend, he said. Let us converse on several subjects before you begin bawling for your playthings. In the first place your manners need polish. I said to you, Greeting, friend; God save our country! and you make me no polite reply.

Something in the big fellows impudence and careless good-humour struck me as familiar. I had heard that voice before, and under pleasant circumstances, it seemed to me; somewhere I had seen him standing as he was standing now, in his stringy buckskins and his coon-skin cap, with the fluffy tail falling like a queue.

If you please, I said, weakly, give me my hatchet and knife and receive my thanks. Come, my good fellow, you detain me, and I have far to travel.

Well, of all impudence! he sneered. Wait a bit, my young cock o the woods. I dont know you yet, but I mean to ere you go out strutting o moonlight nights.

Will you give me my hatchet? I asked, sharply, edging towards him.

Before the words left my lips he snatched my rifle from me and stepped back, putting the rock between us.

Now, he said, grimly, you come into camp and take supper with me, or Ill knock your head off and drag you in by the heels!

Aching with fatigue and mortification, I stood there so perfectly helpless that the great oaf fell a-laughing again, and, with a shrug of good-humoured contempt, handed me back my rifle as though I were an infant.

Dont grind your teeth at me, he chuckled. Come to the camp, lad. I mean no harm to you. If I did, theres men yonder whod slit your pipes for the pleasure, I warrant.

He took a step up the slope, looked around in the moonlight encouragingly, then abruptly returned to my side and passed his great arm around me. 

Im dog-tired, I said, weakly, making an effort to walk; but my knees had no strength in them, and I must have fallen except for his support.

Up, up, up we passed through the foggy moonlight, he almost dragging me, and my feet a-trail behind. However, when we reached the plateau, I made out to stumble along with his aid, though I let him relieve me of my rifle, which he shouldered with his own.

After a minute or two I smelled the camp-fire, but could not see it. Even in the darkest night a fire amid great trees is not visible at any considerable distance.

My big companion, striding along beside me, had been constantly muttering under his breath, and presently I distinguished the words he was singing:

— One shoe off, one shoe on,

Diddle diddle dumpling, my son John—

I know you, I said, abruptly.

He dropped his song and glanced around at me.

Oh, you do, eh? Well, I mean to know you, too, so dont worry, young man.

I wont, said I, scarcely able to speak.

Presently I saw a single tree in the darkness, all gleaming red, and in a moment we entered a ruddy ring of light, in the centre of which great logs burned and crackled in a little sea of whistling flames.

I was prepared to encounter the other coureur-de-bois, and there he was, ferret-face peering and sniffing at us as we approached. However, beyond a grunt, he paid me no attention, and presently fell to stirring something in a camp-pot which hung from cross-sticks over a separate bed of coals.

There was a third figure there, seated at the base of a gigantic pine tree; a little Hebrew man, gathering his knees in his arms and peeping up at me with watery, red-rimmed eyes; Saul Shemuel! — though I was too weary to bother my head as to how he came there. As I passed him he looked up, but he did not appear to know me, though he came every spring to Sir William for his peddling license, and sometimes sold us children gaffs and ferret-muzzles and gilt chains for pet dogs. 

He bade me good-evening in an uncertain voice, and peered up at me continually; and although I doubted that even Sir William could have recognized me now, I feared this Jew.

The big man brought me a bowl of broth and spread a blanket for me close to the blaze. I do not recollect drinking the broth, but I must have done so, for shortly a delicious warmth enveloped me within and without, and that is the last I remembered that night.


CHAPTER X
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IT WAS STILL dark when I awoke; the fire had become a pyramid of coals. By the dull glow I saw two figures moving; one of them presently crossed the dim, crimson circle and sat down beside me, fists clasped under his massive chin, rifle balanced on his knees.

I am awake, I whispered. Is there any trouble?

Without moving a muscle of his huge frame, the forest runner said: Dont come into the fire-ring. Theres a man been prowling yonder, a-sniffing our fire, for the last four hours.

I drew myself farther into the darkness, looking about me, shivering and rubbing my stiffened limbs.

How do you feel? he asked, without turning his head.

I told him I felt rested, and thanked him so earnestly for his great kindness to me that he began to laugh and chuckle all to himself and drag his great chin to and fro across his knuckles.

Consider yourself fortunate, eh? he repeated, rising to come into the thicket and squat on his haunches beside me.

Yes, said I, wondering what he found so droll in the situation.

Ever hear of Catamount Jack? he inquired, after a moment.

Yes; you mean Jack Mount, the highwayman? But you are mistaken; the man who follows me is not Jack Mount, I replied, smiling.

Sure?

Oh yes, I said, bitterly; I ought to know.

What do you know about Jack Mount? he asked.

I? Nothing — that is, nothing except what everybody knows. 

Well, what does Mister Everybody know? he inquired, sneeringly.

They say he takes the Kings highway, I replied. Theres a book about him, printed in Boston.

With a gibbet on the cover, interrupted the big fellow, impatiently. Oh, I know all that. But dont they say hes a rebel?

Why, yes, I replied; everybody knows he set fire to the Kings ship, Gaspee, and started the rebels a-pitching tea overboard from Griffins Wharf.

I stopped short and looked at him in amazement. He was Jack Mount! I did not doubt it for one moment. And there was the famous Weasel, too — that little, shrivelled comrade of his! — both corresponding exactly to their descriptions which I had read in the Boston book, ay, read to Silver Heels, while her gray eyes grew rounder and rounder at the exploits of these so-called Minions of the Moon.

Well, asked the forest runner, with a chuckle, do you still think yourself lucky?

I managed to say that I thought I was, but my lack of enthusiasm sent the big fellow into spasms of smothered laughter.

Now, now, be sensible, he said. You know youve a belt full of gold, a string of good wampum in your sack, and as pretty a rifle as ever I saw. And you still think yourself in luck? And youre supping with Jack Mount? And the Weasels watching everything from yonder hazel-bunch? And Saul Shemuels pretending to be asleep under that pine-tree? Why, Mr. Cardigan, you amaze me! he lisped, mockingly.

So the little Hebrew had recognized me after all. I swallowed a lump in my throat and rose to my elbow. With Jack Mount beside me, Walter Butler prowling outside the fire-ring, and I alone, stripped of every weapon, what in Heavens sight was left for me to do? Truly, I had jumped into that same fire which burns below all frying-pans, and presently must begin a-roasting, too.

So they say I take the Kings highway, eh? observed Mount, twiddling his great thumbs over his ramrod and digging his heels into the pine-needles. 

They say so, I replied, sullenly.

He burst out petulantly: I never take a rebel purse! The next fool you hear call me a cut-purse, tell him that to stop his mouth withal! And he fell a-muttering to himself: Kings highway, eh? Not mine, not his, not yours — oh no! — but the Kings. By God! Id like to meet his Majesty of a moonlight on this same highway of his!

He turned roughly on me, demanding what brought me into the forest; but I shook my head, lips obstinately compressed.

Wont tell, eh? he growled.

An ugly gleam came into his eyes, but died out again as quickly; and he shrugged his giants shoulders and spat out a quid of spruce-gum he had been chewing.

One things plain as Shemuels nose yonder, he said, jerking a big thumb towards the sleeping peddler; youre a Kings man if Im a Kings highwayman, and Ill be cursed if you go free without a better accounting than a wag o your head!

Cade Renard, the Weasel, had come up while Mount was speaking, and his bright little eyes gleamed ruby red in the fire-glow as he scanned me warily from head to toe.

Whats his business? he inquired of Mount. Ive searched his pack again, and I cant find anything except the wampum belts.

At this naïve avowal I jumped up angrily, forgetting fear, demanding to know by what right he dared search my pack; but the impassive Weasel only blinked at Mount and chewed a birch-leaf reflectively.

What is he, Jack? he asked again, turning towards me, as though I had been some new kind of bird.

Dont know, replied Mount; not worth the plucking, anyhow. Take his wampum belts, all the same, he added, with a terrific yawn.

If you are a patriot, I said, desperately, you will leave me my belts and meddle only with your own affairs.

Both men turned and looked at me curiously.

You are no patriot, said Mount, after a silence.

Why not? I persisted.

Ay — ay — why and why not? yawned Mount. I dont know, if you wont tell. The devil take you, for aught I 155 care! But you wont get your belts, he added, slyly, watching me askance to note the effect of his words.

Why not? I repeated, choking down my despair.

Because youll talk with your belts to some of these damned Indians hereabouts, he grinned, and I want to know what youve got to say to them first.

I tell you that my belts mean no harm to patriots! I repeated, firmly. You say I am no patriot. I deny it; I am a better patriot than you, or I should not be in this forest to-day!

You are not a patriot, broke in Cade Renard; you have proved it already!

You say that, I retorted, because Jack Mount, the highwayman, gives me the Boston greeting— God save our country! — and I do not reply? What of it? Im at least patriot enough not to pretend to be one. I am patriot enough not to rob my own countrymen. I can say God save our country! as well as you, and I do say it, with better grace than either of you!

The men exchanged sullen glances.

That password is not fit for spies, said Mount, grimly.

Spy? You take me for a spy? I cried, in astonishment. Well, if you are the famous Jack Mount, youve duller wits than people believe.

Ive wit enough left to keep an eye on you, he roared, starting towards me; but the Weasel laid his little, rough claw on the giants arm, and at the same moment I saw a dark figure step just within the outer fire-ring, holding up one arm as a sign of peace. The man was Walter Butler. I dropped back softly into the shadow of the thicket.

Slowly Jack Mount strolled around the rim of the fire-circle, rifle lying in the hollow of his left arm. He halted a few paces from Butler and signed for him to remain where he stood. There was no mistaking that signal, for it was a Mohawk sign, and both men understood that it meant Move and I shoot!

Well, Captain Butler, he drawled, what can I do for you?

You know me, sir? replied Butler, without the faintest trace of surprise in his colourless voice. 

Ay, we all know you, replied Mount, quickly; even in your Iroquois dress.

May I inquire your name, sir? asked Butler, with that deathly grimace which was his smile.

You may inquire, certainly you may inquire, said Mount, cordially. You may inquire of my old friend, the moon. Gad, she knows me well, Captain Butler!

After a silence Butler said: You unintentionally misled me last evening, friend. The man I follow did not cross the river as you supposed.

Really? cried Mount, smiling.

There came another silence, then Butler spoke again:

I am here on business of my Lord Dunmore; I am here to arrest a young man who is supposed to lie hidden in your camp. I call on you, sir, whoever you are, to aid me in execution of the law.

The law! Gad, shes another acquaintance o mine, the jade! said Mount, laughing. I suppose you bring that pretty valentine of hers — what some people call a warrant — do you not, Captain Butler?

I do, said Butler, moving forward and holding out a paper. Mount took it, and, while he read it, he deliberately shoved Butler back with his elbow to where he had been standing, crowded him back before his huge, outstretched arm, coolly scanning the warrant the while. And Butler could not avoid the giant save by retreating, step by step, beyond the dull red circle, and out against the sky-line, where a bullet could scarcely miss him.

Mount was now contemplating the warrant in deep admiration. He held it out at arms-length, cocking his head on one side; he held it upside down; he turned it over; he scanned it sideways.

Oh, Cade! he called out, cheerily. Tis the same old valentine! Gad, Captain Butler, we have seen them in every one o the thirteen colonies — my friend yonder, and I!

You are doubtless a sheriff, sir, observed Butler, patiently.

No, said Mount; no, not exactly what you could call a sheriff, Captain Butler; but I have had much business with sheriffs. I owe them more than I can ever repay, he added, sentimentally. 

Then you will understand, sir, the necessity of aiding the law, suggested Butler, holding out his hand for the warrant.

But Mount quietly pocketed the paper and began to whistle and reprime his rifle.

May I trouble you for that paper? asked Butler, with his chilling, sinister politeness.

There was a pause. Butlers eyes stole around the camp-fire, but only the little Hebrew was now visible, for I lay in the shadow and the Weasel had ominously vanished.

You do not mean to retain this warrant, sir? demanded Butler, raising his sneering voice, and searching the thickets for some sign of the ambushed Weasel.

Oh, Captain Butler, said Mount, with a gigantic simper, how can I resist you? Pray tell me who this bad young Michael Cardigan may be, and what he has done to get his name on this valentine?

It is a matter of treason, retorted Butler, sharply. Come, my good man, have done with silly chatter and aid me to my duty in the Kings name!

Mount burst into a shout of laughter. Thats it! In the Kings name! Ive heard that, too, — oh yes, Ive heard that o moonlight nights!

Butler observed him in astonishment, but Mount held his sides and roared in his mirth: Comes friend Butler with his warrant, tripping it through the woods, and singing of the King like a titmouse on a stump. Ay, singing to me to help him take a stout fellow in the Kings name! Ha! Ha! Ha! This funny Mr. Sheriff Butler! Then, in a flash, he wheeled on Butler, snarling, every tooth bared: Damn you, sir, do you take me for your lackey or the Kings hangman? To hell with you, sir! To hell with your King, sir! Did you hear me? I said, to hell with your King!

Butlers face paled in the waning fire-light. Presently he said, in his slow, even tones: I shall take care that your good wishes reach the Kings ears. Pray, sir, honour me with your name and quality, though I may perhaps guess both.

No need to guess, cut in the big fellow, cheerfully. Im Jack Mount; I burned the Gaspee, I helped dump his Majestys tea into Boston harbour, and I should be pleased to do as much for the King himself. Tell him so, Captain Butler; 158 tell my Lord Dunmore he can have a ducking, too, at his lordships polite convenience.

Butler glared at him, but Mount raised his coon-skin cap and bowed mockingly. Charmed, sir, charmed, he simpered. Pray, permit me to present my comrade, Sir Cade Renard, of the backwood aristocracy, sometimes called the Weasel. Hes so shy, sir. Friend Weasel, come out from behind that stump and bring your rifle; step up beside me and make a very fine bow to his Majestys deputy-sheriff. Tell the kind gentleman what good men we are, Cade, and how proud we feel to entertain him.

The Weasel sauntered up and performed a slow, wriggling bow.

Minions of the moon, sir, he said; and so charmed to receive you, or anything you have of value. Your scalp, now, might bring five shillings at Baton Rouge, or is that but a scratch wig you wear, sir?

Will you deliver me my warrant and my prisoner? demanded Butler, with a ghastly smile.

No! said Mount, abruptly changing his manner. Make a new trail, you Tory hangman! March! And he gave him a prod with his rifle.

Never had I seen such ferocity expressed on any human face as I saw now on Mr. Butlers.

He backed out into the brush, at the point of Mounts long rifle; then the red fire-glow left him, and he was gone into the darkness of early morning. Presently the Weasel stole after him.

Mount came swaggering back, pausing to drop the warrant on the hot coals as he passed. Renard returned in a few minutes, took his rifle, and squatted briskly down just beyond the fire-light.

As Mount came up to me, I rose and thanked him for the protection he had given so generously, and he laughed and laid one padded fist on my shoulder.

Hark ye, friend, he said; take your Indian belts and your pack and go in peace, for if Dunmore is after you, the sooner you start north the better. Go, lad; Im not your enemy!

I go south, I replied, cautiously. 

Oh, you do, eh? said Mount, fumbling in his pockets for the flint he had taken from my rifle. Are you bound for Cresaps camp, too?

Are you? I asked, reddening.

He rubbed his chin, watching me with sulky eyes.

You answer ever with a question! he complained, fretfully. I ask you this and you ask me that — tom tiddle! tiddle tom! — and I be no wiser now for all I have heard your name.

I know Michael Cardigan, observed the Weasel, quietly coming up, buckling on his pack.

Its an honourable name, I began, in desperation, striving to stop him, but the Weasel ignored me and addressed himself to Mount.

Hes one of Sir William Johnsons household. That accounts for those peace-belts of wampum. Shemuel, yonder, knows the lad.

Oho! exclaimed Mount, staring at me. So you come on Sir Williams business to the Cayugas? Ha! Now I begin to grasp this pretty game. Sir William wishes his Cayugas to sit tight while Cresap builds forts—

Hush, for Gods sake! I pleaded, seeing that he had guessed all.

Oh, Ill hush, he replied, eying me with frank curiosity. I am no enemy to Sir William. A fairer and more honest gentleman lives not in these colonies, be he Tory or patriot! Oh, Ill hush, but every one knows Sir William will not have the Indians take sides in this same war thats coming so fast upon us. Its no secret, lad; every pot-house, every tavern tap-room is full o gossip that Butler means to rouse the Indians against us, and that Sir William will not have it!

Since when have you come from Johnstown? I asked, astonished.

Oh, a week after you left, replied the Weasel. We saw your tracks, but we went another way after the first week. You lost too much time.

Mount had now hoisted his pack to his shoulders and stood watching Shemuel, the Hebrew peddler, strapping up his dingy boxes, tucking in bits of lace and ribbon and cheap finery. 

Come on, Shemmy, you pigeon-toed woodchuck! growled Mount, cracking a fresh lump of spruce-gum in his glistening teeth.

The little Jew looked up at me slyly, his grimy fists buried in the bowels of his gewgaws.

Perhaps the gendleman cares to look at som goots? he observed, interrogatively. I haff chains, buckles, pins, needles, buttons, laces, knifes, ribbons for queue and gollarettes—

Mount, with the toe of his moccasin, gently reversed Shemuel into one of his own boxes, then warning him to pack up if he valued his scalp, took my arm in friendly fashion and moved out into the gray woods.

Touching this mission of yours to the Cayugas, he said, frankly, I see no good to come of it, and I say this with all respect to Sir William. By-the-bye, Sir William has much to trouble him these days.

I know that, said I, sadly.

Oh no, you dont, smiled Mount. There have been strange doings in Johnstown since you left: a change has come in a single week, lad; neighbours no longer speak; the town is three parts Tory to one part patriot; even brothers hate each other. Two taverns known to be the meeting-places of patriots have been set afire and shot into; and old John Butler is gone north, where, they say, he is raising a bloody crew of cut-throats, rangers, half-breeds, and young Mohawks. Sir William is holding long talks with Brant and Red Jacket at the upper castle. Oh, the sands begin to run faster now, and men must soon take one side or tother, for theres more troops going to Boston, and that means the end of King George!

I did not perhaps realize the importance of all he said; I had seen too little of the rebels themselves to credit the seriousness of the situation. But here was an opportunity to sound Mount on the Cresap affair, and I began earnestly.

Can you not see that Colonel Cresap is driving the Cayugas into the Kings ranks?

What do we care for the Cayugas? replied Mount, contemptuously; and it was in vain I wasted argument on this man who had been born a woodsman, but who knew the 161 savages only from the outside. I could not make him see the foolish uselessness of angering the Six Nations. He was one of that kind who detested all Indians, who professed to hold them in scorn, and who had passed his life in killing all he could.

What are we to do? he demanded, sarcastically. Give up the frontier and go back to Virginia with tails between our legs?

Better that than serve as silly tools for Dunmore! I retorted hotly.

Dunmore! sneered Mount. We his tools, when the silly ass hasnt wits to twiddle his own thumbs?

He had the wit to send Butler to stop me! I answered, bitterly.

Mount began to grin again and wink his eyes slyly.

Butler came for something else, too, he said. Dunmores suite travelled south the day you left, and ought to be in Fortress Pitt by this hour to-morrow.

What of it? I asked.

Ay, thats it, you see. Since you left Johnstown, all are talking of the new beauty who threw over Walter Butler — whats her name — a certain Miss Warren, ward of Sir William; and it is commonly reported that the dispute over the Indians and the quarrel betwixt Butler and Sir William stopped the match.

What of it! I broke out, hoarsely.

Only that this beautiful Miss Warren came with Lord Dunmores suite to Pittsburg, and Walter Butler has openly boasted he will marry her spite of Sir William or the devil himself. And here is the lady — and here comes her rash gallant tumbling after his jill!

To hear her name in the southern wilderness, to hear these things in this place, told coarsely, told with a wink and a leer, raised such a black fury in me that I could scarce see the man before me. As for speaking, my throat closed and my breast heaved as though to burst the very straps on my pack. Oh, that I had killed Butler! I clutched my rifle and glared into the gray waste of misty trees. Somewhere out there that devil was lurking; and when I had fulfilled my trust I would seek him and end everything for good and all. 

Are you certain that Miss Warren is already in Pittsburg? I managed to ask.

We saw the ladies and the escort a week since, said Mount. The trail is good for horses below Crown Gap, and they were well mounted, ay, nobly horsed, ladies and troopers, by Heaven! Was it not a splendid sight, Cade?

Gay and godless, replied the Weasel, buckling the straps on his pack more tightly and shifting the weight with a grunt. Are you ready, Jack?

Mount looked at me.

Join us and welcome, he said, briefly. Its safer than going alone. Our friend, Mr. Sheriff Butler, will be watching for us, and we mustnt keep the gentleman on tenter-hooks too long, eh, Cade?

Certainly not, said Cade; and we moved off due west, Mount leading, then Shemuel the peddler, then I, the Weasel trotting furtively in the rear.

At times the little peddler twisted his greasy neck to look back at me with an inscrutable expression that puzzled me; but he said nothing, so I only scowled at him, meaning to imply my disgust at his treachery. However, as we strung out through the forest, I quickened my pace and came up beside him, saying, It was not very wise of you, Shemuel; the next time you come to our house you get no permit to peddle.

Ach! he said, spreading his fingers in deprecation, dond speag aboud it, Mr. Cardigan. Sir William he has giff me so many permids mitout a shilling to pay. Oh, sir, he iss a grand gendleman, Sir William, aint he?

What made you betray my name and quality then, Shemuel? I asked, curiously.

His small eyes sought mine, then dropped meekly, as he plodded on in silence. Nor could I get another word from him; so I fell back into my place, with a glance at the sun, which was still shining directly in my face.

The Fort Pitt trail lies west by south, I suggested, over my shoulder, to the Weasel.

Theres a shorter cut to Cresap, he replied, cunningly.

Shorter than the Pitt trail? I asked, astonished.

Shorter because healthier, he returned. And, answering 163 my puzzled smile, he added, A long life on a long trail, but theres ever a shorter cut to the gibbet!

Mount, who had fallen back beside us, grinned at me and rubbed his nose.

Butler will be sitting up like a bereaved catamount in the Pitt trail for us, he said. Ive no powder to waste on him and his crew. However, Mr. Cardigan, if you want to take a long shot, nows your chance to mark their hides.

He took me by the arm and led me cautiously a few rods to the left, then crouched down and parted the bushes with his hand. We were kneeling on the very edge of a precipice which I never should have seen, and over which I certainly should have walked had I been here alone. Deep down below us the Ohio flowed, a dark, slow stream, with jutting rocks on the eastern bank and a long flat sand-spit on the west.

At the point of this spit a man was standing, leaning on a rifle. It was not Butler.

Theres another fellow on that rock, whispered Mount, pointing. Butler will be watching the slope below our camp.

Let him watch it, observed the Weasel; well be with Cresap by moon-rise!

You can take a safe shot from here, smiled Mount, looking around at me; but its too far to go for the scalp.

I shook my head, shuddering, and we resumed our march, filing away into the west in perfect silence until the sun stood in mid-heaven and the heated air under the great pines drove us to the nearest water, which I had been sniffing for some time past.

Resting there to drink, I looked curiously at my three companions. Such a company I had never beheld. There was the notorious Mount, a giant in stringy buckskins, with a paw like a bear and a smooth, boyish face cut by the single, heavy crease of a scar below the right eye. With his regular features and indolent movements, he appeared to me like some overgrown village oaf, too stupid to work, too lazy to try.

Beside him squatted the little Jew, toes turned in, dirty thumbs joined pensively, musing in his red beard. His boots 164 had left the foreign mark which I had seen the day before in the trail; the Weasels moccasins were those of Albany make.

I examined the Weasel. Such a shrunken, serene, placid little creature, all hunting-shirt and cap, with two finely chiselled flat ears, which perhaps gave him that alert allure, as though eternally listening to some sound behind his back.

But the mouths of these three men were curiously well made, bespeaking a certain honesty which I began to believe they perhaps possessed after all. Even Shemuels mouth, under his thin, red beard, was not the mouth of treachery, though the lips were shrewd enough, God wot!

Well, cried Mount suddenly, what do you think of us?

Somewhat embarrassed, I replied politely, but Mount shook his head.

You were thinking, what a row of gallows-birds for an honest man to flock with! Eh? Oh, dont deny it. You cant hurt my feelings, but you might hurt the Weasels — eh, Cade?

I have sensitive feelings, said the Weasel dryly.

I think you all stood by me when I was in distress, said I. I ask no more of my friends than that.

Well, youre a good lad, said Mount, getting to his feet and patting my shoulder as he passed me.

Give him something to wreck his life and hed make a rare ranger, observed the Weasel.

Cade was in love, explained Mount soberly; werent you Cade?

The weazened little man nodded his head and looked up at me sentimentally.

Yes, went on Mount, Cade was in love and got married. His wife ran away somewheres — didnt she Cade?

Again the little creature nodded, looking soberly at me for sympathy.

And then, continued Mount, he just hunted around till he found me, and we went to hell together — didnt we, Cade, old friend?

Two large tears stole down the Weasels seamy cheeks. He rubbed them off with his smoky fists, leaving smears beside his nose. 

She took our baby, too, he sniffed; you forgot that, Jack.

So I did, so I did, said Mount, pityingly. Come on, friends, the suns sliding galley west, and its a longer road to the devil than Boston preachers tell you. Come, Shemmy, old chuck, hoist that pretty nose up on both feet! Now, Mr. Cardigan!

We marched on heavily, bearing southwest, descending the great slope of mountain and table-land which was but a vast roof, shedding a thousand streams into the slow Ohio, now curving out below us, red as blood in the kindling coals of sunset.

The river seemed but a mile distant, so clear was the air in the mountains, but we journeyed on, hour after hour, until the big yellow moon floated above the hills, and the river faded into the blue shadows of a splendid night.

Mount had thrown aside all caution now. He strode on ahead, singing a swinging air with full-chested lungs:

Come, all you Tryon County men,

And never be dismayed,

But trust in the Lord,

And He will be your aid!

And one by one we all took up the stirring song, singing cheerily as we marched in file, till the dark forest rang back word for word.

And I do remember Shemuel, his thumbs in his arm-pits, and cap over one eye, singing right lustily and footing it proudly beside Mount.

Suddenly a light twinkled on the edge of a clearing, then another broke out like a star in the bush, and soon all about us cabin-windows gleamed brightly and we were marching down a broad road, full of stones and stumps, and lined on either side by cultivated land and cabins enclosed in little stockades.

Shoulder arms! Right wheel! cried Mount; and we filed between two block-houses, and across a short bridge, and halted, grounding arms under the shadow of a squatty fort built with enormous logs.

The sentry had called out the guard, and the corporal in 166 charge came up to us, lifting his lanthorn. He greeted Mount cheerfully, nodding and smiling at Renard also.

Who the devil is this he-goat with red whiskers? he demanded, illuminating Shemuels cheerful features.

Friend of liberty, said Mount, in a low voice. Is Colonel Cresap in the fort, corporal?

No, said the corporal, looking hard at me; hes off somewhere. Who is this gentleman, Jack?

I looked at Mount, perhaps appealingly, wondering what he would say.

But he did not hesitate; he laid his great paw on my shoulder and said, Hes a good lad, corporal; give him a bed and a bowl o porridge, and its a kindness to Jack Mount you will do.

Then he held out his hand to me, and I took it.

Good-night lad, he said, heartily. Well meet again to-morrow. Ive a few friends to see to-night. Sleep tight to the bed and think not too much ill of this same Catamount Jack they write books about.

The Weasel sidled up and offered his small, dry hand.

If you were ruined, he said, regretfully, youd make a rare wood-runner.

I thanked him uncertainly and returned Shemuels low obeisance with an unforgiving nod.

Pray, follow me, sir, said the corporal, with a civil bow, and I walked after him through the postern, out across the moonlit parade, and into the western barracks, where he lighted me to a tiny casemate and pointed to a door.

We have messed, but theres some cold meat and a jug of cider for you, he said, affably. Yonders a bucket of water, and Ill leave this lanthorn for you. Open that door, and youll find food and drink. Good-night, sir.

Good-night, I said, and pardon my importunity, but I have a message for Colonel Cresap.

He returns to the fort to-morrow, said the soldier. Then, lingering, he asked the news from Boston and whether any more troops had been sent thither. But I did not know and he retired presently, whistling The White Cockade, and making passes at the moonbeams with his bright bayonet.

As for me, I sat down on the bed, and slipping my sack 167 from my shoulders, I rolled over on the blanket, meaning only to close my eyes for a minute. But dawn was shining in through the loopholes of the casemate ere I unclosed my eyes to the world again, and the drums and fifes were playing, the sun above the horizon.

Bang! went a cannon from the parapet, and, leaning out of the porthole, I saw the flag of England crawling up the halyards over my head.

I sprang out of bed, and without waiting for food, though I was half famished, I dressed hurriedly and ran out across the parade to the postern.

How far is the Cayuga castle? I asked the sentinel.

About a mile up the river, he replied, adding: Its not very safe to go there just now. The Indians have been restless these three weeks, and I guess theres deviltry hatching yonder.

Dont they come in to the village at all? I inquired, glancing around at half a dozen men who had gathered at the postern to watch the morning parade.

Theres a Cayuga, now, said the sentry, pointing to a short, blanketed figure squatting outside the drawbridge.

I walked across the bridge and approached the Indian, who immediately rose when he saw me, as though he expected ill-treatment, a kick perhaps. The movement was full of sad significance to me, like the cowering of a mistreated hound. Shame to those who inspire cringing in beasts! Double dishonour on those before whom men cower!

So this was the result of Cresaps coming! I saw it all in an instant; the bullying, overbearing pioneers were here to stay, backed by cannon and fort and a thousand long rifles, backed, too, by my Lord Dunmore, to play for a stake, the winning of which meant woe unspeakable to my native land.

The Indian was watching me sullenly. I held out my hand and said: Peace, brother. I am a belt-bearer.

There was a silence. After a moment he took my hand.

Peace, bearer of belts, he said, quietly.

Our council fire is at Onondaga, I said.

It burns on the Ohio, too, he replied, gravely.

It burns at both doors of the Long House, I said. Go to your sachems and wise men. Say to them that Quider is 168 dead; that the three clans who mourn shall be raised up; that Sir William has sent six belts to the Cayuga. I bear them.

He stared at me for a full minute, then gravely turned north, across the cleared land, drawing his scarlet blanket over his face.

All that morning I waited patiently for Mount to come, believing that he might have some friend in the village who would give me a lodging where I could lie hid until Colonel Cresap returned to the fort.

Whether Butler had gone on to Pittsburg or whether he still lay in ambush for me below Crown Gap, I did not know.

One thing was clear: I could not remain at the fort without risk of arrest if Butler arrived in Cresaps camp with a new warrant. Every moment I tarried here in the barracks might bring danger nearer; yet, where was I to go?

Bitterly disappointed at the news that Cresap was in Pittsburg, I durst not, however, journey thither in search of him, for fear he might have started to return, and so risk passing him on the trails, of which there were seven that traversed the forest betwixt Pittsburg Fortress and Cresaps camp. And on the morrow, too, must I needs deliver my belts to the Cayugas at their castle. This was even more important than intercepting Colonel Cresap; for I might gain Cresap by argument, even though he returned here with fresh instructions from Lord Dunmore, and his mind poisoned against me by Walter Butler; but I, personally, could hope to wield no influence with the Cayugas save by what authority was invested in me through Sir Williams wampum pledges.

However, spite of my dangerous predicament, I was ravenously hungry, and made out to clean my platter and bowl as many times as they cared to replenish it. Then I thanked my host, the corporal, and we shook hands in friendly fashion, he inquiring when I expected my friend Mount to return for me, and I replying that I did not know, but would make ready to join him at once.

The corporal, whose name was Paul Cloud, a New York man by birth, aided me to strap on my pack, conversing the while most agreeably, and finally, when I was prepared, he 169 accompanied me to the parade-ground, where two companies of Virginia militia were drilling on the grass.

My duties take me to the south stockade, he said, once more offering his hand. And again I thanked him for his hospitality so warmly that he seemed a trifle surprised.

What friend of liberty could expect less? he protested, smiling. Are you a recent recruit, sir, that you marvel at the good-fellowship among us?

Are you, too, of that fellowship? I exclaimed, amazed to find rebels in uniform.

He looked at me rather blankly.

Youll scarce find a Tory in the regiment, he said, beginning to be amused at my ignorance. As for Colonel Cresaps colonists yonder, Ill warrant them all save some two score malignants like Greathouse, the store-keeper, and the company he keeps.

His unsuspicious assumption that I was a rebel placed me in a most delicate and unhappy position. I knew not what to say nor how to explain the misunderstanding without, perhaps, seriously damaging Jack Mount, who had vouched for me — as a friend, I supposed, not as a rebel comrade.

I am afraid I do not merit your confidence in matters touching the fellowship to which you and my friend Mount adhere, I said, stiffly, determined not to wear false colours. I am not a patriot, corporal, and Jack Mount meant only a kindness to a brother man in distress.

Cloud cut me short with a hearty laugh.

I guess Jack Mount knows what he is about, he said, clapping me on the shoulder. Half our men are somewhat backward and distrustful, like you; but Ill warrant them when the time comes! Oh, I know them! Its your fawning, slavering, favour-currying Tory that I shy at! Ay, the man who snatches the very speech from between your teeth to agree with you. None o that kind for me. I know them.

He stood there, serene, smiling, with folded arms, his kindly eyes void of all distrust; and I thought to myself that such a man must needs have at least an honest grievance to oppose his King withal.

Well, he said, abruptly, time is on the wing, friend. So fare you pleasantly, and — God save our country! 

Amen, I replied, before I realized that I had acknowledged the famous patriots greeting. He turned around to laugh significantly, then walked away towards the sallyport, swinging his hanger contentedly.

Ill-pleased with my bungling in such a delicate situation, and greatly disturbed at having implied my adherence to this fellowship of which I yet knew nothing, I stood on the parade, biting my lips in vexation and wondering where in the world to go.

The two companies of Virginia militia were marching and counter-marching at support, halberdiers guiding, drummers and fifers leading off, and a long, lean major pacing to and fro, and watching the two captains with keen, wrinkled eyes.

The militia were mostly Virginians born, tall, stout fellows, smartly uniformed in drab and scarlet, and wearing the bugle on their cross-belts, indicating them to be light infantry. Truly, they wheeled and halted and marched and counter-marched most adroitly, carefully preserving distances and alignment; and I thought the major a martinet that he found nothing but fault with the officers and men. Certainly they paraded perfectly, their black knee-gaitered legs moving in unison, their muskets steady, their left arms swinging as one, which interested me because, in our militia of Tryon County, to swing the free arm is not allowed.

But I had no business to linger here; I felt that every minute redoubled my danger. Yet again I asked myself where under heaven I could go, and I thought bitterly of Mount for leaving me here neglected.

Plainly the first thing to be done was to get out of the fort. This I accomplished without the slightest trouble, nobody questioning me; and I shortly found myself in the road which appeared to be the main street of Cresaps village.

The fort, I now perceived, stood on a low hill in the centre of cleared ground. The road encircled the fort, then ran west through a roughly cultivated country, dotted with cabins of logs plastered over with blue clay. The circumference of the village itself appeared to be inconsiderable. Everywhere the dark circle of the forest seemed to crowd in the desolate 171 hamlet; I say desolate, for indeed the scene was grim, even for the frontier. The whole country had a black appearance from the thousands of charred roots and stumps which choked the fields. Dead trees lay in heaps, stark patches of dead pines stood like gray spectres, blasted hemlocks, with foliage seared rusty, lined the landscape, marking the zones doomed to cultivation. These latter were girdled trees, but I saw no attempt to preserve any trees for shade around the cabins, or for shade along the fences, or for beauty.

We in Johnstown never girdled the bush without preserving rows of trees to ornament roads and fields, and this dismal destruction by fire and axe reacted on my sombre thoughts, depressing me dolefully.

Under a leaden sky, through which a pale sun peered fitfully, the blackened waste about me seemed horrible and ominous of horrors to come; the very soil in the fields was black with charcoal, through which the young corn struggled up into the fading sunshine as though strangling.

Cresaps Maryland colonists were busy everywhere with harrow and plough and axe and spade. The encircling woods echoed and re-echoed with their chopping; their voices rang out, guiding the slow ox-teams among the stumps. At intervals the crack of a rifle signalled the death of some partridge or squirrel close by.

There were men in the fields labouring half-naked at the unyielding roots; men in linen shirts and smalls, planting or weeding; men moving in distant fields, aimlessly perhaps, perhaps planning a rough home, perhaps a grave.

Women sometimes passed along the paths, urging gaunt cattle to gaunter pasture; children peered from high door-sills, hung from unpainted windows, quarrelled in bare door-yards, half seen through stockades; some chopped fire-wood, some carried water, some played in the ditches or sailed chips in the dark, slow stream that crawled out across the land towards the Ohio.

And here and there, on little knolls dotting the scene, tall riflemen stood, leaning on their weapons; sentinels mounting guard over flock and family below.

I looked at the flag on the fort; its dull folds hung dark and lifeless under a darkening sky. Below it paced a sentry 172 to and fro, to and fro, with the gray light on his musket shining dimly.

I looked towards the black woods. They seemed to promise more protection than fort and flag; there was less gloom under their branches than under these sad cabin-roofs.

Unconsciously I began to walk towards the forest, yet with no idea what I should do there. A child here and there saluted me from stockade gates; now and then an anxious womans face appeared at a window, watching me out of sight along the charred road. Presently I passed a double log-house, from the eaves of which dangled a green bush. The door bore a painted sign-board also, representing a large house with arms and legs like a man, at which I puzzled, but could not guess the significance.

I needed salt, having for the last week used white-wood ashes to savour my corn withal, so I entered the tavern and made known my needs to a coarse-featured, thick-set fellow, who lay in a chair smoking a clay pipe.

He rose instanter, all bows and smiles and cringing to my orders, begging me to be seated until he could find the salt sack in the cellar; and I sat down, after saluting the company, which consisted of half a dozen men playing cards by the window.

They all returned my salute, some leaning clear around to look at me; and although they resumed their game I noticed that they began talking in whispers, pausing sometimes in a shuffle to turn their eyes on me.

Presently the landlord came in with my small bag of salt, and set it on the scales with many a bow and smirk at me to beg indulgence for his delay.

You have travelled far, sir, he said, pointedly; there is northern mud on your hunting-shirt and southern burrs on your legging fringe. Ha! A stroke, sir! Touched, by your leave, sir! I have run the forests myself, sir, and I read as I run — I read as I run.

He was tying my sack up with grass, clumsily I thought for one who had lived as a forest-runner. But I waited patiently, he meanwhile conversing most politely. In fact, I could find no opportunity to courteously make an end to his garrulous chatter, and, ere I could refuse or prevent it, he 173 had persuaded me to a pewter of home-brew and had set it before me, brimming with good stout foam.

No water there, sir! he observed, proudly; body and froth hum like bee-hives in August! It is my own, sir, my own, barrel and malt and hops!

I could do no less than taste the ale, and he picked up his pipe and begged the honour of sitting in my presence: all of which ceremony revealed to me that my language and bearing were not at all in concord with my buckskin and my pack, and that he was quite aware of the discrepancy.

Perchance, sir, you have news from Boston? he asked, with a jolly laugh.

I shook my head. The company at the table by the window had paused to listen.

Well, well, he said, puffing his long clay into a glow, these be parlous times, sir, the world over! And, between ourselves, sir, begging your pardon for the familiarity, sir, I have been wondering myself whether the King is wholly right.

The stillness in the room was intense.

Doubt, said I, carelessly, is no friend to loyalty.

I was drinking when I finished this choice philosophy, but through the glass bottom of my pewter I surprised a very cunning squint in his puffy eyes.

Oho! thought I, you wish to know my politics, eh? Let us see how much youll find out! And I set down my pewter with a sigh of contentment and tossed him a shilling for my reckoning.

But, he suggested, cannot even the King be deceived by unscrupulous counsellors?

The King should know better than you whether his ministers be what you accuse them of being, I said, seriously.

I meant no accusation, he said, hastily; but I voiced the sentiments of many honest neighbours of mine.

Sentiments which smack somewhat of treason, I interrupted, coldly.

Through the bottom of my mug again I saw he was still far from satisfied concerning my real sentiments. I listened as I drank: the card-players behind me were not playing.

Landlord, I asked, carelessly, cutting short another argument, 174 what may your tavern sign mean with its house running loose on a pair o legs?

It is my own name, sir, he laughed, Greathouse! I flatter me there is some small wit in the conceit, sir, though I painted yon sign myself!

So this was Greathouse, a notorious loyalist — this bloated lout who had been prying and picking at me to learn my sentiments? The slyness of the fellow disgusted me, and I could scarce control my open aversion, though I did succeed in leaving him with his suspicions lulled, and got out of the house without administering to him the kick which my leg was itching for.

From the corner of my eye I could see the card-players watching me from the window; it incensed me to be so spied upon, and I was glad when a turn in the scurvy, rutted road shut me out of their vision.

There were several houses just beyond me to the left; one displayed a holly-bush and wrinkled berries, a signal to me to avoid it, and I should have done so had I not perceived Jack Mount loafing in the doorway, and Shemuel seated on the horse-block, eating a dish of fish with his fingers.

From the blotched face and false smile of Greathouse to the filthy company of Shemuel was no advantage. If these two creatures were representatives of their respective causes, I had small stomach for either them or their parties. Tory and patriot, pot-licker and Jew, they disgusted me; and I returned Mounts cheery salute with a sullen nod, not pausing at the house as I passed by.

He came out into the road after me, asking what had gone amiss; and I told him he had left me at the fort without advice or counsel, and that I had quitted the barracks, not caring to be caught there by Butler and his warrant.

Shame on you, lad, for the thought! said Mount, angrily. Do you think we do things by halves, Cade and I? The Weasel has been in touch with Butlers men all night, ready to warn you the moment they started for this camp! Hes asleep in there, now, jerking his huge thumb towards the inn, and Ive just returned from seeing Butler well on the trail towards Pittsburg.

Mortified and ashamed at my complaint, and deeply touched 175 by the quiet kindness of these two men who had, spite of fatigue, voluntarily set out to watch while I slept, I silently offered my hand to Mount. He took it fretfully, complaining that all the world had always misunderstood him as I had, and vowing he would never more do kindness to man or beast or good red herring!

Small blame if the world requites your generosity as stupidly as I do, said I; whereat he fell a-laughing and drew me with him into the tavern, vowing we should wash out all bitterness in a draught of ale.

The inn, which was called The Leather Bottle, appeared to be clean though rough. Tables and chairs were massive, hewn out of buckeye; horn instead of glass filled the tiny squares in the window frames, and a shelf ran around the tap-room just below the loopholes, whereon men could stand to fire in any direction.

Mount presented me to a young man in homespun who had been sitting by the chimney, reading a letter — a quiet, modest gentleman of thirty, perhaps, somewhat travel-stained and spotted with reddish mud, which proclaimed him an arrival from the south.

He gave me a firm, cool clasp of the hand and a curiously sharp yet not unkindly smile, promising to join us when he had finished the letter he was reading.

I had meant to tell Mount of my conversations with Corporal Cloud and with Greathouse, but hesitated because the smallness of the room would carry even a whisper to the stranger by the chimney.

Mount must have divined my intentions, for he said, in his hearty, deep-chested voice, You may say what you please here, Mr. Cardigan, and trust this gentleman from Maryland as you trust me, I hope.

I had not caught the name of the young man from Maryland, and was diffident about asking. He looked up from his letter with a brief smile and nod at us, and we sat down beside one of the hewn buckeye tables and called upon the tap-boy for home-brew.

I began by telling Mount very frankly that he had put me in a false position as a rebel. I retailed my conversation with Corporal Cloud, how I had felt it dishonourable to accept 176 hospitality under a misunderstanding, and how I had deemed it necessary to confess me. But this only appeared to amuse Mount, who laughed at me maliciously over his brown tankard and sucked in the frothy ale with unfeigned smacks of satisfaction.

Tiddle — diddle — diddle! Who the devil cares! he said. I wish half of our patriots possessed your tender conscience, friend Michael.

I swallowed a draught in silence, not at all pleased to feel myself forced into a position whither it appeared everybody was conspiring to drive me.

Im loyal to the King, I said, bluntly; and when I am ready to renounce him, I shall do so, not before.

Certainly, observed Mount, complacently.

Not that I care for Tory company, either, I added, in disgust, thinking of my encounter with Greathouse. And I related the affair to Mount.

The big fellows eyes narrowed and he set his tankard down with a bang.

A sneak! he said. A sly, mealy-mouthed sneak! Look out for this fellow Greathouse, my friend. By Heaven, Im sorry he saw you! You can depend upon it the news of your arrival here will be carried to Butler. Why, this fellow, Greathouse, is a notorious creature of Lord Dunmore, set here to spy on Colonel Cresap and see that the militia have no commerce with rebel emissaries from Boston. Gad, had I not believed you trusted me, and that you would sit snug in the fort yonder instead of paying calls of state on all the Tories in town—

He took a pull at the fresh tankard, set it down two-thirds empty, and lay back in his chair, licking his lips thoughtfully.

How long do you stay here? he asked.

Until I deliver my belts — that will be to-morrow.

I thought you wished to see Colonel Cresap, too? he said.

I do; he will return to-day they tell me.

Mount leaned over the table, folding his arms under his chest.

Hark ye, friend Michael, he said. Colonel Cresap, three-quarters of the militia, and all save a score or so of 177 these villagers here are patriots. The Maryland pioneers mean to make a home here for themselves, Indians or no Indians, and it will be little use for you to plead with Colonel Cresap, who could not call off his people if he would.

If he is a true patriot, I said, how can he deliberately drive the Six Nations to take up arms against the colonies?

What you dont understand, replied Mount, is that Colonel Cresaps people hold the Indians at small account. They are here and they mean to stay here, spite of Sir William Johnson and the Cayugas.

But cant you see that its Dunmores policy to bring on a clash? I exclaimed, in despair. If Cresap is conciliatory towards the Cayugas, cant you see that Dunmore will stir up such men as Butler and Greathouse to commit some act of violence? I tell you, Dunmore means to have a war started here which will forever turn the Six Nations against us.

Against us? said Mount, meaningly.

Yes — us! I exclaimed. If it be treason to oppose such a monstrous crime as that which Lord Dunmore contemplates, then I am guilty! If to be a patriot means to resist such men as Dunmore and Butler — ay, and our Governor Tryon, too, who knows what is being done and says nothing! — if to defend the land of ones birth against the plots of these men makes me an enemy to the King, why — why, then, I ended, violently, I am the Kings enemy to the last blood drop in my body!

There was a silence. I sat there with clinched fist on the table, teeth set, realizing what I had said, glad that I had said it, grimly determined to stand by every word I had uttered.

Lord Dunmore represents the King, said Mount, smiling.

Prove it to me and I am a rebel from this moment! I cried.

But Lord Dunmore is only doing his duty, urged Mount. His Majesty needs allies.

Do you mean to say that Lord Dunmore is provoking war here at the Kings command? I asked, in horror.

The young man by the chimney stood up and bent his pleasant eyes on me. 

I have here, he said, tapping the letter in his hand, my Lord Dunmores commission as major-general of militia, and his Majestys permission to enlist a thousand savages to serve under me in the event of rebellion in these colonies!

I had risen to my feet at the sound of the strangers voice; Mount, too, had risen, tankard in hand.

I am further authorized, said the young stranger, coolly, by command of my Lord Dunmore, to offer £12 sterling for every rebel scalp taken by these Indian allies of his most Christian Majesty.

At that I went cold and fell a-trembling.

By God! I stammered. By the blood of man! — this is too much — this is too—

Crash! went Mounts tankard on the table; and, turning to the young stranger with a bow, I bring you a new recruit, Colonel Cresap, he said, quietly; will you administer the oath, sir?

Thunderstruck, I stared at the silent young man in his gray woollen hunting-shirt and cloth gaiters who stood there, grave eyes bent on me, tearing at the edge of his paper with his white teeth.

Pray, be seated, Mr. Cardigan, he said, smiling. I know you have a message for me from Sir William Johnson. I hold it an honour to receive commands from such an honourable and upright gentleman.

He drew up a heavy buckeye chair, motioning Mount and me to be seated; the tap-boy brought his tankard; he tasted it sparingly, and leaned back, waiting for me to speak.

If my speech was halting or ill-considered, my astonishment at the identity of the stranger was to blame; but I spoke earnestly and without reserve, and my very inexperience must have pleaded with him, for he listened patiently and kindly, even when I told him, with some heat, that the whole land would hold him responsible for an outbreak on the frontier.

When I had finished, he thanked me for coming, and begged me to convey his cordial gratitude to Sir William. Then he began his defence, very modestly and with frankest confession that he had been trapped by Dunmore into a pitfall, the existence of which he had never dreamed of. 

I am to-day, he said, the Moses of these people, inasmuch as I have, at Lord Dunmores command, led them into this promised land. God knows it was the blind who led the blind. And now, for months, I have been aware that Dunmore wishes a clash with the Cayugas yonder; but, until Sir William Johnson opened my eyes, I have never understood why Lord Dunmore desired war.

He looked at Mount as though to ask whether that notorious forest-runner had suspected Dunmore; and Mount shook his head with a sneer.

He is a witless ass, he muttered. I see nothing in Mr. Cardigans fears that Dunmore means trouble here.

I do, said Cresap, calmly. Sir William is right; we have been tricked into this forest. Why, Jack, its perfectly plain to me now. This very commission in my hands, here, proves the existence of every missing link in the chain of conspiracy. This commission is made out for the purpose of buying my loyalty to Dunmore. Cant you see?

Mount shook his head.

Cresap flushed faintly and turned to me.

What can I do, Mr. Cardigan? I have led these people here, but I cannot lead them back. Do you think they would follow me in a retreat? You do not know them. If I should argue with them every day for a year, I could not induce a single man to abandon the cabin he has built or the morsel of charred earth he has planted. And where should I lead them? I have nothing behind me to offer them. Virginia is over-populated. I have no land to give them except this, granted by the King — granted in spite of his royal oath, now broken to the Cayugas.

You say the whole country will hold me responsible. I cannot help that, though God must know how unjust it would be.

Were I to counsel the abandonment of this fort and village, Lord Dunmore would arrest me and clap me into Fort Pitt. Is it not better for me to stay here among these people who trust me? Is it not better that I remain and labour among my people in the cause of liberty?

I can do nothing while a royal Governor governs Virginia. But if the time ever comes when our Boston brothers 180 sound the call to arms, I can lead six hundred riflemen out of this forest, whose watchword will be, Liberty or Death!

He had grown pale while speaking; two bright scarlet patches flamed under his cheek-bones; he coughed painfully and rested his head on his hand.

Go to your Cayugas, he said, catching his breath. Tell them the truth, or as much of the truth as Sir Williams wisdom permits. I am here to watch, to watch such crafty agents as Greathouse, and young Walter Butler, whom I met on the Pitt trail three hours since. Oh, I understand the situation now, Mr. Cardigan.

He tasted his ale once more, thoughtfully.

Keep Sir Williams Cayugas quiet if you can, he said. I will watch Dunmores agents that they do nothing to bring on war. I may fail, but I will do what I can. When do you speak to the Cayugas with belts?

At dawn, I replied, soberly.

Poor devils, said Cresap, sadly, poor, tricked, cheated, and plundered devils! This is their land. I should never have come had not Dunmore assured me the Cayugas had been paid for the country. And there is their great sachem, Logan, called The Friend of the White Man. Greathouse has made a drunken sot of Logan, and all his family down to the tiny maid of ten. Ay, sir, I have seen Logans children lying drunk in the road there by Greathouses tavern — poor, little babies of twelve and ten, stark-naked, lying drunk in the rain!

After a moment I asked why he had not expelled this fiend, Greathouse, and he replied that he had, but that Dunmore had sent him back under his special protection.

What on earth can I do? he repeated. The Cayuga camp is rotten with whiskey. Their chiefs and sachems come to me and beg me to forbid the sale. I am powerless; for back of me stands Lord Dunmore in the shape of Greathouse. By God, sir, the man is a nightmare to me!

Why not twist his gullet? observed Mount.

Cresap paid him no attention, and the big fellow pouted, muttering that it was a simple thing to exterminate vermin.

As we sat there, I heard the rain drumming against the horn panes in the window. The room had grown very dark. 

Cresap rose, holding out his hand to me.

Shall I administer the oath of fellowship, my friend? he asked.

Not yet, I replied, taking his hand.

When you are ready, Mr. Cardigan, he said, simply. Will you lodge here? That is well; the fort is not safe. And, if I mistake not, young Butler will be here to-morrow to search for you. He begged me to have you arrested should you be in my camp.

I shall be at the Cayuga castle by dawn, I said.

And after that? inquired Mount. You are not going to leave us, are you, lad?

I have my message to deliver to Sir William, I answered, earnestly; and, I added, truly, I do not believe there is anything on earth that can prevent my delivering my message, nor retard my returning and slaying this frightful enemy of mankind, Walter Butler.


CHAPTER XI
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THE RAIN FELL thickly until midnight, and kept me listening to the double roll of the drops along the shingles. I lay in my blanket under the roof, and slept when the rain ceased, but awoke before dawn, listening to the wind roaring around the eaves. Pale clouds, scudding low, alternately hid and revealed the purple roof of sky on which stars hung trembling like drops of dew.

My landlord, Timothy Boyd, was already astir below, and presently he came up the ladder with a dish of porridge for me — a kindness, indeed, for I had thought to set out for the Cayuga castle on an empty stomach. He also brought me a bowl of coffee, the berries of which he said had been sent for my use by Colonel Cresap. I drank the coffee thankfully, sitting on my mattress of balsam tips. Then, by lanthorn-light, I dressed me, taking only bullet-pouch, powder-horn, and rifle, and bearing the six belts in the bosom of my shirt. I left my pack with Boyd, commending it to his care; and the rugged old man nodded placidly, bidding me rest assured of its safety.

There is foul company at the Greathouse Inn, he said, as we descended the ladder to the tap-room below. Greathouse received four guests an hour ago. Mount bade me warn you, sir. He said you would understand.

I understood at once. Butler, Wraxall, Toby Tice, and the fourth member of the band had arrived in Cresaps camp. But I cared not; I was about to accomplish my mission under their four noses, and live to balance my account with them later.

Is Mount sleeping? I asked.

The old man laughed.

I have never seen him sleep, he said. I know him well, 183 but I have never seen him asleep. He is out yonder, somewhere, prowling.

And Shemuel? — and Cade Renard? I inquired.

Shemuel is on his way to Pittsburg; Renard mouses with Mount. Is your rifle loaded, sir? There be foul company at the other inn. This night, too, did Greathouse make nine savages drunk with spirits. Have a care that they cross not your path, young man; for, drunk, your Indians go blind like rattlesnakes in September, and like those serpents, too, they strike without warning. Have a care, sir!

I wish you knew the Indians as well as I do, said I, smiling. I fear none of them, save the Lenni-Lenape, and these I fear only because I have never known them. I think the whole world can be tamed with kindness.

Boyd shook his gray head, watching me in silence.

A brisk southwest wind was singing through the pines as I stepped out-of-doors and peered cautiously about. There was nothing stirring save the wind and the unseen leaves in the forest. I primed my rifle and sheltered the pan under the hollow of my arm, then stole forth into the starlit road.

To gain the river, whence the trail ran northward to the Cayuga camp, I was obliged to pass the fort, and consequently the Greathouse Inn. But I had no fear at this hour o morning, and I trotted on along the stump fence like a cub-fox in his proper runway, until the first curve in the road brought me to Greathouses inn.

Shutters were drawn and bolted over every window, but candle-light streamed through loopholes in the tap-room, and I could hear men singing within and tapping on bowls with spoons:

My true love is old Brown Bess.

Nosing the house delicately, I perceived odours of cooking, of rum toddy, and of tobacco smoke. Clearly Butlers company were supping after their long jog on the back trail from Fortress Pitt.

Satisfied that all was safe, I had silently begun skirting the road ditch shadowed by the fence, when a dark heap, which I had taken for a stump in the road, moved, rolled over, and moaned. 

I stopped, frozen motionless. After a moments wary reconnoitring, I crept forward again along the ditch, eyes fastened on the dim shape ahead, a human form lying in the black shadows of the road.

When I came closer I understood. At my feet, in a drunken stupor, sprawled a young Cayuga girl, limbs plastered with mud, body saturated and reeking with the stench of spirits. Her black hair floated in a pool of rain which spread out reflecting stars. One helpless hand clutched the mud.

I lifted the little thing and bore her to the shadow of the fence; but here, to my amazement, lay a drunken squaw, doubtless her mother, still clinging to an empty bottle; and, along the ditch and fence, flung in beastly, breathing heaps, I counted seven more barbarians, old and young, from the infant of ten to the young buck of twenty, all apparently of the same family, and all in a sodden swoon.

This was the work, then, done by a single agent of my Lord Dunmore, Royal Governor of Virginia!

Like torpid snakes they lay there, glistening in the grass, the children naked, the mother in rags, breathing out poison under the stars. The very air of morn sweated rum; candle-light from the loopholes fell across the bodies, flung limply on the grass.

There was nothing I could do for these victims of Greathouse; no aid within my power to give them. Heartsick, I turned away, and, quickening my steps, passed swiftly down the muddy trail, hastening to mend my pace ere dawn should find me missing at the council-fires burning for me on the dark Ohio.

There were no lights in the fort as I passed; the flag-staff stood out bare against the stars. On the epaulement above the outer trench something moved, probably a sentry.

But ere I reached the Ohio the eastern sky had turned saffron, through which stars still twinkled; and the drifted mist-banks lay heaped far out across the river, so I could not see the water, and must follow its course along the edge of this phantom stream, whose current was vapour and whose waves of piled-up clouds rolled noiselessly under the stars.

No birds fluted from the mist; even the winds had blown 185 far away somewhere into the gray morning. But the Cayuga trail was broad and plain, and I took it at a wolf-trot, thoughtfully reading its countless signs by the yellow dawn as I went along, marks of white men, marks of moccasins, imprint of deer and cattle, trail of rabbit and following fox, and the hand-like traces of rambling raccoons. On, on, north upon the broad Cayuga trail, while through the brightening woods sleep fled with the mist and the world awoke around me. Land and river roused with breathing and sigh and scarce-heard stir; through earth and water the pulse of life fluttered and beat on, timed for the moment by the swift rhythm of my flying feet.

And now a thread of blue smoke, drawn far down the trail, set my nostrils wide and quivering; a flare of blinding yellow turned the world into gold; I had met the sun at the Cayuga camp; the tryst had been kept, thanks to the Lord!

Dark, uncertain forms loomed up in the eye of the sun, tall groups that never moved as I drew nigh; men who stood motionless as the pines where the council-fire smoked and flashed like a dull jewel in the sun.

Peace! I said, halting, with upraised hand. Peace, you wise men and sachems!

Peace! repeated a low voice. Peace, bearer of belts!

I moved nearer, head high, yet seeing in a blur, for the rising sun blinded me. And when I came to the edge of the fire, I drew a white belt of wampum from my bosom, and, passing it through the smoke, held it aloft, flashing in the sun, until every chief and sachem had sunk down into their blankets, forming a half-circle before me.

A miracle of speech came to me like the breath of my body; easy, sober, flowing words followed. I spoke as I had never dared hope I might speak. Forgotten phrases, caressing idioms, words long lost flew to aid me, yet not so fast that they crowded, stumbling and choking speech.

As I spoke, sight slowly returned to my dazzled eyes. I saw the sachems painted masks, the totems of three tribes repeated on blanket and lodge, the Cayuga pipe-symbol hanging from the lodge posts, the witch-drum swinging under a bush, where ten stems had been peeled ivory white. Behind all this I saw the green amphitheatre of trees, blue films of 186 smoke floating from unseen lodges, and over all the radiance of sunrise painting earth and sky with pale fire.

Belt after belt I passed through the fragrant birch-smoke; I spoke to them as Sir William had spoken to Quider with three belts, and my words were earnest and pitiful, for my heart was full of tenderness for Sir William and for these patient children of his, these lost ones, so far from the doors of the Long House.

The ceremony of condolence was more than a ceremony for me; with eager sympathy I raised up the three stricken tribes; I sweetened the ashes of the eternal fires; I cleared evil from the Cayuga trail, and laid the ghastly ghosts of those who stood in forest highways to confront the fifth nation of the great confederacy.

Oonah! Oonah! whimpered the wind in the pines, but I stilled the winds and purified them, and I cleansed the million needles of the pines with a belt and an enchanted word.

The last belt was passed, flashing through the smoke; the chief sachem of the Cayugas rose to receive it, a tall, withered man of the Wolf tribe, painted and draped in scarlet. His dim, wrinkled eyes peered at me through the smoke.

For a long time the silence was broken only by the rustling flames between us; then the old man placed the belt at his feet, straightened up, and spoke feebly:

Brother: It is to be known that the Six Nations never meet in council when mourning, until some brother speaks as you have spoken.

Brother: We mourn great men dead. Our Father, through you, our Elder Brother, has purified our fires, our throats, our eyes. Where the dead sat among us, three tribes have you raised up.

Brother: Listen attentively!

Behind him from the great painted lodge nine Indian boys entered the fire-circle and stood proudly with folded arms and heads erect. And the old sachem, in his scarlet robes, laid his shaking hand on each youth as he passed, always turning his aged eyes to peer at me as he repeated in his feeble, cracked voice of a child:

We acquaint you that one of our sachems, called Quider, 187 is dead; we raise up this boy in his place and give him the same name.

And, after each boy had been named from one of the dead Cayugas, he gave me a string of wampum to confirm it, while the chant of condolence rose from the seated chiefs and sachems, a never-ending repetition of brave histories, and prophecy of brave deeds from the beginning of all things through the stilled centuries into the far future locked in silence.

Hour after hour I stood with bent head and arms folded on my breast. Sometimes I prayed as I stood, that evil be averted from these wards of our King; sometimes I grew hot with anger at the men who could so vilely misuse them.

Dreaming there amid the scented birch-smoke, the chant intoning with the mourning pines, sombre visions took shape within my brain. I could not lay these ghosts, awful spectres of ruin and death crowding around a pallid, flabby, toothless creature of silks and laces, my Lord Dunmore, smirking at Terror wearing the merciless mask of Butler.

Around me the ceremony of condolence seemed to change to the sinister and grotesque Honnonouaroria or Dream Feast, with its naked demons hurling fire-brands; I swayed where I stood, then stumbled back out of the scented smoke which had nigh stupefied me. I opened my eyes dizzily. My ears were ringing with the interminable chant:

Sah-e-ho-na,

Sah-e-ho-na.

I crossed my arms and waited, careful to keep out of the sweet smoke which had stolen away my senses and set me dreaming of horrors.

The sun hung above the pines; a slender purple cloud belted it, a celestial belt in pledge of promised storms, gathering somewhere beyond the worlds green rim.

I watched the cloud growing; the sun died out through a golden smother from which plumes of vapour swept over the heavens, thickening till all the sky was covered with painted fleece. And, as I watched the storms banners hanging from midheaven, the chant ended, and, in silence, three chiefs arose and moved towards me through the smoke. One by one they 188 spoke to me, naming themselves: Yellow Hand, Tamarack, the ancient sachem robed in scarlet, and lastly the war-chief, Sowanowane.

It was Tamarack who continued:

Brother: We have heard. The Three Ensigns of our nation have heard.

(A belt.)

Brother: We all bear patiently this great wrong done us by Colonel Cresap. We are patient because Sir William asks it of us. But under these tall pines around us lie hatchets, buried deep among the pine-trees roots. See, brother! Our hands are clean. We have not dug in the earth for hatchets.

(A belt of seven.)

Brother: We pray that our elder cousin, Lord Dunmore, will remove from us his agent Greathouse. We pray that no more spirits be sold to the Cayugas. We pray this because we cannot resist an offered cup. We pray this because we drink — and die. It is death to us, death to our children, death to our nation.

(A black belt.)

Brother: Bear our belts to our Father, Sir William Johnson, and to our elder cousin, Lord Dunmore. Intercede with them that they may heed our prayers.

(A bunch of three.)

Brother: Depart in health and honour, bearing these sacred belts of peace—

A frightful scream cut him short; scream after scream arose from the hidden lodges.

The assembly, gathered at the sanctuary of the council-fire, rose in a body, blankets falling to the ground, paralyzed, silent, while the horrid screaming rose to an awful, long-drawn shriek.

Somebody was coming — somebody plodding heavily, shrieking at every step, nearer, nearer — an old woman who staggered out into the circle of the council, dragging the limp body of a young girl.

Nine! she gasped. Nine slain at dawn by Greathouse! Nine of the family of Logan! Look, you wise men and sachems! Look at Logans child! Dead! Slain by Greathouse! Nine! Mother and children lie by the road, slain 189 as they slept; slain, sleeping the poisoned sleep of Greathouse! Dead! Dead! Dead!

Stupidly the sachems stared at the naked corpse, flung on the blankets at their feet. The scented smoke curled over the murdered child, blowing east and south.

Dry-eyed, sick with horror, I moved forward, and the stir seemed to arouse the sachems. One by one they looked down at the dead, then turned their flashing eyes on me. I strove to speak; I could not utter a sound.

The old sachem bent slowly and took a handful of ashes from the cold embers. Then, rubbing them on his face, he flung down every belt I had given him and signed to me to do the same with the belts delivered to me.

When I had dropped the last belt, Yellow Hand made a sign, and every chief, save Sowanowane, the war-chief, covered his head with his blanket. I fixed my eyes on the war-chief, dreading lest he hurl a red belt at my feet. But he only bent his head, bidding me depart with a gesture. And I went, stunned by the calamity that had come as lightning to blast the work I had done.

As I dragged myself back, heart-broken, leaden-footed, behind me I heard the death-wail rising in the forest, the horrid screaming of women, the fierce yelps of the young men, the thump! thump! thump! of the drum, dry and sharp as a squirrels barking.

Utterly overwhelmed by the catastrophe, I wandered aimlessly into the forest and sat down. Hour after hour I sat there, and my shocked senses strove only to find some way to avert the consequences of the deed wrought by Greathouse. But the awful work had been done; the Gordian knot cut; my Lord Dunmores war had begun at last, in deference to my Lord Dunmores desires, and in accordance with his plans. Now, Cresap must fight; now, the Six Nations would rise to avenge the Cayugas on the colonies; now, the King of England would have the savage allies he desired so ardently, and the foul pact would be sealed with the blood of Logans children!

Never, by Gods grace! I cried out, in my agony; and I stumbled to my feet, my head burning and throbbing as though it would burst. The woods had grown dim; the day 190 was already near its end — this bloody day! this sad day which had dawned so hopefully for all! Suddenly I began running through the forest, gnashing my teeth and cursing the King whom such servants as Dunmore served.

Faster, oh, faster, I muttered, as I ran; faster to slay this devil, Butler, who has counselled Greathouse to this deed!

Again and again I stumbled and fell, but rose, not feeling the bruises, crazed to do vengeance on the wicked men who outraged God by living. But truly, vengeance is the Lords, and He alone may repay, nor was I the instrument He chose for His wrath. Swiftly I ran, swifter ran His purpose; for, behold! a man rose up in my path and held me fast, a soldier, who shook me and shouted at me until my senses, which had sped before me with my vengeance, halted and returned. Presently I began to understand his words, and listened.

Are ye mad? he repeated. Cant ye see the savages across the river following? The Cayugas are loose on the Ohio! It is war!

Other men crept up and dropped into cover behind the trees around me; some were colonial soldiers, some farmers from the camp, some hunters in wool shirts and caps. All at once I saw Colonel Cresap come out into the trail close by, and, when he perceived me, he cried: Logans children have been murdered by Greathouse! The Cayugas are swarming on the Ohio!

I hastened to his side and begged him to let me carry his promise to the Cayugas that Greathouse should be punished, and that his colonists would retire. He shook his head.

Greathouse has fled to Pittsburg, he said. I cannot retire with my people because they would not follow me. It is too late, Mr. Cardigan; Dunmore has sprung his trap. Ha! Look at that! And he turned and shouted out an order to the soldiers around.

A dozen savages, naked to the waist, were fording the Ohio between us and the settlement. Already the soldiers were running through the woods along the river to head them off, and Cresap started after them, calling back for those who remained to guard the trail in the rear. Then a rifle went 191 bang! among the trees; another report rang out, followed instantly by twenty more in a volley.

Down a low oak ridge, close by, I saw an Indian tumbling like a stone till he fell with a splash into a mossy hollow full of rain-water and dead leaves. After him bounded a hunter in buckskins, long knife flashing.

Cresap! I panted, dont let him take that scalp! Have your men gone mad? You can stop this war! It is not too late yet, but a scalp taken means war — God in heaven! a scalp means war to the death!

Dont touch that scalp! roared Cresap, hurrying towards the ranger, who was kneeling on one knee beside the dead Cayuga. Nathan Giles! Do you hear me? Let that scalp alone, you bloody fool!

It was too late; the ranger squatted, wrenching the scalp free with a ripping sound, just as Cresap ran up in a towering rage.

They take ours, remonstrated the ranger, tying the ghastly trophy to his belt by its braided lock of hair; I guess I have a right to scalp my own game! he added, sullenly.

Cresap turned to me with a gesture of despair.

You see, he said; and walked slowly away towards the river, where the rifles were ringing out shot on shot across the shoals below the shallow camp-ford on the edge of the roaring riffles.

So now, at last, Lord Dunmores war had begun without hope of mediation. Too late now for embassy of peace, too late for truce or promises or the arbitration of fair speech. There is nothing on earth to compensate for a scalp taken, save a scalp taken in return. I had failed — failed totally, and without hope of retrieving failure. The first attempt must be the last. A scalp had been taken. My mission was at an end.

Ay, ended irrevocably now, for all around me firelocks and rifles were banging; the woods swam in smoke; the war-yelp sounded nearer and nearer; the white cross-belts of the soldiers glimmered through the trees.

Too miserable to shun danger, I sat down on a stone in the trail, my head in my hands, rifle across my knees. Presently 192 a soldier who had been standing near me, firing across the river, fell down with a grunt and lay there flat on his back.

I stared at him stupidly, not realizing that the man was dead, though out of his head crawled a sluggish, dark red stream, dropping steadily onto the withered leaves. It was only when a swift, dusky shape came creeping out of the brush towards the dead man that I came to my senses and dropped behind the stone I had been resting on, barely in time, too, for a bullet came smack! against my rock, and after it, bounding and yelping, flew an Indian. He was on me ere I could fire, one sinewy fist twisted in my hair, but his knife snapped off short on my rifle-stock, and together, over and over we rolled, down a ravine among the willows, clawing, clutching, strangling each other, till of a sudden my head struck a tree, crack! And I knew nothing after that until the cool rain beating in my face awoke me. I lay very still, listening.

Somebody near by was trying to light a fire; I smelled the flint and the glowing tinder. Another odour hung heavily in the moist night air, the wild, rank scent of savage men, strong and unmistakable as the odour of a dog-fox in March.

I began to move noiselessly, working my head around so that I might see. My head was aching heavily; I could scarce stir it. At length I raised myself on my hands, and saw the spark from a flint fly into a ball of dry moss and hang there like a fire-fly until the tiny circle of light spread slowly into a glow, ringed with little flames that ate their way through the tinder-moss.

A tufted head bobbed down beside the flame; unseen lips blew the fire into a sudden blaze which brightened and flashed up, throwing ruddy shadows over bush and earth.

Then I saw that I lay on a hill-top in the rain, with dark, shaggy bushes hedging me. And under every bush crouched an Indian, whose dusky, half-naked body glistened with paint, over which rain-drops stood in brilliant beads.

Leggings, clouts, sporrans, and moccasins were soaked; the slippery, wet buckskins glistened like the hides of serpents; fringes, beaded belts, and sheaths shone as tinted frost sparkles at sunrise. 

In the luminous shadow of the bushes I saw brilliant eyes watching me as I dragged myself nearer the fire. The red embers glow fell on steel blades of hatchets, bathing them with blood-colour to the hilts.

Once, when I attempted to sit up, an arm shot out of the shadow, making the sign for silence; and mechanically I repeated the signal and laid my head down again on the cool, wet ground.

All night I lay, perfectly conscious, beside the Cayuga fire, yet not alarmed, although a prisoner.

The Cayugas knew me as a belt-bearer from Sir William; they could not ill-treat me. Tamarack, Yellow Hand, and Sowanowane would vouch for me to this party of young men who had taken me. I had harmed none of them; I had barely defended my life when attacked.

As I lay there on the windy hill-top, through the rain across the dim valley I could see the battle-lanthorns hanging on Cresaps fort, and I could hear the preparations for a siege, the hammering and chopping and cries of teamsters, the rumble of wagons over the drawbridge, the distant challenge of guards, the murmur and dulled tumult of many people hastening urgent business.

Beside me, on their haunches, crouched my captors, alert and curious, dressing their ears to the distant noises. There were eleven of them, young men with all their lives before them in which to win the eagles plume; eleven lithe, muscular young savages, stripped to the belt, well oiled, crowns shaved save for the lock, and every man freshly painted for war. All wore the Wolf.

He who had taken me, now carried my pouch and powder-horn and bore my rifle. A scalp hung at his yellow girdle, doubtless the scalp of the soldier who had been shot beside me in the trail. I could smell the pomatum on the queue.

I spoke to them calmly, and at first they seemed inclined to listen, appearing surprised at my knowledge of their tongue. But they would reply to none of my questions, and finally they silenced me with sullen threats, which, however, did not disturb me, as I knew their sachems must set me free.

My head ached a great deal from the blow I had suffered; 194 I was willing enough to lie quietly and watch the lights in the fort through the slow veil of falling rain; and presently I fell asleep.

The hot glare of a torch awoke me. All around me crowded masses of savages, young and old, women and youths and children. The woods vomited barbarians; they came in packs, moving swiftly, muttering to each other, and hastening as though on some pressing affair.

Women near me were digging a hole, and presently came a strong young girl, bearing a post of buckeye, and set it heavily in the hole, fitting it while the others stamped in the mud around it with naked feet.

The main crowd, however, had surged down into a hollow to the left, and, as I lay on the ground, watching the shadowy, retreating throng, of a sudden came three Indians driving before them a white man, arms tied, bloodless face stamped with horror indescribable.

As he passed the fire where I lay, I thought his starting eyes met mine, but he staggered on without speaking, down into the darkness of the hollow. I knew him. He was Nathan Giles, who had taken the first scalp in Lord Dunmores war.

Shuddering, I sat up, turning my head towards the gloom below. There was not a sound. I waited, straining eyes and ears. My heart drummed on my ribs. I caught my breath and clinched my hands.

Without the slightest warning, the black pit below burst out in a sheet of light, shining on a thousand motionless savages; and in the centre of the glare I saw a naked figure, bound to a tree, twisting through smoke-shot flames.

For a second only the scene wavered before me; then I gripped my temples and pressed my face down into the cool, wet grass. Awful cries rang in my ears; the garrison at the fort heard them, too, for they fired a cannon, and I heard distant drums beating to arms.

Thus you are to die, repeated the Indians beside me. Thus you will die here on this hill at dawn. Thus you will suffer in plain view of the fort! This for the death of Logans children! 

And one to another they said: He is weeping. He is a woman. He will weep thus when he burns.

I heard them, but what they said left my mind numbed and cold. For me there was no meaning in their words; none at all. My ears shrank from the awful cries, now piercing the very clouds above me, hells own solo accompanied by the ceaseless, solemn murmur of the rain.

Into my nostrils crept the stench of burnt flesh; it grew stronger and stronger. Silence fell, soothed by the whispering rain; then out of the night came the dull noise of many people stirring. They were coming!

As I rose, a Cayuga youth seized me and threw me heavily against the post I had seen the woman embed in the mud. I fought and strained and writhed, but they tied me, bracing me up stiff against the wet stake, trussed like a fowl for basting.

Around me the crowd was thickening; hundreds of tongues loaded me with insults; thrice a young girl reached out and struck me in the face.

They had begun piling wood around my feet, and stuffing the spaces full of dry moss, but before the heap reached my knees they decided to face me towards the fort, so the work accomplished had to be undone, my bonds loosened and retied, and my body shifted to breast the south.

Through the falling rain I saw morning lurking behind the eastern hills, and I cursed it, for the shock and terror had driven me out of my senses. I remember hearing a voice calling on God, but for a long time I did not know the voice was mine. It was only when the same young girl who had struck me lighted a splinter of yellow pine and thrust it through my arm that my senses returned. I opened my eyes as from a swoon, seeing clearly the faces around me, red under the torches. And foremost among those in front stood Tamarack in his scarlet robes, just as I had seen him at dawn through the smoke of the sacred fire. Now my voice came back, seeking my lips; my parched tongue moved, and I called on Tamarack to hear me, but he shook his head, though I adjured him by the belts I had borne and received, by the sanctuary of the council-fire whose smoke I had sweetened, and by the three tribes I had raised u

Lies, he said; you come not from Johnstown! Your belts are lies; your words lie; your tongue is forked! You come from Cresap! Cresap shall see how you can die for him!

I speak the truth! I cried out, in my agony. I am a belt-bearer! I have laid the ghosts of your slain ones! Who dares send my spirit to teach your dead that you betray their ashes?

There was a dead silence. Presently somebody in the throng said, distinctly: If he speaks the truth, let him go. We honour our dead. And other voices repeated:

We honour our dead.

He lies, said Tamarack.

I speak truth! I groaned. If you honour your dead, if you honour those whom I have raised up in their places, free me, brothers of the Cayugas!

Free him! cried many.

For a space the throng was quiet, then a distant movement to my left made me turn hopefully. The throng wavered, parted, opened, and a white man came elbowing his way to the stake.

He whispered to Tamarack; the aged sachem stretched out his arm, making a mystic sign.

Eagerly the white man turned and looked at me, and I cried out with rage and horror, for I was face to face with Walter Butler.

He spoke, but I scarcely heard him urging my death.

Terror, which had gripped me, gave place to fury, and that in turn left me faint but calm.

I heard the merciless words in which he delivered me to the savages; I heard him denounce me as a spy of Cresap and an agent of rebels. Then I lost his voice.

I was very still for a while, trying to understand that I must die. The effort tired me; lassitude weighed on me like iron chains. To my stunned mind death was but a word, repeated vaguely in the dark chamber of life where my soul sat, listening. Thought was suspended; sight and hearing failed; there was a void about me, blank and formless as my mind.
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THEYVE HIT HIM, SAID MOUNT, RELOADING HASTILY

Presently I became conscious that things were changing 197 around me. Lights moved, voices struggled into my ears; forms took shape, pressing closer to me. An undertone, which I had heard at moments through my stupor, grew, swelling into a steady whisper. It was the ceaseless rustle of the rain.

A torch blazed up crackling close in front. My eyes opened; a thrill of purest fear set every sense a-quiver. Amid the dull roar of voices, I heard women laughing and little children prattling. Faces became painfully distinct. I saw Sowanowane, the war-chief, thumb his hatchet; I saw Butler, beside him, catch an old woman by the arm. He told her to bring dry moss. It rained, rained, rained.

They were calling to me from the crowd now; everywhere voices were calling to me: Show us how Cresaps men die! Others repeated: He is a woman; he will scream out! Logans children died more bravely. Oonah! The children of Logan!

Butler watched me coolly, leaning on his rifle.

So this ends it, he said, with his deathly grimace. Well, it was to be done in one way or another. I had meant to do it myself, but this will do.

I was too sick with fear, too close to death, to curse him. Pain often makes me weak; the fear of pain sickens me. It was that I dreaded, not death. Where my father had gone, I dared follow, but the flames — the thought of the fire — 

I said, faintly, Turn your back to me when I die; I have much pain to face, Mr. Butler; I may not bear it well.

No, by God! I will not! he burst out, ferociously. Im here to see you suffer, damn you!

I turned my head from him, but he struck me in the face so that my mouth was bathed in blood; twice he struck me, crying: Listen! Listen, I tell you! And, planting himself before the stake, he cursed me, vowing that he could tear me with his bared teeth for hatred.

Know this before they roast you, he snarled; I shall possess your pretty baggage, Mistress Warren, spite of Sir William! I shall use her to my pleasure; I shall whip her to my feet. I may wed her, or I may choose to use her otherwise and leave her for Dunmore. Ah! Ah! Now you rage, eh?

I had hurled my trussed body forward on the cords, struggling, 198 convulsed with a fury so frantic that the blood sprayed me where the bonds cut.

Indians struck me and thrust me back with clubs, for the great post at my back had been partly dragged out of its socket by my frenzy, but I did not feel the blows; I fixed my maddened eyes on Butler and struggled.

But now the sachems were calling him sharply, and he backed away from me as the circle surged forward. Again the girl came out, bearing a flaming fagot. She looked up at me, laughed, and thrust the burning sticks into the moss and tinder which was stacked around me. A billow of black smoke rolled into my face, choking and blinding me, and the breath of the flames passed over me.

Twice the rain quenched the fire. They brought fresh heaps of moss, laughing and jeering. Through the smoke I saw the fort across the valley, its parapets crowded with people. Jets of flame and distant reports showed they were firing rifles, hoping perhaps to kill me ere the torture began. It was too far. The last glimpse of the fort faded through the downpour; a new pile of moss and birch-bark was heaped at my feet.

This time the girl was thrust aside and a young Indian advanced, waving a crackling branch of pitch-pine, roaring with flames. As he knelt to push it between my feet, a terrific shout burst from the throng — a yell of terror and amazement. Through the tumult I heard women screaming; in front of me the crowd shrank away, huddling in groups. Some backed into me, stumbling among the fagots; the young Indian let his blazing pine-branch fall hissing on the wet ground and stood trembling.

And now into the circle stalked a tall figure, coming straight towards me through the sheeted rain — a spectre so hideous that the cries of terror drowned his voice, for he was speaking as he came on, moving what had once been a mouth, this dreadful thing, all raw and festering to the bone.

Two blazing eyes met mine, then rolled around on the cringing throng; and a voice like the voice of the dead broke out:

I am come to the judgment of this man whom you burn! 

Quider! moaned the throng. He returns from the grave! Oonah! He returns!

But the unearthly voice went on through the whimper of the crowd:

From the dead I return. I return from the north. Madness drove me. I come without belts, though belts were given.

Peace, you wise men and sachems! Set free this man, my brother!

Quider! I gasped. Bear witness.

And the dead voice echoed, hollow:

Brother, I witness.

Trembling fingers picked and plucked and tugged at my cords; the bonds loosened; the sky spun round; down I fell, face splashing in the mud.


CHAPTER XII
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HOW I MANAGED to reach the fort, I never knew. I do not remember that the savages carried me; I have no recollection of walking. When the gate lanthorn was set that night, a sentry noticed me creeping in the weeds at the moats edge. He shot at me and gave the alarm. Fortunately, he missed me.

All that evening I lay in a hot sickness on a cot in the casemates. They say I babbled and whimpered till the doctor had finished cupping me, but after that I rambled little, and, towards sunrise, was sleeping.

My own memories begin with an explosion, which shook my cot and brought me stumbling blindly out of bed, to find Jack Mount firing through a loophole and watching me, while he reloaded, with curious satisfaction.

He guided me back to my cot, and summoned the regiments surgeon; between them they bathed me and fed me and got my shirt and leggings on me.

At first I could scarcely make out to stand on my legs. From crown to sole I ached and throbbed; my vision was strangely blurred, so that I saw things falling in all directions.

I think the regiments surgeon, who appeared to be very young, was laying his plans to bleed me again, but I threatened him if he laid a finger on me, and Mount protested that I was fit to fight or feast with any man in Tryon County.

The surgeon, saying I should lie abed, mixed me a most filthy draught, which I swallowed. Had I been able, I should have chased him into the forest for that dose. As it was, I made towards him on wavering legs, to do him a harm, whereupon he went out hastily, calling me an ass. Mount linked his great arm in mine, and helped me up to the parapet, 201 where the Virginia militia were firing by platoons into the forest.

The freshening morning was lovely and sweet; the west winds poured into me like wine. I lay on the platform for a while, peering up at the flag flapping above me on its pine staff, then raised up on my knees and looked about.

Bands of shadow and sunlight lay across the quiet forests; the calm hills sparkled. But the blackened clearing around the fort was alive with crawling forms, moving towards the woods, darting from cover to cover, yet always advancing. They were Cresaps Maryland riflemen, reconnoitring the pines along the river, into which the soldiers beside me on the parapet were showering bullets.

It was pretty to watch these Virginia militia fire by platoon under instructions of a tall, young captain, who lectured them as jealously as though they were training on the parade below.

Too slow! he said. Try it again, lads, smartly! smartly! Tention! Handle — cartridge! Too slow, again! As you were — ho! When I say cartridge! bring your right hand short round to your pouch, slapping it hard; seize the cartridge and bring it with a quick motion to your mouth; bite off the top down to the powder, covering it instantly with your thumb. Now! Tention! Handle — cartridge! Prime! Shut — pan! Charge with cartridge — ho! Draw — rammer! Ram — cartridge! Return — rammer! Shoulder — arms! Front rank — make ready! Take aim — fire!

Bang! bang! went the rifles; the parapet swam in smoke. Bang! The second rank fired as one man, and the crash was echoed by the calm, clear voice: Half-cock arms — ho! Handle — cartridge! Prime!

And so it went on; volley after volley swept the still pines until a thundering report from the brass cannon ended the fusillade, and we leaned out on the epaulement, watching the riflemen who were now close to the lead-sprayed woods.

The banked cannon-smoke came driving back into our faces; all was a choking blank for a moment. Presently, through the whirling rifts, we caught glimpses of blue sky and tree-tops, and finally of the earth. But what was that? — what men were those running towards us? — what meant that 202 distant crackle of rifles? — those silvery puffs of smoke fringing the entire amphitheatre of green, north, east, west — ay, and south, too, behind our very backs?

Down with your drawbridge! thundered the officer commanding the gun-squad. I saw Cresap come running along the parapet, signalling violently to the soldiers below at the sallyport. Clank! clank! went the chain-pulleys, and the bridge fell with a rush and a hollow report, raising a cloud of amber dust.

My God! shouted an officer. See the savages!

See the riflemen, mimicked Mount, at my elbow. I told Cresap to wait till dark.

Along the parapets the soldiers were firing frenziedly; the quick cannon-shots shook the fort, smothering us with smutty smoke. I had a glimpse, below me, of Cresap leading out a company of soldiers to cover the flight of his riflemen, and at intervals I saw single Indians, kneeling to fire, then springing forward, yelping and capering.

A tumult arose below. Back came the riflemen pell-mell, into the fort, followed by the militia company at quick time. The chains and pulleys clanked; the bridge rose, groaning on its hinges.

It was now almost impossible to perceive a single savage, not only because of the rifle-smoke, but also because they had taken cover like quail in a ploughed field. Every charred tree-root sheltered an Indian; the young oats were alive with them; they lay among the wheat, the bean-poles; they crouched behind manure-piles; they crawled in the beds of ditches.

Are all the settlers in the fort? I asked Mount, who was leaning over the epaulement, waiting patiently for a mark.

Every man, woman, and child came in last night, he said. If any have gone out its against orders, and their own faults. Ho! Look yonder, lad! Oh, the devils! the devils! And he fired, with an oath on his lips.

A house and barn were suddenly buried in a cloud of pitchy vapour; a yoke of oxen ran heavily across a field; puffs of smoke from every rut and gully and bush showed where the Indians were firing at the terrified beasts.

One ox went down, legs shot to pieces; the other stood 203 bellowing pitifully. Then the tragedy darkened; a white man crept out of the burning barn and started running towards the fort.

The fool! said Mount. He went back for his oxen! Oh, the fool!

I could see him distinctly now; he was a short, fat man, bare-legged and bare-headed. As he ran he looked back over his shoulder frequently. Once, when he was climbing a fence, he fell, but got on his legs again and ran on, limping.

Theyve hit him, said Mount, reloading hastily; look! Hes down! Hes done for! God! Theyve got him!

I turned my head aside; when I looked for the poor fellow again, I could only see a white patch lying in the field, and an Indian slinking away from it, shaking something at the fort, while the soldiers shot at him and cursed bitterly at every shot.

Its Nathan Giless brother, said a soldier, driving his cartridge down viciously. Cant some o you riflemen reach him with old Brown Bess?

The report of Mounts rifle answered; the Indian staggered, turned to run, reeled off sideways, and fell across a manure-heap. After a moment he rose again and crawled behind it.

And now, house after house burst into black smoke and spouts of flame. Through the spreading haze we caught fleeting glimpses of dark figures running, and our firelocks banged out briskly, but could neither hinder nor stay the doom of those poor, rough homes. Fire leaped like lightning along the pine walls, twisting in an instant into a column of pitchy smoke tufted with tongues of flame. Over the whirling cinders distracted pigeons circled; fowls fluttered out of burning barns and ran headlong into the woods. Somewhere a frightened cow bellowed.

Under cover of the haze and smoke, unseen, the Indians had advanced near enough to send arrows into the parade below us, where the women and children and the cattle were packed together. One arrow struck a little girl in the head, killing her instantly; another buried itself in the neck of a bull, and a terrible panic followed, women and children fleeing to the casemates, while the maddened bull dashed about, 204 knocking down horses, goring sheep and oxen, trampling through bundles of household goods until a rifleman shot him through the eye and cut his throat.

Soldiers and farmers were now hastening to the parapets, carrying buckets and jars of water, for Cresap feared the sparks from the burning village might fall even here. But there was worse danger than that: an arrow, tipped with blazing birch-bark, fell on the parapet between me and Mount, and, ere I could pick it up, another whizzed into the epaulement, setting fire to the logs. Faster and faster fell the flaming arrows; a farmer and three soldiers were wounded; a little boy was pierced in his mothers arms. No sooner did we soak out the fire in one spot than down rushed another arrow whistling with flames, and we all ran to extinguish the sparks which the breeze instantly blew into a glow.

I had forgotten my bruises, my weakness, and fatigue; aches and pains I no longer felt. The excitement cured me as no blood-letting popinjay of a surgeon could, and I found myself nimbly speeding after the fiery arrows and knocking out the sparks with an empty bucket.

Save for the occasional rifle-shots and the timorous whinny of horses, the fort was strangely quiet. If the women and children were weeping in the casemates, we on the ramparts could not hear them. And I do not think they uttered a complaint. We hurried silently about our work; no officers shouted; there was small need to urge us, and each man knew what to do when an arrow fell.

All at once the fiery shower ceased. A soldier climbed the flag-pole to look out over the smoke, and presently he called down to us that the savages were falling back to the forest. Then our cannon began to flash and thunder, and the militia fell in for volley-firing again, while, below, the drawbridge dropped once more, and our riflemen stole out into the haze.

I was sitting on the parapet, looking at Boyds inn, The Leather Bottle, which was on fire, when Mount and Cade Renard came up to me, carrying a sheaf of charred arrows which they had gathered on the parade.

I just want you to look at these, began Mount, dumping the arrows into my lap. The Weasel, he says you know more about Indians than we do, and I dont deny it, seeing 205 you lived at Johnstown and seem so fond of the cursed hell-hounds—

He wants you to read these arrows, interrupted the Weasel, dryly; no, not the totem signs. What tribes are they?

Cayuga, I replied, wondering. Cayuga, of course — wait! — why, this is a Seneca war-arrow! — you can see by the shaft and nock and the quills set inside the fibres!

I told you! observed the Weasel, grimly nudging Mount.

Mount stood silent and serious, watching me picking up arrow after arrow from the charred sheaf on my knees.

Here is a Shawanese hunting-shaft, I said, startled, and — and this — this is a strange arrow to me!

I held up a slender, delicate arrow, beautifully made and tipped with steel.

That, said Mount, gravely, is a Delaware arrow.

The Lenape! I cried, astonished. Suddenly the terrible significance of these blackened arrows came to me like a blow. The Lenni-Lenape had risen, the Senecas and Shawanese had joined the Cayugas. The Long House was in revolt.

Mount, I said, quietly, does Colonel Cresap know this?

The Weasel nodded.

We abandon the fort to-night, he said. We cant face the Six Nations — here.

We make for Pittsburg, added Mount. It will be a job to get the women and children through. Cresap wishes to see you, Mr. Cardigan. You will find him laying fuses to the magazine.

They piloted me to the casemates and around the barracks to the angle of the fort, where a stockade barred the passage to the magazine. The sentry refused us admittance, but Corporal Cloud heard us and opened the stockade gate, where we saw Cresap on his hands and knees, heaping up loose powder into a long train. He glanced up at us quietly; his thin, grave face was very pale.

Am I right about those arrows? he asked Mount.

Mr. Cardigan says theres a Seneca war-arrow among em, too, replied Mount.

Cresaps keen eyes questioned me. 

Its true, I said. The Senecas guard the western door of the Long House, and they have made the Cayugas cause their own.

And the eastern door? demanded Cresap, quickly.

The eastern door of the Long House is held by our Mohawks and Sir William Johnson, I said, proudly. And, by Gods grace! they will hold it in peace.

Not while Walter Butler lives, said Cresap, bitterly, rising to his feet and turning the key of the magazine. Throw that key into the moat, corporal, he said. Mount, get some riflemen and roll these kegs of powder into the casemates.

You know, he observed, turning to me, that we abandon the fort to-night. It means the end of all for me. I shall receive all the blame for this war; the disgrace will be laid on me. But let Dunmore beware if he thinks to deprive me of command over my riflemen! Ive made them what they are — not for my Lord Dunmore, but for my country, when the call to arms peals out of every steeple from Maine to Virginia.

Cloud lifted his hat. Please God, those same bells will ring before I die, he said, serenely.

Theyll ring when the British fleet sights Boston, observed the Weasel.

Theyll ring loud enough for Harrod and Dan Boone to hear em on the Kentucky, added Mount.

I said nothing, but looked down at the powder trail, which led into the magazine through a hole under the heavy double door. Cresap pushed the heap of powder with his foot.

Ah, well, he said, its liberty or death for all save human cattle — liberty or death, sure enough, as the Virginian puts it.

Patrick Henry is in Pittsburg, began Mount; but Cresap went on without heeding him: Patrick Henry has given my riflemen their watchword; and the day that sees them marching north will find that watchword lettered on the breast of every hunting-shirt — Liberty or Death.

Turning his clear eyes on me, he said, You will be with us, will you not, sir?

My father fought at Quebec, I answered, slowly. 

And my father yonder at Fort Pitt, when it was Fort Duquesne, not under Braddock, but in 58, when the British razed the French works and built Fortress Pitt on the ruins. What of it? Your father and my father fought for England. They were Englishmen. Let us, who are Americans, imitate our fathers by fighting for America. We could do their memory no truer honour.

I have not made up my mind to fight our King, I answered, slowly. But I have determined to fight his deputy, Lord Dunmore.

And all his agents? added Mount, promptly.

You mean Dunmores? I asked.

The Kings, said Cloud.

Yes, the Kings, too, if they interfere with my people! I blurted out.

Oh, I think you will march with us when the time comes, said Cresap, with one of his rare smiles; and he led the way out of the stockade, cautioning us to step clear of the powder.

Cut a time-fuse for the train and bring it to me at the barracks, he said to Cloud; and, saluting us thoughtfully, he entered the casemates, where the women and children were gathered in tearful silence.

I heard him tell the poor creatures that their homes had gone up in smoke; that, for the moment, it was necessary to retire to Fort Pitt, and that each family might take only such household implements and extra clothing as they could carry in their arms.

There was not a whimper from the women, only quiet tears. Even the children, looking up solemnly at Cresap, bravely stifled the sobs of fear that crowded into every little throat.

The day wore away in preparation for the march. I had nothing to prepare; I had lost my rifle and ammunition when a prisoner among the Cayugas, and my spare clothing and provisions when Boyds Inn was burned. Fortunately, Boyd had buckled on my money-belt for safe keeping, and the honest old man delivered it to me, condoling with me for the loss of my clothing and food; and never a word of complaint for his own loss of home and bed and everything he owned in the world, nor would he accept a shilling from me to aid him towards a new beginning in life. 

I am only seventy-three, he said, coolly; when these arms of mine cannot build me a home, let them fashion my coffin!

And he picked up his long rifle and walked away to help load the ox-teams with powder, ball, and provisions.

One thing that Mount told me aroused my anger and contempt: there was now not a Tory left among Cresaps people; all had fled when Greathouse fled, proving clearly that, if all had not aided in the slaughter of Logans children, they at least had been informed of the plot and had probably been warned that the murderous deed would be laid at Tory doors.

Towards dusk our scouts began to come in, one by one, with sad stories concerning the outlying settlements and lonely farms. One had seen a charred doorway choked with dead children, all scalped; another, lying hid, saw a small war-party pass with eighteen fresh scalps, three of them taken from women and little girls; a third vowed that the Oneidas had joined in, and he exhibited a moccasin that he had found, as proof. But when I saw the moccasin, I knew it to be Mohawk, and it troubled me greatly, yet I did not inform Cresap, because I could not believe our Mohawks had risen.

At nine oclock the postern was opened quietly, and the first detachment of riflemen left the fort, stealing out into the starlight, weapons at a trail. When the scouts returned to say that the coast was clear, the column started in perfect silence. First marched a company of Maryland riflemen; after them filed the ox-teams, loaded with old women and very small children, the wagons rolling on muffled wheels; then followed a company of Virginia militia, and after them came more ox-teams piled with ammunition and stores, and accompanied by young women and grown children. The rear was covered by the bulk of the militia and riflemen, with our brass cannon dragged by the only horse in the ill-fated town.

When the rear-guard had disappeared in the darkness, Cresap, Mount, Cade Renard, and I bolted the gates, drew up the drawbridge, locked it, and dropped the keys into the moat. Then Cresap and Mount ran across the parade towards the magazine, while we tied a knotted rope to the southern parapet and shook it free so that it hung to the edge of the counter-scarp below. 

Presently Mount came hurrying back across the parade and up the scarp to where we stood, bidding us hasten, for the fuse was afire and might burn more quickly than we expected.

Down the rope, hand over hand, tumbled the Weasel, and then Mount motioned me to go. But just as I started, up above my head in the darkness I heard the flag flapping; I paused, then stepped towards the pole.

The flag, I said. You have forgotten it—

Its only the damned British flag! said Mount. Down the rope with you, lad! Do you want to keep us till the fort blows up?

I cant leave the flag, I said, doggedly.

To hell with it! retorted Mount, fiercely, and pushed me towards the rope.

Let me alone! I flashed out, backing towards the flag-pole.

Oh, go to the devil your own way, growled Mount, but I saw he did not leave the rampart while I was lowering the flag and ripping it from the halyards.

Cresap came rushing up the scarp as I stuffed the flag into the breast of my hunting-shirt.

Are you mad? he cried. Down the rope there, Cardigan! Follow him for your life, Jack Mount!

And down I scrambled, followed by Mount and Cresap, and we all ran as though the Six Nations were at our heels.

In the dark we passed a rifleman who scampered on ahead to pilot us, and after ten minutes at top speed we joined the rear-guard and fell in with the major, panting.

A slick trick you played, grunted Mount, with that bloody British flag.

It was mine, once, I retorted, hotly.

Oh, you would blow us all up for it, eh? asked the big fellow, pettishly. Well, you be damned, and your flag, too!

His voice was blotted out in a roar which shook the solid forest; a crimson flame shot up to the stars; then thunderous darkness buried us.

Half-smothered cries and shrieks came from the long convoy ahead, but these were quickly silenced, the frightened oxen subdued, and the column hastened on into the night. 

Now that the forts exploded, look out for the Iroquois, said Mount, steadying his voice with an effort.

Cresap had given me a rifle. I halted to load it, then ran on to join Mount and Renard. We plodded on in silence for a while. Presently Mount asked me what I meant to do in Pittsburg.

I mean to see Lord Dunmore, I replied, quietly.

Mount pretended to fear for his Lordships scalp, but I was in no humour for jesting, and I said no more.

What are you going to do to old Dunmore? urged the big fellow, curiously.

See here, my good man, said I, you are impertinent. I am an accredited deputy of Sir William Johnson, and my business is his.

You need not be so surly, grumbled Mount.

Youve hurt his feelings, observed the Weasel, trotting at my heels.

Whose? Mounts? I asked. Well, I am sorry. I did not mean to hurt you, Mount.

Thats all very well, but you did, said Mount. Ive got feelings, too, just as much as the Weasel has.

No, you havent, said the Weasel, hastily. Im a ruined man, and you know it. Havent I been through enough to give me sensitive feelings?

Mount nudged me. Hes thinking of his wife and baby, he said. Talk to him about them. He likes it. It harrows him, doesnt it, Cade?

It hurts fearful, replied the Weasel, looking up at me hopefully.

You had a lovely wife, didnt you, Cade? inquired Mount, sympathetically.

Yes — oh yes. And a baby girl, Jack — dont forget the baby girl, sniffed the Weasel, trotting beside me.

The baby must be nigh fifteen years old now, eh, Cade? suggested Mount.

Sixteen, nigh sixteen, Jack. The cunning little thing.

What became of her? I asked, gently.

Nobody knows, nobody knows, murmured the Weasel. My wife left me and took my baby girl. Some say she went with one of Sir Peter Warrens captains, some say it 211 was an admiral who charmed her. I dont know. She was gone and the fleet was gone when they told me.

He laid his hard little hand on my arm and looked up with bright eyes.

Since that, he said, Ive been a little queer in my head. You may have noticed it. Oh yes, Ive been a little mad, havent I, Jack?

A little, said Mount, tenderly.

I have not noticed it, said I.

Oh, but I have, he insisted. I talk with my baby in the woods; dont I, Jack? And I see her, too, he added, triumphantly. That proves me a little mad; doesnt it, Jack?

The Weasel was once a gentleman, said Mount, in my ear. He had a fine mansion near Boston.

I hear you! piped the Weasel. I hear you, Jack. You are quite right, too. I was a gentleman. I have ridden to hounds, Mr. Cardigan, many a covert Ive drawn, many a brush fell to me. I was master of fox-hounds, Mr. Cardigan. None rode harder than I. I kept a good cellar, too, and an open house — ah, yes, an open house, sir. And that was where ruin came in, finding the door open — and the fleet in the downs.

And you came home and your dear wife had run away with an officer from Sir Peter Warrens ships — eh, Cade, old friend? said Mount, affectionately.

And took our baby — dont forget the baby, Jack, piped the Weasel.

And if you could only find the man youd slit his gullet, wouldnt you, Cade? inquired Mount, dropping one great arm over the Weasels shoulder.

Oh, dear, yes, replied the Weasel, amiably.

I had been looking ahead along the line of wagons, where a lanthorn was glimmering. The convoy had halted, and presently Mount, Cade Renard, and I walked on along the ranks of resting troops and loaded wains until we came to where the light shone on a group of militia officers and riflemen. Cresap was there, wrapped in his heavy cloak; and when he perceived me he called me.

As I approached, followed naïvely by Mount and Renard, 212 I was surprised to see a tall Indian standing beside Cresap, muffled to the chin in a dark blanket.

Cardigan, said Cresap, my scouts found this Indian walking ahead in the trail all alone. He made no resistance, and they brought him in. He seems to be foolish or simple-minded. I cant make him out. You see he is unarmed. What is he?

I glanced at the tall, silent Indian; a glance was enough.

This man is a Cayuga and a chief, I said, in a low voice.

Speak to him, said Cresap; he appears not to understand me. I speak only Tuscarora, and that badly.

I looked at the silent Cayuga and made the sign of brotherhood. His dull eyes regarded me steadily.

Brother, I said, by the cinders on your brow you mourn for the dead.

I mourn, he replied, simply.

A son?

A family. I am Logan.

Shocked, I gazed in pity on the stern, noble visage. So this was Logan, the wretched man bereft of all his loved ones by Greathouse!

I turned quietly to Cresap.

This is the great Cayuga chief, Logan, whose children were murdered, I said.

Cresap turned a troubled face on the mute savage.

Ask him where he journeys.

Where do you journey, brother? I asked, gently.

I go to Fort Pitt, he answered, without emotion.

To ask justice?

To ask it.

God grant you justice, I said, gravely.

To Cresap I said, He seeks justice at Fort Pitt from Lord Dunmore.

Bid him come with us, replied Cresap, soberly. He may not get justice at Fort Pitt, but there is a higher Judge than the Earl of Dunmore. To Him I also look for the justice that men shall deny me on earth.

I took Logan by the hand and led him into a space behind the wagons. Here we waited in silence until the slow convoy 213 moved, and then we followed as mourners follow a casket to the grave of all their hopes.

Hour after hour we journeyed unmolested; the stars faded, but it was not yet dawn when a far voice cried in the darkness and a light moved, and we knew that the warders of the fortress were hailing our vanguard at the gates of Pittsburg.


CHAPTER XIII
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I AWOKE IN a flood of brightest sunshine which poured over the walls of my chamber and bathed the sweet lavender-scented sheets on my bed.

The water in the washing-bowl reflected the sunlight, and the white ceiling above me wavered with golden-netted ripples. A gentle wind moved the curtains to and fro, a brisk breeze, yet saturated with the disquieting taint of unknown odours, odours of a town whose streets are thronged with strange people. Those bred within the strip which runs along the borders of a wilderness find the air of towns confusing, as a keen hound, running perdu, enters a vast runway where a thousand pungent trails recross.

Reconnoitring the room from my sunny couch, I poked my sun-warmed muzzle out of the sheets, sniffing and inspecting the unfamiliar surroundings. Then I cautiously stretched my limbs, and finding myself supple and sound, leaped lightly onto the rag-carpet in my bare feet and stood looking out of the window.

This lodging whither Mount and Renard had piloted me when our convoy passed the ramparts of Fortress Pitt, was an inn called the Virginia Arms, a most clean and respectable hostelry, though sometimes suspected as a trysting-place for rebels. James Rolfe, a Boston man, was our host, a thin-edged, mottled, shrewd-eyed fellow, whose nasal voice sounded continually through the house from tap-room to garret, in sarcastic comment on his servants. I heard him now as I stood at the window:

Oh, Hiram, yew dinged sack o shucks, the gentleman in 27 is knocking on the floor! Jonas! A pot o small-beer for the gentleman in 17! Land o Goshen, yew run like a frost-nipped spider! The gentleman in 6 is waiting for his wig! Whats that? Waal, yew go right round tew the hairdressers 215 and tell him tew bring that wig! Hey? Yes, the wig dressed a-lar-Francy! Dont set there rubbing yewr chin like a dumned chipimunk, Simon, while Mister Patrick Henry is waiting for them queue ribbons from Corwins. Eh? You fetched em? Well, why in the name o Virginy cant you say so? Clean them buckles for the gentleman in 20, yew darned clam!

His penetrating, half-fretful, half-humorous voice died away towards the stables in the rear, and I parted the dainty curtains and peeped out into the streets of Pittsburg. Our inn stood on the corner of the town square, opposite the village green. Across the square rose some well-made barracks, painted white; I could see red-coated sentinels posted at the gates and walking their beats along the west stockade. A few handsome mansions faced the square, two churches and a public house completed the north side of the quadrangle. East and west shops and smaller houses lined the streets; the green bush hung in the sunshine, the barbers basin swung and glittered among a forest of gayly painted sign-boards.

But the people! Lord, how they trooped by, passing, repassing, threading the alleys, streaming across the green, soldiers in scarlet and buff, militia in brown and green, sober townsmen dressed as we dress in Johnstown, old gentlemen in snuffy smalls and big coats with broad cuffs and silver buttons, the butcher, bared of arm and head, with the wind fluttering his apron, the baker, white and sallow as his own muffins, ostlers, shop-keepers, chapmen, men in fustian shouldering pick or shovels, drovers in blue smocks carrying looped snake-whips. Now comes one in musty wig and steel spectacles, bulging umbrella under one arm, inquisitive nose buried in a Maryland newspaper — a schoolmaster! — or do I not know the breed. Anon, I see some tall, awkward riflemen, loitering idly before signs or gawking up at the county court-house, where a gilt fish swims in the sky.

Sometimes a horseman, in the uniform of Lord Dunmores guards, trots by gracefully, with a smile and low salute for his friends and a stare at the fresh-cheeked maids who steal demurely along, basket on arm, to rifle the market for an early squash or a bunch o green pease.

Many citizens I notice are reading the newspapers as they 216 walk; many men meet and stop and converse eagerly, looking behind them at times as though an eavesdropper might be near. With bell and clapper the vender of ginger and cocoa-nut pushes his cart before him; peddlers, bending under Delaware baskets or leather trays, stand in the street, calling their wares: Colours for the races! Tablets! Pencils! Chains! Cock-gaffs — steel or brass! Gentlemens fancy! Dog-bells! Ferret-bits!

A barefoot child in rags offers bills for the bull-baiting and for the Theatre Royal, crying in a thin, monotonous voice: Race-week bills, my lords and gentlemen! Race-week bills for the Theatre Royal, my lady! Plays to be played— The Beaus Stratagem, Beggars Opera, The Devil to Pay, The Fair Penitent, The Virgin Unmasked! and a variety of farces and merry pantomimes — and the bills are only a penny, my lady! The tickets to be had at Jamisons Coffee-House at four shillings — the bill to be had of me, Rosalie, child of Tanner Bridewell — only a penny!

The pitiful voice in the sunshine touched me; I opened the window and tossed a shilling to the child, then hid behind the curtains while she kissed her palm at my window.

The winding of a brass horn brought me out of my concealment to peep again down into the street, where people were flocking around a public crier, who stood on a horse-block blowing his horn.

Attention! Attention! he cried, unfolding a paper, and presently commenced to read his news to the crowd:

By permission of the Right Honourable Earl of Dunmore, Governor of Virginia! Four days sport on Roanoke Plain. The Colonial Club offering prizes of £100 and £50; the Richmond Club offering two purses of £50. Attention! Sport on the Roanoke; an even and delightsome plain, most sweet and pleasant. To-day the Noblemans and Gentlemans Purse of £50, free for any horse except Doctor Connollys Scimitar, who won the plate last season. Second, a silver cup worth £12. Tuesday, County Subscription Purse of £50. No person will erect a booth or sell liquor without subscribing £2 to expenses of races.

Gentlemen fond of fox-hunting will meet at the Buckeye Tavern by daybreak during the races. 

God save the King!

He folded his paper, picked up his horn, and stepped down from the horse-block. After a little while I heard his horn again, sounding at the north angle of the square, and his strident voice, announcing the races, came fitfully on the wind.

I turned back into the room and began my toilet. How strange to find this town, undisturbed in its rural pleasures, busy about its own affairs, while scarce a nights journey to the north the frontier was in ashes, and the dead lay in the charred embers of their own door-sills!

How strange to look out on the peace of these sunny streets, with the cinders of Cresaps camp still clinging to my hunting-shirt; with my own blood caking the sore on my arm where a Cayuga child had thrust a lighted pine-splinter into my flesh! Strange! — ay, astonishing that these people here behind their fortress, their block-housen, their earthworks and stockades, should forget those who dwelt beyond the gates, wresting the dark soil, inch by inch, from the giant pines of the wilderness.

With a knife which Cresap had given me, I sat down to scrape the mud and filth from my hunting-shirt and to pick out the burrs and docks which clotted the fringe on my leggings.

Sombre thoughts filled me; I had a hard rôle to play before Lord Dunmore; I had a harder rôle to act before Silver Heels, if she were still here in Pittsburg.

It gave me no pleasure to find myself so near her. The attitude she had assumed towards me that last night in Johnstown had hurt enough to leave a scar. But when scars appear, wounds are healed; and so was mine. It was true, I had never loved her as men love sweethearts. Her sudden and amazing appearance as a woman had aroused my curiosity; her popularity and beauty my jealousy. It was hurt pride that tempered me when the playfellow I had tolerated and protected and tormented at my pleasure, tormented, tolerated, and finally ignored me.

I did not love her when I aroused her contempt with my courtship of Mrs. Hamilton. I did not love her when I followed her to the pantry to bully her into according me her 218 respect once more. It was vanity: vanity when I sulked because young Bevan took her from me; vanity when I assailed the pretty ears of Mrs. Hamilton with callow cynicisms and foolish wit. I scorned myself for having deceived my own heart with the fancy that I had ever loved my cousin Silver Heels.

Now that the demon Butler had been exorcised by Sir William, and now that Sir William wished for my union with Silver Heels, and had promised me the means to maintain her as her rank required, I understood plainly that I did not love her in that way. She was only my playfellow; she had never been anything else. I meant to see her and tell her so; I meant to ask her forgiveness for offending her; I meant to seek her friendly confidence once more, to warn her that she should not tarry here in these troublous times, but return at once to Johnson Hall, where Sir William could protect her, not only from the savages, but also from that creature whose every breath of life was an offence to his Creator.

Doubtless, Silver Heels would go with me. Dunmore would be obliged to provide our escort; indeed, his Lordship would be glad enough to see me leave his town of Pittsburg ere I had finished with my business here.

I stood smoothing the thrums on sleeve and legging, somewhat ashamed to seek audience with anybody in such attire. I had money in my belt, enough to purchase clothing suitable to my station, but it was time that I lacked, not means or inclination.

I had laid my hand on the knob, intent on seeking breakfast below, and was about to open the door, when somebody knocked. It was Saul Shemuel, smiling and folding his hands over his belly — a greasy spectacle in sooth for a hungry stomach — and I scowled and bade him state his business quickly in the devils name.

Goot-day and greeding, sir, said the peddler, bowing and rubbing himself against the door like a cat. Gott save our country, Mr. Cardigan. You are oxpected to join the gendlemens in 13, sir. Mr. Mount begs you will hold no gonversation mit strangers hereabouts, nor entertain no one until he sees you, sir.

Who are you, anyway, Shemuel? I asked, curiously. 

A peddler, Mr. Cardigan — only a poor peddler, he protested, spreading out his grimy fingers and peeping up cunningly. Pray, do not look as if you knew me, sir, should you see me abroad in the streeds, sir. But if you wish to speag to me, please to buy a buckle; one buckle if I shall seek you here, two buckles if I am to follow you in the streed, sir, three buckles if you would seek me in my lodgings, Mr. Cardigan. I live at the Bear and Cubs Tavern, sir, on the Kings Road.

Very well, I said, somewhat amused at the idea of my pining for Shemuels company under any circumstances. Where is room 13, Shemuel? Eh? Oh, you appear to know this inn. Heres sixpence for you, Shemmy. Thats right, cut away now!

If I might speak von vort, sir, he began, hoisting his basket on his back and looking slyly up at me as I passed him.

Well? I said, impatiently.

I haf often seen you, sir, at Johnson Hall.

Well?

And I haf also sold gilt chains to Miss Warren.

Well! I demanded, sharply.

Miss Warren iss here in Pittsburg, sir, he ventured.

I supposed so, I said, coldly; but that does not interest me.

Maybe, he said, spitefully, you dond know somedings?

What things?

Miss Warren weds mit Lord Dunmore in July.

He was gone like a slippery lizard before I could seize him. He vanished around the corridor ere my thoughts assembled from the shock that had routed them. Now they began to rally pell-mell, and my cheeks burnt with scorn and anger, though I could not truly credit the preposterous news. That unformed child thrown into the arms of a thing like Dunmore! What possessed all these rakes and roués to go mad — stark, staring, March-mad — over my playfellow? What did an Earl want of her — even this bloodless Dunmore with his simper and his snuff and his laces and his birds claws for fingers? What the devil had enchanted him to seek her 220 for his wife; to make her Countess of Dunmore and the first lady in Virginia?

And Silver Heels, had she sold her beauty for the crest on this mans coach? Had she bargained her innocence for the rank that this toothless conspirator and assassin could give her? How in Gods name could she endure him? How could she listen without scorn, look at him without loathing? An old man, at least a man who might be a rotten forty or a patched and mended sixty, with his painted face and his lipless line of a mouth — horror! — if she had seen him grinning and gumming his wine-glass as I had seen him — or sprawling on the carpet, too drunk to clean his own chin!

Agitated and furious I paced the hallway, resolving to seek out my lady Silver Heels without loss of time or ceremony, and conduct her back to the nursery where the little fool belonged.

Countess, indeed! Id bring her to her senses! And wait! — only wait until Sir William should learn of this!

Somewhat comforted at the thought of the Baronets anger and dismay, I pocketed my excitement and began to search for the door of room 13, where, according to Shemuel, I was expected. I had forgotten the peddlers directions; besides the house was unexplored ground for me, and I wandered about several corridors until I noticed a pleasant-faced gentleman watching me from the stairs.

He doubtless noticed my perplexity, for he bowed very courteously as I passed him and made some polite observation which required a civil answer; and before I was fully aware of it, he had invited me to a morning cup with him in the tap-room.

This was a trifle too friendly on short acquaintance; Shemuels warning to hold my tongue and avoid strangers instantly occurred to me. On my guard, I prayed him to pardon my declining, with many compliments and excuses, which I heaped upon him to avoid the seeming discourtesy of refusing him my name.

He was truly a most pleasant gentleman, a stranger in Pittsburg, so he said, and bearing very gracefully the title of captain and the name of Murdy. He appeared most anxious to present me to his friend, Doctor Connolly, in the 221 tap-room; but I begged permission to defer the honour and left him, somewhat nonplussed, on the stairway.

In a few moments I found room 13, and knocked. And, as I was ushered in, I glanced back at the stairway, and was annoyed to see my friendly Captain Murdy peering at me through the balustrade.

It was Corporal Paul Cloud who admitted me, greeting me respectfully, and immediately closing and locking the door. The room was large; a table stood in the centre, around which were gathered Jack Mount, Cade Renard, Jimmy Rolfe, the landlord of the Virginia Arms; my former host, Timothy Boyd; and another man whom I had never before seen. Cresap was not there, but, in a corner, wrapped to the eyes in his dark blanket, sat the bereaved Cayuga chief, Logan, staring at the floor.

The company were at breakfast, and when I approached to greet them, Mount jumped to his feet and gave me a warm handclasp, leading me to a chair beside the only man whom I did not know.

I saluted the stranger, and he bowed silently in return. He appeared to be a man of forty, elegantly yet soberly dressed, wearing his own dark hair, unpowdered, in a queue — a gentleman in bearing, in voice, in every movement — a thoroughbred to the tips of his smooth, well-ordered fingers. A pair of gold-rimmed spectacles which he wore had been pushed up over his forehead; now he lowered them to the bridge of his nose again, and looked at me gravely and searchingly, yet entirely without offence. The scrutiny of certain men sometimes conveys a delicate compliment.

Mount, in a very subdued voice, asked permission to present me, and the gentleman bowed, saying he knew my name from hearing of my father.

As for his name, I think anybody in the colonies — ay, in London, too — would know it. For the gentleman beside whom I had been placed was the famous Virginian, Patrick Henry, that fiery orator who had bade our King mark well the lives of Cæsar and Charles the First to profit by their sad examples: and when the cries of Treason! dinned in his ears, had faced a howling Tory Legislature with the contemptuous words: If this be treason — make the most of it! 

Sideways I admired his delicate aquiline nose, his firm chin, the refinement of every muscle, every line.

He drank sparingly; once he raised his glass to me and I had the honour of drinking a draught of cinnamon cold-mulled with him.

There was little conversation at table. Mr. Henry asked Boyd about the burning of Cresaps village, and the brave old man told the story in a few, short phrases. Once he spoke to Cloud about the militia. Presently, however, he left the table and sat down by Logan; and for a long time we watched them together, this sensitive, high-bred orator, and the sombre savage, burying his grief in the dark ruins of a broken heart. Their blended voices sounded to us like the murmur of the deep thrilling chords of a harp, touched lightly.

Mount came over beside me, and, resting his massive head on his hands, spoke low, Cresap was arrested last night by Doctor Connolly, Dunmores deputy, and is to be relieved of his command.

Is Doctor Connolly Dunmores agent? I asked, quietly. Then hes here in the house now.

I know it, said Mount. He and his fawning agent, Murdy, are watching the inn to learn who is here. By-the-way, my name is anything you please, if they ask you. It wont do for the Weasel and me to flaunt our quality in Pittsburg town. There was once a fat Tory judge walking yonder on the highway, and — well, you know, moonlight and mischief are often abroad together. Curious, too, that this same fat judge should have come to grief; for he once issued some valentines to me and the Weasel.

I looked up sharply; Mount blinked mildly as a kitten who is filled with milk.

Why did they arrest Cresap? I asked.

Why? Oh, Lord, the town is full o people blaming Dunmore for this new war. There was like to be a riot yesterday when one of Cresaps runners came in with news of the rising. So Dunmore, frightened, called in Connolly and Murdy and they went about town swearing that Dunmore was innocent and that the wicked Cresap did it all. And now Connolly has had Cresap arrested, and he swears that Dunmore 223 will make an example of Cresap for oppressing the poor Indians. Theres your Tory Governor for you!

Horrified at such hypocrisy, I could only gasp while Mount shrugged his broad shoulders and went on:

But this rattlesnake, Dunmore, has bitten off more than he can poison. Logans here to demand justice on Greathouse. And now you are here to protest in Sir Williams name. Oh, its a fine pickle Dunmore will find himself swimming in.

When is Logan to have an audience with Dunmore? I asked.

To-night, in the fortress. And, Mr. Cardigan, I took the liberty of announcing to the Governors secretary, Gibson, that an envoy from Sir William Johnson had arrived with a message for Lord Dunmore. So you also are to deliver your message to the Governor of Virginia in the hall to-night.

But, said I, puzzled, does Dunmore expect a messenger from Sir William?

Havent you heard from Shemuel? asked Mount. I told him to tell you that Dunmore wants to marry the beautiful Miss Warren, whos cutting such a swath here. He sent his offer by runner to Sir William, and, being a Tory, an Earl, and Governor of Virginia, he naturally expects Sir William will throw the poor girl at his head!

I took Mounts arm in my hand and tightened my grip till he groaned.

Mark you, Mount, I said, choking back my passion, this night my Lord Dunmore will learn some things of which he is ignorant. One of them is that my kinswoman, Miss Warren, is betrothed to me!

The big fellows eyes had grown wider and bluer as I spoke. When I finished he gaped at me like a dying fish. Suddenly he seized my hand and wrung it till the whole table shook, and Mr. Henry looked at us in displeasure.

Tell the Weasel, said Mount, gently. Tell him, lad. It will please him. Hes full o sentiment; hell never breathe a word, Mr. Cardigan; the Weasels a gentleman. He dotes on love and lovers.

Lovers! Love! The words fell harshly on my ear. 

I did not love Silver Heels; I did not want to wed her. But something had to be done, and that quickly, if I was to take the silly, deluded girl back to Johnstown with me.

Wont you tell the Weasel? said Mount, anxiously.

You tell him, I said. You must stick by me now, Jack Mount, for the Lord knows what trouble lies before me ere I shake the Pittsburg dust off my moccasins!

After a moment Mount said, I suppose you dont know where Butler is?

You mean to say that Butler is back in Pittsburg? I asked, faintly.

Hes in attendance on Dunmore, lad. Shemmy told me last night.

Very well, said I, smacking my suddenly parched lips. I will kill him before I leave Pittsburg.

Mr. Henry rose from his seat beside Logan and came over to where I was standing by the window.

Mr. Cardigan, he said, I know from Mount something concerning your mission here. I know you to be a patriot, and I believe that your honourable guardian, Sir William Johnson, will aid us with all his heart in whatever touches the good of our country. Am I not right?

Sir Williams deeds are never secret, sir, I replied, cautiously. All men may read his heart by that rule.

Sir William has chosen in you a discreet deputy, to whom I beg to pay my sincerest compliments, said Mr. Henry, smiling.

I can say this, sir, I replied, with a bow; that I have heard him many times commend your speeches and the public course which you pursue.

Sir William is too good, he replied, bowing.

Ay, sir, I said, eagerly; he is good! I do believe him to be the greatest and best of men, Mr. Henry. I am here as his deputy, though without orders, now that my mission to Colonel Cresap has failed. But, sir, I shall use my discretion, knowing Sir Williams mind, and this night I shall present to my Lord Dunmore a reckoning which shall not be easily cancelled!

In the face of all his people? asked Mr. Henry, curiously. 

In the face of the whole world, sir, I said, setting my teeth with a snap.

He held out his finely formed hand; I took it respectfully.

When he had gone away I drew Mount and Renard aside and asked them where Miss Warren was staying. They did not know.

Well make a tour of the town and find Shemuel; he knows, suggested Mount.

I assented, smiling bitterly to find myself so soon seeking Shemuels company; and we three, clad in our soiled buckskins, descended the stairway and sallied forth into the sunlit streets of Pittsburg, arm in arm.

Riflemen, rangers, forest-runners, and the flotsam and jetsam from the wilderness were no rare spectacles in Pittsburg, so at first we attracted little attention. We would have attracted none at all had not Mount swaggered so, arms akimbo, fur cap over his left eye. He stopped at every tap-room, a sad habit of his in towns; and the oftener he stopped the more offensive became his swagger. The Weasel, too, strutted along, cap defiantly cocked, reaching up to tuck his arm under the elbow of his giant comrade, which at moments forced the little Weasel to march on tiptoe.

It was strange and ludicrous, the affection between these waifs of the wilderness; what Mount did the Weasel imitated most scrupulously, drinking whatever his companion drank, swaggering when he swaggered, singing whatever catch Mount sang. And the oftener they drank the more musical they became with their eternal:

Diddle diddle dumpling,

My son John!—

until I remonstrated so vigorously that they quieted their voices if not their deportment.

It was on Pitt Street that we found Shemuel, trudging towards the Kings Road. A number of people gathered about him and followed him. Some bought ribbons or tablets for the races. The peddler saw us immediately, but made no sign as we approached until I asked the price of gilt buckles, and purchased three.

Then the little Jew fumbled in his pockets and whined 226 and protested he could not make change, and I was uncertain what to say until he brightened up and begged us to follow to the Bear and Cubs, just opposite, where change might be had in the tap-room.

The Bear and Cubs was a grizzly tavern, a squalid, unpainted house, swinging a grotesque sign which was meant to represent a she-bear suckling her young. The windows were dim with filth; the place reeked with the stale stench of malt and spirit dregs.

Into this grewsome hostelry I followed, perforce, to the tap-room, where Mount and Renard bawled for ale while I made known my business to Shemuel, who curiously enough appeared to suspect in advance what I wanted.

If you hatt dold me this morning — ach! — bud I pelieved you care noddings, Mister Cardigan. She wass waiting to see you, sir, at Lady Sheltons in the Boundary—

Did you tell her I was here? I asked, angrily.

Ach — yess! I wass so sure you would see her—

Exasperated, I shook my fist at the peddler.

You miserable, tattling fool! I said, fiercely. Will you mind your own business hereafter? Who the devil are you, to pry into my affairs and spy upon your betters?

It wass to hellup you, sir, he protested, spreading his fingers and waving his hands excitedly. I dold you she wass to marry Lord Dunmore; if you hatt asked me I could haff dold you somedings more—

What?

The bans will be published to-morrow from efery church in Pittsburg, Richmond, and Williamsburg!

I glared at him, catching my breath and swallowing.

Sir, he whined, I ask your pardon, but I haff so often seen you in Johnstown, and Miss Warren, too, and — and — I would not haff harm come to her, or you, sir; and I pelieved you — you lofed her—

I looked at him savagely.

Ach! — I will mix me no more mit kindness to nobody! he muttered. Shemmy, you mint your peezeness and sell dem goots in dot pasket-box!

Shemuel, I said, what did she say when you told her I was in Fort Pitt? 

Miss Warren went white like you did, sir.

And you said you would tell me where she was to be found?

Ach! — yess.

What did she say?

Miss Warren wass crying, sir—

What? I asked, astonished.

Yess, sir; Miss Warren she only sat down under the drees, and she cry mit herselluf.

And you came to get me? And my manner made you believe I did not care to see Miss Warren?

Miss Warren she knew I hatt come to fetch you. I dold her so. When I passed py dot Boundary again, she wass waiting under the drees—

How long since?

It is an hour, sir.

I fumbled in my belt and pulled out a gold piece.

Thank you, Shemmy, I muttered, dropping it into his greasy cap; tell Mount and Renard where I have gone.

Ach — ach, Mister Cardigan, cried Shemuel, plucking me timidly by the sleeve, von vort, if you please, sir. Remember, sir, I beg of you, that Miss Warren must not stay here. And if she will stay, and if she will not listen to you, sir, I beg you to gome to me at vonce.

Why? I asked, searching his agitated face.

Pecause I haff a knowledge that will hellup you, he muttered.

Very well, I said, calmly. I will come to you, Shemmy, if I need you. Where is Lady Sheltons house?

He led me to a back window and pointed out the Boundary, which was a tree-shaded road skirting the inner fortifications. Then he opened the rear door, pointed out the way through a filthy alley, across the market square, and then north until I came to a large, white-pillared house on a terrace, surrounded by an orchard.

As I walked swiftly towards the Boundary my irritation increased with every stride; it appeared to me that the world was most impudently concerning itself with my private affairs. First, Mount had coolly arranged for my reception by Dunmore without a word on the subject to me; and now 228 the peddler, Shemuel, had without my knowledge or consent made a rendezvous for me with Silver Heels before I knew for certain that she still remained in Pittsburg. The free direction of my own affairs appeared to be slipping away from me; apparently people believed me to be incapable of either thinking or acting for myself. I meant to put an end to that.

As for Silver Heels, no wonder the announcement to her of my presence here had frightened her into tears. She knew well enough, the little hussy, that Sir William would not endure her to wed such a man as Dunmore: she knew it only too well, and, by the publishing of the bans, it was clear enough to me that she meant to wed Dunmore in spite of Sir William and before he could interfere or forbid the bans.

As I hastened on, biting my lip till it bled, I remembered her vow to wed rank and wealth and to be my lady, come what might. And now the mad child believed she was in a fair way to fulfil her vow! I would teach her to try such tricks!

I found no great difficulty in discovering the house. Stone steps set in the hill-side led up to an orchard, through which, bordered by a garden, walks of gravel stretched to the veranda of the white-pillared house with its dormers and dignified portico.

There was a lady in the orchard, with her back turned towards me, leaning on a stone-wall and apparently contemplating the town below. My moccasins made no noise until I stepped on the gravel; but, at the craunch of the pebbles, the lady looked around and then came hastily towards me across the grass.

Are you a runner from Johnstown? she asked, sharply.

I stood still. The lady was Silver Heels. She did not know me.

She did not know me, nor I her, at first. It was only when she spoke. And this change had come to us both within four weeks time!

That she did not recognize me was less to be wondered at. The dark mask of the sun, which I now wore, had changed me to an Indian; anxiety, fatigue, and my awful peril in the Cayuga camp had made haggard a youthful face, perhaps scored and hollowed it. In these weeks I had grown tall; I 229 knew it, for my clothes no longer fitted in leg or sleeve. And I was thin as a kestrel, too; my added belt holes told me that.

But that I had not recognized her till she spoke distressed me. She, too, had grown tall; her face and body were shockingly frail; she had painted her cheeks and powdered her hair, and by her laces and frills and her petticoat of dentelle, she might have been a French noblewoman from Quebec. It were idle to deny her beauty, but it was the beauty of death itself.

Silver Heels, I said.

Her hand flew to her bosom, then crept up on her throat, which I saw throbbing and whitening at every breath. Good cause for fear had she, the graceless witch!

After a moment she turned and walked into the orchard. Deed I scared her, too, for her dragging feet told of the shock I had given her, and her silk kirtle trembled to her knees. She leaned on the wall, looking out over the town as I had first seen her, and I followed her and rested against the wall beside her.

Silver Heels, I asked, are you afraid to see me?

No, she said, but the tears in her throat stopped her. Lord! how I had frightened her withal!

Do you know why I am here? I demanded, impressively, folding my arms in solemn satisfaction at the situation.

To my amazement she tossed her chin with a hateful laugh, and shrugged her shoulders without looking at me.

Do you realize why I am here? I repeated, in displeasure.

She half turned towards me with maddening indifference in voice and movement.

Why you are here? Yes, I know why.

Why, then? I snapped.

Because you believed that Marie Hamilton was here, she said, and laughed that odd, unpleasant laugh again. But you come too late, Micky, she added, spitefully; your bonnie Marie Hamilton is a widow, now, and already back in Albany to mourn poor Captain Hamilton.

My ears had been growing hot.

Do you believe— I began.

But she turned her back, saying, Oh, Micky, dont lie.

Lie! I cried, exasperated. 

Fib, then. But you should have arrived in time, my poor friend. Last week came the news that Captain Hamilton had been shot on the Kentucky. Boone and Harrod sent a runner with the names of the dead. If you had only been here! — oh dear; poor boy! Pray, follow Mrs. Hamilton to Albany. She talked of nobody but you; she treated Mr. Bevan to one of her best silk mittens—

What nonsense is this? I cried, alarmed. Does Mrs. Hamilton believe I am in love with her?

Believe it? What could anybody believe after you had so coolly compromised her—

What? I stammered.

You kissed her, didnt you?

Who — I?

Perhaps I was mistaken; perhaps it was somebody else.

I fairly glared at my tormentor.

Let me see, said Silver Heels, counting on her fingers. There were three of us there — Marie Hamilton, I, and Black Betty. Now Im sure it was not me you kissed, and if it was not Marie Hamilton — why — it was Betty!

Silver Heels, said I, angrily, do you suppose I am in love with Mrs. Hamilton?

Why did you court her? demanded Silver Heels, looking at me with bright eyes.

Why? Oh, I — I fancied I was in love with you — and — and so I meant to make you jealous, Silver Heels. Upon my honour, that was all! I never dreamed she might think me serious.

The set smile on Silver Heelss lips did not relax.

So you fancied you loved me? she asked.

I — oh — yes. Silver Heels, I was such a fool—

Indeed you were, she motioned with her lips.

How thin she had grown. Even the colour had left her lips now.

Theres one thing certain, I said. I dont feel bound in honour to wed Mrs. Hamilton. I like her; shes pretty and sweet. I might easily fall in love with her, but I dont want to wed anybody. I could wed you if I chose, now, for Sir William wishes it, and he promised me means to maintain you. 

I thank Sir William — and you! said Silver Heels, paler than ever.

Oh, dont be frightened, I muttered. I cant have you, and — and my country too. Silver Heels, Im a rebel!

She did not answer.

Or, at least, Im close to it, I went on. Im here to seek Lord Dunmore.

As I pronounced his name I suddenly remembered what I had come for, and stopped short, scowling at Silver Heels.

Well, Micky? she said, serenely. What of Lord Dunmore?

I bent my head, looking down at the grass, and in a shamed voice I told her what I had heard. She did not deny it. When I drew for her a portrait of the Earl of Dunmore in all his proper blazonry, she only smiled and set her lips tight to her teeth.

What of it? she asked. I am to marry him; you and Sir William will not have him to endure.

Its a disgraceful thing, I said, hotly. If you are in your senses and cannot perceive the infamy of such a marriage, then Ill do your thinking for you and stop this shameful betrothal now!

You will not, I suppose, presume to interfere in my affairs? she demanded, icily.

Oh yes, I will, said I. You shall not wed Dunmore. Do you hear me, Silver Heels?

I shall wed Dunmore in July.

No, you wont! I retorted, stung to fury. Sir William has betrothed you to me. And, by Heaven! if it comes to that, I will wed you myself, you little fool!

The old wild-cat light flickered in her eyes, and for a moment I thought she meant to strike me.

You! she stammered, clinching her slender hands. Wed you! Not if I loved you dearer than hope of heaven, Michael Cardigan!

I do not ask you to love me, I retorted, sullenly. I do not ask you to wed me, save as a last resort. But I tell you, I will not suffer the infamy of such a match as you mean to make. Renounce Dunmore and return with me to Johnstown, and I promise you I will not press my suit. But if you 232 do not, by Heaven! I shall claim my prior right under our betrothal, and I shall take you with me to Johnstown. Will you come?

Lord Dunmore will give you your answer, she said, looking wicked and shaking in every limb.

And I will give him his! I cried. Pray you attend to-nights ceremony in the fortress, and you will learn such truths as you never dreamed!

I wiped my hot forehead with my sleeve, glaring at her.

Doubtless, said I, sneeringly, my attire may shock your would-be ladyship and your fashionable friends. But what I shall have to say will shock them more than my dirty clothes. True, I have not a bit of linen to clean my brow withal, and I use my sleeve as you see. But its the sleeve of an honest man that dries the sweat of a guiltless body, and all the laces and fine linen of my Lord Dunmore cannot do the like for him!

I think, said she, coldly, you had best go.

I think so too, I sneered. I ask your indulgence if I have detained you from the races, for which I perceive you are attired.

It is true; I remained here for you, when I might have gone with the others.

Suddenly she broke down and laid her head in her arms.

Much disturbed I watched her, not knowing what to say. Anger died out; I leaned on the wall beside her, speaking gently and striving to draw her fingers from her face. In vain I begged for her confidence again; in vain I recalled our old comradeship and our thousand foolish quarrels, which had never broken the strong bond between us until that last night at Johnstown.

As I spoke all the old tenderness returned, the deep tenderness and affection for her that lay underneath all my tyranny and jealousy and vanity and bad temper, and which had hitherto survived all quarrels and violence and sullen resentment for real or imaginary offence.

I asked pardon for all wherein I had hurt her, I prayed for her trustful comradeship once more as few men pray for love from a cold mistress.

Presently she answered a question; other questions and 233 other answers followed; she raised her tear-marred eyes and dried them with a rag of tightly fisted lace.

To soothe and gain her I told her bits of what I had been through since that last quarrel in Johnstown. I asked her if she remembered that sunset by the river, where she had spoken charms to the tiny red and black beetles, so that when they flew away the charm would one day save me from the stake.

But when I related the story of my great peril, she turned so sick and pallid that I ceased, and took her frail hands anxiously.

What is the matter, Silver Heels? I said. Never have I seen you like this. Have you been ill long? What is it, little comrade?

Oh, I dont know — I dont know, truly, she sobbed. It has come within the few weeks, Michael. I am so old, so tired, so strangely ill of I know not what.

You do know, I said. Tell me, Silver Heels.

She raised her eyes to me, then closed them. Neck and brow were reddening.

You are not in love! I demanded, aghast.

Ay, sick with it, she said, slowly, with closed lids.

It was horrible, incredible! I attempted to picture Dunmore as an inspirer of love in any woman. The mere idea revolted me. What frightful spell had this shrunken nobleman cast over my little comrade that she should confess her love for him?

And all I could say was: Oh, Silver Heels! Silver Heels! That man! It is madness!

What man? she asked, opening her eyes.

What man? I repeated. Do you not mean that you love Dunmore?

She laughed a laugh that frightened me, so mirthless, so bitter, so wickedly bitter it rang in the summer air.

Oh yes — Dunmore, if you wish — or any man — any man. I care not; I am sick, sick, sick! They have flattered and followed and sought me and importuned me — great and humble, young and old — and never a true man among them all — only things of powder and silks and painted smiles — and all wicked save one. 

And he?

Oh, he is a true man — the only one among them all — a true man, for he is stupid and vain and tyrannical and violent, eaten to the bone with self-assurance — and a fool to boot, Michael — a fool to boot. And as this man is, among them all, the only real man of bone and blood — why, I love him.

Who is this man? I asked, cautiously.

Not Dunmore, Michael.

Not Dunmore? And yet you wed Dunmore?

Because I love the other, Michael, who uses me like a pedigreed hound, scanning and planning his kennel-list to mate me with a blooded mate to his taste. Because I hate him as I love him, and shall place myself beyond his power to shame me. Because I am dying of the humiliation, Michael, and would wish to die so high in rank that even death cannot level me to him. Now, tell me who I love.

God knows! I said, in my amazement.

True, she said, God knows I love a fool.

But who is this fellow? I insisted. What man dares attempt to mate you to his friends? The insolence, the presumption — why, I thought I was the only man who might do that!

How she laughed at me as I stood perplexed and scowling and fingering the fringe on my leggings, and how her laughter cut, with its undertone ringing with tears. What on earth had changed her to a woman like this, talking a language that dealt in phrases which one heard and marked and found meant nothing, with a sting in their very emptiness?

Very well, said I, you shall not have Dunmore for spite of a fool unworthy of you; and as for that, you shall not have the fool either!

I am not likely to get him, she said.

You could have him for the wish! I cried, jealously. Id like to see the man who would not crawl from here to Johnstown to kiss your silken shoe!

Would you?

It pleases you to mock me, I said; but Ill tell you this: If I loved you as a sweetheart Id do it! Ill have the world know it is honoured wherever you touch it with your foot! 

Do you mean it? she asked, looking at me strangely.

Mean it! Have you ever doubted it?

The colour in her face surged to her hair.

You speak like a lover, she said, with a catch in her breath.

I speak like a man, proud of his kin! said I, suspiciously, alert to repel ridicule. Lover! What did she mean by that? Had I not asked pardon for my foolishness in Johnson Hall? And must she still taunt me?

If she read my suspicions I do not know, but I think she did, for the colour died out in her face and she set her lips together as she always did when meaning mischief.

I pray you, dear friend, she said, wearily, concern yourself with your kin as little as I do. Bid me good-bye, now. I am tired, Michael — tired to the soul of me.

She held out her slim hand. I took it, then I bent to touch it with my lips.

You will not wed Dunmore? I asked.

She did not reply.

And you will come with me to Johnstown on the morrow, Silver Heels?

There was no answer.

Silver Heels?

If you are strong enough to take me from Dunmore, take me, she said, in a dull, tired voice.

And — and from the other — the one you love — the fool?

He will leave me — when you leave me, she answered.

You mean to say this pitiful ass will follow you and me to Johnstown! I cried, excited.

Truly, he will! she said, hysterically, and covered her face with her hands. But whether she was laughing or crying or doing both together I could not determine; and I stalked wrathfully away, determined to teach this same fool that his folly was neither to my taste nor fancy.

And as I passed swiftly southward through the darkening town I heard the monotonous call of the town watchman stumping his beat:

Lanthorn, and a whole candle-light! Hang out your lights here! Light — ho! Maids, hang out your light, and see your lamp be clear and bright!


CHAPTER XIV
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I HAD LEARNED from our host of the Virginia Arms that the so-called Governors Hall, which stood within the limits of the fortifications, had been built by the French in 1755. Poor Braddocks brief début before Fort Duquesne in that same year interrupted the building of Governors Hall, which was called by the French La Fortresse de la Reine, and which, with the exception of our stone fort at Johnstown, was the only formidable and solidly fortified edifice of stone west of the Hudson.

When in 58 our troops seized Fort Duquesne and razed it, they not only spared La Fortresse de la Reine, but completed it — in exceeding poor taste — set the arms of Virginia over the portal, ran up their red, powder-stained flag, and saluted Governors Hall with hurrahs of satisfaction, drums and fifes playing The White Cockade.

Now the hall served sometimes as a court-house, sometimes as a temporary jail, often as a ballroom, occasionally as the Governors residence when he came to Fort Pitt from Williamsburg.

In it he gave audiences to all plaintiffs, white or Indian; in it he received deputies from other colonies or from England.

The Governor of Virginia lived on the second floor while sojourning at Pittsburg; under his white and gold apartments stretched a long, blank, stone hall, around the walls of which ran a wooden balcony half way between the stone flagging and the ceiling of massive buckeye beams.

It was in this naked and gloomy hall, damp and rank with the penetrating odour of mortar and dropping, mouldy plaster, that my Lord Dunmore consented to receive the old Cayuga chief, Logan, of the clan of the Wolf, and by right of birth — which 237 counts not with chiefs unless they be sachems, too — the chief also of the Oquacho of the Oneida nation.

Towards dusk a company of red-coated British infantry, with drummers leading, left the barracks opposite our inn, the Virginia Arms, and marched away towards Governors Hall, drummers beating The Huron. A crowd of men and boys trailed along on either flank of the column, drawn by curiosity to catch a glimpse of Logan, The White Mans Friend, who was to ask justice this night of the most noble Governor of Virginia, the great Earl of Dunmore.

When the distant batter of the drums, echo and beat, had died away down the dark vista of the Kings Road, I left my window in the Virginia Arms and descended the stairway into the street below, where Jack Mount and the Weasel ruffled it bravely and swaggered to and fro, awaiting my coming.

Mulled wine and sundry cups of cider, mixed rashly with long libations of James Rolfes humming ale, had set their heads and tongues a-buzzing. They were glorious in their dingy buckskins, coon-skin caps cocked over their left ears, thumbs hooked jauntily under their arm-pits. They now occupied the middle of the street and patrolled it gayly, singing and shouting and interrupting traffic, returning a jest for a gibe, a laugh for a smile, or a terrible threat for any wayfarer who dared complain of being hustled or trodden on.

Men instinctively accorded them the room they seemed to desire; women understood them better, and took right of way, smiling the reproof which always brought the swaggerers up, cap-tails sweeping the street in extravagant salute. For there appeared, in those two graceless bibbers of wines, that gravity and politeness of intoxication which so grotesquely parodies the dignity of gallantry, and with which it is almost hopeless for sober people to contend.

However, I spoke to them so cuttingly that they relapsed into injured silence and ambled along on either side of me without serious offence to passing citizens.

We soon found ourselves in a crowd, the current of which swept down the Kings Road towards the fortress; and we followed in the wake, while past us rode companies of officers, 238 gentlemen, and sometimes squads of the Governors horse — those same gay, flame-coloured Virginians whom I had so admired at Johnstown a month ago.

Coaches passed us, too, rolling towards the fortress, and through the glass windows we caught glimpses of ladies in cloaks of swans-down, with their plumes and jewels shining in the rays of the coach-lamps. Gilded sedan-chairs began to appear, gayer and more painted and polished than our chairs in Johnstown, and the bearers often in handsome liveries, with a major-domo leading the way and footmen to heel, and my lady peeping out at us shabby foot-farers plodding along in the street beside her.

Cresaps men were plentiful among the crowd, some of them sullen and muttering, others loud in their demands for Cresaps release, threatening trouble for those who had jailed their leader, and careless who heard them. There were a few forest-runners dressed as we were, numbers of riflemen in green capes and gray wool shirts, and rangers in brown and yellow deer-skins, with thrums dyed scarlet or purple.

A short, thick-set fellow, wearing a baldrick fringed with scalps, was pointed out by people as one of Boones and Harrods dare-devils; and truly he looked his part, though the scalp-belt pleased me not.

I heard him boasting that the trophies were Wyandotte scalps, which news, if true, meant one more ally for the Cayuga and one more enemy for the colonies when the breach with England came. It sickened me to hear the great fool boast.

The bulk of the throng, however, was made up of sober, peaceful citizens, men of the quiet classes, in homespun and snuffy hats, guiltless of the silver buckle on knee or shoe, silent, reserved, thoughtful men of moderate gesture and earnest eyes, whose rare voices disturbed no one and whose inoffensive conduct rebuked the rufflers as no words could do.

Jack Mount, who at first appeared inclined to play the rôle of a marching orator and distribute morsels of his wit and learning to all who would pay him the fee of their attention, subsided of his own accord among the quiet company wherein we now found ourselves and contented himself and the 239 Weasel with a series of prodigious yawns, at which they both never seemed to tire of laughing.

They also sang in a subdued chorus:

Quakress, Quakress, whither away?

Pray thee stay thee, Quakress gray.

I thy Quaker fain would be,

Yet dare not swear I care for thee!

However, the few Quakers in the throng took no offence, and I presently nudged my mannerless comrades into a snickering silence.

The people ahead of us had now stopped, and, looking over their heads, I saw the dark shape of the Governors Hall, partly illuminated by two great lanthorns set in iron sockets flanking the portal. Shining in the feeble light moved the bayonets of the guards above the darkly massed crowd, while coach after coach rolled up and chair after chair deposited its burden of bejewelled beauty at the gateway. And all these people, all these dainty dames and gallants, had come to see the famous Logan — to hear the great Cayuga orator, The Friend of the White Man, ask why his little children had been slain by the white men, whose faithful friend he had been so long. Truly, there might be here something newer than the stale play at the Theatre Royal. It was not every day that my lady might hear and see an old man asking why his children had been murdered.

The crowd in front of us was compact, yet when Mount set his broad chest against it, the people hastily made a lane for him. The Weasel and I followed our big companion, elbowing our way to the portal, where Mr. Patrick Henry awaited us and passed us through the sentries and guards and pompous big-bellied tip-staves who turned up their vinous noses at the three shabby men from the forest.

Candle-light softened the bare walls and benches; candle-light set silks and jewels in a blaze where the ladies, banked up like beds of rustling roses, choked the wooden balcony above our heads, murmuring, whispering, fluttering fans and scarfs till the perfumed breeze from their stirrings fanned my cheeks. And more of them were arriving every moment; the wooden stairway leading to the gallery was ablaze with 240 starred sashes and petticoats, and twinkling satin shoon, with now and then the sparkle of a hilt as some scented gallant ascended with his fluttering and gorgeous convoy.

The scarlet coats of colonial and British officers spotted the galleries; here and there a silver gorget caught the light, blinding the eyes with brilliancy, only to turn and sink to a cinder as the wearer moved.

I looked for Silver Heels, but, from the floor below, all faces were vague and delicate as massed blossoms in a garden, and eyes sparkled as faintly as dew on velvet petals all unfolded.

At the end of the hall two carpeted steps led to a stone platform hung with a flag and the arms of Virginia. This was the Governors audience-seat; the gilded chair in the centre was for him; the tables that flanked it for his secretaries.

For envoys, deputies, and for all plaintiffs, red benches faced the platform; behind these stretched rank on rank of plain, unpainted seats for the public, or as much of it as the soldiers and tip-staves thought proper to admit.

This same public was now clamouring at the gate for right of entrance without favour or discrimination, and I could hear them protesting and shuffling at the portal behind us, while the soldiers disputed and the tip-staves tapped furiously on the stones with their long, tasselled wands.

Why should not the public enter freely a public place? I asked of Patrick Henry.

They will, one day, he said, with his grave smile.

Drums beating, added Mount, loudly, but withered at once under the sharp stare of displeasure with which Mr. Henry favoured him.

We now took seats on the last of the red benches, which stood near the centre of the hall, and in one corner of which I perceived Logan sitting bolt upright, eyes fixed on space, brooding, unconscious of the thronged beauty in the galleries above him or of the restless public now pouring into the hall behind his back.

Mr. Henry took his seat beside the stricken chief; next followed Jack Mount, lumbering to his place; and I heard a stir pass around the gallery with whispers of wonder and 241 admiration for the giant, followed by a titter as the little Weasel trotted to his seat next to Mount. I sat down beside the Weasel, closing the row on our bench, and turned around to watch the people filling up the hall behind me. They were serious, sober-eyed people, and, unlike the gay world in the galleries, had apparently not come to seek amusement in the clothes of three shabby rangers or in the dumb grief of a savage.

They are mostly patriots, whispered the Weasel, peppered with Tories and sprinkled with Dunmores spies. But they dont blab what they know — trust them for that, Mr. Cardigan.

I can see Paul Cloud and Timothy Boyd sitting together, and our host of the Virginia Arms, Rolfe, I said, leaning to search the audience. Then I caught a glimpse of a face I knew better, the scarred, patched-up visage of the man whom I had made to taste his own hatchet. Startled, and realizing for the first time the proximity of Walter Butler, I hunted the hall for him with hopeful eyes, for I meant to seek him and kill him without ceremony when the first chance came. I could not find him, however, but in a corner near the door, whispering together and peeping about, I discovered his other two creatures, Wraxall, the Johnstown barber, and Toby Tice, the treacherous tenant of Sir William. Where the cubs were the old wolf was not far away, that was certain. But search as I might I could find nothing but the wolfs stale trail.

One circumstance impressed me: behind Wraxall and Tice sat Saul Shemuel, hands folded on his stomach, apparently dozing while waiting for the spectacle to begin. But he was not asleep, for now and again, between his lids, I caught a sparkle of open eyes, and I knew that his large, soft ears were listening hard.

While I was still watching Shemuel, the Weasel nudged me, and I turned to see the platform before me alive with gentlemen, moving about and chatting, seating themselves in groups, while behind them half a dozen British officers in full uniform lounged or stared curiously up at the packed balconies.

Some of the gentlemen on the platform exchanged salutes 242 with ladies in the balconies, some smiled or waved their hands to friends. But that soon ceased, and the commotion on the platform was stilled as a gorgeous tip-staff advanced, banging his great stave on the stones and announcing the coming of his Lordship the Earl of Dunmore, Royal Governor of his Majestys colony of Virginia. God save the King!

Swish! swish! went the silken petticoats as the gallery rose; the people on the floor rose too, with clatter and shuffle and scrape of benches shoved over the stones.

Ah! There he was! — painted cheeks, pale eyes, smirk, laces, bird-claws and all — with a splendid order blazing on his flame-coloured sash and his fleshless legs mincing towards the gilded chair under the canopy which bore the arms of Virginia and the British flag.

Before he was pleased to seat himself, he peered up into the balcony and kissed his finger-tips; and I, following his eyes by instinct, saw Silver Heels sitting in the candle-flare, scarlet and silent, with her sad eyes fixed, not on my Lord Dunmore, but on me.

Before I met her eyes I had been sullenly frightened, dreading to speak aloud in such a company, scarcely hoping to find my tongue when the time came to voice my demands so that the whole town could hear. Now, with her deep, steady eyes meeting mine, fear fell from me like a cloak, and the blood began to race through every limb and my heart beat To arms! so fearlessly and so gayly that I smiled up at her; and she smiled at me in turn.

Again the Weasel began twitching at my sleeve, and I bent beside him, listening and watching the gentlemen on the platform.

Thats John Gibson, Dunmores secretary — the man in black on the Governors left! That loud, bustling fellow on his right is Doctor Connolly, Dunmores deputy for Indian affairs. He arrested Cresap to clear his own skirts of blame for the war. Behind him sits Connollys agent, Captain Murdy. Murdys agent was Greathouse. You see the links in the chain?

Perfectly, I replied, calmly; and I mean to shatter them if my voice is not scared out of my body.

Scourge me that ramshackle Dunmore! whispered 243 Mount, thickly, leaning across the Weasel. Give him hell-fire and a — hic! — black eye—

Mr. Henry jerked the giants arm and he relapsed into a wise silence, nodding his thanks as though Mr. Henry had imparted to him an acceptable secret instead of a reproof.

We were near enough to the platform to hear the Governor chattering with Gibson and Doctor Connolly, and sniffing his snuff as he peeped about with his lack-lustre eyes.

Que dieu me damne! he said, spitefully. But you have a mauvais quart dheure ahead, Connolly! — curse me if you have not! Faith, I wash my hands of you, and you had best make your sulky savage yonder some good excuse for the war.

Connollys deep voice replied evasively, but Dunmore clipped him short:

Oh no! Oh no! The people wont have that, Connolly! — skewer me if they will! Body o Judas, Connolly, you cant make them believe Cresap started this war!

Connolly whispered something.

Eh? What? I say I wash my hands o ye! Didnt you hear me say I washed my hands? And mind you clear me when you answer your filthy savage. Ill none of it, dye hear?

Connolly flushed darkly and leaned back. Gibson appeared nervous and dispirited, but Captain Murdy smiled cheerfully on everybody and took snuff with a zest.

And, Connolly, observed Dunmore, settling himself in his gilded chair, you had best announce the restoration to rank and command of Cresap. Ged! — that ought to put the clodhoppers yonder in good humour, to keep them from snivelling while your dirty savage speaks.

Presently Connolly arose, and, making a motion for silence, briefly announced the restoration of Cresap to command. There was no sound, no demonstration. Those in the balconies cared nothing for Cresap, those on the floor cared too much to compromise him with applause.

I heard Dunmore complaining to Gibson that the first part of Connollys programme had fallen flat and that he, Dunmore, wanted to know what Gibson thought of refusing Logan the right of speech. 

Gibson nervously shook his head and signalled to the interpreter, a grizzled sergeant of the Virginia militia, to take his station; and when the interpreter advanced, announcing in English and in the Cayuga language that the Governor of Virginia welcomed his brother, Logan, chief of the Cayugas, warrior of the clan of the Wolf, and The White Mans Friend, I saw Patrick Henry touch Logan on the shoulder.

Slowly the Indian looked up, then rose like a spectre from his sombre blanket and fixed his sad eyes on Dunmore.

There was a faint movement, a rustle from the throng on floor and gallery, then dead silence, as from the old warriors throat burst the first hollow, heart-sick word:

Brother!

Oh, the grim sadness of that word! — the mockery of its bitterness! — the desolate irony of despair ringing through it! Brother! That single word cursed the silence with an accusation so merciless that I saw Connollys heavy visage grow purple, and Gibson turn his eyes away. Only my Lord Dunmore sat immovable, with the shadow of a sneer freezing on his painted face.

Logan slowly raised his arm: — 

Through that thick night which darkens the history of our subjugation, through all the degradation and reproach which has been heaped upon us, there runs one thread of light revealing our former greatness, pleading the causes of our decay, illuminating the pit of our downfall, promising that our dead shall live again! Not in the endless darkness whither priests and men consign us is that thread of light to be lost; but from the shadowy past it shall break out in brilliancy, redeeming a peoples downfall, and wringing from you, our subjugators, the greeting — Brothers!

Fathers: For Logan, that light comes too late. Death darkens my lodge; my door is closed to sun and moon and stars. Death darkens my lodge. All within lie dead. Logan is alone. He, too, is blind and sightless; like the quiet dead his ears are stopped, he hears not; nor can he see darkness or light.

For Logan, light or darkness comes too late.

The old man paused; the silence was dreadful.

Suddenly he turned and looked straight at Dunmore. 

I appeal to any white man if he ever entered Logans lodge hungry and he gave him not meat; if he ever came cold and naked and he clothed him not!

The visage of the Earl of Dunmore seemed to be growing smaller and more corpse-like. Not a feature on his ghastly mask moved, yet the face was dwindling.

Logans voice grew gentler.

Such was my love, he said, slowly. Such was my great love for the white men! My brothers pointed at me as they passed, and said, He is the friend of white men. And I had even thought to live with you, but for the injuries of my brothers, the white men.

Unprovoked, in cold blood, they have slain my kin — all! — all! — not sparing woman or child. There runs not a drop of my blood in the veins of any living creature!

Hearken, Brothers! I have withstood the storms of many winters. Leaves and branches have been stripped from me. My eyes are dim, my limbs totter, I must soon fall. I, who could make the dry leaf turn green again; I, who could take the rattlesnake in my palm; I, who had communion with the dead, dreaming and waking; I am powerless. The wind blows hard! The old tree trembles! Its branches are gone! Its sap is frozen! It bends! It falls! Peace! Peace!

Who is there to mourn for Logan? Not one!

The old man bent his withered head and covered his face with his blanket. Through the frightful stillness the painful breathing of the people swept like a smothered cry; women in the balcony were sobbing; somewhere a child wept uncomforted.

Patrick Henry leaned across to me; his eyes were dim, his voice choked in his throat.

The great orator! he whispered. Oh, the great man! — greatest of all! The last word has been said for Logan! I shall not speak, Mr. Cardigan — it were sacrilege — now.

He rose and laid one arm about the motionless chief, then very gently he drew him out into the aisle. There was not a sound in the hall as they passed slowly out together, those great men who had both struck to the hilt for the honour of their kindred and of their native land. 

Now, when at last he had disappeared, a living spectre of reproach, which the guilt of men had raised to confound the lords of the New World, those gathered there to listen breathed again, and hastened to forget that glimpse which they had caught of the raw heart of all tragedy — mans inhumanity to man.

Dunmore came slowly from his trance, mechanically preening his silken plumage and ruffling like a meagre bird; Connolly rose from his seat and shook himself, and, finding nothing better to do, went about the platform, snuffing the candles, a duty pertaining to servants, but which he was doubtless thankful to perform as it brought his back to the spectators and gave his heavy, burning face a respite from the pillory of eyes. Gibson leaned heavily on his writing-table, wan, loose-jawed, and vacant-eyed. As for Captain Murdy, he sat serenely in his chair, shapely legs crossed, examining the lid of his snuff-box with ever-freshening interest.

Above us in the galleries some people had risen and were about to leave. The rustle of silks and satins seemed to break the heavy quiet; people breathed deeply, shifted in their seats, and turned around. Some stood up to go; chairs and benches grated on the stones; shoes shuffled and tapped sharply.

I had already determined to defer my interview with Lord Dunmore, because, after the great chiefs speech, my poor words must fall stale on ears attuned to the majestic music of a mighty soul. So, in the stir and noise around us, I rose and touched Jack Mount, motioning him to follow. But before he could find his feet and summon his wits to set them in motion, and ere I myself had edged half-way to the aisle, I heard Doctor Connolly speaking in that loud, hectoring tone, and I caught the name of Sir William Johnson shouted from the platform.

If the messenger from Johnstown be present, continued Doctor Connolly, let him be assured of a warm welcome from his Lordship, the Earl of Dunmore, Governor of Virginia.

So the infatuated Dunmore, grasping at a straw to dam the current of public sentiment, thought to fill empty minds with the news of his betrothal, trusting that as all the world 247 loves a lover, this same planet might find an opportunity to take him to its sentimental bosom.

His purpose was plain to me and perfectly loathsome; and as I stood there, watching him, I could see the rouge crack when he simpered. But I would not speak now.

Presently, looking around, I found that all those who had risen had again seated themselves, and that I, fascinated by the repulsive visage of Dunmore, stood there all alone.

My first impulse was to sit down hastily; my next to keep my feet, for it was too late to seek cover now, and Connolly was smiling at me, and Gibson nodded like a dazed mandarin. Dunmore, too, was peering at me and tapping his snuff-box complacently, and the sight of him brought the blood to my head and opened my mouth. But no sound issued. A woman in the gallery laughed outright.

Are you not a messenger from Sir William Johnson? prompted Connolly, with his domineering smile of patronage.

Yes, Doctor Connolly, I replied, slowly. As I spoke, fright vanished.

There was a pause. Dunmore tapped on his box and moistened his slitted mouth with a tongue which looked perfectly blue to me, and he fell a-smirking and bridling, with sly, rheumy glances at the gallery.

Lord Dunmore, I said, steadily, ere I inform you why I am here, you shall know me better than you think you do.

I am not here to tell you of that chain which links the Governor of Virginia with the corpse of Logans youngest child! — nor to count the links of that chain backward, from Greathouse to Murdy, to Gibson, to Connolly, to—

Stop! burst out Connolly, springing to his feet. Who are you? What are you? How dare you address such language to the Earl of Dunmore?

Astonished, furious, eyes injected with blood, he stood shaking his mottled red fists at me; Dunmore sat in a heap, horrified, with the simper on his face stamped into a grin of terror. The interruption stirred up my blood to the boiling; I clutched the back of the bench in front of me, and fixed my eyes on Connolly.

I do not reply to servants, I said; my business here is not with Lord Dunmores lackeys. If the Earl of Dunmore 248 knows not my name and title, he shall know it now! I am Michael Cardigan, cornet in the Border Horse, and deputy of Sir William Johnson, Baronet, his Majestys Superintendent of Indian Affairs for North America!

Who dares deny me right of speech?

Dunmore lay in his chair, a shrunken mess of lace and ribbon; Connolly appeared paralyzed; Gibson stared at me over his table.

I am not here, I said, coolly, to ask your Lordship why this war, falsely called Cresaps war, should be known to honest men as Dunmores war. Nor do I come to ask you why England should seek the savage allies of the Six Nations, which this war, so cunningly devised, has given her—

Treason! Treason! bawled a voice behind me. It was Wraxall; I recognized his whine.

But, I resumed, pointing my finger straight at the staring Governor, I am here to demand an account of your stewardship! Where are those Cayugas whom you have sworn to protect from the greed of white men? Where are they? Answer, sir! Where are Sir William Johnsons wards of the Long House? Where are the Shawanese, the Wyandottes, the Lenape, the Senecas, who keep the western portals of the Long House? Answer, sir! for this is my mission from Sir William Johnson. Answer! lest the King say to him, O thou unfaithful steward!

Hubbub and outcry and tumult rose around me. Dunmore was getting on his feet; Connolly flew to his aid, but the Governor snarled at him and pushed him, and went shambling out of the door behind the platform, while, in the hall, the uproar swelled into an angry shout: Shame on Dunmore! God save Virginia!

An officer in the gallery leaned over the edge, waving his gold-laced hat.

God save the King! he roared, and many answered, God save the King! but that shout was drowned by a thundering outburst of cheers: God save our country! Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!

Three cheers for Boston! bawled Jack Mount, jumping up on his bench; and the rolling cheers echoed from balcony to pavement till the throng went wild and even the sober 249 Quakers flung up their broad-brimmed hats. In the gallery ladies were cheering, waving scarfs and mantles; the British soldiers at the door looked in at the astounding scene, some with sheepish grins, some gaping, some scowling under their mitred head-gear.

Mount had caught me up in his arms and was shouldering his way towards the door, yelping like a Mohawk at a corn feast; and presently others crowded around, patting my legs and cheering, bearing me onward and out past the sentinels, where, for a moment, I thought soldiers and people would come to blows.

But Mount waved his cap and shouted an ear-splitting watchword: The ladies! Honour the ladies! and the crowd fell back as the excited dames and maidens from the balcony issued in silken procession from the hall, filing between the soldiers and the crowd, to enter coaches and chairs and disappear into the depths of the starlight.

I could not find Silver Heels, and presently I gave up that hope, for the throng, hustled by the soldiers, began shoving and scuffling and pressing, now forward, now backward, until the breath was near squeezed from my body and I made out to slip back with Mount and Renard to the open air.

Mount was enthusiastic. Look sharp! he said eagerly. There will be heads to break anon. Ha! See them running yonder! Hark! Do you not hear that, Cade? Clink — whack! Bayonet against cudgel! Theyre at it, lad! Come on! Come on! Give it to the damned Tories!

The next instant we were enveloped in the crowd, buffeted, pushed, trodden, hurled about like shuttle-cocks, yet ever retreating before the line of gun-stocks which rose and fell along the outer edge of the mob.

The fight was desperate and silent, save for the whipping swish of ramrods whistling, the dull shocks of blows, or the ringing crack of a cudgel on some luckless pate. Under foot our moccasins moved and trampled among fallen hats and wigs, and sometimes we stumbled over an insensible form, victim of gun-stock or club or a buffet from some swinging fist.

Once, forced to the front where the soldiers were jabbing and lashing the mob with gun-butt, ramrod, and leather belt, 250 a drummer boy ran at me and fell to thumping me with his drum, while a soldier cuffed my ears till I reeled. Astonished and enraged by such scurvy treatment I made out to wrest the drum from the boy and jam it violently upon the head of the soldier, so that his head and mitre-cap stuck out through the bursted parchment.

A roar of laughter greeted the unfortunate man, who backed away, distracted, clawing at the drum like a cat with its head in a bag. Then the battle was renewed with fury afresh; a citizen wrested a firelock from a soldier, drove the butt into the pit of his stomach, and struck out sturdily in all directions, shouting, Long live our country! Another knocked a soldier senseless and tore off his white leggings for trophies — an operation that savoured of barbarism.

Scalp their legs! Skin em! bawled the man, waving the leggings in triumph; and I saw he was that same ranger of Boone and Harrod who wore a baldrick of Wyandotte scalps.

It began to go hard with the Kings soldiers, but they stuck to the mob like bulldogs, giving blow for blow so stanchly and so heartily that my blood tingled with pleasure and pride, and I called out to Jack Mount: Look at them, Jack! What very gluttons for punishment! Nobody but British could stand up to us like that!

A crack on the sconce from a belt transformed my admiration into fury, and I drove my right fist into the eye of one of these same British soldiers, and followed it with a swinging blow which sent him spinning, receiving at the same moment such a jolt in the body that I, too, went sprawling and gasping about until Mount pulled me out of the crush.

When I had found my breath again, and had mastered that sick faintness which comes from a blow in the stomach, I prepared to return to the fray, which had now taken on a more sinister aspect. Bayonets had already been used, not as clubs but as daggers; a man was leaning against a tree near me, bleeding from a wound in the neck, and another reeled past, tugging at a bayonet which had transfixed his shoulder. But the end came suddenly now; horsemen were galloping up behind the jaded soldiers; I saw Shemuel dart out of the swaying throng and take to his heels, not even 251 stopping to gather up hats, handkerchiefs, and wigs, of which the sack on his back was full to the top.

When Shemuel left a stricken field it was time for others to think of flight; this I perceived at once when the Weasel came scurrying past and called out to me. Mount followed, lumbering on at full speed; the throng melted and scattered in every direction, and I with them. Trust me, there was fine running done that night in Pittsburg streets, and many a tall fellow worked his legs as legs are seldom worked, for the gentlemen of the Governors horse-guards were riding us hard, and we legged it for cover, each fox to his own spinny, each rabbit to the first unstopped earth. Tally-ho! Stole away! Faith, it was merry hunting that night in Pittsburg town, with the towns-people at every window and the town-watch bawling at our heels, and the gentlemen riders pelting down the Kings Road till those who could double back doubled, and walked panting to cover, with as innocent mien as they could muster.

Mount, Renard, Shemuel, and I had crossed the Boundary at respectable speed, and were now headed for the dirty alley which conducted to the rear door of Shemuels den, the Bear and Cubs. We were about to enter this lane, no longer fearing pursuit — and I remember that Mount was laughing, poking the Weasel in his short-ribs — when, without warning, five men rushed at us in a body, overturning us all save Jack Mount. The next moment we were locked in a struggle; there was not a cry, not an oath, not a sound but the strained gasp and heavy breathing, at first; but presently a piercing yell echoed through the alley, and Shemuel ran squattering into the inn. He had stuck a handful of needles into his assailants leg, and the man bounded madly about, while the alley re-echoed with his howls of dismay.

As for me, I found myself clutched by that villain, Wraxall, and I would have shouted with joy had he not held me by the windpipe until I was nigh past all shouting. The creature was powerful; he held me while Toby Tice tried to tie my wrists; but the Weasel fell upon them both and kicked them so heartily that they left me and took to their heels perdu.

And now came the host of the Bear and Cubs, lanthorn 252 in one hand, a meat-knife in the other, and after him a tap-boy, an hostler, a frowzy maid, and finally Shemuel, white with fear. But reinforcements had arrived too late — too late to help us take the impudent band, which had fled — too late to bring to life that dark mass lying at the foot of the wall in the filth of the alley.

Mount seized the lanthorn and lowered it beside the shape on the ground.

His neck is broken, he said, briefly. It was his quarry; he ought to know.

One by one we took the lanthorn and looked in turn on the dead.

Greathouse, whispered Mount, moving the body with his foot.

Greathouse, eh? grumbled the host of the Bear and Cubs. Well, he cant lie here behind my house. And he caught him by the heels and dragged him to a black spot under a rotten shed. There was a cistern there. I moved away, feeling strangely faint. Mount linked his arm in mine.

Presently there sounded a dull noise under the ground, a shock and thick splashing.

Greathouse, eh? muttered the shaggy innkeeper, winking at us. Well, Greathouse is in a small house behind a pot-house now, and the devil, no doubt, will see that he lands in a hot-house!

Mount shrugged his shoulders and turned away indifferently. He had done his part; he had no slur for the dead. The Weasel and I followed, and together we traversed the market-square unmolested, and headed for the Virginia Arms, discussing the utterly unprovoked attack on us by Butlers band.

There had been five of them; I had recognized Wraxall and Tice, the Weasel identified Murdy, Shemuel had thrust half his stock of needles into one fellows leg, whom I knew to be the man who had supped on his own hatchet, and Mount had sternly accounted for his assailant.

So Greathouse is dead, muttered the Weasel.

One thing is clear: they were after you, observed Mount, turning on me.

It is strange, I said, that Butler was not there. He 253 must know what it means for him unless he can strike me from behind, because I shall never miss him, face to face.

I spoke not in boast, nor in angry heat; I meant what I said, and devoutly believed that nothing on earth could shield such a man from the man he had so foully misused.

Coming into Pitt Street we found all empty and dark save for the lanthorn hanging on its pole from every seventh house, and a lone watchman who lifted his light to scan us, but durst not question or stop us, though we bore marks enough of the fray to satisfy any friendly jury of our guilt.

As for Mount, his shirt and leggings were in rags, for he had played Orlando Furioso to his simple hearts satisfaction, and now one naked arm peeped coyly from a flapping sleeve, and his great legs twinkled white under the tattered nether-garments. The Weasel, who had a genius for keeping himself neat under distressing circumstances, appeared to be none the worse for wear, but guiltless he could not be, for he carried a soldiers mitre-cap in his hand and obstinately refused to part with the proof of his valour. As for me, there were some seams which needed a thread, and somebodys blood on my shirt which water would wash away.

I went this noon to a tailor-woman on the Buckeye Road, and did command me new deer-skins, said Mount. I will borrow their cost of you, he added, naïvely.

I felt for my money-belt and luckily found it safe. Mount accepted the money cheerfully, promising to show me on the morrow how fine he could be in new clothes, and mourning the fact that his greasy garments had cost him a cruel epithet that day from a maid he had attempted to kiss behind a barn on three minutes acquaintance.

Faith, she mocked me for a tankard-tip and called me pottle-pot, he said, sadly. God knows I drink little for my height, and so I told her, too!

We were already at the Virginia Arms, and I took him by the elbow and drew him firmly past the tap-room.

Are we not to sniff a posset? he demanded, in injured surprise. But he surrendered without a scene, for the late fighting had cleared his head of alcohol, and we mounted to my chamber, bidding a servant to fetch ink-horn, wax, sand, quill, and three sheets of good, clean paper. 

When I had lighted my candle, and the materials for writing had been brought, I sat down on the bed and drew the table up before me.

What are we to do while you write? asked Mount, sulkily.

Keep out o mischief and the tap-room, said I, mending the quill with my hunting-knife.

They stood around rather blankly for a spell while I was composing the first letter, but presently I noticed they had squatted on the floor and were playing at jack-straws with pine splinters from the boards.

My three letters cost me great labour; writing and composition do ever rack me, mind and body, for I know that I spell not as others spell, nor write as I ought to write in the Boston style, and, moreover, those little dots which warn the wise reader that a phrase is ended mean little to me; so I pepper my sheet well with them and trust to God that they fall not on barren soil.

Thus armed with my quill, and doubly armed in the innocence of my ignorance, I made out to accomplish my three letters. The first was this:

Sir William Johnson, Bart.

Honoured and beloved Sir, — My mission I have discharged and It hath come to naut. i return to johnsonhall Tomorrow, setting out with Felicity. i, will explane all. War is brocken out, ye Senecas, Lenape, Wyandot, and Showanese dugg up ye hatchett Cresap is fled ye fort and camp burnt Logans famly foully murderd with my duties and respects to Ant Molly and my duties and respectfull affections for you. I have the honnour to subscribe myself your dutyfull deputy and kinsman

Michael Cardigan
Cornet, Border Horse.

My second letter read thus:

My deer Kinswoman Mistress Warren.

Deer cozzen, — I write to say that I write to acquaint you that it Is my determination to set out for johnsonhall tomorrow morning therefore Pray be prepared to accompanie me with Black Betty and Your boxes i will command a post-chaise, escort, and horses for such is my right as deputy of Sir William. if I ketch enny fools who seek to mate you I will harm them. i will find a suitable husband for you never fear cozzen i sign myself your affectnate cozzen

Michael Cardigan
Cornet of Border Horse.

255 My third letter was brief:

To the Hon: the Earl of Dunmore,
Royal Governor of Virginia, etc.

My Lord, — My kinswoman Misstress Felicity Warren is my betrothed and She will leave Pitt tomorrow with me and under the escort which it is my right to demand and your lordships dutie to furnish, with post-chaise, forage, and provisions. Escort and conveyance should be at the Virginia Arms by noon.

I have, sir, the honour
to subscribe myself yr
obt servant

Michael Cardigan

Special deputy of Sir Wm. Johnson, Bart.,
and cornet in the Royal American Legion of
Border Horse.


CHAPTER XV
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I WAS AWAKENED shortly after daylight by a hubbub and stirring in the street outside, and I lay in bed, listening, half asleep. About six oclock the Weasel opened my chamber door, saying that Pittsburg was filling with refugees from the frontier, and that a battalion of militia under Cresap had just left to scout on the Monongahela.

I asked him whether messengers had brought me answers to my letters from Lord Dunmore and Miss Warren, and he replied in the negative and shut the door.

About seven I arose and dressed, standing by the window and looking out over the square. The streets of Fort Pitt were lively enough at this early hour; apparently since daybreak hundreds of refugees, men, women, and toddling infants, fleeing from the red scourge on the outer frontiers, had been coming into Pittsburg town. Many were almost naked, proving their dire peril and hasty night retreat, some drove a few sheep or calves, some carried geese or chickens in their arms, others, more fortunate, guided oxen yoked to wagons, on which were piled bedding, kettles, dishes, and what poor household furniture they dared linger to gather before leaving their homes to the Cayugas and their fields to the timber wolf.

At dawn, when the vanguard of this wretched procession had first appeared, straggling through Pittsburg streets, the town-watch took charge of the dazed fugitives and found shelter for them in the fortress; but, as the town awoke and rubbed its eyes to find the streets swarming with exhausted strangers dragging their numbed limbs or sitting on steps and porches, the people threw open their doors and took the outcasts to their firesides. But the houses of the Samaritans were filled to overflow ere the cloaked watchman had called his last hour:

Four oclock! A sweet June morning and sad tidings from the frontier! 

And, as the fugitive creatures still came creeping in past the fortress, the double guard was called out and squads told off to conduct the unfortunates to the barracks, court-house, Governors Hall, market-sheds, and finally into the churches. And it was pitiful to see them making their way painfully into the square, where many sat down on the turf, and some fell down in the street, and others slept, leaning upright against fences and trees, clasping some poor household relic to their breasts.

Bareheaded children lay slumbering on stone steps; young women, with infants at suck, sat dumb and vacant-eyed on the ground, too weak to reply to those who offered aid. Haggard men, dragging their rifles, turned sunken, perplexed eyes, slowly answering in monosyllables, as though stunned by the swift ruin which had overwhelmed them.

And the story repeated was always the same: burning and butchery everywhere; the frontier a charred, blood-soaked desert; homes, crops, cattle, the very soil itself had gone roaring up in smoke, and all behind was blackness — hopeless, unutterable devastation.

The living fled, the dead lay where they had fallen — and the dead were many. Scarcely a family but had lost a child or a father; few of the aged escaped; neighbours had fallen under hatchet and knife; friends had disappeared.

To and fro the good people of Pitt hastened on their errands of pity; others, having done their part, gathered in groups discussing openly the riot of the previous evening and the scenes in Governors Hall.

It was, truly enough, not the first time that Pittsburg streets had been filled with fugitives from the far frontiers; but last nights riot was the first which had ever disturbed the little town, although there had been a disturbance when, early in the week, a runner from Cresap came in to announce the fate of Logans children and the rising of the Cayugas.

But this new outbreak was very different: people and soldiers had come to blows; blood had flowed, although nobody exactly understood for what reason it had been shed. Patched pates and plastered cheeks were plentiful about the streets; there were rumours, too, of tragedies, but these rumours proved baseless when the morning wore away. As for the death of 258 Greathouse, nobody suspected it, because nobody, except Dunmore and his followers, was aware that Greathouse had fled to Fort Pitt. It is probable that even Wraxall and Murdy and Tice supposed that Greathouse had escaped from us, and that he was somewhere in close cover, waiting an opportunity to rejoin them.

There appeared to be no effort on the part of the town-watch or of the soldiers to arrest any citizen whose body or apparel bore marks of the conflict. Citizens and soldiers eyed each other askance, but apparently without rancour or malice, like generous adversaries who appreciate a fight for its own sake, and respect each other for stout blows given and returned.

Certainly neither could complain of the scarcity of knocks. Scores of noddles had been laid open by citizens cudgels or by the brass buckles on the soldiers belts; scores of pates bore brave bumps and pretty protuberances, coyly hiding under patches that exhaled the aroma of vinegar. Many a respectable wig knew its rightful owner no longer; many a pair of spectacles had been gathered into Shemuels basket; many, many hats had vanished into memory, probably, however, to reappear, peddled by this same Shemuel, when safe opportunity offered and peace once more smiled her commercial smile.

That morning I had reckoned with my host of the Virginia Arms. As he appeared somewhat uneasy about the reckoning of Jack Mount and the Weasel, I settled that, too, my means permitting me.

However, I observed to Rolfe that the friends of liberty ought to trust each other implicitly, and he answered that they did, especially when cash payments were made.

Is that the Boston creed? I asked, scornfully.

I guess it is, said he, with a shrewd wink.

I began to detest the fellow, and was curt with him as he left my room; but, when Cade Renard strolled in a few moments later, I was astonished to learn that this same James Rolfe had aided Mount to throw the tea-chests into the sea, and had beggared himself in contributing to every secret patriotic society in Boston.

That was my first lesson in ethics. I began to understand 259 why it was that generous people turned niggards when it came to paying tuppence tax on tea; how a man might exact what was his due and yet be no miser; and how he might beggar himself nor stain his name as a spendthrift.

Hell lend me what he has, said the Weasel, sitting down to lace his hunting-shirt; but he would be unpleasant if I attempted to escape from here without a reckoning. I am glad you paid; we have no money. We were speaking of tapping our fat Tory magistrate again—

Taking the road? I exclaimed.

No, taking the judges purse. He is so fat, positively he disgusts us.

I looked at the little man in horror. He returned my gaze mildly, and tied the leather laces under his chin.

If, said I, stiffly, you or Mount require money, I beg you will borrow it from me, as long as we travel together. Also, I continued, angrily, you may as well know that I do not care to figure with you and Jack Mount in any book or ballad or pamphlet decorated with a picture of a gallows!

Do you suppose we like that picture either? asked the Weasel, in astonishment. Why, Mr. Cardigan, that picture is perfectly repulsive to us.

Then why do you take the Kings highway? I asked, blankly.

You are hurting my feelings, said the Weasel. Why do you use such terms? Besides, we discriminate; we only offer ourselves some slight recompense for the disgust which overpowers us when we meet with fat Tory magistrates on a moonlit highway.

I stared at him, indignant at the levity with which he used me; but after a moment I was obliged to believe that he intended no levity, for never had I seen such guileless innocence in any features. Clearly the mans past sorrows had been too much for his mind. He was simple.

There was little profit in continuing the subject; if Renard and Mount chose to justify their reputations I could not prevent them. As far as I was concerned they had proved kindly and loyal, and, now that I was so soon to part with them, I desired to do so in gratitude and friendship.

It was already past eight oclock by the Weasels large 260 silver watch, and still no reply came to me from either Dunmore or Silver Heels. Renard and I looked out of the window, watching the soldiers conducting the homeless frontier families to the barracks. We spoke of last nights riot, computing the casualties suffered by the soldiers and wondering what proclamation Dunmore would issue, or if he would have the courage to issue any, considering how the people had shown their detestation of him.

If you were not a deputy of Sir William Johnson, Dunmore would have jailed you for what you said, observed the Weasel. You have cast the last grain into the scales and they have tipped him out, repudiated and dishonoured. Hic jacet Dunmoreus, in articulo mortis. But Walter Butler lives, friend Michael. Beware, sir! Latet anguis in herba! — there lies the snake perdu!

Who are you, Weasel? I asked, curiously. Truly, you are smoother in Latin than am I; but I confess myself disguised in this hunting-shirt, whereas you wear it to the manner born. Yet, I swear you are no forest-runner withal.

I was born a gentleman, said the Weasel, simply. I read the classics for my pleasure — but I am forgetting, Mr. Cardigan, I am forgetting so many, many things. It is sixteen years now since I met with my trouble — sixteen years to forget in — and that with a mind which is not quite clear, sir, not quite clear. However, I have remembered enough Latin to entertain you, and that is something, after all, if it is not an answer to your question.

He spoke gently, but there was a sting in the tail of his speech which I certainly deserved for my impertinent prying into his past, and I very promptly asked his pardon for my thoughtlessness.

I am certain it was nothing more than that, he said, cheerfully; pray you, my dear sir, believe me that I took no offence. Sometimes my tongue is sharp; my infirmity is my poor apology. I do not wonder at your amusement to hear a shabby forest-runner stammer Latin. But I shall forget my Latin, too; I shall forget all save what I pray to forget.

With his forefinger he quietly obliterated a tear in each eye.

You know I had a wife? he asked.

And baby, I added, mechanically. 

Exactly, sir; a wife and baby girl — the sweetest little maid—

And, following his mania, to which I lent myself out of pity, he repeated the fragments of the tale I had come to know so well, adding nothing new, nor casting any light on anything he said.

Mount came in noisily while the Weasel was speaking, but, though the big fellow was impatient and burning to exhibit the new clothes which he wore, he sat down quietly until Renard had finished the familiar tale. Heaven alone knows how many times Mount had heard it, but his sympathy never failed, and now he looked so tenderly and lovingly at the Weasel that I almost loved him for it, swaggering, tippling, graceless purse-taker that he was.

However, after maintaining for a full minute that sober silence which decency as well as his loyal affection for the Weasel required, he ventured to call our attention to his new buckskins, fitted, cut, and stitched in twenty-four hours by four tailor-women, whom he described as modest and yet no bigots, as they had appreciated the kiss apiece which he had joyously bestowed upon them.

No saucy maid durst call me pottle-pot now! he said, triumphantly, smoothing his soft, new garments with his fingers, and regarding his deeply fringed legs with naïve delight. Which brings to mind that I have drunk no morning draught this day, he added, clacking his tongue and winking at the Weasel.

Mr. Cardigan is in some trouble, observed the Weasel, hesitating.

Oh, then we wont drink while a friend is in trouble, said Mount, sitting down on the bed.

It is only that I have no letter from Dunmore or from Miss Warren, I muttered, looking out into the street to spy if a messenger were coming our way.

We sat there in silence, gnawing our knuckles, and it did not please me to wait Lord Dunmores pleasure like a servant.

That Silver Heels had not yet written also displeased me, for I was not then habituated to the ways of a maid.

Do you think the runner I hired to carry my letter to Sir William will be scalped? I asked, turning to look at Mount. 

He has been scalped, said Mount, quietly.

Thunderstruck, I sprang to my feet, and finally found tongue to ask how he had heard such news.

Why, lad, he said, modestly, I followed your runner last night when he left you abed here, and he had not gone ten paces from this inn ere a man left the shadow of the trees yonder to dog us both. It was what I feared; but, Lord! — I caught the fellow by the market yonder, and trounced him till he could neither stand nor sit. I was a fool; I should have followed your runner and brought him back. I did follow, but he had struck a fast pace, and besides they delayed me at the fortress gate with questions about my business. When I cleared the sentries I started to run; but my journey was short enough, God knows!

He paused, looking down at the fur cap he was slowly twirling on his thumb.

Your messenger lay dead by the woods edge, he added, abruptly.

I had not dreamed the savages were so near, said I, horrified.

Some savages are, he observed.

Was he scalped? I asked.

In Mohawk style, lad.

Impossible! I cried.

Not at all. I say he was scalped in Mohawk fashion, leaving the raw strip over the forehead, but I did not say that Mohawks scalped him.

What do you mean? I asked, huskily.

I mean that Walter Butlers men did this, and that your letter is now in Dunmores hands.

Rage blinded me. Doubtless I made some noise and talked wildly of seeking Dunmore, and I know I found myself struggling with Mount to leave the room. But I was an infant in his grasp, and presently I sat down again, perforce, while Mount and Renard reasoned with me somewhat sternly.

The sooner you leave Pitt the safer for you, said Mount. The town talks of little but your accusation of Dunmore last night. You may think yourself safe because you are Sir William Johnsons deputy, but I know that Dunmore and 263 Butler will treat you as they did your messenger if you give them half a chance. Whats to prove that the Cayugas be not your murderers? Tush, lad! This is no time for boyish fury. Get your kinswoman, Miss Warren, out of this town. Get her out to-night. Are you waiting for Dunmores escort and horses? You will see neither, save perhaps in pursuit of you. Why, lad, the Governor is crazed with the disgrace you have brought upon him! Trust me, he will stop at nothing where he can strike unseen.

You mean he will not answer my letter or accord me escort? I asked, astonished.

If he furnished you escort, it would be an escort of murderers who would take care you never saw Johnstown, said the Weasel.

Cant you feel that you are in a trap? asked Mount. Gad! it should pinch you ere this!

And you leave it to us to open it for you, added the Weasel, sagely. We are none too safe here ourselves. Mayhap some of those same pamphlets and ballads and books may be sold hereabouts to our discredit.

I also think that Cade and I have outstayed our welcome, said Mount, with a grin. If we meet your friend Butler, run we must.

At that moment Rolfe came up from below, bearing in his hand a letter for me, and saying that it had been brought hither by a servant in Lady Sheltons livery.

I took the letter; the seal had already been broken, and I glared at Rolfe and pointed to it.

Ay, he observed, shaking his head; the slavering servant fetched it so. It may be accident; it may be design, Mr. Cardigan. You best know, sir, who may be your foes in Pittsburg town, and what they might gain by a knowledge of your letters.

The inn, here, is closely spied, observed Mount, coolly. Doubtless my lady Sheltons lackeys can be bribed as well as the Kings ministers.

The sooner we leave the happier we shall be, said the Weasel, cheerfully. Jimmy Rolfe, that stout post-chaise, well provisioned, and four strong horses might help us to-night — eh, friend? 

I cannot pay for that, I said, blankly, looking up from my letter.

The chaise is yours, said Rolfe, resentfully. Pay when you can, sir; I trade not with friends in need. And he went out, disrespectfully slamming the door.

A rare man, said Mount, but touchy, lad, touchy. Give the devil his due and Jim Rolfe would wear shillings on his coat-tails.

He is a loyal friend, I said, reddening. I have much to learn of men.

And men have much to learn of you, lad! said Mount, heartily. Come, sir, read your nosegay, and may it bring you happiness! Weasel, turn thy back and make pretence to catch flies.

I went over to the window, and, leaning against the bars, opened the violated letter and read it carefully:

Dear Cozzen Michael, — I am not permitted to accompany you today to Johnstown it being a racing day and I pledged to attend with Lady Shelton and divers respectable ladies and gentlemen.

And oh Micky why did you say such things to Lord Dunmore last night? I have been ill of it all night and in a fever for fear they may harm you, though Lady Shelton assures me your person is safe, being a deputy of Sir William, and further says that you are an unmannerly and bold rebel and desires not your presence in her house, and desires me to inform you. Oh Micky what have you done? I do not desire any longer to wed Lord Dunmore and be a Countess, but I had not thought to have you speak so to Lord Dunmore. He came here last evening in a white fury and showed me the letter you had written to him. He says that you are not the messenger he expected, though you may be a deputy, and he vows he will not be so vilely used, and he will not give me up but will publish the banns to-day in Pitt, come what may. Which has frightened me so I write to you that I do not wish to be a countess any more and would be glad to go to Aunt Molly and Sir William.

I will rise from bed at eleven oclock to-night and go out into the orchard with Black Betty. Pray you cozzen, greet me with a post-chaise and take me away from these dreadful, dreadful people.

Your cozzen,

Felicity.

Postscriptum

To witt, I will not wed you though we be affianced, and I will wed no man upon your recommendation. With your own affairs I pray you be dilligently active and concern yourself not with mine hereafter.

265 When I had again read the letter I examined the wax. The paper had been carelessly folded and more carelessly sealed; and I called to Mount and the Weasel, pointing out that, though the letter was unsealed, the wax itself had not been broken.

I do not think, said I, that this letter has deliberately been tampered with. This is only carelessness.

It was certainly sealed and folded in haste, remarked the Weasel, poking at the wax with his forefinger.

Mount also pretended to believe that negligence or haste accounted for the open letter, and, satisfied, we sat down to discuss the measures to be taken for a fortnight flight.

I had a mind to follow Silver Heels to the races, trusting that I might find a moment to warn her most solemnly not to fail us. Mount thought the idea most wise, offering to bear me company, and the Weasel agreed to remain and assist Rolfe to equip and furnish our post-chaise with the necessaries for a long journey.

It was understood between us that Silver Heels and Black Betty were to ride in the chaise, and I with them; that Mount and the Weasel would sit the horses as postilions, and that Shemuel should ride atop. It was further decided that, as the northern and western frontier were impassable in view of the border war, we should take the post-road to the Virginia border, make for Williamsburg, and from there turn north across Maryland and the Jerseys, reaching Johnstown through New York and Albany.

I gave the Weasel money to purchase powder and ball, which we all lacked, and to buy for me a silver watch and a rifle or firelock to replace the loss of my own. Also, I charged him to purchase pistols for me and for Shemuel, with flint and ball for the same, and to sharpen our knives and hatchets against need.

You waste breath, observed Mount, yawning. The Weasel never neglects to file his claws for battle.

Very well, said I, wincing; it seems that of us all I alone know nothing of my own affairs.

You will learn, said the Weasel, kindly, and I was obliged to swallow their well-meant patronage and follow Mount to the street. 

If I had my way, said I, resentfully, I would take Miss Warren from the races and set out by noon.

If I had my way, observed Mount, I should not try to escape to-night at all.

Why not? I asked, in surprise.

Because of that unsealed letter.

But we agreed it was accident!

Ay, we agree, but mayhap there are others yet to disagree.

Nonsense! I said.

Doubtless, said Mount, with the faintest trace of irony, enough to flavour his mild smile with that mockery which hurts the pride of very young men.

Offended, I strode on beside him, and neither he nor I offered to speak again until Mount suddenly stopped in the middle of the Kings Road and looked back.

Whats amiss? I asked, forgetting my sulks.

Oh, we are followed again, said Mount, wearily.

I stared about but could see nobody who appeared to be observing us. There were numbers of people on the Kings Road, trudging through the dust as were we, and doubtless also bound for the races on Roanoke Plain. I saw no vehicles or horsemen: the quality in their chairs and coaches would go by the fashionable Boundary; the fox-hunting horsemen met at the Buckeye Tavern, a resort for British officers and gentlemen; unpretentious folk must foot it by the shortest route, which was to pass the fortress by the Kings Road.

Are you sure we are followed? I asked.

Not quite, said Mount, simply. I shall know anon. Trust me in this, lad, and take pains to do instantly what I do. Perhaps my life may pay for this days pleasure.

I will take care to imitate you, said I, anxiously. You know how deeply in your debt I stand confessed.

Good lad, he said, gravely; I do not doubt you, friend Michael. As for any debt, your courtesy has long cancelled it.

The quaint compliment had a pretty savour, coming from one whose world was not my own.

We were now passing that angle of the fortified works through which the Kings Road passes between two block-housen. 267 The sentries, standing in the shadow of the stockade, watched us without visible interest, turning their idle heads to scan the next comer, and stare impudently if it were some petticoat.

So, unquestioned, we passed out into the country, where a few heavily stockaded farms flanked the road, always built on heights, and always free from trees or any cover that might shelter an attacking enemy. Beyond these farms the road became a turnpike, and we stopped at the toll-gate to pay tuppence to the keepers wife, who sat nursing a baby, one hand on a rifle, which she never let go until the evening brought her husband to keep his perilous vigil there all night.

No, she said, listlessly, no Indians have troubled us. Yet, God knows I sleep not while my man is out here in the night, though they send a patrol from the fortress every hour.

Mount earnestly advised her to give up the toll-gate until the border had quieted; but she only stared, saying, How, then, are we to live? And we passed on in silence, side by side.

Beyond the toll-gate a broad road curved out from the turnpike, running south, and Mount pointed it out as the road we were to travel that night.

It crosses the Virginia border by that blue hill yonder, he said, then suddenly jerked his head over his shoulder.

I think I am right; I think I know the jade, he said, calmly.

Is it a woman who follows us? I asked, amazed.

Ay, a bit of a lass, maybe eighteen or thereabouts.

You know her?

And she me, said Mount, grimly. Harkee, friend Michael, if you must needs know the truth, her father is — Gad! I can scarce say it to you, but — well — her father is what they call a thief-taker.

What has that to do with us? I asked.

Mount spoke with an effort: Because I have stopped some few purse-proud magistrates upon the highway, they say evil things o me. That lass behind us means to follow me and tell her lout of a father where I may be found. 

I was horrified, and he saw it and stopped short in his tracks.

You are right, he said, simply; a gentleman cannot be found in such company. Go on alone, lad; it is right, and I shall bear no malice.

Jack! I said, hotly; do you believe I would cry quits now? Damnation! Come on, sir! I would as soon take the Kings highway myself!

His firm mouth relaxed and quivered a little; he hesitated, then walked forward beside me with a touch of that old swagger, muttering something about gentle blood and whats bred in the bone.

Its all very well, he said; its all very well for some of our people to say that we men are created equal. Theres no truth in it. A broodhound never cast whippets, let them say what they will!

We were now in sight of the flag-covered pavilion on Roanoke Plain, and on either side of us the road was lined with those drinking-booths and peddler-stands and cheap-jack tents which had pitched camps here for the day rather than pay the tax required to sell their wares within the racing-grounds.

Around them the townspeople clustered, some munching gingerbread and pies, some watching the gilded wheel of fortune spin their pennies into another mans pockets, some paying for a peep into a dark shed where doubtless wonders were to be seen for a penny. Ragged children sold colours and cards for the races; peddlers assailed our ears at every step; fortune-tellers followed us, predicting unexpected blessings, which turned to curses when we passed along unheeding; acrobats, tumblers, jugglers, strong men, and merry-andrews hailed us as their proper prey. And, in sooth, had it not been for the sickening knowledge of Mounts peril, I should have found keen pleasure in spending all I had, to see everybody and everything at this show; for I do dearly love strange sights, and in Johnstown I have always viewed them all, with Silver Heels and Esk and Peter, when the season of racing brought these gay folk to our town.

But now I had no stomach for pleasure, nor had Mount, for he scarcely glanced at the booths as we passed, though 269 there was ale there, and sweet Virginia wines, which drew the very honey-bees themselves.

Suddenly Mount said, This will not do; I have been hunted long enough!

What are you going to do? I asked.

Hunt in my turn, he said, grimly.

Hunt — what?

The lass who hunts me. Follow, lad. On your life, do as I do. Now, then! Gay! Gay! Ruffle it, lad! Cut a swagger, cock your cap, and woe to the maid who is beguiled by us!

The change in him was amazing; his airs, his patronage, his chaff, his lightening wit! — it was the old Mount again, quaffing a great cup of ale, pledging every pretty face that passed, hammering his pewter to emphasize his words, talking with all who would answer him; glorious in his self-esteem, amusing in his folly, a dandy, a ruffler, a careless, wine-bibbing, wench-bussing coureur-de-bois, and king of them all without an effort.

Peddler and gypsy were no match for him; his banter silenced the most garrulous, his teasing pleased the wenches, his gay gallantries made many a girl look back at him, and many a smile was returned to him with delicate surplus of interest.

Which is the maid? I asked, under my breath.

Yonder, stopping to stare at gingerbread as though she had never beheld such a sweet before. Now she turns; mark! It is she with the pink print and chip hat on her hair, tied with rose ribbons under the chin.

I see her, said I.

She was a healthy, red-cheeked, blue-eyed girl, with lips a trifle over-full and bosom to match withal. She appeared uneasy and uncertain, watching Mount when he raised a laugh, and laughing herself as excuse, though her mirth appeared to me uneasy, now that I understood her purpose.

She had been edging nearer, and now stood close to us, at the entrance to an arbour wherein were set benches in little corners, hidden from prying eyes by strips of painted cloth.

Will no maid pity me! exclaimed Mount. I am far, far too young to drink my wine alone in yonder arbour! 

I have not been invited, cried a saucy wench, laughing at us over the shoulder of her companion, who backed away, half laughing, half frightened.

God helps those who help themselves, said Mount, turning to find her who had followed him close to his elbow.

He smiled in her face and made her a very slow and very low bow, drawing a furrow through the dust with the fluffy tail on his coon-skin cap.

If I knew your name, he said, I might die contented. Otherwise I shall content myself with a life of ignorance.

She seemed startled and abashed, fingering her gown and looking at her shoe-buckles, while Mount bent beside her to whisper and smile and swagger until he entreated her to taste a glass of currant wine with us in the arbour.

I do not know to this day why she consented. Perhaps she thought to confirm her suspicions and entrap some admission from Mount; perhaps, in the light of later events, her purpose was very different. However, we three sat in the arbour behind our screens of painted cloth, and Mount did set such a pace for us that ere I was aware there remained not a drop of currant in the decanter, no more cakes on the plate, and he had his arm around the silly maid.

Intensely embarrassed and ill at ease with this pot-house gallantry, which was ever offensive to my tastes, I regarded them sideways in silence, impatient for Mount to end it all.

The end had already begun; Mount rose lightly to his feet and drew the girl with him, turning her quietly by the shoulders and looking straight into her eyes.

Why do you follow me? he asked, coolly.

The colour left her face; her eyes flew wide open with fright.

I shall not hurt you, little fool, he said; I had rather your father, the thief-taker, took me, than harm you. Yes, I am that same Jack Mount. You are poor; they will pay you for compassing my arrest. Come, shall we seek your father, Billy Bishop, the taker of thieves?

He drew her towards the gate, but she fell a-whimpering and caught his arm, hiding her face in his buckskin sleeve.

Disgusted, I waited a moment, then turned my back and 271 walked out into the sunshine, where I paced to and fro, until at last Mount joined me, wearing a scowl.

As we turned away together I glanced into the arbour and saw our lass of the ribbons still sitting at the table with her head buried in her arms and her pink shell-hat on the grass.

As for Mount, he said nothing except that, though he no longer feared the girl, he meant, hereafter, to trust to his heels in similar situations.

It might be less irksome, said I, curling my lip.

Ay; yet she has a pretty face, and a plump neck, too.

The daughter of a thief-taker! I added, contemptuously.

Pooh! said he. She has thirty sound teeth and ten fingers; the Queen of Spain has no more.


CHAPTER XVI
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AS WE CAME to the high stockade which surrounded the Roanoke Racing Plain, a bell struck somewhere inside; there was a moments silence, then a roar, Theyre off! and the confused shouting of a crowd: Greensleeves leads! Heather-Bee! Heather-Bee! which suddenly died out, ceased, then swelled into a sharp yell: Orange and Black! Orange wins! Baltimore! Baltimore! Baltimore! No! No! The Jersey colt! The Jersey colt! Crimson! Crimson! A hush; the dull, double thud of galloping; a scramble, a rush, and a hurricane of wild cheers: Heather-Bee! Heather-Bee! Good Greensleeves! Hi — yi — yi! Hooray!

I would I had a sovereign laid on this same Heather-Bee, said Mount, mechanically fumbling in his empty pockets.

I glanced at him in surprise. Had the novelty of our present peril already grown so stale that the shouting of a rabble over a winning horse could blot it out?

He observed my disapproval and took his hands from his pocket-flaps, muttering something about a passion for betting; and I paid the gate-keepers the fee they demanded for us both, which included a card giving us entry to the paddock.

When I entered I expected to see a sweet and delightsome plain, as the public crier had advertised so loudly with his horn, but truly I was not prepared for the beauty which was now revealed. Bowered in trees the lovely pale green meadow lay, all starred with buttercups and cut by the bronzed oval of the course. Pavilion and field glowed in the colours of fluttering gowns; white and scarlet and green marked the line where half a dozen mounted jockeys walked their lean horses under the starters tower. The sun blazed down, gilding the chestnut necks of the horses; a cool breeze 273 bellied the bright sleeves of the jockeys, and blew the petticoats and ribbons till they flapped like rainbow flags.

Mount was nudging me, sulkily demanding to be informed where bets were placed, and adding that he knew a horse as well as the next man. However, when he proposed that I allow him to double my capital for me, I flatly refused, and reproached him for wishing to risk anything now.

Well, then, he muttered, lay a sovereign yourself for luck; but I paid no attention, and fixed my eyes on the pavilion to search it through and through for Silver Heels.

The longer I searched the more hopeless I felt my task to be; I could see a score of maids in that vast bouquet, any one of which might have been Silver Heels, but was not.

I then sought to discover Lady Shelton, a large, sluggish lady whom I had noticed at Johnstown — not attracted by her beauty, but to observe her how she did eat a barrel of oysters in pickle, when visiting our guard-house with her kinsman, Colonel Guy Johnson.

I could not find her, though there were many ladies in the pavilion who appeared to resemble her in largeness and girth, and in fatness of hand and foot.

With my arm on Mounts, who had fallen a-pouting, I paced the sward, searching the pavilion through and through, unmindful of the battery of bright eyes which swept and raked us with indolent contempt. Where was Silver Heels? Ay, where in the devils name had the little baggage hid herself? Many ladies and their consorts in the pavilion were rising and passing under a yellow canopy to the right, where there appeared to be a luncheon spread on tables; and I did see and smell large bowls of sweetened punch, Mount smelling the same and thoughtfully clacking his tongue.

The quality, he observed, have punch and French wines. Yet I dare wager a pocketful o sixpences that they have not my depth, and God knows I would cheerfully prove it.

Nobody is like to challenge you, I said, coldly. Come, we must find my cousin, Miss Warren, or our journey here fails.

The fox-hunting gentry in pink were coming across the field in a body, spurs glistening and curly horns striking fire 274 in the sunshine. As they passed us, clink! clink! over the turf, a strangely familiar eye met mine and held it — the puzzled eye of a young man, dressed in red coat and tops and wearing a black velvet cap. Where had I seen him before? He, too, appeared perplexed, and, as he passed, involuntarily touched the peak of his cap with his hunting-whip. Suddenly I knew him, and at the same moment he left the company and came hastily up to me, offering his hand. The fox-hunter was my old acquaintance, Mr. Bevan, the dragoon, and he had actually recognized me under my sunburn and buckskins. Rivals never forget.

However, there was no mistaking his cordiality, and I should have been an oaf and a churl not to have met him fairly by the hand he offered.

Sans arrière pensée, sans rancune! he said, heartily, the French not pleasing me; but I returned his straightforward clasp and told him I bore no more malice than did he.

I heard you speak in Governors Hall, he said, and I saw his eyes twinkle, though his mouth betrayed no mirth, so I only bowed seriously and told him I was honoured by his presence.

Was not that gentleman Patrick Henry — the one in black who led the poor savage out? he asked.

Doubtless you know Patrick Henry better than I do, I answered, cautiously.

He laughed outright.

Pray, believe me, Mr. Cardigan, I am not prying. It is rumoured that Patrick Henry has been at some rebel tavern in town. A few thought they recognized him in Governors Hall, and many claim that he wrote that great speech for Logan.

If he did he is the greatest orator of our times, I said.

Do you believe he did?

No, said I, bluntly.

He looked at me with curious, friendly eyes.

You have become famous, Mr. Cardigan, since we last met.

You would say notorious, I rejoined, smiling.

He protested vigorously:

No! no! I understand you are not of our party, but, 275 believe me, were I a — a — patriot, as they say, I should be proud to hear a comrade utter the words you uttered in Governors Hall!

Did I say I was a rebel? I asked, laughing.

Well, he rejoined, if that speech did not commit you, we are but a dull company here in Pittsburg.

He glanced after his comrades, who were now entering the canopied space where refreshments lay piled between the bottles and punch-bowls; and he straightway invited me, turning with a bow to include Jack Mount, whom I had not dared present under his proper name.

Mount began to accept with a flourish, but I cut him short with excuses, which Mr. Bevan accepted politely, expressing his regret. Then again he offered me his hand so frankly that I drew him aside, and begged his indulgence and forgetfulness for my boorish behaviour at Johnson Hall.

The fault was mine, he said, instantly; I sneered at your militia and deserved your rebuke. Had I not deserved it, I should have called you out, Mr. Cardigan.

You conducted properly, said I; on the contrary, I must blush for my churlishness when you favoured my hilt with a ribbon.

His friendly eyes grew grave, and he began bending his hunting-whip into a bow, thoughtfully studying the buttercups at his feet.

After a moment he looked up, saying, Do you know that this morning the banns were published for the wedding of Lord Dunmore and your kinswoman, Miss Warren?

So, after all, and in spite of my letter, Dunmore had done this shameful thing! I think my scowling face gave Bevan his answer, for he laid his hand on my arm and looked at me earnestly.

It is no shame, he said, for me to tell you that Miss Warren has refused me. How can a heart be humbled which has loved such a woman?

She is not a woman yet, I said, harshly; she is a child, and a wilful one at that! Damnation! sir, it maddens me to see men after her, and she but fifteen!

Miss Warren celebrated her sixteenth birthday with a dinner at Lady Sheltons a week since, said Bevan, colouring u

I thought a moment, frowning and counting on my fingers. Yes, that was true; Silver Heels was sixteen now. But that only increased my irritation, for the danger suddenly assumed menacing proportions, which must increase every moment now that the barriers of childhood no longer barred the men who hunted her.

I have told you this, said Bevan, stiffly, because I believed you were in love with Miss Warren, and must suffer great pain to learn of her betrothal to Lord Dunmore.

And — what then, sir? I asked, angry and perplexed.

This, Mr. Cardigan! That my own ill fortune has not left me less devoted to her happiness; that this marriage is a monstrous thing and will one day drive her to despair; that I do most earnestly believe that Miss Warren loves a man more worthy of her.

What man? I demanded, sharply.

You should not ask me that! he retorted, more sharply still.

But I do! Confound it, I know from her own lips that she dotes on some conceited, meddling ass! And if I can but lay my hand on his collar—

Bevan was staring at me in such frank amazement that I bit my words short.

Did Miss Warren confess that she loved? he asked.

I assented in silence.

A — a fool?

I nodded.

Bevan burst into a bitter laugh.

Then let me tell you, sir, that I have heard her praise this same meddling fool and laud his every word as Heavens own wisdom! Ay, sir, and boast of his bravery and his wit and his glorious person till I thought this fool a very god from Olympus, and marvelled at my own blindness in not earlier perceiving it.

You know him? I cried.

Indeed, he is now well known in Pittsburg town, Mr. Cardigan.

But you—

Yes, I know him.

After a moments silence I said, Is he worthy of her? 

What man is? he answered, quietly.

Oh, many men; pardon, but you are in love, and so are blinded. I see clearly. I know my cousin, and I know that she is a wilful maid who has raised the devil out o bounds, and is ready to run to cover now.

Bevan was red in the face.

It is a kinsmans privilege to criticise, he said.

A kinsmans duty! I added. Were I not jealous for her honour and happiness, I would cry Dunmore merci! and think my cousin a fortunate maid! Curse him! When I think of that man I can scarce look at my hands so guiltless of the creatures blood. But they will not stay clean long if he pushes me. God help the man who bars our way northward!

If you mean to take her, said Bevan, in a low voice, I wish you godspeed. But how can you pass the fort, Mr. Cardigan?

Do you believe Dunmore would detain us? I asked, blankly.

I know he would if he heard of it in time.

I thought a moment, then laid my hand on Bevans shoulder, and, on the impulse, told him what our plans were. He listened in silent sympathy, nodding at times, turning to glance at Mount, who sat under a tree chewing grass-blades and sniffing at the distant punch-bowls.

When I had told him all, he reflected, slowly switching the sod with his whip. Presently he said: I am glad you told me this. I will be at the Kings Road gate to-night. If there is trouble with the sentries I will vouch for you.

His quiet generosity touched me deeply, and I told him so.

Could a gentleman do less? he asked, gravely. Then a sudden smile lighted his eyes, and he added: She will never give up her Olympian god, though she thought to fling him away for his indifference. And, Mr. Cardigan, though this man she loves is truly all she claims, he is, as she told you, the greatest fool on earth!

Then he can never have her! I said, contemptuously.

Ah — wait! he replied, with a curiously sad smile. A fool and his folly are soon parted when in the company of Miss Warren. 

You believe he will follow her? Thats what she said, too! I exclaimed, hotly.

Again he burst into a laugh which was quite free from bitterness.

Yes, he is certain to follow you, he said. Black Care rides behind the horseman, but this man will stick closer than your own shadow.

Well see, I muttered.

He offered me his hand, pressing mine firmly.

You know Miss Warren is here? he asked, cautiously.

I am seeking her, said I.

She walked to the hill, yonder, with Lady Shelton, after the last race, he said, pointing with his whip to a wooded knoll which I could just see rising behind the paddocks.

Dunmore is searching everywhere for her, he added, significantly.

So we parted, I warm with gratitude, he quietly cordial, yet still wearing that singular smile which I could not quite understand.

As for pity, I had none for him, nor did I believe his sorrow could be very profound over his dismissal by Silver Heels. But then I knew nothing of such matters, having never been in love. As for the gentleman-god who had turned Silver Heelss silly head, I meant to deal with him the instant he made his appearance.

Mount, tired of cropping the herbage under his tree, rejoined me fretfully, demanding to know why I had not accepted the invitation to refreshment; and I told him quite plainly that I had no intention to further test his sobriety, in view of the work we had before us.

Together we entered the paddock, where hostlers and jockeys were grooming the beautiful, slender horses, and though I longed to linger, I dared not stay longer than to hug one splendid mare and whisper in her listening, silky ears that she was a beauty without peer.

The boy who was washing her sourly warned me off, doubtless fearing the touch of a stranger, lest he prove one of those miscreants who harm horses. So I passed on, nodding good-bye to the lovely mare, Heather-Bee, as she was called by the name stitched on her blanket. 

In the rear of the paddock a path led through a gate and up the wooded knoll. I looked around for Mount; he was plaintively helping himself to a cup of water from the horse-trough spring, so I waited. And, as I stood there, down the path came two fat people, a lady and her escort, picking their way with all the majesty of elephants. I knew Lady Shelton at once; none could mistake that faded and moon-like face with the little selfish under-lip and the folded creases beside a mouth which was made only for feeding. None could mistake those little fat feet, trotting under the daintily raised petticoat.

She scarcely deigned to glance at me; the gentleman beside her paid me no attention; and I was thankful enough that Lady Shelton had not recognized me.

They were waddling down the paddock some distance away when Mount rejoined me, complaining of the cheerless draught which my obstinacy had compelled him to swallow, and we passed the gate and ascended the pretty slope.

We were, perhaps, half-way up the slope, when I heard a footstep behind us and glanced back. What was my astonishment to behold the Weasel trotting along at our heels.

Where on earth did you come from? I asked.

From the Virginia Arms, he replied, seriously. I like to be near Jack.

Mount, in pleased surprise, had already laid his great paw on the Weasels shoulder. Now he smiled at the little careworn man with wonderful tenderness. It was strange, the affection between these two roaming men, the naïve fidelity of the Weasel, the fostering care of the younger giant, whose attitude was sometimes fatherly, sometimes filial.

The Weasel looked back at the course where, already, the bell was striking to warn the jockeys, and where, one after another, the horses cantered out to the judges stand and stood restively, or backed and pirouetted and reared in the sunshine.

Have you ever before seen a race? I asked.

I? A race? He waved his hand with a peculiarly sad gesture. Many a noble horse has carried my colours on Cambridge Downs, he said, simply. Many a plate have my youngsters won for me, Mr. Cardigan. 

He looked out over the green meadow, folding his small, dry hands meekly.

Lord, Lord, he murmured, the world has changed since then! The world has changed!

Friends have not, murmured Mount.

No, no, you are quite right, Jack, said Renard, hastily.

Then who the devil cares how the world may change, snapped Mount. Come, Cade, old friend, sit you here in the sweet grass and you and I will wager straws on the jockeys colours yonder, while our young gentleman here lightly goes a-courting!

I did not choose to notice Mounts remark, knowing that he meant no offence, so I left the pair sitting on the sod and climbed the remaining half of the slope alone.

Now, no sooner had I reached the top of the knoll than I perceived Silver Heels, sitting upon a rock, reading a letter; and when I drew near, my moccasins making no sound, I could not help but see that it was my letter she perused so diligently. It gratified me to observe that she apparently valued the instructions in my letter, and I trusted she intended to profit by them, for Heaven knew she needed admonition and the judicious counsel of a mature intellect.

Silver Heels, I began, kindly.

She started, then crushed the letter to a ball, thrusting it into her bosom.

Oh, Michael, you are insufferable! she cried.

What! I exclaimed, astonished.

Her eyes filled and she sprang up.

I know not whether to laugh or cry, so vexed am I! she stammered, and called me booby and Paul Pry, drying her eyes the while her tongue upbraided me.

I am not spying, said I, hotly; dont pretend that scrawl was a love-letter, for I know it to be my own!

Ah — you did come spying! she flashed out, stamping her foot furiously.

Lord! was there ever such a spiteful maid! I cried. I came here to have a word with you concerning our journey this night. I care not a penny whistle for your love-letters. Can you not understand that? 

She turned somewhat pale and stood still. Her under-lip quivered between her teeth.

Yes, she said, slowly, I understand.

I had not meant to speak harshly, and I told her so. She nodded, scarcely listening. Then I spoke of our coming journey, which, though it galled me to say so, I explained to her was nothing less than a flight.

She acquiesced, saying she was ready, and that she only longed to leave the town forever. She said that she had known nothing but unhappiness here, and that the memory of it would always be abhorrent, which surprised me, as I had understood that the gentleman-god dwelt hereabouts. However, I said nothing to disturb her or endanger her docility, and we discussed our plans reasonably and with perfect calmness.

I was pleased to see that she already appeared to be in better health. Rouge and patch had disappeared; her colour was better; her eyes brighter; her lips redder. Also, her gown was simpler and more pleasing to me, and her hair bore no extravagant towers, but was sweetly puffed and rolled from her white forehead. Still, her arms were more frail than I liked to see, and there rested a faint bluish shadow under each eye.

How came you to find me out, here in my retreat? she asked, slowly.

Mr. Bevan told me, I replied, watching her.

Poor Mr. Bevan, she murmured; how jealous you were of him.

He is a splendid fellow, I declared, much ashamed.

So you are already friends, she observed, in a musing way.

I trust so, I replied, fervently.

Is it not sudden? she asked.

But I would not commit myself.

Silver Heels, I said, does it not seem good to be together again here in the sunshine?

Ah, yes! she cried, impetuously, then stopped.

Doubtless she was thinking of the gentleman-god.

I sat down on the grass beside her and began pulling buttercups. One I held under her white chin to see if she still loved butter. 

I love all that I ever loved, she said, leaning forward over her knees to pluck a tiny blue bud in the grass.

Do you remember that day you bit me in the school-room? I asked, with youthful brutality.

The crimson flooded her temples. She involuntarily glanced at my left hand; the scar was still there, and she covered her eyes tightly with her hands.

Oh! Oh! Oh! she murmured, in horror. What a savage I was! No wonder you hated me—

Only at moments, I said, magnanimously; I always liked you, Silver Heels.

Presently she drew her hands from her eyes and touched her flushed cheeks with the blue blossom thoughtfully.

Michael, she said, I — I never told you, but I was very glad when you came to explain to me that night in the pantry.

Well, said I, stiffly, you certainly concealed your pleasure. Lord, child, how you scorned me!

I know it, she muttered, in quick vexation; I was a perfect fool. You see, I — I was hurt so deeply that it frightened me—

You ought to have known that I meant nothing, said I. Mrs. Hamilton tormented me till I — I — well, whatever I did was harmless. Anyway, it was done because I thought I loved you — I mean like a lover, you know—

I know, said Silver Heels.

After that, said I, smiling, I knew my own mind.

And I knew mine, said Silver Heels.

And now I know the difference between hurt vanity and love, I added, complacently.

I, too, said Silver Heels.

You cant know such things; you are scarcely sixteen, I insisted.

My mother was wedded at sixteen; she wedded for love.

After a silence I asked her how she knew that, as she had never seen her mother.

Sir Peter Warren has told me in his letters, she said, simply. Besides, you are wrong when you say I never saw my mother. I did, but I was too young to remember. She died when I was a year old. 

But you never saw your father, I said.

Oh no. He was killed at sea by the French.

That was news to me, although I had always been aware that he had died at sea on board his Majestys ship Leda, one of Sir Peters squadron.

Who told you he was killed by the French? I asked, soberly.

Sir Peter. A few days after you left Johnstown I received a packet from Sir Peter. It came on a war-ship which put in at New York, and the express brought it. Sir Peter also wrote to Sir William. I dont know what he said. Sir William was very silent with me after that, but just before I left with Lady Shelton to come here, he had a long talk with me—

She stopped abruptly.

Well? I asked.

Silver Heels twirled the blue bud in her fingers.

He said — to — to tell you if I saw you in Pittsburg — to — to — I mean that I was to say to you that Sir William had changed his mind—

About what? I demanded, irritably.

Our betrothal.

Our betrothal?

Yes. I am not to wed you.

Of course not, I said, rather blankly; but I thought Sir William desired it. He said that he did. He said it to me!

He no longer wishes it, said Silver Heels.

Why?

I dont know, she answered, faintly.

I was hurt.

Oh, very well, I observed, resentfully, doubtless Sir William has chosen a wealthy gentleman of rank and distinction for you. He is quite right. I am only a cornet of horse, and wont be that long. All the same, I cannot see why he forbids me to wed you. He told me he wished it! I cannot see why he should so slight me! Why should he forbid me to wed you?

Do you care? asked Silver Heels.

Who — I? Care? Why — why, I dont know. It is not 284 very pleasant to be told you are too poor and humble to wed your own kin if you wish to. Suppose I wished to?

After a moment she said: Well — its too late now.

How do you know? I said, sharply. I do not see why I should be driven away from you! It is unfair! It is unkind! It is mortifying and I dont like it! See here, Silver Heels, why should Sir William drive me away from you?

You have never needed driving, said Silver Heels.

Yes, I have! I retorted. Didnt you drive me away for Bevan?

After a silence she stole a glance at me.

Would you come back — now?

Something in her voice startled me.

Why — yes, I stammered, not knowing exactly what she meant; I cannot see that there is such difference in rank between us that Sir William should forbid me to wed you. Of course you would not wed beneath you, and, as for me, Id sooner cut my head off!

I was afraid, she ventured, that perhaps — perhaps Sir William thought you had become too fine for me. I could not endure to wed you if that were true.

This was a new idea. Was it true that my quality unfitted me to mate with Silver Heels? The idea did not gratify me now.

Ill tell you this, said I, that if I loved you in that way — you know what I mean! — Id wed you anyhow!

But I would not wed you! she said, haughtily.

You would not refuse me? I asked, in amazement.

I should hate you — if you were above me — in rank!

Even if you loved me before?

Ah, yes — even if I loved you — as I love — him whom I love.

Her clear eyes were looking straight into mine now. Again her voice had stirred some new and untouched chord which curiously thrilled, sounding stealthily within me.

She lowered her eyes to the blue blossom in her fingers, and I saw her crush it. What soft, white fingers she had! The flushed tips, crushing the blossom, fascinated me.

Again, suddenly, my heart began to beat heavily, thumping in my throat so strangely that I shivered and passed my hand over my breast. 

Silver Heels bent lower over her idle hands; her fingers, so exquisite, were still now.

Presently I said, Who is this fool whom you love?

I had not thought to fright or hurt her, but she flushed and burned until all her face was surging scarlet to her hair.

Silver Heels, I stammered, catching her fingers.

At the touch the strange thrill struck through my body and I choked, unable to utter a word; but the desire for her hands set me quivering, and I caught her fingers and drew them, interlocked, from her eyes. Her eyes! Their beauty amazed me; their frightened, perilous sweetness drew my head down to them. Breathless, her mouth touched mine; against me her heart was beating; then suddenly she had gone, and I sprang to my feet to find her standing tearful, quivering, with her hands on her throbbing throat. I leaned against a sapling, dazed, content to meet her eyes and strive to think. Useless! In my whirling thoughts I could but repeat her name, endlessly. Other thoughts crept in, but flew scattering to the four winds, while every pulse within me throbbed out her name, repeating, ceaselessly repeating, in my beating heart.

We were so poor in years, so utterly untried in love, that the strangeness of it set us watching one another. Passion, shaking frail bodies, startles, till pain, always creeping near, intrudes, dismaying maid and youth to loves confusion.

With a sort of curious terror she watched me leaning there, and I saw her trembling fingers presently busied with the silken hat ribbons under her chin, tying and retying as though she knew not what she did. Then of a sudden she dropped on the rock and fell a-weeping without a sound; and I knelt beside her, crushing her shoulders close to me, and kissing her neck and hands, nay, the very damask on her knees, and the silken tongue of her buckled shoon among the buttercups.

Why she wept I knew not, nor did she — nor did I ask her why. Her frail hands fell listlessly, scarcely moving under my lips. Once she laid her arm about my neck, then dropped it as though repelled. And never a word could we find to break the silence.

I heard the wind blowing somewhere in the world, but 286 where, I cared not. I heard blossoms discreetly stirring, and dusky branches interlacing, taking counsel together behind their leafy, secret screens. My ears were filled with voiceless whisperings, delicate and noiseless words were forming in the silence, I love you; and my dumb tongue and lips, unstirring, understood, and listened. Then, when my sweetheart had also heard, she turned and put both arms around my neck, linking her fingers, and her gray eyes looked down at me, beside her knees.

Now you must go, she was repeating, touching her little French hat with tentative fingers to straighten it, but eyes and lips tenderly smiling at me. My Lady Shelton and Sir Timerson Chank will surely return to catch you here if you hasten not — dear heart.

But will you not tell me when you first loved me, Silver Heels? I persisted.

Well, then — if you must be told — it was on the day when you first wore your uniform, and I saw you were truly a man!

That day! When you scarcely spoke to me?

Ay, that was the reason. Yet now I think of it, I know I have always loved you dearly; else why should I have been so hurt when you misused me; why should I have cried abed so many, many nights, vowing to my heart that I did hate you as I hated no man! Ah — dear friend, you will never know—

But, I insisted, you grew cool enough to wed Lord Dunmore—

Horror! Why must you ever hark back to him when I tell you it was not I who did that, but a cruelly used and foolish child, stung with the pain of your indifference, maddened to hear you talk of mating me as though I were your hound! — and my only thought was to put myself above you and beyond your reach to shame me—

Oh, Silver Heels! I murmured, aghast at my own wickedness.

But she was already smiling again, with her slender hands laid on my shoulders. 

All that tastes sweetly — now, she said.

It is ashes in my mouth, I said, bitterly, and upbraided myself aloud, until she placed her fingers on my face and silently signed me to turn around.

At the same instant a wheezy noise came to my ears, and the next moment, over the edge of the slope, a large, round face rose like the full moon.

Fascinated, I watched it; the wheezing grew louder and more laboured.

Lady Shelton! Oh, go! go! whispered Silver Heels. But it was too late for flight had I been so minded.

Suddenly my Lady Sheltons fat feet began to trot as though of their own notion, for her cold, flabby features expressed no emotion, although, from the moment her moon-like face had risen behind the hill, I saw that her eyes were fixed on me.

After her puffed the fat gentleman, Sir Timerson Chank, and behind him came mincing Lord Dunmore, fanning his face with a lace handkerchief, his little gold-edged French hat under his arm. Faith, he was in a rare temper.

Lady Shelton paddled up to Silver Heels, halted, and panted at her. Then she turned on me and panted at me until her voice returned. With her voice, her features assumed a most extraordinary change; billows of fat agitated the expanse of chin and cheek, and her voice, babyish in fury, made me jump, for it sounded as though some tiny, pixy creature, buried inside of her, was scolding me.

Sir Timerson Chank now bore down on my left and presently rounded to, delivering his broadside at short range; but I turned on him savagely, bidding him hold his tongue, which so astonished him that he obeyed me.

As for Dunmore, his shrill prattle never ceased, and he danced and vapoured and fingered his small-sword, till my hands itched to throw him into the blackberry thicket.

If, said I, to Lady Shelton, you are pleased to forbid me your door, pray remember, madam, that your authority extends no farther! I shall not ask your permission to address my cousin, Miss Warren — nor yours! I added, wheeling on Sir Timerson Chank.

Sir Timerson! Sir Timerson! Arrest him! You are a 288 magistrate. Sir Timerson! Arrest him! Oh, Im all of a twitter! panted Lady Shelton.

But Sir Timerson Chank made no sign of compliance.

Lord Dunmore, I said, by what privilege do you assume to vapour and handle the hilt of your small-sword in Miss Warrens presence?

Sink me! cried Lord Dunmore. Sink me now, Mr. Cardigan; you should know that I have privileges, sir. I will have you to know that I have privileges, sir! Crib me! but I will assert my rights!

Your — what? I replied, contemptuously.

My rights! My privilege to defend Miss Warren — my rights, sir! I stand upon them, crib me, if I dont!

Shame on you! cried Lady Shelton, panting angrily at me. Shame on you — you mannerless, roving, blustering, hectoring rebel! — you — you boy! Oh, Im all of a twitter! Sir Timerson, Im all of a twitter!—

Oh tally! broke in Dunmore, peeping at me through his quizzing-glass. The lads moon-mad! A guinea to a china orange that the lads moon-mad. You may see it in his eyes, Sir Timerson. You may see hes non compos — eh, Sir Timerson? Sink me if he isnt!

How I controlled myself I scarcely know, but I strove to remember that a hand raised to Lord Dunmore, Governor of Virginia, meant the ruin of my plans for the night. As I stood staring at the wizened macaroni, aching to take his sword, break it, and spank him with the fragments, I saw Jack Mount and the Weasel cautiously reconnoitring the situation from the hills edge.

Ere I could motion them away they had made up their minds that I was in distress, and now they came swaggering into our circle, thumbs hooked in their shirts, saluting poor Silver Heels with a flourish that drew a thin scream from Lady Shelton.

Trouble with this old scratch-wig? inquired Mount, nodding his head sideways towards Lord Dunmore.

Damme! gasped Dunmore. Do you know who I am, you beast?

I know youre a ruddled old hunks, said Mount, carelessly. Who may the other guinea wig-stand be, Mr. Cardigan? 

As he spoke he looked across at Sir Timerson Chank, then suddenly his eyes grew big as saucers and a low whistle escaped his lips.

Gad! he exclaimed. Its the magistrate or Im a codfish!

Fellow! roared Sir Timerson, his face purpling with passion. Fellow! Thunder and Mars! Lord Dunmore, this is Jack Mount, the highwayman!

For an instant Dunmore stood transfixed, then he screamed out: Close the gates! Close the gates, Sir Timerson! He shall not escape, damme! No, he shall not escape! Call the constables, Sir Timerson; call the constables!

Mount had paled a little, but now as Sir Timerson began to bellow for a constable, his colour came back and he stepped forward, laying a heavy hand on the horrified magistrates shoulder.

Come now; come now, he said; stop that bawling, or Ill put your head between your knees and truss you up like a basted capon! And he gave him a slight shake which dislodged Sir Timersons forty-guinea wig.

You Tory hangman, said Mount, scowling, if I ever took a penny from you it was to help drive you and your thieving crew out of the land! Do you hear that? Now go and howl for your thief-takers, and take his Lordship, here, with you to squall for his precious constables! And he gave Sir Timerson a shove over the grassy slope.

Lady Shelton shrieked as Sir Timerson went wabbling down the hill, but Mount turned fiercely on Dunmore and shook his huge fist under his nose.

Hunt me down if you dare! he growled. Move a finger to molest me and the people shall know how you stop public runners and scalp them, too! Oho! Now you scare, eh? Out o my way, you toothless toad!

Dunmore shrank back, almost toppling down the hill, which he hurriedly descended and made off after Sir Timerson towards the pavilion.

Come, said I, that will do for the present, Jack. Look yonder! Your friend, the magistrate, is toddling fast to trap you. You should be starting if you mean to get out of this scrape a free man. 

Pooh! replied Mount, swaggering. Ive time to dine if I chose, but Im not hungry. Come, Cade; we needs must kick some planks out of that stockade below us, if they guard the gates. But we have time to stroll.

The Weasel did not appear to hear him, and stood staring at Silver Heels with an expression so strange that it was almost terrifying. For a moment I feared he had gone stark mad.

Cade! repeated Mount. What is the matter, Cade? What do you see? Not another fat magistrate? Cade! What on earth troubles you, old friend? And he stepped quickly to the Weasels side, I following.

Cade! he cried, shaking his comrades arm.

The Weasel turned a ghastly face.

Who is she? he motioned, with his lips.

Do you mean Miss Warren? I asked, astonished.

A ghost, he muttered, shivering in every limb.

Presently he began to move towards Silver Heels, and Mount and I drew him back by the shoulders.

Cade! Cade! cried Mount, anxiously. Dont look like that, for Gods sake!

For Gods sake, repeated Renard, trembling.

His eyes were dim with tears. Mount leaned over to me and whispered: He is mad! But the Weasel heard him and looked up slowly.

No, no, he said; a little wrong in the head, Jack, only a little wrong. I thought I saw my wife, Jack, or her ghost — ay, her ghost — the ghost of her youth and mine—

A spasm shook him; he hid his face in his hands a moment, then scoured out the tears with his withered fingers.

Ask the young ladys pardon for me, he muttered; I have frightened her.

I walked over to Silver Heels, who stood beside Lady Shelton, amazed at the scenes which had passed so swiftly before her eyes, and I drew her aside, mechanically asking pardon from the petrified dowager.

He is a little mad, I said; he thought he saw in you the ghost of his lost wife. Sorrow has touched his brain, I think, but he is very gentle and means no harm. Speak to him, Silver Heels. I owe my life to those two men. 

She stood looking at them a moment, then, laying her hand on my arm, she went slowly across to Mount and Renard.

They uncovered as she came up; the Weasels face grew dead and fixed, but the pathos in his eyes was indescribable.

If you are Mr. Cardigans friends, you must be mine, too, said Silver Heels, sweetly. All you have done for him, you have done for me.

Fascinated, Mount gaped at her, tongue-tied, clutching his coon-skin cap to his breast. But the fibre of the two men showed the difference of their grain in a startling form, for, into Renards shrunken frame came something that straightened him and changed him; he lifted his head with a peculiar dignity almost venerable, and, stepping forward, took Silver Heelss small hand in his with a delicate grace that any man might envy. Then he bent and touched her fingers with his lips.

An old mans devotion, my child, he said. You have your mothers eyes.

My — my mothers eyes? faltered Silver Heels, glancing fearfully at me.

Yes — your mothers eyes — and all of her. I knew her, child.

My — mother?

He touched her hand with his lips again, slowly.

I am a little troubled in my head sometimes, he said, gravely. Do you fear me?

N — no, murmured Silver Heels.

Their eyes met in silence.

Presently I took Silver Heels by the hand and led her back to Lady Shelton.

Madam, I said, if aught of harm comes to these two men, through Lord Dunmore, betwixt this hour and the same hour to-morrow, there is not a hole on earth into which he can creep for mercy. Tell this to my Lord Dunmore, and bid him stay away. I speak in no heat, madam; I mean what I say. For as surely as I stand here now, that hour in which Lord Dunmore and Sir Timerson start to hunt us down, they die. Pray you, madam, so inform those gentlemen. 

Then I turned to Silver Heels, who impulsively stretched out both hands. The next moment I rejoined Mount and Renard, and we passed rapidly through the grove and down the hill to the stockade, where Mount drove out a plank with his huge shoulder, and we were free of Roanoke Plain.


CHAPTER XVII
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AT TEN OCLOCK that night I sat in the coffee-room of the Virginia Arms, outwardly cool enough, I trust, but terribly excited nevertheless, and scarce able to touch the food on my plate.

Heretofore, although I have always dreaded physical pain, I may truthfully say that the prospect of it had never deterred me from facing necessary danger; and I can also maintain that, until the present moment, the possibility of disaster to me or mine had never terrified me beforehand.

Now it was different; I seemed to be utterly unable to contemplate with philosophy the chance of misfortune to Silver Heels, through failure of my plans or accident to my proper person. It was, I think, responsibility and not cowardice that frightened me; for who was there to take care of Silver Heels if anything happened to me?

One by one I counted and discounted the dangers I ran: first, arrest at any moment as an accomplice of the notorious Jack Mount; second, assassination by Dunmores agents; third, assassination by Butlers company; fourth, arrest and imprisonment as a suspected rebel and open advocate of sedition; fifth, danger from the Cayugas after our escape from Fort Pitt.

Should any of these things befall me, as well they might, what in the world would become of Silver Heels? Small wonder I found no heart to eat, though this totally new condition of mind parched me with a thirst so persistent that my host, James Rolfe, was obliged to caution me and bring me to my senses ere I had dulled them hopelessly in his brown home-brew.

The post-chaise, loaded and ready for a three weeks journey, stood in the mews with the four strong horses harnessed, 294 and Jack Mount at their heads. He and the Weasel were to ride as post-boys, with Shemuel and I in front.

It lacked an hour yet of the time appointed, and it was the suspense of that hours waiting which set every nerve in my body aching. If we could only have gone somewhere else to wait! — but where could we go and find safety from warrants in this little town where every patriot inn was known? Certainly it was better for us to endure the strain here among sympathizers, where we could count on our host and on his guests and on every servant from stable to kitchen.

The arms and ammunition which the Weasel had purchased were now properly stowed in the post-chaise. Rifles and pistols had been primed and loaded, powder-horns replenished, flint and ball fitted, and pans oiled.

Again and again I went out into the mews, leaving my food untasted, only to find Mount standing quietly at the horses heads and the Weasel pacing up and down, plunged in reverie.

At last Shemuel appeared, slinking past the lighted inn windows and into the mews, where we waited in the starlight, rubbing his hands and peering about with alert obsequiousness and an apparent inability to appreciate the tension that I, for one, quivered under.

I haff sold all my goots, he remarked, cheerfully; my packets I haff stored mit my friends at dose Bear and Cubs. I puy me Delaware paskets in Baltimore — eh, Jack?

Here are your pistols, I said; do you know how to use them?

Ach yess, he replied, with a sly smile at Mount, who grunted, and said:

Shemmy is just as handy with pistols as he is with his needles. No fear, Mr. Cardigan, and looking around, he motioned the peddler to his side.

I hear that the Monongahela is in flood, he said. Is the wooden bridge all right, Shemmy?

Shemuel did not know and went away to inquire, returning presently from the stables with the information that heavy storms had swept the southern mountains and the Monongahela was over its banks, but the dam below the bridge had gone out, leaving the wooden structure safe. 

Then there wont be a ford for twenty miles, muttered Mount, and Im glad of it. Shemmy, just borrow four new axes of Rolfe, will you? And, say, just shove them into the boot!

Again Shemuel disappeared, and after a short absence came trotting back with the bundle of brand-new axes on his shoulder.

Are they ground? asked Mount.

You can shave mit them, said Shemuel, running his dirty thumb along the edges. Then he shoved them into the boot and looked cunningly up at me.

The slow minutes dragged on. Hands clasped behind me, I walked up and down the muddy alley, twisting my interlocked fingers until every nail throbbed. Mount smoked a cob-pipe and watched me; Renard stood apart, staring up at the stars, immersed in thought; Shemuel pattered silently among the restive horses, thumbing the harness and poking his prying fingers into axle and unlighted coach-lamp.

Up and down I walked, heart beating heavily, watching the mouth of the alley for a lurking spy, or a file of soldiers, or Heaven knows what phantoms, which fancy conjured in my excited brain. But I saw nothing to alarm us, and was about to recommence an examination of the new rifle which Renard had bought me, when we were all startled by a rattle of hoofs filling the square with quick echoes.

Instantly every man there reached for his rifle; the alley itself suddenly resounded with the clattering hoof-strokes of a hard-ridden horse. There was a rush, a shadow, and a breathless shout from the horseman: Express — ho! Stand back! I pass! I pass!

Its an express, muttered Mount, lowering his long rifle to lean on it and watch the dark rider pull his frantic horse to its haunches and fling the bridle on the snorting creatures neck, while he turned in his stirrups and searched his wallet by the glow of the opening kitchen door.

Rolfe, in his shirt-sleeves and apron, came out of the door, holding his hands up for the packets.

Three for you, Jimmy, said the bareheaded express-rider, passing the letters over. Draw me a pot o beer, for Heavens sake. 

Where is your mate? asked Rolfe, anxiously.

Hiram? Full of war-arrows tother side o Crown Gap. Heres his pouch.

Scalped? asked Rolfe, in a low voice.

I reckon he is. He never knowed nothing after the third arrow. Them Wyandottes done it.

A tap-boy hurried out with the brimming pewter, and the shadowy rider emptied it at a gulp.

Nother, Jim, he said, stolidly.

Theres blood onto your jaw, said Rolfe, gloomily.

Ay, they drew blood. I lost my hat — here he swore fiercely— and it aint even paid for, Jim!

You orter be glad you got through, Ben Prince, said Rolfe, grimly.

I am — drat that boy! wheres my beer? Oh, there you are, are you? Gimme the pot and quit gaping. Haint you never seed a express before?

An admiring circle of hostlers and kitchen wenches laughed hysterically. The post-rider swaggered in his saddle and stretched out his feet contentedly.

Life aint all skittles, he observed; but beer is beer the round world round! and he drained the pot and tossed it dripping to an honoured scullion.

News o Boston? asked Rolfe, meaningly.

Plenty! Plenty! Port Bill in force; Tommy Gage on top; Sam Adams lying low; more redcoats landed, more on the way, more to come; rich poorer; poor starving; thats all!

He gathered his bridle and winked at a coy kitchen-maid.

Your beau has went to Johnstown, Sairy, he said; I seen him a-training hay-foot, straw-foot, with old Sir Billys Tryon County milish. That reminds me, Jim — turning to Rolfe— Ive a packet for a certain Michael Cardigan, somewhere to be hunted up south o Crown Gap—

Right here! said Rolfe, promptly, and the express passed the letter to him. Then, with a careless, See you later! he wheeled his horse short and galloped back along the alley, which rang with shouts of Good luck! Good luck! Theres bed and bait for you here, Benny!

The crowd on the steps flocked back into the kitchen, the 297 door closed, then opened to let out Rolfe, who advanced towards me, letter in one hand, flaring candle in the other.

Light the coach-lamps, I whispered, and, taking the candle and letter, sat down on a pile of pine timber to read what Sir William had sent me:

Dear Lad, — By runners from the Cayuga, I know how gallantly you have conducted. Dearer than son you are to me, prouder am I than any parent. If what we had hoped and prayed for has failed — as I can no longer doubt — it is so ordained, and we struggle in vain. Nitor in adversum; nisi Dominus, frustra!

I am holding the Mohawks back by their very throats, but mischief brews at the Upper Castle, whither Joseph (Thayendanegea) has gone with the belts from me.

Red Jackets conduct condemns me to uneasiness. He is an orator; the foul murder of Logan is his text. I need say no more, save that I still hold the Mohawks back.

Colonel John Butler, his conduct concerns me, and I needs must view it with grief and alarm. His dishonoured son, Walter Butler, is still absent; the elder Butler has retired to the lakes, where I am informed he is gathering Tory malecontents and foolish young Onondagas, for what ultimate purpose I can only imagine.

A most deadly and bitter feeling runs flood in Johnstown; nightly outrages are reported to me, and I fear that the so-called patriots are quite as blameworthy as are the loyalists. Whig and Tory hate and wait.

Dear lad, the sands of my life are running very swiftly. I am so tired, so tired! Come when you can; I have much to talk over ere these same sands run out, leaving a voided glass in the sunlight. If you, by hazard, pass through Fort Pitt, you will accompany Felicity on her return hither, which return I have instantly commanded her by this express. I have received a singular letter from my Lord Dunmore, which has astonished me. My answer to him I delay until Felicity returns. Doubtless she will travel hither by way of Richmond. The escort, which Lord Dunmore must furnish, will, on their return journey, take with them my reply to his Lordship.

If this letter reaches you in time, come back with Felicity; if not, come by the safe route through Richmond. Overtake her if you can do so.

Your Aunt Molly is well and sweetly anxious to see you safe home. Esk and Peter do flourish — yet I like not Peters haunting the public houses where things are uttered to poison young minds. I have trounced him soundly seven times, and mean to continue.

The news from Boston is ominous. More ships are about to 298 sail, bearing more troops and cannon. I know not how it will end! Ay — but I do know, and so must every thinking man. Praemonitus praemunitus!

Michael, I have had a most strange and unpleasant letter from Sir Peter Warren, who encloses with it certain amazing documents which he has carefully perused, to his great mortification and discontent. These papers were lately sent to him from Chatham dockyard, having been discovered under the cabin flooring of the war-ship Leda, which his brother lately commanded and which is now repairing at Chatham.

The documents concern Felicity — and us all — and I wish you to know that I no longer approve of your union with her, at least not until both she and you are fully acquainted with the contents of these documents.

And now, dear son, I can but wait for you to come. The house is dull without you. I have sometimes sought to drown care in the river, whither I go with gillie Bareshanks to fly-fish for trouts. But I am growing sad and old, and nothing pleases, though I do throw my flies as I did at thirty, looping each cast without a splash.

Always yr affectionate

Wm. Johnson, Bart.

Post Scriptum. — On yr return I have planned a fishing-trip to the Kennyetto at Fondas Bush, where, report is, a monstrous trout hath been seen to jump frequently in that bend of the stream due east from the sugar bush on the hill.

W. J.

My eyes were swimming when I lifted them from the sheets of paper, now damp with dew. For a moment I rested my head on my hands, feeling the rising tide of homesickness choking me. Then that subtle courage, which a word from Sir William ever infused, warmed my blood and calmed my beating heart.

I rose serenely, and laid the letter to the candles flame, watching it burn and crisp and fall in flakes which no prying spy might decipher. Then I looked at my new watch, and was amazed to find that it lacked but a few moments to the time set for our departure from the Virginia Arms.

Rolfe had already lighted the chaise-lamps; Shemuel had crawled inside with our weapons, and Renard sat his post-saddle, adjusting the stirrups; while Mount was preparing to climb into the saddle of the nigh leader.

Is it dark out there in the square? I asked of Rolfe.

I guess the lanthorns swing a-light on every seventh, 299 he said. I darkened mine, but the watchman came battering and bawling tew the door and made me light up again.

Mount was now in his saddle; I held my ticking time-piece under the coach-lamp, eyes following the slow pointers travelling towards the hour.

And, as I stood there, there came creeping a woman into the alley, cloaked and bareheaded, halting and crouching to scan our chaise-lamps under her inverted hand. Ere Rolfe or I could stop her she ran to the horse on which Mount was sitting and caught the forest-runner by the fringe on his sleeve. Then, in the rays of the chaise-lamp, I knew her for the thief-takers child.

Hoity-toity, what the devils tew pay? said Rolfe. Darn the ruddled vixens who come a-drabbing into my mews, with a hussy tew hail you afoot and a baggage tew boot on the boot—

Keep quiet! I said, sharply. Theres trouble abroad somewhere!

Oh, Mr. Cardigan, called Mount, softly, Sir Timerson and a gang o cudgels is coming up Pitt Street and Bully Bishops with them!

The girl turned her frightened face to me:

They came for father to take Jack Mount; I ran out the back door, sir. Oh, hasten! hasten! she wailed, looking at Mount and wringing her hands.

The big fellow stooped from his saddle and deliberately kissed her.

Thank you, my dear, he said; Ill come back for another before I die. Au large, Jimmy! Up with you, Mr. Cardigan!

Turn those horses! Take their heads! whispered Rolfe. Theres one back way tew every mews, and half a dozen to this!

The next moment I had wheeled the chaise-and-four back into the darkness and around a rambling row of sheds and stables, following Rolfe, then to the left, then a demi-tour to the right, which brought us up against a heavy stockade. But already Rolfe had set a creaking gate swinging loosely, and we bumped out into a field, hub-deep in buttercups.

Ill keep the scratch-wigs amused, whispered Rolfe, as I 300 climbed to the forward seat and picked up my rifle; and away we jolted across the star-lit pasture and out into a narrow, unlighted cattle lane, which we followed to the bars. These Shemuel let down, popping back into the chaise like a jack-o-box, and Mount rode our horses out into the dark Boundary Road.

There was not a soul to be seen, not a light, not a sound but the hum of our turning wheels and the slapping trot of our horses.

Presently, on a dark hillock to our right, I saw lighted windows glimmering among trees, and I called in a low voice to Mount and sprang noiselessly to the road. A lane led around the hillock to the right; up this dim path I conducted the chaise-and-four until I found room to turn them back, facing the Boundary Road again. Here our chaise might lie concealed from passing folk on the highway, and here I quietly bade Mount and Renard await me, while Shemuel held the horses heads.

The night was warm and fragrant under the great June stars as I passed silently along the lane, climbed the hillock and entered the orchard. Through the dim trees I stole towards the house, where two windows on the ground floor were lighted up.

Then, as I leaned breathless against a tree, in the distant gloom the fortress bell struck slowly, eleven times.

Second after second passed, minute followed minute, and my eyes never left the closed door under the pillared porch. Presently I looked at my watch; a quarter of an hour had passed. The seconds began to drag, the minutes loitered. Time seemed to stand still in the world.

Far away in the fortress the bell struck the half-hour, and on the west breeze came the dull cry of sentinels calling from post to post under the summer stars.

Suddenly the dark door opened; a heavy figure appeared in silhouette against the light. My heart stood still; it was Black Betty.

The negress peered out into the darkness, north, west, south, and finally looked up at the stars. Then, as though summoned from within, she turned quickly and entered the house, leaving the door wide open behind her. 

Impatience was racking me now; I waited until I could wait no longer; then, in the shadow of the trellis-vines, I stole up to the porch. The hallway was empty; I stepped to the sill, crossed it, and surveyed the empty stairway and the gallery above. There was not a soul in sight. Now alarm seized me, a swift, overpowering dread which drove me on to seek and face whatever was in store for me. A door on my right stood open; I looked in, then entered the smaller of two rooms, which were partly separated from each other by folding doors. Candles burned in gilt sconces; glass cabinets glittered; mirrors reflected my full length so abruptly that I started at the apparitions and clutched my hunting-knife.

Treading on the velvet carpet I passed into the farther apartment which, by a little gallery and waxed floor, I knew to be the ballroom. Not a soul to be seen anywhere. Glancing hurriedly at the empty ranks of gilded chairs, I strove to crush out the fear which was laying icy fingers on my breast, and I had already turned to re-enter the smaller room when I heard the front door close and voices sounding along the outer hallway. I stepped behind a gilt cabinet and drew my heavy knife, perfectly aware that I was trapped like a fox in a snap-box.

Through the carved foliage of the cabinet I saw three people enter the room. The skin all over my body roughened at the sight of them; and what held me back I do not know — perhaps that kind Providence which watches over fools — for I began to tremble in every contracting muscle as do cats in ambush when their quarry passes unsuspecting.

There they stood in low-voiced consultation — Lady Shelton, my Lord Dunmore, and my mortal enemy, Walter Butler, tricked out in lace and velvet. He stood so near to me that my hot hand could have fastened on his throat-strings where I crouched. He turned towards Dunmore with a gesture.

Sir Timerson should find them to-night, he said; your thief-taker, Bully Bishop, is with them, I understand.

They are to search every rebel rat-hole in town, cried Dunmore, eagerly; they should claw them ere dawn, Captain Butler. Vive Dieu, nous allons les clouer en terrain bouché!

Lord Dunmore leered at Lady Shelton, and then contemplated 302 his small French hat as though seeking countenance for his halting tongue.

If I am to conduct Miss Warren, said Butler, gloomily, you had best see her without delay, my Lord.

His round, amber eyes of a bird were fixed on Dunmore.

Come now, said Dunmore, slyly, I am half minded to conduct her myself, Captain Butler, curse me if I am not. I hear you once vowed to wed her in spite of Sir William and me too! Damme, Ive a notion you mean me ill, you rogue!

Your Lordship is merry, sneered Butler, but I saw his blank eyes contracting as he spoke.

Faith, I am not over-merry, said Dunmore, plaintively, drawing a diamond pin from his wig and contemplating it. I like not this night journey to Williamsburg, thats flat! — and I care not if you know it, Captain Butler.

Then I pray you to release me from this duty, sneered Butler.

Dunmore eyed him askance, twirling his jewelled pin.

If I merit your suspicions, added Butler, icily, I beg to wish you good fortune and good-night! And he bowed very low and turned curtly towards the door.

No! Damme if I suspect you! cried Dunmore, hastily. Come back, Captain Butler! Oh tally, man! — is there no wit in you that you freeze at a jest from an over-fond suitor? You shall conduct Miss Warren to Williamsburg. I say it! I mean it! Body o Judas! am I not to follow as soon as I hang this fellow Mount and his rabble o ragged pottle-pots?

Butler came back, and — oh, the evil in his fixed stare as his kindling eyes fastened on Dunmore again!

Will you be pleased — to — to receive Miss Warren immediately? asked Lady Shelton, in a flutter of jellyfied excitement. I have her closely watched wherever she takes a step. She has her boxes packed, the wilful child! Lud! she would have been gone these two hours had not Captain Butlers man caught my footman with a guinea!

I have a copy of her letter, squeaked Dunmore, angrily. Faith, I could scratch her raw for what she wrote to that dirty forest-running fellow, Cardigan!

Fie! Fie! tittered Lady Shelton, hysterically, shaking a 303 fat finger at the painted beau. Over-fond lovers should forgive!

Curse me if I forget, though, muttered his Lordship. If I have to wait till Innocents day, Ill birch the little baggage yet!

He turned nervously to Butler:

You had best attend in the ballroom, Captain Butler. Gad! I can persuade her, I think, within the half-hour. Lady Shelton, you will be in one of your cursed twitters if you remain here, and those same twitters set me dancing. Damme, madam! you are twittering now! I shant endure it! I cant endure it! Pluck me bald if I can!

I — I will send her to you, stammered the dowager, curtseying in a panic.

And stay away until youre wanted, added Dunmore, brutally.

Lady Shelton stared at him with frightened eyes; then her little fat feet set themselves in motion, and she pattered hastily out of the room. The men exchanged sneers.

Ill be rid o that ruddled sack o lollypops now, observed Lord Dunmore, complacently. Will you not take your turn, Captain Butler? No? Well, I owe thanks to Sir Timerson then. Pst! Theres some one on the stairs! Give me joy, Captain Butler, and mind you keep closed eyes, you rogue!

Butler gave him a contemptuous stare, then swung on his heel, and balancing his thin hand on the hilt of his small-sword, walked noiselessly into the dim ballroom.

Dunmore stood listening, passing the diamond pin back through his wig, and shaking out the long, delicate lace on his cuffs.

Nobody came. He raised his spy-glass and tiptoed over to the mirror, primping, preening, smirking, and ogling himself, occasionally turning his good ear to the door to listen.

Presently he began to pace the velvet, fanning his nose with a lace handkerchief, and simpering all to himself.

The extravagance of his dress might have amused me had not my mind been filled with deadly thoughts. He was all in yellow, silk coat, and silver-shot waistcoat, with breeches of gold brocade and white silk stockings. Lace tumbled in soft cascades over his claw-like fingers; a white sash and star, 304 set with brilliants, covered his breast; a gorgeous stock glittered under the fluffy lace at his withered throat.

I noted these features, one by one, but my thoughts had flown up-stairs to seek throughout this shameful house for the dear maid who had given herself to me.

Suddenly she appeared at the door, so suddenly that Lord Dunmore started from the mirror with a suppressed squeal of surprise. As for me, I quivered in my lurking-place, and for a moment could scarce see her for the mist in my eyes.

Yet there she stood, hesitating, smiling, her hands busy with the buckle of a travelling-coat adorned with row on row of dainty capes. Under the silvery gray coat I could see her little doe-skin shoon peeping out. Now, with gloved hands, she began widening the hood on her head, to tie it beneath her chin, with a sidelong glance at the mirror and a faint smile for her mirrored face.

Never, never had I seen her so lovely, never had her eyes so thrilled me, nor her sweet, dumb lips called to me more clearly. For a moment I thought she had perceived me through the cabinets gilded foliage; but my presence was still all unsuspected.

At first sight of her hood and travelling-coat, Lord Dunmore had scowled. Then, fascinated, he pretended to a trance and clasped his hands, rolling his rheumy eyes towards heaven. Seeing her face fall, however, he recovered quickly enough and leered at her from head to toe.

Cruel one, he piped out in ecstasy, mincing towards her. Cruel one, what do you ask that I may adore?

Your Lordships pardon, she said, gravely; I am here to ask forgiveness.

Granted! You have it, protested Dunmore, eagerly, leading her to a chair and bowing above her as she was seated. You have grieved me, but man was made to grieve. I forgive, and give my love as guerdon.

You are too generous, said Silver Heels, sorrowfully; I may keep only your forgiveness, my Lord.

She would have spoken again, but Dunmore bent his stiff joints and dropped on both knees, ogling her with watery eyes.

She half rose and drew back with a pleading gesture, but 305 the infatuated fool drowned her protests with his shrill prattle, and clasping his transparent hands together under the lace, pleaded his suit so passionately that my gorge rose and I could scarce contain myself.

At last his chatter died away in miscellaneous noises, sniffs, gulps, and senile sounds; and he tried to seize her gloved hand, making a clacking smack with his thin, dry lips.

Silver Heels shrank deep into her chair, hiding her hands from him under her chin, and begging him to rise, which he did at last, scowling his displeasure.

Then, very gravely and pitifully, she told him that she did not love him, that she had given her love to another, and that she could now only ask his forgiveness, yet never forgive herself for the wickedness she had so wilfully practised.

He stood listening in silence at first, then his faded eyes narrowed with fury, and in his worn cheeks, under the rouge, a sickly colour stained the flesh. The change in the man was frightful.

Dye mean to throw me over for that wood-running whelp, Cardigan? he burst out. Oh no, my lady, that cock wont fight, dye hear?

The startling coarseness of the outbreak brought Silver Heels to her feet in frightened astonishment. Horror mantled throat and cheeks with crimson; she shrank back, catching support on a marble table beside her.

All over Dunmores scowling visage the enamel was cracking; he paced the carpet like one demented, chattering and scratching at the air.

I will not be so used! Curse me if I will! he snarled, biting his polished nails. Hells fury! madam; do you think to throw me over for a hind of buckskin? Damn me if you shall! — and Lady Shelton saw him kiss you on the knoll at that! Fine sport, madam! Fine sport! So you think to make me the laughing-stock o Virginia? So you write letters to your buckskin lout and plan to run off with him in a post-chaise — eh? Damned if you shall! Damned if you do!

Pray — pray let me pass, gasped Silver Heels, choking with fright.

He caught the door in his hand, closing it, and planted 306 himself with his back against it. Then he fumbled behind him for the key, but it was in the other side of the door.

Oh no, not yet, he said.

I must pass that door, repeated Silver Heels, breathlessly.

By God, you shall not! he cried. You shall stay here all night, dye hear? Ay, and folk shall hear of it and gossip, too, and the whole world shall know how the Governor of Virginia bundled to win a worthless wife! I tell you I mean to have you, and if you wed me not fair you shall wed me compromised, and thank me, too, for my name to cloak your shame withal!

His voice ended in a shriek; the door behind him burst open, flinging him forward, and Black Betty appeared, eyes ablaze and teeth bared. The next instant Silver Heels sprang through the portal, the door banged, and I heard the key turn on the other side with a click.

Dumfounded, I looked stupidly through the window behind me, then my heart leaped up, for there, at the foot of the garden, stood a post-chaise and four, lamps lighted, and postilions sitting their horses. There, too, were Silver Heels and Betty, setting foot to the chaise step. Dark figures aided them, the chaise door shut. I thanked God silently and turned to deal with these wicked men whom He had given into my hands.

Dunmore, insane with fury, was clawing at the window to raise it; Butler came swiftly from the ballroom and tried the door. Finding it locked, he looked at Dunmore with a ghastly laugh.

Shes gone! shrieked Dunmore. Gone in a chaise! That black slut of hers did it! Let me out! Let me out! Ill claw them raw! Ill pinch them to death! I wont stay here, dye hear?

His voice soared into a falsetto screech, and he tore at his gums with his nails and stamped his feet.

Give place there! said Butler, brutally elbowing the frantic man aside. Let me through that window, you doddering fool! Youre done for; its my turn now.

What! gasped Dunmore. Then terror blanched his face, and he began to scream: That was your chaise! You mean to cheat me! You mean to steal her! That was your chaise, 307 and its gone! No! No! Damme, you shall not catch them at the gates! And he flung himself on Butler to drag him from the open window.

Drive on! shouted Butler, leaning out and calling to the people in the chaise.

Startled, I turned and stared through the window behind me. To my horror the horses started and the chaise began to move off. Even yet I did not comprehend that the chaise was not my own, but to see it slowly rolling away in the night terrified me, and I bounded out into the room — barely in time, for Butler had already forced Dunmore from the open window and had laid his hand on the wall to hoist himself out. Quick as the thought, I balanced my heavy knife, hilt to palm, swung forward and let it fly like lightning. The blade whistled true and struck, pinning Butlers arm to the wall. God! how he shrieked and shrank, twisting and turning to tear the blade loose. Dunmore ran around like a crazed rat, but I knocked him senseless with a chair, and sprang at Butler, who, writhing and ghastly pale, had just freed his left hand of the knife. He ran at me with his sword, but I shattered my heavy chair across his face, and seized him, meaning to cut his throat. Twist and tear and clutch as he would, he could not escape or hurt me; the coolness of murder was in my heart; I strangled him with one hand and hunted around the floor for my knife. It was gone, I could not find it. Then a wave of fury blazed in my brain; I lifted the struggling wretch with both hands above my head and brought him down on the floor, where he crashed as though every bone in him were shattered to the marrow.

As I reeled, panting, towards the window, the key turned in the locked door and Lady Sheltons frightened face appeared. When she saw me she rushed at me and screamed, but I thrust the harridan out of my path, vaulted through the open window, and ran down the orchard slope. Then, as I sprang into the lane, I almost dropped, for there, where I had left it, stood my post-chaise, awaiting me.

Mount! I shouted in terror. Is she here?

Here? he cried. You are mad! Have you lost her?

Through my whirling senses the awful truth broke like a living ray of fire. 

Out o the saddle! I shouted. She has taken another chaise. Its Butlers men! Ride for her! Ride!

Gone? thundered Mount, leaping to the seat, while I sprang to his vacant saddle. But I only lashed at the horses, and set my teeth while the dust flew and the pebbles showered through the flying wheels.

It seemed hours, yet it was scarcely five minutes, ere the gate-house lights broke out ahead, dots of dim yellow dancing through the dust. Now we were galloping straight into the eye of the great brass lanthorn set above the guard-house; there came a far call in the darkness, a shadow crossed the lamplit glare, then I turned in my saddle and shouted: Draw bridle! — and our four horses came clashing in a huddle with a hollow volley of hoof-beats.

Road closed for the night! said a sentinel, walking towards us from the darkness ahead, cap, buckle, and buttons glittering in the lamplight.

A post-chaise passed five minutes ahead of us, began Mount, angrily.

Tut! tut! my good fellow, said the sentry; thats none o your business. Back up there!

I wish to see Mr. Bevan, said I, scarce able to speak.

Mr. Bevans gone home to bed, said the soldier, impatiently. He passed that other post-chaise at a gallop, or it would have been here yet, I warrant you. Come, come, now! You know the law. Clear the road, now! — turn your leaders, post-boy — back up, dye hear!

I tell you Ive got to pass! I persisted.

Oh, you have, have you? And who are you, my important friend? he sneered, barring our way with firelock balanced.

I am deputy of Sir William Johnson! I roared, losing all self-control. Stand clear, there!

If you move Ill shoot! he retorted; then without turning his head he bawled out: Ho, sergeant o the quarter-guard! Post number seven!—

Drive over him! I shouted, lashing at the horses. There was a jolt, an uproar, a rush of frantic horses, a bright flash and report. Then a wheel caught the soldier and pitched him reeling into the darkness. I turned in my stirrups, glancing 309 fearfully at Renard, who was recovering his balance in the saddle behind me and lifting a firelock to the pommel.

Shot? I asked, breathlessly.

No; I caught his firelock; it exploded in my hand.

Look out! called Mount, from his front seat on the chaise. The toll-gates right ahead! Theres a camp-guard due there at midnight! Out with your coach-lamps!

Shemuel jerked open each lanthorn and blew out the lights; darkness hid even the horses from our sight.

A camp-guard! Suppose the gate was closed! Thirty men and a drummer ahead of us!

Cut the pike! cried Mount, suddenly. We save six miles by the old Williamsburg post-road! Turn out! Turn out!

Far ahead the toll-gate lamp twinkled through the dust; I signalled to Renard and dragged the horses into a trot, straining my eyes for the branch road we had seen that morning. I could see nothing.

By Heaven! the guard is gone; theres only a sentry there! said Mount, suddenly.

Pst! muttered Renard. We are the grand rounds, mind you. Answer, Jack!

Halt! cried a distant sentry. Who goes there?

Grand rounds! sang out Mount.

Stand, grand rounds! Advance, sergeant, with the countersign! came the distant challenge again.

Now, muttered Mount, leaping softly to the turf, when I call, ride up to me. Hark for a whippoorwill!

He vanished in the darkness. I waited, scarcely breathing.

He wont kill him, whispered the Weasel; you will see, Mr. Cardigan, how its done. Hell get behind him — patience, patience — pst! — there!

A stifled cry, suddenly choked, came out of the night; the lanthorn at the toll-gate went out and the toll-house door slammed.

Its the keeper barricading himself, whispered Renard; he thinks the sentry has been surprised and scalped. Hush! Mount is calling.

Whippoorwill! Whippoorwill! throbbed the whimpering, breathless call across the meadow; the Weasel answered 310 it, and we trotted on until a dark shape rose up in the road and caught at the leaders, drawing them to a stand-still.

Nother firelock, said Mount, shoving the weapon into the chaise and going back to the horses. Heres the post-road; Ill guide you into it. And he started east through a wall of shadow.

Wheres the sentry? whispered Renard.

In the ditch with his coat tied over his head and my new hanker in his mouth. The frightened fool bit me so I scalped him—

What! cried the Weasel.

Oh, only his wig. Here it is! And he flung the wig at Renard, who caught it and tossed it into the chaise for Shemuel.

Mount halted the horses; Shemuel struck flint to tinder, and came around to light the coach-lamps. Under their kindling radiance a dusty road spread away in front of us. Mount unlocked a lighted coach-lamp and went forward, holding the light close to the road surface. Several times he squatted to look close into the dust.

Presently he turned and ran back to us, set the lamp in its socket, locked the clamp, and sprang into his seat. Shemuel hastily scrambled into the chaise, stuffing the wig into his pocket.

Theyve taken the turnpike! cried Mount, cheerily. Now, lads! Whip and spur and axle-grease! Ride, Cade! Look sharp, Shemmy, you weasel-bellied rascal! Weve got them by half an hour, or Ill eat my coon-skin cap!

Freshen all primings! I called out to Shemuel, and sent my whip whistling among the horses.

Away we bolted, chaise swaying, lamps sweeping the dusty roadside bushes, and the gallop increased to a dead run as we whirled down an incline and out along a broad, flat, marshy road, where the jolting lamps flashed on the surface of a swift stream keeping pace with us through the night.

We catch them where the pike swings south into this road, called Mount; but through the whistling wind I could barely hear him. Louder and louder blew the wind across the flats, shrieking in my ears; wetter and wetter grew the road, until the splash of the horses grew to a churning, trampling 311 roar. Like a flash the stream turned across the road; the shallow water boiled under our rush — a moment only — then into the wet road again, with the stream scurrying on our right.

Through the pelting storm of mud I clutched bridle and whip with one hand and pushed my pistol under my shirt with the other, calling out to Renard to do the same.

Get my axe loose from the boot, Shemmy! cried Mount. Draw rein, Cade! Now, Mr. Cardigan! And he leaped to the ground and ran splashing through the road, calling out for us to follow at a walk.

Suddenly our horses hoofs sounded hollow on a wooden bridge; the muddy planks glimmered under the coach-lamps, and, as he walked the horses over, far below us we heard the dull roar of water pouring through the solid rock. Now came the echoing cracks of Mounts axe, biting the supports of the bridge, and presently Shemuel joined him, chopping like a demon.

We lose time! I groaned, turning to the Weasel. Call Mount to let the bridge go.

Well lose time if the bridge stands, said Renard, coolly. Dunmores horse will take our trail sooner or later, and we may have to wait an hour for the chaise we are chasing.

Minute after minute dragged, timed by the interminable axe-strokes. Presently the Weasel wriggled out of his saddle, ran to the boot, and hurried away, axe on shoulder, and I sat there alone in the lamplight, gnawing my lips and groaning.

But now, above the sharp axe-strokes and the deep roar of the torrent, I caught the sound of creaking timbers. Crack! Crack! Then a long-drawn crackle of settling beams, ending in a crash which set the blowing horses on their hind legs. Ere I could pull them down, Mount came running back, followed by Renard and Shemuel.

No need to gallop now, observed Mount, shoving the axes into the boot and brushing the mud from his face. He climbed into his seat; Shemuel sought the body of the chaise, and Renard mounted the horse behind me.

Walk the horses, said Mount; we are an hour ahead yet. The roads cross just below here. Cheer up, Mr. Cardigan; 312 well sight them over our rifles yet. And when Dunmores horsemen come to the bridge yonder, theyll have some twenty miles to wander ere they can cross the Monongahela to-night.

The river is in flood; you can hear it, added Renard. Theres no ford for twenty miles where a horse could live to-night.

Lord! Wont Dunmore rage! muttered Mount.

I had not thought of pursuit, but there was probably no doubt that Dunmores horse were already hunting our trail somewhere between the stockade and the toll-gate. If that were so our plans must be changed, for we could not traverse Virginia with the Governors dragoons at our heels.

Distracted with anxiety, cold and feverish by turns, I strove to regain self-command, and in a measure succeeded. Mount was of my opinion that we must take a forest road over the mountains and make straight for Philadelphia — on foot, if our chaise could not take us. He asked me about the Indians we might encounter, and I told him we had nothing as yet to fear from the Lenape, who could not be bound by clan ties to take up the Cayugas quarrel until the Mohawks rose.

Well, said Mount, curse them all, I say. One moccasin looks like another, and all redskins smell like foxes. I take your word for it that the Lenape are afraid to breathe unless the Mohawks give them leave, so I hope we get through without a war-yelp in our ears.

Theres the Tuscaroras, said Renard, gloomily.

It was true. In my misery and torturing fear for Silver Heels, I had forgotten the Sixth Nation, bands of whom roamed the forests north of the Virginia line. But reflection quieted apprehensions concerning the Tuscaroras, who also must first take council with our Mohawks before drawing their hatchets in a Cayuga quarrel.

I explained this to Mount, who swore a great deal and shrugged his shoulders, but nevertheless I knew he was greatly relieved.

Theres a wood road over the mountains, he said. Cade knows it. He came that way hunting his wife at Annapolis when the British fleet put in. Didnt you, Cade? 

The Weasel turned in his saddle.

Jack, he said, gently, I know my wife is dead. We will never speak of her any more.

Mount was silent. Presently he jumped to the ground and came walking along beside my horse, one hand on my stirrup.

I dont know, he muttered, under his breath— I dont know whether thats a healthy sign or not. Ever since Cade saw your lady — Miss Warren — he keeps telling me that his wife is dead, and that God has forgiven her and has told him to do so, too. Somehow he has changed. Do you note it? His voice, now, is different — like a gentlemans. Somehow, he makes me feel lonely.

I was scarcely listening, for, just ahead, I fancied I could see a signpost which must mark cross-roads. After a moment I called excitedly to Mount, pointing out to him the tall post in the middle of the road. Behind it the moon was setting.

Ay, he said, coolly, thats our runway. The game will cross here in an hour or so. Sit your saddle, Mr. Cardigan; theres time to whistle the devils jig to an end yet.

But I was out of my saddle and priming my rifle afresh before he could finish.

Poor lad, he said, pityingly. Lord, but youre white as a cross-roads ghost. Shemmy, take the chaise south till you come to a spring brook that crosses the road; its a hundred yards or so. Cover the coach-lamps with blankets and look to the horses a bit. Cade, I guess you had better take this side of the road with me. We want to be sure o the post-boys. Mr. Cardigan, try to shoot the driver through the head. Theres too much risk in a low shot.

For Gods sake, be careful! I begged them. Remember the lady is in the chaise. Cant you kill the leading horses — wouldnt that be safer?

They were silent for a while. Presently Mount looked guiltily at me, muttering something about highwayman style, but Renard shook his head.

Well, began Mount, combatively, its the safest. I can stop the chaise all alone without a shot fired if you wish.

He looked at me; there was a joyously evil light in his sparkling eyes. 

This is familiar ground to me, he said, impudently. Cade and I stopped Sir Timerson Chank by that signpost.

After a moment he added: Coach and six; post-boys, coachman, footmen, and guards — all armed — eh, Cade, old spark? Lord, how they gaped when I took off my hat and invited Sir Timerson to a stroll! Do you mind that fat coachman, Cade? — and all the post-boys agape and cross-eyed with looking into your rifle-barrel?

Jack, I groaned, I cannot endure delay. Post us, for Heavens sake. Im nigh spent with fright and grief.

There, there! said Mount, affectionately clapping me on the shoulder. You will see your dear lady in half an hour, lad. No fear that we will miss — eh, Cade? We shoot straighter for our friends than for our own lives.

Then he bade the Weasel take his stand to the left, and posted me to the right; he himself sat down cross-legged under the signpost — a strange, monstrous shape squatting in the light of the setting moon.

I heard the click, click, of the closing rifle-pans in the darkness, and for the twentieth time I renewed my priming, fearing the night air might flash the powder in the pan.

The silence weighed me down; awful fear shot through and through me, stabbing my swelling heart till I quivered from head to toe. Try as I might I could scarcely crush back the dread which sometimes chained my limbs, sometimes set them trembling. Suppose that after all they had gone north, risking the war-belt for a dash through to Crown Gap? This was foolish, and I knew it, for they were bound for Williamsburg. Yet the dreadful chance of their mistaking the route and plunging into a Cayuga ambuscade drove me almost frantic.

I thought of Silver Heels, while straining my ears for the sound of the chaise that bore her. Strange, but in my excitement I found myself utterly unable to recall her face to mind. Other faces crowded it out, and I could see them plainly, God wot! — Dunmore, falling under my heavy blow; Butler, his ghastly visage shattered, writhing with my clutch at his throat; Greathouse, as he lay in the alley with the lanthorns light on his bloated face — enough! Ay, enough now, for in my ears I seemed to hear the crash of Butlers 315 bones as I had dashed his accursed body to the floor, and I trembled and wondered what God did to punish those who had slain.

Punish? Perhaps this was my punishment now — perhaps I was never to see Silver Heels again! Terrible thoughts gathered like devils and clamoured at my ears for a hearing, and I lay on the wet grass, listening and staring into the night, while my dry lips burnt with the fever that consumed me. Around me the darkness seemed to be rocking like water; my head swam as if invisible tides were ebbing through it. Again and again I seemed to be falling, and I started to find my eyes wide open and burning like fire.

Suddenly a faint, far sound in the night stilled every pulse. I saw Mount slowly rise to his feet and step into the shadow of the signpost. The whispering call of a whippoorwill broke out from the bushes where Renard lurked, and I stood up, icy cold but calm, eyes fixed on the darkness which engulfed the road ahead.

Again the distant sound broke out in the stillness; it came again, clear and unmistakable. Now the noise of rapidly galloping horses sounded plainly; wheels striking stones rang out sharp and clear; two lights sparkled in the distance, growing yellower and bigger, while the road beneath flashed into sight in the advancing radiance.

On, on they came, horses at a heavy gallop, chaise swinging and lurching, right into the cross-roads. Then a blinding flash and crash split the gloom, echoed by another, and then a third. I leaped from my cover into a frantic mass of struggling horses which Renard was dragging violently into the road-ditch, while Mount, swinging his rifle, knocked down a man who fired at him and beat him till he lay still.

A shadowy form leaped from the seat in front and ran across my path, doubling and disappearing into the darkness; another slid from his horse, sinking to the ground without a sound, though the crazed animal kicked and trampled him into the mud.

As I sprang to the chaise, I saw the driver lurch towards me, and I aimed a blow at him with my rifle, but he pitched off heavily, landing in a heap at my feet, face downward in the grass. Now the horses swung in front of me, plunging 316 furiously in the smashed harness; crash! went a wheel; the chaise sank forward; a horse fell.

Look out! Look out! shouted Mount, behind me, as I ran to the swaying vehicle.

Silver Heels! I cried, tearing at the door of the chaise.

For a second I saw her terrified face at the window; her cry rang in my ears; then the door burst open and Wraxall sprang out, burying his knife in my neck.

Down we went together, down, down into a smothering darkness that had no end, yet I remember, after a long, long time, looking up at the stars — or perhaps into her eyes.

Then my body seemed to sink again, silently as a feather, and my soul dropped out, falling like a lost star into an endless night.


CHAPTER XVIII
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I KNEW AFTERWARDS — long, long afterwards — that I had been stabbed repeatedly; how many times is now of little consequence, although I have sometimes counted the white cicatrices on my body, tracing each with wonder that I had not long ago done with this life.

For that matter, I was regarded as already ended when they tore my assailant from my body and shattered him to death with their hatchets and knives, pistoling him again and again while he still quivered in the long grass.

As for me, I appeared to be quite dead, and whether to bury me there or in some kinder spot, none could determine, while the dear maid I loved lay senseless in Black Bettys arms.

As it was afterwards told to me in the saddest days of my life, so I tell what now befell the rescued, the rescuers, and that scarcely palpitating body o mine, the soul of which floated on the dark borderland of Death. For it came to happen that dawn, lurking behind the eastern hills, set dull signals of fire on every western peak, warning Mount and Renard that day was on their trail to bare it for all who chose to follow.

My senseless sweetheart they bore to the waiting chaise, and, my body still retaining some warmth, they bore that, too, because they dared not bury me before she had seen me dead with her own eyes.

All that day they rode west by north, climbing the vast divide, halting to lie perdu when their keen ears heard movements all unseen, pushing on to tear the path free while their axes rang out among the windfalls. Then, when the western sun sank beyond the Ohio into the sea of trees, the winds of the east filled their nostrils and the long divide had been passed at last.

That night my dear love opened her eyes, and the darkness 318 that enchained her fell, so that she crept to my feet as I lay in a corner of the chaise and laid her head on my knees.

Whether she thought me alive or dead none knew. Betty had bared my body to the waist and washed it. For a corpse they do as much. Later, without hope, Mount brought a pannikinful of blue-balsam gum, pricked from the globules on the trunk, and when Betty had once more washed me, they filled the long gashes with the balsam and closed them decently, strip on strip, with the fine cambric shift which my sweetheart tore from her own body.

Later, when the moon was coming up, they carried me lying in a blanket, my sweetheart walking beside me, and her silken shoon in tatters till her feet bled at every step, but refused to go back to the chaise. That night they thought me surely dead and watched without sleep lest the rigidity of dissolution surprise me ere my limbs had been laid straight. But the morning found me as I was, and the first shadow of night revealed no change, nor was I dead on the next morning, nor on the next, nor yet the next.

A still Sabbath in the forest, passed amid the sad twilight of the trees, gave them hope; for I had opened my eyes, though I saw nothing. But that night Death sat at my right hand, and the next night Death cradled my head; and my dear love lay at my feet and looked Death steadily in the eyes.

The fever which loosened every muscle burned fiercely all night long, and my voice broke out from my body like a demon mocking within me. A few of the Lenape, roaming near, followed and shot at us towards dawn, driving us north into the forest, where the chaise was abandoned, the traces cut, and the horses loaded with corn.

North and south the runways of the Long House pierced the wilderness, and these were the trails they followed, the men on foot, bearing me on their litter of blankets and balsam-boughs, the women crouching on the sack-laden horses.

As for me, I lived on through cold and heat, storm and stress, seeing nothing, hearing nothing, dumb, save when the demon hidden in my body mocked and laughed between my blackened lips. That demon was always watching things which I could not see, peeping out through my eyes into hell. 319 Hours came when there was no water, and the demon knew it and mouthed and cursed between my shrinking lips. Then he would turn on me and tear at my throat and gnaw me and thrust his claws into my brain. Sometimes I heard his low laughter, for though I could neither see nor hear aught in the world, I could hear the demon sometimes, and feel him in my body, setting fire to the blood till it boiled like the water he craved.

At night he often stole my body and carried it where the darkness burnt and charred. There he would take out my bones, one by one, and break them for the marrow to dry hard.

These things no one has told me. I remember them in sleep sometimes, sometimes waking.

What I have heard from others is vague, and to me unreal as a painted scene in a picture where a film has settled under cobwebs. I hear that I breathed through days which I never saw, that I opened my eyes on lands which are strange to me, that my babble broke primeval silences which God himself had sealed. Nay, not I, but the demon mocked through those voiceless voids and lost ravines, through the still twilight of the noonday forest, through midnight summits muffled in the clouds. But only I know that, or dream it sometimes when I ponder on my end and on that fair salvation which my father finds lately in Christ.

Now, my dark soul, to hidden realms addressed, returned to me one night, and, listening, heard the demon scratching at my bones. Then, weary and perplexed, inside my body crept my soul and drew the lids of both eyes down, so that we might sleep together before the busy demon knew.

Yet I, having my soul again, opened my eyes to find a star was watching me; then, content, lay closer to my soul and slept. And thus the demon found us, and so fled back to the sleepless hell from whence he came.

Sleeping, I smelled lavender in the forest, and I thought the wood had windows where a sweet wind blew. Truly, there was a window somewhere near me, for I found my eyes had opened and could see it where the curtains swayed in the sun.

Hours later I looked again; the window was still there, and the moon beyond, low among pines whose shapes I knew. 

Hours came and faded into sunshine; days brought bright spots on the curtains; night brought the moon and the tall pines. Sweet-fern, too, I smelled sometimes, and I heard a soothing monotone of familiar sound below me.

One day a cock crew and I fell a-trembling all alone, I knew not why. That night a new sound woke me, and I felt the presence of another person. Moonlight silvered the window of a room which I knew; but I was very quiet and waited for the sun, lest the phantoms I divined should trick me.

Then came a morning — perhaps the next, but I am not sure — when I knew I was in a bed and very tired, too tired to see aught but the sheets and the sunlit curtains beyond. That night, however, I heard rain falling on a roof and fell asleep, watching the window for the hidden moon.

When I first recognized the room, my memory served me a trick, and I thought of the school-room below where the others were imprisoned — Silver Heels, Peter, and Esk. Slyly content to doze abed here in Sir Williams room, I understood that I must have been lying sick a long, long time, but could not remember when I had fallen ill. One thing sure: I did not mean they should know that I was better; I closed my eyes when I felt a presence near, lying still as a mouse until alone again.

Sometimes my thoughts wandered to the others in the school-room with Mr. Yost, for I did not remember he had been scalped by the Lenape, and I pitied Silver Heels and Esk and fat Peter a-thumbing their copy-books and breathing chalk-dust. Faith, I was well off in the great white bed, here in Sir Williams room.

I could see his fish-rods on the wall, looped with silk lines and scarlet feather-flies; his hunting-horn, too, and his whip and spurs hanging from hooks beneath a foxs-mask and brush. There hung his fowling-pieces above the mantel, pouch and horn dangling from crossed ramrods; there rose his book-case with the eared-owl atop and the Chinese jar full o pipes, long as my arm and twice as strong — a conceit which sent a weak wave of mirth through my body I could not move.

Soft! They are coming to watch me now. So I slyly 321 close my eyes till they go away or give me the drinks they brew to make me sleep. I know them; were I minded I might gather strength to spit out their sense-stealing stuffs. But I swallow and dream and wake to a new sun or to mark the waxing moon, now near its full.

Our Doctor Pierson was here to-day and caught me watching him. Theyll soon have me in the school-room now, though I do still play possum all I can, eating my gruel, which a strange servant brings, and pretending not to see her. Yet I am wondering why the maid is so silent and that her gown is so dark and stiff.

Later that day I saw Colonel Guy Johnson come into the room and look at me, but I did not mean he should think me awake, and so closed my eyes and lay quiet. When Sir William should come, however, I would open my eyes, for I had been desiring to see him since I saw his rods and guns. It fretted me at times that he neglected me, knowing my love for him.

Once, as I lay dozing, Peter crept into the room and stared at me. He had grown tall and gross and heavy-eyed, so that I scarce knew him, nor had he a trace of Sir William in his slinking carriage, which was all Mohawk, and the worst Mohawk at that. I was glad when he ceased thumbing the bedposts and left me.

The next day I saw Doctor Pierson beside me and asked for Sir William. He said that Sir William was away and that I was doing well. We often spoke after that, and he was ever busy with my head, which no longer ached save when he fingered it.

Then one night I awoke with a cry of terror and found myself sitting upright, bathed in chilly sweat, shouting that the Cayugas were abroad and that I must hold them back by the throat till Sir William could arrive and restrain them.

Lights soon moved into the room; I saw Doctor Pierson and Guy Johnson, but the dammed-up floods of memory had broken loose like an old wound, and the past came crowding upon me till I fell back on the pillows, convulsed and gasping, while the strong hands of the doctor began their silent work, tapping head and body, till somebody gave me a draught and I drowsed perdu. 

Day broke — the bitterest day of life I was to know. I felt it, listening to the rain; I felt it, in the footsteps that passed my door — footsteps I did not know. Why was the house so silent? Why did all go about so quietly, dressed in black? Was there some one dead in the house below? Where was Silver Heels? Why had she never come to me? How came I here? Where was Jack Mount and Cade Renard? And Sir William, where was he that he came not near me — me who had lain sick unto death in his service and for his sake?

Dread numbed me; I strove to call, but my dumb lips froze; I strove to rise, and found my body wrecked in bed without power, without sense, a helpless, inert thing between two sheets.

Why was I here? Why was I alive if aught had harmed Silver Heels? God! And I safe here in bed? Where was she? Where was she? Dead? Why do they not tell me? Why do they not kill me as I lie here if I have returned without her?

I must have cried aloud in my agony, for the doctor came running and leaned over me.

Tell me! Tell me! I stammered. Why dont you tell me? and strove to strike him, but could not use my arms.

Quiet, quiet, he said, watching me; I will tell you what you wish to know. What is it then, my poor boy?

I — want — Felicity, I blurted out.

Felicity? he repeated, blankly. Oh — Miss — ahem! — Miss Warren?

I glared at him.

Miss Warren has gone with Sir John Johnson to Boston, he said, dryly.

My eyes never left him.

Is that why you cried out? he asked, curiously. Miss Warren left us a week ago. Had you only known her she would have been happy, for she has slept for weeks on the couch yonder.

Why — why did she go?

I cannot tell you the reasons, he said, gravely.

When will she return?

I do not know. 

With a strength that came from God knows where, I dragged myself upright and caught him by the hand.

She is dead! I whispered. She is dead, and all in this house know it save I who love her!

A strange light passed over the doctors face; he took both my hands and looked at me carefully. Then he smiled and gently forced me back to the pillows.

She is alive and well, he said. On my honour as a man, lad, I set your heart at rest. She is in Boston, and I do know why, but I may not meddle with what concerns this family, save in sickness — or death.

I watched his lips. They were solemn as the solemn word he uttered. I knew death had been in the house; I had felt that for days. I waited, watching him.

Poor lad, he said, holding my hands.

My eyes never left his.

Ay, he said, softly, his last word was your name. He loved you dearly, lad.

And so I knew that Sir William was dead.


CHAPTER XIX

[image: img27.jpg]

DAY AFTER DAY I lay in my bed, staring at the ceiling till night blotted it out. Then, stunned and exhausted, I would lie in the dark, crying in my weakness, whimpering for those I loved who had left me here alone. There was no strength left in me, body or mind; and, perhaps for that reason, my suffering was too feeble to waste what was left of me, for I had not even the strength of the fretful who do damage themselves with every grimace.

Certain it was that my thinned blood was growing gradually warmer, and its currents flowed with slightly increasing vigour day by day. The fever, which had come only partly from my wounds, had doubtless been long in me, and had fermented my blood as the opportunity offered when Wraxall nigh drained my every vein with his butchers blade.

The emaciation of my body was extreme, my limbs were pithless reeds, my skull grinned through the tensely stretched skin, and my eyes were enormous.

Yet, such sturdy fibre have I inherited from my soldier father that grief itself could not retard the mending of me, and in the little French mirror I could almost see my sunken muscles harden and grow slowly fuller. Like a pear in a hot-frame, I was plump long before my strength could aid me or my shocked senses gather to take counsel for the future.

The dreadful anguish of my bereavement came only at intervals, succeeded by an apathy which served as a merciful relief. But most I thought of Silver Heels, and why she had left me here, and when she might return. Keen fear lurked near to stab me when, rousing from blank slumber, my first thought was of her. Then I would lie and wonder why she had gone, and tell myself I loved her above all else, or whimper and deem her cruel to leave me.

One late afternoon the doctor came with a dish of China 325 oranges, which I found relief in sucking, my gums being as yet somewhat hot and painful. He made a hole in an orange and I sucked it awhile, watching him meditatively. He wore crape on his arm — the arm that Quider had broken, and which now he could not bend as formerly.

Why does not my Aunt Molly come to see me? I asked, quietly.

Dear lad, said the doctor, raising his eyebrows, did you not know she had gone to Montreal?

How should I know it, I asked, when you tell me nothing?

I will tell you what I am permitted, he answered, gently.

Then tell me when my cousin Felicity is coming back? Have you not heard from Sir John Johnson?

Yes — I have heard, replied the doctor, cautiously.

I waited, my eyes searching his face.

Sir John returns to-morrow, he said.

A thrill set my blood leaping. I felt the warm colour staining my pinched face.

To-morrow! I repeated.

The doctor regarded me very gravely.

Miss Warren will remain in Boston, he said.

The light died out before my eyes; presently I closed them.

How long? I asked.

I do not know.

The orange, scarcely tasted, rolled over the bed and fell on the floor. I heard him rise to pick it up.

I opened my eyes and looked at the distant pines through the window.

Doctor, I muttered, I am heartsick for a familiar face. Where are the people who have lived in this house? It is scarce four months that I have been away, yet all is changed and strange — new servants everywhere, no old, friendly faces — nay, even Peter has grown so gross and sullen that I scarce knew him. Where is Esk? Is there not one soul unchanged?

Have I changed? he asked.

Yes — you are gray! gray! — and smaller; and you stoop when you sit. 

After a moment he said: These are times to age all men. Have you yourself not aged in these five months? You went away a fresh-faced lad, scarce weaned from your alley-taws and the chalky ring! You return a man, singed already by the first breath of a fire which will scorch this land to the bedded rock!

Presently I asked, Is war certain?

He nodded, looking at the floor.

And — and the Six Nations? I asked again.

On our side surely, he said, in a low voice.

On our side? I repeated.

He looked at me suddenly, stern mouth tightly shut. A cold light touched his gray eyes and seemed to harden every feature.

When I say our side I assume you to be loyal, Mr. Cardigan, he said, curtly.

The change in his shrewd, kindly face amazed me. Was it possible for old friends to turn so quickly? Was this coming strife to poison the world with its impending passions?

If you have become tainted with rebel heresy since you left us, thank God you have returned in time to purge your mind, he said, sternly. Sir William has gone — Heaven rest his brave soul! — but Sir John is alive to take no uncertain stand in the face of this wicked rebellion which all true loyal hearts must face.

I looked at him serenely. Who but I should know what Sir William had thought about the coming strife. Those sacred confidences of the past had cleared my mind, and made it up long since. Had I not, in Sir Williams service, braved death for the sake of these same rebels? I understood my mission better now. I had gone in the cause of humanity — a cause which was not embraced by the loyal subjects of our King. I had failed, but failure had brought wisdom. Never could I set my back against the firm rock of loyalty to fight for a name that now meant nothing to me. I had quenched my thirst at bitter waters; I had learned that men could beggar themselves for principle and die for a tuppenny tax with pockets full.

Lad, said the doctor, kindly, the two rough woodsmen who brought you home did what their rude skill permitted 327 to save your life. They washed your wounds and bound them with balsam and linen; they bore you faithfully for miles and miles through the valley of death itself. But, lad, they could not have saved you had not something intervened between you and that keen blade which searched your life to slay it!

He rose and took something from the chest of drawers in the corner. It was a British flag, all torn and hacked and covered with black stains.

It was found rolled up beneath your hunting-shirt, he said, solemnly. Look on it, lad! For this torn flag, which your father died defending, held back that deadly knife, shielding the vital spark beneath its folds. A hairs-breadth more and you had died at the first stab. The flag was your strength and shield: let it become your salvation! It was your fathers flag: exalt it!

He spread the flag reverently upon the bed. I touched its folds, stiff with my own blood. It was the flag of Cresaps fort which I had taken, seeing it abandoned by all.

I shall always honour it, I said, half unconsciously.

And the men who bear it! he added.

That is very different, I said, wearily, and turned my head on the pillow.

When I looked again he was folding the flag and placing it in the chest of drawers, smiling quietly to himself. Doubtless he thought me loyal to the King whose armies bore the flag my father died for. But I was too tired to argue further.

There is one man I would like to see, I said, and that is Mr. Duncan. Will you send to the guard-house and beg him to come to me, doctor?

Ay, that I will, lad, he said, cheerily, picking up his hat and case of drugs. And, by-the-way, your regiment of Border Horse will be here in a month. You will doubtless be content to see the gallant troopers in whose ranks you will one day serve, please God.

Perhaps, I said, closing my eyes.

I must have fallen into a light sleep, for when I unclosed my eyes I saw Mr. Duncan beside me, looking down into my face. I smiled and raised one hand, and he took it gently in both of his strong, sun-browned hands. 

Well, well, well, he muttered, smiling, while the tears stood in his pleasant eyes; here is our soldier home again — that same soldier whom I last saw in the guard-house, having his poll clipped by honest Wraxall, à la coureur-de-bois — eh?

I motioned feebly for him to find a chair beside my bed, and he sat down, still holding my hand in his.

Now, I said, explain to me all that has happened. The doctor tells me what I ask, but I have had little inclination to hear much. I like you, Mr. Duncan. Tell me everything.

You mean — about Sir William? he asked, gently.

Yes — but that last of all, I muttered, choking.

After a silence he straightened up, unhooked his sword, and laid it against the wall. Then, settling comfortably back in his chair, he clasped his hands over his white gaiters and looked at me.

You must know, he said, that Colonel Guy Johnson is now superintendent of Indian affairs in North America for his Majesty. He has appointed as deputies Colonel Claus and Colonel John Butler—

Who? I exclaimed.

Colonel Butler, repeated Mr. Duncan; you remember him, dont you?

Yes, I remember him, I replied; where is he?

He and Joseph Brant are organizing the loyalists and Indians north of us, said Mr. Duncan, innocently. This border war in Virginia has set the Six Nations afire. Many of our Mohawks have slipped away to join Logan and Sowanowane against this fellow Cresap who murdered Logans children; the others are restless and sullen. There was but one man in the world who could have controlled them—

He paused.

I know it, said I. You mean Sir William.

Ay, Mr. Cardigan, I mean Sir William. Well, well, there is no help now. It is Sir John Johnsons policy to win over the savages to our side; but I often think Sir William knew best how to manage them. It will be dreadful, dreadful! I for one wish no such allies as are gathering north of us under Joseph Brant and Colonel Butler.

Why do you not say as much to Sir John? I asked. 

I? What weight would my opinion carry? I have said often to those who ask me that I would give all I possess to see the savages remain neutral in this coming strife.

Do you also believe it is coming?

Surely, surely, he said, lifting his hand solemnly. Mr. Cardigan, you have been away, and have also been too ill to know what passes at our very doors. You are ignorant of the passion which has divided every town, village, and hamlet in Tryon County — ay, the passion which has turned neighbours to bitterest foes — the passion which has turned kinship to hatred — which sets brother against brother, son against father!

Our village of Johnstown yonder seethes and simmers with Tory against Whig, loyalist against rebel. Houses are barricaded; arms stored, stolen, and smuggled; seditious words uttered, traitorous songs sung, insults flung in the faces of the Kings soldiers. We of the Royal Americans receive the grossest epithets; curses and threats are flung in our teeth; sentries on guard are mocked and reviled; officers jeered at in tavern and street.

I do not believe such fierceness would betray itself if the question here were but the old Boston grievance — the ancient protest against taxing people without the peoples consent. No, it is not the wrangle between Parliament and colonies that has brought the devils own confusion into Tryon County; it is the terrible possibility that one or the other side may let loose the savages. We of Tryon County know what that means. Small wonder then, I say, that the rebels curse us for swine and dogs and devils incarnate because we are slowly gaining the good-will of the Six Nations.

He wiped his face with a laced hanker and pressed his temples, frowning.

Yet, he said, the rebels, too, would doubtless use the savages against us if they could win them over. Sir John says so. That is why he sent Thayendanegea and Colonel Butler to recruit in the north. They say that Captain Walter Butler is with Cresap. I dont know; I have not seen him in months.

I know, said I, quietly.

Doubtless you met him then at Cresaps camp? 

Doubtless.

Mr. Duncan waited a moment, then laughed.

You were ever a man to keep your own counsel, he said.

What have you heard from Cresaps men? I asked.

Nothing save that the war is a fierce one. An express came in yesterday with news that the Cayugas had been terribly whipped by the backwoodsmen under Andy Lewis, somewhere near the Great Kanawha. The express rider got it from some of Cresaps men, but it may not be true.

After a silence I asked him what month of the year it now was. I had noticed yellow leaves outside.

October, he said, pityingly; did you not know it?

I tried to realize the space of time which had been wiped out from my memory.

When did Sir William — die? I muttered, painfully.

Mr. Duncan looked at me with tears in his eyes.

On Monday, the 11th of July.

Tell me — all, I motioned, with quivering lips.

It is history, he said, simply. I will tell you what I heard and what I witnessed.

On the 1st of July we received news of the murder of Bald Eagle, a friendly Delaware chief. Rumour had it that one of my Lord Dunmores agents had slain the old man, but that, of course, is preposterous. It is hard to sift truth out of rumours. Why, the wildest statements were openly made in some taverns that young Walter Butler had murdered the old man. What reason could Walter Butler have to slay a friendly chief in Pennsylvania?

Go on, I said, grimly.

Well, then, this murder was committed while the poor old man was sitting in his canoe on one of the streams near Fort Pitt. After tearing the scalp from the old man the murderer set him afloat in his canoe. The ghastly progress of the dead was seen by Indians and whites, and the news, following the report of the outrage on Logan by that creature Daniel Greathouse, roused the Six Nations to fury.

You know that even after the Logan outrage Sir William had held back the warriors of the Long House; but this fresh crime drove them frantic. They might still have held off had not Bald Eagle been scalped, but you know, Mr. Cardigan, 331 that the Six Nations always regard the scalping of a murdered person as a national act, not an individual one, and always accept it as a declaration of war.

I know, I said.

The sachems of the Long House, continued Mr. Duncan, immediately notified Sir William that they desired to see him without delay. When you think, Mr. Cardigan, that the murders of Logans children and of Bald Eagle touched every clan tie in the Six Nations, nothing could prove more clearly the marvellous influence of Sir William over the savages than the fact that their first impulse was not to seize hatchet and knife and begin an indiscriminate butchery of our people, but to solicit a conference with Sir William, so that they might state their wrongs calmly and ask his advice. Lord! Lord! A great man died in last July; and who can take his place?

Again he wiped his brow and clasped his gaitered knees with his hands.

In two days, he resumed, two hundred Onondagas came here, with intelligence that four hundred more were on their way. Then they came in hordes — Mohawks, Senecas, Cayugas, and Oneidas. From morning till night Sir William was engaged in talking with them, persuading and promising and exerting himself tirelessly to hold the gathering tempest in check.

He was even then far from well; his old trouble had returned; he could scarcely drag himself up here to this room when night came. Yet he said to me, after an exhausting conference with the Oneidas, Mr. Duncan, I have daily to combat with thousands of white men who, by their avarice, cruelty, or indiscretions, are constantly counteracting all my judicious measures with the Indians. It is not the Indians I blame. I shall persevere: the occasion requires it; and I shall never be without hope till I find myself without that influence which has never yet forsaken me.

That influence is built up on your personal honour, I said; it can never forsake you.

He smiled — you know his rare smile, Mr. Cardigan—

Mr. Duncan almost broke down; my eyes were dry and throbbing. 

On the 7th of July, he resumed, we had a thousand Indians assembled here at the Hall. The sachems and chiefs were earnestly pleading for the congress. Sir William was sick abed and suffering pitifully, but he rose and refused to listen to Doctor Pierson, saying that the congress should never be delayed by anything but his own death.

The weather was frightfully hot; nearly the whole of the first day was occupied by the speech of Senhowane, a Seneca chief, who made out a bitter case against the white people of Cresaps command. A Cayuga war-chief followed the Seneca, speaking until the moon rose.

The next day was the Sabbath. Sir William lay abed all day, unable to see for the frightful pains in his head. Yet the next day, at half-past nine in the morning, Sir William was at the fire, belts in hand.

Never, never, Mr. Cardigan, had any one heard him speak with such eloquence. Sick unto death as he was, he stood there in the burning July sun, hour after hour, in the cause of peace. He spoke with all the fire and vivacity of youth; his words held the savages grave and strained attention until the end.

Mr. Duncan paused, staring at space as though to fix that last scene in his mind forever.

I was commanding the escort, he said. My men saluted as the Indians left the congress. When the last chief had disappeared, I saw that Sir William was in distress, and ran to him. He lurched forward into my arms. I held him a moment. He tried to speak, but all he could say was, Tell Michael I am proud — of — him, and then fell back full weight. We got him to the Hall and laid him on the library couch. A gillie rode breakneck for Sir John, who was at the old fort nine miles away. Mistress Molly had gone to Schenectady; there remained no one of his own kin here.

Mr. Duncan leaned forward, with his face in his hands.

Sir John came too late, he said; Sir William died utterly alone.

As I lay there I could hear the robins chirping outside, just as I had so often heard them from the school-room. Could this still be the same summer? Years and years 333 seemed to have slipped away in these brief months between May and October.

Where is he buried? I asked.

In the vault under the stone church he built in the village. When you can walk — we will go.

I shall walk very soon now, said I.

After a moment I asked who had succeeded Sir William.

In title and estate Sir John succeeds him, said Mr. Duncan, but the King has conferred the intendancy of Indian affairs on Colonel Guy Johnson.

Is he as close a friend as ever of Colonel Butler and Joseph?

Quite. Joseph Brant is a special deputy, too.

Then God save our country, I replied, calmly, and closed my eyes.

Lying there, thinking, I saw for a moment into that red horror called the future — which now, thank God, is already the past.

When Sir John returns from Boston you will hear the will read, said Mr. Duncan.

When does he return? I asked, opening my eyes.

To-morrow, we hope.

Why did he go?

I do not know, said Mr. Duncan, frankly.

Why did he take Miss Warren?

Im sure I do not know, he answered.

Will she return with him?

I cannot say — but I suppose she will, replied Mr. Duncan, looking curiously at me.

The doctor says she will not return with Sir John.

Ah!

Why?

Lord, lad, I dont know! he exclaimed, amused.

Did Miss Warren see me while I was ill?

Ay, that she did, he cried. She never left you; they could not drag her away to eat enough to keep a bird alive. She hung over you, she followed the doctor, holding to his sleeve and asking questions till the good man nigh lost his senses. And all the time Sir John was fuming and impatient to be off to Boston, but Miss Warren would not go 334 until the doctor was able to promise on his sacred honour that you were not only out of danger, but that you would recover completely in mind and body.

And then? I muttered.

Why, then Sir John would no longer be denied, and she must needs journey with him to Boston. I know that she herself did not understand why she was going, except that some legal affairs required her presence.

And she left no word for me?

None with me. I heard her ask Sir John how soon you would be able to read if she wrote you, but Sir John shook his head without reply. Then she asked the doctor, and I think he told Miss Warren she might write in October if she remained in Boston as long as that. So, doubtless, the express is already galloping up the old post-road with your letter, Mr. Cardigan.

Presently — for I was becoming very tired — I asked about the two forest-runners who had brought me hither, not mentioning their names for prudence sake.

I dont know where they are, said Mr. Duncan, rising to buckle on his sword. The little, mild-spoken man disappeared the day that Sir John and Miss Warren left for Boston. The other, the big, swaggering fellow, abandoned by his running-mate, seemed astonished, and hunted about the village for a week, swearing that there was foul play somewhere, and that his comrade would never willingly have deserted him. Then our magistrate, Squire Bullock, was stopped and robbed on the Kings highway — ay, and roundly cursed for a Tory thief — by this same graceless giant in buckskin who brought you here. They sought for him, but you know how those fellows travel. He may be in Quebec now, for aught I know — the impudent rascal.

After a moment I said, Miss Warren, you say, cared for me while I lay ill?

Like a mother — or fond sister.

I closed my eyes partly.

He looked down at me and pressed my hand.

I have tired you, he said, gently.

No, you have given me life, I answered, smiling.


CHAPTER XX

[image: img27.jpg]

LONG BEFORE SIR John returned, or, indeed, long before we had any word from him, I was dressed and making hourly essays at walking, first in the house, then through the door-yard to the guard-house, where I would sit in the hot sun and breathe the full-throated October winds. Keen and sweet as apple-wine, the air I drank warmed and excited me; my eyes grew clear and strong, my lean cheeks filled, my wasted limbs once more began to bear me with the old-time lightness and delight.

Too, I found myself at times nosing the wind with half-closed eyes, like a young hound too long kennelled, or sometimes listening, yet lost in reverie, as hounds listen on winter nights, drowsing by the dull fire.

A hundred little zephyrs that knew me whispered to me through open windows. At night I caught the faint echo of the breezes laughter under the eaves; sometimes I heard the big wind stirring the dark pines, so far away that none but I could hear it playing with the baby breezes.

They were little friendly breezes, the spirits of spirits, with dainty, familiar voices, too delicate to frighten the birds they sometimes gossiped with. Even the slate-gray deer-mouse, with his white belly, feared not my little friends, the winds; for oft I heard him, in the creamy October moonlight, tuning his tiny elfin song to the night winds fluting.

On warm, spicy days Mr. Duncan and I would seek the stone church, sitting silent for hours in the purple and crimson rays of the stained window, watching the golden dust-bands slanting on the tomb.

The resentment of bitter grief had died out in my heart; sorrow had been purged of selfishness; I felt the calm presence of the dead at my elbow whereer I went. Strength and quiet came to me in voiceless communion; high resolve, 336 patience, and hope were bred within me under the serene glow of those jewelled panes. On the gray-stone slab at my feet, dreaming, I read the story of a noble life, Keep faith with all men, and here, in silence, I sought to read and understand the changeless laws which shelter souls and mark the mile-stones of a blameless life.

When the southwest sun hung gilding the clover, over miles of upland I passed, as I had roamed with him, twisting the bronzing sweet-fern from its woody stem, touching the silken milk-weed to set free its floss, halting, breast-deep in crimsoning sumach, to mark the headlong, whirling covey drive through the thorns into the purple dusk.

His hounds bayed from their kennels; there was no one to cast them free; and the red fox throttled the fowls by moonlight; and the lynx squalled in the swamp. His horses trampled the stables till the oak floors, reverberating, hummed thunder; there was no one to bit and bridle them; the moorland clover swayed untrodden in the wind, and the dun stag stamped the crag.

Night and day the river rushed to the sea; night and day the brooks prattled to their pebbles, the slim salmon lay in the pools, the lithe trout stemmed the gravel-rifts; but never a line whistled in the silence, and never a scarlet feather-fly sailed on the waters among the autumn leaves.

Yet, though land and water were lonely without him, I was not lonely, for he walked with me always over the land he had known, and his voice was in the soft, mild winds he loved so well.

With the memory of Silver Heels it was different. Every scented stem of sweet-fern was redolent of her; every grass-blade quivered for her; the winds called her all day long; the brooks whispered, Where is Silver Heels?

Through our old play-grounds, in the orchard, on the stairs, through the darkened school-room I followed, haunting the vanished footsteps — gay, light, flying feet of the child I had loved so long, unknowing.

Her stocks stood outside the nursery door; the brass key was on the nail. In her dim chamber hung the scent of lavender, while through the half-closed shutters a faint freshness crept, stirring the ghostly curtains of her bed. 

Wistfulness, doubt, tenderness, and sadness came and went like sun-spots on an April day. I waited with delicious dread for her return; I fretted, doubted, hoped, all in the same quick heart-beat, which was not all pain. Only that ghost of happiness which men call hope I knew in those long autumn days alone among the haunts of varied yesterdays.

When the golden month drew near its end, amid the dropping glory of the maple-leaves, one sun-drenched morning I awoke to hear the drums and pipes skirling the march of Tryon County Men:

Hark to the horn in the dawn o the morn!

Rally, whoever ye be;

For its down Derry Down, and its over the lea,

And its saddle and bridle as sure as youre born!

Scattered and trampled and torn is the corn

As we ride to the war in the morning;

Down Derry Down!

Down Derry Down!

For we ride to the war in the morning!

Officer o the guard! Turn out the guard! bawled the sentry under my window. As I looked out the drums came crashing past, and behind them tramped the Highlanders, kilts and sporrans swinging, firelocks aslant and claymore blades shining in the sun.

It was the new regiment organized by Sir John, picked men all, and fierce partisans of the King, weeded from the militia regiment lately disbanded at Johnstown by order of Governor Tryon.

Behind them, fifes squealing the Huron, came the reorganized battalion of yeomanry, now stripped clean of rebel suspects, and rechristened Johnsons Greens; stout, brawny yokels with hats askew and the green cockade veiled in crape, their hunting-shirts caped triple and fringed deep in green wool, their powder-horns tasselled and chased in silver gilt.

I watched them swinging north into the purple hills for their months training, the new order having arrived some eight days since from Governor Tryon.

Leaning there in the casement, wrapped in my dressing-gown, I saw Colonel Guy Johnson ride up to the block-house, 338 dismount, and call out Mr. Duncan. Then began a great bustle among the soldiers, for what reason I did not understand, until a knocking at my door brought a gillie with Colonel Guy Johnsons compliments, and would I dress in my uniform to receive Sir John, who was expected for breakfast.

My heart began to beat madly; could it be possible that Sir John had brought Silver Heels, after all? Doctor Pierson had said that she would remain for the present in Boston; but perhaps Doctor Pierson did not know everything that went on in the world.

To crush back hope from sheer dread of disappointment was a thankless task and too much for me. I dressed in my red uniform, tied my silver gorget, hung my sword, and drew on my spurred boots. Standing by the mirror, pensive, I thought of my delight in these same clothes when first I wore them for Sir William. Alas! alas! The gilt lace dulled under my eyes as I looked; the gorget tarnished; the spurs rang sadly in the silence. I twisted a strip of crape in my hilt, shook out the black badge on my sleeve, and went down-stairs, very soberly, in the livery of the King I must one day desert. Perhaps I was now wearing it for the last time. Well, such things matter nothing now; true hearts can beat as freely under a buckskin shirt as beneath the jewelled sashes of the great.

As I reached the porch Mr. Duncan came hurrying past, buttoning his gloves.

Sir John is in the village, he said, returning my salute, and he has an escort of your regiment at his back. My varlets yonder need pipe-clay, but I dare not risk delay.

Where is Colonel Guy? I asked, but at that moment he came out of the stable in full uniform, and Mr. Duncan and I joined him at salute. He barely noticed me, as usual, but gave his orders to Mr. Duncan and then looked across the fields towards the village.

Is Felicity with Sir John? I inquired.

No, he answered, without turning.

My throat swelled and my mouth quivered. Where was she, then? What did all this mean?

By-the-by, observed Colonel Guy, carelessly, Sir John 339 has chosen another aide-de-camp in your place. You, of course, will join your regiment at Albany.

I looked at him calmly, but he was again gazing out across the fields. So Sir John, who had never cared about me, had rid himself of me. This brought matters to a climax. Truly enough, I was now wearing my red uniform for the last time.

I looked across the yellowing fields where, on the highway, a troop of horse had come up over the hill and were now galloping hither in a veil of sparkling dust. I watched them indifferently; the drums at the guard-house were sounding, beating the major-generals salute of two ruffles; the horsemen swept up past the ranks of presented firelocks and halted before the Hall.

And now I saw Sir John in full uniform of his rank, badged with mourning, yet all a-glitter with medals and orders, slowly dismount, while gillie Bareshanks held his stirrup. Alas! alas! that he must be known by men as the son of his great father! — this cold, slow man, with distrustful eyes and a mouth which to see was to watch. His very voice seemed to sound a warning in its emotionless monotony; his lips said, On guard, lest we trick you unawares.

Sir John greeted Colonel Guy, holding his hand and dropping into low conversation for a few moments. Then, as I gave him the officers salute, he rendered it and offered his hand, asking me how I did.

I had the honour to report myself quite recovered, and in turn inquired concerning his own health, the health of Aunt Molly, and of Silver Heels; to which he replied that Mistress Molly with Esk and Peter was in Quebec; that Felicity was well; that he himself suffered somewhat from indigestion, but was otherwise in possession of perfect health.

He then presented me to several officers of my own regiment, among them a very young cornet, who smiled at me in such friendly fashion that my lonely heart was warm towards him. His name was Rodman Girdwood, and he swaggered when he walked; but so frankly did he ruffle it that I could not choose but like him and smile indulgence on his guileless self-satisfaction.

They dont like me, he said, confidentially, as I took him to my own chamber so that he might remove the stains 340 of travel. They dont like me because I talk too much at mess. I say what I think, and I say it loud, sir.

What do you say — loud? I asked, smiling.

Oh, everything. I say its a damned shame to send British troops into Boston; I say its a doubly damned shame to close the port and starve the poor; I say that Tommy Gage is in a dirty business, and I, for one, hope the Boston people will hold on until the British Parliament find their senses. Oh, I dont care who hears me! he said, throwing off his coat and sword and plunging into the water-basin.

His servant came to the door for orders, but Girdwood bade him let him alone and seek a pot o beer in the kitchen.

I trust I have not shocked your loyalty, Mr. Cardigan, he said, using a towel vigorously.

Oh no, I laughed.

I dont mean to be discourteous, he added, smoothing his ruffled lace; but sometimes I feel as though I must stand up on a hill and shout across the ocean to Parliament, Dont make fools of yourselves!

I was laughing so heartily that he turned around in humorous surprise.

Im afraid you are one of those disrespectful patriots, he said. I never heard a Tory laugh at anything I said. Come, sir, pray repeat God save the King!

God save — we began together, then ended— our country!

I looked at him gravely. He, too, had grown serious. Presently he held out his hand. I took it in silence.

Well, well, he said, I had little thought of finding a comrade in our new cornet.

Nor I in the Border Horse, said I, quietly.

He turned to the mirror and began retying his queue ribbon. After a twist or two the smile came back to his lips and the jauntiness to his carriage.

Its all in a lifetime, he said. Lord, but Im hungry, Cardigan! Honest Abraham, I havent broken a crust since we left Schenectady!

Come on, then, I said; we subalterns must not keep our superiors, you know.

They wouldnt wait for us, anyway, he said, following 341 me down-stairs to the breakfast-room, into which already Sir John and his suite were crowding.

The breakfast was short and dreary. Sir Johns unsympathetic presence had never yet warmed even his familiars to gayety. Those who were under his orders found him severe and unbending; his equals, I think, distrusted him; but his superiors saw in him a latent energy which they believed might be worth their control some day, and so studied him carefully, prepared for anything from fidelity to indifference, and even, perhaps, treachery.

Benning, major in the Border Horse, strove indeed to liven the breakfast with liberal libations and jests, neither of which were particularly encouraged by Sir John. As for Colonel Guy Johnson, he brooded in his dish, a strange, dark, silent man who had never, to my knowledge, shown a single human impulse for either good or evil. He was a faultless executor of duty intrusted, obeying to the letter, yet never offering suggestions; a scrupulously clean man in speech and habit; a blameless husband, and an inoffensive neighbour. But that was all, and I had sooner had a stone idol as neighbour than Colonel Guy Johnson.

The living Johnsons seemed to be alike in nature. I do not even now understand why I thought so, but I sometimes believed that they had, deep in them, something of that sombre ferocity which burned in the Butlers. Yet to me they had exhibited nothing but the most passionless reserve.

When the gloomy breakfast was ended, Colonel Guy Johnson conducted his guests to the porch, where they made ready for the inspection of our two stone block-houses and the new artillery in the barracks, sent recently by Governor Tryon at Sir Johns request.

Supposing I was to follow, as I no longer remained aide-de-camp to the major-general, I started off with Rodman Girdwood, but was recalled by a soldier, who reported that Sir John awaited me in the library.

Sir John was sitting at the great oak table as I entered, and he motioned me to a seat opposite. He held in his hands a bundle of papers, which he slowly turned over and over in his fingers.

He first informed me that he had selected another aide-de camp, 342 not because he expected to find me unsatisfactory, but because it was most desirable that young, inexperienced officers should join the colours as soon as possible. He said that the times were troublous and uncertain; that sedition was abroad in the land; that young men needed the counsel of loyal authority, and the example and discipline of military life. He expected me, he said, to return to Albany with the squadron which had served him as escort.

To which I made no reply.

He then spoke of the death of his father, of the responsibilities of his own position, and of his claim on me for obedience. He spoke of my mission to Cresap and the Cayugas as a mistake in policy; and I burned to hear him criticise Sir Williams acts. He asked me for my report, and I gave it to him, relating every circumstance of my meeting with the Cayugas, my peril, my rescue, the fight at Cresaps fort, the treachery of Dunmore, Greathouse, Connolly, and the others.

He frowned, listening with lowered eyes.

I told him of the insult offered our family by Dunmore; I told how Silver Heels escaped. Then I related every circumstance in my relations with Walter Butler, from my first open quarrel with him here at the Hall to his deadly assault on me while in discharge of my mission, and finally how he had fallen under my fury in Dunmores presence.

Sir Johns face was expressionless. He deplored the matters mentioned, saying that loyal men must stand together and not exterminate each other. He pointed out that Dunmore was the royal Governor of Virginia; that an alliance with Felicity was an honour we were most unwise to refuse; he regretted the quarrel between such a zealous loyalist as Walter Butler and myself, but coolly informed me that he had heard from Butler, and that he was recovering slowly from the breaking of an arm, collar-bone, and many ribs.

This calm acknowledgment that Sir John and my deadly enemy were in such intimacy set my blood boiling. His amazing complacency towards these men after the insults offered his own kin took my breath.

He said that his policy in regard to the Cayuga rising was not the policy of Sir William. His efforts were directed 343 towards the solid assembling of all men, so that the loyal might in the hour of danger present an unbroken front to rebellion and discontent. It was, he said, my duty to lay aside all rancour against Lord Dunmore and Captain Butler. This was not the time to settle personal differences. Later, he could see no objection to my calling out Walter Butler or demanding reparation from Lord Dunmore, if I found it necessary.

I was slowly beginning to hate Sir John.

I therefore told him how we had done to death the wretch Greathouse; how I had shot the driver of the coach, who was the unknown man who had tasted his own hatchet in the forest.

Sir John informed me that I and my party had also slain Wraxall and Toby Tice, and that Captain Murdy alone had escaped our fury.

I was contented to hear it; contented to hear, too, that Walter Butler lived; for, though no man on earth deserved death more than he, I had not wished to slay any man in such a manner. I could wait, for I never doubted that he must one day die by my hand, though not the kind of death that he had escaped so narrowly.

Sir John now spoke of the will left by Sir William. He held a copy in his hand and opened it.

You know, he said, that your fortune is not considerable, though my father has invested it most fortunately. The income is ample for a young man, and on the decease of your uncle, Sir Terence, you will come into his title and estate in Ireland. This should make you wealthy. However, Sir William saw fit to provide for you further.

He turned the pages of the document slowly, frowning.

Where is my own money? I asked.

Sir John passed me a letter, sealed, which he said would recommend me to the lawyer in Albany who administered my fortune until I became of legal age. Then he resumed his study of the will.

Read from the beginning, I said. I had a curious feeling that it was indecent to ignore anything Sir William had written, in order to hurry to that clause relating only to my own selfish profit. 

Sir John glanced at me across the table, then read aloud, in his cold, passionless voice:

In the name of God, Amen! I, Sir William Johnson, of Johnson Hall, in the County of Tryon and Province of New York, Bart., being of sound and disposing mind, memory, and understanding, do make, publish, and declare this to be my last Will and Testament in manner and form following:

First and principally, I resign my soul to the great and merciful God who made it, in hopes, through the merits alone of my blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, to have a joyful resurrection to life eternal—

He stopped abruptly, saying that he saw no necessity for reading all that, and turned directly to the clause concerning me. Then he read:

And as to the worldly and temporal estate which God was pleased to endow me with, I devise, bequeath, and dispose of in the following manner: Imprimis. I will, order and direct that all such just debts as I may owe, at the time of my decease, to be paid by my son Sir John Johnson, Baronet....

Item. To my dearly beloved kinsman and ward, Michael Cardigan, I give and bequeath the sum of three thousand pounds, York currency, to him or the survivor of him. Also my own horse Warlock.

Sir John turned several pages, found another clause, and read:

To the aforesaid Michael Cardigan I devise and bequeath that lot of land which I purchased from Jelles Fonda, in the Kennyetto Patent; also two hundred acres of land adjoining thereto, being part of the Perth Patent, to be laid out in a compact body between the sugar bush and the Kennyetto Creek; also four thousand acres in the Royal Grant, now called Kingsland, next to the Mohawk River, where is the best place for salmon fishing; also that strip of land from the falls or carrying-place to Lot No. 1, opposite to the hunting-lodge of Colonel John Butler, where woodcocks, snipes, and wild ducks are accustomed to be shot by me, within the limits and including all the game-land I bought from Peter Weaver.

Sir John folded the paper and handed it to me, saying, It is strange that Sir William thought fit to bequeath you such a vast property.

What provision was made for Felicity? I asked, quietly. 

She might have had three thousand pounds and a thousand acres adjoining yours in the Kennyetto Patent, replied Sir John, coldly. But under present circumstances — ahem — she receives nothing.

I thought a moment. In the hallway I heard the officers returning with Colonel Guy Johnson from their inspection.

Where is Felicity? I asked, suddenly.

He looked up in displeasure at my brusqueness, but did not reply. I repeated the question.

She is near Boston, he said, with a frown of annoyance. Her lawyer is Thomas Foxcroft in Queen Street.

When will she return here?

She will not return.

What! I cried, springing to my feet.

Sir John eyed me sullenly.

I beg you will conduct in moderation, he said.

Then tell me what you have done with my cousin Felicity!

She is not your cousin, or any kin to you or to us, he said, coldly. I have had some correspondence with Sir Peter Warren, which, I may say, does not concern you. Enough that Felicity is not his niece, nor the daughter of his dead brother, nor any kin whatever to him, to us, or to you. Further than that I have nothing to say, except that the young woman is now with her own kin, and will remain there, because it is her proper legal residence. Better for you, he added, grimly, and better for us if you had not meddled with what did not concern you, and had allowed Lord Dunmore to take her—

Dunmore! Wed Felicity! I burst out.

Wed? Who said he meant to wed her? He did not; he knew from Sir Peter Warren who Felicity is; he knew it before we did, and informed Sir Peter. Wed her? Ay, with the left hand, perhaps.

I rose, trembling in every limb.

The damned scoundrel! I stammered. The damned, foul-fleshed scoundrel! God! Had I known — had I dreamed—

You will control your temper here at least, he said, pointing to the card-room, where Colonel Guy Johnson and 346 the Border officers were staring at us through the open doors.

No, I will not! I cried. I care not who hears me! And I say shame on you for your indecency! Shame on you for your callous, merciless judgment, when you, God knows, require the mercy you refuse to others, you damned hypocrite!

Silence! he said, turning livid. You leave this house to-night for your regiment.

I leave it in no service which tolerates such blackguards as Dunmore or such bloodless criminals as you! I retorted, tearing my sword from my belt. Then I stepped forward, and, looking him straight in the eyes, slammed my sheathed sword down on the table before him.

You, your Governors, and your King are too poor to buy the sword I would wear, I said, between my teeth.

Are you mad? he muttered, staring.

I laughed.

Not I, I said, gayly, but the pack o fools who curse my country with their folly, like that withered, half-witted Governor of Virginia, like that pompous ass in Boston, like you yourself, sir, though God knows it chokes to say it of your fathers son!

Major Benning, cried Sir John, you will place that lunatic under arrest!

My major started, then took a step towards me.

Try it! said I, all the evil in me on fire. Go to the devil, sir! — where your own business is doubtless stewing. Hands off, sir! — or I throw you through the window!

Good Gad! muttered Benning. The lads gone stark!

But I still shoot straight, I said, picking up Sir Williams favourite rifle and handling it most carelessly.

Mind what you are about! cried Sir John, furiously. That piece is charged!

I am happy to know it, I replied, dropping it into the hollow of my arm so he could look down the black muzzle.

And I walked out of the room and up the stairs to my own little chamber, there to remove from my body the livery of my King, never again to resume it.

I spent the day in packing together all articles which were 347 rightly mine, bought with my own money or given me by Sir William: my books, my prints, some flutes which I could not play, my rods and fowling-pieces, all my clothing, my paper and Faber pencil — all gifts from Sir William.

I wished also for a memento from his room, something the more valuable to me because valueless to others, and I found his ivory cane to take and his leather book, the same being a treatise on fishing by a certain Isaac Walton, who, if he tells the truth, knew little about the habits of trout and salmon, and did write much foolishness in a pretty manner.

However, Sir William loved to read from Isaac Walton his book, and I have oft heard him singing lustily the catches and ballads which do abound in that same book — and to its detriment, in my opinion.

Laden with these, and also with a scrap of sleeve-ribbon, all I could find in Silver Heelss chamber, I did make two bundles of my property, done neatly in blankets. Then, to empty my purse and strong-box and fill my money-belt, placing there also my letter of recommendation to the lawyer, Peter Weaver, Esquire, who administered my investments.

Gillie Bareshanks I hailed from the orchard, bidding him saddle Warlock with a dragoons saddle, and place forage for three days in the saddle-bags, dropping at the same time my riding-coat from the window, to be rolled and buckled across the pommel.

I dressed me once more in new buckskins, with Mohawk moccasins and leggings, this to save the wear of travel on my better clothing, of which I did take but one suit, the same being my silver-gray velvet, cut with French elegance, and hat to match.

Now, as I looked from the windows, I could see Sir John, Colonel Guy, and their guests, mounting to ride to the village, doubtless in order that they should be shown Sir Williams last resting-place. So I, being free of the house, wandered through it from cellar to attic, because it was to be my last hour in the only home I had ever known.

Mercifully, though the heart be full to breaking, youth can never fully realize that the old order has ended forever; else why, even in bitterest sorrow, glimmers that thread of light through darkness which we call the last ray of hope? 348 It never leaves us; men say it flees, but it goes out only with the life that nourished it.

Deep, deep in my heart I felt that I should look upon these familiar walls once more, when, in happier days, my dear love and I should return to the hills we must always love for Sir Williams sake.

And so I strayed through the silent, sunny rooms, touching the walls with aching heart, and bidding each threshold adieu. Ghosts walked with me through the dimmed sunbeams; far in the house, faintest familiar sounds seemed to stir, half-heard whispers, the echo of laughter, a dear voice calling from above. Over these floors Silver Heelss light feet had passed, brushing every plank, perhaps the very spot I stood on. Hark! Over and over again that fading echo filled my ears for an instant, as though somebody had just spoken in a distant room.

Passing the stocks where Silver Heels had so often sat to pout and embroider, or battle with us to protect her helpless feet from torment, I came to the school-room once more.

Apparently nobody had entered it since I had written my verses on Eurydice — so long, so long ago. There were traces of the verses still — smeared from my struggle with Silver Heels when I had written:

Silver Heels toes in like ducks.

Heaven save the libel!

And here on a bench was my tattered mythology, thumbed and bitten, and the fly-leaf soaked with ink where Peter had made a scene of battle in Indian fashion, the English being scalped on all sides by himself, Esk, and Joseph Brant, all labelled.

I took the book, turning to where I had written my bequest to Silver Heels on the inside cover, and then carried it to my chamber, there to add this last link of childhood to the others in my packets.

I do not exactly understand why, but I also carried with me the flag I had taken from Cresaps fort, and rolled it up in my uniform which was given me by Sir William.

Neither flag nor uniform were any longer mine, yet I ever 349 have found it impossible to neglect that which I once loved. So I rolled the bunting and my scarlet clothes with my best silver-gray velvet, and tied all together.

When young Bareshanks came to announce that Warlock waited, I bade him carry my two packets down, following, myself, with Sir Williams long rifle, and otherwise completely equipped with hatchet, knife, powder and ball, flint and tinder, and a small stew-pan.

With these Warlock was laden like a pack-horse, leaving room in the saddle for me. Bareshanks held my stirrup; I mounted, shook hands with him, not daring to attempt a word, and, with tears blinding me, turned my horses head south on the Albany post-road.

Mr. Duncan, standing near the stables, gazed at me in astonishment.

Ho! he called out. More wood-running, Mr. Cardigan? Faith, the scalp-trade must be paying in these humming days of peace!

I tried to smile and gave him my hand.

Its good-bye forever, I said, choking. I cannot use the same roof that shelters my kinsman, Sir John Johnson.

He looked at me very gravely, asking me where I meant to go.

To Boston, I replied. I have affairs with one Thomas Foxcroft.

There was a silence, he still holding my hand as though to draw me back.

Why to Boston? he repeated, gently.

To wed Miss Warren, I replied, looking him in the eyes.

He stared, then caught my hand in both of his.

God bless her! he said, again and again. I give you joy, lad! Shes the sweetest of them all in County Tryon!

And in all the world beside! I muttered, huskily.

And so rode on.


CHAPTER XXI
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MY JOURNEY TO Albany was slow, easy, and uneventful; I spared Warlock because of his added burdens, though he would gladly have galloped the entire distance, for the poor fellow was bitterly ashamed of playing pack-horse and evinced the greatest desire to finish and have done with it as soon as convenient.

His mortification was particularly to be noticed when he met other horses: he would turn his head away when he passed a pretty mare, he would hang his head when gay riders cantered past, and, when he met a peddlers horse, he actually shuddered.

But Warlock need not have taken it so to heart: he was the peer of any horse we met, which truly is no great recommendation, for the people of Albany do exhibit the most sorry horseflesh I have ever seen, and so Sir William had always said, laughing frequently at the patroons nags until Sir Peter Warren wrote him to be careful else he might offend the entire town.

As for Albany itself I found it very large, though smaller than New York or Boston, they said, and I marvelled to see so many troops in various bright uniforms hitherto unfamiliar to me. The people themselves were somewhat stupid, being full o Dutch blood and foodstuffs, and appeared somewhat mean in their dealings with strangers, though they call this penny-clipping thrift. Still, gentle blood never yet warmed at the prospect of under-feeding a stranger to save a shilling, and I found myself out of touch with those honest burghers of Albany who crowded the sleepy tap-room of the Half-Moon Tavern where I lodged.

I had no great difficulty in finding Peter Weaver, or in recommending myself to his good offices. He informed me that my uncle, Sir Terence Cardigan, was dying o drink in 351 Ireland, and wished me to go to him. I politely declined, and told him why. He was a pleasant, kindly, over-fed man, somewhat given to long and pointless discourse, yet a gentleman in bearing and a courteous friend. In his care I deposited my childish treasures for safe-keeping, taking with me only three extra articles, namely, my silver-gray clothes with underwear befitting, Sir Williams leather book, and the knot of ribbon from Silver Heelss sleeve.

In Albany I bought a ring of plain gold to fit half-way on my little finger, judging Silver Heelss finger to be of that roundness. I also purchased a razor, though I had no present use for such an article. Still, I could not tell how soon my cheeks might require it, and it would not do to be caught unawares.

I stayed but one day in Albany, paying dearly for bait at the Half-Moon Tavern, but my joy in my freedom and my happiness in expectancy left no room for rancour against these stolid, thrifty people who, after all, were but following the instincts of their breed.

Sir William was the most liberal man I had ever known, always cautious in condemnation, though he unknowingly did poor Cresap injustice; but I have often heard him say that to choose between the Dutch and the French for thrift and ferocity was totally beyond his power.

What I have seen of the Dutch or of those in whose veins runs Dutch blood confirms this. Since the Spaniards perpetrated their crimes in the New World, no people have ever been guilty of such shocking savagery towards the Indians as have the Dutch. Placid, honest in their own fashion, cleanly, sober, almost passionless, they yet have, deep within them, a ferocity and malignity scarcely conceivable — scarcely credible unless one has read that early history of their occupation here, of which little of the truth now remains on record.

The Albany people appear to have little sympathy to spare for unfortunate Boston. However, of that I cannot speak with authority, seeing that the whole town is soldier-ridden, and Tories everywhere holding forth in tap-room and marketplace. Besides, a company of Colonel John Butlers irregulars and a body of neer-do-well Onondagas were camped 352 across the river, and their behaviour to the country people is drunken and scandalous.

Before I left Albany to set out on the Boston high-road, I visited Mr. Livingstons house, knowing that such a courtesy I owed for Sir Williams sake, yet scarcely pleased at the prospect of again meeting Mrs. Hamilton. However, I had my journey for my pains, Mr. Livingston being lately deceased, and Mrs. Hamilton having left the day before to visit in Boston. Thus free of further obligation, Warlock and I took the Boston road at dawn; and how the dear fellow did gallop, though he carried but a buckskin dragoon without company or colours or commission to bear arms!

The first two days of my travel were almost without incident, lovely, calm October days through which sunlit clouds sailed out of the west, and the wild ducks drifted southward like floating banners in the sky.

In the yellow sunlight of the fields the quails were whistling, the heath-hens thundered through the copse, the crested partridge, with French ruff spread, stepped dainty as a game-cock through the briers, with his breathless menace: Quhit! Quhit! Quhit!

Once, riding on a treeless stretch of sandy road under the hot sun, a vast company of wild pigeons began to pass high overhead, thousands on thousands, thicker and ever thicker, till as far as the eye could reach from east to west they covered the sky in millions and millions, while the sun went out as in a thunder-cloud, and the air whistled and rang with their wings.

Their passage lasted some twenty minutes; a fine flight, truly, yet in Tryon County, near Fondas Bush, Sir William and I had marked greater flights, lasting more than an hour.

This and Warlocks narrow escape from being bitten by one of those red snakes which pilot the rattlesnake and go blind in September were the only two noteworthy incidents of the first two days journey on the Boston highway.

On the third day Warlock cast both hind shoes, and I was obliged to lead him very carefully, mile after mile, until, towards sundown, I entered a little village, where in a smithy a forge reddened the fading daylight.

The smith, a gruff man, gave me news of Boston, 353 that the Port Bill was starving the poor and driving all decent people towards open rebellion. As for himself, he said that he meant to march at the first drum-beat and carry his hammer if firelocks were lacking.

He spoke sullenly and with a peculiar defiance, doubtless suspicious of me in spite of my buckskins. I told him that I knew little concerning the wrongs of Boston, but that if any man disturbed my native country, the insolence touched me as closely as though my own door-yard had been trampled. Whereat he laughed and gave me a brawny, blackened fist to shake. So I rode away in the dusk.

To make up for the delay in travelling afoot all day, I determined to keep on until midnight, Warlock being fit and ready without effort; so I munched a quarter of bread to stay my stomach and trotted on, pondering over the past, which already seemed years behind me.

The moon came up, but was soon frosted by silvery shoals of clouds. Then a great black bank pushed up from the west, covering moon and stars in sombre gloom, touched now and again by the dull flicker of lightning. The storm was far off, for I could hear no thunder, though the increasing stillness of the air warned me to seek the first shelter offered.

The district through which I was passing was well populated, and I expected every moment to see some light shining across the road from possibly hospitable windows. So I kept a keen outlook on every side, while the fields and woods through which I passed grew ominously silent, and that delicate perfume which arises from storm-threatened herbage filled my nostrils.

After a while, far away, the low muttering of thunder sounded, setting the air vibrating, and I cast Warlock free at a hand-gallop.

Imperceptibly the dark silence around turned into sound; a low, monotonous murmur filled my ears. It rained.

Careless of my rifle, having of course no need for it on such a populous highway, I let the priming take care of itself and urged Warlock forward towards two spots of light which might come from windows very far away, or from the lamps of a post-chaise near at hand.

Reining in, I was beginning to wonder which it might be, 354 and had finally decided on the distant cottage, when my horse reared violently, almost falling on his back with me, and at the same moment I knew that somebody had seized his bridle.

Stand and deliver! came a calm voice from the darkness. I already had my rifle raised, but my thumb on the pan gave me warning that the priming was soaking wet.

Dismount, came the voice, a trifle sharply.

I felt for the bridle, which had been jerked from my hands; it was gone. I gave one furious glance at the lights ahead, which I now saw came from a post-chaise standing in the road close by. Could I summon help from that? Or had the chaise also been stopped as I was now? Certainly I had run on a nest of highwaymen.

How many have you? I asked, choking with indignation. Ill give three of you merry gentlemen a chance at me if you will allow me one dry priming!

There was a dead silence. The unseen hand that held my horses head fell away, and the animal snorted and tossed his mane. Again, not knowing what to expect, I cautiously felt around until I found the bridle, and noiselessly began to work it back over Warlocks head.

Now for it! I thought, gathering to launch the horse like a battering-ram into the unknown ahead.

But just as I drew my light hatchet from my belt and lifted the bridle, I almost dropped from the saddle to hear a meek and pleading voice I knew call me by name.

Jack Mount! I exclaimed, incredulous even yet.

The same, Mr. Cardigan, out at heels and elbows, lad, and trimming the highway for a purse-proud Tory. Are you offended?

Offended! I repeated, hysterically. Oh no, of course not! And I burst into a shout of uncontrollable laughter.

He did not join in. As for me, I lay on my horses neck, weak from the reaction of my own laughter, utterly unable to find enough breath in my body to utter another sound.

Oh, you can laugh, he said, in a hurt voice. But I have accomplished a certain business yonder which has nigh frightened me to death — thats all.

What business? I asked, weakly.

Oh, you may well ask. Hells whippet! I lay here for 355 the fat bailiff o Grafton, who should travel to Hadley this night with Tory funds, and — I stopped a lady in that post-chaise yonder, and shes fainted at sight o me. Thats all.

Fainted? I repeated. Where are her post-boys? Wheres her footman? Wheres her maid? Is she alone, Jack?

Ay, he responded, gloomily; the men and the maid ran off. Trust those Dutch patrooners for that sort o patroonery! If Id only had Cade with me—

But — wheres the Weasel?

I wish I knew, he said, earnestly. He left me at Johnstown — went away — vanished like a hermit-bird. Oh, I am certainly an unhappy man and a bungling one at that. You can laugh if you like, but its killing me. I wish you would come over to that cursed post-chaise and see what can be done for the lady. You know about ladies, dont you?

I dont know what to do when they faint, I replied.

Theres ways and ways, he responded. Some say to shake them, but I cant bring myself to that; some say to pat their chins and say chuck-a-bunny! but I have no skill for that either. Do you think — if we could get her out o the chaise — and let her be rained on—

No, no, I said, controlling a violent desire to laugh. Ill calm her, Jack. Perhaps she has recovered.

As we advanced through the rain in the dim radiance of the chaise-lamps, I looked curiously at Mount, and he up at me.

Lord, he murmured, how you have changed, lad!

You, too, I said, for he was haggard and dirty and truly enough in rags. No marvel that the lady had fainted at first sight o him, let alone his pistol thrust through the chaise-window.

Poor old Jack, I said, softened by his misery. Why did you desert me after you had saved my life? I owe you so much that it were a charity to aid me discharge the debt — or as much of it as I may.

Ho! he muttered. Twas no debt, lad, and Im but a pottle-pot after all. Now, by the ring-tailed coon o Canada, I care not what befalls me, for Cades gone — or dead — and Ive the heart of a chipmunk left to face the devil. 

Soft, I whispered; the ladys astir in her chaise. Wait you here, Jack! So! — I dismount. Touch not the horse; he bites at raggedness; hell stand; so — o, Warlock. Wait, my beauty! So — o.

And I advanced to the chaise-window, cap in hand.

Madam, I began, very gently, striving to make her out in the dim light of the chaise; I perceive some accident has befallen your carriage. Pray, believe me at your disposal and humbly anxious to serve you, and if there be aught wherein I may—

Michael Cardigan! came a startled voice, and I froze dumb in astonishment. For there, hood thrown back, and earnest, pale face swiftly leaning into the lamp-rays, I beheld Marie Hamilton.

We stared at each other for a moment, then her lovely face flushed and she thrust both hands towards me, laughing and crying at the same moment.

Oh, the romance of life! she cried. I have had such a fright, my wits ache with the shock! A highwayman, Michael, grand Dieu! — here in the rain, pulling the horses up short, and it was, Ho! Stand and deliver! — with pistol pushed in my face, and I to faint — pretence to gain a wink o time to think — not frightened, but vexed and all on the qui vive to hide my jewels. Then comes the great booby, aghast to see me fainted, a-muttering excuse that he meant no harm, and I lying perdu, still as a mouse, for I had no mind to let him know I heard him. But under my lids I perceived him, a great, ragged, handsome rascal, badly scared, for I gathered from his stammering that he was waiting for another chaise bound for Hadley.

Vrai Dieu, but I did frighten him well, and now hes gone, and I in a plight with my cowardly post-boys, maid, and footman fled, Lord knows whither!

The amazing rapidity of her chatter confounded me, and she held my hands the while, and laughed and wept enough to turn her eyes to twin stars, all dewy in the lamp-shine.

Dear friend, she sighed; dear, dear friend, what happiness to feel I owe my life to you!

But you dont, I blurted out; there never was any danger. 

Lord save the boy! she murmured. There is no spark o romance in him! And fell a-laughing in that faint, low mockery that I remembered on that fatal night at Johnson Hall.

You are mistaken, I said, grimly. Romance is the breath of my life, madam. And so I now plead freedom to present to your good graces my friend, Jack Mount, who lately stopped your coach upon the Kings highway!

And I caught the abashed giant by his ragged sleeve and dragged him to the chaise-window, where he plucked off his coon-skin cap and stared wildly at the astonished lady within.

But it was no easy matter to rout Marie Hamilton. True, she paled a little, and took one short breath, with her hand to her breast; then, like sunlight breaking, her bright eyes softened and that sweet, fresh mouth parted in a smile which spite of me set my own pulse a quickstep marching.

I am not angry, sir, she said, mockingly. All cats are gray at midnight, and one post-chaise resembles another, Captain Mount — for surely, by your exploits, you deserve at least that title.

Mounts fascinated eyes grew bigger. His consternation and the wild appeal in his eyes set me hard a-swallowing my laughter. As for Mrs. Hamilton, she smiled her sweet, malicious smile, and her melting eyes were soft with that false mercy which deludes apace and welcomes to destruction.

Jack, said I, smothering my laughter, do you get your legs astride the leader, there, and play at post-boy to the nearest inn. Zounds, man! Dont stand there hanging your jaw like a hard-run beagle! Up into the saddle with you! Gad, youve a ride before you with those Albany nags a-biting at your shins! Here, give me your rifle.

And you, Michael, asked Mrs. Hamilton, will you not share my carriage, for old times sake?

I told her I had my horse and would ride him at her chaise-wheels, and so left her, somewhat coolly, for I liked not that trailing tail to her invitation— for old times sake.

What the foul fiend have I to do with old times sake? I muttered, as I slung myself astride o Warlock and motioned Jack Mount to move on through the finely falling rain. Old times sake! Faith, it once cost me the bitterest day 358 of my life, and might cost me the love of the sweetest girl in earth or heaven! Old times sake! Truly, that is no tune to pipe for me; let others dance to it, not I.

As I rode forward beside her carriage-window, she looked up at me and made a little gesture of greeting. I bowed in my saddle, stiffly, for I was now loaded with Mounts rifle as well as my own.

What the deuce is there about Marie Hamilton that stirs the pulse of every man who sets eyes on her? Even I, loving Silver Heels with my whole heart and soul, find subtle danger in the eyes of Marie Hamilton, and shun her faint smile with the instant instinct of an anchorite.

Perhaps I was an anchorite, all ashamed, for I would not have it said of me, for vanity.

In a day when the morals of the world were rotten to the core, when vice was fashion, and fashion marked all England for her own, the overflow from those same British islands, flooding our land, stained most of those among us who could claim the right to quality.

I never had been lured by those grosser sins which circumstances offered — even in our house at Johnstown — and I would make no merit of my continence, God wot, seeing there was no temptation.

I had been reared among those whose friends and guests often went to bed too drunk to snuff their candles; cards and dice and high play were nothing strange to me, and, perhaps from their sheer familiarity, left me indifferent and without desire.

A titled drab I had never seen; the gentlemen whom I knew discussed their mistresses over nuts and wine, seeming to think no shame of one another for the foolishness they called their fortune. Had it not been for Sir Williams and Aunt Mollys teachings, I might have grown up to think that wives were wedded chiefly to oblige a friend. But Sir William and Aunt Molly taught me to abhor that universal vice long before I could comprehend it. I did not clearly comprehend it yet; but the thought of it was stale ashes in my mouth, so unattractive had I pictured what I needs must shun one day.

Riding there through the fine rain which I could scarcely 359 feel on my skin, so delicate were the tiny specks of moisture, I thought much on the smallness of this our world, where a single hour on an unknown road had given me two companions whom I knew.

God grant the end of my journey would give me her for whose dear sake the journey had been made!

Thinking such thoughts, lost in a lovers reverie, I rode on, blind to all save the sweet ghosts I conjured in my brooding, and presently was roused to find the chaise turning into a tavern-yard, where all was black save for a lanthorn moving through the darkness.

Mount called; a yawning ostler came with a light, and at the same instant our host in shirt and apron toddled out to bid us welcome, a little, fat, toothless, chattering body, whose bald head soon was powdered with tiny, shining rain-drops.

Mrs. Hamilton gave me her hand to descend; she was as fresh and fragrant as a violet, and jumped to the ground on tiptoe with a quick flirt of her petticoat like the twitch of a robin his tail-feathers.

Mad doings on the road, sir! said our host, rubbing his little, fat hands. Chaise and four stopped by the penny-stile two hours since, sir. Ay, you may smile, my lady, but the post-boys fought a dreadful battle with the highwaymen swarming in on every side. You laugh, sir? But I have these same post-boys here, and the footman, too, to prove it!

But, pray, where is the lady and her maid and the chaise and four? asked Mrs. Hamilton, demurely.

God knows, said the innkeeper, rolling his eyes. The villains carried it off with the poor lady inside. Mad work, my lady! Mad work!

Maddening work, said I, wrathfully. Jack, borrow a post-whip and warm the breeks of those same post-boys, will you? Lay it on thick, Jack; Ill take my turn in the morning!

Mount went away towards the stable, and I quieted the astonished landlord and sent him to prepare supper, while a servant lighted Mrs. Hamilton to her chamber. Then I went out to see that Warlock was well fed and bedded fresh; and I did hear sundry howls from the villain post-boys in their 360 quarters overhead, where Mount was nothing sparing of the leather.

Presently he came down the ladder, and laughed sheepishly when he saw me.

Theyre well birched, he said. Its Gods mercy if they sit their saddles in the morning. Then he took my hands and held them so hard that I winced.

Gad, Im that content to see you, lad! he repeated again and again.

And I you, Jack, I said. It is time, too, else youd be in some worse mischief than this nights folly. But Ill take care of you now, I added, laughing. Faith, its turn and turn about, you know. Come to supper.

I — I hate to face that lady, he muttered. No, lad, Ill sup with my own marrow-bones for company.

Nonsense! I insisted, but could not budge him, and soon saw I had my labour for my pains.

A mule for obstinacy — a very mule, I muttered.

I own it; Im an ass. But this ass knows enough to go to his proper stall, he said, with a miserable laugh that touched me.

Have it as you wish, Jack, I said, gently; but come into my chamber when youve supped. Ill be there. Lord, what millions of questions I have to ask!

To be sure, to be sure, he murmured, then walked away towards the kitchen, while I returned to the inn and cleansed me of the stains of travel.

We supped together, Mrs. Hamilton and I, and found the cheer most comforting, though there was no wine for her and she sipped, with me, the new brew of dark October ale.

A barley soup we had, then winter squash and a roast wild duck, with little quails all round, and a dish of pepper-cresses. Lord, how I did eat, being still gaunt from my long sickness! But she kept pace with me; a wholesome lass was she, and no frail beauty fed on syllabubs and suckets. Flesh and blood were her charms, a delicate ripeness, sweet as the cresses she crunched between her sparkling teeth. And ever I heard her little feet go tap, tap, tap, under the lamplit table.

I spoke respectfully of her losses; she dropped her eyes, accepting the condolence, pinching a cress to shreds the while. 

She of course knew nothing of my journey to Pittsburg, nor of any events there which might have occurred after she had left, when her husband fell with many another stout frontiersman under Boone and Harrod.

I told her nothing, save that Felicity was in Boston and that I was journeying thither to see her.

Is she not to wed the Earl of Dunmore? asked Mrs. Hamilton.

No, said I, quietly.

La, the capricious beauty! she murmured. Sure, she has not thrown over Dunmore for that foolish dragoon, Kent Bevan?

I hope not, said I, maliciously.

Who knows, she mused; Mr. Bevan is to serve on Gages staff this fall. It looks like a match to me.

Is Mr. Bevan going to Boston? I inquired.

Yes. Are you jealous? she replied, saucily.

I smiled and shook my head.

But you once were in love with your cousin, she persisted. On aime sans raison, et sans raison lon hait! Regardez-moi, monsieur.

Your convent breeding in Saint-Sacrement lends to your tongue a liberty that English schools withhold, I said, reddening.

Nay, now, she laughed, do you remember how you played with me at that state dinner held in Johnson Hall? You rode me down rough-shod, Michael, and used me shamefully there, under the stairs.

Ill do the like again if you provoke me, I said, but had not meant to say it either, being troubled by her eyes.

The — the like — again? And what was that, pray?

You know, I said, sulkily.

I think you — kissed me—

I think I did, said I; and left you all in tears.

It was brutal, but I meant to make an end.

Did you believe that those were real tears? she asked, innocently.

By Heaven, I know they were, said I, with satisfaction, and small vengeance to repay the ill you did me, too.

What ill? she asked, opening her eyes in real surprise. 

But I was silent and ashamed already. Truly, it had been no fault but my own that I had taken up the gage she flung at me that night so long ago.

But Ill not take it up this time, thought I to myself, cracking filberts and looking at her askance across the table.

I do not understand you, Michael, she said, with a faint smile, ending in a sigh.

Nor I you, bonnie Marie Hamilton, said I. Suppose we both cry quits?

Not yet, she said; I have a little score with you, unsettled.

What score? I asked, smiling. Cannot you appeal to the law to have it settled?

La loi permet souvent ce que défend lhonneur, she said, with an innocent emphasis which left me sitting there, uncertain whether to laugh or blush. What the mischief did she mean, anyhow?

She picked up a filbert, tasted the kernel, dropped it, clasped her hands, elbows on the cloth, and gave me a malicious sidelong glance which still was full of that strange sweetness that ever set me on my guard, half angry, half bewitched.

I wish you would let me alone! I blurted out, like a country yokel at a quilting.

I wont, she said.

Remember what you suffered the first time! I warned her.

I do remember.

Do you — do you dare risk that? I stammered.

Et davantage — encore, she murmured, setting her teeth on her plump white wrist and watching me uncertainly.

The game was running on too fast for me and my pulse was keeping pace.

Safely they defy who challenge those in chains, I said, commanding my voice with an effort. If that is your revenge, I cry you mercy; you have won.

After a long silence she raised her eyes, dancing with a mocking light in each starry pupil.

I give you joy, Michael, she said, if, as I take it, these same chains and fetters that you lately wear are riveted by Cupid. 

But I answered nothing, attending her to the door, where she dropped me what I do believe was the slowest and lowest curtsey ever dropped by woman.

So I to my own chamber in no amiable frame of mind, and still tingling with the strange charm of my encounter. Head bent, hands clasped behind me, I walked the floor, striving to analyze this woman who had now twice crossed me on the trail of fate, this fair woman whose bright eyes were a menace and a challenge, and whose sweet, curved mouth was set there as eternal provocation to saint and sinner.

Thus for the first time in my life I had known what temptation might have been. Nay, I knew a little more than what it might have been, and, in the overwhelming flood of loyalty to Silver Heels, I cursed myself for a man without faith or shred of honour. For I was too unskilled in combats with the fair temptation to understand that it is no disgrace to falter, yet not fall.

There came a timid scratching at the door; I opened it and Mount sidled in, coy as a cat in a dairy with its chin still wet with cream. He regarded me doubtfully, but sat down when bidden and began to complain:

Now, if you are minded to chide me for taking the road, Im going out again. I cant bear any more, lad, that I cant! — what with Cade gone and me in rags, and stopping Councillor Bullock near Johnstown with pockets bare of aught but a cursed sixpence and that crooked as Lady Sheltons legs — and now I must needs fright a lady into a faint like a bad boy with a jack-o-lanthorn—

What on earth is the matter with you? I broke in, peevishly. Im not finding fault, Jack. If you mean to spend your life in endeavours to impoverish every Tory magistrate in America, its your affair, and I cant help it, though you must know as well as I that theres a carpenters tree and a rope at the end of your frolic.

No, there isnt, he said, hastily. Im done with the highway save to pat it smooth with my feet. Lord, lad, its not for the money, but for sport. And soon therell be fighting enough to fill my stomach; mark me, the crocus that buds white this spring will wither red as blood ere its fouled petals fall! 

War? I asked, thrilling to hear him.

He rose and gazed at me most earnestly.

Ay, surely, surely in the spring. Gad! Boston is that surfeited with redcoats now that when they cram down more next spring she can but throw them up to keep her health. Wait! Boston is sick in bone and body, but in the spring she takes her purge. Oh, I know, he cried, with a strange, prophetic stare in his eyes; I have word from Shemuel. Now hes off to Boston with the news from Cresap. And I tell you, lad, that the first half-moon of April will start a devil loose in this broad land that state or clergy cannot exorcise!

Not a devil, he corrected himself, slowly, no, not a thing from hell, but that same swift angel sent to chasten worlds with fire. Dunmore will burn, and Butler. As for the rest, the honest, the rascals, the witless, the soulless, thieves, poltroons, usurers, and the vast army of well-meaning loyal fools, they will be cleared out o this our world-wide temple whose roof is the sky and whose pillars are our high pines! — cleared out, scoured out, uprooted, driven forth like those same money-changers in the temple scourged by Christ, — and God is witness I, a sinner, mean no blasphemy, spite of all the sweating load o guilt I bear.

Where got you such phrases, Jack? I asked. It is not Jack Mount who speaks to me like a crazed preacher in the South who shouts the slaves around him to repent.

Mount looked at me; the dazed, fanatic light in his eyes faded slowly.

I have a book here, he muttered, a book I purchased in Johnstown of a man who sold many to patriots. Doubtless grief for Cade and my privations and my conning this same book while starving make me light-headed yet.

What book is that? I asked.

The Rights of Man.

I, also, would be glad to read it.

Read, lad. Tis fodder for King Georges cattle — such as we. And the little calves our wenches cast, they, too, shall feed on it, though they cannot utter moo! for their own mothers milk!

Jack, Jack, I cried, you are strangely changed! I do 365 not know you in this bitter mood, and your mouth full o words that burn your silly lips. Wake to life, man! Gay! Gay! Jack! A pest on books and those who write em! I have ever despised your printed stuff, and damme if Ill sit and hear it through your lips!

But it was like rousing a man from a sleeping-draught, for the book had so bewitched his senses in these long weeks he had wandered alone that I had all I could do to drag him out of his strange, dreamy enthusiasms, back into his old, guileless, sunny, open-hearted self. And I feel sure that I could not have succeeded at all had not the shock of his encounter with Mrs. Hamilton on the highway first scared him back to partial common-sense. Added to this my entreaties, and he became docile, and then, little by little, dropped his preachers mad harangue to talk like a reasonable creature and wag his tongue unlarded with his garbled metaphors and his half-baked parables which no doubt no simple forest-runner could digest on the raw printed page. I pitied him sincerely. Truly, a little learning makes one wondrous kind.

I put the book in my shirt-front, meaning to be of those who ride and read, even as Jack was of those others who both read and run.

Why did you desert me, Jack? I asked, sitting chin on hand to watch him smoke the pipe which no kind fate had filled for him since he left Johnstown.

Faith, I hung about with Cade, doing no harm, sitting in the sun to wait for news from you. Mr. Duncan, a kind officer, gave us news and made us welcome on the benches in front of the guard-house. And Mistress Warren would have us to eat with her — only I was ashamed. But Cade went and supped with her.

Lad, Sir John Johnson is not a gentleman I should grow too fond of. His courtesy is a shallow spring, Im thinking, dry at the first taste, and over-sour to suit my teeth.

What did Sir John do? I asked, growing red. Surely he thanked you and Cade for saving his kinsmans life; surely he made you welcome at the Hall, Jack?

Surely, he did nothing of the kind, grunted Mount, puffing his pipe. Sir John sent word to the guard that we 366 had best find quarters in Johnstown taverns and not set the hounds barking in his kennels.

It was like a blow in the face to me. Jack saw it and laughed.

Its not your fault, he said; show me two eggs and Ill name two birds, but I wont swear theyll fight alike. If hes your kin, its to be borne, lad, and thats all there is to it.

I set my teeth and swallowed my shame.

So we went to Rideups old camp, he continued; a fair inn where a man may drink to whom he pleases and no questions asked nor any yokel to bawl God save the King! or turn your ale sour with Tory whining. And there I lay and — tippled, lad. Ill not deny it, no! Like a fish in sweet water my gills did open and shut while the ale flowed into me, day and night perdu.

Cade never drank. God! how that man changed — since he saw your sweet Mistress Warren there on the hillock at Roanoke Plain! Mad, lad, quite mad. But such a dear, good comrade — I — I can scarce speak o him but I wink with tears.

The great fellow dug one fist into his eyes, and then the other, replacing his pipe in his mouth with an unmistakable snivel.

Quite mad, Mr. Cardigan. He thought he saw his little daughter in Miss Warren, without offence to any one in all the world and least of all to you, and he waited all day to see her come out to the guard-house and give the news of your sick-bed to your Lieutenant Duncan. So one day, when you were surely out of danger and ready to fatten, comes Cade to the tavern and bids me good-bye, talking wildly of his lost daughter, and I, Heaven help me, lay abed with my head like a top all humming for the ale Id had, and thinking nothing of what he said save that his madness grew apace.

And that night he went away while I slept in my cups. When he came not I hunted the town for him as I had never hunted trail in all my life before. And I warrant you I left no stone unturned in that same town. I was half-crazy; I could not think hed left me there of his own free will. Many a fight I had with the soldiers, many a bruise and broken head I left behind me ere I shook my moccasins free 367 o dust in Johnstown streets. Theyll tell you, and that fat, purple-pitted councillor — Bullock, I mean — why, he would have me jailed for a matter of damaging his Tory constable. So I gave him a fright on the highway and left your Tryon County for a quieter one. Thats all, lad.

What he had told me of Cade Renard troubled me. If Felicity had been strangely lost to her own family, and had been restored, doubtless she was now happy and full of wonder for the dear, amazing chance that had brought to her those honoured parents she had so long deemed to be with God. Yet she must be shy and over-sensitive also, having been brought up to believe she had no nearer kin than Sir Peter Warren. And now that he, after all, was no kin to her, nor she to us, if a mad forest-runner like Cade Renard should come to vex her with his luny fancies, it might hurt her or seem like reproach and mockery for her new parents.

Do you think Cade followed Miss Warren to Boston? I asked.

My journey is to find that out, he said. Ah, lad, a noble mind was wrecked in Renards head. I know — others know nothing. What fate sent him like a wild thing to the forests, I only know, as you know, nothing but what he has told us both. If his madness has waxed so fiercely since he saw Miss Warren, it may be a sign that the end is near. I do not know. I miss him, and I must look for him while I can move these clumsy feet of mine.

My candle was burning very low now. Mount laid his pipe in the candle-pan, rose, shook himself, and said good-night.

Good-night, I said, and sat down to light another candle. This done, I did undress me, and so would have been in bed had I not chanced to open the book he left me, thinking to glance it over and forget it.

But sunrise found me poring over its pages, while the candle, a pool o wax, hardened in the candle-stick beside me.


CHAPTER XXII
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BY NOON WE were well on our way towards Boston, I riding beside Mrs. Hamiltons carriage wheels, Jack Mount perched up on the box, and very gay in a new suit of buckskins which he bought from a squaw in the village, the woman being an Oneida half-breed and a tailoress by trade.

So gorgeous was this newly tailored suit that, though my own buckskins were also new and deeply fringed on sleeve and leg, even to the quill and wampum embroidery on the thigh, I did cut but a dingy figure beside Jack Mount. His shoulders were triple-caped with red-fox fur edges; he wore a belted hunting-shirt, with scarlet thrums; breeches cut to show his long legs contour to the clout, also gay with scarlet thrums; and Huron moccasins, baldric, holster, and sporran, all of mole-skin, painted and beaded with those mystic scenes of the False-Faces secret rites, common to the Six Nations and to other Northern and Western clans.

Proud as a painted game-cock with silver steels was Jack. Poor gossip, how different his condition now, with a rasher o bacon and a cup of ale under his waist-band, a belt full of money outside of it, and his scarlet thrums blowing like ribbons in the wind! A new fox-skin cap, too, with the plumy white-tipped tail bobbing to his neck, added the finish to this forest dandy. Truly it did warm me to behold him ruffling it with the best o them; and it was a wink and a kiss for the pretty maid in the pantry, and a pinch o snuff with mine host, and Your servant, maam, to Mrs. Hamilton, with cap sweeping the dust in a salute that a Virginian might envy and mark for imitation.

The post-boys slunk past him with rueful, sidelong glances; the footman gave him wide berth, obeying the order to mount with an alacrity designed to curry favour as soon as possible, and let the painful past go bury itself. 

You had best, muttered Mount, with pretence of a fierceness he loved to assume. Gad! Im minded to tan your buttocks to line my saddle — ho! — come back! Im not going to do it, simpleton! I only said I was so minded. Into your saddles, in Heavens name. Salute! — you mannerless scullions! Do you not see your mistress coming?

I handed Mrs. Hamilton to her chaise, and stood in attendance while she tied on her velvet sun-mask, watching me steadily through the eye-holes the while, but not speaking. Yet ever on her lips hovered that smile I knew so well; and from her hair came that fresh scent which is of itself like the perfume of Indian swale-herb, and which powder and pomatum can neither add to nor dissimulate.

Over her gown of shimmering stuff, garlanded with lilac-tints, she wore a foot-mantle, for the road was muddy from the all-night rain, and this I disposed around her ankles when she had seated herself in the chaise, and wrapped her restless little feet in a thick, well-tanned pelt.

Merci, she said, in a whisper, with her bright eyes sparkling under her velvet mask; and I closed the carriage and mounted Warlock nimbly, impatient to be gone.

Michael, she said from the chaise window, nose in the air to watch me ride up.

Madam, I replied, politely.

Let Captain Mount ride your horse, and do you come into the carriage. I have so much to tell you—

I made what excuse I could. She tossed her chin.

I shall die of ennui, she said.

Count the thraves in the stubble, said I, laughing.

And talk to my five wits of the harvest? How amusing! she retorted, indignantly.

Repent the past, then, I suggested, smiling.

Ay — but tis one blank expanse of white innocence, with never a stain to mark for repentance. My past is spotless, Michael — spotless — like a fox-pelt, all of a colour.

Now, though we call foxes red, their ear-tips are jet black and their brushes and bellies touched with white. But she was right; your spotless fox can have no dealings with a dappled fawn.

I signalled the footman and post-boys; the chaise creaked 370 off down the road, and I dropped behind, turning a sober face to the rain-washed brightness of the world.

So we journeyed, coming into dry roads towards noon, where no rain had fallen. And already it seemed to me my nostrils savoured that faint raw perfume of the mounting sea, which only those who have lived their whole lives inland can wind at great distances. It is not a perfume either; it is a taste that steals into the mouth and tingles far back, above the tongue. And it is strange to say so, but those who never before have tasted the scent know it for what it is by instinct, and fall into a restless reverie, searching to think where they have savoured that same enchanted ocean breath before.

At Grafton we baited at the Weather-cock Tavern; then on along the Charles River, with the scent o the distant sea in every breath we drew, through Dedham, past Needham, and north into a most lovely country of rolling golden stubble and orchards all red with apples, and bridges of stone, neatly fashioned to resist the freshets. Alas, that this fair province of Massachusetts Bay should lie a-gasping amid plenty, with the hand of Britain upon the countrys thrapple to choke out the life God gave it.

On the straight, well-laid high-road we passed scores of farmers wains, piled with corn and yellow pumpkins, cabbages, squashes, barrels of apples, sacks o flour, and thraves, all bound for Boston, where the poor were starving and the rich went hungering because the King of England had been angered to hear men prate of human rights.

Since the 1st day of June the Boston Port Bill was in full effect, and the city was sealed to commerce. Not a keel had stirred the waters of the bay save when the great bulging war-ships shifted their moorings to swing their broadsides towards the town; not a sail was bent to the shore breeze in this harbour where a thousand vessels had cleared in a single year from its busy port.

So when the city felt the punishment heavy upon her, and the poor starved and the rich suffered, and the hot sun poured down on the empty rotting wharves, the farmers of Massachusetts Bay brought their harvests by land to the famine-stricken city, and sister colonies sent generously of their best with the watchword: Stand fast, Boston! A Kings anger 371 is a little thing, but human rights shall not perish until we perish, every one!

It was sunset as we turned into the Roxbury road, with the salt wind blowing the marsh-reeds and ruffling the shallow waters of the harbour to the north and east. It was ebb-tide; beyond the eastern bog, far out in the yellow shallows, the harbour channel ran in a darker streak, glittering under the red blaze of sunset.

Wet marshes spread away to the north; the wind was heavy with the salty stench of mud-flats uncovered at low-water, and all alive with sea-fowl hovering. Northeast the steeples of Boston rose, blood-red in the setting sun; distant windows flashed fire; weather-vanes turned to jets of flame.

The red glow enveloped the road over which we travelled, now in company with scores of other vehicles, all bound for Boston — coaches, flies, chaises, wagons, farm wains — all moving slowly as though the head of the column had been checked by something which we could not yet see.

I rode forward to where Jack Mount was sitting on the box of the chaise, and he motioned me to his side.

Were close to Boston Neck, he said. Tommy Gage has been making some forts ahead of us since I last smelled the mud-flats yonder.

I rode on slowly, passing along the stalled line of vehicles, until, just ahead, I caught a glimpse of an earthwork flying the British flag. The red banner stood straight out in the sea-wind, rippling, and snapping like a whip when the breeze freshened. Under it a sentry moved, bayonet glittering as he turned, paced on, turned again, only to retrace his endless path on the brown rampart of earth.

I shall never forget that first coming to Boston, and the first glimpse of the round city, set there in the sea with only a narrow thread of land to fasten it to the continent which had made the citys cause its own. Nor shall I forget my first sight of the citys landward gate, closed by British earthworks, patrolled by British bayonets, with the red standard flying in the setting sun.

The Providence coach was standing in the road to my left, the six horses stamping restlessly, the outside passengers shivering in the harbour wind, while the red-nosed coachman muttered 372 and complained and craned his short bull-neck to see what was blocking the highway ahead.

Its them darned cannon, he explained to everybody who cared to listen; theyre a-haulin some more twenty-four pounders into the right bastion. Ding it! My horses are ketchin cold an bots an ring-bone while we set here in a free land waitin his Majestys pleasure!

The cannon will come handy — some day, called out a passenger from the Philadelphia coach, stalled just behind.

Youd better get your cannon out of the south battery before you lay plans to steal these! retorted a soldier, derisively, making his way towards the city between the tangle of wheels and horses which almost choked the road.

Well get em yet, young red-belly! shouted a fat farmer, cracking his whip for emphasis. His horses started, and he pulled them in, shouting: Whoa, lass! Whoa, dandy! Dont shy at a redcoat; he cant harm ye!

Gad! burst out an old gentleman on the Roxbury coach, is this rebel impudence to be endured?

A chorus of protestations broke from the tops of neighbouring coaches, but the sturdy old gentleman shook his cane, defying every Yankee within hearing, while the protests around grew to angry shouts and cries of: Enough! Tar the Tory! Pitch the old fool into the mud!

In the midst of the bawling and uproar the line of vehicles ahead suddenly started, and those behind moved on, rumbling over the planked road with creaking wheels and thunder of a hundred hoofs, drowning the voices of disputing Whig and Tory.

I looked up at the passengers as the huge mail-coaches with their four, six, or eight horses rumbled past. Many of the people glanced somewhat curiously down at me, smiling to see a forest-runner mounted on so fine a horse as Warlock. And I was proud to sit the saddle under their gaze, not minding the quips and jests directed at me from above; though, when once a mealy faced post-boy shouted at me, I fetched him a cuff on the ear which nigh unseated him, and drew a roar of laughter from the people near.

The Philadelphia coach with passengers from Maryland and Virginia came swaying up, horses dancing, guard standing 373 by the boot, and sounding his long coaching-horn — a gallant equipage, with its blue gear and claret body showing through a skin of half-dry mud.

I glanced up at the outside travellers, thinking I might know some face among them, yet not expecting it. There were no familiar faces. I wheeled my horse to watch the coach go by, glancing idly at the window where a young girl leaned out, sucking a China orange. Our eyes met for a moment; the girl dropped the orange and stared at me; I also eyed her sharply, certain that I had seen her somewhere in the world before this. The coach passed. I sat on my horse, looking after it, cudgelling my wits to remember that red-cheeked, buxom lass, who seemed to know me, too.

Then, as our chaise rattled by, with the post-boys urging the horses, and Jack Mount on the box, it came to me in a flash that the girl was the thief-takers daughter from Fort Pitt.

I rode up beside Mount and told him in a low voice that Billy Bishops buxom lass was ahead of us in the Philadelphia coach, and that he had best keep his wits and eyes cleared for Billy Bishop himself.

He shrugged his shoulders, not answering, but I noticed he was alert enough now, unconsciously fingering his rifle, while his quick eyes roamed restlessly as the chaise passed in between the British earthworks on the Neck.

Truly this Captain-General Thomas Gage, whom the King of England loved so well, had cut Boston from the land as neatly as his royal master had cut it from the sea.

The Roxbury road ran through a narrow passage between two bastions of earth, surrounded with a heavy abatis and trous de loup. In the left bastion I could see magazines and guard-houses, and beyond it, near the shore, a small square redoubt, a block-house, and a battery of six cannon. In the right bastion there was a guard-house, and beyond that a block-house on the shore of the mud-flats, while farther out in the shallow water lay a floating battery.

Our chaise rolled in through the earthworks and down a causeway surrounded by water. This was Boston Neck, a strip of made land not wider than a high-road, and blocked 374 at the northern extremity by a solid military work of stone and earth, bristling with cannon.

The gate guards eyed us sullenly as we drove into the city and up a long, dusty road called Orange Street. We continued to Newbury Street, to Marlborough Street, Mount directing us, thence through Cornhill to Queen Street, where we drew up at a very elegant mansion.

Dismounting, I took Mrs. Hamilton from the carriage, and she unmasked, for the fire was dying out in the western heavens.

If, she began slowly, I should bid you to supper at my house, would you hurt me with refusal, Michael?

Is this your house? I asked, in surprise.

Yes — my late husbands. Will you come?

I explained that I cared not to leave Mount, and that also we must seek a tavern as soon as might be, for we had much business on the morrow which could not wait.

She listened, with a faintly mocking air, then thanked me for my escort, thanked Mount for his share in providing me as her escort by stopping her carriage, and finally curtseyed, saying in a low voice: Your charming Miss Warren is doubtless impatient. Pray believe me that I wish you joy of your conquest.

I thought she meant it, and it touched me. But when I stepped to her door-yard to conduct her, she turned on me like a flash, and I saw her eyes all wet and brilliant, and her teeth crushing her under-lip.

For a charming journey in my own company, I thank you, she said; for your conceit and your insufferable airs, I will find a remedy — remember that! My humiliation under your own roof is not forgotten, Mr. Cardigan, and it shall not be forgotten until you pay me dearly!

Astonished at her bitterness, I found not a word to answer. A man-servant in purple livery opened the door. Mrs. Hamilton turned to me with perfect composure, returning my bow with the smile of an angel, and tripped lightly into her house.

The post-chaise had driven off into the mews when I returned to the street, but Jack Mount was waiting for me, patting Warlock, whose beautiful head had swung around to watch for my coming. 

Well, Jack? I asked, wearily.

The Wild Goose Tavern is ours, he said— good cheer and company to match it.

I walked out into the paved street, leading Warlock. Mount swaggered along beside me, squaring his broad shoulders whenever we passed a soldier, and whistling lustily Tryon County Men, till the stony streets rang with the melody.

We now crossed into Treamount Street, passed Valley Acre on our right into Sudbury Street, then northwest through Hilliers Lane, crossing Cambridge Street to Green Lane, and west again along Green Lane to the corner of Chambers Street, where it becomes Wiltshire Street and runs due north.

There was enough of daylight left for me to see that we were not in an aristocratic neighbourhood. Warehouses, ship-chandlers, rope-walks, and scrap-iron shops lined the streets, interspersed with vacant, barren plots of ground, rarely surrounded by wooden fences.

The warehouses and shops were closed and all the shutters and doors fast bolted. There was not a soul abroad in the streets, not a light to be seen save from one long, low building standing midway between Chambers and Wiltshire Streets — an ancient, discoloured, rambling structure, with a weather-vane atop, and a long, pillared porch in front, from which hung a bush of sea-weed, and a red sign-board depicting a creature which doubtless was intended for a wild goose.

Lord, Jack! I said, Shemuels Bear and Cubs appeared preferable to your Wild Goose yonder. Im minded to seek other quarters.

Never trust to the looks o things, he laughed. God made woodchucks to live on the ground, but they climb trees, too, sometimes. Do I think on the hog-pen when I eat a crisped rasher? Nenny, lad. Come on to the cleanest tap-room in Boston town and forget that the shutters yonder need new hinges!

I led Warlock into the mews to a clean, well-aired stable, where an ostler bedded and groomed him, and shook out as pretty a handful of grain as I had seen since I left Johnson Hall. 

Then Mount and I went into the tavern, where half a dozen sober citizens in string-wigs sat, silently smoking clay pipes with stems full three feet long.

Good-evening, the company! said Mount, pleasantly.

The men repeated his salutation, and looked at us sleepily over their pipes.

God save our country, gentlemen, said Mount, standing still in the centre of the room.

His mercy shall endure, replied a young man, quietly removing the pipe from between his teeth. What of the Thirteen Sisters?

They sew that we may reap, said Mount, slowly, and sat down, motioning me to take a chair in the circle.

The men looked at us curiously, but in silence, although their sleepy, guarded air had disappeared.

After a moment Mount asked if there was anything new.

Yes, replied the young man who had spoken before; the Lawyers and Merchants Club met at Coopers in Brattle Square last night to receive instructions from the Committee of Safety. I do not know what new measures have been taken, but whatever they may be we are assured that they will be accepted and imitated by every town in Massachusetts Bay.

Who were present? asked Mount, curiously.

The full committee, Jim Bowdoin, Sam Adams, John Adams, John Hancock, Will Phelps, Doctor Warren, and Joseph Quincy. Paul Revere called a meeting at the Green Dragon the same night, and the Mechanics Club sent invitations to the North End Caucus, the South End Caucus, and the Middle District, to consider the arrival of British transports from Quebec with the Tenth and Fifty-second regiments.

What! more troops? exclaimed Mount, in amazement.

How long have you been absent from Boston? asked the young man.

Since April, replied Mount.

Would you care to hear a few facts that have occurred since April, gentlemen? asked the young man, courteously including me in his invitation. Mount called the tap-boy and commanded cakes and ale for the company, with a harmless 377 swagger; and when the tankards were brought we all drank a silent but significant toast to the dark city outside our windows.

The young man who had acted as spokesman for his company now produced a small leather book, which he said was a diary. Pipes were filled, lips wet in the tankards once more, and then the young man, who said his name was Thomas Newell, opened his little note-book and read rapidly:

1774, May 18. — Man-o-war Lively arrived with Gen. Gage. Town meeting called. A. sent Paul Revere to York and Philadelphia. H. very anxious.

May 17. — Gage supersedes Hutchinson as Governor. S. A. has no hopes.

June 1. — Three transports here with redcoats. Thirteen Sisters notified.

June 14. — The Fourth Regiment (Kings Own) landed at the Long Wharf and marched to the Common. No riot.

June 15, a.m. — Stores on Long Wharf closed. Forty-third Regiment landed. We are already surrounded by a fleet and army, the harbour is shut, all navigation forbidden, not a sail to be seen except war-ships.

July 1. — Admiral Graves arrived with fleet from London, also transports with Fifth and Thirty-eighth Regiments.

July 2. — Artillery landed with eight brass cannon. Camped on Common. S. A. notified Thirteen Sisters.

July 4. — Thirty-eighth Regiment landed at Hancocks Wharf, with a company of artillery, great quantity of ordnance, stores, etc., three companies of the Royal Irish Regiment, called the Eighteenth Foot, and the whole of the Forty-seventh Regiment. Also bringing news that the Tenth and Fifty-second Regiments would arrive in a few days! S. A. sent riders to York and Philadelphia. Much hunger in town. Many young children dying.

Newell paused, glanced over the pages again, then shut the little book and placed it in his breast-pocket.

Mount sat grim and silent, twisting the scarlet thrums on his sleeves; the others, with painful, abstracted faces, stared at vacancy through the mounting smoke from their long clay pipes.

Presently the landlord came in, glanced silently around, saluted Mount with a quiet bow, paid his respects to me in a similar manner, and whispered that we might sup at our pleasure in the Square Room above. 

So, with a salute to the company, we rose and left the tap-room to the silent smokers of the long pipes.

The so-called Square Room of the Wild Goose Tavern was a low, wainscoted chamber, set with small deep windows. It was an ancient room, built in the fashion of a hundred years ago, more heavily wrought than we build in these days; and although the floor-beams had settled in places, and the flooring sagged and rose in little hillocks, yet the place suggested great solidity and strength. Nor was it to be wondered at, for this portion of the tavern had at one time been a detached block-house pierced for musketry, and the long loopholes were still there above the wainscoting.

Spite of its age and fortified allure, the Square Room was cheerful under its candle-light and illuminated sconces. Rows of framed pictures hung along the walls, the subjects representing coaching scenes in England and also many beautiful scenes from the sporting life of country gentlemen.

Relics of the hunting field also adorned the walls, trophies of fox-masks, with brush and pads, groups of hunting-horns, whips, and spurs, with here and there an ancient matchlock set on the wall, flanked by duelling-pistols, powder-horns, and Scottish dirks.

The furniture was of light oak, yet very clumsy and old-fashioned, being worn shiny like polished Chinese carvings. Pipe-racks of oak were screwed into the wainscoting under long shelves, well stored with pewters, glass tankards, punch-bowls, and tobacco-jars.

There were a few small square tables scattered along the walls, but the centre of the room was taken up with a long table, some three dozen chairs placed, and as many covers spread for guests.

To this long, tenantless table our host conducted us, seating us with a silent civility most noteworthy, and in sharp contrast to the majority of landlords, who do sicken their guests with obsequious babble.

Well, Clay, said Mount, hitching his heavy chair closer to the white cloth, I left brother Jim in good spirits at Pitt.

The landlord bowed, and seemed gratified to hear it. 

You should know, said Mount, turning to me, that our host is Barclay Rolfe, brother to Jim Rolfe, of the Virginia Arms in Fort Pitt. And to the landlord he said, Mr. Cardigan, late ward of Sir William Johnson, but one of us.

I owe your brother much, said I, more than a bill for a chaise and four. Possibly you have heard from him concerning that same chaise?

I have heard through Saul Shemuel, he said, gravely. I guess my brother was tickled to death to help you out of that pickle, Mr. Cardigan.

He shall not lose by it either, said I. My solicitor, Peter Weaver, of Albany, has sent your brother full recompense for the carriage and animals.

The elder Rolfe thanked me very simply, then excused himself to go to the kitchen where our dinner should now be ready.

It was truly a noble dinner of samp soup, roast pork, beans, a boiled cod, most toothsome and sweetly salt, and a great wild goose, roasted brown, with onion and sage dressing, and an aroma which filled the room like heavenly incense.

With this we drank October ale, touching neither Madeira nor sherry, though both were recommended us; but I wished not to mix draughts to set that latent deviltry a-brewing in Jack Mount, so refused all save ale for himself and for me, though I allowed him a hot bowl with his hazel nuts.

We now withdrew to one of the small tables in a corner of the room, a servant bringing thither our nuts and hot bowls, and also some writing materials for me.

These I prepared to use at once, pushing the nut-shells clear, and seized the pen to cramp it in my fist and set to work, tongue-moistening my determined lips:

October 28, 1774.

Thos. Foxcroft, Esquire,
Solicitor, Queen Street,
Boston.

My dear Sir, — At what hour this evening will it prove convenient for you to receive the undersigned upon affairs of the 380 utmost urgency and grave moment concerning Miss Warren whose interests I believe you represent?

The instant importance of the matter I trust may plead my excuse for this abrupt intrusion on your privacy.

Pray consider me, Sir,
Yr most obliged and obedient Servt
Michael Cardigan.

At the Wild Goose
near Wiltshire and Chambers Streets.

Sealing the letter, I bade the servant take it and bring an answer if the gentleman was at home, but in any event to leave the letter.

Mount had taken a pipe from the strangers rack, and now lighted it, peering out of the window, and puffing away in vast contentment.

Northward, across the water, the lights of Charlestown glimmered through a thin fog. Nearer, in mid-stream, rose the black hull of a British war-ship, battle-lanthorns set and lighted, stabbing the dark tide below with jagged shafts of yellow light, cut by little black waves which hastened seaward on the sombre ebbing tide.

As for Boston, or as much of it as we could see over the shadowy roofs and slanting house-tops, it was deathly dark and still. Fort Pitt, with its hundreds of people, which Boston could match with thousands, was far more stirring and alive than this dumb city of shadows, with never a stir in its empty streets, and never a light from a window-candle. Truly, we sat in a tomb — the sepulchre of all good mens hopes for justice from that distant England we had loved so well in kinder days.

Somewhere, deep in the dim citys heart, a fire was burning, and we could see its faint reflection on chimneys in the northwest.

Doubtless some regimental fire on the Common, muttered Mount, or a signal on Mount W — d — m, where the Light Horse camp. They talk to the war-ships and the castle from Beacon Hill, too. It may be that.

Musing there by the window, we scarcely noticed that, little by little, the room behind us was filling. Already at the long table a dozen guests were seated, some conversing, 381 some playing absently with their glasses, some reading the newspapers through round horn-rimmed spectacles.

Many of them glanced sharply at us; some looked at Mount, smiled, and nudged others.

Do you know any of these gentlemen, Jack? I asked, in a low voice.

He swung around in his chair and surveyed the table.

Ay, all o them, he said, returning their amused salutations; they all belong to the club that meets here.

Club? What club? I asked.

The Minute Mens. I meant to tell you that youre a member.

I a member? I repeated, in astonishment.

Surely, lad, else you never could ha passed these stairs. I am a member; I bring you, and now youre a member. Theres no oath to take in this club. Its only when you go higher into the secret councils like those o the three caucuses, the Mechanics, and some others I shall not mention, by your leave.

Mount watched the effect of his words on me and grinned.

You didnt know that I am one of the Minute Clubs messengers? Thats why I went to Pitt. Did you think I went there for my health? Nenny, lad. I had a message for Cresap as well as you, and I gave it, too.

He laughed, and moistened his lips at the hot bowl.

Paul Revere, the goldsmith — he who made the print of the Boston Massacre — is another messenger, but not of the Minute Club. He is higher — goes breakneck to York for S. A., you know.

What is S. A.? I broke in, petulantly. You all talk of J. H. and S. A. and the Thirteen Sisters, and I dont understand.

S. A. is Sam Adams, said Mount, surprised. J. H. is John Hancock, a rich young man who is with us to the last gasp. The Thirteen Sisters mean the thirteen colonies. Theyre with us, too — at least we hope they are, though York is a hell for Tories, and Philadelphias full o broad-brims who may not fight.

But what is this Minute Mens Club? I asked, curiously.

Headquarters for delegates from the Minute Men and 382 all alarm companies in Massachusetts Bay. You know that every town, village, and hamlet in the province is organized, dont you? Well, besides the regular militia we have alarm companies, where half of the men are ready to march at a minutes notice. One officer from every company throughout the province is delegated to attend the Minute Club here, so that he can keep his company in touch with the march of events.

Besides that, the club has a corps of runners, like me, to travel with orders when called on. Im in for a rest now, unless something pressing occurs.

And — what am I in this club? I asked, smiling to see how well Jack Mount had kept his secrets since I first knew him.

You? Oh, you are a recruit for Cresaps battalion, said Mount, much amused. We recruit here, for certain companies.

Is Cresap coming here? I asked, eagerly.

He marches in the spring with his Maryland and Pennsylvania Rangers — to pay his respects to Tommy Gage? Nenny! To help turn this pack o bloody-backs out of Boston, lad, and thats the truth, which you should know.

I sat silent, pondering on the strange circumstances of these months which had brought me so swiftly, from my boyhoods isolation, into the thick of the tremendous struggle between King and colony, a struggle still bloodless, save for the so-called Boston Massacre of some years past.

That Mount had coolly recruited me without my knowledge or consent disturbed me not at all: first, because I should have offered my poor services anyway; second, because, had I been free to select, I should have chosen to serve with Cresaps men, knowing him, as I did, for a brave and honourable young man.

I told Jack as much, and his face brightened with pleasure. He insisted on presenting me to the company — which was now fast filling the room — as one of Cresaps Rangers; and he further did most foolishly praise me for my bearing in certain common dangers he and I had shared, which made me red and awkward and vexed with him for my embarrassment. 

The gentlemen I met were all most kind and polite; some appeared to be gentlemen bred, others honest young men — over-silent and sober for their years, perhaps, but truly a sturdy, clean-limbed company, neatly but not fashionably attired, and the majority characterized by a certain lankness of body which tended to gauntness in a few.

All were officers of alarm companies belonging to the numerous towns of the province; all were simple in manner, courteous to each other, and thoughtful of strangers, inviting us to wine or punch, and taking no offence when I prudently refused, for my own sake as well as for Jacks.

Two soldiers of the Lexington militia entertained me most agreeably; they were Nathan Harrington and Robert Monroe, the latter an old soldier, having been standard-bearer for his regiment at Louisburg.

For years, he observed, quietly, the British have said that all Americans are cowards, and they have so dinned it into their own ears that they believe it. It is a strange thing for them to believe. Who was it stood fast before Duquesne when Braddocks British fled? Who took Louisburg? What men have fought for England on our frontiers from our grandfathers times?

Ay, broke in Harrington, they tell us that we are yokels without wit or knowledge to fire a musket. Yet, to-day, two-thirds of the men in our province of Massachusetts Bay have served as soldiers against the French or the savages.

That we are under the Kings displeasure, said Monroe, I can well understand; but that he and his ministers and his soldiers should wish to deem us cowards — we who are English, too, as well as they — passes my understanding.

Mayhap they will learn the truth ere winter, observed Harrington, grimly.

If I or my friends be cowards, I do not know it, added Monroe, simply. It is not well to boast, Nathan, for God alone knows what a man may do in battle; yet I myself have been in battle, and was afraid, too, but never ran. I carried Englands flag once. It is not well that she foul her own nest. 

I have never smelled powder; have you, sir? said Harrington, turning to me.

Not to boast of, I replied.

Mount says you conducted most gallantly under fire, said Monroe, smiling.

No more gallantly than did all at Cresaps fort, said I, annoyed. We were behind ramparts and dreaded nothing save an arrow or two.

But you had some warm work with certain Tories, too, began Monroe— one Walter Butler, I believe.

How did you hear of that? I asked, in astonishment.

Benny Prince brought the news, he replied. Where he heard it I do not know, but it is noised abroad that you laid no kind hands on Walter Butler and Lord Dunmore. Nay, sir, you should not be surprised. We have our agents everywhere, listening, watching, noting all facts and rumours for those whom I need not name. We know, for instance, that Walter Butler has travelled north in a litter. We know that Dunmore scarce dare show his head in Virginia for the shame you put upon him and the growing hatred of the people he governs. We know that Sir John Johnson is fortifying Johnson Hall and gathering hordes of savages and Tories in Tryon County. Ay, Mr. Cardigan, we know, too, that the son of your father will fight to the death for the cause which his honour demands that he embrace.

My father died for his King, I said, slowly.

And mine, too, said Monroe; but were he not with God to-day, I know where he would be found.

Others began to join our group. Mount, who had been conversing with a handsome and very fashionably dressed young man, approached our table with his companion, and presented me to him.

I had, of course, heard more or less of John Hancock, but had pictured him as an elderly man, sober of costume and stern and gray. Therefore my first meeting with John Hancock was a disappointment. He was young, handsome, decidedly vain, though quite free from affectation of speech or gesture. He appeared to lack that gravity of deportment and deliberation which characterized the company around us; gestures and words were at times impetuous if not whimsical; 385 he appeared not too free from an egotism which, I thought, tinged all he said, so that, somehow, his words lost a trifle of the weight they deserved to carry.

His style of dress was not to my taste, savouring of the French, I thought. He wore an apple-green coat, white silk stockings, very large silver buckles on his pumps, smallclothes of silver-net tied at the knees with pea-green ribbons, which fell to his ankles, and much expensive lace at his throat and cuffs.

His hair was frizzled and powdered, and worn in a French club with black ribbon, and the hair on his temples was loaded with pomatum and rolled twice.

He certainly was most civil to me, mentioning his pleasure that Captain Cardigans son should embrace the patriots cause, and inquiring most respectfully concerning the last moments of Sir William Johnson, a man, he said, for whom he had entertained the highest possible respect and admiration.

Our conversation was of short duration, Mr. Hancock being addressed and solicited by so many who had business with him in his capacity of delegate from the secret club at the Green Dragon Tavern.

I learned from the hints dropped that Boston was literally crowded with clubs, some open, some secret, but all organized to discuss politics, and pledged to combat the acts of the British Parliament to the bitter end.

Many clubs were formed among the Boston mechanics, of which the Mechanics Society or Club was the centre. The Boston mechanics, I learned, were the earliest and most constant supporters of the patriot cause. Neither threats, temptations, Tory arguments, nor loyalist bribes could shake their fidelity; and they were the people, too, who had most to lose when the city was closed to commerce. Starvation faced them; troops thickened in Boston; but the mechanics remained true. And although, when in dire need, to sustain their wives and little ones, they thoughtlessly started work on the new barracks, at a word of warning and explanation from the Committee of Safety, they left their work in a body, to the rage and chagrin of General Gage and every soldier and Tory in Boston. 

I further learned that the patriots carried on their political action not only by clubs and through the newspapers, but also by public meetings in defiance of Governor Gage.

All men know that we Americans have inherited the right of public meeting. But when the regulating act came from England to prohibit that right, it missed fire, for though it did forbid such meeting unless authorized by Governor Gage, it did not provide for adjourning meetings already in progress. Therefore the assemblies in all the provincial towns had begun meetings in anticipation of the 1st of August, the date set for their prohibition, and the meetings were carried over that date, and kept alive day after day by not being officially declared adjourned.

It was useless for Gage to fume; he had no authority under the law to adjourn them.

In Boston the people flocked in crowds to Faneuil Hall and the Old South Church, where Samuel Adams, James Otis, and Josiah Quincy were the orators. And the government, in secret dread, watched the people thronging around these fiery orators, whose theme was liberty and equal rights for all.

The Committees of Donation and of Correspondence were most active. The former was organized to distribute relief to the poor in the stricken city; the latter was formed to keep all patriots in all of the thirteen colonies in touch with each other, and to observe the approach of the great current which was surely bearing war upon the waves that formed its crest.

This Committee of Correspondence was the great executive of our party. It watched unceasingly: it received information from all the societies, clubs, town assemblies, caucuses, and local committees. It distributed all information, all warnings, all rumours, not only from America, but also, through its agents, from abroad.

Many of its members were also members of the Green Dragon. John Hancock was such a member, and therefore his presence here at the Wild Goose was perhaps significant.

That he was about to address the company was apparent, for everybody had now taken chairs and formed a semi-circle around Mr. Hancock, who stood leaning against the great 387 centre-table, coolly taking snuff, and glancing over a written sheet of paper which he held in his left hand.

It may be, he said, a trifle premature to discuss here in open meeting those measures of resistance contemplated and now under discussion in the Committee of Correspondence, the Provincial Congress, and the Continental Congress.

It is sufficient, therefore, for the moment, that you should know that Virginia and South Carolina are at last aroused to the necessity of taking thought for their local defences. I may also add that my Lord Dunmores government increases in rigour and also in disfavour.

The Committee of Correspondence has received word direct from Mr. Patrick Henry that he regards the cause of peace as already lost, and urges us to rely on Virginia, at least, for loyal support in whatever measures we may deem necessary to maintain our manhood in the face of all the world.

A murmur of applause swept like a whisper through the room, hushed immediately by cautious gestures and glances at the street outside, which might harbour a spy in its heavy gloom and impenetrable, brooding shadows.

There is a certain document embodying a proposed declaration, continued Hancock, which, although at present merely under discussion, I expect to see one day printed, completed, and framed, and hung in every home in these thirteen colonies. You may perhaps imagine what document I refer to, and doubtless many of you sitting here are not yet prepared for that supreme step forward in our manifest destiny. Neither, I may say, are many who have the framing of that declaration under discussion. Time alone will show that future of which I, for one, am so certain.

I am not here to discuss with you the proposed declaration in question, which is not even yet existent save in the hearts of those who have dared to dream of it.

I am here to submit to you a list of crimes against our colony of Massachusetts Bay, committed or contemplated by the King of England.

He unrolled his bit of paper, took a fresh pinch of scented snuff, and read, somewhat carelessly: 

The history of the present King of Great Britain:

He refuses his assent to necessary laws for the public good.

He forbids his Governors to pass laws of immediate importance, unless suspended in their operation till his assent be obtained; and when so suspended he has utterly neglected to attend to them.

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual with intent to fatigue, discourage, and annoy the members of such bodies.

He has repeatedly dissolved representative houses for opposing his invasions of the peoples rights.

He obstructs the administration of justice.

He makes judges dependent on his will alone for tenure of office and payment of salaries.

He has created a multitude of new offices and sent hither swarms of officers to harass our people.

He keeps among us, in times of peace, standing armies, without consent of our legislature.

He renders his military independent of and superior to civil power.

He protects these troops, by mock trials, from punishment for murders committed on the inhabitants of this province.

He has cut off our trade with the whole world.

He taxes us without our consent.

He deprives us of the benefits of trial by jury.

He transports us beyond the seas for trial for pretended offences.

He takes away our charters, abolishes our laws, suspends our legislatures.

Hancock looked up, still holding the paper unrolled.

Why, he said, lightly, this is no King, but a Cæsar amid his prætorians! Faith, I have been reading some history of the tyrants — surely not the history of our beloved monarch, George the Third!

There was a grim silence. Hancocks manner changed. He folded the paper, placed it in the bosom of his white waistcoat, and turned soberly to the rows of silent, seated men.

Yesterday, he said, a carpenter was arrested for stealing bread for his little children. May I request, gentlemen, that you send a delegate to the committee which will wait upon the Governor to-morrow to intercede for the starving man?

Then, with a brief inclination, he turned and left the room ere anybody was aware of his purpose. 

The effect of his unexpected appeal was as dramatic as his sudden exit. With one impulse the company rose, grave, pale, tight-lipped; little groups formed on the floor; few words passed; but Hancock had done his work, and every alarm company in Massachusetts would know, ere many hours, that they were to fight one day, not for their honour, but to prevent the King of England from driving them to dishonour, so that their children might not die of want before their eyes.

It was not an orators effort that Hancock had accomplished; it was a mere statement of a truth, yet so skilfully timed and so dramatic in execution that it was worth months of oratory before the vast audiences of Faneuil Hall. For he had startled the representatives of hundreds of villages, and set them thinking on that which was closest to them — the danger to the welfare of their own households. Such danger makes panthers of men.

If Hancock was theatrical at moments, the end justified the means; if he was an egotist, he risked his wealth for principle; if he was a dandy, he had the bravery of the true dandy, which clothes all garments with a spotless, shining robe, and covers the face of vanity under a laurelled helmet.

It was late when the servant returned from Mr. Foxcroft, with a curt note from that gentleman, promising to receive me at one oclock in the afternoon of the day following.

As I stood twisting the letter in my fingers, and staring out into the black city which perhaps sheltered the woman I loved somewhere amid its shadows, Jack Mount came up, peering through the window with restless eyes.

Cade has never returned to this tavern, he said, gloomily. No one here has either seen or heard of him since he and I left last April for Cresaps camp.


CHAPTER XXIII
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LIKE A RED lamp the sun swung above the smoky east, its round, inflamed lens peering through the smother beneath which Boston lay, blanketed by the thick vapours of the bay.

From my window I could distinguish the shadowy ship-yards close by. Northeast, across Green Lane, lay the Mill Pond, sheeted in mist, separated from the bay by an indented causeway.

On Corps Hill the paling signal-fires went out, one by one; a green light twinkled aloft in the dusky tangle of a war-ships rigging; the smoky beacon in its iron basket flared, sank, glimmered, and went out.

Across the street, through the white mist lifting, spectral warehouses loomed, every shutter locked, iron gates dripping rust.

Jack Mount came in, and sat down on the edge of the bed with a silent nod of greeting, clasping his large hands between his knees.

I have been thinking of that damned thief-taker, he said, yawning. If hes tracked me from Pitt hes a good dog, and his wife should cast a prime dropper some day.

A servant brought us a bowl of stirabout and some rusks and salted codfish, and we breakfasted there in my chamber, scarcely speaking. Instead of exultation at my nearness to Silver Heels, a foreboding had weighed on me since first I unclosed my eyes. The depression deepened as I sat brooding by the window where the white sea-fog rolled against the sweating panes. Mount ate in silence; I could scarcely swallow any food. Presently I pushed away my plate, drew paper and ink before me, and fell to composing a letter. From the tap-room below a boy came to bring us our morning cups, and we washed the salty tang from our throats. Mount 391 lighted his yard of clay and lay back, puffing smoke at the smeared window-panes. I wrote slowly, drinking at intervals.

The morning draught refreshed us; and when at length sunshine broke out over the bay, something of our dormant spirits stirred to greet it.

How silent is the world outside, said I, listening to the sea-birds mewing, and mending my quill with my hunting-knife.

Misery breeds silence, he said.

Are men starving here around us? I asked, trying to realize what I had heard.

Ay, and dying of it. The sun yonder no longer signals breakfast for Boston. Better finish your fish while you may.

He pulled slowly at his pipe. If I am right, he drawled, it would be close to mid-day now in England — the Kings dinner-hour. His Majesty should be greasing his chin with hot goose-gravy.

His blue eyes began to shine; the long pipe-stem snapped short between forefinger and thumb; the smoking bowl dropped, and he set his moccasined heel upon it, grinding clay and fire into the stone floor. I watched him for a moment, and then resumed my writing.

God save the King, he sneered, and smear his maw thick with good fat meat! Let the rebel babes o Boston die snivelling at their rebel mothers dried-up breasts! Its a merry life, Cardigan. I dreamed last night a naked skeleton rode through Boston streets a-beating a jolly ringadoon on his bones:

Yankee doodle came to town

A-riding on a pony—

But the pony was all bones, too, like the Pale Horse, and sat Death astride, beating ever the same mad march:

Yankee doodle — doodle — do!

Yankee doodle — dandy!

Twas the bay wind shaking the weather-vane — nothing more, lad. Come, shall we steer au large? 

I must first send my letter, said I; and began to re-read it:

Boston, October 29, 1774.

To Mistress Felicity Warren:

Dear, dear Silver Heels, — Being cured of my hurts and having done with Johnson Hall and my dishonourable kinsman, Sir John Johnson, Bart: I now take my pen in hand to acquaint you that I know all, how that through the mercy of Providence you have been reunited with your honrd parents, long supposed to have been with God, their name and quality I know not nor doubt that it is most honourable. I did think to receive a letter from you ere I left the Hall, yet none came, so I insulted Sir John and took Warlock who is mine of a right and I am come to Boston to pay my respects to yr honrd parents and to acquaint them that I mean to wed you as I love you my honrd cozzen but feel no happiness in as much as a deathly fear hath possessed me for some hours that I am never again to see you, this same haunting dread that all may not be well with you does not subdue and chill those ardent sentiments which of a truth burn as hotly now as they burned that sweet noonday at Roanoke Plain.

I further acquaint you that my solicitor, Mr. Peter Weaver of Albany, hath news that my uncle, Sir Terence Cardigan, Bart, is at a low ebb of life being close to his Maker through much wine and excesses, and hath sent for me, but I would not stir a peg till I have found you dear Silver Heels to ask you if you do still love that foolish lad who will soon be Sir Michael Cardigan to the world but ever the same Micky to you, though if war comes to us I doubt not that my title and estate will be confiscated in as much as I shall embrace the cause of the colonies and do what harm I may to the soldiers of our King.

My sweet Silver Heels, this letter is to be delivered to yr solicitor Mr. Thomas Foxcroft and by him instantly into your own hands, there being nothing in it not honourable and proper. I strive in vain to shake off the depression which so weighs down my heart that it is heavy with the dread that all may not be well with you, for I do distrust Sir John his word, and I do despise him heartily and deem it strange that he did conduct you to Boston under pretence of a business affair which he has since refused to discuss with me.

Dear maid, if yr honourable parents will permit, I shall this day venture to present myself and formally demand your hand in that sweet alliance which even death cannot end but must perforce render immortal for all time.

Your faithful and obedient
servant and devoted lover
Michael Cardigan.

The writing of this letter comforted me. I directed it to Miss Warren, in care of Mr. Thomas Foxcroft, to be delivered 393 immediately, and summoning a servant, charged him to bear it instantly to Mr. Foxcroft.

It is but a step to Queen Street, I said to the lank lad; so if by chance the young lady herself be living there, you shall wait her pleasure and bring me my answer. And I gave him three bright shillings fresh struck from the mint that year.

You will go with me, Jack? I asked, as the messenger vanished.

Mount, sprawling by the window, turned his massive head towards me like a sombre-eyed mastiff.

Daylight is no friend o mine, he said, slowly. In Boston here they peddle ballads about me and Cade; and some puling quill-mender has writ a book about me, the same bearing a gallows on the cover.

Then you had best stay here, I said; I can manage very well alone, Jack.

Once, continued Mount, thoughtfully, polishing his hatchet on his buckskin breeches— once I went strolling on the Neck, yonder, and no thought o the highway either, when a large, fat man came a-waddling with two servants, and a pair o saddle-bags as fat as the man, every bit.

He licked his lips and slowly turned his eyes away from mine.

The moon was knee-high over the salt-grass, he continued; the devils in the moon when its knee-high.

So you robbed him, I added, disgusted. Mount glanced guiltily around the room — anywhere but at me.

I only asked him what his saddle-bags might weigh, he muttered, and the fat fool bawled, Thief! Help! If he had not put it in my mind to scotch him! — but the great booby must out with his small-sword and call up his men. So, when he fell a-roaring that he was a Kings magistrate — why — why, I rubbed a pistol under his nose. And would you believe it, lad, the next thing I knew, Cade and I could scarce walk for the weight o the half-crowns in our breeches-pockets! It amazes me even yet — it does indeed!

Youd best look to your neck, then, I said, shortly. Remember Bishops buxom daughter on the Philadelphia coach last night. Where the kitten runs the catamount prowls. 

Oh, Ill take the air by night, observed Mount, with perfect good-humour. The night air o Boston is famous medicine for troubles like mine.

You will do no more tricks on the highway? I demanded, suspiciously.

He buried his nose in a pot of beer without replying. An hour passed in silence, save for the continual trotting to and fro of the boy from the tap-room, bearing deep, frothing tankards for Mount.

Have a care, I said, at length; if you drink like that youll be out and abroad and into every foolish mischief, as you were in Pittsburg. Be a man, Jack!

Im all salty inside like a split herring, he said, reaching for a fresh pewter, and blowing the foam till it scattered over the floor like flakes of snow.

Two hours had dragged on towards their finish, and already the clocks in the tavern were tolling the death of another hour, when my lank messenger came breathless to the door with a letter for me, and at the first glance I saw that the writing was the hand of Silver Heels herself.

Mount gaped at me, then one of his rare and delicate instincts moved him to withdraw. I heard him leave the room, but did not heed his going, for I was already deep in the pages of the letter:

Dear Lad, my old Comrade, — Mr. Foxcroft did summon me to consider your letter of last evening, how it were best to inform you of what you should know.

Now comes your letter of this morning by your messenger, and leaves me a-tremble to breathe its perfume of the love which I had, days since, resigned.

For I did write you constantly to Johnstown in care of Sir John, and no answer came save one, from Sir John, saying you cared not to answer me my letters. This cruel insult from Sir John could not have been the truth in light of the letter now folded in my bosom, and softly rustling nestled against my breast.

But it is plain to me, dear heart, that you as yet know nothing of what great change has come to me. And so, before I dare give you the answer which burns my mouth and thrills this poor body o mine which aches for you, I must, for honours sake, reveal to you what manner of maid you would now court, and into what desperate conditions I am come; not that I doubt you, Michael, dear soul of chivalry and tender truth!

Know then, my friend, that I am hopelessly poor in this 395 worlds goods; know, too, that the new name I bear is a name marked for pity or contempt by those few who have not long since forgotten it. It is the death of my pride to say this. Yet I say it.

My father is old and broken. His faculties have failed; he is like a child who forgets what his tongue utters, even while voicing his harmless desires. His property is gone; he does not know it. He sees around him the shadows of the past; he talks with the dead as though they sat at his elbow.

His house is an empty shell; his lands have grown into thickets; his estate is lost to him through taxes long unpaid. Yet everywhere the phantoms of dead scenes surround him; ghosts walk with him through spectral domains, ride with him to hounds, carry his colours to victory on the race-course, sit with him at table, pour water for him which, in his wrapped eyes, bubbles like wine.

Believe me, dear friend, it is pitiful and sad — sad past all I have ever known.

For me, too, it is so strange, so hopeless, that, even after these long days, it is still an untrue dream from which I seem too weary and stunned to rouse and drive the gray vision from me.

Long ago, in a distant year of sunlight, I remember a child called Silver Heels, whose mad desire for rank and power crammed her silly head, till, of a sweet May day, love came to her. Love drove her to folly; love reclaimed her; love lies still in her heart, watching for you with tireless eyes.

Dear heart, would you take me? Even after all you now know? Do you want me, Michael? — me? — when all the world lies before you?

I once most wickedly said that if I had been humbly born, I would not for my prides sake wed with you. It is not true, Michael; I will wed with you. But, if after what you have learned, you care no longer to wed me, do not write me; do not come to give me reasons.

Mr. Foxcroft attends me. We will await you at his house, at noon, and if you come — as, God help me I believe you will — then I shall teach you what a maids love can mean. Oh, to have you again, as I held you those long days on the trail; but you were too near death to know it! — too close to death to hear all I promised you if only you would live!

Felicity.

Mount! I cried, all of a-tremble, I shall wed this noon! Get me a parson, man! And I began tearing off my buckskins and flinging them right and left, shouting for Jack the while, and dressing in my finest linen and my silver-gray velvet. 

Now choking with the tears that I could not crush back, now smiling at the sunlight which yellowed the white walls of my chamber, I shouted at intervals for Mount, until the tap-boy came to say that Mount had gone out. So I bade the tap-boy hasten forth and buy me a large nosegay with streamers, and fetch it to me instantly; and then returned to my toilet with a feverish haste that defeated its own purpose.

At last, however, I hung my sword, dusted the hair-powder from frill and ruffle, buckled shoon and knees, and shook out the long soft lace over my cuffs. Then I found the ring I had bought in Albany, and placed it in my silver-webbed waistcoat with its flowered flaps of orange silk.

The inn clocks chimed for ten as the lad brought me a huge nosegay all fluttering with white silken streamers.

Where is my companion? I asked, red as a poppy under his grins.

Below, sir, replied the lad, hesitating.

Drunk? I demanded, angrily.

Tolerable, said the lad.

With that I seized my nosegay, set my small French hat on my head, and went down the side stairway to the street.

Mount, swaggering on the tap-room porch, spied me and rubbed his startled eyes. But I seized him by the painted cape of his fox-trimmed hunting-shirt, and jerked him to and fro savagely.

Idiot! Tippler! Pottle-pot! I cried, in a rage. Im to be married — dye hear? Married! Married! Get me a parson! Take my nosegay! So! Now walk behind me as if you knew what decent folk are accustomed to do at a sudden wedding!

How can I get you a parson if Im to march here behind you, bearing this nosegay? he remonstrated, sidling away towards the tavern again.

You stay where you are! I said; then I called a servant and bade him find a parson to go instantly to the house of Thomas Foxcroft in Queen Street, and there await my coming.

Mount, almost sobered, through sheer astonishment, regarded me wildly. 

Jack, old friend, I said, in a burst of happiness, Ive found her, and she will be my wife by noon! Give me joy, Jack! — and mind that nosegay, idiot! Hold it aloft, else the streamers will trail in the dust! Now, then! Follow me! Gingerly, idiot, gingerly!

And away I marched, scarce knowing what I did in my excitement, but turning now and again to see that Mount followed, bearing the nosegay with proper care.

If you are to be wedded at noon, he said, timidly, as we were hurrying through Cambridge Street, what are we going to do until then — walk the streets like this? Lord, what a fool I feel!

I stopped short. It was quite true that I was not expected at Mr. Foxcrofts before noon, and it was now but ten oclock or a little after.

I cant sit still in that tavern, I said. Let us walk, Jack. Two hours are quickly past. Come, step beside me — and mind those ribbons! Jack! I am mad with happiness!

Then let us drink to it, suggested Mount, but I jerked him to my side, and scarcely knowing what to do or where to go, started on, with the vague idea of circling the city in a triumphal march.

I shall never forget my first glimpse of the city by daylight: its brick houses streaked with sea-fog, its bare wooden wharves glimmering in the sunshine, as Mount and I passed through Lyna Street and out along the water by Lees ship-yard and Waldos Wharf.

Northward across the misty water the roofs and steeples of Charlestown reddened in the sun; to the west the cannon on Corps Hill glittered, pointing seaward over the Northwest Water Mill. From somewhere in the city came the beating of drums and the faint squealing of fifes; the lion banner of England flapped from Beacon Hill; white tents crowned the summit of Valley Acre; the ashes of the beacon smoked.

In the northwestern portion of the city the quiet of death reigned; there was not a sign of life in the streets; the wooden houses were closed and darkened; the ship-yards and wharves deserted; not a living soul was to be seen abroad. Mounts noiseless moccasined tread awoke no echoes, but my smart heels clattered as we turned southeast through squalid 398 Hawkins Street, through Sudbury, Hanover, Wings Lane, Dock Square, by the Town Dock, and then south, past the Long Wharf and Battery Marsh, above which, on Fort Hill, another British flag rippled against the blue sky.

The damned rag flies high to-day, muttered Mount.

Are you not done with cursing it? I said, impatiently. This is no day for bitterness.

Its a slaves flag, retorted Mount— parry that!

It flew for centuries above free men; let that plead for it! I answered.

There was an inn on Milk Street, near Bishops Alley, and the first open house we had encountered. Mount, before I could prevent him, had nosed out the tap-room, and I followed perforce, although I knew well enough that it was an ill-advised proceeding, the place being full of British soldiery and Mount in a quarrelsome mood.

The soldiers eyed Mount and his nosegay askance, and Mount cocked his fox-skin cap and ruffled it offensively, outstaring the most insolent of them. But presently, to my relief, the soldiers left without accepting the opportunity for a quarrel, and Mount, somewhat dejected, refilled his glass and emptied it, with a disagreeable laugh. Then we went out by way of Winter Street to the Mall, Jack bearing my nosegay as though it had been a hostile ensign to flaunt before all England.

There seemed to be many people abroad on Common Street; the shops were open all along Treamount and King streets, and the Boston citizens went about their affairs as soberly and quietly as though the city were not choking to death with Englands heavy fist at its throat.

As for the Boston people, they resembled our good townsmen of Tryon County somewhat, though their clothes were of a more elegant cut, and even the snuffiest of them wore lace and buckles. Their limbs and features, however, appeared long and thin, a characteristic I had already noticed in New England folk.

Through the double rows of trees I could see the tents of the marines pitched on the Mall, and beyond them a park of artillery and some low redoubts. Soldiers were passing everywhere: here a company marching to the drum across 399 the Common, black gaiters twinkling; there a squadron of Light Horse, in blue and silver, riding, two abreast, to their barracks on George Street. Anon comes a company of red-necked Highlanders, bagpipes squawling, and it made me think of Johnson Hall to see their bare shins passing, sporrans a-swing, and the crawling whine of their pipes in my ears.

I looked at my watch; it was eleven oclock. Mount and I leaned back against the railing of the south burying-ground, watching the busy life of the camp on the Common. I had never before seen so many soldiers together, nor such a brilliant variety of uniforms. The towns-people, too, lingered to watch the soldiers, some sullenly, some indifferently, some in open enjoyment. These latter were doubtless Tories, for in their faces one could not mistake the expression of sneering triumph. Also many of them talked to the soldiers, which earned them unconcealed scowls from passing citizens.

Well, said Mount, have you seen enough of the lobster-backs? The sight of them, he continued, raising his voice, sours my stomach, and I care not who knows it.

Several people near us looked at him.

Keep quiet! I said, sharply. I have no desire to spend the day in the provost cell yonder. Can you not remember what this day means to me?

Mount shrugged his broad shoulders, lighted his pipe, and sat down on the grass under a tall elm.

Sit beside me, lad, he said, and Ill tell you all about these gay birds, and how to know them by their plumage. Mark! Yonder comes an officer in black and scarlet, wearing a single gold epaulette and a gold gorget, with the royal arms in gold on his white baldric. Thats the royal artillery, Mr. Cardigan. That gay old buck beside him is a colonel of foot. Hes all scarlet trimmed up with yellow and white. Most of them wear white breeches and black gaiters. There! That fellow in blue and silver, with orange cuffs and top-boots, is a trooper of Light Horse. See the steel head-piece with its roll of bear-skin and the orange plume on the left side. Some of em wear red cuffs and plumes, but you can tell them by their laced blue vests and jack-boots, and the officers by white baldrics and two silver epaulettes. 

What is that fellow there with the bear-skin cap and white plume and tassels? I asked, with a pretence of interest which in my anxiety and excitement I could not feel. The splendid uniform which I pointed out glittered in stripes of silver and pale blue embroidery over a scarlet coat.

That lad is a drummer of the Grenadiers, said Mount. The soldier beside him with the green facings and green-and-gold stock is one of the Twenty-fourth Foot — a sergeant by his baldric and cross-spear. Oh, theyre gay and godless, as the Weasel would say—

He paused and looked down. The slightest tremor twitched his underlip. I laid my hand lightly on his shoulder.

Ay, ay, he said, Im lost without him — I dont know what to do — I dont know. I see him in my sleep; he comes in dreams o the woods. I wake laughing at his dry jests, and find my face twisted wi tears. Theres never a leaf stirs on a bough but I listen for Cades padded footfall behind me; theres never a free wind blows but I hark for his voice a-calling me back to the sweet green forest and the spice o the birch camp-fire. Lad! lad! Hes dead and buried these long weeks, and I am but a weird-hound on a spectre trail, dogging his wraith.

We sat there on the grass watching the marines drilling; the artillery trotted clanking past for exercise at the Fox Hill redoubt, and presently we heard the dull boom-booming of their cannon along the west shore of the bay.

They even shoot at the rebel fishes, sneered Mount, raising his voice for the benefit of his neighbours.

I sprang to my feet impatiently, adjusted my sword, and dusted the skirts of my coat.

Its not half-past eleven yet, observed Mount.

I dont care, I muttered; I shall go to Queen Street now. Come, Jack! I cannot endure this delay, I tell you.

He did not answer.

Come, Jack, I repeated, turning around to summon him. What are you staring at, man?

As I spoke a roughly clad man pushed in between me and Mount, swinging a knobbed stick; another man followed, 401 then another. Mount had leaped to his feet and backed up to my side.

Its Billy Bishops gang! he said, thickly. Leave me, lad, or theyll take us both!

Before I could comprehend what was on foot, half a dozen men suddenly surrounded Mount, and silently began to close in on him.

Go! muttered Mount, fiercely, pushing me violently from him.

No, you dont! said a cool voice at my elbow; we want the Weasel, too, for all his fine clothes!

The next instant a man in a red neck-cloth had seized my hands in a grip of iron, and, ere I knew what had happened, he clapped the gyves on one of my wrists. With a cry of rage and amazement I tore at my manacled hand, and, partly helpless as I was, I sprang at the fellow. He struck me a fierce blow with his cudgel, and ran around the edge of the swaying knot of human figures which was slowly bearing Mount to the ground.

Then Mount rose, hurling the pack from him, and striking right and left with his huge arms. I saw the nosegay fly into a shower of blossoms, and the silken ribbons flutter down under the trampling feet.

For a moment I caught Mounts eye, as he stood like a deeply breathing bull at bay, then swinging the steel manacle which was locked on my right wrist, I beat my way to Mounts side, and faced the thief-taker and his bailiffs.

They rushed us against the fence of the burying-ground, bruising us with their heavy cudgels, and knocking the war-hatchet from Mounts fist. I had my sword out, but could not use it, the manacles on my wrist clogging the guard and confusing me. In the uproar around us I heard cries of: Death to the highwaymen! Kill the rogues! A vast crowd was surging up on all sides; soldiers drew their hangers and pushed their way to the side of the baffled bailiffs.

Give up, Jack Mount! cried the stout man with the red neck-cloth— give up, in the Kings name! Its all over with you now! Ive run you from Johnstown on a broad trail, God wot! and I want your brush and pads, old fox! 

Mount displayed his broad knife coolly. The sunlight played over the blade of the murderous weapon; the crowd around us broke into a swelling roar.

Suddenly a soldier struck heavily at Mount with his hanger, but Mount sent the sword whirling with the broad, short blade in his hand.

If youll let this gentleman go, Ill give up, said Mount, sullenly. Answer me, Billy Bishop!

Come, come, said Bishop, in a bantering voice, we know all about this gentleman, Jack. Dont you worry; well take care he has a view of the Roxbury Cross-road as well as you!

The taunt of the cross-roads gallows transformed Mount into a demon. He hurled his huge bulk at the solid mass of people; I followed, making what play I could with my small-sword, but in a moment I was down in the dust, blood pouring from my face, groping blindly for the enemies who were already clapping the irons on my other wrist.

Through the roar and tumult of frantic voices I was dragged into a stony street, crushed into the pit of a crowd, which hurried me on resistlessly. White, excited faces looked into mine; hundreds of clinched fists tossed above the dense masses on either side. Again and again I plunged at those who drove me, but they thrust me onward. Far ahead in the throng I saw the head and shoulders of Jack Mount overtopping them all.

The mob halted at a cross-street to allow a cavalcade of horsemen to pass. Above the heads of the people I could see the cavalry riding, sabres bared, the riders glancing curiously down at the rabble and its prisoners. A coach passed, escorted by dragoons; a gentleman looked out to seek the reason of the uproar. From his coach window his head leaned so close to me that I could have touched it. The gentleman was Walter Butler.

A thief, sir, cried a bailiff; taken by Bishop on the Mall. Would your lordship be pleased to see his comrade, the notorious Jack Mount?

Drive on, said Butler, impassively. Then the crowd began to hoot and jeer as the bailiffs pushed me forward once more through the dust of Cornhill up Queen Street. 

And so, crushed by the awful disgrace which had fallen on me, writhing, resisting, dishevelled, I was forced into the Court-house on Queen Street, across the yard, and into the gates of the prison, which crashed behind me, drowning the roars of the people in my stunned ears.


CHAPTER XXIV
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I WAS TAKEN, in company with Jack Mount, on Monday morning, the 29th of October, 1774, without warrant or process, without a shadow of legal right, without the faintest justification or excuse, save that I had been seen conversing with Mount on the Mall, and had resisted the thief-taker Bishop and his filthy gang of bailiffs.

From the 29th of October until the 15th day of December, chained ankle to ankle, wrist to wrist, and wearing a steel collar from which chains hung and were riveted to the rings on my legs, I lay in that vile iron cage known as the Pirates Chapel, in company with Mount and eight sullen, cursing ruffians, taken in piracy off the Virginia capes by his Majestys ship Hebe, consort of the frigate Asia.

During those six weeks not a moment passed in which I despaired, not an hour dragged out its chain of minutes but I believed it must be the hour for my delivery from this hideous injustice.

From the minute I had entered the Chapel, the dull amazement which had fettered mind and body in a strange paralysis gave way to a deadly patience. My benumbed faculties grew clear; every sense became abnormally alert. Calmly I faced the terrible dilemma; I probed its consequences coolly; I understood that while Walter Butler held the Governors ear, and while the Governor held the civil power at his own pleasure, and used it as whim or caprice moved him, I could neither hope for a hearing before a magistrate nor dare expect a trial by my countrymen. The soiled hand of England had polluted the ermine of the judges; the bayonets of England cleared the court-rooms; the mocking Governor brooded in Province House, watching the structure of civil rights crumble and collapse, while his judges, his sheriffs, his bailiffs, and his soldiers prowled 405 through the débris of a structure which had been reared by my own peoples martyrdom.

As for communication with the outside world, with friends, even with hostile relatives, or with the Governor himself, there was no possible chance. Our steel cage was set in the centre of a stone chamber, the barred windows of which opened on a bare stony parade, bounded on the east by Cornhill, on the west by Treamount Street, and on the south by School Street and the dead wall enclosing Kings Chapel. There was not a soul to be seen in the prison or outside save the marine sentinels, the jailers, the warden of the prison, and the eight ruffians who were caged with us, among whom there was but a single Englishman.

Our cage was bedded with straw like a kennel; our food was brought us three times a day, in earthen bowls. A wooden spoon went with each bowl, otherwise the feed differed nothing from the feed of dogs.

Mount, in the beginning, had conducted like a madman, passing swiftly up and down his cage, pacing to and fro along the ranks of steel bars, blank fury glaring from his eyes, jaw hanging like the jowl of a committed panther.

All that first night he stalked the cage, brushing the bars with brow and thigh, and deep in his blue eyes there burned a terrible light, like the livid witch-fires which flare in haunted swamps.

At first the manacled ruffians who lay about us in the straw watched him doggedly, but as the night wore on and his pacing never ceased, they growled sullen protest. Then he slowly turned on them, baring his white teeth.

From that moment they gave him room and he ruled the cage as a silent, powerful beast rules, scarcely conscious of the cringing creatures who huddle around his legs, and whose presence cannot invade the solitude of his own fierce misery.

The light in the stone chamber was cool and gray — clear enough, yet never tinged with sunlight. Night brought thick, troubled shadows creeping around the single candle which dripped from an iron socket riveted to the wall. Then the shades of the jailers fell across the floor as the large lanthorn was set outside in the corridor, and all night long the shuffling tread of the sentry marked the dead march of time. 

For three days, now, I had not touched the broth which was set on the straw beside me; I do not know that I should have made the effort to eat at all, except for an accident. It happened in this manner: one day, towards the middle of December, I had been lying on my belly, trying to think out something of that future which I had not yet despaired of. Musing there, nose buried in my arms, I lay almost on the verge of slumber, yet with one eye on the corridor beyond, when I saw distinctly a womans face peer through the thick grating which separated the corridor from our stone chamber.

After a while the face disappeared; I lay still a moment, then touched Mounts arm.

He turned his haggard face to me.

Bishops daughter is in the corridor, I whispered.

Where? asked Mount, vacantly.

Out there behind the grating. She may do something for — for you. If she should, I think we had better try to eat.

Yes, he said, we must eat. And he turned with a snarl on one of the caged wretches behind us who for days had been battening on the food that neither Jack nor I touched.

The man was in the act of dragging Mounts bowl and spoon towards his own nest in the straw, but he dropped the food and shrank back as Mount seized it with an oath.

I also secured my own bowl of bread and broth, and, together, we ate as animals eat, eying the others malevolently and askance.

That night Mount lay awake, watching the grating. At dawn I awoke to watch, and Mount rolled himself up into a ball of buckskin and slept the first peaceful sleep which had come to him since his taking.

The day passed in horrible monotony; our straw had become so foul that my head swam with the stench. But towards evening came a jailer and two soldiers, who raked the filthy straw from our cage, mopped the reeking floor, and when it had partly dried, shook us down a bedding of sweet rye-straw, into which we burrowed like dogs.

That night we heard the noise of hammers overhead, and at first terror seized on all in the cage, for we believed that 407 workmen had come to build gibbets. In the morning, when our jailer arrived to fetch us water, I spoke to him, scarcely expecting a reply, for he had never before paid the faintest attention to questions from any of us.

I was surprised, therefore, when he hesitated, glanced up at me, and finally informed me that the hammering we heard was made by masons and carpenters who were reconstructing the upper tiers of the prison for the new warden and his family.

Presuming on his pleasant manner, I continued my questioning, but he soon silenced me with a shake of his head.

I know nothing about your case, he said. Matters move slowly here; the prison is crowded with rebels who have defied the Governors edict against public assemblies. Their cases come before yours, young man.

And the others here? I asked.

He paid no attention to my question.

I asked for news of the outside world, but he would give me none.

Mount, whose morbid curiosity had been aroused by the sight of some workmen digging holes in the yard outside the prison, stood up to watch them. The other prisoners also huddled to the south side of the cage, their chains making a great clanking as they moved. At the moment when their backs were turned the jailer looked at them significantly, then at me, and, to my horror, passed his withered fingers over his corded throat.

I stared at him, fascinated, but he shrugged his stooping shoulders, shuffled off to the wicket, let himself out, and slammed the grating.

That night I sat close to Jack Mount, my hand on his broad shoulder, crushing back the lump in my throat. I believed he was to die soon; when, I did not know; but the grim gesture of the jailer had conveyed a hint that could not be mistaken.

At dawn I stood up to gaze fearfully out into the prison yard. Snow had fallen; workmen were digging at the holes with pick and crow.

When the jailer brought breakfast to us, he laid two bundles of sail-cloth on the floor under the windows beyond 408 our cage. Later he returned and carefully nailed each strip of cloth over the windows, hiding our view of the prison yard.

Mount asked him why he did that; the other prisoners became restless and suspicious, calling out to the jailer in Spanish and Portuguese; even the Englishman broke his long silence with a sneering inquiry as to the reason of cutting off our view. The jailer continued his task without answering or even glancing at the imprisoned men, who now crowded against the bars, clamouring, gesticulating, and clanking their manacles. They were stunted, swarthy fellows, bull-necked, shaggy of hair and beard, clothed in filthy shreds of finery to which the straw stuck.

Some were frightfully scarred; some were still swathed in bandages, greasy with filth, tied over unhealed sores or wounds. One of them, who wore large gold hoops in his ears, had lost his right hand, but he beat against the steel bars with the mangled stump, and cried ever: Listen, señor, you good fellow! Hé! Señor! I say, señor! They will to do me no harm, eh? I am innocent, what? And thus I say to your señor Governor; eh, you good fellow? What? It is the holy truth, by Jesu!

The Englishman laughed scornfully: Theyre planting trees in the yard outside. Well all climb them soon, wont we, jailer?

By God, muttered Mount, they are planting gallows!

When he had shrouded the windows, the jailer scrambled briskly to the floor and hastened out through the wicket, unheeding the shouts and shrill cries of the ruffians, who had rushed to the other side of the cage. When the wicket slammed the panic ceased; a dead silence followed, then one of the Spaniards uttered a piercing scream and fell down into the straw, tearing and biting at his chains.

Die like a man! Die like a man! said the Englishman, contemptuously; but terror had seized another of the ruffians, and he began hobbling around the cage, shrieking out prayer on prayer.

Mount, pale and composed, lay at full length in our corner, watching the wicket, a straw between his white teeth. I sat beside him, my heart hammering under my torn shirt, 409 resolutely crushing back the terror which was feeling my throat with icy fingers.

Do you believe they are setting the gibbets? I asked.

Yes, he said.

After a moment he added: Why did you not leave me, lad? This is foul company for a gentleman to die in.

Terror choked me. I sank face downward in the straw, blind with fright, and lay there shaking till the candle was lighted and the lanthorn in the corridor sent its yellow rays through the wicket.

Black, whirling thoughts swarmed through my brain; again and again I fought the battle for courage, only to lose it and again find myself faint with horror, tearing silently at my chains.

Now that I know I am to die, said Mount, calmly, I shall die easily enough. It was hope that hurt. I shall die easily.

I shall die hard, I stammered; no one will know it, but I shall die hard out there in the snow.

I will stand next to you if I can, said Mount. If you feel weak, reach out and touch me. I shall jest with the hangman. It is easy; you will see how easy it can be. I raised my head to look at him.

You care nothing, I said, fiercely; you will see Cade Renard, and you care nothing! But I am leaving her!

God will right all that, said Mount, gravely.

As for death, I blurted out, pronouncing the word with an effort, I can die as coolly as you. But — but a gentlemans son — on the gibbet — hanging in chains between thieves — the disgrace—

Shame strangled the voice in my throat, my head reeled.

Our Lord so died, said Mount, slowly.

I sat still as a stone. Mount gathered his knees in his hands and chewed his straw peacefully, blue eyes fixed on vacancy.

Presently I plucked his sleeve. Yes, lad, he said, without turning.

You are not afraid that I will not know how to meet — it? I asked.

No. 

I am — am not afraid, I whispered. I mean to bear myself without fear. I shall speak to you when — we are ready. You shall see I am not afraid. Will they pray, Jack?

When? Now?

No, to-morrow.

They will say a prayer on the gallows, lad.

Will they take off our chains?

No.

How — how long shall we hang?

A long time, lad.

Could anybody know our features?

The weather will change them. Have you never seen a cross-roads gibbet?

No. Have you?

Yes, lad.

After a silence I said, I hope no one will know me.

He did not reply; the candle-flame in the dripping socket swayed in icy draughts from the wicket; the Spaniards muttered and moaned and cried like sick children; the Englishman stood in silence, staring at the windows through which he could not see.

Presently he came over to our corner. We had never before spoken to him, nor he to us, but now Mount looked up with a ghost of a smile and nodded.

Its all behind that window, said the Englishman, jerking his thumb over his shoulder; well know all about it this time to-morrow. Is the young one with you afraid?

Not he, said Mount.

The Englishman sat down on his haunches.

What do you suppose it is? he asked.

What? Death?

Ay.

I dont know, said Mount.

Nor I, said the Englishman, with an oath; and, he added, I have dealt it freely enough, too. Have you?

Yes, said Mount.

And he? glancing at me.

Once, I replied, hoarsely.

Ive watched men die many times, continued the Englishman, rubbing his thumb reflectively over his irons, and 411 Im not a whit the wiser. Ive seen them hang, drown, burn, strangle — ay, seen them die o fright, too. Puff! Out they go at last, and — leave me gaping at their shells. Ive slid my hanger into men and the blood came, but I was none the wiser. What makes the dead look so small? Have you ever killed your enemy? Is there satisfaction in it? No, by God, for the second you stop his breath hes gone — escaped! And all youve got is a thing at your feet with clothes too large for it.

He looked at me and played with his wrist-chains. Youre six feet, he said, musingly; youll shrink to five foot six. They all do. Ill wager you are afraid, young man!

You lie! I said.

Spoken well! he nodded. Youll die smiling, yet. As for the Spaniards yonder, theyll sail off squalling. Its their nature; I know.

He rose and glanced curiously at Mount.

You have not followed the sea? he asked.

Mount shook his head absently.

Highway?

At intervals.

Well, do you know anything about this place called Death? asked the Englishman, with a sneer.

I expect to find a friend there, said Mount, looking up serenely.

At that moment a faint metallic sound broke on our ears. It seemed to come from the depths of the prison. We listened; the Spaniards also ceased their moaning and sat up, alert and quiet. The sound came again — silence — then the measured cadence of footfalls.

Mount had risen; I also stood up. The Spaniards burrowed into the straw, squealing like rats. Tramp, tramp, tramp, came the heavy footfalls along the corridor; the ruddy gleam of lanthorns played over the wicket.

Halt! Ground arms!

Lights blinded our dazzled eyes; bayonets glittered like slender flames.

An officer stepped to the lanthorn; a soldier raised it; then the officer unrolled a parchment and began to read very rapidly. I could not distinguish a word of it for the cries of 412 the Spaniards, but I saw the jailer unlocking our cage, and presently two soldiers stepped in and drove out a Spaniard at the point of their bayonets.

Shrieking, sobbing, supplicating, the Spaniards were thrust out into the corridor; the Englishman went last, with a contemptuous nod at Mount and me, and a cool gesture to the soldiers to stand aside.

Mount followed; but, as he stepped from the cage, a soldier pushed him back, shaking his head.

Not yet? asked Mount, quietly.

Not yet, said the soldier, locking the cage and flinging the iron key to the jailer.

Into the prison passed the tumult; the solid walls dulled it at last; then came the far echo of a gate closing, and all was silent.

I turned to the draped windows. Dawn whitened the sail-cloth that hung over them. A moment later I heard drums in the distance beating the Rogues March.


CHAPTER XXV
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WE WERE CONDEMNED to death without a hearing by a military court sitting at Fort Hill, before which we appeared in chains. The 19th of April was set for our execution; we were taken back to the south battery in a coach escorted by light horse, and from there conveyed through the falling snow to the brick prison on Queen Street.

This time, however, we were not led into the loathsome Pirates Chapel, but the jailers conducted us to the upper tier of the prison, recently finished, and from the barred windows of which we could look out into Long Acre and School Street across the eight gibbets to the Kings Chapel. It appeared that England treated condemned highwaymen with more humanity than coast pirates, for our cells were clean and not very cold, and our food was partly butchers meat. Besides this, they allowed us a gill of rum every three days, an ounce of tobacco once every twenty-four hours, and finally unlocked our irons, leaving us without manacles, in order that the sores on our necks, wrists, and legs might heal.

It was now the 1st of January, 1775. The New Year brought changes to the prison, but the most important change, for us, was the appointment of Billy Bishop as warden of our tier, to replace Samuel Craft, now promoted to chief warden in the military prison on Boston Neck.

The warden, his wife, and his children occupied the apartment at the west end of our corridor; and the day that Craft, the former warden, moved out, and the Bishop family moved in, I believed firmly that at last our fighting chance for life had come.

All day long I watched the famous thief-taker installing his family in their new dwelling-place; doubtless Mount also 414 noted everything from his cell, but I could not communicate with him without raising my voice.

Mrs. Bishop, a blowsy slattern with a sickly, nursing child, sat on a bundle of feather bedding and directed her buxom daughter where to place the furniture. The wench had lost her bright colour, and something, too, in flesh. Her features had become thinner, clean-cut, almost fine, though her lips still curved in that sensual pout which so repels me in man or woman.

That she knew Mount was here under sentence of death was certain; I could see the sorrowful glances she stole at the grating of his cell as she passed it, her bare, round arms loaded with household utensils. And once her face burned vivid as she stole by, doubtless meeting Mounts eyes for the first time since he had bent in his saddle and kissed her in the dark mews behind the Virginia Arms — so long, so long ago!

All day the thief-takers family were busied in their new quarters, and all day long the girl passed and repassed our cells, sometimes with a fearful side glance at the gratings, sometimes with bent head and lips compressed.

My heart began singing as I watched her. Surely, here was aid for us — for one of us at all events.

The early winter night fell, darkening our cells and the corridor outside; anon I heard Bishop bawling for candle and box, and I looked out of my grating into the darkening corridor, where the thief-taker was stumping along the entry bearing an empty candle-stick. Mrs. Bishop followed with the baby; she and her husband had fallen to disputing in strident tones, charging each other with the loss of the candles. As they passed my cell I moved back; then, as I heard their voices growing fainter and fainter down the corridor, I stepped swiftly forward and pressed my face to the grating. Dulcima Bishop stood within two feet of my cell.

Will you speak to me? I called, cautiously.

La! Is it you, sir? she stammered, all a-tremble.

Yes; come quickly, child! There, stand with your back to my cell. Are you listening?

Yes, sir, she faltered. 

Do you still love Jack Mount? I asked.

Her neck under her hair crimsoned.

Will you help him? I demanded, under my breath.

Oh yes, yes, she whispered, turning swiftly towards my grating. Tell me what to do, sir! I knew he was here; I saw him once in the Chapel, but they boxed my ears for peeping—

Turn your back, I cut in; dont look at my grating again. Now, listen! This is the 1st of January. We are to die at dawn on the 19th of April. Do you understand?

Yes, sir.

You are to get us out, do you understand, child?

Yes — oh yes, yes! How, Mr. Cardigan? Tell me and Ill do it; truly, I will!

Then go to Jacks cell and let him talk to you. And have a care they do not catch you gossiping with prisoners!

The girl glanced up and down the corridor; a deeper wave of red stained her face, but already I heard Mount calling her in a cautious voice, and she went, timidly, with lowered eyes.

I laid my ear to the grating and listened; they were whispering, and I could not hear what they said. Once an echoing step in the entry sent the girl flying across the corridor into her room, but it was only a night keeper on his rounds, and he went on quickly, tapping the lock of each cell as he passed. When the glimmer of his lanthorn died away in the farther passages, the girl flew back to Mounts grating. I listened and watched for a sign of Bishop and his wife.

Jack, I called out in a low voice, tell her to find Shemuel if she can.

Quiet, lad, he answered; I know what is to be done.

Before I could speak again, a distant sound warned the girl to her room once more; presently Bishop came stumping back, holding a lighted candle and still disputing with his slattern wife.

You did! I tell you I seen you! he grunted. You left them candles in the wood-box.

Well, why didnt you say so before you tore up all the parcels? demanded his wife, shrilly.

Oh, quit your nagging! he snarled. All the rogues in the prison will be laughing at you! 

Let em laugh! Let em laugh! she panted, waddling along furiously beside him; I cant help it. I know I married a fool. Bishop, youre a fool, and you know it, and everybody knows it, so dont pick on me, for I wont have it!

I saw the termagant as she passed my door, tagging after the thief-taker, who looked surly enough, but evidently was no match for the dirty shrew at his heels. How pitiful and petty their anger to a man in the shadow of death! But their wrangling voices were presently shut out as their door slammed. I waited a while, but heard nothing more, so took myself off to the corner, there to lie on my iron cot and try to think.

A young moon hung over Kings Chapel, shedding a tremulous light on the snowy parade. Very dimly I could make out the tall shapes of eight gibbets, stark and black against the starry sky. There was no wind; the pendent bundles of bones and chains which hung from each gibbet did not sway as they had swayed that morning in a flurry of wind-driven snow, while the brazen drums of the marines played eight souls into hell eternal.

I watched the stars, peacefully, thinking of the stars that lighted our misty hills in Johnstown; I thought of Silver Heels and my love for her, and how, by this time, she must deem me the most dishonourable and craven among men. I thought of this calmly; long since I had weathered the storms of grief and rage impotent, which had torn me with their violence night after night as I lay in chains in the Chapel.

No; all would yet be well; some day I should hold her in my arms. All would be well; some day I should hold the life of Walter Butler on my swords point, and send his red soul howling! Yes, all would be well — 

A ray of light fell on my face; I turned and sat up on the edge of my cot as the key in the cell door gritted.

Full under the flare of a lanthorn stood a man in a military uniform of scarlet and green. Behind him appeared Warden Bishop, holding the lanthorn.

This is the Weasel, sir, he said, at least he goes by that name, although the Weasel I have chased these ten years was a different cut of a rogue. But its all one, captain; 417 he was took with Jack Mount, and hell dance a rope-jig the 19th of April next.

Why not sooner? asked the officer, gravely.

I started, quivering in every limb.

Why not hang him sooner? inquired Walter Butler, moving back a step into the corridor. He limped as he walked and leaned on a cane. My mark was still upon him.

Well, sir, said Bishop, scratching his ears, we hung eight coast-scrapers in November, and two sheep-thieves in December. Weve got three pickpockets to swing this month, then Symonds, the wharf-robber, is to go in February. Theres no room in March either, because the Santa Cruz gang goes up the 13th — seven o them in chains — and the gallows yonder aint dropped last years fruit yet, and the people hereabouts complains o the stench of a hot day and a south wind—

Cant he change places with some other rogue? interrupted Butler, impatiently.

Lord, no! cried Bishop, horrified. Leastways, not unless the court-martial directs it, sir. They dont do no such things in Boston, sir.

They do in Tryon County, observed Butler, eying me coolly. Presently a ghastly smile stretched his pallid face, but his yellow eyes glared unchanging.

Well, well, he said, so you are to sail to glory at a ropes end, eh? You wouldnt burn, you know. But the flames will come later, I fancy. Eh, Mr. — er — Mr. Weasel?

Are your broken bones mended? I asked, quietly.

Quite mended, thank you.

Because, I said, you will need them some day—

I need them now, he said, cheerfully; I am to wed a bride ere long. Give me joy, Weasel! I am to know the day this very night.

I could not utter a sound for the horror which froze my tongue. He saw it; fastened his eyes on my face, and watched me, silent as a snake with its fangs in its paralyzed prey.

Would you care to see the famous Jack Mount, captain? asked Bishop, swelling with pride. I took him myself, sir. All the papers had it — I have the cuttings in my room; I can fetch them, sir— 

Butler did not appear to hear him.

Yes, he continued, thoughtfully, I ride this night to Lexington. Shes a sweet little thing — a trifle skinny, perhaps. I think you have seen her — perhaps picked her pocket. When we are wed we shall come to Boston — on the 19th of April next.

I sprang at him; I had gone stone-blind with rage, and knew not what I did; the steel door crashed in my face; the locks rattled.

Outside the door I heard Butlers cool voice, continuing: But if she pleases me not, to-night, I may change my mind and take her for my mistress — as Sir William took your aunt — as my friend General Gage has taken your old sweetheart, Mrs. Hamilton. One wench is like another in silken petticoats. Sleep soundly, Master Weasel. If I find her too thin for my taste Ill leave her for Dunmore.

All that night I lay on the stone floor of my cell, by turns inert, stupid, frantic.

When Bishop came to me in the morning he thought me ill and summoned the prison apothecary to cup me; but ere that individual appeared with his pills and leeches, I was quiet and self-possessed, ready to argue with the pill-roller and convince him I needed no nostrums. All that day I watched for Dulcima; twice I saw her go to Mounts cell, but could hear nothing of what they whispered.

Now as I was standing, looking out of the grating, I chanced to glance down, and saw that the apothecary had left his case of herbs and drugs on a bench which stood just outside my cell door.

Idly I read the labels on the bottles and boxes: Senna, Jalap, Brimstone, Es. Cammomile, Saffron Pills, Tinc. Opium—

Opium? An easy death.

I gazed at the dark flask, scarcely a foot below me, but as safe from me as though under lock and key. Presently I turned around; my cell contained a cot, an iron table, a bowl for washing, and a towel.

After a moments thought I caught up the coarse towel, drew from it some threads, twisted them, tied on more threads, and then, greasing the cord with a bit of soap, made a running noose at the end. 

There was nobody in the corridor. I heard voices in Bishops room, whither the apothecary had gone to examine the baby at Mrs. Bishops summons. Very carefully I let down my thread, fishing for the bottles neck with my slip-noose; but the neck was so placed that I could not snare it, and I drew up another bottle instead, bearing the label: Ex. S. Nigrum.

What Ex. S. Nigrum might be I did not know, but hid the tiny flask under a loose fragment of stone in my flooring where a black beetle had his abode. Scooping out for it a little hole in the damp earth, I buried it, not harming my friend the beetle; then I returned to fish for my opium flask, but could not snare it. Finally I drew in my string just as the apothecary came out with Mrs. Bishop at his heels.

He stood a moment, talking, then picked up his cow-hide case, closed it, and took himself off.

That night, when the corridor was dusky and Bishop sprawled outside his door to smoke his evening pipe, I called to him and asked him for a jug of water. He fetched it and seemed disposed to linger and chat a bit, but I was uncommunicative, and presently he left me to my own devices, lighting the lanthorn in the corridor ere he retired to his room with his long pipe.

I now unearthed my flask containing the Ex. S. Nigrum, poured a single drop into my basin, filled it up with water, and then returned the flask to its hiding-place.

We shall see, I muttered, whether there be any virtue of poison in my Nigrum, and I caught the poor little black beetle who had come out to enjoy the lamplight.

Now as the drop of Ex. S. Nigrum had been diluted many hundreds of times by the water in my bowl, I argued that, if this solution dealt death to the beetle, a few drops, pure, would put Jack Mount and me beyond the hangmans hands.

Poor little beetle! how he struggled! I was loath to sacrifice him, but at last I dropped him into the bowl.

He did not swim; I watched him for a moment, and finally touched him. The little thing was stone dead.

That I had a terrible and swift poison in my possession I now believed; and my belief became certainty when the 420 apothecary came next day in a panic, crying out to Bishop that he had lost a flask of nightshade syrup, and feared lest the infant might find it and swallow the poison.

I watched Bishop and his wife rummaging their rooms in a spasm of panic, and finally saw them go off with the puling pill-roller to report the loss to the head warden.

Later that day a turnkey searched my cell, but did not see the cracked corner of the stone slab, which I covered with one foot.

When all was quiet, I called to Dulcima and bade her tell Jack Mount that I had the poison and would use it on us both if we could not find other means to escape the gallows.

The poor child took the message, and presently returned, wiping her tears, to say that Jack had every hope of liberty; that I must not despair or take the life which no longer was at my own disposal, and that she, Dulcima, had already communicated with Shemuel.

She handed me a steel awl, telling me to pick at the mortar which held the stones on my window-ledge, and to fill these holes with water every night, so that the water might freeze and crack the stones around the base of the steel bars.

I had never thought of such a thing! I had often seen the work of frost on stones, but to take advantage of nature in this manner never occurred to me.

Eagerly and cautiously I set to work with my little steel pick, to drill what holes I might before Bishop came. But it was heart-breaking labour, and so slow that at the end of a week I had not loosened a single bar.

The next week the weather was bitterly cold. I had drilled some few holes around the base of an iron stanchion, and now I filled them with water and plugged them with a paste of earth from beneath my flooring, threads from my towel, and some soap.

At dawn I was at my window, and to my delight found the stone cracked; but the iron bar was as firm as ever, so I set to drilling my holes deeper.

At the end of that week Dulcima let me know that Jack had loosened one bar of his window, and could take it from its socket whenever I was ready. So I worked like a madman 421 at my bar, and by night was ready to charge the holes with water.

It was now the middle of March; a month only remained to us in which to accomplish our liberty, if we were to escape at all.

That night I lay awake, rising constantly to examine my work, but to my despair the weather had slowly changed, and a warm thaw set in, with rain and the glimmer of distant lightning. In vain I worked at my bar; I could see the dark sky brighten with lightning; presently the low mutter of thunder followed. An hour later the rain fell hissing into the melting snow in the prison yard.

I sent word to Mount that I could not move my bar, but that he must not wait for me if he could escape from the window. He answered that he would not stir a peg unless I could; and the girl choked as she delivered the message, imploring me to hasten and loose the bar.

I could not do it; day after day I filled the cracks and holes, waiting for freezing weather. It rained, rained, rained.

Weeks before, Mount had sent the girl to seek out Mr. Foxcroft and tell him of my plight. I also had sent by her a note to Silver Heels.

The girl returned to report that Mr. Foxcroft had sailed for England early in November, and that nobody there had ever heard of a Miss Warren in Queen Street.

Then Butlers boast came to me, and I sent word to Shemuel, bidding him search the village of Lexington for Miss Warren. I had not yet heard from him.

Meanwhile Mount communicated, through Dulcima, with the Minute Mens Club, and already a delegation headed by Mr. Revere had waited on Governor Gage to demand my release on grounds of mistaken identity.

The Governor laughed at them, asserting that I was notorious; but as the days passed, so serious became the demands from Mr. Revere, Mr. Hancock, and Mr. Otis that the Governor sent Walter Butler to assure these gentlemen that he knew Mr. Cardigan well, and that the rogue in prison, who pretended to that name, was, in fact, a notorious felon named the Weasel, who had for years held the highway with the arch-rogue, Mount. 

At this, Shemuel came forward to swear that Mr. Butler and I were deadly enemies and that Butler lied, but he was treated with scant ceremony, and barely escaped a ducking in the mill-pond by the soldiers.

Meanwhile Mr. Hancock had communicated with Sir John at Onondaga, and awaited a reply to his message, urging Sir John to come to Boston and identify me.

No reply ever came, nor did Sir John stir hand or foot in my behalf. Possibly he never received the message. I prefer to think so.

Matters were at this pass when I finally gave up all hope of loosening my window bars, and sent word to Jack Mount that he must use his sheets for a cord and let himself out that very night. But the frightened girl returned with an angry message of refusal from the chivalrous blockhead.

The next day it was too late; Bishops suspicions somehow had been aroused, and it took him but a short time to discover the loosened bars in Jack Mounts cell.

How the brute did laugh when he came on the work accomplished. He searched Mounts cell, discovered the awl and a file, shouted with laughter, summoned masons to make repairs, and, still laughing, came to visit me.

I had not dared to leave my poison-flask in the hole under the stone. What to do with it I did not know; but, as I heard Bishop come chuckling towards my cell, I drove the glass stopper into the flask firmly as I could, then, wiping it, placed it in my mouth, together with the small gold ring I had bought in Albany, and which I had, so far, managed to conceal.

It was a desperate move; I undressed myself as he bade me, and sat on my bed, faint with suspense, while Bishop rummaged. He found the hole where I had hidden the flask. The awl lay there, and he pouched it with a chuckle.

When Bishop had gone, I drew the deadly little flask from my mouth, trembling, and chilled with sweat. Then I placed it again in its hiding-place, hid the ring in my shoe, and dressed slowly, brushing my shabby clothes, and returning the pockets and flaps which Bishop in his careful search had rifled. He did not search my cell again.

And now the days began to run very swiftly. On the 18th 423 of April, towards five oclock in the evening, a turnkey, passing my cell, told me that General Gage was in the prison with a party of ladies, and that he would doubtless visit my cell. He added, grimly, that the death-watch was to be set over us in an hour or two, and that, thereafter, I could expect no more visitors from outside until I held my public reception on the gallows.

Laughing heartily at his own wit, the turnkey passed on about his business, and I went to the grating to listen and look out into the twilight of the corridor.

Mrs. Bishop, whose sick baby was squalling, lighted the lanthorn above the door of her room, and retired, leaving me free to converse with Mount.

Jack, I called, hoarsely, the death-watch begins to-night.

Pooh! he answered, cheerfully. Wait a bit; theres time to cheat a dozen gibbets twixt this and dawn.

Yes, said I, bitterly, we can cheat the hangman with what I have in this little flask.

You must give it to the girl, he said. She will flavour our last draught with it if worst comes to worst. She will be here in a moment.

At that instant I caught sight of Dulcima Bishop, her cloak all wet with rain, passing quickly along the corridor towards Mounts cell; and I called her and gave her my flask, glad to have it safe at least from the search which the death-watch was certain to make.

The poor child turned pale under the scarlet hood of her witch-cloak when I bade her promise to serve us with a kinder and more honourable death than the death planned for us on the morrow.

I promise, sir, she said, faintly, raising her frightened white face, framed by the wet cloak and damp strands of hair. She added timidly: I have a knife for — for Jack — and a file.

It is too late for such things, I answered, quietly. If it is certain that you cannot get the keys from your father, there is no hope for us.

Her face, which in the past month had become terribly pinched and thin, quivered; her hands tightened on the 424 edge of the grating. If — if I could get the keys— she began.

Unless you do so there is no hope, child.

There was a silence; then she cried, in a choking voice: I can get them! Will that free Jack? I will get the keys; truly, I will! Oh, do you think he can go free if I open the cell?

He has a knife, I said, grimly; I have my two hands. Open the cells and we will show you.

She covered her eyes with her hands. Jack called to her from his grating; she started violently, turned and went to him.

They stood whispering a long time together. I paced my cell, with brain a-whirl and hope battering at my heart for the admittance I craved to give. If she could only open that door! — that rusted, accursed mass of iron, the very sight of which was slowly crushing out the last spark of manhood in me!

Are you listening? whispered Dulcima at my grating again.

Yes, I answered.

Watch our door at seven to-night! she said. Be ready. I will open your door.

I am ready, I answered.

At that moment the sound of voices filled the corridor; the girl fled to her room; a dozen turnkeys shuffled past, bowing and cringing, followed by Collins, the chief warden, an old man whom I had not before seen. Then came a gentleman dressed in a long dark cloak which hung from twin epaulettes, his scarlet and gold uniform gleaming below. Was that the Governor?

He passed my cell, halted, glanced around, then retraced his steps. After a moment I heard his voice distinctly at some distance down the corridor; he was saying:

The highwaymen are here, Mrs. Hamilton — if — if you would care to see them.

I sat up in my cot, all a-tremble. Far down the corridor I heard a woman laughing. I knew that laugh.

But, persisted the Governor, you should really see the highwaymen, madam. Trust me, you never before beheld such a giant as this rogue, Jack Mount. 

The voices seemed to be receding; I sprang to my grating; the Governors bland voice still sounded at some distance down the passage; Mrs. Hamiltons saucy laughter rang faintly and more faintly.

Half a dozen keepers were lounging just outside of my cell. I summoned one of them sharply.

Tell General Gage that Mrs. Hamilton knows me! I said. A guinea for you when she comes!

The lout stared, grinned, and finally shambled away, pursued by the jeers of his comrades. Then they turned their wit against me, begging to know if I had not some message for my friends the Grand Turk and the Emperor of China.

I waited in an agony of suspense; after a long time I knew that the keeper had not delivered my message.

In the fierce returning flood of despair at the loss of this Heaven-sent chance for life, I called out for Bishop to come to me; I struck at the iron bars until my hands were bathed in blood.

At length Bishop arrived, in a rage, demanding to know if I had lost my senses to create such an uproar when his Excellency, Governor Gage, had come to inspect the prison.

In vain I insisted that he take my message; he laughed an ugly laugh and refused. Mrs. Bishop, whose infant was now very sick, came out, wrapped in her shawl, carrying the baby to the prison hospital for treatment, and a wrangle began between her and Bishop concerning supper.

My words were lost or ignored; Bishop demanded his supper at once, and his wife insisted that she must take the child to the hospital. The precious moments flew while they stood there under my grating, disputing and abusing each other, while the sick child wailed ceaselessly and dug its puny fingers into the sores on its head.

Presently a keeper passed, saying that the Governor wished to know what such indecent noise meant; and Bishop, red with rage, turned on his wife and cursed her ferociously until she retreated with the moaning child.

Draw me a measure o buttry ale; dye hear, ye slut? he growled, following her. If Im to eat no supper till you get back, Ill want a bellyful o malt to stay me!

But Mrs. Bishop waddled on contemptuously, declaring 426 she meant to go to the hospital, and that he could die o thirst for aught she cared.

Dulcima, who stood in her doorway across the corridor, watched the scene stolidly. Bishop turned on her with an oath, and ordered her to draw his evening cup; she unhooked the tankard which hung under the lanthorn, hesitated, and looked straight at her father. He gave her a brutal shove, demanding to know why she dawdled while he thirsted, and the girl moved off sullenly, with flaming cheeks and eyes averted.

When she returned from the buttry I saw the warden take the frothing tankard, brush the foam away with his forefinger, and drain the measure to the dregs.

He handed the empty tankard to his daughter, smacking his lips with a wry face, and drawing the back of his hand across his chin. Then he became angry again.

Ugh! he muttered; the ales spoiled! Whats in it, you baggage? he demanded, suddenly swinging around on his daughter. Draw me a cider cup to wash this cursed brew out o me!

There was a crash. The girl had dropped the tankard at her feet.

Quick as a flash Bishop raised his hand and dealt his daughter a blow on the neck that sent her to her knees.

Break another pot and Ill break your head, you drab! he roared. Get up or Ill—

He choked, gasped, lifted his shaking hand to his mouth, and wiped it.

Curse that ale! he stammered; its sickened me to the bones! What in Gods name is in that brew?

He turned and pushed open his door, lurching forward across the threshold with dragging feet. A moment later Dulcima passed my cell, her trembling hands over her eyes.

I went to my cot and lay down, face buried, teeth set in my lip. A numbness which at moments dulled the throbbing of my brain seemed to settle like chains on every limb.

Dully I waited for the strokes of the iron bell sounding the seventh hour; a lassitude crept over me — almost a stupor. It was not despair; I had long passed that; it was Hope, slowly dying within my body. 

A few moments afterwards a strange movement inside my cell aroused me, and I opened my hot eyes.

In the dusk I saw the figure of a man seated beside my cot; peering closer, I perceived his eyes were fixed steadily on me. I sat up on my bed and asked him what he desired.

He did not answer. A ray of candle-light stealing through the barred window fell on the bright barrel of a pistol which lay across his knees.

What do you wish? I repeated, the truth dawning on me. Can you not watch me from the corridor as well as in my cell?

There was no reply.

Then at last I understood that this gray shape brooding there at my bedside was a guard of the death-watch, pledged never to leave me, never to take his eyes from me for an instant until the warden of the prison delivered me into the hands of the sheriff on the morrow for my execution.

Ding-dong! Ding-dong! The prison bell was at last striking the seventh hour. I lay still in my blanket, counting the strokes which rang out in thin, peevish monotony, like the cracked voice of a beldame repeating her petty woes.

At the last jangle, and while the corridor still hummed with the thin reverberations, I rose and began to pace my narrow cell, head bent on my breast, but keeping my eyes steadily on the grating.

The guard of the death-watch observed me sullenly. I drank from my pot of water, bathed my feverish face, and walked to the grating.

The lanthorn above Bishops doorway burned brightly; the corridor was quiet. No sound came from Mounts cell. I could hear rain drumming on a roof somewhere, that was all.

Bishop was due at seven oclock to inspect our bolts and bars; he had always arrived punctually. I watched his door. Presently it occurred to me that I had not seen Bishop since six oclock when he had gone into his room, cursing the ale which his daughter had fetched him. This was unusual; he had never before failed to sit there on his threshold after supper, smoking his long clay pipe, and blinking contentedly at our steel bolts. 

Minute after minute passed; behind me I heard my guard beating a slight tattoo with his heavy boots on the stones.

Suddenly, as I stood at my grating, I saw Dulcima Bishop step from the wardens door, close it behind her, and noiselessly lock it on the outside. The light of the lanthorn fell full on her face; it was ghastly. The girl stood a moment, swaying, one hand on the door; then she made a signal towards Mounts cell; and the next instant I saw Jack Mount bound noiselessly into the corridor. He caught sight of me, held up a reddened, dripping knife, pointed to my cell door, and displayed a key.

Instantly I turned around and sauntered away from the grating towards my tumbled bed. As I passed the death-watch, he rose and walked over to the outer window where my pot of water stood to cool.

Eying me cautiously he lifted the jug and drank, then set the pot back and silently resumed his seat, laying his pistol across his knees.

How was I to get at him? If Mount made the slightest noise in the corridor, the guard was certain to go to the grating.

Pretending to be occupied in smoothing out my tumbled bedding, I strove to move so that I might get partly behind him, but the fellows suspicions seemed to be aroused, for he turned his head as I moved, and watched me steadily.

To spring on him meant to draw his fire, and a shot would be our undoing. But whatever I did must be done now; I understood that.

As I hesitated there, holding the blanket in my hands as though I meant to fling it on the bed again, the lamp in the corridor suddenly went out, plunging my cell in darkness.

The guard sprang to his feet; I fairly flung my body at him, landing on him in a single bound, and hurling him to the stone floor.

Instantly the light of the lanthorn flooded my cell again; I heard my iron door opening; I crouched in fury on the struggling man under me, whose head and arms I held crushed under the thick blanket. Then came a long, silent struggle, but at last I tore the heavy pistol from his clutch, beat him on the head with the steel butt of it until, through the 429 blanket over his face, red, wet stains spread, and his straining chest and limbs relaxed.

Pistol in hand, I rose from the lifeless heap on the floor, and turned to find my cell door swinging wide, and Dulcima Bishop watching me, with dilated eyes.

Is he dead? she asked, and broke out in an odd laugh which stretched her lips tight over her teeth. Best end him now if he still lives, she added, with a sob; death is afoot this night, and I have done my part, God wot!

I struck the man again — it sickened me to do it. He did not quiver.

She lifted the lanthorn from the floor and motioned me to follow. At the end of the corridor Mount stood, wiping his reeking knife on the soft soles of his moccasins.

The trails clear, he whispered, gayly; now, lass, where is the scullions stairway? Blow out that light, Cardigan! Quiet, now — quiet as a fox in the barn! Give me your hand, lass — and tother to the lad.

The girl caught me by the arm and blew out the light, then she drew me into what seemed to be an impenetrable wall of darkness. Groping forward, I almost fell down a steep flight of stone steps which appeared to lead into the bowels of the earth. Down, down, then through a passage, Mount leading, the girl fairly dragging me off my feet in her excitement, and presently a wooden door creaked open, and a deluge of icy water dashed over me.

It was rain; I was standing outside the prison, ankle-deep in mud, the free wind blowing, the sleet driving full in my eyes.

Oh, this is good, this is good! muttered Mount, in ecstasy, spreading out his arms as though to take the world to his sick heart once more. Smell the air, lad! Do you smell it? God! How sweet is this wind in my throat!

The girl shivered; her damp, dishevelled hair blew in her face. She laid one shaking hand on Mounts wet sleeve, then the other, and bowed her head on them, sobbing convulsively.

Mount bent and kissed her.

I swear I will use you kindly, child, he said, soberly. Come, lass, gay! gay! What care we for a brace o dead 430 turnkeys? Lord, how the world will laugh at Billy Bishop when they hear I stole his girl, along with the prison keys! Laugh with me, lass! I mean honestly and kindly by you; Im fit for a rope at the gibbets top if I use you ill!

Would — would you truly wed me? she stammered, raising her white face to his.

He swore roundly that he would wed her and end his days in serving her on his marrow-bones for gratitude.

And, as he made his vow, a startling change passed over her face; she laughed, turned her bright, feverish eyes on us with a reckless toss of her head, and drew the poison-flask from her bosom.

You think, she said, that we no longer need this little friend to sorrow? You are wrong!

And, ere Mount or I could move, she raised the tiny flask betwixt forefinger and thumb, and dropped the dark scarlet contents between her teeth.

I drink to your freedom, Jack, she said, blindly, reeling into Mounts arms. Your — freedom — Jack, she gasped, smiling; my father drank to it — in ale. He lies dead on the floor of it. All this — for — for your freedom, Jack!

Mount was kneeling in the mud; she lay in his arms, the sleet pattering on her upturned face.

For your freedom, she murmured, drowsily— a maid must burn in hell for that. I burn, I burn! Oh, the fire in me, Jack!

Her body writhed and twisted; her great bright eyes never left his. Presently she lay still. A moment later the prison bell broke out wildly through the storm, and a gunshot rang from the north guard-house.

We placed the dead child under a tree in the new grass, and covered her face with willow branches, all silky with the young buds of April. Then, bending almost double, we ran south along the prison wall, turning west as the wall turned, and presently came to the wooden fence of Kings Chapel.

Mount gained the top of the fence from my shoulders, and drew me up. Then we dropped.

There were lights moving in Governors Alley and the mews; through the sleet great snow-flakes whirled into the 431 slush of the filthy street. The prison bell rang frantically behind us.

Its the alarm, Jack! I whispered.

He gave me a dull look, then shivered in his wet buckskins.

She cant lie out there in the sleet, he muttered, blood-shot eyes roving restlessly in the darkness. I am going back!

For Gods sake, dont do that! I begged; but he cursed me and brushed me aside.

Back over the wall he dropped. I started to follow, but he shoved me roughly and bade me mind my own concerns.

I leaned against the foot of the wall; the sleet pelted me; I bared my throat to it. After a while I heard Mounts labouring breath on the other side of the wall, and I climbed up to aid him.

He held the dead child in his arms; I took the body from him; he climbed over, and received it again, bearing it as though it were but a snow-flakes weight in his great arms.

Go you and find a pick and spade in the mews, yonder, he said. There was a fixed stare in his eyes that alarmed me. Damn you, he said, it is the least we can do!

Jack, I said, we cannot stay here to be taken again! You cannot bury her now; the ground is frosted; people will hear us!

He glared at me, then swung his heavy head right and left. The next moment he started running through the storm, cradling the burden in his arms. I followed, not knowing what he meant to do.

At the Kings Chapel gate he turned in along a dim gravel path, hedged with dripping box. Around us lay the headstones of the dead, with here and there a heavy tomb looming up in the storm around us.

For a moment he halted, peering about him. A square white sepulchre surmounted a mound on his right; he motioned me to hold the dead child and stepped forward, laying his hands on the slab. Then, with a heave of his powerful back, he lifted the huge stone, laying open the shadowy sepulchre below.

Again he took the dead in his arms, wiped the rain-drops 432 from the face, laid the limp form in the sepulchre, and smoothed the clothing. Together we replaced the slab; it taxed all my strength to lift one end of it. The bell of the prison clanged frantically.

Mount stood back, breathing heavily, hands hanging. I waited in silence.

What a little thing she was! he muttered; what a child — to — do — that! Do you think she will lie easy there?

Yes, I said.

At the sound of my voice Mount roused and turned sharply to me.

The thief and the thief-takers daughter! he whispered, with a ghastly laugh. Theyll make a book of it — I warrant you! — and hawk it for a penny in Boston town!

He touched the slab, all glistening with sleet, gripped the edge of the sepulchre, turned, and shook his fist at the prison. Then, quietly passing his arm through mine, he led the way out of the chapel yard, guiding me between the soaking hedges to the iron gate, and so out into the black alley.

Almost immediately a man shouted: Stop thief! Turn out the guard! and a soldier, in the shadow of the wall, fired at us.

Mount glared at him stupidly, hands dangling; the soldier ran up to him and presented his bayonet, calling on us to give up.

The sound of his voice appeared to rouse Mount to fury; he seized the musket, wrenched it from the soldier, and beat him into the mud. Then swinging the weapon by the barrel, he knocked down two bailiffs who were closing in on us, and started after another, with a yell of rage.

Jack! Jack! I cried. Are you mad? Follow me; quick! We cant stay here, you great fool!

He heard me, halted, hurled the musket after his flying foe, and broke out into a harsh laugh.

Come on, lad, he said. I did but mean to warm my blood and purge it of the prison rust. Truly I think we must make for the purlieus till they lose our trail!

Through reeking lanes, foul alleys, and muddy mews where gaunt dogs battled over scraps with gaunter children, we ran, 433 or lurked to listen, shunning the bleared lanthorn-light, shining through the storm.

At times the horror of that flight even now appalls me — that flight through the starving town o Boston, where old women mouthed at us with their scurvy-cankered gums; where, slinking along dead walls, we stumbled over old men patiently picking with skinny fingers in the rotted herbage for roots to stay their starved stomachs craving; where, in doorways, naked children, with bellies bloated by famine, stared at us out of hollow eyes.

The town appeared to be alive with British soldiery; mounted pickets roved through the streets; parties of officers passed continually; squad after squad of marines crossed our path, and at first we thought that all this show of troops was due to us and our escape, the hour being late for so many troops to be abroad.

Theres something else in the wind, muttered Mount, as we hid in Belchers Lane to avoid a party of dragoons; all this pother is never made on our account. Theres deviltry a-brewing, lad. We had best start for the Wild Goose.

Through the mud of Cow Lane, Flounder Mews, and Battery Marsh we crept on, on, along back roads and shiny lanes, then, alarmed by a galloping dragoon, we threaded the marshy alleys to the north, from Hancocks Wharf clear around the peninsula to Back Street and Link Alley.

From thence through Hog Alley and Frog Lane south towards the Neck, only to be frightened north once more by the mad gallop of dragoons, and so to hide in Mackerel Lane.

And I am minded, as I recall that nights skulking flight, of a bandy little watchman who, at the mere sight of us, did drop his lanthorn and make off, bawling for aid, until Jack came up with him and fetched him a clip which knocked him and his noisy rattle into the mud of Mackerel Lane.

We fled as though all Boston ran snapping at our shin-bones, and at last we turned, unmolested, into Green Lane, and so came in sight of the Wild Goose Tavern. Then, as we dropped into a breathless trot and began to plod across Chambers Street, a man, standing in the shadow of a tree, started forward as we came u

Mount halted and drew his knife, snarling like a jaded wolf.

Mount! Cardigan! cried the man.

Paul! exclaimed Mount, eagerly.

The goldsmith wrung our hands with a grip of iron.

It is the beginning of the end, he said. The Grenadiers are to march. Ive a horse on the Charlestown shore. Gage has closed the gates on the Neck.

What do the Grenadiers want? asked Mount, all on fire again, fagged and exhausted as he was.

They want the cannon and stores at Concord, replied Revere, in a low, eager voice. Im waiting for Clay Rolfe. If the Grenadiers march by land, Rolfe hangs a lamp in the steeple of the Old North; if they take boats, he hangs two lamps. I guess they mean to cross the bay. The boats have been moored under the sterns of the war-ships for a week. Ive a good horse across the water; Ill have the country-folk out by daylight if the troops stir an inch to-night. Wait; theres Rolfe now!

A dark cloaked figure came swiftly out of the mews, swinging two unlighted lanthorns. It was Clay Rolfe, our landlord at the Wild Goose, and he grasped our hands warmly, laughing in his excitement.

Your boatman is ready under Hunts Wharf, Paul, he said. You had best row across the bay while the rain lasts. It will clear before midnight, and the Somerset is moored close to the Lively to-night.

Yes, said Revere, Ive no mind to run the fleet yonder under a full moon. And he offered his hand to us, one after another, giving our hands a terrific squeeze.

Dont forget, Rolfe, he said— one if by land; two if by sea!

Rolfe turned to us.

Gage has officers watching every road outside of Boston; but Paul will teach them how fast news can travel. He glanced at the sky; rain fell heavily. It wont last, he muttered; therell be a moon to-night; Paul, you had best row across now. The oars are muffled.

They saluted us and walked rapidly down Green Lane, wrapped to the eyes in their riding-cloaks. 

If Shemuel is at the Wild Goose, I said, perhaps he has news for me.

We entered the inn and found it deserted by all save a servant, who recognized us and bade us welcome.

The Grenadiers are out to-night, sir, he said to me. All our company has gone to join the Alarm Men at Lexington and Concord. There is not a soul here, sir, except me.

Where is Shemuel? I asked.

He is watching the Province House, sir; General Gage entertains to-night. It is all a ruse to quiet suspicion, sir. But we know what is on foot, Mr. Cardigan!

Mount had dropped into a chair; the rain dripped from the red thrums of his buckskins; his fox-skin cap was soaked. There was blood on his hands; the servant brought a basin and towel.

God knows what will happen at Concord, he said; Mr. Hancock has gone there; Mr. Revere is to ride through Middlesex to raise the farmers. Have you seen the dragoons, sir? They do be riding and capering about town, stopping all mounted travellers. They stopped the Providence coach an hour since, and there was a fight with the towns-people in Beacon Street. The tents of the marines are down on the Mall; some say the storm tore them down.

So gossiping, the lad served us with bread, cheese, pickled beef, and a noggin of punch, and we listened, tearing at our food, and gulping it like famished beasts o the woods.

He brought me my clothes of buckskin, and I tore my rotten prison rags from me — alas! the shreds of that same silver-velvet suit which I had put on six months since, to wed with Silver Heels.

We stripped to the buff; the lad soused us well with steaming water and again with water like ice.

Mount encased his huge frame in his spare buckskins. I once more dressed in my forest dress, refreshed and fortified by food and water which seemed truly to wash away the prison taint from our skins as the hot bowl of spirits washed the stale prison cheer from within.

The lad brought us our arms, and I could have shouted aloud my joy as I belted in my knife, hatchet, and bullet-pouch, and flung my rifle across my shoulder. 

Where is my horse? I asked. Have you looked to him, lad? By Heaven, if aught of mischance has come to him—

The great black horse Warlock, sir? cried the lad. He is stabled in the mews, sir. Mr. Rolfe has had him cared for like a baby; the head groom takes him out every day, Mr. Cardigan, and the horse is all satin and steel springs, sir.

Where is he? Get a lanthorn, I said, huskily.

A moment later, in the mews, I heard a shrill whinny, and the tattoo of shod hoofs dancing.

Warlock! I cried.

The next instant my arms were around his neck.


CHAPTER XXVI
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IT WAS NEARLY ten oclock; a freezing rain still swept the black Boston streets, with now and again a volley of hail, rattling on closed shutters and swinging shop-signs.

In the dark mews behind the Wild Goose Tavern had gathered a shadowy company of horsemen, unfortunate patriots who had not been quick enough to leave the city before the troops shut its landward gates.

Caught by the Governors malignant move, separated from their companies of Minute Men, these half-score gentlemen had met at the Wild Goose to consult how best they might leave the city and join their comrades at Lexington and Concord.

Some were for riding to the Neck and making a dash across the causeway; some wanted boats, among the latter, Jack Mount, who naturally desired to rid the town of his person as speedily as might be.

Theres a hempen neck-cloth to fit my pipes in Queen Street, he said, plaintively, and I desire it not, having no mind for flummery. Let us find a flat-boat, in Gods name, and get us to Charlestown with our horses while the rain endures.

Ay, replied an officer of Roxbury Minute Men, but what if our horses neigh in mid-stream?

The Somerset ran out her deck-guns at sunset, added another. What if she turned her swivel on us?

And how if they swept us off the causeway with a chain-shot? asked Mount.

What think you, Mr. Cardigan? demanded an officer of Sudbury militia, leaning forward in his wet saddle to pat the dripping neck of his roan.

I only know that I shall ride this night to Lexington, 438 I said, impatiently, and I am at your service, gentlemen, by land or sea. Pray you, decide quickly while the rain favours us.

Is there a man among us dare demand a pass of the Governor? asked the Sudbury officer, abruptly. By Heaven, gentlemen, it is death by land or by sea if we make to force the lines this night!

And it is death to me if I stay here cackling, muttered Mount, as we caught the distant gallop of dragoons through stony Wiltshire Street.

We sat moodily in our saddles, huddled together in the darkness and rain, listening to the sound of the horses feet on the pavement.

Id give a thousand guineas if I were on the Charlestown shore with Revere, muttered an officer.

The Governor might sell you a pass for ten, observed another, sneeringly. It will cost him a penny to keep his pretty bird o paradise in plumes.

If John Hancock were here he would get us a pass from Mrs. Hamilton, remarked the Sudbury officer.

There was a silence, then one or two men laughed.

Is Mrs. Hamilton at Province House? I asked, not understanding the careless handling of her name among these gentlemen.

Again came laughter.

It is easy to see that you have been in prison, observed the Sudbury officer. Mrs. Hamilton rules at Province House, and leads Tommy Gage by the nose—

By the left hand, interrupted another, maliciously.

You mean that Mrs. Hamilton is — is— I began.

Town scandal, said the officer.

It may be a lie, observed a young man mounted on a powerful gray.

It is a lie, I said, with an ugly emphasis.

Is that remark addressed to me, sir? demanded the Sudbury officer, sharply.

And to company, also, I replied.

Gentlemen! cried the Roxbury officer, are we to have quarrels among us at such a time?

Certainly, said I, if you or your company affront me. 439 Tattle is dirty work for a gentlemans tongue, and the sooner that tongue is stopped with honest mud the better.

Ive called a gentleman out for less than that, said an old officer, dryly.

I am at your service, I replied, disgusted.

And Im with you, lad, said Mount, walking up to my stirrup. I have no stomach for those who wink at a womans name.

I also, said the young man on the gray, gravely.

A constrained silence followed, broken by the Sudbury officer.

Hats off to the beautiful Mrs. Hamilton, gentlemen! Cardigan is right, by God! If we stand not for our women, who will?

And he stretched out his hand in the rain. I took it; others offered me their hands.

I ride to Province House, I said, briefly. Jack, fetch a cloak to hide your buckskins and wait me here. Gentlemen, I wish you fortune in your journey.

As I rode out into Cambridge Street, thunder boomed in the east, and I saw the forked lightning racing through inky heavens, veining the storm with jewelled signs.

God writes on heavens wall! I said, aloud.

A strange exultation stirred me; the dark world lay free and wide before me, and I would ride it, now, from end to end, till Silver Heels was mine and Butlers soul had dropped back into that pit from whence it had crawled to hide within his demons body.

In Hilliers Lane I put Warlock to a gallop, but drew bridle in muddy Sudbury Street, where, from the darkness, a strident voice called on me to halt.

Who comes there? repeated the voice. I heard the trample of horsemen and the clink of sabres striking stirrups.

Coureur-de-bois for Province House! I answered, calmly. A chafing temper began to heat my blood; I gathered my bridle and dropped one hand on my hatchet.

On whose affairs ride you? demanded the spectral dragoon, laying his horse broadside across mine.

On my own affairs! I cried, angrily; pull out there! — do you hear me, fellow? 

A lanthorn was lifted to my face.

Let the forest wild-cat go, muttered an officer, riding back to the picket as I crowded my horse against the dragoon who had hailed me.

Without giving them a glance I pushed through the cluster of horsemen, and heard them cursing my insolence as I wheeled into School Street and cantered along Governors Alley.

There were torches lighted in the mews; an hostler took Warlock; I swung out of the saddle and stepped back to a shelter from the storm.

Through the rain, up Marlborough Street, down School Street, and along Cornhill, drove the coaches and carriages of the Tory quality, all stopping at the brilliantly lighted mansion, where, as an hostler informed me, the Governor was giving a play and a supper to the wealthy Tory families of Boston and to all the officers of the British regiments quartered in the city. I knew the latter statement was false.

I stood for a while in the rain among the throng of poor who had come to wait there, in patience, on the chance of a scrap from the servants quarters after the servants had picked the bones their surfeited masters would scarcely deign to lick.

At first, as the coaches dashed up and the chairs jogged into the gateway, a few squalid watchers in the crowd fought to open the carriage-doors, hoping for a coin flung to them for their pains; but the sentinels soon put a finish to this, driving the ragged rabble savagely, with thrusts of their musket-butts, out into Marlborough Street. Under the gate-lanthorns smeared reflections I saw the poor things huddled in a half-circle, pinched and chattering and white with hunger, soaked to the bone with the icy rain, yet lingering, God knows why, for a brief glimpse of My Lady in pink silk and powder, picking her way from her carriage across the puddles, while My Lord minced at her side and the footman ran behind to cover them both with a glistening umbrella.

The stony street echoed with the clatter of shod horses, the rattle of wheels, the shouts of footmen, and the bawling of chair-bearers.

Once, when the wind sharpened, shifted, and blew the 441 slanting rain from the north, a warm odour of roasted butchers meats came to us, and I could hear a hollow sound rising from the throng, which was like a groan.

In the Province House fiddlers were fiddling; it was chill enough in the street, but it was doubtless over-hot within, for servants came and threw open the windows and we could hear the fiddles plainly and the sweet confusion of voices and a young girls laughter.

A hoarse cry broke out, wrung from the very vitals of the wretches around me.

Silence! shouted the officer of the gate-guard, striding out in his long rain-cloak and glaring about him, with tasselled stick upraised. The rain powdered his gilded French hat and laced vest, and he stepped back hastily under shelter.

There was perfect quiet for an instant, then a movement near me, a mutter, a quick surging of people, a cry: Give room! Back there! Bear him up!

A voice broke out, He is starving; the smell o meat sickens him!

Two men staggered past, supporting a mere lad, whose deathly face hung on his rain-soaked cotton shirt.

He has the spotted sickness! muttered a chair-bearer near me; its death to take his breath! Let me pass!

The pest! cried another, shrinking back, and stumbling away in a panic.

The officer watched the scene for a moment, then his heavy, inflamed face darkened.

Back there! Be off, I say! he bawled. Ye stinking beggars, dye mean to poison us all with the pest? Turn out the gate-guard! Drive those filthy whelps up Cornhill! he shouted to the corporal of the guard.

The soldiers came tumbling out of the gate-lodge, but before they could move on the throng another officer hurried up, and I heard him sharply recalling the soldiers and rebuking the officer who had given the order.

No, no, that will not do, he said. The town would flame if you drive the citizens from their own streets. Let them stand there. What harm are they doing?

The lout yonder fell down with the spotted pest, remonstrated 442 the first officer. Faugh! The rabbles rotten with scurvy or some filthy abomination—

Theyll harm no one but themselves, replied the other in a sad voice, which sounded strangely familiar to me, so familiar that I involuntarily stepped out into the lighted space under the gate and peered at him through the rain, shielding my eyes with my hands.

The officer was Mr. Bevan.

Should I speak to him? Should I count on his friendship for me to get me an audience with the Governor? Here was a chance; he could vouch for me; so could Mrs. Hamilton.

As I hesitated somebody beside me clutched my elbow, and I swung around instantly, one hand on my hunting-knife.

The next moment Saul Shemuel almost rolled at my feet in an ecstasy of humble delight, sniffling, writhing, breathing hard, and clawing at my sleeve in his transports at sight of me.

I seized his arm, drew him along the wall, and into the dusky mews.

Impatient, yet touched, I suffered his mauling, demanding what news he might have, and he, beside himself with joy and excitement, could scarce find breath to pant out the news which concerned me. I haf seen Foxcroft, he gasped. Mr. Foxcroft he hass come to-day on dot Pomona frigate to Scarlets Wharf, twelve weeks from Queenstown, sir. It wass printed in dot Efening Gazette, all apout Foxcroft how he iss come from Sir Peter Warren to make some troubles for Sir John Johnson mit dot money he took from Miss Warren, sir!

Foxcroft! Here? I stammered.

Yess, sir; I ran mit my legs to Queen Street, und I told him how you wass in dot prison come, und he run mit his legs to Province House, but too late, for we hear dot bell ring und dose guns shooting. Und I said, Gott of Isaac, I bet you Jack Mount he hass run avay! Und Mr. Foxcroft he sees some dragoon soldiers come into Cornhill, calling out: Dose highwaymens is gone! Vatch em by dot Mall! So Mr. Foxcroft he comes to Province House mit me, sir, und he iss gone in to make some troubles mit Governor Gage apout Sir John Johnson und dot money of Miss Warren! Ach, here iss Mr. Foxcroft, now, sir— 

I turned to confront a stout, florid gentleman, swathed in a riding-cloak, whose little, angry eyes snapped as he cried: Governor Gage is a meddling ass! I care not who listens to me, and, I repeat, he is a meddlesome ass! Sir Peter Warren shall hear of this, damme! Am I a free agent, damme? I take it that I am a free agent, yet I may not leave this town to-night for lack of a pass. But Ill go! They shall not stop me! No, damme if they shall!

The hostlers were all staring at him; I stepped towards him, eagerly, but the peppery and inflamed barrister waved me off.

Damme, sir! he bawled; who the devil are you, sir? Take your hands from me, sir! I wish to go to my client in Lexington, and this Tory peacock will give me no pass! I will not suffer this outrage; I will appeal to—

I gave him a jerk that shook the breath from his body, whispering in his ear: Be silent, in Heavens name, sir! I am Michael Cardigan!

At first, in his passion, astonishment, and incredulity, he found no voice to answer me; but as Shemuel eagerly vouched for me, Mr. Foxcrofts fury and suspicion subsided.

You? Cardigan? he repeated. Well, where the devil have you been, sir, and what the devil have you been about, sir? Eh? Answer me that, now!

Ive been in prison, under sentence of death, I replied. Where have you been, sir, to leave your client, Miss Warren, at the mercy of Walter Butler?

At that he took fire, and, with trembling fist quivering towards heaven, he justified his absence in warm terms.

Ive been in England, sir, thats where Ive been! he cried. Ive been there to find out why your blackguard of a kinsman, Sir John Johnson, should rob my client of her property. And Ive found out that your blackguard Sir John has not only robbed her of her means, but of the very name she has a right to! Thats what Ive done, sir. And if it does not please you, you may go to the devil!

His impudence and oaths I scarcely noted, such a fierce happiness was surging through me to the very bones. I could have hugged the choleric barrister as he stood there, affronting me at every breath; I fairly beamed upon him 444 when he bade me go to the devil, and, to his amazement, I seized his fat hands and thanked him so gratefully that the defiance died on his lips and he stared at me open-mouthed.

My dear sir, my dear, dear friend, I cried, I will get you your pass to clear the Neck to-night, and we will go together to find my cousin, Miss Warren. Wait me here, sir; I will leave Boston this night or my name is not Cardigan!

Then bidding Shemuel keep an eye on Warlock, I hurried around to the gate-house, where the rabble still slunk, watching the lighted windows with famished eyes.

The clouds in mid-heaven had caked into snowy jets of fleece, and now the full moon of April flooded the soaked pavements with pools of silver.

The sentry halted me as I entered the court-yard, but when I asked for Mr. Bevan, he called to a comrade to take my message. The next moment Bevan stepped out into the moonlight.

What is it, my man? Can I serve you? he said, pleasantly, peering at me.

Do you not know me, Mr. Bevan? I asked.

Cardigan! he stammered, is that you, Cardigan—

He was close to me at a stride, both hands on my shoulders, his kindly, troubled eyes full of wonder and pity. Perhaps I appeared to him somewhat haggard and careworn, and then the rain had chilled and pinched me.

I am not in want, I said, trying to smile.

But — but why are you not among the guests at Province House? he asked, quickly. The son of Captain Cardigan needs no friend at court, I fancy.

He linked his gilded sleeve in my arm and drew me past the guard-house, and ere I could protest, I found myself inside the cloak-room among a company of old beaux and young fops, all in the hands of footmen and body-servants who were busily dusting the hair-powder from silken shoulders, smoothing out laces, hanging hats and cloaks to dry, and polishing sword-hilts for their languid, insolent-eyed masters.

Can we not find a quiet corner hereabouts? I asked. I came to demand a pass for Lexington. Will you use your privilege with the Governor, Bevan? 

A pass! he exclaimed, stopping short in his tracks.

To Lexington, I repeated.

To-night?

Yes.

He raised his honest, perplexed eyes to me.

I must have a pass; it concerns the welfare of Miss Warren, I began, then hesitated, remembering that I was also to take Jack Mount in my company, whose business in Lexington was very different from mine.

Cardigan, he said, with troubled eyes on me, I cannot lend myself to such a service, even for Miss Warrens sake, unless you first give me your word of honour that your journey concerns only Miss Warrens welfare.

My heart sank; I could not betray the comrade who counted on me. Jack Mount must get free o Boston as well as I. But how could I lie to Bevan or requite his courtesy with treachery? Yet honour forbade me to leave Jack Mount, even for Silver Heelss sake.

Pass or no pass, I go this night, I said, sullenly.

Hush! he said; dont talk here.

He led me through the card-rooms, where a score of old bucks and purple-necked officers sat, all playing picquet in owlish silence, then through a partition, where a fountain sprayed beds of tall ferns, out into a lamp-illumined circular alcove, hung with China silks, and bowered deep in flowers and tiny, blossoming trees no higher than ones knee-buckle.

The Chinese alcove, he observed. Nobody will disturb us here, I fancy. You have heard of the Chinese alcove, Cardigan? There is the door to the famous golden gallery.

I glanced at the gilded door in the corner, half-hidden by Chinese drapery. I had heard that the Governors sweetheart dwelt here.

Bevan reached up and pulled a velvet cord. Presently a servant brought us a silver bowl of steaming punch made with tea and fruit in the Regents fashion.

I drink no tea, I said, shortly.

I suppose not, observed Bevan, laughing, and commanded the servant to fetch me a bowl without tea. 

Your courtesy to a rebel is extraordinary, I said, after an interval.

Oh, Im half rebel myself, he laughed. Id be in my shirt-sleeves out Middlesex way, drilling yokels — Minute Men, I believe — were it not that — that — oh, well, Ill wear the red jacket as long as I live and let the future weed out the goats from the sheep.

Its different with you, I said. You are English bred.

Ay, and the red o the uniform has dyed my flesh to the bone, he replied.

You mean that you will fight — us? I asked.

Tooth and nail, my dear fellow, he said, gayly; foot, horse, and dragoons! But what can I do to serve you — first?

I tasted a glass of punch, then set it down impatiently. I tell you I must ride to Lexington, I said, firmly, and I mean to take friends if I choose—

Tell me no more, Cardigan, he broke in, else I must refuse you what little service I may render. You know as well as I why the gates on the Neck are closed to-night. If you do not know, listen to me. The rebels have been storing war materials. Last October we gave their spokesmen full warning that we could no longer tolerate the collecting of arms and ammunition. We sent expeditions into the country to destroy what stores they had gathered.

He hesitated; a perplexed smile passed over his face. You know perfectly well, he said, that we have good reasons for closing the city gates to-night. I cannot give you a pass. Yet, for Miss Warrens sake — he lifted his hat as he spoke— I have done what I could in honour. Now I must leave you.

What have you done? I asked, angrily.

I have conducted you to the Chinese alcove, my friend.

The ante-chamber of the Governors mistress, I retorted. Am I to find my pass here among these flowers and blossoms?

He looked down at the glasses on the table beside us, stirred the contents of his own, and nodded.

What do you mean? I demanded, hotly.

I mean, Cardigan, that, except the Governor, there is only 447 one person to-night in Boston who can secure you a pass for Lexington. If she chooses to do so, it is not my affair.

If who chooses to do so?

She.

Who?

Wait and — ask her, he said, gravely.

He was gone, wading waist-deep in flowers, ere I could compose my mind to think or protest, leaving me speechless; standing by the table.

A minute passed; through the thickets of sweet-smelling blossoms the candles flamed like those slender witch-lights that dance over natures gardens, where bergamot and cardinal robe our dim woods in crimson glory under the October stars.

What does he mean by leaving me here? I muttered, pacing to and fro through the fragrant, flowering lane. Then, as I stood still, listening, far away I heard a glass door close with a crystalline clash; there came the rustle of brocade sweeping like a breeze along the passage; the door of the golden gallery swung outward; a figure all silk and lace stood poised on the step above me, screened to the knees behind the flowers.

Where is the forest-runner who desires a pass to Lexington? she began; then, perceiving my lank, dark form against the candle-light, she laughed a sweet, contented little laugh and bade me approach.

I saw that exquisite, indolent head bending towards me, the smiling eyes seeking my features, the jewels ablaze at her throat.

Marie Hamilton! I stammered.

All her neck and face flamed, then whitened to the hue of death as she stepped swiftly towards me, her brocade sweeping through the flowers with a sound like the wind tearing silken petals. Suddenly she stood still, clearing her startled eyes with one jewelled hand; her knees fell a-trembling; she swayed and caught at the stiff, golden curtains, half tearing them from the wall.

Into a carved chair, all glittering with dragons wings, she fell, a crumpled heap of lace and jewels, and buried her face in her hands, pressing her fingers into the plump skin. 

I watched her miserably; she twisted her white hands before her face; her quivering mouth, her delicate body bent and writhing, all these told me what no words could tell, and her agonized silence shouted her shame to the midnight skies of heaven.

In the hush that followed, the door of the golden gallery swung idly back and forth with a deadened, muffled beat like the noise of great wings flapping.

Michael, she said, at last.

Yes, I whispered, in hopeless grief.

Presently she sat up, wearily, one hand on her pale, smooth brow. I could not meet her eyes; I bent my head.

Oh, God, what punishment is mine! she sobbed.

She dropped her hands, clasped them, and looked wildly at me through her tears.

If I am what I am, it was because I had lost you, she said. I had eaten my heart out — you never came — I never thought you cared — I never thought you cared! she wailed, twisting her interlocked fingers in helpless agony. I had loved you so long; I tried to make you understand it, but you would not. I was mortally hurt — I said bitter things — but my heart was yours, Michael, yours for the asking, and so was I; you had only to take me; I would have gone with you from the first word you spoke to me in Johnson Hall — I would have followed you — from the first glance you gave me. Wrong? What is wrong? Love? It is never wrong! I would have died for a touch of your lips; I did almost die when you kissed me there, using me so shamelessly with your boyish cruelty! You went away in the night; I searched Johnstown, and I listened and questioned until I believed you had gone to Pittsburg. And I followed you, madly jealous of Felicity, crazed at the thought that she, too, was going to Pitt to be near you. But you were not at Fort Pitt; I waited, and I was calm because I believed that Felicity meant to wed with Dunmore. Then Harrod sent in his list of killed — my husband was among the dead. I went back to Albany. I meant to come to Boston to sell my house: I needed money. You found me there on the road that night; I could have died from happiness, but you would not understand me, Michael! she ended, piteously. 

I kept my eyes on the floor.

And now, since you have been in Boston, all these long months, she cried, I have not seen you; I could not find you, nor could I find anybody who had ever seen you. God knows I did not think to see you here since I, destitute, utterly desperate, caring nothing for life, took — this — shameful — step—

She covered her hot face with her hands.

Can you believe I love you still? she sobbed.

I could endure no more; already I had stumbled through the flowery hedge towards the door, blindly forcing a path amid the blossoms which threw out a hundred tendrils to bar my way.

Once I looked back. She lay in the glittering chair, eyes following me. The next step, and a great bunch of roses blotted her face from my sight.

Through the card-room I hurried, aware of people around me, yet seeing nothing; down the stairway, jostled by people who were descending or mounting, and at last into the cloak-room and out through the court-yard, which was now bright with moonlight shining in the puddles of rain.

Shemuel came from the mews to meet me, leading Warlock. Mr. Foxcroft stalked behind him.

Where is the pass? he demanded. Did you procure the pass, sir? What! Empty-handed! Now, by Heaven! he cried, in a towering fury, this Tory Governor presumes too far!

Be silent! I said, sharply; do you wish to have us all arrested? I shall go to Lexington to-night, I tell you, pass or no pass; and, before I go, you shall tell me where I may find Miss Warren.

A mile out of Lexington on the Bedford Road, he replied. How can you pass the Neck guard, without the Governors leave, sir?

I will show you, said I, if you choose to accompany me.

You mean to ride for it? he asked, excitedly.

I was silent.

And risk a chain-shot from their twenty-four-pounders? he persisted. 

Mr. Foxcroft, I said, you may do as you please, but there is nothing under the moon, yonder, which can keep me from going to Lexington. Have you a horse stabled here? No? Can you hire one? Then hire him, in Heavens name, and get into your saddle if you mean to go with me. Shemuel, find a good horse for Mr. Foxcroft, and another for Jack Mount. You must pay for them; I have no money. It is half-past ten oclock; I will wait ten minutes.

Shemuel scurried back into the mews; Foxcroft followed, and in a moment his portly figure was lost to sight in the dusky alley.

I looked up at the lighted windows of Province House, wondering how on earth I was to go to Lexington. Music was sounding from the ballroom; I looked out across the dark city; the moon hung over the bay; the rigging of a war-ship rose black against the silvery disk. Instinctively I turned my eyes towards the steeple of the Old North Meeting-House. The steeple was dark; the troops had not yet started.

Musing there in the moonlight, hands clasped on the pommel of my saddle, the dull thunder of hoofs from the stable aroused me, and presently Mr. Foxcroft came clattering out of the mews, followed by Shemuel, also mounted, a grotesque lump of a shape, crouched on the saddle, his flat, three-cornered hat crammed over his great ears, his nose buried in his neck-cloth. He led a third horse behind him.

Now, sir, panted Foxcroft, I am prepared to ride to the devil with you and put this Tory Governors nose out o joint!

Do you also ride with us, Shemuel? I asked.

He replied faintly in the affirmative. The little creature was frightened. His devotion touched me very deeply.

Walking our horses along Common Street, we were almost immediately accosted by dragoons, who, on learning that our destination was the Wild Goose Tavern, cursed us roundly, promising to clean out that nest of rebels at no distant date. Their officer also began to harangue us, but I pushed my horse past him and cantered on into the Mall and out through Green Lane, wheeling into the alley behind the Wild Goose. 

Of the half-score gentlemen whom I had left there, sitting their rain-drenched horses, none remained. However, Mount was in the tavern, and he came at my whistle, explaining that the balance of the company had chosen to risk crossing the bay under the guns of the Somerset, rather than attempt to force the Neck.

God go with them! said I; heres Shemuel with a horse for you. Well ride to the shore and see what can be done.

Mount, who had been busily embracing Shemuel, gave the little Jew a mighty slap of affection, vaulted into his saddle, passed my rifle to me, and fell back beside the peddler, while Mr. Foxcroft and I rode through the Mall once more, down towards the shore, where, in the darkness, faint flashes through the trees came and went as the waves of the bay caught the moonlight.

Is it too far to swim? I asked Mr. Foxcroft.

Too far, he replied, with a shiver. All is marsh beyond; the mud would smother us ere we landed. That shoal yonder is dry at low-water.

Mr. Foxcroft, said I, we must swim for it somewhere. Could we not make the Charles River at a pinch?

No, nor Stony Brook, he said. A good swimmer might circle the floating battery and make his way outside the Neck, but he could not last, Mr. Cardigan.

We had been slowly approaching the shore while we spoke. For some time I had fancied I heard sounds in the darkness like the stirring and movement of a body of men assembling. At first I fancied the swelling murmur of the tide deceived me, yet at moments it seemed as though I could distinguish a trampling sound which could not have been the beat of the oceans steady squadrons on the beach.

Then, as we came out through the fringe of trees from which the land fell away to the waters edge, a stirring sight lay spread before us: below, in the dazzling moonlight, the shore swarmed with soldiers, teamsters, and boatmen, moving hither and thither along the waters edge. Companies of grenadiers were marching towards the wooden wharf at the end of Hollis Street; companies of light infantry and marines were embarking in the boats which lay rocking along the shore; horses snorted, gathered in groups, while boatmen 452 poled flat-boats towards a cove from which already a scow, freighted with horses, was being pushed out into the bay.

Although there was no talking, save the half-whispered commands of the officers, the movement of so many boats, the tread of a thousand men, the stamping and noises of horses, all swelled into a heavy, ceaseless sound, which mingled with and intensified the murmur of the mounting tide, stirred to its flood by the silver magic of the rising moon.

Hundreds of soldiers had already embarked; we could distinguish the dark line of their boats, all strung out as though fastened together, stem and stern, rising and falling on the glittering surface of the bay, ever lengthening, as new boats, loaded deep with soldiers, put out to fall into line and sail bobbing away into the darkness, only to reappear again under the flood of moonlight.

Suppose, whispered Mount, we lead our horses aboard that scow yonder!

In another moment, scarcely aware of what I was actually about, I had dismounted, and was leading Warlock straight down to the shore towards a cove, where half a dozen boatmen were standing in a scow, resting on their long sea-poles.

If they ask questions, knock them into the water! said Mount, calmly.

He repeated the instructions to Foxcroft and Shemuel as we filed along the dim shore past a throng of boatmen, grooms, officers servants, and teamsters, and made straight towards the scow that lay a few yards off shore in the little, shadowy cove.

It was a desperate attempt; had I given myself one minutes reflection, I should rather have risked a dash across the Neck and a chain-shot on the causeway. Yet its very audacity was in our favour; the boatmen, when they saw us leading our horses down to their cove, hastily lowered a plank bridge from their heavy scow, and Mount coolly waded out into the water, guiding his horse aboard as calmly as though it were his own stable, and these Tory boatmen his paid grooms.

I followed with Warlock, who snorted and pawed when the salt water rose to his fetlocks, but he danced up the plank 453 incline and entered the boat without coaxing. Shemuels horse, a sleek, weasel-bellied animal, with a wicked eye and a bunch o hackle for a tail, swung round in the water, slinging the little Jew on his face in the mud, and then, with a vicious squeal, flung up his heels and cantered off, scattering a company of marines drawn up a hundred yards down the shore.

Draggled and dripping, Shemuel, standing knee-deep in salt water, watched the flight of his horse, but I bade him come aboard at once, and he did so, casting sidelong glances at the boatmen, who regarded him with astonishment.

Mr. Foxcroft, meanwhile, had dragged his horse aboard, and Mount ordered the boatmen to push off at once.

As the men took up their heavy sea-poles, I heard them whispering to each other that Mount and I must be scouts sent ahead to spy for the soldiers, and I caught them eying our buckskins curiously as they lay on their poles, pushing out towards the broad belt of moonlight which glistened beyond.

The wind whipped our cheeks as we swung clear of the land; the boatmen presently took to their oars, which I noticed were muffled midway between blade and handle. The row-locks, also, had been padded with bunches of wheat-straw and rags.

Now that we were safely afloat, misgivings seized me. I had never before been on salt water; the black waves which came slapping on our craft disturbed me; the shadowy hulk of the war-ship which lay athwart our course loomed up like doom, seeming to watch us with its wicked little green and red eyes, marking us for destruction.

The wind freshened furiously in my face; the waves came rolling in out of the darkness, rap! rap! slap! rap! crushing into stinging gusts of spray, soaking us to the skin.

Far to our left the line of boats floated, undulating across the bay; the beacon in Boston flared out red as we rounded Fox Hill; the light on Mount Wh-d-m twinkled.

Presently Mount touched my arm and pointed. High up in the dark haze above the city two bright lights hung. So we knew that Rolfe was watching from the belfry of the Old North Meeting-House, and that Paul had read the twin 454 lamps message and was now galloping west through the Middlesex farms.

Shemuel, shivering in his wet and muddy garments, crept up beside me to ask where we were to be landed.

I did not know, nor dared I ask, fearing to awake suspicion. Besides, we were close under the sprit of a tall, black frigate, so close that I could see the candles flaring in the battle lanthorns and the dead bay-weeds hanging from the chains, and I could even read her name, the Falcon.

Then, suddenly, out of the shadow under the black frigates hulk, a cockle-shell came dancing towards us, with an officer in the stern, who played his lanthorn on us and waved his arm.

Move into line with the ships boats! he called out, with many a strange sea-oath; and our brawny oarsmen pulled northeast once more towards the long line of boats which now stretched almost across the bay.

You land at Phippss Farm, sir? inquired a sweating boatman of Mount.

Phippss Farm! broke in Mr. Foxcroft. Its in the marshes o Lechemere! Im damned if Ill be landed at Phippss!

Isnt that where the troops land, sir? asked the boatman, resting his oar.

Mount shook his head mysteriously.

We are on special service, lads, he said. Ask no questions, but put us ashore at Willis Creek, and tell the colonel to give you a guinea apiece for me.

At this impudent remark the boatmen began to row with renewed vigour; the salt spray drove aboard in showers, the wind roared in our ears, the horses huddled together.

Once more we swung across the line of boats; in the craft just ahead of us I could see the marines sitting with their muskets on their knees, right hands covering the flints and pans.

As the distance slowly increased between us and the troop-boats, I began to breathe more freely. Mount stood by his horse, coolly chewing a straw from the wadded oar-locks, his fox-skin cap pushed back on his head, the fluffy tail blowing wildly in the wind. 

Slowly the dark shore took shape before us; already I could smell the land smell, and hear the wind among the reeds.

Oh, the happiness to be free from that prison city, lying there in the gloom across the water! — the joy to tread free ground once more, to scent free winds, to move unrestrained across the world again!

Mount, too, was sniffing restlessly at the marsh, wreathed in sea-mist; I fancied his eyes glowed in the moonlight like the eyes of a waiting hound.

Something touched my hand; Shemuel came cowering to my side.

Courage, I whispered.

I haf done all I could, he said, in a shaking voice.

I know that, lad, I muttered.

His wet fingers sought mine.

I shall nefer be safe no more, he whispered.

What do you mean? I asked.

I dont know. I shall nefer set foot on shore no more. I dont live long now, Mr. Cardigan.

He was trembling from head to foot as I laid my hand on his shoulder.

The boatmen had dropped their oars and taken to their poles once more; the tall reeds rustled as our scow drove its square nose into the shallows and grounded with a grating jar. Startled curlews, round about us, uttered their querulous cries.

Theres a road swings northwest through the marshes, said Mount, wading out into the water and leading his horse up through the rushes. Follow me, lad. I should know this country from Cobble Hill to Canada.

Foxcroft had mounted; Jack climbed stiffly into his saddle; I threw Warlock around in the reeds, prepared to set foot to stirrup, when Shemuel seized my arm convulsively. A patrol of British light horse, riding in single file, came picking their way down the shore in the moonlight.

Mount and Foxcroft saw them and drew bridles; I slung my legs across Warlock, just as they hailed us.

Get up behind! Quick! I whispered to Shemuel, watching the horsemen riding towards Mount, who was ahead of Foxcroft. 

Shemuels strength appeared to have left his limbs; he struggled to mount behind me; Warlock, alarmed at his contortions, began to dance restlessly.

Impatient, I stooped to grasp Shemuel, and I already had him by the collar when an exclamation and a sudden trampling of horses made me turn my head just in time to see a British officer seize Jack Mount and attempt to drag him from his saddle.

Before I could straighten up, the cavalry were upon us; I saw Foxcroft snap his pistol, wheel, and gallop into the reeds; I saw Jack Mount fling the officer off and fetch him a cracking blow with the barrel of his rifle. Two men rode at me; I raised my rifle with one hand, calling to Shemuel to mount behind me, but the frightened peddler squirmed out of my clutch and rushed off headlong into the marsh.

A horseman followed him, cursing; the other trooper, mired in the rushes, struggled to get at me.

I swung my rifle to my cheek; it flashed in the pan; the brute set his horse at a gallop, and, leaning forward, deliberately shot at the unarmed peddler. Shemuel dodged, ran a few yards, doubled on the horseman, and came rushing back towards Mount. He gained a little hillock of rising ground; he could have escaped into the fringing willows, but, to my horror, he turned and waved his arms to me, shouting:

Ride! Ride! Mr. Cardigan! For Miss Warrens sake, ride, sir!

Touch that man and Ill brain you! I roared at the horseman who had now drawn his sabre.

Again I tried to shoot the trooper, but the flint sparks died out in the damp pan. With a groan I rode after him, calling out to Shemuel to seek cover in the brush, but he only ran about on his hillock, dodging the infuriated trooper, and calling frantically to me that I must save myself for Miss Warrens sake.

Then, while my horse was floundering in the marsh, slowly drawing his mired limbs to firm ground, I saw Shemuel dart towards me with a shriek, and, ere I could reach him, I saw the trooper bend down from his saddle and slash the poor, frightened creatures head with one terrible blow of his heavy sabre. 

Down into the mud plunged Shemuel; the troopers horse trampled and passed over his body, then swung in a rushing circle and bore down on me, just as the other rider came splashing at me from the right.

My rifle a third time flashed in the pan; the priming had been wet with spray. I struck Warlock on the flanks, whirled him head on against Shemuels murderer, and, whipping out my war-hatchet, aimed a furious blow at the fellows head. The keen hatchet blade sank into the troopers shoulder; he tumbled out of his stirrups and landed heavily among the cat-tails.

Instantly I checked Warlock, poised myself in my stirrups, and launched the hatchet straight at the other horseman, striking him full in the chest, but whether with blade-edge, handle, or flat, I know not, for, as his horse swerved wide, passing me at a tearing gallop, Mount and Foxcroft flew past, calling out that Shemuel was dead and that I must follow them for my life.

Up the shore we crashed through the rushes, driving straight out into the marsh, our horses floundering, and the light horsemen firing their pistols at us from the firmer ground above.

A ball grazed Warlock; his neck was wet with blood.

Theyll murder us all here! cried Foxcroft; charge them, in Gods name!

Mount heard him and bore to the left; I followed; knee to knee we lifted our crazed horses out of the marsh and hurled them into the little patrol of light horse, bursting upon them ere they could wheel to meet us.

In the moonlight their sabres flashed before our eyes, but no lunging point found its billet of flesh, though their blades rang out on our rifle-barrels; then we were on them, among them, plunging through them, and pounding away northward over a hard gravel road.

They discharged their pistols at us; a few of them followed us, but all pursuit ceased below Prospect Hill; we galloped, unmolested, into the old Charlestown and West Cambridge Road, and flew onward through the night.

In lonely stretches of road, which ran rivers of moonlight, I could see Mount riding, head on his breast, square 458 jaw set, and I knew he was brooding on Shemuels dismal end.

The swift murder of the little peddler shocked me terribly; Shemuels strange premonition of his own approaching death fairly made me shiver in my stirrups as I rode. Like a doomed man the Jew had gone to his end, with what courage God had lent him. He had been a friend to me. For all his squalid weakness of limb, his natural fear of pain, his physical cowardice, he had not swerved from the service of his country, nor had he faltered or betrayed the confidence of men whose peril imperilled himself. Nothing save his fidelity to us had forced him to leave the city with us; nothing save the innate love of liberty in his grotesque and dirty body had lured this errant child of Israel to risk his life in bearing messages for those who watched the weighted hours creep on towards that bloody dawn already gathering under the edges of the sleeping world.

Now, as we rode, from behind us the sound of bells came quavering across dim meadows; out of the blue night bells answered; we heard the reports of guns, the distant clamour of a horn blowing persistently from some hidden hamlet.

The alarm! panted Foxcroft, at my elbow, as we pounded on. Hurrah! Hurrah! The country lives!

Jack! I called, through the rushing wind, the whole land is awaking behind us! Do you hear? Our country lives!

And England dies! cried Mount, passionately. With both hands uplifted, and bridle flung across his horses neck, he galloped in the lead. On his huge horse, towering up in the saddle, he swept on through the night, a gigantic incarnation of our people militant, a colossal shape embodying all that we had striven for and suffered for from the hour when the first pioneer died at the stake.

On he swept astride his rushing horse, the fox-tail on his cap streaming, the thrums on his sleeves blowing like ripe grain; and ever he tossed his arms towards the sky and shook his glittering rifle above his head, till the moonshine played on it like lightning.

Ring! Ring out your bells! we shouted, as we tore through a sleeping village; and behind us we could see candle-light 459 break out from the dark houses, and, ere the volleying echoes of our horses hoofs struck the last spark from the village streets, the meeting-house bell began swinging, warning the distant farms that the splendid hour had come.

And now, unexpectedly, we encountered a check in our course. Full in the yellow moonlight, on a little hill over which our road lay, we caught sight of a body of horsemen drawn up, and we knew, by the moon shining on their gorgets, that we had before us a company of dragoons with their officers.

At a word from Jack I dismounted and pulled the rails from the road fence on our right. Through the aperture we filed, out into a field of young winter wheat well sprouted, and then west, as quietly as we might, with watchful eyes on the dragoons.

But the British horsemen had also turned, and were now trotting along parallel to our course, which manœuvre drove us off eastward again across the meadows, deep starred with dandelions. For us to alarm Lexington was now impossible. We could already see the liberty-pole on the hill and make out where the village lay, by a gilt weather-vane shining in the moonlight above the trees. But there were no lights to be seen in Lexington, and we dared not ride through the dark town, not knowing but that it might be swarming with dragoons.

Still, if it were impossible for us to alarm Lexington, we could ride on across the fields and gain the Bedford Road.

Mr. Foxcroft undertook to pilot us. As I rode by his side I could scarce believe that, yonder, close at hand in the darkness, Silver Heels slept, nor doubted that I was near. My heart began a-drumming.

You are sure she is there? I asked, plucking Foxcrofts sleeve.

Unless Captain Butler has prevailed, he said, grimly.

I choked and trembled in my saddle.

Do you — do you believe she would listen to him? I muttered.

Do you? he asked, turning on me.

We forced our horses through a belt of tasselled willows fringing a little thread of a meadow stream. The dew showered 460 our faces like a flurry of rain. My cheeks were burning.

How far is it? Are we near her house? I asked again and again. I strove to realize that I was nearing Silver Heels; I could not, nor was I able to understand that I should ever again see her.

In moments of my imprisonment I had believed devoutly that I should live to see her; yet since my deliverance from that cage of stones I had not dared assure myself that I should find her; I had not given myself time to think of the chances that might favour me or of the possibilities of failure. Dormant among my bitter memories lay that vile threat of Walter Butler; I dared not stir it up to examine it; I let it lie quiet, afraid to rouse it. By what hellish art could he, my mortal enemy, inspire aught but hatred in the woman who had loved me and who must have known how I had suffered at his hands?

Yet, if he had not lied to me, she had at least given him an audience. But his boast that she had consented to fix a day to wed with him I believed not, deeming it but a foolish attempt at cruelty on a man who, truly enough, at that time, seemed doomed to die upon the gibbet behind Queen Street court-house.

We now came to a stony pasture in which cattle lay, turning their heavy heads in the dim light to watch us. I dismounted to let down the bars. In vain I looked for a house; there were no lights to be seen.

Foxcroft moved slowly; I nearly rode him down in my rising anxiety, now almost beyond control.

At length, however, he discovered a narrow, overgrown lane, lined with hazel, and we turned into it, single file, leading our horses. The lane conducted us to an orchard, all silvery in the moonbeams, and now, through the long rows of trees, I saw the moon shining on the portico of a white mansion.

Is that the house? I whispered.

Foxcroft nodded.

We led our horses through a weedy garden up to the pillared portico. Even in the moonlight I could see the neglect and decay that lay over house and grounds. In the pale light 461 clusters of yellow jonquils peeped from the tangle about the doorsteps; an owl left a hemlock tree with a whistle of broad wings and wheeled upward, squealing fiercely.

And now, as I leaped to the porch, I became aware of a light in the house. It streamed from a chink in the wooden shutters which were closed over the window to the right of the door.

Foxcroft saw it; so did Mount; we tied our hard-blown horses to the fluted wooden pillars, and, stepping to the door, rapped heavily.

The hard beating of my heart echoed the rapping; intense silence followed.

After a long time, pattering, uncertain steps sounded inside the hallway; a light, dim at first, grew brighter above the fanlight over the door.

The door opened to its full width; the candle flared in the draught of night wind, smoked, flickered, then burned steadily. A little, old man stood in the hallway; his huge shadow wavered beside him on the wall.

It was the Weasel!

The cuffs of his coat, guiltless of lace, were too large for his shrunken arms; his faded flowered waistcoat hung on his thin body like a sack; yet his hair was curled and powdered over his sunken forehead. On his colourless, wasted face a senile smile flickered; he laid his withered hand on his breast and bowed to us, advancing to the threshold.

With a gesture he welcomed us; he did not speak, but stood there smiling his aged smile, expectant, silent, the pattern of threadbare courtesy, the living spectre of hospitality.

Cade! whispered Mount, with ashy lips; Cade, old friend! How came you here?

The Weasels meaningless eyes turned on Mount; there was no light of recognition in them.

You are welcome, sir, said Renard, in the ghost of his old voice. I pray you enter, gentlemen; we keep open house, ah yes! — an old custom in our family, gentlemen — you are welcome to Cambridge Hall, believe me, most welcome.

The thin, garrulous chatter awoke petulant echoes through the silent hall; he raised his childish voice and called out the names of servants, long dead. The hollow house replied in echoes; the candle-flame burned steadily. 

My servants are doubtless in their hall, he said, without embarrassment; that the office of hospitality devolves on me I must count most fortunate. Pray, gentlemen, follow. The grooms will take your horses to the stables.

Leading us into a room, where were a few chairs set close to a small, shabby card-table, he begged us to be seated with a kindly smile, then seated himself, and fell a-babbling of ancient days, and of people long since in their graves, of his kennels and stables, of the days when the world was younger, and hearts simpler, and true men loved their King.

Nor could we check him, for he would smile and talk of the fleet in the downs, and the fête to be given in Boston town when Sir Peter Warren and his old sea-dogs landed to dine at Province House. And all the while Jack Mount sat staring with tear-smeared eyes, and lips a-quiver, and great fists clasped convulsively; and Foxcroft leaned, elbow on knee, keen eyes watching the little madman who sat serenely babbling of a household and a wife and a life that existed only in his stricken brain.

His wines he brought us in cracked glasses — clear water from a spring that was older than human woe, but, like his hospitality, unfailing.

At intervals he spoke to empty space, as though servants waited at his back; and it was the Blue Room for Mr. Foxcroft, and the South Chamber for you, sir, Captain Mount, I believe, of his Majestys Grenadiers? Oh, it was heart-breaking to see the agony in Mounts eyes and the ghastly by-play of the little, withered man, the light of whose mind had gone out, leaving a stricken body to be directed by the spirit of a child.

Never shall I forget that candle-lit scene as I saw it: Mount, dumb with grief, sitting there in his buckskins, rifle on knee and fox-skin cap twisted in his great brown hands; Foxcroft, his black smalls splashed with clay, his heavy, red face set in careworn lines; and the little, shabby Weasel, in his mended finery, shrunken fingers interlocked on his knee, smiling vacantly at us over a cracked glass of spring-water, and dispensing hospitality with a mild benevolence which was truly ghastly in its unconscious irony. 

What in Gods name is he doing here? I whispered to Foxcroft.

Quiet, motioned Foxcroft, turning his head to listen. I, too, had caught the sound of a light footfall on the stair. Instinctively we all rose; the Weasel, muttering and smiling, ambled to the dark entry.

Then, out of the wavering shadows, into the candle-light, stepped a young girl, whose clear hazel eyes met ours with perfect composure. Her face was deadly white; her fingers rested in the Weasels withered palm; she saluted us with a slow, deep reverence, then raised her steady eyes to mine.

Silver Heels! Silver Heels! I whispered.

Her eyes closed for a moment and she quivered from head to foot.

My daughter, gentlemen, said the Weasel, tenderly; bending, he touched her fingers with his shrivelled lips, smiling to himself.

Her gray eyes never left mine; I stepped forward; she gave a little gasp as I took her hand.

Who is this young man? said the Weasel, mildly. He is not Captain Butler, dear — or my memory fails — ay, he babbled on, it fails me strangely now, and I had best sit quiet while younger heads think for me. Yet, this young man is not Captain Butler, dear?

No, father.

In the silence I heard my heart beat heavily. A minute passed; the Weasel peered at me with his dim eyes and clasped his daughters hand closely.

Silver Heels! Silver Heels! I cried, with a sob.

Do you want me — now? she whispered.

I caught her fiercely in my arms; she hung to me with closed eyes and every limb a-tremble.

And, as I stood there, with my arms around her, and her face against mine, far away I heard the measured gallop of a horse on the highway, nearer, nearer, turning now close outside the house, and now thundering up to the porch.

Instantly Jack Mount glided from the room; Foxcroft, listening, silently drew his pistol; I reached out for my rifle which leaned against the chair, and, striking the butt heavily 464 against the floor, glanced at the pan. The rifle had primed itself.

Then I turned smiling to Silver Heels.

Do you know who is coming? I asked.

Yes.

I stepped to the centre of the room; the door opened gently; a motionless shape stood there in the moonlight, the shape of my enemy, Walter Butler.


CHAPTER XXVII
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HE HESITATED, POISED on the threshold, his yellow eyes contracting, dazzled by the candle; then, like lightning, his sword glittered in his hand, but Mount, behind him, tore the limber blade from his grip and flung it ringing at my feet. Now, weaponless and alone, Butler stood confronting us, his blank eyes travelling from one to another, his thin lips twitching in an ever-deepening sneer. Nor did the sneer leave his face when Mount slammed and locked the door behind him, and unsheathed his broad hunting-knife.

Something is dreadfully wrong, gentlemen, quavered poor Cade Renard; this is Captain Butler, my daughters affianced. I pray you follow no ancient quarrel under my roof, gentlemen. I cannot suffer this affront — I cannot permit this difference between gentlemen in my daughters presence—

Mount quietly drew the little man aside to the door and led him out, saying tenderly: All is well, old friend; you have forgotten much in these long days. You will remember soon. Go, dream in the moonlight, Cade. She was ever a friend to us, the moon.

Suddenly Butler turned on Silver Heels, his darkening face distorted.

You have played the game well! he whispered, between his teeth.

What game? I asked, with deadly calmness. Pray say what you have to say at once, Mr. Butler.

Again his evil gaze shifted from face to face; there was no mercy in the eyes that met his; his visage grew loose and pallid.

That she-devil swore to wed me! he broke out, hoarsely, pointing a shaking finger full at Silver Heels. She — swore it! His voice sank to a hiss. 

To save my father from a highwaymans death! said Silver Heels, deathly white.

She turned to me, quivering. Michael, I am a thiefs daughter. This is what I am come to! — to buy my fathers life with my own body — and fling my soul at that mans feet! Now will you wed me?

A cold fury blinded me so I could scarcely see him. I cocked my rifle and drew my hand across my eyes to clear them.

This is not your quarrel! he said, desperately; this woman is the daughter of Cade Renard, a notorious highwayman known as the Weasel! I doubt that Sir Michael Cardigan — for your uncle is dead, whether you know it or not! — would care to claim kinship in this house!

He turned like a snake and measured Mount from head to foot.

Give me my sword! he said, harshly, and I will answer for myself against this other thief! His glaring eyes fell on Foxcroft.

What the devil are you doing here? he snarled. Are you knave or fool, that you stand there listening to this threat on my life? You know that this woman is Renards child! You have Sir Johns papers to prove it! Are you not his attorney, man? Then tell these gentlemen that I speak the truth, and that I will meet them both, singly, and carve it on their bodies lest they forget it!

It is too late, I said; a gentlemans sword can never again be soiled by those hands.

Ay! cried Foxcroft, suddenly, it is too late! You say I have papers to prove the truth? I have; and you shall hear the truth, you cursed scoundrel!

She is the Weasels child! cried Butler, hoarsely.

If she were the child of Tom o Bedlam, she is still betrothed to me! God knows, I said, whether you be human or demon, and so perhaps you may not burn in hell, but I shall send you thither, with Gods help!

And I laid my hand on his arm, and asked him if he was minded to die quietly in the garden; while Mount, knife at his throat, pushed him towards the door.

Do you mean it? he burst out, shuddering. Am I 467 not to have a chance for life? This is murder, Mr. Cardigan!

So dealt you by me at the Cayuga stake, I said.

Yet — it is murder you do. If my hands are not clean, would you foul your own?

So dealt you by me in Queen Street prison, I said, slowly.

Yet, nevertheless, it is murder. And you know it. This is no court of law, to sit in judgment. Are the Cardigans the public hangmen?

Give him his sword! I cried, passionately. I cannot breathe while he draws breath! Give him his sword, or I will slay him with naked hands!

No! roared Foxcroft, hurling me back.

Butler scowled at the lawyer; Foxcroft scowled at him, and placed his heavy shoe on the fallen sword. Then he suddenly stooped, seized the gilded hilt, and snapped the blade in two, casting the fragments from him in contempt.

The sword of a scoundrel, he said; the sword of a petty malefactor — a pitiful forger—

Liar! shrieked Butler, springing at him. Mount flung the maddened man into a chair, where he lay, white and panting, staring at Foxcroft, who now stood by the table, coolly examining a packet of documents.

It is all here, he said— the story of two cheap dabblers in petty crime — Sir John Johnson and Mr. Walter Butler — how they did conspire to steal from Miss Warren her wealth, her fair fame, and the very name God gave her. A shameful story, gentlemen, but true on the word of an honourable man.

Lies! muttered Butler, between ashen lips. His cheeks became loose and horrible; his lips shrivelled up above his teeth. Foxcroft turned to me, purple with passion.

Sir William Johnson, your honourable kinsman, left Miss Warren property in his will. Sir John found, in the same box which held the will, a packet of documents and letters addressed to Sir William, apparently proving that Miss Warren was the child of a certain lady who had left her husband to follow the fortunes of Captain Warren — her child by her own husband, Cade Renard, a gentleman of Cambridge.

The Weasel! burst out Jack Mount. 

But she is not, sir! cried Foxcroft, turning on Mount. She is Captain Warrens own child; I journeyed to England and proved it; I have papers here in my pocket to prove it! he said, slapping the flaps of his brass-buttoned coat. It was a lie from beginning to end; the letters supposed to have been written to Sir William by Sir Peter Warren were forged; the documents supposed to have been unearthed from the flooring in the captains cabin of his Majestys ship Leda were forged. I can prove it! I can prove that Walter Butler was the forger! I can prove that Sir John Johnson knew it! And to that end Sir John and Captain Butler conspired to make her believe herself to be the child of a half-crazed forest-runner who had been besetting Sir John with his mad importunities, calling himself Cade Renard, and vowing that Miss Warren was his own child!

He glared at Butler; the wretched mans lips moved to form the word, Lies! but no sound came. Then Foxcroft turned to me.

In my presence these three men broke the news to her; they hoodwinked me, too. By God, sir, I had never suspected villany had not that contemptible fool, Sir John, attempted to bribe silence, should anything ever occur to cast doubt on the relationship betwixt this fellow Renard and Miss Warren!

The lawyer paused, grinding his teeth in rage.

I accepted the bribe! I did, gentlemen! I did it to quiet suspicion. Sir John believes me to be his creature. But I set out to follow the matter to the bitter end, and I have done it! Its a falsehood from A to Zed! I shall have the pleasure of flinging Sir Johns bribe into his face!

He laid his hand on my arm, speaking very gently and gravely.

Mr. Cardigan, Miss Warren is the truest, bravest, sweetest woman I have ever known. She received the news of her dreadful position as a gallant soldier receives the fire of the enemy. When it was made hopelessly clear to her that this lunatic Renard was her father, and that she was not a Warren, not an heiress, that she must now give up all thought of the family on which she had so long imposed — and give up all pretensions to you, sir — she acquiesced with a dignity 469 that might have become a princess of the blood, sir! No whining there, Mr. Cardigan! Not a whimper, sir; not a reproach, not a tear. Her first thought was of pity for her father — this little, withered lunatic, who sat there devouring her with his eyes of a sick hound. She went to him before us all; she took his hand — his hard, little claw — and kissed it. By God, gentlemen, blood tells!

After a long silence I repeated, Blood tells.

Mount, head in his hands, was weeping.

Then came Butler, the forger, said Foxcroft, pointing at him. And when he found that, after all, Miss Warren honoured herself too highly to seek a rehabilitation through his name, he came here and threatened this poor old mans life — threatened to denounce him as a thief, and have him hung at a cross-roads, unless she gave herself to him! Then — then she consented.

Butler was sitting forward in his chair, his bloodless face supported between his slim fingers, his eyes on vacancy. He did not seem to hear the words that branded him; he did not appear to see us as we drew closer around him.

In the orchard, muttered Mount; we can hang him with his own bridle.

We paused for an instant, gazing silently at the doomed man. Then Mount touched him on the shoulder.

At the voiceless summons he looked up at us as though stunned.

You must hang, said Mount, gravely.

Not that! No! I stammered; I cant do it! Give him a sword — give him something to fight with! Jack — I cant do it. I am not made that way!

There was a touch on my arm; Silver Heels stood beside me.

Let them deal with him, she murmured, you cannot fight with him; there is no honour in him.

No! — no honour in him! I repeated.

He had risen, and now stood, staring vacantly at me.

Damnation! cried Mount, are you going to let him loose on the world again?

I cannot slay him, I said.

But a rope can! said Mount. 

Do you then draw it, I replied, and never rail more at the hangman!

After a moment I unlocked and opened the door. As in a trance, Butler passed out into the moonlight; Mount stole close behind him, and I saw his broad knife glimmer as he followed.

Let him go, I said, wearily. I choke with all this foul intrigue. Is there no work to do, Jack, save the sheriffs? Faugh! Let him go!

Butler slowly set foot to stirrup; Mount snatched the pistol from the saddle-holster with a savage sneer.

No, no, he said. Trust a scoundrel if you will, lad, but draw his fangs first. Oh, Lord above! — but I hate to let him go! Shall I? Ill give him a hundred yards before I fire! And Ill not aim at that! Shall I?

If Butler heard him he made no sign. He turned in his saddle and looked at Silver Heels.

Should I let him loose on the world once more? God knows I am no prophet, nor pretend to see behind the veil; yet, as I stood there, looking on Walter Butler, I thought the haze that the moon spun in the garden grew red like that fearsome light which tinges the smoke of burning houses, and I remembered that dream I had of him, so long ago, when I saw him in the forest, with blood on him, and fresh scalps at his belt — and the scalps were not of the red men.

Should I, who had him in my power, and could now forever render the demon in him powerless — should I let him go free into the world, or send him forever to the dreadful abode of lost souls?

War was at hand. War would come at dawn when the Grenadiers marched into Concord town. To slay him, then, would be no murder. But now?

Mount, watching me steadily, raised his rifle.

No, I said.

What was I to do? There was no prison to hale him to; the jails o Boston lodged no Tories. Justice? There was no justice save that mockery at Province House. Law? Gage was the law — Gage, the friend of this man. What was I to do? Once again Mount raised his rifle.

No, I said. 

So passed Walter Butler from among us, riding slowly out into the shadowy world, under the calm moon. God witness that I conducted as my honour urged, not as my hot blood desired — and He shall deal with me one day, face to face, that I let loose this man on the world, yet did not dream of the hell he should make of Tryon County ere his red soul was fled again to the hell that hatched it!

So rode forth mine enemy, Walter Butler, invulnerable for me in his armour of dishonour, unpunished for the woe that he had wrought, unmarked by justice which the dawn had not yet roused from her long sleep in chains.

Again Mount raised his rifle.

No, I said.

A little breeze began stirring in the moonlit orchard; our horses tossed their heads and stamped; then silence fell.

After a long while the voice of Mount recalled me to myself; he had drawn poor Renard to a seat on the rotting steps of the porch.

Now do you know me, Cade? asked Mount, again and again.

The Weasel folded his withered hands in his lap and looked up, solemnly.

Cade? Cade, old friend? persisted Mount, piteously, drawing his great arm about the Weasels stooping shoulders.

The Weasels solemn eyes met his in silence.

Mount forced a cheerful laugh that rang false in the darkness.

What! Forget the highway, Cade? The Kings highway, old friend? The moon at the cross-roads? Eh? You remember? Say you remember, Cade.

The blank eyes of the Weasel were fixed on Mount.

The forest? Eh, Cade? Ho! — lad! The rank smell o the moss, and the stench of rotting logs? The quiet in the woods, the hermit-bird piping in the pines? Say you remember, old friend! he begged; tell me you remember! Ho! lad, have you forgot the tune the war-arrow sings?

And he made a long-drawn, whispering whimper with his lips. 

In pantomime he crouched and pointed; the Weasels mild eyes turned.

The Iroquois! whispered Mount, anxiously. They wear O-Kwen-cha! — red paint! Hark to the war-drums! Do you not hear them chanting:

Ha-wa-sa-say!

Ha-wa-sa-say!

The Weasels eyes grew troubled; he looked up at Mount trustfully, like a child who refuses to be frightened.

I hear Che-ten-ha, the mouse; he gnaws, gnaws, gnaws.

No, it is the Iroquois! urged Mount. You have fought them, Cade; you remember? Say that you remember!

I — I have fought the Iroquois, repeated the Weasel, passing his hand over his brow; but it was years ago — years ago — too long ago to remember—

No, no! cried Mount, it was but yesterday, old friend — yesterday! And who went with you on the burnt trail, Cade? Who went with you by night and by day, by starlight and by sun, eating when you ate, starving when you starved, drinking deep when you drank, thirsting when you thirsted? It was I, Cade! cried Mount, eagerly; I!

It was Tah-hoon-to-whe, the night-hawk, murmured the little man.

It was I, Jack Mount! repeated the forest-runner, in a loud voice. Hark! The Iroquois drums! The games afoot, Cade! Rouse up, old friend! The trail is free!

But the Weasel only stared at him with his solemn, aged eyes, and clasped his trembling hands in his lap.

Mount stood still for a long while. Slowly his eager head sank, his arms fell, hopelessly. Then, with a gulping sob, he sank down beside his ancient comrade, and hid his head in his huge hands.

The Weasel looked at him with sorrowful eyes; then rose, and came slowly towards Silver Heels.

They say you are not my daughter, he said, taking Silver Heelss hands from mine. They tell me I have forgotten many things — that you are not my little girl. But — we know better, my child.

He bent and kissed her hands. His hair was white as frost. 

We know better, child, he murmured. You shall tell me all they say — for I cannot understand — and we will smile to remember it all, in the long summer evenings — will we not, my child?

Yes, said Silver Heels, faintly.

There is much, sir, that I forget in these days, he said, turning gravely towards me— much that I cannot recall. Age comes to us all with Gods mercy, sir. Pray you forgive if I lack in aught of courtesy to my guests. There are many people who stay with us — and I cannot remember all names of new and welcome guests — believe me, most welcome. I think your name is Captain Butler?

Sir Michael Cardigan, whispered Silver Heels.

And welcome, always welcome to us here in Cambridge Hall, murmured the old man, staring vacantly about him.

Foxcroft, who had gone to the shabby barn, came back and whispered that there were no horses there, and no vehicle of any description; that we had best make ready for a journey to Albany immediately, and abandon the house and its scant furnishings to the mercy of chance.

I left it to him and to Jack Mount to persuade poor Renard that a journey was necessary that very night; and to them also I left the care of providing for us as best they might, saying that I had no money until I could reach Albany, and that my horse Warlock was to carry Miss Warren.

When Mount had drawn poor Cade away, and when Foxcroft began rummaging the great house for what necessaries and provisions it might contain, Silver Heels took me by the hand and led me up the creaking old stairs and across the gallery to her own chamber. The moonlight flooded the room as we entered, making its every corner sparkle.

Save for the great four-posted bed with its heavy canopy, there was in the room nothing but a pine table and a jug and basin.

So poor am I, she whispered, close beside my face.

Is this all? I asked.

All save the clothes on my body, Michael.

Silver Heels! Silver Heels! I said, sorrowfully, holding her by the hands and never moving my eyes from her tender 474 eyes. And we looked and looked, nor gazed our fill, and the light of her sweet presence was like moonlight which swam in the silvery room, bathing me to the soul of me with deep content.

All these piteous days! she said, slowly.

Ay — all of them! And each hour a year, and each nightfall a closing century. Silver Heels! Silver Heels! You are unchanged, dear heart!

Thin to my bones, and very, very old — like you, Michael.

We have young souls.

Yes, Michael. We are young in all save sorrow.

And you are so tall, Silver Heels—

Span my waist!

My hand would span it. Ah! Your head comes not above my chin for all your willow growth!

Your hands are rough, Sir Michael.

Your hands are satin, sweet.

Yet I wash my kerchief and my shifts in suds.

How the moon glowed and glowed on her.

You grow in beauty, Silver Heels, I said.

When you are with me I do truly feel beauty growing in me, Michael.

We sat down together on the great beds edge, her face against mine, and looked out at the faint stars which the glory of the moon had not yet drowned in light.

Far in the night a cock crowed in the false dawn.

You have suffered, sweet? I whispered.

Ay. And you?

Much, I replied.

After a long while she spoke.

You have never wavered — not once — not for one moment?

Once.

In a faint whisper, When?

On the road from Albany, dear heart.

You rode in company?

Not of my choice.

Who?

Do not ask.

Who? 

I cannot tell—

Who?

In honour.

You wavered?

There was no danger when I thought of you.

She raised her face; her mouth touched mine, then clung to it, and I breathed the sweetest breath a maid eer drew, and all my soul grew dim and warm and faint, with her arms now around my neck, now clinging to my shoulders, and her face like a blossom crushed to mine.

Trembling in limb and body she stood up, brushing her gray eyes awake with slender fingers.

Ah, what happiness, what happiness! she whispered. I am all a-quiver, and I burn to the soul of me. What strange, sweet mischief is there in your lips, Michael? Nay — do not touch me — dear, dear lad; not now — not yet.

She leaned from the open casement; in the intense stillness a voice broke out from below:

Ready, Cardigan! The horses wait at the barn!

As she had no cloak I wrapped her in mine, and, passing my arm around her, led her down to the porch and out across the orchard to the barn where Renard sat, mounted on his old comrades horse.

Warlock came to my call; he nosed the little hand that Silver Heels held out, and laid his head close to hers.

Bear her safely, Warlock! I muttered, huskily, and lifted her to the saddle, bidding Foxcroft mount his own horse, as I would walk beside Miss Warren.

So we started, Foxcroft in the van, then the Weasel, with Mount afoot, leading the horse, then Silver Heels in her saddle, with one hand on my shoulder as I walked at her side, rifle trailed.

There is a road which swings north, said Foxcroft. We must circle Lexington.

There is a road yonder, called out Mount.

Foxcroft hesitated.

I think it leads to Roxbury, he said; I cannot tell if it be the road.

Is it the Roxbury Road, Cade? asked Mount, cheerfully. 

Doubtless, doubtless, replied the Weasel, vacantly, staring at Silver Heels.

He does not remember, whispered Silver Heels.

Try it, said Mount; I doubt not but that it swings far north o Lexington. If this were the forest twixt Saint Sacrement and Pitt Id vouch for us all, but the smell o the town has dulled and blunted my nose, and I see no longer like a tabby in a dark pantry.

He moved into the road, following Foxcroft, and leading the horse on which Cade Renard was mounted. I came last with Silver Heels.

The moon was well on her journey towards the dark worlds edge ere we came to a cross-roads; but the four finger-posts were missing, and we found ourselves no wiser than before. Foxcroft voiced his misgivings that we were on the Lexington Road after all, and not on the road to Roxbury, as we should surely have crossed the Concord Road ere this.

And he was right, for in a few moments we came in full view of the Lexington Meeting-house, with the Concord Road running into our road on the left and Buckmans Tavern on the right, all ablaze with candles set in every window, and a great stable lanthorn shining in the centre of the road.

It is past three in the morning, said Foxcroft, looking at his watch. The British should have been here ere this if they were coming at all.

Mount threw his rifle into the hollow of his left arm, and, tossing his horses bridle to Foxcroft, walked towards Buckmans Tavern where, in the lanthorn light, a throng of men were standing.

I heard him greet them with a hearty God save our country; then he disappeared in the crowd.

The night had turned chilly; I buttoned my riding-coat across Silver Heelss throat and covered her head with the cape, tying it under her chin like a hood.

Presently Mount came striding back, rifle on shoulder, followed by an hostler with a stable light.

The militia have been yonder under arms since midnight, he said. A messenger rode in ten minutes since with news that the road was clear and no British coming. We can get a post-chaise here — he nodded towards the hostler 477 who stood swinging his lamp in one hand and his firelock in tother.

I guess the redcoats aint a-coming, gentlemen, said the hostler, with a grin.

Then we had best bait at the tavern, said Foxcroft, quickly; and he led the way, riding beside the Weasel, who seemed utterly indifferent to his surroundings.

As we threaded our path through the crowd of men and boys I noticed that all were armed with rifles or old-time firelocks, and some even with ancient blunderbusses and bell-muzzled matchlocks. They appeared to be a respectable company, mostly honest yokels from the village, clad in plain homespun. A few wore the militia uniform; one or two officers were dressed in the full uniform of the Third Suffolk Regiment. They eyed us curiously as we passed through their straggling ranks; one called out: The forest-runners are with us! Hurrah! But, for the most part, they regarded us quietly, readily making way for me as I came up, leading Warlock with Silver Heels in the saddle, cloaked to the eyes.

A servant, wearing a pistol in his belt, brought us bread and hot stirabout in a great blue bowl. This dry fare we washed with ale, Silver Heels tasting a glass of Madeira to warm her chilled body.

It was a silent, thoughtful repast. Mount, sitting close beside the Weasel, urged the old man to eat, and he did, mechanically, with dazed eyes fixed on space.

One thing I began to notice: he no longer watched Silver Heels with that humble, devoted, hungering mien of a guardian hound; he scarcely appeared to be aware of her presence at all. Once only he spoke, asking what had become of his rifle; and Mount, eager and hopeful, brought his own rifle to the stricken man. But the Weasel had already forgotten what he had asked for, and he glanced at the weapon listlessly, his hands folded before him on the cloth.

Though her life had nigh been wrecked forever by this poor madman, Silver Heels, sitting at his elbow, watched over him with a serious tenderness and pity, doing for him those little offices which do become the children of the aged and infirm, and which, God grant, our children shall 478 fulfil towards us. And so I saw her with the salt-box, savouring his stirabout so that it should be seasoned to his liking, and, with the cone of sugar, chip such morsels with her knife as he might mumble when he chose.

Presently Foxcroft went to the stables to see that our post-chaise was well provisioned for the journey, and Mount led Renard away to watch the feed-bags filled for our horses provender.

Silver Heels, still wrapped in my riding-cloak, laid her slim hand on my arm, and we walked together to the tavern porch.

The road from Boston divides in front of the Meeting-house, forming two sides of a grassy triangle, on the base of which stands the Meeting-house, facing down the Boston Road. Near this village green a few armed men still lingered in the faint light of dawn, conversing in low voices, and glancing often down the deserted Boston Road.

A score of men sat around us on the damp tavern steps, listlessly balancing their rifles between their knees, some smoking wooden pipes, some dozing, some drinking early milk from a bucket brought by a small, freckled lad who wore neither hat nor shoes.

Do you desire some fresh milk, lady? he asked, gazing solemnly up at Silver Heels.

She smiled faintly, took the proffered dipper, and drank a little.

No pay, lady, he said, as I drew out some coins which Foxcroft had loaned me; the redcoats are comin, and we need to for-ti-fy the in-ner man — and the in-ner lady, he added, politely.

A soldier looked up and laughed.

Thats what the little rascal heard Captain Parker say, he drawled, much amused, while the barefoot Ganymede withdrew, blushing and embarrassed, to act as cup-bearer to others who had beckoned him.

Weve got a hundred an thirty militia here already, volunteered a drummer-boy who lolled on the porch, fondling his wet drum; but Captain Parker, he let em go into the houses around the green because he guesses the redcoats aint a-comin, but Im to stay here an drum like the devil if the redcoats come. 

An Im to fife if they come! added another boy, stoutly.

I glanced down at the big, painted drum, all beaded with dew, and I read Louisburg written in white letters on the hoops.

We have some old Louisburg soldiers here, said the urchin, proudly. The redcoats say that we be all cowards, but I guess we have fit battles for em long enough.

You are over-young to fight in war, said Silver Heels, gently.

No, maam, we aint! they retorted, in a breath. Well give em Yankee Doodle this time, my lady!

Yankee Doodle, repeated Silver Heels, mystified.

A foolish song the British play in Boston to plague us, I explained.

Presently Silver Heels touched my arm. See yonder — look at that man, down there in the road! See him running now, Michael!

I turned and looked down the Boston Road; the little barelegged drummer stood up.

Faintly came the far cry through the misty chill: The British are coming! The British are coming!

The next instant the wet, stringy drum banged and buzzed on the tavern porch, drowning all other sounds in our ears; a score of men stumbled to their feet, rifles in hand; the little fifer blew a whistling call, then ran out into the road.

At that same moment our post-chaise lumbered around the corner of the tavern yard and drew up before us, Mount acting as post-boy, and Foxcroft and the Weasel riding together in the rear.

Mount apprehended the situation at a glance; he motioned me to place Silver Heels in the chaise, which I did, with my eyes still fixed on the foggy Boston Road.

Is it a false alarm? inquired Foxcroft, anxiously, as a few of the militia came running past our chaise. Ho! Harrington! Hey! Bob Monroe! Is it true they are coming, lads?

Harrington and Monroe, whom I had met in Boston at the Wild Goose, waved their arms to us, and called out that it was doubtless true.

Which way? cried Foxcroft, standing up in his stirrups. 

But the militia and Minute Men ran out without answering, and joined the line which was slowly forming on the green, while the old Louisburg drum rolled, vibrating sonorously, and the fifes shrill treble pierced the air.

There was a uniformed officer in front of the ragged line, shouting orders, gesticulating, pushing men into place; some sidled nearer to their comrades as though for shelter, many craned their necks like alarmed turkeys, a few huddled into groups, charging and priming their pieces — some threescore yokels in all, though others were running from the houses and joining the single rank, adding to the disorder and confusion. And all the while the old Louisburg drum thundered the assembly.

Cardigan, which way are they coming? cried Foxcroft, still standing up in his stirrups. They say there are redcoats behind us and more in front of us!

Do those ragged rascals mean to face a British army? exclaimed Mount, reining in his horse, which had begun to rear at the noise of the drum.

Turn your horses, Jack! I said, holding Warlock by the head; turn back towards Concord!

Theres redcoats on the Concord Road! cried a woman, running out of a house close by. I saw her hurry across to the village green, carrying a sack of home-moulded bullets.

Jonathan Harrington caught her arm, took the bullet-pouch, kissed her; then she hastened back to the little house and stood at the window, peering out with white face pressed to the dark glass.

I flung myself astride Warlock, wheeled the restless horse, and ranged up alongside Mount.

Can we not take the Bedford Road? I asked, anxiously.

They say the British are betwixt us and the west, replied Mount. His eyes had begun to burn with a steady, fierce light; he sat astride the off horse, cocking and uncocking his rifle.

Then we should make for the Boston Road! I said, impatiently; we cant stay here—

Look yonder! broke in Foxcroft, excitedly.

Out into the Boston Road, in the gray haze of dawn, trotted 481 a British officer, superbly mounted. The pale light glimmered on his silver gorget; the gold on his sleeves and hat sparkled.

Straight on his heels marched the British infantry, moving walls of scarlet topped with shining steel, rank after rank, in magnificent alignment, pouring steadily into the square, with never a drum-beat to time the perfect precision of their black-gaitered legs.

Halt! cried a far voice; the red ranks stood as one man. An officer galloped alongside of the motionless lines, and, leaning forward in his saddle, shouted to the disordered group of farmers, Stop that drum!

Fall in! Fall in! roared the captain of the militia; the old Louisburg drum thundered louder yet.

Prime! Load! cried the British officers, and the steady call was repeated from company to company, and yet to companies unseen, far down the Boston Road.

Twoscore of spectators had now so hemmed in our post-chaise that we could not move without crushing them, yet I struggled ceaselessly to back the vehicle into the stable-yard, and Foxcroft begged the crowd to move and let the chaise pass.

We had scarcely succeeded in reaching the corner of the yard, and the body of the chaise was now safe from bullets, when a British major galloped into the green, motioning violently to the militia with his drawn sword.

Disperse! Disperse! he called out, angrily.

Stand your ground! roared the militia captain. Dont fire unless fired upon! But if they mean to have a war, let it begin here!

Disperse! shouted the British major. Lay down your arms! Why dont you lay down your arms and disperse—

A shot cut him short; his horse gave a great bound, backed, lashed out with both hind feet, then reared in agony.

My God! theyve shot his horse! cried Foxcroft.

Tis his own men, then, broke in Mount; I marked the smoke.

Disperse! bellowed the maddened officer, dragging his horse to a stand-still— disperse, ye rebels!

Behind a stone wall a farmer rose and presented his firelock, 482 but the piece flashed in the pan. A shot rang out, but I could not see who fired.

Far down the Boston Road the solid front of a second British column appeared.

Already some of the Minute Men were quitting the single, disordered rank on the green which still wavered, facing the regulars; but their captain continued in front of his men, and the drummer still drummed his hoarse challenge.

Then a British officer fired his pistol from the saddle, and, before any one could move or lift a finger, a bright sheet of flame girdled the British front, and the deafening roar of musketry shook the earth.

Through the low rushing billows of smoke that gushed out over the ground like foam, I saw the British major rise in his stirrups, and, reversing his sword, drive it downward as signal to cease firing. Other officers rode up through the smoke, shouting orders which were lost in the dropping shots from the militia, now retreating on a run past us up the Bedford Road.

Look at Harrington, cried Mount; hes down under that smoke!

But Harrington rose, and reeled away towards his own house. I saw his wife at the door; the wounded man also saw her, and feebly stretched out his hands as though calling for aid, then he pitched forward on his face and lay still, one hand clutching his own door-step.

Halt! shouted the British major, plunging about on his wounded horse through the smoke. Stop that firing! Dye hear what I say? Stop it! Stop it! And again and again he reversed his sword in frantic signals which no one heeded.

An officer cantered up, calling out: Major Pitcairn! Major Pitcairn! Are you hit, sir?

A volley from the British Tenth Foot drowned his voice, and the red-coated soldiers came bursting through the smoke on a double-quick, shouting and hoisting their mitre-caps on the points of their bayonets. Behind them the grenadiers rushed forward, cheering.

A soldier of the light infantry in front of the Meeting-house flung up his musket and fired at an old man who was 483 hobbling across the street; shots came quicker and quicker; I saw my acquaintance, Monroe, attempt to traverse the road towards the tavern; he was rolling in the mud ere he had taken two steps. A grenadier ran after a lank farmer and caught him by the collar; the farmer tripped up the redcoat and started to run, but they brought him to his knees in the road, and then shot him to death under their very feet.

I galloped to the chaise and jerked the horses back, then wheeled them westward towards Bedford, where the remnants of the militia were sullenly falling back, firing across at the British, now marching on past the Meeting-house up the Concord Road.

No! No! cried Foxcroft, we cannot risk it! Stay where you are!

We cannot risk being butchered here! I replied. Silver Heels was standing straight up in the chaise, one hand holding to the leather curtain. Her face had grown very white.

Theyve killed a poor young man behind that barn! she whispered, as I leaned from my saddle and motioned her to crouch low. They shot him twice, and struck him with their muskets!

I glanced hastily towards the barn and saw a dark heap lying in the grass behind it. Three red-coated soldiers stood near, loading their muskets and laughing.

Look at the Weasel! muttered Mount, jerking my arm as my horse ranged up beside his.

The Weasel was hastily climbing out of his saddle, rifle in hand. His face, which a few moments before had been haggard and vacant, had grown flushed and eager, his eyes snapped with intelligence, his head was erect, and his movements quick as a forest-cats.

Cade! quavered Mount. Cade, old friend, what are you doing?

Come! cried the Weasel, briskly; cant you see the redskins?

Redcoats! Redcoats! cried Mount, anxiously. Where are you going, Cade? Come back! Come back! They cant hit us here! Redcoats, Cade, not redskins! 

They be all one to me! replied the Weasel, briskly, scuttling away to cover under a tuft of hazel.

Dont shoot, Cade! bawled Mount. Wait till we can gather our people! Wait! Hell and damnation! dont fire!

Bang! went the Weasels long brown rifle; a red-coated soldier on the Concord Road dropped.

Hes done it! God help us! groaned Foxcroft.

Hold those horses! said Mount, desperately. I seized the leaders, Mount slipped from his saddle to the ground, and ran out to the long, dead grass behind the Meeting-house. I could see him catch the Weasel by the arm and attempt to drag him back by force, but the mad little creature clung obstinately to his patch of hazel.

He wont come! shouted Mount, turning towards me.

As he turned, I saw the entire British column marching swiftly up the Concord Road, a small flanking party thrown out on the right. The Weasel also saw the troops and made haste to level his rifle again, but Mount fell upon him and dragged him down into the marsh-grass.

From the Bedford Road our militia fired slowly across at the fast vanishing troops on the Concord Road; the British flanking party returned the fire, but the main column paid no heed to the shots, and pressed on in silence, without music, without banners, without a drum-tap to mark their rapid march. No British soldiers came our way; they appeared to disdain the groups of militia retreating along the Bedford Road; their rear-guard fired a few scattering shots into Buckmans Tavern at long range, then ran on to keep in touch with the main body.

Both the Weasel and Mount were now deliberately firing at the British flanking party, which had halted on a bit of ploughed ground, and seemed to be undecided whether to continue their march or return and punish the two foolhardy riflemen whose bullets had already knocked one big soldier flat on his back across the fresh furrows.

All at once six red-coated soldiers started running towards Jack Mount and the Weasel. I shouted to warn the infatuated men. Silver Heels caught my arm.

I cannot leave them there! I stammered; I must go to them! 

Foxcroft will guard me! she murmured. Go to them, dearest!

Foxcroft! Hold these horses! I cried, flinging Warlocks bridle to him, and slipping out of my saddle.

Rifle a-trail, I ran across the road, leaped the fence, and plunged into the low bushes. Jack Mount turned a cool, amused eye on me as I came up.

The Weasel is right, he said, triumphantly; well catch a half-dozen red-birds now. Be ready when I draw their fire, lad; then drop and run forward through the swamp! You know how the Senecas fight. Well catch them alive!

Over the tops of the low bushes I could see the soldiers coming towards us, muskets half raised, scanning the cover for the game they meant to bag, thrusting their bayonets into bushes, beating the long grass with their gunstocks to flush the skulking quarry for a snap-shot.

Without warning, Mount rose, then sank to the ground as a volley rattled out; and instantly we three ran forward, bent double. In a moment more I sprang up from the swamp-grass beside a soldier and knocked him flat with a blow from my rifle-stock. Mount shot at another and missed him, but the fellow promptly threw down his musket, yelling lustily for quarter.

The four remaining soldiers attempted to load, but the Weasel tripped up one, with a cartridge half bitten in his mouth, and the other three were chased and caught by some Acton militia, who came leaping across the swampy covert from the Bedford Road.

When the Acton men returned with their prisoners, the soldier whom I had struck was sitting up in the swamp-grass, rubbing his powdered head and staring wildly at his sweating and anxious comrades.

Thats the fellow who murdered Harrington! said one of the militia, and drew up his rifle with a jerk.

Use these prisoners well, or Ill knock your head off! roared Mount, striking up the rifle.

An officer of Minute Men came up; his eyes were red as though he had been weeping.

They butchered his brother behind the red barn yonder, 486 whispered a lean yokel beside me. Hell hang em, thats what hell do.

Thats it! Hang em! bawled out a red-headed lout, flourishing a pitchfork. Hang the damn — !

Put that fool under arrest, said the officer, sharply. Some Acton Minute Men seized the lout and hustled him off; others formed a guard and conducted the big, perspiring, red-coated soldiers towards Buckmans Tavern.

You will treat them humanely? I asked, as the officer passed me.

He gave me a blank glance; the tears again had filled his eyes.

Certainly, he said, shortly; I am not a butcher.

I gave him the officers salute; he returned it absently, and walked on, with drawn sword and head sunk on his tarnished brass gorget.

A restless, silent crowd had gathered at Buckmans Tavern, where two dead Minute Men lay on the porch, stiffening in their blood.

The sun had not yet risen, but all the east was turning yellow; great clouds of red-winged blackbirds rose and settled in the swampy meadows, and filled the air with their dry chirking; robins sang ecstatically.

Back along the muddy Bedford Road trudged the remnants of the scattered Lexington company of militia; the little barelegged drummer posted himself in front of the Meeting-house once more, and drummed the assembly. Men seemed to spring from the soil; every bramble-patch was swarming now; they came hurrying across the distant fields singly, in twos and threes, in scores.

Far away in the vague dawn bells rang out in distant villages, and I heard the faint sound of guns and the throbbing of drums. I passed the Lexington company re-forming on the trodden village green. Their captain, Parker, called out to me: Forest-runner! We need your rifle! Will you fight with us?

I cannot, I said, and ran towards the post-chaise, rifle on shoulder.

The women and children of Lexington were gathered around it. I saw at a glance that Silver Heels had given 487 her seat to a frightened old woman, and that other women were thrusting their children into the vehicle, imploring Mount and Foxcroft to save them from the British.

Michael, said Silver Heels, looking up with cool gray eyes, the British are firing at women in the farm-houses on the Concord Road above here. We must get the children away.

And you? I asked, sharply. She lifted a barefooted urchin into the chaise without answering.

A yoke of dusty, anxious oxen, drawing a hay-cart, came clattering up, the poor beasts running heavily, while their driver followed on a trot beside them, using his cruel goad without mercy.

Haw! Haw! Gee! Gee! Haw! he bellowed, guiding his bumping wagon into the Bedford Road.

The children here! called out Silver Heels, in her clear voice, and caught up another wailing infant, to soothe it and lift it into the broad ox-wagon.

In a moment the wagon was full of old women and frantic children; a young girl, carrying a baby, ran alongside, begging piteously for a place, but already other vehicles were rattling up behind gaunt, rusty horses, and places were found for the frightened little ones in the confusion.

Some boys drove a flock of sheep into the Bedford Road; a herd of young cattle broke and ran, scattering the sheep. Mount and I sprang in front of Silver Heels, driving the cattle aside with clubbed rifles. Then there came a heavy pounding of horses hoofs in the mud, a rush, a cry, and a hatless, coatless rider drew up in a cloud of scattering gravel.

More troops coming from Boston! he shouted in his saddle. Lord Percy is at Roxbury with three regiments, marines, and cannon! Paul Revere was taken at one oclock this morning! And away he galloped, head bent low, reeking spurs clinging to his horses gaunt flanks.

Silver Heels, standing beside me in the hanging morning mist, laid her hand on my arm.

If the British are at Roxbury, she said, we are quite cut off, are we not?

I did not answer. Mount turned a grave, intelligent eye 488 on me; Foxcroft came up, wiping the mud and sweat from his eyes.

At that moment the drum and fife sounded from the green; the Lexington company, arms trailing, came marching into the Bedford Road, Indian file, Captain Parker leading.

Beside him, joyous, alert, transfigured, trotted the Weasel. Weve got them now! he called out to Mount. Well catch the redskins with our hands at Charlestown Neck!

The little barelegged drummer nodded seriously; the old Louisburg drum rumbled out the route-march.

Into Buckmans Tavern filed the Lexington men and fell to slamming and bolting the wooden shutters, piercing the doors and walls for rifle-fire, piling tables and chairs and bedding along the veranda for a rough breastwork.

You must come with the convoy, I said, taking Silver Heels by the hand.

Her grave, gray eyes met mine in perfect composure.

We must stay, she said.

They are bringing cannon — can you not understand? I repeated, harshly.

I will not go, she said. Every rifle is required here. I cannot take you from these men in their dire need. Dear heart, can you not understand me?

Am I to sacrifice you? I asked, angrily. No! I cried. We have suffered enough—

Tears sprang to her eyes; she laid her hand on my rifle.

Other women have sent their dearest ones. Am I less brave than that woman whose husband died yonder on his own door-sill? Am I a useless, passionless clod, that my blood stirs at naught but pleasure? Look at those dead men on the tavern steps! Look at our peoples blood on the grass yonder! Would you wed with a pink-and-white thing whose veins run water? I saw them kill that poor boy behind his own barn! — these redcoat ruffians who come across an ocean to slay us in our own land. Do you forget I am a soldiers child?

A loud voice bellowing from the tavern: Women here for the bullet-moulds! Get your women to the tavern!

She caught my hand. You see a maid may not stand idle in Lexington! she said, with a breathless smile.


CHAPTER XXVIII
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SILVER HEELS STOOD in the tap-room of Buckmans Tavern casting bullets; the barefoot drummer watched the white-hot crucible and baled out the glittering molten metal or fed it with lumps of lead stripped from the gate-post of Hoopers house in Danvers.

Near the window sat some Woburn Minute Men, cross-legged on the worn floor, rolling cartridges. From time to time the parson of Woburn, who had come to pray and shoot, took away the pile of empty powder-horns and brought back others to be emptied.

The tavern was dim and damp; through freshly bored loopholes in the shutters sunlight fell, illuminating the dark interior.

In their shirts, barearmed and bare of throat to the breast-bone, a score of Lexington Minute Men stood along the line of loopholes, their long rifles thrust out. They had no bayonets, but each man had driven his hunting-knife into the wall beside him.

Jack Mount and the Weasel lay, curled up like giant cats, at the door, blinking peacefully out through the cracks into the early sunshine. I could hear their low-voiced conversation from where I stood at my post, close to Silver Heels:

Redcoats, Cade, not redskins, corrected Mount. British lobster-backs — eh, Cade? You remember how we drubbed them there in Pittsburg, belt and buckle and ramrod — eh, Cade?

That was long ago, friend.

Call me Jack! Why dont you call me Jack any more? urged Mount. You know me now, dont you, Cade?

Ay, but I forget much. Do you know how I came here?

From Johnstown, Cade — from Johnstown, lad!

I cannot remember Johnstown. 

Presently the Weasel peered around at Silver Heels.

Who is that young lady? he asked, mildly.

Silver Heels heard and smiled at the old man. The faintest quiver curved her mouth; there was a shadow of pain in her eyes.

The fire from the crucible tinted her cheeks; she raised both bared arms to push back her clustering hair. Hazel gray, her brave eyes met mine across the witch-vapour curling from the melting-pot.

Do you recall how the ferret, Vix, did bite Peters tight breeches, Michael?

Ay, said I, striving to smile.

And — and the jack-knife made by Barlow?

Ay.

She flushed to the temples and looked at my left hand. The scar was there. I raised my hand and kissed the blessed mark.

Dear, dear Michael, she whispered, truly you were ever the dearest and noblest and best of all!

Unfit to kiss thy shoons latchet, sweet—

Yet hast untied the latchets of my heart.

A stillness fell on the old tavern; the Minute Men stood silently at the loopholes, the barefoot drummer sat on his drum, hands folded, watching with solemn, childish eyes the nuggets of lead sink, bubble, and melt.

A militiaman came down-stairs for a bag of bullets.

They be piping hot yet, said the drummer-boy, and not close pared.

But the soldier carelessly gathered heaping handfuls in his calloused palms, and went up the bare, creaking stairs again to his post among the pigeons.

The heat of the brazier had started the perspiration on Silver Heelss face and neck; tiny drops glistened like fresh dew on a blossom. She stood, dreamily brushing with the back of her hand the soft hair from her brow. Her dark-fringed eyes on me; under her loosened kerchief I saw the calm breathing stir her neck and bosom gently as a white flower stirs at a breath of June.

The scent of the sweet-fern, she murmured; do you savour it from the pastures? 

I looked at her in pity.

Ay, dear heart, she whispered, with a sad little smile, I am homesick to the bones of me, sick for the blue hills o Tryon and the whistling martin-birds, sick for the scented brake and the smell of sweet water babbling, sick for your arm around me, and your mans strength to crush me to you and take the kiss my very soul does ache to give.

A voice broke in from the pigeon-loft above, Is there a woman below to sew bandages?

Truly there is, sir, called back Silver Heels.

Ill take the mould, said the small drummer, but you are to come when the fight begins, for I mean to do a deal o drumming!

She started towards the stairway, then turned to look at me.

My post is wherever you are, I said, stepping to her side.

I took her little hand, all warm and moist from the bullet-moulding, and I kissed the palm and the delicate, rounded wrist.

There is a long war before us ere we find a home, I said.

I know, she said, faintly.

A long, long war; separation, sadness. Will you wed me before I go to join with Cresaps men?

Ay, she said.

There is a parson below, Silver Heels.

Her face went scarlet.

Let it be now, I whispered, with my arm around her.

She looked up into my eyes. I leaned over the landing-rail and called out, Send a man for the parson of Woburn!

An Acton man stepped out on the tavern porch and shouted for the parson. Presently the good man came, in rusty black, shouldering a fowling-piece, his pockets bulging with a Bible and Book of Common Prayer, his wig all caked and wet from a tour through the dewy willows behind the inn.

Is there sickness here — or wounds? he asked, anxiously. Then he saw me above and came wheezing up the stairs.

Heart-sickness, sir, I said; we be dying, both of us, for the hearts ease you may bring us through your holy office.

At length he understood — Silver Heels striving to keep her 492 sweet eyes lifted when he spoke to her, and I quiet and determined, asking that he lose no time, for no man knew how long we few here in the tavern had to live. In the same breath I summoned a soldier from the south loophole in the garret, and asked him to witness for me; and he took off his hat and stood sheepishly twirling it, rifle in hand.

And so we were wedded, there in the ancient garret, the pigeons coo-cooing overhead, the blue wasps buzzing up and down the window-glass, and our hands joined before the aged parson of Woburn town. I had the plain gold ring which I had bought in Albany for this purpose, nor dreamed to wed my sweetheart with it thus! — and O the sweetness in her lips and eyes when I drew it from the cord around my neck and placed it on her smooth finger at the word!

Little else I remember, save that the old parson kissed her, and the soldier kissed her outstretched hand, and let his gun fall for bashful fright. Nor that we were truly wedded did I understand, even when the parson of Woburn went away down the creaking stairs with his fowling-piece over his shoulder, leaving us standing mute together under the canopy of swinging herbs. We still held hands, standing quiet, in a vague expectation of some mystery yet to come. Children that we were! — the mystery of mysteries had been wrought, never to be undone till time should end.

A pigeon flew, whimpering, to the beam above us, then strutted and bowed and coo-cooed to its startled, sleek, white sweetheart; a wind blew through the rafters, stirring the dry bunches of catnip, mint, and thyme, till they swung above, scented censers all, exhaling incense.

There was a pile of cotton cloth on the floor; Silver Heels sank down beside it and began to tear it into strips for sewing bandages.

I looked from the window, seeing nothing.

Presently the Minute Man at the south loop spoke:

A man riding this way — there! — on the Concord Road!

Silver Heels on the floor worked steadily, ripping the snowy cotton.

There is smoke yonder on the Concord Road, said the Minute Man.
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AND SO WE WERE WEDDED

I roused and rubbed my eyes. 

Do you hear firing, he asked, far away in the west?

Yes.

Concord lies northwest.

Silver Heels, absorbed in her task, hummed a little tune under her breath.

The smoke follows the road, said the Minute Man.

The firing became audible in the room. Silver Heels raised her head with a grave glance at me. I went and knelt beside her.

It is coming at last, little sweetheart, I said. Will you go, now? Foxcroft will take you across the fields to some safe farm.

You know Sir William would not have endured to see me leave at such a time, she said.

Yes, dear heart, but you cannot carry a rifle.

But I can make bullets and bandages.

The British fire at women; you must go! I said, aloud.

I will not go.

I command.

No. She bent her fair, childish head and the tears fell on the cloth in her lap.

Look! Look at the redcoats! called out the Minute Man at the attic window.

As I rose I heard plainly the long, resounding crash of musket firing, and the rattle of rifles followed like a hundred echoes.

Look yonder! he cried.

Suddenly the Concord Road was choked with scarlet-clad soldiers. Mapped out below us the country stretched, and over it, like a blood-red monster worm, wound the British column — nay, like to a dragon it came on, with flanking lines thrust out east and west for its thin red wings, and head and tail wreathed with smoke.

And now we could see feathery puffs of smoke from the road-side bushes, from distant hills, from thickets, from ploughed fields, from the long, undulating stone walls which crossed the plain. Faster and faster came the musket volleys, but faster yet rang out the shots from our yeomanry, gathering thicker and thicker along the British route, swarming in from distant towns and hamlets and lonely farms. 

The old tavern was ringing with voices now — commands of officers, calls from those who were posted above, clattering steps on the porch as the Acton men ran out to their posts behind the tufted willows in the swamp.

He who had been placed in charge at the tavern, a young officer of the Woburn Alarm Men, shouted for silence and attention, and ordered us not to fire unless fired upon, as our position would be hopeless if cannon were brought against us. Then he commanded all women to leave the tavern and seek shelter at Slocums farm across the meadows.

No, no! murmured Silver Heels, obstinately, as I took her hand and started for the stairs, I will not go, — I cannot — I cannot! Let me stay, Michael; for Gods sake, let me stay! And she fell on her knees and caught at my hands.

To your posts! roared the Woburn officer, drawing his sword and coming up the stairs two at a jump. He stopped short when he saw Silver Heels, and glanced blankly at me; but there was no time now for flight, for, as he stepped to the window beside me, pell-mell into the village green rushed the British light infantry, dusty, exhausted, enraged. In brutal disorder they surged on, here a squad huddled together, there a company, bullied, threatened, and harangued by its officers with pistols and drawn swords; now a group staggering past, bearing dead or wounded comrades, now a heavy cart loaded with knapsacks and muskets, driven by hatless soldiers.

Close on their heels tramped the grenadiers. Soldier after soldier staggered and fell from the ranks, utterly exhausted, unable to rise from the grass.

The lull in the firing was broken by a loud discharge of musketry from Fiskes Hill, and presently more redcoats came rushing into the village, while at their very heels the Bedford Alarm Men shot at them, and chased them. Everywhere our militia came swarming — from Sudbury, Westford, Lincoln, Acton; Minute Men from Medford, from Stowe, from Beverly, and from Lynn — and their ancient firelocks blazed from every stone wall, and their long rifles banged from the distant ridges.

Below me in the street I saw the British officers striving desperately to reform their men, kicking the exhausted creatures 495 to their feet again, striking laggards, shoving the bewildered and tired grenadiers into line, while thicker and thicker pelted the bullets from the Minute Men and militia.

They were brave men, these British officers; I saw a young ensign of the Tenth Foot fall with a ball through his stomach, yet rise and face the storm until shot to death by a dozen Alarm Men on the Bedford Road.

It was dreadful; it was doubly dreadful when a company of grenadiers suddenly faced about and poured a volley into our tavern, for, ere the crashing and splintered wood had ceased, the tavern fairly vomited flame into the square, and the British went down in heaps. Through the smoke I saw an officer struggling to disengage himself from his fallen and dying horse; I saw the massed infantry reel off through the village, firing frenziedly right and left, pouring volleys into farm-houses, where women ran screaming out into the barns, and frantic watch-dogs barked, tugging at their chains.

It was not a retreat, not a flight; it was a riot, a horrible saturnalia of smoke and fire and awful sound. As a maddened panther, wounded, rushes forth to deal death right and left, even tearing its own flesh with tooth and claw, the British column burst south across the land, crazed with wounds, famished, athirst, blood-mad, dealing death and ruin to all that lay before it.

Terrible was the vengeance that followed it, hovered on its gasping flanks, scourged its dwindling ranks, which withered under the searching fire from every tuft of bushes, every rock, every tree-trunk.

Already the ghastly pageant had rushed past us, leaving a crimson trail in its wake; already the old tavern door was flung wide, and our Minute Men were running down the Boston Road and along the ridges on either side, firing as they came on.

I, with Mount and the Weasel, hung to their left flank till two oclock, when, about half a mile from Lexington Meeting-house, we heard cannon, and understood that the relief troops from Boston had come up.

Then, knowing that there were guns enough and to spare without ours, we shouldered our hot rifles and trudged back to Buckmans Tavern, through the dust, behind a straw-covered 496 wain which was driving slowly under the heat of an almost vertical sun.

Mount, parched with thirst, hailed the driver of the wain, asking him if he carried cider.

Only a wounded man, he said, most dead o the red dragoons.

I stepped to the slowly moving wagon and looked over the tail-board down into the straw.

Shemuel! I cried.

Shemuel! roared Mount.

The little Jew opened his sick eyes under his bandage. The Weasel climbed nimbly over the tail-board and settled down beside the wounded man, taking his blood-smeared hand.

Shemuel! Shemuel! We saw them split your head! stammered Mount, in his astonishment and joy.

Under my hat I did haff a capful of shillings, replied Shemuel, weakly; I — I go back — two days time to find me my money by dot Lechemere swamp — eh, Jack?

God bless you, old nosey! cried Mount; well get your money, lad! Wont we, Cardigan?

The little Jew turned his heavy eyes on me.

You haff found Miss Warren? he gasped. Ach, so iss all well. I go back — two days time — find me my money. He smiled and closed his eyes.

So we re-entered Lexington, Jack Mount, the Weasel, Saul Shemuel, and I; and on the tavern steps Silver Heels stood, her tired, colourless face lighted up, her outstretched hands falling on my shoulders; and I to take her in my arms, for she had fallen a-weeping. Above us the splendid blue of the sky spread its eternal tent, our only shelter, our only home on the long trail through the world; our lamp was the sun, our fireplace a continent, and the four winds our walls, and our estates were bounded by two oceans, washing the shores of a land where the free, at last, might dwell.

In the south the thunder of the British cannon muttered, distant and more distant; the storm had passed.

Had the storm passed? The smoke hung in the north where Concord town was burning, yet around us birds sang.

And now came Jack Mount, riding postilion on the horses which drew the post-chaise; behind him trotted the Weasel, 497 leading out Warlock. Silver Heels saw them and stood up, smiling through her tears.

Truly, we stayed and did our duty, did we not, dear heart?

With your help, sweet.

And deserted not our own!

Yours the praise, dear soul.

And did face our enemies like true people all; is it not so, Michael?

It is so.

Then let us go, my husband. I am sick for my own land, and for the happiness to come.

Northward we journey, little sweetheart.

To the blue hills and the sweet-fern?

Ay, home.

And so we started for the north, out of the bloody village where our liberty was born at the first rifle-shot, out of the sound of the British cannon, out of the land of the salt sea, back to the inland winds and the incense of our own dear forests, and the music of sweet waters tumbling where the white pines sing eternally.

I rode Warlock beside the chaise; Shemuel lay within; Silver Heels sat beside the poor, hurt creature, easing his fevered head; but her eyes ever returned to me, and the colour came and went in her face as our eyes spoke in silence.

Good-bye, said Foxcroft, huskily.

Mount squared himself in his saddle; the Weasel, rifle on thigh, set his horses head north.

Slowly the cavalcade moved on; the robins sang on every tree; far to the southward the thunder of the British cannon rolled and re-echoed along the purple hills; and over all Gods golden light was falling on life, and love, and death.


CHAPTER XXIX
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WE ENTERED ALBANY on the 22d of April; the town had heard the news from Lexington ere we sighted the Albany hills, the express having passed us as we crossed the New York line, tearing along the river-bank at a breakneck gallop.

So, when we rode into Albany, the stolid, pippin-cheeked Dutchmen had later news than had we, and I learned then, for the first time, how my Lord Percys troops had been hurled headlong through Cambridge Farms into Charlestown, where they lay like panting, slavering, senseless beasts under the cannon of the Somerset and Asia. And all Massachusetts sat watching them, gun in hand.

We lay at the house of Peter Weaver, my lawyer, Silver Heels and I; Jack Mount and Cade Renard lay at the Half Moon, where poor Shemuel could procure medicine and such medical attendance as he so sorely stood in need of.

With Peter Weaver I prepared to arrange my affairs as best I might, it being impossible for me to undertake a voyage to Ireland at this time, though my succession to the title and estates of my late uncle, Sir Terence, made it most necessary.

For the first time in my life I now became passably acquainted with my own affairs, though when we came to figure in pounds, shillings, and pence, I yawned, yet made pretence of a wisdom in mathematics which, God knows, is not in me.

Silver Heels, her round chin on my shoulder, listened attentively, and asked some questions which caused the ponderous lawyer to address himself to her rather than to me, seeing clearly that either I cared nothing for my own affairs or else was stupid past all belief.

Sir Williams legacies to me and to Silver Heels were discussed 499 most seriously; and Mr. Weaver would have it that the law should deal with my miserable kinsman, Sir John, for the fraud he had wrought. Yet, it was exactly that; and, because he was my kinsman, I could not drag him out to cringe for his infamy before the rabble.

The land and the money left to us by Sir William we would now, doubtless, receive, but it was only because Sir William had desired it that we at length made up our minds to accept it at all.

This I made plain to Mr. Weaver, then relapsed into a dull inspection of his horn spectacles as he discoursed of mortgages and bonds and interests and liens with stupefying monotony.

It is like the school-room, Micky, murmured Silver Heels, close to my ear, and composed her countenance to listen to a fluent peroration on percentage and investments in terms which were to me as vain as tinkling cymbals.

Then I am wealthy? I interposed, again and again, yet could draw from that fat badger, Weaver, neither a yes nor no, nor any plain speech fit for a gentlemans comprehension.

So when at length we quitted Mr. Weaver a sullen mood possessed me and I felt at bay with all the learned people in the world, as I had often felt, penned in the school-room.

Am I? I asked Silver Heels.

What?

Rich or poor? Tell me in one word, dear heart, for whether or not I possess a brass farthing in the world, I do not know, upon my honour!

Poor innocent, she laughed; poor unlearned and harassed boy! Know, then, that you have means to purchase porridge and a butchers roast for Christmas.

I be serious, said I, anxiously, and I would know if I have means to support a large family—

Hush! said Silver Heels. What I could see of her face, — one small ear, — was glowing in rich colour.

Because— I ventured. But she plucked at my arm with lowered eyes, nor would hear me to explain that I, newly wedded, viewed the future with a hopeful gravity that befitted. 

As for a house, said I, there is a pleasant place of springs called Saratoga, dearly loved by Sir William.

I know, said she, quickly; it comes from asserat, sparkling waters.

It comes from Soragh, which means salt, and Oga, a place—

It does not, Micky!

It does!

No!

It does!

Oc-qui-o-nis! He is a bear! said Silver Heels, to herself.

We stopped in the hallway, facing each other. Something in her flushed, defiant face, her bright eyes, the poise of her youthful body, brought back with a rush that day, a year ago, when I, sneaking out of the house to avoid the school-room, met her in the hallway, and was balked and flouted and thrust back to the thraldom of the school. Here was the same tormentor — the same child with her gray eyes full of pretty malice, the same beauty of brow and mouth and hair was here, and something added — a maids delicate mockery which veiled the tenderness of womanhood; a sweetheart and a wedded wife.

I am thinking of a morning very, very long ago, I said, slowly.

I, too, said Silver Heels.

Almost a year ago, I said.

A year ago, said Silver Heels.

You little wild-cat thing! I whispered, tenderly, and took her by the waist so that her face lay upturned on my shoulder.

Stupid, she said, I loved you that very day.

What day?

The day we both are thinking on: when you met me in the hall with your fish-rod like a guilty dunce—

You wore a skirt o buckskin and tiny moccasins and stockings with scarlet thrums; and you were a-nibbling a cone of maple-sugar, said I.

And you strove to trip me up!

And you pushed me! 

And you thrust Vix at me!

And you kicked my legs and ran up-stairs like a wild-cat thing.

There was a silence; she looked up into my face from my shoulder.

This, for a belt of peace betwixt those two children who live in memory, said I, and kissed her.

Oonah! All is lost, she said; he does with me as he will! and she rendered me my kiss, saying, Bearer of belts, thy peace-belt is returned.

So was perfect peace established, not only for the shadowy children of that unforgotten past, but for us, and for all time betwixt us; and our belts were offered and returned, and the sign was the touching of her lips and mine.

For Shemuels sake, and because we would not desert him, we continued in Albany until near the end of April.

Taking counsel together, we had determined to build a mansion, when the times permitted, midway on the road twixt Johnstown and Fondas Bush, our lands joining at that place. But I feared much that the war which now flamed through Massachusetts Bay might soon creep northward into our forest fastness and set the border ablaze from the Ohio to Saint Sacrement. Much, too, I feared that the men of the woods whose skin was red would league with the men whose coats were red. All his later days Sir William had striven to avert this awful pact; Dunmore played against him, Butler betrayed him, Cresap was tricked, and Sir William lost. Now, into his high place sneaked a pygmy, slow, uncertain, sullen, treacherous — his own son, who would undo the last knot which bound the Indians to a fair neutrality. Perhaps he himself would even lead them on to the dreadful devastation all men dreaded; and, if he, men must also count on the Butlers, father and son, to carry terror through our forests and hunt to death without mercy all who stood for freedom and the rights of man.

One of these I had held in my hand and released. Yet still that old certainty haunted me, the belief that one day I was to meet and kill him, not in honourable encounter, now, for he had lost the right to ask such a death from me; but in the dark forest, somewhere among the corridors of silent 502 pines, I would slay him as sachems slay ferocious beasts that track men through ghost-trails down to hell.

Then should we be free at last of this fierce, misshapen soul, we People of the Morning, Tierhansaga, and the shrinking forest should straighten, and Oya should be Oyabanh, and the red witch-flower should wither to a stalk, to a seed, and sprout a fair white blossom for all time, Ahwehhah.

That night, as I stood on the steps of Peter Weavers red brick house, turning to look once more into the coals of the setting sun ere I entered the door, a hand twitched at my coat-skirt, and, looking down, I saw below me on the pavement an Indian dressed in the buckskins of a forest-runner.

Peter! I cried, for it was he, my dusky kinsman on the left hand; then my eyes fell on his companion, a short, squat savage, clad in red, and painted hideous with strange signs I could not read.

Red Jacket, said Peter, calmly.

I looked hard at Peter; he had grown big and swart and fat like a bear-cub in November; Red Jacket raised his sullen eyes, then dropped them.

Suddenly, as I stood there, at a loss what next to say, came a heavy man, richly clothed, flabby face bent on the ground. Nor would he have discovered me, so immersed in brooding reverie was he, had not Peter touched his elbow.

A bright flush stained his face; he looked up at me where I stood. Then I descended the steps, shoving Peter from between us, and Sir John Johnson, for it was he, moved back a pace and laid his heavy hand on his sword-belt as I came close to him, looking into his cold eyes.

Liar! I said; liar! liar! And that was all, for he gave ground, and his hand fell limply from his dishonoured hilt.

So I left him, there in the darkening street, the Indians watching him with steady, kindling eyes.

We started next day at dawn, Silver Heels riding Warlock in her new kirtle and little French three-cornered hat with its gilt fringe, to which she had a right, as she was now My Lady Cardigan, if she chose.

I rode a bay mare, bought in Albany, yet a beauty, and 503 doubtless the only decent horseflesh in all that town of rusty rackers and patroons sorry hacks. Mount and the Weasel, leather-clad, and gay with quilled moccasins and brilliant thrums, journeyed afoot, on either side o Shemuel, who bestrode a little docile ass.

His noddle, neatly mended and still bound up, he had surmounted with a Quaker hat so large that it rested on his large flaring ears; peddlers panniers swung on either flank, crammed deep with gewgaws; he let his bridle fall on the patient asss neck, and, thumbs in his armpits, joined lustily the chorus raised by Mount and Renard:

Come, all ye Tryon County men,

And never be dismayed;

But trust in the Lord,

And He will be your aid!

Roaring the rude chorus, Jack Mount marched in the lead, his swinging strides measured to our horses steady pacing; beside him trotted the little Weasel, his hand holding tightly to the giants arm; and sometimes he took three steps to Mounts one, and sometimes he toddled, his little, leather-bound legs twinkling like spokes in a wheel, but ever he chanted manfully as he marched:

O trust in the Lord,

And He will be your aid!

And Shemuels fervent whine from his lowly saddle rounded out the old route-song.

An hour later I summoned Jack Mount, and he fell back to my stirrups, resting his huge hand on my saddle as he walked beside me.

Jack, I said, is poor Cade cured o fancy and his mad imaginings?

Ay, lad, for the time.

For the time?

A year, two years, three, perhaps. This is not the first mad flight o fancy Cade has taken on his aged wings.

You never told me that, I said, sharply.

No, lad.

Why not? 

Do you spread abroad the sorry secrets of your kin, Mr. Cardigan?

He is not your kin!

He is more, said Mount, simply.

After a silence I asked him on what previous occasion the little Weasel had gone moon-mad.

On many — every third or fourth year since I first knew him, said Mount, soberly. But never before did he leave me to follow his poor mad phantoms — always the phantom of his wife, lad, in divers guises. He saw her in a silvery bush o moonlight nights, and talked with her till my goose-flesh rose and crawled on me; he saw her mirrored in cold, deep pools at dawn, looking up at him from the golden-ribbed sands, and I have laid in the canoe to watch the trouts quick shadows moving on the bottom, and he a-talking sweet to his dear wife as though she hid under the lily-pads like a blossom.

He glanced up at me pitifully as he walked beside my stirrup; I laid my hand on his leather-tufted shoulder.

Sir, it is sad, he muttered; a fair mind nobly wrecked. But grief cannot deform the soul, Mr. Cardigan.

He knows you now?

Ay, and knows that he has dwelt for months in madness.

Does he know that it was me he loved so deeply in his madness? asked Silver Heels, gently.

I think he does, whispered Mount.

Silver Heels turned her sorrowful eyes on poor Cade Renard.

Riding that afternoon near sunset, at the False Faces Carrying-Place upon the Mohawk, we spoke of Johnson Hall and the old life, sadly, for never again could we hope to enter its beloved portals.

Naught that belonged to us remained in the Hall, save only the memories none might rob us of.

If only I might have Betty, said Silver Heels, wistfully.

Betty? Did she not attend you to Boston with Sir John? I asked.

Yes, but she was slave to Sir John. I could not buy her; you know how poor I awoke to find myself in Boston town. 

Would not that brute allow you Betty? I asked, angrily.

No; I think he feared her. Poor, blubbering Betty, how she wept and roared her grief when Sir John bade her pack up, and called her hussy.

That night we lay at Schenectady, where also was camped a body of Sir Williams Mohawks, a sullen, watchful band, daubed in hunting-paint, yet their quivers hung heavy with triple-feathered war-arrows, and their knives and hatchets and their rifles were over-bright and clean to please me.

Some of them knew me, and came to talk with me over a birch-fire. I gave them tobacco, and we tarried by the birch-fire till the stars waned in the sky and the dawn-stillness fell on land and river; but from them I could learn nothing, save that Sir John and Colonel Guy had vowed to scalp their own neighbours should they as much as cry, God save our country! Evil news, truly, yet only set me firmer in my design to battle till the end for the freedom that God had given and kings would take away.

Silver Heels, quitting the inn with Mount, came to warn me that I must sleep if we set out at sunrise. Graciously she greeted the Mohawks who had risen to withdraw; they all knew her, and watched her like tame panthers with red coals in their eyes.

But they are panthers yet; forget it not, muttered Jack Mount.

At sunrise we rode out into the blue hills. Homeless, yet nearing home at last, my heart lifted like a singing bird. Dew on the sweet-fern exhaling, dew on the ghost-flower, dew on the scented brake! — and the whistle of feathered wings, and the endless ringing chorus of the birds of Tryon! Hills of pure sapphire, streams of gems, limpid necklaces festooned to drip diamonds from crags into some frothing pool! Pendent pearls on vines starred white with bloom; a dun deer at gaze, knee-deep in feathering willow-grass; a hermit-bird his morning hymn, cloistered in the vaulted monastery where the great organ stirs among the pines!

Hills! Hills of Tryon, unploughed, unharrowed, save by the galloping deer; hills, sweet islands in the dark pine ocean, over whose waste the wild hawks mewing answers the 506 cry of its high-wheeling mate; hills of the morning, aromatic with spiced fern, and perfumed of the gum of spruce and balsam; hills of Tryon; my hills! my hills!

The spring is with us, said Jack Mount, stooping to pluck a frail flower.

Ka-nah-wah-hawks, the cowslip! murmured Silver Heels.

Savour the wind; what is it? I asked, sniffing.

O-neh-tah, the pine! she cried.

O-ne-tah, the spruce! I corrected.

The pine, silly!

The spruce!

No, no, the pine!

So be it, sweet.

No, I am wrong!

And we laughed, and she stretched out her slender hand to me from her saddle.

Then we galloped forward together, calling out greeting to our old friends as we passed; and thus we saluted Jis-kah-kah, the robin, and Kivi-yeh, the little owl, and we whistled at Koo-koo-e, the quail, and mocked at old Kah-kah, the watchful crow.

Han-nah-wen, the butterfly, came flitting along the roadside, ragged with his long winters sleep.

He should not have slept in his velvet robe for a night-shift, said Silver Heels; he is a summer spendthrift, and Nah-wan-hon-tah, the speckled trout, lies watching him under the water.

Which set me thinking of my feather-flies; and then the dear old river flashed in sight.

I see — I see — there, very far away on that hill— whispered Silver Heels.

I see, I muttered, choking.

Presently the sunlight glimmered on a window of the distant Hall.

We are on our own land now, dear heart, I said, choking back the sob in my throat.

I called out to Jack Mount and unslung my woodaxe. He 507 drew his hatchet, and together we cut down a fair young maple, trimmed it, and drove a heavy post into the soil.

Here we will build one day, said I to Silver Heels. She smiled faintly, but her eyes were fixed on the distant Hall.

I had leased, from my lawyer, Peter Weaver, a large stone mansion in Johnstown, which stood next to the church where Sir William lay; this until such time as I might return from the war and find leisure to build on my own land the house which Silver Heels and I had planned to stand on a hill, in full view of the river and of the old Hall where our childhood had been passed.

It was night when we rode into Johnstown. I could discover no changes in the darkness, save that a few new signs swung before lighted shops, and every fifth house hung out a lanthorn and a whole candle-light.

Our stone house was vast, damp, and scantily furnished, but Jack Mount lighted a fire in the hallway, and Silver Heels went about with a song on her lips, and Cade Renard sent servants from the nearest inn with cloth and tableware, and meats smoking hot, not forgetting a great bowl of punch and a cask of ale, which the scullions rolled into the great hall and hoisted on the skids.

So we were merry, and silent, too, at moments, when our eyes met in faint smiles or wistful sympathy.

Shemuel, with his peddling panniers, had strangely disappeared, nor could we find him high or low when Mount and Cade had set their own table by the fire and the room smelled sweet with steaming toddy.

Thrift! Thrift! muttered Mount, rattling his toddy-stick impatiently; now who could have thought that little Jew would have cut away to make up time in trade this night!

But Shemuel had traded in another manner, for, ere Mount had set his strong, white teeth in the breast-bone of a roasted fowl, I heard Silver Heels cry out: Betty! Betty! Oh dear, dear Betty! And the blubbering black woman came rolling in, scarlet turban erect, ear-rings jingling.

Mah lil dove! Mah lil pigeon-dove! Oh Gord, mah lil Miss Honey-bee! 

You must keep her, lad, muttered Mount.

I think Sir John will sell, I said, grimly.

And so he did, or would have, had not his new wife, poor Lady Johnson, whom I had never seen, writing from the Hall, begged me to accept Betty as a gift from her. And I, having no quarrel with the unhappy lady, accepted Betty as a gift, permitting Lady Johnson to secure from the incident what comfort she might.

All through the sweet May-tide, Jack Mount and Cade Renard sunned themselves under the trees in our garden, or sprawled on the warm porch like great, amiable wolf-hounds, dozing and dreaming of mighty deeds.

Ale they had for the drawing, yet abused it not, respecting the hospitality of the house and its young mistress, and none could point the shameful finger at either to cry: Fie! Pottle-pot! Malt-worm! Painted-nose! Go swim! At times, sitting together on the grass, cheek by jowl, I heard them singing hymns; at times strolling through the moon-drenched garden paths they lifted up their souls in song:

The hunter has taken the trail to the East;

The little deer run! The little deer run!

Fear not, little deer, for he hunts the Red Beast;

Ye are not for his gun! Ye are not for his gun!

The hunter lies cold on the trail to the East;

His bosom is rent! His bosom is rent!

He died for his country, to slay the Red Beast;

To Heaven he went! To Heaven he went!

In the moonlight the doleful chant droned on, night after night, under the dewy lilacs; and the great horned-owl answered, hooting from the pines; and Silver Heels and I listened from the porch, hand clasping hand in fearsome content. For out in the dark world God was busy shaping the destiny of a people; even the black forest knew it, and thrilled like a vast harp at the touch of the free winds fingers — unseen fingers, delicate, tentative, groping for the key to a chord of splendid majesty. And when at last the chord should be found and struck, resounding to the deep worlds rock foundation, a free peoples voices should repeat, singing forever and for all time throughout the earth: 

Amen!

Meanwhile, stillness, moonlight, and a Miserere from the lips of two strange forest-runner folk, free-born and ready when the Lord of all led forth His prophet to command.

On that night I heard a man in the street repeat a name, Washington. And all that night I thought of it, and said it, under my breath. But what it might portend I knew not then.

May ended, smothered in flowers; and with the thickening leaves of June came to us there in the North rumours of the times which were to try mens souls. And again I heard, somewhere in the darkness of the village streets, the name I heard before; and that night, too, I lay awake, forming the word with silent lips, close to my young wifes breast.

The full, yellow moon of June creamed all our garden now; Mount and Renard sat a-squat upon the grass, chin on fist, to muse and muse and wait — for what? The King of England did not know; but all the world was waiting, too.

Then, one dim morning, while yet the primrose light tinted the far hills, I awoke to see Silver Heels in her white night-robe, leaning from the casement, calling out to me in a strange, frightened voice: Michael! Michael! They are coming over the hills — over the hills, dear heart, to take you with them!

At the window, sniffing the fresh dawn, I listened.

Footfalls in the hills! she said, trembling. Out of the morning men are coming! God make me brave! God make me brave!

For a long time we stood silent; the village slept below us; the stillness of the dawn remained unbroken, save by a golden-robins note, fluting from a spectral elm.

It is not yet time, I said: let us sleep on, dear heart.

But she would not, and I was fain to dress me in my leather, lest the summons coming swift might find me all unready at the call.

Then she roused Betty and the maid and servants, bidding them call up Mount and Renard, for the hour was close upon us all. 

Dear love, I said, this is a strange fear that takes you from your pillows there, at dawn.

Strange things befall a blindly loving heart, she said; I heard them in my dreams, and knew them, all marching with their yellow moccasins and raccoon-caps and green thrums blowing in the wind.

Riflemen?

Ay, dear love.

Foolish prophetess!

Too wise! Too wise! she whispered, wearily, nestling within my arms, a second only, then:

Sir Michael! roared Mount below my window; Cresap is on the hills with five hundred men of Maryland!

Stunned, I stared at Silver Heels; her face was marble, glorified.

As the sun rose I left her, and, scarce knowing what I did, threw my long rifle on my shoulder and ran out swiftly through the garden.

Suddenly, as though by magic summoned, the whole street was filled with riflemen, marching silently and swiftly, with moccasined feet, their raccoon caps pushed back, the green thrums tossing on sleeve and thigh. On they came, rank on rank, like brown deer herding through a rock run; and, on the hunting-shirts, lettered in white across each breast, I read:

LIBERTY OR DEATH.

Mount and the Weasel came up, rifles shouldered, coon-skin caps swinging in their hands. Mount shyly touched the hand that Silver Heels held out; Cade Renard took the fingers, and, bending above them with a flicker of his aged gallantly, pressed them with his shrivelled lips.

We will watch over your husband, my lady, he said, raising his dim eyes to hers.

Ay, we will bring him back, Lady Cardigan, muttered Jack Mount, twisting his cap in his huge paws.

Silver Heels, holding them each by the hand, strove to speak, but the voice in her white throat froze, and she only looked silently from them to me with pitiful gray eyes. 

To kill the Red Beast, muttered Mount; it is quickly done, Lady Cardigan. Then your husband will return.

To kill the Beast, repeated Renard; the Red Beast with twin heads. Ay, it can be done, my lady. Then he will return.

I swear it! cried Mount, flinging up his great arm. He will return.

To doubt it is to doubt Gods grace, child. He will return, said Cade Renard.

She looked at me, at Mount, at the Weasel, then at the torrent of dusty riflemen steadily passing without a break.

If he — he must go— she began. Her voice failed; she caught my hands and kissed them.

For our honour — go! she gasped. Michael! Michael! Come back to me—

Truly, dear heart — truly! truly!

Ho! Cardigan! rang out a voice like a pistol-shot from the passing ranks.

Through my tear-dimmed eyes I saw Cresap, sword shining in his hand.

We come, cried Mount, shaking his rifle towards the rising sun; death to the Red Beast!

Death to the Beast! shouted Cresap, shaking his shining sword.

Half a thousand heavy rifles shook high; half a thousand deep voices roared thunderously through the stony street:

Liberty! Liberty or Death! 

THE END

And now that of a truth the Red Beast is slain, as all men know, follow these mellow years through which our children move, watching the world like a great witch-flower unfold. Content, I sit with her I love, at dusk, tying my soft feather-flies just as I tied them for Sir William in the golden time. The trout have nothing changed, nor I, though kings already live as legends.

Bitter-sweet on porch and paling, woodbine and white-starred clematis, and the deep hum of bees; and in the sunlit garden poppies, red as the blood of martyrs. Then moonlight and my dear wife at the door.

Betty, she hath cradled our tot, Felicity, to croon some soft charm of Southern sorcery, whereby sleep settles like gray dusk-moths on tired lids.

But for the boy, William, it serves not, and he defies us with his wooden gun, declaiming that a man whose grandsire died with Wolfe will not be taken off to bed at such an hour. And so my sweetheart cradles him, unheeding my stern hint of rods a-pickle for the wilful; and, in the moonlight, joining my fish-rod, I hear her from the nursery, singing the song of blessed days departed, yet with each dawn renewed:

For courts are full of flattery,

As hath too oft been tried;

The city full of wantonness,

And both be full of Pride:

Then care away,

And wend along with me!

I know a trout, quoth Jack Mount, taking his cob-pipe from his teeth, a monstrous huge one, lad, hard by the thunder-stricken hemlock where the Kennyetto turns upon itself. Shemuel did mark the fish, sleeping at noon three days since.

Bring Cade along, said I, opening the garden gate, and gathering my rod and line lest the fly-hook catch in the rosebush; and fetch the gaff, Jack, when you return.

But when he came again into the moonlit garden he came alone, swinging the bright steel gaff.

Cade sleeps by the fire in the great hall, he said. Truly, lad, we age apace, and the sly beast, Death, follows us, sniffing, as we go. Lord! Lord! How old we grow — how old, how old! All of us, save Lady Cardigan and you! Years freshen her.

The years are kind, I said.

So we descended through the dusk to the sweet water flowing under the clustered stars.


The Maid-At-Arms
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AFTER A HUNDRED years the history of a great war waged by a successful nation is commonly reviewed by that nation with retrospective complacency.

Distance dims the panorama; haze obscures the ragged gaps in the pageant until the long lines of victorious armies move smoothly across the horizon, with never an abyss to check their triumph.

Yet there is one people who cannot view the past through a mirage. The marks of the birth-pangs remain on the land; its struggle for breath was too terrible, its scars too deep to hide or cover.

For us, the pages of the past turn all undimmed; battles, brutally etched, stand clear as our own hills against the sky — for in this land we have no haze to soften truth.

Treading the austere corridor of our Pantheon, we, too, come at last to victory — but what a victory! Not the familiar, gracious goddess, wide-winged, crowned, bearing wreaths, but a naked, desperate creature, gaunt, dauntless, turning her iron face to the west.

The trampling centuries can raise for us no golden dust to cloak the flanks of the starved ranks that press across our horizon.

Our ragged armies muster in a pitiless glare of light, every man distinct, every battle in detail.

Pangs that they suffered we suffer.

The faint-hearted who failed are judged by us as though they failed before the nation yesterday; the brave are re-enshrined as we read; the traitor, to us, is no grotesque Guy Fawkes, but a living Judas of to-day.

We remember that Ethan Allen thundered on the portal of all earthly kings at Ticonderoga; but we also remember that his hatred for the great state of New York brought him and his men of Vermont perilously close to the mire which defiled Charles Lee and Conway, and which engulfed poor Benedict Arnold.

We follow Gatess army with painful sympathy to Saratoga, and there we applaud a victory, but we turn from the commander in contempt, his brutal, selfish, shallow nature all revealed.

We know him. We know them all — Ledyard, who died stainless, with his own sword murdered; Herkimer, who died because he was not brave enough to do his duty and be called a coward for doing it; Woolsey, the craven Major at the Middle Fort, stammering filthy speeches in his terror when Sir John Johnsons rangers closed in; Poor, who threw his life away for vanity when that life belonged to the land! Yes, we know them all — great, greater, and less great — our grandfather Franklin, who trotted through a perfectly cold and selfishly contemptuous French court, aged, alert, cheerful to the end; Schuyler, calm and imperturbable, watching the North, which was his trust, and utterly unmindful of self or of the pack yelping at his heels; Stark, Morgan, Murphy, and Elerson, the brave riflemen; Spencer, the interpreter; Visscher, Helmer, and the Stoners.

Into our horizon, too, move terrible shapes — not shadowy or lurid, but living, breathing figures, who turn their eyes on us and hold out their butcher hands: Walter Butler, with his awful smile; Sir John Johnson, heavy and pallid — pallid, perhaps, with the memory of his broken parole; Barry St. Leger, the drunken dealer in scalps; Guy Johnson, organizer of wholesale murder; Brant, called Thayendanegea, brave, terrible, faithful, but — a Mohawk; and that frightful she-devil, Catrine Montour, in whose hot veins seethed savage blood and the blood of a governor of Canada, who smote us, hip and thigh, until the brawling brooks of Tryon ran blood!

No, there is no illusion for us; no splendid armies, banner — laden, passing through unbroken triumphs across the sunsets glory; no winged victory, with smooth brow laurelled to teach us to forget the holocaust. Neither can we veil our history, nor soften our legends. Romance alone can justify a theme inspired by truth; for Romance is more vital than history, which, after all, is but the fleshless skeleton of Romance.

R.W.C.

BROADALBIN,

May 26, 1902.


I

THE ROAD TO VARICKS
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WE DREW BRIDLE at the cross-roads; he stretched his legs in his stirrups, raised his arms, yawned, and dropped his huge hands upon either thigh with a resounding slap.

Well, good-bye, he said, gravely, but made no movement to leave me.

Do we part here? I asked, sorry to quit my chance acquaintance of the Johnstown highway.

He nodded, yawned again, and removed his round cap of silver-fox fur to scratch his curly head.

We certainly do part at these cross-roads, if you are bound for Varicks, he said.

I waited a moment, then thanked him for the pleasant entertainment his company had afforded me, and wished him a safe journey.

A safe journey? he repeated, carelessly. Oh yes, of course; safe journeys are rare enough in these parts. Im obliged to you for the thought. You are very civil, sir. Good-bye.

Yet neither he nor I gathered bridle to wheel our horses, but sat there in mid-road, looking at each other.

My name is Mount, he said at length; let me guess yours. No, sir! dont tell me. Give me three sportsmans guesses; my hunting-knife against the wheat straw you are chewing!

With pleasure, I said, amused, but you could scarcely guess it.

Your name is Varick?

I shook my head.

Butler?

No. Look sharp to your knife, friend.

Oh, then I have guessed it, he said, coolly; your name is Ormond — and Im glad of it.

Why are you glad of it? I asked, curiously, wondering, too, at his knowledge of me, a stranger.

You will answer that question for yourself when you meet your kin, the Varicks and Butlers, he said; and the reply had an insolent ring that did not please me, yet I was loath to quarrel with this boyish giant whose amiable company I had found agreeable on my long journey through a land so new to me.

My friend, I said, you are blunt.

Only in speech, sir, he replied, lazily swinging one huge leg over the pommel of his saddle. Sitting at ease in the sunshine, he opened his fringed hunting-shirt to the breeze blowing.

So you go to the Varicks? he mused aloud, eyes slowly closing in the sunshine like the brilliant eyes of a basking lynx.

Do you know the lord of the manor? I asked.

Who? The patroon?

I mean Sir Lupus Varick.

Yes; I know him — I know Sir Lupus. We call him the patroon, though hes not of the same litter as the Livingstons, the Cosbys, the Phillipses, Van Rensselaers, and those feudal gentlemen who juggle with the high justice, the middle, and the low — and who will juggle no more.

Am I mistaken, said I, in taking you for a Boston man?

In one sense you are, he said, opening his eyes. I was born in Vermont.

Then you are a rebel?

Lord! he said, laughing, how you twist our English tongue! Tis his Majesty across the waters who rebels at our home-made Congress.

Is it not dangerous to confess such things to a stranger? I asked, smiling.

His bright eyes reassured me. Not to all strangers, he drawled, swinging his free foot over his horses neck and settling his bulk on the saddle. One big hand fell, as by accident, over the pan of his long rifle. Watching, without seeming to, I saw his forefinger touch the priming, stealthily, and find it dry.

You are no Kings man, he said, calmly.

Oh, do you take me for a rebel, too? I demanded.

No, sir; you are neither the one nor the other — like a tadpole with legs, neither frog nor pollywog. But you will be.

Which? I asked, laughing.

My wisdom cannot draw that veil for you, sir, he said. You may take your chameleon color from your friends the Varicks and remain gray, or from the Butlers and turn red, or from the Schuylers and turn blue and buff.

You credit me with little strength of character, I said.

I credit you with some twenty-odd years and no experience.

With nothing more?

Yes, sir; with sincerity and a Spanish rifle — which you may have need of ere this month of May has melted into June.

I glanced at the beautiful Spanish weapon resting across my pommel.

What do you know of the Varicks? I asked, smiling.

More than do you, he said, for all that they are your kin. Look at me, sir! Like myself, you wear deer-skin from throat to ankle, and your nose is ever sniffing to windward. But this is a strange wind to you. You see, you smell, but your eyes ask, What is it? You are a woodsman, but a stranger among your own kin. You have never seen a living Varick; you have never even seen a partridge.

Your wisdom is at fault there, I said, maliciously.

Have you seen a Varick?

No; but the partridge—

Pooh! a little creature, like a gray meadow-lark remoulded! You call it partridge, I call it quail. But I speak of the crested thunder — drumming cock that struts all ruffed like a Spanish grandee of ancient times. Wait, sir! and he pointed to a string of birds footprints in the dust just ahead. Tell me what manner of creature left its mark there?

I leaned from my saddle, scanning the sign carefully, but the bird that made it was a strange bird to me. Still bending from my saddle, I heard his mocking laugh, but did not look up.

You wear a lynx-skin for a saddle-cloth, he said, yet that lynx never squalled within a thousand miles of these hills.

Do you mean to say there are no lynxes here? I asked.

Plenty, sir, but their ears bear no black-and-white marks. Pardon, I do not mean to vex you; I read as I run, sir; it is my habit.

So you have traced me on a back trail for a thousand miles — from habit, I said, not exactly pleased.

A thousand miles — by your leave.

Or without it.

Or without it — a thousand miles, sir, on a back trail, through forests that blossom like gigantic gardens in May with flowers sweeter than our white water-lilies abloom on trees that bear glossy leaves the year round; through thickets that spread great, green, many-fingered hands at you, all adrip with golden jasmine; where pine wood is fat as bacon; where the two oaks shed their leaves, yet are ever in foliage; where the thick, blunt snakes lie in the mud and give no warning when they deal death. So far, sir, I trail you, back to the soil where your baby fingers first dug — soil as white as the snow which you are yet to see for the first time in your life of twenty-three years. A land where there are no hills; a land where the vultures sail all day without flapping their tip-curled wings; where slimy dragon things watch from the waters edge; where Greek slaves sweat at indigo-vats that draw vultures like carrion; where black men, toiling, sing all day on the sea-islands, plucking cotton-blossoms; where monstrous horrors, hornless and legless, wallow out to the sedge and graze like cattle—

Man! You picture a hell! I said, angrily, while I come from paradise!

The outer edges of paradise border on hell, he said. Wait! Sniff that odor floating.

It is jasmine! I muttered, and my throat tightened with a homesick spasm.

It is the last of the arbutus, he said, dropping his voice to a gentle monotone. This is New York province, county of Tryon, sir, and yonder bird trilling is not that gray minstrel of the Spanish orange-tree, mocking the jays and the crimson fire-birds which sing Peet! peet! among the china-berries. Do you know the wild partridge-pea of the pine barrens, that scatters its seeds with a faint report when the pods are touched? There is in this land a red bud which has burst thundering into crimson bloom, scattering seeds o death to the eight winds. And every seed breeds a battle, and every root drinks blood!

He straightened in his stirrups, blue eyes ablaze, face burning under its heavy mask of tan and dust.

If I know a man when I see him, I know you, he said. God save our country, friend, upon this sweet May day.

Amen, sir, I replied, tingling. And God save the King the whole year round!

Yes, he repeated, with a disagreeable laugh, God save the King; he is past all human aid now, and headed straight to hell. Friend, let us part ere we quarrel. You will be with me or against me this day week. I knew it was a man I addressed, and no tavern-post.

Yet this brawl with Boston is no affair of mine, I said, troubled. Who touches the ancient liberties of Englishmen touches my country, that is all I know.

Which country, sir?

Greater Britain.

And when Greater Britain divides?

It must not!

It has.

I unbound the scarlet handkerchief which I wore for a cap, and held it between my fingers to dry its sweat in the breeze. Watching it flutter, I said:

Friend, in my country we never cross the branch till we come to it, nor leave the hammock till the river-sands are beneath our feet. No hunting-shirt is sewed till the bullet has done its errand, nor do men fish for gray mullet with a hook and line. There is always time to pray for wisdom.

Friend, replied Mount, I wear red quills on my moccasins, you wear bits of sea-shell. That is all the difference between us. Good-bye. Varick Manor is the first house four miles ahead.

He wheeled his horse, then, as at a second thought, checked him and looked back at me.

You will see queer folk yonder at the patroons, he said. You are accustomed to the manners of your peers; you were bred in that land where hospitality, courtesy, and deference are shown to equals; where dignity and graciousness are expected from the elders; where duty and humility are inbred in the young. So is it with us — except where you are going. The great patroon families, with their vast estates, their patents, their feudal systems, have stood supreme here for years. Theirs is the power of life and death over their retainers; they reign absolute in their manors, they account only to God for their trusts. And they are great folk, sir, even yet — these Livingstons, these Van Rensselaers, these Phillipses, lords of their manors still; Dutch of descent, polished, courtly, proud, bearing the title of patroon as a noble bears his coronet.

He raised his hand, smiling. It is not so with the Varicks. They are patroons, too, yet kin to the Johnsons, of Johnson Hall and Guy Park, and kin to the Ormond-Butlers. But they are different from either Johnson or Butler — vastly different from the Schuylers or the Livingstons—

He shrugged his broad shoulders and dropped his hand: The Varicks are all mad, sir. Good-bye.

He struck his horse with his soft leather heels; the animal bounded out into the western road, and his rider swung around once more towards me with a gesture partly friendly, partly, perhaps, in menace. Tell Sir Lupus to go to the devil! he cried, gayly, and cantered away through the golden dust.

I sat my horse to watch him; presently, far away on the hills crest, the sun caught his rifle and sparkled for a space, then the point of white fire went out, and there was nothing on the hill-top save the dust drifting.

Lonelier than I had yet been since that day, three months gone, when I had set out from our plantation on the shallow Halifax, which the hammock scarcely separates from the ocean, I gathered bridle with listless fingers and spoke to my mare. Isene, we must be moving eastward — always moving, sweetheart. Come, lass, theres grain somewhere in this Northern land where you have carried me. And to myself, muttering aloud as I rode: A fine name he has given to my cousins the Varicks, this giant forest-runner, with his boys face and limbs of iron! And he was none too cordial concerning the Butlers, either — cousins, too, but in what degree they must tell me, for I dont know—

The road entering the forest, I ceased my prattle by instinct, and again for the thousandth time I sniffed at odors new to me, and scanned leafy depths for those familiar trees which stand warden in our Southern forests. There were pines, but they were not our pines, these feathery, dark-stemmed trees; there were oaks, but neither our golden water oaks nor our great, green-and-silver live-oaks. Little, pale flowers bloomed everywhere, shadows only of our bright blossoms of the South; and the rare birds I saw were gray and small, and chary of song, as though the stillness that slept in this Northern forest was a danger not to be awakened. Loneliness fell on me; my shoulders bent and my head hung heavily. Isene, my mare, paced the soft forest-road without a sound, so quietly that the squatting rabbit leaped from between her forelegs, and the slim, striped, squirrel-like creatures crouched paralyzed as we passed ere they burst into their shrill chatter of fright or anger, I know not which.

Had I a night to spend in this wilderness I should not know where to find a palmetto-fan for a torch, where to seek light-wood for splinter. It was all new to me; signs read riddles; tracks were sealed books; the east winds brought rain, where at home they bring heavens own balm to us of the Spanish grants on the seaboard; the northwest winds that we dread turn these Northern skies to sapphire, and set bees a-humming on every bud.

There was no salt in the air, no citrus scent in the breeze, no heavy incense of the great magnolia bloom perfuming the wilderness like a cathedral aisle where a young bride passes, clouded in lace.

But in the heat a heavy, sweetish odor hung; balsam it is called, and mingled, too, with a faint scent like our bay, which comes from a woody bush called sweet-fern. That, and the strong smell of the bluish, short-needled pine, was ever clogging my nostrils and confusing me. Once I thought to scent a possum, but the musky taint came from a rotting log; and a stale fox might have crossed to windward and I not noticed, so blunted had grown my nose in this unfamiliar Northern world.

Musing, restless, dimly confused, and doubly watchful, I rode through the timber-belt, and out at last into a dusty, sunny road. And straightway I sighted a house.

The house was of stone, and large and square and gray, with only a pillared porch instead of the long double galleries we build; and it had a row of windows in the roof, called dormers, and was surrounded by a stockade of enormous timbers, in the four corners of which were set little forts pierced for rifle fire.

Noble trees stood within the fortified lines; outside, green meadows ringed the place; and the grass was thick and soft, and vivid as a green jewel in color — such grass as we never see save for a spot here and there in swampy places where the sun falls in early spring.

The house was yet a hundred rods away to the eastward. I rode on slowly, noticing the neglected fences on either hand, and thought that my cousin Varick might have found an hour to mend them, for his prides sake.

Isene, my mare, had already scented the distant stables, and was pricking forward her beautiful ears as I unslung my broad hat of plaited palmetto and placed it on my head, the better to salute my hosts when I should ride to their threshold in the Spanish fashion we followed at home.

So, cantering on, I crossed a log bridge which spanned a ravine, below which I saw a grist-mill; and so came to the stockade. The gate was open and unguarded, and I guided my mare through without a challenge from the small corner forts, and rode straight to the porch, where an ancient negro serving-man stood, dressed in a tawdry livery too large for him. As I drew bridle he gave me a dull, almost sullen glance, and it was not until I spoke sharply to him that he shambled forward and descended the two steps to hold my stirrup.

Is Sir Lupus at home? I asked, looking curiously at this mute, dull-eyed black, so different from our grinning lads at home.

Yaas, suh, he done come home, suh.

Then announce Mr. George Ormond, I said.

He stared, but did not offer to move.

Did you hear me? I asked, astonished.

Yaas, suh, I done hear yoh, suh.

I looked him over in amazement, then walked past him towards the door.

Is you gwine look foh Mars Lupus? he asked, barring my way with one wrinkled, blue-black hand on the brass door-knob. Kaze ef you is, you dont had better, suh.

I could only stare.

Kaze Mars Lupus done say he gwine kill de fustest man what sturb him, suh, continued the black man, in a listless monotone. An I spec he gwine do it.

Is Sir Lupus abed at this hour? I asked.

Yaas, suh.

There was no emotion in the old mans voice. Something made me think that he had given the same message to visitors many times.

I was very angry at the discourtesy, for he must have known when to expect me from my servant, who had accompanied me by water with my boxes from St. Augustine to Philadelphia, where I lingered while he went forward, bearing my letter with him. Yet, angry and disgusted as I was, there was nothing for me to do except to swallow the humiliation, walk in, and twiddle my thumbs until the boorish lord of the manor waked to greet his invited guest.

I suppose I may enter, I said, sarcastically.

Yaas, suh; Miss Dorry done say: Cato, she say, ef de young gemman come when Mars Lupus am drunk, jess take care n him, Cato; put him mos anywhere cep in mah bed, Cato, an jess call me ef I ain busy bout mah business—

Still rambling on, he opened the door, and I entered a wide hallway, dirty and disordered. As I stood hesitating, a terrific crash sounded from the floor above.

Spec Miss Dorry busy, observed the old man, raising his solemn, wrinkled face to listen.

Uncle, I said, is it true that you are all mad in this house?

We sho is, suh, he replied, without interest.

Are you too crazy to care for my horse?

Oh no, suh.

Then go and rub her down, and feed her, and let me sit here in the hallway. I want to think.

Another crash shook the ceiling of solid oak; very far away I heard a young girls laughter, then a stifled chorus of voices from the floor above.

Das Miss Dorry an de chilluns, observed the old man.

Who are the others?

Waal, dey is Miss Celia, an Mars Harry, an Mars Ruyven, an Mars Saml, an de babby, lil Mars Benny.

All mad?

Yaas, suh.

Ill be, too, if I remain here, I said. Is there an inn near by?

De Turkle-dove an Olives.

Where?

Bout five mile long de pike, suh.

Feed my horse, I said, sullenly, and sat down on a settle, rifle cradled between my knees, and in my heart wrath immeasurable against my kin the Varicks.






II

IN THE HALLWAY
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SO THIS WAS Northern hospitality! This a Northern gentlemans home, with its cobwebbed ceiling, its little window-panes opaque with stain of rain and dust, its carpetless floors innocent of wax, littered with odds and ends — here a battered riding-cane; there a pair of tarnished spurs; yonder a scarlet hunting-coat a-trail on the banisters, with skirts all mud from feet that mayhap had used it as a mat in rainy weather!

I leaned forward and picked up the riding-crop; its cane end was capped with heavy gold. The spurs I also lifted for inspection; they were beautifully wrought in silver.

Faugh! Here was no poverty, but the shiftlessness of a sot, trampling good things into the mire!

I looked into the fireplace. Ashes of dead embers choked it; the andirons, smoke-smeared and crusted, stood out stark against the sooty maw of the hearth.

Still, for all, the hall was made in good and even noble proportion; simple, as should be the abode of a gentleman; over-massive, perhaps, and even destitute of those gracious and symmetrical galleries which we of the South think no shame to take pride in; for the banisters were brutally heavy, and the rail above like a rampart, and for a newel-post some ass had set a bronze cannon, breech upward; and it was green and beautiful, but offensive to sane consistency.

Standing, the better to observe the hall on all sides, it came to me that some one had stripped a fine English mansion of fine but ancient furniture, to bring it across an ocean and through a forest for the embellishment of this coarse house. For there were pictures in frames showing generals and statesmen of the Ormond-Butlers, one even of the great duke who fled to France; and there were pictures of the Varicks before they mingled with us Irish — apple-cheeked Dutchmen, cadaverous youths bearing match-locks, and one, an admiral, with star and sash across his varnish-cracked corselet of blue steel, looking at me with pale, smoky eyes.

Rusted suits of mail, and groups of weapons made into star shapes and circles, points outward, were ranged between the heavy pictures, each centred with a moth-ravaged stags head, smothered in dust.

As I slowly paced the panelled wall, nose in air to observe these neglected trophies, I came to another picture, hung all alone near the wall where it passes under the staircase, and at first, for the darkness, I could not see.

Imperceptibly the outlines of the shape grew in the gloom from a deep, rich background, and I made out a figure of a youth all cased in armor save for the helmet, which was borne in one smooth, blue-veined hand.

The face, too, began to assume form; rounded, delicate, crowned with a mass of golden hair; and suddenly I perceived the eyes, and they seemed to open sweetly, like violets in a dim wood.

What Ormond is this? I muttered, bewitched, yet sullen to see such feminine roundness in any youth; and, with my sleeve of buckskin, I rubbed the dust from the gilded plate set in the lower frame.

The Maid-at-Arms, I read aloud.

Then there came to me, at first like the far ring of a voice scarcely heard through southern winds, the faint echo of a legend told me ere my mother died — perhaps told me by her in those drifting hours of a childhood nigh forgotten. Yet I seemed to see white, sun-drenched sands and the long, blue swell of a summer sea, and I heard winds in the palms, and a song — truly it was my mothers; I knew it now — and, of a sudden, the words came borne on a whisper of ancient melody:

This for the deed she did at Ashby Farms,
Helen of Ormond, Royal Maid-at-Arms!

Memory was stirring at last, and the gray legend grew from the past, how a maid, Helen of Ormond, for love of her cousin, held prisoner in his own house at Ashby-de-la-Zouch, sheared off her hair, clothed her limbs in steel, and rode away to seek him; and how she came to the house at Ashby and rode straight into the gateway, forcing her horse to the great hall where her lover lay, and flung him, all in chains, across her saddle-bow, riding like a demon to freedom through the Desmonds, his enemies. Ah! now my throat was aching with the memory of the song, and of that strange line I never understood— Wearing the ghost-ring! — and, of themselves, the words grew and died, formed on my silent lips:

This for the deed she did at Ashby Farms,
Helen of Ormond, Royal Maid-at-Arms!

Though for all time the lords of Ormond be
Butlers to Majesty,
Yet shall new honors fall upon her
Who, armored, rode for love to Ashby Farms;
Let this her title be: A Maid-at-Arms!

Serene mid loves alarms,
For all time shall the Maids-at-Arms,
Wearing the ghost-ring, triumph with their constancy.
And sweetly conquer with a sigh
And vanquish with a tear
Captains a trembling world might fear.

This for the deed she did at Ashby Farms,
Helen of Ormond, Royal Maid-at-Arms!

Staring at the picture, lips quivering with the soundless words, such wretched loneliness came over me that a dryness in my throat set me gulping, and I groped my way back to the settle by the fireplace and sat down heavily in homesick solitude.
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I SAT DOWN HEAVILY IN HOMESICK SOLITUDE.

Then hate came, a quick hatred for these Northern skies, and these strangers of the North who dared claim kin with me, to lure me northward with false offer of council and mockery of hospitality.

I was on my feet again in a flash, hot with anger, ready with insult to meet insult, for I meant to go ere I had greeted my host — an insult, indeed, and a deadly one among us. Furious, I bent to snatch my rifle from the settle where it lay, and, as I flung it to my shoulder, wheeling to go, my eyes fell upon a figure stealing down the stairway from above, a woman in flowered silk, bare of throat and elbow, fingers scarcely touching the banisters as she moved.

She hesitated, one foot poised for the step below; then it fell noiselessly, and she stood before me.

Anger died out under the level beauty of her gaze. I bowed, just as I caught a trace of mockery in the mouths scarlet curve, and bowed the lower for it, too, straightening slowly to the dignity her mischievous eyes seemed to flout; and her lips, too, defied me, all silently — nay, in every limb and from every finger-tip she seemed to flout me, and the slow, deep courtesy she made me was too slow and far too low, and her recovery a marvel of plastic malice.

My cousin Ormond? she lisped;— I am Dorothy Varick.

We measured each other for a moment in silence.

There was a trace of powder on her bright hair, like a mist of snow on gold; her gowns yoke was torn, for all its richness, and a wisp of lace in rags fell, clouding the delicate half-sleeve of China silk.

Her face, colored like palest ivory with rose, was no dolls face, for all its symmetry and a forgotten patch to balance the dimple in her rounded chin; it was even noble in a sense, and, if too chaste for sensuous beauty, yet touched with a strange and pensive sweetness, like witched marble waking into flesh.

Suddenly a voice came from above: Dorothy, come here!

My cousin frowned, glanced at me, then laughed.

Dorothy, I want my watch! repeated the voice.

Still looking at me, my cousin slowly drew from her bosom a huge, jewelled watch, and displayed it for my inspection.

We were matching mint-dates with shillings for fathers watch; I won it, she observed.

Dorothy! insisted the voice.

Oh, la! she cried, impatiently, will you hush?

No, I wont!

Then our cousin Ormond will come up-stairs and give you what Paddy gave the kettle-drum — wont you? she added, raising her eyes to me.

And what was that? I asked, astonished.

Somebody on the landing above went off into fits of laughter; and, as I reddened, my cousin Dorothy, too, began to laugh, showing an edge of small, white teeth under the red lips line.

Are you vexed because we laugh? she asked.

My tongue stung with a retort, but I stood silent. These Varicks might forget their manners, but I might not forget mine.

She honored me with a smile, sweeping me from head to foot with her bright eyes. My buckskins were dirty from travel, and the thrums in rags; and I knew that she noted all these matters.

Cousin, she lisped, I fear you are something of a macaroni.

Instantly a fresh volley of laughter rattled from the landing — such clear, hearty laughter that it infected me, spite my chagrin.

Hes a good fellow, our cousin Ormond! came a fresh young voice from above.

He shall be one of us! cried another; and I thought to catch a glimpse of a flowered petticoat whisked from the gallerys edge.

I looked at my cousin Dorothy Varick; she stood at gaze, laughter in her eyes, but the mouth demure.

Cousin Dorothy, said I, I believe I am a good fellow, even though ragged and respectable. If these qualities be not bars to your society, give me your hand in fellowship, for upon my soul I am nigh sick for a welcome from somebody in this unfriendly land.

Still at gaze, she slowly raised her arm and held out to me a fresh, sun-tanned hand; and I had meant to press it, but a sudden shyness scotched me, and, as the soft fingers rested in my palm, I raised them and touched them with my lips in silent respect.

You have pretty manners, she said, looking at her hand, but not withdrawing it from where it rested. Then, of an impulse, her fingers closed on mine firmly, and she looked me straight in the eye.

You are a good comrade; welcome to Varicks, cousin Ormond!

Our hands fell apart, and, glancing up, I perceived a group of youthful barbarians on the stairs, intently watching us. As my eyes fell on them they scattered, then closed in together defiantly. A red-haired lad of seventeen came down the steps, offering his hand awkwardly.

Im Ruyven Varick, he said. These girls are fools to bait men of our age— He broke off to seize Dorothy by the arm. Give me that watch, you vixen!

His sister scornfully freed her arm, and Ruyven stood sullenly clutching a handful of torn lace.

Why dont you present us to our cousin Ormond? spoke up a maid of sixteen.

Who wants to make your acquaintance? retorted Ruyven, edging again towards his sister.

I protested that I did; and Dorothy, with mock empressement, presented me to Cecile Butler, a slender, olive-skinned girl with pretty, dark eyes, who offered me her hand to kiss in such determined manner that I bowed very low to cover my smile, knowing that she had witnessed my salute to my cousin Dorothy and meant to take nothing less for herself.

And those boys yonder are Harry Varick and Sam Butler, my cousins, observed Dorothy, nonchalantly relapsing into barbarism to point them out separately with her pink-tipped thumb; and that lad on the stairs is Benny. Come on, were to throw hunting-knives for pennies. Can you? — but of course you can.

I looked around at my barbarian kin, who had produced hunters knives from recesses in their clothing, and now gathered impatiently around Dorothy, who appeared to be the leader in their collective deviltries.

All the same, that watch is mine, broke out Ruyven, defiantly. Ill leave it to our cousin Ormond— but Dorothy cut in: Cousin, it was done in this manner: father lost his timepiece, and the law is that whoever finds things about the house may keep them. So we all ran to the porch where father had fallen off his horse last night, and I think we all saw it at the same time; and I, being the older and stronger—

Youre not the stronger! cried Sam and Harry, in the same breath.

I, repeated Dorothy, serenely, being not only older than Ruyven by a year, but also stronger than you all together, kept the watch, spite of your silly clamor — and mean to keep it.

Then we matched shillings for it! cried Cecile.

It was only fair; we all discovered it, explained Dorothy. But Ruyven matched with a Spanish piece where the date was under the reverse, and he says he won. Did he, cousin?

Mint-dates always match! said Ruyven; gentlemen of our age understand that, Cousin George, dont we?

Have I not won fairly? asked Dorothy, looking at me. If I have not, tell me.

With that, Sam Butler and Harry set up a clamor that they and Cecile had been unfairly dealt with, and all appealed to me until, bewildered, I sat down on the stairs and looked wistfully at Dorothy.

In Heavens name, cousins, give me something to eat and drink before you bring your lawsuits to me for judgment, I said.

Oh, cried Dorothy, biting her lip, I forgot. Come with me, cousin! She seized a bell-rope and rang it furiously, and a loud gong filled the hall with its brazen din; but nobody came.

Where the devil are those blacks? said Dorothy, biting off her words with a crisp snap that startled me more than her profanity. Cato! Where are you, you lazy—

Ahm hyah, Miss Dorry, came a patient voice from the kitchen stairs.

Then bring something to eat — bring it to the gun-room instantly — something for Captain Ormond — and a bottle of Sir Lupuss own claret — and two glasses—

Three glasses! cried Ruyven.

Four! Five! shouted Harry and Cecile.

Six! added Samuel; and little Benny piped out, Theven!

Then bring two bottles, Cato, called out Dorothy.

I want some small-beer! protested Benny.

Oh, go suck your thumbs, retorted Ruyven, with an elder brothers brutality; but Dorothy ordered the small-beer, and bade the negro hasten.

We all mean to bear you company, Cousin, said Ruyven, cheerfully, patting my arm for my reassurance; and truly I lacked something of assurance among these kinsmen of mine, who appeared to lack none.

You spoke of me as Captain Ormond, I said, turning with a smile to Dorothy.

Oh, its all one, she said, gayly; if youre not a captain now, you will be soon, Ill wager — but Im not to talk of that before the children—

You may talk of it before me, said Ruyven. Harry, take Benny and Sam and Cecile out of earshot—

Pooh! cried Harry, I know all about Sir Johns new regiment—

Will you hush your head, you little fool! cut in Dorothy. Servants and asses have long ears, and Ill clip yours if you bray again!

The jingling of glasses on a tray put an end to the matter; Cato, the black, followed by two more blacks, entered the hall bearing silver salvers, and at a nod from Dorothy we all trooped after them.

Guests first! hissed Dorothy, in a fierce whisper, as Ruyven crowded past me, and he slunk back, mortified, while Dorothy, in a languid voice and with the air of a duchess, drawled, Your arm, cousin, and slipped her hand into my arm, tossing her head with a heavy-lidded, insolent glance at poor Ruyven.

And thus we entered the gun-room, I with Dorothy Varick on my arm, and behind me, though I was not at first aware of it, Harry, gravely conducting Cecile in a similar manner, followed by Samuel and Benny, arm-in-arm, while Ruyven trudged sulkily by himself.






III

COUSINS
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THERE WAS A large, discolored table in the armory, or gun-room, as they called it; and on this, without a cloth, our repast was spread by Cato, while the other servants retired, panting and grinning like over-fat hounds after a pack-run.

And, by Heaven! they lacked nothing for solid silver, my cousins the Varicks, nor yet for fine glass, which I observed without appearance of vulgar curiosity while Cato carved a cold joint of butchers roast and cracked the bottles of wine — a claret that perfumed the room like a garden in September.

Cousin Dorothy, I have the honor to raise my glass to you, I said.

I drink your health, Cousin George, she said, gravely— Benny, let that wine alone! Is there no small-beer there, that you go coughing and staining your bib over wine forbidden? Take his glass away, Ruyven! Take it quick, I say!

Benny, deprived of his claret, collapsed moodily into a heap, and sat swinging his legs and clipping the table, at every kick of his shoon, until my wine danced in my glass and soiled the table.

Stop that, you! cried Cecile.

Benny subsided, scowling.

Though Dorothy was at some pains to assure me that they had dined but an hour before, that did not appear to blunt their appetites. And the manner in which they drank astonished me, a glass of wine being considered sufficient for young ladies at home, and a half-glass for lads like Harry and Sam. Yet when I emptied my glass Dorothy emptied hers, and the servants refilled hers when they refilled mine, till I grew anxious and watched to see that her face flushed not, but had my anxiety for my pains, as she changed not a pulse-beat for all the red wine she swallowed.

And Lord! how busy were her little white teeth, while her pretty eyes roved about, watchful that order be kept at this gypsy repast. Cecile and Harry fell to struggling for a glass, which snapped and flew to flakes under their clutching fingers, drenching them with claret.

Silence! cried Dorothy, rising, eyes ablaze. Do you wish our cousin Ormond to take us for manner-less savages?

Why not? retorted Harry. We are!

Oh, Lud! drawled Cecile, languidly fanning her flushed face, I would I had drunk small-beer — Harry, if you kick me again Ill pinch!

Its a shame, observed Ruyven, that gentlemen of our age may not take a glass of wine together in comfort.

Your age! laughed Dorothy. Cousin Ormond is twenty-three, silly, and Im eighteen — or close to it.

And Im seventeen, retorted Ruyven.

Yet I throw you at wrestling, observed Dorothy, with a shrug.

Oh, your big feet! Who can move them? he rejoined.

Big feet? Mine? She bent, tore a satin shoe from her foot, and slapped it down on the table in challenge to all to equal it — a small, silver-buckled thing of Paddingtons make, with a smart red heel and a slender body, slim as the crystal slipper of romance.

There was no denying its shapeliness; presently she removed it, and, stooping, slowly drew it on her foot.

Is that the shoe Sir John drank your health from? sneered Ruyven.

A rich flush mounted to Dorothys hair, and she caught at her wine-glass as though to throw it at her brother.

A married man, too, he laughed— Sir John Johnson, the fat baronet of the Mohawks—

Damn you, will you hold your silly tongue? she cried, and rose to launch the glass, but I sprang to my feet, horrified and astounded, arm outstretched.

Ruyven, I said, sharply, is it you who fling such a taunt to shame your own kin? If there is aught of impropriety in what this man Sir John has done, is it not our affair with him in place of a silly gibe at Dorothy?

I ask pardon, stammered Ruyven; had there been impropriety in what that fool, Sir John, did I should not have spoke, but have acted long since, Cousin Ormond.

Im sure of it, I said, warmly. Forgive me, Ruyven.

Oh, la! said Dorothy, her lips twitching to a smile, Ruyven only said it to plague me. I hate that baronet, and Ruyven knows it, and harps ever on a foolish drinking-bout where all fell to the table, even Walter Butler, and that slow adder Sir John among the first. And they do say, she added, with scorn, that the baronet did find one of my old shoon and filled it to my health — damn him!—

Dorothy! I broke in, who in Heavens name taught you such shameful oaths?

Oaths? Her face burned scarlet. Is it a shameful oath to say Damn him?

It is a common oath men use — not gentlewomen, I said.

Oh! I supposed it harmless. They all laugh when I say it — father and Guy Johnson and the rest; and they swear other oaths — words I would not say if I could — but I did not know there was harm in a good smart damn!

She leaned back, one slender hand playing with the stem of her glass; and the flush faded from her face like an afterglow from a serene horizon.

I fear, she said, you of the South wear a polish we lack.

Best mirror your faults in it while you have the chance, said Harry, promptly.

We lack polish — even Walter Butler and Guy Johnson sneer at us under fathers nose, said Ruyven. What the devil is it in us Varicks that set folk whispering and snickering and nudging one another? Am I parti-colored, like an Oneida at a scalp-dance? Does Harry wear bats wings for ears? Are Dorothys legs crooked, that they all stare?

Its your red head, observed Cecile. The good folk think to see the noon-sun setting in the wood—

Oh, tally! you always say that, snapped Ruyven.

Dorothy, leaning forward, looked at me with dreamy blue eyes that saw beyond me.

We are doubtless a little mad, ... as they say, she mused. Otherwise we seem to be like other folk. We have clothing befitting, when we choose to wear it; we were schooled in Albany; we are people of quality, like the other patroons; we lack nothing for servants or tenants — what ails them all, to nudge and stare and grin when we pass?

Mr. Livingston says our deportment shocks all, murmured Cecile.

The Schuylers will have none of us, added Harry, plaintively— and I admire them, too.

Oh, they all conduct shamefully when I go to school in Albany, burst out Sammy; and I thrashed that puling young patroon, too, for he saw me and refused my salute. But I think he will render me my bow next time.

Do the quality not visit you here? I asked Dorothy.

Visit us? No, cousin. Who is to receive them? Our mother is dead.

Cecile said: Once they did come, but Uncle Varick had that mistress of Sir Johns to sup with them and they took offence.

Mrs. Van Cortlandt said she was a painted hussy— began Harry.

The Van Rensselaers left the house, vowing that Sir Lupus had used them shamefully, added Cecile; and Sir Lupus said: Tush! tush! When the Van Rensselaers are too good for the Putnams of Tribes Hill Ill eat my spurs! and then he laughed till he cried.

They never came again; nobody of quality ever came; nobody ever comes, said Ruyven.

Excepting the Johnsons and the Butlers, corrected Sammy.

And then everybody geths tight; they were here lath night and Uncle Varick is sthill abed, said little Benny, innocently.

Will you all hold your tongues? cried Dorothy, fiercely. Father said we were not to tell anybody that Sir John and the Ormond-Butlers visited us.

Why not? I asked.

Dorothy clasped both hands under her chin, rested her bare elbows on the table, and leaned close to me, whispering confidentially: Because of the war with the Boston people. The country is overrun with rebels — rebel troops at Albany, rebel gunners at Stanwix, rebels at Edward and Hunter and Johnstown. A scout of ten men came here last week; they were harrying a war-party of Brants Mohawks, and Stoner was with them, and that great ox in buckskin, Jack Mount. And do you know what he said to father? He said, For Heavens sake, turn red or blue, Sir Lupus, for if you dont well hang you to a crab-apple and chance the color. And father said, Im no partisan Kings man; and Jack Mount said, Youre the joker of the pack, are you? And father said, Im not in the shuffle, and you can bear me out, you rogue! And then Jack Mount wagged his big forefinger at him and said, Sir Lupus, if youre but a joker, one or tother side must discard you! And they rode away, priming their rifles and laughing, and father swore and shook his cane at them.

In her eagerness her lips almost touched my ear, and her breath warmed my cheek.

All that I saw and heard, she whispered, and I know father told Walter Butler, for a scout came yesterday, saying that a scout from the Rangers and the Royal Greens had crossed the hills, and I saw some of Sir Johns Scotch loons riding like warlocks on the new road, and that great fool, Francy McCraw, tearing along at their head and crowing like a cock.

Cousin, cousin, I protested, all this — all these names — even the causes and the manners of this war, are incomprehensible to me.

Oh, she said, in surprise, have you in Florida not heard of our war?

Yes, yes — all know that war is with you, but that is all. I know that these Boston men are fighting our King; but why do the Indians take part?

She looked at me blankly, and made a little gesture of dismay.

I see I must teach you history, cousin, she said. Father tells us that history is being made all about us in these days — and, would you believe it? Benny took it that books were being made in the woods all around the house, and stole out to see, spite of the law that father made—

Who thaw me? shouted Benny.

Hush! Be quiet! said Dorothy.

Benny lay back in his chair and beat upon the table, howling defiance at his sister through Harrys shouts of laughter.

Silence! cried Dorothy, rising, flushed and furious. Is this a corn-feast, that you all sit yelping in a circle? Ruyven, hold that door, and see that no one follows us—

What for? demanded Ruyven, rising. If you mean to keep our cousin Ormond to yourself—

I wish to discuss secrets with my cousin Ormond, said Dorothy, loftily, and stepped from her chair, nose in the air, and that heavy-lidded, insolent glance which once before had withered Ruyven, and now withered him again.

We will go to the play-room, she whispered, passing me; that room has a bolt; theyll all be kicking at the door presently. Follow me.

Ere we had reached the head of the stairs we heard a yell, a rush of feet, and she laughed, crying: Did I not say so? They are after us now full bark! Come!

She caught my hand in hers and sped up the few remaining steps, then through the upper hallway, guiding me the while her light feet flew; and I, embarrassed, bewildered, half laughing, half shamed to go a-racing through a strange house in such absurd a fashion.

Here! she panted, dragging me into a great, bare chamber and bolting the door, then leaned breathless against the wall to listen as the chase galloped up, clamoring, kicking and beating on panel and wall, baffled.

Theyre raging to lose their new cousin, she breathed, smiling across at me with a glint of pride in her eyes. They all think mightily of you, and now theyll be mad to follow you like hound-pups the whip, all day long. She tossed her head. Theyre good lads, and Cecile is a sweet child, too, but they must be made to understand that there are moments when you and I desire to be alone together.

Of course, I said, gravely.

You and I have much to consider, much to discuss in these uncertain days, she said, confidently. And we cannot babble matters of import to these children—

Im seventeen! howled Ruyven, through the key-hole. Dorothys not eighteen till next month, the little fool—

Dont mind him, said Dorothy, raising her voice for Ruyvens benefit. A lad who listens to his elders through a key-hole is not fit for serious—

A heavy assault on the door drowned Dorothys voice. She waited calmly until the uproar had subsided.

Let us sit by the window, she said, and I will tell you how we Varicks stand betwixt the deep sea and the devil.

I wish to come in! shouted Ruyven, in a threatening voice. Dorothy laughed, and pointed to a great arm-chair of leather and oak. I will sit there; place it by the window, cousin.

I placed the chair for her; she seated herself with unconscious grace, and motioned me to bring another chair for myself.

Are you going to let me in? cried Ruyven.

Oh, go to the— began Dorothy, then flushed and glanced at me, asking pardon in a low voice.

A nice parent, Sir Lupus, with every child in his family ready to swear like Flanders troopers at the first breath!

Half reclining in her chair, limbs comfortably extended, Dorothy crossed her ankles and clasped her hands behind her head, a picture of indolence in every line and curve, from satin shoon to the dull gold of her hair, which, as I have said, the powder scarcely frosted.

To comprehend properly this war, she mused, more to herself than to me, I suppose it is necessary to understand matters which I do not understand; how it chanced that our King lost his city of Boston, and why he has not long since sent his soldiers here into our county of Tryon.

Too many rebels, cousin, I suggested, flippantly. She disregarded me, continuing quietly;

But this much, however, I do understand, that our province of New York is the centre of all this trouble; that the men of Tryon hold the last pennyweight, and that the balanced scales will tip only when we patroons cast in our fortunes, ... either with our King or with the rebel Congress which defies him. I think our hearts, not our interests, must guide us in this affair, which touches our honor.

Such pretty eloquence, thoughtful withal, was not what I had looked for in this new cousin of mine — this free-tongued maid, who, like a painted peach-fruit all unripe, wears the gay livery of maturity, tricking the eye with a false ripeness.

I have thought, she said, that if the issues of this war depend on us, we patroons should not draw sword too hastily — yet not to sit like house-cats blinking at this world-wide blaze, but, in the full flood of the crisis, draw! — knowing of our own minds on which side lies the right.

Who taught you this? I asked, surprised to over-bluntness.

Who taught me? What? To think? She laughed. Solitude is a rare spur to thought. I listen to the gentlemen who talk with father; and I would gladly join and have my say, too, but that they treat me like a fool, and I have my questions for my pains. Yet I swear I am dowered with more sense than Sir John Johnson, with his pale eyes and thick, white flesh, and his tarnished honor to dog him like the shadow of a damned man sold to Satan—

Is he dishonored?

Is a parole broken a dishonor? The Boston people took him and placed him on his honor to live at Johnson Hall and do no meddling. And now hes fled to Fort Niagara to raise the Mohawks. Is that honorable?

After a moment I said: But a moment since you told me that Sir John comes here.

She nodded. He comes and gees in secret with young Walter Butler — one of your Ormond-Butlers, cousin — and old John Butler, his father, Colonel of the Rangers, who boast they mean to scalp the whole of Tryon County ere this blood-feud is ended. Oh, I have heard them talk and talk, drinking o nights in the gun-room, and the escorts horses stamping at the porch with a man to each horse, to hold the poor brutes noses lest they should neigh and wake the woods. Councils of war, they call them, these revels; but they end ever the same, with Sir John borne off to bed too drunk to curse the slaves who shoulder his fat bulk, and Walter Butler, sullen, stunned by wine, a brooding thing of malice carved in stone; and father roaring his same old songs, and beating time with his long pipe till the stem snaps, and he throws the glowing bowl at Cato—

Dorothy, Dorothy, I said, are these the scenes you find already too familiar?

Stale as last months loaf in a ratty cupboard.

Do they not offend you?

Oh, I am no prude—

Do you mean to say Sir Lupus sanctions it?

What? My presence? Oh, I amuse them; they dress me in Ruyvens clothes and have me to wine — lacking a tenor voice for their songs — and at first, long ago, their wine made me stupid, and they found rare sport in baiting me; but now they tumble, one by one, ere the wines fire touches my face, and father swears there is no man in County Tryon can keep our company o nights and show a steady pair of legs like mine to bear him bedwards.

After a moments silence I said: Are these your Northern customs?

They are ours — and the others of our kind. I hear the plain folk of the country speak ill of us for the free life we lead at home — I mean the Palatines and the canting Dutch, not our tenants, though what even they may think of the manor house and of us I can only suspect, for they are all rebels at heart, Sir John says, and wear blue noses at the first run o kings cider.

She gave a reckless laugh and crossed her knees, looking at me under half-veiled lids, smooth and pure as a childs.

Food for the devil, they dub us in the Palatine church, she added, yawning, till I could see all her small, white teeth set in rose.

A nice nest of kinsmen had I uncovered in this hard, gray Northern forest! The Lord knows, we of the South do little penance for the pleasures a free life brings us under the Southern stars, yet such license as this is not to our taste, and I think a man a fool to teach his children to review with hardened eyes home scenes suited to a tavern.

Yet I was a guest, having accepted shelter and eaten salt; and I might not say my mind, even claiming kinsmans privilege to rebuke what seemed to me to touch the family honor.

Staring through the unwashed window-pane, moodily brooding on what I had learned, I followed impatiently the flight of those small, gray swallows of the North, colorless as shadows, whirling in spirals above the cold chimneys, to tumble in like flakes of gray soot only to drift out again, wind — blown, aimless, irrational, senseless things. And again that hatred seized me for all this pale Northern world, where the very birds gyrated like moon-smitten sprites, and the white spectre of virtue sat amid orgies where bloodless fools caroused.

Are you homesick, cousin? she asked.

Ay — if you must know the truth! I broke out, not meaning to say my fill and ease me. This is not the world; it is a gray inferno, where shades rave without reason, where there is no color, no repose, nothing but blankness and unreason, and an air that stings all living life to spasms of unrest. Your sun is hot, yet has no balm; your winds plague the skin and bones of a man; the forests are unfriendly; the waters all hurry as though bewitched! Brooks are cold and tasteless as the fog; the unsalted, spiceless air clogs the throat and whips the nerves till the very soul in the body strains, fluttering to be free! How can decent folk abide here?

I hesitated, then broke into a harsh laugh, for my cousin sat staring at me, lips parted, like a fair shape struck into marble by a breath of magic.

Pardon, I said. Here am I, kindly invited to the council of a family whose interests lie scattered through estates from the West Indies to the Canadas, and I requite your hospitality by a rudeness I had not believed was in me.

I asked her pardon again for the petty outburst of an untravelled youngster whose first bath in this Northern air-ocean had chilled his senses and his courtesy.

There is a land, I said, where lately the gray bastions of St. Augustine reflected the gold and red of Spanish banners, and the blue sea mirrors a bluer sky. We Ormonds came there from the Western Indies, then drifted south, skirting the Matanzas to the sea islands on the Halifax, where I was born, an Englishman on Spanish soil, and have lived there, knowing no land but that of Florida, treading no city streets save those walled lanes of ancient Augustine. All this vast North is new to me, Dorothy; and, like our swamp-haunting Seminoles, my rustics instinct finds hostility in what is new and strange, and I forget my breeding in this gray maze which half confuses, half alarms me.

I am not offended, she said, smiling, only I wonder what you find distasteful here. Is it the solitude?

No, for we also have that.

Is it us?

Not you, Dorothy, nor yet Ruyven, nor the others. Forget what I said. As the Spaniards have it, Only a fool goes travelling, and Im not too notorious for my wisdom, even in Augustine. If it be the custom of the people here to go mad, Ill not sit in a corner croaking, Repent and be wise! If the Varicks and the Butlers set the pace, I promise you to keep the quarry, Mistress Folly, in view — perhaps outfoot you all to Bedlam!... But, cousin, if you, too, run this uncoupled race with the pack, I mean to pace you, neck and neck, like a keen whip, ready to turn and lash the first who interferes with you.

With me? she repeated, smiling. Am I a youngster to be coddled and protected? You have not seen our hunting. I lead, my friend; you follow.

She unclasped her arms, which till now had held her bright head cradled, and sat up, hands on her knees, grave as an Egyptian goddess guarding tombs.

Ill wager I can outrun you, outshoot you, outride you, throw you at wrestle, cast the knife or hatchet truer than can you, catch more fish than you — and bigger ones at that!

With an impatient gesture, peculiarly graceful, like the half-salute of a friendly swordsman ere you draw and stand on guard:

Read the forest with me. I can outread you, sign for sign, track for track, trail in and trail out! The forest is to me Te-ka-on-do-duk [the place with a sign-post]. And when the confederacy speaks with five tongues, and every tongue split into five forked dialects, I make no answer in finger-signs, as needs must you, my cousin of the Se-a-wan-ha-ka [the land of shells]. We speak to the Iroquois with our lips, we People of the Morning. Our hands are for our rifles! Hiro [I have spoken]!

She laughed, challenging me with eye and lip.

And if you defy me to a bout with bowl or bottle I will not turn coward, neah-wen-ha [I thank you]! but I will drink with you and let my father judge whose legs best carry him to bed! Koue! Answer me, my cousin, Tahoontowhe [the night hawk].

We were laughing now, yet I knew she had spoken seriously, and to plague her I said: You boast like a Seminole chanting the war-song.

I dare you to cast the hatchet! she cried, reddening.

Dare me to a trial less rude, I protested, laughing the louder.

No, no! Come! she said, impatient, unbolting the heavy door; and, willy-nilly, I followed, meeting the pack all sulking on the stairs, who rose to seize me as I came upon them.

Let him alone! cried Dorothy; he says he can outcast me with the war-hatchet! Where is my hatchet? Sammy! Ruyven! find hatchets and come to the painted post.

Sport! cried Harry, leaping down-stairs before us. Cecile, get your hatchet — get mine, too! Come on, Cousin Ormond, Ill guide you; its the painted post by the spring — and hark, Cousin George, if you beat her Ill give you my silvered powder-horn!

Cecile and Sammy hastened up, bearing in their arms the slim war-hatchets, cased in holsters of bright-beaded hide, and we took our weapons and started, piloted by Harry through the door, and across the shady, unkempt lawn to the stockade gate.

Dorothy and I walked side by side, like two champions in amiable confab before a friendly battle, intimately aloof from the gaping crowd which follows on the flanks of all true greatness.

Out across the deep-green meadow we marched, the others trailing on either side with eager advice to me, or chattering of contests past, when Walter Butler and Brant — he who is now war-chief of the loyal Mohawks — cast hatchets for a silver girdle, which Brant wears still; and the patroon, and Sir John, and all the great folk from Guy Park were here a-betting on the Mohawk, which, they say, so angered Walter Butler that he lost the contest. And that day dated the silent enmity between Brant and Butler, which never healed.

This I gathered amid all their chit-chat while we stood under the willows near the spring, watching Ruyven pace the distance from the post back across the greensward towards us.

Then, making his heel-mark in the grass, he took a green willow wand and set it, all feathered, in the turf.

Is it fair for Dorothy to cast her own hatchet? asked Harry.

Give me Ruyvens, she said, half vexed. Aught that touched her sense of fairness sent a quick flame of anger to her cheeks which I admired.

Keep your own hatchet, cousin, I said; you may have need of it.

Give me Ruyvens hatchet, she repeated, with a stamp of her foot which Ruyven hastened to respect. Then she turned to me, pink with defiance:

It is always a strangers honor, she said; so I advanced, drawing my light, keen weapon from its beaded sheath, which I had belted round me; and Ruyven took station by the post, ten paces to the right.

The post was painted scarlet, ringed with white above; below, in outline, the form of a man — an Indian — with folded arms, also drawn in white paint. The play was simple; the hatchet must imbed its blade close to the outlined shape, yet not wound or draw blood.

Brant at first refused to cast against that figure, said Harry, laughing. He consented only because the figure, though Indian, was painted white.

I scarce heard him as I stood measuring with my eyes the distance. Then, taking one step forward to the willow wand, I hurled the hatchet, and it landed quivering in the shoulder of the outlined figure on the post.

A wound! cried Cecile; and, mortified, I stepped back, biting my lip, while Harry notched one point against me on the willow wand and Dorothy, tightening her girdle, whipped out her bright war-axe and stepped forward. Nor did she even pause to scan the post; her arm shot up, the keen axe-blade glittered and flew, sparkling and whirling, biting into the post, chuck! handle a-quiver. And you could not have laid a June willow-leaf betwixt the Indians head and the hatchets blade.

She turned to me, lips parted in a tormenting smile, and I praised the cast and took my hatchet from Ruyven to try once more. Yet again I broke skin on the thigh of the pictured captive; and again the glistening axe left Dorothys hand, whirring to a safe score, a grass-stems width from the Indians head.

I understood that I had met my master, yet for the third time strove; and my axe whistled true, standing point-bedded a fingers breadth from the cheek.

Can you mend that, Dorothy? I asked, politely.

She stood smiling, silent, hatchet poised, then nodded, launching the axe. Crack! came the handles of the two hatchets, and rattled together. But the blade of her hatchet divided the space betwixt my blade and the painted face, nor touched the outline by a fair hairs breadth.

Astonishment was in my face, not chagrin, but she misread me, for the triumph died out in her eyes, and, Oh! she said; I did not mean to win — truly I did not, offering her hands in friendly amend.

But at my quick laugh she brightened, still holding my hands, regarding me with curious eyes, brilliant as amethysts.

I was afraid I had hurt your pride — before these silly children— she began.

Children! shouted Ruyven. I bet you ten shillings he can outcast you yet!

Done! she flashed, then, all in a breath, smiled adorably and shook her head. No, Ill not bet. He could win if he chose. We understand each other, my cousin Ormond and I, and gave my hands a little friendly shake with both of hers, then dropped them to still Ruyvens clamor for a wager.

You little beast! she said, fiercely; is it courteous to pit your guests like game-cocks for your pleasure?

You did it yourself! retorted Ruyven, indignantly— and entered the pit yourself.

For a jest, silly! There were no bets. Now frown and vapor and wag your finger — do! What do you lack? I will wrestle you if you wait until I don my buckskins. No? A foot-race? — and Ill bet you your ten shillings on myself! Ten to five — to three — to one! No? Then hush your silly head!

Because, said Ruyven, sullenly, coming up to me, she can outrun me with her long legs, she gives herself the devils own airs and graces. Theres no living with her, I tell you. I wish I could go to the war.

Youll have to go when father declares himself, observed Dorothy, quietly polishing her hatchet on its leather sheath.

But he wont declare for King or Congress, retorted the boy.

Wait till they start to plague us, murmured Dorothy. Some fine July day cows will be missed, or a barn burned, or a shepherd found scalped. Then youll see which way the coin spins!

Which way will it spin? demanded Ruyven, incredulous yet eager.

Ask that squirrel yonder, she said, briefly.

Thanks; Ive asked enough of chatterers, he snapped out, and came to the tree where we were sitting in the shadow on the cool, thick carpet of the grass — such grass as I had never seen in that fair Southland which I loved.

The younger children gathered shyly about me, their active tongues suddenly silent, as though, all at once, they had taken a sudden alarm to find me there.

The reaction of fatigue was settling over me — for my journey had been a long one that day — and I leaned my back against the tree and yawned, raising my hand to hide it.

I wonder, I said, whether anybody here knows if my boxes and servant have arrived from Philadelphia.

Your boxes are in the hallway by your bed-chamber, said Dorothy. Your servant went to Johnstown for news of you — let me see — I think it was Saturday—

Friday, said Ruyven, looking up from the willow wand which he was peeling.

He never came back, observed Dorothy. Some believe he ran away to Albany, some think the Boston people caught him and impressed him to work on the fort at Stanwix.

I felt my face growing hot.

I should like to know, said I, who has dared to interfere with my servant.

So should I, said Ruyven, stoutly. Id knock his head off. The others stared. Dorothy, picking a meadow-flower to pieces, smiled quietly, but did not look up.

What do you think has happened to my black? I asked, watching her.

I think Walter Butlers men caught him and packed him off to Fort Niagara, she said.

Why do you believe that? I asked, angrily.

Because Mr. Butler came here looking for boat-men; and I know he tried to bribe Cato to go. Cato told me. She turned sharply to the others. But mind you say nothing to Sir Lupus of this until I choose to tell him!

Have you proof that Mr. Butler was concerned in the disappearance of my servant? I asked, with an unpleasant softness in my voice.

No proof, replied Dorothy, also very softly.

Then I may not even question him, I said.

No, you can do nothing — now.

I thought a moment, frowning, then glanced up to find them all intently watching me.

I should like, said I, to have a tub of clean water and fresh clothing, and to sleep for an hour ere I dress to dine with Sir Lupus. But, first, I should like to see my mare, that she is well bedded and—

Ill see to her, said Dorothy, springing to her feet. Ruyven, do you tell Cato to wait on Captain Ormond. And to Harry and Cecile: Bowl on the lawn if you mean to bowl, and not in the hallway, while our cousin is sleeping. And to Benny: If you tumble or fall into any foolishness, see that you squall no louder than a kitten mewing. Our cousin means to sleep for a whole hour.

As I rose, nodding to them gravely, all their shy deference seemed to return; they were no longer a careless, chattering band, crowding at my elbows to pluck my sleeves with, Oh, Cousin Ormond this, and Listen, cousin, that; but they stood in a covey, close together, a trifle awed at my height, I suppose; and Ruyven and Dorothy conducted me with a new ceremony, each to outvie the other in politeness of language and deportment, calling to my notice details of the scenery in stilted phrases which nigh convulsed me, so that I could scarce control the set gravity of my features.

At the house door they parted company with me, all save Ruyven and Dorothy. The one marched off to summon Cato; the other stood silent, her head a little on one side, contemplating a spot of sunlight on the dusty floor.

About young Walter Butler, she began, absently; be not too short and sharp with him, cousin.

I hope I shall have no reason to be too blunt with my own kin, I said.

You may have reason— She hesitated, then, with a pretty confidence in her eyes, For my sake please to pass provocation unnoticed. None will doubt your courage if you overlook and refuse to be affronted.

I cannot pass an affront, I said, bluntly. What do you mean? Who is this quarrelsome Mr. Butler?

An Ormond-Butler, she said, earnestly; but — but he has had trouble — a terrible disappointment in love, they say. He is morose at times — a sullen, suspicious man, one of those who are ever seeking for offence where none is dreamed of; a man quick to give umbrage, quicker to resent a fancied slight — a remorseless eye that fixes you with the passionless menace of a hawks eye, dreamily marking you for a victim. He is cruel to his servants, cruel to his animals, terrible in his hatred of these Boston people. Nobody knows why they ridiculed him; but they did. That adds to the fuel which feeds the flame in him — that and the brooding on his own grievances—

She moved nearer to me and laid her hand on my sleeve. Cousin, the man is mad; I ask you to remember that in a moment of just provocation. It would grieve me if he were your enemy — I should not sleep for thinking.

Dorothy, I said, smiling, I use some weapons better than I do the war-axe. Are you afraid for me?

She looked at me seriously. In that little world which I know there is much that terrifies men, yet I can say, without boasting, there is not, in my world, one living creature or one witch or spirit that I dread — no, not even Catrine Montour!

And who is Catrine Montour? I asked, amused at her earnestness.

Ere she could reply, Ruyven called from the stairs that Cato had my tub of water all prepared, and she walked away, nodding a brief adieu, pausing at the door to give me one sweet, swift smile of friendly interest.






IV

SIR LUPUS
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I HAD BATHED and slept, and waked once more to the deep, resonant notes of a conch-shell blowing; and I still lay abed, blinking at the sunset through the soiled panes of my western window, when Cato scraped at the door to enter, bearing my sea-boxes one by one.

Reaching behind me, I drew the keys from under my pillow and tossed them to the solemn black, lying still once more to watch him unlock my boxes and lay out my clothes and linen to the air.

Company to sup, suh; gemmen from de Noth an Guy Pahk, suh, he hinted, rolling his eyes at me and holding up my best wristbands, made of my mothers lace.

I shall dress soberly, Cato, said I, yawning. Give me a narrow queue-ribbon, too.

The old man mumbled and muttered, fussing about among the boxes until he found a full suit of silver-gray, silken stockings, and hounds-tongue shoes to match.

Dishyere clothes sho is sober, he reflected aloud. One lil gole vine a-crawlin on de cuffs, nuvver lil gole vine a-creepin up de wescoat, gole buckles on de houn-tongue — Whar de hat? Hat done loose hissef! Here de hat! Gole lace on de hat — Capin Ormond sho is quality gemmn. Ef he aint, how come dishyere gole lace on de hat?

Come, Cato, I remonstrated, am I dressing for a ball at Augustine, that you stand there pulling my finery about to choose and pick? I tell you to give me a sober suit! I snatched a flowered robe from the beds foot-board, pulled it about me, and stepped to the floor.

Cato brought a chair and bowl, and, when I had washed once more I seated myself while the old man shook out my hair, dusted it to its natural brown, then fell to combing and brushing. My hair, with its obstinate inclination to curl, needed neither iron nor pomade; so, silvering it with my best French powder, he tied the short queue with a black ribbon and dusted my shoulders, critically considering me the while.

A plain shirt, I said, briefly.

He brought a frilled one.

I want a plain shirt, I insisted.

Dishyere shot am des de plaines an de—

You villain, dont I know what I want?

No, suh!

And, upon my honor, I could not get that black mule to find me the shirt that I wished to wear. More than that, he utterly refused to permit me to dress in a certain suit of mouse-color without lace, but actually bundled me into the silver-gray, talking volubly all the while; and I, half laughing and wholly vexed, almost minded to go burrowing myself among my boxes and risk peppering silk and velvet with hair-powder.

But he dressed me as it suited him, patting my silk shoes into shape, smoothing coat-skirt and flowered vest-flap, shaking out the lace on stock and wrist with all the delicacy and cunning of a ladys-maid.

Idiot! said I, am I tricked out to please you?

You sho is, Capin Ormond, suh, he said, the first faint approach to a grin that I had seen wrinkling his aged face. And with that he hung my small-sword, whisked the powder from my shoulders with a bit of cambric, chose a laced handkerchief for me, and, ere I could remonstrate, passed a tiny jewelled pin into my powdered hair, where it sparkled like a frost crystal.

Im no macaroni! I said, angrily; take it away!

Capin Ormond, suh, you sho is de fines young gemmn in de province, suh, he pleaded. Dess regahd yosef, suh, in dishyere lookum-glass. What I done tell you? Look foh yosef, suh! Capin Butler gwine see how de quality gemmn fixes up! Suh John Johnsing he gwine see! Dat ole Kunnel Butler he gwine see, too! Heah yo is, suh, dess a-bloomin lak de pink-an-silver ghos flower wif de gole heart.

Cato, I asked, curiously, why do you take pride in tricking out a stranger to dazzle your own people?

The old man stood silent a moment, then looked up with the mild eyes of an aged hound long privileged in honorable retirement.

Is you sho a Ormond, suh?

Yes, Cato.

Might you come fom de Spanish grants, suh, long de Halifax?

Yes, yes; but we are English now. How did you know I came from the Halifax?

I knowed it, suh; I knowed hit muss be dat-away!

How do you know it, Cato?

I spec you favor yo pap, suh, de ole Kunnel—

My father!

Mah ole marster, suh; I was raised long Matanzas, suh. Spanish man done cotch me on de Tomoka an ship me to Quebec. Ole Suh William Johnsing, he done buy me; Suh John, he done sell me; Mars Varick, he buy me; an hyah ah is, suh — heart dess daid foh de Halifax sans.

He bent his withered head and laid his face on my hands, but no tear fell.

After a moment he straightened, snuffled, and smiled, opening his lips with a dry click.

Hits dat-a-way, suh. Ole Cato dess bleged to fix up de young marster. Pride o fambly, suh. What might you be desirin now, Mars Ormond? One lil drap o musk on yoh hanker? Lawd save us, but you sho is gallus dishyere day! Spec Miss Dorry gwine blink de vilets in her eyes. Yaas, suh. Miss Dorry am de only one, suh; de onliest Ormond in dishyere fambly. Seem mos lak she done throw back to our folk, suh. Miss Dorry ain no Varick; Miss Dorry all Ormond, suh, dess lak you an me! Yaas, suh, hits dat-a-way; hit sho is, Mars Ormond.

I drew a deep, quivering breath. Home seemed so far, and the old slave would never live to see it. I felt as though this steel-cold North held me, too, like a trap — never to unclose.

Cato, I said, abruptly, let us go home.

He understood; a gleam of purest joy flickered in his eyes, then died out, quenched in swelling tears.

He wept awhile, standing there in the centre of the room, smearing the tears away with the flapping sleeves of his tarnished livery, while, like a committed panther, I paced the walls, to and fro, to and fro, heart aching for escape.

The light in the west deepened above the forests; a long, glowing crack opened between two thunderous clouds, like a hint of hidden hell, firing the whole sky. And in the blaze the crows winged, two and two, like witches flying home to the infernal pit, now all ablaze and kindling coal on coal along the dark skys sombre brink.

Then the red bars faded on my wall to pink, to ashes; a fleck of rosy cloud in mid-zenith glimmered and went out, and the round edges of the world were curtained with the night.

Behind me, Cato struck flint and lighted two tall candles; outside the lawn, near the stockade, a stable-lad set a conch-horn to his lips, blowing a deep, melodious cattle-call, and far away I heard them coming — tin, ton! tin, ton! tinkle! — through the woods, slowly, slowly, till in the freshening dusk I smelled their milk and heard them lowing at the unseen pasture-bars.

I turned sharply; the candle-light dazzled me. As I passed Cato, the old man bowed till his coat-cuffs hung covering his dusky, wrinkled fingers.

When we go, we go together, Cato, I said, huskily, and so passed on through the brightly lighted hallway and down the stairs.

Candle-light glimmered on the dark pictures, the rusted circles of arms, the stags heads with their dusty eyes. A servant in yellow livery, lounging by the door, rose from the settle as I appeared and threw open the door on the left, announcing, Capm Ormond! in a slovenly fashion which merited a rebuke from somebody.

The room into which the yokel ushered me appeared to be a library, low of ceiling, misty with sour pipe smoke, which curled and floated level, wavering as the door closed behind me.

Through the fog, which nigh choked me with its staleness, I perceived a bulky gentleman seated at ease, sucking a long clay pipe, his bulging legs cocked up on a card-table, his little, inflamed eyes twinkling red in the candle-light.
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YOURE MY COUSIN, GEORGE ORMOND, OR IM THE FATTEST LIAR SOUTH OF MONTREAL!.

Captain Ormond? he cried. Captain be damned; youre my cousin, George Ormond, or Im the fattest liar south of Montreal! Who the devil put em up to captaining you — eh? Was it that minx Dorothy? Dammy, I took it that the old Colonel had come to plague me from his grave — your father, sir! And a cursed fine fellow, if he was second cousin to a Varick, which he could not help, not he! — though Ive heard him damn his luck to my very face, sir! Yes, sir, under my very nose!

He fell into a fit of fat coughing, and seized a glass of spirits-and-water which stood on the table near his feet. The draught allayed his spasm; he wiped his broad, purple face, chuckled, tossed off the last of the liquor with a smack, and held out a mottled, fat hand, bare of wrist-lace. Heres my heart with it, George! he cried. Id stand up to greet you, but it takes ten minutes for me to find these feet o mine, so Ill not keep you waiting. Theres a chair; fill it with that pretty body of yours; cock up your feet — heres a pipe — heres snuff — heres the best rum north o Norfolk, which that ass Dunmore laid in ashes to spite those who kicked him out!

He squeezed my hand affectionately. Pretty bird! Dammy, but youll break a heart or two, you rogue! Oh, you are your father all over again; its that way with you Ormonds — all alike, and handsome as that young devil Lucifer; too proud to be proud o your dukes and admirals, and a thousand years of waiting on your King. As lads together your father used to take me by the ear and cuff me, crying, Beast! beast! You eat and drink too much! An Ormonds heart lies not in his belly! And I kicked back, fighting stoutly for the crust he dragged me from. Dammy, why not? Theres more Dutch Varick than Irish Ormond in me. Remember that, George, and we shall get on famously together, you and I. Forget it, and we quarrel. Hey! fill that tall Italian glass for a toast. I give you the family, George. May they keep tight hold on what is theirs through all this cursed war-folly. Heres to the patroons, God bless em!

Forced by courtesy to drink ere I had yet tasted meat, I did my part with the best grace I could muster, turning the beautiful glass downward, with a bow to my host.

The same trick o grace in neck and wrist, he muttered, thickly, wiping his lips. All Ormond, all Ormond, George, like that vixen o mine, Dorothy. Hey! Its not too often that good blood throws back; the mongrel shows oftenest; but that big chit of a lass is no Varick; shes Ormond to the bones of her. Ruyvens a red-head; theres red in the rest o them, and the slow Dutch blood. But Dorothys eyes are like those wild iris-blooms that purple all our meadows, and she has the Ormond hair — that thick, dull gold, which that French Ormond, of King Stephens time, was dowered with by his Saxon mother, Helen. Eh? You see, I read it in that book your father left us. If Im no Ormond, I like to find out why, and I love to dispute the Ormond claim which Walter Butler makes — he with his dark face and hair, and those dusky, golden eyes of his, which turn so yellow when I plague him — the mad wild-cat that he is.

Another fit of choking closed his throat, and again he soaked it open with his chilled toddy, rattling the stick to stir it well ere he drained it at a single, gobbling gulp.

A faint disgust took hold on me, to sit there smothering in the fumes of pipe and liquor, while my gross kinsman guzzled and gabbled and guzzled again.

George, he gasped, mopping his crimsoned face, Ill tell you now that we Varicks and you Ormonds must stand out for neutrality in this war. The Butlers mean mischief; theyre mad to go to fighting, and that means our common ruin. Theyll be here to-night, damn them.

Sir Lupus, I ventured, we are all kinsmen, the Butlers, the Varicks, and the Ormonds. We are to gather here for self-protection during this rebellion. I am sure that in the presence of this common danger there can arise no family dissension.

Yes, there can! he fairly yelled. Here am I risking life and property to persuade these Butlers that their interest lies in strictest neutrality. If Schuyler at Albany knew they visited me, his dragoons would gallop into Varick Manor and hang me to my barn door! Here am I, I say, doing my best to keep em quiet, and theres Sir John Johnson and all that bragging crew from Guy Park combating me — nay, would you believe their impudence? — striving to win me to arm my tenantry for this King of England, who has done nothing for me, save to make a knight of me to curry favor with the Dutch patroons in New York province — or state, as they call it now! And now I have you to count on for support, and well whistle another jig for them to-night, Ill warrant!

He seized his unfilled glass, looked into it, and pushed it from him peevishly.

Dammy, he said, Ill not budge for them! I have thousands of acres, hundreds of tenants, farms, sugar-bushes, manufactories for pearl-ash, grist-mills, saw-mills, and Im damned if I draw sword either way! Am I a madman, to risk all this? Am I a common fool, to chance anything now? Do they think me in my dotage? Indeed, sir, if I drew blade, if I as much as raised a finger, both sides would come swarming all over us — rebels a-looting and a-shooting, Indians whooping off my cattle, firing my barns, scalping my tenants — rebels at heart every one, and Id not care tuppence who scalped em but that they pay me rent!

He clinched his fat fists and beat the air angrily.

Im lord of this manor! he bawled. Im Patroon Varick, and Ill do as I please!

Amazed and mortified at his gross frankness, I sat silent, not knowing what to say. Interest alone swayed him; the right and wrong of this quarrel were nothing to him; he did not even take the trouble to pay a hypocrites tribute to principle ere he turned his back on it; selfishness alone ruled, and he boasted of it, waving his short, fat arms in anger, or struggling to extend them heavenward, in protest against these people who dared urge him to declare himself and stand or fall with the cause he might embrace.

A faint disgust stirred my pulse. We Ormonds had as much to lose as he, but yelled it not to the skies, nor clamored of gain and loss in such unseemly fashion, ignoring higher motive.

Sir Lupus, I said, if we can remain neutral with honor, that surely is wisest. But can we?

Remain neutral! Of course we can! he shouted.

Honorably?

Eh? Wheres honor in this mob-rule that breaks out in Boston to spot the whole land with a scurvy irruption! Honor? Where is it in this vile distemper which sets old neighbors here a-itching to cut each others throats? One says, Youre a Tory! Take that! and slips a knife into him. Tother says, Youre a rebel! Bang! — and blows his head off! Honor? Bah!

He removed his wig to wipe his damp and shiny pate, then set the wig on askew and glared at me out of his small, ruddy eyes.

Im for peace, he said, and I care not who knows it. Then, whether Tory or rebel win the day, here am I, holding to my own with both hands and caring nothing which rag flies overhead, so that it brings peace and plenty to honest folk. And, mark me, then we shall live to see these plumed and gold-laced glory-mongers slinking round to beg their bread at our back doors. Dammy, let em bellow now! Let em shout for war! Ill keep my mills busy and my agent walking the old rent-beat. If they can fill their bellies with a mess of glory Ill not grudge them what they can snatch; but Ill fill mine with food less spiced, and well see which of us thrives best — these sons of Mars or the old patroon who stays at home and dips his nose into nothing worse than old Madeira!

He gave me a cunning look, pushed his wig partly straight, and lay back, puffing quietly at his pipe.

I hesitated, choosing my words ere I spoke; and at first he listened contentedly, nodding approval, and pushing fresh tobacco into his clay with a fat forefinger.

I pointed out that it was my desire to save my lands from ravage, ruin, and ultimate confiscation by the victors; that for this reason he had summoned me, and I had come to confer with him and with other branches of our family, seeking how best this might be done.

I reminded him that, from his letters to me, I had acquired a fair knowledge of the estates endangered; that I understood that Sir John Johnson owned enormous tracts in Tryon County which his great father, Sir William, had left him when he died; that Colonel Claus, Guy Johnson, the Butlers, father and son, and the Varicks, all held estates of greatest value; and that these estates were menaced, now by Tory, now by rebel, and the lords of these broad manors were alternately solicited and threatened by the warring factions now so bloodily embroiled.

We Ormonds can comprehend your dismay, your distress, your doubts, I said. Our indigo grows almost within gunshot of the British outpost at New Smyrna; our oranges, our lemons, our cane, our cotton, must wither at a blast from the cannon of Saint Augustine. The rebels in Georgia threaten us, the Tories at Pensacola warn us, the Seminoles are gathering, the Minorcans are arming, the blacks in the Carolinas watch us, and the British regiments at Augustine are all itching to ravage and plunder and drive us into the sea if we declare not for the King who pays them.

Sir Lupus nodded, winked, and fell to slicing tobacco with a small, gold knife.

Were all Quakers in these days — eh, George? We cant fight — no, we really cant! Its wrong, George, — oh, very wrong. And he fell a-chuckling, so that his paunch shook like a jelly.

I think you do not understand me, I said.

He looked up quickly.

We Ormonds are only waiting to draw sword.

Draw sword! he cried. What dye mean?

I mean that, once convinced our honor demands it, we cannot choose but draw.

Dont be an ass! he shouted. Have I not told you that theres no honor in this bloody squabble? Lord save the lad, hes mad as Walter Butler!

Sir Lupus, I said, angrily, is a man an ass to defend his own land?

He is when its not necessary! Lie snug; nobody is going to harm you. Lie snug, with both arms around your own land.

I meant my own native land, not the miserable acres my slaves plant to feed and clothe me.

He glared, twisting his long pipe till the stem broke short.

Well, which land do you mean to defend, England or these colonies? he asked, staring.

That is what I desire to learn, sir, I said, respectfully. That is why I came North. With us in Florida, all is, so far, faction and jealousy, selfish intrigue and prejudiced dispute. The truth, the vital truth, is obscured; the right is hidden in a petty storm where local tyrants fill the air with dust, striving each to blind the other.

I leaned forward earnestly. There must be right and wrong in this dispute; Truth stands naked somewhere in the world. It is for us to find her. Why, mark me, Sir Lupus, men cannot sit and blink at villany, nor look with indifference on a struggle to the death. One side is right, tother wrong. And we must learn how matters stand.

And what will it advance us to learn how matters stand? he said, still staring, as though I were some persistent fool vexing him with unleavened babble. Suppose these rebels are right — and, dammy, but I think they are — and suppose our Kings troops are roundly trouncing them — and I think they are, too — do you mean to say youd draw sword and go a-prowling, seeking for some obliging enemy to knock you in the head or hang you for a rebel to your neighbors apple-tree?

Something of that sort, I said, good-humoredly.

Oh, Don Quixote once more, eh? he sneered, too mad to raise his voice to the more convenient bellow which seemed to soothe him as much as it distressed his listener. Well, youve got a fools mate in Sir George Covert, the insufferable dandy! And all you two need is a pair o Panzas and a brace of windmills. Bah! He grew angrier. Bah, I say! He broke out: Damnation, sir! Go to the devil!

I said, calmly: Sir Lupus, I hear your observation with patience; I naturally receive your admonition with respect, but your bearing towards me I resent. Pray, sir, remember that I am under your roof now, but when I quit it I am free to call you to account.

What! Youd fight me?

Scarcely, sir; but I should expect somebody to make your words good.

Bah! Who? Ruyven? Hes a lad! Dorothy is the only one to— He broke out into a hoarse laugh. Oh, you Ormonds! I might have saved myself the pains. And now you want to flesh your sword, it matters not in whom — Tory, rebel, neutral folk, theyre all one to you, so that you fight! George, dont take offence; I naturally swear at those I differ with. I may love em and yet curse em like a sailor! Know me better, George! Bear with me; let me swear at you, lad! Its all I can do.

He spread out his fat hands imploringly, recrossing his enormous legs on the card-table. I cant fight, George; I would gladly, but Im too fat. Dont grudge me a few kindly oaths now and then. Its all I can do.

I was seized with a fit of laughter, utterly uncontrollable. Sir Lupus observed me peevishly, twiddling his broken pipe, and I saw he longed to launch it at my head, which made me laugh till his large, round, red face grew grayer and foggier through the mirth-mist in my eyes.

Am I so droll? he snapped.

Oh yes, yes, Sir Lupus, I cried, weakly. Dont grudge me this laugh. It is all I can do.

A grim smile came over his broad face.

Touched! he said. Ive a fine pair on my hands now — you and Sir George Covert — to plague me and prick me with your wit, like mosquitoes round a drowsy man. A fine family conference we shall have, with Sir John Johnson and the Butlers shooting one way, you and Sir George Covert firing tother, and me betwixt you, singing psalms and getting all your arrows in me, fore and aft.

Who is Sir George Covert? I asked.

One o the Calverts, Lord Baltimores kin, a sort of cousin of the Ormond-Butlers, a supercilious dandy, a languid macaroni; plagues me, damn his impudence, but I cant hate him — no! Hate him? Faith, I owe him more than any man on earth ... and love him for it — which is strange!

Has he an estate in jeopardy? I inquired.

Yes. He has a mansion in Albany, too, which he leases. He bought a mile on the great Vlaic and lives there all alone, shooting, fishing, playing the guitar o moony nights, which they say sets the wild-cats wilder. Mark me, George, a petty mile square and a shooting shanty, and this languid ass says he means to fight for it. Lord help the man! I told him Id buy him out to save him from embroiling us all, and what d ye think? He stared at me through his lorgnons as though I had been some queer, new bird, and, says he, Lud! says he, theres a world o harmless sport in you yet, Sir Lupus, but you dont spell your title right, says he. Change the a to an o and add an ell for good measure, and there you have it, says he, a-drawling. With which he minced off, dusting his nose with his lace handkerchief, and Im damned if I see the joke yet in spelling patroon with an o for the a and an ell for good measure!

He paused, out of breath, to pour himself some spirits. Joke? he muttered. Where the devil is it? I see no wit in that. And he picked up a fresh pipe from the rack on the table and moistened the clay with his fat tongue.

We sat in silence for a while. That this Sir George Covert should call the patroon a poltroon hurt me, for he was kin to us both; yet it seemed that there might be truth in the insolent fling, for selfishness and poltroonery are too often linked.

I raised my eyes and looked almost furtively at my cousin Varick. He had no neck; the spot where his bullet head joined his body was marked only by a narrow and soiled stock. His eyes alone relieved the monotony of a stolid countenance; all else was fat.

Sunk in my own reflections, lying back in my arm-chair, I watched dreamily the smoke pouring from the patroons pipe, floating away, to hang wavering across the room, now lifting, now curling downward, as though drawn by a hidden current towards the unwaxed oaken floor.

No, there was no Ormond in him; he was all Varick, all Dutch, all patroon.

I had never seen any man like him save once, when a red-faced Albany merchant came a-waddling to the sea-islands looking for cotton and indigo, and we all despised him for the eagerness with which he trimmed his shillings at the Augustine taverns. Thrift is a word abused, and serves too often as a mask for avarice.

As I sat there fashioning wise saws and proverbs in my busy mind, the hall door opened and the first guest was announced — Sir George Covert.

And in he came, a well-built, lazy gentleman of forty, swinging gracefully on a pair o legs no man need take shame in; ruffles on cuff and stock, hair perfumed, powdered, and rolled twice in French puffs, and on his hand a brilliant that sparkled purest fire. Under one arm he bore his gold-edged hat, and as he strolled forward, peering coolly about him through his quizzing glass, I thought I had never seen such graceful assurance, nor such insolently handsome eyes, marred by the faint shadows of dissipation.

Sir Lupus nodded a welcome and blew a great cloud of smoke into the air.

Ah, observed Sir George, languidly, Vesuvius in irruption?

How de do, said Sir Lupus, suspiciously.

The mountain welcomes Mohammed, commented Sir George. Mohammed greets the mountain! How de do, Sir Lupus! Ah! He turned gracefully towards me, bowing. Pray present me, Sir Lupus.

My cousin, George Ormond, said Sir Lupus. George first, George second, he added, with a sneer.

No relation to George III., I trust, sir? inquired Sir George, anxiously, offering his cool, well-kept hand.

No, said I, laughing at his serious countenance and returning his clasp firmly.

Thats well, thats well, murmured Sir George, apparently vastly relieved, and invited me to take snuff with him.

We had scarcely exchanged a civil word or two ere the servant announced Captain Walter Butler, and I turned curiously, to see a dark, graceful young man enter and stand for a moment staring haughtily straight at me. He wore a very elegant black-and-orange uniform, without gorget; a black military cloak hung from his shoulders, caught up in his sword-knot.

With a quick movement he raised his hand and removed his officers hat, and I saw on his gauntlets of fine doeskin the Ormond arms, heavily embroidered. Instantly the affectation displeased me.

Come to the mountain, brother prophet, said Sir George, waving his hand towards the seated patroon. He came, lightly as a panther, his dark, well-cut features softening a trifle; and I thought him handsome in his uniform, wearing his own dark hair unpowdered, tied in a short queue; but when he turned full face to greet Sir George Covert, I was astonished to see the cruelty in his almost perfect features, which were smooth as a womans, and lighted by a pair of clear, dark-golden eyes.

Ah, those wonderful eyes of Walter Butler — ever-changing eyes, now almost black, glimmering with ardent fire, now veiled and amber, now suddenly a shallow yellow, round, staring, blank as the eyes of a caged eagle; and, still again, piercing, glittering, narrowing to a slit. Terrible mad eyes, that I have never forgotten — never, never can forget.

As Sir Lupus named me, Walter Butler dropped Sir Georges hand and grasped mine, too eagerly to please me.

Ormond and Ormond-Butler need no friends to recommend them each to the other, he said. And straightway fell a-talking of the greatness of the Arrans and the Ormonds, and of that duke who, attainted, fled to France to save his neck.

I strove to be civil, yet he embarrassed me before the others, babbling of petty matters interesting only to those whose taste invites them to go burrowing in parish records and ill-smelling volumes written by some toad-eater to his patron.

For me, I am an Ormond, and I know that it would be shameful if I turned rascal and besmirched my name. As to the rest — the dukes, the glory, the greatness — I hold it concerns nobody but the dead, and it is a foolishness to plague folks ears by boasting of deeds done by those you never knew, like a Seminole chanting ere he strikes the painted post.

Also, this Captain Walter Butler was overlarding his phrases with Cousin Ormond, so that I was soon cloyed, and nigh ready to damn the relationship to his face.

Sir Lupus, who had managed to rise by this time, waddled off into the drawing-room across the hallway, motioning us to follow; and barely in time, too, for there came, shortly, Sir John Johnson with a company of ladies and gentlemen, very gay in their damasks, brocades, and velvets, which the folds of their foot-mantles, capuchins, and cardinals revealed.

The gentlemen had come a-horseback, and all wore very elegant uniforms under their sober cloaks, which were linked with gold chains at the throat; the ladies, prettily powdered and patched, appeared a trifle over-colored, and their necks and shoulders, innocent of buffonts, gleamed pearl-tinted above their gay breast-knots. And they made a sparkling bevy as they fluttered up the staircase to their cloak-room, while Sir John entered the drawing-room, followed by the other gentlemen, and stood in careless conversation with the patroon, while old Cato disembarrassed him of cloak and hat.

Sir John Johnson, son of the great Sir William, as I first saw him was a man of less than middle age, flabby, cold-eyed, heavy of foot and hand. On his light-colored hair he wore no powder; the rather long queue was tied with a green hair-ribbon; the thick, whitish folds of his double chin rested on a buckled stock.

For the rest, he wore a green-and-gold uniform of very elegant cut — green being the garb of his regiment, the Royal Greens, as I learned afterwards — and his buff-topped boots and his metals were brilliant and plainly new.

When the patroon named me to him he turned his lack-lustre eyes on me and offered me a large, damp hand.

In turn I was made acquainted with the several officers in his suite — Colonel John Butler, father of Captain Walter Butler, broad and squat, a withered prophecy of what the son might one day be; Colonel Daniel Claus, a rather merry and battered Indian fighter; Colonel Guy Johnson, of Guy Park, dark and taciturn; a Captain Campbell, and a Captain McDonald of Perth.

All wore the green uniform save the Butlers; all greeted me with particular civility and conducted like the respectable company they appeared to be, politely engaging me in pleasant conversation, desiring news from Florida, or complimenting me upon my courtesy, which, they vowed, had alone induced me to travel a thousand miles for the sake of permitting my kinsmen the pleasure of welcoming me.

One by one the gentlemen retired to exchange their spurred top-boots for white silk stockings and silken pumps, and to arrange their hair or stick a patch here and there, and rinse their hands in rose-water to cleanse them of the bridles odor.

They were still thronging the gun-room, and I stood alone in the drawing-room with Sir George Covert, when a lady entered and courtesied low as we bowed together.

And truly she was a beauty, with her skin of rose-ivory, her powdered hair a-gleam with brilliants, her eyes of purest violet, a friendly smile hovering on her fresh, scarlet mouth.

Well, sir, she said, do you not know me? And to Sir George: I vow, he takes me for a guest in my own house!

And then I knew my cousin Dorothy Varick.
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SHE SUFFERED US TO SALUTE HER HAND.

She suffered us to salute her hand, gazing the while about her indifferently; and, as I released her slender fingers and raised my head, she, rounded arm still extended as though forgotten, snapped her thumb and forefinger together in vexation with a Plague on it! Theres that odious Sir John!

Is Sir John Johnson so offensive to your ladyship? inquired Sir George, lazily.

Offensive! Have you not heard how the beast drank wine from my slipper! Never mind! I cannot endure him. Sir George, you must sit by me at table — and you, too, Cousin Ormond, or hell come bothering. She glanced at the open door of the gun-room, a frown on her white brow. Oh, theyre all here, I see. Sparks will fly ere sun-up. Theres Campbell, and McDonald, too, wi the memory of Glencoe still stewing betwixt them; and theres Guy Johnson, with a price on his head — and plenty to sell it for him in County Tryon, gentlemen! And theres young Walter Butler, cursing poor Cato that he touched his spur in drawing off his boots — if he strikes Cato Ill strike him! And where are their fine ladies, Sir George? Still primping at the mirror? Oh, la! She stepped back, laughing, raising her lovely arms a little. Look at me. Am I well laced, with nobody to aid me save Cecile, poor child, and Benny to hold the candles — he being young enough for the office?

Happy, happy Benny! murmured Sir George, inspecting her through his quizzing-glass from head to toe.

If you think it a happy office you may fill it yourself in future, Sir George, she said. I never knew an ass who failed to bray in ecstasy at mention of a pair o stays.

Sir George stared, and said, Aha! clever — very, very clever! in so patronizing a tone that Dorothy reddened and bit her lip in vexation.

That is ever your way, she said, when I parry you to your confusion. Take your eyes from me, Sir George! Cousin Ormond, am I dressed to your taste or not?

She stood there in her gown of brocade, beautifully flowered in peach color, dainty, confident, challenging me to note one fault. Nor could I, from the gold hair-pegs in her hair to the tip of her slim, pompadour shoes peeping from the lace of her petticoat, which she lifted a trifle to show her silken, flowered hose.

And— There! she cried, I gowned myself, and I wear no paint. I wish you would tell them as much when they laugh at me.

Now came the ladies, rustling down the stairway, and the gentlemen, strolling in from their toilet and stirrup-cups in the gun-room, and I noted that all wore service-swords, and laid their pistols on the table in the drawing-room.

Do they fear a surprise? I whispered to Sir George Covert.

Oh yes; Jack Mount and the Stoners are abroad. But Sir John has a troop of his cut-throat horsemen picketed out around us. You see, Sir John broke his parole, and Walter Butler is attainted, and it might go hard with some of these gentlemen if General Schuylers dragoons caught them here, plotting nose to nose.

Who is this Jack Mount? I asked, curiously, remembering my companion of the Albany road.

One of Cresaps riflemen, he drawled, sent back here from Boston to raise the country against the invasion. They say he was a highwayman once, but we Tories — he laughed shamelessly— say many things in these days which may not help us at the judgment day. Wait, theres that little rosebud, Claire Putnam, Sir Johns flame. Take her in to table; shes a pretty little plaything. Lady Johnson, who was Polly Watts, is in Montreal, you see. He made a languid gesture with outspread hands, smiling.

The girl he indicated, Mistress Claire Putnam, was a fragile, willowy creature, over-thin, perhaps, yet wonderfully attractive and pretty, and there was much of good in her face, and a tinge of pathos, too, for all her bright vivacity.

If Sir John Johnson put her away when he wedded Miss Watts, said Sir George, coolly, I think he did it from interest and selfish calculation, not because he ceased to love her in his bloodless, fishy fashion. And now that Lady Johnson has fled to Canada, Sir John makes no pretence of hiding his amours in the society which he haunts; nor does that society take umbrage at the notorious relationship so impudently renewed. Were a shameless lot, Mr. Ormond.

At that moment I heard Sir John Johnson, at my elbow, saying to Sir Lupus: Do you know what these damned rebels have had the impudence to do? I can scarce credit it myself, but it is said that their Congress has adopted a flag of thirteen stripes and thirteen stars on a blue field, and Im cursed if I dont believe they mean to hoist the filthy rag in our very faces!






V

A NIGHT AT THE PATROONS
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UNDER A FLARE of yellow candle-light we entered the dining-hall and seated ourselves before a table loaded with flowers and silver, and the most beautiful Flemish glass that I have ever seen; though they say that Sir William Johnsons was finer.

The square windows of the hall were closed, the dusty curtains closely drawn; the air, though fresh, was heavily saturated with perfume. Between each window, and higher up, small, square loop-holes pierced the solid walls. The wooden flap-hoods of these were open; through them poured the fresh night air, stirring the clustered flowers and the jewelled aigrets in the ladies hair.

The spectacle was pretty, even beautiful; at every ladys cover lay a gift from the patroon, a crystal bosom-glass, mounted in silver filigree, filled with roses in scented water; and, at the sight, a gust of hand-clapping swept around the table, like the rattle of December winds through dry palmettos.

In a distant corner, slaves, dressed fancifully and turbaned like Barbary blackamoors, played on fiddles and guitars, and the music was such as I should have enjoyed, loving all melody as I do, yet could scarcely hear it in the flutter and chatter rising around me as the ladies placed the bosom-bottles in their stomachers and opened their Marlborough fans to set them waving all like restless wings.

Yet, under this surface elegance and display, one could scarcely choose but note how everywhere an amazing shiftlessness reigned in the patroons house. Cobwebs canopied the ceiling-beams with their silvery, ragged banners afloat in the candles heat; dust, like a velvet mantle, lay over the Dutch plates and teapots, ranged on shelves against the panelled wall midway twixt ceiling and unwaxed floor; the gaudy yellow liveries of the black servants were soiled and tarnished and ill fitting, and all wore slovenly rolls, tied to imitate scratch-wigs, the effect of which was amazing. The passion for cleanliness in the Dutch lies not in their men folk; a Dutch mistress of this manor house had died o shame long since — or died o scrubbing.

I felt mean and ungracious to sit there spying at my hosts table, and strove to forget it, yet was forced to wipe furtively spoon and fork upon the napkin on my knees ere I durst acquaint them with my mouth; and so did others, as I saw; but they did it openly and without pretence of concealment, and nobody took offence.

Sir Lupus cared nothing for precedence at table, and said so when he seated us, which brought a sneer to Sir John Johnsons mouth and a scowl to Walter Butlers brow; but this provincial boorishness appeared to be forgotten ere the decanters had slopped the cloth twice, and fair faces flushed, and voices grew gayer, and the rattle of silver assaulting china and the mellow ring of glasses swelled into a steady, melodious din which stirred the blood to my cheeks.

We Ormonds love gayety — I choose the mildest phrase I know. Yet, take us at our worst, Irish that we are, and if there be a taint of license to our revels, and if we drink the devils toast to the devils own undoing, the vital spring of our people remains unpolluted, the nations strength and purity unsoiled, guarded forever by the chastity of our women.

Savoring my claret, I glanced askance at my neighbors; on my left sat my cousin Dorothy Varick, frankly absorbed in a roasted pigeon, yet wielding knife and fork with much grace and address; on my right Magdalen Brant, step-cousin to Sir John, a lovely, soft-voiced girl, with velvety eyes and the faintest dusky tint, which showed the Indian blood through the carmine in her fresh, curved cheeks.

I started to speak to her, but there came a call from the end of the table, and we raised our glasses to Sir Lupus, for which civility he expressed his thanks and gave us the ladies, which we drank standing, and reversed our glasses with a cheer.

Then Walter Butler gave us The Ormonds and the Earls of Arran, an amazing vanity, which shamed me so that I sat biting my lip, furious to see Sir John wink at Colonel Claus, and itching to fling my glass at the head of this young fool whose brain seemed cracked with brooding on his pedigree.

Meat was served ere I was called on, but later, a delicious Burgundy being decanted, all called me with a persistent clamor, so that I was obliged to ask permission of Sir Lupus, then rise, still tingling with the memory of the silly toast offered by Walter Butler.

I give you, I said, a republic where self-respect balances the coronet, where there is no monarch, no high-priest, but only a clean altar, served by the parliament of a united people. Gentlemen, raise your glasses to the colonies of America and their ancient liberties!

And, amazed at what I had said, and knowing that I had not meant to say it, I lifted my glass and drained it.

Astonishment altered every face. Walter Butler mechanically raised his glass, then set it down, then raised it once more, gazing blankly at me; and I saw others hesitate, as though striving to recollect the exact terms of my toast. But, after a seconds hesitation, all drank sitting. Then each looked inquiringly at me, at neighbors, puzzled, yet already partly reassured.

Gad! said Colonel Claus, bluntly, I thought at first that Burgundy smacked somewhat of Boston tea.

The Burgundys sound enough, said Colonel John Butler, grimly.

So is the toast, bawled Sir Lupus. Its a pacific toast, a soothing sentiment, neither one thing not tother. Dammy, its a toast no Quaker need refuse.

Sir Lupus, your permission! broke out Captain Campbell. Gentlemen, it is strange that not one of his Majestys officers has proposed the King! He looked straight at me and said, without turning his head: All loyal at this table will fill. Ladies, gentlemen, I give you his Majesty the King!

The toast was finished amid cheers. I drained my glass and turned it down with a bow to Captain Campbell, who bowed to me as though greatly relieved.

The fiddles, bassoons, and guitars were playing and the slaves singing when the noise of the cheering died away; and I heard Dorothy beside me humming the air and tapping the floor with her silken shoe, while she moistened macaroons in a glass of Madeira and nibbled them with serene satisfaction.

You appear to be happy, I whispered.

Perfectly. I adore sweets. Will you try a dish of cinnamon cake? Sop it in Burgundy; they harmonize to a most heavenly taste.... Look at Magdalen Brant, is she not sweet? Her cousin is Molly Brant, old Sir Williams sweetheart, fled to Canada.... She follows this week with Betty Austin, that black-eyed little mischief-maker on Sir Johns right, who owes her diamonds to Guy Johnson. La! What a gossip I grow! But its county talk, and all know it, and nobody cares save the Albany blue-noses and the Van Cortlandts, who fall backward with standing too straight—

Dorothy, I said, sharply, a blunted innocence is better than none, but its a pity you know so much!

How can I help it? she asked, calmly, dipping another macaroon into her glass.

Its a pity, all the same, I said.

Dew on a ducks back, my friend, she observed, serenely. Cousin, if I were fashioned for evil I had been tainted long since.

She sat up straight and swept the table with a heavy-lidded, insolent glance, eyebrows raised. The cold purity of her profile, the undimmed innocence, the childish beauty of the curved cheek, touched me to the quick. Ah! the white flower to nourish here amid unconcealed corruption, with petals stainless, with bloom undimmed, with all its exquisite fragrance still fresh and wholesome in an air heavy with wine and the odor of dying roses.

I looked around me. Guy Johnson, red in the face, was bending too closely beside his neighbor, Betty Austin. Colonel Claus talked loudly across the table to Captain McDonald, and swore fashionable oaths which the gaunt captain echoed obsequiously. Claire Putnam coquetted with her paddle-stick fan, defending her roses from Sir George Covert, while Sir John Johnson stared at them in cold disapproval; and I saw Magdalen Brant, chin propped on her clasped hands, close her eyes and breathe deeply while the wine burned her face, setting torches aflame in either cheek. Later, when I spoke to her, she laughed pitifully, saying that her ears hummed like bee-hives. Then she said that she meant to go, but made no movement; and presently her dark eyes closed again, and I saw the fever pulse beating in her neck.

Some one had overturned a silver basin full of flowers, and a servant, sopping up the water, had brushed Walter Butler so that he flew into a passion and flung a glass at the terrified black, which set Sir Lupus laughing till he choked, but which enraged me that he should so conduct in the presence of his hosts daughter.

Yet if Sir Lupus could not only overlook it, but laugh at it, I, certes, had no right to rebuke what to me seemed a gross insult.

Toasts flew fast now, and there was a punch in a silver bowl as large as a bushel — and spirits, too, which was strange, seeing that the ladies remained at table.

Then Captain Campbell would have all to drink the Royal Greens, standing on chairs, one foot on the table, which appeared to be his regiments mess custom, and we did so, the ladies laughing and protesting, but finally planting their dainty shoes on the edge of the table; and Magdalen Brant nigh fell off her chair — for lack of balance, as Sir George Covert protested, one foot alone being too small to sustain her.

That Cinderella compliment at our expense! cried Betty Austin, but Sir Lupus cried: Silence all, and keep one foot on the table! And a little black slave lad, scarce more than a babe, appeared, dressed in a lynx-skin, bearing a basket of pretty boxes woven out of scented grass and embroidered with silk flowers.

At every corner he laid a box, all exclaiming and wondering what the surprise might be, until the little black, arching his back, fetched a yowl like a lynx and ran out on all fours.

The gentlemen will open the boxes! Ladies, keep one foot on the table! bawled Sir Lupus. We bent to open the boxes; Magdalen Brant and Dorothy Varick, each resting a hand on my shoulder to steady them, peeped curiously down to see. And, Oh! cried everybody, as the lifted box-lids discovered snow-white pigeons sitting on great gilt eggs.

The white pigeons fluttered out, some to the table, where they craned their necks and ruffled their snowy plumes; others flapped up to the loop-holes, where they sat and watched us.

Break the eggs! cried the patroon.

I broke mine; inside was a pair of shoe-roses, each set with a pearl and clasped with a gold pin.

Betty Austin clapped her hands in delight; Dorothy bent double, tore off the silken roses from each shoe in turn, and I pinned on the new jewelled roses amid a gale of laughter.

A health to the patroon! cried Sir George Covert, and we gave it with a will, glasses down. Then all settled to our seats once more to hear Sir George sing a song.

A slave passed him a guitar; he touched the strings and sang with good taste a song in questionable taste:

Jeanneton prend sa fauçille.

A delicate melody and neatly done; yet the verse — 

Le deuxième plus habile
Lembrassant sous le menton — 

made me redden, and the envoi nigh burned me alive
with blushes, yet was rapturously applauded, and the
patroon fell a-choking with his gross laughter.

Then Walter Butler would sing, and, I confess, did
it well, though the song was sad and the words too
melancholy to please.

I know a rebel song, cried Colonel Claus. Here,
give me that fiddle and Ill fiddle it, dammy if I dont — ay,
and sing it, too!

In a shower of gibes and laughter the fiddle was
fetched, and the Indian fighter seized the bow and drew
a most distressful strain, singing in a whining voice:

Come hearken to a bloody tale,
Of how the soldiery
Did murder men in Boston,
As you full soon shall see.
It came to pass on March the fifth
Of seventeen-seventy,
A regiment, the twenty-ninth.
Provoked a sad affray!

Chorus! shouted Captain Campbell, beating time:

Fol-de-rol-de-rol-de-ray — 
Provoked a sad affray!

Thats not in the song! protested Colonel Claus, but everybody sang it in whining tones.

Continue! cried Captain Campbell, amid a burst of laughter. And Claus gravely drew his fiddle-bow across the strings and sang:

In King Street, by the Butchers Hall
The soldiers on us fell,
Likewise before their barracks
(It is the truth I tell).
And such a dreadful carnage
In Boston neer was known;
They killed Samuel Maverick — 
He gave a piteous groan.

And, Fol-de-rol! roared Captain Campbell, He gave a piteous groan!

John Clark he was wounded,
On him they did fire;
James Caldwell and Crispus Attucks
Lay bleeding in the mire;
Their regiment, the twenty-ninth,
Killed Monk and Sam I Gray,
While Patrick Carr lay cold in death
And could not flee away — 

Oh, tally! broke out Sir John; are we to listen to such stuff all night?

More laughter; and Sir George Covert said that he feared Sir John Johnson had no sense of humor.

I have heard that before, said Sir John, turning his cold eyes on Sir George. But if weve got to sing at wine, in Heavens name let us sing something sensible.

No, no! bawled Claus. This is the abode of folly to-night! And he sang a catch from Pills to Purge Melancholy, as broad a verse as I cared to hear in such company.

Cheer up, Sir John! cried Betty Austin; there are other slippers to drink from—

Sir John stood up, exasperated, but could not face the storm of laughter, nor could Dorothy, silent and white in her anger; and she rose to go, but seemed to think better of it and resumed her seat, disdainful eyes sweeping the table.

Face the fools, I whispered. Your confusion is their victory.

Captain McDonald, stirring the punch, filled all glasses, crying out that we should drink to our sweethearts in bumpers.

Drink em in wine, protested Captain Campbell, thickly. Who but a feckless McDonald wud drink his leddy in poonch?

I said poonch! retorted McDonald, sternly. If ye wish wine, drink it; but Im thinkin the Argyle Campbells are better judges o blood than of red wine.

Stop that clan-feud! bawled the patroon, angrily.

But the old clan-feud blazed up, kindled from the ever-smouldering embers of Glencoe, which the massacre of a whole clan had not extinguished in all these years.

And why should an Argyle Campbell judge blood? cried Captain Campbell, in a menacing voice.

And why not? retorted McDonald. Breadalbane spilled enough to teach ye.

Teach who?

Teach you! — and the whole breed o black Campbells from Perth to Galway and Fondas Bush, which ye dub Broadalbin. I had rather be a Monteith and have the betrayal of Wallace cast in my face than be a Campbell of Argyle wi the memory o Glencoe to follow me to hell.

Silence! roared the patroon, struggling to his feet. Sir George Covert caught at Captain Campbells sleeve as he rose; Sir John Johnson stood up, livid with anger.

Let this end now! he said, sternly. Do officers of the Royal Greens conduct like yokels at a fair? Answer me, Captain Campbell! And you, Captain McDonald! Take your seat, sir; and if I hear that cursed word Glencoe again, the first who utters it faces a court-martial!

Partly sobered, the Campbell glared mutely at the McDonald; the latter also appeared to have recovered a portion of his senses and resumed his seat in silence, glowering at the empty glasses before him.

Now be sensible, gentlemen, said Colonel Claus, with a jovial nod to the patroon; let pass, let pass. This is no time to raise the fiery cross in the hills. Gad, theres a new pibroch to march to these days — 

Pibroch o Hirokôue!
Pibroch o Hirokônue!

he hummed, deliberately, but nobody laughed, and the grave, pale faces of the women turned questioningly one to the other.

Enemies or allies, there was terror in the name of Iroquois. But Walter Butler looked up from his gloomy meditation and raised his glass with a ghastly laugh.

I drink to our red allies, he said, slowly drained his glass till but a color remained in it, then dipped his finger in the dregs and drew upon the white table-cloth a blood-red cross.

Theres your clan-sign, you Campbells, you McDonalds, he said, with a terrifying smile which none could misinterpret.

Then Sir George Covert said: Sir William Johnson knew best. Had he lived, there had been no talk of the Iroquois as allies or as enemies.

I said, looking straight at Walter Butler: Can there be any serious talk of turning these wild beasts loose against the settlers of Tryon County?

Against rebels, observed Sir John Johnson, coldly. No loyal man need fear our Mohawks.

A dead silence followed. Servants, clearing the round table of silver, flowers, cloth — all, save glasses and decanters — stepped noiselessly, and I knew the terror of the Iroquois name had sharpened their dull ears. Then came old Cato, tricked out in flame-colored plush, bearing the staff of major-domo; and the servants in their tarnished liveries marshalled behind him and filed out, leaving us seated before a bare table, with only our glasses and bottles to break the expanse of polished mahogany and soiled cloth.

Captain McDonald rose, lifted the steaming kettle from the hob, and set it on a great, blue tile, and the gentlemen mixed their spirits thoughtfully, or lighted long, clay pipes.

The patroon, wreathed in smoke, lay back in his great chair and rattled his toddy-stick for attention — an unnecessary noise, for all were watching him, and even Walter Butlers gloomy gaze constantly reverted to that gross, red face, almost buried in thick tobacco-smoke, like the head of some intemperate and grotesquely swollen Jupiter crowned with clouds.

The plea of the patroon for neutrality in the war now sweeping towards the Mohawk Valley I had heard before. So, doubtless, had those present.

He waxed pathetic over the danger to his vast estate; he pointed out the conservative attitude of the great patroons and lords of the manors of Livingston, Cosby, Phillipse, Van Rensselaer, and Van Cortlandt.

What about Schuyler? I asked.

Schuylers a fool! he retorted, angrily. Any landed proprietor here can become a rebel general in exchange for his estate! A fine bargain! A thrifty dicker! Let Philip Schuyler enjoy his brief reign in Albany. Whats the market value of the glory he exchanged for his broad acres? Can you appraise it, Sir John?

Then Sir John Johnson arose, and, for the only moment in his career, he stood upon a principle — a fallacious one, but still a principle; and for that I respected him, and have never quite forgotten it, even through the terrible years when he razed and burned and murdered among a people who can never forget the red atrocities of his devastations.

Glancing slowly around the table, with his pale, cold eyes contracting in the candles glare, he spoke in a voice absolutely passionless, yet which carried the conviction to all that what he uttered was hopelessly final:

Sir Lupus complains that he hazards all, should he cast his fortunes with his King. Yet I have done that thing. I am to-day a man with a price set on my head by these rebels of my own country. My lands, if not already confiscated by rebel commissioners, are occupied by rebels; my manor-houses, my forts, my mills, my tenants farms are held by the rebels and my revenues denied me. I was confined on parole within the limits of Johnson Hall. They say I broke my parole, but they lie. It was only when I had certain news that the Boston rebels were coming to seize my person and violate a sacred convention that I retired to Canada.

He paused. The explanation was not enough to satisfy me, and I expected him to justify the arming of Johnson Hall and his discovered intrigues with the Mohawks which set the rebels on the march to seize his person. He gave none, resuming quietly:

I have hazarded a vast estate, vaster than yours, Sir Lupus, greater than the estates of all these gentlemen combined. I do it because I owe obedience to the King who has honored me, and for no other reason on earth. Yet I do it in fullest confidence and belief that my lands will be restored to me when this rebellion is stamped on and trodden out to the last miserable spark.

He hesitated, wiped his thin mouth with his laced handkerchief, and turned directly towards the patroon.

You ask me to remain neutral. You promise me that, even at this late hour, my surrender and oath of neutrality will restore me my estates and guarantee me a peaceful, industrious life betwixt two tempests. It may be so, Sir Lupus. I think it would be so. But, my friend, to fail my King when he has need of me is a villainy I am incapable of. The fortunes of his Majesty are my fortunes; I stand or fall with him. This is my duty as I see it. And, gentlemen, I shall follow it while life endures.

He resumed his seat amid absolute silence. Presently the patroon raised his eyes and looked at Colonel John Butler.

May we hear from you, sir? he asked, gravely.

I trust that all may, one day, hear from Butlers Rangers, he said.

And I swear they shall, broke in Walter Butler, his dark eyes burning like golden coals.

I think the Royal Greens may make some little noise in the world, said Captain Campbell, with an oath.

Guy Johnson waved his thin, brown hand towards the patroon: I hold my Kings commission as intendant of Indian affairs for North America. That is enough for me. Though they rob me of Guy Park and every acre, I shall redeem my lands in a manner no man can ever forget!

Gentlemen, added Colonel Claus, in his bluff way, you all make great merit of risking property and life in this wretched teapot tempest; you all take credit for unchaining the Mohawks. But you give them no credit. What have the Iroquois to gain by aiding us? Why do they dig up the hatchet, hazarding the only thing they have — their lives? Because they are led by a man who told the rebel Congress that the covenant chain which the King gave to the Mohawks is still unspotted by dishonor, unrusted by treachery, unbroken, intact, without one link missing! Gentlemen, I give you Joseph Brant, war-chief of the Mohawk nation! Hiro!

All filled and drank — save three — Sir George Covert, Dorothy Varick, and myself.

I felt Walter Butlers glowing eyes upon me, and they seemed to burn out the last vestige of my patience.

Dont rise! Dont speak now! whispered Dorothy, her hand closing on my arm.

I must speak, I said, aloud, and all heard me and turned on me their fevered eyes.

Speak out, in Gods name! said Sir George Covert, and I rose, repeating, In Gods name, then!

Give no offence to Walter Butler, I beg of you, whispered Dorothy.

I scarcely heard her; through the candle-light I saw the ring of eyes shining, all watching me.

I applaud the loyal sentiments expressed by Sir John Johnson, I said, slowly. Devotion to principle is respected by all men of honor. They tell me that our King has taxed a commonwealth against its will. You admit his Majestys right to do so. That ranges you on one side. Gentlemen, I said, deliberately, I deny the right of Englishmen to take away the liberties of Englishmen. That ranges me on the other side.

A profound silence ensued. The ring of eyes glowed.

And now, said I, gravely, that we stand arrayed, each on his proper side, honestly, loyally differing one from the other, let us, if we can, strive to avert a last resort to arms. And if we cannot, let us draw honorably, and trust to God and a stainless blade!

I bent my eyes on Walter Butler; he met them with a vacant glare.

Captain Butler, I said, if our swords be to-day stainless, he who first dares employ a savage to do his work forfeits the right to bear the arms and title of a soldier.

Mr. Ormond! Mr. Ormond! broke in Colonel Claus. Do you impeach Lord George Germaine?

I care not whom I impeach! I said, hotly. If Lord George Germaine counsels the employment of Indians against Englishmen, rebels though they be, he is a monstrous villain and a fool!

Fool! shouted Colonel Campbell, choking with rage. Hed be a fool to let these rebels win over the Iroquois before we did!

What rebel has sought to employ the Indians? I asked. If any in authority have dreamed of such a horror, they are guilty as though already judged and damned!

Mr. Ormond, cut in Guy Johnson, fairly trembling with fury, you deal very freely in damnation. Do you perhaps assume the divine right which you deny your King?

And do you find merit in crass treason, sir? burst out McDonald, striking the table with clinched fist.

Treason, cut in Sir John Johnson, was the undoing of a certain noble duke in Queen Annes time.

You are in error, I said, calmly.

Was James, Duke of Ormond, not impeached by Mr. Stanhope in open Parliament? shouted Captain McDonald.

The House of Commons, I replied, calmly, dishonored itself and its traditions by bringing a bill of attainder against the Duke of Ormond. That could not make him a traitor.

He was not a traitor, broke out Walter Butler, white to the lips, but you are!

A lie, I said.

With the awful hue of death stamped on his face, Walter Butler rose and faced me; and though they dragged us to our seats, shouting and exclaiming in the uproar made by falling chairs and the rush of feet, he still kept his eyes on me, shallow, yellow, depthless, terrible eyes.

A nice scene to pass in womens presence! roared the patroon. Dammy, Captain Butler, the fault lies first with you! Withdraw that word traitor, which touches us all!

He has so named himself, said Walter Butler, Withdraw it! You foul your own nest, sir!

A moment passed. I withdraw it, motioned Butler, with parched lips.

Then I withdraw the lie, I said, watching him.

That is well, roared the patroon. That is as it should be. Shall kinsmen quarrel at such a time? Offer your hand, Captain Butler. Offer yours, George.

No, I said, and gazed mildly at the patroon.

Sir George Covert rose and sauntered over to my chair. Under cover of the hubbub, not yet subsided, he said: I fancy you will shortly require a discreet friend.

Not at all, sir, I replied, aloud. If the war spares Mr. Butler and myself, then I shall call on you. Ive another quarrel first. All turned to look at me, and I added, A quarrel touching the liberties of Englishmen. Sir John Johnson sneered, and it was hard to swallow, being the sword-master that I am.

But the patroon broke out furiously. Mr. Ormond honors himself. If any here so much as looks the word coward, he will answer to me — old and fat as I am! Ive no previous engagement; I care not who prevails, King or Congress. I care nothing so they leave me my own! Im free to resent a word, a look, a breath — ay, the flutter of a lid, Sir John!

Thanks, uncle, I said, touched to the quick. These gentlemen are not fools, and only a fool could dream an Ormond coward.

Ay, a fool! cried Walter Butler. I am an Ormond! There is no cowardice in the blood. He shall have his own time; he is an Ormond!

Dorothy Varick raised her bare, white arm and pointed straight at Walter Butler. See that your sword remains unspotted, sir, she said, in a clear voice. For if you hire the Iroquois to do your work you stand dishonored, and no true man will meet you on the field you forfeit!

Whats that? cried Sir John, astonished, and Sir George Covert cried:

Brava! Bravissima! There speaks the Ormond through the Varick!

Walter Butler leaned forward, staring at me. You refuse to meet me if I use our Mohawks?

And Dorothy, her voice trembling a little, picked up the word from his grinning teeth. Mohawks understand the word honor better than do you, Captain Butler, if you are found fighting in their ranks!

She laid her hand on my arm, still facing him.

My cousin shall not cross blade with a soiled blade! He dare not — if only for my own poor honors sake!

Then Colonel Claus rose, thumping violently on the table, and, Heres a pretty rumpus! he bawled, with all right and all wrong, and nobody to snuff out the spreading flame, but every one a-flinging tallow in a fire we all may rue! My God! Are we not all kinsmen here, gathered to decent council how best to save our bacon in this pot a-boiling over? If Mr. Ormond and Captain Butler must tickle sword-points one day, that is no cause for dolorous looks or hot words — no! Rather is it a family trick, a good, old-fashioned game that all boys play, and no harm, either. Have I not played it, too? Has any gentleman present not pinked or been pinked on that debatable land we call the field of honor? Come, kinsmen, we have all had too much wine — or too little.

Too little! protested Captain Campbell, with a forced laugh; and Betty Austin loosed her tongue for the first time to cry out that her mouth was parched wi swallowing so many words all piping-hot. Whereat one or two laughed, and Colonel John Butler said:

Neither Mr. Ormond nor Sir George Covert are rebels. They differ from us in this matter touching on the Iroquois. If they think we soil our hands with war-paint, let them keep their own wristbands clean, but fight for their King as sturdily as shall we this time next month.

That is a very pleasant view to take, observed Sir George, with a smile.

A sensible view, suggested Campbell.

Amiable, said Sir George, blandly.

Oh, let us fill to the family! broke in McDonald, impatiently. Its dry work cursing your friends! Fill up, Campbell, and Ill forget Glencoe ... while Im drinking.

Mr. Ormond, said Walter Butler, in a low voice, I cannot credit ill of a man of your name. You are young and hot-blooded, and you perhaps lack as yet a capacity for reflection. I shall look for you among us when the time comes. No Ormond can desert his King.

Let it rest so, Captain Butler, I said, soberly. I will say this: when I rose I had not meant to say all that I said. But I believe it to be the truth, though I chose the wrong moment to express it. If I change this belief I will say so.

And so the outburst of passion sank to ashes; and if the fire was not wholly extinguished, it at least lay covered, like the heart of a Seminole council-fire after the sachems have risen and departed with covered heads.

Drinking began again. The ladies gathered in a group, whispering and laughing their relief at the turn affairs were taking — all save Dorothy, who sat serenely beside me, picking the kernels from walnut-shells and sipping a glass of port.

Sir John Johnson found a coal in the embers on the hearth, and, leaning half over the table, began to draw on the table-cloth a rude map of Tryon County.

All know, he said, that the province of New York is the key to the rebel strength. While they hold West Point and Albany and Stanwix, they hold Tryon County by the throat. Let them occupy Philadelphia. Who cares? We can take it when we choose. Let them hold their dirty Boston; let the rebel Washington sneak around the Jerseys. Who cares? Therell be the finer hunting for us later. Gentlemen, as you know, the invasion of New York is at hand — has already begun. And thats no secret from the rebels, either; they may turn and twist and double here in New York province, but they cant escape the trap, though they saw it long ago.

He raised his head and glanced at me.

Here is a triangle, he said; that triangle is New York province. Here is Albany, the objective of our three armies, the gate of Tryon County, the plague-spot we are to cleanse, and the military centre. Now mark! Burgoyne moves through the lakes, south, reducing Ticonderoga and Edward, routing the rats out of Saratoga, and approaches Albany — so. Clinton moves north along the Hudson to meet him — so — forcing the Highlands at Peekskill, taking West Point or leaving it for later punishment. Nothing can stop him; he meets Burgoyne here, at Albany.

Again he looked at me. You see, sir, that from two angles of the triangle converging armies depart towards a common objective.

I see, I said.

Now, he resumed, the third force, under Colonel Barry St. Leger — to which my regiment and the regiment of Colonel Butler have the honor to be attached — embarks from Canada, sails up the St. Lawrence, disembarks at Oswego, on Lake Erie, marches straight on Stanwix, reduces it, and joins the armies of Clinton and Burgoyne at Albany.

He stood up, casting his bit of wood-coal on the cloth before him.

That, sir, he said to me, is the plan of campaign, which the rebels know and cannot prevent. That means the invasion of New York, the scouring out of every plague-spot, the capture and destruction of every rebel between Albany and the Jerseys.

He turned with a cold smile to Colonel Butler. I think my estates will not remain long in rebel hands, he said.

Do you not understand, Mr. Ormond? cried Captain Campbell, twitching me by the sleeve, an impertinence I passed, considering him overflushed with wine. Do you not comprehend how hopeless is this rebellion now?

How hopeless? drawled Sir George, looking over my shoulder, and, as though by accident, drawing Campbells presumptuous hand through his own arm.

How hopeless? echoed Campbell. Why, here are three armies of his Majestys troops concentrating on the heart of Tryon County. What can the rebels do?

The patroons are with us, or have withdrawn from the contest, said Sir John; the great folk, military men, and we of the landed gentry are for the King. What remains to defy his authority?

Of what kidney are these Tryon County men? I asked, quietly. Sir John Johnson misunderstood me.

Mr. Ormond, said Sir John, Tryon County is habited by four races. First, the Scotch-Irish, many of them rebels, I admit, but many also loyal. Balance these against my Highlanders, and cross quits. Second, the Palatines — those men whose ancestors came hither to escape the armies of Louis XIV. when they devastated the Palatinate. And again I admit these to be rebels. Third, those of Dutch blood, descended from brave ancestors, like our worthy patroon here. And once more I will admit that many of these also are tainted with rebel heresies. Fourth, the English, three-quarters of whom are Tories. And now I ask you, can these separate handfuls of mixed descent unite? And, if that were possible, can they stand for one day, one hour, against the trained troops of England?

God knows, I said.






VI

DAWN
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I HAD STEPPED from the dining-hall out to the gun-room. Clocks in the house were striking midnight. In the dining-room the company had now taken to drinking in earnest, cheering and singing loyal songs, and through the open door whirled gusts of womens laughter, and I heard the thud of guitar-strings echo the songs gay words.

All was cool and dark in the body of the house as I walked to the front door and opened it to bathe my face in the freshening night. I heard the whippoorwill in the thicket, and the drumming of the dew on the porch roof, and far away a sound like ocean stirring — the winds in the pines.

The Maker of all things has set in me a love for whatsoever He has fashioned in His handiwork, whether it be furry beast or pretty bird, or a spray of April willow, or the tiny insect-creature that pursues its dumb, blind way through this our common world. So come I by my love for the voices of the night, and the eyes of the stars, and the whisper of growing things, and the spice in the air where, unseen, a million tiny blossoms hold up white cups for dew, or for the misty-winged things that woo them for their honey.

Now, in the face of this dark, soothing truce that we call night, which is a buckler interposed between the arrows of two angry suns, I stood thinking of war and the wrong of it. And all around me in the darkness insects sang, and delicate, gauzy creatures chirked and throbbed and strummed in cadence, while the stars light faintly silvered the still trees, and distant monotones of the forest made a sustained and steady rushing sound like the settling ebb of shallow seas. That to my conscience I stood committed, I could not doubt. I must draw sword, and draw it soon, too — not for Tory or rebel, not for King or Congress, not for my estates nor for my kin, but for the ancient liberties of Englishmen, which England menaced to destroy.

That meant time lost in a return to my own home; and yet — why? Here in this county of Tryon one might stand for liberty of thought and action as stanchly as at home. Here was a people with no tie or sympathy to weld them save that common love of liberty — a scattered handful of races, without leaders, without resources, menaced by three armies, menaced, by the five nations of the great confederacy — the Iroquois.

To return to the sea islands on the Halifax and fight for my own acres was useless if through New York the British armies entered to the heart of the rebellion, splitting the thirteen colonies with a flaming wedge.

At home I had no kin to defend; my elder brother had sailed to England, my superintendent, my overseers, my clerks were all Tory; my slaves would join the Minorcans or the blacks in Georgia, and I, single-handed, could not lift a finger to restrain them.

But here, in the dire need of Tryon County, I might be of use. Here was the very forefront of battle where, beyond the horizon, invasion, uncoiling hydra folds, already raised three horrid, threatening crests.

Ugh! — the butchers work that promised if the Iroquois were uncaged! It made me shudder, for I knew something of that kind of war, having seen a slight service against the Seminoles in my seventeenth year, and against the Chehaws and Tallassies a few months later. Also in November of 1775 I accompanied Governor Tonyn to Picolata, but when I learned that our mission was the shameful one of securing the Indians as British allies I resigned my captaincy in the Royal Rangers and returned to the Halifax to wait and watch events.

And now, thoughtful, sad, wondering a little how it all would end, I paced to and fro across the porch. The steady patter of the dew was like the long roll beating — low, incessant, imperious — and my heart leaped responsive to the summons, till I found myself standing rigid, staring into the darkness with fevered eyes.

The smothered, double drumming of a guitar from the distant revel assailed my ears, and a fresh, sweet voice, singing:

As at my door I chanced to be
A-spinning,
Spinning,
A grenadier he winked at me
A-grinning,
Grinning!
As at my door I chanced to be
A grenadier he winked at me.
And now my songs begun, you see!

My grenadier he said to me.
So jolly,
Jolly,
We tax the tea, but love is free,
Sweet Molly,
Molly!
My grenadier he said to me,
We tax the tea, but love is free!
And so my song it ends, you see,
In folly,
Folly!

I listened angrily; the voice was Dorothy Varicks, and I wondered that she had the heart to sing such foolishness for men whose grip was already on her peoples throats.

In the dining-hall somebody blew the view-halloo on a hunting-horn, and I heard cheers and the dulled roar of a chorus:

 — Rally your men!
Campbell and Cameron,
Fox-hunting gentlemen,
Follow the Jacobite back to his den!
Run with the runaway rogue to his runway,
Stole-away!
Stole-away!
Gallop to Galway,
Back to Broadalbin and double to Perth;
Ride! for the rebel is running to earth!

And the shrill, fierce Highland cry, Gralloch him! echoed the infamous catch, till the night air rang faintly in the starlight.

Cruachan! shouted Captain Campbell; the wild myrtle to clan Campbell, the heather to the McDonalds! Ant — Arm, chlanna!

And a great shout answered him: The army! Sons of the army!

Sullen and troubled and restless, I paced the porch, and at length sat down on the steps to cool my hot forehead in my hands.

And as I sat, there came my cousin Dorothy to the porch to look for me, fanning her flushed face with a great, plumy fan, the warm odor of roses still clinging to her silken skirts.

Have they ended? I asked, none too graciously.

They are beginning, she said, with a laugh, then drew a deep breath and waved her fan slowly. Ah, the sweet May night! she murmured, eyes fixed on the north star. Can you believe that men could dream of war in this quiet paradise of silence?

I made no answer, and she went on, fanning her hot cheeks: Theyre off to Oswego by dawn, the whole company, gallant and baggage. She laughed wickedly. I dont mean their ladies, cousin.

How could you? I protested, grimly.

Their wagons, she said, started to-day at sundown from Tribes Hill; Sir John, the Butlers, and the Glencoe gentlemen follow at dawn. There are post-chaises for the ladies out yonder, and an escort, too. But nobody would stop them; theyre as safe as Catrine Montour.

Dorothy, who is this Catrine Montour? I asked.

A woman, cousin; a terrible hag who runs through the woods, and none dare stop her.

A real hag? You mean a ghost?

No, no; a real hag, with black locks hanging, and long arms that could choke an ox.

Why does she run through the woods? I asked, amused.

Why? Who knows? She is always seen running.

Where does she run to?

I dont know. Once Henry Stoner, the hunter, followed her, and they say no one but Jack Mount can outrun him; but she ran and ran, and he after her, till the day fell down, and he fell gasping like a foundered horse. But she ran on.

Oh, tally, I said; do you believe that?

Why, I know it is true, she replied, ceasing her fanning to stare at me with calm, wide eyes. Do you doubt it?

How can I? said I, laughing. Who is this busy hag, Catrine Montour?

They say, said Dorothy, waving her fan thoughtfully, that her father was that Count Frontenac who long ago governed the Canadas, and that her mother was a Huron woman. Many believe her to be a witch. I dont know. Milk curdles in the pans when she is running through the forest ... they say. Once it rained blood on our front porch.

Those red drops fall from flocks of butterflies, I said, laughing. I have seen red showers in Florida.

I should like to be sure of that, said Dorothy, musing. Then, raising her starry eyes, she caught me laughing.

Tease me, she smiled. I dont care. You may even make love to me if you choose.

Make love to you! I repeated, reddening.

Why not? It amuses — and youre only a cousin.

Astonishment was followed by annoyance as she coolly disqualified me with a careless wave of her fan, wafting the word cousin into my very teeth.

Suppose I paid court to you and gained your affections? I said.

You have them, she replied, serenely.

I mean your heart?

You have it.

I mean your — love, Dorothy?

Ah, she said, with a faint smile, I wish you could — I wish somebody could.

I was silent.

And I never shall love; I know it, I feel it — here! She pressed her side with a languid sigh that nigh set me into fits o laughter, yet I swallowed my mirth till it choked me, and looked at the stars.

Perhaps, said I, the gentle passion might be awakened with patience ... and practice.

Ah, no, she said.

May I touch your hand?

Indolently fanning, she extended her fingers. I took them in my hands.

I am about to begin, I said.

Begin, she said.

So, her hand resting in mine, I told her that she had robbed the skies and set two stars in violets for her eyes; that natures one miracle was wrought when in her cheeks roses bloomed beneath the snow; that the frosted gold she called her hair had been spun from December sunbeams, and that her voice was but the melodies stolen from breeze and brook and golden-throated birds.

For all those pretty words, she said, love still lies sleeping.

Perhaps my arm around your waist—

Perhaps.

So?

Yes.

And, after a silence:

Has love stirred?

Love sleeps the sounder.

And if I touched your lips?

Best not.

Why?

Im sure that love would yawn.

Chilled, for unconsciously I had begun to find in this child-play an interest unexpected, I dropped her unresisting fingers.

Upon my word, I said, almost irritably, I can believe you when you say you never mean to wed.

But I dont say it, she protested.

What? You have a mind to wed?

Nor did I say that, either, she said, laughing.

Then what the deuce do you say?

Nothing, unless Im entreated politely.

I entreat you, cousin, most politely, I said.

Then I may tell you that, though I trouble my head nothing as to wedlock, I am betrothed.

Betrothed! I repeated, angrily disappointed, yet I could not think why.

Yes — pledged.

To whom?

To a man, silly.

A man!

With two legs, two arms, and a head, cousin.

You ... love him?

No, she said, serenely. Its only to wed and settle down some day.

You dont love him?

No, she repeated, a trifle impatiently.

And you mean to wed him?

Listen to the boy! she exclaimed. Ive told him ten times that I am betrothed, which means a wedding. I am not one of those who break paroles.

Oh ... you are now free on parole.

Prisoner on parole, she said, lightly. Im to name the day o punishment, and I promise you it will not be soon.

Dorothy, I said, suppose in the mean time you fell in love?

Id like to, she said, sincerely.

But — but what would you do then?

Love, silly!

And ... marry?

Marry him whom I have promised.

But you would be wretched!

Why? I cant fancy wedding one I love. I should be ashamed, I think. I — if I loved I should not want the man I loved to touch me — not with gloves.

You little fool! I said. You dont know what you say.

Yes, I do! she cried, hotly. Once there was a captain from Boston; I adored him. And once he kissed my hand and I hated him!

I wish Id been there, I muttered.

She, waving her fan to and fro, continued: I often think of splendid men, and, dreaming in the sunshine, sometimes I adore them. But always these day-dream heroes keep their distance; and we talk and talk, and plan to do great good in the world, until I fall a-napping.... Heigho! Im yawning now. She covered her face with her fan and leaned back against a pillar, crossing her feet. Tell me about London, she said. But I knew no more than she.

Id be a belle there, she observed. Id have a train o beaux and macaronis at my heels, I warrant you! The foppier, the more it would please me. Think, cousin — ranks of them all a-simper, ogling me through a hundred quizzing-glasses! Heigho! Theres doubtless some deviltry in me, as Sir Lupus says.

She yawned again, looked up at the stars, then fell to twisting her fan with idle fingers.

I suppose, she said, more to herself than to me, that Sir John is now close to the tables edge, and Colonel Claus is under it.... Hark to their song, all off the key! But who cares?... so that they quarrel not.... Like those twin brawlers of Glencoe, ... brooding on feuds nigh a hundred years old.... I have no patience with a brooder, one who treasures wrongs, ... like Walter Butler. She looked up at me.

I warned you, she said.

It is not easy to avoid insulting him, I replied.

I warned you of that, too. Now youve a quarrel, and a reckoning in prospect.

The reckoning is far off, I retorted, ill-humoredly.

Far off — yes. Further away than you know. You will never cross swords with Walter Butler.

And why not?

He means to use the Iroquois.

I was silent.

For the honor of your women, you cannot fight such a man, she added, quietly.

I wish I had the right to protect your honor, I said, so suddenly and so bitterly that I surprised myself.

Have you not? she asked, gravely. I am your kinswoman.

Yes, yes, I know, I muttered, and fell to plucking at the lace on my wristbands.

The dawns chill was in the air, the dawns silence, too, and I saw the calm morning star on the horizon, watching the dark world — the dark, sad world, lying so still, so patient, under the ancient sky.

That melancholy — which is an omen, too — left me benumbed, adrift in a sort of pained contentment which alternately soothed and troubled, so that at moments I almost drowsed, and at moments I heard my heart stirring, as though in dull expectancy of beatitudes undreamed of.

Dorothy, too, sat listless, pensive, and in her eyes a sombre shadow, such as falls on childrens eyes at moments, leaving their elders silent.

Once in the false dawn a cock crowed, and the shrill, far cry left the raw air emptier and the silence more profound. I looked wistfully at the maid beside me, chary of intrusion into the intimacy of her silence. Presently her vague eyes met mine, and, as though I had spoken, she said: What is it?

Only this: I am sorry you are pledged.

Why, cousin?

It is unfair.

To whom?

To you. Bid him undo it and release you.

What matters it? she said, dully.

To wed, one should love, I muttered.

I cannot, she answered, without moving. I would I could. This night has witched me to wish for love — to desire it; and I sit here a-thinking, a-thinking.... If love ever came to me I should think it would come now — ere the dawn; here, where all is so dark and quiet and close to God.... Cousin, this night, for the first moment in all my life, I have desired love.

To be loved?

No, ... to love.

I do not know how long our silence lasted; the faintest hint of silver touched the sky above the eastern forest; a bird awoke, sleepily twittering; another piped out fresh and clear, another, another; and, as the pallid tint spread in the east, all the woodlands burst out ringing into song.

In the house a door opened and a hoarse voice muttered thickly. Dorothy paid no heed, but I rose and stepped into the hallway, where servants were guiding the patroon to bed, and a man hung to the bronze-cannon post, swaying and mumbling threats — Colonel Claus, wig awry, stock unbuckled, and one shoe gone. Faugh! the stale, sour air sickened me.

Then a company of gentlemen issued from the dining-hall, and, as I stepped back to the porch to give them room, their gray faces were turned to me with meaningless smiles or blank inquiry.

Wheres my orderly? hiccoughed Sir John Johnson. Here, you, call my rascals; get the chaises up! Dammy, I want my post-chaise, d ye hear?

Captain Campbell stumbled out to the lawn and fumbled about his lips with a whistle, which he finally succeeded in blowing. This accomplished, he gravely examined the sky.

There they are, said Dorothy, quietly; and I saw, in the dim morning light, a dozen horsemen stirring in the shadows of the stockade. And presently the horses were brought up, followed by two post-chaises, with sleepy post-boys sitting their saddles and men afoot trailing rifles.

Colonel Butler came out of the door with Magdalen Brant, who was half asleep, and aided her to a chaise. Guy Johnson followed with Betty Austin, his arm around her, and climbed in after her. Then Sir John brought Claire Putnam to the other chaise, entering it himself behind her. And the post-boys wheeled their horses out through the stockade, followed at a gallop by the shadowy horsemen.

And now the Butlers, father and son, set toe to stirrup; and I saw Walter Butler kick the servant who held his stirrup — why, I do not know, unless the poor, tired fellows hands shook.

Up into their saddles popped the Glencoe captains; then Campbell swore an oath and dismounted to look for Colonel Claus; and presently two blacks carried him out and set him in his saddle, which he clung to, swaying like a ship in distress, his riding-boots slung around his neck, stockinged toes clutching the stirrups.

Away they went, followed at a trot by the armed men on foot; fainter and fainter sounded the clink, clink of their horses hoofs, then died away.

In the silence, the east reddened to a flame tint. I turned to the open doorway; Dorothy was gone, but old Cato stood there, withered hands clasped, peaceful eyes on me.

Mawnin, suh, he said, sweetly. Yaas, suh, de night done gone and de sun mos up. Hit dat-a-way, Mars George, suh, hit jess natchly dat-a-way in dishyere world — day, night, mo day. What de Bible say? Life, def, mo life, suh. When wes daid well sho find it dat-a-way.






VII

AFTERMATH

[image: img34.jpg]

CATO AT MY bedside with basin, towel, and razor, a tub of water on the floor, and the sun shining on my chamber wall. These, and a stale taste on my tongue, greeted me as I awoke.

First to wash teeth and mouth with orris, then to bathe, half asleep still; and yet again to lie a-thinking in my arm-chair, robed in a banyan, cheeks all suds and nose sniffing the scented water in the chin-basin which I held none too steady; and I said, peevishly, What a fool a man is to play the fool! Do you hear me, Cato?

He said that he marked my words, and I bade him hold his tongue and tell me the hour.

Nine, suh.

Then Ill sleep again, I muttered, but could not, and after the morning draught felt better. Chocolate and bread, new butter and new eggs, put me in a kinder humor. Cato, burrowing in my boxes, drew out a soft, new suit of doeskin with new points, new girdle, and new moccasins.

Oh, said I, watching him, am I to go forest-running to-day?

Mars Varick gwine ride de bouns, he announced, cheerfully.

Ride to hounds? I repeated, astonished. In May?

No, suh! Ride de bouns, suh.

Oh, ride the boundaries?

Yaas, suh.

Oh, very well. What time does he start?

Bout noontide, suh.

The old man strove to straighten my short queue, but found it hopeless, so tied it close and dusted on the French powder.

Curly head, curly head, he muttered to himself. Dess lak yo paps!... an Miss Dorrys. Laws sakes, dishyere hair wuf mon eight dollar.

You think my hair worth more than eight dollars? I asked, amused.

Hit sholy am, suh.

But why eight dollars, Cato?

Das what the redcoats say; eight dollars fo one rebel scalp, suh.

I sat up, horrified. Who told you that? I demanded.

All de gemmen done say so — Mars Varick, Mars Johnsing, Capin Butler.

Bah! they said it to plague you, Cato, I muttered; but as I said it I saw the old slaves eyes and knew that he had told the truth.

Sobered, I dressed me in my forest dress, absently lacing the hunting-shirt and tying knee-points, while the old man polished hatchet and knife and slipped them into the beaded scabbards swinging on either hip.

Then I went out, noiselessly descending the stairway, and came all unawares upon the young folk and the children gathered on the sunny porch, busy with their morning tasks.

They neither saw nor heard me; I leaned against the doorway to see the pretty picture at my ease. The children, Sam and Benny, sat all hunched up, scowling over their books.

Close to a fluted pillar, Dorothy Varick reclined in a chair, embroidering her initials on a pair of white silk hose, using the Rosemary stitch. And as her delicate fingers flew, her gold thimble flashed like a fire-fly in the sun.

At her feet, cross-legged, sat Cecile Butler, velvet eyes intent on a silken petticoat which she was embroidering with pale sprays of flowers.

Ruyven and Harry, near by, dipped their brushes into pans of brilliant French colors, the one to paint marvellous birds on a silken fan, the other to decorate a pair of white satin shoes with little pink blossoms nodding on a vine.

Loath to disturb them, I stood smiling, silent; and presently Dorothy, without raising her eyes, called on Samuel to read his morning lesson, and he began, breathing heavily:

I know that God is wroth at me
For I was born in sin;
My heart is so exceeding vile
Damnation dwells therein;
Awake I sin, asleep I sin,
I sin with every breath,
When Adam fell he went to hell
And damned us all to death!

He stopped short, scowling, partly from fright, I think.

That teaches us to obey God, said Ruyven, severely, dipping his brush into the pink paint-cake.

Whats the good of obeying God if were all to go to hell? asked Cecile.

Were not all going to hell, said Dorothy, calmly. God saves His elect.

Who are the elect? demanded Samuel, faintly hopeful.

Nobody knows, replied Cecile, grimly; but I guess—

Benny, broke in Dorothy, read your lesson! Cecile, stop your chatter! And Benny, cheerful and sceptical, read his lines:

When by thpectators I behold
What beauty doth adorn me,
Or in a glath when I behold
How thweetly God did form me.
Hath God thuch comeliness bethowed
And on me made to dwell? — 
What pity thuch a pretty maid
Ath I thoud go to hell!

And Benny giggled.

Benjamin, said Cecile, in an awful voice, are you not terrified at what you read?

Huh! said Benny, Im not a pretty maid; Im a boy.

Its all the same, little dunce! insisted Cecile.

Doeth God thay little boyth are born to be damned? he asked, uneasily.

No, no, interrupted Dorothy; God saves His elect, I tell you. Dont you remember what He says?

You sinners are, and such a share
As sinners may expect;
Such you shall have; for I do save
None but my own elect.

And you see, she added, confidently, I think we all are elect, and theres nothing to be afraid of. Benny, stop sniffing!

Are you sure? asked Cecile, gloomily.

Dorothy, stitching serenely, answered: I am sure God is fair.

Oh, everybody knows that, observed Cecile. What we want to know is, what does He mean to do with us.

If were good, added Samuel, fervently.

He will damn us, perhaps, said Ruyven, sucking his paint-brush and looking critically at his work.

Damn us? Why? inquired Dorothy, raising her eyes.

Oh, for all that sin we were born in, said Ruyven, absently.

But thats not fair, said Dorothy.

Are you smarter than a clergyman? sneered Ruyven.

Dorothy spread the white silk stocking over one knee. I dont know, she sighed, sometimes I think I am.

Pride, commented Cecile, complacently. Pride is sin, so there you are, Dorothy.

There you are, Dorothy! said I, laughing from the doorway; and, Oh, Cousin Ormond! they all chorused, scrambling up to greet me.

Have a care! cried Dorothy. That is my wedding petticoat! Oh, hes slopped water on it! Benny, you dreadful villain!

No, he hasnt, said I, coming out to greet her and Cecile, with Samuel and Benny hanging to my belt, and Harry fast hold of one arm. And whats all this about wedding finery? Is there a bride in this vicinity?

Dorothy held out a stocking. A brides white silken hose, she said, complacently.

Embroidered on the knee with the brides initials, added Cecile, proudly.

Yours, Dorothy? I demanded.

Yes, but I shall not wear them for ages and ages. I told you so last night.

But I thought Dorothy had best make ready, remarked Cecile. Dorothy is to carry that fan and wear those slippers and this petticoat and the white silk stockings when she weds Sir George.

Sir George who? I asked, bluntly.

Why, Sir George Covert. Didnt you know?

I looked at Dorothy, incensed without a reason.

Why didnt you tell me? I asked, ungraciously.

Why didnt you ask me? she replied, a trifle hurt.

I was silent.

Cecile said: I hope that Dorothy will marry him soon. I want to see how she looks in this petticoat.

Ho! sneered Harry, you just want to wear one like it and be a bridesmaid and primp and give yourself airs. I know you!

Sir George Covert is a good fellow, remarked Ruyven, with a patronizing nod at Dorothy; but I always said he was too old for you. You should see how gray are his temples when he wears no powder.

He has fine eyes, murmured Cecile.

Hes too old; hes forty, repeated Ruyven.

His legs are shapely, added Cecile, sentimentally.

Dorothy gave a despairing upward glance at me. Are these children not silly? she said, with a little shrug.

We may be children, and we may be silly, said Ruyven, but if we were you wed wed our cousin Ormond.

All of you together? inquired Dorothy.

You know what I mean, he snapped.

Why dont you? demanded Harry, vaguely, twitching Dorothy by the apron.

Do what?

Wed our cousin Ormond.

But he has not asked me, she said, smiling.

Harry turned to me and took my arm affectionately in his.

You will ask her, wont you? he murmured. Shes very nice when she chooses.

She wouldnt have me, I said, laughing.

Oh yes, she would; and then you need never leave us, which would be pleasant for all, I think. Wont you ask her, cousin?

You ask her, I said.

Dorothy, he broke out, eagerly. You will wed him, wont you? Our cousin Ormond says he will if you will. And Ill tell Sir George that its just a family matter, and, besides, hes too old—

Yes, tell Sir George that, sneered Ruyven, who had listened in an embarrassment that certainly Dorothy had not betrayed. Youre a great fool, Harry. Dont you know that when people want to wed they ask each others permission to ask each others father, and then their fathers ask each other, and then they ask each—

Other! cried Dorothy, laughing deliciously. Oh, Ruyven, Ruyven, you certainly will be the death of me!

All the same, said Harry, sullenly, our cousin wishes to wed you.

Do you? asked Dorothy, raising her amused eyes to me.

I fear I come too late, I said, forcing a smile I was not inclined to.

Ah, yes; too late, she sighed, pretending a doleful mien.

Why? demanded Harry, blankly.

Dorothy shook her head. Sir George would never permit me such a liberty. If he would, our cousin Ormond and I could wed at once; you see I have my brides stockings here; Cecile could do my hair, Sammy carry my prayer-book, Benny my train, Ruyven read the service—

Harry, flushing at the shout of laughter, gave Dorothy a dark look, turned and eyed me, then scowled again at Dorothy.

All the same, he said, slowly, youre a great goose not to wed him.... And youll be sorry ... when hes dead!

At this veiled prophecy of my approaching dissolution, all were silent save Dorothy and Ruyven, whose fresh laughter rang out peal on peal.

Laugh, said Harry, gloomily; but you wont laugh when hes killed in the war, ... and scalped, too.

Ruyven, suddenly sober, looked up at me. Dorothy bent over her needle-work and examined it attentively.

Are you going to the war? asked Cecile, plaintively.

Of course hes going; so am I, replied Ruyven, striking a careless pose against a pillar.

On which side, Ruyven? inquired Dorothy, sorting her silks.

On my cousins side, of course, he said, uneasily.

Which side is that? asked Cecile.

Confused, flushing painfully, the boy looked at me; and I rescued him, saying, Well talk that over when we ride bounds this afternoon. Ruyven and I understand each other, dont we, Ruyven?

He gave me a grateful glance. Yes, he said, shyly.

Sir George Covert, a trifle pallid, but bland and urbane, strolled out to the porch, saluting us gracefully. He paused beside Dorothy, who slipped her needle through her work and held out her hand for him to salute.

Are you also going to the wars? she asked, with a friendly smile.

Where are they? he inquired, pretending a fierce eagerness. Point out some wars and Ill go to em post haste!

Theyre all around us, said Sammy, solemnly.

Then wed best get to horse and lose no time, Mr. Ormond, he observed, passing his arm through mine. In a lower voice he added: Headache?

Oh no, I said, hastily.

Lucky dog. Sir Lupus lies as though struck by lightning. Im all a-quiver, too. A man of my years is a fool to do such things. But I do, Ormond, I do; ass that I am. Do you ride bounds with Sir Lupus?

If he desires it, I said.

Then Ill see you when you pass my villa on the Vlaie, where youll find a glass of wine waiting. Do you ride, Miss Dorothy?

Yes, she said.

A stable lad brought his horse to the porch. He took leave of Dorothy with a grace that charmed even me; yet, in his bearing towards her I could detect the tender pride he had in her, and that left me cold and thoughtful.

All liked him, though none appeared to regard him exactly as a kinsman, nor accorded him that vague shade of intimacy which is felt in kinship, not in comradeship alone, and which they already accorded me.

Dorothy walked with him to the stockade gate, the stable lad following with his horse; and I saw them stand there in low-voiced conversation, he lounging and switching at the weeds with his riding-crop; she, head bent, turning the gold thimble over and over between her fingers. And I wondered what they were saying.

Presently he mounted and rode away, a graceful, manly figure in the saddle, and not turning like a fop to blow a kiss at his betrothed, nor spurring his horse to show his skill — for which I coldly respected him.

Harry, Cecile, and the children gathered their paints and books and went into the house, demanding that I should follow.

Dorothy is beckoning us, observed Ruyven, gathering up his paints.

I looked towards her and she raised her hand, motioning us to come.

About fathers watch, she said. I have just consulted Sir George, and he says that neither I nor Ruyven have won, seeing that Ruyven used the coin he did—

Very well, cried Ruyven, triumphantly. Then let us match dates again. Have you a shilling, Cousin Ormond?

Ill throw hunting-knives for it, suggested Dorothy.

Oh no, you wont, retorted her brother, warily.

Then Ill race you to the porch.

He shook his head.

She laughed tauntingly.

Im not afraid, said Ruyven, reddening and glancing at me.

Then Ill wrestle you.

Stung by the malice in her smile, Ruyven seized her.

No, no! Not in these clothes! she said, twisting to free herself. Wait till I put on my buckskins. Dont use me so roughly, you tear my laced apron. Oh! you great booby! And with a quick cry of resentment she bent, caught her brother, and swung him off his feet clean over her left shoulder slap on the grass.

Silly! she said, cheeks aflame. I have no patience to be mauled. Then she laughed uncertainly to see him lying there, too astonished to get up.

Are you hurt? she asked.

Who taught you that hold? he demanded, indignantly, scrambling to his feet. I thought I alone knew that.

Why, Captain Campbell taught you last week and ... I was at the window ... sewing, she said, demurely.

Ruyven looked at me, disgusted, muttering, If I could learn things the way she does, Id not waste time at Kings College, I can tell you.

Youre not going to Kings College, anyhow, said his sister. York is full o loyal rebels and Tory patriots, and father says hell be damned if you can learn logic where all lack it.

She held out her hand, smiling. No malice, Ruyven, and well forgive each other.

Her brother met the clasp; then, hands in his pockets, followed us back through the stockade towards the porch. I was pleased to see that his pride had suffered no more than his body from the fall he got, which augured well for a fair-minded manhood.

As we approached the house I heard hollow noises within, like groans; and I stopped, listening intently.

It is Sir Lupus snoring, observed Ruyven. He will wake soon; I think I had best call Tulip, he added, exchanging a glance with his sister; and entered the house calling, Cato! Cato! Tulip! Tulip! I say!

Who is Tulip? I asked of Dorothy, who lingered at the threshold folding her embroidery into a bundle.

Tulip? Oh, Tulip cooks for us — black as a June crow, cousin. She is voodoo.

Evil-eye and all? I asked, smiling.

Dorothy looked up shyly. Dont you believe in the evil-eye?

I was not perfectly sure whether I did or not, but I said No.

To believe is not necessarily to be afraid, she added, quickly.

Now, had I believed in the voodoo craft, or in the power of an evil-eye, I should also have feared. Those who have ever witnessed a sea-island witch-dance can bear me out, and I think a man may dread a hag and be no coward either. But distance and time allay the memories of such uncanny works. I had forgotten whether I was afraid or not. So I said, There are no witches, Dorothy.

She looked at me, dreamily. There are none ... that I fear.

Not even Catrine Montour? I asked, to plague her.

No; it turns me cold to think of her running in the forest, but I am not afraid.

She stood pensive in the doorway, rolling and unrolling her embroidery. Harry and Cecile came out, flourishing alder poles from which lines and hooks dangled. Samuel and Benny carried birchen baskets and shallow nets.

If were to have Mohawk chubbs, said Cecile, you had best come with us, Dorothy. Ruyven has a book and has locked himself in the play-room.

But Dorothy shook her head, saying that she meant to ride the boundary with us; and the children, after vainly soliciting my company, trooped off towards that same grist-mill in the ravine below the bridge which I had observed on my first arrival at Varick Manor.

I am wondering, said Dorothy, how you mean to pass the morning. You had best steer wide of Sir Lupus until he has breakfasted.

Ive a mind to sleep, I said, guiltily.

I think it would be pleasant to ride together. Will you? she asked; then, laughing, she said, frankly, Since you have come I do nothing but follow you.... It is long since I have had a young companion, ... and, when I think that you are to leave us, it spurs me to lose no moment that I shall regret when you are gone.

No shyness marred the pretty declaration of her friendship, and it touched me the more keenly perhaps. The confidence in her eyes, lifted so sweetly, waked the best in me; and if my response was stumbling, it was eager and warm, and seemed to please her.

Tulip! Tulip! she cried, I want my dinner! Now! And to me, We will eat what they give us; I shall dress in my buckskins and we will ride the boundary and register the signs, and Sir Lupus and the others can meet us at Sir George Coverts pleasure-house on the Vlaie. Does it please you, Cousin George?

I looked into her bright eyes and said that it pleased me more than I dared say, and she laughed and ran up-stairs, calling back to me that I should order our horses and tell Cato to tell Tulip to fetch meat and claret to the gun-room.

I whistled a small, black stable lad and bade him bring our mounts to the porch, then wandered at random down the hallway, following my nose, which scented the kitchen, until I came to a closed door.

Behind that door meats were cooking — I could take my oath o that — so I opened the door and poked my nose in.

Tulip, I said, come here!

An ample black woman, aproned and turbaned, looked at me through the steam of many kettles, turned and cuffed the lad at the spit, dealt a few buffets among the scullions, and waddled up to me, bobbing and curtsying.

Aunt Tulip, I said, gravely, are you voodoo?

Folks says ah is, Mars Ormon, she said, in her soft Georgia accent.

Oh, they do, do they? Look at me, Aunt Tulip. What do my eyes tell you of me?

Her dark eyes, fixed on mine, seemed to change, and I thought little glimmers of pure gold tinted the iris, like those marvellous restless tints in a gorgeous bubble. Certainly her eyes were strange, almost compelling, for I felt a faint rigidity in my cheeks and my eyes returned directly to hers as at an unspoken command.

Can you read me, aunty? I asked, trying to speak easily, yet feeling the stiffness growing in my cheeks.

Ah sho can, she said, stepping nearer.

What is my fate, then?

Ah spec yo gwine fine yosef in love, she said, softly; and I strove to smile with ever-stiffening lips.

A little numbness that tingled spread over me; it was pleasant; I did not care to withdraw my eyes. Presently the tightness in my face relaxed, I moved my lips, smiling vaguely.

In love, I repeated.

Yaas, Mars Ormon.

When?

Fore yo know hit, honey.

Tell me more.

Spec ah done tole yo too much, honey. She looked at me steadily. Pore Mars Gawge, she murmured, spec ah done tole yo too much. But it sho am a-comin, honey, an hit gwine come powful sudden, an hit gwine mek yo powful sick.

Am I to win her?

No, honey.

Is there no hope, Aunt Tulip?

She hesitated as though at fault; I felt the tenseness in my face once more; then, for one instant, I lost track of time; for presently I found myself standing in the hallway watching Sir Lupus through the open door of the gun-room, and Sir Lupus was very angry.

Dammy! he roared, am I to eat my plate? Cato! I want my porridge!

Confused, I stood blinking at him, and he at table, bibbed like a babe, mad as a hornet, hammering on the cloth with a great silver spoon and bellowing that they meant to starve him.

I dont remember how I came here, I began, then flushed furiously at my foolishness.

Remember! he shouted. I dont remember anything! I dont want to remember anything! I want my porridge! I want it now! Damnation!

Cato, hastening past me with the steaming dish, was received with a yelp. But at last Sir Lupus got his spoon into the mess and a portion of the mess into his mouth, and fell to gobbling and growling, paying me no further attention. So I closed the door of the gun-room on the great patroon and walked to the foot of the stairway.

A figure in soft buckskins was descending — a blue-eyed, graceful youth who hailed me with a gesture.

Dorothy! I said, fascinated.

Her fringed hunting-shirt fell to her knees, the short shoulder-cape from throat to breast; gay fringe fluttered from shoulder to wrist, and from thigh to ankle; and her little scarlet-quilled moccasins went pat-patter-pat as she danced down the stairway and stood before me, sweeping her cap from her golden head in exaggerated salute.

She seemed smaller in her boys dress, fuller, too, and rounder of neck and limb; and the witchery of her beauty left me silent — a tribute she found delightful, for she blushed very prettily and bowed again in dumb acknowledgment of the homage all too evident in my eyes.

Cato came with a dish of meat and a bottle of claret; and we sat down on the stairs, punishing bottle and platter till neither drop nor scrap remained.

Dont leave these dishes for Sir Lupus to fall over! she cried to Cato, then sprang to her feet and was out of the door before I could move, whistling for our horses.

As I came out the horses arrived, and I hastened forward to put her into her saddle, but she was up and astride ere I reached the ground, coolly gathering bridle and feeling with her soft leather toes for the stirrups.

Astonished, for I had never seen a girl so mounted, I climbed to my saddle and wheeled my mare, following her out across the lawn, through the stockade and into the road, where I pushed my horse forward and ranged up beside her at a gallop, just as she reached the bridge.

See! she cried, with a sweep of her arm, there are the children down there fishing under the mill. And she waved her small cap of silver fox, calling in a clear, sweet voice the Indian cry of triumph, Kôue!






VIII

RIDING THE BOUNDS
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FOR THE FIRST half-mile our road lay over that same golden, hilly country, and through the same splendid forests which I had traversed on my way to the manor. Then we galloped past cultivated land, where clustered spears of Indian corn sprouted above the reddish golden soil, and sheep fed in stony pastures.

Around the cabins of the tenantry, fields of oats and barley glimmered, thin blades pricking the loam, brilliant as splintered emeralds.

A few dropping blossoms still starred the apple-trees, pears showed in tiny bunches, and once I saw a late peach-tree in full pink bloom and an old man hoeing the earth around it. He looked up as we galloped past, saluted sullenly, and leaned on his hoe, looking after us.

Dorothy said he was a Palatine refugee and a rebel, like the majority of Sir Lupuss tenants; and I gazed curiously at these fields and cabins where gaunt men and gaunter women, laboring among their sprouting vegetables, turned sun-dazzled eyes to watch us as we clattered by; where ragged children, climbing on the stockades, called out to us in little, shrill voices; where feeding cattle lifted sober heads to stare; where lank, yellow dogs rushed out barking and snapping till a cut of the whip sent them scurrying back.

Once a woman came to her gate and hailed us, asking if it was true that the troops had been withdrawn from Johnstown and Kingsborough.

Which troops? I asked.

Ours, began the woman, then checked herself, and shot a suspicious glance at me.

The Provincials are still at Johnstown and Kingsborough, said Dorothy, gently.

A gleam of relief softened the womans haggard features. Then her face darkened again and she pointed at two barefooted children shrinking against the fence.

If my man and I were alone we would not be afraid of the Mohawks; but these—

She made a desperate gesture, and stood staring at the blue Mayfield hills where, perhaps at that moment, painted Mohawk scouts were watching the Sacandaga.

If your men remain quiet, Mrs. Schell, you need fear neither rebel, savage, nor Tory, said Dorothy. The patroon will see that you have ample protection.

Mrs. Schell gave her a helpless glance. Did you not know that the district scout-call has gone out? she asked.

Yes; but if the tenants of Sir Lupus obey it they do so at their peril, replied Dorothy, gravely. The militia scouts of this district must not act hastily. Your husband would be mad to answer a call and leave you here alone.

What would you have him do? muttered the woman.

Do? repeated Dorothy. He can do one thing or the other — join his regiment and take his family to the district fort, or stay at home and care for you and the farm. These alarms are all wrong — your men are either soldiers or farmers; they cannot be both unless they live close enough to the forts. Tell Mr. Schell that Francy McCraw and his riders are in the forest, and that the Brandt-Meester of Balston saw a Mohawk smoke-signal on the mountain behind Mayfield.

The woman folded her bony arms in her apron, cast one tragic glance at her children, then faced us again, hollow-eyed but undaunted.

My man is with Stoners scout, she said, with dull pride.

Then you must go to the block-house, began Dorothy, but the woman pointed to the fields, shaking her head.

We shall build a block-house here, she said, stubbornly. We cannot leave our corn. We must eat, Mistress Varick. My man is too poor to be a Provincial soldier, too brave to refuse a militia call—

She choked, rubbed her eyes, and bent her stern gaze on the hills once more. Presently we rode on, and, turning in my saddle, I saw her standing as we had left her, gaunt, rigid, staring steadily at the dreaded heights in the northwest.

As we galloped, cultivated fields and orchards became rarer; here and there, it is true, some cabin stood on a half-cleared hill-side, and we even passed one or two substantial houses on the flat ridge to the east, but long, solid stretches of forest intervened, and presently we left the highway and wheeled into a cool wood-road bordered on either side by the forest.

Here we find our first landmark, said Dorothy, drawing bridle.

A white triangle glimmered, cut in the bark of an enormous pine; and my cousin rode up to the tree and patted the bark with her little hand. On the triangle somebody had cut a V and painted it black.

This is a boundary mark, said Dorothy. The Mohawks claim the forest to the east; ride around and you will see their sign.

I guided my horse around the huge, straight trunk. An oval blaze scarred it and on the wood was painted a red wolf.

Its the wolf-clan, Brants own clan of the Mohawk nation, she called out to me. Follow me, cousin. And she dashed off down the wood-road, I galloping behind, leaping windfalls, gullies, and the shallow forest brooks that crossed our way. The road narrowed to a trodden trail; the trail faded, marked at first by cut undergrowth, then only by the white scars on the tree-trunks.

These my cousin followed, her horse at a canter, and I followed her, halting now and again to verify the white triangle on the solid flank of some forest giant, passing a sugar-bush with the shack still standing and the black embers of the fire scattered, until we came to a logging-road and turned into it, side by side. A well-defined path crossed this road at right angles, and Dorothy pointed it out. The Iroquois trail, she said. See how deeply it is worn — nearly ten inches deep — where the Five Nations have trodden it for centuries. Over it their hunting-parties pass, their scouts, their war-parties. It runs from the Kennyetto to the Sacandaga and north over the hills to the Canadas.

We halted and looked down the empty, trodden trail, stretching away through the forest. Thousands and thousands of light, moccasined feet had worn it deep and patted it hard as a sheep-path. On what mission would the next Mohawk feet be speeding on that trail?

Those people at Fondas Bush had best move to Johnstown, said Dorothy. If the Mohawks strike, they will strike through here at Balston or Saratoga, or at the half-dozen families left at Fondas Bush, which some of them call Broadalbin.

Have these poor wretches no one to warn them? I asked.

Oh, they have been warned and warned, but they cling to their cabins as cats cling to soft cushions. The Palatines seem paralyzed with fear, the Dutch are too lazy to move in around the forts, the Scotch and English too obstinate. Nobody can do anything for them — you heard what that Schell woman said when I urged her to prudence.

I bent my eyes on the ominous trail; its very emptiness fascinated me, and I dismounted and knelt to examine it where, near a dry, rotten log, some fresh marks showed.

Behind me I heard Dorothy dismount, dropping to the ground lightly as a tree-lynx; the next moment she laid her hand on my shoulder and bent over where I was kneeling.

Can you read me that sign? she asked, mischievously.

Something has rolled and squatted in the dry wood-dust — some bird, I think.

A good guess, she said; a cock-partridge has dusted here; see those bits of down? I say a cock-bird because I know that log to be a drumming-log.

She raised herself and guided her horse along the trail, bright eyes restlessly scanning ground and fringing underbrush.

Deer passed here — one — two — three — the third a buck — a three-year old, she said, sinking her voice by instinct. Yonder a tree-cat dug for a wood-mouse; your lynx is ever hanging about a drumming-log.

I laid my hand on her arm and pointed to a fresh, green maple leaf lying beside the trail.

Ay, she murmured, but it fell naturally, cousin. See; here it parted from the stalk, clean as a poplar twig, leaving the shiny cup unbruised. And nothing has passed here — this spiders web tells that, with a dead moth dangling from it, dead these three days, from its brittle shell.

I hear water, I said, and presently we came to it, where it hurried darkling across the trail.

There were no human signs there; here a woodcock had peppered the mud with little holes, probing for worms; there a raccoon had picked his way; yonder a lynx had left the great padded mark of its foot, doubtless watching for yonder mink nosing us from the bank of the still pool below.

Silently we mounted and rode out of the still Mohawk country; and I was not sorry to leave, for it seemed to me that there was something unfriendly in the intense stillness — something baleful in the silence; and I was glad presently to see an open road and a great tree marked with Sir Lupuss mark, the sun shining on the white triangle and the painted V.

Entering a slashing where the logging-road passed, we moved on, side by side, talking in low tones. And my cousin taught me how to know these Northern trees by bark and leaf; how to know the shrubs new to me, like that strange plant whose root is like a human body and which the Chinese value at its weight in gold; and the aromatic root used in beer, and the bark of the sweet-birch whose twigs are golden-black.

Now, though the birds and many of the beasts and trees were familiar to me in this Northern forest, yet I was constantly at fault, as I have said. Plumage and leaf and fur puzzled me; our gray rice-bird here wore a velvet livery of black and white and sang divinely, though with us he is mute as a mullet; many squirrels were striped with black and white; no rosy lichen glimmered on the tree-trunks; no pink-stemmed pines softened sombre forest depths; no great tiger-striped butterflies told me that the wild orange was growing near at hand; no whirring, olive-tinted moth signalled the hidden presence of the oleander. But I saw everywhere unfamiliar winged things, I heard unfamiliar bird-notes; new colors perplexed me, new shapes, nay, the very soil smelled foreign, and the water tasted savorless as the mist of pine barrens in February.

Still, my Maker had set eyes in my head and given me a nose to sniff with; and I was learning every moment, tasting, smelling, touching, listening, asking questions unashamed; and my cousin Dorothy seemed never to tire in aiding me, nor did her eager delight and sympathy abate one jot.

Dressed in full deer-skin as was I, she rode her horse astride with a grace as perfect as it was unstudied and unconscious, neither affecting the slothful carriage of our Southern saddle-masters nor the dragoons rigid seat, but sat at ease, hollow-backed, loose-thighed, free-reined and free-stirruped.

Her hair, gathered into a golden club at the nape of the neck, glittered in the sun, her eyes deepened like the violet depths of mid-heaven. Already the sun had lent her a delicate, creamy mask, golden on her temples where the hair grew paler; and I thought I had never seen such wholesome sweetness and beauty in any living being.

We now rode through a vast flat land of willows, headed due north once more, and I saw a little river which twisted a hundred times upon itself like a stricken snake, winding its shimmering coils out and in through woodland, willow-flat, and reedy marsh.

The Kennyetto, said Dorothy, flowing out of the great Vlaie to empty its waters close to its source after a circle of half a hundred miles. Yonder lies the Vlaie — it is that immense flat country of lake and marsh and forest which is wedged in just south of the mountain-gap where the last of the Adirondacks split into the Mayfield hills and the long, low spurs rolling away to the southeast. Sir William Johnson had a lodge there at Summer-house Point. Since his death Sir George Covert has leased it from Sir John. That is our trysting-place.

To hear Sir Georges name now vaguely disturbed me, yet I could not think why, for I admired and liked him. But at the bare mention of his name a dull uneasiness came over me and I turned impatiently to my cousin as though the irritation had come from her and she must explain it.

What is it? she inquired, faintly smiling.

I asked no question, I muttered.

I thought you meant to speak, cousin.

I had meant to say something. I did not know what.

You seem to know when I am about to speak, I said; that is twice you have responded to my unasked questions.

I know it, she said, surprised and a trifle perplexed. I seem to hear you when you are mute, and I turn to find you looking at me, as though you had asked me something.

We rode on, thoughtful, silent, aware of a new and wordless intimacy.

It is pleasant to be with you, she said at last. I have never before found untroubled contentment save when I am alone.... Everything that you see and think of on this ride I seem to see and think of, too, and know that you are observing with the same delight that I feel.... Nor does anything in the world disturb my happiness. Nor do you vex me with silence when I would have you speak; nor with speech when I ride dreaming — as I do, cousin, for hours and hours — not sadly, but in the sweetest peace—

Her voice died out like a June breeze; our horses, ear to ear moved on slowly in the fragrant silence.

To ride ... forever ... together, she mused, looking with perfect content on all the world.... I teaching you, or you me; ... its all one for the delight it gives to be alive and young.... And no trouble to await us, ... nothing malicious to do a harm to any living thing.... I could renounce Heaven for that.... Could you?

Yes.... For less.

I know I ask too much; grief makes us purer, fitting us for the company of blessed souls. They say that even war may be a holy thing — though we are commanded otherwise.... Cousin, at moments a demon rises in me and I desire some forbidden thing so ardently, so passionately, that it seems as if I could fight a path through paradise itself to gain what I desire.... Do you feel so?

Yes.

Is it not consuming — terrible to be so shaken?... Yet I never gain my desire, for there in my path my own self rises to confront me, blocking my way. And I can never pass — never.... Once, in winter, our agent, Mr. Fonda, came driving a trained caribou to a sledge. A sweet, gentle thing, with dark, mild eyes, and I was mad to drive it — mad, cousin! But Sir Lupus learned that it had trodden and gored a man, and put me on my honor not to drive it. And all day Sir Lupus was away at Kingsborough for his rents and I free to drive the sledge, ... and I was mad to do it — and could not. And the pretty beast stabled with our horses, and every day I might have driven it.... I never did.... It hurts yet, cousin.... How strange is it that to us the single word, honor, blocks the road and makes the Kings own highway no thorough-fare forever!

She gathered bridle nervously, and we launched our horses through a willow fringe and away over a soft, sandy intervale, riding knee to knee till the wind whistled in our ears and the sand rose fountain high at every stride of our bounding horses.

Ah! she sighed, drawing bridle. That clears the heart of silly troubles. Was it not glorious? Like a plunge to the throat in an icy pool!

Her face, radiant, transfigured, was turned to the north, where, glittering under the westward sun, the sunny waters of the Vlaie sparkled between green reeds and rushes. Beyond, smoky blue mountains tumbled into two uneven walls, spread southeast and southwest, flanking the flat valley of the Vlaie.

Thousands of blackbirds chattered and croaked and trilled and whistled in the reeds, flitting upward, with a flash of scarlet on their wings; hovering, dropping again amid a ceaseless chorus from the half-hidden flock. Over the marshes slow hawks sailed, rose, wheeled, and fell; the gray ducks, whose wings bear purple diamond-squares, quacked in the tussock ponds, guarded by their sentinels, the tall, blue herons. Everywhere the earth was sheeted with marsh-marigolds and violets.

Across the distant grassy flat two deer moved, grazing. We rode to the east, skirting the marshes, following a trail made by cattle, until beyond the flats we saw the green roof of the pleasure-house which Sir William Johnson had built for himself. Our ride together was nearly ended.

As at the same thought we tightened bridle and looked at each other gravely.

All rides end, I said.

Ay, like happiness.

Both may be renewed.

Until they end again.

Until they end forever.

She clasped her bare hands on her horses neck, sitting with bent head as though lost in sombre memories.

What ends forever might endure forever, I said.

Not our rides together, she murmured. You must return to the South one day. I must wed.... Where shall we be this day a year hence?

Very far apart, cousin.

Will you remember this ride?

Yes, I said, troubled.

I will, too.... And I shall wonder what you are doing.

And I shall think of you, I said, soberly.

Will you write?

Yes. Will you?

Yes.

Silence fell between us like a shadow; then:

Yonder rides Sir George Covert, she said, listlessly.

I saw him dismounting before his door, but said nothing.

Shall we move forward? she asked, but did not stir a finger towards the bridle lying on her horses neck.

Another silence; and, impatiently:

I cannot bear to have you go, she said; we are perfectly contented together — and I wish you to know all the thoughts I have touching on the world and on people. I cannot tell them to my father, nor to Ruyven — and Cecile is too young—

There is Sir George, I said.

He! Why, I should never think of telling him of these thoughts that please or trouble or torment me! she said, in frank surprise. He neither cares for the things you care for nor thinks about them at all.

Perhaps he does. Ask him.

I have. He smiles and says nothing. I am afraid to tax his courtesy with babble of beast and bird and leaf and flower; and why one man is rich and another poor; and whether it is right that men should hold slaves; and why our Lord permits evil, having the power to end it for all time. I should like to know all these things, she said, earnestly.

But I do not know them, Dorothy.

Still, you think about them, and so do I. Sir Lupus says you have liberated your Greeks and sent them back. I want to know why. Then, too, though neither you nor I can know our Lords purpose in enduring the evil that Satan plans, it is pleasant, I think, to ask each other.

To think together, I said, sadly.

Yes; that is it. Is it not a pleasure?

Yes, Dorothy.

It does not matter that we fail to learn; it is the happiness in knowing that the other also cares to know, the delight in seaching for reason together. Cousin, I have so longed to say this to somebody; and until you came I never believed it possible.... I wish we were brother and sister! I wish you were Cecile, and I could be with you all day and all night.... At night, half asleep, I think of wonderful things to talk about, but I forget them by morning. Do you?

Yes, cousin.

It is strange we are so alike! she said, staring at me thoughtfully.






IX

HIDDEN FIRE
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AFTER A FEW moments silence we moved forward towards the pleasure-house, and we had scarcely started when down the road, from the north, came the patroon riding a powerful black horse, attended by old Cato mounted on a raw-boned hunter, and by one Peter Van Horn, the district Brandt-Meester, or fire-warden. As they halted at Sir George Coverts door, we rode up to join them at a gallop, and the patroon, seeing us far off, waved his hat at us in evident good humor.

Not a landmark missing! he shouted, and my signs all witnessed for record by Peter and Cato! How do the southwest landmarks stand?

The tenth pine is blasted by lightning, said Dorothy, walking her beautiful gray to Sir Lupuss side.

Pooh! Weve a dozen years to change trees, said Sir Lupus, in great content. Alls well everywhere, save at the Fish-House near the Sacandaga ford, where some impudent rascal says he saw smoke on the hills. Hes doubtless a liar. Wheres Sir George?

Sir George sauntered forth from the doorway where he had been standing, and begged us to dismount, but the patroon declined, saying that we had far to ride ere sundown, and that one of us should go around by Broadalbin. However, Dorothy and I slipped from our saddles to stretch our legs while a servant brought stirrup-cups and Sir George gathered a spray of late lilac which my cousin fastened to her leather belt.

Tory lilacs, said Sir George, slyly; these bushes came from cuttings of those Sir William planted at Johnson Hall.

If Sir William planted them, a rebel may wear them, replied Dorothy, gayly.

Ay, its that whelp, Sir John, who has marred what the great baronet left as his monument, growled old Peter Van Horn.

Thats treason! snapped the patroon. Stop it. I wont have politics talked in my presence, no! Dammy, Peter, hold your tongue, sir!

Dorothy, wearing the lilac spray, vaulted lightly into her saddle, and I mounted my mare. Stirrup-cups were filled and passed up to us, and we drained a cooled measure of spiced claret to the master of the pleasure-house, who pledged us gracefully in return, and then stood by Dorothys horse, chatting and laughing until, at a sign from Sir Lupus, Cato sounded Afoot! on his curly hunting-horn, and the patroon wheeled his big horse out into the road, with a whip-salute to our host.

Dine with us to-night! he bawled, without turning his fat head or waiting for a reply, and hammered away in a torrent of dust. Sir George glanced wistfully at Dorothy.

Theres a district officer-call gone out, he said. Some of the Palatine officers desire my presence. I cannot refuse. So ... it is good-bye for a week.

Are you a militia officer? I asked, curiously.

Yes, he said, with a humorous grimace. May I say that you also are a candidate?

Dorothy turned squarely in her saddle and looked me in the eyes.

At the districts service, Sir George, I said, lightly.

Ha! That is well done, Ormond! he exclaimed. Nothing yet to inconvenience you, but our Governor Clinton may send you a billet doux from Albany before May ends and June begins — if this periwigged beau, St. Leger, strolls out to ogle Stanwix—

Dorothy turned her horse sharply, saluted Sir George, and galloped away towards her father, who had halted at the cross-roads to wait for us.

Good-bye, Sir George, I said, offering my hand. He took it in a firm, steady clasp.

A safe journey, Ormond. I trust fortune may see fit to throw us together in this coming campaign.

I bowed, turned bridle, and cantered off, leaving him standing in the road before his gayly painted pleasure-house, an empty wine-cup in his hand.

Damnation, George! bawled Sir Lupus, as I rode up, have we all day to stand nosing one another and trading gossip! Some of us must ride by Fondas Bush, or Broadalbin, whatever the Scotch loons call it; and Ill say plainly that I have no stomach for it; I want my dinner!

It will give me pleasure to go, said I, but I require a guide.

Peter shall ride with you, began Sir Lupus; but Dorothy broke in, impatiently:

He need not. I shall guide Mr. Ormond to Broadalbin.

Oh no, you wont! snapped the patroon; youve done enough of forest-running for one day. Peter, pilot Mr. Ormond to the Bush.

And he galloped on ahead, followed by Cato and Peter; so that, by reason of their dust, which we did not choose to choke in, Dorothy and I slackened our pace and fell behind.

Do you know why you are to pass by Broadalbin? she asked, presently.

I said I did not.

Folk at the Fish-House saw smoke on the Mayfield hills an hour since. That is twice in three days!

Well, said I, what of that?

It is best that the Broadalbin settlement should hear of it.

Do you mean that it may have been an Indian signal?

It may have been. I did not see it — the forest cut our view.

The westering sun, shining over the Mayfield hills, turned the dust to golden fog. Through it Catos red coat glimmered, and the hunting-horn, curving up over his bent back, struck out streams of blinding sparks. Brass buttons on the patroons broad coat-skirts twinkled like yellow stars, and the spurs flashed on his quarter-gaiters as he pounded along at a solid hand-gallop, hat crammed over his fat ears, pig-tail a-bristle, and the blue coat on his enormous body white with dust.

In the renewed melody of the song-birds there was a hint of approaching evening; shadows lengthened; the sunlight grew redder on the dusty road.

The Broadalbin trail swings into the forest just ahead, said Dorothy, pointing with her whip-stock. See, there where they are drawing bridle. But I mean to ride with you, nevertheless.... And Ill do it!

The patroon was waiting for us when we came to the weather-beaten finger-post:

FONDAS BUSH
4 MILES.

And Peter Van Horn had already ridden into the broad, soft wood-road, when Dorothy, swinging her horse past him at a gallop, cried out, I want to go with them! Please let me! And was gone like a deer, tearing away down the leafy trail.

Come back! roared Sir Lupus, standing straight up in his ponderous stirrups. Come back, you little vixen! Am I to be obeyed, or am I not? Baggage! Undutiful tree-cat! Dammy, shes off!

He looked at me and smote his fat thigh with open hand.

Did you ever see the like of her! he chuckled, in his pride. Shes a Dutch Varick for obstinacy, but the rest is Ormond — all Ormond. Ride on, George, and tell those rebel fools at Fondas Bush that they should be hunting cover in the forts if folk at the Fish-House read that smoke aright. Follow the Brandt-Meester if Dorothy slips you, and tell her Ill birch her, big as she is, if shes not home by the new moon rise.

Then he dragged his hat over his mottled ears, grasped the bridle and galloped on, followed by old Cato and his red coat and curly horn.

I had ridden a cautious mile on the dim, leafy trail ere I picked up Van Horn, only to quit him. I had ridden full three before I caught sight of Dorothy, sitting her gray horse, head at gaze in my direction.

What in the world set you tearing off through the forest like that? I asked, laughing.

She turned her horse and we walked on, side by side.

I wished to come, she said, simply. The pleasures of this day must end only with the night. Besides, I was burning to ask you if it is true that you mean to stay here and serve with our militia?

I mean to stay, I said, slowly.

And serve?

If they desire it.

Why? she asked, raising her bright eyes.

I thought a moment, then said:

I have decided to resist our Kings soldiers.

But why here? she repeated, clear eyes still on mine. Tell me the truth.

I think it is because you are here, I said, soberly.

The loveliest smile parted her lips.

I hoped you would say that.... Do I please you? Listen, cousin: I have a mad impulse to follow you — to be hindered rages me beyond endurance — as when Sir Lupus called me back. For, within the past hour the strangest fancy has possessed me that we have little time left to be together; that I should not let one moment slip to enjoy you.

Foolish prophetess, I said, striving to laugh.

A prophetess? she repeated under her breath. And, as we rode on through the forest dusk, her head drooped thoughtfully, shaded by her loosened hair. At last she looked up dreamily, musing aloud:

No prophetess, cousin; only a child, nerveless and over-fretted with too much pleasure, tired out with excitement, having played too hard. I do not know quite how I should conduct. I am unaccustomed to comrades like you, cousin; and, in the untasted delights of such companionship, have run wild till my head swims wi the humming thoughts you stir in me, and I long for a dark, still room and a bed to lie on, and think of this days pleasures.

After a silence, broken only by our horses treading the moist earth: I have been starving for this companionship.... I was parched!... Cousin, have you let me drink too deeply? Have you been too kind? Why am I in this new terror lest you — lest you tire of me and my silly speech? Oh, I know my thoughts have been too long pent! I could talk to you forever! I could ride with you till I died! I am like a caged thing loosed, I tell you — for I may tell you, may I not, cousin?

Tell me all you think, Dorothy.

I could tell you all — everything! I never had a thought that I do not desire you to know, ... save one.... And that I do desire to tell you ... but cannot.... Cousin, why did you name your mare Isene?

An Indian girl in Florida bore that name; the Seminoles called her Issena.

And so you named your mare from her?

Yes.

Was she your friend — that you named your mare from her?

She lived a century ago — a princess. She wedded with a Huguenot.

Oh, said Dorothy, I thought she was perhaps your sweetheart.

I have none.

You never had one?

No.

Why?

I turned in my saddle.

Why have you never had a gallant?

Oh, that is not the same. Men fall in love — or protest as much. And at wine they boast of their good fortunes, swearing each that his mistress is the fairest, and bragging till I yawn to listen.... And yet you say you never had a sweetheart?

Neither titled nor untitled, cousin. And, if I had, at home we never speak of it, deeming it a breach of honor.

Why?

For shame, I suppose.

Is it shameless to speak as I do? she asked.

Not to me, Dorothy. I wish you might be spared all that unlicensed gossip that you hear at table — not that it could harm such innocence as yours! For, on my honor, I never knew a woman such as you, nor a maid so nobly fashioned!

I stopped, meeting her wide eyes.

Say it, she murmured. It is happiness to hear you.

Then hear me, I said, slowly. Loyalty, devotion, tenderness, all are your due; not alone for the fair body that holds your soul imprisoned, but for the pure tenant that dwells in it so sweetly behind the blue windows of your eyes! Dorothy! Dorothy! Have I said too much? Yet I beg that you remember it, lest you forget me when I have gone from you.... And say to Sir George that I said it.... Tell him after you are wedded, and say that all men envy him, yet wish him well. For the day he weds he weds the noblest woman in all the confines of this earth!

Dazed, she stared at me through the fading light; and I saw her eyes all wet in the shadow of her tangled hair and the pulse beating in her throat.

You are so good — so pitiful, she said; and I cannot even find the words to tell you of those deep thoughts you stir in me — to tell you how sweetly you use me—

Tell me no more, I stammered, all a-quiver at her voice. She shrank back as at a blow, and I, head swimming, frighted, penitent, caught her small hand in mine and drew her nearer; nor could I speak for the loud beating of my heart.

What is it? she murmured. Have I pained you that you tremble so? Look at me, cousin. I can scarce see you in the dusk. Have I hurt you? I love you dearly.

Her horse moved nearer, our knees touched. In the forest darkness I found I held her waist imprisoned, and her arms were heavy on my shoulders. Then her lips yielded and her arms tightened around my neck, and that swift embrace in the swimming darkness kindled in me a flame that has never died — that shall live when this poor body crumbles into dust, lighting my soul through its last dark pilgrimage.

As for her, she sat up in her saddle with a strange little laugh, still holding to my hand. Oh, you are divine in all you lead me to, she whispered. Never, never have I known delight in a kiss; and I have been kissed, too, willing and against my will. But you leave me breathing my heart out and all a-tremble with a tenderness for you — no, not again, cousin, not yet.

Then slowly the full wretchedness of guilt burned me, bone and soul, and what I had done seemed a black evil to a maid betrothed, and to the man whose wine had quenched my thirst an hour since.

Something of my thoughts she may have read in my bent head and face averted, for she leaned forward in her saddle, and drawing me by the arm, turned me partly towards her.

What troubles you? she said, anxiously.

My treason to Sir George.

What treason? she said, amazed.

That I — caressed you.

She laughed outright.

Am I not free-until I wed? Do you imagine I should have signed my liberty away to please Sir George? Why, cousin, if I may not caress whom I choose and find a pleasure in the way you use me, I am no better than the winter log he buys to toast his shins at!

Then she grew angry in her impatience, slapping her bridle down to range her horse up closer to mine.

Am I not to wed him? she said. Is not that enough? And I told him so, flatly, I warrant you, when Captain Campbell kissed me on the porch — which maddened me, for he was not to my fancy — but Sir George saw him and there was like to be a silly scene until I made it plain that I would endure no bonds before I wore a wedding-ring! She laughed deliciously. I think he understands now that I am not yoked until I bend my neck. And until I bend it I am free. So if I please you, kiss me, ... but leave me a little breath to draw, cousin, ... and a saddle to cling to.... Now loose me — for the forest ends!
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NOW LOOSE ME — FOR THE FOREST ENDS!.

A faint red light grew in the woodland gloom; a rushing noise like swiftly flowing water filled my ears — or was it the blood that surged singing through my heart?

Broadalbin Bush, she murmured, clearing her eyes of the clouded hair and feeling for her stirrups with small, moccasined toes. Hark! Now we hear the Kennyetto roaring below the hill. See, cousin, it is sunset, the west blazes, all heaven is afire! Ah! what sorcery has turned the world to paradise — riding this day with you?

She turned in her saddle with an exquisite gesture, pressed her outstretched hand against my lips, then, gathering bridle, launched her horse straight through the underbrush, out into a pasture where, across a naked hill, a few log-houses reddened in the sunset.

There hung in the air a smell of sweetbrier as we drew bridle before a cabin under the hill. I leaned over and plucked a handful of the leaves, bruising them in my palm to savor the spicy perfume.

A man came to the door of the cabin and stared at us; a tap-room sluggard, a-sunning on the west fence-rail, chewed his cud solemnly and watched us with watery eyes.

Andrew Bowman, have you seen aught to fright folk on the mountain? asked Dorothy, gravely.

The man in the doorway shook his head. From the cabins near by a few men and women trooped out into the road and hastened towards us. One of the houses bore a bush, and I saw two men peering at us through the open window, pewters in hand.

Good people, said Dorothy, quietly, the patroon sends you word of a strange smoke seen this day in the hills.

Theres smoke there now, I said, pointing into the sunset.

At that moment Peter Van Horn galloped up, halted, and turned his head, following the direction of my outstretched arm. Others came, blinking into the ruddy evening glow, craning their necks to see, and from the wretched tavern a lank lout stumbled forth, rifle shouldered, pewter a-slop, to learn the news that had brought us hither at that hour.

It is mist, said a woman; but her voice trembled as she said it.

It is smoke, growled Van Horn. Read it, you who can.

Whereat the fellow in the tavern window fell a-laughing and called down to his companion: Francy McCraw! Francy McCraw! The Brandt-Meester says a Mohawk fire burns in the north!

I hear him, cried McCraw, draining his pewter.

Dorothy turned sharply. Oh, is that you, McCraw? What brings you to the Bush?

The lank fellow turned his wild, blue eyes on her, then gazed at the smoke. Some of the men scowled at him.

Is that smoke? I asked, sharply. Answer me, McCraw!

A canna deny it, he said, with a mad chuckle.

Is it Indian smoke? demanded Van Horn.

Aweel, he replied, craning his skinny neck and cocking his head impudently— aweel, all admit that, too. Its Indian smoke; a canna deny it, no.

Is it a Mohawk signal? I asked, bluntly.

At which he burst out into a crowing laugh.

What does he say? called out the man from the tavern. What does he say, Francy McCraw?

He says it maun be Mohawk smoke, Danny Redstock.

And what if it is? blustered Redstock, shouldering his way to McCraw, rifle in hand. Keep your black looks for your neighbors, Andrew Bowman. What have we to do with your Mohawk fires?

Herman Salisbury! cried Bowman to a neighbor, do you hear what this Tory renegade says?

Quiet! Quiet, there, said Redstock, swaggering out into the road. Francy McCraw, our good neighbors are woful perplexed by that thread o birch smoke yonder.

Then tell the feckless fools tae watch it! screamed McCraw, seizing his rifle and menacing the little throng of men and women who had closed swiftly in on him. Hands off me, Johnny Putnam — back, for your life, Charley Cady! Ay, stare at the smoke till yere eyes drop frae th sockets! But no; theres some foulk ill tak nae warnin!

He backed off down the road, followed by Redstock, rifles cocked.

An yell bear me out, he shouted, that theres them wha hear these words now shall meet their weirds ere a hunters moon is wasted!

He laughed his insane laugh and, throwing his rifle over his shoulder, halted, facing us.

Hae ye no heard o Catrine Montour? he jeered. Shell come in the night, Andrew Bowman! Losh, mon, but shes a grewsome carlin, wi the witch-locks hangin to her neck an her twa een blazin!

You drive us out to-night! shouted Redstock. Well remember it when Brant is in the hills!

The wolf-yelp! Clan o the wolf! screamed McCraw. Woe! Woe to Broadalbane! Tis the pibroch o Glencoe shall wake ye to the woods afire! Be warned! Be warned, for ye stand knee-deep in yere shrouds!

In the ruddy dusk their dark forms turned to shadows and were gone.

Van Horn stirred in his saddle, then shook his shoulders as though freeing them from a weight.

Now you have it, you Broadalbin men, he said, grimly. Go to the forts while theres time.

In the darkness around us children began to whimper; a woman broke down, sobbing.

Silence! cried Bowman, sternly. And to Dorothy, who sat quietly on her horse beside him, Say to the patroon that we know our enemies. And you, Peter Van Horn, on whichever side you stand, we men of the Bush thank you and this young lady for your coming.

And that was all. In silence we wheeled our horses northward, Van Horn riding ahead, and passed out of that dim hamlet which lay already in the shadows of an unknown terror.

Behind us, as we looked back, one or two candles flickered in cabin windows, pitiful, dim lights in the vast, dark ocean of the forest. Above us the stars grew clearer. A vesper-sparrow sang its pensive song. Tranquil, sweet, the serene notes floated into silver echoes never-ending, till it seemed as if the starlight all around us quivered into song.

I touched Dorothy, riding beside me, white as a spirit in the pale radiance, and she turned her sweet, fearless face to mine.

There is a sound, I whispered, very far away.

She laid her hand in mine and drew bridle, listening. Van Horn, too, had halted.

Far in the forest the sound stirred the silence; soft, stealthy, nearer, nearer, till it grew into a patter. Suddenly Van Horns horse reared.

Its there! its there! he cried, hoarsely, as our horses swung round in terror.

Look! muttered Dorothy.

Then a thing occurred that stopped my hearts blood. For straight through the forest came running a dark shape, a squattering thing that passed us ere we could draw breath to shriek; animal, human, or spirit, I knew not, but it ran on, thuddy-thud, thuddy-thud! and we struggling with our frantic horses to master them ere they dashed us lifeless among the trees.

Jesu! gasped Van Horn, dragging his powerful horse back into the road. Can you make aught o yonder fearsome thing, like a wart-toad scrabbling on two legs?

Dorothy, teeth set, drove her heels into her grays ribs and forced him to where my mare stood all a-quiver.

Its a thing from hell, panted Van Horn, fighting knee and wrist with his roan. My nag shies at neither bear nor wolf! Look at him now!

Nor mine at anything save a savage, said I, fearfully peering behind me while my mare trembled under me.

I think we have seen a savage, that is all, fell Dorothys calm voice. I think we have seen Catrine Montour.

At the name, Van Horn swore steadily.

If that be the witch Montour, she runs like a clansman with the fiery cross, I said, shuddering.

And that is like to be her business, muttered Van Horn. The painted forest-men are in the hills, and if Senecas, Cayugas, and Onondagas do not know it this night, it will be no fault of Catrine Montour.

Ride on, Peter, said Dorothy, and checked her horse till my mare came abreast.

Are you afraid? I whispered.

Afraid? No! she said, astonished. What should arouse fear in me?

Your common-sense! I said, impatiently, irritated to rudeness by the shocking and unearthly spectacle which had nigh unnerved me. But she answered very sweetly:

If I fear nothing, it is because there is nothing that I know of in the world to fright me. I remember, she added, gravely, A thousand shall fall at my side and ten thousand at my right hand. And it shall not come nigh me. How can I fear, believing that?

She leaned from her saddle and I saw her eyes searching my face in the darkness.

Silly, she said, tenderly, I have no fear save that you should prove unkind.

Then give yourself to me, Dorothy, I said, holding her imprisoned.

How can I? You have me.

I mean forever.

But I have.

I mean in wedlock! I whispered, fiercely.

How can I, silly — I am promised!

Can I not stir you to love me? I said.

To love you?... Better than I do?... You may try.

Then wed me!

If I were wed to you would I love you better than I do? she asked.

Dorothy, Dorothy, I begged, holding her fast, wed me; I love you.

She swayed back into her saddle, breaking my clasp.

You know I cannot, she said.... Then, almost tenderly: Do you truly desire it? It is so dear to hear you say it — and I have heard the words often enough, too, but never as you say them.... Had you asked me in December, ere I was in honor bound.... But I am promised; ... only a word, but it holds me like a chain.... Dear lad, forget it.... Use me kindly.... Teach me to love, ... an unresisting pupil, ... for all life is too short for me to learn in, ... alas!... God guard us both from loves unhappiness and grant us only its sweetness — which you have taught me; to which I am — I am awaking, ... after all these years, ... after all these years without you.



Perhaps it were kinder to let me sleep.... I am but half awake to love.



Is it best to wake me, after all? Is it too late?... Draw bridle in the starlight. Look at me.... It is too late, for I shall never sleep again.






X

TWO LESSONS
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FOR TWO WHOLE days I did not see my cousin Dorothy, she lying abed with hot and aching head, and the blinds drawn to keep out all light. So I had time to consider what we had said and done, and to what we stood committed.

Yet, with time heavy on my hands and full leisure to think, I could make nothing of those swift, fevered hours together, nor what had happened to us that the last moments should have found us in each others arms, her tear-stained eyes closed, her lips crushed to mine. For, within that same hour, at table, she told Sir Lupus to my very face that she desired to wed Sir George as soon as might be, and would be content with nothing save that Sir Lupus despatch a messenger to the pleasure house, bidding Sir George dispose of his affairs so that the marriage fall within the first three days of June.

I could not doubt my own ears, yet could scarce credit my shocked senses to hear her; and I had sat there, now hot with anger, now in cold amazement; not touching food save with an effort that cost me all my self-command.

As for Sir Lupus, his astonishment and delight disgusted me, for he fell a-blubbering in his joy, loading his daughter with caresses, breaking out into praises of her, lauding above all her filial gratitude and her constancy to Sir George, whom he also larded and smeared with compliments till his eulogium, buttered all too thick for my weakened stomach, drove me from the table to pace the dark porch and strive to reconcile all these warring memories a-battle in my swimming brain.

What demon possessed her to throw away time, when time was our most precious ally, our only hope! With time — if she truly loved me — what might not be done? And here, too, was another ally swiftly coming to our aid on Times own wings — the war! — whose far breath already fanned the Mohawk smoke on the northern hills! And still another friendly ally stood to aid us — absence! For, with Sir George away, plunged into new scenes, new hopes, new ambitions, he might well change in his affections. An officer, and a successful one, rising higher every day in the esteem of his countrymen, should find all paths open, all doors unlocked, and a gracious welcome among those great folk of New York city, whose princely mode of living might not only be justified, but even titled under a new régime and a new monarchy.

These were the half-formed, maddened thoughts that went a-racing through my mind as I paced the porch that night; and I think they were, perhaps, the most unworthy thoughts that ever tempted me. For I hated Sir George and wished him a quick flight to immortality unless he changed in his desire for wedlock with my cousin.

Gnawing my lips in growing rage I saw the messenger for the pleasure house mount and gallop out of the stockade, and I wished him evil chance and a fall to dash his senses out ere he rode up with his cursed message to Sir Georges door.

Passion blinded and deafened me to all whispers of decency; conscience lay stunned within me, and I think I know now what black obsession drives mens bodies into murder and their souls to punishments eternal.

Quivering from head to heel, now hot, now cold, and strangling with the fierce desire for her whom I was losing more hopelessly every moment, I started aimlessly through the starlight, pacing the stockade like a caged beast, and I thought my swelling heart would choke me if it broke not to ease my breath.

So this was love! A ghastly thing, God wot, to transform an honest man, changing and twisting right and wrong until the threads of decency and duty hung too hopelessly entangled for him to follow or untwine. Only one thing could I see or understand: I desired her whom I loved and was now fast losing forever.

Chance and circumstance had enmeshed me; in vain I struggled in the net of fate, bruised, stunned, confused with grief and this new fire of passion which had flashed up around me until I had inhaled the flames and must forever bear their scars within as long as my seared heart could pulse.

As I stood there under the dim trees, dumb, miserable, straining my ears for the messengers return, came my cousin Dorothy in the pale, flowered gown she wore at supper, and ere she perceived me I saw her searching for me, treading the new grass without a sound, one hand pressed to her parted lips.

When she saw me she stood still, and her hands fell loosely to her side.

Cousin, she said, in a faint voice.

And, as I did not answer, she stepped nearer till I could see her blue eyes searching mine.

What have you done! I cried, harshly.

I do not know, she said.

I know, I retorted, fiercely. Time was all we had — a few poor hours — a day or two together. And with time there was chance, and with chance, hope. You have killed all three!

No; ... there was no chance; there is no longer any time; there never was any hope.

There was hope! I said, bitterly.

No, there was none, she murmured.

Then why did you tell me that you were free till the yoke locked you to him? Why did you desire to love? Why did you bid me teach you? Why did you consent to my lips, my arms? Why did you awake me?

God knows, she said, faintly.

Is that your defence? I asked. Have you no defence?

None.... I had never loved.... I found you kind and I had known no man like you.... Every moment with you entranced me till, ... I dont know why, ... that sweet madness came upon ... us ... which can never come again — which must never come.... Forgive me. I did not understand. Love was a word to me.

Dorothy, Dorothy, what have I done! I stammered.

Not you, but I, ... and now it is plain to me why, unwedded, I stand yoked together with my honor, and you stand apart, fettered to yours.... We have shaken our chains in play, the links still hold firm and bright; but if we break them, then, as they snap, our honor dies forever. For what I have done in idle ignorance forgive me, and leave me to my penance, ... which must last for all my life, cousin.... And you will forget.... Hush! dearest lad, and let me speak. Well, then I will say that I pray you may forget! Well, then I will not say that to grieve you.... I wish you to remember — yet not know the pain that I—

Dorothy, Dorothy, do you still love me?

Oh, I do love you!... No, no! I ask you to spare me even the touch of your hand! I ask it, I beg you to spare me! I implore — Be a shield to me! Aid me, cousin. I ask it for the Ormond honor and for the honor of the roof that shelters us both!... Now do you understand?... Oh, I knew you to be all that I adore and worship!



Our fault was in our ignorance. How could we know of that hidden fire within us, stirring its chilled embers in all innocence until the flames flashed out and clothed us both in glory, cousin? Heed me, lest it turn to flames of hell!



And now, dear lad, lest you should deem me mad to cut short the happy time we had to hope for, I must tell you what I have never told before. All that we have in all the world is by charity of Sir George. He stood in the breach when the Cosby heirs made ready to foreclose on father; he held off the Van Rensselaers; he threw the sop to Billy Livingston and to that great villain, Klock. To-day, unsecured, his loans to my father, still unpaid, have nigh beggared him. And the little he has he is about to risk in this war whose tides are creeping on us through this very night.



And when he honored me by asking me in marriage, I, knowing all this, knowing all his goodness and his generosity — though he was not aware I knew it — I was thankful to say yes — deeming it little enough to please him — and I not knowing what love meant—

Her soft voice broke; she laid her hands on her eyes, and stood so, speaking blindly. What can I do, cousin? What can I do? Tell me! I love you. Tell me, use me kindly; teach me to do right and keep my honor bright as you could desire it were I to be your wife!

It was that appeal, I think, that brought me back through the distorted shadows of my passion; through the dark pit of envy, past snares of jealousy and malice, and the traps and pitfalls dug by Satan, safe to the trembling rock of honor once again.

Like a blind man healed by miracle, yet still groping in the precious light that mazed him, so I peering with aching eyes for those threads to guide me in my stunned perplexity. But when at last I felt their touch, I found I held one already — the thread of hope — and whether for good or evil I did not drop it, but gathered all together and wove them to a rope to hold by.

What is it I must swear, I asked, cold to the knees.

Never again to kiss me.

Never again.

Nor to caress me.

Nor to caress you.

Nor speak of love.

Nor speak of love.

And ... that is all, she faltered.

No, not all. I swear to love you always, never to forget you, never to prove unworthy in your eyes, never to wed; living, to honor you; dying, with your name upon my lips.

She had stretched out her arms towards me as though warning me to stop; but, as I spoke slowly, weighing each word and its cost, her hands trembled and sought each other so that she stood looking at me, fingers interlocked and her sweet face as white as death.

And after a long time she came to me, and, raising my hands, kissed them; and I touched her hair with dumb lips; and she stole away through the starlight like a white ghost returning to its tomb.

And long after, long, long after, as I stood there, broke on my wrapt ears the far stroke of horses hoofs, nearer, nearer, until the black bulk of the rider rose up in the night and Sir Lupus came to the porch.

Eh! What? he cried. Sir George away with the Palatine rebels? Where? Gone to Stanwix? Now Heaven have mercy on him for a madman who mixes in this devils brew! And hell drown me with him, too! Dammy, theyll say that Im in with him. But Im not! Curse me if I am. Im neutral — neither rebel nor Tory — and Ill let em know it, too; only desiring quiet and peace and a fair word for all. Damnation!



And so had ended that memorable day and night; and now for two whole wretched days I had not seen Dorothy, nor heard of her save through Ruyven, who brought us news that she lay on her bed in the dark with no desire for company.

There is a doctor at Johnstown, he said; but Dorothy refuses, saying that she is only tired and requires peace and rest. I dont like it, Cousin George. Never have I seen her ill, nor has any one. Suppose you look at her, will you?

If she will permit me, I said, slowly. Ask her, Ruyven.

But he returned, shaking his head, and I sat down once more upon the porch to think of her and of all I loved in her; and how I must strive to fashion my life so that I do naught that might shame me should she know.

Now that it was believed that factional bickering between the inhabitants of Tryon County might lead, in the immediate future, to something more serious than town brawls and tavern squabbles; and, more-over, as the Iroquois agitation had already resulted in the withdrawal to Fort Niagara of the main body of the Mohawk nation — for what ominous purpose it might be easy to guess — Sir Lupus forbade the children to go a-roaming outside his own boundaries.

Further, he had cautioned his servants and tenants not to rove out of bounds, to avoid public houses like the Turtle-dove and Olive, and to refrain from busying themselves about matters in which they had no concern.

Yet that very day, spite of the patroons orders, when General Schuylers militia-call went out, one-half of his tenantry disappeared overnight, abandoning everything save their live-stock and a rough cart heaped with household furniture; journeying with women and children, goods and chattels, towards the nearest block-house or fort, there to deposit all except powder-horn, flint, and rifle, and join the district regiment now laboring with pick and shovel on the works at Fort Stanwix.

As I sat there on the porch, wretched, restless, debating what course I should take in the presence of this growing disorder which, as I have said, had already invaded our own tenantry, came Sir Lupus a-waddling, pipe in hand, and Cato bearing his huge chair so he might sit in the sun, which was warm on the porch.

Youve heard what my tenant rascals have done? he grunted, settling in his chair and stretching his fat legs.

Yes, sir, I said.

What d ye think of it? Eh? What d ye think?

I think it is very pitiful and sad to see these poor creatures leaving their little farms to face the British regulars — and starvation.

Face the devil! he snorted. Nobody forces em!

The greater honor due them, I retorted.

Honor! Fol-de-rol! Had it been any other patroon but me, hed turn his manor-house into a court-house, arrest em, try em, and hang a few for luck! In the old days, Ill warrant you, the Cosbys would have stood no such nonsense — no, nor the Livingstons, nor the Van Cortlandts. A hundred lashes here and there, a debtors jail, a hanging or two, would have made things more cheerful. But I, curse me if I could ever bring myself to use my simplest prerogatives; I cant whip a man, no! I cant hang a man for anything — even a sheep-thief has his chance with me — like that great villain, Billy Bones, who turned renegade and joined Danny Redstock and the McCraw.

He snorted in self-contempt and puffed savagely at his clay pipe.

La patroon? Dammy, Im an old woman! Get me my knitting! I want my knitting and a sunny spot to mumble my gums and wait for noon and a dish o porridge!... George, my rents are cut in half, and half my farms left to the briers and wolves in one day, because his Majesty, General Schuyler, orders his Highness, Colonel Dayton, to call out half the militia to make a fort for his Eminence, Colonel Gansevoort!

At Stanwix?

They call it Fort Schuyler now — after his Highness in Albany.

Sir Lupus, I said, if it is true that the British mean to invade us here with Brants Mohawks, there is but one bulwark between Tryon County and the enemy, and that is Fort Stanwix. Why, in Heavens name, should it not be defended? If this British officer and his renegades, regulars, and Indians take Stanwix and fortify Johnstown, the whole country will swarm with savages, outlaws, and a brutal soldiery already hardened and made callous by a year of frontier warfare!

Can you not understand this, sir? Do you think it possible for these blood-drunk ruffians to roam the Mohawk and Sacandaga valleys and respect you and yours just because you say you are neutral? Turn loose a pack of famished panthers in a common pasture and mark your sheep with your device and see how many are alive at daybreak!

Dammy, sir! cried Sir Lupus, the enemy are led by British gentlemen.

Who doubtless will keep their own cuffs clean; it were shame to doubt it! But if the Mohawks march with them therell be a bloody page in Tryon County annals.

The Mohawks will not join! he said, violently. Has not Schuyler held a council-fire and talked with belts to the entire confederacy?

The confederacy returned no belts, I said, and the Mohawks were not present.

Kirkland saw Brant, he persisted, obstinately.

Yes, and sent a secret report to Albany. If there had been good news in that report, you Tryon County men had heard it long since, Sir Lupus.

With whom have you been talking, sir? he sneered, removing his pipe from his yellow teeth.

With one of your tenants yesterday, a certain Christian Schell, lately returned with Stoners scout.

And what did Stoners men see in the northwest? he demanded, contemptuously.

They saw half a thousand Mohawks with eyes painted in black circles and white, Sir Lupus.

For the planting-dance! he muttered.

No, Sir Lupus. The castles are empty, the villages deserted. There is not one Mohawk left on their ancient lands, there is not one seed planted, not one foot of soil cultivated, not one apple-bough grafted, not one fish-line set!

And you tell me the Mohawks are painted for the planting-dance, in black and white? With every hatchet shining like silver, and every knife ground to a razor-edge, and every rifle polished, and every flint new?

Who saw such things? he asked, hoarsely.

Christian Schell, of Stoners scout.

Now God curse them if they lift an arm to harm a Tryon County man! he burst out. Ill not believe it of the British gentlemen who differ with us over taxing tea! No, dammy if Ill credit such a monstrous thing as this alliance!

Yet, a few nights since, sir, you heard Walter Butler and Sir John threaten to use the Mohawks.

And did not heed them! he said, angrily. It is all talk, all threats, and empty warning. I tell you they dare not for their names sakes employ the savages against their own kind — against friends who think not as they think — against old neighbors, ay, their own kin!

Nor dare we. Look at Schuyler — a gentleman, if ever there was one on this rotten earth — standing, belts in hand, before the sachems of the confederacy, not soliciting Cayuga support, not begging Seneca aid, not proposing a foul alliance with the Onondagas; but demanding right manfully that the confederacy remain neutral; nay, more, he repulsed offers of warriors from the Oneidas to scout for him, knowing what that sweet word scout implied — God bless him I ... I have no love for Schuyler.... He lately called me malt-worm, and, if Im not at fault, he added, skin-flint Dutchman, or some such tribute to my thrift. But he has conducted like a man of honor in this Iroquois matter, and I care not who hears me say it!

He settled himself in his chair, mumbling in a rumbling voice, and all I could make out was here and there a curse or two distributed impartially twixt Tory and rebel and other asses now untethered in the world.

Well, sir, I said, from all I can gather, Burgoyne is marching southward through the lakes, and Clinton is gathering an army in New York to march north and meet Burgoyne, and now comes this Barry St. Leger on the flank, aiming to join the others at Albany after taking Stanwix and Johnstown on the march — three spears to pierce a common centre, three torches to fire three valleys, and you neutral Tryon men in the centre, calm, undismayed, smoking your pipes and singing songs of peace and good-will for all on earth.

And why not, sir! he snapped.

Did you ever hear of Juggernaut?

Ive heard the name — a Frenchman, was he not? I think he burned Schenectady.

No, sir; he is a heathen god.

And what the devil, sir, has Tryon County to do with heathen gods! he bawled.

You shall see — when the wheels pass, I said, gloomily.

He folded his fat hands over his stomach and smoked in obstinate silence. I, too, was silent; again a faint disgust for this man seized me. How noble and unselfish now appeared the conduct of those poor tenants of his who had abandoned their little farms to answer Schuylers call! — trudging northward with wives and babes, trusting to God for bread to fall like manna in this wilderness to save the frail lives of their loved ones, while they faced the trained troops of Great Britain, and perhaps the Iroquois.

And here he sat, the patroon, sucking his pipe, nursing his stomach; too cautious, too thrifty to stand like a man, even for the honor of his own roof-tree! Lord! how mean, how sordid did he look to me, sulking there, his mottled double-chin crowded out upon his stock, his bow-legs wide to cradle the huge belly, his small eyes obstinately a-squint and partly shut, which lent a gross shrewdness to the expanse of fat, almost baleful, like the eye of a squid in its shapeless, jellied body!

What are your plans? he said, abruptly.

I told him that, through Sir George, I had placed my poor services at the States disposal.

You mean the rebel States disposal?

Yes, sir.

Then you are ready to enlist?

Quite ready, Sir Lupus.

Only awaiting summons from Clinton and Schuyler? he sneered.

That is all, sir.

And what about your properties in Florida?

I can do nothing there. If they confiscate them in my absence, they might do worse were I to go back and defy them. I believe my life is worth something to our cause, and it would be only to waste it foolishly if I returned to fight for a few indigo-vats and canefields.

While you can remain here and fight for other peoples hen-coops, eh?

No, sir; only to take up the common quarrel and stand for that liberty which we inherited from those who now seek to dispossess us.

Quite an orator! he observed, grimly. The Ormonds were formerly more ready with their swords than with their tongues.

I trust I shall not fail to sustain their traditions, I said, controlling my anger with a desperate effort.

He burst out into a hollow laugh.

There you go, red as a turkey-cock and madder than a singed tree-cat! George, cant you let me plague you in comfort! Dammy, its undutiful! For pitys sake! let me sneer — let me gibe and jeer if it eases me.

I glared at him, half inclined to laugh.

Curse it! he said, wrathfully, Im serious. You dont know how serious I am. Its no laughing matter, George. I must do something to ease me! He burst out into a roar, swearing in volleys.

D ye think I wish to appear contemptible? he shouted. D ye think I like to sit here like an old wife, scolding in one breath and preaching thrift in the next? A weak-kneed, chicken-livered, white-bellied old bullfrog that squeaks and jumps, plunk! into the puddle when a footstep falls in the grass! Am I not a patroon? Am I not Dutch? Granted Im fat and slow and a glutton, and lazy as a wolverine. I can fight like one, too! Dont make any mistake there, George!

His broad face flushed crimson, his little, green eyes snapped fire.

D ye think I dont love a fight as well as my neighbor? D ye think Ive a stomach for insults and flouts and winks and nudges? Have I a liver to sit doing sums on my thumbs when these impudent British are kicking my people out of their own doors? Am I of a kidney to smile and bow, and swallow and digest the orders of Tory swashbucklers, who lay down a rule of conduct for men who should be framing rules of common decency for them? D ye think Im a snail or a potato or an empty pair o breeches? Damnation!

Rage convulsed him. He recovered his self-command slowly, smashing his pipe in the interval; and I, astonished beyond measure, waited for the explanation which he appeared to be disposed to give.

If Im what I am, he said, hoarsely, an old jack-ass he-hawing Peace! peace! thrift! thrift! it is because I must and not because the music pleases me.... And I had not meant to tell you why — for none other suspects it — but my personal honor is at stake. I am in debt to a friend, George, and unless I am left in peace here to collect my tithes and till my fields and run my mills and ship my pearl-ashes, I can never hope to pay a debt of honor incurred — and which I mean to pay, if I live, so help me God!

Lad, if this house, these farms, these acres were my own, do you think Id hesitate to polish up that old sword yonder that my father carried when Schenectady went up in flames?... Know me better, George!... Know that this condemnation to inaction is the bitterest trial I have ever known. How easy it would be for me to throw my own property into one balance, my sword into the other, and say, Defend the one with the other or be robbed! But I cant throw another mans lands into the balance. I cant raise the war-yelp and go careering about after glory when I owe every shilling I possess and thousands more to an honorable and generous gentleman who refused all security for the loan save my own word of honor.

And now, simple, brave, high-minded as he is, he offers to return me my word of honor, free me from his debt, and leave me unshackled to conduct in this coming war as I see fit.

But that is more than he can do, George. My word once pledged can only be redeemed by what it stood for, and he is powerless to give it back.

That is all, sir.... Pray think more kindly of an old fool in future, when you plume yourself upon your liberty to draw sword in the most just cause this world has ever known.

It is I who am the fool, Sir Lupus, I said, in a low voice.






XI

LIGHTS AND SHADOWS
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I REMEMBER IT was the last day of May before I saw my cousin Dorothy again.

Late that afternoon I had taken a fishing-rod and a book, The Poems of Pansard, and had set out for the grist-mill on the stream below the log-bridge; but did not go by road, as the dust was deep, so instead crossed the meadow and entered the cool thicket, making a shorter route to the stream.

Through the woodland, as I passed, I saw violets in hollows and blue innocence starring moist glades with its heavenly color, and in the drier woods those slender-stemmed blue bell-flowers which some call the Venuss looking-glass.

In my saddened and rebellious heart a more innocent passion stirred and awoke — the tender pleasure I have always found in seeking out those shy people of the forest, the wild blossoms — a harmless pleasure, for it is ever my habit to leave them undisturbed upon their stalks.

Deeper in the forest pink moccasin-flowers bloomed among rocks, and the air was tinctured with a honeyed smell from the spiked orchis cradled in its sheltering leaf under the hemlock shade.

Once, as I crossed a marshy place, about me floated a violet perfume, and I was at a loss to find its source until I espied a single purple blossom of the Arethusa bedded in sturdy thickets of rose-azalea, faintly spicy, and all humming with the wings of plundering bees.

Underfoot my shoes brushed through spikenard, and fell silently on carpets of moss-pinks, and once I saw a matted bed of late Mayflower, and the forest dusk grew sweeter and sweeter, saturating all the woodland, until each breath I drew seemed to intoxicate.

Spring languor was in earth and sky, and in my bones, too; yet, through this Northern forest ever and anon came faint reminders of receding snows, melting beyond the Canadas — delicate zephyrs, tinctured with the far scent of frost, flavoring the suns balm at moments with a sharper essence.

Now traversing a ferny space edged in with sweetbrier, a breeze accompanied me, caressing neck and hair, stirring a sudden warmth upon my cheek like a breathless maid close beside me, whispering.

Then through the rustle of leafy depths I heard the streams laughter, very far away, and I turned to the left across the moss, walking more swiftly till I came to the log-bridge where the road crosses. Below me leaped the stream, deep in its ravine of slate, roaring over the dam above the rocky gorge only to flow out again between the ledge and the stone foundations of the grist-mill opposite. Down into the ravine and under the dam I climbed, using the mossy steps that nature had cut in the slate, and found a rock to sit on where the spray from the dam could not drench me. And here I baited my hook and cast out, so that the swirling water might carry my lure under the mills foundations, where Ruyven said big, dusky trout most often lurked.

But I am no fisherman, and it gives me no pleasure to drag a finny creature from its element and see its poor mouth gasp and its eyes glaze and the fiery dots on its quivering sides grow dimmer. So when a sly trout snatched off my bait I was in no mood to cover my hook again, but set the rod on the rocks and let the bright current waft my line as it would, harmless now as the dusty alder leaves dimpling yonder ripple. So I opened my book, idly attentive, reading The Poems of Pansard, while dappled shadows of clustered maple leaves moved on the page, and droning bees set old Pansards lines to music.

Like two sweet skylarks springing skyward, singing,
Piercing the empyrean of blinding light,
So shall our souls take flight, serenely winging,
Soaring on azure heights to Gods delight;
While from below through sombre deeps come stealing
The floating notes of earthward church-bells pealing.

My thoughts wandered and the yellow page faded to a glimmer amid pale spots of sunshine waning when some slow cloud drifted across the sun. Again my eyes returned to the printed page, and again thought parted from its moorings, a derelict upon the tide of memory. Far in the forest I heard the white-throats call with the endless, sad refrain, Weep-wee-p! Dorothy, Dorothy, Dorothy! Though some vow that the little bird sings plainly, Sweet-sw-eet! Canada, Canada, Canada!

Then for a while I closed my eyes until, slowly, that awakening sense that somebody was looking at me came over me, and I raised my head.

Dorothy stood on the log-bridge above the dam, elbows on the rail, gazing pensively at me.

Well, of all idle men! she said, steadying her voice perceptibly. Shall I come down?

And without waiting for a reply she walked around to the south end of the bridge and began to descend the ravine.

I offered assistance; she ignored it and picked her own way down the cleft to the stream-side.

It seems a thousand years since I have seen you, she said. What have you been doing all this while? What are you doing now? Reading? Oh! fishing! And can you catch nothing, silly?... Give me that rod.... No, I dont want it, after all; let the trout swim in peace.... How pale you have grown, cousin!

You also, Dorothy, I said.

Oh, I know that; theres a glass in my room, thank you.... I thought Id come down.... There is company at the house — some of Colonel Gansevoorts officers, Third Regiment of the New York line, if you please, and two impudent young ensigns of the Half-moon Regiment, all on their way to Stanwix fort.

She seated herself on the deep moss and balanced her back against a silver-birch tree.

Theyre at the house, all these men, she said; and what do you think? General Schuyler and his lady are to arrive this evening, and Im to receive them, dressed in my best tucker!... and there may be others with them, though the General comes on a tour of inspection, being anxious lest disorder break out in this district if he is compelled to abandon Ticonderoga.... What do you think of that — George?

My name fell so sweetly, so confidently, from her lips that I looked up in warm pleasure and found her grave eyes searching mine.

Make it easier for me, she said, in a low voice. How can I talk to you if you do not answer me?

I — I mean to answer, Dorothy, I stammered; I am very thankful for your kindness to me.

Do you think it is hard to be kind to you? she murmured. What happiness if I only might be kind! She hid her face in her hands and bowed her head. Pay no heed to me, she said; I — I thought I could see you and control this rebel tongue of mine. And here am I with heart insurgent beating the long roll and every nerve a-quiver with sedition!

What are you saying? I protested, miserably.

She dropped her hands from her face and gazed at me quite calmly.

Saying? I was saying that these rocks are wet, and that I was silly to come down here in my Pompadour shoes and stockings, and Im silly to stay here, and Im going!

And go she did, up over the moss and rock like a fawn, and I after her to the top of the bank, where she seemed vastly surprised to see me.

Now I pray you choose which way you mean to stroll, she said, impatiently. Here lie two paths, and I will take this straight and narrow one.

She turned sharply and I with her, and for a long time we walked swiftly, side by side, exchanging neither word nor glance until at last she stopped short, seated herself on a mossy log, and touched her hot face with a crumpled bit of lace and cambric.

I tell you what, Mr. Longshanks! she said. I shall go no farther with you unless you talk to me. Mercy on the lad with his seven-league boots! He has me breathless and both hat-strings flying and my shoe-points dragging to trip my heels! Sit down, sir, till I knot my ribbons under my ear; and Ill thank you to tie my shoe-points! Not doubled in a sailors-knot, silly!... And, oh, cousin, I would I had a sun-mask!... Now you are laughing! Oh, I know you think me a country hoyden, careless of sunburn and dust! But Im not. I love a smooth, white skin as well as any London beau who praises it in verses. And I shall have one for myself, too. You may see, to-night, if the Misses Carmichael come with Lady Schuyler, for well have a dance, perhaps, and I mean to paint and patch and powder till youd swear me a French marquise!... Cousin, this narrow forest pathway leads across the water back to the house. Shall we take it?... You will have to carry me over the stream, for Ill not wet my shins for love of any man, mark that!

She tied her pink hat-ribbons under her chin and stood up while I made ready; then I lifted her from the ground. Very gravely she dropped her arms around my neck as I stepped into the rushing current and waded out, the water curling almost to my knee-buckles. So we crossed the grist-mill stream in silence, eyes averted from each others faces; and in silence, too, we resumed the straight and narrow path, now deep with last years leaves, until we came to a hot, sandy bank covered with wild strawberries, overlooking the stream.

In a moment she was on her knees, filling her handkerchief with strawberries, and I sat down in the yellow sand, eyes following the stream where it sparkled deep under its leafy screen below.

Cousin, she said, timidly, are you displeased?

Why?

At my tyranny to make you bear me across the stream — with all your heavier burdens, and my own—

I ask no sweeter burdens, I replied.

She seated herself in the sand and placed a scarlet berry between lips that matched it.

I have tried very hard to talk to you, she said.

I dont know what to say, Dorothy, I muttered. Truly I do desire to amuse you and make you laugh — as once I did. But the heart of everything seems dead. There! I did not mean that! Dont hide your face, Dorothy! Dont look like that! I — I cannot bear it. And listen, cousin; we are to be quite happy. I have thought it all out, and I mean to be gay and amuse you.... Wont you look at me, Dorothy? Wh — why? she asked, unsteadily.

Just to see how happy I am — just to see that I pull no long faces — idiot that I was!... Dorothy, will you smile just once?

Yes, she whispered, lifting her head and raising her wet lashes. Presently her lips parted in one of her adorable smiles. Now that you have made me weep till my nose is red you may pick me every strawberry in sight, she said, winking away the bright tears. You have heard of the penance of the Algonquin witch?

I knew nothing of Northern Indian lore, and I said so.

What? You never heard of the Stonish Giants? You never heard of the Flying Head? Mercy on the boy! Sit here and well eat strawberries and I shall tell you tales of the Long House.... Sit nearer, for I shall speak in a low voice lest old Atotarho awake from his long sleep and the dead pines ring hollow, like witch-drums under the yellow-hammers double blows.... Are you afraid?

All a-shiver, I whispered, gayly.

Then listen, she breathed, raising one pink-tipped finger. This is the tale of the Eight Thunders, told in the oldest tongue of the confederacy and to all ensigns of the three clans ere the Erians sued for peace. Therefore it is true.

Long ago, the Holder of the Heavens made a very poisonous blue otter, and the Mohawks killed it and threw its body into the lake. And the Holder of Heaven came to the eastern door of the Long House and knocked, saying: Where is the very poisonous blue otter that I made, O Keepers of the Eastern Door?

Who calls? asked the Mohawks, peeping out to see.

Then the Holder of the Heavens named himself, and the Mohawks were afraid and hid in the Long House, listening.

Be afraid! O you wise men and sachems! The wisdom of a child alone can save you! said the Holder of the Heavens. Saying this he wrapped himself in a bright cloud and went like a swift arrow to the sun.

My cousins voice had fallen into a low, melodious sing-song; her rapt eyes were fixed on me.

A youth of the Mohawks loved a maid, and they sat by the lake at night, counting the Dancers in the sky — which we call stars of the Pleiades.

One has fallen into the lake, said the youth.

It is the eye of the very poisonous blue otter, replied the maid, beginning to cry.

I see the lost Dancer shining down under the water, said the youth again. Then he bade the maid go back and wait for him; and she went back and built a fire and sat sadly beside it. Then she heard some one coming and turned around. A young man stood there dressed in white, and with white feathers on his head. You are sad, he said to the maid, but we will help you. Then he gave her a belt of purple wampum to show that he spoke the truth.

Follow, he said; and she followed to a place in the forest where smoke rose. There she saw a fire, and, around it, eight chiefs sitting, with white feathers on their heads.

These chiefs are the Eight Thunders, she thought; now they will help me. And she said: A Dancer has fallen out of the sky and a Mohawk youth has plunged for it.

The blue otter has turned into a serpent, and the Mohawk youth beheld her eye under the waters, they said, one after the other. The maid wept and laid the wampum at her feet. Then she rubbed ashes on her lips and on her breasts and in the palms of her hands.

The Mohawk youth has wedded the Lake Serpent, they said, one after the other. The maid wept; and she rubbed ashes on her thighs and on her feet.

Listen, they said, one after another; take strawberries and go to the lake. You will know what to do. When that is done we will come in the form of a cloud on the lake, not in the sky.

So she found strawberries in the starlight and went to the lake, calling, Friend! Friend! I am going away and wish to see you!

Out on the lake the water began to boil, and coming out of it she saw her friend. He had a spot on his forehead and looked like a serpent, and yet like a man. Then she spread the berries on the shore and he came to the land and ate. Then he went back to the shore and placed his lips to the water, drinking. And the maid saw him going down through the water like a snake. So she cried, Friends! Friends! I am going away and wish to see you!

The lake boiled and her friend came out of it. The lake boiled once more; not in one spot alone, but all over, like a high sea spouting on a reef.

Out of the water came her friends wife, beautiful to behold and shining with silver scales. Her long hair fell all around her, and seemed like silver and gold. When she came ashore she stretched out on the sand and took a strawberry between her lips. The young maid watched the lake until she saw something moving on the waters a great way off, which seemed like a cloud.

In a moment the stars went out and it grew dark, and it thundered till the skies fell down, torn into rain by the terrible lightning. All was still at last, and it grew lighter. The maid opened her eyes to find herself in the arms of her friend. But at their feet lay the dying sparks of a shattered star.

Then as they went back through the woods the eight chiefs passed them in Indian file, and they saw them rising higher and higher, till they went up to the sky like mists at sunrise.

Dorothys voice died away; she stretched out one arm.
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THIS IS THE END, O YOU WISE MEN AND SACHEMS!.

This is the end, O you wise men and sachems, told since the beginning to us People of the Morning. Hiro [I have spoken]!

Then a startling thing occurred; up from the underbrush behind us rose a tall Indian warrior, naked to the waist, painted from belt to brow with terrific, nameless emblems and signs. I sprang to my feet, horror-struck; the savage folded his arms, quietly smiling; and I saw knife and hatchet resting in his belt and a long rifle on the moss at his feet.

Kôue! That was a true tale, he said, in good English. It is a miracle that one among you sings the truth concerning us poor Mohawks.

Do you come in peace? I asked, almost stunned.

He made a gesture. Had I come otherwise, you had known it! He looked straight at Dorothy. You are the patroons daughter. Does he speak as truthfully of the Mohawks as do you?

Who are you? I asked, slowly.

He smiled again. My name is Brant, he said.

Joseph Brant! Thayendanegea! murmured Dorothy, aloud.

A cousin of his, said the savage, carelessly. Then he turned sternly on me. Tell that man who follows me that I could have slain him twice within the hour; once at the ford, once on Stoners hill. Does he take me for a deer? Does he believe I wear war-paint? There is no war betwixt the Mohawks and the Boston people — yet! Tell that fool to go home!

What fool? I asked, troubled.

You will meet him — journeying the wrong way, said the Indian, grimly.

With a quick, guarded motion he picked up his rifle, turned short, and passed swiftly northward straight into the forest, leaving us listening there together long after he had disappeared.

That chief was Joseph Brant, ... but he wore no war-paint, whispered my cousin. He was painted for the secret rites of the False-Faces.

He could have slain us as we sat, I said, bitterly humiliated.

She looked up at me thoughtfully; there was not in her face the slightest trace of the deep emotions which had shocked me.

A tribal fire is lighted somewhere, she mused. Chiefs like Brant do not travel alone — unless — unless he came to consult that witch Catrine Montour, or to guide her to some national council-fire in the North.

She pondered awhile, and I stood by in silence, my heart still beating heavily from my astonishment at the hideous apparition of a moment since.

Do you know, she said, that I believe Brant spoke the truth. There is no war yet, as far as concerns the Mohawks. The smoke we saw was a secret signal; that hag was scuttling around to collect the False-Faces for a council. They may mean war; Im sure they mean it, though Brant wore no war-paint. But war has not yet been declared; it is no scant ceremony when a nation of the Iroquois decides on war. And if the confederacy declares war the ceremonies may last a fortnight. The False-Faces must be heard from first. And, Heaven help us! I believe their fires are lighted now.

What ghastly manner of folk are these False-Faces? I asked.

A secret clan, common to all Northern and Western Indians, celebrating secret rites among the six nations of the Iroquois. Some say the spectacle is worse than the orgies of the Dream-feast — a frightful sight, truly hellish; and yet others say the False-Faces do no harm, but make merry in secret places. But this I know; if the False-Faces are to decide for war or peace, they will sway the entire confederacy, and perhaps every Indian in North America; for though nobody knows who belongs to the secret sect, two-thirds of the Mohawks are said to be numbered in its ranks; and as go the Mohawks, so goes the confederacy.

How is it you know all this? I asked, amazed.

My playmate was Magdalen Brant, she said. Her playmates were pure Mohawk.

Do you mean to tell me that this painted savage is kin to that lovely girl who came with Sir John and the Butlers? I demanded.

They are related. And, cousin, this painted savage is no savage if the arts of civilization which he learned at Dr. Wheelocks school count for anything. He was secretary to old Sir William. He is an educated man, spite of his naked body and paint, and the more to be dreaded, it appears to me.... Hark! See those branches moving beside the trail! There is a man yonder. Follow me.

On the sandy bank our shoes made little sound, yet the unseen man heard us and threw up a glittering rifle, calling out: Halt! or I fire.

Dorothy stopped short, and her hand fell on my arm, pressing it significantly. Out into the middle of the trail stepped a tall fellow clad from throat to ankle in deer-skin. On his curly head rested a little, round cap of silvery mole-skin, light as a feather; his leggings fringe was dyed green; baldrick, knife-sheath, bullet-pouch, powder-horn, and hatchet-holster were deeply beaded in scarlet, white, and black, and bands of purple porcupine-quills edged shoulder-cape and moccasins, around which were painted orange-colored flowers, each centred with a golden bead.

A forest-runner, she motioned with her lips, and, if Im not blind, he should answer to the name of Mount — and many crimes, they say.

The forest-runner stood alert, rifle resting easily in the hollow of his left arm.

Who passes? he called out.

White folk, replied Dorothy, laughing. Then we stepped out.

Well, well, said the forest-runner, lifting his mole-skin cap with a grin; if this is not the pleasantest sight that has soothed my eyes since we hung that Tory whelp last Friday — and no disrespect to Mistress Varick, whose father is more patriot than many another I might name!

I bid you good-even, Jack Mount, said Dorothy, smiling.

To you, Mistress Varick, he said, bowing the deeper; then glanced keenly at me and recognized me at the same moment. Has my prophecy come true, sir? he asked, instantly.

God save our country, I said, significantly.

Then I was right! he said, and flushed with pleasure when I offered him my hand.

If I am not too free, he muttered, taking my hand in his great, hard paw, almost affectionately.

You may walk with us if you journey our way, said Dorothy; and the great fellow shuffled up beside her, cap in hand, and it amused me to see him strive to shorten his strides to hers, so that he presently fell into a strange gait, half-skip, half-toddle.

Pray cover yourself, said Dorothy, encouragingly, and Mount did so, dumb as a Matanzas oyster and crimson as a boiled sea-crab. Then, doubtless, deeming that gentility required some polite observation, he spoke in a high-pitched voice of the balmy weather and the sweet profusion of birds and flowers, when there was more like to be a sweet profusion of Indians; and I nigh stifled with laughter to see this lumbering, free-voiced forest-runner transformed to a mincing, anxious, backwoods macaroni at the smile of a pretty woman.

Do you bring no other news save of the birds and blossoms? asked Dorothy, mischievously. Tell us what we all are fearful of. Have the Senecas and Cayugas risen to join the British?

Mount stole a glance at me.

I wish I knew, he muttered.

We will know soon, now, I said, soberly.

Sooner, perhaps, than you expect, sir, he said. I am summoned to the manor to confer with General Schuyler on this very matter of the Iroquois.

Is it true that the Mohawks are in their war-paint? asked Dorothy, maliciously.

Stoner and Timothy Murphy say so, replied Mount. Sir John and the Butlers are busy with the Onondagas and Oneidas; Dominic Kirkland is doing his best to keep them peaceable; and our General played his last cards at their national council. We can only wait and see, Mistress Varick.

He hesitated, glancing at me askance.

The fact is, he said, Ive been sniffing at moccasin tracks for the last hour, up hill, down dale, over the ford, where I lost them, then circled and picked them up again on the moss a mile below the bridge. If I read them right, they were Mohawk tracks and made within the hour, and how that skulking brute got away from me I cannot think.

He looked at us in an injured manner, for we were striving not to smile.

Im counted a good tracker, he muttered. Im as good as Walter Butler or Tim Murphy, and my friend, the Weasel, now with Morgans riflemen, is no keener forest-runner than am I. Oh, I do not mean to brag, or say I can match my cunning against such a human bloodhound as Joseph Brant.

He paused, in hurt surprise, for we were laughing. And then I told him of the Indian and what message he had sent by us, and Mount listened, red as a pippin, gnawing his lip.

I am glad to know it, he said. This will be evil news to General Schuyler, I have no doubt. Lord! but it makes me mad to think how close to Brant I stood and could not drill his painted hide!

He spared you, I said.

That is his affair, muttered Mount, striding on angrily.

There speaks the obstinate white man, who can see no good in any savage, whispered Dorothy. Nothing an Indian does is right or generous; these forest-runners hate them, distrust them, fear them — though they may deny it — and kill all they can. And you may argue all day with an Indian-hater and have your trouble to pay you. Yet I have heard that this man Mount is brave and generous to enemies of his own color.

We had now come to the road in front of the house, and Mount set his cap rakishly on his head, straightened cape and baldrick, and ran his fingers through the gorgeous thrums rippling from sleeve and thigh.

Id barter a months pay for a pot o beer, he said to me. I learned to drink serving with Cresaps riflemen at the siege of Boston; a godless company, sir, for an innocent man to fall among. But Morgans rifles are worse, Mr. Ormond; they drink no water save when it rains in their gin toddy.

Sir Lupus says you tried to join them, said Dorothy, to plague him.

So I did, Mistress Varick, so I did, he stammered; to break em o their habits, maam. Trust me, if I had that corps Id teach em to let spirits alone if I had to drink every drop in camp to keep em sober!

Theres beer in the buttery, she said, laughing; and if you smile at Tulip shell see you starve not.

Nobody, said I, goes thirsty or hungry at Varick Manor.

Indeed, no, said Dorothy, much amused, as old Cato came down the path, hat in hand. Here, Cato! do you take Captain Mount and see that he is comfortable and that he lacks nothing.

So, standing together in the stockade gateway, we watched Cato conducting Mount towards the quarters behind the guard-house, then walked on to meet the children, who came dancing down the driveway to greet us.

Dorothy! Dorothy! cried Cecile, weve shaved candles and waxed the library floors. Lady Schuyler is here and the General and the Carmichael girls we knew at school, and their cousin, Maddaleen Dirck, and Christie McDonald and Marguerite Haldimand — cousin to the Tory general in Canada — and—

Im to walk a minuet with Madge Haldimand! broke in Ruyven; will you lend me your gold stock-buckle, Cousin Ormond?

I mean to dance, too, cried Harry, crowding up to pluck my sleeve. Please, Cousin Ormond, lend me a lace handkerchief.

Paltz Clavarack, of the Half-moon Regiment, asked me to walk a minuet, observed Cecile, tossing her head. Im sure I dont know what to say. Hes so persistent.

Bennys clamor broke out: Thammy thtole papath betht thnuff-boxth! Thammy thtole papath betht thnuff-boxth!

Sammy! cried Dorothy, what did you steal your fathers best snuff-box for?

I only desired to offer snuff to General Schuyler, said Sammy, sullenly, amid a roar of laughter.

Were to dine at eight! Everybody is dressing; come on, Dorothy! cried Cecile. Mr. Clavarack vowed hed perish if I kept him waiting—

You should see the escort! said Ruyven to me. Dragoons, cousin, in leather helmets and jack-boots, and all wearing new sabres taken from the Hessian cavalry. Theyre in the quarters with Tim Murphy, of Morgans, and, Lord! how thirsty they appear to be!

Theres the handsomest man I ever saw, murmured Cecile to Dorothy, Captain ONeil, of the New York line. Hes dying to see you; he said so to Mr. Clavarack, and I heard him.

Dorothy looked up with heightened color.

Will you walk the minuet with me, Dorothy? I whispered.

She looked down, faintly smiling:

Perhaps, she said.

That is no answer, I retorted, surprised and hurt.

I know it, she said, demurely.

Then answer me, Dorothy!

She looked at me so gravely that I could not be certain whether it was pretence or earnest.

I am hostess, she said; I belong to my guests. If my duties prevent my walking the minuet with you, I shall find a suitable partner for you, cousin.

And no doubt for yourself, I retorted, irritated to rudeness.

Surprise and disdain were in her eyes. Her raised brows and cool smile boded me no good.

I thought I was free to choose, she said, serenely.

You are, and so am I, I said. Will you have me for the minuet?

We paused in the hallway, facing each other.

She gave me a dangerous glance, biting her lip in silence.

And, the devil possessing me, I said, For the last time, will you take me?

No! she said, under her breath. You have your answer now.

I have my answer, I repeated, setting my teeth.






XII

THE GHOST-RING
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I HAD BATHED and dressed me in my best suit of pale-lilac silk, with flapped waistcoat of primrose stiff with gold, and Cato was powdering my hair; when Sir Lupus waddled in, magnificent in scarlet and white, and smelling to heaven of French perfume and pomatum.

George! he cried, in his brusque, explosive fashion, I like Schuyler, and I care not who knows it! Dammy! I was cool enough with him and his lady when they arrived, but he played Valentine to my Orson till I gave up; yes, I did, George, I capitulated. Says he, Sir Lupus, if a painful misunderstanding has kept us old neighbors from an exchange of civilities, I trust differences may be forgotten in this graver crisis. In our social stratum there is but one great line of cleavage now, opened by the convulsions of war, sir.

Damn the convulsions of war, sir! says I.

Quite right, says he, mildly; war is always damnable, Sir Lupus.

General Schuyler, says I, there is no nonsense about me. You and Lady Schuyler are under my roof, and you are welcome, whatever opinion you entertain of me and my fashion of living. I understand perfectly that this visit is not a visit of ceremony from a neighbor, but a military necessity.

Sir Lupus, says Lady Schuyler, had it been only a military necessity I should scarcely have accompanied the General and his guests.

Madam, says I, it is commonly reported that I offended the entire aristocracy of Albany when I had Sir John Johnsons sweetheart to dine with them. And for that I have been ostracized. For which ostracism, madam, I care not a brass farthing. And, madam, were I to dine all Albany to-night, I should not ignore my old neighbors and friends, the Putnams of Tribes Hill, to suit the hypocrisy of a few strangers from Albany. Right is right, madam, and decency is decency! And I say now that to honest men Claire Putnam is Sir Johns wife by every law of honor, decency, and chivalry; and I shall so treat her in the face of a rotten world and to the undying shame of that beast, Sir John!

Whereupon — would you believe it, George? — Schuyler took both my hands in his and said my conduct honored me, and more of the same sort o thing, and Lady Schuyler gave me her hand in that sweet, stately fashion; and, dammy! I saluted her finger-tips. Heaven knows how I found it possible to bend my waist, but I did, George. And theres an end to the whole matter!

He took snuff, blew his nose violently, snapped his gold snuff-box, and waddled to the window, where, below, in the early dusk, torches and rush-lights burned, illuminating the cavalry horses tethered along their picket-rope, and the trooper on guard, pacing his beat, musket shining in the wavering light.

That escort will be my undoing, he muttered. Folk will dub me a partisan now. Dammy! a man under my roof is a guest, be he Tory or rebel. I do but desire to cultivate my land and pay my debts of honor; and Ill stick to it till they leave me in peace or hang me to my barn door!

And he toddled out, muttering and fumbling with his snuff-box, bidding me hasten and not keep them waiting dinner.

I stood before the mirror with its lighted sconces, gazing grimly at my sober face while Cato tied my queue-ribbon and dusted my silken coat-skirts. Then I fastened the brilliant buckle under my chin, shook out the deep, soft lace at throat and wristband, and took my small-sword from Cato.

Mars George, murmured the old man, yo look lak yo is gwine wed wif mah lil Miss Dorry.

I stared at him angrily. What put that into your head? I demanded.

I dunno, suh; hit dess look dat-a-way to me, suh.

Youre a fool, I said, sharply.

No, suh, I ain no fool, Mars George. I done see de sign! Yaas, suh, I done see de sign.

What sign?

The old man chuckled, looked slyly at my left hand, then chuckled again.

Mars George, yo is wearin yo weddin-ring now!

A ring! There is no ring on my hand, you rascal! I said.

Yaas, suh; dey sho is, Mars George, he insisted, still chuckling.

I tell you I never wear a ring, I said, impatiently.

Scuse me, Mars George, suh, he said, humbly. And, lifting my left hand, laid it in his wrinkled, black palm, peering closely. I also looked, and saw at the base of my third finger a circle like the mark left by a wedding-ring.

That is strange, I said; I never wore a ring in all my life!

Das de sign, suh, muttered the old man; das de Ormond sign, suh. Yo pap wore de ghos-ring, an his pap wore it too, suh. All de Ormonds done wore de ghos-ring fore dey wus wedded. Hit am dess dat-a-way. Mars George—

He hesitated, looking up at me with gentle, dim eyes.

Miss Dorry, suh—

He stopped short, then dropped his voice to a whisper.

Fore Miss Dorry git up outen de baid, suh, I done tote de brekfus in de mawnin. An de fustest word dat lil Miss Dorry say, Cato, she say, whar Mars George? she say. He roun de yahd, Miss Dorry, I say. Pears lak he gettin mo resless an misble, Miss Dorry.

Cato, she low, I spec ma haid gwine ache if I lie hyah in dishyere baid mon two free day. Whar ma milk an con pone, Cato?

So I des sot de salver down side de baid, suh, an lil Miss Dorry she done set up in de baid, suh, an hole out one lil bare arm—

He laid a wrinkled finger on his lips; his dark face quivered with mystery and emotion.

One lil bare arm, he repeated, an I see de sign!

What sign? I stammered.

De bride-sign on de ring-finger! Yaas, suh. An I say, Whar yo ring, Miss Dorry? An she low ain nebber wore no ring. An I say, Whar dat ring, Miss Dorry?

Den Miss Dorry look kinder queer, and rub de ghos-ring on de bridal-finger.

What dat? she low.

Dasser ghos-ring, honey.

Den she rub an rub, but, bless yo heart, Mars George! she dess natchly gwine wear dat pink ghos-ring twill yo slip de bride-ring on.... Mars George! Honey! What de matter, chile?... Is you a-weepin, Mars George?

Oh, Cato, Cato! I choked, dropping my head on his shoulder.

What dey do to mah lil Mars George? he said, soothingly. Spec some one done git saucy! Huh! Who care? Dar de sign! Dar de ghos-ring! Mars George, yo is dess boun to wed, suh! Miss Dorry, she dess boun to wed, too—

But not with me, Cato, not with me. Theres another man coming for Miss Dorry, Cato. She has promised him.

Who dat? he cried. How come dishyere ghost-ring roun yo weddin-finger?

I dont know, I said; the chance pressure of a riding-glove, perhaps. It will fade away, Cato, this ghost-ring, as you call it.... Give me that rag o lace; ... dust the powder away, Cato.... There, Im smiling; cant you see, you rascal?... And tell Tulip she is right.

What dat foolish wench done tole you? he exclaimed, wrathfully.

But I only shook my head impatiently and walked out. Down the hallway I halted in the light of the sconces and looked at the strange mark on my finger. It was plainly visible. A tight glove, I muttered, and walked on towards the stairs.

From the floor below came a breezy buzz of voices, laughter, the snap of ivory fans spreading, the whisk and rustle of petticoats. I leaned a moment over the rail which circled the stair-gallery and looked down.

Unaccustomed cleanliness and wax and candle-light made a pretty background for all this powdered and silken company swarming below. The servants and children had gathered ground-pine to festoon the walls; stair-rail, bronze cannon, pictures, trophies, and windows were all bright with the aromatic green foliage; enormous bunches of peonies perfumed the house, and everywhere masses of yellow and white elder-bloom and swamp-marigold brightened the corners.

Sir Lupus, standing in the hallway with a tall gentleman who wore the epaulets and the buff-and-blue uniform of a major-general, beckoned me, and I descended the stairs to make the acquaintance of that noblest and most generous of soldiers, Philip Schuyler. He held my hand a moment, scrutinizing me with kindly eyes, and, turning to Sir Lupus, said, There are few men to whom my heart surrenders at sight, but your young kinsman is one of the few, Sir Lupus.

Hes a good boy, General, a brave lad, mumbled Sir Lupus, frowning to hide his pride. A bit quick at conclusions, perhaps — eh, George?

Too quick, sir, I said, coloring.

A fault you have already repaired by confession, said the General, with his kindly smile. Mr. Ormond, I had the pleasure of receiving Sir George Covert the day he left for Stanwix, and Sir George mentioned your desire for a commission.

I do desire it, sir, I said, quickly.

Have you served, Mr. Ormond? he asked, gravely.

I have seen some trifling service against the Florida savages, sir.

As officer, of course.

As officer of our rangers, General.

You were never wounded?

No, sir; ... not severely.

Oh!... not severely.

No, sir.

There are some gentlemen of my acquaintance, said Schuyler, turning to Sir Lupus, who might take a lesson in modesty from Mr. Ormond.

Yes, broke out Sir Lupus— that pompous ass, Gates.

General Gates is a loyal soldier, said Schuyler, gravely.

Who the devil cares? fumed Sir Lupus. I call a spade a spade! And I say he is at the head of that infamous cabal which seeks to disgrace you. Dont tell me, sir! Im an older man than you, sir! Ive a right to say it, and I do. Gates is an envious ass, and unfit to hold your stirrup!

This is a painful matter, said Schuyler, in a low voice. Indiscreet friendship may make it worse. I regard General Gates as a patriot and a brother soldier.... Pray let us choose a gayer topic ... friends.

His manner was so noble, his courtesy so charming, that there was no sting in his snub to Sir Lupus. Even I had heard of the amazing jealousies and intrigues which had made Schuylers life miserable — charges of incompetency, of indifference, of corruption — nay, some wretched creatures who sought to push Gates into Schuylers command even hinted at cowardice and treason. And none could doubt that Gates knew it and encouraged it, for he had publicly spoken of Schuyler in slighting and contemptuous terms.

Yet the gentleman whose honor had been the target for these slanderers never uttered one word against his traducers: and, when a friend asked him whether he was too proud to defend himself, replied, serenely, Not too proud, but too sensible to spread discord in my countrys army.

Lady Schuyler desires to know you, said the General, for I see her fan-signal, which I always obey. And he laid his arm on mine as a father might, and led me across the room to where Dorothy stood with Lady Schuyler on her right, surrounded by a bevy of bright-eyed girls and gay young officers.

Dorothy presented me in a quiet voice, and I bowed very low to Lady Schuyler, who made me an old-time reverence, gave me her fingers to kiss, and spoke most kindly to me, inquiring about my journey, and how I liked this Northern climate.

Then Dorothy made me known to those near her, to the pretty Carmichael twins, whose black eyes brimmed purest mischief; to Miss Haldimand, whose cold beauty had set the Canadas aflame; and to others of whom I have little recollection save their names. Christie McDonald and Lysbet Dirck, two fashionable New York belles, kin to the Schuylers.

As for the men, there was young Paltz Clavarack, ensign in the Half-moon Regiment, very fine in his orange-faced uniform; and there was Major Harrow, of the New York line; and a jolly, handsome dare-devil, Captain Tully ONeil, of the escort of horse, who hung to Dorothys skirts and whispered things that made her laugh. There were others, too, aides in new uniforms, a medical officer, who bustled about in the rôle of everybodys friend; and a parcel of young subalterns, very serious, very red, and very grave, as though the destiny of empires reposed in their blue-and-gold despatch pouches.

I wonder, murmured Dorothy, leaning towards me and speaking behind her rose-plumed fan— I wonder why I answered you so.

Because I deserved it, I muttered,

Cousin I Cousin! she said, softly, you deserve all I can give — all that I dare not give. You break my heart with kindness.

I stepped to her side; all around us rose the hum of voices, laughter, the click of spurs, the soft sounds of silken gowns on a polished floor.

It is you who are kind to me, Dorothy, I whispered, I know I can never have you, but you must never doubt my constancy. Say you will not?

Hush! she whispered; come to the dining-hall; I must look at the table to see that all is well done, and there is nobody there.... We can talk there.

She slipped off through the throng, and I sauntered into the gun-room, from whence I crossed the hallway and entered the dining-hall. Dorothy stood inspecting the silver and linen, and giving orders to Cato in a low voice. Then she dismissed the row of servants and sat down in a leather chair, resting her forehead in her hands.

Deary me! Deary me! she murmured, how my brain whirls!... I would I were abed!... I would I were dead!... What was it you said concerning constancy? Oh, I remember; I am never to doubt your constancy. She raised her fair head from between her hands.

Promise you will never doubt it, I whispered.

I — I never will, she said. Ask me again for the minuet, dear. I — I refused everybody — for you.

Will you walk it with me, Dorothy?

Yes — yes, indeed! I told them all I must wait till you asked me.

Good heavens! I said, laughing nervously, you didnt tell them that, did you?

She bent her lovely face, and I saw the smile in her eyes glimmering through unshed tears.

Yes; I told them that. Captain ONeil protests he means to call you out and run you through. And I said you would probably cut off his queue and tie him up by his spurs if he presumed to any levity. Then he said hed tell Sir George Covert, and I said Id tell him myself and everybody else that I loved my cousin Ormond better than anybody in the world and meant to wed him—

Dorothy! I gasped.

Wed him to the most, beautiful and lovely and desirable maid in America!

And who is that, if it be not yourself? I asked, amazed.

Its Maddaleen Dirck, the New York heiress, Lysbets sister; and you are to take her to table.

Dorothy, I said, angrily, you told me that you desired me to be faithful to my love for you!

I do! Oh, I do! she said, passionately. But it is wrong; it is dreadfully wrong. To be safe we must both wed, and then — God knows! — we cannot in honor think of one another.

It will make no difference, I said, savagely.

Why, of course, it will! she insisted, in astonishment. We shall be married.

Do you suppose love can be crushed by marriage? I asked.

The hope of it can.

It cannot, Dorothy.

It must be crushed! she exclaimed, flushing scarlet. If we both are tied by honor, how can we hope? Cousin, I think I must be mad to say it, but I never see you that I do not hope. We are not safe, I tell you, spite of all our vows and promises.... You do not need to woo me, you do not need to persuade me! Ere you could speak I should be yours, now, this very moment, for a look, a smile — were it not for that pale spectre of my own self which rises ever before me, stern, inexorable, blocking every path which leads to you, and leaving only that one path free where the sign reads honor. ... And I — I am sometimes frightened lest, in an overwhelming flood of love, that sign be torn away and no spectre of myself rise to confront me, barring those paths that lead to you.... Dont touch me; Cato is looking at us.... Hes gone.... Wait, do not leave me.... I have been so wretched and unhappy.... I could scarce find strength and heart to let them dress me, thinking on your face when I answered you so cruelly.... Oh, cousin! where are our vows now? Where are the solemn promises we made never to speak of love?... Lovers make promises like that in story-books — and keep them, too, and die sanctified, blessing one another and mounting on radiant wings to heaven.... Where I should find no heaven save in you! Ah, God! that is the most terrible. That takes my heart away — to die and wake to find myself still his wife — to live through all eternity without you — and no hope of you — no hope!... For I could be patient through this earthly life, losing my youth and yours forever, ... but not after death! No, no! I cannot.... Better hell with you than endless heaven with him!... Dont speak to me.... Take your hand from my hand.... Can you not see that I mean nothing of what I say — that I do not know what I am saying?... I must go back; I am hostess — a happy one, as you perceive.... Will I never learn to curb my tongue? You must forget every word I uttered — do you hear me?

She sprang up in her rustling silks and took a dozen steps towards the door, then turned.

Do you hear me? she said. I bid you remember every word I uttered — every word!

She was gone, leaving me staring at the flowers and silver and the clustered lights. But I saw them not; for before my eyes floated the vision of a slender hand, and on the wedding-finger I saw a faint, rosy circle, as I had seen it there a moment since, when Dorothy dropped her bare arms on the cloth and laid her head between them.

So it was true; whether for good or ill my cousin wore the ghost-ring which for ages, Cato says, we Ormonds have worn before the marriage-ring. There was Ormond blood in Dorothy. Did she wear the sign as prophecy for that ring Sir George should wed her with? I dared not doubt it — and yet, why did I also wear the sign?

Then in a flash the forgotten legend of the Maid-at-Arms came back to me, ringing through my ears in clamorous words:

Serene, mid loves alarms,
For all time shall the Maids-at-Arms,
Wearing the ghost-ring, triumph with their constancy!

I sprang to the door in my excitement and stared at the picture of the Maid-at-Arms.

Sweetly the violet eyes of the maid looked back at me, her armor glittered, her soft throat seemed to swell with the breath of life.

Then I crept nearer, eyes fixed on her wedding-finger. And I saw there a faint rosy circle as though a golden ring had pressed the snowy flesh.






XIII

THE MAID-AT-ARMS
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I REMEMBER LITTLE of that dinner save that it differed vastly from the quarrelsome carousal at which the Johnsons and Butlers figured in so sinister a rôle, and at which the Glencoe captains disgraced themselves. But now, if the patroons wine lent new color to the fair faces round me, there was no feverish laughter, nothing of brutal license. Healths were given and drunk with all the kindly ceremony to which I had been accustomed. At times pattering gusts of hand-clapping followed some popular toast, such as Our New Flag, to which General Schuyler responded in perfect taste, veiling the deep emotions that the toast stirred in many with graceful allegory tempered by modesty and self-restraint.

At the former dinner I had had for my neighbors Dorothy and Magdalen Brant. Now I sat between Miss Haldimand and Maddaleen Dirck, whom I had for partner, a pretty little thing, who peppered her conversation with fashionable New York phrases and spiced the intervals with French. And I remember she assured me that New York was the only city fit to live in and that she should never survive a prolonged transportation from that earthly paradise of elegance and fashion. Which made me itch to go there.

I think, without meaning any unkindness, that Miss Haldimand, the Canadian beauty, was somewhat surprised that I had not already fallen a victim to her lovely presence; but, upon reflection, set it down to my stupidity; for presently she devoted her conversation exclusively to Ruyven, whose delight and gratitude could not but draw a smile from those who observed him. I saw Cecile playing the maidens game with young Paltz Clavarack, and Lady Schuyler on Sir Lupuss right, charmingly demure, faintly amused, and evidently determined not to be shocked by the free bluntness of her host.

The mischievous Carmichael twins had turned the batteries of their eyes on two solemn, faultlessly dressed subalterns, and had already reduced them to the verge of capitulation; and busy, bustling Dr. Sleeper cracked witticisms with all who offered him the fee of their attention, and the dinner went very well.

Radiant, beautiful beyond word or thought, Dorothy sat, leaning back in her chair, and the candle-light on the frosty-gold of her hair and on her bare arms and neck made of her a miracle of celestial loveliness. And it was pleasant to see the stately General on her right bend beside her with that grave gallantry which young girls find more grateful than the privileged badinage of old beaus. At moments her sweet eyes stole towards me, and always found mine raised to greet her with that silent understanding which brought the faintest smile to her quiet lips. Once, above the melodious hum of voices, the word war sounded distinctly, and General Schuyler said:

In these days of modern weapons of precision and long range, conflicts are doubly deplorable. In the times of the old match-locks and blunderbusses and unwieldly weapons weighing more than three times what our modern light rifles weigh, there was little chance for slaughter. But now that we have our deadly flint-locks, a battle-field will be a sad spectacle. Bunker Hill has taught the whole world a lesson that might not be in vain if it incites us to rid the earth of this wicked frenzy men call war.

General, said Sir Lupus, if weapons were twenty times as quick and deadly — which is, of course, impossible, thank God! — there would always be enough men in the world to get up a war, and enjoy it, too!

I do not like to believe that, said Schuyler, smiling.

Wait and see, muttered the patroon. Id like to live a hundred years hence, just to prove Im right.

I should rather not live to see it, said the General, with a twinkle in his small, grave eyes.

Then quietly the last healths were given and pledged; Dorothy rose, and we all stood while she and Lady Schuyler passed out, followed by the other ladies; and I had to restrain Ruyven, who had made plans to follow Marguerite Haldimand. Then we men gathered once more over our port and walnuts, conversing freely, while the fiddles and bassoons tuned up from the hallway, and General Schuyler told us pleasantly as much of the military situation as he desired us to know. And it did amuse me to observe the solemn subalterns nodding all like wise young owlets, as though they could, if they only dared, reveal secrets that would astonish the General himself.

Snuff was passed, offered, and accepted with ceremony befitting; spirits replaced the port, but General Schuyler drank sparingly, and his well-trained suite perforce followed his example. So that when it came time to rejoin our ladies there was no evidence of wandering legs, no amiably vacant laughter, no loud voices to strike the postprandial discord at the dance or at the card-tables.

How did I conduct, cousin? whispered Ruyven, arm in arm with me as we entered the long drawing-room. And my response pleasing him, he made off straight towards Marguerite Haldimand, who viewed his joyous arrival none too cordially, I thought. Poor Ruyven! Must he so soon close the gate of Eden behind him? — leaving forever his immortal boyhood sleeping amid the never-fading flowers.

It was a fascinating and alarming spectacle to see Sir Lupus walking a minuet with Lady Schuyler, and I marvelled that the gold buttons on his waistcoat did not fly off in volleys when he strove to bend what once, perhaps, had been his waist.

Ceremony dictated what we had both forgotten, and General Schuyler led out Dorothy, who, scarlet in her distress, looked appealingly at me to see that I understood. And I smiled back to see her sweet face brighten with gratitude and confidence and a promise to make up to me what the stern rule of hospitality had deprived us of.

So it was that I had her for the Sir Roger de Coverley, and after that for a Delaware reel, which all danced with a delightful abandon, even Miss Haldimand unbending like a goddess surprised to find a pleasure in our mortal capers. And it was a pretty sight to see the ladies pass, gliding daintily under the arch of glittering swords, led by Lady Schuyler and Dorothy in laughing files, while the fiddle-bows whirred, and the music of bassoon and hautboys blended and ended in a final mellow crash. Then breathless voices rose, and skirts swished and French heels tapped the polished floor and solemn subalterns stalked about seeking ices and lost buckles and mislaid fans; and a faint voice said, Oh! when a jewelled garter was found, and a very red subaltern said, Honi soit! and everybody laughed.

Presently I missed the General, and, a moment later, Dorothy. As I stood in the hallway, seeking for her, came Cecile, crying out that they were to have pictures and charades, and that General Schuyler, who was to be a judge, awaited me in the gun-room.

The door of the gun-room was closed. I tapped and entered.

The General sat at the mahogany table, leaning back in his arm-chair; opposite sat Dorothy, bare elbows on the table, fingers clasped. Standing by the General, arms folded, Jack Mount loomed a colossal figure in his beaded buckskins.
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Ah, Mr. Ormond! said the General, as I closed the door quietly behind me; pray be seated. They are to have pictures and charades, you know; I shall not keep Miss Dorothy and yourself very long.

I seated myself beside Dorothy, exchanging a smile with Mount.

Now, said the General, dropping his voice to a lower tone, what was it you saw in the forest to-day?

So Mount had already reported the apparition of the painted savage!

I told what I had seen, describing the Indian in detail, and repeating word for word his warning message to Mount.

The General looked inquiringly at Dorothy. I understand, he said, that you know as much about the Iroquois as the Iroquois do themselves.

I think I do, she said, simply.

May I ask how you acquired your knowledge, Miss Dorothy?

There have always been Iroquois villages along our boundary until last spring, when the Mohawks left with Guy Johnson, she said. I have always played with Iroquois children; I went to school with Magdalen Brant. I taught among our Mohawks and Oneidas when I was thirteen. Then I was instructed by sachems and I learned what the witch-drums say, and I need use no signs in the six languages or the clan dialects, save only when I speak with the Lenni-Lenape. Maybe, too, the Hurons and Algonquins have words that I know not, for many Tuscaroras do not understand them save by sign.

I wish that some of my interpreters had your knowledge, or a fifth of it, said the General, smiling. Tell me, Miss Dorothy, who was that Indian and what did that paint mean?

The Indian was Joseph Brant, called Thayendanegea, which means, He who holds many peoples together, or, in plainer words, A bundle of sticks.

You are certain it was Brant?

Yes. He has dined at this table with us. He is an educated man. She hesitated, looking down thoughtfully at her own reflection in the polished table. The paint he wore was not war-paint. The signs on his body were emblems of the secret clan called the False-Faces.

The General looked up at Jack Mount.

What did Stoner say? he asked.

Stoner reports that all the Iroquois are making ready for some unknown rite, sir. He saw pyramids of flat river-stones set up on hills and he saw smoke answering smoke from the Adirondack peaks to the Mayfield hills.

What did Timothy Murphy observe? asked Schuyler, watching Mount intently.

Murphy brings news of their witch, Catrine Montour, sir. He. chased her till he dropped — like all the rest of us — but she went on and on a running, hop! tap! hop! tap! and patter, patter, patter! It stirs my hair to think on her, and Im no coward, sir. We call her The Toad-woman.

Ill make you chief of scouts if you catch her, said the General, sharply.

Very good, sir, replied Mount, pulling a wry face, which made us all laugh.

It has been reported to me, said the General, quietly, that the Butlers, father and son, are in this county to attend a secret council; and that, with the help of Catrine Montour, they expect to carry the Mohawk nation with them as well as the Cayugas and the Senecas.

It has further been reported to me by the Palatine scout that the Onondagas are wavering, that the Oneidas are disposed to stand our friends, that the Tuscaroras are anxious to remain neutral.

Now, within a few days, news has reached me that these three doubtful nations are to be persuaded by an unknown woman who is, they say, the prophetess of the False-Faces.

He paused, looking straight at Dorothy.

From your knowledge, he said, slowly, tell me who is this unknown woman.

Do you not know, sir? she asked, simply.

Yes, I think I do, child. It is Magdalen Brant.

Yes, she said, quietly; from childhood she stood as prophetess of the False-Faces. She is an educated girl, sweet, lovable, honorable, and sincere. She has been petted by the fine ladies of New York, of Philadelphia, of Albany. Yet she is partly Mohawk.

Not that charming girl whom I had to dinner? I cried, astonished.

Yes, cousin, she said, tranquilly. You are surprised? Why? You should see, as I have seen, pupils from Dr. Wheelocks school return to their tribes and, in a summer, sink to the level of the painted sachem, every vestige of civilization vanished with the knowledge of the tongue that taught it.

I have seen that, said Schuyler, frowning.

And I — by your leave, sir — I have seen it, too! said Mount, savagely. There may be some virtue in the rattlesnake; some folk eat em! But there is none in an Indian, not even stewed—

That will do, said the General, ignoring the grim jest. Do you speak the Iroquois tongues, or any of them? he asked, wheeling around to address me.

I speak Tuscarora, sir, I replied. The Tuscaroras understand the other five nations, but not the Hurons or Algonquins.

What tongue is used when the Iroquois meet? he asked Dorothy.

Out of compliment to the youngest nation they use the Tuscarora language, she said.

The General rose, bowing to Dorothy with a charming smile.

I must not keep you from your charades any longer, he said, conducting her to the door and thanking her for the great help and profit he had derived from her knowledge of the Iroquois.

He had not dismissed us, so we awaited his return; and presently he appeared, calm, courteous, and walked up to me, laying a kindly hand on my shoulder.

I want an officer who understands Tuscarora and who has felt the bite of an Indian bullet, he said, earnestly.

I stood silent and attentive.

I want that officer to find the False-Faces council-fire and listen to every word said, and report to me. I want him to use every endeavor to find this woman, Magdalen Brant, and use every art to persuade her to throw all her influence with the Onondagas, Oneidas, and Tuscaroras for their strict neutrality in this coming war. The service I require may be dangerous and may not. I do not know. Are you ready, Captain Ormond?

Ready, sir! I said, steadily.

He drew a parchment from his breast-pocket and laid it in my hands. It was my commission in the armies of the United States of America as captain in the militia battalion of Morgans regiment of riflemen, and signed by our Governor, George Clinton.

Do you accept this commission, Mr. Ormond? he asked, regarding me pleasantly.

I do, sir.

Sir Lupuss family Bible lay on the window-sill; the General bade Mount fetch it, and he did so. The General placed it before me, and I laid my hand upon it, looking him in the face. Then, in a low voice, he administered the oath, and I replied slowly but clearly, ending, So help me God, and kissed the Book.

Sit down, sir, said the General; and when I was seated he told me how the Continental Congress in July of 1775 had established three Indian departments; how that he, as chief commissioner of this Northern department, which included the Six Nations of the Iroquois confederacy, had summoned the national council, first at German Flatts, then at Albany; how he and the Reverend Mr. Kirkland and Mr. Dean had done all that could be done to keep the Iroquois neutral, but that they had not fully prevailed against the counsels of Guy Johnson and Brant, though the venerable chief of the Mohawk upper castle had seemed inclined to neutrality. He told me of General Herkimers useless conference with Brant at Unadilla, where that chief had declared that The King of Englands belts were still lodged with the Mohawks, and that the Mohawks could not violate their pledges.

I think we have lost the Mohawks, said the General, thoughtfully. Perhaps also the Senecas and Cayugas; for this she-devil, Catrine Montour, is a Huron-Seneca, and her nation will follow her. But, if we can hold the three other nations back, it will be a vast gain to our cause — not that I desire or would permit them to do battle for me, though our Congress has decided to enlist such Indians as wish to serve; but because there might be some thousand warriors the less to hang on our flanks and do the dreadful work among the people of this country which these people so justly fear.

He rose, nodding to me, and I followed him to the door.

Now, he said, you know what you are to do.

When shall I set out, sir? I asked.

He smiled, saying, I shall give you no instructions, Captain Ormond; I shall only concern myself with results.

May I take with me whom I please?

Certainly, sir.

I looked at Mount, who had been standing motionless by the door, an attentive spectator.

I will take the rifleman Mount, I said, unless he is detailed for other service—

Take him, Mr. Ormond. When do you wish to start? I ask it because there is a gentleman at Broadalbin who has news for you, and you must pass that way.

May I ask who that is? I inquired, respectfully.

The gentleman is Sir George Covert, captain on my personal staff, and now under your orders.

I shall set out to-night, sir, I said, abruptly; then stepped back to let him pass me into the hallway beyond.

Saddle my mare and make every preparation, I said to Mount. When you are ready lead the horses to the stockade gate.... How long will you take?

An hour, sir, for rubbing down, saddling, and packing fodder, ammunition, and provisions.

Very well, I said, soberly, and walked out to the long drawing-room, where the company had taken chairs and were all whispering and watching a green baize curtain which somebody had hung across the farther end of the room.

Charades and pictures, whispered Cecile, at my elbow. I guessed two, and Mr. Clavarack says it was wonderful.

It certainly was, I said, gravely. Where is Ruyven? Oh, sitting with Miss Haldimand? Cecile, would you ask Miss Haldimands indulgence for a few moments? I must speak to Sir Lupus and to you and Ruyven.

I stepped back of the rows of chairs to where Sir Lupus sat in his great arm-chair by the doorway; and in another moment Cecile and Ruyven came up, the latter polite but scarcely pleased to be torn away from his first inamorata.

Sir Lupus, and you, Cecile and Ruyven, I said, in a low voice, I am going on a little journey, and shall be absent for a few days, perhaps longer. I wish to take this opportunity to say good-bye, and to thank you all for your great kindness to me.

Where the devil are you going? snapped Sir Lupus.

I am not at liberty to say, sir; perhaps General Schuyler may tell you.

The patroon looked up at me sorrowfully. George! George! he said, has it touched us already?

Yes, sir, I muttered.

What? whispered Cecile.

Father means the war. Our cousin Ormond is going to the war, exclaimed Ruyven, softly.

There was a pause; then Cecile flung both arms around my neck and kissed me in choking silence. The patroons great, fat hand sought mine and held it; Ruyven placed his arm about my shoulder. Never had I imagined that I could love these kinsmen of mine so dearly.

Theres always a bed for you here; remember that, my lad, growled the patroon.

Take me, too, sniffed Ruyven.

Eh! What? cried the patroon. Ill take you; oh yes — over my knee, you impudent puppy! Let me catch you sneaking off to this war and Ill—

Ruyven relapsed into silence, staring at me in troubled fascination.

The house is yours, George, grunted the patroon. Help yourself to what you need for your journey.

Thank you, sir; say good-bye to the children, kiss them all for me, Cecile. And dont run away and get married until I come back.

A stifled snivel was my answer.

Then into the room shuffled old Cato, and began to extinguish the candles; and I saw the green curtain twitch, and everybody whispered Ah-h!

General Schuyler arose in the dim light when the last candle was blown out. You are to guess the title of this picture! he said, in his even, pleasant voice. It is a famous picture, familiar to all present, I think, and celebrated in the Old World as well as in the New.... Draw the curtain, Cato!

Suddenly the curtain parted, and there stood the living, breathing figure of the Maid-at-Arms. Her thick, gold hair clouded her cheeks, her eyes, blue as wood-violets, looked out sweetly from the shadowy background, her armor glittered.

A stillness fell over the dark room; slowly the green curtains closed; the figure vanished.

There was a roar of excited applause in my ears as I stumbled forward through the darkness, groping my way towards the dim gun-room through which she must pass to regain her chamber by the narrow stairway which led to the attic.

She was not there; I waited a moment, listening in the darkness, and presently I heard, somewhere overhead, a faint ringing sound and the deadened clash of armed steps on the garret floor.

Dorothy! I called.

The steps ceased, and I mounted the steep stairway and came out into the garret, and saw her standing there, her armor outlined against the window and the pale starlight streaming over her steel shoulder-pieces.

I shall never forget her as she stood looking at me, her steel-clad figure half buried in the darkness, yet dimly apparent in its youthful symmetry where the starlight fell on the curve of cuisse and greave, glimmering on the inlaid gorget with an unearthly light, and stirring pale sparks like fire-flies tangled in her hair.

Did I please you? she whispered. Did I not surprise you? Cato scoured the armor for me; it is the same armor she wore, they say — the Maid-at-Arms. And it fits me like my leather clothes, limb and body. Hark!... They are applauding yet! But I do not mean to spoil the magic picture by a senseless repetition.... And some are sure to say a ghost appeared.... Why are you so silent?... Did I not please you?

She flung casque and sword on the floor, cleared her white forehead from its tumbled veil of hair; then bent nearer, scanning my eyes closely.

Is aught amiss? she asked, under her breath.

I turned and slowly traversed the upper hallway to her chamber door, she walking beside me in silence, striving to read my face.

Let your maids disarm you, I whispered; then dress and tap at my door. I shall be waiting.

Tell me now, cousin.

No; dress first.

It will take too long to do my hair. Oh, tell me! You have frightened me.

It is nothing to frighten you, I said. Put off your armor and come to my door. Will you promise?

Ye-es, she faltered; and I turned and hastened to my own chamber, to prepare for the business which lay before me.

I dressed rapidly, my thoughts in a whirl; but I had scarcely slung powder-horn and pouch, and belted in my hunting-shirt, when there came a rapping at the door, and I opened it and stepped out into the dim hallway.

At sight of me she understood, and turned quite white, standing there in her boudoir-robe of China silk, her heavy, burnished hair in two loose braids to her waist.

In silence I lifted her listless hands and kissed the fingers, then the cold wrists and palms. And I saw the faint circlet of the ghost-ring on her bridal finger, and touched it with my lips.

Then, as I stepped past her, she gave a low cry, hiding her face in her hands, and leaned back against the wall, quivering from head to foot.

Dont go! she sobbed. Dont go — dont go!

And because I durst not, for her own sake, turn or listen, I reeled on, seeing nothing, her faint cry ringing in my ears, until darkness and a cold wind struck me in the face, and I saw horses waiting, black in the starlight, and the gigantic form of a man at their heads, fringed cape blowing in the wind.

All ready? I gasped.

All is ready and the night fine! We ride by Broadalbin, I think.... Whoa! back up! you long-eared ass! Dye think to smell a Mohawk?... Or is it your comrades on the picket-rope that bedevil you?... Look at the troop-horses, sir, all a-rolling on their backs in the sand, four hoofs waving in the air. Its easier on yon sentry than when theyre all a-squealin and a-bitin — This way, sir. We swing by the bush and pick up the Iroquois trail twixt the Hollow and Mayfield.






XIV

ON DUTY
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AS WE GALLOPED into Broadalbin Bush a house on our right loomed up black and silent, and I saw shutters and doors swinging wide open, and the stars shining through. There was something sinister in this stark and tenantless homestead, whose void casements stared, like empty eye-sockets.

They have gone to the Middle Fort — all of them except the Stoners, said Mount, pushing his horse up beside mine. Look, sir! See what this red terror has already done to make a wilderness of County Try on — and not a blow struck yet!

We passed another house, doorless, deserted; and as I rode abreast of it, to my horror I saw two shining eyes staring out at me from the empty window.

A wolf — already! muttered Mount, tugging at his bridle as his horse sheered off, snorting; and I saw something run across the front steps and drop into the shadows.

The roar of the Kennyetto sounded nearer. Woods gave place to stump-fields in which the young corn sprouted, silvered by the stars. Across a stony pasture we saw a rushlight burning in a doorway; and, swinging our horses out across a strip of burned stubble, we came presently to Stoners house and heard the noise of the stream rushing through the woods below.

I saw Sir George Covert immediately; he was sitting on a log under the window, dressed in his uniform, a dark military cloak mantling his shoulders and knees. When he recognized me he rose and came to my side.

Well, Ormond, he said, quietly, its a comfort to see you. Leave your horses with Elerson. Who is that with you — oh, Jack Mount? These are the riflemen, Elerson and Murphy — Morgans men, you know.

The two riflemen saluted me with easy ceremony and sauntered over to where Mount was standing at our horses heads.

Hello, Catamount Jack, said Elerson, humorously. Where d ye steal the squaw-buckskins? Look at the macaroni, Tim — all yellow and purple fringe!

Mount surveyed the riflemen in their suits of brown holland and belted rifle-frocks.

Dave Elerson, you look like a Quakeress in a Dutch jerkin, he observed.

Tis the nate turrn to yere leg he grudges ye, said Murphy to Elerson. Wisha, Dave, yeve the legs av a beau!

Bow-legs, Dave, commented Mount. Its not your fault, lad. Ive seen em run from the Iroquois as fast as Tims—

The bantering reply of the big Irishman was lost to me as Sir George led me out of earshot, one arm linked in mine.

I told him briefly of my mission, of my new rank in the army. He congratulated me warmly, and asked, in his pleasant way, for news of the manor, yet did not name Dorothy, which surprised me to the verge of resentment. Twice I spoke of her, and he replied courteously, yet seemed nothing eager to learn of her beyond what I volunteered.

And at last I said: Sir George, may I not claim a kinsmans privilege to wish you joy in your great happiness?

What happiness? he asked, blankly; then, in slight confusion, added: You speak of my betrothal to your cousin Dorothy. I am stupid beyond pardon, Ormond; I thank you for your kind wishes.... I suppose Sir Lupus told you, he added, vaguely.

My cousin Dorothy told me, I said.

Ah! Yes — yes, indeed. But it is all in the future yet, Ormond. He moved on, switching the long weeds with a stick he had found. All in the future, he murmured, absently— in fact, quite remote, Ormond.... By-the-way, you know why you were to meet me?

No, I dont, I replied, coldly.

Then Ill tell you. The General is trying to head off Walter Butler and arrest him. Murphy and Elerson have just heard that Walter Butlers mother and sister, and a young lady, Magdalen Brant — you met her at Varicks — are staying quietly at the house of a Tory named Beacraft. We must strive to catch him there; and, failing that, we must watch Magdalen Brant, that she has no communication with the Iroquois. He hesitated, head bent. You see, the General believes that this young girl can sway the False-Faces to peace or war. She was once their pet — as a child.... It seems hard to believe that this lovely and cultivated young girl could revert to such savage customs.... And yet Murphy and Elerson credit it, and say that she will surely appear at the False-Faces rites.... It is horrible, Ormond; she is a sweet child — by Heaven, she would turn a European court with her wit and beauty!

I concede her beauty, I said, uneasy at his warm praise, but as to her wit, I confess I scarcely exchanged a dozen words with her that night, and so am no judge.

Ah! he said, with an absent-minded stare.

I naturally devoted myself to my cousin Dorothy, I added, irritated, without knowing why.

Quite so — quite so, he mused. As I was saying, it seems cruel to suspect Magdalen Brant, but the General believes she can sway the Oneidas and Tuscaroras.... It is a ghastly idea. And if she does attempt this thing, it will be through the infernal machinations and devilish persuasions of the Butlers — mark that, Ormond!

He turned short in his tracks and made a fierce gesture with his stick. It broke short, and he flung the splintered ends into the darkness.

Why, he said, warmly, there is not a gentler, sweeter disposition in the world than Magdalen Brants, if no one comes a-tampering to wake the Iroquois blood in her. These accursed Butlers seem inspired by hell itself — and Guy Johnson! — What kind of a man is that, to take this young girl from Albany, where she had forgotten what a council-fire meant, and bring her here to these savages — sacrifice her! — undo all those years of culture and education! — rouse in her the dormant traditions and passions which she had imbibed with her first milk, and which she forgot when she was weaned! That is the truth, I tell you! I know, sir! It was my uncle who took her from Guy Park and sent her to my aunt Livingston. She had the best of schooling; she was reared in luxury; she had every advantage that could be gained in Albany; my aunt took her to London that she might acquire those graces of deportment which we but roughly imitate.... Is it not sickening to see Guy Johnson and Sir John exercise their power of relationship and persuade her from a good home back to this?... Think of it, Ormond!

I do think of it, said I. It is wrong — it is cruel and shameful!

It is worse, said Sir George, bitterly. Scarce a year has she been at Guy Park, yet to-day she is in full sympathy with Guy and Sir John and her dusky kinsman, Brant. Outwardly she is a charming, modest maid, and I do not for an instant mean you to think she is not chaste! The Irish nation is no more famed for its chastity than the Mohawk, but I know that she listens when the forest calls — listens with savant ears, Ormond, and her dozen drops of dusky blood set her pulses flying to the free call of the Wolf clan!

Do you know her well? I asked.

I? No. I saw her at my aunt Livingstons. It was the other night that I talked long with her — for the first time in my life.

He stood silent, knee-deep in the dewy weeds, hand worrying his sword-hilt, long cloak flung back.

You have no idea how much of a woman she is, he said, vaguely.

In that case, I replied, you might influence her.

He raised his thoughtful face to the stars, studying the Twin Pointers.

May I try? he asked.

Try? Yes, try, in Heavens name, Sir George! If she must speak to the Oneidas, persuade her to throw her influence for peace, if you can. At all events, I shall know whether or not she goes to the fire, for I am charged by the General to find the False-Faces and report to him every word said.... Do you speak Tuscarora, Sir George?

No; only Mohawk, he said. How are you going to find the False-Faces meeting-place?

If Magdalen Brant goes, I go, said I. And while Im watching her, Jack Mount is to range, and track any savage who passes the Iroquois trail.... What do you mean to do with Murphy and Elerson?

Elerson rides back to the manor with our horses; weve no further use for them here. Murphy follows me.... And I think we should be on our way, he added, impatiently.

We walked back to the house, where old man Stoner and his two big boys stood with our riflemen, drinking flip.

Elerson, I said, ride my mare and lead the other horses back to Varicks. Murphy, you will pilot us to Beacrafts. Jack, go forward with Murphy.

Old Stoner wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, bit into a twist of tobacco, spat derisively, and said: This pup Beacraft swares hell lift my haar fore he gits through with me! Threatened men live long. Kindly tell him me an my sons is to hum. Sir George.

The big, lank boys laughed, and winked at me as I passed.

Good trail an many skelps to ye! said old Stoner. If ye see Francy McCraw, jest tell him thars a rope an a apple-tree waitin fur him down to Fundys Bush!

Tell Danny Redstock an Billy Bones that the Stoner boys is smellin almighty close on their trail! called out the elder youth.

Elerson, in his saddle, gathered the bridles that Mount handed him and rode off into the darkness, leading Mounts horse and Sir Georges at a trot. We filed off due west, Murphy and Mount striding in the lead, the noise of the river below us on our left. A few rods and we swung south, then west into a wretched stump-road, which Sir George said was the Mayfield road and part of the Sacandaga trail.

The roar of the Kennyetto accompanied us, then for a while was lost in the swaying murmur of the pines. Twice we passed trodden carrying-places before the rushing of the river sounded once more far below us in a gorge; and we descended into a hollow to a ford from which an Indian trail ran back to the north. This was the Balston trail, which joined the Fish-House road; and Sir George said it was the trail I should have followed had it not been necessary for me to meet him at Fondas Bush to relieve him of his horse.

Now, journeying rapidly west, our faces set towards the Mayfield hills, we passed two or three small, cold brooks, on stepping-stones, where the dark sky, set with stars, danced in the ripples. Once, on a cleared hill, we saw against the sky the dim bulk of a lonely barn; then nothing more fashioned by human hands until, hours later, we found Murphy and Mount standing beside some rough pasture bars in the forest. How they had found them in the darkness of the woods — for we had long since left the stump-road — I do not know; but the bars were there, and a brush fence; and Murphy whispered that, beyond, a cow-path led to Beacrafts house.

Now, wary of ambuscade, we moved on, rifles primed and cocked, traversing a wet path bowered by willow and alder, until we reached a cornfield, fenced with split rails. The path skirted this, continuing under a line of huge trees, then ascended a stony little hill, on which a shadowy house stood.

Beacrafts, whispered Murphy.

Sir George suggested that we surround the house and watch it till dawn; so Mount circled the little hill and took station in the north, Sir George moved eastward, Murphy crept to the west, and I sat down under the last tree in the lane, cocked rifle on my knees, pan sheltered under my round cap of doeskin.

Sunrise was to be our signal to move forward. The hours dragged; the stars grew no paler; no sign of life appeared in the ghostly house save when the west wind brought to me a faint scent of smoke, invisible as yet above the single chimney.

But after a long while I knew that dawn was on the way towards the western hills, for a bird twittered restlessly in the tree above me, and I began to feel, rather than hear, a multitude of feathered stirrings all about me in the darkness.

Would dawn never come? The stars seemed brighter than ever — no, one on the eastern horizon twinkled paler; the blue-black sky had faded; another star paled; others lost their diamond lustre; a silvery pallor spread throughout the east, while the increasing chorus of the birds grew in my ears.

Then a cock-crow rang out, close by, and the bird o dawns clear fanfare roused the feathered world to a rushing outpour of song.

All the east was yellow now; a rose-light quivered behind the forest like the shimmer of a hidden fire; then a blinding shaft of light fell across the world.

Springing to my feet, I shouldered my rifle and started across the pasture, ankle deep in glittering dew; and as I advanced Sir George appeared, breasting the hill from the east; Murphys big bulk loomed in the west; and, as we met before the door of the house, Jack Mount sauntered around the corner, chewing a grass-stem, his long, brown rifle cradled in his arm.

Rap on the door, Mount, I said. Mount gave a round double rap, chewed his grass-stem, considered, then rapped again, humming to himself in an under-tone:

Is the old fox in?
Is the old fox out?
Is the old fox gone to Glo-ry?
Oh, hes just come in,
But hes just gone out,
And I hope you like my sto-ry!
Tink-a-diddle-diddle-diddle,
Tink-a-diddle-diddle-dum—

Rap louder, I said.

Mount obeyed, chewed reflectively, and scratched his ear.

Is the Tory in?
Is the Tory out?
Is the Tory gone to Glo-ry?
Oh, hes just come in.
But hes just gone out—

Knock louder, I repeated.

Murphy said he could drive the door in with his gun-butt; I shook my head.

Somebodys coming, observed Mount — 

Tink-a-diddle-diddle—

The door opened and a lean, dark-faced man appeared, dressed in his smalls and shirt. He favored us with a sour look, which deepened to a scowl when he recognized Mount, who saluted him cheerfully.

Hello, Beacraft, old cock! Hows the mad world usin you these palmy, balmy days?

Pretty well, said Beacraft, sullenly.

Thats right, thats right, cried Mount. My friends and I thought wed just drop around. Aint you glad, Beacraft, old buck?

Not very, said Beacraft.

Not very! echoed Mount, in apparent dismay and sorrow. Aint you enjyin good health, Beacraft?

Im well, but Im busy, said the man, slowly.

So are we, so are we, cried Mount, with a brisk laugh. Come in, friends; you must know my old acquaintance Beacraft better; a Kings man, gentlemen, so we can all feel at home now!

For a moment Beacraft looked as though he meant to shut the door in our faces, but Mounts huge bulk was in the way, and we all followed his lead, entering a large, unplastered room, part kitchen, part bedroom.

A Kings man, repeated Mount, cordially, rubbing his hands at the smouldering fire and looking around in apparent satisfaction. A Kings man; what the nasty rebels call a Tory, gentlemen. My! Aint this nice to be all together so friendly and cosey with my old friend Beacraft? Whos visitin ye, Beacraft? Anybody sleepin up-stairs, old friend?

Beacraft looked around at us, and his eyes rested on Sir George.

Who be you? he asked.

This is my friend, Mr. Covert, said Mount, fairly sweating cordiality from every pore— my dear old friend, Mr. Covert—

Oh, said Beacraft, I thought he was Sir George Covert.... And yonder stands your dear old friend Timothy Murphy, I suppose?

Exactly, smiled Mount, rubbing his palms in appreciation.

The man gave me an evil look.

I dont know you, he said, but I could guess your business. And to Mount: What do you want?

We want to know, said I, whether Captain Walter Butler is lodging here?

He was, said Beacraft, grimly; he left yesterday.

And I hope you like my sto-ry!

hummed Mount, strolling about the room, peeping into closets and cupboards, poking under the bed with his rifle, and finally coming to a halt at the foot of the stairs with his head on one side, like a jay-bird immersed in thought.

Murphy, who had quietly entered the cellar, returned empty-handed, and, at a signal from me, stepped outside and seated himself on a chopping-block in the yard, from whence he commanded a view of the house and vicinity.

Now, Mr. Beacraft, I said, whoever lodges above must come down; and it would be pleasanter for everybody if you carried the invitation.

Do you propose to violate the privacy of my house? he asked.

I certainly do.

Where is your warrant of authority? he inquired, fixing his penetrating eyes on mine.

I have my authority from the General commanding this department. My instructions are verbal — my warrant is military necessity. I fear that this explanation must satisfy you.

It does not, he said, doggedly.

That is unfortunate, I observed. I will give you one more chance to answer my question. What person or persons are on the floor above?

Captain Butler was there; he departed yesterday with his mother and sister, replied Beacraft, maliciously.

Is that all?

Miss Brant is there, he muttered.

I glanced at Sir George, who had risen to pace the floor, throwing back his military cloak. At sight of his uniform Beacrafts small eyes seemed to dart fire.

What were you doing when we knocked? I inquired.

Cooking, he replied, tersely.

Then cook breakfast for us all — and Miss Brant, I said. Mount, help Mr. Beacraft with the corn-bread and boil those eggs. Sir George, I want Murphy to stay outside, so if you would spread the cloth—

Of course, he said, nervously; and I started up the flimsy wooden stairway, which shook as I mounted. Beacrafts malignant eyes followed me for a moment, then he thrust his hands into his pockets and glowered at Mount, who, whistling cheerfully, squatted before the fireplace, blowing the embers with a pair of home-made bellows.

On the floor above, four doors faced the narrow passage-way. I knocked at one. A gentle, sleepy voice answered:

Very well.

Then, in turn, I entered each of the remaining rooms and searched. In the first room there was nothing but a bed and a bit of mirror framed in pine; in the second, another bed and a clothes-press which contained an empty cider-jug and a tattered almanac; in the third room a mattress lay on the floor, and beside it two ink-horns, several quills, and a sheet of blue paper, such as comes wrapped around a sugar-loaf. The sheet of paper was pinned to the floor with pine splinters, as though a draughtsman had prepared it for drawing some plan, but there were no lines on it, and I was about to leave it when a peculiar odor in the close air of the room brought me back to re-examine it on both sides.

There was no mark on the blue surface. I picked up an ink-horn, sniffed it, and spilled a drop of the fluid on my finger. The fluid left no stain, but the odor I had noticed certainly came from it. I folded the paper and placed it in my beaded pouch, then descended the stairs, to find Mount stirring the corn-bread and Sir George laying a cloth over the kitchen table, while Beacraft sat moodily by the window, watching everybody askance. The fire needed mending and I used the bellows. And, as I knelt there on the hearth, I saw a milky white stain slowly spread over the finger which I had dipped into the ink-horn. I walked to the door and stood in the cool morning air. Slowly the white stain disappeared.

Mount, I said, sharply, you and Murphy and Beacraft will eat your breakfast at once — and be quick about it. And I motioned Murphy into the house and sat down on an old plough to wait.

Through the open door I could see the two big riflemen plying spoon and knife, while Beacraft picked furtively at his johnny-cake, eyes travelling restlessly from Mount to Murphy, from Sir George to the wooden stairway.

My riflemen ate like hounds after a chase, tipping their porridge-dishes to scrape them clean, then bolted eggs and smoking corn-bread in a trice, and rose, taking Beacraft with them to the doorway.

Fill your pipes, lads, I said. Sit out in the sun yonder. Mr. Beacraft may have some excellent stories to tell you.

I must do my work, said Beacraft, angrily, but Mount and Murphy each took an arm and led the unwilling man across the strip of potato-hills to a grassy knoll under a big oak, from whence a view of the house and clearing could be obtained. When I entered the house again, Sir George was busy removing soiled plates and arranging covers for three; and I sat down close to the fire, drawing the square of blue paper from my pouch and spreading it to the blaze. When it was piping hot I laid it upon my knees and examined the design. What I had before me was a well-drawn map of the Kingsland district, made in white outline, showing trails and distances between farms. And, out of fifty farms marked, forty-three bore the word Rebel, and were ornamented by little red hatchets.

Also, to every house was affixed the number, sex, and age of its inhabitants, even down to the three-months babe in the cradle, the number of cattle, the amount of grain in the barns.

Further, the Kingsland district of the county was divided into three sections, the first marked McCraws Operations, the second Butler and Indians, the third St. Legers Indians and Royal Greens. The paper was signed by Uriah Beacraft.

After a few moments I folded this carefully prepared plan for deliberate and wholesale murder and placed it in my wallet.

Sir George looked up at me with a question in his eyes. I nodded, saying: We have enough to arrest Beacraft. If you cannot persuade Magdalen Brant, we must arrest her, too. You had best use all your art, Sir George.

I will do what I can, he said, gravely.

A moment later a light step sounded on the stairs; we both sprang to our feet and removed our hats. Magdalen Brant appeared, fresh and sweet as a rose-peony on a dewy morning.

Sir George! she exclaimed, in flushed dismay— and you, too, Mr. Ormond!

Sir George bowed, laughingly, saying that our journey had brought us so near her that we could not neglect to pay our respects.

Where is Mr. Beacraft? she said, bewildered, and at the same moment caught sight of him through the open doorway, seated under the oak-tree, apparently in delightful confab with Murphy and Mount.

I do not quite understand, she said, gazing steadily at Sir George. We are Kings people here. And you—

She looked at his blue-and-buff uniform, shaking her head, then glanced at me in my fringed buckskins.

I trust this war cannot erase the pleasant memories of other days, Miss Brant, said Sir George, easily. May we not have one more hour together before the storm breaks?

What storm, Sir George? she asked, coloring up.

The British invasion, I said. We have chosen our colors; your kinsmen have chosen theirs. It is a political, not a personal difference, Miss Brant, and we may honorably clasp hands until our hands are needed for our hilts.

Sir George, graceful and debonair, conducted her to her place at the rough table; I served the hasty-pudding, making a jest of the situation. And presently we were eating there in the sunshine of the open doorway, chatting over the dinner at Varicks, each outvying the others to make the best of an unhappy and delicate situation.

Sir George spoke of the days in Albany spent with his aunt, and she responded in sensitive reserve, which presently softened under his gentle courtesy, leaving her beautiful, dark eyes a trifle dim and her scarlet mouth quivering,

It is like another life, she said. It was too lovely to last. Ah, those dear people in Albany, and their great kindness to me! And now I shall never see them again.

Why not? asked Sir George. My aunt Livingston would welcome you.

I cannot abandon my own kin, Sir George, she said, raising her distressed eyes to his.

There are moments when it is best to sever such ties, I observed.

Perhaps, she said, quickly; but this is not the moment, Mr. Ormond. My kinsmen are exiled fugitives, deprived of their own lands by those who have risen in rebellion against our King. How can I, whom they loved in their prosperity, leave them in their adversity?

You speak of Guy Johnson and Sir John? I asked.

Yes; and of those brave people whose blood flows in my veins, she said, quietly. Where is the Mohawk nation now, Sir George? This is their country, secured to them by solemn oath and covenant, inviolate for all time. Their belts lie with the King of England; his belts lie still with my people, the Mohawks. Where are they?

Fled to Oswego with Sir John, I said.

And homeless! she added, in a low, tense voice— homeless, without clothing, without food, save what Guy Johnson gives them; their women and children utterly helpless, the graves of their fathers abandoned, their fireplace at Onondaga cold, and the brands scattered for the first time in a thousand years I This have you Boston people done — done already, without striking a blow.

She turned her head proudly and looked straight at Sir George.

Is it not the truth? she asked.

Only in part, he said, gently. Then, with infinite pains and delicacy, he told her of our governments desire that the Iroquois should not engage in the struggle; that if they had consented to neutrality they might have remained in possession of their lands and all their ancient rights, guaranteed by our Congress.

He pointed out the fatal consequences of Guy Johnsons councils, the effect of Butlers lying promises, the dreadful results of such a struggle between Indians, maddened by the loss of their own homes, and settlers desperately clinging to theirs.

It is not the Mohawks I blame, he said, it is those to whom opportunity has given wider education and knowledge — the Tories, who are attempting to use the Six Nations for their own selfish and terrible ends!... If in your veins run a few drops of Mohawk blood, my child, English blood runs there, too. Be true to your bright Mohawk blood; be true to the generous English blood. It were cowardly to deny either — shameful to betray the one for the other.

She gazed at him, fascinated; his voice swayed her, his handsome, grave face held her. Whether it was reason or emotion, mind or heart, I know not, but her whole sensitive being seemed to respond to his voice; and as he played upon this lovely human instrument, varying his deep theme, she responded in every nerve, every breath. Reason, hope, sorrow, tenderness, passion — all these I read in her deep, velvet eyes, and in the mute language of her lips, and in the timing pulse-beat under the lace on her breast.

I rose and walked to the door. She did not heed my going, nor did Sir George.

Under the oak-tree I found Murphy and Mount, smoking their pipes and watching Beacraft, who lay with his rough head pillowed on his arms, feigning slumber.

Why did you mark so many houses with the red hatchet? I asked, pleasantly.

He did not move a muscle, but over his face a deep color spread to the neck and hair.

Murphy, I said, take that prisoner to General Schuyler!

Beacraft sprang up, glaring at me out of bloodshot eyes.

Shoot him if he breaks away, I added.

From his convulsed and distorted lips a torrent of profanity burst as Murphy laid a heavy hand on his shoulder and faced him eastward. I drew the blue paper from my wallet, whispered to Murphy, and handed it to him. He shoved it inside the breast of his hunting-shirt, cocked his rifle, and tapped Beacraft on the arm.

So they marched away across the sunlit pasture, where blackbirds walked among the cattle, and the dew sparkled in tinted drops of fire.

In all my horror of the man I pitied him, for I knew he was going to his death, there through the fresh, sweet morning, under the blue heavens. Once I saw him look up, as though to take a last long look at a free sky, and my heart ached heavily. Yet he had plotted death in its most dreadful shapes for others who loved life as well as he — death to neighbors, death to strangers — whole families, whom he had perhaps never even seen — to mothers, to fathers, old, young, babes in the cradle, babes at the breast; and he had set down the total of one hundred and twenty-nine scalps at twenty dollars each, over his own signature.

Schuyler had said to me that it was not the black-eyed Indians the people of Tryon County dreaded, but the blue-eyed savages. And I had scarcely understood at that time how the ferocity of demons could lie dormant in white breasts.

Standing there with Mount under the oak, I saw Sir George and Magdalen Brant leave the house and stroll down the path towards the stream. Sir George was still speaking in his quiet, earnest manner; her eyes were fixed on him so that she scarce heeded her steps, and twice long sprays of sweetbrier caught her gown, and Sir George freed her. But her eyes never wandered from him; and I myself thought he never looked so handsome and courtly as he did now, in his officers uniform and black cockade.

Where their pathway entered the alders, below the lane, they vanished from our sight; and, leaving Mount to watch I went back to the house, to search it thoroughly from cellar to the dark garret beneath the eaves.

At two oclock in the afternoon Sir George and Magdalen Brant had not returned. I called Mount into the house, and we cooked some eggs and johnny-cake to stay our stomachs. An hour later I sent Mount out to make a circle of a mile, strike the Iroquois trail and hang to it till dark, following any traveller, white or red, who might be likely to lead him towards the secret trysting-place of the False-Faces.

Left alone at the house, I continued to rummage, finding nothing of importance, however; and towards dusk I came out to see if I might discover Sir George and Magdalen Brant. They were not in sight. I waited for a while, strolling about the deserted garden, where a few poppies turned their crimson disks towards the setting sun, and a peony lay dead and smelling rank, with the ants crawling all over it. In the mellow light the stillness was absolute, save when a distant white-throats silvery call, long drawn out, floated from the forests darkening edge.

The melancholy of the deserted home oppressed me, as though I had wronged it; the sad little house seemed to be watching me out of its humble windows, like a patient dog awaiting another blow. Beacrafts worn coat and threadbare vest, limp and musty as the garments of a dead man, hung on a peg behind the door. I searched the pockets with repugnance and found a few papers, which smelled like the covers of ancient books, memoranda of miserable little transactions — threepence paid for soling shoes, twopence here, a penny there; nothing more. I threw the papers on the grass, dipped up a bucket of well-water, and rinsed my fingers. And always the tenantless house watched me furtively from its humble windows.

The suns brassy edge glittered above the blue chain of hills as I walked across the pasture towards the path that led winding among the alders to the brook below. I followed it in the deepening evening light and sat down on a log, watching the water swirling through the flat stepping-stones where trout were swarming, leaping for the tiny winged creatures that drifted across the dusky water. And as I sat there I became aware of sounds like voices; and at first, seeing no one, I thought the noises came from the low bubbling monotone of the stream. Then I heard a voice murmuring: I will do what you ask me — I will do everything you desire.

Fearful of eavesdropping, I rose, peering ahead to make myself known, but saw nothing in the deepening dusk. On the point of calling, the words died on my lips as the same voice sounded again, close to me:

I pray you let me have my way. I will obey you. How can you doubt it? But I must obey in my own way.

And Sir Georges deep, pleasant voice answered: There is danger to you in this. I could not endure that, Magdalen.

They were on a path parallel to the trail in which I stood, separated from me by a deep fringe of willow. I could not see them, though now they were slowly passing abreast of me.

What do you care for a maid you so easily persuade? she asked, with a little laugh that rang pitifully false in the dusk.

It is her own merciful heart that persuades her, he said, under his breath.

I think my heart is merciful, she said— more merciful than even I knew. The restless blood in me set me afire when I saw the wrong done to these patient people of the Long House.... And when they appealed to me I came here to justify them, and bid them stand for their own hearths.... And now you come, teaching me the truth concerning right and wrong, and how God views justice and injustice; and how this tempest, once loosened, can never be chained until innocent and guilty are alike ingulfed.... I am very young to know all these things without counsel.... I needed aid — and wisdom to teach me — your wisdom. Now, in my turn, I shall teach; but you must let me teach in my way. There is only one way that the Long House can be taught.... You do not believe it, but in this I am wiser than you — I know.

Will you not tell me what you mean to do, Magdalen?

No, Sir George.

When will you tell me?

Never. But you will know what I have done. You will see that I hold three nations back. What else can you ask? I shall obey you. What more is there?

Her voice lingered in the air like an echo of flowing water, then died away as they moved on, until nothing sounded in the forest stillness save the low ripple of the stream. An hour later I picked my way back to the house and saw Sir George standing in the starlight, and Mount beside him, pointing towards the east.

Ive found the False-Faces trysting-place, said Mount, eagerly, as I came up. I circled and struck the main Iroquois trail half a mile yonder in the bottom land — a smooth, hard trail, worn a foot deep, sir. And first comes an Onondaga war-party, stripped and painted something sickening, and I dogged em till they turned off into the bush to shoot a doe full of arrows — though all had guns! — and left em eating. Then comes three painted devils, all hung about with witch-drums and rattles, and I tied to them. And, would you believe it, sir, they kept me on a fox-trot straight east, then south along a deer-path, till they struck the Kennyetto at that sulphur spring under the big cliff — you know, Sir George, where Klocks old line cuts into the Mohawk country?

I know, said Sir George.

Mount took off his cap and scratched his ear.

The forest is full of little heaps of flat stones. I could see my painted friends with the drums and rattles stop as they ran by, and each pull a flat stone from the river and add it to the nearest heap. Then they disappeared in the ravine — and I guess that settles it, Captain Ormond.

Sir George looked at me, nodding.

That settles it, Ormond, he said.

I bade Mount cook us something to eat. Sir George looked after him as he entered the house, then began a restless pacing to and fro, arms loosely clasped behind him.

About Magdalen Brant, he said, abruptly. She will not speak to the three nations for Butlers party. The child had no idea of this wretched conspiracy to turn the savages loose in the valley. She thought our people meant to drive the Iroquois from their own lands — a black disgrace to us if we ever do!... They implored her to speak to them in council. Did you know they believe her to be inspired? Well, they do. When she was a child they got that notion, and Guy Johnson and Walter Butler have been lying to her and telling her what to say to the Oneidas and Onondagas.

He turned impatiently, pacing the yard, scowling, and gnawing his lip.

Where is she? I asked.

She has gone to bed. She would eat nothing. We must take her back with us to Albany and summon the sachems of the three nations, with belts.

Yes, I said, slowly. But before we leave I must see the False-Faces.

Did Schuyler make that a point?

Yes, Sir George.

They say the False-Faces rites are terrific, he muttered. Thank God, that child will not be lured into those hideous orgies by Walter Butler!

We walked towards the house where Mount had prepared our food. I sat down on the door-step to eat my porridge and think of what lay before me and how best to accomplish it. And at first I was minded to send Sir George back with Magdalen Brant and take only Mount with me. But whether it was a craven dread of despatching to Dorothy the man she was pledged to wed, or whether a desire for his knowledge and experience prompted me to invite his attendance at the False-Faces rites, I do not know clearly, even now. He came out of the house presently, and I asked him if he would go with me.

One of us should stay here with Magdalen Brant, he said, gravely.

Is she not safe here? I asked.

You cannot leave a child like that absolutely alone, he answered.

Then take her to Varicks, I said, sullenly. If she remains here some of Butlers men will be after her to attend the council.

You wish me to go up-stairs and rouse her for a journey — now?

Yes; it is best to get her into a safe place, I muttered. She may change her ideas, too, betwixt now and dawn.

He re-entered the house. I heard his spurs jingling on the stairway, then his voice, and a rapping at the door above.

Jack Mount appeared, rifle in hand, wiping his mouth with his fingers; and together we paced the yard, waiting for Sir George and Magdalen Brant to set out before we struck the Iroquois trail.

Suddenly Sir Georges heavy tread sounded on the stairs; he came to the door, looking about him, east and west. His features were pallid and set and seamed with stern lines; he laid an unsteady hand on my arm and drew me a pace aside.

Magdalen Brant is gone, he said.

Gone! I repeated. Where?

I dont know! he said, hoarsely.

I stared at him in astonishment. Gone? Where? Into the tremendous blackness of this wilderness that menaced us on all sides like a sea? And they had thought to tame her like a land-blown gull among the poultry!

Those drops of Mohawk blood are not in her veins for nothing, I said, bitterly. Here is our first lesson.

He hung his head. She had lied to him with innocent, smooth face, as all such fifth-castes lie. No jewelled snake could shed her skin as deftly as this young maid had slipped from her shoulders the frail garment of civilization.

The man beside me stood as though stunned. I was obliged to speak to him thrice ere he roused to follow Jack Mount, who, at a sign from me, had started across the dark hill-side to guide us to the trysting-place of the False-Faces clan.

Mount, I whispered, as he lingered waiting for us at the stepping-stones in the dark, some one has passed this trail since I stood here an hour ago. And, bending down, I pointed to a high, flat stepping-stone, which glimmered wet in the pale light of the stars.

Sir George drew his tinder-box, struck steel to flint, and lighted a short wax dip.

Here! whispered Mount.

On the edge of the sand the dip-light illuminated the small imprint of a womans shoe, pointing southeast.

Magdalen Brant had heard the voices in the Long House.

The mischief is done, said Sir George, steadily. I take the blame and disgrace of this.

No; I take it, said I, sternly. Step back, Sir George. Blow out that dip! Mount, can you find your way to that sulphur spring where the flat stones are piled in little heaps?

The big fellow laughed. As he strode forward into the depthless sea of darkness a whippoorwill called.

Thats Elerson, sir, he said, and repeated the call twice.

The rifleman appeared from the darkness, touching his cap to me. The horses are safe, sir, he said. The General desires you to send your report through Sir George Covert and push forward with Mount to Stanwix.

He drew a sealed paper from his pouch and handed it to me, saying that I was to read it.

Sir George lighted his dip once more. I broke the seal and read my orders under the feeble, flickering light:

TEMPORARY HEADQUARTERS,
VARICK MANOR,
June I, 1777.

To Captain Ormond, on scout:

Sir, — The General commanding this department desires you to employ all art and persuasion to induce the Oneidas, Tuscaroras, and Onondagas to remain quiet. Failing this, you are again reminded that the capture of Magdalen Brant is of the utmost importance. If possible, make Walter Butler also prisoner, and send him to Albany under charge of Timothy Murphy; but, above all, secure the person of Magdalen Brant and send her to Varick Manor under escort of Sir George Covert. If, for any reason, you find these orders impossible of execution, send your report of the False-Faces council through Sir George Covert, and push forward with the riflemen Mount, Murphy, and Elerson until you are in touch with Gansevoorts outposts at Stanwix. Warn Colonel Gansevoort that Colonel Barry St. Leger has moved from Oswego, and order out a strong scout towards Fort Niagara. Although Congress authorizes the employment of friendly Oneidas as scouts, General Schuyler trusts that you will not avail yourself of this liberty. Noblesse oblige! The General directs you to return only when you have carried out these orders to the best of your ability. You will burn this paper before you set out for Stanwix. I am, sir,

Your most humble and obedient servant,

JOHN HARROW,
Major and A.D.C. to the Major-General Commanding.
(Signed) PHILIP SCHUYLER,
Major-General Commanding the Department of the North.

Hot with mortification at the wretched muddle I had already made of my mission, I thrust the paper into my pouch and turned to Elerson.

You know Magdalen Brant? I asked, impatiently.

Yes, sir.

There is a chance, I said, that she may return to that house on the hill behind us. If she comes back you will see that she does not leave the house until we return.

Sir George extinguished the dip once more. Mount turned and set off at a swinging pace along the invisible path; after him strode Sir George; I followed, brooding bitterly on my stupidity, and hopeless now of securing the prisoner in whose fragile hands the fate of the Northland lay.






XV

THE FALSE-FACES
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FOR A LONG time we had scented green birch smoke, and now, on hands and knees, we were crawling along the edge of a cliff, the roar of the river in our ears, when Mount suddenly flattened out and I heard him breathing heavily as I lay down close beside him.

Look! he whispered, the ravine is full of fire!

A dull-red glare grew from the depths of the ravine; crimson shadows shook across the wall of earth and rock. Above the roaring of the stream I heard an immense confused murmur and the smothered thumping rhythm of distant drumming.

Go on, I whispered.

Mount crawled forward, Sir George and I after him. The light below burned redder and redder on the cliff; sounds of voices grew more distinct; the dark stream sprang into view, crimson under the increasing furnace glow. Then, as we rounded a heavy jutting crag, a great light flared up almost in our faces, not out of the kindling ravine, but breaking forth among the huge pines on the cliffs.

Their council-fire! panted Mount. See them sitting there!

Flatten out, I whispered. Follow me! And I crawled straight towards the fire, where, ink-black against the ruddy conflagration, an enormous pine lay uprooted, smashed by lightning or tempest, I know not which.

Into the dense shadows of the debris I crawled, Mount and Sir George following, and lay there in the dark, staring at the forbidden circle where the secret mysteries of the False-Faces had already begun.

Three great fires roared, set at regular intervals in a cleared space, walled in by the huge black pines. At the foot of a tree sat a white man, his elbows on his knees, his chin in his hands. The man was Walter Butler.

On his right sat Brant, wrapped in a crimson blanket, his face painted black and scarlet. On his left knelt a ghastly figure wearing a scowling wooden mask painted yellow and black.

Six separate groups of Indians surrounded the fires. They were sachems of the Six Nations, each sachem bearing in his hands the symbol of his nation and of his clan. All were wrapped in black-and-white blankets, and their faces were painted white above the upper lip as though they wore skin-tight masks.

Three young girls, naked save for the beaded clout, and painted scarlet from brow to ankle, beat the witch-drums tump-a-tump! tump-a-tump! while a fourth stood, erect as a vermilion statue, holding a chain belt woven in black-and-white wampum.

Behind these central figures the firelight fell on a solid semicircle of savages, crowns shaved, feathers aslant on the braided lock, and all oiled and painted for war.

A chief, wrapped in a blue blanket, stepped out into the circle swinging the carcass of a white dog by the hind-legs. He tied it to a black-birch sapling and left it dangling and turning round and round.

This for the Keepers of the Fires, he said, in Tuscarora, and flung the dogs entrails into the middle fire.

Three young men sprang into the ring; each threw a log onto one of the fires.

The name of the Holder of the Heavens may now be spoken and heard without offence, said an old sachem, rising. Hark! brothers. Harken, O you wise men and sachems! The False-Faces are laughing in the ravine where the water is being painted with firelight. I acquaint you that the False-Faces are coming up out of the ravine!

The witch-drums boomed and rattled in the silence that followed his words. Far off I heard the sound of many voices laughing and talking all together; nearer, nearer, until, torch in hand, a hideously masked figure bounded into the circle, shaking out his bristling cloak of green reeds. Another followed, another, then three, then six, then a dozen, whirling their blazing torches; all horribly masked and smothered in coarse bunches of long, black hair, or cloaked with rustling river reeds.

Ha! Ah-weh-hot-kwah!
Ha! Ah-weh-hah!
Ha! The crimson flower!
Ha! The flower!

they chanted, thronging around the central fire; then falling back in a half-circle, torches lifted, while the masked figures banked solidly behind, chanted monotonously:

Red fire burns on the maple!
Red fire burns in the pines.
The red flower to the maple!
The red death to the pines!

At this two young girls, wearing white feathers and white weasel pelts dangling from shoulders to knees, entered the ring from opposite ends. Their arms were full of those spectral blossoms called Ghost-corn, and they strewed the flowers around the ring in silence. Then three maidens, glistening in cloaks of green pine-needles, slipped into the fire circle, throwing showers of violets and yellow moccasin flowers over the earth, calling out, amid laughter, Moccasins for whippoorwills! Violets for the two heads entangled! And, their arms empty of blossoms, they danced away, laughing while the False-Faces clattered their wooden masks and swung their torches till the flames whistled.

Then six sachems rose, casting off their black-and-white blankets, and each in turn planted branches of yellow willow, green willow, red osier, samphire, witch-hazel, spice-bush, and silver birch along the edge of the silent throng of savages.

Until the night-sun comes be these your barriers, O Iroquois! they chanted. And all answered:

The Cherry-maid shall lock the gates to the People of the Morning! A-e! ja-e! Wild cherry and cherry that is red!

Then came the Cherry-maid, a slender creature, hung from head to foot with thick bunches of wild cherries which danced and swung when she walked; and the False-Faces plucked the fruit from her as she passed around, laughing and tossing her black hair, until she had been despoiled and only the garment of sewed leaves hung from shoulder to ankle.

A green blanket was spread for her and she sat down under the branch of witch-hazel.

The barrier is closed! she said. Kindle your coals from Onondaga, O you Keepers of the Central Fire!

An aged sachem arose, and, lifting his withered arm, swept it eastward.

The hearth is cleansed, he said, feebly. Brothers, attend! She-who-runs is coming. Listen!

A dead silence fell over the throng, broken only by the rustle of the flames. After a moment, very far away in the forest, something sounded like the muffled gallop of an animal, paddy-pad! paddy-pad, coming nearer and ever nearer.

Its the Toad-woman! gasped Mount in my ear. Its the Huron witch! Ah! My God! look there!

Hopping, squattering, half scrambling, half bounding into the firelight came running a dumpy creature all fluttering with scarlet rags. A coarse mat of gray hair masked her visage; she pushed it aside and raised a dreadful face in the red fire-glow — a face so marred, so horrible, that I felt Mount shivering in the darkness beside me.

Through the hollow boom-boom of the witch-drums I heard a murmur swelling from the motionless crowd, like a rising wind in the pines. The hag heard it too; her mouth widened, splitting her ghastly visage. A single yellow fang caught the firelight.

O you People of the Mountain! O you Onondagas! she cried. I am come to ask my Cayugas and my Senecas why they assemble here on the Kennyetto when their council-fire and yours should burn at Onondaga! O you Oneidas, People of the Standing Stone! I am come to ask my Senecas, my Mountain-snakes, why the Keepers of the Iroquois Fire have let it go out? O you of the three clans, let your ensigns rise and listen. I speak to the Wolf, the Turtle, and the Bear! And I call on the seven kindred clans of the Wolf, and the two kindred clans of the Turtle, and the four kindred clans of the Bear throughout the Six Nations of the Iroquois confederacy, throughout the clans of the Lenni-Lenape, throughout the Huron-Algonquins and their clans!

And I call on the False-Faces of the Spirit-water and the Water of Light!

She shook her scarlet rags and, raising her arm, hurled a hatchet into a painted post which stood behind the central fire.

O you Cayugas, People of the Carrying-place! Strike that war-post with your hatchets or face the ghosts of your fathers in every trail!

There was a deathly silence. Catrine Montour closed her horrible little eyes, threw back her head, and, marking time with her flat foot, began to chant.

She chanted the glory of the Long House; of the nations that drove the Eries, the Hurons, the Algonquins; of the nation that purged the earth of the Stonish Giants; of the nation that fought the dreadful battle of the Flying Heads. She sang the triumph of the confederacy, the bonds that linked the Elder Brothers and Elder Sons with the Esaurora, whose tongue was the sign of council unity.

And the circle of savages began to sway in rhythm to her chanting, answering back, calling their challenge from clan to clan; until, suddenly, the Senecas sprang to their feet and drove their hatchets into the war-post, challenging the Lenape with their own battle-cry:

Yoagh! Yoagh! Ha-ha! Hagh! Yoagh!

Then the Mohawks raised their war-yelp and struck the post; and the Cayugas answered with a terrible cry, striking the post, and calling out for the Next Youngest Son — meaning the Tuscaroras — to draw their hatchets.

Have the Seminoles made women of you? screamed Catrine Montour, menacing the sachems of the Tuscaroras with clinched fists.

Let the Lenape tell you of women! retorted a Tuscarora sachem, calmly.

At this opening of an old wound the Oneidas called on the Lenape to answer; but the Lenape sat sullen and silent, with flashing eyes fixed on the Mohawks.

Then Catrine Montour, lashing herself into a fury, screamed for vengeance on the people who had broken the chain-belt with the Long House. Raving and frothing, she burst into a torrent of prophecy, which silenced every tongue and held every Indian fascinated.

Look! whispered Mount. The Oneidas are drawing their hatchets! The Tuscaroras will follow! The Iroquois will declare for war!

Suddenly the False-Faces raised a ringing shout:

Kree! Ha-ha! Kre-e!

And a hideous creature in yellow advanced, rattling his yellow mask.

Catrine Montour, slavering and gasping, leaned against the painted war-post. Into the fire-ring came dancing a dozen girls, all strung with brilliant wampum, their bodies and limbs painted vermilion, sleeveless robes of wild iris hanging to their knees. With a shout they chanted:

O False-Faces, prepare to do honor to the truth! She who Dreams has come from her three sisters — the Woman of the Thunder-cloud, the Woman of the Sounding Footsteps, the Woman of the Murmuring Skies!

And, joining hands, they cried, sweetly: Come, O Little Rosebud Woman! — Ke-neance-e-qua! O-gin-e-o-qua! — Woman of the Rose!

And all together the False-Faces cried: Welcome to Ta-lu-la, the leaping waters! Here is I-é-nia, the wanderers rest! Welcome, O Woman of the Rose!

Then the grotesque throng of the False-Faces parted right and left; a lynx, its green eyes glowing, paced out into the firelight; and behind the tawny tree-cat came slowly a single figure — a young girl, bare of breast and arm; belted at the hips with silver, from which hung a straight breadth of doeskin to the instep of her bare feet. Her dark hair, parted, fell in two heavy braids to her knees; her lips were tinted with scarlet; her small ear-lobes and finger-tips were stained a faint rose-color.

In the breathless silence she raised her head. Sir Georges crushing grip clutched my arm, and he fell a-shuddering like a man with ague.

The figure before us was Magdalen Brant.

The lynx lay down at her feet and looked her steadily in the face.

Slowly she raised her rounded arm, opened her empty palm; then from space she seemed to pluck a rose, and I saw it there between her forefinger and her thumb.

A startled murmur broke from the throng. Magic! She plucks blossoms from the empty air!

O you Oneidas, came the sweet, serene voice, at the tryst of the False-Faces I have kept my tryst.

You wise men of the Six Nations, listen now attentively; and you, ensigns and attestants, attend, honoring the truth which from my twin lips shall flow, sweetly as new honey and as sap from April maples.

She stooped and picked from the ground a withered leaf, holding it out in her small, pink palm.

Like this withered leaf is your understanding. It is for a maid to quicken you to life, ... as I restore this last years leaf to life, she said, deliberately.

In her open palm the dry, gray leaf quivered, moved, straightened, slowly turned moist and fresh and green. Through the intense silence the heavy, gasping breath of hundreds of savages told of the tension they struggled under.

She dropped the leaf to her feet; gradually it lost its green and curled up again, a brittle, ashy flake.

O you Oneidas! she cried, in that clear voice which seemed to leave a floating melody in the air, I have talked with my Sisters of the Murmuring Skies, and none but the lynx at my feet heard us.

She bent her lovely head and looked into the creatures blazing orbs; after a moment the cat rose, took three stealthy steps, and lay down at her feet, closing its emerald eyes.

The girl raised her head: Ask me concerning the truth, you sachems of the Oneida, and speak for the five war-chiefs who stand in their paint behind you!

An old sachem rose, peering out at her from dim, aged eyes.

Is it war, O Woman of the Rose? he quavered.

Neah! she said, sweetly.

An intense silence followed, shattered by a scream from the hag, Catrine.

A lie! It is war! You have struck the post, Cayugas! Senecas! Mohawks! It is a lie! Let this young sorceress speak to the Oneidas; they are hers; the Tuscaroras are hers, and the Onondagas and the Lenape! Let them heed her and her dreams and her witchcraft! It concerns not you, O Mountain-snakes! It concerns only these and False-Faces! She is their prophetess; let her dream for them. I have dreamed for you, O Elder Brothers! And I have dreamed of war!!

And I of peace! came the clear, floating voice, soothing the harsh echoes of the hags shrieking appeal. Take heed, you Mohawks, and you Cayuga war-chiefs and sachems, that you do no violence to this council-fire!

The Oneidas are women! yelled the hag.

Magdalen Brant made a curiously graceful gesture, as though throwing something to the ground from her empty hand. And, as all looked, something did strike the ground — something that coiled and hissed and rattled — a snake, crouched in the form of a letter S; and the lynx turned its head, snarling, every hair erect.

Mohawks and Cayugas! she cried; are you to judge the Oneidas? — you who dare not take this rattlesnake in your hands?

There was no reply. She smiled and lifted the snake. It coiled up in her palm, rattling and lifting its terrible head to the level of her eyes. The lynx growled.

Quiet! she said, soothingly. The snake has gone, O Tahagoos, my friend. Behold, my hand is empty; Sa-kwe-en-ta, the Fanged One has gone.

It was true. There was nothing where, an instant before, I myself had seen the dread thing, crest swaying on a level with her eyes.

Will you be swept away by this young witchs magic? shrieked Catrine Montour.

Oneidas! cried Magdalen Brant, the way is cleared! Hiro [I have spoken]!

Then the sachems of the Oneida stood up, wrapping themselves in their blankets, and moved silently away, filing into the forest, followed by the war-chiefs and those who had accompanied the Oneida delegation as attestants.

Tuscaroras! said Magdalen Brant, quietly.

The Tuscarora sachems rose and passed out into the darkness, followed by their suite of war-chiefs and attestants.

Onondagas!

All but two of the Onondaga delegation left the council-fire. Amid a profound silence the Lenape followed, and in their wake stalked three tall Mohicans.

Walter Butler sprang up from the base of the tree where he had been sitting and pointed a shaking finger at Magdalen Brant:

Damn you! he shouted; if you call on my Mohawks, Ill cut your throat, you witch!

Brant bounded to his feet and caught Butlers rigid, outstretched arm.

Are you mad, to violate a council-fire? he said, furiously. Magdalen Brant looked calmly at Butler, then deliberately faced the sachems.

Mohawks! she called, steadily.

There was a silence; Butlers black eyes were almost starting from his bloodless visage; the hag, Montour, clawed the air in helpless fury.

Mohawks! repeated the girl, quietly.

Slowly a single war-chief rose, and, casting aside his blanket, drew his hatchet and struck the war-post. The girl eyed him contemptuously, then turned again and called:

Senecas!

A Seneca chief, painted like death, strode to the post and struck it with his hatchet.

Cayuga! called the girl, steadily.

A Cayuga chief sprang at the post and struck it twice.

Roars of applause shook the silence; then a masked figure leaped towards the central fire, shouting: The False-Faces feast! Ho! Hoh! Ho-ooh!

In a moment the circle was a scene of terrific excesses. Masked figures pelted each other with live coals from the fires; dancing, shrieking, yelping demons leaped about whirling their blazing torches; witch-drums boomed; chant after chant was raised as new dancers plunged into the delirious throng, whirling the carcasses of white dogs, painted with blue and yellow stripes. The nauseating stench of burned roast meat filled the air, as the False-Faces brought quarters of venison and baskets of fish into the circle and dumped them on the coals.

Faster and more furious grew the dance of the False-Faces. The flying coals flew in every direction, streaming like shooting-stars across the fringing darkness. A grotesque masker, wearing the head-dress of a bull, hurled his torch into the air; the flaming brand lodged in the feathery top of a pine, the foliage caught fire, and with a crackling rush a vast whirlwind of flame and smoke streamed skyward from the forest giant.

To-wen-yon-go [It touches the sky]! howled the crazed dancers, leaping about, while faster and faster came the volleys of live coals, until a young girls hair caught fire.

Kah-none-ye-tah-we! they cried, falling back and forming a chain-around her as she wrung the sparks from her long hair, laughing and leaping about between the flying coals.

Then the nine sachems of the Mohawks rose, all covering their breasts with their blankets, save the chief sachem, who is called The Two Voices. The serried circle fell back, Senecas, Cayugas, and Mohawks shouting their battle-cries; scores of hatchets glittered, knives flashed.

All alone in the circle stood Magdalen Brant, slim, straight, motionless as a tinted statue, her hands on her hips. Reflections of the fires played over her, in amber and pearl and rose; violet lights lay under her eyes and where the hair shadowed her brow. Then, through the silence, a loud voice cried: Little Rosebud Woman, the False-Faces thank you! Koon-wah-yah-tun-was [They are burning the white dog]!

She raised her head and laid a hand on each cheek.

Neah-wen-ha [I thank you], she said, softly.

At the word the lynx rose and looked up into her face, then turned and paced slowly across the circle, green eyes glowing.

The young girl loosened the braids of her hair; a thick, dark cloud fell over her bare shoulders and breasts.

She veils her face! chanted the False-Faces. Respect the veil! Adieu, O Woman of the Rose!

Her hands fell, and, with bent head, moving slowly, pensively, she passed out of the infernal circle, the splendid lynx stalking at her heels.

No sooner was she gone than hell itself broke loose among the False-Faces; the dance grew madder and madder, the terrible rite of sacrifice was enacted with frightful symbols. Through the awful din the three war-cries pealed, the drums advanced, thundering; the iris-maids lighted the six little fires of black-birch, spice-wood, and sassafras, and crouched to inhale the aromatic smoke until, stupefied and quivering in every limb with the inspiration of delirium, they stood erect, writhing, twisting, tossing their hair, chanting the splendors of the future!

Then into the crazed orgie leaped the Toad-woman like a gigantic scarlet spider, screaming prophecy and performing the inconceivable and nameless rites of Ak-e, Ne-ke, and Ge-zis, until, in her frenzy, she went stark mad, and the devil worship began with the awful sacrifice of Leshee in Biskoonah.

Horror-stricken, nauseated, I caught Mounts arm, whispering: Enough, in Gods name! Come away!

My ears rang with the distracted yelping of the Toad-woman, who was strangling a dog. Faint, almost reeling, I saw an iris-girl fall in convulsions; the stupefying smoke blew into my face, choking me. I staggered back into the darkness, feeling my way among the unseen trees, gasping for fresh air. Behind me, Mount and Sir George came creeping, groping like blind men along the cliffs.

This way, whispered Mount.






XVI

ON SCOUT
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LIKE A PURSUED man hunted through a dream, I labored on, leaden-limbed, trembling; and it seemed hours and hours ere the blue starlight broke overhead and Beacrafts dark house loomed stark and empty on the stony hill.

Suddenly the ghostly call of a whippoorwill broke out from the willows. Mount answered; Elerson appeared in the path, making a sign for silence.

Magdalen Brant entered the house an hour since, he whispered. She sits yonder on the door-step. I think she has fallen asleep.

We stole forward through the dusk towards the silent figure on the door-step. She sat there, her head fallen back against the closed door, her small hands lying half open in her lap. Under her closed eyes the dark circles of fatigue lay; a faint trace of rose paint still clung to her lips; and from the ragged skirt of her thorn-rent gown one small foot was thrust, showing a silken shoe and ankle stained with mud.

There she lay, sleeping, this maid who, with her frail strength, had split forever the most powerful and ancient confederacy the world had ever known.

Her superb sacrifice of self, her proud indifference to delicacy and shame, her splendid acceptance of the degradation, her instant and fearless execution of the only plan which could save the land from war with a united confederacy, had left us stunned with admiration and helpless gratitude.

Had she gone to them as a white woman, using the arts of civilized persuasion, she could have roused them to war, but she could not have soothed them to peace. She knew it — even I knew that among the Iroquois the Ruler of the Heavens can never speak to an Indian through the mouth of a white woman.

As an Oneida, and a seeress of the False-Faces, she had answered their appeal. Using every symbol, every ceremony, every art taught her as a child, she had swayed them, vanquishing with mystery, conquering, triumphing, as an Oneida, where a single false step, a single slip, a moments faltering in her sweet and serene authority might have brought out the appalling cry of accusation:

Her heart is white!

And not one hand would have been raised to prevent the sacrificial test which must follow and end inevitably in a dreadful death.



Mount and Elerson, moved by a rare delicacy, turned and walked noiselessly away towards the hill-top.

Wake her, I said to Sir George.

He knelt beside her, looking long into her face; then touched her lightly on the hand. She opened her eyes, looked up at him gravely, then rose to her feet, steadying herself on his bent arm.

Where have you been? she asked, glancing anxiously from him to me. There was the faintest ring of alarm in her voice, a tint of color on cheek and temple. And Sir George, lying like a gentleman, answered: We have searched the trails in vain for you. Where have you lain hidden, child?

Her lips parted in an imperceptible sigh of relief; the pallor of weariness returned.

I have been upon your business, Sir George, she said, looking down at her mud-stained garments. Her arms fell to her side; she made a little gesture with one limp hand. You see, she said, I promised you. Then she turned, mounting the steps, pensively; and, in the doorway, paused an instant, looking back at him over her shoulder.



And all that night, lying close to the verge of slumber, I heard Sir George pacing the stony yard under the great stars; while the riflemen, stretched beside the hearth, snored heavily, and the death-watch ticked in the wall.

At dawn we three were afield, nosing the Sacandaga trail to count the tracks leading to the north — the dread footprints of light, swift feet which must return one day bringing to the Mohawk Valley an awful reckoning.

At noon we returned. I wrote out my report and gave it to Sir George. We spoke little together. I did not see Magdalen Brant again until they bade me adieu.

And now it was two oclock in the afternoon; Sir George had already set out with Magdalen Brant to Varicks by way of Stoners; Elerson and Mount stood by the door, waiting to pilot me towards Gansevoorts distant outposts; the noon sunshine filled the deserted house and fell across the table where I sat, reading over my instructions from Schuyler ere I committed the paper to the flames.

So far, no thanks to myself, I had carried out my orders in all save the apprehension of Walter Butler. And now I was uncertain whether to remain and hang around the council-fire waiting for an opportunity to seize Butler, or whether to push on at once, warn Gansevoort at Stanwix that St. Legers motley army had set out from Oswego, and then return to trap Butler at my leisure.

I crumpled the despatch into a ball and tossed it onto the live coals in the fireplace; the paper smoked, caught fire, and in a moment more the black flakes sank into the ashes.

Shall we burn the house, sir? asked Mount, as I came to the doorway and looked out.

I shook my head, picked up rifle, pouch, and sack, and descended the steps. At the same instant a man appeared at the foot of the hill, and Elerson waved his hand, saying: Heres that mad Irishman, Tim Murphy, back already.

Murphy came jauntily up the hill, saluted me with easy respect, and drew from his pouch a small packet of papers which he handed me, nodding carelessly at Elerson and staring hard at Mount as though he did not recognize him.

Phwats this? he inquired of Elerson— a Frinch cooroor, or maybe a Sac shquaw in a bucks shirrt?

Dont introduce him to me, said Mount to Elerson; hell try to kiss my hand, and I hate ceremony.

Quit foolin, said Elerson, as the two big, over-grown boys seized each other and began a rough-and-tumble frolic. Youre just cuttin capers, Tim, becuz youve heard that were takin the war-path — quit pullin me, you big Irish elephant! Is it true were takin the war-path?

How do I know? cried Murphy; but the twinkle in his blue eyes betrayed him; bedad, tis home to the purty lasses we go this blessed day, fr the crool war is over, an the Kings got the pip, an—

Murphy! I said.

Sorr, he replied, letting go of Mount and standing at a respectful slouch.

Did you get Beacraft there in safety?

I did, sorr.

Any trouble?

None, sorr — fr me.

I opened the first despatch, looking at him keenly.

Do we take the war-path? I asked.

We do, sorr, he said, blandly. McDonalds in the hills wid the McCraw anten score renegades. Wan o their scouts struck old man Schells farm an he put buckshot into sivinteen o them, or Im a liar where I shtand!

I knew it, muttered Elerson to Mount. Where you see smoke, theres fire; where you see Murphy, theres trouble. Look at the grin on him — and his hatchet shined up like a Cayugas war-axe!

I opened the despatch; it was from Schuyler, countermanding his instructions for me to go to Stanwix, and directing me to warn every settlement in the Kingsland district that McDonald and some three hundred Indians and renegades were loose on the Schoharie, and that their outlying scouts had struck Broadalbin.

I broke the wax of the second despatch; it was from Harrow, briefly thanking me for the capture of Beacraft, adding that the man had been sent to Albany to await court-martial.

That meant that Beacraft must hang; a most disagreeable feeling came over me, and I tore open the third and last paper, a bulky document, and read it:

VARICK MANOR,
June the 2d.
An hour to dawn.

In my bedroom I am writing to you the adieu I should have said the night you left. Murphy, a rifleman, goes to you with despatches in an hour: he will take this to you, ... wherever you are.

I saw the man you sent in. Father says he must surely hang. He was so pale and silent, he looked so dreadfully tired — and I have been crying a little — I dont know why, because all say he is a great villain.

I wonder whether you are well and whether you remember me. (me was crossed out and us written very carefully.) The house is so strange without you. I go into your room sometimes. Cato has pressed all your fine clothes. I go into your room to read. The light is very good there. I am reading the Poems of Pansard. You left a fern between the pages to mark the poem called Our Deaths; did you know it? Do you admire that verse? It seems sad to me. And it is not true, either. Lovers seldom die together. (This was crossed out, and the letter went on.) Two people who love— (love was crossed out heavily and the line continued)— two friends seldom die at the same instant. Otherwise there would be no terror in death.

I forgot to say that Isene, your mare, is very well. Papa and the children are well, and Ruyven a-pestering General Schuyler to make him a cornet in the legion of horse, and Cecile, all airs, goes about with six officers to carry her shawl and fan.

For me — I sit with Lady Schuyler when I have the opportunity. I love her; she is so quiet and gentle and lets me sit by her for hours, perfectly silent. Yesterday she came into your room, where I was sitting, and she looked at me for a long time — so strangely — and I asked her why, and she shook her head. And after she had gone I arranged your linen and sprinkled lavender among it.

You see there is so little to tell you, except that in the afternoon some Senecas and Tories shot at one of our distant tenants, a poor man, one Christian Schell; and he beat them off and killed eleven, which was very brave, and one of the soldiers made a rude song about it, and they have been singing it all night in their quarters. I heard them from your room — where I sometimes sleep — the air being good there; and this is what they sang:

A story, a story
Unto you I will tell,
Concerning a brave hero,
One Christian Schell.

Who was attacked by the savages.
And Tories, it is said;
But for this attack
Most freely they bled.

He fled unto his house
For to save his life.
Where he had left his arms
In care of his wife.

They advanced upon him
And began to fire,
But Christian with his blunderbuss
Soon made them retire.

He wounded Donald McDonald
And drew him in the door,
Who gave an account
Their strength was sixty-four.

Six there was wounded
And eleven there was killed
Of this said party,
Before they quit the field.

And I think there are a hundred other verses, which I will spare you; not that I forget them, for the soldiers sang them over and over, and I had nothing better to do than to lie awake and listen.

So that is all. I hear my messenger moving about below; I am to drop this letter down to him, as all are asleep, and to open the big door might wake them.

Good-bye.



It was not my rifleman, only the sentry. They keep double watch since the news came about Schell. Good-bye. I am thinking of you.

DOROTHY.

Postscript. — Please make my compliments and adieux to Sir George Covert.

Postscript. — The rifleman is here; he is whistling like a whippoorwill. I must say good-bye. I am mad to go with him. Do not forget me!

My memories are so keen, so pitilessly real, I can scarce endure them, yet cling to them the more desperately.

I did not mean to write this — truly I did not! But here, in the dusk, I can see your face just as it looked when you said good-bye! — so close that I could take it in my arms despite my vows and yours!

Help me to reason; for even God cannot, or will not, help me; knowing, perhaps, the dreadful after-life He has doomed me to for all eternity. If it is true that marriages are made in heaven, where was mine made? Can you answer? I cannot. (The whimper of the whippoorwill again!) Dearest, good-bye. Where my body lies matters nothing so that you hold my soul a little while. Yet, even of that they must rob you one day. Oh, if even in dying there is no happiness, where, where does it abide? Three places only have I heard of: the world, heaven, and hell. God forgive me, but I think the last could cover all.

Say that you love me! Say it to the forest, to the wind. Perhaps my soul, which follows you, may hear if you only say it. (Once more the ghost-call of the whippoorwill!) Dear lad, good-bye!






XVII

THE FLAG
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DAY AFTER DAY our little scout of four traversed the roads and forests of the Kingsland district, warning the people at the outlying settlements and farms that the county militia-call was out, and that safety lay only in conveying their families to the forts and responding to the summons of authority without delay.

Many obeyed; some rash or stubborn settlers prepared to defend their homes. A few made no response, doubtless sympathizing with their Tory friends who had fled to join McDonald or Sir John Johnson in the North.

Rumors were flying thick, every settlement had its full covey; every cross-road tavern buzzed with gossip. As we travelled from settlement to settlement, we, too, heard something of what had happened in distant districts: how the Schoharie militia had been called out; how one Huetson had been captured as he was gathering a band of Tories to join the Butlers; how a certain Captain Ball had raised a company of sixty-three royalists at Beaverdam and was fled to join Sir John; how Captain George Mann, of the militia, refused service, declaring himself a royalist, and disbanding his company; how Adam Crysler had thrown his important influence in favor of the King, and that the inhabitants of Tryon County were gloomy and depressed, seeing so many respectable gentlemen siding with the Tories.

We learned that the Schoharie and Schenectady militia had refused to march unless some provision was made to protect their families in their absence; that Congress had therefore established a corps of invalids, consisting of eight companies, each to have one captain, two lieutenants, two ensigns, five sergeants, six corporals, two drums, two fifes, and one hundred men; one company to be stationed in Schoharie, and to be called the Associate Exempts; that three forts for the protection of the Schoharie Valley were nearly finished, called the Upper, Lower, and Middle forts.

More sinister still were the rumors from the British armies: Burgoyne was marching on Albany from the north with the finest train of artillery ever seen in America; St. Leger was moving from the west; McDonald had started already, flinging out his Indian scouts as far as Perth and Broadalbin, and Sir Henry Clinton had gathered a great army at New York and was preparing to sweep the Hudson Valley from Fishkill to Albany. And the focus of these three armies and of Butlers, Johnsons, and McDonalds renegades and Indians was this unhappy county of Tryon, torn already with internal dissensions; unarmed, unprovisioned, unorganized, almost ungarrisoned.

I remember, one rainy day towards sunset, coming into a small hamlet where, in front of the church, some score of farmers and yokels were gathered, marshalled into a single line. Some were armed with rifles, some with blunderbusses, some with spears and hay-forks. None wore uniform. As we halted to watch the pathetic array, their fifer and drummer wheeled out and marched down the line, playing Yankee Doodle. Then the minister laid down his blunderbuss and, facing the company, raised his arms in prayer, invoking the God of Armies as though he addressed his supplication before a vast armed host.

Murphy strove to laugh, but failed; Mount muttered vaguely under his breath; Elerson gnawed his lips and bent his bared head while the old man finished his prayer to The God of Armies! then picked up his blunderbuss and limped to his place in the scanty file.

And again I remember one fresh, sweet morning late in June, standing with my riflemen at a toll-gate to see some four hundred Tryon County militia marching past on their way to Unadilla on the Susquehanna, where Brant, with half a thousand savages, had consented to a last parley. Stout, wholesome lads they were, these Tryon County men; wearing brown and yellow uniforms cut smartly, and their officers in the Continental buff and blue, riding like regulars; curved swords shining and their epaulets striking fire in the sunshine.

Palatines! said Mount, standing to salute as an officer rode by. Thats General Herkimer — old Honikol Herkimer — with his hard, weather-tanned jaws and the devil lurking under his eyebrows; and that young fellow in his smart uniform is Colonel Cox, old George Klocks son-in-law; and yonder rides Colonel Harper! Oh, I know em, sir; I was not in these parts for nothing in 74 and 75!

The drums and fifes were playing Unadilla as the regiment marched past; and my riflemen, lounging along the roadside, exchanged pleasantries with the hardy Palatines, or greeted acquaintances in their impudent, bantering manner:

Hello! Whats this Low Dutch regiment? Say, Han Yost, the pigs has eat off your queue-band! Bedad, they marrch like Albany ducks in fly-time! Musha, thin, luk at the fat dhrummer laad! Has he apples in thim two cheeks, Jack? I dunnoa! Hey, there goes Wagner! Hello, Wagner! Wisha, laad, yere cross-eyed an shquint-lipped a-playin yere fife hind-end furrst!

And the replies from the dusty, brown ranks, steadily passing:

Py Gott! deres Jack Mount! Look alretty, Jacob! Hello, Elerson! Ish dot true you patch your breeches mit second-hand scalps you puy in Montreal? Vat you vas doing down here, Tim Murphy? Oh, joost look at dem devils of Morgan! Sure, Emelius, dey joost come so soon as ve go. Ya! Dey come to kiss our girls, py cricky! Uf I catch you round my girl alretty, Dave Elerson—

Silence! Silence in the ranks! sang out an officer, riding up. The brown column passed on, the golden dust hanging along its flanks. Far ahead we could still hear the drums and fifes playing Unadilla.

They ought to have a flag; a flags a good thing to fight for, said Mount, looking after them. I fought for the damned British rag when I was fifteen. Lord! it makes me boil to think that theyve forgot what we did for em!

We Virginians carried a flag at the siege o Boston, observed Elerson. It was a rattlesnake on a white ground, with the motto, Dont tread on me!

I told them of the new flag that our Congress had chosen, describing it in detail. They listened attentively, but made no comment.

It was on these expeditions that I learned something of these rough riflemen which I had not suspected — their passionate devotion to the forest. What the sea is to mariners, the endless, uncharted wilderness was to these forest runners; they loved and hated it, they suspected and trusted it. A forest voyage finished, they steered for the nearest port with all the eager impatience of sea-cloyed sailors. Yet, scarcely were they anchored in some frontier haven than they fell to dreaming of the wilderness, of the far silences in the trackless sea of trees, of the winds ruffling the forests crests till ten thousand trees toss their leaves, silver side up, as white-caps flash, rolling in long patches on a heaving waste of waters.

Yet, in all those weeks I never heard one word or hint of that devotion expressed or implied, not one trace of appreciation, not one shadow of sentiment. If I ventured to speak of the vast beauty of the woods, there was no response from my shy companions; one appeared to vie with another in concealing all feeling under a careless mask and a bantering manner.

Once only can I recall a voluntary expression of pleasure in beauty; it came from Jack Mount, one blue night in July, when the heavens flashed under summer stars till the vaulted skies seemed plated solidly with crusted gems.

Them stars look kind of nice, he said, then colored with embarrassment and spat a quid of spruce-gum into the camp-fire.

Yet humanity demands some outlet for accumulated sentiment, and these men found it in the dirge-like songs and laments and rude ballads of the wilderness, which I think bear a close resemblance to the sailor-mens songs, in words as well as in the dolorous melodies, fit only for the scraping whine of a two-string fiddle in a sugar-camp.

The magic of June faded from the forests, smothered under the magnificent and deeper glory of Julys golden green; the early summer ripened into August, finding us still afoot in the Kingsland district gathering in the loyal, warning the rash, comforting the down-cast, threatening the suspected. Twice, by expresses bound for Saratoga, I sent full reports to Schuyler, but received no further orders. I wondered whether he was displeased at my failure to arrest Walter Butler; and we redoubled our efforts to gain news of him. Three times we heard of his presence in or near the Kingsland district: once at Tribes Hill, once at Fort Plain, and once it was said he was living quietly in a farm-house near Johnstown, which he had the effrontery to enter in broad daylight. But we failed to come up with him, and to this day I do not know whether any of this information we received was indeed correct. It was the first day of August when we heard of Butlers presence near Johnstown; we had been lying at a tavern called The Brick House, a two-story inn standing where the Albany and Schenectady roads fork near Fox Creek, and there had been great fear of McDonalds renegades that week, and I had advised the despatch of an express to Albany asking for troops to protect the valley when I chanced to overhear a woman say that firing had been heard in the direction of Stanwix.

The woman, a slattern, who was known by the unpleasant name of Ryas Pup, declared that Walter Butler had gone to Johnstown to join St. Leger before Stanwix, and that the Tories would give the rebels such a drubbing that we would all be crawling on our bellies yelling for quarter this day week. As the wench was drunk, I made little of her babble; but the next day Murphy and Elerson, having been in touch with Gansevoorts outposts, returned to me with a note from Colonel Willett:

FORT SCHUYLER (STANWIX),
August 2d,
DEAR SIR, — I transmit to you the contents of a letter from Colonel Gansevoort, dated July 28th:

 Yesterday, at three oclock in the afternoon, our garrison was alarmed with the firing of four guns. A party of men was instantly despatched to the place where the guns were fired, which was in the edge of the woods, about five hundred yards from the fort; but they were too late. The villains were fled, after having shot three young girls who were out picking raspberries, two of whom were lying scalped and tomahawked; one dead and the other expiring, who died in about half an hour after she was brought home. The third had a bullet through her face, and crawled away, lying hid until we arrived. It was pitiful. The child may live, but has lost her mind.

This was accomplished by a scout of sixteen Tories of Colonel John Butlers command and two savages, Mohawks, all under direction of Captain Walter Butler.

This, sir, is a revised copy of Colonel Gansevoorts letter to Colonel Van Schaick. Permit me to add, with the full approval of Colonel Gansevoort, that the scout under your command warns the militia at Whitestown of the instant approach of Colonel Barry St. Legers regular troops, reinforced by Sir John Johnsons regiment of Royal Greens, Colonel Butlers Rangers, McCraws outlaws, and seven hundred Mohawk, Seneca, and Cayuga warriors under Brant and Walter Butler. I will add, sir, that we shall hold this fort to the end. Respectfully,

MARINUS WlLLETT,
Lieutenant-Colonel.

Standing knee-deep in the thick undergrowth, I read this letter aloud to my riflemen, amid a shocked silence; then folded it for transmission to General Schuyler when opportunity might offer, and signed Murphy to lead forward.

So Ryas Pup was right. Walter Butler had made his first mark on the red Oswego trail!

We marched in absolute silence, Murphy leading, every nerve on edge, straining eye and ear for a sign of the enemys scouts, now doubtless swarming forward and to cover the British advance.

But the wilderness is vast, and two armies might pass each other scarcely out of hail and never know.

Towards sundown I caught my first glimpse of a hostile Iroquois war-party. We had halted behind some rocks on a heavily timbered slope, and Mount was scrutinizing the trail below, where a little brook crossed it, flowing between mossy stones; when, without warning, a naked Mohawk stalked into the trail, sprang from rock to rock, traversing the bed of the brook like a panther, then leaped lightly into the trail again and moved on. After him, in file, followed some thirty warriors, naked save for the clout, all oiled and painted, and armed with rifles. One or two glanced up along our slope while passing, but a gesture from the leader hastened their steps, and more quickly than I can write it they had disappeared among the darkening shadows of the towering timber.

Bad luck! breathed Murphy; tis a rocky road to Dublin, but a shorter wan to hell! Did you want fr to shoot, Jack? Look at Dave Elerson an th thrigger finger av him twitchin all a-thremble! Wisha, lad! lave the red omadhouns go. Arre you tired o the hair ye wear, Jack Mount? Come on out o this, ye crazy divil!

Circling the crossing-place, we swung east, then south, coming presently to a fringe of trees through which the red sunset glittered, illuminating a great stretch of swamp, river, and cleared land beyond. Yonders the foort, whispered Murphy— ould Stanwix — or Schuyler, as they call it now. Step this way, sorr; ye can see it plain across the Mohawk shwamps.

The red sunshine struck the three-cornered bastions of the rectangular fort; a distant bayonet caught the light and twinkled above the stockaded ditch like a slender point of flame. Outside the works squads of troops moved, relieving the nearer posts; working details, marching to and from the sawmill, were evidently busy with the unfinished abattis; a long, low earth-work, surmounted by a stockade and a block-house, which. Murphy said, guarded the covered way to the creek, swarmed with workmen plying pick and shovel and crowbar, while the sentries walked their beats above, watching the new road which crossed the creek and ran through the swamp to the sawmill.

It is strange, said Mount, that they have not yet finished the fort.

It is stranger yet, said Elerson, that they should work so close to the forest yonder. Look at that fatigue-party drawing logs within pistol-shot of the woods—

Before the rifleman could finish, a sentinel on the northwest parapet fired his musket; the entire scene changed in a twinkling; the fatigue-party scattered, dropping chains and logs; the workmen sprang out of ditch and pit, running for the stockade; a man, driving a team of horses along the new road, jumped up in his wagon and lashed his horses to a gallop across the rough meadow; and I saw the wagon swaying and bumping up the slope, followed by a squad of troops on the double. Behind these ran a dozen men driving some frightened cattle; soldiers swarmed out on the bastions, soldiers flung open the water gates, soldiers hung over parapets, gesticulating and pointing westward.

Suddenly from the bastion on the west angle of the fort a shaft of flame leaped; a majestic cloud buried the parapet, and the deep cannon-thunder shook the evening air. Above the writhing smoke, now stained pink in the sunset light, a flag crept jerkily up the halyards of a tall flag-staff, higher, higher, until it caught the evening wind aloft and floated lazily out.

Its the new flag, whispered Elerson, in an awed voice.

We stared at it, fascinated. Never before had the world seen that flag displayed. Blood-red and silver-white the stripes rippled; the stars on the blue field glimmered peacefully. There it floated, serene above the drifting cannon — smoke, the first American flag ever hoisted on earth. A freshening wind caught it, blowing strong out of the flaming west; the cannon-smoke eddied, settled, and curled, floating across its folds. Far away we heard a faint sound from the bastions. They were cheering.

Cap in hand I stood, eyes never leaving the flag; Mount uncovered, Elerson and Murphy drew their deer-skin caps from their heads in silence.

After a little while we caught the glimmer of steel along the forests edge; a patch of scarlet glowed in the fading rays of sunset. Then, out into the open walked a red-coated officer bearing a white flag and attended by a drummer in green and scarlet.

Far across the clearing we heard drums beating the parley; and we knew the British were at the gates of Stanwix, and that St. Leger had summoned the garrison to surrender.

We waited; the white flag entered the stockade gate, only to reappear again, quickly, as though the forts answer to the summons had been brief and final. Scarcely had the ensign reached the forest than bang! bang! bang! bang! echoed the muskets, and the rifles spat flame into the deepening dusk and the dark woods rang with the war-yell of half a thousand Indians stripped for the last battles that the Long House should ever fight.

About ten oclock that night we met a regiment of militia on the Johnstown road, marching noisily north towards Whitestown, and learned that General Herkimers brigade was concentrating at an Oneida hamlet called Oriska, only eight miles by the river highway from Stanwix, and a little to the east of Oriskany creek. An officer named Van Slyck also informed me that an Oneida interpreter had just come in, reporting St. Legers arrival before Stanwix, and warning Herkimer that an ambuscade had been prepared for him should he advance to raise the siege of the beleaguered fort.

Learning that we also had seen the enemy at Stanwix, this officer begged us to accompany him to Oriska, where our information might prove valuable to General Herkimer. So I and my three riflemen fell in as the troops tramped past; and I, for one, was astonished to hear their drums beating so loudly in the enemys country, and to observe the careless indiscipline in the ranks, where men talked loudly and their reckless laughter often sounded above the steady rolling of the drums.

Are there no officers here to cuff their ears! muttered Mount, in disgust.

Bah! sneered Elerson; officers cant teach militia — only a thrashing does em any good. After all, our people are like the British, full o contempt for untried enemies. Do you recall how the red-coats went swaggering about that matter o Bunker Hill? They make no more frontal attacks now, but lay ambuscades, and thank their stars for the opportunity.

A soldier, driving an ox-team behind us, began to sing that melancholy ballad called St. Clairs Defeat. The entire company joined in the chorus, bewailing the late disaster at Ticonderoga, till Jack Mount, nigh frantic with disgust, leaped up into the cart and bawled out:

If you must sing, damn you, Ill give something that rings!

And he lifted his deep, full-throated voice, sounding the marching song of Morgans Men.

The Lord He is our rampart and our buckler and our shield!
We must aid Him cleanse His temple; we must follow Him afield.
To His wrath we leave the guilty, for their punishment is sure;
To His justice the downtrodden, for His mercy shall endure!

And out of the darkness the ringing chorus rose, sweeping the column from end to end, and the echoing drums crashed amen!

Yet there is a time for all things — even for praising God.






XVIII

ORISKANY
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IT IS DUE, no doubt, to my limited knowledge of military matters and to my lack of practical experience that I did not see the battle of Oriskany as our historians have recorded it; nor did I, before or during the affair, notice any intelligent effort towards assuming the offensive as described by those whose reports portray an engagement in which, after the first onset, some semblance of military order reigned.

So, as I do not feel at liberty to picture Oriskany from the pens of abler men, I must be content to describe only what I myself witnessed of that sad and unnecessary tragedy.

For three days we had been camped near the clearing called Oriska, which is on the south bank of the Mohawk. Here the volunteers and militia of Tryon County were concentrating from Fort Dayton in the utmost disorder, their camps so foolishly pitched, so slovenly in those matters pertaining to cleanliness and health, so inadequately guarded, that I saw no reason why our twin enemies, St. Leger and disease, should not make an end of us ere we sighted the ramparts of Stanwix.

All night long the volunteer soldiery had been in-subordinate and riotous in the hamlet of Oriska, thronging the roads, shouting, singing, disputing, clamoring to be led against the enemy. Popular officers were cheered, unpopular officers jeered at, angry voices raised outside headquarters, demanding to know why old Honikol Herkimer delayed the advance. Even officers shouted, Forward! forward! Wake up Honikol! And spoke of the old General derisively, even injuriously, to their own lasting disgrace.

Towards dawn, when I lay down on the floor of a barn to sleep, the uproar had died out in a measure; but lights still flickered in the camp where soldiers were smoking their pipes and playing cards by the flare of splinter-wood torches. As for the pickets, they paid not the slightest attention to their duties, continually leaving their posts to hobnob with neighbors; and the indiscipline alarmed me, for what could one expect to find in men who roamed about where it pleased them, howling their dissatisfaction with their commander, and addressing their officers by their first names?

At eight oclock on that oppressive August morning, while writing a letter to my cousin Dorothy, which an Oneida had promised to deliver, he being about to start with a message to Governor Clinton, I was interrupted by Jack Mount, who came into the barn, saying that a company of officers were quarrelling in front of the sugar-shack occupied as headquarters.

I folded my letter, sealed it with a bit of blue balsam gum, and bade Mount deliver it to the Oneida runner, while I stepped up the road.

Of all unseemly sights that I have ever had the misfortune to witness, what I now saw was the most shameful. I pushed and shouldered my way through a riotous mob of soldiers and teamsters which choked the highway; loud, angry voices raised in reproach or dispute assailed my ears. A group of militia officers were shouting, shoving, and gesticulating in front of the tent where, rigid in his arm-chair, the General sat, grim, narrow-eyed, silent, smoking a short clay pipe. Bolt upright, behind him, stood his chief scout and interpreter, a superb Oneida, in all the splendor of full war-paint, blazing with scarlet.

Colonel Cox, a swaggering, intrusive, loud-voiced, and smartly uniformed officer, made a sign for silence and began haranguing the old man, evidently as spokesman for the party of impudent malcontents grouped about him. I heard him demand that his men be led against the British without further delay. I heard him condemn delay as unreasonable and unwarrantable, and the terms of speech he used were unbecoming to an officer.

We call on you, sir, in the name of Tryon County, to order us forward! he said, loudly. We are ready. For Gods sake give the order, sir! There is no time to waste, I tell you!

The old General removed the pipe from his teeth and leaned a little forward in his chair.

Colonel Cox, he said, I haff Adam Helmer to Stanvix sent, mit der opject of inviting Colonel Gansevoort to addack py de rear ven ve addack py dot left flank.

So soon as Helmer comes dot fort py, Gansevoort he fire cannon; und so soon I hear cannon, I march! Not pefore, sir; not pefore!

How do we know that Helmer and his men will ever reach Stanwix? shouted Colonel Paris, impatiently.

Ve vait, und py un py ve know, replied Herkimer, undisturbed.

He may be dead and scalped by now, sneered Colonel Visscher.

Look you, Visscher, said the old General; it iss I who am here to answer for your safety. Now comes Spencer, my Oneida, mit a pelt, who svears to me dot Brant und Butler an ambuscade haff made for me. Vat I do? Eh? I vait for dot sortie? Gewiss!

He waved his short pipe.

For vy am I an ass to march me py dot ambuscade? Such a foolishness iss dot talk! I stay me py Oriskany till I dem cannon hear.

A storm of insolent protest from the mob of soldiers greeted his decision; the officers gesticulated and shouted insultingly, shoving forward to the edge of the porch. Fists were shaken at him, cries of impatience and contempt rose everywhere. Colonel Paris flung his sword on the ground. Colonel Cox, crimson with anger, roared: If you delay another moment the blood of Gansevoorts men be on your head!

Then, in the tumult, a voice called out: Hes a Tory! We are betrayed! And Colonel Cox shouted: He dares not march! He is a coward!

White to the lips, the old man sprang from his chair, narrow eyes ablaze, hands trembling. Colonel Bellinger and Major Frey caught him by the arm, begging him to remain firm in his decision.

Py Gott, no! he thundered, drawing his sword. If you vill haff it so, your blood be on your heads! Vorwärts!

It is not for me to blame him in his wrath, when, beside himself with righteous fury, he gave the bellowing yokels their heads and swept on with them to destruction. The mutinous fools who had called him coward and traitor fell back as their outraged commander strode silently through the disordered ranks, noticing neither the proffered apologies of Colonel Paris nor the stammered excuses of Colonel Cox. Behind him stalked the tall Oneida, silent, stern, small eyes flashing. And now began the immense uproar of departure; confused officers ran about cursing and shouting;
the smashing roll of the drums broke out, beating the assembly; teamsters rushed to harness horses; dismayed soldiers pushed and struggled through the mass, searching for their regiments and companies.

Mounted on a gaunt, gray horse, the General rode through the disorder, quietly directing the incompetent militia officers in their tasks of collecting their men; and behind him, splendidly horsed and caparisoned, cantered the tall Oneida, known as Thomas Spencer the Interpreter, calm, composed, inscrutable eyes fixed on his beloved leader and friend.

The drums of the Canajoharie regiment were beating as the drummers swung past me, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, sweat pouring down their sunburned faces; then came Herkimer, all alone, sitting his saddle like a rock, the flush of anger still staining his weather-ravaged visage, his small, wrathful eyes fixed on the north.

Behind him rode Colonels Cox and Paris, long, heavy swords drawn, heading the Canajoharie regiment, which pressed forward excitedly. The remaining regiments of Tryon County militia followed, led by Colonel Seeber, Colonel Bellenger, Majors Frey, Eisenlord, and Van Slyck. Then came the baggage-wagons, some drawn by oxen, some by four horses; and in the rear of these rode Colonel Visscher, leading the Caughnawaga regiment, closing the dusty column.

Damn them! growled Elerson to Murphy, theyre advancing without flanking-parties or scouts. I wish Danl Morgan was here.

Tis th Ginerals jooty to luk out fr his throops, not Danny Morgans or mine, replied the big rifleman in disgust.

The column halted. I signalled my men to follow me and hastened along the flanks under a fire of chaff: Look at young buckskins! There go Morgans macaronis! God help the red-coats this day! Hows the scalp trade, son?

Herkimer was sitting his horse in the middle of the road as I came up; and he scowled down at me when I gave him the officers salute and stood at attention beside his stirrup.

Veil, you can shpeak, he said, bluntly; efery-body shpeaks but me!

I said that I and my riflemen were at his disposal if he desired leaders for flanking-parties or scouts; and his face softened as he listened, looking down at me in silence.

Sir, he said, it iss to my shame I say dot my sodgers command me, not I my sodgers.

Then, looking back at Colonel Cox, he added, bitterly:

I haff ordered flanking-parties and scouts, but my officers, who know much more than I, haff protested against dot useless vaste of time. I thank you, sir; I can your offer not accept.

The drums began again; the impatient Palatine regiment moved forward, yelling their approval, and we fell back to the roadside, while the boisterous troops tramped past, cheering, singing, laughing in their excitement. Mechanically we fell in behind the Caughnawagas, who formed the rear-guard, and followed on through the dust; meaning to go with them only a mile or so before we started back across country with the news which I was now at liberty to take in person to General Schuyler.

For I considered my mission at an end. In one thing only had I failed: Walter Butler was still free; but now that he commanded a company of outlaws and savages in St. Legers army, I, of course, had no further hope of arresting him or of dealing with him in any manner save on the battle-field.

So at last I felt forced to return to Varick Manor; but the fear of the dread future was in me, and all the hopeless misery of a hopeless passion made of me a coward, so that I shrank from the pain I must surely inflict and endure. Kinder for her, kinder for me, that we should never meet again.

Not that I desired to die. I was too young in life and love to wish for death as a balm. Besides, I knew it could not bring us peace. Still, it was one solution of a problem otherwise so utterly hopeless that I, heartsick, had long since wearied of the solving and carried my hurt buried deep, fearful lest my prying senses should stir me to disinter the dead hope lying there.

Absence renders passion endurable. But at sight of her I loved I knew I could not endure it; and, uncertain of myself, having twice nigh failed under the overwhelming provocations of a love returned, I shrank from the coming duel twixt love and duty which must once more be fought within my breast.

Nor could my duty, fighting blindly, expect encouragement from her I loved, save at the last gasp and under the heel of love. Then, only, at the very last would she save me; for there was that within her which revolted at a final wrong, and I knew that not even our twin passion could prevail to stamp out the last spark of conscience and slay our souls forever.

Brooding, as I trudged forward through the dust, I became aware that the drums had ceased their beating, and that the men were marching quietly with little laughter or noise of song.

The heat was intense, although a black cloud had pushed up above the west, veiling the sun. Flies swarmed about the column; sweat poured from men and horses; the soldiers rolled back their sleeves and plodded on, muskets a-trail and coats hanging over their shoulders. Once, very far away, the looming horizon was veined with lightning; and, after a long time, thunder sounded.

We had marched northward on a rutty road some two miles or more from our camp at Oriska, and I was asking Mount how near we were to the old Algonquin-Iroquois trail which runs from the lakes across the wilderness to the healing springs at Saratoga, when the column halted and I heard an increasing confusion of voices from the van.

Theres a ravine ahead, said Elerson. Im thinking theyll have trouble with these wagons, for theres a swamp at the bottom and only a log-road across.

Tis the proper shpot fr to ambuscade us, observed Murphy, craning his neck and standing on tiptoe to see ahead.

We walked forward and sat down on the bank close to the brow of the hill. Directly ahead a ravine, shaped like a half-moon, cut the road, and the noisy Canajoharie regiment was marching into it. The bottom of the ravine appeared to be a swamp, thinly timbered with tamarack and blue-beech saplings, where the reeds and cattails grew thick, and little, dark pools of water spread, all starred with water-lilies, shining intensely white in the gloom of the coming storm.

There do be wild ducks in thim rushes, said Murphy, musingly. Sure I count it sthrange, Jack Mount, that thim burrds sit quiet-like an a screechin rigiment marchin acrost that log-road.

You mean that somebody has been down there before and scared the ducks away? I asked.

Maybe, sorr, he replied, grimly.

Instinctively we leaned forward to scan the rising ground on the opposite side of the ravine. Nothing moved in the dense thickets. After a moment Mount said quietly: Im a liar or theres a barked twig showing raw wood alongside of that ledge.

He glanced at the pan of his rifle, then again fixed his keen, blue eyes on the tiny glimmer of white which even I could distinguish now, though Heaven only knows how his eyes had found it in all that tangle.

Thats raw wood, he repeated.

A deer might bark a twig, said I.

Maybe, sorr, muttered Murphy; but theres divil a deer wud nibble sheep-laurel.

The men of the Canajoharie regiment were climbing the hill on the other side of the ravine now. Colonel Cox came galloping back, shouting: Bring up those wagons! The road is clear! Move your men forward there!

Whips cracked; the vehicles rattled off down hill, drivers yelling, soldiers pushing the heavy wheels forward over the log-road below which spurted water as the bumping wagons struck the causeway.

I remember that Colonel Cox had just drawn bridle, half-way up the opposite incline, and was leaning forward in his saddle to watch the progress of an ox-team, when a rifle-shot rang out and he tumbled clean out of his saddle, striking the shallow water with a splash.

Then hell itself broke loose in that black ravine; volley on volley poured into the Canajoharie regiment; officers fell from their horses; drivers reeled and pitched forward under the heels of their plunging teams; wagons collided and broke down, choking the log-road. Louder and louder the terrific yells of the outlaws and savages rang out on our flanks; I saw our soldiers in the ravine running frantically in all directions, falling on the log-road, floundering waist-deep in the water and mud, slipping, stumbling, staggering; while faster and faster cracked the hidden rifles, and the pitiless bullets pelted them from the heights above.

Stand! Stand! you fools! bawled Elerson. Take to the timber! Every man to a tree! For Gods sake remember Braddock!

Look out! shouted Mount, dragging me with him to a rock. Close up, Elerson! Close up, Murphy!

Straight into the stupefied ranks of the Caughnawaga company came leaping the savages, shooting, stabbing, clubbing the dazed men, dragging them from the ranks with shrieks of triumph. I saw one half-naked creature, awful in his paint, run up and strike a soldier full in the face with his fist, then dash out his brains with a death-maul and tear his scalp off.

Murphy and Mount were loading and firing steadily; Elerson and I kept our rifles ready for a rush. I was perfectly stunned; the spectacle did not seem real to me.

The Caughnawaga men, apparently roused from their momentary stupor, fell back into small squads, shooting in every direction; and the savages, unable to withstand a direct fire, sheered off and came bounding past us to cover, yelping like timber-wolves. Three darted directly at us; a young warrior, painted in bars of bright yellow, raised his hatchet to hurl it; but Murphys bullet spun him round like a top till he crashed against a tree and fell in a heap, quivering all over.

The two others had leaped on Mount. Swearing, threatening, roaring with rage, the desperate giant shook them off into our midst, and cut the throat of one as he lay sprawling — a sickening spectacle, for the poor wretch floundered and thrashed about among the leaves and sticks, squirting thick blood all over us.

The remaining savage, a chief, by his lock and eagle-quill, had fastened to Elersons legs with the fury of a tree-cat, clawing and squalling, while Murphy dealt him blow on blow with clubbed stock, and finally was forced to shoot him so close that the rifle-flame set his greased scalp-lock afire.

Take to the timber, you Tryon County men! Remember Braddock! shouted Colonel Paris, plunging about on his wounded horse; while from every tree and bush rang out the reports of the rifles; and the steady stream of bullets poured into the Caughnawaga regiment, knocking the men down the hill-side into the struggling mass below. Some dropped dead where they had been shot; some rolled to the log-road; some fell into the marsh, splashing and limping about like crippled wild fowl.

Advance der Palatine regiment! thundered Herkimer. Clear avay dot oxen-team!

A drummer-boy of the Palatines beat the charge. I can see him yet, a curly-haired youngster, knee-deep in the mud, his white, frightened face fixed on his commander. They shot his drum to pieces; he beat steadily on the flapping parchment.

Across the swamp the Palatines were doggedly climbing the slope in the face of a terrible discharge. Herkimer led them. As they reached the crest of the plateau, and struggled up and over, a rush of men in green uniforms seemed to swallow the entire Palatine regiment. I saw them bayonet Major Eisenlord and finish him with their rifle-stocks; they stabbed Major Van Slyck, and hurled themselves at the mounted Oneida. Hatchet flashing, the interpreter swung his horse straight into the yelling onset and went down, smothered under a mass of enemies.

Vorwärts! thundered Herkimer, standing straight up in his stirrups; but they shot him out of his saddle and closed with the Palatines, hilt to hilt.

Major Frey and Colonel Bellenger fell under their horses, Colonel Seeber dropped dead into the ravine, Captain Graves was dragged from the ranks and butchered by bayonets; but those stubborn Palatines calmly divided into squads, and their steady fusillade stopped the rush of the Royal Greens and sent the flanking savages howling to cover.

Mount, Murphy, Elerson, and I lay behind a fallen hemlock, awaiting the flank attack which we now understood must surely come. For our regiments were at last completely surrounded, facing outward in an irregular circle, the front held by the Palatines, the rear by the Caughnawagas, the west by part of the Canajoharie regiment, and the east by a fraction of unbrigaded militia, teamsters, batt-men, bateaux-men, and half a dozen volunteer rangers reinforced by my three riflemen.

The scene was real enough to me now. Jack Mount, kneeling beside me, was attempting to clean the blood from himself and Elerson with handfuls of dried leaves. Murphy lay on his belly, watching the forest in front of us, and his blue eyes seemed suffused with a light of their own in the deepening gloom of the gathering thunder-storm. My nerves were all a-quiver; the awful screaming from the ravine had never ceased for an instant, and in that darkening, slimy pit I could still see a swaying mass of men on the causeway, locked in a death-struggle. To and fro they reeled; hatchet and knife and gun-stock glittered, rising and falling in the twilight of the storm-cloud; the flames from the rifles flashed crimson.

Kape yere eyes to the front, sorr; they do be comin! cried Murphy, springing briskly to his feet.

I looked ahead into the darkening woods; the Caughnawaga men were falling back, taking station behind trees; Mount stepped to the shelter of a big oak; Elerson leaped to cover under a pine; a Caughnawaga bateaux-man darted past me, stationing himself on my right behind the trunk of a dapple beech. Suddenly an Indian showed himself close in front; the Caughnawaga man fired and missed; and, quicker than I can write it, the savage was on him before he could reload and had brained him with a single castete-stroke. I fired, but the Mohawk was too quick for me, and a moment later he bounded back into the brush while the forest rang with his triumphant scalp-yell.

Thats what theyre doing in front! shouted Elerson. When a soldier fires theyre on him before he can reload!

Two men to a tree! roared Jack Mount. Double up there, you Caughnawaga men!

Elerson glided cautiously to the oak which sheltered Mount; Murphy crept forward to my tree.

Bedad! he muttered, let the ondacent divils dhraw yere fire an welcome. Ive a pill to purge em now. Luk at that, sorr! Shteady! Shteady an cool does it!

A savage, with his face painted half white and half red, stepped out from the thicket and dropped just as I fired. The next instant he came leaping straight for our tree, castete poised.

Murphy fired. The effect of the shot was amazing; the savage stopped short in mid-career as though he had come into collision with a stone wall; then Elerson fired, knocking him flat, head doubled under his naked shoulders, feet trailing across a rotting log.

Save yere powther, Dave! sang out Murphy. Sure he was clean kilt as he shtood there. Lave a dead man take his own time to fall!

I had reloaded, and Murphy was coolly priming, when on our right the rifles began speaking faster and faster, and I heard the sound of men running hard over the dry leaves, and the thudding gallop of horses.

A charge! said Murphy. There do be horses comin, too. Have they dhragoons? — I dunnoa. Ha! There they go! Tis McCraws outlaws or Im a Dootchman!

A shrill cock-crow rang out in the forest.

Tis the chanticleer scalp-yell of that damned loon, Francy McCraw! he cried, fiercely. Give it to em, bys! Shoot hell into the dommed Tories!

The Caughnawaga rifles rang out from every tree; a white man came running through the wood, and I instinctively held my fire.

Shoot the dhirrty son of a shlut! yelled Murphy; and Elerson shot him and knocked him down, but the man staggered to his feet again, clutching at his wounded throat, and reeled towards us. He fell again, got on his knees, crawled across the dead leaves until he was scarce fifteen yards away, then fell over and lay there, coughing.

A dead wan, said Murphy, calmly; lave him.

McCraws onset passed along our extreme left; the volleys grew furious; the ghastly cock-crow rang out shrill and piercing, and we fired at long range where the horses were passing through the rifle-smoke.

Then, in the roar of the fusillade, a bright flash lighted up the forest; a thundering crash followed, and the storm burst, deluging the woods with rain. Trees rocked and groaned, dashing their tops together; the wind rose to a hurricane; the rain poured down, beating the leaves from the trees, driving friend and foe to shelter. The reports of the rifles ceased; the war-yelp died away. Peal on peal of thunder shook the earth; the roar of the tempest rose to a steady shriek through which the terrific smashing of falling trees echoed above the clash of branches.

Soaked, stunned, blinded by the awful glare of the lightning, I crouched under the great oak, which rocked and groaned, convulsed to its bedded roots, so that the ground heaved under me as I lay.

I could not see ten feet ahead of me, so thick was the gloom with rain and flying leaves and twigs. The thunder culminated in a series of fearful crashes; bolt after bolt fell, illuminating the flying chaos of the tempest; then came a stunning silence, slowly filled with the steady roar of the rain.

A gray pallor grew in the woods. I looked down into the ravine and saw a muddy lake there full of dead men and horses.

The wounded Tory near us was still choking and coughing, dying hard out there in the rain. Mount and Elerson crept over to where we lay, and, after a moments conference, Murphy led us in a long circle, swinging gradually northward until we stumbled into the drenched Palatine regiment, which was still holding its ground. There was no firing on either side; the guns were too wet.

On a wooded knoll to the left a group of dripping men had gathered. Somebody said that the old General lay there, smoking and directing the defence, his left leg shattered by a ball. I saw the blue smoke of his pipe curling up under the tree, but I did not see him.

The wind had died out; the thunder rolled off to the northward, muttering among the hills; rain fell less heavily; and I saw wounded men tearing strips from their soaking shirts to bind their hurts. Details from the Canajoharie regiment passed us searching the underbrush for their dead.

I also noticed with a shudder that Elerson and Murphy carried two fresh scalps apiece, tied to the belts of their hunting-shirts; but I said nothing, having been warned by Jack Mount that they considered it their prerogative to take the scalps of those who had failed to take theirs.

How they could do it I cannot understand, for I had once seen the body of a scalped man, with the skin, released from the muscles of the forehead, hanging all loose and wrinkled over the face.

With the ceasing of the rain came the renewed crack of the rifles and the whiz of bullets. We took post on the extreme left, firing deliberately at McCraws renegades; and I do not know whether I hit any or not, but five men did I see fall under the murderous aim of Murphy; and I know that Elerson shot two savages, for he went down into the ravine after them and returned with the wet, red trophies.

The sun was now shining again with a heat so fierce and intense that the earth smoked vapor all around us. It was at this time that I, personally, experienced the only close fighting of the day, which brought a sudden end to this most amazing and bloody skirmish.

I had been lying full length behind a bush in the lines of the Palatine regiment, eating a crust of bread; for that strange battle-hunger had been gnawing at my vitals for an hour. Some of the men were eating, some firing; the steaming heat almost suffocated me as I lay there, yet I munched on, ravenous as a December wolf.

I heard somebody shout: Here they come! and, filling my mouth with bread, I rose to my knees to see.

A body of troops in green uniforms came marching steadily towards us, led by a red-coated officer on horseback; and all around me the Palatines were springing to their feet, uttering cries of rage, cursing the oncoming troops, and calling out to them by name.

For the detachment of Royal Greens which now advanced to the assault was, it appeared, composed of old acquaintances and neighbors of the Palatines, who had fled to join the Tories and Indians and now returned to devastate their own county.

Lashed to ungovernable fury by the sight of these hated renegades, the entire regiment leaped forward with a roar and rushed on the advancing detachment, stabbing, shooting, clubbing, throttling. Mutual hatred made the contest terrible beyond words; no quarter was given on either side. I saw men strangle each other with naked hands; kick each other to death, fighting like dogs, tooth and nail, rolling over the wet ground.

The tide had not yet struck us; we fired at their mounted officer, whom Elerson declared he recognized as Major Watts, brother-in-law to Sir John Johnson; and presently, as usual, Murphy hit him, so that the young fellow dropped forward on his saddle and his horse ran away, flinging him against a tree with a crash, doubtless breaking every bone in his body.

Then, above the tumult, out of the north came booming three cannon-shots, the signal from the fort that Herkimer had desired to wait for.

A detachment from the Canajoharie regiment surged out of the woods with a ringing cheer, pointing northward, where, across a clearing, a body of troops were rapidly advancing from the direction of the fort.

The sortie! The sortie! shouted the soldiers, frantic with joy. Murphy and I ran towards them; Elerson yelled: Be careful! Look at their uniforms! Dont go too close to them!

Theyre coming from the north! bawled Mount. Theyre our own people, Dave! Come on!

Captain Jacob Gardinier, with a dozen Caughnawaga men, had already reached the advancing troops, when Murphy seized my arm and halted me, crying out, Those men are wearing their coats turned inside out! Theyre Johnsons Greens!

At the same instant I recognized Colonel John Butler as the officer leading them; and he knew me and, without a word, fired his pistol at me. We were so near them now that a Tory caught hold of Murphy and tried to stab him, but the big Irishman kicked him headlong and rushed into the mob, swinging his long hatchet, followed by Gardinier and his Caughnawaga men, whom the treachery had transformed into demons.

In an instant all around me men were swaying, striking, shooting, panting, locked in a deadly embrace. A sweating, red-faced soldier closed with me; chin to chin, breast to breast we wrestled; and I shall never forget the stifling struggle — every detail remains, his sunburned face, wet with sweat and powder-smeared; his irregular teeth showing when I got him by the throat, and the awful change that came over his visage when Jack Mount shoved the muzzle of his rifle against the struggling fellow and shot him through the stomach.

Freed from his death-grip, I stood breathing convulsively, hands clinched, one foot on my fallen rifle. An Indian ran past me, chased by Elerson and Murphy, but the savage dodged into the underbrush, shrieking, Oonah! Oonah! Oonah! and Elerson came back, waving his deer-hide cap.

Everywhere Tories, Royal Greens, and Indians were running into the woods; the wailing cry, Oonah! Oonah! rose on all sides now. Gardiniers Caughnawaga men were shooting rapidly; the Palatines, master of their reeking brush-field, poured a heavy fire into the detachment of retreating Greens, who finally broke and ran, dropping sack and rifle in their flight, and leaving thirty of their dead under the feet of the Palatines.

The soldiers of the Canajoharie regiment came up, swarming over a wooded knoll on the right, only to halt and stand, silently leaning on their rifles.

For the battle of Oriskany was over.

There was no cheering from the men of Tryon County. Their victory had been too dearly bought; their losses too terrible; their triumph sterile, for they could not now advance the crippled fragments of their regiments and raise the siege in the face of St. Legers regulars and Walter Butlers Rangers.

Their combat with Johnsons Greens and Brants Mohawks had been fought; and, though masters of the field, they could do no more than hold their ground. Perhaps the bitter knowledge that they must leave Stanwix to its fate, and that, too, through their own disobedience, made the better soldiers of them in time. But it was a hard and dreadful lesson; and I saw men crying, faces hidden in their powder-blackened hands, as the dying General was borne through the ranks, lying gray and motionless on his hemlock litter.

And this is all that I myself witnessed of that shameful ambuscade and murderous combat, fought some two miles north of the dirty camp, and now known as the Battle of Oriskany.

That night we buried our dead; one hundred on the field where they had fallen, two hundred and fifty in the burial trenches at Oriskany — thirty-five wagon-loads in all. Scarcely an officer of rank remained to lead the funeral march when the muffled drums of the Palatines rolled at midnight, and the smoky torches moved, and the dead-wagons rumbled on through the suffocating darkness of a starless night. We had few wounded; we took no prisoners; Oriskany meant death. We counted only thirty men disabled and some score missing.

God grant the missing be safely dead, prayed our camp chaplain at the burial trench. We knew what that meant; worse than dead were the wretched men who had fallen alive into the hands of old John Butler and his son, Walter, and that vicious drunkard, Barry St. Leger, who had offered, over his own signature, two hundred and forty dollars a dozen for prime Tryon County scalps.

I slept little that night, partly from the excitement of my first serious combat, partly because of the terrible heat. Our outposts, now painfully overzealous and alert, fired off their muskets at every fancied sound or movement, and these continual alarms kept me awake, though Mount and Murphy slept peacefully, and Elerson yawned on guard.

Towards sunrise rain fell heavily, but brought no relief from the heat; the sun, a cherry-red ball, hung a hands-breadth over the forests when the curtain of rain faded away. The riflemen, curled up in the hay on the barn floor, snored on, unconscious; the batt-horses crunched and munched in the manger; flies whirled and swarmed over a wheelbarrow piled full of dead soldiers shoes, which must to-day be distributed among the living.

All the loathsome and filthy side of war seemed concentrated around the barn-yard, where sleepy, unshaven, half-dressed soldiers were burning the under-clothes of a man who had died of the black measles; while a great, brawny fellow, naked to the waist and smeared from hair to ankles with blood, butchered sheep, so that the army might eat that day.

The thick stench of the burning clothing, the odor of blood, the piteous bleating of the doomed creatures sickened me; and I made my way out of the barn and down to the river, where I stripped and waded out to wash me and my clothes.

A Caughnawaga soldier gave me a bit of soap; and I spent the morning there. By noon the fierce heat of the sun had dried my clothes; by two oclock our small scout of four left the Stanwix and Johnstown road and struck out through the unbroken wilderness for German Flatts.






XIX

THE HOME TRAIL
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FOR ELEVEN DAYS we lay at German Flatts, Colonel Visscher begging us to aid in the defence of that threatened village until the women and children could be conveyed to Johnstown. But Sir John Johnson remained before Stanwix, and McCraws riders gave the village wide berth, and on the 18th of August we set out for Varicks.

Warned by our extreme outposts, we bore to the south, forced miles out of our course to avoid the Oneida country, where a terrific little war was raging. For the Senecas, Cayugas, a few Mohawks, and McCraws renegade Tories, furious at the neutral and pacific attitude of the Oneidas towards our people, had suddenly fallen upon them, tooth and nail, vowing that the Oneida nation should perish from the earth for their treason to the Long House.

We skirted the doomed region cautiously, touching here and there the fringe of massacre and fire, often scenting smoke, sometimes hearing a distant shot. Once we encountered an Oneida runner, painted blue and white, and naked save for the loin-cloth, who told us of the civil war that was already rending the Long House; and I then understood more fully what Magdalen Brant had done for our cause, and how far-reaching had been the effects of her appearance at the False-Faces council-fire.

The Oneida appeared to be disheartened. He sullenly admitted to us that the Cayugas had scattered his people and laid their village in ashes; he cursed McCraw fiercely and promised a dreadful retaliation on any renegade captured. He also described the fate of the Oriskany prisoners and some bateaux-men taken by Walter Butlers Rangers near Wood Creek; and I could scarcely endure to listen, so horrid were the details of our soldiers common fate, where Mohawk and Tory, stripped and painted alike, conspired to invent atrocities undreamed of for their wretched victims.

It was then that I heard for the second time the term Blue-eyed Indian, meaning white men stained, painted, and disguised as savages. More terrifying than the savages themselves, it appeared, were the blue-eyed Indians to the miserable settlers of Tryon. For hellish ingenuity and devilish cruelty these mock savages, the Oneida assured us, had nothing to learn from their red comrades; and I shall never be able to efface from my mind the memory of what we saw, that very day, in a lonely farm-house on the flats of the Mohawk; nor was it necessary that McCraw should have left his mark on the shattered door — a cock crowing, drawn in outline by a mans forefinger steeped in blood — to enlighten those who might not recognize the ghastly work as his.

We stayed there for three hours to bury the dead, an old man and woman, a young mother, and five children, the youngest an infant not a year old. All had been scalped; even the watch-dog lay dead near the bloody cradle. We dug the shallow graves with difficulty, having nothing to work with save our hunting-knives and some broken dishes which we found in the house; and it was close to noon before we left the lonely flat and pushed forward through miles of stunted willow growth towards the river road which led to Johnstown.

I shall never forget Mounts set face nor Murphys terrible, vacant stare as we plodded on in absolute silence. Elerson led us on a steady trot hour after hour, till, late in the afternoon, we crossed the river road and wheeled into it exhausted.

The west was all aglow; cleared land and fences lay along the roadside; here and there houses loomed up in the red, evening light, but their inhabitants were gone, and not a sign of life remained about them save for the circling swallows whirling in and out of the blackened chimneys.

So still, so sad this solitude that the sudden chirping of a robin in the evening shadows startled us.

The sun sank behind the forest, turning the river to a bloody red; a fox yapped and yapped from a dark hill-side; the moons yellow light flashed out through the trees; and, with the coming of the moon, far in the wilderness the owls began and the cries of the night-hawks died away in the sky.

The first human being that we encountered was a miller riding an ancient horse towards a lane which bordered a noisy brook.

When he discovered us he whipped out a pistol and bade us stand where we were; and it took all my persuasion to convince him that we were not renegades from McCraws band.

We asked for news, but he had none, save that a heavy force of our soldiers was lying by the roadside some two miles below on their way to relieve Fort Stanwix. The General, he believed, was named Arnold, and the troops were Massachusetts men; that was all he knew.

He seemed stupid or perhaps stunned, having lost three sons in a battle somewhere near Bennington, and had that morning received word of his loss. How the battle had gone he did not know; he was on his way up the creek to lock his mill before joining the militia at Johnstown. He was not too old to carry the musket he had carried at Braddocks battle. Besides, his boys were dead, and there was no one in his family except himself to help our Congress fight the red-coats.

We watched him ride off into the darkness, gray head erect, pistol shining in his hand; then moved on, searching the distance for the outpost we knew must presently hail us. And, sure enough, from the shadow of a clump of trees came the smart challenge: Halt! Who goes there?

Officer from Herkimer and scout of three with news for General Schuyler! I answered.

Halt, officer with scout! Sergeant of the guard! Post number three!

Dark figures swarmed in the road ahead; a squad of men came up on the double.

Advance officer! rang out the summons; a torch blazed, throwing a red glare around us; a red-faced old officer in brown and scarlet walked up and took the packet of papers which I extended.

Are you Captain Ormond? he asked, curiously, glancing at the endorsement on my papers.

I replied that I was, and named Murphy, Elerson, and Mount as my scout.

When the soldiers standing about heard the notorious names of men already famed in ballad and story, they craned their necks to see, as my tired riflemen filed into the lines; and the staff-officer made himself exceedingly agreeable and civil, conducting us to a shelter made of balsam branches, before which a smudge was burning.

General Arnold has despatches for you, Captain Ormond, he said; I am Drummond, Brigade Major; we expected you at Varick Manor on the ninth — you wrote to your cousin, Miss Varick, from Oriskany, you know.

A soldier came up with two headquarters lanterns which he hung on the cross-bar of the open-faced hut; another soldier brought bread and cheese, a great apple-pie, a jug of spring water, and a bottle of brandy, with the compliments of Brigadier-General Arnold, and apologies that neither cloth, glasses, nor cutlery were included in the camp baggage.

Were light infantry with a vengeance, Captain Ormond, said Major Drummond, laughing; we left at twenty-four hours notice! Gad, sir! the day before we started the General hadnt a squad under his orders; but when Schuyler called for volunteers, and his brigadiers began to raise hell at the idea of weakening the army to help Stanwix, Arnold came out of his fit of sulks on the jump! Wholl follow me to Stanwix? he bawls; and, by gad, sir, the Massachusetts men fell over each other trying to sign the rolls.

He laughed again, waving my papers in the air and slapping them down on a knapsack.

You will doubtless wish to hand these to the General yourself, he said, pleasantly. Pray, sir, do not think of standing on ceremony; I have dined, Captain.

Mount, who had been furtively licking his lips and casting oblique glances at the bread and cheese, fell to at a nod from me. Murphy and Elerson joined him, bolting huge mouthfuls. I ate sparingly, having little appetite left after the sights I had seen in that lonely house on the Mohawk flats.

The gnats swarmed, but the smoke of the green-moss smudge kept them from us in a measure. I asked Major Drummond how soon it might be convenient for General Arnold to receive me, and he sent a young ensign to headquarters, who presently returned saying that General Arnold was making the rounds and would waive ceremony and stop at our post on his return.

Theres a soldier, sir! said Major Drummond, emphasizing his words with a smart blow of his riding-cane on his polished quarter-boots. Hes had us on a dog-trot since we started; up hill, down dale, across the cursed Sacandaga swamps, through fords chin-high! By gad, sir! allow me to tell you that nothing stopped us! We went through windfalls like partridges; we crossed the hills like a herd o deer in flight! We ran as though the devil were snapping at our shanks! Im half dead, thank you — and my shins! — you should see where that razor-boned nag of mine shaved bark enough off the trees with me to start every tannery between the Fish-House and Half-moon!

The ruddy-faced Major roared at the recital of his own misfortunes. Mount and Murphy looked up with sympathetic grins; Elerson had fallen asleep against the side of the shack, a bit of pie, half gnawed, clutched in his brier-torn fist.

I had a pipe, but no tobacco; the Major filled my pipe, purring contentedly; a soldier, at a sign from him, took Mount and Murphy to the nearest fire, where there was a gill of grog and plenty of tobacco. I roused Elerson, who gaped, bolted his pie with a single mighty effort, and stumbled off after his comrades. Major Drummond squatted down cross-legged before the smudge, lighting his corn-cob pipe from a bit of glowing moss, and leaned back contentedly, crossing his arms behind his head.

Im tired, too, he said; we march again at midnight. If its no secret, I should like to know whats going on ahead there.

Its no secret, I said, soberly; the Senecas and Cayugas are harrying the Oneidas; the renegades are riding the forest, murdering women and infants. St. Leger is firing bombs at Stanwix, and Visscher is holding German Flatts with some Caughnawaga militia.

And Herkimer? asked Drummond, gravely.

Dead, I replied, in a low voice.

Good gad, sir! I had not heard that! he exclaimed.

It is true, Major. The old man died while I was at German Flatts. They say the amputation of his leg was a wretched piece of work.... He died bolt upright in his bed, smoking his pipe, and reading aloud the thirty-eighth Psalm.... His men are wild with grief, they say.... They called him a coward the morning of Oriskany.

After a silence the Majors emotion dimmed his twinkling eyes; he dragged a red bandanna handkerchief from his coat-tails and blew his nose violently.

All flesh is grass — eh, Captain? And some of it devilish poor grass at that, eh? Well, well; we cant make an army in a day. But, by gad, sir, weve done uncommonly well. Youve heard of — but no, you havent, either. Heres news for you, friend, since youve been in the woods. On the sixth, while you fellows were shooting down some three hundred and fifty of the Mohawks, Royal Greens, and renegades, that sly old wolverine, Marinus Willett, slipped out of the fort, fell on Sir Johns camp, and took twenty-one wagon-loads of provisions, blankets, ammunition, and tools; also five British standards and every bit of personal baggage belonging to Sir John Johnson, including his private papers, maps, memoranda, and all orders and instructions for the completed plans of campaign.... Wait, if you please, sir. That is not all.

On the sixteenth, old John Stark fell upon Baums and Breymans Hessians at Bennington, killed and wounded over two hundred, captured seven hundred; took a thousand stand of arms, a thousand fine dragoon sabres, and four excellent field-cannon with limbers, harness, and caissons.... And lost fourteen killed!

Speechless at the good news, I could only lean across the smudge and shake hands with him while he chuckled and slapped his knee, growing ruddier in the face every moment.

Where are the red-coats now? he cried. Look at em! Burgoyne, scared witless, badgered, dogged from pillar to post, his army on the defensive from Still water down to Half-moon; St. Leger, destitute of his camp baggage, caught in his own wolf-pit, flinging a dozen harmless bombs at Stanwix, and frightened half to death at every rumor from Albany; McDonald chased out of the county; Mann captured, and Sir Henry Clinton dawdling in New York and bothering his head over Washington while Burgoyne, in a devil of a plight, sits yonder yelling for help!

Wheres the great invasion, Ormond? Wheres the grand advance on the centre? Wheres the gigantic triple blow at the heart of this scurvy rebellion? I dont know; do you?

I shook my head, smilingly; he beamed upon me; we had a swallow of brandy together, and I lay back, deathly tired, to wait for Arnold and my despatches.

Thats right, commented the genial Major, go to sleep while you can; the General wont take it amiss — eh? What? Oh, dont mind me, my son. Old codgers like me can get along without such luxuries as sleep. Its the young lads who require sleep. Eh? Yes, sir; Im serious. Wait till you see sixty year! Then youll understand.... So Ill just sit here, ... and smoke, ... and talk away in a buzz-song, ... and that will fix—



I looked up with a start; the Major had disappeared. In my eyes a lantern was shining steadily. Then a shadow moved, and I turned and stumbled to my feet, as a cloaked figure stepped into the shelter and stood before me, peering into my eyes.

Im Arnold; how dye do, came a quick, nervous voice from the depths of the military cloak. Ive a moment to stay here; we march in ten minutes. Is Herkimer dead?

I described his death in a few words.

Bad, bad as hell! he muttered, fingering his sword-hilt and staring off into the darkness. Whats the situation above us? Gansevoorts holding out, isnt he? I sent him a note to-night. Of course hes holding out; isnt he?

I made a short report of the situation as I knew it; the General looked straight into my eyes as though he were not listening.

Yes, yes, he said, impatiently. I know how to deal with St. Leger and Sir John — I wrote Gansevoort that I understood how to deal with them. He has only to sit tight; Ill manage the rest.

His dark, lean, eager visage caught the lantern light as he turned to scan the moonlit sky. Ten minutes, he muttered; we should strike German Flatts by sundown to-morrow if our supplies come up. And, aloud, with an abrupt and vigorous gesture, McCraws band are scalping the settlers, they say?

I told him what I had seen. He nodded, then his virile face changed and he gave me a sulky look.

Captain Ormond, he said, folk say that I brood over the wrongs done me by Congress. Its a lie; I dont care a damn about Congress — but let it pass. What I wish to say is this: On the second of August the best general in these United States except George Washington was deprived of his command and superseded by a — a — thing named Gates.... I speak of General Philip Schuyler, my friend, and now my fellow-victim.

Shocked and angry at the news of such injustice to the man whose splendid energy had already paralyzed the British invasion of New York, I stiffened up, rigid and speechless.

Ho! cried Arnold, with a disagreeable laugh. It mads you, does it? Well, sir, think of me who have lived to see five men promoted over my head — and I left in the anterooms of Congress to eat my heart out! But let that pass, too. By the eternal God, Ill show them what stuff is in me! Let it pass, Ormond, let it pass.

He began to pace the ground, gnawing his thick lower lip, and if ever the infernal fire darted from human eyes, I saw its baleful flicker then.

With a heave of his chest and a scowl, he controlled his voice, stopping in his nervous walk to face me again.

Ormond, youve gone up higher — the commission is here. He pulled a packet of papers from his breast-pocket and thrust them at me. Schuyler did it. He thinks well of you, sir. On the first of August he learned that he was to be superseded. He told Clinton that you deserved a commission for what you did at that Iroquois council-fire. Here it is; youre to raise a regiment of rangers for local defence of the Mohawk district.... I congratulate you, Colonel Ormond.

He offered his bony, nervous hand; I clasped it, dazed and speechless.

Remember me, he said, eagerly. Let me count on your voice at the next council of war. You will not regret it, Colonel. Even if you go higher — even if you rise over my luckless head, you will not regret the friendship of Benedict Arnold. For, by Heaven, sir, I have it in me to lead men; and they shall not keep me down, and they shall not fetter me — no, not even this beribboned lap-dog Gates!... Stand my friend, Ormond. I need every friend I have. And I promise you the world shall hear of me one day!

I shall never forget his worn and shadowy face, the long nose, the strong, selfish chin, the devouring flame burning his soul out through his eyes.

Luck be with you! he said, abruptly, extending his hand. Once more that bony, fervid clasp, and he was gone.

A moment later the ground vibrated; a dark, massed column of troops appeared in the moonlight, marching swiftly without drum-tap or spoken command; the dim forms of mounted officers rode past like shadows against the stars; vague shapes of wagons creaked after, rolling on muffled wheels; more troops followed quickly; then the shadowy pageant ended; and there was nothing before me but the moon in the sky above a world of ghostly wilderness.

One camp lantern had been left for my use; by its nickering light I untied the documents left me by Arnold; and, sorting the papers, chose first my orders, reading the formal notice of my transfer from Morgans Rifles to the militia; then the order detailing me to the Mohawk district, with headquarters at Varick Manor; and, finally, my commission on parchment, signed by Governor Clinton and by Philip Schuyler, Major-General Commanding the Department of the North.

It was, perhaps, the last official act as chief of department of this generous man.

The next letter was in his own handwriting. I broke the heavy seal and read:

ALBANY,

August 10, 1777. Colonel George Ormond

MY DEAR YOUNG FRIEND, — As you have perhaps heard rumors that General Gates has superseded me in command of the army now operating against General Burgoyne, I desire to confirm these rumors for your benefit.

My orders I now take from General Gates, without the slightest rancor, I assure you, or the least unworthy sentiment of envy or chagrin. Congress, in its wisdom, has ordered it; and I count him unspeakably base who shall serve his country the less ardently because of a petty and personal disappointment in ambitions unfulfilled.

I remain loyal in heart and deed to my country and to General Gates, who may command my poor talents in any manner he sees fitting.

I say this to you because I am an older man, and I know something of younger men, and I have liked you from the first. I say it particularly because, now that you also owe duty and instant obedience to General Gates, I do not wish your obedience retarded, or your sense of duty confused by any mistaken ideas of friendship to me or loyalty to my person.

In these times the individual is nothing, the cause everything. Cliques, cabals, political conspiracies are foolish, dangerous — nay, wickedly criminal. For, sir, as long as the world endures, a house divided against itself must fall.

Which leads me with greatest pleasure to mention your wise and successful diplomacy in the matter of the Long House. That house you have most cleverly divided against itself; and it must fall — it is tottering now, shaken to its foundations of centuries. Also, I have the pleasure to refer to your capture of the man Beacraft and his papers, disclosing a diabolical plan of murder. The man has been condemned by a court on the evidence as it stood, and he is now awaiting execution.

I have before me Colonel Visschers partial report of the battle of Oriskany. Your name is not mentioned in this report, but, knowing you as I believe I do, I am satisfied that you did your full duty in that terrible affair; although, in your report to me by Oneida runner, you record the action as though you yourself were a mere spectator.

I note with pleasure your mention of the gallantry of your riflemen, Mount, Murphy, and Elerson, and have reported it to their company captain, Mr. Long, who will, in turn, bring it to the attention of Colonel Morgan.

I also note that you have not availed yourself of the war-services of the Oneidas, for which I beg to thank you personally.

I recall with genuine pleasure my visit to your uncle, Sir Lupus Varick, where I had the fortune to make your acquaintance and, I trust, your friendship.

Mrs. Schuyler joins me in kindest remembrance to you, and to Sir Lupus, whose courtesy and hospitality I have to-day had the honor to acknowledge by letter. Through your good office we take advantage of this opportunity to send our love to Miss Dorothy, who has won our hearts.

I am, sir, your most obedient,
PHILIP SCHUYLER,
Major-General.

P.S. — I had almost forgotten to congratulate you on your merited advancement in military rank, for which you may thank our wise and good Governor Clinton.

I shall not pretend to offer you unasked advice upon this happy occasion, though it is an old mans temptation to do so, perhaps even his prerogative. However, there are younger colonels than you, sir, in our service — ay, and brigadiers, too. So be humble, and lay not this honor with too much unction to your heart. Your friend,

PH. SCHUYLER.

I sat for a while staring at this good mans letter, then opened the next missive.

HEADQUARTERS, DEPARTMENT OF THE NORTH,
STILLWATER,
August 12, 1777.

Colonel George Ormond, on Scout:

SIR, — By order of Major-General Gates, commanding this department, you will, upon reception of this order, instantly repair to Varick Manor and report your arrival by express or a native runner to be trusted, preferably an Oneida. At nine oclock, the day following your arrival at Varicks, you will leave on your journey to Stillwater, where you will report to General Gates for further orders.

Your small experience in military matters of organization renders it most necessary that you should be aided in the formation of your regiment of rangers by a detail from Colonel Morgans Rifles, as well as by the advice of General Gates.

You will, therefore, retain the riflemen composing your scout, but attempt nothing towards enlisting your companies until you receive your instructions personally and in full from headquarters.

I am, sir,

Your very obedient servant,

WILKINSON, Adjutant-General.
For Major-General Gates, commanding.

Why, in Heavens name, should I lose time by journeying to headquarters? I said, aloud, looking up from my letter. Ah! There was the difference between Schuyler, who picked his man, told him what he desired, and left him to fulfil it, and Gates, who chose a man, flung his inexperience into his face, and bade him twirl his thumbs and sit idle until headquarters could teach him how to do what he had been chosen to do, presumably upon his ability to do it!

A helpless sensation of paralysis came over me — a restless, confused impression of my possible untrustworthiness, and of unfriendliness to me in high quarters, even of a thinly veiled hostility to me.

What a letter! That was not the way to get work out of a subordinate — this patronizing of possible energy and enthusiasm, this cold dampening of ardor, as though ardor in itself were a reproach and zeal required reproof.

Wondering why they had chosen me if they thought me a blundering and, perhaps, mischievous zealot, I picked up a parcel, undirected, and broke the string.

Out of it fell two letters. The writing was my cousin Dorothys; and, trembling all over in spite of myself, I broke the seal of the first. It was undated:

DEAREST, — Your letter from Oriskany is before me. I am here in your room, the door locked, alone with your letter, overwhelmed with love and tenderness and fear for you.

They tell me that you have been made colonel of a regiment, and the honor thrills yet saddens me — all those colonels killed at Oriskany! Is it a post of special danger, dear?

Oh, my brave, splendid lover I with your quiet, steady eyes and your bright hair — you angel on earth who found me a child and left me an adoring woman — can it be that in this world there is such a thing as death for you? And could the world last without you?



Ah me! dreary me! the love that is in me! Who could believe it? Who could doubt that it is divine and not inspired by hell as I once feared; it is so beautiful, so hopelessly beautiful, like that faint thrill of splendor that passes shadowing a dream where, for an instant, we think to see a tiny corner of heaven sparkling out through a million fathoms of terrific night.... Did you ever dream that?



We have been gay here. Young Mr. Van Rensselaer came from Albany to heal the breach with father. We danced and had games. He is a good young man, this patroon and patriot. Listen, dear: he permitted all his tenants to join the army of Gates, cancelled their rent-rolls during their service, and promised to provide for their families. It will take a fortune, but his deeds are better than his words.

Only one thing, dear, that troubled me. I tell it to you, as I tell you everything, knowing you to be kind and pitiful. It is this: he asked fathers permission to address me, not knowing I was affianced. How sad is hopeless love!

There was a battle at Bennington, where General Starks men whipped the Brunswick troops and took equipments for a thousand cavalry, so that now you should see our Legion of Horse, so gay in their buff-and-blue and their new helmets and great, spurred jack-boots and bright sabres!

Ruyven was stark mad to join them; and what do you think? Sir Lupus consented, and General Schuyler lent his kind offices, and to-day, if you please, my brother is strutting about the yard in the uniform of a Cornet of Legion cavalry!

To-night the squadron leaves to chase some of McDonalds renegades out of Broadalbin. You remember Captain McDonald, the Glencoe brawler? — its the same one, and hes done murder, they say, on the folk of Tribes Hill. I am thankful that Ruyven is in Sir George Coverts squadron.

And, dear, what do you think? Walter Butler was taken, three days since, by some of Sir George Coverts riders, while visiting his mother and sister at a farm-house near Johnstown. He was taken within our lines, it seems, and in civilians clothes; and the next day he was tried by a drum-court at Albany and condemned to death as a spy. Is it not awful? He has not yet been sentenced. It touches us, too, that an Ormond-Butler should die on the gallows. What horrors men commit! What horrors! God pity his mother!



I am writing at a breathless pace, quill flying, sand scattered by the handful — for my feverish gossip seems to help me to endure.

Time, space, distance vanish while I write; and I am with you ... until my letter ends.

Then, quick! my budget of gossip! I said that we had been gay, and that is true, for what with the Legion camping in our quarters and General Arnolds men here for two days, and Schuylers and Gatess officers coming and going and always remaining to dine, at least, we have danced and picnicked and played music and been frightened when McDonalds men came too near. And oh, the terrible pall that fell on our company when news came of poor Janet McCreas murder by Indians — you did not know her, but I did, and loved her dearly in school — the dear little thing! But Burgoynes Indians murdered her, and a fiend called The Wyandot Panther scalped her, they say — all that beautiful, silky, long hair! But Burgoyne did not hang him, Heaven only knows why, for they said Burgoyne was a gentleman and an honorable soldier!

Then our company forgot the tragedy, and we danced — think of it, dear! How quickly things are forgotten! Then came the terrible news from Oriskany! I was nearly dead with fright until your letter arrived.... So, God help us I we danced and laughed and chattered once more when Arnolds troops came.

I did not quite share the admiration of the women for General Arnold. He is not finely fibred; not a man who appeals to me; though I am very sorry for the slight that the Congress has put upon him; and it is easy to see that he is a brave and dashing officer, even if a trifle coarse in the grain and inclined to be a little showy. What I liked best about him was his deep admiration and friendship for our dear General Schuyler, which does him honor, and doubly so because General Schuyler has few friends in politics, and Arnold was perfectly fearless in showing his respect and friendship for a man who could do him no favors.



Dear, a strange and amusing thing has happened. A few score of friendly Oneidas and lukewarm Onondagas came here to pay their respects to Magdalen Brant, who, they heard, was living at our house.

Magdalen received them; she is a sweet girl and very good to her wild kin; and so father permitted them to camp in the empty house in the sugar-bush, and sent them food and tobacco and enough rum to please them without starting them war-dancing.

Now listen. You have heard me tell of the Stonish Giants — those legendary men of stone whom the Iroquois, Hurons, Algonquins, and Lenape stood in such dread of two hundred years ago, and whom our historians believe to have been some lost company of Spaniards in armor, strayed northward from Cortezs army.

Well, then, this is what occurred:

They were all at me to put on that armor which hangs in the hall — the same suit which belonged to the first Maid-at-Arms, and which she is painted in, and which I wore that last memorable night — you remember.

So, to please them, I dressed in it — helmet and all — and came down. Sir George Coverts horse stood at the stockade gate, and somebody — I think it was General Arnold — dared me to ride it in my armor.

Well, ... I did. Then a mad desire for a gallop seized me — had not mounted a horse since that last ride with you — and I set spurs to the poor beast, who was already dancing under the unaccustomed burden, and away we tore.

My conscience! what a ride that was! and the clang of my armor set the poor horse frantic till I could scarce govern him.

Then the absurd happened. I wheeled the horse into the pasture, meaning to let him tire himself, for he was really running away with me; when, all at once, I saw a hundred terror-stricken savages rush out of the sugar-house, stand staring a second, then take to their legs with most doleful cries and hoots and piteous howls.

Oonah! The Stonish Giants have returned! Oonah! Oonah! The Giants of Stone!

My vizor was down and locked. I called out to them in Delaware, but at the sound of my voice they ran the faster — five score frantic barbarians! And, dear, if they have stopped running yet I do not know it, for they never came back.

But the most absurd part of it all is that the Onondagas, who are none too friendly with us, though they pretend to be, have told the Cayugas that the Stonish Giants have returned to earth from Biskoona, which is hell. And I doubt not that the dreadful news will spread all through the Six Nations, with, perhaps, some astonishing results to us. For scouts have already come in, reporting trouble between General Burgoyne and his Wyandots, who declare they have had enough of the war and did not enlist to fight the Stonish Giants — which excuse is doubtless meaningless to him.

And other scouts from the northwest say that St. Leger can scarce hold the Senecas to the siege of Stanwix because of their great loss at Oriskany, which they are inclined to attribute to spells cast by their enemies, who enjoy the protection of the Stonish Giants.

Is it not all mad enough for a childs dream?

Ay, life and love are dreams, dear, and a mad world spins them out of nothing.... Forgive me ... I have been sewing on my wedding-gown again. And it is nigh finished.

Good-night. I love you. D.

Blindly I groped for the remaining letter and tore the seal.

Sir George has just had news of you from an Oneida who says you may be here at any moment! And I, O God I terrified at my own mad happiness, fearing myself in that meeting, begged him to wed me on the morrow. I was insane, I think, crazed with fear, knowing that, were I not forever beyond you, I must give myself to you and abide in hell for all eternity!

And he was astonished, I think, but kind, as he always is; and now the dreadful knowledge has come to me that for me there is no refuge, no safety in marriage which I, poor fool, fled to for sanctuary lest I do murder on my own soul!

What shall I do? What can I do? I have given my word to wed him on the morrow. If it be mortal sin to show ingratitude to a father and deceive a lover, what would it be to deceive a husband and disgrace a father?

And I, silly innocent, never dreamed but that temptation ceased within the holy bonds of wedlock — though sadness might endure forever.

And now I know! In the imminent and instant presence of my marriage I know that I shall love you none the less, shall tempt and be tempted none the less. And, in this resistless, eternal love, I may fall, dragging you down with me to our endless punishment.

It was not the fear of punishment that kept me true to my vows before; it was something within me, I dont know what.

But, if I were wedded with him, it would be fear of punishment alone that could save me — not terror of flames; I could endure them with you, but the new knowledge that has come to me that my punishment would be the one thing I could not endure — eternity without you!

Neither in heaven nor in hell may I have you. Is there no way, my beloved? Is there no place for us?



I have been to the porch to tell Sir George that I must postpone the wedding. I did not tell him. He was standing with Magdalen Brant, and she was crying. I did not know she had received bad news. She said the news was bad. Perhaps Sir George can help her.

I will tell him later that the wedding must be postponed.... I dont know why, either. I cannot think. I can scarcely see to write. Oh, help me once more, my darling! Do not come to Varicks! That is all I desire on earth! For we must never, never, see each other again!



Stunned, I reeled to my feet and stumbled out into the moonlight, staring across the misty wilderness into the east, where, beyond the forests, somewhere, she lay, perhaps a bride.

A deathly chill struck through and through me. To a free man, with one shred of pity, honor, unselfish love, that appeal must be answered. And he were the basest man in all the world who should ignore it and show his face at Varick Manor — were he free to choose.

But I was not free; I was a military servant, pledged under solemn oath and before God to obedience — instant, unquestioning, unfaltering obedience.

And in my trembling hand I held my written orders to report at Varick Manor.






XX

COCK-CROW
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AT DAWN WE left the road and struck the Oneida trail north of the river, following it swiftly, bearing a little north of east until, towards noon, we came into the wagon-road which runs over the Mayfield hills and down through the outlying bush farms of Mayfield and Kingsborough.

Many of the houses were deserted, but not all; here and there smoke curled from the chimney of some lonely farm; and across the stump pasture we could see a woman laboring in the sun-scorched fields and a man, rifle in hand, standing guard on a vantage-point which overlooked his land.

Fences and gates became more frequent, crossing the rough road every mile or two, so that we were constantly letting down and replacing cattle-bars, unpinning rude gates, or climbing over snake fences of split rails.

Once we came to a cross-roads where the fence had been demolished and a warning painted on a rough pine board above a wayside watering-trough.

WARNING!

All farmers and townsfolk are hereby requested and ordered to remove gates, stiles, cow-bars, and fences, which includes all obstructions to the public highway, in order that the cavalry may pass without difficulty. Any person found felling trees across this road, or otherwise impeding the operations of cavalry by building brush, stump, rail, or stone fences across this road, will be arrested and tried before a court on charge of aiding and giving comfort to the enemy. G. COVERT,

Captain Commanding Legion.

Either this order did not apply to the cross-road which we now filed into, or the owners of adjacent lands paid no heed to it; for presently, a few rods ahead of us, we saw a snake fence barring the road and a man with a pack on his back in the act of climbing over it.

He was going in the same direction that we were, and seemed to be a fur-trader laden with packets of peltry.

I said this to Murphy, who laughed and looked at Mount.

Who carries pelts to Quebec in August? asked Elerson, grinning.

Theres the skin of a wolverine dangling from his pack, I said, in a low voice.

Murphy touched Mounts arm, and they halted until the man ahead had rounded a turn in the road; then they sprang forward, creeping swiftly to the shelter of the undergrowth at the bend of the road, while Elerson and I followed at an easy pace.

What is it? I asked, as we rejoined them where they were kneeling, looking after the figure ahead.

Nothing, sir; we only want to see them pelts, Tim and me.

Do you know the man? I demanded.

Murphy gazed musingly at Mount through narrowed eyes. Mount, in a brown study, stared back.

Phwere th divil have I seen him, I dunnoa! muttered Murphy. Jack, tis wan mush-rat looks like th next, an all thrappers has the same cut to them! Yonders no thrapper!

Nor peddler, added Mount; the strap of the Delaware baskets never bowed his legs.

Thrue, avick! Wisha, lad, tis horses he knows better than snow-shoes, bed-plates, an thrip-sticks! An Ive seen him, I think!

Where? I asked.

He shook his head, vacantly staring. Moved by the same impulse, we all started forward; the man was not far ahead, but our moccasins made no noise in the dust and we closed up swiftly on him and were at his elbow before he heard us.

Under the heavy sunburn the color faded in his cheeks when he saw us. I noted it, but that was nothing strange considering the perilous conditions of the country and the sudden shock of our appearance.

Good-day, friend, cried Mount, cheerily.

Good-day, friends, he replied, stammering as though for lack of breath.

God save our country, friend, added Elerson, gravely.

God save our country, friends, repeated the man.

So far, so good. The man, a thick, stocky, heavy-eyed fellow, moistened his broad lips with his tongue, peered furtively at me, and instantly dropped his eyes. At the same instant memory stirred within me; a vague recollection of those heavy, black eyes, of that broad, bow-legged figure set me pondering.

Me frind, purred Murphy, persuasively, is th Frinch thrappers balin August peltry fr to sell in Canady?

Ive a few late pelts from the lakes, muttered the man, without looking up.

Domned late, cried Murphy, gayly. Sure they do say, if ye dhraw a summer mink an turrn th pelt inside out like a glove, the winther fur will sprout inside — wid fashtin an prayer.

The man bent his eyes obstinately on the ground; instead of smiling he had paled.

Have you the skin of a wampum bird in that bale? asked Mount, pleasantly.

Elerson struck the pack with the flat of his hand; the mangy wolverine pelt crackled.

Green hides! Green hides! laughed Mount, sarcastically. Come, my friend, were your customers. Down with your bales and Ill buy.

Murphy had laid a heavy hand on the mans shoulder, halting him short in his tracks; Elerson, rifle cradled in the hollow of his left arm, poked his forefinger into the bales, then sniffed at the aperture.

There are green hides there! he exclaimed, stepping back. Jack, slip that pack off!

The man started forward, crying out that he had no time to waste, but Murphy jerked him back by the collar and Elerson seized his right arm.

Wait! I said, sharply. You cannot stop a man like this on the highway!

You dont know us, sir, replied Mount, impudently.

Come, Colonel Ormond, added Elerson, almost savagely. Youre our captain no longer. Give way, sir. Answer for your own men, and well answer to Danny Morgan!

Mount, struggling to unfasten the pack, looked over his huge shoulders at me.

Not that were not fond of you, sir; but we know this old fox now—

You lie! shrieked the man, hurling his full weight at Murphy and tearing his right arm free from Elersons grip.

There came a flash, an explosion; through a cloud of smoke I saw the fellows right arm stretched straight up in the air, his hand clutching a smoking pistol, and Elerson holding the arm rigid in a grip of steel.
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INSTANTLY MOUNT TRIPPED THE MAN.

Instantly Mount tripped the man flat on his face in the dust, and Murphy jerked his arms behind his back, tying them fast at the wrists with a cord which Elerson cut from the pack and flung to him.

Rip up thim bales, Jack! said Murphy. Yell find them full o powther an ball an cutlery, sorr, or Im a liar! he added to me. This limb o Lucifer is wan o Francy McCraws renegados! — Danny Redstock, sorr, th tirror av the Sacandaga!

Redstock! I had seen him at Broadalbin that evening in May, threatening the angry settlers with his rifle, when Dorothy and the Brandt-Meester and I had ridden over with news of smoke in the hills.

Murphy tied the prostrate mans legs, pulled him across the dusty road to the bushes, and laid him on his back under a great maple-tree.

Mount, knife in hand, ripped up the bales of crackling peltry, and Elerson delved in among the skins, flinging them right and left in his impatient search.

Theres no powder here, he exclaimed, rising to his knees on the road and staring at Mount; nothing but badly cured beaver and mangy musk-rat.

Well, he baled em to conceal something! insisted Mount. No man packs in this moth-eaten stuff for love of labor. Whats that parcel in the bottom?

Not powder, replied Elerson, tossing it out, where it rebounded, crackling.

Squirrel pelts, nodded Mount, as I picked up the packet and looked at the sealed cords. The parcel was addressed: General Barry St. Leger, in camp before Stanwix. I sat down on the grass and began to open it, when a groan from the prostrate prisoner startled me. He had struggled to a sitting posture, and was facing me, eyes bulging from their sockets. Every vestige of color had left his visage.

For Gods sake dont open that! he gasped— there is naught there, sir—

Silence! roared Mount, glaring at him, while Murphy and Elerson, dropping their armfuls of pelts, came across the road to the bank where I sat.

I will not be silent! screamed the man, rocking to and fro on the ground. I did not do that! — I know nothing of what that packet holds! A Mohawk runner gave it to me — I mean that I found it on the trail—

The riflemen stared at him in contempt while I cut the strings of the parcel and unrolled the bolt of heavy millers cloth.

At first I did not comprehend what all that mass of fluffy hair could be. A deep gasp from Mount enlightened me, and I dropped the packet in a revulsion of horror indescribable. For the parcel was fairly bursting with tightly packed scalps.

In the deathly silence I heard Redstocks hoarse breathing. Mount knelt down and gently lifted a heavy mass of dark, silky hair.

At last Elerson broke the silence, speaking in a strangely gentle and monotonous voice.

I think this hair was Janet McCreas. I saw her many times at Half-moon. No maid in Tryon County had hair like hers.

Shuddering, Mount lifted a long braid of dark-brown hair fastened to a hoop painted blue. And Elerson, in that strange monotone, continued speaking:

The hair on this scalp is braided to show that the woman was a mother; the skin stretched on a blue hoop confirms it.

The murderer has painted the skin yellow with red dots to represent tears shed for the dead by her family. There is a death-maul painted below in black; it shows how she was killed.

He laid the scalp back very carefully. Under the mass of hair a bit of paper stuck out, and I drew it from the dreadful packet. It was a sealed letter directed to General St. Leger, and I opened and read the contents aloud in the midst of a terrible silence.

SACANDAGA VLAIE,
August 17, 1777

 General Barry St. Leger

SIR, — I send you under care of Daniel Redstock the first packet of scalps, cured, dried, hooped, and painted; four dozen in all, at twenty dollars a dozen, which will be eighty dollars. This you will please pay to Daniel Redstock, as I need money for tobacco and rum for the men and the Senecas who are with me.

Return invoice with payment acquitted by the bearer, who will know where to find me. Below I have prepared a true invoice. Your very humble servant,

F. MCCRAW.

Invoice.

(6) Six scalps of farmers, green hoops to show they were killed
in their fields; a large white circle for the sun, showing
it was day; black bullet mark on three; hatchet on two.

(2) Two of settlers, surprised and killed in their houses or barns;
hoops red; white circle for the sun; a little red foot to show
they died fighting. Both marked with bullet symbol.

(4) Four of settlers. Two marked by little yellow flames to show
how they died. (My Senecas have had no prisoners for
burning since August third.) One a rebel clergyman, his
band tied to the scalp-hoop, and a little red foot under a red
cross painted on the skin. (He killed two of my men before
we got him.) One, a poor scalp, the hair gray and
thin; the hoop painted brown. (An old man whom we
found in bed in a rebel house.)

(12) Twelve of militia soldiers; stretched on black hoops four inches
in diameter, inside skin painted red; a black circle showing
they were outposts surprised at night; hatchet as usual.

(12) Twelve of women; one unbraided — a very fine scalp (bought
of a Wyandot from Burgoynes army), which I paid full
price for; nine braided, hoops blue, red tear-marks; two
very gray; black hoops, plain brown color inside; death-maul
marked in red.

(6) Six of boys scalps; small green hoops; red tears; symbols
in black of castete, knife, and bullet.

(5) Five of girls scalps; small yellow hoops. Marked with the
Seneca symbol to whom they were delivered before scalping.

(l) One box of birch-bark containing an infants scalp; very little
hair, but well dried and cured. (I must ask full price
for this.)

48 scalps assorted, @ 20 dollars a dozen..............80 dollars.

Received payment, F. McCRAW.

The ghastly face of the prisoner turned livid, and he shrieked as Mount caught him by the collar and dragged him to his feet.

Jack, I said, hoarsely, the law sends that man before a court.

Court be damned! growled Mount, as Elerson uncoiled the pack-rope, flung one end over a maple limb above, and tied a running noose on the other end.

Murphy crowded past me to seize the prisoner, but I caught him by the arm and pushed him aside.

Men! I said, angrily; I dont care whose command you are under. Im an officer, and youll listen to me and obey me with respect. Murphy!

The Irishman gave me a savage stare.

By God! I cried, cocking my rifle, if one of you dares disobey, Ill shoot him where he stands! Murphy! Stand aside! Mount, bring that prisoner here!

There was a pause; then Murphy touched his cap and stepped back quietly, nodding to Mount, who shuffled forward, pushing the prisoner and darting a venomous glance at me.

Redstock, I said, where is McCraw?

A torrent of filthy abuse poured out of the prisoners writhing mouth. He cursed us, threatening us with a terrible revenge from McCraw if we harmed a hair of his head.

Astonished, I saw that he had mistaken my attitude for one of fear. I strove to question him, but he insolently refused all information. My men ground their teeth with impatience, and I saw that I could control them no longer.

So I gave what color I could to the lawless act of justice, partly to save my waning authority, partly to save them the consequences of executing a prisoner who might give valuable information to the authorities in Albany.

I ordered Elerson to hold the prisoner and adjust the noose; Murphy and Mount to the ropes end. Then I said: Prisoner, this field-court finds you guilty of murder and orders your execution. Have you anything to say before sentence is carried out?

The wretch did not believe we were in earnest. I nodded to Elerson, who drew the noose tight; the prisoners knees gave way, and he screamed; but Mount and Murphy jerked him up, and the rope strangled the screech in his throat.

Sickened, I bent my head, striving to count the seconds as he hung twisting and quivering under the maple limb.

Would he never die? Would those spasms never end?

Shtep back, sorr, if ye plaze, sorr, said Murphy, gently. Sure, sorr, yere as white as a sheet. Walk away quiet-like; yere not used to such things, sorr.

I was not, indeed; I had never seen a man done to death in cold blood. Yet I fought off the sickening faintness that clutched at my heart; and at last the dangling thing hung limp and relaxed, turning slowly round and round in mid-air.

Mount nodded to Murphy and fell to digging with a sharpened stick. Elerson quietly lighted his pipe and aided him, while Murphy shaved off a white square of bark on the maple-tree under the slow-turning body, and I wrote with the juice of an elderberry:

Daniel Redstock, a child murderer, executed by American Riflemen for his crimes, under order of George Ormond, Colonel of Rangers, August 19, 1777. Renegades and Outlaws take warning!

When Mount and Elerson had finished the shallow grave, they laid the scalps of the murdered in the hole, stamped down the earth, and covered it with sticks and branches lest a prowling outlaw or Seneca disinter the remains and reap a ghastly reward for their redemption from General the Hon. Barry St. Leger, Commander of the British, Hessians, Loyal Colonials, and Indians, in camp before Fort Stanwix.

As we left that dreadful spot, and before I could interfere to prevent them, the three riflemen emptied their pieces into the swinging corpse — a useless, foolish, and savage performance, and I said so sharply.

They were very docile and contrite and obedient now, explaining that it was a customary safeguard, as hanged men had been revived more than once — a flimsy excuse, indeed!

Very well, I said; your shots may draw McCraws whole force down on us. But doubtless you know much more than your officers — like the militia at Oriskany.

The reproof struck home; Mount muttered his apology; Murphy offered to carry my rifle if I was fatigued.

It was thoughtless, I admit that, said Elerson, looking backward, uneasily. But were close to the patroons boundary.

Were within bounds now, said Mount. Fondas Bush lies over there to the southeast, and the Vlaie is yonder below the mountain-notch. This wagon-track runs into the Fish-House road.

How far are we from the manor? I asked.

About two miles and a half, sir, replied Mount. Doubtless some of Sir George Coverts horsemen heard our shots, and well meet em cantering out to investigate.

I had not imagined we were as near as that. A painful thrill passed through me; my heart leaped, beating feverishly in my breast.

Minute after minute dragged as we filed swiftly onward, mechanically treading in each others tracks. I strove to consider, to think, to picture the sad, strange home-coming — to see her as she would stand, stunned, astounded that I had ignored her appeal to help her by my absence.

I could not think; my thoughts were chaos; my brain throbbed heavily; I fixed my hot eyes on the road and strode onward, numbed, seeing, hearing nothing.

And, of a sudden, a shout rang out ahead; horsemen in line across the road, rifles on thigh, moved forward towards us; an officer reversed his sword, drove it whizzing into the scabbard, and spurred forward, followed by a trooper, helmet flashing in the sun.

Ormond! cried the officer, flinging himself from his horse and holding out both white-gloved hands.

Sir George, ... I am glad to see you.... I am very — happy, I stammered, taking his hands.

Cousin Ormond! came a timid voice behind me.

I turned; Ruyven, in full uniform of a cornet, flung himself into my arms.

I could scarce see him for the mist in my eyes; I pressed the boy close to my breast and kissed him on both cheeks.

Utterly unable to speak, I sat down on a log, holding Sir Georges gloved hand, my arm on Ruyvens laced shoulder. An immense fatigue came over me; I had not before realized the pace we had kept up for these two months nor the strain I had been under.

Singleton! called out Sir George, take the men to the barracks; take my horse, too — Ill walk back. And, Singleton, just have your men take these fine fellows up behind — with a gesture towards the riflemen. And see that they lack for nothing in quarters!

Grinning sheepishly, the riflemen climbed up behind the troopers assigned them; the troop cantered off, and Sir George pointed to Ruyvens horse, indicating that it was for me when I was rested.

We heard shots, he said; I mistrusted it might be a salute from you, but came ready for anything, you see — Lord! How thin youve grown, Ormond!

Im cornet, cousin! burst out Ruyven, hugging me again in his excitement. I charged with the squadron when we scattered McDonalds outlaws! A man let drive at me—

Oh, come, come, laughed Sir George, Colonel Ormond has had more bullets driven at him than our Legion pouches in their bullet-bags!

A man let drive at me! breathed Ruyven, in rapture. I was not hit, cousin! A man let drive at me, and I heard the bullet!

Nonsense! said Sir George, mischievously; you heard a bumble-bee!

He always says that, retorted Ruyven, looking at me. I know it was a bullet, for it went zo-o-zip-tsing-g! right past my ear; and Sergeant West shouted, Cut him down, sir! ... But another trooper did that. However, I rode like the devil!

Which way? inquired Sir George, in pretended anxiety. And we all laughed.

Its good to see you back all safe and sound, said Sir George, warmly. Sir Lupus will be delighted and the children half crazed. You should hear them talk of their hero!

Dorothy will be glad, too, said Ruyven. Youll be in time for the wedding.

I strove to smile, facing Sir George with an effort. His face, in the full sunlight, seemed haggard and careworn, and the light had died out in his eyes.

For the wedding, he repeated. We are to be wedded to-morrow. You did not know that, did you?

Yes; I did know it. Dorothy wrote me, I said. A numbed feeling crept over me; I scarce heard the words I uttered when I wished him happiness. He held my proffered hand a second, then dropped it listlessly, thanking me for my good wishes in a low voice.

There was a vague, troubled expression in his eyes, a strange lack of feeling. The thought came to me like a stab that perhaps he had learned that the woman he was to wed did not love him.

Did Dorothy expect me? I asked, miserably.

I think not, said Sir George.

She believed you meant to follow Arnold to Stanwix, broke in Ruyven. I should have done it! I regard General Arnold as the most magnificent soldier of the age! he added.

I was ordered to Varick Manor, I said, looking at Sir George. Otherwise I might have followed Arnold. As it is I cannot stay for the wedding; I must report at Stillwater, leaving by nine oclock in the morning.

Lord, Ormond, what a fire-eater you have become! he said, smiling from his abstraction. Are you ready to mount Ruyvens nag and come home to a good bed and a glass of something neat?

Let Ruyven ride, I said; I need the walk, Sir George.

Need the walk! he exclaimed. Have you not had walks enough? — and your moccasins and buckskins in rags!

But I could not endure to ride; a nerve-racking restlessness was on me, a desire for movement, for utter exhaustion, so that I could no longer have even strength to think.

Ruyven, protesting, climbed into his dragoon-saddle; Sir George walked beside him and I with Sir George.

Long, soft August lights lay across the leafy road; the blackberries were in heavy fruit; scarlet thimble-berries, over-ripe, dropped from their pithy cones as we brushed the sprays with our sleeves.

Sir George was saying: No, we have nothing more to fear from McDonalds gang, but a scout came in, three days since, bringing word of McCraws outlaws who have appeared in the west—

He stopped abruptly, listening to a sound that I also heard; the sudden drumming of unshod hoofs on the road behind us.

What the devil— he began, then cocked his rifle; I threw up mine; a shrill cock-crow rang out above the noise of tramping horses; a galloping mass of horsemen burst into view behind us, coming like an avalanche.

McCraw! shouted Sir George. Ruyven fired from his saddle; Sir Georges rifle and mine exploded together; a horse and rider went down with a crash, but the others came straight on, and the cock-crow rang out triumphantly above the roar of the rushing horses.

Ruyven! I shouted, ride for your life!

I wont! he cried, furiously; but I seized his bridle, swung his frightened horse, and struck the animal across the buttocks with clubbed rifle. Away tore the maddened beast, almost unseating his rider, who lost both stirrups at the first frantic bound and clung helplessly to his saddle-pommel while the horse carried him away like the wind.

Then I sprang into the ozier thicket, Sir George at my side, and ran a little way; but they caught us, even before we reached the timber, and threw us to the ground, tying us up like basted capons with straps from their saddles. Maltreated, struck, kicked, mauled, and dragged out to the road, I looked for instant death; but a lank creature flung me across his saddle, face downward, and, in a second, the whole band had mounted, wheeled about, and were galloping westward, ventre à terre.

Almost dead from the saddle-pommel which knocked the breath from my body, suffocated and strangled with dust, I hung dangling there in a storm of flying sticks and pebbles. Twice consciousness fled, only to return with the blood pounding in my ears. A third time my senses left me, and when they returned I lay in a cleared space in the woods beside Sir George, the sun shining full in my face, flung on the ground near a fire, over which a kettle was boiling. And on every side of us moved McCraws riders, feeding their horses, smoking, laughing, playing at cards, or coming up to sniff the camp-kettle and poke the boiling meat with pointed sticks.

Behind them, squatted in rows, sat two dozen Indians, watching us in ferocious silence.






XXI

THE CRISIS
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FOR A WHILE I lay there stupefied, limp-limbed, lifeless, closing my aching eyes under the glittering red rays of the westering sun.

My parched throat throbbed and throbbed; I could scarcely stir, even to close my swollen hands where they had tied my wrists, although somebody had cut the cords that bound me.

Sir George, I said, in a low voice.

Yes, I am here, he replied, instantly.

Are you hurt?

No, Ormond. Are you?

No; very tired; that is all.

I rolled over; my head reeled and I held it in my benumbed hands, looking at Sir George, who lay on his side, cheek pillowed on his arms.

This is a miserable end of it all, he said, with calm bitterness. But that it involves you, I should not dare blame fortune for the fool I acted. I have my deserts; but its cruel for you.

The sickening whirling in my head became unendurable. I lay down, facing him, eyes closed.

It was not your fault, I said, dully.

There is no profit in discussing that, he muttered. They took us alive instead of scalping us; while theres life theres hope, ... a little hope.... But Id sooner theyd finish me here than rot in their stinking prison-ships.... Ormond, are you awake?

Yes, Sir George.

If they — if the Indians get us, and — and begin their — you know—

Yes; I know.

If they begin ... that ... insult them, taunt them, sneer at them, laugh at them! — yes, laugh at them! Do anything to enrage them, so theyll — theyll finish quickly.... Do you understand?

Yes, I muttered; and my voice sounded miles away.

He lay brooding for a while; when I opened my eyes he broke out fretfully: How was I to dream that McCraw could be so near! — that he dared raid us within a mile of the house! Oh, I could die of shame, Ormond! die of shame!... But I wont die that way; oh no, he added, with a frightful smile that left his face distorted and white.

He raised himself on one elbow.

Ormond, he said, staring at vacancy, what trivial matters a man thinks of in the shadow of death. I cant consider it; I cant be reconciled to it; I cant even pray. One absurd idea possesses me — that Singleton will have the Legion now; and hes a slack drill-master — he is, indeed!... Ive a million things to think of — an idle life to consider, a misspent career to repent, but the time is too short, Ormond.... Perhaps all that will come at the instant of — of—

Death, I said, wearily.

Yes, yes; thats it, death. Im no coward; Im calm enough — but Im stunned. I cant think for the suddenness of it!... And you just home; and Ruyven there, snuggled close to you as a house-cat — and then that sound of galloping, like a fly-stung herd of cattle in a pasture!

I think Ruyven is safe, I said, closing my eyes.

Yes, hes safe. Nobody chased him; theyll know at the manor by this time; they knew long ago.... My men will be out.... Where are we, Ormond?

I dont know, I murmured, drowsily. The months of fatigue, the unbroken strain, the feverish weeks spent in endless trails, the constant craving for movement to occupy my thoughts, the sleepless nights which were the more unendurable because physical exhaustion could not give me peace or rest, now told on me. I drowsed in the very presence of death; and the stupor settled heavily, bringing, for the first time since I left Varick Manor, rest and immunity from despair or even desire.

I cared for nothing: hope of her was dead; hope of life might die and I was acquiescent, contented, glad of the end. I had endured too much.

My sleep — or unconsciousness — could not have lasted long; the sun was not yet level with my eyes when I roused to find Sir George tugging at my sleeve and a man in a soiled and tarnished scarlet uniform standing over me.

But that brief respite from the strain had revived me; a bucket of cold water stood near the fire, and I thrust my burning face into it, drinking my fill, while the renegade in scarlet bawled at me and fumed and cursed, demanding my attention to what he was saying.

You damned impudent rebel! he yelled; am I to stand around here awaiting your pleasure while you swill your skin full?

I wiped my lips with my torn hands, and got to my feet painfully, a trifle dizzy for a moment, but perfectly able to stand and to comprehend.

Im asking you, he snarled, why we cant send a flag to your people without their firing on it?

I dont know what you mean, I said.

I do, said Sir George, blandly.

Oh, you do, eh? growled the renegade, turning on him with a scowl. Then tell me why our flag of truce is not respected, if you can.

Nobody respects a flag from outlaws, said Sir George, coolly.

The fellows face hardened and his eyes blazed. He started to speak, then shut his mouth with a snap, turned on his heel, and strode across the treeless glade to where his noisy riders were saddling up, tightening girths, buckling straps, and examining the unshod feet of their horses or smoothing out the burrs from mane and tail. The red sun glittered on their spurs, rifles, and the flat buckles of their cross-belts. Their uniform was scarlet and green, but some wore beaded shirts of scarlet holland, belted in with Mohawk wampum, and some were partly clothed like Cayuga Indians and painted with Seneca war-symbols — a grewsome sight.

There were savages moving about the fire — or I took them for savages, until one half-naked lout, lounging near, taunted me with a Scotch burr in his throat, and I saw, in his horribly painted face, a pair of flashing eyes fixed on me. And the eyes were blue.

There was something in that ghastly masquerade so horrible, so unspeakably revolting, that a shiver of pure fear touched me in every nerve. Except for the voice and the eyes, he looked the counterpart of the Senecas moving about near us; his skin, bare to the waist, was stained a reddish copper hue; his black hair was shaved except for the knot; war-paint smeared visage and chest, and two crimson quills rose from behind his left ear, tied to the scalp-lock.

Let him alone; dont answer him; hes worse than the Indians, whispered Sir George.

Among the savages I saw two others with light eyes, and a third I never should have suspected had not Sir George pointed out his feet, which were planted on the ground like the feet of a white man when he walked, and not parallel or toed-in.

But now the loud-voiced riders were climbing into their saddles; the officer in scarlet, who had cursed and questioned us, came towards us leading a horse.

You treacherous whelps! he said, fiercely; if a flag cant go to you safely, we must send one of you with it. By Heaven! youre both fit for roasting, and it sickens me to send you! But one of you goes and the other stays. Now fight it out — and be quick!

An amazed silence followed; then Sir George asked why one of us was to be liberated and the other kept prisoner.

Because your sneaking rebel friends fire on the white flag, I tell you! cried the fellow, furiously; and weve got to get a message to them. You are Captain Sir George Covert, are you not? Very good. Your rebel friends have taken Captain Walter Butler and mean to hang him. Now you tell your people that weve got Colonel Ormond and well exchange you both, a colonel and a captain, for Walter Butler. Do you understand? Thats what we value you at; a rebel colonel and a rebel captain for a single loyal captain.

Sir George turned to me. There is not the faintest chance of an exchange, he said, in French.

Stop that! threatened the man in scarlet, laying his hand on his hanger. Speak English or Delaware, do you hear?

Sir George, I said, you will go, of course. I shall remain and take the chance of exchange.

Pardon, he said, coolly; I remain here and pay the piper for the tune I danced to. You will relieve me of my obligations by going, he added, stiffly.

No, I said; I tell you I dont care. Cant you understand that a man may not care?

I understand, he replied, staring at me; and I am that man, Ormond. Come, get into your saddle. Good-bye. It is all right; it is perfectly just, and — it doesnt matter.

A shrill voice broke out across the cleared circle. Billy Bones! Billy Bones! Hae ye no flints fr the lads that ride? Losh, mon, well no be ganging north the day, an ye bide droolin there wi the blitherin Jacobites!

The flints are in McBarrons wagon! Wait, wait, Francy McCraw! And he hurried away, bawling for the teamster McBarron.

Sir George, I said, take the chance, in Heavens name, for I shall not go. Dont dispute; dont stand there! Man, man, dont delay, I tell you, or theyll change their plan!

I wont go, he said, sharply. Ormond, am I a contemptible poltroon that I should leave you here to endure the consequences of my own negligence? Do you think I could accept life at that price?

I tell you to go! I said, harshly. A horrid hope, a terrible and unworthy temptation, had seized me like a thing from hell. I trembled; sweat broke out on me, and I set my teeth, striving to think as the woman I had lost would have had me think. Quick! I muttered, dont wait, dont delay; dont talk to me, I tell you! Go! Go! Get out of my sight—

And all the time, pounding in my brain, the pulse beat out a shameful thought; and mad temptations swarmed, whispering close to my ringing ears that his death was my only chance, my only possible salvation — and hers!

Go! I stammered, pushing him towards the horse; get into your saddle! Quick, I tell you — I — I cant endure this! I am not made to endure everything, I tell you! Cant you have a little mercy on me and leave me?

I refuse, he said, sullenly.

You refuse! I stammered, beside myself with the torture I could no longer bear. Then stand aside! Ill go — Ill go if it costs me — No! No! I cant; I cant, I tell you; it costs too much!... Damn you, you may have the woman I love, but you shall leave me her respect!

Ormond! Ormond! he cried, in sorrowful amazement; but I was clean out of my head now, and I closed with him, dragging him towards the horse.

He shook himself free, glaring at me.

I am ... your superior ... officer! I panted, advancing on him; I order you to go!

He looked me narrowly in the eyes. And I refuse obedience, he said, hoarsely. You are out of your mind!

Then, by God! I shrieked, Ill force you!

Billy Bones, Francy McCraw, and a Seneca came hastening up. I leaped on McCraw and dealt him a blow full in his bony face, splitting the lean cheek open.

They overpowered me before I could repeat the blow; they flung me down, kicking and pounding me as I lay there, but the death-stroke I awaited was withheld; the castete of the Seneca was jerked from his fist.

Then they seized Sir George and forced him into his saddle, calling on four troopers to pilot him within sight of the manor and shoot him if he attempted to return.

You tell them that if they refuse to exchange Walter Butler for Ormond, weve torments for Colonel Ormond that wont kill him under a week! roared Billy Bones.

McCraw, stupefied with amazement and rage, stood mopping the blood from his blotched face, staring at me out of his crazy blue eyes. For a moment his hand fiddled with his hatchet, then Bones shoved him away, and he strode off towards his horsemen, who were forming in column of fours.

You tell em, shouted Bones, that before we finish him theyll hear his screams in Albany! If they want Colonel Ormond, he added, his voice rising to a yell, tell em to send a single man into the sugar-bush. But if they hang Walter Butler, or if you try to catch us with your cavalry, well take Ormond where well have leisure to see what our Senecas can do with him! Now ride! you damned—

He struck Sir Georges horse with the flat of his hanger; the horse bounded off, followed by four of McCraws riders, pistols cocked and hatchets loosened.

Bruised, dazed, exhausted, I lay there, listening to the receding thudding of their horses feet on the moss.

The crisis was over, and I had won — not as I might have chosen to win, but by a compromise with death for deliverance from temptation.

If it was the compromise of a crazed creature, insane from mental and physical exhaustion, it was not the compromise of a weak man; I did not desire death as long as she lived. I dreaded to leave her alone in the world. But, though she loved him not — and did love me — I could not accept the future through his sacrifice and live to remember that he had laid down his life for a friend who desired from him more than he had renounced.

I was perfectly sane now; a strange calmness came over me; my mind was clear and composed; my meditations serene. Free at last from hope, from sorrowful passion, from troubled desire, I lay there thinking, watching the long, red sun-rays slanting through the woods.

Gratitude to God for a life ended ere I fell from His grace, ere temptation entangled me beyond deliverance; humble pride in the honorable traditions that I had received and followed untainted; deep, reverent thankfulness for the strength vouchsafed me in this supreme crisis of my life — the strength of a madman, perhaps, but still strength to be true, the power to renounce — these were the meditations that brought me rest and a quietude I had never known when death seemed a long way off and life on earth eternal.

The setting sun crimsoned the pines; the riders were gathered along the hill-side, bending far out in their saddles to scan the valley below. McCraw, his white face bound with a bloody rag, drew his straight claymore and wound the tattered tartan around his wrist, motioning Billy Bones to ride on.

March! he cried, in his shrill voice, laying his claymore level; and the long files moved off, spurs and scabbards clanking, horses crowding and trampling in, faster and faster, till a far command set them trotting, then galloping away into the west, where the kindling sky reddened the world.

The world! — it would be the same to-morrow without me: that maple-tree would not have changed a leaf; that tiny, hovering, gauze-winged creature, drifting through the calm air, would be alive when I was dead.

It was difficult to understand. I repeated it to myself again and again, but the phrases had no meaning to me.

The sun set; cool, violet lights lay over the earth; a thrush, awakened by the sweetness of the twilight from his long summer moping, whistled timidly, tentatively; then the silvery, evanescent notes floated away, away, in endless, heavenly serenity.

A soft, leather-shod foot nudged me; I sat up, then rose, holding out my wrists. They tied me loosely; a tall warrior stepped beside me; others fell in behind with a patter of moccasined feet.

Then came an officer, pistol cocked and held muzzle up. He was the only white man left.

Forward, he said, nervously; and we started off through the purple dusk.

Physical weariness and pain had left me; I moved as in a dream. Nothing of apprehension or dismay disturbed the strange calm of my soul; even desire for meditation left me; and a vague content wrapped me, mind and body.

Distance, time, were meaningless to me now; I could go on forever; I could lie down forever; nothing mattered; nothing could touch me now.

The moon came up, flooding the woods with a creamy light; then a little stream, sparkling like molten silver, crossed our misty path; then a bare hill-side stretched away, pale in the moonlight, vanishing into a luminous veil of vapor, floating over a hollow where unseen water lay.

We entered a grove of still trees standing wide apart — maple-trees, with the sap-pegs still in the bark. I sat down on a log; the Indians seated themselves in a wide circle around me; the renegade officer walked to the fringe of trees and stood there motionless.

Time passed serenely; I had fallen drowsing, soothed by the silvered silence; when through a dream I heard a cock-crow.

Around me the Indians rose, all listening. Far away a sound grew in the night — the dull blows of horses hoofs on sod; a shot rang faintly, a distant cry was echoed by a long-drawn yell and a volley.

The renegade officer came running back, calling out, McCraw has struck the Legion at the grist-mill! In the intense silence around me the noise of the conflict grew, increasing, then became fainter and fainter until it died out to the westward and all was still.

The Indians came crowding back from the edge of the grove, shoving through the circle of those who guarded me, pushing, pressing, surging around me.

Give him to us! they muttered, under their breath. The flag has not come; they will hang your Walter Butler! Give him to us! The Legion cavalry is driving your riders into the west! Give him to us! We wish to see how the Oriskany man can die!

Dragged, pulled from one to another, I scarcely felt their clutch; I scarcely felt the furtive blows that fell on me. The officer clung to me, fighting the savages back with fist and elbow.

Wait for McCraw! he panted. The flag may come yet, you fools! Would you murder him and lose Walter Butler forever? Wait till McCraw comes, I tell you!

McCraw is riding for his life! said a chief, fiercely.

Its a lie! said the officer; he is drawing them to ambush!

Give the prisoner to us! cried the savages, closing in. After all, what do we care for your Walter Butler! And again they rushed forward with a shout.

Twice the officer drove them back with kicks and blows, cursing their treachery in McCraws absence; then, as they drew their knives, clamoring, threatening, gathering for a last rush, into their midst bounded an unearthly shape — a squat and hideous figure, fluttering with scarlet rags. Arms akimbo, the thing planted itself before me, mouthing and slavering in fury.

The Toad-woman! Catrine Montour! The Toad-witch! groaned the Senecas, shrinking back, huddling together as the hag whirled about and pointed at them.

I want him! I want him! Give him to me! yelped the Toad-woman. Fools! Do you know where you are? Do you know this grove of maple-trees?

The Indians, amazed and cowed, slunk farther back. The hag fixed her blazing eyes on them and raised her arms.

Fools! Fools! she mouthed, what madness brought you here to this grove? — to this place where the Stonish Giants have returned, riding out of Biskoona!

A groan burst from the Indians; a chief raised his arms, making the False-Faces sign.

Mother, he stammered, we did not know! We heard that the Stonish Giants had returned; the Onondagas sent us word, but we did not know this grove was where they gathered from Biskoona! McCraw sent us here to await the flag.

Liar! hissed the hag.

It is the truth, muttered the chief, shuddering. Witness if I speak the truth, O ensigns of the three clans!

And a hollow groan burst from the cowering savages. We witness, mother. It is the truth!

Witch! cried the officer, in a shaking voice, what would you do with my prisoner? You shall not have him, by the living God!

Senecas, take him! howled the hag, pointing at the officer. The fellow strove to draw his claymore, but staggered and sank to the ground, covered under a mass of savages. Then, dragged to his feet, they pulled him back, watching the Toad-woman for a sign.

To purge this grove! To purge the earth of the Stonish Giants! she howled. For this I ask this prisoner. Give him to me! — to me, priestess of the six fires! Tiyanoga calls from behind the moon! What Seneca dares disobey? Give him to me for a sacrifice to Biskoona, that the Stonish ghosts be laid and the doors of fire be closed forever!

Take him! Spare us the dreadful rites, O mother! answered the chief, in a quivering voice. Slay him before us now and let us see the color of his blood, so that we may depart in peace ere the Stonish Giants ride forth from Biskoona and leave not one among us!

Neah! cried the hag, furiously. He dies in secret!

There was a silence of astonishment. Spite of their superstitious terror, the Senecas knew that a sacrificial death, to close Biskoona, could not occur in secret. Suddenly the chief leaped forward and dealt me a blow with his castete. I fell, but staggered to my feet again.

Mother! began the chief, let him die quickly—

Silence! screamed the hag, supporting me. I hear, far off, the gates of Biskoona opening! Hark! Ta-ho-ne-ho-ga-wen! The doors open — the doors of flame! The Stonish Giants ride forth! O chief, for your sacrilege you die!

A horrified silence followed; the chief reeled back, dropping the death-maul.

Suddenly a horses iron-shod foot rang out on a stone, close at hand. Straight through the moonlight, advancing steadily, came a snorting horse; and, towering in the saddle, a magic shape clad in complete steel, glittering in the moonlight.

Oonah! shrieked the hag, seizing me in both arms.

With an unearthly howl the Senecas fled; the Toad-woman dropped me and bounded on the dazed renegade; he turned, crying out in horror, stumbled, and fell headlong down the bushy slope.

Then, as the hag halted, she seemed to grow, straightening up, tall, broad, superb; towering into a supple shape from which the scarlet rags fell fluttering around her like painted maple-leaves.

Magdalen Brant! I gasped, swaying where I stood, the blood almost blinding me.

From behind two steel-clad arms seized me and dragged me backward; I stumbled against the horse; the armored figure bent swiftly, caught me up, swung me clear into the saddle in front, while the armor creaked and strained and clashed with the effort.

Then my head was drawn gently back, falling on a steel shoulder; two arms were thrust under mine, seizing the bridle. The horse wheeled towards the north, stepping quietly through the moonlight, steadily, slowly northward, through misty woodlands and ferny glades and deep fields swimming under the moon, across a stony stream, up through wet meadows, into a silvery road, and across a bridge which echoed mellow thunder under the trample of the iron-shod horse.

The stockade gate was shut; an old slave opened it — a trembling black man, who shot the bolts and tottered beside us, crying and pressing my hand to his eyes.

Men came from the stables, men ran from the quarters, lanterns glimmered, windows in the house opened, and I heard a vague clamor growing around me, fainter now, yet dinning in my ears until a soft, dense darkness fell, weighing on my lids till they closed.






XXII

THE END OF THE BEGINNING
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DAY BROKE WITH a thundering roll of drums. Instinctively I stumbled out of bed, dragged on my clothes, and, half awake and half dressed, crept to the open window. The level morning sun blazed on acres of slanting rifles passing; a solid column of Continental infantry, drums and fifes leading, came swinging along the stockade; knapsacks, cross-belts, gaiters, gray with dust; officers riding ahead with naked swords drawn, color-bearers carrying the beautiful new standard, stars shining, red and white stripes stirring lazily in brilliant, silken billows.

The morning air rang with the gusty music of the fifes, the drums beat steadily in solid cadence to the long, rippling trample of feet.

Within the stockade an incessant clamor filled the air; the grounds around the house were packed with soldiers, some leading out mules, some loading batt-horses, some drawing and carrying water, some forming ranks, shouting their numbers for column of fours.

Sir George Coverts riders of the Legion had halted under my window, rifles slung, helmets strapped; a trumpeter in embroidered jacket sat his horse in front, corded trumpet reversed flat on his thigh.

Clearing my eyes with unsteady hand, I peered dizzily at the spectacle below; my ears rang with the tumult of arrival and departure; and, through the increasing uproar and the thundering rhythm of the drums, memories of the past night flashed up, livid as flames in darkness.

The endless columns of Continentals were still pouring by the stockade, when, above the dinning drums, I heard my door shaking and a voice calling me by name.

Ormond! Ormond! Open the door, man!

With stiff limbs dragging, I made my way to the door and pulled back the bolt. Sir George Covert, in full uniform, sprang in and caught my hands in his.

Ormond! Ormond! he cried, in deep reproach. Why did you not tell me long since that you loved her? You knew she loved you! What blind violence have you and Dorothy done yourselves and each other — and me, Ormond! — and yet another very dear to me — with your mad obstinacy and mistaken chivalry!

I saw the grave, kind eyes searching mine, I heard his unsteady voice, but I could not respond. An immense fatigue chained mind and tongue; intelligence was there, but the tension had relaxed, and I stood dull, nerveless, my hands limp in his.

Ormond, he said, gently, we ride south in a few moments; you will be leaving for Stillwater in an hour. Gatess left wing is marching on Balston, and news is in by an Oneida runner that Arnold has swept all before him; Stanwix is safe; St. Leger routed. Do you understand? Every man in Tryon County is marching on Burgoyne! You, too, will be on the way towards headquarters within the hour!

Trembling from weakness and excitement, I could only look at him in silence.

So all is well, he said, gravely, holding my hands tighter. Do you understand? All is well, Ormond.... We struck McCraw at Schells last night and tore him to atoms. We punished the Senecas dreadfully. We have cleared the land of the Johnsons, the Butlers, the McDonalds, and the Mohawks, and now were concentrating on Burgoyne. Ormond, he is a doomed man! He can never leave this land save as a prisoner!

His grip tightened; a smile lighted his careworn face as though a ray of pure sunshine had struck his eyes.

Ormond, he said, I have bred much mischief among us all, yet with the kindest motives in the world. If honor and modesty forbids an explanation, at least let me repair what I can. I have given your cousin Dorothy her freedom; and now, before I go, I ask your friendship. Nay, give me more — give me joy, Ormond! Man, man, must I speak more plainly still? Must I name the bravest maid in county Tryon? Must I say that the woman I love loves me — Magdalen Brant?

He laughed like a boy in his excitement. We wed in Albany on Thursday! Think of it, man! I showed her no mercy, I warrant you, soon as I was free!

He colored vividly. Nay, thats ungallant to our Maid-at-Arms, he stammered. Im flustered — you will pardon that. She rides with us to Albany — I mean Magdalen — we wed at my aunts house—

The trumpet of the Legion was sounding persistently; the clatter of spurred boots filled the hallway; Ruyven burst in, sabre banging, and flung himself into my arms.

Good-bye! Good-bye! he cried. We are marching with the left wing to Balston. Ill write you, cousin, when we take Burgoyne — Ill write you all about it and exactly how I conducted!

I felt the parting clasp of their hands, but scarcely saw them through the tears of sheer weakness that filled my eyes. The capacity for deep emotion was deadened in me; the strain had been too great; the reaction had left me scarcely capable of realizing the instant portent of events.

The mellow trampling of horses came from below. I hobbled to the window and looked down where the troopers were riding in fours, falling in behind a train of artillery which passed jolting and bumping along the stockade.

A young girl, superbly mounted, came galloping by, and behind her spurred Sir George Covert and Ruyven. At full speed she turned her head and looked up at my window, and I think I never saw such radiant happiness in any womans face as in Magdalen Brants when she swept past with a gesture of adieu and swung her horse out into the road. A generals escort and staff checked their horses to make way for her. The officers lifted their black cockaded hats; a slim, boyish officer, in a white-and-gold uniform, rode forward to receive her, with a low salute that only a Frenchman could imitate.

So, escorted by prancing, clattering cavalry, and surrounded by a brilliant staff, Magdalen Brant rode away from Varicks; and beside her, alert, upright, transfigured, rode Sir George Covert, whose life she had accepted only after she had paid her debt to Dorothy by offering her own life to rescue mine.

Dim-eyed, I stared at the passing troops, the blurred colors of their uniforms ever changing as the regiments succeeded each other, now brown and red, now green and red, now gray and yellow, as Massachusetts infantry, New York line, and Morgans Rifles poured steadily by in unbroken columns.

Wrapped in my chamber-robe, head supported on my hand, I sat by the window, dully content, striving to think, to realize all that had befallen me. The glitter of the passing rifles, the constantly changing hues and colors, the movement, the noise, set my head swimming. Yet I must prepare to leave within the hour, for the stable bells were ringing for eight oclock.

Cato scratched at the door and entered, bringing me hot water, and hovering around me with napkin, salve, and basin, till my battered body had been bathed, my face shaved, and my bruised head washed where the Seneca castete had glanced, tearing the skin. Clothed in fresh linen and a new uniform, sent by Schuyler, I bade him call Sir Lupus; who came presently, his mouth full of toast, a mug of cooled ale in one hand, clay pipe in the other.

He laid his pipe on the mantel, set his mug on a chair, and embraced me, shaking his head in solemn silence; and we sat for a space, considering one another, while Cato filled my bowl with chocolate and removed the cover from my smoking porridge-dish.

They beat all, said Sir Lupus, at length; dont they, George?

Do you mean our troops, sir? I asked.

No, sir, I dont. I mean our women.

He struck his fat leg with his palm, drew a long breath, and regarded me, arms akimbo.

Mad, sir; all stark, raving mad! Look at those two chits of girls! The Legion had gone tearing off after you to Schells with an Oneida scout; Sir George pops in with his tale of your horrid plight, then pelts off to find his troopers and do what he could to save you. Gad, George! it looked bad for you. I — I was half out o my senses, thinking of you; and what with the children a-squalling and the household rushing up stairs and down, and the militia marching to the grist-mill bridge, I did nothing. What the devil was I to do? Eh?

You did quite right, sir, I said, gravely.

He lay back, staring at me, shoving his fat hands into his breeches pockets.

If Id known what that baggage o mine was bent on, Id ha locked her in the cellar!... George, you wont hold that against me, will you? Shes my own daughter. But the hussy was gone with Magdalen Brant before I dreamed of it — gone on the maddest moonlight quest that mortal ever dared conceive! — one in rags cut from a red blanket, tother in that rotten old armor that your aunt thought fit to ship from England when her father stripped the house to cross an ocean and build in the forests of a new world. George, shes all Ormond, that girl o mine. A Varick would never have thought to cut such a caper, I tell you. It isnt in our line; it isnt in Dutch blood to imagine such things, or do em either!

He seized pipe and mug, swearing under his breath.

It was the bravest thing I ever knew, I said, huskily.

He dipped his nose into his mug, pulled at his long pipe, and eyed me askance.

What the devils this between you and Dorothy? he growled.

Nothing, I trust now, sir, I answered, in a low voice.

Oh! nothing, you trust now, sir! he mimicked, striving to turn a sour face. Dammy, d ye know that I meant her for Sir George Covert? His broad face softened; he attempted to scowl, and failed utterly. Thank God, the lands clear of these bandits of St. Leger, anyhow! he snorted. Ill work my mills and Ill scrape enough to pay my debts. I suppose Ill have you on my hands when youve finished with Burgoyne.

No, I said, smiling, the blow that Arnold struck at Stanwix will be felt from Maine to the Florida Keys. The blow to be delivered twenty miles north of us will settle any questions of land confiscation. No, Sir Lupus, I shall not be on your hands, but ... you may be on mine if you turn Tory!

You impudent rogue! he cried, struggling to his feet; then, still clutching pipe and pewter, he embraced me, and choked and chuckled, laying his fat head on my shoulder. Be a son to me, George, he whimpered, sentimentally; if you wont, youre a damned ungrateful pup!

And he took himself off, sniffing, and sucking at his long clay, which had gone out.

I turned to the window, drawing in deep breaths of sweet, pure morning air. Troops were still passing in solid column, grim, dirty soldiers in heavy cowhide knapsacks, leather gaiters, and blue great-coats buttoned back at the skirts; and I heard the militia at the quarters calling across the stable-yard that these grimy battalions were some of Washingtons veterans, hurried north from West Point by his Excellency to stiffen the backbone of Lincolns militia, who prowled, growling and snarling, around Burgoynes right flank.

They were a gaunt, hard-eyed, firm-jawed lot, marching with a peculiar cadence and swing which set all their muskets and buckles glittering at one moment, as though a thousand tiny mirrors had been turned to the light, then turned away. And, pat! pat! patter! patter! pat! went their single company drums, and their drummers seemed to beat mechanically, without waste of energy, yet with a dry, rattling precision that I had never heard save in the old days when the British troops at New Smyrna or St. Augustine marched out.

Good — mornin, sorr, came a hearty and somewhat loud voice from below; and I saw Murphy, Elerson, and Mount, arm in arm, swaggering past with that saunter that none but a born forest runner may hope to imitate. They were not sober.

I spoke to them kindly, however, asking them if their wants were fully supplied; and they acknowledged with enthusiasm that they could desire nothing better than Sir Lupuss buttery ale.

Wisha, then, sorr, said Murphy, jerking his thumb towards the sombre column passing, thim laads is the laads fr to twisht th Dootch pigtails on thim Hissians at Half-moon. They do be pigtails on th Dootch a fut long in the eel-skin. Faith, I saw McCraws scalp— twas wan o Harrods men tuk it, not I, sorr! — an twas red an ratty, wid nary a lock to lift it, more shame to McCraw!

Mount stood, balancing now on his heels, now on his toes, inhaling and expelling his breath like a man who has had more than a morning draught of cider.

He laid his head on one side, like an enormous bird, and regarded me with a simper, as though lost in admiration.

Three cheers for the Colonel, he observed, thickly, and took off his cap.

Ray! echoed Elerson, regarding the unsteadiness of Mounts legs with an expression of wonder and pity.

I bade Mount saddle my mare and prepare to accompany me to headquarters. He saluted amiably; presently they started across the yard for their quarters, distributing morsels of wisdom and advice among the militiamen, who stared at them with awe and pointed at their beaded shot — pouches, which were, alas! adorned with fringes of coarse hair, dyed scarlet.

But Morgan must worry over that. I had other matters to stir me and set my pulses beating heavily as I walked to the door, opened it, and looked out into the hallway.

Childrens voices came from the library below; I rested my hand on the banisters, aiding my stiffened limbs in the descent, and limped down the stairs.

Cecile spied me first. She was sitting on the porch with a very, very young ensign of Half-moon militia, watching the passing troops; and she sprang to her feet and threw her arms about my neck, kissing me again and again, a proceeding viewed with concern by the very young ensign of Half-moon militia.

You darling! she whispered. Dorothys in the library with father and the children. Lean on me, you poor boy! How you have suffered! And to think that you loved her all the time! Ah! she whispered, sentimentally, pressing my arm, how rare is constancy! How adorable it must be to be adored!

There was a rush of children as we entered, and Cecile cried, You little beasts, have you no manners? But they were clinging to me, limb and body, and I stood there, caressing them, eyes fixed on my cousin Dorothy, who had risen from her chair.

She was very pale and quiet, and the hand she left in mine seemed lifeless as I bent to kiss it. But, upon the bridal finger, I saw the ghost-ring, a thin, rosy band, and I thrilled from head to foot with happiness unspeakable.

Get him a chair, Harry! said Sir Lupus. Sit down, George; and what shall it be, my boy, cold mulled or spiced to cheer you on your journey? Or, as the Glencoe brawlers have it, Whas fr poonch?

I sank into my chair, saying I desired nothing; and my eyes never left Dorothy, who sat with golden head bent, folding and refolding the ruffled corner of her apron, raising her lovely eyes at moments to look across at me.

The morning had turned raw and chilly; a log-fire crackled on the hearth, where Benny had set a row of early harvest apples to sizzle and steam and perfume the air, the while Dorothy heard Harry, Sammy, and Benny read their morning lessons, so that they might hurry away to watch the passing army of their pet hero, Gates.

Come, cried the patroon, read your lessons and get out, you young dunces! Now, Sammy!

Dorothy looked at me and took up her book.

If Amos gives Joseph sixteen apples, and Joseph gives Amanda two times one half of one half of the apples, how many will Amanda have? demanded Samuel, with labored breath. And the true answer to that is six.

Dorothy nodded and stole a glance at me.

That doesnt sound quite right to me, said Sir Lupus, wrinkling his brows and counting on his fingers. Is that the answer, Dorothy?

I dont know, she murmured, eyes fixed on me.

Sir Lupus glared at Dorothy, then at me. Then he stuffed his pipe full of tobacco and sat in grim silence while Benny repeated:

Theven timeth theven ith theventy-theven; theven timeth eight ith thixty-thix. While Dorothy nodded absently and plaited the edges of her lace apron, and looked at me under lowered lashes. And Benny lisped on: Theven timeth nine ith theventy-thix; theven—

Stop that nonsense! burst out Sir Lupus. Take em away, Cecile! Take em out o my sight!

The children, only too delighted to escape, rushed forth with whoops and hoots, demanding to be shown their hero, General Gates. Sir Lupus looked after them sardonically.

Were a race o glory — mongers these days, he said. Gad, I never thought to see offspring o mine chasing the drums! Look at em now! Ruyven hunting about Tryon County for a Hessian to knock him in the head; Cecile sitting in rapture with every cornet or ensign wholl notice her; the children yelling for Lafayette and Washington; Dorothy, here, playing at Donna Quixota, and you starting for Stillwater to teach that fool, Gates, how to catch Burgoyne. Set an ass to catch an ass — eh, George?—

He stopped, his small eyes twinkling with a softer light.

I suppose you want me to go, he said.

We did not reply.

Oh, Im going, he added, fretfully; Im no company for a pair o heroes, a colonel, and—

Touching the colonelcy, I said, I want to make it plain that I shall refuse the promotion. I did nothing; the confederacy was split by Magdalen Brant, not by me; I did nothing at Oriskany; I cannot understand how General Schuyler should think me deserving of such promotion. And I am ashamed to take it when such men as Arnold are passed over, and such men as Schuyler are slighted—

Folderol! What the devils this? bawled Sir Lupus. Do you think you know more than your superior officers — hey? Youre a colonel, George. Let well enough alone, for if you make a donkey of yourself, theyll make you a major-general!

With a spasmodic effort he got on his feet, seized glass and pipe, and waddled out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

In the ringing silence a charred log broke and fell in a shower of sparks, tincturing the air with the perfume of sweet birch smoke.
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A STRANGE SHYNESS SEEMED TO HOLD US APART.

I rose from my chair. Dorothy rose, too, trembling. A strange shyness seemed to hold us apart. She stood there, the forced smile stamped on her lips, watching me with the fascination of fear; and I steadied myself on the arm of my chair, looking deep into her eyes, seeking to recognize in her the child I had known.

The child had gone, and in her place stood this lovely, silent stranger, with all the mystery of woman-hood in her eyes — that sweet light, exquisitely prophetic, divinely sad.

Dorothy, I said, under my breath. All that is brave and adorable in you, I love and worship. You have risen so far above me — and I am so weak and — and broken, and unworthy—

I love you, she faltered, her lips scarcely moving. Then the color surged over brow and throat; she laid her hands on her hot cheeks; I took her in my arms, holding her imprisoned. At my touch the color faded from her face, leaving it white as a flower.

I fear you — maid spiritual, maid militant — Maid-at-Arms! I stammered.

And I fear you, she murmured, looking at me. What lover does the whole world hold like you? What hero can compare with you? And who am I that I should take you away from the whole world? Sweetheart, I am afraid.

Then fear no more, I whispered, and bent my head. She raised her pale face; her arms crept up around my neck and tightened, clinging closer as her closing lips met mine.

There came a tapping at the door, a shuffle of felt-shod feet — 

Mars Gawge, suh, yo hoss done saddle, suh.

THE END


The Maids of Paradise
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PREFACE
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AS FAR AS the writer knows, no treasure-trains were actually sent to the port of Lorient from the arsenal at Brest. The treasures remained at Brest.

Concerning the German armored cruiser Augusta, the following are the facts: About the middle of December she forced the blockade at Wilhelmshafen and ran for Ireland, where, owing to the complaisance of the British authorities, she was permitted to coal.

From there she steamed towards Brest, capturing a French merchant craft off that port, another near Rochefort, and finally a third. That ended her active career during the war; a French frigate chased her into the port of Vigo and kept her there.

To conclude, certain localities and certain characters have been sufficiently disguised to render recognition improbable. This is proper because The Lizard is possibly alive to-day, as are also the mayor of Paradise, Sylvia Elven, Jacqueline, and Speed, the latter having barely escaped death in the Virginius expedition. The original of Buckhurst now lives in New York, and remains a type whose rarity is its only recommendation.

Those who believe they recognize the Countess de Vassart are doubtless in error. Mornac, long dead, is safe in his disguise; Tric-Trac was executed on the Place de la Roquette, and celebrated in doggerel by an unspeakable ballad writer. There remains Scarlett; dead or alive, I wish him well.

Robert W. Chambers.

Ormond, Florida, Feb. 7, 1902.


PART FIRST

THE MAIDS OF PARADISE


I

AT THE TELEGRAPH
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ON THE THIRD day of August, 1870, I left Paris in search of John Buckhurst.

On the 4th of August I lost all traces of Mr. Buckhurst near the frontier, in the village of Morsbronn. The remainder of the day I spent in acquiring that general information so dear to the officials in Paris whose flimsy systems of intelligence had already begun to break down.

On August 5th, about eight oclock in the morning, the military telegraph instrument in the operators room over the temporary barracks of the Third Hussars clicked out the call for urgency, not the usual military signal, but a secret sequence understood only by certain officers of the Imperial Military Police. The operator on duty therefore stepped into my room and waited while I took his place at the wire.

I had been using the code-book that morning, preparing despatches for Paris, and now, at the first series of significant clicks, I dropped my left middle finger on the key and repeated the signal to Paris, using the required variations. Then I rose, locked the door, and returned to the table. 

Who is this? came over the wire in the secret code; and I answered at once: Inspector of Foreign Division, Imperial Military Police, on duty at Morsbronn, Alsace.

After considerable delay the next message arrived in the Morse code: Is that you, Scarlett?

And I replied: Yes. Who are you? Why do you not use the code? Repeat the code signal and your number.

The signal was repeated, then came the message: This is the Tuileries. You have my authority to use the Morse code for the sake of brevity. Do you understand? I am Jarras. The Empress is here. Instantly reassured by the message from Colonel Jarras, head of the bureau to which I was attached, I answered that I understood. Then the telegrams began to fly, all in the Morse code:

Jarras. Have you caught Buckhurst?

I. No.

Jarras. How did he get away?

I. Theres confusion enough on the frontier to cover the escape of a hundred thieves.

Jarras. Your reply alarms the Empress. State briefly the present position of the First Corps.

I. The First Corps still occupies the heights in a straight line about seven kilometres long; the plateau is covered with vineyards. Two small rivers are in front of us; the Vosges are behind us; the right flank pivots on Morsbronn, the left on Neehwiller; the centre covers Wörth. We have had forty-eight hours heavy rain.

Jarras. Where are the Germans?

I. Precise information not obtainable at headquarters of the First Corps.

Jarras. Does the Marshal not know where the Germans are? 

I. Marshal MacMahon does not know definitely.

Jarras. Does the Marshal not employ his cavalry? Where are they?

I. Septeuils cavalry of the second division lie between Elsasshausen and the Grosserwald; Michels brigade of heavy cavalry camps at Eberbach; the second division of cavalry of the reserve, General Vicomte de Bonnemain, should arrive to-night and go into bivouac between Reichshofen and the Grosserwald.

There was a long pause; I lighted a cigar and waited. After a while the instrument began again:

Jarras. The Empress desires to know where the château called La Trappe is.

I. La Trappe is about four kilometres from Morsbronn, near the hamlet of Trois-Feuilles.

Jarras. It is understood that Madame de Vassarts group of socialists are about to leave La Trappe for Paradise, in Morbihan. It is possible that Buckhurst has taken refuge among them. Therefore you will proceed to La Trappe. Do you understand?

I. Perfectly.

Jarras. If Buckhurst is found you will bring him to Paris at once. Shoot him if he resists arrest. If the community at La Trappe has not been warned of a possible visit from us, you will find and arrest the following individuals:

Claude Tavernier, late professor of law, Paris School of Law;

Achille Bazard, ex-instructor in mathematics, Fontainebleau Artillery School;

Dr. Leo Delmont, ex-interne, Charity Hospital, Paris;

Mlle. Sylvia Elven, lately of the Odéon;

The Countess de Vassart, well known for her eccentricities. 

You will affix the government seals to the house as usual; you will then escort the people named to the nearest point on the Belgian frontier. The Countess de Vassart usually dresses like a common peasant. Look out that she does not slip through your fingers. Repeat your instructions. I repeated them from my memoranda.

There was a pause, then click! click! the instrument gave the code signal that the matter was ended, and I repeated the signal, opened my code-book, and began to translate the instructions into cipher for safetys sake.

When I had finished and had carefully destroyed my first pencilled memoranda, the steady bumping of artillery passing through the street under the windows drew my attention.

It proved to be the expected batteries of the reserve going into park, between the two brigades of Raoults division of infantry. I telegraphed the news to the observatory on the Col du Pigeonnier, then walked back to the window and looked out.

It had begun to rain again; down the solitary street of Morsbronn the artillery rolled, jolting; cannoneers, wrapped in their wet, gray overcoats, limbers, caissons, and horses plastered with mud. The slim cannon, with canvas-wrapped breeches uptilted, dripped from their depressed muzzles, like lank monsters slavering and discouraged.

A battery of Montigny mitrailleuses passed, grotesque, hump-backed little engines of destruction. To me there was always something repulsive in the shape of these stunted cannon, these malicious metal cripples with their heavy bodies and sinister, filthy mouths.

Before the drenched artillery had rattled out of Morsbronn the rain once more fell in floods, pouring a perpendicular torrent from the transparent, gray heavens, and the roar of the downpour on slate roofs and ancient gables drowned the pounding of the passing cannon.

Where the Vosges mountains towered in obscurity a curtain of rain joined earth and sky. The rivers ran yellow, brimful, foaming at the fords. The semaphore on the mountain of the Pigeonnier was not visible; but across the bridge, where the Gunstett highway spanned the Sauer, gray masses of the Niederwald loomed through the rain.

Somewhere in that spectral forest Prussian cavalry were hidden, watching the heights where our drenched divisions lay. Behind that forest a German army was massing, fresh from the combat in the north, where the tragedy of Wissembourg had been enacted only the day before, in the presence of the entire French army — the awful spectacle of a single division of seven thousand men suddenly enveloped and crushed by seventy thousand Germans.

The rain fell steadily but less heavily. I went back to my instrument and called up the station on the Col du Pigeonnier, asking for information, but got no reply, the storm doubtless interfering.

Officers of the Third Hussars were continually tramping up and down the muddy stairway, laughing, joking, swearing at the rain, or shouting for their horses, when the trumpets sounded in the street below.

I watched the departing squadron, splashing away down the street, which was now running water like a river; then I changed my civilian clothes for a hussar uniform, sent a trooper to find me a horse, and sat down by the window to stare at the downpour and think how best I might carry out my instructions to a successful finish.

The colony at La Trappe was, as far as I could judge, 8 a product of conditions which had, a hundred years before, culminated in the French Revolution. Now, in 1870, but under different circumstances, all France was once more disintegrating socially. Opposition to the Empire, to the dynasty, to the government, had been seething for years; now the separate crystals which formed on the edges of the boiling under-currents began to grow into masses which, adhering to other masses, interfered with the healthy functions of national life.

Until recently, however, while among the dissatisfied there existed a certain tendency towards cohesion, and while, moreover, adhesive forces mutually impelled separate groups of malcontents to closer union, the government found nothing alarming in the menaces of individuals or of isolated groups. The Emperor always counted on such opposition in Paris; the palace of the Tuileries was practically a besieged place, menaced always by the faubourgs — a castle before which lay eternally the sullen, unorganized multitude over which the municipal police kept watch.

That opposition, hatred, and treason existed never worried the government, but that this opposition should remain unorganized occupied the authorities constantly.

Groups of individuals who proclaimed themselves devotees of social theories interested us only when the groups grew large or exhibited tendencies to unite with similar groups.

Clubs formed to discuss social questions were usually watched by the police; violent organizations were not observed very closely, but clubs founded upon moderate principles were always closely surveyed.

In the faubourgs, where every street had its bawling orator, and where the red flag was waved when the community had become sufficiently drunk, the government was quietly content to ignore proceedings, wisely understanding that the mouths of street orators were the safety-valves of the faubourgs, and that through them the ebullitions of the under-world escaped with nothing more serious than a few vinous shrieks. There were, however, certain secret and semi-secret organizations which caused the government concern. First among these came the International Society of Workingmen, with all its affiliations — the Internationale, as it was called. In its wake trailed minor societies, some mild and harmless, some dangerous and secret, some violent, advocating openly the destruction of all existing conditions. Small groups of anarchists had already attracted groups of moderate socialistic tendencies to them, and had absorbed them or tainted them with doctrines dangerous to the state.

In time these groups began to adhere even more closely to the large bodies of the people; a party was born, small at first, embodying conflicting communistic principles.

The government watched it. Presently it split, as do all parties; yet here the paradox was revealed of a small party splitting into two larger halves. To one of these halves adhered the Red Republicans, the government opposition of the Extreme Left, the Opportunists, the Anarchists, certain Socialists, the so-called Communards, and finally the vast mass of the sullen, teeming faubourgs. It became a party closely affiliated with the Internationale, a colossal, restless, unorganized menace, harmless only because unorganized.

And the police were expected to keep it harmless. The other remaining half of the original party began to dwindle almost immediately, until it became only a group. With one exception, all those whom the police and the government regarded as inclined to violence left the group. There remained, with this one exception, a nucleus of earnest, thoughtful people whose creed was in part the creed of the Internationale, the creed of universal brotherhood, equality before the law, purity of individual living as an example and an incentive to a national purity.

To this inoffensive group came one day a young widow, the Countess de Vassart, placing at their disposal her great wealth, asking only to be received among them as a comrade.

Her history, as known to the police, was peculiar and rather sad: at sixteen she had been betrothed to an elderly, bull-necked colonel of cavalry, the notorious Count de Vassart, who needed what money she might bring him to maintain his reputation as the most brilliantly dissolute old rake in Paris.

At sixteen, Éline de Trécourt was a thin, red-haired girl, with rather large, grayish eyes. Speed and I saw her once, sitting in her carriage before the Ministry of War a year after her marriage. There had been bad news from Mexico, and there were many handsome equipages standing at the gates of the war office, where lists of killed and wounded were posted every day.

I noticed her particularly because of her reputed wealth and the evil reputation of her husband, who, it was said, was so open in his contempt for her that the very afternoon of their marriage he was seen publicly driving on the Champs-Élysées with a pretty and popular actress of the Odéon.

As I passed, glancing up at her, the sadness of her face impressed me, and I remember wondering how much the death of her husband had to do with it — for his name had appeared in the evening papers under the heading, Killed in Action.

It was several years later before the police began to take an interest in the Comtesse Éline de Vassart. She had withdrawn entirely from society, had founded a non-sectarian free school in Passy, was interested in certain charities and refuges for young working-girls, when on a visit to England, she met Karl Marx, then a fugitive and under sentence of death.

From that moment social questions occupied her, and her doings interested the police, especially when she returned to Paris and took her place once more in Royalist circles, where every baby was bred from the cradle to renounce the Tuileries, the Emperor, and all his works.

Serious, tender-hearted, charitable, and intensely interested in all social reforms, she shocked the conservative society of the noble faubourg, aroused the distrust of the government, offended the Tuileries, and finally committed the mistake of receiving at her own house that notorious group of malcontents headed by Henri Rochefort, whose revolutionary newspaper, La Marseillaise, doubtless needed pecuniary support.

Her dossier — for, alas! the young girl already had a dossier — was interesting, particularly in its summing-up of her personal character:

To the naive ignorance of a convent pensionnaire, she adds an innocence of mind, a purity of conduct, and a credulity which render her an easy prey to the adroit, who play upon her sympathies. She is dangerous only as a source of revenue for dangerous men.

It was from her salon that young Victor Noir went to his death at Auteuil on the 10th of January; and possibly the shock of the murder and the almost universal conviction that justice under the Empire was hopeless drove the young Countess to seek a refuge in the country where, at her house of La Trappe, she could quietly devote her life to helping the desperately wretched, and where she could, in security, hold council with those who also had chosen to give their lives to the noblest of all works — charity and the propaganda of universal brotherhood.

And here, at La Trappe, the young aristocrat first donned the robe of democracy, dedicated her life and fortune to the cause, and worked with her own delicate hands for every morsel of bread that passed her lips.

Now this was all very well while it lasted, for her father, the choleric old Comte de Trécourt, had died rich, and the young girls charities were doubled, and there was nobody to stay her hand or draw the generous purse-strings; nobody to advise her or to stop her. On the contrary, there were plenty of people standing around with outstretched, itching, and sometimes dirty hands, ready to snatch at the last centime.

Who was there to administer her affairs, who among the generous, impetuous, ill-balanced friends that surrounded her? Not the noble-minded geographer, Elisée Réclus; not the fiery citizen-count, Rochefort; not the handsome, cultivated Gustave Flourens, already fey with the doom to which he had been born; not that kindly visionary, the Vicomte de Coursay-Delmont, now discarding his ancient title to be known only among his grateful, penniless patients as Doctor Delmont; and surely not Professor Tavernier, nor yet that militant hermit, the young Chevalier de Gray, calling himself plain Monsieur Bazard, who chose democracy instead of the brilliant career to which Grammont had destined him, and whose sensitive and perhaps diseased mind had never recovered from the shock of the murder of his comrade, Victor Noir.

But the simple life at La Trappe, the negative protest against the Empire and all existing social conditions, the purity of motive, the serene and inspired self-abnegation, could not save the colony at La Trappe nor the young châtelaine from the claws of those who prey upon the innocence of the generous. 13

And so came to this ideal community one John Buckhurst, a stranger, quiet, suave, deadly pale, a finely moulded man, with delicately fashioned hands and feet, and two eyes so colorless that in some lights they appeared to be almost sightless.

In a month from that time he was the power that moved that community even in its most insignificant machinery. With marvellous skill he constructed out of that simple republic of protestants an absolute despotism. And he was the despot.

The avowed object of the society was the advancement of universal brotherhood, of liberty and equality, the annihilation of those arbitrary barriers called national frontiers — in short, a society for the encouragement of the millennium, which, however, appeared to be coy.

And before the eyes of his brother dreamers John Buckhurst quietly cancelled the entire programme at one stroke, and nobody understood that it was cancelled when, in a community founded upon equality and fraternity, he raised another edifice to crown it, a sort of working model as an example to the world, but limited. And down went democracy without a sound.

This working model was a superior community which was established at the Breton home of the Countess de Vassart, a large stone house in the hamlet of Paradise, in Morbihan.

An intimation from the Tuileries interrupted a meeting of the council at the house in Paradise; an arrest was threatened — that of Professor Réclus — and the indignant young Countess was requested to retire to her château of La Trappe. She obeyed, but invited her guests to accompany her. Among those who accepted was Buckhurst.

About this time the government began to take a serious interest in John Buckhurst. On the secret staff of the Imperial Military Police were always certain foreigners — among others, myself and a young man named James Speed; and Colonel Jarras had already decided to employ us in watching Buckhurst, when war came on France like a bolt from the blue, giving the men of the Secret Service all they could attend to.

In the shameful indecision and confusion attending the first few days after the declaration of war against Prussia, Buckhurst slipped through our fingers, and I, for one, did not expect to hear of him again. But I did not begin to know John Buckhurst, for, within three days after he had avoided an encounter with us, Buckhurst was believed to have committed one of the most celebrated crimes of the century.

The secret history of that unhappy war will never be fully written. Prince Bismarck has let the only remaining cat out of the bag; the other cats are dead. Nor will all the strange secrets of the Tuileries ever be brought to light, fortunately.

Still, at this time, there is no reason why it should not be generally known that the crown jewels of France were menaced from the very first by a conspiracy so alarming and apparently so irresistible that the Emperor himself believed, even in the beginning of the fatal campaign, that it might be necessary to send the crown jewels of France to the Bank of England for safety.

On the 19th of July, the day that war was declared, certain of the crown jewels, kept temporarily at the palace of the Tuileries, were sent under heavy guards to the Bank of France. Every precaution was taken; yet the great diamond crucifix of Louis XI. was missing when the guard under Captain Siebert turned over the treasures to the governor of the Bank of France. 15

Instantly absolute secrecy was ordered, which I, for one, believed to be a great mistake. Yet the Emperor desired it, doubtless for the same reasons which always led him to suppress any affair which might give the public an idea that the opposition to the government was worthy of the governments attention.

So the news of the robbery never became public property, but from one end of France to the other the gendarmerie, the police, local, municipal, and secret, were stirred up to activity.

Within forty-eight hours, an individual answering Buckhursts description had sold a single enormous diamond for two hundred and fifty thousand francs to a dealer in Strasbourg, a Jew named Fishel Cohen, who, counting on the excitement produced by the war and the topsy-turvy condition of the city, supposed that such a transaction would create no interest.

Mr. Cohen was wrong; an hour after he had recorded the transaction at the Strasbourg Diamond Exchange he and the diamond were on their way to Paris, in charge of a detective. A few hours later the stone was identified at the Tuileries as having been taken from the famous crucifix of Louis XI.

From Fishel Cohens agonized description of the man who had sold him the diamond, Colonel Jarras believed he recognized John Buckhurst. But how on earth Buckhurst had obtained access to the jewels, or how he had managed to spirit away the cross from the very centre of the Tuileries, could only be explained through the theory of accomplices among the trusted intimates of the imperial entourage. And if there existed such a conspiracy, who was involved?

It is violating no secret now to admit that every soul in the Tuileries, from highest to lowest, was watched. Even the governor of the Bank of France did not escape the attentions of the secret police. For it was certain that somebody in the imperial confidence had betrayed that confidence in a shocking manner, and nobody could know how far the conspiracy had spread, or who was involved in the most daring and shameless robbery that had been perpetrated in France since Cardinal de Rohan and his gang stole the celebrated necklace of Marie Antoinette.

Nor was it at all certain that the remaining jewels of the French crown were safe in Paris. The precautions taken to insure their safety, and the result of those precautions, are matters of history, but nobody outside of a small, strangely assorted company of people could know what actually happened to the crown jewels of France in 1870, or what pieces, if any, are still missing.

My chase after Buckhurst began as soon as Colonel Jarras could summon me; and as Buckhurst had last been heard of in Strasbourg, I went after him on a train loaded with red-legged, uproarious soldiers, who sang all day:



	
HaveyouseenBismarck
Drinkinginthegaycafé,
Withthatotherbrotherspark — 
MonsieurBadinguet?






and had drunk themselves into a shameful frenzy long before the train thundered into Avricourt.

I tracked Buckhurst to Morsbronn, where I lost all traces of him; and now here I was with my orders concerning the unfortunate people at La Trappe, staring out at the dismal weather and wondering where my wild-goose chase would end.

I went to the door and called for the military telegraph operator, whose instrument I had been permitted to monopolize. He came, a pleasant, jaunty young fellow, munching a crust of dry bread and brushing the crumbs from his scarlet trousers. 17

In case I want to communicate with you Ill signal the tower on the Col du Pigeonnier, I said. Come up to the loft overhead.

The loft in the house which had now been turned into a cavalry barracks was just above my room, a large attic under the dripping gables, black with the stains of centuries, littered with broken furniture, discarded clothing, and the odds and ends cherished by the thrifty Alsatian peasant, who never throws away anything from the day of his birth to the day of his death. And, given a long line of forefathers equally thrifty, and an ancient high-gabled house where his ancestors first began collecting discarded refuse, the attic of necessity was a marvel of litter and decay, among which generations of pigeons had built nests and raised countless broods of squealing squabs.

Into this attic we climbed, edged our way toward a high window out of which the leaded panes had long since tumbled earthward, and finally stood together, looking out over the mountains of the Alsatian frontier.

The rain had ceased; behind the Col du Pigeonnier sunshine fell through a rift in the watery clouds. It touched the rushing river, shining on foaming fords where our cavalry pickets were riding in the valley mist.

Somewhere up in the vineyards behind us an infantry band was playing; away among the wet hills to the left the strumming vibrations of wet drums marked the arrival of a regiment from goodness knows where; and presently we saw them, their gray overcoats and red trousers soaked almost black with rain, rifles en bandoulière, trudging patiently up the muddy slope above the town. Something in the plodding steps of those wet little soldiers touched me. Bravely their soaked drums battered away, bravely they dragged their clumsy feet after them, brightly and gayly the breaking sun touched their crimson forage-caps and bayonets and the swords of mounted officers; but to me they were only a pathetic troop of perplexed peasants, dragged out of the bosom of France to be huddled and herded in a strange pasture, where death watched them from the forest yonder, marking them for slaughter with near-sighted Teutonic eyes.

A column of white cloud suddenly capped the rocks on the vineyard above. Bang! and something came whistling with a curious, bird-like cry over the village of Morsbronn, flying far out across the valley: and among the pines of the Prussian forest a point of flame flashed, a distant explosion echoed.

Down in the street below us an old man came tottering from his little shop, peering sideways up into the sky.

Il pleut, berger, called out the operator beside me, in a bantering voice.

It will rain — bullets, said the old man, simply, and returned to his shop to drag out a chair on the doorsill and sit and listen to the shots which our cavalry outposts were exchanging with the Prussian scouts.

Poor old chap, said the operator; it will be hard for him. He was with the Grand Emperor at Jena.

You speak as though our army was already on the run, I said.

Yes, he replied, indifferently, well soon be on the run.

After a moment I said: Im going to ride to La Trappe. I wish you would send those messages to Paris.

All right, he said.

Half an hour later I rode out of Morsbronn, clad in the uniform of the Third Hussars, a disguise supposed to convey the idea to those at La Trappe that the army and not the police were responsible for their expulsion.

The warm August sunshine slanted in my face as I galloped away up the vineyard road and out on to the long plateau where, on every hillock, a hussar picket sat his wiry horse, carbine poised, gazing steadily toward the east.

Over the sombre Prussian forests mist hung; away to the north the sun glittered on the steel helmets and armor of the heavy cavalry, just arriving. And on the Col du Pigeonnier I saw tiny specks move, flags signalling the arrival of the Vicomte de Bonnemain with the grosse cavalerie, the splendid cuirassier regiments destined in a few hours to join the cuirassiers of Waterloo, riding into that bright Valhalla where all good soldiers shall hear the last trumpet call, Dismount!

With a lingering glance at the rivers which separated us from German soil, I turned my horse and galloped away into the hills.

A moist, fern-bordered wood road attracted me; I reasoned that it must lead, by a short cut, across the hills to the military highway which passed between Trois-Feuilles and La Trappe. So I took it, and presently came into four cross-roads unknown to me.

This grassy carrefour was occupied by a flock of turkeys, busily engaged in catching grasshoppers; their keeper, a prettily shaped peasant girl, looked up at me as I drew bridle, then quietly resumed the book she had been reading.

My child, said I, if you are as intelligent as you are beautiful, you will not be tending other peoples turkeys this time next year.

Merci, beau sabreur! said the turkey-girl, raising her blue eyes. Then the lashes veiled them; she bent her head a little, turning it so that the curve of her cheeks gave to her profile that delicate contour which is so suggestive of innocence when the ears are small and the neck white.

My child, said I, will you kindly direct me, with appropriate gestures, to the military highway which passes the Château de la Trappe?




II

THE GOVERNMENT INTERFERES

[image: img45.jpg]

THERE IS A short cut across that meadow, said the young girl, raising a rounded, sun-tinted arm, bare to the shoulder.

You are very kind, said I, looking at her steadily.

And, after that, you will come to a thicket of white birches.

Thank you, mademoiselle.

And after that, she said, idly following with her blue eyes the contour of her own lovely arm, you must turn to the left, and there you will cross a hill. You can see it from where we stand—

She glanced at me over her outstretched arm. You are not listening, she said.

I shifted a troubled gaze to the meadow which stretched out all glittering with moist grasses and tufts of rain-drenched wild flowers.

The girls arm slowly fell to her side, she looked up at me again, I felt her eyes on me for a moment, then she turned her head toward the meadow.

A deadened report shook the summer air — the sound of a cannon fired very far away, perhaps on the citadel of Strasbourg. It was so distant, so indistinct, that here in this peaceful country it lingered only as a vibration; the humming of the clover bees was louder.

Without turning my head I said: It is difficult to believe that there is war anywhere in the world — is it not, mademoiselle?

Not if one knows the world, she said, indifferently.

Do you know it, my child?

Sufficiently, she said.

She had opened again the book which she had been reading when I first noticed her. From my saddle I saw that it was Molière. I examined her, in detail, from the tips of her small wooden shoes to the scarlet velvet-banded skirt, then slowly upward, noting the laced bodice of velvet, the bright hair under the butterfly coiffe of Alsace, the delicate outline of nose and brow and throat. The ensemble was theatrical.

Why do you tend turkeys? I asked.

Because it pleases me, she replied, raising her eyebrows in faint displeasure.

For that same reason you read Monsieur Molière? I suggested.

Doubtless, monsieur.

Who are you?

Is a passport required in France? she replied, languidly.

Are you what you pretend to be, an Alsatian turkey tender?

Parbleu! There are my turkeys, monsieur.

Of course, and there is your peasant dress and there are your wooden shoes, and there also, mademoiselle, are your soft hands and your accented speech and your plays of Molière.

You are very wise for a hussar, she said.

Perhaps, said I, but I have asked you a question which remains parried.

She balanced the hazel rod across her shoulders with a faintly malicious smile.

One might almost believe that you are not a hussar, but an officer of the Imperial Police, she said.
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ACROSS THAT MEADOW, SAID THE YOUNG GIRL

If you think that, said I, you should answer my question the sooner — unless you come from La Trappe. Do you?

Sometimes.

Oh! And what do you do at the Château de la Trappe?

I tend poultry — sometimes, she replied.

And at other times?

I do other things, monsieur.

What things?

What things? Mon Dieu, I read a little, as you perceive, monsieur.

Who are you? I demanded.

Oh, a mere nobody in such learned company, she said, shaking her head with a mock humility that annoyed me intensely.

Very well, said I, conscious every moment of her pleasure in my discomfiture; under the circumstances I am going to ask you to accept my escort to La Trappe; for I think you are Mademoiselle Elven, recently of the Odéon theatre.

At this her eyes widened and the smile on her face became less genuine. Indeed, I shall not go with you, she said.

Im afraid Ill have to insist, said I.

She still balanced her hazel rod across her shoulders, a smile curving her mouth.

Monsieur, she said, do you ride through the world pressing every peasant girl you meet with such ardent entreaties? Truly, your fashion of wooing is not slow, but everybody knows that hussars are headlong gentlemen— Nothing is sacred from a hussar, she hummed, deliberately, in a parody which made me writhe in my saddle.

Mademoiselle, said I, taking off my forage-cap, your ridicule is not the most disagreeable incident that I expect to meet with to-day. I am attempting to do my duty, and I must ask you to do yours.

By taking a walk with you, beau monsieur?

Im afraid so.

And if I refuse?

Then, said I, amiably, I shall be obliged to set you on my horse. And I dismounted and went toward her.

Set me on — on that horse? she repeated, with a disturbed smile.

Will you come on foot, then?

No, I will not! she said, with a click of her teeth.

I looked at my watch — it lacked five minutes to one.

In five minutes we are going to start, said I, cheerfully, and stood waiting, twisting the gilt hilt-tassels of my sabre with nervous fingers.

After a silence she said, very seriously, Monsieur, would you dare use violence toward me?

Oh, I shall not be very violent, I replied, laughing. I held the opened watch in my hand so that she could see the dial if she chose.

It is one oclock, I said, closing the hunting-case with a snap.

She looked me steadily in the eyes.

Will you come with me to La Trappe?

She did not stir.

I stepped toward her; she gave me a breathless, defiant stare; then in an instant I caught her up and swung her high into my saddle, before either she or I knew exactly what had happened.

Fury flashed up in her eyes and was gone, leaving them almost blank blue. As for me, amazed at what I had done, I stood at her stirrup, breathing very fast, with jaws set and chin squared.

She was clever enough not to try to dismount, woman enough not to make an awkward struggle or do anything ungraceful. In her face I read an immense astonishment; fascination seemed to rivet her eyes on me, following my every movement as I shortened one stirrup for her, tightened the girths, and laid the bridle in her half-opened hand.

Then, in silence, I led the horse forward through the open gate out into the wet meadow.

Wading knee-deep through soaking foliage, I piloted my horse with its mute burden across the fields; and, after a few minutes a violent desire to laugh seized me and persisted, but I bit my lip and called up a few remaining sentiments of decency.

As for my turkey-girl, she sat stiffly in the saddle, with a firmness and determination that proved her to be a stranger to horses. I scarcely dared look at her, so fearful was I of laughing.

As we emerged from the meadow I heard the cannon sounding again at a great distance, and this perhaps sobered me, for presently all desire of laughter left me, and I turned into the road which led through the birch thicket, anxious to accomplish my mission and have done with it as soon as might be.

Are we near La Trappe? I asked, respectfully.

Had she pouted, or sulked, or burst into reproaches, I should have cared little — in fact, an outburst might have relieved me.

But she answered me so sweetly, and, too, with such composure, that my heart smote me for what I had done to her and what I was still to do.

Would you rather walk? I asked, looking up at her.

No, thank you, she said, serenely.

So we went on. The spectacle of a cavalryman in full uniform leading a cavalry horse on which was seated an Alsatian girl in bright peasant costume appeared to astonish the few people we passed. One of these foot-farers, a priest who was travelling in our direction, raised his pallid visage to meet my eyes. Then he stole a glance at the girl in the saddle, and I saw a tint of faded color settle under his transparent skin.

The turkey-girl saluted the priest with a bright smile.

Fortune of war, father, she said, gayly. Behold! Alsace in chains.

Is she a prisoner? said the priest, turning directly on me. Of all the masks called faces, never had I set eyes on such a deathly one, nor on such pale eyes, all silvery surface without depth enough for a spark of light to make them seem alive.

What do you mean by a prisoner, father? I asked.

I mean a prisoner, he said, doggedly.

When the church cross-examines the government, the towers of Notre Dame shake, I said, pleasantly. I mean no discourtesy, father; it is a proverb in Paris.

There is another proverb, observed the turkey-girl, placidly. Once a little inhabitant of hell stole the key to paradise. His punishment was dreadful. They locked him in.

I looked up at her, perplexed and irritated, conscious that she was ridiculing me, but unable to comprehend just how. And my irritation increased when the priest said, calmly, Can I aid you, my child?

She shook her head with a cool smile.

I am quite safe under the escort of an officer of the Imperial—

Wait! I said, hastily, but she continued, of the Imperial Military Police.

Above all things I had not wanted it known that the Imperial Police were moving in this affair at La Trappe, and now this little fool had babbled to a strange priest — of all people in the world! 27

What have the police to do with this harmless child? demanded the priest, turning on me so suddenly that I involuntarily took a step backward.

Is this the confessional, father? I replied, sharply. Go your way in peace, and leave to the police what alone concerns the police.

Render unto Cæsar, said the girl, quietly. Good-bye, father.

Turning to look again at the priest, I was amazed to find him close to me, too close for a man with such eyes in his head, for a man who moved so swiftly and softly, and, in spite of me, a nervous movement of my hand left me with my fingers on the butt of my pistol.

What the devil is all this? I blurted out. Stand aside, father. Do you think the Holy Inquisition is back in France? Stand aside then! I salute your cloth!

And I passed on ahead, one hand on the horses neck, the other touching the visor of my scarlet forage-cap. Once I looked back. The priest was standing where I had passed him.

We met a dozen people in all, I think, some of them peasants, one or two of the better class — a country doctor and a notary among them. None appeared to know my turkey-girl, nor did she even glance at them; moreover, all answered my inquiries civilly enough, directing me to La Trappe, and professing ignorance as to its inhabitants.

Why do all the people I meet carry bundles? I demanded of the notary.

Mon Dieu, monsieur, they are too near the frontier to take risks, he replied, blinking through his silver-rimmed spectacles at my turkey-girl.

You mean to say they are running away from their village of Trois-Feuilles? I asked. 28

Exactly, he said. War is a rude guest for poor folk.

Disgusted with the cowardice of the hamlet of Trois-Feuilles, I passed on without noticing the mans sneer. In a moment, however, he repassed me swiftly, going in the same direction as were we, toward La Trappe.

Wait a bit! I called out. What is your business in that direction, monsieur the notary?

He looked around, muttered indistinctly about having forgotten something, and started on ahead of us, but at a sharp Stop! from me he halted quickly enough.

Your road lies the other way, I observed, and, as he began to protest, I cut him short.

You change your direction too quickly to suit me, I said. Come, my friend the weather-cock, turn your nose east and follow it or I may ask you some questions that might frighten you.

And so I left him also staring after us, and I had half a mind to go back and examine his portfolio to see what a snipe-faced notary might be carrying about with him.

When I looked up at my turkey-girl, she was sitting more easily in the saddle, head bent thoughtfully.

You see, mademoiselle, I take no chances of not finding my friends at home, I said.

What friends, monsieur?

My friends at La Trappe.

Oh! And ... you think that the notary we passed might have desired to prepare them for your visit, monsieur?

Possibly. The notary of Trois-Feuilles and the Château de la Trappe may not be unknown to each other. Perhaps even mademoiselle the turkey-girl may number the learned Trappists among her friends. 29

Perhaps, she said.

Walking on along the muddy road beside her, arm resting on my horses neck, I thought over again of the chances of catching Buckhurst, and they seemed slim, especially as after my visit the house at La Trappe would be vacant and the colony scattered, or at least out of French jurisdiction, and probably settled across the Belgian frontier.

Of course, if the government ordered the expulsion of these people, the people must go; but I for one found the order a foolish one, because it removed a bait that might attract Buckhurst back where we stood a chance of trapping him.

But in a foreign country he could visit his friends freely, and whatever movement he might ultimately contemplate against the French government could easily be directed from that paradise of anarchists, Belgium, without the necessity of his exposing himself to any considerable danger.

I was sorry that affairs had taken this turn.

A little breeze began blowing; the scarlet skirt of my turkey-girl fluttered above her wooden shoes, and on her head the silk bow quivered like a butterfly on a golden blossom.

They say when the Lord fashioned the first maid of Alsace half the angels cried themselves ill with jealousy, said I, looking up at her.

And the other half, monsieur?

The sterner half started for Alsace in a body. They were controlled with difficulty, mademoiselle. That is why St. Peter was given a key to lock them in, not to lock us poor devils out.

After a silence she said, musing: It is a curious thing, but you speak as though you had seen better days.

No, I said, I have never seen better days. I am slowly rising in the world. Last year I was a lieutenant; I am now inspector.

I meant, she said, scornfully, that you had been well-born — a gentleman.

Are gentlemen scarce in the Imperial Military Police?

It is not a profession that honors a man.

Of all people in the world, said I, the police would be the most gratified to believe that this violent world needs no police.

Monsieur, there is another remedy for violence.

And what may that remedy be, mademoiselle?

Non-resistance — absolute non-resistance, said the girl, earnestly, bending her pretty head toward me.

That is not human nature, I said, laughing.

Is the justification of human nature our aim in this world?

Nor is it possible for mankind to submit to violence, I added.

I believe otherwise, she said, gravely.

As we mounted the hill along a sandy road, bordered with pines and with cool, green thickets of broom and gorse, I looked up at her and said: In spite of your theories, mademoiselle, you yourself refused to accompany me.

But I did not resist your violence, she replied, smiling.

After a moments silence I said: For a disciple of a stern and colorless creed, you are very human. I am sorry that you believe it necessary to reform the world.

She said, thoughtfully: There is nothing joyless in my creed — above all, nothing stern. If it be fanaticism to desire for all the world that liberty of thought and speech and deed which I, for one, have assumed, then I am, perhaps, a fanatic. If it be fanaticism to detest violence and to deplore all resistance to violence, I am a very guilty woman, monsieur, and deserve ill of the Emperors Military Police.

This she said with that faintly ironical smile hovering sometimes in her eyes, sometimes on her lips, so that it was hard to face her and feel quite comfortable.

I began, finally, an elaborate and logical argument, forgetting that women reason only with their hearts, and she listened courteously. To meet her eyes when I was speaking interrupted my train of thought, and often I was constrained to look out across the hills at the heavy, solid flanks of the mountains, which seemed to steady my logic and bring rebellious thought and wandering wisdom to obedience.

I explained my theory of the acceptance of three things — human nature, the past, and the present. Given these, the solution of future problems must be a different solution from that which she proposed.

At moments the solemn absurdity of it all came over me — the turkey-girl, with her golden head bent, her butterfly coiffe a-flutter, discussing ethics with an irresponsible fly-by-night, who happened at that period of his career to carry a commission in the Imperial Police.

The lazy roadside butterflies flew up in clouds before the slow-stepping horse; the hill rabbits, rising to their hindquarters, wrinkled their whiskered noses at us; from every thicket speckled hedge-birds peered at us as we went our way solemnly deciding those eternal questions already ancient when the Talmud branded woman with the name of Lilith.

At length, as we reached the summit of the sandy hill, There is La Trappe, monsieur, said my turkey-girl, and once more stretched out her lovely arm.

There appeared to be nothing mysterious about the house or its surroundings; indeed, a sunnier and more peaceful spot would be hard to find in that land of hills, ravines, and rocky woodlands, outposts of those cloudy summits soaring skyward in the south.

The house itself was visible through gates of wrought iron, swinging wide between pillars of stone, where an avenue stretched away under trees to a granite terrace, glittering in the sun. And under the terrace a quiet pool lay reflecting tier on tier of stone steps which mounted to the bright esplanade above.

There was no porter at the gate to welcome me or to warn me back; the wet road lay straight in front, barred only by sunbeams.

May we enter? I asked, politely.

She did not answer, and I led the horse down that silent avenue of trees towards the terrace and the glassy pool which mirrored the steps of stone.

Masses of scarlet geraniums, beds of living coals, glowed above the terrace. As we drew nearer, the water caught the blaze of color, reflecting the splendor in subdued tints of smothered flame. And always, in the pool, I saw the terrace steps, reversed, leading down into depths of sombre fire.

And here we dismount, said I, and offered my aid.

She laid her hands on my shoulders; I swung her to the ground, where her sabots clicked and her silver neck-chains jingled in the silence.

I looked around. How intensely still was everything — the leaves, the water! The silent blue peaks on the horizon seemed to be watching me; the trees around me were so motionless that they also appeared to be listening with every leaf.

This quarter of the world was too noiseless for me; there might have been a bird-note, a breeze to whisper, a minute stirring of unseen life — but there was not.

Is that house empty? I asked, turning brusquely on my companion. 33

The Countess de Vassart will give you your answer, she replied.

Kindly announce me, then, I said, grimly, and together we mounted the broad flight of steps to the esplanade, above which rose the gray mansion of La Trappe.




III

LA TRAPPE
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THERE WAS A small company of people gathered at a table which stood in the cool shadows of the châteaus eastern wing. Towards these people my companion directed her steps; I saw her bend close to the ear of a young girl who had already turned to look at me. At the same instant a heavily built, handsome man pushed back his chair and stood up, regarding me steadily through his spectacles, one hand grasping the back of the seat from which he had risen.

Presently the young girl to whom my companion of the morning had whispered rose gracefully and came toward me.

Slender, yet with that charming outline of body which youth wears as a promise, she moved across the terrace in her flowing robe of crape, and welcomed me with a gesture and a pleasant word, which I scarcely heard, so stupidly I stood, silenced by the absolute loveliness of the girl. Did I say loveliness? No, not that, but something newer, something far more fresh, far sweeter, that made mere physical beauty a thing less vital than the colorless shadow of a crystal.

She was not only beautiful, she was Beauty itself, incarnate, alive, soul and body. Later I noticed that she was badly sun-burned under the eyes, that her delicate nose was adorned by an adorable freckle, and that she had red hair.... Could this be the Countess de Vassart? What a change!

I stepped forward to meet her, and took off my forage-cap.

Is it true, monsieur, that you have come to arrest us? she asked, in a low voice.

Yes, madame, I replied, already knowing that she was the Countess. She hesitated; then:

Will you tell me your name? I am Madame de Vassart.

Cap in hand I followed her to the table, where the company had already risen. The young Countess presented me with undisturbed simplicity; I bowed to my turkey-girl, who proved, after all, to be the actress from the Odéon, Sylvia Elven; then I solemnly shook hands with Dr. Leo Delmont, Professor Claude Tavernier, and Monsieur Bazard, ex-instructor at the Fontainebleau Artillery School, whom I immediately recognized as the snipe-faced notary I had met on the road.

Well, sir, exclaimed Dr. Delmont, in his deep, hearty voice, if this peaceful little community is come under your governments suspicion, I can only say, Heaven help France!

Is not that what we all say in these times, doctor? I asked.

When I say Heaven help France! I do not mean Vive lEmpereur! retorted the big doctor, dryly.

Professor Tavernier, a little, gray-headed savant with used-up eyes, asked me mildly if he might know why they all were to be expelled from France. I did not reply.

Is thought no longer free in France? asked Dr. Delmont, in his heavy voice.

Thought is free in France, I replied, but its expression is sometimes inadvisable, doctor. 36

And the Emperor is to be the judge of when it is advisable to express ones thoughts? inquired Professor Tavernier.

The Emperor, I said, is generous, broad-minded, and wonderfully tolerant. Only those whose attitude incites to disorder are held in check.

According to the holy Code Napoléon, observed Professor Tavernier, with a shrug.

The code kills the body, Napoleon the soul, said Dr. Delmont, gravely.

It was otherwise with Victor Noir, suggested Mademoiselle Elven.

Yes, added Delmont, he asked for justice and they gave him ... Pierre!

I think we are becoming discourteous to our guest, gentlemen, said the young Countess, gently.

I bowed to her. After a moment I said: Doctor, if you do truly believe in that universal brotherhood which apparently even tolerates within its boundaries a poor devil of the Imperial Police, if your creed really means peace and not violence, suffering and patience, not provocation and revolt, demonstrate to the government by the example of your submission to its decrees that the theories you entertain are not the chimeras of generous but unbalanced minds.

We never had the faintest idea of resisting, said Monsieur Bazard, the notary, otherwise the Chevalier de Grey, a lank, hollow-eyed young fellow, already marked heavily with the ravages of pulmonary disease. But the fierce glitter in his eyes gave the lie to his words.

Yesterday, Madame la Comtesse, I said, turning to the Countess de Vassart, the Emperor could easily afford to regard with equanimity the movement in which you are associated. To-day that is no longer possible.

The young Countess gave me a bewildered look. 37

Is it true, she asked, that the Emperor does not know we have severed all connection with the Internationale?

If that is so, said I, why does Monsieur Bazard return across the fields to warn you of my coming? And why do you harbor John Buckhurst at La Trappe? Do you not know he is wanted by the police?

But we do not know why, said Dr. Delmont, bending forward and pouring himself a glass of red wine. This he drank slowly, eating a bit of black bread with it.

Monsieur Scarlett, said Mademoiselle Elven, suddenly, why does the government want John Buckhurst?

That, mademoiselle, is the affair of the government and of John Buckhurst, I said.

Pardon, interrupted Delmont, heavily, it is the affair of every honest man and woman — where a Bonaparte is concerned.

I do not understand you, doctor, I said.

Then I will put it brutally, he replied. We free people fear a family a prince of which is a common murderer.

I did not answer; the world has long since judged the slayer of Victor Noir.

After a troubled silence the Countess asked me if I would not share their repast, and I thanked her and took some bread and grapes and a glass of red wine.

The sun had stolen into the corner where we had been sitting, and the Countess suggested that we move down to the lawn under the trees; so Dr. Delmont and Professor Tavernier lifted the table and bore it down the terrace steps, while I carried the chairs to the lawn.

It made me uncomfortable to play the rôle I was playing among these misguided but harmless people; that I showed it in my face is certain, for the Countess looked up at me and said, smilingly: You must not look at us so sorrowfully, Monsieur Scarlett. It is we who pity you.

And I replied, Madame, you are generous, and took my place among them and ate and drank with them in silence, listening to the breeze in the elms.

Mademoiselle Elven, in her peasants dress, rested her pretty arm across her chair and sighed.

It is all very well not to resist violence, she said, but it seems to me that the world is going to run over us some day. Is there any harm in stepping out of the way, Dr. Delmont?

The Countess laughed outright.

Not at all, she said. But we must not attempt to box the worlds ears as we run. Must we, doctor?

Turning her lovely, sun-burned face to me, she continued: Is it not charming here? The quiet is absolute. It is always still. We are absurdly contented here; we have no servants, you see, and we all plough and harrow and sow and reap — not many acres, because we need little. It is one kind of life, quite harmless and passionless, monsieur. I have been raking hay this morning. It is so strange that the Emperor should be troubled by the silence of these quiet fields—

The distress in her eyes lasted only a moment; she turned and looked out across the green meadows, smiling to herself.

At first when I came here from Paris, she said, I was at a loss to know what to do with all this land. I owe much happiness to Dr. Delmont, who suggested that the estate, except what we needed, might be loaned free to the people around us. It was an admirable thought; we have no longer any poor among us—

She stopped short and gave me a quick glance. Please understand me, Monsieur Scarlett. I make no merit of giving what I cannot use. That would be absurd.

The world knows, madame, that you have given all you have, I said.

Then why is your miserable government sending her into exile? broke in Monsieur Bazard, harshly.

I will tell you, I said, surprised at his tone and manner. The colony at La Trappe is the head and centre of a party which abhors war, which refuses resistance, which aims, peacefully perhaps, at political and social annihilation. In time of peace this colony is not a menace; in time of war it is worse than a menace, monsieur.

I turned to Dr. Delmont.

With the German armies massing behind the forest borders yonder, it is unsafe for the government to leave you here at La Trappe, doctor. You are too neutral.

You mean that the government fears treason? demanded the doctor, growing red.

Yes, I said, if you insist.

The Countess had turned to me in amazement.

Treason! she repeated, in an unsteady voice. Is it treason for a small community to live quietly here in the Alsatian hills, harming nobody, asking nothing save freedom of thought? Is it treason for a woman of the world to renounce the world? Is it treason for her to live an unostentatious life and use her fortune to aid others to live? Treason! Monsieur, the word has an ugly ring to me. I am a soldiers daughter!

There was something touchingly illogical in the last words — this young apostle of peace naïvely displaying her credentials as though the mere word soldier covered everything.

Your government insults us all, said Bazard, between his teeth. 40

Mademoiselle Elven leaned forward, her blue eyes shining angrily.

Because I have learned that the boundaries of nations are not the frontiers of human hearts, am I a traitor? Because I know no country but the world, no speech but the universal speech that one reads in a brothers eyes, because I know no barriers, no boundaries, no limits to human brotherhood, am I a traitor?

She made an exquisite gesture with half-open arms; all the poetry of the Théâtre Français was in it.

Look at me! I had all that life could give, save freedom, and that I have now — freedom in thought, in speech, in action, freedom to love as friends love, freedom to love as lovers love. Ah, more! freedom from caste, from hate and envy and all suspicion, freedom to give, freedom to receive, freedom in life and in death! Am I a traitor? What do I betray? Shame on your Emperor!

The young Countess, too, had risen in her earnestness and had laid one slender, sun-tanned hand upon the table.

War? she said. What is this war to us? The Emperor? What is he to us? We who have set a watch on the worlds outer ramparts, guarding the white banner of universal brotherhood! What is this war to us!

Are you not a native of France? I asked, bluntly.

I am a native of the world, monsieur.

Do you mean to say that you care nothing for your own birthland? I demanded, sharply.

I love the world — all of it — every inch — and if France is part of the world, so is this Prussia that we are teaching our poor peasants to hate.

Madame, said I, the women of France to-day think differently. Our Creator did not make love of country a trite virtue, but a passion, and set it in our bodies along with our other passions. If in you it is absent, that concerns pathology, not the police!

I did not mean to wound her — I was intensely in earnest; I wanted her to show just a single glimmer of sympathy for her own country. It seemed as though I could not endure to look at such a woman and know that the primal passion, born with those who had at least wept for their natal Eden, was meaningless to her.

She had turned a trifle pale; now she sank back into her chair, looking at me with those troubled gray eyes in which Heaven itself had set truth and loyalty.

I said: I do not believe that you care nothing for France. Train and curb and crush your own heart as you will, you cannot drive out that splendid earth-born humanity which is part of us — else we had all been born in heaven!

Come, said Bazard, in a rage-choked voice, let it end here, Monsieur Scarlett. If the government sends you here as a spy and an official, pray remember that you are not also sent as a missionary.

My ears began to burn. That is true, I said, looking at the Countess, whose face had become expressionless. I ask your pardon for what I have said and ... for what I am about to do.

There was a silence. Then, in a low voice, I placed them under formal arrest, one by one, touching each lightly on the shoulder as prescribed by the code. And when I came to the Countess, she rose, without embarrassment. I moved my lips and stretched out my arm, barely touching her. I heard Bazard draw a deep breath. She was my prisoner.

I must ask you to prepare for a journey, I said. You have your own horses, of course?

Without answering, Dr. Delmont walked away towards the stables; Professor Tavernier followed him, head bent. 42

We shall want very little, said the Countess, calmly, to Mademoiselle Elven. Will you pack up what we need? And you, Monsieur Bazard, will you be good enough to go to Trois-Feuilles and hire old Brauers carriage? Turning to me she said: I must ask for a little delay; I have no longer a carriage of my own. We keep two horses to plough and draw grain; they can be harnessed to the farm-wagon for our effects.

Monsieur Bazards hectic visage flushed, he gave me a crazy stare, and, for a moment, I fancied there was murder in his bright eyes. Doubtless, however, devotion to his creed of non-resistance conquered the impulse, and he walked quickly away across the meadows, his skeleton hands clinched under his loose sleeves.

Mademoiselle Elven also departed tip-tap! up the terrace in her coquettish wooden shoes, leaving me alone with the Countess under the trees.

Madame, said I, before I affix the government seals to the doors of your house I must ask you to conduct me to the roof of the east wing.

She bent her head in acquiescence; I followed her up the terrace into a stone hall where the dark Flemish pictures stared back at me and my spurred heels jingled in the silence. Up, up, and still up, winding around a Gothic spiral, then through a passage under the battlements and out across the slates, with wind and setting sun in my face and the sighing tree-tops far below.

Without glancing at me the Countess walked to the edge of the leads and looked down along the sheer declivity of the stone facade. Slender, exquisite, she stood there, a lonely shape against the sky, and I saw the sun glowing on her burnished red-gold hair, and her sun-burned hands, half unclosed, hanging at her side. 43

South, north, and west the mountains towered, purple as the bloom on October grapes; the white arm of the semaphore on the Pigeonnier was tinted with rose color; green velvet clothed the world, under a silver veil.

In the north a spark of white fire began to flicker on the crest of Mount Tonnerre. It was the mirror of a heliograph flashing out across leagues of gray-green hills to the rocky pulpit of the Pigeonnier.

I unslung my glasses and levelled them. The shining arm of the semaphore fell to a horizontal position and remained rigid; down came the signal flags, up went a red globe and two cones. Another string of flags blossomed along the bellying halliards; the white star flashed twice on Mount Tonnerre and went out.

Instantly I drew a flag from my pouch, tied it to the point of my sabre, and stepped out along the projecting snout of a gargoyle. Below, under my feet, the tree-tops rustled in the wind.

I had been flagging the Pigeonnier vigorously for ten minutes without result, when suddenly a dark dot appeared on the tower beneath the semaphore, then another. My glasses brought out two officers, one with a flag; and, still watching them through the binoculars, I signalled slowly, using my free hand: This is La Trappe. Telegraph to Morsbronn that the inspector of Imperial Police requires a peloton of mounted gendarmes at once.

Then I sat down on the sun-warmed slates and waited, amusing myself by watching the ever-changing display of signal flags on the distant observatory.

It may have been half a minute before I saw two officers advance to the railing of the tower and signal: Attention, La Trappe!

Pencil and pad on my knee, I managed to use my field-glasses and jot down the message: 44

Peloton of mounted gendarmes goes to you as soon as possible. Repeat.

I repeated, then raised my glasses. Another message came by flag: Attention, La Trappe. Uhlans reported near the village of Trois-Feuilles; have you seen them?

Prussian Uhlans! Here in the rear of our entire army! Nonsense! And I signalled a vigorous:

No. Have you?

To which came the disturbing reply: Be on your guard. We are ordered to display the semaphore at danger. Report is credited at headquarters. Repeat.

I repeated. Raising my glasses again, I could plainly see a young officer, an unlighted cigar between his teeth, jotting down our correspondence, while the other officer who had flagged me furled up his flags and laid them aside, yawning and stretching himself to his full height.

So distinctly did my powerful binoculars bring the station into range that I could even see the younger officer light a match, which the wind extinguished, light another, and presently blow a tiny cloud of smoke from his cigar.

The Countess de Vassart had come up to where I was standing on the gargoyle, balanced over the gulf below. Very cautiously I began to step backward, for there was not room to turn around.

Would you care to look at the Pigeonnier, madame? I asked, glancing at her over my shoulder.

I beg you will be careful, she said. It is a useless risk to stand out there.

I had never known the dread of great heights which many people feel, and I laughed and stepped backward, expecting to land on the parapet behind me. But the point of my scabbard struck against the battlements, forcing me outward; I stumbled, staggered, and swayed a moment, striving desperately to recover my balance; I felt my gloved fingers slipping along the smooth face of the parapet, my knees gave way with horror; then my fingers clutched something — an arm — and I swung back, slap against the parapet, hanging to that arm with all my weight. A terrible effort and I planted my boots on the leads and looked up with sick eyes into the eyes of the Countess.

Can you stand it? I groaned, clutching her arm with my other hand.

Yes — dont be afraid, she said, calmly. Draw me toward you; I cannot draw you over.

Press your knees against the battlements, I gasped.

She bent one knee and wedged it into a niche.

Dont be afraid; you are not hurting me, she said, with a ghastly smile.

I raised one hand and caught her shoulder, then, drawn forward, I seized the parapet in both arms, and vaulted to the slate roof.

A fog seemed to blot my eyes; I shook from hair to heel and laid my head against the solid stone, while the blank, throbbing seconds past. The Countess stood there, shocked and breathless. I saw her sleeve in rags, and the snowy skin all bruised beneath.

I tried to thank her; we both were badly shaken, and I do not know that she even heard me. Her burnished hair had sagged to her white neck; she twisted it up with unsteady fingers and turned away. I followed slowly, back through the dim galleries, and presently she seemed to remember my presence and waited for me as I felt my way along the passage.

Every little shadow is a yawning gulf, I said. My nerve is gone, madame. The banging of my own sabre scares me. 46

I strove to speak lightly, but my voice trembled, and so did hers when she said: High places always terrify me; something below seems to draw me. Did you ever have that dreadful impulse to sway forward into a precipice?

There was a subtle change in her voice and manner, something almost friendly in her gray eyes as she looked curiously at me when we came into the half-light of an inner gallery.

What irony lurks in blind chance that I should owe this woman my life — this woman whose home I had come to confiscate, whose friends I had arrested, who herself was now my prisoner, destined to the shame of exile!

Perhaps she divined my thoughts — I do not know — but she turned her troubled eyes to the arched window, where a painted saint imbedded in golden glass knelt and beat his breast with two heavy stones.

Madame, I said, slowly, your courage and your goodness to me have made my task a heavy one. Can I lighten it for you in any manner?

She turned towards me, almost timidly. Could I go to Morsbronn before — before I cross the frontier? I have a house there; there are a few things I would like to take—

She stopped short, seeing, doubtless, the pain of refusal in my face. But, after all, it does not matter. I suppose your orders are formal?

Yes, madame.

Then it is a matter of honor?

A soldier is always on his honor; a soldiers daughter will understand that.

I understand, she said.

After a moment she smiled and moved forward, saying:

How the world tosses us — flinging strangers into each others arms, parting brothers, leading enemies across each others paths! One has a glimpse of kindly eyes — and never meets them again. Often and often I have seen a good face in the lamp-lit street that I could call out to, Be friends with me! Then it is gone — and I am gone — Oh, it is curiously sad, Monsieur Scarlett!

Does your creed teach you to care for everybody, madame?

Yes — I try to. Some attract me so strongly — some I pity so. I think that if people only knew that there was no such thing as a stranger in the world, the world might be a paradise in time.

It might be, some day, if all the world were as good as you, madame.

Oh, I am only a perplexed woman, she said, laughing. I do so long for the freedom of all the world, absolute individual liberty and no law but that best of all laws — the law of the unselfish.

We had stopped, by a mutual impulse, at the head of the stone stairway.

Why do you shelter such a man as John Buckhurst? I asked, abruptly.

She raised her eyes to me with perfect composure.

Why do you ask?

Because I have come here from Paris to arrest him.

She bent her head thoughtfully and laid the tips of her fingers on the sculptured balustrade.

To me, she said, theres no such thing as a political crime.

It is not for a political crime that we want John Buckhurst, I said, watching her. It is for a civil outrage.

Her face was like marble; her hands tightened on the fretted carving. 48

What crime is he charged with? she asked, without moving.

He is charged with being a common thief, I said.

Now there was color enough in her face, and to spare, for the blood-stained neck and cheek, and even the bare shoulder under the torn crape burned pink.

It is brutal to make such a charge! she said. It is shameful!— her voice quivered. It is not true! Monsieur, give me your word of honor that the government means what it says and nothing more!

Madame, I said, I give my word of honor that no political crime is charged against that man.

Will you pledge me your honor that if he answers satisfactorily to that false charge of theft, the government will let him go free?

I will take it upon myself to do so, said I. But what in Heavens name is this man to you, madame? He is a militant anarchist, whose creed is not yours, whose propaganda teaches merciless violence, whose programme is terror. He is well known in the faubourgs; Belleville is his, and in the Château Rouge he has pointed across the river to the rich quarters, calling it the promised land! Yet here, at La Trappe, where your creed is peace and non-resistance, he is welcomed and harbored, he is deferred to, he is made executive head of a free commune which he has turned into a despotism ... for his own ends!

She was gazing at me with dilated eyes, hands holding tight to the balustrade.

Did you not know that? I asked, astonished.

No, she said.

You are not aware that John Buckhurst is the soul and centre of the Belleville Reds?

It is — it is false! she stammered.

No, madame, it is true. He wears a smug mask here; he has deceived you all. 49

She stood there, breathing rapidly, her head high.

John Buckhurst will answer for himself, she said, steadily.

When, madame?

For answer she stepped across the hall and laid one hand against the blank stone wall. Then, reaching upward, she drew from between the ponderous blocks little strips of steel, colored like mortar, dropping them to the stone floor, where they rang out. When she had flung away the last one, she stepped back and set her frail shoulder to the wall; instantly a mass of stone swung silently on an unseen pivot, a yellow light streamed out, and there was a tiny chamber, illuminated by a lamp, and a man just rising from his chair.




IV

PRISONERS
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INSTANTLY I RECOGNIZED in him the insolent priest who had confronted me on my way to La Trappe that morning. I knew him, although now he was wearing neither robe nor shovel-hat, nor those square shoes too large to buckle closely over his flat insteps.

And he knew me.

He appeared admirably cool and composed, glancing at the Countess for an instant with an interrogative expression; then he acknowledged my presence by bowing almost humorously.

This is Monsieur Scarlett, of the Imperial Military Police, said the Countess, in a clear voice, ending with that slightly rising inflection which demands an answer.

Mr. Buckhurst, I said, I am an Inspector of Military Police, and I cannot begin to tell you what a pleasure this meeting is to me.

I have no doubt of that, monsieur, said Buckhurst, in his smooth, almost caressing tones. It, however, inconveniences me a great deal to cross the frontier to-day, even in your company, otherwise I should have surrendered with my confrères.

But there is no question of your crossing the frontier, Mr. Buckhurst, I said.

His colorless eyes sought mine, then dropped. They were almost stone white in the lamp-light — white as his delicately chiselled face and hands. 51

Are we not to be exiled? he asked.

You are not, I said.

Am I not under arrest?

I stepped forward and placed him formally under arrest, touching him slightly on the shoulder. He did not move a muscle, yet, beneath the thin cloth of his coat I could divine a frame of iron.

Your creed is one of non-resistance to violence, I said— is it not?

Yes, he replied. I saw that gray ring around the pale pupil of his eyes contracting, little by little.

You have not asked me why I arrest you, I suggested, and, monsieur, I must ask you to step back from that table — quick! — dont move! — not one finger!

For a second he looked into the barrel of my pistol with concentrated composure, then glanced at the table-drawer which he had jerked open. A revolver lay shining among the litter of glass tubes and papers in the drawer.

The Countess, too, saw the revolver and turned an astonished face to my prisoner.

Who brought you here? asked Buckhurst, quietly of me.

I did, said the Countess, her voice almost breaking. Tell this man and his government that you are ready to face every charge against your honor! There is a dreadful mistake; they — they think you are—

A thief, I interposed, with a smile. The government only asks you to prove that you are not.

Slowly Buckhurst turned his eyes on the Countess; the faintest glimmer of white teeth showed for an instant between the gray lines that were his lips.

So you brought this man here? he said. Oh, I am glad to know it.

Then you cannot be that same John Buckhurst who stands in the tribune of the Château Rouge and promises all Paris to his chosen people, I remarked, smiling.

No, he said, slowly, I cannot be that man, nor can I—

Stop! Stand back from that table! I cried.

I beg your pardon, he said, coolly.

Madame, said I, without taking my eyes from him, in a community dedicated to peace, a revolver is an anachronism. So I think — if you move I will shoot you, Mr. Buckhurst! — so I think I had better take it, table-drawer and all—

Stop! said Buckhurst.

Oh no, I cant stop now, said I, cheerfully, and if you attempt to upset that lamp you will make a sad mistake. Now walk to the door! Turn your back! Go slowly! — halt!

With the table-drawer under one arm and my pistol-hand swinging, I followed Buckhurst out into the hall.

Daylight dazzled me; it must have affected Buckhurst, too, for he reached out to the stone balustrade and guided himself down the steps, five paces in front of me.

Under the trees on the lawn, beside the driveway, I saw Dr. Delmont standing, big, bushy head bent thoughtfully, hands clasped behind his back.

Near him, Tavernier and Bazard were lifting a few boxes into a farm-wagon. The carriage from Trois-Feuilles was also there, a stumpy Alsatian peasant on the box. But there were yet no signs of the escort of gendarmes which had been promised me.

As Buckhurst appeared, walking all alone ahead of me, Dr. Delmont looked up with a bitter laugh. So they found you, too? Well, Buckhurst, this is too bad. They might have given you one more day on your experiments. 53

What experiments? I asked, glancing at the bottles and retorts in the table-drawer.

Nitrogen for exhausted soil, said the Countess, quietly.

I set the table-drawer on the grass, rested my pistol on my hip, and looked around at my prisoners, who now were looking intently at me.

Gentlemen, said I, let me warn you not to claim comradeship with Mr. Buckhurst. And I will show you one reason why.

I picked up from the table-drawer a little stick about five inches long and held it up.

What is that, doctor? You dont know? Oh, you think it might be some sample of fertilizer containing concentrated nitrogen? You are mistaken, it is not nitrogen, but nitro-glycerine.

Buckhursts face changed slightly.

Is it not, Mr. Buckhurst? I asked.

He was silent.

Would you permit me to throw this bit of stuff at your feet? And I made a gesture.

The superb nerve of the man was something to remember. He did not move, but over his face there crept a dreadful pallor, which even the others noticed, and they shrank away from him, shocked and amazed.

Here, gentlemen, I continued, is a box with a German label— Oberlohe, Hanover. The silicious earth with which nitro-glycerine is mixed to make dynamite comes from Oberlohe, in Hanover.

I laid my pistol on the table, struck a match, and deliberately lighted my stick of dynamite. It burned quietly with a brilliant flame, and I laid it on the grass and let it burn out like a lump of Greek fire.

Messieurs, I said, cocking and uncocking my pistol, it is not because this man is a dangerous, political criminal and a maker of explosives that the government has sent me here to arrest him ... or kill him. It is because he is a common thief,... a thief who steals crucifixes,... like this one—

I brushed aside a pile of papers in the drawer and drew out a big gold crucifix, marvellously chiselled from a lump of the solid metal.... A thief, I continued, who strips the diamonds from crucifixes,... as this has been stripped,... and who sells a single stone to a Jew in Strasbourg, named Fishel Cohen,... now in prison to confront our friend Buckhurst.

In the dead silence I heard Dr. Delmonts heavy breathing. Tavernier gave a dry sob and covered his face with his thin hands. The young Countess stood motionless, frightfully white, staring at Buckhurst, who had folded his arms.

Sylvia Elven touched her, but the Countess shook her off and walked straight to Buckhurst.

Look at me, she said. I have promised you my friendship, my faith and trust and support. And now I say to you, I believe in you. Tell them where that crucifix came from.

Buckhurst looked at me, long enough to see that the end of his rope had come. Then he slowly turned his deadly eyes on the girl before him.

Scarlet to the roots of her hair, she stood there, utterly stunned. The white edges of Buckhursts teeth began to show again; for an instant I thought he meant to strike her. Then the sudden double beat of horses hoofs broke out along the avenue below, and, through the red sunset I saw a dozen horsemen come scampering up the drive toward us.

Theyve sent me lancers instead of gendarmes for your escort, I remarked to Dr. Delmont; at the same moment I stepped out into the driveway to signal the riders, raising my hand. 55

Instantly a pistol flashed — then another and another, and a dozen harsh voices shouted: Hourra! Hourra! Preussen!

Mille tonnerre! roared Delmont; the Prussians are here!

Look out! Stand back there! Get the women back! I cried, as an Uhlan wheeled his horse straight through a bed of geraniums and fired his horse-pistol at me.

Delmont dragged the young Countess to the shelter of an elm; Sylvia Elven and Tavernier followed; Buckhurst ran to the carriage and leaped in.

No resistance! bellowed Delmont, as Bazard snatched up the pistol I had taken from Buckhurst. But the invalid had already fired at a horseman, and had gone down under the merciless hoofs with a lance through his face.

My first impulse was to shoot Buckhurst, and I started for him.

Then, in front of me, a horse galloped into the table and fell with a crash, hurling his rider at my feet. I can see him yet sprawling there on the lawn, a lank, red-faced fellow, his helmet smashed in, and his spurred boots sticking fast in the sod.

Helter-skelter through the trees came the rest of the Uhlans, shouting their hoarse Hourra! Hourra! Preussen! — white-and-black pennons streaming from their lance-heads, pistols flashing in the early dusk.

I ran past Bazards trampled body and fired at an Uhlan who had seized the horses which were attached to the carriage where Buckhurst sat. The Uhlans horse reared and plunged, carrying him away at a frightful pace, and I do not know whether I hit him or not, but he dropped his pistol, and I picked it up and fired at another cavalryman who shouted and put his horse straight at me. 56

Again I ran around the wagon, through a clump of syringa bushes, and up the stone steps to the terrace, and after me galloped one of those incomparable cossack riders — an Uhlan, lance in rest, setting his wiry little horse to the stone steps with a loud Hourra!

It was too steep a grade for the gallant horse. I flung my pistol in the animals face and the poor brute reared straight up and fell backward, rolling over and over with his unfortunate rider, and falling with a tremendous splash into the pool below.

In Gods name stop that! roared Delmont, from below. Give up, Scarlett! They mean us no harm!

I could see the good doctor on the lawn, waving his handkerchief frantically at me; in a group behind stood the Countess and Sylvia; Tavernier was kneeling beside Bazards body; two Uhlans were raising their stunned comrade from the wreck of the table; other Uhlans cantered toward the foot of the terrace above which I stood.

Come down, hussar! called an officer. We respect your uniform.

Will you parley? I asked, listening intently for the gallop of my promised gendarmes. If I could only gain time and save Buckhurst. He was there in the carriage; I had seen him spring into it when the Germans burst in among the trees.

Foulez-fous fous rendre? Oui ou non? shouted the officer, in his terrible French.

Eh bien,... non! I cried, and ran for the château.

I heard the Uhlans dismount and run clattering and jingling up the stone steps. As I gained the doorway they shot at me, but I only fled the faster, springing up the stairway. Here I stood, sabre in hand, ready to stop the first man.

Up the stairs rushed three Uhlans, sabres shining in the dim light from the window behind me; I laid my forefinger flat on the blade of my sabre and shortened my arm for a thrust — then there came a blinding flash, a roar, and I was down, trying to rise, until a clinched fist struck me in the face and I fell flat on my back.

Without any emotion whatever I saw an Uhlan raise his sabre to finish me; also I saw a yellow-and-black sleeve interposed between death and myself.

No butchery! growled the big officer who had summoned me from the lawn. Cursed pig, youd sabre your own grandmother! Lift him, Sepp! You, there, Loisel! — lift him up. Is he gone?

He is alive, Herr Rittmeister, said a soldier, but his back is broken.

It isnt, I said.

Herr Je! muttered the Rittmeister; an eel, and a Frenchman, and nine long lives! Here, you hussar, whats the matter with you?

One of them shot me; I thought it was to be sabres, said I, weakly.

And why the devil wasnt it sabres! roared the officer, turning on his men. One to three — and six more below! Sepp, you disgust me. Carry him out!

I groaned as they lifted me. Easy there! growled the officer, dont pull him that way. Now, young hell-cat, set your teeth; you have eight more lives yet.

They got me out to the terrace, and carried me to the lawn. One of the men brought a cup of water from the pool.

Herr Rittmeister, I said, faintly, I had a prisoner here; he should be in the carriage. Is he?

The officer walked briskly over to the carriage. Nobody here but two women and a scared peasant! he called out. 58

As I lay still staring up into the sky, I heard the Rittmeister addressing Dr. Delmont in angry tones. By every law of civilized war I ought to hang you and your friend there! Civilians who fire on troops are treated that way. But I wont. Your foolish companion lies yonder with a lance through his mouth. Hes dead; I say nothing. For you, I have no respect. But I have for that hell-cat who did his duty. You civilians — you go to the devil!

Are not your prisoners sacred from insult? asked the doctor, angrily.

Prisoners! My prisoners! You compliment yourself! Loisel! Send those impudent civilians into the house! I wont look at them! They make me sick!

The astonished doctor attempted to take his stand by me, offering his services, but the troopers hustled him and poor Tavernier off up the terrace steps.

The two ladies in the carriage, Herr Rittmeister? said a cavalryman, coming up at salute.

What? Ladies? Oh yes. Then he muttered in his mustache: Always around — always everywhere. They cant stay there. I want that carriage. Sepp!

At orders, Herr Rittmeister!

Carry that gentleman to the carriage. Place Schwartz and Ruppert in the wagon yonder. Get straw — you, Brauer, bring straw — and toss in those boxes, if there is room. Wheres Hofman?

In the pool, Herr Rittmeister.

Take him out, said the officer, soberly. Uhlans dont abandon their dead.

Two soldiers lifted me again and bore me away in the darkness. I was perfectly conscious.

And all the while I was listening for the gallop of my gendarmes, not that I cared very much, now that Buckhurst was gone. 59

Herr Rittmeister, I said, as they laid me in the carriage, ask the Countess de Vassart if she will let me say good-bye to her.

With pleasure, said the officer, promptly. Madame, here is a polite young gentleman who desires to make his adieux. Permit me, madame — he is here in the dark. Sepp! fall back! Loisel, advance ten paces! Halt!

Is it you, Monsieur Scarlett? came an unsteady voice, from the darkness.

Yes, madame. Can you forgive me?

Forgive you? My poor friend, I have nothing to forgive. Are you badly hurt, Monsieur Scarlett?

I dont know, I muttered.

Suddenly the chapel bell of La Trappe rang out a startling peal; the Prussian captain shouted: Stop that bell! Shoot every civilian in the house! But the Uhlans, who rushed up the terrace, found the great doors bolted and the lower windows screened with steel shutters.

On the battlements of the south wing a red radiance grew brighter; somebody had thrown wood into the iron basket of the ancient beacon, and set fire to it.

That teaches me a lesson! bawled the enraged Rittmeister, shaking his fist up at the brightening alarm signal.

He vaulted into his saddle, wheeled his horse and rode up to the peasant, Brauer, who, frightened to the verge of stupidity, sat on the carriage-box.

Do you know the wood-road that leads to Gunstett through the foot-hills? he demanded, controlling his fury with a strong effort.

The blank face of the peasant was answer enough; the Rittmeister glared around; his eyes fell on the Countess.

You know this country, madame? 60

Yes, monsieur.

Will you set us on our way through the Gunstett hill-road?

No.

The chapel bell was clanging wildly; the beacon shot up in a whirling column of sparks and red smoke.

Put that woman into the carriage! bellowed the officer. Im cursed if I leave her to set the whole country yapping at our heels! Loisel, put her in beside the prisoner! Madame, it is useless to resist. Hark! Whats that sound of galloping?

I listened. I heard nothing save the clamor of the chapel bell.

An Uhlan laid a heavy hand on the shoulder of the listening Countess; she tried to draw back, but he pushed her brutally into the carriage, and she stumbled and fell into the cushions beside me.

Uhlans, into your saddles! cried the Rittmeister, sharply. Two men to the wagon! — a man on the box there! Here you, Jacques Bonhomme, drive carefully or Ill hang you higher than the Strasbourg clock. Are the wounded in the straw? Sepp, take the riderless horses. Peloton, attention! Draw sabres! March! Trot!

Fever had already begun to turn my head; the jolting of the carriage brought me to my senses at times; at times, too, I could hear the two wounded Uhlans groaning in the wagon behind me, the tramping of the cavalry ahead, the dull rattle of lance butts in the leather stirrup-boots.

If I could only have fainted, but I could not, and the agony grew so intense that I bit my lip through to choke the scream that strained my throat.

Once the carriage stopped; in the darkness I heard somebody whisper: There go the French riders! And I fancied I heard a far echo of hoof-strokes along the road to La Trappe. It might have been the fancy of an intermittent delirium; it may have been my delayed gendarmes — I never knew. And the carriage presently moved on more smoothly, as though we were now on one of those even military high-roads which traverse France from Luxembourg to the sea.

Which way we were going I did not know, I did not care. Absurdly mingled with sick fancies came flashes of reason, when I could see the sky frosted with silver, and little, bluish stars peeping down. At times I recognized the mounted men around me as Prussian Uhlans, and weakly wondered by what deviltry they had got into France, and what malignant spell they cast over the land that the very stones did not rise up and smite them from their yellow-and-black saddles.

Once — it was, I think, very near daybreak — I came out of a dream in which I was swimming through oceans of water, drinking as I swam. The carriage had stopped; I could not see the lancers, but presently I heard them all talking in loud, angry voices. There appeared to be some houses near by; I heard a dog barking, a great outcry of pigs and feathered fowls, the noise of a scuffle, a trampling of heavy boots, a shot!

Then the terrible voice of the Rittmeister: Hang that man to his barn gate! Pig of an assassin, Ill teach you to murder German soldiers!

A woman began to scream without ceasing.

Burn that house! bellowed the Rittmeister.

Through the prolonged screaming I heard the crash of window-glass; presently a dull red light grew out of the gloom, brighter and brighter. The screaming never ceased.

Uhlans! Mount! came the steady voice of the Rittmeister; the carriage started. Almost at the word the darkness turned to flame; against the raging furnace of a house on fire I saw the figure of a man, inky black, hanging from the high cross-bar of the cow-yard gate, and past him filed the shadowy horsemen, lances slanting backward from their stirrups.

The last I remember was seeing the dead mans naked feet — for they hanged him in his night-shirt — and the last I heard was that awful screaming from the red shadows that flickered across the fields of uncut wheat.

For presently my madness began again, and again I was bathed to the mouth in cold, sweet waters, and I drank as I swam lazily in the sunshine.

My next lucid interval came from pain almost unendurable. We were fording a river in bright starlight; the carriage bumped across the stones, water washed and slopped over the carriage floor. To right and left, Prussian lancers were riding, and I saw the water boiling under their horses and their long lances aslant the stars.

But there were more horsemen now, scores and scores of them, trampling through the shallow river. And beyond I could see a line of cannon, wallowing through the water, shadowy artillerymen clinging to forge and caisson, mounted men astride straining teams, tall officers on either flank, sitting their horses motionless in mid-stream.

The carriage stopped.

Are you suffering? came a low voice, close to my ear.

Madame, could I have a little of that water? I muttered.

Very gently she laid me back. I was entirely without power to move below my waist, or to support my body.

She filled my cap with river water and held it while I drank. After I had my fill she bathed my face, passing her wet hands through my hair and over my eyes. The carriage moved on.
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TO RIGHT AND LEFT, PRUSSIAN LANCERS WERE RIDING

After a while she whispered.

Are you awake?

Yes, madame.

See the dawn — how red it is on the hills! There are vineyards there on the heights,... and a castle,... and soldiers moving out across the river meadows.

The rising sun was shining in my eyes as we came to a halt before a small stone bridge over which a column of cavalry was passing — Prussian hussars, by their crimson dolmans and little, flat busbies.

Our Uhlan escort grouped themselves about us to watch the hussars defile at a trot, and I saw the Rittmeister rigidly saluting their standards as they bobbed past above a thicket of sabres.

What are these Uhlans doing? broke in a nasal voice behind us; an officer, followed by two orderlies and a trumpeter, came galloping up through the mud.

Whos that — a dead Frenchman? demanded the officer, leaning over the edge of the carriage to give me a near-sighted stare. Then he saw the Countess, stared at her, and touched the golden peak of his helmet.

At your service, madame, he said. Is this officer dead?

Dying, general, said the Rittmeister, at salute.

Then he will not require these men. Herr Rittmeister, I take your Uhlans for my escort. Madame, you have my sympathy; can I be of service?

He spoke perfect French. The Countess looked up at him in a bewildered way. You cannot mean to abandon this dying man here? she asked.

There was a silence, broken brusquely by the Rittmeister. That Frenchman did his duty!

Did he? said the general, staring at the Countess. 64

Very well; I want that carriage, but I wont take it. Give the driver a white flag, and have him drive into the French lines. Herr Rittmeister, give your orders! Madame, your most devoted! And he wheeled his beautiful horse and trotted off down the road, while the Rittmeister hastily tied a handkerchief to a stick and tossed it up to the speechless peasant on the box.

Morsbronn is the nearest French post! he said, in French. Then he bent from his horse and looked down at me.

You did your duty! he snapped, and, barely saluting the Countess, touched spurs to his mount and disappeared, followed at a gallop by his mud-splashed Uhlans.




V

THE IMMORTALS
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WHEN I BECAME conscious again I was lying on a table. Two men were leaning over me; a third came up, holding a basin. There was an odor of carbolic in the air.

The man with the basin made a horrid grimace when he caught my eye; his face was a curious golden yellow, his eyes jet black, and at first I took him for a fever phantom.

Then my bewildered eyes fastened on his scarlet fez, pulled down over his left ear, the sky-blue Zouave jacket, with its bright-yellow arabesques, the canvas breeches, leggings laced close over the thin shins and ankles of an Arab. And I knew him for a soldier of African riflemen, one of those brave children of the desert whom we called Turcos, and whose faith in the greatness of France has never faltered since the first blue battalion of Africa was formed under the eagles of the First Empire.

Hallo, Mustapha! I said, faintly; what are they doing to me now?

The Turcos golden-bronze visage relaxed; he saluted me.

Macache sabir, he said; they picked a bullet from your spine, my inspector.

An officer in the uniform of a staff-surgeon came around the table where I was lying. 66

Bon! he exclaimed, eying me sharply through his gold-rimmed glasses. Can you feel your hind-legs now, young man?

I could feel them all too intensely, and I said so.

The surgeon began to turn down his shirt-sleeves and button his cuffs, saying, Youre lucky to have a pain in your legs. Turning to the Turco, he added, Lift him! And the giant rifleman picked me up and laid me in a long chair by the window.

Your case is one of those amusing cases, continued the surgeon, buckling on his sword and revolver; very amusing, I assure you. As for the bullet, I could have turned it out with a straw, only it rested there exactly where it stopped the use of those long legs of yours! — a fine example of temporary reflex paralysis, and no hemorrhage to speak of — nothing to swear about, young man. By-the-way, you ought to go to bed for a few days.

He clasped his short baldric over his smartly buttoned tunic. The room was shaking with the discharges of cannon.

A millimetre farther and that bullet would have cracked your spine. Remember that and keep off your feet. Ouf! The cannon are tuning up! as a terrible discharge shattered the glass in the window-panes beside me.

Where am I, doctor? I asked.

Parbleu, in Morsbronn! Cant you hear the orchestra, zim-bam-zim! The Prussians are playing their Wagner music for us. Here, swallow this. How do you feel now?

Sleepy. Did you say a day or two, doctor?

I said a week or two — perhaps longer. Ill look in this evening if Im not up to my chin in amputations. Take these every hour if in pain. Go to sleep, my son.

With a paternal tap on my head, he drew on his scarlet, gold-banded cap, tightened the check strap, and walked out of the room. Down-stairs I heard him cursing because his horse had been shot. I never saw him again.

Dozing feverishly, hearing the cannon through troubled slumber, I awoke toward noon quite free from any considerable pain, but thirsty and restless, and numbed to the hips. Alarmed, I strove to move my feet, and succeeded. Then, freed from the haunting terror of paralysis, I fell to pinching my legs with satisfaction, my eyes roving about in search of water.

The room where I lay was in disorder; it appeared to be completely furnished with well-made old pieces, long out of date, but not old enough to be desirable. Chairs, sofas, tables were all fashioned in that poor design which marked the early period of the Consulate; the mirror was a fine sheet of glass imbedded in Pompeian and Egyptian designs; the clock, which had stopped, was a meaningless lump of gilt and marble, supported on gilt sphinxes. Over the bed hung a tarnished canopy broidered with a coronet, which, from the strawberry leaves and the pearls raised above them, I took to be the coronet of a count of English origin.

The room appeared to be very old, and I knew the house must have stood for centuries somewhere along the single street of Morsbronn, though I could not remember seeing any building in the village which, judging from the exterior, seemed likely to contain such a room as this.

The nearer and heavier cannon-shots had ceased, but the window-sashes hummed with the steady thunder of a battle going on somewhere among the mountains. Knowing the Alsatian frontier fairly well, I understood that a battle among the mountains must mean that our First Corps had been attacked, and that we were on the defensive on French soil. 68

The booming of the guns was unbroken, as steady and sustained as the eternal roar of a cataract. At moments I believed that I could distinguish the staccato crashes of platoon firing, but could not be certain in the swelling din.

As I lay there on my long, cushioned chair, burning with that insatiable thirst which, to thoroughly appreciate, one must be wounded, the door opened and a Turco soldier came into the room and advanced toward me on tip-toe.

He wore full uniform, was fully equipped, crimson chechia, snowy gaiters, and terrible sabre-bayonet.

I beckoned him, and the tall, bronzed fellow came up, smiling, showing his snowy, pointed teeth under a crisp beard.

Water, Mustapha, I motioned with stiffened lips, and the good fellow unslung his blue water-bottle and set it to my burning mouth.

Merci, mon brave! I said. May you dwell in Paradise with Ali, the fourth Caliph, the Lion of God!

The Turco stared, muttered the Tekbir in a low voice, bent and kissed my hands.

Were you once an officer of our African battalions? he asked, in the Arab tongue.

Sous-officier of spahi cavalry, I said, smiling. And you are a Kabyle mountaineer from Constantine, I see.

It is true as I recite the fatha, cried the great fellow, beaming on me. We Kabyles love our officers and bear witness to the unity of God, too. I am a marabout, my inspector, Third Turcos, and I am anxious to have a Prussian ask me who were my seven ancestors.

The music of his long-forgotten tongue refreshed me; old scenes and memories of the camp at Oran, the never-to-be-forgotten cavalry with the scarlet cloaks, rushed on me thick and fast; incidents, trivial matters of the bazaars, faces of comrades dead, came to me in flashes. My eyes grew moist, my throat swelled, I whimpered:

It is all very well, mon enfant, but Im here with a hole in me stuffed full of lint, and you have your two good arms and as many legs with which to explain to the Prussians who your seven ancestors may be. Give me a drink, in Gods name!

Again he held up the blue water-bottle, saying, gravely: We both worship the same God, my inspector, call Him what we will.

After a moment I said: Is it a battle or a bousculade? But I need not ask; the cannon tell me enough. Are they storming the heights, Mustapha?

Macache comprendir, said the soldier, dropping into patois. There is much noise, but we Turcos are here in Morsbronn, and we have seen nothing but sparrows.

I listened for a moment; the sound of the cannonade appeared to be steadily receding westward.

It seems to me like retreat! I said, sharply.

Ritrite? Quis qui ci, ritrite?

I looked at the simple fellow with tears in my eyes.

You would not understand if I told you, said I. Are you detailed to look after me?

He said he was, and I informed him that I needed nobody; that it was much more important for everybody that he should rejoin his battalion in the street below, where even now I could hear the Algerian bugles blowing a silvery sonnerie— Garde à vous!

I am Salah Ben-Ahmed, a marabout of the Third Turcos, he said, proudly, and I have yet to explain to these Prussians who my seven ancestors were. Have I my inspectors permission to go?

He was fairly trembling as the imperative clangor of the bugles rang through the street; his fine nostrils quivered, his eyes glittered like a cobras.

Go, Salah Ben-Ahmed, the marabout, said I, laughing.

The soldier stiffened to attention; his bronzed hand flew to his scarlet fez, and, Salute! O my inspector! he cried, sonorously, and was gone at a bound.

That breathless unrest which always seizes me when men are at one anothers throats set me wriggling and twitching, and peering from the window, through which I could not see because of the blinds. Command after command was ringing out in the street below. Forward! shouted a resonant voice, and Forward! forward! forward! echoed the voices of the captains, distant and more distant, then drowned in the rolling of kettle-drums and the silvery clang of Moorish cymbals.

The band music of the Algerian infantry died away in the distant tumult of the guns; faintly, at moments, I could still hear the shrill whistle of their flutes, the tinkle of the silver chimes on their toug; then a blank, filled with the hollow roar of battle, then a clear note from their reeds, a tinkle, an echoing chime — and nothing, save the immense monotone of the cannonade.

I had been lying there motionless for an hour, my head on my hand, snivelling, when there came a knock at the door, and I hastily buttoned my blood-stained shirt to the throat, threw a tunic over my shoulders, and cried, Come in!

A trick of memory and perhaps of physical weakness had driven from my mind all recollection of the Countess de Vassart since I had come to my senses under the surgeons probe. But at the touch of her fingers on the door outside, I knew her — I was certain that it could be nobody but my Countess, who had turned aside in her gentle pilgrimage to lift this Lazarus from the waysides of a hostile world. 71

She entered noiselessly, bearing a bowl of broth and some bread; but when she saw me sitting there with eyes and nose all red and swollen from snivelling she set the bowl on a table and hurried to my side.

What is it? Is the pain so dreadful? she whispered.

No — oh no. Im only a fool, and quite hungry, madame.

She brought the broth and bread and a glass of the most exquisite wine I ever tasted — a wine that seemed to brighten the whole room with its liquid sunshine.

Do you know where you are? she asked, gravely.

Oh yes — in Morsbronn.

And in whose house, monsieur?

I dont know— I glanced instinctively at the tarnished coronet on the canopy above the bed. Do you know, Madame la Comtesse?

I ought to, she said, faintly amused. I was born in this room. It was to this house that I desired to come before — my exile.

Her eyes softened as they rested first on one familiar object, then on another.

The house has always been in our family, she said. It was once one of those fortified farms in the times when every hamlet was a petty kingdom — like the King of Yvetôts domain. Doubtless the ancient Trécourts also wore cotton night-caps for their coronets.

I remember now, said I, a stone turret wedged in between two houses. Is this it?

Yes, it is all that is left of the farm. My ancestors built this crazy old row of houses for their tenants.

After a silence I said, I wish I could look out of the window.

She hesitated. I dont suppose it could harm you?

It will harm me if I dont, said I. 72

She went to the window and folded up the varnished blinds.

How dreadful the cannonade is growing, she said. Wait! dont think of moving! I will push you close to the window, where you can see.

The tower in which my room was built projected from the rambling row of houses, so that my narrow window commanded a view of almost the entire length of the street. This street comprised all there was of Morsbronn; it lay between a double rank of houses constructed of plaster and beams, and surmounted by high-pointed gables and slated or tiled roofs, so fantastic that they resembled steeples.

Down the street I could see the house that I had left twenty-four hours before, never dreaming what my journey to La Trappe held in store for me. One or two dismounted soldiers of the Third Hussars sat in the doorway, listening to the cannon; but, except for these listless troopers, a few nervous sparrows, and here and there a skulking peasant, slinking off with a load of household furniture on his back, the street was deserted.

Everywhere shutters had been put up, blinds closed, curtains drawn. Not a shred of smoke curled from the chimneys of these deserted houses; the heavy gables cast sinister shadows over closed doors and gates barred and locked, and it made me think of an unseaworthy ship, prepared for a storm, so bare and battened down was this long, dreary commune, lying there in the August sun.

Beside the window, close to my face, was a small, square loop-hole, doubtless once used for arquebus fire. It tired me to lean on the window, so I contented myself with lying back and turning my head, and I could see quite as well through the loop-hole as from the window. 73

Lying there, watching the slow shadows crawling out over the sidewalk, I had been for some minutes thinking of my friend Mr. Buckhurst, when I heard the young Countess stirring in the room behind me.

You are not going to be a cripple? she said, as I turned my head.

Oh no, indeed! said I.

Nor die? she added, seriously.

How could a man die with an angel straight from heaven to guard him! Pardon, I am only grateful, not impertinent. I looked at her humbly, and she looked at me without the slightest expression. Oh, it was all very well for the Countess de Vassart to tuck up her skirts and rake hay, and live with a lot of half-crazy apostles, and throw her fortune to the proletariat and her reputation to the dogs. She could do it; she was Éline Cyprienne de Trécourt, Countess de Vassart; and if her relatives didnt like her views, that was their affair; and if the Faubourg Saint-Germain emitted moans, that concerned the noble faubourg and not James Scarlett, a policeman attached to a division of paid mercenaries.

Oh yes, it was all very well for the Countess de Vassart to play at democracy with her unbalanced friends, but it was also well for Americans to remember that she was French, and that this was France, and that in France a countess was a countess until she was buried in the family vault, whether she had chosen to live as a countess or as Doll Dairymaid.

The young girl looked at me curiously, studying me with those exquisite gray eyes of hers. Pensive, distraite, she sat there, the delicate contour of her head outlined against the sunny window, which quivered with the slow boom! boom! of the cannonade.

Are you English, Monsieur Scarlett? she asked, quietly. 74

American, madame.

And yet you take service under an emperor.

I have taken harder service than that.

Of necessity?

Yes, madame.

She was silent.

Would it amuse you to hear what I have been? I said, smiling.

That is not the word, she said, quietly. To hear of hardship helps one to understand the world.

The cannonade had been growing so loud again that it was with difficulty that we could make ourselves audible to each other. The jar of the discharges began to dislodge bits of glass and little triangular pieces of plaster, and the solid walls of the tower shook till even the mirror began to sway and the tarnished gilt sconces to quiver in their sockets.

I wish you were not in Morsbronn, I said.

I feel safer here in my own house than I should at La Trappe, she replied.

She was probably thinking of the dead Uhlan and of poor Bazard; perhaps of the wretched exposure of Buckhurst — the man she had trusted and who had proved to be a swindler, and a murderous one at that.

Suddenly a shell fell into the court-yard opposite, bursting immediately in a cloud of gravel which rained against our turret like hail.

Stunned for an instant, the Countess stood there motionless, her face turned towards the window. I struggled to sit upright.

She looked calmly at me; the color came back into her face, and in spite of my remonstrance she walked to the window, closed the heavy outside shutters and the blinds. As she was fastening them I heard the whizzing quaver of another shell, the racket of its explosion, the crash of plaster.
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A COMPANY OF TURCOS CAME UP

Where is the safest place for us to stay? she asked. Her voice was perfectly steady.

In the cellar. I beg you to go at once.

Bang! a shell blew up in a shower of slates and knocked a chimney into a heap of bricks.

Do you insist on staying by that loop-hole? she asked, without a quiver in her voice.

Yes, I do, said I. Will you go to the cellar?

No, she said, shortly.

I saw her walk toward the rear of the room, hesitate, sink down by the edge of the bed and lay her face in the pillow.

Two shells burst with deafening reports in the street; the young Countess covered her face with both hands. Shell after shell came howling, whistling, whizzing into the village; the two hussars had disappeared, but a company of Turcos came up on a run and began to dig a trench across the street a hundred yards west of our turret.

How they made the picks and shovels fly! Shells tore through the air over them, bursting on impact with roof and chimney; the Turcos tucked up their blue sleeves, spat on their hands, and dug away like terriers, while their officers, smoking the eternal cigarette, coolly examined the distant landscape through their field-glasses.

Shells rained fast on Morsbronn; nearer and nearer bellowed the guns; the plaster ceiling above my head cracked and fell in thin flakes, filling the room with an acrid, smarting dust. Again and again metal fragments from shells rang out on the heavy walls of our turret; a roof opposite sank in; flames flickered up through clouds of dust; a heavy yellow smoke, swarming with sparks, rolled past my window.

Down the street a dull sound grew into a steady roar; the Turcos dropped pick and shovel and seized their rifles. 76

Garde! Garde à vous! rang their startled bugles; the tumult increased to a swelling uproar, shouting, cheering, the crash of shutters and of glass, and — 

The Prussians! bellowed the captain. Turcos — charge!

His voice was lost; a yelling mass of soldiery burst into view; spiked helmets and bayonets glittering through the smoke, the Turcos were whirled about like brilliant butterflies in a tornado; the fusillade swelled to a stupefying din, exploding in one terrible crash; and, wrapped in lightning, the Prussian onset passed.

From the stairs below came the sound of a voiceless struggle, the trample and panting and clicking of steel, till of a sudden a voice burst out into a dreadful screaming. A shot followed — silence — another shot — then the stairs outside shook under the rush of mounting men.

As the door burst open I felt a touch on my arm; the Countess de Vassart stood erect and pale, one slender, protecting hand resting lightly on my shoulder; a lieutenant of Prussian infantry confronted us; straight, heavy sword drawn, rigid, uncompromising, in his faultless gray-and-black uniform, with its tight, silver waist-sash.

I do not have you thrown into the street, he said to me, in excellent French, because there has been no firing from the windows in this village. Otherwise — other measures. Be at ease, madame, I shall not harm your invalid.

He glanced at me out of his near-sighted eyes, dropped the point of his sword to the stone floor, and slowly caressed his small, blond mustache.

How many troops passed through here yesterday morning? he asked.
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There was artillery, was there not?

I only looked at him.

Do you hear? he repeated, sharply. You are a prisoner, and I am questioning you.

You have that useless privilege, I observed.

If you are insolent I will have you shot! he retorted, staring haughtily at me.

I glanced out of the window.

There was a pause; the hand of the Countess de Vassart trembled on my shoulder.

Under the window strident Prussian bugles were blowing a harsh summons; the young officer stepped to the loop-hole and looked out, then hastily removed his helmet and thrust his blond head through the smoky aperture. March those prisoners in below! he shouted down.

Then he withdrew his head, put on his polished helmet of black leather, faced with the glittering Prussian eagle, and tightened the gold-scaled cheek-guard.

A moment later came a trample of feet on the landing outside, the door was flung open, and three prisoners were brutally pushed into the room.

I tried to turn and look at them; they stood in the dusk near the bed, but I could only make out that one was a Turco, his jacket in rags, his canvas breeches covered with mud.

Again the lieutenant came to the loop-hole and glanced out, then shook his head, motioning the soldiers back.

It is too high and the arc of fire too limited, he said, shortly. Detail four men to hold the stairs, ten men and a sergeant in the room below, and youd better take your prisoners down there. Bayonet that Turco tiger if he shows his teeth again. March!

As the prisoners filed out I turned once more and thought I recognized Salah Ben-Ahmed in the dishevelled Turco, but could not be certain, so disfigured and tattered the soldier appeared.

Here, you hussar prisoner! cried the lieutenant, pointing at me with his white-gloved finger, turn your head and busy yourself with what concerns you. And you, madame, he added, pompously, see that you give us no trouble and stay in this room until you have permission to leave.

Are — are you speaking to me, monsieur? asked the Countess, amazed. Then she rose, exasperated.

Your insolence disgraces your uniform, she said. Go to your French prisoners and learn the rudiments of courtesy!

The officer reddened to his colorless eyebrows; his little, near-sighted eyes became stupid and fixed; he smoothed the blond down on his upper lip with hesitating fingers.

Suddenly he turned and marched out, slamming the door violently behind him.

At this impudence the eyes of the Countess began to sparkle, and an angry flush mounted to her cheeks.

Madame, said I, he is only a German boy, unbalanced by his own importance and his first battle. But he will never forget this lesson; let him digest it in his own manner.

And he did, for presently there came a polite knock at the door, and the lieutenant reappeared, bowing rigidly, one hand on his sword-hilt, the other holding his helmet by the gilt spike.

Lieutenant von Eberbach present to apologize, he said, jerkily, red as a beet. Begs permission to take a half-dozen of wine; men very thirsty.

Lieutenant von Eberbach may take the wine, said the Countess, calmly.

Rudeness without excuse! muttered the boy; beg the graciously well-born lady not to judge my regiment or my country by it. Can Lieutenant von Eberbach make amends?

The Lieutenant has made them, said the Countess. The merciful treatment of French prisoners will prove his sincerity.

The lad made another rigid bow and got himself out of the door with more or less dignity, and the Countess drew a chair beside my sofa-chair and sat down, eyes still bright with the cinders of a wrath I had never suspected in her.

Together we looked down into the street.

Under the window the flat, high-pitched drums began to rattle; deep voices shouted; the whole street undulated with masses of gray-and-black uniforms, moving forward through the smoke. A superb regimental band began to play; the troops broke out into heavy cheering.

Vorwärts! Vorwärts! came the steady commands. The band passed with a dull flash of instruments; a thousand brass helmet-spikes pricked the smoke; the tread of the Prussian infantry shook the earth.

The invasion has begun, I said.

Her face was expressionless, save for the brightness of her eyes.

And now another band sounded, playing I Had a Comrade! and the whole street began to ring with the noble marching-song of the coming regiment.

Bavarian infantry, I whispered, as the light-blue columns wheeled around the curve and came swinging up the street; for I could see the yellow crown on the collars of their tunics, and the heavy leather helmets, surmounted by chenille rolls.

Behind them trotted a squadron of Uhlans on their dainty horses, under a canopy of little black-and-white flags fluttering from the points of their lances. 80

Uhlans, I murmured. I heard the faint click of her teeth closing tightly.

Hussars in crimson tunics, armed with curious weapons, half carbine, half pistol, followed the Uhlans, filling the smoky street with a flood of gorgeous color.

Suddenly a company of Saxon pioneers arrived on the double-quick, halted, fell out, and began to break down the locked doors of the houses on either side of the street. At the same time Prussian infantry came hurrying past, dragging behind them dozens of vehicles, long hay-wagons, gardeners carts, heavy wheelbarrows, even a dingy private carriage, with tarnished lamps, rocking crazily on rusty springs.

The soldiers wheeled these wagons into a double line, forming a complete chain across the street, where the Turcos had commenced to dig their ditch and breastworks — a barricade high enough to check a charge, and cunningly arranged, too, for the wooden abatis could not be seen from the eastern end of the street, where a charge of French infantry or cavalry must enter Morsbronn if it entered at all.

We watched the building of the barricade, fascinated. Soldiers entered the houses on either side of the street, only to reappear at the windows and thrust out helmeted heads. More soldiers came, running heavily — the road swarmed with them; some threw themselves flat under the wagons, some knelt, thrusting their needle-guns through the wheel-spokes; others remained standing, rifles resting over the rails of the long, skeleton hay-wagons.

Something is going to happen, I said, as a group of smartly uniformed officers appeared on the roof of the opposite house and hastily scrambled to the ridge-pole.

Something was surely going to happen; the officers were using their field-glasses and pointing excitedly across the roof-tops; the windows of every house as far as I could see were black with helmets; a regiment in column came up on the double, halted, disintegrated, melting away behind walls, into yards, doorways, gardens.

A colonel of infantry, splendidly mounted, drew bridle under our loop-hole and looked up at the officers on the roof across the way.

Attention, you up there! he shouted. Is it infantry?

No! bawled an officer, hollowed hand to his cheek. Its their brigade of heavy cavalry coming like an earthquake!

The cuirassiers! I cried, electrified. Its Michels cuirassiers, madame! And — oh, the barricade! I groaned, twisting my fingers in helpless rage. Theyll be caught in a trap; theyll die like flies in that street.

This is horrible! muttered the girl. Dont they know the street is blocked? Cant they find out before they ride into this ravine below us? Will they all be killed here under our windows?

She sprang to her feet, stood a moment, then stepped swiftly forward into the angle of the tower.

Look there! she cried, in terror.

Push my chair — quick! I said. She dragged it forward.

An old house across the street, which had been on fire, had collapsed into a mere mound of slate, charred beams, and plaster. Through the brown heat which quivered above the ruins I could see out into the country. And what I saw was a line of hills, crowned with smoke, a rolling stretch of meadow below, set here and there with shot-torn trees and hop-poles; and over this uneven ground two regiments of French cuirassiers and two squadrons of lancers moving slowly forward as though on parade.

Above them, around them, clouds of smoke puffed up suddenly and floated away — the shells from Prussian batteries on the heights. Long, rippling crashes broke out, belting the fields with smoky breastworks, where a Prussian infantry regiment, knee-deep in smoke, was firing on the advancing cavalry.

The cuirassiers moved on slowly, the sun a blinding sheet of fire on their armor; now and then a horse tossed his beautiful head, now and then a steel helmet turned, flashing.

Grief-stricken, I groaned aloud: Madame, there rides the finest cavalry in the world! — to annihilation.

How could I know that they were coming deliberately to sacrifice themselves? — that they rode with death heavy on their souls, knowing well there was no hope, understanding that they were to die to save the fragments of a beaten army?

Yet something of this I suspected, for already I saw the long, dark Prussian lines overlapping the French flank; I heard the French mitrailleuses rattling through the cannons thunder, and I saw an entire French division, which I did not then know to be Lartigues, falling back across the hills.

And straight into the entire Prussian army rode the grosse cavallerie and the lancers.

They are doomed, like their fathers, I muttered— sons of the cuirassiers of Waterloo. See what men can do for France!

The young Countess started and stood up very straight.

Look, madame! I said, harshly— look on the men of France! You say you do not understand the narrow love of country! Look! 83

It is too pitiful, too horrible, she said, hoarsely. How the horses fall in that meadow!

They will fall thicker than that in this street!

See! she cried; they have begun to gallop! They are coming! Oh, I cannot look! — I — I cannot!

Far away, a thin cry sounded above the cannon din; the doomed cuirassiers were cheering. It was the first charge they had ever made; nobody had ever seen cavalry of their arm on any battle-field of Europe since Waterloo.

Suddenly their long, straight blades shot into the air, the cuirassiers broke into a furious gallop, and that mass of steel-clad men burst straight down the first slope of the plateau, through the Prussian infantry, then wheeled and descended like a torrent on Morsbronn.

In the first ranks galloped the giants of the Eighth Cuirassiers, Colonel Guiot de la Rochere at their head; the Ninth Cuirassiers thundered behind them; then came the lancers under a torrent of red-and-white pennons. Nothing stopped them, neither hedges nor ditches nor fallen trees.

Their huge horses bounded forward, manes in the wind, tails streaming, iron hoofs battering the shaking earth; the steel-clad riders, sabres pointed to the front, leaned forward in their saddles.

Now among the thicket of hop-vines long lines of black arose; there was a flash, a belt of smoke, another flash — then the metallic rattle of bullets on steel breastplates. Entire ranks of cuirassiers went down in the smoke of the Prussian rifles, the sinister clash and crash of falling armor filled the air. Sheets of lead poured into them; the rattle of empty scabbards on stirrups, the metallic ringing of bullets on helmet and cuirass, the rifle-shots, the roar of the shells exploding swelled into a very hell of sound. And, above the infernal fracas rose the heavy cheering of the doomed riders.

Into the deep, narrow street wheeled the horsemen, choking road and sidewalk with their galloping squadrons, a solid cataract of impetuous horses, a flashing torrent of armored men — and then! Crash! the first squadron dashed headlong against the barricade of wagons and went down.

Into them tore the squadron behind, unable to stop their maddened horses, and into these thundered squadron after squadron, unconscious of the dead wall ahead.

In the terrible tumult and confusion, screaming horses and shrieking men were piled in heaps, a human whirlpool formed at the barricade, hurling bodily from its centre horses and riders. Men galloped headlong into each other, riders struggled knee to knee, pushing, shouting, colliding.

Posted behind the upper and lower windows of the houses, the Prussians shot into them, so close that the flames from the rifles set the jackets of the cuirassiers on fire: a German captain opened the shutters of a window and fired his pistol at a cuirassier, who replied with a sabre thrust through the window, transfixing the Germans throat.

Then a horrible butchery of men and horses began; the fusillade became so violent and the scene so sickening that a Prussian lieutenant went crazy in the house opposite, and flung himself from the window into the mass of writhing horsemen. Tall cuirassiers, in impotent fury, began slashing at the walls of the houses, breaking their heavy sabres to splinters against the stones; their powerful horses, white with foam, reared, fell back, crushing their riders beneath them.

In front of the barricade a huge fellow reined in his horse and turned, white-gloved hand raised, red epaulets tossing.
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HALT! HALT! HE SHOUTED

Halt! Halt! he shouted. Stop the lancers! And a trumpeter, disengaging himself from the frantic chaos, set his long, silver trumpet to his lips and blew the Halt!

A bullet rolled the trumpeter under his horses feet; a volley riddled the others horse, and the agonized animal reared and cleared the bristling abatis with a single bound, his rider dropping dead among the hay-wagons.

Then into this awful struggle galloped the two squadrons of the lancers. For a moment the street swam under their fluttering red-and-white lance-pennons, then a volley swept them — another — another — and down they went.

Herds of riderless horses tore through the street; the road undulated with crushed, quivering creatures crawling about. Against the doorway of a house opposite a noble horse in agony leaned with shaking knees, head raised, lips shrinking back over his teeth.

Bewildered, stupefied, exhausted, the cuirassiers sat in their saddles, staring up at the windows where the Prussians stood and fired. Now and then one would start as from a nightmare, turn his jaded horse, and go limping away down the street. The road was filled with horsemen, wandering helplessly about under the rain of bullets. One, a mere boy, rode up to a door, leaned from his horse and began to knock for admittance; another dismounted and sat down on a doorstep, head buried in his hands, regardless of the bullets which tore the woodwork around him.

The street was still crowded with entrapped cuirassiers, huddled in groups or riding up and down the walls mechanically seeking shelter. A few of these, dismounted, were wearily attempting to drag a heavy cart away from the barricade; the Prussians shot them, one at a time, but others came to help, and a few lancers aided them, and at length they managed to drag a hay-wagon aside, giving a narrow passage to the open country beyond. Instantly the Prussian infantry swarmed out of the houses and into the street, shouting, Prisoners! pushing, striking, and dragging the exhausted cuirassiers from their saddles. But contact with the enemy, hand to hand, seemed to revive the fury of the armored riders. The débris of the regiments closed up, long, straight sabres glittered, trembling horses plunged forward, broke into a stiff gallop, and passed through the infantry, through the rent in the barricade, and staggered away across the fields, buried in the smoke of a thousand rifles.

So rode the Cuirassiers of Morsbronn, the flower of an empires chivalry, the elect of France. So rode the gentlemen of the Sixth Lancers to shiver their slender spears against stone walls — for the honor of France.

Death led them. Death rode with them knee to knee. Death alone halted them. But their shining souls galloped on into that vast Valhalla where their ancestors of Waterloo stood waiting, and the celestial trumpets pealed a last Dismount!




VI

THE GAME BEGINS
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THE ROOM IN the turret was now swimming in smoke and lime dust; I could scarcely see the gray figure of the Countess through the powder-mist which drifted in through shutters and loop-hole, dimming the fading daylight.

In the street a dense pall of pungent vapor hung over roof and pavement, motionless in the calm August air; two houses were burning slowly, smothered in smoke; through a ruddy fog I saw the dead lying in mounds, the wounded moving feebly, the Prussian soldiery tossing straw into the hay-carts that had served their deadly purpose.

But oh, the dreadful murmur that filled the heavy air, the tremulous, ceaseless plaint which comes from strong, muscular creatures, tenacious of life, who are dying and who die hard.

Helmeted figures swarmed through the smoke; wagon after wagon, loaded deep with dead cavalrymen, was drawn away by heavy teams of horses now arriving from the regimental transport train, which had come up and halted just at the entrance to the village.

And now wagon-loads of French wounded began to pass, jolting over crushed helmets, rifles, cuirasses, and the carcasses of dead horses.

A covey of Uhlans entered the shambles, picking their way across the wreckage of the battle, a slim, wiry, fastidious company, dainty as spurred gamecocks, with their helmet-cords swinging like wattles and their schapskas tilted rakishly.

Then the sad cortège of prisoners formed in the smoke, the wounded leaning on their silent comrades, bandaged heads hanging, the others erect, defiant, supporting the crippled or standing with arms folded and helmeted heads held high.

And at last they started, between two files of mounted Uhlans — Turcos, line infantrymen, gendarmes, lancers, and, towering head and shoulders above the others, the superb cuirassiers.

A German general and his smartly uniformed staff came clattering up the slippery street and halted to watch the prisoners defile. And, as the first of the captive cuirassiers came abreast of the staff, the general stiffened in his saddle and raised his hand to his helmet, saying to his officers, loud enough for me to hear:

Salute the brave, gentlemen!

And the silent, calm-eyed cuirassiers passed on, heads erect, uniforms in shreds, their battered armor foul with smoke and mud, spurs broken, scabbards empty.

Troops of captured horses, conducted by Uhlans, followed the prisoners, then wagons piled high with rifles, sabres, and saddles, then a company of Uhlans cantering away with the shot-torn guidons of the cuirassiers.

Last of all came the wounded in their straw-wadded wagons, escorted by infantry; I heard them coming before I saw them, and, sickened, I closed my ears with my hands; yet even then the deep, monotonous groaning seemed to fill the room and vibrate through the falling shadows long after the last cart had creaked out of sight and hearing into the gathering haze of evening.

The deadened booming of cannon still came steadily from the west, and it needed no messenger to tell me that the First Corps had been hurled back into Alsace, and that MacMahons army was in full retreat; that now the Rhine was open and the passage of the Vosges was clear, and Strasbourg must stand siege and Belfort and Toul must man their battlements for a struggle that meant victory, or an Alsace doomed and a Lorraine lost to France forever.

The room had grown very dark, the loop-hole admitting but little of the smoky evening sunset. Some soldiers in the hallway outside finally lighted torches; red reflections danced over the torn ceiling and plaster-covered floor, illuminating a corner where the Countess was sitting by the bedside, her head lying on the covers. How long she had been there I did not know, but when I spoke she raised her head and answered quietly.

In the torch-light her face was ghastly, her eyes red and dim as she came over to me and looked out into the darkness.

The woman was shaken terribly, shaken to the very soul. She had not seen all that I had seen; she had flinched before the spectacle of a butchery too awful to look upon, but she had seen enough, and she had heard enough to support or to confound theories formed through a young girls brief, passionless, eventless life.

Under the window soldiers began shooting the crippled horses; the heavy flash and bang of rifles set her trembling again.

Until the firing ceased she stood as though stupefied, scarcely breathing, her splendid hair glistening like molten copper in the red torches glare. 90

A soldier came into the room and dragged the bedclothes from the bed, trailing them across the floor behind him as he departed. An officer holding a lantern peered through the door, his eye-glasses shining, his boots in his hand.

He evidently had intended to get into the bed, but when his gaze fell upon us he withdrew in his stockinged feet.

On the stairs soldiers were eating hunches of stale bread and knocking the necks from wine bottles with their bayonets. One lumpish fellow came to the door and offered me part of a sausage which he was devouring, a kindly act that touched me, and I wondered whether the other prisoners might find among their Uhlan guards the same humanity that moved this half-famished yokel to offer me the food he was gnawing.

Soldiers began to come and go in the room; some carried off chairs for officers below some took the pillows from the bed, one bore away a desk on his broad shoulders.

The Countess never moved or spoke.

The evening had grown chilly; I was cold to my knees.

A soldier offered to build me a fire in the great stone fireplace behind me, and when I assented he calmly smashed a chair to kindling-wood, wrenched off the heavy posts of the bed, and started a fire which lit up the wrecked room with its crimson glare.

The Countess rose and looked around. The soldier pushed my long chair to the blaze, tore down the canopy over the bed and flung it over me, stolidly ignoring my protests. Then he clumped out with his muddy boots and shut the door behind him.

For a long while I lay there, full in the heat of the fire, half dozing, then sleeping, then suddenly alert, only to look about me to see the Countess with eyes closed, motionless in her arm-chair, only to hear the muffled thunder of the guns in the dark.

Once again, having slept, I roused, listening. The crackle of the flames was all I heard; the cannon were silent. A few moments later a clock in the hallway struck nine times. At the same instant a deadened cannon-shot echoed the clamor of the clock. It was the last shot of the battle. And when the dull reverberations had died away Alsace was a lost province, MacMahons army was in full retreat, leaving on the three battle-fields of Wörth, Reichshoffen, and Fröschweiler sixteen thousand dead, wounded, and missing soldiers of France.

All night long I heard cavalry traversing Morsbronn in an unbroken column, the steady trample of their horses never ceasing for an instant. At moments, from the outskirts of the village, the sinister sound of cheering came from the vanguard of the German Sixth Corps, just arriving to learn of the awful disaster to France. Too late to take any part in the battle, these tired soldiers stood cheering by regiments as the cavalry rode past in pursuit of the shattered army, and their cheering swelled to a terrific roar toward morning, when the Prince Royal of Prussia appeared with his staff, and the soldiers in Morsbronn rushed out into the street bellowing, Hoch soll er leben! Er soll leben — Hoch!

About seven oclock that morning a gaunt, leather-faced Prussian officer, immaculate in his sombre uniform, entered the room without knocking. The young Countess turned in the depths of her chair; he bowed to her slightly, unfolded a printed sheet of paper which bore the arms of Prussia, hesitated, then said, looking directly at me:

Morsbronn is now German territory and will continue to be governed by military law, proclaimed under the state of siege, until the country is properly pacified.

Honest inhabitants will not be disturbed. Citizens are invited to return to their homes and peacefully continue their legitimate avocations, subject to and under the guarantee of the Prussian military government.

Monsieur, I have the honor to hand you a copy of regulations. I am the provost marshal; all complaints should be brought to me.

I took the printed sheet and looked at the Prussian coat of arms.

A list of the inhabitants of Morsbronn will be made to-day. You will have the goodness to declare yourself — and you also, madame. There being other buildings better fitted, no soldiers will be quartered in this house.

The officer evidently mistook me for the owner of the house and not a prisoner. A blanket hid my hussar trousers and boots; he could only see my ragged shirt.

And now, madame, he continued, as monsieur appears to need the services of a physician, I shall send him a French doctor, brought in this morning from the Château de la Trappe. I wish him to get well; I wish the inhabitants of my district to return to their homes and resume the interrupted régimes which have made this province of Alsace so valuable to France. I wish Morsbronn to prosper; I wish it well. This is the German policy.

But, monsieur, let me speak plainly. I tolerate no treachery. The law is iron and will be applied with rigor. An inhabitant of my district who deceives me, or who commits an offence against the troops under my command, or who in any manner holds, or attempts to hold, communication with the enemy, will be shot without court-martial. 93

He turned his grim, inflexible face to the Countess and bowed, then he bowed to me, swung squarely on his heel, and walked to the door.

Admit the French doctor, he said to the soldier on guard, and marched out, his curved sabre banging behind his spurred heels.

It must be Dr. Delmont! I said, looking at the Countess as there came a low knock at the door.

I am very thankful! she said, her voice almost breaking. She rose unsteadily from her chair; somebody entered the room behind me and I turned, calling out, Welcome, doctor!

Thank you, replied the calm voice of John Buckhurst at my elbow.

The Countess shrank aside as Buckhurst coolly passed before her, turned his slim back to the embers of the fire, and fixed his eyes on me — those pale, slow eyes, passionless as death.

Here was a type of criminal I had never until recently known. Small of hand and foot — too small even for such a slender man — clean shaven, colorless in hair, skin, lips, he challenged instant attention by the very monotony of his bloodless symmetry. There was nothing of positive evil in his face, nothing of impulse, good or bad, nothing even superficially human. His spotless linen, his neat sack-coat and trousers of gray seemed part of him — like a loose outer skin. There was in his ensemble nothing to disturb the negative harmony, save perhaps an abnormal flatness of the instep and hands.

My friend, he observed, in English, do you think you will know me again when you have finished your scrutiny?

The Countess, face averted, passed behind my chair.

Wait, said Buckhurst; and turning directly to me, he added: You were mistaken for a hussar at La Trappe; you were mistaken here for a hussar as long as the squad holding this house remained in Morsbronn. A few moments ago the provost mistook you for a civilian. He looked across at the Countess, who already stood with her hand on the door-knob.

If you disturb me, he said, I have only to tell the provost the truth. Members of the Imperial Police caught without proper uniform inside German lines are shot, séance tenante.

The Countess stood perfectly still a moment, then came straight to me.

Is that true? she asked.

Yes, I said.

She still leaned forward, looking down into my face. Then she turned to Buckhurst.

Do you want money? she asked.

I want a chair — and your attention for the present, he replied, and seated himself.

The printed copy of the rules handed me by the provost marshal lay on the floor. Buckhurst picked up the sheet, glanced at the Prussian eagle, and thoughtfully began rolling the paper into a grotesque shape.

Sit down, madame, he said, without raising his eyes from the bit of paper which he had now fashioned into a cocked hat.

After a moments silent hesitation the Countess drew a small gilt chair beside my sofa-chair and sat down, and again that brave, unconscious gesture of protection left her steady hand lying lightly on my arm.

Buckhurst noted the gesture. And all at once I divined that whatever plan he had come to execute had been suddenly changed. He looked down at the paper in his hands, gave it a thoughtful twist, and, drawing the ends out, produced a miniature paper boat. 95

We are all in one like that, he observed, holding it up without apparent interest. He glanced at the young Countess; her face was expressionless.

Madame, said Buckhurst, in his peculiarly soft and persuasive voice, I am not here to betray this gentleman; I am not here even to justify myself. I came here to make reparation, to ask your forgiveness, madame, for the wrong I have done you, and to deliver myself, if necessary, into the hands of the proper French authorities in expiation of my misguided zeal.

The Countess was looking at him now; he fumbled with the paper boat, gave it an unconscious twist, and produced a tiny paper box.

The cause, he said, gently, to which I have devoted my life must not suffer through the mistake of a fanatic; for in the cause of universal brotherhood I am, perhaps, a fanatic, and to aid that cause I have gravely compromised myself. I came here to expiate that folly and to throw myself upon your mercy, madame.

I do not exactly understand, said I, how you can expiate a crime here.

I can at least make restitution, he said, turning the paper box over and over between his flat fingers.

Have you brought me the diamonds which belong to the state? I inquired, amused.

Yes, he said, and to my astonishment he drew a small leather pouch from his pocket and laid it on my blanket-covered knees. How many diamonds were there? he asked.

One hundred and three, I replied, incredulously, and opened the leather pouch. Inside was a bag of chamois-skin. This I stretched wide and emptied.

Scores of little balls of tissue-paper rolled out on the blanket over my knees; I opened one; it contained a diamond; I opened another, another, and another; diamonds lay blazing on my blanket, a whole handful, glittering in undimmed splendor.

Count them, murmured Buckhurst, fashioning the paper box into a fly-trap with a lid.

With a quick movement I swept them into my hands, then one by one dropped the stones while I counted aloud one hundred and two diamonds. The one hundred and third jewel was, of course, safely in Paris.

When I had a second time finished the enumeration I leaned back in my chair, utterly at a loss to account for this man or for what he had done. As far as I could see there was no logic in it, nothing demonstrated, nothing proven. To me — and I am not either suspicious or obstinate by nature — Buckhurst was still an unrepentant thief and a dangerous one.

I could see in him absolutely nothing of the fanatic, of the generous, feather-headed devotee, nothing of the hasty disciple or the impulsive martyr. In my eyes he continued to be the passionless master-criminal, the cold, slow-eyed source of hidden evil, the designer of an intricate and viewless intrigue against the state.

His head remained bent over the paper toy in his hands. Was his hair gray with age or excesses, or was it only colorless like the rest of his exterior?

Restitution is not expiation, he said, sadly, without looking up. I loved the cause; I love it still; I practised deception, and I am here to ask this gentle lady to forgive me for an unworthy yet unselfish use of her money and her hospitality. If she can pardon me I welcome whatever punishment may be meted out.

The Countess dropped her elbow on the arm of my chair and rested her face in her hand.

Swept away by my passion for the cause of universal brotherhood, said Buckhurst, in his low, caressing voice, I ventured to spend this generous ladys money to carry the propaganda into the more violent centres of socialism — into the clubs in Montmartre and Belleville. There I urged non-resistance; I pleaded moderation and patience. What I said helped a little, I think—

He hesitated, twisting his fly-box into a paper creature with four legs.

I was eager; people listened. I thought that if I had a little more money I might carry on this work.... I could not come to you, madame—

Why not? said the Countess, looking at him quickly. I have never refused you money!

No, he said, you never refused me. But I knew that La Trappe was mortgaged, that even this house in Morsbronn was loaded with debt. I knew, madame, that in all the world you had left but one small roof to cover you — the house in Morbihan, on Point Paradise. I knew that if I asked for money you would sell Paradise,... and I could not ask so much,... I could not bring myself to ask that sacrifice.

And so you stole the crucifix of Louis XI., I suggested, pleasantly.

He did not look at me, but the Countess did.

Bon, I thought, watching Buckhursts deft fingers; he means to be taken back into grace. I wonder exactly why? And ... is it worth this fortune in diamonds to him to be pardoned by a penniless girl whom he and his gang have already stripped?

Could you forgive me, madame? murmured Buckhurst.

Would you explain that stick of dynamite first? I interposed.

The Countess turned and looked directly at Buckhurst. He sat with humble head bowed, nimbly constructing a paper bird. 98

That was not dynamite; it was concentrated phosphorus, he said, without resentment. Naturally it burned when you lighted it, but if you had not burned it I could easily have shown Madame la Comtesse what it really was.

I also, said I, if I had thrown it at your feet, Mr. Buckhurst.

Do you not believe me? he asked, meekly, looking up at the Countess.

Mr. Buckhurst, said the young Countess, turning to me, has aided me for a long time in experiments. We hoped to find some cheap method of restoring nitrogen and phosphorus to the worn-out soil which our poor peasants till. Why should you doubt that he speaks the truth? At least he is guiltless of any connection with the party which advocated violence.

I looked at Buckhurst. He was engaged in constructing a multi-pointed paper star. What else was he busy with? Perhaps I might learn if I ceased to manifest distrust.

Does concentrated phosphorus burn like dynamite? I asked, as if with newly aroused interest.

Did you not know it? he said, warily.

But was he deceived by my manner? Was that the way for me to learn anything?

There was perhaps another way. Clearly this extraordinary man depended upon his persuasive eloquence for his living, for the very shoes on his little, flat feet, as do all such chevaliers of industry. If he would only begin to argue, if I could only induce him to try his eloquence on me, and if I could convince him that I myself was but an ignorant, self-centred, bullet-headed gendarme, doing my duty only because of perspective advancement, ready perhaps to take bribes — perhaps even weakly, covetously, credulous — well, perhaps I might possibly learn why he desired to cling to this poor young lady, whose life had evidently gone dreadfully to smash, to land her among such a coterie of thieves and lunatics.

Mr. Buckhurst, I said, pompously, in bringing these diamonds to me you have certainly done all in your power to repair an injury which concerned all France.

As I am situated, of course I cannot now ask you to accompany me to Paris, where doubtless the proper authorities would gladly admit extenuating circumstances, and credit you with a sincere repentance. But I put you on your honor to surrender at the first opportunity.

It was as stupidly trite a speech as I could think of.

Buckhurst glanced up at me. Was he taking my measure anew, judging me from my bray?

I could easily aid you to leave Morsbronn, he said, stealthily.

O-ho, thought I, so youre a German agent, too, as I suspected. But I said, aloud, simulating astonishment: Do you mean to say, Mr. Buckhurst, that you would deliberately risk death to aid a police officer to bring you before a military tribunal in Paris?

I do not desire to pose as a hero or a martyr, he said, quietly, but I regret what I have done, and I will do what an honest man can do to make the fullest reparation — even if it means my death.

I gazed at him in admiration — real admiration — because the gross bathos he had just uttered betrayed a weakness — vanity. Now I began to understand him; vanity must also lead him to undervalue men. True, with the faintest approach to eloquence he could no doubt hold the Clubs of Belleville spellbound; with self-effacing adroitness to cover stealthy persuasion, he had probably found little difficulty in dominating this inexperienced girl, who, touched to the soul with pity for human woe, had flung herself and her fortune to the howling proletariat.

But that he should so serenely undervalue me at my first bray was more than I hoped for. So I brayed again, the good, old, sentimental bray, for which all Gallic lungs are so marvellously fashioned:

Monsieur, such sentiments honor you. I am only a rough soldier of the Imperial Police, but I am profoundly moved to find among the leaders of the proletariat such delicate and chivalrous emotions— I hesitated. Was I buttering the sop too thickly?

Buckhurst, eyes bent on the floor, began picking to pieces his paper toy. Presently he looked up, not at me, but at the Countess, who sat with hands clasped earnestly watching him.

If — if the state pardons me, can ... you? he murmured.

She looked at him with intense earnestness. I saw he was sailing on the wrong tack.

I have nothing to pardon, she said, gravely. But I must tell you the truth, Mr. Buckhurst, I cannot forget what you have done. It was something — the one thing that I cannot understand — that I can never understand — something so absolutely alien to me that it — somehow — leaves me stunned. Dont ask me to forget it.... I cannot. I do not mean to be harsh and cruel, or to condemn you. Even if you had taken the jewels from me, and had asked my forgiveness, I would have given it freely. But I could not be as I was, a comrade to you.

There was a silence. The Countess, looking perfectly miserable, still gazed at Buckhurst. He dropped his gray, symmetrical head, yet I felt that he was listening to every minute sound in the room.

You must not care what I say, she said. I am only an unhappy woman, unused to the liberty I have given myself, not yet habituated to the charity of those blameless hearts which forgive everything! I am a novice, groping my way into a new and vast world, a limitless, generous, forgiving commune, where love alone dominates.... And if I had lived among my brothers long enough to be purged of those traditions which I have drawn from generations, I might now be noble enough and wise enough to say I do forgive and forget that you—

That you were once a thief, I ended, with the genial officiousness of the hopelessly fat-minded.

In the stillness I heard Buckhurst draw in his breath — once. Some day he would try to kill me for that; in the mean time my crass stupidity was no longer a question in his mind. I had hurt the Countess, too, with what she must have believed a fools needless brutality. But it had to be so if I played at Jaques Bonhomme.

So I put the finishing whine to it— Our Lord died between two thieves — and relapsed into virtuous contemplation of my finger-tips.

Madame, said Buckhurst, in a low voice, your contempt of me is part of my penalty. I must endure it. I shall not complain. But I shall try to live a life that will at least show you my deep sincerity.

I do not doubt it, said the Countess, earnestly. Dont think that I mean to turn away from you or to push you away. There is nothing of the Pharisee in me. I would gladly trust you with what I have. I will consult you and advise with you, Mr. Buckhurst—

And ... despise me.

The unhappy Countess looked at me. It goes hard with a woman when her guide and mentor falls.

If you return to Paradise, in Morbihan,... as we had planned, may I go, he asked, humbly, only as an obscure worker in the cause? I beg, madame, that you will not cast me off.

So he wanted to go to Morbihan — to the village of Paradise? Why?

The Countess said: I welcome all who care for the cause. You will never hear an unkind word from me if you desire to resume the work in Paradise. Dr. Delmont will be there; Monsieur Tavernier also, I hope; and they are older and wiser than I, and they have reached that lofty serenity which is far above my troubled mind. Ask them what you have asked of me; they are equipped to answer you.

It was time for another discord from me, so I said: Madame, you have seen a thousand men lay down their lives for France. Has it not shaken your allegiance to that ghost of patriotism which you call the Internationale?

Here was food for thought, or rather fodder for asses — the Police Oracle turned missionary under the nose of the most cunning criminal in France and the vainest. Of course Buckhursts contempt for me at once passed all bounds, and, secure in that contempt, he felt it scarcely worth while to use his favorite weapon — persuasion. Still, if the occasion should require it, he was quite ready, I knew, to loose his eloquence on the Countess, and on me too.

The Countess turned her troubled eyes to me.

What I have seen, what I have thought since yesterday has distressed me dreadfully, she said. I have tried to include all the world in a broader pity, a broader, higher, and less selfish love than the jealous, single-minded love for one country—

The mother-land, I said, and Buckhurst looked up, adding, The world is the true mother-land.
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There is much to be argued on both sides, said the young Countess, but I am utterly unfitted to struggle with this new code of ethics. If it had been different — if I had been born among the poor, in misery! — But you see I come a pilgrim among the proletariat, clothed in conservatism, cloaked with tradition, and if at heart I burn with sorrow for the miserable, and if I gladly give what I have to help, I cannot with a single gesture throw off those inherited garments, though they tortured my body like the garment of Nessus.

I did not smile or respect her less for the stilted phrases, the pathetic poverty of metaphor. Profoundly troubled, struggling with a reserve the borders of which she strove so bravely to cross, her distress touched me the more because I knew it aroused the uneasy contempt of Buckhurst. Yet I could not spare her.

You saw the cuirassiers die in the street below, I repeated, with the obstinacy of a limited intellect.

Yes — and my heart went out to them, she replied, with an emphasis that pleased me and startled Buckhurst.

Buckhurst began to speak, but I cut him short.

Then, madame, if your heart went out to the soldiers of France, it went out to France, too!

Yes — to France, she repeated, and I saw her lip begin to quiver.

Wherein does love for France conflict with our creed, madame? asked Buckhurst, gently. It is only hate that we abjure.

She turned her gray eyes on him. I will tell you: in that dreadful moment when the cavalry of France cheered Death in his own awful presence, I loved them and their country — my country! — as I had never loved in all my life.... And I hated, too! I hated the men who butchered them — more! — I hated the country where the men came from; I hated race and country and the blows they dealt, and the evil they wrought on France — my France! That is the truth; and I realize it!

There was a silence; Buckhurst slowly unrolled the wrinkled paper he had been fingering.

And now? he asked, simply.

Now? she repeated. I dont know — truly, I do not know. She turned to me sorrowfully. I had long since thought that my heart was clean of hate, and now I dont know. And, to Buckhurst, again: Our creed teaches us that war is vile — a savage betrayal of humanity by a few dominant minds; a dishonorable ingratitude to God and country. But from that window I saw men die for honor of France with Gods name on their lips. I saw one superb cuirassier, trapped down there in the street, sit still on his horse, while they shot at him from every window, and I heard him call up to a Prussian officer who had just fired at him: My friend, you waste powder; the heart of France is cuirassed by a million more like me! A rich flush touched her face; her gray eyes grew brighter.

Is there a Frenchwoman alive whose blood would not stir at such a scene? she said. They shot him through his armor, his breastplate was riddled, he clung to his horse, always looking up at the riflemen, and I heard the bullets drumming on his helmet and his cuirass like hailstones on a tin roof, and I could not look away. And all the while he was saying, quietly: It is quite useless, friends; France lives! You waste your powder! and I could not look away or close my eyes—
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I only know this, she said: I will give all I have — I will give my poor self to help the advent of that world-wide brotherhood which must efface national frontiers and end all war in this sad world. But if you ask me, in the presence of war, to look on with impartiality, to watch my own country battling for breath, to stop my ears when a wounded mother-land is calling, to answer the supreme cry of France with a passionless cry, Repent! I cannot do it — I will not! I was not born to!

Deeply moved, she had risen, confronting Buckhurst, whose stone-cold eyes were fixed on her.

You say I hold you unworthy, she said. Others may hold me, too, unworthy because I have not reached that impartial equipoise whence, impassive, I can balance my native land against its sins and watch blind justice deal with it all unconcerned.

In theory I have done it — oh, it is simple to teach ones soul in theory! But when my eyes saw my own land blacken and shrivel like a green leaf in the fire, and when with my own eyes I saw the best, the noblest, the crown of my countrys chivalry fall rolling in the mud of Morsbronn under the feet of Prussia, every drop of blood in my body was French — hot and red and French! And it is now; and it will always be — as it has always been, though I did not understand.

After a silence Buckhurst said: All that may be, madame, yet not impair your creed.

What! she said, does not hatred of the stranger impair my creed?

It will die out and give place to reason.

When? When I attain the lofty, dispassionate level I have never attained? That will not be while this war endures.
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I know! replied the Countess, the pale flames in her cheeks deepening again.

And yet, observed Buckhurst, patiently, you are going to Paradise to work for the Internationale.

I shall try to do my work and love France, she said, steadily. I cannot believe that one renders the other impossible.

Yet, said I, if you teach the nation non-resistance, what would become of the armies of France?

I shall not teach non-resistance until we are at peace, she said— until there is not a German soldier left in France. After that I shall teach acquiescence and personal liberty.

I looked at her very seriously; logic had no dwelling-place within her tender and unhappy heart.

And what a hunting-ground was that heart for men like Buckhurst! I could begin to read that mouse-colored gentleman now, to follow, after a fashion, the intricate policy which his insolent mind was shaping — shaping in stealthy contempt for me and for this young girl. Thus far I could divine the thoughts of Mr. Buckhurst, but there were other matters to account for. Why did he choose to spare my life when a word would have sent me before the peloton of execution? Why had he brought to me the fortune in diamonds which he had stolen? Why did he eat humble-pie before a young girl from whom he and his companions had wrung the last penny? Why did he desire to go to Morbihan and be received among the elect in the Breton village of Paradise?

I said, abruptly: So you are not going to denounce me to the Prussian provost?

He lifted his well-shaped head and gazed at the Countess with an admirable pathos which seemed a mute appeal for protection from brutality.

That question is a needless one, said the Countess, quietly. It was a cruel one, also, Monsieur Scarlett.

I did not mean it as an offensive question, said I. I was merely reciting a fact, most creditable to Mr. Buckhurst. Mon Dieu, madame, I am an officer of Imperial Police, and I have lived to hear blunt questions and blunter answers. And if it be true that Monsieur Buckhurst desires to atone for — for what has happened, then it is perfectly proper for me, even as a prisoner myself, to speak plainly.

I meant this time to thoroughly convince Buckhurst of my ability to gabble platitude. My desire that he should view me as a typical gendarme was intense.

So I coughed solemnly behind my hand, knit my eyebrows, and laid one finger alongside of my nose.

Is it not my duty, as a guardian of national interests, to point out to Mr. Buckhurst his honest errors? Certainly it is, madame, and this is the proper time.

Turning pompously to Buckhurst, I fancied I could almost detect a sneer on that inexpressive mask he wore — at least I hoped I could, and I said, heavily:

Monsieur, for a number of years there has passed under our eyes here in France certain strange phenomena. Thousands of Frenchmen have, so to speak, separated themselves from the rest of the nation.

All the sentiments that the nation honors itself by professing these other Frenchmen rebuke — the love of country, public spirit, accord between citizens, social repose, and respect for communal law and order — these other Frenchmen regard as the hallucinations of a nation of dupes.

Separated by such unfortunate ideas from the nation within whose boundaries they live, they continue to abuse, even to threaten, the society and the country which gives them shelter.

France is only a name to them; they were born there, they live there, they derive their nourishment from her without gratitude. But France is nothing to them; their mother-land is the Internationale!

I was certain now that the shadow of a sneer had settled in the corners of Buckhursts thin lips.

I do not speak of anarchists or of terrorists, I continued, nodding as though profoundly impressed by my own sagacity. I speak of socialists — that dangerous society to which the cry of Karl Marx was addressed with the warning, Socialists! Unite!

The government has reason to fear socialism, not anarchy, for it will never happen in France, where the passion for individual property is so general, that a doctrine of brutal destruction could have the slightest chance of success.

But wait, here is the point, Monsieur Buckhurst. Formerly the name of terrorist was a shock to the entire civilized world; it evoked the spectres of a year that the world can never forget. And so our modern reformers, modestly desiring to evade the inconveniences of such memories among the people, call themselves the Internationale. Listen to them; they are adroit, they blame and rebuke violence, they condemn anarchy, they would not lay their hands on public or individual property — no, indeed!

Ah, madame, but you should hear them in their own clubs, where the ladies and gentlemen of the gutters, the barriers, and the abattoirs discuss individual property, the tyranny of capital, and similar subjects which no doubt they are peculiarly fitted to discuss.

Believe me, madame, the little coterie which you represent is already the dupe and victim of this terrible Internationale. Their leaders work their will through you; a vast conspiracy against all social peace is spread through your honest works of mercy. The time is coming when the whole world will rise to combat this Internationale; and when the mask is dragged from its benignant visage, there, grinning behind, will appear the same old Spectre Rouge, torch in one hand, gun in the other, squatting behind a barricade of paving-blocks.

I wagged my head dolefully.

I could not have rested had I not warned Mr. Buckhurst of this, I said, sentimentally.

Which was fairly well done, considering that I was figuratively lamenting over the innocence of the most accomplished scoundrel that ever sat in the supreme council of the Internationale.

Buckhurst looked thoughtfully at the floor.

If I thought, he murmured— if I believed for one instant—

Believe me, my dear sir, I said, that you are playing into the hands of the wickedest villains on earth!

Your earnestness almost converts me, he said, lifting his stealthy eyes.

The Countess appeared weary and perplexed.

At all events, she said, we must do nothing to embarrass France now; we must do nothing until this frightful war is ended.

After a silence Buckhurst said, But you will go to Paradise, madame?

Yes, replied the Countess, listlessly.

Now, what in Heavens name attracted that rogue to Paradise?




VII

A STRUGGLE FORESHADOWED
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I TOOK MY breakfast by the window, watching the German soldiery cleaning up Morsbronn. For that wonderful Teutonic administrative mania was already manifesting itself while ruined houses still smoked; method replaced chaos, order marched on the heels of the Prussian rear-guard, which enveloped Morsbronn in a whirlwind of Uhlans, and left it a silent, blackened landmark in the August sunshine.

Soldiers in canvas fatigue-dress, wearing soft, round, visorless caps, were removing the débris of the fatal barricade; soldiers with shovel and hoe filled in the trenches and raked the long, winding street clean of all litter; soldiers with trowel and mortar were perched on shot-torn houses, mending chimneys and slated roofs so that their officers might enjoy immunity from rain and wind and defective flues.

In the court-yards and stables I could see cavalrymen in stable-jackets, whitewashing walls and out-buildings and ill-smelling stalls, while others dug shovelfuls of slaked lime from wheelbarrows and spread it through stable-yards and dirty alleys. Everywhere quiet, method, order, prompt precision reigned; I even noticed a big, red-fisted artilleryman tying up tall, blue larkspurs, dahlias, and phlox in a trampled garden, and he touched the ragged masses of bloom with a tenderness peculiar to a flower-loving and sentimental people, whose ultimate ambition is a quart of beer, a radish, and a green leaf overhead.

At the corners of the walls and blind alleys, placards in French and German were posted, embodying regulations governing the village under Prussian military rule. The few inhabitants of Morsbronn who had remained in cellars during the bombardment shuffled up to read these notices, or to loiter stupidly, gaping at the Prussian eagles surmounting the posters.

A soldier came in and started the fire in my fireplace. When he went out I drew my code-book from my breeches-pocket and tossed it into the fire. After it followed my commission, my memoranda, and every scrap of writing. The diamonds I placed in the bosom of my flannel shirt.

Toward one oclock I heard the shrill piping of a goat-herd, and I saw him, a pallid boy, clumping along in his wooden shoes behind his two nanny-goats, while the German soldiers, peasants themselves, looked after him with curious sympathy.

A little later a small herd of cattle passed, driven to pasture by a stolid Alsatian, who replied to the soldiers questions in German patois and shrugged his heavy shoulders like a Frenchman.

A cock crowed occasionally from some near dunghill; once I saw a cat serenely following the course of a stucco wall, calm, perfectly self-composed, ignoring the blandishments of the German soldiers, who called, Komm mitz! mitz! and held out bits of sausage and black bread.

A German ambulance surgeon arrived to see me in the afternoon. The Countess was busy somewhere with Buckhurst, who had come with news for her, and the German surgeons sharp double rap at the door did not bring her, so I called out, Entrez donc! and he stalked in, removing his fatigue-cap, which action distinguished him from his brother officers.

He was a tall, well-built man, perfectly uniformed in his double-breasted frocked tunic, blue-eyed, blond-bearded, and immaculate of hand and face, a fine type of man and a credit to any army.

After a brief examination he sat down and resumed a very bad cigar, which had been smouldering between his carefully kept fingers.

Do you know, he said, admiringly, that I have never before seen just such a wound. The spinal column is not even grazed, and if, as I understand from you, you suffered temporarily from complete paralysis of the body below your waist, the case is not only interesting but even remarkable.

Is the superficial lesion at all serious? I asked.

Not at all. As far as I can see the blow from the bullet temporarily paralyzed the spinal cord. There is no fracture, no depression. I do not see why you should not walk if you desire to.

When? Now?

Try it, he said, briefly.

I tried. Apart from a certain muscular weakness and a great fatigue, I found it quite possible to stand, even to move a few steps. Then I sat down again, and was glad to do so.

The doctor was looking at my legs rather grimly, and it suddenly flashed on me that I had dropped my blanket and he had noticed my hussars trousers.

So, he said, you are a military prisoner? I understood from the provost marshal that you were a civilian.

As he spoke Buckhurst appeared at the door, and then sauntered in, quietly greeting the surgeon, who looked around at the sound of his footsteps on the stone floor. There was no longer a vestige of doubt in my mind that Buckhurst was a German agent, or at least that the Germans believed him to be in their pay. And doubtless he was in their pay, but to whom he was faithful nobody could know with any certainty.

How is our patient, doctor? he asked.

Convalescent, replied the doctor, shortly, as though not exactly relishing the easy familiarity of this pale-eyed gentleman in gray.

Can he travel to-day? inquired Buckhurst, without apparent interest.

Before he travels, said the officer, it might be well to find out why he wears part of a hussar uniform.

Ive explained that to the provost, observed Buckhurst, examining his well-kept finger-nails. And I have a pass for him also — if he is in a fit condition to travel.

The officer gave him a glance full of frank dislike, adjusted his sabre, pulled on his white gloves, and, bowing very slightly to me, marched straight out of the room and down the stairs without taking any notice of Buckhurst. The latter looked after the officer, then his indifferent eyes returned to me. Presently he sat down and produced a small slip of paper, which he very carefully twisted into a cocked hat.

I suppose you doubt my loyalty to France, he said, intent on his bit of paper.

Then, logically continuing my rôle of the morning, I began to upbraid him for a traitor and swear that I would not owe my salvation to him, and all the while he was calmly transforming his paper from one toy into another between deft, flat fingers.

You are unjust and a trifle stupid, he said. I am paid by Prussia for information which I never give. But I have the entre of their lines. I do it for the sake of the Internationale. The Internationale has a few people in its service ... And it pays them well. 114

He looked squarely at me as he said this. I almost trembled with delight: the man undervalued me, he had taken me at my own figure, and now, holding me in absolute contempt, he was going to begin on me.

Scarlett, he said, what does the government pay you?

I began to protest in a torrent of patriotism and sentimentality. He watched me impassively while I called Heaven to witness and proclaimed my loyalty to France, ending through sheer breathlessness in a maundering, tearful apotheosis where mixed metaphors jostled each other — the government, the Emperor, and the French flag, consecrated in blood — and finally, calling his attention to the fact that twenty centuries had once looked down on this same banner, I collapsed in my chair and gave him his chance.

He took it. With subtle flattery he recognized in me a powerful arm of a corrupt Empire, which Empire he likened to the old man who rode Sindbad the Sailor. He admitted my noble loyalty to France, pointing out, however, that devotion to the Empire was not devotion to France, but the contrary. Skilfully he pictured the unprepared armies of the Empire, huddled along the frontier, seized and rent to fragments, one by one; adroitly he painted the inevitable ending, the armies that remained cut off and beaten in detail.

And as I listened I freely admitted to myself that I had undervalued him; that he was no crude Belleville orator, no sentimental bathos-peddling reformer, no sansculotte with brains ablaze, squalling for indiscriminate slaughter and pillage; he was a cool student in crime, taking no chances that he was not forced to take, a calm, adroit, methodical observer, who had established a theory and was carefully engaged in proving it.

Scarlett, he said, in English, let us come to the point. I am a mercenary American; you are an American mercenary, paid by the French government. You care nothing for that government or for the country; you would drop both to-day if your pay ceased. You and I are outsiders; we are in the world to watch our chances. And our chance is here.

He unfolded the creased bit of paper and spread it out on his knees, smoothing it thoughtfully.

What do I care for the Internationale? he asked, blandly. I am high in its councils; Karl Marx knows less about the Internationale than do I. As for Prussia and France — bah! — its a dog-fight to me, and I lack even the interest to bet on the German bull-dog.

You will know me better some day, and when you do you will know that I am a man who has determined to get rich if I have to set half of France against the other half and sack every bank in the Empire.

And now the time is coming when the richest city in Europe will be put to the sack. You dont believe it? Yet you shall live to see Paris besieged, and you shall live to see Paris surrender, and you shall live to see the Internationale rise up from nowhere, seize the government by the throat, and choke it to death under the red flag of universal — ahem!... license — the faintest sneer came into his pallid face— and every city of France shall be a commune, and we shall pass from city to city, leisurely, under the law — our laws, which we will make — and I pity the man among us who cannot place his millions in the banks of England and America!

He began to worry the creased bit of paper again, stealthy eyes on the floor.

The revolt is as certain as death itself, he said. The Society of the Internationale honeycombs Europe — your police archives show you that — and I tell you that, of the two hundred thousand soldiers of the national guard in Paris to-day, ninety per cent. are ours — ours, soul and body. You dont believe it? Wait!

Yet, for a moment, suppose I am right? Where are the government forces? Who can stop us from working our will? Not the fragments of beaten and exhausted armies! Not the thousands of prisoners which you will see sent into captivity across the Rhine! What has the government to lean on — a government discredited, impotent, beaten! What in the world can prevent a change, an uprising, a revolution? Why, even if there were no such thing as the Internationale and its secret Central Committee — to which I have the honor to belong — and here his sneer was frightful— I tell you that before a conquering German army had recrossed the Rhine this land of chattering apes would be tearing one another for very want of a universal scape-goat.

But that is exactly where we come into the affair. We find the popular scape-goat and point him out — the government, my friend. And all we have to do is to let the mob loose, stand back, and count profits.

He leaned forward in his chair, idly twisting his crumpled bit of paper in one hand.

I am not fool enough to believe that our reign will last, he said. It may last a month, two months, perhaps three. Then we leaders will be at one anothers throats — and the game is up! Its always so — mob rule cant last — it never has lasted and never will. But the prudent man will make hay before the brief sunshine is ended; I expect to economize a little, and set aside enough — well, enough to make it pay, you see.

He looked up at me quietly.

I am perfectly willing to tell you this, even if you used your approaching liberty to alarm the entire country, from the Emperor to the most obscure scullion in the Tuileries. Nothing can stop us now, nothing in the world can prevent our brief reign. Because these things are certain, the armies of France will be beaten — they are already beaten. Paris will hold out; Paris will fall; and with Paris down goes France! And as sure as the sun shall rise on a conquered people, so sure shall rise that red spectre we call the Internationale.

The man astonished me. He put into words a prophecy which had haunted me from the day that war was declared — a prophetic fear which had haunted men higher up in the service of the Empire — thinking men who knew what war meant to a country whose government was as rotten as its army was unprepared, whose political chiefs were as vain, incompetent, ignorant, and weak as were the chiefs of its brave army — an army riddled with politics, weakened by intrigue and neglect — an army used ignobly, perverted, cheated, lied to, betrayed, abandoned.

That, for once, Buckhurst spoke the truth as he foresaw it, I did not question. That he was right in his infernal calculations, I was fearsomely persuaded. And now the game had advanced, and I must display what cards I had, or pretended to have.

Are you trying to bribe me? I blurted out, weakly.

Bribe you, he repeated, in contempt. No. If the prospect does not please you, I have only to say a word to the provost marshal.

Wouldnt that injure your prospects with the Countess? I said, with fat-brained cunning. You cannot betray me and hope for her friendship.

He glanced up at me, measured my mental capacity, then nodded.

I cant force you that way, he admitted.

Hes bound to get to Paradise. Why? I wondered, and said, aloud:
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I want immunity from the secret police, Mr. Scarlett.

Where?

Wherever I may be.

In Morbihan?

Yes.

In Paradise?

Yes.

I was silent for a moment, then, looking him in the eye, What do I gain?

Ah, the cat was out now. Buckhurst did not move, but I saw the muscles of his face relax, and he drew a deep, noiseless breath.

Well, he said, coolly, you may keep those diamonds, for one thing.

Presently I said, And for the next thing?

You are high-priced, Mr. Scarlett, he observed.

Oh, very, I said, with that offensive, swaggering menace in my voice which is peculiar to the weak criminal the world over.

So I asserted myself and scowled at him and told him I was no fool and taunted him with my importance to his schemes and said I was not born yesterday, and that if Paris was to be divided I knew what part I wanted and meant to stand no nonsense from him or anybody.

All of which justified the opinion he had already formed of me, and justified something else, too — his faith in his own eloquence, logic, and powers of persuasion. Not that I meant to make his mistake and undervalue him; he was an intelligent, capable, remarkable criminal — with the one failing — an overconfident contempt of all men.

There is one thing I want to ask you, said I. Why do you desire to go to Paradise?

He did not answer me at once, and I studied his passionless profile as he gazed out of the window. 119

Well, he said, slowly, I shall not tell you.

Why not? I demanded.

 — But Ill say this, he continued. I want you to come to Paradise with me and that fool of a woman. I want you to report to your government that you are watching the house in Paradise, and that you are hoping to catch me there.

How can I do that? I asked. As soon as the government catches the Countess de Vassart she will be sent across the frontier.

Not if you inform your government that you desire to use her and the others as a bait to draw me to Paradise.

Oh, thats it, is it? I asked, thoughtfully.

Yes, said Buckhurst, thats it.

And you do not desire to inform me why you are going to stay in Paradise?

Dont you think youll be clever enough to find out? he asked, with a sneer.

I did think so; more than that, I let him see that I thought so, and he was contented with my conceit.

One thing more, I said, blustering a little, I want to know whether you mean any harm to that innocent girl?

Who? The Countess? What do you mean? Harm her? Do you think I waste my thoughts on that little fool? She is not a factor in anything — except that just now Im using her and mean to use her house in Paradise.

Havent you stripped her of every cent she has? I asked. What do you want of her now? And I added something about respect due to women.

Oh yes, of course, he said, with a vague glance at the street below. You need not worry; nobodys going to hurt her— He suddenly shifted his eyes to me. You havent taken a fancy to her, have you? he asked, in faint disgust.

I saw that he thought me weak enough for any sentiment, even a noble one.

If you think it pays, he muttered, marry her and beat her, for all I care; but dont play loose with me, my friend; as a plain matter of business it wont pay you.

Is that a threat? I asked, in the bullying tone of a born coward.

No, not a threat, a plain matter of profit and loss, a simple business proposition. For, suppose you betray me — and, by a miracle, live to boast of it? What is your reward? A colonelcy in the Military Police with a few thousand francs salary, and, in your old age, a pension which might permit you to eat meat twice a week. Against that, balance what I offer — free play in a helpless city, and no one to hinder you from salting away as many millions as you can carry off!

Presently I said, weakly, And what, once more, is the service you ask of me?

I ask you to notify the government that you are watching Paradise, that you do not arrest the Countess and Dr. Delmont because you desire to use them as a bait to catch me.

Is that all?

That is all. We will start for Paris together; I shall leave you before we get there. But Ill see you later in Paradise.

You refuse to tell me why you wish to stay at the house in Paradise?

Yes,... I refuse. And, by-the-way, the Countess is to think that I have presented myself in Paris and that the government has pardoned me.
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I dont ask you to promise. If you are fool enough to try it — try it! But Im not going to give you the chance in Paris — only in Paradise.

You dont require my word of honor?

Word of — what? Well — no;... its a form I can dispense with.

But how can you protect yourself?

If all the protection I had was a word of honor, Id be in a different business, my friend.

And you are willing to risk me, and you are perfectly capable of taking care of yourself?

I think so, he said, quietly.

Trusting to my common-sense as a business man not to be fool enough to cut my own throat by cutting yours? I persisted.

Exactly, and trusting to a few other circumstances, the details of which I beg permission to keep to myself, he said, with a faint sneer.

He rose and walked to the window; at the same moment I heard the sound of wheels below.

I believe that is our carriage, he said. Are you ready to start, Mr. Scarlett?

Now? I exclaimed.

Why not? Im not in the habit of dawdling over anything. Come, sir, there is nothing very serious the matter with you, is there?

I said nothing; he knew, of course, the exact state of the wound I had received, that the superficial injury was of no account, that the shock had left me sound as a silver franc though a trifle weak in the hips and knees.

Is the Countess de Vassart to go with us? I asked, trying to find a reason for these events which were succeeding one another too quickly to suit me.

He gave me an absent-minded nod; a moment later the Countess entered. She had mended her black crêpe gown where I tore it when I hung in the shadow of death under the battlements of La Trappe. She wore black gloves, a trifle shabby, and carried a worn satchel in her hands.

Buckhurst aided me to rise, the Countess threw my hussar jacket over my shoulders and buttoned it; I felt the touch of her cool, little fingers on my hot, unshaved throat.

I congratulate you on your convalescence, she said, in a low voice. Lean on me, monsieur.

My head swam; hips and knees were without strength; she aided me down the stairway and out into the pale sunshine, where stood the same mud-splashed, rusty vehicle which had brought us hither from La Trappe.

The Countess had only a satchel and a valise; Buckhursts luggage comprised a long, flat, steel-bound box, a satchel, and a parcel. I had nothing. My baggage, which I had left in Morsbronn, had without doubt been confiscated long since; my field-glasses, sabre, and revolver were gone; I had only what clothes I was wearing — a dirty, ragged, gray-blue flannel shirt, my muddy jacket, scarlet riding-breeches, and officers boots. But in one of the hip-pockets of my breeches I carried a fortune in diamonds.

As I stood beside the carriage, wondering how I was going to get in, I felt an arm slip under my neck and another slide gently under my knees, and Buckhurst lifted me. Beneath the loose, gray coat-sleeves his bent arms were rigid as steel; his supple frame straightened; he moved a step forward and laid me on the shabby cushions.

The Countess looked at me, turned and glanced up at her smoke-blackened house, where a dozen Prussian soldiers leaned from the lower windows smoking their long porcelain pipes and the provost marshal stood in the doorway, helmeted, spurred, immaculate from golden cheek-guard to the glittering tip of his silver scabbard. An Uhlan, dismounted, stood on guard below the steps, his lance at a present, the black-and-white swallow-tailed pennon drooping from the steel point.

The Countess bent her pretty head under its small black hat; the provosts white-gloved hand flew to his helmet peak.

Fear nothing, madame, he said, pompously. Your house and its contents are safe until you return. This village is now German soil.

The Countess looked at him steadily, gravely.

I thank you, monsieur, but frontiers are not changed in a day.

But she was mistaken. Alsace henceforth must be written Elsass, and the devastated province called Lothringen was never again to be written Lorraine.

The Countess stepped into the carriage and took her place beside me; Buckhurst followed, seating himself opposite us, and the Alsatian driver mounted to the box.

Your safe-conduct carries you to the French outposts at Saverne, said the provost, dryly. If there are no longer French outposts at Saverne, you may demand a visé for your pass and continue south to Strasbourg.

Buckhurst half turned towards the driver. Allez, he said, quietly, and the two gaunt horses moved on.

There was a chill in the white sunshine — the first touch of autumn. Not a trace of the summers balm remained in the air; every tree on the mountain outlines stood out sharp-cut in the crystalline light; the swift little streams that followed the road ran clear above autumn-brown pebbles and golden sands.

Distant beachwoods were turning yellow; yellow gorse lay like patches of sunshine on the foot-hills; oceans of yellow grain belted the terraced vineyards. Here and there long, velvety, black strips cut the green and gold, the trail of fire which had scarred the grain belts; here and there pillars of smoke floated, dominating blue woodlands, where the flames of exploding shells had set the forest afire.

Already from the plateau I could see a streak of silver reflecting the intense blue sky — the Rhine, upon whose westward cliffs France had mounted guard but yesterday.

And now the Rhine was lost, and the vast granite bastions of the Vosges looked out upon a sea of German forests. Above the Col du Pigeonnier the semaphore still glistened, but its signals now travelled eastward, and strange flags fluttered on its invisible halliards. And every bridge was guarded by helmeted men who halted us, and every tunnel was barred by mounted Uhlans who crossed their lances to the ominous shout: Wer da? On ne basse bas! The Vosges were literally crawling with armed men!

Driving slowly along the base of the hills, I had glimpses of rocky defiles which pierced the mountain wall; and through every defile poured infantry and artillery in unbroken columns, and over every mountain pass streamed endless files of horsemen. Railroad tunnels were choked with slowly moving trains piled high with artillery; viaducts glistened with helmets all moving westward; every hillock, every crag, every height had its group of tiny dark dots or its solitary Uhlan.

Very far away I heard cannon — so far away that the hum of the cannonade was no louder than the panting of our horses on the white hill-road, and I could hear it only when the carriage stopped at intervals.

Do we take the railroad at Saverne? I asked at last. Is there a railroad there?
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Buckhurst looked up at me. It is rather strange that a French officer should not know the railroads in his own country, he said.

I was silent. I was not the only officer whose shame was his ignorance of the country he had sworn to defend. Long before the war broke out, every German regimental officer, commissioned and non-commissioned, carried a better map of France than could be found in France itself. And the French government had issued to us a few wretched charts of Germany, badly printed, full of gross errors, one or two maps to a regiment, and a few scattered about among the corps headquarters — among officers who did not even know the general topography of their own side of the Rhine.

Is there a railroad at Saverne? I repeated, sullenly.

You will take a train at Strasbourg, replied Buckhurst.

And then?

And then you go to Avricourt, he said. I suppose at least you know where that is?

It is on the route to Paris, said I, keeping my temper. Are we going direct to Paris?

Madame de Vassart desires to go there, he said, glancing at her with a sort of sneaking deference which he now assumed in her presence.

It is true, said the Countess, turning to me. I wish to rest for a little while before I go to Point Paradise. I am curiously tired of poverty, Monsieur Scarlett, she added, and held out her shabby gloves with a gesture of despair; I am reduced to very little — I have scarcely anything left,... and I am weak enough to long for the scent of the winter violets on the boulevards.

With a faint smile she touched the bright hair above her brow, where the wind had flung a gleaming tendril over her black veil. 126

As I looked at her, I marvelled that she had found it possible to forsake all that was fair and lovely in life, to dare ignore caste, to deliberately face ridicule and insult and the scornful anger of her own kind, for the sake of the filthy scum festering in the sinkholes of the world.

There are brave priests who go among lepers, there are brave missionaries who dispute with the devil over the souls of half-apes in the Dark Continent. Under the Cross they do the duty they were bred to.

But she was bred to other things. Her lungs were never made to breathe the polluted atmosphere of the proletariat, yelping and slavering in their kennels; her strait young soul was never born for communion with the crooked souls of social pariahs, with the stunted and warped intelligence of fanatics, with the crippled but fierce minds which dominated the Internationale.

Not that such contact could ever taint her; but it might break her heart one day.

You will think me very weak and cowardly to seek shelter and comfort at such a time, she said, raising her gray eyes to me. But I feel as though all my strength had slipped away from me. I mean to go back to my work; I only need a few days of quiet among familiar scenes — pleasant scenes that I knew when I was young. I think that if I could only see a single care-free face — only one among all those who — who once seemed to love me—

She turned her head quickly and stared out at the tall pines which fringed the dusty road.

Buckhurst blinked at her.



It was late in the afternoon when the last Prussian outpost hailed us. I had been asleep for hours, but was awakened by the clatter of horses, and I opened my eyes to see a dozen Uhlans come cantering up and surround our carriage.

After a long discussion with Buckhurst and a rigid scrutiny of our permit to pass the lines, the slim officer in command viséd the order. One of the troopers tied a white handkerchief to his lance-tip, wheeled his wiry horse, and, followed by a trumpeter, trotted off ahead of us. Our carriage creaked after them, slowly moving to the summit of a hill over which the road rose.

Presently, very far away on the gray-green hill-side, I saw a bit of white move. The Uhlan flourished his lance from which the handkerchief fluttered; the trumpeter set his trumpet to his lips and blew the parley.

One minute, two, three, ten passed. Then, distant galloping sounded along the road, nearer, nearer; three horsemen suddenly wheeled into view ahead — French dragoons, advancing at a solid gallop. The Uhlan with the flag spurred forward to meet them, saluted, wheeled his horse, and came back.

Paid mercenary that I was, my heart began to beat very fast at sight of those French troopers with their steel helmets bound with leopard-hide and their horsehair plumes whipping the breeze, and their sun-bronzed, alert faces and pleasant eyes. I had had enough of the supercilious, near-sighted eyes of the Teuton.

As for the young Countess, she sat there smiling, while the clumsy dragoons came rattling up, beaming at my red riding-breeches, and all saluting the Countess with a cheerful yet respectful swagger that touched me deeply as I noted the lines of hunger in their lean jaws.

And now the brief ceremony was over and our rusty vehicle moved off down the hill, while the Uhlans turned bridle and clattered off, scattering showers of muddy gravel in the rising wind.

The remains of our luncheon lay in a basket under our seat — plenty of bread and beef, and nearly a quart of red wine.

Call the escort — they are starving, I said to Buckhurst.

I think not, he said, coolly. I may eat again.

Call the escort! I repeated, sharply.

Buckhurst looked up at me in silence, then glanced warily at the Countess.

A few moments later the gaunt dragoons were munching dry bread as they rode, passing the bottle from saddle to saddle.

We were ascending another hill; the Countess, anxious to stretch her limbs, had descended to the road, and now walked ahead, one hand holding her hat, which the ever-freshening wind threatened.

Buckhurst bent towards me and said: My friend, your suggestion that we deprive ourselves to feed those cavalrymen was a trifle peremptory in tone. I am wondering how much your tone will change when we reach Paris.

You will see, said I.

Oh, of course Ill see, he said,... and so will you.

I thought you had means to protect yourself, I observed.

I have. Besides, I think you would rather keep those diamonds than give them up for the pleasure of playing me false.

I laughed in a mean manner, which reassured him. Look here, said I, if I were to make trouble for you in Paris Id be the most besotted fool in France, and you know it.

He nodded.

And so I should have been. For there was something vastly more important to do than to arrest John Buckhurst for theft; and before I suffered a hair of his sleek, gray head to come to harm Id have hung myself for a hopeless idiot. Oh no; my friend John Buckhurst had such colossal irons in the fire that I knew it would take many more men as strong as he to lift them out again. And I meant to know what those irons were for, and who were the gentlemen to aid him lift them. So not only must Buckhurst remain free as a lively black cricket in a bog, but he must not be frightened if I could help it.

And to that end I leered at him knowingly, and presently bestowed a fatuous wink upon him.

It was unpleasant for me to do this, for it implied that I was his creature; and, in spite of the remorseless requirements of my profession, I have an inborn hatred of falsehood in any shape. To lie in the line of duty is one of the disagreeable necessities of certain professions; and mine is not the only one nor the least respectable. The art of war is to deceive; strategy is the art of demonstrating falsehood plausibly; there is nothing respectable in the military profession except the manual — which is now losing importance in the eyes of advanced theorists. All men are liars — a few are unselfish ones.

You have given me your word of honor, said Buckhurst.

Have I? I had not, and he knew it. I hoped I might not be forced to.

Havent you? asked Buckhurst.

You sneered at my word of honor, I said, with all the spite of a coward; now you dont get it.

He no longer wanted it, but all he said was: Dont take unnecessary offence; youre smart enough to know when youre well off.



I dozed towards sunset, waking when the Countess stepped back into the carriage and seated herself by my side. Then, after a little, I slept again. And it was nearly dark when I was awakened by the startling whistle of a locomotive. The carriage appeared to be moving slowly between tall rows of poplars and telegraph-poles; a battery of artillery was clanking along just ahead. In the dark southern sky a luminous haze hung.

The lights of Strasbourg, whispered the Countess, as I sat up, rubbing my hot eyes.

I looked for Buckhurst; his place was empty.

Mr. Buckhurst left us at the railroad crossing, she said.

Left us!

Yes! He boarded a train loaded with wounded.... He had business to transact in Colmar before he presented himself to the authorities in Paris.... And we are to go by way of Avricourt.

So Buckhurst had already begun to execute his programme. But the abrupt, infernal precision of the man jarred me unpleasantly.

In the dark I felt cautiously for my diamonds; they were safe in my left hip-pocket.



The wind had died out, and a fine rain began to filter down through a mist which lay over the flat plain as we entered the suburbs of Strasbourg.

Again and again we were halted by sentinels, then permitted to proceed in the darkness, along deserted avenues lighted by gas-jets burning in tall bronze lamp-posts through a halo of iridescent fog.

We passed deserted suburban villas, blank stretches of stucco walls enclosing gardens, patches of cabbages, thickets of hop-poles to which the drenched vines clung fantastically, and scores of abandoned houses, shutters locked, blinds drawn.

High to the east the ramparts of the city loomed, set at regular distances with electric lights; from the invisible citadel rockets were rising, spraying the fog with jewelled flakes, crumbling to golden powder in the starless void above.

Presently our carriage stopped before a tremendous mass of masonry pierced by an iron, arched gate, through which double files of farm-wagons were rolling, escorted by customs guards and marines.

No room! no room! shouted the soldiers. This is the Porte de Pierre. Go to the Porte de Saverne!

So we passed on beneath the bastions, skirting the ramparts to the Porte de Saverne, where, after a harangue, the gate guards admitted us, and we entered Strasbourg in the midst of a crush of vehicles. At the railroad station hundreds of cars choked the tracks; loaded freight trains stalled in the confusion, trains piled with ammunition and provisions, trains crowded with horses and cattle and sheep, filling the air with melancholy plaints; locomotives backing and whistling, locomotives blowing off deafening blasts of steam; gongs sounding, bells ringing, station-masters trumpets blowing; and, above all, the immense clamor of human voices.

The Countess and our Alsatian driver helped me to the platform, I looked around with dread at the throng, being too weak to battle for a foothold; but the brave Alsatian elbowed a path for me, and the Countess warded off the plunging human cattle, and at length I found myself beside the cars where line-soldiers stood guard at every ten paces and gendarmes stalked about, shoving the frantic people into double files.

Last train for Paris! bawled an official in gilt and blue; and to the anxious question of the Countess he shook his head, saying, There is no room, madame; it is utterly impossible — pardon, I cannot discuss anything now; the Prussians are signalled at Ostwald, and their shells may fall here at any moment.

If that is so, I said, this lady cannot stay here!

I cant help that! he shouted, starting off down the platform.

I caught the sleeve of a captain of gendarmerie who was running to enter a first-class compartment.

Eh — what do you want, monsieur? he snapped, in surprise. Then, as I made him a sign, he regarded me with amazement. I had given the distress signal of the secret police.

Try to make room for this lady in your compartment, I said.

Willingly, monsieur. Hasten, madame; the train is already moving! and he tore open the compartment door and swung the Countess to the car platform.

I suppose she thought I was to follow, for when the officer slammed the compartment door she stepped to the window and tried to open it.

Quick! she cried to the guard, who had just locked the door; help that officer in! He is wounded — cant you see he is wounded?

The train was gliding along the asphalt platform; I hobbled beside the locked compartment, where she stood at the window.

Will you unlock that door? said the Countess to the guard. I wish to leave the train!

The cars were rolling a little faster than I could move along.

The Countess leaned from the open window; through the driving rain her face in the lamp-light was pitifully white. I made a last effort and caught up with her car.

A safe journey, madame, I stammered, catching at the hand she held out and brushing the shabby-gloved fingers with my lips.
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SISTERS OF CHARITY WERE GIVING FIRST AID

I shall never forgive this wanton self-sacrifice, she said, unsteadily. Then the car rolled silently past me, swifter, swifter, and her white face faded from my sight. Yet still I stood there, bareheaded, in the rain, while the twin red lamps on the rear car grew smaller and smaller, until they, too, were shut out in the closing curtains of the fog.

As I turned away into the lighted station a hospital train from the north glided into the yard and stopped. Soldiers immediately started carrying out the wounded and placing them in rows on mattresses ranged along the walls of the passenger depot; sisters of charity, hovering over the mutilated creatures, were already giving first aid to the injured; policemen kept the crowd from trampling the dead and dying; gendarmes began to clear the platforms, calling out sharply, No more trains to-night! Move on! This platform is for government officials only!

Through the scrambling mob a file of wounded tottered, escorted by police; women were forced back and pushed out into the street, only to be again menaced by galloping military ambulances arriving, accompanied by hussars. The confusion grew into a tumult; men struggled and elbowed for a passage to the platforms, women sobbed and cried; through the uproar the treble wail of terrified children broke out.

Jostled, shoved, pulled this way and that, I felt that I was destined to go down under the peoples feet, and I dont know what would have become of me had not a violent push sent me against the door of the telegraph office. The door gave way, and I fell on my knees, staggered to my feet, and crept out once more to the platform.

The station-master passed, a haggard gentleman in rumpled uniform and gilt cap; and as he left the office by the outer door the heavy explosion of a rampart cannon shook the station. 134

Can you get me to Paris? I asked.

Quick, then, he muttered; this way — lean on me, monsieur! I am trying to send another train out — but Heaven alone knows! Quick, this way!

The glare of a locomotives headlight dazzled me; I made towards it, clinging to the arm of the station-master; the ground under my feet rocked with the shock of the siege-guns. Suddenly a shell fell and burst in the yard outside; there was a cry, a rush of trainmen, a gendarme shouting; then the piercing alarm notes of locomotives, squealing like terrified leviathans.

The train drawn up along the platform gave a jerk and immediately moved out towards the open country, compartment doors swinging wide, trainmen and guards running alongside, followed by a mob of frenzied passengers, who leaped into empty compartments, flinging satchels and rugs to the four winds. Crash! A shell fell through the sloping roof of the platform and blew up. Through the white cloud and brilliant glare I saw a porter, wheeling boxes and trunks, fall, buried under an avalanche of baggage, and a sister of charity throw up her arms as though to shield her face from the fragments.

A car, doors swinging wide, glided past me; I caught the rail and fell forward into a compartment. The cushions of the seats were afire, and a policeman was hammering out the sparks with naked fists.

I was too weak to aid him. Presently he hurled the last burning cushion from the open door and leaped out into the train-yard, where red and green lamps glowed and the brilliant flare of bursting shells lighted the fog. By this time the train was moving swiftly; the car windows shook with the thunder from the ramparts under which we were passing; then came inky darkness — a tunnel — then a rush of mist and wind from the open door as we swept out into the country.

Passengers clinging to the platforms now made their way into the compartment where I lay almost senseless, and soon the little place was crowded, and somebody slammed the door.

Then the flying locomotive, far ahead, shrieked, and the train leaped, rushing forward into the unknown. Blackness, stupefying blackness, outside; inside, unseen, the huddled passengers, breathing heavily with sudden stifled sobs, or the choked, indrawn breath of terror; but not a word, not a quaver of human voices; peril strangled speech as our black train flew onward through the night.




VIII

A MAN TO LET
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THE TRAIN WHICH bore me out of the arc of the Prussian fire at Strasbourg passed in between the fortifications of Paris the next morning about eleven oclock. Ten minutes later I was in a closed cab on my way to the headquarters of the Imperial Military Police, temporarily housed in the Luxembourg Palace.

The day was magnificent; sunshine flooded the boulevards, and a few chestnut-trees in the squares had already begun to blossom for the second time in the season; there seemed to be no prophecy of autumn in sky or sunlight.

The city, as I saw it from the open window of my cab, appeared to be in a perfectly normal condition. There were, perhaps, a few more national-guard soldiers on the streets, a few more brightly colored posters, notices, and placards on the dead walls, but the life of the city itself had not changed at all; the usual crowds filled the boulevards, the usual street cries sounded, the same middle-aged gentlemen sat in front of the cafés reading the same daily papers, the same waiters served them the same drinks; rows of cabs were drawn up where cabs are always to be found, and the same policemen dawdled in gossip with the same flower-girls. I caught the scent of early winter violets in the fresh Parisian breeze.

Was this the city that Buckhurst looked upon as already doomed? 137

On the marble bridge gardeners were closing up the morning flower-market; blue-bloused men with jointed hose sprinkled the asphalt in front of the Palais de Justice; students strolled under the trees from the School of Medicine to the Sorbonne; the Luxembourg fountain tossed its sparkling sheets of spray among the lotus.

All this I saw, yet a sinister foreboding oppressed me, and I could not shake it off even in this bright city where September was promising only a new lease of summer and the white spikes of chestnut blossoms hummed with eager bees.

Physically I felt well enough; the cramped sleep in the dark compartment, far from exhausting me, had not only rested me, but had also brought me an appetite which I meant to satisfy as soon as might be. As for my back, it was simply uncomfortable, but all effects of the shock had disappeared — unless this heavy mental depression was due to it.

My cab was now entering the Palace of the Luxembourg by the great arch facing the Rue de Tournon; the line sentinels halted us; I left the cab, crossed the parade in front of the guard-house, turned to the right, and climbed the stairs straight to my own quarters, which were in the west wing of the palace, and consisted of a bedroom, a working cabinet, and a dressing-room.

But I did not enter my door or even glance at it; I continued straight on, down the corridor to a door, on the ground-glass panes of which was printed in red lettering:
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The sentinel interrogated me for forms sake, although he knew me; I entered, passed rapidly along the face of the steel cage behind which some officers sat on high stools, writing, and presented myself at the guichet marked, Foreign Division.

There was no military clerk in attendance there, and, to my surprise, the guichet was closed.

However, a very elegant officer strolled up to the guichet as I laid my bag of diamonds on the glass shelf, languidly unlocked the steel window-gate, and picked up the bag of jewels.

The officer was Mornac, the Emperors alter ego, or âme damnée, who had taken over the entire department the very day I left Paris for the frontier. Officially, I could not recognize him until I presented myself to Colonel Jarras with my report; so I saluted his uniform, standing at attention in my filthy clothes, awaiting the usual question and receipt.

Name and number? inquired Mornac, indolently.

I gave both.

You desire to declare?

I enumerated the diamonds, and designated them as those lately stolen from the crucifix of Louis XI.

Mornac handed me a printed certificate of deposit, opened a compartment in the safe, and tossed in the bag without sealing it. And, as I stood waiting, he lighted a scented cigarette, glanced over at me, puffed once or twice, and finally dismissed me with a discourteous nod.

I went, because he was Mornac; I thought that I was entitled to a bureau receipt, but could scarcely demand one from the chief of the entire department who had taken over the bureau solely in order to reform it, root and branch. Doubtless his curt dismissal of me without the customary receipt and his failure to seal the bag were two of his reforms. 139

I limped off past the glittering steel cage, thankful that the jewels were safe, turned into the corridor, and hastened back to my own rooms.

To tear off my rags, bathe, shave, and dress in a light suit of civilian clothes took me longer than usual, for I was a trifle lame.

Bath and clean clothes ought to have cheered me; but the contrary was the case, and I sat down to a breakfast brought by a palace servant, and ate it gloomily, thinking of Buckhurst, and the Countess, and of Morsbronn, and of the muddy dead lying under the rifle smoke below my turret window.

I thought, too, of that astonishing conspiracy which had formed under the very shadow of the imperial throne, and through which already the crucifix and diamonds of Louis XI. had been so nearly lost to France.

Who besides Buckhurst was involved? How far had Colonel Jarras gone in the investigation during my absence? How close to the imperial throne had the conspiracy burrowed?

Pondering, I slowly retraced my steps through the bedroom and dressing-room, and out into the tiled hallway, where, at the end of the dim corridor, the door of Colonel Jarrass bureau stood partly open.

Jarras was sitting at his desk as I entered, and he gave me a leaden-eyed stare as I closed the door behind me and stood at attention.

For a moment he said nothing, but presently he partly turned his ponderous body towards me and motioned me to a chair.

As I sat down I glanced around and saw my old comrade, Speed, sitting in a dark corner, chewing a cigarette and watching me in alert silence.

You are present to report? suggested Colonel Jarras, heavily.

I bowed, glancing across at Speed, who shrugged his shoulders and looked at the floor with an ominous smile.

Mystified, I began my report, but was immediately stopped by Jarras with a peevish gesture: All right, all right; keep all that for the Chief of Department. Your report doesnt concern me.

Doesnt concern you! I repeated; are you not chief of this bureau, Colonel Jarras?

No, snapped Jarras; and theres no bureau now — at least no bureau for the Foreign Division.

Speed leaned forward and said: Scarlett, my friend, the Foreign Division of the Imperial Military Police is not in favor just now. It appears the Foreign Division is suspected.

Suspected? Of what?

Treason, I suppose, said Speed, serenely.

I felt my face begin to burn, but the astonishing news left me speechless.

I said, observed Speed, that the Foreign Division is suspected; that is not exactly the case; it is not suspected, simply because it has been abolished.

Who the devil did that? I asked, savagely.

Mornac.

Mornac! The Emperors shadow! Then truly enough it was all up with the Foreign Division. But the shame of it! — the disgrace of as faithful a body of police, mercenaries though they were, as ever worked for any cause, good or bad.

So its the old whine of treason again, is it? I said, while the blood beat in my temples. Oh, very well, doubtless Monsieur Mornac knows his business. Are we transferred, Speed, or just kicked out into the street?

Kicked out, replied Speed, rubbing his slim, bony hands together.

And you, sir? I asked, turning to Jarras, who sat with his fat, round head buried in his shoulders, staring at the discolored blotter on his desk.

The old Corsican straightened as though stung: Since when, monsieur, have subordinates assumed the right to question their superiors?

I asked his pardon in a low voice, although I was no longer his subordinate. He had been a good and loyal chief to us all; the least I could do now was to show him respect in his bitter humiliation.

I think he felt our attitude and that it comforted him, but all he said was: It is a heavy blow. The Emperor knows best.

As we sat there in silence, a soldier came to summon Colonel Jarras, and he went away, leaning on his ivory-headed cane, head bowed over the string of medals on his breast.

When he had gone, Speed came over and shut the door, then shook hands with me.

Hes gone to see Mornac; it will be our turn next. Look out for Mornac, or hell catch you tripping in your report. Did you find Buckhurst?

Look here, I said, angrily, how can Mornac catch me tripping? Im not under his orders.

You are until youre discharged. You see, theyve taken it into their heads, since the crucifix robbery, to suspect everybody and anybody short of the Emperor. Mornac came smelling around here the day you left. Hes at the bottom of all this — a nice business to cast suspicion on our division because were foreigners. Gad, he looks like a pickpocket himself — hes got the oblique trick of the eyes and the restless finger movement.

Perhaps he is, I said.

Speed looked at me sharply.

If I were in the service now Id arrest Mornac — if I dared. 142

You might as well arrest the Emperor, I said, wearily.

Thats it, observed Speed, throwing away his chewed cigarette. Nobody dare touch Mornac; nobody dare even watch him. But if theres a leak somewhere, its far more probable that Mornac did the dirty work than that theres a traitor in our division.

Presently he added: Did you catch Buckhurst?

I dont want to talk about it, I said, disgusted.

 — Because, continued Speed, if youve got him, it may save us. Have you?

How I wished that I had Buckhurst safely handcuffed beside me!

If youve got him, persisted Speed, well shake him like a rat until he squeals. And if he names Mornac—

Do you think that Mornac would give him or us the chance? I said. Rubbish! Hed do the shaking in camera; and it would only be a hand-shaking if Buckhurst is really his creature. And hes rid himself of our division, anyhow. Wait! I added, sharply; perhaps that is the excuse! Perhaps that is the very reason that hes abolished the foreign division! We may have been getting too close to the root of this matter; I had already caught Buckhurst—

You had? cried Speed, eagerly.

But Im not going to talk about it now, I added, sullenly. My troubles are coming; Ive a story to tell that wont please Mornac, and I have an idea that he means mischief to me.

Speed looked curiously at me, and I went on:

I used my own judgment — supposing that Jarras was my chief. I knew hed let me take my own way — but I dont know what Mornac will say.

However, I was soon to know what Mornac had to say, for a soldier appeared to summon us both, and we followed to the temporary bureau which looked out to the east over the lovely Luxembourg gardens.

Jarras passed us as we entered; his heavy head was bent, and I do not suppose that he saw either us or our salutes, for he shuffled off down the dark passage, tapping his slow way like a blind man; and Speed and I entered, saluting Mornac.

The personage whom we saluted was a symmetrical, highly colored gentleman, with black mustache and Oriental eyes. His skin was too smooth — there was not a line or a wrinkle visible on hand or face, nothing but plump flesh pressing the golden collar of his light-blue tunic and the half-dozen gold rings on his carefully kept, restless fingers. His light, curved sabre hung by its silver chain from a nail on a wall behind him; beside it, suspended by the neck cord, was his astrakhan-trimmed dolman of palest turquoise-blue, and over that hung his scarlet cap.

As he raised his heavy-lidded, insolent eyes to me, I thought I had never before appreciated the utter falseness of his visage as I did at that moment. Instantly I decided that he meant evil to me; and I instinctively glanced at Speed, standing beside me at attention, his clear blue eyes alert, his lank limbs and lean head fairly tremulous with comprehension.

At a careless nod from Mornac I muttered the formal I have to report, sir— and began mumbling a perfunctory account of my movements since leaving Paris. He listened, idly contemplating a silver penknife which he alternately snapped open and closed, the click of the spring punctuating my remarks.

I told the truth as far as I went, which brought me to my capture by Uhlans and the natural escape of my prisoner, Buckhurst. I merely added that I had secured the diamonds and had managed to reach Paris via Strasbourg. 144

Is that all? inquired Mornac, listlessly.

All I have to report, sir.

Permit me to be the judge of how much you have to report, said Mornac. Continue.

I was silent.

Do you prefer that I draw out information by questions? asked Mornac, looking up at me.

I was already in his net; I ought not to have placed myself in the position of concealing anything, yet I distrusted him and wished to avoid giving him a chance to misunderstand me. But now it was too late; if the error could be wiped out at all, the only way to erase it was by telling him everything and giving him his chance to misinterpret me if he desired it.

He listened very quietly while I told of my encounter with Buckhurst in Morsbronn, of our journey to Saverne, to Strasbourg, and finally my own arrival in Paris.

Where is Buckhurst? he asked.

I do not know, I replied, doggedly.

That is to say that you had him in your power within the French lines yet did not secure him?

Yes.

Your orders were to arrest him?

Yes.

And shoot him if he resisted?

Yes.

But you let him go?

There was something more important to do than to arrest Buckhurst. I meant to find out what he had on hand in Paradise.

So you disobeyed orders?

If you care to so interpret my action.

Why did you not arrest the Countess de Vassart?

I did; the Uhlans made me prisoner as I reported to you. 145

I mean, why did you not arrest her after you left Morsbronn?

That would have prevented Buckhurst from going to Paradise.

Your orders were to arrest the Countess?

Yes.

Did you obey those orders?

No, I said, between my teeth.

Why?

I had every reason to believe that an important conspiracy was being ripened somewhere near Paradise. I had every reason to believe that the robbery of the crown jewels might furnish funds for the plotters.

The arrest of one man could not break up the conspiracy; I desired to trap the leaders; and to that end I deliberately liberated this man Buckhurst as a stool-pigeon. If my judgment has been at fault, I accept the blame.

Mornacs silver penknife closed. Presently he opened the blade again and tested the edge on his plump forefinger.

I beg to call your attention to the fact, I continued, that a word from Buckhurst to the provost at Morsbronn would have sent me before the squad of execution. In a way, I bought my freedom. But, I added, slowly, I should never have bought it if the bargain by which I saved my own skin had been a betrayal of France. Nobody wants to die; but in my profession we discount that. No man in my division is a physical coward. I purchased my freedom not only without detriment to France, but, on the contrary, to the advantage of France.

At the expense of your honor, observed Mornac.

My ears were burning; I advanced a pace and looked Mornac straight between the eyes; but his eyes did not meet mine — they were fixed on his silver penknife.

I did the best I could do in the line of duty, I said. You ask me why I did not break my word and arrest Buckhurst after we left the German lines. And I answer you that I had given my word not to arrest him, in pursuance of my plan to use him further.

Mornac examined his carefully kept finger-tips in detail.

You say he bribed you?

I said that he attempted to do so, I replied, sharply.

With the diamonds?

Yes.

You have them?

I deposited them as usual.

Bring them.

Angry as I was, I saluted, wheeled, and hastened off to the safe deposit. The jewel-bag was delivered when I presented my printed slip; I picked it up and marched back, savagely biting my mustache and striving to control my increasing exasperation. Never before had I endured insolence from a superior officer.

Mornac was questioning Speed as I entered, and that young man, who has much self-control to learn, was already beginning to answer with disrespectful impatience, but my advent suspended matters, and Mornac took the bag of jewels from my hands and examined it. He seemed to be in no hurry to empty it; he lolled in his chair with an absent-minded expression like the expression of a cat who pretends to forget the mouse between her paws. Danger was written all over him; I squared my shoulders and studied him, braced for a shock.

The shock came almost immediately, for, without a word, he suddenly emptied the jewel-bag on the desk before him. The bag contained little pebbles wrapped in tissue-paper.

I heard Speed catch his breath sharply; I stared stupidly at the pebbles. Mornac made a careless, sweeping gesture, spreading the pebbles out before us with his restless, ringed fingers.

Suppose you explain this farce? he suggested, unmoved.

Suppose you explain it! I stammered.

He raised his delicately arched eyebrows. What do you mean?

I mean that an hour ago that bag contained the diamonds from the crucifix of Louis XI! I mean that I handed them over to you on my arrival at this bureau!

Doubtless you can prove what you say, he observed, and his silver penknife snapped shut like the click of a trap, and he lay back in his padded chair and slipped the knife into his pocket.

I looked at Speed; his sandy hair fairly bristled, but his face was drawn and tense. I looked at Mornac; his heavy, black eyes met mine steadily.

It seems to me, he said, that it was high time we abolished the Foreign Division, Imperial Military Police.

I refuse to be discharged! I said, hoarsely. It is your word against mine; I demand an investigation!

Certainly, he replied, almost wearily, and touched a bell. Bring that witness, he added to the soldier who appeared in answer to the silvery summons.

I mean an official inquiry, I said— a court-martial. It is my right where my honor is questioned.

It is my right, when you question my honor, to throw you into Mont Valérien, neck and heels, he said, showing his teeth under his silky, black mustache.

Almost stunned by his change of tone, I stood like a stone. Somebody entered the room behind me, passed me; there was an odor of violets in the air, a faint rustle of silk, and I saw Mornac rise and bow to his guest and conduct her to a chair.

His guest was the young Countess de Vassart.

She looked up at me brightly, gave me a pretty nod of recognition, then turned expectantly to Mornac, who was still standing at her elbow, saying, Then it is no longer a question of my exile, monsieur?

No, madame; there has been a mistake. The government has no reason to suspect your loyalty. He turned directly on me. Madame, do you know this officer?

Yes, said the Countess, smiling.

Did you see him receive a small sack of diamonds in Morsbronn?

The Countess gave me a quick glance of surprise. Yes, she said, wonderingly.

Thank you, madame; that is sufficient, he replied; and before I could understand what he was about he had conducted the Countess to the next room and had closed the door behind him.

Quick! muttered Speed at my elbow; lets back out of this trap. Theres no use; hes one of them, and he means to ruin you.

I wont go! I said, in a cold fury; Ill choke the truth out of him, I tell you.

Man! Man! Hes the Emperors shadow! Youre done for; come on while theres time. I tell you theres no hope for you here.

Hope! What do I care? I said, harshly. Why, Speed, that man is a common thief.

What of it? whispered Speed. Doesnt everybody know that the conspiracy runs close to the throne? What do you care? Come on, I tell you; Ive had enough of this rotten government. So have you. And weve both seen enough to ruin us. Come on!

But hes got those diamonds! Do you think I can stand that?

I think youve got to, muttered Speed, savagely. Do you want to rot in Cayenne? If you do, stay here and bawl for a court-martial!

But the government—

Let the government go to the devil! Its going fast enough, anyhow. Come, dont let Mornac find us here when he returns. He may be coming now — quick, Scarlett! Weve got to cut for it!

Speed, I said, unsteadily, its enough to make an honest man strike hands with Buckhurst in earnest.

Speed took my arm with a cautious glance at the door of the next room, and urged me toward the corridor.

The government has kicked us out into the street, he muttered; be satisfied that the government didnt kick us into Biribi. And it will yet if you dont come.

Come? Where? I havent any money, and now theyve got my honor—

Rubbish! he whispered, fairly dragging me into the hallway. Here! No — dont go to your rooms. Leave everything — get clear of this rat-pit, I tell you.

He half pushed, half dragged me to the parade; then, dropping my arm, he struck a jaunty pace through the archway, not even glancing at the sentinels. I kept pace with him, scarcely knowing what I did.

In the Rue de Seine I halted suddenly, crying out that I must go back, but he seized me with a growl of Idiot! come on! and fairly shoved me through the colonnades of the Institute, along the quay, down the river-wall, to a dock where presently a swift river-boat swung in for passengers. And when the bateau mouche shot out again into mid-stream, Speed and I stood silently on deck, watching the silver-gray façades of Paris fly past above us under the blue sky.

We sat far forward, quite alone, and separated from the few passengers by the pilot-house and jointed funnel. And there, carelessly lounging, with one of his lank legs crossed over the other and a cigar between his teeth, my comrade coolly recounted to me the infamous history of the past week:

Jarras put his honest, old, square-toed foot in it by accident; I dont know how he managed to do it, but this is certain: he suddenly found himself on a perfectly plain trail which could only end at Mornacs threshold.

Then he did a stupid thing — he called Mornac in and asked him, in perfect faith, to clear up the affair, never for a moment suspecting that Mornac was the man.

That occurred the day you started to catch Buckhurst. And on that day, too, I had found out something; and like a fool I told Jarras.

Speed chewed his cigar and laughed.

In twenty-four hours Jarras was relieved of his command; I was requested not to leave the Luxembourg — in other words, I was under arrest, and Mornac took over the entire department and abolished the Foreign Division for the good of the service, as the Official had it next day.

Then somebody — Mornac probably — let loose a swarm of those shadowy lies called rumors — you know how that is done! — and people began to mutter, and the cafés began to talk of treason among the foreign police. Of course Rochefort took it up; of course the Official printed a half-hearted denial which was far worse than an avowal. Then the division was abolished, and the illustrated papers made filthy caricatures of us, and drew pictures of Mornac, sabre in hand, decapitating a nest full of American rattlesnakes and British cobras, and Rochefort printed a terrible elaboration of the fable of the farmer and the frozen serpent.

Oh, thats enough, I said, sick with rage and disgust. Let them look out for their own country now. I pity the Empress; I pity the Emperor. I dont know what Mornac means to do, but I know that the Internationale boa-constrictor is big enough to swallow government, dynasty, and Empire, and it is going to try.

I am certain of one thing, said Speed, staring out over the sun-lit water with narrowing eyes. I know that Mornac is using Buckhurst.

Perhaps it is Buckhurst who is using Mornac, I suggested.

I think both those gentlemen have the same view in end — to feather their respective nests under cover of a general smash, said Speed. It would not do for Mornac to desert the Empire under any circumstances. But he can employ Buckhurst to squeeze it dry and then strike an attitude as its faithful defender in adversity.

But why does Buckhurst desire to go to Paradise? I asked.

The boat swung into a dock near the Point du Jour; a few passengers left, a few came aboard; the boat darted on again under the high viaduct of masonry, past bastions on which long siege cannon glistened in the sunshine, past lines of fresh earthworks, past grassy embankments on which soldiers moved to the rumble of drums.

I know something about Paradise, said Speed, in a low voice.

I waited; Speed chewed his cigar grimly.

Look here, Scarlett, he said. Do you know what has become of the crown jewels of France? 152

No, I said.

Well, Ill tell you. You know, of course, that the government is anxious; you know that Paris is preparing to stand siege if the Prussians double up Bazaine and the army of Châlons in the north. But you dont know what a pitiable fright the authorities are in. Why, Scarlett, they are scared almost to the verge of idiocy.

Theyve passed that verge, I observed.

Yes, they have. They have had a terrible panic over the safety of the crown jewels — they were nervous enough before the robbery. And this is what theyve done in secret:

The crown jewels, the bars of gold of the reserve, the great pictures from the Louvre, the antiques of value, including the Venus of Milo, have been packed in cases and loaded on trains under heavy guard.

Twelve of these trains have already left Paris for the war-port of Lorient. The others are to follow, one every twenty-four hours at midnight.

Whether these treasures are to be locked up in Lorient, or whether they are to be buried in the sand-dunes along the coast, I dont know. But I know this: a swift cruiser — the Fer-de-Lance — is lying off Paradise, between the light-house and the Ile de Groix, with steam up night and day, ready to receive the treasures of the government at the first alarm and run for the French possessions in Cochin-China.

And now, perhaps, you may guess why Buckhurst is so anxious to hang around Paradise.

Of course I was startled. Speeds muttered information gave me the keys to many doors. And behind each door were millions and millions and millions of francs worth of plunder.

Our eyes met in mute interrogation; Speed smiled.
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Especially if backed by Mornac, said Speed.

Suddenly the professional aspect of the case burst on me like a shower of glorious sunshine.

Oh, for the chance! I said, brokenly. Speed! Think of it! Think how completely we have the thing in hand!

Yes, he said, with a shrug, only we have just been kicked out of the service in disgrace, and we are now going to be fully occupied in running away from the police.

That was true enough; I had scarcely had time to realize our position as escaped suspects of the department. And with the recognition of my plight came a rush of hopeless rage, of bitter regret, and soul-sickening disappointment.

So this was the end of my career — a fugitive, disgraced, probably already hunted. This was my reward for faithful service — penniless, almost friendless, liable to arrest and imprisonment with no hope of justice from Emperor or court-martial — a banned, ruined, proscribed outcast, in blind flight.

Ive thought of the possibility of this, observed Speed, quietly. Weve got to make a living somehow. In fact, Im to let — and so are you.

I looked at him, too miserable to speak.

I had an inkling of it, he said. A shrewd twinkle came into his clear, Yankee eyes; he chewed his wrecked cigar and folded his lank arms.

So, he continued, tranquilly, blinking at the sparkling river, I drew out all my money — and yours, too.

Mine! I stammered. How could you?

Forged an order, he admitted. Can you forgive me, Scarlett?
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Not at all, he said, laughing; a crime in time saves nine — eh, Scarlett? Pocket it; its all there. Now listen. I have made arrangements of another kind. Do you remember an application for license from the manager of a travelling American show — a Yankee circus?

Byrams Imperial American Circus? I said.

Thats it. They went through Normandy last summer. Well, Byrams agent is going to meet us at Saint-Cloud. Were engaged; Im to do ballooning — you know I worked one of the military balloons before Petersburg. You are to do sensational riding. You were riding-master in the Spahis — were you not?

I looked at him, almost laughing. Suddenly the instinct of my vagabond days returned like a sweet wind from the wilds, smiting me full in the face.

I tamed three lions for my regiment at Constantine, I said.

Good lad! Then you can play with Byrams lions, too. Oh, what the devil! he cried, recklessly; its all in a lifetime. Quand même, and who cares? Weve life before us and an honest living in view, and Byram has packed two of his men back to England and Ive tinkered up their passports to suit us. So were reasonably secure.

Will you tell me, Speed, why you were wise enough to do all this while I was gone? I asked, in astonishment.

Because, said Speed, deliberately, I distrusted Mornac from the hour he entered the department.

A splendid officer of police was spoiled when Mornac entered the department.

Presently the deck guard began to shout: Saint-Cloud! Saint-Cloud! and the little boat glided up alongside the floating pier. Speed rose; I followed him across the gang-plank; and, side by side, we climbed the embankment.

Do you mean to say that Byram is going travelling about with his circus in spite of the war? I whispered.

Yes, indeed. We start south from Chartres to-morrow.

Presently I said: Do you suppose we will go to Lorient or — Paradise?

We will if I have anything to say about it, replied Speed, throwing away his ragged cigar.

And I walked silently beside him, thinking of the young Countess and of Buckhurst.




PART SECOND


IX

THE ROAD TO PARADISE
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ON THE 3D of November Byrams American Circus, travelling slowly overland toward the Spanish frontier, drew up for an hours rest at Quimperlé. I, however, as usual, prepared to ride forward to select a proper place for our night encampment, and to procure the necessary license.

The dusty procession halted in the town square, which was crowded, and as I turned in my saddle I saw Byram stand up on the red-and-gold band-wagon and toss an armful of circulars and bills into the throng.

The white bits of paper fluttered wide and disappeared in the sea of white Breton head-dresses; there was a rhythmic clatter of wooden shoes, an undulation of snowy coiffes, then a low murmur as the people slowly read the circulars aloud, their musical monotone accompanying the strident nasal voice of Byram, who stood on the tarnished band-wagon shouting his crowd around him.

Mossoors et madams! Ecooty see voo play! Jai lhonnoor de vous presenter le ploo magnifique cirque— And the invariable réclame continued to the stereotyped finis; the clown bobbed up behind Byram and made his usual grimaces, and the band played The Cork Leg.

The Bretons looked on in solemn astonishment: my comrade, Speed, languidly stood up on the elephant and informed the people that our circus was travelling to Lorient to fill a pressing engagement, and if we disappointed the good people of Lorient a riot would doubtless result, therefore it was not possible to give any performance before we reached Lorient — and the admission was only ten sous.

Our clown then picked up the tatters of his threadbare comic speech. Speed, munching a stale sandwich, came strolling over to where I stood sponging out my horses mouth with cool water.

Well ride into Paradise in full regalia, I suppose, he observed, munching away reflectively; its the cheapest réclame.

I dashed a bucket of water over my horses legs. Youd better look out for your elephant; those drunken Bretons are irritating him, I said. Mahouts are born, not made.

Speed turned; the elephant was squealing and thrusting out a prehensile trunk among the people. There would be trouble if any fool gave him tobacco.

Hi! cried Speed, tobah! Let the mem-log alone! Ai! hes snatched a coiffe! Drop it, Djebe! Chast buhan! Dont be afraid, mesdames; the elephant is not ugly! Chomit oll en ho trankilite!

The elephant appeared to understand the mixture of Hindu, French, and Breton — or perhaps it was the sight of the steel ankus that Speed flourished in his quality of mahout. The crowd pressed forward again, reassured by the Chomit oll en ho trankilite!

Speed swallowed the last crumb of his sandwich, wiped his hands on his handkerchief, and shoved them into his shabby pockets; the ankus dangled from his wrist.

We were in seedy circumstances; an endless chain of bad luck had followed us from Chartres — bad weather, torrents of rain, flooded roads, damaging delays on railways already overcrowded with troops and war material, and, above all, we encountered everywhere that ominous apathy which burdened the whole land, even those provinces most remote from the seat of war. The blockade of Paris had paralyzed France.

The fortune that Byram had made in the previous year was already gone; we no longer travelled by rail; we no longer slept at inns; we could barely pay for the food for our animals.

As for the employés, the list had been cut down below the margin of safety, yet for a month no salaries had been paid.

As I stood there in the public square of Quimperlé, passing the cooling sponge over my horses nose, old Byram came out of the hotel on the corner, edged his way through the stolid crowd that surrounded us gaunt mountebanks, and shuffled up to me.

I guess we aint goin to push through to-night, Scarlett, he observed, wiping his sweating forehead on the sleeve of his linen duster.

No, governor, its too far, I said.

Well be all right, anyway, added Speed; theres a change in the moon and this warm weather ought to hold, governor.

I dunno, said Byram, with an abstracted glance at the crowd around the elephant.

Cheer up, governor, I said, we ought at least to pay expenses to the Spanish frontier. Once out of France well find your luck again for you.

Mebbe, he said, almost wearily.

I glanced at Speed. This was the closest approach to a whine that we had heard from Byram. But the man had changed within a few days; his thin hair, brushed across his large, alert ears, was dusty and unkempt; hollows had formed under his shrewd eyes; his black broadcloth suit was as soiled as his linen, his boots shabby, his silk hat suitable only for the stage property of our clown.

Dont ride too far, said Byram, as I set foot to stirrup, them band-wagon teams is most done up, an that there camuel gits meaner every minute.

I wheeled my horse out into the road to Paradise, cursing the camuel, the bane of our wearied caravan.

Got enough cash for the license? asked Byram, uneasily.

Plenty, governor; dont worry. Speed, dont let him mope. Well be in Lorient this time to-morrow, I called back, with a swagger of assumed cheerfulness.

Speed stepped swiftly across the square and laid his hand on my stirrup.

What are you going to do if you see Buckhurst?

Nothing.

Or the Countess?

I dont know.

I suppose you will go out of your way to find her if shes in Paradise?

Yes.

And tell her the truth about Buckhurst?

I expect to.

After a moments silence he said: Dont do anything until I see you to-night, will you?

All right, I replied, and set my horse at a gallop over the old stone bridge.

The highway to the sea which winds down through acres of yellow gorse and waving broom to the cliffs of Paradise is a breezy road, swept by the sweet winds that blow across Brittany from the Côte dOr to the Pyrenees.

It is a land of sea-winds; and when in the still noontide of midsummer the winds are at play far out at sea, their traces remain in the furrowed wheat, in the incline of solitary trees, in the breezy trend of the cliff-clover and the blackthorn and the league-wide sweep of the moorlands.

And through this land whose inland perfume always savored the unseen sea I rode down to Paradise.

It was not until I had galloped through the golden forest of Kerselec that I came in sight of the ocean, although among the sunbeams and the dropping showers of yellow beech-leaves I fancied I could hear the sound of the surf.

And now I rode slowly, in full sight of the sea where it lay, an immense gray band across the world, touching a looming horizon, and in throat and nostril the salt stung sweetly, and the whole world seemed younger for the breath of the sea.

From the purple mystery of the horizon to the landward cliffs the ocean appeared motionless; it was only when I had advanced almost to the cliffs that I saw the movement of waves — that I perceived the contrast between inland inertia and the restless repose of the sea, stirring ceaselessly since creation.

The same little sparkling river I had crossed in Quimperlé I now saw again, spreading out a wide, flat current which broke into waves where it tumbled seaward across the bar; I heard the white-winged gulls mewing, the thunderous monotone of the surf, and a bell in some unseen chapel ringing sweetly.

I passed a stone house, another; then the white road curved under the trees and I rode straight into the heart of Paradise, my horses hoofs awaking echoes in the silent, stone-paved square.

Never had I so suddenly entered a place so peaceful, so quiet in the afternoon sun — yet the silence was not absolute, it was thrilling with exquisite sound, lost echoes of the river running along its quay of stone, half-heard harmonies of the ocean where white surf seethed over the sands beyond the headland. 164

There was a fountain, too, dripping melodiously under the trees; I heard the breathless humming of a spinning-wheel from one of the low houses of gray stone which enclosed the square, and a young girl singing, and the drone of bees in a bed of resida.

So this was Paradise! Truly the name did not seem amiss here, under the still vault of blue above; Paradise means peace to so many of us — surcease of care and sound and the brazen trample of nations — not the quiet of palace corridors or the tremendous silence of a cathedral, but the noiselessness of pleasant sounds, moving shadows of trees, wordless quietude, simplicity.

A young girl with a face like the Madonna stole across the square in her felt shoes.

Can you tell me where the mayor lives? I asked, looking down at her from my horse.

She raised her white-coiffed head with an innocent smile: Eman barz ar sal o leina.

Dont you speak French? I asked, appalled.

Ho! ia; oui, monsieur, sil faut bien. The mayor is at breakfast in his kitchen yonder.

Thank you, my child.

I turned my horse across the shady square to a stone house banked up with bed on bed of scarlet geraniums. The windows were open; a fat man with very small eyes sat inside eating an omelet.

He watched me dismount without apparent curiosity, and when I had tied my horse and walked in at the open door he looked at me over the rim of a glass of cider, and slowly finished his draught without blinking. Then he said, Bonjour.

I told him that I wanted a license for the circus to camp for one night; that I also desired permission to pitch camp somewhere in the vicinity. He made out the license, stamped it, handed it to me, and I paid him the usual fee. 165

Ive heard of circuses, he said; theyre like those shows at country fairs, I suppose.

Yes — in a way. We have animals.

What kind?

Lions, tigers—

Ive seen them.

 — a camel, an elephant—

Alive?

Certainly.

Ma doué! he said, with slow emotion, have you a live elephant?

I admitted that fact.

Presently I said, I hope the people of Paradise will come to the circus when we get to Lorient.

Eh? Not they, said the mayor, wagging his head. Do you think we have any money here in Paradise? And then, he added, cunningly, we can all see your elephant when your company arrives. Why should we pay to see him again? War does not make millionaires out of the poor.

I looked miserably around. It was quite true that people like these had no money to spend on strolling players. But we had to live somehow, and our animals could not exist on air, even well-salted air.

How much will it cost to have your town-crier announce the coming of the circus? I inquired.

That will cost ten sous if he drums and reads the announcement from here to the château.

I gave the mayor ten copper pennies.

What château? I asked.

Dame, the château, monsieur.

Oh, said I, where the Countess lives?

The Countess? Yes, of course. Who else?

Is the Countess there?

Oui, dame, and others not to my taste.

I asked no more questions, but the mayor did, and when he found it might take some time to pump me, he invited me to share his omelet and cider and afterwards to sit in the sun among his geraniums and satisfy his curiosity concerning the life of a strolling player.

I was glad of something to eat. After I had unsaddled my horse and led him to the mayors stable and had paid for hay and grain, I returned to sit in the mayors garden and sniff longingly at his tobacco smoke and answer his impertinent questions as good-naturedly as they were intended.

But even the mayor of Paradise grew tired of asking questions in time; the bees droned among the flowers, the low murmur of the sea stole in on our ears, the river softly lapped the quay. The mayor slept.

He was fat, very fat; his short, velvet jacket hung heavy with six rows of enormous silver buttons, his little, round hat was tilted over his nose. A silver buckle decorated it in front; behind, two little velvet ribbons fluttered in futile conflict with the rising sea-breeze.

Men in embroidered knee-breeches, with bare feet thrust into straw-filled sabots, sat sunning on the quay under the purple fig-trees; one ragged fellow in soiled velvet bolero and embossed leggings lay in the sun, chin on fists, wooden shoes crossed behind him, watching the water with the eyes of a poacher.

This mild, balmy November weather, this afterglow of summer which in my own country we call Indian summer, had started new blossoms among the climbing tea-roses, lovely orange-tinted blossoms, and some of a clear lemon color, and their fragrance filled the air. Nowhere do roses blow as they blow near the sea, nowhere have I breathed such perfume as I breathed that drowsy afternoon in Paradise, where in every door-yard thickets of clove-scented pinks carpeted the ground and tall spikes of snowy phlox glimmered silver-white in the demi-light.

Where on earth could a more peaceful scene be found than in this sea-lulled land, here in the subdued light under aged, spreading oaks, where moss crept over the pavements and covered the little fountain as though it had been the stony brink of a limpid forest spring?

The mayor woke up toward five oclock and stared at me with owlish gravity as though daring me to say that he had been asleep.

Um — ah — ma fois oui! he muttered, blowing his nose loudly in a purple silk bandanna. Then he shrugged his shoulders and added: Cest la vie, monsieur. Que voulez-vous?

And it was one kind of life after all — a blessed release from the fever of that fierce farandole which we of the outer world call life.

The mayor scratched his ear, yawned, stretched one leg, then the other, and glanced at me.

Paris still holds out? he asked, with another yawn.

Oh yes, I replied.

And the war — is it still going badly for us?

There is always hope, I answered.

Hope, he grumbled; oh yes, we know what hope is — we of the coast live on it when theres no bread; but hope never yet filled my belly for me.

Has the war touched you here in Paradise? I asked.

Touched us? Ho! Say it has crushed us and Ill strike palms with you. Why, not a keel has passed out of the port since August. Where is the fishing-fleet? Where are the sardine sloops that ought to have sailed from Algiers? Where are the Icelanders?

Well, where are they? I suggested.

Where? Ask the semaphore yonder. Where are our salt schooners for the Welsh coast? I dont know. They have not sailed, thats all I know. You do well to come with your circus and your elephant! You can peddle diamonds in the poor-house, too, if it suits your taste.

Have the German cruisers frightened all your craft from the sea? I asked, astonished.

Yes, partly. Then theres an ugly French cruiser lying off Groix, yonder, and her black stacks are dribbling smoke all day and all night. We have orders to keep off and use Lorient when we want a port.

Do you know why the cruiser warns your fishing-boats from this coast? I inquired.

No, he said, shortly.

Do you know the name of the cruiser?

Shes a new one, the Fer-de-Lance. And if I were not a patriot and a Breton Id say: May Sainte-Anne rot her where she lies; shes brought a curse on the coast from Lorient to the Saint-Julien Light! — and the ghosts of the Icelanders will work her evil yet.

The mayors round, hairless face was red; he thumped the arm of his chair with pudgy fists and wagged his head.

We have not seen the end of this, he said— oh no! Theres a curse coming on Paradise — the cruiser brought it, and its coming. Hé! did a Bannalec man not hear the were-wolf in Kerselec forest a week since? Pst! Not a word, monsieur. But old Kloark, of Roscoff, heard it too — oui dame! — and he knows the howl of the Loup-Garou! Besides, did I not with my own eyes see a black cormorant fly inland from the sea? And, by Sainte-Éline of Paradise! the gulls squeal when theres no storm brewing and the lançons prick the dark with flames along the coast till youd swear the witches of Ker-Is were lighting death-candles from Paradise to Pont-Aven.
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He gave me a shrewd glance. Not at all — not even in bed and the light out, he said, with a fat swagger. I believe in magic? Ho! foi non! But many do. Oui dame! Many do.

Here in Paradise?

Parbleu! Men of parts, too, monsieur. Now theres Terrec, who has the evil eye — not that I believe it, but, damn him, hed better not try any tricks on me!

Others stick twigs of aubépine in their pastures; the apothecary is a man of science, yet every year he makes a bonfire of dried gorse and drives his cattle through the smoke. It may keep off witches and lightning — or it may not. I myself do not do such things.

Still you believe the cruiser out at sea yonder is going to bring you evil?

She has brought it. But its all the same to me. I am mayor, and exempt, and I have cider and tobacco and boudin for a few months yet.

He caressed his little, selfish chin, which hung between his mottled jowls, peered cunningly at me, and opened his mouth to say something, but at that moment we both caught sight of a peasant running and waving a packet of blue papers in the air. Monsieur the mayor! Monsieur the mayor! he called, while still far away.

Cré cochon de malheur! muttered the mayor, turning pale. Hes got a telegram!

The man came clattering across the square in his wooden shoes.

A telegram, repeated the mayor, wiping the sudden sweat from his forehead. I never get telegrams. I dont want telegrams!

He turned to me, almost bursting with suppressed prophecy.

It has come — the evil that the black cruiser brings us! You laughed! Tenez, monsieur; theres your bad luck in these blue morsels of paper! 170

And he snatched the telegram from the breathless messenger, reading it with dilating eyes.

For a long while he sat there studying the telegram, his fat forefinger following the scrawl, a crease deepening above his eyebrows, and all the while his lips moved in noiseless repetition of the words he spelled with difficulty and his labored breathing grew louder.

When at length the magistrate had mastered the contents of his telegram, he looked up with a stupid stare.

I want my drummer. Wheres the town-crier? he demanded, as though dazed.

He has gone to Lorient, msieu the mayor, ventured the messenger.

To get drunk. I remember. Imbecile! Why did he go to-day? Are there not six other days in this cursed week? Who is there to drum? Nobody. Nobody knows how in Paradise. Seigneur, Dieu! the ignorance of this town!

Msieu the mayor, ventured the messenger, theres Jacqueline.

Ho! Vrai. The Lizards young one! She can drum, they say. She stole my drum once. Why did she steal it but to drum upon it?

The little witch can drum them awake in Ker-Is, muttered the messenger.

The mayor rose, looked around the square, frowned. Then he raised his voice in a bellow: Jacqueline! Jacqueline! Thou Jacqueline!

A far voice answered, faintly breaking across the square from the bridge: She is on the rocks with her sea-rake!

The mayor thrust the blue telegram into his pocket and waddled out of his garden, across the square, and up the path to the cliffs.

Uninvited, I went with him.




X

THE TOWN-CRIER
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THE BELL IN the unseen chapel ceased ringing as we came out on the cliffs of Paradise, where, on the horizon, the sun hung low, belted with a single ribbon of violet cloud.

Over acres of foaming shoals the crimson light flickered and spread, painting the eastern cliffs with sombre fire. The ebb-tide, red as blood, tumbled seaward across the bar, leaving every ledge a glowing cinder under the widening conflagration in the west.

The mayor carried his silver-buttoned jacket over his arm; the air had grown sultry. As we walked our gigantic shadows strode away before us across the kindling stubble, seeming to lengthen at every stride.

Below the cliffs, on a crescent of flat sand, from which sluggish, rosy rivulets crawled seaward, a man stood looking out across the water. And the mayor stopped and called down to him: Ohé, the Lizard! What do you see on the ocean — you below?

I see six war-ships speeding fast in column, replied the man, without looking up.

The mayor hastily shaded his eyes with one fat hand, muttering: All poachers have eyes like sea-hawks. There is a smudge of smoke to the north. Holy Virgin, what eyes the rascal has!

As for me, strain my eyes as I would, I saw nothing save the faintest stain of smoke on the horizon. 172

Hé, Lizard! Are they German, your six war-ships? bawled the mayor. His voice had suddenly become tremulous.

They are French, replied the poacher, tranquilly.

Then Sainte-Éline keep them from the rocks! sang out the mayor. Ohé, Lizard, I want somebody to drum and read a proclamation. Wheres Jacqueline?

At that instant a young girl, a mere child, appeared on the beach, dragging a sea-rake over the ground behind her. She was a lithe creature, bare-limbed and ragged, with the sea-tan on throat and knee. The blue tatters of her skirt hung heavy with brine; the creamy skin on her arms glittered with wet spray, and her hair was wet, too, clustering across her cheeks in damp elf-locks.

The mayor glanced at her with that stolid contempt which Finistère Bretons cherish toward those women who show their hair — an immodesty unpardonable in the eyes of most Bretons.

The girl caught sight of the mayor and gave him a laughing greeting which he returned with a shrug.

If you want a town-crier, she called up, in a deliciously fresh voice, scarcely tinged with the accent, Ill cry your edicts and Ill drum for you, too!

Can your daughter beat the drum? asked the mayor of the poacher, ignoring the girls eager face upturned.

Yes, said the poacher, indifferently, and she can also beat the devil with two sticks.

The girl threw her rake into a boat and leaped upon the rocks at the base of the cliff.

Jacqueline! Dont come up that way! bawled the mayor, horrified. Hey! Robert! Ohé! Lizard! Stop her or shell break her neck!

The poacher looked up at his daughter then shrugged his shoulders and squatted down on his ragged haunches, restless eyes searching the level ocean, as sea-birds search.

Breathless, hot, and laughing, the girl pulled herself up over the edge of the cliff. I held out my hand to aid her, but she pushed it away, crying, Thank you all the same, but here I am!

Spawn of the Lizard, I heard the mayor mutter to himself, like a snake you wriggle where honest folk fall to destruction! But he spoke condescendingly to the bright-eyed, breathless child. Ill pay six sous if youll drum for me.

Ill do it for love, she said, saucily— for the love of drumming, not for your beaux yeux, msieu le maire.

The mayor looked at her angrily, but, probably remembering he was at her mercy, suppressed his wrath and held out the telegram. Can you read that, my child?

The girl, still breathing rapidly from her scramble, rested her hands on her hips and, head on one side, studied the blue sheets of the telegram over the mayors outstretched arm.

Yes, I can read it. Why not? Cant you?

Read? I the mayor of Paradise! repeated the outraged magistrate. What do you mean, lizard of lizards! gorse cat!

Now if you are going to say such things I wont drum for you, said the child, glancing at me out of her sea-blue eyes and giving a shake to her elf-locks.

Yes, you will! bawled the angry mayor. Shame on your manners, Jacqueline Garenne! Shame on your hair hanging where all the world can see it! Shame on your bare legs—

Not at all, said the child, unabashed. God made my legs, msieu the mayor, and my hair, too. If my coiffe does not cover my hair, neither does the small Paris hat of the Countess de Vassart cover her hair. Complain of the Countess to msieu the curé, then I will listen to you.

The mayor glared at her, but she tossed her head and laughed.

Ho fois! Everybody knows what you are, sniffed the mayor— and nobody cares, either, he muttered, waddling past me, telegram in hand.

The child, quite unconcerned, fell into step beside me, saying, confidentially: When I was little I used to cry when they talked to me like that. But I dont now; Ive made up my mind that they are no better than I.

I dont know why anybody should abuse you, I said, loudly enough for the mayor to hear. But that functionary waddled on, puffing, muttering, stopping every now and then in the narrow cliff-path to strike flint to tinder or to refill the tiny bowl of his pipe, which a dozen puffs always exhausted.

Oh, they all abuse us, said the child, serenely. You see, you are a stranger and dont understand; but you will if you live here.

Why is everybody unkind to you? I asked, after a moment.

Why? Oh, because I am what I am and my father is the Lizard.

A poacher?

Ah, she said, looking up at me with delicious malice, what is a poacher, monsieur?

Sometimes hes a fine fellow gone wrong, I said, laughing. So I dont believe any ill of your father, or of you, either. Will you drum for me, Jacqueline?

For you, monsieur? Why, yes. What am I to read for you?

I gave her a hand-bill; at the first glance her eyes sparkled, the color deepened under her coat of amber tan; she caught her breath and read rapidly to the end. 175

Oh, how beautiful, she said, softly. Am I to read this in the square?

I will give you a franc to read it, Jacqueline.

No, no — only — oh, do let me come in and see the heavenly wonders! Would you, monsieur? I — I cannot pay — but would — could you let me come in? I will read your notice, anyway, she added, with a quaver in her voice.

The flushed face, the eager, upturned eyes, deep blue as the sea, the little hands clutching the show-bill, which fairly quivered between the tanned fingers — all these touched and amused me. The child was mad with excitement.

What she anticipated, Heaven only knows. Shabby and tarnished as we were, the language of our hand-bills made up in gaudiness for the dingy reality.

Come whenever you like, Jacqueline, I said. Ask for me at the gate.

And who are you, monsieur?

My name is Scarlett.

Scarlett, she whispered, as though naming a sacred thing.

The mayor, who had toddled some distance ahead of us, now halted in the square, looking back at us through the red evening light.

Jacqueline, the drum is in my house. Ill lend you a pair of sabots, too. Come, hasten little idler!

We entered the mayors garden, where the flowers were glowing in the lustre of the setting sun. I sat down in a chair; Jacqueline waited, hands resting on her hips, small, shapely toes restlessly brushing the grass.

Truly this coming wonder-show will be a peep into paradise, she murmured. Can all be true — really true as it is printed here in this bill — I wonder—

Before she had time to speculate further, the mayor reappeared with drum and drum-sticks in one hand and a pair of sabots in the other. He flung the sabots on the grass, and Jacqueline, quite docile now, slipped both bare feet into them.

You may keep them, said the mayor, puffing out his mottled cheeks benevolently; decency must be maintained in Paradise, even if it beggars me.

Thank you, said Jacqueline, sweetly, slinging the drum across her hip and tightening the cords. She clicked the ebony sticks, touched the tightly drawn parchment, sounding it with delicate fingers, then looked up at the mayor for further orders.

Go, my child, said the mayor, amiably, and Jacqueline marched through the garden out into the square by the fountain, drum-sticks clutched in one tanned fist, the scrolls of paper in the other.

In the centre of the square she stood a moment, looking around, then raised the drum-sticks; there came a click, a flash of metal, and the quiet square echoed with the startling outcrash. Back from roof and wall bounded the echoes; the stony pavement rang with the racket. Already a knot of people had gathered around her; others came swiftly to windows and doorsteps; the loungers left their stone benches by the river, the maids of Paradise flocked from the bridge. Even Robert the Lizard drew in his dripping line to listen. The drum-roll ceased.

Attention! Men of Finistère! By order of the governor of Lorient, all men between the ages of twenty and forty, otherwise not exempt, are ordered to report at the navy-yard barracks, war-port of Lorient, on the 5th of November of the present year, to join the army of the Loire.

Whosoever is absent at roll-call will be liable to the punishment provided for such delinquents under the laws governing the state of siege now declared in Morbihan and Finistère. Citizens, to arms!

The enemy is on the march! Though Metz has fallen through treachery, Paris holds firm! Let the provinces rise and hurl the invader from the soil of the mother-land!

Bretons! France calls! Answer with your ancient battle-cry, Sainte-Anne! Sainte-Anne! The eyes of the world are on Armorica! To arms!

The girls voice ceased; a dead silence reigned in the square. The men looked at one another stupidly; a woman began to whimper.

The curse is on Paradise! cried a hoarse voice.

The drummer was already drawing another paper from her ragged pocket, and again in the same clear, emotionless voice, but slightly drawling her words, she read:

To the good people of Paradise! The manager of the famous American travelling circus, lately returned from a tour of the northern provinces, with camels, elephants, lions, and a magnificent company of artists, announces a stupendous exhibition to be held in Lorient at greatly reduced prices, thus enabling the intelligent and appreciative people of Paradise to honor the Republican Circus, recently known as the Imperial Circus, with their benevolent and discerning patronage! Long live France! Long live the Republic! Long live the Circus!

A resounding roll of the drum ended the announcements; the girl slung the drum over her shoulder, turned to the right, and passed over the stone bridge, sabots clicking. Presently from the hamlet of Alincourt over the stream came the dull roll of the drum again and the faint, clear voice:

Attention! Men of Finistère! By order of the governor of Lorient, all men— The wind changed and her voice died away among the trees. 178

The maids of Paradise were weeping now by the fountain; the men gathered near, and their slow, hushed voices scarcely rose above the ripple of the stream where Robert the Lizard fished in silence.

It was after sunset before Jacqueline finished her rounds. She had read her proclamation in Alincourt hamlet, she had read it in Sainte-Ysole, her drum had aroused the inert loungers on the breakwater at Trinité-on-Sea. Now, with her drum on her shoulder and her sabots swinging in her left hand, she came down the cliffs beside the Chapel of Our Lady of Paradise, excited and expectant.

Of the first proclamation which she had read she apparently understood little. When she announced the great disaster at Metz in the north, and when her passionless young voice proclaimed the levée en masse — the call to arms for the men of the coast from Sainte-Ysole to Trinité Beacon — she scarcely seemed to realize what it meant, although all around her women turned away sobbing, or clung, deathly white, to sons and husbands.

But there was certainly something in the other proclamation which thrilled her and set her heart galloping as she loitered on the cliff.

I walked across to the Quimperlé road and met her, dancing along with her drum; and she promptly confided her longings and desires to me as we stood together for an instant on the high-road. The circus! Once, it appeared, she had seen — very far off — a glittering creature turning on a trapeze. It was at the fair near Bannalec, and it was so long ago that she scarcely remembered anything except that somebody had pulled her away while she stood enchanted, and the flashing light of fairyland had been forever shut from her eyes.

At times, when the maids of Paradise were sociable at the well in the square, she had listened to stories of the splendid circus which came once to Lorient. And now it was coming again!

We stood in the middle of the high-road looking through the dust haze, she doubtless dreaming of the splendors to come, I very, very tired. The curtain of golden dust reddened in the west; the afterglow lit up the sky once more with brilliant little clouds suspended from mid-zenith. The moorland wind rose and tossed her elf-locks in her eyes and whipped her skirt till the rags fluttered above her smooth, bare knees.

Suddenly, straight out of the flaming gates of the sunset, the miracle was wrought. Celestial shapes in gold and purple rose up in the gilded dust, chariots of silver, milk-white horses plumed with fire.

Breathless, she shrank back among the weeds, one hand pressed to her throbbing throat. But the vision grew as she stared; there was heavenly music, too, and the clank of metal chains, and the smothered pounding of hoofs. Then she caught sight of something through the dust that filled her with a delicious terror, and she cried out. For there, uptowering in the haze, came trudging a great, gray creature, a fearsome, swaying thing in crimson trappings, flapping huge ears. It shuffled past, swinging a dusty trunk; the sparkling horsemen cantered by, tin armor blazing in the fading glory; the chariots dragged after, and the closed dens of beasts rolled behind in single file, followed by the band-wagon, where Heaven-inspired musicians played frantically and a white-faced clown balanced his hat on a stick and shrieked.

So the circus passed into Paradise; and I turned and followed in the wake of dust, stale odors, and clamorous discord, sick at heart of wandering over a world I had not found too kind.

And at my heels stole Jacqueline.




XI

IN CAMP
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WE WENT INTO camp under the landward glacis of the cliffs, in a field of clover which was to be ploughed under in a few days. We all were there except Kelly Eyre, who had gone to telegraph the governor of Lorient for permission to enter the port with the circus. Another messenger also left camp on private business for me.

It was part of my duty to ration the hay for the elephant and the thrice-accursed camel. The latter had just bitten Mr. Grigg, our clown — not severely — and Speed and Horan the Strong Man were hobbling the brute as I finished feeding my lions and came up to assist the others.

Watch that darn elephant, too, Mr. Grigg, said Byram, looking up from a plate of fried ham that Miss Crystal, our Trapeze Lady, had just cooked for him over our gypsy fires of driftwood.

Look at that elephant! Look at him! continued Byram, with a trace of animation lighting up his careworn face— look at him now chuckin hay over his back. Scrape it up, Mr. Scarlett; hays thirty a ton in this war-starved country.

As I started to clean up the precious hay, the elephant gave a curious grunt and swung his trunk toward me.

Theres somethin paltry about that elephant, said Byram, in a complaining voice, rising, with plate of ham in one hand, fork in the other. Hes gittin as mean as that crafty camuel. Make him move, Mr. Speed, or hell put his foot on the trombone.

Hô Djebe! Mâil! said Speed, sharply.

The elephant obediently shuffled forward; Byram sat down again, and wearily cut himself a bit of fried ham; and presently we were all sitting around the long camp-table in the glare of two smoky petroleum torches, eating our bread and ham and potatoes and drinking Breton cider, a jug of which Mr. Horan had purchased for a few coppers.

Some among us were too tired to eat, many too tired for conversation, yet, from habit we fell into small talk concerning the circus, the animals, the prospects of better days.

The ladies of the company, whatever quarrels they indulged in among themselves, stood loyally by Byram in his anxiety and need. Miss Crystal and Miss Delany displayed edifying optimism; Mrs. Horan refrained from nagging; Mrs. Grigg, a pretty little creature, who was one of the best equestriennes I ever saw, declared that we were living too well and that a little dieting wouldnt hurt anybody.

McCadger, our band-master, came over from the other fire to say that the men had finished grooming the horses, and would I inspect the picket-line, as Kelly Eyre was still absent.

When I returned, the ladies had retired to their blankets under their shelter-tent; poor little Grigg lay asleep at the table, his tired, ugly head resting among the unwashed tin plates; Speed sprawled in his chair, smoking a short pipe; Byram sat all hunched up, his head sunk, eyes vacantly following the movements of two men who were washing dishes in the flickering torch-light. 182

He looked up at me, saying: I guess Mr. Speed is right. Them lions o yourn is fed too much horse-meat. Overeatin is overheatin; weve got to give em beef or theyll be clawin you. Yes, sir, theyre all het up. Hear em growl!

Thats a fable, governor, I said, smiling and dropping into a chair. Ive heard that theory before, but it isnt true.

The trouble with your lions is that you play with them too much and theyre losing respect for you, said Speed, drowsily.

The trouble with my lions, said I, is that they were born in captivity. Give me a wild lion, caught on his native heath, and Ill know what to expect from him when I tame him. But no man on earth can tell what a lion born in captivity will do.

The hard cider had cheered Byram a little; he drew a cherished cigar from his vest-pocket, offered it to me, and when I considerately refused, he carefully set it alight with a splinter from the fire. Its odor was indescribable.

Lucks a curious phenomena, aint it, Mr. Scarlett? he said.

I agreed with him.

Luck, continued Byram, waving his cigar toward the four quarters of the globe, is the rich mans slave an the poor mans tyrant. Its also a see-saw. When the devil plays in luck the cherubim git spanked — or words to that effec — not meanin no profanity.

Its about like that, governor, admitted Speed, lazily.

Byram leaned back and sucked meditatively at his cigar. The new moon was just rising over the elephants hindquarters, and the poetry of the incident appeared to move the manager profoundly. He turned and surveyed the dim bivouac, the two silent tents, the monstrous, shadowy bulk of the elephant, rocking monotonously against the sky. Kind of Silurian an solemn, aint it, he murmured, the moon shinin onto the rump of that primeval pachyderm. Its like the dark ages of the behemoth an the cony. I tell you, gentlemen, when them fearsome an gigantic mamuels was aboundin in the dawn of creation, the public missed the greatest show on earth — by a few million years!

We nodded sleepily but gravely.

Byram appeared to have recovered something of his buoyancy and native optimism.

Gentlemen, he said, lets kinder saunter over to the inn and have a night-cap with Kelly Eyre.

This unusual and expensive suggestion startled us wide awake, but we were only too glad to acquiesce in anything which tended to raise his spirits or ours. Dog tired but smiling we rose; Byram, in his shirt-sleeves and suspenders, wearing his silk hat on the back of his head, led the way, fanning his perspiring face with a red-and-yellow bandanna.

Luck, said Byram, waving his cigar toward the new moon, is bound to turn one way or tother — like my camuel. Sometimes, resemblin the camuel, luck will turn on you. Look out it dont bite you. I once made up a piece about luck:



	
Dontbuck
Badluck
Oryoullgetstuck—






I disremember the rest, but it went on to say a few other words to that effec.

The lighted door of the inn hung ajar as we crossed the star-lit square; Byram entered and stood a moment in the doorway, stroking his chin. Bong joor the company! he said, lifting his battered hat. 184

The few Bretons in the wine-room returned his civility; he glanced about and his eye fell on Kelly Eyre, Speeds assistant balloonist, seated by the window with Horan.

Well, gents, said Byram, hopefully, an what aire the prospects of smilin fortune when rosy-fingered dawn has came again to kiss us back to life?

Rotten, said Eyre, pushing a telegram across the oak table.

Byrams face fell; he picked up the telegram and fumbled in his coat for his spectacles with unsteady hand.

Let me read it, governor, said Speed, and took the blue paper from Byrams unresisting, stubby fingers.

O-ho! he muttered, scanning the message; well — well, its not so bad as all that— He turned abruptly on Kelly Eyre— What the devil are you scaring the governor for?

Well, hes got to be told — I didnt mean to worry him, said Eyre, stammering, ashamed of his thoughtlessness.

Now see here, governor, said Speed, lets all have a drink first. Hé ma belle! — to the big Breton girl knitting in the corner— four little swallows of eau-de-vie, if you please! Ah, thank you, I knew you were from Bannalec, where all the girls are as clever as they are pretty! Come, governor, touch glasses! There is no circus but the circus, and Byram is its prophet! Drink, gentlemen!

But his forced gayety was ominous; we scarcely tasted the liqueur. Byram wiped his brow and squared his bent shoulders. Speed, elbows on the table, sat musing and twirling his half-empty glass.

Well, sir? said Byram, in a low voice.

Well, governor? Oh — er — the telegram? asked Speed, like a man fighting for time. 185

Yes, the telegram, said Byram, patiently.

Well, you see they have just heard of the terrible smash-up in the north, governor. Metz has surrendered with Bazaines entire army. And theyre naturally frightened at Lorient.... And I rather fear that the Germans are on their way toward the coast.... And ... well ... they wont let us pass the Lorient fortifications.

Wont let us in? cried Byram, hoarsely.

Im afraid not, governor.

Byram stared at us. We had counted on Lorient to pull us through as far as the frontier.

Now dont take it so hard, governor, said Kelly Eyre; I was frightened myself, at first, but Im ashamed of it now. Well pull through, anyhow.

Certainly, said Speed, cheerily, well just lay up here for a few days and economize. Why cant we try one performance here, Scarlett?

We can, said I. Well drum up the whole district from Pontivy to Auray and from Penmarch Point to Plouharnel! Why should the Breton peasantry not come? Dont they walk miles to the Pardons?

A gray pallor settled on Byrams sunken face; with it came a certain dignity which sorrow sometimes brings even to men like him.

Young gentlemen, he said, Im obliged to you. These here reverses come to everybody, I guess. The Lord knows best; but if Hell just lemme run my show a leetle longer, Ill pay my debts an say, Thy will be done, amen!

We all must learn to say that, anyway, said Speed.

Mebbe, muttered Byram, but I must pay my debts.

After a painful silence he rose, steadying himself with his hand on Eyres broad shoulder, and shambled out across the square, muttering something about his elephant and his camuel.

Speed paid the insignificant bill, emptied his glass, and nodded at me.

Its all up, he said, soberly.

Lets come back to camp and talk it over, I said.

Together we traversed the square under the stars, and entered the field of clover. In the dim, smoky camp all lights were out except one oil-drenched torch stuck in the ground between the two tents. Byram had gone to rest, so had Kelly Eyre. But my lions were awake, moving noiselessly to and fro, eyes shining in the dusk; and the elephant, a shapeless pile of shadow against the sky, stood watching us with little, evil eyes.

Speed had some cigarettes, and he laid the pink package on the table. I lighted one when he did.

Do you really think theres a chance? he asked, presently.

I dont know, I said.

Well, we can try.

Oh yes.

Speed dropped his elbows on the table. Poor old governor, he said.

Then he began to talk of our own prospects, which were certainly obscure if not alarming; but he soon gave up speculation as futile, and grew reminiscent, recalling our first acquaintance as discharged soldiers from the African battalions, our hand-to-mouth existence as gentlemen farmers in Algiers, our bankruptcy and desperate struggle in Marseilles, first as dock-workmen, then as government horse-buyers for the cavalry, then as employés of the Hippodrome in Paris, where I finally settled down as bareback rider, lion-tamer, and instructor in the haute-école; and he accepted a salary as aid to Monsieur Gaston Tissandier, the scientist, who was experimenting with balloons at Saint-Cloud.

He spoke, too, of our enlistment in the Imperial Police, and the hopes we had of advancement, which not only brought no response from me, but left us both brooding sullenly on our wrongs, crouched there over the rough camp-table under the stars.

Oh, hell! muttered Speed, Im going to bed.

But he did not move. Presently he said, How did you ever come to handle wild animals?

Ive always been fond of animals; I broke colts at home; I had bear cubs and other things. Then, in Algiers, the regiment caught a couple of lions and kept them in a cage, and — well, I found I could do what I liked with them.

Theyre afraid of your eyes, arent they?

I dont know — perhaps its that; I cant explain it — or, rather, I could partly explain it by saying that I am not afraid of them. But I never trust them.

You drag them all around the cage! You shove them about like sacks of meal!

Yes,... but I dont trust them.

It seems to me, said Speed, that your lions are getting rather impudent these days. Theyre not very much afraid of you now.

Nor I of them, I said, wearily; Im much more anxious about you when you go sailing about in that patched balloon of yours. Are you never nervous?

Nervous? When?

When youre up there?

Rubbish.

Suppose the patches give way?

I never think of that, he said, leaning on the table with a yawn. Oh, Lord, how tired I am!... but I shall not be able to sleep. Im actually too tired to sleep. Have you got a pack of cards, Scarlett? or a decent cigar, or a glass of anything, or anything to show me more amusing than that nightmare of an elephant? Oh, Im sick of the whole business — sick! sick! The stench of the tan-bark never leaves my nostrils except when the odor of fried ham or of that devilish camel replaces it.

Im too old to enjoy a gypsy drama when its acted by myself; Im tired of trudging through the world with my entire estate in my pocket. I want a home, Scarlett. Lord, how I envy people with homes!

He had been indulging in this outburst with his back partly turned toward me. I did not say anything, and, after a moment, he looked at me over his shoulder to see how I took it.

Id like to have a home, too, I said.

I suppose homes are not meant for men like you and me, he said. Lord, how I would appreciate one, though — anything with a bit of grass in the yard and a shovelful of dirt — enough to grow some damn flower, you know.... Did you smell the posies in the square to-night?... Something of that kind,... anything, Scarlett — anything that can be called a home!... But you cant understand.

Oh yes, I can, I said.

He went on muttering, half to himself: Were of the same breed — pariahs; fortunately, pariahs dont last long,... like the wild creatures who never die natural deaths,... old age is one of the curses they can safely discount,... and so can we, Scarlett, so can we.... For youll be mauled by a lion or kicked into glory by a horse or an ox or an ass,... and Ill fall off a balloon,... or the camel will give me tetanus, or the elephant will get me in one way or another,... or something....
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Rather funny, I said, listlessly.

He leaned over, pulled another cigarette from the pink packet, broke a match from the card, and lighted it.

I feel better, he observed.

I expressed sleepy gratification.

Oh yes, Im much better. This isnt a bad life, is it?

Oh no! I said, sarcastically.

No, its all right, and weve got to pull the poor old governor through and give a jolly good show here and start the whole country toward the tent door! Eh?

Certainly. Dont let me detain you.

Ill tell you what, he said, if we only had that poor little girl, Miss Claridge, wed catch these Bretons. Thats what took the coast-folk all over Europe, so Grigg says.

Miss Claridge had performed in a large glass tank as the Leaping Mermaid. It took like wildfire according to our fellow-performers. We had never seen her; she was killed by diving into her tank when the circus was at Antwerp in April.

Cant we get up something like that? I suggested, hopelessly.

Who would do it? Miss Claridges fish-tights are in the prop-box; whos to wear them?

He began to say something else, but stopped suddenly, eyes fixed. We were seated nearly opposite each other, and I turned around, following the direction of his eyes.

Jacqueline stood behind me in the smoky light of the torch — Jacqueline, bare of arm and knee, with her sea-blue eyes very wide and the witch-locks clustering around the dim oval of her face. After a moments absolute silence she said: I came from Paradise. Dont you remember? 190

From Paradise? said Speed, smiling; I thought it might be from elf-land.

And I said: Of course I remember you, Jacqueline. And I have an idea you ought to be in bed.

There was another silence.

Wont you sit down? asked Speed.

Thank you, said Jacqueline, gravely.

She seated herself on a sack of sawdust, clasping her slender hands between her knees, and looked earnestly at the elephant.

He wont harm you, I assured her.

If you think I am afraid of that, she said, you are mistaken, Monsieur Scarlett.

I dont think you are afraid of anything, observed Speed, smiling; but I know you are capable of astonishment.

How do you know that? demanded the girl.

Because I saw you with your drum on the high-road when we came past Paradise. Your eyes were similar to saucers, and your mouth was not closed, Mademoiselle Jacqueline.

Oh — pour ça — yes, I was astonished, she said. Then, with a quick, upward glance: Were you riding, in armor, on a horse?

No, said Speed; I was on that elephants head.

This appeared to make a certain impression on Jacqueline. She became shyer of speech for a while, until he asked her, jestingly, why she did not join the circus.

It is what I wish, she said, under her breath.

And ride white horses?

Will you take me? she cried, passionately, springing to her feet.

Amazed at her earnestness, I tried to explain that such an idea was out of the question. She listened anxiously at first, then her eyes fell and she stood there in the torch-light, head hanging. 191

Dont you know, said Speed, kindly, that it takes years of practice to do what circus people do? And the life is not gay, Jacqueline; it is hard for all of us. We know what hunger means; we know sickness and want and cold. Believe me, you are happier in Paradise than we are in the circus.

It may be, she said, quietly.

Of course it is, he insisted.

But, she flashed out, I would rather be unhappy in the circus than happy in Paradise!

He protested, smiling, but she would have her way.

I once saw a man, in spangles, turning, turning, and ever turning upon a rod. He was very far away, and that was very long ago — at the fair in Bannalec. But I have not forgotten! No, monsieur! In our net-shed I also have fixed a bar of wood, and on it I turn, turn continually. I am not ignorant of twisting. I can place my legs over my neck and cross my feet under my chin. Also I can stand on both hands, and I can throw scores of handsprings — which I do every morning upon the beach — I, Jacqueline!

She was excited; she stretched out both bare arms as though preparing to demonstrate her ability then and there.

I should like to see a circus, she said. Then I should know what to do. That I can swing higher than any girl in Paradise has been demonstrated often, she went on, earnestly. I can swim farther, I can dive deeper, I can run faster, with bare feet or with sabots, than anybody, man or woman, from the Beacon to Our Ladys Chapel! At bowls the men will not allow me because I have beaten them all, monsieur, even the mayor, which he never forgave. As for the farandole, I tire last of all — and it is the biniou who cries out for mercy! 192

She laughed and pushed back her hair, standing straight up in the yellow radiance like a moor-sprite. There was something almost unearthly in her lithe young body and fearless sea-blue eyes, sparkling from the shock of curls.

So you can dive and swim? asked Speed, with a glance at me.

Like the salmon in the Läita, monsieur.

Under water?

Parbleu!

After a pause I asked her age.

Fifteen, Msieu Scarlett.

You dont look thirteen, Jacqueline.

I think I should grow faster if we were not so poor, she said, innocently.

You mean that you dont get enough to eat?

Not always, msieu. But that is so with everybody except the wealthy.

Suppose we try her, said Speed, after a silence. You and I can scrape up a little money for her if worst comes to worst.

How about her father?

You can see him. What is he?

A poacher, I understand.

Oh, then its easy enough. Give him a few francs. Hell take the childs salary, anyway, if this thing turns out well.

Jacqueline, I said, we cant afford to pay you much money, you know.

Money? repeated the child, vacantly. Money! If I had my arms full — so! — I would throw it into the world — so! — she glanced at Speed— reserving enough for a new skirt, monsieur, of which I stand in some necessity.

The quaint seriousness, the resolute fearlessness of this little maid of Paradise touched us both, I think, as she stood there restlessly, balancing on her slim bare feet, finger-tips poised on her hips.

Wont you take me? she asked, sweetly.

Ill tell you what Ill do, Jacqueline, said I. Very early in the morning Ill go down to your house and see your father. Then, if he makes no objection, Ill get you to put on a pretty swimming-suit, all made out of silver scales, and you can show me, there in the sea, how you can dive and swim and play at mermaid. Does that please you?

She looked earnestly at me, then at Speed.

Is it a promise? she asked, in a quivering voice.

Yes, Jacqueline.

Then I thank you, Msieu Scarlett,... and you, msieur, who ride the elephant so splendidly.... And I will be waiting for you when you come.... We live in the house below the Saint-Julien Light.... My father is pilot of the port.... Anybody will tell you. ...

I will not forget, said I.

She bade us good-night very prettily, stepped back out of the circle of torch-light, and vanished — there is no other word for it.

Gracious, said Speed, wasnt that rather sudden? Or is that the child yonder? No, its a bush. Well, Scarlett, theres an uncanny young one for you — no, not uncanny, but a spirit in its most delicate sense. Ive an idea shes going to find poor Byrams lost luck for him.

Or break her neck, I observed.

Speed was quiet for a long while.

By-the-way, he said, at last, are you going to tell the Countess about that fellow Buckhurst?

I sent a note to her before I fed my lions, I replied.

Are you going to see her?

If she desires it. 194

Who took the note, Scarlett?

Jacquelines father,... that Lizard fellow.

Well, dont lets stir up Buckhurst now, said Speed. Lets do what we can for the governor first.

Of course, said I. And Im going to bed. Good-night.

Good-night, said Speed, thoughtfully. Ill join you in a moment.

When I was ready for bed and stood at the tent door, peering out into the darkness, I saw Speed curled up on a blanket between the elephants forefeet, sound asleep.




XII

JACQUELINE
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THE STARS WERE still shining when I awoke in my blanket, lighted a candle, and stepped into the wooden tub of salt-water outside the tent.

I shaved by candle-light, dressed in my worn riding-breeches and jacket, then, candle in hand, began groping about among the faded bits of finery and tarnished properties until I found the silver-scaled swimming-tights once worn by the girl of whom we had heard so much.

She was very young when she leaped to her death in Antwerp — a slim slip of a creature, they said — so I thought it likely that her suit might fit Jacqueline.

The stars had begun to fade when I stepped out through the dew-soaked clover, carrying in one hand a satchel containing the swimming-suit, in the other a gun-case, in which, carefully oiled and doubly cased in flannel, reposed my only luxury — my breech-loading shot-gun.

The silence, intensified by the double thunder of the breakers on the sands, was suddenly pierced by a far cock-crow; vague gray figures passed across the square as I traversed it; a cow-bell tinkled near by, and I smelt the fresh-blown wind from the downs.

Presently, as I turned into the cliff-path, I saw a sober little Breton cow plodding patiently along ahead; beside her moved a fresh-faced maid of Paradise in snowy collarette and white-winged head-dress, knitting as she walked, fair head bent.

As I passed her she glanced up with tear-dimmed eyes, murmuring the customary salutation: Bonjour dach, msieu! And I replied in the best patois I could command: Bonjour dech a laran, na œled Ket! Why do you cry, mademoiselle?

Cry, msieu? They are taking the men of Paradise to the war. France must know how cruel she is to take our men from us.

We had reached the green crest of the plateau; the girl tethered her diminutive cow, sat down on a half-imbedded stone, and continued her knitting, crying softly all the while.

I asked her to direct me to the house where Robert, the Lizard, lived; she pointed with her needles to a large stone house looming up in the gray light, built on the rocks just under the beacon. It was white with sea-slime and crusted salt, yet heavily and solidly built as a fort, and doubtless very old, judging from the traces of sculptured work over portal and windows.

I had scarcely expected to find the ragged Lizard and more ragged Jacqueline housed in such an anciently respectable structure, and I said so to the girl beside me.

The house is bare as the bones of Sainte-Anne, she said. There is nothing within — not even crumbs enough for the cliff-rats, they say.

So I went away across the foggy, soaking moorland, carrying my gun and satchel in their cases, descended the grassy cleft, entered a cattle-path, and picked my way across the wet, black rocks toward the abode of the poacher.

The Lizard was standing on his doorsill when I came up; he returned my greeting sullenly, his keen eyes of a sea-bird roving over me from head to foot. A rumpled and sulky yellow cat, evidently just awake, sat on the doorstep beside him and yawned at intervals. The pair looked as though they had made a night of it.

You took my letter last night? I asked.

Yes.

Was there an answer for me?

Yes.

Couldnt you have come to the camp and told me?

I could, but I had other matters to concern me, he replied. Heres your letter, and he fished it out of his tattered pocket.

I was angry enough, but I did not wish to anger him at that moment. So I took the letter and read it — a formal line saying the Countess de Vassart would expect me at five that afternoon.

You are not noted for your courtesy, are you? I inquired, smiling.

Something resembling a grin touched his sea-scarred visage.

Oh, I knew youd come for your answer, he said, coolly.

Look here, Lizard, I said, I intend to be friends with you, and I mean to make you look on me as a friend. Its to my advantage and to yours.

To mine? he inquired, sneeringly, amused.

And this is the first thing I want, I continued; and without further preface I unfolded our plans concerning Jacqueline.

Entendu, he said, drawling the word, is that all?

Do you consent?

Is that all? he repeated, with Breton obstinacy.

No, not all. I want you to be my messenger in time of need. I want you to be absolutely faithful to me.

Is that all? he drawled again.
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And what is there in this, to my advantage, msieu?

This, for one thing, I said, carelessly, picking up my gun-case. I slowly drew out the barrels of Damascus, then the rose-wood stock and fore-end, assembling them lovingly; for it was the finest weapon I had ever seen, and it was breaking my heart to give it away.

The poachers eyes began to glitter as I fitted the double bolts and locked breech and barrel with the extension rib. Then I snapped on the fore-end; and there lay the gun in my hands, a fowling-piece fit for an emperor.

Give it? muttered the poacher, huskily.

Take it, my friend the Lizard, I replied, smiling down the wrench in my heart.

There was a silence; then the poacher stepped forward, and, looking me square in the eye, flung out his hand. I struck my open palm smartly against his, in the Breton fashion; then we clasped hands.

You mean honestly by the little one?

Yes, I said; strike palms by Sainte Thekla of Ycône!

We struck palms heavily.

She is a child, he said; there is no vice in her; yet Ive seen them nearly finished at her age in Paris. And he swore terribly as he said it.

We dropped hands in silence; then, Is this gun mine? he demanded, hoarsely.

Yes.

Strike! he cried; take my friendship if you want it, on this condition — what I am is my own concern, not yours. Dont interfere, msieu; it would be useless. I should never betray you, but I might kill you. Dont interfere. But if you care for the good-will of a man like me, take it; and when you desire a service from me, tell me, and Ill not fail you, by Sainte-Éline of Paradise!

Strike palms, said I, gravely; and we struck palms thrice.

He turned on his heel, kicking off his sabots on the doorsill. Break bread with me; I ask it, he said, gruffly, and stalked before me into the house.

The room was massive and of noble proportion, but there was scarcely anything in it — a stained table, a settle, a little pile of rags on the stone floor — no, not rags, but Jacquelines clothes! — and there at the end of the great chamber, built into the wall, was the ancient Breton bed with its Gothic carving and sliding panels of black oak, carved like the lattice-work in a chapel screen.

Outside dawn was breaking through a silver shoal of clouds; already its slender tentacles of light were probing the shadows behind the lattice where Jacqueline lay sleeping.

From the ashes on the hearth a spiral of smoke curled. The yellow cat walked in and sat down, contemplating the ashes.

Slowly a saffron light filled the room; Jacqueline awoke in the dim bed.

She pushed the panels aside and peered out, her sea-blue eyes heavy with slumber.

Ma doué! she murmured; it is Msieu Scarlett! Aie! Aie! Am I a countess to sleep so late? Bonjour, msieu! Bonjour, pa-pa! She caught sight of the yellow cat, Et bien le bonjour, Ange Pitou!

She swathed herself in a blanket and sat up, looking at me sleepily.

You came to see me swim, she said.

And Ive brought you a fishs silver skin to swim in, I replied, pointing at the satchel.

She cast a swift glance at her father, who, with the gun on his knees, sat as though hypnotized by the beauty of its workmanship. Her bright eyes fell on the gun; she understood in a flash.

Then youll take me?

If you swim as well as I hope you can.

Turn your back! she cried.

I wheeled about and sat down on the settle beside the poacher. There came a light thud of small, bare feet on the stone floor, then silence. The poacher looked up.

Shes gone to the ocean, he said; she has the mania for baths — like you English. And he fell to rubbing the gunstock with dirty thumb.

The saffron light in the room was turning pink when Jacqueline reappeared on the threshold in her ragged skirt and stained velvet bodice half laced, with the broken points hanging, carrying an armful of driftwood.

Without a word she went to work; the driftwood caught fire from the ashes, flaming up in exquisite colors, now rosy, now delicate green, now violet; the copper pot, swinging from the crane, began to steam, then to simmer.

Papa!

De quoi! growled the poacher.

Were you out last night?

Dame, Ive just come in.

Is there anything?

The poacher gave me an oblique and evil glance, then coolly answered: Three pheasant, two partridges, and a sea-trout in the net-shed. All are drawn.

So swiftly she worked that the pink light had scarcely deepened to crimson when the poacher, laying the gun tenderly in the blankets of Jacquelines tumbled bed, came striding back to the table where a sea-trout smoked on a cracked platter, and a bowl of bread and milk stood before each place. 201

We ate silently. Ange Pitou, the yellow cat, came around with tail inflated. There were fishbones enough to gratify any cat, and Ange Pitou made short work of them.

The poacher bolted his food, sombre eyes brooding or stealing across the room to the bed where his gun lay. Jacqueline, to my amazement, ate as daintily as a linnet, yet with a fresh, hearty unconsciousness that left nothing in her bowl or wooden spoon.

Schist? inquired the poacher, lifting his tired eyes to me. I nodded. So he brought a jug of cold, sweet cider, and we all drank long and deeply, each in turn slinging the jug over the crooked elbow.

The poacher rose, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and made straight for his new gun.

You two, he said, with a wave of his arm, you settle it among yourselves. Jacqueline, is it true that Le Bihan saw woodcock dropping into the fen last night?

He says so.

He is not a liar — usually, observed the poacher. He touched his beret to me, flung the fowling-piece over his shoulder, picked up a canvas bag in which I heard cartridges rattling, stepped into his sabots, and walked away. In a few moments the hysterical yelps of a dog, pleased at the prospect of a hunt, broke out from the net-shed.

Jacqueline placed the few dishes in a pan of hot water, wiped her fingers, daintily, and picked up Ange Pitou, who promptly acknowledged the courtesy by bursting into a crackling purring.

Show me the swimming-suit, she said, shyly.

I drew it out of the satchel and laid it across my knees.

Oh, it has a little tail behind — like a fish! she cried, enchanted. I shall look like the silver grilse of Quimperlé! 202

Do you think you can swim in those scales? I asked.

Swim? I — Jacqueline? Attendez un peu — you shall see!

She laughed an excited, confident little laugh and hugged Ange Pitou, who closed his eyes in ecstasy sheathing and unsheathing his sharp claws.

It is almost sunrise, I said.

It lacks many minutes to sunrise, she replied. Ask Ange Pitou. At sunrise he leaves me; nothing can hold him; he does not bite or scratch, he just pushes and pulls until my arms are tired. Then he goes. It is always so.

Why does he do that?

Ask him. I have often asked, but he never tells me — do you, my friend? I think hes a moor-sprite — perhaps a devil. Do devils hate all kinds of water?

No, only holy water, I replied.

Well, then, hes something else. Look! Look! He is beginning! See him push to get free, see him drive his furry head into my hands. The sun is coming up out of the sea! It will soon be here.

She opened her arms; the cat sprang to the doorstep and vanished.

Jacqueline looked at the swimming-suit, then at me. Will you go down to the beach, Msieu Scarlett?

But I had not traversed half the strip of rock and hard sand before something flew past — a slim, glittering shape which suddenly doubled up, straightened again, and fell headlong into the thundering surf.

The waves hurled her from crest to crest, clothing her limbs in froth; the singing foam rolled her over and over, stranding her on bubbling sands, until the swell found her again, lifted her, and tossed her seaward into the wide, white arms of the breakers. 203

Back to land she drifted and scrambled up on the beach, a slender, drenched figure, glistening and flashing with every movement.

Dainty of limb as a cat in wet grass, she shook the spray from her fingers and scrubbed each palm with sand, then sprang again headlong into the surf; there was a flash, a spatter, and she vanished.

After a long, long while, far out on the water she rose, floating.

Now the red sun, pushing above the oceans leaden rim, flung its crimson net across the water. String after string of white-breasted sea-ducks beat to windward from the cove, whirling out to sea; the gray gulls flapped low above the shoal and settled in rows along the outer bar, tossing their sun-tipped wings; the black cormorant on the cliff craned its hideous neck, scanning the ocean with restless, brilliant eyes.

Tossed back once more upon the beach like an opalescent shell, Jacqueline, ankle-deep in foam, looked out across the flaming waters, her drenched hair dripping.

From the gorse on cliff and headland, one by one the larks shot skyward like amber rockets, trailing a shower of melody till the whole sky rained song. The crested vanneaux, passing out to sea, responded plaintively, flapping their bronze-green wings.

The girl twisted her hair and wrung it till the last salt drop had fallen. Sitting there in the sands, idle fingers cracking the pods of gilded sea-weed, she glanced up at me and laughed contentedly. Presently she rose and walked out to a high ledge, motioning me to follow. Far below, the sun-lit water shimmered in a shallow basin of silver sand.

Look! she cried, flinging her arms above her head, and dropped into space, falling like a star, down, down into the shallow sea. Far below I saw a streak of living light shoot through the water — on, on, closer to the surface now, and at last she fairly sprang into the air, quivering like a gaffed salmon, then fell back to float and clear her blue eyes from her tangled hair.

She gave me a glance full of malice as she landed, knowing quite well that she had not only won, but had given me a shock with her long dive into scarce three feet of water.

Presently she climbed to the sun-warmed hillock of sand and sat down beside me to dry her hair.

A langouste, in his flaming scarlet coat of mail, passed through a glassy pool among the rocks, treading sedately on pointed claws; the lançons tunnelled the oozing beach under her pink feet, like streams of living quicksilver; the big, blue sea-crabs sidled off the reef, sheering down sideways into limpid depths. Landward the curlew walked in twos and threes, swinging their long sickle bills; the sea-swallows drove by like gray snow-squalls, melting away against the sky; a vitreous living creature, blazing with purest sapphire light, floated past under water.

Ange Pitou, coveting a warm sun-bath in the sand, came wandering along pretending not to see us; but Jacqueline dragged him into her arms for a hug, which lasted until Ange Pitou broke loose, tail hoisted but ears deaf to further flattery.

So Jacqueline chased Ange Pitou back across the sand and up the rocky path, pursuing her pet from pillar to post with flying feet that fell as noiselessly as the velvet pads of Ange Pitou.

Come to the net-shed, if you please! she called back to me, pointing to a crazy wooden structure built above the house.

As I entered the net-shed the child was dragging a pile of sea-nets to the middle of the floor.

In case I fall, she said, coolly.

Better let me arrange them, then, I said, glancing up at the improvised trapeze which dangled under the roof-beams.

She thanked me, seized a long rope, and went up, hand over hand. I piled the soft nets into a mattress, but decided to stand near, not liking the arrangements.

Meanwhile Jacqueline was swinging, head downward, from her trapeze. Her cheeks flamed as she twisted and wriggled through a complicated manœuvre, which ended by landing her seated on the bar of the trapeze a trifle out of breath. With both hands resting on the ropes, she started herself swinging, faster, faster, then pretended to drop off backward, only to catch herself with her heels, substitute heels for hands, and hang. Doubling back on her own body, she glided to her perch beneath the roof, shook her damp hair back, set the trapeze flying, and curled up on the bar, resting as fearlessly and securely as a bullfinch in a tree-top.

Above her the red-and-black wasps buzzed and crawled and explored the sun-scorched beams. Spiders watched her from their silken hammocks, and the tiny cliff-mice scuttled from beam to beam. Through the open door the sunshine poured a flood of gold over the floor where the bronzed nets were spread. Mending was necessary; she mentioned it, and set herself swinging again, crossing her feet.

You think you could drop from there into a tank of water? I asked.

How deep?

Say four feet.

She nodded, swinging tranquilly.

Have you any fear at all, Jacqueline?

No.

You would try whatever I asked you to try?

If I thought I could, she replied, naïvely.

But that is not it. I am to be your master. You must have absolute confidence in me and obey orders instantly.

Like a soldier?

Exactly.

Bien.

Then hang by your hands!

Quick as a flash she hung above me.

You trust me, Jacqueline?

Yes.

Then drop!

Down she flashed like a falling meteor. I caught her with that quick trick known to all acrobats, which left her standing on my knee.

Jump!

She sprang lightly to the heap of nets, lost her balance, stumbled, and sat down very suddenly. Then she threw back her head and laughed; peal on peal of deliciously childish laughter rang through the ancient net-shed, until, overhead, the passing gulls echoed her mirth with querulous mewing, and the sea-hawk, towering to the zenith, wheeled and squealed.




XIII

FRIENDS
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AT SEVEN OCLOCK that morning the men in the circus camp awoke, worried, fatigued, vaguely resentful, unusually profane. Horan was openly mutinous, and announced his instant departure.

By eight oclock a miraculous change had taken place; the camp was alive with scurrying people, galvanized into hopeful activity by my possibly unwarranted optimism and a few judiciously veiled threats.

Clothed with temporary authority by Byram, I took the bit between my teeth and ordered the instant erection of the main tents, the construction of the ring, barriers, and benches, and the immediate renovating of the portable tank in which poor little Miss Claridge had met her doom.

I detailed Kelly Eyre to Quimperlé with orders for ten thousand crimson hand-bills; I sent McCadger, with Dawley, the bass-drummer, and Irwin, the cornettist, to plaster our posters from Pont Aven to Belle Isle, and I gave them three days to get back, and promised them a hundred dollars apiece if they succeeded in sticking our bills on the fortifications of Lorient and Quimper, with or without permission.

I sent Grigg and three exempt Bretons to beat up the country from Gestel and Rosporden to Pontivy, clear across to Quiberon, and as far east as St. Gildas Point.

By the standing-stones of Carnac, I swore that Id have all Finistère in that tent. Governor, said I, we are going to feature Jacqueline all over Brittany, and, if the ladies object, it cant be helped! By-the-way, do they object?

The ladies did object, otherwise they would not have been human ladies; but the battle was sharp and decisive, for I was desperate.

It simply amounts to this, I said: Jacqueline pulls us through or the governor and I land in jail. As for you, Heaven knows what will happen to you! Penal settlement, probably.

And I called Speed and pointed at Jacqueline, sitting on her satchel, watching the proceedings with amiable curiosity.

Speed, take that child and rehearse her. Begin as soon as the tent is stretched and you can rig the flying trapeze. Use the net, of course. Horan rehearsed Miss Claridge; hell stand by. Miss Crystal, your good-will and advice I depend upon. Will you help me?

With all my heart, said Miss Crystal.

That impulsive reply broke the sullen deadlock.

Pretty little Mrs. Grigg went over and shook the childs hand very cordially and talked broken French to her; Miss Delany volunteered to give her some Christian clothes; Mrs. Horan burst into tears, complaining that everybody was conspiring to injure her and her husband, but a few moments later she brought Jacqueline some toast, tea, and fried eggs, an attention shyly appreciated by the puzzled child, who never before had made such a stir in the world.

Dont stuff her, said Speed, as Mrs. Horan enthusiastically trotted past bearing more toast. Here, Scarlett, the ladies are spoiling her. Can I take her for the first lesson?

Byram, who had shambled up, nodded. I was glad to see him reassert his authority. Speed took the child by the hand, and together they entered the big white tent, which now loomed up like a mammoth mushroom against the blue sky.

Governor, I said, were all a bit demoralized; a few of us are mutinous. For Heavens sake, let the men see you are game. This child has got to win out for us. Dont worry, dont object; back me up and let me put this thing through.

The old man shoved his hands into his trousers-pockets and looked at me with heavy, hopeless eyes.

Now heres the sketch for the hand-bill, I said, cheerfully, taking a pencilled memorandum from my pocket. And I read:

``THE PATRIOTIC ANTI-PRUSSIAN REPUBLICAN CIRCUS,
MORE STUPENDOUS, MORE GIGANTIC, MORE
OVERPOWERING THAN EVER!
GLITTERING, MARVELLOUS, SOUL-COMPELLING!

Whats soul-compelling? asked Byram.

Anything you please, governor, I said, and read on rapidly until I came to the paragraph concerning Jacqueline:

``THE WONDER OF EARTH AND HEAVEN!
THE UNUTTERABLY BEAUTIFUL FLYING
MERMAID! CAUGHT ON THE
COAST OF BRITTANY!
WHAT IS SHE?
FISH? BIRD? HUMAN? DIVINE?
WHO KNOWS?
THE SCIENTISTS OF FRANCE DO NOT KNOW!!
THE SCIENTISTS OF THE WORLD
ARE CONFOUNDED!
IS SHE
A LOST SOUL
FROM THE SUNKEN CITY OF KER-YS?
50,000 FRANCS REWARD FOR THE BRETON WHO CAN
PROVE THAT SHE DID NOT COME STRAIGHT FROM
PARADISE!!!

Thats a damn good bill, said Byram, suddenly.

He was so seldom profane that I stared at him, worried lest his misfortunes had unbalanced him. But a faint, healthy color was already replacing the pallor in his loose cheeks, a glint of animation came into his sunken eyes. He lifted his battered silk hat, replaced it at an angle almost defiant, and scowled at Horan, who passed us sullenly, driving the camel tentwards with awful profanity.

Dont talk such langwidge in my presence, Mr. Horan, he said, sharply; a camuel is a camuel, but remember: kind hearts is more than cornets, an its easier for that there camuel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a cussin cuss to cuss his way into Kingdom Come!

Horan, who had betrayed unmistakable symptoms of insubordination that morning, quailed under the flowing rebuke. He was a man of muscular strength and meagre intellect; words hit him like trip-hammers.

Certainly, governor, he stammered, and spoke to the camel politely, guiding that enraged and squealing quadruped to his manger with a forced smile.

With mallet, hammer, saw, and screw-driver I worked until noon, maturing my plans all the while. These plans would take the last penny in the treasury and leave us in debt several thousand francs. But it was win or go to smash now, and personally I have always preferred a tremendous smash to a slow and oozy fizzle.

A big pot of fragrant soup was served to the company at luncheon; and it amused me to see Jacqueline troop into the tent with the others and sit down with her bit of bread and her bowl of broth.

She was flushed and excited, and she talked to her instructor, Speed, all the while, chattering like a linnet between mouthfuls of bread and broth.

How is she getting on? I called across to Speed. 

The child is simply startling, he said, in English. She is not afraid of anything. She and Miss Crystal have been doing that hair-raising flying swing without rehearsal!

Jacqueline, hearing us talking in English, turned and stared at me, then smiled and looked up sweetly at Speed.

You seem to be popular with your pupil, I said, laughing.

Shes a fine girl — a fine, fearless, straight-up-and-down girl, he said, with enthusiasm.

Everybody appeared to like her, though how much that liking might be modified if prosperity returned I was unable to judge.

Now all our fortunes depended on her. She was not a ballon dessai; she was literally the whole show; and if she duplicated the sensational success of poor little Miss Claridge, we had nothing to fear. But her troubles would then begin. At present, however, we were waiting for her to pull us out of the hole before we fell upon her and rent her professionally. And I use that we not only professionally, but with an attempt at chivalry.

Byrams buoyancy had returned in a measure. He sat in his shirt-sleeves at the head of the table, vigorously sopping his tartine in his soup, and, mouth full, leaned forward, chewing and listening to the conversation around him.

Everybody knew it was life or death now, that each one must drop petty jealousies and work for the common salvation. An artificial and almost feverish animation reigned, which I adroitly fed with alarming allusions to the rigor of the French law toward foreigners and other malefactors who ran into debt to French subjects on the sacred soil of France. And, having lived so long in France and in the French possessions, I was regarded as an oracle of authority by these ambulant professional people who were already deadly homesick, and who, in eighteen months of Europe, had amassed scarcely a dozen French phrases among them all.

Ill say one thing, observed Byram, with dignity; if ever I git out of this darn continong with my circus, Ill recooperate in the undulatin medders an jyful vales of the United States. Hereafter that country will continue to remain good enough for me.

All applauded — all except Jacqueline, who looked around in astonishment at the proceedings, and only smiled when Speed explained in French.

Ask maddermoselle if shell go home with us? prompted Byram. Tell her theres millions in it.

Speed put the question; Jacqueline listened gravely, hesitated, then whispered to Speed, who reddened a trifle and laughed.

Everybody waited for a moment. What does she say? inquired Byram.

Oh, nothing; she talked nonsense.

But Jacquelines dignity and serene face certainly contradicted Speeds words.

Presently Byram arose, flourishing his napkin. Times up! he said, with decision, and we all trooped off to our appointed labors.

Now that I had stirred up this beehive and set it swarming again, I had no inclination to turn drone. Yet I remembered my note to the Countess de Vassart and her reply. So about four oclock I made the best toilet I could in my only other suit of clothes, and walked out of the bustling camp into the square, where the mossy fountain splashed under the oaks and the children of Paradise were playing. Hands joined, they danced in a ring, singing: 



	
BarzighabarzigaGoneri
Ariemabroueganddaoupedri — 

Littleminstrel-bardofConéri
ThesonoftheKinghascomewithtwoorthree — 
Nay,withawholebrightflockofparoquets,
Crimson,silver,andviolet.






And the children, in their white coiffes and tiny wooden shoes, moved round and round the circle, in the middle of which a little lad and a little lass of Paradise stood motionless, hand clasping hand.

The couplet ended, the two children in the middle sprang forward and dragged a third child out of the circle. Then the song began again, the reduced circle dancing around the three children in the middle.



	
 — ThesonoftheKinghascomewithtwoorthree — 
Nay,withawholebrightflockofparoquets,
Crimson,silver,andviolet.






It was something like a game I had played long ago — in the age of fable — and I lingered, touched with homesickness.

The three children in the middle took a fourth comrade from the circle, crying, Will you go to the moon or will you go to the stars?

The moon, lisped the little maid, and she was led over to the fountain.

The stars, said the first prisoner, and was conducted to the stone bridge.

Soon a small company was clustered on the bridge, another band at the fountain. Then, as there were no more to dance in a circle, the lad and lassie who had stood in the middle to choose candidates for the moon and stars clasped hands and danced gayly across the square to the group of expectant children at the fountain, crying: 



	
Baradoz!Baradoz!
(Paradise!Paradise!)






and the whole band charged on the little group on the bridge, shouting and laughing, while the unfortunate tenants of the supposed infernal regions fled in every direction, screaming:



	
Paternoster
Dibidoub!
Dibidoub!
Dibidoub!






Their shouts and laughter still came faintly from the tree-shaded square as I crossed the bridge and walked out into the moorland toward the sea, where I could see the sun gilding the headland and the spouting-rocks of Point Paradise.

Over the turning tide cormorants were flying, now wheeling like hawks, now beating seaward in a duck-like flight. I passed little, lonely pools on the moor, from which snipe rose with a startling squak! squak! and darted away inland as though tempest blown.

Presently a blue-gray mass in mid-ocean caught my eye. It was the island of Groix, and between it and Point Paradise lay an ugly, naked, black shape, motionless, oozing smoke from two stubby funnels — the cruiser Fer-de-Lance! So solidly inert lay the iron-clad that it did not seem as if she had ever moved or ever could move; she looked like an imbedded ledge cropping up out of the sea.

Far across the hilly moorland the white semaphore glistened like a gulls wing — too far for me to see the balls and cones hoisted or the bright signals glimmering along the halyards as I followed a trodden path winding south through the gorse. Then a dip in the moorland hid the semaphore and at the same moment brought a house into full view — a large, solid structure of dark stone, heavily Romanesque, walled in by an ancient buttressed barrier, above which I could see the tree-tops of a fruit-garden.

The Château de Trécourt was a fine example of the so called fortified farm; it had its moat, too, and crumbling wing-walls, pierced by loop-holes and over-hung with miniature battlements. A walled and loop-holed passageway connected the house with another stone enclosure in which stood stable, granary, cattle-house, and sheepfold, all of stone, though the roofs of these buildings were either turfed or thatched. And over them the weather-vane, a golden Dorado, swam in the sunshine.

One thing I noticed as I crossed the unused moat on a permanent bridge: the youthful Countess no longer denied herself the services of servants, for I saw a cloaked shepherd and his two wolf-like and tailless sheep-dogs watching the flock scattered over the downs; and there were at least half a dozen farm servants pottering about from stable to granary, and a toothless porter to answer the gate-bell and pilot me past the tiny loop-holed lodge-turret to the house. There was also a man, lying belly down in the bracken, watching me; and as I walked into the court I tried to remember where I had seen his face before.

The entire front of the house was covered with those splendid orange-tinted tea-roses that I had noticed in Paradise; thicket on thicket of clove-scented pinks choked the flower-beds; and a broad mat of deep-tinted pansies lay on the lawn, spread out for all the world like a glorious Eastern rug.

There was a soft whirring in the air like the sound of a humming-bird close by; it came from a spinning-wheel, and grew louder as a servant admitted me into the house and guided me to a sunny room facing the fruit garden. 

The spinner at the wheel was singing in an undertone — singing a Breton gwerz, centuries old, retained in memory from generation to generation:



	
WoetotheMaidsofParadise,
Yvonne!
TwicehavetheSaxonslanded;twice!
Yvonne!
YetmustParadiseseethemthrice!
Yvonne!Yvonne!Marivonik.






Old as were the words, the melody was older — so old and quaint and sweet that it seemed a berceuse fashioned to soothe the drowsing centuries, lest the memories of ancient wrongs awake and rouse the very dead from their Gothic tombs.

All the sad history of the Breton race was written in every minor note; all the mystery, the gentleness, the faith of the lost people of Armorica.

And now the singer was intoning the Gwerz Ar Baradoz — the Complaint of Paradise — a slow, thrilling miséréré, scarcely dominating the velvet whir of the spinning-wheel.

Suddenly the melody ceased, and a young Bretonne girl appeared in the doorway, courtesying to me and saying in perfect English: How do you do, Mr. Scarlett; and how do you like my spinning songs, if you please?

The girl was Mademoiselle Sylvia Elven, the marvellously clever actress from the Odéon, the same young woman who had played the Alsacienne at La Trappe, as perfectly in voice and costume as she now played the Bretonne.

You need not be astonished at all, she said, calmly, if you will only reflect that my name is Elven, which is also the name of a Breton town. Naturally, I am a Bretonne from Elven, and my own name is Duhamel — Sylvenne Duhamel. I thought I ought to tell you, so that you would not think me too clever and try to carry me off on your horse again.

I laughed uncertainly; clever women who talk cleverly always disturb me. Besides, somehow, I felt she was not speaking the truth, yet I could not imagine why she should lie to me.

You were more fluent to the helpless turkey-girl, she suggested, maliciously.

I had absolutely nothing to say, which appeared to gratify her, for she dimpled and smiled under her snowy-winged coiffe, from which a thick gold strand of hair curled on her forehead — a sad bit of coquetry in a Bretonne from Elven, if she told the truth.

I only came to renew an old and deeply valued friendship, she said, with mock sentimentality; I am going back to my flax now.

However, she did not move.

And, by-the-way, she said, languidly, is there in your intellectual circus company a young gentleman whose name is Eyre?

Kelly Eyre? Yes, I said, sulkily.

Ah.

She strolled out of the room, hesitated, then turned in the doorway with a charming smile.

The Countess will return from her gallop at five.

She waited as though expecting an answer, but I only bowed.

Would you take a message to Mistaire Kelly Eyre for me? she asked, sweetly.

I said that I would.

Then please say that: On Sunday the book-stores are closed in Paris.

Is that what I am to say?

Exactly that.

Very well, mademoiselle. 

Of course, if he asks who told you — you may say that it was a Bretonne at Point Paradise.

Nothing else?

Nothing, monsieur.

She courtesied and vanished.

Little minx, I thought, what mischief are you preparing now? and I rested my elbow on the window-sill and gazed out into the garden, where apricot-trees and fig-trees lined the winding walks between beds of old-fashioned herbs, anise, basil, caraway, mint, sage, and saffron.

Sunlight lay warm on wall and gravel-path; scarlet apples hung aloft on a few young trees; a pair of trim, wary magpies explored the fig-trees, sometimes quarrelling, sometimes making common cause against the shy wild-birds that twittered everywhere among the vines.

I fancied, after a few moments, that I heard the distant thudding of a horses hoofs; soon I was sure of it, and rose to my feet expectantly, just as a flushed young girl in a riding-habit entered the room and gave me her gloved hand.

Her fresh, breezy beauty astonished me; could this laughing, gray-eyed girl with her silky, copper-tinted hair be the same slender, grave young Countess whom I had known in Alsace — this incarnation of all that is wholesome and sweet and winning in woman? What had become of her mission and the soiled brethren of the proletariat? What had happened?

I looked at her earnestly, scarcely understanding that she was saying she was glad I had come, that she had waited for me, that she had wanted to see me, that she had wished to tell me how deeply our tragic experience at La Trappe and in Morsbronn had impressed her. She said she had sent a letter to me in Paris which was returned, opened, with a strange note from Monsieur Mornac. She had waited for some word from me, here in Paradise, since September; waited impatiently, she added, and a slight frown bent her straight brows for a moment — a moment only.

But come out to my garden, she said, smiling, and stripping off her little buff gauntlets. There we will have tea a lAnglaise, and sunshine, and a long, long, satisfying talk; at least I will, she added, laughing and coloring up; for truly, Monsieur Scarlett, I do not believe I have given you one second to open your lips.

Heaven knows I was perfectly content to watch her lips and listen to the music of her happy, breathless voice without breaking the spell with my own.

She led the way along a path under the apricots to a seat against a sunny wall, a wall built of massive granite, deeply thatched with fungus and lichens, where, palpitating in the hot sun, the tiny lizards lay glittering, and the scarlet-banded nettle-butterflies flitted and hovered and settled to sun themselves, wings a-droop.

Here in the sunshine the tea-rose perfume, mingling with the incense of the sea, mounted to my head like the first flush of wine to a man long fasting; or was it the enchantment of her youth and loveliness — the subtle influence of physical vigor and spiritual innocence on a tired, unstrung man?

First of all, she said, impulsively, I know your life — all of it in minute particular. Are you astonished?

No, madame, I replied; Mornac showed you my dossier.

That is true, she said, with a troubled look of surprise.

I smiled. As for Mornac, I began, but she interrupted me. 

Ah, Mornac! Do you suppose I believed him? Had I not proof on proof of your loyalty, your honor, your courtesy, your chivalry—

Madame, your generosity — and, I fear, your pity — overpraises.

No, it does not! I know what you are. Mornac cannot make white black! I know what you have been. Mornac could not read you into infamy, even with your dossier under my own eyes!

In my dossier you read a sorry history, madame.

In your dossier I read the tragedy of a gentleman.

Do you know, said I, that I am now a performer in a third-rate travelling circus?

I think that is very sad, she said, sweetly.

Sad? Oh no. It is better than the disciplinary battalions of Africa.

Which was simply acknowledging that I had served a term in prison.

The color faded in her face. I thought you were pardoned.

I was — from prison, not from the battalion of Biribi.

I only know, she said, that they say you were not guilty; that they say you faced utter ruin, even the possibility of death, for the sake of another man whose name even the police — even Monsieur de Mornac — could never learn. Was there such a man?

I hesitated. Madame, there is such a man; I am the man who was.

With no hope?

Hope? With every hope, I said, smiling. My name is not my own, but it must serve me to my end, and I shall wear it threadbare and leave it to no one.

Is there no hope? she asked, quietly. 

None for the man who was. Much for James Scarlett, tamer of lions and general mountebank, I said, laughing down the rising tide of bitterness. Why had she stirred those dark waters? I had drowned myself in them long since. Under them lay the corpse of a man I had forgotten — my dead self.

No hope? she repeated.

Suddenly the ghost of all I had lost rose before me with her words — rose at last after all these years, towering, terrible, free once more to fill the days with loathing and my nights with hell eternal,... after all these years!

Overwhelmed, I fought down the spectre in silence. Kith and kin were not all in the world; love of woman was not all; a chance for a home, a wife, children, were not all; a name was not all. Raising my head, a trifle faint with the struggle and the cost of the struggle, I saw the distress in her eyes and strove to smile.

There is every hope, I said, save the hopes of youth — the hope of a womans love, and of that happiness which comes through love. I am a man past thirty, madame — thirty-five, I believe my dossier makes it. It has taken me fifteen years to bury my youth. Let us talk of Mornac.

Yes, we will talk of Mornac, she said, gently.

So with infinite pains I went back and traced for her the career of Buckhurst, sparing her nothing; I led up to my own appearance on the scene, reviewed briefly what we both knew, then disclosed to her in its most trivial detail the conference between Buckhurst and myself in which his cynical avowal was revealed in all its native hideousness.

She sat motionless, her face like cold marble, as I carefully gathered the threads of the plot and gently twitched that one which galvanized the mask of Mornac.

Mornac! she stammered, aghast. 

I showed her why Buckhurst desired to come to Paradise; I showed her why Mornac had initiated her into the mysteries of my dossier, taking that infernal precaution, although he had every reason to believe he had me practically in prison, with the keys in his own pocket.

Had it not been for my comrade, Speed, I said, I should be in one of Mornacs fortress cells. He overshot the mark when he left us together and stepped into his cabinet to spread my dossier before you. He counted on an innocent man going through hell itself to prove his innocence; he counted on me, and left Speed out of his calculations. He had your testimony, he had my dossier, he had the order for my arrest in his pocket.... And then I stepped out of sight! I, the honest fool, with my knowledge of his infamy, of Buckhursts complicity and purposes — I was gone.

And now mark the irony of the whole thing: he had, criminally, destroyed the only bureau that could ever have caught me. But he did his best during the few weeks that were left him before the battle of Sedan. After that it was too late; it was too late when the first Uhlan appeared before the gates of Paris. And now Mornac, shorn of authority, is shut up in a city surrounded by a wall of German steel, through which not one single living creature has penetrated for two months.

I looked at her steadily. Eliminate Mornac as a trapped rat; cancel him as a dead rat since the ship of Empire went down at Sedan. I do not know what has taken place in Paris — save what all now know that the Empire is ended, the Republic proclaimed, and the Imperial police a memory. Then let us strike out Mornac and turn to Buckhurst. Madame, I am here to serve you. 

The dazed horror in her face which had marked my revelations of Buckhursts villanies gave place to a mantling flush of pure anger. Shame crimsoned her neck, too; shame for her credulous innocence, her belief in this rogue who had betrayed her, only to receive pardon for the purpose of baser and more murderous betrayal.

I said nothing for a long time, content to leave her to her own thoughts. The bitter draught she was draining could not harm her, could not but act as the most wholesome of tonics.

Hers was not a weak character to sink, embittered, under the weight of knowledge — knowledge of evil, that all must learn to carry lightly through life; I had once thought her weak, but I had revised that opinion and substituted the words pure in thought, inherently loyal, essentially unsuspicious.

Tell me about Buckhurst, I said, quietly. I can help you, I think.

The quick tears of humiliation glimmered for a second in her angry eyes; then pride fell from her, like a stately mantle which a princess puts aside, tired and content to rest.

This was a phase I had never before seen — a lovely, natural young girl, perplexed, troubled, deeply wounded, ready to be guided, ready for reproof, perhaps even for that sympathy without which reproof is almost valueless.

She told me that Buckhurst came to her house here in Paradise early in September; that while in Paris, pondering on what I had said, she had determined to withdraw herself absolutely from all organized socialistic associations during the war; that she believed she could do the greatest good by living a natural and cheerful life, by maintaining the position that birth and fortune had given her, and by using that position and fortune for the benefit of those less fortunate. 224

This she had told Buckhurst, and the rascal appeared to agree with her so thoroughly that, when Dr. Delmont and Professor Tavernier arrived, they also applauded the choice she made of Buckhurst as distributer of money, food, and clothing to the provincial hospitals, now crowded to suffocation with the wreck of battle.

Then a strange thing occurred. Dr. Delmont and Professor Tavernier disappeared without any explanation. They had started for St. Nazaire with a sum of money — twenty thousand francs, locked in the private strong-box of the Countess — to be distributed among the soldiers of Chanzy; and they had never returned.

In the light of what she had learned from me, she feared that Buckhurst had won them over; perhaps not — she could not bear to suspect evil of such men.

But she now believed that Buckhurst had used every penny he had handled for his own purposes; that not one hospital had received what she had sent.

I am no longer wealthy, she said, anxiously, looking up at me. I did find time in Paris to have matters straightened; I sold La Trappe and paid everything. It left me with this house in Paradise, and with means to maintain it and still have a few thousand francs to give every year. Now it is nearly gone — I dont know where. I am dreadfully unhappy; I have such a horror of treachery that I cannot even understand it, but this ignoble man, Buckhurst, is assuredly a heartless rascal.

But, I said, patiently, you have not yet told me where he is.

I dont know, she said. A week ago a dreadful creature came here to see Buckhurst; they went across the moor toward the semaphore and stood for a long while looking at the cruiser which is anchored off Groix. Then Buckhurst came back and prepared for a journey. He said he was going to Tours to confer with the Red Cross. I dont know where he went. He took all the money for the general Red Cross fund.

When did he say he would return?

He said in two weeks. He has another week yet.

Is he usually prompt?

Always so — to the minute.

That is good news, I said, gayly. But tell me one thing: do you trust Mademoiselle Elven?

Yes, indeed! — indeed! she cried, horrified.

Very well, said I, smiling. Only for the sake of caution — extra, and even perhaps useless caution — say nothing of this matter to her, nor to any living soul save me.

I promise, she said, faintly.

One thing more: this conspiracy against the state no longer concerns me — officially. Both Speed and I did all we could to warn the Emperor and the Empress; we sent letters through the police in London, we used the English secret-service to get our letters into the Emperors hand, we tried every known method of denouncing Mornac. It was useless; every letter must have gone through Mornacs hands before it reached the throne. We did all we dared do; we were in disguise and in hiding under assumed names; we could not do more.

Now that Mornac is not even a pawn in the game — as, indeed, I begin to believe he never really was, but has been from the first a dupe of Buckhurst — it is the duty of every honest man to watch Buckhurst and warn the authorities that he possibly has designs on the crown jewels of France, which that cruiser yonder is all ready to bear away to Saïgon.

How he proposes to attempt such a robbery I cant imagine. I dont want to denounce him to General Chanzy or Aurelles de Palladine, because the conspiracy is too widely spread and too dangerous to be defeated by the capture of one man, even though he be the head of it.

What I want is to entrap the entire band; and that can only be done by watching Buckhurst, not arresting him.

Therefore, madame, I have written and despatched a telegram to General Aurelles de Palladine, offering my services and the services of Mr. Speed to the Republic without compensation. In the event of acceptance, I shall send to London for two men who will do what is to be done, leaving me free to amuse the public with my lions. Meanwhile, as long as we stay in Paradise we both are your devoted servants, and we beg the privilege of serving you.

During all this time the young Countess had never moved her eyes from my face — perhaps I was flattered — perhaps for that reason I talked on and on, pouring out wisdom from a somewhat attenuated supply.

And I now rose to take my leave, bowing my very best bow; but she sat still, looking up quietly at me.

You ask the privilege of serving me, she said. You could serve me best by giving me your friendship.

You have my devotion, madame, I said.

I did not ask it. I asked your friendship — in all frankness and equality.

Do you desire the friendship of a circus performer? I asked, smiling.

I desire it, not only for what you are, but for what you have been — have always been, let them say what they will!
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Have you never given women your friendship? she asked.

Not in fifteen years — nor asked theirs.

Will you not ask mine?

I tried to speak steadily, but my voice was uncertain; I sat down, crushed under a flood of memories, hopes accursed, ambitions damned and consigned to oblivion.

You are very kind, I said. You are the Countess de Vassart. A man is what he makes himself. I have made myself — with both eyes open; and I am now an acrobat and a tamer of beasts. I understand your goodness, your impulse to help those less fortunate than yourself. I also understand that I have placed myself where I am, and that, having done so deliberately, I cannot meet as friends and equals those who might have been my equals if not friends. Besides that, I am a native of a paradox — a Republic which, though caste-bound, knows no caste abroad. I might, therefore, have been your friend if you had chosen to waive the traditions of your continent and accept the traditions of mine. But now, madame, I must beg permission to make my adieux.

She sprang up and caught both my hands in her ungloved hands. Wont you take my friendship — and give me yours — my friend?

Yes, I said, slowly. The blood beat in my temples, almost blinding me; my heart hammered in my throat till I shivered.

As in a dream I bent forward; she abandoned her hands to me; and I touched a womans hands with my lips for the first time in fifteen years.

In all devotion and loyalty — and gratitude, I said.

And in friendship — say it!

In friendship. 228

Now you may go — if you desire to. When will you come again?

When may I?

When you will.




XIV

THE PATH OF THE LIZARD

[image: img55.jpg]

ABOUT NINE OCLOCK the next morning an incident occurred which might have terminated my career in one way, and did, ultimately, end it in another.

I had been exercising my lions and putting them through their paces, and had noticed no unusual insubordination among them, when suddenly, Timour Melek, a big Algerian lion, flew at me without the slightest provocation or warning.

Fortunately I had a training-chair in my hand, on which Timour had just been sitting, and I had time to thrust it into his face. Thrice with incredible swiftness he struck the iron-chair, right, left, and right, as a cat strikes, then seized it in his teeth. At the same moment I brought my loaded whip heavily across his nose.

Down, Timour Melek! Down! down! down! I said, steadily, accompanying each word with a blow of the whip across the nose.

The brute had only hurt himself when he struck the chair, and now, under the blows raining on his sensitive nose, he doubtless remembered similar episodes in his early training, and shrank back, nearly deafening me with his roars. I followed, punishing him, and he fled towards the low iron grating which separated the training-cage from the night-quarters.

This I am now inclined to believe was a mistake of judgment on my part. I should have driven him into a corner and thoroughly cowed him, using the training-chair if necessary, and trusting to my two assistants with their irons, who had already closed up on either side of the cage.

I was not in perfect trim that morning. Not that I felt nervous in the least, nor had I any lack of self-confidence, but I was not myself. I had never in my life entered a lion-cage feeling as I did that morning — an indifference which almost amounted to laziness, an apathy which came close to melancholy.

The lions knew I was not myself — they had been aware of it as soon as I set foot in their cage; and I knew it. But my strange apathy only increased as I went about my business, perfectly aware all the time that, with lions born in captivity, the unexpected is always to be expected.

Timour Melek was now close to the low iron door between the partitions; the other lions had become unusually excited, bounding at a heavy gallop around the cage, or clinging to the bars like enormous cats.

Then, as I faced Timour, ready to force him backward through the door into the night-quarters, something in the blank glare of his eyes seemed to fascinate me. I had an absurd sensation that he was slipping away from me — escaping; that I no longer dominated him nor had authority. It was not panic, nor even fear; it was a faint paralysis — temporary, fortunately; for at that instant instinct saved me; I struck the lion a terrific blow across the nose and whirled around, chair uplifted, just in time to receive the charge of Empress Khatoun, consort of Timour.

She struck the iron-bound chair, doubling it up like crumpled paper, hurling me headlong, not to the floor of the cage, but straight through the sliding-bars which Speed had just flung open with a shout. As for me, I landed violently on my back in the sawdust, the breath knocked clean out of me.

When I could catch my breath again I realized that there was no time to waste. Speed looked at me angrily, but I jerked open the grating, flung another chair into the cage, leaped in, and, singling out Empress Khatoun, I sailed into her with passionless thoroughness, punishing her to a stand-still, while the other lions, Aicha, Marghouz, Timour, and Genghis Khan snarled and watched me steadily.

As I emerged from the cage Speed asked me whether I was hurt, and I gasped out that I was not.

What went wrong? he persisted.

Timour and that young lioness — no, I went wrong; the lions knew it at once; something failed me, I dont know what; upon my soul, Speed, I dont know what happened.

You lost your nerve?

No, not that. Timour began looking at me in a peculiar way — he certainly dominated me for an instant — for a tenth of a second; and then Khatoun flew at me before I could control Timour—

I hesitated.

Speed, it was one of those seconds that come to us, when the faintest shadow of indecision settles matters. Engineers are subject to it at the throttle, pilots at the helm, captains in battle—

Men in love, added Speed.

I looked at him, not comprehending.

By-the-way, said Speed, Leo Grammont, the greatest lion-tamer who ever lived, once told me that a man in love with a woman could not control lions; that when a man falls in love he loses that intangible, mysterious quality — call it mesmerism or whatever you like — the occult force that dominates beasts. And he said that the lions knew it, that they perceived it sometimes even before the man himself was aware that he was in love.

I looked him over in astonishment.

Whats the matter with you? he asked, amused.

Whats the matter with you? I demanded. If you mean to intimate that I have fallen in love you are certainly an astonishing ass!

Dont talk that way, he said, good-humoredly. I didnt dream of such a thing, or of offending you, Scarlett.

It struck me at the same moment that my irritable and unwarranted retort was utterly unlike me.

I beg your pardon, I said. I dont know exactly what is the matter with me to-day. First I quarrel with poor old Timour Melek, then I insult you. Ive discovered that I have nerves; I never before knew it.

Cold flap-jacks and cider would have destroyed Hercules himself in time, observed Speed, following with his eyes the movements of a lithe young girl, who was busy with the hoisting apparatus of the flying trapeze. The girl was Jacqueline, dressed in a mended gown of Miss Delanys.

At times, muttered Speed, partly to himself, that little witch frightens me. There is no risk she dares not take; even Horan gets nervous; and when that bull-necked numbskull is scared theres reason for it.

We walked out into the main tent, where simultaneous rehearsals were everywhere in progress; and I picked up the ring-masters whip and sent it curling after Briza, a harmless, fat, white mare on which pretty Mrs. Grigg was sitting expectantly. Round and round the ring she cantered, now astride two horses, now guiding a spike, practising assiduously her acrobatics. At intervals, far up in the rigging overhead, I caught glimpses of Miss Crystal swinging on her trapeze, watching the ring below.

Byram came in to rehearse the opening processional and to rebuke his dearest foe, the unspeakable camuel, bestridden by Mrs. Horan as Fatima, Queen of the Desert. Speed followed, squatted on the head of the elephant, ankus on thigh, shouting, Hôut! Mäil! Djebé Noain! Mäil the hezar! Mäil! he thundered, triumphantly, saluting Byram with lifted ankus as the elephant ambled past in a cloud of dust.

Clear the ring! cried Byram.

Miss Delany, who was outlining Jacqueline with jugglers knives, began to pull her stock of cutlery from the soft pine backing; elephant, camel, horses trampled out; Miss Crystal caught a dangling rope and slid earthward, and I turned and walked towards the outer door with Byram.

As I looked back for an instant I saw Jacqueline, in her glittering diving-skin, calmly step out of her discarded skirt and walk towards the sunken tank in the middle of the ring, which three workmen were uncovering.

She was to rehearse her perilous leap for the first time to-day, and I told Speed frankly that I was too nervous to be present, and so left him staring across the dusky tent at the slim child in spangles.

I had an appointment to meet Robert the Lizard at noon, and I was rather curious to find out how much his promises were worth when the novelty of his new gun had grown stale. So I started towards the cliffs, nibbling a crust of bread for luncheon, though the incident of the morning had left me small appetite for food.

The poacher was sunning himself on his doorsill when I came into view over the black basalt rocks. To my surprise, he touched his cap as I approached, and rose civilly, replying to my greeting with a brief, Salute, msieu!

You are prompt to the minute, I said, pleasantly.

You also, he observed. We are quits, msieu — so far.

I told him of the progress that Jacqueline was making; he listened in silence, and whether or not he was interested I could not determine.

There was a pause; I looked out across the sun-lit ocean, taking time to arrange the order of the few questions which I had to ask.

Come to the point, msieu, he said, dryly. We have struck palms.

Spite of my training, spite of the caution which experience brings to the most unsuspicious of us, I had a curious confidence in this tattered rascals loyalty to a promise. And apparently without reason, too, for there was something wrong with his eyes — or else with the way he used them. They were wonderful, vivid blue eyes, well set and well shaped, but he never looked at anybody directly except in moments of excitement or fury. At such moments his eyes appeared to be lighted up from behind.

Lizard, I said, you are a poacher.

His placid visage turned stormy.

None of that, msieu, he retorted; remember the bargain! Concern yourself with your own affairs!

Wait, I said. Im not trying to reform you. For my purposes it is a poacher I want — else I might have gone to another.

That sounds more reasonable, he admitted, guardedly.

I want to ask this, I continued: are you a poacher from necessity, or from that pure love of the chase which is born in even worse men than you and I?

I poach because I love it. There are no poachers from necessity; there is always the sea, which furnishes work for all who care to steer a sloop, or draw a seine, or wield a sea-rake. I am a pilot.

But the war?

At least the war could not keep me from the sardine grounds.

So you poach from choice?

Yes. It is in me. I am sorry, but what shall I do? Its in me.

And you cant resist?

He laughed grimly. Go and call in the hounds from the stags throat!

Presently I said:

You have been in jail?

Yes, he replied, indifferently.

For poaching?

Eur eharvik rous, he said in Breton, and I could not make out whether he meant that he had been in jail for the sake of a woman or of a little red doe. The Breton language bristles with double meanings, symbols, and allegories. The word for doe in Breton is karvez; or for a doe which never had a fawn, it is heiez; for a fawn the word is karvik.

I mentioned these facts to him, but he only looked dangerous and remained silent.

Lizard, I said, give me your confidence as I give you mine. I will tell you now that I was once in the police—

He started.

And that I expect to enter that corps again. And I want your aid.

My aid? For the police? His laugh was simply horrible. I? The Lizard? Continue, msieu.

I will tell you why. Yesterday, on a visit to Point Paradise, I saw a man lying belly down in the bracken; but I didnt let him know I saw him. I have served in the police; I think I recognize that man. He is known in Belleville as Tric-Trac. He came here, I believe, to see a man called Buckhurst. Can you find this Tric-Trac for me? Do you, perhaps, know him?

Yes, said the Lizard, I knew him in prison.

You have seen him here?

Yes, but I will not betray him.

Why?

Because he is a poor, hunted devil of a poacher like me! cried the Lizard, angrily. He must live; theres enough land in Finistère for us both.

How long has he been here in Paradise?

For two months.

And he told you he lived by poaching?

Yes.

He lies.

The Lizard looked at me intently.

He has played you; he is a thief, and he has come here to rob. He is a filou — a town rat. Can he bend a hedge-snare? Can he line a string of dead-falls? Can he even snare enough game to keep himself from starving? He a woodsman? He a poacher of the bracken? You are simple, my friend.

The veins in the poachers neck began to swell and a dull color flooded his face.

Prove that he has played me, he said.

Prove it yourself.

How?

By watching him. He came here to meet a man named Buckhurst.

I have seen that man Buckhurst, too. What is he doing here? asked the Lizard.

That is what I want you to find out and help me to find out! I said. Voilà! Now you know what I want of you. 237

The sombre visage of the poacher twitched.

I take it, said I, that you would not make a comrade of a petty pickpocket.

The poacher uttered an oath and shook his fist at me. Bon sang! he snarled, I am an honest man if I am a poacher!

Thats the reason I trusted you, said I, good-humoredly. Take your fists down, my friend, and think out a plan which will permit me to observe this Monsieur Tric-Trac at my leisure, without I myself being observed.

That is easy, he said. I take him food to-day.

Then I was right, said I, laughing. He is a Belleville rat, who cannot feed himself where there are no pockets to pick. Does he know a languste from a linnet? Not he, my friend!

The Lizard sat still, head bent, knees drawn up, apparently buried in thought. There is no injury one can do a Breton of his class like the injury of deceiving and mocking.

If Tric-Trac, a man of the city, had come here to profit by the ignorance of a Breton — and perhaps laugh at his stupidity!

But I let the ferment work in the dark blood of the Lizard, leaving him to his own sombre logic, undisturbed.

Presently the Lizard raised his head and fixed his bright, intelligent eyes on me.

Msieu, he said, in a curiously gentle voice, we men of Paradise are called out for the army. I must go, or go to jail. How can I remain here and help you trap these filous?

I have telegraphed to General Chanzy, I said, frankly. If he accepts — or if General Aurelles de Palladine is favorable — I shall make you exempt under authority from Tours. I mean to keep you in my service, anyway, I added.

You mean that — that I need not go to Lorient — to this war?

I hope so, my friend.

He looked at me, astonished. If you can do that, msieu, you can do anything.

In the meanwhile, I said, dryly, I want another look at Tric-Trac.

I could show you Tric-Trac in an hour — but to go to him direct would excite his suspicion. Besides, there are two gendarmes in Paradise to conduct the conscripts to Lorient; there are also several gardes-champêtre. But I can get you there, in the open moorland, too, under everybodys noses! Shall I? he said, with an eager ferocity that startled me.

You are not to injure him, no matter what he does or says, I said, sharply. I want to watch him, not to frighten him away. I want to see what he and Buckhurst are doing. Do you understand?

Yes.

Then strike palms!

We struck vigorously.

Now I am ready to start, I said, pleasantly.

And now I am ready to tell you something, he said, with the fierce light burning behind his blue eyes. If you were already in the police I would not help you — no, not even to trap this filou who has mocked me! If you again enter the police I will desert you!

He licked his dry lips.

Do you know what a blood-feud is?

Yes, I said.

Then understand that a man in a high place has wronged me — and that he is of the police — the Imperial Military police!
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You will know when I pass my fagot-knife into his throat, he snarled— not before.

The Lizard picked up his fishing-rod, slung a canvas bag over his stained velveteen jacket, gathered together a few coils of hair-wire, a pot of twig-lime, and other odds and ends, which he tucked into his broad-flapped coat-pocket. Allons, he said, briefly, and we started.

The canvas bag on his back bulged, perhaps with provisions, although the steel point of a murderous salmon-gaff protruded from the mouth of the sack and curved over his shoulder.

The village square in Paradise was nearly deserted. The children had raced away to follow the newly arrived gendarmes as closely as they dared, and the women were in-doors hanging about their men, whom the government summoned to Lorient.

There were, however, a few people in the square, and these the Lizard was very careful to greet. Thus we passed the mayor, waddling across the bridge, puffing with official importance over the arrival of the gendarmes. He bowed to me; the Lizard saluted him with, Times are hard on the fat! to which the mayor replied morosely, and bade him go to the devil.

Au revoir, donc, retorted the Lizard, unabashed. The mayor bawled after him a threat of arrest unless he reported next day in the square.

At that the poacher halted. Dont you wish you might get me! he said, tauntingly, probably presuming on my conditional promise.

Do you refuse to report? demanded the mayor, also halting.

Et ta sœur! replied the poacher; is she reporting at the caserne?

The mayor replied angrily, and a typical Breton quarrel began, which ended in the mayor biting his thumb-nail at the Lizard and wishing him St. Huberts luck — an insult tantamount to a curse.

Now St. Hubert was a mighty hunter, and his luck was proverbially marvellous. But as everything goes by contrary in Brittany, to wish a Breton hunter good luck was the very worst thing you could do him. Bad luck was certain to follow — if not that very day, certainly, inexorably, some day.

With wrath in his eyes the Lizard exhausted his profanity, stretching out his arm after the retreating mayor, who waddled away, gesticulating, without turning his head.

Come back! Toad! Sourd! V-Snake! Bat of the gorse! shouted the Lizard. Do you think Im afraid of your spells, fat owl of Faöuet? Evil-eyed eel! The luck of Ker-Ys to you and yours! Ho fois! Do you think I am frightened — I, Robert the Lizard? Your wife is a camel and your daughter a cow! The mayor was unmarried, but it didnt matter. And, moreover, as that official was now out of ear-shot, the Lizard turned anxiously to me.

Dont tell me you are superstitious enough to care what the mayor said, I laughed.

Dame, msieu, we shall have no luck to-day. To-morrow it doesnt matter — but if we go to-day, bad luck must come to us.

To-day? Nonsense!

If not, then another day.

Rubbish! Come on.

Do you think we could take precautions? he asked, furtively.

Take all you like, I said; rack your brains for an antidote to neutralize the bad luck, only come on, you great gaby!

I knew many of the Finistère legends; out of the corner of my eye I watched this stalwart rascal, cowed by gross superstition, peeping about for some favorable sign to counteract the luck of St. Hubert.

First he looked up at the crows, and counted them as they passed overhead cawing ominously — one — two — three — four — five! Five is danger! But wait, more were coming: one — two — three — four — five — six — seven — ! A loss! Well, that was not as bad as some things. But hark! More crows coming: one — two — three! Death!

Jesû! he faltered, ducking his head instinctively. Ill look elsewhere for signs.

The signs were all wrong that morning; first we met an ancient crone with a great pack of fagots on her bent back, and I was sure he could have strangled her cheerfully, because there are few worse omens for a hunter of game or of men. Then he examined the first mushroom he found, but under the pink-and-pearl cap we saw no insects crawling. The veil, too, was rent, showing the poisonous, fluted gills; and the toadstool blackened when he cut it with the blade of his fagot-knife.

He tried once more, however, and searched through the gorse until he found a heavy lizard, green as an emerald. He teased it till it snapped at the silver franc in my hand; its teeth should have vanished, but when he held out his finger the creature bit into it till the blood spurted.

Still I refused to turn back. What should he do? Then into his mind crept a Pouldu superstition. It was a charm against evil, including lightning, black-rot, rheumatism, and douleurs of other varieties.

The charm was simple. We needed only to build a little fire of gorse, and walk through the smoke once or twice. So we built the fire and walked through the smoke, the Lizard coughing and cursing until I feared he might overdo it by smothering us both. Then stamping out the last spark — for he was a woodsman always — we tramped on in better humor with destiny.

You think that turned the curse backward, msieu? he asked.

There is not the faintest doubt of that, I said.

Far away towards Sainte-Ysole we saw the blue woods which were our goal. However, we had no intention of going there as the bee flies, partly because Tric-Trac might see us, partly because the Lizard wished any prowling passer-by to observe that he was occupied with his illegitimate profession. For my part, I very much preferred a brush with a garde-champêtre or a summons to explain why no shots were found in the Lizards pheasants, rather than have anybody ask us why we were walking so fast towards Sainte-Ysole woods.

Therefore we promptly selected a hedge for operations, choosing a high, thick one, which separated two fields of wheat stubble.

Kneeling under the hedge, he broke a hole in it just large enough for a partridge to worry through. Then he bent his twig, fastened the hair-wire into a running noose, adjusted it, and stood up. This manœuvre he repeated at various hedges or in thickets where he lined his trail with peeled twigs on every bush.

Once he paused to reset a hare-trap with a turnip, picked up in a neighboring field; once he limed a young sapling and fixed a bit of a mirror in the branches, but not a bird alighted, although the blackthorns were full of fluttering wings. And all the while we had been twisting and doubling and edging nearer and nearer to the Sainte-Ysole woods, until we were already within their cool shadow, and I heard the tinkle of a stream among leafy depths.

Now we had no fear; we were hidden from the eyes of the dry, staring plain, and the Lizard laughed to himself as he fastened a grasshopper to his hook and flung it into the broad, dark water of the pool at his feet.

Slowly he fished up stream, but, although he seemed to be intent on his sport, there was something in the bend of his head that suggested he might be listening for other sounds than the complex melodies of mossy waterfalls.

His poachers eyes began to glisten and shimmer in the forest dusk like the eyes of wild things that hunt at night. As he noiselessly turned, his nostrils spread with a tremor, as a good dogs nose quivers at the point.

Presently he beckoned me, stepped into the moss, and crawled without a sound straight through the holly thicket.

Watch here, he whispered. Count a hundred when I disappear, then creep on your stomach to the edge of that bank. In the bed of the stream, close under you, you will see and hear your friend Tric-Trac.

Before I had counted fifty I heard the Lizard cry out, Bonjour, Tric-Trac! but I counted on, obeying the Lizards orders as I should wish mine to be obeyed. I heard a startled exclamation in reply to the Lizards greeting, then a purely Parisian string of profanity, which terminated as I counted one hundred and crept forward to the mossy edge of the bank, under the yellow beech leaves.

Below me stood the Lizard, intently watching a figure crouched on hands and knees before a small, iron-bound box.

The person addressed as Tric-Trac promptly tried to hide the box by sitting down on it. He was a young man, with wide ears and unhealthy spots on his face. His hair, which was oily and thick, he wore neatly plastered into two pointed love-locks. This not only adorned and distinguished him, but it lent a casual and detached air to his ears, which stood at right angles to the plane of his face. I knew that engaging countenance. It was the same old Tric-Trac.

Zut, alors! repeated Tric-Trac, venomously, as the poacher smiled again; cant you give the company notice when you come in?

Did you expect me to ring the tocsin? asked the Lizard.

Flute! snarled Tric-Trac. Like a mud-rat, you creep with no sound — cest pas polite, nom dun nom!

He began nervously brushing the pine-needles from his skin-tight trousers, with dirty hands.

Whats that box? asked the Lizard, abruptly.

Box? Where? A vacant expression came into Tric-Tracs face, and he looked all around him except at the box upon which he was sitting.

Box? he repeated, with that hopeless effrontery which never deserts criminals of his class, even under the guillotine. I dont see any box.

Youre sitting on it, observed the Lizard.

That box? Oh! You mean that box? Oh! He peeped at it between his meagre legs, then turned a nimble eye on the poacher.

Whats in it? demanded the poacher, sullenly.

Dont know, replied Tric-Trac, with brisk interest. I found it.

Found it! repeated the Lizard, scornfully.

Certainly, my friend; how do you suppose I came by it?

You stole it!

They faced each other for a moment.

Supposition that you are correct; what of it? said the young ruffian, calmly.

The Lizard was silent. 245

Did you bring me anything to chew on? inquired Tric-Trac, sniffing at the poachers sack.

Bread, cheese, three pheasants, cider — more than I eat in a week, said the Lizard, quietly. It will cost forty sous.

He opened his sack and slowly displayed the provisions.

I looked hard at the iron-bound box.

On one end was painted the Geneva cross. Dr. Delmont and Professor Tavernier had disappeared carrying red-cross funds. Was that their box?

I said it costs forty sous — two silver francs, repeated the Lizard, doggedly.

Forty sous? Thats robbery! sniffed the young ruffian, now using that half-whining, half-sneering form of discourse peculiar alike to the vicious chevalier of Paris and his confrère of the provincial centres. Accent and slang alone distinguish between them; the argot, however, is practically the same.

Tric-Trac fished a few coins from his pocket, counted carefully, and handed them, one by one, to the poacher.

The poacher coolly tossed the food on the ground, and, as Tric-Trac rose to pick it up, seized the box.

Drop that! said Tric-Trac, quickly.

Whats in it?

Nothing! Drop it, I tell you.

Wheres the key?

Theres no key — its a machine.

Whats in it?

Now Ive been trying to find out for two weeks, sneered Tric-Trac, and I dont know yet. Drop it!

Im going to open it all the same, said the Lizard, coolly, lifting the lid.

A sudden silence followed; then the Lizard swore vigorously. There was another box within the light, iron-edged casket, a keyless cube of shining steel, with a knob on the top, and a needle which revolved around a dial on which were engraved the hours and minutes. And emblazoned above the dial was the coat of arms of the Countess de Vassart.

When Tric-Trac had satisfied himself concerning the situation, he returned to devour his food.

Flute! Zut! Mince! he observed; you and your bad manners, they sicken me — tiens!

The Lizard, flat on his stomach, lay with the massive steel box under his chin, patiently turning the needle from figure to figure.

Wonderful! wonderful! sneered Tric-Trac. Continue, my friend, to put out your eyes with your fingers!

The Lizard continued to turn the needle backward and forward around the face of the dial. Once, when he twirled it impatiently, a tiny chime rang out from within the box, but the steel lid did not open.

Its the Angelus, said Tric-Trac, with a grimace. Let us pray, my friend, for a cold-chisel — when my friend Buckhurst returns.

Still the Lizard lay, unmoved, turning the needle round and round.

Tric-Trac having devoured the cheese, bread, and an entire pheasant, made a bundle of the remaining food, emptied the cider-jug, wiped his beardless face with his cap, and announced that he would be pleased to broil a cigarette.

Do you want the gendarmes to scent tobacco? said the Lizard.

Are the Flics out already? asked Tric-Trac, astonished.

Theyre in Paradise, setting the whole Department by the ears. But they cant look sideways at me; Im going to be exempt.

It strikes me, observed Tric-Trac, that you take great precautions for your own skin. 247

I do, said the Lizard.

What about me?

The poacher looked around at the young ruffian. Those muscles in the human face which draw back the upper lip are not the muscles used for laughter. Animals employ them when they snarl. And now the Lizard laughed that way; his upper lip shrank from the edge of his yellow teeth, and he regarded Tric-Trac with oblique and burning eyes.

What about me? repeated Tric-Trac, in an offended tone. Am I to live in fear of the Flics?

The Lizard laughed again, and Tric-Trac, disgusted, stood up, settled his cap over his wide ears, humming a song as he loosened his trousers-belt:



	
Sivoustnezàvotsquelette
NefaitpascommeBibi!
Claquerplutôtdansvotlit
QuedeclaqueràlaRoquette! — 






Who are you gaping at? he added, abruptly. Bon; cest ma geule. Et après? Drop that box!

Come, replied the Lizard, coldly, placing the box on the moss, youd better not quarrel with me.

Oh, thats a threat, is it? sneered Tric-Trac. He walked over to the steel box, lifted it, placed it in the iron-edged case, and sat down on the case.

I want you to comprehend, he added, that you have pushed your nose into an affair that does not concern you. The next time you come here to sell your snared pheasants, come like a man, nom de Dieu! and not like a cat of the Glacière! — or Ill find a way to stop your curiosity.

The dull-red color surged into the poachers face and heavy neck; for a moment he stood as though stunned. Then he dragged out his knife. 248

Tric-Trac sat looking at him insolently, one hand thrust into the bosom of his greasy coat.

Ive got a toy under my cravate that says Papa! six times — pop! pop! pop! pop! pop! pop! Papa! he continued, calmly; so theres no use in your turning red and swelling the veins in your neck. Go to the devil! Do you think I cant live without you? Go to the devil with your traps and partridges and fish-hooks — and that fagot-knife in your fist — and if you try to throw it at me youll make a sad mistake!

The Lizards half-raised hand dropped as Tric-Trac, with a movement like lightning, turned a revolver full on him, talking all the while in his drawling whine.

Cest çà! Now you are reasonable. Get out of this forest, my friend — or stay and join us. Eh! That astonishes you? Why? Idiot, we want men like you. We want men who have nothing to lose and — millions to gain! Ah, you are amazed! Yes, millions — I say it. I, Tric-Trac of the Glacière, who have done my time in Noumea, too! Yes, millions.

The young ruffian laughed and slowly passed his tongue over his thin lips. The Lizard slowly returned his knife to its sheath, looked all around, then deliberately sat down on the moss cross-legged. I could have hugged him.

A million? Where? he asked, vacantly.

Parbleu! Naturally you ask where, chuckled Tric-Trac. Tiens! A supposition that its in this box!

The box is too small, said the Lizard, patiently.

Tric-Trac roared. Listen to him! Listen to the child! he cried, delighted. Too small to hold gold enough for you? Very well — but is a ship big enough?

A big ship is.

Tric-Trac wriggled in convulsions of laughter.

Oh, listen! He wants a big ship! Well — say a ship as big as that ugly, black iron-clad sticking up out of the sea yonder, like a Usine-de-gaz!

I think that ship would be big enough, said the poacher, seriously.

Tric-Trac did not laugh; his little eyes narrowed, and he looked steadily at the poacher.

Do you mean what I mean? he asked, deliberately.

Well, said the Lizard, what do you mean?

I mean that France is busy stitching on a new flag.

Black?

Red — first.

Oh-h! mused the poacher. When does France hoist that new red flag?

When Paris falls.

The poacher rested his chin on his doubled fist and leaned forward across his gathered knees. I see, he drawled.

Under the commune there can be no more poverty, said Tric-Trac; you comprehend that.

Exactly.

And no more aristocrats.

Exactly.

Well, said Tric-Trac, his head on one side, how does that programme strike you?

It is impossible, your programme, said the poacher, rising to his feet impatiently.

You think so? Wait a few days! Wait, my friend, cried Tric-Trac, eagerly; and say! — come back here next Monday! There will be a few of us here — a few friends. And keep your mouth shut tight. Here! Wait. Look here, friend, dont let a little pleasantry stand between comrades. Your fagot-knife against my little flute that sings pa-pa! — that leaves matters balanced, eh?

The young ruffian had followed the Lizard and caught him by his stained velvet coat. 250

Voyons, he persisted, do you think the commune is going to let a comrade starve for lack of Badinguets lozenges? Here, take a few of these! and the rascal thrust out a dirty palm full of twenty-franc gold pieces.

What are these for? muttered the Lizard, sullenly.

For your beaux yeux, imbecile! cried Tric-Trac, gayly. Come back when you want more. My comrade, Citizen Buckhurst, will be glad to see you next Monday. Adieu, my friend. Dont chatter to the Flics!

He picked up his box and the packet of provisions, dropped his revolver into the side-pocket of his jacket, cocked his greasy cap, blew a kiss to the Lizard, and started off straight into the forest. After a dozen steps he hesitated, turned, and looked back at the poacher for a moment in silence. Then he made a friendly grimace.

You are not a fool, he said, so you wont follow me. Come again Monday. It will really be worth while, dear friend. Then, as on an impulse, he came all the way back, caught the Lizard by the sleeve, raised his meagre body on tip-toe, and whispered.

The Lizard turned perfectly white; Tric-Trac trotted away into the woods, hugging his box and smirking.

The Lizard and I walked back together. By the time we reached Paradise bridge I understood him better, and he understood me. And when we arrived at the circus tent, and when Speed came up, handing me a telegram from Chanzy refusing my services, the Lizard turned to me like an obedient hound to take my orders — now that I was not to re-enter the Military Police.

I ordered him to disobey the orders from Lorient and from the mayor of Paradise; to take to the woods as though to avoid the conscription; to join Buckhursts franc-company of ruffians, and to keep me fully informed. 251

And, Lizard, I said, you may be caught and hanged for it by the police, or stabbed by Tric-Trac.

Bien, he said, coolly.

But it is a brave thing you do; a soldierly thing!

He was silent.

It is for France, I said.

He shrugged his shoulders.

And well catch this Tric-Trac red-handed, I suggested.

Ah — yes! His eyes glowed as though lighted up from behind. And another who is high in the police, and a friend of this Tric-Trac!

Was it that mans name he whispered to you when you turned so white? I said, suddenly.

The Lizard turned his glowing eyes on me.

Was the mans name — Mornac? I asked, at a hopeless venture.

The Lizard shivered; I needed no reply, not even his hoarse, Are you the devil, that you know all things?

I looked at him wonderingly. What wrong could Mornac have done a ragged outcast here on the Breton coast? And where was Mornac? Had he left Paris in time to avoid the Prussian trap? Was he here in this country, rubbing elbows with Buckhurst?

Did Tric-Trac tell you that Mornac was at the head of that band? I demanded.

Why do you ask me? stammered the Lizard; you know everything — even when it is scarcely whispered!

The superstitious astonishment of the man, his utter collapse and his evident fear of me, did not suit me. Treachery comes through that kind of fear; I meant to rule him in another and safer manner. I meant to be absolutely honest with him.

It was difficult to persuade him that I had only guessed the name whispered; that, naturally, I should think of Mornac as a high officer of police, and particularly so since I knew him to be a villain, and had also divined his relations with Buckhurst.

I drew from the poacher that Tric-Trac had named Mornac as head of the communistic plot in Brittany; that Mornac was coming to Paradise very soon, and that then something gay might be looked for.

And that night I took Speed into my confidence and finally Kelly Eyre, our balloonist.

And we talked the matter over until long after midnight.




XV

FOREWARNED
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THE LIONS HAD now begun to give me a great deal of trouble. Timour Melek, the old villain, sat on his chair, snarling and striking at me, but still going through his paces; Empress Khatoun was a perfect devil of viciousness, and refused to jump her hoops; even poor little Aïcha, my pet, fed by me soon after her foster-mother, a big Newfoundland, had weaned her, turned sullen in the pyramid scene. I roped her and trimmed her claws; it was high time.

Oh, they knew, and I knew, that matters had gone wrong with me; that I had, for a time, at least, lost the intangible something which I once possessed — that occult right to dominate.

It worried me; it angered me. Anger in authority, which is a weakness, is quickly discovered by beasts.

Speeds absurd superstition continued to recur to me at inopportune moments; in my brain his voice was ceaselessly sounding— A man in love, a man in love, a man in love — until a flash of temper sent my lions scurrying and snarling into a pack, where they huddled and growled, staring at me with yellow, mutinous eyes.

Yet, strangely, the greater the risk, and the plainer to me that my lions were slipping out of my control, the more my apathy increased, until even Byram began to warn me.

Still I never felt the slightest physical fear; on the contrary, as my irritation increased my disdain grew. It seemed a monstrous bit of insolence on the part of these overgrown cats to meditate an attack on me. Even though I began to feel that it was only a question of time when the moment must arrive, even though I gradually became certain that the first false move on my part would precipitate an attack, the knowledge left me almost indifferent.

That morning, as I left the training-cage — where, among others, Kelly Eyre stood looking on — I suddenly remembered Sylvia Elven and her message to Eyre, which I had never delivered.

We strolled towards the stables together; he was a pleasant, clean-cut, fresh-faced young fellow, a man I had never known very well, but one whom I was inclined to respect and trust.

My son, said I, politely, do you think you have arrived at an age sufficiently mature to warrant my delivering to you a message from a pretty girl?

Theres no harm in attempting it, my venerable friend, he replied, laughing.

This is the message, I said: On Sunday the book-stores are closed in Paris.

Who gave you that message, Scarlett? he stammered.

I looked at him curiously, brutally; a red, hot blush had covered his face from neck to hair.

In case you asked, I was to inform you, said I, that a Bretonne at Point Paradise sent the message.

A Bretonne! he repeated, as though scared.

A Bretonne!

But I dont know any!

I shrugged my shoulders discreetly.

Are you certain she was a Bretonne? he asked. His nervousness surprised me.
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I know — I know — but that message — there is only one woman who could have sent it— He hesitated, red as a pippin.

He was so young, so manly, so unspoiled, and so red, that on an impulse I said: Kelly, it was Mademoiselle Elven who sent you the message.

His face expressed troubled astonishment.

Is that her name? he asked.

Well — its one of them, anyway, I replied, beginning to feel troubled in my turn. See here, Kelly, its not my business, but you wont mind if I speak plainly, will you? The times are queer — you understand. Everybody is suspicious; everybody is under suspicion in these days. And I want to say that the young lady who sent that curious message to you is as clever as twenty men like you and me.

He was silent.

If it is a love affair, Ill stop now — not a question, you understand. If it is not — well, as an older and more battered and world-worn man, Im going to make a suggestion to you — with your permission.

Make it, he said, quietly.

Then I will. Dont talk to Mademoiselle Elven. You, Speed, and I know something about a certain conspiracy; we are going to know more before we inform the captain of that cruiser out there beyond Point Paradise. I know Mademoiselle Elven — slightly. I am afraid of her — and I have not yet decided why. Dont talk to her.

But — I dont know her, he said; or, at least I dont know her by that name.

After a moment I said: Is the person in question the companion of the Countess de Vassart?

If she is I do not know it, he replied.

Was she once an actress?
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Then who do you believe sent you that message, Kelly?

His cheeks began to burn again, and he gave me an uncomfortable look. A silence, and he sat down in my dressing-room, his boyish head buried in his hands. After a glance at him I began changing my training-suit for riding-clothes, whistling the while softly to myself. As I buttoned a fresh collar he looked up.

Mr. Scarlett, you are well-born and — you are here in the circus with the rest of us. You know what we are — you know that two or three of us have seen better days,... that something has gone wrong with us to bring us here,... but we never speak of it,... and never ask questions.... But I should like to tell you about myself;... you are a gentleman, you know,... and I was not born to anything in particular.... I was a clerk in the consuls office in Paris when Monsieur Tissandier took a fancy to me, and I entered his balloon ateliers to learn to assist him.

He hesitated. I tied my necktie very carefully before a bit of broken mirror.

Then the government began to make much of us,... you remember? We started experiments for the army.... I was intensely interested, and ... there was not much talk about secrecy then,... and my salary was large, and I was received at the Tuileries. My head was turned;... life was easy, brilliant. I made an invention — a little electric screw which steered a balloon ... sometimes... He laughed, a mirthless laugh, and looked at me. All the color had gone from his face.

There was a woman— I turned partly towards him.

We met first at the British Embassy,... then elsewhere,... everywhere.... We skated together at the club in the Bois at that celebrated fête,... you know? — the Emperor was there— 257

I know, I said.

He looked at me dreamily, passed his hand over his face, and went on:

Somehow we always talked about military balloons. And that evening ... she was so interested in my work ... I brought some little sketches I had made—

I understand, I said.

He looked at me miserably. She was to return the sketches to me at Calmans — the fashionable book-store,... next day.... I never thought that the next day was to be Sunday.... The book-stores of Paris are not open on Sunday — but the War Office is.

I began to put on my coat.

And the sketches were asked for? I suggested— and you naturally told what had become of them?

I refused to name her.

Of course; men of our sort cant do that.

I am not of your sort — you know it.

Oh yes, you are, my friend — and the same kind of fool, too. Theres only one kind of man in this world.

He looked at me listlessly.

So they sent you to a fortress? I asked.

To New Caledonia,... four years.... I was only twenty, Scarlett,... and ruined.... I joined Byram in Antwerp and risked the tour through France.

After a moments thought I said: In your opinion, what nation profited by your sketches? Italy? Spain? Prussia? Bavaria? England?... Perhaps Russia?

Do you mean that this woman was a foreign spy?

Perhaps. Perhaps she was only careless, or capricious,... or inconstant.... You never saw her again?

I was under arrest on Sunday. I do not know.... I like to believe that she went to the book-store on Monday,... that she made an innocent mistake,... but I never knew, Scarlett,... I never knew.

Suppose you ask her? I said.

He reddened furiously.

I cannot.... If she did me a wrong, I cannot reproach her; if she was innocent — look at me, Scarlett! — a ragged, ruined mountebank in a travelling circus,... and she is—

An honest woman that a man might care for?

That is ... my belief.

If she is, I said, go and ask her about those drawings.

But if she is not,... I cannot tell you! he flashed out.

Let us shake hands, Kelly, I said,... and be very good friends. Will you?

He gave me his hand rather shyly.

We will never speak of her again, I said,... unless you desire it. You have had a terrible lesson in caution; I need say no more. Only remember that I have trusted you with a secret concerning Buckhursts conspiracy.

His firm hand tightened on mine, then he walked away, steadily, head high. And I went out to saddle my horse for a canter across the moor to Point Paradise.

It was a gray day, with a hint of winter in the air, and a wind that set the gorse rustling like tissue-paper. Up aloft the sun glimmered, a white spot in a silvery smother; pale lights lay on moorland and water; the sea tumbled over the bar, boiling like a flood of liquid lead from which the spindrift curled and blew into a haze that buried the island of Groix and turned the anchored iron-clad to a phantom.

A day for a gallop, if ever there was such a day! — a day to wash out care from a troubled mind and cleanse it in the whipping, reeking, wet east wind — a day for a fox! And I rose in my saddle and shouted aloud as a red fox shot out of the gorse and galloped away across the endless moorland, with the feathers of a mallard still sticking to his whiskers.

Oh, what a gallop, with risk enough, too; for I did not know the coast moors; and the deep clefts from the cliffs cut far inland, so that eye and ear and bridle-hand were tense and ready to catch danger ere it ingulfed us in some sea-churned crevice hidden by the bracken. And how the gray gulls squealed, high whirling over us, and the wild ducks in the sedge rose with clapping wings, craning their necks, only to swing overhead in circles, whimpering, and drop, with pendent legs and wings aslant, back into the bog from which we startled them.

A ride into an endless gray land, sweet with sea-scents, rank with the perfume of salty green things; a ride into a land of gushing winds, wet as spray, strong and caressing, too, and full of mischief; winds that set miles of sedge rippling; sudden winds, that turned still pools to geysers and set the yellow gorse flowers flying; winds that rushed up with a sea-roar like the sound in shells, then, sudden, died away, to leave the furrowed clover motionless and the tall reeds still as death.

So, by strange ways and eccentric circles, like the aërial paths of homing sea-birds, I came at last to the spot I had set out for, consciously; yet it surprised me to find I had come there.

Before I crossed the little bridge I scented the big orange-tinted tea-roses and the pinks. Leaves on apricots were falling; the fig-tree was bare of verdure, and the wind chased the big, bronzed leaves across the beds of herbs, piling them into heaps at the base of the granite wall.

A boy took my horse; a servant in full Breton costume admitted me; the velvet humming of Sylvia Elvens spinning-wheel filled the silence, like the whirring of a great, soft moth imprisoned in a room:



	
WoetotheMaidsofParadise,
Yvonne!
TwicehavetheSaxonslanded — twice!
Yvonne!
YetshallParadiseseethemthrice!
Yvonne!Yvonne!Marivonik!

Fairistheirhairandbluetheireyes,
Yvonne!
Bodyome!theirwordsarelies,
Yvonne!
MaidsofParadise,oh,bewise!
Yvonne!Yvonne!Marivonik!






The door swung open noiselessly; the whir of the wheel and the sound of the song filled the room for an instant, then was shut out as the Countess de Vassart closed the door and came forward to greet me.

In her pretty, soft gown, with a tint of blue ribbon at the neck and shoulders, she seemed scarcely older than a school-girl, so radiant, so sweet and fresh she stood there, giving me her little hand to touch in friendship.

It was so good of you to come, she said; I know you made it a duty and gave up a glorious gallop to be amiable to me. Did you?

I tried to say something, but her loveliness confused me.

Somebody brought tea — I dont know who; all I could see clearly was her gray eyes meeting mine — the light from the leaded window touching her glorious, ruddy hair.

As for the tea, I took whatever she offered; doubtless I drank it, but I dont remember. Nor do I remember what she said at first, for somehow I began thinking about my lions, and the thought obsessed me even while striving to listen to her, even in the tingling maze of other thoughts which kept me dumb under the exquisite spell of this intimacy with her.

The delicate odor of ripened herbs stole into the room from the garden; far away, through the whispering whir of the spinning-wheel, I heard the sea.

Do you like Sylvias song? she asked, turning her head to listen. It is a very old song — a very, very old one — centuries old. Its all about the English, how they came to harry our coasts in those days — and it has almost a hundred verses! Something of the Bretonne came into her eyes for a moment, that shadow of sadness, that patient fatalism in which, too, there is something of distrust. The next instant her eyes cleared and she smiled.

The Trécourts suffered much from the English raiders. I am a Trécourt, you know. That song was made about us — about a young girl, Yvonne de Trécourt, who was carried away by the English. She was foolish; she had a lover among the Saxons,... and she set a signal for him, and they came and sacked the town, and carried her away, and that was what she got for her folly.

She bent her head thoughtfully; the sound of the sea grew louder in the room; a yellow light stole out of the west and touched the window-panes, slowly deepening to orange; against it the fruit trees stood, a leafless tracery of fragile branches.

It is the winter awaking, very far away, she said, under her breath.

Something in the hollow monotone of the sea made me think again of the low grumble of restless lions. The sound was hateful. Why should it steal in here — why haunt me even in this one spot in all the world where a world-tired man had found a moments peace in a womans eyes.

Are you troubled? she asked, then colored at her own question, as though deeming the impulse to speak unwarranted.

No, not troubled. Happiness is often edged with a shadow. I am content to be here.

She bent her head and looked at the heavy rose lying in solitary splendor on the table. The polished wood reflected it in subdued tints of saffron.

It is a strange friendship, I said.

Ours?... yes.

I said, musing: To me it is like magic. I scarce dare speak, scarce breathe, lest the spell break.

She was silent.

 — Lest the spell break — and this house, this room, fade away, leaving me alone, staring at the world once more.

If there is a spell, you have cast it, she said, laughing at my sober face. A wizard ought to be able to make his spells endure.

Then her face grew graver. You must forget the past, she said; you must forget all that was cruel and false and unhappy,... will you not?

Yes, madame.

I, too, she said, have much to forget and much to hope for; and you taught me how to forget and how to hope.

I, madame?

Yes,... at La Trappe, at Morsbronn, and here. Look at me. Have I not changed?

Yes, I said, fascinated.

I know I have, she said, as though speaking to herself. Life means more now. Somehow my childhood seems to have returned, with all its hope of the world and all its confidence in the world, and its certainty that all will be right. Years have fallen from my shoulders like a released burden that was crushing me to my knees. I have awakened from a dream that was not life at all,... a dream in which I, alone, staggered through darkness, bearing the world on my shoulders — the world doubly weighted with the sorrows of mankind,... a dream that lasted years, but...you awoke me.

She leaned forward and lifted the rose, touching her face with it.

It was so simple, after all — this secret of the worlds malady. You read it for me. I know now what is written on the eternal tablets — to live ones own life as it is given, in honor, charity, without malice; to seek happiness where it is offered; to share it when possible; to uplift. But, most of all, to be happy and accept happiness as a heavenly gift that is to be shared with as many as possible. And this I have learned since ... I knew you.

The light in the room had grown dimmer; I leaned forward to see her face.

Am I not right? she asked.

I think so.... I am learning from you.

But you taught this creed to me! she cried.

No, you are teaching it to me. And the first lesson was a gift,... your friendship.

Freely given, gladly given, she said, quickly. And yours I have in return,... and will keep always — always—

She crushed the rose against her mouth, looking at me with inscrutable gray eyes, as I had seen her look at me once at La Trappe, once in Morsbronn.

I picked up my gloves and riding-crop; as I rose she stood up in the dusk, looking straight at me.

I said something about Sylvia Elven and my compliments to her, something else about the happiness I felt at coming to the château again, something about her own goodness to me — Heaven knows what! — and she gave me her hand and I held it a moment. 264

Will you come again? she asked.

I stammered a promise and made my way blindly to the door which a servant threw open, flung myself astride my horse, and galloped out into the waste of moorland, seeing nothing, hearing nothing save the low roar of the sea, like the growl of restless lions.




XVI

A RESTLESS MAN
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WHEN I CAME into camp, late that afternoon, I found Byram and Speed groping about among a mass of newspapers and letters, the first mail we circus people had received for nearly two months.

There were letters for all who were accustomed to look for letters from families, relatives, or friends at home. I never received letters — I had received none of that kind in nearly a score of years, yet that curious habit of expectancy had not perished in me, and I found myself standing with the others while Byram distributed the letters, one by one, until the last home-stamped envelope had been given out, and all around me the happy circus-folk were reading in homesick contentment. I know of no lonelier man than he who lingers empty-handed among those who pore over the home mail.

But there were newspapers enough and to spare — French, English, American; and I sat down by my lions cage and attempted to form some opinion of the state of affairs in France. And, as far as I could read between the lines, this is what I gathered, partly from my own knowledge of past events, partly from the foreign papers, particularly the English:

When, on the 3d of September, the humiliating news arrived that the Emperor was a prisoner and his army annihilated, the government, for the first time in its existence, acted with promptness and decision in a matter of importance. Secret orders were sent by couriers to the Bank of France, to the Louvre, and to the Invalides; and, that same night, train after train rushed out of Paris loaded with the battle-flags from the Invalides, the most important pictures and antique sculptures from the Louvre, the greater part of the gold and silver from the Bank of France, and, last but by no means least, the crown and jewels of France.

This Speed and I already knew.

These trains were despatched to Brest, and at the same time a telegram was directed to the admiral commanding the French iron-clad fleet in the Baltic to send an armored cruiser to Brest with all haste possible, there to await further orders, but to be fully prepared in any event to take on board certain goods designated in cipher. This we knew in a general way, though Speed understood that Lorient was to be the port of departure.

The plan was a good one and apparently simple; and there seemed to be no doubt that jewels, battle-flags, pictures, and coin were already beyond danger from the German armies, now plodding cautiously southward toward the capital, which was slowly recovering from its revolutionary convulsions and preparing for a siege.

The plan, then, was simple; but, for an equally simple reason, it miscarried in the following manner. Early in August, while the French armies from the Rhine to the Meuse were being punished with frightful regularity and precision, the French Mediterranean squadron had sailed up and down that interesting expanse of water, apparently in patriotic imitation of the historic



	
KingofFranceandtwentythousandmen.
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For, it now appeared, the French admiral was afraid that the Spanish navy might aid the German ships in harassing the French transports, which at that time were frantically engaged in ferrying a sea-sick Algerian army across the Mediterranean to the mother country.

Of course there was no ground for the admirals suspicions. The German war-ships stayed in their own harbors, the Spaniards made no offensive alliance with Prussia, and at length the French admiral sailed triumphantly away with his battleships and cruisers.

On the 7th of August the squadron of four battleships, two armored corvettes, and a despatch-boat steamed out of Brest, picking up on its way northward three more iron-clad frigates, and several cruisers and despatch-boats; and on the 11th of August, 1870, the squadron anchored off Heligoland, from whence Admiral Fourichon proclaimed the blockade of the German coast.

It must have been an imposing sight! There lay the great iron-clads, the Magnanime, the Héroine, the Provence, the Valeureuse, the Revanche, the Invincible, the Couronne! There lay the cruisers, the Atalante, the Renaud, the Cosmao, the Decrès! There, too, lay the single-screw despatch-boats Reine-Hortense, Renard, and Dayot. And upon their armored decks, three by three, stalked the French admirals. Yet, without cynicism, it may be said that the admirals of France fought better, in 1870, on dry land than they did on the ocean.

However, the German ships stayed peacefully inside their fortified ports, and the three French admirals pranced peacefully up and down outside, until the God of battles intervened and trouble naturally ensued.

On the 6th of September all the seas of Europe were set clashing under a cyclone that rose to a howling hurricane. The British iron-clad Captain foundered off Finistère; the French fleet in the Baltic was scattered to the four winds.

In the midst of the tempest a French despatch-boat, the Hirondelle, staggered into sight, signalling the flag-ship. Then the French admiral for the first time learned the heart-breaking news of Sedan, and as the tempest-tortured battle-ship drove seaward the signals went up: Make for Brest! The blockade of the German coast was at an end.

On the 4th of September the treasure-laden trains had left Paris for Brest. On the 5th the Hirondelle steamed out towards the fleet with the news from Sedan and the orders for the detachment of a cruiser to receive the crown jewels. On the 6th the news and the orders were signalled to the flag-ship; but the God of battles unchained a tempest which countermanded the order and hurled the iron-clads into outer darkness.

Some of the ships crept into English ports, burning their last lumps of coal, some drifted into Dunkerque; but the flag-ship disappeared for nine long days, at last to reappear off Cherbourg, a stricken thing with a stricken crew and an admiral broken-hearted.

So, for days and days, the treasure-laden trains must have stood helpless in the station at Brest, awaiting the cruiser that did not come.

On the 17th of September the French Channel squadron, of seven heavy iron-clads, unexpectedly steamed into Lorient harbor and dropped anchor amid thundering salutes from the forts; and the next day one of the treasure-trains came flying into Lorient, to the unspeakable relief of the authorities in the beleaguered capital.

Speed and I already knew the secret orders sent. The treasures, including the crown diamonds, were to be stored in the citadel, and an armored cruiser was to lie off the arsenal with banked fires, ready to receive the treasures at the first signal and steam to the French fortified port of Saïgon in Cochin China, by a course already determined.

Why on earth those orders had been changed so that the cruiser was to lie off Groix I could not imagine, unless some plot had been discovered in Lorient which had made it advisable to shift the location of the treasures for the third time.

Pondering there at the tent door, amid my heap of musty newspapers, I looked out into the late, gray afternoon and saw the maids of Paradise passing and repassing across the bridge with a clicking of wooden shoes and white head-dresses glimmering in the dusk of the trees.

The town had filled within a day or two; the Paradise coiffe was not the only coiffe to be seen in the square; there was the delicate-winged head-dress of Faöuet, the beautiful coiffes of Rosporden, Sainte-Anne dAuray, and Pont Aven; there, too, flashed the scarlet skirts of Bannalec and the gorgeous embroidered bodices of the interior; there were the men of Quimperlé in velvet, the men of Penmarch, the men of Faöuet with their dark, Spanish-like faces and their sombreros, and their short yellow jackets and leggings. All in holiday costume, too, for the maids were stiff in silver and lace, and the men wore carved sabots and embroidered gilets.

Governor, I called out to Byram, the town is filling fast. Its like a Pardon in Morbihan; well pack the old tent to the niggers-heaven!

Its a fact, he said, pushing his glasses up over his forehead and fanning his face with his silk hat. Were going to open to a lot of money, Mr. Scarlett, and ... I aint goin to forgit them that stood by me, neither.

He placed a heavy hand on my shoulder, and, stooping, peered into my face. 270

Air you sick, m friend? he asked.

I, governor? Why, no.

Aint been bit by that there paltry camuel nor nothin, hev ye?

No; do I look ill?

Peaked — kind o peaked. White, with dark succles under your eyes. Air you nervous?

About the lions? Oh no. Dont worry about me, governor.

He sighed, adjusted his spectacles, and blew his nose.

Mr. Speed — hes worriting, too; he says that Empress Khatoun means to hev ye one o these days.

You tell Mr. Speed to worry over his own affairs — that child, Jacqueline, for instance. I suppose she made her jump without trouble to-day? I was too nervous to stay and watch her.

M friend, said Byram, in solemn ecstasy, I take off my hat to that there kid! And he did so with a flourish. You orter seen her; she hung on that flying trap, jest as easy an sassy! We was all half crazy. Speed he grew blue around the gills; Miss Crystal, a-swingin there in the riggin by her knees, kept a swallerin an lickin her lips, she was that scared.

Ready? she calls out in a sort o quaver.

Ready! sez little Jacqueline, cool as ice, swingin by her knees. Go! sez Miss Crystal, an the kid let go, an Miss Crystal grabbed her by the ankles. Ready? calls up Speed, beside the tank.

Ready! sez the kid, smilin. Drop! cries Speed. An Jacqueline shot down like a blazing star — whir! swish! splash! All over! An that there nervy kid a floatin an a sportin like a minnie-fish at tother end o the tank! Oh, gosh, but it was grand! It was jest— 271

Speech failed; he walked away, waving his arms, his rusty silk hat on the back of his head.

A few moments later drums began to roll from the square. Speed, passing, called out to me that the conscripts were leaving for Lorient; so I walked down to the bridge, where the crowd had gathered and where a tall gendarme stood, his blue-and-white uniform distinct in the early evening light. The mayor was there, too, dressed in his best, waddling excitedly about, and buttonholing at intervals a young lieutenant of infantry, who appeared to be extremely bored.

There were the conscripts of the Garde Mobile, an anxious peasant rabble, awkward, resigned, docile as cattle. Here stood a farmer, reeking of his barnyard; here two woodsmen from the forest, belted and lean; but the majority were men of the sea, heavy-limbed, sun-scorched fellows, with little, keen eyes always half closed, and big, helpless fists hanging. Some carried their packets slung from hip to shoulder, some tied their parcels to the muzzles of their obsolete muskets. A number wore the boatmans smock, others the farmers blouse of linen, but the greater number were clad in the blue-wool jersey and cloth béret of the sailor.

Husbands, sons, lovers, looked silently at the women. The men uttered no protest, no reproach; the women wept very quietly. In their hearts that strange mysticism of the race predominated — the hopeless acceptance of a destiny which has, for centuries, left its imprint in the sad eyes of the Breton. Generations of martyrdom leave a cowed and spiritually fatigued race which breeds stoics.

Like great white blossoms, the spotless head-dresses of the maids of Paradise swayed and bowed above the crowd.

A little old woman stood beside a sailor, saying to anybody who would listen to her: My son — they are taking my son. Why should they take my son?

Another said: They are taking mine, too, but he cannot fight on land. He knows the sea; he is not afraid at sea. Can nobody help us? He cannot fight on land; he does not know how!

A woman carrying a sleeping baby stood beside the drummers at the fountain. Five children dragged at her skirts and peered up at the mayor, who shrugged his shoulders and shook his fat head.

What can I do? He must march with the others, your man, said the mayor, again and again. But the woman with the baby never ceased her eternal question: What can we live on if you take him? I do not mean to complain too much, but we have nothing. What can we live on, msieu the mayor?

But now the drummers had stepped out into the centre of the square and were drawing their drum-sticks from the brass sockets in their baldricks.

Good-bye! Good-bye! sobbed the maids of Paradise, giving both hands to their lovers. We will pray for you!

Pray for us, said the men, holding their sweethearts hands.

Attention! cried the officer, a slim, hectic lieutenant from Lorient.

The mayor handed him the rolls, and the lieutenant, facing the shuffling single rank, began to call off:

Roux of Bannalec?

Here, monsieur—

Dont say, Here, monsieur! Say, Present! Now, Roux?

Present, monsieur—

Idiot! Kedrec?

Present! 273

Thats right! Penmarch?

Present!

Rhuis of Sainte-Yssel?

Present!

Hervé of Paradise Beacon?

Present!

Laenec?

Present!

Duhamel?

Present!

The officer moistened his lips, turned the page, and continued:

Carnac of Alincourt?

There was a silence, then a voice cried, Crippled!

Mark him off, lieutenant, said the mayor, pompously; hes our little hunchback.

Shall I mark you in his place? asked the lieutenant, with a smile that turned the mayors blood to water. No? You would make a fine figure for a forlorn hope.

A man burst out laughing, but he was half crazed with grief, and his acrid mirth found no response. Then the roll-call was resumed:

Gestel?

Present!

Garenne!

There was another silence.

Robert Garenne! repeated the officer, sharply. Monsieur the mayor has informed me that you are liable for military duty. If you are present, answer to your name or take the consequences!

The poacher, who had been lounging on the bridge, slouched slowly forward and touched his cap.

I am organizing a franc corps, he said, with a deadly sidelong glance at the mayor, who now stood beside the lieutenant. 274

You can explain that at Lorient, replied the lieutenant. Fall in there!

But I—

Fall in! repeated the lieutenant.

The poachers visage became inflamed. He hesitated, looking around for an avenue of escape. Then he caught my disgusted eye.

For the last time, said the lieutenant, coolly drawing his revolver, I order you to fall in!

The poacher backed into the straggling rank, glaring.

Now, said the lieutenant, you may go to your house and get your packet. If we have left when you return, follow and report at the arsenal in Lorient. Fall out! March!

The poacher backed out to the rear of the rank, turned on his heel, and strode away towards the coast, clinched fists swinging by his side.

There were not many names on the roll, and the call was quickly finished. And now the infantry drummers raised their sticks high in the air, there was a sharp click, a crash, and the square echoed.

March! cried the officer; and, drummers ahead, the long single rank shuffled into fours, and the column started, enveloped in a throng of women and children.

Good-bye! sobbed the women. We will pray!

Good-bye! Pray!

The crowd pressed on into the dusk. Far up the darkening road the white coiffes of the women glimmered; the drum-roll softened to a distant humming.

The children, who did not understand, had gathered around a hunchback, the exempt cripple of the roll-call.

Ho! Fois! I heard him say to the crowd of wondering little ones, if I were not exempt Id teach these Prussians to dance the farandole to my biniou! Oui, dame! And perhaps Ill do it yet, spite of the crooked back I was not born with — as everybody knows! Oui, dame! Everybody knows I was born as straight as the next man!

The children gaped, listening to the distant drumming, now almost inaudible.

The cripple rose, lighted a lantern, and walked slowly out toward the cliffs, carrying himself with that uncanny dignity peculiar to hunchbacks. And as he walked he sang, in his thin, sharp voice, the air of The Three Captains:



	
Jaieudanssoncœurlaplaclaplusbelle,
Laplaclaplusbelle.
Jaipassétroisans,troisansavecelle,
Troisansavecelle.
Jaieutroisenfantsquisontcapitaines,
Quisontcapitaines.
LunestàBordeaux,lautreàlaRochelle,
LautreàlaRochelle.
Letroisièmeici,caressentlesbelles,
Caressentlesbelles.






Far out across the shadowy cliffs I heard his lingering, strident chant, and caught the spark of his lantern; then silence and darkness fell over the deserted square; the awed children, fingers interlocked, crept homeward through the dusk; there was no sound save the rippling wash of the river along the quay of stone.

Tired, a trifle sad, thinking perhaps of those home letters which had come to all save me, I leaned against the river wall, staring at the darkness; and over me came creeping that apathy which I had already learned to recognize and even welcome as a mental anæsthetic which set that dark sentinel, care, a-drowsing.

What did I care, after all? Life had stopped for me years before; there was left only a shell in which that unseen little trickster, the heart, kept tap-tapping away against a tired body. Was that what we call life? The sorry parody! 276

A shape slunk near me through the dusk, furtive, uncertain. Lizard, I said, indifferently. He came up, my gun on his ragged shoulder.

You go with your class? I asked.

No, I go to the forest, he said, hoarsely. You shall hear from me.

I nodded.

Are you content? he demanded, lingering.

The creature wanted sympathy, though he did not know it. I gave him my hand and told him he was a brave man; and he went away, noiselessly, leaving me musing by the river wall.

After a long while — or it may only have been a few minutes — the square began to fill again with the first groups of women, children, and old men who had escorted the departing conscripts a little way on their march to Lorient. Back they came, the maids of Paradise silent, tearful, pitifully acquiescent; the women of Bannalec, Faöuet, Rosporden, Quimperlé chattering excitedly about the scene they had witnessed. The square began to fill; lanterns were lighted around the fountain; the two big lamps with their brass reflectors in front of the mayors house illuminated the pavement and the thin tree-foliage with a yellow radiance.

The chatter grew louder as new groups in all sorts of gay head-dresses arrived; laughter began to be heard; presently the squealing of the biniou pipes broke out from the bowling-green, where, high on a bench supported by a plank laid across two cider barrels, the hunchback sat, skirling the farandole. Ah, what a world entire was this lost little hamlet of Paradise, where merrymakers trod on the mourners heels, where the scream of the biniou drowned the floating note of the passing bell, where Misery drew the curtains of her bed and lay sleepless, listening to Gayety dancing breathless to the patter of a coquettes wooden shoes!

Long tables were improvised in the square, piled up with bread, sardines, puddings, hams, and cakes. Casks of cider, propped on skids, dotted the outskirts of the bowling-green, where the mayor, enthroned in his own arm-chair, majestically gave his orders in a voice thickened by pork, onions, and gravy.

Truly enough, half of Finistère and Morbihan was gathering at Paradise for a fête. The slow Breton imagination had been fired by our circus bills and posters; ancient Armorica was stirring in her slumber, roused to consciousness by the Yankee bill-poster.

At the inn all rooms were taken; every house had become an inn; barns, stables, granaries had their guests; fishermens huts on coast and cliff were bright with coiffes and embroidered jerseys.

In their misfortune, the lonely women of Paradise recognized in this influx a godsend — a few francs to gain with which to face those coming wintry months while their men were absent. And they opened their tiny houses to those who asked a lodging.

The crowds which had earlier in the evening gathered to gape at our big tent were now noisiest in the square, where the endless drone of the pipes intoned the farandole.

A few of our circus folk had come down to enjoy the picturesque spectacle. Speed, standing with Jacqueline beside me, began to laugh and beat time to the wild music. A pretty maid of Bannalec, white coiffe and scarlet skirts a-flutter, called out with the broad freedom of the chastest of nations: There is the lover I could pray for — if he can dance the farandole!

Ill show you whether I can dance the farandole, ma belle! cried Speed, and caught her hand, but she snatched her brown fingers away and danced off, laughing: He who loves must follow, follow, follow the farandole!

Speed started to follow, but Jacqueline laid a timid hand on his arm.

I dance, Msieu Speed, she said, her face flushing under her elf-locks.

You blessed child, he cried, you shall dance till you drop to your knees on the bowling-green! And, hand clasping hand, they swung out into the farandole. For an instant only I caught a glimpse of Jacquelines blissful face, and her eyes like blue stars burning; then they darkened into silhouettes against the yellow glare of the lanterns and vanished.

Byram rambled up for a moment, to comment on the quaint scene from a showmans point of view. It would fill the tent in old Noo York, but its n. g. in this here country, where everybodys either a coryphee or a clown or a pantaloon! Camuels aint no rara avises in the Sairy, an no niggers go to burnt-cork shows. Phylosophy is the thing, Mr. Scarlett! Ruminate! Ruminate!

I promised to do so, and the old man rambled away, coat and vest on his arm, silk hat cocked over his left eye, the lamp-light shining on the buckles of his suspenders. Dear old governor! — dear, vulgar incarnation of those fast vanishing pioneers who invented civilization, finding none; who, self-taught, unashamed taught their children the only truths they knew, that the nation was worthy of all good, all devotion, and all knowledge that her sons could bring her to her glory that she might one day fulfil her destiny as greatest among the great on earth.

The whining Breton bagpipe droned in my ears; the dancers flew past; laughter and cries arose from the tables in the square where the curate of St. Julien stood, forefinger wagging, soundly rating an intoxicated but apologetic Breton in the costume of Faöuet.

I was tired — tired of it all; weary of costumes and strange customs, weary of strange tongues, of tinsel and mummers, and tarnished finery; sick of the sawdust and the rank stench of beasts — and the vagabond life — and the hopeless end of it all — the shabby end of a useless life — a death at last amid strangers! Soldiers in red breeches, peasants in embroidered jackets, strolling mountebanks all tinselled and rouged — they were all one to me.... I wanted my own land.... I wanted my own people.... I wanted to go home ... home! — and die, when my time came, under the skies I knew as a child,... under that familiar moon which once silvered my nursery windows....

I turned away across the bridge out into the dark road. Long before I came to the smoky, silent camp I heard the monotonous roaring of my lions, pacing their shadowy dens.




XVII

THE CIRCUS
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A LITTLE AFTER sunrise on the day set for our first performance, Speed sauntered into my dressing-room in excellent humor, saying that not only had the village of Paradise already filled up with the peasantry of Finistère and Morbihan, but every outlying hamlet from St. Julien to Pont Aven was overflowing; that many had even camped last night along the roadside; in short, that the country was unmistakably aroused to the importance of the Anti-Prussian Republican circus and the Flying Mermaid of Ker-Ys.

I listened to him almost indifferently, saying that I was very glad for the governors sake, and continued to wash a deep scratch on my left arm, using salt water to allay the irritation left by Aïchas closely pared claws — the vixen.

But the scratch had not poisoned me; I was in fine physical condition; rehearsals had kept us all in trim; our animals, too, were in good shape; and the machinery started without a creak when, an hour later, Byram himself opened the box-office at the tent-door and began to sell tickets to an immense crowd for the first performance, which was set for two oclock that afternoon.

I had had an unpleasant hours work with the lions, during which Marghouz, a beast hitherto lazy and docile, had attempted to creep behind me. Again I had betrayed irritation; again the lions saw it, understood it, and remembered. Aïcha tore my sleeve; when I dragged Timour Meleks huge jaws apart he endured the operation patiently, but as soon as I gave the signal to retire he sprang snarling to the floor, mane on end, and held his ground, just long enough to defy me. Poor devils! Who but I knew that they were right and I was wrong! Who but I understood what lack of freedom meant to the strong — meant to caged creatures, unrighteously deprived of liberty! Though born in captivity, wild things change nothing; they sleep by day, walk by night, follow as well as they can the instincts which a caged life cannot crush in them, nor a miserable, artificial existence obliterate.

They are right to resist.

I mentioned something of this to Speed as I was putting on my coat to go out, but he only scowled at me, saying: Your usefulness as a lion-tamer is ended, my friend; you are a fool to enter that cage again, and Im going to tell Byram.

Dont spoil the governors pleasure now, I said, irritably; the old man is out there selling tickets with both hands, while little Griggs counts receipts in a stage whisper. Let him alone, Speed; Im going to give it up soon, anyway — not now — not while the governor has a chance to make a little money; but soon — very soon. You are right; I cant control anything now — not even myself. I must give up my lions, after all.

When? said Speed.

Soon — I dont know. Im tired — really tired. I want to go home.

Home! Have you one? he asked, with a faint sneer of surprise.

Yes; a rather extensive lodging, bounded east and west by two oceans, north by the lakes, south by the gulf. Landlords a relation — my Uncle Sam. 282

Are you really going home, Scarlett? he asked, curiously.

I have nothing to keep me here, have I?

Not unless you choose to settle down and ... marry.

I looked at him; presently my face began to redden; and, What do you mean? I asked, angrily.

He replied, in a very mild voice, that he did not mean anything that might irritate me.

I said, Speed, dont mind my temper; I cant seem to help it any more; something has changed me, something has gone wrong.

Perhaps something has gone right, he mused, looking up at the flying trapeze, where Jacqueline swung dangling above the tank, watching us with sea-blue eyes.

After a moments thought I said: Speed, what the devil do you mean by that remark?

Now youre angry again, he said, wearily.

No, Im not. Tell me what you mean.

Oh, what do you imagine I mean? he retorted. Do you think Im blind? Do you suppose Ive watched you all these years and dont know you? Am I an ass, Scarlett? Be fair; am I?

No; not an ass, I said.

Then let me alone — unless you want plain speaking instead of a bray.

I do want it.

Which?

You know; go on.

Am I to tell you the truth?

As you interpret it — yes.

Very well, my friend; then, at your respectful request, I beg to inform you that you are in love with Madame de Vassart — and have been for months.

I did not pretend surprise; I knew he was going to say it. Yet it enraged me that he should think it and say it.

You are wrong, I said, steadily.

No, Scarlett; I am right.

You are wrong, I repeated.

Dont say that again, he retorted. If you do not know it, you ought to. Dont be unfair; dont be cowardly. Face it, man! By Heaven, youve got to face it some time — here, yonder, abroad, on the ocean, at home — no matter where, youve got to face it some day and tell yourself the truth!

His words hurt me for a moment; then, as I listened, that strange apathy once more began to creep over me. Was it really the truth he had told me? Was it? Well — and then? What meaning had it to me?... Of what help was it?... of what portent?... of what use?... What door did it unlock? Surely not the door I had closed upon myself so many years ago!

Something of my thoughts he may have divined as I stood brooding in the sunny tent, staring listlessly at my own shadow on the floor, for he laid his hand on my shoulder and said: Surely, Scarlett, if happiness can be reborn in Paradise, it can be reborn here. I know you; I have known you for many years. And in all that time you have never fallen below my ideal!

What are you saying, Speed? I asked, rousing from my lethargy to shake his hand from my shoulder.

The truth. In all these years of intimacy, familiarity has never bred contempt in me; I am not your equal in anything; it does not hurt me to say so. I have watched you as a younger brother watches, lovingly, jealous yet proud of you, alert for a failing or a weakness which I never found — or, if I thought I found a flaw in you, knowing that it was but part of a character too strong, too generous for me to criticise. 284

Speed, I said, astonished, are you talking about me — about me — a mountebank — and a failure at that? You know Im a failure — a nobody— I hesitated, touched by his kindness. Your loyalty to me is all I have. I wish it were true that I am such a man as you believe me to be.

It is true, he said, almost sullenly. If it were not, no man would say it of you — though a woman might. Listen to me, Scarlett. I tell you that a man shipwrecked on the worlds outer rocks — if he does not perish — makes the better pilot afterwards.

But ... I perished, Speed.

It is not true, he said, violently; but you will if you dont steer a truer course than you have. Scarlett, answer me!

Answer you? What?

Are you in love?

Yes, I said.

He waited, looked up at me, then dropped his hands in his pockets and turned away toward the interior of the tent where Jacqueline, having descended from the rigging, stood, drawing her slim fingers across the surface of the water in the tank.

I walked out through the tent door, threading my way among the curious crowds gathered not only at the box-office, but even around the great tent as far as I could see. Byram hailed me with jovial abandon, perspiring in his shirt-sleeves, silk hat on the back of his head; little Grigg made one of his most admired grimaces and shook the heavy money-box at me; Horan waved his hat above his head and pointed at the throng with a huge thumb. I smiled at them all and walked on.

Cloud and sunshine alternated on that capricious November morning; the sea-wind was warm; the tincture of winter had gone. On that day, however, I saw wavering strings of wild ducks flying south; and the little hedge-birds of different kinds were already flocking amiably together in twittering bands that filled the leafless blackthorns on the cliffs; — true prophets, all, of that distant cold, gathering somewhere in the violet north.

I walked fast across the moors, as though I had a destination. And I had; yet when I understood it I sheered off, only to turn again and stare fascinated in the direction of the object that frightened me.

There it rose against the seaward cliffs, the little tower of Trécourt farm, sea-smitten and crusted, wind-worn, stained, gray as the lichened rocks scattered across the moorland. Over it the white gulls pitched and tossed in a windy sky; beyond crawled the ancient and wrinkled sea.

It is a strange thing, I said aloud, to find love at the worlds edge. I looked blindly across the gray waste. But I have found it too late.

The wind blew furiously; I heard the gulls squealing in the sky, the far thunder of the surf.

Then, looking seaward again, for the first time I noticed that the black cruiser was gone, that nothing now lay between the cliffs and the hazy headland of Groix save a sheet of lonely water spreading league on league to meet a flat, gray sky.

Why had the cruiser sailed? As I stood there, brooding, to my numbed ears the moor-winds bore a sound coming from a great distance — the sound of cannon — little, soft reports, all but inaudible in the wind and the humming undertone of the breakers. Yet I knew the sound, and turned my unquiet eyes to the sea, where nothing moved save the far crests of waves.

For a while I stood listening, searching the sea, until a voice hailed me, and I turned to find Kelly Eyre almost at my elbow. 286

There is a man in the village haranguing the people, he said, abruptly. We thought you ought to know.

A man haranguing the people, I repeated. What of it?

Speed thinks the man is Buckhurst.

What! I cried.

Theres something else, too, he said, soberly, and drew a telegram from his pocket.

I seized it, and studied the fluttering sheet:

The governor of Lorient, on complaint of the mayor of Paradise, forbids the American exhibition, and orders the individual Byram to travel immediately to Lorient with his so-called circus, where a British steamship will transport the personnel, baggage, and animals to British territory. The mayor of Paradise will see that this order of expulsion is promptly executed.

(Signed) Breteuil.
Chief of Police.

Where did you get that telegram? I asked.

Its a copy; the mayor came with it. Byram does not know about it.

Dont let him know it! I said, quickly; this thing will kill him, I believe. Where is that fool of a mayor? Come on, Kelly! Stay close beside me. And I set off at a swinging pace, down the hollow, out across the left bank of the little river, straight to the bridge, which we reached almost on a run.

Look there! cried my companion, as we came in sight of the square.

The square was packed with Breton peasants; near the fountain two cider barrels had been placed, a plank thrown across them, and on this plank stood a man holding a red flag.

The man was John Buckhurst.

When I came nearer I could see that he wore a red scarf across his breast; a little nearer and I could hear his passionless voice sounding; nearer still, I could distinguish every clear-cut word:

Men of the sea, men of that ancient Armorica which, for a thousand years, has suffered serfdom, I come to you bearing no sword. You need none; you are free under this red flag I raise above you.

He lifted the banner, shaking out the red folds.

Yet if I come to you bearing no sword, I come with something better, something more powerful, something so resistless that, using it as your battle-cry, the world is yours!

I come bearing the watchword of world-brotherhood — Peace, Love, Equality! I bear it from your battle-driven brothers, scourged to the battlements of Paris by the demons of a wicked government! I bear it from the devastated towns of the provinces, from your homeless brothers of Alsace and Lorraine.

Peace, Love, Equality! All this is yours for the asking. The commune will be proclaimed throughout France; Paris is aroused, Lyons is ready, Bordeaux watches, Marseilles waits!

You call your village Paradise — yet you starve here. Let this little Breton village be a paradise in truth — a shrine for future happy pilgrims who shall say: Here first were sewn the seeds of the worlds liberty! Here first bloomed the perfect flower of universal brotherhood!

He bent his sleek, gray head meekly, pausing as though in profound meditation. Suddenly he raised his head; his tone changed; a faint ring of defiance sounded under the smooth flow of words.

He began with a blasphemous comparison, alluding to the money-changers in the temple — a subtle appeal to righteous violence.

It rests with us to cleanse the broad temple of our country and drive from it the thieves and traitors who enslave us! How can we do it? They are strong; we are weak. Ah, but are they truly strong? You say they have armies? Armies are composed of men. These men are your brothers, whipped forth to die — for what? For the pleasure of a few aristocrats. Who was it dragged your husbands and sons away from your arms, leaving you to starve? The governor of Lorient. Who is he? An aristocrat, paid to scourge your husbands and children to battle — paid, perhaps, by Prussia to betray them, too!

A low murmur rose from the people. Buckhurst swept the throng with colorless eyes.

Under the commune we will have peace. Why? Because there can be no hunger, no distress, no homeless ones where the wealth of all is distributed equally. We will have no wars, because there will be nothing to fight for. We will have no aristocrats where all must labor for the common good; where all land is equally divided; where love, equality, and brotherhood are the only laws—

Wheres the mayor? I whispered to Eyre.

In his house; Speed is with him.

Come on, then, I said, pushing my way around the outskirts of the crowd to the mayors house.

The door was shut and the blinds drawn, but a knock brought Speed to the door, revolver in hand.

Oh, he said, grimly, its time you arrived. Come in.

The mayor was lying in his arm-chair, frightened, sulky, obstinate, his fat form swathed in a red sash.

O-ho! I said, sharply, so you already wear the colors of the revolution, do you?

Dame, they tied it over my waistcoat, he said, and there are no gendarmes to help me arrest them—

Never mind that just now, I interrupted; what I want to know is why you wrote the governor of Lorient to expel our circus. 289

Thats my own affair, he snapped; besides, who said I wrote?

Idiot, I said, somebody paid you to do it. Who was it?

The mayor, hunched up in his chair, shut his mouth obstinately.

Somebody paid you, I repeated; you would never have complained of us unless somebody paid you, because our circus is bringing money into your village. Come, my friend, that was easy to guess. Now let me guess again that Buckhurst paid you to complain of us.

The mayor looked slyly at me out of the corner of his mottled eyes, but he remained mute.

Very well, said I; when the troops from Lorient hear of this revolution in Paradise, theyll come and chase these communards into the sea. And after that theyll stand you up against a convenient wall and give you thirty seconds for absolution—

Stop! burst out the mayor, struggling to his feet. What am I to do? This gentleman, Monsieur Buckhurst, will slay me if I disobey him! Besides, he added, with cowardly cunning, they are going to do the same thing in Lorient, too — and everywhere — in Paris, in Bordeaux, in Marseilles — even in Quimperlé! And when all these cities are flying the red flag it wont be comfortable for cities that fly the tricolor. He began to bluster. Im mayor of Paradise, and I wont be bullied! You get out of here with your circus and your foolish elephants! I havent any gendarmes just now to drive you out, but you had better start, all the same — before night.

Oh, I said, before night? Why before night?

Wait and see then, he muttered. Anyway, get out of my house — d ye hear?

We are going to give that performance at two oclock this afternoon, I said. After that, another to-morrow at the same hour, and on every day at the same hour, as long as it pays. Do you understand?

Perfectly, sneered the mayor.

And, I continued, if the governor of Lorient sends gendarmes to conduct us to the steamship in Lorient harbor, theyll take with them somebody besides the circus folk.

You mean me? he inquired.

I do.

What do I care? he bawled in a fury. You had better go to Lorient, I tell you. What do you know about the commune? What do you know about universal brotherhood? Everybodys everybodys brother, whether you like it or not! Im your brother, and if it doesnt suit you you may go to the devil!

Watching the infuriated magistrate, I said in English to Speed: This is interesting. Buckhurst has learned we are here, and has paid this fellow heavily to have us expelled. What sense do you make of all this? — for I can make none.

Nor can I, muttered Speed; theres a link gone; well find it soon, I fancy. Without that link theres no logic in this matter.

Look here, I said, sharply, to the mayor, who had waddled toward the door, which was guarded by Kelly Eyre.

Well, Im looking, he snarled.

Then I patiently pointed out to him his folly, and he listened with ill-grace, obstinate, mute, dull cunning gleaming from his half-closed eyes.

Then I asked him what he would do if the cruiser began dropping shells into Paradise; he deliberately winked at me and thrust his tongue into his cheek.

So you know that the cruiser has gone? I asked.

He grinned. 291

Do you suppose Buckhursts men hold the semaphore? If they do, they sent that cruiser on a fools errand, whispered Speed.

Here was a nice plot! I stepped to the window. Outside in the square Buckhurst was still speaking to a spellbound, gaping throng. A few men cheered him. They were strangers in Paradise.

Whats he doing it for? I asked, utterly at a loss to account for proceedings which seemed to me the acme of folly. He must know that the commune cannot be started here in Brittany! Speed, what is that man up to?

Behind us the mayor was angrily demanding that we leave his house; and after a while we did so, skirting the crowd once more to where, in a cleared space near the fountain, Buckhurst stood, red flag in hand, ranging a dozen peasants in line. The peasants were not Paradise men; they wore the costumes of the interior, and somebody had already armed them with scythes, rusty boarding-pikes, stable-forks, and one or two flintlock muskets. An evil-looking crew, if ever I saw one; wild-eyed, long-haired, bare of knee and ankle, loutish faces turned toward the slim, gray, pale-faced orator who confronted them, flag in hand. They were the scum of Morbihan.

He told them that they were his guard of honor, the glory of their race — a sacred battalion whose names should shine high on the imperishable battlements of freedom.

Around them the calm-eyed peasants stared at them stupidly; women gazed fascinated when Buckhurst, raising his flag, pointed in silence to the mayors house, where that official stood in his doorway, observing the scene:

Forward! said Buckhurst, and the grotesque escort started with a clatter of heavy sabots and a rattle of scythes. The crowd fell back to give them way, then closed in behind like a herd of sheep, following to the mayors house, where Buckhurst set his sentinels and then entered, closing the door behind him.

Well! muttered Speed, in amazement.

After a long silence, Kelly Eyre looked at his watch. Its time we were in the tent, he observed, dryly; and we turned away without a word. At the bridge we stopped and looked back. The red flag was flying from the mayors house.

Speed, I said, theres one thing certain: Byram cant stay if theres going to be fighting here. I heard guns at sea this morning; I dont know what that may indicate. And heres this idiotic revolution started in Paradise! That means the troops from Lorient, and a wretched lot of bushwhacking and guerrilla work. Those Faöuet Bretons that Buckhurst has recruited are a bad lot; there is going to be trouble, I tell you.

Eyre suggested that we arm our circus people, and Speed promised to attend to it and to post them at the tent doors, ready to resist any interference with the performance on the part of Buckhursts recruits.

It was already nearly one oclock as we threaded our way through the crowds at the entrance, where our band was playing gayly and thousands of white head-dresses fluttered in the sparkling sunshine that poured intermittently from a sky where great white clouds were sailing seaward.

Walk right up, messoors! Entry done, mesdames, see voo play! shouted Byram, waving a handful of red and blue tickets. Animals all on view before the performance begins! Walk right into the corridor of livin marvels and defunct curiosities! Bring the little ones to see the elephant an the camuel — the fleet ship of the Sairy! Dont miss nothing! Dont fail to contemplate le ploo magnifique spectacle in all Europe! Dont let nobody say you died an never saw the only Flyin Mermaid! An dont forget the prize — ten thousand francs to the man, woman, or che-ild who can prove that this here Flyin Mermaid aint a fictious bein straight from Paradise!

Speed and I made our way slowly through the crush to the stables, then around to the dressing-rooms, where little Grigg, in his spotted clowns costume, was putting the last touches of vermilion to his white cheeks, and Horan, draped in a mangy leopard-skin to imitate Hercules, sat on his two-thousand-pound dumbbell, curling his shiny black mustache with Mrs. Griggs iron.

Jacquelines dressed, cried Miss Crystal, parting the curtain of her dressing-room, just enough to show her pretty, excited eyes and nose.

All right; I wont be long, replied Speed, who was to act as ring-master. And he turned and looked at me as I raised the canvas flap which screened my dressing-room.

I think, I said, that we had better ride over to Trécourt after the show — not that theres any immediate danger—

There is no immediate danger, said Speed, because she is here.

My face began to burn; I looked at him miserably. How do you know?

She is there in the tent. I saw her.

He came up and held his hand on my shoulder. Im sorry I told you, he said.

Why? I asked. She knows what I am. Is there any reason why she should not be amused? I promise you she shall be!

Then why do you speak so bitterly? Dont misconstrue her presence. Dont be a contemptible fool. If I have read her face — and I have never spoken to her, as you know — I tell you, Scarlett, that young girl is going through an ordeal! Do women of that kind come to shows like this to be amused?

What do you mean? I said, angrily.

I mean that she could not keep away! And I tell you to be careful with your lions, to spare her any recklessness on your part, to finish as soon as you can, and get out of that cursed cage. If you dont youre a coward, and a selfish one at that!

His words were like a blow in the face; I stared at him, too confused even for anger.

Oh, you fool, you fool! he said, in a low voice. She cares for you; cant you understand?

And he turned on his heel, leaving me speechless.

I do not remember dressing. When I came out into the passageway Byram beckoned me, and pointed at a crack in the canvas through which one could see the interior of the amphitheatre. A mellow light flooded the great tent; spots of sunshine fell on the fresh tan-bark, where long, luminous, dusty beams slanted from the ridge-pole athwart the golden gloom.

Tier on tier the wooden benches rose, packed with women in brilliant holiday dress, with men gorgeous in silver and velvet, with children decked in lace and gilt chains. The air was filled with the starched rustle of white coiffes and stiff collarettes; a low, incessant clatter of sabots sounded from gallery to arena; gusts of breathless whispering passed like capricious breezes blowing, then died out in the hush which fell as our band-master, McCadger, raised his wand and the band burst into Dixie.

At that the great canvas flaps over the stable entrance slowly parted and the scarlet-draped head of Djebe, the elephant, appeared. On he came, amid a rising roar of approval, Speed in gorgeous robes perched on high, ankus raised. After him came the camel, all over tassels and gold net, bestridden by Kelly Eyre, wearing a costume seldom seen anywhere, and never in the Sahara. White horses, piebald horses, and cream-colored horses pranced in the camels wake, dragging assorted chariots tenanted by gentlemen in togas; pretty little Mrs. Grigg, in habit and scarlet jacket, followed on Briza, the white mare; Horan came next, driving more horses; the dens of ferocious beasts creaked after, guarded by a phalanx of stalwart stablemen in plumes and armor; then Miss Crystal, driving zebras to a gilt chariot; then more men in togas, leading monkeys mounted on ponies; and finally Mrs. Horan seated on a huge egg drawn by ostriches.

Once only they circled the sawdust ring; then the band stopped, the last of the procession disappeared, the clown came shrieking and tumbling out into the arena with his Here we are again!

And the show was on.

I stood in the shadow of the stable-tent, dressed in my frock-coat, white stock, white cords, and hunting-boots, sullen, imbittered, red with a false shame that better men than I have weakened under, almost desperate in my humiliation, almost ready to end it all there among those tawny, restless brutes pacing behind the bars at my elbow, watching me stealthily with luminous eyes.

She knew what I was — but that she could come to see with her own eyes I could not understand, I could not forgive. Speeds senseless words rang in my ears— She cares for you! But I knew they were meaningless, I knew she could not care for me. What fools paradise would he have me enter? What did he know of this woman whom I knew and understood — whom I honored for her tenderness and pity to all who suffered — who I knew counted me as one among a multitude of unhappy failures whom her kindness and sympathy might aid.

Because she had, in her gracious ignorance, given me a young girls impulsive friendship, was I to mistake her? What could Speed know of her — of her creed, her ideals, her calm, passionless desire to help where help was needed — anywhere — in the palace, in the faubourgs, in the wretched chaumières, in the slums? It was all one to her — to this young girl whose tender heart, bruised by her own sad life, opened to all on whom the evil days had dawned.

And yet she had come here — and that was cruel; and she was not cruel. Could she know that I had a shred of pride left — one little, ragged thread of pride left in me — that she should come to see me do my mountebank tricks to the applause of a greasy throng?

No, she had not thought of that, else she would have stayed away; for she was kind, above all else — generous and kind.

Speed passed me in ring-masters dress; there came the hollow thud of hoofs as Mrs. Grigg galloped into the ring on her white mare, gauze skirts fluttering, whip raised; and, Hoop-la! squealed the clown as his pretty little wife went careering around and around the tan-bark, leaping through paper-hoops, over hurdles, while the band played frantically and the Bretons shouted in an ecstasy of excitement.

Then Grigg mounted his little trick donkey; roars of laughter greeted his discomfiture when Tim, the donkey, pitched him headlong and cantered off with a hee-haw of triumph.

Miss Delany tripped past me in her sky-blue tights to hold the audience spellbound with her jugglery, and spin plates and throw glittering knives until the satiated people turned to welcome Horan and his cogged dumbbells and clubs. 297

Have you seen her? whispered Speed, coming up to me, long whip trailing.

I shook my head.

He looked at me in disgust. Heres something for you, he said, shortly, and thrust an envelope into my hand.

In the envelope was a little card on which was written: I ask you to be careful, for a friends sake. On the other side of the card was engraved her name.

I raised my head and looked at Speed, who began to laugh nervously. Thats better, he said; you dont look like a surly brute any more.

Where is she? I said, steadying my voice, which my leaping heart almost stifled.

He drew me by the elbow and looked toward the right of the amphitheatre. Following the direction of his eyes, I saw her leaning forward, pale-faced, grave, small, gloved hands interlocked. Beside her sat Sylvia Elven, apparently amused at the antics of the clown.

Shame filled me. Not the false shame I had felt — that vanished — but shame that I could have misunderstood the presence of this brave friend of mine, this brave, generous, tender-hearted girl, who had given me her friendship, who was true enough to care what might happen to me — and brave enough to say so.

I will be careful, I said to Speed, in a low voice. If it were not for Byram I would not go on to-day — but that is a matter of honor. Oh, Speed, I broke out, is she not worth dying for?

Why not live for her? he observed, dryly.

I will — dont misunderstand me — I know she could never even think of me — as I do — of her — yes, as I dare to, Speed. I dare to love her with all this wretched heart and soul of mine! Its all right — I think I am crazy to talk like this — but you are kind, Speed — you will forget what I said — you have forgotten it already — bless your heart—

No, I havent, he retorted, obstinately. You must win her — you must! Shame on you for a coward if you do not speak that word which means life to you both!

Speed! I began, angrily.

Oh, go to the devil! he snapped, and walked off to where Jacqueline stood glittering, her slim limbs striking fire from every silver scale.

All ready, little sweetheart! he cried, reassuringly, as she raised her blue eyes to his and shook her elf-locks around her flushed face. Its our turn now; theyre uncovering the tank, and Miss Crystal is on her trapeze. Are you nervous?

Not when you are by me, said Jacqueline.

Ill be there, he said, smiling. You will see me when you are ready. Look! Theres the governor! Its your call! Quick, my child!

Good-bye, said Jacqueline, catching his hand in both of hers, and she was off and in the middle of the ring before I could get to a place of vantage to watch.

Up into the rigging she swung, higher, higher, hanging like a brilliant fly in all that net-work of wire and rope, turning, twisting, climbing, dropping to her knees, until the peoples cheers rose to a sustained shriek.

Ready! quavered Miss Crystal, hanging from her own trapeze across the gulf.

It was the first signal. Jacqueline set her trapeze swinging and hung by her knees, face downward.

Ready! called Miss Crystal again, as Jacquelines trapeze swung higher and higher.

Ready! said Jacqueline, calmly.

Go!
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I WAS ON MY KNEES

Like a meteor the child flashed across the space between the two trapezes; Miss Crystal caught her by her ankles.

Ready? called Speed, from the ground below. He had turned quite pale. I saw Jacqueline, hanging head down, smile at him from her dizzy height.

Ready, she said, calmly.

Go!

Down, down, like a falling star, flashed Jacqueline into the shallow pool, then shot to the surface, shimmering like a leaping mullet, where she played and dived and darted, while the people screamed themselves hoarse, and Speed came out, ghastly and trembling, colliding with me like a blind man.

I wish I had never let her do it; I wish I had never brought her here — never seen her, he stammered. Shell miss it some day — like Miss Claridge — and it will be murder — and Ill have done it! Anybody but that child, Scarlett, anybody else — but I cant bear to have her die that way — the pretty little thing!

He let go of my arm and stood back as my lion-cages came rolling out, drawn by four horses.

Its your turn, he said, in a dazed way. Look out for that lioness.

As I walked out into the arena I saw only one face. She tried to smile, and so did I; but a terrible, helpless sensation was already creeping over me — the knowledge that I was causing her distress — the knowledge that I was no longer sure of myself — that, with my love for her, my authority over these caged things had gone, never to return. I knew it, I recognized it, and admitted it now. Speeds words rang true — horribly true.

I entered the cage, afraid.

Almost instantly I was the centre of a snarling mass of lions; I saw nothing; my whip rose and fell mechanically. I stood like one stunned, while the tawny forms leaped right and left.

Suddenly I heard a keeper say, Look out for Empress Khatoun, sir! And a moment later a cry, Look out, sir!

Something went wrong with another lion, too, for the people were standing up and shouting, and the sleeve of my coat hung from the elbow, showing my bare shoulder. I staggered up against the bars of the sliding door as a lioness struck me heavily and I returned the blow. I remember saying, aloud: I must keep my feet; I must not fall! Then daylight grew red, and I was on my knees, with the foul breath of a lion in my face. A hot iron bar shot across the cage. The roaring of beasts and people died out in my ears; then, with a shock, my soul seemed to be dashed out of me into a terrific darkness.




PART THIRD


XVIII

A GUEST-CHAMBER
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A LIGHT WAS shining in my eyes and I was talking excitedly; that and the odor of brandy I remember — and something else, a steady roaring in my ears; then darkness, out of which came a voice, empty, meaningless, finally soundless.

After a while I realized that I was in pain; that, at intervals, somebody forced morsels of ice between my lips; that the darkness around me had turned grayer.

Time played tricks on me; centuries passed steadily, year following year — long years they were, too, with endless spring-tides, summers, autumns, winters, each with full complement of months, and every month crowded with days. Space, illimitable space, surrounded me — skyless, starless space. And through its terrific silence I heard a clock ticking seconds of time.

Years and years later a yellow star rose and stood still before my open eyes; and after a long while I saw it was the flame of a candle: and somebody spoke my name.

I know you, Speed, I said, drowsily.

You are all right, Scarlett?

Yes,... all right.

Does the candle-light pain you?

No;... do they contract?

A little.... Yes, I am sure the pupils of your eyes are contracting. Dont talk. 304

No;... then it was concussion of the brain?

Yes;... the shock is passing.... Dont talk.

Time moved on again; space slowly contracted into a symmetrical shape, set with little points of light; sleep and fatigue alternated with glimmers of reason, which finally grew into a faint but steady intelligence. And, very delicately, memory stirred in a slumbering brain.

Reason and memory were mine again, frail toys for a stricken man, so frail I dared not, for a time, use them for my amusement — and one of them was broken, too — memory! — broken short at the moment when full in my face I had felt the hot, fetid breath of a lion.

Speed!

Yes; I am here.

What time is it?

I heard the click of his hunting-case. Eleven oclock.

What day?

Saturday.

When— I hesitated. I was afraid.

Well? he asked, quietly.

When was I hurt? Many days ago — many weeks?

You were hurt at half-past three this afternoon.

I tried to comprehend; I could not, and after a while I gave up my feeble grasp on time.

What is that roaring sound? I asked. Not drums? Not my lions?

It is the sea.

So near?

Very near.

I turned my head on the white pillow. Where is this bed? Where is this room?
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I was silent, struggling with memory.

Tell me, I said. Whose bed is this?

It is hers.

The candle-flame glimmered before my wide-open eyes once more, and — 

Oh, you are all right, he muttered, then leaned heavily against the bedside, dropping his arms on the coverlet.

It was a close call — a close call! he said, hoarsely. We thought it was ended.... They were all over you — Empress dragged you; but they all crowded in too close — they blocked each other, you see;... and we used the irons.... Your left arm lay close to the cage door and ... we got you away from them, and ... its all right now — its all right—

He broke down, head buried in his arms. I moved my left hand across the sheets so that it rested on his elbow. He lay there, gulping for a while; I could not see him very clearly, for the muscles that controlled my eyes were still slightly paralyzed from the shock of the blow that Empress Khatoun had dealt me.

Its all very well, he stammered, with a trace of resentment in his quavering voice— its all very well for people who are used to the filthy beasts; but I tell you, Scarlett, it sickened me. Im no coward, as men go, but I was afraid — I was terrified!

Yet you dragged me out, I said.

Who told you that? How could you know—

It was not necessary to tell me. You said, We got you away; but I know it was you, Speed, because it was like you. Look at me! Am I well enough to dress?

He raised a haggard face to mine. You know best, he said. They tore your coat off, and one of them ripped your riding-boot from top to sole; but the blow Empress struck you is your only hurt, and she all but missed you at that. Had she hit you fairly — but, oh, hell! Do you want to get up?

I said I would in a moment,... and that is all I remember that night, all I remember clearly, though it seems to me that once I heard drums beating in the distance; and perhaps I did.

Dawn was breaking when I awoke. Speed, partly dressed, lay beside me, sleeping heavily. I looked around at the pretty boudoir where I lay, at the silken curtains of the bed, at the clouds of cupids on the painted ceiling, flying through a haze of vermilion flecked with gold.

Raising one hand, I touched with tentative fingers my tightly bandaged head, then turned over on my side.

There were my torn clothes, filthy and smeared with sawdust, flung over a delicate, gilded chair; there sprawled my battered boots, soiling the polished, inlaid floor; a candle lay in a pool of hardened wax on a golden rococo table, and I saw where the smouldering wick had blistered the glazed top. And this was her room! Vandalism unspeakable! I turned on my snoring comrade.

Idiot, get up! I cried, hitting him feebly.

He was very angry when he found out why I had awakened him; perhaps the sight of my bandaged head restrained him from violence.

Look here, he said, Ive been up all night, and you might as well know it. If you hit me again— He hesitated, stared around, yawned, and rubbed his eyes.

Youre right, he said, I must get up.

He stumbled to the floor, bathed, grumbling all the while, and then, to my surprise, walked over to a flat trunk which stood under the window and which I recognized as mine. 307

Ill borrow some underwear, he remarked, viciously.

Whats my trunk doing here? I demanded.

Madame de Vassart had them bring it.

Had who bring it?

Horan and McCadger — before they left.

Before they left? Have they gone?

I forgot, he said, soberly; you dont know whats been going on.

He began to dress, raising his head now and then to gaze out across the ocean towards Groix, where the cruiser once lay at anchor.

Of course you dont know that the circus has gone, he remarked.

Gone! I echoed, astonished.

Gone to Lorient.

He came and sat down on the edge of the gilded bedstead, buttoning his collar thoughtfully.

Buckhurst is in town again with a raft of picturesque ruffians, he said. They marched in last night, drums beating, colors unfurled — the red rag, you know — and the first thing they did was to order Byram to decamp.

He began to tie his cravat, with a meditative glance at the gilded mirror.

I was here with you. Kelly Eyre came for me — Madame de Vassart took my place to watch you—

A sudden heart-beat choked me.

 — So I, he continued, posted off to the tent, to find a rabble of communist soldiers stealing my balloon-car, ropes, bag, and all. I tell you I did what I could, but they said the balloon was contraband of war, and a military necessity; and they took it, the thieving whelps! Then I saw how matters were going to end, and I told the governor that hed better go to Lorient as fast as he could travel before they stole the buttons off his shirt. 308

Scarlett, it was a weird sight. I never saw tents struck so quickly. Kelly Eyre, Horan, and I harnessed up; Grigg stood guard over the props with a horse-pistol. The ladies worked like Trojans, loading the wagons; Byram raged up and down under the bayonets of those bandits, cursing them as only a man who never swears can curse, invoking the Stars and Stripes, metaphorically placing himself, his company, his money-box, and his camuel under the shadow of the broad eagle of the United States.

Oh, those were gay times, Scarlett. And we frightened them, too, because nobody attempted to touch anything.

Speed laughed grimly, and began to pace the floor, casting sharp glances at me.

Byrams people, elephant and all, struck the road a little after three oclock this morning, in good order, not a tent-peg nor a frying-pan missing. They ought to be in Lorient by early afternoon.

Gone! I repeated, blankly.

Gone. Curious how it hurt me to say good-bye. Theyre good people — good, kindly folk. Ive grown to care for them in these few months ... I may go back to them ... some day ... if they want a balloonist ... or any kind of a thing.

You stayed to take care of me? I said.

Partly.... You need care, especially when you dont need it. He began to laugh. Its only when youre well that I worry.

I lay looking at him, striving to realize the change that had occurred in so brief a time — trying to understand the abrupt severing of ties and conditions to which, already, I had become accustomed — perhaps attached.

They all sent their love to you, he said. They knew you were out of danger — I told them there was no fracture, only a slight concussion. Byram came to look at you; he brought your back salary — all of it. Ive got it.

Byram came here?

Yes. He stood over there beside you, snivelling into his red bandanna. And Miss Crystal and Jacqueline stood here.... Jacqueline kissed you.

After a moment I said: Has Jacqueline gone with them?

Yes.

There was another pause, longer this time.

Of course, I said, Byram knows that my usefulness as a lion-tamer is at an end.

Of course, said Speed, simply.

I sighed.

He wants you for the horses, added Speed. But you can do better than that.

I dont know,... perhaps.

Besides, they sail to-day from Lorient. The governor made money yesterday — enough to start again. Poor Byram! Hes frantic to get back to America; and, oh, Scarlett, how that good old man can swear!

Help me to sit up in bed, I said; there — thats it! Just wedge those pillows behind my shoulders.

All right?

Of course. Im going to dress. Speed, did you say that little Jacqueline went with Byram?

He looked at me miserably.

Yes, he said.

I was silent.

Yes, he repeated, she went, lugging her pet cat in her arms. She would go; the life has fascinated her. I begged her not to — I felt I was disloyal to Byram, too, but what could I do? I tell you, Scarlett, I wish I had never seen her, never persuaded her to try that foolish dive. Shell miss some day — like the other one.

Its my fault more than yours, I said. Couldnt you persuade her to give it up?

I offered to educate her, to send her to school, to work for her, he said. She only looked at me out of those sea-blue eyes — you know how the little witch can look you through and through — and then — and then she walked away into the torch-glare, clasping her cat to her breast, and I saw her strike a fool of a soldier who pretended to stop her! Scarlett, she was a strange child — proud and dainty, too, with all her rags — you remember — a strange, sweet child — almost a woman, at times, and — I thought her loyal—

He walked to the window and stared moodily at the sea.

Meanwhile, I said, quietly, I am going to get up.

He gave me a look which I interpreted as, Get up and be damned! I complied — in part.

Oh, help me into these things, will you? I said, at length; and instantly he was at my side, gentle and patient, lacing my shoes, because it made my head ache to bend over, buttoning collar and cravat, and slipping my coat on while I leaned against the tumbled bed.

Well! I said, with a grimace, and stood up, shakily.

Well, he echoed, here we are again, as poor little Grigg says.

With our salaries in our pockets and our possessions on our backs.

And no prospects, he added, gayly.

Not a blessed one, unless we count a prospect of trouble with Buckhurst.

He wont trouble us unless we interfere with him, observed Speed, drumming nervously on the window. 311

But Im going to, I said, surprised.

Going to interfere? he asked, wheeling to scowl at me.

Certainly.

Why? Were not in government employ. What do we care about this row? If these Frenchmen are tired of battering the Germans theyll batter each other, and we cant help it, can we?

We can help Buckhursts annoying Madame de Vassart.

Only by getting her to leave the country, said Speed. She will understand that, too. He paused, rubbing his nose reflectively. Scarlett, what do you suppose Buckhurst is up to?

I havent an idea, I replied. All I know is that, in all probability, he came here to attempt to rob the treasure-trains — and that was your theory, too, you remember?

And I continued, reminding Speed that Buckhurst had collected his ruffianly franc company in the forest; that the day the cruiser sailed he had appeared in Paradise to proclaim the commune; that doubtless he had signalled, from the semaphore, orders for the cruisers departure; that a few hours later his red battalion had marched into Paradise.

Yes, thats all logical, said Speed, but how could Buckhurst know the secret-code signals which the cruiser must have received before she sailed? To hoist them on the semaphore, he must have had a code-book.

I thought a moment. Suppose Mornac is with him?

Speed fairly jumped. Thats it! Thats the link we were hunting for! Its Mornac — it must be Mornac! He is the only man; he had access to everything. And now that his Emperor is a prisoner and his Empress a fugitive, the miserable hound has nothing to lose by the anarchy he once hoped to profit by. Tell me, Scarlett, does the tail wag the dog, after all? And which is the dog, Buckhurst or Mornac?

I once thought it was Buckhurst, I said.

So did I, but — I dont know now. I dont know what to do, either. I dont know anything!

I began to walk about the room, carefully, for my knees were weak, though I had no headache.

Its a shame for a pair of hulking brutes like you and me to desecrate this bedroom, I muttered. Mud on the floor — look at it! Sawdust and candle-wax over everything! Whats that — all that on the lounge? Has a dog or a cat been rolling over it? Its plastered with tan-colored hairs!

Lions hairs from your coat, he observed, grimly.

I looked at them for a moment rather soberly. They glistened like gold in the early sunshine.

Speed opened his mouth to say something, but closed it abruptly as a very faint tapping sounded on our door.

I opened it; Sylvia Elven stood in the hallway.

Oh, she said, in ungracious astonishment, then you are not on the graves awful verge,... are you?

I hope you didnt expect to discover me there? I replied, laughing.

Expect it? Indeed I did, monsieur,... or I shouldnt be here at sunrise, scratching at your door for news of you. This, she said, petulantly, is enough to vex any saint!

Any other saint, I corrected, gravely. I admit it, mademoiselle, I am a nuisance; so is my comrade. We have only to express our deep gratitude and go.

Go? Do you think we will let you go, with all those bandits roaming the moors outside our windows? And you call that gratitude?

Does Madame de Vassart desire us to stay? I asked, trying not to speak too eagerly.

Sylvia Elven gave me a scornful glance.

Must we implore you, monsieur, to protect us? We will, if you wish it. I know Im ill-humored, but its scarcely daybreak, and weve sat up all night on your account — Madame de Vassart would not allow me to go to bed — and if I am brusque with you, remember I was obliged to sleep in a chair — and I hope you feel that you have put me to very great inconvenience.

I feel that way ... about Madame de Vassart, I said, laughing at the pretty, pouting mouth and sleepy eyes of this amusingly exasperated young girl, who resembled a rumpled Dresden shepherdess more than anything else. I added that we would be glad to stay until the communist free-rifles took themselves off. For which she thanked me with an exaggerated courtesy and retired, furiously conscious that she had not only slept in her clothes, but that she looked it.

That was Madame de Vassarts companion, wasnt it? asked Speed.

Yes, Sylvia Elven ... I dont know what she is — I know what she was — no, I dont, either. I only know what Jarras says she was.

Speed raised his eyebrows. And what was that?

Actress, at the Odéon.

Never heard of her being at the Odéon, he said.

You heard of her as one of that group at La Trappe?

Yes.

Well, when I was looking for Buckhurst in Morsbronn, Jarras telegraphed me descriptions of the people I was to arrest at La Trappe, and he mentioned her as Mademoiselle Sylvia Elven, lately of the Odéon.

That was a mistake, said Speed. What he meant to say was that she was lately a resident of the Odeonsplatz. He knew that. It must have been a telegraphic error.

How do you know? I asked, surprised.

Because I furnished Jarras with the data. Its in her dossier.

Odeon — Odeonsplatz, I muttered, trying to understand. What is the Odeonsplatz? A square in some German city, isnt it?

Its a square in the capital of Bavaria — Munich.

But — but she isnt a German, is she? Is she? I repeated, staring at Speed, who was looking keenly at me, with eyes partly closed.

There was a long silence.

Well, upon my soul! I said, slowly, emphasizing every word with a noiseless blow on the table.

Didnt you know it? Wait! Hold on, he said, lets go slowly — lets go very slowly. She is partly German by birth. That proves nothing. Granted that Jarras suspected her, not as a social agitator, but as a German agent. Granted he did not tell you what he suspected, but merely ordered her arrest with the others — perhaps under cover of Buckhursts arrest — you know what a secret man, the Emperor was — how, if he wanted a man, hed never chase him, but run in the opposite direction and head him off half-way around the world. So, granted all this, I say, whats to prove Jarras was right?

Does her dossier prove it? You have read it.

Well, her dossier was rather incomplete. We knew that she went about a good deal in Paris — went to the Tuileries, too. She was married once. Didnt you know even that? 315

Married! I exclaimed.

To a Russian brute — Ive forgotten his name, but Ive seen him — one of the kind with high cheek-bones and black eyes. She got her divorce in England; thats on record, and we have it in her dossier. Then, going back still further, we know that her father was a Bavarian, a petty noble of some sort — baron, I believe. Her mothers name was Elven, a Breton peasant; it was a mésalliance — trouble of all sorts — I forget, but I believe her uncle brought her up. Her uncle was military attaché of the German embassy to Paris.... You see how she slipped into society — and you know what society under the Empire was.

Speed, I said, why on earth didnt you tell me all this before?

My dear fellow, I supposed Jarras had told you; or that, if you didnt know it, it did not concern us at all.

But it does concern — a person I know, I said, quickly, thinking of poor Kelly Eyre. And it explains a lot of things — or, rather, places them under a new light.

What light?

Well, for one thing, she has consistently lied to me. For another, I believe her to be hand-in-glove with Karl Marx and the French leaders — not Buckhurst, but the real leaders of the social revolt; not as a genuine disciple, but as a German agent, with orders to foment disorder of any kind which might tend to embarrass and weaken the French government in this crisis.

Youre inclined to believe that? he asked, much interested.

Yes, I am. France is full of German agents; the Tuileries was not exempt — you know it as well as I. Paris swarmed with spies of every kind, high and low in the social scale. The embassies were nests of spies; every salon a breeding spot of intrigue; the foreign governments employed the grande dame as well as the grisette. Do you remember the military-balloon scandal?

Indistinctly.... Some poor devil gave a woman government papers.

Technically they were government papers, but he considered them his own. Well, the woman who received those papers is down-stairs.

He gave a short whistle of astonishment.

You are sure, Scarlett?

Perfectly certain.

Then, if you are certain, that settles the question of Mademoiselle Elvens present occupation.

I rose and began to move around the room restlessly.

But, after all, I said, that concerns us no longer.

How can it concern two Americans out of a job? he observed, with a shrug. The whole fabric of French politics is rotten to the foundation. Its tottering; a shake will bring it down. Let it tumble. I tell you this nation needs the purification of fire. Our own country has just gone through it; France can do it, too. Shes got to, or shes lost!

He looked at me earnestly. I love the country, he said; its fed me and harbored me. But I wouldnt lift a finger to put a single patch on this makeshift of a government; I wouldnt stave off the crash if I could. And its coming! You and I have seen something of the rottenness of the underpinning which props up empires. You and I, Scarlett, have learned a few of the shameful secrets which even an enemy to France would not drag out into the daylight.

I had never seen him so deeply moved.

Is there hope — is there a glimmer of hope to incite anybody while these conditions endure? he continued, bitterly. 317

No. France must suffer, France must stand alone in terrible humiliation, France must offer the self-sacrifice of fire and mount the altar herself!

Then, and only then, shall the nation, purified, reborn, rise and live, and build again, setting a beacon of civilized freedom high as the beacon we Americans are raising,... slowly yet surely raising, to the glory of God, Scarlett — to the glory of God. No other dedication can be justified in this world.




XIX

TRÉCOURT GARDEN
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ABOUT NINE OCLOCK we were summoned by a Breton maid to the pretty breakfast-room below, and I was ashamed to go with my shabby clothes, bandaged head, and face the color of clay.

The young countess was not present; Sylvia Elven offered us a supercilious welcome to a breakfast the counterpart of which I had not seen in years — one of those American breakfasts which even we, since the Paris Exposition, are beginning to discard for the simpler French breakfast of coffee and rolls.

This is all in your honor, observed Sylvia, turning up her nose at the array of poached eggs, fragrant sausages, crisp potatoes, piles of buttered toast, muffins, marmalade, and fruit.

It was very kind of you to think of it, said Speed.

It is Madame de Vassarts idea, not mine, she observed, looking across the table at me. Will the gentleman with nine lives have coffee or chocolate?

The fruit consisted of grapes and those winy Breton cider-apples from Bannalec. We began with these in decorous silence.

Speed ventured a few comments on the cultivation of fruit, of which he knew nothing; neither he nor his subject was encouraged.

Presently, however, Sylvia glanced up at him with a malicious smile, saying: I notice that you have been in the foreign division of the Imperial Military Police, monsieur.

Why do you think so? asked Speed, calmly.

When you seated yourself in your chair, said Sylvia, you made a gesture with your left hand as though to unhook the sabre — which was not there.

Speed laughed. But why the police? I might have been in the cavalry, mademoiselle; for that matter, I might have been an officer in any arm of the service. They all carry swords or sabres.

But only the military police and the gendarmerie wear aiguilettes, she replied. When you bend over your plate your fingers are ever unconsciously searching for those swinging, gold-tipped cords — to keep them out of your coffee-cup, monsieur.

The muscles in Speeds lean, bronzed cheeks tightened; he looked at her keenly.

Might I not have been in the gendarmerie? he asked. How do you know I was not?

Does the gendarmerie wear the sabre-tache?

No, mademoiselle, but—

Do the military police?

No — that is, the foreign division did, when it existed.

You are sitting, monsieur, she said, placidly, with your left foot so far under the table that it quite inadvertently presses my shoe-tip.

Speed withdrew his leg with a jerk, asking pardon.

It is a habit perfectly pardonable in a man who is careful that his spur shall not scratch or tear a patent-leather sabre-tache, she said.

I had absolutely nothing to say; we both laughed feebly, I believe.

I saw temptation struggling with Speeds caution; I, too, was almost willing to drop a hint that might change her amusement to speculation, if not to alarm.

So this was the woman for whose caprice Kelly Eyre had wrecked his prospects! Clever — oh, certainly clever. But she had made the inevitable slip that such clever people always make sooner or later. And in a bantering message to her victim she had completed the chain against herself — a chain of which I might have been left in absolute ignorance. Impulse probably did it — reasonless and perhaps malicious caprice — the instinct of a pretty woman to stir up memory in a discarded and long-forgotten victim — just to note the effect — just to see if there still remains one nerve, one pulse-beat to respond.

Will the pensive gentleman with nine lives have a little more nourishment to sustain him? she asked.

Looking up from my empty plate, I declined politely; and we followed her signal to rise.

There is a Mr. Kelly Eyre, she said to Speed, connected with your circus. Has he gone with the others?

Yes, mademoiselle.

Really? she mused, amiably. I knew him as a student in Paris, when he was very young — and I was younger. I should have liked to have seen him — once more.

Did you not see him? I asked, abruptly.

Her back was toward me; very deliberately she turned her pretty head and looked at me over her shoulder, studying my face a moment.

Yes, I saw him. I should have liked to have seen him — once more, she said, as though she had first calculated the effect on me of a different reply.

She led the way into that small room overlooking the garden where I had been twice received by Madame de Vassart. Here she took leave of us, abandoning us to our own designs. Mine was to find a large arm-chair and sit down in it, and give Speed a few instructions. Speeds was to prowl around Paradise for information, and, if possible, telegraph to Lorient for troops to catch Buckhurst red-handed.

He left me turning over the leaves of the Chanson de Roland, saying that he would return in a little while with any news he might pick up, and that he would do his best to catch Buckhurst in the foolish trap which that gentleman had set for others.

Tiring of the poem, I turned my eyes toward the garden, where, in the sunshine, heaps of crisped leaves lay drifted along the base of the wall or scattered between the rows of herbs which were still ripely green. The apricots had lost their leaves, so had the grapevines and the fig-trees; but the peach-trees were in foliage; pansies and perpetual roses bloomed amid sere and seedy thickets of larkspurs, phlox, and dead delphinium.

On the wall a cat sat, sunning her sleek flanks. Something about the animal seemed familiar to me, and after a while I made up my mind that this was Ange Pitou, Jacquelines pet, abandoned by her mistress and now a feline derelict. Speed must have been mistaken when he told me that Jacqueline had taken her cat; or possibly the home-haunting instinct had brought the creature back, abandoning her mistress to her fortunes.

If I had been in my own house I should have offered Ange Pitou hospitality; as it was, I walked out into the sunny garden and made courteous advances which were ignored. I watched the cat for a few moments, then sat down on the bench. The inertia which follows recovery from a shock, however light, left me with the lazy acquiescence of a convalescent, willing to let the world drift for an hour or two, contented to relax, apathetic, comfortable.

Seaward the gulls sailed like white feathers floating; the rocky ramparts of Groix rose clear-cut against a horizon where no haze curtained the sea; the breakers had receded from the coast on a heavy ebb-tide, and I saw them in frothy outline, noiselessly churning the shallows beyond the outer bar.

And then my reverie ended abruptly; a step on the gravel walk brought me to my feet.... There she stood, lovely in a fresh morning-gown deeply belted with turquoise-shells, her ruddy hair glistening, coiled low on a neck of snow.

For the first time she showed embarrassment in her greeting, scarcely touching my hand, speaking with a new constraint in a voice which grew colder as she hesitated.

We were frightened; we are so glad that you were not badly hurt. I thought you might find it comfortable here — of course I could not know that you were not seriously injured.

That is fortunate for me, I said, pleasantly, for I am afraid you would not have offered this shelter if you had known how little injured I really was.

Yes, I should have offered it — had I reason to believe you would have accepted. I have felt that perhaps you might think what I have done was unwarranted.

I think you did the most graciously unselfish thing a woman could do, I said, quickly. You offered your best; and the man who took it cannot — dare not — express his gratitude.

The emotion in my voice warned me to cease; the faintest color tinted her cheeks, and she looked at me with beautiful, grave eyes that slowly grew inscrutable, leaving me standing diffident and silent before her. 323

The breeze shifted, bringing with it the hollow sea-thunder. She turned her head and glanced out across the ocean, hands behind her, fingers linked.

I have come here into your garden uninvited, I said.

Shall we sit here — a moment? she suggested, without turning.

Presently she seated herself in one corner of the bench; her gaze wandered over the partly blighted garden, then once more centred on the seaward skyline.

The color of her hands, her neck, fascinated me. That flesh texture of snow and roses, firmly and delicately modelled, which sometimes is seen with red hair, I had seen once before in a picture by a Spanish master, but never, until now, in real life.

And she was life incarnate in her wholesome beauty — a beauty of which I had perceived only the sad shadow at La Trappe — a sweet, healthy, exquisite woman, moulded, fashioned, colored by a greater Master than the Spanish painter dreaming of perfection centuries ago.

In the sun a fragrance grew — the subtle incense from her gown — perhaps from her hair.

Autumn is already gone; we are close to winter, she said, under her breath. See, there is nothing left — scarcely a blossom — a rose or two; but the first frost will scatter the petals. Look at the pinks; look at the dead leaves. Ah, tristesse, tristesse! The life of summer is too short; the life of flowers is too short; so are our lives, Monsieur Scarlett. Do you believe it?

Yes — now.

She was very still for a while, her head bent toward the sea. Then, without turning: Have you not always believed it?
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Then ... why do you believe it ... now?

Because, since we have become friends, life seems pitiably short for such a friendship.

She smiled without moving.

That is a ... very beautiful ... compliment, monsieur.

It owes its beauty to its truth, madame.

And that reply is illogical, she said, turning to look at me with brilliant eyes and a gay smile which emphasized the sensitive mouths faint droop. Illogical, because truth is not always beautiful. As example: you were very near to death yesterday. That is the truth, but it is not beautiful at all.

Ah, madame, it is you who are illogical, I said, laughing.

I? she cried. Prove it!

But I would not, spite of her challenge and bright mockery.

In that flash all of our comradeship returned, bringing with it something new, which I dared not think was intimacy.

Yet constraint fell away like a curtain between us, and though she dominated, and I was afraid lest I overstep limits which I myself had set, the charm of her careless confidence, her pretty, undissembled caprices, her pleasure in a delicately intimate badinage, gave me something of a self-reliance, a freedom that I had not known in a womans presence for many years.

We brought you here because we thought it was good for you, she said, reverting maliciously to the theme that had at first embarrassed her. We were perfectly certain that you have always been unfit to take care of yourself. Now we have the proofs.

Mademoiselle Elven said that you harbored us only because you were afraid of those bandits who have arrived in Paradise, I observed. 325

Afraid! she said, scornfully. Oh, you are making fun of me now. Indeed, when Mr. Buckhurst came last night I had my men conduct him to the outer gate!

Did he come last night? I asked, troubled.

Yes. She shrugged her pretty shoulders.

Alone?

That unspeakable creature, Mornac, was with him. I had no idea he was here; had you?

I was silent. Did Mornac mean trouble for me? Yet how could he, shorn now of all authority?

The thought seemed to occur to her, too, and she looked up quickly, asking if I had anything to fear.

Only for you, I said.

For me? Why? I am not afraid of such men. I have servants on whom I can call to disembarrass me of such people. She hesitated; the memory of her deception, of what she had suffered at Buckhursts hands, brought a glint of anger into her beautiful eyes.

My innocence shames me, she said. I merited what I received in such company. It was you who saved me from myself.

A noble mind thinks nobly, I said. Theirs is the shame, not yours, that you could not understand treachery — that you never can understand it. As for me, I was an accident, which warned you in time that all the world was not as good and true as you desired to believe it.

She sat looking at me curiously. I wonder, she said, why it is that you do not know your own value?

My value — to whom?

To ... everybody — to the world — to people.

Am I of any value to you, madame?

The pulsing moments passed and she did not answer, and I bit my lip and waited. At last she said, coolly: A man must appraise himself. If he chooses, he is valuable. But values are comparative, and depend on individual taste.... Yes, you are of some value to me,... or I should not be here with you,... or I should not find it my pleasure to be here — or I should not trust you, come to you with my petty troubles, ask your experience to help me, perhaps protect me.

She bent her head with adorable diffidence. Monsieur Scarlett, I have never before had a friend who thought first of me and last of himself.

I leaned on the back of the bench, resting my bandaged forehead on my hand.

She looked up after a moment, and her face grew serious.

Are you suffering? she asked. Your face is white as my sleeve.

I feel curiously tired, I said, smiling.

Then you must have some tea, and I will brew it myself. You shall not object! No — it is useless, because I am determined. And you shall lie down in the little tea-room, where I found you that day when you first came to Trécourt.

I shall be very happy to do anything — if you are there.

Even drink tea when you abhor it? Then I certainly ought to reward you with my presence at the rite.... Are you dizzy? You are terribly pale.... Would you lean on my arm?

I was not dizzy, but I did so; and if such deceit is not pardonable, there is no justice in this world or in the next.

The tea was hot and harmless; I lay thinking while she sat in the sunny window-corner, nibbling biscuit and marmalade, and watching me gravely.

My appetite is dreadful in these days, she said; age increases it; I have just had my chocolate, yet here am I, eating like a school-girl.... I have a strange idea that I am exceedingly young,... that I am just beginning to live. That tired, thin, shabby girl you saw at La Trappe was certainly not I.... And long before that, before I knew you, there was another impersonal, half — awakened creature, who watched the world surging and receding around her, who grew tired even of violets and bonbons, tired of the companionship of the indifferent, hurt by the intimacy of the unfriendly; and I cannot believe that she was I.... Can you?

I can believe it; I once saw you then, I said.

She looked up quickly. Where?

In Paris.

When?

The day that they received the news from Mexico. You sat in your carriage before the gates of the war office.

I remember, she said, staring at me. Then a slight shudder passed over her.

Presently she said: Did you recognize me afterward at La Trappe?

Yes,... you had grown more beautiful.

She colored and bent her head.

You remembered me all that time?... But why didnt you — didnt you— She laughed nervously. Why didnt we know each other in those years? Truly, Monsieur Scarlett, I needed a friend then, if ever;... a friend who thought first of me and last of himself.

I did not answer.

Fancy, she continued, your passing me so long ago,... and I totally unconscious, sitting there in my carriage,... never dreaming of this friendship which I ... care for so much!... Do you remember at La Trappe what I told you, there on the staircase? — how sometimes the impulse used to come to me when I saw a kindly face in the street to cry out, Be friends with me! Do you remember?... It is strange that I did not feel that impulse when you passed me that day in Paris — feel it even though I did not see you — for I sorely needed kindness then, kindness and wisdom; and both passed by, at my elbow,... and I did not know. She bent her head, smiling with an effort. You should have thrown yourself astride the horse and galloped away with me.... They did those things once, Monsieur Scarlett — on this very spot, too, in the days of the Saxon pirates.

The whirring monotone of the spinning-wheel suddenly filled the house; Sylvia was singing at her wheel:
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The prophecy of that Breton spinning song is being fulfilled, I said. For the third time we Saxons have come to Paradise, you see.

But this time our Saxons are not very formidable, she said, raising her beautiful gray eyes; and the gwerz says, Woe to the maids of Paradise! Do you intend to bring woe upon us maids of Paradise — do you come to carry us off, monsieur?

If you will go with — me, I said, smiling.

All of us?

Only one, madame.

She started to speak, then her eyes fell. She laughed uncertainly. Which one among us, if you please — mizilour skler ha brillant deuz ar fidelite?

Met na varwin Ket Kontant, ma na varwan fidel, I said, slowly, as the words of the song came back to me. I shall choose only the fairest and loveliest, madame. You know it is always that way in the story. My voice was not perfectly steady, nor was hers when she smiled and wished me happiness and a long life with the maid of Paradise I had chosen, even though I took her by force.

Then constraint crept in between us, and I was grimly weighing the friendship this woman had given me — weighing it in the balance against a single hope.

Once she looked across at me with questioning eyes in which I thought I read dawning disappointment. It almost terrified me.... I could not lose her confidence,... I could not, and go through life without it.... But I could live a hopeless life to its end with that confidence.... And I must do so,... and be content.

I suppose, said I, thinking aloud, that I had better go to England.

When? she asked, without raising her head.

In a day or two. I can find employment there, I think.

Is it necessary that you find employment ... so soon?

Yes, I said, with a meaningless laugh, I fear it is.

What will you do?

Oh, the army — horses — something of that kind. Riding-master, perhaps — perhaps Scotland Yard. I may not be able to pick and choose.... If I ever save enough money for the voyage, perhaps you would let me come, once in a long while, to pay my respects, madame?

Yes,... come, if you wish.

She said no more, nor did I. Presently Sylvia appeared with a peasant woman, and the young countess went away, followed by the housekeeper with her keys at her girdle.

I rose and walked to the window; then, nerveless and depressed, I went out into the garden again to smoke a cigar.

The cat had disappeared; I traversed the garden, passed through the side wicket, and found myself on the cliffs. Almost immediately I was aware of a young girl, a child, seated on the rocks, her chin propped on her hands, the sea-wind blowing her curly elf-locks across her cheeks and eyes. A bundle tied in a handkerchief lay beside her; a cat dozed in her lap, its sleek fur stirring in the wind.

Jacqueline! I said, gently.

She raised her head; the movement awakened the cat, who stood up in her lap, stretching and yawning vigorously.

I thought you were to sail from Lorient to-day?

The cat stopped purring from her knees; the child rose, pushing back her hair from her eyes with both hands.

Where is Speed? she asked, drowsily.

Did you want to see him, Jacqueline?

That is why I returned.

To see Speed?

Parbleu.

And you are going to let the others sail without you?

Yes.

And give up the circus forever, Jacqueline?

Y-es.

Just because you want to see Speed?

Only for that.

She stood rubbing her eyes with her small fists, as though just awakened.

Oui, she said, without emotion, cest comme ça, msieu. Where the heart is, happiness lies. I left the others at the city gate; I said, Voyons, let us be reasonable, gentlemen. I am happy in your circus; I am happy with Speed; I can be contented without your circus, but I cannot be contented without Speed. Voilà!... and then I went.

You walked back all the way from Lorient?

Bien sûr! I have no carriage — I, Jacqueline. She stretched her slim figure, raised her arms slowly, and yawned. Pardon, she murmured, I have slept in the gorse — badly.

Come into the garden, I said; we can talk while you rest.

She thanked me tranquilly, picked up her bundle, and followed me with a slight limp. The cat, tail up, came behind.

The young countess was standing at the window as we approached in solemn single file along the path, and when she caught sight of us she opened the door and stepped out on the tiny porch.

Why, this is our little Jacqueline, she said, quickly. They have taken your father for the conscription, have they not, my child? And now you are homeless!

I think so, madame.

Then you will stay with me until he returns, wont you, little one?

There was a moments pause; Jacqueline made a grave gesture. This is my cat, madame — Ange Pitou.

The countess stared at the cat, then broke out into the prettiest peal of laughter. Of course you must bring your cat! My invitation is also for Ange Pitou, you understand.

Then we thank you, and permit ourselves to accept, madame, said Jacqueline. We are very glad because we are quite hungry, and we have thorns from the gorse in our feet— She broke off with a joyous little cry: There is Speed! And Speed, entering the garden hurriedly, stopped short in his tracks.

The child ran to him and threw both arms around his neck. Oh, Speed! Speed! she stammered, over and over again. I was too lonely; I will do what you wish; I will be instructed in the graces of education — truly I will. I am glad to come back — and I am so tired, Speed. I will never go away from you again.... Oh, Speed, I am contented!... Do you love me?

Dearly, little sweetheart, he said, huskily, trying to steady his voice. There! Madame the countess is waiting. All will be well now. He turned, smiling, toward the young countess, and lifted his hat, then stepped back and fixed me with a blank look of dismay, which said perfectly plainly that he had unpleasant news to communicate. The countess, I think, saw that look, too, for she gave me an almost imperceptible nod and took Jacquelines hand in hers.

If there are thorns in your feet we must find them, she said, sweetly. Will you come, Jacqueline?

Yes, madame, said the child, with an adoring smile at Speed, who bent and kissed her upturned face as she passed.

They went into the house, the countess holding Jacquelines thorn-scratched hand, the cat following, perfectly self-possessed, to the porch, where she halted and sat down, surveying the landscape with dignified indifference.

Well, said I, turning to Speed, what new deviltry is going on in Paradise now?

Preparations for train-wrecking, I should say, he replied, bluntly. They are tinkering with the trestle. Buckhursts ragamuffins have just seized the railroad station at Rose-Sainte-Anne, where the main line crosses, you know, near the ravine at Lammerin. I was sure there was something extraordinary going to happen, so I went down to the river, hailed Jeanne Rolland, the passeuse, and had her ferry me over to Bois-Gilbert. Then I made for the telegraph, gave the operator ten francs to let me work the keys, and called up the arsenal at Lorient. But it was no use, Scarlett, the governor of Lorient cant spare a soldier — not a single gendarme. It seems that Uhlans have been signalled north of Quimper, and Lorient is frantic, and the garrison is preparing to stand siege.

You mean, I said, indignantly, that theyre not going to try to catch Buckhurst and Mornac?

Thats what I mean; theyre scared as rabbits over these rumors of Uhlans in the west and north.

Well, said I, disgusted, it appears to me that Buckhurst is going to get off scot-free this time — and Mornac, too! Did you know that Mornac was here?

Know it? I saw him an hour ago, marshalling a new company of malcontents in the square — a bad lot, Scarlett — deserters from Chanzys army, from Bourbaki, from Garibaldi — a hundred or more line soldiers, dragoons without horses, francs-tireurs, Garibaldians, even a Turco, from Heaven knows where — bad soldiers who disgrace France — marauders, cowardly, skulking mobiles — a sweet lot, Scarlett, to be let loose in Madame de Vassarts vicinity.

I think so, too, I said, seriously.

And I earnestly agree with you, muttered Speed. Thats all I have to report, except that your friend, Robert the Lizard, is out yonder flat on his belly under a gorse-bush, and he wants to see you.

The Lizard! I exclaimed. Come on, Speed. Where is he?

Yonder, clothed in somebodys line uniform. Hes one of them. Scarlett, do you trust him? He has a rifle.

Yes, yes, I said, impatiently. Come on, man! Its all right; the fellow is watching Buckhurst for me. And I gave Speed a nervous push toward the moors. We started, Speed ostentatiously placing his revolver in his side-pocket so that he could shoot through his coat if necessary. I walked beside him, closely scanning the stretch of open moor for a sign of life, knowing all the while that it is easier to catch moon-beams in a net than to find a poacher in the bracken. But Speed had marked him down as he might mark a squatting quail, and suddenly we flushed him, rifle clapped to his shoulder.

None of that, my friend, growled Speed; but the poacher at sight of me had already lowered the weapon.

I greeted him frankly, offering my hand; he took it, then his hard fist fell away and he touched his cap.

I have done what you wanted, he said, sullenly. I have the companys rolls — here they are. He dragged from his baggy trousers pockets a mass of filthy papers, closely covered with smeared writing. Here is the money, too, he said, fishing in the other pocket; and, to my astonishment, he produced a flattened, soiled mass of bank-notes. Count it, he added, calmly.

What money is that? I asked, taking it reluctantly.

Didnt you warn me to get that box — the steel box that Tric-Trac sat down on when he saw me?

Is that money from the box? I exclaimed.

Yes, msieu. I could not bring the box, and there had been enough blood shed over it already. Besides, when Buckhurst broke it open there was only a bit of iron for the scrap-heap left.

I touched Speeds arm to call his attention; the poacher shrugged his shoulders and continued: Tric-Trac made no ceremony with me; he told me that he and Buckhurst had settled this Dr. Delmont, and the other — the professor — Tavernier.

Murdered them? muttered Speed.

Dame! — the coup du Père François is murder, I suppose.

Speed turned to me. Thats the argot for strangling, he said, grimly.

Go on, I motioned to the poacher. How did you get the money?

Oh, pour ça — in my turn I turned sonneur, he replied, with a savage smile.

A sonneur, in thieves slang, is a creature of the footpad type who, tripping his victim flat, seizes him by the shoulders and beats his head against the pavement until he renders him unconscious — if he doesnt kill him.

It was pay-day, continued the Lizard. Buckhurst opened the box and I heard him — he hammered it open with a cold chisel. I was standing guard on the forests edge; I crept back, hearing the hammering and the little bell ringing the Angelus of Tric-Trac. It was close to dusk; by the time he got into the box it was dark in the woods, and it was easy to jump on his back and strike — not very hard, msieu — but, I tell you, Buckhurst lay for two days with eyes like a sick owls! He knew one of his own men had done it. He never said a word, but I know he thinks it was Tric-Trac.... And when he is ready — bon soir, Tric-Trac!

He drew his right hand across his corded throat with a horridly suggestive motion. Speed watched him narrowly.

I asked the poacher why Buckhurst had come to Paradise, and why his banditti had seized the railroad at Rose-Sainte-Anne. 336

Ah, cried the Lizard, with a ferocious leer, that is the kernel under the limpets tent! And I have uncovered it — I, Robert Garenne, bon sang de Jésu!

He stretched out his powerful arm toward the sea. Where is that cruiser, msieu? Gone? Yes, but who sent her off? Buckhurst, with his new signal-book! Where? In chase of a sea-swallow, or a frigate (bird). Who knows? Listen, messieurs! We are to wreck the train for Brest to-night. Do you comprehend?

Where? I asked, quietly.

Just where the trestle at Lammerin crosses the ravine below the house of Josephine Tanguy.

Speed looked around at me. Its the treasure-train from Lorient. Theyre probably sending the crown diamonds back to Brest in view of the Uhlans being seen near Quimper.

On a false order?

I believe so. I believe that Buckhurst sent the cruiser to Brest, and now hes started the treasure-trains back to Brest in a panic.

That is the truth, said the Lizard; Tric-Trac told me. They have the code-book of Mornac. His eyes began to light up with that terrible anger as the name of his blood enemy fell from his lips; his nose twitched; his upper lip wrinkled into a snarl.

I thought quietly for a moment, then asked the poacher whether there was a guard at the semaphore of Saint-Yssel.

Yes, the soldier Rolland, who says he understands the telegraph — a sot from Morlaix. He hesitated and looked across the open moor toward Paradise. I must go, he muttered; I am on guard yonder.

I offered him my hand again; he took it, looking me sincerely in the eyes.

Let your private wrongs wait a little longer, I said. I think we can catch Buckhurst and Mornac alive. Do you promise?

Y-es, he replied.

Strike, then, like a Breton!

We struck palms heavily. Then he turned to Speed and motioned him to retire.

Speed walked slowly toward a half-buried bowlder and sat down out of ear-shot.

For your sake, said the poacher, clutching my hand in a tightening grip— for your sake I have let Mornac go — let him pass me at arms-length, and did not strike. You have dealt openly by me — and justly. No man can say I betrayed friendship. But I swear to you that if you miss him this time, I shall not miss — I, Robert the Lizard!

You mean to kill Mornac? I asked.

His eyes blazed.

Ami, he said, I once spoke of a little red deer, and you half understood me, for you are wise in strange ways, as I am.

I remember, I said.

His strong fingers closed tighter on my hand. Woman — or doe — its all one now; and I am out of prison — the prison he sent me to! Do you understand that he wronged me — me, the soldier Garenne, in garrison at Vincennes; he, the officer, the aristocrat?

He choked, crushing my hand in a spasmodic grip. Ami, the little red deer was beautiful — to me. He took her — the doe — a silly maid of Paradise — and I was in irons, msieu, for three years.

He glared at vacancy, tears falling from his staring eyes.

Your wife? I asked, quietly.

Yes, ami.
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Then Jacqueline is not your little daughter? I asked, gravely.

Hers — not mine. That has been the most terrible of all for me — since she died — died so young, too, msieu — and all alone — in Paris. If he had not done that — if he had been kind to her. And she was only a child, ami, yet he left her.

All the ferocity in his eyes was gone; he raised a vacant, grief-lined visage to meet mine, and stood stupidly, heavy hands hanging.

Then, shoulders sloping, he shambled off into the thicket, trailing his battered rifle.

When he was very far away I motioned to Speed.

I think, said I, that we had better try to do something at the semaphore if we are going to stop that train in time.




XX

THE SEMAPHORE
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THE TELEGRAPH STATION at the semaphore was a little, square, stone hut, roofed with slate, perched high on the cliffs. A sun-scorched, wooden signal-tower rose in front of it; behind it a line of telegraph poles stretched away into perspective across the moors. Beyond the horizon somewhere lay the war-port of Lorient, with its arsenal, armed redoubts, and heavy bastions; beyond that was war.

While we plodded on, hip deep, through gorse and thorn and heath, we cautiously watched a spot of red moving to and fro in front of the station; and as we drew nearer we could see the sentry very distinctly, rifle slung muzzle down, slouching his beat in the sunshine.

He was a slovenly specimen, doubtless a deserter from one of the three provincial armies now forming for the hopeless dash at Belfort and the German eastern communications.

When Speed and I emerged from the golden gorse into plain view the sentinel stopped in his tracks, shoved his big, red hands into his trousers pockets, and regarded us sulkily.

What are you going to do with this gentleman? whispered Speed.

Reason with him, first, I said; a louis is worth a dozen kicks. 340

The soldier left his post as we started toward him, and advanced, blinking in the strong sunshine, meeting us half-way.

Now, bourgeois, he said, shaking his unkempt head, this wont do, you know. Orders are to keep off. And, he added, in a bantering tone, Im here to enforce them. Allons! En route, mes amis!

Are you the soldier Rolland? I asked.

He admitted that he was with prompt profanity, adding that if we didnt like his name we had only to tell him so and he would arrange the matter.

I told him that we approved not only his name but his personal appearance; indeed, so great was our admiration for him that we had come clear across the Saint-Yssel moor expressly to pay our compliments to him in the shape of a hundred-franc note. I drew it from the soiled roll the Lizard had intrusted to me, and displayed it for the sentinels inspection.

Is that for me? he demanded, unconvinced, plainly suspicious of being ridiculed.

Under certain conditions, I said, these five louis are for you.

The soldier winked. I know what you want; you want to go in yonder and use the telegraph. What the devil, he burst out, do all you bourgeois want with that telegraph in there?

Has anybody else asked to use it? I inquired, disturbed.

Anybody else? he mimicked. Well, I think so; theres somebody in there now — here, give your hundred francs or I tell you nothing, you understand!

I handed him the soiled note. He scanned it with the inborn distrust of the true malefactor, turned it over and over, and finally, pronouncing it en règle, shoved it cheerfully into the lining of his red forage ca

A hundred more if you answer my questions truthfully, I said, amiably.

Cré cochon! he blurted out; fire at will, comrade! Ill sell you the whole cursed semaphore for a hundred more! What can I do for you, captain?

Who is in that hut?

A lady — she comes often — she gives ten francs each time. Zut! — what is ten francs when a gentleman gives a hundred! She pays me for my complaisance — bon! Place aux dames! You pay me better — bon! Im yours, gentlemen. War is war, but money pulls the trigger!

The miserable creature cocked his forage-cap with a toothless smirk and twisted his scant mustache.

Who is this lady who pays you ten francs? I asked.

I do not know her name — but, he added, with an offensive leer, shes worth looking over by gentlemen like you. Do you want to see her? Shes in there click-clicking away on the key with her pretty little fingers — bon sang! A morsel for a king, gentlemen.

Wait here, I said, disgusted, and walked toward the stone station. The treacherous cur came running after me. Theres a side door, he whispered; step in there behind the partition and take a look at her. Shell be done directly: she never stays more than fifteen minutes. Then you can use the telegraph at your pleasure, captain.

The side door was partly open; I stepped in noiselessly and found myself in a small, dusky closet, partitioned from the telegraph office. Immediately the rapid clicking of the Morse instrument came to my ears, and mechanically I read the message by the sound as it rattled on under the fingers of an expert:

 — Must have already found out that the signals were not authorized by the government. Before the Fer-de-Lance returns to her station the German cruiser ought to intercept her off Groix. Did you arrange for this?

There was a moments silence, then back came rattling the reply in the Morse code, but in German:

Yes, all is arranged. The Augusta took a French merchant vessel off Pont Aven yesterday. The Augusta ought to pass Groix this evening. You are to burn three white lights from Point Paradise if a landing-party is needed. It rests with you entirely.

Another silence, then the operator in the next room began:

You say that Lorient is alarmed by rumors of Uhlans, and therefore sends the treasure-train back to Brest. The train, you assure me, carries the diamonds of the crown, bar-silver, gold, the Venus of Milo, and ten battle-flags from the Invalides. Am I correct?

Yes.

The insurgents here, under an individual in our pay, one John Buckhurst, are preparing to wreck the train at the Lammerin trestle.

If the Augusta can reach Point Paradise to-night, a landing-party could easily scatter these insurgents, seize the treasures, and re-embark in safety.

There is, you declare, nothing to fear from Lorient; the only thing, then, to be dreaded is the appearance of the Fer-de-Lance off Groix. She is not now in sight; I will notify you if she appears. If she does not come I will burn three white lights in triangle on Paradise headland.

A short pause, then:

Are there any Prussian cavalry near enough to help us?

And the answer:

Prussian dragoons are scouting toward Bannalec. I will send a messenger to them if I can. This is all. Be careful. Good-bye. 343

Good-bye, clicked the instrument in the next room. There was a rustle of skirts, a tap of small shoes on the stone floor. I leaned forward and looked through the little partition window; Sylvia Elven stood by the table, quietly drawing on her gloves. Her face was flushed and thoughtful.

Slowly she walked toward the door, hesitated, turned, hurried back to the instrument, and set the switch. Then, without seating herself, she leaned over and gave the station call, three Ss.

I forgot to say that the two Yankee officers of military police, Scarlett and Speed, are a harmless pair. You have nothing to fear from them. Good-bye.

And the reply:

Watch them all the same. Be careful, madame, they are Yankees. Good-bye.

When she had gone, closing the outer door behind her, I sprang to the key, switched on, rattled out the three Ss and got my man, probably before he had taken three steps from his table.

I forgot to say, I telegraphed, using a light, rapid touch to imitate Sylvias— I forgot to say that, in case the treasure-train is held back to-night, the Augusta must run for the English Channel.

Whats that? came back the jerky reply.

I repeated.

Donnerwetter! rattled the wires. The entire French iron-clad fleet is looking for her.

And I hope they catch her, I telegraphed.

Are you crazy? came the frantic reply. Who are you?

A Yankee, idiot! I replied. Run for your life, you hopeless ass!

There was, of course, no reply, though I sent a few jocular remarks flying after what must have been the most horrified German spy south of Metz. 344

Then, at a venture, I set the switch on the arsenal line, got a quick reply, and succeeded in alarming them sufficiently, I think, for in a few moments I was telegraphing directly to the governor of Lorient, and the wires grew hot with an interchange of observations, which resulted in my running to the locker, tumbling out all the signal bunting, cones, and balls, sorting five flags, two red cones, and a ball, and hastening out to the semaphore.

Speed and the soldier Rolland saw me set the cones, hoist away, break out the flags on the halyards, and finally drop the white arm of the semaphore.

I had set the signal for the Fer-de-Lance to land in force and wipe Buckhurst and his grotesque crew from the face of the earth.

Rolland, I said, here is another hundred francs. Watch that halyard and guard it. To-night you will string seven of those little lamps on this other halyard, light them, hoist them, and then go up that tower and light the three red lamps on the left.

Tendu, he said, promptly.

If you do it I will give you two hundred francs to-morrow. Is it a bargain?

The soldier broke out into a torrent of promises which I cut short.

That lady will never come here again, I think. If she does, she must not touch those halyards. Do you hear? If she offers you money, remember I will double it. But, Rolland, if you lie to me I will have you killed as the Bretons kill pigs; you understand how that is done?

He said that he understood, and followed us, fawning and whining his cowardly promises of fidelity until we ordered the wretch back to the post which he had already twice betrayed, and would certainly betray again if the opportunity offered. 345

Walking fast over the springy heath, I told Speed briefly what I had done — that the treasure-train would not now leave Lorient, that as soon as the Fer-de-Lance came in sight of the semaphore Buckhursts game must come to an end.

Far ahead of us we saw the flutter of a light dress on the moor; Sylvia Elven, the spy, was going home; and from the distance, across the yellow-flowered gorse, her gay song floated back to us:



	
Thosewhodieforamaid
Arepaid;
Thosewhodieforacreed
God-speed;
Thosewhodiefortheirowndearland
ShallstandforeveronGodsrighthand!—






A spy! muttered Speed.

I think, said I, that she had better leave Paradise at once. Oh, the little fool, to risk all for a caprice — for a word to the poor fellow she ruined! Vanity does it every time, Speed.

I dont understand what you mean, he said.

No, and I cant explain, I replied, thinking of Kelly Eyre. But Sylvia Elven is running a fearful risk here. Mornac knows her record. Buckhurst would betray her in a moment if he thought it might save his own skin. She ought to leave before the Fer-de-Lance sights the semaphore and reads the signal to land in force.

Then youll have to tell her, he said, gloomily.

I suppose so, I replied, not at all pleased. For the prospect of humiliating her, of proving to this woman that I was not as stupid as she believed me, gave me no pleasure. Rather was I sorry for her, sorry for the truly pitiable condition in which she must now find herself. 346

As we reached the gates of Trécourt, dusty and tired from our moorland tramp, I turned and looked back. My signal was still set; the white arm of the semaphore glistened like silver against a brilliant sky of sapphire. Seaward I could see no sign of the Fer-de-Lance.

The guns I heard at sea must have been fired from the German cruiser Augusta, I suggested to Speed. Shes been hovering off the coast, catching French merchant craft. I wish to goodness the Fer-de-Lance would come in and give her a drubbing.

Oh, rubbish! he said. What the deuce do we care?

Its human to take sides in this war, isnt it? I insisted.

Considering the fashion in which France has treated us individually, it seems to me that we may as well take the German side, he said.

Are you going to? I asked.

He hesitated. Oh, hang it all, no! Theres something about France that holds us poor devils — I dont know what. Barring England, shes the only human nation in the whole snarling pack. Heres to her — damn her impudence! If she wants me she can have me — empire, kingdom, or republic. Vive anything — as long as its French!

I was laughing when we entered the court; Jacqueline, her big, furry cat in her arms, came to the door and greeted Speed with:

You have been away a very long time, and the thorns are all out of my arms and my legs, and I have been desiring to see you. Come into the house and read — shall we?

Speed turned to me with an explanatory smile. Ive been reading the Idyls aloud to her in English, he said, rather shyly. She seems to like them; its the noble music that attracts her; she cant understand ten words.

I can understand nearly twenty, she said, flushing painfully.

Speed, who had no thought of hurting her, colored up, too.

You dont comprehend, little one, he said, quickly. It was in praise, not in blame, that I spoke.

I knew it — I am silly, she said, with quick tears trembling in her eyes. You know I adore you, Speed. Forgive me.

She turned away into the house, saying that she would get the book.

Look here, Speed, I said, troubled, Jacqueline is very much like the traditional maid of romance, which I never believed existed — all unspoiled, frankly human, innocently daring, utterly ignorant of convention. Shes only a child now, but another year or two will bring something else to her.

Dont you suppose Ive thought of that? he said, frowning.

I hope you have.

Well, I have. When I find enough to do to keep soul and body friendly Im going to send her to school, if that old ruffian, her father, allows it.

I think he will, I said, gravely; but after that?

After what?

After shes educated and — unhappy?

She isnt any too happy now, he retorted.

Granted. But after you have spent all your money on her, what then?

What do you mean?

I mean that youll have no child to deal with, but a woman in full bloom, a woman fairly aquiver with life and intelligence, a high-strung, sensitive, fine-grained creature, whose educated ignorance will not be educated innocence, remember that! And I tell you, Speed, its the heaviest responsibility a man can assume.

I know it, he replied.

Then its all right, if you do know it, I said, cheerfully. All I can say is, I am thankful she isnt to spend her life in the circus.

Or meet death there, he added. Its not to our credit that she escapes it.

Jacqueline came dancing back to the porch, cat under one arm, book under the other, so frankly happy, so charmingly grateful for Speeds society, that the tragedy of the lonely child touched me very deeply. I strove to discover any trace of the bar sinister in her, but could not, though now I understood, from her parentage, how it was possible for a poachers child to have such finely sculptured hands and feet. Perhaps her dark, silky lashes and hair were Mornacs, but if this was so, I trusted that there the aristocratic blood had spent its force in the frail body of this child of chance.

I went into the house, leaving them seated on the porch, heads together, while in a low monotone Speed read the deathless Morte dArthur.

Daylight was waning.

Out of the west a clear, greenish sky, tinged with saffron tints, promised a sea-wind. But the mild land-breeze was still blowing and the ebb-tide flowing as I entered the corridor and glanced at the corner where the spinning-wheel stood. Sylvia sat beside it, reading in the Lutheran Bible by the failing light.

She raised her dreamy eyes as I passed; I had never seen her piquantly expressive face so grave.

May I speak to you alone a moment, after dinner? I asked.

If you wish, she replied.

I bowed and started on, but she called me back. 349

Did you know that Monsieur Eyre is here?

Kelly Eyre?

Oui, monsieur. He returns with an order from the governor of Lorient for the balloon.

I was astonished, and asked where Eyre had gone.

He is in your room, she said, loading your revolver. I hope you will not permit him to go alone to Paradise.

Ill see about that, I muttered, and hurried up the stairs and down the hallway to my bedchamber.

He sprang to the door as I entered, giving me both hands in boyish greeting, saying how delighted they all were to know that my injury had proved so slight.

That balloon robbery worried me, he continued. I knew that Speed depended on his balloon for a living; so as soon as we entered Lorient I went to our consul, and he and I made such a row that the governor of Lorient gave me an order for the balloon. Here it is, Mr. Scarlett.

His heightened color and excitement, his nervous impetuosity, were not characteristic of this quiet and rather indifferent young countryman of mine.

I looked at him keenly but pleasantly.

You are going to load my revolver, and go over to Paradise and take that balloon from these bandits? I asked, smiling.

An order is all right, but it is the more formal when backed by a bullet, he said.

Do you mean to tell me that you were preparing to go over into that hornets nest alone?

He shrugged his shoulders with a reckless laugh.

Give me my revolver, I said, coldly.

His face fell. Let me take it, Mr. Scarlett, he pleaded; but I refused, and made him hand me the weapon. 350

Now, I said, sternly, I want to know what the devil you mean by attempting suicide? Do you suppose that those ruffians care a straw for you and your order? Kelly, whats the matter with you? Is life as unattractive as all that?

His flushed and sullen face darkened.

If you want to risk your life, I said, you have plenty of chances in your profession. Did you ever hear of an aged aëronaut? Kelly, go back to America and break your neck like a gentleman.

He darted a menacing glance at me, but there was nothing of irony in my sober visage.

You appear here, I said, after the others have sailed from Lorient. Why? To do Speed this generous favor? Yes — and to do yourself the pleasure of ending an embittered life under the eyes of the woman who ruined you.

The boy flinched as though I had struck him in the face. For a moment I expected a blow; his hands clinched convulsively, and he focussed me with blazing eyes.

Dont, I said, quietly. I am trying to be your friend; I am trying to save you from yourself, Kelly. Dont throw away your life — as I have done. Life is a good thing, Kelly, a good thing. Can we not be friends though I tell you the truth?

The color throbbed and throbbed in his face. There was a chair near him; he groped for it, and sat down heavily.

Life is a good thing, I said again, but, Kelly, truth is better. And I must tell you the — well, something of the truth — as much as you need know ... now. My friend, she is not worth it.

Do you think that makes any difference? he said, harshly. Let me alone, Scarlett. I know!... I know, I tell you! 351

Do you mean to tell me that you know she deliberately betrayed you? I demanded.

Yes, I know it — I tell you I know it!

And ... you love her?

Yes. He dropped his haggard face on his arms a moment, then sat bolt upright. Truth is better than life, he said, slowly. I lied to you and to myself when I came back. I did come to get Speeds balloon, but I came ... for her sake,... to be near her,... to see her once more before I—

Yes, I understand, Kelly.

He winced and leaned wearily back.

You are right, he said; I wanted to end it,... I am tired.

I sat thinking for a moment; the light in the room faded to a glimmer on the panes.

Kelly, I said, there remains another way to risk your neck, and, I think, a nobler way. There is in this house a woman who is running a terrible risk — a German spy whose operations have been discovered. This woman believes that she has in her pay the communist leader of the revolt, a man called Buckhurst. She is in error. And she must leave this house to-night.

Eyres face had paled. He bent forward, clasped hands between his knees, eyes fastened on me.

There will be trouble here to-night — or, in all probability, within the next twenty-four hours. I expect to see Buckhurst a prisoner. And when that happens it will go hard with Mademoiselle Elven, for he will turn on her to save himself.... And you know what that means;... a blank wall, Kelly, and a firing-squad. There is but one sex for spies.

A deadly fear was stamped on his bloodless face. I saw it, tense and quivering, in the gray light of the window. 352

She must leave to-night, Kelly. She must try to cross into Spain. Will you help her?

He nodded, striving to say yes.

You know your own risk?

Yes.

Her company is death for you both if you are taken.

He stood up very straight. In what strange forms comes happiness to man!




XXI

LIKE HER ANCESTORS
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A SENSE OF insecurity, of impending trouble, seemed to weigh upon us all that evening — a physical depression, which the sea-wind brought with its flying scud, wetting the window-panes like fine rain.

At intervals from across the moors came the deadened rolling of insurgent drums, and in the sky a ruddy reflection of a fire brightened and waned as the fog thickened or blew inland — an ominous sign of disorder, possibly even a reflection from that unseen war raging somewhere beyond the obscured horizon.

It may have been this indefinable foreboding that drew our little company into a temporary intimacy; it may have been the immense loneliness of the sea, thundering in thickening darkness, that stilled our voices to whispers.

Eyre, ill at ease, walked from window to window, looking at the luminous tints on the ragged edges of the clouds; Sylvia, over her heavy embroidery, lifted her head gravely at moments, to glance after him when he halted listless, preoccupied, staring at Speed and Jacqueline, who were drawing pictures of Arthur and his knights by the lamp-lit table.

I leaned in the embrasure of the southern window, gazing at my lighted lanterns, which dangled from the halyards at Saint-Yssel. The soldier Rolland had so far kept his word — three red lamps glimmered through a driving mist; the white lanterns hung above, faintly shining.

Full in the firelight of the room sat the young Countess, lost in reverie, hands clasping the gilt arms of her chair. At her feet dozed Ange Pitou.

The dignity of a parvenu cat admitted for the first time to unknown luxury is a lesson. I said this to the young Countess, who smiled dreamily, watching the play of color over the drift-wood fire. A ships plank was burning there, tufted with golden-green flames. Presently a blaze of purest carmine threw a deeper light into the room.

I wonder, she said, what people sailed in that ship — and when? Did they perish on this coast when their ship perished? A drift-wood fire is beautiful, but a little sad, too. She looked up pensively over her shoulder. Will you bring a chair to the fire? she asked. We are burning part of a great ship — for our pleasure, monsieur. Tell me what ship it was; tell me a story to amuse me — not a melancholy one, if you please.

I drew a chair to the blaze; the drift-wood burned gold and violet, with scarcely a whisper of its velvet flames.

I am afraid my story is not going to be very cheerful, I said, and I am also afraid that I must ask you to listen to it.

She met my eyes with composure, leaned a little toward me, and waited.

And so, sitting there in the tinted glare, I told her of the death of Delmont and of Tavernier, and of Buckhursts share in the miserable work.

I spoke in a whisper scarcely louder than the rustle of the flames, watching the horror growing in her face.

I told her that the money she had intrusted to them for the Red Cross was in my possession, and would be forwarded at the first chance; that I hoped to bring Buckhurst to justice that very night.

Madame, I am paining you, I said; but I am going to cause you even greater unhappiness.

Tell me what is necessary, she said, forming the words with tightened lips.

Then I must tell you that it is necessary for Mademoiselle Elven to leave Trécourt to-night.

She looked at me as though she had not heard.

It is absolutely necessary, I repeated. She must go secretly. She must leave her effects; she must go in peasants dress, on foot.

Why?

It is better that I do not tell you, madame.

Tell me. It is my right to know.

Not now; later, if you insist.

The young Countess passed one hand over her eyes as though dazed.

Does Sylvia know this? she asked, in a shocked voice.

Not yet.

And you are going to tell her?

Yes, madame.

This is dreadful, she muttered.... If I did not know you,... if I did not trust you so perfectly,... trust you with all my heart!... Oh, are you certain she must go? It frightens me; it is so strange! I have grown fond of her.... And now you say that she must go. I cannot understand — I cannot.

No, you cannot understand, I repeated, gently; but she can. It is a serious matter for Mademoiselle Elven; it could not easily be more serious. It is even perhaps a question of life or death, madame.

In Heavens name, help her, then! she said, scarcely controlling the alarm that brought a pitiful break in her voice.

I am trying to, I said. And now I must consult Mademoiselle Elven. Will you help me?

What can I do? she asked, piteously.

Stand by that window. Look, madame, can you see the lights on the semaphore?

Yes.

Count them aloud.

She counted the white lights for me, then the red ones.

Now, I said, if those lights change in number or color or position, come instantly to me. I shall be with Mademoiselle Elven in the little tea-room. But, I added, I do not expect any change in the lights; it is only a precaution.

I left her in the shadow of the curtains, and passed through the room to Sylvias side. She looked up quietly from her embroidery frame, then, dropping the tinted silks and needles on the cloth, rose and walked beside me past Eyre, who stood up as we came abreast of him.

Sylvia paused. Monsieur Eyre, she said, I have a question to ask you ... some day, and passed on with a smile and a slight inclination of her head, leaving Eyre looking after her with heavy eyes.

When we entered the little tea-room she passed on to the lounge and seated herself on the padded arm; I turned, closed the door, and walked straight toward her.

She glanced up at me curiously; something in my face appeared to sober her, for the amused smile on her lips faded before I spoke.

What is it? she asked.

I am sorry to tell you, I said— sorry from my heart. You are not very friendly to me, and that makes it harder for me to say what I have to say.

She was watching me intently out of her pretty, intelligent eyes.

What do you mean? she asked, guardedly.

I mean that you cannot stay here, I said. And you know why.

The color flooded her face, and she stood up, confronting me, exasperated, defiant.

Will you explain this insult? she asked, hotly.

Yes. You are a German spy, I said, under my breath.

There was no color in her face now — nothing but a glitter in her blue eyes and a glint from the small, white teeth biting her lower lip.

French troops will land here to-night or to-morrow, I went on, calmly. You will see how dangerous your situation is certain to become when Buckhurst is taken, and when it is understood what use you have made of the semaphore.

She winced, then straightened and bent her steady gaze on me. Her courage was admirable.

I thank you for telling me, she said, simply. Have I a chance to reach the Spanish frontier?

I think you have, I replied. Kelly Eyre is going with you when—

He? No, no, he must not! Does he know what I am? she broke in, impetuously.

Yes, mademoiselle; and he knows what happens to spies.

Did he offer to go? she asked, incredulously.

Mademoiselle, he insists.

Her lip began to tremble. She turned toward the window, where the sea-fog flew past in the rising wind, and stared out across the immeasurable blackness of the ocean. 358

Without turning her head she said: Does he know that it may mean his death?

He has suffered worse for your sake! I said, bitterly.

What? she flashed out, confronting me in an instant.

You must know that, I said— three years of hell — prison — utter ruin! Do you dare deny you have been ignorant of this?

For a space she stood there, struck speechless; then, Call him! she cried. Call him, I tell you! Bring him here — I want him here — here before us both! She sprang to the door, but I blocked her way.

I will not have Madame de Vassart know what you did to him! I said. If you want Kelly Eyre, I will call him. And I stepped into the hallway.

Eyre, passing the long stone corridor, looked up as I beckoned; and when he entered the tea-room, Sylvia, white as a ghost, met him face to face.

Monsieur, she said, harshly, why did you not come to that book-store?

He was silent. His face was answer enough — a terrible answer.

Monsieur Eyre, speak to me! Is it true? Did they — did you not know that I made an error — that I did go on Monday at the same hour?

His haggard face lighted up; she saw it, and caught his hands in hers.

Did you think I knew? she stammered. Did you think I could do that? They told me at the usine that you had gone away — I thought you had forgotten — that you did not care—

Care! he groaned, and bowed his head, crushing her hands over his face.

Then she broke down, breathless with terror and grief. 359

I was not a spy then — truly I was not, Kelly. There was no harm in me — I only — only asked for the sketches because — because — I cared for you. I have them now; no soul save myself has ever seen them — even afterward, when I drifted into intrigue at the Embassy — when everybody knew that Bismarck meant to force war — everybody except the French people — I never showed those little sketches! They were — were mine! Kelly, they were all I had left when you went away — to a fortress! — and I did not know! — I did not know!

Hush! he groaned. It is all right — it is all right now.

Do you believe me?

Yes, yes. Dont cry — dont be unhappy — now.

She raised her head and fumbled in her corsage with shaking fingers, and drew from her bosom a packet of papers.

Here are the sketches, she sobbed; they have cost you dear! Now leave me — hate me! Let them come and take me — I do not want to live any more. Oh, what punishment on earth!

Her suffering was unendurable to the man who had suffered through her; he turned on me, quivering in every limb.

We must start, he said, hoarsely. Give me your revolver.

I drew it from my hip-pocket and passed it to him.

Scarlett, he began, if we dont reach—

A quick rapping at the door silenced him; the young Countess stood in the hallway, bright-eyed, but composed, asking for me.

The red and the white lights are gone, she said. There are four green lights on the tower and four blue lights on the halyards.

I turned to Eyre. This is interesting, I said, grimly. I set signals for the Fer-de-Lance to land in force. Somebody has changed them. You had better get ready to go.

Sylvia had shrunk away from Eyre. The Countess looked at her blankly, then at me.

Madame, I said, there is little enough of happiness in the world — so little that when it comes it should be welcomed, even by those who may not share in it.

And I bent nearer and whispered the truth.

Then I went to Sylvia, who stood there tremulous, pallid.

You serve your country at a greater risk than do the soldiers of your King, I said. There is no courage like that which discounts a sordid, unhonored death. You have my respect, mademoiselle.

Sylvia! murmured the young Countess, incredulously; you a spy? — here — under my roof?

Sylvia unconsciously stretched out one hand toward her.

Eyre stepped to her side, with an angry glance at Madame de Vassart.

I — I love you, madame, whispered Sylvia. I only place my own country first. Can you forgive me?

The Countess stood as though stunned; Eyre passed her slowly, supporting Sylvia to the door.

Madame, I said, will you speak to her? Your countries, not your hearts, are at war. She did her duty.

A spy! repeated the Countess, in a dull voice. A spy! And she brings this — this shame on me!

Sylvia turned, standing unsteadily. For a long time they looked at each other in silence, their eyes wet with tears. Then Eyre lifted Sylvias hand and kissed it, and led her away, closing the door behind. 361

The Countess still stood in the centre of the room, transfixed, rigid, staring through her tears at the closed door. With a deep-drawn breath she straightened her shoulders; her head drooped; she covered her face with clasped hands.

Standing there, did she remember those who, one by one, had betrayed her? Those who first whispered to her that love of country was a narrow creed; those who taught her to abhor violence, and then failed at the test — Bazard, firing to kill, going down to death under the merciless lance of an Uhlan; Buckhurst, guilty of every crime that attracted him; and now Sylvia, her friend, false to the salt she had eaten, false to the roof above her, false, utterly false to all save the land of her nativity.

And she, Éline de Trécourt, a soldiers daughter and a Frenchwoman, had been used as a shield by those who were striking her own mother-land — the country she once had denied; the country whose frontiers she knew not in her zeal for limitless brotherhood; the blackened, wasted country she had seen at Strasbourg; the land for which the cuirassiers of Morsbronn had died!

What have I done? she cried, brokenly— what have I done that this shame should come upon me?

You have done nothing, I said, neither for good nor evil in this crisis. But Sylvia has; Sylvia the spy. That a man should give up his life for a friend is good; that a woman offer hers for her country is better. What has it cost her? The friendship of the woman she worships — you, madame! It has cost her that already, and the price may include her life and the life of the man she loves. She has done her duty; the sacrifice is still burning; I pray it may spare her and spare him.
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The world is merciless to failures, I said. Yet even a successful spy is scarcely tolerated among the Philistines; a captured spy is a horror for friends to forget and for enemies to destroy in righteous indignation. Madame, I know, for I have served your country in Algiers as a spy,... not from patriotism, for I am an alien, but because I was fitted for it in my line of duty. Had I been caught I should have looked for nothing but contempt from France; from the Kabyle, for neither admiration nor mercy. I tell you this that you may understand my respect for this woman, whose motives are worthy of it.

The Countess looked at me scornfully. It is well, she said, for those who understand and tolerate treachery to condone it. It is well that the accused be judged by their peers. We of Trécourt know only one tongue. But that is the language of truth, monsieur. All else is foreign.

Where did the nobility learn this tongue — to our exclusion? I asked, bluntly.

When our forefathers faced the tribunals! she flashed out. Did you ever hear of a spy among us? Did you ever hear of a lie among us?

You have been taught history by your peers, madame, I said, with a bow; I have been taught history by mine.

The sorry romance! she said, bitterly. It has brought me to this!

It has brought others to their senses, I said, sharply.

To their knees, you mean!

Yes — to their knees at last.

To the guillotine — yes!

No, madame, to pray for their native land — too late!
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It remains, I said, for me to thank you for your kindness to us all, and for your generosity to me in my time of need.... It is quite useless for me to dream of repaying it.... I shall never forget it.... I ask leave to make my adieux, madame.

She flushed to her temples, but did not answer.

As I stood looking at her, a vivid flare of light flashed through the window behind me, crimsoning the walls, playing over the ceiling with an infernal radiance. At the same instant the gate outside crashed open, a hubbub of voices swelled into a roar; then the outer doors were flung back and a score of men sprang into the hallway, soldiers with the red torch-light dancing on rifle-barrels and bayonets.

And before them, revolver swinging in his slender hand, strode Buckhurst, a red sash tied across his breast, his colorless eyes like diamonds.

Speed and Jacqueline came hurrying through the hall to where I stood; Buckhursts smile was awful as his eyes flashed from Speed to me.

Behind him, close to his shoulder, the torch-light fell on Mornacs smooth, false face, stretched now into a ferocious grimace; behind him crowded the soldiers of the commune, rifles slung, craning their unshaven faces to catch a glimpse of us.

Demi-battalion, halt! shouted an officer, and flung up his naked sabre.

Halt, repeated Buckhurst, quietly.

Madame de Vassarts servants had come running from kitchen and stable at the first alarm, and now stood huddled in the court-yard, bewildered, cowed by the bayonets which had checked them.

Buckhurst, I said, what the devil do you mean by this foolery? and I started for him, shouldering my way among his grotesque escort.

For an instant I looked into his deadly eyes; then he silently motioned me back; a dozen bayonets were levelled, forcing me to retire, inch by inch, until I felt Speeds grip on my arm.

That fellow means mischief, he whispered. Have you a pistol?

I gave mine to Eyre, I said, under my breath. If he means us harm, dont resist or they may take revenge on the Countess. Speed, keep her in the room there! Dont let her come out.

But the Countess de Vassart was already in the hall, facing Buckhurst with perfect composure.

Twice she ordered him to leave; he looked up from his whispered consultation with Mornac and coolly motioned her to be silent.

Once she spoke to Mornac, quietly demanding a reason for the outrage, and Mornac silenced her with a brutal gesture.

Madame, I said, it is I they want. I beg you to retire.

You are my guest, she said. My place is here.

Your place is where I please to put you! broke in Mornac; and to Buckhurst: I tell you shes as guilty as the others. Let me attend to this and make a clean sweep!

Citizen Mornac will endeavor to restrain his zeal, observed Buckhurst, with a sneer. And then, as I looked at this slender, pallid man, I understood who was the dominant power behind the curtain; and so did Speed, for I felt him press my elbow significantly.

He turned and addressed us, suavely, bowing with a horrid, mock deference to the Countess:

In the name of the commune! The ci-devant Countess de Vassart is accused of sheltering the individual Scarlett, late inspector of Imperial Police; the individual Speed, ex-inspector of Imperial Gendarmes; the individual Eyre, under general suspicion; the woman called Sylvia Elven, a German spy. As war-delegate of the commune, I am here to accuse!

There was a silence, then a low, angry murmur from the soldiers, which grew louder until Buckhurst turned on them. He did not utter a word, but the sullen roar died out, a bayonet rattled, then all was still in the dancing torch-light.

I accuse, continued Buckhurst, in a passionless voice, the individual Scarlett of treachery to the commune; of using the telegraph for treacherous ends; of hoisting signals with the purpose of attracting government troops to destroy us. I accuse the individual Speed of aiding his companion in using the telegraph to stop the government train, thus depriving the commune of the funds which rightfully belong to it — the treasures wrung from wretched peasants by the aristocrats of an accursed monarchy and a thrice-accursed empire!

A roaring cheer burst from the excited soldiers, drowning the voice of Buckhurst.

Silence! shouted Mornac, savagely. And as the angry voices were stilled, one by one, above the banging of rifle-stocks and the rattle of bayonets, Buckhursts calm voice rose in a sinister monotone.

I accuse the woman Sylvia Elven of communication with Prussian agents; of attempted corruption of soldiers under my command. I accuse the citoyenne Éline Trécourt, lately known as the Countess de Vassart, of aiding, encouraging, and abetting these enemies of France!

He waited until the short, fierce yell of approval had died away. Then:

Call the soldier Rolland! he said.

My heart began to hammer in my throat. I believe its going hard with us, I muttered to Speed.

Listen, he motioned. 366

I listened to the wretched creature Rolland while he told what had happened at the semaphore. In his eagerness he pushed close to where I stood, menacing me with every gesture, cursing and lashing himself into a rage, ignoring all pretence of respect and discipline for his own superiors.

What are you waiting for? he shouted, insolently, turning on Buckhurst. I tell the truth; and if this man can afford to pay hundreds of francs for a telegram, he must be rich enough to pluck, I tell you!

You say he bribed you? asked Buckhurst, gently.

Yes; Ive said it twenty times, havent I?

And you took the bribes?

Parbleu!

And you thought if you admitted it and denounced the man who bribed you that you would help divide a few millions with us, you rogue? suggested Buckhurst, admiringly.

The wretch laughed outright.

And you believe that you deserve well of the commune? smiled Buckhurst.

The soldier grinned and opened his mouth to answer, and Buckhurst shot him through the face; and, as he fell, shot him again, standing wreathed in the smoke of his own weapon.

The deafening racket of the revolver, the smoke, the spectacle of the dusty, inert thing on the floor over which Buckhurst stood and shot, seemed to stun us all.

I think, said Buckhurst, in a pleasantly persuasive voice, that there will be no more bribery in this battalion. He deliberately opened the smoking weapon; the spent shells dropped one by one from the cylinder, clinking on the stone floor.

No — no more bribery, he mused, touching the dead man with the carefully polished toe of his shoe. Because, he added, reloading his revolver, I do not like it.

He turned quietly to Mornac and ordered the corpse to be buried, and Mornac, plainly unnerved at the murderous act of his superior, repeated the order, cursing his men to cover the quaver in his voice.

As for you, observed Buckhurst, glancing up at us where we stood speechless together, you will be judged and sentenced when this drum-head court decides. Go into that room!

The Countess did not move.

Speed touched her arm; she looked up quietly, smiled, and stepped across the threshold. Speed followed; Jacqueline slipped in beside him, and then I turned on Buckhurst, who had just ordered his soldiers to surround the house outside.

As a matter of fact, I said, when the last armed ruffian had departed, I am the only person in this house who has interfered with your affairs. The others have done nothing to harm you.

The court will decide that, he replied, balancing his revolver in his palm.

I eyed him for an instant. Do you mean harm to this unfortunate woman? I asked.

My friend, he replied, in a low voice, you have very stupidly upset plans that have cost me months to perfect. You have, by stopping that train, robbed me of something less than twenty millions of francs. I have my labor for my pains; I have this mob of fools on my hands; I may lose my life through this whim of yours; and if I dont, I have it all to begin again. And you ask me what I am going to do!

His eyes glittered.

If I strike her I strike you. Ask yourself whether or not I will strike. 368

All the blood seemed to leave my heart; I straightened up with an effort.

There are some murders, I said, that even you must recoil at.

I dont think you appreciate me, he replied, with a deathly smile.

He motioned toward the door with levelled weapon. I turned and entered the tea-room, and he locked the door from the outside.

The Countess, seated on the sofa, looked up as I appeared. She was terribly pale, but she smiled as my heavy eyes met hers.

Is it to be farce or tragedy, monsieur? she asked, without a tremor in her clear voice.

I could not have uttered a word to save my life. Speed, pacing the room, turned to read my face; and I think he read it, for he stopped short in his tracks. Jacqueline, watching him with blue, inscrutable eyes, turned sharply toward the window and peered out into the darkness.

Beyond the wall of the garden the fog, made luminous by the torches of the insurgents, surrounded the house with a circle of bright, ruddy vapor.

Speed came slowly across the room with me.

Do they mean to shoot us? he asked, bluntly.

Messieurs, said the Countess, with a faint smile, your whispers are no compliment to my race. Pray honor me by plain speaking. Are we to die?

We stood absolutely speechless before her.

Ah, Monsieur Scarlett, she said, gravely, do you also fail me ... at the end?... You, too — even you?... Must I tell you that we of Trécourt fear nothing in this world?

She made a little gesture, exquisitely imperious.
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Are we to die? she asked.

Yes, madame.

Thank you, she said, softly.

I looked up. My head was swimming so that I could scarcely see her, scarcely perceive the deep, steady tenderness in her clear eyes.

Do you not understand? she asked. You are my friend. I wished to know my fate from you.

Madame, I said, hoarsely, how can you call me friend when you know to what I have brought you?

You have brought me to know myself, she said, simply. Why should I not be grateful? Why do you look at me so sadly, Monsieur Scarlett? Truly, you must know that my life has been long enough to prove its uselessness.

It is not true! I cried, stung by remorse for all I had said. Such women as you are the hope of France! Such women as you are the hope of the world! Ah, that you should consider the bitterness and folly of such a man as I am — that you should consider and listen to the sorry wisdom of a homeless mountebank — a wandering fool — a preacher of empty platitudes, who has brought you to this with his cursed meddling!

You taught me truth, she said, calmly; you make the last days of my life the only ones worth living. I said to you but an hour since — when I was angry — that we were unfitted to comprehend each other. It is not true. We are fitted for that. I had rather die with you than live without the friendship which I believe — which I know — is mine. Monsieur Scarlett, it is not love. If it were, I could not say this to you — even in deaths presence. It is something better; something untroubled, confident, serene.... You see it is not love.... And perhaps it has no name.... For I have never before known such happiness, such peace, as I know now, here with you, talking of our death. If we could live,... you would go away.... I should be alone.... And I have been alone all my life,... and I am tired. You see I have nothing to regret in a death that brings me to you again.... Do you regret life?

Not now, I said.

You are kind to say so. I do believe — yes, I know that you truly care for me.... Do you?

Yes.

Then it will not be hard.... Perhaps not even very painful.

The key turning in the door startled us. Buckhurst entered, and through the hallway I saw his dishevelled soldiers running, flinging open doors, tearing, trampling, pillaging, wrecking everything in their path.

Your business will be attended to in the garden at dawn, he observed, blinking about the room, for the bright lamp-light dazzled him.

Speed, who had been standing by the window with Jacqueline, wheeled sharply, took a few steps into the room, then sank into a chair, clasping his lank hands between his knees.

The Countess did not even glance up as the sentence was pronounced; she looked at me and laid her left hand on mine, smiling, as though waiting for the moment to resume an interrupted conversation.

Do you hear? demanded Buckhurst, raising his voice.

There was no answer for a moment; then Jacqueline stepped from the window and said: Am I free to go?

You! said Buckhurst, contemptuously; who in hell are you?

I am Jacqueline.
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He went away, slamming and locking the door; and I heard Mornac complaining that the signals had gone out on the semaphore and that there was more treachery abroad.

Get me a horse! said Buckhurst. There are plenty of them in the stables. Mornac, you stay here; Ill ride over to the semaphore. Gut this house and fire it after youve finished that business in the garden to-morrow morning.

Where are you going? demanded Mornacs angry voice. Do you expect me to stay here while you start for Paris?

You have your orders, said Buckhurst, menacingly.

Oh, have I? What are they? To stay here when the country is roused — stay here and perhaps be shelled by that damned cruiser out there—

His voice was stifled as though a hand had clutched his throat; there came the swift sound of a struggle, the banging of scabbards and spurs, the scuffle of heavy boots.

Are you mad? burst out Mornacs strangled voice.

Are you? breathed Buckhurst. Silence, you fool. Do you obey orders or not?

Their voices receded. Speed sprang to the door to listen, then ran back to the window.

Scarlett, he whispered, there are the lights of a vessel at anchor off Groix.

I was beside him in an instant. Its the cruiser, I said. Oh, Speed, for a chance to signal!

We looked at each other desperately.

We could set the room afire, he said; they might land to see what had happened.

And find us all shot.

Jacqueline, standing beside Speed, said, quietly: I could swim it. Wait. Raise the window a little. 372

You cannot dive from that cliff! I said.

She cautiously unlocked the window and peered out into the dark garden.

The cliff falls sheer from the wall yonder, she whispered. I shall try to drop. I learned much in the circus. I am not afraid, Speed. I shall drop into the sea.

To your death, I said.

Possibly, msieu. It is a good death, however. I am not afraid.

Close the window, muttered Speed. Theyd shoot her from the wall, anyway.

Again the child gravely asked permission to try.

No, said Speed, harshly, and turned away. But in that instant Jacqueline flung open the window and vaulted into the garden. Before I could realize what had happened she was only a glimmering spot in the darkness. Then Speed and I followed her, running swiftly toward the foot of the garden, but we were too late; a slim, white shape rose from the top of the wall and leaped blindly out through the ruddy torch glare into the blackness beyond.

We heard a soldiers startled cry, a commotion, curses, and astonished exclamations from the other side of the wall.

It was something, I tell you! roared a soldier. Something that jumped over the cliff!

It was an owl, idiot! retorted his comrade.

I tell you I saw it! protested the other, in a shaking voice.

Then you saw a witch of Ker-Ys, bawled another. Look out for your skin in the first battle. Its death to see such things.

I looked at Speed. He stood wide-eyed, staring at vacancy.

Could she do it? I asked, horrified. 373

God knows, he whispered.

Soldiers were beginning to clamber up the garden wall from the outside; torches were raised to investigate. As we shrank back into the shadow of the shrubbery I stumbled over something soft — Jacquelines clothes, lying in a circle as she had stepped out of them.

Speed took them. I followed him, creeping back to the window, where we entered in time to avoid discovery by a wretch who had succeeded in mounting the wall, torch in hand.

One or two soldiers climbed over and dropped into the garden, prowling around, prodding the bushes with their bayonets, even coming to press their dirty faces and hands against our window.

Theyre all here! sang out one. It was an owl, I tell you! And he menaced us with his rifle in pantomime and retired, calling his companions to follow.

Where is Jacqueline? asked the Countess, looking anxiously at the little blue skirt on Speeds knees. Have they harmed that child?

I told her.

A beautiful light grew in her eyes as she listened. Did I not warn you that we Bretons know how to die? she said.

I looked dully at Speed, who sat by the window, brooding over the little woollen skirt on his knees, stroking it, touching the torn hem, and at last folding it with unaccustomed and shaky hands.

There were noises outside our door, loud voices, hammering, the sound of furniture being dragged over stone floors, and I scarcely noticed it when our door was opened again.

Then somebody called out our names; a file of half-drunken soldiers grounded arms in the passageway with a bang that brought us to our feet, as Mornac, flushed with wine, entered unsteadily, drawn sword in hand.

Im damned if I stay here any longer, he broke out, angrily. Ill see whether my rascals cant shoot straight by torch-light. Here, you! Scarlett, I mean! And you, Speed; and you, too, madame; patter your prayers, for youll get no priest. Lieutenant, withdraw the guard at the wall. Here, captain, march the battalion back to Paradise and take the servants!

A second later the drums began to beat, but Mornac, furious, silenced them.

They can hear you at sea! he shouted. Do you want a boat-load of marines at your heels? Strike out those torches! Four will do for the garden. March!

The shuffling tread of the insurgent infantry echoed across the gravel court-yard; torches behind the walls were extinguished; blackness enveloped the cliffs.

Well, broke out Speed, hoarsely, good-bye, Scarlett.

He held out his hand.

Good-bye, I said, stunned.

I dropped my hand as two soldiers placed themselves on either side of him.

Well, good-bye, he repeated, aimlessly; and then, remembering, he went to the Countess and offered his hand.

I am so sorry for you, she said, with a pallid smile. You have much to live for. But you must not feel lonely, monsieur; you will be with us — we shall be close to you.

She turned to me, and her hands fell to her side.

Are you contented? she asked.

Yes, I answered.

I, too, she said, sweetly, and offered her hands.

I held them very tightly. You say, I whispered, that it is not — love. But you do not speak for me. I love you.

A bright blush spread over brow and neck.

So — it was love — after all, she said, under her breath. God be with us to-day — I love you.

March! cried Mornac, as two soldiers took station beside me.

I beg you will be gentle with this lady, I said, angrily, as two more soldiers pushed up beside the young Countess and laid their hands on her shoulders.

Who the devil are you giving orders to? shouted Mornac, savagely. March!

Speed passed out first; I followed; the Countess came behind me.

Courage, I stammered, looking back at her as we stumbled out into the torch-lit garden.

She smiled adorably. Her forefathers had mounted the guillotine smiling.

Mornac pointed to the garden wall near the bench where we had sat together. A soldier dressed like a Turco lifted a torch and set it in the flower-bed under the wall, illuminating the spot where we were to stand. As this soldier turned to come back I saw his face.

Salah Ben-Ahmed! I cried, hoarsely. Do Marabouts do this butchers work?

The Turco stared at me as though stunned.

Salah Ben-Ahmed is a disgraced soldier! I said, in a ringing voice.

Its a lie! he shouted, in Arabic— its a lie, O my inspector! Speak! Have these men tricked me? Are you not Prussians?

Silence! Silence! bawled Mornac. Turco, fall in! Fall in, I say! What! You menace me? he snarled, cocking his revolver.

Then a man darted out of the red shadows of the torch-light and fell upon Mornac with a knife, and dragged him down and rolled on him, stabbing him through and through, while the mutilated wretch screamed and screamed until his soul struggled out through the flame-shot darkness and fled to its last dreadful abode.

The Lizard rose, shaking his fagot knife; they fell upon him, clubbing and stabbing with stock and bayonet, but he swung his smeared and sticky blade, clearing a circle around him. And I think he could have cut his way free had not Tric-Trac shot him in the back of the head.

Then a frightful tumult broke loose. Three of the torches were knocked to the ground and trampled out as the insurgents, doubly drunken with wine and the taste of blood, seized me and tried to force me against the wall; but the Turco, with his shrill, wolf-like battle yelp, attacked them, sabre-bayonet in hand. Speed, too, had wrested a rifle from a half-stupefied ruffian, and now stood at bay before the Countess; I saw him wielding his heavy weapon like a flail; then in the darkness Tric-Trac shot at me, so close that the powder-flame scorched my leg. He dropped his rifle to spring for my throat, knocking me flat, and, crouching on me, strove to strangle me; and I heard him whining with eagerness while I twisted and writhed to free my windpipe from his thin fingers.

At last I tore him from my body and struggled to my feet. He, too, was on his legs with a bound, running, doubling, dodging; and at his heels I saw a dozen sailors, broadaxes glittering, chasing him from tree to shrub.

Speed! I shouted— the sailors from the Fer-de-Lance!

The curtains of the house were on fire; through the hallway poured the insurgent soldiery, stampeding in frantic flight across the court out into the moors; and the marines, swarming along the cliffs, shot at them as they ran, and laughed savagely when a man fell into the gorse, kicking like a wounded rabbit.

Speed marked their flight, advancing coolly, pistol flashing; the Turco, Ben-Ahmed, dark arms naked to the shoulder, bounded behind the frightened wretches, cornering, hunting them through flower-beds and bushes, stealthily, keenly, now creeping among the shadows, now springing like a panther on his prey, until his blue jacket reeked and his elbows dripped.

I had picked up a rifle with a broken bayonet; the Countess, clasping my left arm, stood swaying in the rifle-smoke, eyes closed; and, when a horrid screeching arose from the depths of the garden where they were destroying Tric-Trac, she fell to shuddering, hiding her face on my shoulder.

Suddenly Speed appeared, carrying a drenched little figure, partly wrapped in a sailors pea-jacket, slim limbs drooping, blue with cold.

Put out that fire in there, he said, hoarsely; we must get her into bed. Hurry, for Gods sake, Scarlett! Theres nobody in the house!

Jacqueline! Jacqueline! brave little Bretonne, murmured the Countess, bending forward and gathering the unconscious child into her strong, young arms.

Through the dim dawn, through smoke and fading torch-light, we carried Jacqueline into the house, now lighted up with an infernal red from the burning dining-room.

The house is stone; we can keep the flames to one room if we work hard, I said. A sailor stood by the door wiping the stained blade of his broadaxe, and I called on him to aid us.

A fresh company of sailors passed on the double, rifles trailing, their officer shouting encouragement, And as we came in view of the semaphore, I saw the signal tower on fire from base to top.

The gray moorland was all flickering with flashes where the bulk of the insurgent infantry began firing in retreat; the marines fusillade broke out from Paradise village; rifle after rifle cracked along the river-bank. Suddenly the deep report of a cannon came echoing landward from the sea; a shell, with lighted fuse trailing sparks, flew over us with a rushing whistle and exploded on the moors.

All this I saw from the house where I stood with Speed and a sailor, buried in smoke, chopping out blazing woodwork, tearing the burning curtains from the windows. The marines fired steadily from the windows above us.

They want the Red Terror! laughed the sailors. They shall have it!

Hunt them out! Hunt them out! cried an officer, briskly. Fire! rang out a voice, and the volley broke crashing, followed by the clear, penetrating boatswains whistle sounding the assault.

Blackened, scorched, almost suffocated, I staggered back to the tea-room, where the Countess stood clasping Jacqueline, huddled in a blanket, and smoothing the childs wet curls away from a face as white as death.

Together we carried her back through the smoking hallway, up the stairs to my bedroom, and laid her in the bed.

The child opened her eyes as we drew the blankets.

Where is Speed? she asked, dreamily.

A moment later he came in, and she turned her head languidly and smiled.

Jacqueline! Jacqueline! he whispered, bending close above her.
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Ah, Jacqueline, he stammered, more than you can understand.

Suddenly a step sounded on the stairs, a rifle-stock grounded, clanging, and a sonorous voice rang out:

Salute, O my brother of the toug! The enemies of France are dead!

And in the silence around him Salah Ben-Ahmed the Marabout recited the fatha, bearing witness to the eternal unity of God.



Late that night the light cavalry from Lorient rode into Paradise. At dawn the colonel, established in the mayory, from whence its foolish occupant had fled, sent for Speed and me, and when we reported he drew from his heavy dolman our commissions, restoring us to rank and pay in the regiment de marche which he commanded.

At sunrise I had bade good-bye to the sweetest woman on earth; at noon we were miles to the westward, riding like demons on Buckhursts heavy trail.

I am not sure that we ever saw him again, though once, weeks later, Speed and I and a dozen hussars gave chase to a mounted man near St. Brieuc, and that man might have been Buckhurst. He led us a magnificent chase straight to the coast, where we rode plump into a covey of Prussian hussars, who were standing on their saddles, hacking away at the telegraph-wires with their heavy, curved sabres.

That was our first and last sight of the enemy in either Prussian or communistic guise, though in the long, terrible days and nights of that winter of 71, when three French armies froze, and the white death, not the Prussians, ended all for France, rumors of insurrection came to us from the starving capital, and we heard of the red flag flying on the Hôtel-de-Ville, and the rising of the carbineers under Flourens; and some spoke of the leader of the insurrection and called him John Buckhurst.

That Buckhurst could have penetrated Paris neither Speed nor I believed; but, as all now know, we were wrong, though the testimony concerning his death[A] at the hands of his terrible colleague, Mortier, was not in evidence until a young ruffian, known as The Mouse, confessed before he expiated his crimes on Sartory Plain in 1872.

Thus, for three blank, bitter months, freezing and starving, the 1st Regiment de marche of Lorient Hussars stood guard at Brest over the diamonds of the crown of France.


XXII

THE SECRET
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THE NEWS OF the collapse of the army of the East found our wretchedly clothed and half-starved hussars still patrolling the environs of Brest from Belair to the Pont Tournant, and from the banks of the Elorn clear around the ramparts to Lannion Bay, where the ice-sheathed iron-clads lay with banked fires off the Port Militaire, and the goulet guard-boats patrolled the Port de Commerce from the Passe de lOuest to the hook on the Digue and clear around to Cap Espagnol.

All Brest, from the battlements of the Château of St. Martin, in Belair, was on watch, so wrought up was the governor over the attempt on the treasure-train. For three months our troopers scarcely left their saddles, except to be taken to the hospital in Recouvrance.

The rigor of the constant alert wore us to shadows; rockets from the goulet, the tocsin, the warning boom of a gun from the castle, found us spurring our jaded horses through ice and snow to scour the landward banlieue and purge it of a dreaded revolt. The names of Marx, of Flourens, of Buckhurst, were constantly repeated; news of troubles at Bordeaux, rumors of the red flag at Marseilles, only served to increase the rigid system of patrol, which brought death to those in the trenches as well as to our sleet-soaked videttes.

Suddenly the nightmare ended with a telegram. Paris had surrendered. 382

Immediately the craze to go beset us all; our improvised squadrons became clamoring mobs of peasants, wild to go home. Deserters left us every night; they shot some in full flight; some were shot after drum-head séances in which Speed and I voted in vain for acquittal. But affairs grew worse; our men neglected their horses; bands of fugitives robbed the suburbs, roving about, pillaging, murdering, even burning the wretched hovels where nothing save the four walls remained even for the miserable inmates.

Our hussars were sent on patrol again, but they deserted with horses and arms in scores, until, when we rode into the Rue du Bois dAmour, scarce a squadron clattered into the smoky gateway, and the infantry of the line across the street jeered and cursed us from their barracks.

On the last day of February our regiment was disbanded, and the officers ordered to hold themselves in readiness to recruit the débris of a dragoon regiment, one squadron of which at once took possession of our miserable barracks.

On the first day of March, by papers from London, we learned that the war was at an end, and that the preliminary treaty of Sunday, the 26th, had been signed at Versailles.

The same mail brought to me an astonishing offer from Cairo, to assist in the reorganization and accept a commission in the Egyptian military police. Speed and I, shivering in our ragged uniforms by the barrack stove, discussed the matter over a loaf of bread and a few sardines, until we fell asleep in our greasy chairs and dreamed of hot sunshine, and of palms, and of a crimson sunset against which a colossal basking monster, half woman, half lion, crouched, wallowing to her stone breasts in a hot sea of sand.

When I awoke in the black morning hours I knew that I should go. All the roaming instinct in me was roused. I, a nomad, had stayed too long in one stale place; I must be moving on. A feverish longing seized me; inertia became unbearable; the restless sea called me louder and louder, thundering on the breakwater; the gulls, wheeling above the arsenal at dawn, screamed a challenge.

Leave of absence, and permission to travel pending acceptance of my resignation, I asked for and obtained before the stable trumpets awoke my comrade from his heavy slumber by the barrack stove.

I made my packet — not much — a few threadbare garments folded around her letters, one to mark each miserable day that had passed since I spurred my horse out of Trécourt on the track of the wickedest man I ever knew.

Speed awoke with the trumpets, and stared at me where I knelt before the stove in my civilian clothes, strapping up my little packet.

Oh, he said, briefly, I knew you were going.

So did I, I replied. Will you ride to Trécourt with me? I have two weeks permission for you.

He had no clothing but the uniform he wore, and no baggage except a razor, a shirt, a tooth-brush, and a bundle of letters, all written on Madame de Vassarts crested paper, but not signed by her.

We bolted our breakfast of soup and black bread, and bawled for our horses, almost crazed with impatience, now that the moment had come at last.

Good-bye! shouted the shivering dragoon officers, wistfully, as we wheeled our horses and spurred, clattering, towards the black gates. Good-bye and good luck! We drink to those you love, comrades!

And they shall drink to you! Good-bye! Good-bye! we cried, till the salt sea-wind tore the words from our teeth and bowed our heads as we galloped through the suburbs and out into the icy high-road, where, above us, the telegraph-wires sang their whirring dirge, and the wind in the gorse whistled, and the distant forest sounded and resounded with the gales wailing.

On, on, hammering the flinty road with steel-shod hoofs, racing with the racing clouds, thundering across the pontoon, where benumbed soldiers huddled to stare, then bounding forward through the narrow lanes of hamlets, where pinched faces peered out at us from hovels, and gaunt dogs fled from us into the frozen hedge.

Far ahead we caught sight of the smoke of a locomotive.

Landerneau! gasped Speed. Ride hard, Scarlett!

The station-master saw us and halted the moving train at a frantic signal from Speed, whose uniform was to be reckoned with by all station-masters, and ten minutes later we stood swaying in a cattle-car, huddled close to our horses to keep warm, while the locomotive tore eastward, whistling frantically, and an ocean of black smoke poured past, swarming with sparks. Crossing the Aune trestle with a ripping roar, the train rushed through Châteaulin, south, then east, then south.

Toward noon, Speed, clinging to the stall-bars, called out to me that he could see Quimper, and in a few moments we rolled into the station, dropped two cars, and steamed out again into the beautiful Breton country, where the winter wheat was green as new grass and the gorse glimmered, and the clear streams rushed seaward between their thickets of golden willows and green briers, already flushing with the promise of new buds.

Rosporden we passed at full speed; scarcely a patch of melting snow remained at Bannalec; and when we steamed slowly into Quimperlé, the Laïta ran crystal-clear as a summer stream, and I saw the faint blue of violets on the southern slope of the beech-woods.

Some gendarmes aided us to disembark our horses, and a sub-officer respectfully offered us hospitality at the barracks across the square; but we were in our saddles the moment our horses hoofs struck the pavement, galloping for Paradise, with a sweet, keen wind blowing, hinting already of the sea.

This was that same road which led me into Paradise on that autumn day which seemed years and years ago. The forests were leafless but beautiful; the blackthorns already promised their scented snow to follow the last melting drift which still glimmered among the trees in deep woodland gullies. A violet here and there looked up at us with blue eyes; in sheltered spots, fresh, reddish sprouts pricked the moist earth, here a whorl of delicate green, there a tender spike, guarding some imprisoned loveliness; buds on the beeches were brightening under a new varnish; naked thickets, no longer dead gray, softened into harmonies of pink and gold and palest purple.

Once, halting at a bridge, above the quick music of the stream we heard an English robin singing all alone.

I never longed for spring as I do now, broke out Speed. The horror of this black winter has scarred me forever — the deathly whiteness, month after month; the freezing filth of that ghastly city; the sea, all slime and ice!

Gallop, I said, shuddering. I can smell the moors of Paradise already. The winds will cleanse us.

We spoke no more; and at last the road turned to the east, down among the trees, and we were traversing the square of Paradise village, where white-capped women turned to look after us, and children stared at us from their playground around the fountain, and the sleek magpies fluttered out of our path as we galloped over the bridge and breasted the sweet, strong moor wind, spicy with bay and gorse.

Speed flung out his arm, pointing. The circus camp was there, he said. They have ploughed the clover under.

A moment later I saw the tower of Trécourt, touched with a ray of sunshine, and the sea beyond, glittering under a clearing sky.

As we dismounted in the court-yard the sun flashed out from the fringes of a huge, snowy cloud.

There is Jacqueline! cried Speed, tossing his bridle to me in his excitement, and left me planted there until a servant came from the stable.

Then I followed, every nerve quivering, almost dreading to set foot within, lest happiness awake me and I find myself in the freezing barracks once more, my brief dream ended.

In the hallway a curious blindness came over me. I heard Jacqueline call my name, and I felt her hands in mine, but scarcely saw her; then she slipped away from me, and I found myself seated in the little tea-room, listening to the dull, double beat of my own heart, trembling at distant sounds in the house — waiting, endlessly waiting.

After a while a glimmer of common-sense returned to me. I squared my shoulders and breathed deeply, then rose and walked to the window.

The twigs on the peach-trees had turned wine-color; around the roots of the larkspurs delicate little palmated leaves clustered; crocus spikes pricked the grass everywhere, and the tall, polished shoots of the peonies glistened, glowing crimson in the sun. A heavy cat sunned its sleek flanks on the wall, brilliant eyes half closed, tail tucked under. Ange Pitou had grown very fat in three months.

A step at the door, and I wheeled, trembling. But it was only a Breton maid, who bore some letters on a salver of silver.

For me? I asked.

If you please, she said, demurely.

Two letters, and I knew the writing on one. The first I read standing:

Buffalo, N. Y., Feb. 3, 1871.

Mr. Scarlett, Dear Sir and Friend, — Trusting youre well I am pleased to admit the same, the blind Goddess having smiled on me and the circus since we quit that damn terra firma for a more peeceful climb.

We are enjoying winter quarters near to the majestic phenomena of Niagara, fodder is cheap and vittles bountiful.

Would be pleased to have you entertain idees of joining us, and the same to Mr. Speed — you can take the horses. I have a lion man from Jersey City. We open in Charleston S. C. next week no more of La continong for me, savvy voo! home is good enough for me. That little Jacqueline left me I got a girl and am training her but she aint Jacqueline. Annimals are well Mrs. Grigg sends her love and is joined by all especially the ladies and others too numerous to mention. Hoping to hear from you soon about the horses I remain yours truly and courteously,

H. Byram Esq.

The second letter I opened carelessly, smiling a little:

New York, Feb. 1, 1871.

Dear Mr. Scarlett, — We were married yesterday. We have life before us, but are not afraid. I shall never forget you; my wife can never forget the woman you love. We have both passed through hell — but we have passed through alive. And we pray for the happiness of you and yours.

Kelly Eyre.

Sobered, I laid this letter beside the first, turned thoughtfully away into the room, then stood stock-still. 388

The Countess de Vassart stood in the doorway, a smile trembling on her lips. In her gray eyes I read hope; and I took her hands in mine. She stood silent with bent head, exquisite in her silent shyness; and I told her I loved her, and that I asked for her love; that I had found employment in Egypt, and that it was sufficient to justify my asking her to wed me.

As for my name, I said, you know that is not the name I bear; yet, knowing that, you have given me your love. You read my dossier in Paris; you know why I am alone, without kin, without a family, without a home. Yet you believe that I am not tainted with dishonor. And I am not. Listen, this is what happened; this is why I gave up all; and ... this is my name! ...

And I bent my head and whispered the truth for the first time in my life to any living creature.

When I had ended I stood still, waiting, head still bowed beside hers.

She laid her hand on my hot face and slowly drew it close beside hers.

What shall I promise you? she whispered.

Yourself, Éline.

Take me.... Is that all?

Your love.

She turned in my arms and clasped her hands behind my head, pressing her mouth to mine.


In Search of the Unknown
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This collection of linked stories, first published in 1904, tells of the exploits of an assistant to a Professor of the New York Zoological Society, who is tasked with tracking down mysterious or extinct animals. Among the wonders he uncovers are a living Great Auk, the half-man/half-amphibian harbor master and a colony of invisible swamp creatures. These science fiction elements are blended with the humorous streak befitting the tall tales on offer, whilst a string of beautiful women lend a romantic element to proceedings. 
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TO

MY FRIEND

E. LE GRAND BEERS

My dear Le Grand, — You and I were early drawn together by a common love of nature. Your researches into the natural history of the tree-toad, your observations upon the mud-turtles of Providence Township, your experiments with the fresh-water lobster, all stimulated my enthusiasm in a scientific direction, which has crystallized in this helpful little book, dedicated to you.

Pray accept it as an insignificant payment on account for all I owe to you.

The Author.


PREFACE
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IT APPEARS TO the writer that there is urgent need of more nature books — books that are scraped clear of fiction and which display only the carefully articulated skeleton of fact. Hence this little volume, presented with some hesitation and more modesty. Various chapters have, at intervals, appeared in the pages of various publications. The continued narrative is now published for the first time; and the writer trusts that it may inspire enthusiasm for natural and scientific research, and inculcate a passion for accurate observation among the young.

The Author.

April 1, 1904.



Where the slanting forest eaves, Shingled tight with greenest leaves, Sweep the scented meadow-sedge, Let us snoop along the edge; Let us pry in hidden nooks, Laden with our nature books, Scaring birds with happy cries, Chloroforming butterflies, Rooting up each woodland plant, Pinning beetle, fly, and ant, So we may identify What weve ruined, by-and-by.


I
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BECAUSE IT ALL seems so improbable — so horribly impossible to me now, sitting here safe and sane in my own library — I hesitate to record an episode which already appears to me less horrible than grotesque. Yet, unless this story is written now, I know I shall never have the courage to tell the truth about the matter — not from fear of ridicule, but because I myself shall soon cease to credit what I now know to be true. Yet scarcely a month has elapsed since I heard the stealthy purring of what I believed to be the shoaling undertow — scarcely a month ago, with my own eyes, I saw that which, even now, I am beginning to believe never existed. As for the harbor-master — and the blow I am now striking at the old order of things — But of that I shall not speak now, or later; I shall try to tell the story simply and truthfully, and let my friends testify as to my probity and the publishers of this book corroborate them.

On the 29th of February I resigned my position under the government and left Washington to accept an offer from Professor Farrago — whose name he kindly permits me to use — and on the first day of April I entered upon my new and congenial duties as general superintendent of the water-fowl department connected with the Zoological Gardens then in course of erection at Bronx Park, New York.

For a week I followed the routine, examining the new foundations, studying the architects plans, following the surveyors through the Bronx thickets, suggesting arrangements for water-courses and pools destined to be included in the enclosures for swans, geese, pelicans, herons, and such of the waders and swimmers as we might expect to acclimate in Bronx Park.

It was at that time the policy of the trustees and officers of the Zoological Gardens neither to employ collectors nor to send out expeditions in search of specimens. The society decided to depend upon voluntary contributions, and I was always busy, part of the day, in dictating answers to correspondents who wrote offering their services as hunters of big game, collectors of all sorts of fauna, trappers, snarers, and also to those who offered specimens for sale, usually at exorbitant rates.

To the proprietors of five-legged kittens, mangy lynxes, moth-eaten coyotes, and dancing bears I returned courteous but uncompromising refusals — of course, first submitting all such letters, together with my replies, to Professor Farrago.

One day towards the end of May, however, just as I was leaving Bronx Park to return to town, Professor Lesard, of the reptilian department, called out to me that Professor Farrago wanted to see me a moment; so I put my pipe into my pocket again and retraced my steps to the temporary, wooden building occupied by Professor Farrago, general superintendent of the Zoological Gardens. The professor, who was sitting at his desk before a pile of letters and replies submitted for approval by me, pushed his glasses down and looked over them at me with a whimsical smile that suggested amusement, impatience, annoyance, and perhaps a faint trace of apology.

Now, heres a letter, he said, with a deliberate gesture towards a sheet of paper impaled on a file— a letter that I suppose you remember. He disengaged the sheet of paper and handed it to me.

Oh yes, I replied, with a shrug; of course the man is mistaken — or—

Or what? demanded Professor Farrago, tranquilly, wiping his glasses.

 — Or a liar, I replied.

After a silence he leaned back in his chair and bade me read the letter to him again, and I did so with a contemptuous tolerance for the writer, who must have been either a very innocent victim or a very stupid swindler. I said as much to Professor Farrago, but, to my surprise, he appeared to waver.

I suppose, he said, with his near-sighted, embarrassed smile, that nine hundred and ninety-nine men in a thousand would throw that letter aside and condemn the writer as a liar or a fool?

In my opinion, said I, hes one or the other.

He isnt — in mine, said the professor, placidly.

What! I exclaimed. Here is a man living all alone on a strip of rock and sand between the wilderness and the sea, who wants you to send somebody to take charge of a bird that doesnt exist!

How do you know, asked Professor Farrago, that the bird in question does not exist?

It is generally accepted, I replied, sarcastically, that the great auk has been extinct for years. Therefore I may be pardoned for doubting that our correspondent possesses a pair of them alive.

Oh, you young fellows, said the professor, smiling wearily, you embark on a theory for destinations that dont exist.

He leaned back in his chair, his amused eyes searching space for the imagery that made him smile.

Like swimming squirrels, you navigate with the help of Heaven and a stiff breeze, but you never land where you hope to — do you?

Rather red in the face, I said: Dont you believe the great auk to be extinct?

Audubon saw the great auk.

Who has seen a single specimen since?

Nobody — except our correspondent here, he replied, laughing.

I laughed, too, considering the interview at an end, but the professor went on, coolly:

Whatever it is that our correspondent has — and I am daring to believe that it is the great auk itself — I want you to secure it for the society.

When my astonishment subsided my first conscious sentiment was one of pity. Clearly, Professor Farrago was on the verge of dotage — ah, what a loss to the world!

I believe now that Professor Farrago perfectly interpreted my thoughts, but he betrayed neither resentment nor impatience. I drew a chair up beside his desk — there was nothing to do but to obey, and this fools errand was none of my conceiving.

Together we made out a list of articles necessary for me and itemized the expenses I might incur, and I set a date for my return, allowing no margin for a successful termination to the expedition.

Never mind that, said the professor. What I want you to do is to get those birds here safely. Now, how many men will you take?

None, I replied, bluntly; its a useless expense, unless there is something to bring back. If there is Ill wire you, you may be sure.

Very well, said Professor Farrago, good-humoredly, you shall have all the assistance you may require. Can you leave to-night?

The old gentleman was certainly prompt. I nodded, half-sulkily, aware of his amusement.

So, I said, picking up my hat, I am to start north to find a place called Black Harbor, where there is a man named Halyard who possesses, among other household utensils, two extinct great auks—

We were both laughing by this time. I asked him why on earth he credited the assertion of a man he had never before heard of.

I suppose, he replied, with the same half-apologetic, half-humorous smile, it is instinct. I feel, somehow, that this man Halyard has got an auk — perhaps two. I cant get away from the idea that we are on the eve of acquiring the rarest of living creatures. Its odd for a scientist to talk as I do; doubtless youre shocked — admit it, now!

But I was not shocked; on the contrary, I was conscious that the same strange hope that Professor Farrago cherished was beginning, in spite of me, to stir my pulses, too.

If he has— I began, then stopped.

The professor and I looked hard at each other in silence.

Go on, he said, encouragingly.

But I had nothing more to say, for the prospect of beholding with my own eyes a living specimen of the great auk produced a series of conflicting emotions within me which rendered speech profanely superfluous.

As I took my leave Professor Farrago came to the door of the temporary, wooden office and handed me the letter written by the man Halyard. I folded it and put it into my pocket, as Halyard might require it for my own identification.

How much does he want for the pair? I asked.

Ten thousand dollars. Dont demur — if the birds are really—

I know, I said, hastily, not daring to hope too much.

One thing more, said Professor Farrago, gravely; you know, in that last paragraph of his letter, Halyard speaks of something else in the way of specimens — an undiscovered species of amphibious biped — just read that paragraph again, will you?

I drew the letter from my pocket and read as he directed:

When you have seen the two living specimens of the great auk, and have satisfied yourself that I tell the truth, you may be wise enough to listen without prejudice to a statement I shall make concerning the existence of the strangest creature ever fashioned. I will merely say, at this time, that the creature referred to is an amphibious biped and inhabits the ocean near this coast. More I cannot say, for I personally have not seen the animal, but I have a witness who has, and there are many who affirm that they have seen the creature. You will naturally say that my statement amounts to nothing; but when your representative arrives, if he be free from prejudice, I expect his reports to you concerning this sea-biped will confirm the solemn statements of a witness I know to be unimpeachable.

Yours truly, Burton Halyard.

Black Harbor.

Well, I said, after a moments thought, here goes for the wild-goose chase.

Wild auk, you mean, said Professor Farrago, shaking hands with me. You will start to-night, wont you?

Yes, but Heaven knows how Im ever going to land in this man Halyards door-yard. Good-bye!

About that sea-biped— began Professor Farrago, shyly.

Oh, dont! I said; I can swallow the auks, feathers and claws, but if this fellow Halyard is hinting hes seen an amphibious creature resembling a man—

 — Or a woman, said the professor, cautiously.

I retired, disgusted, my faith shaken in the mental vigor of Professor Farrago.




II
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THE THREE DAYS voyage by boat and rail was irksome. I bought my kit at Sainte Croix, on the Central Pacific Railroad, and on June 1st I began the last stage of my journey via the Sainte Isole broad-gauge, arriving in the wilderness by daylight. A tedious forced march by blazed trail, freshly spotted on the wrong side, of course, brought me to the northern terminus of the rusty, narrow-gauge lumber railway which runs from the heart of the hushed pine wilderness to the sea.

Already a long train of battered flat-cars, piled with sluice-props and roughly hewn sleepers, was moving slowly off into the brooding forest gloom, when I came in sight of the track; but I developed a gratifying and unexpected burst of speed, shouting all the while. The train stopped; I swung myself aboard the last car, where a pleasant young fellow was sitting on the rear brake, chewing spruce and reading a letter.

Come aboard, sir, he said, looking up with a smile; I guess youre the man in a hurry.

Im looking for a man named Halyard, I said, dropping rifle and knapsack on the fresh-cut, fragrant pile of pine. Are you Halyard?

No, Im Francis Lee, bossing the mica pit at Port-of-Waves, he replied, but this letter is from Halyard, asking me to look out for a man in a hurry from Bronx Park, New York.

Im that man, said I, filling my pipe and offering him a share of the weed of peace, and we sat side by side smoking very amiably, until a signal from the locomotive sent him forward and I was left alone, lounging at ease, head pillowed on both arms, watching the blue sky flying through the branches overhead.

Long before we came in sight of the ocean I smelled it; the fresh, salt aroma stole into my senses, drowsy with the heated odor of pine and hemlock, and I sat up, peering ahead into the dusky sea of pines.

Fresher and fresher came the wind from the sea, in puffs, in mild, sweet breezes, in steady, freshening currents, blowing the feathery crowns of the pines, setting the balsams blue tufts rocking.

Lee wandered back over the long line of flats, balancing himself nonchalantly as the cars swung around a sharp curve, where water dripped from a newly propped sluice that suddenly emerged from the depths of the forest to run parallel to the railroad track.

Built it this spring, he said, surveying his handiwork, which seemed to undulate as the cars swept past. It runs to the cove — or ought to— He stopped abruptly with a thoughtful glance at me.

So youre going over to Halyards? he continued, as though answering a question asked by himself.

I nodded.

Youve never been there — of course?

No, I said, and Im not likely to go again.

I would have told him why I was going if I had not already begun to feel ashamed of my idiotic errand.

I guess youre going to look at those birds of his, continued Lee, placidly.

I guess I am, I said, sulkily, glancing askance to see whether he was smiling.

But he only asked me, quite seriously, whether a great auk was really a very rare bird; and I told him that the last one ever seen had been found dead off Labrador in January, 1870. Then I asked him whether these birds of Halyards were really great auks, and he replied, somewhat indifferently, that he supposed they were — at least, nobody had ever before seen such birds near Port-of-Waves.

Theres something else, he said, running, a pine-sliver through his pipe-stem— something that interests us all here more than auks, big or little. I suppose I might as well speak of it, as you are bound to hear about it sooner or later.

He hesitated, and I could see that he was embarrassed, searching for the exact words to convey his meaning.

If, said I, you have anything in this region more important to science than the great auk, I should be very glad to know about it.

Perhaps there was the faintest tinge of sarcasm in my voice, for he shot a sharp glance at me and then turned slightly. After a moment, however, he put his pipe into his pocket, laid hold of the brake with both hands, vaulted to his perch aloft, and glanced down at me.

Did you ever hear of the harbor-master? he asked, maliciously.

Which harbor-master? I inquired.

Youll know before long, he observed, with a satisfied glance into perspective.

This rather extraordinary observation puzzled me. I waited for him to resume, and, as he did not, I asked him what he meant.

If I knew, he said, Id tell you. But, come to think of it, Id be a fool to go into details with a scientific man. Youll hear about the harbor-master — perhaps you will see the harbor-master. In that event I should be glad to converse with you on the subject.

I could not help laughing at his prim and precise manner, and, after a moment, he also laughed, saying:

It hurts a mans vanity to know he knows a thing that somebody else knows he doesnt know. Im damned if I say another word about the harbor-master until youve been to Halyards!

A harbor-master, I persisted, is an official who superintends the mooring of ships — isnt he?

But he refused to be tempted into conversation, and we lounged silently on the lumber until a long, thin whistle from the locomotive and a rush of stinging salt-wind brought us to our feet. Through the trees I could see the bluish-black ocean, stretching out beyond black headlands to meet the clouds; a great wind was roaring among the trees as the train slowly came to a stand-still on the edge of the primeval forest.

Lee jumped to the ground and aided me with my rifle and pack, and then the train began to back away along a curved side-track which, Lee said, led to the mica-pit and company stores.

Now what will you do? he asked, pleasantly. I can give you a good dinner and a decent bed to-night if you like — and Im sure Mrs. Lee would be very glad to have you stop with us as long as you choose.

I thanked him, but said that I was anxious to reach Halyards before dark, and he very kindly led me along the cliffs and pointed out the path.

This man Halyard, he said, is an invalid. He lives at a cove called Black Harbor, and all his truck goes through to him over the companys road. We receive it here, and send a pack-mule through once a month. Ive met him; hes a bad-tempered hypochondriac, a cynic at heart, and a man whose word is never doubted. If he says he has a great auk, you may be satisfied he has.

My heart was beating with excitement at the prospect; I looked out across the wooded headlands and tangled stretches of dune and hollow, trying to realize what it might mean to me, to Professor Farrago, to the world, if I should lead back to New York a live auk.

Hes a crank, said Lee; frankly, I dont like him. If you find it unpleasant there, come back to us.

Does Halyard live alone? I asked.

Yes — except for a professional trained nurse — poor thing!

A man?

No, said Lee, disgustedly.

Presently he gave me a peculiar glance; hesitated, and finally said: Ask Halyard to tell you about his nurse and — the harbor-master. Good-bye — Im due at the quarry. Come and stay with us whenever you care to; you will find a welcome at Port-of-Waves.

We shook hands and parted on the cliff, he turning back into the forest along the railway, I starting northward, pack slung, rifle over my shoulder. Once I met a group of quarrymen, faces burned brick-red, scarred hands swinging as they walked. And, as I passed them with a nod, turning, I saw that they also had turned to look after me, and I caught a word or two of their conversation, whirled back to me on the sea-wind.

They were speaking of the harbor-master.




III
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TOWARDS SUNSET I came out on a sheer granite cliff where the sea-birds were whirling and clamoring, and the great breakers dashed, rolling in double-thundered reverberations on the sun-dyed, crimson sands below the rock.

Across the half-moon of beach towered another cliff, and, behind this, I saw a column of smoke rising in the still air. It certainly came from Halyards chimney, although the opposite cliff prevented me from seeing the house itself.

I rested a moment to refill my pipe, then resumed rifle and pack, and cautiously started to skirt the cliffs. I had descended half-way towards the beech, and was examining the cliff opposite, when something on the very top of the rock arrested my attention — a man darkly outlined against the sky. The next moment, however, I knew it could not be a man, for the object suddenly glided over the face of the cliff and slid down the sheer, smooth lace like a lizard. Before I could get a square look at it, the thing crawled into the surf — or, at least, it seemed to — but the whole episode occurred so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that I was not sure I had seen anything at all.

However, I was curious enough to climb the cliff on the land side and make my way towards the spot where I imagined I saw the man. Of course, there was nothing there — not a trace of a human being, I mean. Something had been there — a sea-otter, possibly — for the remains of a freshly killed fish lay on the rock, eaten to the back-bone and tail.

The next moment, below me, I saw the house, a freshly painted, trim, flimsy structure, modern, and very much out of harmony with the splendid savagery surrounding it. It struck a nasty, cheap note in the noble, gray monotony of headland and sea.

The descent was easy enough. I crossed the crescent beach, hard as pink marble, and found a little trodden path among the rocks, that led to the front porch of the house.

There were two people on the porch — I heard their voices before I saw them — and when I set my foot upon the wooden steps, I saw one of them, a woman, rise from her chair and step hastily towards me.

Come back! cried the other, a man with a smooth-shaven, deeply lined face, and a pair of angry, blue eyes; and the woman stepped back quietly, acknowledging my lifted hat with a silent inclination.

The man, who was reclining in an invalids rolling-chair, clapped both large, pale hands to the wheels and pushed himself out along the porch. He had shawls pinned about him, an untidy, drab-colored hat on his head, and, when he looked down at me, he scowled.

I know who you are, he said, in his acid voice; youre one of the Zoological men from Bronx Park. You look like it, anyway.

It is easy to recognize you from your reputation, I replied, irritated at his discourtesy.

Really, he replied, with something between a sneer and a laugh, Im obliged for your frankness. Youre after my great auks, are you not?

Nothing else would have tempted me into this place, I replied, sincerely.

Thank Heaven for that, he said. Sit down a moment; youve interrupted us. Then, turning to the young woman, who wore the neat gown and tiny cap of a professional nurse, he bade her resume what she had been saying. She did so, with deprecating glance at me, which made the old man sneer again.

It happened so suddenly, she said, in her low voice, that I had no chance to get back. The boat was drifting in the cove; I sat in the stern, reading, both oars shipped, and the tiller swinging. Then I heard a scratching under the boat, but thought it might be sea-weed — and, next moment, came those soft thumpings, like the sound of a big fish rubbing its nose against a float.

Halyard clutched the wheels of his chair and stared at the girl in grim displeasure.

Didnt you know enough to be frightened? he demanded.

No — not then, she said, coloring faintly; but when, after a few moments, I looked up and saw the harbor-master running up and down the beach, I was horribly frightened.

Really? said Halyard, sarcastically; it was about time. Then, turning to me, he rasped out: And that young lady was obliged to row all the way to Port-of-Waves and call to Lees quarrymen to take her boat in.

Completely mystified, I looked from Halyard to the girl, not in the least comprehending what all this meant.

That will do, said Halyard, ungraciously, which curt phrase was apparently the usual dismissal for the nurse.

She rose, and I rose, and she passed me with an inclination, stepping noiselessly into the house.

I want beef-tea! bawled Halyard after her; then he gave me an unamiable glance.

I was a well-bred man, he sneered; Im a Harvard graduate, too, but I live as I like, and I do what I like, and I say what I like.

You certainly are not reticent, I said, disgusted.

Why should I be? he rasped; I pay that young woman for my irritability; its a bargain between us.

In your domestic affairs, I said, there is nothing that interests me. I came to see those auks.

You probably believe them to be razor-billed auks, he said, contemptuously. But theyre not; theyre great auks.

I suggested that he permit me to examine them, and he replied, indifferently, that they were in a pen in his backyard, and that I was free to step around the house when I cared to.

I laid my rifle and pack on the veranda, and hastened off with mixed emotions, among which hope no longer predominated. No man in his senses would keep two such precious prizes in a pen in his backyard, I argued, and I was perfectly prepared to find anything from a puffin to a penguin in that pen.

I shall never forget, as long as I live, my stupor of amazement when I came to the wire-covered enclosure. Not only were there two great auks in the pen, alive, breathing, squatting in bulky majesty on their sea-weed bed, but one of them was gravely contemplating two newly hatched chicks, all bill and feet, which nestled sedately at the edge of a puddle of salt-water, where some small fish were swimming.

For a while excitement blinded, nay, deafened me. I tried to realize that I was gazing upon the last individuals of an all but extinct race — the sole survivors of the gigantic auk, which, for thirty years, has been accounted an extinct creature.

I believe that I did not move muscle nor limb until the sun had gone down and the crowding darkness blurred my straining eyes and blotted the great, silent, bright-eyed birds from sight.

Even then I could not tear myself away from the enclosure; I listened to the strange, drowsy note of the male bird, the fainter responses of the female, the thin plaints of the chicks, huddling under her breast; I heard their flipper-like, embryotic wings beating sleepily as the birds stretched and yawned their beaks and clacked them, preparing for slumber.

If you please, came a soft voice from the door, Mr. Halyard awaits your company to dinner.




IV
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I DINED WELL — or, rather, I might have enjoyed my dinner if Mr. Halyard had been eliminated; and the feast consisted exclusively of a joint of beef, the pretty nurse, and myself. She was exceedingly attractive — with a disturbing fashion of lowering her head and raising her dark eyes when spoken to.

As for Halyard, he was unspeakable, bundled up in his snuffy shawls, and making uncouth noises over his gruel. But it is only just to say that his table was worth sitting down to and his wine was sound as a bell.

Yah! he snapped, Im sick of this cursed soup — and Ill trouble you to fill my glass—

It is dangerous for you to touch claret, said the pretty nurse.

I might as well die at dinner as anywhere, he observed.

Certainly, said I, cheerfully passing the decanter, but he did not appear overpleased with the attention.

I cant smoke, either, he snarled, hitching the shawls around until he looked like Richard the Third.

However, he was good enough to shove a box of cigars at me, and I took one and stood up, as the pretty nurse slipped past and vanished into the little parlor beyond.

We sat there for a while without speaking. He picked irritably at the bread-crumbs on the cloth, never glancing in my direction; and I, tired from my long foot-tour, lay back in my chair, silently appreciating one of the best cigars I ever smoked.

Well, he rasped out at length, what do you think of my auks — and my veracity?

I told him that both were unimpeachable.

Didnt they call me a swindler down there at your museum? he demanded.

I admitted that I had heard the term applied. Then I made a clean breast of the matter, telling him that it was I who had doubted; that my chief, Professor Farrago, had sent me against my will, and that I was ready and glad to admit that he, Mr. Halyard, was a benefactor of the human race.

Bosh! he said. What good does a confounded wobbly, bandy-toed bird do to the human race?

But he was pleased, nevertheless; and presently he asked me, not unamiably, to punish his claret again.

Im done for, he said; good things to eat and drink are no good to me. Some day Ill get mad enough to have a fit, and then—

He paused to yawn.

Then, he continued, that little nurse of mine will drink up my claret and go back to civilization, where people are polite.

Somehow or other, in spite of the fact that Halyard was an old pig, what he said touched me. There was certainly not much left in life for him — as he regarded life.

Im going to leave her this house, he said, arranging his shawls. She doesnt know it. Im going to leave her my money, too. She doesnt know that. Good Lord! What kind of a woman can she be to stand my bad temper for a few dollars a month!

I think, said I, that its partly because shes poor, partly because shes sorry for you.

He looked up with a ghastly smile.

You think she really is sorry?

Before I could answer he went on: Im no mawkish sentimentalist, and I wont allow anybody to be sorry for me — do you hear?

Oh, Im not sorry for you! I said, hastily, and, for the first time since I had seen him, he laughed heartily, without a sneer.

We both seemed to feel better after that; I drank his wine and smoked his cigars, and he appeared to take a certain grim pleasure in watching me.

Theres no fool like a young fool, he observed, presently.

As I had no doubt he referred to me, I paid him no attention.

After fidgeting with his shawls, he gave me an oblique scowl and asked me my age.

Twenty-four, I replied.

Sort of a tadpole, arent you? he said.

As I took no offence, he repeated the remark.

Oh, come, said I, theres no use in trying to irritate me. I see through you; a row acts like a cocktail on you — but youll have to stick to gruel in my company.

I call that impudence! he rasped out, wrathfully.

I dont care what you call it, I replied, undisturbed, I am not going to be worried by you. Anyway, I ended, it is my opinion that you could be very good company if you chose.

The proposition appeared to take his breath away — at least, he said nothing more; and I finished my cigar in peace and tossed the stump into a saucer.

Now, said I, what price do you set upon your birds, Mr. Halyard?

Ten thousand dollars, he snapped, with an evil smile.

You will receive a certified check when the birds are delivered, I said, quietly.

You dont mean to say you agree to that outrageous bargain — and I wont take a cent less, either — Good Lord! — havent you any spirit left? he cried, half rising from his pile of shawls.

His piteous eagerness for a dispute sent me into laughter impossible to control, and he eyed me, mouth open, animosity rising visibly.

Then he seized the wheels of his invalid chair and trundled away, too mad to speak; and I strolled out into the parlor, still laughing.

The pretty nurse was there, sewing under a hanging lamp.

If I am not indiscreet— I began.

Indiscretion is the better part of valor, said she, dropping her head but raising her eyes.

So I sat down with a frivolous smile peculiar to the appreciated.

Doubtless, said I, you are hemming a kerchief.

Doubtless I am not, she said; this is a night-cap for Mr. Halyard.

A mental vision of Halyard in a night-cap, very mad, nearly set me laughing again.

Like the King of Yvetot, he wears his crown in bed, I said, flippantly.

The King of Yvetot might have made that remark, she observed, re-threading her needle.

It is unpleasant to be reproved. How large and red and hot a mans ears feel.

To cool them, I strolled out to the porch; and, after a while, the pretty nurse came out, too, and sat down in a chair not far away. She probably regretted her lost opportunity to be flirted with.

I have so little company — it is a great relief to see somebody from the world, she said. If you can be agreeable, I wish you would.

The idea that she had come out to see me was so agreeable that I remained speechless until she said: Do tell me what people are doing in New York.

So I seated myself on the steps and talked about the portion of the world inhabited by me, while she sat sewing in the dull light that straggled out from the parlor windows.

She had a certain coquetry of her own, using the usual methods with an individuality that was certainly fetching. For instance, when she lost her needle — and, another time, when we both, on hands and knees, hunted for her thimble.

However, directions for these pastimes may be found in contemporary classics.

I was as entertaining as I could be — perhaps not quite as entertaining as a young man usually thinks he is. However, we got on very well together until I asked her tenderly who the harbor-master might be, whom they all discussed so mysteriously.

I do not care to speak about it, she said, with a primness of which I had not suspected her capable.

Of course I could scarcely pursue the subject after that — and, indeed, I did not intend to — so I began to tell her how I fancied I had seen a man on the cliff that afternoon, and how the creature slid over the sheer rock like a snake.

To my amazement, she asked me to kindly discontinue the account of my adventures, in an icy tone, which left no room for protest.

It was only a sea-otter, I tried to explain, thinking perhaps she did not care for snake stories.

But the explanation did not appear to interest her, and I was mortified to observe that my impression upon her was anything but pleasant.

She doesnt seem to like me and my stories, thought I, but she is too young, perhaps, to appreciate them.

So I forgave her — for she was even prettier than I had thought her at first — and I took my leave, saying that Mr. Halyard would doubtless direct me to my room.

Halyard was in his library, cleaning a revolver, when I entered.

Your room is next to mine, he said; pleasant dreams, and kindly refrain from snoring.

May I venture an absurd hope that you will do the same! I replied, politely.

That maddened him, so I hastily withdrew.

I had been asleep for at least two hours when a movement by my bedside and a light in my eyes awakened me. I sat bolt upright in bed, blinking at Halyard, who, clad in a dressing-gown and wearing a night-cap, had wheeled himself into my room with one hand, while with the other he solemnly waved a candle over my head.

Im so cursed lonely, he said— come, theres a good fellow — talk to me in your own original, impudent way.

I objected strenuously, but he looked so worn and thin, so lonely and bad-tempered, so lovelessly grotesque, that I got out of bed and passed a spongeful of cold water over my head.

Then I returned to bed and propped the pillows up for a back-rest, ready to quarrel with him if it might bring some little pleasure into his morbid existence.

No, he said, amiably, Im too worried to quarrel, but Im much obliged for your kindly offer. I want to tell you something.

What? I asked, suspiciously.

I want to ask you if you ever saw a man with gills like a fish?

Gills? I repeated.

Yes, gills! Did you?

No, I replied, angrily, and neither did you.

No, I never did, he said, in a curiously placid voice, but theres a man with gills like a fish who lives in the ocean out there. Oh, you neednt look that way — nobody ever thinks of doubting my word, and I tell you that theres a man — or a thing that looks like a man — as big as you are, too — all slate-colored — with nasty red gills like a fish! — and Ive a witness to prove what I say!

Who? I asked, sarcastically.

The witness? My nurse.

Oh! She saw a slate-colored man with gills?

Yes, she did. So did Francis Lee, superintendent of the Mica Quarry Company at Port-of-Waves. So have a dozen men who work in the quarry. Oh, you neednt laugh, young man. Its an old story here, and anybody can tell you about the harbor-master.

The harbor-master! I exclaimed.

Yes, that slate-colored thing with gills, that looks like a man — and — by Heaven! is a man — thats the harbor-master. Ask any quarryman at Port-of-Waves what it is that comes purring around their boats at the wharf and unties painters and changes the mooring of every cat-boat in the cove at night! Ask Francis Lee what it was he saw running and leaping up and down the shoal at sunset last Friday! Ask anybody along the coast what sort of a thing moves about the cliffs like a man and slides over them into the sea like an otter—

I saw it do that! I burst out.

Oh, did you? Well, what was it?

Something kept me silent, although a dozen explanations flew to my lips.

After a pause, Halyard said: You saw the harbor-master, thats what you saw!

I looked at him without a word.

Dont mistake me, he said, pettishly; I dont think that the harbor-master is a spirit or a sprite or a hobgoblin, or any sort of damned rot. Neither do I believe it to be an optical illusion.

What do you think it is? I asked.

I think its a man — I think its a branch of the human race — thats what I think. Let me tell you something: the deepest spot in the Atlantic Ocean is a trifle over five miles deep — and I suppose you know that this place lies only about a quarter of a mile off this headland. The British exploring vessel, Gull, Captain Marotte, discovered and sounded it, I believe. Anyway, its there, and its my belief that the profound depths are inhabited by the remnants of the last race of amphibious human beings!

This was childish; I did not bother to reply.

Believe it or not, as you will, he said, angrily; one thing I know, and that is this: the harbor-master has taken to hanging around my cove, and he is attracted by my nurse! I wont have it! Ill blow his fishy gills out of his head if I ever get a shot at him! I dont care whether its homicide or not — anyway, its a new kind of murder and it attracts me!

I gazed at him incredulously, but he was working himself into a passion, and I did not choose to say what I thought.

Yes, this slate-colored thing with gills goes purring and grinning and spitting about after my nurse — when she walks, when she rows, when she sits on the beach! Gad! It drives me nearly frantic. I wont tolerate it, I tell you!

No, said I, I wouldnt either. And I rolled over in bed convulsed with laughter.

The next moment I heard my door slam. I smothered my mirth and rose to close the window, for the land-wind blew cold from the forest, and a drizzle was sweeping the carpet as far as my bed.

That luminous glare which sometimes lingers after the stars go out, threw a trembling, nebulous radiance over sand and cove. I heard the seething currents under the breakers softened thunder — louder than I ever heard it. Then, as I closed my window, lingering for a last look at the crawling tide, I saw a man standing, ankle-deep, in the surf, all alone there in the night. But — was it a man? For the figure suddenly began running over the beach on all fours like a beetle, waving its limbs like feelers. Before I could throw open the window again it darted into the surf, and, when I leaned out into the chilling drizzle, I saw nothing save the flat ebb crawling on the coast — I heard nothing save the purring of bubbles on seething sands.




V
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IT TOOK ME a week to perfect my arrangements for transporting the great auks, by water, to Port-of-Waves, where a lumber schooner was to be sent from Petite Sainte Isole, chartered by me for a voyage to New York.

I had constructed a cage made of osiers, in which my auks were to squat until they arrived at Bronx Park. My telegrams to Professor Farrago were brief. One merely said Victory! Another explained that I wanted no assistance; and a third read: Schooner chartered. Arrive New York July 1st. Send furniture-van to foot of Bluff Street.

My week as a guest of Mr. Halyard proved interesting. I wrangled with that invalid to his hearts content, I worked all day on my osier cage, I hunted the thimble in the moonlight with the pretty nurse. We sometimes found it.

As for the thing they called the harbor-master, I saw it a dozen times, but always either at night or so far away and so close to the sea that of course no trace of it remained when I reached the spot, rifle in hand.

I had quite made up my mind that the so-called harbor-master was a demented darky — wandered from, Heaven knows where — perhaps shipwrecked and gone mad from his sufferings. Still, it was far from pleasant to know that the creature was strongly attracted by the pretty nurse.

She, however, persisted in regarding the harbor-master as a sea-creature; she earnestly affirmed that it had gills, like a fishs gills, that it had a soft, fleshy hole for a mouth, and its eyes were luminous and lidless and fixed.

Besides, she said, with a shudder, its all slate color, like a porpoise, and it looks as wet as a sheet of india-rubber in a dissecting-room.

The day before I was to set sail with my auks in a cat-boat bound for Port-of-Waves, Halyard trundled up to me in his chair and announced his intention of going with me.

Going where? I asked.

To Port-of-Waves and then to New York, he replied, tranquilly.

I was doubtful, and my lack of cordiality hurt his feelings.

Oh, of course, if you need the sea-voyage— I began.

I dont; I need you, he said, savagely; I need the stimulus of our daily quarrel. I never disagreed so pleasantly with anybody in my life; it agrees with me; I am a hundred per cent. better than I was last week.

I was inclined to resent this, but something in the deep-lined face of the invalid softened me. Besides, I had taken a hearty liking to the old pig.

I dont want any mawkish sentiment about it, he said, observing me closely; I wont permit anybody to feel sorry for me — do you understand?

Ill trouble you to use a different tone in addressing me, I replied, hotly; Ill feel sorry for you if I choose to! And our usual quarrel proceeded, to his deep satisfaction.

By six oclock next evening I had Halyards luggage stowed away in the cat-boat, and the pretty nurses effects corded down, with the newly hatched auk-chicks in a hat-box on top. She and I placed the osier cage aboard, securing it firmly, and then, throwing tablecloths over the auks heads, we led those simple and dignified birds down the path and across the plank at the little wooden pier. Together we locked up the house, while Halyard stormed at us both and wheeled himself furiously up and down the beach below. At the last moment she forgot her thimble. But we found it, I forget where.

Come on! shouted Halyard, waving his shawls furiously; what the devil are you about up there?

He received our explanation with a sniff, and we trundled him aboard without further ceremony.

Dont run me across the plank like a steamer trunk! he shouted, as I shot him dexterously into the cock-pit. But the wind was dying away, and I had no time to dispute with him then.

The sun was setting above the pine-clad ridge as our sail flapped and partly filled, and I cast off, and began a long tack, east by south, to avoid the spouting rocks on our starboard bow.

The sea-birds rose in clouds as we swung across the shoal, the black surf-ducks scuttered out to sea, the gulls tossed their sun-tipped wings in the ocean, riding the rollers like bits of froth.

Already we were sailing slowly out across that great hole in the ocean, five miles deep, the most profound sounding ever taken in the Atlantic. The presence of great heights or great depths, seen or unseen, always impresses the human mind — perhaps oppresses it. We were very silent; the sunlight stain on cliff and beach deepened to crimson, then faded into sombre purple bloom that lingered long after the rose-tint died out in the zenith.

Our progress was slow; at times, although the sail filled with the rising land breeze, we scarcely seemed to move at all.

Of course, said the pretty nurse, we couldnt be aground in the deepest hole in the Atlantic.

Scarcely, said Halyard, sarcastically, unless were grounded on a whale.

Whats that soft thumping? I asked. Have we run afoul of a barrel or log?

It was almost too dark to see, but I leaned over the rail and swept the water with my hand.

Instantly something smooth glided under it, like the back of a great fish, and I jerked my hand back to the tiller. At the same moment the whole surface of the water seemed to begin to purr, with a sound like the breaking of froth in a champagne-glass.

Whats the matter with you? asked Halyard, sharply.

A fish came up under my hand, I said; a porpoise or something—

With a low cry, the pretty nurse clasped my arm in both her hands.

Listen! she whispered. Its purring around the boat.

What the devils purring? shouted Halyard. I wont have anything purring around me!

At that moment, to my amazement, I saw that the boat had stopped entirely, although the sail was full and the small pennant fluttered from the mast-head. Something, too, was tugging at the rudder, twisting and jerking it until the tiller strained and creaked in my hand. All at once it snapped; the tiller swung useless and the boat whirled around, heeling in the stiffening wind, and drove shoreward.

It was then that I, ducking to escape the boom, caught a glimpse of something ahead — something that a sudden wave seemed to toss on deck and leave there, wet and flapping — a man with round, fixed, fishy eyes, and soft, slaty skin.

But the horror of the thing were the two gills that swelled and relaxed spasmodically, emitting a rasping, purring sound — two gasping, blood-red gills, all fluted and scolloped and distended.

Frozen with amazement and repugnance, I stared at the creature; I felt the hair stirring on my head and the icy sweat on my forehead.

Its the harbor-master! screamed Halyard.

The harbor-master had gathered himself into a wet lump, squatting motionless in the bows under the mast; his lidless eyes were phosphorescent, like the eyes of living codfish. After a while I felt that either fright or disgust was going to strangle me where I sat, but it was only the arms of the pretty nurse clasped around me in a frenzy of terror.

There was not a fire-arm aboard that we could get at. Halyards hand crept backward where a steel-shod boat-hook lay, and I also made a clutch at it. The next moment I had it in my hand, and staggered forward, but the boat was already tumbling shoreward among the breakers, and the next I knew the harbor-master ran at me like a colossal rat, just as the boat rolled over and over through the surf, spilling freight and passengers among the sea-weed-covered rocks.

When I came to myself I was thrashing about knee-deep in a rocky pool, blinded by the water and half suffocated, while under my feet, like a stranded porpoise, the harbor-master made the water boil in his efforts to upset me. But his limbs seemed soft and boneless; he had no nails, no teeth, and he bounced and thumped and flapped and splashed like a fish, while I rained blows on him with the boat-hook that sounded like blows on a football. And all the while his gills were blowing out and frothing, and purring, and his lidless eyes looked into mine, until, nauseated and trembling, I dragged myself back to the beach, where already the pretty nurse alternately wrung her hands and her petticoats in ornamental despair.

Beyond the cove, Halyard was bobbing up and down, afloat in his invalids chair, trying to steer shoreward. He was the maddest man I ever saw.

Have you killed that rubber-headed thing yet? he roared.

I cant kill it, I shouted, breathlessly. I might as well try to kill a football!

Cant you punch a hole in it? he bawled. If I can only get at him—

His words were drowned in a thunderous splashing, a roar of great, broad flippers beating the sea, and I saw the gigantic forms of my two great auks, followed by their chicks, blundering past in a shower of spray, driving headlong out into the ocean.

Oh, Lord! I said. I cant stand that, and, for the first time in my life, I fainted peacefully — and appropriately — at the feet of the pretty nurse.



It is within the range of possibility that this story may be doubted. It doesnt matter; nothing can add to the despair of a man who has lost two great auks.

As for Halyard, nothing affects him — except his involuntary sea-bath, and that did him so much good that he writes me from the South that hes going on a walking-tour through Switzerland — if Ill join him. I might have joined him if he had not married the pretty nurse. I wonder whether — But, of course, this is no place for speculation.

In regard to the harbor-master, you may believe it or not, as you choose. But if you hear of any great auks being found, kindly throw a table-cloth over their heads and notify the authorities at the new Zoological Gardens in Bronx Park, New York. The reward is ten thousand dollars.




VI
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BEFORE I PROCEED any further, common decency requires me to reassure my readers concerning my intentions, which, Heaven knows, are far from flippant.

To separate fact from fancy has always been difficult for me, but now that I have had the honor to be chosen secretary of the Zoological Gardens in Bronx Park, I realize keenly that unless I give up writing fiction nobody will believe what I write about science. Therefore it is to a serious and unimaginative public that I shall hereafter address myself; and I do it in the modest confidence that I shall neither be distrusted nor doubted, although unfortunately I still write in that irrational style which suggests covert frivolity, and for which I am undergoing a course of treatment in English literature at Columbia College. Now, having promised to avoid originality and confine myself to facts, I shall tell what I have to tell concerning the dingue, the mammoth, and — something else.

For some weeks it had been rumored that Professor Farrago, president of the Bronx Park Zoological Society, would resign, to accept an enormous salary as manager of Barnum & Baileys circus. He was now with the circus in London, and had promised to cable his decision before the day was over.

I hoped he would decide to remain with us. I was his secretary and particular favorite, and I viewed, without enthusiasm, the advent of a new president, who might shake us all out of our congenial and carefully excavated ruts. However, it was plain that the trustees of the society expected the resignation of Professor Farrago, for they had been in secret session all day, considering the names of possible candidates to fill Professor Farragos large, old-fashioned shoes. These preparations worried me, for I could scarcely expect another chief as kind and considerate as Professor Leonidas Farrago.

That afternoon in June I left my office in the Administration Building in Bronx Park and strolled out under the trees for a breath of air. But the heat of the sun soon drove me to seek shelter under a little square arbor, a shady retreat covered with purple wistaria and honeysuckle. As I entered the arbor I noticed that there were three other people seated there — an elderly lady with masculine features and short hair, a younger lady sitting beside her, and, farther away, a rough-looking young man reading a book.

For a moment I had an indistinct impression of having met the elder lady somewhere, and under circumstances not entirely agreeable, but beyond a stony and indifferent glance she paid no attention to me. As for the younger lady, she did not look at me at all. She was very young, with pretty eyes, a mass of silky brown hair, and a skin as fresh as a rose which had just been rained on.

With that delicacy peculiar to lonely scientific bachelors, I modestly sat down beside the rough young man, although there was more room beside the younger lady. Some lazy loafer reading a penny dreadful, I thought, glancing at him, then at the title of his book. Hearing me beside him, he turned around and blinked over his shabby shoulder, and the movement uncovered the page he had been silently conning. The volume in his hands was Darwins famous monograph on the monodactyl.

He noticed the astonishment on my face and smiled uneasily, shifting the short clay pipe in his mouth.

I guess, he observed, that this here book is too much for me, mister.

Its rather technical, I replied, smiling.

Yes, he said, in vague admiration; its fierce, aint it?

After a silence I asked him if he would tell me why he had chosen Darwin as a literary pastime.

Well, he said, placidly, I was tryin to read about annermals, but Im up against a word-slinger this time all right. Now heres a gum-twister, and he painfully spelled out m-o-n-o-d-a-c-t-y-l, breathing hard all the while.

Monodactyl, I said, means a single-toed creature.

He turned the page with alacrity. Is that the beast hes talkin about? he asked.

The illustration he pointed out was a wood-cut representing Darwins reconstruction of the dingue from the fossil bones in the British Museum. It was a well-executed wood-cut, showing a dingue in the foreground and, to give scale, a mammoth in the middle distance.

Yes, I replied, that is the dingue.

Ive seen one, he observed, calmly.

I smiled and explained that the dingue had been extinct for some thousands of years.

Oh, I guess not, he replied, with cool optimism. Then he placed a grimy forefinger on the mammoth.

Ive seen them things, too, he remarked.

Again I patiently pointed out his error, and suggested that he referred to the elephant.

Elephant be blowed! he replied, scornfully. I guess I know what I seen. An I seen that there thing you call a dingue, too.

Not wishing to prolong a futile discussion, I remained silent. After a moment he wheeled around, removing his pipe from his hard mouth.

Did you ever hear tell of Grahams Glacier? he demanded.

Certainly, I replied, astonished; its the southernmost glacier in British America.

Right, he said. And did you ever hear tell of the Hudson Mountings, mister?

Yes, I replied.

Whats behind em? he snapped out.

Nobody knows, I answered. They are considered impassable.

They aint, though, he said, doggedly; Ive been behind em.

Really! I replied, tiring of his yarn.

Ya-as, reely, he repeated, sullenly. Then he began to fumble and search through the pages of his book until he found what he wanted. Mister, he said, jest read that out loud, please.

The passage he indicated was the famous chapter beginning:

Is the mammoth extinct? Is the dingue extinct? Probably. And yet the aborigines of British America maintain the contrary. Probably both the mammoth and the dingue are extinct; but until expeditions have penetrated and explored not only the unknown region in Alaska but also that hidden table-land beyond the Graham Glacier and the Hudson Mountains, it will not be possible to definitely announce the total extinction of either the mammoth or the dingue.

When I had read it, slowly, for his benefit, he brought his hand down smartly on one knee and nodded rapidly.

Mister, he said, that gent knows a thing or two, and dont you forgit it! Then he demanded, abruptly, how I knew he hadnt been behind the Graham Glacier.

I explained.

Shucks! he said; theres a road five miles wide inter that there table-land. Mister, I aint been in New York long; I come inter port a week ago on the Arctic Belle, whaler. I was in the Hudson range when that there Graham Glacier bust up—

What! I exclaimed.

Didnt you know it? he asked. Well, mebbe it aint in the papers, but it busted all right — blowed up by a earthquake an volcano combine. An, mister, it was oreful. My, how I did run!

Do you mean to tell me that some convulsion of the earth has shattered the Graham Glacier? I asked.

Convulsions? Ya-as, an fits, too, he said, sulkily. The hull blame thing dropped inter a hole. An say, mister, home an mother is good enough fur me now.

I stared at him stupidly.

Once, he said, I ketched pelts fur them sharps at Hudson Bay, like any yaller husky, but the things I seen arter that convulsion-fit — the things I seen behind the Hudson Mountings — dont make me hanker arter no life on the pe-rarie wild, lemme tell yer. I may be a Mother Carey chicken, but this chicken has got enough.

After a long silence I picked up his book again and pointed at the picture of the mammoth.

What color is it? I asked.

Kinder red an brown, he answered, promptly. Its woolly, too.

Astounded, I pointed to the dingue.

One-toed, he said, quickly; makes a noise like a bell when scutterin about.

Intensely excited, I laid my hand on his arm. My society will give you a thousand dollars, I said, if you pilot me inside the Hudson table-land and show me either a mammoth or a dingue!

He looked me calmly in the eye.

Mister, he said, slowly, have you got a million for to squander on me?

No, I said, suspiciously.

Because, he went on, it wouldnt be enough. Home an mother suits me now.

He picked up his book and rose. In vain I asked his name and address; in vain I begged him to dine with me — to become my honored guest.

Nit, he said, shortly, and shambled off down the path.

But I was not going to lose him like that. I rose and deliberately started to stalk him. It was easy. He shuffled along, pulling on his pipe, and I after him.

It was growing a little dark, although the sun still reddened the tops of the maples. Afraid of losing him in the falling dusk, I once more approached him and laid my hand upon his ragged sleeve.

Look here, he cried, wheeling about, I want you to quit follerin me. Dont I tell you money cant make me go back to them mountings! And as I attempted to speak, he suddenly tore off his cap and pointed to his head. His hair was white as snow.

Thats what come of monkeyin inter your cursed mountings, he shouted, fiercely. Theres things in there what no Christian oughter see. Lemme alone er Ill bust yer.

He shambled on, doubled fists swinging by his side. The next moment, setting my teeth obstinately, I followed him and caught him by the park gate. At my hail he whirled around with a snarl, but I grabbed him by the throat and backed him violently against the park wall.

You invaluable ruffian, I said, now you listen to me. I live in that big stone building, and Ill give you a thousand dollars to take me behind the Graham Glacier. Think it over and call on me when you are in a pleasanter frame of mind. If you dont come by noon to-morrow Ill go to the Graham Glacier without you.

He was attempting to kick me all the time, but I managed to avoid him, and when I had finished I gave him a shove which almost loosened his spinal column. He went reeling out across the sidewalk, and when he had recovered his breath and his balance he danced with displeasure and displayed a vocabulary that astonished me. However, he kept his distance.

As I turned back into the park, satisfied that he would not follow, the first person I saw was the elderly, stony-faced lady of the wistaria arbor advancing on tiptoe. Behind her came the younger lady with cheeks like a rose that had been rained on.

Instantly it occurred to me that they had followed us, and at the same moment I knew who the stony-faced lady was. Angry, but polite, I lifted my hat and saluted her, and she, probably furious at having been caught tip-toeing after me, cut me dead. The younger lady passed me with face averted, but even in the dusk I could see the tip of one little ear turn scarlet.

Walking on hurriedly, I entered the Administration Building, and found Professor Lesard, of the reptilian department, preparing to leave.

Dont you do it, I said, sharply; Ive got exciting news.

Im only going to the theatre, he replied. Its a good show — Adam and Eve; theres a snake in it, you know. Its in my line.

I cant help it, I said; and I told him briefly what had occurred in the arbor.

But thats not all, I continued, savagely. Those women followed us, and who do you think one of them turned out to be? Well, it was Professor Smawl, of Barnard College, and Ill bet every pair of boots I own that she starts for the Graham Glacier within a week. Idiot that I was! I exclaimed, smiting my head with both hands. I never recognized her until I saw her tip-toeing and craning her neck to listen. Now she knows about the glacier; she heard every word that young ruffian said, and shell go to the glacier if its only to forestall me.

Professor Lesard looked anxious. He knew that Miss Smawl, professor of natural history at Barnard College, had long desired an appointment at the Bronx Park gardens. It was even said she had a chance of succeeding Professor Farrago as president, but that, of course, must have been a joke. However, she haunted the gardens, annoying the keepers by persistently poking the animals with her umbrella. On one occasion she sent us word that she desired to enter the tigers enclosure for the purpose of making experiments in hypnotism. Professor Farrago was absent, but I took it upon myself to send back word that I feared the tigers might injure her. The miserable small boy who took my message informed her that I was afraid she might injure the tigers, and the unpleasant incident almost cost me my position.

I am quite convinced, said I to Professor Lesard, that Miss Smawl is perfectly capable of abusing the information she overheard, and of starting herself to explore a region that, by all the laws of decency, justice, and prior claim, belongs to me.

Well, said Lesard, with a peculiar laugh, its not certain whether you can go at all.

Professor Farrago will authorize me, I said, confidently.

Professor Farrago has resigned, said Lesard. It was a bolt from a clear sky.

Good Heavens! I blurted out. What will become of the rest of us, then?

I dont know, he replied. The trustees are holding a meeting over in the Administration Building to elect a new president for us. It depends on the new president what becomes of us.

Lesard, I said, hoarsely, you dont suppose that they could possibly elect Miss Smawl as our president, do you?

He looked at me askance and bit his cigar.

Id be in a nice position, wouldnt I? said I, anxiously.

The lady would probably make you walk the plank for that tiger business, he replied.

But I didnt do it, I protested, with sickly eagerness. Besides, I explained to her—

He said nothing, and I stared at him, appalled by the possibility of reporting to Professor Smawl for instructions next morning.

See here, Lesard, I said, nervously, I wish you would step over to the Administration Building and ask the trustees if I may prepare for this expedition. Will you?

He glanced at me sympathetically. It was quite natural for me to wish to secure my position before the new president was elected — especially as there was a chance of the new president being Miss Smawl.

You are quite right, he said; the Graham Glacier would be the safest place for you if our next president is to be the Lady of the Tigers. And he started across the park puffing his cigar.

I sat down on the doorstep to wait for his return, not at all charmed with the prospect. It made me furious, too, to see my ambition nipped with the frost of a possible veto from Miss Smawl.

If she is elected, thought I, there is nothing for me but to resign — to avoid the inconvenience of being shown the door. Oh, I wish I had allowed her to hypnotize the tigers!

Thoughts of crime flitted through my mind. Miss Smawl would not remain president — or anything else very long — if she persisted in her desire for the tigers. And then when she called for help I would pretend not to hear.

Aroused from criminal meditation by the return of Professor Lesard, I jumped up and peered into his perplexed eyes. Theyve elected a president, he said, but they wont tell us who the president is until to-morrow.

You dont think— I stammered.

I dont know. But I know this: the new president sanctions the expedition to the Graham Glacier, and directs you to choose an assistant and begin preparations for four people.

Overjoyed, I seized his hand and said, Hurray! in a voice weak with emotion. The old dragon isnt elected this time, I added, triumphantly.

By-the-way, he said, who was the other dragon with her in the park this evening?

I described her in a more modulated voice.

Whew! observed Professor Lesard, that must be her assistant, Professor Dorothy Van Twiller! Shes the prettiest blue-stocking in town.

With this curious remark my confrère followed me into my room and wrote down the list of articles I dictated to him. The list included a complete camping equipment for myself and three other men.

Am I one of those other men? inquired Lesard, with an unhappy smile.

Before I could reply my door was shoved open and a figure appeared at the threshold, cap in hand.

What do you want? I asked, sternly; but my heart was beating high with triumph.

The figure shuffled; then came a subdued voice:

Mister, I guess Ill go back to the Graham Glacier along with you. Im Billy Spike, an it kinder scares me to go back to them Hudson Mountains, but somehow, mister, when you choked me and kinder walked me off on my ear, why, mister, I kinder took to you like.

There was absolute silence for a minute; then he said:

So if you go, I guess Ill go, too, mister.

For a thousand dollars?

Fur nawthin, he muttered— or what you like.

All right, Billy, I said, briskly; just look over those rifles and ammunition and see that everythings sound.

He slowly lifted his tough young face and gave me a doglike glance. They were hard eyes, but there was gratitude in them.

Youll get your throat slit, whispered Lesard.

Not while Billys with me, I replied, cheerfully.

Late that night, as I was preparing for pleasant dreams, a knock came on my door and a telegraph-messenger handed me a note, which I read, shivering in my bare feet, although the thermometer marked eighty Fahrenheit:

You will immediately leave for the Hudson Mountains via Wellman Bay, Labrador, there to await further instructions. Equipment for yourself and one assistant will include following articles [here began a list of camping utensils, scientific paraphernalia, and provisions]. The steamer Penguin sails at five oclock to-morrow morning. Kindly find yourself on board at that hour. Any excuse for not complying with these orders will be accepted as your resignation.

Susan Smawl,
President Bronx Zoological Society.

Lesard! I shouted, trembling with fury.

He appeared at his door, chastely draped in pajamas; and he read the insolent letter with terrified alacrity.

What are you going to do — resign? he asked, much frightened.

Do! I snarled, grinding my teeth; Im going — thats what Im going to do!

But — but you cant get ready and catch that steamer, too, he stammered.

He did not know me.
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AND SO IT came about that one calm evening towards the end of June, William Spike and I went into camp under the southerly shelter of that vast granite wall called the Hudson Mountains, there to await the promised further instructions.

It had been a tiresome trip by steamer to Anticosti, from there by schooner to Widgeon Bay, then down the coast and up the Cape Clear River to Port Porpoise. There we bought three pack-mules and started due north on the Great Fur Trail. The second day out we passed Fort Boisé, the last outpost of civilization, and on the sixth day we were travelling eastward under the granite mountain parapets.

On the evening of the sixth day out from Fort Boisé we went into camp for the last time before entering the unknown land.

I could see it already through my field-glasses, and while William was building the fire I climbed up among the rocks above and sat down, glasses levelled, to study the prospect.

There was nothing either extraordinary or forbidding in the landscape which stretched out beyond; to the right the solid palisade of granite cut off the view; to the left the palisade continued, an endless barrier of sheer cliffs crowned with pine and hemlock. But the interesting section of the landscape lay almost directly in front of me — a rent in the mountain-wall through which appeared to run a level, arid plain, miles wide, and as smooth and even as a highroad.

There could be no doubt concerning the significance of that rent in the solid mountain-wall; and, moreover, it was exactly as William Spike had described it. However, I called to him and he came up from the smoky camp-fire, axe on shoulder.

Yep, he said, squatting beside me; the Graham Glacier used to meander through that there hole, but somethin went wrong with the earths inards an there was a bust-up.

And you saw it, William? I said, with a sigh of envy.

Hey? Seen it? Sure I seen it! I was to Spoutin Springs, twenty mile west, with a bale o blue fox an otter pelt. Fust I knew them geysers begun for to groan egregious like, an I seen the caribou gallopin hell-bent south. This climate, sez I, is too bracin for me, so I struck a back trail an landed onto a hill. Then them geysers blowed up, one arter the next, an I heard somethin kinder cave in between here an China. I disremember things what happened. Somethin throwed me down, but I couldnt stay there, for the blamed ground was runnin like a river — all wavy-like, an the sky hit me on the back o me head.

And then? I urged, in that new excitement which every repetition of the story revived. I had heard it all twenty times since we left New York, but mere repetition could not apparently satisfy me.

Then, continued William, the whole world kinder went off like a fire-cracker, an I come too, an ran like—

I know, said I, cutting him short, for I had become wearied of the invariable profanity which lent a lurid ending to his narrative.

After that, I continued, you went through the rent in the mountains?

Sure.

And you saw a dingue and a creature that resembled a mammoth?

Sure, he repeated, sulkily.

And you saw something else? I always asked this question; it fascinated me to see the sullen fright flicker in Williams eyes, and the mechanical backward glance, as though what he had seen might still be behind him.

He had never answered this third question but once, and that time he fairly snarled in my face as he growled: I seen what no Christian oughter see.

So when I repeated: And you saw something else, William? he gave me a wicked, frightened leer, and shuffled off to feed the mules. Flattery, entreaties, threats left him unmoved; he never told me what the third thing was that he had seen behind the Hudson Mountains.

William had retired to mix up with his mules; I resumed my binoculars and my silent inspection of the great, smooth path left by the Graham Glacier when something or other exploded that vast mass of ice into vapor.

The arid plain wound out from the unknown country like a river, and I thought then, and think now, that when the glacier was blown into vapor the vapor descended in the most terrific rain the world has ever seen, and poured through the newly blasted mountain-gateway, sweeping the earth to bed-rock. To corroborate this theory, miles to the southward I could see the débris winding out across the land towards Wellman Bay, but as the terminal moraine of the vanished glacier formerly ended there I could not be certain that my theory was correct. Owing to the formation of the mountains I could not see more than half a mile into the unknown country. What I could see appeared to be nothing but the continuation of the glaciers path, scored out by the cloud-burst, and swept as smooth as a floor.

Sitting there, my heart beating heavily with excitement, I looked through the evening glow at the endless, pine-crowned mountain-wall with its giants gateway pierced for me! And I thought of all the explorers and the unknown heroes — trappers, Indians, humble naturalists, perhaps — who had attempted to scale that sheer barricade and had died there or failed, beaten back from those eternal cliffs. Eternal? No! For the Eternal Himself had struck the rock, and it had sprung asunder, thundering obedience.

In the still evening air the smoke from the fire below mounted in a straight, slender pillar, like the smoke from those ancient altars builded before the first blood had been shed on earth.

The evening wind stirred the pines; a tiny spring brook made thin harmony among the rocks; a murmur came from the quiet camp. It was William adjuring his mules. In the deepening twilight I descended the hillock, stepping cautiously among the rocks.

Then, suddenly, as I stood outside the reddening ring of firelight, far in the depths of the unknown country, far behind the mountain-wall, a sound grew on the quiet air. William heard it and turned his face to the mountains. The sound faded to a vibration which was felt, not heard. Then once more I began to divine a vibration in the air, gathering in distant volume until it became a sound, lasting the space of a spoken word, fading to vibration, then silence.

Was it a cry?

I looked at William inquiringly. He had quietly fainted away.

I got him to the little brook and poked his head into the icy water, and after a while he sat up pluckily.

To an indignant question he replied: Naw, I aint a-cussin you. Lemme be or Ill have fits.

Was it that sound that scared you? I asked.

Ya-as, he replied with a dauntless shiver.

Was it the voice of the mammoth? I persisted, excitedly. Speak, William, or Ill drag you about and kick you!

He replied that it was neither a mammoth nor a dingue, and added a strong request for privacy, which I was obliged to grant, as I could not torture another word out of him.

I slept little that night; the exciting proximity of the unknown land was too much for me. But although I lay awake for hours, I heard nothing except the tinkle of water among the rocks and the plover calling from some hidden marsh. At daybreak I shot a ptarmigan which had walked into camp, and the shot set the echoes yelling among the mountains.

William, sullen and heavy-eyed, dressed the bird, and we broiled it for breakfast.

Neither he nor I alluded to the sound we had heard the night before; he boiled water and cleaned up the mess-kit, and I pottered about among the rocks for another ptarmigan. Wearying of this, presently, I returned to the mules and William, and sat down for a smoke.

It strikes me, I said, that our instructions to await further orders are idiotic. How are we to receive further orders here?

William did not know.

You dont suppose, said I, in sudden disgust, that Miss Smawl believes there is a summer hotel and daily mail service in the Hudson Mountains?

William thought perhaps she did suppose something of the sort.

It irritated me beyond measure to find myself at last on the very border of the unknown country, and yet checked, held back, by the irresponsible orders of a maiden lady named Smawl. However, my salary depended upon the whim of that maiden lady, and although I fussed and fumed and glared at the mountains through my glasses, I realized that I could not stir without the permission of Miss Smawl. At times this grotesque situation became almost unbearable, and I often went away by myself and indulged in fantasies, firing my gun off and pretending I had hit Miss Smawl by mistake. At such moments I would imagine I was free at last to plunge into the strange country, and I would squat on a rock and dream of bagging my first mammoth.

The time passed heavily; the tension increased with each new day. I shot ptarmigan and kept our table supplied with brook-trout. William chopped wood, conversed with his mules, and cooked very badly.

See here, I said, one morning; we have been in camp a week to-day, and I cant stand your cooking another minute!

William, who was washing a saucepan, looked up and begged me sarcastically to accept the cordon bleu. But I know only how to cook eggs, and there were no eggs within some hundred miles.

To get the flavor of the breakfast out of my mouth I walked up to my favorite hillock and sat down for a smoke. The next moment, however, I was on my feet, cheering excitedly and shouting for William.

Here come further instructions at last! I cried, pointing to the southward, where two dots on the grassy plain were imperceptibly moving in our direction.

People on mules, said William, without enthusiasm.

They must be messengers for us! I cried, in chaste joy. Three cheers for the northward trail, William, and the mischief take Miss — Well, never mind now, I added.

On them approachin mules, observed William, there is wimmen.

I stared at him for a second, then attempted to strike him. He dodged wearily and repeated his incredible remark: Ya-as, there is — wimmen — two female ladies onto them there mules.

Bring me my glasses! I said, hoarsely; bring me those glasses, William, because I shall destroy you if you dont!

Somewhat awed by my calm fury, he hastened back to camp and returned with the binoculars. It was a breathless moment. I adjusted the lenses with a steady hand and raised them.

Now, of all unexpected sights my fate may reserve for me in the future, I trust — nay, I know — that none can ever prove as unwelcome as the sight I perceived through my binoculars. For upon the backs of those distant mules were two women, and the first one was Miss Smawl!

Upon her head she wore a helmet, from which fluttered a green veil. Otherwise she was clothed in tweeds; and at moments she beat upon her mule with a thick umbrella.

Surfeited with the sickening spectacle, I sat down on a rock and tried to cry.

I told yer so, observed William; but I was too tired to attack him.

When the caravan rode into camp I was myself again, smilingly prepared for the worst, and I advanced, cap in hand, followed furtively by William.

Welcome, I said, violently injecting joy into my voice. Welcome, Professor Smawl, to the Hudson Mountains!

Kindly take my mule, she said, climbing down to mother earth.

William, I said, with dignity, take the ladys mule.

Miss Smawl gave me a stolid glance, then made directly for the camp-fire, where a kettle of game-broth simmered over the coals. The last I saw of her she was smelling of it, and I turned my back and advanced towards the second lady pilgrim, prepared to be civil until snubbed.

Now, it is quite certain that never before had William Spike or I beheld so much feminine loveliness in one human body on the back of a mule. She was clad in the daintiest of shooting-kilts, yet there was nothing mannish about her except the way she rode the mule, and that only accentuated her adorable femininity.

I remembered what Professor Lesard had said about blue stockings — but Miss Dorothy Van Twillers were gray, turned over at the tops, and disappearing into canvas spats buckled across a pair of slim shooting-boots.

Welcome, said I, attempting to restrain a too violent cordiality. Welcome, Professor Van Twiller, to the Hudson Mountains.

Thank you, she replied, accepting my assistance very sweetly; it is a pleasure to meet a human being again.

I glanced at Miss Smawl. She was eating game-broth, but she resembled a human being in a general way.

I should very much like to wash my hands, said Professor Van Twiller, drawing the buckskin gloves from her slim fingers.

I brought towels and soap and conducted her to the brook.

She called to Professor Smawl to join her, and her voice was crystalline; Professor Smawl declined, and her voice was batrachian.

She is so hungry! observed Miss Van Twiller. I am very thankful we are here at last, for weve had a horrid time. You see, we neither of us know how to cook.

I wondered what they would say to Williams cooking, but I held my peace and retired, leaving the little brook to mirror the sweetest face that was ever bathed in water.
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THAT AFTERNOON OUR expedition, in two sections, moved forward. The first section comprised myself and all the mules; the second section was commanded by Professor Smawl, followed by Professor Van Twiller, armed with a tiny shot-gun. William, loaded down with the ladies toilet articles, skulked in the rear. I say skulked; there was no other word for it.

So youre a guide, are you? observed Professor Smawl when William, cap in hand, had approached her with well-meant advice. The woods are full of lazy guides. Pick up those Gladstone bags! Ill do the guiding for this expedition.

Made cautious by Williams humiliation, I associated with the mules exclusively. Nevertheless, Professor Smawl had her hard eyes on me, and I realized she meant mischief.

The encounter took place just as I, driving the five mules, entered the great mountain gateway, thrilled with anticipation which almost amounted to foreboding. As I was about to set foot across the imaginary frontier which divided the world from the unknown land, Professor Smawl hailed me and I halted until she came up.

As commander of this expedition, she said, somewhat out of breath, I desire to be the first living creature who has ever set foot behind the Graham Glacier. Kindly step aside, young sir!

Madam, said I, rigid with disappointment, my guide, William Spike, entered that unknown land a year ago.

He says he did, sneered Professor Smawl.

As you like, I replied; but it is scarcely generous to forestall the person whose stupidity gave you the clew to this unexplored region.

You mean yourself? she asked, with a stony stare.

I do, said I, firmly.

Her little, hard eyes grew harder, and she clutched her umbrella until the steel ribs crackled.

Young man, she said, insolently; if I could have gotten rid of you I should have done so the day I was appointed president. But Professor Farrago refused to resign unless your position was assured, subject, of course, to your good behavior. Frankly, I dont like you, and I consider your views on science ridiculous, and if an opportunity presents itself I will be most happy to request your resignation. Kindly collect your mules and follow me.

Mortified beyond measure, I collected my mules and followed my president into the strange country behind the Hudson Mountains — I who had aspired to lead, compelled to follow in the rear, driving mules.

The journey was monotonous at first, but we shortly ascended a ridge from which we could see, stretching out below us, the wilderness where, save the feet of William Spike, no human feet had passed.

As for me, tingling with enthusiasm, I forgot my chagrin, I forgot the gross injustice, I forgot my mules. Excelsior! I cried, running up and down the ridge in uncontrollable excitement at the sublime spectacle of forest, mountain, and valley all set with little lakes.

Excelsior! repeated an excited voice at my side, and Professor Van Twiller sprang to the ridge beside me, her eyes bright as stars.

Exalted, inspired by the mysterious beauty of the view, we clasped hands and ran up and down the grassy ridge.

That will do, said Professor Smawl, coldly, as we raced about like a pair of distracted kittens. The chilling voice broke the spell; I dropped Professor Van Twillers hand and sat down on a bowlder, aching with wrath.

Late that afternoon we halted beside a tiny lake, deep in the unknown wilderness, where purple and scarlet bergamot choked the shores and the spruce-partridge strutted fearlessly under our very feet. Here we pitched our two tents. The afternoon sun slanted through the pines; the lake glittered; acres of golden brake perfumed the forest silence, broken only at rare intervals by the distant thunder of a partridge drumming.

Professor Smawl ate heavily and retired to her tent to lie torpid until evening. William drove the unloaded mules into an intervale full of sun-cured, fragrant grasses; I sat down beside Professor Van Twiller.

The wilderness is electric. Once within the influence of its currents, human beings become positively or negatively charged, violently attracting or repelling each other.

There is something the matter with this air, said Professor Van Twiller. It makes me feel as though I were desperately enamoured of the entire human race.

She leaned back against a pine, smiling vaguely, and crossing one knee over the other.

Now I am not bold by temperament, and, normally, I fear ladies. Therefore it surprised me to hear myself begin a frivolous causerie, replying to her pretty epigrams with epigrams of my own, advancing to the borderland of badinage, fearlessly conducting her and myself over that delicate frontier to meet upon the terrain of undisguised flirtation.

It was clear that she was out for a holiday. The seriousness and restraints of twenty-two years she had left behind her in the civilized world, and now, with a shrug of her young shoulders, she unloosened her burden of reticence, dignity, and responsibility and let the whole load fall with a discreet thud.

Even hares go mad in March, she said, seriously. I know you intend to flirt with me — and I dont care. Anyway, theres nothing else to do, is there?

Suppose, said I, solemnly, I should take you behind that big tree and attempt to kiss you!

The prospect did not appear to appall her, so I looked around with that sneaking yet conciliatory caution peculiar to young men who are novices in the art. Before I had satisfied myself that neither William nor the mules were observing us, Professor Van Twiller rose to her feet and took a short step backward.

Lets set traps for a dingue, she said, will you?

I looked at the big tree, undecided. Come on, she said; Ill show you how. And away we went into the woods, she leading, her kilts flashing through the golden half-light.

Now I had not the faintest notion how to trap the dingue, but Professor Van Twiller asserted that it formerly fed on the tender tips of the spruce, quoting Darwin as her authority.

So we gathered a bushel of spruce-tips, piled them on the bank of a little stream, then built a miniature stockade around the bait, a foot high. I roofed this with hemlock, then laboriously whittled out and adjusted a swinging shutter for the entrance, setting it on springy twigs.

The dingue, you know, was supposed to live in the water, she said, kneeling beside me over our trap.

I took her little hand and thanked her for the information.

Doubtless, she said, enthusiastically, a dingue will come out of the lake to-night to feed on our spruce-tips. Then, she added, weve got him.

True! I said, earnestly, and pressed her fingers very gently.

Her face was turned a little away; I dont remember what she said; I dont remember that she said anything. A faint rose-tint stole over her cheek. A few moments later she said: You must not do that again.

It was quite late when we strolled back to camp. Long before we came in sight of the twin tents we heard a deep voice bawling our names. It was Professor Smawl, and she pounced upon Dorothy and drove her ignominiously into the tent.

As for you, she said, in hollow tones, you may explain your conduct at once, or place your resignation at my disposal.

But somehow or other I appeared to be temporarily lost to shame, and I only smiled at my infuriated president, and entered my own tent with a step that was distinctly frolicsome.

Billy, said I to William Spike, who regarded me morosely from the depths of the tent, Im going out to bag a mammoth to-morrow, so kindly clean my elephant-gun and bring an axe to chop out the tusks.

That night Professor Smawl complained bitterly of the cooking, but as neither Dorothy nor I knew how to improve it, she revenged herself on us by eating everything on the table and retiring to bed, taking Dorothy with her.

I could not sleep very well; the mosquitoes were intrusive, and Professor Smawl dreamed she was a pack of wolves and yelped in her sleep.

Bird, aint she? said William, roused from slumber by her weird noises.

Dorothy, much frightened, crawled out of her tent, where her blanket-mate still dreamed dyspeptically, and William and I made her comfortable by the camp-fire.

It takes a pretty girl to look pretty half asleep in a blanket.

Are you sure you are quite well? I asked her.

To make sure, I tested her pulse. For an hour it varied more or less, but without alarming either of us. Then she went back to bed and I sat alone by the camp-fire.

Towards midnight I suddenly began to feel that strange, distant vibration that I had once before felt. As before, the vibration grew on the still air, increasing in volume until it became a sound, then died out into silence.

I rose and stole into my tent.

William, white as death, lay in his corner, weeping in his sleep.

I roused him remorselessly, and he sat up scowling, but refused to tell me what he had been dreaming.

Was it about that third thing you saw— I began. But he snarled up at me like a startled animal, and I was obliged to go to bed and toss about and speculate.

The next morning it rained. Dorothy and I visited our dingue-trap but found nothing in it. We were inclined, however, to stay out in the rain behind a big tree, but Professor Smawl vetoed that proposition and sent me off to supply the larder with fresh meat.

I returned, mad and wet, with a dozen partridges and a white hare — brown at that season — and William cooked them vilely.

I can taste the feathers! said Professor Smawl, indignantly.

There is no accounting for taste, I said, with a polite gesture of deprecation; personally, I find feathers unpalatable.

You may hand in your resignation this evening! cried Professor Smawl, in hollow tones of passion.

I passed her the pancakes with a cheerful smile, and flippantly pressed the hand next me. Unexpectedly it proved to be Williams sticky fist, and Dorothy and I laughed until her tears ran into Professor Smawls coffee-cup — an accident which kindled her wrath to red heat, and she requested my resignation five times during the evening.

The next day it rained again, more or less. Professor Smawl complained of the cooking, demanded my resignation, and finally marched out to explore, lugging the reluctant William with her. Dorothy and I sat down behind the largest tree we could find.

I dont remember what we were saying when a peculiar sound interrupted us, and we listened earnestly.

It was like a bell in the woods, ding-dong! ding-dong! ding-dong! — a low, mellow, golden harmony, coming nearer, then stopping.

I clasped Dorothy in my arms in my excitement.

It is the note of the dingue! I whispered, and that explains its name, handed down from remote ages along with the names of the behemoth and the coney. It was because of its bell-like cry that it was named! Darling! I cried, forgetting our short acquaintance, we have made a discovery that the whole world will ring with!

Hand in hand we tiptoed through the forest to our trap. There was something in it that took fright at our approach and rushed panic-stricken round and round the interior of the trap, uttering its alarm-note, which sounded like the jangling of a whole string of bells.

I seized the strangely beautiful creature; it neither attempted to bite nor scratch, but crouched in my arms, trembling and eying me.

Delighted with the lovely, tame animal, we bore it tenderly back to the camp and placed it on my blanket. Hand in hand we stood before it, awed by the sight of this beast, so long believed to be extinct.

It is too good to be true, sighed Dorothy, clasping her white hands under her chin and gazing at the dingue in rapture.

Yes, said I, solemnly, you and I, my child, are face to face with the fabled dingue — Dingus solitarius! Let us continue to gaze at it, reverently, prayerfully, humbly—

Dorothy yawned — probably with excitement.

We were still mutely adoring the dingue when Professor Smawl burst into the tent at a hand-gallop, bawling hoarsely for her kodak and note-book.

Dorothy seized her triumphantly by the arm and pointed at the dingue, which appeared to be frightened to death.

What! cried Professor Smawl, scornfully; that a dingue? Rubbish!

Madam, I said, firmly, it is a dingue! Its a monodactyl! See! It has but a single toe!

Bosh! she retorted; its got four!

Four! I repeated, blankly.

Yes; one on each foot!

Of course, I said; you didnt suppose a monodactyl meant a beast with one leg and one toe!

But she laughed hatefully and declared it was a woodchuck.

We squabbled for a while until I saw the significance of her attitude. The unfortunate woman wished to find a dingue first and be accredited with the discovery.

I lifted the dingue in both hands and shook the creature gently, until the chiming ding-dong of its protestations filled our ears like sweet bells jangled out of tune.

Pale with rage at this final proof of the dingues identity, she seized her camera and note-book.

I havent any time to waste over that musical woodchuck! she shouted, and bounced out of the tent.

What have you discovered, dear? cried Dorothy, running after her.

A mammoth! bawled Professor Smawl, triumphantly; and Im going to photograph him!

Neither Dorothy nor I believed her. We watched the flight of the infatuated woman in silence.

And now, at last, the tragic shadow falls over my paper as I write. I was never passionately attached to Professor Smawl, yet I would gladly refrain from chronicling the episode that must follow if, as I have hitherto attempted, I succeed in sticking to the unornamented truth.

I have said that neither Dorothy nor I believed her. I dont know why, unless it was that we had not yet made up our minds to believe that the mammoth still existed on earth. So, when Professor Smawl disappeared in the forest, scuttling through the underbrush like a demoralized hen, we viewed her flight with unconcern. There was a large tree in the neighborhood — a pleasant shelter in case of rain. So we sat down behind it, although the sun was shining fiercely.

It was one of those peaceful afternoons in the wilderness when the whole forest dreams, and the shadows are asleep and every little leaflet takes a nap. Under the still tree-tops the dappled sunlight, motionless, soaked the sod; the forest-flies no longer whirled in circles, but sat sunning their wings on slender twig-tips.

The heat was sweet and spicy; the sun drew out the delicate essence of gum and sap, warming volatile juices until they exhaled through the aromatic bark.

The sun went down into the wilderness; the forest stirred in its sleep; a fish splashed in the lake. The spell was broken. Presently the wind began to rise somewhere far away in the unknown land. I heard it coming, nearer, nearer — a brisk wind that grew heavier and blew harder as it neared us — a gale that swept distant branches — a furious gale that set limbs clashing and cracking, nearer and nearer. Crack! and the gale grew to a hurricane, trampling trees like dead twigs! Crack! Crackle! Crash! Crash!

Was it the wind?

With the roaring in my ears I sprang up, staring into the forest vista, and at the same instant, out of the crashing forest, sped Professor Smawl, skirts tucked up, thin legs flying like bicycle-spokes. I shouted, but the crashing drowned my voice. Then all at once the solid earth began to shake, and with the rush and roar of a tornado a gigantic living thing burst out of the forest before our eyes — a vast shadowy bulk that rocked and rolled along, mowing down trees in its course.

Two great crescents of ivory curved from its head; its back swept through the tossing tree-tops. Once it bellowed like a gun fired from a high bastion.

The apparition passed with the noise of thunder rolling on towards the ends of the earth. Crack! crash! went the trees, the tempest swept away in a rolling volley of reports, distant, more distant, until, long after the tumult had deadened, then ceased, the stunned forest echoed with the fall of mangled branches slowly dropping.

That evening an agitated young couple sat close together in the deserted camp, calling timidly at intervals for Professor Smawl and William Spike. I say timidly, because it is correct; we did not care to have a mammoth respond to our calls. The lurking echoes across the lake answered our cries; the full moon came up over the forest to look at us. We were not much to look at. Dorothy was moistening my shoulder with unfeigned tears, and I, afraid to light the fire, sat hunched up under the common blanket, wildly examining the darkness around us.

Chilled to the spinal marrow, I watched the gray lights whiten in the east. A single bird awoke in the wilderness. I saw the nearer trees looming in the mist, and the silver fog rolling on the lake.

All night long the darkness had vibrated with the strange monotone which I had heard the first night, camping at the gate of the unknown land. My brain seemed to echo that subtle harmony which rings in the auricular labyrinth after sound has ceased.

There are ghosts of sound which return to haunt long after sound is dead. It was these voiceless spectres of a voice long dead that stirred the transparent silence, intoning toneless tones.

I think I make myself clear.

It was an uncanny night; morning whitened the east; gray daylight stole into the woods, blotting the shadows to paler tints. It was nearly mid-day before the sun became visible through the fine-spun web of mist — a pale spot of gilt in the zenith.

By this pallid light I labored to strike the two empty tents, gather up our equipments and pack them on our five mules. Dorothy aided me bravely, whimpering when I spoke of Professor Smawl and William Spike, but abating nothing of her industry until we had the mules loaded and I was ready to drive them, Heaven knows whither.

Where shall we go? quavered Dorothy, sitting on a log with the dingue in her lap.

One thing was certain; this mammoth-ridden land was no place for women, and I told her so.

We placed the dingue in a basket and tied it around the leading mules neck. Immediately the dingue, alarmed, began dingling like a cow-bell. It acted like a charm on the other mules, and they gravely filed off after their leader, following the bell. Dorothy and I, hand in hand, brought up the rear.

I shall never forget that scene in the forest — the gray arch of the heavens swimming in mist through which the sun peered shiftily, the tall pines wavering through the fog, the preoccupied mules marching single file, the foggy bell-note of the gentle dingue in its swinging basket, and Dorothy, limp kilts dripping with dew, plodding through the white dusk.

We followed the terrible tornado-path which the mammoth had left in its wake, but there were no traces of its human victims — neither one jot of Professor Smawl nor one solitary tittle of William Spike.

And now I would be glad to end this chapter if I could; I would gladly leave myself as I was, there in the misty forest, with an arm encircling the slender body of my little companion, and the mules moving in a monotonous line, and the dingue discreetly jingling — but again that menacing shadow falls across my page, and truth bids me tell all, and I, the slave of accuracy, must remember my vows as the dauntless disciple of truth.

Towards sunset — or that pale parody of sunset which set the forest swimming in a ghastly, colorless haze — the mammoths trail of ruin brought us suddenly out of the trees to the shore of a great sheet of water.

It was a desolate spot; northward a chaos of sombre peaks rose, piled up like thunder-clouds along the horizon; east and south the darkening wilderness spread like a pall. Westward, crawling out into the mist from our very feet, the gray waste of water moved under the dull sky, and flat waves slapped the squatting rocks, heavy with slime.

And now I understood why the trail of the mammoth continued straight into the lake, for on either hand black, filthy tamarack swamps lay under ghostly sheets of mist. I strove to creep out into the bog, seeking a footing, but the swamp quaked and the smooth surface trembled like jelly in a bowl. A stick thrust into the slime sank into unknown depths.

Vaguely alarmed, I gained the firm land again and looked around, believing there was no road open but the desolate trail we had traversed. But I was in error; already the leading mule was wading out into the water, and the others, one by one, followed.

How wide the lake might be we could not tell, because the band of fog hung across the water like a curtain. Yet out into this flat, shallow void our mules went steadily, slop! slop! slop! in single file. Already they were growing indistinct in the fog, so I bade Dorothy hasten and take off her shoes and stockings.

She was ready before I was, I having to unlace my shooting-boots, and she stepped out into the water, kilts fluttering, moving her white feet cautiously. In a moment I was beside her, and we waded forward, sounding the shallow water with our poles.

When the water had risen to Dorothys knees I hesitated, alarmed. But when we attempted to retrace our steps we could not find the shore again, for the blank mist shrouded everything, and the water deepened at every step.

I halted and listened for the mules. Far away in the fog I heard a dull splashing, receding as I listened. After a while all sound died away, and a slow horror stole over me — a horror that froze the little net-work of veins in every limb. A step to the right and the water rose to my knees; a step to the left and the cold, thin circle of the flood chilled my breast. Suddenly Dorothy screamed, and the next moment a far cry answered — a far, sweet cry that seemed to come from the sky, like the rushing harmony of the worlds swift winds. Then the curtain of fog before us lighted up from behind; shadows moved on the misty screen, outlines of trees and grassy shores, and tiny birds flying. Thrown on the vapory curtain, in silhouette, a man and a woman passed under the lovely trees, arms about each others necks; near them the shadows of five mules grazed peacefully; a dingue gambolled close by.

It is a mirage! I muttered, but my voice made no sound. Slowly the light behind the fog died out; the vapor around us turned to rose, then dissolved, while mile on mile of a limitless sea spread away till, like a quick line pencilled at a stroke, the horizon cut sky and sea in half, and before us lay an ocean from which towered a mountain of snow — or a gigantic berg of milky ice — for it was moving.

Good Heavens, I shrieked; it is alive!

At the sound of my crazed cry the mountain of snow became a pillar, towering to the clouds, and a wave of golden glory drenched the figure to its knees! Figure? Yes — for a colossal arm shot across the sky, then curved back in exquisite grace to a head of awful beauty — a womans head, with eyes like the blue lake of heaven — ay, a womans splendid form, upright from the sky to the earth, knee-deep in the sea. The evening clouds drifted across her brow; her shimmering hair lighted the world beneath with sunset. Then, shading her white brow with one hand, she bent, and with the other hand dipped in the sea, she sent a wave rolling at us. Straight out of the horizon it sped — a ripple that grew to a wave, then to a furious breaker which caught us up in a whirl of foam, bearing us onward, faster, faster, swiftly flying through leagues of spray until consciousness ceased and all was blank.

Yet ere my senses fled I heard again that strange cry — that sweet, thrilling harmony rushing out over the foaming waters, filling earth and sky with its soundless vibrations.

And I knew it was the hail of the Spirit of the North warning us back to life again.



Looking back, now, over the days that passed before we staggered into the Hudson Bay outpost at Gravel Cove, I am inclined to believe that neither Dorothy nor I were clothed entirely in our proper minds — or, if we were, our minds, no doubt, must have been in the same condition as our clothing. I remember shooting ptarmigan, and that we ate them; flashes of memory recall the steady downpour of rain through the endless twilight of shaggy forests; dim days on the foggy tundra, mud-holes from which the wild ducks rose in thousands; then the stunted hemlocks, then the forest again. And I do not even recall the moment when, at last, stumbling into the smooth path left by the Graham Glacier, we crawled through the mountain-wall, out of the unknown land, and once more into a world protected by the Lord Almighty.

A hunting-party of Elbon Indians brought us in to the post, and everybody was most kind — that I remember, just before going into several weeks of unpleasant delirium mercifully mitigated with unconsciousness.

Curiously enough, Professor Van Twiller was not very much battered, physically, for I had carried her for days, pickaback. But the awful experience had produced a shock which resulted in a nervous condition that lasted so long after she returned to New York that the wealthy and eminent specialist who attended her insisted upon taking her to the Riviera and marrying her. I sometimes wonder — but, as I have said, such reflections have no place in these austere pages.

However, anybody, I fancy, is at liberty to speculate upon the fate of the late Professor Smawl and William Spike, and upon the mules and the gentle dingue. Personally, I am convinced that the suggestive silhouettes I saw on that ghastly curtain of fog were cast by beatified beings in some earthly paradise — a mirage of bliss of which we caught but the colorless shadow-shapes floating twixt sea and sky.

At all events, neither Professor Smawl nor her William Spike ever returned; no exploring expedition has found a trace of mule or lady, of William or the dingue. The new expedition to be organized by Barnard College may penetrate still farther. I suppose that, when the time comes, I shall be expected to volunteer. But Professor Van Twiller is married, and William and Professor Smawl ought to be, and altogether, considering the mammoth and that gigantic and splendid apparition that bent from the zenith to the ocean and sent a tidal-wave rolling from the palm of one white hand — I say, taking all these various matters under consideration, I think I shall decide to remain in New York and continue writing for the scientific periodicals. Besides, the mortifying experience at the Paris Exposition has dampened even my perennially youthful enthusiasm. And as for the late expedition to Florida, Heaven knows I am ready to repeat it — nay, I am already forming a plan for the rescue — but though I am prepared to encounter any danger for the sake of my beloved superior, Professor Farrago, I do not feel inclined to commit indiscretions in order to pry into secrets which, as I regard it, concern Professor Smawl and William Spike alone.

But all this is, in a measure, premature. What I now have to relate is the recital of an eye-witness to that most astonishing scandal which occurred during the recent exposition in Paris.




IX
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WHEN THE DELEGATES were appointed to the International Scientific Congress at the Paris Exposition of 1900, how little did anybody imagine that the great conference would end in the most gigantic scandal that ever stirred two continents?

Yet, had it not been for the pair of American newspapers published in Paris, this scandal would never have been aired, for the continental press is so well muzzled that when it bites its teeth merely meet in the empty atmosphere with a discreet snap.

But to the Yankee nothing excepting the Monroe Doctrine is sacred, and the unsopped watch-dogs of the press bite right and left, unmuzzled. The biter bites — it is his profession — and that ends the affair; the bitee is bitten, and, in the deplorable argot of the hour, it is up to him.

So now that the scandal has been well aired and hung out to dry in the teeth of decency and the four winds, and as all the details have been cheerfully and grossly exaggerated, it is, perhaps, the proper moment for the truth to be written by the only person whose knowledge of all the facts in the affair entitles him to speak for himself as well as for those honorable ladies and gentlemen whose names and titles have been so mercilessly criticised.

These, then, are the simple facts:

The International Scientific Congress, now adjourned sine die, met at nine oclock in the morning, May 3, 1900, in the Tasmanian Pavilion of the Paris Exposition. There were present the most famous scientists of Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, Italy, Switzerland, and the United States.

His Royal Highness the Crown-Prince of Monaco presided.

It is not necessary, now, to repeat the details of that preliminary meeting. It is sufficient to say that committees representing the various known sciences were named and appointed by the Prince of Monaco, who had been unanimously elected permanent chairman of the conference. It is the composition of a single committee that concerns us now, and that committee, representing the science which treats of bird life, was made up as follows:

Chairman — His Royal Highness the Crown-Prince of Monaco. Members — Sir Peter Grebe, Great Britain; Baron de Becasse, France; his Royal Highness King Christian, of Finland; the Countess dAlzette, of Belgium; and I, from the United States, representing the Smithsonian Institution and the Bronx Park Zoological Society of New York.

This, then, was the composition of that now notorious ornithological committee, a modest, earnest, self-effacing little band of workers, bound together — in the beginning — by those ties of mutual respect and esteem which unite all laborers in the vineyard of science.

From the first meeting of our committee, science, the great leveller, left no artificial barriers of rank or title standing between us. We were enthusiasts in our love for ornithology; we found new inspiration in the democracy of our common interests.

As for me, I chatted with my fellows, feeling no restraint myself and perceiving none. The King of Finland and I discussed his latest monograph on the speckled titmouse, and I was glad to agree with the King in all his theories concerning the nesting habits of that important bird.

Sir Peter Grebe, a large, red gentleman in tweeds, read us some notes he had made on the domestic hen and her reasons for running ahead of a horse and wagon instead of stepping aside to let the disturbing vehicle pass.

The Crown-Prince of Monaco took issue with Sir Peter; so did the Baron de Becasse; and we were entertained by a friendly and marvellously interesting three-cornered dispute, shared in by three of the most profound thinkers of the century.

I shall never forget the brilliancy of that argument, nor the modest, good-humored retorts which gave us all a glimpse into depths of erudition which impressed us profoundly and set the seal on the bonds which held us so closely together.

Alas, that the seal should ever have been broken! Alas, that the glittering apple of discord should have been flung into our midst! — no, not flung, but gently rolled under our noses by the gloved fingers of the lovely Countess dAlzette.

Messieurs, said the fair Countess, when all present, excepting she and I, had touched upon or indicated the subjects which they had prepared to present to the congress— messieurs mes confrères, I have been requested by our distinguished chairman, the Crown-Prince of Monaco, to submit to your judgment the subject which, by favor of the King of the Belgians, I have prepared to present to the International Scientific Congress.

She made a pretty courtesy as she named her own sovereign, and we all rose out of respect to that most austere and moral ruler the King of Belgium.

But, she said, with a charming smile of depreciation, I am very, very much afraid that the subject which I have chosen may not meet with your approval, gentlemen.

She stood there in her dainty Parisian gown and bonnet, shaking her pretty head uncertainly, a smile on her lips, her small, gloved fingers interlocked.

Oh, I know how dreadful it would be if this great congress should be compelled to listen to any hoax like that which Monsieur de Rougemont imposed on the British Royal Society, she said, gravely; and because the subject of my paper is as strange as the strangest phenomenon alleged to have been noted by Monsieur de Rougemont, I hesitate—

She glanced at the silent listeners around her. Sir Peters red face had hardened; the King of Finland frowned slightly; the Crown-Prince of Monaco and Baron de Becasse wore anxious smiles. But when her violet eyes met mine I gave her a glance of encouragement, and that glance, I am forced to confess, was not dictated by scientific approval, but by something that never entirely dries up in the mustiest and dustiest of savants — the old Adam implanted in us all.

Now, I knew perfectly well what her subject must be; so did every man present. For it was no secret that his Majesty of Belgium had been swindled by some natives in Tasmania, and had paid a very large sum of money for a skin of that gigantic bird, the ux, which has been so often reported to exist among the inaccessible peaks of the Tasmanian Mountains. Needless, perhaps, to say that the skin proved a fraud, being nothing more than a Barnum contrivance made up out of the skins of a dozen ostriches and cassowaries, and most cleverly put together by Chinese workmen; at least, such was the report made on it by Sir Peter Grebe, who had been sent by the British Society to Antwerp to examine the acquisition. Needless, also, perhaps, to say that King Leopold, of Belgium, stoutly maintained that the skin of the ux was genuine from beak to claw.

For six months there had been a most serious difference of opinion among European ornithologists concerning the famous ux in the Antwerp Museum; and this difference had promised to result in an open quarrel between a few Belgian savants on one side and-all Europe and Great Britain on the other.

Scientists have a deep — rooted horror of anything that touches on charlatanism; the taint of trickery not only alarms them, but drives them away from any suspicious subject, and usually ruins, scientifically speaking, the person who has introduced the subject for discussion.

Therefore, it took no little courage for the Countess dAlzette to touch, with her dainty gloves, a subject which every scientist in Europe, with scarcely an exception, had pronounced fraudulent and unworthy of investigation. And to bring it before the great International Congress required more courage still; for the person who could face, in executive session, the most brilliant intellects in the world, and openly profess faith in a Barnumized bird skin, either had no scientific reputation to lose or was possessed of a bravery far above that of the savants who composed the audience.

Now, when the pretty Countess caught a flash of encouragement in my glance she turned rosy with gratification and surprise. Clearly, she had not expected to find a single ally in the entire congress. Her quick smile of gratitude touched me, and made me ashamed, too, for I had encouraged her out of the pure love of mischief, hoping to hear the whole matter threshed before the congress and so have it settled once for all. It was a thoughtless thing to do on my part. I should have remembered the consequences to the Countess if it were proven that she had been championing a fraud. The ruffled dignity of the congress would never forgive her; her scientific career would practically be at an end, because her theories and observations could no longer command respect or even the attention of those who knew that she herself had once been deceived by a palpable fraud.

I looked at her guiltily, already ashamed of myself for encouraging her to her destruction. How lovely and innocent she appeared, standing there reading her notes in a low, clear voice, fresh as a childs, with now and then a delicious upward sweep of her long, dark lashes.

With a start I came to my senses and bestowed a pinch on myself. This was neither the time nor the place to sentimentalize over a girlish beauty whose small, Parisian head was crammed full of foolish, brave theories concerning an imposition which her aged sovereign had been unable to detect.

I saw the gathering frown on the King of Finlands dark face; I saw Sir Peter Grebe grow redder and redder, and press his thick lips together to control the angry Bosh! which need not have been uttered to have been understood. The Baron de Becasse wore a painfully neutral smile, which froze his face into a quaint gargoyle; the Crown-Prince of Monaco looked at his polished fingernails with a startled yet abstracted resignation. Clearly the young Countess had not a sympathizer in the committee.

Something — perhaps it was the latent chivalry which exists imbedded in us all, perhaps it was pity, perhaps a glimmering dawn of belief in the ux skin — set my thoughts working very quickly.

The Countess dAlzette finished her notes, then glanced around with a deprecating smile, which died out on her lips when she perceived the silent and stony hostility of her fellow-scientists. A quick expression of alarm came into her lovely eyes. Would they vote against giving her a hearing before the congress? It required a unanimous vote to reject a subject. She turned her eyes on me.

I rose, red as fire, my head humming with a chaos of ideas all disordered and vague, yet whirling along in a single, resistless current. I had come to the congress prepared to deliver a monograph on the great auk; but now the subject went overboard as the birds themselves had, and I found myself pleading with the committee to give the Countess a hearing on the ux.

Why not? I exclaimed, warmly. It is established beyond question that the ux does exist in Tasmania. Wallace saw several uxen, through his telescope, walking about upon the inaccessible heights of the Tasmanian Mountains. Darwin acknowledged that the bird exists; Professor Farrago has published a pamphlet containing an accumulation of all data bearing upon the ux. Why should not Madame la Comtesse be heard by the entire congress?

I looked at Sir Peter Grebe.

Have you seen this alleged bird skin in the Antwerp Museum? he asked, perspiring with indignation.

Yes, I have, said I. It has been patched up, but how are we to know that the skin did not require patching? I have not found that ostrich skin has been used. It is true that the Tasmanians may have shot the bird to pieces and mended the skin with bits of cassowary hide here and there. But the greater part of the skin, and the beak and claws, are, in my estimation, well worth the serious attention of savants. To pronounce them fraudulent is, in my opinion, rash and premature.

I mopped my brow; I was in for it now. I had thrown in my reputation with the reputation of the Countess.

The displeasure and astonishment of my confrères was unmistakable. In the midst of a strained silence I moved that a vote be taken upon the advisability of a hearing before the congress on the subject of the ux. After a pause the young Countess, pale and determined, seconded my motion. The result of the balloting was a foregone conclusion; the Countess had one vote — she herself refraining from voting — and the subject was entered on the committee-book as acceptable and a date set for the hearing before the International Congress.

The effect of this vote on our little committee was most marked. Constraint took the place of cordiality, polite reserve replaced that guileless and open-hearted courtesy with which our proceedings had begun.

With icy politeness, the Crown-Prince of Monaco asked me to state the subject of the paper I proposed to read before the congress, and I replied quietly that, as I was partly responsible for advocating the discussion of the ux, I proposed to associate myself with the Countess dAlzette in that matter — if Madame la Comtesse would accept the offer of a brother savant.

Indeed I will, she said, impulsively, her blue eyes soft with gratitude.

Very well, observed Sir Peter Grebe, swallowing his indignation and waddling off towards the door; I shall resign my position on this committee — yes, I will, I tell you! — as the King of Finland laid a fatherly hand on Sir Peters sleeve— Ill not be made responsible for this damn—

He choked, sputtered, then bowed to the horrified Countess, asking pardon, and declaring that he yielded to nobody in respect for the gentler sex. And he retired with the Baron de Becasse.

But out in the hallway I heard him explode. Confound it! This is no place for petticoats, Baron! And as for that Yankee ornithologist, hes hung himself with the Countesss corset — string — yes, he has! Dont tell me, Baron! The young idiot was all right until the Countess looked at him, I tell you. Gad! how she crumpled him up with those blue eyes of hers! What the devil do women come into such committees for? Eh? Its an outrage, I tell you! Why, the whole world will jeer at us if we sit and listen to her monograph on that fraudulent bird!

The young Countess, who was writing near the window, could not have heard this outburst; but I heard it, and so did King Christian and the Crown-Prince of Monaco.

Lord, thought I, the Countess and I are in the frying-pan this time. Ill do what I can to keep us both out of the fire.

When the King and the Crown-Prince had made their adieux to the Countess, and she had responded, pale and serious, they came over to where I was standing, looking out on the Seine.

Though we must differ from you, said the King, kindly, we wish you all success in this dangerous undertaking.

I thanked him.

You are a young man to risk a reputation already established, remarked the Crown-Prince, then added: You are braver than I. Ridicule is a barrier to all knowledge, and, though we know that, we seekers after truth always bring up short at that barrier and dismount, not daring to put our hobbies to the fence.

One can but come a cropper, said I.

And risk staking our hobbies? No, no, that would make us ridiculous; and ridicule kills in Europe.

Its somewhat deadly in America, too, I said, smiling.

The more honor to you, said the Crown-Prince, gravely.

Oh, I am not the only one, I answered, lightly. There is my confrère, Professor Hyssop, who studies apparitions and braves a contempt and ridicule which none of us would dare challenge. We Yankees are learning slowly. Some day we will find the lost key to the future while Europe is sneering at those who are trying to pick the lock.

When King Christian, of Finland, and the Crown-Prince of Monaco had taken their hats and sticks and departed, I glanced across the room at the young Countess, who was now working rapidly on a type-writer, apparently quite oblivious of my presence.

I looked out of the window again, and my gaze wandered over the exposition grounds. Gilt and scarlet and azure the palaces rose in every direction, under a wilderness of fluttering flags. Towers, minarets, turrets, golden spires cut the blue sky; in the west the gaunt Eiffel Tower sprawled across the glittering Esplanade; behind it rose the solid golden dome of the Emperors tomb, gilded once more by the Almightys sun, to amuse the living rabble while the dead slumbered in his imperial crypt, himself now but a relic for the amusement of the people whom he had despised. O tempora! O mores! O Napoleon!

Down under my window, in the asphalted court, the King of Finland was entering his beautiful victoria. An adjutant, wearing a cocked hat and brilliant uniform, mounted the box beside the green-and-gold coachman; the two postilions straightened up in their saddles; the four horses danced. Then, when the Crown-Prince of Monaco had taken a seat beside the King, the carriage rolled away, and far down the quay I watched it until the flutter of the green-and-white plumes in the adjutants cocked hat was all I could see of vanishing royalty.

I was still musing there by the window, listening to the click and ringing of the type-writer, when I suddenly became aware that the clicking had ceased, and, turning, I saw the young Countess standing beside me.

Thank you for your chivalrous impulse to help me, she said, frankly, holding out her bare hand.

I bent over it.

I had not realized how desperate my case was, she said, with a smile. I supposed that they would at least give me a hearing. How can I thank you for your brave vote in my favor?

By giving me your confidence in this matter, said I, gravely. If we are to win, we must work together and work hard, madame. We are entering a struggle, not only to prove the genuineness of a bird skin and the existence of a bird which neither of us has ever seen, but also a struggle which will either make us famous forever or render it impossible for either of us ever again to face a scientific audience.

I know it, she said, quietly And I understand all the better how gallant a gentleman I have had the fortune to enlist in my cause. Believe me, had I not absolute confidence in my ability to prove the existence of the ux I should not, selfish as I am, have accepted your chivalrous offer to stand or fall with me.

The subtle emotion in her voice touched a responsive chord in me. I looked at her earnestly; she raised her beautiful eyes to mine.

Will you help me? she asked.

Would I help her? Faith, Id pass the balance of my life turning flip-flaps to please her. I did not attempt to undeceive myself; I realized that the lightning had struck me — that I was desperately in love with the young Countess from the tip of her bonnet to the toe of her small, polished shoe. I was curiously cool about it, too, although my heart gave a thump that nigh choked me, and I felt myself going red from temple to chin.

If the Countess dAlzette noticed it she gave no sign, unless the pink tint under her eyes, deepening, was a subtle signal of understanding to the signal in my eyes.

Suppose, she said, that I failed, before the congress, to prove my theory? Suppose my investigations resulted in the exposure of a fraud and my name was held up to ridicule before all Europe? What would become of you, monsieur?

I was silent.

You are already celebrated as the discoverer of the mammoth and the great auk, she persisted. You are young, enthusiastic, renowned, and you have a future before you that anybody in the world might envy.

I said nothing.

And yet, she said, softly, you risk all because you will not leave a young woman friendless among her confrères. It is not wise, monsieur; it is gallant and generous and impulsive, but it is not wisdom. Don Quixote rides no more in Europe, my friend.

He stays at home — seventy million of him — in America, said I.

After a moment she said, I believe you, monsieur.

It is true enough, I said, with a laugh. We are the only people who tilt at windmills these days — we and our cousins, the British, who taught us.

I bowed gayly, and added:

With your colors to wear, I shall have the honor of breaking a lance against the biggest windmill in the world.

You mean the Citadel of Science, she said, smiling.

And its rock-ribbed respectability, I replied.

She looked at me thoughtfully, rolling and unrolling the scroll in her hands. Then she sighed, smiled, and brightened, handing me the scroll.

Read it carefully, she said; it is an outline of the policy I suggest that we follow. You will be surprised at some of the statements. Yet every word is the truth. And, monsieur, your reward for the devotion you have offered will be no greater than you deserve, when you find yourself doubly famous for our joint monograph on the ux. Without your vote in the committee I should have been denied a hearing, even though I produced proofs to support my theory. I appreciate that; I do most truly appreciate the courage which prompted you to defend a woman at the risk of your own ruin. Come to me this evening at nine. I hold for you in store a surprise and pleasure which you do not dream of.

Ah, but I do, I said, slowly, under the spell of her delicate beauty and enthusiasm.

How can you? she said, laughing. You dont know what awaits you at nine this evening?

You, I said, fascinated.

The color swept her face; she dropped me a deep courtesy.

At nine, then, she said. No. 8 Rue dAlouette.

I bowed, took my hat, gloves, and stick, and attended her to her carriage below.

Long after the blue-and-black victoria had whirled away down the crowded quay I stood looking after it, mazed in the web of that ancient enchantment whose spell fell over the first man in Eden, and whose sorcery shall not fail till the last man returns his soul.
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I LUNCHED AT my lodgings on the Quai Malthus, and I had but little appetite, having fed upon such an unexpected variety of emotions during the morning.

Now, although I was already heels over head in love, I do not believe that loss of appetite was the result of that alone. I was slowly beginning to realize what my recent attitude might cost me, not only in an utter collapse of my scientific career, and the consequent material ruin which was likely to follow, but in the loss of all my friends at home. The Zoological Society of Bronx Park and the Smithsonian Institution of Washington had sent me as their trusted delegate, leaving it entirely to me to choose the subject on which I was to speak before the International Congress. What, then, would be their attitude when they learned that I had chosen to uphold the dangerous theory of the existence of the ux.

Would they repudiate me and send another delegate to replace me? Would they merely wash their hands of me and let me go to my own destruction?

I will know soon enough, thought I, for this mornings proceedings will have been cabled to New York ere now, and read at the breakfast-tables of every old, moss-grown naturalist in America before I see the Countess dAlzette this evening. And I drew from my pocket the roll of paper which she had given me, and, lighting a cigar, lay back in my chair to read it.

The manuscript had been beautifully type-written, and I had no trouble in following her brief, clear account of the circumstances under which the notorious ux-skin had been obtained. As for the story itself, it was somewhat fishy, but I manfully swallowed my growing nervousness and comforted myself with the belief of Darwin in the existence of the ux, and the subsequent testimony of Wallace, who simply stated what he had seen through his telescope, and then left it to others to identify the enormous birds he described as he had observed them stalking about on the snowy peaks of the Tasmanian Alps.

My own knowledge of the ux was confined to a single circumstance. When, in 1897, I had gone to Tasmania with Professor Farrago, to make a report on the availability of the so-called Tasmanian devil, as a substitute for the mongoose in the West Indies, I of course heard a great deal of talk among the natives concerning the birds which they affirmed haunted the summits of the mountains.

Our time in Tasmania was too limited to admit of an exploration then. But although we were perfectly aware that the summits of the Tasmanian Alps are inaccessible, we certainly should have attempted to gain them had not the time set for our departure arrived before we had completed the investigation for which we were sent.

One relic, however, I carried away with me. It was a single greenish bronzed feather, found high up in the mountains by a native, and sold to me for a somewhat large sum of money.

Darwin believed the ux to be covered with greenish plumage; Wallace was too far away to observe the color of the great birds; but all the natives of Tasmania unite in affirming that the plumage of the ux is green.

It was not only the color of this feather that made me an eager purchaser, it was the extraordinary length and size. I knew of no living bird large enough to wear such a feather. As for the color, that might have been tampered with before I bought it, and, indeed, testing it later, I found on the fronds traces of sulphate of copper. But the same thing has been found in the feathers of certain birds whose color is metallic green, and it has been proven that such birds pick up and swallow shining bits of copper pyrites.

Why should not the ux do the same thing?

Still, my only reason for believing in the existence of the bird was this single feather. I had easily proved that it belonged to no known species of bird. I also proved it to be similar to the tail-feathers of the ux-skin in Antwerp. But the feathers on the Antwerp specimen were gray, and the longest of them was but three feet in length, while my huge, bronze-green feather measured eleven feet from tip to tip.

One might account for it supposing the Antwerp skin to be that of a young bird, or of a moulting bird, or perhaps of a different sex from the bird whose feather I had secured.

Still, these ideas were not proven. Nothing concerning the birds had been proven. I had but a single fact to lean on, and that was that the feather I possessed could not have belonged to any known species of bird. Nobody but myself knew of the existence of this feather. And now I meant to cable to Bronx Park for it, and to place this evidence at the disposal of the beautiful Countess dAlzette.

My cigar had gone out, as I sat musing, and I relighted it and resumed my reading of the type-written notes, lazily, even a trifle sceptically, for all the evidence that she had been able to collect to substantiate her theory of the existence of the ux was not half as important as the evidence I was to produce in the shape of that enormous green feather.

I came to the last paragraph, smoking serenely, and leaning back comfortably, one leg crossed over the other. Then, suddenly, my attention became riveted on the words under my eyes. Could I have read them aright? Could I believe what I read in ever-growing astonishment which culminated in an excitement that stirred the very hair on my head?

The ux exists. There is no longer room for doubt. Ocular proof I can now offer in the shape of five living eggs of this gigantic bird. All measures have been taken to hatch these eggs; they are now in the vast incubator. It is my plan to have them hatch, one by one, under the very eyes of the International Congress. It will be the greatest triumph that science has witnessed since the discovery of the New World.

[Signed] Susanne dAlzette.

Either, I cried out, in uncontrollable excitement— either that girl is mad or she is the cleverest woman on earth.

After a moment I added:

In either event I am going to marry her.
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THAT EVENING, A few minutes before nine oclock, I descended from a cab in front of No. 8 Rue dAlouette, and was ushered into a pretty reception-room by an irreproachable servant, who disappeared directly with my card.

In a few moments the young Countess came in, exquisite in her silvery dinner-gown, eyes bright, white arms extended in a charming, impulsive welcome. The touch of her silky fingers thrilled me; I was dumb under the enchantment of her beauty; and I think she understood my silence, for her blue eyes became troubled and the happy parting of her lips changed to a pensive curve.

Presently I began to tell her about my bronzed-green feather; at my first word she looked up brightly, almost gratefully, I fancied; and in another moment we were deep in eager discussion of the subject which had first drawn us together.

What evidence I possessed to sustain our theory concerning the existence of the ux I hastened to reveal; then, heart beating excitedly, I asked her about the eggs and where they were at present, and whether she believed it possible to bring them to Paris — all these questions in the same breath — which brought a happy light into her eyes and a delicious ripple of laughter to her lips.

Why, of course it is possible to bring the eggs here, she cried. Am I sure? Parbleu! The eggs are already here, monsieur!

Here! I exclaimed. In Paris?

In Paris? Mais oui; and in my own house — this very house, monsieur. Come, you shall behold them with your own eyes!

Her eyes were brilliant with excitement; impulsively she stretched out her rosy hand. I took it; and she led me quickly back through the drawing-room, through the dining-room, across the butlers pantry, and into a long, dark hallway. We were almost running now — I keeping tight hold of her soft little hand, she, raising her gown a trifle, hurrying down the hallway, silken petticoats rustling like a silk banner in the wind. A turn to the right brought us to the cellar-stairs; down we hastened, and then across the cemented floor towards a long, glass-fronted shelf, pierced with steam-pipes.

A match, she whispered, breathlessly.

I struck a wax match and touched it to the gas-burner overhead.

Never, never can I forget what that flood of gas-light revealed. In a row stood five large, glass-mounted incubators; behind the glass doors lay, in dormant majesty, five enormous eggs. The eggs were pale-green — lighter, somewhat, than robins eggs, but not as pale as herons eggs. Each egg appeared to be larger than a large hogs-head, and was partly embedded in bales of cotton-wool.

Five little silver thermometers inside the glass doors indicated a temperature of 95° Fahrenheit. I noticed that there was an automatic arrangement connected with the pipes which regulated the temperature.

I was too deeply moved for words. Speech seemed superfluous as we stood there, hand in hand, contemplating those gigantic, pale-green eggs.

There is something in a silent egg which moves ones deeper emotions — something solemn in its embryotic inertia, something awesome in its featureless immobility.

I know of nothing on earth which is so totally lacking in expression as an egg. The great desert Sphinx, brooding through its veil of sand, has not that tremendous and meaningless dignity which wraps the colorless oval effort of a single domestic hen.

I held the hand of the young Countess very tightly. Her fingers closed slightly.

Then and there, in the solemn presence of those emotionless eggs, I placed my arm around her supple waist and kissed her.

She said nothing. Presently she stooped to observe the thermometer. Naturally, it registered 95° Fahrenheit.

Susanne, I said, softly.

Oh, we must go up-stairs, she whispered, breathlessly; and, picking up her silken skirts, she fled up the cellar-stairs.

I turned out the gas, with that instinct of economy which early wastefulness has implanted in me, and followed the Countess Suzanne through the suite of rooms and into the small reception-hall where she had first received me.

She was sitting on a low divan, head bent, slowly turning a sapphire ring on her finger, round and round.

I looked at her romantically, and then — 

Please dont, she said.

The correct reply to this is:

Why not? — very tenderly spoken.

Because, she replied, which was also the correct and regular answer.

Suzanne, I said, slowly and passionately.

She turned the sapphire ring on her finger. Presently she tired of this, so I lifted her passive hand very gently and continued turning the sapphire ring on her finger, slowly, to harmonize with the cadence of our unspoken thoughts.

Towards midnight I went home, walking with great care through a new street in Paris, paved exclusively with rose-colored blocks of air.
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AT NINE OCLOCK in the evening, July 31, 1900, the International Congress was to assemble in the great lecture-hall of the Belgian Scientific Pavilion, which adjourned the Tasmanian Pavilion, to hear the Countess Suzanne dAlzette read her paper on the ux.

That morning the Countess and I, with five furniture vans, had transported the five great incubators to the platform of the lecture-hall, and had engaged an army of plumbers and gas-fitters to make the steam-heating connections necessary to maintain in the incubators a temperature of 100° Fahrenheit.

A heavy green curtain hid the stage from the body of the lecture-hall. Behind this curtain the five enormous eggs reposed, each in its incubator.

The Countess Suzanne was excited and calm by turns, her cheeks were pink, her lips scarlet, her eyes bright as blue planets at midnight.

Without faltering she rehearsed her discourse before me, reading from her type-written manuscript in a clear voice, in which I could scarcely discern a tremor. Then we went through the dumb show of exhibiting the uxen eggs to a frantically applauding audience; she responded to countless supposititious encores, I leading her out repeatedly before the green curtain to face the great, damp, darkened auditorium.

Then, in response to repeated imaginary recalls, she rehearsed the extemporaneous speech, thanking the distinguished audience for their patience in listening to an unknown confrère, and confessing her obligations to me (here I appeared and bowed in self-abasement) for my faith in her and my aid in securing for her a public hearing before the most highly educated audience in the world.

After that we retired behind the curtain to sit on an empty box and eat sandwiches and watch the last lingering plumbers pasting up the steam connections with a pot of molten lead.

The plumbers were Americans, brought to Paris to make repairs on the American buildings during the exposition, and we conversed with them affably as they pottered about, plumber-like, poking under the flooring with lighted candles, rubbing their thumbs up and down musty old pipes, and prying up planks in dark corners.

They informed us that they were union men and that they hoped we were too. And I replied that union was certainly my ultimate purpose, at which the young Countess smiled dreamily at vacancy.

We did not dare leave the incubators. The plumbers lingered on, hour after hour, while we sat and watched the little silver thermometers, and waited.

It was time for the Countess Suzanne to dress, and still the plumbers had not finished; so I sent a messenger for her maid, to bring her trunk to the lecture-hall, and I despatched another messenger to my lodgings for my evening clothes and fresh linen.

There were several dressing-rooms off the stage. Here, about six oclock, the Countess retired with her maid, to dress, leaving me to watch the plumbers and the thermometers.

When the Countess Suzanne returned, radiant and lovely in an evening gown of black lace, I gave her the roses I had brought for her and hurried off to dress in my turn, leaving her to watch the thermometers.

I was not absent more than half an hour, but when I returned I found the Countess anxiously conversing with the plumbers and pointing despairingly at the thermometers, which now registered only 95°.

You must keep up the temperature! I said. Those eggs are due to hatch within a few hours. Whats the trouble with the heat?

The plumber did not know, but thought the connections were defective.

But thats why we called you in! exclaimed the Countess. Cant you fix things securely?

Oh, well fix things, lady, replied the plumber, condescendingly, and he ambled away to rub his thumb up and down a pipe.

As we alone were unable to move and handle the enormous eggs, the Countess, whose sweet character was a stranger to vindictiveness or petty resentment, had written to the members of the ornithological committee, revealing the marvellous fortune which had crowned her efforts in the search for evidence to sustain her theory concerning the ux, and inviting these gentlemen to aid her in displaying the great eggs to the assembled congress.

This she had done the night previous. Every one of the gentlemen invited had come post-haste to her hotel, to view the eggs with their own sceptical and astonished eyes; and the fair young Countess and I tasted our first triumph in her cellar, whither we conducted Sir Peter Grebe, the Crown-Prince of Monaco, Baron de Becasse, and his Majesty King Christian of Finland.

Scepticism and incredulity gave place to excitement and unbounded enthusiasm. The old King embraced the Countess; Baron de Becasse attempted to kiss me; Sir Peter Grebe made a handsome apology for his folly and vowed that he would do open penance for his sins. The poor Crown-Prince, who was of a nervous temperament, sat on the cellar-stairs and wept like a child.

His grief at his own pig-headedness touched us all profoundly.

So it happened that these gentlemen were coming to-night to give their aid to us in moving the priceless eggs, and lend their countenance and enthusiastic support to the young Countess in her maiden effort.

Sir Peter Grebe arrived first, all covered with orders and decorations, and greeted us affectionately, calling the Countess the sweetest lass in France, and me his undutiful Yankee cousin who had landed feet foremost at the expense of the British Empire.

The King of Finland, the Crown-Prince, and Baron de Becasse arrived together, a composite mass of medals, sashes, and academy palms. To see them moving boxes about, straightening chairs, and pulling out rugs reminded me of those golden-embroidered gentlemen who run out into the arena and roll up carpets after the acrobats have finished their turn in the Nouveau Cirque.

I was aiding the King of Finland to move a heavy keg of nails, when the Countess called out to me in alarm, saying that the thermometers had dropped to 80° Fahrenheit.

I spoke sharply to the plumbers, who were standing in a circle behind the dressing-rooms; but they answered sullenly that they could do no more work that day.

Indignant and alarmed, I ordered them to come out to the stage, and, after some hesitation, they filed out, a sulky, silent lot of workmen, with their tools already gathered up and tied in their kits. At once I noticed that a new man had appeared among them — a red-faced, stocky man wearing a frock-coat and a shiny silk hat.

Who is the master-workman here? I asked.

I am, said a man in blue overalls.

Well, said I, why dont you fix those steam-fittings?

There was a silence. The man in the silk hat smirked.

Well? said I.

Come, come, thats all right, said the man in the silk hat. These men know their business without you tellin them.

Who are you? I demanded, sharply.

Oh, Im just a walkin delegate, he replied, with a sneer. Theres a strike in New York and I come over here to tie this here exposition up. See?

You mean to say you wont let these men finish their work? I asked, thunderstruck.

Thats about it, young man, he said, coolly.

Furious, I glanced at my watch, then at the thermometers, which now registered only 75°. Already I could hear the first-comers of the audience arriving in the body of the hall. Already a stage-hand was turning up the footlights and dragging chairs and tables hither and thither.

What will you take to stay and attend to those steam-pipes? I demanded, desperately.

It cant be done nohow, observed the man in the silk hat. That New York strike is good for a month yet. Then, turning to the workmen, he nodded and, to my horror, the whole gang filed out after him, turning deaf ears to my entreaties and threats.

There was a deathly silence, then Sir Peter exploded into a vivid shower of words. The Countess, pale as a ghost, gave me a heart-breaking look. The Crown-Prince wept.

Great Heaven! I cried; the thermometers have fallen to 70°!

The King of Finland sat down on a chair and pressed his hands over his eyes. Baron de Becasse ran round and round, uttering subdued and plaintive screams; Sir Peter swore steadily.

Gentlemen, I cried, desperately, we must save those eggs! They are on the very eve of hatching! Who will volunteer?

To do what? moaned the Crown-Prince.

Ill show you, I exclaimed, running to the incubators and beckoning to the Baron to aid me.

In a moment we had rolled out the great egg, made a nest on the stage floor with the bales of cotton-wool, and placed the egg in it. One after another we rolled out the remaining eggs, building for each its nest of cotton; and at last the five enormous eggs lay there in a row behind the green curtain.

Now, said I, excitedly, to the King, you must get up on that egg and try to keep it warm.

The King began to protest, but I would take no denial, and presently his Majesty was perched up on the great egg, gazing foolishly about at the others, who were now all climbing up on their allotted eggs.

Great Heaven! muttered the King, as Sir Peter settled down comfortably on his egg, I am willing to give life and fortune for the sake of science, but I cant bear to hatch out eggs like a bird!

The Crown-Prince was now sitting patiently beside the Baron de Becasse.

I feel in my bones, he murmured, that Im about to hatch something. Cant you hear a tapping on the shell of your egg, Baron?

Parbleu! replied the Baron. The shell is moving under me.

It certainly was; for, the next moment, the Baron fell into his egg with a crash and a muffled shriek, and floundered out, dripping, yellow as a canary.

Nimporte! he cried, excitedly. Allons! Save the eggs! Hurrah! Vive la science! And he scrambled up on the fourth egg and sat there, arms folded, sublime courage transfiguring him from head to foot.

We all gave him a cheer, which was hushed as the stage-manager ran in, warning us that the audience was already assembled and in place.

Youre not going to raise the curtain while were sitting, are you? demanded the King of Finland, anxiously.

No, no, I said; sit tight, your Majesty. Courage, gentlemen! Our vindication is at hand!

The Countess glanced at me with startled eyes; I took her hand, saluted it respectfully, and then quietly led her before the curtain, facing an ocean of upturned faces across the flaring footlights.

She stood a moment to acknowledge the somewhat ragged applause, a calm smile on her lips. All her courage had returned; I saw that at once.

Very quietly she touched her lips to the eau-sucrée, laid her manuscript on the table, raised her beautiful head, and began:

That the ux is a living bird I am here before you to prove—

A sharp report behind the curtain drowned her voice. She paled; the audience rose amid cries of excitement.

What was it? she asked, faintly.

Sir Peter has hatched out his egg, I whispered. Hark! There goes another egg! And I ran behind the curtain.

Such a scene as I beheld was never dreamed of on land or sea. Two enormous young uxen, all over gigantic pin-feathers, were wandering stupidly about. Mounted on one was Sir Peter Grebe, eyes starting from his apoplectic visage; on the other, clinging to the birds neck, hung the Baron de Becasse.

Before I could move, the two remaining eggs burst, and a pair of huge, scrawny fledglings rose among the débris, bearing off on their backs the King and Crown-Prince.

Help! said the King of Finland, faintly. Im falling off!

I sprang to his aid, but tripped on the curtain-spring. The next instant the green curtain shot up, and there, revealed to that vast and distinguished audience, roamed four enormous chicks, bearing on their backs the most respected and exclusive aristocracy of Europe.

The Countess Suzanne turned with a little shriek of horror, then sat down in her chair, laid her lovely head on the table, and very quietly fainted away, unconscious of the frantic cheers which went roaring to the roof.



This, then, is the true history of the famous exposition scandal. And, as I have said, had it not been for the presence in that audience of two American reporters nobody would have known what all the world now knows — nobody would have read of the marvellous feats of bareback riding indulged in by the King of Finland — nobody would have read how Sir Peter Grebe steered his mount safely past the footlights only to come to grief over the prompters box.

But this is scandal. And, as for the charming Countess Suzanne dAlzette, the public has heard all that it is entitled to hear, and much that it is not entitled to hear.

However, on second thoughts, perhaps the public is entitled to hear a little more. I will therefore say this much — the shock of astonishment which stunned me when the curtain flew up, revealing the King-bestridden uxen, was nothing to the awful blow which smote me when the Count dAlzette leaped from the orchestra, over the footlights, and bore away with him the fainting form of his wife, the lovely Countess dAlzette.

I sometimes wonder — but, as I have repeatedly observed, this dull and pedantic narrative of fact is no vehicle for sentimental soliloquy. It is, then, merely sufficient to say that I took the earliest steamer for kinder shores, spurred on to haste by a venomous cable-gram from the Smithsonian, repudiating me, and by another from Bronx Park, ordering me to spend the winter in some inexpensive, poisonous, and unobtrusive spot, and make a collection of isopods. The island of Java appeared to me to be as poisonously unobtrusive and inexpensive a region as I had ever heard of; a steamer sailed from Antwerp for Batavia in twenty-four hours. Therefore, as I say, I took the night-train for Brussels, and the steamer from Antwerp the following evening.

Of my uneventful voyage, of the happy and successful quest, there is little to relate. The Javanese are frolicsome and hospitable. There was a girl there with features that were as delicate as though chiselled out of palest amber; and I remember she wore a most wonderful jewelled, helmet-like head-dress, and jingling bangles on her ankles, and when she danced she made most graceful and poetic gestures with her supple wrists — but that has nothing to do with isopods, absolutely nothing.

Letters from home came occasionally. Professor Farrago had returned to the Bronx and had been re-elected to the high office he had so nobly held when I first became associated with him.

Through his kindness and by his advice I remained for several years in the Far East, until a letter from him arrived recalling me and also announcing his own hurried and sudden departure for Florida. He also mentioned my promotion to the office of subcurator of department; so I started on my homeward voyage very much pleased with the world, and arrived in New York on April 1, 1904, ready for a rest to which I believed myself entitled. And the first thing that they handed me was a letter from Professor Farrago, summoning me South.
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THE LETTER THAT started me — I was going to say startled me, but only imaginative people are startled — the letter, then, that started me from Bronx Park to the South I print without the permission of my superior, Professor Farrago. I have not obtained his permission, for the somewhat exciting reason that nobody knows where he is. Publicity being now recognized as the annihilator of mysteries, a benevolent purpose alone inspires me to publish a letter so strange, so pathetically remarkable, in view of what has recently occurred.

As I say, I had only just returned from Java with a valuable collection of undescribed isopods — an order of edriophthalmous crustaceans with seven free thoracic somites furnished with fourteen legs — and I beg my readers pardon, but my reader will see the necessity for the authors absolute accuracy in insisting on detail, because the story that follows is a dangerous story for a scientist to tell, in view of the vast amount of nonsense and fiction in circulation masquerading as stories of scientific adventure.

I was, therefore, anticipating a delightful summers work with pen and microscope, when on April 1st I received the following extraordinary letter from Professor Farrago:



In Camp, Little Sprite Lake,
Everglades, Florida, March 15, 1902.

My Dear Mr. Gilland, — On receipt of this communication you will immediately secure for me the following articles:

One complete outfit of womans clothing.
One camera.
One light steel cage, large enough for you to stand in.
One stenographer (male sex).
One five-pound steel tank, with siphon and hose attachment.
One rifle and ammunition.
Three ounces rosium oxyde.
One ounce chlorate strontium.

You will then, within twenty-four hours, set out with the stenographer and the supplies mentioned and join me in camp on Little Sprite Lake. This order is formal and admits of no delay. You will appreciate the necessity of absolute and unquestioning obedience when I tell you that I am practically on the brink of the most astonishing discovery recorded in natural history since Monsieur Zani discovered the purple-spotted zoombok in Nyanza; and that I depend upon you and your zeal and fidelity for success.

I dare not, lest my letter fall into unscrupulous hands, convey to you more than a hint of what lies before us in these uncharted solitudes of the Everglades.

You must read between the lines when I say that because one can see through a sheet of glass, the glass is none the less solid and palpable. One can see through it — if that is also seeing it; but one can nevertheless hold it and feel it and receive from it sensations of cold or heat according to its temperature.

Certain jellyfish are absolutely transparent when in the water, and one can only know of their presence by accidental contact, not by sight.

Have you ever thought that possibly there might exist larger and more highly organized creatures transparent to eyesight, yet palpable to touch?

Little Sprite Lake is the jumping-off place; beyond lie the Everglades, the outskirts of which are haunted by the Seminoles, the interior of which have never been visited by man, as far as we know.

As you are aware, no general survey of Florida has yet been made; there exist no maps of the Everglades south of Okeechobee; even Little Sprite Lake is but a vague blot on our maps. We know, of course, that south of the eleven thousand square miles of fresh water which is called Lake Okeechobee the Everglades form a vast, delta-like projection of thousands and thousands of square miles. Darkest Africa is no longer a mystery; but the Everglades to-day remain the sombre secret of our continent. And, to-day, this unknown expanse of swamps, barrens, forests, and lagoons is greater than in the days of De Soto, because the entire region has been slowly rising.

All this, my dear sir, you already know, and I ask your indulgence for recalling the facts to your memory. I do it for this reason — the search for what I am seeking may lead us to utter destruction; and therefore my formal orders to you should be modified to this extent: — do you volunteer? If you volunteer, my orders remain; if not, turn this letter over to Mr. Kingsley, who will find for me the companion I require.

In the event of your coming, you must break your journey at False Cape and ask for an old man named Slunk. He will give you a packet; you will give him a dollar, and drive on to Cape Canaveral, and you will do what is to be done there. From there to Fort Kissimmee, to Okeechobee, traversing the lake to the Rita River, where I have marked the trail to Little Sprite.

At Little Sprite I shall await you; beyond that point a merciful Providence alone can know what awaits us.

Yours fraternally,

Farrago.

P.S. — I think that you had better make your will, and suggest the same idea to the stenographer who is to accompany you. F.

And that was the letter I received while seated comfortably on the floor of my work-room, surrounded by innocent isopods, all patiently awaiting scientific investigation.

And this is what I did: Within twenty-four hours I had assembled the supplies required — the cage, the womans clothing, tank, arms and ammunition, and the chemicals; I had secured accommodations, for that evening, on the Florida, Volusia, and Fort Lauderdale Railway as far as Citron City; and I had been interviewing stenographers all day long, the result of an innocently worded advertisement in the daily newspapers.

It was now very close to the time when I must summon a cab and drive to the ferry; and yet I was still shy one stenographer.

I had seen scores; they simply would not listen to the proposition. Why does a gentleman in the backwoods of Florida want a stenographer? they demanded; and as I had not the faintest idea, I could only say so. I think the majority interviewed concluded I had escaped from a State institution.

As the time for departure approached I became desperate, urging and beseeching applicants to accompany me; but neither sympathy for my instant need nor desire for salary moved them.

I waited until the last moment, hoping against hope. Then, with a groan of despair, I seized luggage and raincoat, made for the door and flung it open, only to find myself face to face with an attractive young girl, apparently on the point of pressing the electric button.

Im sorry, I said, but I have a train to catch.

She was noticeably attractive in her storm-coat and pretty hat, and I really was sorry — so sorry that I added:

I have about twenty-seven seconds to place at your service before I go.

Twenty will be sufficient, she replied, pleasantly. I saw your advertisement for a stenographer—

We require a man, I interposed, hastily.

Have you engaged him?

N-no.

We looked at each other.

You wouldnt accept, anyway, I began.

How do you know?

You wouldnt leave town, would you?

Yes, if you required it.

What? Go to Florida?

Y-yes — if I must.

But think of the alligators! Think of the snakes — big, bitey snakes!

Gracious! she exclaimed, eyes growing bigger.

Indians, too! — unreconciled, sulky Seminoles! Fevers! Mud-puddles! Spiders! And only fifty dollars a week—

I — Ill go, she stammered.

Go? I repeated, grimly; then youve exactly two and three-quarter seconds left for preparations.

Instinctively she raised her little gloved hand and patted her hair. Im ready, she said, unsteadily.

One extra second to make your will, I added, stunned by her self-possession.

I — I have nothing to leave — nobody to leave it to, she said, smiling; I am ready.

I took that extra second myself for a lightning course in reflection upon effects and consequences.

Its silly, its probably murder, I said, but youre engaged! Now we must run for it!

And that is how I came to engage the services of Miss Helen Barrison as stenographer.
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AT NOON ON the second day I disembarked from the train at Citron City with all paraphernalia — cage, chemicals, arsenal, and stenographer; an accumulation of very dusty impedimenta — all but the stenographer. By three oclock our hotel livery-rig was speeding along the beach at False Cape towards the tall lighthouse looming above the dunes.

The abode of a gentleman named Slunk was my goal. I sat brooding in the rickety carriage, still dazed by the rapidity of my flight from New York; the stenographer sat beside me, blue eyes bright with excitement, fair hair blowing in the sea-wind.

Our railway companionship had been of the slightest, also absolutely formal; for I was too absorbed in conjecturing the meaning of this journey to be more than absent-mindedly civil; and she, I fancy, had had time for repentance and perhaps for a little fright, though I could discover traces of neither.

I remember she left the train at some city or other where we were held for an hour; and out of the car-window I saw her returning with a brand-new grip sack.

She must have bought clothes, for she continued to remain cool and fresh in her summer shirt-waists and short outing skirt; and she looked immaculate now, sitting there beside me, the trace of a smile curving her red mouth.

Im looking for a personage named Slunk, I observed.

After a moments silent consideration of the Atlantic Ocean she said, When do my duties begin, Mr. Gilland?

The Lord alone knows, I replied, grimly. Are you repenting of your bargain?

I am quite happy, she said, serenely.

Remorse smote me that I had consented to engage this frail, pink-and-ivory biped for an enterprise which lay outside the suburbs of Manhattan. I glanced guiltily at my victim; she sat there, the incarnation of New York piquancy — a translated denizen of the metropolis — a slender spirit of the back offices of sky-scrapers. Why had I lured her hither? — here where the heavy, lavender-tinted breakers thundered on a lost coast; here where above the dune-jungles vultures soared, and snowy-headed eagles, hulking along the sands, tore dead fish and yelped at us as we passed.

Strange waters, strange skies — a strange, lost land aquiver under an exotic sun; and there she sat with her wise eyes of a child, unconcerned, watching the world in perfect confidence.

May I pay a little compliment to your pluck? I asked, amused.

Certainly, she said, smiling as the maid of Manhattan alone knows how to smile — shyly, inquiringly — with a lingering hint of laughter in the curled lips corners. Then her sensitive features fell a trifle. Not pluck, she said, but necessity; I had no chance to choose, no time to wait. My last dollar, Mr. Gilland, is in my purse!

With a gay little gesture she drew it from her shirt-front, then, smiling, sat turning it over and over in her lap.

The sun fell on her hands, gilding the smooth skin with the first tint of sunburn. Under the corners of her eyes above the rounded cheeks a pink stain lay like the first ripening flush on a wild strawberry. That, too, was the mark left by the caress of wind and sun. I had had no idea she was so pretty.

I think well enjoy this adventure, I said; dont you?

I try to make the best of things, she said, gazing off into the horizon haze. Look, she added; is that a man?

A spot far away on the beach caught my eye. At first I thought it was a pelican — and small wonder, too, for the dumpy, waddling, goose-necked individual who loomed up resembled a heavy bottomed bird more than a human being.

Do you suppose that could be Mr. Slunk? asked the stenographer, as our vehicle drew nearer.

He looked as though his name ought to be Slunk; he was digging coquina clams, and he dug with a pecking motion like a water-turkey mastering a mullet too big for it.

His name was Slunk; he admitted it when I accused him. Our negro driver drew rein, and I descended to the sand and gazed on Mr. Slunk.

He was, as I have said, not impressive, even with the tremendous background of sky and ocean.

Ive come something over a thousand miles to see you, I said, reluctant to admit that I had come as far to see such a specimen of human architecture.

A weather-beaten grin stretched the skin that covered his face, and he shoved a hairy paw into the pockets of his overalls, digging deeply into profound depths. First he brought to light a twist of South Carolina tobacco, which he leisurely inserted in his mouth — not, apparently, for pleasure, but merely to get rid of it.

The second object excavated from the overalls was a small packet addressed to me. This he handed to me; I gravely handed him a silver dollar; he went back to his clam-digging, and I entered the carriage and drove on. All had been carried out according to the letter of my instructions so far, and my spirits brightened.

If you dont mind Ill read my instructions, I said, in high good-humor.

Pray do not hesitate, she said, smiling in sympathy.

So I opened the little packet and read:

Drive to Cape Canaveral along the beach. You will find a gang of men at work on a government breakwater. The superintendent is Mr. Rowan. Show him this letter.

Farrago.

Rather disappointed — for I had been expecting to find in the packet some key to the interesting mystery which had sent Professor Farrago into the Everglades — I thrust the missive into my pocket and resumed a study of the immediate landscape. It had not changed as we progressed: ocean, sand, low dunes crowned with impenetrable tangles of wild bay, sparkleberry, and live-oak, with here and there a weather-twisted palmetto sprawling, and here and there the battered blades of cactus and Spanish-bayonet thrust menacingly forward; and over all the vultures, sailing, sailing — some mere circling motes lost in the blue above, some sheering the earth so close that their swiftly sweeping shadows slanted continually across our road.

I detest a buzzard, I said, aloud.

I thought they were crows, she confessed.

Carrion-crows — yes.

The carrion-crows Sing, Caw! caw!

— only they dont, I added, my song putting me in good-humor once more. And I glanced askance at the pretty stenographer.

It is a pleasure to be employed by agreeable people, she said, innocently.

Oh, I can be much more agreeable than that, I said.

Is Professor Farrago — amusing? she asked.

Well — oh, certainly — but not in — in the way I am.

Suddenly it flashed upon me that my superior was a confirmed hater of unmarried women. I had clean forgotten it; and now the full import of what I had done scared me silent.

Is anything the matter? asked Miss Barrison.

No — not yet, I said, ominously.

How on earth could I have overlooked that well-known fact. The hurry and anxiety, the stress of instant preparation and departure, had clean driven it from my absent-minded head.

Jogging on over the sand, I sat silent, cudgelling my brains for a solution of the disastrous predicament I had gotten into. I pictured the astonished rage of my superior — my probable dismissal from employment — perhaps the general overturning and smash-up of the entire expedition.

A distant, dark object on the beach concentrated my distracted thoughts; it must be the breakwater at Cape Canaveral. And it was the breakwater, swarming with negro workmen, who were swinging great blocks of coquina into cemented beds, singing and whistling at their labor.

I forgot my predicament when I saw a thin white man in sun-helmet and khaki directing the work from the beach; and as our horses plodded up, I stepped out and hailed him by name.

Yes, my name is Rowan, he said, instantly, turning to meet me. His sharp, clear eyes included the vehicle and the stenographer, and he lifted his helmet, then looked squarely at me.

My name is Gilland, I said, dropping my voice and stepping nearer. I have just come from Bronx Park, New York.

He bowed, waiting for something more from me; so I presented my credentials.

His formal manner changed at once. Come over here and let us talk a bit, he said, cordially — then hesitated, glancing at Miss Barrison— if your wife would excuse us—

The pretty stenographer colored, and I dryly set Mr. Rowan right — which appeared to disturb him more than his mistake.

Pardon me, Mr. Gilland, but you do not propose to take this young girl into the Everglades, do you?

Thats what I had proposed to do, I said, brusquely.

Perfectly aware that I resented his inquiry, he cast a perplexed and troubled glance at her, then slowly led the way to a great block of sun-warmed coquina, where he sat down, motioning me to do the same.

I see, he said, that you dont know just where you are going or just what you are expected to do.

No, I dont, I said.

Well, Ill tell you, then. You are going into the devils own country to look for something that I fled five hundred miles to avoid.

Is that so? I said, uneasily.

That is so, Mr. Gilland.

Oh! And what is this object that I am to look for and from which you fled five hundred miles?

I dont know.

You dont know what you ran away from?

No, sir. Perhaps if I had known I should have run a thousand miles.

We eyed one another.

You think, then, that Id better send Miss Barrison back to New York? I asked.

I certainly do. It may be murder to take her.

Then Ill do it! I said, nervously. Back she goes from the first railroad station.

In a flash the thought came to me that here was a way to avoid the wrath of Professor Farrago — and a good excuse, too. He might forgive my not bringing a man as stenographer in view of my limited time; he never would forgive my presenting him with a woman.

She must go back, I repeated; and it rather surprised me to find myself already anticipating loneliness — something that never in all my travels had I experienced before.

By the first train, I added, firmly, disliking Mr. Rowan without any reason except that he had suddenly deprived me of my stenographer.

What I have to tell you, he began, lighting a cigarette, the mate to which I declined, is this: Three years ago, before I entered this contracting business, I was in the government employ as officer in the Coast Survey. Our duties took us into Florida waters; we were months at a time working on shore.

He pulled thoughtfully at his cigarette and blew a light cloud into the air.

I had leave for a month once; and like an ass I prepared to spend it in a hunting-trip among the Everglades.

He crossed his lean legs and gazed meditatively at his cigarette.

I believe, he went on, that we penetrated the Everglades farther than any white man who ever lived to return. Theres nothing very dismal about the Everglades — the greater part, I mean. You get high and low hummock, marshes, creeks, lakes, and all that. If you get lost, youre a goner. If you acquire fever, youre as well off as the seraphim — and not a whit better. There are the usual animals there — bears (little black fellows) lynxes, deer, panthers, alligators, and a few stray crocodiles. As for snakes, of course theyre there, moccasins a-plenty, some rattlers, but, after all, not as many snakes as one finds in Alabama, or even northern Florida and Georgia.

The Seminoles wont help you — wont even talk to you. Theyre a sullen pack — but not murderous, as far as I know. Beyond their inner limits lie the unknown regions.

He bit the wet end from his cigarette.

I went there, he said; I came out as soon as I could.

Why?

Well — for one thing, my companion died of fright.

Fright? What at?

Well, theres something in there.

What?

He fixed a penetrating gaze on me. I dont know, Mr. Gilland.

Did you see anything to frighten you? I insisted.

No, but I felt something. He dropped his cigarette and ground it into the sand viciously. To cut it short, he said, I am most unwillingly led to believe that there are — creatures — of some sort in the Everglades — living creatures quite as large as you or I — and that they are perfectly transparent — as transparent as a colorless jellyfish.

Instantly the veiled import of Professor Farragos letter was made clear to me. He, too, believed that.

It embarrasses me like the devil to say such a thing, continued Rowan, digging in the sand with his spurred heels. It seems so — so like a whopping lie — it seems so childish and ridiculous — so cursed cheap! But I fled; and there you are. I might add, he said, indifferently, that I have the ordinary portion of courage allotted to normal men.

But what do you believe these — these animals to be? I asked, fascinated.

I dont know. An obstinate look came into his eyes. I dont know, and I absolutely refuse to speculate for the benefit of anybody. I wouldnt do it for my friend Professor Farrago; and Im not going to do it for you, he ended, laughing a rather grim laugh that somehow jarred me into realizing the amazing import of his story. For I did not doubt it, strange as it was — fantastic, incredible though it sounded in the ears of a scientist.

What it was that carried conviction I do not know — perhaps the fact that my superior credited it; perhaps the manner of narration. Told in quiet, commonplace phrases, by an exceedingly practical and unimaginative young man who was plainly embarrassed in the telling, the story rang out like a shout in a cañon, startling because of the absolute lack of emphasis employed in the telling.

Professor Farrago asked me to speak of this to no one except the man who should come to his assistance. He desired the first chance of clearing this — this rather perplexing matter. No doubt he didnt want exploring parties prowling about him, added Rowan, smiling. But theres no fear of that, I fancy. I never expect to tell that story again to anybody; I shouldnt have told him, only somehow its worried me for three years, and though I was deadly afraid of ridicule, I finally made up my mind that science ought to have a hack at it.

When I was in New York last winter I summoned up courage and wrote Professor Farrago. He came to see me at the Holland House that same evening; I told him as much as I ever shall tell anybody. That is all, Mr. Gilland.

For a long time I sat silent, musing over the strange words. After a while I asked him whether Professor Farrago was supplied with provisions; and he said he was; that a great store of staples and tins of concentrated rations had been carried in as far as Little Sprite Lake; that Professor Farrago was now there alone, having insisted upon dismissing all those he had employed.

There was no practical use for a guide, added Rowan, because no cracker, no Indian, and no guide knows the region beyond the Seminole country.

I rose, thanking him and offering my hand. He took it and shook it in manly fashion, saying: I consider Professor Farrago a very brave man; I may say the same of any man who volunteers to accompany him. Good-bye, Mr. Gilland; I most earnestly wish for your success. Professor Farrago left this letter for you.

And that was all. I climbed back into the rickety carriage, carrying my unopened letter; the negro driver cracked his whip and whistled, and the horses trotted inland over a fine shell road which was to lead us across Verbena Junction to Citron City. Half an hour later we crossed the tracks at Verbena and turned into a broad marl road. This aroused me from my deep and speculative reverie, and after a few moments I asked Miss Barrisons indulgence and read the letter from Professor Farrago which Mr. Rowan had given me:

Dear Mr. Gilland, — You now know all I dared not write, fearing to bring a swarm of explorers about my ears in case the letter was lost, and found by unscrupulous meddlers. If you still are willing to volunteer, knowing all that I know, join me as soon as possible. If family considerations deter you from taking what perhaps is an insane risk, I shall not expect you to join me. In that event, return to New York immediately and send Kingsley.

Yours, F.

What the deuce is the matter with him! I exclaimed, irritably. Ill take any chances Kingsley does!

Miss Barrison looked up in surprise.

Miss Barrison, I said, plunging into the subject headfirst, Im extremely sorry, but I have news that forces me to believe the journey too dangerous for you to attempt, so I think that it would be much better— The consternation in her pretty face checked me.

Im awfully sorry, I muttered, appalled by her silence.

But — but you engaged me!

I know it — I should not have done it. I only—

But you did engage me, didnt you?

I believe that I did — er — oh, of course—

But a verbal contract is binding between honorable people, isnt it, Mr. Gilland?

Yes, but—

And ours was a verbal contract; and in consideration you paid me my first weeks salary, and I bought shirt-waists and a short skirt and three changes of — and tooth-brushes and—

I know, I know, I groaned. But Ill fix all that.

You cant if you break your contract.

Why not?

Because, she said, flushing up, I should not accept.

You dont understand—

Really I do. You are going into a dangerous country and youre afraid Ill be frightened.

Its something like that.

Tell me what are the dangers?

Alligators, big, bitey snakes—

Oh, youve said all that before!

Seminoles—

And that too. What else is there? Did the young man in the sun-helmet tell you of something worse?

Yes — much worse! Something so dreadfully horrible that—

What?

I am not at liberty to tell you, Miss Barrison, I said, striving to appear shocked.

It would not make any difference anyway, she observed, calmly. Im not afraid of anything in the world.

Yes, you are! I said. Listen to me; Id be awfully glad to have you go — I — I really had no idea how Id miss you — miss such pleasant companionship. But it is not possible— The recollection of Professor Farragos aversion suddenly returned. No, no, I said, it cant be done. Im most unhappy over this mistake of mine; please dont look as though you were ready to cry!

Dont discharge me, Mr. Gilland, she said.

Im a brute to do it, but I must; I was a bigger brute to engage you, but I did. Dont — please dont look at me that way, Miss Barrison! As a matter of fact, Im tender-hearted and I cant endure it.

If you only knew what I had been through you wouldnt send me away, she said, in a low voice. It took my last penny to clothe myself and pay for the last lesson at the college of stenography. I — I lived on almost nothing for weeks; every respectable place was filled; I walked and walked and walked, and nobody wanted me — they all required people with experience — and how can I have experience until I begin, Mr. Gilland? I was perfectly desperate when I went to see you, knowing that you had advertised for a man— The slightest break in her clear voice scared me.

Im not going to cry, she said, striving to smile. If I must go, I will go. I — I didnt mean to say all this — but — but Ive been so — so discouraged; — and you were not very cross with me—

Smitten with remorse, I picked up her hand and fell to patting it violently, trying to think of something to say. The exercise did not appear to stimulate my wits.

Then — then Im to go with you? she asked.

I will see, I said, weakly, but I fear theres trouble ahead for this expedition.

I fear there is, she agreed, in a cheerful voice. You have a rifle and a cage in your luggage. Are you going to trap Indians and have me report their language?

No, Im not going to trap Indians, I said, sharply. They may trap us — but thats a detail. What I want to say to you is this: Professor Farrago detests unmarried women, and I forgot it when I engaged you.

Oh, is that all? she asked, laughing.

Not all, but enough to cost me my position.

How absurd! Why, there are millions of things we might do! — millions!

Whats one of them? I inquired.

Why, we might pretend to be married! Her frank and absolutely innocent delight in this suggestion was refreshing, but troubling.

We would have to be demonstrative to make that story go, I said.

Why? Well-bred people are not demonstrative in public, she retorted, turning a trifle pink.

No, but in private—

I think there is no necessity for carrying a pleasantry into our private life, she said, in a perfectly amiable voice. Anyway, if Professor Farragos feelings are to be spared, no sacrifice on the part of a mere girl could be too great, she added, gayly; I will wear mens clothes if you wish.

You may have to anyhow in the jungle, I said; and as its not an uncommon thing these days, nobody would ever take you for anything except what you are — a very wilful and plucky and persistent and—

And what, Mr. Gilland?

And attractive, I muttered.

Thank you, Mr. Gilland.

Youre welcome, I snapped. The near whistle of a locomotive warned us, and I rose in the carriage, looking out across the sand-hills.

That is probably our train, observed the pretty stenographer.

Our train!

Yes; isnt it?

Then you insist—

Ah, no, Mr. Gilland; I only trust implicitly in my employer.

Well wait till we get to Citron City, I said, weakly; then it will be time enough to discuss the situation, wont it?

Yes, indeed, she said, smiling; but she knew, and I already feared, that the situation no longer admitted of discussion. In a few moments more we emerged, without warning, from the scrub-crested sand-hills into the single white street of Citron City, where China-trees hung heavy with bloom, and magnolias, already set with perfumed candelabra, spread soft, checkered shadows over the marl.

The train lay at the station, oceans of heavy, black smoke lazily flowing from the locomotive; negroes were hoisting empty fruit-crates aboard the baggage-car, through the door of which I caught a glimpse of my steel cage and remaining paraphernalia, all securely crated.

Telegram hyah foh Mistuh Gilland, remarked the operator, lounging at his window as we descended from our dusty vehicle. He had not addressed himself to anybody in particular, but I said that I was Mr. Gilland, and he produced the envelope. Toted in from Okeechobee? he inquired, listlessly.

Probably; its signed Farrago, isnt it?

Its foh yoh, suh, I reckon, said the operator, handing it out with a yawn. Then he removed his hat and fanned his head, which was perfectly bald.

I opened the yellow envelope. Get me a good dog with points, was the laconic message; and it irritated me to receive such idiotic instructions at such a time and in such a place. A good dog? Where the mischief could I find a dog in a town consisting of ten houses and a water-tank? I said as much to the bald-headed operator, who smiled wearily and replaced his hat: Dawg? Theys moh houn-dawgs in Citron City than theys wood-ticks to keep them busy. I reckon a dollah ll do a heap foh you, suh.

Could you get me a dog for a dollar? I asked;— one with points?

Points? I sholy can, suh; — plenty of points. What kind of dawg do yoh requiah, suh? — live dawg? daid dawg? houn-dawg? raid-dawg? hawg-dawg? coon-dawg?—

The locomotive emitted a long, lazy, softly modulated and thoroughly Southern toot. I handed the operator a silver dollar, and he presently emerged from his office and slouched off up the street, while I walked with Miss Barrison to the station platform, where I resumed the discussion of her future movements.

You are very young to take such a risk, I said, gravely. Had I not better buy your ticket back to New York? The north-bound train meets this one. I suppose we are waiting for it now— I stopped, conscious of her impatience.

Her face flushed brightly: Yes; I think it best. I have embarrassed you too long already—

Dont say that! I muttered. I — I — shall be deadly bored without you.

I am not an entertainer, only a stenographer, she said, curtly. Please get me my ticket, Mr. Gilland.

She gazed at me from the car-platform; the locomotive tooted two drawling toots.

It is for your sake, I said, avoiding her gaze as the far-off whistle of the north-bound express came floating out of the blue distance.

She did not answer; I fished out my watch, regarding it in silence, listening to the hum of the approaching train, which ought presently to bear her away into the North, where nothing could menace her except the brilliant pitfalls of a Christian civilization. But I stood there, temporizing, unable to utter a word as her train shot by us with a rush, slower, slower, and finally stopped, with a long-drawn sigh from the air-brakes.

At that instant the telegraph-operator appeared, carrying a dog by the scruff of the neck — a sad-eyed, ewe-necked dog, from the four corners of which dangled enormous, cushion-like paws. He yelped when he beheld me. Miss Barrison leaned down from the car-platform and took the animal into her arms, uttering a suppressed exclamation of pity as she lifted him.

You have your hands full, she said to me; Ill take him into the car for you.

She mounted the steps; I followed with the valises, striving to get a good view of my acquisition over her shoulder.

That isnt the kind of dog I wanted! I repeated again and again, inspecting the animal as it sprawled on the floor of the car at the edge of Miss Barrisons skirt. That dog is all voice and feet and emotion! What makes it stick up its paws like that? I dont want that dog and Im not going to identify myself with it! Wheres the operator—

I turned towards the car-window; the operators bald head was visible on a line with the sill, and I made motions at him. He bowed with courtly grace, as though I were thanking him.

Im not! I cried, shaking my head. I wanted a dog with points — not the kind of points that stick up all over this dog. Take him away!

The operators head appeared to be gliding out of my range of vision; then the windows of the north-bound train slid past, faster and faster. A melancholy grace-note from the dog, a jolt, and I turned around, appalled.

This train is going, I stammered, and you are on it!

Miss Barrison sprang up and started towards the door, and I sped after her.

I can jump, she said, breathlessly, edging out to the platform; please let me! There is time yet — if you only wouldnt hold me — so tight—

A few moments later we walked slowly back together through the car and took seats facing one another.

Between us sat the hound-dog, a prey to melancholy unutterable.
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IT WAS ON Sunday when I awoke to the realization that I had quitted civilization and was afloat on an unfamiliar body of water in an open boat containing — 

One light steel cage, One rifle and ammunition, One stenographer, Three ounces rosium oxide, One hound-dog, Two valises.

A playful wave slopped over the bow and I lost count; but the pretty stenographer made the inventory, while I resumed the oars, and the dog punctured the primeval silence with staccato yelps.

A few minutes later everything and everybody was accounted for; the sky was blue and the palms waved, and several species of dicky-birds tuned up as I pulled with powerful strokes out into the sunny waters of Little Sprite Lake, now within a few miles of my journeys end.

From ponds hidden in the marshes herons rose in lazily laborious flight, flapping low across the water; high in the cypress yellow-eyed ospreys bent crested heads to watch our progress; sun-baked alligators, lying heavily in the shoreward sedge, slid open, glassy eyes as we passed.

Even the gators make eyes at you, I said, resting on my oars.

We were on terms of badinage.

Who was it who shed crocodile tears at the prospect of shipping me North? she inquired.

Speaking of tears, I observed, somebody is likely to shed a number when Professor Farrago is picked up.

Pooh! she said, and snapped her pretty, sun-tanned fingers; and I resumed the oars in time to avoid shipwreck on a large mud-bar.

She reclined in the stern, serenely occupied with the view, now and then caressing the discouraged dog, now and then patting her hair where the wind had loosened a bright strand.

If Professor Farrago didnt expect a woman stenographer, she said, abruptly, why did he instruct you to bring a complete outfit of womans clothing?

I dont know, I said, tartly.

But you bought them. Are they for a young woman or an old woman?

I dont know; I sent a messenger to a department store. I dont know what he bought.

Didnt you look them over?

No. Why? I should have been no wiser. I fancy theyre all right, because the bill was eighteen hundred dollars—

The pretty stenographer sat up abruptly.

Is that much? I asked, uneasily. Ive always heard womens clothing was expensive. Wasnt it enough? I told the boy to order the best; — Professor Farrago always requires the very best scientific instruments, and — I listed the clothes as scientific accessories — that being the object of this expedition — What are you laughing at?

When it pleased her to recover her gravity she announced her desire to inspect and repack the clothing; but I refused.

Theyre for Professor Farrago, I said. I dont know what he wants of them. I dont suppose he intends to wear em and caper about the jungle, but theyre his. I got them because he told me to. I bought a cage, too, to fit myself, but I dont suppose he means to put me in it. Perhaps, I added, he may invite you into it.

Let me refold the gowns, she pleaded, persuasively. What does a clumsy man know about packing such clothing as that? If you dont, theyll be ruined. Its a shame to drag those boxes about through mud and water!

So we made a landing, and lifted out and unlocked the boxes. All I could see inside were mounds of lace and ribbons, and with a vague idea that Miss Barrison needed no assistance I returned to the boat and sat down to smoke until she was ready.

When she summoned me her face was flushed and her eyes bright.

Those are certainly the most beautiful things! she said, softly. Why, it is like a brides trousseau — absolutely complete — all except the bridal gown—

Isnt there a dress there? I exclaimed, in alarm.

No — not a day-dress.

Night-dresses! I shrieked. He doesnt want womens night-dresses! Hes a bachelor! Good Heavens! Ive done it this time!

But — but who is to wear them? she asked.

How do I know? I dont know anything; I can only presume that he doesnt intend to open a department store in the Everglades. And if any lady is to wear garments in his vicinity, I assume that those garments are to be anything except diaphanous!... Please take your seat in the boat, Miss Barrison. I want to row and think.

I had had my fill of exercise and thought when, about four oclock in the afternoon, Miss Barrison directed my attention to a point of palms jutting out into the water about a mile to the southward.

Thats Farrago! I exclaimed, catching sight of a United States flag floating majestically from a bamboo-pole. Give me the megaphone, if you please.

She handed me the instrument; I hailed the shore; and presently a man appeared under the palms at the waters edge.

Hello! I roared, trying to inject cheerfulness into the hollow bellow. How are you, professor?

The answer came distinctly across the water:

Who is that with you?

My lips were buried in the megaphone; I strove to speak; I only produced a ghastly, chuckling sound.

Of course you expect to tell the truth, observed the pretty stenographer, quietly.

I removed my lips from the megaphone and looked around at her. She returned my gaze with a disturbing smile.

I want to mitigate the blow, I said, hoarsely. Tell me how.

Im sure I dont know, she said, sweetly.

Well, I do! I fairly barked, and seizing the megaphone again, I set it to my lips and roared, My fiancée!

Good gracious! exclaimed Miss Barrison, in consternation, I thought you were going to tell the truth!

Dont do that or youll upset us, I snapped— Im telling the truth; Ive engaged myself to you; I did it mentally before I bellowed.

But—

You know as well as I do what engagements mean, I said, picking up the oars and digging them deep in the blue water.

She assented uncertainly.

A few minutes more of vigorous rowing brought us to a muddy landing under a cluster of tall palmettos, where a gasoline launch lay. Professor Farrago came down to the shore as I landed, and I walked ahead to meet him. He was the maddest man I ever saw. But I was his match, for I was desperate.

What the devil— he began, under his breath.

Nonsense! I said, deliberately. An engaged woman is practically married already, because marriages are made in heaven.

Good Lord! he gasped, are you mad, Gilland? I sent for a stenographer—

Miss Barrison is a stenographer, I said, calmly; and before he could recover I had presented him, and left them face to face, washing my hands of the whole affair.

Unloading the boat and carrying the luggage up under the palms, I heard her saying:

No, I am not in the least afraid of snakes, and I am quite ready to begin my duties.

And he: Mr. Gilland is a young man who — er — lacks practical experience.

And she: Mr. Gilland has been most thoughtful for my comfort. The journey has been perfectly heavenly.

And he, clumsily: Ahem! — the — er — celestial aspect of your journey has — er — doubtless been colored by — er — the prospect of your — er — approaching nuptials—

She, hastily: Oh, I do not think so, professor.

Idiot! I muttered, dragging the dog to the shore, where his yelps brought the professor hurrying.

Is that the dog? he inquired, adjusting his spectacles.

Thats the dog, I said. Hes full of points, you see?

Oh, mused the professor; I thought he was full of— He hesitated, inspecting the animal, who, nose to the ground, stood investigating a smell of some sort.

See, I said, with enthusiasm, hes found a scent; hes trailing it already! Now hes rolling on it!

Hes rolling on one of our concentrated food lozenges, said the professor, dryly. Tie him up, Mr. Gilland, and ask Mrs. Gilland to come up to camp. Your room is ready.

Rooms, I corrected; she isnt Mrs. Gilland yet, I added, with a forced smile.

But youre practically married, observed the professor, as you pointed out to me. And if shes practically Mrs. Gilland, why not say so?

Dont, all the same, I snarled.

But marriages are made in—

I cast a desperate eye upon him.

From that moment, whenever we were alone together, he made a target of me. I never had supposed him humorously vindictive; he was, and his apparently innocent mistakes almost turned my hair gray.

But to Miss Barrison he was kind and courteous, and for a time over-serious. Observing him, I could never detect the slightest symptom of dislike for her sex — a failing which common rumor had always credited him with to the verge of absolute rudeness.

On the contrary, it was perfectly plain to anybody that he liked her. There was in his manner towards her a mixture of business formality and the deferential attitude of a gentleman.

We were seated, just before sunset, outside of the hut built of palmetto logs, when Professor Farrago, addressing us both, began the explanation of our future duties.

Miss Barrison, it appeared, was to note everything said by himself, making several shorthand copies by evening. In other words, she was to report every scrap of conversation she heard while in the Everglades. And she nodded intelligently as he finished, and drew pad and pencil from the pocket of her walking-skirt, jotting down his instructions as a beginning. I could see that he was pleased.

The reason I do this, he said, is because I do not wish to hide anything that transpires while we are on this expedition. Only the most scrupulously minute record can satisfy me; no details are too small to merit record; I demand and I court from my fellow-scientists and from the public the fullest investigation.

He smiled slightly, turning towards me.

You know, Mr. Gilland, how dangerous to the reputation of a scientific man is any line of investigation into the unusual. If a man once is even suspected of charlatanism, of sensationalism, of turning his attention to any phenomena not strictly within the proper pale of scientific investigation, that man is doomed to ridicule; his profession disowns him; he becomes a man without honor, without authority. Is it not so?

Yes, I said.

Therefore, he resumed, thoughtfully, as I do most firmly believe in the course I am now pursuing, whether I succeed or fail I desire a true and minute record made, hiding nothing of what may be said or done. A stenographer alone can give this to the world, while I can only supplement it with a description of events — if I live to transcribe them.

Sunk in profound reverie he sat there silent under the great, smooth palm-tree — a venerable figure in his yellow dressing-gown and carpet slippers. Seated side by side, we waited, a trifle awed. I could hear the soft breathing of the pretty stenographer beside me.

First of all, said Professor Farrago, looking up, I must be able to trust those who are here to aid me.

I — I will be faithful, said the girl, in a low voice.

I do not doubt you, my child, he said; nor you, Gilland. And so I am going to tell you this much now — more, I hope, later.

And he sat up straight, lifting an impressive forefinger.

Mr. Rowan, lately an officer of our Coast Survey, wrote me a letter from the Holland House in New York — a letter so strange that, on reading it, I immediately repaired to his hotel, where for hours we talked together.

The result of that conference is this expedition.

I have now been here two months, and I am satisfied of certain facts. First, there do exist in this unexplored wilderness certain forms of life which are solid and palpable, but transparent and practically invisible. Second, these living creatures belong to the animal kingdom, are warm-blooded vertebrates, possess powers of locomotion, but whether that of flight I am not certain. Third, they appear to possess such senses as we enjoy — smell, touch, sight, hearing, and no doubt the sense of taste. Fourth, their skin is smooth to the touch, and the temperature of the epidermis appears to approximate that of a normal human being. Fifth and last, whether bipeds or quadrupeds I do not know, though all evidence appears to confirm my theory that they walk erect. One pair of their limbs appear to terminate in a sort of foot — like a delicately shaped human foot, except that there appear to be no toes. The other pair of limbs terminate in something that, from the single instance I experienced, seemed to resemble soft but firm antennæ or, perhaps, digitated palpi—

Feelers! I blurted out.

I dont know, but I think so. Once, when I was standing in the forest, perfectly aware that creatures I could not see had stealthily surrounded me, the tension was brought to a crisis when over my face, from cheek to chin, stole a soft something, brushing the skin as delicately as a childs fingers might brush it.

Good Lord! I breathed.

A care-worn smile crept into his eyes. A test for nerves, you think, Mr. Gilland? I agree with you. Nobody fears what anybody can see.

There came the slightest movement beside me.

Are you trembling? I asked, turning.

I was writing, she replied, steadily. Did my elbow touch you?

By-the-way, said Professor Farrago, I fear I forgot to congratulate you upon your choice of a stenographer, Mr. Gilland.

A rosy light stole over her pale face.

Am I to record that too? she asked, raising her blue eyes.

Certainly, he replied, gravely.

But, professor, I began, a prey to increasing excitement, do you propose to attempt the capture of one of these animals?

That is what the cage is for, he said. I supposed you had guessed that.

I had, murmured the pretty stenographer.

I do not doubt it, said Professor Farrago, gravely.

What are the chemicals for — and the tank and hose attachment?

Think, Mr. Gilland.

I cant; Im almost stunned by what you tell me.

He laughed. The rosium oxide and salts of strontium are to be dumped into the tank together. Theyll effervesce, of course.

Of course, I muttered.

And I can throw a rose-colored spray over any object by the hose attachment, cant I?

Yes.

Well, I tried it on a transparent jelly-fish and it became perfectly visible and of a beautiful rose-color: and I tried it on rock-crystal, and on glass, and on pure gelatine, and all became suffused with a delicate pink glow, which lasted for hours or minutes according to the substance.... Now you understand, dont you?

Yes; you want to see what sort of creature you have to deal with.

Exactly; so when Ive trapped it I am going to spray it. He turned half humorously towards the stenographer: I fancy you understood long before Mr. Gilland did.

I dont think so, she said, with a sidelong lifting of the heavy lashes; and I caught the color of her eyes for a second.

You see how Miss Barrison spares your feelings, observed Professor Farrago, dryly. She owes you little gratitude for bringing her here, yet she proves a generous victim.

Oh, I am very grateful for this rarest of chances! she said, shyly. To be among the first in the world to discover such wonders ought to make me very grateful to the man who gave me the opportunity.

Do you mean Mr. Gilland? asked the professor, laughing.

I had never before seen Professor Farrago laugh such a care-free laugh; I had never suspected him of harboring even an embryo of the social graces. Dry as dust, sapless as steel, precise as the magnetic needle, he had hitherto been to me the mummified embodiment of science militant. Now, in the guise of a perfectly human and genial old gentleman, I scarcely recognized my superior of the Bronx Park society. And as a woman-hater he was a miserable failure.

Heavens, I thought to myself, am I becoming jealous of my revered professors social success with a stray stenographer? I felt mean, and I probably looked it, and I was glad that telepathy did not permit Miss Barrison to record my secret and unworthy ruminations.

The professor was saying: These transparent creatures break off berries and fruits and branches; I have seen a flower, too, plucked from its stem by invisible digits and borne swiftly through the forest — only the flower visible, apparently speeding through the air and out of sight among the thickets.

I have found the footprints that I described to you, usually on the edge of a stream or in the soft loam along some forest lake or lost lagoon.

Again and again I have been conscious in the forest that unseen eyes were fixed on me, that unseen shapes were following me. Never but that one time did these invisible creatures close in around me and venture to touch me.

They may be weak; their structure may be frail, and they may be incapable of violence or harm, but the depth of the footprints indicates a weight of at least one hundred and thirty pounds, and it certainly requires some muscular strength to break off a branch of wild guavas.

He bent his noble head, thoughtfully regarding the design on his slippers.

What was the rifle for? I asked.

Defence, not aggression, he said, simply.

And the camera?

A camera record is necessary in these days of bad artists.

I hesitated, glancing at Miss Barrison. She was still writing, her pretty head bent over the pad in her lap.

And the clothing? I asked, carelessly.

Did you get it? he demanded.

Of course— I glanced at Miss Barrison. Theres no use writing down everything, is there?

Everything must be recorded, said Professor Farrago, inflexibly. What clothing did you buy?

I forgot the gown, I said, getting red about the ears.

Forgot the gown! he repeated.

Yes — one kind of gown — the day kind. I — I got the other kind.

He was annoyed; so was I. After a moment he got up, and crossing to the log cabin, opened one of the boxes of apparel.

Is it what you wanted? I inquired.

Y-es, I presume so, he replied, visibly perplexed.

Its the best to be had, said I.

Thats quite right, he said, musingly. We use only the best of everything at Bronx Park. It is traditional with us, you know.

Curiosity pushed me. Well, what on earth is it for? I broke out.

He looked at me gravely over the tops of his spectacles — a striking and inspiring figure in his yellow flannel dressing-gown and slippers.

I shall tell you some day — perhaps, he said, mildly. Good-night, Miss Barrison; good-night, Mr. Gilland. You will find extra blankets on your bunk—

What! I cried.

Bunks, he said, and shut the door.
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THERE IS SOMETHING weird about this whole proceeding, I observed to the pretty stenographer next morning.

These pies will be weird if you dont stop talking to me, she said, opening the doors of Professor Farragos portable camping-oven and peeping in at the fragrant pastry.

The professor had gone off somewhere into the woods early that morning. As he was not in the habit of talking to himself, the services of Miss Barrison were not required. Before he started, however, he came to her with a request for a dozen pies, the construction of which he asked if she understood. She had been to cooking-school in more prosperous days, and she mentioned it; so at his earnest solicitation she undertook to bake for him twelve apple-pies; and she was now attempting it, assisted by advice from me.

Are they burned? I asked, sniffing the air.

No, they are not burned, Mr. Gilland, but my finger is, she retorted, stepping back to examine the damage.

I offered sympathy and witch-hazel, but she would have none of my offerings, and presently returned to her pies.

We cant eat all that pastry, I protested.

Professor Farrago said they were not for us to eat, she said, dusting each pie with powdered sugar.

Well, what are they for? The dog? Or are they simply objets dart to adorn the shanty—

You annoy me, she said.

The pies annoy me; wont you tell me what theyre for?

I have a pretty fair idea what theyre for, she observed, tossing her head. Havent you?

No. What?

These pies are for bait.

To bait hooks with? I exclaimed.

Hooks! No, you silly man. Theyre for baiting the cage. He means to trap these transparent creatures in a cage baited with pie.

She laughed scornfully; inserted the burned tip of her finger in her mouth and stood looking at me defiantly like a flushed and bright-eyed school-girl.

You think youre teasing me, she said; but you do not realize what a singularly slow-minded young man you are.

I stopped laughing. How did you come to the conclusion that pies were to be used for such a purpose? I asked.

I deduce, she observed, with an airy wave of her disengaged hand.

Your deductions are weird — like everything else in this vicinity. Pies to catch invisible monsters? Pooh!

Youre not particularly complimentary, are you? she said.

Not particularly; but I could be, with you for my inspiration. I could even be enthusiastic—

About my pies?

No — about your eyes.

You are very frivolous — for a scientist, she said, scornfully; please subdue your enthusiasm and bring me some wood. This fire is almost out.

When I had brought the wood, she presented me with a pail of hot water and pointed at the dishes on the breakfast-table.

Never! I cried, revolted.

Then I suppose I must do them—

She looked pensively at her scorched finger-tip, and, pursing up her red lips, blew a gentle breath to cool it.

Ill do the dishes, I said.

Splashing and slushing the cups and saucers about in the hot water, I reflected upon the events of the last few days. The dog, stupefied by unwonted abundance of food, lay in the sunshine, sleeping the sleep of repletion; the pretty stenographer, all rosy from her culinary exertions, was removing the pies and setting them in neat rows to cool.

There, she said, with a sigh; now I will dry the dishes for you.... You didnt mention the fact, when you engaged me, that I was also expected to do general housework.

I didnt engage you, I said, maliciously; you engaged me, you know.

She regarded me disdainfully, nose uptilted.

How thoroughly disagreeable you can be! she said. Dry your own dishes. Im going for a stroll.

May I join—

You may not! I shall go so far that you cannot possibly discover me.

I watched her forestward progress; she sauntered for about thirty yards along the lake and presently sat down in plain sight under a huge live-oak.

A few moments later I had completed my task as general bottle-washer, and I cast about for something to occupy me.

First I approached and politely caressed the satiated dog. He woke up, regarded me with dully meditative eyes, yawned, and went to sleep again. Never a flop of tail to indicate gratitude for blandishments, never the faintest symptom of canine appreciation.

Chilled by my reception, I moused about for a while, poking into boxes and bundles; then raised my head and inspected the landscape. Through the vista of trees the pink shirt-waist of the pretty stenographer glimmered like a rose blooming in the wilderness.

From whatever point I viewed the prospect that pink spot seemed to intrude; I turned my back and examined the jungle, but there it was repeated in a hundred pink blossoms among the massed thickets; I looked up into the tree-tops, where pink mosses spotted the palms; I looked out over the lake, and I saw it in my minds eye pinker than ever. It was certainly a case of pink-eye.

Ill go for a stroll, too; its a free country, I muttered.

After I had strolled in a complete circle I found myself within three feet of a pink shirt-waist.

I beg your pardon, I said; I had no inten—

I thought you were never coming, she said, amiably.

How is your finger? I asked.

She held it up. I took it gingerly; it was smooth and faintly rosy at the tip.

Does it hurt? I inquired.

Dreadfully. Your hands feel so cool—

After a silence she said, Thank you, that has cooled the burning.

I am determined, said I, to expel the fire from your finger if it takes hours and hours. And I seated myself with that intention.

For a while she talked, making innocent observations concerning the tropical foliage surrounding us. Then silence crept in between us, accentuated by the brooding stillness of the forest.

I am afraid your hands are growing tired, she said, considerately.

I denied it.

Through the vista of palms we could see the lake, blue as a violet, sparkling with silvery sunshine. In the intense quiet the splash of leaping mullet sounded distinctly.

Once a tall crane stalked into view among the sedges; once an unseen alligator shook the silence with his deep, hollow roaring. Then the stillness of the wilderness grew more intense.

We had been sitting there for a long while without exchanging a word, dreamily watching the ripple of the azure water, when all at once there came a scurrying patter of feet through the forest, and, looking up, I beheld the hound-dog, tail between his legs, bearing down on us at lightning speed. I rose instantly.

What is the matter with the dog? cried the pretty stenographer. Is he going mad, Mr. Gilland?

Something has scared him, I exclaimed, as the dog, eyes like lighted candles, rushed frantically between my legs and buried his head in Miss Barrisons lap.

Poor doggy! she said, smoothing the collapsed pup; poor, p-oor little beast! Did anything scare him? Tell aunty all about it.

When a dog flees without yelping hes a badly frightened creature. I instinctively started back towards the camp whence the beast had fled, and before I had taken a dozen steps Miss Barrison was beside me, carrying the dog in her arms.

Ive an idea, she said, under her breath.

What? I asked, keeping my eyes on the camp.

Its this: Ill wager that we find those pies gone!

Pies gone? I repeated, perplexed; what makes you think—

They are gone! she exclaimed. Look!

I gaped stupidly at the rough pine table where the pies had stood in three neat rows of four each. And then, in a moment, the purport of this robbery flashed upon my senses.

The transparent creatures! I gasped.

Hush! she whispered, clinging to the trembling dog in her arms.

I listened. I could hear nothing, see nothing, yet slowly I became convinced of the presence of something unseen — something in the forest close by, watching us out of invisible eyes.

A chill, settling along my spine, crept upward to my scalp, until every separate hair wiggled to the roots. Miss Barrison was pale, but perfectly calm and self-possessed.

Let us go in-doors, I said, as steadily as I could.

Very well, she replied.

I held the door open; she entered with the dog; I followed, closing and barring the door, and then took my station at the window, rifle in hand.

There was not a sound in the forest. Miss Barrison laid the dog on the floor and quietly picked up her pad and pencil. Presently she was deep in a report of the phenomena, her pencil flying, leaf after leaf from the pad fluttering to the floor.

Nor did I at the window change my position of scared alertness, until I was aware of her hand gently touching my elbow to attract my attention, and her soft voice at my ear — 

You dont suppose by any chance that the dog ate those pies?

I collected my tumultuous thoughts and turned to stare at the dog.

Twelve pies, twelve inches each in diameter, she reflected, musingly. One dog, twenty inches in diameter. How many times will the pies go into the dog? Let me see. She made a few figures on her pad, thought awhile, produced a tape-measure from her pocket, and, kneeling down, measured the dog.

No, she said, looking up at me, he couldnt contain them.

Inspired by her coolness and perfect composure, I set the rifle in the corner and opened the door. Sunlight fell in bars through the quiet woods; nothing stirred on land or water save the great, yellow-striped butterflies that fluttered and soared and floated above the flowering thickets bordering the jungle.

The heat became intense; Miss Barrison went to her room to change her gown for a lighter one; I sat down under a live-oak, eyes and ears strained for any sign of our invisible neighbors.

When she emerged in the lightest and filmiest of summer gowns, she brought the camera with her; and for a while we took pictures of each other, until we had used up all but one film.

Desiring to possess a picture of Miss Barrison and myself seated together, I tied a string to the shutter-lever and attached the other end of the string to the dog, who had resumed his interrupted slumbers. At my whistle he jumped up nervously, snapping the lever, and the picture was taken.

With such innocent and harmless pastime we whiled away the afternoon. She made twelve more apple-pies. I mounted guard over them. And we were just beginning to feel a trifle uneasy about Professor Farrago, when he appeared, tramping sturdily through the forest, green umbrella and butterfly-net under one arm, shot-gun and cyanide-jar under the other, and his breast all criss-crossed with straps, from which dangled field-glasses, collecting-boxes, and botanizing-tins — an inspiring figure indeed — the embodied symbol of science indomitable, triumphant!

We hailed him with three guilty cheers; the dog woke up with a perfunctory bark — the first sound I had heard from him since he yelped his disapproval of me on the lagoon.

Miss Barrison produced three bowls full of boiling water and dropped three pellets of concentrated soup-meat into them, while I prepared coffee. And in a few moments our simple dinner was ready — the red ants had been dusted from the biscuits, the spiders chased off the baked beans, the scorpions shaken from the napkins, and we sat down at the rough, improvised table under the palms.

The professor gave us a brief but modest account of his short tour of exploration. He had brought back a new species of orchid, several undescribed beetles, and a pocketful of coontie seed. He appeared, however, to be tired and singularly depressed, and presently we learned why.

It seemed that he had gone straight to that section of the forest where he had hitherto always found signs of the transparent and invisible creatures which he had determined to capture, and he had not found a single trace of them.

It alarms me, he said, gravely. If they have deserted this region, it might take a lifetime to locate them again in this wilderness.

Then, very quietly, sinking her voice instinctively, as though the unseen might be at our very elbows listening, Miss Barrison recounted the curious adventure which had befallen the dog and the first batch of apple-pies.

With visible and increasing excitement the professor listened until the very end. Then he struck the table with clinched fist — a resounding blow which set the concentrated soup dancing in the bowls and scattered the biscuits and the industrious red ants in every direction.

Eureka! he whispered. Miss Barrison, your deduction was not only perfectly reasonable, but brilliant. You are right; the pies are for that very purpose. I conceived the idea when I first came here. Again and again the pies that my guide made out of dried apples disappeared in a most astonishing and mysterious manner when left to cool. At length I determined to watch them every second; and did so, with the result that late one afternoon I was amazed to see a pie slowly rise from the table and move swiftly away through the air about four feet above the ground, finally disappearing into a tangle of jasmine and grape-vine.

The apparently automatic flight of that pie solved the problem; these transparent creatures cannot resist that delicacy. Therefore I decided to bait the cage for them this very night — Look! Whats the matter with that dog?

The dog suddenly bounded into the air, alighted on all fours, ears, eyes, and muzzle concentrated on a point directly behind us.

Good gracious! The pies! faltered Miss Barrison, half rising from her seat; but the dog rushed madly into her skirts, scrambling for protection, and she fell back almost into my arms.

Clasping her tightly, I looked over my shoulder; the last pie was snatched from the table before my eyes and I saw it borne swiftly away by something unseen, straight into the deepening shadows of the forest.

The professor was singularly calm, even slightly ironical, as he turned to me, saying:

Perhaps if you relinquish Miss Barrison she may be able to free herself from that dog.

I did so immediately, and she deposited the cowering dog in my arms. Her face had suddenly become pink.

I passed the dog on to Professor Farrago, dumping it viciously into his lap — a proceeding which struck me as resembling a pastime of extreme youth known as button, button, whos got the button?

The professor examined the animal gravely, feeling its pulse, counting its respirations, and finally inserting a tentative finger in an attempt to examine its tongue. The dog bit him.

Ouch! Its a clear case of fright, he said, gravely. I wanted a dog to aid me in trailing these remarkable creatures, but I think this dog of yours is useless, Gilland.

Its given us warning of the creatures presence twice already, I argued.

Poor little thing, said Miss Barrison, softly; I dont know why, but I love that dog.... He has eyes like yours, Mr. Gilland—

Exasperated, I rose from the table. Hes got eyes like holes burned in a blanket! I said. And if ever a flicker of intelligence lighted them I have failed to observe it.

The professor regarded me dreamily. We ought to have more pies, he observed. Perhaps if you carried the oven into the shanty—

Certainly, said Miss Barrison; we can lock the door while I make twelve more pies.

I carried the portable camping-oven into the cabin, connected the patent asbestos chimney-pipes, and lighted the fire. And in a few minutes Miss Barrison, sleeves rolled up and pink apron pinned under her chin, was busily engaged in rolling pie-crust, while Professor Farrago measured out spices and set the dried apples to soak.

The swift Southern twilight had already veiled the forest as I stepped out of the cabin to smoke a cigar and promenade a bit and cogitate. A last trace of color lingering in the west faded out as I looked; the gray glimmer deepened into darkness, through which the white lake vapors floated in thin, wavering strata across the water.

For a while the frogs symphony dominated all other sounds, then lagoon and forest and cypress branch awoke; and through the steadily sustained tumult of woodland voices I could hear the dry bark of the fox-squirrel, the whistle of the raccoon, ducks softly quacking or whimpering as they prepared for sleep among the reeds, the soft booming of bitterns, the clattering gossip of the heronry, the Southern whippoorwills incessant call.

At regular intervals the howling note of a lone heron echoed the strident screech of a crimson-crested crane; the horned owls savage hunting-cry haunted the night, now near, now floating from infinite distances.

And after a while I became aware of a nearer sound, low-pitched but ceaseless — the hum of thousands of lesser living creatures blending to a steady monotone.

Then the theatrical moon came up through filmy draperies of waving Spanish moss thin as cobwebs; and far in the wilderness a cougar fell a-crying and coughing like a little child with a bad cold.

I went in after that. Miss Barrison was sitting before the oven, knees gathered in her clasped hands, languidly studying the fire. She looked up as I appeared, opened the oven-doors, sniffed the aroma, and resumed her attitude of contented indifference.

Where is the professor? I asked.

He has retired. Hes been talking in his sleep at moments.

Better take it down; thats what youre here for, I observed, closing and holding the outside door. Ugh! theres a chill in the air. The dew is pelting down from the pines like a steady fall of rain.

You will get fever if you roam about at night, she said. Mercy! your coat is soaking. Sit here by the fire.

So I pulled up a bench and sat down beside her like the traditional spider.

Miss Muffitt, I said, dont let me frighten you away—

I was going anyhow—

Please dont.

Why? she demanded, reseating herself.

Because I like to sit beside you, I said, truthfully.

Your avowal is startling and not to be substantiated by facts, she remarked, resting her chin on one hand and gazing into the fire.

You mean because I went for a stroll by moonlight? I did that because you always seem to make fun of me as soon as the professor joins us.

Make fun of you? You surely dont expect me to make eyes at you!

There was a silence; I toasted my shins, thoughtfully.

How is your burned finger? I asked.

She lifted it for my inspection, and I began a protracted examination.

What would you prescribe? she inquired, with an absent-minded glance at the professors closed door.

I dont know; perhaps a slight but firm pressure of the finger-tips—

You tried that this afternoon.

But the dog interrupted us—

Interrupted you. Besides—

What?

I dont think you ought to, she said.

Sitting there before the oven, side by side, hand innocently clasped in hand, we heard the drumming of the dew on the roof, the night-wind stirring the palms, the muffled snoring of the professor, the faint whisper and crackle of the fire.

A single candle burned brightly, piling our shadows together on the wall behind us; moonlight silvered the window-panes, over which crawled multitudes of soft-winged moths, attracted by the candle within.

See their tiny eyes glow! she whispered. How their wings quiver! And all for a candle-flame! Alas! alas! fire is the undoing of us all.

She leaned forward, resting as though buried in reverie. After a while she extended one foot a trifle and, with the point of her shoe, carefully unlatched the oven-door. As it swung outward a delicious fragrance filled the room.

Theyre done, she said, withdrawing her hand from mine. Help me to lift them out.

Together we arranged the delicious pastry in rows on the bench to cool. I opened the door for a few minutes, then closed and bolted it again.

Do you suppose those transparent creatures will smell the odor and come around the cabin? she suggested, wiping her fingers on her handkerchief.

I walked to the window uneasily. Outside the pane the moths crawled, some brilliant in scarlet and tan-color set with black, some snow-white with black tracings on their wings, and bodies peacock-blue edged with orange. The scientist in me was aroused; I called her to the window, and she came and leaned against the sill, nose pressed to the glass.

I dont suppose you know that the antennæ of that silvery-winged moth are distinctly pectinate, I said.

Of course I do, she said. I took my degree as D.E. at Barnard College.

What! I exclaimed in astonishment. Youve been through Barnard? You are a Doctor of Entomology?

It was my undoing, she said. The department was abolished the year I graduated. There was no similar vacancy, even in the Smithsonian.

She shrugged her shoulders, eyes fixed on the moths. I had to make my own living. I chose stenography as the quickest road to self-sustenance.

She looked up, a flush on her cheeks.

I suppose you took me for an inferior? she said. But do you suppose Id flirt with you if I was?

She pressed her face to the pane again, murmuring that exquisite poem of Andrew Lang:

Spooning is innocuous and neednt have a sequel, But recollect, if spoon you must, spoon only with your equal.

Standing there, watching the moths, we became rather silent — I dont know why.

The fire in the range had gone out; the candle-flame, flaring above a saucer of melted wax, sank lower and lower.

Suddenly, as though disturbed by something inside, the moths all left the window-pane, darting off in the darkness.

Thats curious, I said.

Whats curious? she asked, opening her eyes languidly. Good gracious! Was that a bat that beat on the window?

I saw nothing, I said, disturbed. Listen!

A soft sound against the glass, as though invisible fingers were feeling the pane — a gentle rubbing — then a tap-tap, all but inaudible.

Is it a bird? Can you see? she whispered.

The candle-flame behind us flashed and expired. Moonlight flooded the pane. The sounds continued, but there was nothing there.

We understood now what it was that so gently rubbed and patted the glass outside. With one accord we noiselessly gathered up the pies and carried them into my room.

Then she walked to the door of her room, turned, held out her hand, and whispering, Good-night! A demain, monsieur! slipped into her room and softly closed the door.

And all night long I lay in troubled slumber beside the pies, a rifle resting on the blankets beside me, a revolver under my pillow. And I dreamed of moths with brilliant eyes and vast silvery wings harnessed to a balloon in which Miss Barrison and I sat, arms around each other, eating slice after slice of apple-pie.




XVII
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DAWN CAME — the dawn of a day that I am destined never to forget. Long, rosy streamers of light broke through the forest, shaking, quivering, like unstable beams from celestial search-lights. Mist floated upward from marsh and lake; and through it the spectral palms loomed, drooping fronds embroidered with dew.

For a while the ringing outburst of bird music dominated all; but it soon ceased with dropping notes from the crimson cardinals repeated in lengthening minor intervals; and then the spell of silence returned, broken only by the faint splash of mullet, mocking the sun with sinuous, silver flashes.

Good-morning, said a low voice from the door as I stood encouraging the camp-fire with splinter wood and dead palmetto fans.

Fresh and sweet from her toilet as a dew-drenched rose, Miss Barrison stood there sniffing the morning air daintily, thoroughly.

Too much perfume, she said— too much like ylang-ylang in a department-store. Central Park smells sweeter on an April morning.

Are you criticising the wild jasmine? I asked.

Im criticising an exotic smell. Am I not permitted to comment on the tropics?

Fishing out a cedar log from the lumber-stack, I fell to chopping it vigorously. The axe-strokes made a cheerful racket through the woods.

Did you hear anything last night after you retired? I asked.

Something was at my window — something that thumped softly and seemed to be feeling all over the glass. To tell you the truth, I was silly enough to remain dressed all night.

You dont look it, I said.

Oh, when daylight came I had a chance, she added, laughing.

All the same, said I, leaning on the axe and watching her, you are about the coolest and pluckiest woman I ever knew.

We were all in the same fix, she said, modestly.

No, we were not. Now Ill tell you the truth — my hair stood up the greater part of the night. You are looking upon a poltroon, Miss Barrison.

Then there was something at your window, too?

Something? A dozen! They were monkeying with the sashes and panes all night long, and I imagined that I could hear them breathing — as though from effort of intense eagerness. Ouch! I came as near losing my nerve as I care to. I came within an ace of hurling those cursed pies through the window at them. Id bolt to-day if I wasnt afraid to play the coward.

Most people are brave for that reason, she said.

The dog, who had slept under my bunk, and who had contributed to my entertainment by sighing and moaning all night, now appeared ready for business — business in his case being the operation of feeding. I presented him with a concentrated tablet, which he cautiously investigated and then rolled on.

Nice testimonial for the people who concocted it, I said, in disgust. I wish I had an egg.

There are some concentrated egg tablets in the shanty, said Miss Barrison; but the idea was not attractive.

I refuse to fry a pill for breakfast, I said, sullenly, and set the coffee-pot on the coals.

In spite of the dewy beauty of the morning, breakfast was not a cheerful function. Professor Farrago appeared, clad in sun-helmet and khaki. I had seldom seen him depressed; but he was now, and his very efforts to disguise it only emphasized his visible anxiety.

His preparations for the day, too, had an ominous aspect to me. He gave his orders and we obeyed, instinctively suppressing questions. First, he and I transported all personal luggage of the company to the big electric launch — Miss Barrisons effects, his, and my own. His private papers, the stenographic reports, and all memoranda were tied up together and carried aboard.

Then, to my surprise, two weeks concentrated rations for two and mineral water sufficient for the same period were stowed away aboard the launch. Several times he asked me whether I knew how to run the boat, and I assured him that I did.

In a short time nothing was left ashore except the bare furnishings of the cabin, the female wearing-apparel, the steel cage and chemicals which I had brought, and the twelve apple-pies — the latter under lock and key in my room.

As the preparations came to an end, the professors gentle melancholy seemed to deepen. Once I ventured to ask him if he was indisposed, and he replied that he had never felt in better physical condition.

Presently he bade me fetch the pies; and I brought them, and, at a sign from him, placed them inside the steel cage, closing and locking the door.

I believe, he said, glancing from Miss Barrison to me, and from me to the dog— I believe that we are ready to start.

He went to the cabin and locked the door on the outside, pocketing the key.

Then he backed up to the steel cage, stooped and lifted his end as I lifted mine, and together we started off through the forest, bearing the cage between us as porters carry a heavy piece of luggage.

Miss Barrison came next, carrying the trousseau, the tank, hose, and chemicals; and the dog followed her — probably not from affection for us, but because he was afraid to be left alone.

We walked in silence, the professor and I keeping an instinctive lookout for snakes; but we encountered nothing of that sort. On every side, touching our shoulders, crowded the closely woven and impenetrable tangle of the jungle; and we threaded it along a narrow path which he, no doubt, had cut, for the machete marks were still fresh, and the blazes on hickory, live-oak, and palm were all wet with dripping sap, and swarming with eager, brilliant butterflies.

At times across our course flowed shallow, rapid streams of water, clear as crystal, and most alluring to the thirsty.

Theres fever in every drop, said the professor, as I mentioned my thirst; take the bottled water if you mean to stay a little longer.

Stay where? I asked.

On earth, he replied, tersely; and we marched on.

The beauty of the tropics is marred somewhat for me; under all the fresh splendor of color death lurks in brilliant tints. Where painted fruit hangs temptingly, where great, silky blossoms exhale alluring scent, where the elaps coils inlaid with scarlet, black, and saffron, where in the shadow of a palmetto frond a succession of velvety black diamonds mark the rattlers swollen length, there death is; and his invisible consort, horror, creeps where the snake whose mouth is lined with white creeps — where the tarantula squats, hairy, motionless; where a bit of living enamel fringed with orange undulates along a mossy log.

Thinking of these things, and watchful lest, unawares, terror unfold from some blossoming and leafy covert, I scarcely noticed the beauty of the glade we had entered — a long oval, cross-barred with sunshine which fell on hedges of scrub-palmetto, chin high, interlaced with golden blossoms of the jasmine. And all around, like pillars supporting a high green canopy above a throne, towered the silvery stems of palms fretted with pale, rose-tinted lichens and hung with draperies of grape-vine.

This is the place, said Professor Farrago.

His quiet, passionless voice sounded strange to me; his words seemed strange, too, each one heavily weighted with hidden meaning.

We set the cage on the ground; he unlocked and opened the steel-barred door, and, kneeling, carefully arranged the pies along the centre of the cage.

I have a curious presentiment, he said, that I shall not come out of this experiment unscathed.

Dont, for Heavens sake, say that! I broke out, my nerves on edge again.

Why not? he asked, surprised. I am not afraid.

Not afraid to die? I demanded, exasperated.

Who spoke of dying? he inquired, mildly. What I said was that I do not expect to come out of this affair unscathed.

I did not comprehend his meaning, but I understood the reproof conveyed.

He closed and locked the cage door again and came towards us, balancing the key across the palm of his hand.

Miss Barrison had seated herself on the leaves; I stood back as the professor sat down beside her; then, at a gesture from him, took the place he indicated on his left.

Before we begin, he said, calmly, there are several things you ought to know and which I have not yet told you. The first concerns the feminine wearing apparel which Mr. Gilland brought me.

He turned to Miss Barrison and asked her whether she had brought a complete outfit, and she opened the bundle on her knees and handed it to him.

I cannot, he said, delicately explain in so many words what use I expect to make of this apparel. Nor do I yet know whether I shall have any use at all for it. That can only be a theoretical speculation until, within a few more hours, my theory is proven or disproven — and, he said, suddenly turning on me, my theory concerning these invisible creatures is the most extraordinary and audacious theory ever entertained by man since Columbus presumed that there must lie somewhere a hidden continent which nobody had ever seen.

He passed his hand over his protruding forehead, lost for a moment in deepest reflection. Then, Have you ever heard of the Sphyx? he asked.

It seems to me that Ponce de Leon wrote of something— I began, hesitating.

Yes, the famous lines in the third volume which have set so many wise men guessing. You recall them:

And there, alas! within sound of the Fountain of Youth whose waters tint the skin till the whole body glows softly like the petal of a rose — there, alas! in the new world already blooming, The Eternal Enigma I beheld, in the flesh living; yet it faded even as I looked, although I swear it lived and breathed. This is the Sphyx.

A silence; then I said, Those lines are meaningless to me.

Not to me, said Miss Barrison, softly.

The professor looked at her. Ah, child! Ever subtler, ever surer — the Eternal Enigma is no enigma to you.

What is the Sphyx? I asked.

Have you read De Soto? Or Goya?

Yes, both. I remember now that De Soto records the Syachas legend of the Sphyx — something about a goddess—

Not a goddess, said Miss Barrison, her lips touched with a smile.

Sometimes, said the professor, gently. And Goya said:

It has come to my ears while in the lands of the Syachas that the Sphyx surely lives, as bolder and more curious men than I may, God willing, prove to the world hereafter.

But what is the Sphyx? I insisted.

For centuries wise men and savants have asked each other that question. I have answered it for myself; I am now to prove it, I trust.

His face darkened, and again and again he stroked his heavy brow.

If anything occurs, he said, taking my hand in his left and Miss Barrisons hand in his right, promise me to obey my wishes. Will you?

Yes, we said, together.

If I lose my life, or — or disappear, promise me on your honor to get to the electric launch as soon as possible and make all speed northward, placing my private papers, the reports of Miss Barrison, and your own reports in the hands of the authorities in Bronx Park. Dont attempt to aid me; dont delay to search for me. Do you promise?

Yes, we breathed together.

He looked at us solemnly. If you fail me, you betray me, he said.

We swore obedience.

Then let us begin, he said, and he rose and went to the steel cage. Unlocking the door, he flung it wide and stepped inside, leaving the cage door open.

The moment a single pie is disturbed, he said to me, I shall close the steel door from the inside, and you and Miss Barrison will then dump the rosium oxide and the strontium into the tank, clap on the lid, turn the nozzle of the hose on the cage, and spray it thoroughly. Whatever is invisible in the cage will become visible and of a faint rose color. And when the trapped creature becomes visible, hold yourselves ready to aid me as long as I am able to give you orders. After that either all will go well or all will go otherwise, and you must run for the launch. He seated himself in the cage near the open door.

I placed the steel tank near the cage, uncoiled the hose attachment, unscrewed the top, and dumped in the salts of strontium. Miss Barrison unwrapped the bottle of rosium oxide and loosened the cork. We examined this pearl-and-pink powder and shook it up so that it might run out quickly. Then Miss Barrison sat down, and presently became absorbed in a stenographic report of the proceedings up to date.

When Miss Barrison finished her report she handed me the bundle of papers. I stowed them away in my wallet, and we sat down together beside the tank.

Inside the cage Professor Farrago was seated, his spectacled eyes fixed on the row of pies. For a while, although realizing perfectly that our quarry was transparent and invisible, we unconsciously strained our eyes in quest of something stirring in the forest.

I should think, said I, in a low voice, that the odor of the pies might draw at least one out of the odd dozen that came rubbing up against my window last night.

Hush! Listen! she breathed. But we heard nothing save the snoring of the overfed dog at our feet.

Hell give us ample notice by butting into Miss Barrisons skirts, I observed. No need of our watching, professor.

The professor nodded. Presently he removed his spectacles and lay back against the bars, closing his eyes.

At first the forest silence seemed cheerful there in the flecked sunlight. The spotted wood-gnats gyrated merrily, chased by dragon-flies; the shy wood-birds hopped from branch to twig, peering at us in friendly inquiry; a lithe, gray squirrel, plumy tail undulating, rambled serenely around the cage, sniffing at the pastry within.

Suddenly, without apparent reason, the squirrel sprang to a tree-trunk, hung a moment on the bark, quivering all over, then dashed away into the jungle.

Why did he act like that? whispered Miss Barrison. And, after a moment: How still it is! Where have the birds gone?

In the ominous silence the dog began to whimper in his sleep and his hind legs kicked convulsively.

Hes dreaming— I began.

The words were almost driven down my throat by the dog, who, without a yelp of warning, hurled himself at Miss Barrison and alighted on my chest, fore paws around my neck.

I cast him scornfully from me, but he scrambled back, digging like a mole to get under us.

The transparent creatures! whispered Miss Barrison. Look! See that pie move!

I sprang to my feet just as the professor, jamming on his spectacles, leaned forward and slammed the cage door.

Ive got one! he shouted, frantically. Theres one in the cage! Turn on that hose!

Wait a second, said Miss Barrison, calmly, uncorking the bottle and pouring a pearly stream of rosium oxide into the tank. Quick! Its fizzing! Screw on the top!

In a second I had screwed the top fast, seized the hose, and directed a hissing cloud of vapor through the cage bars.

For a moment nothing was heard save the whistling rush of the perfumed spray escaping; a delicious odor of roses filled the air. Then, slowly, there in the sunshine, a misty something grew in the cage — a glistening, pearl-tinted phantom, imperceptibly taking shape in space — vague at first as a shred of lake vapor, then lengthening, rounding into flowing form, clearer, clearer.

The Sphyx! gasped the professor. In the name of Heaven, play that hose!

As he spoke the treacherous hose burst. A showery pillar of rose-colored vapor enveloped everything. Through the thickening fog for one brief instant a human form appeared like magic — a womans form, flawless, exquisite as a statue, pure as marble. Then the swimming vapor buried it, cage, pies, and all.

We ran frantically around, the cage in the obscurity, appealing for instructions and feeling for the bars. Once the professors muffled voice was heard demanding the wearing apparel, and I groped about and found it and stuffed it through the bars of the cage.

Do you need help? I shouted. There was no response. Staring around through the thickening vapor of rosium rolling in clouds from the overturned tank, I heard Miss Barrisons voice calling:

I cant move! A transparent lady is holding me!

Blindly I rushed about, arms outstretched, and the next moment struck the door of the cage so hard that the impact almost knocked me senseless. Clutching it to steady myself, it suddenly flew open. A rush of partly visible creatures passed me like a burst of pink flames, and in the midst, borne swiftly away on the crest of the outrush, the professor passed like a bolt shot from a catapult; and his last cry came wafted back to me from the forest as I swayed there, drunk with the stupefying perfume: Dont worry! Im all right!

I staggered out into the clearer air towards a figure seen dimly through swirling vapor.

Are you hurt? I stammered, clasping Miss Barrison in my arms.

No — oh no, she said, wringing her hands. But the professor! I saw him! I could not scream; I could not move! They had him!

I saw him too, I groaned. There was not one trace of terror on his face. He was actually smiling.

Overcome at the sublime courage of the man, we wept in each others arms.



True to our promise to Professor Farrago, we made the best of our way northward; and it was not a difficult journey by any means, the voyage in the launch across Okeechobee being perfectly simple and the trail to the nearest railroad station but a few easy miles from the landing-place.

Shocking as had been our experience, dreadful as was the calamity which had not only robbed me of a life-long friend, but had also bereaved the entire scientific world, I could not seem to feel that desperate and hopeless grief which the natural decease of a close friend might warrant. No; there remained a vague expectancy which so dominated my sorrow that at moments I became hopeful — nay, sanguine, that I should one day again behold my beloved superior in the flesh. There was something so happy in his last smile, something so artlessly pleased, that I was certain no fear of impending dissolution worried him as he disappeared into the uncharted depth of the unknown Everglades.

I think Miss Barrison agreed with me, too. She appeared to be more or less dazed, which was, of course, quite natural; and during our return voyage across Okeechobee and through the lagoons and forests beyond she was very silent.

When we reached the railroad at Portulacca, a thrifty lemon-growing ranch on the Volusia and Chinkapin Railway, the first thing I did was to present my dog to the station-agent — but I was obliged to give him five dollars before he consented to accept the dog.

However, Miss Barrison interviewed the station-masters wife, a kindly, pitiful soul, who promised to be a good mistress to the creature. We both felt better after that was off our minds; we felt better still when the north-bound train rolled leisurely into the white glare of Portulacca, and presently rolled out again, quite as leisurely, bound, thank Heaven, for that abused aggregation of sinful boroughs called New York.

Except for one young man whom I encountered in the smoker, we had the train to ourselves, a circumstance which, curiously enough, appeared to increase Miss Barrisons depression, and my own as a natural sequence. The circumstances of the taking off of Professor Farrago appeared to engross her thoughts so completely that it made me uneasy during our trip out from Little Sprite — in fact it was growing plainer to me every hour that in her brief acquaintance with that distinguished scientist she had become personally attached to him to an extent that began to worry me. Her personal indignation at the caged Sphyx flared out at unexpected intervals, and there could be no doubt that her unhappiness and resentment were becoming morbid.

I spent an hour or two in the smoking compartment, tenanted only by a single passenger and myself. He was an agreeable young man, although, in the natural acquaintanceship that we struck up, I regretted to learn that he was a writer of popular fiction, returning from Fort Worth, where he had been for the sole purpose of composing a poem on Florida.

I have always, in common with other mentally balanced savants, despised writers of fiction. All scientists harbor a natural antipathy to romance in any form, and that antipathy becomes a deep horror if fiction dares to deal flippantly with the exact sciences, or if some degraded intellect assumes the warrantless liberty of using natural history as the vehicle for silly tales.

Never but once had I been tempted to romance in any form; never but once had sentiment interfered with a passionless transfer of scientific notes to the sanctuary of the unvarnished note-book or the cloister of the juiceless monograph. Nor have I the slightest approach to that superficial and doubtful quality known as literary skill. Once, however, as I sat alone in the middle of the floor, classifying my isopods, I was not only astonished but totally unprepared to find myself repeating aloud a verse that I myself had unconsciously fashioned:

An isopod Is a work of God.

Never before in all my life had I made a rhyme; and it worried me for weeks, ringing in my brain day and night, confusing me, interfering with my thoughts.

I said as much to the young man, who only laughed good-naturedly and replied that it was the Creators purpose to limit certain intellects, nobody knows why, and that it was apparent that mine had not escaped.

Theres one thing, however, he said, that might be of some interest to you and come within the circumscribed scope of your intelligence.

And what is that? I asked, tartly.

A scientific experience of mine, he said, with a careless laugh. Its so much stranger than fiction that even Professor Bruce Stoddard, of Columbia, hesitated to credit it.

I looked at the young fellow suspiciously. His bland smile disarmed me, but I did not invite him to relate his experience, although he apparently needed only that encouragement to begin.

Now, if I could tell it exactly as it occurred, he observed, and a stenographer could take it down, word for word, exactly as I relate it—

It would give me great pleasure to do so, said a quiet voice at the door. We rose at once, removing the cigars from our lips; but Miss Barrison bade us continue smoking, and at a gesture from her we resumed our seats after she had installed herself by the window.

Really, she said, looking coldly at me, I couldnt endure the solitude any longer. Isnt there anything to do on this tiresome train?

If you had your pad and pencil, I began, maliciously, you might take down a matter of interest—

She looked frankly at the young man, who laughed in that pleasant, good-tempered manner of his, and offered to tell us of his alleged scientific experience if we thought it might amuse us sufficiently to vary the dull monotony of the journey north.

Is it fiction? I asked, point-blank.

It is absolute truth, he replied.

I rose and went off to find pad and pencil. When I returned Miss Barrison was laughing at a story which the young man had just finished.

But, he ended, gravely, I have practically decided to renounce fiction as a means of livelihood and confine myself to simple, uninteresting statistics and facts.

I am very glad to hear you say that, I exclaimed, warmly. He bowed, looked at Miss Barrison, and asked her when he might begin his story.

Whenever you are ready, replied Miss Barrison, smiling in a manner which I had not observed since the disappearance of Professor Farrago. Ill admit that the young fellow was superficially attractive.

Well, then, he began, modestly, having no technical ability concerning the affair in question, and having no knowledge of either comparative anatomy or zoology, I am perhaps unfitted to tell this story. But the story is true; the episode occurred under my own eyes — within a few hours sail of the Battery. And as I was one of the first persons to verify what has long been a theory among scientists, and, moreover, as the result of Professor Holroyds discovery is to be placed on exhibition in Madison Square Garden on the 20th of next month, I have decided to tell you, as simply as I am able, exactly what occurred.

I first told the story on April 1, 1903, to the editors of the North American Review, The Popular Science Monthly, the Scientific American, Nature, Outing, and the Fossiliferous Magazine. All these gentlemen rejected it; some curtly informing me that fiction had no place in their columns. When I attempted to explain that it was not fiction, the editors of these periodicals either maintained a contemptuous silence, or bluntly notified me that my literary services and opinions were not desired. But finally, when several publishers offered to take the story as fiction, I cut short all negotiations and decided to publish it myself. Where I am known at all, it is my misfortune to be known as a writer of fiction. This makes it impossible for me to receive a hearing from a scientific audience. I regret it bitterly, because now, when it is too late, I am prepared to prove certain scientific matters of interest, and to produce the proofs. In this case, however, I am fortunate, for nobody can dispute the existence of a thing when the bodily proof is exhibited as evidence.

This is the story; and if I tell it as I write fiction, it is because I do not know how to tell it otherwise.

I was walking along the beach below Pine Inlet, on the south shore of Long Island. The railroad and telegraph station is at West Oyster Bay. Everybody who has travelled on the Long Island Railroad knows the station, but few, perhaps, know Pine Inlet. Duck-shooters, of course, are familiar with it; but as there are no hotels there, and nothing to see except salt meadow, salt creek, and a strip of dune and sand, the summer-squatting public may probably be unaware of its existence. The local name for the place is Pine Inlet; the maps give its name as Sand Point, I believe, but anybody at West Oyster Bay can direct you to it. Captain McPeek, who keeps the West Oyster Bay House, drives duck-shooters there in winter. It lies five miles southeast from West Oyster Bay.

I had walked over that afternoon from Captain McPeeks. There was a reason for my going to Pine Inlet — it embarrasses me to explain it, but the truth is I meditated writing an ode to the ocean. It was out of the question to write it in West Oyster Bay, with the whistle of locomotives in my ears. I knew that Pine Inlet was one of the loneliest places on the Atlantic coast; it is out of sight of everything except leagues of gray ocean. Rarely one might make out fishing-smacks drifting across the horizon. Summer squatters never visited it; sportsmen shunned it, except in winter. Therefore, as I was about to do a bit of poetry, I thought that Pine Inlet was the spot for the deed. So I went there.

As I was strolling along the beach, biting my pencil reflectively, tremendously impressed by the solitude and the solemn thunder of the surf, a thought occurred to me — how unpleasant it would be if I suddenly stumbled on a summer boarder. As this joyless impossibility flitted across my mind, I rounded a bleak sand-dune.

A girl stood directly in my path.

She stared at me as though I had just crawled up out of the sea to bite her. I dont know what my own expression resembled, but I have been given to understand it was idiotic.

Now I perceived, after a few moments, that the young lady was frightened, and I knew I ought to say something civil. So I said, Are there many mosquitoes here?

No, she replied, with a slight quiver in her voice; I have only seen one, and it was biting somebody else.

The conversation seemed so futile, and the young lady appeared to be more nervous than before. I had an impulse to say, Do not run; I have breakfasted, for she seemed to be meditating a flight into the breakers. What I did say was: I did not know anybody was here. I do not intend to intrude. I come from Captain McPeeks, and I am writing an ode to the ocean. After I had said this it seemed to ring in my ears like, I come from Table Mountain, and my name is Truthful James.

I glanced timidly at her.

Shes thinking of the same thing, said I to myself.

However, the young lady seemed to be a trifle reassured. I noticed she drew a sigh of relief and looked at my shoes. She looked so long that it made me suspicious, and I also examined my shoes. They seemed to be in a fair state of repair.

I — I am sorry, she said, but would you mind not walking on the beach?

This was sudden. I had intended to retire and leave the beach to her, but I did not fancy being driven away so abruptly.

Dear me! she cried; you dont understand. I do not — I would not think for a moment of asking you to leave Pine Inlet. I merely ventured to request you to walk on the dunes. I am so afraid that your footprints may obliterate the impressions that my father is studying.

Oh! said I, looking about me as though I had been caught in the middle of a flower-bed; really I did not notice any impressions. Impressions of what?

I dont know, she said, smiling a little at my awkward pose. If you step this way in a straight line you can do no damage.

I did as she bade me. I suppose my movements resembled the gait of a wet peacock. Possibly they recalled the delicate manœuvres of the kangaroo. Anyway, she laughed.

This seriously annoyed me. I had been at a disadvantage; I walk well enough when let alone.

You can scarcely expect, said I, that a man absorbed in his own ideas could notice impressions on the sand. I trust I have obliterated nothing.

As I said this I looked back at the long line of footprints stretching away in prospective across the sand. They were my own. How large they looked! Was that what she was laughing at?

I wish to explain, she said, gravely, looking at the point of her parasol. I am very sorry to be obliged to warn you — to ask you to forego the pleasure of strolling on a beach that does not belong to me. Perhaps, she continued, in sudden alarm, perhaps this beach belongs to you?

The beach? Oh no, I said.

But — but you were going to write poems about it?

Only one — and that does not necessitate owning the beach. I have observed, said I, frankly, that the people who own nothing write many poems about it.

She looked at me seriously.

I write many poems, I added.

She laughed doubtfully.

Would you rather I went away? I asked, politely. My family is respectable, I added; and I told her my name.

Oh! Then you wrote Culled Cowslips and Faded Fig-Leaves and you imitate Maeterlinck, and you — Oh, I know lots of people that you know; she cried, with every symptom of relief; and you know my brother.

I am the author, said I, coldly, of Culled Cowslips, but Faded Fig-Leaves was an earlier work, which I no longer recognize, and I should be grateful to you if you would be kind enough to deny that I ever imitated Maeterlinck. Possibly, I added, he imitates me.

She was very quiet, and I saw she was sorry.

Never mind, I said, magnanimously, you probably are not familiar with modern literature. If I knew your name I should ask permission to present myself.

Why, I am Daisy Holroyd, she said.

What! Jack Holroyds little sister?

Little? she cried.

I didnt mean that, said I. You know that your brother and I were great friends in Paris—

I know, she said, significantly.

Ahem! Of course, I said, Jack and I were inseparable—

Except when shut in separate cells, said Miss Holroyd, coldly.

This unfeeling allusion to the unfortunate termination of a Latin-Quarter celebration hurt me.

The police, said I, were too officious.

So Jack says, replied Miss Holroyd, demurely.

We had unconsciously moved on along the sand-hills, side by side, as we spoke.

To think, I repeated, that I should meet Jacks little—

Please, she said, you are only three years my senior.

She opened the sunshade and tipped it over one shoulder. It was white, and had spots and posies on it.

Jack sends us every new book you write, she observed. I do not approve of some things you write.

Modern school, I mumbled.

That is no excuse, she said, severely; Anthony Trollope didnt do it.

The foam spume from the breakers was drifting across the dunes, and the little tip-up snipe ran along the beach and teetered and whistled and spread their white-barred wings for a low, straight flight across the shingle, only to tip and run and sail on again. The salt sea-wind whistled and curled through the crested waves, blowing in perfumed puffs across thickets of sweet bay and cedar. As we passed through the crackling juicy-stemmed marsh-weed myriads of fiddler crabs raised their fore-claws in warning and backed away, rustling, through the reeds, aggressive, protesting.

Like millions of pygmy Ajaxes defying the lightning, I said.

Miss Holroyd laughed.

Now I never imagined that authors were clever except in print, she said.

She was a most extraordinary girl.

I suppose, she observed, after a moments silence— I suppose I am taking you to my father.

Delighted! I mumbled. Hm! I had the honor of meeting Professor Holroyd in Paris.

Yes; he bailed you and Jack out, said Miss Holroyd, serenely.

The silence was too painful to last.

Captain McPeek is an interesting man, I said. I spoke more loudly than I intended. I may have been nervous.

Yes, said Daisy Holroyd, but he has a most singular hotel clerk.

You mean Mr. Frisby?

I do.

Yes, I admitted, Mr. Frisby is queer. He was once a bill-poster.

I know it! exclaimed Daisy Holroyd, with some heat. He ruins landscapes whenever he has an opportunity. Do you know that he has a passion for bill-posting? He has; he posts bills for the pure pleasure of it, just as you play golf, or tennis, or squash.

But hes a hotel clerk now, I said; nobody employs him to post bills.

I know it! He does it all by himself for the pure pleasure of it. Papa has engaged him to come down here for two weeks, and I dread it, said the girl.

What Professor Holroyd might want of Frisby I had not the faintest notion. I suppose Miss Holroyd noticed the bewilderment in my face, for she laughed and nodded her head twice.

Not only Mr. Frisby, but Captain McPeek also, she said.

You dont mean to say that Captain McPeek is going to close his hotel! I exclaimed.

My trunk was there. It contained guarantees of my respectability.

Oh no; his wife will keep it open, replied the girl. Look! you can see papa now. Hes digging.

Where? I blurted out.

I remembered Professor Holroyd as a prim, spectacled gentleman, with close-cut, snowy beard and a clerical allure. The man I saw digging wore green goggles, a jersey, a battered souwester, and hip-boots of rubber. He was delving in the muck of the salt meadow, his face streaming with perspiration, his boots and jersey splashed with unpleasant-looking mud. He glanced up as we approached, shading his eyes with a sunburned hand.

Papa, dear, said Miss Holroyd, here is Jacks friend, whom you bailed out of Mazas.

The introduction was startling. I turned crimson with mortification. The professor was very decent about it; he called me by name at once. Then he looked at his spade. It was clear he considered me a nuisance and wished to go on with his digging.

I suppose, he said, you are still writing?

A little, I replied, trying not to speak sarcastically. My output had rivalled that of The Duchess — in quantity, I mean.

I seldom read — fiction, he said, looking restlessly at the hole in the ground.

Miss Holroyd came to my rescue.

That was a charming story you wrote last, she said. Papa should read it — you should, papa; its all about a fossil.

We both looked narrowly at Miss Holroyd. Her smile was guileless.

Fossils! repeated the professor. Do you care for fossils?

Very much, said I.

Now I am not perfectly sure what my object was in lying. I looked at Daisy Holroyds dark-fringed eyes. They were very grave.

Fossils, said I, are my hobby.

I think Miss Holroyd winced a little at this. I did not care. I went on:

I have seldom had the opportunity to study the subject, but, as a boy, I collected flint arrow-heads—

Flint arrow-heads! said the professor coldly.

Yes; they were the nearest things to fossils obtainable, I replied, marvelling at my own mendacity.

The professor looked into the hole. I also looked. I could see nothing in it. Hes digging for fossils, thought I to myself.

Perhaps, said the professor, cautiously, you might wish to aid me in a little research — that is to say, if you have an inclination for fossils. The double-entendre was not lost upon me.

I have read all your books so eagerly, said I, that to join you, to be of service to you in any research, however difficult and trying, would be an honor and a privilege that I never dared to hope for.

That, thought I to myself, will do its own work.

But the professor was still suspicious. How could he help it, when he remembered Jacks escapades, in which my name was always blended! Doubtless he was satisfied that my influence on Jack was evil. The contrary was the case, too.

Fossils, he said, worrying the edge of the excavation with his spade— fossils are not things to be lightly considered.

No, indeed! I protested.

Fossils are the most interesting as well as puzzling things in the world, said he.

They are! I cried, enthusiastically.

But I am not looking for fossils, observed the professor, mildly.

This was a facer. I looked at Daisy Holroyd. She bit her lip and fixed her eyes on the sea. Her eyes were wonderful eyes.

Did you think I was digging for fossils in a salt meadow? queried the professor. You can have read very little about the subject. I am digging for something quite different.

I was silent. I knew that my face was flushed. I longed to say, Well, what the devil are you digging for? but I only stared into the hole as though hypnotized.

Captain McPeek and Frisby ought to be here, he said, looking first at Daisy and then across the meadows.

I ached to ask him why he had subpœnaed Captain McPeek and Frisby.

They are coming, said Daisy, shading her eyes. Do you see the speck on the meadows?

It may be a mud-hen, said the professor.

Miss Holroyd is right, I said. A wagon and team and two men are coming from the north. Theres a dog beside the wagon — its that miserable yellow dog of Frisbys.

Good gracious! cried the professor, you dont mean to tell me that you see all that at such a distance?

Why not? I said.

I see nothing, he insisted.

You will see that Im right, presently, I laughed.

The professor removed his blue goggles and rubbed them, glancing obliquely at me.

Havent you heard what extraordinary eyesight duck-shooters have? said his daughter, looking back at her father. Jack says that he can tell exactly what kind of a duck is flying before most people could see anything at all in the sky.

Its true, I said; it comes to anybody, I fancy, who has had practice.

The professor regarded me with a new interest. There was inspiration in his eyes. He turned towards the ocean. For a long time he stared at the tossing waves on the beach, then he looked far out to where the horizon met the sea.

Are there any ducks out there? he asked, at last.

Yes, said I, scanning the sea, there are.

He produced a pair of binoculars from his coat-tail pocket, adjusted them, and raised them to his eyes.

Hm! What sort of ducks?

I looked more carefully, holding both hands over my forehead.

Surf-ducks and widgeon. There is one bufflehead among them — no, two; the rest are coots, I replied.

This, cried the professor, is most astonishing. I have good eyes, but I cant see a blessed thing without these binoculars!

Its not extraordinary, said I; the surf-ducks and coots any novice might recognize; the widgeon and buffleheads I should not have been able to name unless they had risen from the water. It is easy to tell any duck when it is flying, even though it looks no bigger than a black pin-point.

But the professor insisted that it was marvellous, and he said that I might render him invaluable service if I would consent to come and camp at Pine Inlet for a few weeks.

I looked at his daughter, but she turned her back. Her back was beautifully moulded. Her gown fitted also.

Camp out here? I repeated, pretending to be unpleasantly surprised.

I do not think he would care to, said Miss Holroyd, without turning.

I had not expected that.

Above all things, said I, in a clear, pleasant voice, I like to camp out.

She said nothing.

It is not exactly camping, said the professor. Come, you shall see our conservatory. Daisy, come, dear! You must put on a heavier frock; it is getting towards sundown.

At that moment, over a near dune, two horses heads appeared, followed by two human heads, then a wagon, then a yellow dog.

I turned triumphantly to the professor.

You are the very man I want, he muttered— the very man — the very man.

I looked at Daisy Holroyd. She returned my glance with a defiant little smile.

Waal, said Captain McPeek, driving up, here we be! Git out, Frisby.

Frisby, fat, nervous, and sentimental, hopped out of the cart.

Come, said the professor, impatiently moving across the dunes. I walked with Daisy Holroyd. McPeek and Frisby followed. The yellow dog walked by himself.
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THE SUN WAS dipping into the sea as we trudged across the meadows towards a high, dome-shaped dune covered with cedars and thickets of sweet bay. I saw no sign of habitation among the sand-hills. Far as the eye could reach, nothing broke the gray line of sea and sky save the squat dunes crowned with stunted cedars.

Then, as we rounded the base of the dune, we almost walked into the door of a house. My amazement amused Miss Holroyd, and I noticed also a touch of malice in her pretty eyes. But she said nothing, following her father into the house, with the slightest possible gesture to me. Was it invitation or was it menace?

The house was merely a light wooden frame, covered with some waterproof stuff that looked like a mixture of rubber and tar. Over this — in fact, over the whole roof — was pitched an awning of heavy sail-cloth. I noticed that the house was anchored to the sand by chains, already rusted red. But this one-storied house was not the only building nestling in the south shelter of the big dune. A hundred feet away stood another structure — long, low, also built of wood. It had rows on rows of round port-holes on every side. The ports were fitted with heavy glass, hinged to swing open if necessary. A single, big double door occupied the front.

Behind this long, low building was still another, a mere shed. Smoke rose from the sheet-iron chimney. There was somebody moving about inside the open door.

As I stood gaping at this mushroom hamlet the professor appeared at the door and asked me to enter. I stepped in at once.

The house was much larger than I had imagined. A straight hallway ran through the centre from east to west. On either side of this hallway were rooms, the doors swinging wide open. I counted three doors on each side; the three on the south appeared to be bedrooms.

The professor ushered me into a room on the north side, where I found Captain McPeek and Frisby sitting at a table, upon which were drawings and sketches of articulated animals and fishes.

You see, McPeek, said the professor, we only wanted one more man, and I think Ive got him — Havent I? turning eagerly to me.

Why, yes, I said, laughing; this is delightful. Am I invited to stay here?

Your bedroom is the third on the south side; everything is ready. McPeek, you can bring his trunk to-morrow, cant you? demanded the professor.

The red-faced captain nodded, and shifted a quid.

Then its all settled, said the professor, and he drew a sigh of satisfaction. You see, he said, turning to me, I was at my wits end to know whom to trust. I never thought of you. Jacks out in China, and I didnt dare trust anybody in my own profession. All you care about is writing verses and stories, isnt it?

I like to shoot, I replied, mildly.

Just the thing! he cried, beaming at us all in turn. Now I can see no reason why we should not progress rapidly. McPeek, you and Frisby must get those boxes up here before dark. Dinner will be ready before you have finished unloading. Dick, you will wish to go to your room first.

My name isnt Dick, but he spoke so kindly, and beamed upon me in such a fatherly manner, that I let it go. I had occasion to correct him afterwards, several times, but he always forgot the next minute. He calls me Dick to this day.

It was dark when Professor Holroyd, his daughter, and I sat down to dinner. The room was the same in which I had noticed the drawings of beast and bird, but the round table had been extended into an oval, and neatly spread with dainty linen and silver.

A fresh-cheeked Swedish girl appeared from a farther room, bearing the soup. The professor ladled it out, still beaming.

Now, this is very delightful — isnt it, Daisy? he said.

Very, said Miss Holroyd, with a tinge of irony.

Very, I repeated, heartily.

I suppose, said the professor, nodding mysteriously at his daughter, that Dick knows nothing of what were about down here?

I suppose, said Miss Holroyd, that he thinks we are digging for fossils.

I looked at my plate. She might have spared me that.

Well, well, said her father, smiling to himself, he shall know everything by morning. Youll be astonished, Dick, my boy.

His name isnt Dick, corrected Daisy.

The professor said, Isnt it? in an absent-minded way, and relapsed into contemplation of my necktie.

I asked Miss Holroyd a few questions about Jack, and was informed that he had given up law and entered the consular service — as what, I did not dare ask, for I know what our consular service is.

In China, said Daisy.

Choo Choo is the name of the city, added her father, proudly; its the terminus of the new trans-Siberian railway.

Its on the Pong Ping, said Daisy.

Hes vice-consul, added the professor, triumphantly.

Hell make a good one, I observed. I knew Jack. I pitied his consul.

So we chatted on about my old playmate, until Freda, the red-cheeked maid, brought coffee, and the professor lighted a cigar, with a little bow to his daughter.

Of course, you dont smoke, she said to me, with a glimmer of malice in her eyes.

He mustnt, interposed the professor, hastily; it will make his hand tremble.

No, it wont, said I, laughing; but my hand will shake if I dont smoke. Are you going to employ me as a draughtsman?

Youll know to-morrow, he chuckled, with a mysterious smile at his daughter. Daisy, give him my best cigars — put the box here on the table. We cant afford to have his hand tremble.

Miss Holroyd rose and crossed the hallway to her fathers room, returning presently with a box of promising-looking cigars.

I dont think he knows what is good for him, she said. He should smoke only one every day.

It was hard to bear. I am not vindictive, but I decided to treasure up a few of Miss Holroyds gentle taunts. My intimacy with her brother was certainly a disadvantage to me now. Jack had apparently been talking too much, and his sister appeared to be thoroughly acquainted with my past. It was a disadvantage. I remembered her vaguely as a girl with long braids, who used to come on Sundays with her father and take tea with us in our rooms. Then she went to Germany to school, and Jack and I employed our Sunday evenings otherwise. It is true that I regarded her weekly visits as a species of infliction, but I did not think I ever showed it.

It is strange, said I, that you did not recognize me at once, Miss Holroyd. Have I changed so greatly in five years?

You wore a pointed French beard in Paris, she said— a very downy one. And you never stayed to tea but twice, and then you only spoke once.

Oh! said I, blankly. What did I say?

You asked me if I liked plums, said Daisy, bursting into an irresistible ripple of laughter.

I saw that I must have made the same sort of an ass of myself that most boys of eighteen do.

It was too bad. I never thought about the future in those days. Who could have imagined that little Daisy Holroyd would have grown up into this bewildering young lady? It was really too bad. Presently the professor retired to his room, carrying with him an armful of drawings, and bidding us not to sit up late. When he closed his door Miss Holroyd turned to me.

Papa will work over those drawings until midnight, she said, with a despairing smile.

It isnt good for him, I said. What are the drawings?

You may know to-morrow, she answered, leaning forward on the table and shading her face with one hand. Tell me about yourself and Jack in Paris.

I looked at her suspiciously.

What! There isnt much to tell. We studied. Jack went to the law school, and I attended — er — oh, all sorts of schools.

Did you? Surely you gave yourself a little recreation occasionally?

Occasionally, I nodded.

I am afraid you and Jack studied too hard.

That may be, said I, looking meek.

Especially about fossils.

I couldnt stand that.

Miss Holroyd, I said, I do care for fossils. You may think that I am a humbug, but I have a perfect mania for fossils — now.

Since when?

About an hour ago, I said, airily. Out of the corner of my eye I saw that she had flushed up. It pleased me.

You will soon tire of the experiment, she said, with a dangerous smile.

Oh, I may, I replied, indifferently.

She drew back. The movement was scarcely perceptible, but I noticed it, and she knew I did.

The atmosphere was vaguely hostile. One feels such mental conditions and changes instantly. I picked up a chess-board, opened it, set up the pieces with elaborate care, and began to move, first the white, then the black. Miss Holroyd watched me coldly at first, but after a dozen moves she became interested and leaned a shade nearer. I moved a black pawn forward.

Why do you do that? said Daisy.

Because, said I, the white queen threatens the pawn.

It was an aggressive move, she insisted.

Purely defensive, I said. If her white highness will let the pawn alone, the pawn will let the queen alone.

Miss Holroyd rested her chin on her wrist and gazed steadily at the board. She was flushing furiously, but she held her ground.

If the white queen doesnt block that pawn, the pawn may become dangerous, she said, coldly.

I laughed, and closed up the board with a snap.

True, I said, it might even take the queen. After a moments silence I asked, What would you do in that case, Miss Holroyd?

I should resign, she said, serenely; then, realizing what she had said, she lost her self-possession for a second, and cried: No, indeed! I should fight to the bitter end! I mean—

What? I asked, lingering over my revenge.

I mean, she said, slowly, that your black pawn would never have the chance — never! I should take it immediately.

I believe you would, said I, smiling; so well call the game yours, and — the pawn captured.

I dont want it, she exclaimed. A pawn is worthless.

Except when its in the king row.

Chess is most interesting, she observed, sedately. She had completely recovered her self-possession. Still I saw that she now had a certain respect for my defensive powers. It was very soothing to me.

You know, said I, gravely, that I am fonder of Jack than of anybody. Thats the reason we never write each other, except to borrow things. I am afraid that when I was a young cub in France I was not an attractive personality.

On the contrary, said Daisy, smiling, I thought you were very big and very perfect. I had illusions. I wept often when I went home and remembered that you never took the trouble to speak to me but once.

I was a cub, I said— not selfish and brutal, but I didnt understand school-girls. I never had any sisters, and I didnt know what to say to very young girls. If I had imagined that you felt hurt—

Oh, I did — five years ago. Afterwards I laughed at the whole thing.

Laughed? I repeated, vaguely disappointed.

Why, of course. I was very easily hurt when I was a child. I think I have outgrown it.

The soft curve of her sensitive mouth contradicted her.

Will you forgive me now? I asked.

Yes. I had forgotten the whole thing until I met you an hour or so ago.

There was something that had a ring not entirely genuine in this speech. I noticed it, but forgot it the next moment.

Presently she rose, touched her hair with the tip of one finger, and walked to the door.

Good-night, she said.

Good-night, said I, opening the door for her to pass.
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THE SEA WAS a sheet of silver tinged with pink. The tremendous arch of the sky was all shimmering and glimmering with the promise of the sun. Already the mist above, flecked with clustered clouds, flushed with rose color and dull gold. I heard the low splash of the waves breaking and curling across the beach. A wandering breeze, fresh and fragrant, blew the curtains of my window. There was the scent of sweet bay in the room, and everywhere the subtle, nameless perfume of the sea.

When at last I stood upon the shore, the air and sea were all a-glimmer in a rosy light, deepening to crimson in the zenith. Along the beach I saw a little cove, shelving and all a-shine, where shallow waves washed with a mellow sound. Fine as dusted gold the shingle glowed, and the thin film of water rose, receded, crept up again a little higher, and again flowed back, with the low hiss of snowy foam and gilded bubbles breaking.

I stood a little while quiet, my eyes upon the water, the invitation of the ocean in my ears, vague and sweet as the murmur of a shell. Then I looked at my bathing-suit and towels.

In we go! said I, aloud. A second later the prophecy was fulfilled.

I swam far out to sea, and as I swam the waters all around me turned to gold. The sun had risen.

There is a fragrance in the sea at dawn that none can name. Whitethorn a-bloom in May, sedges a-sway, and scented rushes rustling in an inland wind recall the sea to me — I cant say why.

Far out at sea I raised myself, swung around, dived, and set out again for shore, striking strong strokes until the necked foam flew. And when at last I shot through the breakers, I laughed aloud and sprang upon the beach, breathless and happy. Then from the ocean came another cry, clear, joyous, and a white arm rose in the air.

She came drifting in with the waves like a white sea-sprite, laughing at me, and I plunged into the breakers again to join her.

Side by side we swam along the coast, just outside the breakers, until in the next cove we saw the flutter of her maids cap-strings.

I will beat you to breakfast! she cried, as I rested, watching her glide up along the beach.

Done! said I— for a sea-shell!

Done! she called, across the water.

I made good speed along the shore, and I was not long in dressing, but when I entered the dining-room she was there, demure, smiling, exquisite in her cool, white frock.

The sea-shell is yours, said I. I hope I can find one with a pearl in it.

The professor hurried in before she could reply. He greeted me very cordially, but there was an abstracted air about him, and he called me Dick until I recognized that remonstrance was useless. He was not long over his coffee and rolls.

McPeek and Frisby will return with the last load, including your trunk, by early afternoon, he said, rising and picking up his bundle of drawings. I havent time to explain to you what we are doing, Dick, but Daisy will take you about and instruct you. She will give you the rifle standing in my room — its a good Winchester. I have sent for an Express for you, big enough to knock over any elephant in India. Daisy, take him through the sheds and tell him everything. Luncheon is at noon. Do you usually take luncheon, Dick?

When I am permitted, I smiled.

Well, said the professor, doubtfully, you mustnt come back here for it. Freda can take you what you want. Is your hand unsteady after eating?

Why, papa! said Daisy. Do you intend to starve him?

We all laughed.

The professor tucked his drawings into a capacious pocket, pulled his sea-boots up to his hips, seized a spade, and left, nodding to us as though he were thinking of something else.

We went to the door and watched him across the salt meadows until the distant sand-dune hid him.

Come, said Daisy Holroyd, I am going to take you to the shop.

She put on a broad-brimmed straw hat, a distractingly pretty combination of filmy cool stuffs, and led the way to the long, low structure that I had noticed the evening before.

The interior was lighted by the numberless little port-holes, and I could see everything plainly. I acknowledge I was nonplussed by what I did see.

In the centre of the shed, which must have been at least a hundred feet long, stood what I thought at first was the skeleton of an enormous whale. After a moments silent contemplation of the thing I saw that it could not be a whale, for the frames of two gigantic, batlike wings rose from each shoulder. Also I noticed that the animal possessed legs — four of them — with most unpleasant-looking webbed claws fully eight feet long. The bony framework of the head, too, resembled something between a crocodile and a monstrous snapping-turtle. The walls of the shanty were hung with drawings and blue prints. A man dressed in white linen was tinkering with the vertebrae of the lizard-like tail.

Where on earth did such a reptile come from? I asked at length.

Oh, its not real! said Daisy, scornfully; its papier-maché.

I see, said I; a stage prop.

A what? asked Daisy, in hurt astonishment.

Why, a — a sort of Siegfried dragon — a whats-his-name — er, Pfafner, or Peffer, or—

If my father heard you say such things he would dislike you, said Daisy. She looked grieved, and moved towards the door. I apologized — for what, I knew not — and we became reconciled. She ran into her fathers room and brought me the rifle, a very good Winchester. She also gave me a cartridge-belt, full.

Now, she smiled, I shall take you to your observatory, and when we arrive you are to begin your duty at once.

And that duty? I ventured, shouldering the rifle.

That duty is to watch the ocean. I shall then explain the whole affair — but you mustnt look at me while I speak; you must watch the sea.

This, said I, is hardship. I had rather go without the luncheon.

I do not think she was offended at my speech; still she frowned for almost three seconds.

We passed through acres of sweet bay and spear grass, sometimes skirting thickets of twisted cedars, sometimes walking in the full glare of the morning sun, sinking into shifting sand where sun-scorched shells crackled under our feet, and sun-browned sea-weed glistened, bronzed and iridescent. Then, as we climbed a little hill, the sea-wind freshened in our faces, and lo! the ocean lay below us, far-stretching as the eye could reach, glittering, magnificent.

Daisy sat down flat on the sand. It takes a clever girl to do that and retain the respectful deference due her from men. It takes a graceful girl to accomplish it triumphantly when a man is looking.

You must sit beside me, she said — as though it would prove irksome to me.

Now, she continued, you must watch the water while I am talking.

I nodded.

Why dont you do it, then? she asked.

I succeeded in wrenching my head towards the ocean, although I felt sure it would swing gradually round again in spite of me.

To begin with, said Daisy Holroyd, theres a thing in that ocean that would astonish you if you saw it. Turn your head!

I am, I said, meekly.

Did you hear what I said?

Yes — er — a thing in the ocean thats going to astonish me. Visions of mermaids rose before me.

The thing, said Daisy, is a thermosaurus!

I nodded vaguely, as though anticipating a delightful introduction to a nautical friend.

You dont seem astonished, she said, reproachfully.

Why should I be? I asked.

Please turn your eyes towards the water. Suppose a thermosaurus should look out of the waves!

Well, said I, in that case the pleasure would be mutual.

She frowned and bit her upper lip.

Do you know what a thermosaurus is? she asked.

If I am to guess, said I, I guess its a jelly-fish.

Its that big, ugly, horrible creature that I showed you in the shed! cried Daisy, impatiently.

Eh! I stammered.

Not papier-maché, either, she continued, excitedly; its a real one.

This was pleasant news. I glanced instinctively at my rifle and then at the ocean.

Well, said I at last, it strikes me that you and I resemble a pair of Andromedas waiting to be swallowed. This rifle wont stop a beast, a live beast, like that Nibelungen dragon of yours.

Yes, it will, she said; its not an ordinary rifle.

Then, for the first time, I noticed, just below the magazine, a cylindrical attachment that was strange to me.

Now, if you will watch the sea very carefully, and will promise not to look at me, said Daisy, I will try to explain.

She did not wait for me to promise, but went on eagerly, a sparkle of excitement in her blue eyes:

You know, of all the fossil remains of the great batlike and lizard-like creatures that inhabited the earth ages and ages ago, the bones of the gigantic saurians are the most interesting. I think they used to splash about the water and fly over the land during the carboniferous period; anyway, it doesnt matter. Of course you have seen pictures of reconstructed creatures such as the ichthyosaurus, the plesiosaurus, the anthracosaurus, and the thermosaurus?

I nodded, trying to keep my eyes from hers.

And you know that the remains of the thermosaurus were first discovered and reconstructed by papa?

Yes, said I. There was no use in saying no.

I am glad you do. Now, papa has proved that this creature lived entirely in the Gulf Stream, emerging for occasional flights across an ocean or two. Can you imagine how he proved it?

No, said I, resolutely pointing my nose at the ocean.

He proved it by a minute examination of the microscopical shells found among the ribs of the thermosaurus. These shells contained little creatures that live only in the warm waters of the Gulf Stream. They were the food of the thermosaurus.

It was rather slender rations for a thing like that, wasnt it? Did he ever swallow bigger food — er — men?

Oh yes. Tons of fossil bones from prehistoric men are also found in the interior of the thermosaurus.

Then, said I, you, at least, had better go back to Captain McPeeks—

Please turn around; dont be so foolish. I didnt say there was a live thermosaurus in the water, did I?

Isnt there?

Why, no!

My relief was genuine, but I thought of the rifle and looked suspiciously out to sea.

Whats the Winchester for? I asked.

Listen, and I will explain. Papa has found out — how, I do not exactly understand — that there is in the waters of the Gulf Stream the body of a thermosaurus. The creature must have been alive within a year or so. The impenetrable scale-armor that covers its body has, as far as papa knows, prevented its disintegration. We know that it is there still, or was there within a few months. Papa has reports and sworn depositions from steamer captains and seamen from a dozen different vessels, all corroborating one another in essential details. These stories, of course, get into the newspapers — sea-serpent stories — but papa knows that they confirm his theory that the huge body of this reptile is swinging along somewhere in the Gulf Stream.

She opened her sunshade and held it over her. I noticed that she deigned to give me the benefit of about one-eighth of it.

Your duty with that rifle is this: if we are fortunate enough to see the body of the thermosaurus come floating by, you are to take good aim and fire — fire rapidly every bullet in the magazine; then reload and fire again, and reload and fire as long as you have any cartridges left.

A self-feeding Maxim is what I should have, I said, with gentle sarcasm. Well, and suppose I make a sieve of this big lizard?

Do you see these rings in the sand? she asked.

Sure enough, somebody had driven heavy piles deep into the sand all around us, and to the tops of these piles were attached steel rings, half buried under the spear-grass. We sat almost exactly in the centre of a circle of these rings.

The reason is this, said Daisy; every bullet in your cartridges is steel-tipped and armor-piercing. To the base of each bullet is attached a thin wire of pallium. Pallium is that new metal, a thread of which, drawn out into finest wire, will hold a ton of iron suspended. Every bullet is fitted with minute coils of miles of this wire. When the bullet leaves the rifle it spins out this wire as a shot from a life-savers mortar spins out and carries the life-line to a wrecked ship. The end of each coil of wire is attached to that cylinder under the magazine of your rifle. As soon as the shell is automatically ejected this wire flies out also. A bit of scarlet tape is fixed to the end, so that it will be easy to pick up. There is also a snap-clasp on the end, and this clasp fits those rings that you see in the sand. Now, when you begin firing, it is my duty to run and pick up the wire ends and attach them to the rings. Then, you see, we have the body of the thermosaurus full of bullets, every bullet anchored to the shore by tiny wires, each of which could easily hold a tons strain.

I looked at her in amazement.

Then, she added, calmly, we have captured the thermosaurus.

Your father, said I, at length, must have spent years of labor over this preparation.

It is the work of a lifetime, she said, simply.

My face, I suppose, showed my misgivings.

It must not fail, she added.

But — but we are nowhere near the Gulf Stream, I ventured.

Her face brightened, and she frankly held the sunshade over us both.

Ah, you dont know, she said, what else papa has discovered. Would you believe that he has found a loop in the Gulf Stream — a genuine loop — that swings in here just outside of the breakers below? It is true! Everybody on Long Island knows that there is a warm current off the coast, but nobody imagined it was merely a sort of backwater from the Gulf Stream that formed a great circular mill-race around the cone of a subterranean volcano, and rejoined the Gulf Stream off Cape Albatross. But it is! That is why papa bought a yacht three years ago and sailed about for two years so mysteriously. Oh, I did want to go with him so much!

This, said I, is most astonishing.

She leaned enthusiastically towards me, her lovely face aglow.

Isnt it? she said; and to think that you and papa and I are the only people in the whole world who know this!

To be included in such a triology was very delightful.

Papa is writing the whole thing — I mean about the currents. He also has in preparation sixteen volumes on the thermosaurus. He said this morning that he was going to ask you to write the story first for some scientific magazine. He is certain that Professor Bruce Stoddard, of Columbia, will write the pamphlets necessary. This will give papa time to attend to the sixteen-volume work, which he expects to finish in three years.

Let us first, said I, laughing, catch our thermosaurus.

We must not fail, she said, wistfully.

We shall not fail, I said, for I promise to sit on this sand-hill as long as I live — until a thermosaurus appears — if that is your wish, Miss Holroyd.

Our eyes met for an instant. She did not chide me, either, for not looking at the ocean. Her eyes were bluer, anyway.

I suppose, she said, bending her head and absently pouring sand between her fingers— I suppose you think me a blue-stocking, or something odious?

Not exactly, I said. There was an emphasis in my voice that made her color. After a moment she laid the sunshade down, still open.

May I hold it? I asked.

She nodded almost imperceptibly.

The ocean had turned a deep marine blue, verging on purple, that heralded a scorching afternoon. The wind died away; the odor of cedar and sweet-bay hung heavy in the air.

In the sand at our feet an iridescent flower-beetle crawled, its metallic green-and-blue wings burning like a spark. Great gnats, with filmy, glittering wings, danced aimlessly above the young golden-rod; burnished crickets, inquisitive, timid, ran from under chips of driftwood, waved their antennæ at us, and ran back again. One by one the marbled tiger-beetles tumbled at our feet, dazed from the exertion of an aërial flight, then scrambled and ran a little way, or darted into the wire grass, where great, brilliant spiders eyed them askance from their gossamer hammocks.

Far out at sea the white gulls floated and drifted on the water, or sailed up into the air to flap lazily for a moment and settle back among the waves. Strings of black surf-ducks passed, their strong wings tipping the surface of the water; single wandering coots whirled from the breakers into lonely flight towards the horizon.

We lay and watched the little ring-necks running along the waters edge, now backing away from the incoming tide, now boldly wading after the undertow. The harmony of silence, the deep perfume, the mystery of waiting for that something that all await — what is it? love? death? or only the miracle of another morrow? — troubled me with vague restlessness. As sunlight casts shadows, happiness, too, throws a shadow, an the shadow is sadness.

And so the morning wore away until Freda came with a cool-looking hamper. Then delicious cold fowl and lettuce sandwiches and champagne cup set our tongues wagging as only very young tongues can wag. Daisy went back with Freda after luncheon, leaving me a case of cigars, with a bantering smile. I dozed, half awake, keeping a partly closed eye on the ocean, where a faint gray streak showed plainly amid the azure water all around. That was the Gulf Stream loop.

About four oclock Frisby appeared with a bamboo shelter-tent, for which I was unaffectedly grateful.

After he had erected it over me he stopped to chat a bit, but the conversation bored me, for he could talk of nothing but bill-posting.

You wouldnt ruin the landscape here, would you? I asked.

Ruin it! repeated Frisby, nervously. Its ruined now; there aint a place to stick a bill.

The snipe stick bills — in the sand, I said, flippantly.

There was no humor about Frisby. Do they? he asked.

I moved with a certain impatience.

Bills, said Frisby, give spice an variety to nature. They break the monotony of the everlastin green and what-you-may-call-its.

I glared at him.

Bills, he continued, are not easy to stick, lemme tell you, sir. Sign-paintins a soft snap when it comes to bill-stickin. Now, I guess Ive stuck more bills onto New York State than ennybody.

Have you? I said, angrily.

Yes, siree! I always pick out the purtiest spots — kinder filled chuck full of woods and brooks and things; then I hist my paste-pot onto a rock, and I slather that rock with gum, and whoop she goes!

Whoop what goes?

The bill. I paste her onto the rock, with one swipe of the brush for the edges and a back-handed swipe for the finish — except when a bill is folded in two halves.

And what do you do then? I asked, disgusted.

Swipe twice, said Frisby, with enthusiasm.

And you dont think it injures the landscape?

Injures it! he exclaimed, convinced that I was attempting to joke.

I looked wearily out to sea. He also looked at the water and sighed sentimentally.

Floatin buoys with bills onto em is a idea of mine, he observed. That damn ocean is monotonous, aint it?

I dont know what I might have done to Frisby — the rifle was so convenient — if his mean yellow dog had not waddled up at this juncture.

Hi, Davy, sic em! said Frisby, expectorating upon a clam-shell and hurling it seaward. The cur watched the flight of the shell apathetically, then squatted in the sand and looked at his master.

Kinder lost his spirit, said Frisby, aint he? I once stuck a bill onto Davy, an it come off, an the paste sorter sickened him. He was hell on rats — once!

After a moment or two Frisby took himself off, whistling cheerfully to Davy, who followed him when he was ready. The rifle burned in my fingers.

It was nearly six oclock when the professor appeared, spade on shoulder, boots smeared with mud.

Well, he said, nothing to report, Dick, my boy?

Nothing, professor.

He wiped his shining face with his handkerchief and stared at the water.

My calculations lead me to believe, he said, that our prize may be due any day now. This theory I base upon the result of the report from the last sea-captain I saw. I cannot understand why some of these captains did not take the carcass in tow. They all say that they tried, but that the body sank before they could come within half a mile. The truth is, probably, that they did not stir a foot from their course to examine the thing.

Have you ever cruised about for it? I ventured.

For two years, he said, grimly. Its no use; its accident when a ship falls in with it. One captain reports it a thousand miles from where the last skipper spoke it, and always in the Gulf Stream. They think it is a different specimen every time, and the papers are teeming with sea-serpent fol-de-rol.

Are you sure, I asked, that it will swing into the coast on this Gulf Stream loop?

I think I may say that it is certain to do so. I experimented with a dead right-whale. You may have heard of its coming ashore here last summer.

I think I did, said I, with a faint smile. The thing had poisoned the air for miles around.

But, I continued, suppose it comes in the night?

He laughed.

There I am lucky. Every night this month, and every day, too, the current of the loop runs inland so far that even a porpoise would strand for at least twelve hours. Longer than that I have not experimented with, but I know that the shore trend of the loop runs across a long spur of the submerged volcanic mountain, and that anything heavier than a porpoise would scrape the bottom and be carried so slowly that at least twelve hours must elapse before the carcass could float again into deep water. There are chances of its stranding indefinitely, too, but I dont care to take those chances. That is why I have stationed you here, Dick.

He glanced again at the water, smiling to himself.

There is another question I want to ask, I said, if you dont mind.

Of course not! he said, warmly.

What are you digging for?

Why, simply for exercise. The doctor told me I was killing myself with my sedentary habits, so I decided to dig. I dont know a better exercise. Do you?

I suppose not, I murmured, rather red in the face. I wondered whether hed mention fossils.

Did Daisy tell you why we are making our papier-maché thermosaurus? he asked.

I shook my head.

We constructed that from measurements I took from the fossil remains of the thermosaurus in the Metropolitan Museum. Professor Bruce Stoddard made the drawings. We set it up here, all ready to receive the skin of the carcass that I am expecting.

We had started towards home, walking slowly across the darkening dunes, shoulder to shoulder. The sand was deep, and walking was not easy.

I wish, said I at last, that I knew why Miss Holroyd asked me not to walk on the beach. Its much less fatiguing.

That, said the professor, is a matter that I intend to discuss with you to-night. He spoke gravely, almost sadly. I felt that something of unparalleled importance was soon to be revealed. So I kept very quiet, watching the ocean out of the corners of my eyes.
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DINNER WAS ENDED. Daisy Holroyd lighted her fathers pipe for him, and insisted on my smoking as much as I pleased. Then she sat down, and folded her hands like a good little girl, waiting for her father to make the revelation which I felt in my bones must be something out of the ordinary.

The professor smoked for a while, gazing meditatively at his daughter; then, fixing his gray eyes on me, he said:

Have you ever heard of the kree — that Australian bird, half parrot, half hawk, that destroys so many sheep in New South Wales?

I nodded.

The kree kills a sheep by alighting on its back and tearing away the flesh with its hooked beak until a vital part is reached. You know that? Well, it has been discovered that the kree had prehistoric prototypes. These birds were enormous creatures, who preyed upon mammoths and mastodons, and even upon the great saurians. It has been conclusively proved that a few saurians have been killed by the ancestors of the kree, but the favorite food of these birds was undoubtedly the thermosaurus. It is believed that the birds attacked the eyes of the thermosaurus, and when, as was its habit, the mammoth creature turned on its back to claw them, they fell upon the thinner scales of its stomach armor and finally killed it. This, of course, is a theory, but we have almost absolute proofs of its correctness. Now, these two birds are known among scientists as the ekaf-bird and the ool-yllik. The names are Australian, in which country most of their remains have been unearthed. They lived during the Carboniferous period. Now, it is not generally known, but the fact is, that in 1801 Captain Ransom, of the British exploring vessel Gull, purchased from the natives of Tasmania the skin of an ekaf-bird that could not have been killed more than twenty-four hours previous to its sale. I saw this skin in the British Museum. It was labelled, Unknown bird, probably extinct. It took me exactly a week to satisfy myself that it was actually the skin of an ekaf-bird. But that is not all, Dick, continued the professor, excitedly. In 1854 Admiral Stuart, of our own navy, saw the carcass of a strange, gigantic bird floating along the southern coast of Australia. Sharks were after it, and before a boat could be lowered these miserable fish got it. But the good old admiral secured a few feathers and sent them to the Smithsonian. I saw them. They were not even labelled, but I knew that they were feathers from the ekaf-bird or its near relative, the ool-yllik.

I had grown so interested that I had leaned far across the table. Daisy, too, bent forward. It was only when the professor paused for a moment that I noticed how close together our heads were — Daisys and mine. I dont think she realized it. She did not move.

Now comes the important part of this long discourse, said the professor, smiling at our eagerness. Ever since the carcass of our derelict thermosaurus was first noticed, every captain who has seen it has also reported the presence of one or more gigantic birds in the neighborhood. These birds, at a great distance, appeared to be hovering over the carcass, but on the approach of a vessel they disappeared. Even in mid-ocean they were observed. When I heard about it I was puzzled. A month later I was satisfied that neither the ekaf-bird nor the ool-yllik was extinct. Last Monday I knew that I was right. I found forty-eight distinct impressions of the huge, seven-toed claw of the ekaf-bird on the beach here at Pine Inlet. You may imagine my excitement. I succeeded in digging up enough wet sand around one of these impressions to preserve its form. I managed to get it into a soap-box, and now it is there in my shop. The tide rose too rapidly for me to save the other footprints.

I shuddered at the possibility of a clumsy misstep on my part obliterating the impression of an ool-yllik.

That is the reason that my daughter warned you off the beach, he said, mildly.

Hanging would have been too good for the vandal who destroyed such priceless prizes, I cried out, in self-reproach.

Daisy Holroyd turned a flushed face to mine and impulsively laid her hand on my sleeve.

How could you know? she said.

Its all right now, said her father, emphasizing each word with a gentle tap of his pipe-bowl on the table-edge; dont be hard on yourself, Dick. Youll do yeomans service yet.

It was nearly midnight, and still we chatted on about the thermosaurus, the ekaf-bird, and the ool-yllik, eagerly discussing the probability of the great reptiles carcass being in the vicinity. That alone seemed to explain the presence of these prehistoric birds at Pine Inlet.

Do they ever attack human beings? I asked.

The professor looked startled.

Gracious! he exclaimed, I never thought of that. And Daisy running about out-of-doors! Dear me! It takes a scientist to be an unnatural parent!

His alarm was half real, half assumed; but, all the same, he glanced gravely at us both, shaking his handsome head, absorbed in thought. Daisy herself looked a little doubtful. As for me, my sensations were distinctly queer.

It is true, said the professor, frowning at the wall, that human remains have been found associated with the bones of the ekaf-bird — I dont know how intimately. It is a matter to be taken into most serious consideration.

The problem can be solved, said I, in several ways. One is, to keep Miss Holroyd in the house—

I shall not stay in, cried Daisy, indignantly.

We all laughed, and her father assured her that she should not be abused.

Even if I did stay in, she said, one of these birds might alight on Master Dick.

She looked saucily at me as she spoke, but turned crimson when her father observed, quietly, You dont seem to think of me, Daisy!

Of course I do, she said, getting up and putting both arms around her fathers neck; but Dick — as — as you call him — is so helpless and timid.

My blissful smile froze on my lips.

Timid! I repeated.

She came back to the table, making me a mocking reverence.

Do you think I am to be laughed at with impunity? she said.

What are your other plans, Dick? asked the professor. Daisy, let him alone, you little tease!

One is, to haul a lot of cast-iron boilers along the dunes, I said. If these birds come when the carcass floats in, and if they seem disposed to trouble us, we could crawl into the boilers and be safe.

Why, that is really brilliant! cried Daisy.

Be quiet, my child. Dick, the plan is sound and sensible and perfectly practical. McPeek and Frisby shall go for a dozen loads of boilers to-morrow.

It will spoil the beauty of the landscape, said Daisy, with a taunting nod to me.

And Frisby will probably attempt to cover them with bill-posters, I added, laughing.

That, said Daisy, I shall prevent, even at the cost of his life. And she stood up, looking very determined.

Children, children, protested the professor, go to bed — you bother me.

Then I turned deliberately to Miss Holroyd.

Good-night, Daisy, I said.

Good-night, Dick, she said, very gently.
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THE WEEK PASSED quickly for me, leaving but few definite impressions. As I look back to it now I can see the long stretch of beach burning in the fierce sunlight, the endless meadows, with the glimmer of water in the distance, the dunes, the twisted cedars, the leagues of scintillating ocean, rocking, rocking, always rocking. In the starlit nights the curlew came in from the sand-bars by twos and threes; I could hear their querulous call as I lay in bed thinking. All day long the little ring-necks whistled from the shore. The plover answered them from distant, lonely inland pools. The great white gulls drifted like feathers upon the sea.

One morning towards the end of the week, I, strolling along the dunes, came upon Frisby. He was bill-posting. I caught him red-handed.

This, said I, must stop. Do you understand, Mr. Frisby?

He stepped back from his work, laying his head on one side, considering first me, then the bill that he had pasted on one of our big boilers.

Dont you like the color? he asked. It goes well on them black boilers.

Color! No, I dont like the color, either. Cant you understand that there are some people in the world who object to seeing patent-medicine advertisements scattered over a landscape?

Hey? he said, perplexed.

Will you kindly remove that advertisement? I persisted.

Too late, said Frisby; its sot.

I was too disgusted to speak, but my disgust turned to anger when I perceived that, as far as the eye could reach, our boilers, lying from three to four hundred feet apart, were ablaze with yellow-and-red posters extolling the Eureka Liver Pill Company.

It dont cost em nothin, said Frisby, cheerfully; I done it fur the fun of it. Purty, aint it?

They are Professor Holroyds boilers, I said, subduing a desire to beat Frisby with my telescope. Wait until Miss Holroyd sees this work.

Dont she like yeller and red? he demanded, anxiously.

Youll find out, said I.

Frisby gaped at his handiwork and then at his yellow dog. After a moment he mechanically spat on a clam-shell and requested Davy to sic it.

Cant you comprehend that you have ruined our pleasure in the landscape? I asked, more mildly.

Ive got some green bills, said Frisby; I kin stick em over the yeller ones—

Confound it, said I, it isnt the color!

Then, observed Frisby, you dont like them pills. Ive got some bills of the Cropper Automobile and a few of Bagley, the Gents Tailor—

Frisby, said I, use them all — paste the whole collection over your dog and yourself — then walk off the cliff.

He sullenly unfolded a green poster, swabbed the boiler with paste, laid the upper section of the bill upon it, and plastered the whole bill down with a thwack of his brush. As I walked away I heard him muttering.

Next day Daisy was so horrified that I promised to give Frisby an ultimatum. I found him with Freda, gazing sentimentally at his work, and I sent him back to the shop in a hurry, telling Freda at the same time that she could spend her leisure in providing Mr. Frisby with sand, soap, and a scrubbing-brush. Then I walked on to my post of observation.

I watched until sunset. Daisy came with her father to hear my report, but there was nothing to tell, and we three walked slowly back to the house.

In the evenings the professor worked on his volumes, the click of his type-writer sounding faintly behind his closed door. Daisy and I played chess sometimes; sometimes we played hearts. I dont remember that we ever finished a game of either — we talked too much.

Our discussions covered every topic of interest: we argued upon politics; we skimmed over literature and music; we settled international differences; we spoke vaguely of human brotherhood. I say we slighted no subject of interest — I am wrong; we never spoke of love.

Now, love is a matter of interest to ten people out of ten. Why it was that it did not appear to interest us is as interesting a question as love itself. We were young, alert, enthusiastic, inquiring. We eagerly absorbed theories concerning any curious phenomena in nature, as intellectual cocktails to stimulate discussion. And yet we did not discuss love. I do not say that we avoided it. No; the subject was too completely ignored for even that. And yet we found it very difficult to pass an hour separated. The professor noticed this, and laughed at us. We were not even embarrassed.

Sunday passed in pious contemplation of the ocean. Daisy read a little in her prayer-book, and the professor threw a cloth over his type-writer and strolled up and down the sands. He may have been lost in devout abstraction; he may have been looking for footprints. As for me, my mind was very serene, and I was more than happy. Daisy read to me a little for my souls sake, and the professor came up and said something cheerful. He also examined the magazine of my Winchester.

That night, too, Daisy took her guitar to the sands and sang one or two Basque hymns. Unlike us, the Basques do not take their pleasures sadly. One of their pleasures is evidently religion.

The big moon came up over the dunes and stared at the sea until the surface of every wave trembled with radiance. A sudden stillness fell across the world; the wind died out; the foam ran noiselessly across the beach; the crickets rune was stilled.

I leaned back, dropping one hand upon the sand. It touched another hand, soft and cool.

After a while the other hand moved slightly, and I found that my own had closed above it. Presently one finger stirred a little — only a little — for our fingers were interlocked.

On the shore the foam-froth bubbled and winked and glimmered in the moonlight. A star fell from the zenith, showering the night with incandescent dust.

If our fingers lay interlaced beside us, her eyes were calm and serene as always, wide open, fixed upon the depths of a dark sky. And when her father rose and spoke to us, she did not withdraw her hand.

Is it late? she asked, dreamily.

It is midnight, little daughter.

I stood up, still holding her hand, and aided her to rise. And when, at the door, I said good-night, she turned and looked at me for a little while in silence, then passed into her room slowly, with head still turned towards me.

All night long I dreamed of her; and when the east whitened, I sprang up, the thunder of the ocean in my ears, the strong sea-wind blowing into the open window.

Shes asleep, I thought, and I leaned from the window and peered out into the east.

The sea called to me, tossing its thousand arms; the soaring gulls, dipping, rising, wheeling above the sandbar, screamed and clamored for a playmate. I slipped into my bathing-suit, dropped from the window upon the soft sand, and in a moment had plunged head foremost into the surf, swimming beneath the waves towards the open sea.

Under the tossing ocean the voice of the waters was in my ears — a low, sweet voice, intimate, mysterious. Through singing foam and broad, green, glassy depths, by whispering sandy channels atrail with sea-weed, and on, on, out into the vague, cool sea, I sped, rising to the top, sinking, gliding. Then at last I flung myself out of water, hands raised, and the clamor of the gulls filled my ears.

As I lay, breathing fast, drifting on the sea, far out beyond the gulls I saw a flash of white, and an arm was lifted, signalling me.

Daisy! I called.

A clear hail came across the water, distinct on the sea-wind, and at the same instant we raised our hands and moved towards each other.

How we laughed as we met in the sea! The white dawn came up out of the depths, the zenith turned to rose and ashes.

And with the dawn came the wind — a great sea-wind, fresh, aromatic, that hurled our voices back into our throats and lifted the sheeted spray above our heads. Every wave, crowned with mist, caught us in a cool embrace, cradled us, and slipped away, only to leave us to another wave, higher, stronger, crested with opalescent glory, breathing incense.

We turned together up the coast, swimming lightly side by side, but our words were caught up by the winds and whirled into the sky.

We looked up at the driving clouds; we looked out upon the pallid waste of waters, but it was into each others eyes we looked, wondering, wistful, questioning the reason of sky and sea And there in each others eyes we read the mystery, and we knew that earth and sky and sea were created for us alone.

Drifting on by distant sands and dunes, her white fingers touching mine, we spoke, keying our tones to the winds vast harmony. And we spoke of love.

Gray and wide as the limitless span of the sky and the sea, the winds gathered from the worlds ends to bear us on; but they were not familiar winds; for now, along the coast, the breakers curled and showed a million fangs, and the ocean stirred to its depths, uneasy, ominous, and the menace of its murmur drew us closer as we moved.

Where the dull thunder and the tossing spray warned us from sunken reefs, we heard the harsh challenges of gulls; where the pallid surf twisted in yellow coils of spume above the bar, the singing sands murmured of treachery and secrets of lost souls agasp in the throes of silent undertows.

But there was a little stretch of beach glimmering through the mountains of water, and towards this we turned, side by side. Around us the water grew warmer; the breath of the following waves moistened our cheeks; the water itself grew gray and strange about us.

We have come too far, I said; but she only answered:

Faster, faster! I am afraid! The water was almost hot now; its aromatic odor filled our lungs.

The Gulf loop! I muttered. Daisy, shall I help you?

No. Swim — close by me! Oh-h! Dick—

Her startled cry was echoed by another — a shrill scream, unutterably horrible — and a great bird flapped from the beach, splashing and beating its pinions across the water with a thundering noise.

Out across the waves it blundered, rising little by little from the water, and now, to my horror, I saw another monstrous bird swinging in the air above it, squealing as it turned on its vast wings. Before I could speak we touched the beach, and I half lifted her to the shore.

Quick! I repeated. We must not wait.

Her eyes were dark with fear, but she rested a hand on my shoulder, and we crept up among the dune-grasses and sank down by the point of sand where the rough shelter stood, surrounded by the iron-ringed piles.

She lay there, breathing fast and deep, dripping with spray. I had no power of speech left, but when I rose wearily to my knees and looked out upon the water my blood ran cold. Above the ocean, on the breast of the roaring wind, three enormous birds sailed, turning and wheeling among one another; and below, drifting with the gray stream of the Gulf loop, a colossal bulk lay half submerged — a gigantic lizard, floating belly upward.

Then Daisy crept kneeling to my side and touched me, trembling from head to foot.

I know, I muttered. I must run back for the rifle.

And — and leave me?

I took her by the hand, and we dragged ourselves through the wire-grass to the open end of a boiler lying in the sand.

She crept in on her hands and knees, and called to me to follow.

You are safe now, I cried. I must go back for the rifle.

The birds may — may attack you.

If they do I can get into one of the other boilers, I said. Daisy, you must not venture out until I come back. You wont, will you?

No-o, she whispered, doubtfully.

Then — good-bye.

Good-bye, she answered, but her voice was very small and still.

Good-bye, I said again. I was kneeling at the mouth of the big iron tunnel; it was dark inside and I could not see her, but, before I was conscious of it, her arms were around my neck and we had kissed each other.

I dont remember how I went away. When I came to my proper senses I was swimming along the coast at full speed, and over my head wheeled one of the birds, screaming at every turn.

The intoxication of that innocent embrace, the close impress of her arms around my neck, gave me a strength and recklessness that neither fear nor fatigue could subdue. The bird above me did not even frighten me. I watched it over my shoulder, swimming strongly, with the tide now aiding me, now stemming my course; but I saw the shore passing quickly, and my strength increased, and I shouted when I came in sight of the house, and scrambled up on the sand, dripping and excited. There was nobody in sight, and I gave a last glance up into the air where the bird wheeled, still screeching, and hastened into the house. Freda stared at me in amazement as I seized the rifle and shouted for the professor.

He has just gone to town, with Captain McPeek in his wagon, stammered Freda.

What! I cried. Does he know where his daughter is?

Miss Holroyd is asleep — not? gasped Freda.

Wheres Frisby? I cried, impatiently.

Yimmie? quavered Freda.

Yes, Jimmie; isnt there anybody here? Good Heavens! wheres that man in the shop?

He also iss gone, said Freda, shedding tears, to buy papier-maché. Yimmie, he iss gone to post bills.

I waited to hear no more, but swung my rifle over my shoulder, and, hanging the cartridge-belt across my chest, hurried out and up the beach. The bird was not in sight.

I had been running for perhaps a minute when, far up on the dunes, I saw a yellow dog rush madly through a clump of sweet-bay, and at the same moment a bird soared past, rose, and hung hovering just above the thicket. Suddenly the bird swooped; there was a shriek and a yelp from the cur, but the bird gripped it in one claw and beat its wings upon the sand, striving to rise. Then I saw Frisby — paste, bucket, and brush raised — fall upon the bird, yelling lustily. The fierce creature relaxed its talons, and the dog rushed on, squeaking with terror. The bird turned on Frisby and sent him sprawling on his face, a sticky mass of paste and sand. But this did not end the struggle. The bird, croaking horridly, flew at the prostrate bill-poster, and the sand whirled into a pillar above its terrible wings. Scarcely knowing what I was about, I raised my rifle and fired twice. A scream echoed each shot, and the bird rose heavily in a shower of sand; but two bullets were embedded in that mass of foul feathers, and I saw the wires and scarlet tape uncoiling on the sand at my feet. In an instant I seized them and passed the ends around a cedar-tree, hooking the clasps tight. Then I cast one swift glance upward, where the bird wheeled, screeching, anchored like a kite to the pallium wires; and I hurried on across the dunes, the shells cutting my feet and the bushes tearing my wet swimming-suit, until I dripped with blood from shoulder to ankle. Out in the ocean the carcass of the thermosaurus floated, claws outspread, belly glistening in the gray light, and over him circled two birds. As I reached the shelter I knelt and fired into the mass of scales, and at my first shot a horrible thing occurred — the lizard-like head writhed, the slitted yellow eyes sliding open from the film that covered them. A shudder passed across the undulating body, the great scaled belly heaved, and one leg feebly clawed at the air.

The thing was still alive!

Crushing back the horror that almost paralyzed my hands, I planted shot after shot into the quivering reptile, while it writhed and clawed, striving to turn over and dive; and at each shot the black blood spurted in long, slim jets across the water. And now Daisy was at my side, pale and determined, swiftly clasping each tape-marked wire to the iron rings in the circle around us. Twice I filled the magazine from my belt, and twice I poured streams of steel-tipped bullets into the scaled mass, twisting and shuddering on the sea. Suddenly the birds steered towards us. I felt the wind from their vast wings. I saw the feathers erect, vibrating. I saw the spread claws outstretched, and I struck furiously at them, crying to Daisy to run into the iron shelter. Backing, swinging my clubbed rifle, I retreated, but I tripped across one of the taut pallium wires, and in an instant the hideous birds were on me, and the bone in my forearm snapped like a pipe-stem at a blow from their wings. Twice I struggled to my knees, blinded with blood, confused, almost fainting; then I fell again, rolling into the mouth of the iron boiler.



When I struggled back to consciousness Daisy knelt silently beside me, while Captain McPeek and Professor Holroyd bound up my shattered arm, talking excitedly. The pain made me faint and dizzy. I tried to speak and could not. At last they got me to my feet and into the wagon, and Daisy came, too, and crouched beside me, wrapped in oilskins to her eyes. Fatigue, lack of food, and excitement had combined with wounds and broken bones to extinguish the last atom of strength in my body; but my mind was clear enough to understand that the trouble was over and the thermosaurus safe.

I heard McPeek say that one of the birds that I had anchored to a cedar-tree had torn loose from the bullets and had winged its way heavily out to sea. The professor answered: Yes, the ekaf-bird; the others were ool-ylliks. Id have given my right arm to have secured them. Then for a time I heard no more; but the jolting of the wagon over the dunes roused me to keenest pain, and I held out my right hand to Daisy. She clasped it in both of hers, and kissed it again and again.



There is little more to add, I think. Professor Bruce Stoddards scientific pamphlet will be published soon, to be followed by Professor Holroyds sixteen volumes. In a few days the stuffed and mounted thermosaurus will be placed on free public exhibition in the arena of Madison Square Garden, the only building in the city large enough to contain the body of this immense winged reptile.



The young man hesitated, looking long and earnestly at Miss Barrison.

Did you marry her? she asked, softly.

You wouldnt believe it, said the young man, earnestly— you wouldnt believe it, after all that happened, if I should tell you that she married Professor Bruce Stoddard, of Columbia — would you?

Yes, I would, said Miss Barrison. You never can tell what a girl will do.

That story of yours, I said, is to me the most wonderful and valuable contribution to nature study that it has ever been my fortune to listen to. You are fitted to write; it is your sacred mission to produce. Are you going to?

I am writing, said the young man, quietly, a nature book. Sir Peter Grebes magnificent monograph on the speckled titmouse inspired me. But nature study is not what I have chosen as my lifes mission.

He looked dreamily across at Miss Barrison. No, not natural phenomena, he repeated, but unnatural phenomena. What Professor Hyssop has done for Columbia, I shall attempt to do for Harvard. In fact, I have already accepted the chair of Psychical Phenomena at Cambridge.

I gazed upon him with intense respect.

A personal experience revealed to me my lifes work, he, went on, thoughtfully stroking his blond mustache. If Miss Barrison would care to hear it—

Please tell it, she said, sweetly.

I shall have to relate it clothed in that artificial garb known as literary style, he explained, deprecatingly.

It doesnt matter, I said, I never noticed any style at all in your story of the thermosaurus.

He smiled gratefully, and passed his hand over his face; a far-away expression came into his eyes, and he slowly began, hesitating, as though talking to himself:
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IT WAS HIGH noon in the city of Antwerp. From slender steeples floated the mellow music of the Flemish bells, and in the spire of the great cathedral across the square the cracked chimes clashed discords until my ears ached.

When the fiend in the cathedral had jerked the last tuneless clang from the chimes, I removed my fingers from my ears and sat down at one of the iron tables in the court. A waiter, with his face shaved blue, brought me a bottle of Rhine wine, a tumbler of cracked ice, and a siphon.

Does monsieur desire anything else? he inquired.

Yes — the head of the cathedral bell-ringer; bring it with vinegar and potatoes, I said, bitterly. Then I began to ponder on my great-aunt and the Crimson Diamond.

The white walls of the Hôtel St. Antoine rose in a rectangle around the sunny court, casting long shadows across the basin of the fountain. The strip of blue overhead was cloudless. Sparrows twittered under the eaves the yellow awnings fluttered, the flowers swayed in the summer breeze, and the jet of the fountain splashed among the water-plants. On the sunny side of the piazza the tables were vacant; on the shady side I was lazily aware that the tables behind me were occupied, but I was indifferent as to their occupants, partly because I shunned all tourists, partly because I was thinking of my great-aunt.

Most old ladies are eccentric, but there is a limit, and my great-aunt had overstepped it. I had believed her to be wealthy — she died bankrupt. Still, I knew there was one thing she did possess, and that was the famous Crimson Diamond. Now, of course, you know who my great-aunt was.

Excepting the Koh-i-noor and the Regent, this enormous and unique stone was, as everybody knows, the most valuable gem in existence. Any ordinary person would have placed that diamond in a safe-deposit. My great-aunt did nothing of the kind. She kept it in a small velvet bag, which she carried about her neck. She never took it off, but wore it dangling openly on her heavy silk gown.

In this same bag she also carried dried catnip-leaves, of which she was inordinately fond. Nobody but myself, her only living relative, knew that the Crimson Diamond lay among the sprigs of catnip in the little velvet bag.

Harold, she would say, do you think Im a fool? If I place the Crimson Diamond in any safe-deposit vault in New York, somebody will steal it, sooner or later. Then she would nibble a sprig of catnip and peer cunningly at me. I loathed the odor of catnip and she knew it. I also loathed cats. This also she knew, and of course surrounded herself with a dozen. Poor old lady! One day she was found dead in her bed in her apartments at the Waldorf. The doctor said she died from natural causes. The only other occupant of her sleeping-room was a cat. The cat fled when we broke open the door, and I heard that she was received and cherished by some eccentric people in a neighboring apartment.

Now, although my great-aunts death was due to purely natural causes, there was one very startling and disagreeable feature of the case. The velvet bag containing the Crimson Diamond had disappeared. Every inch of the apartment was searched, the floors torn up, the walls dismantled, but the Crimson Diamond had vanished. Chief of Police Conlon detailed four of his best men on the case, and, as I had nothing better to do, I enrolled myself as a volunteer. I also offered $25,000 reward for the recovery of the gem. All New York was agog.

The case seemed hopeless enough, although there were five of us after the thief. McFarlane was in London, and had been for a month, but Scotland Yard could give him no help, and the last I heard of him he was roaming through Surrey after a man with a white spot in his hair. Harrison had gone to Paris. He kept writing me that clews were plenty and the scent hot, but as Dennet, in Berlin, and Clancy, in Vienna, wrote me the same thing, I began to doubt these gentlemens ability.

You say, I answered Harrison, that the fellow is a Frenchman, and that he is now concealed in Paris; but Dennet writes me by the same mail that the thief is undoubtedly a German, and was seen yesterday in Berlin. To-day I received a letter from Clancy, assuring me that Vienna holds the culprit, and that he is an Austrian from Trieste. Now, for Heavens sake, I ended, let me alone and stop writing me letters until you have something to write about.

The night-clerk at the Waldorf had furnished us with our first clew. On the night of my aunts death he had seen a tall, grave-faced man hurriedly leave the hotel. As the man passed the desk he removed his hat and mopped his forehead, and the night-clerk noticed that in the middle of his head there was a patch of hair as white as snow.

We worked this clew for all it was worth, and, a month later, I received a cable despatch from Paris, saying that a man answering to the description of the Waldorf suspect had offered an enormous crimson diamond for sale to a jeweller in the Palais Royal. Unfortunately the fellow took fright and disappeared before the jeweller could send for the police, and since that time McFarlane in London, Harrison in Paris, Dennet in Berlin, and Clancy in Vienna had been chasing men with white patches on their hair until no gray-headed patriarch in Europe was free from suspicion. I myself had sleuthed it through England, France, Holland, and Belgium, and now I found myself in Antwerp at the Hôtel St. Antoine, without a clew that promised anything except another outrage on some respectable white-haired citizen. The case seemed hopeless enough, unless the thief tried again to sell the gem. Here was our only hope, for, unless he cut the stone into smaller ones, he had no more chance of selling it than he would have had if he had stolen the Venus of Milo and peddled her about the Rue de Seine. Even were he to cut up the stone, no respectable gem collector or jeweller would buy a crimson diamond without first notifying me; for although a few red stones are known to collectors, the color of the Crimson Diamond was absolutely unique, and there was little probability of an honest mistake.

Thinking of all these things, I sat sipping my Rhine wine in the shadow of the yellow awnings. A large white cat came sauntering by and stopped in front of me to perform her toilet, until I wished she would go away. After a while she sat up, licked her whiskers, yawned once or twice, and was about to stroll on, when, catching sight of me, she stopped short and looked me squarely in the face. I returned the attention with a scowl, because I wished to discourage any advances towards social intercourse which she might contemplate; but after a while her steady gaze disconcerted me, and I turned to my Rhine wine. A few minutes later I looked up again. The cat was still eying me.

Now what the devil is the matter with the animal, I muttered; does she recognize in me a relative?

Perhaps, observed a man at the next table.

What do you mean by that? I demanded.

What I say, replied the man at the next table.

I looked him full in the face. He was old and bald and appeared weak-minded. His age protected his impudence. I turned my back on him. Then my eyes fell on the cat again. She was still gazing earnestly at me.

Disgusted that she should take such pointed public notice of me, I wondered whether other people saw it; I wondered whether there was anything peculiar in my own personal appearance. How hard the creature stared! It was most embarrassing.

What has got into that cat? I thought. Its sheer impudence. Its an intrusion, and I wont stand it! The cat did not move. I tried to stare her out of countenance. It was useless. There was aggressive inquiry in her yellow eyes. A sensation of uneasiness began to steal over me — a sensation of embarrassment not unmixed with awe. All cats looked alike to me, and yet there was something about this one that bothered me — something that I could not explain to myself, but which began to occupy me.

She looked familiar — this Antwerp cat. An odd sense of having seen her before, of having been well acquainted with her in former years, slowly settled in my mind, and, although I could never remember the time when I had not detested cats, I was almost convinced that my relations with this Antwerp tabby had once been intimate if not cordial. I looked more closely at the animal. Then an idea struck me — an idea which persisted and took definite shape in spite of me. I strove to escape from it, to evade it, to stifle and smother it; an inward struggle ensued which brought the perspiration in beads upon my cheeks — a struggle short, sharp, decisive. It was useless — useless to try to put it from me — this idea so wretchedly bizarre, so grotesque and fantastic, so utterly inane — it was useless to deny that the cat bore a distinct resemblance to my great-aunt!

I gazed at her in horror. What enormous eyes the creature had!

Blood is thicker than water, said the man at the next table.

What does he mean by that? I muttered, angrily, swallowing a tumbler of Rhine wine and seltzer. But I did not turn. What was the use?

Chattering old imbecile, I added to myself, and struck a match, for my cigar was out; but, as I raised the match to relight it, I encountered the cats eyes again. I could not enjoy my cigar with the animal staring at me, but I was justly indignant, and I did not intend to be routed. The idea! Forced to leave for a cat! I sneered. We will see who will be the one to go! I tried to give her a jet of seltzer from the siphon, but the bottle was too nearly empty to carry far. Then I attempted to lure her nearer, calling her in French, German, and English, but she did not stir. I did not know the Flemish for cat.

Shes got a name, and wont come, I thought. Now, what under the sun can I call her?

Aunty, suggested the man at the next table.

I sat perfectly still. Could that man have answered my thoughts? — for I had not spoken aloud. Of course not — it was a coincidence — but a very disgusting one.

Aunty, I repeated, mechanically, aunty, aunty — good gracious, how horribly human that cat looks! Then, somehow or other, Shakespeares words crept into my head and I found myself repeating: The soul of my grandam might haply inhabit a bird; the soul of — nonsense! I growled— it isnt printed correctly! One might possibly say, speaking in poetical metaphor, that the soul of a bird might haply inhabit ones grandam— I stopped short, flushing painfully. What awful rot! I murmured, and lighted another cigar. The cat was still staring; the cigar went out. I grew more and more nervous. What rot! I repeated. Pythagoras must have been an ass, but I do believe there are plenty of asses alive to-day who swallow that sort of thing.

Who knows? sighed the man at the next table, and I sprang to my feet and wheeled about. But I only caught a glimpse of a pair of frayed coat-tails and a bald head vanishing into the dining-room. I sat down again, thoroughly indignant. A moment later the cat got up and went away.




XXIII

[image: img57.jpg]

DAYLIGHT WAS FADING in the city of Antwerp. Down into the sea sank the sun, tinting the vast horizon with flakes of crimson, and touching with rich deep undertones the tossing waters of the Scheldt. Its glow fell like a rosy mantle over red-tiled roofs and meadows; and through the haze the spires of twenty churches pierced the air like sharp, gilded flames. To the west and south the green plains, over which the Spanish armies tramped so long ago, stretched away until they met the sky; the enchantment of the after-glow had turned old Antwerp into fairy-land; and sea and sky and plain were beautiful and vague as the night-mists floating in the moats below.

Along the sea-wall from the Rubens Gate all Antwerp strolled, and chattered, and flirted, and sipped their Flemish wines from slender Flemish glasses, or gossiped over krugs of foaming beer.

From the Scheldt came the cries of sailors, the creaking of cordage, and the puff! puff! of the ferry-boats. On the bastions of the fortress opposite, a bugler was standing. Twice the mellow notes of the bugle came faintly over the water, then a great gun thundered from the ramparts, and the Belgian flag fluttered along the lanyards to the ground.

I leaned listlessly on the sea-wall and looked down at the Scheldt below. A battery of artillery was embarking for the fortress. The tublike transport lay hissing and whistling in the slip, and the stamping of horses, the rumbling of gun and caisson, and the sharp cries of the officers came plainly to the ear.

When the last caisson was aboard and stowed, and the last trooper had sprung jingling to the deck, the transport puffed out into the Scheldt, and I turned away through the throng of promenaders; and found a little table on the terrace, just outside of the pretty café. And as I sat down I became aware of a girl at the next table — a girl all in white — the most ravishingly and distractingly pretty girl that I had ever seen. In the agitation of the moment I forgot my name, my fortune, my aunt, and the Crimson Diamond — all these I forgot in a purely human impulse to see clearly; and to that end I removed my monocle from my left eye. Some moments later I came to myself and feebly replaced it. It was too late; the mischief was done. I was not aware at first of the exact state of my feelings — for I had never been in love more than three or four times in all my life — but I did know that at her request I would have been proud to stand on my head, or turn a flip-flap into the Scheldt.

I did not stare at her, but I managed to see her most of the time when her eyes were in another direction. I found myself drinking something which a waiter brought, presumably upon an order which I did not remember having given. Later I noticed that it was a loathsome drink which the Belgians call American grog, but I swallowed it and lighted a cigarette. As the fragrant cloud rose in the air, a voice, which I recognized with a chill, broke, into my dream of enchantment. Could he have been there all the while — there sitting beside that vision in white? His hat was off, and the ocean-breezes whispered about his bald head. His frayed coat-tails were folded carefully over his knees, and between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand he balanced a bad cigar. He looked at me in a mildly cheerful way, and said, I know now.

Know what? I asked, thinking it better to humor him, for I was convinced that he was mad.

I know why cats bite.

This was startling. I hadnt an idea what to say.

I know why, he repeated; can you guess why? There was a covert tone of triumph in his voice and he smiled encouragement. Come, try and guess, he urged.

I told him that I was unequal to problems.

Listen, young man, he continued, folding his coat-tails closely about his legs— try to reason it out: why should cats bite? Dont you know? I do.

He looked at me anxiously.

You take no interest in this problem? he demanded.

Oh yes.

Then why do you not ask me why? he said, looking vaguely disappointed.

Well, I said, in desperation, why do cats bite? — hang it all! I thought, its like a burned-cork show, and Im Mr. Bones and hes Tambo!

Then he smiled gently. Young man, he said, cats bite because they feed on catnip. I have reasoned it out.

I stared at him in blank astonishment. Was this benevolent-looking old party poking fun at me? Was he paying me up for the mornings snub? Was he a malignant and revengeful old party, or was he merely feeble-minded? Who might he be? What was he doing here in Antwerp — what was he doing now? — for the bald one had turned familiarly to the beautiful girl in white.

Wilhelmina, he said, do you feel chilly? The girl shook her head.

Not in the least, papa.

Her father! I thought— her father! Thank God she did not say popper!

I have been to the Zoo to-day, announced the bald one, turning towards me.

Ah, indeed, I observed; er — I trust you enjoyed it.

I have been contemplating the apes, he continued, dreamily. Yes, contemplating the apes.

I tried to look interested.

Yes, the apes, he murmured, fixing his mild eyes on me. Then he leaned towards me confidentially and whispered, Can you tell me what a monkey thinks?

I cannot, I replied, sharply.

Ah, he sighed, sinking back in his chair, and patting the slender hand of the girl beside him— ah, who can tell what a monkey thinks? His gentle face lulled my suspicions, and I replied, very gravely:

Who can tell whether they think at all?

True, true! Who can tell whether they think at all; and if they do think, ah! who can tell what they think?

But, I began, if you cant tell whether they think at all, whats the use of trying to conjecture what they would think if they did think?

He raised his hand in deprecation. Ah, it is exactly that which is of such absorbing interest — exactly that! It is the abstruseness of the proposition which stimulates research — which stirs profoundly the brain of the thinking world. The question is of vital and instant importance. Possibly you have already formed an opinion.

I admitted that I had thought but little on the subject.

I doubt, he continued, swathing his knees in his coat-tails— I doubt whether you have given much attention to the subject lately discussed by the Boston Dodo Society of Pythagorean Research.

I am not sure, I said, politely, that I recall that particular discussion. May I ask what was the question brought up?

The Felis domestica question.

Ah, that must indeed be interesting! And — er — what may be the Felis do — do—

Domestica — not dodo. Felis domestica, the common or garden cat.

Indeed, I murmured.

You are not listening, he said.

I only half heard him. I could not turn my eyes from his daughters face.

Cat! shouted the bald one, and I almost leaped from my chair. Are you deaf? he inquired, sympathetically.

No — oh no! I replied, coloring with confusion; you were — pardon me — you were — er — speaking of the dodo. Extraordinary bird that—

I was not discussing the dodo, he sighed. I was speaking of cats.

Of course, I said.

The question is, he continued, twisting his frayed coat-tails into a sort of rope— the question is, how are we to ameliorate the present condition and social status of our domestic cats?

Feed em, I suggested.

He raised both hands. They were eloquent with patient expostulation. I mean their spiritual condition, he said.

I nodded, but my eyes reverted to that exquisite face. She sat silent, her eyes fixed on the waning flecks of color in the western sky.

Yes, repeated the bald one, the spiritual welfare of our domestic cats.

Toms and tabbies? I murmured.

Exactly, he said, tying a large knot in his coat-tails.

You will ruin your coat, I observed.

Papa! exclaimed the girl, turning in dismay, as that gentleman gave a guilty start, stop it at once!

He smiled apologetically and made a feeble attempt to conceal his coat-tails.

My dear, he said, with gentle deprecation, I am so absent-minded — I always do it in the heat of argument.

The girl rose, and, bending over her untidy parent, deftly untied the knot in his flapping coat. When he was disentangled, she sat down and said, with a ghost of a smile, He is so very absent-minded.

Your father is evidently a great student, I ventured, pleasantly. How I pitied her, tied to this old lunatic!

Yes, he is a great student, she said, quietly.

I am, he murmured; thats what makes me so absent-minded. I often go to bed and forget to sleep. Then, looking at me, he asked me my name, adding, with a bow, that his name was P. Royal Wyeth, Professor of Pythagorean Research and Abstruse Paradox.

My first name is Penny — named after Professor Penny, of Harvard, he said; but I seldom use my first name in connection with my second, as the combination suggests a household remedy of penetrating odor.

My name is Kensett, I said, Harold Kensett, of New York.

Student?

Er — a little.

Student of diamonds?

I smiled. Oh, I see you know who my great-aunt was, I said.

I know her, he said.

Ah — perhaps you are unaware that my great-aunt is not now living.

I know her, he repeated, obstinately.

I bowed. What a crank he was!

What do you study? You dont fiddle away all your time, do you? he asked.

Now that was just what I did, but I was not pleased to have Miss Wyeth know it. Although my time was chiefly spent in killing time, I had once, in a fit of energy, succeeded in writing some verses To a Tomtit, so I evaded a humiliating confession by saying that I had done a little work in ornithology.

Good! cried the professor, beaming all over. I knew you were a fellow-scientist. Possibly you are a brother-member of the Boston Dodo Society of Pythagorean Research. Are you a dodo?

I shook my head. No, I am not a dodo.

Only a jay?

A — what? I said, angrily.

A jay. We call the members of the Junior Ornithological Jay Society of New York, jays, just as we refer to ourselves as dodos. Are you not even a jay?

I am not, I said, watching him suspiciously.

I must convert you, I see, said the professor, smiling.

Im afraid I do not approve of Pythagorean research, I began, but the beautiful Miss Wyeth turned to me very seriously, and, looking me frankly in the eyes, said:

I trust you will be open to conviction.

Good Lord! I thought. Can she be another lunatic? I looked at her steadily. What a little beauty she was! She also, then, belonged to the Pythagoreans — a sect I despised. Everybody knows all about the Pythagorean craze, its rise in Boston, its rapid spread, and its subsequent consolidation with mental and Christian science, theosophy, hypnotism, the Salvation Army, the Shakers, the Dunkards, and the mind-cure cult, upon a business basis. I had hitherto regarded all Pythagoreans with the same scornful indifference which I accorded to the faith-curists; being a member of no particular church, I was scarcely prepared to take any of them seriously. Least of all did I approve of the business basis, and I looked very much askance indeed at the Scientific and Religious Trust Company, duly incorporated and generally known as the Pythagorean Trust, which, consolidating with mind-curists, faith-curists, and other flourishing salvation syndicates, actually claimed a place among ordinary trusts, and at the same time pretended to a control over mans future life. No, I could never listen — I was ashamed of even entertaining the notion, and I shook my head.

No, Miss Wyeth, I am afraid I do not care to listen to any reasoning on this subject.

Dont you believe in Pythagoras? demanded the professor, subduing his excitement with difficulty, and adding another knot to his coat-tails.

No, I said, I do not.

How do you know you dont? inquired the professor.

Because, I said, firmly, it is nonsense to say that the soul of a human being can inhabit a hen!

Put it in a more simplified form! insisted the professor. Do you believe that the soul of a hen can inhabit a human being?

No, I dont!

Did you ever hear of a hen-pecked man? cried the professor, his voice ending in a shout.

I nodded, intensely annoyed.

Will you listen to reason, then? he continued, eagerly.

No, I began, but I caught Miss Wyeths blue eyes fixed on mine with an expression so sad, so sweetly appealing, that I faltered.

Yes, I will listen, I said, faintly.

Will you become my pupil? insisted the professor.

I was shocked to find myself wavering, but my eyes were looking into hers, and I could not disobey what I read there. The longer I looked the greater inclination I felt to waver. I saw that I was going to give in, and, strangest of all, my conscience did not trouble me. I felt it coming — a sort of mild exhilaration took possession of me. For the first time in my life I became reckless — I even gloried in my recklessness.

Yes, yes, I cried, leaning eagerly across the table, I shall be glad — delighted! Will you take me as your pupil? My single eye-glass fell from its position unheeded. Take me! Oh, will you take me? I cried. Instead of answering, the professor blinked rapidly at me for a moment. I imagined his eyes had grown bigger, and were assuming a greenish tinge. The corners of his mouth began to quiver, emitting queer, caressing little noises, and he rapidly added knot after knot to his twitching coat-tails. Suddenly he bent forward across the table until his nose almost touched mine. The pupils of his eyes expanded, the iris assuming a beautiful, changing, golden-green tinge, and his coat-tails switched violently. Then he began to mew.

I strove to rouse myself from my paralysis — I tried to shrink back, for I felt the end of his cold nose touch mine. I could not move. The cry of terror died in my straining throat, my hands tightened convulsively; I was incapable of speech or motion. At the same time my brain became wonderfully clear. I began to remember everything that had ever happened to me — everything that I had ever done or said. I even remembered things that I had neither done nor said; I recalled distinctly much that had never happened. How fresh and strong my memory! The past was like a mirror, crystal clear, and there, in glorious tints and hues, the scenes of my childhood grew and glowed and faded, and gave place to newer and more splendid scenes. For a moment the episode of the cat at the Hôtel St. Antoine flashed across my mind. When it vanished a chilly stupor slowly clouded my brain; the scenes, the memories, the brilliant colors, faded, leaving me enveloped in a gray vapor, through which the two great eyes of the professor twinkled with a murky light. A peculiar longing stirred me — a strange yearning for something, I knew not what — but, oh! how I longed and yearned for it! Slowly this indefinite, incomprehensible longing became a living pain. Ah, how I suffered, and how the vapors seemed to crowd around me! Then, as at a great distance, I heard her voice, sweet, imperative:

Mew! she said.

For a moment I seemed to see the interior of my own skull, lighted as by a flash of fire; the rolling eyeballs, veined in scarlet, the glistening muscles quivering along the jaw, the humid masses of the convoluted brain; then awful darkness — a darkness almost tangible — an utter blackness, through which now seemed to creep a thin, silver thread, like a river crawling across a world — like a thought gliding to the brain — like a song, a thin, sharp song which some distant voice was singing — which I was singing.

And I knew that I was mewing!

I threw myself back in my chair and mewed with all my heart. Oh, that heavy load which was lifted from my breast! How good, how satisfying it was to mew! And how I did miaul and yowl!

I gave myself up to it, heart and soul; my whole being thrilled with the passionate outpourings of a spirit freed. My voice trembled in the upper bars of a feline love-song, quavered, descended, swelling again into an intimation that I brooked no rival, and ended with a magnificent crescendo.

I finished, somewhat abashed, and glanced askance at the professor and his daughter, but the one sat nonchalantly disentangling his coat-tails, and the other was apparently absorbed in the distant landscape. Evidently they did not consider me ridiculous. Flushing painfully, I turned in my chair to see how my grewsome solo had affected the people on the terrace. Nobody even looked at me. This, however, gave me little comfort, for, as I began to realize what I had done, my mortification and rage knew no bounds. I was ready to die of shame. What on earth had induced me to mew? I looked wildly about for escape — I would leap up — rush home to bury my burning face in my pillows, and, later, in the friendly cabin of a homeward-bound steamer. I would fly — fly at once! Woe to the man who blocked my way! I started to my feet, but at that moment I caught Miss Wyeths eyes fixed on mine.

Dont go, she said.

What in Heavens name lay in those blue eyes? I slowly sank back into my chair.

Then the professor spoke: Wilhelmina, I have just received a despatch.

Where from, papa?

From India. Im going at once.

She nodded her head, without turning her eyes from the sea. Is it important, papa?

I should say so. The cashier of the local trust has compromised an astral body, and has squandered on her all our funds, including a lot of first mortgages on Nirvana. I suppose hes been dabbling in futures and is short in his accounts. I shant be gone long.

Then, good-night, papa, she said, kissing him; try to be back by eleven. I sat stupidly staring at them.

Oh, its only to Bombay — I shant go to Thibet to-night — good-night, my dear, said the professor.

Then a singular thing occurred. The professor had at last succeeded in disentangling his coat-tails, and now, jamming his hat over his ears, and waving his arms with a batlike motion, he climbed upon the seat of his chair and ejaculated the word Presto! Then I found my voice.

Stop him! I cried, in terror.

Presto! Presto! shouted the professor, balancing himself on the edge of his chair and waving his arms majestically, as if preparing for a sudden flight across the Scheldt; and, firmly convinced that he not only meditated it, but was perfectly capable of attempting it, I covered my eyes with my hands.

Are you ill, Mr. Kensett? asked the girl, quietly.

I raised my head indignantly. Not at all, Miss Wyeth, only Ill bid you good-evening, for this is the nineteenth century, and Im a Christian.

So am I, she said. So is my father.

The devil he is, I thought.

Her next words made me jump.

Please do not be profane, Mr. Kensett.

How did she know I was profane? I had not spoken a word! Could it be possible she was able to read my thoughts? This was too much, and I rose.

I have the honor to bid you good-evening, I began, and reluctantly turned to include the professor, expecting to see that gentleman balancing himself on his chair. The professors chair was empty.

Oh, said the girl, smiling, my father has gone.

Gone! Where?

To — to India, I believe.

I sank helplessly into my own chair.

I do not think he will stay very long — he promised to return by eleven, she said, timidly.

I tried to realize the purport of it all. Gone to India? Gone! How? On a broomstick? Good Heavens, I murmured, am I insane?

Perfectly, she said, and I am tired; you may take me back to the hotel.

I scarcely heard her; I was feebly attempting to gather up my numbed wits. Slowly I began to comprehend the situation, to review the startling and humiliating events of the day. At noon, in the court of the Hôtel St. Antoine, I had been annoyed by a man and a cat. I had retired to my own room and had slept until dinner. In the evening I met two tourists on the sea-wall promenade. I had been beguiled into conversation — yes, into intimacy with these two tourists! I had had the intention of embracing the faith of Pythagoras! Then I had mewed like a cat with all the strength of my lungs. Now the male tourist vanishes — and leaves me in charge of the female tourist, alone and at night in a strange city! And now the female tourist proposes that I take her home!

With a remnant of self-possession I groped for my eye-glass, seized it, screwed it firmly into my eye, and looked long and earnestly at the girl. As I looked, my eyes softened, my monacle dropped, and I forgot everything in the beauty and purity of the face before me. My heart began to beat against my stiff, white waistcoat. Had I dared — yes, dared to think of this wondrous little beauty as a female tourist? Her pale, sweet face, turned towards the sea, seemed to cast a spell upon the night. How loud my heart was beating! The yellow moon floated, half dipping in the sea, flooding land and water with enchanted lights. Wind and wave seemed to feel the spell of her eyes, for the breeze died away, the heaving Scheldt tossed noiselessly, and the dark Dutch luggers swung idly on the tide with every sail adroop.

A sudden hush fell over land and water, the voices on the promenade were stilled; little by little the shadowy throng, the terrace, the sea itself vanished, and I only saw her face, shadowed against the moon.

It seemed as if I had drifted miles above the earth, through all space and eternity, and there was naught between me and high heaven but that white face. Ah, how I loved her! I knew it — I never doubted it. Could years of passionate adoration touch her heart — her little heart, now beating so calmly with no thought of love to startle it from its quiet and send it fluttering against the gentle breast? In her lap her clasped hands tightened — her eyelids drooped as though some pleasant thought was passing. I saw the color dye her temples, I saw the blue eyes turn, half frightened, to my own, I saw — and I knew she had read my thoughts. Then we both rose, side by side, and she was weeping softly, yet for my life I dared not speak. She turned away, touching her eyes with a bit of lace, and I sprang to her side and offered her my arm.

You cannot go back alone, I said.

She did not take my arm.

Do you hate me, Miss Wyeth?

I am very tired, she said; I must go home.

You cannot go alone.

I do not care to accept your escort.

Then — you send me away?

No, she said, in a hard voice. You can come if you like. So I humbly attended her to the Hôtel St. Antoine.
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AS WE REACHED the Place Verte and turned into the court of the hotel, the sound of the midnight bells swept over the city, and a horse-car jingled slowly by on its last trip to the railroad station.

We passed the fountain, bubbling and splashing in the moonlit court, and, crossing the square, entered the southern wing of the hotel. At the foot of the stairway she leaned for an instant against the banisters.

I am afraid we have walked too fast, I said.

She turned to me coldly. No — conventionalities must be observed. You were quite right in escaping as soon as possible.

But, I protested, I assure you—

She gave a little movement of impatience. Dont, she said, you tire me — conventionalities tire me. Be satisfied — nobody has seen you.

You are cruel, I said, in a low voice— what do you think I care for conventionalities?

You care everything — you care what people think, and you try to do what they say is good form. You never did such an original thing in your life as you have just done.

You read my thoughts, I exclaimed, bitterly. It is not fair—

Fair or not, I know what you consider me — ill-bred, common, pleased with any sort of attention. Oh! why should I waste one word — one thought on you?

Miss Wyeth— I began, but she interrupted me.

Would you dare tell me what you think of me? — Would you dare tell me what you think of my father?

I was silent. She turned and mounted two steps of the stairway, then faced me again.

Do you think it was for my own pleasure that I permitted myself to be left alone with you? Do you imagine that I am flattered by your attention? — do you venture to think I ever could be? How dared you think what you did think there on the sea-wall?

I cannot help my thoughts! I replied.

You turned on me like a tiger when you awoke from your trance. Do you really suppose that you mewed? Are you not aware that my father hypnotized you?

No — I did not know it, I said. The hot blood tingled in my finger-tips, and I looked angrily at her.

Why do you imagine that I waste my time on you? she said. Your vanity has answered that question — now let your intelligence answer it. I am a Pythagorean; I have been chosen to bring in a convert, and you were the convert selected for me by the Mahatmas of the Consolidated Trust Company. I have followed you from New York to Antwerp, as I was bidden, but now my courage fails, and I shrink from fulfilling my mission, knowing you to be the type of man you are. If I could give it up — if I could only go away — never, never again to see you! Ah, I fear they will not permit it! — until my mission is accomplished. Why was I chosen — I, with a womans heart and a womans pride. I — I hate you!

I love you, I said, slowly.

She paled and looked away.

Answer me, I said.

Her wide, blue eyes turned back again, and I held them with mine. At last she slowly drew a long-stemmed rose from the bunch at her belt, turned, and mounted the shadowy staircase. For a moment I thought I saw her pause on the landing above, but the moonlight was uncertain. After waiting for a long time in vain, I moved away, and in going raised my hand to my face, but I stopped short, and my heart stopped too, for a moment. In my hand I held a long-stemmed rose.

With my brain in a whirl I crept across the court and mounted the stairs to my room. Hour after hour I walked the floor, slowly at first, then more rapidly, but it brought no calm to the fierce tumult of my thoughts, and at last I dropped into a chair before the empty fireplace, burying my head in my hands.

Uncertain, shocked, and deadly weary, I tried to think — I strove to bring order out of the chaos in my brain, but I only sat staring at the long-stemmed rose. Slowly I began to take a vague pleasure in its heavy perfume, and once I crushed a leaf between my palms, and, bending over, drank in the fragrance.

Twice my lamp flickered and went out, and twice, treading softly, I crossed the room to relight it. Twice I threw open the door, thinking that I heard some sound without. How close the air was! — how heavy and hot! And what was that strange, subtle odor which had insensibly filled the room? It grew stronger and more penetrating, and I began to dislike it, and to escape it I buried my nose in the half-opened rose. Horror! The odor came from the rose — and the rose itself was no longer a rose — not even a flower now — it was only a bunch of catnip; and I dashed it to the floor and ground it under my heel.

Mountebank! I cried, in a rage. My anger grew cold — and I shivered, drawn perforce to the curtained window. Something was there, outside. I could not hear it, for it made no sound, but I knew it was there, watching me. What was it? The damp hair stirred on my head. I touched the heavy curtains. Whatever was outside them sprang up, tore at the window, and then rushed away.

Feeling very shaky, I crept to the window, opened it, and leaned out. The night was calm. I heard the fountain splashing in the moonlight and the sea-winds soughing through the palms. Then I closed the window and turned back into the room; and as I stood there a sudden breeze, which could not have come from without, blew sharply in my face, extinguishing the candle and sending the long curtains bellying out into the room. The lamp on the table flashed and smoked and sputtered; the room was littered with flying papers and catnip leaves. Then the strange wind died away, and somewhere in the night a cat snarled.

I turned desperately to my trunk and flung it open. Into it I threw everything I owned, pell-mell, closed the lid, locked it, and, seizing my mackintosh and travelling-bag, ran down the stairs, crossed the court, and entered the night-office of the hotel. There I called up the sleepy clerk, settled my reckoning, and sent a porter for a cab.

Now, I said, what time does the next train leave?

The next train for where?

Anywhere!

The clerk locked the safe, and, carefully keeping the desk between himself and me, motioned the office-boy to look at the time-tables.

Next train, 2.10. Brussels — Paris, read the boy.

At that moment the cab rattled up by the curbstone, and I sprang in while the porter tossed my traps on top. Away we bumped over the stony pavement, past street after street lighted dimly by tall gas-lamps, and alley after alley brilliant with the glare of villanous all-night café-concerts, and then, turning, we rumbled past the Circus and the Eldorado, and at last stopped with a jolt before the Brussels station.

I had not a moment to lose. Paris! I cried— first-class! and, pocketing the book of coupons, hurried across the platform to where the Brussels train lay. A guard came running up, flung open the door of a first-class carriage, slammed and locked it after I had jumped in, and the long train glided from the arched station out into the starlit morning.

I was all alone in the compartment. The wretched lamp in the roof flickered dimly, scarcely lighting the stuffy box. I could not see to read my time-table, so I wrapped my legs in the travelling-rug and lay back, staring out into the misty morning. Trees, walls, telegraph-poles flashed past, and the cinders drove in showers against the rattling windows. I slept at times, fitfully, and once, springing up, peered sharply at the opposite seat, possessed with the idea that somebody was there.

When the train reached Brussels I was sound asleep, and the guard awoke me with difficulty.

Breakfast, sir? he asked.

Anything, I sighed, and stepped out to the platform, rubbing my legs and shivering. The other passengers were already breakfasting in the station café, and I joined them and managed to swallow a cup of coffee and a roll.

The morning broke gray and cloudy, and I bundled myself into my mackintosh for a tramp along the platform. Up and down I stamped, puffing a cigar, and digging my hands deep in my pockets, while the other passengers huddled into the warmer compartments of the train or stood watching the luggage being lifted into the forward mail-carriage. The wait was very long; the hands of the great clock pointed to six, and still the train lay motionless along the platform. I approached a guard and asked him whether anything was wrong.

Accident on the line, he replied; monsieur had better go to his compartment and try to sleep, for we may be delayed until noon.

I followed the guards advice, and, crawling into my corner, wrapped myself in the rug and lay back watching the rain-drops spattering along the window-sill. At noon the train had not moved, and I lunched in the compartment. At four oclock in the afternoon the station-master came hurrying along the platform, crying, Montez! montez! messieurs, sil vous plaît — and the train steamed out of the station and whirled away through the flat, treeless Belgian plains. At times I dozed, but the shaking of the car always awoke me, and I would sit blinking out at the endless stretch of plain, until a sudden flurry of rain blotted the landscape from my eyes. At last a long, shrill whistle from the engine, a jolt, a series of bumps, and an apparition of red trousers and bayonets warned me that we had arrived at the French frontier. I turned out with the others, and opened my valise for inspection, but the customs officials merely chalked it, without examination, and I hurried back to my compartment amid the shouting of guards and the clanging of station bells. Again I found that I was alone in the compartment, so I smoked a cigarette, thanked Heaven, and fell into a dreamless sleep.

How long I slept I do not know, but when I awoke the train was roaring through a tunnel. When again it flashed out into the open country I peered through the grimy, rain-stained window and saw that the storm had ceased and stars were twinkling in the sky. I stretched my legs, yawned, pushed my travelling-cap back from my forehead, and, stumbling to my feet, walked up and down the compartment until my cramped muscles were relieved. Then I sat down again, and, lighting a cigar, puffed great rings and clouds of fragrant smoke across the aisle.

The train was flying; the cars lurched and shook, and the windows rattled accompaniment to the creaking panels. The smoke from my cigar dimmed the lamp in the ceiling and hid the opposite seat from view. How it curled and writhed in the corners, now eddying upward, now floating across the aisle like a veil! I lounged back in my cushioned seat, watching it with interest. What queer shapes it took! How thick it was becoming! — how strangely luminous! Now it had filled the whole compartment, puff after puff crowding upward, waving, wavering, clouding the windows, and blotting the lamp from sight. It was most interesting. I had never before smoked such a cigar. What an extraordinary brand! I examined the end, flicking the ashes away. The cigar was out. Fumbling for a match to relight it, my eyes fell on the drifting smoke-curtain which swayed across the corner opposite. It seemed almost tangible. How like a real curtain it hung, gray, impenetrable! A man might hide behind it. Then an idea came into my head, and it persisted until my uneasiness amounted to a vague terror. I tried to fight it off — I strove to resist — but the conviction slowly settled upon me that something was behind that smoke-veil — something which had entered the compartment while I slept.

It cant be, I muttered, my eyes fixed on the misty drapery; the train has not stopped.

The car creaked and trembled. I sprang to my feet and swept my arm through the veil of smoke. Then my hair rose on my head. For my hand touched another hand, and my eyes had met two other eyes.

I heard a voice in the gloom, low and sweet, calling me by name; I saw the eyes again, tender and blue; soft fingers touched my own.

Are you afraid? she said.

My heart began to beat again, and my face warmed with returning blood.

It is only I, she said, gently.

I seemed to hear my own voice speaking as if at a great distance, You here — alone?

How cruel of you! she faltered; I am not alone. At the same instant my eyes fell upon the professor, calmly seated by the farther window. His hands were thrust into the folds of a corded and tasselled dressing-gown, from beneath which peeped two enormous feet encased in carpet slippers. Upon his head towered a yellow night-cap. He did not pay the slightest attention to either me or his daughter, and, except for the lighted cigar which he kept shifting between his lips, he might have been taken for a wax dummy.

Then I began to speak, feebly, hesitating like a child.

How did you come into this compartment? You — you do not possess wings, I suppose? You could not have been here all the time. Will you explain — explain to me? See, I ask you very humbly, for I do not understand. This is the nineteenth century, and these things dont fit in. Im wearing a Dunlap hat — Ive got a copy of the New York Herald in my bag — President Roosevelt is alive, and everything is so very unromantic in the world! Is this real magic? Perhaps Im filled with hallucinations. Perhaps Im asleep and dreaming. Perhaps you are not really here — nor I — nor anybody, nor anything!

The train plunged into a tunnel, and when again it dashed out from the other end the cold wind blew furiously in my face from the farther window. It was wide open; the professor was gone.

Papa has changed to another compartment, she said, quietly. I think perhaps you were beginning to bore him.

Her eyes met mine and she smiled.

Are you very much bewildered?

I looked at her in silence. She sat very quietly, her hands clasped above her knee, her curly hair glittering to her girdle. A long robe, almost silvery in the twilight, clung to her young figure; her bare feet were thrust deep into a pair of shimmering Eastern slippers.

When you fled, she sighed, I was asleep and there was no time to lose. I barely had a moment to go to Bombay, to find papa, and return in time to join you. This is an East-Indian costume.

Still I was silent.

Are you shocked? she asked, simply.

No, I replied, in a dull voice, Im past that.

You are very rude, she said, with the tears starting to her eyes.

I do not mean to be. I only wish to go away — away somewhere and find out what my name is.

Your name is Harold Kensett.

Are you sure? I asked, eagerly.

Yes — what troubles you?

Is everything plain to you? Are you a sort of prophet and second-sight medium? Is nothing hidden from you? I asked.

Nothing, she faltered. My head ached and I clasped it in my hand.

A sudden change came over her. I am human — believe me! she said, with piteous eagerness. Indeed, I do not seem strange to those who understand. You wonder, because you left me at midnight in Antwerp and you wake to find me here. If, because I find myself reincarnated, endowed with senses and capabilities which few at present possess — if I am so made, why should it seem strange? It is all so natural to me. If I appear to you—

Appear?

Yes—

Wilhelmina! I cried; can you vanish?

Yes, she murmured; does it seem to you unmaidenly?

Great Heaven! I groaned.

Dont! she cried, with tears in her voice— oh, please dont! Help me to bear it! If you only knew how awful it is to be different from other girls — how mortifying it is to me to be able to vanish — oh, how I hate and detest it all!

Dont cry, I said, looking at her pityingly.

Oh, dear me! she sobbed. You shudder at the sight of me because I can vanish.

I dont! I cried.

Yes, you do! You abhor me — you shrink away! Oh, why did I ever see you? — why did you ever come into my life? — what have I done in ages past, that now, reborn, I suffer cruelly — cruelly?

What do you mean? I whispered. My voice trembled with happiness.

I? — nothing; but you think me a fabled monster.

Wilhelmina — my sweet Wilhelmina, I said, I dont think you a fabled monster. I love you; see — see — I am at your feet; listen to me, my darling—

She turned her blue eyes to mine. I saw tears sparkling on the curved lashes.

Wilhelmina, I love you, I said again.

Slowly she raised her hands to my head and held it a moment, looking at me strangely. Then her face grew nearer to my own, her glittering hair fell over my shoulders, her lips rested on mine.

In that long, sweet kiss the beating of her heart answered mine, and I learned a thousand truths, wonderful, mysterious, splendid; but when our lips fell apart, the memory of what I learned departed also.

It was so very simple and beautiful, she sighed, and I — I never saw it. But the Mahatmas knew — ah, they knew that my mission could only be accomplished through love.

And it is, I whispered, for you shall teach me — me, your husband.

And — and you will not be impatient? You will try to believe?

I will believe what you tell me, my sweetheart.

Even about — cats?

Before I could reply the farther window opened and a yellow night-cap, followed by the professor, entered from somewhere without. Wilhelmina sank back on her sofa, but the professor needed not to be told, and we both knew he was already busily reading our thoughts.

For a moment there was dead silence — long enough for the professor to grasp the full significance of what had passed. Then he uttered a single exclamation, Oh!

After a while, however, he looked at me for the first time that evening, saying, Congratulate you, Mr. Kensett, Im sure, tied several knots in the cord of his dressing-gown, lighted a cigar, and paid no further attention to either of us. Some moments later he opened the window again and disappeared. I looked across the aisle at Wilhelmina.

You may come over beside me, she said, shyly.


XXV
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IT WAS NEARLY ten oclock and our train was rapidly approaching Paris. We passed village after village wrapped in mist, station after station hung with twinkling red and blue and yellow lanterns, then sped on again with the echo of the switch-bells ringing in our ears.

When at length the train slowed up and stopped, I opened the window and looked out upon a long, wet platform, shining under the electric lights.

A guard came running by, throwing open the doors of each compartment, and crying, Paris next! Tickets, if you please.

I handed him my book of coupons, from which he tore several and handed it back. Then he lifted his lantern and peered into the compartment, saying, Is monsieur alone?

I turned to Wilhelmina.

He wants your ticket — give it to me.

Whats that? demanded the guard.

I looked anxiously at Wilhelmina.

If your father has the tickets— I began, but was interrupted by the guard, who snapped:

Monsieur will give himself the trouble to remember that I do not understand English.

Keep quiet! I said, sharply, in French. I am not speaking to you.

The guard stared stupidly at me, then, at my luggage, and finally, entering the car, knelt down and peered under the seats. Presently he got up, very red in the face, and went out slamming the door. He had not paid the slightest attention to Wilhelmina, but I distinctly heard him say, Only Englishmen and idiots talk to themselves!

Wilhelmina, I faltered, do you mean to say that that guard could not see you?

She began to look so serious again that I merely added, Never mind, I dont care whether you are invisible or not, dearest.

I am not invisible to you, she said; why should you care?

A great noise of bells and whistles drowned our voices, and, amid the whirring of switch-bells, the hissing of steam, and the cries of Paris! All out! our train glided into the station.

It was the professor who opened the door of our carriage. There he stood, calmly adjusting his yellow night-cap and drawing his dressing-gown closer with the corded tassels.

Where have you been? I asked.

On the engine.

In the engine, I suppose you mean, I said.

No, I dont; I mean on the engine — on the pilot. It was very refreshing. Where are we going now?

Do you know Paris? asked Wilhelmina, turning to me.

Yes. I think your father had better take you to the Hôtel Normandie on the Rue de lÉchelle—

But you must stay there, too!

Of course — if you wish—

She laughed nervously.

Dont you see that my father and I could not take rooms — now? You must engage three rooms for yourself.

Why? I asked, stupidly.

Oh, dear — why, because we are invisible.

I tried to repress a shudder. The professor gave Wilhelmina his arm, and, as I studied his ensemble, I thanked Heaven that he was invisible.

At the gate of the station I hailed a four-seated cab, and we rattled away through the stony streets, brilliant with gas-jets, and in a few moments rolled smoothly across the Avenue de lOpéra, turned into the Rue de lÉchelle, and stopped. A bright little page, all over buttons, came out, took my luggage, and preceded us into the hallway.

I, with Wilhelmina on my arm and the professor shuffling along beside me, walked over to the desk.

Room? said the clerk. We have a very desirable room on the second, fronting the Rue St. Honoré—

But we — that is, I want three rooms — three separate rooms! I said.

The clerk scratched his chin. Monsieur is expecting friends?

Say yes, whispered Wilhelmina, with a suspicion of laughter in her voice.

Yes, I repeated, feebly.

Gentlemen, of course? said the clerk, looking at me narrowly.

One lady.

Married, of course?

Whats that to you? I said, sharply. What do you mean by speaking to us—

Us!

I mean to me, I said, badly rattled; give me the rooms and let me get to bed, will you?

Monsieur will remember, said the clerk, coldly, that this is an old and respectable hotel.

I know it, I said, smothering my rage.

The clerk eyed me suspiciously.

Front! he called, with irritating deliberation. Show this gentleman to apartment ten.

How many rooms are there! I demanded.

Three sleeping-rooms and a parlor.

I will take it, I said, with composure.

On probation, muttered the clerk, insolently.

Swallowing the insult, I followed the bell-boy up the stairs, keeping between him and Wilhelmina, for I dreaded to see him walk through her as if she were thin air. A trim maid rose to meet us and conducted us through a hallway into a large apartment. She threw open all the bedroom-doors and said, Will monsieur have the goodness to choose?

Which will you take, I began, turning to Wilhelmina.

I? Monsieur! cried the startled maid.

That completely upset me. Here, I muttered, slipping some silver into her hand; now, for the love of Heaven, run away!

When she had vanished with a doubtful Merci, monsieur! I handed the professor the keys and asked him to settle the thing with Wilhelmina.

Wilhelmina took the corner room, the professor rambled into the next one, and I said good-night and crept wearily into my own chamber. I sat down and tried to think. A great feeling of fatigue weighted my spirits.

I can think better with my clothes off, I said, and slipped the coat from my shoulders. How tired I was! I can think better in bed, I muttered, flinging my cravat on the dresser and tossing my shirt-studs after it. I was certainly very tired. Now, I yawned, grasping the pillow and drawing it under my head— now I can think a bit. But before my head fell on the pillow sleep closed my eyes.

I began to dream at once. It seemed as though my eyes were wide open and the professor was standing beside my bed.

Young man, he said, youve won my daughter and you must pay the piper!

What piper? I said.

The Pied Piper of Hamelin, I dont think, replied the professor, vulgarly, and before I could realize what he was doing he had drawn a reed pipe from his dressing-gown and was playing a strangely annoying air. Then an awful thing occurred. Cats began to troop into the room, cats by the hundred — toms and tabbies, gray, yellow, Maltese, Persian, Manx — all purring and all marching round and round, rubbing against the furniture, the professor, and even against me. I struggled with the nightmare.

Take them away! I tried to gasp.

Nonsense! he said; here is an old friend.

I saw the white tabby cat of the Hôtel St. Antoine.

An old friend, he repeated, and played a dismal melody on his reed.

I saw Wilhelmina enter the room, lift the white tabby in her arms, and bring her to my side.

Shake hands with him, she commanded.

To my horror the tabby deliberately extended a paw and tapped me on the knuckles.

Oh! I cried, in agony; this is a horrible dream! Why, oh, why cant I wake!

Yes, she said, dropping the cat, it is partly a dream, but some of it is real. Remember what I say, my darling; you are to go to-morrow morning and meet the twelve-oclock train from Antwerp at the Gare du Nord. Papa and I are coming to Paris on that train. Dont you know that we are not really here now, you silly boy? Good-night, then. I shall be very glad to see you.

I saw her glide from the room, followed by the professor, playing a gay quick-step, to which the cats danced two and two.

Good-night, sir, said each cat as it passed my bed; and I dreamed no more.

When I awoke, the room, the bed had vanished; I was in the street, walking rapidly; the sun shone down on the broad, white pavements of Paris, and the streams of busy life flowed past me on either side. How swiftly I was walking! Where the devil was I going? Surely I had business somewhere that needed immediate attention. I tried to remember when I had awakened, but I could not. I wondered where I had dressed myself; I had apparently taken great pains with my toilet, for I was immaculate, monocle and all, even down to a long-stemmed rose nestling in my button-hole. I knew Paris and recognized the streets through which I was hurrying. Where could I be going? What was my hurry? I glanced at my watch and found I had not a moment to lose. Then, as the bells of the city rang out mid-day, I hastened into the railroad station on the Rue Lafayette and walked out to the platform. And as I looked down the glittering track, around the distant curve shot a locomotive followed by a long line of cars. Nearer and nearer it came, while the station-gongs sounded and the switch-bells began ringing all along the track.

Antwerp express! cried the sous-chef de gare, and as the train slipped along the tiled platform I sprang upon the steps of a first-class carriage and threw open the door.

How do you do, Mr. Kensett? said Wilhelmina Wyeth, springing lightly to the platform. Really it is very nice of you to come to the train. At the same moment a bald, mild-eyed gentleman emerged from the depths of the same compartment, carrying a large, covered basket.

How are you, Kensett? he said. Glad to see you again. Rather warm in that compartment — no, I will not trust this basket to an expressman; give Wilhelmina your arm and Ill follow. We go to the Normandie, I believe?

All the morning I had Wilhelmina to myself, and at dinner I sat beside her, with the professor opposite. The latter was cheerful enough, but he nearly ruined my appetite, for he smelled strongly of catnip. After dinner he became restless and fidgeted about in his chair until coffee was brought, and we went up to the parlor of our apartment. Here his restlessness increased to such an extent that I ventured to ask him if he was in good health.

Its that basket — the covered basket which I have in the next room, he said.

Whats the trouble with the basket? I asked.

The baskets all right — but the contents worry me.

May I inquire what the contents are? I ventured.

The professor rose.

Yes, he said, you may inquire of my daughter. He left the room, but reappeared shortly, carrying a saucer of milk.

I watched him enter the next room, which was mine.

What on earth is he taking that into my room for? I asked Wilhelmina. I dont keep cats.

But you will, she said.

I? Never!

You will if I ask you to.

But — but you wont ask me.

But I do.

Wilhelmina!

Harold!

I detest cats.

You must not.

I cant help it.

You will when I ask it. Have I not given myself to you? Will you not make a little sacrifice for me?

I dont understand—

Would you refuse my first request?

No, I said, miserably, I will keep dozens of cats—

I do not ask that; I only wish you to keep one.

Was that what your father had in that basket? I asked, suspiciously.

Yes, the basket came from Antwerp.

What! The white Antwerp cat! I cried.

Yes.

And you ask me to keep that cat? Oh, Wilhelmina!

Listen! she said. I have a long story to tell you; come nearer, close to me. You say you love me?

I bent and kissed her.

Then I shall put you to the proof, she murmured.

Prove me!

Listen. That cat is the same cat that ran out of the apartment in the Waldorf when your great-aunt ceased to exist — in human shape. My father and myself, having received word from the Mahatmas of the Trust Company, sheltered and cherished the cat. We were ordered by the Mahatmas to convert you. The task was appalling — but there is no such thing as refusing a command, and we laid our plans. That man with a white spot in his hair was my father—

What! Your father is bald.

He wore a wig then. The white spot came from dropping chemicals on the wig while experimenting with a substance which you could not comprehend.

Then — then that clew was useless; but who could have taken the Crimson Diamond? And who was the man with the white spot on his head who tried to sell the stone in Paris?

That was my father.

He — he — st — took the Crimson Diamond! I cried, aghast.

Yes and no. That was only a paste stone that he had in Paris. It was to draw you over here. He had the real Crimson Diamond also.

Your father?

Yes. He has it in the next room now. Can you not see how it disappeared, Harold? Why, the cat swallowed it!

Do you mean to say that the white tabby swallowed the Crimson Diamond?

By mistake. She tried to get it out of the velvet bag, and, as the bag was also full of catnip, she could not resist a mouthful, and unfortunately just then you broke in the door and so startled the cat that she swallowed the Crimson Diamond.

There was a painful pause. At last I said:

Wilhelmina, as you are able to vanish, I suppose you also are able to converse with cats.

I am, she replied, trying to keep back the tears of mortification.

And that cat told you this?

She did.

And my Crimson Diamond is inside that cat?

It is.

Then, said I, firmly, I am going to chloroform the cat.

Harold! she cried, in terror, that cat is your great-aunt!

I dont know to this day how I stood the shock of that announcement, or how I managed to listen while Wilhelmina tried to explain the transmigration theory, but it was all Chinese to me. I only knew that I was a blood relation of a cat, and the thought nearly drove me mad.

Try, my darling, try to love her, whispered Wilhelmina; she must be very precious to you—

Yes, with my diamond inside her, I replied, faintly.

You must not neglect her, said Wilhelmina.

Oh no, Ill always have my eye on her — I mean I will surround her with luxury — er, milk and bones and catnip and books — er — does she read?

Not the books that human beings read. Now, go and speak to your aunt, Harold.

Eh! How the deuce—

Go; for my sake try to be cordial.

She rose and led me unresistingly to the door of my room.

Good Heavens! I groaned; this is awful.

Courage, my darling! she whispered. Be brave for love of me.

I drew her to me and kissed her. Beads of cold perspiration started in the roots of my hair, but I clenched my teeth and entered the room alone. The room was dark and I stood silent, not knowing where to turn, fearful lest I step on my aunt! Then, through the dreary silence, I called, Aunty!

A faint noise broke upon my ear, and my heart grew sick, but I strode into the darkness, calling, hoarsely:

Aunt Tabby! It is your nephew!

Again the faint sound. Something was stirring there among the shadows — a shape moving softly along the wall, a shade which glided by me, paused, wavered, and darted under the bed. Then I threw myself on the floor, profoundly moved, begging, imploring my aunt to come to me.

Aunty! Aunty! I murmured. Your nephew is waiting to take you to his heart!

At last I saw my great-aunts eyes shining in the dark.

The young mans voice grew hushed and solemn, and he lifted his hand in silence:

Close the door. That meeting is not for the eyes of the world! Close the door upon that sacred scene where great-aunt and nephew are united at last.



A long pause followed; deep emotion was visible in Miss Barrisons sensitive face. She said:

Then — you are married?

No, replied Mr. Kensett, in a mortified voice.

Why not? I asked, amazed.

Because, he said, although my fiancée was prepared to accept a cat as her great-aunt, she could not endure the complications that followed.

What complications? inquired Miss Barrison.

The young man sighed profoundly, shaking his head.

My great-aunt had kittens, he said, softly.



The tremendous scientific importance of these experiences excited me beyond measure. The simplicity of the narrative, the elaborate attention to corroborative detail, all bore irresistible testimony to the truth of these accounts of phenomena vitally important to the entire world of science.

We all dined together that night — a little earnest company of knowledge-seekers in the vast wilderness of the unexplored; and we lingered long in the dining-car, propounding questions, advancing theories, speculating upon possibilities of most intense interest. Never before had I known a man whose relatives were cats and kittens, but he did not appear to share my enthusiasm in the matter.

You see, he said, looking at Miss Barrison, it may be interesting from a purely scientific point of view, but it has already proved a bar to my marrying.

Were the kittens black? I inquired.

No, he said, my aunt drew the color-line, I am proud to say.

I dont see, said Miss Barrison, why the fact that your great-aunt is a cat should prevent you from marrying.

It wouldnt prevent me! said the young man, quickly.

Nor me, mused Miss Barrison— if I were really in love.

Meanwhile I had been very busy thinking about Professor Farrago, and, coming to an interesting theory, advanced it.

If, I began, he marries one of those transparent ladies, what about the children?

Some would be, no doubt, transparent, said Kensett.

They might be only translucent, suggested Miss Barrison.

Or partially opaque, I ventured. But its a risky marriage — not to be able to see what ones wife is about—

That is a silly reflection on women, said Miss Barrison, quietly. Besides, a girl need not be transparent to conceal what shes doing.

This observation seemed to end our postprandial and tripartite conference; Miss Barrison retired to her stateroom presently; after a last cigar, smoked almost in silence, the young man and I bade each other a civil good-night and retired to our respective berths.

I think it was at Richmond, Virginia, that I was awakened by the negro porter shaking me very gently and repeating, in a pleasant, monotonous voice: Telegam foh you, suh! Telegam foh Mistuh Gilland, suh. Done call you levm times sense breakfass, suh! Las call foh luncheon, suh. Telegam foh—

Heavens! I muttered, sitting up in my bunk, is it as late as that! Where are we? I slid up the window-shade and sat blinking at a flood of sunshine.

Telegram? I said, yawning and rubbing my eyes. Let me have it. All right, Ill be out presently. Shut that curtain! I dont want the entire car to criticise my pink pajamas!

Ain nobody in de cyar, scusin yosef, suh, grinned the porter, retiring.

I heard him, but did not comprehend, sitting there sleepily unfolding the scrawled telegram. Suddenly my eyes flew wide open; I scanned the despatch with stunned incredulity:

Atlanta, Georgia.

We couldnt help it. Love at first sight. Married this morning in Atlanta. Wildly happy. Forgive. Wire blessing.

(Signed) Harold Kensett, 
Helen Barrison Kensett.

Porter! I shouted. Porter! Help!

There was no response.

Oh, Lord! I groaned, and rolled over, burying my head in the blankets; for I understood at last that Science, the most jealous, most exacting of mistresses, could never brook a rival.

THE END


The Reckoning
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THE AUTHORS INTENTION is to treat, in a series of four or five romances, that part of the war for independence which particularly affected the great landed families of northern New York: the Johnsons, represented by Sir William, Sir John, Guy Johnson, and Colonel Claus; the notorious Butlers, father and son; the Schuylers, Van Rensselaers, and others.

The first romance of the series, Cardigan, was followed by the second, The Maid-at-Arms. The third in order is not completed. The fourth is the present volume.

As Cardigan pretended to portray life on the baronial estate of Sir William Johnson, the first uneasiness concerning the coming trouble, the first discordant note struck in the harmonious councils of the Long House, so, in The Maid-at-Arms, which followed in order, the author attempted to paint a patroon family disturbed by the approaching rumble of battle. That romance dealt with the first serious split in the Iroquois Confederacy; it showed the Long House shattered though not fallen; the demoralization and final flight of the great landed families who remained loyal to the British Crown; and it struck the key-note to the future attitude of the Iroquois toward the patriots of the frontier — revenge for their losses at the battle of Oriskany — and ended with the march of the militia and Continental troops on Saratoga.

The third romance, as yet incomplete and unpublished, deals with the war-path and those who followed it, led by the landed gentry of Tryon County, and ends with the first solid blow delivered at the Long House, and the terrible punishment of the Great Confederacy.

The present romance, the fourth in chronological order, picks up the thread at that point.

The author is not conscious of having taken any liberties with history in preparing a framework of facts for a mantle of romance.

Robert W. Chambers.

New York, May 26, 1904.


TO MY FRIEND

J. HAMBLEN SEARS

WHOSE UNSELFISH FRIENDSHIP AND SOUND ADVICE

I ACKNOWLEDGE IN THIS

DEDICATION


I

His muscle to the ax and plow,

His calm eye to the rifle sight,

Or at his countrys beck and bow,

Setting the fiery cross alight,

Or, in the citys pageantry,

Serving the Cause in secrecy, — 

Behold him now, haranguing kings

While through the shallow court there rings

The light laugh of the courtezan;

This the New Yorker, this the Man!

II

Standing upon his blackened land,

He saw the flames mount up to God,

He saw the death tracks in the sand,

And the dead children on the sod,

He saw the half-charred door, unbarred,

The dying hound he left on guard,

And that still thing he once had wed

Sprawled on the threshold dripping red:

Dry-eyed he primed his rifle pan;

This the New Yorker, this the Man!

III

He plowed the graveyard of his dead

And sowed the grain to feed a host;

In silent lands untenanted

Save by the Sachems painted ghost

He set the ensign of the sun;

A thousand axes rang as one

In the black forests falling roar,

And through the glade the plowshare tore

Like Gods own blade in Freedoms van;

This the New Yorker, and the Man!



R. W. C.


PROLOGUE: ECHOES OF YESTERDAY
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HIS EXCELLENCYS SYSTEM of intelligence in the City of New York I never pretended to comprehend. That I was one of many agents I could have no doubt; yet as long as I remained there I never knew but three or four established spies with residence in town. Although I had no illusions concerning Mr. Gaine and his Gazette, at intervals I violently suspected Mr. Rivington of friendliness to us, and this in spite of his Tory newspaper and the fierce broadsides he fired at rebels and rebellion. But I must confess that in my long and amiable acquaintance with the gentleman he never, by word or hint or inference, so much as by the quiver of an eyelash, corroborated my suspicion, and to this day I do not know whether or not Mr. Rivington furnished secret information to his Excellency while publicly in print he raged and sneered.

Itinerant spies were always in the city in spite of the deadly watch kept up by regular and partizan, and sometimes they bore messages for me, the words Pro Gloria establishing their credentials as well as mine. They entered the city in all guises and under all pretexts, some as refugees, some as traitors, some wearing the uniform of Tory partizan corps, others attired as tradesmen, farmers, fishermen, and often bearing passes, too, though where they contrived to find passes I never understood.

It was a time of sullenness and quick suspicion; few were free from doubt, but of those few I made one — until that day when my enemy arrived — but of that in its place, for now I mean to say a word about this city that I love — that we all love, understanding how alone she stood in seven years chains, yet dauntless, dangerous, and defiant.

For upon New York fell the brunt of British wrath, and the judgment of God fell, too, passing twice in fire that laid one-quarter of the town in cinders. Nor was that enough, for His lightning smote the powder-ship, the Morning Star, where she swung at her moorings off from Burling Slip, and the very sky seemed falling in the thunder that shook the shoreward houses into ruins.

I think that, take it all in all, New York met and withstood every separate horror that war can bring, save actual assault and sack. Greater hardships fell to the lot of no other city in America, for we lost more than a half of our population, more than a fourth of the city by the two great fires. Want, with the rich, meant famine for the poor and sad privation for the well-to-do; smallpox and typhus swept us; commerce by water died, and slowly our loneliness became a maddening isolation, when his Excellency flung out his blue dragoons to the very edges of the river there at Harlem Bridge.

I often think it strange that New York town remained so loyal to the cause, for loyalty to the king was inherent among the better classes. Many had vast estates, farms, acres on acres of game parks, and lived like the landed gentry of old England. Yet, save for the DeLanceys, the Crugers, their kinsmen, the Fannings, kin to the Tryons, Frederick Rhinelander, the Waltons, and others too tedious to mention, the gentlemen who had the most to lose through friendliness to the cause of liberty, chose to espouse that cause.

As for the British residents there, they remained in blameless loyalty to their King, and I, for one, have never said one word to cast a doubt upon the purity of their sentiments.

But with all this, knowing what must come, no other city in America so gaily set forth upon the road to ruin as did patriotic New York. And from that dreadful hour when, through the cannon smoke on Brooklyn Heights, she beheld the ghastly face of ruin leering at her across the foggy water — from that heart-breaking hour when the British drums rolled from the east, and the tall war-ships covered themselves with smoke, and the last flag flying was hacked from the halyards, and the tramp of the grenadiers awoke the silence of Broadway, she never faltered in her allegiance, never doubted, never failed throughout those seven years the while she lay beneath the British heel, a rattlesnake, stunned only, but deadly still while the last spark of life remained.

Were I to tell a tithe of all I know of what took place during the great siege, the incidents might shame the wildest fancies of romance — how intrigue swayed with intrigue there, struggling hilt to hilt; how plot and plot were thwarted by the counterplot; how all trust in man was destroyed in that dark year that Arnold died, and a fiend took his fair shape to scandalize two hemispheres!

Yet I am living witness of those years. I heard and saw much that I shall not now revive, as where the victims of a pest lie buried it is not wise to dig, lest the unseen be loosened once again. Yet something it may be well to record of that time — the curtain lifted for a glimpse, then dropped in silence — to teach our children that the men who stood against their King stood with hope of no reward save liberty, but faced the tempest that they had unchained with souls self-shriven and each heart washed free of selfishness.

So if I speak of prisons where our thousands died — hind and gentleman piled thick as shad in the fly market — sick and well and wounded all together — it shall not be at length, only a scene or two that sticks in memory.

Once, in the suffocating heat of mid-July, I saw a prison where every narrow window was filled with human heads, face above face, seeking a portion of the external air. And from that day, for many, many weeks the dead-carts took the corpses to the outer ditches, passing steadily from dawn to midnight.

All day, all night, they died around us in ship and prison, some from suffocation, some from starvation, others delivered by prison fevers which rotted them so slowly that I think even death shrank back reluctant to touch them with his icy finger.

So piteous their plight, these crowded thousands, crushed in putrid masses, clinging to the filthy prison bars, that they aroused compassion in that strange and ancient guild that once had claimed the Magdalen in its sad sisterhood, and these aided them with food, year after year, until deliverance.

They had no other food, no water except from polluted drains, no fire in winter, no barriers to the blackest cold that ever seared the city from the times that man remembers. I say they had no other food and no fire to cook the offal flung to them. That is not all true, because we did our best, being permitted to furnish what we had — we and the strange sisterhood — yet they were thousands upon thousands, and we were few.

It is best that I say no more, for that proud Englands sake from whose loins we sprang — it is best that I speak not of Captain Cunningham the Provost, nor of his deputy, OKeefe, nor of Sproat and Loring. There was butchers work in my own North, and I shall not shrink from the telling; there was massacre, and scalps taken from children too small to lisp their prayers for mercy; that was devils work, and may be told. But Cunningham and those who served him were alone in their awful trade; cruelty unspeakable and frenzied vice are terms which fall impotent to measure the ghastly depths of an infamy in which they crawled and squirmed, battening like maggots on hells own pollution.

Long since, I think, we have clasped hands with England over Cherry Valley and Wyoming, forgiving her the loosened fury of her red allies and her Butlers and McDonalds. The scar remains, but is remembered only as a glory.

How shall we take old Englands wrinkled hand, stretched out above the spots that mark the prisons of New York? — above the twelve thousand unnamed graves of those who died for lack of air and water aboard the Jersey? God knows; and yet all things are possible with Him — even this miracle which I shall never live to see.

Without malice, without prejudice, judging only as one whose judgment errs, I leave this darkened path for a free road in the open, and so shall strive to tell as simply and sincerely as I may what only befell myself and those with whom I had been long associated. And if the pleasures that I now recall seem tinged with bitter, and if the gaiety was but a phase of that greater prison fever that burnt us all in the beleaguered city, still there was much to live for in those times through which I, among many, passed; and by Gods mercy, not my own endeavor, passed safely, soul and body.


CHAPTER I

THE SPY
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HAVING FINISHED MY duties in connection with Sir Peters private estate and his voluminous correspondence — and the door of my chamber being doubly locked and bolted — I made free to attend to certain secret correspondence of my own, which for four years now had continued, without discovery, between the Military Intelligence Department of the Continental army and myself through the medium of one John Ennis, the tobacconist at the Sign of the Silver Box in Hanover Square.

Made confident by long immunity from the slightest shadow of suspicion, apprehension of danger seldom troubled my sense of security. It did sometimes, as when the awful treason at West Point became known to me; and for weeks as I lay abed I thought to hear in every footfall on Broadway the measured tread of a patrol come to take me. Yet the traitor continued in New York without sinister consequence to me; and, though my nights were none the pleasanter during that sad week which ended in the execution of the British adjutant-general, no harm came to me. Habit is the great sedative; at times, penning my spys journal, I smiled to remember how it was with me when first I came to New York in 1777, four years since, a country lad of nineteen, fresh from the frontier, where all my life had been spent among the Oneidas and the few neighbors nearest Broadalbin Bush — a raw youth, frightened but resolved; and how I lived through those first months of mental terror, now appalled by the fate of our Captain Nathan Hale, now burning with a high purpose and buoyed up by pride that his Excellency should have found in me a fit instrument for his designs.

I have never known whether or not I am what men call brave, for I understand fear and I turn cold at thought of death. Often I have sat alone in the house watching the sober folk along Broadway and Wall Street, knowing all the while that these same good people might to-morrow all go flocking to Catiemuts Hill near the Fresh Water, or to that open space in the Fields between the jail and the Almshouse, to see me on the gallows. If such thoughts do not assail the brave — if restless nights, wakeful dawns, dull days are not their portion — I must own that all these were mine, not often, perhaps, but too frequent to flatter self-esteem. And, fight them as I might, it was useless; for such moments came without warning — often when I had been merry with friends, at times when, lulled by long-continued security, I had nigh forgotten through eventless months that there was a war and that I had become a New Yorker only because of war.

It was harder now, in one sense; four years as secretary to my kinsman, Sir Peter Coleville, had admitted me to those social intimacies so necessary to my secret office; and, alas! friendships had been made and ties formed not only in the line of duty, but from impulse and out of pure affection.

I had never found it was required of me to pose as a rabid loyalist, and so did not, being known as disinterested and indifferent, and perhaps for that reason not suspected. My friends were from necessity among the best among the loyalists — from choice, too, for I liked them for their own sakes, and it was against their cause I worked, not against them.

It went hard with me to use them as I did — I so loathing perfidy in others; yet if it be perfidy to continue in duty as I understood duty, then I practised it, and at times could scarce tolerate myself, which was a weakness, because in my own heart I knew that his Excellency could set no man a task unworthy of his manhood. Yet it were pleasanter had my duties thrown me with the army, or with Colonel Willett in my native north, whence, at his request, I had come to live a life of physical sloth and mental intrigue under the British cannon of New York — here in the household of Sir Peter Coleville, his secretary, his friend, his welcomed guest, the intimate of his family, his friends! — that was the hardest of all; and though for months at a time I managed to forget it, the recurring thought of what I was, and what they believed me to be, stabbed me at intervals so I could scarce endure it.

Nothing, not even the belief that God was with us, I fear, could have held me there when the stress of such emotion left me staring at the darkness in my restless bed — only blind faith in his Excellency that he would do no man this shame, if shame it was — that he knew as well as I that the lands salvation was not to be secured through the barter of mens honor and the death of souls.



The door being secured, as I say, and the heat of that July day abating nothing, though the sun hung low over Staten Island, I opened my windows, removed coat and waistcoat, and, drawing a table to the window, prepared to write up that portion of my daily journal neglected lately, and which, when convenient opportunity offered, was to find its way into the hands of Colonel Marinus Willett in Albany. Before I wrote I turned back a leaf or two so that I might correct my report in the light of later events; and I read rapidly:

July 12, 1781. — Nothing remarkable. Very warm weather, and a bad odor from the markets. There is some talk in the city of rebuilding the burned district. Two new cannon have been mounted in the southwest bastion of the fort (George). I shall report caliber and particulars later.

July 13th. — This day Sir Peter left to look over the lands in Westchester which he is, I believe, prepared to purchase from Mr. Rutgers. The soldiers are very idle; a dozen of em caught drawing a seine in the Collect, and sent to the guard-house — a dirty trick for anybody but Hessians, who are accustomed to fish in that manner. The cannon in the southwest bastion are twelve-pounders and old — trunnions rusted, carriages rotten. It seems they are trophies taken from the Carolina militia.

July 14th. — A ship arrived in the lower bay. Details later. In Nassau Street, about noon, a tall fellow, clothed like a drover, muttered a word or two as I passed, and I had gone on ere it struck me that he had meant his words for my ear. To find him I turned leisurely, retracing my steps as though I had forgotten something, and as I brushed him again, he muttered, Thendara; tell me where it is.

At that moment Captain Enderley of the Fifty-fourth Foot greeted me, linking his arm in mine, and I had no excuse to avoid him. More of this to-night, when, if the message was truly for me, I shall doubtless be watched and followed when I leave the house for a stroll.

July 15th. — Last night there was no chance, Enderley and Captain ONeil coming to take me to the theater, where the Thirty-eighth Regiment gave a frolic and a play — the latter most indifferent, save for Mrs. Barrys acting. I saw my drover in John Street, too, but could not speak to him.

This morning, however, I met the drover, and he was drunk, or made most marvelous pretense — a great six-foot, blue-eyed lout in smock and boots, reeking of Bulls Head gin, his drovers whip a-trail in the dust, and he a-swaggering down Nassau Street, gawking at the shop-windows and whistling Roslyn Castle with prodigious gusto.

I made it convenient to pause before Berry and Rogers show of jewels, and he stopped, too, swaying there gravely, balanced now on hobnail heel, now on toe. Presently he ceased his whistling of Roslyn Castle, and in a low but perfectly distinct voice he said, Where is the town of Thendara, Mr. Renault? Without looking at him or even turning my head, I answered, Why do you ask me?

He stared stupidly at the show-window. Pro patria et gloria, he replied under his breath; why do you serve the land?

Pro gloria, I muttered. Give your message; hasten.

He scratched his curly head, staring at the gewgaws. It is this, he said coolly; find out if there be a lost town in the north called Thendara, or if the name be used to mask the name of Fort Niagara. When you have learned all that is possible, walk some evening up Broadway and out along Great George Street. We will follow.

Who else besides yourself?

A brother drover — of men, he said slyly; a little wrinkled fellow, withered to the bone, wide-eared, mild-eyed. He is my running mate, sir, and we run sometimes, now this way, now that, but always at your service, Mr. Renault.

Are you drunk, or is it a pretense? I demanded.

Not too drunk, he replied, with elaborate emphasis. But once this matter of Thendara is settled I hope to be so drunk that no friend of mine need be ashamed of me. Good day, sir. God save our country!

Have a care, I motioned, turning away. And so I left him to enter the shop and purchase a trinket, thinking it prudent in case any passer-by had observed how long I lingered.

July 16th. — Sir Peter not yet returned from Mr. Rutgers. The name Thendara ringing in my ears like a dull bell all night, and I awake, lying there a-thinking. Somewhere, in some long-forgotten year, I had heard a whispering echo of that name — or so it seemed to me — and, musing, I thought to savor a breeze from the pines, and hear water flowing, unseen, far in the forest silence.

Thendara! Thendara!

The name is not Iroquois — yet it may be, too — a soft, gracious trisyllable stolen from the Lenape. Lord! how the name intrigues me, sweetly sonorous, throbbing in my ears — Thendara, Thendara — and always I hear the pine breeze high blowing and the flowing undertone of waters.

July 17th. — Nothing extraordinary. The Hon. Elsin Grey arrived from Halifax by the Swan packet to visit Sir Peters family, she being cousin twice removed to Lady Coleville. I have not seen her; she keeps her chamber with the migraine. As she comes from her kinsman, General Sir Frederick Haldimand, Governor of Canada, she may be useful, being lately untethered from the convent and no more than seventeen or eighteen, and vain, no doubt, of her beauty, and so, I conclude, prone to babble if flattered.

Here my journal ended; I dipped my quill into the inkhorn and wrote slowly:

July 18th. — Nothing remarkable. The Hon. Elsin Grey still keeps her chamber. The heat in New York is very great. I am, without suspicion, sending money through Ennis to our prisoners aboard the ships in the Wallabout, and next week shall have more for the unfortunates in the Provost, the prisons, jails, and the sugar-house — my salary being due on the 20th inst. I have ever in mind a plan for a general jail delivery the instant his Excellency assaults by land and sea, but at present it is utterly hopeless, Mr. Cunningham executing the laws with terrible rigor, and double guards patrolling the common. As for those wretched patriots aboard the Hell and on those hulks — the Falconer, Good Hope, and Scorpion — which lie southeast of the Jersey, there can be no delivery save through compassion of that Dark Jailer who one day shall free us all.

I dropped my pen, listening intently. Close to my door the garret stairs creaked, ever so lightly; and I bent forward across the table, gathering my papers, on which the ink lay still wet.

Listening, I heard nothing more. Perhaps the great heat was warping the new stairway, which led past my door, up through the attic, and out to the railed cupola upon the roof.

I glanced at my journal; there was nothing more to add, and so, sanding the sheets, I laid them back behind the swinging panel which I myself had fashioned so cunningly that none might suspect a cupboard in the simple wainscot. Then to wash hands and face in fresh water, and put on my coat without the waistcoat, prepared to take the air on the cupola, where it should soon blow cool from the bay.

Slipping lock and bolt, I paused, hand on the knob, to glance back around the room — a habit formed of caution. Then, satisfied, I opened the door and left it standing wide so that the room might air. As I ascended the attic stairs a little fresh puff of wind cooled me. Doubtless a servant had opened the flaps to the cupola, for they were laid back; and as I mounted, I could see a square of blue sky overhead.

I had taken my pipe, and paused on the stairs to light it; then, pouching flint and tinder-box, I emerged upon the roof, to find myself face to face with a young girl I had never before seen — the Hon. Miss Grey, no doubt — and very dainty in her powder and one coquette patch that emphasized the slow color tinting a skin of snow.

My bow, I think, covered my vexation — I being all unpowdered and wearing no waistcoat over an unfrilled shirt, for I do love fine clothes when circumstances require; but the lady was none the less punctilious, and as I made to toss my pipe into the street below, she forbade me with perfect courtesy and a smile that only accented her youthful self-possession.

Mr. Renault need neither retire nor sacrifice his pleasure, she said. I have missed Sir Fredericks pipe-smoke dreadfully — so much, indeed, that I had even thought to try Sir Peters snuff to soothe me.

Shall I fetch it, madam? I asked instantly; but she raised a small hand in laughing horror.

Snuff and picquet I am preparing for — a youth of folly — an old age of snuff and cards, you know. At present folly suffices, thank you.

And as I stood smiling before her, she said: Pray you be seated, sir, if you so desire. There should be sufficient air for two in this half-charred furnace which you call New York. Tell me, Mr. Renault, are the winters here also extreme in cold?

Sometimes, I said. Last winter the bay was frozen to Staten Island so that the artillery crossed on the ice from the city.

She turned her head, looking out over the water, which was now all a golden sparkle under the westering sun. Then her eyes dropped to the burned district — that waste of blackened ruins stretching south along Broadway to Beaver Street and west to Greenwich Street.

Is that the work of rebels? she asked, frowning.

No, madam; it was an accident.

Why do the New Yorkers not rebuild?

I think it is because General Washington interrupts local improvements, I said, laughing.

She looked around at me, pretty brows raised in quaint displeasure.

Does the insolence of a rebel really amuse you, Mr. Renault?

I was taken aback. Even among the British officers here in the city it had become the fashion to speak respectfully of the enemy, and above all of his Excellency.

Why should it not amuse me? I asked lightly.

She had moved her head again, and appeared to be absorbed in the view. Presently she said, still looking out over the city: That was a noble church once, that blackened arch across the way.

That is Trinity — all that is left of it, I said. St. Pauls is still standing — you may see it there to the north, just west of Ann Street and below Vesey.

She turned, leaning on the railing, following with curious eyes the direction of my outstretched arm.

Please tell me more about this furnace you call a city, Mr. Renault, she said, with a pretty inflection of voice that flattered; and so I went over beside her, and, leaning there on the cupola rail together, we explored the damaged city from our birds perch above it — the city that I had come to care for strangely, nay, to love almost as I loved my Mohawk hills. For it is that way with New York, the one city that we may love without disloyalty to our birthplace, a city which is home in a larger sense, and, in a sense, almost as dear to men as the birth-spot which all cherish. I know not why, but this is so; no American is long strange here; for it is the great hearth of the mother-land where the nation gathers as a family, each conscious of a share in the heritage established for all by all.

And so, together, this fair young English girl and I traced out the wards numbered from the cardinal points of the compass, and I bounded for her the Out-Ward, too, and the Dock-Ward. There was no haze, only a living golden light, clear as topaz, and we could see plainly the sentinels pacing before the Bridewell — that long two-storied prison, built of gloomy stone; and next to it the Almshouse of gray stone, and next to that the massive rough stone prison, three stories high, where in a cupola an iron bell hung, black against the sky.

You will hear it, some day, tolling for an execution, I said.

Do they hang rebels there? she asked, looking up at me so wonderingly, so innocently that I stood silent instead of answering, surprised at such beauty in a young girls eyes.

Where is Kings College? she asked. I showed her the building bounded by Murray, Chapel, Barckley and Church streets, and then I pointed out the upper barracks behind the jail, and the little lake beyond divided by a neck of land on which stood the powder-house.

Far across the West Ward I could see the windows of Mr. Lispenards mansion shining in the setting sun, and the road to Greenwich winding along the river.

She tired of my instruction after a while, and her eyes wandered to the bay. A few ships lay off Paulus Hook; the Jersey shore seemed very near, although full two miles distant, and the islands, too, seemed close in-shore where the white wings of gulls flashed distantly.

A jack flew from the Battery, another above the fort, standing out straight in the freshening breeze from the bay. Far away across the East River I saw the accursed Jersey swinging, her black, filthy bulwarks gilded by the sun; and below, her devils brood of hulks at anchor, all with the wash hung out on deck a-drying in the wind.

What are they? she asked, surprising something else than the fixed smile of deference in my face.

Prison ships, madam. Yonder the rebels die all night, all day, week after week, year after year. That black hulk you see yonder — the one to the east — stripped clean, with nothing save a derrick for bow-sprit and a signal-pole for mast, is the Jersey, called by another name, sometimes — —

What name?

Some call her The Hell, I answered. And, after a pause: It must be hot aboard, with every porthole nailed.

What can rebels expect? she asked calmly.

Exactly! There are some thousand and more aboard the Jersey. When the wind sets from the south, on still mornings, I have heard a strange moaning — a low, steady, monotonous plaint, borne inland over the city. But, as you say, what can rebels expect, madam?

What is that moaning sound you say that one may hear? she demanded.

Oh, the rebels, dying from suffocation — clamoring for food, perhaps — perhaps for water! It is hard on the guards who have to go down every morning into that reeking, stifling hold and drag out the dead rebels festering there — —

But that is horrible! she broke out, blue eyes wide with astonishment — then, suddenly silent, she gazed at me full in the face. It is incredible, she said quietly; it is another rebel tale. Tell me, am I not right?

I did not answer; I was thinking how I might use her, and the thought was not agreeable. She was so lovely in her fresh young womanhood, so impulsive and yet so self-possessed, so utterly ignorant of what was passing in this war-racked land of mine, that I hesitated to go gleaning here for straws of information.

In the north, she said, resting her cheek on one slender wrist, we hear much of rebel complaint, but make nothing of it, knowing well that if cruelty exists its home is not among those sturdy men who are fighting for their King.

You speak warmly, I said, smiling.

Yes — warmly. We have heard Sir John Johnson slandered because he uses the Iroquois. But do not the rebels use them, too? My kinsman, General Haldimand, says that not only do the rebels employ the Oneidas, but that their motley congress enlists any Indian who will take their paper dollars.

That is true, I said.

Then why should we not employ Brant and his Indians? she asked innocently. And why do the rebels cry out every time Butlers Rangers take the field? We in Canada know Captain Walter Butler and his father, Colonel John Butler. Why, Mr. Renault, there is no more perfectly accomplished officer and gentleman than Walter Butler. I know him; I have danced with him at Quebec and at Niagara. How can even a rebel so slander him with these monstrous tales of massacre and torture and scalps taken from women and children at Cherry Valley? She raised her flushed face to mine and looked at me earnestly.

Why even our own British officers have been disturbed by these slanders, she said, and I think Sir Henry Clinton half believes that our Royal Greens and Rangers are merciless marauders, and that Walter Butler is a demon incarnate.

I admit, said I, that we here in New York have doubted the mercy of the Butlers and Sir John Johnson.

Then let me paint these gentlemen for you, she said quickly.

But they say these gentlemen are capable of painting themselves, I observed, tempted to excite her by the hint that the Rangers smeared their faces like painted Iroquois at their hellish work.

Oh, how shameful! she cried, with a little gesture of horror. What do you think us, there in Canada? Because our officers must needs hold a wilderness for the King, do you of New York believe us savages?

The generous animation, the quick color, charmed me. She was no longer English, she was Canadienne — jealous of Canadian reputation, quick to resent, sensitive, proud — heart and soul believing in the honor of her own people of the north.

Let me picture for you these gentlemen whom the rebels cry out upon, she said. Sir John Johnson is a mild, slow man, somewhat sluggish and overheavy, moderate in speech, almost cold, perhaps, yet a perfectly gallant officer.

His father was a wise and honest gentleman before him, I said sincerely. Is his son, Sir John, like him?

She nodded, and went on to deal with old John Butler — nor did I stay her to confess that these Johnsons and Butlers were no strangers to me, whose blackened Broadalbin home lay a charred ruin to attest the love that old John Butler bore my family name.

And so I stood, smiling and silent, while she spoke of Walter Butler, describing him vividly, even to his amber black eyes and his pale face, and the poetic melancholy with which he clothed the hidden blood-lust that smoldered under his smooth pale skin. But there you have it — young, proud, and melancholy — and he had danced with her at Niagara, too, and — if I knew him — he had not spared her hints of that impetuous flame that burned for all pure women deep in the blackened pit of his own damned soul.

Did you know his wife? I asked, smiling.

Walter Butlers — wife! she gasped, turning on me, white as death.

There was a silence; she drew a long, deep breath; suddenly, the gayest, sweetest little laugh followed, but it was slowly that the color returned to lip and cheek.

Is he not wedded? I asked carelessly — the damned villain — at his Mohawk Valley tricks again! — and again she laughed, which was, no doubt, my wordless answer.

Does he dance well, this melancholy Ranger? I asked, smiling to see her laugh.

Divinely, sir. I think no gentleman in New York can move a minuet with Walter Butlers grace. Oh, you New Yorkers! You think we are nothing — fit, perhaps, for a May-pole frolic with the rustic gentry! Do not deny it, Mr. Renault. Have we not heard you on the subject? Do not your officers from Philadelphia and New York come mincing and tiptoeing through Halifax and Quebec, all smiling and staring about, quizzing glasses raised? And— Very pretty! monstrous charming! spike me, but the ladies powder here! And, Is this green grass? Damme, wheres the snow — and the polar bears, you know?

I laughed as she paused, breathlessly scornful, flushed with charming indignation.

And is not Canada all snow? I asked, to tease her.

Snow! It is sweet and green and buried in flowers! she cried.

In winter, madam?

Oh! You mean to plague me, which is impertinent, because I do not know you well enough — I have not known you above half an hour. I shall tell Lady Coleville.

So shall I — how you abuse us all here in New York — —

I did not. You are teasing me again, Mr. Renault.

Defiant, smiling, her resentment was, after all, only partly real.

We are becoming friends much too quickly to suit me, she said deliberately.

But not half quickly enough to suit me, I said.

Do you fancy that I take that silly speech as compliment, Mr. Renault?

Ah, no, madam! On such brief acquaintance I dare not presume to offer you the compliments that burn for utterance!

But you do presume to plague me — on such brief acquaintance! she observed.

I am punished, I said contritely.

No, you are not! You are not punished at all, because I dont know how to, and — I am not sure I wish to punish you, Mr. Renault.

Madam?

If you look at me so meekly I shall laugh. Besides, it is hypocritical. There is nothing meek about you! I bowed more meekly than ever.

Mr. Renault?

Madam?

She picked up her plumed fan impatiently and snapped it open.

If you dont stop being meek and answering Madam I shall presently go distracted. Call me something else — anything — just to see how we like it. Tell me, do you know my first name?

Elsin, I said softly, and to my astonishment a faint, burning sensation stung my cheeks, growing warmer and warmer. I think she was astonished, too, for few men at twenty-three could color up in those days; and there was I, a hardened New Yorker of four years adoption, turning pink like a great gaby at a country fair when his sweetheart meets him at the ginger bower!

To cover my chagrin I nodded coolly, repeating her name with a critical air— Elsin, I mused, outwardly foppish, inwardly amazed and mad— Elsin — um! ah! — very pretty — very unusual, I added, with a patronizing nod.

She did not resent it; when at last I made bold to meet her gaze it was pensive and serene, yet I felt somehow that her innocent blue eyes had taken my measure as a man — and not to my advantage.

Your name is not a usual one, she said. When I first heard it from Sir Peter I laughed.

Why? I said coldly.

Why? Oh, I dont know, Mr. Renault! It sounded so very young — Carus Renault — it sounds so young and guileless — —

Speechless with indignation, I caught a glimmer under the lowered lids that mocked me, and I saw her mouth quiver with the laugh fluttering for freedom.

She looked up, all malice, and the pent laughter rippled.

Very well, I said, giving in, I shall take no pity on you in future.

My dear Mr. Renault, do you think I require your pity?

Not now, I said, chagrined. But one day you may cry out for mercy — —

Which you will doubtless accord, being a gallant gentleman and no Mohawk.

Oh, I can be a barbarian, too, for I am, by adoption, an Oneida of the Wolf Clan, and entitled to a seat in Council.

I see, she said, you wear your hair à lIroquois.

I reddened again; I could not help it, knowing my hair was guiltless of powder and all awry.

If I had supposed you were here, do you imagine I should have presented myself unpowdered and without a waistcoat? I said, exasperated.

Her laughter made it no easier, though I strove to retrieve myself and return to the light badinage she had routed me from. Lord, what a tease was in this child, with her deep blue eyes and her Dresden porcelain skin of snow and roses!

Now, she said, recovering her gravity, you may return to your letter-writing, Mr. Renault. I have done with you for the moment.

At that I was sobered in a trice.

What letter-writing? I made out to answer calmly.

Were you not hard at work penning a missive to some happy soul who enjoys your confidence?

Why do you believe I was? I asked.

She tossed her head airily. Oh! for that matter, I could even tell you what you wrote: Nothing remarkable; the Hon. Elsin Grey still keeps her chamber — did you not write that?

She paused, the smile fading from her face. Perhaps she thought she had gone too far, perhaps something in my expression startled her.

I beg your pardon, she said quickly; have I hurt you, Mr. Renault?

How did you know I wrote that? I asked in a voice I hoped was steady.

Why, it is there on your shirt, Mr. Renault, imprinted backward from the wet ink. I have amused myself by studying it out letter by letter. Please forgive me — it was dreadfully indiscreet — but I only meant to torment you.

I looked down, taking my fine lawn shirt in both hands. There was the impression — my own writing, backward, but distinct. I remembered when I had done it, when I had gathered my ink-wet papers under my arms and leaned forward to listen to the creaking of the attic stairway. Suppose it had been Sir Peter! Suppose the imprint had been something that could have admitted of but one interpretation? I turned cold at the thought.

She was watching me all the while, a trifle uneasy at my silence, but my smile and manner reassured her, and my gaiety she met instantly.

I am overwhelmed, I said, and can offer no excuse for this frowsy dress. If you had any idea how mortified I am you would have mercy on me.

My hair not being dressed à lIroquois, I consent to show you mercy, she said. But you came monstrous near frightening me, too. Do you know you turned white, Mr. Renault? Lud! the vanity of men, to pale at a jest touching their status in fopdom as proper macaroni!

I do love to appear well, I said resentfully.

Now do you expect me to assure you that you do appear well? that even the dress of a ragged forest-runner would detract nothing from your person? Ah, I shall say nothing of the sort, Mr. Renault! Doubtless there are women a-plenty in New York to flatter you.

No, I said; they prefer scarlet coats and spurs, as you will, too.

No doubt, she said, turning her head to the sunset.

There was enough wind to flutter the ribbons on her shoulders and bare neck, and to stir the tendrils of her powdered hair, a light breeze blowing steadily from the bay as the sun went down into the crimson flood. Bang! A cloud of white smoke hung over Pearl Street where the evening gun had spoken; the flag on the fort fluttered down, the flag on the battery followed. Out on the darkening river a lanthorn glimmered from the deck of the Jersey; a light sparkled on Paulus Hook.

Hark! hear the drums! she murmured. Far down Broadway the British drums sounded, nearer, nearer, now loud along Dock Street, now lost in Queen, then swinging west by north they came up Broad, into Wall; and I could hear the fifes shrilling out, The World turned Upside-down, and the measured tread of the patrol, marching to the Upper Barracks and the Prison.

The drummers wheeled into Broadway beneath our windows; leaning over I saw them pass, and I was aware of something else, too — a great strapping figure in a drovers smock, watching the British drums from the side path across the way — my friend of Nassau Street — and clinging to his arm, a little withered man, wrinkled, mild-eyed, clad also like a drover, and snapping his bull-whip to accent the rhythm of the rolling drums.

I think I shall go down, said a soft voice beside me; pray do not move, Mr. Renault, you are so picturesque in silhouette against the sunset — and I hear that silhouettes are so fashionable in New York fopdom.

I bowed; she held out her hand — just a trifle, as she passed me, the gesture of a coquette or of perfect innocence — and I touched it lightly with finger-tip and lip.

Until supper, she said— and, Mr. Renault, do you suppose we shall have bread for supper?

Why not? I asked, all unsuspicious.

Because I fancied flour might be scarce in New York — she glanced at my unpowdered head, then fled, her blue eyes full of laughter.

It is true that all hair powder is made of flour, but I did not use it like a Hessian. And I looked after her with an uncertain smile and with a respect born of experience and grave uncertainty.


CHAPTER II

THE HOUSEHOLD
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ABOUT DUSK SIR Peter arrived from lower Westchester while I was dressing. Warned by the rattle of wheels from the coach-house at the foot of the garden, and peering through the curtains, I saw the lamps shining and heard the trample of our horses on the stable floor; and presently, as I expected, Sir Peter came a-knocking at my door, and my servant left the dressing of my hair to admit the master of the house. He came in, his handsome face radiant — a tall, graceful man of forty, clothed with that elegant carelessness which we call perfection, so strikingly unobtrusive was his dress, so faultless and unstudied his bearing.

There was no dust upon him, though he had driven miles; his clean skin was cool and pleasantly tinted with the sun of summer, spotless his lace at cuff and throat, and the buckles flashed at stock and knee and shoe as he passed through the candle-light to lay a familiar hand upon my shoulder.

Whats new, Carus? he asked, and his voice had ever that pleasant undertone of laughter which endears. You villain, have you been making love to Elsin Grey, that she should come babbling of Mr. Renault, Mr. Renault, Mr. Renault ere I had set foot in my own hallway? It was indecent, I tell you — not a word for me, civil or otherwise, not a question how I had scaped the Skinners at Kingsbridge — only a flutter of ribbons and a pair of pretty hands to kiss, and Oh, Cousin Coleville! Is Mr. Renault kin to me, too? — for I so take it, having freely bantered him to advantage at first acquaintance. Was I bold, cousin? — but if you only knew how he tempted me — and he is kin to you, is he not? — and you are Cousin Bettys husband. God-a-mercy! said I, whats all this about Mr. Renault? — a rogue and a villain I shame to claim as kin, a swaggering, diceing, cock-fighting ruffler, a-raking it from the Out-Ward to Jew Street! Madam, do you dare admit to me that you have found aught to attract you in the company of this monument of foppery known as Carus Renault?

Did you truly say that, Sir Peter? I asked, wincing while my ears grew hot.

Say it? I did not say it, I bellowed it! He shrugged his shoulders and took snuff with an air. The minx finds you agreeable, he observed; why? — God knows!

I had not thought so, I said, in modest deprecation, yet warming at his words.

Oh — had not thought so! he mimicked, mincing over to the dressing-table and surveying the array of perfumes and pomades and curling irons. Carus, you shameless rake, youve robbed all Queen Street! Essence, pomade-de-grasse, almond paste, bergamot, orange, French powder! By Heaven, man, do you mean to take the lady by storm or set up a rival shop to Smiths Sign of the Rose? Here, have your man leave those two puffs above the ears; curl them loosely — thats it! Now tie that queue-ribbon soberly; leave the flamboyant papillon style to those damned Lafayettes and Rochambeaux! Now dust your master, Dennis, and fetch a muslinet waistcoat — the silver tambour one. Gad, Carus, Id make a monstrous fine success at decorating fops for a guinea a head — eh?

He inspected me through his quizzing glass, nodded, backed away in feigned rapture, and presently sat down by the window, stretching his well-shaped legs.

Damme, he said, I meant to ask whats new, but you chatter on so that I have no chance for a word edgeways. Now, what the devil is new with you?

Nothing remarkable, I said, laughing. Did you come to terms with Mr. Rutgers for his meadows?

No, he replied irritably, and I care nothing for his damned swamps full of briers and mud and woodcock.

It is just as well, I said. You can not afford more land at present.

Thats true, he admitted cheerfully; Im spending too much. Gad, Carus, the Fifty-fourth took it out of us at that thousand-guinea main! Which reminds me to say that our birds at Flatbush are in prime condition and Ive matched them.

I looked up at him doubtfully. Our birds had brought him nothing but trouble so far.

Let it pass, he said, noticing my silent disapproval; well talk to Horrock in the morning. Which reminds me that I have no money. He laughed, drew a paper from his coat, and unfolding it, read aloud: 



	
1 pipe Madeira 


	
@ £90 per pipe — £90 





	
1 pipe Port 


	
@ £46 per pipe — £46 





	
20 gallons Fayal 


	
@ 5s. per gal. — 





	
20 gallons Lisbon 


	
@ 5s. per gal. — 





	
10 gallons Windward I. rum 


	
@ 4s. per gal. 






He yawned and tossed the paper on my dresser, saying, Pay it, Carus. If our birds win the main well put the Forty-fifth under the table, and Ill pay a few debts.

Standing there he stretched to his full graceful height, yawning once or twice. Ill go bathe, and dress for supper, he said; that should freshen me. Shall we rake it to-night?

Im for cards, I said carelessly.

With Elsin Grey or without Elsin Grey? he inquired in affected earnestness.

If you had witnessed her treatment of me, I retorted, youd never mistake it for friendly interest. Well rake it, if you like. Theres another frolic at the John Street Theater. The Engineers play The Conscious Lovers, and Rosamund Barry sings Vain is Beautys Gaudy Flower.

But he said he had no mind for the Theater Royal that night, and presently left me to Dennis and the mirror.

In the mirror I saw a boyish youth of twenty-three, dark-eyed, somewhat lean of feature, and tinted with that olive smoothness of skin inherited from the Renaults through my great-grandfather — a face which in repose was a trifle worn, not handsome, but clearly cut, though not otherwise remarkable. It was, I believed, neither an evil nor a sullen brooding face, nor yet a face in which virtue molds each pleasing feature so that its goodness is patent to the world.

Dennis having ended his ministrations, I pinned a brilliant at my throat — a gift from Lady Coleville — and shook over it the cobweb lace so it should sparkle like a star through a thin cloud. Then passing my small sword through the embroidered slashing of my coat, and choosing a handkerchief discreetly perfumed, I regarded myself at ease, thinking of Elsin Grey.

In the light of later customs and fashions I fear that I was something of a fop, though I carried neither spy-glass nor the two watches sacred to all fops. But if I loved dress, so did his Excellency, and John Hancock, not to name a thousand better men than I; and while I confess that I did and do dearly love to cut a respectable figure, frippery for its own sake was not among my vices; but I hold him a hind who, if he can afford it, dresses not to please others and do justice to the figure that a generous Creator has so patiently fashioned. To please others! sang my French blood within me; to please myself! echoed my English blood — and so, betwixt the sanguine tides, I was minded to please in one way or another, nor thought it a desire unworthy. One thing did distress me: what with sending all my salary to the prisons, I had no money left to bet as gentlemen bet, nor to back a well-heeled bird, nor to color my fancy for a horse. As for a mistress, or for those fugitive affairs of the heart which English fashion countenanced — nay, on which fashion insisted — I had no part in them, and brooked much banter from the gay world in consequence. It was not merely lack of money, nor yet a certain fastidiousness implanted, nor yet the inherent shrinking of my English blood from pleasure forbidden, for my Renault blood was hot enough, God wot! It was, I think, all of these reasons that kept me untainted, and another, the vague idea of a woman, somewhere in the world, who should be worth an unsullied love — worth far more than the best I might bring to her one day. And so my pride refused to place me in debt to a woman whom I had never known.

As for money, I had my salary when it was convenient for Sir Peter; I had a small income of my own, long pledged to Colonel Willetts secret uses. It was understood that Sir Peter should find me in apparel; I had credit at Sir Peters tailor, and at his hatters and bootmakers, too. Twice a year my father sent me from Paris a sum which was engaged to maintain a bed or two in the Albany hospital for our soldiers. I make no merit of it, for others gave more. So, it is plain to see I had no money for those fashionable vices in the midst of which I lived, and if I lost five shillings at whist I felt that I had robbed some wretched creature on the Jersey, or dashed the cup from some poor devils lips who lay a-gasping in the city prison.

My finery, then, was part and parcel of my salary — my salary in guineas already allotted; so it came about that I moved in a loose and cynical society, untainted only through force of circumstance and a pride that accepts nothing which it may not return at interest.



When I descended to the dining-room I found all seated, and so asked pardon of Lady Coleville, who was gay and amiable as usual, and, for a penance, as she said, made me sit beside her. That was no penance, for she was a beauty and a wit, her dainty head swimming with harmless mischief; and besides knowing me as she did, she was monstrous amusing in a daring yet delicate fashion, which she might not use with any other save her husband.

That, as I say, was therefore no penance, but my punishment was to see Elsin Grey far across the table on Sir Peters right, and to find in my other neighbor a lady whose sole delight in me was to alternately shock me with broad pleasantries and torment me with my innocence.
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My punishment was to see Elsin Grey far across the table.

Rosamund Barry was her name, Captain Barrys widow — he who fell at Breeds Hill in 76 — the face of a Madonna, and the wicked wit of a lady whose name she bore, sans La du.

Carus, she said, leaning too near me and waving her satin painted fan, is it true you have deserted me for a fairer conquest?

The rumor nails itself to the pillory, I said; who is fairer than you, Rosamund?

You beg the question, she said severely, the while her dark eyes danced a devils shadow dance; if you dare go tiptoeing around the skirts of the Hon. Miss Grey, Ill tell her all — all, mind you!

Dont do that, I said, unless you mean to leave New York.

All about you, silly! she said, flushing in spite of her placid smile.

Oh, I said, with an air of great relief, I was sure you could not contemplate confession!

She laid her pretty head on one side. I wonder, she mused, eying me deliberately— I wonder what this new insolence of yours might indicate. Is it rebellion? Has the worm turned?

The worm has turned — into a frivolous butterfly, I said gaily.

I dont believe it, she said. Let me see if I can make you blush, Carus! And she leaned nearer, whispering behind her fan.

Let me match that! I said coolly. Lend me your fan, Rosamund — —

Carus! exclaimed Lady Coleville, stop it! Mercy on us, such shameless billing and cooing! Captain ONeil, call him out!

Faith, said ONeil, to call is wan thing, and the chune Mrs. Barry sings is another. Take shame, Carus Renault, ye blatherin, bould inthriguer! Lave innocence to yer betthers!

To me, for example, observed Captain Harkness complacently. Mrs. Barry knows that raking fellow, Carus, and she knows you, too, you wild Irishman — —

If you only keep this up long enough, gentlemen, I said, striving to smile, youll end by doing what Ive so far avoided.

Ruining his reputation in Miss Greys eyes, explained Lady Coleville pleasantly.

Elsin Grey looked calmly across at me, saying to Sir Peter, He is too young to do such things, isnt he?

That set them into fits of laughter, Sir Peter begging me to pause in my mad career and consider the chief end of man, and Tully ONeil generously promising moral advice and the spiritual support of Rosamund Barry, which immediately diverted attention from me to a lightning duel of words between Rosamund and ONeil — parry and thrust, innuendo and eloquent silence, until Lady Coleville in pantomime knocked up the crossed blades of wit, and Sir Peter vowed that this was no place for an innocent married man.

When Lady Coleville rose we drew our swords and arched a way for her, and she picked up her silken petticoat and ran under, laughing, one hand pressed to her ears to shut out the cheers.

There were long black Spanish cigars, horribly strong, served with spirits after the ladies had left. ONeil and Harkness used them; Sir Peter and I accepted the long cool pipes, and we settled for a comfortable smoke.

Sir Peter spoke of the coming cock-fight with characteristic optimism — not shared by Harkness, and but partially approved by ONeil. Details were solemnly discussed, questions of proper heeling, of silver and steel gaffs, of comb and wattle cutting, of the texture of feather and hackle, and of the walks at Flatbush and Horrocks method of feeding in the dark.

Tiring of the subject, Harkness, spoke of the political outlook and took a gloomy view, paying his Excellency a compliment by referring to him as no fox, but a full-grown wolf, with an appetite for a continent and perhaps for a hemisphere.

Pooh! said Sir Peter, lazily sucking at his pipe, Sir Henry has him holed. Well dig him out before snow flies.

What folly, Sir Peter! remonstrated Harkness, leaning forward so that the candle-light blazed on his gold and scarlet coat. Look back five years, Sir Peter, then survey the damnable situation now! Do you realize that to-day England governs but one city in America?

Wait, observed Sir Peter serenely, expelling a cloud of smoke so that it wreathed his handsome head in a triple halo.

Wait? Faith, if theres anything else to do but wait Ill take that job! exclaimed ONeil ruefully.

Why dont you take it, then? retorted Sir Peter. Its no secret, I fancy — that plan of Walter Butlers — is it? he added, seeing that we knew nothing of any plan.

Sir Henry makes no secret of it, he continued; its talked over and disparaged openly at mess and at headquarters. I can see no indiscretion in mentioning it here.

It was at such moments that I felt a loathing for myself, and such strong self-disgust must surely have prevailed in the end to make me false to duty if, as I have said, I had not an absolute faith that his Excellency required no man to tarnish his honor for the motherlands salvation.

Whats afoot? inquired Harkness curiously.

Why, you remember how the rebel General Sullivan went through the Six Nations, devastating the Iroquois country, laying waste, burning, destroying their orchards and crops — which, after all, accomplished the complete destruction of our own granary in the North?

Twas a dhirty thrick! muttered ONeil. Sure, tis the poor naked haythen will pay that score wan day, or Im a Hessian!

Theyll pay it soon if Walter Butler has his way, said Sir Peter. Sir John Johnson and the Butlers and Colonel Ross are gathering in the North. Haldimands plan is to strike at the rebels food supply — the cultivated region from Johnstown south and west — do what Sullivan did, lay waste the rebel grain belt, burn fodder, destroy all orchards — God! it will go hard with the frontier again. He swung around to Harkness: Its horrible to me, Captain — and Walter Butler not yet washed clean of the blood of Cherry Valley. I tell you, loyal as I am, humble subject of my King, whom I reverence, I affirm that this blackened, blood-soaked frontier is a barrier to England which she can never, never overcome, and though we win out to-day, and though we hang the rebels thick as pears in Lispenards orchards, that barrier will remain, year by year fencing us in, crowding us back to the ocean, to our ships, back to the land from whence we English came. And for all time will the memory of these horrors set Americas face against us — if not for all time, yet our childrens children and their children shall not outlive the tradition burned into the heart of this quivering land we hold to-day, half shackled, still struggling, already rising to its bleeding knees.

Gad! breathed ONeil, tis threason ye come singin to the chune o Yankee Doodle-doo, Sir Peter.

Its sense, said Sir Peter, already smiling at his own heat.

So Ross and the Butlers are to strike at the rebel granaries? repeated Harkness, musing.

Yes; theyre gathering on the eastern lakes and at Niagara — Butlers Rangers, Johnsons Greens, Brants Iroquois, some Jägers, a few regulars, and the usual partizan band of painted whites who disgrace us all, by Heaven! But there, added Sir Peter, smiling, Ive done with the vapors. I bear no arms, and it is unfit that I should judge those who do. Only, and his voice rang a little, I understand battles, not butchery. Gentlemen, to the British Army! the regulars, God bless em! Bumpers, gentlemen!

I heard ONeil muttering, as he smacked his lips after the toast, And to hell with the Hessians! Bad cess to the Dootch scuts!

Did you say the rendezvous is at Niagara? inquired Harkness.

Ive heard so. Ive heard, too, of some other spot — an Indian name — Thend — Thend — plague take it! Ah, I have it — Thendara. You know it, Carus? he asked, turning so suddenly on me that my guilty heart ceased beating for a second.

I have heard of it, I said, finding a voice scarce like my own. Where is it, Sir Peter?

Why, here in New York there has ever been a fable about a lost town in the wilderness called Thendara. I never knew it to be true; but now they say that Walter Butler has assigned Thendara as his gathering place, or so it is reported in a letter to Sir Henry, which Sir Henry read to me. Have you no knowledge of it, Carus?

None at all. I remember hearing the name in childhood. Perhaps better woodsmen than I know where this Thendara lies, but I do not.

It must lie somewhere betwixt us and Canada, said Harkness vaguely. Does not Sir Henry know?

He said he did not, replied Sir Peter, and he sent out a scout for information. No information has arrived. Is it an Iroquois word, Carus?

I think it is of Lenape origin, I said— perhaps modified by the Mohawk tongue. I know it is not pure Oneida.

Harkness glanced at me curiously. Youd make a rare scout, he said, with your knowledge of the barbarians.

The wonder is, observed Sir Peter, that he is not a scout on the other side. If my home had been burned by the McDonalds and the Butlers, Im damned if I should forget which side did it!

If I took service with the rebels, said I, it would not be because of personal loss. Nor would that same private misfortune deter me from serving King George. The men who burned my home represent no great cause. When I have leisure I can satisfy personal quarrels.

Lord! laughed Sir Peter, to hear you bewail your lack of leisure one might think you are now occupied with one cause or tother. Pray, my dear Carus, when do you expect to find time to call out these enemies of yours?

You wouldnt have me deprive the King of Walter Butlers services, would you? I asked so gravely that everybody laughed, and we rose in good humor to join the ladies in the drawing-rooms.

Sir Peters house on Wall Street had been English built, yet bore certain traces of the old Dutch influence, for it had a stoop leading to the front door, and the roof was Dutch, save for the cupola; a fine wide house, the façade a little scorched from the conflagration of 78 which had ruined Trinity Church and the Lutheran, and many fine buildings and homes.

The house was divided by a wide hallway, on either side of which were drawing-rooms, and in the rear of these was a dining-room giving on a conservatory which overlooked the gardens. The ground floor served as a servants hall, with a door at the area and another in the rear leading out through the garden-drive to the stables.

The floor above the drawing-rooms had been divided into two suites, one in gold leather and blue for Sir Peter and his lady, the other in crimson damask for guests. The third floor, mine, was similarly divided, I occupying the Wall Street side, with windows on that fashionable street and also on Broadway.

Thus it happened that, instead of entering the south drawing-room where I saw the ladies at the card-table playing Pharaoh, I turned to the right and crossed the north, or state drawing-room, and parted the curtains, looking across Broadway to see if I might spy my friend the drover and his withered little mate. No doubt prudence and a dislike for the patrol kept them off Broadway at that hour, for I could not see them, although a few street lamps were lit and I could make out wayfarers as far north as Crown Street.

Standing there in the dimly lighted room, my nose between the parted curtains, I heard my name pronounced very gently behind me, and, turning, beheld Miss Grey, half lying on a sofa in a distant corner. I had not seen her when I entered, my back being turned to the east, and I said so, asking pardon for an unintentional rudeness — which she pardoned with a smile, slowly waving her scented fan.

I am a little tired, she said; the voyage from Halifax was rough, and I have small love for the sea, so, Lady Coleville permitting, I came in here to rest from the voices and the glare of too bright candle-light. Pray you be seated, Mr. Renault — if it does not displease you. What were you looking for from the window yonder?

Treason, I said gaily. But the patrol should be able to see to that. May I sit here a moment?

Willingly; I like men.

Innocence or coquetry, I was clean checked. Her white eyelids languidly closing over the pure eyes of a child gave me no clue.

All men? I inquired.

How silly! No, very few men. But that is because I only know a few.

And may I dare to hope that— I began in stilted gallantry, cut short by her opening eyes and smile. Of course I like you, Mr. Renault. Can you not see that? Its a pity if you can not, as all the others tease me so about you. Do you like me?

Very, very much, I replied, conscious of that accursed color burning my face again; conscious, too, that she noted it with calm curiosity.

Very, very much, she repeated, musing. Is that why you blush so often, Mr. Renault — because you like me very, very much?

Exasperated, I strove to smile. I couldnt; and dignity would not serve me, either.

If I loved you, said I, I might change color when you spoke. Therefore my malady must arise from other causes — say from Sir Peters wine, for instance.

I knew a man who fell in love with me, she said. You may do so yet.

Do you think it likely? I asked, scarcely knowing how to meet this cool attack.

I think it possible — dont you? she asked.

I considered, or made pretense to. My heart had begun to beat too fast; and as for her, I could no more fathom her than the sea, yet her babble was shallow enough to strand wiser men than I upon its sparkling shoals.

I do like men, she said thoughtfully, but not all men, as I said I did. Now at supper I looked about me and I found only you attractive, save Sir Peter, and he counts nothing in a game of hearts.

When you come to mingle with New York society you will, no doubt, find others far more attractive, I said stupidly.

No doubt. Still, in the interim — she looked straight at me from under her delicate level brows— in the meanwhile, will you not amuse me?

How, madam?

I shall not tell you if you call me madam.

Will the Hon. Elsin Grey inform me how I may amuse her ladyship?

Nor that, either.

I hesitated, then leaned nearer: How may I amuse you, Elsin?

Why, by courting me, silly! she said, laughing, and spreading her silken fan. How else is a woman amused?

Her smooth hand lay across the velvet arm of the sofa; I took it and raised it to my lips, and she smiled approval, then drew a languid little sigh, fanned, and vowed I was the boldest man she had ever known.

I told her how exquisite her beauty was, I protested at her coldness, I dedicated myself to her service, vowing eternal constancy; and presently my elaborate expressions rang truer and grew more simple, and she withdrew her hand with a laugh, looking at me out of those beautiful eyes which now were touched with curiosity.

For a jester, Carus, you are too earnest, she said.

Does pretense frighten you?

She regarded me, silent, smiling, her fan at her lips.

You are playing with fire, she said.

Tell me, heart of flint, am I the steel to strike a spark from? I asked, laughing.

I do not know yet of what metal you are made, Carus, she said thoughtfully, yet with that dim smile hovering ever upon her lips.

She dropped her fan and held up one finger. Listen; let me read you. Here is my measure of such a man as you: First of all, generous! — look at your mouth, which God first fashions, then leaves for us to make or mar. Second, your eyes — sincere! for though you blush like a maiden, Carus, your eyes are steady to the eyes that punish. Third, dogged! spite of the fierce impatience that sets your chiseled nose a-quiver at the nostrils. There! Am I not a very gipsy for a fortune? Read me, now.

After a long silence I said, I can not.

Truly?

Truly. I can not read you, Elsin.

She opened her palm and held her fingers, one by one, frowning in an effort to be just: First, I am a fool; second, I am a fool; third, I am a fool; fourth — —

I caught her hand, and she looked at me with a charming laugh.

I am, she insisted, her hand resting in mine.

Why?

Why, because I — I am in love with Walter Butler — and — and I never liked a man as well as I like you!

I was astounded. She sighed, slowly shaking her head. That is it, you see. Love is very different from having a good time. He is so proud, so sad, so buried in noble melancholy, so darkly handsome, and all afire with passion — which advances him not a whit with me nor commends him to my mercy — only when he stands before me, his dark golden eyes lost in delicious melancholy; then, then, Carus, I know that it must be love I feel; but it is not a very cheerful sentiment. She sighed again, picking up her fan with one hand — I held the other.

Now, with you — and I have scarce known you a dozen hours — it is so charming, so pleasant and cheerful — and I like you so much, Carus! — oh, the sentiment I entertain for you is far pleasanter than love. Have you ever been in love?

I am, Elsin — almost.

Almost? Mercy on us! What will the lady say to almost?

God knows, I said, smiling.

Good! she said approvingly; leave her in Gods care, and practise on me to perfect your courtship. I like it, really I do. It is strange, too, she mused, with a tender smile of reminiscence, for I have never let Captain Butler so much as touch my hand. But discretion, you see, is love; isnt it? So if I am so indiscreet with you, what harm is there?

Are you unhappy away from him? I asked.

No, only when with him. He seems to wring my heart — I dont know why, but, oh, I do so pity him!

Are you — plighted?

Oh, dear me, yes — but secretly. Ah, I should not have told you that! — but there you are, Carus; and I do believe that I could tell you everything I know if our acquaintance endures but twelve more hours. And that, she added, considering me calmly, is rather strange, I think. Dont you?

Ere I could reply came Sir Peter, talking loudly, protesting that it was a monstrous shame for me to steal away their guest, that I was a villain and all knew it, he himself best of all; and without more ado he tucked her arm under his and marched triumphantly away, leaving me there alone in the deserted room.

But as Elsin gained the door she turned, looking back, and, laying her hand upon her lips, threw me a kiss behind Sir Peters shoulders.


CHAPTER III

THE COQ DOR

[image: img60.jpg]

THE DAYS THAT followed were brilliant links in a fierce sequence of gaiety; and this though the weather was so hot that the very candles in their sconces drooped, dripping their melted wax on egrette and lace, scarlet coat and scarf. A sort of midsummer madness attacked the city; we danced in the hot moonlit nights, we drove at noontide, with the sun flaring in a sky of sapphire, we boated on the Bronx, we galloped out to the lines, escorted by a troop of horse, to see the Continental outposts beyond Tarrytown — so bold they had become, and no skinners, either, but scouts of Heath, blue dragons if our glasses lied not, well horsed, newly saddled, holsters of bearskin, musket on thigh, and the July sun a-flashing on crested helmet and crossed sling-buckles. And how my heart drummed and the red blood leaped in me to beat in neck and temple, at sight of my own comrades! And how I envied them, free to ride erect and proud in the light of day, harnessed for battle, flying no false colors for concealment — all fair and clean and aboveboard! And I a spy!

We were gay, I say, and the town had gone mid-summer mad of its own fancy — a fevered, convulsive reaction from a strain too long endured; and while the outlook for the King was no whit better here, and much worse in the South, yet, as it was not yet desperate, the garrison, the commander, and the Governor made a virtue of necessity, and, rousing from the pent inertia of the dreadful winter and shaking off the lethargy of spring, paced their cage with a restlessness that quickened to a mania for some relief in the mad distraction of folly and frivolity.

And first, Sir Peter gave a ball at our house in honor of Elsin Grey, and we danced in the state drawing-room, and in the hallway, and in the south drawing-room, and Sir Henry walked a minuet with the Hon. Elsin Grey, and I had her to wine and later in a Westchester reel. Too much punch was drunk, iced, which is a deadly thing, and worse still when the foundation is laid in oranged tea! Too many officers, too many women, and all so hot, so suffocating, that the red ran from lip and cheek, streaking the face-powder, and the bare enameled shoulders of the women were frosted with perspiration like dew on wet roses.

That was the first frolic given in her honor, followed by that wild dance at the Governors, where the thickets of clustered candles drooped like lilies afire, and great islands of ice melted in the punch-bowls ere they had been emptied a third. And yet the summer madness continued; by day we drove in couples, in Italian chaises, or made cherry-parties to Long Island, or sailed the bay to the Narrows, or played rustic and fished in the bay; at night we danced, danced, danced, and I saw little of Elsin Grey save through a blaze of candle-light to move a minuet with her, to press her hand in a reel, or to conduct her to some garden pavilion where servants waited with ices amid a thirsty, breathless, jostling throng.

The heat abated nothing; so terrible was it in the city that spite of the shade afforded by elm, lime, and honey-locust, men and horses were stricken on the streets, and the Tea Water ran low, and the Collect, where it flows out into a stream, dried up, and Mr. Rutgers swamps stank. Also, as was noted by men like me, who, country-bred, concern themselves with trifles, the wild birds which haunted the trees in street and lane sang no more, and I saw at times Lord Baltimores orioles and hedge-birds, beaks open, eyes partly closed, panting from the sun, so fierce it beat upon us in New York that summertide.

As for the main Sir Peter had meant to fight with his Flatbush birds, we tried a shake-bag, stags, which, though fairly matched and handled by past masters, billed and pecked and panted without a blow from wing or spur, till we understood that the heat had stunned them, and so gave up to wait for cooler sport.

We waited, but not in idleness; the cage-fever drove us afield, and the De Lanceys had us to the house for bowls and cricket, which the ladies joined, spoiling it somewhat for my taste; and we played golf at Mr. Lispenards, which presently lost all charm for me, as Elsin Grey remained at the pavilion and touched no club, neither wood nor iron, save to beat the devils tattoo upon the grass and smile into the bold eyes of Captain ONeil.

At Rivingtons we found tennis, too, and good rackets, and I played one whole morning with Elsin Grey, nor wearied of her delight that she beat me easily; though why I permitted it and why her victory gave me pleasure is more than I can comprehend, I always desiring to appear well in trials of skill at which it is a shame for gentlemen not to excel, and not ungallant to do ones best with ladies to oppose.

Every Tuesday, at Bayards Hill near the pump, a bull was baited; but that bloody sport, and the matching of dogs, was never to my taste, although respectable gentlemen of fashion attended.

However, there was racing at many places — at Newmarket on Salisbury plain, and at Jamaica; also Mr. Lispenard had a fine course at Greenwich village, near the country house of Admiral Warren, and Mr. De Lancey another between First and Second streets, near the Bowery Lane; but mostly we drove to Mr. Rutgers to see the running horses; and I was ashamed not to bet when Elsin Grey provoked me with her bantering challenge to a wager, laying bets under my nose; but I could not risk money and remember how every penny saved meant to some prisoner aboard the Jersey more than a drop of water to a soul in torment.

And how it hurt me — I who love to please, and who adore in others that high disregard of expense that I dared now never disregard! And to appear poor-spirited in her eyes, too! and to see the others stare at times, and to be aware of quiet glances exchanged, and of meaning eyes!

It was late in July that the cooling change came — a delicious breath from the Narrows blowing steady as a trade; and the change having been predicted a week since by Venus, a negro wench of Lady Colevilles, Sir Peter had wisely taken precaution to send word to Horrock in Flatbush; and now the main was to be fought at the cockpit in Great George Street, at the Frenchmans Coq dOr, a tavern maintained most jealously by the garrisons officers, and most exclusive though scarce decent in a moral sense, it being notorious for certain affairs in which even the formality of Gretna Green was dispensed with.

Many a daintily cloaked figure stole, masked, to the rendezvous in the garden under the cherry-trees, and many a duel was fought in the pleasant meadows to the south which we called Vauxhall; and there I have seen silent men waiting at dawn, playing with the coffee they scarce could swallow, while their seconds paced the path beyond the stile, whistling reflectively, switching the wild roses, with a watchful eye for the coming party.

But now, concerning that cocking-main at the Coq dOr, and how it came about. The day was to be a merry one, Lady Coleville and Elsin Grey sleeping until afternoon from the dissipation of the dance at the Assembly, which lasted until the breakfast hour; Sir Peter, Captains Harkness and ONeil, and I to see the main in the morning, lunch at the tavern, and return to rest until time to dress for the great ball and supper given by the officers of the artillery at Fort George.

The day, the 28th of July, broke cloudless and sweetly cool. Dressing, I saw the jack flying straight in the sea-wind and a schooner in the North River heeled over and scudding south, with a white necklace of foam trailing from her sprit back along half her water-line.

Sir Peter, in riding-boots and coat, came in high spirits to drink a morning cup with me, saying his birds had arrived and Horrock had gone forward with them, and that we must bolt breakfast and mount, for the Fifty-fourths officers were early risers, and we should not detain them. And so he chattered on, joyously, pacing my chamber while Dennis buckled my spurs.

At breakfast we bolted what was set before us, with many a glance through the windows where, in the garden drive, our horses stood saddled in the shade of an elm, a black at each bit, and the whole stable-force out, all a-grinning to wish the master luck of his Flatbush birds and the main to boot.

Carus, said Sir Peter, fork poised, glass in hand, its a thousand on the main, a hundred on each battle, and I must win. You know that!

I knew it only too well and said so, speaking cheerfully yet seriously of his affairs, which had become so complicated since the closer blockade of the city. But he was ever gaily impatient of details and of pounds and pence. Accounts he utterly refused to audit, leaving it to me to pay his debts, patch up gaps left by depreciated securities, and find a fortune to maintain him and his wife in the style which, God knows, befitted him, but which he could no longer properly afford. And when it came to providing money to fling from race-track to cockpit, and from coffee-house to card-room, I told him plainly he had none, which made him laugh and swear and vow I was treating him most shabbily. And it was no use; he would have his pin-money, and I must sell or pledge or borrow, at an interest most villainous, from the thrifty folk in Duke Street.

So now, when I offered to discuss the danger of extravagance, he swore he would not have a days pleasure ruined by a sermon, and presently we rose and went into the garden to mount, and I saw Sir Peter distributing silver among the servants, so that all could share the pleasure and lay wagers among their kind for the honor of the Flatbush birds and the master who bred them.

Come, Carus, he sang out from his saddle, and I followed him at a gallop out into Broadway and up the street, keeping under the shade of the trees to save our horses, though the air was cool and we had not far to go.

Presently he drew bridle, and we walked our horses past Partition Street, past Barckley, and the common, where I glanced askance at the ominous row of the three dread buildings, the Bridewell, the Almshouse, the Prison, with the Provosts gallows standing always ready between; and it brought sullen thoughts to me which four years of patience could not crush; nor had all these years of inaction dulled the fierce spark that flashed to fire within me when I looked up at the barred windows and at the sentinels, and thought of mine own people rotting there, and of Mr. Cunningham, the Provost, whom hell should one day be the worse for.

Is aught amiss, Carus? asked Sir Peter, catching my eye.

Yes, the cruelty practised yonder! I blurted out. Never before had I said as much to any man.

You mean the debtors — or those above in the chain-room? he asked, surprised.

I was not speaking of the Bridewell, but of the Prison, I said.

What cruelty, Carus? You mean the rigor Cunningham uses?

Rigor! I said, laughing, and my laugh was unpleasant.

He looked at me narrowly. We rode past Warren Street and the Upper Barracks in silence, saluting an officer here and there with preoccupied punctiliousness. Already I was repenting of my hardiness in mixing openly with politics or war — matters I had ever avoided or let pass with gay indifference.

Carus, he said, patting his horses mane, you will lay a bet for the honor of the family this time — will you not?

I have no money, I replied, surprised; for never before had he offered to suggest an interference into my own affairs — never by word or look.

No money! he repeated, laughing. Gad, you rake, what do you do with it all? And as I continued silent, he said more gravely, May I speak plainly to a kinsman and dear friend?

Always, I said uneasily.

Then, without offense, Carus, I think that, were I you, I should bet a little — now and again — fling the guineas for a change — now and then — if I were you, Carus.

If you were I you would not, I said, reddening to the temples.

I think I should, nevertheless, he persisted, smiling. Carus, you know that if you need money to bet with — —

Ill tell you what I need, Sir Peter, said I, looking him in the eye. I need your faith in me that I am not by choice a niggard.

God forbid! he cried.

Yet I pass among many for that, I said hotly. I know it, I suffer. Yet I can not burn a penny; it belongs to others, thats all.

A debt! he murmured.

Call it as you will. The money you overpay me for my poor services is not even my own to enjoy.

Sir Peter dropped his bridle and slapped his gloved hands together with a noise that made his horse jump. I knew it, he cried, I knew it, and so I told Elsin when she came to me, troubled, because in you this one flaw appeared; yet though she questioned me, in the same breath she vowed the marble perfect, and asked me if you had parents or kin dependent. She is a rare maid, my pretty kinswoman— He hesitated, glancing cornerwise at me.

Do you know Walter Butler well? I asked carelessly.

No, only a little. Why, Carus?

Is he married?

I never heard it. He is scarcely known to me save through Sir John Johnson, and that his zeal led him to what some call a private reprisal.

Yes, he burned our house, or his Indians did, making pretense that they did not know who lived there, but thought the whole Bush a rebel hotbed. It is true the house was new, built while Sir John lay brooding there in Canada over his broken parole. Perhaps Walter Butler did not know the house was ours.

You are very generous, Carus, said Sir Peter gravely.

No, not very. You see, my father and my mother were in France, and I here, and Butlers raiders only murdered one old man — a servant, all alone there, a man too old and deaf to understand their questions. I know who slew that ancient body-servant to my father, who often held me on his knees. No, Sir Peter, I am not generous, as you say. But there are matters which must await the precedence of great events ere their turn comes in the mills which grind so slow, so sure, and so exceeding fine.

Sir Peter looked at me in silence, and in silence we rode on until we came to the tavern called the Coq dOr.

They were there, the early risers of the Fifty-fourth — a jolly, noisy crowd, all scarlet and gold; and they set up a cheer, which was half welcome, half defiance, when we rode into the tavern yard and dismounted, bowing right and left; and the landlord came to receive us, and servants followed with champagne-cup, iced; and there was old Horrock, too, hat in hand, to attend Sir Peter, with a shake of his wise old head and a smile on his furrowed face — Horrock, the prince of handlers, with his chicken-men, and his scales, and his Flatbush birds a-crowing defiance to the duck-wings, spangles, pyles, and Lord knows what, that his Majestys Fifty-fourth Regiment of Foot had backed to win with every penny and farthing they could scrape to lay against us.

I heard old Horrock whisper to Sir Peter, who was reading over the match-list, Theyre the best we can do, sir; combs low-cut, wings rounded, hackle and saddle trimmed to a T, and the vanes perfect. He laughed: What more can I do, sir? They had aniseed in their bread on the third day, and on the weighing-day sheep-heart, and not two teacups of water in the seven. They came from the walks in prime condition, and tartar and jalap did the rest. They sparred free in the boots and took to the warm ale and sweet-wort, and the rooms were dark except at feeding. What more can I do, sir, except heel them to a hairs-breadth?

You have no peer, Horrock, and you know it, said Sir Peter, kindly, and the old mans furrowed face shone as he trotted off to the covert-room.

Meanwhile I had been hailed by a dozen friends of a dozen different regiments, good fellows all: Major Jamison of the Partisans; Ensign Halvar, young Caryl of the Fortieth Foot; Helsing of the Artillery, and apparently every available commissioned officer of the Fifty-fourth, including Colonel Eyre, a gentleman with a scientific taste for the pit that gained him the title of The Game Un from saucy subalterns, needless to say without his knowledge.

A good bird, well handled, freely backed — what more can a gentleman ask? said Major Neville, waddling beside Sir Peter as we filed into the tavern. My wife calls it a shameful sport, but the cockpit is a fashionable passion, damme! and a man out o fashion is worse than an addled cluck-egg! Eh, Renault? Good gad, sir! Do not cocks fight unurged, and are not their battles with natures spurs more cruel than when matched by man and heeled with steel or even silver, which mercifully ends the combat in short order? And so I tell my wife, Sir Peter, but she calls me brute, he panted plaintively.

Pooh! said Sir Peter, laughing, I can always find a reason for any transgression in the list from theft to murder, and justify each crime by logic — if I put my mind to do so. But my mind is not partial to logic. I fight game-fowl and like it, be the fashion and the ethics what they may.

He was unjust to himself as usual; to him there was no difference between the death of a pheasant afield and the taking off of a good bird in the pit.

Seated around the pit, there was some delay in showing, and Dr. Carmody of the brigade staff gave me, unsolicited, his mature opinions upon game-fowl:

Show me a bird of bold carriage, comb bright red and upright, eye full and bright, beak strong and in good socket, breast full, body broad at shoulder and tapering to tail, thigh short, round, and hard as a nail, leg stout, flat-footed, and spur low — a bird with bright, hard feathers, strong in a quill, warm and firm to the hand — and I care not what breed he be, spangle or black-red, Ill lay my last farthing with you, Mr. Renault, if it shall please you.

And what am I to back? said I, laughing— a full plume, a long, soft hackle, a squirrel-tail, a long-thighed, in-kneed, weak-beaked, coarse-headed henning-fowl selected by you?

The little doctor roared with laughter; the buzz and hum of conversation increased around us — bits of banter, jests tossed from friend to friend.

Who dubs your birds for you. Sir Peter? cried Helsing— the Bridewell barber?

Ten guineas to eight with you on the first battle, retorted Sir Peter, courteously; and, Done with you, sir! said Helsing, noting the bet, while Sir Peter booked his memorandum and turned to meet a perfect shower of offers, all of which he accepted smilingly. And I — oh, I was sick to sit there without a penny laid to show my loyalty to Sir Peter. But it must be so, and I bit my lip and strove to smile and parry with a jest the well-meant offers which now and then came flying my way. But ONeil and Harkness backed the Flatbush birds right loyally, cautioned by Sir Peter, who begged that they wait; but they would not — and one was Irish — so nothing would do but a bold front and an officer snapped with, Done, sir!

The judges and the referee had been chosen, the color-writers selected, and Sir Peter had won the draw, choosing, of course, to weigh first, the main being governed by rules devised by the garrison regiments, partly Virginian, partly New York custom. Matches had been made in camera, the first within the half-ounce, and allowing a stag four ounces; round heels were to be used; all cutters, twists, and slashers barred; the metal was steel, not silver.

And now the pitters had taken station, Horrock and a wall-eyed Bat-man of the Train, and the birds had billed three times and had been fairly delivered on the score — a black brass-back of ours against a black-red of the Fifty-fourth. Scarcely a second did they eye one another when crack! slap! they were at it, wing and gaffle. Suddenly the black-red closed and held, struck like lightning five or six times, and it was all over with Sir Peters Flatbush brass-back, done for in a single heat.

Fast work, observed Sir Peter calmly, taking snuff, with a pleasant nod to the enemy.

Then odds on the main flew like lightning, all taken by Sir Peter and ONeil and a few others of ours, and I biting my lip and fixing my eyes on the roof. Had I not dreaded to hurt Sir Peter I should never, never have come.

We again showed a brass-back and let him run in the pit before cutting a feather, whereupon Sir Peter rashly laid ten to five and few takers, too, for the Fifty-fourth showed a pyle of five-pounds-three — a shuffler which few fancied. But Lord! the shuffler drummed our brass-back to the tune of Sir Daniel ODay, and though two ounces light, took just eight minutes to crow for victory.

Again we showed, this time a duck-wing, and the Fifty-fourth a blue hackle, heavily backed, who proved a wheeler, but it took twenty minutes for him to lay the duck-wing upon the carpet; and we stood three to the bad, but game, though the odds on the main were heavily against us. Our fourth, a blinker, blundered to victory; our fifth hung himself twice to the canvas and finally to the heels of a bewildered spangle; our sixth, a stag, and a wheeling lunatic at that, gave to the Fifty-fourth a bad quarter of an hour, and then, when at the last moment our victory seemed certain, was sent flying to eternity in one last feathered whirlwind, leaving us four to split and four to go, with hopeless odds against us, and Sir Peter calmly booking side-bets on anything that anybody offered.

When the call came we all rose, leaving the pit by the side-entrance, which gave on the cherry garden, where tables were spread for luncheon and pipes fetched for all who cared not to scorch their lips with Spanish cigars.

Sir Peter, hard hit, moved about in great good humor, a seed-cake in one hand, a mug of beer in tother; and who could suppose he stood to lose the thousand guineas he had such need of — and more besides! — so much more that it turned me cold to think of Duke Street, and how on earth I was to find funds for the bare living, luxuries aside.

As for ONeil, the crazy, warm-hearted Irishman went about blustering for odds — pure, generous bravado! — and the Fifty-fourth, to their credit, let him go unharmed, and Harkness, too. As for me, I was very quiet, holding my peace and my opinions to myself, which was proper, as I had laid not one penny on a feather that day.

Sir Peter, seeing me sitting alone under a cherry-tree, came strolling over, followed by Horrock.

Well, Carus, he said, smiling blandly, more dealing with Duke Street, eh? Pooh! Theres balm in Gilead and a few shillings left still in the Dock-Ward! He laughed, but I said nothing. Speak out, man! he said gaily; what do you read by the pricking of your thumbs?

Ask Horrock, I said bluntly. He turned to the grim-visaged retainer, laying his hand familiarly on the old mans shoulder.

Horrock begs me to ride for an even break, he said; dont you, O paragon among pitters?

Yes, sir, I do. Ask Mr. Renault what Sir William Johnsons Huron Reds did to the Patroons Tartars in every main fought twixt Johnstown and Albany in 72 and 73.

I looked up, astounded. Have you four Hurons to show? I asked Sir Peter, incredulously.

I have, he said.

A desperate hope glimmered in my mind — nay, not merely a hope but a fair certainty that ruin could be held at arms length for a while. So possessed was I by absolute faith in Sir William Johnsons strain, called Hurons, that I listened approvingly to Sir Peters plans for a dashing recoup. After all, it was now or never; the gamblers fever seized me, too, in a vise-like grip. Why should I not win a thousand guineas for my prisoners, risking but a few hundred on such a hazard!

You will be there, of course, he said. And after a long silence, I answered:

No, I shall walk in the garden until you finish. The main should be ended at five.

As you choose, Carus, he answered pleasantly, glancing at his watch. Then turning, he cried: Time, gentlemen — and four to ten we split the main!

Done with you, Sir Peter! came the answering shout as from a single throat; and Sir Peter, smiling to himself, booked briefly and sauntered toward the tavern door, old Horrock trotting faithfully at heel.

I had risen and was nervously pacing the grass under the cherry-trees, miserable, full of bitterness, depressed, already bitterly regretting the chance lost, arguing that it was a certainty and no hazard. Yet, deep in my heart, I knew no gentleman can bet on certainty, and where there is no certainty there is risk. That risk I had not taken; the prisoners were to gain or suffer nothing. Thinking of these matters I started to stroll through the cherry grove, and as I stepped from the shade out upon the sunny lawn the shadow of an advancing figure warned me, and I looked up to behold a young officer, in a black and green uniform, crossing my path, his head turned in my direction, his dark, luminous gaze fastened curiously upon me.

Dazzled somewhat by the sun in my eyes, I peered at him as he passed, noting the strange cut of his regimentals, the silver buttons stamped with a motto in relief, the curious sword-knot of twisted buck-thong heavily embroidered in silver and scarlet wampum. Wampum? And what was that devils device flashing on button and shoulder-knot?

Butlers Rangers!

Slowly I turned to stare; he halted, looking back at me, a slim, graceful figure in forest-green, his own black hair gathered in a club, his dark amber eyes fixed on mine with that veiled yet detached glare I had not forgotten.

Captain Butler, I said mechanically.

Hats in hand, heels together, we bowed low in the sunshine — so low that our hands on our hilts alone retained the blades in their scabbards, while our hats swept the short grass on the lawn; then, leisurely erect, once more we stood face to face, a yard of sod betwixt us, the sunshine etching our blue shadows motionless.

Mr. Renault, he said, in that colorless voice he used at times, I had thought to know you, but you are six years older. Times alchemy — he hesitated, then with a perfect bow— refines even the noblest metal. I trust your health and fortune are all that you could desire. Is madam, your mother, well, and your honorable father?

I thank you, Captain Butler.

He looked at me a moment, then with a melancholy smile and a gesture wholly graceful: It is poor reparation to say that I regret the error of my Cayugas which committed your house to the flames.

The fortune of war, Captain Butler. I trust your home at Butlersbury still survives intact.

A dull color crept into his pallid cheeks.

The house at Butlersbury stands, he said, as do Johnson Hall, Guy Park, and old Fort Johnson. We hope erelong to open them again to our friends, Mr. Renault.

I have understood so, I said politely. When do you march from Thendara?

Again the dark color came into his face. Sir Frederick Haldimand is a babbler! he said, between tightening lips. Never a secret, never a plan, but he must bawl it aloud to all who care to listen, or sound it as he gads about from camp to city — aye, and chatters it to the forest trees for lack of audience, I suppose. All New York is humming with it, is it not, Mr. Renault?

And if it is, what harm? I said pleasantly. Who ever heard of Thendara, save as a legend of a lost town somewhere in the wilderness? Who in New York knows where Thendara lies?

He looked at me with unwinking eyes — the empty stare of a bird of prey.

You know, for one, he said; and his eyes suddenly became piercing.

I smiled at him without comprehension, and he took the very vagueness of my smile for acquiescence.

Like the luminous shadow of summer lightning the flame flickered in his eyes, and went out, leaving them darkly drowned in melancholy. He stepped nearer.

Let us sit under the trees for a moment — if I am not detaining you, Mr. Renault, he said in a low, pleasant voice. I bowed. We turned, walking shoulder to shoulder toward the shade of the cherry-trees, now in full foliage and heavily fruited. With perfect courtesy he halted, inclining his head, a gesture for me to pass before him. We seated ourselves at a rustic table beneath the trees; and I remember the ripe cherries which had dropped upon it from the clusters overhead, and how, as we talked, I picked them up, tasting them one by one.

I am here, he began abruptly, of my own idea. No one, not even Sir Henry, is aware that I am in New York. I came from Halifax by the Gannet, schooner, landing at Coenties Slip among the fishing-smack in time for breakfast; then to Sir Peter Colevilles, learning he was here — cock-fighting! A trace of a sneer edged his finely cut nostrils.

If you desire concealment, is it wise to wear that uniform? I asked.

I am known on the fighting-line, not in this peaceful garrison of New York, he said haughtily. We of the landed gentry of Tryon County make as little of New York as New York makes of us! A deeper sneer twitched his upper lip. Had I my way, this port should be burned from river to river, fort, shipping, dock — all, even to the farms outlying on the hills — and the enervated garrison marched out to take the field! He made a violent gesture toward the north. I should fling every man and gun pell-mell on that rebels rat-nest called West Point, and uproot and tear it from the mountain flank! I should sweep the Hudson with fire; I should hurl these rotting regiments into Albany and leave it a smoking ember, and I should tread the embers into the red-wet earth! That is the way to make war! But this— He stared south across the meadows where in the distance the sunlit city lay, windows a-glitter, spires swimming in the blue, and on the bay white sails glimmering off shores of living green.

Mr. Renault, he said, I am here to submit this plan to Sir Henry Clinton. Lord Cornwallis advocated the abandonment of New York last May. I am here to urge it. If Sir Henry will approve, then the war ends before the snow flies; if he will not, I still shall act my part, and lay the north in ashes so that not one ear of corn may be garnered for the rebel army, not one grain of wheat be milled, not a truss of hay remain betwixt Johnstown and Saratoga! Nothing in the north but blackened desolation and the silence of annihilation. That is how I make war.

That is your reputation, I said calmly.

His smile was ghastly — a laugh without sound, that touched neither eyes nor mouth.

At that moment I heard cries and laughter and a great babel of voices from the tavern. He rose instantly, I also; the stable-lads were bringing up the horses; the tavern door was flung wide, and out of it poured the cockers, a turbulent river of scarlet and gold, the noisy voices and laughter increasing to tumult as the officers mounted with jingle of spur and scabbard, draining the stirrup-cup and hastening to their duties.

By gad, sir! cried Jamison, turning in his saddle as he passed me, those Hurons did the trick for Sir Peter. Hes split the main, so help me! and stands to win a fortune.

And Dr. Carmody, galloping past, waved his hand with a hopeless laugh. Were cleaned out! cleaned out! he cried; that main has beggared the brigade staff. Damme, hes beggared the entire garrison!

Others rode by, gaily uproarious in defeat, clean, gallant sportsmen all, saluting misfortune as cheerily and as recklessly as they might have greeted victory.

Have at thee, buck! shouted young Caryl, waving his hand as he passed me. Well try it again, you villain, if theres life left in our fasting mess!

And Helsing, passing at a canter, grinned and beat his gold-laced breast in mock despair, shouting back to me: Im for Duke Street and Mendoza! Dine well, Carus, you who can afford to sup on chicken!

Then came Sir Peter, cool, debonair, surrounded by a crowd afoot, Horrock at heel, his old eyes dim with joy, his grim mouth set; and after him two lads leading our horses, and ONeil and Harkness mounted, curbing the triumph that glittered in their eyes.

Yonder comes Sir Peter, I said to Walter Butler. Shall I have the honor of making you known to one another?

He has forgotten me, I think, said Butler slowly, as Sir Peter raised his hat in triumphant greeting to me and then included Butler in a graver salute.

You have heard the news, Carus? he asked gaily.

I give you joy, I said. Then, with colorless ceremony, I made them known to one another, and with greater ceremony they exchanged salutes and compliments — a pair matched in flawless breeding and the usages of perfect courtesy.

I bear a letter, said Walter Butler, and have this morning done myself the honor of waiting upon Lady Coleville and the Hon. Elsin Grey.

And as Sir Peter acknowledged the courtesy, I looked suddenly at Walter Butler, remembering what Elsin Grey had told me.

The letter is from General Sir Frederick Haldimand, he said pleasantly, and I fear it bears you news not too agreeable. The Hon. Miss Grey is summoned home, Sir Peter — pending a new campaign.

Home! exclaimed Sir Peter, surprised. Why, I thought — I had hoped we were to have her with us until winter. Gad! It is as you say, not too agreeable news, Captain Butler. Why, she has been the life of the town, sir; she has waked us and set us all a-dancing like yokels at a May-pole or a ring-around-a-rosy! Split me! Captain Butler, but Lady Coleville will be sorry to learn this news — and I, too, sir, and every man in New York town.

He looked at me in genuine distress. My face was perfectly expressionless.

This should hit you hard, Carus, he said meaningly. Then, without seeing, I felt Walter Butlers head slowly turning, and was aware of his eyes on me.

Come, gentlemen, said Sir Peter, the horses are here. Is not that fine chestnut your mount, Captain Butler? You will ride with us, will you not? Where is your baggage? At Flocks? I shall send for it — no, sir, I take no excuse. While you are in New York you shall be my guest, Captain Butler.

And so, Sir Peter naming Butler to ONeil and Harkness, and salutes being decently exchanged, we mounted and cantered off along Great George Street, Horrock on his hunter bringing up the rear.

And at every stride of my horse a new misgiving, a deeper distrust of this man Butler stirred in my troubled heart.


CHAPTER IV

SUNSET AND DARK
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IT WAS SIX oclock in the early evening, the sun still shining, and in the air a sea-balm most delicious. Sir Peter and Captain Butler had gone to see Sir Henry, Butler desiring to be presented by so grand a personage as Sir Peter, I think, through mere vanity; for his own rank and title and his pressing mission should have been sufficient credentials. Sir Henry Clinton was not too difficult of approach.

Meanwhile I, finding neither Lady Coleville nor the Hon. Elsin Grey at home, had retired to my chambers to write to Colonel Willett concerning Butlers violent designs on the frontier. When I finished I made a sealed packet of all papers accumulated, and, seizing hat, snuff-box, and walking-stick, went out into Wall Street, through the dismal arcades of the City Hall, and down to Hanover Square. Opposite Mr. Goelets Sign of the Golden Key, and next door to Mr. Minshalls fashionable Looking-Glass Store, was the Silver Box, the shop of Ennis the Tobacconist, a Boston man in our pay; and it was here that for four years I was accustomed to bring the dangerous despatches that should go north to his Excellency or to Colonel Willett, passed along from partizan to partizan and from agent to agent, though who these secret helpers along the route might be I never knew, only that Ennis charged himself with what despatches I brought, and a week or more later they were at Dobbs Ferry, West Point, or in Albany. John Ennis was there when I entered; he bowed his dour and angular New England bow, served a customer with snuff, bowed him to the door, then returned grinning to me, rubbing his long, lean, dangerous hands upon his apron — hands to throttle a Tryon County wolf!

Butlers in town, he said harshly, through his beak of a nose. I guess theres blood to be smelled somewhere in the north when the dog-wolfs abroad at sunup. He came by sloop this morning, he added, taking the packet from my hands and laying it upon a table in plain sight — the best way to conceal anything.

How do you know? I asked.

A Bulls-Head drover whistled it an hour since, he said carelessly. That same drover and his mate desire to see you, Mr. Renault. Could you, by chance, take the air at dusk — say on Great George Street — until you hear a whippoorwill?

I nodded.

You will not fail, then, sir? This drover and his fellow go north to-night, bearing the cross o fire.

I shall not fail them, I said, drawing a triple roll of guineas from my pocket. This money goes to the prison-ships; they are worse off there than under Cunningham. See to it, Ennis. I shall bring more to-morrow.

He winked; then with grimace and circumstance and many a stiff-backed bow conducted me to the door, where I stood a moment, snuff-box in hand, as though testing some new and most delicious brand just purchased from the Silver Box.

There were many respectable folk abroad in Hanover Square, thronging the foot-paths, crowding along the gay shop-windows, officers lagging by the jewelers show, sober gentlemen clustering about the book-stalls, ladies returning from their shopping or the hair-dressers, young bucks, arm in arm, swaggering in and out of coffee-house and tavern.

As I stood there, making pretense to take snuff, I noticed a sedan-chair standing before Mrs. Ballins millinery-shop, and seeing that the bearers were Lady Colevilles men, I crossed the street.

As I came up they touched their hats, and at the same moment the shop-door opened and out tripped, not Lady Coleville at all, but the Hon. Elsin Grey in the freshest of flowered gowns, wearing a piquant chip hat à la Gunning, with pink ribbons tied under her dainty chin.

You! she cried. Of all men, to be caught a-raking in Hanover Square like some mincing macaroni, peeping into strange sedan-chairs!

I knew it was Lady Colevilles chair, I said, laughing, yet a little vexed, too.

It isnt; its Mrs. Barrys, she said. Our chairs are all at the varnishers. Now what excuse can you trump up?

The bearers are Lady Colevilles, I said. Dont be disagreeable. I came to walk with you.

Expecting to meet Rosamund Barry! Thank you, Carus. And I may add that I have seen little of you since Friday; not that I had noticed your absence, but meeting you on your favorite promenade reminded me how recreant are men. Heigho! and alas! You may hand me to my chair before you leave me to go ogling Broad Street for your Sacharissa.

I conducted her to the curb in silence, tucking her perfumed skirts in as she seated herself. The bearers resumed the bars, and I, hat under one arm and stick at a fashionable angle, strolled along beside the chair as it proceeded up Wall Street. It was but a step to Broadway. I opened the chair door and aided her to descend, then dismissed the bearers and walked slowly with her toward the stoop.

This silence is truly soothing, she observed, nose in the air, but one can not expect everything, Mr. Renault.

What is it that you lack? I asked.

A man to talk to, she said disdainfully. For goodness sake, Carus, change that sulky face for a brighter mask and find a civil word for me. I do not aspire to a compliment, but, for mercys sake, say something!

Will you walk with me a little way? I inquired stiffly.

Walk with you? Oh, what pleasure! Where? On Broadway? On Crown Street? On Queen Street? Or do you prefer Front Street and Old Slip? I wish to be perfectly agreeable, Carus, and Ill do anything to please you, even to running away with you in an Italian chaise!

I may ask you to do that, too, I said.

Ask me, then! Mercy on the man! was there ever so willing a maid? Give me a moment to fetch a sun-mask and Im off with you to any revel you please — short of the Coq dOr, she added, with a daring laugh— and I might be persuaded to that — as far as the cherry-trees — with you, Carus, and let my reputation go hang!

We had walked on into Broadway and along the foot-path under the lime-trees where the robins were singing that quaint evening melody I love, and the pleasant scent of grass and salt breeze mingled in exquisite freshness.

I had a dish of tea with some very agreeable people in Queen Street, she remarked. Lady Coleville is there still. I took Mrs. Barrys chair to buy me a hat — and how does it become me? she ended, tipping her head on one side for my inspection.

It is modish, I replied indifferently.

Certainly it is modish, she said dryly— a Gunning hat, and cost a penny, too. Oh, Carus, when I think what that husband of mine must pay to maintain me — —

What husband? I said, startled.

Why, any husband! She made a vague gesture. Did I say that I had picked him out yet, silly? But there must be one some day, I suppose.

We had strolled as far as St. Pauls and had now returned as far as Trinity. The graves along the north transept of the ruined church were green and starred with wild flowers, and we turned into the churchyard, walking very slowly side by side.

Elsin, I began.

Ah! the gentleman has found his tongue, she exclaimed softly. Speak, Sir Frippon; thy Sacharissa listens.

I have only this to ask. Dance with me once to-night, will you? — nay, twice, Elsin?

She seated herself upon a green mound and looked up at me from under her chip hat. I have not at all made up my mind, she said. Captain Butler is to be there. He may claim every dance that Sir Henry does not claim.

Have you seen him? I asked sullenly.

Mercy, yes! He came at noon while you and Sir Peter were gambling away your guineas at the Coq dOr.

He waited upon you?

He waited on Lady Coleville. I was there.

Were you not surprised to see him in New York?

Not very — she considered me with a far-away smile— not very greatly nor very — agreeably surprised. I have told you his sentiments regarding me.

I can not understand, I said, what you see in him to fascinate you.

Nor I, she replied so angrily that she startled me. I thought to-day when I met him, Oh, dear! Now Im to be harrowed with melancholy and passion, when I was having such an agreeable time! But, Carus, even while I pouted I felt the subtle charm of that very sadness, the strange, compelling influence of those melancholy eyes. She sighed and plucked a late violet, drawing the stem slowly between her white teeth and staring at the ruined church.

After a while I said: Do you regret that you are so soon to leave us?

Regret it? She looked at me thoughtfully. Carus, she said, you are wonderfully attractive to me. I wish you had acquired that air of gentle melancholy — that poets pallor which becomes a noble sadness — and I might love you, if you asked me.

Im sad enough at your going, I said lightly.

Truly, are you sorry? And when I am gone will you forget la belle Canadienne? Ah, monsieur, lamitié est une chose si rare, que, neut-elle duré quun jour, on doit en respecter jusquau souvenir.

It is not I who shall forget to respect it, madam, jusquau souvenir.

Nor I, mon ami. Had I not known that love is at best a painful pleasure I might have mistaken my happiness with you for something very like it.

You babble of love, I blurted out, and you know nothing of it! What foolish whim possesses you to think that fascination Walter Butler has for you is love?

What is it, then? she asked, with a little shudder.

How do I know? He has the devils own tenacity, bold black eyes and a well-cut head, and a certain grace of limb and bearing nowise remarkable. But — I waved my hand helplessly— how can a sane man understand a womans preference? — nay, Elsin, I do not even pretend to understand you. All I know is that our friendship began in an instant, opened to full sweetness like a flower overnight, and, like a flower, is nearly ended now — nearly ended.

Not ended; I shall remember.

Well, and if we both remember — to what purpose?

To what purpose is friendship, Carus, if not to remember when alone?

I listened, head bent. Then, pursuing my own thoughts aloud: It is not wise for a maid to plight her troth in secret, I care not for what reasons. I know something of men; it is a thing no honest man should ask of any woman. Why do you fear to tell Sir Frederick Haldimand?

Captain Butler begged me not to.

Why? I asked sharply.

He is poor. You must surely know what the rebels have done — how their commissioners of sequestration seized land and house from the Tryon County loyalists. Captain Butler desires me to say nothing until, through his own efforts and by his sword, he has won back his own in the north. And I consented. Meanwhile, she added airily, he has a glove of mine to kiss, I refusing him my hand to weep upon. And so we wait for one another, and pin our faith upon his sword.

To wait for him — to plight your troth and wait for him until he and Sir John Johnson have come into their own again?

Yes, Carus.

And then you mean to wed him?

She was silent. The color ebbed in her cheeks.

I stood looking at her through the evening light. Behind her, gilded by the level rays of the sinking sun, a new headstone stood, and on it I read:



IN MEMORY OF

Michael Cresap, First Capt 
Of the Rifle Battalions, 
And Son to Col. Thomas 
Cresap, Who Departed this 
Life, Oct. 18, a.d. 1775.



Cresap, the generous young captain, whose dusty column of Maryland riflemen I myself had seen when but a lad, pouring through Broadalbin Bush on the way to Boston siege! This was his grave; and a Tory maid in flowered petticoat and chip hat was seated on the mound a-prattling of rebels!

When do you leave us? I asked grimly.

Captain Butler has gone to see Sir Henry to ask for a packet. We sail as soon as may be.

Does he go with you? I demanded, startled.

Why, yes — I and my two maids, and Captain Butler. Sir Frederick Haldimand knows.

Yes, but he does not know that Captain Butler has presumed — has dared to press a clandestine suit with you! I retorted angrily. It does not please me that you go under such doubtful escort, Elsin.

And pray, who are you to please, sir? she asked in quick displeasure. You speak of presumption in others, Mr. Renault, and, unsolicited, you offer an affront to me and to a gentleman who is not here to answer.

I wish he were, I said between my teeth.

Her fair face hardened.

Wishes are very safe, sir, she said in a low voice.

At that, suddenly, such a blind anger flooded me that the setting sun swam in my eyes and the blood dinned in ears and brain as though to burst them. At such moments, which are rare with me, I fall silent; and so I stood, while the strange rage shook me, and passed, leaving me cold and very quiet.

I think we had best go, I said.

She held out her hand. I aided her to rise; and she kept my hand in hers, laying the other over it, and looked up into my eyes.

Forgive me, Carus, she whispered. No man can be more gallant and more sweet than you.

Forgive me, Elsin. No maid so generous and just as you.

And that was all, for we crossed the street, and I mounted the stoop of our house with her, and bowed her in when the great door opened.

Are you not coming in? she asked, lingering in the doorway.

No. I shall take the air.

But we sup in a few moments.

I may sup at the Coq dOr, I said. Still she stood there, the wind blowing through the doorway fluttering the pink bows tied under her chin — a sweet, wistful face turned up to mine, and the early candle-light from the hall sconces painting one rounded cheek with golden lusters.

Have you freely forgiven me, Carus?

Yes, freely. You know it.

And you will be at the Fort? I shall give you that dance you ask to-night, shall I not?

If you will.

There was a silence; she stretched out one hand. Then the door was closed and I descended the steps once more, setting my hat on my head and tucking my walking-stick under one arm, prepared to meet my drover friend, who, Ennis said, desired to speak with me.

But I had no need to walk out along Great George Street to find my bird; for, as I left Wall Street and swung the corner into Broadway, the husky, impatient whisper of a whippoorwill broke out from the dusk among the ruins of Trinity, and I started and turned, crossing the street. Wild birds there were a-plenty in the city, yet the whippoorwill so seldom came into the streets that the note alone would have attracted me had Ennis not warned me of the signal.

And so I strolled once more into the churchyard and among the felled trees which the soldiers had cut down for fire-wood, as they were scorched past hope of future growth; and presently, prowling through the dusk among the graves by Lambert Street, I came upon my drover, seated upon a mound, smoking his clay as innocent as any tavern slug in the sun.

Good even, friend, he said, looking up. I thought I heard a whippoorwill but now, and being country bred, stole in to listen. Did you hear it, sir?

I thought I did, said I, amused. I thought it sang, Pro Gloria in Excelsis — —

Hush! whispered the drover, smiling; sit here beside me and well listen. Perhaps the bird may sing that anthem once again.

I seated myself on the green mound, and the next moment sprang to my feet as a shape before me seemed to rise out of the very ground; then, hearing my drover laugh, I resumed my place as the short figure came toward us.

Another drover, said my companion, and a famous one, Mr. Renault, for he drove certain wild cattle at a headlong gallop from the pastures at Saratoga — he and I and another drover they call Danl Morgan. We have been strolling here among these graves, a-prying for old friends — brother drovers. We found one drovers grave — a lad called Cresap — hard by the arch there to the north.

Did you know him? I asked.

Yes, lad. I was a herder of his at Dunmores slaughter-house. I saw him jailed at Fortress Pitt; I saw him freed, too. And one fine day in 76, a-lolling at my ease in the north, what should I hear but a jolly conch-horn blowing in the forest, and out of it rolled a torrent of men in buckskin, Cresap leading, bound for that famous cattle-drive at Boston town. So I, being by chance in buckskin, and by merest chance bearing a rifle, fell in and joined the merry ranks — I and my young friend Cardigan, who is now with certain mounted drovers called, I think, Colonel Washingtons Dragoons, harrying those Carolina cattle owned by Tarleton.

He glanced up at his comrade, who stood silently beside him in the darkness.

He, too, was there, Mr. Renault — my fellow drover here, at your service. Weasel, remove thy hat and make a bow to Mr. Renault — our brother drover.

The little withered man uncovered with a grace astonishing. So perfect was his bearing and his bow that I rose instinctively to meet it, and match his courtesy with the best I could.

When like meets like tis a duel of good manners, said the big drover quietly. Mr. Renault, you salute a man as gently bred as any man who wears a gilt edge to his hat in County Tryon. I call him the Weasel with all the reverence with which I say your lordship.

The Weasel and I exchanged another bow, and I vow he outmatched me, too, in composure, dignity, and grace, and I wondered who he might be.

Tempus, observed the giant drover, fugits like the devil in this dawdling world o sin, as the poet has it — eh, Weasel? So, not even taking time to ask your pardon for my Latin, sir, I catch Time by the scalplock and add a nick to my gun-stock. Lord, sir! Thats no language for a peaceful, cattle-driving yokel, is it now? Ah, Mr. Renault, I see you suspect us, and we have only to thank God youre not a lobster-back to bawl for the sergeant and his lanthorn.

Who are you? I asked, smiling.

Did you ever hear of a vile highwayman called Jack Mount? he asked, pretending horror.

Yes, I said.

You wouldnt shake hands with him, would you?

Lets try it, I replied seriously, holding out my hand.

He took it with a chuckle, his boyish face wreathed in smiles. A purse from a magistrate here and there, he muttered— a Tory magistrate, overfat and proud — what harm, sir? And I never could abide fat magistrates, Mr. Renault, he confided in a whisper. It is strange; you will scarce credit me, sir, when I tell you that when Im near a magistrate, and particularly when hes fat, and the moons low over the hills, why, my pistols leap from my belt of their own accord, and I must snatch them with both hands lest they go flying off like rockets and explode to do a harm to that same portly magistrate.

He does not mean all that, said the Weasel, laying his wrinkled hand affectionately on Mounts great arm. He has served nobly, sir, with Cresap and with Morgan.

But when Im alone, sighed Mount, Im in very bad company, and mischief follows, sure as a headache follows a tavern revel. I do not mean to stop these magistrates, Mr. Renault, only they will wander on the highway, under my very pistols, provoking em to fly out! He looked at me and furtively licked the stem of his clay pipe.

So you leave for the north to-night? I asked, amused.

Yes, sir. Theres a certain Walter Butler in this town, arrived like a hen-hawk from the clouds, and peep! peep! we downy chicks must scurry to the forest, lad, or therell be a fine show on the gallows yonder and two good rifles idle in the hills of Tryon.

You know Walter Butler?

Know him? Yes, sir. I had him at my mercy once — over my rifle-sights! Ah, well — he rode away — and had it not been young Cardigan who stayed my trigger-finger — But let that pass, too. What is he here for?

To ask Sir Henry Clintons sanction of a plan to burn New York and fling the army on West Point, while he and Sir John Johnson and Colonel Ross strike the grain country in the north and lay it and the frontier in ashes.

There was a silence, then a quiet laugh from Mount.

West Point is safe, I think, he murmured.

But Tryon? urged the Weasel; how will it go with Tryon County, Jack?

Another silence.

Wed best be getting back to Willett, said Mount quietly. As for me, my errand is done, and the strange, fishy smells of New York town stifle me. Im stale and timid, and I like not the shape of the gallows yonder. My health requires the half-light of the woods, Mr. Renault, and the friendly shadows which lie at hand like rat-holes in a granary. Ive drunk all the ale at the Bulls-Head — weak stuff it was — and theyve sent for more, but I cant wait. So were off to the north to-night, friend, and well presently rinse our throats of this salt wind, which truly inspires a noble thirst, yet tells nothing to a nose made to sniff the inland breezes.

He held out his hand, saying, So you can learn no news of this place called Thendara?

I may learn yet. Walter Butler said to-day that I knew it. Yet I can not recall anything save the name. Is it Delaware? And yet I know it must be Iroquois, too.

It might be Cayuga, for all I know, he said. I never learned their cursed jargon and never mean to. My business is to stop their forest-loping — and I do when I can. He spoke bitterly, like that certain class of forest-runners who never spare an Indian, never understand that anything but evil can come of any blood but white. With them argument is lost, so I said nothing.

Have you anything for Colonel Willett? he asked, after a pause.

Tell him that I sent despatches this very day. Tell him of Butlers visit here, and of his present plans. If I can learn where this Thendara lies I will write him at once. That is all, I think.

I shook their hands, one by one.

Have a care, sir, warned the Weasel as we parted. This Walter Butler is a great villain, and, like all knaves, suspicious. If he once should harbor misgivings concerning you, he would never leave your trail until he had you at his mercy. We know him, Jack and I. And I say, God keep you from that mans enmity or suspicion. Good-by, Mr. Renault.

I retained his hand, gazing earnestly into his faded, kindly eyes.

Do you know aught reflecting on his honor? I asked.

I know of Cherry Valley, he replied simply.

Yes; but I mean his dealings with men in time of peace. Is he upright?

He is so considered, though they would have hanged him for a spy in Albany in 78-79, had not young Lafayette taken pity on him and had him removed from jail to a private house, he pleading illness. Once uncaged, he gnawed through, and was off to the Canadas in no time, swearing to repay tenfold every moments misery he spent in jail. He did repay — at Cherry Valley. Think, sir, what bloody ghosts must haunt his couch at night — unless he be all demon and not human at all, as some aver. Yet he has a wife, they say — —

What!

He has a wife, repeated Mount— or a mistress. Its all one to him.

Where? I asked quietly.

She was at Guy Park, the Oneidas told me; and when Sullivan moved on Catharinestown she fled with all that Tory rabble, they say, to Butlersbury, and from thence to the north — God knows where! I saw her once; she is French, I think — and very young — a beauty, sir, with hair like midnight, and two black stars for eyes. I have seen an Oneida girl with such eyes. He shrugged his shoulders. Walter Butler makes little of women — like Sir John Johnson, he added in disgust.

I was silent.

We go north by Valentines and North Castle, the Albany road being unhealthy traveling at night, said Mount, with a grin; and I think, Cade, wed best pull foot. I trust, Mr. Renault, that you may not hear of our being taken and hung to disgrace any friends of ours. Come, Cade, old friend, our fair accomplice, the moon, is hid, so lift thy little legs and trot! Au large!

They pulled off their hats with a gay flourish, turned, and plunged shoulder-deep into the weeds.

And so they left me, creeping away through the low foliage into Greenwich Street, while I, rousing myself, turned my steps toward home. I had no desire to sup; my appetites edge had been turned by what I heard concerning Walter Butler. Passing slowly through the graveyard and skirting the burned church, I entered Broadway, where here and there a street-lamp was burning. Few people strolled under the lime-trees; cats prowled and courted and fought in the gutters, scattering in silent, shadowy flight before me as I crossed the street to the great house; and so buried in meditation was I that I presently found myself in my own room, and could not remember how I passed the door or mounted the long stairway to my chambers.

Dennis came to do my hair, but I drove him out with boots in a sudden, petty fury new to my nature. Indeed, lying there in my stuffed armchair, I scarcely knew myself, so strangely sad and sullen ran my thoughts — not thoughts, either, for at first I followed no definite train, but a certain irritable despondency clothed me, and trifles enraged me, leaving me bitter and sick at heart, bearing a weight of apprehension concerning nothing at all.

Oh, for a week of liberty from this pit of intrigue! Oh, for a days freedom to ride like those blue dragoons of Heath I had seen along the Hudson! Oh, to be free to dog-trot back to the north with those two gallant scamps of Morgan, and wear a hunting-shirt once more, and lay the long brown rifle level in this new quarrel coming soon between these Butlers and these Johnsons and our yeomanry of County Tryon!

By God! I muttered, I care not if they take me, for Im sick of spying and lying, so let them hoist me out upon that leafless tree where better men have swung, and have done with the wretched business once for all! Which I meant not, and was silly to fume, and thankless, too, to anger the Almighty with ingratitude for His long and most miraculous protection. But I was in a foul humor with the world and myself, and I knew not what ailed me, either. True, the insolence of that libertine, Walter Butler, affronted me, and it gave me a sour pleasure to think how I should quiet his swagger with one plain word aside.

Following this lead, I fell to thinking in earnest. What would it mean — a quarrel? Dare he deny the charge? No; I should command, and he obey, and Id send him slinking north by the same accursed schooner that brought him; and Elsin Grey should go when she pleased, escorted by a proper retinue. But Id make no noise about it — not a word to set tongues wagging and eyes peeping — for Elsins sake. Lord! the silly maid, to steer so near the breakers and destruction!

And what then? Well, I should never see her again, once she was safe among her kin in the Canadas. And she was doubtless the fairest woman I had ever looked upon — but light — not in an evil sense, God wot! but prone to impulse and caprice — a kitten, soft as silk, now staring at the world out of two limpid eyes, now frisking after breeze-blown rose-leaves. A man may admire such a child, nay, learn to love her dearly, in a way most innocent. But love! She did not know its meaning, and how could she inspire it in a man of the world. No, I did not love her — could not love a maid, unripe and passionless, and overpert at times, flouting a man like me with her airs and vapors and her insolent lids and lashes. Lord! but she carried it high-handed with me at times, plaguing me, teasing, pouting when my attention wandered midway in the pretty babble with which she condescended to entertain me. And with all that — and after all is said — there was something in me that warmed to her — perhaps the shadow of kinship — perhaps because of her utter ignorance of all she prated of so wisely. Her very crudity touched the chord of chivalry which is in all men, strung tight or loose, answering to a touch or a blow, but always answering in some faint degree, I think. Yet, if this is so, how could Walter Butler find it in his heart to trouble her?

That he meant her real evil I did not credit, she being what she was. Doubtless he hoped to find some means of ridding him of a wife no longer loved; there were laws complacent for that sort of work. Yet, grant him free, how could he find it in his heart to cherish passion for a child? He was no boy — this pallid rake of thirty-five — this melancholy squire of dames who, ere he was twenty, had left a trail in Albany and Tryon none too savory, if wide report be credited — he and Sir John Johnson! — as pretty a brace of libertines as one might find even in that rotten town of London.

Well, I would send him on his business without noise or scandal, and Id hold a séance, too, with Mistress Elsin, wherein a curtain-lecture should be read, kindly, gravely, but with firmness fitting!

I lay back, stretching out my legs luxuriously, pleasantly contemplating the stern yet kindly rôle I was to play: first send him skulking, next enact the solemn father to this foolish maid. Then, admonishing and smiling forgiveness in one breath, retire as gravely as I entered — a highly interesting figure, magnanimous and moral —— 

A rapping at my chamber-door aroused me disagreeably from this flattering rhapsody.

Enter! I said ungraciously, and lay back, frowning to see there in the flesh the man whose punishment I had been complacently selecting.

Mr. Renault, he said, am I overbold in this intrusion on your privacy? Pray, sir, command me, for my business must await your pleasure.

I bowed, rising, and pointing to a chair. It is business, then, not pleasure, as I take it, Captain Butler, that permits me to receive you?

The business and the pleasure both are mine, Mr. Renault, he said, which was stilted enough to be civil. The business, sir, is this: Sir Henry Clinton received me like a gentleman, but as soon as Sir Peter had retired he listened to me as though I were demented when I exposed my plan to burn New York and take the field. I say he used me with scant civility, and bowed me out, like the gross boor he is!

He is commander-in-chief, Mr. Butler.

What do I care! burst out Butler, his dark eyes a golden blaze. Am I not an Ormond-Butler? Why should a Clinton affront an Ormond-Butler? By Heaven! I must swallow his airs and his stares and his shrugs because he is my superior; but I may one day rise in military rank as high as he — and I shall do so, mark me well, Mr. Renault! — and when I am near enough in the tinseled hierarchy to reach him at thirty paces I shall use the privilege, by God!

There are, said I blandly, many subalterns on his staff who might serve your present purpose, Captain Butler.

No, no, he said impatiently, his dark eyes wandering about the chamber, I have too much at stake to call out fledglings for a sop to injured pride. No, Mr. Renault, I shall first take vengeance for a deeper wrong — and the north lies like an unreaped harvest for the sickle that Death and I shall set a-swinging there.

I bent my head, meditating; then looking up:

You say I know where this Thendara lies?

Yes, he answered sullenly. You know as well as I do what is written in the Book of Rites.

At first his words rang meaningless, then far in my memory a voice called faintly, and a pale ray of light grew through the darkened chambers of my brain. And now I knew, now I remembered, now I understood where that lost town must lie — the town of Thendara, lost ever and forever, only to be forever found again as long as the dark Confederacy should endure.

Awed, I sat in silence; and he turned his gloomy eyes now on me, now on the darkened window, gnawing his lip in savage retrospection.

Instantly I was aware that he doubted me, and why. I looked up at him, astounded; he lifted his brooding head and I made a rapid sign, saying in the Mohawk tongue: Karon-ta-Ke? — at the Tree?

Karon-ta-Kowa-Kon — at the great tree. Sat-Kah-tos — thou seest. There lies the lost town of Thendara. And, save for the council, where you and I have a Wolfs clan-right, no living soul could know what that word Thendara means. God help the Oneida who betrays!

Since when and by what nation have you been raised up to sit in the council of condolence? I asked haughtily; for, strange as it may appear to those who know not what it means to wear the Oneida clan-mark of nobility, I, clean-blooded and white-skinned, was as fiercely proud of this Iroquois honor as any peer of England newly invested with the garter. And it was strange, too, for I was but a lad when chosen for the mystic rite; but never except once — the day before I left the north to serve his Excellencys purpose in New York — had I been present when that most solemn rite was held, and the long roll of dead heroes called in honor of the Great Leagues founder, Hiawatha.

And so, though I am pure white in blood and bone and every instinct, and having nigh forgotten that I wore the Wolf — and, too, the Long House being divided and I siding with the Oneidas, and so at civil war with the shattered league that served King George — yet I turned on Walter Butler as a Mohawk might turn upon a Delaware, scornfully questioning his credentials, demanding his right to speak as one who had heard the roll-call of those Immortals who founded the Great Peace three hundred years ago.

The Delawares named me, and the council took me, he said with perfect calmness. The Delaware nation mourned their dead; and now I sit for the Wolf Clan — my elder brother, Renault.

A Delaware clan is not named in the Rite, I said coldly— nor is there kinship between us because you are adopted by the Delawares. I am aware that clanship knows no nations; and I, an Oneida Wolf, am brother to a Cayuga Wolf; but I am not brother to you.

And why not to the twin clan of my adopted nation? he asked angrily.

Yours is a cleft ensign and a double clan, I sneered; which are you, Gray Wolf or Yellow Wolf?

Yellow, he said, struggling to keep his temper; and if we Delawares of the Wolf-Clan are not named in the Book of Rites, nevertheless we sit as ensigns among the noble, and on the same side of the council-lodge as your proud Oneidas. We have three in the council as well as you, Mr. Renault. If you were a Mohawk I should hold my peace, but a Delaware may answer an Oneida. And so I answer you, sir.

How strange it seems now — we two white men, gentlemen of quality, completely oblivious to blood, birth, tradition, breeding — our primal allegiance, our very individualities sunk in the mystical freemasonry of a savage tie which bound us to the two nations we assumed to speak for, Oneida and Delaware — two nations of the great Confederacy of the Iroquois that had adopted us, investing us with that clan nobility of which we bore the ensign.

And we were in deadly earnest, too, standing proudly, fiercely, for our prerogatives; he already doubly suspicious of me because the Oneida nation which had adopted me stood for the rebel cause, yet, in his mealy-mouthed way, assuming that by virtue of Wolf clanship, as well as by that sentiment he supposed was loyalty to the King, I would do nothing to disrupt the council which I now knew must decide upon the annihilation of the Oneida nation, as well as upon the raid he contemplated.

Do you imagine that I shall sit with head averted while four nations and your Delawares combine to plan the murder of my Oneidas? I demanded passionately. When the council sits at Thendara I shall send a belt to every clan in the Oneida nation, and I care not who knows it!

He rose, pale and menacing. Mr. Renault, he said, do you understand that a word from you would be a treason to the King? You can be a clansman of the Wolf and at the same time be loyal to the King and to the Iroquois Confederacy; but you can not send a single string of wampum to the Oneidas and be either loyal to the Six Nations or to your King. The Oneidas are marked for punishment; the frontier is doomed — doomed, even though this frittering commander in New York will neither aid me nor his King. A word of warning to the Oneidas is a warning to the rebels. And that, sir, I can not contemplate, and you must shrink from.

Do you deceive yourself that I shall stand silent and see the Oneida nation ruined? I asked between my teeth.

Are you Oneida, or are you a British subject of King George? Are you an Iroquois renegade of the renegade Oneida nation, or are you first of all an Iroquois of the Wolf-Clan? As a white man, you are the Kings subject; as an Iroquois, you are still his subject. As an Oneida only, you must be as black a rebel as George Washington himself. That is the limpid logic of the matter, Mr. Renault. A belt to the Oneidas, and you become traitor to the Confederacy and a traitor to your King. And that, I say, you can not contemplate!

I fairly ground my teeth, subduing the rage and contempt that shook me. Since when, Captain Butler, I sneered, have the Oneidas learned to swallow Delaware threats? By God, sir, the oldest man among the council can not remember when a Delaware dared speak without permission of an Iroquois! As an Iroquois and an Oneida, I bid the Delawares to speak only when addressed. But as a white man, I answer you that I require no instruction concerning my conduct, and shall merely thank you for your good intentions and your kind advice, which is the more generous because unsolicited and wholly undesired!

Again that menacing glare came into his eyes as he stood staring at me. But I cared not; he was not my guest, and he had outraged no roof of mine that the law of hospitality must close my mouth lest I betray the salt he had eaten within my walls.

I am thinking, he said slowly, that we did well to burn a certain house in Tryon Bush.

Think as you please, Captain Butler, I said, bowing. The door swings open yonder for your convenience.

He surveyed me scornfully. I trust, he said pleasantly, to resume this discussion at a time more opportune.

That also shall be at your convenience, I said. Suddenly such a loathing for the man came over me that I could scarce return his salute and maintain that courteous calm which challenged men must wear at such a moment.

He went away; and I, pacing my chamber lightly, whistled for Dennis, and when he came bade him curl and frizz and powder and perfume me as he had never done before. So to my bath, and then to court the razor, lathered cheek and chin, nose in the air, counting the posies on the wall, as I always did while Dennis shaved me of the beard I fondly feared might one day suddenly appear.

And all the while, singing in my ears, I heard the meaning phrase he used at parting. Challenged? Not quite, but threatened with a challenge. The cards were mine to play — a pretty hand, with here and there a trump. Could I meet him and serve my country best? Aye, if I killed him. And, strangely, I never thought that he might kill me; I only weighed the chances. If I killed him he could not blab and danger me with hints of meddling or of rank disloyalty; but if I only maimed him he would never rest until suspicious eyes must make my mission useless. Suddenly I was aware that I had been a fool to anger him, if I wished to stay here in New York; nay, it was patent that unless I killed him he must one day work a mischief to our cause through me. A sneaking and unworthy happiness crept slowly over me, knowing that once my mission terminated here I was free to hoist true colors, free to bear arms, free to maintain openly the cause I had labored for so long in secret. No more moles work a-burrowing into darkness for a scrap to stay my starving countrys maw; no more slinking, listening, playing the stupid indifferent!

And all the while my conscience was at work, urging me to repair the damage my forgetful passion had wrought, urging me to heal the breach with Butler, using what skill I might command, so that I could stay here where his Excellency had set me, plying my abhorred trade in useful, unendurable obscurity.

It was a battle now twixt pride and conscience, twixt fierce desire and a loathed duty — doubly detested since I had spied a way to freedom and had half tasted a whiff of good free air, untainted by deception.

O Lord! I groaned within myself, will no one set me free of this pit of intrigue and corruption in which Im doomed to lurk? Must I, in loyalty to his Excellency, repair this fault — go patch up all with Butler, and deceive him so that his hawks eyes and forked tongue may not set folk a-watching this house sidewise?

But while Denniss irons were in my hair I thought: Nevertheless, I must send a belt to our allies, the Oneidas; and then I dare not stay! Oh, joy!

But the joy was soon dashed. My belt must go first to Colonel Willett, and then to his Excellency, and it might be that he would judge it best to let the Oneidas fight their own battles and so decline to send my belt.

By the time I had arrived so far in my mental argument Dennis had curled, powdered, and tied my hair in the most fashionable manner, using a black flamboyant ribbon for the clubbed queue, a pearl-gray powder à la Rochambeau; but I was not foolish enough to permit him to pass a diamond pin into my hair, for I had once seen that fashion affected by Murray, Earl of Dunmore, that Royal Governor of Virginia who had laid Norfolk in ashes out of pure vindictiveness.

My costume I shall describe, not, I hope, from any unworthy vanity, but because I love beautiful things. Therefore, for the pleasure of others who also admire, and prompted alone by a desire to gratify, I neither seek nor require excuses for recalling what I wore that night at the Artillery ball. The lace at the stock was tied full and fastened with brilliants; the coat of ivory silk, heavily embroidered with golden filigree, fell over a waistcoat of clouded ivory and gold mesh, fashionably short, and made by Thorne. My breeches were like the coat, ivory silk, buckled with gold; the stockings were white silk, a bunch of ribbon caught by the jeweled buckles at either knee; and upon my double-channeled pumps, stitched by Bass, buckles of plain dull gold. There was blond lace at throat and cuff. I confess that, although I did not wear two watches, a great bunch of seals dangled from the fob; and the small three-cornered French hat I tucked beneath my arm was laced like a Nivernois, and dressed and cocked by the most fashionable hatter in Hanover Square.

The mirror before which I stood was but half long enough, so I bade Dennis place it upon the floor, whence it should reflect my legs and gilded court-sword. Pleased, I obtained several agreeable views of my costume, Dennis holding two mirrors for me while I pondered, hesitating where to place the single patch of black.

Am I fine, Dennis? I asked.

Now God be good to the ladies, sir! he said, so seriously that I laughed like a boy, whisked out my sword, and made a pass at my mirrored throat.

At all events, I thought, Ill be handsomely clothed if theres a scratch-quarrel with Walter Butler — which God avert! Then for the first time it occurred to me that it might not be Walter Butler, but I myself, lying stretched on the lawn behind the Coq dOr, and I was comforted to know that, however low misfortune might lay me, I should be clothed suitably and as befitted a Renault.


CHAPTER V

THE ARTILLERY BALL

[image: img60.jpg]

WHEN I DESCENDED from my chamber to the south drawing-room I found there a respectable company of gentlemen assembled, awaiting the ladies who had not yet appeared. First I greeted Sir Henry Clinton, who had at that moment entered, followed by his staff and by two glittering officers of his Seventh Light Dragoons. He appeared pale and worn, his eyes somewhat inflamed from overstudy by candle-light, but he spoke to me pleasantly, as did Oliver De Lancey, the Adjutant-General, who had succeeded poor young André — an agreeable and accomplished gentleman, and very smart in his brilliant uniform of scarlet loaded with stiff gold.

ONeil, in his gay dress of the Seventeenth Dragoons, and Harkness, wearing similar regimentals, were overflushed and frolicksome, no doubt having already begun their celebration for the victory of the Flatbush birds, which they had backed so fortunately at the Coq dOr. Sir Peter, too, was in mischievous good spirits, examining my very splendid costume as though he had not chosen it for me at his own tailors.

Gad, Carus! he exclaimed, has his Majesty appointed a viceroy in North America — or is it the return of that Solomon whose subjects rule the Dock Ward still?

ONeil and Harkness, too, were merry, making pretense that my glitter set them blinking; but the grave, gray visage of Sir Henry, and his restless pacing of the polished floor, gave us all pause; and presently, as by common accord, voices around him dropped to lower tones, and we spoke together under breath, watching askance the commander-in-chief, who now stood, head on his jeweled breast, hands clasped loosely behind his back.

Sir Peter, he said, looking up with a forced laugh, I have irritating news. The rebel dragoons are foraging within six miles of our lines at Kingsbridge.

For a month we here in New York had become habituated to alarms. We had been warned to expect the French fleet; we had known that his Excellency was at Dobbs Ferry, with quarters at Valentines; we had seen, day by day, the northern lines strengthened, new guns mounted on the forts and batteries, new regiments arrive, constant alarms for the militia, and the city companies under arms, marching up Murray Hill, only, like that celebrated army of a certain King of France, to march down again with great racket of drums and overfierce officers noisily shouting commands. But even I had not understood how near to us the siege had drawn, closing in steadily, inch by inch, from the green Westchester hills.

A little thrill shot through me as I noted the newer, deeper lines etched in Sir Henrys pallid face, and the grave silence of De Lancey, as he stood by the window, arms folded, eying his superior under knitted brows.

Why not march out, bands playing? suggested Sir Peter gaily.

By God, we may do that yet to the tune they choose for us! blurted out Sir Henry.

I meant an assault, said Sir Peter, the smile fading from his handsome face.

I know what you meant, returned Sir Henry wearily. But that is what they wish. I havent the men, gentlemen.

There was a silence. He stood there, swaying slowly to and fro on his polished heels, buried in reflection; but I, who stood a little to one side, could see his fingers clasped loosely behind his back, nervously working and picking at one another.

What do they expect? he said suddenly, lifting his head but looking at no one— what do they expect of me in England? I have not twelve thousand effectives, and of these not nine thousand fit for duty. They have eleven thousand, counting the French, not a dozen miles north of us. Suppose I attack? Suppose I beat them? They have but a mile to fall back, and they are stronger posted than before. I can not pass the Harlem with any chance of remaining, unless I leave here in New York a garrison of at least six thousand regulars. This gives me but three thousand regulars for a sortie. He moved his head slowly, his eyes traveled from one to another with that heavy, dazed expression which saw nothing.

Thirty thousand men could not now force Fordham Heights — and but a single bridge left across the Harlem. To boat it means to be beaten in detail. I tell you, gentlemen, that the only chance I might have in an attempt upon any part of Washingtons army must be if he advances. In formal council, Generals Kniphausen, Birch, and Robertson sustain me; and, believing I am right, I am prepared to suffer injustice and calumny in silence from my detractors here in New York and at home.

His heavy eyes hardened; a flash lighted them, and he turned to Sir Peter, adding:

I have listened to a very strange proposition from the gentleman you presented to me, Sir Peter. His ideas of civilized warfare and mine do not run in like channels.

So I should imagine, replied Sir Peter dryly. But he is my guest, and at his pressing solicitation I went with him to wait upon you.

Sir Henry smiled, for Sir Peter had spoken very distinctly, though without heat.

My dear friend, said the general gently, are you to blame for the violent views of this gentleman who so — ah — distinguished himself at Cherry Valley?

A sour grimace stamped the visage of every officer present; the name of Cherry Valley was not pleasant to New York ears.

At that moment Walter Butler entered, halted on the threshold, glancing haughtily around him, advanced amid absolute silence, made his bow to Sir Peter, turned and rendered a perfect salute to Sir Henry, then, as Sir Peter quietly named him to every man present, greeted each with ceremony and a graceful reserve that could not but stamp him as a gentleman of quality and breeding.

To me, above all, was his attitude faultless; and I, relinquishing to a tyrant conscience all hopes of profiting by my blunder in angering him, and giving up all hopes of a duel and consequently of freedom from my hateful business in New York, swallowed pride and repulsion at a single gulp, and crossed the room to where he stood alone, quite at his ease amid the conversation which excluded him.

Mr. Butler, I said, I spoke hastily and thoughtlessly an hour since. I come to say so.

He bowed instantly, regarding me with curious eyes.

I know not how to make further amends, I began, but he waved his hand with peculiar grace, a melancholy smile on his pale visage.

I only trust, Mr. Renault, that you may one day understand me better. No amends are necessary. I assure you that I shall endeavor to so conduct that in future neither you nor any man may misapprehend my motives. He glanced coolly across at Sir Henry, then very pleasantly spoke of the coming rout at the Fort, expressing pleasure in gaiety and dancing.

I love music, too, he said thoughtfully, but have heard little for a year save the bellow of conch-horns from the rebel riflemen of Morgans corps.

Mr. De Lancey had come up, moved by the inbred courtesy which distinguished not Sir Henry, who ostentatiously held Sir Peter in forced consultation, his shoulder turned to Walter Butler. And, of the twain, Mr. Butler cut the better figure, and spite of his true character, I was secretly gratified to see how our Tryon County gentry suffered nothing in comparison of savoir faire with the best that England sent us. Courtesy to an enemy — that is a creed no gentleman can renounce save with his title. I speak not of disputes in hot blood, but of a chance meeting upon neutral ground; and Sir Henry was no credit to his title and his country in his treatment there of Walter Butler.

One by one all spoke to Mr. Butler; laughter among us broke out as wine was served and compliments exchanged.

The hardest lesson man is born to is that lesson which teaches him to await the dressing of his lady, said De Lancey.

Aye, and await it, too, without impatience! said Captain Harkness.

And in perfect good-humor, echoed De Lancey gravely. ONeil sat down at the piano and played The World Turned Upside-Down, all drifting into the singing, voice after voice; and the beauty of Walter Butlers voice struck all, so that presently, one by one, we fell silent, and he alone carried the quaint old melody to its end.

I have a guitar hereabouts, blurted out Sir Peter, motioning a servant.

The instrument was brought, and Walter Butler received it without false modesty or wearying protestation, and, touching it dreamily, he sang:

Ninon! Ninon! Que fais-tu de la vie?

Lheure senfuit, le jour succède au jour,

Rose, ce soir — demain flétrie

Comment vis-tu, toi qui nas pas damour?

Ouvrez-vous, jeunes fleurs

Si la mort vous enlève,

La vie est un sommeil, lamour en est le rêve!

Sad and sweet the song faded, lingering like perfume, as the deep concord of the strings died out. All were moved. We pressed him to sing more, and he sang what we desired in perfect taste and with a simplicity that fascinated all.

I, too, stood motionless under the spell, yet struggling to think of what I had heard of the nearness of his Excellency to New York, and how I might get word to him at once concerning the Oneidas danger and the proposed attempt upon the frontier granaries. The ladies had as yet given no sign of readiness; all present, even Sir Henry, stood within a circle around Walter Butler. So I stepped quietly into the hallway and hastened up the stairs to my chamber, which I locked first, then seized paper and quill and fell to scribbling:

To His Excellency, Genl Washington:

Sir — I regret to report that, through thoughtlessness and inadvertence, I have made a personal enemy of Captain Walter Butler of the Rangers, who is now here on a mission to enlist the aid of Sir Henry Clinton in a new attempt on the frontier. His purpose in this enterprise is to ruin our granaries, punish the Oneidas friendly to us, and, if aided from below, seize Albany, or at least Johnstown, Caughnawaga, and Schenectady. Sir John Johnson, Major Ross, and Captain Butler are preparing to gather at Niagara Fort. They expect to place a strong, swift force in the field — Rangers, Greens, Hessians, Regulars, and partizans, not counting Brants Iroquois of the Seneca, Cayuga, and Mohawk nations.

The trysting-place is named as Thendara. Only an Iroquois, adopted or native, can understand how Thendara is to be found. It is a town that has no existence — a fabled town that has existed and will exist again, but does not now exist. It is a mystic term used in council, and understood only by those clan ensigns present at the Rite of Condolence. At a federal council of the Five Nations, at a certain instant in the ceremonies, that spot which for a week shall be chosen to represent the legendary and lost town of Thendara, is designated to the clan attestants.

Now, sir, as our allies the Oneidas dare not answer to a belt summons for federal council, there is no one who can discover for you the location of the trysting-spot, Thendara. I, however, am an Oneida councilor, having conformed to the law of descent by adoption; and having been raised up to ensign by the Wolf-Clan of the Oneida Nation, beg leave to place my poor services at your Excellencys disposal. There may be a chance that I return alive; and you, sir, are to judge whether any attempt of mine to answer the Iroquois belt, which surely I shall receive, is worth your honorable consideration. In the meanwhile I am sending copies of this letter to Colonel Willett and to Genl Schuyler.

I hastily signed, seized more writing-paper, and fell to copying furiously. And at length it was accomplished, and I wrapped up the letters in a box of snuff, tied and sealed the packet, and called Dennis.

Take this snuff back to Ennis, in Hanover Square, I said peevishly, and inform him that Mr. Renault desires a better quality.

My servant took the box and hastened away. I stood an instant, listening. Walter Butler was still singing. I cast my eyes about, picked up a half-written sheet I had discarded for fault of blots, crumpled it, and reached for a candle to burn it. But at that instant I heard the voices of the ladies on the landing below, so quickly opening my wainscot niche I thrust the dangerous paper within, closed the panel, and hastened away down-stairs to avoid comment for my absence.

In the merry company now assembled below I could scarcely have been missed, I think, for the Italian chaises had but just that moment appeared to bear us away to the Fort, and the gentlemen were clustered about Lady Coleville, who, encircled by a laughing bevy of pretty women, was designating chaise-partners, reading from a list she held in her jeweled hands. Those already allotted to one another had moved apart, standing two and two, and as I entered the room I saw Walter Butler give his arm to Rosamund Barry at Lady Colevilles command, a fixed smile hiding his disappointment, which turned to a white grimace as Lady Coleville ended with: Carus, I entrust to your escort the Hon. Elsin Grey, and if you dare to run off with her there are some twenty court-swords ready here to ask the reason why. Sir Henry, will you take me as your penance?

Now, gentlemen, cried Sir Peter gaily, the chaises are here; and please to remember that there is no Kissing-Bridge between Wall Street and the Battery.

Elsin Grey turned to me, laying her soft white hand on mine.

Did you hear Mr. Butler sing? she whispered. Is it not divine enough to steal ones heart away?

He sings well, I said, gazing in wonder at her ball-gown — pale turquoise silk, with a stomacher of solid brilliants and petticoat of blue and silver. Elsin, I think I never saw so beautiful a maid in all my life, nor a beautiful gown so nobly borne.

Do you really think so? she asked, delighted at my bluntness. And you, too, Carus — why, you are like a radiant one from the sky! I have ever thought you handsome, but not as flawless as you now reveal yourself. Lord! we should cut a swathe to-night, you and I, sir, blinding all eyes in our proper glitter. I could dance all night, and all day too! I never felt so light, so gay, so eager, so reckless. Im quivering with delight, Carus, from throat to knee; and, for the rest, my head is humming with the devils tattoo and my feet keeping time.

She raised the hem of her petticoat a hands breadth, and tapped the floor with one little foot — a trifle only. That ballet figure that we did at Sir Henrys — do you remember? — and the heat of the ballroom, and the French red running from the womens cheeks? To-night is perfect, cool and fragrant. I shall dance until I die, and go up to heaven in one high, maddened whirl — zip! — like a burning soul!

We were descending the stoop now. Our chaise stood ready. I placed her and followed, and away we rolled down Broadway.

Am I to have two dances? I asked.

Two? Why, you blessed man, you may have twenty!

She turned to me, eyes sparkling, fan half spread, a picture of exquisite youth and beauty. Her jewels flashed in the chaise-lamps, her neck and shoulders glowed clear and softly fair.

Is that French red on lip and cheek? I asked, to tease her.

If there were a certain sort of bridge betwixt Wall Street and the Fort you might find out without asking, she said, looking me daringly in the eyes. Lacking that same bridge, you have another bridge and another problem, Mr. Renault.

For lack of a Kissing-Bridge I must solve the pons asinorum, I see, said I, imprisoning her hands. There was a delicate hint of a struggle, a little cry, and I had kissed her. Breathless she looked at me; the smile grew fixed on her red lips.

Your experience in such trifles is a blessing to the untaught, she said. You have not crumpled a ribbon. Truly, Carus, only long and intense devotion to the art could turn you out a perfect master.

My compliments to you, Elsin; I take no credit that your gown is smooth and the lace unruffled.

Thank you; but if you mean that I, too, am practised in the art, you are wrong.

The fixed smile trembled a little, but her eyes were wide and bright.

Would you laugh, Carus, if I said it: what you did to me — is the first — the very first in all my life?

Oh, no, I said gravely, I should not laugh if you commanded otherwise.

She looked at me in silence, the light from the chaise-lamps playing over her flushed face. Presently she turned and surveyed the darkness where, row on row, ruins of burned houses stood, the stars shining down through roofless walls.

Into my head came ringing the song that Walter Butler sang:

Ninon! Ninon! thy sweet life flies!

Wasted in hours day follows day.

The rose to-night to-morrow dies:

Wilt thou disdain to love alway?

How canst thou live unconscious of Loves fire,

Immune to passion, guiltless of desire?

Now all around us lamplight glimmered as we entered Bowling Green, where coach and chaise and sedan-chair were jumbled in a confusion increased by the crack of whips, the trample of impatient horses, and the cries of grooms and chairmen. In the lamps increasing glare I made out a double line of soldiers, through which those invited to the Fort were passing; and as our chaise stopped and I aided Elsin to descend, the fresh sea-wind from the Battery struck us full, blowing her lace scarf across my face.

Through lines of servants and soldiers we passed, her hand nestling closely to my arm, past the new series of outworks and barricades, where bronze field-pieces stood shining in the moonlight, then over a dry moat by a flimsy bridge, and entered the sally-port, thronged with officers, all laughing and chatting, alert to watch the guests arriving, and a little bold, too, with their stares and their quizzing-glasses. There is, at times, something almost German in the British lack of delicacy, which is, so far, rare with us here, though I doubt not the French will taint a few among us. But insolence in stare and smirk is not among our listed sins, though, doubtless, otherwise the list is full as long as that of any nation, and longer, too, for all I know.

Conducting Elsin Grey, I grew impatient at the staring, and made way for her without ceremony, which caused a mutter here and there.

In the great loft-room of the Barracks, held by the naval companies, the ball was to be given. I relinquished my pretty charge to Lady Coleville at the door of the retiring-room, and strolled off to join Sir Peter and the others, gathering in knots throughout the cloak-room, where two sailors, cutlasses bared, stood guard.

Well, Carus, he said, smilingly approaching me, did you heed those chaste instructions I gave concerning the phantom Kissing-Bridge?

I did not run away with her, I said, looking about me. Where is Walter Butler?

He returned to the house in a chaise for something forgotten — or so he said. I did not understand him clearly, and he was in great haste.

He went back to our house? I asked uneasily.

Yes — a matter of a moment, so he said. He returns to move the opening dance with Rosamund.

Curiously apprehensive, I stood there listening to the chatter around me. Sir Peter drummed with his fingers on his sword-hilt, and nodded joyously to every passer-by.

You have found Walter Butler more agreeable, I trust, than our friend Sir Henry found him, he said, turning his amused eyes on me.

Perhaps, I said.

Perhaps? Damme, Carus, that is none too cordial! What is it in the man that keeps men aloof? Eh? Hes a gentleman, a graceful, dark, romantic fellow, in his forest-green regimentals and his black hair worn unpowdered. And did you ever hear such a voice?

No, I never did, I replied sulkily.

Delicious, said Sir Peter— a voice prettily cultivated, and sweet enough to lull suspicion in a saint. He laughed: Rosamund made great eyes at him, the vixen, but I fancy hes too cold to catch fire from a coquette. Did you learn if he is married?

Not from him, sir.

From whom?

I was silent.

From whom? he asked curiously.

Why, I had it from one or two acquaintances, who say they knew his wife when she fled with other refugees from Guy Park, I answered.

Sir Peter shrugged his handsome shoulders, dusted his nose with a whisk of his lace handkerchief, and looked impatiently for a sign of his wife and the party of ladies attending her.

Carus, he said under his breath, you should enter the lists, you rogue.

What lists? I answered carelessly.

Lord! he asks me what lists! mimicked Sir Peter. Why dont you court her? The match is suitable and desirable. You ninny, do you suppose it was by accident that Elsin Grey became our guest? Why, lad, were set on it — and, damme! but Im as crafty a matchmaker as my wife, planning the pretty game together in the secret of our chambers after you and Elsin are long abed, and — Lord! I came close to saying snoring — for which you should have called me out, sir, if you are champion of Elsin Grey.

But, Sir Peter, I said smiling, I do not love the lady.

A boorish speech! he snapped. Take shame, Carus, you Tryon County bumpkin!

I mean, said I, reddening, and should have said, that the lady does not love me.

Thats better. He laughed, and added, Pay your court, sir. You are fashioned for it.

But I do not care to, I said.

O Lord! muttered Sir Peter, looking at the great beams above us, my match-making is come to naught, after all, and my wife will be furious with you — furious, I say. And here she comes, too, he said, brightening, as he ever did, at sight of his lovely wife, who had remained his sweetheart, too; and this I am free to say, that, spite of the looseness of the times and of society, never, as long as I knew him, did Sir Peter forget in thought or deed those vows he took when wedded. Sportsman he was, and rake and gambler, as were we all; and I have seen him often overflushed with wine, but never heard from his lips a blasphemy or foul jest, never a word unworthy of clean lips and the clean heart he carried with him to his grave.

As Lady Coleville emerged from the ladies cloakroom, attended by her pretty bevy, Sir Peter, followed by his guests, awaited her in the great corridor, where she took his arm, looking up into his handsome face with that indefinable smile I knew so well — a smile of delicate pride, partly tender, partly humorous, tinctured with faintest coquetry.

Sweetheart, he said, that villain, Carus, will have none of our match-making, and I hope Rosamund twists him into a triple lovers-knot, to teach him lessons he might learn more innocently.

Lady Coleville flushed up and looked around at me. Why, Carus, she said softly, I thought you a man of sense and discretion.

But I — but she does not favor me, madam, I protested in a low voice.

It is your fault, then, and your misfortune, she said. Do you not know that she leaves us to-morrow? Sir Henry has placed a packet at our service. Can you not be persuaded — for my sake? It is our fond wish, Carus. How can a man be insensible to such wholesome loveliness as hers?

But — but she is a child — she has no heart! She is but a child yet — all caprice, innocence, and artless babble — and she loves not me, madam — —

You love not her! Shame, sir! Open those brown blind eyes of yours, that look so wise and are so shallow if such sweetness as hers troubles not their depths! Oh, Carus, Carus, you make me too unhappy!

Idiot! added Sir Peter, pinching my arm. Bring her to us, now, for we enter. She is yonder, you slow-wit! nose to nose with ONeil. Hasten!

But Elsins patch-box had been mislaid, and while we searched for it I saw the marines march up, form in double rank, and heard the clear voice of their sergeant announcing:

Sir Peter and Lady Coleville!

Captain Tully ONeil and the Misses ONeil!

Adjutant-General De Lancey and Miss Beekman!

Sir Henry Clinton!

Captains Harkness, Rutherford, Hallowell, and McIvor!

Major-General — —

Elsin, I said, you should have been announced with Sir Peter and Lady Coleville!

She had found her patch-box and her fan at length, and we marched in, the sergeants loud announcement ringing through the quickly filling room:

Mr. Carus Renault and the Honorable Elsin Grey!

What will folk say to hear our banns shouted aloud in the teeth of all New York? she whispered mischievously. Mercy on me! if you turn as red as a Bushwick pippin they will declare we are affianced!

I shall confirm it if you consent! I said, furious to burn at a jest from her under a thousand eyes.

Ask me again, she murmured; we make our reverences here.

She took her silk and silver petticoat between thumb and forefinger of each hand and slowly sank, making the lowest, stateliest curtsy that I ever bowed beside; and I heard a low, running murmur sweep the bright, jeweled ranks around us as we recovered and passed on, ceding our place to others next behind.

The artillerymen had made the great loft gay with bunting. Jacks and signal-flags hung from the high beams overhead, clothing the bare timbers with thickets of gayest foliage; banners and bright scarfs, caught up with trophies, hung festooned along the unpainted walls. They had made a balcony with stairs where the band was perched, the music of the artillery augmented by strings — a harp, half a dozen fiddles, cellos, bassoons, and hautboys, and there were flutes, too, and trumpets lent by the cavalry, and sufficient drums to make that fine, deep, thunderous undertone, which I love to hear, and which heats my cheeks with pleasure.

Beyond the spar-loft the sail-loft had been set aside and fashioned most elegantly for refreshment. An immense table crossed it, behind which servants stood, and behind the servants the wall had been lined with shelves covered with cakes, oranges, apples, early peaches, melons and nectarines, and late strawberries, also wines of every sort, pastry, jellies, whip-syllabub, rocky and floating island, blanc-mange, brandied preserves — and Heaven knows what! But Elsin Grey whispered me that Pryor the confectioner had orders for coriander and cinnamon comfits by the bushel, and orange, lemon, chocolate, and burned almonds by the peck.

Do look at Lady Coleville, whispered Elsin, gently touching my sleeve; is she not sweet as a bride with Sir Peter? And oh, that gown! with the lilac ribbons and flounce of five rows of lace. Carus, she has forty diamond buttons upon her petticoat, and her stomacher is all amethysts!

I wonder where Walter Butler is? I said restlessly.

Do you wish to be rid of me? she asked.

God forbid! I only marvel that he is not here — he seemed so eager for the frolic — —

My voice was drowned in the roll of martial music; we took the places assigned us, and the slow march began, ending in the Governors set, which was danced by eight couples — a curious dance, newly fashionable, and called En Ballet. This we danced in a very interesting fashion, sometimes two and two, sometimes three and two, or four couple and four couple, and then all together, which vastly entertained the spectators. In the final mêlée I had lost my lady to Mr. De Lancey, who now carried her off, leaving me with a willowy maid, whose partner came to claim her soon.

The ball now being opened, I moved a minuet with Lady Coleville, she adjuring me at every step and turn to let no precious moment slip to court Elsin; and I, bland but troubled, and astonished to learn how deep an interest she took in my undoing — I with worry enough before me, not inclusive of a courtship that I found superfluous and unimportant.

When she was rid of me, making no concealment of her disappointment and impatience, I looked for Elsin, but found Rosamund Barry, and led her out in one of those animated figures we had learned at home from the Frenchman, Grasset — dances that suited her, the rose coquette! — gay dances, where the petticoat reveals a pretty limb discreetly; where fans play, opening and closing like the painted wings of butterflies alarmed; where fingers touch, fall away, interlace and unlace; where a light waist-clasp and a vis-à-vis leaves a moment for a whisper and its answer, promise, assent, or low refusal as partners part, dropping away in low, slow reverence, which ends the frivolous figure with regretful decorum.

Askance I had seen Elsin and ONeil, a graceful pair of figures in the frolic, and now I sought her, leaving Rosamund to Sir Henry, but that villain ONeil had her to wine, and amid all that thirsty throng and noise of laughter I missed her in the tumult, and then lost her for two hours. I must admit those two hours sped with the gay partners that fortune sent me — and one there was whose fingers were shyly eloquent, a black-eyed beauty from Westchester, with a fresh savor of free winds and grassy hillsides clinging to her, and a certain lovely awkwardness which claims an arm to steady very often. Lord! I had her twice to ices and to wine, and we laughed and laughed at nothing, and might have been merrier, but her mother seized her with scant ceremony, and a strange young gentleman breathed hard and glared at me as I recovered dignity, which made me mad enough to follow him half across the hall ere I reflected that my business here permitted me no quarrel of my own seeking.

Robbed of my Westchester shepherdess, swallowing my disgust, I sauntered forward, finding Elsin Grey with Lady Coleville, seated together by the wall. What they had been whispering there together I knew not, but I pushed through the attendant circle of beaus and gallants who were waiting there their turns, and presented myself before them.

I am danced to rags and ribbons, Carus, said Elsin Grey— and no thanks to you for the pleasure, you who begged me for a dance or two; and I offered twenty, silly that I was to so invite affront!

She was smiling when she spoke, but Lady Colevilles white teeth were in her fans edge, and she looked at me with eyes made bright through disappointment.

You are conducting like a silly boy, she said, with those hoydens from Westchester, and every little baggage that dimples at your stare. Lord! Carus, I thought you grown to manhood!

Is there a harm in dancing at a ball, madam? I asked, laughing.

Fie! You are deceitful, too. Elsin, be chary of your favors. Dance with any man but him. Hell be wearing two watches to-morrow, and his hair piled up like a floating island!

She smiled, but her eyes were not overgay. And presently she turned on Elsin with a grave shake of her head:

You disappoint me, both of you, she said. Elsin, I never dreamed that you — —

Their fans flew up, their heads dipped, then Elsin rose and asked indulgence, taking my arm, one hand lying in Lady Colevilles hand.

Do you and Sir Peter talk over it together, she said, with a lingering wistfulness in her voice. I shall dance with Carus, whether he will or no, and then well walk and talk. You may tell Sir Peter, if you so desire.

All? asked Lady Coleville, retaining Elsins hand.

All, madam, for it concerns all.

Sir Henry Clinton came to wait on Lady Coleville, and so we left them, slowly moving out through the brilliant sea of silks and laces, her arm resting close in mine, her fair head bent in silent meditation.

Around us swelled the incessant tumult of the ball, music and the blended harmony of many voices, rustle and whisper of skirt and silk, and the swish! swish! of feet across the vast waxed floor.

Shall we dance? I asked pleasantly.

She looked up, then out across the ocean of glitter and restless color.

Now I am in two minds, she said— to dance until theres no breath left and but a wisp of rags to cover me, or to sip a syllabub with you and rest, or go gaze at the heavens the while you court me — —

Thats three minds already, I said, laughing.

Well, sir, which are you for?

And you, Elsin?

No, sir, you shall choose.

Then, if it lies with me, I choose the stars and courtship, I said politely.

I wonder, she said, why you choose it — with a maid so pliable. Is not half the sport in the odds against you — the pretty combat for supremacy, the resisting fingers, and the defense, face covered? Is not the sport to overcome all these, nor halt short of the reluctant lips, still fluttering in voiceless protest?

Where did you hear all that? I asked, piqued yet laughing.

Rosamund Barry read me my first lesson — and, after all, though warned, I let you have your way with me there in the chaise. Oh, I am an apt pupil, Carus, with Captain Butler in full control of my mind and you of my body.

Have you seen him yet? I asked.

No; he has not appeared to claim his dance. A gallant pair of courtiers I have found in you and him — —

Couple our names no more! I said so hotly that she stopped, looking at me in astonishment.

Have you quarreled? she asked.

I did not answer. We had descended the barrack-stairs and were entering the parade. Dark figures in pairs moved vaguely in the light of the battle-lanthorns set. We met ONeil and Rosamund, who stood star-gazing on the grass, and later Sir Henry, pacing the sod alone, who, when he saw me, motioned me to stop, and drew a paper from his breast.

Sir Peter and Lady Colevilles pass for Westchester, which he desired and I forgot. Will you be good enough to hand it to him, Mr. Renault? There is a council called to-night — it is close to two oclock, and I must go.

He took a courtly leave of us, then wandered away, head bent, pacing the parade as though he kept account of each slow step.

Yonder comes Knyphausen, too, and Birch, I said, as the German General emerged from the casemates, followed by Birch and a raft of officers, spurs clanking.

We stood watching the Hessians as they passed in the lamps rays, officers smooth-shaven and powdered, wearing blue and yellow, and their long boots; soldiers with black queues in eelskin, tiny mustaches turned up at the waxed ends, and long black, buttoned spatter-dashes strapped at instep and thigh.

Let us ascend to the parapets, she said, looking up at the huge, dark silhouette above where the southeast bastion jutted seaward.

A sentry brought his piece to support as we went by him, ascending the inclined artillery road, whence we presently came out upon the ramparts, with the vast sweep of star-set firmament above, and below us the citys twinkling lights on one side, and upon the other two great rivers at their trysting with the midnight ocean.

There were no lights at sea, none on the Hudson, and on the East River only the sad signal-spark smoldering above the Jersey.

Elsin had found a seat low on a gun-carriage, and, moving a little, made place for me.

Look at that darkness, she said— that infinite void under which an ocean wallows. It is like hell, I think. Do you understand how I fear the ocean?

Do you fear it, child?

Aye, she said, musing; it took father and mother and brother. You knew that?

Lady Coleville says there is always hope that they may be alive — cast on that far continent — —

So the attorneys say — because there is a legal limit — and I am the Honorable Elsin Grey. Ah, Carus, I know that the sea has them fast. No port shall that tall ship enter save the last of all — the Port of Missing Ships. Heigho! Sir Frederick is kind — in his own fashion.... I would I had a mother.... There is a loneliness that I feel ... at times....

A vague gesture, and she lifted her head, with a tremor of her shoulders, as though shaking off care as a young girl drops a scarf of lace to her waist.

Presently she turned quietly to me:

I have told Lady Coleville, she said.

Told her what, child?

Of my promise to Captain Butler. I have not yet told everything — even to you.

Roused from my calm sympathy I swung around, alert, tingling with interest and curiosity.

I gave her leave to inform Sir Peter, she added. They were too unhappy about you and me, Carus. Now they will understand there is no chance.

And when Sir Peter had asked me if Walter Butler was married, I had admitted it. Here was the matter already at a head, or close to it. Sudden uneasiness came upon me, as I began to understand how closely the affront touched Sir Peter. What would he do?

What is it called, and by what name, Carus, when a man whose touch one can not suffer so dominates ones thoughts — as he does mine?

It is not love, I said gloomily.

He swears it is. Do you believe there may lie something compelling in his eyes that charm and sadden — almost terrify, holding one pitiful yet reluctant?

I do not know. I do not understand the logic of womens minds, nor how they reason, nor why they love. I have seen delicacy mate with coarseness, wit with stupidity, humanity with brutality, religion with the skeptic, aye, goodness with evil. I, too, ask why? The answer ever is the same — because of love!

Because of it, is reason; is it not?

So women say.

And men?

Aye, they say the same; but with men it is another sentiment, I think, though love is what we call it.

Why do men love, Carus?

Why? I laughed. Men love — men love because they find it pleasant, I suppose — for variety, for family reasons.

For nothing else?

For a balm to that mad passion driving them.

And — nothing nobler?

There is a noble love, part chivalry, part desire, inspired by mind and body in sweetest unison.

A mind that seeks its fellow? she asked softly.

No, a mind that seeks its complement, as the body seeks. This union, I think, is really love. But I speak with no experience, Elsin. This only I know, that you are too young, too innocent to comprehend, and that the sentiment awakened in you by what you think is love, is not love. Child, forgive me what I say, but it rings false as the vows of that young man who importunes you.

Is it worthy of you, Carus, to stab him so behind his back?

I leaned forward, my head in my hands.

Elsin, I have endured these four years, now, a thousand little stings which I could not resent. Forgetting this, at moments I blurt out a truth which, were matters otherwise with me, I might back with — what is looked for when a man repeats what may affront his listener. It is, in a way, unworthy, as you say, that I speak lightly to you of a man I can not meet with honor to myself. Yet, Elsin, were my duty first to you — first even to myself — this had been settled now — this matter touching you and Walter Butler — and also my ancient score with him, which is as yet unreckoned.

What keeps you, then? she said, and her voice rang a little.

I looked at her; she sat there, proud head erect, searching me with scornful eyes.

A small vow I made, said I carelessly.

And when are you released, sir?

Soon, I hope.

Then, Mr. Renault, she said disdainfully, I pray you swallow your dislike of Captain Butler until such time as you may explain your enmity to him.

The lash stung. I sat dazed, then wearied, while the tingling passed. Even the silence tired me, and when I could command my voice I said: Shall we descend, madam? There is a chill in the sea-air.

I do not feel it, she answered, her voice not like her own.

Do you desire to stay here?

No, she said, springing up. This silence of the stars wearies me.

She passed before me across the parapet and down the inclined way, I at her heels; and so into the dark parade, where I caught up with her.

Have I angered you without hope of pardon? I asked.

You have spoiled it all for me — —

She bit her lip, suddenly silent. Sir Peter Coleville stood before us.

Lady Coleville awaits you, he said very quietly, too quietly by far. Carus, take her to my wife. Our coach is waiting.

We stared at him in apprehension. His face was serene, but colorless and hard as steel, as he turned and strode away; and we followed without a word, drawing closer together as we moved through a covered passage-way and out along Pearl Street, where Sir Peters coach stood, lamps shining, footman at the door.

Lady Coleville was inside. I placed Elsin Grey, and, at a motion from Sir Peter, closed the door.

Home, he said quietly. The footman leaped to the box, the whip snapped, and away rolled the coach, leaving Sir Peter and myself standing there in Pearl Street.

Your servant Dennis sought me out, he said, with word that Walter Butler had been busy sounding the panels in your room.

Speech froze on my lips.

Further, continued Sir Peter calmly, Lady Coleville has shared with me the confidence of Elsin Grey concerning her troth, clandestinely plighted to this gentleman whom you have told me is a married man.

I could not utter a sound. Moment after moment passed in silence. The half-hour struck, then three-quarters. At last from the watch-tower on the Fort the hour sounded.

There was a rattle of wheels behind us; a coach clattered out of Beaver Street, swung around the railing of the Bowling Green, and drew up along the foot-path beside us; and Dr. Carmody leaped out, shaking hands with us both.

I found him at Fraunces Tavern, Sir Peter, bag and baggage. He appeared to be greatly taken aback when I delivered your cartel, protesting that something was wrong, that there could be no quarrel between you and him; but when I hinted at his villainy, he went white as ashes and stood there swaying like a stunned man. Gad! that hint about his wife took every ounce of blood from his face, Sir Peter.

Has he a friend to care for him? asked Sir Peter coldly.

Jessop of the Sappers volunteered. I found him in the tap-room. They should be on their way by this time, Sir Peter.

That will do. Carus will act for me, said Sir Peter in a dull voice.

He entered the coach; I followed, and Dr. Carmody followed me and closed the door. A heavy leather case lay beside me on the seat. I rested my throbbing head on both hands, sitting swaying there in silence as the coach dashed through Bowling Green again and sped clattering on its way up-town.


CHAPTER VI

A NIGHT AND A MORNING
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AS OUR COACH passed Crown Street I could no longer doubt whither we were bound. The shock of certainty aroused me from the stunned lethargy which had chained me to silence. At the same moment Sir Peter thrust his head from the window and called to his coachman:

Drive home first! And to me, resuming his seat: We had nigh forgotten the case of pistols, Carus.

The horses swung west into Maiden Lane, then south through Nassau Street, across Crown, Little Queen, and King Streets, swerving to the right around the City Hall, then sharp west again, stopping at our own gate with a clatter and clash of harness.

Sir Peter leaped out lightly, and I followed, leaving Dr. Carmody, with his surgical case, to await our return.

Under the door-lanthorn Sir Peter turned, and in a low voice asked me if I could remember where the pistol-case was laid.

My mind was now clear and alert, my wits already busily at work. To prevent Sir Peters facing Walter Butler; to avoid Cunninghams gallows; could the first be accomplished without failure in the second? Arrest might await me at any instant now, here in our own house, there at the Coq dOr, or even on the very field of honor itself.

Where did you leave the pistol-case that day you practised in the garden? I asked coolly.

Twas you took it, Carus, he said. Were you not showing the pistols to Elsin Grey?

I dropped my head, pretending to think. He waited a moment, then drew out his latch-key and opened the door very softly. A single sconce-candle flared in the hall; he lifted it from the gilded socket and passed into the state drawing-room, holding the light above his head, and searching over table and cabinet for the inlaid case.

Standing there in the hall I looked up the dark and shadowy stairway. There was no light, no sound. In the drawing-room I heard Sir Peter moving about, opening locked cupboards, lacquered drawers, and crystal doors, the shifting light of his candle playing over wall and ceiling. Why he had not already found the case where I had placed it on the gilded French table I could not understand, and I stole to the door and looked in. The French table stood empty save for a vase of shadowy flowers; Sir Peter was on his knees, candle in hand, searching the endless lines of book-shelves in the library. A strange suspicion stole into my heart which set it drumming on my ribs. Had Elsin Grey removed the pistols? Had she wit enough to understand the matters threatening?

I looked up at the stairs again, then mounted them noiselessly, and traversed the carpeted passage to her door. There was a faint light glimmering under the sill. I laid my face against the panels and whispered, Elsin!

Who is there? A movement from within, a creak from the bed, a rustle of a garment, then silence. Listening there, ear to her door, I heard distinctly the steady breathing of some one also listening on the other side.

Elsin!

Is it you, Carus?

She opened the door wide and stood there, candle in one hand, rubbing her eyes with the other, lace night-cap and flowing, beribboned robe stirring in the draft of air from the dark hallway. But under the loosened neck-cloth I caught a gleam of a metal button, and instantly I was aware of a pretense somewhere, for beneath the flowing polonaise of chintz, or Levete, which is a kind of gown and petticoat tied on the left hip with a sash of lace, she was fully dressed, aye, and shod for the street.

Instinctively I glanced at the bed, made a quick step past her, and drew the damask curtain. The bed had not been slept in.

What are you thinking of, Carus? she said hotly, springing to the curtain. There was a sharp sound of cloth tearing; she stumbled, caught my arm, and straightened up, red as fire, for the hem of her Levete was laid open to the knee, and displayed a foot-mantle, under which a tiny golden spur flashed on a lacquered boot-heel.

What does this mean? I said sternly. Whither do you ride at such an hour?

She was speechless.

Elsin! Elsin! If you had wit enough to hide Sir Peters pistols, render them to me now. Delay may mean my ruin.

She stood at bay, eying me, uncertain but defiant.

Where are they? I urged impatiently.

He shall not fight that man! she muttered. If I am the cause of this quarrel I shall end it, too. What if he were killed by Walter Butler?

The pistols are beneath your mattress! I said suddenly. I must have them.

Quick as thought she placed herself between me and the bed, blue eyes sparkling, arms wide.

Will you go? she whispered fiercely. How dare you intrude here!

Taken aback by the sudden fury that flashed out in my very face, I gave ground.

You little wildcat, I said, amazed, give me the pistols! I know how to act. Give them, I say! Do you think me a poltroon to allow Sir Peter to face this rascals fire?

She straightened with a sudden quiver.

You! The pistols were for you!

For me and Walter Butler, I said coolly. Give them, Elsin. What has been done this night has set me free of my vow. Can you not understand? I tell you he stands in my light, throwing the shadow of the gallows over me! May a man not win back to life but a chit of a maid must snatch his chance away? Give them, or I swing at dawn upon the common!

A flush of horror swept her cheeks, leaving her staring. Her wide-flung arms dropped nervelessly and hung beside her.

Is it true, she faltered— what he came here to tell us on his way to that vile tavern? I gave him the lie, Carus. I gave him the lie there in the hall below. She choked, laying her white hand on her throat. Speak! she said harshly; do you fear to face this dreadful charge he flung in my teeth? I — she almost sobbed— I told him that he lied.

He did not lie. I am a spy these four years here, I said wearily. Will you give me those pistols now? — or I take them by force!

Carus, called Sir Peter from the hall, if Lady Coleville has my pistols, she must render them to you on the instant.

His passionless voice rang through the still, dark house.

She has gone to the Coq dOr, muttered Elsin Grey, motionless before me.

To stop this duel?

To stop it. Oh, my God!

There was a silence, broken by a quick tread on the stairs. The next moment Sir Peter appeared, staring at us there, candle flaring in his hand, his fingers striped with running wax.

What does this mean? he asked, confused. Where is Lady Coleville?

She has gone to the Coq dOr, I said. Your pistols are hidden, sir.

He paled, gazing at Elsin Grey.

She guessed that I meant to — to exchange a shot with Captain Butler? he stammered.

It appears, said I, that Mr. Butler, with that delicacy for which he is notorious, stopped here on his way to the tavern. You may imagine Lady Coleville could not let this matter proceed.

He gazed miserably at Elsin, passing his hand over his haggard face. Then, slowly turning to me: My honor is engaged, Carus. What is best now? I am in your hands.

I laid my arm in his, quietly turning him and urging him to the stairs. Leave it to me, I whispered, taking the candle he held. Go to the coach and wait there. I will be with you in a moment.

The door of Elsins chamber closed behind us. He descended the black stairway, feeling his way by touch along the slim rail of the banisters, and I waited there, lighting him from above until the front doors clashed behind him. Then I turned back to the closed door of Elsins chamber and knocked loudly.

She flung it wide again, standing this time fully dressed, a gilt-edged tricorn on her head, and in her hands riding-whip and gloves.

I know what need be done, she said haughtily. Through this meshed tangle of treachery and dishonor there leads but one clean path. That I shall tread, Mr. Renault!

Let the words go, I said between tightening lips, but give me that pair of pistols, now!

For Sir Peters use?

No, for mine.

I shall not!

Oh, you would rather see me hanged, like Captain Hale?

She whitened where she stood, tugging at her gloves, teeth set in her lower lip.

You shall neither fight nor hang, she said, her blue eyes fixed on space, busy with her gloves the while — so busy that her whip dropped, and I picked it up.

There was a black loup-mask hanging from her girdle. When her gloves were fitted to suit her she jerked the mask from the string and set it over her eyes.

My whip? she asked curtly.

I gave it.

Now, she said, your pistol-case lies hid beneath my bed-covers. Take it, Mr. Renault, but it shall serve a purpose that neither you nor Walter Butler dream of!

I stared at her without a word. She opened the beaded purse at her girdle, took from it a heaping handful of golden guineas, and dropped them on her dresser, where they fell with a pleasant sound, rolling together in a shining heap. Then, looking through her mask at me, she fumbled at her throat, caught a thin golden chain, snapped it in two, and drew a tiny ivory miniature from her breast; and still looking straight into my eyes she dropped it face upward on the polished floor. It bore the likeness of Walter Butler. She set her spurred heel upon it and crushed it, grinding the fragments into splinters. Then she walked by me, slowly, her eyes still on mine, the hem of her foot-mantle slightly lifted; and so, turning her head to watch me, she passed the door, closed it behind her, and was gone.

What the strange maid meant to do I did not know, but I knew what lay before me now. First I flung aside the curtains of her bed, tore the fine linen from it, burrowing in downy depths, under pillow, quilt, and valance, until my hands encountered something hard; and I dragged out the pistol-case and snapped it open. The silver-chased weapons lay there in perfect order; under the drawer that held them was another drawer containing finest priming-powder, shaped wads, ball, and a case of flints.

So all was ready and in order. I closed the case and hurried up the stairway to my room, candle in hand. Ha! The wainscot cupboard I had so cunningly devised was swinging wide. In it had been concealed that blotted sheet rejected from the copy of my letter to his Excellency — nothing more; yet that alone was quite enough to hang me, and I knew it as I stood there, my candle lighting an empty cupboard.

Suddenly terror laid an icy hand upon me. I shook to my knees, listening. Why had he not denounced me, then? And in the same instant the answer came: He was to profit by my disgrace; he was to be aggrandized by my downfall. The drama he had prepared was to be set in scenery of his own choosing. His savant fingers grasped the tiller, steering me inexorably to my destruction.

Yet, as I stood there, teeth set, tearing my finery from me, flinging coat one way, waistcoat another, and dressing me with blind haste in riding-clothes and boots, I felt that just a single chance was left to me with honor; and I seized the passes that Sir Henry had handed me for Sir Peter and his lady, and stuffed them into my breast-pocket.

Gloved, booted, spurred, I caught up the case of pistols, ran down the stairs, flung open the door, and slammed it behind me.

Sir Peter stood waiting by the coach; and when he saw me with his pistol-case he said: Well done, Carus! I had no mind to go hammering at a friends door to beg a brace of pistols at such an hour.

I placed the case after he had entered the coach. Dr. Carmody made room for me, but I shook my head.

I ride, I said. Wait but an instant more.

Why do you ride? asked Sir Peter, surprised.

You will understand later, I said gaily. Be patient, gentlemen; and I ran for the stables. Sleepy hostlers in smalls and bare feet tumbled out in the glare of the coach-house lanthorn at my shout.

The roan, I said briefly. Saddle for your lives!

The stars were no paler in the heavens as I stood there on the grass, waiting, yet dawn must be very near now; and, indeed, the birds chorus broke out as I set foot to stirrup, though still all was dark around me.

Now, gentlemen, I said, spurring up to the carriage-door. I nodded to the coachman, and we were off at last, I composed and keenly alert, cantering at Sir Peters coach-wheels, perfectly aware that I was riding for my liberty at last, or for a fall that meant the end of all for me.

There was a chaise standing full in the light of the tavern windows when we clattered up — a horse at the horse-block, too, and more horses tied to the hitching-ring at the side-door.

At the sound of our wheels Mr. Jessop appeared, hastening from the cherry grove, and we exchanged salutes very gravely, I asking pardon for the delay, he protesting at apology; saying that an encounter by starlight was, after all, irregular, and that his principal desired to wait for dawn if it did not inconvenience us too much.

Then, hat in hand, he asked Sir Peters indulgence for a private conference with me, and led me away by the arm into a sweet-smelling lane, all thick with honeysuckle and candleberry shrub.

Carus, he said, this is painfully irregular. We are proceeding as passion dictates, not according to code. Mr. Butler has no choice but to accept, yet he is innocent of wrong intent, and has so informed me.

Does he deny his marriage? I asked.

Yes, sir, most solemnly. The lady was his mistress, since discarded. He is quite guiltless of this affront to Sir Peter Coleville, and desires nothing better than to say so.

That concerns us all, I said seriously. I am acting for Sir Peter, and I assume the responsibility without consulting him. Where is Mr. Butler?

In the tap-room parlor.

Say to him that Sir Peter will receive him in the coffee-room, I said quietly.

Jessop impulsively laid his honest hand upon my shoulder as we turned toward the tavern.

Thank you, Carus, he said. I am happy that I have to deal with you instead of some fire-eating, suspicious bullhead sniffing for secret mischief where none lies hid.

I hear that Lady Coleville is come to stop the duel at any cost, I observed, halting at the door. May we not hope to avoid a distressing scene, Jessop?

We must, he answered, as I left him in the hallway and entered the coffee-room where Sir Peter waited, seated alone, his feet to the empty fireplace.

Where is Lady Coleville? he asked, as I stepped up. She must not remain here, Carus.

You are not to fight, I said, smiling.

Not to fight! he repeated, slowly rising, eyes ablaze.

Pray trust me with your honor, I replied impatiently, opening the door to a servants knock. And to the wide-eyed fellow I said: Go and say to Lady Coleville that Sir Peter is not to fight. Say to her — —

I stopped short. Lady Coleville appeared in an open doorway across the hall, her gaze passing my shoulder straight to Sir Peter, who stood facing her behind me.

What pleasantry is this? she asked, advancing, a pale smile stamped on her lovely face.

I made way. She stepped before me, walking straight to Sir Peter. I followed, closing the door behind me.

Have I ever, ever in all these years, counseled you to dishonor? she asked. Then listen now. There is no honor in this thing you seek to do, but in it there lies a dreadful wrong to me.

He offered insult to our kin — our guest. I can not choose but ask the only reparation he can give, said Sir Peter steadily.

And leave me to the chance of widowhood?

Sir Peter whitened to a deathly hue; his distressed eyes traveled from her to me; he made to speak, but no sound came.

This is all useless, I said quietly, as a knock came at the door. I stepped back and opened it to Walter Butler.

When he saw me his dark eyes lit up with that yellow glare I knew already. Then he turned, bowing to Lady Coleville and to Sir Peter, who, pale and astounded, stared at the man as though the fiend himself stood there before him.

Sir Peter, began his enemy, I have thought — —

But I cut him short with a contemptuous laugh.

Sir Peter, I said, Mr. Butler is here to say that he is not wedded to his Tryon County mistress — that is all; and as he therefore has not offended you, there is no reason for you to challenge him. Now, sir, I pray you take Lady Coleville and return. Go, in Gods name, Sir Peter, for time spurs me, and I have business here to keep me!

Let Sir Peter remain, said Butler coldly. My quarrel is not with him, nor his with me.

No, said I gaily, it is with me, I think.

Carus, cried Lady Coleville, I forbid you! What senseless thing is this you seek?

Pray calm yourself, madam, said Mr. Butler; he stands in more danger of the gallows than of me.

Sir Peter pushed forward. I caught his arm, forcing him aside, but he struggled, saying: Did you not hear the man? Let me go, Carus; do you think such an insult to you can pass me like a puff of sea-wind?

It strikes me first, I said. It is to me that Mr. Butler answers.

No, gentlemen, to me! said a low voice behind us — the voice of Elsin Grey.

Amazed, we turned, passion still marring our white faces. Calm, bright-eyed, a smile that I had never seen imprinted on her closed lips, she walked to the table, unlocked the case of pistols, lifted them, and laid them there in the yellow lamplight.

Elsin! Elsin! stammered Lady Coleville; have you, too, gone mad?

This is my quarrel, she said, turning on me so fiercely that I stepped back. If any shot is fired in deference to me, I fire it; if any bullet is sped to defend my honor, I speed it, gentlemen. Why — and she turned like a flash upon Sir Peter— why do you assume to interfere in this? Is not an honest mans duty to his own wife first? Small honor you do yourself or her! — scant love must you bear her to risk your life to chance in a quarrel that concerns not you!

Astounded and dumb, we stood there as though rooted to the floor.

She looked at Butler and laughed; picked up a pistol, loaded it with incredible deftness, laid it on the table, and began loading the other.

Elsin! Elsin! cried Lady Coleville, catching her by the waist, what is this wild freak of yours? Have you all gone mad to-night?

You shake my hand and spill the powder, said the Hon. Miss Grey, smiling.

Elsin, murmured Walter Butler, has this fellow Renault poisoned you against me?

Why, no, sir. You are married to a wife and dare to court me! There lies the poison, Mr. Butler!

Hush, Elsin! murmured Lady Coleville. It was a mistake, dear. Mr. Butler is not married to the — the lady — to anybody. He swears it!

Not wedded? She stared, then turned scarlet to her hair. And Walter Butler, I think, mistook the cause and meaning of that crimson shame, for he smiled, and drawing a paper from his coat, spread it to Sir Peters eyes.

I spoke of the gallows, Sir Peter, and you felt yourself once more affronted. Yet, if you will glance at this — —

What is it? asked Sir Peter, looking him in the eye.

Treason, Sir Peter — a letter — part of one — to the rebel Washington, written by a spy!

A lie! I wrote it! said the Hon. Miss Grey.

Walter Butler turned to her, amazed, doubting his ears.

A jest, she continued carelessly, to amuse Mr. Renault.

Amuse him! It is in his own hand! stammered Butler.

Apparently. But I wrote it, imitating his hand to plague him. It is indifferently done, she added, with a shrug. I hid it in the cupboard he uses for his love-letters. How came it in your fingers, Mr. Butler?

In blank astonishment he stood there, the letter half extended, his eyes almost starting from his face. Slowly she moved forward, confronting him, insolent eyes meeting his; and, ere he could guess what she purposed, she had snatched the blotted fragment from him and crushed it in her hand, always eying him until he crimsoned in the focus of her white contempt.

Go! she said. Her low voice was passionless.

He turned his burning eyes from her to Lady Coleville, to Sir Peter, then bent his gaze on me. What he divined in my face I know not, but the flame leaped in his eyes, and that ghastly smile stretched the muscles of his visage.

My zeal, it seems, has placed me at a sorry disadvantage, he said. Error piled on error growing from a most unhappy misconstruction of my purposes has changed faith to suspicion, amity to coldness. I know not what to say to clear myself— He turned his melancholy face to Elsin; all anger had faded from it, and only deepest sadness shadowed the pale brow. I ventured to believe, in days gone by, that my devotion was not utterly displeasing — that perhaps the excesses of a stormy and impetuous youth might be condoned in the humble devotion of an honest passion — —

The silence was intense. He turned dramatically to Sir Peter, his well-shaped hand opening in graceful salute as he bowed.

I ask you, sir, to lend a gentle judgment till I clear myself. And of your lady, I humbly beg that mercy also. Again he bowed profoundly, hand on hilt, a perfect figure of faultless courtesy, graceful, composed, proudly enduring, proudly subduing pride.

Then he slowly raised his dark head and looked at me. Mr. Renault, he said, it is my misfortune that our paths have crossed three times. I trust they cross no more, but may run hereafter in pleasant parallel. I was hasty, I was wrong to judge you by what you said concerning the Oneidas. I am impatient, over-sensitive, quick to fire at what I deem an insult to my King. I serve him as my hot blood dictates — and, burning with resentment that you should dare imperil my design, I searched your chamber to destroy the letter you had threatened warning the Oneidas of their coming punishment. How can you blame me if I took this ladys playful jest for something else?

I do not blame you, Captain Butler, I said disdainfully.

Then may we not resume an intercourse as entertaining as it was full of profit to myself?

Time heals — but Time must not be spurred too hard, I answered, watching him.

His stealthy eyes dropped as he inclined his head in acquiescence.

Then Sir Peter spoke, frankly, impetuously, his good heart dictating ever to his reason; and what he said was amiable and kind, standing there, his sweet ladys arm resting on his own. And she, too, spoke graciously but gravely, with a gentle admonition trailing at the end.

But when he turned to Elsin Grey, she softened nothing, and her gesture committed him to silence while she spoke: End now what you have said so well, nor add one word to that delicate pyramid of eloquence which you have raised so high to your own honor, Captain Butler. I am slow-witted and must ask advice from that physician, Time, whom Mr. Renault, too, has called in council.

Am I, then, banished? he asked below his breath.

Ask yourself, Mr. Butler. And if you find no reply, then I shall answer you.

All eyes were on her. What magic metamorphosis had made this woman from a child in a single night! Where had vanished that vague roundness of cheek and chin in this drawn beauty of maturity? that untroubled eye, that indecision of caprice, that charming restlessness, that childish confidence in others, accepting as a creed what grave lips uttered as a guidance to the lesser years that rested lightly on her?

And Walter Butler, too, had noted some of this, perplexed at the reserve, the calm self-confidence, the unimagined strength and cold composure which he had once swayed by his passion, as a fair and clean-stemmed sapling tosses in tempests that uproot maturer growth.

His furtive, unconvinced eyes sought the floor as he took his leave with every ceremony due himself and us. Dawn already whitened the east. He mounted by the tavern window, and I saw him against the pallid sky in silhouette, riding slowly toward the city, Jessop beside him, and their horses manes whipping the rising sea-wind from the west.

What a nightmare this has been! whispered Lady Coleville, her husbands hands imprisoned in her own. And to Elsin: Child! what scenes have we dragged you through! Heaven forgive us! — for you have learned a sorry wisdom here concerning men!

I have learned, she said steadily, more than you think, madam. Will you forgive me if I ask a word alone with Mr. Renault?

Not here, child. Look! Day comes creeping on us yonder in the hills. Come home before you have your talk with Carus. You may ride with him if you desire, but follow us.

Sir Peter turned to gather up his pistols; but Elsin laid her hand on them, saying that I would care for everything.

Sure, she means to have her way with us as well as with Walter Butler, he said humorously. Come, sweetheart, leave them to this new wisdom Elsin found along the road somewhere between the Coq dOr and Wall Street. They may be wiser than they seem; they could not well be less wise than they are.

The set smile on Elsins lips changed nothing as Sir Peter led his lady, all reluctant, from the coffee-room, where the sunken candles flickered in the pallid light of morning.

From the front windows we saw the coach drive up, and Lady Coleville, looking back in protest, enter; and after her Sir Peter, and Dr. Carmody with his cases.

Come to the door and make as though we meant to mount and follow, she said quietly. Here, take these pistols. Raise the pan and lower the hammers. They are loaded. Thrust them somewhere — beneath your coat. Now follow me.

I obeyed in silence. As we came out of the tavern-door Lady Coleville nodded, and her coach moved off, passing our horses, which the hostlers were bringing round.

I put Elsin up, then swung astride my roan, following her out into the road — a rod or two only ere she wheeled into the honeysuckle lane, reining in so that I came abreast of her.

Now ride! she said in an unsteady voice. I know the man you have to deal with. There is no mercy in him, I tell you, and no safety now for you until you make the rebel lines.

I know it, I said; but what of you?

What of me? She laughed a bitter laugh, striking her horse so that he bounded forward down the sandy lane, I abreast of her, stride for stride. What of me? Why, I lied to him, that is all, Mr. Renault. And he knew it!

Is that all? I asked.

No, not all. He told the truth to you and to Sir Peter. And I knew it.

In what did he tell the truth?

In what he said about — his mistress. Her face crimsoned, but she held her head steady and high, nor faltered at the word.

How is it that you know?

How does a woman know? Tell me and Ill confess it. I know because a woman knows such things. Let it rest there — a matter scarcely fitted for discussion between a maid and a man — though I am being soundly schooled, God wot, in every branch of infamy.

Then turn here, I said, reining in, and ride no more with what men call a spy.

But she galloped on, head set, flushed and expressionless, and I spurred to overtake her.

Turn back! I said hoarsely. It may go hard with you if I am taken at the lines!

Those passes that Sir Henry gave you — you have them?

Yes.

For Sir Peter and his lady?

So they are made out.

Do they know you at Kingsbridge?

Yes. The Fifty-fourth guard it.

Then how can you hope to pass?

I shall pass one way or another, I said between my teeth.

She drew from her breast a crumpled paper, unfolded it, and passed it to me, galloping beside me all the while. I scanned it carefully; it was a pass signed by Sir Henry Clinton, permitting her and me to pass the lines, and dated that very night.

How in Heavens name did you secure this paper in the last nick of time? I cried, astounded.

I knew you needed it — from what you said there in my chamber. Do you remember that Sir Henry left the Fort for a council? It is not far to Queen Street; and when I left you I mounted and galloped thither.

But — but what excuse — —

Ask me not, Carus, she said impatiently, while a new color flowed through cheek and temple. Sir Henry first denied me, then he began to laugh; and I — I galloped here with the ink all wet upon the pass. Whither leads this lane?

To the Kingsbridge road.

Would they stop and search us if dissatisfied?

I think not.

Well, I shall take no risk, she said, snatching the blotted paper from her bosom — the paper she had taken from Walter Butler, and which was written in my hand. Hide it under a stone in the hedgerow, and place the passes that you had for Sir Peter with it, she said, drawing bridle and looking back.

I dismounted, turned up a great stone, thrust the papers under, then dropped it to its immemorial bed once more.

Quick! she whispered. I heard a horses iron-shod foot striking a pebble.

Behind us?

Yes. Now gallop!

Our horses plunged on again, fretting at the curb. She rode a mare as black as a crow save for three silvery fetlocks, and my roans stride distressed her nothing. Into the Kingsbridge road we plunged in the white river-mist that walled the hedges from our view, and there, as we galloped through the sand, far behind us I thought to hear a sound like metal clipping stone.

You shall come no farther, I said. You can not be found in company with me. Turn south, and strike the Greenwich road.

Too late, she said calmly. You forget I compromised myself with that same pass you carry.

Why in Gods name did you include yourself in it? I asked.

Because the pass was denied me until I asked it for us both.

You mean — —

I mean that I lied again to Sir Henry Clinton, Mr. Renault. Spare me now.

Amazed, comprehending nothing, I fell silent for a space, then turned to scan her face, but read nothing in its immobility.

Why did you do all this for me, a spy? I asked.

For that reason, she answered sharply— lest the disgrace bespatter my kinsman, Sir Peter, and his sweet lady.

But — what will be said when you return alone and I am gone?

Nothing, for I do not return.

You — you — —

I ask you to spare me. Once the lines are passed there is no danger that disgrace shall fall on any one — not even on you and me.

But how — what will folk say — —

Theyll say we fled together to be wedded! she cried, exasperated. If you will force me, learn then that I made excuse and got my pass for that! I told Sir Henry that I loved you and that I was plighted to Walter Butler. And Sir Henry, hating Mr. Butler, laughed until he could not see for the tears, and scratched me off my pass for Gretna Green, with his choicest blessing on the lie I offered in return! There, sir, is what I have done. I said I loved you, and I lied. I shall go with you, then ask a flag of the rebels to pass me on to Canada. And so you see, Mr. Renault, that no disgrace can fall on me or mine through any infamy, however black, that others must account for!

And she drew her sun-mask from her belt and put it on.

Her wit, her most amazing resource, her anger, so amazed me that I rode on, dazed, swaying in the stride of the tireless gallop. Then in a flash, alert once more, I saw ahead the mist rising from the Harlem, the mill on the left, with its empty windows and the two poplar-trees beside it, the stone piers and wooden railing of the bridge, the sentinels on guard, already faced our way, watching our swift approach.

As we drew bridle in a whirlwind of sand the guard came tumbling out at the posts loud bawling, and the officer of the guard followed, sauntering up to our hard-breathing horses and peering up into our faces.

Enderly! I exclaimed.

Well, what the devil, Carus— he began, then bit his words in two and bowed to the masked lady, perplexed eyes traveling from her to me and back again. When I held out the pass for his inspection, he took it, scrutinizing it gravely, nodded, and strolled back to the mill.

Hurry, Enderly! I called after him.

He struck a smarter gait, but to me it seemed a year ere he reappeared with a pass viséed, and handed it to me.

Have a care, he said; the country beyond swarms with cowboys and skinners, and the rebel horse ride everywhere unchecked. Theyve an outpost at Valentines, and riflemen along the Bronx — —

At that instant a far sound came to my ears, distant still on the road behind us. It was the galloping of horses. Elsin Grey leaped from her saddle, lifting her mask and smiling sweetly down at Captain Enderly.

Its a sharp run to Gretna Green, she said. If you can detain the gentleman who follows us we will not forget the service, Captain Enderly!

By Heaven! he exclaimed, his perplexed face clearing into grinning comprehension. And to the sentries: Fall back there, lads! Free way forard! he cried. Now, Carus! Madam, your most obedient!

The steady thud of galloping horses sounded nearer behind us. I turned, expecting to see the horsemen, but they were still screened by the hill.

Luck to you! muttered Enderly, as we swung into a canter, our horses hoofs drumming thunder on the quivering planks that jumped beneath us as we spurred to a gallop. Ah! They were shouting now, behind us! They, too, had heard the echoing tattoo we beat across the bridge.

Pray God that young man holds them! she whispered, pale face turned. There they are! They spy us now! They are riding at the bridge! Mercy on us! the soldiers have a horse by the bit, forcing him back. They have stopped Mr. Butler. Now, Carus!

Into the sand once more we plunged, riding at a sheer run through the semidarkness of the forest that closed in everywhere; on, on, the wind whistling in our teeth, her hair blowing, and her gilt-laced hat flying from the silken cord that held it to her shoulder. How grandly her black mare bore her — the slight, pale-faced figure sitting the saddle with such perfect grace and poise!

The road swung to the east, ascending in long spirals. Then through the trees I caught the glimmer of water — the Bronx River — and beyond I saw a stubble-field all rosy in the first rays of the rising sun.

The ascent was steeper now. Our horses slackened to a canter, to a trot, then to a walk as the road rose upward, set with boulders and loose stones.

I had just turned to caution my companion, and was pointing ahead to a deep washout which left but a narrow path between two jutting boulders, when, without the slightest sound, from the shadow of these same rocks sprang two men, long brown rifles leveled. And in silence we drew bridle at the voiceless order from the muzzles of those twin barrels bearing upon us without a tremor.
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From the shadow ... sprang two men, long brown rifles leveled.

An instant of suspense; the rifle of the shorter fellow swept from Elsin Grey to me; and I, menaced by both weapons, sat on my heavily breathing horse, whose wise head and questioning ears reconnoitered these strange people who checked us at the rocky summit of the hill. For they were strange, silent folk, clothed in doeskin from neck to ankle, and alike as two peas in their caped hunting-shirts, belted in with scarlet wampum, and the fringe falling in soft cascades from shoulder to cuff, from hip to ankle, following the laced seams.

My roan had become nervous, shaking his head and backing, and Elsins restive mare began sidling across their line of fire.

Rein in, madam! came a warning voice— and you, sir! Stand fast there! Now, young man, from which party do you come?

From the lower, I answered cheerfully, and happy to be clear of them.

And with which party do you foregather, my gay cock o the woods?

With the upper party, friend.

Friend! sneered the taller fellow, lowering his rifle and casting it into the hollow of his left arm. It strikes me that you are somewhat sudden with your affections— He came sauntering forward, a giant in his soft, clinging buckskins, talking all the while in an irritable voice: Friend? Maybe, and maybe not, he grumbled; all eggs dont hatch into dickey-birds, nor do all rattlers beat the long roll. He laid a sudden hand on my bridle, looking up at me with swaggering impudence, which instantly changed into amazed recognition.

Gad-a-mercy! he cried, delighted; is it you, Mr. Renault?

It surely is, I said, drawing a long breath of relief to find in these same forest-runners my two drovers, Mount and the little Weasel.

How far is it to the lines, friend Mount?

Not far, not very far, Mr. Renault, he said. There should be a post of Jersey militia this side o Valentines, and were like to see a brace of Sheldons dragoons at any moment. Lord, sir, but Im contented to see you, for I was loath to leave you in York, and Walter Butler there untethered, ranging the streets, free as a panther on a sunset cliff!

The Weasel, rifle at a peaceful trail, came trotting up beside his giant comrade, standing on tiptoe to link arms with him, his solemn owl-like eyes roaming from Elsin Grey to me.

I named them to Elsin. She regarded them listlessly from her saddle, and they removed their round skull-caps of silver moleskin and bowed to her.

I never thought to be so willing to meet rebel riflemen, she said, patting her horses mane and glancing at me.

Lord, Cade! whispered Mount to his companion, hes stolen a Tory maid from under their very noses! Make thy finest bow, man, for the credit o Morgans Men!

And again the strange pair bowed low, caps in hand, the Weasel with quiet, quaint dignity, Mount with his elaborate rustic swagger, and a flourish peculiar to the forest-runner, gay, reckless, yet withal respectful.

A faint smile touched her eyes as she inclined her proud little head. Mount looked up at me. I nodded; and the two riflemen wheeled in their tracks and trotted forward, Mount leading, and his solemn little comrade following at heel, close as a hound. When they had disappeared over the hills rocky summit our horses moved forward at a walk, breasting the crest, then slowly descended the northern slope, picking their way among the loosened slate and pebbles.

And now for the first time came to me a delicious thrill of exaltation in my new-found liberty. Free at last of that prison city. Free at last to look all men between the eyes. Free to bear arms, and use them, too, under a flag I had not seen in four long years save as they brought in our captured colors — a ragged, blood-blackened rag or two to match those silken standards lost at Bennington and Saratoga.

I looked up into the cloudless sky, I looked around me. I saw the tall trees tinted by the sun, I felt a free wind blowing from that wild north I loved so well.

I drew my lungs full. I opened wide my arms, easing each cramped muscle. I stretched my legs to the stirrups length in sweetest content.

Down through a fragrant birch-grown road, smelling of fern and wintergreen and sassafras, we moved, the cool tinkle of moss-choked watercourses ever in our ears, mingling with melodies of woodland birds — shy, freedom-loving birds that came not with the robins to the city. Ah, I knew these birds, being country-bred — knew them one and all — the gray hermit, holy chorister of hymn divine, the white-throat, sweetly repeating his allegiance to his motherland of Canada, the great scarlet-tufted cock that drums on the bark in stillest depths, the lonely little creeping-birds that whimper up and down the trunks of forest trees, and the black-capped chickadee that fears not man, but cities — all these I listened to, and knew and loved as guerdons of that freedom which I had so long craved, and craved in vain.

And now I had it; it was mine! I tasted it, I embraced it with wide arms, I breathed it. And far away I heard the woodland hermits singing of freedom, and of the sweetness of it, and of the mercies of the Most High.

Thrilled with happiness, I glanced at Elsin Grey where she rode a pace or so ahead of me, her fair head bent, her face composed but colorless as the lace drooping from her stock. The fatigue of a sleepless night was telling on her, though as yet the reaction of the strain had not affected me one whit.

She raised her head as I forced my horse forward to her side. What is it, Mr. Renault? she asked coldly.

Im sorry you are fatigued, Elsin — —

I am not fatigued.

What! after all you have done for me — —

I have done nothing for you, Mr. Renault.

Nothing? — when I owe you everything that — —

You owe me nothing that I care to accept.

My thanks — —

I tell you you owe me nothing. Let it rest so!

Her unfriendly eyes warned me to silence, but I said bluntly:

That Mr. Cunningham is not this moment fiddling with my neck, I owe to you. I offer my thanks, and I remain at your service. That is all.

Do you think, she answered quietly, that a rebel hanged could interest me unless that hanging smirched my kin?

Elsin! Elsin! I said, is there not bitterness enough in the world but you and I must turn our friendship into hate?

What do you care whether it turn to hate or — love? She laughed, but there was no mirth in her eyes. You are free; you have done your duty; your brother rebels will reward you. What further have I to do with you, Mr. Renault? You have used me, you have used my kin, my friends. Not that I blame you — nay, Mr. Renault, I admire, I applaud, I understand more than you think. I even count him brave who can go out as you have done, scornful of life, pitiless of friendships formed, reckless of pleasure, of what men call their code of honor; indifferent to the shameful death that hovers like a shadow, and the scorn of all, even of friends — for a spy has no friends, if discovered. All this, sir, I comprehend, spite of my few years which once — when we were friends — you in your older wisdom found amusing. She turned sharply away, brushing her eyelashes with gloved fingers.

Presently she looked straight ahead again, a set smile on her tight lips.

The puppets in New York danced to the tune you whistled, she said, and because you danced, too, they never understood that you were master of the show. Oh, we all enjoyed the dance, sir — I, too, serving your designs as all served. Now you have done with us, and it remains for us to make our exits as gracefully as may be.

She made a little salute with her riding-whip — gracious, quite free of mockery.

The fortune of war, Mr. Renault, she said. Salute to the conqueror!

Only a gallant enemy admits as much, I answered, flushing.

Mr. Renault, am I your enemy?

Elsin, I fear you are.

Why? Because you waked me from my dream?

What dream? That nightmare tenanted by Walter Butler that haunted you? Is it not fortunate that you awoke in time, even if you had loved him? But you never did!

No, I never loved him. But that was not the dream you waked me from.

More than that, child, you do not know what love means. How should you know? Why, even I do not know, and I am twenty-three.

Once, she said, smiling, I told you that there is no happiness in love. It is the truth, Mr. Renault; there is no joy in it. That much I know of love. Now, sir, as you admit you know nothing of it, you can not contradict me, can you?

She smiled gaily, leaning forward in her saddle, stroking her horses mane.

No, I am not your enemy, she continued. There is enough of war in the world, is there not, Mr. Renault? And I shall soon be on my way to Canada. Were I your enemy, how impotent am I to compass your destruction — impotent as a love-sick maid who chooses as her gallant a gentleman most agreeable, gently bred, faultless in conduct and address, upon whose highly polished presence she gazes, seeking depth, and finds but her own silly face mirrored on the surface.

She turned from me and raised her head, gazing up through interlacing branches into the blue above.

Ah, we must be friends, Carus, she said wearily; we have cost each other too dear.

I have cost you dear enough, I muttered.

Not too dear for all you have taught me.

What have I taught you?

To know a dream from the reality, she said listlessly.

Better you should learn from me than from Walter Butler, I said bluntly.

From him! Why, he taught me nothing. I fell in love again — really in love — for an hour or two — spite of the lesson he could not teach me. I tell you he taught me nothing — not even to distrust the vows of men. If it was a wrong he dared to meditate, it touches not me, Carus — touches me no more than his dishonoring hand, which he never dared to lay upon me.

What do you mean? I asked, troubled. Have you taken a brief fancy to another? Do you imagine that you are in love again? What is it that you mean, Elsin?

Mean? God knows. I am tired to the soul, Carus. I have no pride left — not a shred — nothing of resentment. I fancy I love — yes — and the mad fancy drags me on, trailing pride, shame, and becoming modesty after me in the dust. She laughed, flinging her arm out in an impatient gesture: What is this war to me, Carus, save as it concerns him? In Canada we wag our heads and talk of rebels; here we speak of red-coats and patriots; and its all one to me, Carus, so that no dishonor touches the man I love or my own Canada. Your country here is nothing to me except for the sake of this one man.

She turned toward me from her saddle.

You may be right, you rebels, she said. If aught threatened Canada, no loyalty to a King whom I have never seen could stir me to forsake my own people. That is why I am so bitter, I think; not because Sir Frederick Haldimand is kin to me, but because your people dared to storm Quebec.

Those who marched thither march no more, I said gravely.

Then let it be peace betwixt us. My enmity stops at the grave — and they march no more, as you say.

Do you give me your friendship again, Elsin?

She raised her eyes and looked at me steadily.

It was yours before you asked me, Carus. It has always been yours. It has never faltered for one moment even when I said the things that a hurt pride forced from me. She shook her head slowly, reining in. I, too, drew bridle.

The happiest moment of my life was when I knew that I had been the instrument to unlock for you the door of safety, she said, and stripped the glove from her white fingers. Kiss my hand and thank me, Carus. It is all I ask of friendship.

Her hand lay at my lips, pressed gently for an instant, then fell to her side.

Dear, dear Elsin! I cried, catching her hand in both of mine again, crushing it to my lips.

Dont, Carus, she said tremulously. If you — if you do that — you might — you might conceive a — a regard for me.

Lord, child! I exclaimed, you but this moment confessed your fancy for a man of whose very name and quality I stand in ignorance!

She drew her hand away, laughing, a tenderness in her eyes I never had surprised there before.

Silly, she said, you know how inconstant I can be; you must never again caress me as you did — that first evening — do you remember? If we do that — if I suffer you to kiss me, maybe we both might find ourselves at loves mercy.

You mean we might really be in love? I asked curiously.

I do not know. Do you think so?

I laughed gaily, bending to search her eyes.

What is love, Elsin? Truly, I do not know, having never loved, as you mean. Sir Peter wishes it; and here we are, with all the credit of Gretna Green but none of the happiness. Elsin, listen to me. Let us strive to fall in love; shall we? And the devil take your new gallant!

If you desire it — —

Why not? It would please all, would it not?

But, Carus, we must first please one another — —

Let us try, Elsin. I have dreamed of a woman — not like you, but statelier, more mature, and of more experience, but I never saw such a woman; and truly I never before saw so promising a maid as you. Surely we might teach one another to love — if you are not too young — —

I do not think I am, she said faintly.

Then let us try. Who knows but you may grow into that ideal I cherish? I shall attend you constantly, pay court to you, take counsel with you, defer to you in all things — —

But I shall be gone northward with the flag, Carus.

A flag may not start for a week.

But when it does?

By that time, said I, we will be convinced in one fashion or another.

Maybe one of us will take fire slowly.

Let us try it, anyhow, I insisted.

She bent her head, riding in silence for a while.

Sweetheart, I said, are you hungry?

Oh! she cried, crimson-cheeked, have you begun already? And am I — am I to say that, too?

Not unless you — you want to.

I dare not, Carus.

It is not hard, I said; it slipped from my lips, following my thoughts. Truly, Elsin, I love you dearly — see how easily I say it! I love you in one kind of way already. One of these days, before we know what were doing, well be married, and Sir Peter will be the happiest man in New York.

Sir Peter! Sir Peter! she repeated impatiently; a frown gathered on her brow. She swung toward me, leaning from her saddle, face outstretched.

Carus, she said, kiss me! Now do it again, on the lips. Now again! There! Now that you do it of your own accord you are advanced so far. Oh, this is dreadful, dreadful! We have but a week, and we are that backward in love that I must command you to kiss me! Where shall we be this day week — how far advanced, if you think only of courting me to please Sir Peter?

Elsin, I said, after a moments deliberation, Im ready to kiss you again.

For Sir Peters sake?

Partly.

No, sir! she said, turning her head; that advances us nothing.

After a silence I said again:

Elsin!

Yes, Carus.

Im ready.

For Sir Peters sake?

No, for my own.

Ah, she said gaily, turning a bright face to me, we are advancing! Now, it is best that I refuse you — unless you force me and take what you desire. I accord no more — nothing more from this moment — until I give myself! and I give not that, either, until you take it! she added, and cast her horse forward at a gallop, I after her, leaning wide from my saddle, until our horses closed in, bounding on in perfect stride together. Now was my chance.

Carus! I beg of you— Her voice was stifled, for I had put my arm around her neck and pressed her half-opened lips to mine. You advance too quickly! she said, flushed and furious. Do you think to win a maid by mauling whether she will or no? I took no pleasure in that kiss, and it is a shame when both are not made happy. Besides, you hurt me with your roughness. I pray you keep your distance!

I did so, perplexed, and a trifle sulky, and for a while we jogged on in silence.

Suddenly she reined in, turning her face over her shoulder.

Look, Carus, she whispered, there are horsemen coming!

A moment later a Continental dragoon trotted into sight around the curve of the road, then another and another.

We were within the lines at last.


CHAPTER VII

THE BLUE FOX

[image: img62.jpg]

ELSIN HAD SLEPT all the bright morning through in her little room at the Blue Fox Tavern, whither Colonel Sheldons horsemen had conducted us. My room adjoined hers, the window looking out upon the Bronx where it flowed, shallow and sunny, down from the wooded slopes of North Castle and Chattertons Hill. But I heeded neither the sparkling water nor the trees swaying in the summer wind, nor the busy little hamlet across the mill-dam, nor Abe Case, the landlord, with his good intentions, pressed too cordially, though he meant nothing except kindness.

Listen to me, I said, boots in hand, and laying down the law; we require neither food nor drink nor service nor the bridal-chambers which you insist upon. The lady will sleep where she is, I here; and if you dare awaken me before noonday I shall certainly discharge these boots in your direction!

Whereupon he seemed to understand and bowed himself out; and I, lying there on the great curtained bed, watched the sunlight stealing through the flowered canopy until the red roses fell to swaying in an unfelt wind, and I, dreaming, wandered in a garden with that lady I sometimes saw in visions. And, Lord! how happy we were there together, only at moments I felt abashed and sorry, for I thought I saw Elsin lying on the grass, so still, so limp, that I knew she must be dead, and I heard men whispering that she had died o love, and that I and my lady were to dig the grave at moonrise.

A fitful slumber followed, threaded by dreams that vaguely troubled me — visions of horsemen riding, and of painted faces and dark heads shaved for war. Again into my dream a voice broke, repeating, Thendara! Thendara! until it grew to a dull and deadened sound, like the hollow thud of Wyandotte witch-drums.

I slept, yet every loosened nerve responded to the relaxing tension of excitement. Twice I dreamed that some one roused me, and that I was dressing in mad haste, only to sink once more into a sleep which glimmered ever with visions passing, passing in processional, until at noon I awoke of my own accord, and was bathed and partly dressed ere the landlord came politely scratching at my door to know my pleasure.

A staff-officer from his Excellency, Mr. Renault, he said, as I bade him enter, tying my stock the while.

Very well, I said; show him up. And, landlord, when the lady awakes, you may serve us privately.

He bowed himself out, and presently I heard spurs and a sword jingling on the stairs, and turned to receive his Excellencys staff-officer — a very elegant and polite young man in a blue uniform, faced with buff, and white-topped boots.

Mr. Renault? he asked, raising his voice and eyebrows a trifle; and I think I never saw such a careless, laughing, well-bred countenance in which were set two eyes as shrewdly wise as the eyes of this young man.

I am Mr. Renault, I said amiably, smiling at the mirth which twitched the gravity he struggled to assume.

Colonel Hamilton of his Excellencys family, he said, making as elegant a bow as I ever had the honor to attempt to match.

We were very ceremonious, bowing repeatedly as we seated ourselves, he lifting his sword and laying it across his knees. And I admired his hat, which was new and smartly laced, and cocked in the most fashionable manner — which small details carry some weight with me, I distrusting men whose dress is slovenly from indifference and not from penury. His Excellency was ever faultless in attire; and I remember that he wrote in general orders on New Years day in 76: If a soldier can not be induced to take pride in his person, he will soon become a sloven and indifferent to everything.

Mr. Renault, began Colonel Hamilton, his Excellency has your letters. He regrets that a certain sphere of usefulness is now closed to you through your own rashness.

I reddened, bowing.

It appears, however, continued Colonel Hamilton placidly, that your estimate of yourself is too humble. His Excellency thanks you, applauds your modesty and faithfulness in the most trying service a gentleman can render to his country, and desires me to express the same — —

He rose and bowed. I was on my feet, confused, amazed, tingling with pleasure.

His Excellency said — that! I repeated incredulously.

Indeed he did, Mr. Renault, and he regrets that — ahem — under the circumstances — it is not advisable to publicly acknowledge your four years service — not even privately, Mr. Renault — you understand that such services as yours must be, in a great measure, their own reward. Yet I know that his Excellency hesitated a long while to send me with this verbal message, so keenly did he desire to receive you, so grateful is he for the service rendered.

I was quite giddy with delight now. Never, never had I imagined that the Commander-in-Chief could single me out for such generous praise — me, a man who had lent himself to a work abhorrent — a work taken up only because there was none better fitted to accomplish a thing that all shrank from.

Seated once more, I looked up to see Colonel Hamilton regarding me with decorous amusement.

It may interest you, Mr. Renault, to know what certain British agents reported to Sir Henry Clinton concerning you.

What did they say? I asked curiously.

They said, Mr. Renault is a rich young man who thinks more of his clothes than he does of politics, and is safer than a guinea wig-stand!

His face was perfectly grave, but the astonished chagrin on my countenance set his keen eyes glimmering, and in a moment more we both went off into fits of laughter.

Lord, sir! he exclaimed, dusting his eyes with a lace handkerchief, what a man we lost when you lost your head! Why on earth did you affront Walter Butler?

I leaned forward, emphasizing every point with a noiseless slap on my knee, and recounted minutely and as frankly as I could every step which led to the first rupture between Walter Butler and myself. He followed my story, intelligent eyes fixed on me, never losing an accent, a shade of expression, as I narrated our quarrel concerning the matter of the Oneidas, and how I had forgotten myself and had turned on him as an Iroquois on a Delaware, a master on an insolent slave.

From that instant he must have suspected me, I said, leaning back in my chair. And now, Colonel Hamilton, my story is ended, and my usefulness, too, I fear, unless his Excellency will find for me some place — perhaps a humble commission — say in the dragoons of Major Talmadge — —

You travel too modestly, said Hamilton, laughing. Why, Mr. Renault, any bullet-headed, reckless fellow who has done as much as you have done may ask for a commission and have it, too. Look at me! I never did anything, yet they found me good enough for a gun captain, and they gave me a pair o cannon, too. But, sir, there are other places with few to fill them — far too few, I assure you. Why, what a shame to set you with a noisy, galloping herd of helmets, chasing skinners and cowboys with a brace of gad-a-mercy pistols in your belt! — what a shame, I say, when in you there lie talents we seek in vain for among the thousand and one numskulls who can drill a battalion or maneuver a brigade!

What talents? I asked, astonished.

Lord! he doesnt even suspect them! cried Hamilton gaily. I wish you might meet a few of our talented brigadiers and colonels; they have no doubts concerning their several abilities! Then, suddenly serious: Listen, sir. You know the north; you were bred and born to a knowledge of the Iroquois, their language, character, habits, their intimate social conditions, nay, you are even acquainted with what no other living white man comprehends — their secret rites, their clan and family laws and ties, their racial instincts, their most sacred rituals! You are a sachem! Sir William Johnson was one, but he is dead. Who else living, besides yourself, can speak to the Iroquois with clan authority?

I do not know, I said, troubled. Walter Butler may know something of the Book of Rites, because he was raised up in place of some dead Delaware dog!— I clinched my hand, and stood silent in angry meditation. Lifting my eyes I saw Hamilton watching me, amazed, interested, delighted.

I ask your indulgence, I said, embarrassed, but when I think of the insolence of that fellow — and that he dared call me brother and claim clan kindred with a Wolf — the yellow Delaware mongrel!— I laughed, glancing shamefacedly at Colonel Hamilton.

In another moment, I said, you will doubt there is white blood in me. It is strange how faithfully I cling to that dusky foster-mother, the nation that adopted me. I was but a lad, Colonel Hamilton, and what the Oneidas saw in me, or believed they saw, I never have accurately learned — I do not really know to this day! — but when a war-chief died they came to my father, asking that he permit them to adopt me and raise me up. The ceremony took place. I, of course, never lived with them — never even left my own roof — but I was adopted into the Wolf Clan, the noble clan of the Iroquois. And — I have never forgotten it — nor them. What touches an Oneida touches me!

He nodded gravely, watching me with bright eyes.

To-day the Long House is not the Five Nations, I continued. The Tuscaroras are the Sixth Nation; the Delawares now have come in, and have been accepted as the Seventh Nation. But, as you know, the Long House is split. The Onondagas are sullenly neutral — or say they are — the Mohawks, Cayugas, Senecas, are openly leagued against us; the Oneidas alone are with us — what is left of them after the terrible punishment they received from the Mohawks and Senecas.

And now you say that the Iroquois have determined to punish the Oneidas again?

Yes, sir, to annihilate them for espousing our cause. And, I added contemptuously, Walter Butler dared believe that I would sit idle and never lift a warning finger. True, I am first of all a Wolf — but next am I an Oneida. And, as I may not sit in national council with my clan to raise my voice against this punishment, and, as the Long House is rent asunder forever, why, sir, I am an Oneida first of all — after my allegiance to my own country — and I shall so conduct that Walter Butler and the Delaware dogs of a cleft and yellow clan will remember that when an Oneida speaks, they remain silent, they obey!

I began to pace the chamber, arms folded, busy with my thoughts. Hamilton sat buried in meditation for a space. Finally he arose, extending his hand with that winning frankness so endearing to all. I asked him to dine with us, but he excused himself, pleading affairs of moment.

Listen, Mr. Renault. I understand that his Excellency has certain designs upon your amiability, and he most earnestly desires you to remain here at the Blue Fox until such time as he summons you or sends you orders. You are an officer of Tryon County militia, are you not?

Only ensign in the Rangers, but I never have even seen their colors, much less carried them.

You know Colonel Willett?

I have that very great honor, I said warmly.

It is an honor to know such a man. Excepting Schuyler, I think he is the bravest, noblest gentleman in County Tryon. He walked toward the door, head bowed in reflection, turned, offered his hand again with a charming freedom, and bowed himself out.

Pride and deepest gratitude possessed my heart that his Excellency should have found me worthy of his august commendation. In my young head rang the words of Colonel Hamilton. I stood in the center of the sunny room, repeating to myself the wonderful message, over and over, until it seemed my happiness was too great to bear alone; and I leaned close to the dividing door, calling Elsin! Elsin! Are you awake?

A sleepy voice bade me enter, and I opened the door and stood at the sill, while the brightly flowered curtains of her bed rustled and twitched. Presently she thrust a sleepy head forth, framed in chintz roses — the flushed face of a child, drowsy eyes winking at the sunbeams, powdered hair twisted up in a heavy knot.

Goodness me, she murmured, I am so hungry — so sleepy— She yawned shamelessly, blinked with her blue eyes, looked at me, and smiled.

What oclock is it, Carus? she began; then a sudden consternation sobered her, and she cried, Oh, I forgot where we are! Mercy! To think that I should wake to find myself a runaway! Carus, Carus, what in the world is to become of me now? Where are we, Carus?

At the Blue Fox, near North Castle, I said gaily. Why, Elsin — why, child, what on earth is the matter? — for the tears had rushed to her eyes, and her woful little face quivered. A single tear fell, then the wet lashes closed.

O Carus! Carus! she said, what will become of me? You did it — you made me do it! Ive run away with you — why did you make me do it? Oh, why, why?

Dumb, miserable, I could only look at her, finding no word of comfort — amazed, too, that the feverish spirit, the courage, the amazing energy of the night before had exhaled, distilling now in the tears which dazed me.

I dont know why I came here with you, she whimpered, eyes closed on her wet cheeks— I must have been mad to do so. What will they say? — what will Rosamund say? Why dont you speak to me, Carus? Why dont you tell me what to do?

And this from that high-strung, nerveless maid who had matured to womanhood in the crisis of the night before — seizing command of a menacing situation through sheer effrontery and wit, compelling fate itself to swerve aside as she led our galloping horses through the slowly closing gates of peril.

Her head drooped and lay on the edge of the bed pillowed by the flowered curtains; she rubbed the tears from her eyes with white fingers, drawing a deep, unsteady breath or two.

I had found my voice at last, assuring her that all was well, that she should have a flag when she desired it, that here nobody knew who she was, and that when she was dressed I was ready to discuss the situation and do whatever was most advisable.

If theres a scandal, she said dolefully, I suppose I must ask a flag at once.

That would be best, I admitted.

But theres no scandal yet, she protested.

Not a breath! I cried cheerfully. You see, we have the situation in our own hands. Where is that wit, where is that gay courage you wore like magic armor through the real perils of yesterday?

Gone, she said, looking up at me. I dont know where it is — I — I was not myself yesterday. I was frightened — terror spurred me to things I never dreamed of when I thought of you hanging there on the Common — —

You blessed child! I cried, dropping on one knee beside her.

She laid her hand on my head, looking at me for a long while in silence.

I can not help it, she said. I really care nothing for what folk say. All this that we have done — and my indiscretion — nay, that we have run away and I am here with you — all this alarms me not at all. Indeed, she added earnestly, I do truly find you so agreeable that I should have fretted had you gone away alone. Now I am honest with myself and you, Carus — this matter has sobered me into gravest reflection. I have the greatest curiosity concerning you — I had from the very first — spite of all that childish silliness we committed. I dont know what it is about you that I can not let you go until I learn more of you. Perhaps I shall — we have a week here before a flag goes north, have we not? she asked naïvely.

The flag goes at your pleasure, Elsin.

Then it is my pleasure that we remain a while — and see — and see— she murmured, musing eyes fixed on the sunny window. I would we could fall in love, Carus!

We are pledged to try, I said gaily.

Aye, we must try. Lord-a-mercy on me, for my small head is filled with silliness, and my heart beats only for the vain pleasure of the moment. A hundred times since I have known you, Carus, I would have sworn I loved you — then something that you say or do repels me — or something, perhaps, of my own inconstancy — and only that intense curiosity concerning you remains. That is not love, is it?

I think not.

Yet look how I set my teeth and drove blindly full tilt at Destiny when I thought you stood in peril! Do women do such things for friendships sake?

Men do — I dont know. You are a faultless friend, at any rate. And on that friendship we must build.

With your indifference and my vanity and inconstancy? God send it be no castle of cards, Carus! Tell me, have you, too, a stinging curiosity concerning me? Do you desire to fathom my shallow spirit, to learn what every passing smile might indicate, to understand me when I am silent, to comprehend me when I converse with others?

I — I have thought of these things, Elsin. Never having understood you — judging hastily, too — and being so intimately busy with the — the matters you know of — I never pursued my studies far — deeming you betrothed and — and — —

A coquette?

A child, Elsin, heart-free and capricious, contradictory, imperious, and — and overyoung — —

O Carus!

I meant no reproach, I said hastily. A nectarine requires time, even though the sunlight paints it so prettily in all its unripe, flawless symmetry. And I have — I have lived all my life in sober company. My father was old, my mother placid and saddened by the loss of all her children save myself. I had few companions — none of my own age except when we went to Albany, where I learned to bear myself in company. At Johnson Hall, at Varicks, at Butlersbury, I was but a shy lad, warned by my parents to formality, for they approved little of the gaiety that I would gladly have joined in. And so I know nothing of women — nor did I learn much in New York, where the surface of life is so prettily polished that it mirrors, as you say, only ones own inquiring eyes.

I seated myself cross-legged on the floor, looking up at the sweet face on the beds edge framed by the chintz.

Did you never conceive an affection? she asked, watching me.

Why, yes — for a day or two. I think women tire of me.

No, you tire of them.

Only when — —

When what?

Nothing, I said quietly.

Do you mean when they fall in love with you? she asked.

They dont. Some have plagued me to delight in my confusion.

Like Rosamund Barry?

I was silent.

She, observed Elsin musingly, was mad about you. No, you need not laugh or shrug impatiently — I know, Carus; she was mad to have you love her! Do you think I have neither eyes nor ears? But you treated her no whit better than you treated me. That I am certain of — did you?

What do you mean?

Did you?

Did I do what?

Treat Rosamund Barry kinder than you did me?

In what way?

Did you kiss her?

Never!

Would you say Never! if you had?

No, I should say nothing.

I knew it! she cried, laughing. I was certain of it. But, mercy on us, there were scores more women in New York — and I mean to ask you about each one, Carus, each separate one — some time — but, oh, I am so hungry now!

I sprang to my feet, and walking into my chamber closed the door.

Talk to me through the keyhole! she called. I shall tie my hair in a club, and bathe me and clothe me very quickly. Are you there, Carus? Do you hear what I say?

So I leaned against the door and chatted on about Colonel Hamilton, until I ventured to hint at some small word of praise for me from his Excellency. With that she was at the door, all eagerness: Oh, Carus! I knew you were brave and true! Did his Excellency say so? And well he might, too! — with you, a gentleman, facing the vilest of deaths there in New York, year after year. I am so glad, so proud of you, Carus, so happy! What have they made you — a major-general?

Oh, not yet, I said, laughing.

And why not? she exclaimed hotly.

Elsin, if you dont dress quickly Ill sit at breakfast without you! I warned her.

Oh, I will, I will; Im lacing — something — this very instant! Carus, when I bid you, you may come in and tie my shoulder-points. Wait a moment, silly! Just one more second. Now!

As I entered she came up to me, turning her shoulder, and I threaded the points clumsily enough, I suppose, but she thanked me very sweetly, turned to the mirror, patted the queue-ribbon to a flamboyant allure, and, catching my hand in hers, pointed at the glass which reflected us both.

Look at us! she exclaimed, look at the two runaways! Goodness, I should never have believed it, Carus!

We stood a moment, hand clasping hand, curiously regarding the mirrored faces that smiled back so strangely at us. Then, somewhat subdued and thoughtful, we walked out through my chamber into a sunny little breakfast-room where landlord and servant received us a trifle too solemnly, and placed us at the cloth.

Their owlish eyes mean Gretna Green, whispered Elsin, leaning close to me; but what do we care, Carus? And they think us married in New York. Now, sir, if you ever wished to see how a hungry maid can eat Tapaan soupaan, you shall see now!

The Tapaan hasty-pudding was set before us, and in a twinkling we were busy as bees in clover. Pompions and clingstone peaches went the way of the soupaan; a dish of troutlings followed, and out of the corner of my eye I saw other dainties coming and rejoiced. Lord, what a pair of appetites were there! I think the Blue Fox must have licked his painted chops on the swinging sign under the window to see how we did full justice to the fare, slighting nothing set before us. And while the servants were running hither and thither with dishes and glasses I questioned the landlord, who was evidently prodigiously impressed with Colonel Hamiltons visit; and I gathered from mine host that, excepting for ourselves, all the other guests were officers of various degrees, and that, thanks to the nearness of the army and the consequent scarcity of skinners, business was brisk and profitable, for which he thanked God and his Excellency.

Elsin, resting one elbow on the table, listened and looked out into the village street where farmers and soldiers were passing, some arm in arm, gravely smoking their clay pipes and discussing matters in the sunshine, others entering or leaving the few shops where every sort of ware was exposed for sale, still others gathered on the bridge, some fishing in the Bronx, some looking on or reading fresh newspapers from New England or Philadelphia, or a stale and tattered Gazette which had found its way out of New York.

At a nod from me the landlord signaled the servants and withdrew, leaving us there alone together with a bottle of claret on the table and a dish of cakes and raisins.

So these good folk are rebels, mused Elsin, gazing at the people in the street below. They seem much like other people, Carus.

They are, I said, laughing.

Well, she said, they told me otherwise in New York. But I can see no very great ferocity in your soldiers countenances. Nor do they dress in rags. Mr. De Lancey told me that the Continentals scarce mustered a pair of breeches to a brigade.

It has been almost as bad as that, I said gravely. These troops are no doubt clothed in uniforms sent from France, but I fear there are rags and to spare in the south, where Greene and Lafayette are harrying Cornwallis — God help them!

Amen, she said softly, looking at me.

Touched as I had never been by her, I held out my hand; she laid hers in mine gravely.

So that they keep clear of Canada, I say God speed men who stand for their own homes, Carus! But, she added innocently, I could not be indifferent to a cause which you serve. Come over here to the window — draw your chair where you can see. Look at that officer, how gallant he is in his white uniform faced with green!

That is a French officer, I said. Those three soldiers passing yonder who wear white facing on their blue coats, and black spatterdashes from ankle to thigh, are infantry of the New England line. The soldiers smoking under the tree are New York and New Jersey men; they wear buff copper-clouts, and their uniform is buff and blue. Maryland troops wear red facings; the Georgia line are faced with blue, edged around by white. There goes an artilleryman; hes all blue and scarlet, with yellow on his hat; and here stroll a dozen dragoons in helmet and jack-boots and blue jackets laced, lined, and faced with white. Ah, Elsin, these same men have limped barefoot, half-naked, through snow and sun because his Excellency led them.

It is strange, she said, how you turn grave and how a hush comes, a little pause of reverence, whenever you name — his Excellency. Do all so stand in awe of him?

None names him lightly, Elsin.

Have you ever seen him?

Never, child.

And yet you approach even his name in hushed respect.

Yes, even his name. I should like to see him, I continued wistfully, to hear him speak once, to meet his calm eye. But I never shall. My service is of such a nature that it is inexpedient for him to receive me openly. So I never shall see him — save, perhaps, when the long war ends — God knows — —

She dropped her hand on mine and leaned lightly back against my shoulder.

You must not fret, she murmured. Remember that staff-officer said he praised you.

I do, I do remember! I repeated gratefully. It was a reward I never dared expect — never dreamed of. His Excellency has been kind to me, indeed.

It was now past four oclock in the afternoon, and Elsin, who had noted the wares in the shop-windows, desired to price the few simple goods offered for sale; so we went out into the dusty village street to see what was to be seen, but the few shops we entered were full of soldiers and not overclean, and the wares offered for sale were not attractive. I remember she bought points and some stuff for stocks, and needles and a reel of thread, and when she offered a gold piece everybody looked at us, and the shopkeeper called her My lady and me My lord, and gave us in change for the gold piece a great handful of paper money.

We emerged from the shop amazed, and doubtful of the paper stuff, and walked up the street and out into the country, pausing under a great maple-tree to sort this new Continental currency, of which we had enough to stuff a pillow.

Scrip by scrip I examined the legal tender of my country, Elsin, her chin on my shoulder, scrutinizing the printed slips of yellow, brown, and red in growing wonder. One slip bore three arrows on it, under which was printed:

Fifty Dollars. 
Printed by H. A. L. L. and S. E. L. 

1778.

Upon the other side was a pyramid in a double circle, surmounted by the legend:

Perennis.

And it was further decorated with the following:

No. 16780 Fifty Dollars. This Bill entitles the Bearer to receive Fifty Spanish milled dollars or the value thereof in Gold or Silver, according to the Resolution passed by Congress at Philadelphia, September 26th, 1788.

J. Watkins; I. K.

And we had several dozen of these of equal or less denomination.

Goodness, exclaimed Elsin, was my guinea worth all these dollars? And do you suppose that we could buy anything with these paper bills?

Certainly, I said, loyal to my countrys currency; theyre just as good as silver shillings — if you only have enough of them.

But what use will they be to me in Canada?

That was true enough. I immediately pocketed the mass of paper and tendered her a guinea in exchange, but she refused it, and we had a pretty quarrel there under the maple-tree.

Carus, she said at last, let us keep them, anyhow, and never, never spend them. Some day we may care to remember this July afternoon, and how you and I went a-shopping as sober as a wedded pair in Hanover Square.

There was a certain note of seriousness in her voice that sobered me, too. I drew her arm through mine, and we strolled out into the sunshine and northward along the little river, where in shallow brown pools scores of minnows stemmed the current, and we saw the slim trout lying in schools under the bushs shadows, and the great silver and blue kingfishers winging up and down like flashes of azure fire.

A mile out a sentinel stopped us, inquiring our business, and as we had none we turned back, for it mattered little to us where we sauntered. Farmers were cutting hay in the river-meadows, under the direction of a mounted sergeant of dragoons; herds of cattle and sheep grazed among the hills, shepherded by soldiers. Every now and again dragoons rode past us, convoying endless lines of wagons piled up with barrels, crates, sacks of meal, and sometimes with bolts of coarse cloth.

To escape the dust raised by so many hoofs and wheels we took to the fields and found a shady place on a hill which overlooked the country. Then for the first time I realized the nearness of the army, for everywhere in the distance white tents gleamed against the green, and bright flags were flying from hillocks, and on a level plain that stretched away toward the Hudson I saw long dark lines moving, or halted motionless, with the glimmer of steel playing through the sunshine; and I, for the first time, beheld a brigade of our army at exercise.

We were too far away to see, yet it was a sight to stir one who had endured that prison city so long, never seeing a Continental soldier except as a prisoner marched through the streets to the jails or the hulks in the river. But there they were — those men of White Plains, of Princeton, of Camden, and of the Wilderness — the men of Long Island, and Germantown, and Stony Point! — there they were, wheeling by the right flank, wheeling by the left, marching and countermarching, drilling away, busy as bees in the July sun.

Ah, Elsin, I said, when they storm New York the man who misses that splendid climax will miss the best of his life — and never forget that he has missed it as long as he lives to mask his vain regret!

Why is it that you are not content? she asked. For four years you have moved in the shadow of destruction.

But I have never fought in battle, I said; never fired a single shot in earnest, never heard the field-horn of the light infantry nor the cavalry-trumpet above the fusillade, never heard the officers shouting, the mad gallop of artillery, the yelling onset — why, I know nothing of the pleasures of strife, only the smooth deceit and bland hypocrisy, only the eavesdropping and the ignoble pretense! At times I can scarcely breathe in my desire to wash my honor in the rifle flames — to be hurled pell-mell among the heaving, straining mêlée, thrusting, stabbing, cutting my fill, till I can no longer hear or see. Four years, Elsin! think of it — think of being chained in the midst of this magnificent activity for four years! And now, when I beg a billet among the dragoons, they tell me I am fashioned for diplomacy, not for war, and hint of my usefulness on the frontier!

What frontier? she asked quickly.

Tryon County, I suppose.

Where that dreadful work never ceases?

Hatchet and scalping-knife are ever busy there, I said grimly. Who knows? I may yet have my fill and to spare!

She sat silent for so long that I presently turned from the distant martial spectacle to look at her inquiringly. She smiled, drawing a long breath, and shaking her head.

I never seem to understand you, Carus, she said. You have done your part, yet it appears already you are planning to go hunting about for some obliging savage to knock you in the head with a death-maul.

But the war is not ended, Elsin.

No, nor like to be until it compasses your death. Then, indeed, will it be ended for me, and the world with it!

Why, Elsin! I laughed, this is a new note in your voice.

Is it? Perhaps it is. I told you, Carus, that there is no happiness in love. And, just now, I love you. It is strange, is it not? — when aught threatens you, straightway I begin to sadden and presently fall in love with you; but when theres no danger anywhere, and I have nothing to sadden me, why, Im not at all sure that I love you enough to pass the balance of the day in your companionship — only that when you are away I desire to know where you are and what you do, and with whom you walk and talk and laugh. Deary me! deary me! I know not what I want, Carus. Let us go to the Blue Fox and drink a dish of tea.

We walked back to the inn through the sweetest evening air that I had breathed in many a day, Elsin stopping now and then to add a blossom to the great armful of wild flowers that she had gathered, I lingering, happy in my freedom as a lad loosed from school, now pausing to skip flat stones across the Bronx, now creeping up to the bank to surprise the trout and see them scatter like winged shadows over the golden gravel, now whistling to imitate that rosy-throated bird who sits so high in his black-and-white livery and sings into happiness all who hear him.

The sun was low over the Jersey highlands; swarms of swallows rose, soared, darted, and dipped in the evening sky. I heard the far camp-bugles playing softly, the dulled roll of drums among the eastern hills; then, as the red sun went out behind the wooded heights, bang! the evening guns soft thunder shook the silence. And our day was ended.


CHAPTER VIII

DESTINY

[image: img62.jpg]

ON SUNDAY, HAVING risen early — though not so early as the post relief, whose day begins as soon as a sentry can see clearly for a thousand yards — I dressed me by the rosy light of the rising sun, and, before I breakfasted, wrote a long letter to my parents, who, as I have said, were now residing near Paris, where my great-grandfathers estate lay.

When I had finished my letter, sanded and sealed it, I went out to leave it with the packages of post matter collected from the French regiments across the Hudson, and destined for France by an early packet, which was to sail as soon as the long-expected French fleet arrived from the West Indies.

I delivered my letter to the staff-officer detailed for that duty, and then, hearing military music, went back to the Blue Fox in time to see a funeral of an officer slowly passing eastward, gun-carriage, horses, men, in strange silhouette against the level and dazzling white disk of the rising sun. Truly, the slow cortège seemed moving straight into the flaming gates of heaven, the while their solemn music throbbed and throbbed with the double drum-beat at the finish of each line. The tune was called Funeral Thoughts. They changed to Roslyn Castle as they crossed the bridge; yet an hour had scarce passed when I heard their volley-firing not very far away, and back they came, the Fife-Major leading, drums, fifes, and light-infantry horns gaily sounding The Pioneer, and the men swinging back briskly to fall in with the Church details, now marching in from every direction to the admonitory timing of a single drum-beat.

The music had awakened Elsin, and presently she came a-tapping at my door, barefoot, her cardinal tightly wrapped around her, hair tumbled, drowsily rubbing her heavy lids.

Good morning, Carus, she said sleepily. I should dearly like to hear a good, strong sermon on damnation to-day — being sensible of my present state of sin, and of yours. Do they preach hell-fire in Rebeldom?

The landlord says that Hazens mixed brigade and other troops go to service in the hay-field above the bridge, I answered, laughing. Shall we ride thither?

She nodded, yawning, then pulling her foot-mantle closer about her shoulders, pattered back into her chamber, and I went below and ordered our horses saddled, and breakfast to be served us as soon as might be.

And so it happened that, ere the robins had done caroling their morning songs, and the far, sweet anthems of the hermit-birds still rang in dewy woodlands, Elsin and I dismounted in Grangers hay-field just as the troops marched up in a long, dense column, the massed music of many regiments ahead, but only a single drum timing the steady tread.

All was done in perfect decorum and order. A hay-wagon was the pulpit; around it the drummers piled their drums, tier rising on tier; the ensigns draped the national colors over the humble platform, setting regimental and state standards at the corners; and I noted there some curious flags, one borne by a Massachusetts battalion, white, with a green tree on it; another, a yellow naval flag with a coiled rattlesnake; another, carried by a company of riflemen, on which was this design:

1776. 
XI Virginia Regt,

and I knew that I was looking upon the famous regimental standard of Morgans Rifles.

Without confusion, with only a low-spoken command here and there, battalion after battalion marched up, stacked arms, forming three sides of a hollow square, the pulpit, with its flags and tiers of drums, making the fourth side. The men stood at ease, hands loosely clasped and hanging in front of them. The brigade chaplain quietly crossed the square to his rude pulpit, mounted it, and, as he bowed his head in prayer, every cocked hat came off, every head was lowered.

Country-folk, yokels, farmers, had gathered from all directions; invalids from the camp hospitals were there, too, faces clay-color, heads and limbs heavily bandaged. One of these, a sergeant of the New York line, who wore a crimson heart sewed on his breast, was led to his place between two comrades, he having both eyes shot out; and the chaplain looked at him hard for a moment, then gave out the hymn, leading the singing in a deep, full voice:

Through darkest night

I know that Thou canst see.

Night blinds my sight,

Yet my small voice shall praise Thee constantly.

Under Thy wing,

Whose shadow blinds mine eyes,

Fearless I sing

Thy sweetness and Thy mercy to the skies!

The swelling voices of the soldiers died away. Standing there between our horses, Elsins young voice still echoing in my ears, I looked up at the placid face of the preacher, saw his quiet glance sweep the congregation, saw something glimmer in his eyes, and his lips tighten as he laid open his Bible, and, extending his right arm, turn to the south, menacing the distant city with his awful text:

The horseman lifteth up the bright sword and the glittering spear!

Woe to the bloody city! The chariots shall rage in the streets, they shall jostle one against another in the broad ways! They shall seem like torches, they shall run like the lightnings. They shall make haste to the wall; the defense shall be prepared.

For that day is a day of wrath, a day of trouble and distress, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness.

A day of the trumpet and alarm against fenced cities, and against high towers.

For the horseman lifteth up the bright sword.... Woe to the bloody city!

Out over the sunlit fields rang the words of Zephaniah and of Nahum. I saw the motionless ranks suddenly straighten; a thousand sunburned faces were upturned, a thousand pairs of eyes fastened themselves upon the steady eyes of the preacher.

For an hour he spoke to them, beginning with his Excellencys ever-to-be-remembered admonition: To the character of a patriot it should be our highest glory to add the more distinguished character of a Christian; then continued upon that theme nearest the hearts of all, the assault upon New York, which everybody now deemed imminent, thrilling the congregation with hope, inspiring them with high endeavor. I remember that he deprecated revenge, although the score was heavy enough! I remember he preached dignity and composure in adversity, mercy in victory, and at the word his voice rang with prophecy, and the long ranks stirred as dry leaves stir in a sudden wind.

When at last he asked the blessing, and the ranks had knelt in the stubble, Elsin and I on our knees breathed the Amen, lifted our sun-dazzled eyes, and rose together to mount and ride back through the dust to the Blue Fox, where we were to confer concerning the long-delayed letter which decency required us to write to Sir Peter and Lady Coleville, and also take counsel in other matters touching the future, which seemed as obscure as ever.

Since that first visit from Colonel Hamilton I had received orders from headquarters to be ready to leave for the north at an hours notice, and that suitable quarters would be ready at West Point for my wife.

There were a dozen officers lodged at the tavern, but my acquaintance with them advanced nothing beyond a civil greeting, for I cared not to join them in the coffee-room, where sooner or later some question concerning Elsin must annoy me. It was sufficient that they knew my name and nothing more either of my business or myself or Elsin. No doubt some quiet intimation from headquarters had spared us visits from quartermasters and provost marshals, for nobody interfered with us, and, when at the weeks end I called for our reckoning — my habits of method ever uppermost in my mind — the landlord refused to listen, saying that our expenses were paid as long as we remained at the Blue Fox, and that if we lacked for anything I was to write to Colonel Hamilton.

This I had done, being sadly in need of fresh linen, and none to be had in the shops opposite. Also I enclosed a list of apparel urgently desired by Elsin, she having writ the copy, which was as long as I am tall; but I sent it, nevertheless, and we expected to hear from Colonel Hamilton before evening. For all we had was the clothing we wore on our backs, and though for myself I asked nothing but linen, I should have been glad of a change of outer garments, too.

We dined together at our little table by the window, decorously discussing damnation, predestination, and other matters fitting that sunny Sabbath noontide. And at moments, very, very far away, I heard the faint sound of church-bells, perhaps near North Castle, perhaps at Dobbs Ferry, so sweet, so peaceful, that it was hard to believe in eternal punishment and in a God of wrath; hard, too, to realize that war ruled half a continent, and that the very dogs of war, unchained, prowled all around us, fangs bared, watching the sad city at the rivers ends.

When the servants had removed the cloth, and had fetched the materials for writing which I had ordered, we drew our chairs up side by side, and leaned upon the table to confer in regard to a situation which could not, of course, continue much longer.

The first thing to consider, said I, is the flag to take you north. And I looked curiously at Elsin.

How can we decide that yet? she asked, aggrieved. I shall not require a flag if we — fall in love.

Weve had a week to try, I argued, smiling.

Yes, but we have not tried; we have been too happy to try. Still, Carus, we promised one another to attempt it.

Well, shall we attempt it at once?

Goodness, Im too lazy, too contented, too happy, to worry over such sad matters as love!

Well, then, I had better write to Hamilton asking a flag — —

I tell you not to hasten! she retorted pettishly. Moonlight changes ones ideas. My noonday sentiments never correspond to my evening state of mind.

But, I persisted, if we only cherish certain sentiments when the moon shines — —

Starlight, too, silly! Besides, whenever I take time to think of your late peril, I straightway experience a tender sentiment for you. I tell you be not too hasty to ask a flag for me. Come, let us now consider and be wise. Once in Canada all is ended, for Sir Frederick Haldimand would sooner see me fall from Cape Eternity to the Saguenay than hear of me in love with you. Therefore I say, let us remember, consider, and await wisdom.

But, I argued, something must be settled before fresh orders from headquarters send me north and you to West Point.

Oh, I shall go north, too, she observed calmly.

Into battle, for example? I asked, amused.

I shall certainly not let you go into battle all alone! You are a mere child when it comes to taking precaution in danger.

You mean you would actually gallop into battle to see I came to no mischief? I demanded, laughing.

Aye, clip my hair and dress the trooper, jack-boots and all, if you drive me to it! she exclaimed, irritated. You may as well know it, Carus; you shall not go floundering about alone, and thats flat! See what a mess of it you were like to make in New York!

Then, said I, still laughing, yet touched to the heart, I shall instruct you in the duties and amenities of wedded life, and we may as well marry and be done with it. Once married, I, of course, shall do as I please in the matter of battles — —

No, you shall not! You shall consider me! Do you think to go roaming about, nose in the air, and leaving me to sit quaking at home, crying my eyes out over your foolishness? Do I not already know the terror of it with you in New York there, and only ten minutes to save your neck from Cunningham? Thank you, I am already instructed in the amenities of wedded life — if they be like the pleasures of betrothal — though I cared not a whit what happened to Walter Butler, it is true, yet fell sick o worry when you and Rosamund Barry went a-sailing — not that I feared youd drown, either. O Carus, Carus, you distract me, you worry me; you tell me nothing, nothing, and I never knew what you were about there in New York when you were not with me! — doubtless a-courting every petticoat on Hanover Square, for all I know!

Well, said I, amazed and perplexed, if you think, under the circumstances, there is any prospect of our falling in love after marriage, and so continuing, I will wed you — now — —

No! she interrupted angrily; I shall not marry you, nor even betroth myself. It may be that I can see you leave me and bid you a fair journey, unmoved. I would to God I could! I feel that way now, and may continue, if I do not fall a-pondering, and live over certain hours with you that plague me at times into a very passion. But at moments like this I weary of you, so that all you say and do displeases, and Im sick of the world and I know not what! O Carus, I am sick of life — and I dare not tell you why!

She rested her head on her hands, staring down at her blurred image, reflected in the polished table-top.

I have sometimes thought, she mused, that the fault lay with you — somewhat.

With me!

That you could force me to love you, if you dared. The rest would not matter, then. Misery me! I wish that we had never met! And yet I can not let you go, because you do not know how to care for yourself. If you will sail to France on the next packet, and remain with your mother, Ill say nothing. Ill go with a flag I care not where — only to know you are safe. Will you? O Carus, I would my life were done and all ended!

She was silent for a while, leaning on the table, tracing with her finger the outline of her dull reflection in the shining surface. Presently she looked up gaily, a smile breaking in her eyes.

All that I said is false. I desire to live, Carus. I am not unhappy. Pray you, begin your writing!

I drew the paper to me, dipped a quill full of ink from the musty horn, rested my elbow, pen lifted, and began, dating the letter from the Blue Fox, and addressing it most respectfully to Sir Peter and Lady Coleville.

First I spoke of the horses we had taken, and would have promised payment by draft enclosed, but that Elsin, looking over my shoulder, stayed my pen.

Did you not see me leave a pile of guineas? she demanded. That was to pay for our stable theft!

But not for the horse I took?

Certainly, for your horse, too.

But you could not know that I was to ride saddle to the Coq dOr! I insisted.

No, but I saddled two horses, she replied, delighted at my wonder, two horses, monsieur, one of which stood ready in the stalls of the Coq dOr! So when you came a-horseback, it was not necessary to use the spare mount I had led there at a gallop. Now do you see, Mr. Renault? All this I did for you, inspired by — foresight, which you lack!

I see that you are as wise and witty as you are beautiful! I exclaimed warmly, and caught her fingers to kiss them, but she would have none of my caress, urging me to write further, and make suitable excuse for what had happened.

It is not best to confess that we are still unwedded, I said, perplexed.

No. They suppose we are; let be as it is, she answered. And you shall not say that you were a spy, either, for that must only pain Sir Peter and his lady. They will never believe Walter Butler, for they think I fled with you because I could not endure him. And — perhaps I did, she added; and that strange smile colored her eyes to deepest azure.

Then what remains to say? I asked, regarding her thoughtfully.

Say we are happy, Carus.

Are you?

Truly I am, spite of all I complain of. Write it!

I wrote that we were happy; and, as I traced the words, a curious thrill set my pen shaking.

And that we love — them.

I wrote it slowly, half-minded to write one another instead of them. Never had I been so near to love.

And — and — let me see, she mused, finger on lip— I think it not too impudent to ask their blessing. It may happen, you know, though Destiny fight against it; and if it does, why there we have their blessing all ready!

I thought for a long while, then wrote, asking their blessing upon our wedded union.

That word wedded, observed Elsin, commits us. Scratch it out. I have changed my mind. Destiny may accept the challenge, and smite me where I sit.

What do you mean? I asked.

I mean — nothing. Yet that word wedded must not stand. It is an affront to — to Destiny!

I fear nothing from Destiny — with you, Elsin.

If you write that word, then, I tell you we must betroth ourselves this instant! — and fight Fate to its knees. Dare you?

I am ready, said I coolly.

She looked at me sidewise in quick surprise, chin resting in her clasped hands. Then she turned, facing me, dropping her elbows on the polished table.

You would wed me, Carus? she said slowly.

Yes.

Because — because — you — love me?

Yes.

A curious tremor possessed my body; it was not as though I spoke; something within me had stirred and awakened and was twitching at my lips. I stared at her through eyes not my own — eyes that seemed to open on her for the first time. And, as I stared, her face whitened, her eyes closed, and she bowed her head to her hands.

Keep pity for others, she said wearily; keep your charity for some happier maid who may accept it, Carus. I would if I dared. I have no pride left. But I dare not. This is the end of all, I think. I shall never ask alms of Love again.

Then a strange thing happened, quick as a thrust; and my very soul leaped, quivering, smitten through and through with love of her. In the overwhelming shock I stretched out my hand like a man dazed, touching her fingers, and the thrill of it seemed to stun me.

Never, never could I endure to have her look at another as she looked at me when our hands touched, but I could not utter a word; and I saw her lip quiver, and the hopeless look deaden her eyes again.

I rose blindly to my feet, speechless, heart hammering at my throat, and made to speak, but could not.

She, too, had risen, gazing steadily at me; and still I could not utter a word, the blood surging through me and my senses swimming. Love! It blinded me with its clamor; it frightened me with its rushing tide; it dinned in my ears, it ran riot, sweeping every vein, choking speech, while it surged on, wave on wave mounting in flame.

She stood there, pallidly uncertain, looking on the conflagration love had wrought. Then something of its purport seemed to frighten her, and she shrank away step by step, passing the portal of her chamber, retreating, yet facing me still, fascinated eyes on mine.

I heard a voice unlike my own, saying: I love you, Elsin. Why do you repulse me?

And as she answered nothing, I went to her and took her hand. But the dismayed eyes only widened, the color faded from her parted lips.

Can you not see, I whispered, can you not see I love you?

You — love — me!

I caught her in my arms. A bright blush stained neck and face, and she threw back her head, avoiding my lips.
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She threw back her head, avoiding my lips.

Elsin, I beg you — I beg you to love me! Can you not see what you have done to me? — how I am awakened?

Wait, she pleaded, resisting me, wait, Carus. I — I am afraid — —

Of love, sweetheart?

Wait, she panted— give me time — till morning — then if I change not — if my heart stirs again so loudly when you hold me — thus — and — and crush me so close to you — so close — and promise to love me — —

Elsin, Elsin, I love you!

Wait — wait, Carus! — my darling. Oh, you must not — kiss me — until you know — what I am — —

Her face burned against mine; her eyes closed. Through the throbbing silence her head drooped, lower, lower, yielding her mouth to mine; then, with a cry she turned in my arms, twisting to her knees, and dropped her head forward on the bed. And, as I bent beside her, she gasped: No — no — wait, Carus! I know myself! I know myself! Take your lips from my hands — do not touch me! My brain has gone blind, I tell you! Leave me to think — if I can — —

I will not leave you here in tears. Elsin, Elsin, look at me!

The tears help me — help us both, she sobbed. I know what I know. Leave me — lest the very sky fall to crush us in our madness — —

I bent beside her, a new, fierce tenderness choking me; and at my touch she straightened up, tear-stained face lifted, and flung both arms around my neck.

I love you, Carus! I love you! she stammered. I care for that, only — only for that! If it be for a week, if it be for a day, an hour, an instant, it is what I was made for, it is what I was fashioned for — to love you, Carus! There is nothing else — nothing else in all the world! Love me, take me, do with me what you will! I yield all you ask, all you beg, all you desire — all save wedlock!

She swayed in my arms. A deadly pallor whitened her; then her knees trembled and she gave way, sinking to the floor, her head buried in the flowering curtains of the bed; and I to drop on my knees beside her, seeking to lift her face while the sobs shook her slender body, and she wept convulsively, head prostrate in her arms.

I — I am wicked! she wailed. Oh, I have done that which has damned me forever, Carus! — forever and ever. I can not wed you — I love you so! — yet I can not wed you! What wild folly drove me to go with you? What devil has dragged me here to tempt you — whom I love so truly? Oh, God pity us both — God pity us!

Elsin, I said hoarsely, you are mad to say it! Is there anything on earth to bar us from wedlock?

Yes, Carus, yes! she cried. It is — it is too late!

Too late! I repeated, stunned.

Aye — for I am a wedded wife! Now you know! Oh, this is the end of all!

A while she lay there sobbing her heart out, I upright on my knees beside her, staring at blank space, which reeled and reeled, so that the room swam all awry, and I strove to steady it with fixed gaze, lest the whole world come crashing upon us.

At last she spoke, lifting her tear-marred face from the floor to the bed, forehead resting heavily in her hands:

I ask your pardon — for the sin I have committed. Hear me out — that is my penance; spurn me — that is my punishment!

She pressed her wet eyes, shuddering. Are you listening, Carus? The night before I sailed from Canada — he sought me — —

Who? My lips found the question, but no sound came.

Walter Butler! O God! that I have done this thing!

In the dreadful silence I heard her choking back the cry that strangled her. And after a while she found her voice again: I was a child — a vain, silly thing of moods and romance, ignorant of men, innocent of the world, flattered by the mystery with which he cloaked his passion, awed, fascinated by this first melancholy lover who had wrung from me through pity, through vanity, through a vague fear of him, perhaps, a promise of secret betrothal.

She lifted her head and set her chin on one clinched hand, yet never looked at me:

Sir Frederick was abed; I all alone in the great arms-gallery, nose to the diamond window-panes, and looking out at the moon — and waiting for him. Suddenly I saw him there below.... Heaven is witness I meant no harm nor dreamed of any. He was not alone. My heart and my affections were stirred to warmth — I sailing from Canada and friends next day at dawn — and I went down to the terrace and out among the trees where he stood, his companion moving off among the trees. I had come only to bid him the farewell I had promised, Carus — I never dreamed of what he meant to do.

She cleared her hair from her brow.

I — I swear to you, Carus, that never has Walter Butler so much as laid the weight of his little finger on my person! Yet he swayed me there — using that spell of melancholy, clothed in romance — and — I know not how it was — or how I listened, or how consented — it is scarce more than a dreadful dream — the trees in the moonlight, his voice so gentle, so pitiful, trembling, beseeching — and he had brought a clergyman — again her hands covered her eyes— and, ere I was aware of it, frightened, stunned in the storm of his passion, he had his way with me. The clergyman stood between us, saying words that bound me. I heard them, I was mute, I shrank from the ring, yet suffered it — for even as he ringed me he touched me not with his hand. Oh, if he had, I think the spell had broken!

Again her tears welled up, falling silently; and presently the strength returned to her voice, and she went on:

From the first moment that I saw you, Carus, I understood what love might be. From the very first I closed my ears to the quick cry of caution. I saw you meet coquetry unmoved, I knew the poison of my first passion was in me, stealing through every vein; and every moment with you was the more hopeless for me. I played a hundred rôles — you smiled indifference on all. A mad desire to please you grew with your amused impatience of me. Curiosity turned to jealousy. I longed for your affection as I never longed for anything on earth — or heaven. I had never had a lover to love before. O Carus, I had never loved, and love crazed me! Day after day I wondered if I had been fashioned to inspire love in such a man as you. I was bewildered by my passion and your coldness; yet had I not been utterly mad I must have known the awful end of such a flame once kindled. But could I inspire love? Could you love me? That was all in the world I cared about — thinking nothing of the end, knowing all hope was dead for me, and nothing in life unless you loved me. O Carus, if I have inspired one brief moment of tenderness in you, deal mercifully with the sin! Guilty as I am, false as I am, I can not add a lie and say that I am sorry that you love me, that for one blessed moment you said you loved me. Now it is ended. I can not be your wife. I am too mean, too poor a thing for hate. Deal with me gently, Carus, lest your wrath strike me dead here at the altar of outraged Love!

I rose to my feet, feeling blindly for support, and rested against the great carved columns of the bed. A cold rage froze me, searching every vein with icy numbness that left me like a senseless thing. That passed; I roused, breathing quietly and deeply, and looked about, furtive, lest the familiar world around had changed to ashes, too.

Presently my dull senses were aware of what was at my feet, kneeling there, face buried in clasped hands, too soft, too small, too frail to hold a mans whole destiny. And, as I bent to kiss them, I scarce dared clasp them, scarce dared lift her to my arms, scarce dared meet the frightened wonder in her eyes, and the full sweetness of them, and the love breaking through their azure, as I think day must dawn in paradise!

Now, in the name of God, I breathed, we two, always forever one, through life, through death, here upon earth, and afterward! I wed you now with heart and soul, and ring your body with my arms! I stand your champion, I kneel your lover, Elsin, till that day breaks on a red reckoning with him who did this sin! Then I shall wed you. Will you take me?

She placed her hands on my shoulders, gazing at me from her very soul.

You need not wed me — so that you love me, Carus.

Arms enlacing one another, we walked the floor in silence, slowly passing from her chamber into mine, and back again, heads erect, challenging that Destiny whose shadowy visage we could now gaze on unafraid.

The dusk of day was dissolving to a silvery night, through which the white-throats song floated in distant, long-drawn sweetness. The little streams whisper grew louder, too; and I heard the trees stirring in slumber, and the breeze in the river-reeds.

There, at the open window, standing, she lifted her sweet face, looking into mine.

What will you do with me? I am yours.

Wait for you.

You need not wait, if it be your will.

It is not my will that we ever part. Nor shall we, wedded or not. Yet we must wait our wedded happiness.

You need not, Carus.

I know it and I wait.

So then — so then you hold me innocent — you raise me back to the high place I fell from, blinded by love — —

You never fell from your high place, Elsin.

But my unpardonable sin — —

What sin? The evil lies with him.

Yet, wedded, I sought you — I loved you — I love you now — I offer my amends to you — myself to do with as it pleases you.

Sweetheart, you could not stir from the high place where you reign enthroned though I and Satan leagued to pull you down. I, not you, owe the amends; I, not you, await your pleasure. Yours to command, mine to obey. Now, tell me, love, where my honor lies?

Linked with mine, Carus.

And yours?

In the high places, where I sit unsullied, waiting for you.

For a long while we stood there together at the window. Candle-light faded from the dim casements of the shops; the patrol passed, muskets glittering in the starlight, and the tavern lamp went out.

And when the last tap-room loiterer had slunk away to camp or cabin, and when the echo of the patrols tread had died out in the fragrant darkness, came one to the door below, hammering the knocker; and I saw his spurs and scabbard shining in the luster of the stars, and in my heart a still voice repeated, This is Destiny came a-knocking, armed with Fate. This is the place and the hour!

And it was so, for presently the landlord came to the door, calling me softly. I come, I answered, and turned to Elsin. Shall I to-morrow find you the same sweet maid I have loved from the first all blindly? — the same dear tyrant, plaguing me, coaxing me, blaming, praising, unreasoning, inconstant — the same brave, impulsive, loyal friend that one day, God willing, shall become my wife?

Yes, Carus.

We kissed one another; hands tightened, lingered, and fell apart. And so I went away down the dim stairs, strangely aware that Destiny was waiting there for me. And it was, shaped like Colonel Hamilton, who rose to meet me, offering the hand of Fate; and I took it and held it, looking him straight between the eyes.

I know why you have come, I said, smiling. I am to journey north and move heaven and earth to thwart this hells menace flung at us by Walter Butler. Ah, sir, I was certain of it — I knew it, Colonel Hamilton. You make me very, very happy. Pray you, inform his Excellency of my deep gratitude. He has chosen fire to fight fire, I think. Every thought, every nerve in me is directed to the ruin of this man. Waking, sleeping, in sickness, in health, in adversity, in prosperity, soul and body and mind are bent on his undoing. I shall speak to the Oneidas with clan authority; I shall speak to the Iroquois at Thendara; I shall listen to the long roll of the dead; I shall read the record of ages from the sacred belts. The eyes of the forest shall see for me; the ears of the wilderness listen for me; every tree shall whisper for me, every leaf spy for me; and the voices of a thousand streams shall guide me, and the eight winds shall counsel me, and the stars stretch out their beams for me, pointing the way, so that this man shall die and his wickedness be ended forever.

I held out my hand and took the written order in silence, reading it at a glance.

It shall be done, Colonel Hamilton. When am I to leave?

Now. The schooner starts when you set foot aboard, Mr. Renault.

And, after a moment: Madam goes with you?

To West Point.

I trust that she finds some few comforts aboard the Wind-Flower. I could not fill all the list, Mr. Renault; but a needle will do much, and the French fabrics are pretty — —

He looked at me, smiling: For you, sir, there are shirts and stockings and a forest dress of deerskin.

A rifle, too?

The best to be had, and approved by Jack Mount. Murphy himself has sighted it. Have I done well?

Yes, said I grimly, and, opening the door of the kitchen, bade the landlord have our horses saddled and brought around, and asked him to send a servant to warn Elsin that we must leave within the quarter.

Presently I heard our horses at the block, stamping the sod, and a moment later Elsin came, eager, radiant, sweetly receiving Colonel Hamilton when I named him. He saluted her hand profoundly; then, as it still rested lightly on his fingers, he turned to me, almost bluntly: Never, Mr. Renault, can we officers forgive you for denying us this privilege. I have heard, sir, that Mrs. Renault was beautiful and amiable; I never dreamed that such loveliness could be within our lines. One day you shall make amends for this selfishness to every lady and every officer on the Hudson.

At the word which named her as my wife her face crimsoned, but in her eyes the heavenly sweetness dawned like a star, dazzling me.

Colonel Hamilton, she said, in quieter days — when this storm passes — we hope to welcome you and those who care to wait upon a wife whose life is but a quiet study for her husbands happiness. Those whom he cares for I care for. We shall be glad to receive those he counts as friends.

May I be one, Renault? he said impulsively, offering both hands.

Yes, I said, returning his clasp.

We stood silent a moment, Elsins gloved fingers resting on my sleeve; then we moved to the door, and I lifted Elsin to the saddle and mounted, Hamilton walking at my stirrup, and directing me in a low voice how I must follow the road to the river, how find the wharf, what word to give to the man I should find there waiting. And he cautioned me to breathe no word of my errand; but when I asked him where my reports to his Excellency were to be sent, he drew a sealed paper from his coat and handed it to me, saying: Open that on the first day of September, and on your honor, not one hour before. Then you shall hear of things undreamed of, and understand all that I may not tell you now. Be cautious, be wise and deadly. We know you; our four years trust in you has proved your devotion. But his Excellency warns you against rashness, for it was rashness that made you useless in New York. And I now say to you most solemnly that I regard you as too unselfish, too good a soldier, too honorable a gentleman to let aught of a personal nature come between you and duty. And your duty is to hold the Iroquois, warn the Oneidas, and so conduct that Butler and his demons make no movement till you and Colonel Willett hold the checkmate in your proper hands. Am I clear, Mr. Renault?

Perfectly, I said.

He stepped aside, raising his cocked-hat; we passed him at a canter with precise salute, then spurred forward into the star-spangled night.


CHAPTER IX

INTO THE NORTH
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HEAD WINDS, WHICH began with a fresh breeze off Kings Ferry and culminated in a three days hurricane, knocked us about the Tappan Zee, driving us from point to cove; and for forty-eight hours I saw our gunboats, under bare poles, tossing on the gray fury of the Hudson, and a sloop of war, sprit on the rocks, buried under the sprouting spray below Dobbs Ferry. Safer had we been in the open ocean off the Narrows, where the great winds drive bellowing from the Indies to the Pole; but these yelling gales that burst from the Highlands struck us like the successive discharges of cannon, and the Wind-Flower staggered and heeled, reeling through the Tappan Zee as a great water-fowl, crippled and stung to terror, drives blindly into the spindrift, while shot on shot strikes, yet ends not the frantic struggle.

Once we were beaten back so far that, in the dark whirlwind of dawn, I saw a fire-ball go whirring aloft and spatter the eastern horizon. Then, through the shrilling of the tempest, a gun roared to starboard, and at the flash a gun to port boomed, shaking our decks. We had beaten back within range of the British lines, and the batteries on Cock Hill opened on us, and a guard-ship to the west had joined in. Southeast a red glare leaped, and died out as Fort Tryon fired a mortar, while the Wind-Flower, bulwarks awash, heeled and heeled, staggering to the shelter of Tetards Hill. Southward we saw the beacons ablaze, marking the chevaux de frise below Fort Lee, and on the Jersey shore the patrols torches flashing along the fort road. But we had set a bit o rag under Tetards Hill, and slowly we crept north again past Yonkers, struggling desperately at Phillips, but making Boars Hill and Dobbs Ferry by mid-afternoon. And that night the wind shifted so suddenly that from Tappan to Tarrytown was but a jack-snipes twist, and we lay snug in Haverstraw Bay, under the lee of the Heights of North Castle, scarce an hours canoe-paddle from the wharf where we had embarked four days before.

And now delay followed delay, a gunboat holding us twenty-four hours at Dobbs Ferry — why, I never knew — and, at the Chain, two days delay were required before they let us pass.

When at last we signaled West Point, at the close of one long, calm August afternoon, through the flaming mountain sunset, the black fortress beckoned us to anchor, nor had we any choice but to obey the silent summons from those grim heights, looming like a thunder-cloud against the cinders of the dying sun.

That night a barge put out, and an officer boarded us, subjecting us to a most rigid scrutiny. Since the great treason a savage suspicion had succeeded routine vigilance; the very guns among the rocks seemed alive, alert, listening, black jaws parted to launch a thunderous warning. A guard was placed on deck; we were not allowed to send a boat ashore; not even permitted to communicate with the fishing-smack and rowboats that hovered around us, curious as gulls around a floating plank.

And all this time — from the very instant of departure, through three days and a night of screaming winds and cataracts of water, through the delays where we rode at anchor below the Chain and Dobbs Ferry, under a vertical sun that started the pitch in every seam — Elsin Grey, radiant, transfigured, drenched to the skin, faced storm and calm in an ecstasy of reckless happiness.

Wild winds from the north, shouting among the mountains, winds of the forests, that tore the cries of exultation from our lips and scattered sound into space, winds of my own northland that poured through our veins, cleansing us of sordid care and sad regret and doubt, these were the sorcerers that changed us back to children while the dull roaring of their incantations filled the world. We two alone on earth, and the vast, veiled world spread round, outstretching to the limits of eternity, all ours to conquer, ours for our pleasure, ours to reign in till the moon cracked and the stars faded, and the sun went down forever and a day, and all was chaos save for the blazing trail of blessed souls, soaring to glory through the majesty of endless night.

In the sunlit calms, riding at our moorings, much we discussed eternity and creation. Doctrines once terrible seemed now harmless and without menace, dogmas dissolved into thinnest air, blown to the nothingness from whence they came; for, strangely, all teachings and creeds and laws of faith narrowed to the oldest of precepts; and, ponder and question as we might, citing prophet and saint and holy men inspired, all came to the same at last, expressed in that cardinal precept so safe in its simplicity — the one law embodied in one word governing heaven and commanding earth.

Aye, said she, but how interpret it? For a misstep means certain damnation, Carus. Once when I spelled out Love for you, I stumbled and should have fallen had you not held me up.

You held me up, sweetheart! I was closer to the brink than you.

She looked thoughtfully at the fortress; the shore was so near that, through the calm darkness, we could hear the sentinels calling from post to post and the ripple of the Hudson at the base of the rocks.

But these conferences concerning the philosophy of ethics overweighted two hearts as young as ours; and while our new love and the happiness of it at times reacted in solemn argument and the naïve searching of our souls, mostly a reckless delight in one another and in our freedom dominated; and we lived for the moment only, chary and shy of stirring slumbering embers that must one day die out or flash to a flame as fierce as that blaze that bars the gates of heaven from lost souls.

Knowing the need of haste, and having in my pocket instructions which I believed overweighed even the voiceless orders of the West Point cannon, I argued with the officer of the guard on deck, day after day, to let us go; but it was only after fifteen days detention there at anchor that I found out that it was an order from his Excellency himself which held us there.

Then, one morning in early September, boats from the fortress put off loaded with provisions for the Wind-Flower; the guard disembarked in their barge, and an officer, in a cockle-shell, shouted: Good luck to you! The Mouse-traps sprung, and the Mouse is squeaking! And with that he tossed a letter on deck. It was addressed to me:

Headquarters, Philadelphia, 
September 2d, 81.

Carus Renalt, Esqre:

Sir — On receipt of this order you will immediately proceed from your anchorage off West Point to Albany, disembark, and travel by way of Schenectady to Johnstown, and from there to Butlersbury, where you will establish yourself in the manor-house, making it your headquarters, unless force of circumstances prevent. Fifty Tryon County Rangers, to be employed as one scout or several, are placed under your authority; the militia, and such companies of Continental troops as are now or may later be apportioned to Tryon County, will continue under the orders of Colonel Marinus Willett. Your duties you are already familiar with; your policy must emanate from your own nature and deliberate judgment concerning the situation as it is or as it threatens. Close and cordial cooperation with Colonel Willett, and with the various civil and military authorities in Tryon County, should eventually accomplish the object of your mission, which is, first, to prevent surprise from all invasion; second, to prevent a massacre of the Oneida Nation.

Authority is herewith given you to open and read the sealed orders delivered to you by myself on your departure.

The letter was signed by Colonel Hamilton. I stared at his signature, then at the name of the city from whence the letter was dated — Philadelphia. What in Heavens name were Headquarters doing in Philadelphia? Was his Excellency there? Was the army there? Impossible — the army which for months had been preparing to storm New York? — impossible!

I thrust my hand into the breast-pocket of my coat, drew out the sealed orders, tore them open, and read:

Until further notice such reports as you are required to render to his Excellency, the Commander-in-Chief, should be sent to headquarters, near Yorktown, Virginia — —

Virginia! The army that I had seen at Dobbs Ferry, at White Plains, at North Castle, was that army on its way to Virginia? What! hurl an entire army a thousand miles southward? And had Sir Henry Clinton permitted it?

In a sort of stupor I read and reread the astonishing words: Virginia? There was a British army in Virginia. Yorktown? Yes, that British army was at Yorktown, practically at bay, with a youth of twenty-three — my own age — harassing it — the young General Lafayette! Greene, too, was there, his chivalry cutting up the light troops of General Lord Cornwallis — —

By Heaven! I cried, springing to my feet, his Excellency never meant to storm New York! The French fleet has sailed for the Chesapeake! Lafayette is there, Greene is there, Morgan, Sumter, Lee, Pickens, all are there! His Excellency has gone to catch Cornwallis in a mouse-trap, and Sir Henry is duped!

Mad with excitement and delight, I looked up at the great fortress on the river, and knew that it was safe in its magnificent isolation — safe with its guns and ramparts and its four thousand men — knew that the key to the Hudson was ours, and would remain ours, although the army, like a gigantic dragon, had lifted its great wings and soared southward, so silently that none, not even the British spies, had dreamed its destination was other than the city of New York.

And, as I looked, the signals on the fortress changed; the guard-boats hailed us, the harmless river-craft gave us right of way, and we spread our white sails once more, drawing slowly northward, under the rocky pulpits of the heights, past shore forests yet unbroken, edged with acres of reeds and marshes, from which the water-fowl arose in clouds; past pine-crowned capes and mountains, whose bases were bathed in the great river; past lonely little islands, on, on, into the purple mystery of the silent north.

Now there remained no high sky-bastion to halt us with voiceless signal and dumb cannon, nothing beyond but Albany; and, beyond Albany, the frontier; and beyond the frontier a hellish war of murder and the torch, a ceaseless conflict of dreadful reprisals, sterile triumphs, terrible vengeance, a saturnalia of private feuds, which spared neither the infirm nor the infant — nay, the very watch-dog at the door received no quarter in the holocaust.

Elsin had begged and begged that she should not be left there at West Point, saying that Albany was safer, though I doubted the question of safety weighed in her choice; but she pleaded so reasonably, so sweetly, arms around my neck, and her lips whispering so that my cheek felt their soft flutter, that I consented. There I was foolish, for no sooner were we in sight of the Albany hills than arms and lips were persuading again, guilelessly explaining how simple it would be for her to live at Johnstown, while I, at Butlersbury, busied myself with my own affairs.

And so we stood in earnest conference, while nearer and nearer loomed the hills, with the Dutch town atop, brick houses, tiled roofs, steep streets, becoming plainer and plainer to the eye.

There seemed to be an unusual amount of shipping at the Albany wharves as we glided in, and a great number of wagons and people scurrying about. In fact, I had never before observed such a bustle in Albany streets, but thought nothing of it at the moment, for I had not seen the town since war began. As the schooner dropped anchor at the wharf we were still arguing; as, arm in arm, we followed our two horses and our sea-chests which the men bore shoreward and up the steep hill to the Half-Moon Tavern, we argued every step; at the tavern we argued, she in her chamber, I in mine, the door open between; argued and argued, finally rising in our earnestness and meeting on the common threshold to continue a discussion in which tears, lips, and arms soon supplanted logic and reason.

Had she remained at West Point, although that fortress could not have been taken except by a regular siege, still she might have been subjected to all the horrors of blockade and bombardment, for since his Excellency had abandoned the Hudson with his army and was already half-way to Virginia, nothing now stood between West Point and the heavy British garrison of New York.

It was my knowledge of that more than her pleading that reconciled me to leave her in Albany.

But I was soon to learn that she was by no means secure in the choice I had made for her; for presently she retired to her own chamber and lay down on her bed to rest for an hour or so before supper, in order to recover from the fatigue and the constant motion of the long voyage; and I went out into the town to inquire where Colonel Willett might be found.

The sluggish Dutch burghers of Albany appeared to be active enough that lovely September afternoon; hurrying hither and thither through the streets, and not one among them sufficiently civil to stop and give me an answer to my question concerning Colonel Willett. At first I could make nothing of this amazing bustle and hurry; wagons, loaded with household furniture, clattered through the streets or toiled up and down the hills, discharging bedding, pots and pans, chairs, tables, the family clock, and Heaven knows what, on to the wharves, where a great many sloops and other craft were moored, the Wind-Flower among them.

In the streets, too, wagons were standing before fine residences and shops; servants and black slaves piled them high with all manner of goods. I even saw a green parrot in a cage, perched atop of a pile of corded bedding, and the bird cocked his head and called out continually: Gad-a-mercy! Gad-a-mercy! Gad-a-mercy!

An invalid soldier of Colonel Livingstons regiment, his right arm bandaged in splints, was standing across the street, apparently vastly amused by the bird in the wagon; and I crossed over to him and asked what all this exodus might signify.

Why, the town is in a monstrous fright, friend, he drawled, cradling his shattered arm and puffing away at his cob-pipe. Since April, when them red-devils of Brants struck Cherry Valley for the second time, and cleaned up some score and odd women and children, these here thrifty Dutchmen in Albany have been ready to pack up and pull foot at the first breath o foul news.

But, said I, what news has alarmed them now?

Hey? Scairt em? Waal, rumors is thicker than spotted flies in the sugar-bush. Some say the enemy are a-scalping at Torlock, some say Little Falls. We heard last week that Schenectady was threatened. It may be true, for theres a pest o Tories loose in the outlying county, and them there bloody Iroquois skulk around the farms and shoot little children in their own dooryards.

Do you believe there is any danger in Albany? I asked incredulously.

He shrugged his shoulders, nursing his bandaged arm.

Then, troubled and apprehensive, I asked him where I might find Colonel Willett, and he said that a scout was now out toward Johnstown, and that Willett led it. This was all he knew, all the information I could get from him. Returning along the dusty, steep streets to the Half-Moon Tavern, I called in the stolid Dutch landlord, requesting information; but he knew nothing at all except that a number of timid people were packing up because an express had come in the night before with news that a body of Tories and Indians had attacked Cobleskill, taken a Mr. Warner, and murdered the entire family of a Captain Dietz — father, mother, wife, four little children, and a Scotch servant-girl, Jessie Dean.

Observing the horror with which I received the news he shook his head, pulled at his long pipe for a few moments in thoughtful silence, and said:

What shall we do, sir? They kill us everywhere. Better die at home than in the bush. I think a mans as safe here in Albany as in any place, unless he quits all and leaves affairs to go to ruin to skulk in one o the valley forts. But theyve even burned Stanwix now, and the blockhouses are poor defense against Iroquois fire-arrows. If I had a wife Id take her to Johnstown Fort; its built of stone, they say. Besides, Marinus Willett is there. I wish to God he were here!

We lingered in the empty tap-room for a while, talking in low voices of the peril; and I was certainly amazed, so utterly unprepared was I to find such a town as Albany in danger from the roaming scalping parties infesting the frontier.

Still, had my own headquarters been in Albany, I should have considered it the proper place for Elsin; but under these ominous, unlooked-for conditions I dared not leave her here, even domiciled with some family of my acquaintance, as I had intended. Indeed, I learned that the young patroon himself had gone to Heldeberg to arm his tenantry, and I knew that when Stephen Van Rensselaer took alarm it was not at the idle whistling of a kill-deer plover.

As far as I could see there was now nothing for Elsin but to go forward with me — strange irony of fate! — to Johnstown, perhaps to Butlersbury, the late residence of that mortal enemy of mine, who had brought upon her this dreadful trouble. How great a trouble it might prove to be I dared not yet consider, for the faint hope was ever in me that this unholy marriage might not stand the search of Tryon Countys parish records — that the poor creature he had cast off might not have been his mistress after all, but his wife. Yes, I dared hope that he had lied, remembering what Mount and the Weasel told me. At any rate, I had long since determined to search what parish records might remain undestroyed in a land where destruction had reigned for four terrible years. That, and the chance that I might slay him if he appeared as he had threatened, were the two fixed ideas that persisted. There was little certainty, however, in either case, for, as I say, the records, if extant, might only confirm his pledged word, and, on the other hand, I was engaged by all laws of honor not to permit a private enmity to swerve me from my public duty. Therefore, I could neither abandon all else to hunt him down if he appeared as he promised to appear, nor take time in record-searching, unless the documents were close at hand.

Perplexed, more than anxious, I went up-stairs and entered my chamber. The door between our rooms still swung open, and, as I stepped forward to close it, I saw Elsin there, asleep on her bed, fingers doubled up in her rosy palms. So young, so pitifully alone she seemed, lying there sleep-flushed, face upturned, that my eyes dimmed as I gazed. Bitter doubts assailed me. I knew that I should have asked a flag and sent her north to Sir Frederick Haldimand — even though it meant a final separation for us — rather than risk the chances of my living through the armed encounter, the intrigues, the violence which were so surely approaching. I could do so still; it was not too late. Colonel Willett would give me a flag!

Miserable, undecided, overwhelmed with self-reproach, I stood there looking upon the unconscious sleeper. Sunlight faded from the patterned wall; that violet tint, which lingers with us in the north after the sun has set, deepened to a sadder color, then slowly thickened to obscurity; and from the window I saw the new moon hanging through tangled branches, dull as a silver-poplar leaf in November.

What if I die here on the frontier? The question persisted, repeating itself again and again. And my thoughts ran on in somber disorder: If I die — then we shall never know wedded happiness — never know the sweetest of intimacies. Our lives, uncompleted, what meaning is there in such lives? As for me, were my life to end all incomplete, why was I born? To live on, year after year, escaping the perils all are heir to, and then, when for the first instant lifes true meaning is disclosed, to die, sterile, blighting, desolating another life, too? And must we put away offered happiness to wait on custom at our peril? — to sit cowed before convention, juggling with death and passion?

Darkness around me, darkness in my soul, I stood staring at her where she lay, arms bent back and small hands doubled up; and an overwhelming rush of tenderness and apprehension drew me forward to bend above her, hovering there, awed by the beauty of her — the pure lids, the lashes resting on the cheeks, the red mouth so exquisitely tranquil, curled like a scarlet petal of a flower fallen on snow.

Her love and mine! What cared we for laws that barred it? — what mattered any law that dared attempt to link her destiny with that man who might, perhaps, wear a title as her husband — and might not. Who joined them? No God that I feared or worshiped. Then, why should I not sunder a pact inspired by hell itself; and if the law of the land made by men of the land permitted us no sanctuary in wedlock, then why did we not seek that shelter in a happiness the law forbids, inspired by a passion no law could forbid?

I had but to reach forward, to bend and touch her, and where was Deaths triumph if I fell at last? What vague and terrible justice could rob us of these hours? Never, never had I loved her as I did then. She breathed so quietly, lying there, that I could not see her body stir; her stillness awed me, fascinated me; so still, so inert, so marvelously motionless, that her very soul seemed asleep within her. Should I awake her, this child whose calm, closed lids, whose soft lashes and tinted skin, whose young soul and body were in my keeping here under a strange roof, in a strange land?

Slowly, very slowly, a fear grew in me that took the shape of horror. My reasoning was the reasoning of Walter Butler! — my argument his damning creed! Dazed, shaken, I sank to my knees, overwhelmed by my own perfidy; and she stirred in her slumber and stretched out one little hand. All the chivalry, all the manhood in me responded to that appeal in a passion of loyalty which swept my somber heart clean of selfishness.

And there in the darkness I learned the lesson that she believed I had taught to her — a lesson so easily forgotten when the hearts loud clamor drowns all else, and every pulse throbs reckless response. And it was cold reasoning and chill logic for cooling hot young blood — but it was neither reason nor logic which prevailed, I think, but something — I know not what — something inborn that conquered spite of myself, and a guilty and rebellious heart that, after all, had only asked for love, at any price — only love, but all of it, its sweetness unbridled, its mystery unfathomed — lest the body die, and the soul, unsatisfied, wing upward to eternal ignorance.

As I crouched there beside her, in the darkness below the tall hall-clock fell a-striking; and she moved, sighed, and sat up — languid-eyed and pink from slumber.

Carus, she murmured, how long have I slept? How long have you been here, my darling? Heigho! Why did you wake me? I was in paradise with you but now. Where are you? I am minded to drowse, and go find you in paradise again.

She pushed her hair aside and turned, resting her chin on one hand, regarding me with sweet, sleepy, humorous eyes that glimmered like amethysts in the moonlight.

Were ever two lovers so happy? she asked. Is there anything on earth that we lack? — possessing each other so completely. Tell me, Carus.

Nothing, I said.

Nothing, she echoed, leaning toward me and resting in my arms for a moment, then laid her hands on my shoulders, and, raising herself to a sitting posture, fell a-laughing to herself.

While you were gone this afternoon, she said, and I was lying here, eyes wide open, seeming to feel the bed sway like the ship, I fell to counting the ticking of the stair-clock below, and thinking how each second was recording the eternity of my love for you. And as I lay a-listening and thinking, came one by the window singing John OBail, and I heard voices in the tap-room and the clatter of pewter flagons. On a settle outside the tap-room window, full in the sun, sat the songster and his companions, drinking new ale and singing John OBail — a song I never chanced to hear before, and I shall not soon forget it for lack of schooling — and she sang softly, sitting there, clasping her knees, and swaying with the quaint rhythm:

Where do you wend your way, John OBail,

Where do you wend your way?

I follow the spotted trail

Till a maiden bids me stay,

Beware of the trail, John OBail,

Beware of the trail, I say!

Thus it runs, Carus, the legend of this John OBail, how he sought the wilderness, shunning his kind, and traveled and trapped and slew the deer, until one day at sunrise a maid of the People of the Morning hailed him, bidding him stay:

Turn to the fire of dawn, John OBail,

Turn to the fire of dawn;

The doe that waits in the vale

Was a fawn in the year thats gone!

And John OBail he heeds the hail

And follows her on and on.

Oh, Carus, they sang it and sang it, hammering their pewters together, and roaring the chorus, and that last dreadful verse:

Where is the soul of you, John OBail,

Where is the soul you slew?

Theres Painted Death on the trail,

And the moccasins point to you.

Shame on the name of John OBail — —

She hesitated, peering through the shadows at me: Who was John OBail, Carus? What is the Painted Death, and who are the People of the Morning?

John OBail was a wandering fellow who went a-gipsying into the Delaware country. The Delawares call themselves People of the Morning. This John OBail had a son by an Indian girl — and thats what they made the ballad about, because this son is that mongrel demon, Cornplanter, and hes struck the frontier like a catamount gone raving mad. He is the Painted Death.

Oh, she said thoughtfully, so that is why they curse the name of John OBail.

After a moment she went on again: Well, youll never guess who it was singing away down there! I crept to my windows and peeped out, and there, Carus, were those two queer forest-running fellows who stopped us on the hill that morning — —

Jack Mount! I exclaimed.

Yes, dear, and the other — the little wrinkled fellow, who had such strangely fine manners for a Coureur-de-Bois — —

The Weasel!

Yes, Carus, but very drunk, and boisterous, and cutting most amazing capers. They went off, finally, arm in arm, shuffling, reeling, and anon breaking into a solemn sort of dance; and everybody gave them wide berth on the street, and people paused to look after them, marking them with sour visages and wagging heads— She stopped short, finger on lips, listening.

Far up the street I heard laughter, then a plaintive, sustained howling, then more laughter, drawing nearer and nearer.

Elsin nodded in silence. I sprang up and descended the stairs. The tap-room was lighted with candles, and the sober burghers who sat within, savoring the early ale, scarce noted my entrance, so intent were they listening to the approaching tumult.

The peculiar howling had recommenced. Stepping to the open door I looked out, and beheld a half-dozen forest-runners, in all the glory of deep-fringed buckskin and bright wampum, slowly hopping round and round in a circle, the center of which was occupied by an angry town watchman, lanthorn lighted, pike in hand. As they hopped, lifting their moccasined feet as majestically as turkeys walking in a muddy road, fetching a yelp at every step, I perceived in their grotesque evolutions a parody upon a Wyandotte scalp-dance, the while they yapped and yowled, chanting:

Ha-wa-sa-say

Ha! Ha!

Ha-wa-sa-say!

Dance, watchman, dance! shouted one of the rangers, whom I knew to be Jack Mount, poking the enraged officer in the short ribs with the muzzle of his rifle; and the watchman, with a snarl, picked up his feet and began to tread a reluctant measure, calling out that he did not desire to dance, and that they were great villains and rogues and should pay for it yet.

I saw some shopkeepers putting up the shutters before their lighted windows, while the townspeople stood about in groups, agape, to see such doings in the public streets.

Silence! shouted Mount, raising his hand. People of Albany, we have shown you the famous Wyandotte dance; we will now exhibit a dancing bear! Houp! Houp! Weasel, take thy tin cup and collect shillings! Ow! Ow! And he dropped his great paws so that they dangled at the wrist, laid his head on one side, and began sidling around in a circle with the grave, measured tread of a bear, while the Weasel, drinking-cup in hand, industriously trotted in and out among the groups of scandalized burghers, thrusting the tin receptacle at them, and talking all the while: Something for the bear, gentlemen — a trifle, if you please. Everybody is permitted to contribute — you, sir, with your bones so nicely wadded over with fat — a shilling from you. What? How dare you refuse? Stop him, Tim!

A huge ranger strode after the amazed burgher, blocking his way; the thrifty had taken alarm, but the rangers herded them back with persuasive playfulness, while the little Weasel made the rounds, talking cheerfully all the time, and Mount, great fists dangling, minced round and round, with a huge simper on his countenance, as though shyly aware of his own grace.

Tim Murphy should go into the shops, he called out. There are a dozen fat Dutchmen a-peeking through the shutters at me, and I dance before no man for less than a shilling. Houp! Houp! How much is in thy cup, Cade? Lord, what a thirst is mine! Yet I dance — villains, do you mark me? Oh, Cade, yonder pretty maid who laughs and shows her teeth is welcome to the show and naught to pay — unless she likes. Tim, I can dance no more! Elerson, bring the watchman!

The Weasel trotted up, rattling the coins so unwillingly contributed by the economical; the runner addressed as Elerson tucked his arm affectionately into the arm of the distracted watchman and strolled up, followed by Tim Murphy, the most redoubtably notorious shot in North America.

Laughing, disputing, shouting, they came surging toward the Half-Moon Tavern, dragging the watchman, on whom they lavished many endearments. The crowd parted with alacrity as Mount, thumbs in his armpits, silver-moleskin cap pushed back on his clustering curls, swaggered ahead, bowing right and left as though an applauding throng heralded the progress of an emperor and his suite.

Here and there a woman laughed at the handsome, graceless fellows; here and there a burgher managed to pull a grin, spite of the toll exacted.

Now that our means permit us, we are going to drink your healths, good people, said Mount affably, shaking the tin cup; and the health of that pretty maid who showed her teeth at me. Ladies of Albany, if you but knew the wealth of harmless frolic caged in the heart that beats beneath a humble rifle-frock! Eh, Tim? Off with thy coonskin, and sweep the populace with thy courtly bow!

Murphy lifted his coonskin cap, flourishing it till the ringed fur-tail became a blur. Elerson, in a spasm of courtesy, removed the watchmans tricorn as well as his own; the little Weasel backed off, bowing step by step, until he backed past me into the tap-room, followed by the buckskinned crew.

Now, watchman, have at thee! roared Mount, as the sloppy pewters were brought.

And the watchman, resigned, pulled away at his mug, furtive eyes on the landlord, who, with true delicacy, looked the other way. At that moment Mount espied me and rose, pewter in hand, with a shout that brought all to their feet.

Death to the Iroquois! he thundered, and a health to Captain Renault of the Rangers!

Every eye was on me; the pewters were lifted, reversed, and emptied. The next instant I was in the midst of a trampling, buckskinned mob; they put me up on their shoulders and marched around the tap-room, singing Morgans Men; they set me on their table amid the pools of spilled ale, and, joining hands, danced round and round, singing The New Yorker and John OBail, until more ale was fetched and a cup handed up to me.

Silence! The Captain speaks! cried Mount.

Captain? said I, laughing. I am no officer.

There was a mighty roar of laughter, amid which I caught cries of He doesnt know. Wheres the Gazette? Show him the Gazette!

The stolid landlord picked up a newspaper from a table, spread it deliberately, drew his horn spectacles from his pocket, wiped them, adjusted them, and read aloud a notice of my commission from Governor Clinton to be a senior captain in the Tryon County Rangers. Utterly unprepared, dumb with astonishment, I stared at him through the swelling din. Somebody thrust the paper at me. I read the item, mug in one hand, paper in tother.

Death to the Iroquois! they yelled. Hurrah for Captain Renault!

Silence! bawled Mount. Listen to the Captain!

Rangers of Tryon, I said, hesitating, this great honor which our Governor has done me is incomprehensible to me. What experience have I to lead such veterans? — men of Morgans, men of Hands, men of Saratoga, of Oriska, of Stillwater? — I who have never laid rifle in anger — I who have never seen a man die by violence?

The hush was absolute.

It must be, said I, that such service as I have had the honor to render has made me worthy, else this commission had been an affront to the Rangers of Tryon County. And so, my brothers, that I may not shame you, I ask two things: obedience to orders; respect for my rank; and if you render not respect to my character, that will be my fault, not your own.

I raised my pewter: The sentiment I give you is: The Rangers! My honor in their hands; theirs in mine! Pewters aloft! Drink!

Then the storm broke loose; they surged about the table, cheering, shaking their rifles and pewters above their heads, crying out for me to have no fear, that they would aid me, that they would be obedient and good — a mob of uproarious, overgrown children, swayed by sentiment entirely. And I even saw the watchman, maudlin already, dancing all by himself in a corner, and waving pike and lanthorn in martial fervor.

Lads, I said, raising my hand for silence, there is ale here for the asking, and nothing to pay. But we leave at daybreak for Butlersbury.

There was a dead silence.

That is all, I said, smiling; and, laying my hand on the table, leaped lightly to the floor.

Are we to drink no more? asked Jack Mount, coming up, with round blue eyes widening.

I did not say so. I said that we march at day-break. You veterans of the pewter know best how much ale to carry with you to bed. All I require are some dozen steady legs in the morning.

A roar of laughter broke out.

You may trust us, Captain! Good night, Captain! A health to you, sir! We will remember!

Instead of returning to my chamber to secure a few hours rest, I went out into the dimly lighted street, and, striking a smart pace, arrived in a few moments at the house of my old friend, Peter Van Schaick, now Colonel in command of the garrison. The house was pitch-dark, and it was only after repeated rapping that the racket of the big bronze knocker aroused an ancient negro servant, who poked his woolly pate from the barred side-lights and informed me, in a quavering voice, that Colonel Van Schaick was not at home, refusing all further information concerning him.

Joshua! Joshua! I said gently; dont you know me?

There was a silence, then a trembling: Mars Renault, suh, is dat you?

It is I, Joshua, back again after four years. Tell me where I may find your master?

Mars Carus, suh, de Kunnel done gone to de Foht, suh — Foht Orange on de hill.

The old slave used the ancient name of the fort, but I understood.

Does anybody live here now except the Colonel, Joshua?

No, suh, nobody cep de Kunnel— scusin me, Mars Carus.

Joshua, I said, under my breath, you know all the gossip of the country. Tell me, do you remember a young gentleman who used to come here before the war — a handsome, dark-eyed gentleman — Lieutenant Walter N. Butler?

There was an interval of silence.

Wuz de ossifer a-sparkin de young misses at Ginral Schuylers?

Yes, Joshua.

A-cotin Miss Betty, suh?

Yes, yes. Colonel Hamilton married her. That is the man, Joshua. Tell me, did you ever hear of Mr. Butlers marriage in Butlersbury?

A longer silence, then: No, suh. Hit wuz de talk ob de town dat Suh John Johnsing done tuk Miss Polly Watts foh his lady-wife, an all de time poll Miss Claire wuz a-settin in Foht Johnsing, dess a-cryin her eyes out. But Mars Butler he done tuk an run off long o dat half-caste lady de ossifers call Carolyn Montour — —

What!

Yaas, suh. Dat de way Mars Butler done carry on, suh. He done skedaddle long o Mss Carolyn. Hit wuz a Mohawk weddin, Mars Carus.

He never married her?

Mars Butler he ain gwine mahy nobody ef he ain bleeged, suh. He dess lak all de young gentry, suh— scusin yousef, Mars Carus.

I nodded in grim silence. After a moment I asked him to open the door for me, but he shook his aged head, saying: Ef a ossifer done tell you what de Kunnel done tell me, what you gwine do, Mars Carus, suh?

Obey, I said briefly. Youre a good servant, Joshua. When Colonel Van Schaick returns, say to him that Captain Renault of the Rangers marches to Butlersbury at sunup, and that if Colonel Van Schaick can spare six bat-horses and an army transport-wagon, to be at the Half-Moon at dawn, Captain Renault will be vastly obliged to him, and will certainly render a strict accounting to the proper authorities.

Then I turned, descended the brick stoop, and walked slowly back to my quarters, a prey to apprehension and bitter melancholy. For if it were true that Walter Butler had done this thing, the law of the land was on his side; and if the war ended with him still alive, the courts must sustain him in this monstrous claim on Elsin Grey. Thought halted. Was it possible that Walter Butler had dared invade the tiger-brood of Catrine Montour to satisfy his unslaked lust?

Was it possible that he dared affront the she-demon of Catherinestown by ignoring an alliance with her fiercely beautiful child? — an alliance that Catrine Montour must have considered legal and binding, however irregular it might appear to jurists.

I was astounded. Where passion led this libertine, nothing barred his way — neither fear nor pity. And he had even dared to reckon with this frightful hag, Catrine Montour — this devils spawn of Frontenac — and her tawny offspring.

I had seen the girl, Carolyn, at Guy Park — a splendid young animal, of sixteen then, darkly beautiful, wild as a forest-cat. No wonder the beast in him had bristled at view of her; no wonder the fierce passion in her had leaped responsive to his forest courtship. By heaven, a proper mating in the shaggy hills of Danascara! Yes, but when the male beast emerges, yellow eyes fixed on the dead line that should bar him from the haunts of men, then, then it is time that a man shall arise and stand against him — stand for honor and right and light, and drive him back to the darkness of his lair again, or slay him at the sunlit gates of that civilization he dared to challenge.


CHAPTER X

SERMONS IN STONES
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BY SUNUP WE had left the city on the three hills, Elsin, Colonel Van Schaick, and I, riding our horses at the head of the little column, followed by an escort of Rangers. Behind the Rangers plodded the laden bat-horses, behind them creaked an army transport-wagon, loaded with provisions and ammunition, drawn by two more horses, and the rear was covered by another squad of buckskinned riflemen, treading lightly in double file.

Nobody had failed me. My reckless, ale-swilling Rangers had kept the tryst with swollen eyes but steady legs; a string of bat-horses stood at the door of the Half-Moon when Elsin and I descended; and a moment later the army wagon came jolting and bumping down the hilly street, followed by Colonel Van Schaick and a dozen dragoons.

When he saw me he did not recognize me, so broad and tall had I become in these four years. Besides, I wore my forest-dress of heavily fringed doeskin, and carried the rifle given me by Colonel Hamilton.

Hallo, Peter! I called out, laughing.

You! Can that be you, Carus! he cried, spurring up to me where I sat my horse, and seizing me by both caped shoulders. Lord! Look at the lad! Six feet, or Im a Mohawk! — six feet in his moccasins, and his hair sheered close and his cap o one side, like any forest-swaggering free-rifle! Carus! Carus! Damme, if Ill call you Captain! Didnt you greet me but now with your impudent Hallo, Peter!? Didnt you, you undisciplined rogue? By gad, youve kept your promise for a heart-breaker, you curly-headed, brown-eyed forest dandy!

He gave me a hug and a hearty shake, so that the thrums tossed, and my little round cap of doeskin flew from my head. I clutched it ere it fell, and keeping it in my hand, presented him to Elsin.

We are affianced, Peter, I said quietly. Colonel Willett must play guardian until this fright in Albany subsides.

Oh, the luck o that man Willett! he exclaimed, beaming on Elsin, and saluting the hand she stretched out. Why do you not choose a man like me, madam? Heaven knows, such a reward is all I ask of my countrys gratitude! And you are going to marry this fellow Carus? Is this what sinners such as he may look for? Gad, madam, Im done with decency, and shall rig me in fringed shirt and go whipping through the woods, if such maidens as you find that attractive!

I find you exceedingly attractive, Colonel Van Schaick, she said, laughing— so attractive that I ask your protection against this man who desires to be rid of me at any cost.

Van Schaick swore that I was a villain, and offered to run off with her at the drop of her kerchief, but when I spoke seriously of the danger at Albany, he sobered quickly enough, and we rode to the head of the little column, now ready to move.

March, I said briefly; and we started.

Ill ride a little way with you, said the Colonel— far enough to say that when Joshua gave me your message on my return last night I sent my orderly to find the wagon and animals and provision for three days march. You can make it in two if you like, or even in twenty-four hours.

I thanked him and asked about the rumors which had so alarmed the people in Albany; but he shook his head, saying he knew nothing except that there were scalping parties out, and that he for one believed them to be the advance of an invading force from Canada.

You ask me where this sweet lady will be safest, he continued, and I answer that only God knows. Were I you, Carus, I should rather have her near me; so if your duty takes you to Johnstown it may be best that she remain with you until these rumors become definite. Then, it might be well that she return to Albany and stay with friends like the Schuylers, or the Van Rensselaers, or Colonel Hamiltons lady, if these worthy folk deem it safe to remain.

Have they gone? I asked.

Theyre preparing to go, he said gloomily. Oh, Carus, when we had Walter Butler safe in Albany jail in 78, why did we not hang him? He was taken as a spy, tried, and properly condemned. I remember well how he pretended illness, and how that tender-hearted young Marquis Lafayette was touched by his plight, and begged that he be sent to hospital in the comfortable house of some citizen. Ah, had we known what that human tiger was meditating! Think of it, Carus! You knew him, did you not, when he came a-courting Margaret Schuyler? Lord! who could believe that Walter Butler would so soon be smeared with the blood of women and children? Who could believe that this young man would so soon be damned with the guilt of Cherry Valley?

We rode on in silence. I dared not glance at Elsin; I found no pretext to stop Van Schaick; and, still in perfect silence, we wheeled northwest into the Schenectady road, where Peter took leave of us in his own simple, hearty fashion, and wheeled about, galloping back up the slope, followed by his jingling dragoons.

I turned to take my last look at the three hills and the quaint Dutch city. Far away on the ramparts of the fort I saw our beloved flag fluttering, a gay spot in the sunshine, with its azure, rose, and silvery tints blending into the fresh colors of early morning. I saw, too, the ruined fort across the river, where that British surgeon, Dr. Stackpole, composed the immortal tune of Yankee Doodle to deride us — that same tune to which my Lord Cornwallis was now dancing, while we whistled it from West Point to Virginia.

As I sat my saddle there, gazing at the city I had thought so wonderful when I was a lad fresh from Broadalbin Bush, I seemed once more to wander with my comrades, Stephen Van Rensselaer, Steve Watts, and Jack Johnson — now Sir John — a-fishing troutlings from the Normans Kill, that ripples through the lovely vale of Tawasentha. Once more I seemed to see the patroons great manor-house through the drooping foliage of the park elms, and the stately mansion of our dear General Schuyler, with its two tall chimneys, its dormers, roof-rail, and long avenue of trees; and on the lawn I seemed to see pretty little Margaret, now grown to womanhood and affianced to the patroon; and Betty Schuyler, who scarce a year since wedded my handsome Colonel Hamilton — that same lively Betty who so soon sent Walter Butler about his business, though his veins were like to burst with pride o the blood in them, that he declared came straight from the Earls of Arran and the great Dukes of Ormond and of Ossery.

Of what are you thinking? asked Elsin softly.

Of my boyhood, dearest. Yonder is the first city I ever beheld. Shall I tell you of it — and of that shy country lad who came hither to learn something of deportment, so that he might venture to enter an assembly and forget his hands and feet?

Were you ever awkward, Carus?

Awkward as a hound-pup learning to walk.

I shall never believe it, she declared, laughing; and we moved forward on the Schenectady road, Murphy, Mount, Elerson, and the little Weasel trotting faithfully at heel, and the brown column trailing away in their dustless wake.

I had not yet forgotten the thrill of her quick embrace when, as we met at the breakfast-table by candle-light, I had told her of my commission and of our Governors kindness. And just to see the flush of pride in her face, I spoke of it again; and her sweet eyes quick response was the most wonderful to me of all the fortune that had fallen to my lot. I turned proudly in my saddle, looking back upon the people now entrusted to me — and as I looked, pride changed to apprehension, and a quick prayer rose in my heart that I, a servant of my country, might not prove unequal to the task set me.

Sobered, humbled, I rode on, asking in silence Gods charity for my ignorance, and His protection for her I loved, and for these human souls entrusted to my care in the dark hours of the approaching trial.

North and northwest we traveled on a fair road, which ran through pleasant farming lands, stretches of woods, meadows, and stubble-fields. At first we saw men at work in the fields, not many, but every now and again some slow Dutch yokel, with his sunburned face turned from his labor to watch us pass. But the few farmhouses became fewer, and these last were deserted. Finally no more houses appeared, and stump-lots changed to tangled clearings, and these into second growth, and these at last into the primeval forests, darkly magnificent, through which our road, now but a lumber road, ran moist and dark, springy and deep with the immemorial droppings of the trees.

Without command of mine, four lithe riflemen had trotted off ahead. I now ordered four more to act on either flank, and called up part of the rear-guard to string out in double file on either side of the animals and wagon. The careless conversation in the ranks, the sudden laugh, the clumsy skylarking all ceased. Tobacco-pipes were emptied and pouched, flints and pans scrutinized, straps and bandoleers tightened, moccasins relaced. The batmen examined ropes, wagon-wheels, and harness, and I saw them furtively feeling for their hatchets to see that everything was in place.

Thankful that I had a company of veterans and no mob of godless and silly trappers, bawling contempt of everything Indian, I unconsciously began to read the signs of the forest, relapsing easily into that cautious custom which four years disuse had nothing rusted.

And never had man so perfect a companion in such exquisite accord with his every mood and thought as I had in Elsin Grey. Her sweet, reasonable mind was quick to comprehend. When I fell silent, using my ears with all the concentration of my other senses, she listened, too, nor broke the spell by glance or word. Yet, soon as I spoke in low tones, her soft replies were ready, and when my ever restless eyes reverted, resting a moment on her, her eyes met mine with that perfect confidence that pure souls give.

At noon we halted to rest the horses and eat, the pickets going out of their own accord. And I did not think it fit to give orders where none were required in this company of Irregulars, whose discipline matched regiments more pretentious, and whose alignment was suited to the conditions. Braddock and Bunker Hill were lessons I had learned to regard as vastly more important than our good Barons drill-book.

As I sat eating a bit of bread, cup of water in the other hand. Jack Mount came swaggering up with that delightful mixture of respect and familiarity which brings the hand to the cap but leaves a grin on the face.

Well, Jack? I asked, smiling.

Have you noticed any sign, sir? he inquired. Secretly self-satisfied, he was about to go on and inform me that he and Tim Murphy had noticed a stone standing against a tree — for I saw them stop like pointers on a hot grouse-scent just as we halted to dismount. I was unwilling to forestall him or take away one jot of the satisfaction, so I said: What have you seen?

Then he beamed all over and told me; and the Weasel and Tim Murphy came up to corroborate him, all eagerly pointing out the stone to me where it rested against the base of a black ash.

Well, said I, smiling, how do you interpret that sign?

Iroquois! said the rangers promptly.

Yes, but are they friendly or hostile?

The question seemed to them absurd, but they answered very civilly that it was a signal of some sort which could only be interpreted by Indians, and that they had no doubt that it meant some sort of mischief to us.

Men, I said quietly, you are wrong. That stone leaning upon a tree is a friendly message to me from a body of our Oneida scouts.

They stared incredulously.

I will prove it, said I. Jack, go you to that stone. On the under side you will find a number of white marks made with paint. I can not tell you how many, but the number will indicate the number of Oneidas who are scouting for us ahead.

Utterly unconvinced, yet politely obedient, the blond giant strode off across the road, picked up the great stone as though it were a pompion, turned it over, uttered an exclamation, and bore it back to us.

You see, I said, twenty Oneida scouts will join us about two oclock this afternoon if we travel at the same rate that we are traveling. This white circle traced here represents the sun; the straight line the meridian. Calculating roughly, I should set the time of meeting at two oclock. Now, Jack, take the stone to the stream yonder and scrub off the paint with moss and gun-oil, then drop the stone into the water. And you, Tim Murphy, go quietly among the men and caution them not to fire on a friendly Oneida. That is all, lads. We march in a few moments.

The effect upon the rangers was amusing; their kindly airs of good-natured protection vanished; Mount gazed wildly at me; Tim Murphy, perfectly convinced yet unable to utter a word, saluted and marched off, while Elerson and the Weasel stood open-mouthed, fingering their rifles until the men began to fall in silently, and I put up Elsin and mounted my roan, motioning Murphy and Jack Mount to my stirrups.

Small wonder I read such signs, I said. I am an Oneida chief, an ensign, and a sachem. Come freely to me when signs of the Iroquois puzzle you. It would not have been very wise to open fire on our own scouts.

It seemed strange to them — it seemed strange to me — that I should be instructing the two most accomplished foresters in America. Yet it is ever the old story; all else they could read that sky and earth, land and water, tree and rock held imprinted for savant eyes, but they could not read the simple signs and symbols by which the painted men of the woods conversed with one another. Pride, contempt for the savage — these two weaknesses stood in their way. And no doubt, now, they consoled themselves with the thought that a dead Iroquois, friendly or otherwise, was no very great calamity. This was a danger, but I did not choose to make it worse by harping on it.

About two oclock a ranger of the advanced guard came running back to say that some two score Iroquois, stripped and painted for war, were making signs of amity from the edge of the forest in front of us.

I heard Mount grunt and Murphy swearing softly under his breath as I rode forward, with a nod to Elsin.

Now you will see some friends of my boyhood, I said gaily, unlacing the front of my hunting-shirt as I rode, and laying it open to the wind.

Carus! she exclaimed, what is that blue mark on your breast?

Only a wolf, I said, laughing. Now you shall see how we Oneidas meet and greet after many years! Look, Elsin! See that Indian standing there with his gun laid on his blanket? The three rangers have taken to cover. There they stand, watching that Oneida like three tree-cats.

As I cantered up and drew bridle Elerson called out that there were twenty savages in the thicket ahead, and to be certain that I was not mistaken.

The tall Oneida looked calmly up at me; his glittering eyes fell upon my naked breast, and, as he looked, his dark face lighted, and he stretched out both hands.

Onehda! he ejaculated.

I leaned from my saddle, holding his powerful hands in a close clasp.

Little Otter! Is it you, my younger brother? Is it really you? I repeated again and again, while his brilliant eyes seemed to devour my face, and his sinewy grip tightened spasmodically.

What happiness, Onehda! he said, in his softly sonorous Oneida dialect. What happiness for the young men — and the sachems — and the women and children, too, Onehda. It is well that you return to us — to the few of us who are left. Koue!

And now the Oneidas were coming out of the willows, crowding up around my horse, and I heard everywhere my name pronounced, and everywhere outstretched hands sought mine, and painted faces were lifted to mine — even the blackened visage of the war-partys executioner relaxing into the merriest of smiles.

Onehda, he said, do you remember that feast when you were raised up?

Does an Oneida and a Wolf forget? I said, smiling.

An emphatic No! broke from the painted throng about me.

Elsin, sitting her saddle at a little distance, watched us wide-eyed.

Brothers, I said quietly, a new rose has budded in Tryon County. The Oneidas will guard it for the honor of their nation, lest the northern frost come stealing south to blight the blossom.

Two score dark eyes flashed on Elsin. She started; then a smile broke out on her flushed face as a painted warrior stalked solemnly forward, bent like a king, and lifted the hem of her foot-mantle to his lips. One by one the Oneidas followed, performing the proud homage in silence, then stepping back to stand with folded arms as the head of the column appeared at the bend of the road.

I called Little Otter to me, questioning him; and he said that as far as they had gone there were no signs of Mohawk or Cayuga, but that the bush beyond should be traversed with caution. So I called in the flanking rangers, replacing them with Oneidas, and, sending the balance of the band forward on a trot, waited five minutes, then started on with a solid phalanx of riflemen behind to guard the rear.

As we rode, Elsin and I talking in low tones, mile after mile slipped away through the dim forest trail, and nothing to alarm us that I noted, save once when I saw another stone set upon a stone; but I knew my Oneidas had also seen and examined it, and it had not alarmed them sufficiently to send a warrior back to me.

It was an Oneida symbol; but, of course, my scouts had not set it up. Therefore it must have been placed there by an enemy, but for what purpose except to arrest the attention of an Oneida and prepare him for later signals, I could not yet determine. Mount had seen it, and spoken of it, but I shook my head, bidding him keep his eyes sharpened for further signs.

Signs came sooner than I expected. We passed stone after stone set on end, all emphasizing the desire of somebody to arrest the attention of an Oneida. Could it be I? A vague premonition had scarcely taken shape in my mind when, at a turn in the road, I came upon three of my Oneida scouts standing in the center of the road. The seven others must have gone on, for I saw nothing of them. The next moment I caught sight of something that instantly riveted and absorbed my attention.

From a huge pine towering ahead of us, and a little to the right, a great square of bark had been carefully removed about four feet from the ground. On this fresh white scar were painted three significant symbols — the first a red oblong, about eighteen inches by four, on which were designed two human figures, representing Indians, holding hands. Below that, drawn in dark blue, were a pair of stags antlers, of five prongs; below the antlers — a long way below — was depicted in black a perfectly recognizable outline of a timber-wolf.

I rode up to the tree and examined the work. The paint was still soft and fresh on the raw wood. Flies swarmed about it. I looked at Little Otter, making a sign, and his scarcely perceptible nod told me that I had read the message aright.

The message was for me, personally and exclusively; and the red man who had traced it there not an hour since was an Iroquois, either Canienga, Onondaga, Cayuga, or Seneca — I know not which. Roughly, the translation of the message was this: The Wolf meant me because about it were traced the antlers, symbol of chieftainship, and below, on the ground, the symbol of the Oneida Nation, a long, narrow stone, upright, embedded in the moss. The red oblong smear represented a red-wampum belt; the figures on it indicated that, although the belt was red, meaning war, the clasped hands modified the menace, so that I read the entire sign as follows:

An Iroquois desires to see you in order to converse upon a subject concerning wars and treaties.

Turn over that stone, Little Otter, I said.

I have already done so, he replied quietly.

At what hour does this embassy desire to see me?

He held up four fingers in silence.

Is this Canienga work?

Mohawk! he said bitterly.

The two terms were synonymous, yet mine was respectful, his a contemptuous insult to the Canienga Nation. No Indian uses the term Mohawk in speaking to or of a Mohawk unless they mean an insult. Canienga is the proper term.

Is it safe for me to linger here while all go forward? I asked Little Otter, lowering my voice so that none except he could hear me.

He smiled and pointed at the tree. The tree was enormous, a giant pine, dwarfing the tallest tree within range of my vision from where I sat my horse. I understood. The choice of this great tree for the inscription was no accident; it now symbolized the sacred tree of the Six Nations — the tree of heaven. Beneath it any Iroquois was as safe as though he stood at the eternal council-fire at Onondaga in the presence of the sachems of the Long House. But why had this unseen embassy refused to trust himself to this sanctuary? Because of the rangers, to whom no redskin is sacred.

Jack Mount, I said, take command and march your men forward half a mile. Then halt and await me.

He obeyed without a word. Elsin hesitated, gave me one anxious, backward glance, but my smile seemed to reassure her, and she walked her black mare forward. Past me marched the little column. I watched it drawing away northward, until a turn in the forest road hid the wagon and the brown-clad rear-guard. Then I dismounted and sat down, my back to the giant pine, my rifle across my knees, to wait for the red ambassador whom I knew would come.

Minute after minute slipped away. So still it grew that the shy forest creatures came back to this forest runway, made by dreaded man; and because it is the work of a creature they dread and suspect, their curiosity ever draws them to man-made roads. A cock-grouse first stepped out of the thicket, crest erect, ruff spread; then a hare loped by, halting to sniff in the herbage. I watched them for a long while, listening intently. Suddenly the partridge wheeled, crest flattened, and ran into the thicket, like a great rat; the hare sat erect, flanks palpitating, then leaped twice, and was gone as shadows go.

I saw the roadside bushes stir, part, and, as I rose, an Indian leaped lightly into the road and strode straight toward me. He was curiously painted with green and orange, and he was stark naked, except that he wore ankle-moccasins, clout, and a fringed pouch, like a quiver, covered with scarlet beads in zigzag pattern.

He did not seem to notice that I was armed, for he carried his own rifle most carelessly in the hollow of his left arm, and when he had halted before me he coolly laid the weapon across his moccasins.

The dignified silence that always precedes a formal meeting of strange Iroquois was broken at length by a low, guttural exclamation as his narrow-slitted eyes fell upon the tattoo on my bared breast: Salute, Roy-a-neh!

Welcome, O Keeper of the Gate, I said calmly.

Does my younger brother know to which gate-warden he speaks? asked the savage warily.

When a Wolf barks, the Eastern Gate-Keepers of the Long House listen, I replied. It was so in the beginning. What has my elder brother of the Canienga to say to me?

His cunning glance changed instantly to an absolutely expressionless mask. My white skin no longer made any difference to him. We were now two Iroquois.

It is the truth, he said. This is the message sent to my younger brother, Onehda, chief ensign of the Wolf Clan of the Oneida nation. I am a belt-bearer. Witness the truth of what I say to you — by this belt. Now read the will of the Iroquois.

He drew from his beaded pouch a black and white belt of seven rows. I took it, and, holding it in both hands, gazed attentively into his face.

The Three Wolves listen, I said briefly.

Then listen, noble of the noble clan. The council-fire is covered at Onondaga; but it shall burn again at Thendara. This was so from the first, as all know. The council therefore summons their brother, Onehda, as ensign of his clan. The will of the council is the will of the confederacy. Hiro! I have spoken.

Does a single coal from Onondaga still burn under the great tree, my elder brother? I asked cautiously.

The great tree is at Onondaga, he answered sullenly; the fire is covered.

Which was as much as to say that there was no sanctuary guaranteed an Oneida, even at a federal council.

Tell them, I said deliberately, that a belt requires a belt; and, when the Wolves talk to the Oneidas, they at Thendara shall be answered. I have spoken.

Do the Three Wolves take counsel with the Six Bears and Turtles? he asked, with a crafty smile.

The trapped wolf has no choice; his howls appeal to the wilderness entire, I replied emphatically.

But — a trapped wolf never howls, my younger brother; a lone wolf in a pit is always silent.

I flushed, realizing that my metaphor had been at fault. Yet now there was to be nothing between this red ambassador and me except the subtlest and finest shades of metaphor.

It is true that a trapped wolf never howls, I said; because a pitted wolf is as good as a dead wolf, and a dead wolfs tongue hangs out sideways. But it is not so when the pack is trapped. Then the prisoners may call upon the Wilderness for aid, lest a whole people suffer extermination.

Will my younger brother take counsel with Oneidas? he asked curiously.

Surely as the rocks of Tryon point to the Dancers, naming the Oneida nation since the Great Peace began, so surely, my elder brother, shall Onehda talk to the three ensigns, brother to brother, clan to clan, lest we be utterly destroyed and the Oneida nation perish from the earth.

My younger brother will not come to Thendara? he inquired without emotion.

Does a chief answer as squirrels answer one to another? — as crow replies to crow? I asked sternly. Go teach the Canienga how to listen and how to wait!

His glowing eyes, fastened on mine, were lowered to the symbol on my breast, then his shaved head bent, and he folded his powerful arms.

Onehda has spoken, he said respectfully. Even a Delaware may claim his day of grace. My ears are open, O my younger brother.

Then bear this message to the council: I accept the belt; my answer shall be the answer of the Oneida nation; and with my reply shall go three strings. Depart in peace, Bearer of Belts!

Lightly, gracefully as a tree-lynx, he stooped and seized his rifle, wheeled, passed noiselessly across the road, turned, and buried himself in the tufted bushes. For an instant the green tops swayed, then not a ripple of the foliage, not a sound marked the swift course of the naked belt-bearer through the uncharted sea of trees.

Mounting my roan, I wheeled him north at a slow walk, preoccupied, morose, sadly absorbed in this new order of things where an Oneida now must needs answer a Mohawk as an Iroquois should once have answered an Erie or an Algonquin. Alas for the great League! alas for the mighty dead! Hiawatha! Atotarho! Where were they? Where now was our own Odasete; and Kanyadario, and the mighty wisdom of Dekanawidah? The end of the Red League was already in sight; the Great Peace was broken; the downfall of the Confederacy was at hand.

At that northern tryst at Thendara, the nine sachems allotted to the Canienga, the fourteen sachems of the Onondaga, the eight Senecas, the Cayuga ten must look in vain for nine Oneidas. And without them the Great Peace breaks like a rotten arrow where the war-head drops and the feathers fall from the unbound nock.

Strange, strange, that I, a white man of blood untainted, must answer for this final tragic catastrophe! Without me, perhaps, the sachems of the three clans might submit to the will of the League, for even the surly Onondagas had now heeded the League-Call — yes, even the Tuscaroras, too. And as for those Delaware dogs, they had come, belly-dragging, cringing to the lash of the stricken Confederacy, though now was their one chance in a hundred years to disobey and defy. But the Lenape were ever women.

Strange, strange, that I, a white man of unmixed blood, should stand in League-Council for the noblest clan of the Oneida nation!

That I had been adopted satisfied the hereditary law of chieftainship; that I had been selected satisfied the elective law of the sachems. Rank follows the female line; the son of a chief never succeeded to rank. It is the matron — the chief woman of the family — who chooses a dead chiefs successor from the female line in descent; and thus Cloud on the Sun chose me, her adopted; and, dying, heard the loud, imperious challenge from the council-fire as the solemn rite ended with:

Now show me the man!

And so, knowing that the antlers were lifted and the quiver slung across my thigh, she died contented, and I, a lad, stood a chief of the Oneida nation. Never since time began, since the Caniengas adopted Hiawatha, had a white councilor been chosen who had been accepted by family, clan, and national council, and ratified by the federal senate, excepting only Sir William Johnson and myself. That Algonquin word sachem, so seldom used, so difficult of pronunciation by the Iroquois, was never employed to designate a councilor in council; there they used the title, Roy-a-neh, and to that title had I answered the belt of the Iroquois, in the name of Kayanehenh-Kowa, the Great Peace.

For what Magna Charta is to the Englishman, what the Constitution is to us, is the Great Peace to an Iroquois; and their gratitude, their intense reverence and love for its founder, Hiawatha, is like no sentiment we have conceived even for the beloved name of Washington.

Now that the Revolution had split the Great Peace, which is the Iroquois League, the larger portion of the nation had followed Brant to Canada — all the Caniengas, the greater part of the Onondaga nation, all the Cayugas, the one hundred and fifty of our own Oneidas. And though the Senecas did not desert their western post as keepers of the shattered gate in a house divided against itself, they acted with the Mohawks; the Onondagas had brought their wampum from Onondaga, and a new council-fire was kindled in Canada as rallying-place of a great people in process of final disintegration.

It was sad to me who loved them, who knew them first as firm allies of New York province, who understood them, their true character, their history and tradition, their intimate social and family life.

And though I stood with those whom they struck heavily, and who in turn struck them hip and thigh, I bear witness before God that they were not by nature the fiends and demons our historians have painted, not by instinct the violent and ferocious scourges that the painted Tories made of these children of the forest, who for five hundred years had formed a confederacy whose sole object was peace.

I speak not of the brutal and degraded gens de prairie — the horse-riding savages of the West, whose primal instincts are to torture the helpless and to violate women — a crime no Iroquois, no Huron, no Algonquin, no Lenni-Lenape can be charged with. But I speak for the gens de bois — the forest Indians of the East, and of those who maintained the Great League, which was but a powerful tribunal imposing peace upon half a continent.

Left alone to themselves, unharassed by men of my blood and color, they are a kindly and affectionate people, full of sympathy for their friends in distress, considerate of their women, tender to their children, generous to strangers, anxious for peace, and profoundly reverent where their League or its founders were concerned.

Centuries of warfare for self-preservation have made them efficient in the arts of war. Ferocity, craft, and deception, practised on them by French, Dutch, and English, have taught them to reply in kind. Yet these somber, engrafted qualities which we have recorded as their distinguishing traits, no more indicate their genuine character than war-paint and shaven head display the customary costume they appear in among their own people. The cruelties of war are not peculiar to any one people; and God knows that in all the Iroquois confederacy no savage could be found to match the British Provost, Cunningham, or Major Bromfield — no atrocities could obscure the atrocities in the prisons and prison-ships of New York, the deeds of the Butlers, of Crysler, of Beacraft, and of Bettys.

For, among the Iroquois, I can remember only two who were the peers in cruelty of Walter Butler and the Tory Beacraft, and these were the Indian called Seth Henry, and the half-breed hag, Catrine Montour.

Pondering on these things, perplexed and greatly depressed, I presently emerged from the forest-belt through which I had been riding, and found our little column halted in the open country, within a few minutes march of the Schenectady highway.

The rangers looked up at me curiously as I passed, doubtless having an inkling of what had been going on from questioning the Oneida scouts, for Murphy broke out impulsively, Sure, Captain, we was that onaisy, alanna, that Elerson an me matched apple-pipps fr to inthrojuce wan another to that powwow forninst the big pine.

Had you appeared yonder while I was talking to that belt-bearer it might have gone hard with me, Tim, I said gravely.

Riding on past the spot where Jack Mount stood, his brief authority ended, I heard him grumbling about the rashness of officers and the market value of a good scalp in Quebec; and I only said: Scold as much as you like, Jack, only obey. And so cantered forward to where Elsin sat her black mare, watching my approach. Her steady eyes welcomed, mine responded; in silence we wheeled our horses north once more, riding stirrup to stirrup through the dust. On either side stretched abandoned fields, growing up in weeds and thistles, for now we were almost on the Mohawk River, the great highway of the border war down which the tides of destruction and death had rolled for four terrible years.

There was nothing to show for it save meadows abandoned to willow scrub, fallow fields deep in milk-weed, goldenrod, and asters; and here and there a charred rail or two of some gate or fence long since destroyed.

Far away across the sand-flats we could see a ruined barn outlined against the sunset sky, but no house remained standing to the westward far as the eye could reach. However, as we entered the highway, which I knew well, because now we were approaching a country familiar to me, I, leading, caught sight of a few Dutch roofs to the east, and presently came into plain view of the stockade and blockhouses of Schenectady, above which rose the lovely St. Georges church and the heavy walls and four demi-bastions of the citadel which is called the Queens Fort.

As we approached in full view of the ramparts there was a flash, a ball of white smoke; and no doubt a sentry had fired his musket, such was evidently their present state of alarm, for I saw the Stars and Stripes run up on the citadel, and, far away, I heard the conch-horn blowing, and the startled music of the light-infantry horns. Evidently the sight of our Oneidas, spread far forward in a semicircle, aroused distrust. I sent Murphy forward with a flag, then advanced very deliberately, recalling the Oneidas by whistle-signal.

And, as we rode under the red rays of the westering sun, I pointed out St. Georges to Elsin and the Queens Fort, and where were formerly the town gates by which the French and Indians had entered on that dreadful winter night when they burned Schenectady, leaving but four or five houses, and the snowy streets all wet and crimsoned with the blood of women and children.

But that was many, many years ago, sweetheart, I added, already sorry that I had spoken of such things. It was in 1690 that Monsieur De Mantet and his Frenchmen and Praying Indians did this.

But people do such things now, Carus, she said, serious eyes raised to mine.

Oh, no — —

They did at Wyoming, at Cherry Valley, at Minnisink. You told me so in New York — before you ever dreamed that you and I would be here together.

Ah, Elsin, but things have changed now that Colonel Willett is in the Valley. His Excellency has sent here the one man capable of holding the frontier; and he will do it, dear, and there will be no more Cherry Valleys, no more Minnisinks, no more Wyomings now.

Why were they moving out of the houses in Albany, Carus?

I did not reply.

Presently up the road I saw Murphy wave his white flag; and, a moment later, the Orange Gate, which was built like a drawbridge, fell with a muffled report, raising a cloud of dust. Over it, presently, our horses feet drummed hollow as we spurred forward.

Pass, you Tryon County men! shouted the sentinels; and the dusty column entered. We were in Schenectady at last.

As we wheeled up the main street of the town, marching in close column between double lines of anxious townsfolk, a staff-officer, wearing the uniform of the New York line, came clattering down the street from the Queens Fort, and drew bridle in front of me with a sharp, precise salute.

Captain Renault? he asked.

I nodded, returning his salute.

Colonel Gansvoorts compliments, and you are directed to report to Colonel Willett at Butlersbury without losing an hour.

That means an all-night march, I said bluntly.

Yes, sir. He lowered his voice: The enemy are on the Sacandaga.

I stiffened in my stirrups. Tell Colonel Gansvoort it shall be done, sir. And I wheeled my horse, raising my rifle: Attention! — to the left — dress! Right about face! By sections of four — to the right — wheel — March! ... Halt! Front — dress! Trail — arms! March!

The veterans of Morgan, like trained troop-horses, had executed the maneuvers before they realized what was happening. They were the first formal orders I had given. I myself did not know how the orders might be obeyed until all was over and we were marching out of the Orange Gate once more, and swinging northward, wagons, bat-horses, and men in splendid alignment, and the Oneidas trotting ahead like a pack of foxhounds under master and whip. But I had to do with irregulars; I understood that. Already astonished and inquiring glances shot upward at me as I rode with Elsin; already I heard a low whispering among the men. But I waited. Then, as we turned the hill, a cannon on the Queens Fort boomed good-by and Godspeed! — and our conch-horn sounded a long, melancholy farewell.

It was then that I halted the column, facing them, rifle resting across my saddle-bow.

Men of New York, I said, the enemy are on the Sacandaga.

Intense silence fell over the ranks.

If there be one rifleman here who is too weary to enter Johnstown before daylight, let him fall out.

Not a man stirred.

Very well, I said, laughing; if you Tryon County men are so keen for battle, theres a dish o glory to be served up, hot as sugar and soupaan, among the Mayfield hills. Come on, Men of New York!

And I think they must have wondered there in Schenectady at the fierce cheering of Morgans men as our column wheeled northwest once more, into the coming night.



We entered Johnstown an hour before dawn, not a man limping, nor a horse either, for that matter. An officer from Colonel Willett met us, directing the men and the baggage to the fort which was formerly the stone jail, the Oneidas to huts erected on the old camping-ground west of Johnson Hall, and Elsin and me to quarters at Jimmy Burkes Tavern. She was already half-asleep in her saddle, yet ever ready to rouse herself for a new effort; and now she raised her drowsy head with a confused smile as I lifted her from the horse to the porch of Burkes celebrated frontier inn.

Colonel Willetts compliments, and he will breakfast with you at ten, whispered the young officer. Good night, sir.

Good night, I nodded, and entered the tavern, bearing Elsin in my arms, now fast asleep as a worn-out child.


CHAPTER XI

THE TEST

[image: img64.jpg]

I WAS AWAKENED by somebody shaking me. Bewildered, not recognizing my landlord, but confusing him with the sinister visions that had haunted my sleep, I grappled with him until, senses returning, I found myself sitting bolt upright in a shaky trundle-bed, clutching Jimmy Burke by the collar.

Lave go me shirrt, sorr, he pleaded— fr the saints sake, Misther Renault! Ive the wan shirrt to me back — —

Confound you, Jimmy! I yawned, dropping back on my pillow; what do you mean by choking me?

Chocken, is it, sorr! exclaimed the indignant Irishman; tis me shcalp yere afther liftin wid a whoop an a yell, glory be! Ill throuble ye, Captain Renault, fr to projooce me wig, sorr!

Clutched in my left hand I discovered the unfortunate landlords wig, and I lay there amused and astonished while he haughtily adjusted it before the tiny triangle of glass nailed on the wall.

Shame on you, Jimmy Burke, to wear a wig to cheat some honest Mohawk out of his eight dollars! I yawned, rubbing my eyes.

Mohawks, is it? Now, God be good to the haythen whin James Burrke takes the Currietown thrail — —

Youre exempt, you fat rascal! I said, laughing; and the dumpy little Irishman gave me a sly grin as he retied his stock and stood smoothing down his rumpled wig before the glass.

Och! divil a hair has he left on the wig o me! he grumbled. Will ye get up, sorr? Tis ten oclock, lackin some contrairy minutes, an the officers from the foort do be ragin fr lack o soupaan — —

Are they here? I cried, leaping out of bed. Why didnt you say so? Wheres my tub of water? Dont stand there grinning, I tell you. Say to Colonel Willett Ill join him in a second.

The fat little landlord retreated crab-wise. I soused my clipped head in the tub, took a spatter-bath like a wild duck in a hurry, clothed me in my gay forest-dress, making no noise lest I wake Elsin, and ran down the rough wooden stairs to the coffee-room, plump into a crowd of strange officers, all blue and buff and gilt.

Well, Carus! came a cool, drawling voice from the company; and I saw the tall, gaunt figure of Colonel Marinus Willett sauntering toward me, his hawks nose wrinkled into a whimsical smile.

Colonel, I stammered, saluting, then sprang forward and grasped the veterans outstretched hand, asking his pardon for my tardiness.

What a great big boy! he commented, holding my hand in both of his, and inspecting me from crown to heel. Is this the lad Ive heard of — below— His nose wrinkled again, and his grimly humorous mouth twitched. Carus, youve grown since I last saw you at the patroons, romping a reel with those rosy Dutch lassies from Vroomans — eh? Thats well, my son; the best dancers were ever the best fighters! Look at Tim Murphy! As for me, I never could learn to dance with you Valley aristocrats. Carus, you should know my officers. And he mentioned names with a kindly, informal precision characteristic of a gentleman too great to follow conventions, too highly bred to ignore them. The consequent compromise was, as I say, a delightfully formal informality which reigned among his entourage, but never included himself, although he apparently invited it. In this, I imagine, he resembled his Excellency, and have heard others say so; but I do not know, for I never saw his Excellency.

Now, gentlemen, said Colonel Willett casually, as he seated himself at the head of the table. And we sat down at the signal, I next to the Colonel at his nod of invitation.

The fat little landlord, Burke, notorious for the speed with which he fled from Sir John Johnson when that warrior-baronet raided Johnstown, came bustling into the coffee-room like a fresh breeze from the Irish coast, asking our pleasure in a brogue thick enough to season the bubbling, steaming bowl of hasty-pudding he set before us a moment later.

Jimmy, said an officer, glancing up at him where he stood, thick legs apart, hands clasped behind him, and jolly head laid on one side, is there any news of Sir John Johnson in these parts?

Faith, said Burke, with a toss of his head, tis little I bother meself along wid the likes o Sir John. Lave him poke his nose into the Sacandagy an dhrown there, bad cess to him! Weve a thrick to match his, an wan fr the pig!

Im glad to know that, Jimmy, said another officer earnestly. And if thats the case. Captain Renaults Rangers might as well pack up and move back to Albany.

Sure, Captain dear, he said, turning to me, tis not fr the likes o Jimmy Burke to say it, but there do be a frind o mine in the Rangers, a blatherin, blarneyin, bog-runnin lad they call Tim Murphy. Tis fr his sake Id be glad to see the Rangers here — an yell not misjudge me, sorr, that Jimmy Burke is afeared o Sir John an his red whippets!

Oh, no, I said gravely; Im quite ready to leave Johnstown to your protection, Jimmy, and march my men back to-night — with Colonel Willetts permission — —

Sorra the day! Och, listen to him, Colonel dear! exclaimed the landlord, with an appealing glance at Willett. Wud ye lave us now, wid th ould women an childer huddled like catthle in the foort, an Walther Butler at Niagary an Sir John on the Sacandagy! Sure, tis foolin ye arre, Captain dear — wid the foine ale I have below, an divil a customer — the towns that crazy wid fear o Sir John! Tis not fr meself I shpake, sorr, he added airily, but tis the jooty o the military fr to projooce thraffic an thrade an the blessing of prosperity at the pint o the bagnet, sorr.

In that case, observed Willett, you ought to stay, Carus. Burke cant attend to his tavern and take time to chase Sir John back to the lakes.

Thrue fr ye, sorr! exclaimed Burke, with a twinkle in his gray eye. Where wud th bys find a dhram, sorr, wid Jimmy Burke on a scout, sorr, thrimmin the Tories o Mayfield, an runnin the Scotch loons out o Perth an the Galways, glory be!

He bustled out to fetch us a dish of pink clingstone peaches, grown in the gardens planted by the great Sir William. Truly, Sir John had lost much when he lost Johnson Hall; and now, like a restless ghost drawn back to familiar places, he haunted the spot that his great father had made to bloom like a rose in the wilderness. He was out there now, in the sunshine and morning haze, somewhere, beyond the blue autumn mist in the north — out there, disgraced, disinherited, shelterless, sullenly brooding, and plotting murder with his motley mob of Cayugas and painted renegades.

Colonel Willett rose and we all stood up, but he signaled those who had not finished eating to resume their places, and laying a familiar hand on my arm led me to the sunny bench outside the door where, at his nod, I seated myself beside him. He drew a map from his breast-pocket and studied in silence; I waited his pleasure.

The veteran seemed to have grown no older since I had last seen him four years since — indeed, he had changed little as I remembered him first, sipping his toddy at my fathers house, and smiling his shrewd, kindly, whimsical smile while I teased him to tell me of the French war, and how he had captured Frontenac.

I was but seventeen years old when he headed that revolt in New York City, and, single-handed, halted the British troops on Broad Street and took away their baggage. I was nineteen when he led the sortie from Stanwix. I had already taken my post in New York when he was serving with his Excellency in the Jerseys and with Sullivan in the west.

Of all the officers who served on the frontier, Marinus Willett was the only man who had ever held the enemy at check. Even Sullivan, returning from his annihilation of Indian civilization, was followed by a cloud of maddened savages and renegades that settled in his tracks, enveloping the very frontier which, by his famous campaign, he had properly expected to leave unharassed.

And now Marinus Willett was in command, with meager resources, indeed, yet his personal presence on the Tryon frontier restored something of confidence to those who still clung to the devastated region, sowing, growing, garnering, and grinding the grain that the half-starved army of the United States required to keep life within the gaunt rank and file. West Point, Albany, Saratoga called for bread; and the men of Tryon plowed and sowed and reaped, leaving their dead in every furrow — swung their scythes under the Iroquois bullets, cut their blood-wet hay in the face of ambush after ambush, stacked their scorched corn and defended it from barn, shack, and window. With torch and hatchet renegade and Iroquois decimated them; their houses kindled into flame; their women and children, scalped and throats cut, were hung over fences like dead game; twelve thousand farms lay tenantless; by thousands the widows and orphans gathered at the blockhouses, naked, bewildered, penniless. There remained in all Tryon County but eight hundred militia capable of responding to a summons — eight hundred desperate men to leave scythe and flail and grist-mill for their rifles at the dread call to arms. Two dozen or more blockhouses, holding from ten to half a hundred families each, were strung out between Stanwix Fort and Schenectady; these, except for a few forts, formed the outer line of the United States bulwarks in the north; and this line Willett was here to hold with the scattered handful of farmers and Rangers.

Yet, with these handfuls, before our arrival he had already cleaned out Torlock; he had already charged through the flames of Currietown, and routed the renegades at Sharon — leading the charge, cocked-hat in hand, remarking to his Rangers that he could catch in his hat all the balls that the renegades could fire. Bob McKean, the scout, fell that day; nine men, bound to saplings, were found scalped; yet the handful under Willett turned on Torlock and seized a hundred head of cattle for the famishing garrison of Herkimer. Wawarsing, Cobleskill, and Little Falls were ablaze; Willetts trail lay through their smoking cinders, his hatchets hung in the renegades rear, his bullets drove the raiders headlong from Tekakwitha Spring to the Kennyetto, and his Oneidas clung to the edges of invasion, watching, waiting, listening in the still places for the first faint sound of that advance that meant the final death-grapple. It was coming, surely coming: Sir John already harrying the Sacandaga; Haldimand reported on the eastern lakes; Ross and the Butlers expected from Niagara, and nothing now to prevent Clinton from advancing up the Hudson from New York, skirting West Point, and giving the entire north to the torch. This was what confronted Tryon County; but the army needed grain, and we were there to glean what we might between fitful storms, watching that solid, thunderous tempest darkening the north from east to west, far as the eye could see.

Colonel Willett had lighted his clay pipe, and now, map spread across his knees and mine, he leaned over, arms folded, smoking, and examining the discolored and wrinkled paper.

Where is Adriutha, Carus? he drawled.

I pointed out the watercourse, traced in blue, showing him the ancient site and the falls near by.

And Carenay?

Again I pointed.

Oswaya?

Only tradition remains of that lost village, I said. Even in the Great Rite those who pronounce the name know nothing more than that it once existed. It is so with Kayaderos and Danascara; nobody now knows exactly where they were.

And Thendara?

Thendara was, and will be, but is not. In the Great Rite of the Iroquois that place where the first ceremony, which is called At the woods edge, begins is called Thendara, to commemorate the ancient place where first the Holder of Heaven talked face to face with the Leagues founder, Hiawatha.

The hawk-faced veteran smoked and studied the map for a while; then he removed the pipe from his mouth, and, in silence, traced with the smoking stem a path. I watched him; he went back to the beginning and traced the path again and yet again, never uttering a word; and presently I began to comprehend him.

Yes, sir, I said; thus will the Long House strike the Oneidas — when they strike.

I have sent belts — as you suggested, observed Willett carelessly.

I was delighted, but made no comment; and presently he went on in his drawling, easy manner: I can account for Sir John, and I can hold him on the Sacandaga; I can account for Haldimand only through the cowardice or treachery of Vermont; but I can hold him, too, if he ever dares to leave the lakes. For Sir Henry Clinton I do not care a damn; like a headless chicken he tumbles about New York, seeing, hearing nothing, and no mouth left to squawk with. His head is off; one of his legs still kicks at Connecticut, tother paddles aimlessly in the Atlantic Ocean. But hes done for, Carus. Let his own blood cleanse him for the plucking!

The gaunt Colonel replaced his pipe between his teeth and gazed meditatively into the north:

But wheres Walter Butler? he mused.

Is he not at Niagara, sir? I asked.

Willett folded his map and shoved it into his breast-pocket. That, he said, is what I want you to find out for me, Carus.

He wheeled around, facing me, his kindly face very serious:

I have relieved you of your command, Carus, and have attached you to my personal staff. There are officers a-plenty to take your Rangers where I send them; but I know of only one man in Tryon County who can do what is to be done at Thendara. Send on your belt to Sachems of the Long House. Carus, you are a spy once more.

I had not expected it, now that the Oneidas had been warned. Chilled, sickened at the thought of playing my loathsome rôle once more, bitter disappointment left me speechless. I hung my head, feeling his keen eyes upon me; I braced myself sullenly against the overwhelming rush of repulsion surging up within me. My every nerve, every fiber quivered for freedom to strike that blow denied me for four miserable years. Had I not earned the right to face my enemies in the open? Had I not earned the right to strike? Had I not waited — God! had I not waited?

Appalled, almost unmanned, I bowed my head still lower as the quick tears of rage wet my lashes. They dried, unshed.

Is there no chance for me? I asked— no chance for one honest blow?

His kind eyes alone answered; and, like a school-boy, I sat there rubbing my face, teeth clenched, to choke back the rebellious cry swelling my hot throat.

Give me an Oneida, then, I muttered. Ill go.

You are a good lad, Carus, he said gently. I know how you feel.

I could not answer.

You know, he said, how many are called, how few chosen. You know that in these times a man must sink self and stand ready for any sacrifice, even the supreme and best.

He laid his hand on my shoulder: Carus, I felt as you do now when his Excellency asked me to leave the line and the five splendid New York regiments just consolidated and given me to lead. But I obeyed; I gave up legitimate ambition; I renounced hope of that advancement all officers rightly desire; I left my New York regiments to come here to take command of a few farmers and forest-runners. God and his Excellency know best!

I nodded, unable to speak.

There is glory and preferment to be had in Virginia, he said; there are stars to be won at Yorktown, Carus. But those stars will never glitter on this faded uniform of mine. So be it. Let us do our best, lad. Its all one in the end.

I nodded.

And so, he continued pleasantly, I send you to Thendara. None knows you for a partizan in this war. For four years you have been lost to sight; and if any Iroquois has heard of your living in New York, he must believe you to be a Kings man. Your one danger is in answering the Iroquois summons as an ensign of a nation marked for punishment. How great that danger may be, you can judge better than I.

I thought for a while. The Canienga who had summoned me by belt could not prove I was a partizan of the riflemen who escorted me. I might have been absolutely non-partizan, traveling under escort of either side that promised protection from those ghostly rovers who scalped first and asked questions afterward.

The danger I ran as clan-ensign of a nation marked for punishment was an unknown quantity to me. From the Canienga belt-bearer I had gathered that there was no sanctuary for an Oneida envoy at Thendara; but what protection an ensign of the Wolf Clan might expect, I could not be certain of.

But there was one more danger. Suppose Walter Butler should appear to sit in council as ensign of his mongrel clan?

Colonel, I said, there is one thing to be done, and, as there is nobody else to accomplish this dogs work, I must perform it. I am trying not to be selfish — not to envy those whose lines are fallen in pleasant places — not to regret the happiness of battle which I have never known — not to desire those chances for advancement and for glory that — that all young men — crave — —

My voice broke, but I steadied it instantly.

I had hoped one day to do a service which his Excellency could openly acknowledge — a service which might, one day, permit him to receive me. I have never seen him. I think, now, I never shall. But, as you say, sir, ambitions like these are selfish, therefore they are petty and unworthy. He does know best.

The Colonel nodded gravely, watching me, his unlighted pipe drooping in his hand.

There is one thing — before I go, I said. My betrothed wife is with me. May I leave her in your care, sir?

Yes, Carus.

She is asleep in that room above— I looked up at the closed shutters, scarcely seeing them for the blinding rush of tears; yet stared steadily till my eyes were dry and hot again, and my choked and tense throat relaxed.

I think, said the Colonel, that she is safer in Johnstown Fort than anywhere else just now. I promise you, Carus, to guard and cherish her as though she were my own child. I may be called away — you understand that! — but I mean to hold Johnstown Fort, and shall never be too far from Johnstown to relieve it in event of siege. What can be done I will do on my honor as a soldier. Are you content?

Yes.

He lowered his voice: Is it best to see her before you start?

I shook my head.

Then pick your Oneida, he muttered. Which one?

Little Otter. Send for him.

The Colonel leaned back on the bench and tapped at the outside of the tavern window. An aide came clanking out, and presently hurried away with a message to Little Otter to meet me at Butlersbury within the hour, carrying parched corn and salt for three days rations.

For a while we sat there, going over personal matters. Our sea-chests were to be taken to the fort; my financial affairs I explained, telling him where he might find my papers in case of accident to me. Then I turned over to him my watch, what money I had of Elsins, and my own.

If I do not return, I said, and if this frontier can not hold out, send Miss Grey with a flag to New York. Sir Peter Coleville is kin to her; and when he understands what danger menaces her he will defend her to the last ditch o the law. Do you understand, Colonel?

No, Carus, but I can obey.

Then remember this: She must never be at the mercy of Walter Butler.

Oh, I can remember that, he said drily.

For a few moments I sat brooding, head between my hands; then, of a sudden impulse, I swung around and laid my heart bare to him — told him everything in a breath — trembling, as a thousand new-born fears seized me, chilling my blood.

Good God! I stammered, it is not for myself I care now, Colonel! But the thought of him — of her — together — I can not endure. I tell you, the dread of this man has entered my very soul; there is terror at a hint of him. Can I not stay, Colonel? Is there no way for me to stay? She is so young, so alone — —

Hope died as I met his eye. I set my teeth and crushed speech into silence.

The welfare of a nation comes first, he said slowly.

I know — I know — but — —

All must sacrifice to that principle, Carus. Have not the men of New York stood for it? Have not the men of Tryon given their all? I tell you, the army shall eat, but the bread they munch is made from blood-wet grain; and for every loaf they bake a life has been offered. Where is the New Yorker who has not faced what you are facing? At the crack of the ambushed rifle our people drop at the plow, and their dying eyes look upon wife and children falling under knife and hatchet. It must be so if the army is to eat and liberty live in this country we dare call our own. And when the call sounds, we New Yorkers must go, Carus. Our women know it, even our toddling children know it, God bless them! — and they proudly take their chances — nay, they demand the chances of a war that spares neither the aged nor the weak, neither mother nor cradled babe, nor the hound at the door, nor the cattle, nor any living thing in this red fury of destruction!

He had risen, eyes glittering, face hardened into stone. Go to your betrothed and say good-by. You do not know her yet, I think.

She is Canadienne, I said.

She is what the man she loves is — if she honors him. His cause is hers, his country hers, his God is her God!

Her heart is with neither side — —

Her heart is with you! Shame to doubt her — if I read her eyes! Read them, Carus!

I wheeled, speechless; Elsin Grey stood before me, deadly pale.

After a moment she moved forward, laying her hand on my shoulder and facing Colonel Willett with a smile. All color had fled from her face, but neither lip nor voice quivered as she spoke:

I think you do understand, sir. We Canadiennes yield nothing in devotion to the women of New York. Where we love, we honor. What matters it where the alarm sounds? We understand our lovers; we can give them to the cause of freedom as well here in Tryon County as on the plains of Abraham — can we not, my betrothed? she said, looking into my face; but her smile was heart-breaking.

Child, child, said Willett, taking her free hand in both of his, you speak a silent language with your eyes that no man can fail to understand.

I failed, I said bitterly, as Willett kissed her hand, placed it in mine, and, turning, entered the open door.

And what blame, Carus? she whispered. What have I been to you but a symbol of unbridled selfishness, asking all, giving nothing? How could you know I loved you so dearly that I could stand aside to let you pass? First I loved you selfishly, shamelessly; then I begged your guilty love, offering mine in the passion of my ignorance and bewilderment.

Her arm fell from my shoulder and nestled in mine, and we turned away together under the brilliant autumn glory of the trees.

That storm that tore me — ah, Carus — I had been wrecked without your strong arm to bear me up!

It was you who bore me up, Elsin. How can I leave you now!

Why, Carus, our honor is involved.

Our honor!

Yes, dear, ours.

You — you bid me go, Elsin?

If I bid you stay, what would avail except to prove me faithless to you? How could I truly love you and counsel dishonor?

White as a flower, the fixed smile never left her lips, nor did her steady pace beside me falter, or knee tremble, or a finger quiver of the little hand that lay within my own.

And then we fell silent, walking to and fro under the painted maple-trees in Johnstown streets, seeing no one, heeding no one, until the bell at the fort struck the hour. It meant the end.

We kissed each other once. I could not speak. My horse, led by Jack Mount, appeared from the tavern stables; and we walked back to the inn together.

Once more I took her in my arms; then she gently drew away and entered the open door, hands outstretched as though blinded, feeling her way — that was the last I saw of her, feeling her dark way alone into the house.

Senses swimming, dumb, deafened by the raging, beating pulses hammering in my brain, I reeled at a gallop into the sunny street, north, then west, then north once more, tearing out into the Butlersbury road. A gate halted me; I dismounted and dragged it open, then to horse again, then another gate, then on again, hailed and halted by riflemen at the cross-roads, which necessitated the summoning of my wits at last before they would let me go.

Now riding through the grassy cart-road, my shoulders swept by the fringing willows, I came at length to the Danascara, shining in the sunlight, and followed its banks — the same banks from which so often in happier days I had fished. At times I traveled the Tribes Hill road, at times used shorter cuts, knowing every forest-trail as I did, and presently entered the wood-road that leads from Caughnawaga church to Johnstown. I was in Butlersbury; there was the slope, there the Tribes Hill trail, there the stony road leading to that accursed house from which the Butlers, father and son, some five years since, had gone forth to eternal infamy.

And now, set in a circle of cleared land and ringed by the ancient forests of the north, I saw the gray, weather-beaten walls of the house. The lawns were overgrown; the great well-sweep shattered; the locust-trees covered with grapevines — the cherry- and apple-trees to the south broken and neglected. Weeds smothered the flower-gardens, where here and there a dull-red poppy peered at me through withering tangles; lilac and locust had already shed foliage too early blighted, but the huge and forbidding maples were all aflame in their blood-red autumn robes. Here the year had already begun to die; in the clear air a faint whiff of decay came from the rotting heaps of leaves — decay, ruin, and the taint of death; and, in the sad autumn stillness, something ominous, something secret and sly — something of malice.

Seeing no sign of my Oneida, I walked my horse across the lawn and up to the desolate row of windows. The shutters had been ripped off their hinges; all within was bare and dark; dimly I made out the shadowy walls of a hallway which divided the house into halves. By the light which filtered through the soiled windows I examined room after room from the outside, then, noiselessly, tried the door, but found it bolted from within as well as locked from without. Either the Butlers or the commissioners of sequestration must have crawled through a window to do this. I prowled on, looking for the window they had used as exit, examining the old house with a fascinated repugnance. The clapboards were a foot wide, evidently fashioned with care and beaded on the edges. The outside doors all opened outward; and I noted, with a shudder of contempt, the witchs half-moon, or lunette, in the bottom of each door, which betrays the cowardly superstition of the man who lived there. Such cat-holes are fashioned for haunted houses; the specter is believed to crawl out through these openings, and then to be kept out with a tarred rag stuffed into the hole — ghosts being unable to endure tar. Faugh! If specters walk, the accursed house must be alive with them — ghosts of the victims of old John Butler, wraiths dripping red from Cherry Valley — children with throats cut; women with bleeding heads and butchered bodies, stabbed through and through — and perhaps the awful specter of Lieutenant Boyd, with eyes and nails plucked out, and tongue cut off, bound to the stake and slowly roasting to death, while Walter Butler watched the agony curiously, interested and surprised to see a disemboweled man live so long!

Oh, yes, there might well be phantoms in this ghastly mansion; but they had nothing to do with me; only the absent master of the house was any concern of mine; and, finding at last the window I sought for, I shoved it open and climbed to the sill, landing upon the floor inside, my moccasined feet making no more sound than the padded toes of a tree-cat.

Then to prowl and mouse, stepping cautiously, stooping warily to examine dusty scraps lying on the bare boards — a dirty newspaper, an old shoe with buckle missing, a broken pewter spoon — all the sordid trifles that accent desolation. Once or twice I thought to make out moccasin tracks in the dust, as though some furtive prowler had anticipated me here, but the light filtering through the crusted panes was meager and uncertain, and, after all, it mattered nothing to me.

The house was divided by a hallway; there were two rooms on either side, all bare and empty save for scraps here and there, and in one room the collapsed and dusty carcass of a rat. On the walls there was nothing except a nail driven into the clay, which was crumbling between the facing of whitewashed brick. From the heavy oaken timbers of the wooden ceilings hung smutty banners of ancient cobwebs, stirring above me as I moved. It was the very abomination of sinister desolation.

Some vague idea of finding something that might aid me — some scrap of evidence I might chance on to kindle hope with — some neglected trifle to damn him and proclaim this monstrous marriage void — it was this instinct that led me into a house abhorred. Nothing I found, save, on one foul window-pane, names, diamond-cut, scrawled again and again: Lyn, and Cherry-Maid, repeated a score of times.

And long I lingered, pondering who had written it, and what it might mean, and who was Lyn. As for Cherry-Maid, the name was used in the False Faces rites; and at that terrific orgy held on the Kennyetto before the battle of Oriskany, where the first split came in the walls of the Long House, and where that hag-sorceress, Catrine Montour, had failed to pledge the Oneidas to the war-post, the Cherry-Maid had taken part. Indeed, some said that she was a daughter of the Huron witch; but Jack Mount, who saw the rite, swore that the Cherry-Maid was but a beautiful child, painted from brow to ankle —— 

Suddenly I thought of the hags daughter as Carolyn. Carolyn? Lyn! By heaven, the Cherry-Maid was Carolyn Montour, mistress of Walter Butler! Here in bygone days she had scrawled her name — here her title. And Walter Butler had been present at that frantic debauch where the False Faces cringed to their prophetess, Magdalen Brant. Perhaps it was there that this man had met his match in the lithe young animal whelped by the Toad-Woman — this slim, lawless, depraved child, who had led the False Faces in their gruesome rites and sacrifice!

I stared at the diamond scrawl; and before my eyes I seemed to see the three fires burning, the clattering rows of wooden masks, the white blankets of the sachems, the tawny, naked form of the Cherry-Maid, seated between samphire and hazel, her pointed fingers on her hips, her heavy hair veiling a laughing face, over which the infernal fire shadow played.

Ah, it was well! Beast linked to beast — what need of priest in the fierce mating of such creatures of the dusk? He was hers, and she his by all laws of nature, and in the eternal fitness of things vast and savage. They must live and breed in the half-light of forests; they must perish as the sun follows the falling trees, creeping ever inexorably westward.

Somberly brooding, I turned and descended into the cellar. There was little light here, and I cared not to strike flint. Groping about I touched with my foot remains of bottles of earthenware, then made my way to the door again and began to ascend.

The stairway seemed steeper and more tortuous to me. As I climbed I became uneasy at its length. Then, in a second, it flashed on me that I had blundered upon a secret stairway leading upward from the cellar. At this same instant my head brushed the ceiling; I gave a gentle push, and a trap-door lifted, admitting me to another flight of stairs, up which I warily felt my way. This must end in another trap-door on the second floor — I understood that — and began to reach upward, feeling about blindly until my hands fell on a bolt. This I drew; it was not rusty, and did not creak, and, as I slid it back, to my astonishment my fingers grew wet and greasy. The bolt had been recently oiled!

Now all alert as a gray wolf sniffing a strange trail that cuts his own, I warily lifted the trap to a fingers breadth. The crack of light dazzled me; gradually my blurred sight grew clearer; I saw a low, oblong window under the eaves of the steep, pointed roof; and, through it, the sunlight falling on the bare floor of a room all littered with papers, torn letters, and tape-bound documents of every description. Could these be the Butler papers? I had heard that all documents had been seized by the commissioners after the father and son had fled. But the honorable commissioners of sequestration had evidently never suspected this stairway.

In spite of myself I started! How had I, then, entered it? Somebody must have mounted it before me, leaving the secret door open in the cellar, and I, groping about, had chanced upon it. But whoever left it open must have been acquainted with the house — an intimate here, if not one of the family!

When had this unknown entered? Was any one here now? At the thought my skin roughened as a dog bristles. Was I alone in this house?

Listening, motionless, nostrils dilated, every sense concentrated on that narrow crack of light, I crouched there. Then, very gradually, I raised the trap, higher, higher, laying it back against the upright of white oak.

I was in a tiny room — a closet, lighted by a slit of a window. Everywhere around me in the dust were small moccasin prints, pointing in every direction. I could see no door in the wooden walls of the closet, but I stepped out of the stair-well and leaned over, examining the moccasin tracks, tracing them, until I found a spot where they led straight up to the wall; and there were no returning tracks to be seen. A chill crept over me; only a specter could pass through a solid wall. The next moment I had bent, ear flattened to the wooden wainscot. There was something moving in the next room!







Evidences of this stairway still exist in the ancient house of Walter Butler.


CHAPTER XII

THENDARA
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MOTIONLESS, INTENT, HOLDING my breath, I listened at the paneled wall. Through the wainscot I could hear the low rustling of paper; and I seemed to sense some heavier movement within, though the solid floor did not creak, nor a window quiver, nor a footfall sound.

And now my eyes began traveling cautiously over the paneled wall, against which I had laid my ear. No crack or seam indicated a hidden door, yet I knew there must be one, and gently pressed the wainscot with my shoulder. It gave, almost imperceptibly; I pressed again, and the hidden door opened a hairs breadth, a fingers breadth, an inch, widening, widening noiselessly; and I bent forward and peered into another closet like the one I stood in, also lighted by a loop for rifle-fire. As my head advanced, first a corner of the floor littered with papers came into my range of vision, then an angle of the wall, then a shadowy something which I could not at first make out — and I opened the door a little wider — scarcely an inch — holding it there.

The shadowy something moved; it was a human foot; and the next instant my eyes fell on a figure, partly in shade, partly in the light from the loophole — an Indian, kneeling, absorbed in deciphering a document held flat on the bare floor.

Astounded, almost incredulous, I glared at the vision. Gradually the shock of the surprise subsided; details took shape under my wondering eyes — the slim legs, doubled under, clothed with fringed and beaded leggings to the hips, the gorgeously embroidered sporran, moccasins, and clout, the smooth, naked back, gleaming like palest amber under curtains of stiffly strung scarlet-and-gold traders wampum — traders wampum? What did that mean? And what did those heavy, double masses of hair indicate — those soft, twisted ropes of glossy hair, braided half-way with crimson silk shot with silver, then hanging a cloudy shock of black to the belted waist?

Here was no Iroquois youth — no adolescent of the Long House attired for any rite I ever heard of. The hip-leggings were of magnificent Algonquin work; the quill-set, sinew-embroidered moccasins, too. That stringy, iridescent veil of rose, scarlet, and gold wampum on the naked body was de fantasie; the belt and knife-sheath pure Huron. As for the gipsy-like arrangement of the hair, no Iroquois boy ever wore it that way; it hinted of the gens de prairie. What on earth did it mean? There was no paint on limb or body to guide me. Never had I seen such a being so dressed for any rite or any practise in North America! Oh, if Little Otter were only here! I stole a glance out of the loop, but saw nothing save the pale sunshine on the weeds. If the Oneida had arrived, he had surely already found my horse tied in the lilac thicket, and surely he would follow me where the weeds showed him I had passed. He might wait for a while; but if I emerged not from the house I knew he would be after me, smelling along like a wolfhound until he had tracked me to a standstill. Should I wait for him? I looked at the kneeling figure. So absorbed was the strange young Indian in the document on the floor that I strained my eyes to make out its script, but could not decipher even the corner of the paper exposed to my view. Then it occurred to me that it was a strange thing for an Indian to read. Scarce one among the Iroquois, save Brant and the few who had been to Dr. Wheelocks school, knew A from Zed, or could more than scrawl their clan-mark to a birchen letter.

Suspicious lest, after all, I had to do with a blue-eyed Indian or painted Tory, I examined the unconscious reader thoroughly. And, after a little while, a strange apprehension settled into absolute conviction as I looked. So certain was I that every gathered muscle relaxed; I drew a deep, noiseless breath of relief, smiling to myself, and stepped coolly forward, letting the secret door swing to behind me with a deadened thud.

Like a startled tree-cat the figure sprang to its feet, whirling to confront me. And I laughed again, for I was looking into the dark, dilated eyes of a young girl.

Have no fear, I began quietly; and the next instant the words were driven into my throat, for she was on me in one bound, hunting-knife glittering.

Round the walls we reeled, staggering, wrestling, clinched like infuriated wolverines. I had her wrist in my grip, squeezing it, and the bright, sparkling knife soon clattered to the boards, but she suddenly set her crooked knee inside mine and tripped me headlong, hurling us both sideways to the floor, where we rolled, desperately locked, she twisting and reaching for the knife again and again, until I kicked it behind me and staggered to my feet, dragging her with me in all her fury. But her maddened strength, her sinuous twisting, her courage, so astonished me that again and again she sent me reeling almost to my knees, taxing my agility and my every muscle to keep her from tripping me flat and recovering her knife. At length she began to sway; her dark, defiant eyes narrowed to two flaming slits; her distorted mouth weakened into sullen lines, through which I caught the flash of locked teeth crushing back the broken, panting breath. I held her like a vise; she could no longer move. And when at last she knew it, her rigid features, convulsed with rage, relaxed into a blank, smooth mask of living amber.

For a moment I held her, feeling her whole body falling loose-limbed and limp — held her until her sobbing breath grew quieter and more regular. Then I released her; she reeled, steadying herself against the wall with one hand; and, stepping back, I sank one knee, and whipped the knife from the floor.

That she now looked for death at my hands was perfectly evident, I being dressed as a forest-runner who knows no sex when murder is afoot. I saw the flushed face pale slightly; the lip curl contemptuously. Proudly she lifted her head, haughtily faced me.

Dog of bastard nation! she panted; look me between the eyes and strike!

Little sister, I answered gravely, using the soft Oneida idiom, let there be peace between us.

A flash of wonder lit her dark eyes. And I said again, smiling: O Heart-divided-into-two-hearts, te-ha-eho-eh, you are like him whom we name, after The Two Voices — we of the Wolf. Therefore is there peace and love twixt thee and me.

The wonder in her eyes deepened; her whole body quivered.

Who are you with a white skin who speak like a crested sachem? she faltered.

Tat-sheh-teh, little sister. I bear the quiver, but my war-arrows are broken.

Oneida! she exclaimed softly, clasping her hands between her breasts.

I stepped closer, holding out my arms; slowly she laid her hands in mine, looking fearlessly up into my face. I turned her palms upward and placed the naked knife across them; she bent her head, then straightened up, looking me full in the eyes.

Still smiling, I laid both my hands on the collar of my hunting-shirt, baring throat and chest; and, as the full significance of the tiny tattoo dawned upon her, she shivered.

Tharon! she stammered. Thou! What have I done! And, shuddering, cast the knife at my feet as though it had been the snake that rattles.

Little sister — —

Oh, no! no! What have I done! What have I dared! I have raised my hand against Him whom you have talked with face to face — —

Only Tharon has done that, I said gently, I but wear his sign. Peace, Woman of the Morning. There is no injury where there is no intent. We are not yet at the Forests Edge.

Slowly the color returned to lip and cheek, her fascinated eyes roamed from my face to the tattooed wolf and mark of Tharon crossing it. And after a little she smiled faintly at my smile, as I said:

I have drawn the fangs of the Wolf; fear no more, Daughter of the Sun.

I — I fear no more, she breathed.

Shall an ensign of the Oneida cherish wrath? I asked. He who bears a quiver has forgotten. See, child; it is as it was from the beginning. Hiro.

I calmly seated myself on the floor, knees gathered in my clasped hands; and she settled down opposite me, awaiting in instinctive silence my next words.

Why does my sister wear the dress of an adolescent, mocking the False Faces, when the three fires are not yet kindled? I asked.

I hold the fire-right, she said quickly. Ask those who wear the mask where cherries grow. O sachem, those cherries were ripe ere I was!

I thought a moment, then fixed my eager eyes on her.

Only the Cherry-Maid of Adriutha has that right, I said. My heart, beating furiously, shook my voice, for I knew now who she was.

I am Cherry-Maid to the three fires, she said; in bud at Adriutha, in blossom at Carenay, in fruit at Danascara.

Your name?

Lyn Montour.

I almost leaped from the floor in my excitement; yet the engrafted Oneida instinct of a sachem chained me motionless. You are the wife of Walter Butler, I said deliberately, in English.

A wave of crimson stained her face and shoulders. Suddenly she covered her face with her hands.

Little sister, I said gently, is it not the truth? Does a Quiver-bearer lie, O Blossom of Carenay?

Her hands fell away; she raised her head, the tears shining on her heavy lashes: It is the truth.

His wife? I repeated slowly.

His wife, O Bearer of Arrows! He took me at the False Faces feast, and the Iroquois saw. Yet the cherries were still green at Danascara. Twice the Lenape covered their faces; twice The Two Voices unveiled his face. So it was done there on the Kennyetto. She leaned swiftly toward me: Twice he denied me at Niagara. Yet once, when our love was new — when I still loved him — he acknowledged me here in this very house, in the presence of a County Magistrate, Sir John Johnson. I am his wife, I, Lyn Montour! I have never lied to woman or man, O my elder brother!

And that is why you have come back?

Yes; to search — for something to help me — some record — God knows! — I have searched and searched— She stretched out her bare arms and gazed hopelessly around the paper-littered floor.

Will not Sir John uphold you with his testimony? I asked.

He? No! He also denies it. What can a woman expect of a man who has broken parole? she added, in contempt.

I leaned toward her, speaking slowly, and with deadly emphasis:

Dare Walter Butler deny what the Iroquois Nation may attest?

He dare, she said, burning eyes on mine. I am more Algonquin than Huron, and more than nine-tenths white. What is it to the Iroquois that this man puts me away? It was the Mohican and Lenape who veiled their faces, not the Iroquois. What is it to white men that he took me and has now put me away? What is it to them that he now takes another?

Another? Whom? My lips scarcely formed the question.

I do not know her name. When he returned from the horrors of Cherry Valley Sir Frederick Haldimand refused to see him. Yet he managed to make love to Sir Fredericks kinswoman — a child — as I was when he took me — —

She closed her eyes. I saw the lashes all wet again, but her voice did not tremble: He is at Niagara with his Rangers — or was. And — when I came to him he laughed at me, bidding me seek a new lover at the fort — —

Her voice strangled. Twisting her fingers, she sat there, eyes closed, dumb, miserable. At last she gasped out: O Quiver-bearer, with a white voice and a skin scarce whiter than my own, though your nation be sundered from the Long House, though I be an outcast of clans and nations, speak to me kindly, for my sadness is bitter, and the ghost of my dead honor confronts me in every forest-trail! She stretched out her arms piteously:

Teach me, brother; instruct me; heal my bruised heart of hate for this young man who was my undoing — cleanse my fierce, desirous heart. I love him no longer; I — I dare not hate him lest I slay him ere he rights my wrongs. My sorrow is heavier than I can bear — and I am young, O sachem — not yet eighteen — until the snow flies.

She laid her face in her hands once more; through her slim fingers the bright tears fell slowly.

Are you Christian, little sister? I asked, wondering.

I do not know. They say so. A brave Jesuit converted me ere I was unstrapped from the cradle-board — ere I could lisp or toddle. God knows. My own brother died in war-paint; my grandmother was French Margaret, my mother — if she be my mother — is the Huron witch of Wyoming; some call her Catrine, some Esther. Yet I was chaste — till he took me — chaste as an Iroquois maid. Thus has he wrought with me. Teach me to forgive him!

And this the child of Catrine Montour? This that bestial creature they described to me as some slim, fierce temptress of the forests?

Listen, I said gently; if you are wedded by a magistrate, you are his wife; yet if that magistrate falsely witnesses against you, you can not prove it. I would give all I have to prove your marriage. Do you understand?

She looked at me, uncomprehending.

The woman I love is the woman he now claims as wife, I said calmly. Then, in that strange place, alone there together in the dim light, she lying full length on the floor, her hands clasped on my knees, told me all. And there, together, we took counsel how to bring this man to judgment — not the Almightys ultimate punishment, not even that stern retribution which an outraged world might exact, but a merciful penance — the public confession of the tie that bound him to this young girl. For, among the Iroquois, an unchaste woman is so rare that when a maiden commits the fault she is like a leper until death releases her from her awful isolation.

Together, too, we searched the littered papers on the floor, piece by piece, bit by bit, but all in vain. And while kneeling there I heard a stealthy step behind me, and looked back over my shoulder, to see the Oneida, Little Otter, peering in at us, eyeballs fairly starting from his painted face. Lyn Montour eyed him silently, and without expression, but I laughed to see how surely he had followed me as I had expected; and motioned him away to await my coming.

It was, I should judge, nearly five oclock when we descended by the open stairway to the ground floor. I held the window wide; she placed her hands on the sill and leaped lightly to the grass. I followed. Presently the lilac thicket parted and the tall Oneida appeared, leading my horse. One keen, cunning glance he gave at the girl, then, impassive, stood bolt upright beside my horse. He was superb, stripped naked to clout and moccasin, head shaved, body oiled and most elaborately painted; and on his broad breast glimmered the Wolf lined in sapphire-blue. When the long roll of the dead thundered through the council-house, his name was the fourth to be called — Shononses. And never was chief of the Oneida nation more worthy to lift the antlers that no grave must ever cover while the Long House endures.

Has my brother learned news of the gathering in the north? I asked, studying the painted symbols on his face and body.

The council sits at dawn, he replied quietly.

At dawn! I exclaimed. Why, we have no time, then — —

There is time, brother. There is always time to die.

To — die! I looked at him, startled. Did he, then, expect no mercy at the council? He raised his eyes to me, smiling. There was nothing of fear, nothing of boastfulness, even, in attitude or glance. His dignity appalled me, for I knew what it meant. And, suddenly, the full significance of his paint flashed upon me.

You think there is no chance for us? I repeated.

None, brother.

And yet you go?

And you, brother?

I am ordered; I am pledged to take such chances. But you need not go, Little Otter. See, I free you now. Leave me, brother. I desire it.

Shononses will stay, he said impassively. Let the Long House learn how the Oneidas die.

I shuddered and looked again at his paint. It was inevitable; no orders, no commands, no argument could now move him. He understood that he was about to die, and he had prepared himself. All I could hope for was that he had mistaken the temper of the council; that the insolence of a revolted nation daring to present a sachem at the Federal-Council might be overlooked — might be condoned, even applauded by those who cherished in their dark hearts, locked, the splendid humanity of the ancient traditions. But there was no knowing, no prophesying what action a house divided might take, what attitude a people maddened by dissensions, wrought to frenzy by fraternal conflict, might assume. God knows the white mans strife was barbarous enough, brother murdering brother beneath the natal roof. What, then, might be looked for from the fierce, proud people whose Confederacy was steadily crumbling beneath our touch; whose crops and forests and villages had gone roaring up into flames as the vengeance of Sullivan, with his Rangers, his Continentals, and his Oneidas, passed over their lands in fire!

Where sits the council? I asked soberly.

At the Dead-Water.

It was an all-night journey by the Fish House-trails, for we dared not strike the road, with Sir Johns white demons outlying from the confluence to Frenchmans creek.

I looked at my horse. Little Otter had strapped ammunition and provisions to the saddle, leaving room for a rider. I turned to Lyn Montour; she laid her hands on my shoulders, and I swung her up astride the saddle.

Now, I said briefly; and we filed away into the north, the Oneida leading at a slow trot.

I shall never forget the gloom, the bitter misery of that dark trail where specters ever stared at me as I journeyed, where ghosts arose in every trail — pale wraiths of her I loved, calling me back to love again. And Lost, lost, lost! wept the little brooks we crossed, all sobbing, whispering her name.

What an end of all — to die now, leaving lifes work unfinished, lifes desire unsatisfied — all that I loved unprotected and alone on earth. What an end to it all — and I had done nothing for the cause, nothing except the furtive, obscure work which others shrank from! And now, skulking to certain death, was denied me even the poor solace of an honored memory. Here in this shaggy desolation no ray of glory might penetrate to gild my last hour with a heros halo; contempt must be my reward if I failed. I must die amid the scornful laughter of Iroquois women, the shrill taunts of children, the jeers of renegade white men, who pay a thief more honor at the cross-roads gallows than they pay a convicted spy. Why, I might not even hope for the stern and dignified justice that the Oneida awaited — an iron justice that respected the victim it destroyed; for he came openly as a sachem of a disobedient nation in revolt, daring to justify his nation and his clan. But I was to act if not to speak a lie; I was to present myself as a sleek non-partizan, symbolizing only a nobility of the great Wolf clan. And if any man accused me as a spy, and if suspicion became conviction, the horrors of my degradation would be inconceivable. Yet, plying once more my abhorred trade, I could only obey, hope against hope, and strive to play the man to the end, knowing what failure meant, knowing, too, what my reward for success might be — a low-voiced Thank you in secret, a grasp of the hands behind locked doors — a sum of money pressed on me slyly — that hurt most of all — to put it away with a smile, and keep my temper. Good God! Does a Renault serve his country for money! Why, why, can they not understand, and spare me that! — the wages of the wretched trade!

Darkness had long since infolded us; we had slackened to a walk, moving forward between impervious walls of blackness. And always on the curtain of the inky shadow I saw Elsins pallid face gazing upon me, until the vision grew so real that I could have cried out in my anguish, reeling forward, on, ever on, through a blackness thick as the very shadows of the pit that hides lost souls!

At midnight we halted for an hour. The Oneida ate calmly; Lyn Montour tasted the parched corn, and drank at an unseen spring that bubbled a drear lament amid the rocks. Then we descended into the Drowned Lands, feeling our spongy trail between osier, alder, and willow. Once, very far away, I saw a light, pale as a star, low shining on the marsh. It was the Fish House, and we were near our journeys end — perhaps the end of all journeys, save that last swift trail upward among those thousand stars!

It was near to dawn when we came out upon the marsh; and above, I heard the whir and whimpering rush of wild ducks passing, the waking call of birds, twittering all around us in the darkness; the low undertone of the black water flowing to the Sacandaga.

Over the quaking marsh we passed, keeping the trodden trail, now wading, now ankle-deep in cranberry, now up to our knees in moss, now lost in the high marsh-grass, on, on, through birch hummocks, willows, stunted hemlocks and tamaracks, then on firm ground once more, with the oak-mast under foot, and the white dawn silvering the east, and my horse breathing steam as he toiled on.

Suddenly I was aware of a dark figure moving through the marsh, parallel, and close to me. The Oneida stopped, stared, then drew his blanket around him and sat down at the foot of a great oak.

We had arrived at Thendara! Now, all around us in the dim glade, tall forms moved — spectral shapes of shadowy substance that drifted hither and thither, passing, repassing, melting into the gloom around, until I could scarce tell them from the shreds of marsh fog that rose and floated through the trees around us.

Slowly the heavens turned to palest gold, then to saffron. All about us shadowy throngs arose to face the rising sun. A moment of intense stillness, then a far, faint cry, Koue! And the glittering edge of the sun appeared above the wooded heights. Blinding level rays fell on the painted faces of the sachems of the Long House, advancing to the forests edge; the Oneida strode forward, head erect, and I, with a sign to the girl at my side, followed.

As we walked through the long, dead grass, I, watching sidewise, noted the absence of the Senecas. Was it for them the condolence? Suddenly it struck me that to our side of the circle belonged the duty of the first rites. Who would speak? Not the Oneidas, for there was none, except Little Otter and myself. Who then? The Cayugas?

I shot a side glance among the slowly moving forms. Ah! that was it! A Cayuga sachem led the march.

The circle was already forming. I saw the Senecas now; I saw all the sachems seating themselves in a cleared space where a birch fire smoldered, sweetening the keen morning air with its writhing, aromatic smoke; I saw the Oneida cross proudly to his place on our side; and I seated myself beside him, raising my eyes to the towering figure of Tahtootahoo, the chief sachem and ensign of the great Bear Clan of the Onondaga nation, who stood beside the Cayuga spokesman in whispered conference.

To and fro strode the Cayuga, heavy head bent; to and fro, pacing the circle like a stupefied panther. Once his luminous eyes gleamed on mine, shifted blankly to the Oneida, and thence along the motionless circle of painted faces. Mohawk, Seneca, Onondaga were there, forming half the circle; Oneida, Cayuga, and Tuscarora welded it to a ring. I glanced fearfully from ensign to ensign, but saw no Delaware present; and my heart leaped with hope. Walter Butler had lied to me; the Lenni-Lenape had never sat at this rite; his mongrel clan had no voice here. He had lied.

The pipe had been lighted and was passing in grave silence. I received it from a Tuscarora, used it, and handed it to the Oneida, watching the chief sachem of the Senecas as he arose to deliver his brief address of welcome. He spoke in the Seneca dialect, and so low that I could understand him only with greatest difficulty, learning nothing except that a Seneca Bear was to be raised up to replace a dead chief slain at Sharon.

Then a very old sachem arose and made a sign which was the symbol of travel. We touched hands and waited, understanding the form prescribed. Alas, the mourning Senecas had no longer a town to invite us to; the rite must be concluded where we sat; we must be content with the sky for the roof which had fallen in on the Long House, the tall oaks for the lodge-poles, the east and west for the doors broken down by the invasion.

Solemnly the names of the score and three legendary towns were recited, first those of the Wolf, next of the Tortoise, then of the Bear; and I saw my Wolf-brethren of the four classes of the Mohawks and Cayugas staring at me as I rose when they did and seated myself at the calling of my towns. And, by heaven! I noted, too, that the Tuscaroras of the Grey Wolf and the Yellow Wolf knew their places, and rose only after we were seated. Except for the Onondaga Tortoise, a cleft clan awaits the pleasure of its betters. Even a Delaware should know that much, but Walter Butler was ever a liar, for it is not true that the Anowara or Tortoise is the noble clan, nor yet the Ocquari. It is the Wolf, the Oquacho Clan; and the chiefs of the Wolf come first of all!

Suddenly the sonorous voice of the Seneca broke the silence, pronouncing the opening words of the most sacred rite of the Iroquois people:

Now to-day I have been greatly startled by your voice coming through the forest to this opening — —

The deep, solemn tones of the ancient chant fell on the silence like the notes of a sad bell. It was, then, to be a double rite. Which nation among the younger brothers mourned a chief? I looked at the Oneida beside me; his proud smile softened. Then I understood. Good God! They were mourning him, him, as though he were already dead!

The Senecas voice was sounding in my ears: Now, therefore, you who are our friends of the Wolf Clan — — I scarcely heard him. Presently the Salute rolled forth from the council; they were intoning the Karenna.

I laid my hand on the Oneidas wrist; his pulse was calm, nor did it quicken by a beat as the long roll of the dead was called:

Continue to listen,

Thou who wert ruler,

Hiawatha!

Continue to listen,

Thou who wert ruler:

That was the roll of you — 

You who began it — 

You who completed

The Great League! — 

Continue to listen,

Thou who wert ruler:

That was the roll of you — —

The deep cadence of the chanting grew to a thunderous sound; name after name of the ancient dead was called, and the thrilling response swelled, culminating in a hollow shout. Then a pause, and the solemn tones of a single voice intoning the final words of gloom.

For ten full minutes there was not a sound except the faint snapping of the smoking birch twigs. Then up rose the chief sachem of the Cayugas, cast aside his blanket, faced the circle, dark, lean arm outstretched; and from his lips flowed the beautiful opening words of the Younger Nations:

Yo o-nen o-nen wen-ni-teh onen — —

Now — now this day — now I come to your door where you mourn.... I will enter your door and come before the ashes and mourn with you there. And these words will I speak to comfort you!

The music of the voice thrilled me:

To the warriors, to the women, and also to the children; and also to the little ones creeping on the ground, and also to those still tied to the cradle-board.... This we say, we three brothers....

Now another thing we will say, we younger brothers. You mourn. I will clear the sky for you so that you shall not behold a cloud. And also I give the sun to shine upon you, so that you can look peacefully upon it when it goes down. You shall see it when it is going. Yea, ye shall look peacefully upon it when it goes down....

Now another thing we say, we younger brothers. If any one should fall, then the antlers shall be left on the grave....

Now another thing we say, we younger brothers. We will gird the belt on you with the quiver, and the next death will receive the quiver whenever you shall know that there is death among us, when the fire is made and the smoke is rising. This we say and do, we three brothers.

Now I have finished. Now show me the man!

Slowly the Oneida rose from my side and crossed the circle. Every eye was on him; he smiled as he halted, sweeping the throng with a tranquil glance. Then, drawing his blanket about him he stepped from the sanctuary of the council-ring out into the forest; and after him glided a Mohawk warrior, with face painted black, in token of his terrific office.

A dead silence fell upon the council.

The pulse was drumming in ears and throat when I arose; and, as the Mohawk executioner slipped noiselessly past me, I seized him by the clout-belt, and, summoning every atom of strength, hurled him headlong at my feet, so that he lay stunned and like one dead.

A roar of astonishment greeted me; a score of voices cried out savagely on my violation of the fire.

It is you who violate it! I answered, trembling with fury; you who dare pronounce the sentence of death without consulting the four classes of the Oneida!

A Mohawk sachem arose, casting his scarlet robes at his feet, and pointed at me, hissing: Where are the Oneida classes? I dare you to tell us where the ensigns hide! Where are they? Speak!

Here! I said, tearing my cape open. Read that sign, O Canienga! I answer for the four classes of my nation, and I say that Oneida shall go free! Now let him who dare accuse me stand forth. It is a Wolf of Tharon who has spoken!

Absolute silence greeted me. I had risked all on the hazard.

The executioner had staggered to his feet again, and now stood outside the circle leaning against a young oak-tree, half stunned, mechanically rubbing the twigs and dead leaves from the sticky black paint that masked his visage. I wheeled on him and bade him remain where he was until the councils will was made known; then I walked into the circle; and when they cried out that I had no franchise, I laughed at them, challenging them to deny me my right to stand here for the entire Oneida nation.

For there was nothing now to do but to carry the desperate enterprise through or perish. I dared not stop to consider; to attempt to remember precedents. I turned on the Mohawks haughtily, demanding that privilege which even they could not refuse; I claimed clan-brotherhood from every Wolf in the Long House; and when the council accorded it, I spoke:

Now I say to you, O you wise men and sachems, that this Oneida shall not die, because the four classes speak through my mouth! Who is there to give me the lie? Why are your eight score Oneidas absent — the eight score who still remain in the Long House? Surely, brothers, there are sachems among them? Why are they not here? Do you fear they might not agree to the punishment of the Oneida nation?

I folded my arms and stared at the Mohawks.

Clan ties are close, national ties closer, but strongest and closest of all, the six iron links that form the Great League! Why do you punish now? How can you punish now? Is it well to break the oldest League law to punish those who have broken the law of the League?

A Mohawk sachem answered in a dozen stinging words that the League itself was broken; but ere he could finish I stopped him with a gesture.

Then, summoning all my powers, I burst out into a passionate protest, denying that the Great League was broken, glorying in its endurance, calling on every nation to uphold it. And instantly, although not a muscle moved nor a word was uttered, I felt that I had the council with me, that my passion was swaying them, that what I asserted they believed. I laughed at the neutrality of the Tuscaroras, at the half-hearted attitude of the Onondagas; I made light of the rebellion of the greater portion of the Oneida nation.

It is a passing fancy, a whim. The battle-breeze from this white mans war has risen to a tempest, unroofing the Long House, scattering you for the moment, creating a disorder, inciting a passion foreign to the traditions of the Iroquois. I tell you to let the tempest pass and blame no one, neither Tuscarora, Onondaga, nor Oneida. And when the storm has died out, let the Six Nations gather again from their hiding-places and build for the Long House a new roof, and raise new lodge-poles, lest the sky fall down and the Confederacy lie in ashes forever!

I had ended. A profound hush followed, broken by a low word of approval, then another, then another. Excited, scarcely knowing what I had done, incredulous that I alone had actually stemmed the tide, and, in a breath, overturned the entire plan of the Butlers and of the demoralized Iroquois, I seated myself beside the Tuscaroras, breathing heavily, alert for a sound that might indicate how my harangue had been received.

Muttered expressions of approval, an emphatic word here and there, and not an orator to dispute me! — why, this was victory — though, until the clans had deliberated, I could not know the Federal verdict. But gradually it dawned on me that I had at least stopped the murder of my Oneida, and had lulled all suspicion concerning myself. With a thrill of joy I heard the Seneca spokesman call for the youth to be raised in place of the dead chief; with a long-drawn breath of relief I saw the ancient belts brought, and listened to the reading of the archives from them.

The council ended. One by one the sachems spoke to me kindly, then went their way, some taking to canoes, others filing off through the forest, until I found myself standing there alone before the smoldering fire, the forest before me, the noon sun blazing overhead.

The Oneida, motionless now in the midst of those who had but an hour before decreed his death, watched the plumed sachems pass him in silence. Neither he nor they uttered a word; but when the last canoe had glided off down the Dead Water toward the Sacandaga, and the last tall form faded from view in thicket, marsh, and forest, Little Otter turned and came quietly to me, laying my hands on his heart, and looking me steadily in the eyes. Then together we returned, picking our path through the marsh, until we came to Lyn Montour. As she rose to meet us, a distant sound in the forest attracted the Oneidas attention. I heard it, too; it was the gallop of horses, coming from the north. No Iroquois rode a horse.

Nearer, nearer sounded the drumming thud of the hoofs. I could feel the sodden marsh jarring now — hear the brush crackle and snap.

Suddenly a horseman galloped out of the forests edge, drew bridle at the clearing, bent and examined the covered fire, struck his forehead, and stared around him.

The horseman was Walter Butler.


CHAPTER XIII

THENDARA NO MORE

[image: img64.jpg]

ASTOUNDED AT THE apparition, yet instantly aware of his purpose, I sprang forward to meet him. That he did not immediately know me in my forest dress was plain enough, for he hastened my steps with an angry and imperious gesture, flung himself from his saddle, laid down his rifle, and strode to the heap of ashes that had once been the council-fire of Thendara — now Thendara no more.

His face was still flushed with passion when I came up, my rifle cradled in the hollow of my left arm; his distorted features worked silently as he pointed at the whitening ashes. Suddenly he burst out into a torrent of blasphemy.

What in Gods name does this mean? he shouted. Have the Iroquois dared leave this fire before Ive had my say?

His rifle rested between him and me, barrel tilted across a rotting log, butt in the wet marsh grass. I took a quick step forward and dislodged the weapon, as though by accident, so that it lay where I could set my foot upon it if necessary. Instantly he faced me, alert, menacing; his dusky eyes lighted to a yellow glare; but when his gaze met mine sheer astonishment held him dumb.

Captain Butler, I said, controlling the fierce quiver in my voice, it is not this dead council-fire of Thendara that concerns a Yellow Wolf-whelp.

No, he said, drawing a long breath, it is not this fire that concerns us— The voice died in his throat. Astonishment still dominated; he stared and stared. Then a ghastly laugh stretched his features — a soundless, terrible laugh.

So you have come to Thendara after all! he said. In your fringes and thrums and capes and bead-work I did not know you, Mr. Renault, nor did I understand that Gretna Green is sometimes spelled Thendara! He pointed at the ashes; an evil laugh stretched his mouth again:

Thendara was! Thendara will be! Thendara — Thendara no more! And I am too late?

The evil, silent laugh grew terrible: Well, Mr. Renault, I had business elsewhere; yet, had I known you had taken to forest-running, I would have come to meet you at Thendara. However, I think there is still time to arrange one or two small differences of opinion that have arisen between you and me.

There is still time, I said slowly.

He cast an involuntary glance at his rifle; made the slightest motion; hesitated, looking hard at me. I shook my head.

Not that way? he inquired blandly. Well, with a cool shrug, that was one way to arrange matters, Mr. Renault — and remember I offered it! Remember that, Mr. Renault, when men speak of you as they speak of Boyd!

The monstrous insult of the menace left me outwardly unmoved; yet I wondered he had dared, seeing how helpless he must be did I but raise my rifle.

Well, Mr. Renault, he sneered, I was right, it seems, concerning that scrap o treason unearthed in your chambers. God! how you flouted that beast, Sir Henry, and his fat-headed adjutant!

He studied me coldly: Do you mean to let me have my rifle?

No.

Oh! you mean murder?

I am no executioner, I said contemptuously. There are those a-plenty who will paint black for a guinea — after a court martial. There are those who paint for war, too, Mr. Butler.

I talked to gain time; and, curiously enough, he seemed to aid me, being in nowise anxious to force my hand. Ah! I should have been suspicious at that — I realized it soon enough — yet the Iroquois, leaving Thendara for the rites at the Great Tree, were not yet out of sound of a shout, or of a rifle-shot — though I meant to take him alive, if that were possible. And all the while I watched his every careless gesture, every movement, every flutter of his insolent eyelids, ready to set foot upon his rifle and hold him to the spot. He no longer appeared to occupy himself with the recovery of his rifle; he wore neither pistol nor knife nor hatchet; indeed, in his belt I saw a roll of paper, closely scribbled, and knew it to be a speech composed for delivery at this fire, now burned out forever.

He placed his hands on his hips, pacing to and fro the distance between the fire and the edge of the Dead Water, now looking thoughtfully up into the blue sky, now lost in reverie. And every moment, I believed, was a precious moment gained, separating him more and more hopelessly from his favorite Senecas, whom he might even now summon by a shout.

Presently he halted, with an absent, upward glance, then his gaze reverted to me; he drew out a handsome gold watch, examined it with expressionless interest, and slowly returned it to the fob-pocket.

Well, sir, he inquired, do I take it that you desire to further detain me here, or do you merely wish to steal my rifle?

I think, truly, that you no longer require your rifle, Mr. Butler, I said quietly.

A question — a matter of opinion, Mr. Renault. He waved his hand gracefully. Who are your red friends yonder? pointing toward the two distant forms at the edge of the willows.

An Oneida and a quarter-breed.

Oh — a squaw? By the head-gear I take the smaller one to be a Huron squaw. Which reminds me, Mr. Renault, he added, with a dull stare, that the last time I had the pleasure of seeing your heels you were headed for the nearest parson!

That awful, soundless laugh distorted his mouth again:

I could scarcely be expected to imagine, he added, that it was as far as this to Gretna Green. Is the Hon. Miss Grey with you here?

No, Mr. Butler, but your wife is with me.

Oh! he sneered; so you have learned at last what she is?

You do not understand, I continued patiently. I speak of your wife, Mr. Butler. Shall I name her?

He looked at me narrowly. Twice his lips parted as though to speak, but no sound came.

The woman yonder is Lyn Montour, I said in a low voice.

The yellow flare that lighted his black eyes appalled me.

Listen to me, I went on. That I do not slay you where you stand is because she is yonder, watching us. God help her, you shall do her justice yet! You are my prisoner, Mr. Butler! And I set my foot upon his rifle.

He did not seem to hear me; his piercing gaze was concentrated on the two distant figures standing beside the horse.

I waited, then spoke again; and, at the sound of my voice, he wheeled on me with a snarl.

You damned spy! he stammered; Ill stop your dirty business now, by God! and, leaping back, whipped a rangers whistle to his lips, waking the forest echoes with the piercing summons ere I had bounded on him and had borne him down, shoulder-deep in moss and marsh-grass.

Struggling, half smothered by the deep and matted tangle, I heard the startled shout of the Oneida; the distant crashing of many men running in the underbrush; and, throttling him with both hands, I dragged him to his feet and started toward the Oneida, pulling my prisoner with me. But a yell from the woods edge seemed to put fresh life into him; he bit and scratched and struggled, and I labored in vain to choke him or stun him. Then, in very desperation and fear of life, I strove to kill him with my hands, but could not, and at last hurled him from me to shoot him; but he had kicked the flint from my rifle, and, as I leveled it, he dropped on the edge of the Dead Water and wriggled over, splash! into the dark current, diving as my hatchet hit the waves. Then I heard the loud explosion of rifles behind me; bullets tore through the scrub; I turned to run for my life. And it was time.

Ugh! grunted the Oneida, as I came bursting headlong through the willows. Follow now! He seized the horse by the bridle; the girl mounted; then, leading the horse at a trot, we started due south through the tossing bushes.

A man in a green uniform, knee-deep in the grass, fired at us from the Stacking-Ridge as we passed, and the Oneida shook his rifle at him with a shout of insult. For now at last the whole game was up, and my mission as a spy in this country ended once and forever. No chance now to hobnob with Johnsons Greens, no chance to approach St. Leger and Haldimand. Butler was here, and there could be no more concealment.

Such an exhilaration of savage happiness seized me that I lost my head, and begged the Oneida to stop and let me set a flint and give the Royal Greens a shot or two; but the wily chief refused; and he was wise, for I should have known that the Sacandaga must already be a swarming nest of Johnsons foresters and painted savages.

The heat was terrific in the willows; sweat poured from the half-naked Oneida as he ran, and my hunting-shirt hung soaked, flapping across my thighs.

We had doubled on them now, going almost due west. Far across the Vlaie I could see dark spots moving along the Dead Water, and here and there a distant rifle glimmering as the sun struck it. Now and then a faint shout was borne to our ears as we halted, dripping and panting in the birches to reconnoiter some open swale ahead, or some cranberry-bog crimsoning under the October sun.

We swam the marshy creek miles to the west, coming out presently into a rutty wagon-trail, which I knew ran south to Mayfield; but we dared not use it, so steered the dripping horse southeast, chancing rather to cross Frenchmans Creek, four miles above Varicks, and so, by a circle bearing east and south, reaching the Broadalbin trail, or some safe road between Galway and Perth, or, if driven to it, making for Saratoga as a last resort.

My face was burned deep red, and I was soaked from neck to heels, so that my moccasins rubbed and chafed at every step. The girl had sat her saddle while the horse swam, so that her legs only were wet. As for the Oneida, his oiled and painted skin shed water like the plumage of a duck. Lord knows, we left a trail broad and wet enough for even a Hessian to follow; and for that reason dared not halt north of Frenchmans Creek or short of Vanderveers grist-mill.

As I plodded on, rifle atrail, I began to comprehend the full import of what had occurred since the day before, when I, with soul full of bitterness, had left Burkes Inn. Was it only a day ago? By Heaven, it seemed a year since I had looked upon Elsin Grey! And what a change in fortune had come upon us in these two score hours! Free to wed now — if we dared accept the heart-broken testimony of this poor girl — if we dared deny the perjured testimony of a dishonored magistrate, leagued with his fellow libertine, who, thank God, had at length learned something of the fury he used on others. Strange that in all this war I had never laid a rifle level save at him; strange that I had never seen blood shed in anger, through all these battle years, except the blood that now dried, clotting on my cheek-bone, where his shoulder-buckle had cut me in the struggle. His spurs, too, had caught in the skirt of my hunting-shirt, tearing it to the fringed hem, and digging a furrow across my instep; and the moccasin on that foot was stiff with blood.

Ah, if I might only have brought him off; if I might only have carried this guilty man to Johnstown! Yet I should have known that Sir Johns men were likely to be within hail, fool that I was to take the desperate chance when a little parley, a little edging toward him, a sudden blow might have served. Yet I was glad in my heart that I had not used craft; cat traits are not instinctive with me; craft, stealth, a purring ambush — faugh! I was no coward to beat him down unawares. I had openly declared him prisoner, and I was glad I had done so. Why, I might have shot him as we talked, had I been of a breed to do murder — had I been inhuman enough to slay him, unwarned, before the very eyes of the woman he had wronged, and who still hoped for mercy from him lest she pass her life a loathed and wretched outcast among the people who had accepted her as an Iroquois.

Thinking of these things which so deeply concerned me, I plodded forward with the others, hour after hour, halting once to drink and to eat a little of our parched corn, then to the unspotted trail once more, imperceptibly gaining the slope of that watershed, the streams of which feed the Mayfield Creek, and ultimately the Hudson.

Varicks we skirted, not knowing but Sir Johns scouts might be in possession, the peppery, fat patroon having closed his house and taken his flock to Albany; and so traveling the forest east by south, made for the head waters of that limpid trout-stream I had so often fished, spite of the posted warnings and the indignation of the fat patroon, who hated me.

I think it was about four oclock in the afternoon when, pressing through brush and windfall, we came suddenly out into a sunny road. Beside the road ran a stream clattering down-hill over its stony bed — a clear, noisy stream, with swirling brown trout-pools and rapids, rushing between ledges, foaming around boulders, a joyous, rolicking, dashing, headlong stream, that seemed to cheer us with its gay clamor; and I saw the Oneidas stern eyes soften as he bent his gaze upon it. Poor little Lyn Montour slipped, with a sigh, from her saddle, while my horse buried his dusty nose in the sparkling water, drawing deep, cold draughts through his hot throat. And here by the familiar head waters of Frenchmans Creek we rested in full sight of the grist-mill above us, where the road curved west. The mill-wheel was turning; a man came to the window overlooking the stream and stood gazing at us, and I waved my hand at him reassuringly, recognizing old Vanderveer.

Beyond the mill I could see smoke rising from the chimneys of the unseen settlement. Presently a small barefoot boy came out of the mill, looked at us a moment, then turned and legged it up the road tight as he could go. The Oneida, smoking his pipe, saw the lads hasty flight, and smiled slightly.

Yes, Little Otter, I said, they take us for some of Sir Johns people. Youll see them coming presently with their guns. Hark! There goes a signal-shot now!

The smacking crack of a rifle echoed among the hills; a conch-horns melancholy note sounded persistently.

Let us go on to the Yellow Tavern, I said; and we rose and limped forward, leading the horse, whose head hung wearily.

Before we reached the Oswaya mill some men in their shirt-sleeves shot at us, then ran down through an orchard, calling on us to halt. One carried a shovel, one a rifle, and the older man, whom I knew as a former tenant of my father, bore an ancient firelock. When I called out to him by name he seemed confused, demanding to know whether we were Whigs or Tories; and when at length he recognized me he appeared to be vastly relieved. It seemed that he, Wemple, and his two sons had been burying apples, and that hearing the shot fired, had started for their homes, where already the alarm had spread. Seeing us, and supposing we had cut him off from the settlement, he had decided to fight his way through to the mill.

Im mighty glad you aint shot, Mr. Renault, he said in his thin, high voice, scratching his chin, and staring hard at the Oneida. Seein these here painted injuns sorter riled me up, an I up an let ye have it. So did Willum here. Lord, sir, weve been expecting Sir John for a month, so you must kindly excuse us, Mr. Renault!

He shook his white head and looked up the road where a dozen armed men were already gathered, watching us from behind the fences.

Sir John is on the Sacandaga, I said. Why dont you go to Johnstown, Wemple? This is no place for your people.

He stood, rubbing his hard jaw reflectively.

Waal, sir, he piped, its kind er hard to leave all youve got in the world. He added, looking around at his fields: Id be a pauper if I quit. Mebbe they wont come here, after all. Mebbe Sir John will go down the Valley.

Besides, we aint got our pumpkins in nor the winter corn stacked, observed one of his sons sullenly.

We all turned and walked slowly up the road in the direction of the big yellow tavern, old Wemple shaking his head, and talking all the while in a thin, flat, high-pitched voice: It seems kindr hard that Sir John cant quit his pesterin an leave folks alone. What call has he to come back a-dodgin round here year after year, a-butcherin his old neighbors, Mr. Renault? Pears to me hes gone crazy as a mad dog, a-whirlin round and round the same stump, buttin and bitin and clawin up the hull place. Sakes alive! aint he got no human natur? Last Tuesday they come to Dan Norriss, five mile down the creek, an old man Norris he was in the barn makin a ladder, an Dan he was gone for the cow. A painted Tory run into the kitchen an hit the old woman with his hatchet, an she fetched a screech, an her darter, Liza, she screeched, too. Then a Injun he hit the darter, and he kep a-kickin an a-hittin, an old man Norris he heard the rumpus out to the barn, an he run in, an they pushed him out damn quick an shot him in the legs. A Tory clubbed him an ripped his skelp off, the old man on his knees, a-bellowin piteous, till they knifed him all to slivers an kicked what was left o him into the road. The darter she prayed an yelled, but twant no use, for they cut her that bad with hatchets she was dead when Dan came a-runnin. God! he says, an goes at the inimy, swingin his milk-stool — but, Lord, sir, what can one man do? He was that shot up it ud sicken you, Mr. Renault. An then they was two little boys a-lookin on at it, too frightened to move; but when the destructives was a-beatin old Mrs. Norris to death they hid in the fence-hedge. An they both of em might agot clean off, only the littlest one screamed when they tore the skelp offn the old woman; an he run off, but a Tory he chased him an ketched him by the fence, an he jest held the childs legs between hisn, an bent him back an cut his throat, the boy a-squealin something awful. Then the Tory skelped him an hung him acrost the fence. The only Norris what come out of it was the lad who lay tight in the fence-scrub — Jimmy. Hes up at my house; youll see him. He come here that night to tell us of them goins on. He acts kinder stupid, like he aint got no wits, an he jests sets an sets, starin at nothin — leastways at nothin I kin see — —

His high-pitched, garrulous chatter, and the horrid purport of it, were to me indescribably ghastly. To hear such things told without tremor or emphasis or other emotion than the sullen faces of his two strapping sons — to hear these incredible horrors babbled by an old man whose fate might be the same that very night, affected me with such an overpowering sense of helplessness that I could find no word to reassure either him or the men and boys who now came crowding around us, asking anxiously if we had news from the Sacandaga or from the north.

All I could do was to urge them to leave their homes and go to Johnstown; but they shook their heads, some asserting that Johnstown was full of Tories, awaiting the coming of Walter Butler to rise and massacre everybody; others declaring that the Yellow Tavern, which had been fortified, was safer than Albany itself. None would leave house or land; and whether these people really believed that they could hold out against a sudden onslaught, I never knew. They were the usual mixture of races, some of low Dutch extraction, like the Vanderveers and Wemples, some high Dutch, like the Kleins; and, around me, I saw, recognized, and greeted people who in peaceful days had been settled in these parts, and some among them had worked for my father — honest, simple folk, like Patrick Farris, with his pretty Dutch wife and tow-headed youngsters; and John Warren, once my fathers head groom, and Jacob Klock, kinsman of the well-known people of that name.

The Oneida, pressed and questioned on every side, replied in guarded monosyllables; poor Lyn Montour, wrapped to the eyes in her blanket, passed for an Iroquois youth, and was questioned mercilessly, until I interposed and opened the tavern door for her and for Little Otter.

I tell you, Wemple, I said, turning on the tavern porch to address the people, there is no safety here for you if Walter Butler or Sir John arrive here in force. It will be hatchet and torch again — the same story, due to the same strange Dutch obstinacy, or German apathy, or Yankee foolhardiness. In the grain belt it is different; there the farmers are obliged to expose themselves because our army needs bread. But your corn and buckwheat and pumpkins and apples can be left for a week or two until we see how this thing is going to end. Be sensible; stack what you can, but dont wait to thresh or grind. Bury your apples; let the cider go; harness up; gather your cattle and sheep; pack up the clock and feather bed, and move to Johnstown with your families. In a week or two you will know whether this country is to be given to the torch again, or whether, by Gods grace, Colonel Willett is to send Walter Butler packing! Ill wait here a day for you. Think it over.

I have seen the Iroquois at the Sacandaga Vlaie. I saw Walter Butler there, too; and the woods were alive with Johnsons Greens. The only reason why they have not struck you here is, no doubt, because there was more plunder and more killing to be had along the Sacandaga. But when there remain no settlements there — when villages, towns, hamlets are in ashes, like Currietown, like Minnesink, Cherry Valley, Wyoming, Caughnawaga, then theyll turn their hatchets on these lone farms, these straggling hamlets and cross-road taverns. I tell you, to-day there is not a house unburned at Caughnawaga, except the church and that villain Doxtaders house — not a chimney standing in the Mohawk Valley, from Tribes Hill to the Nose. Ten miles of houses in ashes, ten miles of fields a charred trail!

Now, do as you please, but remember. For surely as I stand here the militia call has already gone out, and this country must remain exposed while we follow Butler and try to hunt him down.

The little throng of people, scarcely a dozen in all, received my warning in silence. Glancing down the road, I saw one or two women standing at their house doors, and children huddled at the gate, all intently watching us.

I want to send a message to Colonel Willett, I said, turning to the Oneida. Can you go? Now?

The tireless fellow smiled.

Give us what you have to eat, I said to Patrick Farris, whose round and rosy little wife had already laid the board in the big room inside. And presently we sat down to samp, apple-sauce, and bread, with a great bowl of fresh milk to each cover.

The Oneida ate sparingly; the girl mechanically, dull eyes persistently lowered. From the first moment that the Oneida had seen her he had never addressed a single word to her, nor had he, after the first keen glance, even looked at her. This, in the stress of circumstances, the forced and hasty marches, the breathless trail, the tension of the Thendara situation, was not extraordinary. But after excitement and fatigue, and when together under the present conditions, two Iroquois would certainly speak together.

Anxious, preoccupied as I was, I could not help but notice how absolutely the Oneida ignored the girl; and I knew that he regarded her as an Oneida invariably regards a woman no longer respected by the most chaste of all people, the Iroquois nation.

That she understood and passionately resented this was perfectly plain to me, though she neither spoke nor moved. There was nothing for me to do or say. Already I had argued the matter with myself from every standpoint, and eagerly as I sought for solace, for a ray of hope, I could not but understand how vain it were to ask a cynical world to believe that this young girl was Walter Butlers wife. No; with his denial, with the averted faces of the sachems on the Kennyetto, as she herself had admitted, with the denial of Sir John, what evidence could be brought forward to justify me in wedding Elsin Grey? Another thing: even if Sir John should admit that, acting in capacity of a magistrate of Tryon County, he had witnessed the marriage of Walter Butler and Lyn Montour, what civil powers had a deposed magistrate; a fugitive who had broken parole and fled?

No, there was no legal tie here. I was not now free to wed; I understood that as I sat there, staring out of the window into the red west, kindling to flame behind the Mayfield hills.

The Oneida, rolling himself in his blanket, had stretched out on the bare floor by the hearth; the girl, head buried in her hands, sat brooding above the empty board. Farris fetched me ink and quill and the only sheet of paper in the settlement; but it was sufficiently large to tear in half; and I inked my rusty quill and wrote:

Yellow Tavern, 
Oswaya on Frenchmans Creek.

Colonel Marinus Willett:

Sir — I have the honor to report that the scout of two, under my command, proceeded, agreeable to orders, as far as the Vlaie, called Sacandaga Vlaie, arriving there at dawn and in time for the council and rites of Thendara, which were held at the edge of the Dead Water or Vlaie Creek.

I flatter myself that the Long House has abandoned any idea of punishing the Oneidas for the present — the council recognizing my neutral right to speak for the Oneida nation. The Oneidas dissenting, naturally there could be no national unanimity, which is required at Thendara before the Long House embarks upon any Federal policy.

Whether or not this action of mine was wise, you, sir, must judge. It may be that what I have done will only serve to consolidate the enemy in the next enterprise they undertake.

My usefulness as a spy in Sir Johns camp must prove abortive, as I encountered Captain Walter Butler at the Dead Water, who knows me, and who is aware of my business in New York. Attempting to take him, I made a bad matter of it, he escaping by diving. Some men in green uniforms, whom I suppose were foresters from Sir Johns corps, firing on us, I deemed it prudent to take to my heels as far as the settlement called Oswaya, which is on Frenchmans Creek, some five miles above Varicks.

The settlement is practically defenseless, and the people hereabout expect trouble. If you believe it worth while to send some Rangers here to complete the harvest, it should, I think, be done at once. Patrick Farris, landlord at the Yellow Tavern, estimates the buckwheat at five thousand bushels. There is also a great store of good apples, considerable pitted corn, and much still standing unstacked, and several acres of squashes and pumpkins — all a temptation to the enemy.

I can form no estimate of Sir Johns force on the Sacandaga. This letter goes to you by the Oneida runner, Little Otter, who deserves kind treatment for his services. I send you also, under his escort, an unfortunate young girl, of whom you have doubtless heard. She is Lyn Montour, and is by right, if not by law, the wife of Captain Walter Butler. He repudiates her; her own people disown her. I think, perhaps, some charitable lady of the garrison may find a home for her in Johnstown or in Albany. She is Christian by instinct if not by profession.

Awaiting your instructions here, I have the honor to remain, Your humble and obt servant,

Carus Renault, 
Regt. Staff Capt.

The sun had set. Farris brought a tallow dip. He also laid a fire in the fireplace and lighted it, for the evening had turned from chill to sheer dry cold, which usually meant a rain for the morrow in these parts.

Shivering a little in my wet deerskins, I sanded, folded, directed, and sealed the letter, laid it aside, and drew the other half-sheet toward me. For a few moments I pondered, head supported on one hand, then dipped quill in horn and wrote:

Beloved — There is a poor young girl here who journeys to-night to Johnstown under escort of my Oneida. Do what you can for her in Johnstown. If you win her confidence, perhaps we both may help her. Her lot is sad enough.

Dearest, I am to acquaint you that I am no longer, by Gods charity, a spy. I now hope to take the field openly as soon as our scouts can find out just exactly where Major Ross and Butlers Rangers are.

To my great astonishment, disgust, and mortification, I have learned that Walter Butler is near here. He evidently rode forward, preceding his command, in order to be present at an Iroquois fire. He was too late to work anybody a mischief in that direction.

It is now our duty to watch for his Rangers and forestall their attack. For that purpose I expect Colonel Willett to send me a strong scout or to recall me to Johnstown. My impatience to hold you in my arms is tempered only by my hot desire to wash out the taint of my former duties in the full, clean flood of open and honorable battle.

Time presses, and I must wake my Oneida. See that my horse is cared for, dearest. Remember he bore me gallantly on that ride for life and love.

I dare not keep Colonel Willetts report waiting another minute. Good night, my sweet Elsin. All things must come to us at last.

Carus.

I dried the letter by the heat of the blazing logs. The Indian stirred, sat up in his blanket, and looked at me with the bright, clear eyes of a hound.

I am ready, brother, I said gently.

It was cold, clear starlight when Farris brought my horse around. I set Lyn Montour in the saddle, and walked out into the road with her, my hand resting on her horses mane.

Try not to be sad, I whispered, as she settled herself in the stirrups like a slim young trooper, and slowly gathered bridle.

I am no longer sad, Mr. Renault, she said tremulously. I comprehend that I have no longer any chance in the world.

Not among your adopted people, I said, but white people understand. There is no reason, child, why you should not carry your head proudly. You are guiltless, little sister.

I am truly unconscious of any sin, she said simply.

You have committed none. His the black shame of your betrayal! And now that you know him for the foul beast he is, there can be no earthly reason that you should suffer either in pride or conscience. You are pitifully young; you have life before you — the life of a white woman, with its chances, its desires, its aims, its right to happiness. Take it! I bid you be happy, little sister; I bid you hope!

She turned her face and looked at me; the ghost of a smile trembled on her lips; then, inclining her head in the sweetest of salutes, she wheeled her horse out into the tremulous starlight. And after her stole the tall Oneida, rifle slanted across his naked shoulders, striding silently at her stirrup as she rode. I had a momentary glimpse of their shadowy shapes moving against the sky, then they were blotted out in the gloom of the trees, leaving me in the road peering after them through the darkness, until even the far stroke of the horses feet died out, and there was no sound in the black silence save the hushed rushing of the stream hurrying through the shrouded hollow below.

Not a light glimmered in the settlement. The ungainly tavern, every window sealed with solid shutters, sprawled at the cross-roads, a strange, indistinct silhouette; the night-mist hung low over the fields of half-charred stumps, and above the distant bed of the brook a band of fog trailed, faintly luminous.

Never before had I so deeply felt the desolation of the northland. In a wilderness there is nothing forbidding to me; its huge earth-bedded, living pillars supporting the enormous canopy of green, its vastness, its mystery, its calm silence, may awe yet nothing sadden. But a vague foreboding enters when man enters. Where his corn grows amid the cinders of primeval things, his wanton gashes on tree and land, his beastly pollution of the wild, crystal waters, all the restlessness, and barrenness, and filth, and sordid deformity he calls his home — these sadden me unutterably.

I know, too, that Sir William Johnson felt as I do, loving the forest for its own beautiful, noble sake; and the great Virginian, who cared most for the majestic sylvan gardens planted by the Almighty, grieved at destruction, and, even in the stress of anxiety, when his carpenters and foresters were dealing pitilessly with the woods about West Point in order to furnish timber for the redoubts and the floats for the great chain, he thought to warn his engineers to beware of waste caused by ignorance or wantonness.

Where rich and fertile soil is the reward for the desperate battle with an iron forest, I can comprehend the clearing of a wilderness, and admire the transformation into gentle hills clothed in green, meadows, alder-bordered waters, acres of grain, and dainty young orchards; but here, in this land, only the flats along the river-courses are worthy of cultivation; the rest is sand and rock deeply covered with the forest mast, and fertile only while that lasts. And the forest once gone, land and water shrivel, unnourished, leaving a desert amid charred stumps and the white phantoms of dead pines. I was ever averse to the cutting of the forests here, except for selected crops of ripened timber to be replaced by natural growth ere the next crop had ripened; and Sir William Johnson, who was wise in such matters, set us a wholesome example which our yeomen have not followed. And already lands cleared fifty years since have run out to the sandy subsoil; yet still the axes flash, still the great trees groan and fall, crashing through and smashing their helpless fellows; and in Gods own garden waters shrink, and fire passes, and the deer flee away, and rain fails, because man passes in his folly, and the path of the fool is destruction.

Where Thendara was, green trees flourish to the glory of the Holder of Heaven.

Where the forest whitens with men, the earth mourns in ashes for the lost Thendara — Thendara! Thendara no more!


CHAPTER XIV

THE BATTLE OF JOHNSTOWN
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TWO WEEKS OF maddening inactivity followed the arrival at the Yellow Tavern of an express from Colonel Willett, carrying orders for me to remain at Oswaya until further command, bury all apples, pit the corn, and mill what buckwheat the settlers could spare as a deposit for the army.

Not a word since that time had I heard from Johnstown, although it was rumored in the settlement that the Rangers had taken the field in scouts of five, covering the frontier to get into touch with the long-expected forces that might come from Niagara under Ross and Walter Butler, or from the east under St. Leger and Sir John, or even perhaps under Haldimand.

Never had I known such hot impatience, such increasing anxiety; never had I felt so bitterly that the last chance was vanishing for me to strike an honest blow in a struggle wherein I, hitherto inert, had figured so meanly, so ingloriously.

To turn farmer clodhopper now was heart-breaking. Yet all I could do was to organize a sort of home guard there, detail a different yokel every day to watch the road to Varicks, five miles below, by which the enemy must arrive if they marched with artillery and wagons, as it was rumored they would. At night I placed a sentinel by the mill to guard against scalping parties, and another on the hill to watch the West and South. Meager defenses, one might say, and even the tavern was unstockaded, and protected only by loops and oaken shutters; but every man and woman was demanded for the harvest; even the children staggered off to the threshing-barns, laden with sheaves of red-stemmed buckwheat, or rolled pumpkins and squashes to the wagons, or shook down crimson apples for the men to cart away and bury.

The little Norris boy labored with the others — a thin, sallow child, heavy-eyed and silent. He had recovered somewhat from the shock of the tragedy he had witnessed, and strove to do what was asked of him, but when spoken to, seemed confused and slow of comprehension; and the tears were ever starting or smeared over his freckled face from cheek to chin.

Being an officer, the poor, heavy-witted folk looked to me for the counsel and wisdom my inexperience lacked. All I could do for them was to arrange their retreat to the tavern at the first signal of danger, and to urge that the women and children sleep there at night. My advice was only partly followed. As the golden October days passed, with no fresh alarm from the Sacandaga, their apathetic fatalism turned to a timid confidence that their homes and lands might yet be spared.

Wemple sold his buckwheat on promise of pay in paper dollars, and we milled it and barreled it, and made a deposit in Kleins sugar-bush.

Distant neighbors came a-horseback to the mill with news from neighbors, still more distant, that Sir John had retreated northward from the Sacandaga, toward Edward; that the Tories threatened Ballston; that Indians had been seen near Galway; that the garrison at Schenectady had been warned to take the field against St. Leger; that on Champlain General Haldimand had gathered a great fleet, and his maneuvers were a mystery to the scouts watching him. But no rumors were carried to us concerning Ross and Butler, except that strange vessels had been seen leaving Bucks Island.

The tension, the wearing anxiety, and harrowing chagrin that I had been left here forgotten, waxed to a fever that drove me all day restlessly from field to field, from house to barn, and back to the tavern, to sit watching the road for sign of a messenger to set me free of this dreary, hopeless place.

And on one bright, cold morning in late October, when to keep warm one must seek the sunny lee of the tavern, I sat brooding, watching the crimson maple-leaves falling from the forest in showers. Frost had come, silvering the stiffened earth, and patches of it still lingered in shady places. Oaks were brown, elms yellow; birches had shed their leaves; and already the forest stretched bluish and misty, set with flecks of scarlet maple and the darker patches of the pine.

On that early morning, just after sunrise, I sensed a hint of snow in the wind that blew out of the purple north; and the premonition sickened me, for it meant the campaign ended.

In an ugly and sullen mood I sat glowering at the blackened weeds cut by the frost, when, hearing the sound of horses feet on the hill, I rose and stood on tiptoe to see who might be coming at such a pace.

People ran out to the rear to look; nearer and nearer came the dull, battering gallop, then a rider rushed into view, leaning far forward, waving his arm; and a far cry sounded: Express, ho! News for Captain Renault!

An express! I sprang to the edge of the road as the horse thundered by; and the red-faced rider, plastered with mud, twisted in his saddle and hurled a packet at me, shouting: Butler is in the Valley! Turn out! Turn out! sweeping past in a whirlwind of dust and flying stones.

As I caught up the packet from the grass Farris ran out and fired his musket, then set the conch-horn to his mouth and sent a long-drawn, melancholy warning booming through the forest.

Close up those shutters! I said, and fill the water-casks!

Men came running from barn and mill, shouting for the women and children; men ran to the hill to look for signs of the enemy, to drive in cattle, to close and latch the doors of their wretched dwellings, as though bolt and bar could keep out the red fury now at last unloosened.

I saw a woman, to whose ragged skirts three children clung, toiling across a stump-field, staggering under a flour-sack full of humble household goods. One of the babies carried a gray kitten clasped to her breast.

Pell-mell into the tavern they hurried, white-faced, panting, pushing their terrified children into dark corners and under tables.

Tell that woman to let her cow go! I shouted, as a frightened heifer dashed up the road, followed by its owner, jerked almost off her feet by the tether-rope. Old Wemple seized the distracted woman by the shoulder and dragged her back to the tavern, she weeping and turning her head at every step.

In the midst of this howling hubbub I ripped open my despatches and read:

Johnstown, 
October 25, 1781.

Capt. Renault:

Sir — Pursuant to urgent orders this instant arrived by express from Col. Willett at Fort Rensselaer, I have the honor to inform you that Major Ross and Capt. Walter Butler have unexpectedly struck the Valley at Warrens Bush with the following forces: 



	
Eighth Regiment 
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Thirty-fourth Regiment 
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Eighty-fourth Highlanders Regiment 
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Sir Johns Royal Greens Regiment 
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Yagers Regiment 
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Butlers Rangers 


	
150 





	
Indians 


	
130 





	
Renegades 


	
40 






With bat-horses, baggage-wagons, and camp-trains, including forces amounting to a thousand rifles.

What portion of the invading army this flying column may represent is at present unknown to me.

The militia call is out; expresses are riding the county to warn every post, settlement, and blockhouse; Colonel Willett, with part of the garrison at Fort Rensselaer, is marching on Fort Hunter to join his forces with your Rangers, picking up the scouts on his way, and expects to strike Butler at the ford below Tribes Hill.

You will gather from this, sir, that Johnstown is gravely menaced, and no garrison left except a few militia. Indeed, our situation must shortly be deplorable if Colonel Willett does not deliver battle at the ford.

Therefore, if you can start at once and pick up a post of your riflemen at Broadalbin Bush, it may help us to hold the jail here until some aid arrives from Colonel Willett.

The town is panic-stricken. All last night the people stood on the lawn by Johnson Hall and watched the red glare in the sky where the enemy were burning the Valley. Massacre, the torch, and hatchet seem already at our thresholds. However, the event remains with God. I shall hold the jail to the last.

Your obt servt,

Rowley, Major Comndg.

For one dreadful moment every drop of blood seemed to leave my body. I sank into a chair, staring into the sunshine, seeing nothing. Then the pale face of Elsin Grey took shape before me, gazing at me sorrowfully; and I sprang up, shuddering, and looking about me. What in Gods name was I to do? Go to her and leave these women and babies? — leave these dull-witted men to defend themselves? Why not? Every nerve in me tightened with terror at her danger, every heart-beat responded passionately to the appeal. Yet how could I go, with these white-faced women watching me in helpless confidence; with these frightened children gathering around me, looking up into my face, reaching trustfully for my clenched hands?

In an agony of indecision I turned to the door and gazed down the road, an instant only, then leaped back and slammed the great oaken portal, shooting the bars.

Destiny had decided; Fate had cut the knot!

Every man to a loop! I called out steadily. Wemple, take your sons to the east room; Klein, you and Farris and Klock take the west and south; Warren, look out for the west. They may try to fire the wooden water-leader. Mrs. Farris, see that the tubs of water are ready; and you, Mrs. Warren, take the women and children to the cellar and be ready to dip up buckets of water from the cistern.

Silence; a trample on the stairs as the men ran to their posts; not a cry, not a whimper from the children.

I climbed the stairs, and lying at full length beside the loop, cocked my rifle, and peered out. Almost instantly I saw a man dodge into Kleins house too quickly for me to fire. Presently the interior of the house reddened behind the windows; a thin haze of smoke appeared as by magic, hanging like a curtain above the roof. Then, with a crackling roar that came plainly to my ears, the barn behind the house was buried in flame, seeming almost to blow up in one huge puff of bluish-white smoke.

I heard Wemples ancient firelock explode, followed by the crack of his sons rifles, and I saw an Indian running across the pasture.

Kleins house was now curtained with blackish smoke; Wemples, too, had begun to burn, the roof all tufted with clear little flames, that seemed to give out no smoke in the sunshine. An Indian darted across the door-yard, and leaped into the road, but at the stunning report of Warrens rifle he stopped, dropping his gun, and slowly sank, face downward, in the dust.

Then I heard the barking scalp-yelp break out, and a storm of bullets struck the tavern, leaving along the forests edge a low wall of brown vapor, which lingered as though glued to the herbage; and through it, red as candle-flames in fog, the spirting flicker of the rifles played, and the old tavern rang with leaden hail. Suddenly the fusillade ceased. Far away I heard a rangers whistle calling, calling persistently.

Wemples barn was now burning fiercely; the mill, too, had caught fire, and an ominous ruddy glare behind Warrens windows brightened and brightened.

Behind me, and on either side of me, the frenzied farmers were firing, maddened by the sight of the destruction, until I was obliged to run among the men and shake them, warning them to spare their powder until there was something besides the forest to shoot at. The interior of the tavern was thick with powder-smoke. I heard people coughing all around me.

And now, out of rifle-range, I caught my first good view of the marauders passing along the red stubble-fields north of Warrens barn — some hundred Indians and Tories, marching in columns of fours, rifles atrail, south by east. To my astonishment, instead of facing, they swung around us on a dog-trot, still out of range, pressing steadily forward across the rising ground. Then suddenly I comprehended. They cared nothing for Oswaya when there was prime killing and plunder a-plenty to be had in the Valley. They were headed for Johnstown, where the vultures were already gathering.

Old Wemple had run down-stairs and flung open the door to watch them. I followed, rifle in hand, and we sped hotfoot across the stump-lot and out upon the hill. Surely enough, there they were in the distance, hastening away to the southward at a long, swinging lope, like a pack of timber-wolves jogging to a kill.

Hold the tavern to-night and then strike out for Saratoga with all your people, I said hurriedly. Theyre gone, and I mean to follow them.

Be ye goin, sir? quavered the old man. He turned to gaze at the blazing settlement below, tears running down his cheeks.

Oh, Lord! Thy will be done — I guess, he said.

Farris, Warren, and Klock came up on the run. I pointed at the distant forest, into which the column was disappearing.

Keep the tavern to-night, I said hoarsely; there may be a skulking scalp-hunter or two prowling about until morning, but theyll be gone by sunrise. Good-by, lads!

One by one they extended their powder-blackened, labor-torn hands, then turned away in silence toward the conflagration below, to face winter in the wilderness without a roof.

Rifle at trail, teeth set, I descended the hill, dodging among the blackened stumps, and entered the woods on a steady run. I had no need of a path save for comfort in the going, for this region was perfectly familiar to me from the Sacandaga to the Kennyetto, and from Mayfield Creek to the Cayadutta — familiar as Broadway, from the Battery to Vauxhall. No Indian knew it better, nor could journey by short cuts faster than could I. For this was my own country, and I trusted it. The distance was five good miles to the now-abandoned settlement of Broadalbin, or Fondas Bush, which some still call it, and my road lay south, straight as the bee flies, after I had once crossed the trail of the Oswaya raiders.

I crossed it where I expected to, in a soft and marshy glade, unblackened by the frost, where blue flowers tufted the swale, and a clear spring soaked the moss and trickled into a little stream which, I remembered, was ever swarming with tiny troutlings. Here I found the print of Cayuga and Mohawk moccasins and white mans boots a-plenty; and, for one fierce instant, burned to pick up the raw trail, hanging on their rear to drive one righteous bullet into them when chance gave me an opportunity. But the impulse fled as it came. Sick at heart I pressed forward once more, going at a steady wolf-trot; and so silently, so noiselessly, that twice I routed deer from their hemlock beds, and once came plump on a tree-cat that puffed up into fury and backed off spitting and growling, eyes like green flames, and every hair on end.

Tree after tree I passed, familiar to me in happier years — here an oak from which, a hundred yards due west, one might find sulphur water — there a pine, marking a clean mile from the Kennyetto at its nearest curve, yonder a birch-bordered gulley, haunted of partridge and woodcock — all these I noted, scarcely seeing them at all, and plodded on and on until, far away through the trees, I heard the Kennyetto roaring in its gorge, like the wind at Adriutha.

A stump-field, sadly overgrown with choke-cherry, sumach, and rabbit-brier, warned me that I was within rifle-hail of the Rangers post at Broadalbin. I swung to the west, then south, then west again, passing the ruins of the little settlement — a charred beam here, an empty cellar there, yonder a broken well-sweep, until I came to the ridge above the swamp, where I must turn east and ford the stream, under the rifles of the post.

There stood the chimney of what had once been my fathers house — the new one, burned by mistake, ere it had been completed.

I gave it one sullen glance; looked around me, saw but heaps of brick, mortar, and ashes, where barns, smoke-houses, granaries, and stables had stood. The cellar of my old home was almost choked with weeds; slender young saplings had already sprouted among the foundation-stones.

Passing the orchard, I saw the trees under which I had played as a child, now all shaggy and unpruned, tufted thick with suckers, and ringed with heaps of small rotting apples, lying in the grass as they had fallen. With a whirring, thunderous roar, a brood of crested grouse rose from the orchard as I ran on, startling me, almost unnerving me. The next moment I was at the shallow waters edge, shouting across at a blockhouse of logs; and a Ranger rose up and waved his furry cap at me, beckoning me to cross, and calling to me by name.

Is that you, Dave Elerson? I shouted.

Yes, sir. Is there bad news?

Butler is in the Valley! I answered, and waded into the cold, brown current, ankle-deep in golden bottom-sands. Breathless, dripping thrums trailing streams of water after me, I toiled up the bank and stood panting, leaning against the log hut.

Where is the post? I breathed.

Out, sir, since last night.

Which way? I groaned.

Johnstown way, Mr. Renault. The Weasel, Tim Murphy, and Nick Stoner was a-smellin after moccasin-prints on the Mayfield trail. About sunup they made smoke-signals at me that they was movin Kingsboro way on a raw trail.

He brought me his tin cup full of rum and water. I drank a small portion of it, then rinsed throat and mouth, still standing.

Butler and Ross, with a thousand rifles and baggage-wagons, are making for the Tribes Hill ford, I said. A hundred Cayugas, Mohawks, and Tories burned Oswaya just after sunrise, and are this moment pushing on to Johnstown. Weve got to get there before them, Elerson.

Yes, sir, he said simply, glancing at the flint in his rifle.

Is there any chance of our picking up the scout?

If we dont, its a dead scout for sure, he returned gravely. Tim Murphy wasnt lookin for scalpin parties from the north.

I handed him his cup, tightened belt and breast-straps, trailed rifle, and struck the trail at a jog; and behind me trotted David Elerson, famed in ballad and story, which he could not read — nor could Tim Murphy, either, for that matter, whose learning lay in things unwritten, and whose eloquence flashed from the steel lips of a rifle that never spoke in vain.

Like ice-chilled wine the sweet, keen mountain air blew in our faces, filtering throat and nostrils as we moved; the rain that the frost had promised was still far away — perhaps not rain at all, but snow.

On we pressed, first breath gone, second breath steady; and only for the sickening foreboding that almost unnerved me when I thought of Elsin, I should not have suffered from the strain.

Somewhere to the west, hastening on parallel to our path, was strung out that pack of raiding bloodhounds; farther south, perhaps at this very instant entering Johnstown, moved the marauders from the north. A groan burst from my dry lips.

Slowing to a walk we began to climb, shoulder to shoulder, ascending the dry bed of a torrent fairly alive with partridges.

Winters comin almighty fast; them birds is a-packin and a-buddin already. Down to the Bush I see them peckin the windfall apples in your old orchard.

I scarcely heard him, but, as he calmly gossiped on, hour after hour, a feeling of dull surprise grew in me that at such a time a man could note and discuss such trifles. Ah, but he had no sweetheart there in the threatened town, menaced by death in its most dreadful shape.

Are the women in the jail? I asked, my voice broken by spasmodic breathing as we toiled onward.

I guess they are, sir — leastways Jack Mount was detailed there to handle the milishy. And, after a pause, gravely and gently: Is your lady there, sir?

Yes — God help her!

He said nothing; there was nothing of comfort for any man to say. I looked up at the sun.

Its close to noontide, sir, said Elerson. Well make Johnstown within the half-hour. Shall we swing round by the Hall and keep cover, or chance it by the road to Jimmy Burkes?

What about the scout? I asked miserably.

He shook his head, and over his solemn eyes a shadow passed.

Mayhap, he muttered, Tim Murphys luck will hold, sir. Hes been fired at by a hundred of their best marksmen; hes been in every bloody scrape, assault, ambush, retreat, twixt Edward and Cherry Valley, and never a single bullet-scratch. We may find him in Johnstown yet.

He swerved to the right: With your leave, Captain Renault, well fringe the timber here. Look, sir! Yonder stands the Hall against the sky!

We were in Johnstown. There, across Sir Williams tree-bordered pastures and rolling stubble-fields, stood the baronial hall. Sunlight sparkled on the windows. I saw the lilacs, the bare-limbed locusts, the orchards, still brilliant with scarlet and yellow fruit, the long stone wall and hedge fence, the lawns intensely green.

It is deserted, I said in a low voice.

Hark! breathed Elerson, ear to the wind. After a moment I heard a deadened report from the direction of the village, then another and another; and, spite of the adverse breeze, a quavering, gentle, sustained sound, scarce more than a vibration, that hung persistently in the air.

By God! gasped Elerson, its the bell at the jail! The enemy are here! Pull foot, sir! Our time has come!

Down the slope we ran, headed straight for the village. Gunshots now sounded distinctly from the direction of the Court-House; and around us, throughout the whole country, guns popped at intervals, sometimes a single distant report, then a quick succession of shots, like hunters shooting partridges; but we heard as yet no volley-firing.

Tories and scalpers harrying the outlying farms, breathed Elerson. Look sharp, sir! Were close to the village, and its full o Tories.

Right ahead of us stood a white house; and, as we crossed the hay-field behind it, a man came to the back door, leveled a musket, and deliberately shot at us. Instantly, and before he could spring back, Elerson threw up his rifle and fired, knocking the man headlong through the doorway.

The impudent son of a slut! he muttered to himself, coolly reloading. Count one more Tory in hell, Davy, lad!

Priming, his restless eyes searched the road-hedge ahead, then, ready once more, we broke into a trot, scrambled through the fence, and started down the road, which had already become a village street. It was fairly swarming with men running and dodging about.

The first thing I saw clearly was a dead woman lying across a horse-block. Then I saw a constable named Hugh McMonts running down the street, chased closely by two Indians and a soldier wearing a green uniform. They caught him as we fired, and murdered him in a doorway with hatchet and gun-stock, spattering everything with the poor wretchs brains.

Our impulsive and useless shots had instantly drawn the fire of three red-coated soldiers; and, as the big bullets whistled around us, Elerson grasped my arm, pulled me back, and darted behind a barn. Through a garden we ran, not stopping to load, through another barnyard, scattering the chickens into frantic flight, then out along a stony way, our ears ringing with the harsh din of the jail bell.

Theres the jail; run for it! panted Elerson, as we came in sight of the solid stone structure, rising behind its palisades on the high ground.

I sprang across the road and up the slope, battering at the barricaded palings with my rifle-stock, while Elerson ran around the defenses bawling for admittance.

Hurry, Elerson! I cried, hammering madly for entrance; here come the enemys baggage-wagons up the street!

Jack Mount! Jack Mount! Let us in, ye crazy loon! shouted Elerson.

Somebody began to unbolt the heavy slab gate; it creaked and swung just wide enough for a man to squeeze through. I shoved Elerson inside and followed, pushing into a mob of scared militia and panic-stricken citizens toward a huge buckskinned figure at a stockade loophole on the left.

Jack Mount! I called, where are the women? Are they safe?

He looked around at me, nodded in a dazed and hesitating manner, then wheeled quick as a flash, and fired through the slit in the logs.

I crawled up to the epaulment and peered down into the dusty street. It was choked with the enemys baggage-wagons, now thrown into terrible confusion by the shot from Mounts rifle. Horses reared, backed, swerved, swung around, and broke into a terrified gallop; teamsters swore and lashed at their maddened animals, and some batmen, carrying a dead or wounded teamster, flung their limp burden into a wagon, and, seizing the horses bits, urged them up the hill in a torrent of dust.

I fumbled for my rangers whistle, set it to my lips, and blew the Cease firing!

Let them alone! I shouted angrily at Mount. Have you no better work than to waste powder on a parcel of frightened clodhoppers? Send those militiamen to their posts! Two to a loop, yonder! Lively, lads; and see that you fire at nothing except Indians and soldiers. Jack, come up here!

The big rifleman mounted the ladder and leaped to the rifle-platform, which quivered beneath his weight.

I thought Id best sting them once, he muttered. Their main force has circled the town westward toward the Hall. Lord, sir, it was a bad surprise they gave us, for we understood that Willett held them at Tribes Hill!

I caught his arm in a grip of iron, striving to speak, shaking him to silence.

Where — where is Miss Grey? I said hoarsely. You say the women are safe, do you not?

Mr. Renault — sir— he stammered, I have just arrived at the jail — I have not seen your wife.

My hand fell from his arm; his appalled face whitened.

Last night, sir, he muttered, she was at the Hall, watching the flames in the sky where Butler was burning the Valley. I saw her there in a crowd of townsfolk, women, children — the whole town was on the lawn there — —

He wiped his clammy face and moistened his lips; above us, in the wooden tower, the clamor of the bell never ceased.

She spoke to me, asking for news of you. I — I had no news of you to tell her. Then an officer — Captain Little — fell a-bawling for the Rangers to fall in, and Billy Laird, Jack Shew, Sammons, and me — we had to go. So I fell in, sir; and the last I saw she was standing there and looking at the reddening sky — —

Blindly, almost staggering, I pushed past him, stumbling down the ladder, across the yard, and into the lower corridor of the jail. There were women a-plenty there; some clung to my arm, imploring news; some called out to me, asking for husband or son. I looked blankly into face after face, all strangers; I mounted the stairs, pressing through the trembling throng, searching every whitewashed corridor, every room; then to the cellar, where the frightened children huddled, then out again, breaking into a run, hastening from blockhouse to blockhouse, the iron voice of the bell maddening me!

Captain Renault! Captain Renault! called out a militiaman, as I turned from the log rampart.

The man came hastening toward me, firelock trailing, pack and sack bouncing and flopping.

My wife has news of your lady, he said, pointing to a slim, pale young woman who stood in the doorway, a shawl over her wind-blown hair.

I turned as she advanced, looking me earnestly in the face.

Your lady was in the fort late last night, sir, she began. A fit of coughing choked her; overhead the dreadful clangor of the bell dinned and dinned.

Dumb, stunned, I waited while she fumbled in her soiled apron, and at last drew out a crumpled letter.

Ill tell you what I know, she said weakly. We had been to the Hall; the sky was all afire. My little boy grew frightened, and she — your sweet lady — she lifted him and carried him for me — I was that sick and weak from fright, sir — —

A fit of coughing shook her. She handed me the letter, unable to continue.

And there, brain reeling, ears stunned by the iron din of the bell which had never ceased, I read her last words to me:

Carus, my darling, I dont know where you are. Please God, you are not at Oswaya, where they tell me the Indians have appeared above Varicks. Dearest lad, your Oneida came with your letter. I could not reply, for there were no expresses to go to you. Colonel Willett had news of the enemy toward Fort Hunter, and marched the next day. We hoped he might head them, but last night there was an alarm, and we all went out into the street. People were hastening to the Hall, and I went, too, being anxious, now that you are out there alone somewhere in the darkness.

Oh, Carus, the sky was all red and fiery behind Tribes Hill; and women were crying and children sobbing all around me. I asked the Ranger, Mount, if he had news of you, and he was gentle and kind, and strove to comfort me, but he went away with his company on a run, and I saw the militia assembling where the drummers stood beating their drums in the torchlight.

Somebody — a woman — said: Its hatchet and scalping again, and we women will catch it now.

And then a child screamed, and its mother was too weak to carry it, so I took it back for her to the jail.

I sat in the jailers room, thinking and thinking. Outside the barred window I heard a woman telling how Butlers men had already slain a whole family at Caughnawaga — an express having arrived with news of horrors unspeakable.

Dearest, it came to me like a flash of light what I must do — what God meant me to do. Can you not understand, my darling? We are utterly helpless here. I must go back to this man — to this man who is riding hither with death on his right hand, and on his left hand, death!

Oh, Carus! Carus! my sin has found me out! It is written that man should not put asunder those joined together. I have defied Him! Yet He repays, mercifully, offering me my last chance.

Sweetheart, I must take it. Can you not understand? This man is my lawful husband; and as his wife, I dare resist him; I have the right to demand that his Indians and soldiers spare the aged and helpless. I must go to him, meet him, and confront him, and insist that mercy be shown to these poor, terrified people. And I must pay the price!

Oh, Carus! Carus! I love you so! Pray for me. God keep you! I must go ere it is too late. My horse is at Burkes. I leave this for you. Dear, I am striving to mend a shattered life with sacrifice of self — the sacrifice you taught me. I can not help loving you as I do; but I can strive to be worthy of the man I love. This is the only way!

Elsin Grey.

The woman had begun to speak again. I raised my eyes.

Your sweet lady gave me the letter — I waited while she wrote it in the wardens room — and she was crying, sir. God knows what she has written you! — but she kissed me and my little one, and went out into the yard. I have not seen her since, Mr. Renault.

Would the din of that hellish bell never cease its torture? Would sound never again give my aching brain a moments respite? The tumult, mens sharp voices, the coughing of the sick woman, the dull, stupid blows of sound were driving me mad! And now more noises broke out — the measured crash of volleys; cheers from the militia on the parapet; an uproar swelling all around me. I heard some one shout, Willett has entered the town! and the next instant the smashing roll of drums broke out in the street, echoing back from façade and palisade, and I heard the fifes and hunting-horns playing Soldiers Joy! and the long double-shuffling of infantry on the run.

The icy current of desperation flowed back into every vein. My mind cleared; I passed a steady hand over my eyes, looked around me, and, drawing the rangers whistle from my belt, set it to my lips.

The clear, mellow call dominated the tumult. A man in deerskin dropped from the rifle-platform, another descended the ladder, others came running from the log bastions, all flocking around me like brown deer herding to the leaders call.

Fall in! I scarce knew my own voice.

The eager throng of riflemen fell away into a long rank, stringing out across the jail yard.

Shoulder arms! Right dress! Right face! Call off!

The quick responses ran along the ranks: Right! left! right! left! — —

Right double! I called. Then, as order followed order, the left platoon stepped forward, halted, and dressed.

Take care to form column by platoons right, right front. To the right — face! March!

The gates were flung wide as we passed through, and, wheeling, swung straight into the streets of Johnstown with a solid hurrah!

A battalion of Massachusetts infantry was passing St. Johns Church, filling William Street with the racket of their drums. White cross-belts and rifles shining, the black-gaitered column plodded past, mounted officers leading. Then a field-piece, harness and chains clanking, came by, breasting the hill at a gallop, amid a tempest of cheers from my riflemen. And now the Tryon County men were passing in dusty ranks, and more riflemen came running up, falling in behind my company.

Theres Tim Murphy! cried Elerson joyously. He has your horse, Captain!

Down the hill from Burkes Inn came Murphy on a run, leading my horse; behind him sped the Weasel and a rifleman named Sammons, and Burke himself, flourishing a rifle, all greeted lustily by the brown ranks behind me, amid shouts of laughter as Jimmy Burke, in cap and fluttering forest-dress, fell in with the others.

Captain Renault, sorr— I turned. Murphy touched his raccoon cap.

Sorr, I hov fr to repoort thot yere sweet lady, sorr, is wid Butler at Johnson Hall.

Safe? My lips scarcely moved.

Safe so far, sorr. She rides wid their Major, Ross, an the shtaff-officers in gold an green.

I sprang to the saddle, raised my rifle and shook it, A shrill, wolfish yelling burst from the Rangers.

Forward! And Forward! forward! echoed the sergeants, as we swung into a quick step.

The rifles on the hill by the Hall were speaking faster and faster now. A white cloud hid the Hall and the trees, thickening and spreading as a volley of musketry sent its smoke gushing into the bushes. Then, in the dun-colored fog, a red flame darted out, splitting the air with a deafening crash, and the thunder-clap of the cannon-shot shook the earth under our hurrying feet.

We were close to the Hall now. Behind a hedge fence running east our militia lay, firing very coolly into the wavering mists, through which twinkled the ruddy rifle-flames of the enemy. The roar of the firing was swelling, dominated by the tremendous concussions of the field-piece. I saw officers riding like mounted phantoms through the smoke; dead men in green, dead men in scarlet, and here and there a dead Mohawk lay in the hedge. A wounded officer of Massachusetts infantry passed us, borne away to the village by Schoharic militia.

As we started for the hedge on a double, suddenly, through the smoke, the other side of the hedge swarmed with men. They were everywhere, crashing through the thicket, climbing the fence, pouring forward with shouts and hurrahs. Then the naked form of an Indian appeared; another, another; the militia, disconcerted and surprised, struck at them with their gunstocks, wavered, turned, and ran toward us.

I had already deployed my right into line; the panic-stricken militia came heading on as we opened to let them through; then we closed up; a sheet of flame poured out into the very faces of Butlers Rangers; another, another!

Bolt upright in the stirrups, I lifted my smoking rifle: Rangers! Charge!

Beneath my plunging horse a soldier in green went down screaming; an Indian darted past, falling to death under a dozen clubbed rifles; then a yelling mass of green-coated soldiers, forced and crushed back into the hedge, turned at bay; and into this writhing throng leaped my riflemen, hatchets flashing.

Hold that hedge, Captain Renault! came a calm voice near me, and I saw Colonel Willett at my elbow, struggling with his frantic horse.

A mounted officer near him cried: The rest of the militia on the right are wavering, Colonel!

Then stop them, Captain Zielie! said Willett, dragging his horse to a stand. His voice was lost in the swelling roar of the fusillade where my Rangers were holding the hedge. On the extreme right, through an open field, I saw the militia scattering, darting about wildly. There came a flash, a roar, and the scene was blotted out in a huge fountain of flame and smoke.

Theyve blown up the ammunition-wagon! Butlers men have taken our cannon! yelled a soldier, swinging his arms frantically. Oh, my God! the militia are running from the field!

It was true. One of those dreadful and unaccountable panics had seized the militia. Nothing could stop them. I saw Colonel Willett spur forward, sword flashing; officers rode into the retreating lines, begging and imploring them to stand. The pressure on my riflemen was enormous, and I ordered them to fall back by squads in circles to the fringe of woods. They obeyed very coolly and in perfect order, retiring step by step, shot by shot.

Massachusetts infantry were holding the same woods; a few Tryon militia rallied to us, and Colonel Gray took command. For Gods sake, Renault, go and help Willett stop the militia! he begged. Ill hold this corner till you can bring us aid!

I peered about me through the smoke, gathered bridle, wheeled through the bushes into the open field, and hurled my horse forward along the line of retreat.

Never had I believed brave men could show such terror. Nobody heeded me, nobody listened. At my voice they only ran the faster, I galloping alongside, beseeching them, and looking for Willett.

Straight into the streets of Johnstown fled the militia, crowding the town in mad and shameless panic, carrying with them their mounted officers, as a torrent hurls chips into a whirlpool.

Halt! In Heavens name, what is the matter? Why, you had them on the run, you men of Tryon, you Ulster men! cried Colonel Willett.

A seething mass of fugitives was blocked at the old stone church. Into them plunged the officers, cursing, threatening, imploring, I among them, my horse almost swept from his legs in the rushing panic.

Dont run, lads, I said; dont put us all to this shame! Why, what are you afraid of? I saw nothing to scare a child on the hill. And this is my first battle. I thought war was something to scare a man. But this is nothing. You wouldnt leave the Rangers there all alone, would you? Theyre up there drilling holes in the Indians who came to murder your wives and children. Come on, boys! You didnt mean it. We cant let those yagers and Greens take a cannon as easily as that!

They were listening to Willett, too; here and there a sergeant took up the pleading. I found an exhausted drummer-boy sitting on the steps of the church, and induced him to stand up and beat the assembly. Officer after officer struggled through the mob, leading out handfuls of men; lines formed; I snatched a flag from an ensign and displayed it; a company, at shoulder arms, headed by a drummer, emerged from the chaos, marching in fair alignment; another followed more steadily; line after line fell in and paraded; the fifes began to squeal, and the shrill quickstep set company after company in motion.

Its all right, lads! cried Willett cheerily, as he galloped forward. We are going back for that cannon we lost by mistake. Come on, you Tryon County men! Dont let the Rangers laugh at you!

Then the first cheer broke out; mounted officers rode up, baring their swords, surrounding the Colonel. He gave me a calm and whimsical look, almost a smile:

Scared, Carus?

No, sir.

Dye hear that firing to the left? Well, thats Rowleys flanking column of levies and the Massachusetts men. Hark! Listen to that rifle music! Now well drive them! Now weve got them at last!

I caught him by the sleeve, and bent forward from my saddle:

Do you know that the woman I am to marry is with the enemy? I demanded hoarsely.

No. Good God, Carus! Have they got her?

His shocked face paled; he laid his hand on my shoulder, riding in silence as I told him what I knew.

By Heaven! he said, striking his gloved hands together, well get her yet, Carus; I tell you, well get her safe and sound. Do you think I mean to let these mad wolves slink off this time and skulk away unpunished? Do you suppose I dont know that the time has come to purge this frontier for good and all of Walter Butler? You need not worry, Carus. It is true that God alone could have foreseen the strange panic that started these militiamen on a run, as though they had never smelled powder — as though they had not answered a hundred alarms from Oriskany to Currietown. I could not foresee that, but, by God, weve stopped it! And now I tell you we are going to deal Walter Butler a blow that will end his murdering career forever! Look sharp!

A racket of rifle-fire broke out ahead; two men dropped.

We were in the smoke now. Indians rose from every thicket and leaped away in retreat; the column broke into a run, mounted officers trotting forward, pistol and sword in hand.

Why, theres our cannon, boys! cried Colonel Lewis excitedly.

A roar greeted the black Colonels words; the entire line sprang forward; a file of Oneidas sped along our flanks, rifles a-trail.

Through the smoke I saw the Hall now, and in a field to the east of it a cannon which some Highlanders and soldiers in green uniforms were attempting to drag off.

At the view the yelling onset was loosed; the kilted troops and the green-coated soldiers took to their legs, and I saw our militia swarming around the field-piece, hugging it, patting it, embracing it, while from the woods beyond my Rangers cheered and cheered. Ah! now the militia were in it again; the hedge fence was carried with a rush, and all around us in the red sunset light shouting militia, Royal Greens, and naked, yelling Indians were locked in a death struggle, hatchet, knife, and rifle-butt playing their silent and awful part.

An officer in a scarlet coat galloped at me full tilt, snapped his pistol as he passed, wheeled, and attempted to ride me down at his swords point, but Colonel Willett pistoled him as I parried his thrust with my rifle-barrel; and I saw his maddened horse bearing him away, he swaying horridly in his saddle, falling sidewise, and striking the ground, one spurred heel entangled in his stirrup.

Sickened, I turned away, and presently sounded the rally for my Rangers. For full twenty minutes militia and riflemen poured sheets of bullets into the Royal Greens from the hedge fence; their flank doubled, wavered, and broke as the roaring fire of Rowleys men drew nearer. Twilight fell; redder and redder leaped the rifle-flames through the smoky dusk. Suddenly their whole line gave way, and we broke through — riflemen, militia, Massachusetts men — broke through with a terrific yell. And before us fled Indian and Tory, yager and renegade, Greens, Rangers, Highlanders, officers galloping madly, baggage-wagons smashed, horses down, camp trampled to tatters and splinters as the vengeance of Tryon County passed in a tornado of fury that cleansed the land forever of Walter Butler and his demons of the North!

In that furious onslaught through the darkness and smoke, where prisoners were being taken, Indians and Greens chased and shot down, a steady flicker of rifle-fire marked the course of the disastrous rout, and the frenzied vengeance following — an awful vengeance now, for, in the blackness, a new and dreadful sound broke — the fiercely melancholy scalp-yell of my Oneidas!

Galloping across a swampy field, where the dead and scalped lay in the ooze, I shouted the Wolf Clan challenge; and a lone cry answered me, coming nearer, nearer, until in the smoke-shot darkness I saw the terrific painted shape of an Indian looming, saluting me with uplifted and reeking hatchet.

Brother! brother! I groaned, by the Wolf whose sign we wear, and by the sign of Tharon, follow her who is to be my wife — follow by night, by day, through the haunts of men, through the still places! Go swiftly, O my brother the Otter — swiftly as hound on trail! I charge you by that life you owe, by that clan tie which breaks not when nations break, by the sign of Tharon, that floats among the stars forever, find me this woman whom I am to wed! Your life for hers, O brother! Go!


CHAPTER XV

BUTLERS FORD
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FOR FOUR BREATHLESS days the broad, raw trail of a thousand men in headlong flight was the trampled path we traveled. Smashing straight through the northern wilderness, our enemy with horses, wagons, batmen, soldiers, Indians burst into the forest, tearing saplings, thickets, underbrush aside in their mad northward rush for the safety of the Canadas and the shelter denied them here. Threescore Oneida hatchets glittered in their rear; four hundred rifles followed; for the Red Beast was in flight at last, stricken, turning now and again to snarl when the tireless, stern-faced trackers drew too near, then running on again, growling, impotent. And the Red Beast must be done to death.

What fitter place to end him than here in the wild twilight of shaggy depths, unlighted by the sun or moon? — here where the cold, brawling streams smoked in the rank air; where black crags crouched, watching the hunting — here in these awful deeps, shunned by the deer, unhaunted by wolf and panther — depths fit only for the monstrous terror that came out of them, and now, wounded, and cold heart pulsing terror, was scrambling back again into the dense and dreadful twilight of eternal shadow-land.

One by one their pack-laden horses fell out exhausted; and we found them, heads hanging, quivering and panting beside the reeking trail; one by one their gaunt cattle, mired in bog and swamp, entangled in windfalls, greeted us, bellowing piteously as we passed. The forest itself fought for us, reaching out to jerk wheels from axle, bringing wagon and team down crashing. Their dead lay everywhere uncared for, even unscalped and unrobbed in the bruised and trampled path of flight; clothing, arms, provisions were scattered pell-mell on every side; and now at length, hour after hour, as we headed them back from trail and highway, and blocked them from their boats at Oneida Lake, driving, forcing, scourging them straight into the black jaws of a hungry wilderness, we began to pass their wounded — ghastly, bloody, ragged things, scarce animate, save for the dying brilliancy of their hollowed eyes.

On, on, hotfoot through the rain along the smoking trail; twilight by day, depthless darkness by night, where we lay panting in starless obscurity, listening to the giant winds of the wilderness — vast, resistless, illimitable winds flowing steadily through the unseen and naked crests of forests, colder and ever colder they blew, heralding the trampling blasts of winter, charging us from the north.

On the fifth day it began to snow at dawn. Little ragged flakes winnowed through the clusters of scarlet maple-leaves, sifted among the black pines, coming faster and thicker, driving in slanting, whirling flight across the trail. In an hour the moss was white; crimson sprays of moose-bush bent, weighted with snow and scarlet berries; the hurrying streams ran dark and somber in their channels between dead-white banks; swamps turned blacker for the silvery setting; the flakes grew larger, pelting in steady, thickening torrents from the clouds as we came into a clearing called Jerseyfield, on the north side of Canada Creek; and here at last we were met by a crackling roar from a hundred rifles.

The Red Beast was at bay!

Up and down, through the dense snowy veil descending, the orange-tinted rifle-flames flashed and sparkled and flickered; all around us a shower of twigs and branches descended in a steady rain. Then our brown rifles blazed their deadly answer. Splash! spatter! splash! their dead dropped into the stream; and, following, dying and living took to the dark water, thrashing across through snowy obscurity. I heard their horses wallowing through the fords, iron hoofs frantically battering the rocky, shelving banks for foothold; I heard them shriek when the Oneida tigers leaped upon them; I heard their wounded battling and screaming as they drowned in the swollen waters!

We lay and fired at their phantom lines, now attempting to retreat at a dog-trot in single file; and as we knocked man after man from the plodding rank the others leaped over their writhing, fallen comrades, neither turning nor pausing in their dogged flight. The snow slackened, falling more thinly to the west; and, as the dazzling curtain grew transparent, a mass of men in green suddenly rose from the whitened hemlock-scrub and fired at our riflemen arriving in column.

Then ensued a scene nigh indescribable. With one yelling bound, Ranger and Oneida were on them, shooting, stabbing, dragging them down; and, as they broke cover, their mounted officers, dashing out of the thicket, wheeled northward into galloping flight; and among them at last I saw my enemy, and knew him.

A dozen Oneidas were after him. His horse, spurred to a gallop, crashed through the brush, and was in the water at a leap; and he turned in midstream and shook his pistol at them insultingly.

By Heaven, he rode superbly as the swollen waters of the ford boiled to his horses straining shoulders, while the bullets clipped the gilded cocked-hat from his head and struck his raised pistol from his hand.

Head him! shouted Elerson; dont let that man get clear! Indians and Rangers raced madly along the bank of the creek, pacing the fugitive as he galloped.

Take him alive! I cried, as Butler swung his horse with a crash straight into the willow thickets on the north. We lost him to view as I spoke; and I sounded the rally-whistle, and ran up the bank of the creek, leading my horse at a trot behind me.

The snowfall had ceased; the sun glimmered, then blazed out in the clearing, flooding the whitened ground with a dazzling radiance. Running, stumbling, falling, struggling through brush and brake and brier-choked marsh, I saw ahead of me three Oneida Indians swiftly cross my path to the creeks edge and crouch, scanning the opposite shore. Almost immediately the Rangers Murphy, Renard, and Elerson emerged from the snowy bushes beside them; and at the same instant I saw Walter Butler ride up on the opposite side of the creek, glance backward, then calmly draw bridle in plain sight. He was fey; I knew it. His doom was upon him. He flung himself from his horse close to the ford where, set in the rock, a living spring of water mirrored the sun; then he knelt down, drew his tin cup from his belt, bent over, and looked into the placid silver pool. What he saw reflected there Christ alone knows, for he sprang back, passed his hand across his eyes, and reached out his cup blindly, plunging it deep into the water.

Never, never shall I forget that instant picture as it broke upon my view; my deadly enemy kneeling by the spring, black hair disheveled, the sunshine striking his tin cup as he raised it to his lips; the three naked Oneidas, in their glistening scarlet paint, eagerly raising their rifles, while the merciless weapons of Murphy and Elerson slowly fell to the same level, focused on that kneeling figure across the dark waters of the stream.

A second only, then, God knows why, I could not endure to witness a justice so close allied with murder, and sprang forward, crying out: Cease fire! Take him alive! But, with the words half-sped, flame after flame parted from those leveled muzzles; and through the whirling smoke I saw Walter Butler fall, roll over and over, his body and limbs contracting with agony; then on all fours again, on his knees, only to sink back in a sitting posture, his head resting on his hand, blood pouring between his fingers.

Into the stream plunged an Oneida, rifle and knife aloft, glittering in the sun. The wounded man saw him coming, and watched him as he leaped up the bank; and while Walter Butler looked him full in the face the savage trembled, crouching, gathering for a leap.

Stop that murder! I shouted, plunging into the ford as Butler, aching head still lifted, turned a deathly face toward me. One eye had been shot out, but the creature was still alive, and knew me — knew me, heard me ask for the quarter he had not asked for; saw me coming to save him from his destiny, and smiled as the Oneida sprang on him with a yell and ripped the living scalp away before my sickened eyes.

Finish him, in Gods mercy! bellowed the Ranger Sammons, running up. The Oneidas hatchet, swinging like lightning, flashed once; and the severed soul of Walter Butler was free of the battered, disfigured thing that lay oozing crimson in the trampled snow.

Dead! And I heard the awful scalp-yell swelling from the throats of those who had felt his heavy hand. Dead! And I heard cheers from those whose loved ones had gone down to death to satiate his fury. And now he, too, was on his way to face those pale accusers waiting there to watch him pass — specters of murdered men, phantoms of women, white shapes of little children — God! what a path to the tribunal behind whose thunderous gloom hells own lightning flared!

As I gazed down at him the roar of the fusillade died away in my ears. I remembered him as I had seen him there at New York in our house, his slim fingers wandering over the strings of the guitar, his dark eyes drowned in melancholy. I remembered his voice, and the song he sang, haunting us all with its lingering sadness — the hopeless words, the sad air, redolent of dead flowers — doom, death, decay!

The thrashing and plunging of horses roused me. I looked around to see Colonel Willett ride up, followed by two or three mounted officers in blue and buff, pulling in their plunging horses. He looked down at the dead, studying the crushed face, the uniform, the blood-drenched snow.

Is that Butler? he asked gravely.

Yes, I said; and drew a corner of his cloak across the marred face.

Nobody uncovered, which was the most dreadful judgment those silent men could pass.

Scalped? motioned Colonel Lewis significantly.

He belongs to your party, observed Willett quietly. Then, looking around as the rifle-fire to the left broke out again: The pursuit has ended, gentlemen. What punishment more awful could we leave them to than these trackless solitudes? For I tell you that those few among them who shall attain the Canadas need fear no threat of hell in the life to come, for they shall have served their turn. Sound the recall!

I laid my hand upon his saddle, looking up into his face:

Pardon, I said, in a low voice; I must go on!

Carus! Carus! he said softly, have they not told you?

Told me? I stared. What? What — in the name of God?

She was taken when we struck their rear-guard at one oclock this afternoon! Was there no one to tell you, lad!

Unharmed? I asked, steadying myself against his stirrup.

Faint with fatigue, brier-torn, in rags — his vengeance, but — nothing worse. That quarter-breed Montour attended her, supported her, struggled on with her through all the horrors of this retreat. He had herded the Valley prisoners together, guarded by Cayugas. The executioner lies dead a mile below, his black face in the water. And here he lies!

He swung his horse, head sternly averted. I flung myself into my saddle.

This way, lad. She lies in a camp-wagon at headquarters, asleep, I think. Mount and your Oneida guard her. And the girl, Montour, lies stretched beside her, watching her as a dog watches a cradled child.

The hunting-horns of the light infantry were sounding the recall as we rode through the low brush of Jerseyfield, where the sunset sky was aflame, painting the tall pines, staining the melting snow to palest crimson.

From black, wet branches overhead the clotted flakes fell, showering us as we came to the hemlock shelter where the camp-wagon stood. A fire burned there; before it crowded a shadowy group of riflemen; and one among them moved forward to meet me, touching his fur cap and pointing.

As I reached the rough shelter of fringing evergreen Mount and Little Otter stepped out; and I saw the giant forest-runner wink the tears away as he laid his huge finger across his lips.

She sleeps as sweetly as a child, he whispered. I told her you were coming. Oh, sir, it will tear your heart out to see her small white feet so bruised, and the soft, baby hands of her raw at the wrists, where they tied her at night.... Is he surely dead, sir, as they say?

I saw him die, thank God!

That is safer for him, I think, said Mount simply. Will you come this way, sir? Otter, fetch a splinter o fat pine for a light. Mind the wheel there, Mr. Renault — this way on tiptoe!

He took the splinter-light from the Oneida, fixed it in a split stick, backed out, and turned away, followed by the Indian.

At first I could not see, and set the burning stick nearer. Then, as I bent over the rough wagon, I saw her lying there very white and still, her torn hands swathed with lint, her bandaged feet wrapped in furs. And beside her, stretched full length, lay Lyn Montour, awake, dark eyes fixed on mine.

She smiled as she caught my eye; then something in my face sobered her. He is dead? she motioned with her lips. And my lips moved assent.

Gravely, scarcely stirring, she reached up and unbound her hair, letting it down over her face. I understood, and, stepping to the fire, returned with a charred ember. She held out first one hand, then the other, and I marked the palms with the ashes, touched her forehead, her breast, her feet. Thus, in the solemn presence of death itself, she claimed at the tribunal of the Most High the justice denied on earth, signing herself a widow with the ashes none but a wedded wife may dare to wear.

Lower and lower burned the tiny torch, sank to a spark, and went out. The black curtains of obscurity closed in; redder and redder spread the glare from the camp-fire; crackling and roaring, the flames rose, tufted with smoke, through which a million sparks whirled upward, showering the void above. Dark shapes moved in the glow with a sparkle of spur and sword as they turned; the infernal light fell on the naked bodies of Oneidas, sitting like demons, eyes blinking at the flames. And through the roar of the fire I heard their chanting undertone, monotonous, interminable, saluting their dead:

Cover the White Throat at Carenay,

Lest evil fall at Danascara,

Lay the phantom away,

Men of Thendara,

Trails of Kayaderos

And Adriutha

Cover our loss!

Tree of Oswaya,

From Garoga

To Caroga

Cover the White Throat

For the sake of the Silver Boat afloat

In the Water of Light, O Tharon!

This for the pledge of Aroronon

Lest the Long House end

And the Tree bend

And our dead ascend in every trail

And the Great League fail.

Now by the brotherhood yeve sworn

Let the Oneida mourn.

And I heard from the forest the deadened blows of mattock and spade, and saw the glimmer of burial torches; and, through the steady chanting of the Oneida, the solemn voice of the chaplain in prayer for dead and living:

Let the beauty of the Lord our God be upon us. And establish Thou the work of our hands upon us — yea, the work of our hands, establish Thou it!



It lacked an hour to dawn when the harsh, stringy drums rolled from the forest and the smoky camp awoke; and I, keeping my vigil, there in the shadow where she lay, listening and bending above her, was aware of a bandaged hand touching me — a feverish arm about my neck, drawing my head lower, closer, till, in the darkness, my face lay on hers, and our tremulous lips united.

Is all well, my beloved?

All is well.

And we part no more?

No more.

Silence, then: Why do they cheer so, Carus?

It is a lost soul they are speeding, child.

His?

Yes.

She breathed feverishly, her little bandaged hands holding my face. Lift me a little, Carus; I can not move my legs. Did you know he abandoned me to the Cayugas because I dared to ask his mercy for the innocent? I think his reason was unseated when I came upon him there at Johnson Hall — so much of blood and death lay on his soul. His own men feared him; and, Carus, truly I do not think he knew me else he had never struck me in that burst of rage, so that even the Cayugas interposed — for his knife was in his hands. She sighed, nestling close to me in the rustling straw, and closed her eyes as the torches flared and the horses were backed along the pole.

In the ruddy light I saw Jack Mount approaching. He halted, touched his cap, and smiled; then his blue eyes wandered to the straw where Lyn Montour lay, sleeping the stunned sleep of exhaustion; and into his face a tenderness came, softening his bold mouth and reckless visage.

The Weasel drives, sir. Tim and Dave and I, we jog along to ease the wheels — if it be your pleasure, sir. We go by the soft trail. A week should see you and yours in Albany. The Massachusetts surgeon is here to dress your sweet ladys hurts. Will you speak with him, Mr. Renault?

I bent and kissed the bandaged hands, the hot forehead under the tangled hair, then whispering that all was well I went out into the gray dawn where the surgeon stood unrolling lint.

Those devils tied their prisoners mercilessly at night, he said, and the scars may show, Mr. Renault. But her flesh is wholesome, and the torn feet will heal — are healing now. Your lady will be lame.

For life?

Oh — perhaps the slightest limp — scarce to be noticed. And then again, she is so sound, and her blood so pure — who knows? Even such tender little feet as hers may bear her faultlessly once more. Patience, Mr. Renault.

He parted the hanging blankets and went in, emerging after a little while to beckon me.

I have changed the dressing; the wounds are benign and healthy. She has some fever. The shock is what I fear. Go to her; you may do more than I could.

As the sun rose we started, the Weasel driving, I crouching at her side, her torn hands in mine; and beside us, Lyn Montour, watching Jack Mount as he strode along beside the wagon, a new angle to his cap, a new swagger in his step, and deep in his frank blue eyes a strange smile that touched the clean, curling corners of his lips.

Look! breathed Murphy, gliding along on the other side, tis the gay day fr Jack Mount whin Lyn Montours black eyes are on him — the backwoods dandy!

I looked down at Elsin. The fever flushed her cheeks. Into her face there crept a beauty almost unearthly.

My darling, my darling! I whispered fearfully, leaning close to her. Her eyes met mine, smiling, but in their altered brilliancy I saw she no longer knew me.

Walter, she said, laughing, your melancholy suits me — yet love is another thing. Go ask of Carus what it is to love! He has my soul bound hand and foot and locked in the wall there, where he keeps the letters he writes. If they find those letters some man will hang. I think it will be you, Walter, or perhaps Sir Peter. Im love-sick — sick o love — for Carus mocks me! Is it easy to die, Walter? Tell me, for you are dead. If only Carus loved me! He kissed me so easily that night — I tempting him. So now that I am damned — what matter how he uses me? Yet he never struck me, Walter, as you strike!

Hour after hour, terrified, I listened to her babble, and that gay little laugh, so like her own, that broke out as her fever grew, waxing to its height.

It waned at midday, but by sundown she grew restless, and the surgeon, Weldon, riding forward from the rear, took my place beside her, and I mounted my horse which Elerson led, and rode ahead, a deadly fear in my heart, and Black Care astride the crupper, a grisly shadow in the wilderness, dogging me remorselessly under pallid stars.

And now hours, days, nights, sun, stars, moon, were all one to me — things that I heeded not; nor did I feel aught of heat or cold, sun or storm, nor know whether or not I slept or waked, so terrible grew the fear upon me. Men came and went. I heard some say she was dying, some that she would live if we could get her from the wilderness she raved about; for her cry was ever to be freed of the darkness and the silence, and that they were doing me to death in New York town, whither she must go, for she alone could save me.

Tears seemed ever in my eyes, and I saw nothing clearly, only the black and endless forests swimming in mists; the silent riflemen trudging on, the little withered driver, in his ring-furred cap and caped shirt, too big for him; the stolid horses plodding on and on. Medical officers came from Willett — Weldon and Jermyn — and the surgeons mate, McLane; and they talked among themselves, glancing at her curiously, so that I grew to hate them and their whispers. A fierce desire assailed me to put an end to all this torture — to seize her, cradle her to my breast, and gallop day and night to the open air — as though that, and the fierce strength of my passion must hold back death!

Then, one day — God knows when — the sky widened behind the trees, and I saw the blue flank of a hill unchoked by timber. Trees grew thinner as we rode. A brush-field girdled by a fence was passed, then a meadow, all golden in the sun. Right and left the forest sheered off and fell away; field on field, hill on hill, the blessed open stretched to a brimming river, silver and turquoise in the sunshine, and, beyond it, crowning three hills, the haven! — the old Dutch city, high-roofed, red-tiled, glimmering like a jewel in the November haze — Albany!

And now, as we breasted the ascent, far away we heard drums beating. A white cloud shot from the fort, another, another, and after a long while the dull booming of the guns came floating to us, mixed with the noise of bells.

Elsin heard and sat up. I bent from my saddle, passing my arm around her.

Carus! she cried, where have you been through all this dreadful night?

Sweetheart, do you know me?

Yes. How soft the sunlight falls! There is a city yonder. I hear bells. She sank down, her eyes on mine.

The bells of old Albany, dear. Elsin, Elsin, do you truly know me?

She smiled, the ghost of the old gay smile, and her listless arms moved.

Weldon, riding on the other side, nodded to me in quiet content:

Now all she lacked she may have, Renault, he said, smiling. All will be well, thank God! Let her sleep!

She heard him, watching me as I rode beside her.

It was only you I lacked, Carus, she murmured dreamily; and, smiling, fell into a deep, sweet sleep.

Then, as we rode into the first outlying farms, men and women came to their gates, calling out to us in their Low Dutch jargon, and at first I scarce heeded them as I rode, so stunned with joy was I to see her sleeping there in the sunlight, and her white, cool skin and her mouth soft and moist.

Gun on gun shook the air with swift concussion. The pleasant Dutch bells swung aloft in mellow harmony. Suddenly, far behind where our infantry moved in column, I heard cheer on cheer burst forth, and the horns and fifes in joyous fanfare, echoed by the solid outbreak of the drums.

What are they cheering for, mother? I asked an old Dutch dame who waved her kerchief at us.

For Willett and for George the Virginian, sir, she said, dimpling and dropping me a courtesy.

George the Virginian? I asked, wondering. Do you mean his Excellency?

And still she dimpled and nodded and bobbed her white starched cap, and I made nothing of what she said until I heard men shouting, Yorktown! and The war ends! Hurrah!

Hurrah! Hurrah! shouted a mounted officer, spurring past us up the hill; Butlers dead, and Cornwallis is taken!

Taken? I repeated incredulously.

The booming guns were my answer. High against the blue a jeweled ensign fluttered, silver, azure and blood red, its staff and halyards wrapped in writhing jets of snow-white smoke flying upward from the guns.

I rode toward it, cap in hand, head raised, awed in the presence of Gods own victory! The shouting streets echoed and reechoed as we passed between packed ranks of townspeople; cheers, the pealing music of the bells, the thunderous shock of the guns grew to a swimming, dreamy sound, through which the flag fluttered on high, crowned with the golden nimbus of the sun!

Carus!

Ah, sweetheart, did they wake you? Sleep on; the war is over! I whispered, bending low above her. Now indeed is all well with the world, and fit once more for you to live in.

And, as we moved forward, I saw her blue eyes lifted dreamily, watching the flag which she had served so well.


CHAPTER XVI

THE END
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THAT BRIEF AND lovely season which in our Northland for a score of days checks the white onset of the snow, and which we call the Indian summer, bloomed in November when the last red leaf had fluttered to the earth. A fairy summer, for the vast arches of the skies burned sapphire and amethyst, and hill and woodland, innocent of verdure, were clothed in tints of faintest rose and cloudy violet; and all the world put on a magic livery, nor was there leaf nor stem nor swale nor tuft of moss too poor to wear some royal hint of gold, deep-veined or crusted lavishly, where the crested oaks spread, burnished by the sun.

Snowbird and goldfinch were with us — the latter veiling his splendid tints in modest russet; and now, from the north, came to us silent flocks of birds, all gray and rose, outriders of winters crystal cortège, still halting somewhere far in the silvery north, where the white owls sit in the firs, and the world lies robed in ermine.

All through that mellow Indian summer my betrothed grew strong, and her hurts had nearly healed. And I, writing my letters by the open window in the drawing-room, had been promised that she might make her first essay to leave her chamber that day — sit in the outer sunshine perhaps, perhaps stand upright and take a step or two. And, at this first tryst in the sunshine, she was to set our wedding day.

From my open window I could see the city on its three hills against the azure magnificence of the sky, and the calm, wide river, still as a golden pond, and the white sails of sloops, becalmed on glassy surfaces reflecting the blue woods.

A little stream ran foaming down to the river, passing the house through a lawn all starred with late-grown dandelions; and even yet the trout were running up to the still sands of their breeding-nooks above — great brilliant fish, spotted with flecks that glowed like living sparks; and now I looked to see if I might spy them pass, shooting the falls, gay in their bridal-dress of iridescent gems, wishing them good speed to their shadowy woodland tryst.

Too deeply happy, too content to more than trifle with the letters I must pen, I idled there, head on hand, listening for her I loved, watching the fair world in the sunshine there. Sometimes, smiling, I unfolded for the hundredth time and read again the generous letter from Sir Peter and Lady Coleville — so kindly, so cordial, so honorable, all patched with shreds of gossip of friend and foe, and how New York lay stunned at the news of Yorktown. Never a word of the part that I had played so long beneath their roof — only one grave, unselfish line, saying that they had heard me praised for my bearing at Johnstown battle, and that they had always known that I could conduct in no wise unworthy of a soldier.

Too, they promised, if a flag was to be had, to come to Albany for our wedding, saying we were wild and wilful, and needed chiding, promising to read us lessons merited.

And there was a ponderous letter from Sir Frederick Haldimand in answer to one I wrote telling him all — a strange mélange of rage at Butlers perfidy and insolence, and utter disgust with me; though he said, frankly enough, that he would rather see his kinswoman wedded to twenty rebels than to one Butler. With which he slammed his pen to an ungracious finish, ending with a complaint to heaven that the world had used him so shabbily at such a time as this.

Which sobered Elsin when I read it, she being the tenderest of heart; but I made her laugh ere the quick tears dried in her eyes, and she had written him the loveliest of letters in reply, which was already on its journey northward.

Writing to my father and mother of the happy news, I had not as yet received their approbation, yet knew it would come, though Elsin was a little anxious when I spoke so confidently.

Yet one more happiness was in store for me ere the greatest happiness of all arrived; for that morning, from Virginia, a little packet came to Elsin; and opening it together, we found a miniature of his Excellency, set in a golden oval, on which we read, inscribed: With great esteem, and signed, Geo. Washington.

So, was it wonderful that I, sitting there, should listen, smiling, for some sound above to warn me of her coming?

Never had sunshine on the gilded meadows lain so softly, never so pure and soft the aromatic air. And far afield I saw two figures moving, close together, often pausing to look upon the beauty of the sky and hills, then straying on like those who have found what they had sought for long ago — Jack Mount and Lyn Montour.

And, as I leaned there in the casement, following them with smiling eyes, a faint sound behind me made me turn, start to my feet with a cry.

All alone she stood there, pale and lovely, blue eyes fixed on mine; and, at my cry, she took a little step, and then another, flushing with shy pride.

Carus! Sweetheart! Do you see?

And at first she protested prettily as I caught her in my arms, lifting her in fear lest her knees give way, then smiled assent.

Bear me, if you will, she breathed, her white arms tightening about my neck; carry me with all the burdens you have borne so long, my strong, tall lover! — lest I dash my foot against a stone, and fall at your feet to worship and adore! Here am I at last! Ah, what am I to say to you? The day? Truly, do you desire to wed me still? Then listen; bend your head, adored of men, and I will whisper to you what my heart and soul desire.

THE END


Iole

[image: img19.png]

CONTENTS

PREFACE

I

II

III

IV

V

VI

VII

VIII

IX

X

XI

XII

XIII

XIV

XV

XVI

XVII




TO

GEORGE HORACE LORIMER

[image: img65.png]

[image: img66.png]



[image: img67.png]


PREFACE

[image: img68.jpg]

DOES ANYBODY REMEMBER the opera of The Inca, and that heartbreaking episode where the Court Undertaker, in a morbid desire to increase his professional skill, deliberately accomplishes the destruction of his middle-aged relatives in order to inter them for the sake of practise?

If I recollect, his dismal confession runs something like this:

It was in a bleak November

When I slew them, I remember,

As I caught them unawares

Drinking tea in rocking-chairs.

And so he talked them to death, the subject being What Really is Art? Afterward he was sorry — 

The squeak of a door,

The creak of the floor,

My horrors and fears enhance;

And I wake with a scream

As I hear in my dream

The shrieks of my maiden aunts!

Now it is a very dreadful thing to suggest that those highly respectable pseudo-spinsters, the Sister Arts, supposedly cozily immune in their polygamous chastity (for every suitor for favor is popularly expected to be wedded to his particular art) — I repeat, it is very dreadful to suggest that these impeccable old ladies are in danger of being talked to death.

But the talkers are talking and Art Nouveau rockers are rocking, and the trousers of the prophet are patched with stained glass, and it is a day of dinkiness and of thumbs.

Let us find comfort in the ancient proverb: Art talked to death shall rise again. Let us also recollect that Dinky is as dinky does; that All is not Shaw that Bernards; that Better Yeates than Clever; that words are so inexpensive that there is no moral crime in robbing Henry to pay James.

Firmly believing all this, abjuring all atom-pickers, xiii slab furniture, and woodchuck literature — save only the immortal verse:

And there the wooden-chuck doth tread;

While from the oak trees tops

The red, red squirrel on thy head

The frequent acorn drops.

Abjuring, as I say, dinkiness in all its forms, we may still hope that those cleanly and respectable spinsters, the Sister Arts, will continue throughout the ages, rocking and drinking tea unterrified by the million-tongued clamor in the back yard and below stairs, where thumb and forefinger continue the question demanded by intellectual exhaustion: Larr! Kesker say larr?
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I aint never knowed no one like him, continued the station-agent reflectively. He made us all look like monkeys, but he was good to us. Ever see a ginuine poet, sir?

Years ago one was pointed out to me, replied Briggs.

Was yours smooth shaved, with large, fat, white fingers? inquired the station-agent.

If I remember correctly, he was thin, said Briggs, sitting down on his suit-case and gazing apprehensively around at the landscape. There was nothing to see but low, forbidding mountains, and forests, and a railroad track curving into a tunnel.

The station-agent shoved his hairy hands into the pockets of his overalls, jingled an unseen bunch of keys, and chewed a dry grass stem, ruminating the while in an undertone:

This poet come here five years ago with all them kids, an the fust thing he done was to dress up his girls in boys pants. Then he went an built a humpy sort o house out of stones and boulders. Then he went to work an wrote pieces for the papers about jay-birds an woodchucks an goddesses. He claimed the woods was full of goddesses. That was his way, sir.

The agent contemplated the railroad track, running his eye along the perspective of polished rails:

Yes, sir; his name was — and is — Clarence Guilford, an Ifust seen it signed to a piece in the Uticy Star. An next I knowed, folks began to stop off here inquirin for Mr. Guilford. Is this here where Guilford, the poet, lives? sez they; an they come thicker an thicker in warm weather. There wasnt no wagon to take em up to Guilfords, but they didnt care, an they called it a litry shrine, an they hit the pike, women, children, men— speshil the women, an Iheard em tellin how Guilford dressed his kids in pants an how Guilford was a famous new litry poet, an they said he was fixin to lecture in Uticy.

The agent gnawed off the chewed portion of the grass stem, readjusted it, and fixed his eyes on vacancy.

Three year this went on. Mr. Guilford was makin his pile, Iguess. He set up a shop an hired art bookbinders from York. Then he set up another shop an hired some of us round here to go an make them big, slabby art-chairs. All his shops was called At the sign of somethin r other. Bales of vellum arrived for to bind little dinky books; art rocking-chairs was shipped out o here by the carload. Meanwhile Guilford he done poetry on the side an run a magazine; an hearin the boys was makin big money up in that crank community, an that the town was boomin, Iwas plum fool enough to drop my job here an be a art-worker up to Rose-Cross — thats where the shops was; bout three mile back of his house into the woods.

The agent removed his hands from his overalls and folded his arms grimly.

Well? inquired Briggs, looking up from his perch on the suit-case.

Well, sir, continued the agent, the hull thing bust. Iguess the public kinder sickened o them art-rockers an dinky books without much printin into them. Guilford he stuck to it noble, but the shops closed one by one. My wages wasnt paid for three months; the boys that remained got together that autumn an fixed it up to quit in a bunch.

The poet was sad; he come out to the shops an he says, Boys, sez he, art is long an life is dam brief. Iaint got the cash, but, sez he, you can levy onto them art-rockers an the dinky vellum books in stock, an, sez he, you can take the hand-presses an the tools an bales o vellum, which is very precious, an all the wagons an hosses, an go sell em in that proud world that refuses to receive my message. The woodland fellowship is rent, sez he, wavin his plump fingers at us with the rings sparklin on em.

Then the boys looked glum, an they nudged me an kinder shoved me front. So, bein elected, Isez, Friend, sez I, art is on the bum. It aint your fault; the boys is sad an sorrerful, but they aint never knocked you to nobody, Mr. Guilford. You was good to us; you done your damdest. You made up pieces for the magazines an papers an you advertised how we was all cranks together here at Rose-Cross, a-lovin Nature an dicky-birds, an wanderin about half nood for arts sake.

Mr. Guilford, sez I, that gilt brick went. But it has went as far as it can travel an is now reposin into the soup. Git wise or eat hay, sir. Art is on the blink.

The agent jingled his keys with a melancholy wink at Briggs.

So I come back here, an thankful to hold down this job. An five mile up the pike is that there noble poet an his kids a-makin up pieces for to sell to the papers, an a sorrerin over the cold world what refuses to buy his poems — an a mortgage onto his house an a threat to foreclose.

Indeed, said Briggs dreamily, for it was his business to attend to the foreclosure of the mortgage on the poets house.

Was you fixin to go up an see the place? inquired the agent.

Shall I be obliged to walk?

I guess you will if you cant flutter, replied the agent. Iaint got no wagon an no horse.

How far is it?

Five mile, sir.

With a groan Mr. Briggs arose, lifted his suit-case, and, walking to the platforms edge, cast an agitated glance up the dusty road.

Then he turned around and examined the single building in sight — station, water-tower, post-office and telegraph-office all in one, and incidentally the abode of the station-agent, whose duties included that of postmaster and operator.

Ill write a letter first, said Briggs. And this is what he wrote:

Rose-Cross P.O.,
June 25, 1904.

Dear Wayne: Do you remember that tract of land, adjoining your preserve, which you attempted to buy four years ago? It was held by a crank community, and they refused to sell, and made trouble for your patrols by dumping dye-stuffs and sawdust into the Ashton Creek.

Well, the community has broken up, the shops are in ruins, and there is nobody there now except that bankrupt poet, Guilford. Ibought the mortgage for you, foreseeing a slump in that sort of art, and I expect to begin foreclosure proceedings and buy in the tract, which, as you will recollect, includes some fine game cover and the Ashton stream, where you wanted to establish a hatchery. This is a God-forsaken spot. Im on my way to the poets now. Shall I begin foreclosure proceedings and fire him? Wire me what todo.

Yours,

Briggs.

Wayne received this letter two days later. Preoccupied as he was in fitting out his yacht for commission, he wired briefly, Fire poet, and dismissed the matter from his mind.

The next day, grappling with the problem of Japanese stewards and the decadence of all sailormen, he received a telegram from Briggs:

Cant you manage to come up here?

Irritated, he telegraphed back:

Impossible. Why dont you arrange to fire poet? And Briggs replied: Cant fire poet. There are extenuating circumstances.

Did you say exterminating or extenuating? wired Wayne. Isaid extenuating, replied Briggs.

Then the following telegrams were exchanged in order:

(1)

What are the extenuating circumstances?

Wayne.

(2)

Eight innocent children. Come up at once.

Briggs.

(3)

Boat in commission. Cant go. Why dont you fix things?

Wayne.

(4)

How?

Briggs.

(5)

(Dated New London.)

What on earth is the matter with you? Are you going to fix things and join me at Bar Harbor or are you not?

Wayne.

(6)

As I dont know how you want me to fix things, Ican not join you.

Briggs.

(7)

(Dated Portland, Maine.)

Stuyvesant Briggs, what the devil is the matter with you? Its absolutely necessary that I have the Ashton stream for a hatchery, and you know it. What sort of a business man are you, anyhow? Of course I dont propose to treat that poet inhumanly. Arrange to bid in the tract, run up the price against your own bidding, and let the poet have a few thousand if he is hard put. Dont worry me any more; Im busy with a fool crew, and you are spoiling my cruise by not joiningme.

Wayne.

(8)

He wont do it.

Briggs.

(9)

Who wont do what?

Wayne.

(10)

Poet refuses to discuss the matter.

Briggs.

(11)

Fire that poet. Youve spoiled my cruise with your telegrams.

Wayne.

(12)

(Marked Collect.)

Look here, George Wayne, dont drive me to desperation. You ought to come up and face the situation yourself. Icant fire a poet with eight helpless children, canI? And while Im about it, let me inform you that every time you telegraph me it costs me five dollars for a carrier to bring the despatch over from the station; and every time I telegraph you I am obliged to walk five miles to send it and five miles back again. Im mad all through, and my shoes are worn out, and Im tired. Besides, Im too busy to telegraph.

Briggs.

(13)

Do you expect me to stop my cruise and travel up to that hole on account of eight extenuating kids?

Wayne.

(14)

I do.

Briggs.

(15)

Are you mad?

Wayne.

(16)

Thoroughly. And extremely busy.

Briggs.

(17)

For the last time, Stuyve Briggs, are you going to bounce one defaulting poet and progeny, arrange to have survey and warnings posted, order timber and troughs for hatchery, engage extra patrol — or are you not?

Wayne.

(18)

No.

Briggs.

(19)

(Received a day later by Mr. Wayne.)

Are you coming?

Briggs.

(20)

Im coming to punch your head.

Wayne.


II
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If youre going to pitch into me, George, he said, Im hanged if I come out, and you can go to Guilfords alone.

Come out of there, said Wayne dangerously.

It isnt because Im afraid of you, explained Briggs, but its merely that I dont choose to present either you or myself to a lot of pretty girls with the marks of conflict all over our eyes and noses.

At the words pretty girls Waynes battle-set features relaxed. He motioned to the Pullman porter to deposit his luggage on the empty platform; the melancholy bell-notes of the locomotive sounded, the train moved slowly forward.

Pretty girls? he repeated in a softer voice. Where are they staying? Of course, under the circumstances a personal encounter is superfluous. Where are they staying?

At Guilfords. I told you so in my telegrams, didntI?

No, you didnt. You spoke only of a poet and his eight helpless children.

Well, those girls are the eight children, retorted Briggs sullenly, emerging from the station.

Do you mean to tell me — —

Yes, I do. Theyre his children, arent they — even if they are girls, and pretty. He offered a mollifying hand; Wayne took it, shook it uncertainly, and fell into step beside his friend. Eight pretty girls, he repeated under his breath. What did you do, Stuyve?

What was I to do? inquired Briggs, nervously worrying his short blond mustache. When I arrived here I had made up my mind to fire the poet and arrange for the hatchery and patrol. The farther I walked through the dust of this accursed road, lugging my suit-case as you are doing now, the surer I was that Id get rid of the poet without mercy. But — —

Well? inquired Wayne, astonished.

But when Id trudged some five miles up the stifling road I suddenly emerged into a wonderful mountain meadow. Itell you, George, it looked fresh and sweet as Heaven after that dusty, parching tramp — a mountain meadow deep with mint and juicy green grasses, and all cut up by little rushing streams as cold as ice. There were a lot of girls in pink sunbonnets picking wild strawberries in the middle distance, he added thoughtfully. It was picturesque, wasnt it? Come, now, George, wouldnt that give you pause? — eight girls in pink pajamas — —

What!!!

And sunbonnets — a sort of dress reform of the poets.

Well? inquired Wayne coldly.

And there was the house beautiful, mercifully screened by woods, continued Briggs. He calls it the house beautiful, you know.

Why not the beautiful house? asked Wayne, still more coldly.

Oh, he gets everything upside down. Guilford is harmless, youll see. He began to whistle Fatinitza softly. There was a silence; then Wayne said:

You interrupted your narrative.

Where was I?

In the foreground with eight pink pajamas in the middle distance.

Oh, yes. So there I was, travel-worn, thirsty, weary, uncertain — —

Cut it, observed Wayne.

And a stranger, continued Briggs with dignity, in a strange country — —

Peculiarity of strangers.

Briggs took no notice. I drank from the cool springs; Ilingered to pluck a delicious berry or two, Ibathed my hot face,I — —

Where, demanded Wayne, were the eight pink uns?

Still in the middle distance. Dont interrupt me, George; Im slowly drawing closer to them.

Well, get a move on, retorted Wayne sulkily.

Im quite close to them now, explained Briggs; close enough to remove my hat and smile and inquire the way to Guilfords. One superb young creature, with creamy skin and very red lips — —

Wayne halted and set down his suit-case.

Im not romancing; youll see, said Briggs earnestly. As I was saying, this young goddess looked at me in the sweetest way and said that Guilford was her father. And, Wayne, do you know what she did? She — er — came straight up to me and took hold of my hand, and led me up the path toward the high-art house, which is built of cobblestones! Think! Built of cobble — —

Took you by the hand? repeated Wayne incredulously.

Oh, it was all right, George! I found out all about that sort of innocent thing later.

Did you?

Certainly. These girls have been brought up like so many guileless speckled fawns out here in the backwoods. You know all about Guilford, the poet whos dead stuck on Nature and simplicity. Well, thats the man and thats his pose. He hasnt any money, and he wont work. His daughters raise vegetables, and he makes em wear bloomers, and he writes about chippy-birds and the house beautiful, and tells people to be natural, and wishes that everybody could go around without clothes and pick daisies — —

Do they? demanded Wayne in an awful voice. You said they wore bloomers. Did you say that to break the news more gently? Did you!

Of course they are clothed, explained his friend querulously; though sometimes they wade about without shoes and stockings and do the nymph business. And, George, its astonishing how modest that sort of dress is. And its amazing how much they know. Why, they can talk Greek — talk it, mind you. Every one of them can speak half a dozen languages — Guilford is a corker on culture, you know — and they can play harps and pianos and things, and give me thirty at tennis, even Chlorippe, the twelve-year-old — —

Is that her name? asked Wayne.

Chlorippe? Yes. That bat-headed poet named all his children after butterflies. Lets see, he continued, telling off the names on his fingers; theres Chlorippe, twelve; Philodice, thirteen; Dione, fourteen; Aphrodite, fifteen; Cybele, sixteen; Lissa, seventeen; Iole, eighteen, and Vanessa, nineteen. And, Wayne, never have the Elysian fields contained such a bunch of wholesome beauty as that mountain meadow contains all day long.

Wayne, trudging along, suit-case firmly gripped, turned a pair of suspicious eyes upon his friend.

Of course, observed Briggs candidly, Isimply couldnt foreclose on the father of such children, couldI? Besides, he wont let me discuss the subject.

Ill investigate the matter personally, said Wayne.

Nowhere to lay their heads! Think of it, George. And all because a turtle-fed, claret-flushed, idle and rich young man wants their earthly Paradise for a fish-hatchery. Think of it! Apampered, turtle-fed — —

Youve said that before, snapped Wayne. If you were half decent youd help me with this suit-case. Whew! Its hot as Yonkers on this cattle-trail you call a road. How near are we to Guilfords?

An hour later Briggs said: By the way, George, what are you going to do about the matter?

Wayne, flushed, dusty, perspiring, scowled at him.

What matter?

The foreclosure.

I dont know; how can I know until I see Guilford?

But you need the hatchery — —

I know it.

But he wont let you discuss it — —

If, said Wayne angrily, you had spent half the time talking business with the poet that you spent picking strawberries with his helpless children I should not now be lugging this suit-case up this mountain. Decency requires few observations from you just now.

Pooh! said Briggs. Wait till you see Iole.

Why Iole? Why not Vanessa?

Dont — thats all, retorted Briggs, reddening.

Wayne plumped his valise down in the dust, mopped his brow, folded his arms, and regarded Briggs between the eyes.

You have the infernal cheek, after getting me up here, to intimate that you have taken the pick?

I do, replied Briggs firmly. The two young fellows faced each other.

By the way, observed Briggs casually, the stock they come from is as good if not better than ours. This is a straight game.

Do you mean to say that you — you are — seriously — —

Something like it. There! Now you know.

For Heavens sake, Stuyve — —

Yes, for Heavens sake and in Heavens name dont get any wrong ideas into your vicious head.

What?

I tell you, said Briggs, that I was never closer to falling in love than I am to-day. And Ive been here just two weeks.

Oh, Lord — —

Amen, muttered Briggs. Here, give me your carpet-bag, you brute. Were on the edge of Paradise.


III
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Certainly, said Wayne politely, following Guilford into the house.

They entered a hall; there was absolutely nothing in the hall except a small table on which reposed a single daisy in a glass of water.

Simplicity, breathed Guilford— a single blossom against a background of nothing at all. You follow me, Mr. Wayne?
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Simplicity, breathed Guilford— a single blossom against
a background of nothing at all.

Not — exactly — —

The poet smiled a large, tender smile, and, with inverted thumb, executed a gesture as though making several spots in the air.

The concentration of composition, he explained; the elimination of complexity; the isolation of the concrete in the center of the abstract; something in the midst of nothing. It is a very precious thought, Mr. Wayne.

Certainly, muttered Wayne; and they movedon.

This, said the poet, is what I call my den.

Wayne, not knowing what to say, sidled around the walls. It was almost bare of furniture; what there was appeared to be of the slab variety.

I call my house the house beautiful, murmured Guilford with his large, sweet smile. Beauty is simplicity; beauty is unconsciousness; beauty is the child of elimination. Asingle fly in an empty room is beautiful to me, Mr. Wayne.

They carry germs, muttered Wayne, but the poet did not hear him and led the way to another enormous room, bare of everything save for eight thick and very beautiful Kazak rugs on the polished floor.

My childrens bedroom, he whispered solemnly.

You dont mean to say they sleep on those Oriental rugs! stammered Wayne.

They do, murmured the poet. The tender sweetness of his ample smile was overpowering — like too much bay rum after shaving. Sparta, Mr. Wayne, Sparta! And the result? My babes are perfect, physically, spiritually. Elimination wrought the miracle; yonder they sleep, innocent as the Graces, with all the windows open, clothed in moonlight or starlight, as the astronomical conditions may be. At the break of dawn they are afield, simply clothed, free limbed, unhampered by the tawdry harness of degenerate civilization. And as they wander through the verdure, he added with rapt enthusiasm, plucking shy blossoms, gathering simples and herbs and vegetables for our bountiful and natural repast, they sing as they go, and every tremulous thrill of melody falls like balm on a fathers heart. The overpowering sweetness of his smile drugged Wayne. Presently he edged toward the door, and the poet followed, a dreamy radiance on his features as though emanating from sacred inward meditation.

They sat down on the veranda; Wayne fumbled for his cigar-case, but his unnerved fingers fell away; he dared not smoke.

About — about that business matter, he ventured feebly; but the poet raised his plump white hand.

You are my guest, he said graciously. While you are my guest nothing shall intrude to cloud our happiness.

Perplexed, almost muddled, Wayne strove in vain to find a reason for the elimination of the matter that had interrupted his cruise and brought him to Rose-Cross, the maddest yachtsman on the Atlantic. Why should Guilford forbid the topic as though its discussion were painful to Wayne?

He always gets the wrong end foremost, as Briggs said, thought the young man. Iwonder where the deuce Briggs can be? Im no match for this bunch.

His thoughts halted; he became aware that the poet was speaking in a rich, resonant voice, and he listened in an attitude of painful politeness.

Its the little things that are most precious, the poet was saying, and pinched the air with forefinger and thumb and pursed up his lips as though to whistle some saccharine air.

The little things, he continued, delicately perforating the atmosphere as though selecting a diatom.

Big things go, too, ventured Wayne.

No, said the poet; no — or rather they do go, in a certain sense, for every little thing is precious, and therefore little things are big! — big with portent, big in value. Do you follow me, Mr. Wayne?

Waynes fascinated eyes were fixed on the poet. The latter picked out another atom from the atmosphere and held it up for Mr. Waynes inspection; and while that young mans eyes protruded the poet rambled on and on until the melody of his voice became a ceaseless sound, a vague, sustained monotone, which seemed to bore into Waynes brain until his legs twitched with a furious desire for flight.

When he obtained command of himself the poet was saying, It is my hour for withdrawal. It were insincere and artificial to ask your indulgence — —

He rose to his rotund height.

You are due to sit in your cage, stammered Wayne, comprehending.

My den, corrected the poet, saturating the air with the sweetness of his smile.

Wayne arose. About that business— he began desperately; but the poets soft, heavy hand hovered in mid-air, and Wayne sat down so suddenly that when his eyes recovered their focus the poet had disappeared.

A benumbed resentment struggled within him for adequate expression; he hitched his chair about to command a view of the meadow, then sat motionless, hypnotized by the view. Eight girls, clad in pink blouses and trousers, golden hair twisted up, decorated the landscape. Some were kneeling, filling baskets of woven, scented grasses with wild strawberries; some were wading the branches of the meadow brook, searching for trout with grass-woven nets; some picked early peas; two were playing a lightning set at tennis. And in the center of everything that was going on was Briggs, perfectly at ease, making himself agreeably at home.

The spectacle of Briggs among the Hamadryads appeared to paralyze Wayne.

Then an immense, intense resentment set every nerve in him tingling. Briggs, his friend, his confidential business adviser, his indispensable alter ego, had abandoned him to be tormented by this fat, saccharine poet — abandoned him while he, Briggs, made himself popular with eight of the most amazingly bewitching maidens mortal man might marvel on! The meanness stung Wayne till he jumped to his feet and strode out into the sunshine, menacing eyes fastened on Briggs.

Now wouldnt that sting you! he breathed fiercely, turning up his trousers and stepping gingerly across the brook.

Whether or not Briggs saw him coming and kept sidling away he could not determine; he did not wish to shout; he kept passing pretty girls and taking off his hat, and following Briggs about, but he never seemed to come any nearer to Briggs; Briggs always appeared in the middle distance, flitting genially from girl to girl; and presently the absurdity of his performance struck Wayne, and he sat down on the bank of the brook, too mad to think. There was a pretty girl picking strawberries near-by; he rose, took off his hat to her, and sat down again. She was one of those graceful, clean-limbed, creamy-skinned creatures described by Briggs; her hair was twisted up into a heavy, glistening knot, showing the back of a white neck; her eyes matched the sky and her lips the berries she occasionally bit into or dropped to the bottom of her woven basket.

Once or twice she looked up fearlessly at Wayne as her search for berries brought her nearer; and Wayne forgot the perfidy of Briggs in an effort to look politely amiable.

Presently she straightened up where she was kneeling in the long grass and stretched her arms. Then, still kneeling, she gazed curiously at Wayne with all the charm of a friendly wild thing unafraid.

Shall we play tennis? she asked.

Certainly, said Wayne, startled.

Come, then, she said, picking up her basket in one hand and extending the other to Wayne.

He took the fresh, cool fingers, and turned scarlet. Once his glance sneaked toward Briggs, but that young man was absorbed in fishing for brook trout with a net! Oh, ye little fishes! with a net!

Waynes brain seemed to be swarming with glittering pink-winged thoughts all singing. He walked on air, holding tightly to the hand of his goddess, seeing nothing but a blur of green and sunshine. Then a clean-cut idea stabbed him like a stiletto: was this Vanessa or Iole? And, to his own astonishment, he asked her quite naturally.

Iole, she said, laughing. Why?

Thank goodness, he said irrationally.

But why? she persisted curiously.

Briggs — Briggs— he stammered, and got no further. Perplexed, his goddess walked on, thoughtful, pure-lidded eyes searching some reasonable interpretation for the phrase, Briggs — Briggs. But as Wayne gave her no aid, she presently dismissed the problem, and bade him select a tennis bat.

I do hope you play well, she said. Her hope was comparatively vain; she batted Wayne around the court, drove him wildly from corner to corner, stampeded him with volleys, lured him with lobs, and finally left him reeling dizzily about, while she came around from behind the net, saying, Its all because you have no tennis shoes. Come; well rest under the trees and console ourselves with chess.

Under a group of huge silver beeches a stone chess-table was set embedded in the moss; and Iole indolently stretched herself out on one side, chin on hands, while Wayne sorted weather-beaten basalt and marble chess-men which lay in a pile under the tree.

She chatted on without the faintest trace of self-consciousness the while he arranged the pieces; then she began to move. He took a long time between each move; but no sooner did he move than, still talking, she extended her hand and shoved her piece into place without a fraction of a seconds hesitation.

When she had mated him twice, and he was still gazing blankly at the mess into which she had driven his forces, she sat up sideways, gathering her slim ankles into one hand, and cast about her for something to do, eyes wandering over the sunny meadow.

We had horses, she mused; we rode like demons, bareback, until trouble came.

Trouble?

Oh, not trouble — poverty. So our horses had to go. What shall we do — you andI? There was something so subtly sweet, so exquisitely innocent in the coupling of the pronouns that a thrill passed completely through Wayne, and probably came out on the other side.

I know what Im going to do, he said, drawing a note-book and a pencil from his pocket and beginning to write, holding it so she could see.

Do you want me to look over your shoulder? she asked.

Please.

She did; and it affected his penmanship so that the writing grew wabbly. Still she could read:

(Telegram)

To Sailing Master, Yacht Thendara, Bar Harbor:

Put boat out of commission. I may be away all summer.

Wayne.

How far is it to the station? asked Wayne, turning to look into her eyes.

Only five miles, she said. Ill walk with you if you like. ShallI?


IV
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But— began Wayne uneasily.

Try it, smiled the poet, diffusing sweetness; try it. Dismiss all thoughts of money from your mind.

I do, said Wayne, somewhat relieved. Ithought you meant for me to chuck my securities overboard and eat herbs.

Not in your case — no, not in your case. I can do that; Ihave done it. No, your sacred mission is simply to forget that you are wealthy. That is a very precious thought, Mr. Wayne — remain a Crœsus and forget it! Not to eliminate your wealth, but eliminate all thought of it. Very, very precious.

Well, I never think about things like that except at a directors meeting, blurted out the young fellow. Perhaps its because Ive never had to think aboutit.

The poet sighed so sweetly that the atmosphere seemed to drip with the saccharine injection.

I wish, ventured Wayne, that you would let me mention the subject of business — the poet shook his head indulgently— just to say that Im not going to foreclose. He laid a packet of legal papers in the poets hand.

Hush, smiled Guilford, this is not seemly in the house beautiful.... What was it you said, Mr. Wayne?

I? I was going to say that I just wanted — wanted to stay here — be your guest, if youll let me, he said honestly. Iwas cruising — I didnt understand — Briggs — Briggs— He stuck.

Yes, Briggs, softly suggested the poet, spraying the night air with more sweetness.

Briggs has spoken to you about — about your daughter Vanessa. You see, Briggs is my closest friend; his happiness is — er — important to me. Iwant to see Briggs happy; thats why I want to stay here, just to see Briggs happy. I — I love Briggs. You understand me, dont you, Mr. Guilford?

The poet breathed a dulcet breath. Perfectly, he murmured. The contemplation of Mr. Briggs happiness eliminates all thoughts of self within you. By this process of elimination you arrive at happiness yourself. Ah, the thought is a very precious one, my young friend, for by elimination only can we arrive at perfection. Thank you for the thought; thank you. You have given me a very, very precious thought to cherish.

I — I have been here a week, muttered Wayne. Ithought — perhaps — my welcome might be outworn — —

In the house beautiful, murmured the poet, rising and waving his heavy white hand at the open door, welcome is eternal. He folded his arms with difficulty, for he was stout, and one hand clutched the legal papers; his head sank. In profound meditation he wandered away into the shadowy house, leaving Wayne sitting on the veranda rail, eyes fixed on a white shape dimly seen moving through the moonlit meadows below. Briggs sauntered into sight presently, his arms full of flowers.

Get me a jug of water, will you? Vanessa has been picking these and she sent me back to fix em. Hurry, man! She is waiting for me in the garden. Wayne gazed earnestly at his friend.

So you have done it, have you, Stuyve?

Done what? demanded Briggs, blushing.

It.

If you mean, he said with dignity, that Ive asked the sweetest girl on earth to marry me, Ihave. And Im the happiest man on the footstool, too. Good Heaven, George, he broke out, if you knew the meaning of love! if you could for one second catch a glimpse of the beauty of her soul! Why, man of sordid clay that I was — creature of club and claret and turtle — like you — —

Drop it! said Wayne somberly.

I cant help it, George. We were beasts — and you are yet. But my base clay is transmuted, spiritualized; my soul is awake, traveling, toiling toward the upward heights where hers sits enthroned. When I think of what I was, and what you still are — —

Wayne rose exasperated:

Do you think your soul is doing the only upward hustling? he said hotly.

Briggs, clasping his flowers to his breast, gazed out over them at Wayne.

You dont mean — —

Yes, Ido, said Wayne. I may be crazy, but I know something, with which paradox he turned on his heel and walked into the moonlit meadow toward that dim, white form moving through the dusk.

I wondered, she said, whether you were coming, as he stepped through the long, fragrant grass to her side.

You might have wondered if I had not come, he answered.

Yes, that is true. This moonlight is too wonderful to miss, she added without a trace of self-consciousness.

It was for you I came.

Couldnt you find my sisters? she asked innocently.

He did not reply. Presently she stumbled over a hummock, recovered her poise without comment, and slipped her hand into his with unconscious confidence.

Do you know what I have been studying to-day? she asked.

What?

That curious phycomycetous fungus that produces resting-spores by the conjugation of two similar club-shaped hyphæ, and in which conidia also occur. Its fascinating.

After a silence he said:

What would you think of me if I told you that I do not comprehend a single word of what you have just toldme?

Dont you? she asked, astonished.

No, he replied, dropping her hand. She wondered, vaguely distressed; and he went on presently: As a plain matter of fact, Idont know much. Its an astonishing discovery for me, but its a fact that I am not your mental, physical, or spiritual equal. In sheer, brute strength perhaps I am, and I am none too certain of that, either. But, and I say it to my shame, Ican not follow you; Iam inferior in education, in culture, in fine instinct, in mental development. You chatter in a dozen languages to your sisters: my French appals a Paris cabman; you play any instrument I ever heard of: the guitar is my limit, the fandango my repertoire. As for alert intelligence, artistic comprehension, ability to appreciate, Ican not make the running with you; Iam outclassed — hopelessly. Now, if this is all true — and I have spoken the wretched truth — what can a man like me have to say for himself?

Her head was bent, her fair face was in shadow. She strayed on a little way, then, finding herself alone, turned and looked back at him where he stood. For a moment they remained motionless, looking at one another, then, as on some sweet impulse, she came back hastily and looked into his eyes.

I do not feel as you do, she said; you are very — good — company. Iam not all you say; Iknow very little. Listen. It — it distresses me to have you think I hold you — lightly. Truly we are not apart.

There is but one thing that can join us.

What is that?

Love.

Her pure gaze did not falter nor her eyes droop. Curiously regarding him, she seemed immersed in the solution of the problem as he had solvedit.

Do you love me? she asked.

With all my soul — such as it is, with all my heart, with every thought, every instinct, every breath I draw.

She considered him with fearless eyes; the beauty of them was all he could endure.

You love me? she repeated.

He bent his head, incapable of speech.

You wish me to love you?

He looked at her, utterly unable to move his lips.

How do you wish me to love you?

He opened his arms; she stepped forward, close to him.

Then their lips met.

Oh, she said faintly, I did not know it — it was so sweet.

And as her head fell back on his arm about her neck she looked up at him full of wonder at this new knowledge he had taught her, marvelous, unsuspected, divine in its simplicity. Then the first delicate blush that ever mounted her face spread, tinting throat and forehead; she drew his face down to her own.

The poet paced the dim veranda, arms folded, head bent. But his glance was sideways and full of intelligence as it included two vague figures coming slowly back through the moon-drenched meadow.

By elimination we arrive at perfection, he mused; and perfection is success. There remain six more, he added irrelevantly, but theyre young yet. Patience, subtle patience — and attention to the little things. He pinched a morsel of air out of the darkness, examined it and releasedit.

The little things, he repeated; that is a very precious thought.... Ibelieve the sea air may agree with me — now and then.

And he wandered off into his den and unlocked a drawer in his desk, and took out a bundle of legal papers, and tore them slowly, carefully, into very small pieces.


V
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[image: img83.png]he double wedding at the Church of Sainte Cicindella was pretty and sufficiently fashionable to inconvenience traffic on Fifth Avenue. Partly from loyalty, partly from curiosity, the clans of Wayne and Briggs, with their offshoots and social adherents, attended; and they saw Briggs and Wayne on their best behavior, attended by Sudbury Grey and Winsted Forest; and they saw two bridal visions of loveliness, attended by six additional sister visions as bridesmaids; and they saw the poet, agitated with the holy emotions of a father, now almost unmanned, now rallying, spraying the hushed air with sweetness. They saw clergymen and a bishop, and the splendor of stained glass through which ushers tiptoed. And they heard the subdued rustling of skirts and the silken stir, and the great organ breathing over Eden, and a single artistically-modulated sob from the poet. Agood many other things they heard and saw, especially those of the two clans who were bidden to the breakfast at Waynes big and splendid house on the southwest corner of Seventy-ninth Street and Madison Avenue.

For here they were piped to breakfast by the boatswain of Waynes big seagoing yacht, the Thendara — on which brides and grooms were presently to embark for Cairo via the Azores — and speeches were said and tears shed into goblets glimmering with vintages worth prayerful consideration.

And in due time two broughams, drawn by dancing horses, with the azure ribbons aflutter from the head-stalls, bore away two very beautiful and excited brides and two determined, but entirely rattled, grooms. And after that several relays of parents fraternized with the poet and six daughters, and the clans of Briggs and of Wayne said a number of agreeable things to anybody who cared to listen; and as everybody did listen, there was a great deal of talk — more talk in a minute than the sisters of Iole had heard in all their several limited and innocently natural existences. So it confused them, not with its quality, but its profusion; and the champagne made their cheeks feel as though the soft peachy skin fitted too tight, and a number of persistent musical instruments were being tuned in their little ears; and, not yet thoroughly habituated to any garments except pink sunbonnets and pajamas, their straight fronts felt too tight, and the tops of their stockings pulled, and they balanced badly on their high heels, and Aphrodite and Cybele, being too snugly laced, retired to rid themselves of their first corsets.

The remaining four, Lissa, now eighteen; Dione, fifteen; Philodice, fourteen, and Chlorippe, thirteen, found the missing Pleiads in the great library, joyously donning their rose-silk lounging pajamas, while two parlor maids brought ices from the wrecked feast below.

So they, too, flung from them crinkling silk and diaphanous lace, high-heel shoon and the delicate body-harness never fashioned for free-limbed dryads of the Rose-Cross wilds; and they kept the electric signals going for ices and fruits and pitchers brimming with clear cold water; and they sat there in a circle like a thicket of fluttering pale-pink roses, until below the last guest had sped out into the unknown wastes of Gotham, and the poets heavy step was on the stair.

The poet was agitated — and like a humble bicolored quadruped of the Rose-Cross wilds, which, when agitated, sprays the air — so the poet, laboring obesely under his emotion, smiled with a sweetness so intolerable that the air seemed to be squirted full of saccharinity to the point of plethoric saturation.

My lambs, he murmured, fat hands clasped and dropped before him as straight as his rounded abdomen would permit; my babes!

Do you think, suggested Aphrodite, busy with her ice, that we are going to enjoy this winter in Mr. Waynes house?

Enjoyment, breathed the poet in an overwhelming gush of sweetness, is not in houses; it is in ones soul. What is wealth? Everything! Therefore it is of no value. What is poverty? Nothing! And, as it is the little things that are the most precious, so nothing, which is less than the very least, is precious beyond price. Thank you for listening; thank you for understanding. Bless you.

And he wandered away, almost asphyxiated with his emotions.

I mean to have a gay winter — if I can ever get used to being laced in and pulled over by those dreadful garters, observed Aphrodite, stretching her smooth young limbs in comfort.

I suppose there would be trouble if we wore our country clothes on Broadway, wouldnt there? asked Lissa wistfully.

Chlorippe, aged thirteen, kicked off her sandals and stretched her pretty snowy feet: They were never in the world made to fit into high-heeled shoes, she declared pensively, widening her little rosy toes.

But we might as well get used to all these things, sighed Philodice, rolling over among the cushions, a bunch of hothouse grapes suspended above her pink mouth. She ate one, looked at Dione, and yawned.

Im going to practise wearing em an hour a day, said Aphrodite, because I mean to go to the theater. Its worth the effort. Besides, if we just sit here in the house all day asking each other Greek riddles, we will never see anybody until Iole and Vanessa come back from their honeymoon and give teas and dinners for all sorts of interesting young men.

Oh, the attractive young men I have seen in these few days in New York! exclaimed Lissa. Would you believe it, the first day I walked out with George Wayne and Iole, Iwas perfectly bewildered and enchanted to see so many delightful-looking men. And by and by Iole missed me, and George came back and found me standing entranced on the corner of Fifth Avenue; and I said, Please dont disturb me, George, because I am only standing here to enjoy the sight of so many agreeable-looking men. But he acted so queerly about it. She ended with a little sigh. However, Ilove George, of course, even if he does bore me. Iwonder where they are now — the bridal pairs?

I wonder, mused Philodice, whether they have any children by this time?

Not yet, explained Aphrodite. But theyll probably have some when they return. Iunderstand it takes a good many weeks — to — —

To find new children, nodded Chlorippe confidently. Isuppose theyve hidden the cunning little things somewhere on the yacht, and its like hunt the thimble and lots and lots of fun. And she distributed six oranges.

Lissa was not so certain of that, but, discussing the idea with Cybele, and arriving at no conclusion, devoted herself to the large juicy orange with more satisfaction, conscious that the winters outlook was bright for them all and full of the charming mystery of anticipations so glittering yet so general that she could form not even the haziest ideas of their wonderful promise. And so, sucking the sunlit pulp of their oranges, they were content to live, dream, and await fulfilment under the full favor of a Heaven which had never yet sent them aught but happiness beneath the sun.
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[image: img86.png]either Lethbridge nor Harrow — lately exceedingly important undergraduates at Harvard and now twin nobodies in the employment of the great Occidental Fidelity and Trust Company — neither of these young men, Isay, had any particular business at the New Arts Theater that afternoon.

For the play was Barnard Haws Attitudes, the performance was private and intensely intellectual, the admission by invitation only, and between the acts there was supposed to be a general causerie among the gifted individuals of the audience.

Why Stanley West, president of the Occidental Trust, should have presented to his two young kinsmen the tickets inscribed with his own name was a problem, unless everybody else, including the elevator boys, had politely declined the offer.

Thats probably the case, observed Lethbridge. Do wego?

Art, said Harrow, will be on the loose among that audience. And if anybody can speak to anybody there, well get spoken to just as if we were sitting for company, and first we know somebody will ask us what Art reallyis.

Id like to see a place full of atmosphere, suggested Lethbridge. Ive seen almost everything — the Café Jaune, and Chinatown, and — you remember that joint at Tangier? But Ive never seen atmosphere. Idont care how thin it is; Ijust want to say that Ive seen it when the next girl throws it all over me. And as Harrow remained timid, he added: We wont have to climb across the footlights and steal a curl from the author, because hes already being sheared in England. Theres nothing to scare you.

Normally, however, they were intensely afraid of Art except at their barbers, and they had heard, in various ways as vague as Broad Street rumors, something concerning these gatherings of the elect at the New Arts Theater on Saturday afternoons, where unselfish reformers produced plays for Arts sake as a rebuke to managers who declined to produce that sort of play for anybodys sake.

Ill bet, said Harrow, that some thrifty genius sent Stanley West those tickets in a desperate endeavor to amalgamate the aristocracies of wealth and intellect! — as though you could shake em up as you shake a cocktail! As though youd catch your Uncle Stanley wearing his richest Burgundy flush, sitting in the orchestra and talking Arr Noovo to a young thing with cheek-bones whod pinch him into a cocked hat for a contribution between the acts!

Still, said Lethbridge, even Art requires a wad to pay its license. Isnt West the foxy Freddie! Do you suppose, if we go, theyll sting us for ten?

Theyll probably take up a collection for the professor, said Harrow gloomily. Better come to the club and give the tickets to the janitor.

Oh, thats putting it all over Art! If anybody with earnest eyes tries to speak to us we can call a policeman.

Well, said Harrow, on your promise to keep your mouth shut Ill go with you. If you open it theyll discover youre an appraiser and Im a broker, and then theyll think were wealthy, because thered be no other reason for our being there, and theyll touch us both for a brace of come-ons, and — —

Perhaps, interrupted the other, well be fortunate enough to sit next to a peach! And as its the proper thing there to talk to your neighbor, the prospect — er — neednt jar you.

There was a silence as they walked up-town, which lasted until they entered their lodgings. And by that time they had concluded togo.
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When Clarence Guilford, the Poet of Simplicity, followed by six healthy, vigorous young daughters, entered the middle aisle of the New Arts Theater, a number of people whispered in reverent recognition: Guilford, the poet! Those are his daughters. They wear nothing but pink pajamas at home. Sh-sh-h-h!

Perhaps the poet heard, for he heard a great deal when absent-minded. He paused; his six tall and blooming daughters, two and two behind him, very naturally paused also, because the poet was bulky and the aisle narrow.

Those of the elect who had recognized him had now an opportunity to view him at close range; young women with expressive eyes leaned forward, quivering; several earnest young men put up lorgnettes.

It was as it should have been; and the poet stood motionless in dreamy abstraction, until an usher took his coupons and turned down seven seats. Then the six daughters filed in, and the poet, slowly turning to survey the house, started slightly, as though surprised to find himself under public scrutiny, passed a large, plump hand over his forehead, and slowly subsided into the aisle-seat with a smile of whimsical acquiescence in the knowledge of his own greatness.

Who, inquired young Harrow, turning toward Lethbridge— who is that duck?

You can search me, replied Lethbridge in a low voice, but for Heavens sake look at those girls! Is it right to bunch such beauty and turn down Senators from Utah?

Harrows dazzled eyes wandered over the six golden heads and snowy necks, lovely as six wholesome young goddesses fresh from a bath in the Hellespont.

The — the one next to the one beside you, whispered Lethbridge, edging around. Iwant to run away with her. Would you mind getting me a hansom?

The one next to me has them all pinched to death, breathed Harrow unsteadily. Look! — when she isnt looking. Did you ever see such eyes and mouth — such a superb free poise — —

Sh-sh-h-h! muttered Lethbridge, the bell-mule is talking to them.

Art, said the poet, leaning over to look along the line of fragrant, fresh young beauty, Art is an art. With which epigram he slowly closed his eyes.
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He paused; his six tall and blooming daughters
two and two behind him.

His daughters looked at him; a young woman expensively but not smartly gowned bent forward from the row behind. Her attitude was almost prayerful; her eyes burned.

Art, continued the poet, opening his heavy lids with a large, sweet smile, Art is above Art, but Art is never below Art. Art, to be Art, must be artless. That is a very precious thought — very, very precious. Thank you for understanding me — thank you. And he included in his large smile young Harrow, who had been unconsciously bending forward, hypnotized by the monotonous resonance of the poets deep, rich voice.

Now that the spell was broken, he sank back in his chair, looking at Lethbridge a little wildly.

Let me sit next — after the first act, began Lethbridge, coaxing; theyll be watching the stage all the first act and you can look at em without being rude, and theyll do the same next act, and I can look at em, and perhaps theyll ask us what Art really is — —

Did you hear what that man said? interrupted Harrow, recovering his voice. Did you?

No; what?

Well, listen next time. And all I have to say is, if that firing-line, with its battery of innocent blue eyes, understands him, you and I had better apply to the nearest night-school for the rudiments of an education.

Well, what did he say? began the other uneasily, when again the poet bent forward to address the firing-line; and the lovely blue battery turned silently upon the author of their being.

Art is the result of a complex mental attitude capable of producing concrete simplicity.

Help! whispered Harrow, but the poet had caught his eye, and was fixing the young man with a smile that held him as sirup holds a fly.

You ask me what is Art, young sir? Why should I not heed you? Why should I not answer you? What artificial barriers, falsely called convention, shall force me to ignore the mute eloquence of your questioning eyes? You ask me what is Art. Iwill tell you; it is this! And the poet, inverting his thumb, pressed it into the air. Then, carefully inspecting the dent he had made in the atmosphere, he erased it with a gesture and folded his arms, looking gravely at Harrow, whose fascinated eyes protruded.

Behind him Lethbridge whispered hoarsely, Itold you how it would be in the New Arts Theater. Itold you a young man alone was likely to get spoken to. Now those six girls know youre a broker!

Dont say it so loud, muttered Harrow savagely. Im all right so far, for I havent said a word.

Youd better not, returned the other. Iwish that curtain would go up and stay up. It will be my turn to sit next them after this act, you know.

Harrow ventured to glance at the superb young creature sitting beside him, and at the same instant she looked up and, catching his eye, smiled in the most innocently friendly fashion — the direct, clear-eyed advance of a child utterly unconscious of self.

I have never before been in a theater, she said; have you?

I — I beg your pardon, stammered Harrow when he found his voice, but were you good enough to speak to me?

Why, yes! she said, surprised but amiable; shouldnt I have spoken to you?

Indeed — oh, indeed you should! said Harrow hastily, with a quick glance at the poet. The poet, however, appeared to be immersed in thought, lids partially closed, a benignant smile imprinted on his heavy features.

What are you doing? breathed Lethbridge in his ear. Harrow calmly turned his back on his closest friend and gazed rapturously at his goddess. And again her bewildering smile broke out and he fairly blinked in its glory.

This is my first play, she said; Im a little excited. Ihope I shall care forit.

Havent you ever seen a play? asked Harrow, tenderly amazed.

Never. You see, we always lived in the country, and we have always been poor until my sister Iole married. And now our father has come to live with his new son-in-law. So that is how we came to be here in New York.

I am so glad you did come, said Harrow fervently.

So are we. We have never before seen anything like a large city. We have never had enough money to see one. But now that Iole is married, everything is possible. It is all so interesting for us — particularly the clothing. Do you like my gown?

It is a dream! stammered the infatuated youth.

Do you think so? I think it is wonderful — but not very comfortable.

Doesnt it fit? he inquired.

Perfectly; thats the trouble. It is not comfortable. We never before were permitted to wear skirts and all sorts of pretty fluffy frills under them, and such high heels, and such long stockings, and such tight lacing— She hesitated, then calmly: But I believe father told us that we are not to mention our pretty underwear, though its hard not to, as its the first we ever had.

Harrow was past all speech.

I wish I had my lounging-suit on, she said with a sigh and a hitch of her perfectly modeled shoulders.

W — what sort of things do you usually dress in? he ventured.

Why, in dress-reform clothes! she said, laughing. We never have worn anything else.

Bloomers!

I dont know; we had trousers and blouses and sandals — something like the pink pajamas we have for night-wear now. Formerly we wore nothing at night. Iam beginning to wonder, from the way people look at us when we speak of this, whether we were odd. But all our lives we have never thought about clothing. However, Iam glad you like my new gown, and I fancy Ill get used to this tight lacing in time.... What is your name?

James Harrow, he managed to say, aware of an innocence and directness of thought and speech which were awaking in him faintest responsive echoes. They were the blessed echoes from the dim, fair land of childhood, but he did not knowit.

James Harrow, she repeated with a friendly nod. My name is Lissa — my first name; the other is Guilford. My father is the famous poet, Clarence Guilford. He named us all after butterflies — all my sisters — counting them on her white fingers while her eyes rested on him— Chlorippe, twelve years old, that pretty one next to my father; then Philodice, thirteen; Dione, fourteen; Aphrodite, fifteen; Cybele, the one next to me, sixteen, and almost seventeen; and myself, seventeen, almost eighteen. Besides, there is Iole, who married Mr. Wayne, and Vanessa, married to Mr. Briggs. They have been off on Mr. Waynes yacht, the Thendara, on their wedding trip. Now you know all about us. Do you think you would like to knowus?

Like to! Id simply love to! I — —

That is very nice, she said unembarrassed.

I thought I should like you when I saw you leaning over and listening so reverently to fathers epigrams. Then, besides, Ihad nobody but my sisters to talk to. Oh, you cant imagine how many attractive men I see every day in New York — and I should like to know them all — and many do look at me as though they would like it, too; but Mr. Wayne is so queer, and so are father and Mr. Briggs — about my speaking to people in public places. They have told me not to, but I — I — thought I would, she ended, smiling. What harm can it do for me to talk to you?

Its perfectly heavenly of you — —

Oh, do you think so? I wonder what father thinks — turning to look; then, resuming: He generally makes us stop, but I am quite sure he expected me to talk to you.

The lone note of a piano broke the thread of the sweetest, maddest discourse Harrow had ever listened to; the girls cheeks flushed and she turned expectantly toward the curtained stage. Again the lone note, thumped vigorously, sounded a staccato monotone.

Precious — very precious, breathed the poet, closing his eyes in a sort of fatty ecstasy.
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I understand, whispered the girl, resting her lovely arm on the chair beside him. Look! The curtain is rising! How my heart beats! Does yours?

He nodded, unable to articulate.

The curtain rose very, very slowly, upon the first scene of Barnard Haws masterpiece of satire; and the lovely firing-line quivered, blue batteries opening very wide, lips half parted in breathless anticipation. And about that time Harrow almost expired as a soft, impulsive hand closed nervously over his.

And there, upon the stage, the human species was delicately vivisected in one act; human frailty exposed, human motives detected, human desire quenched in all the brilliancy of perverted epigram and the scalpel analysis of the astigmatic. Life, love, and folly were portrayed with the remorseless accuracy of an eye doubly sensitive through the stimulus of an intellectual strabismus. Barnard Haw at his greatest! And how he dissected attitudes; the attitude assumed by the lover, the father, the wife, the daughter, the mother, the mistress — proving that virtue, per se, is a pose. Attitudes! How he flayed those who assumed them. His attitude toward attitudes was remorseless, uncompromising, inexorable.

And the curtain fell on the first act, its gray and silver folds swaying in the half-crazed whirlwind of applause.

Lissas silky hand trembled in Harrows, her grasp relaxed. He dropped his hand and, searching, encountered hers again.

What do you think of it? she asked.

I dont think theres any harm in it, he stammered guiltily, supposing she meant the contact of their interlaced fingers.

Harm? I didnt mean harm, she said. The play is perfectly harmless, Ithink.

Oh — the play! Oh, thats just that sort of play, you know. Theyre all alike; a lot of people go about telling each other how black white is and that white is always black — until somebody suddenly discovers that black and white are a sort of greenish red. Then the audience applauds frantically in spite of the fact that everybody in it had concluded that black and white were really a shade of yellowish yellow!

She had begun to laugh; and as he proceeded, excited by her approval, the most adorable gaiety possessed her.

I never heard anything half so clever! she said, leaning toward him.

I? Clever! he faltered. You — you dont really mean that!

Why? Dont you know you are? Dont you know in your heart that you have said the very thing that I in my heart found no words to explain?

Did I, really?

Yes. Isnt it delightful!

It was; Harrow, holding tightly to the soft little hand half hidden by the folds of her gown, cast a sneaking look behind him, and encountered the fixed and furious glare of his closest friend, who had pinched him.

Pig! hissed Lethbridge, do I sit next or not?

I — I cant; Ill explain — —

Do I?

You dont understand — —

I understand you!

No, you dont. Lissa and I — —

Lissa!

Ya — as! Were talking very cleverly; I am, too. Whadyou wan to butt in for? with sudden venom.

Butt in! Do you think I want to sit here and look at tha damfool play! Fix it or Ill run about biting!

Harrow turned. Lissa, he whispered in an exquisitely modulated voice, what would happen if I spoke to your sister Cybele?

Why, shed answer you, silly! said the girl, laughing. Wouldnt you, Cybele?

Ill tell you what Id like to do, said Cybele, leaning forward: Id like very much to talk to that attractive man who is trying to look at me — only your head has been in the way. And she smiled innocently at Lethbridge.

So Lissa moved down one. Harrow took her seat, and Cybele dropped gaily into Harrows vacant place.

Now, she said to Lethbridge, we can tell each other all sorts of things. Iwas so glad that you looked at me all the while and so vexed that I couldnt talk to you. How do you like my new gown? And what is your name? Have you ever before seen a play? Ihavent, and my name is Cybele.

It is per — perfectly heavenly to hear you talk, stammered Lethbridge.

Harrow heard him, turned and looked him full in the eyes, then slowly resumed his attitude of attention: for the poet was speaking:

The Art of Barnard Haw is the quintessence of simplicity. What is the quintessence of simplicity? He lifted one heavy pudgy hand, joined the tips of his soft thumb and forefinger, and selecting an atom of air, deftly captured it. That is the quintessence of simplicity; that is Art!

He smiled largely on Harrow, whose eyes had become wild again.

That! he repeated, pinching out another molecule of atmosphere, and that! punching dent after dent in the viewless void with inverted thumb.

On the hapless youth the overpowering sweetness of his smile acted like an anesthetic; he saw things waver, even wabble; and his hidden clutch on Lissas fingers tightened spasmodically.

Thank you, said the poet, leaning forward to fix the young man with his heavy-lidded eyes. Thank you for the precious thoughts you inspire in me. Bless you. Our mental and esthetic commune has been very precious to me — very, very precious, he mooned bulkily, his rich voice dying to a resonant, soothing drone.

Lissa turned to the petrified young man. Please be clever some more, she whispered. You were so perfectly delightful about this play.

Child! he groaned, I have scarcely sufficient intellect to keep me overnight. You must know that I havent understood one single thing your father has been kind enough to say.

What didnt you understand? she asked, surprised.

That! He flourished his thumb. What does That! mean?

Oh, that is only a trick father has caught from painters who tell you how theyre going to use their brushes. But the truth is Ive usually noticed that they do most of their work in the air with their thumbs.... What else did you not understand?

Oh — Art! he said wearily. What is it? Or, as Barnard Haw, the higher exponent of the Webberfield philosophy, might say: What it iss? Yess?

I dont know what the Webberfield philosophy is, said Lissa innocently, but Art is only things one believes. And its awfully hard, too, because nobody sees the same thing in the same way, or believes the same things that others believe. So there are all kinds of Art. Ithink the only way to be sure is when the artist makes himself and his audience happier; then that is Art.... But one need not use ones thumb, you know.

The — the way you make me happy? Is that Art?

Do I? she laughed. Perhaps; for I am happy, too — far, far happier than when I read the works of Henry Haynes. And Henry Haynes is Art. Oh, dear!

But Harrow knew nothing of the intellectual obstetrics which produced that great masters monotypes.

Have you read Double or Quits? he ventured shyly. Its a humming Wall Street story showing up the entire bunch and exposing the trading-stamp swindle of the great department stores. The heroine is a detective and— She was looking at him so intently that he feared he had said something he shouldnt. But I dont suppose that would interest you, he muttered, ashamed.

It does! It is new! I — I never read that sort of a novel. Tellme!

Are you serious?

Of course. It is perfectly wonderful to think of a heroine being a detective.

Oh, shes a dream! he said with cautious enthusiasm. She falls in love with the worst stock-washer in Wall Street, and pushes him off a ferry-boat when she finds he has cornered the trading-stamp market and is bankrupting her father, who is president of the department store trust — —

Go on! she whispered breathlessly.

I will, but — —

What is it? Oh — is it my hand you are looking for? Here it is; Ionly wanted to smooth my hair a moment. Now tell me; for I never, never knew that such books were written. The books my father permits us to read are not concerned with all those vital episodes of every-day life. Nobody ever does anything in the few novels I am allowed to read — except, once, in Cranford, somebody gets up out of a chair in one chapter — but sits down again in the next, she added wearily.

Ill send you something to make anybody sit up and stay up, he said indignantly. Baffles, the Gent Burglar; Love Militant, by Nora Norris Newman; The Crown-Snatcher, by Reginald Rodman Roony — oh, its simply ghastly to think of what youve missed! This is the Victorian era; you have a right to be fully cognizant of the great literary movements of the twentieth century!

I love to hear you say such things, she said, her beautiful face afire. Idesire to be modern — intensely, humanly modern. All my life I have been nourished on the classics of ages dead; the literature of the Orient, of Asia, of Europe I am familiar with; the literature of England — as far as Andrew Bangs boyhood verses. I — all my sisters — read, write, speak, even think, in ten languages. Ilong for something to read which is vital, familiar, friendly — something of my own time, my own day. Iwish to know what young people do and dare; what they really think, what they believe, strive for, desire!

Well — well, I dont think people really do and say and think the things that you read in interesting modern novels, he said doubtfully. Fact is, only the tiresome novels seem to tell a portion of the truth; but they end by overdoing it and leave you yawning with a nasty taste in your mouth. I — I think youd better let your father pick out your novels.

I dont want to, she said rebelliously. Iwant youto.

He looked at the beautiful, rebellious face and took a closer hold on the hidden hand.

I wish you — I wish I could choose — everything for you, he said unsteadily.

I wish so, too. You are exactly the sort of man I like.

Do — do you mean it?

Why, yes, she replied, opening her splendid eyes. Dont I show the pleasure I take in being with you?

But — would you tire of me if — if we always — forever — —

Were friends? No.

Mo-m-m-more than friends? Then he choked.

The speculation in her wide eyes deepened. What do you mean? she asked curiously.

But again the lone note of the thumped piano signaled silence. In the sudden hush the poet opened his lids with a sticky smile and folded his hands over his abdomen, plump thumbs joined.

What do you mean? repeated Lissa hurriedly, tightening her slender fingers around Harrows.

I mean — I mean — —

He turned in silence and their eyes met. Amoment later her fingers relaxed limply in his; their hands were still in contact — but scarcely so; and so remained while the Attitudes of Barnard Haw held the stage.
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And all the while the battery of round blue eyes gazed on unwinking; the poets dewlaps quivered with stored emotion, and the spellbound audience breathed as people breathe when the hostess at table attempts to smooth over a bad break by her husband.

Is that life? whispered Cybele to Lethbridge, her sensitive mouth aquiver. Did the author actually know such people? Do you? Is conscience really only an attitude? Is instinct the only guide? Am I — really — bad — —

No, no, whispered Lethbridge; all that is only a dramatists attitude. Dont — dont look grieved! Why, every now and then some man discovers he can attract more attention by standing on his head. That is all — really, that is all. Barnard Haw on his feet is not amusing; but the same gentleman on his head is worth an orchestra-chair. When a man wears his trousers where other men wear their coats, people are bound to turn around. It is not a new trick. Mystes, the Argive comic poet, and the White Queen, taught this author the value of substituting is for is not, until, from standing so long inverted, he himself forgets what he means, and at this point the eminent brothers Rogers take up the important work.... Please, please, Cybele, dont take it seriously!... If you look that way — if you are unhappy, I — I — —

A gentle snore from the poet transfixed the firing-line, but the snore woke up the poet and he mechanically pinched an atom out of the atmosphere, blinking at the stage.

Precious — very, very precious, he murmured drowsily. Thank you — thank everybody— And he sank into an obese and noiseless slumber as the gray and silver curtain slowly fell. The applause, far from rousing him, merely soothed him; a honeyed smile hovered on his lips which formed the words Thank you. That was all; the firing-line stirred, breathed deeply, and folded twelve soft white hands. Chlorippe, twelve, and Philodice, thirteen, yawned, pink-mouthed, sleepy-eyed; Dione, fourteen, laid her golden head on the shoulder of Aphrodite, fifteen.

The finger-tips of Lissa and Harrow still touched, scarcely clinging; they had turned toward one another when the curtain fell. But the play, to them, had been a pantomime of silhouettes, the stage, a void edged with flame — the scene, the audience, the theater, the poet himself as unreal and meaningless as the shadowy attitudes of the shapes that vanished when the phantom curtain closed its folds.

And through the subdued light, turning noiselessly, they peered at one another, conscious that naught else was real in the misty, golden-tinted gloom; that they were alone together there in a formless, soundless chaos peopled by shapes impalpable as dreams.

Now tell me, she said, her lips scarcely moving as the soft voice stirred them like carmine petals stirring in a scented breeze.

Tell you that it is — love?

Yes, tell me.

That I love you, Lissa?

Yes; that!

He stooped nearer; his voice was steady and very low, and she leaned with bent head to listen, clear-eyed, intelligent, absorbed.

So that is love — what you tell me?

Yes — partly.

And the other part?

The other part is when you find you loveme.

I — do. I think it must be love, because I cant bear to have you go away. Besides, Iwish you to tell me — things.

Ask me.

Well — when two — like you and me, begin to love — what happens?

We confess it — —

I do; Im not ashamed.... Should I be? And then?

Then? he faltered.

Yes; do we kiss?... For I am curious to have you do it — I am so certain I shall adore you when you do.... Iwish we could go away somewhere together.... But we cant do that until I am a bride, can we? Oh — do you really wantme?

Can you ask? he breathed.

Ask? Yes — yes.... I love to ask! Your hand thrills me. We cant go away now, can we? It took Iole so long to be permitted to go away with Mr. Wayne — all that time lost in so many foolish ways — when a girl is so impatient.... Is it not strange how my heart beats when I look into your eyes? Oh, there can be no doubt about it, Iam dreadfully in love.... And so quickly, too. Isuppose its because I am in such splendid health; dont you?

I — I — well — —

Oh, I do want to get up at once and go away with you! Cant we? Icould explain to father.

Wait! he gasped, he — hes asleep. Dont speak — dont touch him.

How unselfish you are, she breathed. No, you are not hurting my fingers. Tell me more — about love and the blessed years awaiting us, and about our children — oh, is it not wonderful!

Ex — extremely, he managed to mutter, touching his suddenly dampened forehead with his handkerchief, and attempting to set his thoughts in some sort of order. He could not; the incoherence held him speechless, dazed, under the magic of this superb young being instinct with the soft fire of life.

Her loveliness, her innocence, the beautiful, direct gaze, the childlike fulness of mouth and contour of cheek and throat, left him spellbound. The very air around them seemed suffused with the vital glow of her youth and beauty; each breath they drew increased their wonder, till the whole rosy universe seemed thrilling and singing at their feet, and they two, love-crowned, alone, saw Time and Eternity flowing like a golden tide under the spell of Paradise.

Jim!

The hoarse whisper of Lethbridge shook the vision from him; he turned a flushed countenance to his friend; but Cybele spoke:

We are very tired sitting here. We would like to take some tea at Sherrys, she whispered. What do you think we had better do? It seems so — so futile to sit here — when we wish to be alone together — —

You and Henry, too! gasped Harrow.

Yes; do you wonder? She leaned swiftly in front of him; a fragrant breeze stirred his hair. Lissa, Im desperately infatuated with Mr. Lethbridge. Do you see any use in our staying here when Im simply dying to have him all to myself somewhere?

No, it is silly. I wish to go, too. Shallwe?

You need not go, began Cybele; then stopped, aware of the new magic in her sisters eyes. Lissa! Lissa! she said softly. You, too! Oh, my dear — my dearest!

Dear, is it not heavenly? I — I — was quite sure that if I ever had a good chance to talk to a man I really liked something would happen. And it has.

If Philodice might awaken father perhaps he would let us go now, whispered Cybele. Henry says it does not take more than an hour — —

To become a bride?

Yes; he knows a clergyman very near — —

Do you? inquired Lissa. Lethbridge nodded and gave a scared glance at Harrow, who returned it as though stunned.

But — but, muttered the latter, your father doesnt know who we are — —

Oh, yes, he does, said Cybele calmly, for he sent you the tickets and placed us near you so that if we found that we liked you we might talk to you — —

Only he made a mistake in your name, added Lissa to Harrow, for he wrote Stanley West, Esq. on the envelope. Iknow because I mailedit.

Invited West — put you where you could — good God!

What is the matter? whispered Lissa in consternation; have — have I said anything I should not? And, as he was silent: What is it? Have I hurt you — I who — —

There was a silence; she looked him through and through and, after a while, deep, deep in his soul, she saw, awaking once again, all he had deemed dead — the truth, the fearless reason, the sweet and faultless instinct of the child whose childhood had become a memory. Then, once more spiritually equal, they smiled at one another; and Lissa, pausing to gather up her ermine stole, passed noiselessly out to the aisle, where she stood, perfectly self-possessed, while her sister joined her, smiling vaguely down at the firing-line and their lifted battery of blue, inquiring eyes.

The poet — and whether he had slumbered or not nobody but himself is qualified to judge — the poet pensively opened one eye and peeped at Harrow as that young man bent beside him with Lethbridge at his elbow.

In sending those two tickets you have taught us a new creed, whispered Harrow; you have taught us innocence and simplicity — you have taught us to be ourselves, to scorn convention, to say and do what we believe. Thank you.

Dear friend, said the poet in an artistically-modulated whisper, Ihave long, long followed you in the high course of your career. To me the priceless simplicity of poverty: to you the responsibility for millions. To me the daisy, the mountain stream, the woodchuck and my Art! To you the busy mart, the haunts of men, the ship of finance laden with a nations wealth, the awful burden of millions for which you are answerable to One higher! He raised one soft, solemn finger.

The young men gazed at one another, astounded. Lethbridges startled eyes said, He still takes you for Stanley West!

Let him! flashed the grim answer back from the narrowing gaze of Harrow.

Daughters, whispered the poet playfully, are you so soon tired of the brilliant gems of satire which our master dramatist scatters with a lavish — —

No, said Cybele; we are only very much in love.

The poet sat up briskly and looked hard at Harrow.

Your — your friend? he began— doubtless associated with you in the high — —

We are inseparable, said Harrow calmly, in the busy marts.

The sweetness of the poets smile was almost overpowering.

To discuss this sudden — ah — condition which so — ah — abruptly confronts a father, Ican not welcome you to my little home in the wild — which I call the House Beautiful, he said. Iwould it were possible. There all is quiet and simple and exquisitely humble — though now, through the grace of my valued son, there is no mortgage hanging like the brand of Damocles above our lowly roof. But I bid you welcome in the name of my son-in-law, on whom — I should say, with whom — I and my babes are sojourning in this clamorous city. Come and let us talk, soul to soul, heart to heart; come and partake of what simples we have. Set the day, the hour. Ithank you for understandingme.

The hour, replied Harrow, will be about five P.M. on Monday afternoon.... You see, we are going out now to — to — —

To marry each other, whispered Lissa with all her sweet fearlessness. Oh, dear! there goes that monotonous piano and well be blocking peoples view!

The poet tried to rise upon his great flat feet, but he was wedged too tightly; he strove to speak, to call after them, but the loud thumping notes of the piano drowned his voice.

Chlorippe! Dione! Philodice! Tell them to stop! Run after them and stay them! panted the poet.

You go! pouted Dione.

No, I dont want to, explained Chlorippe, because the curtain is rising.

Ill go, sighed Philodice, rising to her slender height and moving up the aisle as the children of queens moved once upon a time. She came back presently, saying: Dear me, theyre dreadfully in love, and they have driven away in two hansoms.

Gone! wheezed the poet.

Quite, said Philodice, staring at the stage and calmly folding her smooth little hands.
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[image: img95.png]hen the curtain at last descended upon the parting attitudes of the players the poet arose with an alacrity scarcely to be expected in a gentleman of his proportions. Two and two his big, healthy daughters — there remained but four now — followed him to the lobby. When he was able to pack all four into a cab he did so and sent them home without ceremony; then, summoning another vehicle, gave the driver the directions and climbedin.

Half an hour later he was deposited under the bronze shelter of the porte-cochère belonging to an extremely expensive mansion overlooking the park; and presently, admitted, he prowled ponderously and softly about an over-gilded rococo reception-room. But all anxiety had now fled from his face; he coyly nipped the atmosphere at intervals as various portions of the furniture attracted his approval; he stood before a splendid canvas of Goya and pushed his thumb at it; he moused and prowled and peeped and snooped, and his smile grew larger and larger and sweeter and sweeter, until — dare I say it! — a low smooth chuckle, all but noiseless, rippled the heavy cheeks of the poet; and, raising his eyes, he beheld a stocky, fashionably-dressed and red-faced man of forty intently eying him. The man spoke decisively and at once:

Mr. Guilford? Quite so. I am Mr. West.

You are— The poets smile flickered like a sickly candle. I — this is — are you Mr. Stanley West?

I am.

It must — it probably was your son — —

I am unmarried, said the president of the Occidental tartly, and the only Stanley West in the directory.

The poet swayed, then sat down rather suddenly on a Louis XIV chair which crackled. Several times he passed an ample hand over his features. Amechanical smile struggled to break out, but it was not the smile, any more than glucose is sugar.

Did — ah — did you receive two tickets for the New Arts Theater — ah — Mr. West? he managed to say at last.

I did. Thank you very much, but I was not able to avail myself — —

Quite so. And — ah — do you happen to know who it was that — ah — presented your tickets and occupied the seats this afternoon?

Why, I suppose it was two young men in our employ — Mr. Lethbridge, who appraises property for us, and Mr. Harrow, one of our brokers. May I ask why?

For a long while the poet sat there, eyes squeezed tightly closed as though in bodily anguish. Then he opened one of them:

They are — ah — quite penniless, I presume?

They have prospects, said West briefly. Why?

The poet rose; something of his old attitude returned; he feebly gazed at a priceless Massero vase, made a half-hearted attempt to join thumb and forefinger, then rambled toward the door, where two spotless flunkies attended with his hat and overcoat.

Mr. Guilford, said West, following, a trifle perplexed and remorseful, Ishould be very — er — extremely happy to subscribe to the New Arts Theater — if that is what you wished.

Thank you, said the poet absently as a footman invested him with a seal-lined coat.

Is there anything more I could do for you, Mr. Guilford?

The poets abstracted gaze rested on him, then shifted.

I — I dont feel very well, said the poet hoarsely, sitting down in a hall-seat. Suddenly he began to cry, fatly.

Nobody did anything; the stupefied footman gaped; West looked, walked nervously the length of the hall, looked again, and paced the inlaid floor to and fro, until the bell at the door sounded and a messenger-boy appeared with a note scribbled on a yellow telegraph blank:

Lethbridge and I just married and madly happy. Will be on hand Monday, sure. Cant you advance us three months salary?

Harrow.

Idiots! said West. Then, looking up: What are you waiting for, boy?

Me answer, replied the messenger calmly.

Oh, you were told to bring back an answer?

Ya-as.

Then give me your pencil, my infant Chesterfield. And West scribbled on the same yellow blank:

Checks for you on your desks Monday. Congratulations. Ill see you through, you damfools.

West.

Heres a quarter for you, observed West, eying the messenger.

Tanks. Gimme the note.

West glanced at the moist, fat poet; then suddenly that intuition which is bred in men of his stamp set him thinking. And presently he tentatively added two and two.

Mr. Guilford, he said, I wonder whether this note — and my answer to it — concerns you.

The poet used his handkerchief, adjusted a pair of glasses, and blinked at the penciled scrawl. Twice he read it; then, like the full sun breaking through a drizzle — like the glory of a search-light dissolving a sticky fog, the smile of smiles illuminated everything: footmen, messenger, financier.

Thank you, he said thickly; thank you for your thought. Thought is but a trifle to bestow — a little thing in itself. But it is the little things that are most important — the smaller the thing the more vital its importance, until — he added in a genuine burst of his old eloquence— the thing becomes so small that it isnt anything at all, and then the value of nothing becomes so enormous that it is past all computation. That is a very precious thought! Thank you for it; thank you for understanding. Bless you!

Exuding a rich sweetness from every feature the poet moved toward the door at a slow fleshy waddle, head wagging, small eyes half closed, thumbing the atmosphere, while his lips moved in wordless self-communion: The attainment of nothing at all — that is rarest, the most precious, the most priceless of triumphs — very, very precious. So — and his glance was sideways and nimbly intelligent— so if nothing at all is of such inestimable value, those two young pups can live on their expectations — quod erat demonstrandum.

He shuddered and looked up at the façade of the gorgeous house which he had just quitted.

So many sunny windows to sit in — to dream in. I — I should have found it agreeable. Pups!

Crawling into his cab he sank into a pulpy mound, partially closing his eyes. And upon his pursed-up lips, unuttered yet imminent, a word trembled and wabbled as the cab bounced down the avenue. It may have been precious; it was probably pups!
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[image: img97.png]ut there were further poignant emotions in store for the poet, for, as his cab swung out of the avenue and drew up before the great house on the southwest corner of Seventy-ninth Street and Madison Avenue, he caught a glimpse of his eldest daughter, Iole, vanishing into the house, and, at the same moment, he perceived his son-in-law, Mr. Wayne, paying the driver of a hansom-cab, while several liveried servants bore houseward the luggage of the wedding journey.

George! he cried dramatically, thrusting his head from the window of his own cab as that vehicle drew up with a jolt that made his stomach vibrate, George! Iam here!

Wayne looked around, paid the hansom-driver, and, advancing slowly, offered his hand as the poet descended to the sidewalk. How are you? he inquired without enthusiasm as the poet evinced a desire to paw him. All is well here, Ihope.

George! Son! The poet gulped till his dewlap contracted. He laid a large plump hand on Waynes shoulders. Where are my lambs? he quavered; where are they?

Which lambs? inquired the young man uneasily. If you mean Iole and Vanessa — —

No! My ravished lambs! Give me my stolen lambs. Trifle no longer with a fathers affections! Lissa! — Cybele! Great Heavens! Where are they? he sobbed hoarsely.

Well, where are they? retorted his son-in-law, horrified. Come into the house; people in the street are looking.

In the broad hall the poet paused, staggered, strove to paw Wayne, then attempted to fold his arms in an attitude of bitter scorn.

Two penniless wastrels, he muttered, are wedded to my lambs. But there are laws to invoke — —

An avalanche of pretty girls in pink pajamas came tumbling down the bronze and marble staircase, smothering poet and son-in-law in happy embraces; and Oh, George! they cried, how sunburned you are! So is Iole, but she is too sweet! Did you have a perfectly lovely honeymoon? When is Vanessa coming? And how is Mr. Briggs? And — oh, do you know the news? Cybele and Lissa married two such extremely attractive young men this afternoon — —

Married! cried Wayne, releasing Diones arms from his neck. Whom did they marry?

Pups! sniveled the poet— penniless, wastrel pups!

Their names, said Aphrodite coolly, from the top of the staircase, are James Harrow and Henry Lethbridge. Iwish there had been three — —

Harrow! Lethbridge! gasped Wayne. When — he turned helplessly to the poet— when did they do this?

Through the gay babble of voices and amid cries and interruptions, Wayne managed to comprehend the story. He tried to speak, but everybody except the poet laughed and chatted, and the poet, suffused now with a sort of sad sweetness, waved his hand in slow unctuous waves until even the footmens eyes protruded.

Its all right, said Wayne, raising his voice; its topsyturvy and irregular, but its all right. Ive known Harrow and Leth — For Heavens sake, Dione, dont kiss me like that; Iwant to talk! — Youre hugging me too hard, Philodice. Oh, Lord! will you stop chattering all together! I — I — Do you want the house to be pinched?

He glanced up at Aphrodite, who sat astride the banisters lighting a cigarette. Who taught you to do that? he cried.

Im sixteen, now, she said coolly, and I thought Id tryit.

Her voice was drowned in the cries and laughter; Wayne, with his hands to his ears, stared up at the piquant figure in its pink pajamas and sandals, then his distracted gaze swept the groups of parlor maids and footmen around the doors: Great guns! he thundered, this is the limit and theyll pull the house! Morton! — to a footman— ring up 7 — 00 — 9B Murray Hill. My compliments and congratulations to Mr. Lethbridge and to Mr. Harrow, and say that we usually dine at eight! Philodice! stop that howling!Oh, just you wait until Iole has a talk with you all for running about the house half-dressed — —

I wont wear straight fronts indoors, and my garters hurt! cried Aphrodite defiantly, preparing to slide down the banisters.

Help! said Wayne faintly, looking from Dione to Chlorippe, from Chlorippe to Philodice, from Philodice to Aphrodite. Iwont have my house turned into a confounded Art Nouveau music hall. Itell you — —

Let me tell them, said Iole, laughing and kissing her hand to the poet as she descended the stairs in her pretty brides traveling gown.

She checked Aphrodite, looked wisely around at her lovely sisters, then turned to remount the stairs, summoning them with a gay little confidential gesture.

And when the breathless crew had trooped after her, and the pad of little, eager, sandaled feet had died away on the thick rugs of the landing above, the poet, clasping his fat white hands, thumbs joined, across his rotund abdomen, stole a glance at his dazed son-in-law, which was partly apprehensive and partly significant, almost cunning. An innocent saturnalia, he murmured. The charming abandon of children. He unclasped one hand and waved it. Did you note the unstudied beauty of the composition as my babes glided in and out following the natural and archaic yet exquisitely balanced symmetry of the laws which govern mass and line composition, all unconsciously, yet perhaps — he reversed his thumb and left his sign manual upon the atmosphere— perhaps, he mused, overflowing with sweetness— perhaps the laws of Art Nouveau are divine! — perhaps angels and cherubim, unseen, watch fondly oer my babes, lest all unaware they guiltlessly violate some subtle canon of Art, marring the perfect symmetry of eternal preciousness.

Waynes mouth was partly open, his eyes hopeless yet fixed upon the poet with a fearful fascination.

Art, breathed the poet, is a solemn, a fearful responsibility. You are responsible, George, and some day you must answer for every violation of Art, to the eternal outraged fitness of things. You must answer, I must answer, every soul must answer!

A-ans — answer! What, for Gods sake? stammered Wayne.

The poet, deliberately joining thumb and forefinger, pinched out a portion of the atmosphere.

That! That George! For that is Art! And Art is justice! And justice, affronted, demands an answer.

He refolded his arms, mused for a space, then stealing a veiled glance sideways:

You — you are — ah — convinced that my two lost lambs need dread no bodily vicissitudes — —

Cybele and Lissa?

Ah — yes — —

Lethbridge will have money to burn if he likes the aroma of the smoke. Harrow has burnt several stacks already; but his father will continue to fire the furnace. Is that what you mean?

No! said the poet softly, no, George, that is not what I mean. Wealth is a great thing. Only the little things are precious to me. And the most precious of all is absolutely nothing! But, as he wandered away into the great luxurious habitation of his son-in-law, his smile grew sweeter and sweeter and his half-closed eyes swam, melting into a saccharine reverie.

The little things, he murmured, thumbing the air absently— the little things are precious, but not as precious as absolutely nothing. For nothing is perfection. Thank you, he said sweetly to a petrified footman, thank you for understanding. It is precious — very, very precious to know that I am understood.
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[image: img98.png]y early springtide the poet had taken an old-fashioned house on the south side of Washington Square; his sons-in-law standing for it — as the poet was actually beginning to droop amid the civilized luxury of Madison Avenue. He missed what he called his own den. So he got it, rent free, and furnished it sparingly with furniture of a slabby variety until the effect produced might, profanely speaking, be described as dinky.

His friends, too, who haunted the house, bore curious conformity to the furnishing, being individually in various degrees either squatty, slabby or dinky; and twice a week they gathered for Conferences upon what he and they described as LArr Noovo.

LArr Noovo, a pleasing variation of the slab style in Art, had profoundly impressed the poet. Glass window-panes, designed with tulip patterns, were cunningly inserted into all sorts of furniture where window-glass didnt belong, and the effect appeared to be profitable; for up-stairs in his shop, workmen were very busy creating extraordinary designs and setting tulip-patterned glass into everything with, as the poet explained, a loving care and considerable glue.

His four unmarried daughters came to see him, wandering unconcernedly between the four handsome residences of their four brothers-in-law and the den of the author of their being — Chlorippe, aged thirteen; Philodice, fourteen; Dione, fifteen, and Aphrodite, sixteen — lovely, fresh-skinned, free-limbed young girls with the delicate bloom of sun and wind still creaming their cheeks — lingering effects of a life lived ever in the open, until the poets sons-in-law were able to support him in town in the style to which he had been unaccustomed.

To the Conferences of the poet came the mentally, morally, and physically dinky — and a few badgered but normal husbands, hustled thither by wives whose intellectual development was tending toward the precious.

People read poems, discussed Yeats, Shaw, Fiona, Mendes, and LArr Noovo; sang, wandered about pinching or thumbing the atmosphere under stimulus of a cunningly and unexpectedly set window-pane in the back of a mission rocking-chair. And when the proper moment arrived the poet would rise, exhaling sweetness from every pore of his bulky entity, to interpret what he called a Thought. Sometimes it was a demonstration of the priceless value of nothings; sometimes it was a naive suggestion that no house could afford to be without an Art-rocker with Arr Noovo insertions. Such indispensable luxuries were on sale up-stairs. Again, he performed a necklace of precious sounds — in other words, some verses upon various topics, nature, woodchucks, and the dinkified in Art.

And it was upon one of these occasions that Aphrodite ran away.

Aphrodite, the sweet, the reasonable, the self-possessed — Aphrodite ran away, having without any apparent reason been stricken with an overpowering aversion for civilization and Arr Noovo.
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[image: img101.png]t the poets third Franco-American Conference that afternoon the room was still vibrating with the echoes of Aphrodites harp accompaniment to her own singing, and gushing approbation had scarcely ceased, when the poet softly rose and stood with eyes half-closed as though concentrating all the sweetness within him upon the surface of his pursed lips.

A wan young man whose face figured only as a by-product of his hair whispered Hush! and several people, who seemed to be more or less out of drawing, assumed attitudes which emphasized the faulty draftsmanship.

La Poésie! breathed the poet; Kesker say la poésie?

La poésie — say la vee! murmured a young woman with profuse teeth.

Wee, wee, say la vee! cried several people triumphantly.

Nong! sighed the poet, spraying the hushed air with sweetness, nong! Say pas le vee; say lImmortalitay!

After which the poet resumed his seat, and the by-product read, in French verse, An Appreciation of the works of Wilhelmina Ganderbury McNutt.

And that was the limit of the Franco portion of the Conference; the remainder being plain American.

Aphrodite, resting on her tall gilded harp, looked sullenly straight before her. Somebody lighted a Chinese joss-stick, perhaps to kill the aroma of defunct cigarettes.

Verse, said the poet, opening his heavy lids and gazing around him with the lambent-eyed wonder of a newly-wakened ram, verse is a necklace of tinted sounds strung idly, yet lovingly, upon stray tinseled threads of thought.... Thank you for understanding; thank you.

The by-product in the corner of the studio gathered arms and legs into a series of acute angles, and writhed; a lady ornamented with cheek-bones well sketched in, covered her eyes with one hand as though locked in jiu-jitsu with Richard Strauss.

Aphrodites slender fingers, barely resting on the harp-strings, suddenly contracted in a nervous tremor; a low twang echoed the involuntary reflex with a discord.
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Aphrodites slender fingers, barely resting on the harp-strings,
suddenly contracted in a nervous tremor.

A young man, whose neck was swathed in a stock à la dOrsay, bent close to her shoulder.

I feel that our souls, blindfolded, are groping toward one another, he whispered.

Dont — dont talk like that! she breathed almost fiercely; Iam tired — suffocated with sound, drugged with joss-sticks and sandal. Icant stand much more, Iwarn you.

Are you not well, beloved.

Perfectly well — physically. I dont know what it is — it has come so suddenly — this overwhelming revulsion — this exasperation with scents and sounds.... Icould rip out these harp-strings and — and kick that chair over! I — I think I need something — sunlight and the wind blowing my hair loose — —

The young man with the stock nodded. It is the exquisite pagan athirst in you, scorched by the fire of spring. Quench that sweet thirst at the fount beautiful — —

What fount did you say? she asked dangerously.

The precious fount of verse, dear maid.

No! she whispered violently. Im half drowned already. Words, smells, sounds, attitudes, rocking-chairs — and candles profaning the sunshine — I am suffocated, Ineed more air, more sense and less incense — less sound, less art — —

Less — what? he gasped.

Less art! — what you call larr! — yes, Ive said it; Im sick! sick of art! Iknow what I require now. And as he remained agape in shocked silence: Idont mean to be rude, Mr. Frawley, but I also require less of you.... So much less that father will scarcely expect me to play any more accompaniments to your necklaces of precious tones — so much less that the minimum of my interest in you vanishes to absolute negation.... So I shall not marry you.

Aphrodite — are — are you mad?

Her sulky red mouth was mute.

Meanwhile the poets rich, resonant voice filled the studio with an agreeable and rambling monotone:

Verse is a vehicle for expression; expression is a vehicle for verse; sound, in itself, is so subtly saturated with meaning that it requires nothing of added logic for its vindication. Sound, therefore, is sense, modified by the mysterious portent of tone. Thank you for understanding, thank you for a thought — very, very precious, a thought beautiful.

He smeared the air with inverted thumb and smiled at Mr. Frawley, who rose, somewhat agitated, and, crooking one lank arm behind his back, made a mechanical pinch at an atmospheric atom.

If — if you do that again — if you dare to recite those verses about me, Ishall go! Itell you I cant stand any more, breathed Aphrodite between her clenched teeth.

The young man cast his large and rather sickly eyes upon her. For a moment he was in doubt, but belief in the witchery of sound prevailed, for he had yet to meet a being insensible to the music of the soul, and so with a fond and fatuous murmur he pinched the martyred atmosphere once more, and began, mousily:

All

A tear a year

My pale desire requires,

And that is all.

Enlacements weary, passion tires,

Kisses are cinder-ghosts of fires

Smothered at birth with mortal earth;

And that is all.

A year of fear

My pallid soul desires

And that is all — 

Terror of bliss and dread of happiness,

A subtle need of sorrow and distress

And you to weep one tear, no more, no less,

And that is all I ask — 

And that is all.

People were breathing thickly; the poet unaffectedly distilled the suggested tear; it was a fat tear; it ran smoothly down his nose, twinkled, trembled, and fell.

Aphrodites features had become tense; she half rose, hesitated. Then, as the young man in the stock turned his invalids eyes in her direction and began:

Oh, sixteen tears

In sixteen years —— 

she transfixed her hat with one nervous gesture sprang to her feet, turned, and vanished through the door.

She is too young to endure it, sobbed the by-product to her of the sketchy face. And that was no idle epigram, either.

[image: img103.png]


XIV

[image: img104.jpg]

[image: img75.png]

[image: img87.png]he had no definite idea; all she craved for was the open — or its metropolitan substitute — sunshine, air, the glimpse of sanely preoccupied faces, the dull, quickening tumult of traffic. The tumult grew, increasing in her ears as she crossed Washington Square under the sycamores and looked up through tender feathery foliage at the white arch of marble through which the noble avenue flows away between its splendid arid chasms of marble, bronze, and masonry to that blessed leafy oasis in the north — the Park.

She took an omnibus, impatient for the green rambles of the only breathing-place she knew of, and settled back in her seat, rebellious of eye, sullen of mouth, scarcely noticing the amused expression of the young man opposite.

Two passengers left at Twenty-third Street, three at Thirty-fourth Street, and seven at Forty-second Street.

Preoccupied, she glanced up at the only passenger remaining, caught the fleeting shadow of interest on his face, regarded him with natural indifference, and looked out of the window, forgetting him. Afew moments later, accidentally aware of him again, she carelessly noted his superficially attractive qualities, and, approving, resumed her idle inspection of the passing throng. But the next time her pretty head swung round she found him looking rather fixedly at her, and involuntarily she returned the gaze with a childlike directness — a gaze which he sustained to the limit of good breeding, then evaded so amiably that it left an impression rather agreeable than otherwise.

I dont see, thought Aphrodite, why I never meet that sort of man. He hasnt art nouveau legs, and his features are not by-products of his hair.... Ihave told my brothers-in-law that I am old enough to go out without coming out.... And Iam.

The lovely mouth grew sullen again: I dont wish to wait two years and be what dreadful newspapers call a bud! Iwish to go to dinners and dances now!... Where Ill meet that sort of man.... The sort one feels almost at liberty to talk to without anybody presenting anybody.... Ive a mind to look amiable the next time he — —

He raised his eyes at that instant; but she did not smile.

I — I suppose that is the effect of civilization on me, she reflected— metropolitan civilization. Ifelt like saying, For goodness sake, lets say something — even in spite of all my sisters have told me. Icant see why it would be dangerous for me to look amiable. If he glances at me again — so agreeably — —

He did; but she didnt smile.

You see! she said, accusing herself discontentedly; you dont dare look human. Why? Because youve had it so drummed into you that you can never, never again do anything natural. Why? Oh, because they all begin to talk about mysterious dangers when you say you wish to be natural.... Ive made up my mind to look interested the next time he turns.... Why shouldnt he see that Im quite willing to talk to him?... And Im so tired of looking out of the window.... Before I came to this curious city I was never afraid to speak to anybody who attracted me.... And Im not now.... So if he does look at me — —

He did.

The faintest glimmer of a smile troubled her lips. She thought: Ido wish hed speak!

There was a very becoming color in his face, partly because he was experienced enough not to mistake her; partly from a sudden and complete realization of her beauty.

Its so odd, thought Aphrodite, that attractive people consider it dangerous to speak to one another. Idont see any danger.... Iwonder what he has in that square box beside him? It cant be a camera.... It cant be a folding easel! It simply cant be that he is an artist! a man like that — —

Are you? she asked quite involuntarily.

What? he replied, astonished, wheeling around.

An — an artist. I cant believe it, and I dont wish to! You dont look it, you know!

For a moment he could scarcely realize that she had spoken; his keen gaze dissected the face before him, the unembarrassed eyes, the oval contour, the smooth, flawless loveliness of a child.

Yes, I am an artist, he said, considering her curiously.

I am sorry, she said, no, not sorry — only unpleasantly surprised. You see I am so tired of art — and I thought you looked so — so wholesome — —

He began to laugh — a modulated laugh — rather infectious, too, for Aphrodite bit her lip, then smiled, not exactly understanding it all.

Why do you laugh? she asked, still smiling. Have I said something I should not have said?

But he replied with a question: Have you found art unwholesome?

I — I dont know, she answered with a little sigh; Iam so tired of it all. Dont let us talk about it — will you?

It isnt often I talk about it, he said, laughing again.

Oh! That is unusual. Why dont you talk about art?

Im much too busy.

D — doing what? If that is not very impertinent.

Oh, making pictures of things, he said, intensely amused.

Pictures? You dont talk about art, and you paint pictures!

Yes.

W — what kind? Do you mind my asking? You are so — so very unusual.

Well, to earn my living, I make full-page pictures for magazines; to satisfy an absurd desire, Ipaint people — things — anything that might satisfy my color senses. He shrugged his shoulders gaily. You see, Im the sort you are so tired of — —

But you paint! The artists I know dont paint — except that way— She raised her pretty gloved thumb and made a gesture in the air; and, before she had achieved it, they were both convulsed with laughter.

You never do that, do you? she asked at length.

No, Inever do. Icant afford to decorate the atmosphere for nothing!

Then — then you are not interested in art nouveau?

No; and I never could see that beautiful music resembled frozen architecture.

They were laughing again, looking with confidence and delight upon one another as though they had started lifes journey together in that ancient omnibus.

What is a necklace of precious tones? she asked.

Precious stones?

No, tones!

Let me cite, as an example, those beautiful verses of Henry Haynes, he replied gravely.

TO BE OR NOT TO BE

Id rather be a Could Be,

If I can not be an Are;

For a Could Be is a May Be,

With a chance of touching par.

I had rather be a Has Been

Than a Might Have Been, by far;

For a Might Be is a Hasnt Been

But a Has was once an Are!

Also an Are is Is and Am;

A Was was all of these;

So Id rather be a Has Been

Than a Hasnt, if you please.

And they fell a-laughing so shamelessly that the bus driver turned and squinted through his shutter at them, and the scandalized horses stopped of their own accord.

Are you going to leave? he asked as she rose.

Yes; this is the Park, she said. Thank you, and good-by.

He held the door for her; she nodded her thanks and descended, turning frankly to smile again in acknowledgment of his quickly lifted hat.

He was nice, she reflected a trifle guiltily, and I had a good time, and I really dont see any danger init.
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[image: img106.png]he drew a deep, sweet breath as she entered the leafy shade and looked up into the bluest of cloudless skies. Odors of syringa and lilac freshened her, cleansing her of the last lingering taint of joss-sticks. The cardinal birds were very busy in the scarlet masses of Japanese quince; orioles fluttered among golden Forsythia; here and there an exotic starling preened and peered at the burnished purple grackle, stalking solemnly through the tender grass.

For an hour she walked vigorously, enchanted with the sun and sky and living green, through arbors heavy with wistaria, iris hued and scented, through rambles under tall elms tufted with new leaves, past fountains splashing over, past lakes where water-fowl floated or stretched brilliant wings in the late afternoon sunlight. At times the summer wind blew her hair, and she lifted her lips to it, caressing it with every fiber of her; at times she walked pensively, wondering why she had been forbidden the Park unless accompanied.

More danger, I suppose, she thought impatiently.... Well, what is this danger that seems to travel like ones shadow, dogging a girl through the world? It seems to me that if all the pleasant things of life are so full of danger Id better find out what it is.... Imight as well look for it so that Ill recognize it when I encounter it.... And learn to keep away.

She scanned the flowery thickets attentively, looked behind her, then walkedon.

If its robbers they mean, she reflected, Im a good wrestler, and I can make any one of my four brothers-in-law look foolish.... Besides, the Park is full of fat policemen.... And if they mean Im likely to get lost, or run over, or arrested, or poisoned with soda-water and bonbons— She laughed to herself, swinging on in her free-limbed, wholesome beauty, scarcely noticing a man ahead, occupying a bench half hidden under the maples foliage.

So Ill just look about for this danger they are all afraid of, and when I see it, Ill know what to do, she concluded, paying not the slightest heed to the man on the bench until he rose, as she passed him, and took off his hat.

You! she exclaimed.

She had stopped short, confronting him with the fearless and charming directness natural to her. What an amusing accident, she said frankly.

The truth is, he began, it is not exactly an accident.

Isnt it?

N — no.... Are you offended?

Offended? No. Should I be? Why?... Besides, Isuppose when we have finished this conversation you are going the other way.

I — no, I wasnt.

Oh! Then you are going to sit here?

Y — yes — I suppose so.... But I dont wantto.

Then why do you?

Well, if Im not going the other way, and if Im not going to remain here— He looked at her, half laughing. She laughed, too, not exactly knowing why.

Dont you really mind my walking a little way with you? he asked.

No, Idont. Why should I? Is there any reason? Am I not old enough to know why we should not walk together? Is it because the sun is going down? Is there what people call danger?

He was so plainly taken aback that her fair young face became seriously curious.

Is there any reason why you should not walk with me? she persisted.

The clear, direct gaze challenged him. He hesitated.

Yes, there is, he said.

A — a reason why you should not walk withme?

Yes.

What is it?

And, as he did not find words to answer, she studied him for a moment, glanced up and down the woodland walk, then impulsively seated herself and motioned him to a place beside her on the bench.

Now, she said, Im in a position to find out just what this danger is that they all warn me about. You know, dont you?

Know what? he answered.

About the danger that I seem to run every time I manage to enjoy myself.... And you do know; Isee it by the way you look at me — and your expression is just like their expression when they tell me not to do things I find most natural.

But — I — you — —

You must tell me! I shall be thoroughly vexed with you if you dont.

Then he began to laugh, and she let him, leaning back to watch him with uncertain and speculative blue eyes. After a moment he said:

You are absolutely unlike any girl I ever heard of. Iam trying to get used to it — to adjust things. Will you helpme?

How? she asked innocently.

Well, by telling me — he looked at her a moment— your age. You look about nineteen.

I am sixteen and a half. I and all my sisters have developed our bodies so perfectly because, until we came to New York last autumn, we had lived all our lives out-of-doors. She looked at him with a friendly smile. Would you really like to know aboutus?

Intensely.

Well, there are eight of us: Chlorippe, thirteen; Philodice, fourteen; Dione, fifteen; Aphrodite, sixteen — I am Aphrodite; Cybele, seventeen, married; Lissa, eighteen, married; Iole, nineteen, married, and Vanessa, twenty, married. She raised one small, gloved finger to emphasize the narrative. All our lives we were brought up to be perfectly natural, to live, act, eat, sleep, play like primitive people. Our father dressed us like youths — boys, you know. Why, she said earnestly, until we came to New York we had no idea that girls wore such lovely, fluffy underwear — but I believe I am not to mention such things; at least they have told me not to — but my straight front is still a novelty to me, and so are my stockings, so you wont mind if Ive said something I shouldnt, will you?

No, he said; his face was expressionless.

Then thats all right. So you see how it is; we dont quite know what we may do in this city. At first we were delighted to see so many attractive men, and we wanted to speak to some of them who seemed to want to speak to us, but my father put a stop to that — but its absurd to think all those men might be robbers, isntit?

Very. There was not an atom of intelligence left in his face.

So thats all right, then. Let me see, what was I saying? Oh, yes, Iknow! So four of my sisters were married, and we four remaining are being civilized.... But, oh — I wish I could be in the country for a little while! Im so homesick for the meadows and brooks and my pajamas and my bare feet in sandals again.... And people seem to know so little in New York, and nobody understands us when we make little jests in Greek, or Latin, or Arabic, and nobody seems to have been very well educated and accomplished, so we feel strange at times.

D — d — do you do all those things?

What things?

M — make jests in Arabic?

Why, yes. Dont you?

No. What else do you do?

Why, not many things.

Music?

Oh, of course.

Piano?

Yes, piano, violin, harp, guitar, zither — all that sort of thing.... Dont you?

No. What else?

Why — just various things, ride, swim, fence, box — I box pretty well — all those things — —

Science, too?

Rudiments. Of course I couldnt, for example, discourse with authority upon the heteropterous mictidæ or tell you in what genus or genera the prothorax and femora are digitate; or whether climatic and polymorphic forms of certain diurnal lepidoptera occur within certain boreal limits. Ihave only a vague and superficial knowledge of any science, you see.

I see, he said gravely.

She leaned forward thoughtfully, her pretty hands loosely interlaced upon her knee.

Now, she said, tell me about this danger that such a girl as I must guard against.

There is no danger, he said slowly.

But they told me — —

Let them tell you what it is, then.

No; you tell me?

I cant.

Why?

Because — I simply cant.

Are you ashamed to?

Perhaps— He lifted his boxed sketching-kit by the strap, swung it, then set it carefully upon the ground: Perhaps it is because I am ashamed to admit that there could be any danger to any woman in this world of men.

She looked at him so seriously that he straightened up and began to laugh. But she did not forget anything he had said, and she began her questions at once:

Why should you not walk with me?

Ill take that back, he said, still laughing; there is every reason why I should walk with you.

Oh!... But you said — —

All I meant was not for you, but for the ordinary sort of girl. Now, the ordinary, every-day, garden girl does not concern you — —

Yes, she does! Why am I not like her?

Dont attempt to be — —

Am I different — very different?

Superbly different! The flush came to his face with the impulsive words.

She considered him in silence, then: Should I have been offended because you came into the Park to find me? And why did you? Do you find me interesting?

So interesting, he said, that I dont know what I shall do when you go away.

Another pause; she was deeply absorbed with her own thoughts. He watched her, the color still in his face, and in his eyes a growing fascination.

Im not out, she said, resting her chin on one gloved hand, so were not likely to meet at any of those jolly things you go to. What do you think wed better do? — because theyve all warned me against doing just what you and I have done.

Speaking without knowing each other? he asked guiltily.

Yes.... But I did it first to you. Still, when I tell them about it, they wont let you come to visit me. Itried it once. Iwas in a car, and such an attractive man looked at me as though he wanted to speak, and so when I got out of the car he got out, and I thought he seemed rather timid, so I asked him where Tiffanys was. Ireally didnt know, either. So we had such a jolly walk together up Fifth Avenue, and when I said good-by he was so anxious to see me again, and I told him where I lived. But — do you know? — when I explained about it at home they acted so strangely, and they never would tell me whether or not he ever came.

Then you intend to tell them all about — us?

Of course. Ive disobeyed them.

And — and I am never to see you again?

Oh, Im very disobedient, she said innocently. If I wanted to see you Id doit.

But do you?

I — I am not sure. Do you want to see me?

His answer was stammered and almost incoherent. That, and the color in his face and the something in his eyes, interested her.

Do you really find me so attractive? she asked, looking him directly in the eyes. You must answer me quickly; see how dark it is growing! Imust go. Tell me, do you likeme?

I never cared so much for — for any woman —— .

She dimpled with delight and lay back regarding him under level, unembarrassed brows.

That is very pleasant, she said. Ive often wished that a man — of your kind — would say that to me. Ido wish we could be together a great deal, because you like me so much already and I truly do find you agreeable.... Say it to me again — about how much you likeme.

I — I — there is no woman — none I ever saw so — so interesting.... Imean more than that.

Say it then.

Say what I mean?

Yes.

I am afraid — —

Afraid? Of what?

Of offending you — —

Is it an offense to me to tell me how much you like me? How can it offendme?

But — it is incredible! You wont believe — —

Believe what?

That in so short a time I — I could care for you so much — —

But I shall believe you. I know how I feel toward you. And every time you speak to me I feel moreso.

Feel more so? he stammered.

Yes, Iexperience more delight in what you say. Do you think I am insensible to the way you look atme?

You — you mean— He simply could not find words.

She leaned back, watching him with sweet composure; then laughed a little and said: Do you suppose that you and I are going to fall in love with one another?

In the purpling dusk the perfume of wistaria grew sweeter and sweeter.

Ive done it already— His voice shook and failed; a thrush, invisible in shadowy depths, made soft, low sounds.

You love me — already? she exclaimed under her breath.

Love you! I — I — there are no words— The thrush stirred the sprayed foliage and called once, then again, restless for the moon.

Her eyes wandered over him thoughtfully: So that is love.... Ididnt know.... Isupposed it could be nothing pleasanter than friendship, although they say it is.... But how could it be? There is nothing pleasanter than friendship.... Iam perfectly delighted that you love me. Shall we marry some day, do you think?

He strove to speak, but her frankness stunned him.

I meant to tell you that I am engaged, she observed. Does that matter?

Engaged! He found his tongue quickly enough then; and she, surprised, interested, and in nowise dissenting, listened to his eloquent views upon the matter of Mr. Frawley, whom she, during the lucid intervals of his silence, curtly described.

Do you know, she said with great relief, that I always felt that way about love, because I never knew anything about it except from the symptoms of Mr. Frawley? So when they told me that love and friendship were different, Isupposed it must be so, and I had no high opinion of love ... until you made it so agreeable. Now I — I prefer it to anything else.... Icould sit here with you all day, listening to you. Tell me some more.
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He spoke as a man who awakes with a start — not very clearly at first, then with feverish coherence, at times with recklessness almost eloquent. Still only half awakened himself, still scarcely convinced, scarcely credulous that this miracle of an hour had been wrought in him, here under the sky and setting sun and new-born leaves, he spoke not only to her but of her to himself, formulating in words the rhythm his pulses were beating, interpreting this surging tide which thundered in his heart, clamoring out the fact — the fact — the fact that he loved! — that love was on him like the grip of Fate — on him so suddenly, so surely, so inexorably, that, stricken as he was, the clutch only amazed and numbed him.

He spoke, striving to teach himself that the incredible was credible, the impossible possible — that it was done! done! done! and that he loved a woman in an hour because, in an hour, he had read her innocence as one reads through crystal, and his eyes were opened for the first time upon loveliness unspoiled, sweetness untainted, truth uncompromised.

Do you know, she said, that, as you speak, you make me care for you so much more than I supposed a girl could care for a man?

Can you love me?

Oh, Ido already! I dont mean mere love. It is something — something that I never knew about before. Everything about you is so — so exactly what I care for — your voice, your head, the way you think, the way you look at me. Inever thought of men as I am thinking about you.... Iwant you to belong to me — all alone.... Iwant to see how you look when you are angry, or worried, or tired. Iwant you to think of me when you are perplexed and unhappy and ill. Will you? You must! There is nobody else, is there? If you do truly loveme?

Nobody but you.

That is what I desire.... I want to live with you — I promise I wont talk about art — even your art, which I might learn to care for. All I want is to really live and have your troubles to meet and overcome them because I will not permit anything to harm you.... Iwill love you enough for that.... I — do you love other women?

Good God, no!

And you shall not! She leaned closer, looking him through and through. Iwill be what you love! Iwill be what you desire most in all the world. Iwill be to you everything you wish, in every way, always, ever, and forever and ever.... Will you marryme?

Will you?

Yes.

She suddenly stripped off her glove, wrenched a ring set with brilliants from the third finger of her left hand, and, rising, threw it, straight as a young boy throws, far out into deepening twilight. It was the end of Mr. Frawley; he, too, had not only become a by-product but a good-by product. Yet his modest demands had merely required a tear a year! Perhaps he had not asked enough. Love pardons the selfish.

She was laughing, a trifle excited, as she turned to face him where he had risen. But, at the touch of his hand on hers, the laughter died at a breath, and she stood, her limp hand clasped in his, silent, expressionless, save for the tremor of her mouth.

I — I must go, she said, shrinking from him.

He did not understand, thrilled as he was by the contact, but he let her soft hand fall away from his.

Then with a half sob she caught her own fingers to her lips and kissed them where the pressure of his hand burned her white flesh — kissed them, looking at him.

You — you find a child — you leave a woman, she said unsteadily. Do you understand how I love you — for that?

He caught her in his arms.

No — not yet — not my mouth! she pleaded, holding him back; Ilove you too much — already too much. Wait! Oh, will you wait?... And let me wait — make me wait?... I — I begin to understand some things I did not know an hour ago.

In the dusk he could scarcely see her as she swayed, yielding, her arms tightening about his neck in the first kiss she had ever given or forgiven in all her life.

And through the swimming tumult of their senses the thrushs song rang like a cry. The moon had risen.
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The door swung noiselessly; a dim form stole forward, wide-eyed and white in the electric light.

Then down at her sisters feet dropped Aphrodite, and laid a burning face against her silken knees. And, Oh, Iole, Iole, she whispered, Iole, Iole, Iole! There is danger, as you say — there is, and I understand it ... now.... But I love him so — I — I have been so happy — so happy! Tell me what I have done ... and how wrong it is! Oh, Iole, Iole! What have I done!

Done, child! What in the name of all the gods have you done?

Loved him — in the names of all the gods! Oh, Iole! Iole! Iole!

 —— The thrush singing in darkness; the voice of spring calling, calling me to his arms! Oh, Iole, Iole! — these, and my soul and his, alone under the pagan moon! alone, save for the old gods whispering in the dusk — —

 —— And listening, I heard the feathery tattoo of wings close by — the wings of Eros all aquiver like a soft moth trembling ere it flies! Peril divine! Iunderstood it then. And, stirring in darkness, sweet as the melody of unseen streams, Iheard the old gods laughing.... Then I knew.

Is that all, little sister?

Almost all.

What more?

And when, at length, the trembling tale was told, Iole caught her in her white arms, looked at her steadily, then kissed her again and again.

If he is all you say — this miracle — I — I think I can make them understand, she whispered. Where ishe?

D-down-stairs — at b-bay! Hark! You can hear George swearing! Oh, Iole, dont let him!

In the silence from the drawing-room below came the solid sobs of the poet:

P-pup! P-p-penniless pup!

He must not say that! cried Aphrodite fiercely. Cant you make father and George understand that he has nearly six hundred dollars in the bank?

I will try, said Iole tenderly. Come!

And with one arm around Aphrodite she descended the great stairway, where, on the lower landing, immensely interested, sat Chlorippe, Philodice and Dione, observant, fairly aquiver with intelligence.

Oh, that young man is catching it! remarked Dione, looking up as Iole passed, her arm close around her sisters waist. George has said dammit seven times and father is rocking — not in a rocking-chair — just rocking and expressing his inmost thoughts. AndMr. Briggs pretends to scowl and mutters: Hook him over the ropes, George. E aint got no friends! Take a peep, Iole. You can just see them if you lean over and hang on to the banisters — —

But Iole brushed by her younger sisters, Aphrodite close beside her, and, entering the great receiving-hall, stood still, her clear eyes focused upon her husbands back.

George!

Mr. Wayne stiffened and wheeled; Mr. Briggs sidled hastily toward the doorway, crabwise; the poet choked back the word, Phup! and gazed at his tall daughter with apprehension and protruding lips.

Iole, began Wayne, this is no place for you! Aphrodite! let that fellow alone, Isay!

Iole turned, following with calm eyes the progress of her sister toward a tall young man who stood by the window, a red flush staining his strained face.

The tense muscles in jaw and cheek relaxed as Aphrodite laid one hand on his arm; the poet, whose pursed lips were overloaded, expelled a passionate Phupp! and the young mans eyes narrowed again at the shot.

Then silence lengthened to a waiting menace, and even the three sisters on the stairs succumbed to the oppressive stillness. And all the while Iole stood like a white Greek goddess under the glory of her hair, looking full into the eyes of the tall stranger.

A minute passed; a glimmer dawned to a smile and trembled in the azure of Ioles eyes; she slowly lifted her arms, white hands outstretched, looking steadily at the stranger.

He came, tense, erect; Ioles cool hands dropped in his. And, turning to the others with a light on her face that almost blinded him, she said, laughing: Do you not understand? Aphrodite brings us the rarest gift in the world in this tall young brother! Look! Touch him! We have never seen his like before for all the wisdom of wise years. For he is one of few — and men are many, and artists legion — this honorable miracle, this sane and wholesome wonder! this trinity, Lover, Artist, and Man!

And, turning again, she looked him wistfully, wonderingly, in the eyes.

THE END
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For the harmony of the world, like that of a harp, is made up of discords.

— HERACLITUS.
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HE WAS THIRTY-THREE, agreeable to look at, equipped with as much culture and intelligence as is tolerated east of Fifth Avenue and west of Madison. He had a couple of elaborate rooms at the Lenox Club, a larger income than seemed to be good for him, and no profession. It follows that he was a pessimist before breakfast. Besides, its a bad thing for a man at thirty-three to come to the conclusion that he has seen all the most attractive girls in the world and that they have been vastly overrated. So, when a club servant with gilt buttons on his coat tails knocked at the door, the invitation to enter was not very cordial. He of the buttons knocked again to take the edge off before he entered; then opened the door and unburdened himself as follows:

Mr. Gatewood, sir, Mr. Kernss compliments, and wishes to know if e may ave is coffee served at your tyble, sir.

Gatewood, before the mirror, gave a vicious twist to his tie, inserted a pearl scarf pin, and regarded the effect with gloomy approval.

Say to Mr. Kerns that I am — flattered, he replied morosely; and tell Henry I want him.

Enry, sir? Yes, sir.

The servant left; one of the sleek club valets came in, softly sidling.

Henry!

Sir?

Ill wear a white waistcoat, if you dont object.

The valet laid out half a dozen.

Which one do you usually wear when Im away, Henry? Which is your favorite?

Sir?

Pick it out and dont look injured, and dont roll up your eyes. I merely desire to borrow it for one day.

Very good, sir.

And, Henry, hereafter always help yourself to my best cigars. Those I smoke may injure you. Ive attempted to conceal the keys, but you will, of course, eventually discover them under that loose tile on the hearth.

Yes, sir; thanky, sir, returned the valet gravely.

And — Henry!

Sir? with martyred dignity.

When you are tired of searching for my olivine and opal pin, just find it, for a change. Id like to wear that pin for a day or two if it would not inconvenience you.

Very good, sir; I will unt it hup, sir.

Gatewood put on his coat, took hat and gloves from the unabashed valet, and sauntered down to the sunny breakfast room, where he found Kerns inspecting a morning paper and leisurely consuming grapefruit with a cocktail on the side.

Hullo, observed Kerns briefly.

Im not on the telephone, snapped Gatewood.

I beg your pardon; how are you, dear friend?

I dont know how I am, retorted Gatewood irritably; how the devil should a man know how he is?

Everything going to the bowwows, as usual, dear friend?

As usual. Oh, read your paper, Tommy! You know well enough Im not one of those tail-wagging imbeciles who wakes up in the morning singing like a half-witted lark. Why should I, with this taste in my mouth, and the laundress using vitriol, and Henry sneering at my cigars? He yawned and cast his eyes toward the ceiling. Besides, theres too much gilt all over this club! Theres too much everywhere. Half the world is stucco, the rest rococo. Wheres that Martini I bid for?

Kerns, undisturbed, applied himself to cocoa and toasted muffins. Grapefruit and an amber-tinted accessory were brought for the other and sampled without mirth. However, a little later Gatewood said: Well, are you going to read your paper all day?

What you need, said Kerns, laying the paper aside, is a job — any old kind would do, dear friend.

I dont want to make any more money.

I dont want you to. I mean a job where youd lose a lot and be scared into thanking Heaven for carfare. Youre a nice object for the breakfast table!

Bridge. I will be amiable enough by noon time.

Yes, youre endurable by noon time, as a rule. When youre forty you may be tolerated after five oclock; when youre fifty your wife and children might even venture to emerge from the cellar after dinner—

Wife!

I said wife, replied Kerns, as he calmly watched his man.

He had managed it well, so far, and he was wise enough not to overdo it. An interval of silence was what the situation required.

I wish I had a wife, muttered Gatewood after a long pause.

Oh, havent you said that every day for five years? Wife! Look at the willing assortment of dreams playing Sally Waters around town. Isnt this borough a bower of beauty — a flowery thicket where the prettiest kind in all the world grow under glass or outdoors? And what do you do? You used to pretend to prowl about inspecting the yearly crop of posies, growling, cynical, dissatisfied; but youve even given that up. Now you only point your nose skyward and squall for a mate, and yowl mournfully that you never have seen your ideal. I know you.

I never have seen my ideal, retorted Gatewood sulkily, but I know she exists — somewhere between heaven and Hoboken.

Youre sure, are you?

Oh, Im sure. And, rich or poor, good or bad, she was fashioned for me alone. Thats a theory of mine; you neednt accept it; in fact, its none of your business, Tommy.

All the same, insisted Kerns, did you ever consider that if your ideal does exist somewhere, it is morally up to you to find her?

Havent I inspected every débutante for ten years? You dont expect me to advertise for an ideal, do you — object, matrimony?

Kerns regarded him intently. Now, Im going to make a vivid suggestion, Jack. In fact, thats why I subjected myself to the ordeal of breakfasting with you. Its none of my business, as you so kindly put it, but — shall I suggest something?

Go ahead, replied Gatewood, tranquilly lighting a cigarette. I know what youll say.

No, you dont. Firstly, you are having such a good time in this world that you dont really enjoy yourself — isnt that so?

I — well I — well, let it go at that.

Secondly, with all your crimes and felonies, you have one decent trait left: you really would like to fall in love. And I suspect youd even marry.

There are grounds, said Gatewood guardedly, for your suspicions. Et après?

Good. Then theres a way! I know—

Oh, dont tell me you know a girl, or anything like that! began Gatewood sullenly. Ive heard that before, and I wont meet her.

I dont want you to; I dont know anybody. All I desire to say is this: I do know a way. The other day I noticed a sign on Fifth Avenue:

KEEN & CO.
TRACERS OF LOST PERSONS

It was a most extraordinary sign; and having a little unemployed imagination I began to speculate on how Keen & Co. might operate, and I wondered a little, too, that, the conditions of life in this city could enable a firm to make a living by devoting itself exclusively to the business of hunting up missing people.

Kerns paused, partly to light a cigarette, partly for diplomatic reasons.

What has all this to do with me? inquired Gatewood curiously; and diplomacy scored one.

Why not try Keen & Co.?

Try them? Why? I havent lost anybody, have I?

You havent, precisely lost anybody, but the fact remains that you cant find somebody, returned Kerns coolly. Why not employ Keen & Co. to look for her?

Look for whom, in Heavens name?

Your ideal.

Look for — for my ideal! Kerns, youre crazy. How the mischief can anybody hunt for somebody who doesnt exist?

You say that she does exist.

But I cant prove it, man.

You dont have to; its up to Keen & Co. to prove it. Thats why you employ them.

What wild nonsense you talk! Keen & Co. might, perhaps, be able to trace the concrete, but how are they going to trace and find the abstract?

She isnt abstract; she is a lovely, healthy, and youthful concrete object — if, as you say, she does exist.

How can I prove she exists?

You dont have to; they do that.

Look here, said Gatewood almost angrily, do you suppose that if I were ass enough to go to these people and tell them that I wanted to find my ideal—

Dont tell them that!

But how—

There is no necessity for going into such trivial details. All you need say is: I am very anxious to find a young lady — and then describe her as minutely as you please. Then, when they locate a girl of that description theyll notify you; you will go, judge for yourself whether she is the one woman on earth — and, if disappointed, you need only shake your head and murmur: Not the same! And its for them to find another.

I wont do it! said Gatewood hotly.

Why not? At least, it would be amusing. You havent many mental resources, and it might occupy you for a week or two.

Gatewood glared.

You have a pleasant way of putting things this morning, havent you?

I dont want to be pleasant: I want to jar you. Dont I care enough about you to breakfast with you? Then Ive a right to be pleasantly unpleasant. I cant bear to watch your mental and spiritual dissolution — a man like you, with all your latent ability and capacity for being nobody in particular — which is the sort of man this nation needs. Do you want to turn into a club-window gazer like Van Bronk? Do you want to become another Courtlandt Allerton and go rocking down the avenue — a grimacing, tailor-made sepulcher? — the pompous obsequies of a dead intellect? — a funeral on two wavering legs, carrying the corpse of all that should be deathless in a man? Why, Jack, Id rather see you in bankruptcy — Id rather see you trying to lead a double life in a single flat on seven dollars and a half a week — Id almost rather see you every day at breakfast than have it come to that!

Wake up and get jocund with life! Why, you could have all good citizens stung to death if you chose. It isnt that I want you to make money; but I want you to worry over somebody besides yourself — not in Wall Street — a pool and its money are soon parted. But in your own home, where a beautiful wife and seven angel children have you dippy and close to the ropes; where the housekeeper gets a rake off, and the cook is red-headed and comes from Sligo, and the butlers cousin will bear watching, and the chauffeur is a Frenchman, and the coachmans uncle is a Harlem vet, and every scullion in the establishment lies, drinks, steals, and supports twenty satiated relatives at your expense. That would mean the making of you; for, after all, Jack, you are no genius — youre a plain, non-partisan, uninspired, clean-built, wholesome citizen, thank God! — the sort whose unimaginative mission is to pitch in with eighty-odd millions of us and, like the busy coral creatures, multiply with all your might, and make this little old Republic the greatest, biggest, finest article that an overworked world has ever yet put up! ... Now you can call for help if you choose.

Gatewoods breath returned slowly. In an intimacy of many years he had never suspected that sort of thing from Kerns. That is why, no doubt, the opinions expressed by Kerns stirred him to an astonishment too innocent to harbor anger or chagrin.

And when Kerns stood up with an unembarrassed laugh, saying, Im going to the office; see you this evening? Gatewood replied rather vacantly: Oh, yes; Im dining here. Good-by, Tommy.

Kerns glanced at his watch, lingering. Was there anything you wished to ask me, Jack? he inquired guilelessly.

Ask you? No, I dont think so.

Oh; I had an idea you might care to know where Keen & Co. were to be found.

That, said Gatewood firmly, is foolish.

Ill write the address for you, anyway, rejoined Kerns, scribbling it and handing the card to his friend.

Then he went down the stairs, several at a time, eased in conscience, satisfied that he had done his duty by a friend he cared enough for to breakfast with.

Of course, he ruminated as he crawled into a hansom and lay back buried in meditation— of course there may be nothing in this Keen & Co. business. But it will stir him up and set him thinking; and the longer Keen & Co. take to hunt up an imaginary lady that doesnt exist, the more anxious and impatient poor old Jack Gatewood will become, until hell catch the fever and go cantering about with that one fixed idea in his head. And, added Kerns softly, no New Yorker in his right mind can go galloping through these five boroughs very long before hes roped, tied, and marked by the only girl in the world — the only girl — if you dont care to turn around and look at another million girls precisely like her. O Lord! — precisely like her!

Here was a nice exhorter to incite others to matrimony.






CHAPTER II
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MEANWHILE, GATEWOOD WAS walking along Fifth Avenue, more or less soothed by the May sunshine. First, he went to his hatters, looked at straw hats, didnt like them, protested, and bought one, wishing he had strength of mind enough to wear it home. But he hadnt. Then he entered the huge white marble palace of his jeweler, left his watch to be regulated, caught a glimpse of a girl whose hair and neck resembled the hair and neck of his ideal, sidled around until he discovered that she was chewing gum, and backed off, with a bitter smile, into the avenue once more.

Every day for years he had had glimpses of girls whose hair, hands, figures, eyes, hats, carriage, resembled the features required by his ideal; there always was something wrong somewhere. And, as he strolled moodily, a curious feeling of despair seized him — something that, even in his most sentimental moments, even amid the most unexpected disappointment, he had never before experienced.

I do want to love somebody! he found himself saying half aloud; I want to marry; I— He turned to look after three pretty children with their maids— I want several like those — several! — seven — ten — I dont care how many! I want a house to worry me, just as Tommy described it; I want to see the same girl across the breakfast table — or she can sip her cocoa in bed if she desires— A slow, modest blush stole over his features; it was one of the nicest things he ever did. Glancing up, he beheld across the way a white sign, ornamented with strenuous crimson lettering:

KEEN & CO.
TRACERS OF LOST PERSONS

The moment he discovered it, he realized he had been covertly hunting for it; he also realized that he was going to climb the stairs. He hadnt quite decided what he meant to do after that; nor was his mind clear on the matter when he found himself opening a door of opaque glass on which was printed in red:

KEEN & CO.

He was neither embarrassed nor nervous when he found himself in a big carpeted anteroom where a negro attendant bowed him to a seat and took his card; and he looked calmly around to see what was to be seen.

Several people occupied easy chairs in various parts of the room — an old woman very neatly dressed, clutching in her withered hand a photograph which she studied and studied with tear-dimmed eyes; a young man wearing last years most fashionable styles in everything except his features: and soap could have aided him there; two policemen, helmets resting on their knees; and, last of all, a rather thin child of twelve, staring open-mouthed at everybody, a bundle of soiled clothing under one arm. Through an open door he saw a dozen young women garbed in black, with white cuffs and collars, all rattling away steadily at typewriters. Every now and then, from some hidden office, a bell rang decisively, and one of the girls would rise from her machine and pass noiselessly out of sight to obey the summons. From time to time, too, the darky servant with marvelous manners would usher somebody through the room where the typewriters were rattling, into the unseen office. First the old woman went — shakily, clutching her photograph; then the thin child with the bundle, staring at everything; then the two fat policemen, in portentous single file, helmets in their white-gloved hands, oiled hair glistening.

Gatewoods turn was approaching; he waited without any definite emotion, watching newcomers enter to take the places of those who had been summoned. He hadnt the slightest idea of what he was to say; nor did it worry him. A curious sense of impending good fortune left him pleasantly tranquil; he picked up, from the silver tray on the table at his elbow, one of the firms business cards, and scanned it with interest:

KEEN & CO.

TRACERS OF LOST PERSONS

Keen & Co. are prepared to locate the whereabouts of anybody on earth. No charges will be made unless the person searched for is found.

Blanks on application.

WESTREL KEEN, Manager.

Mistuh Keen will see you, suh, came a persuasive voice at his elbow; and he rose and followed the softly moving colored servant out of the room, through a labyrinth of demure young women at their typewriters, then sharply to the right and into a big, handsomely furnished office, where a sleepy-looking elderly gentleman rose from an armchair and bowed. There could not be the slightest doubt that he was a gentleman; every movement, every sound he uttered, settled the fact.

Mr. Keen?

Mr. Gatewood? — with a quiet certainty which had its charm. This is very good of you.

Gatewood sat down and looked at his host. Then he said: Im searching for somebody, Mr. Keen, whom you are not likely to find.

I doubt it, said Keen pleasantly.

Gatewood smiled. If, he said, you will undertake to find the person I cannot find, I must ask you to accept a retainer.

We dont require retainers, replied Keen. Unless we find the person sought for, we make no charges, Mr. Gatewood.

I must ask you to do so in my case. It is not fair that you should undertake it on other terms. I desire to make a special arrangement with you. Do you mind?

What arrangement had you contemplated? inquired Keen, amused.

Only this: charge me in advance exactly what you would charge if successful. And, on the other hand, do not ask me for detailed information — I mean, do not insist on any information that I decline to give. Do you mind taking up such an extraordinary and unbusinesslike proposition, Mr. Keen?

The Tracer of Lost Persons looked up sharply:

About how much information do you decline to give, Mr. Gatewood?

About enough to incriminate and degrade, replied the young man, laughing.

The elderly gentleman sat silent, apparently buried in meditation. Once or twice his pleasant steel-gray eyes wandered over Gatewood as an expert, a connoisseur, glances at a picture and assimilates its history, its value, its artistic merit, its every detail in one practiced glance.

I think we may take up this matter for you, Mr. Gatewood, he said, smiling his singularly agreeable smile.

But — but you would first desire to know something about me — would you not?

Keen looked at him: You will not mistake me — you will consider it entirely inoffensive — if I say that I know something about you, Mr. Gatewood?

About me? How can you? Of course, there is the social register and the club lists and all that—

And many, many sources of information which are necessary in such a business as this, Mr. Gatewood. It is a necessity for us to be almost as well informed as our clients own lawyers. I could pay you no sincerer compliment than to undertake your case. I am half inclined to do so even without a retainer. Mind, I havent yet said that I will take it.

I prefer to regulate any possible indebtedness in advance, said Gatewood.

As you wish, replied the older man, smiling. In that case, suppose you draw your check (he handed Gatewood a fountain pen as the young man fished a check-book from his pocket)— your check for — well, say for $5,000, to the order of Keen & Co.

Gatewood met his eye without wincing; he was in for it now; and he was always perfectly game. He had brought it upon himself; it was his own proposition. Not that he would have for a moment considered the sum as high — or any sum exorbitant — if there had been a chance of success; one cannot compare and weigh such matters. But how could there be any chance for success?

As he slowly smoothed out the check and stub, pen poised, Keen was saying: Of course, we should succeed sooner or later — if we took up your case. We might succeed to-morrow — to-day. That would mean a large profit for us. But we might not succeed to-day, or next month, or even next year. That would leave us little or no profit; and, as it is our custom to go on until we do succeed, no matter how long it may require, you see, Mr. Gatewood, I should be taking all sorts of chances. It might even cost us double your retainer before we found her—

Her? How did — why do you say her?

Am I wrong? asked Keen, smiling.

No — you are right.

The Tracer of Lost Persons sank into abstraction again. Gatewood waited, hoping that his case might be declined, yet ready to face any music started at his own request.

She is young, mused Keen aloud, very beautiful and accomplished. Is she wealthy? He looked up mildly.

Gatewood said: I dont know — the truth is I dont care— And stopped.

O-ho! mused Keen slowly. I — think — I understand. Am I wrong, Mr. Gatewood, in surmising that this young lady whom you seek is, in your eyes, very — I may say ideally gifted?

She is my ideal, replied the young man, coloring.

Exactly. And — her general allure?

Charming!

Exactly; but to be a trifle more precise — if you could give me a sketch, an idea, a mere outline delicately tinted, now. Is she more blond than brunette?

Yes — but her eyes are brown. I — I insist on that.

Why should you not? You know her; I dont, said Keen, laughing. I merely wished to form a mental picture. ... You say her hair is — is—

Its full of sunny color; thats all I can say.

Exactly — I see. A rare and lovely combination with brown eyes and creamy skin, Mr. Gatewood. I fancy she might be, perhaps, an inch or two under your height?

Just about that. Her hands should be — are beautiful—

Exactly. The ensemble is most vividly portrayed, Mr. Gatewood; and — you have intimated that her lack of fortune — er — we might almost say her pecuniary distress — is more than compensated for by her accomplishments, character, and very unusual beauty. ... Did I so understand you, Mr. Gatewood?

Thats what I meant, anyhow, he said, flushing up.

You did mean it?

I did: I do.

Then we take your case, Mr. Gatewood. ... No haste about the check, my dear sir — pray consider us at your service.

But Gatewood doggedly filled in the check and handed it to the Tracer of Lost Persons.

I wish you happiness, said the older man in a low voice. The lady you describe exists; it is for us to discover her.

Thank you, stammered Gatewood, astounded.

Keen touched an electric button; a moment later a young girl entered the room.

Miss Southerland, Mr. Gatewood. Will you be kind enough to take Mr. Gatewoods dictation in Room 19?

For a second Gatewood stared — as though in the young girl before him the ghost of his ideal had risen to confront him — only for a second; then he bowed, matching her perfect acknowledgment of his presence by a bearing and courtesy which must have been inbred to be so faultless.

And he followed her to Room 19.

What had Keen meant by saying, The lady you describe exists! Did this remarkable elderly gentleman suspect that it was to be a hunt for an ideal? Had he deliberately entered into such a bargain? Impossible!

His disturbed thoughts reverted to the terms of the bargain, the entire enterprise, the figures on his check. His own amazing imbecility appalled him. What idiocy! What sudden madness had seized him to entangle himself in such unheard-of negotiations! True, he had played bridge until dawn the night before, but, on awaking, he had discovered no perceptible hold-over. It must have been sheer weakness of intellect that permitted him to be dominated by the suggestions of Kerns. And now the game was on: the jack declared, cards dealt, and his ante was up. Had he openers?

Room 19, duly labeled with its number on the opaque glass door, contained a desk, a table and typewriter, several comfortable chairs, and a window opening on Fifth Avenue, through which the eastern sun poured a stream of glory, washing curtain, walls, and ceiling with palest gold.

And all this time, preoccupied with new impressions and his own growing chagrin, he watched the girl who conducted him with all the unconscious assurance and grace of a young chatelaine passing through her own domain under escort of a distinguished guest.

When they had entered Room 19, she half turned, but he forestalled her and closed the door, and she passed before him with a perceptible inclination of her finely modeled head, seating herself at the desk by the open window. He took an armchair at her elbow and removed his gloves, looking at her expectantly.






CHAPTER III
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THIS IS A list of particular and general questions for you to answer, Mr. Gatewood, she said, handing him a long slip of printed matter. The replies to such questions as you are able or willing to answer you may dictate to me. The beauty of her modulated voice was scarcely a surprise — no woman who moved and carried herself as did this tall young girl in black and white could reasonably be expected to speak with less distinction — yet the charm of her voice, from the moment her lips unclosed, so engrossed him that the purport of her speech escaped him.

Would you mind saying it once more? he asked.

She did so; he attempted to concentrate his attention, and succeeded sufficiently to look as though some vestige of intellect remained in him. He saw her pick up a pad and pencil; the contour and grace of two deliciously fashioned hands arrested his mental process once more.

I beg your pardon, he said hastily; what were you saying, Miss Southerland?

Nothing, Mr. Gatewood. I did not speak. And he realized, hazily, that she had not spoken — that it was the subtle eloquence of her youth and loveliness that had appealed like a sudden voice — a sound faintly exquisite echoing his own thought of her.

Troubled, he looked at the slip of paper in his hand; it was headed:

SPECIAL DESCRIPTION BLANK
(Form K)

And he read it as carefully as he was able to — the curious little clamor of his pulses, the dazed sense of elation, almost of expectation, distracting his attention all the time.

I wish you would read it to me, he said; that would give me time to think up answers.

If you wish, she assented pleasantly, swinging around toward him in her desk chair. Then she crossed one knee over the other to support the pad, and, bending above it, lifted her brown eyes. She could have done nothing in the world more distracting at that moment.

What is the sex of the person you desire to find, Mr. Gatewood?

Her sex? I — well, I fancy it is feminine.

She wrote after Sex the words She is probably feminine; looked at him absently, glanced at what she had written, flushed a little, rubbed out the she is probably, wondering why a moments mental wandering should have committed her to absurdity.

Married? she asked with emphasis.

No, he replied, startled; then, vexed, I beg your pardon — you mean to ask if she is married!

Oh, I didnt mean you, Mr. Gatewood; its the next question, you see — she held out the blank toward him. Is the person you are looking for married?

Oh, no; she isnt married, either — at least — trust — not — because if she is I dont want to find her! he ended, entangled in an explanation which threatened to involve him deeper than he desired. And, looking up, he saw the beautiful brown eyes regarding him steadily. They reverted to the paper at once, and the white fingers sent the pencil flying.

He trusts that she is unmarried, but if she is (underlined) married he doesnt want to find her, she wrote.

That, she explained, goes under the head of General Remarks at the bottom of the page — she held it out, pointing with her pencil. He nodded, staring at her slender hand.

Age? she continued, setting the pad firmly on her rounded, yielding knee and looking up at him.

Age? Well, I — as a matter of fact, I could only venture a surmise. You know, he said earnestly, how difficult it is to guess ages, dont you, Miss Southerland?

How old do you think she is? Could you not hazard a guess — judging, say, from her appearance?

I have no data — no experience to guide me. He was becoming involved again. Would you, for practice, permit me first to guess your age, Miss Southerland?

Why — yes — if you think that might help you to guess hers.

So he leaned back in his armchair and considered her a very long time — having a respectable excuse to do so. Twenty times he forgot he was looking at her for any purpose except that of disinterested delight, and twenty times he remembered with a guilty wince that it was a matter of business.

Perhaps I had better tell you, she suggested, her color rising a little under his scrutiny.

Is it eighteen? Just her age!

Twenty-one, Mr. Gatewood — and you said you didnt know her age.

I have just remembered that I thought it might be eighteen; but I dare say I was shy three years in her case, too. You may put it down at twenty-one.

For the slightest fraction of a second the brown eyes rested on his, the pencil hovered in hesitation. Then the eyes fell, and the moving fingers wrote.

Did you write twenty-one? he inquired carelessly.

I did not, Mr. Gatewood.

What did you write?

I wrote: He doesnt appear to know much about her age.

But I do know—

You said— They looked at one another earnestly.

The next question, she continued with composure, is: Date and place of birth? Can you answer any part of that question?

I trust I may be able to — some day. ... What are you writing?

Im writing: He trusts he may be able to, some day. Wasnt that what you said?

Yes, I did say that. I — Im not perfectly sure what I meant by it.

She passed to the next question:

Height?

About five feet six, he said, fascinated gaze on her.

Hair?

More gold than brown — full of — er — gleams— She looked up quickly; his eyes reverted to the window rather suddenly. He had been looking at her hair.

Complexion? she continued after a shade of hesitation.

Its a sort of delicious mixture — bisque, tinted with a pinkish bloom — ivory and rose— He was explaining volubly, when she began to shake her head, timing each shake to his words.

Really, Mr. Gatewood, I think you are hopelessly vague on that point — unless you desire to convey the impression that she is speckled.

Speckled! he repeated, horrified. Why, I am describing a woman who is my ideal of beauty—

But she had already gone to the next question:

Teeth?

P-p-perfect p-p-pearls! he stammered. The laughing red mouth closed like a flower at dusk, veiling the sparkle of her teeth.

Was he trying to be impertinent? Was he deliberately describing her? He did not look like that sort of man; yet why was he watching her so closely, so curiously at every question? Why did he look at her teeth when she laughed?

Eyes? Her own dared him to continue what, coincidence or not, was plainly a description of herself.

B-b-b— He grew suddenly timorous, hesitating, pretending to a perplexity which was really a healthy scare. For she was frowning.

Curious I cant think of the color of her eyes, he said; is — isnt it?

She coldly inspected her pad and made a correction; but all she did was to rub out a comma and put another in its place. Meanwhile, Gatewood, chin in his hand, sat buried in profound thought. Were they blue? he murmured to himself aloud, or were they brown? Blue begins with a b and brown begins with a b. Im convinced that her eyes began with a b. They were not, therefore, gray or green, because, he added in a burst of confidence, it is utterly impossible to spell gray or green with a b!

Miss Southerland looked slightly astonished.

All you can recollect, then, is that the color of her eyes began with the letter b?

That is absolutely all I can remember; but I think they were — brown.

If they were brown they must be brown now, she observed, looking out of the window.

Thats true! Isnt it curious I never thought of that? What are you writing?

Brown, she said, so briefly that it sounded something like a snub.

Mouth? inquired the girl, turning a new leaf on her pad.

Perfect. Write it: there is no other term fit to describe its color, shape, its sensitive beauty, its — What did you write just then?

I wrote, Mouth, ordinary.

I dont want you to! I want—

Really, Mr. Gatewood, a rhapsody on a girls mouth is proper in poetry, but scarcely germane to the record of a purely business transaction. Please answer the next question tersely, if you dont mind: Figure?

Oh, I do mind! I cant! Any poem is much too brief to describe her figure—

Shall we say Perfect? asked the girl, raising her brown eyes in a glimmering transition from vexation to amusement. For, after all, it could be only a coincidence that this young man should be describing features peculiar to herself.

Couldnt you write, Venus-of-Milo-like? he inquired. That is laconic.

I could — if its true. But if you mean it for praise — I — dont think any modern woman would be flattered.

I always supposed that she of Milo had an ideal figure, he said, perplexed.

She wrote, A good figure. Then, propping her rounded chin on one lovely white hand, she glanced at the next question:

Hands?

White, beautiful, rose-tipped, slender yet softly and firmly rounded—

How can they be soft and firm, too, Mr. Gatewood? she protested; then, surprising his guilty eyes fixed on her hands, hastily dropped them and sat up straight, level-browed, cold as marble. Was he deliberately being rude to her?






CHAPTER IV
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AS A MATTER of fact, he was not. Too poor in imagination to invent, on the spur of the moment, charms and qualities suited to his ideal, he had, at first unconsciously, taken as a model the girl before him; quite unconsciously and innocently at first — then furtively, and with a dawning perception of the almost flawless beauty he was secretly plagiarizing. Aware, now, that something had annoyed her; aware, too, at the same moment that there appeared to be nothing lacking in her to satisfy his imagination of the ideal, he began to turn redder than he had ever turned in all his life.

Several minutes of sixty seconds each ensued before he ventured to stir a finger. And it was only when she bent again very gravely over her pad that he cautiously eased a cramped muscle or two, and drew a breath — a long, noiseless, deep and timid respiration. He realized the enormity of what he had been doing — how close he had come to giving unpardonable offense by drawing a perfect portrait of her as the person he desired to find through the good offices of Keen & Co.

But there was no such person — unless she had a double: for what more could a man desire than the ideal traits he had been able to describe only by using her as his inspiration.

When he ventured to look at her, one glance was enough to convince him that she, too, had noticed the parallel — had been forced to recognize her own features in the portrait he had constructed of an ideal. And she had caught him in absent-minded contemplation of the hands he had been describing. He knew that his face was the face of a guilty man.

What is the next question? he stammered, eager to answer it in a manner calculated to allay her suspicions.

The next question? She glanced at the list, then with a voice of velvet which belied the eyes, clear as frosty brown pools in November: The next question requires a description of her feet.

Feet! Oh — they — theyre rather large — why, her feet are enormous, I believe—

She looked at him as though stunned; suddenly a flood of pink spread, wave on wave, from the white nape of her neck to her hair; she bent low over her pad and wrote something, remaining in that attitude until her face cooled.

Somehow or other Ive done it again! he thought, horrified. The best thing I can do is to end it and go home.

In his distress he began to hedge, saying: Of course, she is rather tall and her feet are in some sort of proportion — in fact, they are perfectly symmetrical feet—

Never in his life had he encountered a pair of such angrily beautiful eyes. Speech stopped with a dry gulp.

We now come to General Remarks, she said in a voice made absolutely steady and emotionless. Have you any remarks of that description to offer, Mr. Gatewood?

Im willing to make remarks, he said, if I only knew what you wished me to say.

She mused, eyes on the sunny window, then looked up. Where did you last see her?

Near Fifth Avenue.

And what street?

He named the street.

Near here?

Rather, he said timidly.

She ruffled the edges of her pad, wrote something and erased it, bit her scarlet upper lip, and frowned.

Out of doors, of course?

No; indoors, he admitted furtively.

She looked up with a movement almost nervous.

Do you dare — I mean, care — to be more concise?

I would rather not, he replied in a voice from which he hoped he had expelled the tremors of alarm.

As you please, Mr. Gatewood. And would you care to answer any of these other questions: Who and what are or were her parents? Give all particulars concerning all her relatives. Is she employed or not? What are her social, financial, and general circumstances? Her character, personal traits, aims, interests, desires? Has she any vices? Any virtues? Talents? Ambitions? Caprices? Fads? Are you in love with her? Is—

Yes, he said, I am.

Is she in love with you?

No; she hates me — Im afraid.

Is she in love with anybody?

That is a very difficult—

The girl wrote: He doesnt know, with a satisfaction apparently causeless.

Is she a relative of yours, Mr. Gatewood? very sweetly.

No, Miss Southerland, very positively.

You — you desire to marry her — you say?

I do. But I didnt say it.

She was silent; then:

What is her name? in a low voice which started several agreeable thrills chasing one another over him.

I — I decline to answer, he stammered.

On what grounds, Mr. Gatewood?

He looked her full in the eyes; suddenly he bent forward and gazed at the printed paper from which she had been apparently reading.

Why, all those questions you are scaring me with are not there! he exclaimed indignantly. You are making them up?

I — I know, but — she was flushing furiously— but they are on the other forms — some of them. Cant you see you are answering Form K? That is a special form—

But why do you ask me questions that are not on Form K?

Because it is my duty to do all I can to secure evidence which may lead to the discovery of the person you desire to find. I — I assure you, Mr, Gatewood, this duty is not — not always agreeable — and some people make it harder still.

Gatewood looked out of the window. Various emotions — among them shame, mortification, chagrin — pervaded him, and chased each other along his nervous system, coloring his neck and ears a fiery red for the enlightenment of any observer.

I — I did not mean to offend you, said the girl in a low voice — such a gently regretful voice that Gatewood swung around in his chair.

There is nothing I would not be glad to tell you about the woman I have fallen in love with, he said. She is overwhelmingly lovely; and — when I dare — I will tell you her name and where I first saw her — and where I saw her last — if you desire. Shall I?

It would be advisable. When will you do this?

When I dare.

You — you dont dare — now?

No ... not now.

She absently wrote on her pad: He doesnt dare tell me now. Then, with head still bent, she lifted her mischief-making, trouble-breeding brown eyes to his once more.

I am to come here, of course, to consult you? he asked dizzily.

Mr. Keen will receive you—

He may be busy.

He may be, she repeated dreamily.

So — Ill ask for you.

We could write you, Mr. Gatewood.

He said hastily: Its no trouble for me to come; I walk every morning.

But there would be no use, I think, in your coming very soon. All I — all Mr. Keen could do for a while would be to report progress—

That is all I dare look for: progress — for the present.

During the time that he remained — which was not very long — neither of them spoke until he arose to take his departure.

Good-by, Miss Southerland. I hope you may find the person I have been searching for.

Good-by, Mr. Gatewood. ... I hope we shall; ... but I — dont — know.

And, as a matter of fact, she did not know; she was rather excited over nothing, apparently; and also somewhat preoccupied with several rather disturbing emotions the species of which she was interested in determining. But to label and catalogue each of these emotions separately required privacy and leisure to think — and she also wished to look very earnestly at the reflection of her own face in the mirror of her own chamber. For it is a trifle exciting — though but an innocent coincidence — to be compared, feature by feature, to a young mans ideal. As far as that went, she excelled it, too; and, as she stood by the desk, alone, gathering up her notes, she suddenly bent over and lifted the hem of her gown a trifle — sufficient to reassure herself that the dainty pair of shoes she wore, would have baffled the efforts of any Venus ever sculptured. And she was perfectly right.

Of course, she thought to herself, his ideal runaway hasnt enormous feet. He, too, must have been struck with the similarity between me and his ideal, and when he realized that I also noticed it, he was frightened by my frown into saying that her feet were enormous. How silly! ... For I didnt mean to frighten him. ... He frightened me — once or twice — I mean he irritated me — no, interested me, is what I do mean. ... Heigho! I wonder why she ran away? I wonder why he cant find her? ... Its — its silly to run away from a man like that. ... Heigho! ... She doesnt deserve to be found. There is nothing to be afraid of — nothing to alarm anybody in a man like that.

So she gathered up her notes and walked slowly out and across to the private office of the Tracer of Lost Persons.

Come in, said the Tracer when she knocked. He was using the telephone; she seated herself rather listlessly beside the window, where spring sunshine lay in gilded patches on the rug and spring breezes stirred the curtains. She was a little tired, but there seemed to be no good reason why. Yet, with the soft wind blowing on her cheek, the languor grew; she rested her face on one closed hand, shutting her eyes.

When they opened again it was to meet the fixed gaze of Mr. Keen.

Oh — I beg your pardon!

There is no need of it, child. Be seated. Never mind that report just now. He paced the length of the room once or twice, hands clasped behind him; then, halting to confront her:

What sort of a man is this young Gatewood?

What sort, Mr. Keen? Why — I think he is the — the sort — that—

I see that you dont think much of him, said Keen, laughing.

Oh, indeed I did not mean that at all; I mean that he appeared to be — to be—

Rather a cad?

Why, no! she said, flushing up. He is absolutely well-bred, Mr. Keen.

You received no unpleasant impression of him?

On the contrary! she said rather warmly — for it hurt her sense of justice that Keen should so misjudge even a stranger in whom she had no personal interest.

You think he looks like an honest man?

Honest? She was rosy with annoyance. Have you any idea that he is dishonest?

Have you?

Not the slightest, she said with emphasis.

Suppose a man should set us hunting for a person who does not exist — on our terms, which are no payment unless successful? Would that be honest? asked Keen gravely.

Did — did he do that?

No, child.

I knew he couldnt do such a thing!

No, he — er — couldnt, because I wouldnt allow it — not that he tried to! added Keen hastily as the indignant brown eyes sparkled ominously. Really, Miss Southerland, he must be all you say he is, for he has a stanch champion to vouch for him.

All I say he is? I havent said anything about him!

Mr. Keen nodded. Exactly. Let us drop him for a moment. ... Are you perfectly well, Miss Southerland?

Why, yes.

Im glad of it. You are a trifle pale; you seem to be a little languid. ... When do you take your vacation?

You suggested May, I believe, she said wistfully.

The Tracer leaned back in his chair, joining the tips of his fingers reflectively.

Miss Southerland, he said, you have been with us a year. I thought it might interest you to know that I am exceedingly pleased with you.

She colored charmingly.

But, he added, Im terribly afraid were going to lose you.

Why? she asked, startled.

However, he continued, ignoring her half-frightened question with a smile, I am going to promote you — for faithful and efficient service.

O-h!

With an agreeable increase of salary, and new duties which will take you into the open air. ... You ride?

I — I used to before—

Exactly; before you were obliged to earn your living. Please have yourself measured for habit and boots this afternoon. I shall arrange for horse, saddle, and groom. You will spend most of your time riding in the Park — for the present.

But — Mr. Keen — am I to be one of your agents — a sort of detective?

Keen regarded her absently, then crossed one leg over the other.

Read me your notes, he said with a smile.

She read them, folded them, and he took them from her, thoughtfully regarding her.

Did you know that your mother and I were children together? he asked.

No! She stared. Is that why you sent for me that day at the school of stenography?

That is why ... When I learned that my playmate — your mother — was dead, is it not reasonable to suppose that I should wish her daughter to have a chance?

Miss Southerland looked at him steadily.

She was like you — when she married ... I never married ... Do you wonder that I sent for you, child?

Nothing but the clock ticking there in the sunny room, and an old man staring into two dimmed brown eyes, and the little breezes at the open window whispering of summers past.

This young man, Gatewood, said the Tracer, clearing his voice of its hoarseness— this young man ought to be all right, if I did not misjudge his father — years ago, child, years ago. And he is all right— He half turned toward a big letter-file; his record is clean, so far. The trouble with him is idleness. He ought to marry.

Isnt he trying to? she asked.

It looks like it. Miss Southerland, we must find this woman!

Yes, but I dont see how you are going to — on such slight information—

Information! Child, I have all I want — all I could desire. He laughed, passing his hands over his gray hair. We are going to find the girl he is in love with before the week ends!

Do you really think so? she exclaimed.

Yes. But you must do a great deal in this case.

I?

Exactly.

And — and what am I to do?

Ride in the Park, child! And if you see Mr. Gatewood, dont you dare take your eyes off him for one moment. Watch him; observe everything he does. If he should recognize you and speak to you, be as amiable to him as though it were not by my orders.

Then — then I am to be a detective! she faltered.

The Tracer did not appear to hear her. He took up the notes, turned to the telephone, and began to send out a general alarm, reading the description of the person whom Gatewood had described. The vast, intricate and delicate machinery under his control was being set in motion all over the Union.

Not that I expect to find her outside the borough of Manhattan, he said, smiling, as he hung up the receiver and turned to her; but its as well to know how many types of that species exist in this Republic, and who they are — in case any other young man comes here raving of brown eyes and gleams in the hair.

Miss Southerland, to her own intense consternation, blushed.

I think you had better order that habit at once, said the Tracer carelessly.

Tell me, Mr. Keen, she asked tremulously, am I to spy upon Mr. Gatewood? And report to you? ... For I simply cannot bear to do it—

Child, you need report nothing unless you desire to. And when there is something to report, it will be about the woman I am searching for. Dont you understand? I have already located her. You will find her in the Park. And when you are sure she is the right one — and if you care to report it to me — I shall be ready to listen ... I am always ready to listen to you.

But — I warn you, Mr. Keen, that I have perfect faith in the honor of Mr. Gatewood. I know that I could have nothing unworthy to report.

I am sure of it, said the Tracer of Lost Persons, studying her with eyes that were not quite clear. Now, I think you had better order that habit ... Your mother sat her saddle perfectly ... We rode very often — my lost playmate and I.

He turned, hands clasped behind his back, absently pacing the room, backward, forward, there in the spring sunshine. Nor did he notice her lingering, nor mark her as she stole from the room, brown eyes saddened and thoughtful, wondering, too, that there should be in the world so much room for sorrow.
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I am sure of it, said the Tracer of Lost Persons.






CHAPTER V
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GATEWOOD, BURDENED WITH restlessness and gnawed by curiosity, consumed a week in prowling about the edifice where Keen & Co. carried on an interesting profession.

His first visit resulted merely in a brief interview with Mr. Keen, who smilingly reported progress and suavely bowed him out. He looked about for Miss Southerland as he was leaving, but did not see her.

On his second visit he mustered the adequate courage to ask for her, and experienced a curiously sickly sensation when informed that Miss Southerland was no longer employed in the bureau of statistics, having been promoted to an outside position of great responsibility. His third visit proved anything but satisfactory. He sidled and side-stepped for ten minutes before he dared ask Mr. Keen where Miss Southerland had gone. And when the Tracer replied that, considering the business he had undertaken for Mr. Gatewood, he really could not see why Mr. Gatewood should interest himself concerning the whereabouts of Miss Southerland, the young man had nothing to say, and escaped as soon as possible, enraged at himself, at Mr. Keen, and vaguely holding the entire world guilty of conspiracy.

He had no definite idea of what he wanted, except that his desire to see Miss Southerland again seemed out of all proportion to any reasonable motive for seeing her. Occasional fits of disgust with himself for what he had done were varied with moody hours of speculation. Suppose Mr. Keen did find his ideal? What of it? He no longer wanted to see her. He had no use for her. The savor of the enterprise had gone stale in his mouth; he was by turns worried, restless, melancholy, sulky, uneasy. A vast emptiness pervaded his life. He smoked more and more and ate less and less. He even disliked to see others eat, particularly Kerns.

And one exquisite May morning he came down to breakfast and found the unspeakable Kerns immersed in grapefruit, calm, well balanced, and bland.

How-de-dee, dear friend? said that gentleman affably. Any news from Cupid this beautiful May morning?

No; and I dont want any, returned Gatewood, sorting his mail with a scowl and waving away his fruit.

Tut, tut! Lovers must be patient. Dearie will be found some day—

Some day, snarled Gatewood, I shall destroy you, Tommy.

Naughty! Naughty! reflected Kerns, pensively assaulting the breakfast food. Lovey must not worry; Dovey shall be found, and all will be joy and gingerbread. ... If you throw that orange Ill run screaming to the governors. Arent you ashamed — just because youre in a love tantrum!

One more word and you get it!

May I sing as I trifle with this frugal fare, dear friend? My heart is so happy that I should love to warble a few wild notes—

He paused to watch his badgered victim dispose of a Martini.

I wonder, he mused, if youd like me to tell you what a cocktail before breakfast does to the lining of your stomach? Would you?

No. I suppose its what the laundress does to my linen. What do I care?

Dont be a short sport, Jack.

Well, I dont care for the game you put me up against. Do you know what has happened?

I really dont, dear friend. The Tracer of Lost Persons has not found her — has he?

He says he has, retorted Gatewood sullenly, pulling a crumpled telegram from his pocket and casting it upon the table. I dont want to see her; Im not interested. I never saw but one girl in my life who interested me in the slightest; and shes employed to help in this ridiculous search.

Kerns, meanwhile, had smoothed out the telegram and was intently perusing it:

John Gatewood, Lenox Club, Fifth Avenue:

Person probably discovered. Call here as soon as possible.

W. KEEN.

What do you make of that? demanded Gatewood hoarsely.

Make of it? Why, its true enough, I fancy. Go and see, and if its she, be hers!

I wont! I dont want to see any ideal! I dont want to marry. Why do you try to make me marry somebody?

Because its good for you, dear friend. Otherwise youll go to the doggy-dogs. You dont realize how much worry you are to me.

Confound it! Why dont you marry? Why didnt I ask you that when you put me up to all this foolishness? What right have you to—

Tut, friend! I know theres no woman alive fit to wed me and spend her life in stealing kisses from me. I have no ideal. You have an ideal.

I havent!

Oh, yes, dear friend, theres a stub in your check book to prove it. You simply bet $5,000 that your ideal existed. Youve won. Go and be her joy and sunshine.

Ill put an end to this whole business, said Gatewood wrathfully, and Ill do it now!

Bet you that youre engaged within the week! said Kerns with a placid smile.

The other swung around savagely: What will you bet, Tommy? You may have what odds you please. Ill make you sit up for this.

Ill bet you, answered Kerns, deliberately, an entire silver dinner service against a saddle horse for the bride.

Thats a fool bet! snapped Gatewood. What do you mean?

Oh, if you dont care to—

What do I want of a silver service? But, all right; Ill bet you anything.

Shell want it, replied Kerns significantly, booking the bet. I may as well canter out to Tiffanys this morning, I fancy. ... Where are you going, Jack?

To see Keen and confess what an ass Ive been! returned Gatewood sullenly, striding across the breakfast room to take his hat and gloves from the rack. And out he went, mad all over.

On his way up the avenue he attempted to formulate the humiliating confession which already he shrank from. But it had to be done. He simply could not stand the prospect of being notified month after month that a lady would be on view somewhere. It was like going for a fitting; it was horrible. Besides, what use was it? Within a week or two an enormous and utterly inexplicable emptiness had yawned before him, revealing life as a hollow delusion. He no longer cared.

Immersed in bitter reflection, he climbed the familiar stairway and sent his card to Mr. Keen, and in due time he was ushered into the presence of the Tracer of Lost Persons.

Mr. Keen, he began, with a headlong desire to get it over and be done with it, I may as well tell you how impossible it is for you, or anybody, to find that person I described—

Mr. Keen raised an expostulatory hand, smiling indulgence.

It is more than possible, Mr. Gatewood, more than probable; it is almost an accomplished fact. In other words, I think I may venture to congratulate you and say that she is found.

Now, how can she be found, when there isnt—

Mr. Gatewood, the magician will always wave his magic wand for you and show you his miracles for the price of admission. But for that price he does not show you how he works his miracles, said Keen, laughing.

But I ought to tell you, persisted Gatewood, that it is utterly impossible you should find the person I wished to discover, because she—

I can only prove that you are wrong, smiled Keen, rising from his easy chair.

Mr. Keen, said the young man earnestly, I have been more or less of a chump at times. One of those times was when I came here on this errand. All I desire, now, is to let the matter rest as it is. I am satisfied, and you have lost nothing. Nor have you found anything or anybody. You think you have, but you havent. I do not wish you to continue the search, or to send me any further reports. I want to forget the whole miserable matter — to be free — to feel myself freed from any obligations to that irritating person I asked you to find.

The Tracer regarded him very gravely.

Is that your wish, Mr. Gatewood? I can scarcely credit it.

It is. Ive been a fool; I simply want to stop being one if anybody will permit it.

And you decline to attempt to identify the very beautiful person we have discovered to be the individual for whom you asked us to search?

I do. She may be beautiful; but I know well enough she cant compare with — some one.

I am sorry, said Keen thoughtfully. We take so much pride in these matters. When one of my agents discovered where this person was, I was rather — happy; for I have taken a peculiar personal interest in your case. However—

Mr. Keen, said Gatewood, if you could understand how ashamed and mortified I am at my own conduct—

Keen gazed pensively out of the window. I also am sorry; Miss Southerland was to have received a handsome bonus for her discovery—

Miss S-S-S-S-outherland!

Exactly; without quite so many Ss, said Keen, smiling.

Did she discover that — that person? exclaimed the young man, startled.

She thinks she has. I am not sure she is correct; but I am absolutely certain that Miss Southerland could eventually discover the person you were in search of. It seems a little hard on her — just on the eve of success — to lose. But that cant be helped now.

Gatewood, more excited and uncomfortable than he had ever been in all his life, watched Keen intently.

Too bad, too bad, muttered the Tracer to himself. The child needs the encouragement. It meant a thousand dollars to her— He shrugged his shoulders, looked up, and, as though rather surprised to see Gatewood still there, smiled an impersonal smile and offered his hand in adieu. Gatewood winced.

Could I — I see Miss Southerland? he asked.

I am afraid not. She is at this moment following my instructions to — but that cannot interest you now—

Yes, it does! — if you dont mind. Where is she? I — Ill take a look at the person she discovered; I will, really.

Why, its only this: I suspected that you might identify a person whom I had reason to believe was to be found every morning riding in the Park. So Miss Southerland has been riding there every day. Yesterday she came here, greatly excited—

Yes — yes — go on!

Keen gazed dreamily at the sunny window. She thought she had found your — er — the person. So I said you would meet her on the bridle path, near — but thats of no interest now—

Near where? demanded Gatewood, suppressing inexplicable excitement. And as Keen said nothing: Ill go; I want to go, I really do! Cant — cant a fellow change his mind? Oh, I know you think Im a lunatic, and theres plenty of reason, too!

Keen studied him calmly. Yes, plenty of reason, plenty of reason, Mr. Gatewood. But do you suppose you are the only one? I know another who was perfectly sane two weeks ago.

The young man waited impatiently; the Tracer paced the room, gray head bent, delicate, wrinkled hands clasped loosely behind his bent back.

You have horses at the Whip and Spur Club, he said abruptly. Suppose you ride out and see how close Miss Southerland has come to solving our problem.

Gatewood seized the offered hand and wrung it with a fervor out of all reason; and it is curious that the Tracer of Lost Persons did not appear to be astonished.

Youre rather impetuous — like your father, he said slowly. I knew him; so Ive ventured to trust his son — even when I heard how aimlessly he was living his life. Mr. Gatewood! May I ask you something — as an old friend of your father?

The young man nodded, subdued, perplexed, scarcely understanding.

Its only this: If you do find the woman you could love — in the Park — to-day — come back to me some day and let me tell you all those foolish, trite, tiresome things that I should have told a son of mine. I am so old that you will not take offense — you will not mind listening to me, or forgetting the dull, prosy things I say about the curse of idleness, and the habits of cynical thinking, and the perils of vacant-minded indulgence. You will forgive me — and you will forget me. That will be as it should be. Good-by.

Gatewood, sobered, surprised, descended the stairs and hailed a hansom.






CHAPTER VI
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ALL THE WAY to the Whip and Spur Club he sat buried in a reverie from which, at intervals, he started, aroused by the heavy, expectant beating of his own pulses. But what did he expect, in Heavens name? Not the discovery of a woman who had never existed. Yet his excitement and impatience grew as he watched the saddling of his horse; and when at length he rode out into the sunshine and cantered through the Park entrance, his sense of impending events and his expectancy amounted to a fever which colored his face attractively.

He saw her almost immediately. Her horse was walking slowly in the dappled shadows of the new foliage; she, listless in her saddle, sometimes watching the throngs of riders passing, at moments turning to gaze into the woodland vistas where, over the thickets of flowering shrubbery, orioles and robins sped flashing on tinted wings from shadow to sun, from sun to shadow. But she looked up as he drew bridle and wheeled his mount beside her; and, Oh! she said, flushing in recognition.

I have missed you terribly, he said quietly.

It was dreamy weather, even for late spring: the scent of lilacs and mock-orange hung heavy as incense along the woods. Their voices unconsciously found the key to harmonize with it all.

She said: Well, I think I have succeeded. In a few moments she will be passing. I do not know her name; she rides a big roan. She is very beautiful, Mr. Gatewood.

He said: I am perfectly certain we shall find her. I doubted it until now. But now I know.

Oh-h, but I may be wrong, she protested.

No; you cannot be.

She looked up at him.

You can have no idea how happy you make me, he said unsteadily.

But — I — but I may be all wrong — dreadfully wrong!

Y-es; you may be, but I shall not be. For do you know that I have already seen her in the Park?

When? she demanded incredulously, then turned in the saddle, repeating: Where? Did she pass? How perfectly stupid of me! And was she the — the right one?

She is the right one. ... Dont turn: I have seen her. Ride on: I want to say something — if I can.

No, no, she insisted. I must know whether I was right—

You are right — but you dont know it yet. ... Oh, very well, then; well turn if you insist. And he wheeled his mount as she did, riding at her bridle again.

How can you take it so coolly — so indifferently? she said. Where has that woman — where has she gone? ... Never mind; she must turn and pass us sooner or later, for she lives uptown. What are you laughing at, Mr. Gatewood? — in annoyed surprise.

I am laughing at myself. Oh, Im so many kinds of a fool — you cant think how many, and its no use!

She stared, astonished; he shook his head.

No, you dont understand yet. But you will. Listen to me: this very beautiful lady you have discovered is nothing to me!

Nothing — to you! she faltered. Two pink spots of indignation burned in her cheeks. How — how dare you say that! — after all that has been done — all that you have said. You said you loved her; you did say so — to me!

I dont love her now.

But you did! Tears of pure vexation started; she faced him, eye to eye, thoroughly incensed.

What sort of man are you? she said under her breath. Your friend Mr. Kerns is wrong. You are not worth saving from yourself.

Kerns! he repeated, angry and amazed. What the deuce has Kerns to do with this affair?

She stared, then, realizing her indiscretion, bit her lip, and spurred forward. But he put his horse to a gallop, and they pounded along in silence. In a little while she drew bridle and looked around coldly, grave with displeasure.

Mr. Kerns came to us before you did. He said you would probably come, and he begged us to strain every effort in your behalf, because, he said, your happiness absolutely depended upon our finding for you the woman you were seeking. ... And I tried — very hard — and now shes found. You admit that — and now you say—

I say that one of these balmy summer days Ill assassinate Tommy Kerns! broke in Gatewood. What on earth possessed that prince of butters-in to go to Mr. Keen?

To save you from yourself! retorted the girl in a low, exasperated voice. He did not say what threatened you; he is a good friend for a man to have. But we soon found out what you were — a man well born, well bred, full of brilliant possibility, who was slowly becoming an idle, cynical, self-centered egoist — a man who, lacking the lash of need or the spur of ambition, was degenerating through the sheer uselessness and inanity of his life. And, oh, the pity of it! For Mr. Keen and I have taken a — a curiously personal interest in you — in your case. I say, the pity of it!

Astounded, dumb under her stinging words, he rode beside her through the brilliant sunshine, wheeled mechanically as she turned her horse, and rode north again.

And now — now! she said passionately, you turn on the woman you loved! Oh, you are not worth it!

You are quite right, he said, turning very white under her scorn. Almost all you have said is true enough, I fancy. I amount to nothing; I am idle, cynical, selfish. The emptiness of such a life requires a stimulant; even a fool abhors a vacuum. So I drink — not so very much yet — but more than I realize. And it is close enough to a habit to worry me. ... Yes, almost all you say is true; Kerns knows it; I know it — now that you have told me. You see, he couldnt tell me, because I should not have believed him. But I believe you — all you say, except one thing. And that is only a glimmer of decency left in me — not that I make any merit of it. No, it is merely instinctive. For I have not turned on the woman I loved.

Her face was pale as her level eyes met him:

You said she was nothing to you. ... Look there! Do you see her? Do you see?

Her voice broke nervously as he swung around to stare at a rider bearing down at a gallop — a woman on a big roan, tearing along through the spring sunshine, passing them with wind-flushed cheeks and dark, incurious eyes, while her powerful horse carried her on, away through the quivering light and shadow of the woodland vista.

Is that the person?

Y-es, she faltered. Was I wrong?

Quite wrong, Miss Southerland.

But — but you said you had seen her here this morning!

Yes, I have.

Did you speak to her before you met me?

No — not before I met you.

Then you have not spoken to her. Is she still here in the Park?

Yes, she is still here.

The girl turned on him excitedly: Do you mean to say that you will not speak to her?

I had rather not—

And your happiness depends on your speaking?

Yes.

Then it is cowardly not to speak.

Oh, yes, it is cowardly. ... If you wish me to speak to her I will. Shall I?

Yes ... Show her to me.

And you think that such a man as I am has a right to speak of love to her?

I — we believe it will be your salvation. Mr. Kerns says you must marry her to be happy. Mr. Keen told me yesterday that it only needed a word from the right woman to put you on your mettle. ... And — and that is my opinion.

Then in charity say that word! he breathed, bending toward her. Cant you see? Cant you understand? Dont you know that from the moment I looked into your eyes I loved you?

How — how dare you! she stammered, crimsoning.

God knows, he said wistfully. I am a coward. I dont know how I dared. Good-by. ...

He walked his horse a little way, then launched him into a gallop, tearing on and on, sun, wind, trees swimming, whirling like a vision, hearing nothing, feeling nothing, save the leaden pounding of his pulse and the breathless, terrible tightening in his throat.

When he cleared his eyes and looked around he was quite alone, his horse walking under the trees and breathing heavily.

At first he laughed, and the laugh was not pleasant. Then he said aloud: It is worth having lived for, after all! — and was silent. And again: I could expect nothing; she was perfectly right to side-step a fool. ... And such a fool!

The distant gallop of a horse, dulled on the soft soil, but coming nearer, could not arouse him from the bitter depths he had sunk in; not even when the sound ceased beside him, and horse snorted recognition to horse. It was only when a light touch rested on his arm that he looked up heavily, caught his breath.

Where is the other — woman? she gasped.

There never was any other.

You said—

I said I loved my ideal. I did not know she existed — until I saw you.

Then — then we were searching for—

A vision. But it was your face that haunted me. ... And I am not worth it, as you say. And I know it, ... for you have opened my eyes.

He drew bridle, forcing a laugh. I cut a sorry figure in your life; be patient; I am going out of it now. And he swung his horse. At the same moment she did the same, making a demi-tour and meeting him halfway, confronting him.

Do you — you mean to ride out of my life without a word? she asked unsteadily.

Good-by. He offered his hand, stirring his horse forward; she leaned lightly over and laid both hands in his. Then, her face surging in color, she lifted her beautiful dark eyes to his as the horses approached, nearer, nearer, until, as they passed, flank brushing flank, her eyes fell, then closed as she swayed toward him, and clung, her young lips crushed to his.

There was nobody to witness it except the birds and squirrels — nobody but a distant mounted policeman, who almost fainted away in his saddle.

Oh, it was awful, awful! Apparently she had been kissed speechless, for she said nothing. The man fool did all the talking, incoherently enough, but evidently satisfactory to her, judging from the way she looked at him, and blushed and blushed, and touched her eyes with a bit of cambric at intervals.

All the policeman heard as they passed him was; Im going to give you this horse, and Kerns is to give us our silver; and what do you think, my darling?

W-what?

But they had already passed out of earshot; and in a few moments the shady, sun-flecked bridle path was deserted again save for the birds and squirrels, and a single mounted policeman, rigid, wild eyed, twisting his mustache and breathing hard.






CHAPTER VII
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THE NEWS OF Gatewoods fate filled Kerns with a pleasure bordering upon melancholy. It was his work; he had done it; it was good for Gatewood too — time for him to stop his irresponsible cruise through life, lower sail, heave to, set his signals, and turn over matters to this charming pilot.

And now they would come into port together and anchor somewhere east of Fifth Avenue — which, Kerns reflected, was far more proper a place for Gatewood than somewhere east of Suez, where young men so often sail.

And yet, and yet there was something melancholy in the pleasure he experienced. Gatewood was practically lost to him. He knew what might be expected from engaged men and newly married men. Gatewoods club life was ended — for a while; and there was no other man with whom he cared to embark for those brightly lighted harbors twinkling east of Suez across the metropolitan wastes.

Its very generous of me to get him married, he said frequently to himself, rather sadly. I did it pretty well, too. It only shows that women have no particular monopoly in the realms of diplomacy and finesse; in fact, if a man really chooses to put his mind to such matters, he can make it no trumps and win out behind a bum ace and a guarded knave.

He was pleased with himself. He followed Gatewood about explaining how good he had been to him. An enthusiasm for marrying off his friends began to germinate within him; he tried it on Darrell, on Barnes, on Yates, but was turned down and severely stung.

Then one day Harren of the Philippine Scouts turned up at the club, and they held a determined reunion until daylight, and they told each other all about it all and what upper-cuts life had handed out to them since the troopship sailed.

And after the rosy glow had deepened to a more gorgeous hue in the room, and the electric lights had turned into silver pinwheels; and after they had told each other the story of their lives, and the last siphon fizzed impotently when urged beyond its capacity, Kerns arose and extended his hand, and Harren took it. And they executed a song resembling Auld Lang Syne.

Ole man, said Kerns reproachfully, theres one thing you have been deuced careful not to mention, and that is about what happened to you three years ago—

Steady! said Harren; there is nothing to tell, Tommy.

Nothing?

Nothing. I never saw her again. I never shall.

Kerns looked long and unsteadily upon his friend; then very gravely fumbled in his pocket and drew forth the business card of Westrel Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons.

That, he said, will be about all. And he bestowed the card upon Harren with magnificent condescension.

And about five oclock the following afternoon Harren found the card among various effects of his, scattered over his dresser.

It took him several days to make up his mind to pay any attention to the card or the suggestion it contained. He scarcely considered it seriously even when, passing along Fifth Avenue one sunny afternoon, he chanced to glance up and see the sign

KEEN & CO.
TRACERS OF LOST PERSONS

staring him in the face.

He continued his stroll, but that evening, upon mere impulse, he sat down and wrote a letter to Mr. Keen.

The next mornings mail brought a reply and an appointment for an interview on Wednesday week. Harren tossed the letter aside, satisfied to let the matter go, because his leave expired on Tuesday, and the appointment was impossible.

On Sunday, however, the melancholy of the deserted club affected his spirits. A curious desire to see this Tracer of Lost Persons seized him with a persistence unaccountable. He slept poorly, haunted with visions.

On Monday he went to see Mr. Keen. It could do no harm; it was too late to do either harm or good, for his leave expired the next day at noon.

The business of Keen & Co., Tracers of Lost Persons, had grown to enormous proportions; appointments for a personal interview with Mr. Keen were now made a week in advance, so when young Harren sent in his card, the gayly liveried negro servant came back presently, threading his way through the waiting throng with pomp and circumstance, and returned the card to Harren with the date of appointment rewritten in ink across the top. The day named was Wednesday. On Tuesday Harrens leave expired.

That wont do, said the young man brusquely; I must see Mr. Keen to-day. I wrote last week for an appointment.

The liveried darky was polite but obdurate.

Dis here am de pintment, suh, he explained persuasively.

But I want to see Mr. Keen at once, insisted Harren.

Hit aint no use, suh, said the darky respectfully; deys miions an miions ob gemmen jess a-settin roun an waitin foh Mistuh Keen. In dis here perfeshion, suh, de fustest gemman dat has a pintment is de fustest gemman dat kin see Mistuh Keen. You is a military gemman yohsef, Capm Harren, an you is aware dat precedence am de rigger.

The bronzed young man smiled, glanced at the date of appointment written on his card, which also bore his own name followed by the letters U.S.A., then his amused gray eyes darkened and he glanced leisurely around the room, where a dozen or more assorted people sat waiting their turns to interview Mr. Keen: all sorts and conditions of people — smartly gowned women, an anxious-browed business man or two, a fat German truck driver, his greasy cap on his knees, a surly policeman, and an old Irishwoman, wearing a shawl and an ancient straw bonnet. Harrens eyes reverted to the darky.

You will explain to Mr. Keen, he said, that I am an army officer on leave, and that I am obliged to start for Manila to-morrow. This is my excuse for asking an immediate interview; and if its not a good enough excuse I must cancel this appointment, that is all.

The darky stood, irresolute, inclined to argue, but something in the steel-gray eyes of the man set him in involuntary motion, and he went away once more with the young mans message. Harren turned and walked back to his seat. The old woman with the faded shawl was explaining volubly to a handsomely gowned woman beside her that she was looking for her boy, Danny; that her name was Mrs. Regan, and that she washed for the aristocracy of Hunters Point at a liberal price per dozen, using no deleterious substances in the suds as Heaven was her witness.

The German truck driver, moved by this confidence, was stirred to begin an endless account of his domestic misfortunes, and old Mrs. Regan, becoming impatient, had already begun to interrupt with an account of Regans recent hoisting on the wings of a premature petard, when the dark servant reappeared.

Mistuh Keen will receive you, suh, he whispered, leading the way into a large room where dozens of attractive young girls sat very busily engaged at typewriting machines. Door after door they passed, all numbered on the ground-glass panes, then swung to the right, where the darky bowed him into a big, handsomely furnished room flooded with the morning sun. A tall, gray man, faultlessly dressed in a gray frock suit and wearing white spats, turned from the breezy, open window to inspect him; the lean, well groomed, rather lank type of gentleman suggesting a retired colonel of cavalry; unmistakably well bred from the ends of his drooping gray mustache to the last button on his immaculate spats.

Captain Harren? he said pleasantly.

Mr. Keen?

They bowed. Young Harren drew from his pocket a card. It was the business card of Keen & Co., and, glancing up at Mr. Keen, he read it aloud, carefully:

KEEN & CO.

TRACERS OF LOST PERSONS

Keen & Co. are prepared to locate the whereabouts of anybody on earth. No charges will be made unless the person searched for is found.

Blanks on Application.

WESTREL KEEN, Manager.

Harren raised his clear, gray eyes. I assume this statement to be correct, Mr. Keen?

You may safely assume so, said Mr. Keen, smiling.

Does this statement include all that you are prepared to undertake?

The Tracer of Lost Persons inspected him coolly. What more is there, Captain Harren? I undertake to find lost people. I even undertake to find the undiscovered ideals of young people who have failed to meet them. What further field would you suggest? Harren glanced at the card which he held in his gloved hand; then, very slowly, he re-read, the whereabouts of anybody on earth, accenting the last two words deliberately as he encountered Keens piercing gaze again.

Well? asked Mr. Keen laughingly, is not that sufficient? Our clients could scarcely expect us to invade heaven in our search for the vanished.

There are other regions, said Harren.

Exactly. Sit down, sir. There is a row of bookcases for your amusement. Please help yourself while I clear decks for action.

Harren stood fingering the card, his gray eyes lost in retrospection; then he sauntered over to the bookcases, scanning the titles. The Searcher for Lost Persons studied him for a moment or two, turned, and began to pace the room. After a moment or two he touched a bell. A sweet-faced young girl entered; she was gowned in black and wore a white collar, and cuffs turned back over her hands.

Take this memorandum, he said. The girl picked up a pencil and pad, and Mr. Keen, still pacing the room, dictated in a quiet voice as he walked to and fro:

Mrs. Regans Danny is doing six months in Butte, Montana. Break it to her as mercifully as possible. He is a bad one. We make no charge. The truck driver, Becker, can find his wife at her mothers house, Leonia, New Jersey. Tell him to be less pig-headed or shell go for good some day. Ten dollars. Mrs. M., No. 36001, can find her missing butler in service at 79 Vine Street, Hartford, Connecticut. She may notify the police whenever she wishes. His portrait is No. 170529, Rogues Gallery. Five hundred dollars. Miss K. (No. 3679) may send her letter, care of Cisneros & Co., Rio, where the person she is seeking has gone into the coffee business. If she decides that she really does love him, hell come back fast enough. Two hundred and fifty dollars. Mr. W. (No. 3620) must go to the morgue for further information. His repentance is too late; but he can see that there is a decent burial. The charge: one thousand dollars to the Florence Mission. You may add that we possess his full record.

The Tracer paused and waited for the stenographer to finish. When she looked up: Who else is waiting? he asked.

The girl read over the initials and numbers.

Tell that policeman that Kid Conroy sails on the Carania to-morrow. Fifty dollars. There is nothing definite in the other cases. Report progress and send out a general alarm for the cashier inquired for by No. 3608. You will find details in vol. xxxix under B.

Is that all, Mr. Keen?

Yes. Im going to be very busy with — turning slowly toward Harren— with Captain Harren, of the Philippine Scouts, until to-morrow — a very complicated case, Miss Borrow, involving cipher codes and photography—






CHAPTER VIII
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HARREN STARTED, THEN walked slowly to the center of the room as the pretty stenographer passed out with a curious level glance at him.

Why do you say that photography plays a part in my case? he asked.

Doesnt it?

Yes. But how—

Oh, I only guessed it, said Keen with a smile. I made another guess that your case involved a cipher code. Does it?

Y-es, said the young man, astonished, but I dont see—

It also involves the occult, observed Keen calmly. We may need Miss Borrow to help us.

Almost staggered, Harren stared at the Tracer out of his astonished gray eyes until that gentleman laughed outright and seated himself, motioning Harren to do likewise.

Dont be surprised, Captain Harren, he said. I suppose you have no conception of our business, no realization of its scope — its network of information bureaus all over the civilized world, its myriad sources of information, the immensity of its delicate machinery, the endless data and the infinitesimal details we have at our command. You, of course, have no idea of the number of people of every sort and condition who are in our employ, of the ceaseless yet inoffensive surveillance we maintain. For example, when your letter came last week I called up the person who has charge of the army list. There you were, Kenneth Harren, Captain Philippine Scouts, with the date of your graduation from West Point. Then I called up a certain department devoted to personal detail, and in five minutes I knew your entire history. I then touched another electric button, and in a minute I had before me the date of your arrival in New York, your present address, and — he looked up quizzically at Harren— and several items of general information, such as your peculiar use of your camera, and the list of books on Psychical Phenomena and Cryptograms which you have been buying—

Harren flushed up. Do you mean to say that I have been spied upon, Mr. Keen?

No more than anybody else who comes to us as a client. There was nothing offensive in the surveillance. He shrugged his shoulders and made a deprecating gesture. Ours is a business, my dear sir, like any other. We, of course, are obliged to know about people who call on us. Last week you wrote me, and I immediately set every wheel in motion; in other words, I had you under observation from the day I received your letter to this very moment.

You learned much concerning me? asked Harren quietly.

Exactly, my dear sir.

But, continued Harren with a touch of malice, you didnt learn that my leave is up to-morrow, did you?

Yes, I learned that, too.

Then why did you give me an appointment for the day after to-morrow? demanded the young man bluntly.

The Tracer looked him squarely in the eye. Your leave is to be extended, he said.

What?

Exactly. It has been extended one week.

How do you know that?

You applied for extension, did you not?

Yes, said Harren, turning red, but I dont see how you knew that I—

By cable?

Y-yes.

Theres a cablegram in your rooms at this very moment, said the Tracer carelessly. You have the extension you desired. And now, Captain Harren, with a singularly pleasant smile, what can I do to help you to a pursuit of that true happiness which is guaranteed for all good citizens under our Constitution?

Captain Harren crossed his long legs, dropping one knee over the other, and deliberately surveyed his interrogator.

I really have no right to come to you, he said slowly. Your prospectus distinctly states that Keen & Co. undertake to find live people, and I dont know whether the person I am seeking is alive or — or—

His steady voice faltered; the Tracer watched him curiously.

Of course, that is important, he said. If she is dead—

She!

Didnt you say she, Captain?

No, I did not.

I beg your pardon, then, for anticipating you, said the Tracer carelessly.

Anticipating? How do you know it is not a man I am in search of? demanded Harren.

Captain Harren, you are unmarried and have no son; you have no father, no brother, no sister. Therefore I infer — several things — for example, that you are in love.

I? In love?

Desperately, Captain.

Your inferences seem to satisfy you, at least, said Harren almost sullenly, but they dont satisfy me — clever as they appear to be.

Exactly. Then you are not in love?

I dont know whether I am or not.

I do, said the Tracer of Lost Persons.

Then you know more than I, retorted Harren sharply.

But that is my business — to know more than you do, returned Mr. Keen patiently. Else why are you here to consult me? And as Harren made no reply: I have seen thousands and thousands of people in love. I have reduced the superficial muscular phenomena and facial symptomatic aspect of such people to an exact science founded upon a schedule approximating the Bertillon system of records. And, he added, smiling, out of the twenty-seven known vocal variations your voice betrays twenty-five unmistakable symptoms; and out of the sixteen reflex muscular symptoms your face has furnished six, your hands three, your limbs and feet six. Then there are other superficial symptoms—

Good heavens! broke in Harren; how can you prove a man to be in love when he himself doesnt know whether he is or not? If a man isnt in love no Bertillon system can make him so; and if a man doesnt know whether or not he is in love, who can tell him the truth?

I can, said the Tracer calmly.

What! When I tell you I myself dont know?

That, said the Tracer, smiling, is the final and convincing symptom. You dont know. I know because you dont know. That is the easiest way to be sure that you are in love, Captain Harren, because you always are when you are not sure. Youd know if you were not in love. Now, my dear sir, you may lay your case confidently before me.

Harren, unconvinced, sat frowning and biting his lip and twisting his short, crisp mustache which the tropical sun had turned straw color and curly.

I feel like a fool to tell you, he said. Im not an imaginative man, Mr. Keen; Im not fanciful, not sentimental. Im perfectly healthy, perfectly normal — a very busy man in my profession, with no time and no inclination to fall in love.

Just the sort of man who does it, commented Keen. Continue.

Harren fidgeted about in his chair, looked out of the window, squinted at the ceiling, then straightened up, folding his arms with sudden determination.

Id rather be boloed than tell you, he said. Perhaps, after all, I am a lunatic; perhaps Ive had a touch of the Luzon sun and dont know it.

Ill be the judge, said the Tracer, smiling.

Very well, sir. Then Ill begin by telling you that Ive seen a ghost.

There are such things, observed Keen quietly.

Oh, I dont mean one of those fabled sheeted creatures that float about at night; I mean a phantom — a real phantom — in the sunlight — standing before my very eyes in broad day! ... Now do you feel inclined to go on with my case, Mr. Keen?

Certainly, replied the Tracer gravely. Please continue, Captain Harren.

All right, then. Heres the beginning of it: Three years ago, here in New York, drifting along Fifth Avenue with the crowd, I looked up to encounter the most wonderful pair of eyes that I ever beheld — that any living man ever beheld! The most — wonderfully — beautiful—

He sat so long immersed in retrospection that the Tracer said: I am listening, Captain, and the Captain woke up with a start.

What was I saying? How far had I proceeded?

Only to the eyes.

Oh, I see! The eyes were dark, sir, dark and lovely beyond any power of description. The hair was also dark — very soft and thick and — er — wavy and dark. The face was extremely youthful, and ornamental to the uttermost verges of a beauty so exquisite that, were I to attempt to formulate for you its individual attractions, I should, I fear, transgress the strictly rigid bounds of that reticence which becomes a gentleman in complete possession of his senses.

Exactly, mused the Tracer.

Also, continued Captain Harren, with growing animation, to attempt to describe her figure would be utterly useless, because I am a practical man and not a poet, nor do I read poetry or indulge in futile novels or romances of any description. Therefore I can only add that it was a figure, a poise, absolutely faultless, youthful, beautiful, erect, wholesome, gracious, graceful, charmingly buoyant and — well, I cannot describe her figure, and I shall not try.

Exactly; dont try.

No, said Harren mournfully, it is useless; and he relapsed into enchanted retrospection.

Who was she? asked Mr. Keen softly.

I dont know.

You never again saw her?

Mr. Keen, I — I am not ill-bred, but I simply could not help following her. She was so b-b-beautiful that it hurt; and I only wanted to look at her; I didnt mind being hurt. So I walked on and on, and sometimes Id pass her and sometimes Id let her pass me, and when she wasnt looking Id look — not offensively, but just because I couldnt help it. And all the time my senses were humming like a top and my heart kept jumping to get into my throat, and I hadnt a notion where I was going or what time it was or what day of the week. She didnt see me; she didnt dream that I was looking at her; she didnt know me from any of the thousand silk-hatted, frock-coated men who passed and repassed her on Fifth Avenue. And when she went into St. Berolds Church, I went, too, and I stood where I could see her and where she couldnt see me. It was like a touch of the Luzon sun, Mr. Keen. And then she came out and got into a Fifth Avenue stage, and I got in, too. And whenever she looked away I looked at her — without the slightest offense, Mr. Keen, until, once, she caught my eye—

He passed an unsteady hand over his forehead.

For a moment we looked full at one another, he continued. I got red, sir; I felt it, and I couldnt look away. And when I turned color like a blooming beet, she began to turn pink like a rosebud, and she looked full into my eyes with such a wonderful purity, such exquisite innocence, that I — I never felt so near — er — heaven in my life! No, sir, not even when they ambushed us at Manoa Wells — but thats another thing — only it is part of this business.

He tightened his clasped hands over his knee until the knuckles whitened.

Thats my story, Mr. Keen, he said crisply.

All of it?

Harren looked at the floor, then at Keen: No, not all. Youll think me a lunatic if I tell you all.

Oh, you saw her again?

N-never! That is—

Never?

Not in — in the flesh.

Oh, in dreams?

Harren stirred uneasily. I dont know what you call them. I have seen her since — in the sunlight, in the open, in my quarters in Manila, standing there perfectly distinct, looking at me with such strange, beautiful eyes—

Go on, said the Tracer, nodding.

What else is there to say? muttered Harren.

You saw her — or a phantom which resembled her. Did she speak?

No.

Did you speak to her?

N-no. Once I held out my — my arms.

What happened?

She wasnt there, said Harren simply.

She vanished?

No — I dont know. I — I didnt see her any more.

Didnt she fade?

No. I cant explain. She — there was only myself in the room.

How many times has she appeared to you?

A great many times.

In your room?

Yes. And in the road under a vertical sun; in the forest, in the paddy fields. I have seen her passing through the hallway of a friends house — turning on the stair to look back at me! I saw her standing just back of the firing-line at Manoa Wells when we were preparing to rush the forts, and it scared me so that I jumped forward to draw her back. But — she wasnt there, Mr. Keen. ...

On the transport she stood facing me on deck one moonlit evening for five minutes. I saw her in Frisco; she sat in the Pullman twice between Denver and this city. Twice in my room at the Vice-Regent she has sat opposite me at midday, so clear, so beautiful, so real that — that I could scarcely believe she was only a — a— He hesitated.

The apparition of her own subconscious self, said the Tracer quietly. Science has been forced to admit such things, and, as you know, we are on the verge of understanding the alphabet of some of the unknown forces which we must some day reckon with.

Harren, tense, a trifle pale, gazed at him earnestly.

Do you believe in such things?

How can I avoid believing? said the Tracer. Every day, in my profession, we have proof of the existence of forces for which we have as yet no explanation — or, at best, a very crude one. I have had case after case of premonition; case after case of dual and even multiple personality; case after case where apparitions played a vital part in the plot which was brought to me to investigate. Ill tell you this, Captain: I, personally, never saw an apparition, never was obsessed by premonitions, never received any communications from the outer void. But I have had to do with those who undoubtedly did. Therefore I listen with all seriousness and respect to what you tell me.

Suppose, said Harren, growing suddenly red, that I should tell you I have succeeded in photographing this phantom.

The Tracer sat silent. He was astounded, but, he did not betray it.

You have that photograph, Captain Harren?

Yes.

Where is it?

In my rooms.

You wish me to see it?

Harren hesitated. I — there is — seems to be — something almost sacred to me in that photograph. ... You understand me, do you not? Yet, if it will help you in finding her—

Oh, said the Tracer in guileless astonishment, you desire to find this young lady. Why?

Harren stared. Why? Why do I want to find her? Man, I — I cant live without her!

I thought you were not certain whether you really could be in love.

The hot color in the Captains bronzed cheeks mounted to his hair.

Exactly, purred the Tracer, looking out of the window. Suppose we walk around to your rooms after luncheon. Shall we?

Harren picked up his hat and gloves, hesitating, lingering on the threshold. You dont think she is — a — dead? he asked unsteadily.

No, said Mr. Keen, I dont.

Because, said Harren wistfully, her apparition is so superbly healthy and — and glowing with youth and life—

That is probably what sent it half the world over to confront you, said the Tracer gravely; youth and life aglow with spiritual health. I think, Captain, that she has been seeing you, too, during these three years, but probably only in her dreams — memories of your encounters with her subconscious self floating over continents and oceans in a quest of which her waking intelligence is innocently unaware.

The Captain colored like a schoolboy, lingering at the door, hat in hand. Then he straightened up to the full height of his slim but powerful figure.

At three? he inquired bluntly.

At three oclock in your room, Hotel Vice-Regent. Good morning, Captain.

Good morning, said Harren dreamily, and walked away, head bent, gray eyes lost in retrospection, and on his lean, bronzed, attractive face an afterglow of color wholly becoming.






CHAPTER IX
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WHEN THE TRACER of Lost Persons entered Captain Harrens room at the Hotel Vice-Regent that afternoon he found the young man standing at a center table, pencil in hand, studying a sheet of paper which was covered with letters and figures.

The two men eyed one another in silence for a moment, then Harren pointed grimly to the confusion of letters and figures covering dozens of scattered sheets lying on the table.

Thats part of my madness, he said with a short laugh. Can you make anything of such lunatic work?

The Tracer picked up a sheet of paper covered with letters of the alphabet and Roman and Arabic numerals. He dropped it presently and picked up another comparatively blank sheet, on which were the following figures:
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He studied it for a while, then glanced interrogatively at Harren.

Its nothing, said Harren. Ive been groping for three years — but its no use. Thats lunatics work. He wheeled squarely on his heels, looking straight at the Tracer. Do you think Ive had a touch of the sun?

No, said Mr. Keen, drawing a chair to the table. Saner men than you or I have spent a lifetime over this so-called Seal of Solomon. He laid his finger on the two symbols — 
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Then, looking across the table at Harren: What, he asked, has the Seal of Solomon to do with your case?

She— muttered Harren, and fell silent.

The Tracer waited; Harren said nothing.

Where is the photograph?

Harren unlocked a drawer in the table, hesitated, looked strangely at the Tracer.

Mr. Keen, he said, there is nothing on earth I hold more sacred than this. There is only one thing in the world that could justify me in showing it to a living soul — my — my desire to find — her—

No, said Keen coolly, that is not enough to justify you — the mere desire to find the living original of this apparition. Nothing could justify your showing it unless you love her.

Harren held the picture tightly, staring full at the Tracer. A dull flush mounted to his forehead, and very slowly he laid the picture before the Tracer of Lost Persons.

Minute after minute sped while the Tracer bent above the photograph, his finely modeled features absolutely devoid of expression. Harren had drawn his chair beside him, and now sat leaning forward, bronzed cheek resting in his hand, staring fixedly at the picture.

When was this — this photograph taken? asked the Tracer quietly.

The day after I arrived in New York. I was here, alone, smoking my pipe and glancing over the evening paper just before dressing for dinner. It was growing rather dark in the room; I had not turned on the electric light. My camera lay on the table — there it is! — that kodak. I had taken a few snapshots on shipboard; there was one film left.

He leaned more heavily on his elbow, eyes fixed upon the picture.

It was almost dark, he repeated. I laid aside the evening paper and stood up, thinking about dressing for dinner, when my eyes happened to fall on the camera. It occurred to me that I might as well unload it, let the unused film go, and send the roll to be developed and printed; and I picked up the camera—

Yes, said the Tracer softly.

I picked it up and was starting toward the window where there remained enough daylight to see by—

The Tracer nodded gently.

Then I saw her! said Harren under his breath.

Where?

There — standing by that window. You can see the window and curtain in the photograph.

The Tracer gazed intently at the picture.

She looked at me, said Harren, steadying his voice. She was as real as you are, and she stood there, smiling faintly, her dark, lovely eyes meeting mine.

Did you speak?

No.

How long did she remain there?

I dont know — time seemed to stop — the world — everything grew still. ... Then, little by little, something began to stir under my stunned senses — that germ of misgiving, that dreadful doubt of my own sanity. ... I scarcely knew what I was doing when I took the photograph; besides, it had grown quite dark, and I could scarcely see her. He drew himself erect with a nervous movement. How on earth could I have obtained that photograph of her in the darkness? he demanded.

N-rays, said the Tracer coolly. It has been done in France.

Yes, from living people, but—

What the N-ray is in living organisms, we must call, for lack of a better term, the subaura in the phantom.

They bent over the photograph together. Presently the Tracer said: She is very, very beautiful?

Harrens dry lips unclosed, but he uttered no sound.

She is beautiful, is she not? repeated the Tracer, turning to look at the young man.

Can you not see she is? he asked impatiently.

No, said the Tracer.

Harren stared at him.

Captain Harren, continued the Tracer, I can see nothing upon this bit of paper that resembles in the remotest degree a human face or figure.

Harren turned white.

Not that I doubt that you can see it, pursued the Tracer calmly. I simply repeat that I see absolutely nothing on this paper except a part of a curtain, a window pane, and — and—

What! for Gods sake! cried Harren hoarsely.

I dont know yet. Wait; let me study it.

Can you not see her face, her eyes? Dont you see that exquisite slim figure standing there by the curtain? demanded Harren, laying his shaking finger on the photograph. Why, man, it is as clear, as clean cut, as distinct as though the picture had been taken in sunlight! Do you mean to say that there is nothing there — that I am crazy?

No. Wait.

Wait! How can I wait when you sit staring at her picture and telling me that you cant see it, but that it is doubtless there? Are you deceiving me, Mr. Keen? Are you trying to humor me, trying to be kind to me, knowing all the while that Im crazy—

Wait, man! You are no more crazy than I am. I tell you that I can see something on the window pane—

He suddenly sprang up and walked to the window, leaning close and examining the glass. Harren followed and laid his hand lightly over the pane.

Do you see any marks on the glass? demanded Keen.

Harren shook his head.

Have you a magnifying glass? asked the Tracer.

Harren pointed back to the table, and they returned to the photograph, the Tracer bending over it and examining it through the glass.

All I see, he said, still studying the photograph, is a corner of a curtain and a window on which certain figures seem to have been cut. ... Look, Captain Harren, can you see them?

I see some marks — some squares.

You cant see anything written on that pane — as though cut by a diamond?

Nothing distinct.

But you see her?

Perfectly.

In minute detail?

Yes.

The Tracer thought a moment: Does she wear a ring?

Yes; cant you see?

Draw it for me.

They seated themselves side by side, and Harren drew a rough sketch of the ring which he insisted was so plainly visible on her hand:
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Oh, observed the Tracer, she wears the Seal of Solomon on her ring.

Harren looked up at him. That symbol has haunted me persistently for three years, he said. I have found it everywhere — on articles that I buy, on house furniture, on the belts of dead ladrones, on the hilts of creeses, on the funnels of steamers, on the headstalls of horses. If they put a laundry mark on my linen its certain to be this! If I buy a box of matches the sign is on it. Why, Ive even seen it on the brilliant wings of tropical insects. Its got on my nerves. I dream about it.
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And you buy books about it and try to work out its mystical meaning? suggested the Tracer, smiling.

But Harrens gray eyes were serious. He said: She never comes to me without that symbol somewhere about her. ... I told you she never spoke to me. That is true; yet once, in a vivid dream of her, she did speak. I — I was almost ashamed to tell you of that.

Tell me.

A — a dream? Do you wish to know what I dreamed?

Yes — if it was a dream.

It was. I was asleep on the deck of the Mindinao, dead tired after a fruitless hike. I dreamed she came toward me through a young woodland all lighted by the sun, and in her hands she held masses of that wild flower we call Solomons Seal. And she said — in the voice I know must be like hers: If you could only read! If you would only understand the message I send you! It is everywhere on earth for you to read, if you only would!

I said: Is the message in the seal? Is that the key to it?

She nodded, laughing, burying her face in the flowers, and said:

Perhaps I can write it more plainly for you some day; I will try very, very hard.

And after that she went away — not swiftly — for I saw her at moments far away in the woods; but I must have confused her with the glimmering shafts of sunlight, and in a little while the woodland grew dark and I woke with the racket of a Colts automatic in my ears.

He passed his sun-bronzed hand over his face, hesitated, then leaned over the photograph once more, which the Tracer was studying intently through the magnifying glass.

There is something on that window in the photograph which Im going to copy, he said. Please shove a pad and pencil toward me.

Still examining the photograph through the glass which he held in his right hand, Mr. Keen picked up the pencil and, feeling for the pad, began very slowly to form the following series of symbols:
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What on earth are you doing? muttered Captain Harren, twisting his short mustache in perplexity.

I am copying what I see through this magnifying glass written on the window pane in the photograph, said the Tracer calmly. Cant you see those marks?

I — I do now; I never noticed them before particularly — only that there were scratches there.

When at length the Tracer had finished his work he sat, chin on hand, examining it in silence. Presently he turned toward Harren, smiling.

Well? inquired the younger man impatiently; do those scratches representing Solomons Seal mean anything?

Its the strangest cipher I ever encountered, said Mr. Keen— the strangest I ever heard of. I have seen hundreds of ciphers — hundreds — secret codes of the State Department, secret military codes, elaborate Oriental ciphers, symbols used in commercial transactions, symbols used by criminals and every species of malefactor. And every one of them can be solved with time and patience and a little knowledge of the subject. But this — he sat looking at it with eyes half closed— this is too simple.

Simple!

Very. Its so simple that its baffling.

Do you mean to say you are going to be able to find a meaning in squares and crosses?

I — I dont believe it is going to be so very difficult to translate them.

Great guns! said the Captain. Do you mean to say that you can ultimately translate that cipher?

The Tracer smiled. Lets examine it for repetitions first. Here we have this symbol
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repeated five times. Its likely to be the letter E. I think— His voice ceased; for a quarter of an hour he pored over the symbols, pencil in hand, checking off some, substituting a letter here and there.

No, he said; the usual doesnt work in this case. Its an absurdly simple cipher. I have a notion that numbers play a part in it — you see where these crossed squares are bracketed — those must be numbers requiring two figures—

He fell silent again, and for another quarter of an hour he remained motionless, immersed in the problem before him, Harren frowning at the paper over his shoulder.






CHAPTER X
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COME! SAID THE Tracer suddenly; this wont do. There are too few symbols to give us a key; too few repetitions to furnish us with any key basis. Come, Captain, let us use our intellects; let us talk it over with that paper lying there between us. Its a simple cipher — a childishly simple one if we use our wits. Now, sir, what I see repeated before us on this sheet of paper is merely one of the forms of a symbol known as Solomons Seal. The symbol is, as we see, repeated a great many times. Every seal has been dotted or crossed on some one of the lines composing it; some seals are coupled with brackets and armatures.
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What of it? inquired Harren vacantly.

Well, sir, in the first place, that symbol is supposed to represent the spiritual and material, as you know. What else do you know about it?
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Nothing. I bought a book about it, but made nothing of it.

Isnt it supposed, asked Mr. Keen, to contain within itself the nine numerals, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and even the zero symbol?

I believe so.

Exactly. Heres the seal
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Now Ill mark the one, two, and three by crossing the lines, like this:

one,

[image: img123.png]

two,
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three,
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Now, eliminating all lines not crossed there remains

the one,
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the two,
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the three,
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And here is the entire series:

[image: img129.png]

and the zero—
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A sudden excitement stirred Harren; he leaned over the paper, gazing earnestly at the cipher; the Tracer rose and glanced around the room as though in search of something.

Is there a telephone here? he asked.

For Heavens sake, dont give this up just yet, exclaimed Harren. These things mean numbers; dont you see? Look at that! pointing to a linked pair of seals,
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That means the number nineteen! You can form it by using only the crossed lines of the seal.
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Dont you see, Mr. Keen?

Yes, Captain Harren, the cipher is, as you say, very plain; quite as easy to read as so much handwriting. That is why I wish to use your telephone — at once, if you please.

Its in my bedroom; you dont mind if I go on working out this cipher while youre telephoning?

Not in the least, said the Tracer blandly. He walked into the Captains bedroom, closing the door behind him; then he stepped over to the telephone, unhooked the receiver, and called up his own headquarters.

Hello. This is Mr. Keen. I want to speak to Miss Borrow.

In a few moments Miss Borrow answered: I am here, Mr. Keen.

Good. Look up the name Inwood. Try New York first — Edith Inwood is the name. Look sharp, please; I am holding the wire.

He held it for ten full minutes; then Miss Borrows low voice called him over the wire.

Go ahead, said the Tracer quietly.

There is only one Edith Inwood in New York, Mr. Keen — Miss Edith Inwood, graduate of Barnard, 1902 — left an orphan 1903 and obliged to support herself — became an assistant to Professor Boggs of the Museum of Inscriptions. Is considered an authority upon Arabian cryptograms. Has written a monograph on the Herati symbol — a short treatise on the Swastika. She is twenty-four years of age. Do you require further details?

No, said the Tracer; please ring off.

Then he called up General Information. I want the Museum of Inscriptions. Get me their number, please. After a moment: Is this the Museum of Inscriptions?



Is Professor Boggs there?



Is this Professor Boggs?



Could you find time to decipher an inscription for me at once?



Of course I know you are extremely busy, but have you no assistant who could do it?



What did you say her name is? Miss Inwood?



Oh! And will the young lady translate the inscription at once if I send a copy of it to her by messenger?



Thank you very much, Professor. I will send a messenger to Miss Inwood with a copy of the inscription. Good-by.

He hung up the receiver, turned thoughtfully, opened the door again, and walked into the sunlit living room.

Look here! cried the Captain in a high state of excitement. Ive got a lot of numbers out of it already.

Wonderful! murmured the Tracer, looking over the young mans broad shoulders at a sheet of paper bearing these numbers:

9 — 14 — 5 — 22 — 5 — 18 — 19 — 1 — 23 — 25 — 15 — 21 — 2 — 21 — 20 — 15 — 14 — 3 — 5 — 9 — 12 — 15 — 22 — 5 — 25 — 15 — 21 — 5 — 4 — 9 — 20 — 8 — 9 — 14 — 23 — 15 — 15 — 4.

Marvelous! repeated the Tracer, smiling. Now what do you suppose those numbers can stand for?

Letters! announced the Captain triumphantly. Take the number nine, for example. The ninth letter in the alphabet is I! Mr. Keen, suppose we try writing down the letters according to that system!

Suppose we do, agreed the Tracer gravely.

So, counting under his breath, the young man set down the letters in the following order, not attempting to group them into words:

INEVERSAWYOUBUTONCEILOVEYOUEDITHINWOOD.

Then he leaned back, excited, triumphant.

There you are! he said; only, of course, it makes no sense. He examined it in silence, and gradually a hopeless expression effaced the animation. How the deuce am I going to separate that mass of letters into words? he muttered.

This way, said the Tracer, smilingly taking the pencil from his fingers, and he wrote: I — NEVER — SAW — YOU — BUT — ONCE. I — LOVE — YOU. EDITH INWOOD.

Then he laid the pencil on the table and walked to the window.

Once or twice he fancied that he heard incoherent sounds behind him. And after a while he turned, retracing his steps leisurely. Captain Harren, extremely pink, stood tugging at his short mustache and studying the papers on the desk.

Well? inquired the Tracer, amused.

The young man pointed to the translation with unsteady finger. W-what on earth does that mean? he demanded shakily. Who is Edith Inwood? W-what on earth does that cryptogram mean on the window pane in the photograph? How did it come there? It isnt on my window pane, you see!

The Tracer said quietly: That is not a photograph of your window.

What!

No, Captain. Here! Look at it closely through this glass. There are sixteen small panes in that sash; now count the panes in your window — eight! Besides, look at that curtain. It is made of some figured stuff like chintz. Now, look at your own curtain yonder! It is of plain velour.

But — but I took that photograph! She stood there — there by that very window!

The Tracer leaned over the photograph, examining it through the glass. And, studying it, he said: Do you still see her in this photograph, Captain Harren?

Certainly. Can you not see her?

No, murmured the Tracer, but I see the window which she really stood by when her phantom came here seeking you. And that is sufficient. Come, Captain Harren, we are going out together.

The Captain looked at him earnestly; something in Mr. Keens eyes seemed to fascinate him.

You think that — that its likely we are g-going to see — her! he faltered.

If I were you, mused the Tracer of Lost Persons, joining the tips of his lean fingers meditatively— If I were you I should wear a silk hat and a frock coat. Its — its afternoon, anyhow, he added deprecatingly, and we are liable to make a call.

Captain Harren turned like a man in a dream and entered his bedroom. And when he emerged he was dressed and groomed with pathetic precision.

Mr. Keen, he said, I — I dont know why I am d-daring to hope for all s-sorts of things. Nothing you have said really warrants it. But somehow Im venturing to cherish an absurd notion that I may s-see her.

Perhaps, said the Tracer, smiling.

Mr. Keen! You wouldnt say that if — if there was no chance, would you? You wouldnt dash a fellows hopes—

No, I wouldnt, said Mr. Keen. I tell you frankly that I expect to find her.

To-day?

Well see, said Mr. Keen guardedly. Come, Captain, dont look that way! Courage, sir! We are about to execute a turning movement; but you look like a Russian general on his way to the south front.

Harren managed to laugh; they went out, side by side, descended the elevator, and found a cab at the porte-cochère. Mr. Keen gave the directions and followed the Captain into the cab.

Now, he said, as they wheeled south, we are first going to visit the Museum of Inscriptions and have this cipher translation verified. Here is the cipher as I copied it. Hold it tightly, Captain; weve only a few blocks to drive.

Indeed they were already nearly there. The hansom drew up in front of a plain granite building wedged in between some rather elaborate private dwelling-houses. Over the door were letters of dull bronze:

AMERICAN MUSEUM OF INSCRIPTIONS

and the two men descended and entered a wide marble hall lined with glass-covered cabinets containing plaster casts of various ancient inscriptions and a few bronze and marble originals. Several female frumps were nosing the exhibits.

An attendant in livery stood in the middle distance. The Tracer walked over to him. I have an appointment to consult Miss Inwood, he whispered.

This way, sir, nodded the attendant, and the Tracer signaled the Captain to follow.

They climbed several marble stairways, crossed a rotunda, and entered a room — a sort of library. Beyond was a door which bore the inscription:

ASSISTANT CURATOR

Now, said the Tracer of Lost Persons in a low voice to Captain Harren, I am going to ask you to sit here for a few minutes while I interview the assistant curator. You dont mind, do you?

No, I dont mind, said Harren wearily, only, when are we going to begin to search for — her?

Very soon — I may say extremely soon, said Mr. Keen gravely. By the way, I think Ill take that sheet of paper on which I copied the cipher. Thank you. I wont be long.

The attendant had vanished. Captain Harren sat down by a window and gazed out into the late afternoon sunshine. The Tracer of Lost Persons, treading softly across the carpeted floor, approached the sanctuary, turned the handle, and walked in, carefully closing the door behind him.

There was a young girl seated at a desk by an open window; she looked up quietly as he entered, then rose leisurely.

Miss Inwood?

Yes.

She was slender, dark-eyed, dark-haired — a lovely, wholesome young creature; gracious and graceful. And that was all — for the Tracer of Lost Persons could not see through the eyes of Captain Harren, and perhaps that is why he was not able to discern a miracle of beauty in the pretty girl who confronted him — no magic and matchless marvel of transcendent loveliness — only a quiet, sweet-faced, dark-eyed young girl whose features and figure were attractive in the manner that youth is always attractive. But then it is a gift of the gods to see through eyes anointed by the gods.

The Tracer touched his gray mustache and bowed; the girl bowed very sweetly.

You are Mr. Keen, she said; you have an inscription for me to translate.

A mystery for young eyes to interpret, he said, smiling. May I sit here — and tell my story before I show you my inscription?

Please do, she said, seating herself at her desk and facing him, one slender white hand supporting the oval of her face.

The Tracer drew his chair a little forward. It is a curious matter, he said. May I give you a brief outline of the details?

By all means, Mr. Keen.

Then let me begin by saying that the inscription of which I have a copy was probably scratched upon a window pane by means of a diamond.

Oh! Then — then it is not an ancient inscription, Mr. Keen.

The theme is ancient — the oldest theme in the world — love! The cipher is old — as old as King Solomon. She looked up quickly. The Tracer, apparently engrossed in his own story, went on with it. Three years ago the young girl who wrote this inscription upon the window pane of her — her bedroom, I think it was — fell in love. Do you follow me, Miss Inwood?

Miss Inwood sat very still — wide, dark eyes fixed on him.

Fell in love, repeated the Tracer musingly, not in the ordinary way. That is the point, you see. No, she fell in love at first sight; fell in love with a young man whom she never before had seen, never again beheld — and never forgot. Do you still follow me, Miss Inwood?

She made the slightest motion with her lips.

No, mused the Tracer of Lost Persons, she never forgot him. I am not sure, but I think she sometimes dreamed of him. She dreamed of him awake, too. Once she inscribed a message to him, cutting it with the diamond in her ring on the window pane—

A slight sound escaped from Miss Inwoods lips. I beg your pardon, said the Tracer, did you say something?

The girl had risen, pale, astounded, incredulous.

Who are you? she faltered. What has this — this story to do with me?

Child, said the Tracer of Lost Persons, the Seal of Solomon is a splendid mystery. All of heaven and earth are included within its symbol. And more, more than you dream of, more than I dare fathom; and I am an old man, my child — old, alone, with nobody to fear for, nothing to dread, not even the end of all — because I am ready for that, too. Yet I, having nothing on earth to dread, dare not fathom what that symbol may mean, nor what vast powers it may exert on life. God knows. It may be the very signet of Fate itself; the sign manual of Destiny.

He drew the paper from his pocket, unrolled it, and spread it out under her frightened eyes.

That! she whispered, steadying herself blindly against the arm he offered. She stood a moment so, then, shuddering, covered her eyes with both hands. The Tracer of Lost Persons looked at her, turned and opened the door.

Captain Harren! he called quietly. Harren, pacing the anteroom, turned and came forward. As he entered the door he caught sight of the girl crouching by the window, her face hidden in her hands, and at the same moment she dropped her hands and looked straight at him.

You! she gasped.

The Tracer of Lost Persons stepped out, closing the door. For a moment he stood there, tall, gaunt, gray, staring vacantly into space.

She was beautiful — when she looked at him, he muttered.

For another minute he stood there, hesitating, glancing backward at the closed door. Then he went away, stooping slightly, his top hat held close against the breast of his tightly buttoned frock coat.






CHAPTER XI
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DURING HIS FIRST year of wedded bliss, Gatewood cut the club. When Kerns wanted to see him he had to call like other people or, like other people, accept young Mrs. Gatewoods invitations.

Why, said Gatewood scornfully, should I, thirty-four years of age and safely married, go to a club? Why should I, at my age, idle with a lot of idlers and listen to stuffy stories from stuffier individuals? Do you think that stale tobacco smoke, and the idiotically reiterated click of billiard balls, and the vacant stare of the fashionably brainless, and the meaningless exchange of banalities with the intellectually aimless have any attractions for me?

Mrs. Gatewood raised her pretty eyes in silence; Kerns returned her amused gaze rather blankly.

Clubs! sniffed Gatewood. What are clubs but pretexts for wasting time? What mental, what spiritual stimulus can a man expect to find in a club? Why, Kerns, when I look back a year and think what I was, and when I look at you and think what you still are—

John, said Mrs. Gatewood softly.

Oh, he knows it! insisted her husband, dont you, Tommy? You know the sort of life youre leading, dont you? You know what a miserable, aimless, selfish, unambitious, pitiable existence an unmarried man leads who lives at his club; dont you?

Certainly, said Kerns, blinking into the smiling gaze of Mrs. Gatewood.

Then why dont you marry?

But Kerns had risen and was making his adieus with cheerful decision; and Mrs. Gatewood was laughing as she gave him her slender hand.

Now I know a girl— began Gatewood; but his wife was still speaking to Kerns, so he circled around them, politely suppressing the excitement of a sudden idea struggling for utterance.

Mrs. Gatewood was saying: I do wish John would go to his clubs occasionally. Because a man is married is no reason for his losing touch with his clubs—

I know a girl, broke in Gatewood excitedly, laying his arm on Kernss to detain him; but Kerns slid sideways through the door with a smile so noncommittal that Mrs. Gatewood laughed again and, linking her arm in her husbands, faced partly toward him. This maneuver, and the slightest pressure of her shoulder, obliged her husband to begin a turning movement, so that Kerns might reasonably make his escape in the middle of Gatewoods sentence; which he did with nimble and circumspect agility.

I — I know a— began Gatewood desperately, twisting his head over his shoulder, only to hear the deadened patter of his friends feet over the velvet stair carpet and the subdued clang of the front door.

Isnt it extraordinary? he said to his wife. Ive been trying to tell Tommy, every time he comes here, about a girl I know — just the very girl he ought to marry; and something prevents him from listening every time.

The attractive young matron beside him turned her face so that her eyes were directly in line with his.

Did you ever know any people named Manners? she asked.

No. Why?

You never knew a girl named Marjorie Manners, did you, John?

No. What about her?

You never heard Mr. Kerns speak of her, did you, dear?

No, never. Tommy doesnt talk about girls.

You never heard him speak of a Mrs. Stanley?

Never. Who are these two women?

One and the same, dear. Marjorie Manners married an Englishman named Stanley six years ago. Do you happen to recollect that Mr. Kerns took his vacation in England six years ago?

Yes. What of it?

He crossed to Southampton with Marjorie and her mother. He didnt know she was going over to be married, and she didnt tell him. She wrote to me about it, though. I was in school at Farmington; she left school to marry — a mere child of eighteen, undeveloped for her age, thin, almost scrawny, with pipe-stem arms and neck, red hair, a very sweet, full-lipped mouth, and gray eyes that were too big for her face.

Well, said Gatewood with a short laugh, what about it? You dont think Kerns fell in love with an insect of that genus, do you?

Yes, I do, smiled Mrs. Gatewood.

Nonsense. Besides, what of it? Shes married, you say.

Her husband died of enteric at Ladysmith. She wrote me. She has never remarried. Think of it, John — in all these years she has never remarried!

Oh! said Gatewood pityingly; do you really suppose that Tommy Kerns has been nursing a blighted affection all these years without ever giving me an inkling? Besides, men dont do that; men dont curl up and blight. Besides, men dont take any stock in big-eyed, flat-chested, red-headed pipe stems. Why do you think that Kerns ever cared for her?

I know he did.

How do you know it?

From Marjories letters.

The conceited kid! Well, of all insufferable nerve! A man like Kerns — a man — one of the finest, noblest characters — spiritually, intellectually, physically — a practically faultless specimen of manhood! And a red-headed, spindle-legged — Oh, my! Oh, fizz! Dearest, men dont worship a cage of bones with an eighteen-year-old soul in it — like a nervous canary pecking out at the world!

She created a furor in England, observed his wife, smiling.

Oh, I dare say she might over there. Besides, shes doubtless fattened up since then. But if you suppose for one moment that Tommy could even remember a girl like that—

Mrs. Gatewood smiled again — the wise, sweet smile of a young matron in whom her husbands closest friend had confided. And after a moment or two the wise smile became more thoughtful and less assured; for that very day the Tracer of Lost Persons had called on her to inquire about a Mrs. Stanley — a new client of his who had recently bought a town house in East Eighty-third Street and a country house on Long Island; and who had applied to him to find her fugitive butler and a pint or two of family jewels. And, after her talk with the Tracer of Lost Persons, Mrs. Gatewood knew that her favorite among all her husbands friends, Mr. Kerns, would never of his own volition go near that same Marjorie Manners who had flirted with him to the very perilous verge before she told him why she was going to England — and who, now a widow, had returned with her five-year-old daughter to dwell once more in the city of her ancestors.

Kerns had said very simply: She has spoiled women for me — all except you, Mrs. Gatewood. And if Jack hadnt married you—

I understand, Mr. Kerns. Im awfully sorry.

Dont feel sorry; only, if you can, call Jack off. Hes been perfectly possessed to marry me to somebody ever since he married you. And if I told him why I dont care to consider the matter he wouldnt believe me — hed spend his life in trying to bring me around. Besides, I couldnt ever tell him about — Marjorie Manners. Anyhow, nothing on earth could ever induce me to look at her again. ... You say she is now a widow?

Yes, Mr. Kerns, and very beautiful.

Never again, muttered Kerns. Never! She was homely enough when I asked her to marry me. I dont want to see her; I dont want to know what she looks like. Im glad she has changed so I wouldnt recognize her, for that means the end of it all — the final elimination of the girl I remember on the ship. ... It was probably a sort of diseased infatuation, wasnt it, Mrs. Gatewood? Think of it! A few days on shipboard and — and I asked her to marry me! ... I dont blame her, after all, for letting me dangle. It was an excellent opportunity for her to study a rare species of idiot. She was justified and I am satisfied. Only, do call Jack off with a hint or two.

I shall try, said young Mrs. Gatewood thoughtfully — very thoughtfully, for already every atom and fiber of her femininity was aroused in behalf of these two estranged young people whom Providence certainly had not meant to put asunder.






CHAPTER XII
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NOTHING, SAID GATEWOOD firmly, can make me believe that Kerns ought not to marry somebody; and Im never going to let up on him until he does. Ill bet I could fix him for life if I called in the Tracer to help me. Isnt it extraordinary how Kerns has kept out of it all these years?

The attractive girl beside him turned her face once more so that her clear, sweet eyes were directly in line with his.

It is extraordinary, she said seriously. I think you ought to drop in at the club some day when you can corner him and bully him.

I dont want to go to the club, said the infatuated man.

Why, dear?

He looked straight at her and she flushed prettily, while a tint of color touched his own face. Which was very nice of him. So she didnt say what she was going to say — that it would be perhaps better for them both if he practiced on her an artistic absence now and then. Younger in years, she was more mature than he. She knew. But she was too much in love with him to salt their ambrosia with common sense or suggest economy in their use of the nectar bottle.

However, the gods attend to that, and she knew they would, and she let them. So one balmy evening late in May, when the new moons ghost floated through the upper haze, and the golden Diana above Manhattan turned flame color, and the electric lights began to glimmer along Fifth Avenue, and the first faint scent of the young summer freshened the foliage in square and park, Kerns, stopping at the club for a moment, found Gatewood seated at the same window they both were wont to haunt in earlier and more flippant days.

Are you dining here? inquired Kerns, pushing the electric button with enthusiasm. Well, thats the first glimmer of common sense youve betrayed since youve been married!

Dining here! repeated Gatewood. I should hope not! I am just going home—

Hes thoroughly cowed, commented Kerns; every married man you meet at the club is just going home. But he continued to push the button, nevertheless.

Gatewood leaned back in his chair and gazed about him, nose in the air. What a life! he observed virtuously. Its all I can do to stand it for ten minutes. Youre here for the evening, I suppose? he added pityingly.

No, said Kerns; Im going uptown to Billy Lees house to get my suit case. His family are out of town, and he is at Seabright, so he let me camp there until the workmen finish papering my rooms upstairs. Im to lock up the house and send the key to the Burglar Alarm Company to-night. Then I go to Boston on the 12.10. Want to come? Therell be a few doing.

To Boston! What for?

Contracts! We can go out to Cambridge when Ive finished my business. Therell be etwas doing.

Cant you ever recover from being an undergraduate? asked Gatewood, disgusted.

Well — is there anything the matter with a man getting next to a little amusement in life? asked Kerns. Do you object to my being happy?

Amusement? You dont know how to amuse yourself. You dont know how to be happy. Here you sit, day after day, swallowing Martinis— He paused to finish his own, then resumed: Here you sit, day after day, intellectually stultified, unemotionally ignorant of the higher and better life—

No, I dont. Ive a book upstairs that tells all about that. I read it when I have holdovers—

Kerns, I wish to speak seriously. Ive had it on my mind ever since I married. May I speak frankly?

Well, when I come back from Boston—

Because I know a girl, interrupted Gatewood— wait a moment, Tommy! — as Kerns rose and sauntered toward the door— youve plenty of time to catch your train and be civil, too! I mean to tell you about that girl, if youll listen.

Kerns halted and turned upon his friend a pair of eyes, unwinking in their placid intelligence.

I was going to say that I know a girl, continued Gatewood, who is just the sort of a girl you—

No, she isnt! said Kerns, wheeling to resume his progress toward the cloakroom.

Tom!

Kerns halted.

Youre a fine specimen! commented Gatewood scornfully. You spent the best years of your life in persuading me to get married, and the first time I try to do the same for you, you make for the tall timber!

I know it, admitted Kerns, unashamed; Im bashful. Im a chipmunk for shyness, so Ill say good night—

Come back, said Gatewood coldly.

But my suit case—

You left it at the Lees, didnt you? Well, youve time enough to go there, get it, make your train, and listen to me, too. Look here, Kerns, have you any of the elements of decency about you?

No, said Kerns, not a single element. He seated himself defiantly in the club window facing Gatewood and began to button his gloves. When he had finished he settled his new straw hat more comfortably on his head, and, leaning forward and balancing his malacca walking stick across his knees, gazed at Gatewood with composure.

Crank up! he said pleasantly; Im going in less than three minutes. He pushed the electric knob as an afterthought, and when the gilt buttons of the club servant glimmered through the dusk, Two more, he explained briskly. After a few moments silence, broken by the tinkle of ice in thin glassware, Gatewood leaned forward, menacing his friend with an impressive forefinger:

Did you or didnt you once tell me that a decent citizen ought to marry?

I did, dear friend.

Did I or didnt I do it?

In the words of the classic, you done it, admitted Kerns.

Was I or wasnt I going to the devil before I had the sense to marry? persisted Gatewood.

You was! You was, dear friend! said Kerns with enthusiasm. You had almost went there ere I appeared and saved you.

Then why shouldnt you marry and let me save you?

But Im not going to the bowwows. Im all right. Im a decent citizen. I awake in the rosy dawn with a song on my lips; I softly whistle rag time as I button my collar; I warble a few delicious vagrant notes as I part my sparse hair; Im not murderous before breakfast; I go down town, singing, to my daily toil; I fish for fat contracts in Georgia marble; I return uptown immersed in a holy calm and the evening paper. I offer myself a cocktail; I bow and accept; I dress for dinner with the aid of a rascally valet, but — do I swear at him? No, dear friend; I say, Henry, I have known far, far worse scoundrels than you. Thank you for filling up my bay rum with water. Bless you for wearing my imported hosiery! I deeply regret that my new shirts do not fit you, Henry! And my smile is a benediction upon that wayward scullion. Then, dear friend, why, why do you desire to offer me up upon the altar of unrest? What is a little wifey to me or I to any wifey?

Because, said Gatewood irritated, you offered me up. Im happy and I want you to be — you great, hulking, self-satisfied symbol of supreme self-centered selfishness—

Oh, splash! said Kerns feebly.

Yes, you are. What do you do all day? Grub for money and study how to make life agreeable to yourself! Every minute of the day you are occupied in having a good time! Youve admitted it! You wake up singing like a fool canary; you wear imported hosiery; youve made a soft, warm wallow for yourself at this club, and here you bask your life away, waddling downtown to nail contracts and cut coupons, and uptown to dinners and theaters, only to return and sprawl here in luxury without one single thought for posterity. Your crime is race suicide!

I — my — what!

Certainly. Some shirk taxes, some jury duty. You shirk fatherhood, and all its happy and sacred obligations! You deny posterity! You strike a blow at it! You flout it! You menace the future of this Republic! Your inertia is a crime against the people! Instead of pro bono publico your motto is pro bono tempo — for a good time! And, dog Latin or not, its the truth, and our great President

Splash! said Kerns, rising.

Ive a good mind, said Gatewood indignantly, to put the Tracer of Lost Persons on your trail. Hed rope you and tie you in record time!

Kernss smile was a provocation.

Ill do it, too! added Gatewood, losing his temper, if you dare give me the chance.

Seriously, inquired Kerns, delighted, do you think your friend, Mr. Keen, could encompass my matrimony against my better sense and the full enjoyment of my unimpaired mental faculties?

Didnt he — fortunately for me — force me into matrimony when I had never seen a woman I would look at twice? Didnt you put him up to it? Very well, why cant I put him on your trail then? Why cant he do the same for you?

Try it, dear friend, retorted Kerns courteously.

Do you mean that you are not afraid? Do you mean you give me full liberty to set him on you? And do you realize what that means? No, you dont; for you havent a notion of what that man, Westrel Keen, can accomplish. You havent the slightest idea of the machinery which he controls with a delicacy absolutely faultless; with a perfectly terrifying precision. Why, man, the Pinkerton system itself has become merely a detail in the immense complexity of the system of control which the Tracer of Lost Persons exercises over this entire continent. The urban police, the State constabulary of Pennsylvania, the rural systems of surveillance, the Secret Service, all municipal, provincial, State, and national organizations form but a few strands in the universal web he has woven. Custom officials, revenue officers, the militia of the States, the army, the navy, the personnel of every city, State, and national legislative bodies form interdependent threads in the mesh he is master of; and, like a big beneficent spider, he sits in the center of his web, able to tell by the slightest tremor of any thread exactly where to begin investigations!

Flushed, earnest, a trifle out of breath with his own eloquence, Gatewood waved his hand to indicate a Ciceronian period, adding, as Kernss incredulous smile broadened: Say splash again, and Ill put you at his mercy!

Ker-splash! dear friend, observed Kerns pleasantly. If a man doesnt want to marry, the army, the navy, the Senate, the white wings, and the great White Father at Washington cant make him.

I tell you I want to see you happy! said Gatewood angrily.

Then gaze upon me. Im it!

Youre not! You dont know what happiness is.

Dont I? Well, I dont miss it, dear friend—

But if youve never had it, and therefore dont miss it, its time somebody found some real happiness for you. Kerns, I simply cant bear to see you missing so much happiness—

Why grieve?

Yes, I will! I do grieve — in spite of your grinning skepticism and your bantering attitude. See here, Tom; Ive started about a thousand times to say that I knew a girl—

Do you want to hear that splash again?

Gatewood grew madder. He said: I could easily lay your case before Mr. Keen and have you in love and married and happy whether you like it or not!

If I were not going to Boston, my son, I should enjoy your misguided efforts, returned Kerns blandly.

Your going to Boston makes no difference. The Tracer of Lost Persons doesnt care where you go or what you do. If he starts in on your case, Tommy, you cant escape.

You mean he can catch me now? Here? At my own club? Or on the public highway? Or on the classic Boston train?

He could. Yes, I firmly believe he could land you before you ever saw the Boston State House. I tell you he can work like lightning, Kerns. I know it; I am so absolutely convinced of it that I — I almost hesitate—

Dont feel delicate about it, laughed Kerns; you may call him on the telephone while I go uptown and get my suit case. Perhaps Ill come back a blushing bridegroom; who knows?

If youll wait here Ill call him up now, said Gatewood grimly.

Oh, very well. Only I left my suit case in Billys room, and its full of samples of Georgia marble, and Ive got to get it to the train.

Youve plenty of time. If youll wait until I talk to Mr. Keen Ill dine with you here. Will you?

What? Dine in this abandoned joint with an outcast like me? Dear friend, are you dippy this lovely May evening?

Ill do it if youll wait. Will you? And Ill bet you now that Ill have you in love and sprinting toward the altar before we meet again at this club. Do you dare bet?

The terms of the wager, kind friend? drawled Kerns, delighted; and he fished out a notebook kept for such transactions.

Let me see, reflected Gatewood; youll need a silver service when youre married. ... Well, say, forks and spoons and things against an imported trap gun — twelve-gauge, you know.

Done. Go and telephone to your friend, Mr. Keen. And Kerns pushed the electric button with a jeering laugh, and asked the servant for a dinner card.






CHAPTER XIII
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GATEWOOD, IN THE telephone booth, waited impatiently for Mr. Keen; and after a few moments the Tracer of Lost Persons agreeable voice sounded in the receiver.

Its about Mr. Kerns, began Gatewood; I want to see him happy, and the idiot wont be. Now, Mr. Keen, you know what happiness you and he brought to me! You know what sort of an idle, selfish, aimless, meaningless life you saved me from? I want you to do the same for Mr. Kerns. I want to ask you to take up his case at once. Besides, Ive a bet on it. Could you attend to it at once?

To-night? asked the Tracer, laughing.

Why — ah — well, of course, that would be impossible. I suppose—

My profession is to overcome the impossible, Mr. Gatewood. Where is Mr. Kerns?

Here, in this club, defying me and drinking cocktails. He wont get married, and I want you to make him do it.

Where is he spending the evening? asked the Tracer, laughing again.

Why, hes been stopping at the Danforth Lees in Eighty-third Street until the workmen at the club here finish putting new paper on his walls. The Lees are out of town. He left his suit case at their house and hes going up to get it and catch the 12.10 train for Boston.

He goes from the Lenox Club to the residence of Mr. W. Danforth Lee, East Eighty-third Street, to get a suit case, repeated the Tracer. Is that correct?

Yes.

What is in the suit case?

Samples of that new marble hes quarrying in Georgia.

Is it an old suit case? Has it Mr. Kernss initials on it?

Hold the wire; Ill find out.

And Gatewood left the telephone and walked into the great lounging room, where Kerns sat twirling his stick and smiling to himself.

All over, dear friend? inquired Kerns, starting to rise. Ive ordered a corking dinner.

Wait! returned Gatewood ominously. What sort of a suit case is that one youre going after?

What sort? Oh, just an ordinary—

Is it old or new?

Brand new. Why?

Is your name on it?

No; why? Would that thicken the plot, dear friend? Or is the Tracer foiled, ha! ha!

Gatewood turned on his heel, went back to the telephone, and, carefully shutting the door of the booth, took up the receiver.

Its a new suit case, Mr. Keen, he said; no initials on it — just an ordinary case.

Mr. Lees residence is 38 East Eighty-third Street, between Madison and Fifth, I believe.

Yes, replied Gatewood.

And the family are out of town?

Yes.

Is there a caretaker there?

No; Mr. Kerns camped there. When he leaves to-night he will send the key to the Burglar Alarm Company.

Very well. Please hold the wire for a while.

For ten full minutes Gatewood sat gleefully cuddling the receiver against his ear. His faith in Mr. Keen was naturally boundless; he believed that whatever the Tracer attempted could not result in failure. He desired nothing in the world so ardently as to see Kerns safely married. His own happiness may have been the motive power which had set him in action in behalf of his friend — that and a certain indefinable desire to practice a species of heavenly revenge, of grateful retaliation upon the prime mover and collaborateur, if not the sole author, of his own wedded bliss. Kerns had made him happy.

And Im hanged if I dont pay him off and make him happy, too! muttered Gatewood. Does he think Im going to sit still and see him go tearing and gyrating about town with no responsibility, no moral check to his evolutions, no wholesome home duties to limit his acrobatics, no wife to clip his wings? Its time he had somebody to report to; time he assumed moral burdens and spiritual responsibilities. A man is just as happy when he is certain where he is going to sleep. A man can find just as much enjoyment in life when he feels it his duty to account for his movements. I dont care whether Kerns is comparatively happy or not — theres nothing either sacred or holy in that kind of happiness, and Im not going to endure the sort of life he likes any longer!

Immersed in moral reflections, inspired by affectionate obligations to violently inflict happiness upon Kerns, the minutes passed very agreeably until the amused voice of the Tracer of Lost Persons sounded again in the receiver.

Mr. Gatewood?

Yes, I am here, Mr. Keen.

Do you really think it best for Mr. Kerns to fall in love?

I do, certainly! replied Gatewood with emphasis.

Because, continued the Tracer of Lost Persons, I see little chance for him to do otherwise if I take up this case. Fate itself, in the shape of a young lady, is already on the way here in a railroad train.

Good! Good! exclaimed Gatewood. Dont let him escape, Mr. Keen! I beg of you to take up his case! I urge you most seriously to do so. Mr. Kerns is now exactly what I was a year ago — an utterly useless member of the community — a typical bachelor who lives at his clubs, shirking the duties of a decent citizen.

Exactly, said the Tracer. Do you insist that I take this case? That I attempt to trace and find for Mr. Kerns a sort of happiness he himself has never found?

I implore you to do so, Mr. Keen.

Exactly. If I do — if I carry it out as it has been arranged — or rather as the case seems to have already arranged itself, for it is rather a simple matter, I fancy — I do not exactly see how Mr. Kerns can avoid experiencing a — ahem — a tender sentiment for the very charming young lady whom I — and chance — have designed for him as a partner through life.

Excellent! Splendid! shouted Gatewood through the telephone. Can I do anything to aid you in this?

Yes, replied the Tracer, laughing. If you can keep him amused for an hour or two before he goes after his suit case it might make it easier for me. This young lady is due to arrive in New York at eight oclock — a client of mine — coming to consult me. Her presence plays an important part in Mr. Kernss future. I wish you to detain Mr. Kerns until she is ready to receive him. But of this he must know nothing. Good-by, Mr. Gatewood, and would you be kind enough to present my compliments to Mrs. Gatewood?

Indeed I will! We never can forget what you have done for us. Good-by.

Good-by, Mr. Gatewood. Try to keep Mr. Kerns amused for two or three hours. Of course, if you cant do this, there are other methods I may employ — a dozen other plans already partly outlined in my mind; but the present plan, which accident and coincidence make so easy, is likely to work itself out to your entire satisfaction within a few hours. We are already weaving a web around Mr. Kerns; we already have taken exclusive charge of his future movements after he leaves the Lenox Club. I do not believe he can escape us, or his charming destiny. Good night!

Gatewood, enchanted, hung up the receiver. Song broke softly from his lips as he started in search of Kerns; his step was springy, buoyant — sort of subdued and modest prance.

Now, he said to himself, Tommy must take out his papers. The time is ended when he can issue letters of marque to himself, hoist sail, square away, and go cruising all over this metropolis at his own sweet will.
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IN THE MEANWHILE, at the other end of the wire, Mr. Keen, the Tracer of Lost Persons, was preparing to trace for Mr. Kerns, against that gentlemans will, the true happiness which Mr. Kerns had never been able to find for himself.

He sat in his easy chair within the four walls of his own office, inspecting a line of people who stood before him on the carpet forming a single and attentive rank. In this rank were five men: a policeman, a cab driver, an agent of the telephone company, an agent of the electric company, and a reformed burglar carrying a kit of his trade tools.

The Tracer of Lost Persons gazed at them, meditatively joining the tips of his thin fingers.

I want the number on 36 East Eighty-third Street changed to No. 38, and the number 38 replaced by No. 36, he said to the policeman. I want it done at once. Get a glazier and go up there and have it finished in an hour. Mrs. Kenna, caretaker at No. 36, is in my pay; she will not interfere. There is nobody in No. 38: Mr. Kerns leaves there to-night and the Burglar Alarm Company takes charge to-morrow.

And, turning to the others: You, nodding at the reformed burglar, know your duty. Mike! to the cab driver, dont miss Mr. Kerns at the Lenox Club. If he calls you before eleven, drive into the park and have an accident. And you, to the agent of the telephone company, will sever all telephone connection in Mrs. Stanleys house; and you, to the official of the electric company, will see that the circuit in Mrs. Stanleys house is cut so that no electric light may be lighted and no electric bell sound.

The Tracer of Lost Persons stroked his gray mustache thoughtfully. And that, he ended, will do, I think. Good night.

He rose and stood by the door as the policeman headed the solemn file which marched out to their duty; then he looked at his watch, and, as it was already a few minutes after eight, he called up No. 36 East Eighty-third Street, and in a moment more had Mrs. Stanley on the wire.

Good evening, he said pleasantly. I suppose you have just arrived from Rosylyn. I may be a little late — I may be very late, in fact, so I called you up to say so. And I wished to say another thing; to ask you whether your servants could recollect ever having seen a young man about the place, a rather attractive young man with excellent address and manners, five feet eleven inches, slim but well built, dark hair, dark eyes, and dark mustache, offering samples of Georgia marble for sale.

Really, Mr. Keen, replied a silvery voice, I have heard them say nothing about such an individual. If you will hold the wire I will ask my maid. And, after a pause: No, Mr. Keen, my maid cannot remember any such person. Do you think he was a confederate of that wretched butler of mine?

I am scarcely prepared to say that; in fact, added Mr. Keen, I havent the slightest idea that this young man could have been concerned in anything of that sort. Only, if you should ever by any chance see such a man, detain him if possible until you can communicate with me; detain him by any pretext, by ruse, by force if you can, only detain him until I can get there. Will you do this?

Certainly, Mr. Keen, if I can. Please describe him again?

Mr. Keen did so minutely.

You say he sells Georgia marble by samples, which he carries in a suit case?

He says that he has samples of Georgia marble in his suit case, replied the Tracer cautiously. It might be well, if possible, to see what he has in his suit case.

I will warn the servants as soon as I return to Rosylyn. When may I expect you this evening, Mr. Keen?

It is impossible to say, Mrs. Stanley. If I am not there by midnight I shall try to call next morning.

So they exchanged civil adieus; the Tracer hung up his receiver and leaned back in his chair, smiling to himself.

Curious, he said, that chance should have sent that pretty woman to me at such a time. ... Kerns is a fine fellow, every inch of him. It hit him hard when he crossed with her to Southampton six years ago; it hit him harder when she married that Englishman. I dont wonder he never cared to marry after that brief week of her society; for she is just about the most charming woman I have ever met — red hair and all. ... And if quick action is what is required, its well to break the ice between them at once with a dreadful misunderstanding.
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THE DINNER THAT Kerns had planned for himself and Gatewood was an ingenious one, cunningly contrived to discontent Gatewood with home fare and lure him by its seductive quality into frequent revisits to the club which was responsible for such delectable wines and viands.

A genial glow already enveloped Gatewood and pleasantly suffused Kerns. From time to time they held some rare vintage aloft, squinting through the crystal-imprisoned crimson with deep content.

Not that my word is necessarily the last word concerning Burgundy, said Gatewood modestly; but I venture to doubt that any club in America can match this bottle, Kerns.

Now, Jack, wheedled Kerns, isnt it pleasant to dine here once in a while? Be frank, man! Look about at the other tables — at all the pleasant, familiar faces — the same fine fellows, bless em — the same smoky old ceiling, the same bum portraits of dead governors, the same old stag heads on the wall. Now, Jack, isnt it mighty pleasant, after all? Be a gentleman and admit it!

Y-yes, confessed Gatewood, its all right for me once in a while, because I know that I am presently going back to my own home — a jolly lamplit room and the prettiest girl in Manhattan curled up in an armchair—

Youre fortunate, said Kerns shortly. And for the first time there remained no lurking mockery in his voice; for the first time his retort was tinged with bitterness. But the next instant his eyes glimmered with the same gay malice, and the unbelieving smile twitched at his clean-cut lips, and he raised his hand, touching the short ends of his mustache with that careless, amused cynicism which rather became him.

All that you picture so entrancingly is forbidden the true believer, he said; and began to repeat:

O weaver! weave the flowers of Feraghan Into the fabric that thy birth began; Iris, narcissus, tulips cloud-band tied, These thou shalt picture for the eye of Man; Henna, Herati, and the Jhelums tide In Sarraband and Saruk be thy guide, And the red dye of Ispahan beside The checkered Chinese fret of ancient gold; — So heed the ban, old as the law is old, Nor weave into thy warp the laughing face, Nor limb, nor body, nor one line of grace, Nor hint, nor tint, nor any veiled device Of Woman who is barred from Paradise!

A nice sentiment! said Gatewood hotly.

Cant help it; you see Im forbidden to monkey with the eternal looms or weave the forbidden into the pattern of my life.

Gatewood sat silent for a moment, then looked up at Kerns with something so closely akin to a grin that his friend became interested in its scarcely veiled significance, and grinned in reply.

So you really expect that your friend, Mr. Keen, is going to marry me to somebody, nolens volens? asked Kerns.

I do. Thats what I dream of, Tommy.

My poor friend, dream on!

I am. Tommy, youre lost! I mean youre as good as married now!

You think so?

I know it! There you sit, savoring your Burgundy, idling over a cigar, happy, care free, fancy free, at liberty, as you believe, to roam off anywhere at any time and continue the eternal hunt for pleasure! Thats what you think! Ha! Tommy, I know better! Thats not the sort of man I see sitting on the same chair where you are now sprawling in such content! I see a doomed man, already in the shadow of the altar, wasting his time unsuspiciously while Chance comes whirling into the city behind a Long Island locomotive, and Fate, the footman, sits outside ready to follow him, and Destiny awaits him no matter what he does, what he desires, where he goes, wherever he turns to-night! Destiny awaits him at his journeys end!

Very fine, said Kerns admiringly. Too bad its due to the Burgundy.

Never mind what my eloquence is due to, retorted Gatewood, the fact remains that this is probably your last bachelor dinner. Kerns, old fellow! Heres to her! Bless her! I — I wish sincerely that we knew who she is and where to send those roses. Anyway, heres to the bride!

He stood up very gravely and drank the toast, then, reseating himself, tapped the empty glass gently against the tables edge until it broke.

You are certainly doing your part well, said Kerns admiringly. Then he swallowed the remainder of his Burgundy and looked up at the club clock.

Eleven, he said with regret. Ive about time to go to Eighty-third Street, get my suit case, and catch my train at 125th Street. To a servant he said, Call a hansom, then rose and sauntered downstairs to the cloakroom, where presently both men stood, hatted and gloved, swinging their sticks.

That was a fool bet you made, began Kerns; Ill release you, Jack.

Sorry, but I must insist on holding you, replied Gatewood, laughing. Youre going to your doom. Come on! Ill see you as far as the cab door.

They walked out, and Kerns gave the cabby the street and number and entered the hansom.

Now, said Gatewood, youre in for it! Youre done for! You cant help yourself! Ive won my twelve-gauge trap gun already, and Ill have to set you up in table silver, anyway, so its an even break. Youre all in, Tommy! The Tracer is on your trail!

In the beginning of a flippant retort Kerns experienced a curious sensation of hesitation. Something in Gatewoods earnestness, in his jeering assurance and delighted certainty, made him, for one moment, feel doubtful, even uncomfortable.

What nonsense you talk, he said, recovering his equanimity. Nothing on earth can prevent me driving to 38 East Eighty-third Street, getting my luggage, and taking the Boston express. Your Tracer doesnt intend to stop my hansom and drag me into a cave, does he? You havent put knock-outs into that Burgundy, have you? Then what in the dickens are you laughing at?

But Gatewood, on the sidewalk under the lamplight, was still laughing as Kerns drove away, for he had recognized in the cab driver a man he had seen in Mr. Kerns office, and he knew that the Tracer of Lost Persons had Kerns already well in hand.

The hansom drove on through the summer darkness between rows of electric globes drooping like huge white moon flowers from their foliated bronze stalks, on up the splendid avenue, past the great brilliantly illuminated hotels, past the white cathedral, past clubs and churches and the palaces of the wealthy; on, on along the park wall edged by its double rows of elms under which shadowy forms moved — lovers strolling in couples.

Pooh, sniffed Kerns, the whole world has gone love mad, and Im the only sane man left.

But he leaned back in his cab and fell a-thinking of a thin girl with red hair and great gray eyes — a thin, frail creature, scarcely more than a child, who had held him for a week in a strange sorcery only to release him with a frightened smile, leaving her indelible impression upon his life forever.

And, thinking, he looked up, realizing that the cab had stopped in East Eighty-third Street before one of a line of brownstone houses, all externally alike.

Then he leaned out and saw that the house number was thirty-eight. That was the number of the Lees house; he descended, bade the cabman await him, and, producing his latch key, started up the steps, whistling gayly.

But he didnt require his key, for, as he reached the front door, he found, to his surprise and concern, that it swung partly open — just a mere crack.

The mischief! he muttered; could I have failed to close it? Could anybody have seen it and crept in?

He entered the hallway hastily and pressed the electric knob. No light appeared in the sconces.

What the deuce! he murmured; something wrong with the switch! And he hurriedly lighted a match and peered into the darkness. By the vague glimmer of the burning match he could distinguish nothing. He listened intently, tried the electric switch again without success. The match burned his fingers and he dropped it, watching the last red spark die out in the darkness.

Something about the shadowy hallway seemed unfamiliar; he went to the door, stepped out on the stoop, and looked up at the number on the transom. It was thirty-eight; no doubt about the house. Hesitating, he glanced around to see that his hansom was still there. It had disappeared.

What an idiot that cabman is! he exclaimed, intensely annoyed at the prospect of lugging his heavy suit case to a Madison Avenue car and traveling with it to Harlem.

He looked up and down the dimly lighted street; east, an electric car glided down Madison Avenue; west, the lights of Fifth Avenue glimmered against the dark foliage of the Park. He stood a moment, angry at the desertion of his cabman, then turned and reëntered the dark hall, closing the door behind him.

Up the staircase he felt his way to the first landing, and, lighting a match, looked for the electric button.

Am I crazy, or was there no electric button in this hall? he thought. The match burned low; he had to drop it. Perplexed, he struck another match and opened the door leading into the front room, and stood on the threshold a moment, looking about him at the linen-shrouded furniture and pictures. This front room, closed for the summer, he had not before entered, but he stepped in now, poking about for any possible intruder, lighting match after match.

I suppose I ought to go over this confounded house inch by inch, he murmured. What could have possessed me to leave the front door ajar this morning?

For an instant he thought that perhaps Mrs. Nolan, the woman who came in the morning to make his bed, might have left the door open, but he knew that couldnt be so, because he always waited for her to finish her work and leave before he went out. So either he must have left the door open, or some marauder had visited the house — was perhaps at that moment in the house! And it was his duty to find out.

Id better be about it, too, he thought savagely, or Ill never make my train.

He struck his last match, looked around, and, seeing gas jets among the clustered electric bulbs of the sconces, tried to light one and succeeded.

He had left his suit case in the passageway between the front and rear rooms, and now, cautiously, stick in hand, he turned toward the dim corridor leading to the bedroom. There was his suit case, anyway! He picked it up and started to push open the door of the rear room; but at the same time, and before he could lay his hand on the knob, the door before him opened suddenly in a flood of light, and a woman stood there, dark against the gas-lit glare, a pistol waveringly extended in the general direction of his head.






CHAPTER XVI
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GOOD HEAVENS! HE said, appalled, and dropped his suit case with a crash.

W-what are you d-doing— She controlled her voice and the wavering weapon with an effort. What are you doing in this house?

Doing? In this house? he repeated, his eyes protruding in the direction of the unsteady pistol muzzle. What are you doing in this house — if you dont mind saying!

I — I m-must ask you to put up your hands, she said. If you move I shall certainly s-shoot off this pistol.

It will go off, anyway, if you handle it like that! he said, exasperated. What do you mean by pointing it at me?

I mean to fire it off in a few moments if you dont raise your hands above your head!

He looked at the pistol; it was new and shiny; he looked at the athletic young figure silhouetted against the brilliant light.

Well, if you make a point of it, of course. He slowly held up both hands, higher, then higher still. Upon my word! he breathed. Held up by a woman! And he said aloud, bitterly: No doubt you have assistance close at hand.

No doubt, she said coolly. What have you been packing into that valise?

P-packing into what? Oh, into that suit case? That is my suit case.

Of course it is, she said quietly, but what have you inside it?

Nothing you or your friends would care for, he said meaningly.

I must be the judge of that, she retorted. Please open that suit case.

How can I if my hands are in the air? he expostulated, now intensely interested in the novelty of being held up by this graceful and vaguely pretty silhouette.

You may lower your arms to unpack the suit case, she said.

I — I had rather not if you are going to keep me covered with your pistol.

Of course I shall keep you covered. Unpack your booty at once!

My — what?

Booty.

Madam, do you take me for a thief? Have you, by chance, entered the wrong house? I — I cannot reconcile your voice with what I am forced to consider you — a housebreaker—

We will discuss that later. Unpack that bag! she insisted.

But — but there is nothing in it except samples of marble—

What! she exclaimed nervously. What did you say? Samples of marble?

Marble, madam! Georgia marble!

Oh! So you are the young man who goes about pretending to peddle Georgia marble from samples! Are you? The famous marble man I have heard of.

I? Madam, I dont know what you mean!

Come! she said scornfully; let me see the contents of that suit case. I — I am not afraid of you; I am not a bit afraid of you. And I shall catch your accomplice, too.

Madam, you speak like an honest woman! You must have managed to enter the wrong house. This is number thirty-eight, where I live.

It is number thirty-six; my house!

But I know it is number thirty-eight; Mr. Lees house, he protested hopefully. This is some dreadful mistake.

Mr. Lees house is next door, she said. Do you not suppose I know my own house? Besides, I have been warned against a plausible young man who pretends he has Georgia marble to sell—

There is a dreadful mistake somewhere, he insisted. Please p-p-put up your p-pistol and aid me to solve it. I am no robber, madam. I thought at first that you were. Im living in Mr. Lees house, No. 38 East Eighty-third Street, and Ive looked carefully at the number over the door of this house and the number is thirty-eight, and the street is East Eighty-third. So I naturally conclude that I am in Mr. Lees house.

Your arguments and your conclusions are very plausible, she said, but, fortunately for me, I have been expressly warned against a young man of your description. You are the marble man!

Its a mistake! A very dreadful one.

Then how did you enter this house?

I have a key — I mean I found the front door unlatched. Please dont misunderstand me; I know it sounds unconvincing, but I really have a key to number thirty-eight.

He attempted to reach for his pocket and the pistol glittered in his face.

Wont you let me prove my innocence? he asked.

You cant prove it by showing me a key. Besides, its probably a weapon. Anyhow, if, as you pretend, you have managed to get into the wrong house, why did you bring that suit case up here?

It was here. Its mine. I left it here in this passageway.

In my house? she asked incredulously.

In number thirty-eight; that is all I know. Ill open the suit case if you will let me. I have already described its contents. If it has samples of marble in it you must be convinced!

It will convince me that it is your valise. But what of that? I know it is yours already, she said defiantly. I know, at least, that you are the marble man — if nothing worse!

But malefactors dont go about carrying samples of Georgia marble, he protested, dropping on one knee under the muzzle of her revolver and tugging at the straps and buckles. In a second or two he threw open the case — and the sight of the contents staggered him. For there, thrown in pellmell among small square blocks of polished marble was a complete kit of burglars tools, including also a mask, a dark lantern, and a blackjack.

What — w — w — what on earth is this? he stammered. These things dont belong to me. I wont have them! I dont want them. Who put them into my suit case? How the deuce—

You are the marble man! she said with a shudder. Your crimes are known! Your wretched accomplice will be caught! You are the marble man — or something worse!

Kneeling there, aghast, bewildered, he passed his hand across his eyes as though to clear them from some terrible vision. But the suit case was still there with its incriminating contents when he looked again.

I am sorry for you, she said tremulously. I — if it were not for the marble — I would let you go. But you are the marble man!

Yes, and Im probably a madman, too. I dont know what I am! I dont know what is happening to me. I ought to be going, that is all I know—

I cannot let you go.

But I must! Ive got to catch a train.

The feebleness of his excuse chilled her pity.

I shall not let you go, she said, resting the hand which held the pistol on her hip, but keeping him covered. I know you came to rob my house; I know you are a thoroughly bad and depraved young man, but for all that I could find it in my heart to let you go if you were not also the marble man!

What on earth is the marble man? he asked, exasperated.

I dont know. I have been earnestly warned against him. Probably he is a relative of my butler—

Im not a relative of anybodys butler!

You say you are not. How do I know? I — I will make you an offer. I will give you one last chance. If you will return to me the jewels that my butler took—

Good heavens, madam! Do you really take me for a professional burglar?

How can I help it? she said indignantly. Look at your suit case full of lanterns and masks — full of marble, too!

Speechless, he stared at the burglars kit.

I am sorry— Her voice had altered again to a tremulous sweetness. I cant help feeling sorry for you. You do not seem to be hardened; your voice and manner are not characteristically criminal. I — I cant see your face very clearly, but it does not seem to be a brutally inhuman face—

An awful desire to laugh seized Kerns; he struggled against it; hysteria lay that way; and he covered his face with both hands and pinched himself.

She probably mistook the action for the emotion of shame and despair born of bitter grief; perhaps of terror of the law. It frightened her a little, but pity dominated. She could scarcely endure to do what she must do.

This is dreadful, dreadful! she faltered. If you only would give me back my jewels—

Sounds, hastily smothered, escaped him. She believed them to be groans, and it made her slightly faint.

I — Ive simply got to telephone for the police, she said pityingly. I must ask you to sit down there and wait — there is a chair. Sit there — and please dont move, for I — this has unnerved me — I am not accustomed to doing cruel things; and if you should move too quickly or attempt to run away I feel certain that this pistol would explode.

Are you going to telephone? he asked.

Yes, I am.

She backed away, cautiously, pistol menacing him, reached for the receiver, and waited for Central. She waited a long time before she realized that the telephone as well as the electric light was out of commission.

Did you cut all these wires? she demanded angrily.

I? What wires?

She reached out and pressed the electric button which should have rung a bell in her maids bedroom on the top floor. She kept her finger on the button for ten minutes. It was useless.

You laid deliberate plans to rob this house, she said, her cheeks pink with indignation. I am not a bit sorry for you. I shall not let you go! I shall sit here until somebody comes to my assistance, if I have to sit here for weeks and weeks!

If youd let me telephone to my club— he began.

Your club! You are very plausible. You didnt offer to call up any club until you found that the telephone was not working!

He thought a moment. I dont suppose you would trust me to go out and get a policeman?

Certainly not.

Or go into the front room and open a window and summon some passer-by?

How do I know you havent confederates waiting outside?

Thats true, he said seriously.

There was a silence. Her nerves seemed to trouble her, for she began to pace to and fro in front of the passageway where he sat comfortably on his chair, arms folded, one knee dropped over the other.

The light being behind her he could not as yet distinguish her features very clearly. Her figure was youthful, slender, yet beautifully rounded; her head charming in contour. He watched her restlessly walking on the floor, small hand clutching the pistol resting on her hip.

The ruddy burnished glimmer on the edges of her hair he supposed, at first, was caused by the strong light behind her.

This is atrocious! she murmured, halting to confront him. How dared you sever every electric connection in my house?

As she spoke she stepped backward a pace or two, resting herself for a moment against the footboard of the bed — full in the gaslight. And he saw her face.

For a moment he studied her; an immense wave of incredulity swept over him — of wild unbelief, slowly changing to the astonishment of dawning conviction. Astounded, silent, he stared at her from his shadowy corner; and after a while his pulses began to throb and throb and hammer, and the clamoring confusion of his senses seemed to deafen him.

[image: img133.jpg]

This is atrocious, she murmured, halting to confront him.

She rested a moment or two against the footboard of the bed, her big gray eyes fixed on his vague and shadowy form.

This wont do, she said.

No, he said, it wont do.

He spoke very quietly, very gently. She detected the alteration in his voice and started slightly, as though the distant echo of a familiar voice had sounded.

What did you say? she asked, coming nearer, pistol glittering in advance.

I said It wont do. I dont know what I meant by it. If I meant anything I was wrong. It will do. The situation is perfectly agreeable to me.

Insolence will not help you, she said sharply. And under the sharpness he detected the slightest quaver of a new alarm.

I am going to free myself, he said coolly.

If you move I shall certainly shoot! she retorted.

I am going to move — but only my lips. I have only to move my lips to free myself.

I should scarcely advise you to trust to your eloquence. I have been duly warned, you see.

Who warned you? he asked curiously. And, as she disdained to reply: Never mind. We can clear that up later. Now let me ask you something.

You are scarcely in a position to ask questions, she said.

May I not speak to you?

Is it necessary?

He thought a moment. No, not necessary. Nothing is in this life, you know. I thought differently once. Once — when I was younger — six years younger — I thought happiness was necessary. I found that a man might live without it.

She stood gazing at him through the shadows, pistol on hip.

What do you mean? she asked.

I mean that happiness is not necessary to life. Life goes on all the same. My life has continued for six years without that happiness which some believe to be essential.

After a silence she said: I can tell by the way you speak that you are well born. I — I dread to do what I simply must do.

He, too, sat silent a long time — long enough for an utterly perverse and whimsical humor to take complete possession of him.

Wont you let me go — this time? he pleaded.

I cannot.

You had better let me go while you can, he said, because, perhaps, you may find it difficult to get rid of me later.

Affronted, she shrank back from the doorway and stood in the center of her room, angry, disdainful, beautiful, under the ruddy glory of her lustrous hair.

His perverse mood changed, too; he leaned forward, studying her minutely — the splendid gray eyes, the delicate mouth and nose, the full, sweet lips, the witchery of wrist and hand, and the flowing, rounded outline of limb and body under the pretty gown. Could this be she? This lovely, mature woman, wearing scarcely a trace of the young girl he had never forgotten — scarcely a trace save in the beauty of her eyes and hair — save in the full, red mouth, sweet and sensitive even in its sudden sullenness?

Once, he said, and his voice sounded to him like voices heard in dreams— once, years and years ago, there was a steamer, and a man and a young girl on board. Do you mind my telling you about it?

She stood leaning against the footboard of the bed, not even deigning to raise her eyes in reply. So he made the slightest stir in his chair; and then she looked up quickly enough, pistol poised.

The steamer, said Kerns slowly, was coming into Southampton — six years ago. On deck these two people stood — a man of twenty-eight, a girl of eighteen — six years ago. The name of the steamer was the Carnatic. Did you ever hear of that ship?

She was looking at him attentively. He waited for her reply; she made none; and he went on.

The man had asked the girl something — I dont know what — I dont know why her gray eyes filled with tears. Perhaps it was because she could not do what the man asked her to do. It may have been to love him; it may have been that he was asking her to marry him and that she couldnt. Perhaps that is why there were tears in her eyes — because she may have been sorry to cause him the pain of refusal — sorry, perhaps, perhaps a little guilty. Because she must have seen that he was falling in love with her, and she — she let him — knowing all the time that she was to marry another man. Did you ever hear of that man before?

She had straightened up, quivering, wide eyed, lips parted. He rose and walked slowly into her room, confronting her under the full glare of light.

Her pistol fell clattering to the floor. It did not explode because it was not loaded.

Now, he said unsteadily, will you give me my freedom? I have waited for it — not minutes — but years — six years. I ask it now — the freedom I enjoyed before I ever saw you. Can you give it back to me? Can you restore to me a capacity for happiness? Can you give me a heart to love with — love some woman, as other men love? Is it very much I ask of you — to give me a chance in life — the chance I had before I ever saw you?

Her big gray eyes seemed fascinated; he looked deep into them, smiling; and she turned white.

Will you give me what I ask? he said, still smiling.

She strove to speak; she could not, but her eyes never faltered. Suddenly the color flooded her neck and cheeks to the hair, and the quick tears glimmered.

I — I did not understand; I was too young to be cruel, she faltered. How could I know what I was doing? Or what — what you did?

I? To you?

Y-yes. Did you think that I escaped heart free? Do you realize what my punishment was — to — to marry — and remember! If I was too young, too inexperienced to know what I was doing, I was not too young to suffer for it!

You mean— He strove to control his voice, but the sweet, fearless gray eyes met his; the old flame leaped in his veins. He reached out to steady himself and his hand touched hers — that soft, white hand that had held him all these years in the hollow of its palm.

Did you ever love me? he demanded.

Her eyes, wet with tears, met his straight as the starry gaze of a child.

Yes, she said.

His hand tightened over hers; she swayed a moment, quivering from head to foot; then drawing a quick, sobbing breath, closed her eyes, imprisoned in his arms; and, after a long while, aroused, she looked up at him, her divine eyes unclosing dreamily.

Somebody is hammering at the front door, he breathed. Listen!

I hear. I believe it must be the Tracer of Lost Persons.

What?

Only a Mr. Keen.

O Lord! said Kerns faintly, and covered his face with her fragrant hands.

Very tenderly, very gravely, she drew her hands away, and, laying them on his shoulders, looked up at him.

You — you know what there is in your suit case, she faltered; are you a burglar, dear?

Ask the Tracer of Lost Persons, said Kerns gently, what sort of a criminal I am!

They stood together for one blissful moment listening to the loud knocking below, then, hand in hand, they descended the dark stairway to admit the Tracer of Lost Persons.






CHAPTER XVII
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ON THE THIRTEENTH day of March, 1906, Kerns received the following cable from an old friend:

Is there anybody in New York who can find two criminals for me? I dont want to call in the police.

J.T. BURKE.

To which Kerns replied promptly:

Wire Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, N.Y.

And a day or two later, being on his honeymoon, he forgot all about his old friend Jack Burke.

On the fifteenth day of March, 1906, Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, received the following cablegram from Alexandria, Egypt:

Keen, Tracer, New York: — Locate Joram Smiles, forty, stout, lame, red hair, ragged red mustache, cast in left eye, pallid skin; carries one crutch; supposed to have arrived in America per S.S. Scythian Queen, with man known as Emanuel Gandon, swarthy, short, fat, light bluish eyes, Eurasian type.

I will call on you at your office as soon as my steamer, Empress of Babylon, arrives. If you discover my men, keep them under surveillance, but on no account call in police. Spare no expense. Dundas, Gray & Co. are my bankers and reference.

JOHN TEMPLETON BURKE.

On Monday, April 2d, a few minutes after eight oclock in the morning, the card of Mr. John Templeton Burke was brought to Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, and a moment later a well-built, wiry, sun-scorched young man was ushered into Mr. Keens private office by a stenographer prepared to take minutes of the interview.

The first thing that the Tracer of Lost Persons noted in his visitor was his mouth; the next his eyes. Both were unmistakably good — the eyes which his Creator had given him looked people squarely in the face at every word; the mouth, which a mans own character fashions agreeably or mars, was pleasant, but firm when the trace of the smile lurking in the corners died out.

There were dozens of other external characteristics which Mr. Keen always looked for in his clients; and now the rapid exchange of preliminary glances appeared to satisfy both men, for they advanced toward each other and exchanged a formal hand clasp.

Have you any news for me? asked Burke.

I have, said the Tracer. There are cigars on the table beside you — matches in that silver case. No, I never smoke; but I like the aroma — and I like to watch men smoke. Do you know, Mr. Burke, that no two men smoke in the same fashion? There is as much character in the manner of holding a cigar as there is difference in the technic of artists.

Burke nodded, amused, but, catching sight of the busy stenographer, his bronzed features became serious, and he looked at Mr. Keen inquiringly.

It is my custom, said the Tracer. Do you object to my stenographer?

Burke looked at the slim young girl in her black gown and white collar and cuffs. Then, very simply, he asked her pardon for objecting to her presence, but said that he could not discuss his case if she remained. So she rose, with a humorous glance at Mr. Keen; and the two men stood up until she had vanished, then reseated themselves vis-a-vis. Mr. Keen calmly dropped his elbow on the concealed button which prepared a hidden phonograph for the reception of every word that passed between them.

What news have you for me, Mr. Keen? asked the younger man with that same directness which the Tracer had already been prepared for, and which only corroborated the frankness of eyes and voice.

My news is brief, he said. I have both your men under observation.

Already? exclaimed Burke, plainly unprepared. Do you actually mean that I can see these men whenever I desire to do so? Are these scoundrels in this town — within pistol shot?

His youthful face hardened as he snapped out his last word, like the crack of a whip.

I dont know how far your pistol carries, said Mr. Keen. Do you wish to swear out a warrant?

No, I do not. I merely wish their addresses. You have not used the police in this matter, have you, Mr. Keen?

No. Your cable was explicit, said the Tracer. Had you permitted me to use the police it would have been much less expensive for you.

I cant help that, said the young man. Besides, in a matter of this sort, a man cannot decently consider expense.

A matter of what sort? asked the Tracer blandly.

Of this sort.

Oh! Yet even now I do not understand. You must remember, Mr. Burke, that you have not told me anything concerning the reasons for your quest of these two men, Joram Smiles and Emanuel Gandon. Besides, this is the first time you have mentioned pistol range.

Burke, smoking steadily, looked at the Tracer through the blue fog of his cigar.

No, he said, I have not told you anything about them.

Mr. Keen waited a moment; then, smiling quietly to himself, he wrote down the present addresses of Joram Smiles and Emanuel Gandon, and, tearing off the leaf, handed it to the younger man, saying: I omit the pistol range, Mr. Burke.

I am very grateful to you, said Burke. The efficiency of your system is too famous for me to venture to praise it. All I can say is Thank you; all I can do in gratitude is to write my check — if you will be kind enough to suggest the figures.

Are you sure that my services are ended?

Thank you, quite sure.

So the Tracer of Lost Persons named the figures, and his client produced a check book and filled in a check for the amount. This was presented and received with pleasant formality. Burke rose, prepared to take his leave, but the Tracer was apparently busy with the combination lock of a safe, and the young man lingered a moment to make his adieus.

As he stood waiting for the Tracer to turn around he studied the writing on the sheet of paper which he held toward the light:

Joram Smiles, no profession, 613 West 24th Street. Emanuel Gandon, no profession, same address. Very dangerous men.

It occurred to him that these three lines of pencil-writing had cost him a thousand dollars — and at the same instant he flushed with shame at the idea of measuring the money value of anything in such a quest as this.

And yet — and yet he had already spent a great deal of money in his brief quest, and — was he any nearer the goal — even with the penciled addresses of these two men in his possession? Even with these men almost within pistol shot!

Pondering there, immersed in frowning retrospection, the room, the Tracer, the city seemed to fade from his view. He saw the red sand blowing in the desert; he heard the sickly squealing of camels at the El Teb Wells; he saw the sun strike fire from the rippling waters of Saïs; he saw the plain, and the ruins high above it; and the odor of the Long Bazaar smote him like a blow, and he heard the far call to prayer from the minarets of Sa-el-Hagar, once Saïs, the mysterious — Saïs of the million lanterns, Saïs of that splendid festival where the Great Triads worship swayed dynasty after dynasty, and where, through the hot centuries, Isis, veiled, impassive, looked out upon the hundredth king of kings, Meris, the Builder of Gardens, dragged dead at the chariot of Upper and Lower Egypt.

Slowly the visions faded; into his remote eyes crept the consciousness of the twentieth century again; he heard the river whistles blowing, and the far dissonance of the streets — that iron undertone vibrating through the metropolis of the West from river to river and from the Palisades to the sea.

His gaze wandered about the room, from telephone desk to bookcase, from the table to the huge steel safe, door ajar, swung outward like the polished breech of a twelve-inch gun.

Then his vacant eyes met the eyes of the Tracer of Lost Persons, almost helplessly. And for the first time the full significance of this quest he had undertaken came over him like despair — this strange, hopeless, fantastic quest, blindly, savagely pursued from the sand wastes of Saïs to the wastes of this vast arid city of iron and masonry, ringing to the sky with the menacing clamor of its five monstrous boroughs.

Curiously weary of a sudden, he sat down, resting his head on one hand. The Tracer watched him, bent partly over his desk. From moment to moment he tore minute pieces from the blotter, or drew imaginary circles and arabesques on his pad with an inkless pen.

Perhaps I could help you, after all — if youd let me try, he said quietly.

Dou you mean — me? asked Burke, without raising his head.

If you like — yes, you — or any man in trouble — in perplexity — in the uncertain deductions which arise from an attempt at self-analysis.

It is true; I am trying to analyze myself. I believe that I dont know how. All has been mere impulse — so far. No, I dont know how to analyze it all.

I do, said the Tracer.

Burke raised his level, unbelieving eyes.

You are in love, said the Tracer.

After a long time Burke looked up again. Do you think so?

Yes. Can I help you? asked the Tracer pleasantly.

The young man sat silent, frowning into space; then:

I tell you plainly enough that I have come here to argue with two men at the end of a pistol; and — you tell me Im in love. By what logic—

It is written in your face, Mr. Burke — in your eyes, in every feature, every muscles contraction, every modulation of your voice. My tables, containing six hundred classified superficial phenomena peculiar to all human emotions, have been compiled and scientifically arranged according to Bertillons system. It is an absolutely accurate key to every phase of human emotion, from hate, through all its amazingly paradoxical phenomena, to love, with all its genera under the suborder — all its species, subspecies, and varieties.

He leaned back, surveying the young man with kindly amusement.

You talk of pistol range, but you are thinking of something more fatal than bullets, Mr. Burke. You are thinking of love — of the first, great, absorbing, unreasoning passion that has ever shaken you, blinded you, seized you and dragged you out of the ordered path of life, to push you violently into the strange and unexplored! That is what stares out on the world through those haunted eyes of yours, when the smile dies out and you are off your guard; that is what is hardening those flat, clean bands of muscle in jaw and cheek; that is what those hints of shadow mean beneath the eye, that new and delicate pinch to the nostril, that refining, almost to sharpness, of the nose, that sensitive edging to the lips, and the lean delicacy of the chin.

He bent slightly forward in his chair.

There is all that there, Mr. Burke, and something else — the glimmering dawn of desperation.

Yes, said the other, that is there. I am desperate.

Exactly. Also you wear two revolvers in a light, leather harness strapped up under your armpits, said the Tracer, laughing. Take them off, Mr. Burke. There is nothing to be gained in shooting up Mr. Smiles or converting Mr. Gandon into nitrates.

If it is a matter where one man can help another, the Tracer added simply, it would give me pleasure to place my resources at your command — without recompense—

Mr. Keen! said Burke, astonished.

Yes?

You are very amiable; I had not wished — had not expected anything except professional interest from you.

Why not? I like you, Mr. Burke.

The utter disarming candor of this quiet, elderly gentleman silenced the younger man with a suddenness born of emotions long crushed, long relentlessly mastered, and which now, in revolt, shook him fiercely in every fiber. All at once he felt very young, very helpless in the world — that same world through which, until within a few weeks, he had roved so confidently, so arrogantly, challenging man and the gods themselves in the pride of his strength and youth.

But now, halting, bewildered, lost amid the strange maze of byways whither impulse had lured and abandoned him, he looked out into a world of wilderness and unfamiliar stars and shadow shapes undreamed of, and he knew not which way to turn — not even how to return along the ways his impetuous feet had trodden in this strange and hopeless quest of his.

How can you help me? he said bluntly, while the quivering undertone rang in spite of him. Yes, I am in love; but how can any living man help me?

Are you in love with the dead? asked the Tracer gravely. For that only is hopeless. Are you in love with one who is not living?

Yes.

You love one whom you know to be dead?

Yes; dead.

How do you know that she is dead?

That is not the question. I knew that when I fell in love with her. It is not that which appals me; I ask nothing more than to live my life out loving the dead. I — I ask very little.

He passed his unsteady hand across his dry lips, across his eyes and forehead, then laid his clinched fist on the table.

Some men remain constant to a memory; some to a picture — sane, wholesome, normal men. Some men, with a fixed ideal, never encounter its facsimile, and so never love. There is nothing strange, after all, in this; nothing abnormal, nothing unwholesome. Grünwald loved the marble head and shoulders of the lovely Amazon in the Munich Museum; he died unmarried, leaving the charities and good deeds of a blameless life to justify him. Sir Henry Guest, the great surgeon who worked among the poor without recompense, loved Gainsboroughs Lady Wilton. The portrait hangs above his tomb in St. Clements Hundreds. DEpernay loved Mlle. Jeanne Vacaresco, who died before he was born. And I — I love in my own fashion.

His low voice rang with the repressed undertone of excitement; he opened and closed his clinched hand as though controlling the lever of his emotions.

What can you do for a man who loves the shadow of Life? he asked.

If you love the shadow because the substance has passed away — if you love the soul because the dust has returned to the earth as it was—

It has not! said the younger man.

The Tracer said very gravely: It is written that whenever the Silver Cord is loosed, then shall the dust return unto the earth as it was, and the spirit shall return unto Him who gave it.

The spirit — yes; that has taken its splendid flight—

His voice choked up, died out; he strove to speak again, but could not. The Tracer let him alone, and bent again over his desk, drawing imaginary circles on the stained blotter, while moment after moment passed under the tension of that fiercest of all struggles, when a man sits throttling his own soul into silence.

And, after a long time, Burke lifted a haggard face from the cradle of his crossed arms and shook his shoulders, drawing a deep, steady breath.

Listen to me! he said in an altered voice.

And the Tracer of Lost Persons nodded.






CHAPTER XVIII
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WHEN I LEFT the Point I was assigned to the colored cavalry. They are good men; we went up Kettle Hill together. Then came the Philippine troubles, then that Chinese affair. Then I did staff duty, and could not stand the inactivity and resigned. They had no use for me in Manchuria; I tired of waiting, and went to Venezuela. The prospects for service there were absurd; I heard of the Moorish troubles and went to Morocco. Others of my sort swarmed there; matters dragged and dragged, and the Kaiser never meant business, anyway.

Being independent, and my means permitting me, I got some shooting in the back country. This all degenerated into the merest nomadic wandering — nothing but sand, camels, ruins, tents, white walls, and blue skies. And at last I came to the town of Sa-el-Hagar.

His voice died out; his restless, haunted eyes became fixed.

Sa-el-Hagar, once ancient Saïs, repeated the Tracer quietly; and the young man looked at him.

You know that?

Yes, said the Tracer.

For a while Burke remained silent, preoccupied, then, resting his chin on his hand and speaking in a curiously monotonous voice, as though repeating to himself by rote, he went on:

The town is on the heights — have you a pencil? Thank you. Here is the town of Sa-el-Hagar, here are the ruins, here is the wall, and somewhere hereabouts should be the buried temple of Neith, which nobody has found. He shifted his pencil. Here is the lake of Saïs; here, standing all alone on the plain, are those great monolithic pillars stretching away into perspective — four hundred of them in all — a hundred and nine still upright. There were one hundred and ten when I arrived at El Teb Wells.

He looked across at the Tracer, repeating: One hundred and ten — when I arrived. One fell the first night — a distant pillar far away on the horizon. Four thousand years had it stood there. And it fell — the first night of my arrival. I heard it; the nights are cold at El Teb Wells, and I was lying awake, all a-shiver, counting the stars to make me sleep. And very, very far away in the desert I heard and felt the shock of its fall — the fall of forty centuries under the Egyptian stars.

His eyes grew dreamy; a slight glow had stained his face.

Did you ever halt suddenly in the Northern forests, listening, as though a distant voice had hailed you? Then you understand why that far, dull sound from the dark horizon brought me to my feet, bewildered, listening, as though my own name had been spoken.

I heard the wind in the tents and the stir of camels; I heard the reeds whispering on Saïs Lake and the yap-yap of a shivering jackal; and always, always, the hushed echo in my ears of my own name called across the star-lit waste.

At dawn I had forgotten. An Arab told me that a pillar had fallen; it was all the same to me, to him, to the others, too. The sun came out hot. I like heat. My men sprawled in the tents; some watered, some went up to the town to gossip in the bazaar. I mounted and cast bridle on neck — you see how much I cared where I went! In two hours we had completed a circle — like a ruddy hawk above El Teb. And my horse halted beside the fallen pillar.

As he spoke his language had become very simple, very direct, almost without accent, and he spoke slowly, picking his way with that lack of inflection, of emotion characteristic of a child reading a new reader.

The column had fallen from its base, eastward, and with its base it had upheaved another buried base, laying bare a sort of cellar and a flight of stone steps descending into darkness.

Into this excavation the sand was still running in tiny rivulets. Listening, I could hear it pattering far, far down into the shadows.

Sitting there in the saddle, the thing explained itself as I looked. The fallen pillar had been built upon older ruins; all Egypt is that way, ruin founded on the ruin of ruins — like human hopes.

The stone steps, descending into the shadow of remote ages, invited me. I dismounted, walked to the edge of the excavation, and, kneeling, peered downward. And I saw a wall and the lotus-carved rim of a vast stone-framed pool; and as I looked I heard the tinkle of water. For the pillar, falling, had unbottled the ancient spring, and now the stone-framed lagoon was slowly filling after its drought of centuries.

There was light enough to see by, but, not knowing how far I might penetrate, I returned to my horse, pocketed matches and candles from the saddlebags, and, returning, started straight down the steps of stone.

Fountain, wall, lagoon, steps, terraces half buried — all showed what the place had been: a water garden of ancient Egypt — probably royal — because, although I am not able to decipher hieroglyphics, I have heard somewhere that these picture inscriptions, when inclosed in a cartouch like this — he drew rapidly — 
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or this
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indicate that the subject of the inscription was once a king.

And on every wall, every column, I saw the insignia of ancient royalty, and I saw strange hawk-headed figures bearing symbols engraved on stone — beasts, birds, fishes, unknown signs and symbols; and everywhere the lotus carved in stone — the bud, the blossom half-inclosed, the perfect flower.

His dreamy eyes met the gaze of the Tracer, unseeing; he rested his sunburned face between both palms, speaking in the same vague monotone:

Everywhere dust, ashes, decay, the death of life, the utter annihilation of the living — save only the sparkle of reborn waters slowly covering the baked bed of the stone-edged pool — strange, luminous water, lacking the vital sky tint, enameled with a film of dust, yet, for all that, quickening with imprisoned brilliancy like an opal.

The slow filling of the pool fascinated me; I stood I know not how long watching the thin film of water spreading away into the dimness beyond. At last I turned and passed curiously along the wall where, at its base, mounds of dust marked what may have been trees. Into these I probed with my riding crop, but discovered nothing except the depths of the dust.

When I had penetrated the ghost of this ancient garden for a thousand yards the light from the opening was no longer of any service. I lighted a candle; and its yellow rays fell upon a square portal into which led another flight of steps. And I went down.

There were eighteen steps descending into a square stone room. Strange gleams and glimmers from wall and ceiling flashed dimly in my eyes under the wavering flame of the candle. Then the flame grew still — still as death — and Death lay at my feet — there on the stone floor — a man, square shouldered, hairless, the cobwebs of his tunic mantling him, lying face downward, arms outflung.

After a moment I stooped and touched him, and the entire prostrate figure dissolved into dust where it lay, leaving at my feet a shadow shape in thin silhouette against the pavement — merely a gray layer of finest dust shaped like a man, a tracery of impalpable powder on the stones.

Upward and around me I passed the burning candle; vast figures in blue and red and gold grew out of the darkness; the painted walls sparkled; the shadows that had slept through all those centuries trembled and shrank away into distant corners.

And then — and then I saw the gold edges of her sandals sparkle in the darkness, and the clasped girdle of virgin gold around her slender waist glimmered like purest flame!

Burke, leaning far across the table, interlocked hands tightening, stared and stared into space. A smile edged his mouth; his voice grew wonderfully gentle:

Why, she was scarcely eighteen — this child — there so motionless, so lifelike, with the sandals edging her little upturned feet, and the small hands of her folded between the breasts. It was as though she had just stretched herself out there — scarcely sound asleep as yet, and her thick, silky hair — cut as they cut childrens hair in these days, you know — cradled her head and cheeks.
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As though ... scarcely sound asleep as yet.

So marvelous the mimicry of life, so absolute the deception of breathing sleep, that I scarce dared move, fearing to awaken her.

When I did move I forgot the dusty shape of the dead at my feet, and left, full across his neck, the imprint of a spurred riding boot. It gave me my first shudder; I turned, feeling beneath my foot the soft, yielding powder, and stood aghast. Then — it is absurd! — but I felt as a man feels who has trodden inadvertently upon anothers foot — and in an impulse of reparation I stooped hastily and attempted to smooth out the mortal dust which bore the imprint of my heel. But the fine powder flaked my glove, and, looking about for something to compose the ashes with, I picked up a papyrus scroll. Perhaps he himself had written on it; nobody can ever know, and I used it as a sort of hoe to scrape him together and smooth him out on the stones.

The young man drew a yellowish roll of paper-like substance from his pocket and laid it on the table.

This is the same papyrus, he said. I had forgotten that I carried it away with me until I found it in my shooting coat while packing to sail for New York.

The Tracer of Lost Persons reached over and picked up the scroll. It was flexible still, but brittle; he opened it with great care, considered the strange figures upon it for a while, then turned almost sharply on his visitor.

Go on, he said.

And Burke went on:

The candle was burning low; I lighted two more, placing them at her head and feet on the edges of the stone couch. Then, lighting a third candle, I stood beside the couch and looked down at the dead girl under her veil-like robe, set with golden stars.

He passed his hand wearily over his hair and forehead.

I do not know what the accepted meaning of beauty may be if it was not there under my eyes. Flawless as palest amber ivory and rose, the smooth-flowing contours melted into exquisite symmetry; lashes like darkest velvet rested on the pure curve of the cheeks; the closed lids, the mouth still faintly stained with color, the delicate nose, the full, childish lips, sensitive, sweet, resting softly upon each other — if these were not all parts of but one lovely miracle, then there is no beauty save in a dream of Paradise. ...

A gold band of linked scarabs bound her short, thick hair straight across the forehead; thin scales of gold fell from a necklace, clothing her breasts in brilliant discolored metal, through which ivory-tinted skin showed. A belt of pure, soft gold clasped her body at the waist; gold-edged sandals clung to her little feet.

At first, when the stunned surprise had subsided, I thought that I was looking upon some miracle of ancient embalming, hitherto unknown. Yet, in the smooth skin there was no slit to prove it, no opening in any vein or artery, no mutilation of this sculptured masterpiece of the Most High, no cerements, no bandages, no gilded carven case with painted face to stare open eyed through the wailing cycles.

This was the image of sleep — of life unconscious — not of death. Yet is was death — death that had come upon her centuries and centuries ago; for the gold had turned iridescent and magnificently discolored; the sandal straps fell into dust as I bent above them, leaving the sandals clinging to her feet only by the wired silver core of the thongs. And, as I touched it fearfully, the veil-like garment covering her, vanished into thin air, its metal stars twinkling in a shower around her on the stone floor.

The Tracer, motionless, intent, scarcely breathed; the younger man moved restlessly in his chair, the dazed light in his eyes clearing to sullen consciousness.

What more is there to tell? he said. And to what purpose? All this is time wasted. I have my work cut out for me. What more is there to tell?

What you have left untold, said the Tracer, with the slightest ring of authority in his quiet voice.

And, as though he had added Obey! the younger man sank back in his chair, his hands contracting nervously.

I went back to El Teb, he said; I walked like a dreaming man. My sleep was haunted by her beauty; night after night, when at last I fell asleep, instantly I saw her face, and her dark eyes opening into mine in childish bewilderment; day after day I rode out to the fallen pillar and descended to that dark chamber where she lay alone. Then there came a time when I could not endure the thought of her lying there alone. I had never dared to touch her. Horror of what might happen had held me aloof lest she crumble at my touch to that awful powder which I had trodden on.

I did not know what to do; my Arabs had begun to whisper among themselves, suspicious of my absences, impatient to break camp, perhaps, and roam on once more. Perhaps they believed I had discovered treasure somewhere; I am not sure. At any rate, dread of their following me, determination to take my dead away with me, drove me into action; and that day when I reached her silent chamber I lighted my candle, and, leaning above her for one last look, I touched her shoulder with my finger tip.

It was a strange sensation. Prepared for a dreadful dissolution, utterly unprepared for cool, yielding flesh, I almost dropped where I stood. For her body was neither cold nor warm, neither dust-dry nor moist; neither the skin of the living nor the dead. It was firm, almost stiff, yet not absolutely without a certain hint of flexibility.

The appalling wonder of it consumed me; fear, incredulity, terror, apathy succeeded each other; then slowly a fierce shrinking happiness swept me in every fiber.

This marvelous death, this triumph of beauty over death, was mine. Never again should she lie here alone through the solitudes of night and day; never again should the dignity of Death lack the tribute demanded of Life. Here was the appointed watcher — I, who had found her alone in the wastes of the world — all alone on the outermost edges of the world — a child, dead and unguarded. And standing there beside her I knew that I should never love again.

He straightened up, stretching out his arm: I did not intend to carry her away to what is known as Christian burial. How could I consign her to darkness again, with all its dreadful mockery of marble, all its awful emblems?

This lovely stranger was to be my guest forever. The living should be near her while she slept so sweetly her slumber through the centuries; she should have warmth, and soft hangings and sunlight and flowers; and her unconscious ears should be filled with the pleasant stir of living things. ... I have a house in the country, a very old house among meadows and young woodlands. And I — I had dreamed of giving this child a home—

His voice broke; he buried his head in his hands a moment; but when he lifted it again his features were hard as steel.

There was already talk in the bazaar about me. I was probably followed, but I did not know it. Then one of my men disappeared. For a week I hesitated to trust my Arabs; but there was no other way. I told them there was a mummy which I desired to carry to some port and smuggle out of the country without consulting the Government. I knew perfectly well that the Government would never forego its claim to such a relic of Egyptian antiquity. I offered my men too much, perhaps. I dont know. They hesitated for a week, trying by every artifice to see the treasure, but I never let them out of my sight.

Then one day two white men came into camp; and with them came a government escort to arrest me for looting an Egyptian tomb. The white men were Joram Smiles and that Eurasian, Emanuel Gandon, who was partly white, I suppose. I didnt comprehend what they were up to at first. They escorted me forty miles to confront the official at Shen-Bak. When, after a stormy week, I was permitted to return to Saïs, my Arabs and the white men were gone. And the stone chamber under the water garden wall was empty as the hand I hold out to you!

He opened his palm and rose, his narrowing eyes clear and dangerous.

At the bazaar I learned enough to know what had been done. I traced the white men to the coast. They sailed on the Scythian Queen, taking with them all that I care for on earth or in heaven! And you ask me why I measure their distance from me by a bullets flight!

The Tracer also rose, pale and grave.

Wait! he said. There are other things to be done before you prepare to face a jury for double murder.

It is for them to choose, said Burke. They shall have the choice of returning to me my dead, or of going to hell full of lead.

Exactly, my dear sir. That part is not difficult, said the Tracer quietly. There will be no occasion for violence, I assure you. Kindly leave such details to me. I know what is to be done. You are outwardly very calm, Mr. Burke — even dangerously placid; but though you maintain an admirable command over yourself superficially, you are laboring under terrible excitement. Therefore it is my duty to say to you at once that there is no cause for your excitement, no cause for your apprehension as to results. I feel exceedingly confident that you will, in due time, regain possession of all that you care for most — quietly, quietly, my dear sir! You are not yet ready to meet these men, nor am I ready to go with you. I beg you to continue your habit of self-command for a little while. There is no haste — that is to say, there is every reason to make haste slowly. And the quickest method is to seat yourself. Thank you. And I shall sit here beside you and spread out this papyrus scroll for your inspection.
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Burke stared at the Tracer, then at the scroll.

What has that inscription to do with the matter in hand? he demanded impatiently.

I leave you to judge, said the Tracer. A dull tint of excitement flushed his lean cheeks; he twisted his gray mustache and bent over the unrolled scroll which was now held flat by weights at the four corners.

Can you understand any of these symbols, Mr. Burke? he asked.

No.

Curious, mused the Tracer. Do you know it was fortunate that you put this bit of papyrus in the pocket of your shooting coat — so fortunate that, in a way, it approaches the miraculous?

What do you mean? Is there anything in that scroll bearing on this matter?

Yes.

And you can read it? Are you versed in such learning, Mr. Keen?

I am an Egyptologist — among other details, said the Tracer calmly.

The young man gazed at him, astonished. The Tracer of Lost Persons picked up a pencil, laid a sheet of paper on the table beside the papyrus, and slowly began to copy the first symbol:
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CHAPTER XIX
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THE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN word for the personal pronoun I was anuk, said the Tracer placidly. The phonetic for a was the hieroglyph
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a reed; for n the water symbol
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for u the symbols
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for k
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Therefore this hieroglyphic inscription begins with the personal pronoun
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or I. That is very easy, of course.

Now, the most ancient of Egyptian inscriptions read vertically in columns; there are only two columns in this papyrus, so well try it vertically and pass downward to the next symbol, which is inclosed in a sort of frame or cartouch. That immediately signifies that royalty is mentioned; therefore, we have already translated as much as I, the king (or queen). Do you see?

Yes, said Burke, staring.

Very well. Now this symbol, number two,
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spells out the word Meris, in this way: M (pronounced me) is phonetically symbolized by the characters
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r by
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(a mouth) and the comma
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and the hieroglyph
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i by two reeds
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and two oblique strokes,
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and s by
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This gives us Meris, the name of that deposed and fugitive king of Egypt who, after a last raid on the summer palace of Mer-Shen, usurping ruler of Egypt, was followed and tracked to Saïs, where, with an arrow through his back, he crawled to El Teb and finally died there of his wound. All this Egyptologists are perfectly familiar with in the translations of the boastful tablets and inscriptions erected near Saïs by Mer-Shen, the three hundred and twelfth sovereign after Queen Nitocris.

He looked up at Burke, smiling. Therefore, he said, this papyrus scroll was written by Meris, ex-king, a speculative thousands of years before Christ. And it begins: I, Meris the King.

How does all this bear upon what concerns me? demanded Burke.

Wait!

Something in the quiet significance of the Tracers brief command sent a curious thrill through the younger man. He leaned stiffly forward, studying the scroll, every faculty concentrated on the symbol which the Tracer had now touched with the carefully sharpened point of his pencil:
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That, said Mr. Keen, is the ancient Egyptian word for little, Ket. The next, below, written in two lines, is Samaris, a proper name — the name of a woman. Under that, again, is the symbol for the number 18; the decimal sign,
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and eight vertical strokes,
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Under that, again, is a hieroglyph of another sort, an ideograph representing a girl with a harp; and, beneath that, the symbol which always represented a dancing girl
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and also the royal symbol inclosed in a cartouch,
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which means literally the Ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt. Under that is the significant symbol
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representing an arm and a hand holding a stick. This always means force — to take forcibly or to use violence. Therefore, so far, we have the following literal translation: I, Meris the King, little Samaris, eighteen, a harpist, dancing girl, the Ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt, to take by violence—

What does that make? broke in Burke impatiently.

Wait! Wait until we have translated everything literally. And, Mr. Burke, it might make it easier for us both if you would remember that I have had the pleasure of deciphering many hundreds of papyri before you had ever heard that there were such things.

I beg your pardon, said the young man in a low voice.

I beg yours for my impatience, said the Tracer pleasantly. This deciphering always did affect my nerves and shorten my temper. And, no doubt, it is quite as hard on you. Shall we go on, Mr. Burke?

If you please, Mr. Keen.

So the Tracer laid his pencil point on the next symbol
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That is the symbol for night, he said; and that
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is the water symbol again, as you know; and that
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is the ideograph, meaning a ship. The five reversed crescents
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record the number of days voyage; the sign
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means a house, and is also the letter H in the Egyptian alphabet.

Under it, again, we have a repetition of the first symbol meaning I, and a repetition of the second symbol, meaning Meris, the King. Then, below that cartouch, comes a new symbol,
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which is the feminine personal pronoun, sentus, meaning she; and the first column is completed with the symbol for the ancient Egyptian verb, nehes, to awake,
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And now we take the second column, which begins with the jackal ideograph expressing slyness or cleverness. Under it is the hieroglyph meaning to run away, to escape. And under that, Mr. Burke, is one of the rarest of all Egyptian symbols; a symbol seldom seen on stone or papyrus,
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except in rare references to the mysteries of Isis. The meaning of it, so long in dispute, has finally been practically determined through a new discovery in the cuneiform inscriptions. It is the symbol of two hands holding two closed eyes; and it signifies power.

You mean that those ancients understood hypnotism? asked Burke, astonished.

Evidently their priests did; evidently hypnotism was understood and employed in certain mysteries. And there is the symbol of it; and under it the hieroglyphs
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meaning a day and a night, with the symbol
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as usual present to signify force or strength employed. Under that, again, is a human figure stretched upon a typical Egyptian couch. And now, Mr. Burke, note carefully three modifying signs: first, that it is a couch or bed on which the figure is stretched, not the funeral couch, not the embalming slab; second, there is no mummy mask covering the face, and no mummy case covering the body; third, that under the recumbent figure is pictured an open mouth, not a closed one.

All these modify the ideograph, apparently representing death. But the sleep symbol is not present. Therefore it is a sound inference that all this simply confirms the symbol of hypnotism.

Burke, intensely absorbed, stared steadily at the scroll.

Now, continued Mr. Keen, we note the symbol of force again, always present; and, continuing horizontally, a cartouch quite empty except for the midday sun. That is simply translated; the midday sun illuminates nothing. Meris, deposed, is king only in name; and the sun no longer shines on him as Ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt. Under that despairing symbol, King of Nothing, we have
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the phonetics which spell sha, the word for garden. And, just beyond this, horizontally, the modifying ideograph meaning a water garden;
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a design of lotus and tree alternating on a terrace. Under that is the symbol for the word aneb,
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a wall. Beyond that, horizontally, is the symbol for house. It should be placed under the wall symbol, but the Egyptians were very apt to fill up spaces instead of continuing their vertical columns. Now, beneath, we find the imperative command
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arise! And the Egyptian personal pronoun entuten,
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which means you or thou.

Under that is the symbol
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which means priest, or, literally, priest man. Then comes the imperative awake to life!
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After that, our first symbol again, meaning I, followed horizontally by the symbol
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signifying to go.

Then comes a very important drawing — you see? — the picture of a man with a jackals head, not a dogs head. It is not accompanied by the phonetic in a cartouch, as it should be. Probably the writer was in desperate haste at the end. But, nevertheless, it is easy to translate that symbol of the man with a jackals head. It is a picture of the Egyptian god, Anubis, who was supposed to linger at the side of the dying to conduct their souls. Anubis, the jackal-headed, is the courier, the personal escort of departing souls. And this is he.

And now the screed ends with the cry Pray for me!
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the last symbol on this strange scroll — this missive written by a deposed, wounded, and dying king to an unnamed priest. Here is the literal translation in columns:

I cunning

Meris the King escape

little hypnotize

Samaris King of Nothing

eighteen place forcibly

a harpist garden

a dancing girl — Ruler of water garden

Upper and Lower wall

Egypt house

took forcibly — night Arise. Do

by water Thou

five days Priest Man

ship Awake

house To life

I I go

Meris the King Anubis

she Pray

awake

And this is what that letter, thousands of years old, means in this language of ours, hundreds of years young: I, Meris the King, seized little Samaris, a harpist and a dancing girl, eighteen years of age, belonging to the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, and carried her away at night on shipboard — a voyage of five days — to my house. I, Meris the King, lest she lie awake watching cunningly for a chance to escape, hypnotized her (or had her hypnotized) so that she lay like one dead or asleep, but breathing, and I, King no longer of Upper and Lower Egypt, took her and placed her in my house under the wall of the water garden. Arise! therefore, O thou priest; (go) and awaken her to life. I am dying (I go with Anubis!). Pray for me!






CHAPTER XX
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FOR A FULL minute the two men sat there without moving or speaking. Then the Tracer laid aside his pencil.

To sum up, he said, opening the palm of his left hand and placing the forefinger of his right across it, the excavation made by the falling pillar raised in triumph above the water garden of the deposed king, Meris, by his rival, was the subterranean house of Meris. The prostrate figure which crumbled to powder at your touch may have been the very priest to whom this letter or papyrus was written. Perhaps the bearer of the scroll was a traitor and stabbed the priest as he was reading the missive. Who can tell how that priest died? He either died or betrayed his trust, for he never aroused the little Samaris from her suspended animation. And the water garden fell into ruins and she slept; and the Ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt raised his columns, lotus crowned, above the ruins; and she slept on. Then — you came.

Burke stared like one stupefied.

I do not know, said the Tracer gravely, what balm there may be in a suspension of sensation, perhaps of vitality, to protect the human body from corruption after death. I do not know how soon suspended animation or the state of hypnotic coma, undisturbed, changes into death — whether it comes gradually, imperceptibly freeing the soul; whether the soul hides there, asleep, until suddenly the flame of vitality is extinguished. I do not know how long she lay there with life in her.

He leaned back and touched an electric bell, then, turning to Burke:

Speaking of pistol range, he said, unstrap those weapons and pass them over, if you please.

And the young man obeyed as in a trance.

Thank you. There are four men coming into this room. You will keep your seat, if you please, Mr. Burke.

After a moment the door opened noiselessly. Two men handcuffed together entered the room; two men, hands in their pockets, sauntered carelessly behind the prisoners and leaned back against the closed door.

That short, red-haired, lame man with the cast in his eye — do you recognize him? asked the Tracer quietly.

Burke, grasping the arms of his chair, had started to rise, fury fairly blazing from his eyes; but, at the sound of the Tracers calm, even voice, he sank back into his chair.

That is Joram Smiles? You recognize him? continued Mr. Keen.

Burke nodded.

Exactly — alias Limpy, alias Red Jo, alias Big Stick Joram, alias Pinky; swindler, international confidence man, fence, burglar, gambler; convicted in 1887, and sent to Sing Sing for forgery; convicted in 1898, and sent to Auburn for swindling; arrested by my men on board the S.S. Scythian Queen, at the cabled request of John T. Burke, Esquire, and held to explain the nature of his luggage, which consisted of the contents of an Egyptian vault or underground ruin, declared at the customhouse as a mummy, and passed as such.

The quiet, monotonous voice of the Tracer halted, then, as he glanced at the second prisoner, grew harder:

Emanuel Gandon, general international criminal, with over half a hundred aliases, arrested in company with Smiles and held until Mr. Burkes arrival.

Turning to Burke, the Tracer continued: Fortunately, the Scythian Queen broke down off Brindisi. It gave us time to act on your cable; we found these men aboard when she was signaled off the Hook. I went out with the pilot myself, Mr. Burke.

Smiles shot a wicked look at Burke; Gandon scowled at the floor.

Now, said the Tracer pleasantly, meeting the venomous glare of Smiles, Ill get you that warrant you have been demanding to have exhibited to you. Here it is — charging you and your amiable friend Gandon with breaking into and robbing the Metropolitan Museum of ancient Egyptian gold ornaments, in March, 1903, and taking them to France, where they were sold to collectors. It seems that you found the business good enough to go prowling about Egypt on a hunt for something to sell here. A great mistake, my friends — a very great mistake, because, after the Museum has finished with you, the Egyptian Government desires to extradite you. And I rather suspect youll have to go.

He nodded to the two quiet men leaning against the door.

Come, Joram, said one of them pleasantly.

But Smiles turned furiously on the Tracer. You lie, you old gray rat! he cried. That aint no mummy; thats a plain dead girl! And there aint no extrydition for body snatchin, so I guess them niggers at Cairo wont get us, after all!

Perhaps, said the Tracer, looking at Burke, who had risen, pale and astounded. Sit down, Mr. Burke! There is no need to question these men; no need to demand what they robbed you of. For, he added slowly, what they took from the garden grotto of Saïs, and from you, I have under my own protection.

The Tracer rose, locked the door through which the prisoners and their escorts had departed; then, turning gravely on Burke, he continued:

That panel, there, is a door. There is a room beyond — a room facing to the south, bright with sunshine, flowers, soft rugs, and draperies of the East. She is there — like a child asleep!

Burke reeled, steadying himself against the wall; the Tracer stared at space, speaking very slowly:

Such death I have never before heard of. From the moment she came under my protection I have dared to doubt — many things. And an hour ago you brought me a papyrus scroll confirming my doubts. I doubt still — Heaven knows what! Who can say how long the flame of life may flicker within suspended animation? A week? A month? A year? Longer than that? Yes; the Hindoos have proved it. How long? The span of a normal life? Or longer? Can the life flame burn indefinitely when the functions are absolutely suspended — generation after generation, century after century?

Burke, ghastly white, straightened up, quivering in every limb; the Tracer, as pale as he, laid his hand on the secret panel.

If — if you dare say it — the phrase is this: O Ket Samaris, Nehes!— O Little Samaris, awake!

I — dare. In Heavens name, open that door!

Then, averting his head, the Tracer of Lost Persons swung open the panel.

A flood of sunshine flashed on Burkes face; he entered; and the paneled door closed behind him without a sound.

Minute after minute passed; the Tracer stood as though turned to stone, gray head bent.

Then he heard Burkes voice ring out unsteadily:

O Ket Samaris — Samaris! O Ket Samaris — Nehes!

And again: Samaris! Samaris! O beloved, awake!

And once more: Nehes! O Samaris!

Silence, broken by a strange, sweet, drowsy plaint — like a child awakened at midnight by a dazzling light.

Samaris!

Then, through the stillness, a little laugh, and a softly tremulous voice:

Ari un āhā, O Entuk sen!






CHAPTER XXI
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WHAT WE WANT to do, said Gatewood over the telephone, is to give you a corking little dinner at the Santa Regina. Therell be Mr. and Mrs. Tommy Kerns, Captain and Mrs. Harren, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Burke, Mrs. Gatewood, and myself. We want you to set the date for it, Mr. Keen, and we also wish you to suggest one more deliriously happy couple whom you have dragged out of misery and flung head-first into terrestrial paradise.

Do you young people really care to do this for me? asked the Tracer, laughing.

Of course we do. Were crazy about it. We want one more couple, and you to set the date.

There was the slightest pause; then the Tracers voice, with the same undertone of amusement ringing through it:

How would your cousin, Victor Carden, do?

Hes all right, only he isnt married. We want two people whom you have joined together after hazard has put them asunder and done stunts with them.

Very well; Victor Carden and his very lovely wife will be just the people.

Is Victor married? demanded Gatewood, astonished.

No, said the Tracer demurely, but he will be in time for that dinner. And he set the date for the end of the week in an amused voice, and rang off.

Then he glanced at the clock, touched an electric bell, and again unhooking the receiver of the telephone, called up the Sherwood Studios and asked for Mr. Carden.

Is this Mr. Carden? Oh, good morning, Mr. Carden! This is Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons. Could you make it convenient to call — say in course of half an hour? Thank you. ... What? ... Well, speaking with that caution and reserve which we are obliged to employ in making any preliminary statements to our clients, I think I may safely say that you have every reason to feel moderately encouraged.

You mean, said Cardens voice, that you have actually solved the proposition?

It has been a difficult proposition, Mr. Carden; I will not deny that it has taxed our resources to the uttermost. Over a thousand people, first and last, have been employed on this case. It has been a slow and tedious affair, Mr. Carden — tedious for us all. We seldom have a case continue as long as this has; it is a year ago to-day since you placed the matter in our hands. ... What? Well, without committing myself, I think that I may venture to express a carefully qualified opinion that the solution of the case is probably practically in the way of being almost accomplished! ... Yes, I shall expect you in half an hour. Good-by!

The Tracer of Lost Persons eyes were twinkling as he hung up the receiver and turned in his revolving chair to meet the pretty young woman who had entered in response to his ring.

The Carden case, if you please, Miss Smith, he said, smiling to himself.

The young woman also smiled; the Carden case had become a classic in the office. Nobody except Mr. Keen had believed that the case could ever be solved.

Safe-deposit box 108923! said Miss Smith softly, pressing a speaking tube to her red lips. In a few moments there came a hissing thud from the pneumatic tube; Miss Smith unlocked it and extracted a smooth, steel cylinder.

The combination for that cylinder is A-4-44-11-X, observed the Tracer, consulting a cipher code, which, translated, he added, gives us the setting combination, One, D, R-R,-J-24.

Miss Smith turned the movable disks at the end of the cylinder until the required combination appeared. Then she unscrewed the cylinder head and dumped out the documents in the famous Carden case.

As Mr. Carden will be here in half an hour or so I think we had better run over the case briefly, nodded the Tracer, leaning back in his chair and composing himself to listen. Begin with my preliminary memorandum, Miss Smith.

Case 108923, began the girl. Then she read the date, Cardens full name, Victor Carden, a terse biography of the same gentleman, and added: Case accepted. Contingent fee, $5,000.

Quite so, said Mr. Keen; now, run through the minutes of the first interview.

And Miss Smith unrolled a typewritten scroll and read:

Victor Carden, Esquire, the well-known artist, called this evening at 6.30. Tall, well-bred, good appearance, very handsome; very much embarrassed. Questioned by Mr. Keen he turned pink, and looked timidly at the stenographer (Miss Colt). Asked if he might not see Mr. Keen alone, Miss Colt retired. Mr. Keen set the recording phonograph in motion by dropping his elbow on his desk.

A brief résumé of the cylinder records followed:

Mr. Carden asked Mr. Keen if he (Mr. Keen) knew who he (Mr. Carden) was. Mr. Keen replied that everybody knew Mr. Carden, the celebrated painter and illustrator who had created the popular type of beauty known as the Carden Girl. Mr. Carden blushed and fidgeted. (Notes from. Mr. Keens Observation Book, p-297.) Admitted that he was the creator of the Carden Girl. Admitted he had drawn and painted that particular type of feminine beauty many times. Fidgeted some more. (Keens O.B., p-299.) Volunteered the statement that this type of beauty, known as the Carden Girl, was the cause of great unhappiness to himself. Questioned, turned pinker and fidgeted. (K.O.B., page 300.) Denied that his present trouble was caused by the model who had posed for the Carden Girl. Explained that a number of assorted models had posed for that type of beauty. Further explained that none of them resembled the type; that the type was his own creation; that he used models merely for the anatomy, and that he always idealized form and features.

Questioned again, admitted that the features of the Carden Girl were his ideal of the highest and loveliest type of feminine beauty. Did not deny that he had fallen in love with his own creation. Turned red and tried to smoke. (K.O.B., page 303.) Admitted he had been fascinated himself with his own rendering of a type of beauty which he had never seen anywhere except as rendered by his own pencil on paper or on canvas. Fidgeted. (K.O.B., page 304.) Admitted that he could easily fall in love with a woman who resembled the Carden Girl. Didnt believe she ever really existed. Confessed he had hoped for years to encounter her, but had begun to despair. Admitted that he had ventured to think that Mr. Keen might trace such a girl for him. Doubted Mr. Keens success. Fidgeted (K.O.B., page 306), and asked Mr. Keen to take the case. Promised to send to Mr. Keen a painting in oil which embodied his loftiest ideal of the type known as the Carden Girl. (Portrait received; lithographs made and distributed to our agents according to routine, from Canada to Mexico and from the Atlantic to the Pacific.)

Mr. Keen terminated the interview with characteristic tact, accepting the case on the contingent fee of $5,000.

Very well, said the Tracer, as Miss Smith rolled up the scroll and looked at him for further instructions. Now, perhaps you had better run over the short summary of proceedings to date. I mean the digest which you will find attached to the completed records.

Miss Smith found the paper, unrolled it, and read:

During the twelve months investigation and search (in re Carden) seven hundred and nine young women were discovered who resembled very closely the type sought for. By process of elimination, owing to defects in figure, features, speech, breeding, etc., etc., this list was cut down to three. One of these occasionally chewed gum, but otherwise resembled the type. The second married before the investigation of her habits could be completed. The third is apparently a flawless replica of Mr. Cardens original in face, figure, breeding, education, moral and mental habits. (See Document 23, A.)

Read Document 23, A, nodded Mr. Keen.

And Miss Smith read:

ROSALIND HOLLIS, M.D.



Age . . . . . . . . . . . . 24



Height . . . . . . 5 feet 9 inches



Weight . . . . . . . . 160 pounds



Thick, bright, ruddy

Hair . . . . . . golden, and inclined

to curl.



Teeth . . . . . . . . . Perfect



Eyes . . . . . . . Dark violet-blue



Mouth . . . . . . . . . Perfect



Color . . . . Fair. An ivory-tinted

blonde.



Figure . . . . . . . . . Perfect



Health . . . . . . . . . Perfect



Temper . . . . . . . . . Feminine



Austere, with a

Habits . . . . resolutely suppressed

capacity for romance.



Business . . . . . . . . . None



Profession . . . . . . . Physician



Mania . . . . . . . . A Mission

NOTE. — Dr. Rosalind Hollis was presented to society in her eighteenth year. At the end of her second season she withdrew from society with the determination to devote her entire life to charity. Settlement work and the study of medicine have occupied her constantly. Recently admitted to practice, she spends her mornings in visiting the poor, whom she treats free of all charge; her afternoons and evenings are devoted to what she expects is to be her specialty: the study of the rare malady known as Lamours Disease. (See note on second page.)

It is understood that Dr. Hollis has abjured the society of all men other than her patients and such of her professional confrères as she is obliged to consult or work with. Her theory is that of the beehive: drones for mates, workers for work. She adds, very decidedly, that she belongs to the latter division, and means to remain there permanently.

NOTE (Mr. Keens O.B., p-18). — Her eccentricity is probably the result of a fine, wholesome, highly strung young girl taking life and herself too seriously. The remedy will be the Right Man.

Exactly, nodded Mr. Keen, joining the tips of his thin fingers and partly closing his eyes. Now, Miss Smith, the disease which Dr. Hollis intends to make her specialty — have you any notes on that?

Here they are, said Miss Smith; and she read: Lamours Disease; the rarest of all known diseases; first discovered and described by Ero S. Lamour, M.D., M.S., F.B.A., M.F.H., in 1861. Only a single case has ever been observed. This case is fully described in Dr. Lamours superb and monumental work in sixteen volumes. Briefly, the disease appears without any known cause, and is ultimately supposed to result fatally. The first symptom is the appearance of a faintly bluish circle under the eyes, as though the patient was accustomed to using the eyes too steadily at times. Sometimes a slight degree of fever accompanies this manifestation; pulse and temperature vary. The patient is apparently in excellent health, but liable to loss of appetite, restlessness, and a sudden flushing of the face. These symptoms are followed by others unmistakable: the patient becomes silent at times; at times evinces a weakness for sentimental expressions; flushes easily; is easily depressed; will sit for hours looking at one person; and, if not checked, will exhibit impulsive symptoms of affection for the opposite sex. The strangest symptom of all, however, is the physical change in the patient, whose features and figure, under the trained eye of the observer, gradually from day to day assume the symmetry and charm of a beauty almost unearthly, sometimes accompanied by a spiritual pallor which is unmistakable in confirming the diagnosis, and which, Dr. Lamour believes, presages the inexorable approach of immortality.

There is no known remedy for Lamours Disease. The only case on record is the case of the young lady described by Dr. Lamour, who watched her for years with unexampled patience and enthusiasm; finally, in the interest of science, marrying his patient in order to devote his life to a study of her symptoms. Unfortunately, some of these disappeared early — within a week — but the curious manifestation of physical beauty remained, and continued to increase daily to a dazzling radiance, with no apparent injury to the patient. Dr. Lamour, unfortunately, died before his investigations, covering over forty years, could be completed; his widow survived him for a day or two only, leaving sixteen children.

Here is a wide and unknown field for medical men to investigate. It is safe to say that the physician who first discovers the bacillus of Lamours Disease and the proper remedy to combat it will reap as his reward a glory and renown imperishable. Lamours Disease is a disease not yet understood — a disease whose termination is believed to be fatal — a strange disease which seems to render radiant and beautiful the features of the patient, brightening them with the forewarning of impending death and the splendid resurrection of immortality.

The Tracer of Lost Persons caressed his chin reflectively. Exactly, Miss Smith. So this is the disease which Dr. Hollis has chosen for her specialty. And only one case on record. Exactly. Thank you.

Miss Smith replaced the papers in the steel cylinder, slipped it into the pneumatic tube, sent it whizzing below to the safe-deposit vaults, and, saluting Mr. Keen with a pleasant inclination of her head, went out of the room.

The Tracer turned in his chair, picked up the daily detective report, and scanned it until he came to the name Hollis. It appeared that the daily routine of Rosalind Hollis had not varied during the past three weeks. In the mornings she was good to the poor with bottles and pills; in the afternoons she tucked one of Lamours famous sixteen volumes under her arm and walked to Central Park, where, with democratic simplicity, she sat on a secluded bench and pored over the symptoms of Lamours Disease. About five she retired to her severely simple apartments in the big brownstone office building devoted to physicians, corner of Fifty-eighth Street and Madison Avenue. Here she took tea, read a little, dined all alone, and retired about nine. This was the guileless but determined existence of Rosalind Hollis, M.D., according to McConnell, the detective assigned to observe her.

The Tracer refolded the report of his chief of detectives and pigeonholed it just as the door opened and a tall, well-built, attractive young man entered.

Shyness was written all over him; he offered his hand to Mr. Keen with an embarrassed air and seated himself at that gentlemans invitation.

Im almost sorry I ever began this sort of thing, he blurted out, like a big schoolboy appalled at his own misdemeanors. The truth is, Mr. Keen, that the prospect of actually seeing a Carden Girl alive has scared me through and through. Ive a notion that my business with that sort of a girl ends when Ive drawn her picture.

But surely, said the Tracer mildly, you have some natural curiosity to see the living copy of your charming but inanimate originals, havent you, Mr. Carden?

Yes — oh, certainly. Id like to see one of them alive — say out of a window, or from a cab. I should not care to be too close to her.

But merely seeing her does not commit you, interposed Mr. Keen, smiling. She is far too busy, too much absorbed in her own affairs to take any notice of you. I understand that she has something of an aversion for men.

Aversion!

Well, she excludes them as unnecessary to her existence.

Why? asked Carden.

Because she has a mission in life, said Mr. Keen gravely.

Carden looked out of the window. It was pleasant weather — June in all its early loveliness — the fifth day of June. The sixth was his birthday.

Ive simply got to marry somebody before the day after to-morrow, he said aloud— that is, if I want my legacy.

What! demanded the Tracer sharply.

Carden turned, pink and guilty. I didnt tell you all the circumstances of my case, he said. I suppose I ought to have done so.

Exactly, said the Tracer severely. Why is it necessary that you marry somebody before the day after to-morrow?

Well, its my twenty-fifth birthday—

Somebody has left you money on condition that you marry before your twenty-fifth birthday? Is that it, Mr. Carden? An uncle? An imbecile grandfather? A sentimental aunt?

My Aunt Tabby Van Beekman.

Where is she?

In Trinity churchyard. Its too late to expostulate with her, you see. Besides, it wouldnt have done any good when she was alive.

The Tracer knitted his brows, musing, the points of his slim fingers joined.

She was very proud, very autocratic, said Carden. I am the last of my race and my aunt was determined that the race should not die out with me. I dont want to marry and increase, but shes trying to make me. At all events, I am not going to marry any woman inferior to the type I have created with my pencil — what the public calls the Carden Girl. And now you see that your discovery of this living type comes rather late. In two days I must be legally married if I want my Aunt Tabbys legacy; and to-day for the first time I hear of a girl who, you assure me, compares favorably to my copyrighted type, but who has a mission and an aversion to men. So you see, Mr. Keen, that the matter is perfectly hopeless.

I dont see anything of the kind, said Mr. Keen firmly.

What? — do you believe there is any chance—

Of your falling in love within the next hour or so? Yes, I do. I think there is every chance of it. I am sure of it. But that is not the difficulty. The problem is far more complicated.

You mean—

Exactly; how to marry that girl before day after to-morrow. Thats the problem, Mr. Carden! — not whether you are capable of falling in love with her. I have seen her; I know you cant avoid falling in love with her. Nobody could. I myself am on the verge of it; and I am fifty: you cant avoid loving her.

If that were so, said Carden gravely; if I were really going to fall in love with her — I would not care a rap about my Aunt Tabby and her money—

You ought to care about it for this young girls sake. That legacy is virtually hers, not yours. She has a right to it. No man can ever give enough to the woman he loves; no man has ever done so. What she gives and what he gives are never a fair exchange. If you can balance the account in any measure, it is your duty to do it. Mr. Carden, if she comes to love you she may think it very fine that you bring to her your love, yourself, your fame, your talents, your success, your position, your gratifying income. But I tell you its not enough to balance the account. It is never enough — no, not all your devotion to her included! You can never balance the account on earth — all you can do is to try to balance it materially and spiritually. Therefore I say, endow her with all your earthly goods. Give all you can in every way to lighten as much as possible mans hopeless debt to all women who have ever loved.

You talk about it as though I were already committed, said Carden, astonished.

You are, morally. For a month I have, without her knowledge, it is true, invaded the privacy of a very lovely young girl — studied her minutely, possessed myself of her history, informed myself of her habits. What excuse had I for this unless I desired her happiness and yours? Nobody could offer me any inducement to engage in such a practice unless I believed that the means might justify a moral conclusion. And the moral conclusion of this investigation is your marriage to her.

Certainly, said Carden uneasily, but how are we going to accomplish it by to-morrow? How is it going to be accomplished at all?

The Tracer of Lost Persons rose and began to pace the long rug, clasping his hands behind his back. Minute after minute sped; Carden stared alternately at Mr. Keen and at the blue sky through the open window.

It is seldom, said Mr. Keen with evident annoyance, that I personally take any spectacular part in the actual and concrete demonstrations necessary to a successful conclusion of a clients case. But Ive got to do it this time.

He went to a cupboard, picked out a gray wig and gray side whiskers and deliberately waved them at Carden.

You see what these look like? he demanded.

Y-yes.

Very well. It is now noon. Do you know the Park? Do you happen to recollect a shady turn in the path after you cross the bridge over the swan lake? Here; Ill draw it for you. Now, here is the lake; heres the esplanade and fountain, you see. Heres the path. You follow it — so! — around the lake, across the bridge, then following the lake to the right — so! — then up the wooded slope to the left — so! Now, here is a bench. I mark it Number One. She sits there with her book — there she is!

If she looks like that— began Carden. And they both laughed with the slightest trace of excitement.

Here is Bench Number Two! resumed the Tracer. Here you sit — and there you are!
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MR. KEENS SKETCH OF THE RENDEZVOUS

Thanks, said Carden, laughing again.

Now, continued the Tracer, you must be there at one oclock. She will be there at one-thirty, or earlier perhaps. A little later I will become benignly visible. Your part is merely a thinking part; you are to do nothing, say nothing, unless spoken to. And when you are spoken to you are to acquiesce in whatever anybody says to you, and you are to do whatever anybody requests you to do. And, above all, dont be surprised at anything that may happen. Youll be nervous enough; I expect that. Youll probably color up and flush and fidget; I expect that; I count on that. But dont lose your nerve entirely; and dont think of attempting to escape.

Escape! From what? From whom?

From her.

Her?

Are you going to follow my instructions? demanded the Tracer of Lost Persons.

I — y-yes, of course.

Very well, then, I am going to rub some of this under your eyes. And Mr. Keen produced a make-up box and, walking over to Carden, calmly darkened the skin under his eyes.

I look as though I had been on a bat! exclaimed Carden, surveying himself in a mirror. Do you think any girl could find any attraction in such a countenance?

She will, observed the Tracer meaningly. Now, Mr. Carden, one last word: The moment you find yourself in love with her, and the first moment you have the chance to do so decently, make love to her. She wont dismiss you; she will repulse you, of course, but she wont let you go. I know what I am saying; all I ask of you is to promise on your honor to carry out these instructions. Do you promise?

I do.

Then here is the map of the rendezvous which I have drawn. Be there promptly. Good morning.






CHAPTER XXII
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AT ONE OCLOCK that afternoon a young man earnestly consulting a map might have been seen pursuing his solitary way through Central Park. Fresh green foliage arched above him, flecking the path with fretted shadow and sunlight; the sweet odor of flowering shrubs saturated the air; the waters of the lake sparkled where swans swept to and fro, snowy wings spread like sails to the fitful June wind.

This, he murmured, pausing at a shaded bend in the path, must be Bench Number One. I am not to sit on that. This must be Bench Number Two. I am to sit on that. So here I am, he added nervously, seating himself and looking about him with the caution of a cat in a strange back yard.

There was nobody in sight. Reassured, he ventured to drop one knee over the other and lean upon his walking stick. For a few minutes he remained in this noncommittal attitude, alert at every sound, anxious, uncomfortable, dreading he knew not what. A big, fat, gray squirrel racing noisily across the fallen leaves gave him a shock. A number of birds came to look at him — or so it appeared to him, for in the inquisitive scrutiny of a robin he fancied he divined sardonic meaning, and in the blank yellow stare of a purple grackle, a sinister significance out of all proportion to the size of the bird.

What an absurd position to be in! he thought. And suddenly he was seized with a desire to flee.

He didnt because he had promised not to, but the desire persisted to the point of mania. Oh, how he could run if he only hadnt promised not to! His entire being tingled with the latent possibilities of a burst of terrific speed. He wanted to scuttle away like a scared rabbit. The pace of the kangaroo would be slow in comparison. What a record he could make if he hadnt promised not to.

He crossed his knees the other way and brooded. The gray squirrel climbed the bench and nosed his pockets for possible peanuts, then hopped off hopefully toward a distant nursemaid and two children.

Growing more alarmed every time he consulted his watch Carden attempted to stem his rising panic with logic and philosophy, repeating: Steady! my son! Dont act like this! Youre not obliged to marry her if you dont fall in love with her; and if you do, you wont mind marrying her. That is philosophy. That is logic. Oh, I wonder what will have happened to me by this time to-morrow! I wish it were this time to-morrow! I wish it were this time next month! Then it would be all over. Then it would be—

His muttering speech froze on his lips. Rooted to his bench he sat staring at a distant figure approaching — the figure of a young girl in a summer gown.

Nearer, nearer she came, walking with a free-limbed, graceful step, head high, one arm clasping a book.

That was the way the girls he drew would have walked had they ever lived. Even in the midst of his fright his artists eyes noted that: noted the perfect figure, too, and the witchery of its grace and contour, and the fascinating poise of her head, and the splendid color of her hair; noted mechanically the flowing lines of her gown, and the dainty modeling of arm and wrist and throat and ear.

Then, as she reached her bench and seated herself, she raised her eyes and looked at him. And for the first time in his life he realized that ideal beauty was but the pale phantom of the real and founded on something more than imagination and thought; on something of vaster import than fancy and taste and technical skill; that it was founded on Life itself — on breathing, living, palpitating, tremulous Life! — from which all true inspiration must come.

Over and over to himself he was repeating: Of course, it is perfectly impossible that I can be in love already. Love doesnt happen between two ticks of a watch. I am merely amazed at that girls beauty; that is all. I am merely astounded in the presence of perfection; that is all. There is nothing more serious the matter with me. It isnt necessary for me to continue to look at her; it isnt vital to my happiness if I never saw her again. ... That is — of course, I should like to see her, because I never did see living beauty such as hers in any woman. Not even in my pictures. What superb eyes! What a fascinately delicate nose! What a nose! By Heaven, that nose is a nose! Ill draw noses that way in future. My pictures are all out of drawing; I must fit arms into their sockets the way hers fit! I must remember the modeling of her eyelids, too — and that chin! and those enchanting hands—

She looked up leisurely from her book, surveyed him calmly, absent-eyed, then bent her head again to the reading.

There is something the matter with me, he thought with a suppressed gulp. I — if she looks at me again — with those iris-hued eyes of a young goddess — I — I think Im done for. I believe Im done for anyway. It seems rather mad to think it. But there is something the matter—

She deliberately looked at him again.

Its all wrong for them to let loose a girl like that on people, he thought to himself, all wrong. Everybody is bound to go mad over her. Im going now. Im mad already. I know I am, which proves Im no lunatic. It isnt her beauty; its the way she wears it — every motion, every breath of her. I know exactly what her voice is like. Anybody who looks into her eyes can see what her soul is like. She isnt out of drawing anywhere — physically or spiritually. And when a man sees a girl like that, why — why theres only one thing that can happen to him as far as I can see. And it doesnt take a year either. Heavens! How awfully remote from me she seems to be.

She looked up again, calmly, but not at him. A kindly, gray-whiskered old gentleman came tottering and rocking into view, his rosy, wrinkled face beaming benediction on the world as he passed through it — on the sunshine dappling the undergrowth, on the furry squirrels sitting up on their hind legs to watch him pass, on the stray dickybird that hopped fearlessly in his path, at the young man sitting very rigid there on his bench, at the fair, sweet-faced girl who met his aged eyes with the gentlest of involuntary smiles. And Carden did not recognize him!

Who could help smiling confidently into that benign face, with its gray hair and gray whiskers? Goodness radiated from every wrinkle.

Dr. Atwood! exclaimed the girl softly as she rose to meet this marvelous imitation of Dr. Austin Atwood, the great specialist on childrens diseases.

The old man beamed weakly at her, halted, still beaming, fumbled for his eyeglasses, adjusted them, and peered closely into her face.

Bless my soul, he smiled, our pretty Dr. Hollis!

I — I did not suppose you would remember me, she said, rosy with pleasure.

Remember you? Surely, surely. He made her a quaint, old-fashioned bow, turned, and peeped across the walk at Carden. And Carden, looking straight into his face, did not know the old man, who turned to Dr. Hollis again with many mysterious nods of his doddering head.

Youre watching him, too, are you? he chuckled, leaning toward her.

Watching whom, Dr. Atwood? she asked surprised.

Hush, child! I thought you had noticed that unfortunate and afflicted young man opposite.

Dr. Hollis looked curiously at Carden, then at the old gentleman with gray whiskers.

Please sit down, Dr. Atwood, and tell me, she murmured. I have noticed nothing in particular about the young man on the bench there. And she moved to give him room; and the young man opposite stared at them both as though bereft of reason.

A heavy book for small hands, my child, said the old gentleman in his quaintly garrulous fashion, peering with dimmed eyes at the volume in her lap.

She smiled, looking around at him.

My, my! he said, tremblingly raising his eyeglasses to scan the title on the page; Dr. Lamours famous works! Are you studying Lamour, child?

Yes, she said with that charming inflection youth reserves for age.

Astonishing! he murmured. The coincidence is more than remarkable. A physician! And studying Lamours Disease! Incredible!

Is there anything strange in that, Dr. Atwood? she smiled.

Strange! He lowered his voice, peering across at Carden. Strange, did you say? Look across the path at that poor young man sitting there!

Yes, she said, perplexed, I see him.

What do you see? whispered the old gentleman in a shakily portentous voice. Here you sit reading about what others have seen; now what do you see?

Why, only a man — rather young—

No symptoms?

Symptoms? Of what?

The old gentleman folded his withered hands over his cane. My child, he said, for a year I have had that unfortunate young man under secret observation. He was not aware of it; it never entered his mind that I could be observing him with minutest attention. He may have supposed there was nothing the matter with him. He was in error. I have studied him carefully. Look closer! Are there dark circles under his eyes — or are there not? he ended in senile triumph.

There are, she began, puzzled, but I — but of what interest to me—

Compare his symptoms with the symptoms in that book you are studying, said the old gentleman hoarsely.

Do you mean — do you suppose— she stammered, turning her eyes on Carden, who promptly blushed to his ears and began to fidget.

Every symptom, muttered the old gentleman. Poor, poor young man!

She had seen Carden turn a vivid pink; she now saw him fidget with his walking stick; she discovered the blue circles under his eyes. Three symptoms at once!

Do you believe it possible? she whispered excitedly under her breath to the old gentleman beside her. It seems incredible! Such a rare disease! Only one single case ever described and studied! It seems impossible that I could be so fortunate as actually to see a case! Tell me, Dr. Atwood, do you believe that young man is really afflicted with Lamours Disease?

There is but one way to be absolutely certain, said the old gentleman in a solemn voice, and that is to study him; corroborate your suspicions by observing his pulse and temperature, as did Dr. Lamour.

But — how can I? she faltered. I — he would probably object to becoming a patient of mine—

Ask him, child! Ask him.

I have not courage—

Courage should be the badge of your profession, said the old gentleman gravely. When did a good physician ever show the white feather in the cause of humanity?

I — I know, but this requires a different sort of courage.

How, persisted the old gentleman, can you confirm your very natural suspicions concerning this unfortunate young man unless you corroborate your observations by studying him at close range? Besides, already it seems to me that certain unmistakable signs are visible; I mean that strange physical phase which Dr. Lamour dwells on: the symmetry of feature and limb, the curiously spiritual beauty. Do you not notice these? Or is my sight so dim that I only imagine it?

He is certainly symmetrical — and — in a certain way — almost handsome in regard to features, she admitted, looking at Carden.

Poor, poor boy! muttered the old gentleman, wagging his gray whiskers. I am too old to help him — too old to dream of finding a remedy for the awful malady which I am now convinced has seized him. I shall study him no more. It is useless. All I can do now is to mention his case to some young, vigorous, ambitious physician — some specialist—

Dont! she whispered almost fiercely, dont do that, Dr. Atwood! I want him, please! I — you helped me to discover him, you see. And his malady is to be my specialty. Please, do you mind if I keep him all to myself and study him?

But you refused, child.

I didnt mean to. I — I didnt exactly see how I was to study him. But I must study him! Oh, I must! There will surely be some way. Please let me. You discovered him, I admit, but I will promise you faithfully to devote my entire life to studying him, as the great Lamour devoted his life for forty years to his single patient.

But Dr. Lamour married his patient, said the Tracer mildly.

He — I — that need not be necessary—

But if it should prove necessary?

I — you—

Answer me, child.

She stared across at Carden, biting her red lips. He turned pink promptly and fidgeted.

He has got it! she whispered excitedly. Oh, do you mind if I take him for mine? I am perfectly wild to begin on him!

You have not yet answered my question, said the old gentleman gravely. Do you lack the courage to marry him if it becomes necessary to do so in order to devote your entire life to studying him?

Oh — it cannot be necessary—

You lack the courage.

She was silent.

Braver things have been done by those of your profession who have gone among lepers, said the old gentleman sadly.

She flushed up instantly; her eyes sparkled; her head proudly high, delicate nostrils dilated.

I am not afraid! she said. If it ever becomes necessary, I can show courage and devotion, as well as those of my profession who minister to the lepers of Molokai! Yes; I do promise you to marry him if I cannot otherwise study him. And I promise you solemnly to devote my entire life to observing his symptoms and searching for proper means to combat them. My one ambition in life is personally to observe and study a case of Lamours Disease, and to give my entire life to investigating its origin, its course, and its cure.

The old gentleman rose, bowing with that quaintly obsolete courtesy which was in vogue in his youth.

I am contented to leave him exclusively to you, Dr. Hollis. And I wish you happiness in your lifes work — and success in your cure of this unhappy young man.

Hat in hand, he bowed again as he tottered past her, muttering and smiling to himself and shaking his trembling head as he went rocking on unsteady legs out into the sunshine, where the nursemaids and children flocked along the lake shore throwing peanuts to the waterfowl and satiated goldfish.

Dr. Hollis looked after him, her small hand buried among the pages of her open book. Carden viewed his disappearing figure with guileless emotions. He was vaguely aware that something important was about to happen to him. And it did before he was prepared.






CHAPTER XXIII
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WHEN ROSALIND HOLLIS found herself on her feet again a slight sensation of fright checked her for a moment. Then, resolutely suppressing such unworthy weakness, the lofty inspiration of her mission in life dominated her, and she stepped forward undaunted. And Carden, seeing her advance toward him, arose in astonishment to meet her.

For a second they stood facing each other, he astounded, she a trifle pale but firm. Then in a low voice she asked his pardon for disturbing him.

I am Rosalind Hollis, a physician, she said quietly, and physicians are sometimes obliged to do difficult things in the interest of their profession. It is dreadfully difficult for me to speak to you in this way. But — she looked fearlessly at him— I am confident you will not misinterpret what I have done.

He managed to assure her that he did not misinterpret it.

She regarded him steadily; she examined the dark circles under his eyes; she coolly observed his rising color under her calm inspection; she saw him fidgeting with his walking stick. She must try his pulse!

Would you mind if I asked you a few questions in the interest of science? she said earnestly.

As a m-m-matter of fact, he stammered, I dont know much about science. Awfully glad to do anything I can, you know.

Oh, I dont mean it that way, she reassured him. A hint of a smile tinted her eyes with brilliant amethyst. Would you mind if I sat here for a few moments? Could you overlook this horrid unconventionality long enough for me to explain why I have spoken to you?

I could indeed! he said, so anxiously cordial that her lovely face grew serious and she hesitated. But he was standing aside, hat off, placing the bench at her disposal, and she seated herself, placing her book on the bench beside her.

Would you mind sitting here for a few moments? she asked him gravely.

Dazed, scarcely crediting the evidence of his senses, he took possession of the end of the bench with the silent obedience of a schoolboy. His attitude was irreproachable. She was grateful for this, and her satisfaction with herself for not having misjudged him renewed her confidence in him, in herself, and in the difficult situation.

She began, quietly, by again telling him her name and profession; where she lived, and that she was studying to be a specialist, though she did not intimate what that specialty was to be.

Outwardly composed and attentively deferential, his astonishment at times dominated a stronger sentiment that seemed to grow and expand with her every word, seizing him in a fierce possession absolutely and hopelessly complete.

The bewildering fascination of her mastered him. No cool analysis of what his senses were confirming could be necessary to convince him of his condition. Every word of hers, every gesture, every inflection of her sweet, clear voice, every lifting of her head, her eyes, her perfectly gloved hands, only repeated to him what he knew was a certainty. Never had he looked upon such physical loveliness; never had he dreamed of such a voice.

She had asked him a question, and, absorbed in the pure delight of looking at her, he had not comprehended or answered. She flushed sensitively, accepting his silence as refusal, and he came out of his trance hastily.

I beg your pardon; I did not quite understand your question, Miss Hollis — I mean, Dr. Hollis.

I asked you if you minded my noting your pulse, she said.

He stretched out his right hand; she stripped off her glove, laid the tip of her middle finger on his wrist, and glanced down at the gold watch which she held.

I am wondering, he said, laughing uncertainly, whether you believe me to be ill. Of course it is easy to see that you have found something unusual about me — something of particular interest to a physician. Is there anything very dreadful going to happen to me, Dr. Hollis? I feel perfectly well.

Are you sure you feel well? she asked, so earnestly that the smile on his lips faded out.

Absolutely. Is my pulse queer?

It is not normal.

He could easily account for that, but he said nothing.

She questioned him for a few minutes, noted his pulse again, looked closely at the bluish circles under his eyes. Naturally he flushed up and grew restless under the calm, grave, beautiful eyes.

I — I have an absolutely new and carefully sterilized thermometer— She drew it from a tiny gold-initialed pocket case, and looked wistfully at him.

You want to put that into my mouth? he asked, astonished.

If you dont mind.

She held it up, shook it once or twice, and deliberately inserted it between his lips. And there he sat, round-eyed, silent, the end of the thermometer protruding at a rakish angle from the corner of his mouth. And he grew redder and redder.

I dont wish to alarm you, she was saying, but all this is so deeply significant, so full of vital interest to me — to the world, to science—

What have I got, in Heavens name? he said thickly, the thermometer wiggling in his mouth.

Ah! she exclaimed with soft enthusiasm, clasping her pretty ungloved hands, I cannot be sure yet — I dare not be too sanguine—

Do you mean that you want me to have something queer? he blurted out, while the thermometer wiggled with every word he uttered.

N-no, of course, I dont want you to be ill, she said hastily. Only, if you are ill it will be a wonderful thing for me. I mean — a — that I am intensely interested in certain symptoms which—

She gently withdrew the glass tube from his lips and examined it carefully.

Is there anything the matter? he insisted, looking at the instrument over her shoulder.

She did not reply; pure excitement rendered her speechless.

I seem to feel all right, he added uneasily. If you really believe that theres anything wrong with me, Ill stop in to see my doctor.

Your doctor! she repeated, appalled.

Yes, certainly. Why not?

Dont do that! Please dont do that! I — why I discovered this case. I beg you most earnestly to let me observe it. You dont understand the importance of it! You dont begin to dream of the rarity of this case! How much it means to me!

He flushed up. Do you intend to intimate that I am afflicted with some sort of rare and s-s-trange d-d-disease? he stammered.

I dare not pronounce upon it too confidently, she said with enthusiasm; I have not yet absolutely determined the nature of the disease. But, oh, I am beginning to hope—

Then I am diseased! he faltered. Ive got something anyhow; is that it? Only you are not yet perfectly sure what it is called! Is that the truth, Miss Hollis?

How can I answer positively until I have had time to observe these symptoms? It requires time to be certain. I do not wish to alarm you, but it is my duty to say to you that you should immediately place yourself under medical observation.

You think that?

I do; I am convinced of it. Please understand me; I do not pronounce upon these visible symptoms; I do not express an unqualified opinion; but I could be in a position to do so if you consent to place yourself under my observations and care. For these suspicious symptoms are not only very plainly apparent to me, but were even noted by that old gentleman whom you may perhaps have observed conversing with me.

Yes, I saw him. Who is he?

Dr. Austin Atwood, said the girl solemnly.

Oh! And you say he also observed something queer about me? What did he see? Are there spots on me? Am I turning any remarkable color? Am I— And in the very midst of his genuine alarm he suddenly remembered the make-up box and what the Tracer of Lost Persons had done to his eyes. Was that it? Where was the Tracer, anyway? He had promised to appear. And then Carden recollected the gray wig and whiskers that the Tracer had waved at him from the cupboard, bidding him note them well. Could that beaming, benignant, tottering old gentleman have been the Tracer of Lost Persons himself? And the same instant Carden was sure of it, spite of the miraculous change in the man.

Then logic came to his aid; and, deducing with care and patience, an earnest conviction grew within him that the dark circles under his eyes and the tottering old gentleman resembling Dr. Austin Atwood had a great deal to do with this dreadful disease which Dr. Hollis desired to study.

He looked at the charming girl beside him, and she looked back at him very sweetly, very earnestly, awaiting his decision.

For a moment he realized that she had really scared him, and in the reaction of relief an overwhelming desire to laugh seized him. He managed to suppress it, to compose himself. Then he remembered the Tracers admonition to acquiesce in everything, do what he was told to do, not to run away, and to pay his court at the first decent opportunity.

He had no longer any desire to escape; he was quite willing to do anything she desired.

Do you really want to study me, Dr. Hollis? he asked, feeling like a hypocrite.

Indeed I do, she replied fervently.

You believe me worth studying?

Oh, truly, truly, you are! You dont suspect — you cannot conceive how important you have suddenly become to me.

Then I think you had better take my case, Dr. Hollis, he said seriously. I begin now to realize that you believe me to be a sort of freak — an afflicted curiosity, and that, in the interest of medicine, I ought to go to an asylum or submit myself to the ceaseless observation of a competent private physician.

I — I think it best for you to place yourself in my care, she said. Will you?

Yes, he said, I will. Ill do anything in the world you ask.

That is very — very generous, very noble of you! she exclaimed, flushing with excitement and delight. It means a great deal to me — it means, perhaps, a fame that I scarcely dared dream of even in my most enthusiastic years. I am too grateful to express my gratitude coherently; I am trying to say to you that I thank you; that I recognize in you those broad, liberal, generous qualities which, from your appearance and bearing, I — I thought perhaps you must possess.

She colored again very prettily; he bowed, and ventured to remind her that she had not yet given him the privilege of naming himself.

That is true! she said, surprised. I had quite forgotten it. But when he named himself she raised her head, startled.

Victor Carden! she repeated. You are the artist, Victor Carden!

Yes, he said, watching her dilated eyes like two violet-tinted jewels.

For a minute she sat looking at him; and imperceptibly a change came into her face, and its bewildering beauty softened as the vivid tints died out, leaving her cheeks almost pale.

It is — a pity, she said under her breath. All the excitement, all the latent triumph, all the scarcely veiled eager enthusiasm had gone from her now.

A pity? he repeated, smiling.

Yes. I wish it had been only an ordinary man. I — why should this happen to you? You have done so much for us all — made us forget ourselves in the beauty of what you offer us. Why should this happen to you!

But you have not told me yet what has happened to me, Miss Hollis.

She looked up, almost frightened.

Are you our Victor Carden? I do not wish to believe it! You have done so much for the world — you have taught us to understand and desire all that is noble and upright and clean and beautiful! — to desire it, to aspire toward it, to venture to live the good, true, wholesome lives that your penciled creations must lead — must lead to wear such beautiful bodies and such divine eyes!

Do you care for my work? he asked, astonished and moved.

I? Yes, of course I do. Who does not?

Many, he replied simply.

I am sorry for them, she said.

They sat silent for a long while.

At first his overwhelming desire was to tell her of the deception practiced upon her; but he could not do that, because in exposing himself he must fail in loyalty to the Tracer of Lost Persons. Besides, she would not believe him. She would think him mad if he told her that the old gentleman she had taken for Dr. Atwood was probably Mr. Keen, the Tracer of Lost Persons. Also, he himself was not absolutely certain about it. He had merely deduced as much.

Tell me, he said very gently, what is the malady from which you believe I am suffering?

For a moment she remained silent, then, face averted, laid her finger on the book beside her.

That, she said unsteadily.

He read aloud: Lamours Disease. A Treatise in sixteen volumes by Ero S. Lamour, M.D., M.S., F.B.A., M.F.H.

All that? he asked guiltily.

I dont know, Mr. Carden. Are you laughing at me? Do you not believe me? She had turned suddenly to confront him, surprising a humorous glimmer in his eyes.

I really do not believe I am seriously ill, he said, laughing in spite of her grave eyes.

Then perhaps you had better read a little about what Lamour describes as the symptoms of this malady, she said sadly.

Is it fatal? he inquired.

Ultimately. That is why I desire to spend my life in studying means to combat it. That is why I desire you so earnestly to place yourself under my observation and let me try.

Tell me one thing, he said; is it contagious? Is it infectious? No? Then I dont mind your studying me all you wish, Dr. Hollis. You may take my temperature every ten minutes if you care to. You may observe my pulse every five minutes if you desire. Only please tell me how this is to be accomplished; because, you see, I live in the Sherwood Studio Building, and you live on Madison Avenue.

I — I have a ward — a room — fitted up with every modern surgical device — every improvement, she said. It adjoins my office. Would you mind living there for a while — say for a week at first — until I can be perfectly certain in my diagnosis?

Do you intend to put me to bed? he asked, appalled.

Oh, no! Only I wish to watch you carefully and note your symptoms from moment to moment. I also desire to try the effects of certain medicines on you—

What kind of medicines? he asked uneasily.

I cannot tell yet. Perhaps antitoxin; I dont know; perhaps formalin later. Truly, Mr. Carden, this case has taken on a graver, a more intimate significance since I have learned who you are. I would have worked hard to save any life; I shall put my very heart and soul into my work to save you, who have done so much for us all.

The trace of innocent emotion in her voice moved him.

I am really not ill, he said unsteadily. I cannot let you think I am—

Dont speak that way, Mr. Carden. I — I am perfectly miserable over it; I dont feel any happiness in my discovery now — not the least bit. I had rather live my entire life without seeing one case of Lamours Disease than to believe you are afflicted with it.

But Im not, Miss Hollis! — really, I am not—

She looked at him compassionately for a moment, then rose.

It is best that you should be informed as to your probable condition, she said. In Lamours works, volume nine, you had better read exactly what Lamour says. Do you mind coming to the office with me, Mr. Carden?

Now?

Yes. The book is there. Do you mind coming?

No — no, of course not. And, as they turned away together under the trees: You dont intend to begin observing me this afternoon, do you? he ventured.

I think it best if you can arrange your affairs. Can you, Mr. Carden?

Why, yes, I suppose I can. Did you mean for me to begin to occupy that surgical bedroom at once?

Do you mind?

N-no. Ill telephone my servants to pack a steamer trunk and send it around to your apartment this evening. And — where am I to board?

I have a dining room, she said simply. My apartment consists of the usual number of servants and rooms, including my office, and my observation ward which you will occupy.

He walked on, troubled.

I only w-want to ask one or two things, Dr. Hollis. Am I to be placed on a diet? I hate diets!

Not at once.

May I smoke?

Certainly, she said, smiling.

And you wont p-put me — send me to bed too early?

Oh, no! The later you sit up the better, because I shall wish to take your temperature every ten minutes and I shall feel very sorry to arouse you.

You mean you are coming in to wake me up every ten minutes and put that tube in my mouth? he asked, aghast.

Only every half-hour, Mr. Carden. Cant you stand it for a week?

Well, he said, I — I suppose I can if you can. Only, upon my honor, there is really nothing the matter with me, and Ill prove it to you out of your own book.

I wish you could, Mr. Carden. I should be only too happy to give you back to the world with a clear bill of health if you can convince me I am wrong. Do you not believe me? Indeed, indeed I am not selfish and wicked enough to wish you this illness, no matter how rare it is!

The rarer a disease is the madder it makes people who contract it, he said. I should be the maddest man in Manhattan if I really did have Lamours malady. But I havent. There is only one malady afflicting me, and I am waiting for a suitable opportunity to tell you all about it, but—

Tell me now, she said, raising her eyes to his.

Not now.

To-night?

I hope so. I will if I can, Miss Hollis.

But you must not fear to tell a physician about anything which troubles you, Mr. Carden.

Ill remember that, he said thoughtfully, as they emerged from the Park and crossed to Madison Avenue.

A moment later he hailed a car and they both entered.






CHAPTER XXIV
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NO, THERE COULD be no longer any doubt in her mind as she went into her bedroom, closed the door, and, unhooking the telephone receiver, called up the great specialist in rare diseases, Dr. Austin Atwood, M.S., F.B.A., M.F.H.

Dr. Atwood, she said with scarcely concealed emotion, this is Dr. Rosalind Hollis.

How-de-do? squeaked the aged specialist amiably.

Oh, I am well enough, thank you, doctor — except in spirits. Dr. Atwood, you were right! He has got it, and I am perfectly wretched!

Who has got what? retorted the voice of Atwood.

The unfortunate young gentleman we saw to-day in the Park.

What park?

Why, Central Park, doctor.

Central Park! I havent been in Central Park for ten years, my child.

Why, Dr. Atwood! — A — is this Dr. Austin Atwood with whom I am talking?

Not the least doubt! And you are that pretty Dr. Hollis — Rosalind Hollis, who consulted me in those charity cases, are you not?

I certainly am. And I wanted to say to you that I have the unfortunate patient now under closest observation here in my own apartment. I have given him the room next to the office. And, doctor, you were perfectly right. He shows every symptom of the disease — he is even inclined to sentimentalism; he begins to blush and fidget and look at me — a — in that unmistakable manner — not that he isnt well-bred and charming — indeed he is most attractive, and it grieves me dreadfully to see that he already is beginning to believe himself in love with the first person of the opposite sex he encounters — I mean that he — that I cannot mistake his attitude toward me — which is perfectly correct, only one cannot avoid seeing the curious infatuation—

What the dickens is all this? roared the great specialist, and Dr. Hollis jumped.

I was only confirming your diagnosis, doctor, she explained meekly.

What diagnosis?

Yours, doctor. I have confirmed it, I fear. And the certainty has made me perfectly miserable, because his is such a valuable life to the world, and he himself is such a splendid, wholesome, noble specimen of youth and courage, that I cannot bear to believe him incurably afflicted.

Good Heavens! shouted the doctor, what has he got and who is he?

He is Victor Carden, the celebrated artist, and he has Lamours Disease! she gasped.

There was a dead silence; then: Keep him there until I come! Chloroform him if he attempts to escape!

And the great specialist rang off excitedly.

So Rosalind Hollis went back to the lamp-lit office where, in a luxurious armchair, Carden was sitting, contentedly poring over the ninth volume of Lamours great treatise and smoking his second cigar.

Dr. Atwood is coming here, she said in a discouraged voice, as he rose with alacrity to place her chair.

Oh! What for?

T-to see you, Mr. Carden.

Who? Me? Great Scott! I dont want to be slapped and pinched and polled by a man! I didnt expect that, you know. Im willing enough to have you observe me in the interest of humanity—

But, Mr. Carden, he is only called in for consultation. I — I have a dreadful sort of desperate hope that perhaps I may have made a mistake; that possibly I am in error.

No doubt you are, he said cheerfully. Let me read a few more pages, Dr. Hollis, and then I think I shall be all ready to dispute my symptoms, one by one, and convince you what really is the trouble with me. And, by the way, did Dr. Atwood seem a trifle astonished when you told him about me?

A trifle — yes, she said uncertainly. He is a very, very old man; he forgets. But he is coming.

Oh! And didnt he appear to recollect seeing me in the Park?

N-not clearly. He is very old, you know. But he is coming here.

Exactly — as a friend of mine puts it, smiled Carden. May I be permitted to use your telephone a moment?

By all means, Mr. Carden. You will find it there in my bedroom.

So he entered her pretty bedroom and, closing the door tightly, called up the Tracer of Lost Persons.

Is that you, Mr. Keen? This is Mr. Carden. Im head over heels in love. I simply must win her, and Im going to try. If I dont — if she will not listen to me — Ill certainly go to smash. And what I want you to do is to prevent Atwood from butting in. Do you understand? ... Yes, Dr. Austin Atwood. Keep him away somehow. ... Yes, Im here, at Dr. Holliss apartments, under anxious observation. ... She is the only woman in the world! Im mad about her — and getting madder every moment! She is the most perfectly splendid specimen of womanhood — what? Oh, yes; I rang you up to ask you whether it was you in the Park to-day? — that old gentleman — What! Yes, in Central Park. Yes, this afternoon! No, he didnt resemble you; and Dr. Hollis took him for Dr. Atwood. ... What are you laughing about? ... I can hear you laughing. ... Was it you? ... What do I think? Why, I dont know exactly what to think, but I suppose it must have been you. Was it? ... Oh, I see. You dont wish me to know. Certainly, you are quite right. Your clients have no business behind the scenes. I only asked out of curiosity. ... All right. Good-by.

He came back to the lamp-lit office, which was more of a big, handsome, comfortable living room than a physicians quarters, and for a moment or two he stood on the threshold, looking around.

In the pleasant, subdued light of the lamp Rosalind Hollis looked up and around, smiling involuntarily to see him standing there; then, serious, silent, she dropped her eyes to the pages of the volume he had discarded — volume nine of Lamours great works.

Even with the evidence before her, corroborated in these inexorably scientific pages which she sat so sadly turning, she found it almost impossible to believe that this big, broad-shouldered, attractive young man could be fatally stricken.

Twice her violet eyes stole toward him; twice the thick lashes veiled them, and the printed pages on her knee sprang into view, and the cold precision of the type confirmed her fears remorselessly:

The trained scrutiny of the observer will detect in the victim of this disease a peculiar and indefinable charm — a strange symmetry which, on closer examination, reveals traces of physical beauty almost superhuman—

Again her eyes were lifted to Carden; again she dropped her white lids. Her worst fears were confirmed.

Meanwhile he stood on the threshold looking at her, his pulses racing, his very soul staring through his eyes; and, within him, every sense clamoring out revolt at the deception, demanding confession and its penalty.

I cant stand this! he blurted out; and she looked up quickly, her face blanched with foreboding.

Are you in pain? she asked.

No — not that sort of pain! I — wont you please believe that I am not ill? Im imposing on you. Im an impostor! Theres nothing whatever the trouble with me except — something that I want to tell you — if youll let me—

Why should you hesitate to confide in a physician, Mr. Carden?

He came forward slowly. She laid her small hand on the empty chair which faced hers and he sank into it, clasping his restless hands under his chin.

You are feeling depressed, she said gently. Depression was a significant symptom. Three chapters were devoted to it.

Im depressed, of course. Im horribly depressed and ashamed of myself, because there is nothing on earth the matter with me, and Ive let you think there is.

She smiled mournfully; this was another symptom of a morbid state. She turned, unconsciously, to page 379 to verify her observation.

See here, Miss Hollis, he broke out, havent I any chance to convince you that I am not ill? I want to be honest without involving a — a friend of mine. I cant endure this deception. Wont you let me prove to you that these symptoms are — are only significant of something else?

She looked straight at him, considering him in silence.

Let us begin with those dark circles under my eyes, he said desperately. I found some cold-cream in my room and — look! They are practically gone! At any rate, if there is a sort of shadow left its because I use my eyes in my profession.

Dr. Lamour says that the dark circles disappear, anyway, said the girl, unconvinced. Cold-cream had nothing to do with it.

But it did! Really it did. And as for the other symptoms, I — well, I cant help my pulses when y-you t-t-touch me.

Please, Mr. Carden.

I dont mean to be impertinent. I am trying my hardest to tell the truth. And my pulses do gallop when you test them; theyre galloping now! This very moment!

Let me try them, she said coolly, laying her hand on his wrist.

Didnt I say so! he insisted grimly. And Im turning red, too. But those symptoms mean something else; they mean you!

Mr. Carden!

I cant help saying so—

I know it, she said soothingly; these sentimental outbursts are part of the disease—

Good Heavens! Wont you try to believe me! Theres nothing in the world the matter with me except that I am — am — p-p-perfectly f-f-fascinated—

You must struggle against it, Mr. Carden. That is only part of the—

It isnt! It isnt! Its you! Its your mere presence, your personality, your charm, your beauty, your loveliness, your—

Mr. Carden, I beg of you! I — it is part of my duty to observe symptoms, but — but you are making it very hard for me — very difficult—

I am only proving to you that it isnt Lamours Disease which does stunts with my pulses, my temperature, my color. Im not morbid except when I realize my deception. Im not depressed except when I think how far you are from me — how far above me — how far out of reach of such a man as I am — how desperately I — I—

D-dont you think I had better administer a s-s-sedative, Mr. Carden? she said, distressed.

I dont care. Ill take anything you give me — as long as you give it to me. Ill swallow pint after pint of pills! Ill fletcherize em! Ill luxuriate in poison — anything—

She was hastily running through the pages of the ninth volume to see whether the symptoms of sentimental excitement ever turned into frenzy.

What can you learn from that book? he insisted, leaning forward to see what she was reading. Anyway, Dr. Lamour married his patient so early in the game that all the symptoms disappeared. And I believe the trouble with his patient was my trouble. She had every symptom of it until he married her! She was in love with him, that is absolutely all!

Rosalind Hollis raised her beautiful, incredulous eyes.

What do you mean, Mr. Carden?

I mean that, in my opinion, theres no such disease as Lamours Disease. That young girl was in love with him. Then he married her at last, and — presto! — all the symptoms vanished — the pulse, the temperature, the fidgets, the blushes, the moods, the whole business!

W-what about the strangely curious manifestations of physical beauty — superhuman symmetry, Mr. Carden?

Do you notice them in me? he gasped.

A — yes — in a m-modified measure—

In me?

Certainly! she said firmly; but the slow glow suffusing her cheeks was disconcerting her. Then his own face began to reflect the splendid color in hers; their eyes met, dismayed.

There are sixteen volumes about this disease, she said. There must be such a disease!

There is, he said. I have it badly. But I never had it before I first saw you in the Park!

Mr. Carden — this is the wildest absurdity—

I know it. Wildness is a symptom. Im mad as a hatter. Ive got every separate symptom, and I wish it was infectious and contagious and catching and fatal!

She made an effort to turn the pages to the chapter entitled Manias and Illusions, but he laid his hand across the book and his clear eyes defied her.

Mr. Carden—

Her smooth hand trembled under his, then, suddenly nerveless, relaxed. With an effort she lifted her head; their eyes met, spellbound.

You have every symptom, he said unsteadily— every one! What have you to say?

Her fascinated eyes held his.

What have you to say? he repeated under his breath— you, with every symptom, and your heavenly radiant beauty to confirm them — that splendid youthful loveliness which blinds and stuns me as I look — as I speak — as I tell you that I love you. That is my malady; that is the beginning and the end of it; love!

She sat speechless, immovable, as one under enchantment.

All my life, he said, I have spent in painting shadows. But the shadows were those dim celestial shapes cast by your presence in the world. You tell me that the world is better for my work; that I have offered my people beauty and a sort of truth, which they had never dreamed of until I revealed it? Yet what inspired me was the shadow only, for I had never seen the substance; I had never believed I should ever see the living source of the shadows which inspired me. And now I see; now I have seen with my own eyes. Now the confession of faith is no longer a blind creed, born of instinct. You live! You are you! What I believed from necessity I find proved in fact. The occult no longer can sway one who has seen. And you, who, without your knowledge or mine, have always been the one and only source of any good in me or in my work — why is it strange that I loved you at first sight? — that I worshiped you at first breath? — I, who, like him who raises his altar to the unknown god, raised my altar to truth and beauty? And a miracle has answered me.

She rose, the beautiful dazed eyes meeting his, both hands clasping the ninth volume of Lamours great monograph to her breast as though to protect it from him — from him who was threatening her, enthralling her, thrilling her with his magic voice, his enchanted youth, the masterful mystery of his eyes. What was he saying to her? What was this mounting intoxication sweeping her senses — this delicious menace threatening her very will? What did he want with her? What was he asking? What was he doing now — with both her hands in his, and her gaze deeply lost in his — and the ninth volume of Lamour on the floor between them, sprawling there, abandoned, waving its helpless, discredited leaves in air — discredited, abandoned, obsolete as her own specialty — her lifes work! He had taken that, too — taken her lifes work from her. And in return she was holding nothing! — nothing except a young mans hands — strong, muscular hands which, after all, were holding her own imprisoned. So she had nothing in exchange for the ninth volume of Lamour; and her lifes work had been annihilated by a smile; and she was very much alone in the world — very isolated and very youthful.

After a while she emerged from the chaos of attempted reflection and listened to what he was saying. He spoke very quietly, very distinctly, not sparing himself, laying bare every deception without involving anybody except himself.

He told her the entire history of his case, excluding Mr. Keen in person; he told her about his aunt, about his birthday, about his determination to let the legacy go. Then in a very manly way he told her that he had never before loved a woman; and fell silent, her hands a dead weight in his.

She was surprised that she could experience no resentment. A curious inertia crept over her. She was tired of expectancy, tired of effort, weary of the burden of decision. Life and its problems overweighted her. Her eyes wandered to his broad young shoulders, then were raised to his face.

What shall we do? she asked innocently.

Unresisting, she suffered him to explain. His explanation was not elaborate; he only touched his lips to her hands and straightened up, a trifle pale.

After a moment they walked together to the door and he took his hat and gloves from the rack.

Will you come to-morrow morning? she asked.

Yes.

Come early. I am quite certain of how matters are with me. Everything has gone out of my life — everything I once cared for — all the familiar things. So come early, for I am quite alone without you.

And I without you, Rosalind.

That is only right, she said simply. I shall cast no more shadows for you. ... Are you going? ... Oh, I know it is best that you should go, but—

He halted. She laid both hands in his.

We both have it, she faltered— every symptom. And — you will come early, wont you?

THE END
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THE SPEED OF the train slackened; a broad tidal river flashed into sight below the trestle, spreading away on either hand through yellowing level meadows. And now, above the roaring undertone of the cars, from far ahead floated back the treble bell-notes of the locomotive; there came a gritting vibration of brakes; slowly, more slowly the cars glided to a creaking standstill beside a sun-scorched platform gay with the bright flutter of sunshades and summer gowns.

Shotover! Shotover! rang the far cry along the cars; and an absent-minded young man in the Pullman pocketed the uncut magazine he had been dreaming over and, picking up gun case and valise, followed a line of fellow-passengers to the open air, where one by one they were engulfed and lost to view amid the gay confusion on the platform.

The absent-minded young man, however, did not seem to know exactly where he was bound for. He stood hesitating, leisurely inspecting the flashing ranks of vehicles — depot wagons, omnibusses, and motor cars already eddying around a dusty gravel drive centred by the conventional railroad flower bed and fountain.

Sunshine blazed on foliage plants arranged geometrically, on scarlet stars composed of geraniums, on thickets of tall flame-tinted cannas. And around this triumph of landscape gardening, phaeton, Tilbury, Mercedes, and Toledo backed, circled, tooted; gaily gowned women, whips aslant, horses dancing, greeted expected guests; laughing young men climbed into dog-carts and took the reins from nimble grooms; young girls, extravagantly veiled, made room in comfortable touring-cars for feminine guests whose extravagant veils were yet to be unpacked; slim young men in leather trappings, caps adorned with elaborate masks or goggles, manipulated rakish steering-gears; preoccupied machinists were fussing with valve and radiator or were cranking up; and, through the jolly tumult, the melancholy bell of the locomotive sounded, and the long train moved out through the September sunshine amid clouds of snowy steam.

And all this time the young man, gun case in one hand, suit case in the other, looked about him in his good-humoured, leisurely manner for anybody or any vehicle which might be waiting for him. His amiable inspection presently brought a bustling baggage-master within range of vision; and he spoke to this official, mentioning his hosts name.

Lookin for Mr. Ferrall? repeated the baggage-master, spinning a trunk dexterously into rank with its fellows. Say, one of Mr. Ferralls men was here just now — there he is, over there uncrating that there bird-dog!

The young mans eyes followed the direction indicated by the grimy thumb; a red-faced groom in familiar livery was kneeling beside a dogs travelling crate, attempting to unlock it, while behind the bars an excited white setter whined and thrust forth first one silky paw then the other.

The young man watched the scene for a moment, then:

Are you one of Mr. Ferralls men? he asked in his agreeable voice.

The groom looked up, then stood up:

Yis, Sorr.

Take these; Im Mr. Siward — for Shotover House. I dare say you have room for me and the dog, too.

The groom opened his mouth to speak, but Siward took the crate key from his fingers, knelt, and tried the lock. It resisted. From the depths of the crate a beseeching paw fell upon his cuff.

Certainly, old fellow, he said soothingly, I know how you feel about it; I know youre in a hurry — and well have you out in a second — steady, boy! — somethings jammed, you see! Only one moment now! There you are!

The dog attempted to bolt as the crate door opened, but the young man caught him by the leather collar and the groom snapped on a leash.

Beg pardon, Sorr, began the groom, carried almost off his feet by the frantic circling of the dog— beg pardon, Sorr, but Ill be afther seem if anny of Mr. Ferralls men drove over for you—

Oh! Are you not one of Mr. Ferralls men?

Yis, Sorr, but I hadnt anny orders to meet anny wan—

Havent you anything here to drive me in?

Yis, Sorr — Ill look to see—

The raw groom, much embarrassed, and keeping his feet with difficulty against the plunging dog, turned toward the gravel drive where now only a steam motor and a depot-wagon remained. As they looked the motor steamed out, honking hoarsely; the depot-wagon followed, leaving the circle at the end of the station empty of vehicles.

Didnt Mr. Ferrall expect me? asked Siward.

Aw, yis, Sorr; but the gintlemen for Shotover House does ginerally allways coom by Black Fells, Sorr—

Oh, Lord! said the young man, I remember now. I should have gone on to Black Fells Crossing; Mr. Ferrall wrote me! Then, amused: I suppose you have only a baggage-wagon here?

No, Sorr — a phayton — he hesitated.

Well? Isnt a phaeton all right?

Yis, Sorr — if th yoong lady says so — beg pardon, Sorr, Miss Landis is driving.

Oh — h! I see.... Is Miss Landis a guest at Shotover House?

Yis, Sorr. An if ye would joost ask her — the phayton do be coming now, Sorr!

The phaeton was coming; the horse, a showy animal, executed side-steps; blue ribbons fluttered from the glittering head-stall; a young girl in white was driving.

Siward advanced to the platforms edge as the phaeton drew up; the young lady looked inquiringly at the groom, at the dog, and leisurely at him.

So he took off his hat, naming himself in that well-bred and agreeable manner characteristic of men of his sort, — and even his smile appeared to be part and parcel of a conventional ensemble so harmonious as to remain inconspicuous.

You should have gone on to Black Fells Crossing, observed Miss Landis, coolly controlling the nervous horse. Didnt you know it?

He said he remembered now that such were the directions given him.

The girl glanced at him incuriously, and with more curiosity at the dog. Is that the Sagamore pup, Flynn? she asked.

It is, Miss.

Cant you take him on the rumble with you? And, to Siward: There is room for your gun and suit case.

And for me? he asked, smiling.

I think so. Be careful of that Sagamore pup, Flynn. Hold him between your knees. Are you ready, Mr. Siward?

So he climbed in; the groom hoisted the dog to the rumble and sprang up behind; the horse danced and misbehaved, making a spectacle of himself and an agreeable picture of his driver; then the pretty little phaeton swung northward out of the gravel drive and went whirling along a road all misty with puffs of yellow dust which the afternoon sun turned to floating golden powder.

Did you send my telegram, Flynn? she asked without turning her head.

I did, Miss.

It being the most important telegram she had ever sent in all her life, Miss Landis became preoccupied, — quite oblivious to extraneous details, including Siward, until the horse began acting badly again. Her slightly disdainful and perfect control of the reins interested the young man. He might have said something civil and conventional about that, but did not make the effort to invade a reserve which appeared to embarrass nobody.

A stacatto note from the dog, prolonged infinitely in hysterical crescendo, demanded comment from somebody.

What is the matter with him, Flynn? she asked.

Siward said: You should let him run, Miss Landis.

She nodded, smiling, inattentive, absorbed in her own affairs, still theorising concerning her telegram. She drove on for a while, and might have forgotten the dog entirely had he not once more lifted his voice in melancholy.

You say he ought to run for a mile or two? Do you think hell bolt, Mr. Siward?

Is he a new dog?

Yes, fresh from the kennels; supposed to be house-and wagon-broken, steady to shot and wing— She shrugged her pretty shoulders. You see how hes acting already!

Do you mind if I try him? suggested Siward.

You mean that you are going to let him run?

I think so.

And if he bolts?

Ill take my chances.

Yes, but please consider my chances, Mr. Siward. The dog doesnt belong to me.

But he ought to run—

But suppose he runs away? Hes a horridly expensive creature — if you care to take the risk.

Ill take the risk, said Siward, smiling as she drew rein. Now Flynn, give me the leash. Quiet! Quiet, puppy! Everything is coming your way; thats the beauty of patience; great thing, patience! He took the leader; the dog sprang from the rumble. Now, my friend, look at me! No, dont twist and squirm and scramble; look me square in the eye; so!... Now we know each ether and we respect each other — because you are going to be a good puppy... and obey... Down charge!

The dog, trembling with eager comprehension, dropped like a shot, muzzle laid flat between his paws. Siward unleashed him, looked down at him for a second, stooped and caressed the silky head, then with a laugh swung himself into the phaeton beside the driver, who, pretty head turned, had been looking on intently.

Your dog is yard-broken, he said. Look at him.

I see. Do you think he will follow us?

I think so.

The horse started, Miss Landis looking back over her shoulder at the dog who lay motionless, crouched flat in the road.

Then Siward turned. Come on, Sagamore! he said gaily; and the dog sprang forward, circled about the moving phaeton, splitting the air with yelps of ecstasy, then tore ahead, mad with the delight of stretching cramped muscles amid the long rank grass and shrubbery of the roadside.

The girl watched him doubtfully; when he disappeared far away up the road she turned the blue inquiry of her eyes on Siward.

Hell be back, said the young fellow, laughing; and presently the dog reappeared on a tearing gallop, white flag tossing, glorious in his new liberty, enchanted with the confidence this tall young man had reposed in him — this adorable young man, this wonderful friend who had suddenly appeared to release him from an undignified and abominable situation in a crate.

A good dog, said Siward; and the girl looked around at him, partly because his voice was pleasant, partly because a vague memory was beginning to stir within her, coupling something unpleasant with the name of Siward.

She had been conscious of it when he first named himself, but, absorbed in the overwhelming importance of her telegram, had left the analysis of the matter for the future.

She thought again of her telegram, theorised a little, came to no conclusion except to let the matter rest for the present, and mentally turned to the next and far less important problem — the question of this rather attractive young man at her side, and why the name of Siward should be linked in her mind with anything disagreeable.

Tentatively following the elusive mental dews that might awaken something definite concerning her hazy impression of the man beside her, she spoke pleasantly, conventionally, touching idly any topic that might have a bearing; and, under a self-possession so detached as to give an impression of indifference, eyes, ears, and intelligence admitted that he was agreeable to look at, pleasant of voice, and difficult to reconcile with anything unpleasant.

Which gradually aroused her interest — the incongruous usually interesting girls of her age — for he had wit enough to amuse her, sufficient inconsequence to please her, and something listless, at times almost absent-minded, almost inattentive, that might have piqued her had it not inoculated her, as it always does any woman, with the nascent germ of curiosity. Besides, there was, in the hint of his momentary preoccupation, a certain charm.

They discussed shooting and the opening of the season; dogs and the training of dogs; and why some go gun-shy and why some ace blinkers. From sport and its justification, they became inconsequential; and she was beginning to enjoy the freshness of their chance acquaintance, his nice attitude toward things, his irrelevancy, his gaiety.

Laughter thawed her; for notwithstanding the fearless confidence she had been taught for men of her own kind, self-possession and reserve, if not inherent, had also been drilled into her, and she required a great deal in a man before she paid him the tribute of one of her pretty laughs.

Apparently they were advancing rather rapidly.

Dont you think we ought to call the dog in, Mr. Siward?

Yes; hes had enough!

She drew rein; he sprang out and whistled; and the Sagamore pup, dusty and happy came romping back. Siward motioned him to the rumble, but the dog leaped to the front.

I dont mind, said the girl. Let him sit here between us. And you might occupy yourself by pulling some of those burrs from his ears — if you will?

Of course I will. Look up here, puppy! No! Dont try to lick my face, for that is bad manners. Demonstrations are odious, as the poet says.

Its always bad manners, isnt it? asked Miss Landis.

What? Being affectionate?

Yes, and admitting it.

I believe it is. Do you hear that — Sagamore? But never mind; Ill break the rules some day when were alone.

The dog laid one paw on Siwards knee, looking him wistfully in the eyes.

More demonstrations, observed the girl. Mr. Siward! You are hugging him! This amounts to a dual conspiracy in bad manners.

Awfully glad to admit you to the conspiracy, he said. Theres one vacancy — if you are eligible.

I am; I was discovered recently kissing my saddle-mare.

That settles it! Sagamore, give the young lady the grip.

Sylvia Landis glanced at the dog, then impulsively shifting the whip to her left hand, held out the right. And very gravely the Sagamore pup laid one paw in her dainty white gloved palm.

You darling! murmured the girl, resuming her whip.

I notice, observed Siward, that you are perfectly qualified for membership in our association for the promotion of bad manners. In fact I should suggest you for the presidency—

I suppose you think all sorts of things because I gushed over that dog.

Of course I do.

Well you need not, she rejoined, delicate nose up-tilted. I never kissed a baby in all my life — and never mean to. Which is probably more than you can say.

Yes, its more than I can say.

That admission elects you president, she concluded. But after a moments silent driving she turned partly toward him with mock seriousness: Is it not horridly unnatural in me to feel that way about babies? And about people, too; I simply cannot endure demonstrations. As for dogs and horses — well, Ive admitted how I behave; and, being so shamelessly affectionate by disposition, why cant I be nice to babies? Ive a hazy but dreadful notion that theres something wrong about me, Mr. Siward.

He scrutinised the pretty features, anxiously; I cant see it, he said.

But I mean it — almost seriously. I dont want to be so aloof, but — I dont like to touch other people. It is rather horrid of me I suppose to be like those silky, plumy, luxurious Angora cats who never are civil to you and who always jump out of your arms at the first opportunity.

He laughed — and there was malice in his eyes, but he did not know her well enough to pursue the subject through so easy an opening.

It had occurred to her, too, that her simile might invite elaboration, and she sensed the laugh in his silence, and liked him for remaining silent where he might easily have been wittily otherwise.

This set her so much at ease, left her so confident, that they were on terms of gayest understanding presently, she gossiping about the guests at Shotover House, outlining the diversions planned for the two weeks before them.

But we shall see little of one another; you will be shooting most of the time, she said — with the very faintest hint of challenge — too delicate, too impersonal to savour of coquetry. But the germ of it was there.

Do you shoot?

Yes; why?

I am reconciled to the shooting, then.

Oh, that is awfully civil of you. Sometimes Id rather play Bridge.

So should I — sometimes.

Ill remember that, Mr. Siward; and when all the men are waiting for you to start out after grouse perhaps I may take that moment to whisper: May I play?

He laughed.

You mean that you really would stay and play double dummy when every other living man will be off to the coverts? Double dummy — to improve my game?

Certainly! I need improvement.

Then there is something wrong with you, too, Mr. Siward.

She laughed and started to flick her whip, but at her first motion the horse gave trouble.

The bit doesnt fit, observed Siward.

You are perfectly right, she returned, surprised. I ought to have remembered; it is shameful to drive a horse improperly bitted. And, after a moment: You are considerate toward animals; it is good in a man.

Oh, its no merit. When animals are uncomfortable it worries me. Its one sort of selfishness, you see.

What nonsense, she said; and her smile was very friendly. Why doesnt a nice man ever admit hes nice when told so?

It seems they had advanced that far. For she was beginning to find this young man not only safe but promising; she had met nobody recently half as amusing, and the outlook at Shotover House had been unpromising with only the overgrateful Page twins to practise on — the other men collectively and individually boring her. And suddenly, welcome as manna from the sky, behold this highly agreeable boy to play with — until Quarrier arrived. Her telegram had been addressed to Mr. Quarrier.

What was it you were saying about selfishness? she asked. Oh, I remember. It was nonsense.

Certainly.

She laughed, adding: Selfishness is so simply defined you know.

Is it? How.

A refusal to renounce. That covers everything, she concluded.

Sometimes renunciation is weakness — isnt it? he suggested.

In what case for example?

Well, suppose we take love.

Very well, you may take it if you like it.

Suppose you loved a man! he insisted.

Let him beware! What then?

 — And, suppose it would distress your family if you married him?

Id give him up.

If you loved him?

Love? That is the poorest excuse for selfishness, Mr. Siward.

So you would ruin your happiness and his—

A girl ought to find more happiness in renouncing a selfish love than in love itself, announced Miss Landis with that serious conviction characteristic of her years.

Of course, assented Siward with a touch of malice, if you really do find more happiness in renouncing love than in love itself, it would be foolish not to do it—

Mr. Siward! You are derisive. Besides, you are not acute. A woman is always an opportunist. When the event takes place I shall know what to do.

You mean when you want to marry the man you mustnt?

Exactly. I probably shall.

Marry him?

Wish to!

I see. But you wont, of course.

She drew rein, bringing the horse to a walk at the foot of a long hill.

We are going much too fast, said Miss Landis, smiling.

Driving too fast for—

No, not driving, going — you and I.

Oh, you mean—

Yes I do. We are on all sorts of terms, already.

In the country, you know, people—

Yes I know all about it, and what old and valued friends one makes at a weeks end. But it has been a matter of half-hours with us, Mr. Siward.

Let us sit very still and think it over, he suggested. And they both laughed.

It was perhaps the reaction of her gaiety that recalled to her mind her telegram. The telegram had been her promised answer after she had had time to consider a suggestion made to her by a Mr. Howard Quarrier. The last week at Shotover permitted reflection; and while her telegram was no complete answer to the suggestion he had made, it contained material of interest in the eight words: I will consider your request when you arrive.

I wonder if you know Howard Quarrier? she said.

After a seconds hesitation he replied: Yes — a little. Everybody does.

You do know him?

Only at — the club.

Oh, the Lenox?

The Lenox — and the Patroons.

Preoccupied, driving with careless, almost inattentive perfection, she thought idly of her twenty-three years, wondering how life could have passed so quickly leaving her already stranded on the shoals of an engagement to marry Howard Quarrier. Then her thoughts, errant, wandered half the world over before they returned to Siward; and when at length they did, and meaning to be civil, she spoke again of his acquaintance with Quarrier at the Patroons Club — the club itself being sufficient to settle Siwards status in every community.

Im trying to remember what it is I have heard about you, she continued amiably; you are—

An odd expression in his eyes arrested her — long enough to note their colour and expression — and she continued, pleasantly;  — you are Stephen Siward, are you not? You see I know your name perfectly well— Her straight brows contracted a trifle; she drove on, lips compressed, following an elusive train of thought which vaguely, persistently, coupled his name with something indefinitely unpleasant. And she could not reconcile this with his appearance. However, the train of unlinked ideas which she pursued began to form the semblance of a chain. Coupling his name with Quarriers, and with a club, aroused memory; vague uneasiness stirred her to a glimmering comprehension. Siward? Stephen Siward? One of the New York Siwards then; — one of that race — 

Suddenly the truth flashed upon her, — the crude truth lacking definite detail, lacking circumstance and colour and atmosphere, — merely the raw and ugly truth.

Had he looked at her — and he did, once — he could have seen only the unruffled and very sweet profile of a young girl. Composure was one of the masks she had learned to wear — when she chose.

And she was thinking very hard all the while; So this is the man? I might have known his name. Where were my five wits? Siward! — Stephen Siward!... He is very young, too... much too young to be so horrid.... Yet — it wasnt so dreadful, after all; only the publicity! Dear me! I knew we were going too fast.

Miss Landis, he said.

Mr. Siward? — very gently. It was her way to be gentle when generous.

I think, he said, that you are beginning to remember where you may have heard my name.

Yes — a little— She looked at him with the direct gaze of a child, but the lovely eyes were troubled. His smile was not very genuine, but he met her gaze steadily enough.

It was rather nice of Mrs. Ferrall to ask me, he said, after the mess I made of things last spring.

Grace Ferrall is a dear, she replied.

After a moment he ventured: I suppose you saw it in the papers.

I think so; I had completely forgotten it; your name seemed to—

I see. Then, listlessly: I couldnt have ventured to remind you that — that perhaps you might not care to be so amiable—

Mr. Siward, she said impulsively, you are nice to me! Why shouldnt I be amiable? It was — it was — Ive forgotten just how dreadfully you did behave—

Pretty badly.

Very?

They say so.

And what is your opinion Mr. Siward?

Oh, I ought to have known better. Something about him reminded her of a bad small boy; and suddenly in spite of her better sense, in spite of her instinctive caution, she found herself on the very verge of laughter. What was it in the man that disarmed and invited a confidence — scarcely justified it appeared? What was it now that moved her to overlook what few overlook — not the fault, but its publicity? Was it his agreeable bearing, his pleasant badinage, his amiably listless moments of preoccupation, his youth that appealed to her — aroused her charity, her generosity, her curiosity?

And had other people continued to accept him, too? What would Quarrier think of his presence at Shotover? She began to realise that she was a little afraid of Quarriers opinions. And his opinions were always judgments. However Grace Ferrall had thought it proper to ask him, and that meant social absolution. As far as that went she also was perfectly ready to absolve him if he needed it. But perhaps he didnt care! — She looked at him, furtively. He seemed to be tranquil enough in his abstraction. Trouble appeared to slide very easily from his broad young shoulders. Perhaps he was already taking much for granted in her gentleness with him. And gradually speculation became interest and interest a young girls innocent curiosity to learn something of a man whose record it seemed almost impossible to reconcile with his personality.

I was wondering, he said looking up to encounter her clear eyes, whose house that is over there?

Beverly Planks shooting-box; Black Fells, she replied nodding toward the vast pile of blackish rocks against the sky, upon which sprawled a heavy stone house infested with chimneys.

Plank? Oh yes.

He smiled to remember the battering blows rained upon the ramparts of society by the master of Black Fells.

But the smile faded; and, glancing at him, the girl was surprised to see the subtle change in his face — the white worn look, then the old listless apathy which, all at once to her, hinted of something graver than preoccupation.

Are we near the sea? he asked.

Very near. Only a moment to the top of this hill.... Now look!

There lay the sea — the same grey-blue crawling void that had ever fascinated and repelled him — always wrinkled, always in flat monotonous motion, spreading away, away to the sad worlds ends.

Full of menace — always, he said, unconscious that he had spoken aloud.

The sea!

He spoke without turning: The sea is a relentless thing for a man to fight.... There are other tides more persistent than the sea, but like it — like it in its menace.

His face seemed thinner, older; she noticed his cheek bones for the first time. Then, meeting her eyes, youth returned with a laugh and a touch of colour; and, without understanding exactly how, she was aware, presently, that they had insensibly slipped back to their light badinage and gay inconsequences — back to a footing which, strangely, seemed to be already an old footing, familiar, pleasant, and natural to return to.

Is that Shotover House? he asked as they came to the crest of the last hillock between them and the sea.

At last, Mr. Siward, she said mockingly; and now your troubles are nearly ended.

And yours, Miss Landis?

I dont know, she murmured to herself, thinking of the telegram with the faintest misgiving.

For she was very young, and she had not had half enough out of life as yet; and besides, her theories and preconceived plans for the safe and sound ordering of her life appeared to lack weight — nay, they were dwindling already into insignificance.

Theory had almost decided her to answer Mr. Quarriers suggestion with a Yes. However, he was coming from the Lakes in a day or two. She could decide definitely when she had discussed the matter with him.

I wish that I owned this dog, observed Siward, as the phaeton entered the macadamised drive.

I wish so, too, she said, but he belongs to Mr. Quarrier.


CHAPTER II IMPRUDENCE
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A HOUSE OF native stone built into and among weather-scarred rocks, one massive wing butting seaward, others nosing north and south among cedars and outcropping ledges — the whole silver-grey mass of masonry reddening under a westering sun, every dormer, every leaded diamond pane aflame; this was Shotover as Siward first beheld it.

Like the craggy vertebrae of a half-buried fossil splitting the sod, a ragged line of rock rose as a barrier to inland winds; the foreland, set here and there with tiny lawns and pockets of bright flowers, fell away to the cliffs; and here, sheer wet black rocks fronted the eternal battering of the Atlantic.

As the phaeton drew up under a pillared porte-cochere, one or two servants appeared; a rather imposing specimen bowed them through the doors into the hall where, in a wide chimney place, the embers of a drift-wood fire glimmered like a heap of dusty jewels. Bars of sunlight slanted on wall and rug, on stone floor and carved staircase, on the bronze foliations of the railed gallery above, where, in the golden gloom through a high window, sun-tipped tree tops against a sky of azure stirred like burnished foliage in a tapestry.

There is nobody here, of course, observed Miss Landis to Siward as they halted in front of the fire-place; the season opens to-day in this county, you see. She shrugged her pretty shoulders: And the women who dont shoot make the first field-luncheon a function.

She turned, nodded her adieux, then, over her shoulder, casually: If you havent an appointment with the Sand-Man before dinner you may find me in the gun-room.

Ill be there in about three minutes, he said; and what about this dog? — looking down at the Sagamore pup who stood before him, wagging, attentive, always the gentleman to the tips of his toes.

Miss Landis laughed. Take him to your room if you like. Dogs have the run of the house.

So he followed a servant to the floor above where a smiling and very ornamental maid preceded him through a corridor and into that heavy wing of the house which fronted the sea.

Tea is served in the gun-room, sir, said the pretty maid, and disappeared to give place to a melancholy and silent young man who turned on the bath, laid out fresh raiment, and whispering, Scotch or Irish, sir? presently effaced himself.

Before he quenched his own thirst Siward filled a bowl and set it on the floor, and it seemed as though the dog would never finish gulping and slobbering in the limpid icy water.

Its the salt air, my boy, commented the young man, gravely refilling his own glass as though accepting the excuse on his own account.

Then man and beast completed ablutions and grooming and filed out through the wide corridor, around the gallery, and down the broad stairway to the gun-room — an oaken vaulted place illuminated by the sun, where mellow lights sparkled on glass-cased rows of fowling pieces and rifles, on the polished antlers of shaggy moose heads.

Miss Landis sat curled up in a cushioned corner under the open casement panes, offering herself a cup of tea. She looked up, nodding invitation; he found a place beside her. A servant whispered, Scotch or Irish, sir, then set the crystal paraphernalia at his elbow.

He said something about the salt air, casually; the girl gazed meditatively at space.

The sound of wheels on the gravel outside aroused her from a silence which had become a brown study; and, to Siward, presently, she said: Here endeth our first rendezvous.

Then let us arrange another immediately, he said, stirring the ice in his glass.

The girl considered him with speculative eyes: I shouldnt exactly know what to do with you for the next hour if I didnt abandon you.

Why bother to do anything with me? Why even give yourself the trouble of deserting me? That solves the problem.

I really dont mean that you are a problem to me, Mr. Siward, she said, amused; I mean that I am going to drive again.

I see.

No you dont see at all. Theres a telegram; Im not driving for pleasure—

She had not meant that either, and it annoyed her that she had expressed herself in such terms. As a matter of fact, at the telegraphed request of Mr. Quarrier, she was going to Black Fells Crossing to meet his train from the Lakes and drive him back to Shotover. The drive, therefore, was of course a drive for pleasure.

I see, repeated Siward amiably.

Perhaps you do, she observed, rising to her graceful height. He was on his feet at once, so carelessly, so good-humouredly acquiescent that without any reason at all she hesitated.

I had meant to show you about — the cliffs — the kennels and stables; Im sorry, she concluded, lingering.

Im awfully sorry, he rejoined without meaning anything in particular. That was the trouble, whatever he said, apparently meant so much.

With the agreeable sensation of being regretted, she leisurely gloved herself, then walked through the gun-room and hall, Siward strolling beside her.

The dog followed them as they turned toward the door and passed out across the terraced veranda to the driveway where a Tandem cart was drawn up, faultlessly appointed. Quarriers mania was Tandem. She thought it rather nice of her to remember this.

She inspected the ensemble without visible interest for a few moments; the wind freshened from the sea, fluttering her veil, and she turned toward the east to face it. In the golden splendour of declining day the white sails of yachts crowded landward on the last leg before beating westward into Blue Harbour; a small white cruiser, steaming south, left a mile long stratum of rose-tinted smoke hanging parallel to the horizons plane; the westering sun struck sparks from her bright-work.

The magic light on land and water seemed to fascinate the girl; she had walked a little way toward the cliffs, Siward following silently, offering no comment on the beauty of sky and cliff. As they halted once more the enchantment seemed to spread; a delicate haze enveloped the sea; hints of rose colour tinted the waves; over the uplands a pale mauve bloom grew; the sunlight turned redder, slanting on the rocks, and every kelp-covered reef became a spongy golden mound, sprayed with liquid flame.

They had turned their backs to the Tandem; the grooms looked after them, standing motionless at the horses heads.

Mr. Siward, this is too fine to miss, she said. I will walk as far as the headland with you.... Please smoke if you care to.

He did care to; several matches were extinguished by the wind until she spread her skids as a barrier; and kneeling in their shelter he got his light.

Tobacco smoke diluted with sea breeze is delicious, she said, as the wind whirled the aromatic smoke of his cigarette up into her face. Dont move, Mr. Siward; I like it; there is to me always a faint odour of sweet-brier in the mélange. Did you ever notice it?

The breeze-blown conversation became fragmentary, veering as capriciously as the purple wind-flaws that spread across the shoals. But always to her question or comment she found in his response the charm of freshness, of quick intelligence, or of a humourous and idle perversity which stimulates without demanding.

Once, glancing back at the house where the T-cart and horses stood, she said that she had better return; or perhaps she only thought she said it, for he made no response that time. And a few moments later they reached the headland, and the Atlantic lay below, flowing azure from horizon to horizon — under a universe of depthless blue. And for a long while neither spoke.

With her the spell endured until conscience began to stir. Then she awoke, uneasy as always, under the shadow of restraint or pressure, until her eyes fell on him and lingered.

A subtle change had come into his face; its leanness struck her for the first time; that, and an utter detachment from his surroundings, a sombre oblivion to everything — and to her.

How curiously had his face altered, how shadowy it had grown, effacing the charm of youth, in it.

The slight amusement with which she had become conscious of her own personal exclusion grew to an interest tinged with curiosity.

The interest continued, but when his silence became irksome to her she said so very frankly. His absent eyes, still clouded, met hers, unsmiling.

I hate the sea, he said.

You — hate it! she repeated, too incredulous to be disappointed.

Theres no rest in it; it tires. A man who plays with it must be on his guard every second. To spend a lifetime on it is ridiculous — a whole life of intelligent effort, against perpetual, brutal, inanimate resistance — one endless uninterrupted fight — a ceaseless human manoeuvre against senseless menace; and then the counter attack of the lifeless monster, the bellowing advance, the shock — and no battle won — nothing final, nothing settled, no! only the same eternal nightmare of surveillance, the same sleepless watch for stupid treachery.

But — you dont have to fight it! she said, astonished.

No; but it is no secret — what it does to those who do.... Some escape; but only by dying ashore before it gets them. That is the way some of us reach Heaven; we die too quick for the Enemy to catch us.

He was laughing when she said: It is not a fight with the sea; it is the battle of Life itself you mean.

Yes, in a way, the battle of Life.

Oh, you are morbid then. Is there anybody ever born who has not a fight on his hands?

No; only I have known men tired out, unfairly, before life had declared war on them.

Just what do you mean?

Oh, something about fair play — what our popular idol summarises as a square deal. He laughed again, easily, his face clearing.

Nobody worth a square deal ever laments because he hasnt had it, she said.

I dare say thats true, too, he admitted listlessly.

Mr. Siward, exactly what did you mean?

I was thinking of men I knew; for example a man who through generations has inherited every impulse and desire that he should not harbour — a man with intellect enough to be aware of it, with decency enough to desire decency.... What chance has he with the storms which have been brewing for him even before he opened his eyes on earth? Is that a square deal?

The troubled concentration of her face was reflected now in his own; the wind came whipping and flicking at them from league-wide tossing wastes; the steady thunder of the sea accented the silence.

She said: I suppose everybody has infinite capacity for decency or mischief. I know that I have. And I fancy that this capacity always remains, no matter how moral ones life may be. Watch and pray was not addressed to the guilty alone, Mr. Siward.

Oh, yes, of course. As for the balanced capacity for good and evil, how about the inherited desire for the latter?

Who is free from that, too? Do you suppose anybody really desires to be good?

You mean most people are so afraid not to be, that virtue becomes a habit?

Perhaps. Its a plain business proposition anyway. It pays.

Celestial insurance? he asked, laughing.

I dont know, Mr. Siward; do you?

But he, turning to the sea, had become engrossed in his own thoughts again; and again she was first curious, then impatient at the ease with which he excluded her. She remembered, too, that the cart was waiting; that she had scarcely time now to make the train.

She stood irresolute, inert, disinclined to bestir herself. An inborn aptitude for drifting, which threatened to become a talent for indecision, had always alternated in her with sudden impulsive conclusions; and when her pride was involved, in decisions which sometimes scarcely withstood the analysis of reason.

Physically healthy, mentally unawakened, sentimentally incredulous, totally ignorant of any master passion, and conventionally drilled, her beauty and sweet temper had carried her easily on the frothy crest of her first season, over the eligible and ineligible alike, leaving her at Lenox, a rather tired and breathless girl, in love with pleasure and the world which treated her so well.

The death of her mother abroad had made little impression upon her — her uncle, Major Belwether, having cared for her since her fathers death when she was ten years old. So, although the scandal of her mothers self-exile had been in a measure condoned by a tardy marriage to the man for whom she had left everything, her daughter had grown up ignorant of any particular feeling for a mother she could scarcely remember.

However, she wore black and went nowhere for the second winter, during which time she learned a great deal concerning the unconventional proclivities of the women of her race and family, enough to impress her so seriously that on an exaggerated impulse she had come to one of her characteristic decisions.

That decision was to break the unsavoury record at the first justifiable opportunity. And the opportunity came in the shape of Quarrier. As though wedlock were actually the sanctuary which an alarmed nation pretends it to be!

Now, approaching the threshold of a third and last season, and having put away her almost meaningless mourning, there had stolen into her sense of security something irksome in the promise she had made to give Quarrier a definite answer before winter.

Perhaps it had been the lack of interest in the people at Shotover, perhaps a mental review of her ancestors capricious records — perhaps a characteristic impulse that had directed a telegram to Quarrier after a midnight confab with Grace Ferrall.

However it may have been, she had summoned him. And now he was on his way to get his answer, the best whip, the most eagerly discussed, and one of the wealthiest unmarried men in America.

Lingering irresolutely, considering with idle eyes the shadows lengthening across the sun-shot moorland, the sound of Siwards even voice aroused her from a meditation bordering on lassitude.

She answered vaguely. He spoke again; all the agreeable, gentle, humourous charm dominant once more — releasing her from the growing tension of her own thoughts, absolving her from the duty of immediate decision.

I feel curiously lazy, she said; perhaps from our long drive. She seated herself on the turf. Talk to me, Mr. Siward — in that lazy way of yours.

What he had to say proved inconsequent enough, an irrelevant suggestion concerning the training of field-dogs for close covert work and the reasons for not breaking such dogs on quail. Then the question of cross-breeding came up, and he gave his opinion on the qualities of droppers. To which she replied, sleepily; and the conversation veered again toward the mystery of heredity, and the hopelessness of escape from its laws as illustrated now by the Sagamore pup, galloping nose in the wind, having scented afar the traces of the forbidden rabbit.

His ancestors turned round and round to flatten the long reeds and grasses in their lairs before lying down, observed Siward. He does it, too, where there is nothing to flatten out. Did you ever notice how many times a dog turns around before lying down? And there goes the carefully schooled Sagamore, chasing rabbits! Why? Because his wild ancestors chased rabbits.... Heredity? Its a steady, unseen, pulling, dragging force. Like lightning, too, it shatters, sometimes, where there is resistance.

Do you mean, Mr. Siward, that heredity is an excuse for moral weakness?

I dont know. Those inheriting nothing of evil say it is no excuse.

It is no excuse.

You speak with authority, he said.

With more than you are aware of, she murmured, not meaning to say it.

She stood up impulsively, her fresh face turned to the distant house, her rounded young figure poised in relief against the sky.

Inherited or not, idleness, procrastination, are my besetting sins. Cant you suggest the remedy, Mr. Siward?

But they are only the thieves of Time; and we kill the poor old gentleman.

Leagued assassins, she repeated pensively.

Her gown had caught on the cliff briers; he knelt to release it, she looking down, noting an ugly tear in the fabric.

Payment for my iniquities — the first instalment, she said, still looking down over his shoulder and watching his efforts to release her. Thank you, Mr. Siward. I think we ought to start, dont you?

He straightened up, smiling, awaiting her further pleasure. Her pleasure being capricious, she seated herself again, saying: What I meant to say was this: evils that spring from heredity are no excuse for misconduct in people of our sort. Environment, not heredity, counts. And its our business, who have every chance in the world, to make good!

He looked down, amused at the piquant incongruity of voice and vernacular.

What time is it? she asked irrelevantly.

He glanced at his watch. She turned her eyes toward the level sun, conscious, and a little conscience-stricken that it was too late for her to drive to Black Fells Crossing — unless she started at once.

The sun hung low over the pines; all the scrubby foreland ran molten gold in every tufted furrow; flock after flock of twittering little birds whirled into the briers and out again, scattering inland into undulating flight.

The zenith turned shell pink; through clotted shoals of clouds spread spaces of palest green like calm lakes in the sky.

It grew stiller; the wind went down with the sun.

Doubtless he had forgotten to tell her the time; she had almost forgotten that she had asked him. With the silence of sunset a languor, the indolence of content, crept over her; she saw him close his watch with the absent-minded air which she already associated with him, and she let the question go from sheer disinclination for the effort of repetition — let the projected drive go — acquiescent, content that matters shape themselves without any interference from her. The sense of ease, of physical well-being invaded her with an agreeable relaxation as though tension somewhere had slackened.

They chatted on, casually, impersonally, in rather subdued tones. The dog returned now and then to see that all was well. All was well enough, it appeared, for she sat beside Siward, quite content, knees clasped in her hands, exchanging impressions of life with a man who so far had been sympathetically considerate in demanding from her no intellectual effort.

The conversation drifted illogically; sometimes he stirred her to amusement, even a hushed laughter; sometimes she smilingly agreed with his views, sometimes she let them go, uncriticised; or, intent on her own ideas, shook her small head in amused disapproval.

The stillness over all, the deepening mellow light, the blessed indolence of the young world — and their few years in it — Youth! That was perhaps the key to it all, after all.

To-morrow, she mused aloud, knees cradled in her clasped fingers, to-morrow theyll shoot — with great circumstance and fuss — a few native woodcock — theres no flight yet from the north! — a few grouse, fewer snipe, a stray duck or two. Others will drive motor cars over bad roads; others will ride, sail, golf — anything to kill the eternal enemy.

And you?

Je nen sais rien, monsieur.

Mais je voudrais savoir.

Pourquoi?

To lay a true course by the stars; he looked at her blue eyes and she laughed easily under the laughing flattery.

You must seek another compass — to-morrow, she said. Then it occurred to her that nobody could guess her decision in regard to Quarrier; and she partly raised her eyes, looking at him, indolent speculation under the white lids.

She liked him already; in fact she had liked few men as well on such brief acquaintance.

You know the majority of the people here, or coming, dont you? she inquired.

Who are they?

She began: The Leroy Mortimers?

Oh, yes.

Lord Alderdene and Captain Voucher, and the Page twins and Marion?

Yes.

Rena Bonnesdel, the Tassel girl, Agatha Caithness, Mrs. Vendenning — all sorts, all sets. And, with an effort: If Im to drive, I should like — to — to know what time it is?

He informed her; and she, too indolent to pretend surprise, and finding reproach easier, told him that he had no business to permit her to forget.

His smiling serenity under the rebuke aroused in her a slight resentment as though he had taken something for granted.

Besides, she had grown uneasy; she had wired Quarrier, saying she would meet him and drive him over. He had replied at once, naming his train. He was an exact man and expected method and precision in others. She didnt exactly know how it might affect him if his reasonable demand was unsatisfied. She did not know him very well yet, only well enough to be aware that he was a gentleman so precisely, so judiciously constructed, that, contemplating his equitable perfections, her awe and admiration grew as one on whom dawns the exquisite adjustments of an almost human machine.

And, thinking of him now, she again made up her mind to give him the answer which he now had every reason to expect from her. This decision appeared to lubricate her conscience; it ran more smoothly now, emitting fewer creaks.

You say that you know Mr. Quarrier? she began thoughtfully.

Not well.

I — hope you will like him, Mr. Siward.

I do not think he likes me, Miss Landis. He has reasons not to.

She looked up, suddenly remembering: Oh — since that scrape? What has Mr. Quarrier to do— She did not finish the sentence. A troubled silence followed; she was trying to remember the details — something she had paid small attention to at the time — something so foreign to her, so distant from her comprehension that it had not touched her closely enough for her to remember exactly what this young man might have done to forfeit the good-will of Howard Quarrier.

She looked at Siward; it was impossible that anything very bad could come from such a man. And, pursuing her reasoning aloud: It couldnt have been very awful, she argued; something foolish about an actress, was it not? And that could not concern Mr. Quarrier.

I thought you did know; I thought you — remembered — while you were driving me over from the station — that I was dropped from my club.

She flushed up: Oh! — but — what had Mr. Quarrier to do with that?

He is a governor of that club.

You mean that Mr. Quarrier had you — dropped?

What else could he do? A man who is idiot enough to risk making his own club notorious, must take the consequences. And they say I took that risk. Therefore Mr. Quarrier, Major Belwether — all the governors did their duty. I — I naturally conclude that no governor of the Patroons Club feels very kindly toward me.

Miss Landis sat very still, her small head bent, a flush still brightening her fair face.

She recalled a few of the details now — the scandal — something of the story. Which particular actress it was she could not remember; but some men who had dined too freely had made the wager, and this boy sitting beside her had accepted it — and won it, by bringing into the sacred precincts of the Patroons Club a foolish, shameless girl disguised in a mans evening dress.

That was bad enough; that somebody promptly discovered it was worse; but worst of all was the publicity, the clubs name smirched, the young man expelled from one of the two best clubs in the metropolis.

To read of such things in the columns of a daily paper had meant little to her except to repell her; to hear it mentioned among people of her own sort had left her incurious and indifferent. But now she saw it in a new light, with the man who had figured in it seated beside her. Did such men as he — such attractive, well-bred, amusing men as he — do that sort of thing?

There he sat, hat off, the sun touching his short, thick hair which waved a little at the temples — a boyish mould to head and shoulders, a cleanly outlined check and chin, a thoroughbred ear set close — a good face. What sort of a man, then, was a woman to feel at ease with? What eye, what mouth, what manner, what bearing was a woman to trust?

Is that the kind of man you are, Mr. Siward? she said impulsively.

It appears that I was; I dont know what I am — or may be.

The pity of it! she said, still swayed by impulse. Why did you do — didnt you know — realize what you were doing — bringing discredit on your own club?

I was in no condition to know, Miss Landis.

The crude brutality of the expression might merely have hurt or disgusted her had she been less intelligent. Nor, as it was, did she fully understand why he chose to use it — unless that he meant it in self-punishment.

Its rather shameful! she said hotly.

Yes, he assented; its a bad beginning.

A — beginning! Do you mean to go on?

He did not reply; his head was partly turned from her. She sat silent for a while. The dog had returned to lie at Siwards feet, its brown eyes tirelessly watching the man it had chosen for its friend; and the man, without turning his eyes, dropped one hand on the dogs head, caressing the silky ears.

Some sentimentalist had once said that no man who cared for animals could be wholly bad. Inexperience inclined her to believe it. Then too, she had that inclination for overlooking offences committed against precept, which appears to be one of those edifying human traits peculiar to neither sex and common to both. Besides, her knowledge of such matters was as vague as her mind was healthy and body wholesome. Men who dined incautiously were not remarkable for their rarity; the actress habit, being incomprehensible to her, meant nothing; and she said, innocently: What men like you can find attractive in a common woman I do not understand; there are plenty of pretty women of your own sort. The actress cult is beyond my comprehension; I only know it is generally condoned. But it is not for such things that we drop men, Mr. Siward. You know that, of course.

For what do you drop men?

For falsehood, deception, any dishonesty.

And you dont drop a man when you read in the papers that one of the two best clubs in town has expelled him?

She gave him a troubled glance; and, naively: But you are still a member of the other, are you not? Then hardening: It was common! common! — thoroughly disgraceful and incomprehensible! — and with every word uttered insensibly warming in her heart toward him whom she was chastening; it was not even bad — it was worse than being simply bad; it was stupid!

He nodded, one hand slowly caressing the dogs head where it lay across his knees.

She watched him a moment, hesitated, then smiling a little: So now I know the worst about you; do I not? she concluded.

He did not answer; she waited, the smile still curving her red mouth. Had she been too severe? She wondered. You may help me to my feet, she said sweetly. She was very young.

He rose at once, holding out his hands to aid her in that pleasantly impersonal manner so suited to him; and now they stood together in the purple dusk of the uplands — two people young enough to take one another seriously.

Let me tell you something, she said, facing him, white hands loosely linked behind her. I dont exactly understand how it has happened, but you know as well as I do that we have formed a — an acquaintance — the sort that under normal conditions requires a long time and several conventional and preliminary chapters.... I should like to know what you think of our performance.

I think, he said laughing, that it is charming.

Oh, yes; men usually find the unconventional agreeable. What I want to know is why I find it so, too?

Do you? A dull colour stained his cheek-bones.

Certainly I do. Is it because Ive had a delightful chance to admonish a sinner — and be — just a little sorry — that he had made such a silly spectacle of himself?

He laughed, wincing a trifle.

Hence this agreeably righteous glow suffusing me, she concluded. So now that I have answered my own question, I think that we had better go. ...Dont you?

They walked for a while, subdued, soberly picking their path through the dusk. After a few moments she began to feel doubtful, a little uneasy, partly from a reaction which was natural, partly because she was not at all sure what either Quarrier or Major Belwether would think of the terms she was already on with Siward. Suppose they objected? She had never thwarted either of these gentlemen. Besides she already had a temporary interest in Siward — the interest that women always cherish, quite unconsciously, for the man whose shortcomings they have consented to overlook.

As they crossed the headland, through the deepening dusk the acetylene lamps on a cluster of motor cars spread a blinding light across the scrub. The windows of Shotover House were brilliantly illuminated.

Our shooting-party has returned, she said.

They crossed the drive through the white glare of the motor lamps; people were passing, grooms with dogs and guns and fluffy bunches of game-birds, several women in motor costumes, veils afloat, a man or two in shooting-tweeds or khaki.

As they entered the hall together, she turned to him, an indefinable smile curving her lips; then, with a little nod, friendly and sweet, she left him standing at the open door of the gun-room.


CHAPTER III SHOTOVER
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THE FIRST PERSON he encountered in the gun-room was Quarrier, who favoured him with an expressionless stare, then with a bow, quite perfunctory and non-committal. It was plain enough that he had not expected to meet Siward at Shotover House.

Kemp Ferrall, a dark, stocky, active man of forty, was in the act of draining a glass, when, though the bottom he caught sight of Siward. He finished in a gulp, and advanced, one muscular hand outstretched: Hello, Stephen! Heard youd arrived, tried the Scotch, and bolted with Sylvia Landis! Thats all right, too, but you should have come for the opening day. Lots of native woodcock — eh, Blinky? turning to Lord Alderdene; and again to Siward: You know all these fellows — Mortimer yonder— There was the slightest ring in his voice; and Leroy Mortimer, red-necked, bulky, and heavy eyed, emptied his glass and came over, followed by Lord Alderdene blinking madly though his shooting-goggles and showing all his teeth like a pointer with a tic. Captain Voucher, a gentleman with the vivid colouring of a healthy groom on a cold day, came up, followed by the Page boys, Willis and Gordon, who shook hands shyly, enchanted to be on easy terms with the notorious Mr. Siward. And last of all Tom OHara arrived, reeking of the saddle and clinking a pair of troopers spurs over the floor — relics of his bloodless Porto Rico campaign with Squadron A.

It was patent to every man present that the Kemp Ferralls had determined to ignore Siwards recent foolishness, which indicated that he might reasonably expect the continued good-will of several sets, the orbits of which intersected in the social system of his native city. Indeed, the few qualified to snub him cared nothing about the matter, and it was not likely that anybody else would take the initiative in being disagreeable to a young man, the fortunes and misfortunes of whose race were part of the history of Manhattan Island. Siwards, good or bad, were a matter of course in New York.

So everybody in the gun-room was civil enough, and he chose Scotch and found a seat beside Alderdene, who sat biting at a smoky pipe and fingering a tumbler of smokier Scotch, blinking away like mad through his shooting-goggles at everybody.

These little brown snipe you call woodcock, he began; we bagged nine brace, dyou see? But of all the damnable bogs and covers—

Rotten, said Mortimer thickly; Ferrall, youre all calf and biceps, and its well enough for you to go floundering into bogs—

Where do you expect to find native woodcock? demanded Ferrall, laughing.

On the table hereafter, growled Mortimer.

Oh, go and pot Beverly Planks tame pheasants, retorted Ferrall amiably; Captain Voucher had a blank day, but he isnt kicking.

Not I, said Voucher; the sport is capital — if one can manage to hit the beggars—

Oh, everybody misses in snap-shooting, observed Ferrall; that is, everybody except Stephen Siward with his unholy left barrel. Crack! and, turning to Alderdene, its like taking money from you, Blinky — which reminds me that weve time for a little Preference before dressing.

His squinting lordship declined and took an easier position in his chair, extending a pair of little bandy legs draped in baggy tweed knickerbockers and heather-spats. Mortimer, industriously distending his skin with whiskey, reached for the decanter. The aromatic perfume of the spirits aroused Siward, and he instinctively nodded his desire to a servant.

This salt air keeps one thirsty, he observed to Ferrall; then something in his hosts expression arrested the glass at his lips. He had already been using the decanter a good deal; except Mortimer, nobody was doing that sort of thing as freely as he.

He set his glass on the table thoughtfully; a tinge of colour had crept into his lean checks.

Ferrall, too, suddenly uncomfortable, stood up saying something about dressing; several men arose a trifle stiffly, feeling in every joint the result of the first days shooting after all those idle months. Mortimer got up with an unfeigned groan; Siward followed, leaving his glass untouched.

One or two other men came in from the billiard-room. All greeted Siward amiably — all excepting one who may not have seen him — an elderly, pink, soft gentleman with white downy chop-whiskers and the profile of a benevolent buck rabbit.

How do you do, Major Belwether? said Siward in a low voice without offering his hand.

Then Major Belwether saw him, bless you! yes indeed! And though Siward continued not to offer his hand, Major Belwether meant to have it, bless your heart! And he fussed and fussed and beamed cordiality until he secured it in his plump white fingers and pressed it effusively.

There was something about his soft, warm hands which had always reminded Siward of the temperature and texture of a newly hatched bird. It had been some time since he had shaken hands with Major Belwether; it was apparent that the bird had not aged any.

And now for the shooting! said the Major with an arch smile. Now for the stag at bay and the winding horn — 

Where sleeps the moon On Monas rill—

Eh, Siward?

And heres to the hound With his nose upon the ground—

Eh, my boy? That reminds me of a story— He chuckled and chuckled, his lambent eyes suffused with mirth; and slipping his arm through the pivot-sleeve of Lord Alderdenes shooting-jacket, hooking the other in Siwards reluctant elbow, and driving Mortimer ahead of him, he went garrulously away up the stairs, his lordships bandy little legs trotting beside him, the soaking gaiters and shoes slopping at every step.

Mortimer, his mottled skin now sufficiently distended, greeted the story with a yawn from ear to ear; his lordship, blinking madly, burst into that remarkable laugh which seemed to reveal the absence of certain vocal cords requisite to perfect harmony; and Siward smiled in his listless, pleasant way, and turned off down his corridor, unaware that the Sagamore pup was following close at his heels until he heard Quarriers even, colourless voice: Ferrall, would you be good enough to send Sagamore to your kennels?

Oh — hes your dog! I forgot, said Siward turning around.

Quarrier looked at him, pausing a moment.

Yes, he said coldly, hes my dog.

For a fraction of a second the two mens eyes encountered; then Siward glanced at the dog, and turned on his heel with the slightest shrug. And that is all there was to the incident — an anxious, perplexed puppy lugged off by a servant, turning, jerking, twisting, resisting, looking piteously back as his unwilling feet slid over the polished floor.

So Siward walked on alone through the long eastern wing to his room overlooking the sea. He sat down on the edge of his bed, glancing at the clothing laid out for him. He felt tired and disinclined for the exertion of undressing. The shades were up; night quicksilvered the window-panes so that they were like a dark mirror reflecting his face. He inspected his darkened features curiously; the blurred and sombre-tinted visage returned the stare.

Not a man at all — the shadow of a man, he said aloud— with no will, no courage — always putting off the battle, always avoiding conclusions, always skulking. What chance is there for a man like that?

As one who raises a glass to drink wine and unexpectedly finds water, he shrugged his shoulders disgustedly and got up. A bath followed; he dressed leisurely, and was pacing the room, fussing with his collar, when Ferrall knocked and entered, finding a seat on the bed.

Stephen, he said bluntly, I havent seen you since that break of yours at the club.

Rotten, wasnt it? commented Siward, tying his tie.

Perfectly. Of course it doesnt make any difference to Grace or to me, but I fancy youve already heard from it.

Oh, yes. All I care about is how my mother took it.

Of course; she was cut up I suppose?

Yes, you know how she would look at a thing of that sort; not that any of the nine and seventy jarring sets would care, but those few thousands invading the edges, butting in — half or three-quarters inside — are the people who cant afford to overlook the victim of a fashionable clubs displeasure — those, and a woman like my mother, and several other decent-minded people who happen to count in town.

Ferrall, his legs swinging busily, thought again; then: Who was the girl, Stephen?

I dont think the papers mentioned her name, said Siward gravely.

Oh — I beg your pardon; I thought she was some notorious actress — everybody said so.... Who were those callow fools who put you up to it?... Never mind if you dont care to tell. But it strikes me they are candidates for club discipline as well as you. It was up to them to face the governors I think—

No, I think not.

Ferrall, legs swinging busily, considered him.

Too bad, he mused; they need not have dropped you—

Oh, they had to. But as long as the Lenox takes no action I can live that down.

Ferrall nodded: I came in to say something — a message from Grace — confound it! what was it? Oh — could you — before dinner — now — just sit down and with that infernal facility of yours make a sketch of a man chasing a gun-shy dog?

Why yes — if Mrs. Ferrall wishes—

He walked over to the desk in his shirt-sleeves, sat down, drew a blank sheet of paper toward him, and, dipping his pen, drew carelessly a gun-shy setter dog rushing frantically across the stubble, and after him, bare-headed, gun in hand, the maddest of men.

Put a Vandyke beard on him, grinned Ferrall over his shoulder. There! O Lord! but you have hit it! Put a ticked saddle on the cur — there!

Who is this supposed to be? began Siward, looking up. But Wait! chuckled his host, seizing the still wet sketch, and made for the door.

Siward strolled into the bath-room, washed a spot or two of ink from his fingers, returned and buttoned his waistcoat, then, completing an unhurried toilet, went out and down the stairway to the big living-room. There were two or three people there — Mrs. Leroy Mortimer, very fetching with her Japanese-like colouring, black hair and eyes that slanted just enough; Rena Bonnesdel, smooth, violet-eyed, blonde, and rather stunning in a peculiarly innocent way; Miss Caithness, very pale and slimly attractive; and the Page boys, Willis and Gordon, delightfully shy and interested, and having a splendid time with any woman who could afford the intellectual leisure.

Siward spoke pleasantly to them all. Other people drifted down — Marion Page who looked like a school-marm and rode like a demon; Eileen Shannon, pink and white as a thorn blossom, with the deuce to pay lurking in her grey eyes; Kathryn Tassel and Mrs. Vendenning whom he did not know, and finally his hostess Grace Ferrall with her piquant, almost boyish, freckled face and sweet frank eyes and the figure of an adolescent.

She gave Siward one pretty sun-browned hand and laid the other above his, holding it a moment in her light clasp.

Stephen! Stephen! she said under her breath, its because Ive a few things to scold you about that Ive asked you to Shotover.

I suppose I know, he said.

I should hope you do. Ive a letter to-night from your mother.

From my mother?

I want you to go over it — with me — if we can find a minute after dinner. She released his hand, turning partly around: Kemp, dinners been announced, so cut that dog story in two! Will you give me your arm Major Belwether? Howard! — to her cousin, Mr. Quarrier, who turned from Miss Landis to listen— will you please try to recollect whom you are to take in — and do it? And, as she passed Siward, in a low voice, mischievous and slangy: Sylvia Landis for yours — as she says she didnt have enough of you on the cliffs.

The others appeared to know how to pair according to some previous notice. Siward turned to Sylvia Landis with the pleasure of his good fortune so plainly visible in his face, that her own brightened in response.

You see, she said gaily, you cannot escape me. There is no use in looking wildly at Agatha Caithness — he wasnt— or pretending youre pleased, slipping her rounded, bare arm through the arm he offered. You cant guess what Ive done to-night — nobody can guess except Grace Ferrall and one other person. And if you try to look happy beside me, I may tell you — somewhere between sherry and cognac — Oh, yes; Ive done two things: I have your dog for you!

Not Sagamore? he said incredulously as he was seating her.

Certainly Sagamore. I said to Mr. Quarrier, I want Sagamore, and when he tried to give him to me, I made him take my cheque. Now you may draw another for me at your leisure, Mr. Siward. Tell me, are you pleased? — for she was looking for the troubled hesitation in his face and she saw it dawning.

Mr. Quarrier doesnt like me, you know—

But I do, she said coolly. I told him how much pleasure it would give me. That is sufficient — is it not? — for everybody concerned.

He knew that you meant to—

No, that concerns only you and me. Are you trying to spoil my pleasure in what I have done?

I cant take the dog, Miss Landis—

Oh, she said, vexed; I had no idea you were vindictive—

There was a silence; he bent forward a trifle, gravely scrutinising a hand-painted name card, though it might not have astonished him to learn that somebodys foot had held the brush. Somewhere in the vicinity Grace Ferrall had discovered a woman who supported dozens of relatives by painting that sort of thing for the summer residents at Vermillion Point down the coast. So being charitable she left an order, and being thrifty, insisted on using the cards, spite of her husbands gibes.

People were now inspecting them with more or less curiosity; Siward found his hand-painting so unattractive that he had just tipped it over to avoid seeing it, when a burst of laughter from Lord Alderdene made everybody turn. Mrs. Vendenning was laughing; so was Rena Bonnesdel looking over Quarriers shoulder at a card he was holding — not one of the hand-decorated, but a sheet of note-paper containing a drawing of a man rushing after a gun-shy dog.

The extraordinary cackling laughter of his lordship obliterated other sounds for a while; Rena Bonnesdel possessed herself of the drawing and held it up amid a shout of laughter. And, to his excessive annoyance, Siward saw that, unconsciously, he had caricatured Quarrier — Ferralls malicious request for a Vandyke beard making the caricature dreadfully apparent.

Quarrier had at first flushed up; then he forced a smile; but his symmetrical features were never cordial when he smiled.

Who on earth did that? whispered Sylvia Landis apprehensively. Mr. Quarrier dislikes that sort of thing — but of course hell take it well.

Did he ever chase his own dog? asked Siward, biting his lip.

Yes — so Blinky says — in the Carolinas last season. Its Blinky! — thats his notion of humour. Did you ever hear such a laugh? No wonder Mr. Quarrier is annoyed.

The gay uproar had partly subsided, renewed here and there as the sketch was passed along, and finally, making the circle, returned like a bad penny to Quarrier. He smiled again, symmetrically, as he received it, nodding his compliments to Alderdene.

Oh, no, cackled his lordship; I didnt draw it, old chap!

Nor I! I only wish I could, added Captain Voucher.

Nor I — nor I — who did it? ran the chorus along the table.

I didnt do it! said Sylvia gravely, looking across at Quarrier. And suddenly Quarriers large, handsome eyes met Siwards for the briefest fraction of a second, then were averted. But into his face there crept an expressionless pallor that did not escape Siward — no, nor Sylvia Landis.

Presently under cover of a rapid fire of chatter she said: Did you draw that?

Yes; I had no idea it was meant for him. You may imagine how likely Id be to take any liberty with a man who already dislikes me.

But it resembles him — in a very dreadful way.

I know it. You must take my word for what I have told you.

She looked up at him: I do. Then: Its a pity; Mr. Quarrier does not consider such things humourous. He — he is very sensitive.... Oh, I wish that fool Englishman had been in Ballyhoo!

But he didnt do it!

No, but he put you up to it — or Grace Ferrall did. I wish Grace would let Mr. Quarrier alone; she has always been perfectly possessed to plague him; she seems unable to take him seriously and he simply hates it. I dont think hed tolerate her if she were not his cousin.

Im awfully sorry, was all Siward said; and for a while he gloomily busied himself with whatever was brought to him.

Dont look that way, came a low voice beside him.

Do I show everything as plainly as that? he asked, curiously.

I seem to read you — sometimes.

Its very nice of you, he said.

Nice?

To look at me — now and then.

Oh, she cried resentfully, dont be grateful.

I — really am not you know, he said laughing.

That, she rejoined slowly, is the truth. You say conventional things in a manner — in an agreeably personal manner that interests women. But you are not grateful to anybody for anything; you are indifferent, and you cant help being nice to people, so — some day — some girl will think you are grateful, and will have a miserable time of it.

Miserable time?

Waiting for you to say what never will enter your head to say.

You mean I — I—

Flirt? No, I mean that you dont flirt; that you are always dreamily occupied with your own affairs, from which listlessly congenial occupation, when drawn, you are so unexpectedly nice that a girl immediately desires to see how nice you can be.

What a charming indictment you draw! he said, amused.

Its a grave one I assure you. Ive been talking about you to Grace Ferrall; I asked to be placed beside you at dinner; I told her I hadnt had half enough of you on the cliff. Now what do you think of yourself for being too nice to a susceptible girl? I think its immoral.

They both were laughing now; several people glanced at them, smiling in sympathy. Alderdene took that opportunity to revert to the sketch, furnishing a specimen of his own inimitable laughter as a running accompaniment to the story of Quarrier and his dog in North Carolina, until he had everybody, as usual, laughing, not at the story but at him. All of which demonstration was bitterly offensive to Quarrier. He turned his eyes once on Miss Landis and on Siward, then dropped them.

The hostess arose; a rustle and flurry of silk and lace and the scraping of chairs, a lingering word or laugh, and the colour vanished from the room leaving a circle of men in black standing around the table.

Here and there a man, lighting a cigarette, bolted his coffee and cognac and strolled out to the gun-room. Ferrall, gesticulating vigorously, resumed his preprandial dog story to Captain Voucher; Belwether buttonholed Alderdene and bored him with an interminably facetious tale until that nobleman, threatened with maxillary dislocation, fairly wrenched himself loose and came over to Siward, squinting furiously.

Old ass! he muttered; his chop whiskers look like the chops of a Southdown ram — and hes got the wits of one. Look here, Stephen, I hear you fell into no end of a scrape in town—

Tu quoque, Blinky? Oh, read the newspapers and let it go at that!

Just as you like old chap! returned his lordship unabashed. All I meant was — anything Voucher and I can do — of course—

Youre very good. Im not dead you know.

Not dead, you know, repeated Major Belwether coming up behind them with his sprightly step; that reminds me of a good one— He sat down and lighted a cigar, then, vainly attempting to control his countenance as though roguishly anticipating the treat awaiting them, he began another endless story.

Tradition had hallowed the popular notion that Major Belwether was a wit. The sycophant of the outer world seldom even awaited his first word before bursting into premature mirth. Besides he was very wealthy.

Siward watched him with mixed emotions; the lambent-eyed, sheepy expression had given place to the buck rabbit; his smooth baby-pink skin and downy white side whiskers quivered in premature sympathy with his listeners overwhelming hilarity.

The Page boys, very callow, very much delighted, and a little in awe of such a celebrated personage, laughed heartily. And altogether there was sufficient attention and sufficient laughter to make a very respectable noise. This, being the majors cue for an exit, he rose, one sleek hand raised in sprightly protest as though to shield the invisible ladies, to whose bournes he was bound, from an uproar too masculine and mighty for the ears of such a sex.

Ass! muttered Alderdene, getting up and pattering about the room in his big, shiny pumps. Give me a peg — somebody!

Mortimer swallowed his brandy, lingered, lifted the decanter, mechanically considering its remaining contents and his own capacity; then:

Bridge, Captain?

Certainly, said Captain Voucher briskly.

Ill go and shoo the major into the gun-room, observed Ferrall— unless— looking questioningly at Siward.

Ive a date with your wife, observed that young man, strolling toward the hall.

The Page boys, Rena Bonnesdel, and Eileen Shannon were seated at a card table together, very much engaged with one another, the sealed pack lying neglected on the green cloth, a vast pink box of bon-bons beside it, not neglected.

OHara and Quarrier with Marion Page and Mrs. Mortimer were immersed in the game, already stony faced and oblivious to outer sounds.

About the rooms were distributed girls en tête-à-tête, girls eating bon-bons and watching the cards — among them Sylvia Landis, hands loosely clasped behind her, standing at Quarriers elbow to observe and profit by an expert performance.

As Siward strolled in she raised her dainty head for an instant, smiled in silence, and resumed a study of her fiancés game.

A moment later, when Quarrier had emerged brilliantly from the mêlée, she looked up again, triumphantly, supposing Siward was lingering somewhere waiting to join her. And she was just a trifle surprised and disappointed to find him nowhere in sight. She had wished him to observe the brilliancy of Mr. Quarriers game.

But Siward, outside on the veranda, was saying at that moment to his hostess: I shall be very glad to read my mothers letter at any time you choose.

It must be later, Stephen. Im to cut in when Kemp sends for me. He has a lot of letters to attend to.... Tell me, what do you think of Sylvia Landis?

I like her, of course, he replied pleasantly.

Grace Ferrall stood thinking a moment: That sketch you made proved a great success, didnt it? And she laughed under her breath.

Did it? I thought Mr. Quarrier seemed annoyed—

Really? What a muff that cousin of mine is. Hes such a muff, you know, that the very sight of his pointed beard and pompadour hair and his complacency sets me in fidgets to stir him up.

I dont think youd best use me for the stick next time, said Siward. Hes not my cousin you know.

Mrs. Ferrall shrugged her boyish shoulders: By the way — she said curiously— who was that girl?

What girl, he asked coolly, looking at his hostess, now the very incarnation of delicate mockery with her pretty laughing mouth, her boyish sunburn and freckles.

You wont tell me I suppose?

Im sorry—

Was she pretty, Stephen?

Yes, he said sulkily; I wish you wouldnt—

Nonsense! Do you think Im going to let you off without some sort of confession? If I had time now — but I havent. Kemp has business letters: hell be furious; so Ive got to take his cards or we wont have any pennies to buy gasoline for our adored and shrieking Mercedes.

She retreated backward with a gay nod of malice, turned to enter the house, and met Sylvia Landis face to face in the hallway.

You minx! she whispered; arent you ashamed?

Very much, dear. What for? And catching sight of Siward outside in the starlight, divined perhaps something of her hostess meaning, for she laughed uneasily, like a child who winces under a stern eye.

You dont suppose for a moment, she began, that I have—

Yes I do. You always do.

Not with that sort of man, she returned naïvely; he wont.

Mrs. Ferrall regarded her suspiciously: You always pick out exactly the wrong man to play with—

They had moved back side by side into the hall, the hostess arm linked in the arm of the younger girl.

The wrong man? repeated Sylvia, instinctively freeing her arm, her straight brows beginning to bend inward.

I didnt mean that — exactly. You know how much I care for his mother — and for him. The obstinate downward trend of the brows, the narrowing blue gaze signalled mutiny to the woman who knew her so well.

What is so wrong with Mr. Siward? she asked.

Nothing. There was an affair—

This spring in town. I know it. Is that all?

Yes — for the present, replied Grace Ferrall uncomfortably; then: For goodness sake, Sylvia, dont cross examine me that way! I care a great deal for that boy—

So do I. Ive made him take my dog.

There was an abrupt pause, and presently Mrs. Ferrall began to laugh.

I mean it — really, said Sylvia quietly; I like him immensely.

Dearest, you mean it generously — with your usual exaggeration. You have heard that he has been foolish, and because hes so young, so likable, every instinct, every impulse in you is aroused to — to be nice to him—

And if that were—

There is no harm, dear— Mrs. Ferrall hesitated, her grey eyes softening to a graver revery. Then looking up: Its rather pathetic, she said in a low voice. Kemp thinks hes foredoomed — like all the Siwards. Its an hereditary failing with him, — no, its hereditary damnation. Siward after Siward, generation after generation you know— She bit her lip, thinking a moment. His grandfather was a friend of my grand-parents, brilliant, handsome, generous, and — doomed! His own father was found dying in a dreadful resort in London where he had wandered when stupefied — a Siward! Think of it! So you see what that outbreak of Stephens means to those whose families have been New Yorkers since New York was. It is ominous, it is more than ominous — it means that the master-vice has seized on one more Siward. But I shall never, never admit it to his mother.

The younger girl sat wide-eyed, silent; the elders gaze was upon her, but her thoughts, remote, centred on the hapless mother of such a son.

Such indulgence was once fashionable; moderation is the present fashion. Perhaps he will fall into line, said Mrs. Ferrall thoughtfully. The main thing is to keep him among people, not to drop him. The gregarious may be shamed, but if anything, any incident, happens to drive him outside by himself, if he should become solitary, theres not a chance in the world for him.... Its a pity. I know he meant to make himself the exception to the rule — and look! Already one carouse of his has landed him in the daily papers!

Sylvia flushed and looked up: Grace, may I ask you a plain question?

Yes, child, she answered absently.

Has it occurred to you that what you have said about this boy touches me very closely?

Mrs. Ferralls wits returned nimbly from woolgathering, and she shot a startled, inquiring glance at the girl beside her.

You — you mean the matter of heredity, Sylvia?

Yes. I think my uncle Major Belwether chose you as his august mouthpiece for that little sermon on the dangers of heredity — the danger of being ignorant concerning what women of my race had done — before I came into the world they found so amusing.

I told you several things, returned Mrs. Ferrall composedly. Your uncle thought it best for you to know.

Yes. The marriage vows sat lightly upon some of my ancestors, I gather. In fact, she added coolly, where the women of my race loved they usually found the way — rather unconventionally. There was, if I understood you, enough of divorce, of general indiscretion and irregularity to seriously complicate any family tree and coat of arms I might care to claim—

Sylvia!

The girl lifted her pretty bare shoulders. Im sorry, but could I help it? Very well; all I can do is to prove a decent exception. Very well; Im doing it, am I not? — practically scared into the first solidly suitable marriage offered — seizing the unfortunate Howard with both hands for fear hed get away and leave me alone with only a queer family record for company! Very well! Now then, I want to ask you why everybody, in my case, didnt go about with sanctimonious faces and dolorous mien repeating: Her grand-mother eloped! Her mother ran away. Poor child, shes doomed! doomed!

Sylvia, I—

Yes — why didnt they? Thats the way they talk about that boy out there! She swept a rounded arm toward the veranda.

Yes, but he has already broken loose, while you—

So did I — nearly! Had it not been for you, you know well enough I might have run away with that dreadful Englishman at Newport! For I adored him — I did! I did! and you know it. And look at my endless escapes from compromising myself! Can you count them? — all those indiscretions when mere living seemed to intoxicate me that first winter — and only my uncle and you to break me in!

In other words, said Mrs. Ferrall slowly, you dont think Mr. Siward is getting what is known as a square deal?

No, I dont. Major Belwether has already hinted — no, not even that — but has somehow managed to dampen my pleasure in Mr. Siward.

Mrs. Ferrall considered the girl beside her — now very lovely and flushed in her suppressed excitement.

After all, she said, you are going to marry somebody else. So why become quite so animated about a man you may never again see?

I shall see him if I desire to!

Oh!

I am not taking the black veil, am I? asked the girl hotly.

Only the wedding veil, dear. But after all your husband ought to have something to suggest concerning a common visiting list—

He may suggest — certainly. In the meantime I shall be loyal to my own friends — and afterward, too, she murmured to herself, as her hostess rose, calmly dropping care like a mantle from her shoulders.

Go and be good to this poor young man then; I adore rows — and youll have a few on your hands Ill warrant. Let me remind you that your uncle can make it unpleasant for you yet, and that your amiable fiancé has a will of his own under his pompadour and silky beard.

What a pity to have it clash with mine, said the girl serenely.

Mrs. Ferrall looked at her: Mercy on us! Howards pompadour would stick up straight with horror if he could hear you! Dont be silly; dont for an impulse, for a caprice, break off anything desirable on account of a man for whom you really care nothing — whose amiable exterior and prospective misfortune merely enlist a very natural and generous sympathy in you.

Do you suppose that I shall endure interference from anybody? — from my uncle, from Howard?

Dear, you are making a mountain out of a mole-hill. Dont be emotional; dont let loose impulses that you and I know about, knew about in our school years, know all about now, and which you and I have decided must be eliminated—

You mean subdued; theyll always be there.

Very well; who cares, as long as you have them in leash?

Looking at one another, the excited colour cooling in the younger girls cheeks, they laughed, one with relief, the other a little ashamed.

Kemp will be furious; I simply must cut in! said Mrs. Ferrall, hastily turning toward the gun-room. Miss Landis looked after her, subdued, vaguely repentant, the consciousness dawning upon her that she had probably made considerable conversation about nothing.

Its been so all day, she thought impatiently; Ive exaggerated; Ive worked up a scene about a man whose habits are not the slightest concern of mine. Besides that Ive neglected Howard shamefully! She was walking slowly, her thoughts outstripping her errant feet, but it seemed that neither her thoughts nor her steps were leading her toward the neglected gentleman within; for presently she found herself at the breezy veranda door, looking rather fixedly at the stars.

The stars, shining impartially upon the just and the unjust, illuminated the person of Siward, who sat alone, rather limply, one knee crossed above the other. He looked up by chance, and, seeing her star-gazing in the doorway, straightened out and rose to his feet.

Aware of him apparently for the first time, she stepped across the threshold meeting his advance half-way.

Would you care to go down to the rocks? he asked. The surf is terrific.

No — I dont think I care—

They stood listening a moment to the stupendous roar.

A storm somewhere at sea, he concluded.

Is it very fine — the surf?

Very fine — and very relentless— he laughed; it is an unfriendly creature, the sea, you know.

She had begun to move toward the cliffs, he fell into step beside her; they spoke little, a word now and then.

The perfume of the mounting sea saturated the night with wild fragrance; dew lay heavy on the lawns; she lifted her skirts enough to clear the grass, heedless that her silk-shod feet were now soaking. Then at the cliffs edge, as she looked down into the white fury of the surf, the stunning crash of the ocean saluted her.

For a long while they watched in silence; once she leaned a trifle too far over the star-lit gulf and, recoiling, involuntarily steadied herself on his arm.

I suppose, she said, no swimmer could endure that battering.

Not long.

Would there be no chance?

Not one.

She bent farther outward, fascinated, stirred, by the splendid frenzy of the breakers.

I — think — , he began quietly; then a firm hand fell over her left hand; and, half encircled by his arm she found herself drawn back. Neither spoke; two things she was coolly aware of, that, urged, drawn by something subtly irresistible she had leaned too far out from the cliff, and would have leaned farther had he not taken matters into his own keeping without apology. Another thing; the pressure of his hand over hers remained a sensation still — a strong, steady, masterful imprint lacking hesitation or vacillation. She was as conscious of it as though her hand still tightened under his — and she was conscious, too, that nothing of his touch had offended; that there had arisen in her no tremor of instinctive recoil. For never before had she touched or suffered a touch from a man, even a gloved greeting, that had not in some measure subtly repelled her, nor, for that matter, a caress from a woman without a reaction of faint discomfort.

Was I in any actual danger? she asked curiously.

I think not. But it was too much responsibility for me.

I see. Any time I wish to break my neck I am to please do it alone in future.

Exactly — if you dont mind, he said smiling.

They turned, shoulder to shoulder, walking back through the drenched herbage.

That, she said impulsively, is not what I said a few moments ago to a woman.

What did you say a few moments ago to a woman?

I said, Mr. Siward, that I would not leave a — a certain man to go to the devil alone!

Do you know any man who is going to the devil?

Do you? she asked, letting herself go swinging out upon a tide of intimacy she had never dreamed of risking — nor had she the slightest idea whither the current would carry her.

They had stopped on the lawn, ankle deep in wet grass, the stars overhead sparkling magnificently, and in their ears the outcrash of the sea.

You mean me, he concluded.

Do I?

He looked up into the lovely face; her eyes were very sweet, very clear — clear with excitement — but very friendly.

Let us sit here on the steps a little while, will you? she asked.

So he found a place beside her, one step lower, and she leaned forward, elbows on knees, rounded white chin in her palms, the starlight giving her bare arms and shoulders a marble lustre and tinting her eyes a deeper amethyst.

And now, innocently untethered, mission and all, she laid her heart quite bare — one chapter of it. And, like other women-errant who believe in the influence of their sex individually and collectively, she began wrong by telling him of her engagement — perhaps to emphasise her pure disinterestedness in a crusade for principle only. Which naturally dampened in him any nascent enthusiasm for being ministered to, and so preoccupied him that he turned deaf ears to some very sweet platitudes which might otherwise have impressed him as discoveries in philosophy.

Officially her creed was the fashionable one in town; privately she had her own religion, lacking some details truly enough, but shaped upon youthful notions of right and wrong. As she had not read very widely, she supposed that she had discovered this religion for herself; she was not aware that everybody else had passed that way — it being the first immature moult in young people after rejecting dogma.

And the ripened fruit of all this philosophy she helpfully dispensed for Siwards benefit as bearing directly on his case.

Had he not been immersed in the unexpected proposition of her impending matrimony, he might have been impressed, for the spell of her beauty counted something, and besides, he had recently formulated for himself a code of ethics, tinctured with Omar, and slightly resembling her own discoveries in that dog-eared science.

So it was, when she was most eloquent, most earnestly inspired — nay in the very middle of a plea for sweetness and light and simple living, that his reasonings found voice in the material comment:

I never imagined you were engaged!

Is that what you have been thinking about? she asked, innocently astonished.

Yes. Why not? I never for one instant supposed—

But, Mr. Siward, why should you have concerned yourself with supposing anything? Why indulge in any speculation of that sort about me?

I dont know, but I didnt, he said.

Of course you didnt; youd known me for about three hours — there on the cliff—

But — Quarrier — !

Over his youthful face a sullen shadow had fallen — flickering, not yet settled. He would not for anything on earth have talked freely to the woman destined to be Quarriers wife. He had talked too much anyway. Something in her, something about her had loosened his tongue. He had made a plain ass of himself — that was all, — a garrulous ass. And truly it seemed that the girl beside him, even in the starlight, could follow and divine what he had scarcely expressed to himself; or her instincts had taken a shorter cut to forestall his own conclusion.

Dont think the things you are thinking! she said in a fierce little voice, leaning toward him.

What do you mean? he asked, taken aback.

You know! Dont! It is unfair — it is — is faithless — to me. I am your friend; why not? Does it make any difference to you whom I marry? Cannot two people remain in accord anyway? Their friendship concerns each other and — nobody else! She was letting herself go now; she was conscious of it, conscious that impulse and emotion were the currents unloosed and hurrying her onward. And with it all came exhilaration, a faint intoxication, a delicate delight in daring to let go all and trust to impulse and emotions.

Why should you feel hurt because for a moment you let me see — gave me a glimpse of yourself — of lifes battle as you foresee it? What if there is always a reaction from all confidences exchanged? What if that miserable French cynic did say that never was he more alone than after confessing to a friend? He died crazy anyhow. Is not a rare moment of confidence worth the reaction — the subsidence into the armored shell of self? Tell me truly, Mr. Siward, isnt it?

Breathless, confused, exhilarated by her own rapid voice she bent her face, brilliant with colour, and very sweet; and he looked up into it, expectant, uncertain.

If such a friendship as ours is to become worth anything to you — to me, why should it trouble you that I know — and am thinking of things that concern you? Is it because the confidence is one-sided? Is it because you have given and I have listened and given nothing in return to balance the account? I do give — interest, deep interest, sympathy if you ask it; I give confidence in return — if you desire it!

What can a girl like you need of sympathy? he said smiling.

You dont know! you dont know! If heredity is a dark vista, and if you must stare through it all your life, sword in hand, always on your guard, do you think you are the only one?

Are you — one? he said incredulously.

Yes — with an involuntary shudder— not that way. It is easier for me; I think it is — I know it is. But there are things to combat — impulses, a recklessness, perhaps something almost ruthless. What else I do not know, for I have never experienced violent emotions of any sort — never even deep emotion.

You are in love!

Yes, thoroughly, she added with conviction, but not violently. I— she hesitated, stopped short, leaning forward, peering at him through the dusk; and: Mr. Siward! are you laughing? She rose and he stood up instantly.

There was lightning in her darkening eyes now; in his something that glimmered and danced. She watched it, fascinated, then of a sudden the storm broke and they were both laughing convulsively, face to face there under the stars.

Mr. Siward, she breathed, I dont know what I am laughing at; do you? Is it at you? At myself? At my poor philosophy in shreds and tatters? Is it some infernal mirth that you seem to be able to kindle in me — for I never knew a man like you before?

You dont know what you were laughing at? he repeated. It was something about love—

No I dont know why I laughed! I — I dont wish to, Mr. Siward. I do not desire to laugh at anything you have made me say — anything you may infer—

I dont infer—

You do! You made me say something — about my being ignorant of deep, of violent emotion, when I had just informed you that I am thoroughly, thoroughly in love—

Did I make you say all that, Miss Landis?

You did. Then you laughed and made me laugh too. Then you—

What did I do then? he asked, far too humbly.

You — you infer that I am either not in love or incapable of it, or too ignorant of it to know what Im talking about. That, Mr. Siward, is what you have done to me to-night.

I — Im sorry—

Are you?

I ought to be anyway, he said.

It was unfortunate; an utterly inexcusable laughter seemed to bewitch them, hovering always close to his lips and hers.

How can you laugh! she said. How dare you! I dont care for you nearly as violently as I did, Mr. Siward. A friendship between us would not be at all good for me. Things pass too swiftly — too intimately. There is too much mockery in you— She ceased suddenly, watching the sombre alteration of his face; and, Have I hurt you? she asked penitently.

No.

Have I, Mr. Siward? I did not mean it. The attitude, the words, slackening to a trailing sweetness, and then the moments silence, stirred him.

Im rather ignorant myself of violent emotion, he said. I suspect normal people are. You know better than I do whether love is usually a sedative.

Am I normal — after what I have confessed? she asked. Cant love be well-bred?

Perfectly I should say — only perhaps you are not an expert—

In what?

In self-analysis, for example.

There was a vague meaning in the gaze they exchanged.

As for our friendship, well do the best we can for it, no matter what occurs, he added, thinking of Quarrier. And, thinking of him, glanced up to see him within ear-shot and moving straight toward them from the veranda above.

There was a short silence; a tentative civil word from Siward; then Miss Landis took command of something that had a grotesque resemblance to a situation. A few minutes later they returned slowly to the house, the girl walking serenely between Siward and her preoccupied affianced.

If your shoes are as wet as my skirts and slippers you had better change, Mr. Siward, she said, pausing at the foot of the staircase.

So he took his congé, leaving her standing there with Quarrier, and mounted to his room.

In the corridor he passed Ferrall, who had finished his business correspondence and was returning to the card-room.

Heres a letter that Grace wants you to see, he said. Read it before you turn in, Stephen.

All right; but Ill be down later, replied Siward passing on, the letter in his hand. Entering his room he kicked off his wet pumps and found dry ones. Then moved about, whistling a gay air from some recent vaudeville, busy with rough towels and silken foot-gear, until, reshod and dry, he was ready to descend once more.

The encounter, the suddenly informal acquaintance with this young girl had stirred him agreeably, leaving a slight exhilaration. Even her engagement to Quarrier added a tinge of malice to his interest. Besides he was young enough to feel the flattery of her concern for him — of her rebuke, of her imprudence, her generous emotional and childish philosophy.

Perhaps, as like recognises like, he recognised in her the instincts of the born drifter, momentarily at anchor — the temporary inertia of the opportunist, the latent capacity of an unformed character for all things and anything. Add to these her few years, her beauty, and the wholesome ignorance so confidently acknowledged, what man could remain unconcerned, uninterested in the development of such possibilities? Not Siward, amused by her sagacious and impulsive prudence, worldliness, and innocence in accepting Quarrier; and touched by her profitless, frank, and unworldly friendliness for himself.

Not that he objected to her marrying Quarrier; he rather admired her for being able to do it, considering the general scramble for Quarrier. But let that take care of itself; meanwhile, their sudden and capricious intimacy had aroused him from the morbid reaction consequent upon the cheap notoriety which he had brought upon himself. Let him sponge his slate clean and begin again a better record, flattered by the solicitude she had so prettily displayed.

Whistling under his breath the same gay, empty melody, he opened the top drawer of his dresser, dropped in his mothers letter, and locking the drawer, pocketed the key. He would have time enough to read the letter when he went to bed; he did not just now feel exactly like skimming through the fond, foolish sermon which he knew had been preached at him through his mothers favourite missionary, Grace Ferrall. What was the use of dragging in the sad old questions again — of repeating his assurances of good behaviour, of reiterating his promises of moderation and watchfulness, of explaining his own self-confidence? Better that the letter await his bed time — his prayers would be the sincerer the fresher the impression; for he was old-fashioned enough to say the prayers that an immature philosophy proved superfluous. For, he thought, if prayer is any use, it takes only a few minutes to be on the safe side.

So he went down-stairs leisurely, prepared to acquiesce in any suggestion from anybody, but rather hoping to saunter across Sylvia Landis path before being committed.

She was standing beside the fire with Quarrier, one foot on the fender, apparently too preoccupied to notice him; so he strolled into the gun-room, which was blue with tobacco smoke and aromatic with the volatile odours from decanters.

There were a few women there, and the majority of the men. Lord Alderdene, Major Belwether, and Mortimer were at a table by themselves; stacks of ivory chips and five cards spread in the centre of the green explained the nature of their game; and Mortimer, raising his heavy inflamed eyes and seeing Siward unoccupied, said wheezily: Cut out that widow, and give Siward his stack! Anything above two pairs for a jack triples the ante. Come on, Siward, theres a decent chap!

So he seated himself for a sacrifice to the blind goddess balanced upon her winged wheel; and the cards ran high — so high that stacks dwindled or toppled within the half-hour, and Mortimer grew redder and redder, and Major Belwether blander and blander, and Alderdenes face wore a continual nervous snicker, showing every white hounds tooth, and the ice in the tall glasses clinked ceaselessly.

It was late when Quarrier sat in, with an expressionless acknowledgment of Siwards presence, and an emotionless raid upon his neighbours resources with the first hand dealt, in which he participated without drawing a card.

And always Siward, eyes on his cards, seemed to see Quarrier before him, his overmanicured fingers caressing his silky beard, the symmetrical pompadour dark and thick as the winter fur on a rat, tufting his smooth blank forehead.

It was very late when Siward first began to be aware of his increasing deafness, the difficulty, too, that he had in making people hear, the annoying contempt in Quarriers woman-like eyes. He felt that he was making a fool of himself, very noiselessly somehow — but with more racket than he expected when he miscalculated the distance between his hand and a decanter.

It was time for him to go — unless he chose to ask Quarrier for an explanation of that sneer which he found distasteful. But there was too much noise, too much laughter.

Besides he had a matter to attend to — the careful perusal of his mothers letter to Mrs. Ferrall.

Very white, he rose. After an indeterminate interval he found himself entering his room.

The letter was in the dresser; several things seemed to fall and break, but he got the letter, sank down on the beds edge and strove to read, — set his teeth grimly, forcing his blurred eyes to a focus. But he could make nothing of it — nor of his toilet either, nor of Ferrall, who came in on his way to bed having noticed the electricity still in full glare over the open transom, and who straightened out matters for the stunned man lying face downward across the bed, his mothers letter crushed in his nerveless hand.


CHAPTER IV THE SEASON OPENS
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BREAKFAST AT SHOTOVER, except for the luxurious sluggards to whom trays were sent, was served in the English fashion — any other method or compromise being impossible.

Ferrall, reasonable in most things, detested customs exotic, and usually had an Englishman or two about the house to tell them so, being unable to jeer in any language except his own. Which is partly why Alderdene and Voucher were there. And this British sideboard breakfast was a concession wrung from him through force of sheer necessity, although the custom had already become practically universal in American country houses where guests were entertained.

But at the British breakfast he drew the line. No army of servants, always in evidence, would he tolerate, either; no highly ornamented human bric-à-brac decorating halls and corners; no exotic pheasants hustled into covert and out again; no fusillade at the wretched, frightened, bewildered aliens dumped by the thousand into unfamiliar cover and driven toward the guns by improvised beaters.

We walk up our game or we follow a brace of good dogs in this white mans country, he said with unnecessary emphasis whenever his bad taste and his wifes absence gave him an opportunity to express to the casual foreigner his personal opinions on field sport. Youll load your own guns and youll use your own legs if you shoot with me; and your dogs will do their own retrieving, too. And if anybody desires a Yankees opinion on shooting driven birds from rocking-chairs or potting tame deer from grand-stands, they can have it right now!

Usually nobody wanted his further opinion; and sometimes they got it and sometimes not, if his wife was within earshot. Otherwise Ferrall appeared to be a normal man, energetically devoted to his business, his pleasures, his friends, and comfortably in love with his wife. And if some considered his vigour in business to be lacking in mercy, that vigour was always exercised within the law. He never transgressed the rules of war, but his headlong energy sometimes landed him close to the dead line. He had already breakfasted, when the earliest risers entered the morning room to saunter about the sideboards and investigate the simmering contents of silver-covered dishes on the warmers.

The fragrance of coffee was pleasantly perceptible; men in conventional shooting attire roamed about the room, selected what they cared for, and carried it to the table. Mrs. Mortimer was there consuming peaches that matched her own complexion; Marion Page, always more congruous in field costume and belted jacket than in anything else, and always, like her own hunters, minutely groomed, was preparing a breakfast for her own consumption with the leisurely precision characteristic of her whether in the saddle, on the box, or grassing her brace of any covey that ever flushed.

Captain Voucher and Lord Alderdene discussed prospects between bites, attentive to the monosyllabic opinions of Miss Page. Her twin brothers, Gordon and Willis, shyly consuming oatmeal, listened respectfully and waited on their sister at the slightest lifting of her thinly arched eyebrows.

Into this company sauntered Siward, apparently no worse for wear. For as yet the Enemy had set upon him no proprietary insignia save a rather becoming pallor and faint bluish shadows under the eyes. He strolled about, exchanging amiable greetings, and presently selected a chilled grape fruit as his breakfast. Opposite him Mortimer, breakfasting upon his own dreadful bracer of an apple soaked in port, raised his heavy inflamed eyes with a significant leer at the iced grape fruit. For he was always ready to make room upon his own level for other men; but the wordless grin and the bloodshot welcome were calmly ignored, for as yet that freemasonry evoked no recognition from the pallid man opposite, whose hands were steady as though that mornings sun had wakened him from pleasant dreams.

The most difficult shot in the world, Alderdene was explaining, is an incoming pheasant, sailing on a slant before a gale.

A woodcock in alders doing a jack-snipe twist is worse, grunted Mortimer, drenching another apple in port.

Yes, said Miss Page tersely.

Or a depraved ruffed cock-grouse in the short pines; isnt that the limit? asked Mortimer of Siward.

But Siward only shrugged his comment and glanced out through the leaded casements into the brilliant September sunshine.

Outside he could see Major Belwether, pink skinned, snowy chop whiskers brushed rabbit fashion, very voluble with Sylvia Landis, who listened absently, head partly averted. Quarrier in tweeds and gaiters, his morning cigar delicately balanced in his gloved fingers, strolled near enough to be within ear-shot; and when Sylvias inattention to Major Belwethers observations became marked to the verge of rudeness, he came forward and spoke. But whatever it was that he said appeared to change her passive inattention to quiet displeasure, for, as Siward rose from the table, he saw her turn on her heel and walk slowly toward a group of dogs presided over by some kennel men and gamekeepers.

She was talking to the head gamekeeper when he emerged from the house, but she saw him on the terrace and gave him a bright nod of greeting, so close to an invitation that he descended the stone steps and crossed the dew-wet lawn.

I am asking Dawson to explain just exactly what a Shotover Drive resembles, she said, turning to include Siward in an animated conference with the big, scraggy, head keeper. You know, Mr. Siward, that it is a custom peculiar to Shotover House to open the season with what is called a Shotover Drive?

I heard Alderdene talking about it, he said, smilingly inspecting the girls attire of khaki with its buttoned pockets, gun pads, and Cossack cartridge loops, and the tan knee-kilts hanging heavily pleated over gaiters and little thick-soled shoes. He had never cared very much to see women afield, for, in a rare case where there was no affectation, there was something else inborn that he found unpleasant — something lacking about a woman who could take life from frightened wild things, something shocking that a woman could look, unmoved, upon a twitching, blood-soiled heap of feathers at her feet.

Meanwhile Dawson, dog-whip at salute, stood knee deep among his restless setters, explaining the ceremony with which Mr. Ferrall ushered in the opening of each shooting season:

Its our own idee, Miss Landis, he said proudly; onct a season Mr. Ferrall and his guests likes it for a mixed bag. Tis a sort of picnic, Miss; the guns is in pairs, sixty yards apart in line, an the rules is, walk straight ahead, dogs to heel until first cover is reached; fire straight or to quarter, never blankin nor wipin no eyes; and ground game counts as feathers for the Shotover Cup.

Oh! Its a skirmish line that walks straight ahead? said Siward, nodding.

Straight ahead, Sir. No stoppin, no turnin for hedges, fences, water or rock. There is boats fr deep water and fords marked and corduroy fr to pass the Seven Dreens. Luncheon at one, Miss — an hours rest — then straight on over hill, valley, rock, and river to the rondyvoo atop Osprey Ledge. Youll see the poles and the big nests, Sir. Its there they score for the cup, and there when the bag is counted, the traps are ready to carry you home again.... And to Siward: Will you draw for your lady, Sir? It is the custom.

Are you my lady? he asked, turning to Sylvia.

Do you want me?

In the smiling lustre of her eyes the tiniest spark flashed out at him — a hint of defiance for somebody, perhaps for Major Belwether who had taken considerable pains to enlighten her as to Siwards condition the night before; perhaps also for Quarrier, who had naturally expected to act as her gun-bearer in emergencies. But the gaily veiled malice of the one had annoyed her, and the cold assumption of the other had irritated her, and she had, scarcely knowing why, turned her shoulder to both of these gentlemen with an indefinite idea of escaping a pressure, amounting almost to critical importunity.

Im probably a poor shot? she said, looking smilingly, straight into Siwards eyes. But if youll take me—

I will with pleasure, he said; Dawson, do we draw for position? Very well then; and he drew a slip of paper from the box offered by the head keeper.

Number seven! said Sylvia, looking over his shoulder. Come out to the starting line, Mr. Siward. All the positions are marked with golf-discs. What sort of ground have we ahead, Dawson?

Kind o stiff, Miss, grinned the keeper. Pity your gentleman aint drawed the meadows an Sachem Hill line. Will you choose your dog, Sir?

You have your dog, you know, observed Sylvia demurely. And Siward, glancing among the impatient setters, saw one white, heavily feathered dog, straining at his leash, and wagging frantically, brown eyes fixed on him.

The next moment Sagamore was free, devouring his master with caresses, the girl looking on in smiling silence; and presently, side by side, the man, the girl, and the dog were strolling off to the starting line where already people were gathering in groups, selecting dogs, fowling-pieces, comparing numbers, and discussing the merits of their respective lines of advance.

Ferrall, busily energetic, and in high spirits, greeted them gaily, pointing out the red disc bearing their number, seven, where it stood out distinctly above the distant scrub of the foreland.

You two are certainly up against it! he said, grinning. Theres only one rougher line, and youre in for thorns and water and a scramble across the back-bone of the divide!

Is it any good? asked Siward.

Good — if youve got the legs and Sylvia doesnt play baby—

I? she said indignantly. Kemp, you annoy me. And I will bet you now, she added, flushing, that your old cup is ours.

Wait, said Siward, laughing, we may not shoot straight.

You will! Kemp, Ill wager whatever you dare!

Gloves? Stockings? — against a cigarette case? he suggested.

Done, she said disdainfully, moving forward along the skirmish line with a nod and smile for the groups now disintegrating into couples, the Page boys with Eileen Shannon and Rena Bonnesdel, Marion Page followed by Alderdene, Mrs. Vendenning and Major Belwether and the Tassel girl convoyed by Leroy Mortimer. Farther along the line, taking post, she saw Quarrier and Miss Caithness, Captain Voucher with Mrs. Mortimer, and others too distant to recognise, moving across country with glitter and glint of sunlight on slanting gun barrels.

And now Ferrall was climbing into his saddle beside his pretty wife, who sat her horse like a boy, the white flag lifted high in the sunshine, watching the firing line until the last laggard was in position.

All right, Grace! said Ferrall briskly. Down went the white flag; the far-ranged line started into motion straight across country, dogs at heel.

From her saddle Mrs. Ferrall could see the advance, strung out far afield from the dark spots moving along the Fells boundary, to the two couples traversing the salt meadows to north. Crack! A distant report came faintly over the uplands against the wind.

Voucher, observed Ferrall; probably a snipe. Hark! hes struck them again, Grace.

Mrs. Ferrall, watching curiously, saw Siwards gun fly up as two big dark spots floated up from the marsh and went swinging over his head. Crack! Crack! Down sheered the black spots, tumbling earthward out of the sky.

Duck, said Ferrall; a double for Stephen. Lord Harry! how that man can shoot! Isnt it a pity that—

He said no more; his pretty wife astride her thoroughbred sat silent, grey eyes fixed on the distant figures of Sylvia Landis and Siward, now shoulder deep in the reeds.

Was it — very bad last night? she asked in a low voice.

Ferrall shrugged. He was not offensive; he walked steadily enough up-stairs. When I went into his room he lay on the bed as if hed been struck by lightning. And yet — you see how he is this morning?

After a while, his wife said, it is going to alter him some day — dreadfully — isnt it, Kemp?

You mean — like Mortimer?

Yes — only Leroy was always a pig.

As they turned their horses toward the high-road Mrs. Ferrall said: Do you know why Sylvia isnt shooting with Howard?

No, replied her husband indifferently; do you?

No. She looked out across the sunlit ocean, grave grey eyes brightening with suppressed mischief. But I half suspect.

What?

Oh, all sorts of things, Kemp.

Whats one of em? asked Ferrall, looking around at her; but his wife only laughed.

You dont mean shes throwing her flies at Siward — now that youve hooked Quarrier for her! I thought shed played him to the gaff—

Please dont be coarse, Kemp, said Mrs. Ferrall, sending her horse forward. Her husband spurred to her side, and without turning her head she continued: Of course Sylvia wont be foolish. If they were only safely married; but Howard is such a pill—

What does Sylvia expect with Howards millions? A man?

Grace Ferrall drew bridle. The curious thing is, Kemp, that she liked him.

Likes him?

No, liked him. I saw how it was; she took his silences for intellectual meditation, his gallery, his library, his smatterings for expressions of a cultivated personality. Then she remembered how close she came to running off with that cashiered Englishman, and that scared her into clutching the substantial in the shape of Howard.... Still, I wish I hadnt meddled.

Meddled how?

Oh, I told her to do it. We had talks until daylight.... She may marry him — I dont know — but if you think any live woman could be contented with a muff like that!

Thats immoral.

Kemp, Im not. Shed be mad not to marry him; but I dont know what Id do to a man like that, if I were his wife. And you know what a terrific capacity for mischief there is in Sylvia. Some day shes going to love somebody. And it isnt likely to be Howard. And, oh, Kemp! I do grow so tired of that sort of thing. Do you suppose anybody will ever make decency a fashion?

Youre doing your best, said Ferrall, laughing at his wifes pretty, boyish face turned back toward him over her shoulder; youre presenting your cousin and his millions to a girl who can dress the part—

Dont, Kemp! I dont know why I meddled!... I wish I hadnt—

I do. You cant let Howard alone! Youre perfectly possessed to plague him when hes with you, and now youve arranged for another woman to keep it up for the rest of his lifetime. What does Sylvia want with a man who possesses the instincts and intellect of a coachman? She is asked everywhere, she has her own money. Why not let her alone? Or is it too late?

You mean let her make a fool of herself with Stephen Siward? That is where she is drifting.

Do you think—

Yes, I do. She has a perfect genius for selecting the wrong man; and shes already sorry for this one. Im sorry for Stephen, too; but its safe for me to be.

She might make something of him.

You know perfectly well no woman ever did make anything of a doomed man. Hed kill her — I mean it, Kemp! He would literally kill her with grief. She isnt like Leila Mortimer; she isnt like most girls of her sort. You men think her a rather stunning, highly tempered, unreasonable young girl, with a reserve of sufficiently trained intelligence to marry the best our market offers — and close her eyes; — a thoroughbred with the caprices of one, but also with the grafted instinct for proper mating.

Well, thats all right, isnt it? asked Ferrall. Thats the way I size her up. Isnt it correct?

Yes, in a way. She has all the expensive training of the thoroughbred — and all the ignorance, too. She is cold-blooded because wholesome; a trifle sceptical because so absolutely unawakened. She never experienced a deep emotion. Impulses have intoxicated her once or twice — as when she asked my opinion about running off with Cavendish, and that boy and girl escapade with Rivington; nothing at all except high mettle, the innocent daring lurking in all thoroughbreds, and a great deal of very red blood racing through that superb young body. But, Ferrall reined in to listen, but if ever a man awakens her — I dont care who he is — youll see a girl you never knew, a brand-new creature emerge with the last rags and laces of conventionality dropping from her; a woman, Kemp, heiress to every generous impulse, every emotion, every vice, every virtue of all that brilliant race of hers.

You seem to know, he said, amused and curious.

I know. Major Belwether told me that he had thought of Howard as an anchor for her. It seemed a pity — Howard with all his cold, heavy negative inertia.... I said Id do it. I did. And now I dont know; I wish, almost wish I hadnt.

What has changed your ideas?

I dont know. Howard is safer than Stephen Siward, already in the first clutches of his master-vice. Would you mate what she inherits from her mother and her mothers mother, with what is that poor boys heritage from the Siwards?

After all, observed Ferrall dryly, were not in the angel-breeding business.

We ought to be. Every decent person ought to be. If they were, inherited vice would be as rare in this country as smallpox!

People dont inherit smallpox, dear.

Never mind! You know what I mean. In our stock farms and kennels, we weed out, destroy, exterminate hereditary weakness in everything. We pay the greatest attention to the production of all offspring except our own. Look at Stephen! How dared his parents bring him into the world? Look at Sylvia! And now, suppose they marry!

Dearest, said Ferrall, my head is a whirl and my wits are spinning like five toy tops. Your theories are all right; but unless you and I are prepared to abandon several business enterprises and take to the lecture platform, Im afraid people are going to be wicked enough to marry whom they like, and the human race will he run as usual with money the favourite, and love a case of also-ran.... By the way, how dared you marry me, knowing the sort of demon I am?

The gathering frown on Mrs. Ferralls brow faded; she raised her clear grey eyes and met her husbands gaze, gay, humourous, and with a hint of tenderness — enough to bring the colour into her pretty face.

You know Im right, Kemp.

Always, dear. And now that we have the world off our hands for a few minutes, suppose we gallop?

But she held her horse to a walk, riding forward, grave, thoughtful, preoccupied with a new problem, only part of which she had told her husband.

For that night she had been awakened in her bed to find standing beside her a white, wide-eyed figure, shivering, limbs a-chill beneath her clinging lace. She had taken the pallid visitor to her arms and warmed her and soothed her and whispered to her, murmuring the thousand little words and sounds, the breathing magic mothers use with children. And Sylvia lay there, chilled, nerveless, silent, ignorant why her sleeplessness had turned to restlessness, to loneliness, to an awakening perception of what she lacked and needed and began to desire. For that sad void, peopled at intervals through her brief years with a vague mother-phantom, had, in the new crisis of her career, become suddenly an empty desolation, frightening her with her own utter isolation. Fill it now she could not, now that she needed that ghost of child-comfort, that shadowy refuge, that sweet shape she had fashioned out of dreams to symbolise a mother she had never known.

Driven she knew not why, she had crept from her room in search of the still, warm, fragrant nest and the whispered reassurance and the caress she had never before endured. Yes, now she craved it, invited it, longed for safe arms around her, the hovering hand on her hair. Was this Sylvia?

And Grace Ferrall, clearing her sleepy eyes, amazed, incredulous of the cold, child-like hands upon her shoulders, caught her in her arms with a little laugh and sob and drew her to her breast, to soothe and caress and reassure, to make up to her all she could of what is every childs just heritage.

And for a long while Sylvia, lying there, told her nothing — because she did not know how — merely a word, a restless question half ashamed, barely enough to shadow forth the something stirring her toward an awakening in a new world, where with new eyes she might catch glimpses of those dim and splendidly misty visions that float through sunlit silences when a young girl dreams awake.

And at length, gravely, innocently, she spoke of her engagement, and the worldly possibilities before her; of the man she was to marry, and her new and unexpected sense of loneliness in his presence, now that she had seen him again after months.

She spoke, presently, of Siward — a fugitive question or two, offered indifferently at first, then with shy persistence and curiosity, knowing nothing of the senseless form flung face downward across the sheets in a room close by. And thereafter the murmured burden of the theme was Siward, until one, heavy eyed, turned from the white dawn silvering the windows, sighed, and fell asleep; and one lay silent, head half buried in its tangled gold, wide awake, thinking vague thoughts that had no ending, no beginning. And at last a rosy bar of light fell across the wall, and the warm shadows faded from corner and curtain; and, turning on the pillow, her face nestled in her hair, she fell asleep.

Nothing of this had Mrs. Ferrall told her husband.

For the first time in her life had Sylvia suffered the caresses most women invite or naturally lavish; for the first time had she attempted confidences, failing because she did not know how, but curiously contented with the older womans arms around her.

There was a change in Sylvia, a great change stealing in upon her as she lay there, breathing like a child, flushed lips scarcely parted. Through the early slanting sunlight the elder woman, leaning on one arm, looked down at her, grey eyes very grave and tender — wise, sweet eyes that divined with their pure clairvoyance all that might happen or might fail to come to pass in this great change stealing over Sylvia.

Nothing of this could her husband understand had she words to convey it. There was nothing he need understand except that his wife, meaning well, had meddled and regretted.

And now, turning in her saddle with a pretty gesture of her shoulders:

I meddle no more! Those who need me may come to me. Now laugh at my tardy wisdom, Kemp!

Its no laughing matter, he said, if youre going to stand back and let this abandoned world spin itself madly to the bow-wows—

Dont be horrid. I repent. The mischief take Howard Quarrier!

Amen! Come on, Grace.

She gathered bridle. Do you suppose Stephen Siward is going to make trouble?

How can he unless she helps him? Nonsense! Alls well with Siward and Sylvia. Shall we gallop?

All was very well with Siward and Sylvia. They had passed the rabbit-brier country scathless, with two black mallard, a jack-snipe, and a rabbit to the credit of their score, and were now advancing through that dimly lit enchanted land of tall grey alders where, in the sudden twilight of the leaves, woodcock after woodcock fluttered upward twittering, only to stop and drop, transformed at the vicious crack of Siwards gun to fluffy balls of feather whirling earthward from mid-air.

Sagamore came galloping back with a soft, unsoiled mass of chestnut and brown feathers in his mouth. Siward took the dead cock, passed it back to the keeper who followed them, patted the beautiful eager dog and signalled him forward once more.

You should have fired that time, he said to Sylvia— that is, if you care to kill anything.

But I dont seem to be able to, she said. It isnt a bit like shooting at clay targets. The twittering whirr takes me by surprise — its all so charmingly sudden — and my heart seems to stop in one beat, and I look and look and then — whisk! the woodcock is gone, leaving me breathless—

Her voice ceased; the white setter, cutting up his ground ahead, had stopped, rigid, one leg raised, jaws quivering and locking alternately.

Isnt that a stunning picture! said Siward in a low voice. What a beauty he is — like a statue in white and blue-veined marble. You may talk, Miss Landis; woodcock dont flush at the sound of the human voice as grouse do.

See his brown eyes roll back at us! He wonders why we dont do something! whispered the girl. Look, Mr. Siward! Now his head is moving — oh so gradually to the left!

The bird is moving on the ground, nodded Siward; now the bird has stopped.

I do wish I could see a woodcock on the ground, she breathed. Do you think we might by any chance?

Siward noiselessly sank to his knees and crouched, keen eyes minutely busy among the shadowy browns and greys of wet earth and withered leaf. And after a while, cautiously, he signalled the girl to kneel beside him, and stretched out one arm, forefinger extended.

Sight straight along my arm, he said, as though it were a rifle barrel.

Her soft cheek rested against his shoulder; a stray strand of shining hair brushing his face.

Under that bunch of fern, he whispered; just the colour of the dead leaves. Do you see?... Dont you see that big woodcock squatted flat, bill pointed straight out and resting on the leaves?

After a long while she saw, suddenly, and an exquisite little shock tightened her fingers on Siwards extended arm.

Oh, the feathered miracle! she whispered; the wonder of its cleverness to hide like that! You look and look and stare, seeing it all the while and not knowing that you see it. Then in a flash it is there, motionless, a brown-shaped shadow among shadows.... The dear little thing!... Mr. Siward, do you think — are you going to—

No, I wont shoot it.

Thank you.... Might I sit here a moment to watch it?

She seated herself soundlessly among the dead leaves; he sank into place beside her, laying his gun aside.

Rather rough on the dog, he said with a grimace.

I know. It is very good of you, Mr. Siward to do this for my pleasure. Oh — h! Do you see! Oh, the little beauty!

The woodcock had risen, plumage puffed out, strutting with wings bowed and tail spread, facing the dog. The sudden pigmy defiance thrilled her. Brave! Brave! she exclaimed, enraptured; but at the sound of her voice the bird crouched like a flash, large dark liquid eyes shining, long bill pointed straight toward them.

Hell fly the way his bill points, said Siward. Watch!

He rose; she sprang lightly to her feet; there came a whirring flutter, a twittering shower of sweet notes, soft wings beating almost in their very faces, a distant shadow against the sky, and the woodcock was gone.

Quieting the astounded dog, gun cradled in the hollow of his left arm, he turned to the girl beside him: That sort of thing wins no cups, he said.

It wins something else, Mr. Siward, — my very warm regard for you.

There is no choice between that and the Shotover Cup, he admitted, considering her.

I — do you mean it?

Of course I do, vigorously!

Then you are much nicer than I thought you.... And after all, if the price of a cup is the life of that brave little bird, I had rather shoot clay pigeons. Now you will scorn me I suppose. Begin!

My ideal woman has never been a life-taker, he said coolly. Once, when I was a boy, there was a girl — very lovely — my first sweetheart. I saw her at the traps once, just after she had killed her seventh pigeon straight, pulling it down from overhead, you know — very clever — the little thing was breathing on the grass, and it made sounds— He shrugged and walked on. She killed her twenty-first bird straight; it was a handsome cup, too.

And after a silence, So you didnt love her any more, Mr. Siward? — mockingly sweet.

They laughed, and at the sound of laughter the tall-stemmed alders echoed with the rushing roar of a cock-grouse thundering skyward. Crack! Crack! Whirling over and over through a cloud of floating feathers, a heavy weight struck the springy earth. There lay the big mottled bird, splendid silky ruffs spread, dead eyes closing, a single tiny crimson bead twinkling like a ruby on the gaping beak.

Dead! said Siward to the dog who had dropped to shot; Fetch! And, signalling the boy behind, he relieved the dog of his burden and tossed the dead weight of ruffled plumage toward him. Then he broke his gun, and, as the empty shells flew rattling backward, slipped in fresh cartridges, locked the barrels, and walked forward, the flush of excitement still staining his sunburnt face.

You deal death mercifully, said the girl in a low voice. I wonder what your ci-devant sweetheart would think of you.

A bungler had better stick to the traps, he assented, ignoring the badinage.

I am wondering, she said thoughtfully, what I think of men who kill.

He turned sharply, hesitated, shrugged. Wild things lives are brief at best — fox or flying-tick, wet nests or mink, owl, hawk, weasel or man. But the death man deals is the most merciful. Besides, he added, laughing, ours is not a case of sweethearts.

My argument is purely in the abstract, Mr. Siward. I am asking you whether the death men deal is more justifiable than a womans gift of death?

Oh, well, life-taking, the giving of life — there can be only one answer to the mystery; and I dont know it, he replied smiling.

I do.

Tell me then, he said, still amused.

They had passed swale after swale of silver birches waist deep in perfumed fern and brake; the big timber lay before them. She moved forward, light gun swung easily across her leather-padded shoulder; and on the woods sunny edge she seated herself, straight young back against a giant pine, gun balanced across her flattened knees.

You are feeling the pace a little, he said, coming up and standing in front of her.

The pace? No, Mr. Siward.

Are you a trifle — bored? She considered him in silence, then leaned back luxuriously, rounded arms raised, wrists crossed to pillow her head.

This is charmingly new to me, she said simply.

What? Not the open?

No; I have camped and done the usual roughing it with only three guides apiece and the champagne inadequately chilled. I have endured that sort of hardship several times, Mr. Siward.... What is that furry hunch up there in that tall thin tree?

A raccoon, he said presently. Can you see the foxy head peeping so slyly down at us? Look at Sagamore nosing the air in that droll blind mole-like way. He knows theres something furry up aloft somewhere; and he knows its none of his business.

They watched the motionless ball of fur in the crotch of a slim forest elm. Presently it uncurled, cautiously; a fluffy ringed tail unfolded; the rounded furry back humped up, and the animal, moving slowly into the tangent foliage of an enormous oak, vanished amid bronzing leafy depths.

In the silence the birds began to reappear. A jay screamed somewhere deep in the yellowing woods; black-capped chickadees dropped from twig to twig, cheeping inquiringly.

She sat listening, bright head pillowed in her arms, idly attentive to his low running comment on beast and bird and tree, on forest stillness and forest sounds, on life and the wild laws of life and death governing the great out-world twixt sky and earth. Sunlight and shadows moving, speech and silence, waxed and waned. A listless contentment lay warm upon her, weighting the heavy white lids. The blue of her eyes was very dark now — almost purple like the colour of the sea when the wind-flaws turn the blue to violet.

Did you ever hear of the Lesser Children? she asked. Listen then:



Multitudes, multitudes, under the moon they stirred!

The weakerbrothers of our earthly breed;

All came about my head and at my feet

A thousand thousand sweet,

With starry eyes not even raised to plead:

Bewildered, driven, hiding, fluttering, mute!

And I beheld and saw them one by one

Pass, and become as nothing in the night.

Do you know what it means?



Winged mysteries of song that from the sky

Once dashed long music down—

Do you understand? she asked, smiling.



Who has not seen in the high gulf of light

What, lower, was a bird!

She ceased, and, raising her eyes to his: Do you know that plea for mercy on the lesser children who die all day to-day because the season opens for your pleasure, Mr. Siward?

Is it a woodland sermon? he inquired, too politely.

The poem? No; it is the case for the prosecution. The prisoner may defend himself if he can.

The defence rests, he said. The prisoner moves that he be discharged.

Motion denied, she interrupted promptly.

Somewhere in the woodland world the crows were holding a noisy session, and she told him that was the jury debating the degree of his guilt.

Because youre guilty of course, she continued. I wonder what your sentence is to be?

Ill leave it to you, he suggested lazily.

Suppose I sentenced you to slay no more?

Oh, Id appeal—

No use; I am the tribunal of last resort.

Then I throw myself upon the mercy of the court.

You do well, Mr. Siward. This court is very merciful.... How much do you care for bird murder? Very much? Is there anything you care for more? Yes? And could this court grant it to you in compensation?

He said, deliberately, roused by the level challenge of her gaze: The court is incompetent to compensate the prisoner or offer any compromise.

Why, Mr. Siward?

Because the court herself is already compromised in her future engagements.

But what has my — engagement to do with—

You offered compensation for depriving me of my shooting. There could be only one adequate compensation.

And that? she asked, coolly enough.

Your continual companionship.

But you have it, Mr. Siward—

I have it for a day. The season lasts three months you know.

And you and I are to play a continuous vaudeville for three months? Is that your offer?

Partly.

Then one day with me is not worth those many days of murder? she asked in pretended astonishment.

Ask yourself why those many days would be doubly empty, he said so seriously that the pointless game began to confuse her.

Then — she turned lightly from uncertain ground— then perhaps we had better be about that matter of the cup you prize so highly. Are you ready, Mr. Siward? There is much to be killed yet — including time, you know.

But the hinted sweetness of the challenge had aroused him, and he made no motion to rise. Nor did she.

I am not sure, he reflected, just exactly what I should ask of you if you insist on taking away— he turned and looked about him through the burnt gold foliage,  — if you took away all this out of my life.

I shall not take it; because I have nothing in exchange to offer... you say, she answered imprudently.

I did not say so, he retorted.

You did — reminding me that the court is already engaged for a continuous performance.

Was it necessary to remind you? he asked with deliberate malice.

She flushed up, vexed, silent, then looked directly at him with beautiful hostile eyes. What do you mean, Mr. Siward? Are you taking our harmless, idle badinage as warrant for an intimacy unwarranted?

Have I offended? he asked, so impassively that a flash of resentment brought her to her feet, angry and self-possessed.

How far have we to go? she asked quietly.

He rose to his feet, turned, hailing the keeper, repeating the question. And at the answer they both started forward, the dog ranging ahead through a dense growth of beech and chestnut, over a high brown ridge, then down, always down along a leafy ravine to the waters edge — a forest pond set in the gorgeous foliage of ripening maples.

I dont see, said Sylvia impatiently, how we are going to obey instructions and go straight ahead. There must be a stupid boat somewhere!

But the game-laden keeper shook his head, pulled up his hip boots, and pointed out a line of alder poles set in the water to mark a crossing.

Am I expected to wade? asked the girl anxiously.

This here, observed the keeper, is one of the most sportin courses on the estate. Last season I seen Miss Page go through it like a scared deer — the young lady, sir, that took last seasons cup — in explanation to Siward, who stood doubtfully at the waters edge, looking back at Sylvia.

Raising her dismayed eyes she encountered his; there was a little laugh between them. She stepped daintily across the stones to the waters edge, instinctively gathering her kilts in one hand.

Miles and I could chair you over, suggested Siward.

Is that fair — under the rules?

Oh, yes, Miss; as long as you go straight, said the keeper.

So they laid aside the guns and the guides game-sack, and formed a chair with their hands, and, bearing the girl between them, they waded out along the driven alder stakes, knee-deep in brown water.

Before them herons rose into heavy flapping flight, broad wings glittering in the sun; a diver, distantly afloat among the lily pads, settled under the water to his eyes as a submarine settles till the conning-tower is awash.

Her arm, lightly resting around his neck, tightened a trifle as the water rose to his thighs; then the faint pressure relaxed as they thrashed shoreward through the shallows, ankle deep once more, and landed among the dry reeds on the farther bank.

Miles, the keeper, went back for the guns. Siward stamped about in the sun, shaking the drops from water-proof breeches and gaiters, only to be half drenched again when Sagamore shook himself vigorously.

I suppose, said Sylvia, looking sideways at Siward, your contempt for my sporting accomplishments has not decreased. Im sorry; I dont like to walk in wet shoes... even to gain your approval.

And, as the keeper came splashing across the shallows: Miles, you may carry my gun. I shall not need it any longer—

The upward roar of a bevey of grouse drowned her voice; poor Sagamore, pointing madly in the blackberry thicket all unperceived, cast a dismayed glance aloft where the sunlit air quivered under the winnowing rush of heavy wings. Siward flung up his gun, heading a big quartering bird; steadily the glittering barrels swept in the arc of fire, hesitated, wavered; then the possibility passed; the young fellow lowered the gun, slowly, gravely; stood a moment motionless with bent head until the rising colour in his face had faded.

And that was all, for a while. The astonished and disgusted keeper stared into the thicket; the dog lay quivering, impatient for signal. Sylvias heart, which had seemed to stop with her voice, silenced in the gusty thunder of heavy wings, began beating too fast. For the ringing crack of a gun shot could have spoken no louder to her than the glittering silence of the suspended barrels; nor any promise of his voice sound as the startled stillness sounded now about her. For he had made something a trifle more than mere amends for his rudeness. He was overdoing everything — a little.

He stood on the thickets edge, absently unloading the weapon, scarcely understanding what he had done and what he had not done.

A moment later a far hail sounded across the uplands, and against the sky figures moved distantly.

Alderdene and Marion Page, said Siward. I believe we lunch yonder, do we not, Miles?

They climbed the hill in silence, arriving after a few minutes to find others already at luncheon — the Page boys, eager, enthusiastic, recounting adventure by flood and field; Rena Bonnesdel tired and frankly bored and decorated with more than her share of mud; Eileen Shannon, very pretty, very effective, having done more execution with her eyes than with the dainty fowling-piece beside her.

Marion Page nodded to Sylvia and Siward with a crisp, business-like question or two, then went over to inspect their bag, nodding approbation as Miles laid the game on the grass.

Eight full brace, she commented. We have five, and an odd cock-pheasant — from Black Fells, I suppose. The people to our left have been blazing away like Coney Island, but Renas guide says the ferns are full of rabbits that way, and Major Belwether cant hit fur afoot. You, she added frankly to Siward, ought to take the cup. The birches ahead of you are full of woodcock. If you dont, Howard Quarrier will. Hes into a flight of jack-snipe I hear.

Siwards eyes had suddenly narrowed; then he laughed, patting Sagamores cheeks. I dont believe I shall shoot very steadily this afternoon, he said, turning toward the group at luncheon under the trees. I wish Quarrier well — with the cup.

Nonsense, said Marion Page curtly; you are the cleanest shot I ever knew. And she raised her glass to him, frankly, and emptied it with the precision characteristic of her: Your cup! With all my heart!

I also drink to your success, Mr. Siward, said Sylvia in a low voice, lifting her champagne glass in the sunlight. To the Shotover Cup — if you wish it. And as other glasses sparkled aloft amid a gay tumult of voices wishing him success, Sylvia dropped her voice, attuning it to his ear alone: Success for the cup, if you wish it — or, whatever you wish — success! and she meant it very kindly.

His hand resting on his glass he sat, smiling silent acknowledgment to the noisy generous toasts; he turned and looked at Sylvia when her low voice caught his ear — looked at her very steadily, unsmiling.

Then to the others, brightening again, he said a word or two, wittily, with a gay compliment well placed and a phrase to end it in good taste. And, in the little gust of hand-clapping and laughter, he turned again to Sylvia, smilingly, saying under his breath: As though winning the cup could compensate me now for losing it!

She leaned involuntarily nearer: You mean that you will not try for it?

Yes.

That is not fair — to me!

Why not?

Because — because I do not ask it of you.

You need not, now that I know your wish.

Mr. Siward, I — my wish—

But she had no chance to finish; already Rena Bonnesdel was looking at them, and there was a hint of amused surprise in Eileen Shannons mischievous eyes, averted instantly, with malicious ostentation.

Then Marion Page took possession of him so exclusively, so calmly, that something in her cool certainty vaguely irritated Sylvia, who had never liked her. Besides, the girl showed too plainly her indifference to other people; which other people seldom find amusing.

Stephen, called out Alderdene, anxiously counting the web loops in his khaki vest, what do you call fair shooting at these damnable ruffed grouse? You neednt be civil about it, you know.

Five shells to a bird is good shooting, answered Siward. Dont you think so, Miss Page?

You have a better score, Mr. Siward, said Marion Page with a hostile glance at Alderdene, who had not made good.

That was chance — and this years birds. Ive taken ten shells to an old drummer in hard wood or short pines. He smiled to himself, adding: A drove of six in the open got off scot free a little while ago. Miss Landis saw it.

That he was inclined to turn it all to banter relieved her at once. It was pitiable, she nodded gravely to Marion; his nerve left him when they made such a din in the briers.

Miss Page glanced at her indifferently.

What I need is practice like the chasseurs of Tarascon, admitted Siward.

I willingly offer my hat, monsieur, said Sylvia.

Marion Page, impatient to start, had turned her tailor-made back to the company, and was instructing his crestfallen lordship very plainly: You fire too quickly, Blinky; two seconds is what you must count when a grouse flushes. You must say Mark! Right! or Mark! Left! Bang!

I might as well say Bang! for all Ive done to-day, he muttered, adjusting his shooting-goggles and snapping his eyes like fury. Then exploding into raucous laughter he moved off southward with Marion Page, who had exchanged a swift handshake with Siward; the twins followed, convoying Eileen and Rena, neither maiden excitedly enthusiastic. And so the luncheon party, lord and lady, twins and maidens, guides and dogs, trailed away across the ridge, distant silhouettes presently against the sky, then gone. And after a little while the far, dry, accentless report of smokeless powder announced that the opening of the season had been resumed and the Lesser Children were dying fast in the glory of a perfect day.

Are you ready, Mr. Siward? She stood waiting for him at the edge of the thicket; Miles resumed his game sack and her fowling-piece; the dog came up, looking him anxiously in the eyes.

So he walked forward beside her into the dappled light of the thicket.

Within a few minutes the dog stood twice; and twice the whirring twitter of woodcock startled her, echoed by the futile crack of his gun.

Beg pardon, sir—

Yes, Miles, with a glint of humour.

Overshot, sir, — excusin the liberty, Mr. Siward. Both marked down forty yard to the left if you wish to start em again.

No, he said indifferently, I had my chance at them. Theyre exempt.

Then Sagamore, tail wildly whipping, came smack on the trail of an old stager of a cock-grouse — on, on over rock, log, wet gully, and dry ridge, twisting, doubling, circling, every wile, every trick employed and met, until the dog crawling noiselessly forward, trembled and froze, and Siward, far to left, wheeled at the muffled and almost noiseless rise. For an instant the slanting barrels wavered, grew motionless; but only a stray sunbeam glinting struck a flash of cold fire from the muzzle, only the feathery whirring whisper broke the silence of suspense. Then far away over sunny tree tops a big grouse sailed up, rocketing into the sky on slanted wings, breasting the height of green; dipped, glided downward with bowed wings stiffened, and was engulfed in the misty barriers of purpling woods.

Vale! said Siward aloud, I salute you!

He came strolling back across the crisp leaves, the dappled sunshine playing over his face like the flicker of a smile.

Miles, he said, my nerve is gone. Such things happen. Im all in. Come over here, my friend, and look at the sun with me.

The discomfited keeper obeyed.

Where ought that refulgent luminary to scintilate when I face Osprey Ledge?

Sir?

The sun. How do I hold it?

On the pint of your right shoulder, sir. — You aint quittin, Mr. Siward, sir! anxiously; that Shotover Cup is easy yours, sir! eagerly; Wots a miss on a old drummer, Mr. Siward? Wots twice over-shootin cock, sir, when a blind dropper can see you are the cleanest, fastest, hard-shootin shot in the null county!

But Siward shook his head with an absent glance at the dog, and motioned the astonished keeper forward.

Line the easiest trail for us, he said; I think we are already a trifle tired. Twigs will do in short cover; use a hatchet in the big timber.... And go slow till we join you.

And when the unwilling and perplexed keeper had started, Siward, unlocking his gun, drew out the smooth yellow cartridges and pocketed them.

Sylvia looked up as the sharp metallic click of the locked breech rang out in the silence.

Why do you do this, Mr. Siward?

I dont know; really I am honest; I dont know.

It could not be because I—

No, of course not, he said, too seriously to reassure her.

Mr. Siward, in quick displeasure.

Yes?

What you do for your amusements cannot concern me.

Right as usual, he said so gaily that a reluctant smile trembled on her lips.

Then why have you done this? It is unreasonable — if you dont feel as I do about killing things that are having a good time in the world.

He stood silent, absently looking at the fowling-piece cradled in his left arm. Shall we sit here a moment and talk it over? he suggested listlessly.

Her blue gaze swept him; his vague smile was indifferently bland.

If you are determined not to shoot, we might as well start for Osprey Ledge, she suggested; otherwise, what reason is there for our being here together, Mr. Siward?

Awaiting his comment — perhaps expecting a counter-proposition — she leaned against the tree beside which he stood. And after a while, as his absent-minded preoccupation continued:

Do you think the leaves are dry enough to sit on?

He slipped off his shooting-coat and placed it at the base of the tree. She waited for a second, uncertain how to meet an attitude which seemed to take for granted matters which might, if discussed, give her at least the privilege of yielding. However, to discuss a triviality meant forcing emphasis where none was necessary. She seated herself; and, as he continued to remain standing, she stripped off her shooting-gloves and glanced up at him inquiringly: Well, Mr. Siward, I am literally at your feet.

Which redresses the balance a little, he said, finding a place near her.

That is very nice of you. Can I always count on you for civil platitudes when I stir you out of your day-dreams?

You can always count on stirring me without effort.

No, I cant. Nobody can. You are never to be counted on; you are too absent-minded. Like a veil you wrap yourself in a brown study, leaving everybody outside to consider the pointed flattery of your withdrawal. What happens to you when you are inside that magic veil? Do you change into anything interesting?

He sat there, chin propped on his linked fingers, elbows on knees; and, though there was always the hint of a smile in his pleasant eyes, always the indefinable charm of breeding in voice and attitude, something now was lacking. And after a moment she concluded that it was his attention. Certainly his wits were wool-gathering again; his eyes, edged with the shadow of a smile, saw far beyond her, far beyond the sunlit shadows where they sat.

In his preoccupation she had found him negatively attractive. She glanced at him now from time to time, her eyes returning always to the beauty of the subdued light where all about them silver-stemmed birches clustered like slim shining pillars, crowned with their autumn canopy of crumpled gold.

Enchantment! she said under her breath. Surely an enchanted sleeper lies here somewhere.

You, he observed, unawakened.

Asleep? I? She looked around at him. You are the dreamer here. Your eyes are full of dreaming even now. What is your desire?

He leaned on one arm, watching her; she had dropped her ungloved hand, searching among the newly fallen gold of the birch leaves drifted into heaps. On the third finger a jewel glittered; he saw it, conscious of its meaning — but his eyes followed the hand idly heaping up autumn gold, a white slim hand, smoothly fascinating. Then the little, restless hand swept near to his, almost touching it; and then instinctively he took it in his own, curiously, lifting it a little to consider its nearer loveliness. Perhaps it was the unexpectedness of it, perhaps it was sheer amazement that left her hand lying idly relaxed like a white petalled blossom in his. His bearing, too, was so blankly impersonal that for a moment the whole thing appeared inconsequent. Then, as her hand lay there, scarcely imprisoned, their eyes encountered, — and hers, intensely blue now, considered him without emotion, studied him impersonally without purpose, incuriously acquiescent, indifferently expectant.

After a little while the consciousness of the contact disconcerted her; she withdrew her fingers with an involuntary shiver.

Is there no chance? he asked.

Perplexed with her own emotion, the meaning of his low-voiced question at first escaped her; then, like its own echo, came ringing back in her ears, re-echoed again as he repeated it:

Is there no chance for me, Miss Landis?

The very revulsion of self-possession returning chilled her; then anger came, quick and hot; then pride. She deliberated, choosing her words coolly enough: What chance do you mean, Mr. Siward?

A fighting chance. Can you give it to me?

A fighting chance? For what? — very low, very dangerous.

For you.

Then, in spite of her, her senses became unsteady; a sudden ringing confusion seemed to deafen her, through which his voice, as if very far away, sounded again:

Men who are worth a fighting chance ask for it sometimes — but take it always. I take it.

Her pallor faded under the flood of bright colour; the blue of her eyes darkened ominously to velvet.

Mr. Siward, she said, very distinctly and slowly, I am not — even — sorry — for you.

Then my chance is desperate indeed, he retorted coolly.

Chance! Do you imagine— Her anger choked her.

Are you not a little hard? he said, paling under his tan. I supposed women dismissed men more gently — even such a man as I am.

For a full minute she strove to comprehend.

Such a man as you! she repeated vaguely; you mean— a crimson wave dyed her skin to the temples and she leaned toward him in horror-stricken contrition; I didnt mean that, Mr. Siward! I — I never thought of that! It had no weight, it was not in my thoughts. I meant only that you had assumed what is unwarranted — that you — your question humiliated me, knowing that I am engaged — knowing me so little — so—

Yes, I knew everything. Ask yourself why I risk everything to say this to you? There can be only one answer.

Then after a long silence: Have I ever— she began tremblingly— ever by word or look—

No.

Have I even—

No. Ive simply discovered how I feel. Thats what I was dreaming about when you asked me. I was afraid I might do this too soon; but I meant to do it anyway before it became too late.

It was too late from the very moment we met, Mr. Siward. And, as he reddened painfully again, she added quickly: I mean that I had already decided. Why will you take what I say so dreadfully different from the way I intend it? Listen to me. I — I believe I am not very experienced yet; I was a — astonished — quite stunned for a moment. Then it hurt me — and I said that I was not sorry for you... I am sorry, now.

And, as he said nothing: You were a little rough, a little sudden with me, Mr. Siward. Men have asked me that question — several times; but never so soon, so unreasonably soon — never without some preliminary of some sort, so that I could foresee, be more or less prepared.... But you gave me no warning. I — if you had, I would have known how to be gentle. I — I wish to be now. I like you — enough to say this to you, enough to be seriously sorry; if I could bring myself to really believe this — feeling—

Still he said nothing; he sat there listlessly studying the sun spots glowing, waxing, waning on the carpet of dead leaves at his feet.

As for — what you have said, she added, a little smile curving the sensitive mouth, it is impulsive, unconsidered, a trifle boyish, Mr. Siward. I pay myself the compliment of your sincerity; it is rather nice to be a girl who can awaken the romance in a man within a day or twos acquaintance.... And that is all it is — a romantic impulse with a pretty girl. You see I am frank; I am really glad that you find me attractive. Tell me so, if you wish. We shall not misunderstand each other again. Shall we?

He raised his head, considering her, forcing the smile to meet her own.

We shall be better friends than ever, she asserted confidently.

Yes, better than ever.

Because what you have done means the nicest sort of friendship, you see. You cant escape its duties and responsibilities now, Mr. Siward. I shall expect you to spend the greater part of your life in devotedly doing things for me. Besides, I am now privileged to worry you with advice. Oh, you have invested me with all sorts of powers now!

He nodded.

She sprang to her feet, flushed, smiling, a trifle excited.

Is it all over, and are we the very ideals of friends? she asked.

The very ideals.

You are nice! she said impulsively, holding out both gloveless hands. He held them, she looking at him very sweetly, very confidently.

Allons! Without malice? she asked.

Without malice.

Without afterthoughts?

Without afterthoughts.

And — you are content? persuasively.

Of course not, he said.

Oh, but you must be.

I must be, he repeated obediently.

And you are! Say it!

But it does not make me unhappy not to be contented—

Say it, please; or — do you desire me to be unhappy?

Her small, smooth hands lying between his, they stood confronting one another in the golden light. She might easily have brought the matter to an end; and why she did not, she knew no more than a kitten waking to consciousness under its first caress.

Say it, she repeated, laughing uncertainly back into his smiling eyes of a boy.

Say what?

That you are contented.

I cant.

Mr. Siward, it is unkind, it is shameless—

I know it; I am that sort.

Then I am sorry for you. Look at that! turning her left hand in his so that the jewel on the third finger caught the light.

I see it.

And yet—

And yet.

That, she observed with composure, is sheer obstinacy.... Isnt it?

It is what I said it was: a hopeful discontent.

How can it be? impatiently now, for the long, unaccustomed contact was unnerving her — yet she made no motion to withdraw her hands. How can you really care for me? Do you actually believe that — devotion — comes like that?

Exactly like that.

So suddenly? It is impossible! with a twist of her pretty shoulders.

How did it come — to you? he asked between his teeth.

Then her face grew scarlet and her eyes grew dark, and her hands contracted in his — tightened, twisted fingers entangled, until, with a little sob, she swayed toward him and he caught her. An instant, a minute — more, perhaps, she did not know — she half lay in his arms, her untaught lips cold against his. Lassitude, faint consciousness, then tiny shock on shock came the burning revulsion; and her voice came back, too, sounding strangely to her, a colourless, monotonous voice.

He had freed her; she remembered that somebody had asked him to — perhaps herself. That was well; she needed to breathe, to summon strength and common-sense, find out what had been done, what reasonless madness she had committed in the half-light of the silver-stemmed trees clustering in shameful witness on every hand.

Suddenly the hot humiliation of it overwhelmed her, and she covered her face with her hands, standing, almost swaying, as wave on wave of incredulous shame seemed to sweep her from knee to brow. That phase passed after a while; out of it she emerged, flushed, outwardly composed, into another phase, in full self-possession once more, able to understand what had happened without the disproportion of emotional exaggeration. After all, she had only been kissed. Besides she was a novice, which probably accounted, in a measure, for the unreasonable emotion coincident with a caress to which she was unaccustomed. Without looking up at him she found herself saying coolly enough to surprise herself: I never supposed I was capable of that. It appears that I am. I havent anything to say for myself... except that I feel fearfully humiliated.... Dont say anything now... I do not blame you, truly I do not. It was contemptible of me — to do it — wearing this— she stretched out her slender left hand, not looking at him; it was contemptible!... She slowly raised her eyes, summoning all her courage to face him.

But he only saw in the pink confusion of her lovely face the dawning challenge of a coquette saluting her adversary in gay acknowledgment of his fleeting moment of success. And as his face fell, then hardened into brightness, instantly she divined how he rated her, and in a flash realized her weapons and her security, and that the control of the situation was hers, not in the control of this irresolute young man who stood so silently considering her. Strange that she should be ashamed of her own innocence, willing that he believe her accomplished in such arts, enchanted that he no longer perhaps suspected genuine emotion in the swift, confused sweetness of her first kiss. If only all that were truly hidden from him, if he dare not in his heart convict her of anything save perfection in a gay, imprudent rôle, what a weight lifted, what relief, what hot self-contempt cooled! What vengeance, too, she would take on him for the agony of her awakening — the dazed chagrin, the dread of his wise, amused eyes — eyes that she feared had often looked upon such scenes; eyes no doubt familiar with such unimportant details as the shamed demeanour of a novice.

Why do you take it so seriously? she said, laughing and studying him, certain now of herself in this new disguise.

Do you take it lightly? he asked, striving to smile.

I? Ah, I must, you know. You dont expect to marry me... do you, Mr. Siward?

I— He choked up at that, grimly for a while.

Walking slowly forward together she fell into step frankly beside him, near him — too near. Try to be sensible, she was saying gaily; I like you so much — and it would be horrid to have you mope, you know. And besides, even if I cared for you, there are reasons, you know — reasons for any girl to marry the man I am going to marry. Does my cynicism shock you? What am I to do? with a shrug. Such marriages are reasonable, and far likelier to be agreeable than when fancy is the sole motive — certainly far more agreeable than an ill-considered yielding to abstract emotion with nothing concrete in view.... So, you see, I could not marry you even if I— her voice was inclined to tremble, but she controlled it. Would she never learn her rôle? even if I loved you—

Then her tongue stumbled and was silent; and they walked on, side by side, through the fading splendour of the year, exchanging no further speech.

Toward sunset their guide hailed them, standing high among the rocks, a silhouette against the sky. And beyond him they saw the poles crowned with the huge nests of the fish-hawks, marking the last rendezvous at Osprey Ledge.

She turned to him as they started up the last incline, thanking him in a sweet, natural voice for his care of her — quite innocently — until in the questioning, unconvinced gaze that met hers she found her own eyes softening and growing dim; and she looked away suddenly, lest he read her ere she had dared turn the first page in the book of self — ere she had studied, pried, probed among the pages of a new chapter whose familiar title, so long meaningless to her, had taken on a sudden troubling significance. And for the first time in her life she glanced uneasily at the new page in the book of self, numbered according to her years with the figures 23, and headed with the unconvincing chapter title, Love.


CHAPTER V A WINNING LOSER
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THE WEEK PASSED swiftly, day after day echoing with the steady fusillade from marsh to covert, from valley to ridge. Guns flashed at dawn and dusk along the flat tidal reaches haunted of black mallard and teal; the smokeless powder cracked through alder swamp and tangled windfall where the brown grouse burst away into noisy blundering flight; where the woodcock, wilder now, shrilled skyward like feathered rockets, and the big northern hares, not yet flecked with snowy patches of fur, loped off into swamps to the sad undoing of several of the younger setters.

There was a pheasant drive at Black Fells to which the Ferralls guests were bidden by Beverly Plank — a curious scene, where ladies and gentlemen stood on a lawn, backed by an army of loaders and gun-bearers, while another improvised army of beaters drove some thousands of frightened, bewildered, homeless foreign pheasants at the guns. And the miserable aliens that escaped the guns were left to perish in the desolation of a coming winter which they were unfitted to withstand.

So the first week of the season sped gaily, ending on Saturday with a heavy flight of northern woodcock and an uproarious fusillade among the silver birches.

Once Ferrall loaded two motor cars with pioneers for a day beyond his own boundaries; and one day was spent ingloriously with the beagles; but otherwise the Shotover estate proved more than sufficient for good bags or target practice, as the skill of the sportsmen developed.

Lord Alderdene, good enough on snipe and cock, was driven almost frantic by the ruffed grouse; Voucher did better for a day or two, and then lost the knack; Marion Page attended to business in her cool and thorough style, and her average on the gun-room books was excellent, and was also adorned with clever pen-and-ink sketches by Siward.

Leroy Mortimer had given up shooting and established himself as a haunter of cushions in sunny corners. Tom OHara had gone back to Lenox; Mrs. Vendenning to Hot Springs. Beverly Plank, master of Black Fells, began to pervade the house after a tentative appearance; and he and Major Belwether pottered about the coverts, usually after luncheon — the latter doing little damage with his fowling-piece, and nobody knew how much with his gossiping tongue. Quarrier appeared in the field methodically, shot with judgment, taking no chances for a brilliant performance which might endanger his respectable average. As for the Page boys, they kept the river ducks stirring whenever Eileen Shannon and Rena Bonnesdel could be persuaded to share the canoes with them. Otherwise they haunted the vicinity of those bored maidens, suffering snubs sorrowfully, but persistently faithful. They were a great nuisance in the evening, especially as their sister did not permit them to lose more than ten dollars a day at cards.

Cards — that is Bridge and Preference — ruled as usual; and the latter game being faster suited Mortimer and Ferrall, but did not aid Siward toward recouping his Bridge losses.

Noticing this, late in the week, Major Belwether kindly suggested Klondyke for Siwards benefit, which proved more quickly disastrous to him than anything yet proposed; and he went back to Bridge, preferring rather to carry Agatha Caithness at intervals than crumble into bankruptcy under the sheer deadly hazard of Klondyke.

Two matters occupied him; since cup day he had never had another opportunity to see Sylvia Landis alone; that was the first matter. He had touched neither wine nor spirits nor malt since the night Ferrall had found him prone, sprawling in a stupor on his disordered bed. That was the second matter, and it occupied him, at times required all his attention, particularly when the physical desire for it set in, steadily, mercilessly, mounting inexorably like a tide.... But, like the tide, it ebbed at last, particularly when a sleepless night had exhausted him.

He had gone back to his shooting again after a cool review of the ethics involved. It even amused him to think that the whimsical sermon delivered him by a girl who had cleverness enough to marry many millions, with Quarrier thrown in, could have so moved him to sentimentality. He had ceded the big cup of antique silver to Quarrier, too — a matter which troubled him little, however, as in the irritation of the reaction he had been shooting with the brilliancy of a demon; and the gun-room books were open to any doubting guests inspection.

Time, therefore, was never heavy on his hands, save when the tide threatened — when at night he stirred and awoke, conscious of its crawling advance, aware of its steady mounting menace. Moments at table, when the aroma of wine made him catch his breath, moments in the gun-room redolent of spicy spirits; a maddening volatile fragrance clinging to the card-room, too! Yes, the long days were filled with such moments for him.

But afield the desire faded; and even during the day, indoors, he shrugged desire aside. It was night that he dreaded — the long hours, lying there tense, stark-eyed, sickened with desire.

As for Sylvia, she and Grace Ferrall had taken to motoring, driving away into the interior or taking long flights north and south along the coast. Sometimes they took Quarrier, sometimes, when Mrs. Ferrall drove, they took in ballast in the shape of a superfluous Page boy and a girl for him. Once Grace Ferrall asked Siward to join them; but no definite time being set, he was scarcely surprised to find them gone when he returned from a morning on the snipe meadows. And Sylvia, leagues away by that time, curled up in the tonneau beside Grace Ferrall, watched the dark pines flying past, cheeks pink, eyes like stars, while the rushing wind drove health into her and care out of her — cleansing, purifying, overwhelming winds flowing through and through her, till her very soul within her seemed shining through the beauty of her eyes. Besides, she had just confessed.

He kissed you! repeated Grace Ferrall incredulously.

Yes — a number of times. He was silly enough to do it, and I let him.

Did — did he say—

I dont know what he said; I was all nerves — confused — scared — a perfect stick in fact!... I dont believe hed care to try again.

Then Mrs. Ferrall deliberately settled down in her furs to extract from the girl beside her every essential detail; and the girl, frank at first, grew shy and silent — reticent enough to worry her friend into a silence which lasted a long while for a cheerful little matron of her sort.

Presently they spoke of other matters — matters interesting to pretty women with much to do in the coming winter between New York, Hot Springs, and Florida; surmises as to dinners, dances, and the newcomers in the younger sets, and the marriages to be arranged or disarranged, and the scandals humanity is heir to, and the attitude of the bishop toward divorce.

And the new pavillion to be built for Saint Berolds Hospital, and the various states of the various charities each was interested in, and the chances of something new at the opera, and the impossibility of saving Fifth Avenue from truck traffic, and the increasing importance of Washington as a social centre, and the bad manners of a foreign ambassador, and the better manners of another diplomat, and the lack of discrimination betrayed by our ambassador to a certain great Power in choosing people for presentation at court, and the latest unhappy British-American marriage, and the hopelessness of the French as decent husbands, and the recent accident to the Claymores big yacht, and the tendency of well-born young men toward politics, and the anything but distinguished person of Lord Alderdene, which was, however, vastly superior to the demeanour and person of others of his rank recently imported, and the beauty of Miss Caithness, and the chance that Captain Voucher had if Leila Mortimer would let him alone, and the absurdity of the Page twins, and the furtive coarseness of Leroy Mortimer and his general badness, and the sadness of Leila Mortimers lot when she had always been in love with other people, — and a little scandalous surmise concerning Tom OHara, and the new house on Seventy-ninth Street building for Mrs. Vendenning, and that charming widows success at last years horse show — and whether the fashion of the function was reviving, and whether Beverly Plank had completely broken into the social sets he had besieged so long, or whether a few of the hunting and shooting people merely permitted him to drive pheasants for them, and why Katharyn Tassel made eyes at him, having sufficient money of her own to die unwed, and — and — and then, at last, as the big motor car swung in a circle at Wenniston Cross-Roads, and poked its brass and lacquer muzzle toward Shotover, the talk swung back to Siward once more — having travelled half the world over to find him.

He is the sweetest fellow with his mother, sighed Grace; and that counts heavily with me. But theres trouble ahead for her — sorrow and trouble enough for them both, if he is a true Siward.

Heredity again! said Sylvia impatiently. Isnt he man enough to win out? Ill bet you he settles down, marries, and—

Marries? Not he! How many girls do you suppose have believed that — were justified in believing he meant anything by his attractive manner and nice ways of telling you how much he liked you? He had a desperate affair with Mrs. Mortimer — innocent enough I fancy. Hes had a dozen within three years; and in a week Rena Bonnesdel has come to making eyes at him, and Eileen gives him no end of chances which he doesnt see. As for Marion Page, the girl had been on the edge of loving him for years! You laugh? But you are wrong; she is in love with him now as much as she ever can be with anybody.

You mean—

Yes I do. Hadnt you suspected it?

And as Sylvia had suspected it she remained silent.

If any woman in this world could keep him to the mark, she could, continued Mrs. Ferrall. Hes a perfect fool not to see how she cares for him.

Sylvia said: He is indeed.

It would be a sensible match, if she cared to risk it, and if he would only ask her. But he wont.

Perhaps, ventured Sylvia, shell ask him. She strikes me as that sort. I do not mean it unkindly — only Marion is so tailor-made and cigaretteful—

Mrs. Ferrall looked up at her.

Did he propose to you?

Yes — I think so.

Then its the first time for him. He finds women only too willing to play with him as a rule, and he doesnt have to be definite. I wonder what he meant by being so definite with you?

I suppose he meant marriage, said Sylvia serenely; yet there was the slightest ring in her voice; and it amused Mrs. Ferrall to try her a little further.

Oh, you think he really intended to commit himself?

Why not? retorted Sylvia, turning red. Do you think he found me over-willing, as you say he finds others?

You were probably a new sensation for him, inferred Mrs. Ferrall musingly. You mustnt take him seriously, child — a man with his record. Besides, he has the same facility with a girl that he has with everything else he tries; his pen — you know how infernally clever he is; and he can make good verse, and write witty jingles, and he can carry home with him any opera and play it decently, too, with the proper harmonies. Anything he finds amusing he is clever with — dogs, horses, pen, brush, music, women — that was too malicious, for Sylvia had flushed up painfully, and Grace Ferrall dropped her gloved hand on the hand of the girl beside her: Child, child, she said, he is not that sort; no decent man ever is unless the girl is too.

Sylvia, sitting up very straight in her furs, said: He found me anything but difficult — if thats what you mean.

I dont. Please dont be vexed, dear. I plague everybody when I see an opening. Theres really only one thing that worries me about it all.

What is that? asked Sylvia without interest.

Its that you might be tempted to care a little for him, which, being useless, might be unwise.

I am... tempted.

Not seriously!

I dont know. She turned in a sudden nervous impatience foreign to her. Howard Quarrier is too perfectly imperfect for me. Im glad Ive said it. The things he knows about and doesnt know have been a revelation in this last week with him. There is too much surface, too much exterior admirably fashioned. And inside is all clock-work. Ive said it; Im glad I have. He seemed different at Newport; he seemed nice at Lenox. The truth is, hes a horrid disappointment — and Im bored to death at my brilliant prospects.

The low whizzing hum of the motor filled a silence that produced considerable effect upon Grace Ferrall. And, after mastering her wits, she said in a subdued voice:

Of course its my meddling.

Of course it isnt. I asked your opinion, but I knew what I was going to do. Only, I did think him personally possible — which made the expediency, the mercenary view of it easier to contemplate.

She was becoming as frankly brutal as she knew how to be, which made the revolt the more ominous.

You dont think you could endure him for an hour or two a day, Sylvia?

It is not that, said the girl almost sullenly.

But—

Im afraid of myself — call it inherited mischief if you like! If I let a man do to me what Mr. Siward did when I was only engaged to Howard, what might I do—

You are not that sort! said Mrs. Ferrall bluntly. Dont be exotic, Sylvia.

How do you know — if I dont know? Most girls are kissed; I — well I didnt expect to be. But I was! I tell you, Grace, I dont know what I am or shall be. Im unsafe; I know that much.

Its moral and honest to realize it, said Mrs. Ferrall suavely; and in doing so you insure your own safety. Sylvia dear, I wish I hadnt meddled; Im meddling some more I suppose when I say to you, dont give Howard his congé for the present. It is a horridly common thing to dwell upon, but Howard is too materially important to be cut adrift on the impulse of the moment.

I know it.

You are too clever not to. Consider the matter wisely, dispassionately, intelligently, dear; then if by April you simply cant stand it — talk the thing over with me again, she ended rather vaguely and wistfully; for it had been her hearts desire to wed Sylvias beauty and Quarriers fortune, and the suitability of the one for the other was apparent enough to make even sterner moralists wobbly in their creed. Quarrier, as a detail of modern human architecture, she supposed might fit in somewhere, and took that for granted in laying the corner stone for her fairy palace which Sylvia was to inhabit. And now! — oh, vexation! — the neglected but essentially constructive detail of human architecture had buckled, knocking the dream palace and its princess and its splendour about her ears.

Things never happen in real life, she observed plaintively; only romances have plots where things work out. But we people in real life, we just go on and on in a badly constructed, plotless sort of way with no villains, no interesting situations, no climaxes, no ensemble. No, we grow old and irritable and meaner and meaner; we lose our good looks and digestions, and we die in hopeless discord with the unity required in a dollar and a half novel by a master of modern fiction.

But some among us amass fortunes, suggested Sylvia, laughing.

But we dont live happy ever after. Nobody ever had enough money in real life.

Some fall in love, observed Sylvia, musing.

And they are not content, silly!

Why? Because nobody ever had enough love in real life, mocked Sylvia.

You have said it, child. That is the malady of the world, and nobody knows it until some pretty ninny like you babbles the truth. And that is why we care for those immortals in romance, those fortunate lovers who, in fable, are given and give enough of love; those magic shapes in verse and tale whose hearts are satisfied when the mad author of their being inks his last period and goes to dinner.

Sylvia laughed awhile, then, chin on wrist, sat musing there, muffled in her furs.

As for love, I think I should be moderate in the asking, in the giving. A little — to flavour routine — would be sufficient for me I fancy.

You know so much about it, observed Mrs. Ferrall ironically.

I am permitted to speculate, am I not?

Certainly. Only speculate in sound investments, dear.

How can you make a sound investment in love? Isnt it always sheerest speculation?

Yes, that is why simple matrimony is usually a safer speculation than love.

Yes, but — love isnt matrimony.

Match that with its complementary platitude and you have the essence of modern fiction, observed Mrs. Ferrall. Love is a subject talked to death, which explains the present shortage in the market I suppose. Youre not in love and you dont miss it. Why cultivate an artificial taste for it? If it ever comes naturally, youll be astonished at your capacity for it, and the constant deterioration in quantity and quality of the visible supply. Goodness! my epigrams make me yawn — or is it age and the ill humour of the aged when the porridge spills over on the family cat?

I am the cat, I suppose, asked Sylvia, laughing.

Yes you are — and you go tearing away, back up, fur on end, leaving me by the fire with no porridge and only the aroma of the singeing fur to comfort me.... Still theres one thing to comfort me.

What?

Kitty-cats come back, dear.

Oh, I suppose so.... Do you believe I could induce him to wear his hair any way except pompadour?... and, dear, his beard is so dreadfully silky. Isnt there anything he could take for it?

Only a razor Im afraid. Those long, thick, soft, eyelashes of his are ominous. Eyes of that sort ruin a man for my taste. He might just as reasonably wear my hat.

But he cant follow the fashions in eyes, laughed Sylvia. Oh, this is atrocious of us — it is simply horrible to sit here and say such things. I am cold-blooded enough as it is — material enough, mean, covetous, contemptible—

Dear! said Grace Ferrall mildly, you are not choosing a husband; you are choosing a career. To criticise his investments might be bad taste; to be able to extract what amusement you can out of Howard is a direct mercy from Heaven. Otherwise youd go mad, you know.

Grace! Do you wish me to marry him?

What is the alternative, dear?

Why, nothing — self-respect, dowdiness, and peace.

Is that all?

All I can see.

Not Stephen Siward?

To marry? No. To enjoy, yes.... Grace, I have had such a good time with him; you dont know! He is such a boy — sometimes; and I — I believe that I am rather good for him.... Not that Id ever again let him do that sort of thing.... Besides, his curiosity is quenched; I am the sort he supposed. Now hes found out he will be nice.... Its been days since Ive had a talk with him. He tried to, but I wouldnt. Besides, the major has said nasty things about him when Howard was present; nothing definite, only hints, smiling silences, innuendoes on the verge of matters rather unfit; and I had nothing definite to refute. I could not even appear to understand or notice — it was all done in such a horridly vague way. But it only made me like him; and no doubt that actress he took to the Patroons is better company than he finds in nine places out of ten among his own sort.

Oh, said Grace Ferrall slowly, if that is the way you feel, I dont see why you shouldnt play with Mr. Siward whenever you like.

Nor I. Ive been a perfect fool not to.... Howard hates him.

How do you know?

What a question! A woman knows such things. Then, you remember that caricature — so dreadfully like Howard? Howard has no sense of humour; he detests such things. It was the most dreadful thing that Mr. Siward could have done to him.

Meddled again! groaned Grace. Doesnt Howard know that I did that?

Yes, but nothing I can say alters his conviction that the likeness was intended. You know it was a likeness! And if Mr. Siward had not told me that it was not intended, I should never have believed it to be an accident.

After a prolonged silence Sylvia said, overcarelessly: I dont quite understand Howard. With me anger lasts but a moment, and then Im open to overtures for peace... I think Howards anger lasts.

It does, said Grace. He was a muff as a boy — a prig with a prigs memory under all his shallow, showy surface. Im frank with you; I never could take my cousin either respectfully or seriously, but Ive known him to take his own anger so seriously that years after he has visited it upon those who had really wronged him. And he is equipped for retaliation if he chooses. That fortune of his reaches far.... Not that I think him capable of using such a power to satisfy a mere personal dislike. Howard has principles, loads of them. But — the weapon is there.

Is it true that Mr. Siward is interested in building electric roads? asked Sylvia curiously.

I dont know, child. Why?

Nothing. I wondered.

Why?

Mr. Mortimer said so.

Then I suppose he is. Ill ask Kemp if you like. Why? Isnt it all right to build them?

I suppose so. Howard is in it somehow. In fact Howards company is behind Mr. Siwards, I believe.

Grace Ferrall turned and looked at the girl beside her, laughing outright.

Oh, Howard doesnt do mysterious financial things to nice young men because they draw impudent pictures of him running after his dog — or for any other reason. That, dear, is one of those skilfully developed portions of an artistic plot; and plots exist only in romance. So do villains; and besides, my cousin isnt one. Besides that, if Howard is in that thing, no doubt Kemp and I are too. So your nice young man is in very safe company.

You draw such silly inferences, said Sylvia coolly; but there was a good deal of colour in her cheeks; and she knew it and pulled her big motor veil across her face, fastening it under her chin. All of which amused Grace Ferrall infinitely until the subtler significance of the girls mental processes struck her, sobering her own thoughts. Sylvia, too, had grown serious in her preoccupation; and the partie-à-deux terminated a few minutes later in a duet of silence over the tea-cups in the gun-room.

The weather had turned warm and misty; one of those sudden sea-coast changes had greyed the blue in the sky, spreading a fine haze over land and water, effacing the crisp sparkle of the sea, dulling the westering sun.

A few moments later Sylvia, glancing over her shoulder, noticed that a fine misty drizzle had clouded the casements. That meant that her usual evening stroll on the cliffs with Quarrier, before dressing for dinner, was off. And she drew a little breath of unconscious relief as Marion Page walked in, her light woollen shooting-jacket, her hat, shoes, and the barrels of the fowling-piece tucked under her left arm-pit, all glimmering frostily with powdered rain drops.

She said something to Grace Ferrall about the mist promising good point-shooting in the morning, took the order book from a servant, jotted down her request to be called an hour before sunrise, filled in the gun-room records with her score — the species and number bagged, and the number of shells used — and accepting the tea offered, drew out a tiny cigarette-case of sweet-bay wood heavily crusted with rose-gold.

With whom were you shooting? asked Grace, as Marion dropped one well-shaped leg over the other and wreathed her delicately tanned features in smoke.

Stephen Siward and Blinky. Theyre at it yet, but I had some letters to write. She glanced leisurely at Sylvia and touched the ash-tray with the whitening end of her cigarette. That dog you let Mr. Siward have is a good one. Im taking him to Jersey next week for the cock-shooting.

Sylvia returned her calm gaze blankly.

An unreasonable and disagreeable shock had passed through her.

My North Carolina pointers are useless for close work, observed Marion indifferently; and she leaned back, watching the blue smoke curling upward from her cigarette.

Sylvia, distrait, but with downcast eyes on fire under the fringed lids, was thinking of the cheque Siward had given her for Sagamore. The transaction, for her, had been a business one on the surface only. She had never meant to use the cheque. She had laid it away among a few letters, relics, pleasant souvenirs of the summer. To her the affair had been softened by a delicate hint of intimacy, — the delight he was to take in something that had once been hers had given her a faint taste of the pleasure of according pleasure to a man. And this is what he had done!

The drizzle had turned to fog, through which rain was now pelting the cliffs; people were returning from the open; a motor-car came whizzing into the drive, and out of it tumbled Rena and Eileen and the faithful Pages, the girls irritable and ready for tea, and the boys like a pair of eager, wagging, setter puppies, pleased with everything and everybody, utterly oblivious to the sombre repose brooding above the tea-table.

Their sister calmly refused them the use of her cigarettes. Eileen presented her pretty shoulder, Rena nearly yawned at them, but, nothing dampened, they recounted a number of incidents with reciprocal enthusiasm to Sylvia, who was too inattentive to smile, and to Grace Ferrall, who smiled the more sweetly through sheer inattention.

Then Alderdene came in, blinking a greeting through his foggy goggles, sloppy, baggy, heavy shoes wheezing, lingered in the vicinity long enough to swallow his peg and acquire a disdainful opinion of his shooting from Marion, and then took himself off, leaving the room noisy with his laugh, which resembled the rattle of a startled kingfisher.

In ones and twos the guests reported as the dusk-curtained fog closed in on Shotover. Quarrier came, dry as a chip under his rain-coat, but his silky beard was wet with rain, and moisture powdered his long, soft eyelashes and white skin; and his flexible, pointed fingers, as he drew off his gloves, seemed startling in their whiteness through the gathering gloom.

I suppose our evening walk is out of the question, he said, standing by Sylvia, who had nodded a greeting and then turned her head rather hastily to see who had entered the room. It was Siward, only a vague shape in the gloom, but perfectly recognisable to her. At the same moment Marion Page rose leisurely and strolled toward the billiard-room.

Our walk? repeated Sylvia absently— its raining, you know. Yet only a day or two ago she had walked to church with Siward through the rain, the irritated Major feeling obliged to go with them. Her eyes followed Siwards figure, suddenly dark against the door of the lighted billiard-room, then brilliantly illuminated, as he entered, nodded acceptance to Mortimers invitation, and picked up the cue just laid aside by Agatha Caithness, who had turned to speak to Marion. Then Mortimers bulk loomed nearer; voices became gay and animated in the billiard-room. Siwards handsome face was bent toward Agatha Caithness in gay challenge; Mortimers heavy laugh broke out; there came the rattle of pool-balls, and the dull sound of cue-butts striking the floor; then, crack! and the game began, with Marion Page and Siward fighting Mortimer and Miss Caithness for something or other.

Quarrier had been speaking for some time before Sylvia became aware of it — something about a brisk walk in the morning somewhere; and she nodded impatiently, watching Marions supple waist-line as she bent far over the illuminated table for a complicated shot at the enemy.

His fiancées inattention was not agreeable to Quarrier. A dozen things had happened since his arrival which had not been agreeable to him: her failure to meet him at the Fells Crossing, and the reason for her failure; and her informal acquaintance with Siward, whose presence at Shotover he had not looked for, and her sudden intimacy with the man he had never particularly liked, and whom within six months he had come to detest and to avoid.

These things — the outrageous liberty Siward had permitted himself in caricaturing him, the mortifying caprice of Sylvia for Siward on the day of the Shotover cup-drive — had left indelible impressions in a cold and rather heavy mind, slow to waste effort in the indulgence of any vital emotion.

In a few years indifference to Siward had changed to passive disapproval; that, again, to an emotionless dislike; and when the scandal at the Patroons Club occurred, for the first time in his life he understood what it was to fear the man he disliked. For if Siward had committed the insane imprudence which had cost him his title to membership, he had also done something, knowingly or otherwise, which awoke in Quarrier a cold, slow fear; and that fear was dormant, but present, now, and it, for the time being, dictated his attitude and bearing toward the man who might or might not be capable of using viciously a knowledge which Quarrier believed that he must possess.

For that reason, when it was not possible to avoid Siward, his bearing toward him was carefully civil; for that reason he dampened Major Belwethers eagerness to tell everybody all he knew about the shamelessly imprudent girl who had figured with Siward in the scandal, but whose identity the press had not discovered.

Silence was always desirable to Quarrier; silence concerning all matters was a trait inborn and congenially cultivated to a habit by him in every affair of life — in business, in leisure, in the methodical pursuits of such pleasures as a limited intellect permitted him, in personal and family matters, in public questions and financial problems.

He listened always, but never invited confidences; he had no opinion to express when invited. And he became very, very rich.

And over it all spread a thin membrane of vanity, nervous, not intellectual, sensitiveness; for all sense of humour was absent in this man, whose smile, when not a physical effort, was automatically and methodically responsive to certain fixed cues. He smiled when he said Good morning, when declining or accepting invitations, when taking his leave, when meeting anybody of any financial importance, and when everybody except himself had begun to laugh in a theatre or a drawing-room. This limit to any personal manifestation he considered a generous one. And perhaps it was.

A sudden rain-squall, noisy against the casements, had darkened the room; then the electric lights broke out with a mild candle-like lustre, and Quarrier, standing beside Sylvias chair, discovered it to be empty.

It was not until he had dressed for dinner that he saw her again, seated on the stairs with Marion Page — a new appearance of intimacy for both women, who heretofore had found nothing except a passing civility in common.

Marion was discussing dog-breeding with that cool, crude, direct insouciance so unpleasant to some men. Sylvia was attentive, curious, and instinctively shrinking by turns, secretly dismayed at the overplainness of terms employed in kennel lore by the girl at her side.

The conversation veered toward the Sagamore pup. Marion explained that Siward was too busy to do any Southern shooting, which was why he was glad to have her polish Sagamore on Jersey woodcock.

I thought it was not good for a dog to be used by anybody except his master, said Sylvia carelessly.

Only second-raters suffer. Besides, I have shot enough, now, with Mr. Siward to use his dog as he does.

He is an agreeable shooting companion, smiled Sylvia.

He is perfect, answered Marion coolly. The only test for a thoroughbred is the field. He rings true.

They exchanged carefully impersonal views on Siwards good qualities for a moment or two; then Marion said bluntly: Do you know anything in particular about that Patroons Club affair?

No, said Sylvia, nothing in particular.

Neither do I; and I dont care to; I mean, that I dont care what he did; and I wish that gossiping old Major would stop trying to hint it to me.

My uncle!

Oh! I forgot. Beg your pardon, you know, but—

Im not offended, observed Sylvia, with a shrug of her pretty, bare shoulders.

Marion laughed. Such a gadabout! Besides, Im no prude, but he and Leroy Mortimer have no business to talk to unmarried women the way they do. No matter how worldly wise we are, men have no right to suppose we are.

Pooh! shrugged Sylvia. I have no patience to study out double-entendre, so it never shocks me. Besides—

She was going to add that she was not at all versed in doubtful worldly wisdom, but decided not to, as it might seem to imply disapproval of Marions learning. So she went on: Besides, what have innuendoes to do with Mr. Siward?

I dont know whether I care to understand them. The Major hinted that the woman — the one who figured in it — is — rather exclusively Mr. Siwards property.

Exclusively? repeated Sylvia curiously. Shes a public actress, isnt she?

If you call the manoeuvres of a newly fledged chorus girl acting, yes, she is. But I dont believe Mr. Siward figures in that unfashionable rôle. Why, there are too many women of his own sort ready for mischief. Marion turned to Sylvia, her eyes hard with a cynicism quite lost on the other. That sort of thing might suit Leroy Mortimer, but it doesnt fit Mr. Siward, she concluded, rising as their hostess appeared from above and the butler from below.

And all through dinner an indefinitely unpleasant remembrance of the conversation lingered with Sylvia, and she sat silent for minutes at a time, returning to actualities with a long, curious side-glance across at Siward, and an uncomprehending smile of assent for whatever Quarrier or Major Belwether had been saying to her.

Cards she managed to avoid after dinner, and stood by Quarriers chair for half an hour, absently watching the relentless method and steady adherence to rule which characterised his Bridge-playing, the eager, unslaked brutality of Mortimer, the set, selfish face of his pretty wife, the chilled intensity of Miss Caithness.

And Grace Ferralls phrase recurred to her, Nobody ever has enough money! — not even these people, whose only worry was to find investment for the surplus they were unable to spend. Something of the meanness of it all penetrated her. Were these the real visages of these people, whose faces otherwise seemed so smooth and human? Was Leila Mortimer aware of the shrillness of her voice? Did Agatha Caithness realise how pinched her mouth and nose had grown? Did even Leroy Mortimer dream how swollen the pouches under his eyes were; how red and puffy his hands, shuffling a new pack; how pendulous and dreadful his red under-lip when absorbedly making up his cards?

Instinctively she moved a step forward for a glimpse of Quarriers face. The face appeared to be a study in blankness. His natural visage was emotionless and inexpressive enough, but this face, from which every vestige of colour had fled, fascinated her with its dead whiteness; and the hair brushed high, the long, black lashes, the silky beard, struck her as absolutely ghastly, as though they had been glued to a face of wax.

She turned on her heel, restless, depressed, inclined for companionship. The Page boys had tempted Rena and Eileen to the billiard-room; Voucher, Alderdene, and Major Belwether were huddled over a table, immersed in Preference; Katharyn Tassel and Grace Ferrall sat together looking over the announcements of Sylvias engagement in a batch of New York papers just arrived; Ferrall was writing at a desk, and Siward and Marion were occupied in the formers sketch for an ideal shooting vehicle, to be built on the buckboard principle, with a clever arrangement for dogs, guns, ammunition, and provisions. Siwards profile, as it bent in the lamplight over the paper, was very engaging. The boyish note predominated as he talked while he drew, his eyes now smiling, now seriously intent on the sketch which was developing so swiftly under his facile pencil.

Marions clean-cut blond head was close to his, her supple body twisted in her seat, one bare arm hanging over the back of the chair. Something in her attitude seemed to exclude intrusion; her voice, too, was hushed in comment, though his was pitched in his naturally agreeable key.

Sylvia had taken a hesitating step toward them, but halted, turning irresolutely; and suddenly over her crept a sensation of isolation — something of that feeling which had roused her at midnight from her bed and driven her to Grace Ferrall for a refuge from she knew not what.

The rustle of her silken dinner gown was scarcely perceptible as she turned. Siward, moving his head slightly, glanced up, then brought his sketch to a brilliant finish.

Dont you think something of this sort is practicable? he asked pleasantly, including Mrs. Ferrall and Katharyn Tassel in a general appeal which brought them into the circle of two. Grace Ferrall leaned forward, looking over Marions shoulder, and Siward rose and stepped back, with a quick glance into the hall — in time to catch a glimmer of pale blue and lace on the stairs.

I suppose my cigarettes are in my room as usual, he said aloud to himself, wheeling so that he could not have time to see Marions offer of her little gold-encrusted case, or notice her quickly raised eyes, bright with suspicion and vexation. For she, too, had observed Sylvias distant entrance, had been perfectly aware of Siwards cognizance of Sylvias retreat; and when Siward went on sketching she had been content. Now she could not tell whether he had deliberately and skillfully taken his congé to follow Sylvia, or whether, in his quest for his cigarettes, chance might meddle, as usual. Even if he returned, she could not know with certainty how much of a part hazard had played on the landing above, where she already heard the distant sounds of Sylvias voice mingling with Siwards, then a light footfall or two, and silence.

He had greeted her in his usual careless, happy fashion, just as she had reached her chamber door; and she turned at the sound of his voice, confused, unsmiling, a little pale.

Is it headache, or are you too in quest of cigarettes? he asked, as he stopped in passing her where she stood, one slender hand on the knob of her door.

I dont smoke, you know, she said, looking up at him with a cool little laugh. It isnt headache either. I was — boring myself, Mr. Siward.

Is there any virtue in me as a remedy?

Oh, I have no doubt you have lots of virtues.... Perhaps you might do as a temporary remedy — first aid to the injured. She laughed again, uncertainly. But you are on a quest for cigarettes.

And you?

A rendezvous — with the Sand-Man.... Good night.

Good night... if you must say it.

Its polite to say something... isnt it?

It would be polite to say, With pleasure, Mr. Siward!

But you havent invited me to do anything — not even to accept a cigarette. Besides, you didnt expect to meet me up here?

The trailing accent made it near enough a question for him to say, Yes, I did.

How could you?

I saw you leave the room.

You were sketching for Marion Page. Do you wish me to believe that you noticed me—

 — And followed you? Yes, I did follow you. She looked at him, then past him toward a corner of the wide hall where a maid in cap and apron sat pretending to be sewing. Careful! she motioned with smiling lips, servants gossip.... Good night, again.

Wont you—

Oh, dear! you mustnt speak so loud, she motioned, with her fresh, sweet lips curving on the edge of that adorable smile once more.

Couldnt we have a moment—

No—

One minute—

Hush! I must open my door — lingering. I might come out again, if you have anything particularly important to communicate to me.

I have. Theres a big bay-window at the end of the other corridor. Will you come?

But she opened her door, with a light laugh, saying good night again, and closed it noiselessly behind her.

He walked on, turning into his corridor, but kept straight ahead, passing his own door, on to the window at the end of the hall, then north along a wide passageway which terminated in a bay-window overlooking the roof of the indoor swimming tank.

Rain rattled heavily, against the panes and on the lighted roof of opalescent glass below, through which he could make out the shadowy fronds of palms.

It appeared that he had cigarettes enough, for he lighted one presently, and, leaving his chair, curled up in the cushioned and pillowed window-seat, gathering his knees together under his arm.

The cigarette he had lighted went out. He had bitten into it and twisted it so roughly that it presently crumbled; and he threw the rags of it into a metal bowl, locking his jaws in silence. For the night threatened to be a bad one for him. A heavy fragrance from his neighbours wine-glass at dinner had stirred up what had for a time lain dormant; and, by accident, something — some sweetmeat he had tasted — was saturated in brandy.

Now, his restlessness at the prospect of a blank night had quickened to uneasiness, with a hint of fever tinting his skin, but, as yet, the dull ache in his body was scarcely more than a premonition.

He had his own devices for tiding him over such periods — reading, tobacco, and the long, blind, dogged tramps he took in town. But here, to-night, in the rain, one stood every chance of walking off the cliffs; and he was sick of reading himself sightless over the sort of books sent wholesale to Shotover; and he was already too ill at ease, physically, to make smoking endurable.

Were it not for a half-defiant, half-sullen dread of the coming night, he might have put it from his mind in spite of the slowly increasing nervous tension and the steady dull consciousness of desire. He drew another Sirdar from his case and sat staring at the rain-smeared night, twisting the frail fragrant cigarette to bits between his fingers.

After a while he began to walk monotonously to and fro the length of the corridor, like a man timing his steps to the heavy ache of body or mind. Once he went as far as his own door, entered, and stepping to the wash-basin, let the icy water run over hands and wrists. This sometimes helped to stimulate and soothe him; it did now, for a while — long enough to change the current of his thoughts to the girl he had hoped might have the imprudence to return for a tryst, innocent enough in itself, yet unconventional and unreasonable enough to prove attractive to them both.

Probably she wouldnt come; she had kept her fluffy skirts clear of him since Cup Day — which simply corroborated his vague estimate of her. Had she done the contrary, his estimate would have been the same; for, unconsciously but naturally, he had prejudged her. A girl who could capture Quarrier at full noontide, and in the face of all Manhattan, was a girl equipped for anything she dared — though she was probably too clever to dare too much; a girl to be interested in, to amuse and be amused by; a girl to be reckoned with. His restlessness and his fever subdued by the icy water, he stood drying his hands, thinking, coolly, how close he had come to being seriously in love with this young girl, whose attitude was always a curious temptation, whose smile was a charming provocation, whose youth and beauty were to him a perpetual challenge. He admitted to himself, calmly, that he had never seen a woman he cared as much for; that for the brief moment of his declaration he had known an utterly new emotion, which inevitably must have become the love he had so quietly declared it to be. He had never before felt as he felt then, cared as he cared then. Anything had been possible for him at that time — any degree of love, any devotion, any generous renunciation. Clear-sighted, master of himself, he saw love before him, and knew it when he saw it; recognised it, was ready for it, offered it, emboldened by her soft hands so eloquent in his.

And in his arms he held it for an instant, he thought, spite of the sudden inertia, spite of the according of cold lips and hands still colder, relaxed, inert; held it until he doubted. That was all; he had been wise to doubt such sudden miracles as that. She, consummate and charming, had soon set him right. And, after all, she liked him; and she had been sure enough of herself to permit the impulse of a moment to carry her with him — a little way, a very little way — merely to the formal symbol of a passion the germ of which she recognised in him.

Then she had become intelligent again, with a little laughter, a little malice, a becoming tint of hesitation and confusion; all the sense, all the arts, all the friendly sweetness of a woman thorough in training, schooled in self-possession, clear enough to be audacious and perverse without danger to herself, to the man, or to the main chance.

Standing there alone in his lighted room, he wondered whether, had her trained and inbred policy been less precise, less worldly, she might have responded to such a man as he. Perfectly conscious that he had been capable of loving her; aware, too, that his experience had left him on that borderland only through his cool refusal to cross it and face a hopeless battle already lost, he leisurely and mentally took the measure of his own state of mind, and found all well, all intact; found himself still master of his affections, and probably clear-minded enough to remain so under the circumstances.

To such a man as he, impulse to love, capacity to love, did not mean instant capsizing with a flop into sentimental tempests, where swamped, ardent and callow youth raises a hysterically selfish clamour for reciprocity or death. His nature partly, partly his character, accounted for this balance; and, in part, a rather wide experience with women of various degrees counted more.

So, by instinct and experience, normally temperate, only what was abnormal and inherited might work a mischief in this man. His listlessness, his easy acquiescence, were but consequent upon the self-knowledge of self-control. But mastery of the master-vice required something different; he was sick of a sickness; and because, in this sickness, will, mind, and body are tainted too, reason and logic lack clarity; and, to the signals of danger his reply had always been either overconfident or weak — and it had been always the same reply: Not yet. There is time. And now, this last week, it had come upon him that the time was now; the skirmish was already on; and it had alarmed him suddenly to find that the skirmish was already a battle, and a rough one.

As he stood there he heard voices on the stairs. People had already begun to retire, because late cards and point-shooting at dawn do not agree. And a point-shooting picnic in snugly elaborate blinds was popular with women — or was supposed to be.

He could distinguish by their voices, by their laughter and step, the people who were mounting the stairway and lingering for gossip or passing through the various corridors to court the sleep denied him; he heard Mortimers heavy tread and the soft shuffling step of Major Belwether as they left the elevator; and the patter of his hostesss satin slippers, and her gay good night on the stairs.

Little by little the tumult died away. Quarriers measured step came, passed; Marion Pages cool, crisp voice and walk, and the giggle and amble of the twins, and Rena and Eileen, — the last laggards, with Ferralls brisk, decisive tones and stride to close the procession.

He turned and looked grimly at his bed, then, shutting off the lights, he opened his door and went out into the deserted corridor, where the elevator shaft was dark and only the dim night-lights burned at angles in the passageways.

He had his rain-coat and cap with him, not being certain of what he might be driven to; but for the present he found the bay-window overlooking the swimming tank sufficient to begin the vigil.

Secure from intrusion, as there were no bedrooms on that corridor, he tossed coat and cap into the window-seat, walked to and fro for a while listening to the rain, then sat down, his well-shaped head between his hands. And in silence he faced the Enemy.

How long he had sat there he did not know. When he raised his face, all gray and drawn with the tension of conflict, his eyes were not very clear, nor did the figure standing there in the dim light from the hall mean anything for a moment.

Mr. Siward? in an uncertain voice, almost a whisper.

He stood up mechanically, and she saw his face.

Are you ill? What is it?

Ill? No. He passed his hand over his eyes. I fancy I was close to the edge of sleep. Some colour came back into his face; he stood smiling now, the significance of her presence dawning on him.

Did you really come? he asked. This isnt a very lovely but impalpable astral vision, is it?

Its horridly imprudent, isnt it? she murmured, still considering the rather drawn and pallid face of the man before her. I came out of pure curiosity, Mr. Siward.

She glanced about her. He moved a big bunch of hothouse roses so she could pass, and she settled down lightly on the edge of the window-seat. When he had piled some big downy cushions behind her back, she made a quick gesture of invitation.

I have only a moment, she said, as he seated himself beside her. Part of my curiosity is satisfied in finding you here; I didnt suppose you so faithful.

I can be fairly faithful. What else are you curious about?

You said you had something important—

 — To tell you? So I did. That was bribery, perjury, false pretences, robbery under arms, anything you will! I only wanted you to come.

That is a shameful confession! she said; but her smile was gay enough, and she noiselessly shook out her fluffy skirts and settled herself a trifle more deeply among the pillows.

Of course, she observed absently, you are dreadfully mortified at yourself.

Naturally, he admitted.

The patter of the rain attracted her attention; she peered out through the blurred casements into the blackness. Then, picking up his cap and indicating his raincoat, Why? she asked.

Oh — in case you hadnt come—

A walk? By yourself? A night like this on the cliffs! You are not perfectly mad, are you?

Not perfectly.

Her face grew serious and beautiful.

What is the matter, Mr. Siward?

Things.

Do you care to be more explicit?

Well, he said, with a humourous glance at her, I havent seen you for ages. Thats not wholesome for me, you know.

But you see me now; and it does not seem to benefit you.

I feel much better, he insisted, laughing; and her blue eyes grew very lovely as the smile broke from them in uncertain response.

So you had nothing really important to tell me, Mr. Siward?

Only that I wanted you.

Oh!... I said important.

But he did not argue the question; and she leaned forward, broke a rose from its stem, then sank back a little way among the cushions, looking at him, idly inhaling the hothouse perfume.

Why have you so ostentatiously avoided me, Mr. Siward? she asked languidly.

Well, upon my word! he said, with a touch of irritation.

Oh, you are so dreadfully literal! she shrugged, brushing her straight, sensitive nose with the pink blossom; I only said it to give you a chance.... If you are going to be stupid, good night! But she made no movement to go.... Yes, then; I have avoided you. And it doesnt become you to ask why.

Because I kissed you?

You hint at the true reason so chivalrously, so delicately, she said, that I scarcely recognise it. The cool mockery of her voice and the warm, quick colour tinting neck and face were incongruous. He thought with slow surprise that she was not yet letter-perfect in her rôle of the material triumphant over the spiritual. A trifle ashamed, too, he sat silent, watching the silken petals fall one by one as she slowly detached them with delicate, restless lips.

I am sorry I came, she said reflectively. You dont know why I came, do you? Sheer loneliness, Mr. Siward; there is something of the child in me still, you see. I am not yet sufficiently resourceful to take it out in a quietly tearful obligato; I never learned how to produce tears.... So I came to you. She had stripped the petals from the rose, and now, tossing the crushed branch from her, she leaned forward and broke from its stem a heavy, perfumed bud, half unfolded.

It seems my fate to pass my life in bidding you good night, she said, straightening up and turning to him with the careless laughter touching mouth and eyes again. Then, resting her weight on one hand, her smooth, white shoulder rounded beside her cheek, she looked at him out of humourous eyes:

What is it that women find so attractive in you? The mans experienced insouciance? The boys unconscious cynicism? The mystery of your self-sufficiency? The faulty humanity in you? The youth in you already showing traces of wear that hint of future scars? What will you be at thirty-five? At forty?... Ah, she added softly, what are you now? For I dont know, and you cannot tell me if you would.... Out of these little windows called eyes we look at one another, and study surfaces, and try to peep into neighbours windows. But all is dark behind the windows — always dark, in there where they tell us souls hide.

She laid the shell-pink bud against her cheek that matched it, smiling with wise sweetness to herself.

What counts with you? he asked after a moment.

Counts? How?

In your affections. What prepossesses you?

She laughed audaciously: Your traits — some of them — all of them that you reveal. You must be aware of that much already, considering everything—

Then, what is it I lack? Where do I fail?

But you dont lack — you dont fail! I ask nothing more of you, Mr. Siward.

A man from whom a woman desires nothing is already convicted of insufficiency.... You would recognise this very quickly if I made love to you.

Is that the only way I am to discover your insufficiency, Mr. Siward?

Or my sufficiency.... Have you enough curiosity to try?

Oh! I thought you were to try. Then, quickly: But I think you have already experimented; and I did not notice your shortcomings. So there is no use in pursuing that line of investigation any farther — is there?

And always with her the mischief lay in the trailing upward inflection; in the confused sweetness of her eyes, and their lovely uncertainty.

One slim white hand held the rose against her cheek; the other lay idly on her knee, fresh and delicate as a fallen petal; and he laid both hands over it and lifted it between them.

Mr. Siward, I am afraid this is becoming a habit with you. The gay mockery was not quite genuine; the curve of lips too sensitive for a voice so lightly cynical.

He smiled, bending there, considering her hand between his; and after a moment her muscles relaxed, and bare round arm and hand lay abandoned to him.

Quite flawless — perfect, he said aloud to himself.

Do you — read hands?

Vaguely. He touched the smooth palm: Long life, clear mind, and — he laughed— heart supreme over reason! There is written a white lie — but a pretty one.

It is no lie.

He laughed again, unconvinced.

It is the truth, she said, seriously insisting and bending sideways above her own hand where it lay in his. It is a miserable confession to admit it, but Im afraid intelligence would fight a losing battle with heart if the conflict ever came. You see, I know, having nobody to study except myself all these years.... There is the proof of it — that selfish, smooth contour, where there should be generosity. Then, look at the tendency of imagination toward mischief! She laid her right forefinger on the palm of the left hand which he held, and traced the developments arising in the Mount of Hermes. Is it not a horrid hand, Mr. Siward? I dont know how much you know about palms, but— She suddenly flushed, and attempted to close her hand, doubling the thumb over. There was a little half-hearted struggle, freeing one of his arms, which fell, settling about her slender waist; a silence, a breathless moment, and he had kissed her. Her lips were warm, this time.

She recovered herself, avoiding his eyes, and moved backward, shielding her face with pretty upflung elbows out-turned. I told you it was becoming a habit with you! The loud beating of her pulses marred her voice. Must I establish a dead-line every time I commit the folly of being alone with you?

Ill draw that line, he said, taking her in his arms.

I — I beg you will draw it quickly, Mr. Siward.

I do; it passes through your heart and mine!

Is — do you mean a declaration — again? You are compromising yourself, you know. I warn you that you are committing yourself.

So are you. Look at me!

In his arms, her own arms pressed against his breast, resisting, she raised her splendid youthful eyes; and through and through her shot pulse on pulse, until every nerve seemed aquiver.

While Im still sane, he said with a dry catch in his throat, before I tell you that I love you, look at me.

I will, if you wish, she said with a trembling smile, but it is useless—

That is what I shall find out in time.... You must meet my eyes. That is well; that is frank and sweet—

And useless — truly it is.... Please dont tell me — anything.

You will not listen?

There is no chance for you — if you mean love. I — I tell you in time, you see.... I am utterly frivolous — quite selfish and mercenary.

I take my chance!

No, I give you none! Why do you interfere! A — a girls policy costs her something if it be worth anything; whatever it costs it is worth it to me.... And I do not love you. In so short a time how could I?

Then in his arms she fell a-trembling. Something blinded her eyes, and she turned her head sharply, only to encounter his lips on hers in a deep, clinging embrace that left her dazed, still resisting with the fragments of breath and voice.

Not again — I beg — you. Let me go now. It is not best. Oh! truly, truly it is all wrong with us now. She bent her head, blinded with tears, swaying, stunned; then, with a breathless sound, turned in his arms to meet his lips, her hands contracting in his; and, confronting, they paused, suspending the crisis, young faces close, and hearts afire.

Sylvia, I love you.

For an instant their lips clung; she had rendered him his kiss. Then, tremblingly, It is useless... even though I loved you.

Say it!

I do.

Say it!

I — I cannot!... And it is no use — no use! I do not know myself — this way. My eyes — are wet. It is not like me; there is nothing of me in this girl you hold so closely, so confidently.... I do care for you — how can I help it? How could any woman help it? Is not that enough?

Until you are a bride, yes.

A bride? Stephen! — I cannot—

You cannot help it, Sylvia.

I must! I have my way to go.

My way lies that way.

No! no! I cannot do it; it is not best for me — not best for you.... I do care for you; you have taught me how to say it. But — you know what I have done — and mean to do, and must carry through. Then, how can you love a girl like that?

Dear, I know the woman I love.

Silly, she is what her life has made her — material, passionately selfish, unable to renounce the root of all evil.... Even if this — this happiness were ours always — I mean, if this madness could last our wedded life — I am not good enough, not noble enough, to forget what I might have had, and put away.... Is it not dreadful to admit it? Do you not know that self-contempt is part of the price?... I have no money. I know what you have.... I asked. And it is enough for a man who remains unmarried.... For I cannot make things do; I cannot contrive; I will not cling to the fringe of things, or play that heartbreaking rôle of the shabby expatriated on the Continent.... No person in this world ever had enough. I tell you I could find use for every flake of metal ever mined!... You see you do not know me. From my pretty face and figure you misjudge me. I am intelligent — not intellectual, though I might have been, might even be yet. I am cultivated, not learned; though I care for learning — or might, if I had time.... My rôle in life is to mount to a security too high for any question as to my dominance.... Can you take me there?

There are other heights, Sylvia.

Higher?

Yes, dear.

The spiritual; I know. I could not breathe there, if I cared to climb. ...And I have told you what I am — all silk and lace and smooth-skinned selfishness. She looked at him wistfully. If you can change me, take me. And she rose, facing him.

I do not give you up, he said, with a savage note hardening his voice; and it thrilled her to hear it, and every drop of blood in her body leaped as she yielded to his arms again, heavy-lidded, trembling, confused, under the piercing sweetness of contact.

The perfume of her mouth, her hair, the consenting fingers locked in his, palm against palm, the lips, acquiescent, then afire at last, responsive to his own; and her eyes opening from the dream under the white lids — these were what he had of her till every vein in him pulsed flame. Then her voice, broken, breathless:

Good night. Love me while you can — and forgive me!... Good night.... Where are we? All — all this must have stunned me, blinded me.... Is this my door, or yours? Hush! I am half dead with fear — to be here under the light again.... If you take me again, my knees will give way.... And I must find my door. Oh, the ghastly imprudence of it!... Good night... good night. I — I love you!


CHAPTER VI MODUS VIVENDI
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AFTER THE FIRST few days of his arrival at Shotover time had threatened to hang heavily on Mortimers mottled hands. After the second day afield he recognised that his shooting career was practically over; he had become too bulky during the last year to endure the physical exertion; his habits, too, had at length made traitors of his eyes; a half hours snipe-shooting in the sun, and the veins in his neck swelled ominously. Panting, eyes inflamed, fat arms wobbly, he had scored miss after miss, and laboured onward, sullenly persistent to the end. But it was the end. That cup day finished him; he recognised that he was done for. And, following the Law of Pleasure, which finishes us before we are finished with it, he did not experience any particular sense of deprivation in the prospect. Only the wholesome dread caging. But Mortimer, not yet done with self-indulgence in more convenient forms, cast about him within his new limits for occupation between those hours consecrated to the rites of the table and the card-room.

He drove four, but found that it numbed his arms, and that the sea air made him sleepy. Motor-cars agreed with him only when driving with a pretty woman. Forced through ennui to fish off the rocks, he soon tired of the sea-perch and rock-cod and the malodours of periwinkle and clam.

Then he frankly took to Major Belwethers sunny side of the gun-room, with illustrated papers and apples and decanter. But Major Belwether, always as careful of his digestion as of his financial secrets, blandly dodged the pressing invitations to rum and confidence, until Mortimer sulkily took up his headquarters in the reading-room, on the chance of his wifes moving elsewhere. Which she did, unobtrusively carrying Captain Voucher with her in a sudden zeal for billiard practice on rainy mornings now too frequent along the coast.

Mortimer possessed that mysterious talent, so common among the financially insolvent, for living lavishly on an invisible income. But, plan as he would, he had never been able to increase that income through confidential gossip with men like Quarrier or Belwether, or even Ferrall. What information his pretty wife might have extracted he did not know; her income had never visibly increased above the vanishing point, although, like himself, she denied herself nothing. One short, lively interview with her had been enough to drive all partnership ideas out of his head. If he wanted to learn anything financially advantageous to himself he must do it without her aid; and as he was perpetually in hopes of the friendly hint that never came, he still moused about when opportunity offered; and this also helped to kill time.

Besides, he was always studying women. Years before, Grace Ferrall had snapped her slim fingers in his face; and here, at Shotover, the field was limited. Mrs. Vendenning had left; Agatha Caithness was still a pale and reticent puzzle; Rena, Katharyn, and Eileen tormented him; Marion Page, coolly au fait, yawned in his face. There remained Sylvia, who, knowing nothing about his species, met him half-way with the sweet and sensitive deference due a somewhat battered and infirm gentleman of forty-eight — until a sleek aside from Major Belwether spoiled everything, as usual, for her, leaving her painfully conscious and perplexed between doubt and disgust.

Meanwhile, the wealthy master of Black Fells, Beverly Plank, had found encouragement enough at Shotover to venture on tentative informality. There was no doubt that ultimately he must be counted on in New York; but nobody except him was impatiently cordial for the event; and so, at the little house party, he slipped and slid from every attempt at closer quarters, until, rolling smoothly enough, he landed without much discomfort somewhere between Mr. and Mrs. Leroy Mortimer. And it was not a question as to which would be good to him, observed Major Belwether, with his misleading and benevolent mirth; it was, which would be goodest quickest!

And Mrs. Mortimer, abandoning Captain Voucher by the same token, displayed certain warning notices perfectly comprehensive to her husband. And at first he was inclined to recognise defeat.

But the general insuccess which had so faithfully attended him recently had aroused the long-dormant desire for a general review of the situation with his wife — perhaps even the furtive hope of some conjugal arrangement tending toward an exchange of views concerning possible alliance.

The evening previous, to his intense disgust, host, hostess, and guests had retired early, in view of the point-shooting at dawn. For not only was there to be no point-shooting for him, but he had risen from the card-table heavily hit; and besides, for the first time his apples and port had disagreed with him.

As he had not risen until mid-day he was not sleepy. Books were an aversion equalled only by distaste for his own company. Irritated, bored, he had perforce sulkily entered the elevator and passed to his room, where there was nothing on earth for him to do except to thumb over last weeks sporting periodicals and smoke himself stupid.

But it required more than that to ensnare the goddess of slumber. He walked about the room, haunted of slow thoughts; he stood at the rain-smeared pane, fat fingers resting on the glass. The richly flavoured cigar grew distasteful; and if he could not smoke, what, in pitys name, was he to do?

Involuntarily his distended eyes wandered to his wifes locked and bolted door; then he thought of Beverly Plank, and his own failure to fasten himself upon that anxiously over-cordial individual with his houses and his villas and his yachts and his investments!

He stepped to the switch and extinguished the lights in his room. Under the door, along the sill, a glimmer came from his wifes bed-chamber. He listened; the maid was still there; so he sat down in the darkness to wait; and by-and-by he heard the outer bedroom door close, and the subdued rustle of the departing maid.

Then, turning on his lights, he moved ponderously and jauntily to his wifes door and knocked discreetly.

Leila Mortimer came to the door and opened it; her hair was coiled for the night, her pretty figure outlined under a cascade of clinging lace.

What is the matter? she asked quietly.

Are you point-shooting to-morrow?

I wanted to chat with you.

Im sorry. Im driving to Wenniston, after breakfast, with Beverly Plank, and I need sleep.

I want to talk to you, he repeated doggedly.

She regarded him for a moment in silence, then, with an assenting gesture, turned away into her room; and he followed, heavily apprehensive but resolved.

She had seated herself among a pile of cushions, one knee crossed over the other, her slim white foot half concealed by the silken toe of her slipper. And as he pulled a chair forward for himself, her pretty black eyes, which slanted a little, took his measure and divined trouble.

Leila, he said, why cant we have—

A cigarette? she interrupted, indicating her dainty case on the table.

He took one, savagely aware of defiance somewhere. She lighted her own from a candle and settled back, studying the sequence of blue smoke-rings jetting upward to the ceiling.

About this man Plank, he began, louder than he had intended through sheer self-mistrust; and his wife made a quick, disdainful sign of caution, which subdued his voice instantly. Why cant we take him up — together, Leila? he ended lamely, furious at his own uneasiness in a matter which might concern him vitally.

I see no necessity of your taking him up, observed his wife serenely. I can do what may be useful to him in town.

So can I. There are clubs where he ought to be seen—

I can manage such matters much better.

You cant manage everything, he insisted sullenly. There are chances of various sorts—

Investments? asked Mrs. Mortimer, with bright malice.

See here, Leila, you have your own way too much. I say little; I make damned few observations; but I could, if I cared to.... It becomes you to be civil at least. I want to talk over this Plank matter with you; I want you to listen, too.

A shade of faint disgust passed over her face. I am listening, she said.

Well, then, I can see several ways in which the man can be of use to me.... I discovered him before you did, anyway. And what I want to do is to have a frank, honourable—

A — what?

 — An honourable understanding with you, I said, he repeated, reddening.

Oh! She snapped her cigarette into the grate. Oh! I see. And what then?

What then?

Yes; what then?

Why, you and I can arrange to stand behind him this winter in town, cant we?

And then?

Then — damn it! — the beggar can show his gratitude, cant he?

How? she asked listlessly.

By making good. How else? he retorted savagely. He cant welch because theres little to climb for beyond us; and even if he climbs, he cant ignore us. I can do as many things for him in my way as you can in yours. What is the use of being a pig, Leila? Anything he does for me isnt going to cancel his obligations to you.

I know him better than you do, she observed, bending her head and pleating the lace on her knee. There is Dutch blood in him.

Not good Hollander, but common Dutch, sneered Mortimer. And you mean hell squeeze a dollar till the eagle screams-dont you?

She sat silent, pleating her lace with steady fingers.

Well, thats all right, too, laughed Mortimer easily; let the Audubon Society worry over the eagle. Its a perfectly plain business proposition; we can do for him in a couple of winters what he cant do for himself in ten. Figure it out for yourself, Leila, he said, waving a mottled fat hand at her.

I — have, she said under her breath.

Then, is it settled?

Settled — how?

That we form ourselves into a benevolent society of two in behalf of Plank?

I — I dont want to, Roy, she said slowly.

Why not?

She did not say why not, seated there nervously pleating the fragile stuff clinging to her knee.

Why not? he repeated menacingly. Her unexpectedly quiescent attitude had emboldened him to a bullying tone — something he had not lately ventured on.

She raised her eyes to his: I — rather like him, she said quietly.

Then, by God! hell pay for that! he burst out, mask off, every inflamed feature shockingly congested.

Roy! You dare not—

I tell you I—

You dare not!

The palpitating silence lengthened; slowly the blood left the swollen veins. Heavy pendulous lip hanging, he stared at her from distended eyes, realising that he had forgotten himself. She was right. He dared not. And she held the whip-hand as usual.

For every suspicion he could entertain, she had evidence of a certainty to match it; for every chance that he might have to prove anything, she had twenty proven facts. And he knew it. Why they had, during all these years, made any outward pretence of conjugal unity they alone knew. The modus vivendi suited them better than divorce: that was apparent, or had been until recently. Recently Leila Mortimer had changed — become subdued and softened to a degree that had perplexed her husband. Her attitude toward him lacked a little of the bitterness and contempt she usually reserved for him in private; she had become more prudent, almost cautious at times.

Ill tell you one thing, he said with a sudden snarl: Youd better be careful there is no gossip about you and Plank.

She reddened under the insult.

Now well see, he continued venomously, how far you can go alone.

Do you suppose, she asked calmly, that I am afraid of a divorce court?

The question so frankly astonished him that he sat agape, unable to reply. For years he had very naturally supposed her to be afraid of it — afraid of not being qualified to obtain it. Indeed, he had taken that for granted as the very corner-stone of their mutual toleration. Had he been an ass to do so? A vague alarm took possession of him; for, with that understanding, he had not been at all careful of his own behaviour, neither had he been at any particular pains to conceal his doings from her. His alarm increased. What had he against her, after all, except ancient suspicions, now so confused and indefinite that memory itself outlawed the case, if it ever really existed. What had she against him? Facts — unless she was more stupid than any of her sex he had ever encountered. And now, this defiance, this increasing prudence, this subtle change in her, began to make him anxious for the permanency of the small income she had allowed him during all these years — doled out to him, as he believed, though her dormant fear of him.

What are you talking about? he said harshly.

I believe I mentioned divorce.

Well, cut it out! Dye see? Cut it, I say. Youd stand as much chance before a referee as a snowball in hell.

Theres no telling, she said coolly, until one tries.

He glared at her, then burst into a laugh. Rot! he said thickly. Talk sense, Leila! And keep this hard-headed Dutchman for yourself, if you feel that way about it. I dont want to butt in. I only thought — for old times sake — perhaps youd—

Good night, she managed to say, her disgust almost strangling her.

And he went, furtively, heavy-footed, perplexed, inwardly cursing his blunder in stirring up a sleeping lioness whom he had so long mistaken for a dozing cat.

For hours he sat in his room, or paced the four walls, doubtful, chagrined, furious by turns. Once he drew out a memorandum-book and stood under a lighted sconce, studying the figures. His losses at Shotover staggered him, but he had looked to his wife heretofore in such emergencies.

Certainly the time had come for him to do something. But what? — if his wife was going to strike such attitudes in the very face of decency? Certainly a husband in these days was without honour in his own household.

His uneasiness had produced a raging thirst. He punched an electric button with his fleshy thumb, and prowled around, waiting. Nobody came; he punched again, and looked at his watch. It astonished him to find the hour was three oclock in the morning. That discovery, however, only appeared to increase his thirst. He opened the hall door, prepared to descend into the depths of the house and raid a sideboard; and as he thrust his heavy head out into the lighted corridor his eyes fell upon two figures standing at the open door of a bedroom. One was Siward; that was plain. Who was the girl he had kissed? One of the maids? Somebodys wife? Who?

Every dull pulse began to hammer in Mortimers head. In his excitement he stepped half-way into the corridor, then skipped nimbly back, closing his door without a sound.

Sylvia Landis, by all thats holy! he breathed to himself, and sat down rather suddenly on the edge of the bed.

After a while he rose and crept to the door, opened it, glued his eyes to the crack, in time to catch a glimpse of Siward entering his own corridor alone.

And that night, Mortimer, lying awake in bed, busy with schemes, became conscious of a definite idea. It took shape and matured so suddenly that it actually shocked his moral sense. Then it scared him.

But — but that is blackmail! he whispered aloud. A man cant do that sort of thing. What the devil ever put it into my head?... And there are men I know — women, too — scoundrelly blackguards, whod use that information somehow; and make it pay, too. The scoundrels!

He squirmed down among the bedclothes with a sudden shiver; but the night had turned warm.

Scoundrels! he said, with milder emphasis. Blackmailers! Contemptible pups!

He fell asleep an hour later, muttering something incoherent about scoundrels and blackmail.

And meanwhile, in the darkened house, from all round came the noise of knocking on doors, sounds of people stirring — a low voice here and there, lights breaking out from transoms, the thud of rubber-shod heels, the rattle of cartridges from the echoing gun-room. For the guests at Shotover were awaking, lest the wet sky, whitening behind the east, ring with the whimpering wedges of wild-fowl rushing seaward over empty blinds.

The unusual stillness of the house in the late morning sunshine was pleasant to Miss Landis. She had risen very late, unconscious of the stir and movement before dawn; and it was only when a maid told her, as she came from her bath, that she remembered the projected point-shooting, and concluded, with an odd, happy sense of relief, that she was almost alone in the house.

A little later, glancing from her bedroom window for a fulfilment of the promise of the sun which a glimpse of blue sky heralded, she saw Leila Mortimer settling herself in the forward seat of a Mercedes, and Beverly Plank climbing in beside her; and she watched Plank steer the big machine across the wet lawn, while the machinist swung himself into the tonneau; and away they rolled, faster, faster, rushing out into the misty hinterland, where the long streak of distant forest already began to brighten, edged with the first rays of watery sunshine.

So she had the big house to herself — every bit of it and with it freedom from obligation, from comment, from demand or exaction; freedom from restraint; liberty to roam about, to read, to dream, to idle, to remember! Ah, that was what she needed — a quiet interval in this hurrying youth of hers to catch her breath once more, and stand still, and look back a day or two and remember.

So, to breakfast all alone was delicious; to stroll, unhurried, to the sideboard and leisurely choose among the fresh cool fruits; to loiter over cream-jug and cereal; to saunter out into the freshness of the world and breathe it, and feel the sun warming cheek and throat, and the little breezes from a sunlit sea stirring the bright strands of her hair.

In the increasing brilliancy of the sunshine she stretched out her hands, warming them daintily as she might twist them before the fire on the hearth. And here, at the fragrant hearth of the world, she stood, sweet and fresh as the morning itself, untroubled gaze intensely blue with the tint of the purple sea, sensitive lips scarcely parting in the dreaming smile that made her eyes more wonderful.

As the warmth grew on land and water, penetrating her body, a faintly delicious glow responded in her heart, — nothing at first wistful in the serene sense of well-being, stretching her rounded arms skyward in the unaccustomed luxury of a liberty which had become the naively unconscious licence of a child. The poise of sheer health stretched her to tiptoe; then the graceful tension relaxed, and her smooth fingers uncurled, tightened, and fell limp as her arms fell and her superb young figure straightened, confronting the sea.

Out over the rain-wet, odorous grass she picked her way, skirts swung high above the delicate contour of ankle and limb, following a little descending path she knew full of rocky angles, swept by pendant sprays of blackberry, and then down under the jutting rock, south through thickets of wild cherry along the crags, until, before her the way opened downward again where a tiny crescent beach glimmered white hot in the sun.

From his bedroom window Mortimer peeped forth, following her progress with a leer.

As she descended, noticing the rifts of bronzing seaweed piled along the tide mark, her foot dislodged a tiny triangle of rock, which rolled clattering and ringing below; and as she sprang lightly to the sand, a man, lying full length and motionless as the heaped seaweed, raised himself on one arm, turning his sun-dazzled eyes on her.

The dull shock of surprise halted her as Siward rose to his feet, still dazed, the sand running from his brown shooting-clothes over his tightly strapped puttees.

Have you the faintest idea that I supposed you were here? she asked briefly. Then, frank in her disappointment, she looked up at the cliffs overhead, where her line of retreat lay.

Why did you not go with the others? she added, unsmiling.

I — dont know. I will, if you wish. He had coloured slowly, the frank disappointment in her face penetrating his surprise; and now he turned around, instinctively, also looking for the path of retreat.

Wait, she said, aware of her own crude attitude and confused by it; wait a moment, Mr. Siward. I dont mean to drive you away.

Its self-exile, he said quietly; quite voluntary, I assure you.

Mr. Siward!

And, as he looked up coolly, Have you nothing more friendly to say to me? Is your friendship for me so limited that my first caprice oversteps the bounds? Must I always be in dread of wounding you when I give you the privilege of knowing me better than anybody ever knew me — of seeing me as I am, with all my faults, my failings, my impulses, my real self? ...I dont know why the pleasure of being alone to-day should have meant exclusion for you, too. It was the unwelcome shock of seeing anybody — a selfish enjoyment of myself — that surprised me into rudeness. That is all.... Can you not understand?

I think so. I meant no criticism—

Wait, Mr. Siward! as he moved slowly toward the path. You force me to say other things, which you have no right to hear.... After last night — the vivid tint grew in her face— after such a night, is it not — natural — for a girl to creep off somewhere by herself and try to think a little?

He had turned full on her; the answering colour crept to his forehead.

Is that why? he asked slowly.

Is it not a reason?

It was my reason — for being here.

She bit her bright lip. This trend to the conversation was ominous, and she had meant to do her drifting alone in still sun-dreams, fearing no witness, no testimony, no judgment save her own self in court with herself.

I — I suppose you cannot go — now, she reflected innocently.

Indeed I can, and must.

And leave me here to dig in the sand with my heels? Merci!

Do you mean—

I certainly do, Mr. Siward. I dont want to dream, now; I dont care to reflect. I did, but here you come blundering into my private world and upset my calculations and change my intentions! Its a shame, especially as youve been lying here doing what I wished to do for goodness knows how long!

Im going, he said, looking at her curiously.

Then you are very selfish, Mr. Siward.

We will call it that, he said with an odd laugh.

Very well. She seated herself on the sand and calmly shook out her skirts.

About what time would you like to be called? he asked smilingly.

Thank you, I shall do no sun-dreaming.

Please. It is good for you.

No, it isnt good at all. And I am grateful to you for waking me, she retorted with a sudden gay malice that subdued him. And she, delicate nose in the air, laughingly watching him, went on with her punishment: You see what youve done, dont you? — saved me from an entire morning wasted in sentimental reverie over what might have been. Now you can appreciate it, cant you? — your wisdom in appearing in the flesh to save a silly girl the effort of evoking you in the spirit! Ah, Mr. Siward, I am vastly obliged to you! Pray sit here beside me in the flesh, for fear that in your absence I might commit the folly that tempted me here.

His low running laughter accompanying her voice had stimulated her to a gay audacity, which for the instant extinguished in her the little fear of him she had been barely conscious of.

Do you know, he said, that you also aroused me from my sun-dreams?

Did I? And cant you resume them?

You save me the necessity.

Oh, that is a second-hand compliment, she said disdainfully— a weak plagiarism on what I conveyed very wittily. You were probably really asleep, and dreaming of bird-murder.

He waited for her to finish, then, amused eyes searching, he roamed about until high on a little drifted sand dune he found a place for himself; and while she watched him indignantly, he curled up in the sunshine, and, dropping his head on the hot sand, calmly closed his eyes.

Upon — my word! she breathed aloud.

He unclosed his eyes. Now you may dream; you cant avoid it, he observed lazily, and closed his eyes; and neither taunts nor jeers nor questions, nor fragments of shells flung with intent to hit, stirred him from his immobility.

She tired of the attempt presently, and sat silent, elbows on her thighs, hands propping her chin. Thoughts, vague as the fitful breeze, arose, lingered, and, like the breeze, faded, dissolved into calm, through which, cadenced by the far beat of the ebb tide, her heart echoed, beating the steady intervals of time.

She had not meant to dream, but as she sat there, the fine-spun golden threads flying from the whirling loom of dreams floated about her, settling over her, entangling her in unseen meshes, so that she stirred, groping amid the netted brightness, drawn onward along dim paths and through corridors of thought where, always beyond, vague splendours seemed to beckon.

Now lost, now restless, conscious of the perils of the shining path she followed, the rhythm of an ocean soothing her to false security, she dreamed on awake, unconscious of the tinted sea and sky which stained her eyes to hues ineffable. A long while afterward a small cloud floated across the sun; and, in the sudden shadow on the world, doubt sounded its tiny voice, and her ears listened, and the enchantment faded and died away.

Turning, she looked across the sand at the man lying there; her eyes considered him — how long she did not know, she did not heed — until, stirring, he looked up; and she paled a trifle and closed her eyes, stunned by the sudden clamour of pulse and heart.

When he rose and walked over, she looked up gravely, pouring the last handful of white sand through her stretched fingers.

Did you dream? he asked lightly.

Yes.

Did you dream true?

Nothing of my dream can happen, she said. You know that,... dont you?

I know that we love... and that we dare not ignore it.

She suffered his arm about her, his eyes looking deeply into hers — a close, sweet caress, a union of lips, and her dimmed eyes response.

Stephen, she faltered, how can you make it so hard for me? How can you force me to this shame!

Shame? he repeated vaguely.

Yes — this treachery to myself — when I cannot hope to be more to you — when I dare not love you too much!

You must dare, Sylvia!

No, no, no! I know myself, I tell you. I cannot give up what is offered — for you! — dearly, dearly as I do love you! She turned and caught his hands in hers, flushed, trembling, unstrung. I cannot — I simply cannot! How can you love me and listen to such wickedness? How can you still care for such a girl as I am — worse than mercenary, because I have a heart — or had, until you took it! Keep it; it is the only part of me not all ignoble.

I will keep it — in trust, he said, until you give yourself with it.

But she only shook her head wearily, withdrawing her hands from his, and for a time they sat silent, eyes apart.

Then— There is another reason, she said wistfully.

He looked up at her, hesitated, and— My habits? he asked simply.

Yes.

I have them in check.

Are you — certain?

I think I may be — now.

Yet, she said timidly, you lost one fight — since you knew me.

The dull red mantling his face wrung her heart. She turned impulsively and laid both hands on his shoulders. That chance I would take, with all its uncertainty, all the dread inheritance you have come into. I love you enough for that; and if it turned out that — that you could not stem the tide, even with me to face it with you; and if the pity of it, the grief of it, killed me, I would take that chance — if you loved me through it all.... But there is something else. Hush; let me have my say while I find the words — something else you do not understand.... Turn your face a little; please dont look at me. This is what you do not know — that, in three generations, every woman of my race has — gone wrong.... Every one! and I am beginning — with such a marriage!... deliberately, selfishly, shamelessly, perfectly conscious of the frivolous, erratic blood in me, aware of the race record behind me.

Once, when I knew nothing — before I — I met you — I believed such a marriage would not only permit me mental tranquillity, but safely anchor me in the harbour of convention, leaving me free to become what I am fashioned to become — autocrat and arbiter in my own world. And now! and now! I dont know — truly I dont know what I may become. Your love forces my hand. I am displaying all the shallowness, falseness, pettiness, all the mean, and cruel and callous character which must be truly my real self.... Only I shall not marry you! You are not to run the risk of what I might prove to be when I remember in bitterness all I have renounced. If I married you I should remember, unreconciled, what you cost me. Better for you and for me that I marry him, and let him bear with me when I remember that he cost me you!

She bent over, almost double, closing her eyes with small clenched hands; and he saw the ring shimmering in the sunshine, and her hair, heavily, densely gold, and the white nape of her neck, and the tiny close-set ears, and the curved softness of cheek and chin; every smooth, childlike contour and mould — rounded arms, slim, flowing lines of body and limb — all valued at many millions by her as her own appraiser.

Suddenly, deep within him, something seemed to fail, die out — perhaps a tiny newly lighted flame of unaccustomed purity, the dawning flicker of aspiration to better things. Whatever it was, material, spiritual, was gone now, and where it had glimmered for a night, the old accustomed twilit doubt crept in — the same dull acquiescence — the same uncertainty of self, the familiar lack of will, of incentive, the congenial tendency to drift; and with it came weariness — perhaps reaction from the recent skirmishes with that master-vice.

I suppose, he said in a dull voice, you are right.

No, I am wrong — wrong! she said, lifting her lovely face and heavy eyes. But I have chosen my path.... And you will forget.

I hope so, he said simply.

If you hope so, you will.

He nodded, unconvinced, watching a flock of sand-pipers whirling into the cove like a gray snow-squall and fearlessly settling on the beach.

After a while, with a long breath: Then it is settled, she concluded.

If she expected corroboration from him she received none; and perhaps she was not awaiting it. She sat very still, her eyes lost in thought.

And Mortimer, peeping down at them over the thicket above, yawned impatiently and glanced about him for the most convenient avenue of self-effacement when the time arrived.


CHAPTER VII PERSUASION
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THE DAYS OF the house-party at Shotover were numbered. A fresh relay of guests was to replace them on Monday, and so they were making the most of the waning week on lawn and marsh, in covert and blind, or motoring madly over the State, or riding in parties to Vermillion Light. Tennis and lawn bowls came into fashion; even water polo and squash alternated on days too raw for more rugged sport.

And during all these days Beverly Plank appeared with unflagging persistence and assiduity, until his familiar, big, round head and patient, delft-blue, Dutch eyes became a matter of course at Shotover, indoors and out.

It was not that he was either accepted, tolerated, or endured; he was simply there, and nobody took the trouble to question his all-pervading presence until everybody had become too much habituated to him to think about it at all.

The accomplished establishment of Beverly Plank was probably due as much to his own obstinate and good-tempered persistence as to Mrs. Mortimer. He was a Harvard graduate — there are all kinds of them — enormously wealthy, and though he had no particular personal tastes to gratify, he was willing and able to gratify the tastes of others. He did whatever anybody else did, and did it well enough to be amusing; and as lack of intellectual development never barred anybody from any section of the fashionable world, it seemed fair to infer that he would land where he wanted to, sooner or later.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Mortimer led him about with the confidence that was her perquisite; and the chances were that in due time he would have house-parties of his own at Black Fells — not the kind he had wisely denied himself the pleasure of giving, with such neighbours as the Ferralls to observe, but the sort he desired. However, there were many things to be accomplished for him and by him before he could expect to use his great yacht and his estates and his shooting boxes and the vast granite mansion recently completed and facing Central Park just north of the new palaces built on the edges of the outer desert where Fifth Avenue fringes the hundreds.

Meanwhile, he had become in a measure domesticated at Shotover, and Shotover people gradually came to ride, drive, and motor over the Fells, which was a good beginning, though not necessarily a promise for anything definite in the future.

Mortimer, riding a huge chestnut — he could still wedge himself into a saddle — had now made it a regular practice to affect the jocular early-bird squire, and drag Plank out of bed. And Plank, in no position to be anything but flattered by such sans gêne, laboriously and gratefully splashed through his bath, wallowed amid the breakfast plates, and mounted a hunter for long and apparently aimless gallops with Mortimer.

His acquaintance among people who knew Mortimer being limited, he had no means of determining the latters social value except through hearsay and a toadying newspaper or two. Therefore he was not yet aware of Mortimers perennial need of money; and when Mortimer laughingly alluded to his poverty, Plank accepted the proposition in a purely comparative sense, and laughed, too, his thrifty Dutch soul untroubled by misgivings.

Meanwhile, Mortimer had come, among other things, on information; how much, and precisely of what nature, he was almost too much ashamed to admit definitely, even to himself. Still, the idea that had led him into this sudden intimacy with Plank, vague or not, persisted; and he was always hovering on the edge of hinting at something which might elicit a responsive hint from the flattered master of Black Fells.

There was much about Plank that was unaffected, genuine, even simple, in one sense; he cared for people for their own sakes; and only stubborn adherence to a dogged ambition had enabled him to dispense with the society of many people he might easily have cultivated and liked — people nearer his own sort; and that, perhaps, was the reason he so readily liked Mortimer, whose coarse fibre soon wore through the polish when rubbed against by a closer, finer fibre. And Plank liked him aside from gratitude; and they got on famously on the basis of such mutual recognition. Then, one day, very suddenly, Mortimer stumbled on something valuable — a thread, a mere clew, so astonishing that for an instant it absolutely upset all his unadmitted theories and calculations.

It was nothing — a vague word or two — a forced laugh — and the scared silence of this man Plank, who had blundered on the verge of a confidence to a man he liked.

A moment of amazement, of half-incredulous suspicion, of certainty; and Mortimer pounced playfully upon him like a tiger — a big, fat, friendly, jocose tiger:

Plank, is that what youre up to!

Up to! Why, I never thought of such a—

Haw! haw! roared Mortimer. If you could only see your face!

And Beverly Plank, red as a beet, comfortably suffused with reassurance under the reaction from his scare, attempted to refute the others conclusions: It doesnt mean anything, Mortimer. Shes just the handsomest girl I ever saw. I know shes engaged. I only admired her a lot.

Youre not the only man, said Mortimer blandly, still striving to reconcile his preconceived theories with the awkward half-confession of this great, red-fisted, hulking horseman riding at his stirrup.

I wouldnt have her dream, stammered Plank, that I had ever thought of such a—

Why not? It would only flatter her.

Flatter a woman who is engaged to marry another man! gasped Plank.

Certainly. Do you think any woman ever had enough admiration in this world? asked Mortimer coolly. And as for Sylvia Landis, shed be tickled to death if anybody hinted that you had ever admired her.

Good Lord! exclaimed Plank, alarmed; You wouldnt make a joke of it! you wouldnt be careless about such a thing! And theres Quarrier! Im not on joking terms with him; Im on most formal terms.

Quarrier! sneered the other, flicking at his stirrup with his crop. Hes on formal terms with everybody, including himself. He never laughed on purpose in his life; once a month only, to keep his mouth in; thats his limit. Do you suppose any woman would stand for him if a better man looked sideways at her? And, reversing his riding crop, he deliberately poked Mr. Plank in the ribs.

A — a better man! muttered Plank, scarce crediting his ears.

Certainly. A man who can make good, is good; but a man who can make better is it with the ladies — God bless em! he added, displaying a heavy set of teeth.

Beverly Plank knew perfectly well that, in the comparison so delicately suggested by Mortimer, his material equipment could be scarcely compared to the immense fortune controlled by Howard Quarrier; and as he thought it, his reflections were put into words by Mortimer, airily enough:

Nobody stands a chance in a show-down with Quarrier. But—

Plank gaped until the tension became unbearable.

But — what? he blurted out.

Plank, said Mortimer solemnly, and his voice vibrated with feeling, Let me do a little thinking before I ask you a — a vital question.

But Plank had become agitated again, and he said something so bluntly that Mortimer wheeled on him, glowering:

Look here, Plank: you dont suppose Im capable of repeating a confidence, do you? — if you choose to make me understand its a confidence.

It isnt a confidence; it isnt anything; I mean it is confidential, of course. All theres in it is what I said — or rather what you took me up on so fast, ended Plank, abashed.

About your being in love with Syl—

Confound it! roared Plank, crimson to his hair; and he set his heavy spurs to his mount and plunged forward in a storm of dust. Mortimer followed, silent, profoundly immersed in his own thoughts and deductions; and as he pounded along, turning over in his mind all the varied information he had so unexpectedly obtained in these last few days, a dull excitement stirred him, and he urged his huge horse forward in a thrill of rising exhilaration such as seizes on men who hunt, no matter what they hunt — the savage, swimming sense of intoxication which marks the man who chases the quarry not for its own value, but because it is his nature to chase and ride down and enjoy spoils.

And all that afternoon, having taken to his room on pretence of neuralgia, he lay sprawled on his bed, thinking, thinking. Not that he meant harm to anybody, he told himself very frequently. He had, of course, information which certain degraded men might use in a contemptible way, but he, Mortimer, did not resemble such men in any particular. All he desired was to do Plank a good turn. There was nothing disreputable in doing a wealthy man a favour.... And God knew a wealthy mans gratitude was necessary to him at that very moment — gratitude substantially acknowledged.... He liked Plank — wished him well; that was all right, too; but a man is an ass who doesnt wish himself well also.... Two birds with one stone.... Three! for he hated Quarrier. Four!... for he had no love for his wife.... Besides, it would teach Leila a wholesome lesson — teach her that he still counted; serve her right for her disgusting selfishness about Plank.

No, there was to be nothing disreputable in his proceedings; that he would be very careful about.... Probably Major Belwether might express his gratitude substantially if he, Mortimer, went to him frankly and volunteered not to mention to Quarrier the scene he had witnessed between Sylvia Landis and Stephen Siward at three oclock in the morning in the corridor; and if, in playful corroboration, he displayed the cap and rain-coat and the big fan, all crushed, which objects of interest he had discovered later in the bay-window.... Yes, probably Major Belwether would be very grateful, because he wanted Quarrier in the family; he needed Quarrier in his business.... But, faugh! that was close enough to blackmail to rub off!... No!... No! He wouldnt go to Belwether and promise any such thing!... On the contrary, he felt it his duty to inform Quarrier! Quarrier had a right to know what sort of a girl he was threatened with for life!... A man ought not to let another man go blindly into such a marriage.... Men owed each other something, even if they were not particularly close friends.... And he had always had a respect for Quarrier, even a sort of liking for him — yes, a distinct liking!... And, anyhow, women were devils! and it behooved men to get together and stand for one another!

Quarrier would give her her walking papers damned quick!... And, in her humiliation, is there anybody mad enough to fancy that she wouldnt snap up Plank in such a fix?... And make it look like a jilt for Quarrier?... But Plank must do his part on the minute; Plank must step up in the very nick of time; Plank, with his millions and his ambitions, was bound to be a winner anyway, and Sylvia might as well be his pilot and use his money.... And Plank would be very, very grateful — very useful, a very good friend to have.... And Leila would learn at last that he, Mortimer, had cut his wisdom teeth, by God!

As for Siward, he amounted to nothing; probably was one of that contemptible sort of men who butted in and kissed a pretty girl when he had the chance. He, Mortimer, had only disgust for such amateurs of the social by-ways; for he himself kept to the highways, like any self-respecting professional, even when a tour of the highways sometimes carried him below stairs. There was no romantic shilly-shallying fol-de-rol about him. Women learned what to expect from him in short order. En garde, Madame! — ou Mademoiselle — tant pis!

He laughed to himself and rolled over, digging his head into the pillows and stretching his fat hands to ease their congestion. And most of all he amused himself with figuring out the exact degree of his wifes astonishment and chagrin when, without consulting her, he achieved the triumph of Quarriers elimination and the theatrical entry of Beverly Plank upon the stage. He laughed when he thought of Major Belwether, too, confounded under the loss of such a nephew-in-law, humiliated, crushed, all his misleading jocularity, all his sleek pink-and-white suavity, all his humbugging bonhomie knocked out of him, leaving only a rumpled, startled old gentleman, who bore an amusing resemblance to a very much mussed-up buck-rabbit.

Haw! haw! roared Mortimer, rolling about in his bed and kicking the slippers from his fat feet. Then, remembering that he was supposed to be suffering silently in his room, he hunched up to a sitting posture and regarded his environment with a subdued grin.

Everything seems easy when it seems funny. After all, the matter was simple — absurdly simple. A word to Quarrier, and crack! the match was off! Girl mad as a hornet, but staggered, has no explanation to offer; man frozen stiff with rage, mute as an iceberg. Then, zip! Enter Beverly Plank — the girls rescuer at a pinch — her preserver, the saviour of her face, the big, highly coloured, leaden-eyed deus ex machina. Would she take fifty cents on the dollar? Would she? to buy herself a new face? And put it all over Quarrier? And live happy ever after? Would she? Oh, not at all!

And Mortimer rolled over in another paroxysm; which wasnt good for him, and frightened him enough to lie still awhile and think how best he might cut down on his wine and spirits.

The main thing, after all, was to promise Plank his opportunity, but not tell him how he was to obtain it; for Mortimer had an uneasy idea that there was something of the Puritan deep planted under the stolid young mans hide, and that he might make some absurd and irrelevant objection to the perfectly proper methods employed by his newly self-constituted guide and mentor. No; that was no concern of Planks. All he had to do was to be ready. As for Quarrier, anybody could forecast his action when once convinced of Sylvias behaviour.

He lay there pondering several methods of imparting the sad but necessary information to Quarrier. One thing was certain: there was not now time enough before the house-party dissolved to mould Plank into acquiescent obedience. That must be finished in town — unless Plank invited him to stay at the Fells after his time was up at Shotover. By Heaven! That was the idea! And thered be a chance for him at cards!... Only, of course, Plank would ask Leila too.... But what did he care! He was no longer afraid of her; hed soon be independent of her and her pittance. Let her go to the courts for her divorce! Let her — 

He sat up rather suddenly, perplexed with a new idea which, curiously enough, had not appealed to him before. The astonishing hint so coolly dropped by his wife concerning her fearlessness of divorce proceedings had only awakened him to the consciousness of his own vulnerability and carelessness of conduct.

Now it occurred to him, for the first time, that if it were not a mere bluff on Leilas part, this sudden coquetting with the question of divorce might indicate an ulterior object. Was Leila considering his elimination in view of this ulterior object? Was there an ulterior gentleman somewhere prepared to replace him? If so, where? And who?

His wifes possible indiscretions had never interested him; he simply didnt care — had no curiosity, as long as appearances were maintained. And she had preserved appearances with a skill which required all the indifferent and easy charity of their set to pretend completely deceived everybody. Yes, he gave her credit for that; she had been clever. Nobody outside of the social register knew the true state of affairs in the house of Leroy Mortimer — which, after all, was all anybody cared about.

And so, immersed in the details of his dirty little drama, he pondered over the possibility of an ulterior gentleman as he moved heavily to and fro, dressing himself — his neuralgia being much better — and presently descended the stairs to find everybody absent, engaged, as a servant explained, in a game of water basket-ball in the swimming pool. So he strolled off toward the north wing of the house, which had been built for the squash-courts and swimming pool.

There was a good deal of an uproar in the big gymnasium as Mortimer walked in, threading his way through the palms and orange-trees; much splashing in the pool, cries and stifled laughter, and the quick rattle of applause from the gallery of the squash-courts.

The Page boys and Rena and Eileen on one side were playing the last match game against Sylvia, Marion Page, Siward, and Ferrall on the other; the big, slippery, glistening ball was flying about through storms of spray. Marion caught it, but her brother Gordon got it away; then Ferrall secured it and dived toward the red goal; but Rena Bonnesdel caught him under water; the ball bobbed up, and Sylvia flung both arms around it with a little warning shout and hurled it back at Siward, who shot forward like an arrow, his opponents gathering about him in full cry, amid laughter and excited applause from the gallery, where Grace Ferrall and Captain Voucher were wildly offering odds on the blue, and Alderdene and Major Belwether were thriftily booking them.

Mortimer climbed the slippery, marble stairway as fast as his lack of breath permitted, anxious for his share of the harvest if the odds were right. He ignored his wifes smilingly ironical offer, seeing no sense in bothering about money already inside the family; but he managed to make several apparently desirable wagers with Katharyn Tassel and one with Beverly Plank, who was also obstinately backing the blues, the losing side. Sylvia played forward for the blues.

Agatha Caithness, sleeves rolled up, tall and slim and strangely pale in her white flannels, came from the squash-court with Quarrier to watch the finish; and Mortimer observed her sidewise, blinking, irresolute, for he had never understood her and was always a trifle afraid of her. A pair of icicles, she and Quarrier, with whom he had never been on betting terms; so he made no suggestions in that direction, and presently became absorbed in the splashing battle below. Indeed, such a dashing of foam and showering of spray was taking place that the fronds of the big palms hung dripping amid drenched blossoms overweighted and prone on the wet marble edges of the pool.

Suddenly, through the confused blur of foam and spray, the big, glistening ball shot aloft and remained.

Blue! Blue! exclaimed Grace Ferrall, clapping her hands; and a little whirlwind of cries and hand clapping echoed from the gallery as the breathless swimmers came climbing out of the pool, with scarcely wind enough left for a word or strength for a gesture toward the laughing crowd above.

Mortimer, disgusted, turned away, already casting about him for somebody to play cards with — it being his temperament and his temper to throw good money after bad. But Quarrier and Miss Caithness had already returned to the squash-courts, the majority of the swimmers to their several dressing-rooms, and Grace Ferralls party, equipped for motoring, to the lawn, where they lost little time in disappearing into the golden haze which a sudden shift of wind had spun out of the cloudless afternoons sunshine.

However, he got Marion, and also, as usual, the two men who had made a practice of taking away his money — Major Belwether and Lord Alderdene. He hadnt particularly wanted them; he wanted somebody he could play with, like Siward, for example, or even the two ten-dollar Pages; not that their combined twenty would do him much good, but it would at least permit him the pleasures of the card-table without personal loss.

But the Pages had retired to dress, and Voucher was for motoring, and he had no use for his wife, and he was afraid of Planks game, and Siward, seated on the edge of the pool and sharing a pint of ginger-ale with Sylvia Landis, shook his head at the suggestion and resumed his division of the ginger-ale.

Plank and Leila Mortimer came down to congratulate them. Sylvia, always instinctively and particularly nice to people of Planks sort whom she occasionally encountered, was so faultlessly amiable, that Plank, who had never before permitted himself the privilege of monopolising her, found himself doing it so easily that it kept him in a state of persistent mental intoxication.

That slow, sweet, upward training inflection to a statement which instantly became a confided question was an unconscious trick which had been responsible, in Sylvias brief life, for more mistakes than anything else. Like others before him, Beverly Plank made the mistake that the sweetness of voice and the friendliness of eyes were particularly personal to him, in tribute to qualities he had foolishly enough hitherto not suspected in himself. Now he suspected them, and whatever of real qualities desirable had been latent in him also appeared at once, confirming his modest suspicions. Certainly he was a wit! Was not this perfectly charming girls responsive and delicious laughter proof enough? Certainly he was epigrammatic! Certainly he could be easy, polished, amusing, sympathetic, and vastly interesting all the while. Could he not divine it in her undivided attention, the quick, amused flicker of recognition animating her beautiful face when he had turned a particularly successful phrase or taken a verbal hurdle without a cropper? And above all, her kindness to him impressed him; her natural and friendly pleasure in being agreeable. Here he was already on an informal footing with one of the persons of whom he had been most shy and uncertain. If people were going to be as considerate of him as she had proved, why — why — 

His dull, Dutch-blue eyes returned to her, fascinated. The conquest of what he desired and meant to have became merged in a vague plan which included such a marriage as he had dreamed of.

Somebody had once told him that a man who could afford to dress for dinner could go anywhere; meaning that, being a man, nature had fitted his feet with the paraphernalia for climbing as high as he cared to climb.

There was just enough truth in the statement to determine him to use his climbing irons; and he had done so, carrying his fortune with him, which had proved neither an impediment nor an aid so far. But now he had concluded that neither his god-sent climbing irons, his amiability, his obstinacy, his mild, tireless persistency, nor his money counted. It had come to a crisis where personal worth and sterling character must carry him through sheer merit to the inner temple — that inner temple of raw gold whose altars are served by a sexless skeleton in cap and bells!

Siward, inclined to be amused by the duration of the trance into which Plank had fallen, watched the progress of that bulky young mans infatuation as he sat there on the pools marble edge, exchanging trivial views on trivial subjects with Mrs. Leroy Mortimer.

But her conversation, even when inconsequential, was never wearisome except when she made it so for her husbands benefit. Features, person, personality, and temperament were warmly exotic; her dark eyes with their slight Japanese slant, the clear olive skin with its rose bloom, the temptation of mouth and slender neck, were always provocative of the audacity in men which she could so well meet with amusement or surprise, or at times with a fascinating audacity of her own wholly charming because of its setting.

Once, in their history, during her early married life, Siward had been very sentimental about her; but neither he nor she had approached the danger line closer than to make daring eyes at one another across the frontiers of good taste. And their youthful enchantment had faded so naturally, so pleasantly, that always there had remained to them both an agreeable after-taste — a sort of gay understanding which almost invariably led to mutual banter when they encountered. But now something appeared to be lacking in their rather listless badinage — something of the usual flavour which once had salted even a laughing silence with significance. Siward, too, had ceased to be amused at the spectacle of Planks calf-like infatuation; and Leila Mortimers bored smile had lasted so long that her olive-pink cheeks were stiff, and she relaxed her fixed features with a little shrug that was also something of a shiver. Then, looking prudently around, she encountered Siwards eyes; and during a moments hesitation they considered one another with an increasing curiosity that slowly became tentative intelligence. And her eyes said very plainly and wickedly to Siwards: Oho, my friend! So it bores you to see Mr. Plank monopolising an engaged girl who belongs to Howard Quarrier!

And his eyes, wincing, denying, pretending ignorance too late, suddenly narrowed in vexed retaliation: Speak for yourself, my lady! Youre no more pleased than I am!

The next moment they both regretted the pale flash of telepathy. There had been something wounded in his eyes; and she had not meant that. No; a new charity for the hapless had softened her wonderfully within a fortnights time, and a self-pity, not entirely ignoble, had subdued the brilliancy of her dark eyes, and made her tongue more gentle in dealing with all failings. Besides, she was not yet perfectly certain what ailed her, never having really cared for any one man before. No, she was not at all certain.... But in the meanwhile she was very sorry for herself, and for all those who drained the bitter cup that might yet pass from her shrinking lips. Who knows! Stephen, she said under her breath, I didnt mean to hurt you.... Dont scowl. Listen. I have already entirely forgotten the nature of my offense. Pax, if you please.

He refused to understand; and she understood that, too; and she gazed critically upon Sylvia Landis as a very young mother might inspect a rival infant with whom her matchless offspring was coquetting.

Then, without appearing to, she took Plank away from temptation; so skilfully that nobody except Siward understood that the young man had been incontinently removed. He, Plank, never doubting that he was a perfectly free agent, decided that the time had arrived for triumphant retirement. It had; but Leila Mortimer, not he, had rendered the decision, and so cleverly that it appeared even to Plank himself that he had dragged her off with him rather masterfully. Clearly he was becoming a devil of a fellow!

Sylvia turned to Siward, glanced up at him, hesitated, and began to laugh consciously:

What do you think of my latest sentimental acquisition?

Hed be an ornament to a stock farm, replied Siward, out of humour.

How brutal you can be! she mused, smiling.

Nonsense! Hes a plain bounder, isnt he?

I dont know.... Is he? He struck me a trifle appealingly — even pathetically; they usually do, that sort.... As though the trouble they took could ever be worth the time they lose!... There are dozens of men I know who are far less presentable than this highly coloured and robust young human being; and yet they are part of the accomplished scheme of things — like degenerate horses, you know — always pathetic to me; but theyre still horses, for all that. Quid rides? Species of the same genus can cross, of course, but I had rather be a donkey than a mule. ...And if I were a donkey Id sing and cavort with my own kind, and let horses flourish their own heels inside the accomplished scheme of things.... Now I have been brutal. But — Im easily coloured by my environment.

She sat, smiling maliciously down at the water, smoothing out the soaked skirt of her swimming suit, and swinging her legs reflectively.

Are you reconciled? she asked presently.

To what?

To leaving Shotover. To-day is our last day, you know. To-morrow we all go; and next day these familiar walls will ring with other voices, my poor friend:

Yon rising moon that looks for us again — How oft hereafter will she wax and wane; How oft hereafter, rising, look for us Through this same mansion — and for one in vain!

That is I — the one, you know. You may be here again; but I — I shall not be I if I ever come to Shotover again.

Her stockinged heels beat the devils tattoo against the marble sides of the pool. She reached up above her head, drawing down a flowering branch of Japanese orange, and caressed her delicate nose with the white blossoms, dreamily, then, mischievously: Im accustoming myself to this most significant perfume, she said, looking at him askance. And she deliberately hummed the wedding march, watching the colour rise in his sullen face.

If you had the courage of a sparrow youd make life worth something for us both, he said.

I know it; I havent; but I seem to possess the remainder of his lordships traits — inconsequence, self-centred selfishness, the instinct for Fifth Avenue nest-building — all the feathered vices, all the unlovely personality and futility and uselessness of my prototype.... Only, as you observe, I lack the quality of courage.

I dont know how much courage it requires to do what youre going to do, he said sulkily.

Dont you? Sometimes, when you wear a scowl like that, I think that it may require no more courage than I am capable of.... And sometimes — I dont know.

She crossed her knees, one slender ankle imprisoned in her hand, leaning forward thoughtfully above the water.

Our last day, she mused; for we shall never be just you and I again — never again, my friend, after we leave this rocky coast of Eden. ...I shall have hints of you in the sea-wind and the sound of the sea; in the perfume of autumn woods, in the whisper of stirring leaves when the white birches put on their gold crowns next year. She smiled, turning to him, a little gravely: When the Lesser Children return with April, I shall not forget you, Mr. Siward, nor forget your mercy of a day on them; nor your comradeship, nor your sweetness to me.... Nor your charity for me, nor all that you overlook so far in me, — under the glamour of a spell that seems to hold you still, and that still holds me.... I can answer for my constancy so far, until one more spring and summer have come and gone — until one more autumn comes, and while it lasts — as long as any semblance of the setting remains which had once framed you; I can answer for my constancy as long as that.... Afterwards, the snow! — symbol of our separation. I am to be married a year from November first.

He looked up at her in dark surprise, for he had heard that their wedding date had been set for the coming winter.

A years engagement? he repeated, unconvinced.

It was my wish. I think that is sufficient for everybody concerned. Then, averting her face, which had suddenly lost a little of its colour: A year is little enough, she said impatiently. I — what has happened to us requires an interval — a decent interval for its burial.... Death is respectable in any form. What dies between you and me can have no resurrection under the snow.... So I bring to the burial my tribute — a year of life, a year of constancy, my friend; symbol of an eternity I could have given you had I been worth it. She looked up, flushed, the forced smile stamped on lips still trembling. Sentiment in such a woman as I! A spectacle for Gods and men, you are saying — are you not? And perhaps sentiment with me is only an ancient instinct, a latent ancestral quality for which I, ages later, have no use. She was laughing easily. No use for sentiment, as our bodies have no use for that fashionable little cul-de-sac, you know, though wise men say it once served its purpose, too.... Stephen Siward, what do you think of me now?

I am learning, he replied simply.

What, if you please?

Learning a little about what I am losing.

You mean — me?

Yes.

She bent forward impulsively, balancing her body on the pools rim with both arms, dropping her knee until her ankles swung interlocked above the water. Listen, she said in a low, distinct voice: What you lose is no other mans gain! If I warm and expand in your presence — if I say clever things sometimes — if I am intelligent, sympathetic, and amusing — it is because of you. You inspire it in me. Normally I am the sort of girl you first met at the station. I tell you that I dont know myself now — that I have not known myself since I knew you. Qualities of understanding, ability to appreciate, to express myself without employing the commonplaces, subtleties of intercourse — all, maybe, were latent in me, but sterile, until you came into my life.... And when you go, then, lacking impulse and incentive, the new facility, the new sensitive alertness, the unconscious self-confidence, all will smoulder and die out in me.... I know it; I realise that it was due to you — part of me that I should never have known, of which I should have remained totally ignorant, had it not blossomed suddenly, stimulated by you alone.

Slowly the clouded seriousness of her blue eyes cleared, and the smile began to glimmer again. That is your revenge; you recommit me to my commonplace self; you restore me to my tinsel career, practically a dolt. Shame on you, Stephen Siward, to treat a poor girl so!... But its just as well. Blunted perceptions, according to our needs, you know; and so life is tempered for us all, else we might not endure it long.... A pleasantly morbid suggestion for a day like this, is it not?... Shall we take a farewell plunge, and dress? You know we say good-bye to-morrow.

Where do you go from here?

To Lenox; the Claymores have asked us for a week; after that, Hot Springs for another two weeks or so; after that, to Oyster Bay.... Mr. Quarrier opens his house on Sedge Point, she added demurely, but I dont think he expects to invite you to The Sedges.

How long do you stay there? asked Siward irritably.

Until we go to town in December.

What will you find to do all that time in Oyster Bay? he asked more irritably.

What a premature question! The yacht is there. Besides, theres the usual neighbourhood hunting, with the usual packs and inevitable set; the usual steeple-chasing; the usual exchange of social amenities; the usual driving and riding; the usual, my poor friend, the usual, in all its uncompromising certainty.... And what are you to do?

When?

After you leave here?

I dont know.

You dont know where you are going?

Im going to town.

And then?

I dont know.

Oh, but havent you been asked somewhere? You have, of course.

Yes, and I have declined.

Matters of business, she inferred. Too bad!

Oh, no.

Then, she concluded, laughing, you dont care to tell me where you are going.

No, he said thoughtfully, I dont care to tell you.

She laughed again carelessly, and, placing one hand on the tiled pavement, sprang lightly to her feet.

A last plunge? she asked, as he rose at her side.

Yes, one last plunge together. Deep! Are you ready?

She raised her white arms above her head, finger-tips joined, poised an instant on the brink, swaying forward; then, at his brief word, they flashed downward together, cutting the crystalline sea-water, shooting like great fish over the glass-tiled bed, shoulder to shoulder under the water; and opening their eyes, they turned toward one another with a swift outstretch of hands, an uncontrollable touch of lips, the very shadow of contact; then cleaving upward, rising to the surface to lie breathlessly floating, arms extended, and the sun filtering down through the ground-glass roof above.

We are perfectly crazy, she breathed. Im quite mad; I see that. On land its bad enough for us to misbehave; but submarine sentiment! Well be growing scales and tails presently.... Did you ever hear of a Southern bird — a sort of hawk, I think — that almost never alights; that lives and eats and sleeps its whole life away on the wing? and even its courtship, and its honeymoon? Grace Ferrall pointed one out to me last winter, near Palm Beach — a slender bird, part black, part snowy white, with long, pointed, delicate wings like an enormous swallow; and all day, all night, it floats and soars and drifts in the upper air, never resting, never alighting except during its brief nesting season.... Think of the exquisite bliss of drifting ones life through in mid-air — to sleep, balanced on light wings, upborne by invisible currents flowing under the stars — to sail dreamily through the long sunshine, to float under the moon!... And at last, I suppose, when its time has come, down it whirls out of the sky, stone dead!... There is something thrilling in such a death — something magnificent.... And in the exquisitely spiritual honeymoon, vague as the shadow of a rainbow, is the very essence and aroma of that impalpable Paradise we women prophesy in dreams!... More sentiment! Heigho! My brother is the weeping crocodile, and the five winds are my wits.... Shall we dress? Even with a maid and the electric air-blast it will take time to dry my hair and dress it.

When he came out of his dressing-room she was apparently still in the hands of the maid. So he sauntered through the house as far as the library, and drawing a cheque-book from one pocket, fished out a memorandum-book from another, and began to cast up totals with a view to learning something about the various debts contracted at Shotover.

He seemed to owe everybody. Fortune had smitten him hip and thigh; and, a trifle concerned, he began covering a pad with figures until he knew where he stood. Then he drew a considerable cheque to Major Belwethers order, another to Alderdene. Others followed to other people for various amounts; and he was very busily at work when, aware of another presence near, he turned around in his chair. Sylvia Landis was writing at a desk in the corner, and she looked up, nodding the little greeting that she always reserved for him even after five minutes separation.

Im writing cheques, she said. I suppose youre writing to your mother.

Why do you think so? he asked curiously.

You write to her every day, dont you?

Yes, he said, but how do you know?

She looked at him with unblushing deliberation. You wrote every day.... If it was to a woman, I wanted to know.... And I told Grace Ferrall that it worried me. And then Grace told me. Is there any other confession of my own pettiness that I can make to you.

Did you really care to whom I was writing? he asked slowly.

Care? I — it worried me. Was it not a pitifully common impulse? Sisters under our skin, you know — I and the maid who dresses me. She would have snooped; I didnt; thats the only generic difference. I wanted to know just the same.... But — that was before—

Before what?

Before I — please dont ask me to say it.... I did, once, when you asked me.

Before you cared for me. Is that what you mean?

Yes. You are so cruelly literal when you wish to punish me.... You are interrupting me, too. I owe that wretched Kemp Ferrall a lot of money, and Im trying to find out how much seven and nine are, to close accounts with Marion Page.

Siward turned and continued his writing. And when the little sheaf of cheques was ready he counted them, laid them aside, and, drawing a flat packet of fresh bank-notes from his portfolio, counted out the tips expected of him below stairs. These arranged for, he straightened up and glanced over his shoulder at Sylvia, but she was apparently absorbed in counting something on the ends of her fingers, so he turned smilingly to his desk and wrote a long letter to his mother — the same tender, affectionately boyish letter he had always written her, full of confidences, full of humour, gaily anticipating his own return to her on the heels of the letter.

In his first letter to her from Shotover he had spoken casually of a Miss Landis. It seemed the name was familiar enough to his mother, who asked about her; and he had replied in another letter or two, a trifle emphatic in his praise of her, because from his mothers letters it was quite evident that she knew a good deal concerning the very unconventional affairs of Sylvias family.

Of his swift and somewhat equivocal courtship he had had nothing to say in his letters; in fact recently he had nothing to say about Sylvia at all, reserving that vital confidence for the clear sympathy and understanding which he looked forward to when he should see her, and which, through dark days and bitter aftermaths, through struggle and defeat by his master-vice, had never failed him yet, never faltered for an instant.

So he brought his letter to a close with a tender and uneasy inquiry concerning her health, which, she had intimated, was not exactly satisfactory, and for that reason she had opened the house in town in order to be near Dr. Grisby, their family doctor.

Sealing and directing the letter, he looked up to see Sylvia standing at his elbow. She dropped a light hand on his shoulder for a second, barely touching him — a fugitive caress, delicate as the smile hovering on her lips, as the shy tenderness in her eyes.

More letters to your sweetheart? she asked, abandoning her hand to him.

One more — the last before I see her.... I wish you could see her, Sylvia.

I wish so, too, she answered simply, seating herself on the arm of his chair as though it were a side-saddle.

They sat there very silent for a few moments, curiously oblivious to the chance curiosity of any one who might enter or pass.

Would she — care for me — do you think? asked the girl in a low voice.

I think so, — for your real self.

I know. She could only feel contempt for me — as I am.

She is old-fashioned, he said reverently.

That means all that is best in a woman.... The old fashion of truth and faith; the old fashion of honour, and faith in honour; the old, old fashion of — love.... All that is best, Stephen; all that is worth the love of a man.... Some day somebody will revive those fashions.

Will you?

Dear, they would not become me, she said, the tenderness in her eyes deepening a little; and she touched his head lightly in humourous caress.

What shall we do with the waning daylight? she asked. It is my last day with you. I told Howard it was my last day with you, and I did not care to be disturbed.

You probably didnt say it that way, he commented, amused.

I did.

How much of that sort of thing is he prepared to stand? asked Siward curiously.

How much? I dont know. I dont believe he cares. It is my uncle, Major Belwether, who is making things unpleasant for me. I had to tell Howard, you know.

What! exclaimed Siward incredulously.

Certainly. Do you think my conduct has passed without protest?

You told Quarrier! he repeated.

Did you imagine I could do otherwise? she asked coolly. I have that much decency left. Certainly I told him. Do you suppose that, after what we did — what I admitted to you — that I could meet him as usual? Do you think I am afraid of him?

I thought you were afraid of losing him, muttered Siward.

I was, dreadfully. And the morning after you and I had been imprudent enough to sit up until nearly daylight — and do what we did — I made him take a long walk with me, and I told him plainly that I cared for you, that I was too selfish and cowardly to marry you, and that if he couldnt endure the news he was at liberty to terminate the engagement without notice.

What did he say? stammered Siward.

A number of practical things.

You mean to say he stands it!

It appears so. What else is there for him to do, unless he breaks the engagement?

And he — hasnt?

No. I was informed that he held me strictly and precisely to my promise; that he would never release me voluntarily, though I was, of course, at liberty to do what I chose.... My poor friend, he cares no more for love than do I. I happen to be the one woman in New York whom he considers absolutely suitable for him; by race, by breeding, by virtue of appearance and presence, eminently fitted to complete the material portion of his fortune and estate.

Her voice had hardened as she spoke; now it rang a little at the end, and she laughed unpleasantly.

It appears that I was a little truer to myself than you gave me credit for — a little truer to you — a little less treacherous, less shameless, than you must have thought me. But I have gone to my limit of decency; ...and, were I ten times more in love with you than I am, I could not put away the position and power offered me. But I will not lie for it, nor betray for it.... Do you remember, once you asked me for what reasons I dropped men from my list? And I told you, because of any falsehood or treachery, any betrayal of trust — and for no other reason. You remember? And did you suppose that elemental standard of decency did not include women — even such a woman as I?

She dropped one arm on the back of his chair and rested her chin on it, staring at space across his shoulders.

Thats how it had to be, you see, when I found that I cared for you. There was nothing to do but to tell him. I was quite certain that it was all off; but I found that I didnt know the man. I knew he was sensitive, but I didnt know he was sensitive to personal ridicule only, and to nothing else in all the world that I can discover. I — I suppose, from my frankness to him, he has concluded that no ridicule could ever touch him through me. I mean, he trusts me enough to marry me.... He will be safe enough, as far as my personal conduct is concerned, she added naively. It seems that I am capable of love; but I am incapable of its degradation.

Siward, leaning heavily forward over his desk, rested his head in both hands; and she stooped from her perch on the arm of the chair, pressing her hot cheeks against his hands — a moment only; then slipping to her feet, she curled up in a great arm-chair by the fire, head tipped back, blue gaze concentrated on him.

The thing for you to do, she said, is to ambush me some night, and throw me into a hansom, and drive us both to the parsons. Id hate you for it as much as Id love you, but Id make you an interesting wife.

I may do that yet, he said, lifting his head from his hands.

Youve a year to do it in, she observed.... By the way, youre to take me in to dinner, as you did the first night. Do you remember? I asked Grace Ferrall then. I asked her again to-day. Heigho! It was years ago, wasnt it, that I drove up to the station and saw a very attractive and perplexed young man looking anxiously about for somebody to take him to Shotover. Ahem! the notorious Mr. Siward! Dear,... I didnt mean to hurt you! You know it, silly! Maynt I have my little joke about your badness — your redoubtable badness of reputation? There! You had just better smile.... How dare you frighten me by making me think I had hurt you!... Besides, you are probably unrepentant.

She watched him closely for a moment or two, then, Are you unrepentant?

About what?

About your general wickedness? About— she hesitated— about that girl, for example.

What girl? he asked coldly.

That reminds me that you have told me absolutely nothing about her.

There is nothing to tell, he said, in a tone so utterly new to her in its finality that she sat up as though listening to an unknown voice.

Tone and words so completely excluded her from the new intimacy into which she had imperceptibly drifted that both suddenly developed a significance from sheer contrast. Who was this girl, then, of whom he had absolutely nothing to say? What was she to him? What could she be to him — an actress, a woman of common antecedents?

She had sometimes idly speculated in an indefinitely innocent way as to just what a well-born man could find to interest him in such women; what he could have to talk about to persons of that sort, where community of tastes and traditions must be so absolutely lacking.

Gossip, scandal of that nature, hints, silences, innuendoes, the wise shrugs of young girls oversophisticated, the cool, hard smiles of matrons, all had left her indifferent or bored, partly from distaste, partly from sheer incredulity; a refusal to understand, an innate delicacy that not only refrains from comprehension, but also denies itself even the curiosity to inquire or the temptation of vaguest surmise on a subject that could not exist for her.

But now, something of the uncomfortable uneasiness had come over her which she had been conscious of when made aware of Marion Pages worldly wisdom, and which had imperceptibly chilled her when Grace Ferrall spoke of Siwards escapade, coupling this woman and him in the same scandal.

She took it for granted that there must be, for men, an attraction toward women who figured publicly behind the foot-lights, though it appeared very silly to her. In fact it all was silly and undignified — part and parcel, no doubt, of that undergraduate foolishness which seemed to cling to some men who had otherwise attained discretion.

But it appeared to her that Siward had taken the matter with a seriousness entirely out of proportion in his curt closure of the subject, and she felt a little irritated, a little humiliated, a little hurt, and took refuge in a silence that he did not offer to break.

Early twilight had fallen in the room; the firelight grew redder.

Sylvia, he said abruptly, reverting to the old, light tone hinting of the laughter in his eyes which she could no longer see, Suppose, as you suggested, I did ambush you — say after the opera — seize you under the very nose of your escort and make madly for a hansom?

I know of no other way, she said demurely.

Would you resist, physically?

I would, if nobody were looking.

Desperately?

How do I know? Besides, it couldnt last long, she said, thinking of his slimly powerful build as she had noticed it in his swimming costume. Smiling, amused, she wondered how long she could resist him with her own wholesome supple activity strengthened to the perfection of health in saddle and afoot.

I should advise you to chloroform me, she said defiantly. You dont realise my accomplishments with the punching-bag.

So you mean to resist?

Yes, I do. If I were going to surrender at once, I might as well go off to church with you now.

Wenniston church! he said promptly. Ill order the Mercedes.

She laughed, lazily settling herself more snugly by the fire. Suppose it were our fire? she smiled. There would be a dog lying across that rug, and a comfortable Angora tabby dozing by the fender, and — you, cross-legged, at my feet, with that fascinating head of yours tipped back against my knees.

The laughter in her voice died out, and he had risen, saying unsteadily: Dont! I — I cant stand that sort of thing, you know.

She had made a mistake, too; she also had suddenly become aware of her own limits in the same direction.

Forgive me, dear! I meant no mockery.

I know.... After a while a man finds laughter difficult.

I was not laughing at — anything. I was only pretending to be happy.

Your happiness is before you, he said sullenly.

My future, you mean. You know I am exchanging one for the other.... And some day you will awake to the infamy of it; you will comprehend the depravity of the monstrous trade I made.... And then — and then—

She passed one slim hand over her face— then you will shake yourself free from this dream of me; then, awake, my punishment at your hands will begin.... Dear, no man in his right senses can continue to love a girl such as I am. All that is true and ardent and generous in you has invested my physical attractiveness and my small intellect with a magic that cannot last, because it is magic; and you are the magician, enmeshed for the moment in the mists of your own enchantment. When this fades, when you unclose your eyes in clear daylight, dear, I dread to think what I shall appear to you — what a dreadful, shrunken, bloodless shell, hung with lace and scented, silken cerements — a jewelled mummy-case — a thing that never was!... Do you understand my punishment a little, now?

If it were true, he said in a dull voice, you will have forgotten, too.

I pray I may, she said under her breath.

And, after a long silence: Do you think, before the year is out, that you might be granted enough courage? he asked.

No. I shall not even pray for it. I want what is offered me! I desire it so blindly that already it has become part of me. I tell you the poison is in every vein; there is nothing else but poison in me. I am what I tell you, to the core. It is past my own strength of will to stop me, now. If I am stopped, another must do it. My weakness for you, being a treachery if not confessed, I was obliged to confess, horribly frightened as I was. He might have stopped me; he did not.... And now, what is there on earth to halt me? Love cannot. Common decency and courage cannot. Fear of your unhappiness and mine cannot. No, even the certitude of your contempt, some day, is powerless to halt me now. I could not love; I am utterly incapable of loving you enough to balance the sacrifice. And that is final.

Grace Ferrall came into the room and found a duel of silence in progress under the dull fire-glow tinting the ceiling.

Another quarrel, she commented, turning on the current of the drop-light above the desk from which Siward had risen at her entrance. You quarrel enough to marry. Why dont you?

I wish we could, said Sylvia simply.

Grace laughed. What a little fool you are! she said tenderly, seating herself in Siwards chair and dropping one hand over his where it rested on the arm. Stephen, cant you make her — a big, strong fellow like you? Oh, well; on your heads be it! My conscience is now clear for the first time, and Ill never meddle again. She gave Siwards hand a perfunctory pat and released him with a discreetly stifled yawn. Im disgracefully sleepy; the wind blew like fury along the coast. Sylvia, have you had a good time at Shotover — the time of your life?

Sylvia raised her eyes and encountered Siwards.

I certainly have, she said faintly.

Cest bien, chérie. Can you be as civil, Stephen — conscientiously? Oh, that is very nice of you! But theres one thing: why on earth didnt you make eyes at Marion? Life might be one long, blissful carnival of horse and dog for you both. Oh, dear! there, Im meddling again! Pinch me, Sylvia, if I ever begin to meddle again! How did you come out at Bridge, Stephen? What — bad as that? Gracious! this is disgraceful — this gambling the way people do! Im shocked and Im going up to dress. Are you coming, Sylvia?

The dinner was very gay. The ceremony of christening the Shotover Cup, which Quarrier had won, proceeded with presentation speech and a speech of acceptance faultlessly commonplace, during which Quarrier wore his smile — which was the only humorous thing he contributed.

The cup was full. Siward eyed it, perplexed, deadly afraid, yet seeing no avenue of escape from what must appear a public exhibition of contempt for Quarrier if he refused to taste its contents. That meant a bad night for him; yet he shrank more from the certain misinterpretation of a refusal to drink from the huge loving-cup with its heavy wreath of scented orchids, now already on its way toward him, than he feared the waking struggle so sure to follow.

Marion received the cup, lifted it in both hands, and said distinctly, Good Hunting! as she drank to Quarrier. Her brother Gordon took it, and drank entirely too much. Then Sylvia lifted it, her white hands half buried among the orchids: To you! she murmured for Siwards ear alone; then drank gaily, mischievously, To the best shot at Shotover! And Siward took the cup: I salute victory, he said, smiling, always, and everywhere! To him who takes the fighting chance and wins out! To the best man! Health! And he drank as a gentleman drinks, with a gay bow to Quarrier, and with death in his heart.

Later, the irony of it struck him so grimly that he laughed; and Sylvia, beside him, looked up, dismayed to see the gray change in his face.

What is it? she faltered, catching his eye; why do you — why are you so white?

But he only smiled, as though he had misunderstood, saying:

The survival of the fittest; that is the only test, after all. The man who makes good doesnt whine for justice. Theres enough of it in the world to go round, and he who misses it gets all thats due him just the same.

Later, at cards, the aromatic odour from Alderdenes decanter roused him to fierce desire, but he fought it down until only the deadened, tearing ache remained to shake and loosen every nerve. And when Ferrall, finishing his usual batch of business letters, arrived to cut in if needed, Siward dropped his cards with a shudder, and rose so utterly unnerved that Captain Voucher, noticing his drawn face, asked him if he were not ill.

He was leaving on an earlier train than the others, having decided to pass through Boston and Deptford, at which latter place he meant to leave Sagamore for the winter in care of the manager of his mothers farm. So he took a quiet leave of those to whom the civility might not prove an interruption — a word to Alderdene and Voucher as he passed out, a quick clasp for Ferrall and for Grace, a carefully and cordially formal parting from the Page boys, which pleased them ineffably.

Eileen and Rena, who had never had half a chance at him, took it now, delighted to discipline their faithful Pages; and he submitted in his own engagingly agreeable way, and so skilfully that both Eileen and Rena felt sorry that they had not earlier understood how civilly anxious he had been to devote himself to them alone. And they looked at the Pages, exasperated.

In the big hall he passed Marion, and stopped to take his leave.

No, he would do no hunting this season either at Carysford or with the two trial packs at Eastwood. Possibly at Warrenton later, but probably not; business threatened to detain him in town more or less.... Of course hed come to see her when she returned to town.... And it had been a jolly party, and it was a shame to sound lights out so soon! Good-bye. ...Good night. And that was all.

And that was all, unless he disturbed Sylvia, seated at cards with Quarrier and Major Belwether and Leila Mortimer — and very intent on the dummy, very still, and a trifle pallid with the pallor of concentration.

So — that was all, then.

Ascending the stairs, a servant handed him a letter bearing the crest of the Lenox Club. He pocketed it unopened and continued his way.

In the darkness of his own room he sat down, the devils own clutch on his shrinking nerves, a deathly desire tearing at his very vitals, and every vein a tiny trail of fire run riot. He had been too long without it, too long to endure the craving aroused by that gay draught from Quarriers loving-cup.

The awakened fury of his desire appalled him, and for a while that occupied him, enabling him to endure. But fear and dismay soon passed in the purely physical distress; he walked the floor, haggard, the sweat starting on his face; he lay with clenched hands, stiffened out across the bed, deafened by the riotous clamour of his pulses, conscious that he was holding out, unconscious how long he could hold out.

Crisis after crisis swept him; sometimes he found his feet and moved blindly about the room.

Strange periods of calm intervened; sensation seemed deadened; and he stood as a man who listens, scarcely daring to breathe lest the enemy awake and seize him.

He turned on the light, later, to look for his pipe, and he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. It was a sick man who stared back at him out of hollow eyes, and the physical revulsion shocked him into something resembling self-command.

Damn you! he said fiercely, setting his teeth and staring back at his reflected face, Ill kill you yet before Ive finished with you!

Then he filled his pipe, and opening his bedroom window, sat down, resting his arm on the sill. A splendid moon silvered the sea; through the intense stillness he heard the surf, magnificently dissonant among the reefs, and he listened, fascinated, loathing the tides as he feared and loathed the inexorable tides that surged and ebbed with his accursed desire.

Once he said to himself, weakly — for he was deadly tired— What am I making the fight for, anyway? And Who are you making the fight for? echoed his heavy pulses.

He had asked that question and received that answer before. After all, it had been for his mothers sake alone. And now — and now? — his heart beat out another answer; and before his eyes two other eyes seemed to open, fearlessly, sweetly, divinely tender. But they were no longer his mothers grave, gray eyes.

After the second pipe he remembered his letter. It gave him something to do, so he opened it and tried to read it, but for a long while, in his confused physical and mental condition, he could make no sense of it.

Little by little he began to comprehend its purport that his resignation was regretfully requested by the governors of the Lenox Club for reasons unassigned.

The shock of the thing came to him after a while, like a distant, dull report long after the flash of the explosion. Well, the affair, bad enough at first, was turning worse, that was all. How much of that sort of discredit could a man stand and keep his balance?... And what would his mother say?

Confused from his own physical suffering, the blow had fallen with a deadened force on nerves already numbed; but his half-stupefied acquiescence had suddenly become a painful recoil when he remembered where the brunt of the disgrace would fall — where the centre of suffering must always be, and the keenest grief concentrated. Roused, appalled, almost totally unnerved, he stood staring at the letter, beginning to realise what it would mean to his mother. A passion of remorse and resentment swept him. She must be spared that! There must be some way — some punishment for his offence that could not strike her through him! It was wicked, it was contemptible, insane, to strike her! What were the governors of the Lenox about — a lot of snivelling hypocrites, pandering to the horrified snobbery at the Patroons! Who were they, anyway, to discipline him! Scarce one in fifty among the members of the two clubs was qualified to sit in judgment on a Siward!

But that tempest of passion and mortification passed, too, leaving him standing there, dumb, desperate, staring at the letter crushed in his shaking hand.

He must see somebody, some member of the Lenox, and do something — something! Ferrall! Was that Ferralls step on the landing?

He sprang to the door and opened it. Quarrier, passing the corridor, turned an expressionless visage toward him, and passed on with a nod almost imperceptible.

Quarrier! he called, swept by a sudden impulse.

Quarrier halted and turned.

Could you give me a moment — here in my room? I wont detain you.

The faint trace of surprise faded from Quarriers face; he quietly retraced his steps, and, entering Siwards room, stood silently confronting its pallid tenant.

Will you sit down a moment?

Quarrier seated himself in the arm-chair by the window, and Siward found a chair opposite.

Quarrier, said the younger man, turning a tensely miserable face on his visitor, I want to ask you something. Ill not mince matters. You know that the Patroons have dropped me, and you know what for.

Yes, I know.

When I was called before the Board of Governors to explain the matter, if I could, you were sitting on that Board.

Yes.

I denied the charge, but refused to explain.... You remember?

Quarrier nodded coldly.

And I was dropped by the club!

A slight inclination of Quarriers symmetrical head corroborated him.

Now, said Siward, slowly and very distinctly, I shall tell you unofficially what I refused to tell the other governors officially. And, as he began speaking, Quarriers face flushed, then the features became immobile, set, and inert, and his eyes grew duller and duller, as though, under a smooth surface the soul inside of him was shrinking back into some dark corner, silent, watchful, suspicious, and perhaps defiant.

Mr. Quarrier, said Siward quietly, I did not take that girl to the Patroons Club — and you know it.

Quarrier was all surface now; he had drawn away internally so far that even his eyes seemed to recede until they scarcely glimmered through the slits in his colourless mask. And Siward went on:

I knew perfectly well what sort of women I was to meet at that fool supper Billy Fleetwood gave; and you must have, too, for the girl you took in was no stranger to you.... Her name is Lydia Vyse, I believe.

The slightest possible glimmer in the elder mans eyes was all the answer he granted.

What happened, said Siward calmly, was this: She bet me she could so disguise herself that I could safely take her into any club in New York. I bet her she couldnt. I never dreamed of trying. Besides, she was your — dinner partner, he added with a shrug.

His concentrated gaze seemed at length to pierce the expressionless surface of the other man, who moved slightly in his chair and moistened his thin lips under the glossy beard.

Quarrier, said Siward earnestly, What happened in the club lobby I dont exactly know, because I was not in a condition to know. I admit it; that was the trouble with me. When I left Fleetwoods rooms I left with a half dozen men. I remember crossing Fifth Avenue with them; and the next thing I remember distinctly was loud talking in the club lobby, and a number of men there, and a slim young fellow in Inverness and top hat in the centre of a crowd, whose face was the face of that girl, Lydia Vyse. And that is absolutely all. But I couldnt do more than deny that I took her there unless I told what I knew; and of course that was not possible, even in self-defence. But it was for you to admit that I was right. And you did not. You dared not! You let another man blunder into your private affairs and fall a victim to circumstantial evidence which you could have refuted; and it was up to you to say something! And you did not!... And now — what are you going to do? The Lenox Club has taken this thing up. A man cant stand too much of that sort of thing. What am I to do? I cant defend myself by betraying my accidental knowledge of your petty, private affairs. So I leave it to you. I ask you what are you going to do?

Do you mean — Quarriers voice was not his own, and he brought it harshly under command— do you mean that you think it necessary for me to say I knew her? What object would be attained by that? I did not take her to the Patroons.

Nor did I. Ask her how she got there. Learn the truth from her, man!

What proof is there that I ever met her before I took her into supper at Fleetwoods?

Proof! Are you mad? All I ask of you is to say to the governors what I cannot say without using your name.

You wish me, asked Quarrier icily, to deny that you made that wager? I can do that.

You cant do it! I did make that bet.

Oh! Then, what is it you wish me to say?

Tell them the truth. Tell them you know I did not take her to the club. You need not tell them why you know it. You need not tell them how much you know about her, whose brougham she drove home in. I cant defend myself at your expense — intrench myself behind your dirty little romance. What could I say? I denied taking her to the club. Then Major Belwether confronted me with my wager. Then I shut up. And so did you, Quarrier — so did you, seated there among the governors, between Leroy Mortimer and Belwether. It was up to you, and you did not stir!

Stir! echoed the other man, exasperated. Of course I did not stir. What did I know about it? Do you think I care to give a man like Mortimer a hold on me by admitting I knew anything? — or Belwether — do you think I care to have that man know anything about my private and personal business? Did you expect me to say that I was in a position to prove anything one way or another? And, he added with increasing harshness, how do you know what I might or might not prove? If she went to the Patroons Club, I did not go with her; I did not see her; I dont know whether or not you took her.

I have already told you that I did not take her, said Siward, turning whiter.

You told that to the governors, too. Tell them again, if you like. I decline to discuss this matter with you. I decline to countenance your unwarranted intrusion into what you pretend to believe are my private affairs. I decline to confer with Belwether or Mortimer. Its enough that you are inclined to meddle— His cold anger was stirring. He rose to his full, muscular height, slow, menacing, his long, pale fingers twisting his silky beard. Its enough that you meddle! he repeated. As for the matter in question, a dozen men, including myself, heard you make a wager; and later I myself was a witness that the terms of that wager had been carried out to the letter. I know absolutely nothing except that, Mr. Siward; nor, it appears, do you, for you were drunk at the time, and you have admitted it to me.

I have asked you, said Siward, rising, and very grave, I have asked you to do the right thing. Are you going to do it?

Is that a threat? inquired Quarrier, showing the edges of his well-kept teeth. Is this intimidation, Mr. Siward? Do I understand that you are proposing to bespatter others with scandal unless I am frightened into going to the governors with the flimsy excuse you attempt to offer me? In other words, Mr. Siward, are you bent on making me pay for what you believe you know of my private life? Is it really intimidation?

And still Siward stared into his half-veiled, sneering eyes, speechless.

There is only one name used for this kind of thing, added Quarrier, taking a quick involuntary step backward to the door as the blaze of fury broke out in Siwards eyes.

Good God! Quarrier, whispered Siward with dry lips, what a cur you are! What a cur!

And long after Quarrier had passed the door and disappeared in the corridor, Siward stood there, frozen motionless under the icy waves of rage that swept him.

He had never before had an enemy worth the name; he knew he had one now. He had never before hated; he now understood something of that, too. The purely physical craving to take this man and crush him into eternal quiescence had given place to a more terrible mental desire to punish. His brain surged and surged under the first flood of a mortal hatred. That the hatred was sterile made it the more intense, and, blinded by it, he stood there or paced the room minute after minute, hearing nothing but the wild clamour in his brain, seeing nothing but the smooth, expressionless face of the man whom he could not reach.

Toward midnight, seated in his chair by the window, a deathly lassitude weighing his heart, he heard the steps of people on the stairway, the click of the ascending elevator, gay voices calling good night, a ripple of laughter, the silken swish of skirts in the corridor, doors opening and closing; then silence creeping throughout the house on the receding heels of departure — a stillness that settled like a mist through hall and corridor, accented for a few moments by distant sounds, then absolute, echoless silence. And for a long while he sat there listening.

The cool wind from the ocean blew his curtains far into the room, where they bellied out, fluttering, floating, subsiding, only to rise again in the freshening breeze. He sat watching their silken convolutions, stupidly, for a while, then rose and closed his window, and raised the window on the south for purposes of air.

As he turned to adjust his transom, something white thrust under the door caught his eye, and he walked over and drew it across the sill. It was a sealed note. He opened it, reading it as he walked back to the drop-light burning beside his bed:

Did you not mean to say good-bye? Because it is to be good-bye for a long, long time — for all our lives — as long as we live — as long as the world lasts, and longer.... Good-bye — unless you care to say it to me.

He stood studying the note for a while; presently, lighting a match, he set fire to it and carried it blazing to the grate and flung it in, watching the blackened ashes curl up, glow, whiten, and fall in flakes to the hearth. Then he went out into the corridor, and traversed the hall to the passage which led to the bay-window. There was nobody there. The stars looked in on him, twinkling with a frosty light; beneath, the shadowy fronds of palms traced a pale pattern on the glass roof of the swimming pool. He waited a moment, turned, retraced his steps to his own door and stood listening. Then, moving swiftly, he walked the length of the corridor, and, halting at her door, knocked once.

After a moment the door swung open. He stepped forward into the room, closing the door behind him, and confronted the tall girl standing there silhouetted against the lamp behind her.

You are insane to do this! she whispered. I let you in for fear youd knock again!

I went to the bay-window, he said.

You went too late. I was there an hour ago. I waited. Do you know what time it is?

Come to the bay-window, he said, if you fear me here.

Do you know it is nearly three oclock? she repeated. And you leave at six.

Shall we say good-bye here? he asked coolly.

Certainly. I dare not go out. And you — do you know the chances we are running? You must be perfectly mad to come to my room. Do you think anybody could have seen — heard you—

No. Good night. He offered his hand; she laid both of hers in it. He could scarcely distinguish her features where she stood dark against the brilliant light behind her.

Good-bye, he whispered, kissing her hands where they lay in his.

Good-bye. Her fingers closed convulsively, retaining his hands. I hope — I think that — you— Her head was drooping; she could not control her voice.

Good-bye, Sylvia, he said again.

It was quite useless, she could not speak; and when he took her in his arms she clung to him, quivering; and he kissed the wet lashes, and the hot, trembling lips, and the smooth little hands crushed to his breast.

We have a year yet, she gasped. Dear, take me by force before it ends. I — I simply cannot endure this. I told you to take me — to tear me from myself. Will you do it? I will love you — truly, truly! Oh, my darling, my darling! Dont — dont give me up! Cant you do something for us? Cant you—

Will you come with me now?

How can—

Will you?

A sudden sound broke out in the night — the distant pealing of the lodge-gate bell. Startled, she shrank back; somebody in the adjoining room had sprung to the floor and was opening the window.

What is it? she motioned with whitening lips. Quick! oh, quick, before you are seen! Grace may come! I — I beg of you to go!

As he stepped into the corridor he heard, below, a sound at the great door, and the stirring of the night watchman on post. At his own door he turned, listening to the movement and whispering. Ferrall, in dressing-gown and slippers, stepped into the corridor; below, the chains were rattling as the wicket swung open. There was a brief parley at the door, sounds of retreating steps on the gravel outside, sounds of approaching steps on the stairway.

Whats that? A telegram? said Ferrall sharply. Here, give it to me.... Wait! It isnt for me. Its for Mr Siward!

Siward, standing at his open door, swayed slightly. A thrill of pure fear struck him through and through. He laid one hand on the door to steady himself, and stepped forward as Ferrall came up.

Oh! Youre awake, Stephen. Heres a telegram. He extended his hand. Siward took the yellow envelope, fumbled it, tore it open.

Good God! whispered Ferrall; is it bad?

And Siwards glazed eyes stared and stared at the scrawled and inky message:

YOUR MOTHER IS VERY ILL. COME AT ONCE.

The signature was the name of their family physician, Grisby.


CHAPTER VIII CONFIDENCES
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BY JANUARY THE complex social mechanism of the metropolis was whirling smoothly again; the last ultra-fashionable December lingerer had returned from the country; those of the same caste outward bound for a Southern or exotic winter had departed; and the glittering machine, every part assembled, refurbished, repolished, and connected, having been given preliminary speed-tests at the horse show, and a tuning up at the opera, was now running under full velocity; and its steady, subdued whir quickened the clattering pulse of the city, keying it to a sublimely syncopated ragtime.

The commercial reaction from the chaos of the holidays had become a carnival of recovery; shop windows grew brighter and gayer than ever, bursting into gaudy winter florescence; the main arteries of the town roared prosperity; cross streets were packed; Fifth Avenue, almost impassible in the morning, choked up after three oclock; and all the afternoon through, and late into the night, mounted police of the traffic squad, adrift in the tide of carriages, stemmed the flashing currents pouring north and south from the white marble arch to the gilded bronze battle-horse and its rider on guard at the portals of the richest quarter of the wealthiest city in the world.

So far, that winter, snow had fallen only twice, lasting but a day or two each time; street and avenue remained bone dry where the white-uniformed cleaning squads worked amid clouds of dust; and all day long the flinty asphalt echoed the rattling slap of horses feet; all day long the big, shining motor-cars sped up town and down town, droning their distant warnings. It was an open winter in New York, and, financially, a prosperous one; and that meant a brilliant social season. Like a set piece of fireworks, with its interdependent parts taking fire in turn, function after function, spectacle after spectacle, glittered, fizzed, and was extinguished, only to give place to newer and more splendid spectacles; separate circles, sets, and groups belonging to the social solar system whizzed, revolved, rotated, with edifying effects on everybody concerned, unconcerned, and not at all concerned; and at intervals, when for a moment or two something hung fire, the twinkle of similar spectacles sputtering away in distant cities beyond the horizon was faintly reflected in the social sky above the incandescent metropolis. For the whole nation was footing it, heel and toe, to the echoes of strains borne on the winds from the social capital of the republic; and the social arbiter at Bird Centre was more of a facsimile of his New York confrère than that confrère could ever dream of even in the most realistic of nightmares.

Three phenomena particularly characterised that metropolitan winter: the reckless rage for private gambling through the mediums of bridge and roulette; the incorporation of a company known as The Inter-County Electric Company, capitalised at a figure calculated to disturb nobody, and, so far, without any avowed specific policy other than that which served to decorate a portion of its charter which otherwise might have remained ornately and comparatively blank; the third phenomenon was the retirement from active affairs of Stanley S. Quarrier, the father of Howard Quarrier, and the election of the son to the presidency of the great Algonquin Loan and Trust Company, with its network system of dependent, subsidiary, and allied corporations.

The day that the newspapers gave this interesting information to the Western world, Leroy Mortimer, on being bluntly notified that he had overdrawn his account with the Algonquin Loan and Trust, began telephoning in every direction until he located Beverly Plank at the Saddle Club — an organisation of wealthy men, and sufficiently exclusive not to compromise Planks possible chances for something better; in fact, the Saddle Club, into which Leroy Mortimer had already managed to pilot him, was one riser and tread upward on the stair he was climbing, though it was more of a lobby for other clubs than a club in itself. To be seen there was, perhaps, rather to a mans advantage, if he did not loaf there in the evenings or use it too frequently. As Plank carefully avoided doing either, Mortimer was fortunate in finding him there; and he crawled out of his hansom, saying that the desk clerk would pay, and entered the reading-room, where Plank sat writing a letter.

Beverly Plank had grown stouter since he had returned to town from Black Fells; but the increase of weight was evenly distributed over his six feet odd, which made him only a trifle more ponderous and not abdominally fat. But Mortimer had become enormous; rolls of flesh crowded his mottled ear-lobes outward and bulged above his collar; cushions of it padded the backs of his hands and fingers; shaving left his heavy, distended face congested and unpleasantly shiny. But he was as minutely groomed as ever, and he wore that satiated air of prosperity which had always been one of his most important assets.

The social campaign inaugurated by Leila Mortimer in behalf of Beverly Plank had, so far, received no serious reverses. His box at the horse show, of course, produced merely negative results; his box at the opera might mean something some day. His name was up at the Lenox and the Patroons; he had endowed a ward in the new pavilion of St. Berolds Hospital; he had presented a fine Gainsborough — The Countess of Wythe — to the Metropolitan Museum; and it was rumoured that he had consulted several bishops concerning a new chapel for that huge bastion of the citadel of Faith looming above the metropolitan wilderness in the north.

So far, so good. If, as yet, he had not been permitted to go where he wanted to go, he at least had been instructed where not to go and what not to do; and he was as docile as he was dogged, understanding how much longer it takes to shuffle in by way of the mews and the back door than to sit on the front steps and wait politely for somebody to unchain the front door.

Meanwhile he was doggedly docile; his huge house, facing the wintry park midway between the squat palaces of the wealthy pioneers and the outer hundreds, remained magnificently empty save for certain afternoon conferences of very solemn men, fellow directors and associates in business and financial matters — save for the periodical presence of the Mortimers: a mansion immense and shadowy, haunted by relays of yawning, livened servants, half stupefied under the vast silence of the twilit splendour. He was patient, not only because he was told to be, but also because he had nothing better to do. Society stared at him as blankly as the Mountain confronted Mahomet. But the stubborn patience of the man was itself a strain on the Mountain; he was aware of that, and he waited for it to come to him. As yet, however, he could detect no symptoms of mobility in the Mountain.

Things are moving all the same, said Mortimer, as he entered the reading room of the Saddle Club. Quarrier and Belwether have listened a damned sight more respectfully to me since they read that column about you and the bishops and that chapel business.

Plank turned his heavy head with a disturbed glance around the room; for he always dreaded Mortimers indiscretions of speech — was afraid of his cynical frankness in the presence of others; even shrank from the brutal bonhomie of the man when alone with him.

Cant you be careful? he said; there was a man here a moment ago. He picked up his unfinished letter, folded and pocketed it, touched an electric bell, and when a servant came, Take Mr. Mortimers order, he said, supporting his massive head on his huge hands and resting his elbow on the writing-desk.

Ive got to cut out this morning bracer, said Mortimer, eyeing the servant with indecision; but he gave his order nevertheless, and later accepted a cigar; and when the servant had returned and again retired, he half emptied his tall glass, refilled it with mineral water, and, settling back in the padded arm-chair, said: If I manage this thing as it ought to be managed, youll go through by April. What do you think of that?

Planks phlegmatic features flushed. Im more obliged to you than I can say, he began, but Mortimer silenced him with a gesture: Dont interrupt. Im going to put you through The Patroons Club by April. Thats thirty yards through the centre; dye see, you dunderheaded Dutchman? Its solid gain, and its our ball. The Lenox will take longer; theyre a holier-than-thou bunch of nincompoops, and it always horrifies them to have any man elected, no matter who he is. Theyd rather die of dry rot than elect anybody; it shocks them to think that any man could have the presumption to be presented. They require the spectacle of fasting and prayer — a view of a candidate seated in sackcloth and ashes in outer darkness. Youve got to wait for the Lenox, Plank.

I am waiting, said Plank, squaring his massive jaws.

Youve got to, growled Mortimer, emptying his glass aggressively.

Plank looked out of the window, his shrewd blue eyes closing in retrospection.

Another thing, continued Mortimer thickly; the Kemp Ferralls are disposed to be decent. I dont mean in asking you to meet some intellectual second-raters, but in doing it handsomely. I dont know whether its time yet, he added, with a sidelong glance at Planks stolid face; I dont want to push the mourners too hard... Well, Ill see about it... And if its the thing to do, and the time to do it — he turned on Plank with his boisterous and misleading laugh and clapped him on the shoulder— it will be done, as sure as snobs are snobs; and thats the surest thing you ever bet on. Heres to them! and he emptied his glass and fell back into his chair, wheezing and sucking at his unlighted cigar.

I want to say, began Plank, speaking the more slowly because he was deeply in earnest, that all this you are doing for me is very handsome of you, Mortimer. Id like to say — to convey to you something of how I feel about the way you and Mrs. Mortimer—

Oh, Leila has done it all.

Mrs. Mortimer is very kind, and you have been so, too. I — I wish there was something — some way to — to—

To what? asked Mortimer so bluntly that Plank flushed up and stammered:

To be — to do a — to show my gratitude.

How? Youre scarcely in a position to do anything for us, said Mortimer, brutally staring him out of countenance.

I know it, said Plank, the painful flush deepening.

Mortimer, fussing and growling over his cigar, was nevertheless stealthily intent on the game which had so long absorbed him. His wits, clogged, dulled by excesses, were now aroused to a sort of gross activity through the menace of necessity. At last Plank had given him an opening. He recognised his chance.

Theres one thing, he said deliberately, that I wont stand for, and thats any vulgar misconception on your part of my friendship for you. Do you follow me?

I dont misunderstand it, protested Plank, angry and astonished; I dont—

 — As though, continued Mortimer menacingly, I were one of those needy social tipsters, one of those shabby, pandering touts who—

For Heavens sake, Mortimer, dont talk like that! I had no intention—

 — One of those contemptible, parasitic leeches, persisted Mortimer, getting redder and hoarser, who live on men like you. Confound you, Plank, what the devil do you mean by it?

Mortimer, are you crazy, to talk to me like that?

No, Im not, but you must be! Ive a mind to drop the whole cursed business! Ive every inclination to drop it! If you havent horse-sense enough — if you havent innate delicacy sufficient to keep you from making such a break—

I didnt! It wasnt a break, Mortimer. I wouldnt have hurt you—

You did hurt me! How can I feel the same again? I never imagined you thought I was that sort of a social mercenary. Why, so little did I dream that you looked on our friendship in that light that I was — on my word of honour! — I was just now on the point of asking you for three or four thousand, to carry me to the months end and square my bridge balance.

Mortimer, you must take it! You are a fool to think I meant anything by saying I wanted to show my gratitude. Look here; be decent and fair with me. I wouldnt offer you an affront — would I? — even if I were a cad. I wouldnt do it now, just when youre getting things into shape for me. Im not a fool, anyway. This is in deadly earnest, I tell you, Mortimer, and Im getting angry about it. Youve got to show your confidence in me; youve got to take what you want from me, as you would from any friend. I resent your failure to do it now, as though you drew a line between me and your intimates. If youre really my friend, show it!

There was a pause. A curious and unaccustomed sensation had silenced Mortimer, something almost akin to shame. It astonished him a little. He did not quite understand why, in the very moment of success over this stolid, shrewd young man and his thrifty Dutch instincts, he should feel uncomfortable. Were not his services worth something? Had he not earned at least the right to borrow from this rich man who could afford to pay for what was done for him? Why should he feel ashamed? He had not been treacherous; he really liked the fellow. Why shouldnt he take his money?

See here, old man, said Plank, extending a huge highly coloured hand, is all square between us now?

I think so, muttered Mortimer.

But Plank would not relinquish his hand.

Then tell me how to draw that cheque! Great Heaven, Mortimer, what is friendship, anyhow, if it doesnt include little matters like this — little misunderstandings like this? Im the man to be sensitive, not you. You have been very good to me, Mortimer. I could almost wish you in a position where the only thing I possess might square something of my debt to you.

A few minutes later, while he was filling in the cheque, a dusty youth in riding clothes and spurs came in and found a seat by one of the windows, into which he dropped, and then looked about him for a servant.

Hello, Fleetwood! said Mortimer, glancing over his shoulder to see whose spurs were ringing on the polished floor.

Fleetwood saluted amiably with his riding-crop; including Plank, whom he did not know, in a more formal salute.

Will you join us? asked Mortimer, taking the cheque which Plank offered and carelessly pocketing it without even a nod of thanks. You know Beverly Plank, of course? What! I thought everybody knew Beverly Plank.

Mr. Fleetwood and Mr. Plank shook hands and resumed their seats.

Ripping weather! observed Fleetwood, replacing his hat and rebuttoning the glove which he had removed to shake hands with Plank. Lot of jolly people out this morning. I say, Mortimer, do you want that roan hunter of mine you looked over? I mean King Dermid, because Marion Page wants him, if you dont. She was out this morning, and she spoke of it again.

Mortimer, lifting a replenished glass, shook his head, and drank thirstily in silence.

Saw you at Westbury, I think, said Fleetwood politely to Plank, as the two lifted their glasses to one another.

I hunted there for a day or two, replied Plank, modestly. If its that big Irish thoroughbred you were riding that you want to sell Id like a look in, if Miss Page doesnt fancy him.

Fleetwood laughed, and glanced amusedly at Plank over his glass. It isnt that horse, Mr. Plank. Thats Drumceit, Stephen Siwards famous horse. He interrupted himself to exchange greetings with several men who came into the room rather noisily, their spurs resounding across the oaken floor. One of them, Tom OHara, joined them, slamming his crop on the desk beside Plank and spreading himself over an arm-chair, from the seat of which he forcibly removed Mortimers feet without excuse.

Drink? Of course I want a drink! he replied irritably to Fleetwood— one, three, ten, several! Billy, whose weasel-bellied pinto was that you were kicking your heels into in the park? Some of the squadron men asked me — the major. Oh, beg pardon! Didnt know you were trying to stick Mortimer with him. He might do for the troop ambulance, inside!... What? Oh, yes; met Mr. Blank — I mean Mr. Plank — at Shotover, I think. How dye do? Had the pleasure of potting your tame pheasants. Rotten sport, you know. What do you do it for, Mr. Blank?

What did you come for, if its rotten sport? asked Plank so simply that it took OHara a moment to realise he had been snubbed.

I didnt mean to be offensive, he drawled.

I suppose you cant help it, said Plank very gently; some people cant, you know. And there was another silence, broken by Mortimer, whose entire hulk was tingling with a mixture of surprise and amusement over his protégés developing ability to take care of himself. Did you say that Stephen Siward is in Westbury, Billy?

No; hes in town, replied Fleetwood. I took his horses up to hunt with. He isnt hunting, you know.

I didnt know. Nobody ever sees him anywhere, said Mortimer. I guess his mothers death cut him up.

Fleetwood lifted his empty glass and gently shook the ice in it. That, and — the other business — is enough to cut any man up, isnt it?

You mean the action of the Lenox Club? asked Plank seriously.

Yes. Hes resigned from this club, too, I hear. Somebody told me that he has made a clean sweep of all his clubs. Thats foolish. A man may be an ass to join too many clubs but hes always a fool to resign from any of em. You ask the weatherwise what resigning from a club forecasts. Its the first ominous sign in a young mans career.

Whats the second sign? asked OHara, with a yawn.

Squadron talk; and youre full of it, retorted Fleetwood—I said to the major, and The captain told the chief trumpeter — all that sort of thing — and those Porto Rico spurs of yours, and the ewe-necked glyptosaurus you block the bridle-path with every morning. Youre an awful nuisance, Tom, if anybody should ask me.

Under cover of a rapid-fire exchange of pleasantries between Fleetwood and OHara, Plank turned to Mortimer, hesitating:

I rather liked Siward when I met him at Shotover, he ventured. Im very sorry hes down and out.

He drinks, shrugged Mortimer, diluting his mineral water with Irish whisky. He cant let it alone; hes like all the Siwards. I could have told you that the first time I ever saw him. We all told him to cut it out, because he was sure to do some damfool thing if he didnt. Hes done it, and his clubs have cut him out. Its his own funeral.... Well, heres to you!

Cut who out? asked Fleetwood, ignoring OHaras parting shot concerning the decadence of the Fleetwood stables and their owner.

Stephen Siward. I always said that he was sure, sooner or later, to land in the family ditch. He has a right to, of course; the gutter is public property.

Its a damned sad thing, said Fleetwood slowly.

After a pause Plank said: I think so, too.... I dont know him very well.

You may know him better now, said OHara insolently.

Plank reddened, and, after a moment: I should be glad to, if he cares to know me.

Mortimer doesnt care for him, but hes an awfully good fellow, all the same, said Fleetwood, turning to Plank; hes been an ass, but who hasnt? I like him tremendously, and I feel very bad over the mess he made of it after that crazy dinner I gave in my rooms. What? You hadnt heard of it? Why man, its the talk of the clubs.

I suppose that is why I havent heard, said Plank simply; my club-life is still in the future.

Oh! said Fleetwood with an involuntary stare, surprised, a trifle uncomfortable, yet somehow liking Plank, and not understanding why.

Im not in anything, you see; Im only up for the Patroons and the Lenox, added Plank gravely.

I see. Certainly. Er — hope youll make em; hope to see you there soon. Er — I see by the papers youve been jollying the clergy, Mr. Plank. Awfully handsome of you, all that chapel business. I say: Ive a cousin — er — young architect; Beaux Arts, and all that — just over. Id awfully like to have him given a chance at that competition; invited to try, you see. I dont suppose it could be managed, now—

Would you like to have me ask the bishops? inquired Plank, naively shrewd. And the conversation became very cordial between the two, which Mortimer observed, keeping one ironical eye on Plank, while he continued a desultory discussion with OHara concerning a very private dinner which somebody told somebody that somebody had given to Quarrier and the Inter-County Electric people; which, if true, plainly indicated who was financing the Inter-County scheme, and why Amalgamated stock had tumbled again yesterday, and what might be looked for from the Algonquin Trust Companys president.

Amalgamated Electric doesnt seem to like it a little bit, said OHara. Ferrall, Belwether, and Siward are in it up to their necks; and if Quarrier is really the god in the machine, and if he really is doing stunts with Amalgamated Electric, and is also mixing feet with the Inter-County crowd, why, he is virtually paralleling his own road; and why, in the name of common sense, is he doing that? Hell kill it; thats what hell do.

He can afford to kill it, observed Mortimer, punching the electric button and making a significant gesture toward his empty glass as the servant entered; a man like Quarrier can afford to kill anything.

Yes; but why kill Amalgamated Electric? Why not merge? Why, its a crazy thing to do, its a devil of a thing to do, to parallel your own line! insisted OHara. That is dirty work. People dont do such things these days. Nobody tears up dollar bills for the pleasure of tearing.

Nobody knows what Quarrier will do, muttered Mortimer, who had tried hard enough to find out when the first ominous rumours arose concerning Amalgamated, and the first fractional declines left the street speechless and stupefied.

OHara sat frowning, and fingering his glass. As a matter of fact, he said, a little cold logic shows us that Quarrier isnt in it at all. No sane man would ruin his own enterprise, when there is no need to. His people are openly supporting Amalgamated and hammering Inter-County; and, besides, theres Ferrall in it, and Mrs. Ferrall is Quarriers cousin; and theres Belwether in it, and Quarrier is engaged to marry Sylvia Landis, who is Belwethers niece. Its a scrap with Harringtons crowd, and the wheels inside of wheels are like Chinese boxes. Who knows what it means? Only its plain that Amalgamated is safe, if Quarrier wants it to be. And unless he does hes crazy.

Mortimer puffed stolidly at his cigar until the smoke got into his eyes and inflamed them. He sat for a while, wiping his puffy eyelids with his handkerchief; then, squinting sideways at Plank, and seeing him still occupied with Fleetwood, turned bluntly on OHara:

See here: what do you mean by being nasty to Plank? he growled. Im backing him. Do you understand?

It is curious, mused OHara coolly, how much of a cad a fairly decent man can be when hes out of temper!

You mean Plank, or me? demanded Mortimer, darkening angrily.

No; I mean myself. Im not that way usually. I took him for a bounder, and hes caught me with the goods on. Ive been thinking that the men who bother with such questions are usually open to suspicion themselves. Watch me do the civil, now. Im ashamed of myself.

Wait a moment. Will you be civil enough to do something for him at the Patroons? That will mean something.

Is he up? Yes, I will; and, turning in his chair, he said to Plank: Awfully sorry I acted like a bounder just now, after having accepted your hospitality at the Fells. I did mean to be offensive, and Im sorry for that, too. Hope youll overlook it, and be friendly.

Planks face took on the dark-red hue of embarrassment; he looked questioningly at Mortimer, whose visage remained non-committal, then directly at OHara.

I should be very glad to be friends with you, he said with an ingenuous dignity that surprised Mortimer. It was only the native simplicity of the man, veneered and polished by constant contact with Mrs. Mortimer, and now showing to advantage in the grain. And it gratified Mortimer, because he saw that it was going to make many matters much easier for himself and his protégé.

The tall glasses were filled and drained again before they departed to the cold plunge and dressing-rooms above, whence presently they emerged in street garb to drive down town and lunch together at the Lenox Club, Plank as Fleetwoods guest.

Mortimer, very heavy and inert after luncheon, wedged himself into a great stuffed arm-chair by the window, where he alternately nodded over his coffee and wheezed in his breathing, and leered out at Fifth Avenue from half-closed, puffy eyes. And there he was due to sit, sodden and replete, until the fashionable equipages began to flash past. Hed probably see his wife driving with Mrs. Ferrall or with Miss Caithness, or perhaps with some doddering caryatid of the social structure; and hed sit there, leering with gummy eyes out of the club windows, while servants in silent processional replenished his glass from time to time, until in the early night the trim little shopgirls flocked out into the highways in gossiping, fluttering coveys, trotting away across the illuminated asphalt, north and south to their thousand dingy destinations. And after they had gone he would probably arouse himself to read the evening paper, or perhaps gossip with Major Belwether and other white-haired familiars, or perhaps doze until it was time to summon a cab and go home to dress.

That afternoon, however, having OHara and Fleetwood to give him countenance, he managed to arouse himself long enough to make Plank known personally to several of the governors of the club and to a dozen members, then left him to his fate. Whence, presently, Fleetwood and OHara extracted him — fate at that moment being personified by a garrulous old gentleman, one Peter Caithness, who divided with Major Belwether the distinction of being the club bore — and together they piloted him to the billiard room, where he beat them handily for a dollar a point at everything they suggested.

You play almost as pretty a game as Stephen Siward used to play, said OHara cordially. Youve something of his cue movement — something of his infernal facility and touch. Hasnt he, Fleetwood?

I wish Siward were back here, said Fleetwood thoughtfully, returning his cue to his own rack. I wonder what he does with himself — where he keeps himself all the while? What the devil is there for a man to do, if he doesnt do anything? Hes not going out anywhere since his mothers death; he has no clubs to go to, I understand. What does he do — go to his office and come back, and sit in that shabby old brick house all day and blink at the bum portraits of his bum and distinguished ancestors? Do you know what he does with himself? to OHara.

I dont even know where he lives, observed OHara, resuming his coat. Hes given up his rooms, I understand.

What? Dont know the old Siward house?

Oh! does he live there now? Of course; I forgot about his mother. He had apartments last year, you remember. He gave dinners — corkers they were. I went to one — like that last one you gave.

I wish Id never given it, said Fleetwood gloomily. If I hadnt, hed be a member here still.... What do you suppose induced him to take that little gin-drinking cat to the Patroons? Why, man, it wasnt even an undergraduates trick! it was the act of a lunatic.

For a while they talked of Siward, and of his unfortunate story and the pity of it; and when the two men ceased,

Do you know, said Plank mildly, I dont believe he ever did it.

OHara looked up surprised, then shrugged. Unfortunately he doesnt deny it, you see.

I heard, said Fleetwood, lighting a cigarette, that he did deny it; that he said, no matter what his condition was, he couldnt have done it. If he had been sober, the governors would have been bound to take his word of honour. But he couldnt give that, you see. And after they pointed out to him that he had been in no condition to know exactly what he did do, he shut up.... And they dropped him; and hes falling yet.

I dont believe that sort of a man ever would do that sort of thing, repeated Plank obstinately, his Delft-blue eyes partly closing, so that all the Dutch shrewdness and stubbornness in his face disturbed its highly coloured placidity. And he walked away toward the wash-room to cleanse his ponderous pink hands of chalk-dust.

Thats whats the matter with Plank, observed OHara to Fleetwood as Plank disappeared. It isnt that hes a bounder; but he doesnt know things; he doesnt know enough, for instance, to wait until hes a member of a club before he criticises the judgment of its governors. Yet you cant help tolerating the fellow. I think Ill write a letter for him, or put down my name. What do you think?

It would be all right, said Fleetwood. Hell need all the support he can get, with Leroy Mortimer as his sponsor.... Wasnt Mortimer rather nasty about Siward though, in his rôle of the alcoholic prophet? Whew!

Siward never had any use for Mortimer, observed OHara.

Ill bet you never heard him say so, returned Fleetwood. You know Stephen Siwards way; he never said anything unpleasant about any man. I wish I didnt either, but I do. So do you. So do most men.... Lord! I wish Siward were back here. He was a good deal of a man, after all, Tom.

They were unconsciously using the past tense in discussing Siward, as though he were dead, either physically or socially.

In one way he was always a singularly decent man, mused OHara, walking toward the great marble vestibule and buttoning his overcoat.

How exactly do you mean?

Oh, about women.

I believe it, too. If he did take that Vyse girl into the Patroons, it was his limit with her — and, I believe his limit with any woman. He was absurdly decent that way; he was indeed. And now look at the reputation he has! Isnt it funny? isnt it, now?

What sort of an effect do you suppose all this business is going to have on Siward?

Its had one effect already, replied Fleetwood, as Plank came up, ready for the street. Ferrall says he looks sick, and Belwether says hes going to the devil; but thats the sort of thing the major is likely to say. By the way, wasnt there something between that pretty Landis girl and Siward? Somebody — some damned gossiping somebody — talked about it somewhere, recently.

I dont believe that, either, said Plank, in his heavy, measured, passionless voice, as they descended the steps of the white portico and looked around for a cab.

As for me, Ive got to hustle, observed OHara, glancing at his watch. Im due to shine at a function about five. Are you coming up-town either of you fellows? Ill give you a lift as far as Seventy-second Street, Plank.

Tell you what well do, said Fleetwood, impulsively, turning to Plank: Well drive down town, you and I, and well look up poor old Siward! Shall we? Hes probably all alone in that God-forsaken red brick family tomb! Shall we? How about it, Plank?

OHara turned impatiently on his heel with a gesture of adieu, climbed into his electric hansom, and went buzzing away up the avenue.

Id like to, but I dont think I know Mr. Siward well enough to do that, said Plank diffidently. He hesitated, colouring up. He might misunderstand my going with you — as a liberty — which perhaps I might not have ventured on had he been less — less unfortunate.

Again Fleetwood warmed toward the ruddy, ponderous young man beside him. See here, he said, you are going as a friend of mine — if you care to look at it that way.

Thank you, said Plank; I should be very glad to go in that way.

The Siward house was old only in the comparative Manhattan meaning of the word; for in New York nothing is really very old, except the faces of the young men.

Decades ago it had been considered a big house, and it was still so spoken of — a solid, dingy, red brick structure, cubical in proportions, surmounted by heavy chimneys, the depth of its sunken windows hinting of the thickness of wall and foundation. Window-curtains of obsolete pattern, all alike, and all drawn, masked the blank panes. Three massive wistaria-vines, the gnarled stems as thick as tree-trunks, crawled upward to the roof, dividing the façade equally, and furnishing some relief to its flatness, otherwise unbroken except by the deep reveals of window and door. Two huge and unsymmetrical catalpa trees stood sentinels before it, dividing curb from asphalt; and from the centres of the shrivelled, brown grass-plots flanking the stoop under the basement windows two aged Rose-of-Sharon trees bristled naked to the height of the white marble capitals of the flaking pillars supporting the stained portico.

An old New York house, in the New York sense. Old in another sense, too, where in a rapid land Time outstrips itself, painting, with the antiquity of centuries, the stone and mortar which were new scarce ten years since.

Nice old family mausoleum, commented Fleetwood, descending from the hansom, followed by Plank. The latter instinctively mounted the stoop on tiptoe, treading gingerly as one who ventures into precincts unknown but long respected; and as Fleetwood pulled the old-fashioned bell, Plank stole a glance over the façade, where wisps of straw trailed from sparrows nests, undisturbed, wedged between plinth and pillar; where, behind the lace pane-screens, shadowy edges of heavy curtains framed the obscurity; where the paint had blistered and peeled from the iron railings, and the marble pillars of the portico glimmered, scarred by frosts of winters long forgotten.

Cheerful monument, repeated Fleetwood with a sarcastic nod. Then the door was opened by a very old man wearing the black swallow-tail clothes and choker of an old-time butler, spotless, quite immaculate, but cut after a fashion no young man remembers.

Good evening, said Fleetwood, entering, followed on tiptoe by Plank.

Good evening, sir.... A pause; and in the unsteady voice of age: Mr. Fleetwood, sir.... Mr. — . A bow, and the dim eyes peering up at Plank, who stood fumbling for his card-case.

Fleetwood dropped both cards on the salver unsteadily extended. The butler ushered them into a dim room on the right.

How is Mr. Siward? asked Fleetwood, pausing on the threshold and dropping his voice.

The old man hesitated, looking down, then still looking away from Fleetwood: Bravely, sir, bravely, Mr. Fleetwood.

The Siwards were always that, said the young man gently.

Yes, sir.... Thank you. Mr. Stephen — Mr. Siward, he corrected, quaintly, is indisposed, sir. It was a — a great shock to us all, sir! He bowed and turned away, holding his salver stiffly; and they heard him muttering under his breath, Bravely, sir, bravely. A — a great shock, sir!... Thank you.

Fleetwood turned to Plank, who stood silent, staring through the fading light at the faded household gods of the house of Siward. The dim light touched the prisms of a crystal chandelier dulled by age, and edged the carved foliations of the marble mantel, above which loomed a tarnished mirror reflecting darkness. Fleetwood rose, drew a window-shade higher, and nodded toward several pictures; and Plank moved slowly from one to another, peering up at the dead Siwards in their crackled varnish.

This is the real thing, observed Fleetwood cynically, all this Fourth Avenue antique business; dingy, cumbersome, depressing. Good God! I see myself standing it.... Look at that old grinny-bags in a pig-tail over there! To the cellar for his, if this were my house.... Weve got some, too, in several rooms, and I never go into em. Theyre like a scene in a bum play, or like one of those Washington Square rat-holes, where artists eat Welsh-rabbits with dirty fingers. Ugh!

I like it, said Plank, under his breath.

Fleetwood stared, then shrugged, and returned to the window to watch a brand-new French motor-car drawn up before a modern mansion across the avenue.

The butler returned presently, saying that Mr. Siward was at home and would receive them in the library above, as he was not yet able to pass up and down stairs.

I didnt know he was as ill as that, muttered Fleetwood, as he and Plank followed the old man up the creaking stairway. But Gumble, the butler, said nothing in reply.

Siward was sitting in an arm-chair by the window, one leg extended, his left foot, stiffly cased in bandages, resting on a footstool.

Why, Stephen! exclaimed Fleetwood, hastening forward, I didnt know you were laid up like this!

Siward offered his hand inquiringly; then his eyes turned toward Plank, who stood behind Fleetwood; and, slowly disengaging his hand from Fleetwoods sympathetic grip, he offered it to Plank.

It is very kind of you, he said. Gumble, Mr. Fleetwood prefers rye, for some inscrutable reason. Mr. Plank? His smile was a question.

If you dont mind, said Plank, I should like to have some tea — that is, if—

Tea, Gumble, for two. Well tipple in company, Mr. Plank, he added. And the cigars are at your elbow, Billy, with another smile at Fleetwood.

Now, said the latter, after he had lighted his cigar, what is the matter, Stephen?

Siward glanced at his stiffly extended foot. Nothing much. He reddened faintly, I slipped. Its only a twisted ankle.

For a moment or two the answer satisfied Fleetwood, then a sudden, curious flash of suspicion came into his eyes; he glanced sharply at Siward, who lowered his eyes, while the red tint in his hollow cheeks deepened.

Neither spoke for a while. Plank sipped the tea which Wands, the second man, brought. Siward brooded over his cup, head bent. Fleetwood made more noise than necessary with his ice.

I miss you like hell! said Fleetwood musingly, measuring out the old rye from the quaint decanter. Why did you drop the Saddle Club, Stephen?

Im not riding; I have no use for it, replied Siward.

Youve cut out the Proscenium Club, too, and the Owls Head, and the Trophy. Its a shame, Stephen.

Im tired of clubs.

Dont talk that way.

Very well, I wont, said Siward, smiling. Tell me what is happening — out there, he made a gesture toward the window; all the gossip the newspapers miss. Ive talked Dr. Grisby to death; Ive talked Gumble to death; Ive read myself stupid. Whats going on, Billy?

So Fleetwood sketched for him a gay cartoon of events, caricaturing various episodes in the social kaleidoscope which might interest him. He gossiped cynically, but without malice, about people they both knew, about engagements, marriages, and divorces, plans and ambitions; about those absent from the metropolis and the newcomers to be welcomed. He commented briefly on the opera, reviewed the newer plays at the theatres, touched on the now dormant gaiety which had made the season at nearby country clubs conspicuous; then drifted into the hunting field, gossiping pleasantly in the vernacular about horses and packs and drag-hunts and stables, and what people thought of the new English hounds of the trial pack, and how the new M. F. H., Maitland Gray, had managed to break so many bones at Southbury.

Politics were touched upon, and they spoke of the possibility of Ferrall going to the Assembly, the sport of boss-baiting having become fashionable among amateurs, and providing a new amusement for the idle rich.

So city, State, and national issues were run through lightly, business conditions noticed, the stock market speculated upon; and presently conversation died out, with a yawn from Fleetwood as he looked into his empty glass at the last bit of ice.

Dont do that, Billy, smiled Siward. You havent discoursed upon art, literature, and science yet, and you cant go until youve adjusted the affairs of the nation for the next twenty-four hours.

Art? yawned Fleetwood. Oh, pictures? Dont like em. Nobody ever looks at em except débutantes, who do it out of deviltry, to floor a man at a dinner or a dance.

How about literature? inquired Siward gravely. Anything doing?

Nothing in it, replied Fleetwood more gravely still. Its another feminine bluff — like all that music talk they hand you after the opera.

I see. And science?

Spider Flynn is matched to meet Kid Holloway; is that what you mean, Stephen? Somebody tumbled out of an air-ship the other day; is that what you mean? And theyre selling scientific jewelry on Broadway at a dollar a quart; is that what you want to know?

Siward rested his head on his hand with a smile. Yes, thats about what I wanted to know, Billy — all about the arts and sciences.... Much obliged. You neednt stay any longer, if you dont want to.

How soon will you be out? inquired Fleetwood.

Out? I dont know. I shall try to drive to the office to-morrow.

Why the devil did you resign from all your clubs? How can I see you if I dont come here? began Fleetwood impatiently. I know, of course, that youre not going anywhere, but a man always goes to his club. You dont look well, Stephen. You are too much alone.

Siward did not answer. His face and body had certainly grown thinner since Fleetwood had last seen him. Plank, too, had been shocked at the change in him — the dark, hard lines under the eyes; the pallor, the curious immobility of the man, save for his fingers, which were always restless, now moving in search of some small object to worry and turn over and over, now nervously settling into a grasp on the arm of his chair.

How is Amalgamated Electric? asked Fleetwood, abruptly.

I think its all right. Want to buy some? replied Siward, smiling.

Plank stirred in his chair ponderously. Somebody is kicking it to pieces, he said.

Somebody is trying to, smiled Siward.

Harrington, nodded Fleetwood. Siward nodded back. Plank was silent.

Of course, continued Fleetwood, tentatively, you people need not worry, with Howard Quarrier back of you.

Nobody said anything for a while. Presently Siwards restless hands, moving in search of something, encountered a pencil lying on the table beside him, and he picked it up and began drawing initials and scrolls on the margin of a newspaper; and all the scrolls framed initials, and all the initials were the same, twining and twisting into endless variations of the letters S. L.

Yes, I must go to the office to-morrow, he repeated absently. I am better — in fact I am quite well, except for this sprain. He looked down at his bandaged foot, then his pencil moved listlessly again, continuing the endless variations on the two letters. It was plain that he was tired.

Fleetwood rose and made his adieux almost affectionately. Plank moved forward on tiptoe, bulky and noiseless; and Siward held out his hand, saying something amiably formal.

Would you like to have me come again? asked Plank, red with embarrassment, yet so naively that at first Siward found no words to answer him; then — 

Would you care to come, Mr. Plank?

Yes.

Siward looked at him curiously, almost cautiously. His first impressions of the man had been summed up in one contemptuous word. Besides, barring that, what was there in common between himself and such a type as Plank? He had not even troubled himself to avoid him at Shotover; he had merely been aware of him when Plank spoke to him; never otherwise, except that afternoon beside the swimming pool, when he had made one of his rare criticisms on Plank.

Perhaps Plank had changed, perhaps Siward had; for he found nothing offensive in the bulky young man now — nothing particularly attractive, either, except for a certain simplicity, a certain direct candour in the heavy blue eyes which met his squarely.

Come in for a cigar when you have a few moments idle, said Siward slowly.

It will give me great pleasure, said Plank, bowing.

And that was all. He followed Fleetwood down the stairs; Wands held their coats, and bowed them out into the falling shadows of the winter twilight.

Siward, sitting beside his window, watched them enter their hansom and drive away up the avenue. A dull flush had settled over his cheeks; the aroma of spirits hung in the air, and he looked across the room at the decanter. Presently he drank some of his tea, but it was lukewarm, and he pushed the cup from him.

The clatter of the cup brought the old butler, who toddled hither and thither, removing trays, pulling chairs into place, fussing and pattering about, until a maid came in noiselessly, bearing a lamp. She pulled down the shades, drew the sad-coloured curtains, went to the mantelpiece and peered at the clock, then brought a wineglass and a spoon to Siward, and measured the dose in silence. He swallowed it, shrugged, permitted her to change the position of his chair and footstool, and nodded thanks and dismissal.

Gumble, are you there? he asked carelessly.

The butler entered from the hallway. Yes, sir.

You may leave that decanter.

But the old servant may have misunderstood, for he only bowed and ambled off downstairs with the decanter, either heedless or deaf to his masters sharp order to return.

For a while Siward sat there, eyes fixed, scowling into vacancy; then the old, listless, careworn expression returned; he rested one elbow on the window-sill, his worn cheek on his hand, and with the other hand fell to weaving initials with his pencil on the margin of the newspaper lying on the table beside him.

Lamplight brought out sharply the physical change in him — the angular shadows flat under the cheek-bones, the hard, slightly swollen flesh in the bluish shadows around the eyes. The mark of the master-vice was there; its stamp in the swollen, worn-out hollows; its imprint in the fine lines at the corners of his mouth; its sign manual in the faintest relaxation of the under lip, which had not yet become a looseness.

For the last of the Siwards had at last stepped into the highway which his doomed forebears had travelled before him.

Gumble! he called irritably.

A quavering voice, an unsteady step, and the old man entered again. Mr. Stephen, sir?

Bring that decanter back. Didnt you hear me tell you just now?

Sir?

Didnt you hear me?

Yes, Mr. Stephen, sir.

There was a silence.

Gumble!

Sir?

Are you going to bring that decanter?

The old butler bowed, and ambled from the room, and for a long while Siward sat sullenly listening and scoring the edges of the paper with his trembling pencil. Then the lead broke short, and he flung it from him and pulled the bell. Wands came this time, a lank, sandy, silent man, grown gray as a rat in the service of the Siwards. He received his masters orders, and withdrew; and again Siward waited, biting his under lip and tearing bits from the edges of the newspaper with fingers never still; but nobody came with the decanter, and after a while his tense muscles relaxed; something in his very soul seemed to snap, and he sank back in his chair, the hot tears blinding him.

He had got as far as that; moments of self-pity were becoming almost as frequent as scorching intervals of self-contempt.

So they all knew what was the matter with him — they all knew — the doctor, the servants, his friends. Had he not surprised the quick suspicion in Fleetwoods glance, when he told him he had slipped, and sprained his ankle? What if he had been drunk when he fell — fell on his own doorsteps, carried into the old Siward house by old Siward servants, drunk as his forefathers? It was none of Fleetwoods business. It was none of the servants business. It was nobodys business except his own. Who the devil were all these people, to pry into his affairs and doctor him and dose him and form secret leagues to disobey him, and hide decanters from him? Why should anybody have the impertinence to meddle with him? Of what concern to them were his vices or his virtues?

The tears dried in his hot eyes; he jerked the old-fashioned bell savagely; and after a long while he heard servants whispering together in the passageway outside his door.

He lay very still in his chair; his hearing had become abnormally acute, but he could not make out what they were saying; and as the dull, intestinal aching grew sharper, parching, searing every strained muscle in throat and chest, he struck the table beside him, and clenched his teeth in the fierce rush of agony that swept him from head to foot, crying out an inarticulate menace on his household. And Dr. Grisby came into the room from the outer shadows of the hall.

He was very small, very meagre, very bald, and clean-shaven, with a face like a nut-cracker; and the brown wig he wore was atrocious, and curled forward over his colourless ears. He wore steel-rimmed spectacles, each glass divided into two lenses; and he stood on tiptoe to look out through the upper lenses on the world, and always bent almost double to use the lower or reading lenses.

Besides that, he affected frilled shirts, and string ties, which nobody had ever seen snugly tied. His loose string tie was the first thing Siward could remember about the doctor; and that the doctor had permitted him to pull it when he had the measles, at the age of six.

Whats all this racket? said the little old doctor harshly. Got colic? Got the toothache? Im ashamed of you, Stephen, cutting capers and pounding the furniture! Look up! Look at me! Out with your tongue! Well, now, what the devils the trouble?

You — know, muttered Siward, abandoning his wrist to the little man, who seated himself beside him. Dr. Grisby scarcely noted the pulse; the delicate pressure had become a strong caress.

Know what? he grunted. How do I know whats the matter with you? Hey? Now, now, dont try to explain, Steve; dont fly off the handle! All right; grant that I do know whats bothering you; I want to see that ankle first. Here, somebody! Light that gas. Why the mischief dont you have the house wired for electricity, Stephen? Its wholesome. Gas isnt. Lamps are worse, sir. Do as I tell you! And he went on loquaciously, grumbling and muttering, and never ceasing his talk, while Siward, wincing as the dressing was removed, lay back and closed his eyes.

Half an hour later Gumble appeared, to announce dinner.

I dont want any, said Siward.

Eat! said Dr. Grisby harshly.

I — dont care to.

Eat, I tell you! Do you think I dont mean what I say?

So he ate his broth and toast, the doctor curtly declining to join him. He ate hurriedly, closing his eyes in aversion. Even the iced tea was flat and distasteful to him.

And at last he lay back, white and unstrung, the momentarily deadened desperation glimmering under his half-closed eyes. And for a long while Dr. Grisby sat, doubled almost in two, cuddling his bony little knees and studying the patterns in the faded carpet.

I guess youd better go, Stephen, he said at length.

Up the river — to Mulqueens?

Yes. Lets try it, Steve. Youll be on your feet in two weeks. Then youd better go — up the river — to Mulqueens.

I — Ill go, if you say so. But I cant go now.

I didnt say go now. I said in two weeks.

Perhaps.

Will you give me your word? demanded the doctor sharply.

No, doctor.

Why not?

Because I may have to be here on business. There seems to be some sort of crisis coming which I dont understand.

Theres a crisis right here, Steve, which I understand! snapped Dr. Grisby. Face it like a man! Face it like a man! Youre sick — to your bones, boy — sick! sick! Fight the fight, Steve! Fight a good fight. Theres a fighting chance; on my soul of honour, there is, Steve, a fighting chance for you! Now! now, boy! Buckle up tight! Tuck up your sword-sleeve! At em, Steve! Give em hell! Oh, my boy, my boy, I know; I know! The little mans voice broke, but he steadied it instantly with a snap of his nut-cracker jaws, and scowled on his patient and shook his little withered fist at him.

His patient lay very still in the shadow.

I want you to go, said the doctor harshly, before your self-control goes. Do you understand? I want you to go before your decision is undermined; before you begin to do devious things, sly things, cheating things, slinking things — anything and everything to get at the thing you crave. Ive given you something to fight with, and you wont take it faithfully. Ive given you free rein in tobacco and tea and coffee. Ive helped you as much as I dare to weather the nights. Now, you help me — do you hear?

Yes... I will.

You say so; now do it. Do something for yourself. Do anything! If youre sick of reading — and I dont blame you, considering the stuff you read — get people down here to see you; get lots of people. Telephone em; youve a telephone there, havent you? There it is, by your elbow. Use it! Call up people. Talk all the time.

Yes, I will.

Good! Now, Steve, we know whats the matter, physically, dont we? Of course we do! Now, then, whats the matter mentally?

Mentally? repeated Siward under his breath.

Yes, mentally. Whats the trouble? Stocks? Bonds? Lawsuits? Love? the slightest pause, and a narrowing of the gimlet eyes behind the lenses. Love? he repeated harshly. Which is it, boy? Theyre all good to let alone.

Business, said Siward. But, being a Siward, he was obliged to add partly.

Business — partly, repeated the doctor. Whats the matter with business — partly?

I dont know. There are rumours. Hetherington is pounding us — apparently. That Inter-County crowd is acting ominously, too. Theres something underhand, somewhere. He bent his head and fell to plucking at the faded brocade on the arm of his chair, muttering to himself, somewhere, somehow, something underhand. I dont know what; I really dont.

All right — all right, said the doctor testily; let it go at that! Theres treachery, eh? You suspect it? Youre sure of it — as reasonably sure as a gentleman can be of something he is not fashioned to understand? Thats it, is it? All right, sir — all right! Very well — ver-y well. Now, sir, look at me! Business symptoms admitted, what about the partly, Stephen? — what about it, eh? What about it?

But Siward fell silent again.

Eh? Did you say something? No? Oh, very well, ver-y well, sir.... Perfectly correct, Stephen. You have not earned the right to admit further symptoms. No, sir, you have not earned the right to admit them to anybody, not even to yourself. Nor to — her!

Doctor!

Sir?

I have — admitted them.

To yourself, Steve? Im sorry. You have no right to — yet. Im sorry—

I have admitted them — admitted them — to her.

That settles it, said the doctor grimly, that clinches it! That locks you to the wheel! That pledges you. The squabble is on, now. Its your honour thats engaged now, not your nerves, not your intestines. Its a good fight — a very good fight, with no chance of losing anything but life. You go up the river to Mulqueens. Thats the strategy in this campaign; thats excellent manoeuvring; thats good generalship! Eh? Mask your purpose, Steve; make a feint of camping out here under my guns; then suddenly fling your entire force up the Hudson and fortify yourself at Mulqueens! Ho, thatll fix em! Thats going to astonish the enemy!

His harsh, dry, crackling laughter broke out like the distant rattle of musketry.

The ghost of a smile glimmered in Siwards haunted eyes, then faded as he leaned forward.

She has refused me, he said simply.

The little doctor, after an incredulous stare, began chattering with wrath. Refused you! Pah! Pooh! Thats nothing! That signifies absolutely nothing! Its meaningless! Its a detail. You get well — do you hear? You go and get well; then try it again! Then youll see! And if she is an idiot — in the event of her irrational persistence in an incredible and utterly indefensible attitude — he choked up, then fairly barked at Siward— take her anyway, sir! Run off with her! Dominate circumstances, sir! take charge of events!... But you cant do it till youve clapped yourself into prison for life.... And God help you if you let yourself escape!

And after a long while Siward said: If I should ever marry — and — and—

Had children, eh? Is that it? Oh, it is, eh? Well, I say, marry! I say, have children! If youre a man, youll breed men. The chances are they may not inherit what you have. It skips some generations — some, now and then. But if they do, good God! I say its better to be born and have a chance to fight than never to come into the arena at all! By winning out, the world learns; by failure, the world is no less wise. The important thing is birth. The main point is to breed — to produce — to reproduce! but not until you stand, sword in hand, and your armed heel on the breast of your prostrate and subconscious self!

He jumped up and began running about the room with short little bantam steps, talking all the while.

People say, Shall criminals be allowed to mate and produce young? Shall malefactors be allowed to beget? No! And I say no, too. Never so long as they remain criminals and malefactors; so long as the evil in them is in the ascendant. Never, until they are cured. Thats what I say; thats what I maintain. Crime is a disease; criminals are sick people. No marriage for them until theyre cured; no children for them until theyre well. If they cure themselves, let em marry; let em breed; for then, if their children inherit the inclination, they also inherit the grit to cauterise the malady.

He produced a huge handkerchief from the tails of his coat, and wiped his damp features and polished his forehead so violently that his wig took a new and jaunty angle.

Im talking too much, he said fretfully; Im talking a great deal — all the time — continually. Ive other patients — several — plenty! Do you think youre the only man I know whos trying to disfigure his liver and make spots come out all over inside him? Do you?

Siward smiled again, a worn, pallid smile.

I can stand it while you are here, doctor, but when Im alone its — hard. One of those crises is close now. Ive a bad night ahead — a bad outlook. Couldnt you—

No!

Just enough—

No, Stephen.

 — Enough to dull it — just a little? I dont ask for enough to make me sleep — not even to make me doze. You have your needle; havent you, doctor?

Yes.

Then, just this once — for the last time.

No.

Why? Are you afraid? You neednt be, doctor. I dont care for it except to give me a little respite, a little rest on a night like this. Im so tired of this ache. If I could only have some sleep, and wake up in good shape, Id stand a better chance of fighting.... Wait, doctor! Just one moment. I dont mean to be a coward, but Ive had a hard fight, and — Im tired.... If you could see your way to helping me—

I dare not help you any more that way.

Not this once?

Not this once.

There was a dead silence, broken at last by the doctor with a violent gesture toward the telephone. Talk to the girl! Why dont you talk to the girl! If shes worth a hill o beans shell help you to hang on. Whats she for, if she isnt for such moments? Tell her you need her voice; tell her you need her faith in you. Damn central! Talk out in church! Dont make a goddess of a woman. The men who want to marry her, and cant, will do that! The nincompoop can always be counted on to deify the commonplace. And she is commonplace. If she isnt, shes no good! Commend me to sanity and the commonplace. I take off my hat to it! I honour it. God bless it! Good-night!

Siward lay still for a long while after the doctor had gone. More than an hour had passed before he slowly sat up and groped for the telephone book, opened it, and searched in a blind, hesitating way until he found the number he was looking for.

He had never telephoned to her; he had never written her except once, in reply to her letter in regard to his mothers death — that strange, timid, formal letter, in which, grief-stunned as he was, he saw only the formality, and had answered it more formally still. And that was all that had come of the days and nights by that northern sea — a letter and its answer, and silence.

And, thinking of these things, he shut the book wearily, and lay back in the shadow of the faded curtain, closing his sunken eyes.


CHAPTER IX CONFESSIONS
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IN A CITY in transition, where yesterday is as dead as a dead century, where those who prepare the old year for burial are already taking the ante-mortem statement of the new, the future fulfils the functions of the present. Time itself is considered merely as a by-product of horse-power, discounted with flippancy as the unavoidable friction clogging the fly-wheel of progress.

Memory, once a fine art, is becoming a lost art in Manhattan.

His world and his city had almost ceased to think of Siward.

For a few weeks men spoke of him in the several clubs of which he had lately been a member — spoke of him always in the past tense; and after a little while spoke of him no more.

In that section of the social system which he had inhabited, his absence on account of his mothers death being taken for granted, people laid him away in their minds almost as ceremoniously as they had laid away the memory of his mother. Nothing halted because he was not present; nothing was delayed, rearranged, or abandoned because his familiar presence chanced to be missing. There remained only one more place to fill at a cotillion, dinner, or bridge party; only another man for opera box or weeks end; one man the more to be counted on, one more man to be counted out — transferred to the credit of profit and loss, and the ledger closed for the season.

They who remembered him, among those who had not yet lost that old-fashioned art, were very few — a young girl here and there, over whom he had been absent-mindedly sentimental; a débutante or two who had adored him from a distance as a friend of elder sister or brother; here and there an old, old lady to whom he had been considerate, and who perhaps remembered something of the winning charm of the Siwards when the town was young — his father, perhaps, perhaps his grandfather — these thought of him at intervals; the remainder had no leisure to remember even if they had not forgotten how to do it. Several cabmen missed him for a while; now and then a privileged café waiter inquired about him from gay, noisy parties entering some old haunt of his. Mr. Desmond, of art gallery and roulette notoriety, whose business is not to forget, was politely regretful at his absence from certain occult ceremonies which he had at irregular intervals graced with votive offerings. And the list ended there — almost, not quite; for there were two people who had not forgotten Siward: Howard Quarrier and Beverly Plank; and one other, a third, who could not yet forget him if she would — but, as yet, she had not tried very desperately.

The day that Siward left New York to visit everybodys friend, Mr. Mulqueen, in the country, Plank called on him for the second time in his life, and was presently received in the south drawing-room, the library being limited to an informality and intimacy not for Mr. Plank.

Siward, still lame, and using unskilfully two shiny new crutches, came down the stairs and stumped into the drawing-room, which, in spite of the sombre, clustering curtains, was brightly illuminated by the winter sunshine reflected from the snow in the street. Plank was shocked at the change in him — at the ghost of a voice, listlessly formal; at the thin, nerveless hand offered; startled, so that he forgot his shyness, and retained the bony hand tightly in his, and instinctively laid his other great cushion-like paw over it, holding it imprisoned, unable to speak, unconscious, in the impulse of the moment, of the liberty he permitted himself, and which he had never dreamed of taking with such a man as Siward.

The effect on Siward was composite; his tired voice ceased; surprise, inability to understand tinged with instinctive displeasure, were succeeded by humourous curiosity; and, very slowly it became plain to him that this beefy young man liked him, was naively concerned about him, felt friendly toward him, and was showing it as spontaneously as a child. Because he now understood something of how it is with a man who is in the process of being forgotten, his perceptions were perhaps the finer in these days, and the direct unconsciousness of Plank touched him more heavily than the pair of heavy hands enclosing his.

I thought Id come, began Plank, growing redder and redder as he began to realise the enormity of familiarity committed only on the warrant of impulse. You dont look well.

It was good of you to think of me, said Siward. Come up to the library, if youve a few minutes to spare an invalid. Please go first; Im a trifle lame yet.

I — I am sorry, muttered Plank, very, very sorry.

At first, in the library, Plank was awkward and silent, finding nothing to say, and nowhere to dispose of his hands, until Siward gave him a cigar to occupy his fingers. Even then he continued to sit uncomfortably, his bulk balanced on a rickety, spindle-legged chair, which he stubbornly refused to exchange for another, at Siwards suggestion, out of sheer embarrassment, and with a confused idea that his refusal would somehow ultimately put him at his ease with his surroundings.

Siward, secretly amused, rang for tea, although the hour was early. After a little while, either the toast or the tea appeared to act on Plank as a lingual laxative, for he began suddenly to talk, which is characteristic of bashful men; and Siward gravely helped him on when he floundered and turned shy. After a little, matters went very well with them, and Plank, much more at ease than he had ever dared to hope he could be with Siward, talked and talked; and Siward, his crutches across his knees, lay back in his arm-chair, chatting with that winning informality so becoming to men who are unconscious of their charm.

Watching Plank, it occurred to him gradually that this great, cumbersome creature was not a shrewd, thrifty, self-made and self-finished adult at all; only a big, wistful, lonely boy, without comrades and with nowhere to play. On Planks round face there remained no trace of shrewdness, of stubbornness, nothing even of the heavy, saturnine placidity of a dogged man who waits his turn.

Plank spoke of himself after a while, sounding the personal note with tentative timidity. Siward gravely encouraged him, and in a little while the outlines of his crude autobiography appeared, embodying his eventless boyhood in a Pennsylvania town; his career at the high school; the dawning desire for college equipment, satisfied by his father, who owned shares in the promising Deepvale Steel Plank Company; the unhappy years at Harvard — hard years, for he learned with difficulty; solitary years, for he was not sought by those whom he desired to know. Then he ventured to speak of his fathers growing interest in steel; the merging and absorbing of independent plants; his own entry upon the scene on the death of his father; and — the rest — material fortune and prosperity, which, perhaps, might stand substitute as a social sponsor for him; stand, perhaps, for something of what he lacked in himself, which only long residence amid the best, long-formed habits for the best, or a long inheritance of the best could give. Did Siward think so? Was the best beyond his reach? Was it hopeless for such a man as he to try? And why?

The innocent snobbery, the abashed but absolute simplicity of this ponderous pilgrim from the smelting pits clambering upward through the high school of the smoky town, groping laboriously through the chilly halls of Harvard toward the outer breastworks of Manhattan, interested Siward; and he said so in his pleasant way, without offence, and with a smiling question at the end.

Worth while? repeated Plank, flushing heavily, it is worth while to me. I have always desired to be a part of the best that there is in my own country; and the best is here, isnt it?

Not necessarily, said Siward, still smiling. The noisiest is here, and some of the best.

Which is the best? inquired Plank naively.

Why, all plain people, whose education, breeding, and fortune permit them the luxury of thinking, and whose tastes, intelligence, and sanity enable them to express their thoughts. There are such people here, and some of them form a portion of the gaudier and noisier galaxy we call society.

That is what I wish to be part of, said Plank. Could you tell me what are the requirements?

I dont believe I could, exactly, said Siward, amused. With us, the social system, as an established and finished system, has too recently been evolved from outer chaos to be characteristic of anything except the crudity and energy of the chaos from which it emerged. The balance between wealth, intelligence, and breeding has not yet been established — not from lack of wealth or intelligence. The formula has not been announced, that is all.

What is the formula? insisted Plank.

The formula is the receipt for a real society, replied Siward, laughing. At present we have its uncombined ingredients in the raw — noisy wealth and flippant fashion, arrogant intelligence and dowdy breeding — all excellent materials, when filtered and fused in the retort; and many of our test tubes have already precipitated pure metal besides, and our national laboratory is turning out fine alloys. Some day well understand the formula, and well weld the entire mass; and that will be society, Mr. Plank.

In the meanwhile, repeated Plank, unsmiling, I want to be part of the best we have. I want to be part of the brightness of things. I mean, that I cannot be contented with an imitation.

An imitation?

Of the best — of what you say is not yet society. I ask no more than your footing among the people of this city. I wish to be able to go where such men as you go; be permitted, asked, desired to be part of what you always have been part of. Is it a great deal I ask? Tell me, Mr. Siward — for I dont know — is it too much to expect?

I dont think it is a very high ambition, said Siward, smiling. What you ask is not very much to ask of life, Mr. Plank.

But is there any reason why I may not hope to go where I wish to go?

I think it depends upon yourself, said Siward, upon your capacity for being, or for making people believe you to be exactly what they require. You ask me whether you may be able to go where you desire; and I answer you that there is no limit to any journey except the sprinting ability of the pilgrim.

Plank laughed a little, and his squared jaws relaxed; then, after a few moments thought:

It is curious that what you cast away from you so easily, I am waiting for with all the patience I have in me. And yet it is always yours to pick up again whenever you wish; and I may never live to possess it.

He was so perfectly right that Siward said nothing; in fact, he could have no particular interest or sympathy for a mans quest of what he himself did not understand the lack of. Those born without a tag unmistakably ticketing them and their positions in the world were perforce ticketed. Siward took it for granted that a man belonged where he was to be met; and all he cared about was to find him civil, whether he happened to be a policeman or a master of fox-hounds.

He was, now that he knew Plank, contented to accept him anywhere he met him; but Planks upward evolutions upon the social ladder were of no interest to him, and his naïve snobbery was becoming something of a bore.

So Siward directed the conversation into other channels, and Plank, accepting another cup of tea, became very communicative about his stables and his dogs, and the preservation of game; and after a while, looking up confidently at Siward, he said:

Do you think it beastly to drive pheasants the way I did at Black Fells? I have heard that you were disgusted.

It isnt my idea of a square deal, said Siward frankly.

That settles it, then.

But you should not let me interfere with—

Ill take your opinion, and thank you for it. It didnt seem to me to be the thing; only its done over here, you know. The De Coursays and the—

Yes, I know.... Glad you feel that way about it, Plank. Its pretty rotten sportsmanship. Dont you think so?

I do. I — would you — I should like to ask you to try some square shooting at the Fells, stammered Plank, next season, if you would care to.

Youre very good. I should like to, if I were going to shoot at all; but I fancy my shooting days are over, for a while.

Over!

Business, nodded Siward, absently grave again. I see no prospect of my idling for the next year or two.

You are in — in Amalgamated Electric, I think, ventured Plank.

Very much in, replied the other frankly. Youve read the papers and heard rumours, I suppose?

Some. I dont suppose anybody quite understands the attacks on Amalgamated.

I dont — not yet. Do you?

Plank sat silent, then his shrewd under lip began to protrude.

Im wondering, he began cautiously, how much the Algonquin crowd understands about the matter?

Siwards troubled eyes were on him as he spoke, watching closely, narrowly.

Ive heard that rumour before, he said.

So have I, said Plank, and it seems incredible. He looked warily at Siward. Suppose it is true that the Algonquin Trust Company is godfather to Inter-County. That doesnt explain why a man should kick his own door down when theres a bell to ring and servants to let him in — and out again, too.

I have wondered, said Siward, whether the door he might be inclined to kick down is really his own door any longer.

I, too, said Plank simply. It may belong to a personal enemy — if he has any. He could afford to have an enemy, I suppose.

Siward nodded.

Then, hadnt you better — I beg your pardon! You have not asked me to advise you.

No. I may ask your advice some day. Will you give it when I do?

With pleasure, said Plank, so warmly disinterested, so plainly proud and eager to do a service that Siward, surprised and touched, found no word to utter.

Plank rose. Siward attempted to stand up, but had trouble with his crutches.

Please dont try, said Plank, coming over and offering his hand. May I stop in again soon? Oh, you are off to the country for a month or two? I see.... You dont look very well. I hope it will benefit you. Awfully glad to have seen you. I — I hope you wont forget me — entirely.

I am the man people are forgetting, returned Siward, not you. It was very nice of you to come. You are one of very few who remember me at all.

I have very few people to remember, said Plank; and if I had as many as I could desire I should remember you first.

Here he became very much embarrassed. Siward offered his hand again. Plank shook it awkwardly, and went away on tiptoe down the stairs which creaked decorously under his weight.

And that ended the first interview between Plank and Siward in the first days of the latters decline.

The months that passed during Siwards absence from the city began to prove rather eventful for Plank. He was finally elected a member of the Patroons Club, without serious opposition; he had dined twice with the Kemp Ferralls; he and Major Belwether were seen together at the Caithness dance, and in the Caithness box at the opera. Once a respectable newspaper reported him at Tuxedo for the weeks end; his name, linked with the clergy, frequently occupied such space under the column headed Ecclesiastical News as was devoted to the progress of the new chapel, and many old ladies began to become familiar with his name.

At the right moment the Mortimers featured him between two fashionable bishops at a dinner. Mrs. Vendenning, who adored bishops, immediately remembered him among those asked to her famous annual bal poudré; a celebrated yacht club admitted him to membership; a whole shoal of excellent minor clubs which really needed new members followed suit, and even the rock-ribbed Lenox, wearied of its own time-honoured immobility, displayed the preliminary fidgets which boded well for the stolid candidate. The Mountain was preparing to take the first stiff step toward Mohammed. It was the prophets cue to sit tight and yawn occasionally.

Meanwhile he didnt want to; he was becoming anxious to do things for himself, which Leila Mortimer, of course, would not permit. It was difficult for him to understand that any effort of his own would probably be disastrous; that progress could come only through his own receptive passivity; that nothing was demanded, nothing required, nothing permitted from him as yet, save a capacity for assimilating such opportunities as sections of the social system condescended to offer.

For instance, he wanted to open his art gallery to the public; he said it was good strategy; and Mrs. Mortimer sat upon the suggestion with a shrug of her pretty shoulders. Well, then, couldnt he possibly do something with his great, gilded ball-room? No, he couldnt; and the less in evidence his galleries and his ball-rooms were at present the better his chances with people who, perfectly aware that he possessed them, were very slowly learning to overlook the insolence of the accident that permitted him to possess what they had never known the want of. First of all people must tire of repeating to each other that he was nobody, and that would happen when they wearied of explaining to one another why he was ever asked anywhere. There was time enough for him to offer amusement to people after they had ceased to find amusement in snubbing him; plenty of time in the future for them to lash him to a gallop for their pleasure. In the meanwhile he was doing very well, because he began to appear regularly in the Caithness-Bonnesdel box, and old Peter Caithness was already boring him at the Patroons; which meant that the thrifty old gentleman considered Planks millions as a possible underpinning for the sagging house of Caithness, of which his pallid daughter Agatha was the sole sustaining caryatid in perspective.

Yes, he was doing well; for that despotic beauty, Sylvia Landis, whose capricious perversity had recently astonished those who remembered her in her first season as a sweet, reasonable, and unspoiled girl, was always friendly with him. That must be looked upon as important, considering Sylvias unassailable position, and her kinship to the autocratic old lady whose kindly ukase had for generations remained the undisputed law in the social system of Manhattan.

There is another matter, said Leila Mortimer innocently, as Plank, lingering after a disastrous rubber of bridge with her, her husband, and Agatha Caithness, had followed her into her own apartments to write his cheque for what he owed. Youve driven with me so much and you come here so often and we are seen together so frequently that the clans are sharpening up their dirks for us. And that helps some.

What! exclaimed Plank, reddening, and twisting around in his chair.

Certainly. You didnt suppose I could escape, did you?

Escape! What? demanded Plank, getting redder.

Escape being talked about, savagely, mercilessly. Cant you see how it helps? Oh dear, are you stupid, Beverly?

I dont know, replied Plank, staring, just how stupid I am. If you mean that Im compromising you—

Oh, please! Why do you use back-stairs words? Nobody talks about compromising now; all that went out with New Years calls and brown-stone stoops.

What do they call it, then? asked Plank seriously.

Call what? you great boy!

What you say Im doing?

I dont say it.

Who does?

Leila laughed, leaned back in her big, padded chair, dropping one knee over the other. Her dark eyes with the Japanese slant to them rested mockingly on Plank, who had now turned completely around in his chair, leaving his half-written cheque on her escritoire behind him.

Youre simply credited with an affair with a pretty woman, she said, watching the dull colour mounting to his temples, and that is certain to be useful to you, and it doesnt affect me. What on earth are you blushing about? And as he said nothing, she added, with a daring little laugh: You are credited with being very agreeable, you see.

If — if thats the way you take it— he began.

Of course! What do you expect me to do — call for help before Im hurt?

You mean that this talk — gossip — doesnt hurt?

How silly! She looked at him, smiling. You know how likely I am to require protection from your importunities. She dropped her pretty head, and began plaiting with her fingers the silken gown over her knee. Or how likely I would be to shriek for it even if — she looked up with childlike directness— even if I needed it.

Of course you can take care of yourself, said Plank, wincing.

I could, if I wanted to.

Everybody knows that. I know it, Leroy knows it; only I dont care to figure as that kind of man.

Already he had lost sight of her position in the matter; and she drew a long, quiet breath, almost like a sigh.

Time enough after you marry, she said deliberately, and lighted a cigarette from a candle, recreating her knees the other way.

He considered her, started to speak, checked himself, and swung around to the desk again. His pen hovered over the space to be filled in. He tried to recollect the amount, hesitated, dated the cheque and affixed his signature, still trying to remember; then he looked at her over his shoulder.

I forget the exact amount.

She surveyed him through the haze of her cigarette, but made no answer.

I forget the amount, he repeated.

So do I, she nodded indolently.

But I—

Let it go. Besides, I shall not accept it.

He flushed up, astonished. You cant refuse to take a gambling debt.

I do, she retorted coolly. Im tired of taking your money.

But you won it.

Im tired of winning it. It is all I ever do win... from you.

Her pretty head was wreathed in smoke. She tipped the ashes from the cigarettes end, watching them fall to powder on the rug.

I dont know what you mean, he persisted doggedly.

Dont you? I dont believe I do, either. There are intervals in my career which might prove eloquent if I opened my lips. But I dont, except to make floating rings and cabalistic signs out of cigarette smoke. Can you read their meaning? Look! There goes one, and theres another, and another — all twisting and uncurling into hieroglyphics. They are very significant; they might tell you a lot of things, if you would only translate them. But you havent the key — have you?

There was a heavy, jarring step in the main living-room, and Mortimers bulk darkened the doorway.

Entrez, mon ami, nodded Leila, glancing up. Where is Agatha?

Im going to Desmonds, he grunted, ignoring his wifes question; do you want to try it again, Beverly?

I cant make Leila take her own winnings, said Plank, holding out the signed but unfilled cheque to Mortimer, who took it and scrutinised it for a moment, rubbing his heavy, inflamed eyes; then, gesticulating, the cheque fluttering in his puffy fingers:

Come on, he insisted. Ive a notion that I can give Desmond a whirl that he wont forget in a hurry. Agathas asleep; shes going to that ball — where is it? he demanded, turning on his wife. Yes, yes; the Page blow-out. Youre going, I suppose?

Leila nodded, and lighted another cigarette.

All right, continued Mortimer impatiently; you and Agatha wont start before one. And if you think Plank had better go, why, well be back here in time.

That means you wont be back at all, observed his wife coolly; and its good policy for Beverly to go where hes asked. Cant you turn in and sleep, now, and amuse your friend Desmond to-morrow night?

No, I cant. What a fool Id be to let a chance slip when I feel like a winner!

You never feel otherwise when you gamble, said Leila.

Yes, I do, he retorted peevishly. I can tell almost every time what the cards are going to do to me. Leila, go to sleep. Well be back here for you by one, or half past.

Look here, Leroy, began Plank, theres one thing I cant stand for, and thats this continual loss of sleep. If I go with you Ill not be fit to go to the Pages.

What a farmer you are! sneered Mortimer. I believe you roost on the foot-board of your bed, like a confounded turkey. Come on! Youd better begin training, you know. People in this town are not going to stand for the merry ploughboy game, you see!

But Plank was shrewdly covering his principal reason for declining; he had too often temporarily assisted Mortimer at Desmonds and Burbanks, when Mortimer, cleaned out and unable to draw against a balance non-existent, had plucked him by the sleeve from the faro table with the breathless request for a loan.

I tell you I can wring Desmond dry to-night, repeated Mortimer sullenly. It isnt a case of want to, either; its a case of got to. That old pink-and-white rabbit, Belwether, got me into a game this afternoon, and between him and Voucher and Alderdine Im stripped clean as a kennel bone.

But Plank shook his head, pretending to yawn; and Mortimer, glowering and lingering, presently went off, his swollen hands thrust into his trousers pockets, his gross features dark with disgust; and presently they heard the front door slam, and a rattling tattoo of horses feet on the asphalt; and Leila sprang up impatiently, and, passing Plank, traversed the passage to the windows of the front room.

Hes taken the horses — the beast! she said calmly, as Plank joined her at the great windows and looked out into the night, where the round, drooping, flower-like globes of the electric lamps spread a lake of silver before the house.

It was rather rough on Leila. The Mortimers maintained one pair of horses only; and the use given them at all hours resulted in endless scenes, and an utter impossibility for Leila to retain the same coachman and footman for more than a few weeks at a time.

He wont come back; hell keep Martin and the horses standing in front of Delmonicos all night. Youd better call up the stables, Beverly.

So Plank called up a livery and arranged for transportation at one; and Leila seated herself at a card-table and began to deal herself cold decks, thoughtfully.

That bit in Carmen, she said, it always brings the shudder; it never palls on me, never grows stale. She whipped the ominous spade from the pack and held it out. La Mort! she exclaimed in mock tragedy, yet there was another undertone ringing through it, sounding, too, in her following laugh. Draw! she commanded, holding out the pack; and Plank drew a diamond.

Naturally, she nodded, shuffling the pack with her smooth, savant fingers and laying them out as she repeated the formula: Qui frappe? Qui entre? Qui prend chaise? Qui parle? Oh, the deuce! its always the same! Tiens! je mennui! There was a flash of her bare arm, a flutter, and the cards fell in a shower over them both.

Plank flipped a card from his knee, laughing uncertainly, aware of symptoms in his pretty vis-à-vis which always made him uncomfortable. For months, now, at certain intervals, these recurrent symptoms had made him wary; but what they might portend he did not know, only that, alone with her, moments occurred when he was heavily aware of a tension which, after a while, affected even his few thick nerves. One of those intervals was threatening now: her flushed cheeks, her feverish activity with her hands, the unconscious reflex movement of her silken knees and restless slippers, all foreboded it. Next would come the nervous laughter, the swift epigram which bored and puzzled him, the veiled badinage he was unequal to; and then the hint of weariness, the curious pathos of long silences, the burnt-out beauty of her eyes from which the fire had gone as though quenched by invisible tears within.

He ascribed it — desired to ascribe it — to her relations with her husband. He had naturally learned and divined how matters stood with them; he had learned considerable in the last month or two — something of Mortimers record as a burly brother to the rich; something of his position among those who made no question of his presence anywhere. Something of Leila, too, he had heard, or rather deduced from hinted word or shrug or smiling silence, not meant for him, but indifferent to what he might hear and what he might think of what he heard.

He did listen; he did patiently add two and two in the long solitudes of his Louis XV chamber; and if the results were not always four, at least they came within a fraction of the proper answer. And this did not alter his policy or weaken his faith in his mentors; nor did it impair his real gratitude to them, and his real and simple friendship for them both. He was faithful in friendship once formed, obstinately so, for better or for worse; but he was shrewd enough to ignore opportunities for friendships which he foresaw could do him no good on his plodding pilgrimage toward the temple of his inexorable desire.

Lifting, now, his Delft-coloured eyes furtively, he studied the silk-and-lace swathed figure of the young matron opposite, flung back into the depths of her great chair, profile turned from him, her chin imprisoned in her ringed fingers. The brooding abandon of the attitude contrasted sharply with the grooming of the woman, making both the more effective.

Turn in, if you want to, she said, her voice indistinct, smothered by her pink palm. Youre to dress in Leroys quarters.

I dont want to turn in just yet.

You said you needed sleep.

I do. But its not eleven yet.

She slipped into another posture, reaching for a cigarette, and, setting it afire from the match he offered, exhaled a cloud of smoke and looked dreamily through it at him.

Who is she? she asked in a colourless voice. Tell me, for I dont know. Agatha? Marion Page? Mrs. Vendenning? or the Tassel girl?

Nobody — yet, he admitted cheerfully.

Nobody — yet, she repeated, musing over her cigarette. Thats good politics, if its true.

Am I untruthful? he asked simply.

I dont know. Are you? Youre a man.

Dont talk that way, Leila.

No, I wont. What is it that you and Sylvia Landis have to talk about so continuously every time you meet?

Shes merely civil to me, he explained.

Thats more than she is to a lot of people. What do you talk about?

I dont know — nothing in particular; mostly about Shotover, and the people there last summer.

Doesnt she ever mention Stephen Siward?

Usually. She knows I like him.

She likes him, too, said Leila, looking at him steadily.

I know it. Everybody likes him — or did. I do, yet.

I do, too, observed Mrs. Mortimer coolly. I was in love with him. He was only a boy then.

Plank nodded in silence.

Where is he now — do, you know? she asked. Everybody says hes gone to the devil.

Hes in the country somewhere, replied Plank cautiously. I stopped in to see him the other day, but nobody seemed to know when he would return.

Mrs. Mortimer tossed her cigarette onto the hearth. For a long interval of silence she lay there in her chair, changing her position restlessly from moment to moment; and at length she lay quite still, so long that Plank began to think she had fallen asleep in her chair.

He rose. She did not stir, and, passing her, he instinctively glanced down. Her cheeks, half buried against the back of the chair, were overflushed; under the closed lids the lashes glistened wet in the lamplight.

Surprised, embarrassed, he halted, as though afraid to move; and she sat up with a nervous shake of her shoulders.

What a life! she said, under her breath; what a life for a woman to lead!

Wh-whose? he blurted out.

Mine!

He stared at her uneasily, finding nothing to say. He had never before heard anything like this from her.

Cant anybody help me out of it? she said quietly.

Who? How?... Do you mean—

Yes, I mean it! I mean it! I—

And suddenly she broke down, in a strange, stammering, tearless way, opening the dry flood-gates over which rattled an avalanche of words — bitter, breathless phrases rushing brokenly from lips that shrank as they formed them.

Plank sat inert, the corroding echo of the words clattering in his ears. And after a while he heard his own altered voice sounding persistently in repetition:

Dont say those things, Leila; dont tell me such things.

Why? Dont you care?

Yes, yes, I care; but I cant do anything! I have no business to hear — to see you this way.

To whom can I speak, then, if I can not speak to you? To whom can I turn? Where am I to turn, in all the world?

I dont know, he said fearfully; the only way is to go on.

What else have I done? What else am I doing? she cried. Go on? Am I not trudging on and on through life, dragging the horror of it behind me through the mud, except when the horror drags me? To whom am I to turn — to other beasts like him? — sitting patiently around, grinning and slavering, awaiting their turn when the horror of it crushes me to the mud?

She stretched out a rounded, quivering arm, and laid the small fingers of the left hand on its flawless contour. Look! she said, exasperated, I am young yet; the horror has not yet corrupted the youth in me. I am fashioned for some reason, am I not? — for some purpose, some happiness. I am not bad; I am human. What poison has soaked into me can be eliminated. I tell you, no woman is capable of being so thoroughly poisoned that the antidote proves useless.

But I tell you men, also, that unless she find that antidote she will surely reinfect herself. A man can not do what that man has done to me and expect me to recover unaided. People talk of me, and I have given them subjects enough! But — look at me! Straight between the eyes! Every law have I broken except that! Do you understand? That one, which you men consider yourselves exempt from, I have not broken — yet! Shall I speak plainer? It is the fashion to be crude. But — I cant be; I am unfashionable, you see.

She laughed, her haunted eyes fixed on his.

Is there no chance for me? Because I drag his bedraggled name about with me is there no decent chance, no decent hope? Is there only indecency in prospect, if a man comes to care for a married woman? Cant a decent man love her at all? I — I think—

Her hands, outstretched, trembled, then flew to her face; and she stood there swaying, until Plank perforce stepped to her side and steadied her against him.

So they remained for a while, until she looked up dazed, weary, ashamed, expecting nothing of him; and when it came, leaving her still incredulous, his arms around her, his tense, flushed face recoiling from their first kiss, she did not seem to comprehend.

I cant turn on him, he stammered, I — we are friends, you see. How can I love you, if that is so?

Could you love me? she asked calmly.

I — I dont know. I did love — I do care for — another woman. I cant marry her, though I am given to understand there is a chance. Perhaps it is partly ambition, he said honestly, for I am quite sure she has never cared for me, never thought of me in that way. I think a man cant stand that long.

No; only women can. Who is she?

You wont ask me, will you?

No. Are you sorry that I am in love with you?

His arms unclasped her body, and he stepped back, facing her.

Are you? she asked violently.

No.

You speak like a man, she said tremulously. Am I to be permitted to adore you in peace, then — decently, and in peace?

Dont speak that way, Leila. I — there is no woman, no friend, I care for as much as I do you. It is easy, I think, for a woman, like you, to make a man care for her. You will not do it, will you?

I will, she said softly.

Its no use; I cant turn on him. I cant! He is my friend, you see.

Let him remain so. I shall do what I can. Let him remain a monument to his fellow-beasts. What do I care? Do you think I desire to turn you into his image? Do you think I hope for your degradation and mine? Are you afraid I should not recognise love unaccompanied by the attendant beast? I — I dont know; you had better teach me, if I prove blind. If you can love me, do so in charity before I go blind forever.

She laid one hand on his arm, looked at him, then turned and passed slowly through the doorway.

If you are going to sleep before we start you had better be about it! she said, looking back at him from the stairs.

But he had no further need of sleep; and for a long while he stood at the windows watching the lamps of cabs and carriages sparkling through the leafless thickets of the park like winter fire-flies.

At one oclock, hearing Agatha Caithness speak to Leilas maid, he left the window, and sitting down at the desk, telephoned to Desmonds; and he was informed that Mortimer, hard hit, had signified his intention of recouping at Burbanks. Then he managed to get Burbanks on the wire, and finally Mortimer himself, but was only cursed for his pains and cut off in the middle of his pleading.

So he wandered up-stairs into Mortimers apartments, where he tubbed and dressed, and finally descended, to find Agatha Caithness alone in the library, spinning a roulette wheel and whistling an air from La Bacchante.

Thats pretty, he said; sing it.

No; its better off without the words; and so are you, added Agatha candidly, relinquishing the wheel and strolling with languid grace about the room, hands on her hips, timing her vagrant steps to the indolent, wicked air. And,

Je rougirais de men ivresse Si tu conservais ta raison!

she hummed deliberately, pivoting on her heels and advancing again toward Plank, her pretty, pale face delicate as an enamelled cameo under the flood of light from the crystal chandeliers.

I understand that Mr. Mortimer is not coming with us, she said carelessly. Are you going to dance with me, if I find nobody better?

He expressed himself flattered, cautiously. He was one of many who never understood this tall, white, low-voiced girl, with eyes too pale for beauty, yet strangely alluring, too. Few men denied the indefinable enchantment of her; few men could meet her deep-lidded, transparent gaze unmoved. In the sensitive curve of her mouth there was a kind of sensuousness; in her low voice, in her pallor, in the slim grace of her a vague provocation that made men restless and women silently curious for something more definite on which to base their curiosity.

She was wearing, over the smooth, dead-white skin of her neck, a collar of superb diamonds and aquamarines — almost an effrontery, as the latter were even darker than her eyes; yet the strange and effective harmony was evident, and Plank spoke of the splendour of the gems.

She nodded indifferently, saying they were new, and that she had picked them up at Tiffanys; and he mentally sketched out the value of the diamonds, a trifle surprised, because Leila Mortimer had carefully informed him about the condition of the Caithness exchequer.

That youthful matron herself appeared in a few moments, very lustrous, very lovely in her fragrant, exotic brightness, and Plank for the first time thought that she was handsome — the vigorous, youthful incarnation of Life itself, in contrast to Agathas almost deathly beauty. She greeted him not only without a trace of embarrassment, but with such a friendly, fresh, gay confidence that he scarcely recognised in her the dry-eyed, feverish woman of an hour ago, whose very lips shrank back, scorched by the torrent of her own invective.

And so they drove the three short blocks to the Pages in their hired livery; the street was inadequate for the crush of vehicles; and the glittering pressure within the house was outrageous; all of which confused Plank, who became easily confused by such things.

How they got in — how they managed to present themselves — who took Leila and Agatha from him — where they went — where he himself might be — he did not understand very clearly. The house was large, strange, full of strangers. He attempted to obtain his bearings by wandering about looking for a small rococo reception-room where he remembered he had once talked kennel talk with Marion Page, and had on another occasion perspired freely under the arrogant and strabismic glare of her mother. That good lady had really rather liked him; he never suspected it.

But he couldnt find the rococo room — or perhaps he didnt recognise it. So many people — so many, many people whom he did not know, whom he had never before laid eyes on — high-bred faces hard as diamonds; young, gay, laughing faces; brilliant eyes encountering his without a softening of recognition; clean-cut, attractive men in swarms, all animated, all amused, all at home among themselves and among the silken visions of loveliness passing and repassing, with here an extended gloved arm and the cordial greeting of camaraderie, there a quick smile, a swift turn in passing, a capricious bending forward for a whisper, a compliment, a jest — all this swept by him, around him, enveloping him with its brightness, its gaiety, its fragrance, and left him more absolutely alone than he had ever been in all his life.

He tried to find Leila, and gave it up. He saw Quarrier talking to Agatha, but the former saluted him so coldly that he turned away.

After a while he found Marion, but she hadnt a dance left for him; neither had Rena Bonnesdel, whom he encountered while she was adroitly avoiding one of the ever-faithful twins. The twin caught up with her in consequence, and she snubbed Plank for his share in the disaster, which depressed him, and he started for the smoking-room, wherever that haven might be found. He got into the ball-room, however, by mistake, and adorned the wall, during the cotillon, as closely as his girth permitted, until an old lady sent for him; and he went and talked about bishops for nearly an hour to her, until his condition bordered on frenzy, the old lady being deaf and peevish.

Later, Alderdene used him to get rid of an angular, old harridan who seemed to be one solid diamond-mine, and who drove him into a corner and talked indelicacies until Planks broad face flamed like the setting sun. Then Captain Voucher unloaded a frightened débutante on him who tried to talk about horses and couldnt; and they hated each other for a while, until, looking around her in desperation, she found he had vanished — which was quick work for a man of his size.

Kathryn Tassel employed him for supper, and kept him busy while she herself was immersed in a dawning affair with Fleetwood. She did everything to him except to tip him; and her insolence was the last straw.

Then, unexpectedly in the throng, two wonderful sea-blue eyes encountered his, deepening to violet with pleasure, and the trailing sweetness of a voice he knew was repeating his name, and a slim, white-gloved hand lay in his own.

Her escort, Ferrall, nodded to him pleasantly. She leaned forward from Ferralls arm, saying, under her breath, I have saved a dance for you. Please ask me at once. Quick! do you want me?

I — I do, stammered Plank.

Ferrall, suspicious, stepped forward to exchange civilities, then turning to the girl beside him: See here, Sylvia, youve dragged me all over this house on one pretext or another. Do you want any supper, or dont you? If you dont, its our dance.

No, I dont. No, it isnt. Kemp, you annoy me!

Thats a nice thing to say! Is it your delicately inimitable way of giving me my congé?

Yes, thank you, nodded Miss Landis coolly; you may go now.

Youre spoiled, thats whats the matter, retorted Ferrall wrathfully. I thought I was to have this dance. You said—

I said perhaps, because I didnt see Mr. Plank coming to claim it. Thank you, Kemp, for finding him.

Her nod and smile took the edge from her malice. Ferrall, who really adored dancing, glared about for anybody, and presently cornered the frightened and neglected debutante who had hated Plank.

Sylvia, standing beside Plank, looked up at him with her confident and friendly smile.

You dont care to dance, do you? Would you mind if we sat out this dance?

If youd rather, he said, so wistfully that she hesitated; then with a little shrug laid one hand on his arm, and they swung out across the floor together, into the scented whirl.

Plank, like many heavy men, danced beautifully; and Sylvia, who still loved dancing with all the ardour of a schoolgirl, permitted a moment or two of keen delight to sweep her dreamily from her purpose. But that purpose must have been a strong one, for she returned to it in a few minutes, and, looking up at Plank, said very gently that she cared to dance no more.

Her hand resting lightly on his arm, it did not seem possible that any pressure of hers was directing them to the conservatory; yet he did not know where he was going, and she was familiar with the house, and they soon entered the conservatory, where, in the shadow of various palms various youths looked up impatiently as they passed, and various maidens sat up very straight in their chairs.

Threading their dim way into the farther recesses they found seats among thickets of forced lilacs over-hung by early wistaria. A spring-like odour hung in the air; somewhere a tiny fountain grew musical in the semi-darkness.

Marion told me you had been asked, she said. We have been so friendly; youve always asked me to dance whenever we have met; so I thought Id save you one. Are you flattered, Mr. Plank?

He said he was, very pleasantly, perfectly undeceived, and convinced of her purpose — a purpose never even tacitly admitted between them; and the old loneliness came over him again — not resentment, for he was willing that she should use him. Why not? Others used him; everybody used him; and if they found no use for him they let him alone. Mortimer, Fleetwood, Belwether — all, all had something to exact from him. It was for that he was tolerated — he knew it; he had slowly and unwillingly learned it. His intrusion among these people, of whom he was not one, would be endured only while he might be turned to some account. The hospital used him, the clergy found plenty for him to do for them, the museum had room for other pictures of his. Who among them all had ever sought him without a motive? Who among them all had ever found unselfish pleasure in him? Not one.

Something in the dull sadness of his face, as he sat there, checked the first elaborately careless question her lips were already framing. Leaning a little nearer in the dim light she looked at him inquiringly and he returned her gaze in silence.

What is it, Mr. Plank, she said; is anything wrong?

He knew that she did not mean to ask if anything was amiss with him. She did not care. Nobody cared. So, recognising his cue, he answered: No, nothing is wrong that I have heard of.

You wear a very solemn countenance.

Gaiety affects me solemnly, sometimes. It is a reaction from frivolity. I suppose that I am over-enjoying life; that is all.

She laughed, using her fan, although the place was cool enough and they had not danced long. To and fro flitted the silken vanes of her fan, now closing impatiently, now opening again like the wings of a nervous moth in the moonlight.

He wished she would come to her point, but he dared not lead her to it too brusquely, because her purpose and her point were supposed to be absolutely hidden from his thick and credulous understanding. It had taken him some time to make this clear to himself; passing from suspicion, through chagrin and overwounded feeling, to dull certainty that she, too, was using him, harmlessly enough from her standpoint, but how bitterly from his, he alone could know.

The quickened flutter of her fan meant impatience to learn from him what she had come to him to learn, and then, satisfied, to leave him alone again amid the peopled solitude of clustered lights.

He wished she would speak; he was tired of the sadness of it all. Whenever in his isolation, in his utter destitution of friendship, he turned guilelessly to meet a new advance, always, sooner or later, the friendly mask was lifted enough for him to divine the cool, fixed gaze of self-interest inspecting him through the damask slits.

Sylvia was speaking now, and the plumy fan was under savant control, waving graceful accompaniment to her soft voice, punctuating her sentences at times, at times making an emphasis or outlining a gesture.

It was the familiar sequence; topics that led to themes which adroitly skirted the salient point; returned capriciously, just avoiding it — a subtly charming pattern of words which required so little in reply that his smile and nod were almost enough to keep her aria and his accompaniment afloat.

It began to fascinate him to watch the delicacy of her strategy, the coquetting with her purpose; her naive advance to the very edges of it, the airy retreat, the innocent detour, the elaborate and circuitous return. And at last she drifted into it so naturally that it seemed impossible that fatuous man could have the most primitive suspicion of her premeditation.

And Plank, now recognising his cue, answered her: No, I have not heard that he is in town. I stopped to see him the other day, but nobody there knew how soon he intended to return from the country.

I didnt know he had gone to the country, she said without apparent interest.

And Plank was either too kind to terminate the subject, or too anxious to serve his turn and release her; for he went on: I thought I told you at Mrs. Ferralls that Mr. Siward had gone to the country.

Perhaps you did. No doubt Ive forgotten.

Im quite sure I did, because I remember saying that he looked very ill, and you said, rather sharply, that he had no business to be ill. Do you remember?

Yes, she said slowly. Is he better?

I hope so.

You hope so? — with the controlled emphasis of impatience.

Yes. Dont you, Miss Landis? When I saw him at his home, he was lame — on crutches — and he looked rather ghastly; and all he said was that he expected to leave for the country. I asked him to shoot next year at Black Fells, and he seemed bothered about business, and said it might keep him from taking any vacation.

He spoke about his business?

Yes, he—

What is the trouble with his business? Is it anything about Amalgamated and Inter-County?

I think so.

Is he worried?

Plank said deliberately: I should be, if my interests were locked up in Amalgamated Electric.

Could you tell me why that would worry you? she asked, smiling persuasively across at him.

No, he said, I cant tell you.

Because I wouldnt understand?

Because I myself dont understand.

She thought awhile, brushing the rose velvet of her mouth with the fans edge, then, looking up confidently:

Mr. Siward is such a boy. Im so glad he has you to advise him in such matters.

What matters? asked Plank bluntly.

Why, in — in financial matters.

But I dont advise him.

Why not?

Because he hasnt asked me to, Miss Landis.

He ought to ask you.... He must ask you.... Dont wait for him, Mr. Plank. He is only a boy in such things.

And, as Plank was silent:

You will, wont you?

Do what — make his business my business, without an invitation? asked Plank, so quietly that she flushed with annoyance.

If you pretend to be his friend is it not your duty to advise him? she asked impatiently.

No; that is for his business associates to do. Friendship comes to grief when it crosses the frontiers of business.

That is a narrow view to take, Mr. Plank.

Yes, straight and narrow. The boundaries of friendship are straight and narrow. It is best to keep to the trodden path; best not to walk on the grass or trample the flowers.

I think you are sacrificing friendship for an epigram, she said, careless of the undertone of contempt in her voice.

I have never sacrificed friendship. He turned, and looked at her pleasantly. I never made an epigram consciously, and I have never required of a friend more than I had to offer in return. Have you?

The flush of hot displeasure stained her cheeks.

Are you really questioning me, Mr. Plank?

Yes. You have been questioning me rather seriously — have you not?

I did not comprehend your definition of friendship. I did not agree with it. I questioned it, not you! That is all.

Plank rested his head on one big hand and stared at the clusters of dim blossoms behind her; and after a while he said, as though thinking aloud:

Many have taken my friendship for granted, and have never offered their own in return. I do not know about Mr. Siward. There is nothing I can do for him, nothing he can do for me. If there is to be friendship between us it will be disinterested; and I would rather have that than anything in the world, I think.

There was a pause; but when Sylvia would have broken it his gesture committed her to silence with the dignity one might use in checking a persistent child.

You question my definition of friendship, Miss Landis. I should have let your question pass, however keenly it touched me, had it not also touched him. Now I am going to say some things which lie within the straight and narrow bounds I spoke of. I never knew a man I cared for as much as I care for Mr. Siward. I know why, too. He is disinterested. I do not believe he wastes very many thoughts on me. Perhaps he will. I want him to like me, if its possible. But one thing you and I may be sure of: if he does not care to return the friendship I offer him he will never accept anything else from me, though he might give at my request; and that is the sort of a man he is; and that is why he is every inch a man; and so I like him, Miss Landis. Do you wonder?

She did not reply.

Do you wonder? he repeated sharply.

No, she said.

Then— He straightened up, and the silent significance of his waiting attitude was plain enough to her.

But she shook her head impatiently, saying: I dont know whose dance it is, and I dont care. Please go on. It is — is pleasant. I like Mr. Siward; I like to hear men speak of him as you do. I like you for doing it. If you should ever come to care for my friendship that is the best passport to it — your loyalty to Mr. Siward.

No man can truthfully speak otherwise than I have spoken, he said gravely.

No, not of these things. But — you know w-what is — is usually said when his name comes up among men.

Do you mean about his habits? he asked simply.

Yes. Is it not an outrage to drag in that sort of thing? It angers me intensely, Mr. Plank. Why do they do it? Is there a single one among them qualified to criticise Mr. Siward? And besides, it is not true any more!... is it? — what was once said of him with — with some truth? Is it?

The dull red blood mantled Planks heavy visage. The silence grew grim as he did his slow, laborious thinking, the while his eyes, expressionless and almost opaque in the dim light, never left hers, until, under the unchanging, merciless inspection, the mask dropped for an instant from her anxious face, and he saw what he saw.

He was no fool. What he had come to believe she at last had only confirmed; and now the question became simple: was she worth enlightening? And by what title did she demand his confidence?

You ask me if it is true any more. You mean about his habits. If I answer you it is because I cannot be indifferent to what concerns him. But before I answer I ask you this: Would your interest in his fortunes matter to him?

She waited, head bent; then:

I dont know, Mr. Plank, very low.

Did your interest in his fortunes ever concern him?

Yes, once.

He looked at her sternly, his jaw squaring until his heavy under lip projected. Within my definition of friendship, is he your friend?

You mean he—

No, I mean you! I can answer for him. How is it with you? Do you return what he gives — if there is really friendship between you? Or do you take what he offers, offering nothing in return?

She had turned rather white under the direct impact of the questions. The jarring repetition of his voice itself was like the dull echo of distant blows. Yet it never occurred to her to resent it, nor his attitude, nor his self-assumed privilege. She did not care; she no longer cared what he said to her or thought about her; nor did she care that her mask had fallen at last. It was not what he was saying, but what her own heart repeated so heavily that drove the colour from her face. Not he, but she herself had become the pitiless attorney for the prosecution; not his voice, but the clamouring conscience within her demanded by what right she used the name of friendship to characterise the late relations between her and the man to whom she had denied herself.

Then a bitter impatience swept her, and a dawning fear, too; for she had set her foot on the fallen mask, and the impulse rendered her reckless.

Why dont you speak? she said. Yes, I have a right to know. I care for him as much as you do. Why dont you answer me? I tell you I care for him!

Do you? he said in a dull voice. Then help me out, if you can, for I dont know what to do; and if I did, I havent the authority of friendship as my warrant. He is in New York. He did go to the country; and, at his home, the servants suppose he is still away. But he isnt; he is here, alone, and sick — sick of his old sickness. I saw him, and — Plank rested his head on his hand, dropping his eyes— and he didnt know me. I — I do not think he will remember that he met me, or that I spoke. And — I could do nothing, absolutely nothing. And I dont know where he is. He will go home after a while. I call — every day — to see — see what can be done. But if he were there I would not know what to do. When he does go home I wont know what to say — what to try to do.... And that is an answer to your question, Miss Landis. I give it, because you say you care for him as I do. Will you advise me what to do? — you, who are more entitled than I am to know the truth, because he has given you the friendship which he has as yet not accorded to me.

But Sylvia, dry-eyed, dry-lipped, could find no voice to answer; and after a little while they rose and moved through the fragrant gloom toward the sparkling lights beyond.

Her voice came back as they entered the brilliant rooms: I should like to find Grace Ferrall, she said very distinctly. Please keep the others off, Mr. Plank.

Her small hand on his arm lay with a weight out of all proportion to its size. Fair head averted, she no longer guided him with that impalpable control; it was he who had become the pilot now, and he steered his own way through the billowy ocean of silk and lace, master of the course he had set, heavily bland to the interrupter and the importunate from whom she turned a deaf ear and dumb lips, and lowered eyes that saw nothing.

Fleetwood had missed his dance with her, but she scarcely heard his eager complaints. Quarrier, coldly inquiring, confronted them; was passed almost without recognition, and left behind, motionless, looking after them out of his narrowing, black-fringed eyes of a woman.

Then Ferrall came, and hearing his voice, she raised her colourless face.

Will you take me home with you, Kemp, when you take Grace? she asked.

Of course. I dont know where Grace is. Are you in a hurry to go? Its only four oclock.

They were at the entrance to the supper-room. Plank drew up a chair for her, and she sank down, dropping her elbows on the small table, and resting her face between her fingers.

Pegged out, Sylvia? exclaimed Ferrall incredulously. You? Whats the younger set coming to? and he motioned a servant to fill her glass. But she pushed it aside with a shiver, and gave Plank a strange look which he scarcely understood at the moment.

More caprices; all sorts of em on the programme, muttered Ferrall, looking down at her from where he stood beside Plank. O tempora! O Sylvia!... Plank, would you mind hunting up my wife? Ill stay and see that this infant doesnt fall asleep.

But Sylvia shook her head, saying: Please go, Kemp. Im a little tired, thats all. When Grace is ready, Ill leave with her. And at her gesture Plank seated himself, while Ferrall, shrugging his square shoulders, sauntered off in quest of his wife, stopping a moment at a neighbouring table to speak to Agatha Caithness, who sat there with Captain Voucher, the gemmed collar on her slender throat a pale blaze of splendour.

Plank was hungry, and he said so in his direct fashion. Sylvia nodded, and exchanged a smile with Agatha, who turned at the sound of Planks voice. For a while, as he ate and drank largely, she made the effort to keep up a desultory conversation, particularly when anybody to whom she owed an explanation hove darkly in sight on the horizon. But Planks appetite was in proportion to the generous lines on which nature had fashioned him, and she paid less and less attention to convention and a trifle more to the beauty of Agathas jewels, until the silence at the small table in the corner remained unbroken except by the faint tinkle of silver and crystal and the bubbling hiss of a glass refilled.

Major Belwether, his white, fluffy, chop-whiskers brushed rabbit fashion, peeped in at the door, started to tiptoe out again, caught sight of them, and came trotting back, beaming rosy effusion. He leaned roguishly over the table, his moist eyes a-twinkle with suppressed mirth; then, bestowing a sprightly glance on Plank, which said very plainly, Im up to one of my irrepressible jokes again! he held up a smooth, white, and over-manicured forefinger:

I was in Tiffanys yesterday, he said, and I saw a young man in there who didnt see me, and I peeped over his shoulder, and what do you think he was doing?

She lifted her eyes a little wearily:

I dont know, she said.

I do, he chuckled. He was choosing a collar of blue diamonds and aqua marines! — Te-he! — probably to wear himself! — Te-he! Or perhaps he was going to be married! — He-he-he! — next winter — ahem! — next November — Ha-ha! I dont know, Im sure, what he meant to do with that collar. I only—

Something in Sylvias eyes stopped him, and, following their direction, he turned around to find Quarrier standing at his elbow, icy and expressionless.

Oh, said the aged jester, a little disconcerted, Im caught talking out in church, I see! It was only a harmless little fun, Howard.

Do you mean you saw me? asked Quarrier, pale as a sheet. You are in error. I have not been in Tiffanys in months.

Belwether, crestfallen under the white menace of Quarriers face, nodded, and essayed a chuckle without success.

Sylvia, at first listless and uninterested, looked inquiringly from the major to Quarrier, surprised at the suppressed feeling exhibited over so trivial a gaucherie. If Quarrier had chosen a collar like Agathas for her, what of it? But as he had not, on his own statement, what did it matter? Why should he look that way at the foolish major, to whose garrulous gossip he was accustomed, and whose inability to refrain from prying was notorious enough.

Turning disdainfully, she caught a glimpse of Planks shocked and altered face. It relapsed instantly into the usual inert expression; and a queer, uncomfortable perplexity began to invade her. What had happened to stir up these three men? Of what importance was an indiscretion of an old gentleman whose fatuous vanity and consequent blunders everybody was familiar with? And, after all, Howard had not bought anything at Tiffanys; he said so himself.... But it was evident that Agatha had chanced on the collar that Belwether thought he saw somebody else examining.

She turned, and looked at the dead-white neck of the girl. The collar was wonderful — a miracle of pale fire. And Sylvia, musing, let her thoughts run on, dreamy eyes brooding. She was glad that Agathas means permitted her now to have such things. It had been understood, for some years, that the Caithness fortune was in rather an alarming condition. Howard had been able recently to do a favour or two for old Peter Caithness. She had heard the major bragging about it. Evidently Mr. Caithness must have improved the chance, if he was able to present such gems to his daughter. And now somebody would marry her; perhaps Captain Voucher; perhaps even Alderdene; perhaps, as rumour had it now and then, Plank might venture into the arena.... Poor Plank! More of a man than people understood. She understood. She — 

And her thoughts swung back like the returning tide to Siward, and her heart began heavily again, and the slightly faint sensation returned. She passed her ungloved, unsteady fingers across her eyelids and forehead, looking up and around. The major and Howard had disappeared; Plank, beside her, sat staring stupidly into his empty wine-glass.

Isnt Mrs. Ferrall coming? she said wearily.

Plank gathered his cumbersome bulk and stood up, trying to see through the entrance into the ball-room. After a moment he said: Theyre in there, talking to Marion. Its a good chance to make our adieux.

As they passed out of the supper-room Sylvia paused behind Agathas chair and bent over her. The collar is beautiful, she said, and so are you, Agatha; and with a little impulsive caress for the jewels she passed on, unconscious of the delicate flush that spread from Agathas shoulders to her hair. And Agatha, turning, encountered only the stupid gaze of Plank, moving ponderously past on Sylvias heels.

If youll find Leila, Im ready at any time, she said carelessly, and resumed her tête-à-tête with Voucher, who had plainly been annoyed at the interruption.

Plank went on, a new trouble dawning on his thickening mental horizon. He had completely forgotten Leila. Even with all the demands made upon him; even with all the time he had given to those whose use of him he understood, how could he have forgotten Leila and the recent scene between them, and the new attitude and new relations with her that he must so carefully consider and ponder over before he presented himself at the house of Mortimer again!

Ferrall and his wife and Sylvia were making their adieux to Marion and her mother when he came up; and he, too, took that opportunity.

Later, on his quest for Leila, Sylvia, passing through the great hall, shrouded in silk and ermine, turned to offer him her hand, saying in a low voice: I am at home to you; do you understand? Always, she added nervously.

He looked after her with an unconscious sigh, unaware that anything in himself had claimed her respect. And after a moment he swung on his broad heels to continue his search for Mrs. Mortimer.


CHAPTER X THE SEAMY SIDE
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ABOUT FOUR OCLOCK on the following afternoon Mrs. Mortimers maid, who had almost finished drying and dressing her mistress hair, was called to the door by a persistent knocking, which at first she had been bidden to disregard.

It was Mortimers man, desiring to know whether Mrs. Mortimer could receive Mr. Mortimer at once on matters of importance.

No, said Leila petulantly. Tell Mullins to say that I can not see anybody, and catching a glimpse of the shadowy Mullins dodging about the dusky corridor: What is the matter? Is Mr. Mortimer ill?

But Mullins could not say what the matter might be, and he went away, only to return in a few moments bearing a scratchy note from his master, badly blotted and still wet; and Leila, with a shrug of resignation, took the blotched scrawl daintily between thumb and forefinger and unfolded it. Behind her, the maid, twisting up the masses of dark, fragrant hair, read the note very easily over her mistress shoulder. It ran, without preliminaries:

Im going to talk to you, whether you like it or not. Do you understand that? If you want to know whats the matter with me youll find out fast enough. Fire that French girl out before I arrive.

She closed the note thoughtfully, folding and double-folding it into a thick wad. The ink had come off, discolouring her finger-tips; she dropped the soiled paper on the floor, and held out her hands, plump fingers spread. And when the maid had finished removing the stains and had repolished the pretty hands, her mistress sipped her chocolate thoughtfully, nibbled a bit of dry toast, then motioned the maid to take the tray and her departure, leaving her the cup.

A few minutes later Mortimer came in, stood a moment blinking around the room, then dropped into a seat, sullen, inert, the folds of his chin crowded out on his collar, his heavy abdomen cradled on his short, thick legs. He had been freshly shaved; linen and clothing were spotless, yet the man looked unclean.

Save for the network of purple veins in his face, there was no colour there, none in his lips; even his flabby hands were the hue of clay.

Are you ill? asked his wife coolly.

No, not very. Ive got the jumps. Whats that? Tea? Ugh! its chocolate. Push it out of sight, will you? I can smell it.

Leila set the delicate cup on a table behind her.

What time did you return this morning? she asked, stifling a yawn.

I dont know; about five or six. How the devil should I know what time I came in?

Sitting there before the mirror of her dresser she stole a second glance at his marred features in the glass. The loose mouth, the smeared eyes, the palsy-like tremors that twitched the hands where they tightened on the arms of his chair, became repulsive to the verge of fascination. She tried to look away, but could not.

You had better see Dr. Grisby, she managed to say.

Id better see you; thats what Id better do, he retorted thickly. Youll do all the doctoring I want. And I want it, all right.

Very well. What is it?

He passed his swollen hand across his forehead.

What is it? he repeated. Its the limit, this time, if you want to know. Im all in.

Roulette? raising her eyebrows without interest

Yes, roulette, too. Everything! They got me upstairs at Burbanks. The games crooked! Every box, every case, every wheel, every pack is crooked! crooked! crooked, by God! he burst out in a fever, struggling to sit upright, his hands always tightening on the arms of the chair. Its nothing but a creeping joint, run by a bunch of hand-shakers! I — Ill—

Stuttering, choking, stammering imprecations, his hoarse clamour died away after a while. She sat there, head bent, silent, impassive, acquiescent under the physical and mental strain to which she had never become thoroughly hardened. How many such scenes had she witnessed! She could not count them. They differed very little in detail, and not at all in their ultimate object, which was to get what money she had. This was his method of reimbursing himself for his losses.

He made an end to his outburst after a while. Only his dreadful fat breathing now filled the silence; and supposing he had finished, she found her voice with an effort:

I am sorry. It comes at a bad time, as you know—

A bad time! he broke out violently. How can it come at any other sort of time? With us, all times are bad. If this is worse than the average it cant be helped. We are in it for keeps this time!

We?

Yes, we! he repeated; but his face had grown ghastly, and his uncertain eyes were fastened on hers in the mirror.

What do you mean — exactly? she asked, turning from the dresser to confront him.

He made no effort to answer; an expression of dull fright was growing on his visage, as though for the first time he had begun to realise what had happened.

She saw it, and her heart quickened, but she spoke disdainfully: Well, I am ready to listen — as usual. How much do you want?

He made no sign; his lower lip hung loose; his eyes blinked at her.

What is it? she repeated. What have you been doing? How much have you lost? You cant have lost very much; we hadnt much to lose. If you have given your note to any of those gamblers, it is a shame — a shame! Leroy, look at me! You promised me, on your honour, never to do that again. Have you lied, after all the times I have helped you out, stripped myself, denied myself, put off tradesmen, faced down creditors? After all I have done, do you dare come here and ask for more — ask for what I have not got — with not one bill settled, not one servant paid since December—

Leila, I — Ive got — to tell you—

What? she demanded, appalled by the change in his face. If he was overdoing it, he was overdoing it realistically enough.

I — Ive used Planks cheque! he mumbled, and moistened his lips with his tongue.

She stared back at him, striving to comprehend. Planks! she repeated slowly, Planks cheque? What cheque? What do you mean?

The one he gave you last night. Ive used that. Now you know!

The one he — But you couldnt! How could you? It was not filled in.

I filled it.

Her dawning horror was reacting on him, as it always did, like a fierce tonic; and his own courage came back in a sort of sullen desperation.

You... You are trying to frighten me, Leroy, she stammered. You are trying to make me do something — give you what you want — force me to give you what you want! You cant frighten me. The cheque was made out to me — to my order. How could you have used it, if I had not indorsed it?

I indorsed it. Do you understand that! he said savagely.

No, I dont; because, if you did, its forgery.

I dont give a damn what you think it is! he broke in fiercely. All Im worried over is what Plank will think. I didnt mean to do it; I didnt dream of doing it; but when Burbank cleaned me up I fished about, and that cursed cheque came tumbling out!

In the rising excitement of self-defence the colour was coming back into his battered face; he sat up straighter in his chair, and, grasping the upholstered arms, leaned forward, speaking more distinctly and with increasing vigour and anger:

When I saw that cheque in my hands I thought Id use it temporarily — merely as moral collateral to flash at Burbank — something to back my I. O. U.s. So I filled it in.

For how much? she asked, not daring to believe him; but he ignored the question and went on: I filled it and indorsed it, and—

How could you indorse it? she interrupted coolly, now unconvinced again and suspicious.

Ill tell you if youll stop that fool tongue a moment. The cheque was made to L. Mortimer, wasnt it? So I wrote L. Mortimer on the back. Now do you know? If you are L. Mortimer, so am I. Leila begins with L; so does Leroy, doesnt it? I didnt imitate your two-words-to-a-page autograph. I put my own fist to a cheque made out to one L. Mortimer; and I dont care what you think about it as long as Plank can stand it. Now put up your nose and howl, if you like.

But under her sudden pallor he was taking fright again, and he began to bolster up his courage with bluster and noise, as usual:

Howl all you like! he jeered. It wont alter matters or square accounts with Plank. What are you staring at? Do you suppose Im not sorry? Do you fancy I dont know what a fool Ive been? What are you turning white for? What in hell—

How much have you— She choked, then, resolutely: How much have you — taken?

Taken! he broke out, with an oath. What do you mean? Ive borrowed about twenty thousand dollars. Now yelp! Eh? What? — no yelps? Probably some weeps, then. Turn em on and run dry; Ill wait. And he managed to cross one bulky leg over the other and lean back, affecting resignation, while Leila, bolt upright in her low chair, every curved outline rigid under the flowing, silken wrap, stared at him as though stunned.

Well, were good for it, arent we? he said threateningly. If hes going to turn ugly about it, heres the house.

My — house?

Yes, your house! I suppose youd rather raise something on the house than have the thing come out in the papers.

Do you think so? she asked, staring into his bloodshot eyes.

Yes, I do. Im damn sure of it!

You are wrong.

You mean that you are not inclined to stand by me? he demanded.

Yes, I mean that.

You dont intend to help me out?

I do not intend to — not this time.

He began to show his big teeth, and that nervous snickering tick twitched his upper lip.

How about the courts? he sneered. Do you want to figure in them with Plank?

I dont want to, she said steadily, but you can not frighten me any more by that threat.

Oh! Cant frighten you! Perhaps you think youll marry Plank when I get a decree? Do you? Well, you wont for several reasons; first, because Ill name other corespondents and that will make Plank sick; second, because Plank wants to marry somebody else and Im able to assist him. So where do you come out in the shuffle?

I dont know, she said, under her breath, and rested her head against the back of the chair, as though suddenly tired.

Well, I know. Youll come out smirched, and you know it, said Mortimer, gazing intently at her. Look here, Leila: I didnt come here to threaten you. Im no black-mailer; Im no criminal. Im simply a decent sort of a man, who is pretty badly scared over what hes done in a moment of temptation. You know I had no thought of anything except to borrow enough on my I. O. U.s to make a killing at Burbanks. I had to show them something big, so I filled in that cheque, not meaning to use it; and before I knew it Id indorsed it, and was plunging against it. Then they stacked everything on me — by God, they did! and if I had not been in the condition I was in Id have stopped payment. But it was too late when I realised what I was against. Leila, you know Im not a bad man at heart. Cant you help a fellow?

His manner, completely changed, had become the resentful and fretful appeal of the victim of plot and circumstance. All the savage brutality had been eliminated; the sneer, the truculent attempts to browbeat, the pitiful swagger, the cynical justification, all were gone. It was really the man himself now, normally scared and repentant; the frightened, overfed pensioner on his wifes bounty; not the human beast maddened by fear and dissipation, half stunned, half panic-stricken, driven by sheer terror into a rôle which even he shrank from — had shrunk from all these years. For, leech and parasite that he was, Mortimer, however much the dirty acquisition of money might tempt him in theory, had not yet brought himself to the point of attempting the practice, even when in sorest straits and bitterest need. He didnt want to do it; he wished to get along without it, partly because of native inertia and an aversion to the mental nimbleness that he would be required to show as a law-breaker, partly because the word black-mail stood for what he did not dare suggest that he had come to, even to himself. His distaste was genuine; there were certain things which he didnt want to commit, and extortion was one of them. He could, at a pinch, lie to his wife, or try to scare her into giving him money; he could, when necessary, borrow from such men as Plank; but he had never cheated at cards, and he had never attempted to black-mail anybody except his wife — which, of course, was purely a family matter, and concerned nobody else.

Now he was attempting it again, with more sincerity, energy, and determination than he ever before had been forced to display. Even in his most profane violence the rage and panic were only partly real. He was, it is true, genuinely scared, and horribly shaken physically, but he had counted on violence, and he stimulated his own emotions and made them serve him, knowing all the while that in the reaction his ends would be accomplished, as usual. This policy of alternately frightening, dragooning, and supplicating Leila had carried him so far; and though it was true that this was a more serious situation than he had ever yet faced, he was convinced that his wife would pull him out somehow; and how that was to be accomplished he did not very much care, as long as he was pulled out safely.

What this household requires, he said, is economy. He spread his legs, denting the Aubusson carpet with his boot-heels, and glanced askance at his wife. Economy, he repeated, furtively wetting his lips with a heavily coated tongue; thats the true solution; economical administration in domestic matters. Retrenchment, Leila! retrenchment! Fewer folderols. Ive a notion to give up that farm, and stop trying to breed those damfool sheep. They cost a thousand apiece, and do you know what I got for those six I sent to Westbury? Just twelve hundred dollars from Fleetwood — the bargaining shopkeeper! Twelve hundred! Think of that! And along comes Granby and sells a single ram for six thousand plunks!

Leilas head was lowered. He could not see her expression, but he had always been confident of his ability to talk himself out of trouble, so he rambled on in pretence of camaraderie, currying favour, as he believed, ingratiating himself with the coarse bluntness that served him among some men, even among some women.

Well fix it somehow, he said reassuringly; dont you worry, Leila. Ive confidence in you, little girl! Youve got me out of sticky messes before, eh? Well, weve weathered a few, havent we?

Even the horrible parody on wedded loyalty left her silent, unmoved, dark eyes brooding; and he began to grow a little restless and anxious as his jocularity increased without a movement in either response or aversion from his wife.

You neednt be scared, if Im not, he said reproachfully. The house is worth two hundred and fifty thousand, and theres only fifty on it now. If that fat, Dutch skinflint, Plank, shows his tusks, we can clap on another fifty. And as she made no sound or movement in reply: As far as Plank goes, havent I done enough for him to square it? What have we ever got out of him, except a thousand or two now and then when the cards went against me? If I took it, it was practically what he owes me. And if he thinks its too much — look here, Leila! Ive a trick up my sleeve. I can make good any time I wish to. Im in a position to marry that man to the girl hes mad about — stark, raving mad.

Mrs. Mortimer slowly raised her head and looked at her husband.

Leroy, are you mad?

I! Not much! he exclaimed gleefully. I can make him the husband of the most-run-after girl in New York — if I want to. And at the same time I can puncture the most arrogant, the most cold-blooded, selfish, purse-proud, inflated nincompoop that ever sat at the head of a directors table. O-ho! Now youre staring, Leila. I can do it; I can make good. What are you worrying about? Why, Ive got a hundred ways to square that cheque, and each separate way is a winner.

He rose, shook out the creases in his trousers, and adjusted the squat, gold fob which ornamented his protruding waistcoat.

So youll fix it, wont you, Leila? he said, apparently oblivious that he had expressed himself as able to adjust the matter in one hundred equally edifying and satisfactory manners.

She did not answer. He lingered a moment at the door, looking back with an ingratiating leer; but she paid him no attention, and he took himself off, confident that her sulkiness could not result in anything unpleasant to anybody except herself.

Nor did it, as far as he could see. The days brought no noticeable change in his wifes demeanour toward him. Plank, when he met him, was civil enough, though it did occur to Mortimer that he saw very little of Plank in these days.

Ungrateful beggar! he thought bitterly; hes toadying to Belwether now. I cant do anything more for him, so I dont interest him.

And for a while he wore either a truculent, aggrieved air in Planks presence, or the meeker demeanour of a martyr, sentimentally misunderstood, but patient under the affliction.

Then there came a time when he needed money. During the few days he spent circling tentatively and apprehensively around his wife he learned enough to know that there was nothing to be had from her at present. No doubt the money she raised to placate Plank — if she had placated him in that fashion — was a strain on her resources, whatever those resources were.

One thing was certain: Plank had not remained very long in ignorance of the cheque drawn against his balance, if indeed, as Mortimer feared, the bank itself had not communicated with Plank as soon as the cheque was presented for payment. Therefore Plank must have been placated by Leila; how, Mortimer was satisfied not to know.

Some of these days, he said to himself, Ill catch her tripping, and then therell be a decent division of property, or — therell be a divorce. But, as usual, Mortimer found such practices more attractive in theory than in execution, and he was really quite contented to go on as things were going, if somebody would see that he had some money occasionally.

One of these occasions when he needed it was approaching. He had made a killing at Desmonds, and had used the money to stop up the more threatening gaps in the tottering financial fabric known as his personal accounts. The fabric would hold for a while, but meantime he needed money to go on with. And Leila evidently had none. He tried everybody except Plank. He had scarcely the impudence to go to Plank just yet; but when, completing the vicious circle, he found his borrowing capacity exhausted, and himself once more face to face with the only hope, Plank, he sat down to consider seriously the possibility of the matter.

Of course Plank owed him more than he could ever pay — the ungrateful parvenu! — but what Plank had thought of that cheque transaction he had never been able to discover.

Somehow or other he must put Plank under fresh obligations; and that might have been possible had not Leila invaded the ground, leaving nothing, now that Plank was secure in club life.

Of course the first thing that presented itself to Mortimers consideration was the engineering of Planks matrimonial ambitions. Clearly the man had not changed. He was always at Sylvias heels; he was seen with her in public; he went to the Belwether house a great deal. No possible doubt but that he was as infatuated as ever. And Quarrier was going to marry her next November — that is, if he, Mortimer, chose to keep silent about a certain midnight episode at Shotover.

It was his inclination, except in theory, to keep silent, partly because of his native inertia and unwillingness to go to the physical and intellectual exertion of being a rascal, partly because he didnt really want to be a rascal of that sort.

Like a man with premonitions of toothache, who walks down to the dentists just to see what the number of the house looks like, and then walks around the block to think it over, so Mortimer, suffering from lack of money, walked round and round the central idea, unable to bring himself to the point.

Several times he called up Quarrier on the phone and made appointments to lunch with him; but these meetings never resulted in anything except luncheons which Mortimer paid for, and matters were becoming desperate.

So one day, after having lunched too freely, he sat down and wrote Plank the following note:

My Dear Beverly: You will remember that I once promised you my aid in securing what, to you, is the dearest object of your existence. I have thought, I have pondered, I have given the matter deep and, I may add without irreverence, prayerful consideration, knowing that the lifes happiness of my closest friend depended on my judgment and wisdom and intelligence to secure for him the opportunity to crown his lifes work by the acquisition of the brightest jewel in the diadem of old Manhattan.

By George! thats wickedly good, though! chuckled Mortimer, refreshing himself with his old stand-by, an apple, quartered, and soaked in very old port. So he sopped his apple and swallowed it, and picked up his pen again, chary of overdoing it.

All I say to you is, be ready! The time is close at hand when you may boldly make your avowal. But be ready! All depends upon the psychological moment. An instant too soon, an instant too late, and you are lost. And she is lost forever. Remember! Be faithful; trust in me, and wait. And the instant I say, Speak! pour out your soul, my dear friend, and be certain you are not pouring it out in vain. L. M.

Writing about pouring out made him thirsty, so he fortified himself several times, and then, sealing the letter, went out to a letter-box and stood looking at it.

If I mail it Im in for it, he muttered. After a while he put the letter in his pocket and walked on.

It really doesnt commit me to anything, he reflected at last, halting before another letter-box. And as he stood there, hesitating, he glanced up and saw Quarrier entering the Lenox Club. The next moment he flung up the metal box lid, dropped in his letter, and followed Quarrier into the club.

Then events tumbled forward almost without a push from him. Quarrier was alone in a window corner, drinking vichy and milk and glancing over the afternoon papers. He saw Mortimer, and invited him to join him; and Mortimer, being thirsty, took champagne.

Ive been trying a new coach, said Quarrier, in his colourless and rather agreeable voice; and he went on leisurely explaining the points of the new mail-coach which had been built in Paris after plans of his own, while Mortimer gulped glass after glass of chilled wine, which seemed only to make him thirstier. Meantime he listened, really interested, except that his fleshy head was too full of alcohol and his own project to contain additional statistics concerning coaching. Besides, Quarrier, who had never been over-cordial to him, was more so now — enough for Mortimer to venture on a few tentative suggestions of a financial nature; and though, as usual, Quarrier was not responsive, he did not, as usual, get up and go away.

A vague hope stirred Mortimer that it might not be beyond his persuasive tongue to make this chilly, reticent young man into a friend some day — a helpful friend. For Mortimer all his life had trusted to his tongue; and though poorly enough repaid, the few lingual victories remained in his memory, along with an inexhaustible vanity and hope; while his countless defeats and the many occasions on which his tongue had played him false were all forgotten. Besides, he had been drinking more heavily all day than was his custom.

So Quarrier talked, sparingly, about his new coach, about Billy Fleetwoods renowned string of hunters, about Ashley Spencers new stable and his chances at Saratoga with Roy-a-neh, for which he had paid a fabulous sum — the sum and the story probably equally fabulous.

Mortimers head was swimming with ideas; he was also talking a great deal, much more than he had intended; he was saying things he had not exactly intended to say, either, in just that way. He realised it, but he went on, unable to stop his own tongue, the noise of which intoxicated him.

Once or twice he thought Quarrier looked at him rather strangely; but he would show Quarrier that he was nobodys fool; hed show Quarrier that he was a friend, a good, staunch friend; and that Quarrier had long, long undervalued him. Waves of sentiment spread through and through him; his affection for Quarrier dampened his eyes; and still he blabbed on and on, gazing with brimming eyes upon Quarrier, who sat back silent and attentive as Mortimer circled and blundered nearer and nearer to the crucial point of his destination.

Midway in one of his linguistic ellipses Quarrier leaned forward and caught his arm in a grip of steel. Another man had entered the room. Mortimer, made partly conscious by the pain of Quarriers vise-like grip, was sober enough to recognise the impropriety of his continuing aloud the veiled story he had been constructing with what he supposed to be a cunning as matchless as it was impenetrable.

Later he found himself upstairs in a private card-room, facing Quarrier across a table, and still talking and quenching his increasing thirst. He knew now what he was telling Quarrier; he was unveiling the parable; he was stripping metaphor from a carefully precise story. He used Siwards name presently; presently he used Sylvias name. A moment later — or was it an hour? — Quarrier stopped him, coldly, without a trace of passion, demanding corroborative detail. And Mortimer gave it, wagging his head and one fat forefinger as emphasis.

You saw that? repeated Quarrier, deadly white of a sudden.

Yes; an I—

At three in the morning?

Yes; an I want—

You saw him enter her room?

Yes; an I wan tersay thish to you, because Im your fren. Don wan anny frens mine get fooled on women! See? Thash how I feel. I respec the sect! See! Women, lovely women! See? Respec sect! Gimme yhan, buzzer — er — brother Quarer! Your m fren; Im your fren. I know how it is. Gotter wife mown. Rotten one. Stingy! Takes money outter m pockets. Dam stravagant. Ruin me!... Say, old boy, what about dividend due morrow on Orange County Eclectic — mean Erlextic — no! — mean Letric! Damn! — Wasser masser tongue?

Opening his fond and foggy eyes, and finding himself alone in the card-room, he began to cry; and a little later, attempting to push the electric button, he fell over a lounge and lay there, his shirt-front soiled with wine, one fat leg trailing to the floor; not the ideal position for slumber, perhaps, but what difference do attitudes and postures and poses make when a gentleman, in the sacred seclusion of his own club, is wooing the drowsy goddess with blasts of votive music through his empurpled nose?

In the meantime, however, he was due to dine at the Belwether house; and when eight oclock approached, and he had not returned to dress, Leila called up Sylvia Landis on the telephone:

My dear, Leroy hasnt returned, and I suppose hes forgotten about the Bridge. I can bring Mr. Plank, if you like.

Very well, said Sylvia, adding, if Mr. Plank is there, may I speak to him a moment?

So Leila rose, setting the receiver on the desk, and Plank came in from the library and settled himself heavily in the chair:

Did you wish to speak to me, Miss Landis?

Is that you, Mr. Plank? Yes; will you dine with us at eight? Bridge afterward, if you dont mind.

Thank you.

And, Mr. Plank, you had a note from me this morning?

Yes.

Please disregard it.

If you wish.

I do. It is not worth while. And as Plank made no comment, I have no further interest in the matter. Do you understand?

No, said Plank doggedly.

I have nothing more to say. I am sorry. We dine at eight, concluded Sylvia hurriedly.

Plank hung up the receiver and sat eyeing it for a while in silence. Then his jaw began to harden and his under lip protruded, and he folded his great hands, resting them in front of him on the edge of the desk, brooding there, with eyes narrowing like a sleepy giant at prayer.

When Leila entered, in her evening wraps, she found him there, so immersed in reverie that he failed to hear her; and she stood a moment at the doorway, smiling to herself, thinking how pleasant it was to come down ready for the evening and find him there, as though he belonged where he sat, and was part of the familiar environment.

Recently she had grown younger in a smooth-skinned, full-lipped way — so much younger that it was spoken of. Something girlish in figure, in spontaneity, in the hesitation of her smile, in the lack of that hard, brilliant confidence which once characterised her, had developed; as though she were beginning her début again, reverting to a softness and charm prematurely checked. Truly, her youths discoloured blossom, forced by the pale phantom of false spring, was refolding to a bud once more; and the harsher tints of the inclement years were fading.

Beverly, she said, I am ready.

Plank stood up, dazed from his reverie, and walked toward her. His white tie had become disarranged; she raised her hands, halting him, and pulled it into shape for him, consciously innocent of the intimacy.

Thank you, he said. Do you know how pretty you are this evening?

Yes; I was very happy at my mirror. Do you know, the withered years seem to be dropping from me like leaves from an autumn sapling. And I feel young enough to say so poetically.... Did Sylvia try to flirt with you over the wire?

Yes, as usual, he said drily, descending the stairs beside her.

And really you dont love her any more? she queried.

Scarcely. His voice was low and rather disagreeable, and she looked up.

I wish I knew what you and Sylvia find to talk about so frequently, if youre not in love.

But he made no answer; and they drove away to the Belwether house, a rather wide, old-style mansion of brown stone, with a stoop dividing its ugly façade, and a series of unnecessary glass doors blockading the vestibule.

A drawing-room and a reception-room flanked the marble-tiled hall; behind these the dining-room ran the width of the rear. It was a typical gentlefolks house of the worst period of Manhattan, and Major Belwether belonged in it as fittingly as a melodeon belongs in a west-side flat. The hall-way was made for such a man as he to patter through; the velvet-covered stairs were as peculiarly fitted for him as a runway is for a rabbit; the suave pink-and-white drawing-room, the discreet, gray reception-room, the soft, fat rugs, the intricacies of banisters and alcoves and curtained cubby-holes — all reflected his personality, all corroborated the ensemble. It was his habitat, his distinctly, from the pronounced but meaningless intricacy of the architecture to the studied but unconvincing tints, like a man who suddenly starts to speak, but checks himself, realising he has nothing in particular to say.

There were half a dozen people there lounging informally between the living-room on the second floor and Sylvias apartments in the rear — the residue from a luncheon and Bridge party given that afternoon by Sylvia to a score or so of card-mad women. A few of these she had asked to remain for an informal dinner, and a desperate game later — the sort of people she knew well enough to lose to heavily or win from without remorse — Grace Ferrall, Marion Page, Agatha Caithness. Trusting to the telephone that morning, she had secured the Mortimers and Quarrier, failing three men; and now the party, with Plank as Mortimers substitute, was complete, all thorough gamesters — sex mattering nothing in the preparation for such a séance.

In Sylvias boudoir Grace Ferrall and Agatha Caithness sat before the fire; Sylvia, at the mirror of her dresser, was correcting the pallor incident to the unbroken dissipation of a brilliant season; Marion, with her inevitable cigarette, wandered between Sylvias quarters and the library, where Quarrier and Major Belwether were sitting in low-voiced confab.

Leila, greeted gaily from the boudoir, went in. Plank entered the library, was mauled effusively by the major, returned Quarriers firm hand shake, and sat down with an inquiring smile.

Oh, yes, were out for blood to-night, tittered Major Belwether, grasping Quarriers arm humourously and shaking it to emphasise his words — a habit that Quarrier thoroughly disliked. Sylvia had a lot of women here playing for the season score, so I suggested she keep the pick of them for dinner, and call in a few choice ones to make a night of it.

Its agreeable to me, said Plank, still looking at Quarrier with the same inquiring expression, which that gentleman presently chose to understand.

I havent had a chance to look into that matter, he said carelessly. Some day, when you have time to go over it—

I have time now, said Plank; theres nothing to go over; theres no reason for any secrecy. All I wrote you was that I proposed to control the stock of Amalgamated Electric and that I wished your advice in the matter.

I could not give you any advice off-hand on such an extraordinary suggestion, returned Quarrier coldly. If you know where the stock is, youll understand.

Do you mean what it is quoted at, or who owns it? interrupted Plank.

Who owns it. Everybody knows where it has dropped to, I suppose. Most people know, too, where it is held.

Yes; I do.

And who is manipulating it, added Quarrier indifferently.

Do you mean Harringtons people?

I dont mean anybody in particular, Mr. Plank.

Oh! said Plank, staring, I was sure you couldnt have meant Harrington; because, he went on deliberately, there are other theories floating about that mysterious pool, one of which Ive proved.

Quarrier looked at him out of his velvety-lidded eyes:

What have you proved?

Ill tell you, if youll appoint an interview.

Ill come too, began Belwether, who had been listening, loose-mouthed and intent; were all in it — Howard, Kemp Ferrall, and I—

And Stephen Siward, observed Plank, so quietly that Quarrier never even raised his eyes to read the stolid face opposite.

Presently he said: Do you know anybody who can deliver you any considerable block of Amalgamated Electric at the market figures?

I could deliver you several blocks, if you care to bid, said Plank bluntly.

Belwether grew red, then pale. Quarrier stiffened in his chair, but his eyes were only sceptical. Planks under lip had begun to protrude again; he swung his massive head, looking from Belwether back to Quarrier:

Pool or no pool, he continued, you Amalgamated people will want to see the stock climb back into the branches from which somebody shook it out; and I propose to put it there. That is all I had meant to say to you, Mr. Quarrier. Im not averse to saying it here to you, and I do. Theres no secrecy about it. Figure out for yourself how much stock I control, and who let it go. Settle your family questions and put your house in order; then invite me to call, and Ill do it. And I have an idea that we are going to stand on our own legs again, and recover our self-respect and our fighting capacity; and I rather think well stop this hold-up business, and that our Inter-County friend will let go the sand-bag and pocket the jimmy, and talk business across the line-fence.

Quarriers characteristic pallor was no index to his feelings, nor was his icy reticence. All hell might be boiling below.

When anybody gave Quarrier a letter to read he took a long time reading it; but if he was slow he was also minute; he went over every word again and again, studying, absorbing each letter, each period, the conformation of every word. And when he ended he had in his brain a photograph of the letter which he would never forget.

And now, slowly, minutely, methodically, he was going over and over Planks words, and his manner of saying them, and their surface import, and the hidden one, if any.

If Plank had spoken the truth — and there was no reason to doubt it — Plank had quietly acquired a controlling interest in Amalgamated Electric. That meant treachery in somebody. Who? Probably Siward, perhaps Belwether. He would not look at the latter just yet; not for a minute or two. There was time enough to see through that withered, pink-and-white old fraud. But why had Plank done this? And why did Plank suspect him of any desire to wreck his own property? He did suspect him, that was certain.

After a silence, he spoke quietly and without emotion:

Everybody concerned will be glad to see Amalgamated Electric declaring dividends. This is a shock to us, he glanced impassively at the shrunken major, but a pleasant shock. I think it well to arrange a meeting as soon as possible.

To-morrow, said Plank, with a manner of closing discussion. And in his brusque ending of the matter Quarrier detected the ringing undertone of an authority he never had and never would endure; and though his pale, composed features betrayed not the subtlest shade of emotion, he was aware that a new element had come into his life — a new force was growing out of nothing to confront him, an unfamiliar shape loomed vaguely ahead, throwing its huge distorted shadow across his path. He sensed it with the instinct of kind for kind, not because Planks millions meant anything to him as a force; not because this lumbering, red-faced meddler had blundered into a family affair where confidence consisted in joining hands lest a pocket be inadvertently picked; not because Plank had knocked at the door, expecting treachery to open, and had found it, but because of the awful simplicity of the man and his methods.

If Plank suspected him, he must also suspect him of complicity in the Inter-County grab; he must suspect him of the ruthless crushing power that corrupts or annihilates opposition, making a mockery of legislation, a jest of the courts, and an epigram of a peoples indignation.

And yet, in the face of all this, careless, fearless, frank to the outer verge of stupidity — which sometimes means the inability to be afraid — this man Plank was casually telling him things which men regard as secrets and as weapons of defence — was actually averting him of his peril, and telling him almost contemptuously to pull up the drawbridge and prepare for siege, instead of rushing the castle and giving it to the sack.

As Quarrier sat there meditating, his long, white fingers caressing his soft, pointed beard, Sylvia came in, greeting the men collectively with a nod, and offering her hand to Plank.

Dinner is announced, she said; please go in farm fashion. Wait! as Plank, following the major and Quarrier, stood aside for her to pass. No, you go ahead, Howard; and you, to the major.

Left for a moment in the room with Plank, she stood listening to the others descending the stairs; then:

Have you seen Mr. Siward?

Yes, said Plank.

Oh! Is he well?

Not very.

Is he well enough to read a letter, and to answer one?

Oh, yes; hes well enough in that way.

I supposed so. That is why I said to you, over the wire, not to trouble him with my request.

You mean that I am not to say anything about your offer to buy the hunter?

No. If I make up my mind that I want the horse Ill write him — perhaps.

Lingering still, she let one hand fall on the banisters, turning back toward Plank, who was following:

I understood you to mean that — that Mr. Siwards financial affairs were anything but satisfactory? — the sweet, trailing, upward inflection making it a question.

When did I say that? demanded Plank.

Once — a month ago.

I didnt, said Plank bluntly.

Oh, I had inferred it, then, from something you said, or something you were silent about. Is that it?

I dont know.

Am I quite wrong, then? she asked, looking him in the eyes.

And Plank, who never lied, found no answer. Considering him for a moment in silence, she turned again and descended the stairs.

The dinner was one of those thoroughly well-chosen dinners of few courses and faultless service suitable for card-players, who neither care to stuff themselves as a preliminary to a battle royal, nor to dawdle through courses, eliminating for themselves what is not good for them. The men drank a light, sound, aromatic Irish of the majors; the women — except Marion, who took what the men took — used claret sparingly. Coffee was served where they sat; the men smoking, Agatha and Marion producing their own cigarettes.

Dont you smoke any more? asked Grace Ferrall of Leila Mortimer, and at the smiling negative, Oh, that perhaps explains it. Youre growing positively radiant, you know. Youll he wearing a braid and a tuck in your skirt if you go on getting younger.

Leila laughed, colouring up as Plank turned in his chair to look at her closer.

No, it wont rub off, Mr. Plank, said Marion coolly, but mine will. This, touching a faint spot of colour under her eyes, is art.

Pooh! Im all art! said Grace. Observe, Mr. Plank, that under this becoming flush are the same old freckles you saw at Shotover. And she laughed that sweet, careless laugh of an adolescent and straightened her boyish figure, pretty head held high, adding: Kemp wont let me improve myself, or Id do it.

You are perfect, said Sylvia, rising from the table, her own lovely, rounded, youthful figure condoning the exaggeration; youre sufficiently sweet as you are. Good people, if you are ready, we will go through the ceremony of cutting for partners — unless otherwise you decide. How say you?

I dont care to enter the scramble for a man, cried Grace. If its to choose, Id as soon choose Marion.

Plank looked at Leila, who laughed.

All right; choose, then! said Sylvia. Howard, youre dying, of course, to play with me, but youre looking very guiltily at Agatha.

The major asked Leila at once; so Plank fell to Sylvia, pitted against Marion and Grace Ferrall.

A few moments later the quiet of the library was broken by the butler entering with decanters and ice, and glasses that tinkled frostily.

Play began at table Number One on a passed make of no trumps by Sylvia, and at the other table on a doubled and redoubled heart make, which sent a delicate flush into Agathas face, and drove the last vestige of lingering thoughtfulness from Quarriers, leaving it a tense, pallid, and expressionless mask, out of which looked the velvet-fringed eyes of a woman.

Of all the faces there at the two tables, Sylvias alone had not changed, neither assuming the gamblers mask nor the infatuated glare of the amateur. She was thoughtful, excited, delighted, or dismayed by turns, but always wholesomely so; the game for its own sake, and not the stakes, absorbing her, partly because she had never permitted herself to weigh money and pleasure in the same balance, but kept a mental pair of scales for each.

As usual, the fever of gain was fiercest in those who could afford to lose most. Quarrier, playing to rule with merciless precision, coldly exacted every penalty that a lapse in his opponents permitted. Agatha, her teeth set in her nether lip, her eyes like living jewels, answered Quarriers every signal, interpreted every sign, her play fitting in exactly with his, as though she were his subconscious self balancing the perfectly adjusted mechanism of his body and mind.

Now and then lifting her eyes, she sent a long, limpid glance at Quarrier like a pale shaft of light; and under his heavy-fringed lashes, at moments, his level gaze encountered hers with a slow narrowing of lids — as though there was more than one game in progress, more than one stake being played for under the dull rose glow of the clustered lights.

Sylvia, sitting dummy at the other tables mechanically alert to Planks cards dropping in rapid sequence as he played alternately from his own hand and the dummy, permitted her thoughtful eyes to wander toward Agatha from moment to moment. How alluring her subtle beauty, in its own strange way! How perfect her accord with her partner! How faultless her intelligence, divining the very source of every hidden motive controlling him, forestalling his intent — acquiescent, delicate, marvellous intelligence — the esoteric complement of two parts of a single mind.

The collar of diamonds and aqua marines shimmered like the reflection of shadowy lightning across her throat; a single splendid jewel glowed on her left hand as her fingers flashed among the cards for the make-up.

A hundred aces, broke in Planks heavy voice as he played the last trick and picked up the scoring card and pencil.

Sylvias blue eyes were laughing as Plank cut the new pack. Marion Page coolly laid aside her cigarette, dealt, and made it without in the original.

May I play? asked Sylvia sweetly.

Please, growled Plank.

So Sylvia serenely played from the top of nothing, and Grace Ferrall whisked a wonderful dummy across the green; and Planks thick under lip began to protrude, and he lowered his heavy head like a bull at bay.

Once Marion, over-intent, touched a card in the dummy when she should have played from her own hand; and Sylvia would have let it pass, had not Plank calmly noted the penalty.

Oh, dear! Its too much like business, sighed Sylvia. Cant we play for the sake of the sport? I dont think it good sportsmanship to profit by a blunder.

Rule, observed Marion laconically. Ware barbed wire, if you want the brush.

I myself never was crazy for the brush, murmured Sylvia.

Grace whispered maliciously: But youve got it, with the mask and pads, and her mischievous head barely tipped backward in the direction of Quarrier.

Especially the mask, returned Sylvia, under her breath, and laid on the table the last card of a Yarborough.

Plank scored without comment. Marion cut, and resumed her cigarette. Sylvia dealt with that witchery of rounded wrists and slim fingers fascinating to men and women alike. Then, cards en règle, passed the make. Plank, cautiously consulting the score, made it spades, which being doubled, Grace led a singleton ace, and Plank slapped down a strong dummy and folded his great arms.

Toward midnight, Sylvia, absorbed in her dummy, fancied she heard the electric bell ringing at the front door. Later, having barely made the odd, she was turning to look at the major, when, beyond him, she saw Leroy Mortimer enter the room, sullen, pasty-skinned, but perfectly sober and well groomed.

You are a trifle late, observed Sylvia carelessly. Grace Ferrall and Marion ignored him. Plank bade him good evening in a low voice.

The people at the other table, having completed their rubber, looked around at Mortimer in disagreeable surprise.

Ill cut in, if you want me. If you dont, say so, observed Mortimer.

It was plain that they did not; so he settled himself in an arm-chair, with an ugly glance at his wife and an insolent one at Quarrier; and the game went on in silence; Leila and the major still losing heavily under the sneering gaze of Mortimer.

At last, Whos carrying you? he broke out, exasperated; and in the shocked silence Leila, very white, made a movement to rise, but Quarrier laid his long fingers across her arm, pressing her backward.

You dont know what youre saying, he remarked, looking coldly at Mortimer.

Plank laid down his cards, rose, and walked over to Mortimer:

May I have a word with you? he asked bluntly.

You may. And Ill help myself to a word or two with you, retorted Mortimer, following Plank out of the room, down the stairs to the lighted reception-room, where they wheeled, confronting one another.

What is the matter? demanded Plank. At the club they told me you were asleep in the card-room. I didnt tell Leila. What is wrong?

Im — Im dead broke, said Mortimer harshly. Billy Fleetwood took my paper. Can you help me out? Its due to-morrow.

Plank looked at him gravely, but made no answer.

Can you? repeated Mortimer violently. Havent I done enough for you? Havent I done enough for everybody? Is anybody going to show me any consideration? Look at Quarriers manner to me just now! And this very day I did him a service that all his millions cant repay. And there you stand, too, staring at me as though I were some damned importuning shabby-genteel, hinting around for an opening to touch you. Yes, you do! And this very day I have done for you the — the most vital thing — the most sacred favour one man can do for another—

He halted, stammered something incoherent, his battered eyes wet with tears. The man was a wreck — nerves, stamina, mind on the very verge of collapse.

Ill help you, of course, said Plank, eyeing him. Go home, now, and sleep. I tell you Ill help you in the morning.... Dont give way! Have you no grit? Pull up sharp, I tell you!

But Mortimer had fallen into a chair, his ravaged face cradled in his hands. Ive got all thats c-coming to me, he said hoarsely; Im all in — all in! God! but Ive got the jumps this trip.... Youll stand for this, wont you, Plank? I was batty, but I woke up in time to grasp the live wire Billy Fleetwood held — three shocks in succession — and his were queens full to my jacks — aces to kings twice! — Alderdene and Voucher sitting in until theyd started me off hiking hellward!

He began to ramble, and even to laugh weakly, passing his puffy, shaking hands across his eyes.

Its good of you, Beverly; I appreciate it. But Ive been good to you. Youre all to the good, my boy! Understand? All to the good. I fixed it; I did it for you. You can have your innings now. You can have her when you want her, I tell you.

What do you mean? said Plank menacingly.

Mean! I mean what I told you that day at Black Fells, when we were riding. I told you you had a chance to win out. Now the chance has come — sames I told you. Start in, and by the time youre ready to say When? shell be there with the bottle!

I dont think you are perfectly sane yet, said Plank slowly.

Let it go at that, then, sniggered Mortimer, struggling to his feet. Bring Leila back; Im all in; Im going home. Youll be around in the morning, wont you?

Yes, said Plank. Have you got a cab?

Mortimer had one. The glass and iron doors clanged behind him, and Plank, waiting a moment, sighed, raised his head, and, encountering the curious gaze of a servant, trudged off up-stairs again.

The game had ended at both tables. Quarrier and Agatha stood by the window together, conversing in low voices. Belwether, at a desk, sat muttering and fussing with a cheque-book. The others were in Sylvias apartments.

A few moments later Kemp Ferrall arrived, in the best of spirits, very much inclined to consider the night as still young; but his enthusiasm met with no response, and presently he departed with his wife and Marion in their big Mercedes, wheeling into the avenue at a reckless pace, and streaming away through the night like a meteor run mad.

Leila, in her wraps, emerged in a few moments, looking at Plank out of serious eyes; and they made their brief adieux and went away in Planks brougham.

When Agathas maid arrived, Quarrier also started to take his leave; but Sylvia, seated at a card-table, idly arranging the cards in geometrical designs and fanciful arabesques, looked up at him, saying:

I wanted to say something to you, Howard.

Agatha passed them, going into Sylvias room for her wraps; and Quarrier turned to Sylvia:

Well? he said, with the slightest hint of impatience.

Cant you stay a minute? asked Sylvia, surprised.

Agatha is going in the motor with me. Is it anything important?

She considered him without replying. She had never before detected that manner, that hardness in a voice always so even in quality.

What is it? he repeated.

She thought a moment, putting aside for the time his manner, which she could not comprehend; then:

I wanted to ask you a question — a rather ignorant one, perhaps. Its about your Amalgamated Electric Company. May I ask it, Howard?

After a seconds stare, Certainly, he said.

Its only this: If the other people — the Inter-County, I mean — are slowly ruining Amalgamated, why dont you stop it?

Quarriers eyes narrowed. Oh! And who have you been discussing the matter with?

Mr. Plank, she said simply. I asked him. He shook his head, and said Id better ask you. And I do ask you.

For a moment he stood mute; then his lips began to shrink back over his beautiful teeth in one of his rare laughs.

Ill be very glad to explain it some day, he said; but there was no mirth in his voice or eyes, only the snickering lip wrinkling the pallor.

Will you not answer now? she asked.

No, not now. But I desire you to understand it some day — some day before November. And one or two other matters that it is necessary for you to understand. I want to explain them, Sylvia, in such a manner that you will never be likely to forget them. And I mean to; for they are never out of my mind, and I wish them to be as ineffaceably impressed on yours.... Good night.

He took her limp hand almost briskly, released it, and stepped down the stairs as Agatha entered, cloaked, to say good night.

They kissed at parting— life embracing death — as Mortimer had sneered on a similar occasion; then Sylvia, alone, stood in her bedroom, hands linked behind her, her lovely head bent, groping with the very ghosts of thought which eluded her, fleeing, vanishing, reappearing, to peep out at her only to fade into nothing ere she could follow where they flitted through the dark labyrinths of memory.

The major, craning his neck in the bay-window, saw Agatha and Quarrier enter the big, yellow motor, and disappear behind the limousine. And it worried him horribly, because he knew perfectly well that Quarrier had lied to him about a jewelled collar precisely like the collar worn by Agatha Caithness; and what to do or what to say to anybody on the subject was, for the first time in his life, utterly beyond his garrulous ability. So, for the first time also in his chattering career, he held his tongue, reassured at moments, at other moments panic-stricken lest this marriage he had engineered should go amiss, and his ambitions be nipped at the very instant of triumphant maturity.

This sort of thing — in your own caste — among your own kind, his panicky thoughts ran on, is b-bad form — rotten bad taste on both sides. If they were married — one of them, anyway! But this isnt right; no, by gad! its bad taste, and no gentleman could countenance it!

It was plain that he could, however, his only fear being that somebody might whisper something to turn Sylvias innocence into a terrible wisdom which would ruin everything, and knock the underpinning from the new tower which his inflated fancy beheld slowly growing heavenward, surmounting the house of Belwether.

Another matter: he had violated his word, and had been caught at it by his prospective nephew-in-law — broken his pledged word not to sell his Amalgamated Electric holdings, and had done it. Yet, how could Plank dominate, unless another also had done what he had done? And it made him a little more comfortable to know he was sharing the fault with somebody — probably with Siward, whom he now had the luxury of despising for the very thing he himself had done.

Drunkard! he muttered to himself; hes in the gutter at last!

And he repeated it unctuously, almost reconciled to his own shortcoming, because it was the first time, as far as he knew, that a Belwether might legitimately enjoy the pleasures of holding the word of a Siward in contempt.

Sylvia had dismissed her maid, the old feeling of distaste for the touch of another had returned since the last mad, crushed embrace in Siwards arms had become a memory. More and more she was returning to old instincts, old habits of thought, reverting to type once more, virgin of lip and thought and desire, save when the old memory stopped her heart suddenly, then sent it racing, touching her face with quick, crimson imprint.

Now, blue eyes dreaming under the bright masses of her loosened hair, she sat watching the last glimmer amid the ashes whitening on the hearth, thinking of Siward and of what had been between them, and of what could never be — never, never be.

One red spark among the ashes — her ambition, deathless amid the ashes of life! When that, too, went out, life must be extinct.

What he had roused in her had died when he went away. It could never awake again, unless he returned to awaken it. And he never would; he would never come again.

One brief interlude of love, of passion, in her life could neither tint nor taint the cool, normal sequence of her days. All that life held for a woman of her caste — all save that — was hers when she stretched out her hand for it — hers by right of succession, of descent; hers by warrant unquestioned, by the unuttered text of the ukase to be launched, if necessary, by that very, very old lady, drowsing, enthroned, as the endless pageant wound like a jewelled river at her feet.

So Siward could never come again, sauntering toward her through the sunlight, smiling his absent smile. She caught her breath painfully, straightening up; a single ash fell in the fire; the last spark went out.


CHAPTER XI THE CALL OF THE RAIN

The park was very misty and damp and still that morning.
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THERE WAS A scent of sap and new buds in the February haze, a glimmer of green on southern slopes, a distant bird note, tentative, then confident, rippling from the gray tangle of naked thickets. Here and there in hollows the tips of amber-tinted shoots pricked the soils dark surface; here and there in the sparse woodlands a withered leaf still clinging to oak or beech was forced to let go by the swelling bud at its base and fell rustling stiffly in the silence.

Far away on the wooded bridle-path the dulled double gallop of horses sounded, now muffled in a hollow, now louder, jarring the rising ground, nearer, heavier, then suddenly checked to a trample, as Sylvia drew bridle by the reservoir, and, straightening in her saddle, raised her flushed face to the sky.

Rain? she asked, as Quarrier, controlling his beautiful, restive horse, ranged up beside her.

Probably, he said, scarcely glancing at the sky, where, above the great rectangular lagoons, hundreds of sea-gulls, high in the air, hung flapping, stemming some rushing upper gale unfelt below.

She walked her mount, head lifted, watching the gulls; he followed, uninterested, imperturbable in his finished horsemanship. With horses he always appeared to advantage, whether on the box of break or coach, or silently controlling a spike or tandem, or sitting his saddle in his long-limbed, faultless fashion, maintaining without effort the very essence of form. Here he was at his best, perfectly informal, informally perfect.

They had ridden every day since the weather permitted — even before it permitted — thrashing and slashing through the rotting ice and snow, galloping over the frozen, gravelly loam, amid leafless trees and a winter-smitten perspective — drearier for the distant, eastern glimpse of the avenues marble and limestone façades and the vast cliffs of masonry and brick looming above the west and south.

On these daily rides together it was her custom to discuss practical matters concerning their future; and it was his custom to listen until pressed for a suggestion, an assent, or a reply.

Sparing words — cautious, chary of self-commitment, and seldom offering to assume the initiative — this was the surface character which she had come to recognise and acquiesce in; this was Quarrier as he had been developed from her hazy, preconceived ideas of the man before she had finally accepted him at Shotover the autumn before. She also knew him as a methodical man, exacting from others the orderly precision which characterised his own dealings; a man of education and little learning, of attainments and little cultivation, conversant with usages, formal, intensely sensitive to ridicule, incapable of humour.

This was Quarrier as she knew him or had known him. Recently she had, little by little, become aware of an indefinable change in the man. For one thing, he had grown more reticent. At times, too, his reserve seemed to have something almost surly about it; under his cold composure a hint of something concealed, watchful, and very quiet.

Confidences she had never looked for in him nor desired. It appalled her at moments to realise how little they had in common, and that only on the surface — a communion of superficial interest incident to the fulfilment of social duties and the pursuit of pleasure. Beyond that she knew nothing of him, required nothing of him. What was there to know? what to require?

Now that the main line of her route through life had been surveyed and carefully laid out, what was there more for her in life than to set out upon her progress? It was her own road. Presumptive leader already, logical leader from the day she married — leader, in fact, when the ukase, her future legacy, so decreed; it was a royal road laid out for her through the gardens and pleasant places; a road for her alone, and over it she had chosen to pass. What more was there to desire?

From the going of Siward, all that he had aroused in her of love, of intelligence, of wholesome desire and sane curiosity — the intellectual restlessness, the capacity for passion, the renaissance of the simpler innocence — had subsided into the laissez faire of dull quiescence. If in her he had sown, imprudently, subtle, impulsive, unworldly ideas, flowering into sudden brilliancy in the quick magic of his companionship, now those flowers were dead under the inexorable winter of her ambition, where all such things lay; her lonely childhood, with its dimmed visions of mother-love ineffable; the strange splendour of the dreams haunting her adolescence — pageants of bravery and the glitter of the cross, altars of self-denial and pure intent, service and sacrifice and the scorn of wrong; and sometimes, seen dimly with enraptured eyes through dissolving mists — the man! glimmering for an instant, then fading, resolved into the starry void which fashioned him.

Riding there, head bent, her pulses timing the slow pacing of her horse, she presently became aware, without looking up, that Quarrier was watching her. Dreams vanished. A perfectly unreasonable sense of being spied upon, of something stealthy about it all, flashed to her mind and was gone, leaving her grave and perplexed. What a strange suspicion! What an infernal inference! What grotesque train of thought could have culminated in such a sinister idea!

She moved slightly in her saddle to look at him, and for an instant fancied that there was something furtive in his eyes; only for an instant, for he quietly picked up the thread of conversation where she had dropped it, saying that it had been raining for the last ten minutes, and that they might as well turn their horses toward shelter.

I dont mind the rain, she said; there is a spring-like odour in it. Dont you notice it?

Not particularly, he replied.

I was miles away a moment ago, she said; years away, I mean — a little girl again, with two stiff yellow braids, trying to pretend that a big arm-chair was my mothers lap and that I could hear her whispering to me. And there I sat, on a day like this, listening, pretending, cuddled up tight, and looking out at the first rain of the year falling in the backyard. There was an odour like this about it all. Memory, they say, is largely a matter of nose! She laughed, fearing that he might have thought her sentimental, already regretting the familiarity of thrusting such trivial and personal incidents upon his notice. He was probably too indifferent to comment on it, merely nodding as she ended.

Then, without reason, through and through her shot a shiver of loneliness — utter loneliness and isolation. Without reason, because from him she expected nothing, required nothing, except what he offered — the emotionless reticence of indifference, the composure of perfect formality. What did she want, then — companions? She had them. Friends? She could scarcely escape from them. Intimates? She had only to choose one or a hundred attuned responsive to her every mood, every caprice. Lonely? With the men of New York crowding, shouldering, crushing their way to her feet? Lonely? With the women of New York struggling already for precedence in her favour? — omen significant of the days to come, of those future years diamond-linked in one unbroken, triumphant glitter.

Lonely!

The rain was falling out of the hanging mist, something more than a drizzle now. Quarrier spoke of it again, but she shook her head, walking her horse slowly onward. The train of thought she followed was slower still, winding on and on, leading her into half light and shadow, and in and out through hidden trails she should have known by this time — always on, skirting the objective, circling it through sudden turns. And now she was becoming conscious of the familiar way; now she recognised the quiet, still by-ways of the maze she seemed doomed to wander in forever. But, for that matter, all paths of thought were alike to her, for, sooner or later, all ultimately led to him; and this she was already aware of as a disturbing phenomenon to consider and account for and to provide against — when she had leisure.

About that Amalgamated Electric Company, she began without prelude; would you mind answering a question or two, Howard?

You could not understand it, he said, unpleasantly disturbed by her abruptness.

As you please. It is quite true I can make nothing of what the newspapers are saying about it, except that Mr. Plank seems to be doing a number of things.

Injunctions, and other matters, observed Quarrier.

Is anybody going to lose any money in it?

Who, for example?

Why — you, for example, she said, laughing.

I dont expect to.

Then it is going to turn out all right? And Mr. Plank and Kemp Ferrall and the major and — the other people interested, are not going to be almost ruined by the Inter-County people?

Do you think a man like Plank is likely to be ruined, as you say, by Amalgamated Electric?

No. But Kemp and the major—

I think the major is out of danger, replied Quarrier, looking at her with the new, sullen narrowing of his eyes.

I am glad of that. Is Kemp — and the others?

Ferrall could stand it if matters go wrong. What others?

Why — the other owners and stockholders—

What others? Who do you mean?

Mr. Siward, for example, she said in an even voice, leaning over to pat her horses neck with her gloved hand.

Mr. Siward must take the chances we all take, observed Quarrier.

But, Howard, it would really mean ruin for him if matters went badly. Wouldnt it?

I am not familiar with the details of Mr. Siwards investments.

Nor am I, she said slowly.

He made no reply.

Lack of emotion in the man beside her she always expected, and therefore this new, sullen note in his voice perplexed her. Too, at times, in his increasing reticence there seemed to be almost a hint of cold effrontery. She felt it now — an indefinite suggestion of displeasure and the power to retaliate; something evasive, watchful, patiently hostile; and, try as she might, she could not rid herself of the discomfort of it, and the perplexity.

She spoke about other things; he responded in his impassive manner. Presently she turned her horse and Quarrier wheeled his, facing a warm, fine rain, slanting thickly from the south.

His silky, Vandyke beard was all wet with the moisture. She noticed it, and unbidden arose the vision of the gun-room at Shotover: Quarriers soft beard wet with rain; the phantoms of people passing and repassing; Siwards straight figure swinging past, silhouetted against the glare of light from the billiard-room. And here she made an effort to efface the vision, shutting her eyes as she rode there in the rain. But clearly against the closed lids she saw the phantoms passing — spectres of dead hours, the wraith of an old happiness masked with youth and wearing Siwards features!

She must stop it! What was all this crowding in upon her as she rode forward through the driving rain — all this resurgence of ghosts long laid, long exorcised? Had the odour of the rain stolen her senses, awakening memory of childish solitude? Was it that which was drugging her with remembrance of Siward and the rattle of rain in the bay-window above the glass-roofed swimming-pool?

She opened her eyes wide, staring straight ahead into the thickening rain; but her thoughts were loosened now, tuned to the increasing rhythm of her heart: and she saw him seated there, his head buried in his hands as she stole through the dim corridors to her first tryst; saw him look up; saw herself beside him among the cushions; tasted again the rose-petals that her lips had stripped from the blossoms; saw once more the dawn of something in his steady eyes; felt his arm about her, his breath — 

Her horse, suddenly spurred, bounded forward through the rain, and she rode breathless, with lips half parted, as if afraid, turning her head to look behind — as though she could outride the phantom clinging to her stirrup, masked like youth, wearing the shadowy eyes of Love!

In her drenched habit, standing before her dressing-room fire, she heard her maid soliciting entrance, and paid no heed, the door being locked — as though a spectre could be bolted out of rooms and houses! Pacing the floor, restless, annoyed, and dismayed by turns, she flung her wet skirt and coat from her, piece by piece, and stood for awhile, like some slender youth in riding breeches and shirt, facing the fire, her fingers resting on her hips.

In the dull light of a rainy noon-day the fire reddened the ceiling, throwing her giant shadow across the wall, where it towered, swaying, like a ghost above her. She caught sight of it over her shoulder, and watched it absently; then gazed into the coals again, her chin dropping on her bared chest.

At her maids repeated knocking she turned, her boots and the single spur sparkling in the firelight, and opened the door.

An hour later, fresh from her bath, luxurious in loose and filmy lace, her small, white feet shod with silk, she lunched alone, cradled among the cushions of her couch.

Twice she strolled through the rooms leisurely, summoned by her maid to the telephone; the first time to chat with Grace Ferrall, who, it appeared, was a victim of dissipation, being still abed, and out of humour with the rainy world; the second time to answer in the negative Marions suggestion that she motor to Lakewood with her for the weeks end before they closed their house.

Sauntering back again, she sipped her milk and vichy, tasted the strawberries, tasted a big black grape, discarded both, and lay back among the cushions, her naked arms clasped behind her head, and dropping one knee over the other, stared at the ceiling.

Restlessness and caprice ruled her. She seldom smoked, but seeing on the table a stray cigarette of the sort she kept for any intimates who might desire them, she stretched out her arm, scratched a match, and lighted it with a dainty grimace.

Lying there, she tried to make rings; but the smoke only got into her delicate uptilted nose and stung her tongue, and she very soon had enough of her cigarette.

Watching the slow fire consume it between her fingers she lay supine, following the spirals of smoke with inattentive eyes. By-and-by the lengthening ash fell, powdering her, and she threw the cigarette into the grate, flicked the ashes from her bare, round arm, and, clasping her hands under her neck, turned over and closed her eyes.

Sleep? — with every pulse awake and throbbing, every heart-beat sending the young blood rushing out through a body the incarnation of youth and life itself! There was a faint flush in the hollow of each upturned palm, where the fingers like relaxed petals curled inward; a deepening tint in the parted lips; and under the lids, through the dusk of the lashes, a glimmer of blue.

Lying there, veiled gaze conscious of the rose-light which glowed and waned on the ceiling, she awaited the flowing tide on which so often she had embarked and drifted out into that golden gloom serene, where, spirit becalmed, Time and Grief faded, and Desire died out upon the unshadowed sea of dreams.

It is long waiting for the tide when the wakeful heart beats loudly, when the pulses quicken at a memory, and the thousand idle little cellules of the brain, long sealed, long unused, and consigned to the archives of What Is Ended, open one by one, releasing each its own forgotten ghost.

And how can the heart rest, the pulse sleep, startled to a flutter, as one by one the tiny cells unclose unbidden, and the dead remembrance, from its cerements freed, brightens to life?

Words he had used, the idle lifting of his head, the forgotten inflection of his voice, the sunlight on his hair and the sea-wind stirring it; his figure as it turned to move away, the half-caught echo of his laugh, faint, faint! — so that her own ears, throbbing, strained to listen; the countless unimportant moments she had thought unmarked, yet carefully stored up, without her knowledge, in the magic cellules of her brain — all, all were coming back to life, more and more distinct, startlingly clear.

And she lay like one afraid to move, lest her stirring waken a vague something that still slept, something she dared not arouse, dared not meet face to face, even in dreams. An interval — perhaps an hour, perhaps a second — passed, leaving her stranded so close to the shoals of slumber that sleep passed only near enough to awaken her.

The room was very still and dim, but the clamour in her brain unnerved her, and she sat up among the cushions, looking vacantly about her with the blue, confused eyes, the direct, unseeing gaze of a child roused by a half-heard call.

The call — low, imperative, sustained — continued softly persistent against her windows — the summons of the young years rain.

She went to the window and stood among the filmy curtains, looking out into the mist; a springlike aroma penetrated the room. She opened the window a little way, and the sweet, virile odour enveloped her.

A thousand longings rose within her; unnumbered wistful questions stirred her, sighing, unanswered.

Aware that her lips were moving unconsciously, she listened to the words forming automatic repetitions of phrases long forgotten:

And those that look out of the windows be darkened, And the door shall be shut in the streets.

What was it she was repeating?

Also they shall be afraid of that which is high, and fear shall be in the way.

What echo of the past was this?

And desire shall fail: because—

Intent, absorbed in retracing the forgotten sequence to its source, she stood, breathing the thickening incense of the rain; and every breath was drawing her backward, nearer, nearer to the source of memory. Ah, the cliff chapel in the rain! — the words of a text mumbled deafly — the yearly service for those who died at sea! And she, seated there in the chapel dusk thinking of him who sat beside her, and how he feared a heavier, stealthier, more secret tide crawling, purring about his feet!

Enfin! Always, always at the end of everything, He! Always, reckoning step by step, backward through time, He! the source, the inception, the meaning of all!

Unmoored at last, her spirit swaying, enveloped in memories of him, she gave herself to the flood — overwhelmed, as tide on tide rose, rushing over her — body, mind, and soul.

She closed her eyes, leaning there heavily amid the cloudy curtains; she moved back into the room and stood staring at space through wet lashes. The hard, dry pulse in her throat hurt her till her under lip, freed from the tyranny of her small teeth, slipped free, quivering rebellion.

She had been walking her room to and fro, to and fro, for a long time before she realised that she had moved at all.

And now, impulse held the helm; a blind, unreasoning desire for relief hurried into action on the wings of impulse.

There was a telephone at her elbow. No need to hunt through lists to find a number she had known so long by heart — the three figures which had reiterated themselves so often, monotonously insistent, slyly persuasive; repeating themselves even in her dreams, so that she awoke at times shivering with the vision in which she had listened to temptation, and had called to him across the wilderness of streets and men.

Is he at home?

 — !

Would you ask him to come to the telephone?

 — !

Please say to him that it is a — a friend.... Thank you.

In the throbbing quiet of her room she heard the fingers of the prying rain busy at her windows; the ticking of the small French clock, very dull, very far away — or was it her heart? And, faintly ringing in the receiver pressed against her ear, millions of tiny stirrings, sounds like instruments of an elfin orchestra tuning, echoes as of steps passing through the halls of fairy-land, a faint confusion of human-like tones; then:

Who is it?

Her voice left her for an instant; her dry lips made no answer.

Who is it? he repeated in his steady, pleasant voice.

It is I.

There was absolute silence — so long that it frightened her. But before she could speak again his voice was sounding in her ears, patient, unconvinced:

I dont recognise your voice. Who am I speaking to?

Sylvia.

There was no response, and she spoke again:

I only wanted to say good morning. It is afternoon now; is it too late to say good morning?

No. Im badly rattled. Is it you, Sylvia?

Indeed it is. I am in my own room. I — I thought—

Yes, I am listening.

I dont know what I did think. Is it necessary for me to telephone you a minute account of the mental processes which ended by my calling you up — out of the vasty deep?

The old ring in her voice hinting of the laughing undertone, the same trailing sweetness of inflection — could he doubt his senses any longer?

I know you, now, he said.

I should think you might. I should very much like to know how you are — if you dont mind saying?

Thank you. I seem to be all right. Are you all right, Sylvia?

Shamefully and outrageously well. What a season, too! Everybody else is in rags — make-up rags! Isnt that a disagreeable remark? But Ill come to the paint-brush too, of course.... We all do. Doesnt anybody ever see you any more?

She heard him laugh to himself unpleasantly; then: Does anybody want to?

Everybody, of course! You know it. You always were spoiled to death.

Yes — to death.

Stephen!

Yes?

Are you becoming cynical?

I? Why should I?

You are! Stop it! Mercy on us! If that is what is going on in a certain house on lower Fifth Avenue, facing the corner of certain streets, its time somebody dropped in to—

To — what?

To the rescue! Ive a mind to do it myself. They say you are not well, either.

Who says that?

Oh, the usual little ornithological cockatrice — or, rather, cantatrice. Dont ask me, because I wont tell you. I always tell you too much, anyway. Dont I?

Do you?

Of course I do. Everybody spoils you and so do I.

Yes — I am rather in that way, I suppose.

What way?

Oh — spoiled.

Stephen!

Yes?

And in a lower voice: Please dont say such things — will you?

No.

Especially to me.

Especially to you. No, I wont, Sylvia.

And, after a hesitation, she continued sweetly:

I wonder what you were doing, all alone in that old house of yours, when I called you up?

I? Let me see. Oh, I was superintending some packing.

Are you going off somewhere?

I think so.

Where?

I dont know, Sylvia.

Stephen, how absurd! You must know where you are going! If you mean that you dont care to tell me—

I mean — that.

I decline to be snubbed. Im shameless, and I wish to be informed. Please tell me.

Id rather not tell you.

Very well.... Good-bye.... But dont ring off just yet, Stephen.... Do you think that, sometime, you would care to see — any people — I mean when you begin to go out again?

Who, for example?

Why, anybody?

No; I dont think I should care to.

I wish you would care to. It is not well to let go every tie, drop everybody so completely. No man can do that to advantage. It would be so much better for you to go about a bit — see and be seen, you know; just to meet a few people informally; go to see some pretty girl you know well enough to — to—

To what? Make love to?

That would he very good for you, she said.

But not for the pretty girl. Besides, Im rather too busy to go about, even if I were inclined to.

Are you really busy, Stephen?

Yes — waiting. That is the very hardest sort of occupation. And Im obliged to be on hand every minute.

But you said that you were going out of town.

Did I? Well, I did not say it, exactly, but I am going to leave town.

For very long? she asked.

Perhaps. I cant tell yet.

Stephen, before you go — if you are going for a very, very long while — perhaps you will — you might care to say good-bye?

Do you think it best?

No, she said innocently; but if you care—

Do you care to have me?

Yes, I do.

There was a silence; and when his voice sounded again it had altered:

I do not think you would care to see me, Sylvia. I — they say I am — I have — changed — since my — since a slight illness. I am not over it yet, not cured — not very well yet; and a little tired, you see — a little shaken. I am leaving New York to — to try once more to be cured. I expect to be well — one way or another—

Stephen, where are you going? Answer me!

I cant answer you.

Is your illness serious?

A — it is — it requires some — some care.

Her fingers tightening around the receiver whitened to the delicate nails under the pressure. Mute, struggling with the mounting impulse, voice and lip unsteady, she still spoke with restraint:

You say you require care? And what care have you? Who is there with you? Answer me!

Why — everybody; the servants. I have care enough.

Oh, the servants! Have you a physician to advise you?

Certainly — the best in the world. Sylvia, dea — , Sylvia, I didnt mean to give you an impression—

Stephen, I will have you truthful with me! I know perfectly well you are ill. I — if I could only — if there was something, some way — Listen: I am — I am going to do something about it, and I dont care very much what I do!

What sweet nonsense! he laughed, but his voice was no steadier than hers.

Will you drive with me? she asked impulsively, some afternoon—

Sylvia, dear, you dont really want me to do it. Wait, listen: I — Ive got to tell you that — that Im not fit for it. Ive got to be honest with you; I am not fit, not in physical condition to go out just yet. Ive really been ill — for weeks. Plank has been very nice to me. I want to get well; I mean to try very hard. But the man you knew — is — changed.

Changed?

Not in that way! he said in a slow voice.

H-how, then? she stammered, all a-thrill.

Nerve gone — almost. Going to get it back again, of course. Feel a million times better already for talking with you.

Do — does it really help?

Its the only panacea for me, he said too quickly to consider his words.

The only one? she faltered. Do you mean to say that your trouble — illness — has anything to do with—

No, no! I only—

Has it, Stephen?

No!

Because, if I thought—

Sylvia, Im not that sort! You mustnt talk to me that way. Theres nothing to be sorry for about me. Any man may lose his nerve, and, if he is a man, go after it and get it back again. Every man has a fighting chance. You said it yourself once — that a man mustnt ask for a fighting chance; he must take it. And Im going to take it and win out one way or another.

What do you mean by another, Stephen?

I — Nothing. Its a phrase.

What do you mean? Answer me!

Its a phrase, he said again; no meaning, you know.

Stephen, Mr. Plank says that you are lame.

What did he say that for? demanded Siward wrathfully.

I asked him. Kemp saw you on crutches at your window. So I asked Mr. Plank, and he said you had discarded your crutches too soon and had fallen and lamed yourself again. Are you able to walk yet?

Yes, of course.

Outdoors?

A — no, not just yet.

In other words, you are practically bedridden.

No, no! I can get about the room very well.

You couldnt go down-stairs — for an hours drive, could you?

Cant manage that for awhile, he said hastily.

Oh, the vanity of you, Stephen Siward! the vanity! Ashamed to let me see you when you are not your complete and magnificently attractive self! Silly, I shall see you! I shall drive down on the first sunny morning and sit outside in my victoria until you cant stand the temptation another instant. Im going to do it. You cannot stop me; nobody can stop me. I desire to do it, and that is sufficient, I think, for everybody concerned. If the sun is out to-morrow, I shall be out too!... I am so tired of not seeing you! Let central listen! I dont care. I dont care what I am saying. Ive endured it so long — I — Theres no use! I am too tired of it, and I want to see you.... Cant we see each other without — without — thinking about things that are settled once and for all?

I cant, he said.

Then youd better learn to! Because, if you think Im going through life without seeing you frequently you are simple! Ive stood it too long at a time. I wont go through this sort of thing again! Youd better be amiable; youd better be civil to me, or — or — nobody on earth can tell what will happen! The idea of you telling me you had lost your nerve! Youve got to get it back — and help me find mine! Yes, its gone, gone, gone! I lost it in the rain, somewhere, to-day.... Does the scent of the rain come in at your window?... Do you remember — There! I cant say it.... Good-bye. Good-bye. You must get well and I must, too. Good-bye.

The fruit of her imprudence was happiness — an excited happiness, which lasted for a day. The rain lasted, too, for another day, then turned to snow, choking the city with such a fall as had not been seen since the great blizzard — blocking avenues, barricading cross-streets, burying squares and circles and parks, and still falling, drifting, whirling like wind-whipped smoke from cornice and roof-top. The electric cars halted; even the great snow-ploughs roared impotent amid the snowy wastes; waggons floundered into cross-streets and stuck until dug out; and everywhere, in the thickening obscurity, battalions of emergency men with pick and shovel struggled with the drifts in Fifth Avenue and Broadway. Then the storm ended at daybreak.

All day long squadrons of white gulls wheeled and sailed in the sky above the snowy expanse of park where the great, rectangular sheets of water glimmered black in their white setting. As she sat at her desk she could see them drifting into and out of the gray squares of sky framed by her window-panes. Two days ago she had seen them stemming the sky blasts, heralding the coming of unfelt tempests, flapping steadily through the fragrant rain. Now, the false phantom which had mimicked spring turned on the world the glassy glare of winter, stupefying hope, stunning desire, clogging the life essence in all young, living things. The first vague summons, the restlessness of awakening aspiration, the first delicate, indrawn breath, were stilled to deathly immobility.

Sylvia, at her escritoire, chin cradled in her hollowed hand, sat listlessly inspecting her mail — the usual pile of bills and advertisements, social demands and interested appeals, with here and there a frivolous note from some intimate to punctuate the endless importunities.

Her housekeeper had come and gone; the Belwether establishment could jog through another day. Various specialists, who cared for the health and beauty of her body, had entered and made their unctuous exits. The major had gone to Tuxedo for the weeks end; her maid had bronchitis; two horses required the veterinary, and the kitchen range a new water-back.

Cards had come for the Caithness function; cards for young Austin Wadsworths wedding to a Charleston girl of rumoured beauty; Caragnini was to sing for Mrs. Vendenning; a live llama, two-legged, had consented to undermine Christianity for Mrs. Pyne-Johnson and her guests.

Would Sylvia be ready for the inspection of imported head-gears to harmonise with the gowns being built by Constantine?

When — 

Would she receive the courteous agent of The Reigning Beauties of Manhattan, to arrange for her portrait and biographical sketch?

When — 

Would she realise that Jefferson B. Doty could turn earth into heaven for any young chatelaine by affixing to the laundry his anti-microbe drying machine emitting sixty sterilised hot-air blasts in thirty seconds, at a cost of one-tenth of one mill per blast?

And when—

But she turned her head, looking wearily across the room at the brightly burning fire beside which Mrs. Ferrall sat, nibbling mint-paste, very serious over one of those books that everybody was reading.

How far have you read? inquired Sylvia without interest, turning over a new letter to cut with her paper-knife.

Grace ruffled the uncut pages of her book without looking up, then yawned shamelessly: Shes decided to try living with him for awhile, and if they find life agreeable shell marry him.... Pleasant situation, isnt it? Nice book, very; and they say that somebody is making a play of it. I — She yawned again, showing her small, brilliant teeth— I wonder what sort of people write these immoral romances!

Probably immoral people, said Sylvia indifferently. Drop it on the coals, Grace.

But Mrs. Ferrall reopened the book where she had laid her finger to mark the place. Do you think so? she asked.

Think what?

That rotten books and plays come from morally rotten people?

I dont think about it at all, observed Sylvia, opening another letter impatiently.

Youre probably not very literary, said Grace mischievously.

Not in that way, I suppose.

Mrs. Ferrall took another bonbon: Did you see Mrs. Lanes Experiment?

I did, said Sylvia, looking up, the pink creeping into her cheeks.

You thought it very strong, I suppose? asked Grace innocently.

I thought it incredible.

But, dear, it was sheer realism! Why blink at truth? And when an author has the courage to tell facts why not have the courage to applaud?

If that is truth, it doesnt concern me, said Sylvia. Grace, why will you pose, even if you are married? for you have a clean mind, and you know it!

I know it, sighed Mrs. Ferrall, closing her book again, but keeping the place with her finger; and thats why Im so curious about all these depraved people. I cant understand why writers have not found out that we women are instinctively innocent, even after we are obliged to make our morality a profession and our innocence an art. They all hang their romances to motives that no woman recognises as feminine; they ascribe to us instincts which we do not possess, passions of which we are ignorant — a ridiculous moral turpitude in the overmastering presence of love. Pooh! If they only knew what a small part love plays with us, after all!

Sylvia said slowly: It sometimes plays a small part, after all.

Always, insisted Grace with emphasis. No carefully watched girl knows what it is, whatever her suspicions may be. When she marries, if she doesnt marry from family pressure or from her own motives of common-sense ambition, she marries because she likes the man, not because she loves him.

Sylvia was silent.

Because, even if she wanted to love him, continued Grace, she would not know how. Its the ingrained innocence which men encounter that they dont allow for or understand in us. Even after we are married, and whether or not we learn to love our husbands, it remains part of us as an educated instinct; and it takes all the scientific, selfish ruthlessness of a man to break it down. Thats why I say so few among us ever comprehend the motives attributed to us in romance or in that parody of it called realism. Love is rarer with us than men could ever believe — and Im glad of it, she said maliciously, with a final snap of her pretty teeth.

It was on that theory you advised me, I think, said Sylvia, looking into the fire.

Advised you, child?

Yes — about accepting Howard.

Certainly. Is it not a sound theory? Doesnt it stand inspection? Doesnt it wear?

It — wears, said Sylvia indifferently. Grace looked up from her open book. Is anything amiss? she asked.

I dont know.

Of course you know, child. What is wrong? Has Howard made himself insufferable? Hes a master at it. Has he?

No; I dont remember that he has.... Im tired, physically. Im tired of the winter.

Go to Florida for Lent.

Horror! Its as stupid as a hothouse. It isnt that, either, dear — only, when it was raining so deliciously the other day I was silly enough to think I scented the spring in the park. I was glad of a change you know — any excuse to stop this eternal carnival I live in.

What is the matter? demanded Mrs. Ferrall, withdrawing her finger from the pages and plumping the closed book down on her knee. Youd better tell me, Sylvia; you might just as well tell me now as later when my persistence has vexed us both. Now, what has happened?

I have been — imprudent, said Sylvia, in a low voice.

You mean, — Mrs. Ferrall looked at her keenly— that he has been here?

No. I telephoned him; and I asked him to drive with me.

Oh, Sylvia, what nonsense! Why on earth do you stir yourself up by that sort of silliness at this late date? What use is it? Cant you let him alone?

I — No, I cant, it seems. Grace, I was — I felt so — so strangely about it all.

About what, little idiot?

About leaving him — alone.

Are you Stephen Siwards keeper? demanded Mrs. Ferrall, exasperated.

I felt as though I were, for awhile. He is ill.

With an illness that, thank God, you are not going to nurse through life. Dont look at me that way, dear. Im obliged to speak harshly; Im obliged to harden my heart to such a monstrous idea. You know I love you; you know I care deeply for that poor boy — but do you think I could be loyal to either of you and not say what I do say? He is doomed, as sure as you sit there! He has fallen, and no one can help him. Link after link he has broken with his own world; his master-vice holds him faster, closer, more absolutely, than hell ever held a lost soul!

Grace, I cannot endure—

You must! Are you trying to drug your silly self with romance so you wont recognise truth when you see it? Are you drifting back into old impulses, unreasoning whims of caprice? Have you forgotten what I know of you, and what you know of yourself? Is the taint of your transmitted inheritance beginning to show in you — the one woman of your race who is fashioned to withstand it and stamp it out?

I am mistress of my emotions, said Sylvia, flushing.

Then suppress them, retorted Grace Ferrall hotly, before they begin to bully you. There was no earthly reason for you to talk to Stephen. No disinterested impulse moved you. It was a sheer perverse, sentimental restlessness — the delicate, meddlesome deviltry of your race. And if that poison is in you, its well for you to know it.

It is in me, said Sylvia, staring at the fire.

Then you know what to do for it.

No, I dont.

Well, I do, said Grace decisively; and the sooner you marry Howard and intrench yourself behind your pride, the better off youll be. Thats where, fortunately enough, you differ from your ancestors; you are unable to understand marital treachery. Otherwise youd make it lively for us all.

It is true, said Sylvia deliberately, that I could not be treacherous to anybody. But I am wondering; I am asking myself just what constitutes treachery to myself.

Sentimentalising over Stephen might fill the bill, observed Grace tartly.

But it doesnt seem to, mused Sylvia, her blue gaze on the coals. That is what I do not understand. I have no conscience concerning what I feel for him.

What do you feel?

I was in love with him. You knew it.

You liked him, insisted Grace patiently.

No — loved him. I know. Dear, your theories are sound in a general way, but what is a girl going to do about it when she loves a man? You say a young girl cant love — doesnt know how. But I do love, though it is true that I dont know how to love very wisely. What is the use in denying it? This winter has been a deafening, stupefying fever to me. The sheer noise of it stunned me until I forgot how I did feel about anything. Then — I dont know — somehow, in the rain out there, I began to wake... Dear, the old instincts, the old desires, the old truths, came back out of chaos; that full feeling here — she laid her fingers on her throat— the sense of expectancy, the restless hope growing out of torpid acquiescence — all returned; and, dearest, with them all came memories of him. What am I to do? Could you tell me?

For a long while Mrs. Ferrall sat in troubled silence, her hand shading her eyes. Sylvia, leaning over her desk, idling with pen and pencil, looked around from time to time, as though awaiting the opinion of some specialist who, in full possession of the facts, now had become responsible for the patient.

If you marry him, said Mrs. Ferrall quietly, your life will become a hell.

Yes. But would it make life any easier for him? asked Sylvia.

How — to know that you had been dragged down?

No. I mean could I do anything for him?

No woman ever did. That is a sentimental falsehood of the emotional. No woman ever did help a man in that way. Sylvia, if love were the only question, and if you do truly love him, I — well, I suppose Id be fool enough to advise you to be a fool. Even then youd be sorry. You know what your future may be; you know what you are fitted for. What can you do without Howard? In this town your rôle would be a very minor one without Howards money, and you know it.

Yes, I know it.

And your sacrifice could not help that doomed boy.

Sylvia nodded assent.

Then, is there any choice? Is there any question of what to do?

Sylvia looked out into the winter sky, through the tops of snowy trees; everywhere the stark, deathly rigidity of winter. Under it, frozen, lay the rain that had scented the air. Under her ambition lay the ghosts of yesterday.

No, she said, there is no question of choice. I know what must be.

Grace, seated in the firelight, looked up as Sylvia rose from her desk and came across the room; and when she sank down on the rug at her feet, resting her cheek against the elder womans knees, nothing was said for a long time — a time of length sufficient to commit a memory to its grave, lay it away decently and in quiet befitting.

Sore doubt assailed Grace Ferrall, guiltily aware that once again she had meddled; and in the calm tenor of her own placid, marital satisfaction, looking backward along the pleasant path she had trodden with its little monuments to love at decent intervals amid the agreeable monotony of content, her heart and conscience misgave her lest she had counselled this young girl wrongly, committing her to the arid lovelessness which she herself had never known.

Leaning there, her fingers lingering in light caress on Sylvias bright hair, for every doubt she brought up argument, to every sentimental wavering within her heart she opposed the chilling reason of common sense. Destruction to happiness lay in Sylvias yielding to her caprice for Siward. There was other happiness in the world besides the non-essential one of love. That must be Sylvias portion. And after all — and after all, love was a matter of degree; and it was well for Sylvia that she had the malady so lightly — well for her that it had advanced so little, lest she suspect what its crowning miracles might be and fall sick of a passion for what she had forever lost.

For a week or more the snow continued; colder, gloomier weather set in, and the impending menace of Ash Wednesday redoubled the social pace, culminating in the Westervelt ball on the eve of the forty days. And Sylvia had not yet seen Siward or spoken to him again across the wilderness of streets and men.

In the first relaxation of Lent she had instinctively welcomed an opportunity for spiritual consolation and a chance to take her spiritual bearings; not because of bodily fatigue — for in the splendour of her youthful vigour she did not know what that meant.

Saint Berold was a pretty good saint, and his church was patronised by Major Belwethers household. The major liked two things high: his game and his church. Sylvia cared for neither, but had become habituated to both the odours of sanctity and of pheasants; so to Saint Berolds she went in cure of her soul. Besides, she was fond of Father Curtis, who, if he were every inch a priest, was also every foot of his six feet a man — simple, good, and brave.

However, she found little opportunity, save at her brief confession, for a word with Father Curtis. His days were full days to the overbrimming, and a fashionable pack was ever at his heels, fawning and shoving and importuning. It was fashionable to adore Father Curtis, and for that reason she shrank from venturing any demand upon his time, and nobody else at Saint Berolds appealed to her. Besides, the music was hard, commonplace, even blatant at times, and, having a delicate ear, she shrank from this also. It is probable then that what comfort she found under Saint Berolds big, brand-new Episcopal cross she extracted from observing the rites, usages, and laws of a creed that had been accepted for her by that Christian gentleman, Major Belwether. Also, she may have found some solace from the still intervals devoted to an inventory of her sins and the wistful searching of a heart too young for sadness. If she did it was her own affair, not Grace Ferralls, who went with her to Saint Berolds determined always to confess to too much gambling, but letting it go from day to day so that the penance could not interfere with the next séance.

Agatha Caithness was there a great deal, looking like a saint in her subdued plumage; and very devout, dodging nothing — neither confession nor Quarriers occasionally lifted eyes, though their gaze, meeting, seemed lost in dreamy devotion or drowned in the contemplation of the spiritual and remote.

Plank came docilely from his Dutch Reformed church to sit beside Leila. As for Mortimer, once a vestryman, he never came at all — made no pretence or profession of what he elegantly expressed as caring a damn for anything in the church line, though, he added, there were some good lookers to be found in a few synagogues. His misconception of the attractions of the church amused the new set of men among whom he had recently drifted, to the unfeigned disgust of gentlemen like Major Belwether; club men, in the commoner and more sinister interpretation of the word; unfit men, who had managed to slip into good clubs; men, once fit, who had deteriorated to the verge of ostracism; heavy, over-fed, idle, insolent men in questionable financial situation, hard card players, hard drinkers, hard riders, negative in their virtues, merciless in their vices, and whose cynical misconduct formed the sources of the stock of stories told where such men foregather.

Mortimer had already furnished his world with sufficient material for jests of that flavour; now they were telling a new one: how, as Leila was standing before Tiffanys looking for her carriage, a masher accosted her, and, at her haughty stare, said sneeringly: Oh, you cant play that game on me; Ive seen you with Leroy Mortimer!

The story was repeated frequently enough. Leila heard it with a shrug; but such things mattered to her now, and she cried over it at night, burning that Plank should hear her name used jestingly to emphasise the depth of her husbands degradation.

Mortimer stayed out at night very frequently now. Also, he appeared to make his money go farther, or was luckier at his card killings, because he seldom attempted to bully Leila, being apparently content with his allowance.

Once or twice Plank saw him with an unusually attractive girl belonging to a world very far removed from Leilas. Somebody said she was an actress when she did anything at all — one Lydia Vyse, somewhat celebrated for an audacity not too delicate. But Plank was no more interested than any man who cant afford to endanger his prospects by a closer acquaintance with that sort of pretty woman.

Meanwhile Mortimer kept away from home, wife, and church, and Plank frequented them, so the two men did not meet very often; and the less they met the less they found to say to one another.

Now that the forty days had really begun, Major Belwether became restless for the flesh-pots of the south, although Lenten duties sat lightly enough upon the house of Belwether. These decent observances were limited to a lax acknowledgment of fast days, church in moderation, and active participation in the succession of informal affairs calculated to sustain life in those intellectually atrophied and wealthy people entirely dependent upon others for their amusements.

To these people no fear of punishment hereafter can equal the terror of being left to their own devices; and so, though the opera was over, theatres unfashionable, formal functions suspended and dances ended, the pace still continued at a discreet and decorous trot; and those who had not fled to California or Palm Beach, remained to pray and play Bridge with an unction most edifying.

And all this while Sylvia had not seen Siward.

Sylvia was changing. The characteristic amiability, the sensitive reserve, the sweet composure which the world had always counted on in her, had become exceptions and no longer the rules which governed the caprice and impulse always latent. An indifference so pointed as to verge on insolence amazed her intimates at times; a sudden, flushed impatience startled the habitués of her shrine. There was a new, unseeing hardness in her eyes; in her attitude the faintest hint of cynicism. She acquired a habit of doing selfish things coldly, indifferent to the canons of the art; and true selfishness, the most delicate of all the arts, requires an expert.

That which had most charmed — her unfeigned pleasure in pleasure, her unfailing consideration for all, her gentleness with ignorance, her generous unconsciousness of self — all these still remained, it is true, though no longer characteristic, no longer to be counted on.

For the first time a slight sense of fear tinctured the general admiration.

In public her indifference and growing impatience with Quarrier had not reached the verge of bad taste, but in private she was scarcely at pains to conceal her weariness and inattention, showing him less and less of the formal consideration which had been their only medium of coexistence. That he noticed it was evident even to her who carelessly ignored the consequences of her own attitude.

Once, speaking of the alterations in progress at The Sedges, his place near Oyster Bay, he casually asked her opinion, and she as casually observed that if he had an opinion about anything he wouldnt know what to do with it.

Once, too, she had remarked in Quarriers hearing to Ferrall, who was complaining about the loss of his hair, that a hairless head was a visitation from Heaven, but a beard was a mans own fault.

Once they came very close to a definite rupture, close enough to scare her after all the heat had gone out of her and the matter was ended. Quarrier had lingered late after cards, and something was said about the impending kennel show and about Marion Page judging the English setters.

Agatha tells me that you are going with Marion, continued Quarrier. As long as Marion has chosen to make herself conspicuous there is nothing to be said. But do you think it very good taste for you to figure publicly on the sawdust with an eccentric girl like Marion?

I see nothing conspicuous about a girls judging a few dogs, said Sylvia, merely from an irritable desire to contradict.

Its bad taste and bad form, remarked Quarrier coldly; and Agatha thought it a mistake for you to go there with her.

Agathas opinions do not concern me.

Perhaps mine may have some weight.

Not the slightest.

He said patiently: This is a public show; do you understand? Not one of those private bench exhibitions.

I understand. Really, Howard, you are insufferable at times.

Do you feel that way?

Yes, I do. I am sorry to be rude, but I do feel that way! Flushed, impatient, she looked him squarely between his narrowing, womans eyes: I do not care for you very much, Howard, and you know it. I am marrying you with a perfectly sordid motive, and you know that, too. Therefore it is more decent — if there is any decency left in either of us — to interfere with one another as little as possible, unless you desire a definite rupture. Do you?

I? A — a rupture?

Yes, she said hotly; do you?

Do you, Sylvia?

No; Im too cowardly, too selfish, too treacherous to myself. No, I dont.

Nor do I, he said, lifting his furtive eyes.

Very well. You are more contemptible than I am, that is all.

Her voice had grown unsteady; an unreasoning rush of anger had set her whole body a-thrill, and the white heat of it was driving her to provoke him, as though that might cleanse her of the ignominy of the bargain — as though a bargain did not require two of the same mind to make it.

What do you want of me? she said, still stinging under the angry waves of self-contempt. What are you marrying me for? Because, divided, we are likely to cut small figures in our tin-trumpet world? Because, united, we can dominate the brainless? Is there any other reason?

Showing his teeth in that twitching snicker that contracted the muscles of his upper lip: Children! he said, looking at her.

She turned scarlet to her hair; the deliberate grossness stunned her. Confused, she stood confronting him, dumb under a retort the coarseness of which she had never dreamed him capable.

I mean what I say, he repeated calmly. A man cares for two things: his fortune, and the heirs to it. If you didnt know that you have learned it now. You hurt me deliberately. I told you a plain truth very bluntly. It is for you to consider the situation.

But she could not speak; anger, humiliation, shame, held her tongue-tied. The instinctive revolt at the vague horror — the monstrous, meaningless threat — nothing could force words from her to repudiate, to deny what he had dared to utter.

Except as the effrontery of brutality, except as a formless menace born of his anger, the reason he flung at her for his marrying her conveyed nothing to her in its grotesque impossibility. Only the intentional coarseness of it was to be endured — if she chose to endure it; for the rest was empty of concrete meaning to her.

Lent was half over before she saw him again. Neither he nor she had taken any steps to complete the rupture; and at the Mi-carême dance, given by the Siowa Hunt, Quarrier, who was M. F. H., took up the thread of their suspended intercourse as methodically and calmly as though it had never quivered to the breaking point. He led the cotillon with agreeable precision and impersonal accuracy, favouring her at intervals; and though she wasted no favours on him, she endured his, which was sufficient evidence that matters were still in statu quo.

She returned to town next morning with Grace Ferrall, irritable, sulky, furious with herself at the cowardly relief she felt. For, spite of her burning anger against Quarrier, the suspense at times had been wearing; and she would not make the first move — had not decided even to accept his move if it came — at least, had not admitted to herself that she would accept it. It had come and the tension was over, and now, entering Mrs. Ferralls brougham which met them at Thirty-fourth Street Ferry, she was furious with herself for her unfeigned feeling of relief.

All hot with self-contempt she lay back in the comfortably upholstered corner of the brougham, staring straight before her, sullen red mouth unresponsive to the occasional inconsequent questions of Grace Ferrall.

After awhile, observed Grace, people will begin to talk about the discontented beauty of your face.

Sylvias eyebrows bent still farther inward.

A fretful face, but rather pretty, commented Grace maliciously. It wont do, dear. Your rôle is dignified comedy. O dear! O my! She stifled a yawn behind her faultlessly gloved hand. Im feeling these late hours in my aged bones. It wasnt much of a dance, was it? Or am I disillusioned? Certainly that Edgeworth boy fell in love with me — the depraved creature — trying his primitive wiles there in the conservatory! Little beast! There are no nice boys any more; theyre all too young or too sophisticated.... Howard does lead well, I admit that.... Youre on the box seat together again I see. Pooh! I wasnt a bit alarmed.

I was, said Sylvia, curling her lip in biting self-contempt.

Well, thats a wholesome confession, anyway. O dear, how I do yawn! and Lent only half over.... Sylvia, what are you staring at? Oh, I — see.

They had driven south to Washington Square, where Mrs. Ferrall had desired to leave a note, and were now returning. Sylvia had leaned forward to look up at Siwards house, but with Mrs. Ferralls first word she sank back, curiously expressionless and white; for she had seen a woman entering the front door and had recognised her as Marion Page.

Well, of all indiscretions! breathed Grace, looking helplessly at Sylvia. Oh, no, that sort of thing is sheer effrontery, you know! Its rotten bad taste; its no worse, of course — but its bad taste. I dont care what privileges we concede to Marion, were not going to concede this — unless she puts on trousers for good. Its all very well for her to talk her plain kennel talk, and call spades by their technical names, and smoke all over peoples houses, and walk all over peoples prejudices; but theres no sense in her hunting for trouble; and shell get it, sure as scandal is scandal!

And still Sylvia remained pale and silent, eyes downcast, shrinking close into her upholstered corner, as though some reflex instinct of self-concealment was still automatically dominating her.

She ought to be spanked! said Grace viciously. If she were my daughter Id do it, too!

Sylvia did not stir.

Little idiot! Going into a mans house in the face of all Fifth Avenue and the teeth of decency!

She has courage, said Sylvia, still very white.

Courage! Do you mean fool-hardiness?

No, courage — the courage I lacked. I knew he was too ill to leave his room and I lacked the courage to go and see him.

You mean, alone?

Certainly, alone.

You dare tell me you ever contemplated—

Oh, yes. I think I should have done it yet, but — but Marion—

Suddenly she bent forward, resting her face in her hands; and between the fingers a bright drop ran, glimmered, and fell.

O Lord! breathed Mrs. Ferrall, and sank back, nerveless, into her own corner of the rocking brougham.


CHAPTER XII THE ASKING PRICE
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SIWARD, AT HIS desk, over which the May sunshine streamed, his crutches laid against his chair, sat poring over the piles of papers left there by Beverly Plank some days before with a curt recommendation that he master their contents.

Some of the papers were typewritten, some appeared to be engraved certificates of stock, a few were in Planks heavy, squat handwriting. There were several packages tied in pink tape, evidently legal papers of some sort; and also a pile of scrap-books containing newspaper clippings to which Siward referred occasionally, or read them at length, resting his thin, fatigued face between two bony hands.

The curious persistence of youth in his features seemed unaccountable in view of the heavy marks imprinted there; but they were marks, not lines; bluish hollows under eyes still young, marred contours of the cheek-bone; a hardness about the hollow temples above which his short, bright hair clustered with all its soft, youthful allure undimmed; and in every movement, every turn of his head, there still remained much of that indefinable attractiveness which had always characterised his race — much of the unconscious charm usually known as breeding.

In men of Mortimers fibre, dissipation produced coarser symptoms — distended veins, and sagging flesh — where in Siward it seemed to bruise and harden, driving the colour of blood out of him and leaving the pallor of marble, and the bluish shadows of it staining the hollows. Only the eyes had begun to change radically; something in them had been quenched.

That he could never hope to become immune he had learned at last when he had returned, physically wholesome, from his long course of training under the famous Irish specialist on the Hudson. He had expected to be immune, spite of the blunt and forcible language of Mulqueen when he turned him out into the world again:

Yell be afther notin, said Mr. Mulqueen, that a poonch in the plexis putts a man out; but it dont kill him. Thats you! Whin a man mixes it up wid the booze, lave him come here an Ill tache him a thrick. But its not murther I tache; its the hook on the jaw that shtops, an the poonch in the plexis that putts the booze-divil on the bum! Lave him take the count; hell niver rise to the chune o the bell av ye lave him lie. But he aint dead, Misther Sayward; mark that, me son! An dont ye be afther sayin, Th inimy is down an out fur good! Pore lad! Sure, Ill shake hands over a dhrink wid him, for he can do me no hurrt anny more! No, sorr! Lave him lie, an lave the years av ver life count him out; fur the day you die, he dies, an not wan shake o the mixer sooner! Gwan, now, fur the rub-down. Yeve faught yer lasht round, if ye aint a fool!

He had been a fool. He had imagined that he could control himself, and practise the moderation that other men practised when they chose. The puerile restraint annoyed him; his implied inability to master himself humiliated him, the more so because, secretly, he was horribly afraid in the remote depths of his heart.

Exactly how it happened he did not remember, except that he had gone down town on business and had lunched with several men. There was claret. Later he remembered another café, farther up town, and another, more brilliantly lighted. After that there were vague hours — the fierce fever of debauch wrapping night and day in flame through which he moved, unseeing, unheeding, deafened, drenched soul and body in the living fire; or dreaming, feeling the subsiding fury of desire pulse and ebb and flow, rocking him to unconsciousness.

His fathers old servants had found him again, this time in the area; and this time the same ankle, not yet strong, had been broken.

Through the waning winter days, as he lay brooding in bitterness, realising that it was all to do over again, Planks shy visits became gradually part of the routine. But it was many days before Siward perceived in the big, lumbering, pink-fisted man anything to attract him beyond the faintly amused curiosity of one man for another who is in process of establishing himself as the first of a race.

As for reciprocation in other forms except the most superficial, or of permitting a personal note to sound ever so discreetly, Siward tolerated no such idea. Even the tentative advances of Plank hinting on willingness, and perhaps ability, to help Siward in the Amalgamated tangle were pleasantly ignored. Unpaid services rendered by men like Plank were impossible; any obligation to Plank was utterly out of the question. Meanwhile they began to like one another — at least Siward often found himself looking forward with pleasure to a visit from Plank. There had never been any question of the latters attitude toward Siward.

Plank began to frequent the house, but never informally. It is doubtful whether he could have practised informality in that house even at Siwards invitation. Something of the attitude of a college lower classman for a man in a class above seemed to typify their relations; and that feeling is never entirely eradicated between men, no matter how close their relationship in after-life.

One very bad night Plank came to the house and was admitted by Gumble. Wands, the second man, stood behind the aged butler; both were apparently frightened.

That something was amiss appeared plainly enough; and Plank, instinctively producing a card, dropped it on a table and turned to go. It may have been that the old butler recognised the innate delicacy of the motive, or it may have been a sudden confidence born of the necessities of the case, for he asked Plank to see his young master.

And Plank, looking him in the eyes, considered, until his courage began to fail. Then he went up-stairs.

It was a bad night outside, and it was a bad night for Siward. The master-vice had him by the throat. He sat there, clutching the arms of his chair, his broken leg, in its plaster casing, extended in front of him; and when he saw Plank enter he glared at him.

Hour after hour the two men sat there, the one white with rage, but helpless; the other, stolid, inert, deaf to demands for intercession with the arch-vice, dumb under pleadings for a compromise. He refused to interfere with the butler, and Siward insulted him. He refused to go and find the decanters himself, and Siward deliberately cursed him.

Outside the storm raged all night. Inside that house Plank faced a more awful tempest. There was a sedative on the mantel and he offered it to Siward, who struck it from his hand.

Once, toward morning, Siward feigned sleep, and Plank, heavy head on his breast, feigned it, too. Then Siward bent over stealthily and opened a drawer in his desk; and Plank was on his feet like a flash, jerking the morphine from Siwards fingers.

The doctor arrived at daylight, responding to Planks summons by telephone, and Plank went away with the morphine and Siwards revolver bulging in the side-pockets of his dinner coat.

He did not come again for a week. A short note from Siward started him toward lower Fifth Avenue.

There was little said when he came into the room:

Hello, Plank! Glad to see you.

Hello! Are you all right?

All right.... Much obliged for pulling me through. Wish youd pull me through this Amalgamated Electric knot-hole, too — some day!

Do — do you mean it? ventured Plank, turning red with delight.

Mean it? Indeed I do — if you do. Sit here; ring for whatever you want — or perhaps youd better go down to the sideboard. Im not to be trusted with the odour in the room just yet.

I dont care for anything, said Plank.

Whenever you please, then. You know the house, and you dont mind my being unceremonious, do you?

No, said Plank.

Good! rejoined Siward, laughing. I expect the same friendly lack of ceremony from you.

But that, for Plank, was impossible. All he could do was to care the more for Siward without crossing the border line so suddenly made free; all he could do was to sit there rolling and unrolling his gloves into wads with his clumsy, highly coloured hands, and gaze consciously at everything in the room except Siward.

On that day, at Planks shy suggestion, they talked over Siwards business affairs for the first time. After that day, and for many days, the subject became the key-note to their intercourse; and Siward at last understood that this man desired to do him a service absolutely and purely from a disinterested liking for him, and as an expression of that liking. Also he was unexpectedly made aware of Planks serenely unerring business sagacity.

That surface cynicism which all must learn, sooner or later, or remain the victims of naive credulity, was, in Siward, nothing but an outer skin, as it is in all who acquire wisdom with their cynicism. It was not long proof against Planks simple attitude and undisguised pleasure in doing something for a man he liked. Under that simplicity no motive, no self-interest could skulk; and Siward knew it.

As for the quid pro quo, Siward had insisted from the first on a business arrangement. The treachery of Major Belwether through sheer fright had knocked the key-stone from the syndicate, and the dam which made the golden pool possible collapsed, showering Planks brokers who worked patiently with buckets and mops.

The double treachery of Quarrier was now perfectly apparent to Plank. Siward, true to his word, held his stock in the face of ruin. Kemp Ferrall, furious with the major, and beginning to suspect Quarrier, came to Plank for consultation.

Then the defence formed under Plank. Legal machinery was set in motion, meeting followed meeting, until Harrington cynically showed his hand and Quarrier smiled his rare smile; and the fight against Inter-County was on in the open, preceded by a furious clamour of charge and counter-charge in the columns of the daily press.

That Quarrier had been guilty of something or other was the vague impression of that great news-reading public which, stunned by the reiteration of figures in the millions, turns to the simpler pleasures of a murder trial. Besides, whatever Quarrier had done was no doubt done within the chalk-marked courts of the game, though probably his shoes may have become a little dusty.

But who could hope to bring players like Quarrier before the ordinary umpire, or to investigate his methods with the everyday investigations reserved for everyday folk, whose road through business life lay always between States prison and the penitentiary and whose guide-posts were policemen?

Let the great syndicates join in battle; they could only slay each other. Let the millions bury their millions; the public, though poorer, could never be the wiser.

Siward, at his desk, the May sunshine pouring over him, sat conning the heaps of typewritten sheets, striving to see between the lines some sign of fortune for his investments, some promise of release from the increasing financial stringency, some chance of justice being done on those high priests who had been performing marvellous tricks upon their altar so that by miracle, mine and thine spelled ours, and all the tablets of the law were lettered upside down and hind-side before, like the Black Mass.

Gumble knocked presently. Siward raised his perplexed eyes.

Miss Page, sir.

Oh, said Siward doubtfully; then, Ask Miss Page to come up.

Marion strolled in a moment later, exchanged a vigorous hand shake with Siward, pulled up a chair and dropped into it. She was in riding-habit and boots, faultlessly groomed as usual, her smooth, pale hair sleek in its thick knot, collar and tie immaculate as her gloves.

Well, she said, any news of your ankle, Stephen?

I inquired about my ankle, said Siward, amused, and they tell me it is better, thank you.

Sit a horse pretty soon? she asked, dropping one leg over the other and balancing the riding-crop across her knee.

Not for awhile. You have a fine day for a gallop, Marion, looking askance at the sunshine filtering through the first green leaves of the tree outside his window.

Its all right — the day. Im trying Tom OHaras new mare. They say shes a little devil. I never saw a devil of a horse — did you? There may be some out West.

Dont break that pretty neck of yours, Marion, he said.

She lifted her eyes; then, briefly, No fear.

Yes, there is, he said. Theres no use looking for trouble in a horse. Women who hunt as you hunt take all thats legitimately coming to them. Why doesnt Tom ride his own mare?

She rolled on him, said Marion simply.

Oh. Is he hurt?

Ribs.

Well, hes lucky.

Isnt he! Hell miss a few drills with his precious squadron, thats all.

She was looking about her, preoccupied. Where are your cigarettes, Stephen? Oh, I see. Dont try to move — dont be silly.

She leaned over the desk, her fresh young face close to his, and reached for the cigarettes. The clean-cut head, the sweetness of her youth and femininity, boyish in its allure, were very attractive to him — more so, perhaps, because of his isolation from the atmosphere of women.

Its all very well, Marion, your coming here — and its very sweet of you, and I enjoy it immensely, he said: but its a deuced imprudent thing for you to do, and I feel bound to say so for your sake every time you come.

She leaned back in her chair and coolly blew a wreath of smoke at him.

All right, he said, unconvinced.

Certainly its all right. Ive done what suited me all my life. This suits me.

It suits me, too, he said, only I wish youd tell your mother before somebody around this neighbourhood informs her first.

Let em. Youll be out by that time. Do you think Im going to tell my mother now and have her stop it?

Oh, Marion, you know perfectly well that it wont do for a girl to ignore first principles. Im horribly afraid somebody will talk about you.

What would you do, then?

I? he asked, disturbed. What could I do?

Why, I suppose, she said slowly, youd have to marry me.

Then, he rejoined with a laugh, I should think youd be scared into prudence by the prospect.

I am not easily — scared, she said, looking down.

Not at that prospect? he said jestingly.

She looked up at him; and he remembered afterward the poise of her small head, and the slow, clear colour mounting; remembered that it conveyed to him, somehow, a hint of courage and sincerity.

I am not frightened, she said gravely.

Gravity fell upon him, too. In this young girls eyes there was no evasion. For a long while he had felt vaguely that matters were not perfectly balanced between them. At moments, even, he had felt an indefinable uneasiness in her presence. The situation troubled him, too; and though he had known her from childhood and had long ago learned to discount her vagaries of informality, her manners sans façon, her careless ignoring of convention, and the unembarrassed terms of her speech, his common-sense could not countenance this defiance of social usage, sure to involve even such a privileged girl as she in some unpleasantness.

This troubled him; and now, partly sceptical, yet partly conscious, too, of her very frank liking for himself, he looked at her, perplexed, apprehensive, unwilling to credit her with any deeper meaning than her words expressed.

She had grown pink and restless under his gaze, using her cigarette frequently, and continually flicking the ashes to the floor, until the little finger of her glove was blackened.

But courage characterised her race. It had required more than he knew for her to come into his house; and now that she was there loyalty to her professed principles — that a man and a woman were by right endowed with equal privileges — forced her to face the consequences of her theory in the practise.

She had, with calm face and quivering heart, given him an opening. That was a concession to her essential womanhood and a cowardice on her part; and, lest she turn utterly traitor to herself, she faced him again, cool, quiet, and terror in her heart:

Id be very glad to marry you — if you c-cared to, she said.

Marion!

Yes?

Oh — I — it is — of course its a joke.

No; Im serious.

Serious! Nonsense!

Please dont say that.

He looked at her, appalled.

But I — but you dont love — cant be in love with me! he stammered.

I am.

Gloved hands tightening on either end of her riding-crop, she bent her knee against it, balancing there, looking straight at him.

I meant to tell you so, she said, if you didnt tell me first. So — I was rather — tired waiting. So Ive told you.

It is only a fancy, he said, scarcely knowing what he was saying.

I dont think so, Stephen.

But he could not meet her candour, and he sat, silent, miserable, staring at the papers on his desk.

After a while she drew a deep, even breath, and rose to her feet.

Im sorry, she said simply.

Marion — I never dreamed that—

You should dream truer, she said. There was a suspicion of mist in her clear eyes; she turned abruptly to the window and stood there for a few moments, looking down at her brougham waiting in front of the house. It cant be helped, can it! she said, turning suddenly.

He found no answer to her question.

Good-bye, she said, walking to him with outstretched hand; its all in a lifetime, Steve, and thats too short for a good, clean friendship like ours to die in. I dont think Id better come again. Look me up for a gallop when youre fit. And you might drop me a line to say how youre getting on. Is it all right, Stephen?

All right, he said hoarsely.

Their hands tightened in a crushing clasp; then she swung on her spurred heel and walked out, leaving him haggard, motionless. He heard the front door close, and he swayed forward, dropping his face in his hands, arms half buried among the papers on his desk.

Plank found him there, an hour later, fumbling among the papers, and at first feared that he read in Siwards drawn and sullen face a premonition of the ever-dreaded symptoms.

Quarrier has telephoned asking for a conference at last, he said abruptly, sitting down beside Siward.

Well, inquired Siward, how do you interpret that — favourably?

I am inclined to think he is a bit uneasy, said Plank cautiously. Harrington made a secret trip to Albany last week. You didnt know that.

No.

Well, he did. It looks to me as though there were going to be a ghost of a chance for an investigation. That is how I am inclined to consider Harringtons trip and Quarriers flag of truce. But — I dont know. Theres nothing definite, of course. You are as conversant with the situation as I am.

No, I am not. That is like you, Plank, to ascribe to me the same business sense that you possess, but I havent got it. Its very nice and considerate of you, but I havent it, and you know it.

I think you have.

You think so because you think generously. That doesnt alter the facts. Now tell me what you have concluded that we ought to do and Ill say Amen, as usual.

Plank laughed, and looked over several sheets of the typewritten matter on the desk beside him.

Suppose I meet Quarrier? he said.

All right. Did he suggest a date?

At four, this afternoon.

Do you think you had better go?

I think it might do no harm, said Plank.

Amen! observed Siward, laughing, and touched the electric button for the early tea, which Plank adored at any hour.

For a while they dropped business and discussed their tea, chatting very comfortably together. Long ago Siward had found out something of the mental breadth of the man beside him, and that he was worth listening to as well as talking to. For Plank had formed opinions upon a great many subjects; and whatever culture he possessed was from sheer desire for self-cultivation.

You know, Siward, he was accustomed to say with a smile, you inherit what I am qualifying myself to transmit.

It will be all one in a thousand years, was Siwards usual rejoinder.

That is not going to prevent my efforts to become a good ancestor to my descendants, Plank would say laughingly. They shall have a chance, every one of them. And it will be up to them if they dont make good.

Sipping their tea in the pleasant, sunny room, they discussed matters of common interest — Planks recent fishing trip on Long Island and the degeneracy of liver-fed trout; the North Side Clubs Experiments with European partridges; Billy Fleetwoods new stables; forestry, and the chance of national legislation concerning it — a subject of which Plank was very fond, and on which he had exceedingly sound ideas.

Drifting from one topic to another through the haze of their cigars, silent when it pleased them to be so, there could be no doubt of their liking for each other upon a basis at least superficially informal; and if Planks manner retained at times a shade of quaint reserve, Siwards was perhaps the more frankly direct for that reason.

I think, observed Plank, laying his half-consumed cigar on the silver tray, that Id better go down town and see what our pre-glacial friend Quarrier wants. I may be able to furnish him with a new sensation.

I wonder if Quarrier ever experienced a genuine sensation, mused Siward, arranging the papers before him into divisional piles.

Plenty, said Plank drily.

I dont think so.

Plenty, repeated Plank. Its your thin-lipped, thin-nosed, pasty-pale, symmetrical brother who is closer to the animal under his mask than any of us imagine. I— He hesitated. Do you want to know my opinion of Quarrier? Ive never told you. I dont usually talk about my — dislikes. Do you want to know?

Certainly, said Siward curiously.

Then, first of all, he is a sentimentalist.

Oh! oh! jeered Siward.

A sentimentalist of the weakest type, continued Plank obstinately; because he sentimentalises over himself. Siward, look out for the man with elaborate whiskers! Look out for a pallid man with eccentric hair and a silky beard! Hes a sentimentalist of the sort I told you, and is usually utterly remorseless in his dealings with women. I suppose you think me a fool.

I think Quarrier is indifferent concerning women, said Siward.

You are wrong. He is a sensualist, insisted Plank.

Oh, no, Plank — not that!

A sensualist. His sentimental vanity he lavishes upon himself — the animal in him on women. His caution, born of self-consideration, is the caution of a beast. Such men as he believe they live in the focus of a million eyes. Part of his vanity is to deceive those eyes and be what he is under the mask he wears; and to do that one must be the very master of caution. That is Quarriers vanity. To conceal, is his monomania.

I cannot see how you draw that conclusion.

Siward, he is a bad man, and crafty — every inch of him.

Oh, come, now! Only characters in fiction have no saving qualities. You never heard of anybody in real life being entirely bad.

No, I didnt; and Quarrier isnt. For example, he is kind to valuable animals — I mean, his own.

Good to animals! The bad mans invariable characteristic! laughed Siward. Im kind to em, too. What else is he good to?

Everybody knows that he hasnt a poor relation left; not one. He is loyal to them in a rare way; he filled one subsidiary company full of them. It is known down town as the Home for Destitute Nephews.

Seriously, Plank, the man must have something good in him.

Because of your theory?

Yes. I believe that nobody is entirely bad. So do the great masters of fiction.

Plank said gravely: He is a good son to his father. That is perfectly true — kind, considerate, dutiful, loyal. The financial world is perfectly aware that Stanley Quarrier is to-day the most unscrupulous old scoundrel who ever crushed a refinery or debauched a railroad! and his son no more believes it than he credits the scandalous history of the Red Woman of Wall Street. Why, when I was making arrangements for that chapel Quarrier came to me, very much perturbed, because he understood that all the memorial chapels for the cathedral had been arranged for, and he had desired to build one to the memory of his father! His father! Isnt it awful to think of! — a chapel to the memory of the briber of judges and of legislatures, the cynical defier of law! — this hoary old thief, who beggared the widow and stripped the orphan, and whose only match, as a great unpunished criminal, was that sinister little predecessor of his, who dreamed even of debauching the executive of these United States!

Siward had never before seen Plank aroused, and he said so, smiling.

That is true, said Plank earnestly; I waste little temper over my likes and dislikes. But what I know, and what I legitimately infer concerning the younger Quarrier is enough to rouse any mans anger. I wont tell you what I know. I cant. It has nothing to do with his financial methods, nothing to do with this business; but it is bad — bad all through! The blow his father struck at the integrity of the bench the son strikes at the very key-stone of all social safeguard. It isnt my business; I cannot interfere; but Siward, Im a damned restless witness, and the old, primitive longing comes back on me to strike — to take a stick and use it to splinters on that man whom I am going down town to politely confer with!... And I must go now. Good-bye.... Take care of that ankle. Any books I can send you — anything you want? No? All right. And dont worry over Amalgamated Electric, for I really believe we are beginning to frighten them badly.

Good-bye, said Siward. Dont forget that Im always at home.

You must get out, muttered Plank; you must get well, and get out into the sunshine. And he went ponderously down-stairs to the square hall, where Gumble held his hat and gloves ready for him.

He had come in a big yellow and black touring-car; and now, with a brief word to his mechanic, he climbed into the tonneau, and away they sped down town — a glitter of bulls-eye, brass, and varnish, with the mellow, horn notes floating far in their wake.

It was exactly four oclock when he was ushered into Quarriers private suite in the great marble Algonquin Loan and Trust Building, the upper stories of which were all golden in the sun against a sky of sapphire.

Quarrier was alone, gloved and hatted, as though on the point of leaving. He showed a slight surprise at seeing Plank, as if he had not been expecting him; and the manner of offering his hand subtly emphasised it as he came forward with a trace of inquiry in his greeting.

You said four oclock, I believe, observed Plank bluntly.

Ah, yes. It was about that — ah — matter — ah — I beg your pardon; can you recollect?

I dont know what it is you want. You requested this meeting, said Plank, yawning.

Certainly. I recollect it perfectly now. Will you sit here, Mr. Plank — for a moment—

If it concerns Inter-County, it will take longer than a moment — unless you cannot spare the time now, said Plank. Shall we call it off?

As a matter of fact I am rather short of time just now.

Then let us postpone it. I shall probably be at my office if you are anxious to see me.

Quarrier looked at him, then laid aside his hat and sat down. There was little to be done in diplomacy with an oaf like that.

Mr. Plank, he said, without any emphasis at all, there should be some way for us to come together. Have you considered it?

No, I havent, replied Plank.

I mean, for you and me to try to understand each other.

For us? asked Plank, raising his blond eyebrows. Do you mean Amalgamated Electric and Inter-County, impersonally?

I mean for us, personally.

There is no way, said Plank, with conviction.

I think there is.

You are wasting time thinking it, Mr. Quarrier.

Quarriers velvet-fringed eyes began to narrow, but his calm voice remained unchanged: We are merely wasting energy in this duel, he said.

Oh, no; I dont feel wasted.

We are also wasting opportunities, continued Quarrier slowly. This whole matter is involving us in a tangle of litigation requiring our constant effort, constant attention.

I beg your pardon, Mr. Quarrier, but you take it too seriously. I have found, in this affair, nothing except a rather agreeable mental exhilaration.

Mr. Plank, if you are not inclined to be serious—

I am, said Plank so savagely that Quarrier, startled, could not doubt him. I like this sort of thing, Mr. Quarrier. Anything that is hard to overcome, I like to overcome. The pleasure in life, to me, is to win out. I am fighting you with the greatest possible satisfaction to myself.

Perhaps you see victory ahead, said Quarrier calmly.

I do, Mr. Quarrier, I do. But not in the manner you fear I may hope for it.

Do you mind saying in what manner you are already discounting your victory, Mr Plank?

No, I dont mind telling you. I have no batteries to mask. I dont care how much you know about my resources; so Ill tell you what I see, Mr. Quarrier. I see a parody of the popular battle between razor-back and rattler. The rattler only strives to strike and kill, not to swallow. Mr. Quarrier, that old razor-back isnt going home hungry; but — hes going home.

Im afraid I am not familiar enough with the natural history you quote to follow you, said Quarrier with a sneer, his long fingers busy with the silky point of his beard.

No, you wont follow me home; youll come with me, when its all over. Now is it very plain to you, Mr. Quarrier?

Quarrier said, without emotion: I repeat that it would be easy for you and me to merge our differences on a basis absolutely satisfactory to you and to me — and to Harrington.

You are mistaken, said Plank, rising. Good afternoon.

Quarrier rose, too. You decline to discuss the matter? he asked.

It has been discussed sufficiently.

Then why did you come here?

To see for myself how afraid of me you really are, said Plank. Now I know, and so do you.

You desire to make it a personal matter? inquired Quarrier, in a low voice, his face dead white in the late sunlight which illuminated the room.

Personal? No — impersonal; because there could be absolutely nothing personal between us, Mr. Quarrier; and the only thing in the world that there ought to be between us are a few stout, steel bars. Beg pardon for talking shop. Im a shopkeeper, and Im in the steel business, and I lack opportunities for cultivation. Good day.

Mr. Plank—

Mr. Quarrier, I want to tell you something. Never before, in business differences, has private indignation against any individual interfered or modified my course of action. It does now; but it does not dictate my policy toward you; it merely, as I say, modifies it. I am perfectly aware of what I am doing; what social disaster I am inviting by this attitude toward you personally; what financial destruction I am courting in arousing the wrath of the Algonquin Trust Company and of the powerful interests intrenched behind Inter-County Electric. I know what the lobby is; I know what judge cannot be counted on; I know my peril and my chances, every one; and I take them — every one. For it is a good fight, Mr. Quarrier; it will be talked of for years to come, wonderingly; not because of your effrontery, not because of my obstinacy, but because such monstrous immorality could ever have existed in this land of ours. Your name, Harringtons, mine, will have become utterly forgotten long, long before the horror of these present conditions shall cease to be remembered.

He stretched out one ponderous arm, pointing full between Quarriers unwinking eyes.

Take your fighting chance — it is the cleanest thing you ever touched; and use it cleanly, or therell be no mercy shown you when your time comes. Let the courts alone — do you hear me? Let the legislature alone. Keep your manicured hands off the ermine. And tell Harrington to shove his own cold, splay fingers into his own pockets for a change. Theyll be warmer than his feet by this time next year.

For a moment he towered there, powerful, bulky, menacing; then his arm dropped heavily — the old stolid expression came back into his face, leaving it calm, bovine, almost stupid again. And he turned, moving slowly toward the door, holding his hat carefully in his gloved hand.

Stepping out of the elevator on the ground floor he encountered Mortimer, and halted instinctively. He had not seen Mortimer for weeks; neither had Leila; and now he looked at him inquiringly, disturbed at his battered and bloodshot appearance.

Oh, said Mortimer, you down here?

Have you been out of town? asked Plank cautiously.

Mortimer nodded, and started to pass on toward the bronze cage of the elevator, but something seemed to occur to him suddenly; he checked his pace, turned, and waddled after Plank, rejoining him on the marble steps of the rotunda.

See here, he panted, holding Plank by the elbow and breathing heavily even after the short chase across the lobby, I meant to tell you something. Come over here and sit down a moment.

Still grasping Planks elbow in his puffy fingers, he directed him toward a velvet seat in a corner of the lobby; and here they sat down, while Mortimer mopped his fat neck with his handkerchief, swearing at the heat under his breath.

Look here, he said; I promised you something once, didnt I?

Did you? said Plank, with his bland, expressionless stare of an overgrown baby.

Oh, cut that out! You know damn well I did; and when I say a thing I make good. Dye see?

I dont see, said Plank, what you are talking about.

Im talking about what I said Id do for you. Havent I made good? Havent I put you into everything I said I would? Dont you go everywhere? Dont people ask you everywhere?

Yes — in a way, said Plank wearily. I am very grateful; I always will be.... Can I do anything for you, Leroy?

Mortimer became indignant at the implied distrust of the purity of his motives; and Plank, failing to stem the maudlin tirade, relapsed into patient silence, speculating within himself as to what it could be that Mortimer wanted.

It came out presently. Mortimer had attended a killing at Desmonds, and, as usual, had provided the pièce de résistance for his soft-voiced host. All he wanted was a temporary deposit to tide over matters. He had never approached Plank in vain, and he did not do so now, for Plank had a pocket cheque-book and a stylograph.

Its damn little to ask, isnt it? he muttered resentfully. That will only square matters with Desmond; it doesnt leave me anything to go on with, and he pocketed his cheque with a scowl.

Plank was discreetly silent.

And that is not what I chased you for, either, continued Mortimer. I didnt intend to say anything about Desmond; I was going to fix it in another way! He cast an involuntary and sinister glance at the elevators gliding ceaselessly up and down at the end of the vast marble rotunda; then his protruding eyes sought Planks again:

Beverly, old boy, Ive got a certain mealy-faced hypocrite where any decent man would like to have him — by the scruff of his neck. Hes fit only to kick; and Im going to kick him good and plenty; and in the process hes going to let go of several things. Mortimer leered, pleased with his own similes, then added rather hastily: I mean, hes going to drop several things that dont belong to him. Leave it to me to shake him down; hell drop them all right.... One of ems yours.

Plank looked at him.

I told you once that Id let you know when to step up and say Good evening didnt I?

Plank continued to stare.

Didnt I? repeated Mortimer peevishly, beginning to lose countenance.

I dont understand you, said Plank, and I dont think I want to understand you.

What do you mean? demanded Mortimer thickly; dont you want to marry that girl! but he shrank dismayed under the slow blaze that lighted Planks blue eyes.

All right, he stammered, struggling to his fat legs and instinctively backing away; I thought you meant business. I — what the devil do I care who you marry! Its the last time I try to do anything for you, or for anybody else! Mark that, my friend. Ive plenty to worry over; Ive a lot to keep me busy without lying awake to figure out how to do kindnesses to old friends. Damn this ingratitude, anyway!

Plank gazed at him for a moment; the anger in his face had died out.

I am not ungrateful, he said. You may say almost anything except that, Leroy. I am not disloyal, no matter what else I may be. But you have made a bad mistake. You made it that day at Black Fells when you offered to interfere. I supposed you understood then that I could never tolerate from anybody anything of such a nature. It appears that you didnt. However, you understand it now. So let us forget the matter.

But Mortimer, keenly appreciative of the pleasures of being misunderstood, squeezed some moisture out of his distended eyes, and sat down, a martyr to his emotions. To think, he gulped, that you, of all men, should turn on me like this!

I didnt mean to. Cant you understand, Leroy, that you hurt me?

Hurt hell! retorted Mortimer vindictively. Youve had sensation battered out of you by this time. I guess society has landed you a few while I was boosting you over the outworks. Dont play that old con game on me! You tried to get her and you couldnt. Now I come along and offer to put you next and you yell about your hurt feelings! Oh, splash! Theres another lady, thats all.

Let it go at that, then, said Plank, reddening.

But I tell you—

Drop it! snapped Plank.

Oh, very well! if youre going to take it that way again—

I am. Cut it! And now let me ask you a question: Where were you going when I met you?

What do you want to know for? asked Mortimer sullenly.

Why, Ill tell you, Leroy. If you have any idea of identifying yourself with Quarriers people, of seeking him at this juncture with the expectation of investing any money in his schemes, you had better not do so.

Investing! sneered Mortimer. Well, no, not exactly, having nothing to invest, thanks to my being swindled into joining his Amalgamated Electric gang. Dont worry. If theres any shaking down to be done, Ill do it, my friend, and he rose, and started toward the elevators.

Wait, said Plank. Why, man, you cant frighten Quarrier! What did you sell your holdings for? Why didnt you come to us — to me? Whats the use of going to Quarrier now, and scolding? You cant scare a man like that.

Mortimer fairly grinned in his face.

Your big mistake, he sneered, is in undervaluing others. You dont think I amount to very much, do you, Beverly? But Im going to try to take care of myself all the same. He laughed, showing his big teeth, and the vanity in him began to drug him. No, you think I dont know much. But men like you and Quarrier will damn soon find out! I want you to understand, he went on excitedly, forgetting the instinctive caution which in saner moments he was only too certain that his present business required— I want you to understand a few things, my friend, and one of them is that Im not afraid of Quarrier, and another is, Im not afraid of you!

Leroy—

No, not afraid of you, either! repeated Mortimer with an ugly stare. Dont try any of your smug, aint-it-a-shame-he-drinks ways on me, Beverly! Im getting tired of it; Im tired of it now, by God! You keep a civil tongue in your head after this — do you understand? — and well get on all right. If you dont, Ive the means to make you!

Are you crazy?

Not a bit of it! Too damn sane for you and Leila to hoodwink!

You are crazy! repeated Plank, aghast.

Am I? You and Leila can take the matter into court, if you want to — unless I do. And — here he leaned forward, showing his teeth again— the next time you kiss her, close the door!

Then he went away up the marble steps and entered an elevator; and Plank, grave and pale, went out into the street and entered his big touring-car. But the drive up town and through the sunlit park gave him no pleasure, and he entered his great house with a heavy, lifeless step, head bent, as though counting every crevice in the stones under his lagging feet. For the first time in all his life he was afraid of a man.

The man he was afraid of had gone directly to Quarriers office, missing the gentleman he was seeking by such a small fraction of a minute that he realised they must have passed each other in the elevators, he ascending while Quarrier was descending.

Mortimer turned and hurried to the elevator, hoping to come up with Quarrier in the rotunda, or possibly in the street outside; but he was too late, and, furious to think of the time he had wasted with Plank, he crawled into a hansom and bade the driver take him to a number he gave, designating one of the new limestone basement houses on the upper west side.

All the way up town, as he jolted about in his seat, he angrily regretted the meeting with Plank, even in spite of the cheque. What demon had possessed him to boast — to display his hand when there had been no necessity? Plank was still ready to give him aid at a crisis — had always been ready. Time enough when Plank turned stingy to use persuasion; time enough when Plank attempted to dodge him to employ a club. And now, for no earthly reason, intoxicated with his own vanity, catering to his own long-smouldering resentment, he had used his club on a willing horse — deliberately threatened a man whose gratitude had been good for many a cheque yet.

Ass that I am! fumed Mortimer; now when Im stuck Ill have to go at him with the club, if I want any money out of him. Confound him, hes putting me in a false position! Hes trying to make it look like extortion! I wont do it! Im no blackmailer! Ill starve, before I go to him again! No blundering, clumsy Dutchman can make a blackmailer out of me by holding hands with that scoundrelly wife of mine! Thats the reason he did it, too! Between them they are trying to make my loans from Plank look like blackmail! It would serve them right if I took them up — if I called their bluff, and stuck Plank up in earnest! But I wont, to please them! I wont do any dirty thing like that, to humour them! Not much!

He lay back, rolling about in the jouncing cab, scowling at space.

Not much! he repeated. Ill shake down Quarrier, though! Ill make him pay for his treachery — scaring me out of Amalgamated! That will be restitution, not extortion!

He was the angrier because he had been for days screwing up his courage to the point of seeking Quarrier face to face. He had not wished to do it; the scene, and his own attitude in it, could only be repugnant to him, although he continually explained to himself that it was restitution, not extortion.

But whatever it was, he didnt like to figure in it, and he had hung back as long as circumstances permitted. But his new lodgings and his new friends were expensive; and Plank, he supposed, was off somewhere fishing; so he hung on as long as it was possible; then, exasperated by necessity, started for Quarriers office, only to miss him by a few seconds because he was fool enough to waste his temper and his opportunity in making an enemy out of a friend!

Oh, he groaned, what an ass I am! And he got out of his cab in front of a very new limestone basement house with red geraniums blooming on the window-sills, and let himself in with a latch-key.

The interior of the house was attractive in a rather bright, new, clean fashion. There seemed to be a great deal of white wood-work about, a wilderness of slender white spindles supporting the dark, rich mahogany handrail of the stairway; elaborate white grilles between snowy, Corinthian pillars separating the hall from the drawing-room, where a pale gilt mirror over a white, colonial mantel reflected a glass chandelier and panelled walls hung with pale blue silk.

All was new, very clean, very quiet; the maid, too, who appeared at the sound of the closing door and took his hat and gloves was as newly groomed as the floors and wood-work, and so noiseless as to be conspicuous in her swift, silent movements.

Yet there was something about it all — about the bluish silvery half-light, the spotless floors and walls, the abnormally noiseless maid in her flamboyant cap and apron — that arrested attention and fixed it. The soundless brightness of the house was as conspicuous as the contrast between the maids black gown and her snow-white cuffs. There was nothing subdued about anything, although the long, silvery blue curtains were drawn over the lace window hangings; no shadows anywhere, no half-lights. The very stillness was gay with suspense, like a pretty womans suppressed laughter glimmering in her eyes.

And into this tinted light, framed in palest blue and white, waddled Mortimer, appropriate as a June-bug scrambling in a Sèvres teacup.

Anybody here? he growled, leering into the drawing-room at a tiny grand piano cased in unvarnished Circassian walnut.

There is nobody at home, sir, said the maid.

Music lesson over?

Yes, sir, at three.

He began to ascend the stairway, breathing heavily, thud, thud over the deep velvet strip, his fat hand grasping the banister rail.

Somewhere on the second floor a small dog barked, and Mortimer traversed the ball and opened the door into a room hung with gold Spanish leather and pale green curtains.

Hello, Tinto! he said affably as a tiny Japanese spaniel hurled herself at him, barking furiously, then began writhing and weaving herself about him, gurgling recognition and welcome.

He sat down heavily in a padded easy-chair. The spaniel sprang into his lap, wheezing, sniffling, goggling its protruding eyes. Mortimer liked the dog, but he didnt like what the owner of the dog said about the resemblance between his own and Tintos eyes.

Get down! he said; youre shedding black and white hairs all over me. But the dog didnt want to get down, and Mortimers good nature permitted her to curl up on his fat knees and sleep that nervous, twitching sleep peculiar to overpampered toy canines.

The southern sun was warm in the room; the windows open, but not a silken hanging stirred.

Presently another maid entered, with an apple cut into thin wafers and a decanter of port; and Mortimer lay back in his chair, sopping his apple in the thick, crimson wine, and feeding morsels of the combination to himself and to Tinto at intervals until the apple was all gone and the decanter three-fourths empty.

It was very still in the room — so still, that Mortimer, opening his eyes at longer and longer intervals to peer at the door, finally opened them no more.

The droning gurgle that he made kept Tinto awake. When his lower jaw sagged, and he began to really show what snoring could be, Tinto, very nervous, got up and hopped down.

It was still daylight when Mortimer awoke, conscious of people about him. As he opened his eyes, a man laughed; several people seated by the windows joined in. Then, straightening up with an effort, something tumbled from his head to the floor and he started to rise.

Oh, look out, Leroy! Dont step on my hat! cried a girls voice; and he sank back in his chair, gazing stupidly around.

Hello! you people! he said, amused; I guess Ive been asleep. Oh, is that you Millbank? Whose hat was that — yours, Lydia?

He yawned, laughed, turning his heavy eyes from one to another, recognising a couple of young girls at the window. He didnt want to get up; but there is, in the society he now adorned, a stringency of etiquette known as re-finement, and which, to ignore, is to become unpopular.

So he got onto his massive legs and went over to shake hands with a gravity becoming the ceremony.

How dye do, Miss Hutchinson? Thought you were at Asbury Park. How de do, Miss Del Garcia. Have you been out in Millbanks motor yet?

We broke down at McGowans Pass, said Miss Del Garcia, laughing the laugh that had made her so attractive in A Word to the Wise.

Muddy gasoline, nodded Millbank tersely — an iron-jawed, over-groomed man of forty, with a florid face shaved blue.

We passed Mr. Planks big touring-car, observed Lydia Vyse, shifting Tinto to the couch and brushing the black and white hairs from her automobile coat. How much does a car like that cost, Leroy?

About twenty-five thousand, he said gloomily. Then, looking up, Hold on, Millbank, dont be going! Why cant you all dine with us? Never mind your car; ours is all right, and well run out into the country for dinner. How about it, Miss Del Garcia?

But both Miss Del Garcia and Miss Hutchinson had accepted another invitation, in which Millbank was also included.

They stood about, veils floating, leather decorated coats thrown back, lingering for awhile to talk the garage talk which fascinates people of their type; then Millbank looked at the clock, made his adieux to Lydia, nodded significantly to Mortimer, and followed the others down-stairs.

There was something amiss with his motor, for it made a startling racket in the street, finally plunging forward with a kick.

Lydia laughed as the two young girls in the tonneau turned to nod to her in mock despair; then she came running back up-stairs, holding her skirt free from her hurrying little feet.

Well? she inquired, as Mortimer turned back from the window to confront her.

Nothing doing, little girl, he said with a sombre smile.

She looked at him, slowly divesting herself of her light leather-trimmed coat.

I missed him, said Mortimer.

She flung the coat over a chair, stood a moment, her fingers busy with her hair-pegs, then sat down on the couch, taking Tinto into her lap. She was very pretty, dark, slim, marvellously graceful in her every movement.

I missed him, repeated Mortimer.

Cant you see him to-morrow? she asked.

I suppose so, said Mortimer slowly. Oh, Lord! how I hate this business!

Hasnt he misused your confidence? Hasnt he taken your money? she asked. It may be unpleasant for you to make him unbelt, but youre a coward if you dont!

Easy! easy, now! muttered Mortimer; Im going to shake it out of him. I said I would, and I will.

I should hope so; its yours.

Certainly its mine. I wish Id held fast now. I never supposed Plank would take hold. It was that drivelling old Belwether who scared me stiff! The minute I saw him scurrying to cover like a singed cat I was fool enough to climb the first tree. Ive had my lesson, little girl.

I hope youll give Howard his. Somebody ought to, she said quietly.

Then gathering up her hat and coat she went into her own apartments. Mortimer picked up a cheap magazine, looked over the portraits of the actresses, then, hunching up into a comfortable position, settled himself to read the theatrical comment.

Later, Lydia not appearing, and his own valet arriving to turn on the electricity, bring him his White Rock and Irish and the Evening Telegraph, he hoisted his legs into another chair and sprawled there luxuriously over his paper until it was time to dress.

About half past eight they dined in a white and pink dining-room furnished in dull gray walnut, and served by a stealthy, white-haired, pink-skinned butler, chiefly remarkable because it seemed utterly impossible to get a glimpse of his eyes. Nobody could tell whether there was anything the matter with them or not — and whether they were only very deep set or were weak, like an albinos, or were slightly crossed, the guests of the house never knew. Lydia herself didnt know, and had given up trying to find out.

They had planned to go for a spin in Mortimers motor after dinner, but in view of the Quarrier fiasco neither was in the mood for anything.

Mortimer, as usual, ate and drank heavily. He was a carnivorous man, and liked plenty of thick, fat, underdone meat. As for Lydia, her appetite was as erratic as her own impulses. Her table, always wastefully elaborate, no doubt furnished subsistence for all the relatives of her household below stairs, and left sufficient for any ambitious butler to make a decent profit on.

Do you know, Leroy, she observed, as they left the table and sauntered back into the pale blue drawing-room, do you know that the servants havent been paid for three months?

Oh, for Heavens sake, he expostulated, dont begin that sort of thing! I get enough of that at home; I get it every time I show my nose!

I only mentioned it, she said carelessly.

I heard you all right. It isnt any pleasanter for me than for you. In fact, Im sick of it; Im dead tired of being up against it every day of my life. When a man has anything somebody gets it before he can sidestep. When a mans dead broke theres nobody in sight to touch.

You had an opportunity to make Howard pay you back.

Didnt I tell you I missed him?

Yes. What are you going to do?

Do?

Of course. You are going to do something, I suppose.

They had reached the gold and green room above. Lydia began pacing the length of a beautiful Kermanshah rug — a pale, delicate marvel of rose and green on a ground of ivory — lovely, but doomed to fade sooner than the pretty woman who trod it with restless, silk-shod feet.

Mortimer had not responded to her last question. She said presently: You have never told me how you intend to make him pay you back.

What? inquired Mortimer, turning very red.

I said that you havent yet told me how you intend to make Howard return the money you lost through his juggling with your stock.

I dont exactly know myself, admitted Mortimer, still overflushed. I mean to put it to him squarely, as a debt of honour that he owes. I asked him whether to invest. Damn him! he never warned me not to. He is morally responsible. Any man who would sit there and nod monotonously like a mandarin, knowing all the while what he was doing to wreck the company, and let a friend put into a rotten concern all the cash he could scrape together, is a swindler!

I think so too, she said, studying the rose arabesques in the rug.

There was a little click of her teeth when she ended her inspection and looked across at Mortimer. Something in her expressionless gaze seemed to reassure him, and give him a confidence he may have lacked.

I want him to understand that I wont swallow that sort of contemptible treatment, asserted Mortimer, lighting a thick, dark cigar.

I hope youll make him understand, she said, seating herself and resting her clasped, brilliantly ringed hands in her lap.

Oh, I will — never fear! He has abused my confidence abominably; he has practically swindled me, Lydia. Dont you think so?

She nodded.

Ill tell him so, too, blustered Mortimer, shaking himself into an upright posture, and laying a pudgy, clinched fist on the table. Im not afraid of him! Hell find that out, too. I know enough to stagger him. Not that I mean to use it. Im not going to have him think that my demands on him for my own property resemble extortion.

Extortion? she repeated.

Yes. I dont want him to think Im trying to intimidate him. I wont have him think Im a grafter; but Ive half a mind to shake that money out of him, in one way or another.

He struck the table and looked at her for further sign of approval.

Im not afraid of him, he repeated. I wish to God he were here, and Id tell him so!

She said coolly: I was wishing that too.

For a while they sat silent, preoccupied, avoiding each others direct gaze. When she rose he started, watching her in a dazed way as she walked to the telephone.

Shall I? she asked quietly, turning to him, her hand on the receiver.

Wait. W-what are you going to do? he stammered.

Call him up. Shall I?

A dull throb of fright pulsed through him.

You say you are not afraid of him, Leroy.

No! he said with an oath, I am not. Go ahead!

She unhooked the receiver. After a second or two her low, even voice sounded. There came a pause. She rested one elbow on the walnut shelf, the receiver tight to her ear. Then:

Mr. Quarrier, please.... Yes, Mr. Howard Quarrier.... No, no name. Say it is on business of immediate importance.... Very well, then; you may say that Miss Vyse insists on speaking to him.... Yes, Ill hold the wire.

She turned, the receiver at her ear, and looked narrowly at Mortimer.

Wont he speak to you? he demanded.

Im going to find out. Hush a moment! and in the same calm, almost childish voice: Oh, Howard, is that you? Yes, I know I promised not to do this, but that was before things happened!... Well, what am I to do when it is necessary to talk to you?... Yes, it is necessary!... I tell you it is necessary!... I am sorry it is not convenient for you to talk to me, but I really must ask you to listen!... No, I shall not write. I want to talk to you to-night — now! Yes, you may come here, if you care to!... I think you had better come, Howard.... Because I am liable to continue ringing your telephone until you are willing to listen.... No, there is nobody here. I am alone. What time?... Very well; I shall expect you. Good-bye.

She hung up the receiver and turned to Mortimer:

Hes coming up at once. Did I say anything to scare him particularly?

One things sure as preaching, said Mortimer; hes a coward, and Im dammed glad of it, he added naively, relighting his cigar, which had gone out.

If he comes up in his motor hell be here in a few minutes, she said. Suppose you take your hat and go out. I dont want him to think what he will think if he walks into the room and finds you waiting. You have your key, Leroy. Walk down the block; and when you see him come in, give him five minutes.

Her voice had become a little breathless, and her colour was high. Mortimer, too, seemed apprehensive. Things had suddenly begun to work themselves out too swiftly.

Do you think thats best? he faltered, looking about for his hat. Tell Merkle that nobody has been here, if Quarrier should ask him. Do you think were doing it in the best way, Lydia? By God, it smells of a put-up job to me! But I guess its all right. Its better for me to just happen in, isnt it? Dont forget to put Merkle wise.

He descended the stairs hastily. Merkle, of the invisible eyes, held his hat and gloves and opened the door for him.

Once on the dark street, his impulse was to flee — get out, get away from the whole business. A sullen shame was pumping the hot blood up into his neck and cheeks. He strove to find an inoffensive name for what he was proposing to do, but ugly terms, synonym after synonym, crowded in to characterise the impending procedure, and he walked on angrily, half frightened, looking back from moment to moment at the house he had just left.

On the corner he halted, breathing spasmodically, for he had struck a smarter pace than he had been aware of.

Few people passed him. Once he caught a glimmer of a policemans buttons along the park wall, and an unpleasant shiver passed over him. At the same moment an electric hansom flew noiselessly past him. He shrank back into the shadow of a porte-cochere. The hansom halted before the limestone basement house. A tall figure left it, stood a moment in the middle of the sidewalk, then walked quickly to the front door. It opened, and the man vanished.

The hansom still waited at the door. Mortimer, his hands shaking, looked at his watch by the light of the electric bulbs flanking the gateway under which he stood.

There was not much time in which to make up his mind, yet his fright was increasing to a pitch which began to enrage him with that cowards courage which it is impossible to reckon with.

He had missed Quarrier once to-day when he had been keyed to the encounter. Was he going to miss him again through sheer terror? Besides, was not Quarrier a coward? Besides, was it not his own money? Had he not been vilely swindled by a pretended friend? Urging, lashing himself into a heavy, shuffling motion, he emerged from the porte-cochere and lurched off down the street. No time to think now, no time for second thought, for hesitation, for weakness. He had waited too long already. He had waited ten minutes, instead of five. Was Quarrier going to escape again? Was he going to get out of the house before — 

Fumbling with his latch-key, but with sense enough left to make no noise, he let himself in, passed silently through the reception-hall and up to the drawing-room floor, where for a second he stood listening. Then something of the perverted sportsman sent the blood quivering into his veins. He had him! He had run him down! The game was at bay.

An inrush of exhilaration steadied him. He laid his hand on the banister and mounted, gloves and hat-brim crushed in the other hand. When he entered the room he pretended to see only Lydia.

Hello, little girl! he said, laughing, are you surprised to—

At that moment he caught sight of Quarrier, and the start he gave was genuine enough. Never had he seen in a mans visage such white concentration of anger.

Quarrier! he stammered, for his acting was becoming real enough to supplant art.

Quarrier had risen; his narrowing eyes moved from Mortimer to Lydia, then reverted to the man in the combination.

Rather unexpected, isnt it? said Mortimer, staring at Quarrier.

Is it? returned Quarrier in a low voice.

I suppose so, sneered Mortimer. Did you expect to find me here?

No. Did you expect to find me? asked the other, with emphasis unmistakable.

What do you mean? demanded Mortimer hoarsely. What the devil do you mean by asking me if I expected to find you here? If I had, Id not have travelled down to your office to-day to see you; Id have come here for you. Naturally people suppose that an engaged man is likely to give up this sort of thing.

Quarrier, motionless, white to the lips, turned his eyes from one to the other.

It doesnt look very well, does it? asked Mortimer; and he stood there, smiling, danger written all over him. Its beginning rather early, he continued, with a sneer. Most engaged men with a conscience wait until theyre married before they return to the gay and frivolous. But here you are, it seems, handsome, jolly, and irresistible as ever!

Quarrier looked at Lydia, and his lips moved: You asked me to come, he said.

No; you offered to. I wished to talk to you over the wire, but  — her lip curled, and she shrugged her shoulders— you seemed to be afraid of something or other.

I couldnt talk to you in my own house, with guests in the room.

Why not? Did I say anything your fashionable guests might take exception to? Am I likely to do anything of that kind? — you coward!

Quarrier stood very still, then noiselessly turned and made one step toward the door.

One moment, interposed Mortimer blandly. As long as I travelled down town to see you, and find you here so unexpectedly, I may as well take advantage of this opportunity to regulate a little matter. You dont mind our talking shop for a moment, Lydia? Thank you. Its just a little business matter between Mr. Quarrier and myself — a matter concerning a few shares of stock which I once held in one of his companies, bought at par, and tumbled to ten and — What is the fraction, Quarrier? I forget.

Quarrier thought deeply for a moment; then he raised his head, looking full at Mortimer, and under his silky beard an edge of teeth glimmered. Did you wish me to take back those shares at par? he asked.

Exactly! I knew you would! I knew youd see it in that way! cried Mortimer heartily. Confound it all, Quarrier, Ive always said you were that sort of man — that youd never let a friend in on the top floor, and kick him clear to the cellar! As a matter of fact, I sold out at ten and three-eighths. Wait! Heres a pencil. Lydia, give me that pad on your desk. Here you are, Quarrier. Its easy enough to figure out how much you owe me.

And as Quarrier slowly began tracing figures on the pad, Mortimer rambled on, growing more demonstrative and boisterous every moment. Its white of you, Quarrier — Ill say that! Legally, of course, you could laugh at me; but Ive always said your business conscience would never let you stand for this sort of thing. You can talk and talk, Ive told people, many a time, but youll never convince me that Howard Quarrier hasnt a heart. No, by jinks! they couldnt make me believe it. And heres my proof — heres my vindication! Lydia, would you mind hunting up that cheque-book I left here before dinn—

He had made a mistake. The girl flushed. He choked up, and cast a startled glance at Quarrier. But Quarrier, if he heard, made no motion of understanding. Perhaps it had not been necessary to convince him of the conspiracy.

When he had finished his figures he reviewed them, tracing each total with his pencils point; then quietly handed the pad to Mortimer who went over it, and nodded that it was correct.

Lydia rose. Quarrier said, without looking at her: I have a blank cheque with me. May I use one of these pens?

So he had brought a cheque! Had he supposed that a cheque might be necessary when Lydia called him up? Was he prepared to meet any demand of hers, too, even before Mortimer appeared on the scene?

As long as you have a cheque with you, Howard, said Lydia quietly, suppose you simply add to Mr. Mortimers amount what you had intended to offer me?

He stared at her without answering.

That little remembrance for old times sake. Dont you recollect?

No, said Quarrier.

Why, Howard! Didnt you promise me all sorts of things when I wanted to go to your friend Mr. Siward, and explain that it was not his fault I got into the Patroons Club? Dont you remember I felt dreadfully that he was expelled — that I was simply wild to write to the governors and tell them how I took Merkles clothes and drove to the club and waited until I saw a lot of men go in, and then crowded in with the push?

Mortimer was staring at Quarrier out of his protruding eyes. The girl leaned forward, deliberate, self-possessed, the red lips edged with growing scorn.

That was a dirty trick! said Mortimer heavily. He took the pad, added a figure, passed it to Lydia, and she coolly wrote a total, underscoring it heavily.

That is the amount, she said.

Quarrier looked at the pad which she had tossed upon the desk. Then he slowly wetted his pen with ink, and, laying the loose cheque flat, began to fill it in. Afterward he dried it, and, reading it carefully, pushed it aside and rose.

It wouldnt be advisable for you to stop payment, you know, observed Mortimer insolently, lying back in his chair and stretching his legs.

I know, said Quarrier, pausing to turn on them a deathly stare. Then he went away. After awhile they heard the door close. But there was no sound from the electric hansom, and Mortimer rose and walked to the window.

Hes gone, he said.

Lydia stood at the desk, examining the cheque.

We ought to afford a decent touring-car now, she suggested— like that yellow and black Serin-Chanteur car of Mr. Planks.


CHAPTER XIII THE SELLING PRICE
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THE HEAT, WHICH had been severe in June, driving the last fashionable loiterer into the country, continued fiercely throughout July. August was stifling; the chestnut leaves in the parks curled up and grew brittle; the elms were blotched; brown stretches scarred the lawns; the blazing colour of the geranium beds seemed to intensify the heat, like a bed of living coals.

Nobody who was anybody remained in town — except some wealthy business men and their million odd employés; but the million, being nobodies, didnt count.

Nobody came into town; that is to say that a million odd strangers came as usual, swelling the sweltering, resident population sufficiently to animate the main commercial thoroughfares morning and evening, but they didnt count; the money they spent was, however, very carefully counted.

The fashionable columns of the newspapers informed the fashionable ex-urbanated that the city was empty — though the East Side reeked like a cattle-pen, and another million or two gasped on the hot, tin roofs under the stars, or buried their dirty faces in the parched park grass.

What the press meant to say was that the wealthy section of the city within the shadow of St. Patricks twin white spires and north of Fifty-ninth Street was as empty and silent as an abandoned gold-mine. Which was true. Miles of elaborate, untenanted dwellings glimmered blank under the moon and stood tomb-like in barren magnificence against the blazing blue of noon. Miles of plate-glass windows, boarded, or bearing between lowered shade and dusty pane the significant parti-coloured placard warning the honest thief, stared out at the heated park or, in the cross streets, confronted each other with inert hauteur, awaiting the pleasure of their absent owners.

The humidity increased; the horses heads hung heavily under their ridiculously pitiful straw bonnets. When the sun was vertical nobody stirred; when the bluish shadows began to creep out over baked sidewalks, broadening to a strip of superheated shade, a few stirred abroad in the deserted streets; here a policeman, thin blue summer tunic open, helmet in hand, swabbing the sweat from forehead and neck; there a white uniformed street sweeper dragging his rubber-edged mop or a section of wet hose; perhaps a haggard peddler of lemonade making for the Park wall around the Metropolitan Museum where, a little later, the East Side would venture out to sit on the benches, or the great electric tourists busses would halt to dump out a living cargo — perhaps only the bent figure of a woman, very shabby, very old, dragging her ancient bones along the silent splendour of Fifth Avenue, and peering about the gutters for something she never finds — always peering, always mumbling the endless, wordless, soundless miserere of the poor.

Quarriers huge limestone mansion, looming golden in the sun, was tenantless; its owner, closing even The Sedges, his Long Island house, and driven northward for a breath of air, was expected at Shotover.

The house of Mrs. Mortimer was closed and boarded up; the Caithness mansion was closed; the Ferralls, the Bonnesdels, the Pages, the Shannons, Mrs. Vendennings, all were sealed up like vaults. A caretaker apparently guarded Major Belwethers house, peeping out at intervals from behind the basement windows. As for Planks great pile of masonry, edging the outer Hundreds in the north, several lighted windows were to be seen in it at night, and a big yellow and black touring-car whizzed down town from its bronze gateway every morning with perfect regularity.

For there was a fight on that had steadily grown hotter with the weather, and Plank had little time to concern himself with the temperature or to mop his red features over the weather bureau report. Harrington and Quarrier were after him, horse, foot, and dragoons; Harrington had even taken a house at Seabright in order to be near in person; and Quarriers move from Long Island to Shotover House was not as flippant as it might appear, for he had his private car there and a locomotive at Black Fells Crossing station, and he was within striking distance of Rochester, Utica, Syracuse, and Albany. Which was what Harrington thought necessary.

The vast unseen machinery set in motion by Harrington and Quarrier had begun to grind in May; and, at the first audible rumble, the aspect of things financial in the country changed. A few industrials began to rocket, nobody knew why; but the markets first tremor left it baggy and spineless, and the reaction, already overdue, became a sodden and soggy slump. Nobody knew why.

The noise of the fray in the papers, which had first excited then stunned the outside public, continued in a delirium of rumour, report, forecast, and summing up at the weeks end.

Scare heads, involving everybody and everything, from the District-Attorney to Planks office boy, succeeded one another. Planks name headed column after column. Already becoming familiar in the society and financial sections, it began to appear in neighbouring paragraphs. Who was Plank? And the papers told people with more or less inaccuracy, humour, or sarcasm. What was he trying to do? The papers tried to tell that, too, making a pretty close guess, with comments good-natured or ill-natured according to circumstances over which somebody ought to have some control. What was Harrington trying to do to Plank — if he was trying to do anything? They told that pretty clearly. What was Quarrier going to do to Plank? That, also, they explained in lively detail. A few clergymen who stuck to their churches began to volunteer pulpit opinions concerning the ethics of the battle. A minister who was generally supposed to make an unmitigated nuisance of himself in politics dealt Plank an unexpected blow by saying that he was a hero. Some papers called him Hero Plank for awhile, but soon tired of it or forgot it under the stress of the increasing heat.

Besides Plank scarcely noticed what the press said of him. He was too busy; his days were full days, brimming over deep into the night. Brokers, lawyers, sycophants, tipsters, treacherous ex-employés of Quarrier, detectives, up-State petty officials, lobbyists from Albany, newspaper men, men from Wall Street, Broad Street, Mulberry Street, Forty-second Street — all these he saw in units, relays, regiments — either at his offices or after dinner — and sometimes after midnight in his own house. And these were only a few, picked from the interested or disinterested thousands who besieged him with advice, importunity, threats, and attempted blackmail. And he handled them all in turn, stolidly but with decision. His obstinate under lip protruded further and further with rare recessions; his heavy head was like the lowered head of a bull. Undaunted, inexorable, slow to the verge of stupidity at times, at times swift as a startled tiger, this new, amazing personality steadily developing, looming higher, heavier, athwart the financial horizon — in stature holding his own among giants, then growing, gradually, inch by inch, dominated his surrounding level sky line.

The youth in him was the tragedy to the old; the sudden silence of the man the danger to the secretive. Harrington was already an old man; Quarriers own weapon had always been secrecy; but the silence of Plank confused him, for he had never learned to parry well anothers use of his own weapon. The left-handed swordsman dreads to cross with a man who fights with the left hand. And Harrington, hoary, seamed, scarred, maimed in onslaughts of long forgotten battles, looked long and hard upon this weird of his own dead youth which now rose towering to confront him, menacing him with the armed point of the same shield behind which he himself had so long found shelter — the Law!

The closing of the courts enforced armed truces along certain lines of Planks battle front; the adjournment of the legislature emptied Albany. Once it was rumoured that Plank had passed an entire morning with the Governor of the greatest State in the Union and that the conference was to be repeated. A swarm of newspaper men settled about the Governors summer cottage at Saratoga, but they learned nothing, nor could they find a trace of Planks tracks in the trodden trails of the great Spa.

Besides, the racing had begun; Desmond, Burbank, Sneed, and others of the gilded guild had opened new club-houses; the wretched, half-starved natives in the surrounding hills were violating the game-laws to distend the paunches of the overfed with five-inch troutlings and grouse and woodcock slaughtered out of season; so there was plenty of copy for newspaper men without the daily speculative paragraph devoted to the doings of Beverly Plank. Some scandal, too — but newspapers never touch that; and after all it was nobodys affair that Leroy Mortimer drove a large yellow and black Serin-Chanteur touring-car, new model, all over Saratoga county. Perhaps the similarity of machines gave rise to the rumour of Planks presence; perhaps not, because the car was often driven by a tall, slender girl with dark eyes and hair; and nobody ever saw that sort of pretty woman in Planks Serin, or saw Leroy Mortimer for many days without a companion of that species.

Mortimers health was excellent. The races had not proved remunerative however, and his new motor-car was horribly expensive. So was Lydia. And he began to be seriously afraid that by the end of August he would be obliged to apply to Quarrier once more for some slight temporary token of that gentlemans goodwill. He told Lydia this, and she seemed to agree with him. This pleased him. She had not pleased him very much recently. For one thing she was becoming too friendly with some of his friends — Desmond in particular.

Plank, it was known, had opened his great house at Black Fells. His servants, gamekeepers, were there; his stables, kennels, greenhouses, model stock-farm — all had been put in immaculate condition pending the advent of the master. But Plank had not appeared; his new sea-going steam yacht still lay in the East River, and, at rare intervals, a significant glimmer of bunting disclosed the owners presence aboard for an hour or two. That was all, however; and the cliff-watchers at Shotover House and the Fells looked seaward in vain for the big Siwanoa, as yacht after yacht, heralded by the smudge on the horizon, turned from a gray speck to a white one, and crept in from the sea to anchor.

The Ferralls were at Shotover with their first instalment of guests. Sylvia was there, Quarrier expected — because Kemp Ferralls break with him was not a social one, and Graces real affection for Sylvia blinded neither her nor her husband to the material and social importance of the intimacy. Siward was not invited; neither had an invitation to him been even discussed in view of what Grace was aware of, and what everybody knew concerning the implacable relations existing between him, personally, and Howard Quarrier.

Bridge, yachting, and motoring were the August sports; the shooting set had not yet arrived, of course; in fact there was still another relay expected before the season opened and brought the shooting coterie for the first two weeks. But Sylvia was expected to last through and hold over with a brief interlude for a weeks end at Lenox. So was Quarrier; and Grace, always animated by a lively but harmless malice, hoped to Heaven that Plank might arrive before Quarrier left, because she adored the tension of situations and was delightedly persuaded that Plank was more than able to hold his own with her irritating cousin.

Oh, to see them together in a small room, she sighed ecstatically in Sylvias ear; Id certainly poke them up if they only turned around sulkily in the corners of the cage and evinced a desire to lie down.

What a mischief-maker you are, said Sylvia listlessly; and though Grace became very vivacious in describing her plans to extract amusement out of Planks hoped-for presence Sylvia remained uninterested.

There seemed, in fact, little to interest her that summer at Shotover House; and, though she never refused any plans made for her, and her attitude was one of quiet acquiescence always — she never expressed a preference for anything, a desire to do anything; and, if let alone, was prone to pace the cliffs or stretch her slim, rounded body on the sand of some little, sheltered, crescent beach, apparently content with the thunderous calm of sea and sky.

Her interest, too, in people had seemingly been extinguished. Once or twice she did inquire as to Marions whereabouts, and learned that Miss Page was fishing in Minnesota somewhere but would return to Shotover when the shooting opened. Somebody, Captain Voucher, perhaps, mentioned to somebody in her hearing that Siward was still in New York. If she heard she made no sign, no inquiry. The next morning she remained abed with a headache, and Grace motored to Wendover without her; but Sylvia spent the balance of the day on the cliffs, and played Bridge with the devils own luck till dawn, piling up a score that staggered Mr. Fleetwood, who had been instructing her in adversary play a day or two before.

The hot month dragged on; Quarrier came; Agatha Caithness arrived a few days later — scheme of the Ferralls involving Alderdene! — but the Siwanoa did not come, and Plank remained invisible. Leila Mortimer arrived from Swans Harbour toward the middle of the month, offering no information as to the whereabouts of what Major Belwether delicately designated as her legitimate. But everybody knew he was at last to be crossed off and struck clean out, and the ugly history of the winter, now so impudently corroborated at Saratoga, gave many a hostess the opportunity long desired. Mortimer, as far as his own particular circle was concerned, was down and out; Leila, accepted as a matter of course without him, remained quietly uncommunicative. If the outward physical change in her was due to her marital rupture people thought it was well that it had come in time, for she bloomed like a lovely exotic; and her silences and enthusiasms, and the fragrant freshness of her developing attitude toward the world first disconcerted, then amused, then touched those who had supposed themselves to be so long a buckler for her foibles and a shield for her caprice.

Gad, said Alderdene, shes well rid of him if hes been choking her this long — the rank, rotten weed that he is, sapping the life from her so when she hung over toward another fellows bush we thought she was frail in the stem — God bless us all for a simpering lot of blatherskites!

And if, in the corner of the gun-room, there was a man among them who had ever ventured to hold Leilas smooth little hand, unrebuked, in days gone by, none the less he knew that Alderdene spoke truth; and none the less he knew that what witness he might be called to bear at the end of the end of all must only incriminate himself and not that young matron who now, before their very eyes, was budding again, reverting to the esoteric charm of youth reincarnated.

A suit before a referee would settle him, mused Voucher; he hasnt a leg to stand on. Lord! The same cat that tripped up Stephen Siward!

Fleetwoods quick eyes glimmered for an instant in Quarriers direction. Quarrier was in the billiard-room, out of earshot, practising balk-line problems with Major Belwether; and Fleetwood said: The same cat that tripped up Stephen Siward. Yes. But who let her loose?

It was your dinner; you ought to know, said Voucher bluntly.

I do know. He brought her — nodding toward the billiard-room.

Belwether?

No, yawned Fleetwood.

Somebody said presently: Isnt he one of the Governors? Oh, I say, that was rather rough on Siward though.

Yes, rough. The law of trespass ought to have operated; a mans liable for the damage done by his own live-stock.

Thats a brutal way of talking, said somebody. And the subject was closed with the entrance of Agatha in white flannels on her way to the squash court where she had an appointment with Quarrier.

A strange girl, said somebody after she had disappeared with Quarrier.

That pallor is stunning, said a big, ruddy youth, with sunburn on his neck and forehead.

It isnt healthy, said Fleetwood.

It attracts me, persisted the ruddy young man, voicing naively that curious truth concerning the attraction that disease so often exerts on health — the strange curiosity the normal has for the sub-normal — that fascination of the wholesome for the unhealthy. It is, perhaps, more curiosity than anything, unless, deep hidden under the normal, there lie one single, perverted nerve.

Sylvia, passing the hall, glanced in through the gun-room door with an absentminded smile at the men and their laughing greeting, as they rose with uplifted glasses to salute her.

The sweetest of all, observed a man, disconsolately emptying his glass. Oh irony! What a marriage!

Do you know any girl who would not change places with her? asked another.

Every man there insisted that he knew one girl at least who would not exchange Sylvias future for her own. That was very nice of them; it is to be hoped they believed it. Some of them did — for the moment, anyhow. Then Alderdene, blinking furiously, emitted one of his ear-racking laughs; and everybody, as usual, laughed too.

You damned cynic, observed Voucher affectionately.

Somebody, said Fleetwood, insists that she doubled up poor Siward.

She never met Siward until she was engaged to Howard, remarked Voucher.

Well?

Oh, dont you consider that enough to squelch the story?

Engaged girls, mused Alderdene, never double up except at Bridge.

Everybody has been or is in love with Sylvia Landis, said Voucher, and its a mans own fault if hes hit. Once she did it, innocently enough, and enjoyed it, never realising that it hurt a man to be doubled up.

Fleetwood yawned again and said: She can have me to-morrow. But she wont. Shes tired of the sport. Any girl would get enough with the pack at her heels day in and day out. Besides shes done for — unless she looses Quarrier and starts on a duke-hunt over in Blinkys country!... Is anybody on for a sail? Is anybody on for anything? No? Oh, very well. Shove that decanter north by west, Billy.

This was characteristic of the dog-days at Shotover. The dog-days in town were very different; the city threw open the parks to the poor at night; horses fell dead in the streets; pallid urchins, stripped naked, splashed and rolled and screeched in the basin of the City Hall fountain under the indifferent eyes of the police.

As for Plank he was too busy to know what the thermometer was about; he had no time for anything outside of his own particular business except to go every day to the big, darkened house in lower Fifth Avenue where the days had been hard on Siward and the nights harder.

Siward, however, could walk now, using his crutches still, but often stopping to gently test his left foot and see how much weight he was able to bear on it — even taking a tentative step or two without crutch support. He drove when he thought it prudent to use the horses in the heat, usually very early in the morning, though sometimes at night with Plank when the latter had time to run his touring-car through the park and out into the Bronx or Westchester for a breath of air.

But Plank wanted him to go away, get out of the city for his convalescence, and Siward flatly declined, demanding that Plank permit him to do his share in the fight against the Inter-County people.

And Plank, utterly unable to persuade him, and the more hampered because of his anxiety about Siward — though that young man did not know it — wore himself out providing Siward with such employment in the matter as would lightly occupy him without doing any good to the enemy.

So Siward, stripped to his pajamas, pored over reams of typewritten matter and took his brief walking exercise in the comparative cool of the evening and drove when he dared use his horses; or, sitting beside Plank, whizzed northward through the starry darkness of the suburbs.

When it was that he first began to like Plank very much he could not exactly remember. He was not, perhaps, aware of how much he liked him. Planks unexpected fits of shyness, of formality, often and often amused him. But there was a subtler feeling under the unexpressed amusement, and, beneath all, a constantly increasing sub-stratum of respect. Too, he found himself curiously at ease with Plank, as with one born to his own caste. And this feeling, unconscious, but more and more apparent, meant more to Plank than anything that had ever happened to him. It was a tonic in hours of doubt, a pleasure in his brief leisure, a pride never to be hinted at, never to be guessed, never to be dreamed of by any living soul save Plank alone.

Then, one sultry day toward the last week in August, a certain judge of a certain court, known among some as Harringtons judge, sent secretly for Plank. And Plank knew that the crisis was over. But neither Harrington nor Quarrier dreamed of such a thing.

Fear sat heavy on that judges soul — the godless, selfish fear that sends the first coward slinking from the councils of conspiracy to seek immunity from those slowly grinding millstones that grind exceeding fine.

Quarrier at Shotover, with his private car and his locomotive within an hours drive, strolled with Sylvia on the eve of her departure for Lenox with Leila Mortimer; then, when their conference was ended, he returned to Agatha, calmly unconscious of impending events.

Harrington, at Seabright, paced his veranda, awaiting this same judge, annoyed as two boats came in without the expected guest. And never for one instant did he dream that his creature sat closeted with Plank, tremulous, sallow, nearing the edge of cringing avowal — only held back from utter collapse by the agonising necessity of completing a bargain that might save himself from the degradation of the punishment that had seemed inevitable. All day long he sat with Plank. Nobody except those two knew he was there. And after a very long time Plank consented that nobody else except Siward and Harrington and Quarrier should ever know. So he called up Harrington on the telephone, saying that there was, in the office, somebody who desired to speak to him. And when Harrington caught the judges first faint, stammered word he reeled where he stood, ashen, unbelieving, speechless. The shaking but remorseless voice went on, dinning horribly in his ear, then ceased, and Planks heavy voice sounded the curt coup de grâce.

Harrington was an old man, a very old man, mortally hurt; but he steadied himself along the wall of his study to the desk and sank into the chair.

There he sat, feeling the scars of old wounds throbbing, feeling his age and the tragedy of it, and the new sensation of fear — fear of the wraith of his own youth, wearing the mask of Plank, and menacing him with the menace he had used on others so long ago — so very long ago.

After a little while he passed a thin hand over his eyes, over his gray head, over the mouth that all men watched with fear, over the shaven jaw now grimly set, but trembling. His hand, too, shook with palsy as he wrote, painfully picking out the words and figures of the cipher from his code-book; but he closed his thin lips and squared his unsteady jaw and wrote his message to Quarrier:

It is all up. Plank will take over Inter-County. Come at once.

And that was all there was to be done until he could come into Planks camp with arms and banners, a conquered man, cynical of the mercy he dared not expect and which, in all his life, he had never, never shown to man, to woman, or to child.

Plank slept the sleep of utter exhaustion that night; the morning found him haggard but strong, cool in his triumph, serious, stern faced, almost sad that his work was done, the battle won.

From his own house he telegraphed a curt summons to Harrington and to Quarrier for a conference in his own office; then, finishing whatever business his morning mail required, put on his hat and went to see the one man in the world he was most glad for.

He found him at breakfast, sipping coffee and wrinkling his brows over the eternal typewritten pages. And Planks face cleared at the sight and he sat down, laughing aloud.

Its all over, Siward, he said. Harrington knows it; Quarrier knows it by this time. Their judge crawled in yesterday and threw himself on our mercy; and the men whose whip he obeyed will be on their way to surrender by this time.... Well! Havent you a word?

Many, said Siward slowly; too many to utter, but not enough to express what I feel. If you will take two on account, here they are in one phrase: thank you.

Debts cancelled, said Plank, laughing. Do you want to hear the details?

They talked for an hour, and, in the telling, even Planks stolidity gave way sufficient to make his heavy voice ring at moments, and the glimmer of excitement edge his eyes. Yet, in the telling, he scarcely mentioned himself, never hinted of the personal part — the inspiration which was his alone; the brunt of the battle which centred in him; the tireless vigilance; the loneliness of the nights when he lay awake, perplexed with doubt and nobody to counsel him — because men who wage such wars are lonely men and must work out their own salvation. No, nobody but his peers could advise him; and he had thought that his enemy was his peer, until that enemy surrendered.

The narrative exchanged by Plank in return for Siwards intensely interested questions was a simple, limpid review of a short but terrific campaign that only yesterday had threatened to rage through court after court, year after year. In the sudden shock of the cessation from battle, Plank himself was a little dazed. Yet he himself had expected the treason that ended all; he himself had foreseen it. He had counted on it as a good general counts on such things, confidently, but with a dozen plans as substitutes in case that plan failed — each plan as elaborately worked out to the last detail as though it alone existed as the only hope of victory. But if Siward suspected something of this it was not from Plank that he learned it.

Plank, he said at last, there is nothing in the world that men admire more than a man. It is a good deal of a privilege for me to tell you so.

Plank turned red with surprise and embarrassment, stammering out something incoherent.

That was all that was said about the victory. Siward, unusually gay for awhile, presently turned sombre; and it was Planks turn to lift him out of it by careless remarks about his rapid convalescence, and the chance for vacation he so much needed.

Once Siward looked up vacantly: Where am I to go? he asked. Id as soon stay here.

But Im going, insisted Plank. The Fells is all ready for us.

The Fells! I cant go there!

W-what? faltered Plank, looking at Siward with hurt eyes.

Cant you — dont you understand? said Siward in a low voice.

No. You once promised—

Plank, Ill go anywhere except there with you. Id rather be with you than with anybody. Can I say more than that?

I think you ought to, Siward. A — a fellow feels the refusal of his offered roof-tree.

Man! man! it isnt your roof I am refusing. I want to go; Id give anything to go. If it were anywhere except where it is, Id go fast enough. Now do you understand? If — if Shotover House and Shotover people were not next door to the Fells, Id go. Now do you understand?

Plank said: I dont know whether I understand. If you mean Quarrier, hes on his way here, and hell have business to keep him here for the next few months, I assure you. But — he looked very gravely across at Siward— if you dont mean Quarrier— He hesitated, ill at ease under the expressionless scrutiny of the other.

Do you know whats the matter with me, Plank? he asked at length.

I think so.

I have wondered. I wonder now how much you know.

Very little, Siward.

How much?

Plank looked up, hesitated, and shook his head: One infers from what one hears.

Infers what?

The truth, I suppose, replied Plank simply.

And what, insisted Siward, have you inferred that you believe to be the truth? Dont parry, Plank; it isnt easy for me, and I — I never before spoke this way to any man.... It is likely I should have spoken to my mother about it.... I had expected to. It may be weakness — I dont know; but Id like to talk a little about it to somebody. And theres nobody fit to listen, except you.

If you feel that way, said Plank slowly, I will be very glad to listen.

I feel that way. Ive been through — some things; Ive been pretty sick, Plank. It tires a man out; a mans head and shoulders get tired. Oh, I dont mean the usual reaction from self-contempt, disgust — the dreadful, aching sadness of it all which lasts even while desire, stunned for the moment, wakens into craving. I dont mean that. It is something else — a deathly, mental solitude that terrifies. I tell you, no man except a man smitten by my malady knows what solitude can be!... There! I didnt mean to be theatrical; I had no intention of—

Go on, cut in Plank heavily.

Go on!... Yes, I want to. You know what a pillow is to a tired mans shoulders. I want to use your sane intelligence to rest on a moment. Its my brain thats tired, Plank.

Although everybody had cynically used Plank, nobody had ever before found him a necessity.

Go on, he said unsteadily. If I can be of use to you, Siward, in Gods name let me be, for I have never been necessary to anybody in all my life.

Siward rested his head on one clinched hand: How much chance do you think I have? he asked wearily.

Chance to get well?

Yes.

Plank considered for a moment, then: You are not trying, Siward.

I have been trying since — since March.

Since March?

Yes.

Plank looked at him curiously: What happened in March?

Had I better tell you?

You know better than I.

Siward, cheek crushed against his fist, his elbow on the desk, gazed at him steadily:

In March, he said, Miss Landis spoke to me. Ive made a better fight since.

Planks serious face darkened. Is she the only anchor you have?

Plank, I am not even sure of her. I have made a better fight since then; that is all I dare say. I know what men think about a man like me; I knew they demand character, pride, self-denial. But, Plank, I am driving faster and faster toward the breakers, and these anchors are dragging. For it is not, in my case, the physical failure to obey the will; it is the will itself that has been attacked from the first. That is the horror of it. And what is there behind the will-power to strengthen it? Only the source of will-power — the mind. It is the mind that cannot help me. What am I to do?

There is a spiritual strength, said Plank timidly.

I have never dreamed of denying it, said Siward. I have tried to find it through the accepted sources — accepted by me, too. God has not helped me in the conventional way or through traditional methods; but that has not inclined me to doubt Him as the tribunal of last resort, he added hastily. I dont for a moment waver in faith because I am ignorant of the proper manner to approach Him. The Arbiter of all knows that I desire to be decent. He must be aware, too, that all anchors save one have failed to hold me.

You mean — Miss Landis?

Yes. It may be weakness; it may be to my shame that the cables of pride and self-respect, even the spiritual respect for the Highest, cannot hold me when this one anchor holds. All I know is that it holds — so far. It held me at Shotover; it holds me again, now. And the rocks were close abeam, Plank — very close — when she spoke to me over the wires, through the rain, that dark day in March.

He moistened his lips feverishly.

She said that I might see her. I have waited a long time. I have taken my fighting chance again and Ive won out, so far.

He looked up at Plank, curiously embarrassed:

Your body is normal; your intelligence wholesome, balanced, sane; and I want to ask you if you think that perhaps, without understanding how, I have found in her, or through her, in some way, the spiritual source that I think might help me to help myself?

And, as Plank made no reply:

Or am I talking sentimental cant? Dont answer, if you think that. I cant trust my own mind any more, anyway; and, with an ugly laugh, Ill know it all some day — the sooner the better!

Dont say that! growled Plank. You were sane a moment ago.

Siward looked up sharply, but the other silenced him with a gesture.

Wait! You asked me a perfectly sane question — so wholesome, so normal, that Im trying to frame an answer worthy of it! I intimated that after the physical, the mental, the ethical phenomena, there remained always the spiritual instinct. Like a wireless current, if a man can establish communication it is well for him, whatever the method. You assented, I think.

Yes.

And you ask me if I believe it possible that she can be the medium?

Yes.

Plank said deliberately: Yes, I do think so.

The silence was again broken by Plank: Siward, you have asked me what I think. Now you must listen to the end. If you believed that through her — her love, marrying her — you stood the best chance in the world to win out, it would be cowardly to ask her to take the risk. As much as I care for you I had rather see you lose the fight than accept such a risk from her. Now you know what I think — but you dont know all. Siward, I say to you that if you are man enough to take her, take her! And I say that of the two risks she is running to-day, the chance she might take with you is infinitely the lesser risk. For with you, if you continue slowly losing your fight, the mental suffering only will be hers. But if she closes this bargain with Quarrier, selling to him her body, the light will go out of her soul for ever.

He leaned heavily toward Siward, stretching out his powerful arm:

You marry her; and keep open your spiritual communication through her, if that is the way it has been established, and hang on to your God that way until your body is dead! I tell you, Siward, to marry her. I dont care how you do it; I dont care how you get her. Take her! Yours, of the two, is the stronger character, or she would not be where she is. Does she want what you cannot give her? Cure that desire — it is more contemptible than the craving that shatters you! I say, let the one-eyed lead the blind. Miracles are worked out by mathematics — if you have faith enough.

He rose, striding the length of the room once or twice, turned, holding out his broad hand:

Good-bye, he said. Harrington is about due at my office; Quarrier will probably turn up to-night. I am not vindictive; I shall be just with them — as just as I know how, which is to be as merciful as I dare be. Good-bye, Siward. I — I believe you and she are going to get well.

When he had gone, Siward lay back in his chair, very still, eyes closed. A faint colour had mounted to his face and remained there.

It was late in the afternoon when he went down-stairs, using his crutches lightly. Gumble handed him a straw hat and opened the door, and Siward cautiously descended the stoop, stood for a few moments on the sidewalk, looking up at the blue sky, then wheeled and slowly made his way toward Washington Square. The avenue was deserted; his own house appeared to be the only remaining house still open in all that old-fashioned but respectable quarter.

He swung leisurely southward, a slim, well-built young fellow, strangely out of place on crutches. The poor always looked at him; beggars never importuned him, yet found him agreeable to watch. Children, who seldom look up into the air far enough to notice grown people, always became conscious of him when he passed; often smiled, sometimes spoke. As for stray curs and tramp cats, they were for ever making advances. As long as he could remember, there was scarcely a week in town but some homeless dog attached himself to Siwards heels, sometimes trotting several blocks, sometimes following him home — where the outcast was always cared for, washed, fed, and ultimately shipped out to the farm, where scores of these fresh-air dogs resided on his bounty and rolled in luxury on his lawns.

Cats, too, were prone to notice him, rising as he passed to hoist an interrogative tail and make tentative observations.

In Washington Square, these, and the ragged children, knew him best of all. The children came from Minetta Lane and the purlieus south and west of it; the cats from the Mews, which Siward always thought most appropriate.

And now, as he passed the marble arch and entered the square, glancing behind him he saw the inevitable cat trotting, and, at his left, a very dirty little girl pretending to trundle a hoop, but plainly enough keeping sociable pace with him.

Hello! said Siward. The cat stopped; the child tossed her clustering curls, gave him a rapid but fearless sidelong glance, laughed, and ran on in the wake of her hoop. When she caught it she sat down on a bench opposite the fountain and looked around at Siward.

Its pretty warm, isnt it? said Siward, coming up and seating himself on the same bench.

Are you lame? asked the child.

Oh, a little.

Is your leg broken?

Oh, no, not now.

Is that your cat?

Siward looked around; the cat was seated on the bench beside him. But he was accustomed to that sort of thing, and he caressed the creature with his gloved hand.

Are you rich? asked the child, shaking her blond curls from her eyes and staring up solemnly at him.

Not very, he answered, smiling. Why do you ask?

You look rich, somehow, said the child shyly.

What! With these old and very faded clothes?

She shook her head, swinging her plump legs: You look it, somehow. It isnt the clothes that matter.

Ill tell you one thing, said Siward, laughing Im rich enough to buy all the hokey-pokey you can eat! and he glanced meaningly at the pedlar of that staple who had taken station between a vender of peaches and a Greek flower-seller.

The child looked, too, but made no comment.

How about it? asked Siward.

Id rather have something to remember you by, said the girl innocently.

What? he said, perplexed.

A rose. They are five cents, and hokey-pokey costs that much — I mean, for as much as you can eat.

Do you really want a rose? he said amused.

But the child fell shy, and he beckoned the Greek and selected a dozen big, perfumed jacks.

Then, as the child sat silent, her ragged arms piled with roses, he asked her jestingly what else she desired.

Nothing. I like to look at you, she answered simply.

And I like to look at you. Will you tell me your name?

Molly.

But that is all the information he could extract. Presently she said she was going, hesitated, looked a very earnest good-bye, and darted away across the park, her hoop over one arm, the crimson roses bobbing above her shoulders. Something in her flight attracted the errant cat, for she, too, jumped down and bounded after the little flying feet, but, catlike, halted half-way to scratch, and then forgetting what she was about, wandered off toward the Mews again, whence she had been lured by instinctive fascination.

Siward, intensely amused, sat there in the late sunlight which streamed through the park, casting long shadows from the elms and sycamores. It was that time of the day, just before sunset, when the old square looked to him as he remembered it as a child. Even the marble arch, pink in the evening sun, did not disturb the harmony of his memories. He saw his father once more, walking home from down town, tall, slim, laughingly stopping to watch him as he played there with the other children — the nurses, seated in a row, crocheting under the sycamores; he saw the old-fashioned carriage pass, Mockett on the box, Wands beside him, and his pretty mother leaning forward to wave her hand to him as the long-tailed, long-maned horses wheeled into Fifth Avenue. Little unimportant scenes, trivial episodes, grew in the spectral garden of memory: the first time he ever saw Marion Page, when, aged five, she was attempting to get into the fountain, pursued by a shrieking nurse; and a certain flight across the grass he had indulged in with Leila Mortimer, then Leila Egerton, aged six, in hot pursuit, because she found that it bored him horribly to be kissed, and she was bound to do it. He had a fight once, over by that gnarled, old, silver poplar-tree, with Kemp Ferrall — he could not remember what about, only that they ended by unanimously assaulting their nurses and were dragged howling homeward.

He turned, looking across to where the gray towers of the University once stood. There had been an old stone church there, too; and, south of that, old, old houses with hip-roofs and dormers where now the high white cliffs of modern architecture rose, riddled with tiny windows, every vane glittering in the sun. South, the old houses still remained, now degraded to sordid uses. North, the square, red-brick mansions, with their white pillars and steps, still faced the sunset — the last practically unbroken rank of the old régime, the last of the old guard, standing fast and still confronting, still resisting the Inevitable looming in limestone and granite, story piled on story, aloft in the kindling, southern sky.

A cab, driven smartly, passed through the park, the horses feet slapping the asphalt till the echoes rattled back from the marble arch. He followed it idly with his eyes up Fifth Avenue; saw it suddenly halt in the middle of the street; saw a woman spring out, stand for a moment talking to her companion, then turn and look toward the square.

She stood so long, and she was so far away, that he presently grew tired of watching her. A dozen ragged urchins were prowling around the fountain, casting sidelong glances at a distant policeman. But it was not hot enough that evening to permit the children to splash in the water, and the policeman drove them off.

Poor little devils! said Siward to himself; and he rose, adjusted his crutches, and started through the park with a vague idea of seeing what could be done.

As he limped onward, the sun level in his eyes, he heard somebody speak behind him, but did not catch the words or apply the hail to himself. Then, Mr. Siward! came the low, breathless voice at his elbow.

His heart stopped as he did. The sun had dazzled his eyes, and when he turned on his crutches he could not see clearly for a second. That past, he looked at Sylvia, looked at her outstretched hand, took it mechanically, still staring at her with only a dazed unbelief in his eyes.

I am in town for a day, she said. Leila Mortimer and I were driving up town from the bank when we saw you; and the next thing that happened was me, on Fifth Avenue, running after you — no, the next thing was my flying leap from the hansom, and my standing there looking down the street and across the square where you sat. Then Leila told me I was probably crazy, and I immediately confirmed her diagnosis by running after you!

She stood laughing, flushed, sunburned, and breathless, her left hand still in his, her right hand laid over it.

Oh, she said, with a sudden change to anxiety, does it tire you to stand?

No. I was going to saunter along.

May I saunter with you for a moment? I mean — I only mean, I am glad to see you.

Do you think I am going to let you go now? he asked, astonished.

She looked at him, then her eyes evaded his: Let us walk a little, she said, withdrawing her hand, if you think you are strong enough.

Strong! Look, Sylvia! and he stood unsupported by his crutches, then walked a little way, slowly, but quite firmly. I am rather a coward about my foot, that is all. I shall not lug these things about after to-day.

Did the doctor say you might?

Yes, after to-day. I could walk home now without them. I could do a good many things I couldnt do a few minutes ago. Isnt that curious?

Very, she said, avoiding his eyes.

He laughed. She dared not look at him. The excitement and impetus of sheer impulse had carried her this far; now all the sadness of it was clutching hard at her throat and for awhile she could not speak — walking there in her dainty, summer gown beside him, the very incarnation of youth and health, with the sea-tan on wrist and throat, and he, white, hollow-eyed, crippled, limping, at her elbow!

Yet at that very moment his whole frame seemed to glow and his heart clamour with the courage in it, for he was thinking of Planks words and he knew Plank had spoken the truth. She could not give herself to Quarrier, if he stood firm. His was the stronger will after all; his was the right to interfere, to stop her, to check her, to take her, draw her back — as he had once drawn her from the fascination of destruction when she had swayed out too far over the cliffs at Shotover.

Do you remember that? he asked, and spoke of the incident.

Yes, I remember, she replied, smiling.

Doctors say he continued, that there is a weak streak in people who are affected by great heights, or who find a dizzy fascination drawing them toward the brink of precipices.

Do you mean me? she asked, amused.

But he continued serenely: You have seen those pigeons called tumbler pigeons suddenly turn a cart-wheel in mid-air? Scientists say its not for pleasure they do it; its because they get dizzy. In other words, they are not perfectly normal.

She said, laughing: Well, you never saw me turn a cart-wheel!

Only a moral one, he replied airily.

Stephen, what on earth do you mean? Youre not going to be disagreeable, are you?

I am going to be so agreeable, he said, laughing, that you will find it very difficult to tear yourself away.

I have no doubt of it, but I must, and very soon.

Im not going to let you.

It cant be helped, she said, looking up at him. I came in with Leila. Were asked to Lenox for the weeks end. We go to Stockbridge on the early train to-morrow morning.

I dont care, he said doggedly; Im not going to let you go yet.

If I took to my heels here in the park would you chase me, Stephen? she asked with mock anxiety.

Yes; and if I couldnt run fast enough Id call that policeman. Now do you begin to understand?

Oh, Ive always understood that you were spoiled. Im partly guilty of the spoiling process, too. Listen: Ill walk with you a little way — she looked at him— a little way, she continued gently; then I must go. There is only a caretaker in our house and Leila will be furious if I leave her all alone. Besides, were going to dine there and it wont be very gay if I dont give a few orders first.

But you brought your maid?

Naturally.

Then telephone her that you and Leila are dining out.

Where, silly? Do you want us to dine somewhere with you?

Want you! Youve got to!

Stephen, it isnt best.

It is best.

She turned to him impulsively: Oh, I do want to so much! Do you think I might? It is perfectly delicious to see you again. I — you have no idea—

Yes, I have, he said sternly.

They turned, walking past the fountain toward Fifth Avenue again. Furtively she glanced at his hands with the city pallor on them as they grasped the cross-bars of the crutches, then looked up at his worn face. He was much thinner, but now in the softly fading light the shadows under the eyes and cheek-bones seemed less sharp, his face fuller and more boyish; the contour of head and shoulders, the short, crisp hair were as she remembered — and the old charm held her, the old fascination grew, tightening her throat, stealing through every vein, stirring her pulses, awakening imperceptibly once more the best in her. The twilight of a thousand years seemed to slip from the world as she looked out at it through eyes opening from a long, long sleep; the marble arch burned rosy in the evening glow; a fairy haze hung over the enchanted avenue, stretching away, away into the blue magic of the city of dreams.

There is no use, she said under her breath; I cant go back to Leila. Stephen, the dreadful part of it is that I — I wish she were in Jericho! I wish the whole world were in Ballyhoo, and you and I alone once more!

Under their gay laughter quivered the undertone of excitement. Sylvia said:

Id like to talk to you all alone. It wont do, of course; but I may say what Id like — maynt I? What time is it? If Im dining with you weve got to have Leila for conventions sake, if not from motives of sheer decency, which you and I seem to lack, Stephen.

We lack decency, said Siward, and were proud of it. As for Leila, I am going to arrange for her very simply but very beautifully. Plank will take care of her. Sylvia! Theres not a soul in town and we can be as imprudent as we please.

No, we cant. Agathas at the Santa Regina. She came down with us.

But we are not going to dine at the Santa Regina. Were going where Agatha wouldnt intrude her colourless nose — to a thoroughly unfashionable and selectly common resort overlooking the classic Harlem; and were going to whiz thither in Planks car, and remain thither until you yawn for mercy, whence we will return thence—

Stephen, you silly! Im perfectly mad to go with you!

Youll be madder when you get there, if the table has not improved.

Table! As though tables mattered on a night like this! Then with sudden self-reproach and quick solicitude: Am I making you walk too far? Wouldnt you like to go in now?

No, Im not tired; Im millions of years younger, and Im as strong as the nine gods of your friend Porsena. Besides, havent I waited for this? and under his breath, fiercely, Havent I waited! he repeated, turning on her.

Do — do you mean that as a reproach? she asked, lowering her eyes.

No. I knew you would not come on the first sunny day.

Why did you think I would not come? Did you know me for the coward I am?

I did not think you would come, he repeated, halting to rest on his crutches. He stood, balanced, staring dreamily into the dim perspective; and again her fascinated eyes ventured to rest on the worn, white face, listless, sombre in its fixedness.

The tears were very near her eyes; the spasm in her throat checked speech. At length she stammered: I did not come b-because I simply couldnt stand it!

His face cleared as he turned quietly: Child, you must not confuse matters. You must not think of being sorry for me. The old order is passing — ticking away on every clock in the world. All that inverted order of things is being reversed. You dont know what I mean, do you? Ah, well; you will know when I grow into something of what you think you remember in me, and when I grow out of what I really was.

Truly I dont understand, Stephen. But then — I am out of training since you went — went out of things. Have I changed? Do I seem more dull? I — it has not been very gay with me. I dont see — looking back across all the noise, all the chaos of the winter — I do not see how I stood it alone.

Alone?

N-not seeing you — sometimes.

He looked at her with smiling, sceptical eyes. Didnt you enjoy the winter?

Do you enjoy being drugged with champagne?

His face altered so quickly that, confused, she only stared at him, the fixed smile stamped on her lips; then, overwhelmed in the revelation:

Stephen, surely, surely you know what I meant! I did not mean that! Dear, do you dream for one moment that — that I could—

No. You have not hurt me. Besides, I know what you mean.

After a moment he swung forward on his crutches, biting his lip, the frown gathering between his temples.

They were passing the big, old-fashioned hotel with its white façade and green blinds, a lingering landmark of the older city.

Well telephone here, he said.

Side by side they went up the great, broad stoop and entered the lobby.

If youll speak to Leila, Ill get Plank on the wire. Say that well stop for you at seven.

She gave her number; then, at the nod of the operator, entered a small booth. Siward was given another booth in a few moments.

Plank answered from his office; his voice sounded grave and tired but it quickened, tinged with surprise, when Siward made known his plan for the evening.

Is Mrs. Mortimer in town? he demanded. I had a wire from her that she expected to be here and I hoped to see her at the station to-morrow on her way to Lenox.

Shes stopping with Miss Landis. Cant you manage to come? asked Siward anxiously.

I dont know. Do you wish it particularly? I have just seen Quarrier and Harrington. I cant quite understand Quarriers attitude. Theres a certain hint of defiance about it. Harrington is all caved in. He is ready to thank us for any mercies. But Quarrier — theres something I dont fancy, dont exactly understand about his attitude. Hes like a dangerous man whom youve searched for concealed weapons, and who knows youve overlooked the knife up his sleeve. Thats why Ive expected to spend a quiet evening, studying up the matter and examining every loophole.

Youve got to dine somewhere, said Siward. If you could fix it to dine with us — But I wont urge you.

All right. I dont know why I shouldnt. I dont know why I feel this way about things. I — I rather felt — youll laugh, Siward! — that somehow Id better not go out of my own house to-night; that I was safer, better off in my own house, studying this Quarrier matter out. Im tired, I suppose; and this man Quarrier has come close to worrying me. But its all right, of course, if you wish it. You know I havent any nerves.

If you are tired— began Siward.

No, no, Im not. Ill go. Will you say that well stop for them at seven? Really, its all right, Siward.

I dont want to urge you, repeated Siward.

Youre not. Ill go. But — wait one moment tell me, did Quarrier know that Mrs. Mortimer was to stop with Miss Landis?

Wait a moment. Hold the wire.

He opened the door of the booth and saw Sylvia waiting for him, seated by the operators desk. She rose at once when she saw he wished to speak with her.

Tell me something, he said in a low voice; did Mr. Quarrier know that Leila was to stay overnight with you?

Yes, she answered quietly, surprised. Why?

Siward nodded vaguely, closed the door again, and said to Plank:

Yes, Quarrier knows it. Do you think hell be there to-night? I dont suppose Miss Landis and Mrs. Mortimer know he is in town.

Planks troubled voice came back over the wire: I dont know. I dont know what to think. I suppose Im a little, just a trifle, overworked. Somebody once said that I had one nerve in me somewhere, and Quarriers probably found it; thats all.

If you think it better not to come—

Ill come. Ill stop for you in the motor. Dont worry, old fellow! And — take your fighting chance! Good-bye!

Siward, absorbed in his own thoughts, rose and walked slowly out of the booth, utterly unconscious that he had left his crutches leaning upright in the corner. It was only the surprise dawning into tremulous delight on Sylvias face that at last arrested him.

See what you have done! he said, laughing through his own surprise. Ive a mind to leave them there now, and trust to your new cure.

But she was instantly concerned and anxious, and entering the booth brought out the crutches and forced him to take them.

No risks now! she said decisively. We have too much at stake this evening. Leila is coming. Isnt it perfectly delightful?

Perfectly, he said, his eyes full of the old laughing confidence again; and the most delightful part of it all is that you dont know how delightful it is going to be.

Dont I? Very well. Only I inform you that I mean to be perfectly happy! And that means that Im going to do as I please! And that means — oh, it may mean anything! What are you laughing at, Stephen? I know Im excited. I dont care! What girl wouldnt be? And I dont know whats ahead of me at all; and I dont want to know — I dont care!

Her reckless, little laugh rang sweetly in the old-fashioned, deserted hall; her lovely, daring eyes met his undaunted.

You wont make love to me, will you, Stephen?

Will you promise me the same?

I dont know, silly! How do I know what I might say to you, you big, blundering boy, who cant take care of himself? I dont know at all; I wont promise. Im likely to do anything to-night — even before Leila and Mr. Plank — when you are with me. Shame on you for the shameless girl youve educated! Her voice fell, tremulously, and for an instant standing there she remembered her education and his part in it.

The slow colour in his face reflected the pink confusion in hers.

O tongue! tongue! she stammered, I cant hold you in! I cant curb you, and I cant make you say what you ought to be saying to that boy. Theres trouble coming for somebody; theres trouble here already! Call me a cab, Stephen, or Ill be dragging you into that big, old-fashioned parlour and planting you on a chair and placing myself opposite, to moon over you until somebody puts us out! There! Now will you call me a hansom?... And I will be all ready at seven.... And dont dare to keep me waiting one second!... Come before seven. You dont want to frighten me, do you? Very well then, at a quarter to seven — so I shall not be frightened. And, Stephen, Stephen, were doing exactly what we ought not to do. You know it, dont you? So do I. Nothing can stop us, can it? Good-bye!


CHAPTER XIV THE BARGAIN
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IF A MANS grief does not awaken his dignity, then he has none. In that event, grief is not even respectable. And so it was with Leroy Mortimer when Lydia at last turned on him. If you caress an Angora too long and too persistently it runs away. And before it goes it scratches.

Under all the physical degeneration of mind and flesh there had still remained in Mortimer the capacity for animal affection; and that does not mean sensuality alone, but generosity and a sort of routine devotion as characteristic components of a character which had now disintegrated into the simplest and most primitive elements.

Lydia Vyse left Saratoga when the financial stringency began to make it unpleasant for her to remain. She told Mortimer without the slightest compunction that she was going.

He did not believe her and he gave her the new car — the big yellow-and-black Serin-Chanteur. She sold it the same day to a bookmaker — an old friend of hers; withdrew several jewels from limbo — gems which Mortimer had given her — and gathered together everything for which, if he turned ugly, she might not be criminally liable.

She had never liked him — she had long disliked him. Such women have an instinct for their own kind, and no matter how low in the scale a man of the other kind sinks he can never entirely supply the type of running mate that such women require, understand, and usually conceive a passion for.

Not liking him she had no hesitation in the matter; disliking him, whatever unpleasant had occurred during their companionship remained as an irritant to poison memory. She resented a thousand little incidents that he scarcely knew had ever existed, but which she treasured without wasting emotion until the sum total and the time coincided to retaliate. Not that she would have cared to harm him seriously; she was willing enough to disoblige him, however — decorate him, before she left him, with one extra scratch for the sake of auld lang syne. So she wrote a note to the governors of the Patroons Club, saying that both Quarrier and Mortimer were aware that the guilt of her escapade could not be attached to Siward; that she knew nothing of Siward, had accepted his wager without meaning to attempt to win it, had never again seen him, and had, on the impulse of the moment, made her entry in the wake of several men. She added that when Quarrier, as governor, had concurred in Siwards expulsion he knew perfectly well that Siward was not guilty, because she herself had so informed Quarrier. Since then she had also told Mortimer, but he had taken no steps to do justice to Siward, although he, Mortimer, was still a governor of the Patroons Club.

This being about all she could think of to make mischief for two men whose recent companionship had nourished and irritated her, she shipped her trunks by express, packed her jewel-case and valise, and met Desmond at the station.

Desmond had business in Europe; Lydia had as much business there as anywhere; and, although she had been faithless to Mortimer for a comparatively short time, within that time Desmond already had sworn at her and struck her. So she was quite ready to follow Desmond anywhere in this world or the next. And that, too, had not made her the more considerate toward Mortimer.

When the latter returned from the races to find her gone the last riddled props to what passed for his manhood gave way and the rotten fabric came crashing into the mud.

He had loved her as far as he had been capable of imitating that passion on the transposed plane to which he had fallen; he was stupefied at first, then grew violent with the furniture, then hysterically profane, then pitiable in the abandoned degradation of his grief. And, suspecting Desmond, he started to find him. They put him out of Desmonds club-house when he became noisy; they refused him admittance to several similar resorts where his noise threatened to continue; his landlord lost no time in interviewing him upon the subject of damage to furniture from kicks and to the walls and carpets from the contents of smashed bottles.

Creditors with sharp noses scented the whirlwind afar off and hemmed him in with unsettled accounts, mostly hers. Somebody placed a lien on his horses; a deputy sheriff began to follow him about; all credit ceased as by magic, and men crossed the street to avoid meeting with an old companion in direst need.

Still, alternately stupefied by his own grief and maddened into the necessity for action, he packed a suitcase, crawled out of the rear door, toiled across country and found a farmer to drive him twenty miles over a sandy road to a local railroad crossing, where he managed to board a train for Albany.

At Albany, as he stood panting and sweating on the long, concrete platform which paralleled track No. 1, he saw a private car, switched from a Boston and Albany train, shunted to the rear of the Merchants Express.

The private car was lettered in gold on the central panel, Algonquin. He boarded the Pullman coupled to it forward, pushed through the vestibule, shoved aside the Japanese steward and darky cook, forcing his way straight into the private car. Quarrier, reading a magazine, looked up at him in astonishment. For a full moment neither spoke. Then Mortimer dropped his suit-case, sat down in an armchair opposite Quarrier, and leisurely mopped his reeking face and neck.

Scotch and lithia! he said hoarsely; the Japanese steward looked at Quarrier; then, at that gentlemans almost imperceptible nod, went away to execute the commission.

He executed a great many similar commissions during the trip to New York. When they arrived there at five oclock, Quarrier offered Mortimer his hand, and held the trembling, puffy fingers as he leaned closer, saying with cold precision and emotionless emphasis something that appeared to require the full concentration of Mortimers half-drugged faculties.

And when at length Mortimer drove away in a hansom, Quarriers Japanese steward went with him — perhaps to carry his suit case — a courtesy that did credit to Quarriers innate thoughtfulness and consideration for others. He was very considerate; he even called Agatha up on the telephone and talked with her for ten minutes. Then he telephoned to Planks office, learned that Harrington was already there, telephoned the garage for a Mercedes which he always kept ready in town, and presently went bowling away to a conference on which the last few hours had put an entirely new aspect.

It had taken Plank only a few minutes to perceive that something had occurred to change a point of view which he had believed it impossible for Quarrier to change. Something had gone wrong in his own careful calculations; some cog had slipped, some rivet given way, some bed-plate cracked. And Harrington evidently had not been aware of it; but Quarrier knew it. There was something wrong.

It was too late now to go tinkering in the dark for trouble. Plank understood that. Coolly, as though utterly unaware that the machinery might not stand the strain, he started it full speed. And when he stopped it at last Harringtons grist had been ground to atoms, and Quarrier had looked on without comment. There seemed to be little more for them to do except to pay the miller.

To-morrow, said Quarrier, rising to go. It was on the edge of Planks lips to say, to-day! — but he was silent, knowing that Harrington would speak for him. And the old man did, without words, turning his iron visage on Quarrier with the silent dignity of despair. But Quarrier coldly demanded a day before they reckoned with Plank. And Plank, profoundly disturbed, shrugged his massive shoulders in contemptuous assent.

So Quarrier and Harrington went away — the younger partner taking leave of the older with a sneer for an outworn prop which no man could ever again have use for. Old and beaten — that was all Harrington now stood for in Quarriers eyes. Never a thought of the past undaunted courage, never a memory of the old victories which had made the Quarrier fortune possible — only contempt for age, a sneer for the mind and body that had failed at last. The old robber was done for, his armour rotten, his buckler broken, his sword blade rusted to the core. The least of his victims might now finish him with a club where he swayed in his loosened saddle, or leave him to that horseman on the pale horse watching him yonder on the horizon.

For now, whether Harrington lived or died, he must be counted as nothing in this new struggle darkly outlining its initial strategy in Quarriers brain. What was coming was coming between himself and Plank alone; and whatever the result — whether an armed truce leaving affairs indefinitely in statu quo, or the other alternative, an alliance with Plank, leaving Harrington like a king in his mail, propped upon his throne, dead eyes doubly darkened under the closed helmet — the result must be attained swiftly, with secrecy, and with the aid of no man. For he did not count Mortimer a man.

So Quarriers thin lips twitched and the glimmer of teeth showed under the silky beard as he listened without comment to the old mans hesitating words — a tremulous suggestion for a conference that evening — and he said again, to-morrow, and left him there alone, groping with uncertain hands toward the door of the hired coupé which had brought him to the place of his earthly downfall; the place where he had met his own weird face to face — the wraith that bore the mask of Plank.

Quarrier, brooding sullenly in his Mercedes, was already far up town on his way to Major Belwethers house.

At the door, Sylvias maid received him smilingly, saying that her mistress was not at home but that Mrs. Mortimer was — which saved Quarrier the necessity of asking for the private conference with Leila which was exactly what he had come for. But her first unguarded words on receiving him as he rose at her entrance into the darkened drawing-room changed that plan, too — changed it all so utterly, and so much for the better, that he almost smiled to think of the crudity of human combinations and inventions as compared to the masterly machinations of Fate. No need for him to complicate matters when here were pawns enough to play the game for him. No need for him to do anything except give them their initial velocity and let them tumble into one another and totter or fall. Leila said, laughingly: Oh, you are too late, Howard. We are dining with Mr. Plank at Riverside Inn. What in the world are you doing in town so suddenly?

A business telegram. I might have come down with you and Sylvia if I had known.... Is Plank dining with you alone?

I havent seen him, smiled Leila evasively. He will tell us his plans of course when he comes.

Oh, said Quarrier, dropping his eyes and glancing furtively toward the curtained windows through which he could see the street and his Mercedes waiting at the curb. At the same instant a hansom drove up; Sylvia sprang out, ran lightly up the low steps, and the silent, shrouded house rang with the clamour of the bell.

Leila looked curiously at Quarrier, who sat motionless, head partly averted, as though listening to something heard by him alone. He believed perhaps that he was listening to the voice of Fate again, and it may have been so, for already, for the third time, all his plans were changing to suit this new ally of his — this miraculous Fate which was shaping matters for him as he waited. Sylvia had started up-stairs like a fragrant whirlwind, but her flying feet halted at Leilas constrained voice from the drawing-room, and she spun around and came into the darkened room like an April breeze.

Leila! Theyll be here at a quarter to seven—

Her breath seemed to leave her body as a shadowy figure rose in the uncertain light and confronted her.

You!

He said: Didnt you recognise the Mercedes outside?

She had not even seen it, so excited, so deeply engaged had she been with the riotous tumult of her own thoughts. And still her hurt, unbelieving gaze widened to dismay as she stood there halted on the threshold; and still his eyes, narrowing, held her under their expressionless inspection.

When did you come? Why? she asked in an altered voice.

I came on business. Naturally, being here, I came to see you. I understand you are dining out?

Yes, we are dining out.

Im sorry I didnt wire you because we might have dined together. I saw Plank this afternoon. He did not say you were to dine with him. Shall I see you later in the evening, Sylvia?

I — it will be too late—

Oh! To-morrow then. What train do you take?

Sylvia did not answer; he picked up his hat, repeating the question carelessly, and still she made no reply.

Shall I see you to-morrow? he asked, swinging on her rather suddenly.

I think — not. I — there will be no time—

He bowed quietly to Leila, offering his hand. Who did you say was to dine with you — besides Plank?

Leila stood silent, then, withdrawing her fingers, walked to the window.

Quarrier, his hat in his gloved hands, looked from one to the other, his inquiring eyes returning and focused on Sylvia.

Who are you dining with? he asked with authority.

Mr. Plank and Mr. Siward.

Mr. Siward! he repeated in surprised displeasure, as though he had not already divined it.

Yes. A man I like.

A man I dislike, he rejoined with the slightest emphasis.

I am sorry, she said simply.

So am I, Sylvia. And I am going to ask you to make him an excuse. Any excuse will do.

Excuse? What do you mean, Howard?

I mean that I do not care to have you seen with Mr. Siward. Have I ever demanded very much of you, Sylvia? Very well; I demand this of you now.

And still she stood there, her eyes wide, her colour gone, repeating: Excuse? What excuse? What do you mean by excuse, Howard?

I have told you. You know my wishes. If he has a telephone you can communicate with him—

And say that I — that you forbid me—

If you choose. Yes; say that I object to him. Is there anything extraordinary in a man objecting to his future wife dining in the country at a common inn with a notorious outcast from every decent club and circle in New York?

What! she whispered, white as death. What did you say?

Shall I repeat what everybody except you seems to be aware of? Do you care to have me explain to you exactly why decent people have ostracised this man with whom you are proposing to figure in a public resort?

He turned to Leila, who stood at the window, her back turned toward them: Mrs. Mortimer, when Mr. Plank arrives, you will be kind enough to explain why Sylvia is unable to accompany you.

If Leila heard she neither turned nor made sign of comprehension.

We will dine at the Santa Regina, he said to Sylvia. Agatha is there and Ill find somebody at the club to—

Why bother to find anybody? said Leila, wheeling on him, exasperated. Why not dine there with Agatha alone? It will not be the first time I fancy!

What do you mean? he said fiercely, under his breath. The colour had left his face, too, and in his eyes Leila saw for the first time an expression that she had never before surprised in any eyes except her husbands. It was the expression of fright; she recognised it. But Sylvia stared, unenlightened, at an altered visage she scarcely knew for Quarriers.

What do I mean? repeated Leila; I mean what I say; and if you dont understand it you can find the key to it, I fancy. Nor shall I answer to you for my guests. I invite whom I choose. Mr. Siward is one, Mr. Plank is another. Sylvia, if you care to come I shall be delighted.

I do care to come, said Sylvia. Her heart was beating violently, her eyes were on Quarrier.

If you go, said Quarrier, showing the glimmering edge of teeth under his beard, you will answer to me for it.

I will answer you now, Howard; I am going with Mrs. Mortimer. What have you to say?

Ill say it to-morrow, he replied, contemplating her in a dull, impassive manner as though absorbed in other things.

Say what there is to be said now! she insisted, the hot colour staining her cheeks again. Do you desire me to free you? Is that all? I will if you wish.

No. And I shall not free you, Sylvia. This — all this can be adjusted in time.

As you please, she said slowly.

In time, he repeated, his passionless voice now under perfect control. He turned and looked at Leila; all the wickedness of his anger was concentrated in his gaze. Then he took his leave of them as formally, as precisely as though he had forgotten the whole scene; and a minute later the big Mercedes ran out into a half-circle, backed, wheeled, and rolled away through the thickening dusk, the glare of the acetylenes sweeping the deserted street.

Into the twilight sped Quarrier, head bent, but his soft, dark-lashed eyes of a woman fixed steadily ahead. Every energy, every thought was now bent to this newest phase of the same question which he and Fate were finding simpler to solve every minute. Of all the luxuries he permitted himself openly or furtively, one — the rarest of them all — his self-denial had practically eliminated from the list: the luxury of punishing where no end was served save that of mere personal satisfaction. The temptation of this luxury now presented itself; and the means of gratification were so simple, so secret, so easy to command, that the temptation became almost a duty.

Siward he had not turned out of his way to injure; Siward had been in the way, that was all, and his ruin was to have been merely an agreeable coincidence with the purposed ruin of Amalgamated Electric before Inter-County absorbed the fragments. But here was a new phase; Mrs. Mortimer, whom he had expected to use, and if necessary sacrifice, had suddenly turned vicious. And he now hated her as coldly as he hated Major Belwether for betraying suspicions of a similar nature. As for Plank, fear and hatred of him was becoming hatred and contempt. He had the means of checking Plank if Mortimer did not drop dead before midnight. There remained Sylvia, whom he had selected as the fittest object attainable to transmit his name. Long ago, whatever of liking, of affection, of passion he had ever entertained for her had quieted to indifference and the unemotional contemplation of a future methodically arranged for. Now of a sudden, this young girl he had bought — he knowing what she sold and what he was paying for — had become exposed to the infection of a suspicion concerning himself and another woman; a woman unmarried, and of his own caste, and numbered among her own friends.

And he knew enough of Sylvia to know that if anybody could once arouse her suspicion nothing on earth could induce her to look into his face again. Suppose Leila should do so this evening?

Certainly Quarrier had several matters to ponder over and provide for; and first and foremost of all to provide for his own security and the vital necessity of preserving his name and his character untainted. In this he had to deal with that miserable judge who had betrayed him; with Mortimer, who had once black-mailed him and who now was temporarily in his service; with Mrs. Mortimer, who — God knew how, when, or where — had become suspicious of Agatha and himself; with Major Belwether, who had deserted him before he could sacrifice the major, and whom he now hated and feared for having stumbled over suspicions similar to Mrs. Mortimers. He had to deal with Sylvia herself, and with Siward — reckon with Siwards knowledge of matters which it were best that Sylvia should not know.

But first of all, and most important of all, he had to deal with Beverly Plank. And he was going to do it in a manner that Plank could not have foreseen; he was going to stop Plank where he stood, and to do this he was deliberately using his knowledge of the man and paying Plank the compliment of counting on his sense of honour to defeat him.

For he had suddenly found the opportunity to defend himself; he had discovered the joint in Planks old-fashioned armour — the armour of the old paladins — who placed a womans honour before all else in the world. Now, through his creature, Mortimer, he could menace Plank with a threat to involve him and Leila in a vile publicity; now he was in a position to demand a hearing and a compromise through his new ambassador, Mortimer, knowing that he could at last halt Plank by threatening Leila with this shameful danger. Plank must sign the truce or face with Leila an action for damages and divorce.

First of all he went to the Lenox Club and dressed. Then he dined sparingly and alone. The Mercedes was waiting when he came out ready to run down to the great Hotel Corona, whither the Japanese steward had conducted Mortimer. Mortimer had dined heavily, but his disorganised physical condition was such that it had scarcely affected him at all.

Again Quarrier went over patiently and carefully the very simple part he had reserved for Mortimer that evening, explaining exactly what to say to Leila and what to say to Plank in case of insolent interruption. Then he told Mortimer to be ready at nine oclock, turned on his heel with a curt word to the Japanese, descended to the street, entered his motor-car again, and sped away to the Hotel Santa Regina.

Miss Caithness was at home, came the message in exchange for his cards for Agatha and Mrs. Vendenning. He entered the gilded elevator, stepped out on the sixth floor into a tiny, rococo, public reception-room. Nobody was there besides himself; Agathas maid came presently, and he turned and followed her into the large and very handsome parlour belonging to the suite which Agatha was occupying with Mrs. Vendenning for the few days that they were to stop in town.

Hello, she said serenely, sauntering in, her long, pale hands bracketed on her narrow hips, her lips disclosing her teeth in a smile so like that nervous muscular recession which passed for a smile on Quarriers visage that for one moment he recognised it and thought she was mocking him. But she strolled up to him, meeting his eye calmly, and lifted her slim neck, lips passive under his impetuous kiss.

Is Mrs. Vendenning out? he asked, laying his hands on the bare shoulders of the tall, pallid girl — tall as he, and as pallid.

No, Mrs. Ven. is in, Howard.

Now? You mean she is coming in to interrupt—

Oh no; she isnt fond of you, Howard.

You said— he began almost angrily, but she laid her fingers across his lips.

I said a very foolish thing, Howard. I said that Id manage to dispense with Mrs. Ven. this evening.

You mean that you couldnt manage it?

Not at all; I could easily have managed it. But — I didnt care to.

She looked at him calmly at close range as he held her embraced, lifted her arms and, with slender, white fingers patted her hair into place where his arm around her head had disarranged it, watching him all the while out of her pale, haunted eyes.

You promised me, he said, that you—

Oh Howard! Do men still believe in promises?

Quarriers face had colour enough now; his voice, too, had lost its passionless, monotonous precision. Whatever was in the man of emotion was astir; his impatient voice, his lack of poise, the almost human lack of caution in his speech betrayed him in a new and interesting light.

Look here, Agatha, how long is this going to last? Are you trying to make a fool of me? What is the matter? Is there anything wrong?

Wrong? Oh dear no! How could there be anything wrong between you and me—

Agatha, what is the matter! Look here; lets settle this thing now and settle it one way or the other! I wont stand it; I — I cant!

Very well, she said, releasing herself from his tightening arms and stepping back with another glance at the mirror and another light touch of her finger-tips on her burnished hair. Very well, she repeated, gazing again into the mirror; what am I to understand, Howard?

You know what to understand, he said in a low voice; you know what we both understood when — when—

When what?

When I — when you—

Oh what, Howard? she prompted indolently; and he answered in brutal exasperation, and for the first time so plainly that a hint of rose tinted her strange, pale beauty and between her lips the breath came less regularly as she stood there looking at the dull, silvery rug under her feet.

Did you ever misunderstand me? he demanded hotly. Did I give you any chance to? Were you ignorant of what that meant, with a gesture toward the splendid crescent of flashing gems, scintillating where the low, lace bodice met the silky lustre of her skin. Did you misinterpret the collar? Or the sudden change of fortune in your own familys concerns? Answer me, Agatha, once for all. But you need not answer after all: I know you have never misunderstood me!

I misunderstood nothing, she said; you are quite right.

Then what are you going to do?

Do? she asked in slow surprise. What am I to do, Howard?

You have said that you loved me.

I said the truth, I think.

Then—

Well?

How long are you going to keep me at arms length? he asked violently.

That lies with you, she said, smiling. She looked at him for a moment, then, resting her hands on her hips, she began to pace the floor, to and fro, to and fro, and at every turn she raised her head to look at him. All the strange grace of her became insolent provocation — her pale eyes, clear, limpid, harbouring no delusions, haunted with the mockery of wisdom, challenged and checked him. Howard, she said, why should I be the fool you want me to be because I love you? Why should I be even if I wished to be? You desire an understanding? Voilà! You have it. I love you; I never misunderstood you from the first; I could not afford to. You know what I am; you know what you arouse in me?

Slim, pale, depraved in all but body she stood, eyeing him a moment, the very incarnation of vicious perversity.

You know what you arouse in me, she repeated. But dont count on it!

You have encouraged — permitted me to count— His anger choked him — or was it the haunting wisdom of her eyes that committed him to silence.

I dont know, she said, musingly, what it is in you that I am so mad about — whether it is your brutality, or the utter corruption of you that holds me, or your wicked eyes of a woman, or the fascination of the mask you turn on the world, and the secret visage, naked in its vice, that you reserve for me. But I love you — in my own fashion. Count on that, Howard; for that is all you can surely count on. And now, at last, you know.

As he stood there, it came to him slowly that, deep within him he had always known this; that he had never really counted on anything else though he had throttled his doubts by covering her throat with diamonds. Her strangeness, her pallor, her acquiescence, the delicate hint of depravity in her, the subtle response to all that was worst in him had attracted him, only to learn, little by little, that the taint of corruption was only a taint infecting others, not her; that the promise of evil was only a promise; that he had to deal with a young body but an old intelligence, and a mind so old that at moments her faded gaze almost appalled him with its indolent clairvoyance.

Long since he knew, too, that in all the world he could never again find such a mate for him. This had, unadmitted even to himself, always remained a hidden secret within this secret man — an unacknowledged, undrawn-on reserve in case of the failure which he, even in sanguine moods, knew in his inmost corrupted soul that his quest was doomed to.

And now he had no more need of secrets from himself; now, turning his gaze inward, he looked upon all with which he had chosen to deceive himself. And there was nothing left for self-deception.

If I marry you! he said calmly at least I know what I am getting.

I will marry you, Howard. Ive got to marry somebody pretty soon. You or Captain Voucher.

For an instant a vicious light flashed in his narrowing eyes. She saw it and shook her head with weary cynicism:

No, not that. It could not attract me even with you. It is really vulgar — that arrangement. Noblesse oblige, mon ami. There is a depravity in marrying you that makes all lesser vices stale as virtues.

He said nothing; she looked at him, lazily amused; then, inattentive, turned and paced the floor again.

Shall I see you to-morrow? he demanded.

If you wish. Captain Voucher came down on the same train with me. Ill set him adrift if you like.

Is he preparing for a declaration? sneered Quarrier.

I think so, she said simply.

Well if he comes to-night after Im gone, you wait a final word from me. Do you understand? he repeated with repressed violence.

No, Howard. Are you going to propose to me to-morrow?

Youll know to-morrow, he retorted angrily. I tell you to wait. Ive a right to that much consideration anyway.

Very well, Howard, she said, recognising in him the cowardice which she had always suspected to be there.

She bade him good night; he touched her hand but made no offer to kiss her. She laughed a little to herself, watching him striding toward the elevator, then, closing the door, she stood still in the centre of the room, staring at her own reflection, full length, in the gilded pier-glass, her lips edged with a sneer so like Quarriers that, the next moment she laughed aloud, imitating Quarriers rare laugh from sheer perversity.

I think, she said to her reflected figure in the glass, I think that you are either mentally ill or inherently a kind of devil. And I dont much care which.

And she turned leisurely, her slim hands balanced lightly on her narrow hips, and strolled into the second dressing-room, where Mrs. Vendenning sat sullenly indulging in that particular species of solitaire known as The Idiots Delight.

Well? inquired Mrs. Vendenning, looking up at the tall, pale girl she was chaperoning so carefully during their sojourn in town.

Oh, you know the rhyme to that, yawned Agatha; lets ring up somebody. Im bored stiff.

What did Howard Quarrier want?

He knows, I think, but he hasnt yet informed me.

Ill tell you one thing, Agatha, said Mrs. Vendenning, gathering up the packs for a new shuffle: Grace Ferrall doesnt fancy Howards attention to you and shes beginning to say so. When you go back to Shotover youd better let him alone.

Im not going back to Shotover, said Agatha.

What?

No; I dont think so. However, Ill let you know to-morrow. It all depends — but I dont expect to. She turned as her maid tapped on the door. Oh, Captain Voucher. Are you at home to him? flipping the pasteboard onto the table among the scattered cards.

Yes, said Mrs. Vendenning aggressively, unless you expect him to flop down on his knees to-night. Do you?

I dont — to-night. Perhaps to-morrow. I dont know; I cant tell yet. And to her maid she nodded that they were at home to Captain Voucher.

Quarrier had met him, too, just as he was leaving the hotel lobby. They exchanged the careful salutations of men who had no use for one another. On the Englishmans clean-cut face a deeper hue settled as he passed; on Quarriers, not a trace of emotion; but when he entered his motor he sat bolt upright, stiff-backed and stiff-necked, his long gray-gloved fingers moving restlessly over his pointed heard.

The night was magnificent; myriads of summer stars spangled the heavens. Even in the reeking city itself a slight freshness grew in the air, although there was no wind to stir the parched leaves of the park trees, among which fire-flies floated — their intermittent phosphorescence breaking out with a silvery, star-like brilliancy.

Plank, driving his big motor northward through the night, Leila Mortimer beside him, twice mistook the low glimmer of a fire-fly for the distant lamp of a motor, which amused Leila, and her clear, young laughter floated back to the ears of Sylvia and Siward, curled up in their corners of the huge tonneau. But they were too profoundly occupied with each other to heed the sudden care-free laughter of the young matron, though in these days her laughter was infrequent enough to set the more merciless tongues wagging when it did sound.

Plank had never seen fit to speak to her of her husbands scarcely veiled menace that day he had encountered him in the rotunda of the Algonquin Trust Company. His first thought was to do so — to talk it over with her, consider the threat and the possibility of its seriousness, and then come to some logical and definite decision as to what their future relations should be. Again and again he had been on the point of doing this when alone with Leila — uncomfortable, even apprehensive, because of their frank intimacy; but he had never had the opportunity to do so without deliberately dragging in the subject by the ears in all its ugliness and implied reproach for her imprudence, and seeing that dreadful, vacant change in Leilas face, which the mere mention of her husbands name was sure to bring, turn into horror unspeakable.

A man not prone to fear his fellows, he now feared Mortimer, but that fear struck him only through Leila — or had so reached him until the days of his closing struggle with Quarrier. Whether the long strain had unnerved him, whether minutely providing against every possible danger he had been over-scrupulous, over-anxious, morbidly exact — or whether a foresight almost abnormal had evoked a sinister possibility — he did not know; but that threat of Mortimers to involve Plank with Leila in one common ruin, that boast that he was able to do so could not be ignored as a possible weapon if Quarrier should by any chance learn of it.

In all his life he had taken Leila into his arms but once; had kissed her but once — but that once had been enough to arm Mortimer with danger from head to foot. Some prying servant had either listened or seen — perhaps a glimmer of a mirror had betrayed them. At all events, whoever had seen or heard had informed Mortimer, and now the man was equipped; the one and only man in all the world who could with truth accuse Plank; the only man of whom he stood in honest fear.

And it was characteristic of Plank that never for one moment had it occurred to him that the sheer fault of it all lay with Leila; that it was her imprudence alone that now threatened herself and the man she loved — that threatened his very success in life as long as Mortimer should live.

All this, Plank, in his thorough, painstaking review of the subject, had taken into account; and he could not see how it could possibly bear upon the matters now finally to be adjusted between Quarrier and himself, because Quarrier was in New York and Mortimer in Saratoga, and unless the latter had already sold his information the former could not strike at him through knowledge of it.

And yet a curious reluctancy, a hesitation inexplicable — unless overwork explained it — had come over him when Siward had proposed their dining together on the very eve of his completed victory over Quarrier.

It seemed absurd, and Plank was too stolid to entertain superstitions, but he could not, even with Leila laughing there beside him, shake off the dull instinct that all was not well — that Quarriers attitude was still the attitude of a dangerous man; that he, Plank, should have had this evening in his room alone to study out the matters he had so patiently plodded through in the long hours while Siward slept.

Yet not for one instant did he dream of shifting the responsibility — if responsibility entailed blame — on Siward, who, against Planks judgment and desire, had on the very eve of consummation drawn him away from that sleepless vigilance which must for ever be the price of a business mans safety.

Leila, gay and excited as a schoolgirl, chattered on ceaselessly to Plank; all the silence, all the secrecy of the arid years turning to laughter on her red lips, pouring out, in broken phrases of delight, words strung together for the sheer pleasure of speech and the happiness of her lot to be with him unrestrained.

He remembered once listening to the song of a wild bird on the edge of a clearing at night, and how, standing entranced, the low, distant jar of thunder sounded at moments, scarcely audible — like his heart now, at intervals, dully persistent amid the gaiety of her voice.

And would you believe it, Beverly, she said, I formed the habit at Shotover of walking across the boundary and strolling into your greenhouses and deliberately helping myself. And every time I did it I was certain one of your men would march me out!

He laughed, but did not tell her that his men had reported the first episode and that he had instructed them that Mrs. Mortimer and her friends were to do exactly as they pleased at the Fells. However she knew it, because a garrulous gardener, proud of his service with Plank, had informed her.

Beverly, she said, you are a dear. If people only knew what I know!

He began to turn red; she could see it even in the flickering, lamp-shot darkness. And she teased him for a while, very gently, even tenderly; and their voices grew lower in a half-serious badinage that ended with a quiet, indrawn breath, a sigh, and silence.

And now the river swept into view, a darkly luminous sheet set with reflected stars. Mirrored lights gleamed in it; sudden bright, yellow flashes zigzagged into its sombre depths; the foliage edged it with a deeper gloom over which, on the heights, twinkled the multicoloured lights of Riverside Inn.

Up the broad, gentle grade they sped, curving in and out among the clumps of trees and shrubbery, then on a level, sweeping in a great circle up to the steps of the inn.

Now all about them from the brilliantly lighted verandas the gay tumult broke out like an uproarious welcome after the swift silence of their journey; the stir of jolly people keen for pleasure; the clatter of crockery; the coming and going of waiters, of guests, of hansoms, coupés, victorias, and scores of motor-cars wheeling and turning through the blinding glare of their own headlights.

Somewhere a gipsy orchestra, full of fitful crescendoes and throbbing suspensions of caprice, furnished resonant accompaniment to the joyous clamour; the scent of fountain spray and flowers was in the air.

I didnt know you had telephoned for a table, said Siward, as a head-waiter came up smiling and bowing to Plank. I confess, in the new excitement of things, I clean forgot it! What a man you are to think of other people!

Plank reddened again, muttering something evasive, and went forward with Leila.

Sylvia, moving leisurely beside Siward who was walking slowly but confidently without crutches, whispered to him: I never really liked Mr. Plank before I understood his attitude toward you.

He is a man, every inch, said Siward simply.

I think that generally includes what men of your sort demand, doesnt it? she asked.

Men of my sort sometimes demand in others what they themselves are lacking in, said Siward, laughing. Sylvia, look at this jolly crowd! Look at all those tables! It seems an age since I have done anything of this sort. I feel like a boy of eighteen — the same funny, quickening fascination in me toward everything gay and bright and alive! He looked around at her, laughingly. As for you, he said, you look about sixteen. You certainly are the most beautiful thing this beautiful world ever saw!

Schoolboy courtship! she mocked him, lingering as he made his slow way through the crowded place. The tint of excitement was in her eyes and cheeks; the echo of it in her low, happy voice. Where on earth is Mr. Plank? Oh, I see them! They have a table by the balcony rail, in the corner; and it seems to be rather secluded, Stephen, so I shall, of course, expect you to say nothing further about beauty of any species. ...Are you a trifle tired? No?... Well, you need not be indignant. I dont care whether you tumble. Indeed, I dont believe there is really anything the matter with you — you are walking with the same old careless saunter. Mr. Plank, as they arrived and seated themselves, Mr. Siward has just admitted that he uses crutches only because they are ornamental. Leila, isnt this air delicious? All sorts of people, too, arent there, Mr. Plank? Such curious-looking women, some of them — quite pretty, too, in a certain way. Are you hungry, St — Mr. Siward?

Are you, St — Mr. Siward? mimicked Leila promptly.

I am, said Siward, laughing at Sylvias significant colour and noting Planks direct gaze as the waiter filled Leilas slender-stemmed glass. And nothing but Apollinaris, he said coolly, as the waiter approached him; but though his voice was easy enough, a dull patch of colour came out under the cheek-bones.

That is all I care for, either, said Sylvia with elaborate carelessness.

Plank and Leila immediately began to make conversation. Siward, his eyes bent on the glass of mineral water at his elbow, looked up in silence at Sylvia questioningly.

There was something in her face he did not quite comprehend. She made as though to speak, looked at him, hesitated, her lovely face eloquent under the impulse. Then, leaning toward him, she said:

And thy ways shall be my ways.

Sylvia, you must not deny yourself, just because I—

Let me. It is the happiest thing I have ever done for myself.

But I dont wish it.

Ah, but I do, she said, the low excited laughter scarcely fluttering her lips. Listen: I never before, in all my life, gave up anything for your sake, only this one little pitiful thing.

I wont let you! he breathed; it is nonsense to—

You must let me! Am I to be on friendly terms with — with your mortal enemy? She was still smiling, but now her sensitive mouth quivered suddenly.

He sat silent, considering her, his restless fingers playing with his glass in which the harmless bubbles were breaking.

I drink to your health, Stephen, she said under her breath. I drink to your happiness, too; and — and to your fortune, and to all that you desire from fortune. And she raised her glass in the star-light, looking over it into his eyes.

All I desire from fortune? he repeated significantly.

All — almost all—

No, all, he demanded.

But she only raised the glass to her lips, still looking at him as she drank.

They became unreasonably gay almost immediately, though the beverage scarcely accounted for the delicate intoxication that seemed to creep into their veins. Yet it was sufficient for Siward to say an amusing thing wittily, for Sylvia to return his lead with all the delightful, unconscious brilliancy that he seemed to inspire in her — as though awaking into real life once more. All that had slumbered in her through the winter and spring, and the long, arid summer now crumbling to the edge of autumn, broke out into a delicate riot of exquisite florescence; the very sounds of her voice, every intonation, every accent, every pause, were charming surprises; her laughter was a miracle, her beauty a revelation.

Leila, aware of it, exchanged glance after glance with Plank. Siward, alternately the leader in it all, then the enchanted listener, bewitched, enthralled, felt care slipping from his shoulders like a mantle, and sadness exhaling from a heart that was beating strongly, steadily, fearlessly — as a heart should beat in the breast of him who has taken at last his fighting chance. He took it now, under her eyes, for honour, for manhood, and for the ideal which had made manhood no longer an empty term muttered in desperation by a sick body, and a mind too sick to control it.

Yes, at last the lifelong battle was on. He knew it. He knew, too, whatever his fate with her or without her, he must always go on with the battle for the safe-guarding of that manhood the consciousness of which she had aroused.

All he knew was that, through the medium of his love for her, whatever in him of the spiritual remained, or had been generated, was now awake, alive, strong, vital, indestructible — an impalpable current flowing from a sane intelligence, through medium of her, back to the eternal truth, returning always, always, to the deathless source from whence it came.

Lingering over the fruit, the champagne breaking in the glasses standing on the table between them, rim to rim, Leila and Plank had fallen into a low, desultory, yet guarded exchange of words and silences.

Sylvia sprang up and pushed her chair into the farther corner against the balcony rail, where no light fell except the radiance of the stars. Here Siward joined her, dragging his chair around so that it faced her as she leaned back, tilted against a shadowy column.

Is this Bohemianism, Stephen? If it is, I rather like it. Dont you? You are going to smoke now, arent you? Ah, that is delightful! daintily sniffing the aroma from his cigarette. It always reminds me of you — there on the cliffs, that first day. Do you remember? — the smoke from your cigarette whirling up in my face?... You say you remember. ...Oh, of course theres nothing else to say when a girl asks you... is there? Oh, I wont argue with you, if you insist that you do remember. You will not be like any other man if you do, thats all.... The little things that women remember!... And believe that men remember! It is pitiful in a way. There! I am not going to spill over, and I dont care a copper penny whether you really do remember or not!... Yes, I do care! ...Oh, all women care. It is their first disappointment to learn how much a man can forget and still remember to care for them — a little!... Stephen, I said a little; and that is all that you are permitted to care for me; isnt it?... Please, dont. You are deliberately beginning to say things!... Stephen, you silly! you are making love to me!

In the darkness his hand encountered hers on the wooden rail, and the tremor of the contact silenced her. She freed one finger, then let it rest with its slender fellow-prisoners. There was no use in trying to speak just then — utterly useless her voice in the soft, rounded throat imprisoned by the swelling pulses that tightened and hammered and tightened.

Years seemed to fall away from her, slipping back, back into girlhood, into childhood, drawing not her alone on the gliding tide, but carrying him with her. An exquisite languor held her. Through it vague hints of those splendid visions of her lonely childhood rose, shaping themselves in the starry darkness — the old mystery of dreams, the old, innocent desires, the old simplicity of clairvoyance wherein right was right and wrong, wrong — in all the conventional significance of right and wrong, in all the old-fashioned, undisturbed faith of childhood.

Drifting deliciously, her eyes sometimes meeting his, sometimes lost in the magic of her reverie, she lay there in her chair, her unresisting fingers locked in his.

Odd little thoughts came hovering into her reverie — thoughts that seemed distantly familiar, the direct, unconscious impulses of a child. To feel was once more the only motive for expression; to think fearlessly was once more inherent; to desire was to demand — unlock her lips, naively, and ask for what she wished.

Under the spell, she turned her blue gaze on him, and her lips parted without a tremor:

What do you offer for what you ask? And do you still ask it? Is it me you are asking me for? Because you love me? And what do you give — love?

Weigh it with the — other, he said.

I have — often — every moment since I have known you. And what a winter! Her voice was almost inaudible. What a winter — without you!

That hell is ended for me, too. Sylvia, I know what I ask. And I ask. I know what I offer. Will you take it?

Yes, she said.

He rose, blindly. She stood up, pale, wide-eyed, confronting him, stammering out the bargain:

I take all — all! every virtue, every vice of you. I give all — all! all I have been, all I am, all I shall be! Is that enough? Oh, if there were only more to give! Stephen, if there were only more!

Her hands had fallen into his, and they looked each other in the eyes.

Suddenly, through the hush of the enchanted moment, a sullen sound broke — the sound of a voice they knew, threateningly raised, louder and louder, growling, profanely menacing.

Aghast, they turned in the darkness, peering toward the lighted space beyond. Leroy Mortimer, his face shockingly congested, stood unsteadily balancing there, confronting his wife, who sat staring at him in horror. At the same instant Plank rose and laid a hand on Mortimers shoulder, but Mortimer shook him off with a warning oath.

You and I will settle with each other to-morrow! he said thickly, pointing a puffy finger at Plank. Youll find me at the Algonquin Trust. Do you hear? Thats where youll settle this matter — in the presidents office! He stood swaying and leering at Plank, repeating loudly: In Quarriers office! Understand? Thats where youll settle up! See?

Leila, white face quivering, shrank as though he had struck her, and he turned on her again, grinning: As for you, you come home! And thatll be about all for yours.

Are you insane, to make a scene like this? whispered Plank.

But Mortimer swung on him insultingly: Thats about all from you, too! he said. Leila, are you coming?

He stepped heavily toward her; but Planks sudden crushing grip was on his fat arm above the elbow, and he emitted a roar of surprise and pain.

Dont touch him! Dont, in Heavens name! stammered Leila, as Plank, releasing him, stepped back beside her chair. Cant you see that I must go with him! I — I must go. She cast one terrified glance around her, where scores of strange faces met hers; and at every table people were standing up to see better.

Plank, who had dropped Mortimers arm as the latter emitted his bellow of amazement, stepped toward him again, dropping his voice as he spoke:

You go! Do you hear? he said quietly. Ill do what you ask me, to-morrow! I will do what you ask, if youll go now!

You come — do you hear! snarled Mortimer, turning on his wife, who had already risen. If you dont Ill make a row here that youll never hear the end of as long as you live! And therell be nothing to talk over in Quarriers office, if I do.

Leila looked at Plank, rose, and moved swiftly toward the veranda steps, her head resolutely lowered, the burning shame flaming in her face. Mortimer cast one triumphant glance at Plank, then waddled unsteadily after his wife.

Hold on, he growled; Ive a Mercedes here! Ill drive you back — wait! Here it is! Here we are! And to Quarriers machinist he said: You get into the tonneau. I want to show Mrs. Mortimer what night-driving is. Do you hear? I tell you Im going to drive this machine and show you how!

Leila scarcely heard him. She obeyed the impulse of his hand on her arm, and mounted to the seat, staring straight ahead of her with dazed and straining eyes that saw nothing.

Then Mortimer clambered to his seat, and, without an instants warning, opened up and seized the wheel.

Unprepared, the machinist attempted to swing aboard, missed his footing in the uncertain light, and fell sprawling on the gravel. Plank saw him from the veranda and instantly vaulted the rail to the lawn below.

You damn fool! yelled Mortimer, looking around, what in hell do you think youll do? And he clapped on full speed as Plank made a leap for the car and missed.

Mortimer laughed, and turned his head to look back, and the next instant something seemed to wrench the steering-wheel from its roots. There was a blinding glare of light, a scream, and the great machine bounded into the air full length, turned completely over, and lay across a flower-bed, partly on one side.

Something was afire, too. Men were rushing from the verandas, women screamed, and stood up wringing their hands; a mounted policeman came galloping through the darkness; people shouted: Throw sand on it! Get shovels, for Gods sake! Lift that tonneau! Theres a woman under it.

But they were mistaken, for Leila lay at the foot of the slope, one little bloody hand clutching the dead grass; and Plank knelt beside her, giving his orders quietly to those who came running down the hill from the roadway above, which was now fiercely illuminated by burning gasoline. At last they got sand enough to quench the fire and men sufficient to lift the weight from the dead mans neck, and drag what was left of him onto the grass.

Dont look, whispered Siward, drawing Sylvia back.

He and she both had put their shoulders to the tonneau along with the others; and now they stood there together in the shifting lantern-light, sickened, shivering under the summer stars, staring at the gathering crowd around that shapeless lump on the grass.

Plank passed them, walking beside an improvised stretcher, calm, almost smiling, as Sylvia sprang forward with a little sob of inquiry.

Theres the doctor, over there; that man is a doctor; he knows, repeated Plank with studied deliberation, looking down at Leilas deathly face. He says its all right; he says hell get a candle, and that he can tell by the flames effect on the pupils of the eyes what exactly is the matter. No, to Siward beside him, pressing forward through the crowd which eddied from the dead man to the stretcher; no, there is not a bone broken. She is stunned, thats all; she fell in the shrubbery. Well have an ambulance here pretty quick. Stephen, using his first name unconsciously, wont you look out for Sylvia? Im going back on the ambulance. If youll find somebody to drive my machine, I wish you would take Sylvia back. No, I dont want you to drive, Stephen — if you dont mind. Get that machinist, please. Im rattled, and I dont want you to drive.

Leila lay on the stretcher, her bloodless face upturned to the stars. Beyond, under a blanket, something else lay very still on the lawn.

Plank beckoned a policeman, and whispered to him.

Then, far away in the darkness, a distant clamour grew on the night air, nearer, nearer.

Plank, standing beside the stretcher, raised his head, listening to the ambulance arriving at full speed.


CHAPTER XV THE ENEMY LISTENS
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IN SEPTEMBER, HER marriage to Siward excitingly imminent, Sylvia had been seized with a passion for wholesale renunciation and rigid self-chastisement. All that had been so materially desirable to her in life, all that she had heretofore worshipped, in and belonging to her own world, she now denied. Down went the miniature golden calf from the altar in her private shrine, its tiny crashing fall making considerable racket throughout her world, and the planets and satellites adjacent to that section of the social system which she had long been expected to dominate.

The spectacle of their youthful ruler-elect in sackcloth as the future bride of a business man had more than disconcerted them. The amazing announcement of Quarriers engagement to Agatha Caithness stupefied the elect, rendering in one harrowing instant null and void the thousand petty plans and plots, intrigues and schemes, upon which future social constructions on the social structure had been based.

The grief and amazement of Major Belwether, already distracted by his non-participation, through his own fault, in Planks consolidation of Amalgamated with Inter-County, was pitiable to the verge of the unpleasant. Like panic-stricken rabbits, his thoughts ran in circles, and he skipped in their wake, scurrying from Quarrier to Harrington, from Harrington to Plank, from Plank to Siward, in distracted hope of recovering his equilibrium and squatting safely somewhere in somebodys luxuriantly perpetual cabbage-patch. He even squeezed under the fence and hopped humbly about old Peter Caithness, who suddenly assumed monumental proportions among those who had so long tolerated him.

But Quarrier coldly drove him away and the increasing crowds besieging poor, bewildered old Peter Caithness trod upon the major, and there was nothing for him to do but to scuttle back to his own brush-heap and huddle there, squeaking pitifully.

As for Grace Ferrall, she lost no time in tears, but took Agatha publicly to her bosom, turned furiously on Quarrier in private, and for the first time in her life permitted herself the luxury of telling him exactly what she thought of him.

You had your chance, she said; but you are all surface! Theres nothing to you but soft beard and manicuring, and the reticence of stupidity! The one girl for you — and you couldnt hold on to her! The one chance of your life — and its escaped you, leaving a tuft of pompadour hair and a pair of womans eyes protruding from the golden dust-heap your father buried you in. Now youd better sit there and let it cover your mouth, and try to breathe through your nose. Agatha is looking for a new sensation; shes tried everything, now shes going to try you, thats all. She will be an invaluable leader, Howard, and we shall not yawn, I assure you. But, oh! the chance youve lost, for lack of a drop of red blood, and a barber to give you the beard of a man!

Which merely deepened the fear and hatred which Quarrier had entertained for his pretty cousin from the depths of his silk-wadded cradle. As for Kemp Ferrall, now third vice-president of Inter-County, he only laughed with the tolerance of a man in safety; and, looking at Quarrier through the pickets of the financial fence, not only forgot how close his escape had been, but, being a busy and progressive young man, began to consider how he might ultimately extract a little profit from the expensive tenant of the enclosure.

Grace made the journey to town to express herself freely for Sylvias benefit; but when she saw Sylvia, the girls radiant beauty checked her, and all she could say was: My dear! my dear, I knew you would do it! I knew you would fling him on his head. Its in your blood, you little jade! you little jilt! you mix of a baggage! I knew youd behave like all the women of your race!

Sylvia held Mrs. Ferralls pretty face impressed between both her hands, and looking her mischievously in the eyes, she whispered:

Comme vous, maman, faut-il faire? — Eh! mes petits-enfants, pourquoi, Quand jai fait comme ma grand mère, Ne feriez-vous pas comme moi?

O Lord! said Mrs. Ferrall, Ill never meddle again — and the entire world may marry and take the consequences! Then she drove to the Santa Regina, where Marion was to join her in her return to Shotover; and she was already trying to make up her disturbed mind as to which might prove the more suitable for Marion — Captain Voucher, gloomily recovering from his defeat by Quarrier, or Billy Fleetwood, who didnt want to marry anybody.

In the meanwhile, Siwards new duties as second vice-president of Inter-County had given him scant leisure for open-air convalescence. He was busy with Plank; he was also busy with the private investigation stirred up at the Patroons Club and the Lenox, and which was slowly but inevitably resulting in clearing him, so that his restoration to good standing and full membership remained now only a matter of formal procedure.

So Siward was becoming a very busy man among men; and Plank, still carrying on his broad shoulders burdens unbearable by any man save such a man as he, shook his heavy head, and ordered Siward into the open. And Siward, who had learned to obey, obeyed.

But September had nearly ended, when Leila, in Planks private car, attended by Siward and Sylvia and two trained nurses, arrived at the Fells. The nurses — Planks idea — were a surprise to Leila; and the day after her arrival at the Fells she dismissed them, got out of bed, and dressed and came downstairs all alone, on a pair of sound though faltering legs.

Sylvia and Siward were in the music-room, very busily figuring out the probable cost of a house in that section of the city east of Park Avenue, where the newly married imprudent are forming colonies — a just punishment for those reckless brides who marry for love, and are obliged to drive over two car-tracks to reach their wealthy friends and relatives of the Golden Zone.

And Leila, in her pretty invalids gown of lace, stood silently at the music-room door, watching them. Her thick, dark hair was braided, and looped up under a black bow behind; and she looked like a curious and impertinent schoolgirl peeping at them there through the crack of the door, bending forward, her joined hands flattened between her knees.

Oh, she said at length, in a frankly disappointed voice, is that all you do when your chaperone is abed?

Angel! cried Sylvia, springing up, how in the world did you ever manage to come downstairs?

On the usual number of feet. If you think its very gay up there— She laid her hands in Sylvias, and looked at Siward with all the old mockery in her eyes — eyes which slanted a little at the corners, Japanese-wise: Stephen, you are growing positively plump. Youd better not do that until Sylvia marries you. Look at him, dear! Hes getting all smooth in the cheeks, like a horrid undergraduate boy!

She released one hand and greeted Siward. Thank you, she said serenely, replying to his inquiry, I am perfectly well. You pay me no compliment when you ask me, after you have seen me. And to Sylvia, looking at her white flannels: What have you been playing? What do you find to do with yourself, Sylvia, with that plump sun-burned boy at your heels all day long? Are there no men about?

Ones coming to-day, said Sylvia, laughing; and slipping her arm around Leilas waist, she strolled with her out through the tall glass doors to the terrace, with a backward glance of airy dismissal for Siward.

Plank had wired from New York, the night before, that he was coming; in another hour he would be there. Leila knew it perfectly well, and she looked into the wickedly expressive young face of the girl beside her, eyes soft but unsmiling.

Child, child, she murmured, you do not know how much of a man a man can be!

Yes, I do! said Sylvia hotly.

Leila smiled. Hush, you little silly! Ive talked Stephen and praised Stephen to you for days and days, and the moment I dare mention another man you fly at me, hair on end!

Oh, Leila, I know it! Im perfectly mad about him, thats all. But dont you think he is looking like himself again? And, Leila, isnt he strangely attractive? — I dont mean just because I happen to be in love with him, but give me a perfectly cold and unbiassed opinion, dear, because there is simply no use in a girls blinding herself to facts, or in ignoring certain fixed laws of symmetry, which it is perfectly obvious that Mr. Siward fulfils in those well-known and established proportions which—

Sylvia!

What? she asked, startled.

Nothing. Only for two solid weeks—

Of course, if you are not interested—

But I am, child — I am! desperately interested! He is handsome! I knew him before you did, and I thought so then!

Did you? said Sylvia, troubled.

Yes, I did. When I wore short skirts I kissed him, too!

Did you? W — what did he wear?

Knickerbockers, silly! You dont think he was still in the cradle, do you? Im not as aged as that!

I missed a great deal in my childhood, said Sylvia naïvely.

By not knowing Stephen? Pooh! He used to pinch me, and then wed put out our tongues in mutual derision. Once—

Stop! said Sylvia faintly. And anyhow, you probably taught him.... Look at him as he saunters across the lawn, Leila — look at him!

Well? I see him.

Isnt he almost an ideal?

He is. He certainly is, dear.

Do you think he walks as though he were perfectly well?

Well, I dont know, said Leila thoughtfully. Sometimes people whose walk is a gracefully languid saunter develop adipose tissue after forty.

Nonsense! Really, Leila, do you think he walks like a perfectly well man?

He may be coming down with whooping-cough—

Sylvia rose indignantly, but Leila pulled her back to the sun-warmed marble bench:

A girl in love loses her sense of humour temporarily. Sit down, you little vixen!

Leila, you laugh at everything when I dont feel like it.

Im not in love, and thats why.

You are in love!

Leila looked at her, then under her breath: In love, am I — with the whole young world ringing with the laughter I had forgotten the very sound of? Do you call that love? — with the sea and sky laughing back at me, and the wind in my ears fairly tremulous with laughter? Do you, who look out upon the pretty world so seriously through those sea-blue eyes of yours, think that I can be in love?

Oh, Leila, a girls happiness is serious enough, isnt it? Dear, it frightens me! I was so close to losing it — once.

I lost mine, said Leila, closing her eyes for a moment. I shall not sigh if I find it again.

They sat there in the sun, Leilas hand lying idly in Sylvias, the soft sea-wind stirring their hair, and in their ears the thunderous undertone of the mounting sea.

Look at Stephen! murmured Sylvia, her enraptured eyes following him as he strolled hatless and coatless along the cliffs edge, the sun glimmering on his short hair, a tall, slim, well-coupled, strongly knit shape against the sky and sea.

But Leilas quick ear had caught a significant sound from the gravel drive behind her, and she stood up, a delicious colour tinting her face.

Are you going in? asked Sylvia. Then she, too, heard the subdued whirring of a motor from the front of the house, and she looked at Leila as she turned and recrossed the terrace, walking slowly but erect, her pretty head held high.

Then Sylvia faced the sea again and presently descended the terrace, crossing the long lawn toward the headland, where Siward stood looking out across the water.

Leila, from the music-room, watched her; then she heard Planks voice, and his step on the stair, and she called out to him gaily:

I am downstairs, thank you. How dared you send me those foolish nurses!

She was laughing when he came into the room, standing there erect, head high, a brilliant colour in her cheeks; and she offered him both hands which he took between his own, holding them strongly, and looking into her face with steady, questioning eyes.

Well? she said, still smiling, but her scarlet under-lip trembled a little; then: Yes, you may say what you wish — what I — I wish you to say.... There can be no harm in talking about it. But — will you be very gentle with me? Dont m-make me cry; I h-have — I am t-trying to remember how it feels to laugh once more.

Sylvia, lying in the hot sand on the tiny crescent beach under the cliffs, listened gravely to Siwards figures, as, note-book in hand, he went over the real-estate problem, commenting thoughtfully as he discussed the houses offered.

Twenty by a hundred and two; good rear, north side of the street — next door to the Tommy Barclays, you know, Sylvia; only theyre asking forty-two-five.

That is an outrage! said Sylvia seriously; besides, I remember there was a wretched cellar, and only a butlers pantry extension. Id much rather have that little house in Sixty-fourth Street, where the Fetherbraynes live — next house on the west, you know. Then we can pull it down and build — when we want to.

We wont be able to afford to build for a while, you know, said Siward doubtfully.

What do we care, dear? Well have millions of things to do, anyway, and what is the use of building?

As many things to do as that? he said, looking over his note-book with a smile.

More! Are we not just beginning to live, and open our eyes, silly? Listen: Books, books, books, from top to bottom of the house, that is what I want first of all — except my piano.

Do let us have a little plumbing, dear, he said so seriously that for a fraction of a second she was on the verge of taking him seriously.

Why extravagant plumbing when books furnish sufficient circulation for the flow of soul, dear? she retorted gravely.

Nobody we know will ever come to see us, if they think we read books, said Siward.

Isnt it delightful! sighed Sylvia. Were going to become frumps! I mustnt forget the blue stockings for my trousseau, and you mustnt forget the California claret for the cellar, dear. We will need it when we read Henry James to each other.

Siward, resting his weight on one hand, laughed, and looked out at the surf drenching the reefs with silver.

To think, he said, that I could ever have been enough afraid of the sea to hate it! After all, at low tide the reef is always there in the same place and none the worse for the drenching. All that surf only shows how strong a rock can be.

He smiled, and turned to look at Sylvia; and she lay there, silent, blue eyes looking back into his. Suddenly they glimmered with tears, and she stretched out both arms, drawing his head down to hers convulsively, her quivering mouth crushed against his lips. Then she rose to her knees, to her feet, dazed, brushing the tears from her eyes.

To think — to think, she stammered, that I might have let you face the world alone! Dearest, dearest, we must fight a good fight. The sea is always there — always, always there!

He looked straight into her eyes, fearlessly, tenderly, and she looked back with the divine, untroubled gaze of a child, laying her slender, sun-tanned hands in his.

And, deep in his body, as he stood there, he heard the low challenge of his soul on guard; and he knew that the Enemy listened.

THE END
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HIS OWN PEOPLE
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YOU NEVER MET Selwyn, did you?

No, sir.

Never heard anything definite about his trouble? insisted Gerard.

Oh, yes, sir! replied young Erroll, Ive heard a good deal about it. Everybody has, you know.

Well, I dont know, retorted Austin Gerard irritably, what everybody has heard, but I suppose its the usual garbled version made up of distorted fact and malicious gossip. Thats why I sent for you. Sit down.

Gerald Erroll seated himself on the edge of the big, polished table in Austins private office, one leg swinging, an unlighted cigarette between his lips.

Austin Gerard, his late guardian, big, florid, with that peculiar blue eye which seems to characterise hasty temper, stood by the window, tossing up and catching the glittering gold piece — souvenir of the directors meeting which he had just left.

What has happened, he said, is this. Captain Selwyn is back in town — sent up his card to me, but they told him I was attending a directors meeting. When the meeting was over I found his card and a message scribbled, saying hed recently landed and was going uptown to call on Nina. Shell keep him there, of course, until I get home, so I shall see him this evening. Now, before you meet him, I want you to plainly understand the truth about this unfortunate affair; and thats why I telephoned your gimlet-eyed friend Neergard just now to let you come around here for half an hour.

The boy nodded and, drawing a gold matchbox from his waistcoat pocket, lighted his cigarette.

Why the devil dont you smoke cigars? growled Austin, more to himself than to Gerald; then, pocketing the gold piece, seated himself heavily in his big leather desk-chair.

In the first place, he said, Captain Selwyn is my brother-in-law — which wouldnt make an atom of difference to me in my judgment of what has happened if he had been at fault. But the facts of the case are these. He held up an impressive forefinger and laid it flat across the large, ruddy palm of the other hand. First of all, he married a cat! C-a-t, cat. Is that clear, Gerald?

Yes, sir.

Good! What sort of a dance she led him out there in Manila, Ive heard. Never mind that, now. What I want you to know is how he behaved — with what quiet dignity, steady patience, and sweet temper under constant provocation and mortification, he conducted himself. Then that fellow Ruthven turned up — and — Selwyn is above that sort of suspicion. Besides, his scouts took the field within a week.

He dropped a heavy, highly coloured fist on his desk with a bang.

After that hike, Selwyn came back, to find that Alixe had sailed with Jack Ruthven. And what did he do; take legal measures to free himself, as you or I or anybody with an ounce of temper in em would have done? No; he didnt. That infernal Selwyn conscience began to get busy, making him believe that if a woman kicks over the traces it must be because of some occult shortcoming on his part. In some way or other that man persuaded himself of his responsibility for her misbehaviour. He knew what it meant if he didnt ask the law to aid him to get rid of her; he knew perfectly well that his silence meant acknowledgment of culpability; that he couldnt remain in the service under such suspicion.

And now, Gerald, continued Austin, striking his broad palm with extended forefinger and leaning heavily forward, Ill tell you what sort of a man Philip Selwyn is. He permitted Alixe to sue him for absolute divorce — and, to give her every chance to marry Ruthven, he refused to defend the suit. That sort of chivalry is very picturesque, no doubt, but it cost him his career — set him adrift at thirty-five, a man branded as having been divorced from his wife for cause, with no profession left him, no business, not much money — a man in the prime of life and hope and ambition, clean in thought and deed; an upright, just, generous, sensitive man, whose whole career has been blasted because he was too merciful, too generous to throw the blame where it belonged. And it belongs on the shoulders of that Mrs. Jack Ruthven — Alixe Ruthven — whose name you may see in the columns of any paper that truckles to the sort of society she figures in.

Austin stood up, thrust his big hands into his pockets, paced the room for a few moments, and halted before Gerald.

If any woman ever played me a dirty trick, he said, Id see that the public made no mistake in placing the blame. Im that sort — he shrugged— Phil Selwyn isnt; thats the difference — and it may be in his favour from an ethical and sentimental point of view. All right; let it go at that. But all I meant you to understand is that he is every inch a man; and when you have the honour to meet him, keep that fact in the back of your head, among the few brains with which Providence has equipped you.

Thanks! said Gerald, colouring up. He cast his cigarette into the empty fireplace, slid off the edge of the table, and picked up his hat. Austin eyed him without particular approval.

You buy too many clothes, he observed. Thats a new suit, isnt it?

Certainly, said Gerald; I needed it.

Oh! if you can afford it, all right. . . . Hows the nimble Mr. Neergard?

Neergard is flourishing. We put through that Rose Valley deal. I tell you what, Austin, I wish you could see your way clear to finance one or two—

Austins frown cut him short.

Oh, all right! You know your own business, of course, said the boy, a little resentfully. Only as Fane, Harmon & Co. have thought it worth while—

I dont care what Fane, Harmon think, growled Austin, touching a button over his desk. His stenographer entered; he nodded a curt dismissal to Gerald, adding, as the boy reached the door:

Your sister expects you to be on hand to-night — and so do we.

Gerald halted.

Id clean forgotten, he began; I made another — a rather important engagement—

But Austin was not listening; in fact, he had already begun to dictate to his demure stenographer, and Gerald stood a moment, hesitating, then turned on his heel and went away down the resounding marble corridor.

They never let me alone, he muttered; theyre always at me — following me up as though I were a schoolboy. . . . Austins the worst — never satisfied. . . . What do I care for all these functions — sitting around with the younger set and keeping the cradle of conversation rocking? I wont go to that infernal baby-show!

He entered the elevator and shot down to the great rotunda, still scowling over his grievance. For he had made arrangements to join a card-party at Julius Neergards rooms that night, and he had no intention of foregoing that pleasure just because his sisters first grown-up dinner-party was fixed for the same date.

As for this man Selwyn, whom he had never met, he saw no reason why he should drop business and scuttle uptown in order to welcome him. No doubt he was a good fellow; no doubt he had behaved very decently in a matter which, until a few moments before, he had heard little about. He meant to be civil; hed look up Selwyn when he had a chance, and ask him to dine at the club. But this afternoon he couldnt do it; and, as for the evening, he had made his arrangements, and he had no intention of disturbing them on Austins account.

When he reached his office he picked up the telephone and called up Gerards house; but neither his sister nor anybody else was there except the children and servants, and Captain Selwyn had not yet called. So he left no message, merely saying that hed call up again. Which he forgot to do.



Meanwhile Captain Selwyn was sauntering along Fifth Avenue under the leafless trees, scanning the houses of the rich and great across the way; and these new houses of the rich and great stared back at him out of a thousand casements as polished and expressionless as the monocles of the mighty.

And, strolling at leisure in the pleasant winter weather, he came presently to a street, stretching eastward in all the cold impressiveness of very new limestone and plate-glass.

Could this be the street where his sister now lived?

As usual when perplexed he slowly raised his hand to his moustache; and his pleasant gray eyes, still slightly blood-shot from the glare of the tropics, narrowed as he inspected this unfamiliar house.

The house was a big elaborate limestone affair, evidently new. Winter sunshine sparkled on lace-hung casement, on glass marquise, and the burnished bronze foliations of grille and door.

It was flood-tide along Fifth Avenue; motor, brougham, and victoria swept by on the glittering current; pretty women glanced out from limousine and tonneau; young men of his own type, silk-hatted, frock-coated, the crooks of their walking sticks tucked up under their left arms, passed on the Park side.

But the nods of recognition, lifted hats, the mellow warnings of motor horns, clattering hoofs, the sun flashing on carriage wheels and polished panels, on liveries, harness, on the satin coats of horses — a gem like a spark of fire smothered by the sables at a womans throat, and the bright indifference of her beauty — all this had long since lost any meaning for him. For him the pageant passed as the west wind passes in Samar over the glimmering valley grasses; and he saw it through sun-dazzled eyes — all this, and the leafless trees beyond against the sky, and the trees mirrored in a little wintry lake as brown as the brown of the eyes which were closed to him now forever.

As he stood there, again he seemed to hear the whistle signal, clear, distant, rippling across the wind-blown grasses where the brown constabulary lay firing in the sunshine; but the rifle shots were the crack of whips, and it was only a fat policeman of the traffic squad whistling to clear the swarming jungle trails of the great metropolis.

Again Selwyn turned to the house, hesitating, unreconciled. Every sun-lit window stared back at him.

He had not been prepared for so much limestone and marquise magnificence where there was more renaissance than architecture and more bay-window than both; but the number was the number of his sisters house; and, as the street and the avenue corroborated the numbered information, he mounted the doorstep, rang, and leisurely examined four stiff box-trees flanking the ornate portal — meagre vegetation compared to what he had been accustomed to for so many years.

Nobody came; once or twice he fancied he heard sounds proceeding from inside the house. He rang again and fumbled for his card case. Somebody was coming.

The moment that the door opened he was aware of a distant and curious uproar — far away echoes of cheering, and the faint barking of dogs. These seemed to cease as the man in waiting admitted him; but before he could make an inquiry or produce a card, bedlam itself apparently broke loose somewhere in the immediate upper landing — noise in its crudest elemental definition — through which the mortified man at the door strove to make himself heard: Beg pardon, sir, its the children broke loose an runnin wild-like—

The what?

Only the children, sir — fox-huntin the cat, sir—

His voice was lost in the yelling dissonance descending crescendo from floor to floor. Then an avalanche of children and dogs poured down the hall-stairs in pursuit of a rumpled and bored cat, tumbling with yelps and cheers and thuds among the thick rugs on the floor.

Here the cat turned and soundly cuffed a pair of fat beagle puppies, who shrieked and fled, burrowing for safety into the yelling heap of children and dogs on the floor. Above this heap legs, arms, and the tails of dogs waved wildly for a moment, then a small boy, blond hair in disorder, staggered to his knees, and, setting hollowed hand to cheek, shouted: Hi! forrard! Harkaway forrard! Take him, Rags! Now, Tatters! After him, Owney! Get on, there, Schnitzel! Worry him, Stinger! Tally-ho-o!

At which encouraging invitation the two fat beagle pups, a waddling dachshund, a cocker, and an Irish terrier flew at Selwyns nicely creased trousers; and the small boy, rising to his feet, became aware of that astonished gentleman for the first time.

Steady, there! exclaimed Selwyn, bringing his walking stick to a brisk bayonet defence; steady, men! Prepare to receive infantry — and doggery, too! he added, backing away. No quarter! Remember the Alamo!

The man at the door had been too horrified to speak, but he found his voice now.

Oh, you hush up, Dawson! said the boy; and to Selwyn he added tentatively, Hello!

Hello yourself, replied Selwyn, keeping off the circling pups with the point of his stick. What is this, anyway — a Walpurgis hunt? — or Eliza and the bloodhounds?

Several children, disentangling themselves from the heap, rose to confront the visitor; the shocked man, Dawson, attempted to speak again, but Selwyns raised hand quieted him.

The small boy with the blond hair stepped forward and dragged several dogs from the vicinity of Selwyns shins.

This is the Shallowbrook hunt, he explained; I am Master of Hounds; my sister Drina, there, is one of the whips. Part of the game is to all fall down together and pretend weve come croppers. You see, dont you?

I see, nodded Selwyn; its a pretty stiff hunting country, isnt it?

Yes, it is. Theres wire, you know, volunteered the girl, Drina, rubbing the bruises on her plump shins.

Exactly, agreed Selwyn; bad thing, wire. Your whips should warn you.

The big black cat, horribly bored by the proceedings, had settled down on a hall seat, keeping one disdainful yellow eye on the dogs.

All the same, we had a pretty good run, said Drina, taking the cat into her arms and seating herself on the cushions; didnt we, Kit-Ki? And, turning to Selwyn, Kit-Ki makes a pretty good fox — only she isnt enough afraid of us to run away very fast. Wont you sit down? Our mother is not at home, but we are.

Would you really like to have me stay? asked Selwyn.

Well, admitted Drina frankly, of course we cant tell yet how interesting you are because we dont know you. We are trying to be polite— and, in a fierce whisper, turning on the smaller of the boys— Winthrop! take your finger out of your mouth and stop staring at guests! Billy, you make him behave himself.

The blond-haired M.F.H. reached for his younger brother; the infant culprit avoided him and sullenly withdrew the sucked finger but not his fascinated gaze.

I want to know who he ith, he lisped in a loud aside.

So do I, admitted a tiny maid in stickout skirts.

Drina dropped the cat, swept the curly hair from her eyes, and stood up very straight in her kilts and bare knees.

They dont really mean to be rude, she explained; theyre only children. Then, detecting the glimmering smile in Selwyns eyes, But perhaps you wouldnt mind telling us who you are because we all would like to know, but we are not going to be ill-bred enough to ask.

Their direct expectant gaze slightly embarrassed him; he laughed a little, but there was no response from them.

Well, he said, as a matter of fact and record, I am a sort of relative of yours — a species of avuncular relation.

What is that? asked Drina coldly.

That, said Selwyn, means that Im more or less of an uncle to you. Hope you dont mind. You dont have to entertain me, you know.

An uncle! repeated Drina.

Our uncle? echoed Billy. You are not our soldier uncle, are you? You are not our Uncle Philip, are you?

It amounts to that, admitted Selwyn. Is it all right?

There was a dead silence, broken abruptly by Billy; Where is your sword, then?

At the hotel. Would you like to see it, Billy?

The five children drew a step nearer, inspecting him with merciless candour.

Is it all right? asked Selwyn again, smilingly uneasy under the concentrated scrutiny. How about it, Drina? Shall we shake hands?

Drina spoke at last: Ye-es, she said slowly, I think it is all right to shake hands. She took a step forward, stretching out her hand.

Selwyn stooped; she laid her right hand across his, hesitated, looked up fearlessly, and then, raising herself on tiptoe, placed both arms upon his shoulders, offering her lips.

One by one the other children came forward to greet this promising new uncle whom the younger among them had never before seen, and whom Drina, the oldest, had forgotten except as that fabled warrior of legendary exploits whose name and fame had become cherished classics of their nursery.

And now children and dogs clustered amicably around him; under foot tails wagged, noses sniffed; playful puppy teeth tweaked at his coat-skirts; and in front and at either hand eager flushed little faces were upturned to his, shy hands sought his and nestled confidently into the hollow of his palms or took firm proprietary hold of sleeve and coat.

I infer, observed Selwyn blandly, that your father and mother are not at home. Perhaps Id better stop in later.

But you are going to stay here, arent you? exclaimed Drina in dismay. Dont you expect to tell us stories? Dont you expect to stay here and live with us and put on your uniform for us and show us your swords and pistols? Dont you?

We have waited such a very long time for you to do this, added Billy.

If youll come up to the nursery well have a drag-hunt for you, pleaded Drina. Everybody is out of the house and we can make as much noise as we please! Will you?

Havent you any governesses or nurses or something? asked Selwyn, finding himself already on the stairway, and still being dragged upward.

Our governess is away, said Billy triumphantly, and our nurses can do nothing with us.

I dont doubt it, murmured Selwyn; but where are they?

Somebody must have locked them in the schoolroom, observed Billy carelessly. Come on, Uncle Philip; well have a first-class drag-hunt before we unlock the schoolroom and let them out.

Anyway, they can brew tea there if they are lonely, added Drina, ushering Selwyn into the big sunny nursery, where he stood, irresolute, looking about him, aware that he was conniving at open mutiny. From somewhere on the floor above persistent hammering and muffled appeals satisfied him as to the location and indignation of the schoolroom prisoners.

You ought to let them out, he said. Youll surely be punished.

We will let them out after weve made noise enough, said Billy calmly. Well probably be punished anyway, so we may as well make a noise.

Yes, added Drina, we are going to make all the noise we can while we have the opportunity. Billy, is everything ready?

And before Selwyn understood precisely what was happening, he found himself the centre of a circle of madly racing children and dogs. Round and round him they tore. Billy yelled for the hurdles and Josephine knocked over some chairs and dragged them across the course of the route; and over them leaped and scrambled children and puppies, splitting the air with that same quality of din which had greeted him upon his entrance to his sisters house.

When there was no more breath left in the children, and when the dogs lay about, grinning and lolling, Drina approached him, bland and dishevelled.

That circus, she explained, was for your entertainment. Now will you please do something for ours?

Certainly, said Selwyn, looking about him vaguely; shall we — er — build blocks, or shall I read to you — er — out of that big picture-book—

Picture-book! repeated Billy with scorn; thats good enough for nurses to read. Youre a soldier, you know. Soldiers have real stories to tell.

I see, he said meekly. What am I to tell you about — our missionaries in Sulu?

In the first place, began Drina, you are to lie down flat on the floor and creep about and show us how the Moros wriggle through the grass to bolo our sentinels.

Why, its — its this way, began Selwyn, leaning back in his rocking-chair and comfortably crossing one knee over the other; for instance, suppose—

Oh, but you must show us! interrupted Billy. Get down on the floor please, uncle.

I can tell it better! protested Selwyn; I can show you just the—

Please lie down and show us how they wriggle? begged Drina.

I dont want to get down on the floor, he said feebly; is it necessary?

But they had already discovered that he could be bullied, and they had it their own way; and presently Selwyn lay prone upon the nursery floor, impersonating a ladrone while pleasant shivers chased themselves over Drina, whom he was stalking.

And it was while all were passionately intent upon the pleasing and snake-like progress of their uncle that a young girl in furs, ascending the stairs two at a time, peeped perfunctorily into the nursery as she passed the hallway — and halted amazed.

Selwyn, sitting up rumpled and cross-legged on the floor, after having boloed Drina to everybodys exquisite satisfaction, looked around at the sudden rustle of skirts to catch a glimpse of a vanishing figure — a glimmer of ruddy hair and the white curve of a youthful face, half-buried in a muff.

Mortified, he got to his feet, glanced out into the hallway, and began adjusting his attire.

No, you dont! he said mildly, I decline to perform again. If you want any more wriggling you must accomplish it yourselves. Drina, has your governess — by any unfortunate chance — er — red hair?

No, said the child; and wont you please crawl across the floor and bolo me — just once more?

Bolo me! insisted Billy. I havent been mangled yet!

Let Billy assassinate somebody himself. And, by the way, Drina, are there any maids or nurses or servants in this remarkable house who occasionally wear copper-tinted hair and black fox furs?

No. Eileen does. Wont you please wriggle—

Who is Eileen?

Eileen? Why — dont you know who Eileen is?

No, I dont, began Captain Selwyn, when a delighted shout from the children swung him toward the door again. His sister, Mrs. Gerard, stood there in carriage gown and sables, radiant with surprise.

Phil! You! Exactly like you, Philip, to come strolling in from the antipodes — dear fellow! recovering from the fraternal embrace and holding both lapels of his coat in her gloved hands. Six years! she said again and again, tenderly reproachful; Alexandrine was a baby of six — Drina, child, do you remember my brother — do you remember your Uncle Philip? She doesnt remember; you cant expect her to recollect; she is only twelve, Phil—

I remember one thing, observed Drina serenely.

Brother and sister turned toward her in pride and delight; and the child went on: My Aunt Alixe; I remember her. She was so pretty, concluded Drina, nodding thoughtfully in the effort to remember more; Uncle Philip, where is she now?

But her uncle seemed to have lost his voice as well as his colour, and Mrs. Gerards gloved fingers tightened on the lapels of his coat.

Drina — child— she faltered; but Drina, immersed in reflection, smiled dreamily; So pretty, she murmured; I remember my Aunt Alixe—

Drina! repeated her mother sharply, go and find Bridget this minute!

Selwyns hesitating hand sought his moustache; he lifted his eyes — the steady gray eyes, slightly bloodshot — to his sisters distressed face.

I never dreamed— she began— the child has never spoken of — of her from that time to this! I never dreamed she could remember—

I dont understand what you are talking about, mother, said Drina; but her pretty mother caught her by the shoulders, striving to speak lightly; Where in the world is Bridget, child? Where is Katie? And what is all this I hear from Dawson? It cant be possible that you have been fox-hunting all over the house again! Your nurses know perfectly well that you are not to hunt anywhere except in your own nursery.

I know it, said Drina, but Kit-Ki got out and ran downstairs. We had to follow her, you know, until she went to earth.

Selwyn quietly bent over toward Billy: Ware wire, my friend, he said under his breath; youd better cut upstairs and unlock that schoolroom.

And while Mrs. Gerard turned her attention to the cluster of clamouring younger children, the boy vanished only to reappear a moment later, retreating before the vengeful exclamations of the lately imprisoned nurses who pursued him, caps and aprons flying, bewailing aloud their ignominious incarceration.

Billy! exclaimed his mother, did you do that? Bridget, Master William is to take supper by himself in the schoolroom — and no marmalade! — No, Billy, not one drop!

We all saw him lock the door, said Drina honestly.

And you let him? Oh, Drina! — And Ellen! Katie! No marmalade for Miss Drina — none for any of the children. Josie, mother feels dreadfully because you all have been so naughty. Winthrop! — your finger! Instantly! Clemence, baby, where on earth did you acquire all that grime on your face and fists? And to her brother: Such a household, Phil! Everybody incompetent — including me; everything topsy-turvy; and all five dogs perfectly possessed to lie on that pink rug in the music room. — Have they been there to-day, Drina? — while you were practising?

Yes, and there are some new spots, mother. Im very sorry.

Take the children away! said Mrs. Gerard. But she bent over, kissing each culprit as the file passed out, convoyed by the amply revenged nurses. No marmalade, remember; and mother has a great mind not to come up at bedtime and lean over you. Mother has no desire to lean over her babies to-night.

To lean over the children was always expected of this mother; the direst punishment on the rather brief list was to omit this intimate evening ceremony.

M-mother, stammered the Master of Fox Hounds, you will lean over us, wont you?

Mother hasnt decided—

Oh, muvver! wailed Josie; and a howl of grief and dismay rose from Winthrop, modified to a gurgle by the forbidden finger.

You will, wont you? begged Drina. Weve been pretty bad, but not bad enough for that!

I — Oh, yes, I will. Stop that noise, Winthrop! Josie, Im going to lean over you — and you, too, Clemence, baby. Katie, take those dogs away immediately; and remember about the marmalade.

Reassured, smiling through tears, the children trooped off, it being the bathing hour; and Mrs. Gerard threw her fur stole over one shoulder and linked her slender arm in her brothers.

You see, Im not much of a mother, she said; if I was Id stay here all day and every day, week in and year out, and try to make these poor infants happy. I have no business to leave them for one second!

Wouldnt they get too much of you? suggested Selwyn.

Thanks. I suppose that even a mother had better practise an artistic absence occasionally. Are they not sweet? What do you think of them? You never before saw the three youngest; you saw Drina when you went east — and Billy was a few months old — what do you think of them? Honestly, Phil?

All to the good, Ninette; very ornamental. Drina — and that Josephine kid are real beauties. I — er — take to Billy tremendously. He told me that hed locked up his nurses. I ought to have interfered. It was really my fault, you see.

And you didnt make him let them out? You are not going to be very good morally for my young. Tell me, Phil, have you seen Austin?

I went to the Trust Company, but he was attending a directors confab. How is he? Hes prosperous anyhow, I observe, with a humorous glance around the elaborate hallway which they were traversing.

Dont dare laugh at us! smiled his sister. I wish we were back in Tenth Street. But so many children came — Billy, Josephine, Winthrop, and Tina — and the Tenth Street house wasnt half big enough; and a dreadful speculative builder built this house and persuaded Austin to buy it. Oh, dear, and here we are among the rich and great; and the steel kings and copper kings and oil kings and their heirs and dauphins. Do you like the house?

Its — ah — roomy, he said cheerfully.

Oh! It isnt so bad from the outside. And we have just had it redecorated inside. Mizner did it. Look, dear, isnt that a cunning bedroom? drawing him toward a partly open door. Dont be so horridly critical. Austin is becoming used to it now, so dont stir him up and make fun of things. Anyway youre going to stay here.

No, Im at the Holland.

Of course youre to live with us. Youve resigned from the service, havent you?

He looked at her sharply, but did not reply.

A curious flash of telepathy passed between them; she hesitated, then:

You once promised Austin and me that you would stay with us.

But, Nina—

No, no, no! Wait, pressing an electric button; Watson, Captain Selwyns luggage is to be brought here immediately from the Holland! Immediately! And to Selwyn: Austin will not be at home before half-past six. Come up with me now and see your quarters — a perfectly charming place for you, with your own smoking-room and dressing-closet and bath. Wait, well take the elevator — as long as we have one.

Smilingly protesting, yet touched by the undisguised sincerity of his welcome, he suffered himself to be led into the elevator — a dainty white and rose rococo affair. His sister adjusted a tiny lever; the car moved smoothly upward and, presently stopped; and they emerged upon a wide landing.

Here, said Nina, throwing open a door. Isnt this comfortable? Is there anything you dont fancy about it? If there is, tell me frankly.

Little sister, he said, imprisoning both her hands, it is a paradise — but I dont intend to come here and squat on my relatives, and I wont!

Philip! You are common!

Oh, I know you and Austin think you want me.

Phil!

All right, dear. Ill — its awfully generous of you — so Ill pay you a visit — for a little while.

Youll live here, thats what youll do — though I suppose you are dreaming and scheming to have all sorts of secret caves and queer places to yourself — horrid, grimy, smoky bachelor quarters where you can behave sans-façon.

Ive had enough of sans-façon he said grimly. After shacks and bungalows and gun-boats and troopships, do you suppose this doesnt look rather heavenly?

Dear fellow! she said, looking tenderly at him; and then under her breath: What a ghastly life you have led!

But he knew she did not refer to the military portion of his life.

He threw back his coat, dug both hands into his pockets, and began to wander about the rooms, halting sometimes to examine nondescript articles of ornament or bits of furniture as though politely interested. But she knew his thoughts were steadily elsewhere.
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There is no reason, she said, why you should not call this house home.

Sauntering about, aware at moments that her troubled eyes were following him, he came back, presently, to where she sat perched upon his bed.

It all looks most inviting, Nina, he said cheerfully, seating himself beside her. I — well, you can scarcely be expected to understand how this idea of a home takes hold of a man who has none.

Yes, I do, she said.

All this— he paused, leisurely, to select his words— all this — you — the children — that jolly nursery— he stopped again, looking out of the window; and his sister looked at him through eyes grown misty.

There is no reason, she said, why you should not call this house home.

N-no reason. Thank you. I will — for a few days.

No reason, dear, she insisted. We are your own people; we are all you have, Phil! — the children adore you already; Austin — you know what he thinks of you; and — and I—

You are very kind, Ninette. He sat partly turned from her, staring at the sunny window. Presently he slid his hand back along the bed-covers until it touched and tightened over hers. And in silence she raised it to her lips.

They remained so for a while, he still partly turned from her, his perplexed and narrowing gaze fixed on the window, she pressing his clenched hand to her lips, thoughtful and silent.

Before Austin comes, he said at length, lets get the thing over — and buried — as long as it will stay buried.

Yes, dear.

Well, then — then— but his throat closed tight with the effort.

Alixe is here, she said gently; did you know it?

He nodded.

You know, of course, that shes married Jack Ruthven?

He nodded again.

Are you on leave, Phil, or have you really resigned?

Resigned.

I knew it, she sighed.

He said: As I did not defend the suit I couldnt remain in the service. Theres too much said about us, anyway — about us who are appointed from civil life. And then — to have that happen!

Phil?

What?

Will you answer me one thing?

Yes, I guess so.

Do you still care for — her?

I am sorry for her.

After a painful silence his sister said: Could you tell me how it began, Phil?

How it began? I dont know that, either. When Bannards command took the field I went with the scouts. Alixe remained in Manila. Ruthven was there for Fane, Harmon & Co. Thats how it began, I suppose; and its a rotten climate for morals; and thats how it began.

Only that?

We had had differences. Its been one misunderstanding after another. If you mean was I mixed up with another woman — no! She knew that.

She was very young, Phil.

He nodded: I dont blame her.

Couldnt anything have been done?

If it could, neither she nor I did it — or knew how to do it, I suppose. It went wrong from the beginning; it was founded on froth — she had been engaged to Harmon, and she threw him over for Boots Lansing. Then I came along — Boots behaved like a thoroughbred — that is all there is to it — inexperience, romance, trouble — a quick beginning, a quick parting, and two more fools to give the lie to civilization, and justify the West Pointers in their opinions of civil appointees.

Try not to be so bitter, Phil; did you know she was going before she left Manila?

I hadnt the remotest idea of the affair. I thought that we were trying to learn something about life and about each other. . . . Then that climax came.

He turned and stared out of the window, dropping his sisters hand. She couldnt stand me, she couldnt stand the life, the climate, the inconveniences, the absence of what she was accustomed to. She was dead tired of it all. I can understand that. And I — I didnt know what to do about it. . . . So we drifted; and the catastrophe came very quickly. Let me tell you something; a West Pointer, an Annapolis man, knows what sort of life hes going into and what he is to expect when he marries. Usually, too, he marries into the Army or Navy set; and the girl knows, too, what kind of a married life that means.

But I didnt. Neither did Alixe. And we went under; thats all — fighting each other heart and soul to the end. . . . Is she happy with Ruthven? I never knew him — and never cared to. I suppose they go about in town among the yellow set. Do they?

Yes. Ive met Alixe once or twice. She was perfectly composed — formal but unembarrassed. She has shifted her milieu somewhat — it began with the influx of Ruthvens friends from the yellow section of the younger married set — the Orchils, Fanes, Minsters, and Delmour-Carnes. Which is all right if shed stay there. But in town youre likely to encounter anybody where the somebodies of one set merge into the somebodies of another. And were always looking over our fences, you know. . . . By the way, she added cheerfully, Im dipping into the younger set myself to-night — on Eileens account. I brought her out Thursday and Im giving a dinner for her to-night.

Whos Eileen? he asked.

Eileen? Why, dont you — why, of course, you dont know yet that Ive taken Eileen for my own. I didnt want to write you; I wanted first to see how it would turn out; and when I saw that it was turning out perfectly, I thought it better to wait until you could return and hear all about it from me, because one cant write that sort of thing—

Nina!

What, dear? she said, startled.

Who the dickens is Eileen?

Philip! You are precisely like Austin; you grow impatient of preliminary details when Im doing my very best attempting to explain just as clearly as I can. Now I will go on and say that Eileen is Molly Errolls daughter, and the courts appointed Austin and me guardians for her and for her brother Gerald.

Oh!

Now is it clear to you?

Yes, he said, thinking of the tragedy which had left the child so utterly alone in the world, save for her brother and a distant kinship by marriage with the Gerards.

For a while he sat brooding, arms loosely folded, immersed once more in his own troubles.

It seems a shame, he said, that a family like ours, whose name has always spelled decency, should find themselves entangled in the very things their race has always hated and managed to avoid. And through me, too.

It was not your fault, Phil.

No, not the divorce part. Do you suppose I wouldnt have taken any kind of medicine before resorting to that! But whats the use; for you can try as you may to keep your name clean, and then you can fold your arms and wait to see what a hopeless fool fate makes of you.

But no disgrace touches you, dear, she said tremulously.

Ive been all over that, too, he said with quiet bitterness. You are partly right; nobody cares in this town. Even though I did not defend the suit, nobody cares. And theres no disgrace, I suppose, if nobody cares enough even to condone. Divorce is no longer noticed; it is a matter of ordinary occurrence — a matter of routine in some sets. Who cares? — except decent folk? And they only think its a pity — and wouldnt do it themselves. The horrified clamour comes from outside the social registers and blue books; we know theyre right, but it doesnt affect us. What does affect us is that we were the decent folk who permitted ourselves the luxury of being sorry for others who resorted to divorce as a remedy but wouldnt do it ourselves! . . . Now weve done it and—

Phil! I will not have you feel that way.

What way?

The way you feel. We are older than we were — everybody is older — the world is, too. What we were brought up to consider impossible—

What we were brought up to consider impossible was what kept me up to the mark out there, Nina. He made a gesture toward the East. Now, I come back here and learn that weve all outgrown those ideas—

Phil! I never meant that.

He said: If Alixe found that she cared for Ruthven, I dont blame her. Laws and statutes cant govern such matters. If she found she no longer cared for me, I could not blame her. But two people, mismated, have only one chance in this world — to live their tragedy through with dignity. That is absolutely all life holds for them. Beyond that, outside of that dead line — treachery to self and race and civilisation! That is my conclusion after a years experience in hell. He rose and began to pace the floor, fingers worrying his moustache. Law? Can a law, which I do not accept, let me loose to risk it all again with another woman?

She said slowly, her hands folded in her lap: It is well youve come to me at last. Youve been turning round and round in that wheeled cage until you think youve made enormous progress; and you havent. Dear, listen to me; what you honestly believe to be unselfish and high-minded adherence to principle, is nothing but the circling reasoning of a hurt mind — an intelligence still numbed from shock, a mental and physical life forced by sheer courage into mechanical routine. . . . Wait a moment; there is nobody else to say this to you; and if I did not love you I would not interfere with this great mistake you are so honestly making of your life, and which, perhaps, is the only comfort left you. I say, perhaps, for I do not believe that life holds nothing happier for you than the sullen content of martyrdom.

Nina!

I am right! she said, almost fiercely; Ive been married thirteen years and Ive lost that fear of mens portentous judgments which all girls outgrow one day. And do you think I am going to acquiesce in this attitude of yours toward life? Do you think I cant distinguish between a tragical mistake and a mistaken tragedy? I tell you your life is not finished; it is not yet begun!

He looked at her, incensed; but she sprang to the floor, her face bright with colour, her eyes clear, determined: I thought, when you took the oath of military service, you swore to obey the laws of the land? And the very first law that interferes with your preconceived notions — crack! — you say its not for you! Look at me — you great, big, wise brother of mine — who knows enough to march a hundred and three men into battle, but not enough to know where pride begins and conscience ends. Youre badly hurt; you are deeply humiliated over your resignation; you believe that ambition for a career, for happiness, for marriage, and for children is ended for you. You need fresh air — and Im going to see you have it. You need new duties, new faces, new scenes, new problems. You shall have them. Dear, believe me, few men as young as you — as attractive, as human, as lovable, as affectionate as you, wilfully ruin their lives because of a hurt pride which they mistake for conscience. You will understand that when you become convalescent. Now kiss me and tell me youre much obliged — for I hear Austins voice on the stairs.

He held her at arms length, gazing at her, half amused, half indignant; then, unbidden, a second flash of the old telepathy passed between them — a pale glimmer lighted his own dark heart in sympathy; and for a moment he seemed to have a brief glimpse of the truth; and the truth was not as he had imagined it. But it was a glimpse only — a fleeting suspicion of his own fallibility; then it vanished into the old, dull, aching, obstinate humiliation. For truth would not be truth if it were so easily discovered.

Well, weve buried it now, breathed Selwyn. Youre all right, Nina — from your own standpoint — and Im not going to make a stalking nuisance of myself; no fear, little sister. Hello! — turning swiftly— heres that preposterous husband of yours.

They exchanged a firm hand clasp; Austin Gerard, big, smooth shaven, humorously inclined toward the ruddy heaviness of successful middle age; Selwyn, lean, bronzed, erect, and direct in all the powerful symmetry and perfect health of a man within sight of maturity.

Hail to the chief — et cetera, said Austin, in his large, bantering voice. Glad to see you home, my bolo-punctured soldier boy. Welcome to our city! I suppose youve both pockets stuffed with loot, now havent you? — pearls and sarongs and dattos — yes? Have you inspected the kids? Whats your opinion of the Gerard batallion? Pretty fit? Ninas commanding, so its up to her if we dont pass dress parade. By the way, your enormous luggage is here — consisting of one dinky trunk and a sword done up in chamois skin.

Ninas good enough to want me for a few days— began Selwyn, but his big brother-in-law laughed scornfully:

A few days! Weve got you now! And to his wife: Nina, I suppose Im due to lean over those infernal kids before I can have a minute with your brother. Are they in bed yet? All right, Phil; well be down in a minute; theres tea and things in the library. Make Eileen give you some.

He turned, unaffectedly taking his pretty wifes hand in his large florid paw, and Selwyn, intensely amused, saw them making for the nursery absorbed in conjugal confab. He lingered to watch them go their way, until they disappeared; and he stood a moment longer alone there in the hallway; then the humour faded from his sun-burnt face; he swung wearily on his heel, and descended the stairway, his hand heavy on the velvet rail.

The library was large and comfortable, full of agreeably wadded corners and fat, helpless chairs — a big, inviting place, solidly satisfying in dull reds and mahogany. The porcelain of tea paraphernalia caught the glow of the fire; a reading lamp burned on a centre table, shedding subdued lustre over ceiling, walls, books, and over the floor where lay a few ancient rugs of Beloochistan, themselves full of mysterious, sombre fire.

Hands clasped behind his back, he stood in the centre of the room, considering his environment with the grave, absent air habitual to him when brooding. And, as he stood there, a sound at the door aroused him, and he turned to confront a young girl in hat, veil, and furs, who was leisurely advancing toward him, stripping the gloves from a pair of very white hands.

How do you do, Captain Selwyn, she said. I am Eileen Erroll and I am commissioned to give you some tea. Nina and Austin are in the nursery telling bedtime stories and hearing assorted prayers. The children seem to be quite crazy about you— She unfastened her veil, threw back stole and coat, and, rolling up her gloves on her wrists, seated herself by the table.  — Quite crazy about you, she continued, and youre to be included in bedtime prayers, I believe — No sugar? Lemon? — Drinas mad about you and threatens to give you her new maltese puppy. I congratulate you on your popularity.

Did you see me in the nursery on all fours? inquired Selwyn, recognising her bronze-red hair.

Unfeigned laughter was his answer. He laughed, too, not very heartily.

My first glimpse of our legendary nursery warrior was certainly astonishing, she said, looking around at him with frank malice. Then, quickly: But you dont mind, do you? Its all in the family, of course.

Of course, he agreed with good grace; no use to pretend dignity here; you all see through me in a few moments.

She had given him his tea. Now she sat upright in her chair, smiling, distraite, her hat casting a luminous shadow across her eyes; the fluffy furs, fallen from throat and shoulder, settled loosely around her waist.

Glancing up from her short reverie she encountered his curious gaze.

To-night is to be my first dinner dance, you know, she said. Faint tints of excitement stained her white skin; the vivid scarlet contrast of her mouth was almost startling. On Thursday I was introduced— she explained, and now Im to have the gayest winter I ever dreamed of. . . . And Im going to leave you in a moment if Nina doesnt hurry and come. Do you mind?

Of course I mind, he protested amiably, but I suppose you wish to devote several hours to dressing.

She nodded. Such a dream of a gown! Ninas present! Youll see it. I hope Gerald will be here to see it. He promised. Youll say you like it if you do like it, wont you?

Ill say it, anyway.

Oh, well — if you are contented to be commonplace like other men—

Ive no ambition to be different at my age.

Your age? she repeated, looking up quickly. You are as young as Nina, arent you? Half the men in the younger set are no younger than you — and you know it, she concluded— you are only trying to make me say so — and youve succeeded. Im not very experienced yet. Does tea bring wisdom, Captain Selwyn? pouring herself a cup. Id better arm myself immediately. She sank back into the depths of the chair, looking gaily at him over her lifted cup. To my rapid education in worldly wisdom! She nodded, and sipped the tea almost pensively.

He certainly did seem young there in the firelight, his narrow, thoroughbred head turned toward the fire. Youth, too, sat lightly on his shoulders; and it was scarcely a noticeably mature hand that touched the short sun-burnt moustache at intervals. From head to waist, from his loosely coupled, well-made limbs to his strong, slim foot, strength seemed to be the keynote to a physical harmony most agreeable to look at.

The idea entered her head that he might appear to advantage on horseback.

We must ride together, she said, returning her teacup to the tray; if you dont mind riding with me? Do you? Gerald never has time, so I go with a groom. But if you would care to go— she laughed. Oh, you see I am already beginning a selfish family claim on you. I foresee that youll be very busy with us all persistently tugging at your coat-sleeves; and what with being civil to me and a martyr to Drina, youll have very little time to yourself. And — I hope youll like my brother Gerald when you meet him. Now I must go.

Then, rising and partly turning to collect her furs:

Its quite exciting to have you here. We will be good friends, wont we? . . . and I think I had better stop my chatter and go, because my cunning little Alsatian maid is not very clever yet. . . . Good-bye.

She stretched out one of her amazingly white hands across the table, giving him a friendly leave-taking and welcome all in one frank handshake; and left him standing there, the fresh contact still cool in his palm.

Nina came in presently to find him seated before the fire, one hand shading his eyes; and, as he prepared to rise, she rested both arms on his shoulders, forcing him into his chair again.

So youve bewitched Eileen, too, have you? she said tenderly. Isnt she the sweetest little thing?

Shes — ah — as tall as I am, he said, blinking at the fire.

Shes only nineteen; pathetically unspoiled — a perfect dear. Men are going to rave over her and — not spoil her. Did you ever see such hair? — that thick, ruddy, lustrous, copper tint? — and sometimes its like gold afire. And a skin like snow and peaches! — shes sound to the core. Ive had her exercised and groomed and hardened and trained from the very beginning — every inch of her minutely cared for exactly like my own babies. Ive done my best, she concluded with a satisfied sigh, and dropped into a chair beside her brother.

Thoroughbred, commented Selwyn, to be turned out to-night. Is she bridle-wise and intelligent?

More than sufficiently. Thats one trouble — shes had, at times, a depressing, sponge-like desire for absorbing all sorts of irrelevant things that no girl ought to concern herself with. I — to tell the truth — if I had not rigorously drilled her — she might have become a trifle tiresome; I dont mean precisely frumpy — but one of those earnest young things whose intellectual conversation becomes a visitation — one of the wants-to-know-for-the-sake-of-knowledge sort — a dreadful human blotter! Oh, dear; show me a girl with her mind soaking up isms and Ill show you a social failure with a wisp of hair on her cheek, who looks the dowdier the more expensively shes gowned.

So you believe youve got that wisp of copper-tinted hair tucked up snugly? asked Selwyn, amused.

I — its still a worry to me; at intervals shes inclined to let it slop. Thank Heaven, Ive made her spine permanently straight and her head is screwed properly to her neck. Theres not a slump to her from crown to heel — I know, you know. Shes had specialists to forestall every blemish. I made up my mind to do it; Im doing it for my own babies. Thats what a mother is for — to turn out her offspring to the world as flawless and wholesome as when they came into it! — physically and mentally sound — or a woman betrays her stewardship. They must be as healthy of body and limb as they are innocent and wholesome minded. The happiest of all creatures are drilled thoroughbreds. Show me a young girl, unspoiled mentally and spiritually untroubled, with a superb physique, and Ill show you a girl equipped for the happiness of this world. And that is what Eileen is.

I should say, observed Selwyn, that shes equipped for the slaughter of man.

Yes, but I am selecting the victim, replied his sister demurely.

Oh! Have you? Already?

Tentatively.

Who?

Sudbury Gray, I think — with Scott Innis for an understudy — perhaps the Draymore man as alternate — I dont know; theres time.

Plenty, he said vaguely, staring into the fire where a log had collapsed into incandescent ashes.

She continued to talk about Eileen until she noticed that his mind was on other matters — his preoccupied stare enlightened her. She said nothing for a while.

But he woke up when Austin came in and settled his big body in a chair.

Drina, the little minx, called me back on some flimsy pretext, he said, relighting his cigar; I forgot that time was going — and she was wily enough to keep me talking until Miss Paisely caught me at it and showed me out. I tell you, turning on Selwyn— children are what make life worth wh— He ceased abruptly at a gentle tap from his wifes foot, and Selwyn looked up.

Whether or not he divined the interference he said very quietly: Id rather have had children than anything in the world. Theyre about the best there is in life; I agree with you, Austin.

His sister, watching him askance, was relieved to see his troubled face become serene, though she divined the effort.

Kids are the best, he repeated, smiling at her. Failing them, for second choice, Ive taken to the laboratory. Some day Ill invent something and astonish you, Nina.

Well fit you up a corking laboratory, began Austin cordially; there is—

Youre very good; perhaps youll all be civil enough to move out of the house if I need more room for bottles and retorts—

Of course, Phil must have his laboratory, insisted Nina. Theres loads of unused room in this big barn — only you dont mind being at the top of the house, do you, Phil?

Yes, I do; I want to be in the drawing-room — or somewhere so that you all may enjoy the odours and get the benefit of premature explosions. Oh, come now, Austin, if you think Im going to plant myself here on you—

Dont notice him, Austin, said Nina, he only wishes to be implored. And, by the same token, youd both better let me implore you to dress! She rose and bent forward in the firelight to peer at the clock. Goodness! Do you creatures think Im going to give Eileen half an hours start with her maid? — and I carrying my twelve years handicap, too. No, indeed! Im decrepit but Im going to die fighting. Austin, get up! Youre horribly slow, anyhow. Phil, Austins man — such as he is — will be at your disposal, and your luggage is unpacked.

Am I really expected to grace this festival of babes? inquired Selwyn. Cant you send me a tray of toast or a bowl of gruel and let me hide my old bones in a dressing-gown somewhere?

Oh, come on, said Austin, smothering the yawn in his voice and casting his cigar into the ashes. Youre about ripe for the younger set — one of them, anyhow. If you cant stand the intellectual strain well side-step the show later and play a little — what do you call it in the army? — pontoons?

They strolled toward the door, Ninas arms linked in theirs, her slim fingers interlocked on her breast.

We are certainly going to be happy — we three — in this innocent ménage à trois, she said. I dont know what more you two men could ask for — or I, either — or the children or Eileen. Only one thing; I think it is perfectly horrid of Gerald not to be here.

Traversing the hall she said: It always frightens me to be perfectly happy — and remember all the ghastly things that could happen. . . . Im going to take a glance at the children before I dress. . . . Austin, did you remember your tonic?

She looked up surprised when her husband laughed.

Ive taken my tonic and nobodys kidnapped the kids, he said. She hesitated, then picking up her skirts she ran upstairs for one more look at her slumbering progeny.

The two men glanced at one another; their silence was the tolerant, amused silence of the wiser sex, posing as such for each others benefit; but deep under the surface stirred the tremors of the same instinctive solicitude that had sent Nina to the nursery.

I used to think, said Gerard, that the more kids you had the less anxiety per kid. The contrary is true; youre more nervous over half a dozen than you are over one, and your wife is always going to the nursery to see that the cat hasnt got in or the place isnt afire or spots havent come out all over the children.

They laughed tolerantly, lingering on the sill of Selwyns bedroom.

Come in and smoke a cigarette, suggested the latter. I have nothing to do except to write some letters and dress.

But Gerard said: There seems to be a draught through this hallway; Ill just step upstairs to be sure that the nursery windows are not too wide open. See you later, Phil. If theres anything you need just dingle that bell.

And he went away upstairs, only to return in a few minutes, laughing under his breath: I say, Phil, dont you want to see the kids asleep? Billys flat on his back with a white Teddy bear in either arm; and Drina and Josephine are rolled up like two kittens in pajamas; and you should see Winthrops legs—

Certainly, said Selwyn gravely, Ill be with you in a second.

And turning to his dresser he laid away the letters and the small photograph which he had been examining under the drop-light, locking them securely in the worn despatch box until he should have time to decide whether to burn them all or only the picture. Then he slipped on his smoking jacket.

 — Ah, about Winthrops legs— he repeated vaguely, certainly; I should be very glad to examine them, Austin.

I dont want you to examine them, retorted Gerard resentfully, I want you to see them. Theres nothing the matter with them, you understand.

Exactly, nodded Selwyn, following his big brother-in-law into the hall, where, from beside a lamp-lit sewing table a trim maid rose smiling:

Miss Erroll desires to know whether Captain Selwyn would care to see her gown when she is ready to go down?

By all means, said Selwyn, I should like to see that, too. Will you let me know when Miss Erroll is ready? Thank you.

Austin said as they reached the nursery door: Funny thing, feminine vanity — almost pathetic, isnt it? . . . Dont make too much noise! . . . What do you think of that pair of legs, Phil? — and hes not yet five. . . . And I want you to speak frankly; did you ever see anything to beat that bunch of infants? Not because theyre ours and we happen to be your own people— he checked himself and the smile faded as he laid his big ruddy hand on Selwyns shoulder;— your own people, Phil. Do you understand? . . . And if I have not ventured to say anything about — what has happened — you understand that, too, dont you? You know Im just as loyal to you as Nina is — as it is natural and fitting that your own people should be. Only a man finds it difficult to convey his — his—

Dont say sympathies! cut in Selwyn nervously.

I wasnt going to, confound you! I was going to say sentiments. Im sorry I said anything. Go to the deuce!

Selwyn did not even deign to glance around at him. You big red-pepper box, he muttered affectionately, youll wake up Drina. Look at her in her cunning pajamas! Oh, but she is a darling, Austin. And look at that boy with his two white bears! Hes a corker! Hes a wonder — honestly, Austin. As for that Josephine kid she can have me on demand; Ill answer to voice, whistle, or hand. . . . I say, ought we to go away and leave Winthrops thumb in his mouth?

I guess I can get it out without waking him, whispered Gerard. A moment later he accomplished the office, leaned down and drew the bed-covers closer to Tinas dimpled chin, then grasped Selwyn above the elbow in sudden alarm: If that trained terror, Miss Paisely, finds us in here when she comes from dinner, well both catch it! Come on; Ill turn off the light. Anyway, we ought to have been dressed long ago; but you insisted on butting in here.

In the hallway below they encountered a radiant and bewildering vision awaiting them: Eileen, in all her glory.

Wonderful! said Gerard, patting the visions rounded bare arm as he hurried past— fine gown! fine girl! — but Ive got to dress and so has Philip— He meant well.

Do you like it, Captain Selwyn? asked the girl, turning to confront him, where he had halted. Gerald isnt coming and — I thought perhaps youd be interested—

The formal, half-patronising compliment on his tongues tip remained there, unsaid. He stood silent, touched by the faint under-ringing wistfulness in the laughing voice that challenged his opinion; and something within him responded in time:

Your gown is a beauty; such wonderful lace. Of course, anybody would know it came straight from Paris or from some other celestial region—

But it didnt! cried the girl, delighted. It looks it, doesnt it? But it was made by Letellier! Is there anything you dont like about it, Captain Selwyn? Anything?

Nothing, he said solemnly; it is as adorable as the girl inside it, who makes it look like a Parisian importation from Paradise!

She colored enchantingly, and with pretty, frank impulse held out both her hands to him:

You are a dear, Captain Selwyn! It is my first real dinner gown and Im quite mad about it; and — somehow I wanted the family to share my madness with me. Nina will — she gave it to me, the darling. Austin admires it, too, of course, but he doesnt notice such things very closely; and Gerald isnt here. . . . Thank you for letting me show it to you before I go down.

She gave both his hands a friendly little shake and, glancing down at her skirt in blissful consciousness of its perfection, stepped backward into her own room.

Later, while he stood at his dresser constructing an immaculate knot in his white tie, Nina knocked.

Hurry, Phil! Oh, may I come in? . . . You ought to be downstairs with us, you know. . . . And it was very sweet of you to be so nice to Eileen. The child had tears in her eyes when I went in. Oh, just a single diamond drop in each eye; your sympathy and interest did it. . . . I think the child misses her father on an occasion such as this — the beginning of life — the first step out into the world. Men do not understand what it means to us; Gerald doesnt, Im sure. Ive been watching her, and I know the shadow of that dreadful tragedy falls on her more often than Austin and I are aware of. . . . Shall I fix that tie for you, dear? . . . Certainly I can; Austin wont let a man touch him. . . . There, Phil. . . . Wait! . . . Now if you are decently grateful youll tell me I look well. Do I? Really? Nonsense, I dont look twenty; but — say it, Phil. Ah, that clever maid of mine knows some secrets — never mind! — but Drina thinks Im a beauty. . . . Come, dear; and thank you for being kind to Eileen. Ones own kin counts so much in this world. And when a girl has none, except a useless brother, little things like that mean a lot to her. She turned, her hand falling on his sleeve. You are among your own people, anyhow!



His own people! The impatient tenderness of his sisters words had been sounding in his ears all through the evening. They rang out clear and insistent amid the gay tumult of the dinner; he heard them in the laughing confusion of youthful voices; they stole into the delicate undertones of the music to mock him; the rustling of silk and lace repeated them; the high heels of satin slippers echoed them in irony.

His own people!

The scent of overheated flowers, the sudden warm breeze eddying from a capricious fan, the mourning thrill of the violins emphasised the emphasis of the words.

And they sounded sadder and more meaningless now to him, here in his own room, until the monotony of their recurrent mockery began to unnerve him.

He turned on the electricity, shrank from it, extinguished it. And for a long time he sat there in the darkness of early morning, his unfilled pipe clutched in his nerveless hand.




CHAPTER II

A DREAM ENDS

[image: img181.jpg]

TO PICK UP once more and tighten and knot together the loosened threads which represented the unfinished record that his race had woven into the social fabric of the metropolis was merely an automatic matter for Selwyn.

His own people had always been among the makers of that fabric. Into part of its vast and intricate pattern they had woven an inconspicuously honourable record — chronicles of births and deaths and marriages, a plain memorandum of plain living, and upright dealing with their fellow men.

Some public service of modest nature they had performed, not seeking it, not shirking; accomplishing it cleanly when it was intrusted to them.

His forefathers had been, as a rule, professional men — physicians and lawyers; his grandfather died under the walls of Chapultepec Castle while twisting a tourniquet for a cursing dragoon; an uncle remained indefinitely at Malvern Hill; an only brother at Montauk Point having sickened in the trenches before Santiago.

His fathers services as division medical officer in Sheridans cavalry had been, perhaps, no more devoted, no more loyal than the services of thousands of officers and troopers; and his reward was a pension offer, declined. He practised until his wife died, then retired to his country home, from which house his daughter Nina was married to Austin Gerard.

Mr. Selwyn, senior, continued to pay his taxes on his fathers house in Tenth Street, voted in that district, spent a month every year with the Gerards, read a Republican morning newspaper, and judiciously enlarged the family reservation in Greenwood — whither he retired, in due time, without other ostentation than half a column in the Evening Post, which paper he had, in life, avoided.

The first gun off the Florida Keys sent Selwyns only brother from his law office in hot haste to San Antonio — the first étape on his first and last campaign with Woods cavalry.

That same gun interrupted Selwyns connection with Neergard & Co., operators in Long Island real estate; and, a year later, the captaincy offered him in a Western volunteer regiment operating on the Island of Leyte, completed the rupture.



And now he was back again, a chance career ended, with option of picking up the severed threads — his inheritance at the loom — and of retying them, warp and weft, and continuing the pattern according to the designs of the tufted, tinted pile-yarn, knotted in by his ancestors before him.

There was nothing else to do; so he did it. Civil and certain social obligations were mechanically reassumed; he appeared in his sisters pew for worship, he reënrolled in his clubs as a resident member once more; the directors of such charities as he meddled with he notified of his return; he remitted his dues to the various museums and municipal or private organisations which had always expected support from his family; he subscribed to the Sun.

He was more conservative, however, in mending the purely social strands so long relaxed or severed. The various registers and blue-books recorded his residence under dilatory domiciles; he did not subscribe to the opera, preferring to chance it in case harmony-hunger attacked him; pre-Yuletide functions he dodged, considering that his sisters days in January and attendance at other family formalities were sufficient.

Meanwhile he was looking for two things — an apartment and a job — the first energetically combated by his immediate family.

It was rather odd — the scarcity of jobs. Of course Austin offered him one which Selwyn declined at once, comfortably enraging his brother-in-law for nearly ten minutes.

But what do I know about the investment of trust funds? demanded Selwyn; you wouldnt take me if I were not your wifes brother — and thats nepotism.

Austins harmless fury raged for nearly ten minutes, after which he cheered up, relighted his cigar, and resumed his discussion with Selwyn concerning the merits of various boys schools — the victim in prospective being Billy.

A little later, reverting to the subject of his own enforced idleness, Selwyn said: Ive been on the point of going to see Neergard — but somehow I cant quite bring myself to it — slinking into his office as a rank failure in one profession, to ask him if he has any use for me again.

Stuff and fancy! growled Gerard; its all stuff and fancy about your being any kind of a failure. If you want to resume with that Dutchman, go to him and say so. If you want to invest anything in his Long Island schemes hell take you in fast enough. He took in Gerald and some twenty thousand.

Isnt he very prosperous, Austin?

Very — on paper. Long Island farm lands and mortgages on Hampton hen-coops are not fragrant propositions to me. But theres always one more way of making a living after you counted em all up on your fingers. If youve any capital to offer Neergard, he wont shriek for help.

But isnt suburban property—

On the jump? Yes — both ways. Oh, I suppose that Neergard is all right — if he wasnt I wouldnt have permitted Gerald to go into it. Neergard sticks to his commissions and doesnt back his fancy in certified checks. I dont know exactly how he operates; I only know that we find nothing in that sort of thing for our own account. But Fane, Harmon & Co. do. Thats their affair, too; its all a matter of taste, I tell you.

Selwyn reflected: I believe Id go and see Neergard if I were perfectly sure of my personal sentiments toward him. . . . Hes been civil enough to me, of course, but I have always had a curious feeling about Neergard — that hes for ever on the edge of doing something — doubtful—

His business reputation is all right. He shaves the dead line like a safety razor, but hes never yet cut through it. On principle, however, look out for an apple-faced Dutchman with a thin nose and no lips. Neither Jew, Yankee, nor American stands any chance in a deal with that type of financier. Personally my feeling is this: if Ive got to play games with Julius Neergard, Id prefer to be his partner. And so I told Gerald. By the way—

Austin checked himself, looked down at his cigar, turned it over and over several times, then continued quietly:

— By the way, I suppose Gerald is like other young men of his age and times — immersed in his own affairs — thoughtless perhaps, perhaps a trifle selfish in the cross-country gallop after pleasure. . . . I was rather severe with him about his neglect of his sister. He ought to have come here to pay his respects to you, too—

Oh, dont put such notions into his head—

Yes, I will! insisted Austin; however indifferent and thoughtless and selfish he is to other people, hes got to be considerate toward his own family. And I told him so. Have you seen him lately?

N-o, admitted Selwyn.

Not since that first time when he came to do the civil by you?

No; but dont—

Yes, I will, repeated his brother-in-law; and Im going to have a thorough explanation with him and learn what hes up to. Hes got to be decent to his sister; he ought to report to me occasionally; thats all there is to it. He has entirely too much liberty with his bachelor quarters and his junior whipper-snapper club, and his house parties and his cruises on Neergards boat!

He got up, casting his cigar from him, and moved about bulkily, muttering of matters to be regulated, and firmly, too. But Selwyn, looking out of the window across the Park, knew perfectly well that young Erroll, now of age, with a small portion of his handsome income at his mercy, was past the regulating stage and beyond the authority of Austin. There was no harm in him; he was simply a joyous, pleasure-loving cub, chock full of energetic instincts, good and bad, right and wrong, out of which, formed from the acts which become habits, character matures. This was his estimate of Gerald.



The next morning, riding in the Park with Eileen, he found a chance to speak cordially of her brother.

Ive meant to look up Gerald, he said, as though the neglect were his own fault, but every time something happens to switch me on to another track.

Im afraid that I do a great deal of the switching, she said; dont I? But youve been so nice to me and to the children that—

Miss Errolls horse was behaving badly, and for a few moments she became too thoroughly occupied with her mount to finish her sentence.

The belted groom galloped up, prepared for emergencies, and he and Selwyn sat their saddles watching a pretty battle for mastery between a beautiful horse determined to be bad and a very determined young girl who had decided he was going to be good.

Once or twice the excitement of solicitude sent the colour flying into Selwyns temples; the bridle-path was narrow and stiff with freezing sand, and the trees were too near for such lively manoeuvres; but Miss Erroll had made up her mind — and Selwyn already had a humorous idea that this was no light matter. The horse found it serious enough, too, and suddenly concluded to be good. And the pretty scene ended so abruptly that Selwyn laughed aloud as he rejoined her:

There was a man— Boots Lansing — in Bannards command. One night on Samar the bolo-men rushed us, and Lansing got into the six-foot majors boots by mistake — seven-leaguers, you know — and his horse bucked him clean out of them.

Hence his Christian name, I suppose, said the girl; but why such a story, Captain Selwyn? I believe I stuck to my saddle?

With both hands, he said cordially, always alert to plague her. For she was adorable when teased — especially in the beginning of their acquaintance, before she had found out that it was a habit of his — and her bright confusion always delighted him into further mischief.

But I wasnt a bit worried, he continued; you had him so firmly around the neck. Besides, what horse or man could resist such a pleading pair of arms around the neck?

What you saw, she said, flushing up, is exactly the way I shall do any pleading with the two animals you mention.

Spur and curb and thrash us? Oh, my!

Not if youre bridle-wise, Captain Selwyn, she returned sweetly. And you know you always are. And sometimes — she crossed her crop and looked around at him reflectively— sometimes, do you know, I am almost afraid that you are so very, very good, that perhaps you are becoming almost goody-good.

What! he exclaimed indignantly; but his only answer was her head thrown back and a ripple of enchanting laughter.

Later she remarked: Its just as Nina says, after all, isnt it?

I suppose so, he replied suspiciously; what?

That Gerald isnt really very wicked, but he likes to have us think so. Its a sign of extreme self-consciousness, isnt it, she added innocently, when a man is afraid that a woman thinks he is very, very good?

That, he said, is the limit. Im going to ride by myself.

Her pleasure in Selwyns society had gradually become such genuine pleasure, her confidence in his kindness so unaffectedly sincere, that, insensibly, she had fallen into something of his manner of badinage — especially since she realised how much amusement he found in her own smiling confusion when unexpectedly assailed. Also, to her surprise, she found that he could be plagued very easily, though she did not quite dare to at first, in view of his impressive years and experience.

But once goaded to it, she was astonished to find how suddenly it seemed to readjust their personal relations — years and experience falling from his shoulders like a cloak which had concealed a man very nearly her own age; years and experience adding themselves to her, and at least an inch to her stature to redress the balance between them.

It had amused him immensely as he realised the subtle change; and it pleased him, too, because no man of thirty-five cares to be treated en grandpère by a girl of nineteen, even if she has not yet worn the polish from her first pair of high-heeled shoes.

Its astonishing, he said, how little respect infirmity and age command in these days.

I do respect you, she insisted, especially your infirmity of purpose. You said you were going to ride by yourself. But, do you know, I dont believe you are of a particularly solitary disposition; are you?

He laughed at first, then suddenly his face fell.

Not from choice, he said, under his breath. Her quick ear heard, and she turned, semi-serious, questioning him with raised eyebrows.

Nothing; I was just muttering. Ive a villainous habit of muttering mushy nothings—

You did say something!

No; only ghoulish gabble; the mere murky mouthings of a meagre mind.

You did. Its rude not to repeat it when I ask you.

I didnt mean to be rude.

Then repeat what you said to yourself.

Do you wish me to? he asked, raising his eyes so gravely that the smile faded from lip and voice when she answered: I beg your pardon, Captain Selwyn. I did not know you were serious.

Oh, Im not, he returned lightly, Im never serious. No man who soliloquises can be taken seriously. Dont you know, Miss Erroll, that the crowning absurdity of all tragedy is the soliloquy?

Her smile became delightfully uncertain; she did not quite understand him — though her instinct warned her that, for a second, something had menaced their understanding.

Riding forward with him through the crisp sunshine of mid-December, the word tragedy still sounding in her ears, her thoughts reverted naturally to the only tragedy besides her own which had ever come very near to her — his own.

Could he have meant that? Did people mention such things after they had happened? Did they not rather conceal them, hide them deeper and deeper with the aid of time and the kindly years for a burial past all recollection?

Troubled, uncomfortably intent on evading every thought or train of ideas evoked, she put her mount to a gallop. But thought kept pace with her.

She was, of course, aware of the situation regarding Selwyns domestic affairs; she could not very well have been kept long in ignorance of the facts; so Nina had told her carefully, leaving in the young girls mind only a bewildered sympathy for man and wife whom a dreadful and incomprehensible catastrophe had overtaken; only an impression of something new and fearsome which she had hitherto been unaware of in the world, and which was to be added to her small but, unhappily, growing list of sad and incredible things.

The finality of the affair, according to Nina, was what had seemed to her the most distressing — as though those two were already dead people. She was unable to understand it. Could no glimmer of hope remain that, in that magic some day of all young minds, the evil mystery might dissolve? Could there be no living happily ever after in the wake of such a storm? She had managed to hope for that, and believe in it.

Then, in some way, the news of Alixes marriage to Ruthven filtered through the family silence. She had gone straight to Nina, horrified, unbelieving. And, when the long, tender, intimate interview was over, another unhappy truth, very gently revealed, was added to the growing list already learned by this young girl.

Then Selwyn came. She had already learned something of the worlds customs and manners before his advent; she had learned more since his advent; and she was learning something else, too — to understand how happily ignorant of many matters she had been, had better be, and had best remain. And she harboured no malsane desire to know more than was necessary, and every innocent instinct to preserve her ignorance intact as long as the world permitted.

As for the man riding there at her side, his problem was simple enough as he summed it up: to face the world, however it might chance to spin, that small, ridiculous, haphazard world rattling like a rickety roulette ball among the numbered nights and days where he had no longer any vital stake at hazard — no longer any chance to win or lose.

This was an unstable state of mind, particularly as he had not yet destroyed the photograph which he kept locked in his despatch box. He had not returned it, either; it was too late by several months to do that, but he was still fool enough to consider the idea at moments — sometimes after a nursery romp with the children, or after a good-night kiss from Drina on the lamp-lit landing, or when some commonplace episode of the domesticity around him hurt him, cutting him to the quick with its very simplicity, as when Ninas hand fell naturally into Austins on their way to lean over the children at bedtime, or their frank absorption in conjugal discussion to his own exclusion as he sat brooding by the embers in the library.

Im like a dead man at times, he said to himself; nothing to expect of a man who is done for; and worst of all, I no longer expect anything of myself.

This was sufficiently morbid, and he usually proved it by going early to his own quarters, where dawn sometimes surprised him asleep in his chair, white and worn, all the youth in his hollow face extinct, his wifes picture fallen face downward on the floor.

But he always picked it up again when he awoke, and carefully dusted it, too, even when half stupefied with sleep.



Returning from their gallop, Miss Erroll had very little to say. Selwyn, too, was silent and absent-minded. The girl glanced furtively at him from time to time, not at all enlightened. Man, naturally, was to her an unknown quantity. In fact she had no reason to suspect him of being anything more intricate than the platitudinous dance or dinner partner in black and white, or any frock-coated entity in the afternoon, or any flannelled individual at the nets or on the links or cantering about the veranda of club, casino, or cottage, in evident anxiety to be considerate and agreeable.

This one, however, appeared to have individual peculiarities; he differed from his brother Caucasians, who should all resemble one another to any normal girl. For one thing he was subject to illogical moods — apparently not caring whether she noticed them or not. For another, he permitted himself the liberty of long and unreasonable silences whenever he pleased. This she had accepted unquestioningly in the early days when she was a little in awe of him, when the discrepancy of their ages and experiences had not been dissipated by her first presumptuous laughter at his expense.

Now it puzzled her, appearing as a specific trait differentiating him from Man in the abstract.

He had another trick, too, of retiring within himself, even when smiling at her sallies or banteringly evading her challenge to a duel of wits. At such times he no longer looked very young; she had noticed that more than once. He looked old, and ill-tempered.

Perhaps some sorrow — the actuality being vague in her mind; perhaps some hidden suffering — but she learned that he had never been wounded in battle and had never even had measles.

The sudden sullen pallor, the capricious fits of silent reserve, the smiling aloofness, she never attributed to the real source. How could she? The Incomprehensible Thing was a Finality accomplished according to law. And the woman concerned was now another mans wife. Which conclusively proved that there could be no regret arising from the Incomprehensible Finality, and that nobody involved cared, much less suffered. Hence that was certainly not the cause of any erratic or specific phenomena exhibited by this sample of man who differed, as she had noticed, somewhat from the rank and file of his neutral-tinted brothers.

Its this particular specimen, per se, she concluded; its himself, sui generis — just as I happen to have red hair. That is all.

And she rode on quite happily, content, confident of his interest and kindness. For she had never forgotten his warm response to her when she stood on the threshold of her first real dinner party, in her first real dinner gown — a trivial incident, trivial words! But they had meant more to her than any man specimen could understand — including the man who had uttered them; and the violets, which she found later with his card, must remain for her ever after the delicately fragrant symbol of all he had done for her in a solitude, the completeness of which she herself was only vaguely beginning to realise.

Thinking of this now, she thought of her brother — and the old hurt at his absence on that night throbbed again. Forgive? Yes. But how could she forget it?

I wish you knew Gerald well, she said impulsively; he is such a dear fellow; and I think youd be good for him — and besides, she hastened to add, with instinctive loyalty, lest he misconstrue, Gerald would be good for you. We were a great deal together — at one time.

He nodded, smilingly attentive.

Of course when he went away to school it was different, she added. And then he went to Yale; that was four more years, you see.

I was a Yale man, remarked Selwyn; did he— but he broke off abruptly, for he knew quite well that young Erroll could have made no senior society without his hearing of it. And he had not heard of it — not in the cane-brakes of Leyte where, on his sweat-soaked shirt, a small pin of heavy gold had clung through many a hike and many a scout and by many a camp-fire where the talk was of home and of the chances of crews and of quarter-backs.

What were you going to ask me, Captain Selwyn?

Did he row — your brother Gerald?

No, she said. She did not add that he had broken training; that was her own sorrow, to be concealed even from Gerald. No; he played polo sometimes. He rides beautifully, Captain Selwyn, and he is so clever when he cares to be — at the traps, for example — and — oh — anything. He once swam — oh, dear, I forget; was it five or fifteen or fifty miles? Is that too far? Do people swim those distances?

Some of those distances, replied Selwyn.

Well, then, Gerald swam some of those distances — and everybody was amazed. . . . I do wish you knew him well.

I mean to, he said. I must look him up at his rooms or his club or — perhaps — at Neergard & Co.

Will you do this? she asked, so earnestly that he glanced up surprised.

Yes, he said; and after a moment: Ill do it to-day, I think; this afternoon.

Have you time? You mustnt let me—

Time? he repeated; I have nothing else, except a watch to help me get rid of it.

Im afraid I help you get rid of it, too. I heard Nina warning the children to let you alone occasionally — and I suppose she meant that for me, too. But I only take your mornings, dont I? Nina is unreasonable; I never bother you in the afternoons or evenings; do you know I have not dined at home for nearly a month — except when weve asked people?

Are you having a good time? he asked condescendingly, but without intention.

Heavenly. How can you ask that? — with every day filled and a chance to decline something every day. If youd only go to one — just one of the dances and teas and dinners, youd be able to see for yourself what a good time I am having. . . . I dont know why I should be so delightfully lucky, but everybody asks me to dance, and every man I meet is particularly nice, and nobody has been very horrid to me; perhaps because I like everybody—

She rode on beside him; they were walking their horses now; and as her silken-coated mount paced forward through the sunshine she sat at ease, straight as a slender Amazon in her habit, ruddy hair glistening at the nape of her neck, the scarlet of her lips always a vivid contrast to that wonderful unblemished skin of snow.

He thought to himself, quite impersonally: Shes a real beauty, that youngster. No wonder they ask her to dance and nobody is horrid. Men are likely enough to go quite mad about her as Nina predicts: probably some of em have already — that chuckle-headed youth who was there Tuesday, gulping up the tea— And, What was his name? he asked aloud.

Whose name? she inquired, roused by his voice from smiling retrospection.

That chuckle head — the young man who continued to haunt you so persistently when you poured tea for Nina on Tuesday. Of course they all haunted you, he explained politely, as she shook her head in sign of non-comprehension; but there was one who — ah — gulped at his cup.

Please — you are rather dreadful, arent you?

Yes. So was he; I mean the infatuated chinless gentleman whose facial ensemble remotely resembled the features of a pleased and placid lizard of the Reptilian period.

Oh, George Fane! That is particularly disagreeable of you, Captain Selwyn, because his wife has been very nice to me — Rosamund Fane — and she spoke most cordially of you—

Which one was she?

The Dresden china one. She looks — she simply cannot look as though she were married. Its most amusing — for people always take her for somebodys youngest sister who will be out next winter. . . . Dont you remember seeing her?

No, I dont. But there were dozens coming and going every minute whom I didnt know. Still, I behaved well, didnt I?

Pretty badly — to Kathleen Lawn, whom you cornered so that she couldnt escape until her mother made her go without any tea.

Was that the reason that old lady looked at me so queerly?

Probably. I did, too, but you were taking chances, not hints. . . . She is attractive, isnt she?

Very fetching, he said, leaning down to examine his stirrup leathers which he had already lengthened twice. Ive got to have Cummins punch these again, he muttered; or am I growing queer-legged in my old age?

As he straightened up, Miss Erroll said: Here comes Mr. Fane now — with a strikingly pretty girl. How beautifully they are mounted — smilingly returning Fanes salute— and she — oh! so you do know her, Captain Selwyn? Who is she?

Crop raised mechanically in dazed salute, Selwyns light touch on the bridle had tightened to a nervous clutch which brought his horse up sharply.

What is it? she asked, drawing bridle in her turn and looking back into his white, stupefied face.

Pain, he said, unconscious that he spoke. At the same instant the stunned eyes found their focus — and found her beside his stirrup, leaning wide from her seat in sweet concern, one gloved hand resting on the pommel of his saddle.

Are you ill? she asked; shall we dismount? If you feel dizzy, please lean against me.

I am all right, he said coolly; and as she recovered her seat he set his horse in motion. His face had become very red now; he looked at her, then beyond her, with all the deliberate concentration of aloof indifference.

Confused, conscious that something had happened which she did not comprehend, and sensitively aware of the preoccupation which, if it did not ignore her, accepted her presence as of no consequence, she permitted her horse to set his own pace.

Neither self-command nor self-control was lacking now in Selwyn; he simply was too self-absorbed to care what she thought — whether she thought at all. And into his consciousness, throbbing heavily under the rushing reaction from shock, crowded the crude fact that Alixe was no longer an apparition evoked in sleeplessness, in sun-lit brooding; in the solitude of crowded avenues and swarming streets; she was an actual presence again in his life — she was here, bodily, unchanged — unchanged! — for he had conceived a strange idea that she must have changed physically, that her appearance had altered. He knew it was a grotesquely senseless idea, but it clung to him, and he had nursed it unconsciously.

He had, truly enough, expected to encounter her in life again — somewhere; though what he had been preparing to see, Heaven alone knew; but certainly not the supple, laughing girl he had known — that smooth, slender, dark-eyed, dainty visitor who had played at marriage with him through a troubled and unreal dream; and was gone when he awoke — so swift the brief two years had passed, as swift in sorrow as in happiness.

Two vision-tinted years! — ended as an hour ends with the muffled chimes of a clock, leaving the air of an empty room vibrant. Two years! — a swift, restless dream aglow with exotic colour, echoing with laughter and bugle-call and the noise of the surf on Samar rocks — a dream through which stirred the rustle of strange brocades and the whisper of breezes blowing over the grasses of Leyte; and the light, dry report of rifles, and the shuffle of bare feet in darkened bungalows, and the whisper of dawn in Manila town.

Two years! — wherever they came from, wherever they had gone. And now, out of the ghostly, shadowy memory, behold her stepping into the world again! — living, breathing, quickening with the fire of life undimmed in her. And he had seen the bright colour spreading to her eyes, and the dark eyes widen to his stare; he had seen the vivid blush, the forced smile, the nod, the voiceless parting of her stiffened lips. Then she was gone, leaving the whole world peopled with her living presence and the very sky ringing with the words her lips had never uttered, never would utter while sun and moon and stars endured.

Shrinking from the clamouring tumult of his thoughts he looked around, hard-eyed and drawn of mouth, to find Miss Erroll riding a length in advance, her gaze fixed resolutely between her horses ears.

How much had she noticed? How much had she divined? — this straight, white-throated young girl, with her self-possession and her rounded, firm young figure, this child with the pure, curved cheek, the clear, fearless eyes, untainted, ignorant, incredulous of shame, of evil.

Severe, confident, untroubled in the freshness of adolescence, she rode on, straight before her, symbolic innocence leading the disillusioned. And he followed, hard, dry eyes narrowing, ever narrowing and flinching under the smiling gaze of the dark-eyed, red-mouthed ghost that sat there on his saddle bow, facing him, almost in his very arms.



Luncheon had not been served when they returned. Without lingering on the landing as usual, they exchanged a formal word or two, then Eileen mounted to her own quarters and Selwyn walked nervously through the library, where he saw Nina evidently prepared for some mid-day festivity, for she wore hat and furs, and the brougham was outside.

Oh, Phil, she said, Eileen probably forgot that I was going out; its a directors luncheon at the exchange. Please tell Eileen that I cant wait for her; where is she?

Dressing, I suppose. Nina, I—

One moment, dear. I promised the children that you would lunch with them in the nursery. Do you mind? I did it to keep them quiet; I was weak enough to compromise between a fox hunt or fudge; so I said youd lunch with them.. Will you?

Certainly. . . . And, Nina — what sort of a man is this George Fane?

Fane?

Yes — the chinless gentleman with gentle brown and protruding eyes and the expression of a tame brontosaurus.

Why — how do you mean, Phil? What sort of man? Hes a banker. He isnt very pretty, but hes popular.

Oh, popular! he nodded, as close to a sneer as he could ever get.

He has a very popular wife, too; havent you met Rosamund? People like him; hes about everywhere — very useful, very devoted to pretty women; but Im really in a hurry, Phil. Wont you please explain to Eileen that I couldnt wait? You and she were almost an hour late. Now I must pick up my skirts and fly, or therell be some indignant dowagers downtown. . . . Good-bye, dear. . . . And dont let the children eat too fast! Make Drina take thirty-six chews to every bite; and Winthrop is to have no bread if he has potatoes— Her voice dwindled and died, away through the hall; the front door clanged.

He went to his quarters, drove out Austins man, arranged his own fresh linen, took a sulky plunge; and, an unlighted cigarette between his teeth, completed his dressing in sullen introspection.

When he had tied his scarf and bitten his cigarette to pieces, he paced the room once or twice, squared his shoulders, breathed deeply, and, unbending his eyebrows, walked off to the nursery.

Hello, you kids! he said, with an effort. Ive come to luncheon. Very nice of you to want me, Drina.

I wanted you, too! said Billy; Im to sit beside you—

So am I, observed Drina, pushing Winthrop out of the chair and sliding in close to Selwyn. She had the cat, Kit-Ki, in her arms. Kit-Ki, divining nourishment, was purring loudly.

Josephine and Clemence, in pinafores and stickout skirts, sat wriggling, with Winthrop between them; the five dogs sat in a row behind; Katie and Bridget assumed the functions of Hibernian Hebes; and luncheon began with a clatter of spoons.

It being also the childrens dinner — supper and bed occurring from five to six — meat figured on the card, and Kit-Kis purring increased to an ecstatic and wheezy squeal, and her rigid tail, as she stood up on Drinas lap, was constantly brushing Selwyns features.

The cat is shedding, too, he remarked, as he dodged her caudal appendage for the twentieth time; it will go in with the next spoonful, Drina, if youre not careful about opening your mouth.

I love Kit-Ki, said Drina placidly. I have written a poem to her — where is it? — hand it to me, Bridget.

And, laying down her fork and crossing her bare legs under the table, Drina took breath and read rapidly:

LINES TO MY CAT

Why
Do I love Kit-Ki
And run after
Her with laughter
And rub her fur
So she will purr?
Why do I know
That Kit-Ki loves me so?
I know it if
Her tail stands up stiff
And she beguiles
Me with smiles—

Huh! said Billy, cats dont smile!

They do. When they look pleasant they smile, said Drina, and continued reading from her own works:

Be kind in all
You say and do
For God made Kit-Ki
The same as you.
Yours truly,
ALEXANDRINA GERARD.

She looked doubtfully at Selwyn. Is it all right to sign a poem? I believe that poets sign their works, dont they, Uncle Philip?

Certainly. Drina, Ill give you a dollar for that poem.

You may have it, anyway, said Drina, generously; and, as an after-thought: My birthday is next Wednesday.

What a hint! jeered Billy, casting a morsel at the dogs.

It isnt a hint. It had nothing to do with my poem, and Ill write you several more, Uncle Philip, protested the child, cuddling against him, spoon in hand, and inadvertently decorating his sleeve with cranberry sauce.

Cat hairs and cranberry are a great deal for a man to endure, but he gave Drina a reassuring hug and a whisper, and leaned back to remove traces of the affectionate encounter just as Miss Erroll entered.

Oh, Eileen! Eileen! cried the children; are you coming to luncheon with us?

As Selwyn rose, she nodded, amused.

I am rather hurt, she said. I went down to luncheon, but as soon as I heard where you all were I marched straight up here to demand the reason of my ostracism.

We thought you had gone with mother, explained Drina, looking about for a chair.

Selwyn brought it. I was commissioned to say that Nina couldnt wait — dowagers and cakes and all that, you know. Wont you sit down? Its rather messy and the cat is the guest of honour.

We have three guests of honour, said Drina; you, Eileen, and Kit-Ki. Uncle Philip, mother has forbidden me to speak of it, so I shall tell her and be punished — but wouldnt it be splendid if Aunt Alixe were only here with us?

Selwyn turned sharply, every atom of colour gone; and the child smiled up at him. Wouldnt it? she pleaded.

Yes, he said, so quietly that something silenced the child. And Eileen, giving ostentatious and undivided attention to the dogs, was now enveloped by snooping, eager muzzles and frantically wagging tails.

My lap is full of paws! she exclaimed; take them away, Katie! And oh! — my gown, my gown! — Billy, stop waving your tumbler around my face! If you spill that milk on me I shall ask your Uncle Philip to put you in the guard-house!

Youre going to bolo us, arent you, Uncle Philip? inquired Billy. Its my turn to be killed, you remember—

I have an idea, said Selwyn, that Miss Erroll is going to play for you to sing.

They liked that. The infant Gerards were musically inclined, and nothing pleased them better than to lift their voices in unison. Besides, it always distressed Kit-Ki, and they never tired laughing to see the unhappy cat retreat before the first minor chord struck on the piano. More than that, the dogs always protested, noses pointed heavenward. It meant noise, which was always welcome in any form.

Will you play, Miss Erroll? inquired Selwyn.

Miss Erroll would play.

Why do you always call her Miss Erroll? asked Billy. Why dont you say Eileen?

Selwyn laughed. I dont know, Billy; ask her; perhaps she knows.

Eileen laughed, too, delicately embarrassed and aware of his teasing smile. But Drina, always impressed by formality, said: Uncle Philip isnt Eileens uncle. People who are not relations say Miss and Mrs.

Are faver and muvver relations? asked Josephine timidly.

Y-es — no! — I dont know, admitted Drina; are they, Eileen?

Why, yes — that is — that is to say— And turning to Selwyn: What dreadful questions. Are they relations, Captain Selwyn? Of course they are!

They were not before they were married, he said, laughing.

If you married Eileen, began Billy, youd call her Eileen, I suppose.

Certainly, said Selwyn.

Why dont you?

That is another thing you must ask her, my son.

Well, then, Eileen—

But Miss Erroll was already seated at the nursery piano, and his demands were drowned in a decisive chord which brought the children clustering around her, while their nurses ran among them untying bibs and scrubbing faces and fingers in fresh water.

They sang like seraphs, grouped around the piano, fingers linked behind their backs. First it was The Vicar of Bray. Then — and the cat fled at the first chord— Lochleven Castle:

Put off, put off,
And row with speed
For now is the time and the hour of need.

Miss Erroll sang, too; her voice leading — a charmingly trained, but childlike voice, of no pretensions, as fresh and unspoiled as the girl herself.

There was an interval after Castles in the Air; Eileen sat, with her marvellously white hands resting on the keys, awaiting further suggestion.

Sing that funny song, Uncle Philip! pleaded Billy; you know — the one about:

She hit him with a shingle
Which made his breeches tingle
Because he pinched his little baby brother;
And he ran down the lane
With his pants full of pain.
Oh, a boys best friend is his mother!

Billy! gasped Miss Erroll.

Selwyn, mortified, said severely: That is a very dreadful song, Billy—

But you taught it to me—

Eileen swung around on the piano stool, but Selwyn had seized Billy and was promising to bolo him as soon as he wished.

And Eileen, surveying the scene from her perch, thought that Selwyns years seemed to depend entirely upon his occupation, for he looked very boyish down there on his knees among the children; and she had not yet forgotten the sunken pallor of his features in the Park — no, nor her own question to him, still unanswered. For she had asked him who that woman was who had been so direct in her smiling salute. And he had not yet replied; probably never would; for she did not expect to ask him again.

Meanwhile the bolo-men were rushing the outposts to the outposts intense satisfaction.

Bang-bang! repeated Winthrop; I hit you, Uncle Philip. You are dead, you know!

Yes, but here comes another! Fire! shouted Billy. Save the flag! Hurrah! Pound on the piano, Eileen, and pretend its cannon.

Chord after chord reverberated through the big sunny room, punctuated by all the cavalry music she had picked up from West Point and her friends in the squadron.

We cant get em up!
We cant get em up!
We cant get em up
In the morning!

she sang, calmly watching the progress of the battle, until Selwyn disengaged himself from the mêlée and sank breathlessly into a chair.

All over, he said, declining further combat. Play the Star-spangled Banner, Miss Erroll.

Boom! crashed the chord for the sunset gun; then she played the anthem; Selwyn rose, and the children stood up at salute.

The party was over.

Selwyn and Miss Erroll, strolling together out of the nursery and down the stairs, fell unconsciously into the amiable exchange of badinage again; she taunting him with his undignified behaviour, he retorting in kind.

Anyway that was a perfectly dreadful verse you taught Billy, she concluded.

Not as dreadful as the chorus, he remarked, wincing.

Youre exactly like a bad small boy, Captain Selwyn; you look like one now — so sheepish! Ive seen Gerald attempt to avoid admonition in exactly that fashion.

How about a jolly brisk walk? he inquired blandly; unless youve something on. I suppose you have.

Yes, I have; a tea at the Fanes, a function at the Grays. . . . Do you know Sudbury Gray? Its his mother.

They had strolled into the living room — a big, square, sunny place, in golden greens and browns, where a bay-window overlooked the Park.

Kneeling on the cushions of the deep window seat she flattened her delicate nose against the glass, peering out through the lace hangings.

Everybody and his family are driving, she said over her shoulder. The rich and great are cornering the fresh-air supply. Its interesting, isnt it, merely to sit here and count coteries! There is Mrs. Vendenning and Gladys Orchil of the Black Fells set; there is that pretty Mrs. Delmour-Carnes; Newport! Here come some Cedarhurst people — the Fleetwoods. It always surprises one to see them out of the saddle. There is Evelyn Cardwell; she came out when I did; and there comes Sandon Craig with a very old lady — there, in that old-fashioned coach — oh, it is Mrs. Jan Van Elten, senior. What a very, very quaint old lady! I have been presented at court, she added, with a little laugh, and now all the law has been fulfilled.

For a while she kneeled there, silently intent on the passing pageant with all the unconscious curiosity of a child. Presently, without turning: They speak of the younger set — but what is its limit? So many, so many people! The hunting crowd — the silly crowd — the wealthy sets — the dreadful yellow set — then all those others made out of metals — copper and coal and iron and— She shrugged her youthful shoulders, still intent on the passing show.

Then there are the intellectuals — the artistic, the illuminated, the musical sorts. I — I wish I knew more of them. They were my fathers friends — some of them. She looked over her shoulder to see where Selwyn was, and whether he was listening; smiled at him, and turned, resting one hand on the window seat. So many kinds of people, she said, with a shrug.

Yes, said Selwyn lazily, there are all kinds of kinds. You remember that beautiful nature-poem:

The sea-gull
And the eagul
And the dipper-dapper-duck
And the Jew-fish
And the blue-fish
And the turtle in the muck;
And the squirl
And the girl
And the flippy floppy bat
Are differ-ent
As gent from gent.
So let it go at that!

What hideous nonsense, she laughed, in open encouragement; but he could recall nothing more — or pretended he couldnt.

You asked me, he said, whether I know Sudbury Gray. I do, slightly. What about him? And he waited, remembering Ninas suggestion as to that wealthy young mans eligibility.

Hes one of the nicest men I know, she replied frankly.

Yes, but you dont know Boots Lansing.

The gentleman who was bucked out of his footwear? Is he attractive?

Rather. Shrieks rent the air when Boots left Manila.

Feminine shrieks?

Exclusively. The men were glad enough. He has three months leave this winter, so youll see him soon.

She thanked him mockingly for the promise, watching him from amused eyes. After a moment she said:

I ought to arise and go forth with timbrels and with dances; but, do you know, I am not inclined to revels? There has been a little — just a very little bit too much festivity so far. . . . Not that I dont adore dinners and gossip and dances; not that I do not love to pervade bright and glittering places. Oh, no. Only — I—

She looked shyly a moment at Selwyn: I sometimes feel a curious desire for other things. I have been feeling it all day.

What things?

I — dont know — exactly; substantial things. Id like to learn about things. My father was the head of the American School of Archæology in Crete. My mother was his intellectual equal, I believe—

Her voice had fallen as she spoke. Do you wonder that physical pleasure palls a little at times? I inherit something besides a capacity for dancing.

He nodded, watching her with an interest and curiosity totally new.

When I was ten years old I was taken abroad for the winter. I saw the excavations in Crete for the buried city which father discovered near Præsos. We lived for a while with Professor Flanders in the Fayum district; I saw the ruins of Kahun, built nearly three thousand years before the coming of Christ; I myself picked up a scarab as old as the ruins! . . . Captain Selwyn — I was only a child of ten; I could understand very little of what I saw and heard, but I have never, never forgotten the happiness of that winter! . . . And that is why, at times, pleasures tire me a little; and a little discontent creeps in. It is ungrateful and ungracious of me to say so, but I did wish so much to go to college — to have something to care for — as mother cared for fathers work. Why, do you know that my mother accidentally discovered the thirty-seventh sign in the Karian Signary?

No, said Selwyn, I did not know that. He forbore to add that he did not know what a Signary resembled or where Karia might be.

Miss Errolls elbow was on her knee, her chin resting within her open palm.

Do you know about my parents? she asked. They were lost in the Argolis off Cyprus. You have heard. I think they meant that I should go to college — as well as Gerald; I dont know. Perhaps after all it is better for me to do what other young girls do. Besides, I enjoy it; and my mother did, too, when she was my age, they say. She was very much gayer than I am; my mother was a beauty and a brilliant woman. . . . But there were other qualities. I — have her letters to father when Gerald and I were very little; and her letters to us from London. . . . I have missed her more, this winter, it seems to me, than even in that dreadful time—

She sat silent, chin in hand, delicate fingers restlessly worrying her red lips; then, in quick impulse:

You will not mistake me, Captain Selwyn! Nina and Austin have been perfectly sweet to me and to Gerald.

I am not mistaking a word you utter, he said.

No, of course not. . . . Only there are times . . . moments . . .

Her voice died; her clear eyes looked out into space while the silent seconds lengthened into minutes. One slender finger had slipped between her lips and teeth; the burnished strand of hair which Nina dreaded lay neglected against her cheek.

I should like to know, she began, as though to herself, something about everything. That being out of the question, I should like to know everything about something. That also being out of the question, for third choice I should like to know something about something. I am not too ambitious, am I?

Selwyn did not offer to answer.

Am I? she repeated, looking directly at him.

I thought you were asking yourself.

But you need not reply; there is no sense in my question.

She stood up, indifferent, absent-eyed, half turning toward the window; and, raising her hand, she carelessly brought the rebel strand of hair under discipline.

You said you were going to look up Gerald, she observed.

I am; now. What are you going to do?

I? Oh, dress, I suppose. Nina ought to be back now, and she expects me to go out with her.

She nodded a smiling termination of their duet, and moved toward the door. Then, on impulse, she turned, a question on her lips — left unuttered through instinct. It had to do with the identity of the pretty woman who had so directly saluted him in the Park — a perfectly friendly, simple, and natural question. Yet it remained unuttered.

She turned again to the doorway; a maid stood there holding a note on a salver.

For Captain Selwyn, please, murmured the maid.

Miss Erroll passed out.

Selwyn took the note and broke the seal:

MY DEAR SELWYN: Im in a beastly fix — an I.O.U. due to-night and pas de quoi! Obviously I dont want Neergard to know, being associated as I am with him in business. As for Austin, hes a peppery old boy, bless his heart, and Im not very secure in his good graces at present. Fact is I got into a rather stiff game last night — and its a matter of honour. So can you help me to tide it over? Ill square it on the first of the month.

Yours sincerely,

GERALD ERROLL.

P.S. — Ive meant to look you up for ever so long, and will the first moment I have free.

Below this was pencilled the amount due; and Selwyns face grew very serious.

The letter he wrote in return ran:

DEAR GERALD: Check enclosed to your order. By the way, cant you lunch with me at the Lenox Club some day this week? Write, wire, or telephone when.

Yours,

SELWYN.

When he had sent the note away by the messenger he walked back to the bay-window, hands in his pockets, a worried expression in his gray eyes. This sort of thing must not be repeated; the boy must halt in his tracks and face sharply the other way. Besides, his own income was limited — much too limited to admit of many more loans of that sort.

He ought to see Gerald at once, but somehow he could not in decency appear personally on the heels of his loan. A certain interval must elapse between the loan and the lecture; in fact he didnt see very well how he could admonish and instruct until the loan had been cancelled — that is, until the first of the New Year.

Pacing the floor, disturbed, uncertain as to the course he should pursue, he looked up presently to see Miss Erroll descending the stairs, fresh and sweet in her radiant plumage. As she caught his eye she waved a silvery chinchilla muff at him — a marching salute — and passed on, calling back to him: Dont forget Gerald!

No, he said, I wont forget Gerald. He stood a moment at the window watching the brougham below where Nina awaited Miss Erroll. Then, abruptly, he turned back into the room and picked up the telephone receiver, muttering: This is no time to mince matters for the sake of appearances. And he called up Gerald at the offices of Neergard & Co.

Is it you, Gerald? he asked pleasantly. Its all right about that matter; Ive sent you a note by your messenger. But I want to talk to you about another matter — something concerning myself — I want to ask your advice, in a way. Can you be at the Lenox by six? . . . You have an engagement at eight? Oh, thats all right; I wont keep you. . . . Its understood, then; the Lenox at six. . . . Good-bye.

There was the usual early evening influx of men at the Lenox who dropped in for a glance at the ticker, or for a cocktail or a game of billiards or a bit of gossip before going home to dress.

Selwyn sauntered over to the basket, inspected a yard or two of tape, then strolled toward the window, nodding to Bradley Harmon and Sandon Craig.

As he turned his face to the window and his back to the room, Harmon came up rather effusively, offering an unusually thin flat hand and further hospitality, pleasantly declined by Selwyn.

Horrible thing, a cocktail, observed Harmon, after giving his own order and seating himself opposite Selwyn. I dont usually do it. Here comes the man who persuades me! — my own partner—

Selwyn looked up to see Fane approaching; and instantly a dark flush overspread his face.

You know George Fane, dont you? continued Harmon easily; well, thats odd; I thought, of course — Captain Selwyn, Mr. Fane. Its not usual — but its done.

They exchanged formalities — dry and brief on Selwyns part, gracefully urbane on Fanes.

Ive heard so pleasantly of you from Gerald Erroll, he said, and of course our people have always been on cordial terms. Neither Mrs. Fane nor I was fortunate enough to meet you last Tuesday at the Gerards — such a crush, you know. Are you not joining us, Captain Selwyn? as the servant appeared to take orders.

Selwyn declined again, glancing at Harmon — a large-framed, bony young man with blond, closely trimmed and pointed beard, and the fair colour of a Swede. He had the high, flat cheek-bones of one, too; and a thicket of corn-tinted hair, which was usually damp at the ends, and curled flat against his forehead. He seemed to be always in a slight perspiration — he had been, anyway, every time Selwyn met him anywhere.

Sandon Craig and Billy Fleetwood came wandering up and joined them; one or two other men, drifting by, adhered to the group.

Selwyn, involved in small talk, glanced sideways at the great clock, and gathered himself together for departure.

Fleetwood was saying to Craig: Certainly it was a stiff game — Bradley, myself, Gerald Erroll, Mrs. Delmour-Carnes, and the Ruthvens.

Were you hit? asked Craig, interested.

No; about even. Gerald got it good and plenty, though. The Ruthvens were ahead as usual—

Selwyn, apparently hearing nothing, quietly rose and stepped out of the circle, paused to set fire to a cigarette, and then strolled off toward the visitors room, where Gerald was now due.

Fane stretched his neck, looking curiously after him. Then he said to Fleetwood: Why begin to talk about Mrs. Ruthven when our friend yonder is about? Rotten judgment you show, Billy.

Well, I clean forgot, said Fleetwood; what did I say, anyway? A man cant always remember whos divorced from who in this town.

Harmon, whose civility to Selwyn had possibly been based on his desire for pleasant relations with Austin Gerard and the Arickaree Loan and Trust Company, looked at Fleetwood thoroughly vexed. But nobody could have suspected vexation in that high-boned smile which showed such very red lips through the blond beard.

Fane, too, smiled; his prominent soft brown eyes expressed gentlest good-humour, and he passed his hand reflectively over his unusually small and retreating chin. Perhaps he was thinking of the meeting in the Park that morning. It was amusing; but men do not speak of such things at their clubs, no matter how amusing. Besides, if the story were aired and were traced to him, Ruthven might turn ugly. There was no counting on Ruthven.

Meanwhile Selwyn, perplexed and worried, found young Erroll just entering the visitors room, and greeted him with nervous cordiality.

If you cant stay and dine with me, he said, I wont put you down. You know, of course, I can only ask you once in a year, so well stay here and chat a bit.

Right you are, said young Erroll, flinging off his very new and very fashionable overcoat — a wonderfully handsome boy, with all the attraction that a quick, warm, impulsive manner carries. And I say, Selwyn, it was awfully decent of you to—

Bosh! Friends are for that sort of thing, Gerald. Sit here— He looked at the young man hesitatingly; but Gerald calmly took the matter out of his jurisdiction by nodding his order to the club attendant.

Lord, but Im tired, he said, sinking back into a big arm-chair; I was up till daylight, and then I had to be in the office by nine, and to-night Billy Fleetwood is giving — oh, something or other. By the way, the market isnt doing a thing to the shorts! Youre not in, are you, Selwyn?

No, not that way. I hope you are not, either; are you, Gerald?

Oh, its all right, replied the young fellow confidently; and raising his glass, he nodded at Selwyn with a smile.

You were mighty nice to me, anyhow, he said, setting his glass aside and lighting a cigar. You see, I went to a dance, and after a while some of us cleared out, and Jack Ruthven offered us trouble; so half a dozen of us went there. I had the worst cards a man ever drew to a kicker. That was all about it.

The boy was utterly unconscious that he was treading on delicate ground as he rattled on in his warmhearted, frank, and generous way. Totally oblivious that the very name of Ruthven must be unwelcome if not offensive to his listener, he laughed through a description of the affair, its thrilling episodes, and Mrs. Jack Ruthvens blind luck in the draw.

One moment, interrupted Selwyn, very gently; do you mind saying whether you banked my check and drew against it?

Why, no; I just endorsed it over.

To — to whom? — if I may venture—

Certainly, he said, with a laugh; to Mrs. Jack— Then, in a flash, for the first time the boy realised what he was saying, and stopped aghast, scarlet to his hair.

Selwyns face had little colour remaining in it, but he said very kindly: Its all right, Gerald; dont worry—

Im a beast! broke out the boy; I beg your pardon a thousand times.

Granted, old chap. But, Gerald, may I say one thing — or perhaps two?

Go ahead! Give it to me good and plenty!

Its only this: couldnt you and I see one another a little oftener? Dont be afraid of me; Im no wet blanket. Im not so very aged, either; I know something of the world — I understand something of men. Im pretty good company, Gerald. What do you say?

I say, sure! cried the boy warmly.

Its a go, then. And one thing more: couldnt you manage to come up to the house a little oftener? Everybody misses you, of course; I think your sister is a trifle sensitive—

I will! said Gerald, blushing. Somehow Ive had such a lot on hand — all day at the office, and something on every evening. I know perfectly well Ive neglected Eily — and everybody. But the first moment I can find free—

Selwyn nodded. And last of all, he said, theres something about my own affairs that I thought you might advise me on.

Gerald, proud, enchanted, stood very straight; the older man continued gravely:

Ive a little capital to invest — not very much. Suppose — and this, I need not add, is in confidence between us — suppose I suggested to Mr. Neergard—

Oh, cried young Erroll, delighted, that is fine! Neergard would be glad enough. Why, weve got that Valleydale tract in shape now, and there are scores of schemes in the air — scores of them — important moves which may mean — anything! he ended, excitedly.

Then you think it would be all right — in case Neergard likes the idea?

Gerald was enthusiastic. After a while they shook hands, it being time to separate. And for a long time Selwyn sat there alone in the visitors room, absent-eyed, facing the blazing fire of cannel coal.

How to be friends with this boy without openly playing the mentor; how to gain his confidence without appearing to seek it; how to influence him without alarming him! No; there was no great harm in him yet; only the impulse of inconsiderate youth; only an enthusiastic capacity for pleasure.

One thing was imperative — the boy must cut out his card-playing for stakes at once; and there was a way to accomplish that by impressing Gerald with the idea that to do anything behind Neergards back which he would not care to tell him about was a sort of treachery.

Who were these people, anyway, who would permit a boy of that age, and in a responsible position, to play for such stakes? Who were they to encourage such — ?

Selwyns tightening grasp on his chair suddenly relaxed; he sank back, staring at the brilliant coals. He, too, had forgotten.

Now he remembered, in humiliation unspeakable, in bitterness past all belief.

Time sped, and he sat there, motionless; and gradually the bitterness became less perceptible as he drifted, intent on drifting, back through the exotic sorcery of dead years — back into the sun again, where honour was bright and life was young — where all the world awaited happy conquest — where there was no curfew in the red evening glow; no end to day, because the golden light had turned to silver; but where the earliest hint of dawn was a challenge, and where every yellow star whispered Awake!

And out of the magic she had come into his world again!

Sooner or later he would meet her now. That was sure. When? Where? And of what significance was it, after all?

Whom did it concern? Him? Her? And what had he to say to her, after all? Or she to him?

Not one word.



About midnight he roused himself and picked up his hat and coat.

Do you wish a cab, please? whispered the club servant who held his coat; it is snowing very hard, sir.




CHAPTER III

UNDER THE ASHES

[image: img181.jpg]

HE HAD NEITHER burned nor returned the photograph to Mrs. Ruthven. The prospect perplexed and depressed Selwyn.

He was sullenly aware that in a town where the divorced must ever be reckoned with when dance and dinner lists are made out, there is always some thoughtless hostess — and sometimes a mischievous one; and the chances were that he and Mrs. Jack Ruthven would collide, either through the forgetfulness or malice of somebody or, through sheer hazard, at some large affair where Destiny and Fate work busily together in criminal copartnership.

And he encountered her first at a masque and revel given by Mrs. Delmour-Carnes where Fate contrived that he should dance in the same set with his ci-devant wife before the unmasking, and where, unaware, they gaily exchanged salute and hand-clasp before the jolly mêlée of unmasking revealed how close together two people could come after parting for ever and a night at the uttermost ends of the earth.

When masks at last were off there was neither necessity nor occasion for the two surprised and rather pallid young people to renew civilities; but later, Destiny, the saturnine partner in the business, interfered; and some fool in the smoking room tried to introduce Selwyn to Ruthven. The slightest mistake on their parts would have rendered the incident ridiculous; and Ruthven made that mistake.

That was Selwyns first encounter with the Ruthvens. A short time afterward at the opera Gerald dragged him into a parterre to say something amiable to one of the débutante Craig girls — and Selwyn found himself again facing Alixe.

If there was any awkwardness it was not apparent, although they both knew that they were in full view of the house.

A cool bow and its cooler acknowledgment, a formal word and more formal reply; and Selwyn made his way to the corridor, hot with vexation, unaware of where he was going, and oblivious of the distressed and apologetic young man, who so contritely kept step with him through the brilliantly crowded promenade.

That was the second time — not counting distant glimpses in crowded avenues, in the Park, at Sherrys, or across the hazy glitter of thronged theatres. But the third encounter was different.

It was all a mistake, born of the haste of a heedless and elderly matron, celebrated for managing to do the wrong thing, but who had been excessively nice to him that winter, and whose position in Manhattan was not to be assailed.

Dear Captain Selwyn, she wheezed over the telephone, Im short one man; and we dine at eight and its that now. Could you help me? Its the rich and yellow, this time, but you wont mind, will you?

Selwyn, standing at the lower telephone in the hall, asked her to hold the wire a moment, and glanced up at his sister who was descending the stairs with Eileen, dinner having at that instant been announced.

Mrs. T. West Minster — flying signals of distress, he said, carefully covering the transmitter as he spoke; man overboard, and will I kindly take a turn at the wheel?

What a shame! said Eileen; you are going to spoil the first home dinner we have had together in weeks!

Tell her to get some yellow pup! growled Austin, from above.

As though anybody could get a yellow pup when they whistle, said Nina hopelessly.

Thats true, nodded Selwyn; Im the original old dog Tray. Whistle, and I come padding up. Ever faithful, you see.

And he uncovered the transmitter and explained to Mrs. T. West Minster his absurd delight at being whistled at. Then he sent for a cab and sauntered into the dining-room, where he was received with undisguised hostility.

Shes been civil to me, he said; jeunesse oblige, you know. And thats why I—

Therell be a lot of débutantes there! What do you want to go for, you cradle robber! protested Austin— a lot of water-bibbing, olive-eating, talcum-powdered débutantes—

Eileen straightened up stiffly, and Selwyns teasing smile and his offered hand in adieu completed her indignation.

Oh, good-bye! No, I wont shake hands. Theres your cab, now. I wish youd take Austin, too; Nina and I are tired of dining with the prematurely aged.

Indeed, we are, said Mrs. Gerard; go to your club, Austin, and give me a chance to telephone to somebody under the anesthetic age.

Selwyn departed, laughing, but he yawned in his cab all the way to Fifty-third Street, where he entered in the wake of the usual laggards and, surrendering hat and coat in the cloak room, picked up the small slim envelope bearing his name.

The card within disclosed the information that he was to take in Mrs. Somebody-or-Other; he made his way through a great many people, found his hostess, backed off, stood on one leg for a moment like a reflective water-fowl, then found Mrs. Somebody-or-Other and was absently good to her through a great deal of noise and some Spanish music, which seemed to squirt through a thicket of palms and bespatter everybody.

Wonderful music, observed his dinner partner, with singular originality; so like Carmen.

Is it? he replied, and took her away at a nod from his hostess, whose daughter Dorothy leaned forward from her partners arm at the same moment, and whispered: I must speak to you, mamma! You cant put Captain Selwyn there because—

But her mother was deaf and smilingly sensitive about it, so she merely guessed what reply her child expected: Its all settled, dear; Captain Selwyn arrived a moment ago. And she closed the file.

It was already too late, anyhow; and presently, turning to see who was seated on his left, Selwyn found himself gazing into the calm, flushed face of Alixe Ruthven. It was their third encounter.

They exchanged a dazed nod of recognition, a meaningless murmur, and turned again, apparently undisturbed, to their respective dinner partners.

A great many curious eyes, lingering on them, shifted elsewhere, in reluctant disappointment.

As for the hostess, she had, for one instant, come as near to passing heavenward as she could without doing it when she discovered the situation. Then she accepted it with true humour. She could afford to. But her daughters, Sheila and Dorothy, suffered acutely, being of this years output and martyrs to responsibility.

Meanwhile, Selwyn, grimly aware of an accident somewhere, and perfectly conscious of the feelings which must by this time dominate his hostess, was wondering how best to avoid anything that might resemble a situation.

Instead of two or three dozen small tables, scattered among the palms of the winter garden, their hostess had preferred to construct a great oval board around the aquarium. The arrangement made it a little easier for Selwyn and Mrs. Ruthven. He talked to his dinner partner until she began to respond in monosyllables, which closed each subject that he opened and wearied him as much as he was boring her. But Bradley Harmon, the man on her right, evidently had better fortune; and presently Selwyn found himself with nobody to talk to, which came as near to embarrassing him as anything could, and which so enraged his hostess that she struck his partners name from her lists for ever. People were already glancing at him askance in sly amusement or cold curiosity.

Then he did a thing which endeared him to Mrs. T. West Minster and to her two disconsolate children.

Mrs. Ruthven, he said, very naturally and pleasantly, I think perhaps we had better talk for a moment or two — if you dont mind.

She said quietly, I dont mind, and turned with charming composure. Every eye shifted to them, then obeyed decency or training; and the slightest break in the gay tumult was closed up with chatter and laughter.

Plucky, said Sandon Craig to his fair neighbour; but by what chance did our unfortunate hostess do it?

Shes usually doing it, isnt she? What occupies me, returned his partner, is how on earth Alixe could have thrown away that adorable man for Jack Ruthven. Why, he is already trying to scramble into Rosamund Fanes lap — the horrid little poodle! — always curled up on the edge of your skirt!

She stared at Mrs. Ruthven across the crystal reservoir brimming with rose and ivory-tinted water-lilies.

That girl is marked for destruction, she said slowly; the gods have done their work already.

But whatever Alixe had been, whatever she now was, she showed to her little world only a pale brunette symmetry — a strange and changeless lustre, varying as little as the moons phases; and like that burnt-out planet, reflecting any flame that flared until her clear, young beauty seemed pulsating with the promise of hidden fire.

Selwyn, outwardly amiable and formal, was saying in a low voice: My dinner partner is quite impossible, you see; and I happen to be here as a filler in — commanded to the presence only a few minutes ago. Its a pardonable error; I bear no malice. But Im sorry for you.

There was a silence; Alixe straightened her slim figure, and turned; but young Innis, who had taken her in, had become confidential with Mrs. Fane. As for Selwyns partner, she probably divined his conversational designs on her, but she merely turned her bare shoulder a trifle more unmistakably and continued her gossip with Bradley Harmon.

Alixe broke a tiny morsel from her bread, sensible of the tension.

I suppose, she said, as though reciting to some new acquaintance an amusing bit of gossip— that we are destined to this sort of thing occasionally and had better get used to it.

I suppose so.

Please, she added, after a pause, aid me a little.

I will if I can. What am I to say?

Have you nothing to say? she asked, smiling; it need not be very civil, you know — as long as nobody hears you.

To school his features for the deception of others, to school his voice and manner and at the same time look smilingly into the grave of his youth and hope called for the sort of self-command foreign to his character. Glancing at him under her smoothly fitted mask of amiability, she slowly grew afraid of the situation — but not of her ability to sustain her own part.

They exchanged a few meaningless phrases, then she resolutely took young Innis away from Rosamund Fane, leaving Selwyn to count the bubbles in his wine-glass.

But in a few moments, whether by accident or deliberate design, Rosamund interfered again, and Mrs. Ruthven was confronted with the choice of a squabble for possession of young Innis, of conspicuous silence, or of resuming once more with Selwyn. And she chose the last resort.

You are living in town? she asked pleasantly.

Yes.

Of course; I forgot. I met a man last night who said you had entered the firm of Neergard & Co.

I have. Who was the man?

You can never guess, Captain Selwyn.

I dont want to. Who was he?

Please dont terminate so abruptly the few subjects we have in reserve. We may be obliged to talk to each other for a number of minutes if Rosamund doesnt let us alone. . . . The man was Boots Lansing.

Boots! Here!

Arrived from Manila Sunday. Sans gêne as usual he introduced you as the subject, and told me — oh, dozens of things about you. I suppose he began inquiring for you before he crossed the troopers gangplank; and somebody sent him to Neergard & Co. Havent you seen him?

No, he said, staring at the brilliant fish, which glided along the crystal tank, goggling their eyes at the lights.

You — you are living with the Gerards, I believe, she said carelessly.

For a while.

Oh, Boots says that he is expecting to take an apartment with you somewhere.

What! Has Boots resigned?

So he says. He told me that you had resigned. I did not understand that; I imagined you were here on leave until I heard about Neergard & Co.

Do you suppose I could have remained in the service? he demanded. His voice was dry and almost accentless.

Why not? she returned, paling.

You may answer that question more pleasantly than I can.

She usually avoided champagne; but she had to do something for herself now. As for him, he took what was offered without noticing what he took, and grew whiter and whiter; but a fixed glow gradually appeared and remained on her cheeks; courage, impatience, a sudden anger at the forced conditions steadied her nerves.

Will you please prove equal to the situation? she said under her breath, but with a charming smile. Do you know you are scowling? These people here are ready to laugh; and Id much prefer that they tear us to rags on suspicion of our over-friendliness.

Who is that fool woman who is monopolising your partner?

Rosamund Fane; shes doing it on purpose. You must try to smile now and then.

My face is stiff with grinning, he said, but Ill do what I can for you—

Please include yourself, too.

Oh, I can stand their opinions, he said; I only meet the yellow sort occasionally; I dont herd with them.

I do, thank you.

How do you like them? What is your opinion of the yellow set? Here they sit all about you — the Phoenix Mottlys, Mrs. Delmour-Carnes yonder, the Draymores, the Orchils, the Vendenning lady, the Lawns of Westlawn— he paused, then deliberately— and the Jack Ruthvens. I forgot, Alixe, that you are now perfectly equipped to carry aloft the golden hod.

Go on, she said, drawing a deep breath, but the fixed smile never altered.

No, he said; I cant talk. I thought I could, but I cant. Take that boy away from Mrs. Fane as soon as you can.

I cant yet. You must go on. I ask your aid to carry this thing through. I — I am afraid of their ridicule. Could you try to help me a little?

If you put it that way, of course. And, after a silence, What am I to say? What in Gods name shall I say to you, Alixe?

Anything bitter — as long as you control your voice and features. Try to smile at me when you speak, Philip.

All right. I have no reason to be bitter, anyway, he said; and every reason to be otherwise.

That is not true. You tell me that I have ruined your career in the army. I did not know I was doing it. Can you believe me?

And, as he made no response: I did not dream you would have to resign. Do you believe me?

There is no choice, he said coldly. Drop the subject!

That is brutal. I never thought— She forced a smile and drew her glass toward her. The straw-tinted wine slopped over and frothed on the white skin of her arm.

Well, she breathed, this ghastly dinner is nearly ended.

He nodded pleasantly.

And — Phil? — a bit tremulous.

What?

Was it all my fault? I mean in the beginning? Ive wanted to ask you that — to know your view of it. Was it?

No. It was mine, most of it.

Not all — not half! We did not know how; that is the wretched explanation of it all.

And we could never have learned; thats the rest of the answer. But the fault is not there.

I know; better to bear the ills we have.

Yes; more respectable to bear them. Let us drop this in decencys name, Alixe!

After a silence, she began: One more thing — I must know it; and I am going to ask you — if I may. Shall I?

He smiled cordially, and she laughed as though confiding a delightful bit of news to him:

Do you regard me as sufficiently important to dislike me?

I do not — dislike you.

Is it stronger than dislike, Phil?

Y-es.

Contempt?

No.

What is it?

It is that — I have not yet — become — reconciled.

To my — folly?

To mine.

She strove to laugh lightly, and failing, raised her glass to her lips again.

Now you know, he said, pitching his tones still lower. I am glad after all that we have had this plain understanding. I have never felt unkindly toward you. I cant. What you did I might have prevented had I known enough; but I cannot help it now; nor can you if you would.

If I would, she repeated gaily — for the people opposite were staring.

We are done for, he said, nodding carelessly to a servant to refill his glass; and I abide by conditions because I choose to; not, he added contemptuously, because a complacent law has tethered you to — to the thing that has crawled up on your knees to have its ears rubbed.

The level insult to her husband stunned her; she sat there, upright, the white smile stamped on her stiffened lips, fingers tightening about the stem of her wine-glass.

He began to toss bread crumbs to the scarlet fish, laughing to himself in an ugly way. I wish to punish you? Why, Alixe, only look at him! — Look at his gold wristlets; listen to his simper, his lisp. Little girl — oh, little girl, what have you done to yourself? — for you have done nothing to me, child, that can match it in sheer atrocity!

Her colour was long in returning.

Philip, she said unsteadily, I dont think I can stand this—

Yes, you can.

I am too close to the wall. I—

Talk to Scott Innis. Take him away from Rosamund Fane; that will tide you over. Or feed those fool fish; like this! Look how they rush and flap and spatter! Thats amusing, isnt it — for people with the intellects of canaries. . . . Will you please try to say something? Mrs. T. West is exhibiting the restless symptoms of a hen turkey at sundown and well all go to roost in another minute. . . . Dont shiver that way!

I c-cant control it; I will in a moment. . . . Give me a chance; talk to me, Phil.

Certainly. The season has been unusually gay and the opera most stupidly brilliant; stocks continue to fluctuate; another old woman was tossed and gored by a mad motor this morning. . . . More time, Alixe? . . . With pleasure; Mrs. Vendenning has bought a third-rate castle in Wales; a man was found dead with a copy of the Tribune in his pocket — the verdict being in accordance with fact; the Panama Canal—

But it was over at last; a flurry of sweeping skirts; ranks of black and white in escort to the passage of the fluttering silken procession.

Good-bye, she said; I am not staying for the dance.

Good-bye, he said pleasantly; I wish you better fortune for the future. Im sorry I was rough.

He was not staying, either. A dull excitement possessed him, resembling suspense — as though he were awaiting a dénouement; as though there was yet some crisis to come.

Several men leaned forward to talk to him; he heard without heeding, replied at hazard, lighted his cigar with the others, and leaned back, his coffee before him — a smiling, attractive young fellow, apparently in lazy enjoyment of the time and place and without one care in the world he found so pleasant.

For a while his mind seemed to be absolutely blank; voices were voices only; he saw lights, and figures moving through a void. Then reality took shape sharply; and his pulses began again hammering out the irregular measure of suspense, though what it was that he was awaiting, what expecting, Heaven alone knew.

And after a while he found himself in the ballroom.

The younger set was arriving; he recognised several youthful people, friends of Eileen Erroll; and taking his bearings among these bright, fresh faces — amid this animated throng, constantly increased by the arrival of others, he started to find his hostess, now lost to sight in the breezy circle of silk and lace setting in from the stairs.

He heard names announced which meant nothing to him, which stirred no memory; names which sounded vaguely familiar; names which caused him to turn quickly — but seldom were the faces as familiar as the names.

He said to a girl, behind whose chair he was standing: All the younger brothers and sisters are coming here to confound me; I hear a Miss Innis announced, but it turns out to be her younger sister—

By the way, do you know my name? she asked.

No, he said frankly, do you know mine?

Of course, I do; I listened breathlessly when somebody presented you wholesale at your sisters the other day. Im Rosamund Fane. You might as well be instructed because youre to take me in at the Orchils next Thursday night, I believe.

Rosamund Fane, he repeated coolly. I wonder how weve avoided each other so consistently this winter? I never before had a good view of you, though I heard you talking to young Innis at dinner. And yet, he added, smiling, if I had been instructed to look around and select somebody named Rosamund, I certainly should have decided on you.

A compliment? she asked, raising her delicate eyebrows.

Ask yourself, he said.

I do; and I get snubbed.

And, smiling still, he said: Do you know the most mischievous air that Schubert ever worried us with?

Rosamund, she said; and — thank you, Captain Selwyn. She had coloured to the hair.

Rosamund, he nodded carelessly— the most mischievous of melodies— He stopped short, then coolly resumed: That mischievous quality is largely a matter of accident, I fancy. Schubert never meant that Rosamund should interfere with anybodys business.

And — when did you first encounter the malice in Rosamund, Captain Selwyn? she asked with perfect self-possession.

He did not answer immediately; his smile had died out. Then: The first time I really understood Rosamund was when I heard Rosamund during a very delightful dinner.

She said: If a woman keeps at a man long enough shell extract compliments or yawns. And looking up at a chinless young man who had halted near her: George, Captain Selwyn has acquired such a charmingly Oriental fluency during his residence in the East that I thought — if you ever desired to travel again— She shrugged, and, glancing at Selwyn: Have you met my husband? Oh, of course.

They exchanged a commonplace or two, then other people separated them without resistance on their part. And Selwyn found himself drifting, mildly interested in the vapid exchange of civilities which cost nobody a mental effort.

His sister, he had once thought, was certainly the most delightfully youthful matron in New York. But now he made an exception of Mrs. Fane; Rosamund Fane was much younger — must have been younger, for she still had something of that volatile freshness — that vague atmosphere of immaturity clinging to her like a perfume almost too delicate to detect. And under that the most profound capacity for mischief he had ever known of. Sauntering amiably amid the glittering groups continually forming and disintegrating under the clustered lights, he finally succeeded in reaching his hostess.

And Mrs. T. West Minster disengaged herself from the throng with intention as he approached.

No — and he was so sorry; and it was very amiable of his hostess to want him, but he was not remaining for the dance.

So much for the hostess, who stood there massive and gem-laden, her kindly and painted features tinted now with genuine emotion.

Je maccuse, mon fils! — but you acted like a perfect dear, she said. Mea culpa, mea culpa; and can you forgive a very much mortified old lady who is really and truly fond of you?

He laughed, holding her fat, ringed hands in both of his with all the attractive deference that explained his popularity. Rising excitement had sent the colour into his face and cleared his pleasant gray eyes; and he looked very young and handsome, his broad shoulders bent a trifle before the enamelled and bejewelled matron.

Forgive you? he repeated with a laugh of protest; on the contrary, I thank you. Mrs. Ruthven is one of the most charming women I know, if that is what you mean?

Looking after him as he made his way toward the cloak room: The boy is thoroughbred, she reflected cynically; and the only amusement anybody can get out of it will be at my expense! Rosamund is a perfect cat!



He had sent for his cab, which, no doubt, was in line somewhere, wedged among the ranks of carriages stretching east and west along the snowy street; and he stood on the thick crimson carpet under the awning while it was being summoned. A few people like himself were not staying for the dance; others who had dined by prearrangement with other hostesses, had now begun to arrive, and the confusion grew as coach and brougham and motor came swaying up through the falling snow to deposit their jewelled cargoes of silks and laces under the vast awning picketed by policemen and lined with fur-swathed grooms and spindle-legged chauffeurs in coats of pony-skin.

The Cornelius Suydams, emerging from the house, offered Selwyn tonneau room, but he smilingly declined, having a mind for solitude and the Lenox Club. A phalanx of débutantes, opera bound, also left. Then the tide set heavily the other way, and there seemed no end to the line of arriving vehicles and guests, until he heard a name pronounced; a policeman warned back an approaching Fiat; and Selwyn saw Mrs. Ruthven, enveloped in white furs, step from the portal.

She saw him as he moved back, nodded, passed directly to her brougham, and set foot on the step. Pausing here, she looked about her, right and left, then over her shoulder straight back at Selwyn; and as she stood in silence evidently awaiting him, it became impossible for him any longer to misunderstand without a public affront to her.

When he started toward her she spoke to her maid, and the latter moved aside with a word to the groom in waiting.

My maid will dismiss your carriage, she said pleasantly when he halted beside her. There is one thing more which I must say to you.

Was this what he had expected hazard might bring to him? — was this the prophecy of his hammering pulses?

Please hurry before people come out, she added, and entered the brougham.

I cant do this, he muttered.

Ive sent away my maid, she said. Nobody has noticed; those are servants out there. Will you please come before anybody arriving or departing does notice?

And, as he did not move: Are you going to make me conspicuous by this humiliation before servants?

He said something between his set teeth and entered the brougham.

Do you know what youve done? he demanded harshly.

Yes; nothing yet. But you would have done enough to stir this borough if you had delayed another second.

Your maid saw—

My maid is my maid.

He leaned back in his corner, gray eyes narrowing.

Naturally, he said, you are the one to be considered, not the man in the case.

Thank you. Are you the man in the case?

There is no case, he said coolly.

Then why worry about me?

He folded his arms, sullenly at bay; yet had no premonition of what to expect from her.

You were very brutal to me, she said at length.

I know it; and I did not intend to be. The words came.

You had me at your mercy; and showed me little — a very little at first. Afterward, none.

The words came, he repeated; Im sick with self-contempt, I tell you.

She set her white-gloved elbow on the window sill and rested her chin in her palm.

That — money, she said with an effort. You set — some — aside for me.

Half, he nodded calmly.

Why?

He was silent.

Why? I did not ask for it? There was nothing in the — the legal proceedings to lead you to believe that I desired it; was there?

No.

Well, then, her breath came unsteadily, what was there in me to make you think I would accept it?

He did not reply.

Answer me. This is the time to answer me.

The answer is simple enough, he said in a low voice. Together we had made a failure of partnership. When that partnership was dissolved, there remained the joint capital to be divided. And I divided it. Why not?

That capital was yours in the beginning; not mine. What I had of my own you never controlled; and I took it with me when I went.

It was very little, he said.

What of that? Did that concern you? Did you think I would have accepted anything from you? A thousand times I have been on the point of notifying you through attorney that the deposit now standing in my name is at your disposal.

Why didnt you notify me then? he asked, reddening to the temples.

Because — I did not wish to hurt you — by doing it that way. . . . And I had not the courage to say it kindly over my own signature. That is why, Captain Selwyn.

And, as he remained silent: That is what I had to say; not all — because — I wish to — to thank you for offering it. . . . You did not have very much, either; and you divided what you had. So I thank you — and I return it.. . . The tension forced her to attempt a laugh. So we stand once more on equal terms; unless you have anything of mine to return—

I have your photograph, he said.

The silence lasted until he straightened up and, rubbing the fog from the window glass, looked out.

We are in the Park, he remarked, turning toward her.

Yes; I did not know how long it might take to explain matters. You are free of me now whenever you wish.

He picked up the telephone, hesitated: Home? he inquired with an effort. And at the forgotten word they looked at one another in stricken silence.

Y-yes; to your home first, if you will let me drop you there—

Thank you; that might be imprudent.

No, I think not. You say you are living at the Gerards?

Yes, temporarily. But Ive already taken another place.

Where?

Oh, its only a bachelors kennel — a couple of rooms—

Where, please?

Near Lexington and Sixty-sixth. I could go there; its only partly furnished yet—

Then tell Hudson to drive there.

Thank you, but it is not necessary—

Please let me; tell Hudson, or I will.

You are very kind, he said; and gave the order.

Silence grew between them like a wall. She lay back in her corner, swathed to the eyes in her white furs; he in his corner sat upright, arms loosely folded, staring ahead at nothing. After a while he rubbed the moisture from the pane again.

Still in the Park! He must have driven us nearly to Harlem Mere. It is the Mere! See the café lights yonder. It all looks rather gay through the snow.

Very gay, she said, without moving. And, a moment later: Will you tell me something? . . . You see — with a forced laugh— I cant keep my mind — from it.

From what? he asked.

The — tragedy; ours.

It has ceased to be that; hasnt it?

Has it? You said — you said that w-what I did to you was n-not as terrible as what I d-did to myself.

That is true, he admitted grimly.

Well, then, may I ask my question?

Ask it, child.

Then — are you happy?

He did not answer.

 — Because I desire it, Philip. I want you to be. You will be, wont you? I did not dream that I was ruining your army career when I — went mad—

How did it happen, Alixe? he asked, with a cold curiosity that chilled her. How did it come about? — wretched as we seemed to be together — unhappy, incapable of understanding each other—

Phil! There were days—

He raised his eyes.

You speak only of the unhappy ones, she said; but there were moments—

Yes; I know it. And so I ask you, why?

Phil, I dont know. There was that last bitter quarrel — the night you left for Leyte after the dance. . . . I — it all grew suddenly intolerable. You seemed so horribly unreal — everything seemed unreal in that ghastly city — you, I, our marriage of crazy impulse — the people, the sunlight, the deathly odours, the torturing, endless creak of the punkha. . . . It was not a question of — of love, of anger, of hate. I tell you I was stunned — I had no emotions concerning you or myself — after that last scene — only a stupefied, blind necessity to get away; a groping instinct to move toward home — to make my way home and be rid for ever of the dream that drugged me! . . . And then — and then—

He came, said Selwyn very quietly. Go on.

But she had nothing more to say.

Alixe!

She shook her head, closing her eyes.

Little girl! — oh, little girl! he said softly, the old familiar phrase finding its own way to his lips — and she trembled slightly; was there no other way but that? Had marriage made the world such a living hell for you that there was no other way but that?

Phil, I helped to make it a hell.

Yes — because I was pitiably inadequate to design anything better for us. I didnt know how. I didnt understand. I, the architect of our future — failed.

It was worse than that, Phil; we — she looked blindly at him— we had yet to learn what love might be. We did not know. . . . If we could have waited — only waited! — perhaps — because there were moments— She flushed crimson.

I could not make you love me, he repeated; I did not know how.

Because you yourself had not learned how. But — at times — now looking back to it — I think — I think we were very near to it — at moments. . . . And then that dreadful dream closed down on us again. . . . And then — the end.

If you could have held out, he breathed; if I could have helped! It was I who failed you after all!

For a long while they sat in silence; Mrs. Ruthvens white furs now covered her face. At last the carriage stopped.

As he sprang to the curb he became aware of another vehicle standing in front of the house — a cab — from which Mrs. Ruthvens maid descended.

What is she doing here? he asked, turning in astonishment to Mrs. Ruthven.

Phil, she said in a low voice, I knew you had taken this place. Gerald told me. Forgive me — but when I saw you under the awning it came to me in a flash what to do. And Ive done it. . . . Are you sorry?

No. . . . Did Gerald tell you that I had taken this place?

Yes; I asked him.

Selwyn looked at her gravely; and she looked him very steadily in the eyes.

Before I go — may I say one more word? he asked gently.

Yes — if you please. Is it about Gerald?

Yes. Dont let him gamble. . . . You saw the signature on that check?

Yes, Phil.

Then you understand. Dont let him do it again.

No. And — Phil?

What?

That check is — is deposited to your credit — with the rest. I have never dreamed of using it. Her cheeks were afire again, but with shame this time.

You will have to accept it, Alixe.

I cannot.

You must! Dont you see you will affront Gerald? He has repaid me; that check is not mine, nor is it his.

I cant take it, she said with a shudder. What shall I do with it?

There are ways — hospitals, if you care to. . . . Good-night, child.

She stretched out her gloved arm to him; he took her hand very gently and retained it while he spoke.

I wish you happiness, he said; I ask your forgiveness.

Give me mine, then.

Yes — if there is anything to forgive. Good-night.

Good-night — boy, she gasped.

He turned sharply, quivering under the familiar name. Her maid, standing in the snow, moved forward, and he motioned her to enter the brougham.

Home, he said unsteadily; and stood there very still for a minute or two, even after the carriage had whirled away into the storm. Then, looking up at the house, he felt for his keys; but a sudden horror of being alone arrested him, and he stepped back, calling out to his cabman, who was already turning his horses head, Wait a moment; I think Ill drive back to Mrs. Gerards. . . . And take your time.



It was still early — lacking a quarter of an hour to midnight — when he arrived. Nina had retired, but Austin sat in the library, obstinately plodding through the last chapters of a brand-new novel.

This is a wretched excuse for sitting up, he yawned, laying the book flat on the table, but still open. I ought never to be trusted alone with any book. Then he removed his reading glasses, yawned again, and surveyed Selwyn from head to foot.

Very pretty, he said. Well, how are the yellow ones, Phil? Or was it all débutante and slop-twaddle?

Few from the cradle, but bunches were arriving for the dance as I left.

Eileen went at half-past eleven.

I didnt know she was going, said Selwyn, surprised.

She didnt want you to. The Playful Kitten business, you know — frisks apropos of nothing to frisk about. But we all fancied youd stay for the dance. He yawned mightily, and gazed at Selwyn with ruddy gravity.

Whisk? he inquired.

No.

Cigar? — mildly urgent.

No, thanks.

Bed?

I think so. But dont wait for me, Austin. . . . Is that the evening paper? Where is St. Paul?

Austin passed it across the table and sat for a moment, alternately yawning and skimming the last chapter of his novel.

Stuff and rubbish, mush and piffle! he muttered, closing the book and pushing it from him across the table; love, as usual, grossly out of proportion to the ensemble. That theory of the earths rotation, you know; all these absurd books are built on it. Why do men read em? They grin when they do it! Love is only the sixth sense — just one-sixth of a mans existence. The other five-sixths of his time hes using his other senses working for a living.

Selwyn looked up over his newspaper, then lowered and folded it.

In these novels, continued Gerard, irritably, five-sixths of the pages are devoted to love; everything else is subordinated to it; it controls all motives, it initiates all action, it drugs reason, it prolongs the tuppenny suspense, sustains cheap situations, and produces agonisingly profitable climaxes for the authors. . . . Does it act that way in real life?

Not usually, said Selwyn.

Nobody else thinks so, either. Why doesnt somebody tell the truth? Why doesnt somebody tell us how a man sees a nice girl and gradually begins to tag after her when business hours are over? A respectable man is busy from eight or nine until five or six. In the evening hes usually at the club, or dining out, or asleep; isnt he? Well, then, how much time does it leave for love? Do the problem yourself in any way you wish; the result is a fraction every time; and that fraction represents the proper importance of the love interest in its proper ratio to a mans entire life.

He sat up, greatly pleased with himself at having reduced sentiment to a fixed proportion in the ingredients of life.

If I had time, he said, I could tell them how to write a book— He paused, musing, while the confident smile spread. Selwyn stared at space.

What does a young man know about love, anyway? demanded his brother-in-law.

Nothing, replied Selwyn listlessly.

Of course not. Look at Gerald. He sits on the stairs with a pink and white ninny; and at the next party he does it with another. Thats wholesome and natural; and thats the way things really are. Look at Eileen. Do you suppose she has the slightest suspicion of what love is?

Naturally not, said Selwyn.

Correct. Only a fool novelist would attribute the deeper emotions to a child like that. What does she know about anything? Love isnt a mere emotion, either — that is all fol-de-rol and fizzle! — its the false basis of modern romance. Love is reason — not a nervous phenomenon. Love is a sane passion, founded on a basic knowledge of good and evil. Thats what love is; the rest! — he lifted the book, waved it contemptuously, and pushed it farther away— the rest is neuritis; the remedy a pill. Im going to bed; are you?

But Selwyn had lighted a cigar, and was again unfolding his evening paper; so his brother-in-law moved ponderously away, yawning frightfully at every heavy stride, and the younger man settled back in his chair, a fragrant cigar balanced between his strong, slim fingers, one leg dropped loosely over the other. After a while the newspaper fell to the floor.

He sat there without moving for a long time; his cigar, burning close, had gone out. The reading-lamp spread a circle of soft light over the floor; on the edge of it lay Kit-Ki, placid, staring at him. After a while he noticed her. You? he said absently; you hid so they couldnt put you out.

At the sound of his voice she began to purr.

Oh, its all very well, he nodded; but its against the law. However, he added, Im rather tired of rules and regulations myself. Besides, the world outside is very cold to-night. Purr away, old lady; Im going to bed.

But he did not stir.

A little later, the fire having burned low, he rose, laid a pair of heavy logs across the coals, dragged his chair to the hearth, and settled down in it deeply. Then he lifted the cat to his knees. Kit-Ki sang blissfully, spreading and relaxing her claws at intervals as she gazed at the mounting blaze.

Im going to bed, Kit-Ki, he repeated absently, because thats a pretty good place for me . . . far better than sitting up here with you — and conscience.

But he only lay back deeper in the velvet chair and lighted another cigar.

Kit-Ki, he said, the words men utter count in the reckoning; but not as heavily as the words men leave unuttered; and what a man does scores deeply; but — alas for the scars of the deeds he has left undone.

The logs were now wrapped in flame, and their low mellow roaring mingled to a monotone with the droning of the cat on his knees.

Long after his cigar burnt bitter, he sat with eyes fixed on the blaze. When the flames at last began to flicker and subside, his lids fluttered, then drooped; but he had lost all reckoning of time when he opened them again to find Miss Erroll in furs and ball-gown kneeling on the hearth and heaping kindling on the coals, and her pretty little Alsatian maid beside her, laying a log across the andirons.

Upon my word! he murmured, confused; then rising quickly, Is that you, Miss Erroll? What time is it?

Four oclock in the morning, Captain Selwyn, she said, straightening up to her full height. This room is icy; are you frozen?

Chilled through, he stood looking about in a dazed way, incredulous of the hour and of his own slumber.

I was conversing with Kit-Ki a moment ago, he protested, in such a tone of deep reproach that Eileen laughed while her maid relieved her of furs and scarf.

Susanne, just unhook those two that I cant manage; light the fire in my bedroom; et merci bien, ma petite!

The little maid vanished; Kit-Ki, who had been unceremoniously spilled from Selwyns knees, sat yawning, then rose and walked noiselessly to the hearth.

I dont know how I happened to do it, he muttered, still abashed by his plight.

We rekindled the fire for your benefit, she said; you had better use it before you retire. And she seated herself in the arm-chair, stretching out her ungloved hands to the blaze — smooth, innocent hands, so soft, so amazingly fresh and white.

He moved a step forward into the warmth, stood a moment, then reached forward for a chair and drew it up beside hers.

Do you mean to say you are not sleepy? he asked.

I? No, not in the least. I will be to-morrow, though.

Did you have a good time?

Yes — rather.

Wasnt it gay?

Gay? Oh, very.

Her replies were unusually short — almost preoccupied. She was generally more communicative.

You danced a lot, I dare say, he ventured.

Yes — a lot, studying the floor.

Decent partners?

Oh, yes.

Who was there?

She looked up at him. You were not there, she said, smiling.

No; I cut it. But I did not know you were going; you said nothing about it.

Of course, you would have stayed if you had known, Captain Selwyn? She was still smiling.

Of course, he replied.

Would you really?

Why, yes.

There was something not perfectly familiar to him in the girls bright brevity, in her direct personal inquiry; for between them, hitherto, the gaily impersonal had ruled except in moments of lightest badinage.

Was it an amusing dinner? she asked, in her turn.

Rather. Then he looked up at her, but she had stretched her slim silk-shod feet to the fender, and her head was bent aside, so that he could see only the curve of the cheek and the little close-set ear under its ruddy mass of gold.

Who was there? she asked, too, carelessly.

For a moment he did not speak; under his bronzed cheek the flat muscles stirred. Had some meddling, malicious fool ventured to whisper an unfit jest to this young girl? Had a word — or a smile and a phrase cut in two — awakened her to a sorry wisdom at his expense? Something had happened; and the idea stirred him to wrath — as when a child is wantonly frightened or a dumb creature misused.

What did you ask me? he inquired gently.

I asked you who was there, Captain Selwyn.

He recalled some names, and laughingly mentioned his dinner partners preference for Harmon. She listened absently, her chin nestling in her palm, only the close-set, perfect ear turned toward him.

Who led the cotillion? he asked.

Jack Ruthven — dancing with Rosamund Fane.

She drew her feet from the fender and crossed them, still turned away from him; and so they remained in silence until again she shifted her position, almost impatiently.

You are very tired, he said.

No; wide awake.

Dont you think it best for you to go to bed?

No. But you may go.

And, as he did not stir: I mean that you are not to sit here because I do. And she looked around at him.

What has gone wrong, Eileen? he said quietly.

He had never before used her given name, and she flushed up.

There is nothing the matter, Captain Selwyn. Why do you ask?

Yes, there is, he said.

There is not, I tell you—

 — And, if it is something you cannot understand, he continued pleasantly, perhaps it might be well to ask Nina to explain it to you.

There is nothing to explain.

 — Because, he went on, very gently, one is sometimes led by malicious suggestion to draw false and unpleasant inferences from harmless facts—

Captain Selwyn—

Yes, Eileen.

But she could not go on; speech and thought itself remained sealed; only a confused consciousness of being hurt remained — somehow to be remedied by something he might say — might deny. Yet how could it help her for him to deny what she herself refused to believe? — refused through sheer instinct while ignorant of its meaning.

Even if he had done what she heard Rosamund Fane say he had done, it had remained meaningless to her save for the manner of the telling. But now — but now! Why had they laughed — why had their attitudes and manner and the disconnected phrases in French left her flushed and rigid among the idle group at supper? Why had they suddenly seemed to remember her presence — and express their abrupt consciousness of it in such furtive signals and silence?

It was false, anyway — whatever it meant. And, anyway, it was false that he had driven away in Mrs. Ruthvens brougham. But, oh, if he had only stayed — if he had only remained! — this friend of hers who had been so nice to her from the moment he came into her life — so generous, so considerate, so lovely to her — and to Gerald!

For a moment the glow remained, then a chill doubt crept in; would he have remained had he known she was to be there? Where did he go after the dinner? As for what they said, it was absurd. And yet — and yet — 

He sat, savagely intent upon the waning fire; she turned restlessly again, elbows close together on her knees, face framed in her hands.

You ask me if I am tired, she said. I am — of the froth of life.

His face changed instantly. What? he exclaimed, laughing.

But she, very young and seriously intent, was now wrestling with the mighty platitudes of youth. First of all she desired to know what meaning life held for humanity. Then she expressed a doubt as to the necessity for human happiness; duty being her discovery as sufficient substitute.

But he heard in her childish babble the minor murmur of an undercurrent quickening for the first time; and he listened patiently and answered gravely, touched by her irremediable loneliness.

For Nina must remain but a substitute at best; what was wanting must remain wanting; and race and blood must interpret for itself the subtler and unasked questions of an innocence slowly awaking to a wisdom which makes us all less wise.

So when she said that she was tired of gaiety, that she would like to study, he said that he would take up anything she chose with her. And when she spoke vaguely of a life devoted to good works — of the wiser charity, of being morally equipped to aid those who required material aid, he was very serious, but ventured to suggest that she dance her first season through as a sort of flesh-mortifying penance preliminary to her spiritual novitiate.

Yes, she admitted thoughtfully; you are right. Nina would feel dreadfully if I did not go on — or if she imagined I cared so little for it all. But one season is enough to waste. Dont you think so?

Quite enough, he assured her.

 — And — why should I ever marry? she demanded, lifting her clear, sweet eyes to his.

Why indeed? he repeated with conviction. I can see no reason.

I am glad you understand me, she said. I am not a marrying woman.

Not at all, he assured her.

No, I am not; and Nina — the darling — doesnt understand. Why, what do you suppose! — but would it be a breach of confidence to anybody if I told you?

I doubt it, he said; what is it you have to tell me?

Only — its very, very silly — only several men — and one nice enough to know better — Sudbury Gray—

Asked you to marry them? he finished, nodding his head at the cat.

Yes, she admitted, frankly astonished; but how did you know?

Inferred it. Go on.

There is nothing more, she said, without embarrassment. I told Nina each time; but she confused me by asking for details; and the details were too foolish and too annoying to repeat. . . . I do not wish to marry anybody. I think I made that very plain to — everybody.

Right as usual, he said cheerfully; you are too intelligent to consider that sort of thing just now.

You do understand me, dont you? she said gratefully. There are so many serious things in life to learn and to think of, and that is the very last thing I should ever consider. . . . I am very, very glad I had this talk with you. Now I am rested and I shall retire for a good long sleep.

With which paradox she stood up, stifling a tiny yawn, and looked smilingly at him, all the old sweet confidence in her eyes. Then, suddenly mocking:

Who suggested that you call me by my first name? she asked.

Some good angel or other. May I?

If you please; I rather like it. But I couldnt very well call you anything except Captain Selwyn.

On account of my age?

Your age! — contemptuous in her confident equality.

Oh, my wisdom, then? You probably reverence me too deeply.

Probably not. I dont know; I couldnt do it — somehow—

Try it — unless youre afraid.

Im not afraid!

Yes, you are, if you dont take a dare.

You dare me?

I do.

Philip, she said, hesitating, adorable in her embarrassment. No! No! No! I cant do it that way in cold blood. Its got to be Captain Selwyn. . . for a while, anyway. . . . Good-night.

He took her outstretched hand, laughing; the usual little friendly shake followed; then she turned gaily away, leaving him standing before the whitening ashes.

He thought the fire was dead; but when he turned out the lamp an hour later, under the ashes embers glowed in the darkness of the winter morning.




CHAPTER IV

MID-LENT
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MID-LENT, AND THE Enemy grins, remarked Selwyn as he started for church with Nina and the children. Austin, knee-deep in a dozen Sunday supplements, refused to stir; poor little Eileen was now convalescent from grippe, but still unsteady on her legs; her maid had taken the grippe, and now moaned all day: Mon dieu! Mon dieu! Che fais mourir!

Boots Lansing called to see Eileen, but she wouldnt come down, saying her nose was too pink. Drina entertained Boots, and then Selwyn returned and talked army talk with him until tea was served. Drina poured tea very prettily; Nina had driven Austin to vespers. The family dined at seven so Drina could sit up; special treat on account of Bootss presence at table. Gerald was expected, but did not come.

The next morning, Selwyn went downtown at the usual hour and found Gerald, pale and shaky, hanging over his desk and trying to dictate letters to an uncomfortable stenographer.

So he dismissed the abashed girl for the moment, closed the door, and sat down beside the young man.

Go home, Gerald he said with decision; when Neergard comes in Ill tell him you are not well. And, old fellow, dont ever come near the office again when youre in this condition.

Im a perfect fool, faltered the boy, his voice trembling; I dont really care for that sort of thing, either; but you know how it is in that set—

What set?

Oh, the Fanes — the Ruthv— He stammered himself into silence.

I see. What happened last night?

The usual; two tables full of it. There was a wheel, too. . . . I had no intention — but you know yourself how it parches your throat — the jollying and laughing and excitement. . . . I forgot all about what you — what we talked over. . . . Im ashamed and sorry; but I can stay here and attend to things, of course—

I dont want Neergard to see you, repeated Selwyn.

W-why, stammered the boy, do I look as rocky as that?

Yes. See here, you are not afraid of me, are you?

No—

You dont think Im one of those long-faced, blue-nosed butters-in, do you? You have confidence in me, havent you? You know Im an average and normally sinful man who has made plenty of mistakes and who understands how others make them — you know that, dont you, old chap?

Y-es.

Then you will listen, wont you, Gerald?

The boy laid his arms on the desk and hid his face in them. Then he nodded.

For ten minutes Selwyn talked to him with all the terse and colloquial confidence of a comradeship founded upon respect for mutual fallibility. No instruction, no admonition, no blame, no reproach — only an affectionately logical review of matters as they stood — and as they threatened to stand.

The boy, fortunately, was still pliable and susceptible, still unalarmed and frank. It seemed that he had lost money again — this time to Jack Ruthven; and Selwyns teeth remained sternly interlocked as, bit by bit, the story came out. But in the telling the boy was not quite as frank as he might have been; and Selwyn supposed he was able to stand his loss without seeking aid.

Anyway, said Gerald in a muffled voice, Ive learned one lesson — that a business man cant acquire the habits and keep the infernal hours that suit people who can take all day to sleep it off.

Right, said Selwyn.

Besides, my income cant stand it, added Gerald naïvely.

Neither could mine, old fellow. And, Gerald, cut out this card business; its the final refuge of the feebleminded. . . . You like it? Oh, well, if youve got to play — if youve no better resource for leisure, and if non-participation isolates you too completely from other idiots — play the imbecile gentlemans game; which means a game where nobody need worry over the stakes.

But — theyd laugh at me!

I know; but Boots Lansing wouldnt — and you have considerable respect for him.

Gerald nodded; he had immediately succumbed to Lansing like everybody else.

And one thing more, said Selwyn; dont play for stakes — no matter how insignificant — where women sit in the game. Fashionable or not, it is rotten sport — whatever the ethics may be. And, Gerald, tainted sport and a clean record cant take the same fence together.

The boy looked up, flushed and perplexed. Why, every woman in town—

Oh, no. How about your sister and mine?

Of course not; they are different. Only — well, you approve of Rosamund Fane and — Gladys Orchil — dont you?

Gerald, men dont ask each other such questions — except as you ask, without expecting or desiring an answer from me, and merely to be saying something nice about two pretty women.

The reproof went home, deeply, but without a pang; and the boy sat silent, studying the blotter between his elbows.

A little later he started for home at Selwyns advice. But the memory of his card losses frightened him, and he stopped on the way to see what money Austin would advance him.

Julius Neergard came up from Long Island, arriving at the office about noon. The weather was evidently cold on Long Island; he had the complexion of a raw ham, but the thick, fat hand, with its bitten nails, which he offered Selwyn as he entered his office, was unpleasantly hot, and, on the thin nose which split the broad expanse of face, a bead or two of sweat usually glistened, winter and summer.

Wheres Gerald? he asked as an office-boy relieved him of his heavy box coat and brought his mail to him.

I advised Gerald to go home, observed Selwyn carelessly; he is not perfectly well.

Neergards tiny mouse-like eyes, set close together, stole brightly in Selwyns direction; but they usually looked just a little past a man, seldom at him.

Grippe? he asked.

I dont think so, said Selwyn.

Lots of grippe round town, observed Neergard, as though satisfied that Gerald had it. Then he sat down and rubbed his large, membranous ears.

Captain Selwyn, he began, Im satisfied that its a devilish good thing.

Are you?

Emphatically. Ive mastered the details — virtually all of em. Heres the situation in a grain of wheat! — the Siowitha Club owns a thousand or so acres of oak scrub, pine scrub, sand and weeds, and controls four thousand more; that is to say — the club pays the farmers rents and fixes their fences and awards them odd jobs and prizes for the farm sustaining the biggest number of bevies. Also the club pays them to maintain the millet and buckwheat patches and to act as wardens. In return the farmers post their four thousand acres for the exclusive benefit of the club. Is that plain?

Perfectly.

Very well, then. Now the Siowitha is largely composed of very rich men — among them Bradley Harmon, Jack Ruthven, George Fane, Sanxon Orchil, the Hon. Delmour-Carnes — that crowd — rich and stingy. Thats why they are contented with a yearly agreement with the farmers instead of buying the four thousand acres. Why put a lot of good money out of commission when they can draw interest on it and toss an insignificant fraction of that interest as a sop to the farmers? Do you see? Thats your millionaire method — and its what makes em in the first place.

He drew a large fancy handkerchief from his pistol-pocket and wiped the beads from the bridge of his limber nose. But they reappeared again.

Now, he said, I am satisfied that, working very carefully, we can secure options on every acre of the four thousand. There is money in it either way and any way we work it; we get it coming and going. First of all, if the Siowitha people find that they really cannot get on without controlling these acres — why — and he snickered so that his nose curved into a thin, ruddy beak— why, Captain, I suppose we could let them have the land. Eh? Oh, yes — if they must have it!

Selwyn frowned slightly.

But the point is, continued Neergard, that it borders the railroad on the north; and where the land is not wavy its flat as a pancake, and — he sank his husky voice— its fairly riddled with water. I paid a thousand dollars for six tests.

Water! repeated Selwyn wonderingly; why, its dry as a desert!

Underground water! — only about forty feet on the average. Why, man, I can hit a well flowing three thousand gallons almost anywhere. Its a gold mine. I dont care what you do with the acreage — split it up into lots and advertise, or club the Siowitha people into submission — its all the same; its a gold mine — to be swiped and developed. Now there remains the title searching and the damnable job of financing it — because weve got to move cautiously, and knock softly at the doors of the money vaults, or well be waking up some Wall Street relatives or secret business associates of the yellow crowd; and if anybody bawls for help well be up in the air next New Years, and still hiking skyward.

He stood up, gathering together the mail matter which his secretary had already opened for his attention. Theres plenty of time yet; their leases were renewed the first of this year, and theyll run the year out. But its something to think about. Will you talk to Gerald, or shall I?

You, said Selwyn. Ill think the matter over and give you my opinion. May I speak to my brother-in-law about it?

Neergard turned in his tracks and looked almost at him.

Do you think theres any chance of his financing the thing?

I havent the slightest idea of what he might do. Especially — he hesitated— as you never have had any loans from his people — I understand—

No, said Neergard; I havent.

Its rather out of their usual, I believe—

So they say. But Long Island acreage neednt beg favours now. Thats all over, Captain Selwyn. Fane, Harmon & Co. know that; Mr. Gerard ought to know it, too.

Selwyn looked troubled. Shall I consult Mr. Gerard? he repeated. I should like to if you have no objection.

Neergards small, close-set eyes were focused on a spot just beyond Selwyns left shoulder.

Suppose you sound him, he suggested, in strictest—

Naturally, cut in Selwyn dryly; and turning to his littered desk, opened the first letter his hand encountered. Now that his head was turned, Neergard looked full at the back of his neck for a long minute, then went out silently.



That night Selwyn stopped at his sisters house before going to his own rooms, and, finding Austin alone in the library, laid the matter before him exactly as Neergard had put it.

You see, he added, that Im a sort of an ass about business methods. What I like — what I understand, is to use good judgment, go in and boldly buy a piece of property, wait until it becomes more valuable, either through improvements or the natural enhancement of good value, then take a legitimate profit, and repeat the process. That, in outline, is what I understand. But, Austin, this furtive pouncing on a thing and clubbing other peoples money out of them with it — this slyly acquiring land that is necessary to an unsuspecting neighbour and then holding him up — I dont like. Theres always something of this sort that prevents my cordial co-operation with Neergard — always something in the schemes which hints of — of squeezing — of something underground—

Like the water which hes going to squeeze out of the wells?

Selwyn laughed.

Phil, said his brother-in-law, if you think anybody can do a profitable business except at other peoples expense, you are an ass.

Am I? asked Selwyn, still laughing frankly.

Certainly. The land is there, plain enough for anybody to see. Its always been there; its likely to remain for a few æons, I fancy.

Now, along comes Meynheer Julius Neergard — the only man who seems to have brains enough to see the present value of that parcel to the Siowitha people. Everybody else had the same chance; nobody except Neergard knew enough to take it. Why shouldnt he profit by it?

Yes — but if hed be satisfied to cut it up into lots and do what is fair—

Cut it up into nothing! Man alive, do you suppose the Siowitha people would let him? Theyve only a few thousand acres; theyve got to control that land. What good is their club without it? Do you imagine theyd let a town grow up on three sides of their precious game-preserve? And, besides, Ill bet you that half of their streams and lakes take rise on other peoples property — and that Neergard knows it — the Dutch fox!

That sort of — of business — that kind of coercion, does not appeal to me, said Selwyn gravely.

Then youd better go into something besides business in this town, observed Austin, turning red. Good Lord, man, where would my Loan and Trust Company be if we never foreclosed, never swallowed a good thing when we see it?

But you dont threaten people.

Austin turned redder. If people or corporations stand in our way and block progress, of course we threaten. Threaten? Isnt the threat of punishment the very basis of law and order itself? What are laws for? And we have laws, too — laws, under the law—

Of the State of New Jersey, said Selwyn, laughing. Dont flare up, Austin; Im probably not cut out for a business career, as you point out — otherwise I would not have consulted you. I know some laws — including The Survival of the Fittest, and the Chain-of-Destruction; and I have read the poem beginning

Big bugs have little bugs to bite em.

Thats all right, too; but speaking of laws, Im always trying to formulate one for my particular self-government; and you dont mind, do you?

No, said Gerard, much amused, I dont mind. Only when you talk ethics — talk sense at the same time.

I wish I knew how, he said.

They discussed Neergards scheme for a little while longer; Austin, shrewd and cautious, declined any personal part in the financing of the deal, although he admitted the probability of prospective profits.

Our investments and our loans are of a different character, he explained, but I have no doubt that Fane, Harmon & Co.—

Why, both Fane and Harmon are members of the club! laughed Selwyn. You dont expect Neergard to go to them?

A peculiar expression flickered in Gerards heavy features; perhaps he thought that Fane and Harmon and Jack Ruthven were not above exploiting their own club under certain circumstances. But whatever his opinion, he said nothing further; and, suggesting that Selwyn remain to dine, went off to dress.

A few moments later he returned, crestfallen and conciliatory:

I forgot, Nina and I are dining at the Orchils. Come up a moment; she wants to speak to you.

So they took the rose-tinted rococo elevator; Austin went away to his own quarters, and Selwyn tapped at Ninas boudoir.

Is that you, Phil? One minute; Watson is finishing my hair. . . . Come in, now; and kindly keep your distance, my friend. Do you suppose I want Rosamund to know what brand of war-paint I use?

Rosamund, he repeated, with a good-humoured shrug; its likely — isnt it?

Certainly its likely. Youd never know you were telling her anything — but shed extract every detail in ten seconds. . . . I understand she adores you, Phil. What have you done to her?

Thats likely, too, he remarked, remembering his savagely polite rebuke to that young matron after the Minster dinner.

Well, she does; youve probably piqued her; thats the sort of man she likes. . . . Look at my hair — how bright and wavy it is, Phil. Tell me, do I appear fairly pretty to-night?

Youre all right, Nina; I mean it, he said. How are the kids? How is Eileen?

Thats why I sent for you. Eileen is furious at being left here all alone; shes practically well and shes to dine with Drina in the library. Would you be good enough to dine there with them? Eileen, poor child, is heartily sick of her imprisonment; it would be a mercy, Phil.

Why, yes, Ill do it, of course; only Ive some matters at home—

Home! You call those stuffy, smoky, impossible, half-furnished rooms home! Phil, when are you ever going to get some pretty furniture and art things? Eileen and I have been talking it over, and weve decided to go there and see what you need and then order it, whether you like it or not.

Thanks, he said, laughing; its just what Ive tried to avoid. Ive got things where I want them now — but I knew it was too comfortable to last. Boots said that some woman would be sure to be good to me with an art-nouveau rocking-chair.

A perfect sample of mans gratitude, said Nina, exasperated; for Ive ordered two beautiful art-nouveau rocking-chairs, one for you and one for Mr. Lansing. Now you can go and humiliate poor little Eileen, who took so much pleasure in planning with me for your comfort. As for your friend Boots, hes unspeakable — with my compliments.

Selwyn stayed until he made peace with his sister, then he mounted to the nursery to lean over the younger children and preside at prayers. This being accomplished, he descended to the library, where Eileen Erroll in a filmy, lace-clouded gown, full of turquoise tints, reclined with her arm around Drina amid heaps of cushions, watching the waitress prepare a table for two.

He took the fresh, cool hand she extended and sat down on the edge of her couch.

All O.K. again? he inquired, retaining Eileens hand in his.

Thank you — quite. Are you really going to dine with us? Are you sure you want to? Oh, I know youve given up some very gay dinner somewhere—

I was going to dine with Boots when Nina rescued me. Poor Boots! — I think Ill telephone—

Telephone him to come here! begged Drina. Would he come? Oh, please — Id love to have him.

I wish you would ask him, said Eileen; its been so lonely and stupid to lie in bed with a red nose and fishy eyes and pains in ones back and limbs. Please do let us have a party.

[image: img182.jpg]
Two pillows, said Drina sweetly.

So Selwyn went to the telephone, and presently returned, saying that Boots was overwhelmed and would be present at the festivities; and Drina, enraptured, ordered flowers to be brought from the dining-room and a large table set for four, with particular pomp and circumstance.

Mr. Archibald Lansing arrived very promptly — a short, stocky young man of clean and powerful build, with dark, keen eyes always alert, and humorous lips ever on the edge of laughter under his dark moustache.

His manner with Drina was always delightful — a mixture of self-repressed idolatry and busily naïve belief in a thorough understanding between them to exclude Selwyn from their company.

This Selwyn fellow here! he exclaimed. I warned him over the phone wed not tolerate him, Drina. I explained to him very carefully that you and I were dining together in strictest privacy—

He begged so hard, said Eileen. Will somebody place an extra pillow for Drina?

They seized the same pillow fiercely, confronting each other; massacre appeared imminent.

Two pillows, said Drina sweetly; and extermination was averted. The child laughed happily, covering one of Bootss hands with both of hers.

So youve left the service, Mr. Lansing? began Eileen, lying back and looking smilingly at Boots.

Had to, Miss Erroll. Seven millionaires ran into my quarters and chased me out and down Broadway into the offices of the Westchester Air Line Company. Then these seven merciless multi-millionaires in buckram bound and gagged me, stuffed my pockets full of salary, and forced me to typewrite a fearful and secret oath to serve them for five long, weary years. Thats a sample of how the wealthy grind the noses of the poor, isnt it, Drina?

The child slipped her hand from his, smiling uncertainly.

You dont mean all that, do you?

Indeed I do, sweetheart.

Are you not a soldier lieutenant any more, then? she inquired, horribly disappointed.

Only a private in the workmans battalion, Drina.

I dont care, retorted the child obstinately; I like you just as much.

Have you really done it? asked Selwyn as the first course was served.

I? No. They? Yes. Well probably lose the Philippines now, he added gloomily; but its my thankless countrys fault; you all had a chance to make me dictator, you know. Miss Erroll, do you want a second-hand sword? Of course there are great dents in it—

Id rather have those celebrated boots, she replied demurely; and Mr. Lansing groaned.

How tall youre growing, Drina, remarked Selwyn.

Probably the early spring weather, added Boots. Youre twelve, arent you?

Thirteen, said Drina gravely.

Almost time to elope with me, nodded Boots.

Ill do it now, she said— as soon as my new gowns are made — if youll take me to Manila. Will you? I believe my Aunt Alixe is there—

She caught Eileens eye and stopped short. I forgot, she murmured; I beg your pardon, Uncle Philip—

Boots was talking very fast and laughing a great deal; Eileens plate claimed her undivided attention; Selwyn quietly finished his claret; the child looked at them all.

By the way, said Boots abruptly, whats the matter with Gerald? He came in before noon looking very seedy— Selwyn glanced up quietly.

Wasnt he at the office? asked Eileen anxiously.

Oh, yes, replied Selwyn; he felt a trifle under the weather, so I sent him home.

Is it the grippe?

N-no, I believe not—

Do you think he had better have a doctor? Where is he?

He was here, observed Drina composedly, and father was angry with him.

What? exclaimed Eileen. When?

This morning, before father went downtown.

Both Selwyn and Lansing cut in coolly, dismissing the matter with a careless word or two; and coffee was served — cambric tea in Drinas case.

Come on, said Boots, slipping a bride-rose into Drinas curls; Im ready for confidences.

Confidences had become an established custom with Drina and Boots; it meant that every time they saw one another they were pledged to tell each other everything that had occurred in their lives since their last meeting.

So Drina, excitedly requesting to be excused, jumped up and, taking Lansings hand in hers, led him to a sofa in a distant corner, where they immediately installed themselves and began an earnest and whispered exchange of confidences, punctuated by little whirlwinds of laughter from the child.

Eileen settled deeper among her pillows as the table was removed, and Selwyn drew his chair forward.

Suppose, she said, looking thoughtfully at him, that you and I make a vow to exchange confidences? Shall we, Captain Selwyn?

Good heavens, he protested; I — confess to you! Youd faint dead away, Eileen.

Perhaps. . . . But will you?

He gaily evaded an answer, and after a while he fancied she had forgotten. They spoke of other things, of her convalescence, of the engagements she had been obliged to cancel, of the stupid hours in her room — doubly stupid, as the doctor had not permitted her to read or sew.

And every day violets from you, she said; it was certainly nice of you. And — do you know that somehow — just because you have never yet failed me — I thought perhaps — when I asked your confidence a moment ago—

He looked up quickly.

What is the matter with Gerald? she asked. Could you tell me?

Nothing serious is the matter, Eileen.

Is he not ill?

Not very.

She lay still a moment, then with the slightest gesture: Come here.

He seated himself near her; she laid her hand fearlessly on his arm.

Tell me, she demanded. And, as he remained silent: Once, she said, I came suddenly into the library. Austin and Gerald were there; Austin seemed to be very angry with my brother. I heard him say something that worried me; and I slipped out before they saw me.

Selwyn remained silent.

Was that it?

I — dont know what you heard.

Dont you understand me?

Not exactly.

Well, then — she crimsoned— has Gerald m-misbehaved again?

What did you hear Austin say? he demanded.

I heard — something about dissipation. He was very angry with Gerald. It is not the best way, I think, to become angry with either of us — either me or Gerald — because then we are usually inclined to do it again — whatever it is. . . . I do not mean for one moment to be disloyal to Austin; you know that. . . . But I am so thankful that Gerald is fond of you. . . . You like him, too, dont you?

I am very fond of him.

Well, then, she said, you will talk to him pleasantly — wont you? He is such a boy; and he adores you. It is easy to influence a boy like that, you know — easy to shame him out of the silly things he does. . . . That is all the confidence I wanted, Captain Selwyn. And you havent told me a word, you see — and I have not fainted — have I?

They laughed a little; her fingers, which had tightened on his arm, relaxed; her hand fell away, and she straightened up, sitting Turk fashion, and smoothing her hair which contact with the pillows had disarranged so that it threatened to come tumbling over eyes and cheeks.

Oh, hair, hair! she murmured, youre Ninas despair and my endless punishment. Id twist and pin you tight if I dared — some day I will, too. . . . What are you looking at so curiously, Captain Selwyn? My mop?

Its about the most stunningly beautiful thing I ever saw, he said, still curious.

She nodded gaily, both hands still busy with the lustrous strands. It is nice; but I never supposed you noticed it. It falls to my waist; Ill show it to you some time. . . . But I had no idea you noticed such things, she repeated, as though to herself.

Oh, Im apt to notice all sorts of things, he said, looking so provokingly wise that she dropped her hair and clapped both hands over her eyes.

Now, she said, if you are so observing, youll know the colour of my eyes. What are they?

Blue — with a sort of violet tint, he said promptly.

She laughed and lowered her hands.

All that personal attention paid to me! she exclaimed. You are turning my head, Captain Selwyn. Besides, you are astonishing me, because you never seem to know what women wear or what they resemble when I ask you to describe the girls with whom you have been dining or dancing.

It was a new note in their cordial intimacy — this nascent intrusion of the personal. To her it merely meant his very charming recognition of her maturity — she was fast becoming a woman like other women, to be looked at and remembered as an individual, and no longer classed vaguely as one among hundreds of the newly emerged whose soft, unexpanded personalities all resembled one another.

For some time, now, she had cherished this tiny grudge in her heart — that he had never seemed to notice anything in particular about her except when he tried to be agreeable concerning some new gown. The contrast had become the sharper, too, since she had awakened to the admiration of other men. And the awakening was only a half-convinced happiness mingled with shy surprise that the wise world should really deem her so lovely.

A red-headed girl, she said teasingly; I thought you had better taste than — than—

Than to think you a raving beauty?

Oh, she said, you dont think that!

As a matter of fact he himself had become aware of it so suddenly that he had no time to think very much about it. It was rather strange, too, that he had not always been aware of it; or was it partly the mellow light from the lamp tinting her till she glowed and shimmered like a young sorceress, sitting so straight there in her turquoise silk and misty lace?

Delicate luminous shadow banded her eyes; her hair, partly in shadow, too, became a sombre mystery in rose-gold.

Whatever are you staring at? she laughed. Me? I dont believe it! Never have you so honoured me with your fixed attention, Captain Selwyn. You really glare at me as though I were interesting. And I know you dont consider me that; do you?

How old are you, anyway? he asked curiously.

Thank you, Ill be delighted to inform you when Im twenty.

You look like a mixture of fifteen and twenty-five to-night, he said deliberately; and the answer is more and less than nineteen.

And you, she said, talk like a frivolous sage, and your wisdom is as weighty as the years you carry. And what is the answer to that? Do you know, Captain Selwyn, that when you talk to me this way you look about as inexperienced as Gerald?

And do you know, he said, that I feel as inexperienced — when I talk to you this way?

She nodded. Its probably good for us both; I age, you renew the frivolous days of youth when you were young enough to notice the colour of a girls hair and eyes. Besides, Im very grateful to you. Hereafter you wont dare sit about and cross your knees and look like the picture of an inattentive young man by Gibson. Youve admitted that you like two of my features, and I shall expect you to notice and admit that you notice the rest.

I admit it now, he said, laughing.

You mustnt; I wont let you. Two kinds of dessert are sufficient at a time. But to-morrow — or perhaps the day after, you may confess to me your approbation of one more feature — only one, remember! — just one more agreeable feature. In that way I shall be able to hold out for quite a while, you see — counting my fingers as separate features! Oh, youve given me a taste of it; its your own fault, Captain Selwyn, and now I desire more if you please — in semi-weekly lingering doses—

A perfect gale of laughter from the sofa cut her short.

Drina! she exclaimed; its after eight! — and I completely forgot.

Oh, dear! protested the child, hes being so funny about the war in Samar. Couldnt I stay up — just five more minutes, Eileen? Besides, I havent told him about Jessie Orchils party—

Drina, dear, you know I cant let you. Say good-night, now — if you want Mr. Lansing and your Uncle Philip to come to another party.

Ill just whisper one more confidence very fast, she said to Boots. He inclined his head; she placed both hands on his shoulders, and, kneeling on the sofa, laid her lips close to his ear. Eileen and Selwyn waited.

When the child had ended and had taken leave of all, Boots also took his leave; and Selwyn rose, too, a troubled, careworn expression replacing the careless gaiety which had made him seem so young in Miss Errolls youthful eyes.

Wait, Boots, he said; Im going home with you. And, to Eileen, almost absently: Good-night; Im so very glad you are well again.

Good-night, she said, looking up at him. The faintest sense of disappointment came over her — at what, she did not know. Was it because, in his completely altered face she realised the instant and easy detachment from herself, and what concerned her? — was it because other people, like Mr. Lansing — other interests — like those which so plainly, in his face, betrayed his preoccupation — had so easily replaced an intimacy which had seemed to grow newer and more delightful with every meeting?

What was it, then, that he found more interesting, more important, than their friendship, their companionship? Was she never to grow old enough, or wise enough, or experienced enough to exact — without exacting — his paramount consideration and interest? Was there no common level of mental equality where they could meet? — where termination of interviews might be mutual — might be fairer to her?

Now he went away, utterly detached from her and what concerned her — to seek other interests of which she knew nothing; absorbed in them to her utter exclusion, leaving her here with the long evening before her and nothing to do — because her eyes were not yet strong enough to use for reading.

Lansing was saying: Ill drive as far as the club with you, and then you can drop me and come back later.

Right, my son; Ill finish a letter and then come back—

Cant you write it at the club?

Not that letter, he replied in a low voice; and, turning to Eileen, smiled his absent, detached smile, offering his hand.

But she lay back, looking straight up at him.

Are you going?

Yes; I have several—

Stay with me, she said in a low voice.

For a moment the words meant nothing; then blank surprise silenced him, followed by curiosity.

Is there something you wished to tell me? he asked.

N-no.

His perplexity and surprise grew. Wait a second, Boots, he said; and Mr. Lansing, being a fairly intelligent young man, went out and down the stairway.

Now, he said, too kindly, too soothingly, what is it, Eileen?

Nothing. I thought — but I dont care. Please go, Captain Selwyn.

No, I shall not until you tell me what troubles you.

I cant.

Try, Eileen.

Why, it is nothing; truly it is nothing. . . . Only I was — it is so early — only a quarter past eight—

He stood there looking down at her, striving to understand.

That is all, she said, flushing a trifle; I cant read and I cant sew and theres nobody here. . . . I dont mean to bother you—

Child, he exclaimed, do you want me to stay?

Yes, she said; will you?

He walked swiftly to the landing outside and looked down.

Boots! he called in a low voice, Im not going home yet. Dont wait for me at the Lenox.

All right, returned Mr. Lansing cheerfully. A moment later the front door closed below. Then Selwyn came back into the library.

For an hour he sat there telling her the gayest stories and talking the most delightful nonsense, alternating with interesting incisions into serious subjects: which it enchanted her to dissect under his confident guidance.

Alert, intelligent, all aquiver between laughter and absorption, she had sat up among her silken pillows, resting her weight on one rounded arm, her splendid young eyes fixed on him to detect and follow and interpret every change in his expression personal to the subject and to her share in it.

His old self again! What could be more welcome? Not one shadow in his pleasant eyes, not a trace of pallor, of care, of that gray aloofness. How jolly, how young he was after all!

They discussed, or laughed at, or mentioned and dismissed with a gesture a thousand matters of common interest in that swift hour — incredibly swift, unless the hall clocks deadened chimes were mocking Time itself with mischievous effrontery.

She heard them, the enchantment still in her eyes; he nodded, listening, meeting her gaze with his smile undisturbed. When the last chime had sounded she lay back among her cushions.

Thank you for staying, she said quite happily.

Am I to go?

Smilingly thoughtful she considered him from her pillows:

Where were you going when I — spoiled it all? For you were going somewhere — out there — with a gesture toward the darkness outside— somewhere where men go to have the good times they always seem to have. . . . Was it to your club? What do men do there? Is it very gay at mens clubs? . . . It must be interesting to go where men have such jolly times — where men gather to talk that mysterious man-talk which we so often wonder at — and pretend we are indifferent. But we are very curious, nevertheless — even about the boys of Geralds age — whom we laugh at and torment; and we cant help wondering how they talk to each other — what they say that is so interesting; for they somehow manage to convey that impression to us — even against our will. . . . If you stay, I shall never have done with chattering. When you sit there with one lazy knee so leisurely draped over the other, and your eyes laughing at me through your cigar-smoke, about a million ideas flash up in me which I desire to discuss with you. . . . So you had better go.

I am happier here, he said, watching her.

Really?

Really.

Then — then — am I, also, one of the good times a man can have? — when he is at liberty to reflect and choose as he idles over his coffee?

A man is fortunate if you permit that choice.

Are you serious? I mean a man, not a boy — not a dance or dinner partner, or one of the men one meets about — everywhere from pillar to post. Do you think me interesting to real men? — like you and Boots?

Yes, he said deliberately, I do. I dont know how interesting, because — I never quite realised how — how you had matured. . . . That was my stupidity.

Captain Selwyn! in confused triumph; you never gave me a chance; I mean, you always were nice in — in the same way you are to Drina. . . . I liked it — dont please misunderstand — only I knew there was something else to me — something more nearly your own age. It was jolly to know you were really fond of me — but youthful sisters grow faster than you imagine. . . . And now, when you come, I shall venture to believe it is not wholly to do me a kindness — but — a little — to do yourself one, too. Is that not the basis of friendship?

Yes.

Community and equality of interests? — isnt it?

Yes.

 — And — in which the — the charity of superior experience and the inattention of intellectual preoccupation and the amused concession to ignorance must steadily, if gradually, disappear? Is that it, too?

Astonishment and chagrin at his misconception of her gave place to outright laughter at his own expense.

Where on earth did you — I mean that I am quite overwhelmed under your cutting indictment of me. Old duffers of my age—

Dont say that, she said; that is pleading guilty to the indictment, and reverting to the old footing. I shall not permit you to go back.

I dont want to, Eileen—

I am wondering, she said airily, about that Eileen. Im not sure but that easy and fluent Eileen is part of the indictment. What do you call Gladys Orchil, for example?

What do I care what I call anybody? he retorted, laughing, as long as they

Answer to Hi!
Or to any loud cry?

But I wont answer to Hi! she retorted very promptly; and now that you admit that I am a good time, a mature individual with distinguishing characteristics, and your intellectual equal if not your peer in experience, Im not sure that I shall answer at all whenever you begin Eileen. Or I shall take my time about it — or I may even reflect and look straight through you before I reply — or, she added, I may be so profoundly preoccupied with important matters which do not concern you, that I might not even hear you speak at all.

Their light-hearted laughter mingled delightfully — fresh, free, uncontrolled, peal after peal. She sat huddled up like a schoolgirl, lovely head thrown back, her white hands clasping her knees; he, both feet squarely on the floor, leaned forward, his laughter echoing hers.

What nonsense! What blessed nonsense you and I are talking! she said, but it has made me quite happy. Now you may go to your club and your mysterious man-talk—

I dont want to—

Oh, but you must! — she was now dismissing him— because, although I am convalescent, I am a little tired, and Ninas maid is waiting to tuck me in.

So you send me away?

Send you— She hesitated, delightfully confused in the reversal of roles — not quite convinced of this new power which, of itself, had seemed to invest her with authority over man. Yes, she said, I must send you away. And her heart beat a little faster in her uncertainty as to his obedience — then leaped in triumph as he rose with a reluctance perfectly visible.

To-morrow, she said, I am to drive for the first time. In the evening I may be permitted to go to the Grays mid-Lent dance — but not to dance much. Will you be there? Didnt they ask you? I shall tell Suddy Gray what I think of him — I dont care whether its for the younger set or not! Goodness me, arent you as young as anybody! . . . Well, then! . . . So we wont see each other to-morrow. And the day after that — oh, I wish I had my engagement list. Never mind, I will telephone you when Im to be at home — or wherever Im going to be. But it wont be anywhere in particular because its Lent, of course. . . . Good-night, Captain Selwyn; youve been very sweet to me, and Ive enjoyed every single instant.

When he had gone she rose, a trifle excited in the glow of abstract happiness, and walked erratically about, smiling to herself, touching and rearranging objects that caught her attention. Then an innocent instinct led her to the mirror, where she stood a moment looking back into the lovely reflected face with its disordered hair.

After all, she said, Im not as aged as I pretended. . . . I wonder if he is laughing at me now. . . . But he was very, very nice to me — wherever he has gone in quest of that good time and to talk his man-talk to other men—

In a reverie she stood at the mirror considering her own flushed cheeks and brilliant eyes.

What a curiously interesting man he is, she murmured naïvely. I shall telephone him that I am not going to that mi-carême dance. . . . Besides, Suddy Gray is a bore with the martyred smile hes been cultivating. . . . As though a happy girl would dream of marrying anybody with all life before her to learn important things in! . . . And that dreadful, downy Scott Innis — trying to make me listen to him! . . . until I was ashamed to be alive! And Bradley Harmon — ugh! — and oh, that mushy widower, Percy Draymore, who got hold of my arm before I dreamed—

She shuddered and turned back into the room, frowning and counting her slow steps across the floor.

After all, she said, their silliness may be their greatest mystery — but I dont include Captain Selwyn, she added loyally; he is far too intelligent to be like other men.



Yet, like other men, at that very moment Captain Selwyn was playing the fizzing contents of a siphon upon the iced ingredients of a tall, thin glass which stood on a table in the Lenox Club.

The governors room being deserted except by himself and Mr. Lansing, he continued the animated explanation of his delay in arriving.

So I stayed, he said to Boots with an enthusiasm quite boyish, and I had a perfectly bully time. Shes just as clever as she can be — startling at moments. I never half appreciated her — she formerly appealed to me in a different way — a young girl knocking at the door of the world, and no mother or father to open for her and show her the gimcracks and the freaks and the side-shows. Do you know, Boots, that some day that girl is going to marry somebody, and it worries me, knowing men as I do — unless you should think of—

Great James! faltered Mr. Lansing, are you turning into a schatschen? Are you planning to waddle through the world making matches for your friends? If you are Im quitting you right here.

Its only because you are the decentest man I happen to know, said Selwyn resentfully. Probably shed turn you down, anyway. But— and he brightened up, I dare say shell choose the best to be had; its a pity though—

Whats a pity?

That a charming, intellectual, sensitive, innocent girl like that should be turned over to a plain lump of a man.

When youve finished your eulogy on our sex, said Lansing, Ill walk home with you.

Come on, then; I can talk while I walk; did you think I couldnt?

And as they struck through the first cross street toward Lexington Avenue: Its a privilege for a fellow to know that sort of a girl — so many surprises in her — the charmingly unexpected and unsuspected! — the pretty flashes of wit, the naïve egotism which is as amusing as it is harmless. . . . I had no idea how complex she is. . . . If you think you have the simple feminine on your hands — forget it, Boots! — for shes as evanescent as a helio-flash and as stunningly luminous as a searchlight. . . . And here Ive been doing the benevolent prig, bestowing society upon her as a man doles out indigestible stuff to a kid, using a sort of guilty discrimination in the distribution—

What on earth is all this? demanded Lansing; are you perhaps non compos, dear friend?

Im trying to tell you and explain to myself that little Miss Erroll is a rare and profoundly interesting specimen of a genus not usually too amusing, he replied with growing enthusiasm. Of course, Holly Erroll was her father, and that accounts for something; and her mother seems to have been a wit as well as a beauty — which helps you to understand; but the brilliancy of the result — aged nineteen, mind you — is out of all proportion; cause and effect do not balance. . . . Why, Boots, an ordinary man — I mean an everyday fellow who dines and dances and does the harmlessly usual about town, dwindles to anæmic insignificance when compared to that young girl — even now when shes practically undeveloped — when her intelligence is like an uncut gem still in the matrix of inexperience—

Help! said Boots feebly, attempting to bolt; but Selwyn hooked arms with him, laughing excitedly. In fact Lansing had not seen his friend in such excellent spirits for many, many months; and it made him exceedingly light-hearted, so that he presently began to chant the old service canticle:

I have another, hes just as bad,
He almost drives me crazy—

And arm in arm they swung into the dark avenue, singing Barney Riley in resonant undertones, while overhead the chilly little Western stars looked down through pallid convolutions of moving clouds, and the wind in the gas-lit avenue grew keener on the street-corners.

Cooler followed by clearing, observed Boots in disgust. Ugh; its the limit, this nipping, howling hemisphere. And he turned up his overcoat collar.

I prefer it to a hemisphere that smells like a cheap joss-stick, said Selwyn.

After all, theyre about alike, retorted Boots— even to the ladrones of Broad Street and the dattos of Wall. . . . And heres our bally bungalow now, he added, fumbling for his keys and whistling taps under his breath.

As the two men entered and started to ascend the stairs, a door on the parlour floor opened and their landlady appeared, enveloped in a soiled crimson kimona and a false front which had slipped sideways.

Theres the Sultana, whispered Lansing, and shes making sign-language at you. Wig-wag her, Phil. Oh . . . good-evening, Mrs. Greeve; did you wish to speak to me? Oh! — to Captain Selwyn. Of course.

If you please, said Mrs. Greeve ominously, so Lansing continued upward; Selwyn descended; Mrs. Greeve waved him into the icy parlour, where he presently found her straightening her front with work-worn fingers.

Captain Selwyn, I deemed it my duty to set up in order to inform you of certain special doins, she said haughtily.

What doings? he inquired.

Mr. Errolls, sir. Last night he evidentially found difficulty with the stairs and I seen him asleep on the parlour sofa when I come down to answer the milkman, a-smokin a cigar that wasnt lit, with his feet on the angelus.

Im very, very sorry, Mrs. Greeve, he said— and so is Mr. Erroll. He and I had a little talk to-day, and I am sure that he will be more careful hereafter.

There is cigar-holes burned into the carpet, insisted Mrs. Greeve, and a mercy we wasnt all insinuated in our beds, one window-pane broken and the gas a blue an whistlin streak with the curtains blowin into it an a strange cat on to that satin dozy-do; the proof being the repugnant perfume.

All of which, said Selwyn, Mr. Erroll will make every possible amends for. He is very young, Mrs. Greeve, and very much ashamed, I am sure. So please dont make it too hard for him.

She stood, little slippered feet planted sturdily in the first position in dancing, fat, bare arms protruding from the kimona, her work-stained fingers linked together in front of her. With a soiled thumb she turned a ring on her third finger.

I aint a-goin to be mean to nobody, she said; my gentlemen is always refined, even if they do sometimes forget theirselves when young and sporty. Mr. Erroll is now a-bed, sir, and asleep like a cherub, ice havin been served three times with towels, extra. Would you be good enough to mention the bill to him in the morning? — the grocer bein sniffy. And she handed the wadded and inky memorandum of damages to Selwyn, who pocketed it with a nod of assurance.

There was, she added, following him to the door, a lady here to see you twice, leavin no name or intentions otherwise than business affairs of a pressin nature.

A — lady? he repeated, halting short on the stairs.

Young an refined, allowin for a automobile veil.

She — she asked for me? he repeated, astonished.

Yes, sir. She wanted to see your rooms. But havin no orders, Captain Selwyn — although I must say she was that polite and ladylike and, added Mrs. Greeve irrelevantly, a art rocker come for you, too, and another for Mr. Lansing, which I placed in your respective settin-rooms.

Oh, said Selwyn, laughing in relief, its all right, Mrs. Greeve. The lady who came is my sister, Mrs. Gerard; and whenever she comes you are to admit her whether or not I am here.

She said she might come again, nodded Mrs. Greeve as he mounted the stairs; am I to show her up any time she comes?

Certainly — thank you, he called back— and Mr. Gerard, too, if he calls.

He looked into Bootss room as he passed; that gentleman, in bedroom costume of peculiar exotic gorgeousness, sat stuffing a pipe with shag, and poring over a mass of papers pertaining to the Westchester Air Lines property and prospective developments.

Come in, Phil, he called out; and look at the dinky chair somebody sent me! But Selwyn shook his head.

Come into my rooms when youre ready, he said, and closed the door again, smiling and turning away toward his own quarters.

Before he entered, however, he walked the length of the hall and cautiously tried the handle of Geralds door. It yielded; he lighted a match and gazed at the sleeping boy where he lay very peacefully among his pillows. Then, without a sound, he reclosed the door and withdrew to his apartment.

As he emerged from the bedroom in his dressing-gown he heard the front door-bell below peal twice, but paid no heed, his attention being concentrated on the chair which Nina had sent him. First he walked gingerly all around it, then he ventured nearer to examine it in detail, and presently he tried it.

Of course, he sighed— bless her heart! — its a perfectly impossible chair. It squeaks, too. But he was mistaken; the creak came from the old stairway outside his door, weighted with the tread of Mrs. Greeve. The tread and the creaking ceased; there came a knock, then heavy descending footsteps on the aged stairway, every separate step protesting until the incubus had sunk once more into the depths from which it had emerged.

As this happened to be the night for his laundry, he merely called out, All right! and remained incurious, seated in the new chair and striving to adjust its stiff and narrow architecture to his own broad shoulders. Finally he got up and filled his pipe, intending to try the chair once more under the most favourable circumstances.

As he lighted his pipe there came a hesitating knock at the door; he jerked his head sharply; the knock was repeated.

Something — a faintest premonition — the vaguest stirring of foreboding committed him to silence — and left him there motionless. The match burned close to his fingers; he dropped it and set his heel upon the sparks.

Then he walked swiftly to the door, flung it open full width — and stood stock still.

And Mrs. Ruthven entered the room, partly closing the door behind, her gloved hand still resting on the knob.

For a moment they confronted one another, he tall, rigid, astounded; she pale, supple, relaxing a trifle against the half-closed door behind her, which yielded and closed with a low click.

At the sound of the closing door he found his voice; it did not resemble his own voice either to himself or to her; but she answered his bewildered question:

I dont know why I came. Is it so very dreadful? Have I offended you? . . . I did not suppose that men cared about conventions.

But — why on earth — did you come? he repeated. Are you in trouble?

I seem to be now, she said with a tremulous laugh; you are frightening me to death, Captain Selwyn.

Still dazed, he found the first chair at hand and dragged it toward her.

She hesitated at the offer; then: Thank you, she said, passing before him. She laid her hand on the chair, looked a moment at him, and sank into it.

Resting there, her pale cheek against her muff, she smiled at him, and every nerve in him quivered with pity.

World without end; amen, she said. Let the judgment of man pass.

The judgment of this man passes very gently, he said, looking down at her. What brings you here, Mrs. Ruthven?

Will you believe me?

Yes.

Then — it is simply the desire of the friendless for a friend. Nothing else — nothing more subtle, nothing of effrontery; n-nothing worse. Do you believe me?

I dont understand—

Try to.

Do you mean that you have differed with—

Him? She laughed. Oh, no; I was talking of real people, not of myths. And real people are not very friendly to me, always — not that they are disagreeable, you understand, only a trifle overcordial; and my most intimate friend kisses me a little too frequently. By the way, she has quite succumbed to you, I hear.

Who do you mean?

Why, Rosamund.

He said something under his breath and looked at her impatiently.

Didnt you know it? she asked, smiling.

Know what?

That Rosamund is quite crazy about you?

Good Lord! Do you suppose that any of the monkey set are interested in me or I in them? he said, disgusted. Do I ever go near them or meet them at all except by accident in the routine of the machinery which sometimes sews us in tangent patches on this crazy-quilt called society?
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I dont know why I came.

But Rosamund, she said, laughing, is now cultivating Mrs. Gerard.

What of it? he demanded.

Because, she replied, still laughing, I tell you, she is perfectly mad about you. Theres no use scowling and squaring your chin. Oh, I ought to know what that indicates! Ive watched you do it often enough; but the fact is that the handsomest and smartest woman in town is for ever dinning your perfections into my ears—

I know, he said, that this sort of stuff passes in your set for wit; but let me tell you that any man who cares for that brand of humour can have it any time he chooses. However, he goes outside the residence district to find it.

She flushed scarlet at his brutality; he drew up a chair, seated himself very deliberately, and spoke, his unlighted pipe in his left hand:

The girl I left — the girl who left me — was a modest, clean-thinking, clean-minded girl, who also had a brain to use, and employed it. Whatever conclusion that girl arrived at concerning the importance of marriage-vows is no longer my business; but the moment she confronts me again, offering friendship, then I may use a friends privilege, as I do. And so I tell you that loosely fashionable badinage bores me. And another matter — privileged by the friendship you acknowledge — forces me to ask you a question, and I ask it, point-blank: Why have you again permitted Gerald to play cards for stakes at your house, after promising you would not do so?

The colour receded from her face and her gloved fingers tightened on the arms of her chair.

That is one reason I came, she said; to explain—

You could have written.

I say it was one reason; the other I have already given you — because I — I felt that you were friendly.

I am. Go on.

I dont know whether you are friendly to me; I thought you were — that night. . . . I did not sleep a wink after it . . . because I was quite happy. . . . But now — I dont know—

Whether I am still friendly? Well, I am. So please explain about Gerald.

Are you sure? raising her dark eyes, that you mean to be kind?

Yes, sure, he said harshly. Go on.

You are a little rough with me; a-almost insolent—

I — I have to be. Good God! Alixe, do you think this is nothing to me? — this wretched mess we have made of life! Do you think my roughness and abruptness comes from anything but pity? — pity for us both, I tell you. Do you think I can remain unmoved looking on the atrocious punishment you have inflicted on yourself? — tethered to — to that! — for life! — the poison of the contact showing in your altered voice and manner! — in the things you laugh at, in the things you live for — in the twisted, misshapen ideals that your friends set up on a heap of nuggets for you to worship? Even if weve passed through the sea of mire, cant we at least clear the filth from our eyes and see straight and steer straight to the anchorage?

She had covered her pallid face with her muff; he bent forward, his hand on the arm of her chair.

Alixe, was there nothing to you, after all? Was it only a tinted ghost that was blown into my bungalow that night — only a twist of shredded marsh mist without substance, without being, without soul? — to be blown away into the shadows with the next and stronger wind — and again to drift out across the waste places of the world? I thought I knew a sweet, impulsive comrade of flesh and blood; warm, quick, generous, intelligent — and very, very young — too young and spirited, perhaps, to endure the harness which coupled her with a man who failed her — and failed himself.

That she has made another — and perhaps more heart-breaking mistake, is bitter for me, too — because — because — I have not yet forgotten. And even if I ceased to remember, the sadness of it must touch me. But I have not forgotten, and because I have not, I say to you, anchor! and hold fast. Whatever he does, whatever you suffer, whatever happens, steer straight on to the anchorage. Do you understand me?

Her gloved hand, moving at random, encountered his and closed on it convulsively.

Do you understand? he repeated.

Y-es, Phil.

Head still sinking, face covered with the silvery fur, the tremors from her body set her hand quivering on his.

Heart-sick, he forbore to ask for the explanation; he knew the real answer, anyway — whatever she might say — and he understood that any game in that house was Ruthvens game, and the guests his guests; and that Gerald was only one of the younger men who had been wrung dry in that house.

No doubt at all that Ruthven needed the money; he was only a male geisha for the set that harboured him, anyway — picked up by a big, hard-eyed woman, who had almost forgotten how to laugh, until she found him furtively muzzling her diamond-laden fingers. So, when she discovered that he could sit up and beg and roll over at a nod, she let him follow her; and since then he had become indispensable and had curled up on many a soft and silken knee, and had sought and fetched and carried for many a pretty woman what she herself did not care to touch, even with white-gloved fingers.

What had she expected when she married him? Only innocent ignorance of the set he ornamented could account for the horror of her disillusion. What splendours had she dreamed of from the outside? What flashing and infernal signal had beckoned her to enter? What mute eyes had promised? What silent smile invited? All skulls seem to grin; but the world has yet to hear them laugh.



Philip?

Yes, Alixe.

I did my best, w-without offending Gerald. Can you believe me?

I know you did. . . . Dont mind what I said—

N-no, not now. . . . You do believe me, dont you?

Yes, I do.

Thank you. . . . And, Phil, I will try to s-steer straight — because you ask me.

You must.

I will. . . . It is good to be here. . . . I must not come again, must I?

Not again, Alixe.

On your account?

On your own. . . . What do I care?

I didnt know. They say—

What? he asked sharply.

A rumour — I heard it — others speak of it — perhaps to be disagreeable to me—

What have you heard?

That — that you might marry again—

Well, you can nail that lie, he said hotly.

Then it is not true?

True! Do you think Id take that chance again even if I felt free to do it?

Free? she faltered; but you are free, Phil!

I am not, he said fiercely; no man is free to marry twice under such conditions. Its a jest at decency and a slap in the face of civilisation! Im done for — finished; I had my chance and I failed. Do you think I consider myself free to try again with the chance of further bespattering my family?

Wait until you really love, she said tremulously.

He laughed incredulously.

I am glad that it is not true. . . . I am glad, she said. Oh, Phil! Phil! — for a single one of the chances we had again and again and again! — and we did not know — we did not know! And yet — there were moments—

Dry-lipped he looked at her, and dry of eye and lip she raised her head and stared at him — through him — far beyond at the twin ghosts floating under the tropic stars locked fast in their first embrace.

Then she rose, blindly, covering her face with her hands, and he stumbled to his feet, shrinking back from her — because dead fires were flickering again, and the ashes of dead roses stirred above the scented embers — and the magic of all the East was descending like a veil upon them, and the Phantom of the Past drew nearer, smiling, wide-armed, crowned with living blossoms.

The tide rose, swaying her where she stood; her hands fell from her face. Between them the grave they had dug seemed almost filled with flowers now — was filling fast. And across it they looked at one another as though stunned. Then his face paled and he stepped back, staring at her from stern eyes.

Phil, she faltered, bewildered by the mirage, is it only a bad dream, after all? And as the false magic glowed into blinding splendour to engulf them: Oh, boy! boy! — is it hell or heaven where weve fallen — ?

There came a loud rapping at the door.




CHAPTER V

AFTERGLOW
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PHIL, SHE WROTE, I am a little frightened. Do you suppose Boots suspected who it was? I must have been perfectly mad to go to your rooms that night; and we both were — to leave the door unlocked with the chance of somebody walking in. But, Phil, how could I know it was the fashion for your friends to bang like that and then come in without the excuse of a response from you?

I have been so worried, so anxious, hoping from day to day that you would write to reassure me that Boots did not recognise me with my back turned to him and my muff across my eyes.

But scared and humiliated as I am I realise that it was well that he knocked. Even as I write to you here in my own room, behind locked doors, I am burning with the shame of it.

But I am not that kind of woman, Phil; truly, truly, I am not. When the foolish impulse seized me I had no clear idea of what I wanted except to see you and learn for myself what you thought about Geralds playing at my house after I had promised not to let him.

Of course, I understood what I risked in going; I realised what common interpretation might be put upon what I was doing. But ugly as it might appear to anybody except you, my motive, you see, must have been quite innocent — else I should have gone about it in a very different manner.

I wanted to see you, that is absolutely all; I was lonely for a word — even a harsh one — from the sort of man you are. I wanted you to believe it was in spite of me that Gerald came and played that night.

He came without my knowledge. I did not know he was invited. And when he appeared I did everything to prevent him from playing; you will never know what took place — what I submitted to — 

I am trying to be truthful, Phil; I want to lay my heart bare for you — but there are things a woman cannot wholly confess. Believe me, I did what I could. . . . And that is all I can say. Oh, I know what it costs you to be mixed up in such contemptible complications. I, for my part, can scarcely bear to have you know so much about me — and what I am come to. That is my real punishment, Phil — not what you said it was.

I do not think it is well for me that you know so much about me. It is not too difficult to face the outer world with a bold front — or to deceive any man in it. But our own little world is being rapidly undeceived; and now the only real man remaining in it has seen my gay mask stripped off — which is not well for a woman, Phil.

I remember what you said about an anchorage; I am trying to clear these haunted eyes of mine and steer clear of phantoms — for the honour of what we once were to each other before the world. But steering a ghost-ship through endless tempests is hard labour, Phil; so be a little kind — a little more than patient, if my hand grows tired at the wheel.

And now — with all these madly inked pages scattered across my desk, I draw toward me another sheet — the last I have still unstained; to ask at last the question which I have shrunk from through all these pages — and for which these pages alone were written:

What do you think of me? Asking you, shows how much I care; dread of your opinion has turned me coward until this last page. What do you think of me? I am perfectly miserable about Boots, but that is partly fright — though I know I am safe enough with such a man. But what sets my cheeks blazing so that I cannot bear to face my own eyes in the mirror, is the fear of what you must think of me in the still, secret places of that heart of yours, which I never, never understood. ALIXE.

It was a week before he sent his reply — although he wrote many answers, each in turn revised, corrected, copied, and recopied, only to be destroyed in the end. But at last he forced himself to meet truth with truth, cutting what crudity he could from his letter:

You ask me what I think of you; but that question should properly come from me. What do you think of a man who exhorts and warns a woman to stand fast, and then stands dumb at the first impact of temptation?

A sight for gods and men — that man! Is there any use for me to stammer out trite phrases of self-contempt? The fact remains that I am unfit to advise, criticise, or condemn anybody for anything; and its high time I realised it.

If words of commendation, of courage, of kindly counsel, are needed by anybody in this world, I am not the man to utter them. What a hypocrite must I seem to you! I who sat there beside you preaching platitudes in strong self-complacency, instructing you how morally edifying it is to be good and unhappy.

Then, what happened? I dont know exactly; but Im trying to be honest, and Ill tell you what I think happened:

You are — you; I am — I; and we are still those same two people who understood neither the impulse that once swept us together, nor the forces that tore us apart — ah, more than that! we never understood each other! And we do not now.

That is what happened. We were too near together again; the same spark leaped, the same blindness struck us, the same impulse swayed us — call it what we will! — and it quickened out of chaos, grew from nothing into unreasoning existence. It was the terrific menace of emotion, stunning us both — simply because you are you and I am I. And that is what happened.

We cannot deny it; we may not have believed it possible — or in fact considered it at all. I did not; I am sure you did not. Yet it occurred, and we cannot deny it, and we can no more explain or understand it than we can understand each other.

But one thing we do know — not through reason but through sheer instinct: We cannot venture to meet again — that way. For I, it seems, am a man like other men except that I lack character; and you are — you! still unchanged — with all the mystery of attraction, all the magic force of vitality, all the esoteric subtlety with which you enveloped me the first moment my eyes met yours.

There was no more reason for it then than there is now; and, as you admit, it was not love — though, as you also admit, there were moments approaching it. But nothing can have real being without a basis of reason; and so, whatever it was, it vanished. This, perhaps, is only the infernal afterglow.

As for me, I am, as you are, all at sea, self-confidence gone, self-faith lost — a very humble person, without conceit, dazed, perplexed, but still attempting to steer through toward that safe anchorage which I dared lately to recommend to you.

And it is really there, Alixe, despite the fool who recites his creed so tritely.

All this in attempt to bring order into my own mental confusion; and the result is that I have formulated nothing.

So now I end where I began with that question which answers yours without the faintest suspicion of reproach: What can you think of such a man as I am? And in the presence of my second failure your answer must be that you now think what you once thought of him when you first realised that he had failed you, PHILIP SELWYN.

That very night brought him her reply:

Phil, dear, I do not blame you for one instant. Why do you say you ever failed in anything? It was entirely my fault. But I am so happy that you wrote as you did, taking all the blame, which is like you. I can look into my mirror now — for a moment or two.

It is brave of you to be so frank about what you think came over us. I can discuss nothing, admit nothing; but you always did reason more clearly than I. Still, whatever spell it was that menaced us I know very well could not have threatened you seriously; I know it because you reason about it so logically. So it could have been nothing serious. Love alone is serious; and it sometimes comes slowly, sometimes goes slowly; but if you desire it to come quickly, close your eves! And if you wish it to vanish, reason about it!

We are on very safe ground again, Phil; you see we are making little epigrams about love.

Rosamund is impatient — its a symphony concert, and I must go — the horrid little cynic! — I half believe she suspects that Im writing to you and tearing off yards of sentiment. It is likely Id do that, isnt it! — but I dont care what she thinks. Besides, it behooves her to be agreeable, and she knows that I know it does! Voilà!

By the way, I saw Mrs. Gerards pretty ward at the theatre last night — Miss Erroll. She certainly is stunning—

Selwyn flattened out the letter and deliberately tore out the last paragraph. Then he set it afire with a match.

At least, he said with an ugly look, I can keep her out of this; and he dropped the brittle blackened paper and set his heel on it. Then he resumed his perusal of the mutilated letter, reread it, and finally destroyed it.

Alixe, he wrote in reply, we had better stop this letter-writing before somebody stops us. Anybody desiring to make mischief might very easily misinterpret what we are doing. I, of course, could not close the correspondence, so I ask you to do so without any fear that you will fail to understand why I ask it. Will you?

To which she replied:

Yes, Phil. Good-bye.

ALIXE.

A box of roses left her his debtor; she was too intelligent to acknowledge them. Besides, matters were going better with her.

And that was all for a while.

Meanwhile Lent had gone, and with it the last soiled snow of winter. It was an unusually early spring; tulips in Union Square appeared coincident with crocus and snow-drop; high above the citys haze wavering wedges of wild-fowl drifted toward the Canadas; a golden perfumed bloom clotted the naked branches of the park shrubs; Japanese quince burst into crimson splendour; tender chestnut leaves unfolded; the willows along the Fifty-ninth Street wall waved banners of gilded green; and through the sunshine battered butterflies floated, and the wild bees reappeared, scrambling frantically, powdered to the thighs in the pollen of a million dandelions.

Spring, with that nameless fragrance in the air
Which breathes of all things fair,

sang a young girl riding in the Park. And she smiled to herself as she guided her mare through the flowering labyrinths. Other notes of the Southern poets haunting song stole soundless from her lips; for it was only her heart that was singing there in the sun, while her silent, smiling mouth mocked the rushing melody of the birds.

Behind her, powerfully mounted, ambled the belted groom; she was riding alone in the golden weather because her good friend Selwyn was very busy in his office downtown, and Gerald, who now rode with her occasionally, was downtown also, and there remained nobody else to ride with. Also the horses were to be sent to Silverside soon, and she wanted to use them as much as possible while the Park was at its loveliest.

She, therefore, galloped conscientiously every morning, sometimes with Nina, but usually alone. And every afternoon she and Nina drove there, drinking the freshness of the young year — the most beautiful year of her life, she told herself, in all the exquisite maturity of her adolescence.

So she rode on, straight before her, head high, the sun striking face and firm, white throat; and in her heart laughed spring eternal, whose voiceless melody parted her lips.

Breezes blowing from beds of iris quickened her breath with their perfume; she saw the tufted lilacs sway in the wind, and the streamers of mauve-tinted wistaria swinging, all a-glisten with golden bees; she saw a crimson cardinal winging through the foliage, and amorous tanagers flashing like scarlet flames athwart the pines.

From rock and bridge and mouldy archway tender tendrils of living green fluttered, brushing her cheeks. Beneath the thickets the under-wood world was very busy, where squirrels squatted or prowled and cunning fox-sparrows avoided the starlings and blackbirds; and the big cinnamon-tinted, speckle-breasted thrashers scuffled among last years leaves or, balanced on some leafy spray, carolled ecstatically of this earthly paradise.

It was near Eighty-sixth Street that a girl, splendidly mounted, saluted her, and wheeling, joined her — a blond, cool-skinned, rosy-tinted, smoothly groomed girl, almost too perfectly seated, almost too flawless and supple in the perfect symmetry of face and figure.

Upon my word, she said gaily, you are certainly spring incarnate, Miss Erroll — the living embodiment of all this! She swung her riding-crop in a circle and laughed, showing her perfect teeth. But where is that faithful attendant cavalier of yours this morning? Is he so grossly material that he prefers Wall Street, as does my good lord and master?

Do you mean Gerald? asked Eileen innocently, or Captain Selwyn?

Oh, either, returned Rosamund airily; a girl should have something masculine to talk to on a morning like this. Failing that she should have some pleasant memories of indiscretions past and others to come, D.V.; at least one little souvenir to repent — smilingly. Oh, la! Oh, me! All these wretched birds a-courting and I bumping along on Dobbin, lacking even my own Gilpin! Shall we gallop?

Eileen nodded.

When at length they pulled up along the reservoir, Eileens hair had rebelled as usual and one bright strand eurled like a circle of ruddy light across her cheek; but Rosamund drew bridle as immaculate as ever and coolly inspected her companion.

What gorgeous hair, she said, staring. Its worth a coronet, you know — if you ever desire one.

I dont, said the girl, laughing and attempting to bring the insurgent curl under discipline.

I dare say youre right; coronets are out of vogue among us now. Its the fashion to marry our own good people. By the way, you are continuing to astonish the town, I hear.

What do you mean, Mrs. Fane?

Why, first it was Sudbury, then Draymore, and how everybody says that Boots—

Boots! repeated Miss Erroll blankly, then laughed deliciously.

Poor, poor Boots! Did they say that about him? Oh, it really is too bad, Mrs. Fane; it is certainly horridly impertinent of people to say such things. My only consolation is that Boots wont care; and if he doesnt, why should I?

Rosamund nodded, crossing her crop.

At first, though, I did care, continued the girl. I was so ashamed that people should gossip whenever a man was trying to be nice to me—

Pooh! Its always the mens own faults. Dont you suppose the martyrs silence is noisier than a shriek of pain from the house-tops? I know — a little about men, added Rosamund modestly, and they invariably say to themselves after a final rebuff: Now, Ill be patient and brave and Ill bear with noble dignity this cataclysm which has knocked the world galley-west for me and loosened the moon in its socket and spoiled the symmetry of the sun. And they go about being so conspicuously brave that any débutante can tell what hurts them.

Eileen was still laughing, but not quite at her ease — the theme being too personal to suit her. In fact, there usually seemed to be too much personality in Rosamunds conversation — a certain artificial indifference to convention, which she, Eileen, did not feel any desire to disregard. For the elements of reticence and of delicacy were inherent in her; the training of a young girl had formalised them into rules. But since her début she had witnessed and heard so many violations of convention that now she philosophically accepted such, when they came from her elders, merely reserving her own convictions in matters of personal taste and conduct.

For a while, as they rode, Rosamund was characteristically amusing, sailing blandly over the shoals of scandal, though Eileen never suspected it — wittily gay at her own expense, as well as at others, flitting airily from topic to topic on the wings of a self-assurance that becomes some women if they know when to stop. But presently the mischievous perversity in her bubbled up again; she was tired of being good; she had often meant to try the effect of a gentle shock on Miss Erroll; and, besides, she wondered just how much truth there might be in the unpleasantly persistent rumour of the girls unannounced engagement to Selwyn.

It would be amusing, wouldnt it? she asked with guileless frankness; but, of course, it is not true — this report of their reconciliation.

Whose reconciliation? asked Miss Erroll innocently.

Why, Alixe Ruthven and Captain Selwyn. Everybody is discussing it, you know.

Reconciled? I dont understand, said Eileen, astonished. They cant be; how can—

But it would be amusing, wouldnt it? and she could very easily get rid of Jack Ruthven — any woman could. So if they really mean to remarry—

The girl stared, breathless, astounded, bolt upright in her saddle.

Oh! she protested, while the hot blood mantled throat and cheek, it is wickedly untrue. How could such a thing be true, Mrs. Fane! It is — is so senseless—

That is what I say, nodded Rosamund; its so perfectly senseless that its amusing — even if they have become such amazingly good friends again. I never believed there was anything seriously sentimental in the situation; and their renewed interest in each other is quite the most frankly sensible way out of any awkwardness, she added cordially.

Miserably uncomfortable, utterly unable to comprehend, the girl rode on in silence, her ears ringing with Rosamunds words. And Rosamund, riding beside her, cool, blond, and cynically amused, continued the theme with admirable pretence of indifference:

Its a pity that ill-natured people are for ever discussing them; and it makes me indignant, because Ive always been very fond of Alixe Ruthven, and I am positive that she does not correspond with Captain Selwyn. A girl in her position would be crazy to invite suspicion by doing the things they say she is doing—

Dont, Mrs. Fane, please, dont! stammered Eileen; I — I really cant listen. I simply will not! Then bewildered, hurt, and blindly confused as she was, the instinct to defend flashed up — though from what she was defending him she did not realise: It is utterly untrue! she exclaimed hotly— all that yo — all that they say! — whoever they are — whatever they mean. I cannot understand it — I dont understand, and I will not! Nor will he! she added with a scornful conviction that disconcerted Rosamund; for if you knew him as I do, Mrs. Fane, you would never, never have spoken as you have.

Mrs. Fane relished neither the naïve rebuke nor the intimation that her own acquaintance with Selwyn was so limited; and least of all did she relish the implied intimacy between this red-haired young girl and Captain Selwyn.

Dear Miss Erroll, she said blandly, I spoke as I did only to assure you that I, also, disregard such malicious gossip—

But if you disregard it, Mrs. Fane, why do you repeat it?

Merely to emphasise to you my disbelief in it, child, returned Rosamund. Do you understand?

Y-es; thank you. Yet, I should never have heard of it at all if you had not told me.

Rosamunds colour rose one degree:

It is better to hear such things from a friend, is it not?

I didnt know that ones friends said such things; but perhaps it is better that way, as you say, only, I cannot understand the necessity of my knowing — of my hearing — because it is Captain Selwyns affair, after all.

And that, said Rosamund deliberately, is why I told you.

Told me? Oh — because he and I are such close friends?

Yes — such very close friends that I — she laughed— I am informed that your interests are soon to be identical.

The girl swung round, self-possessed, but dreadfully pale.

If you believed that, she said, it was vile of you to say what you said, Mrs. Fane.

But I did not believe it, child! stammered Rosamund, several degrees redder than became her, and now convinced that it was true. I n-never dreamed of offending you, Miss Erroll—

Do you suppose I am too ignorant to take offence? said the girl unsteadily. I told you very plainly that I did not understand the matters you chose for discussion; but I do understand impertinence when I am driven to it.

I am very, very sorry that you believe I meant it that way, said Rosamund, biting her lips.

What did you mean? You are older than I, you are certainly experienced; besides, you are married. If you can give it a gentler name than insolence I would be glad — for your sake, Mrs. Fane. I only know that you have spoiled my ride, spoiled the day for me, hurt me, humiliated me, and awakened, not curiosity, not suspicion, but the horror of it, in me. You did it once before — at the Minsters dance; not, perhaps, that you deliberately meant to; but you did it. And your subject was then, as it is now, Captain Selwyn — my friend—

Her voice became unsteady again and her mouth curved; but she held her head high and her eyes were as fearlessly direct as a childs.

And now, she said calmly, you know where I stand and what I will not stand. Natural deference to an older woman, the natural self-distrust of a girl in the presence of social experience — and under its protection as she had a right to suppose — prevented me from checking you when your conversation became distasteful. You, perhaps, mistook my reticence for acquiescence; and you were mistaken. I am still quite willing to remain on agreeable terms with you, if you wish, and to forget what you have done to me this morning.

If Rosamund had anything left to say, or any breath to say it, there were no indications of it. Never in her flippant existence had she been so absolutely flattened by any woman. As for this recent graduate from fudge and olives, she could scarcely realise how utterly and finally she had been silenced by her. Incredulity, exasperation, amazement had succeeded each other while Miss Erroll was speaking; chagrin, shame, helplessness followed as bitter residue. But, in the end, the very incongruity of the situation came to her aid; for Rosamund very easily fell a prey to the absurd — even when the amusement was furnished at her own expense; and a keen sense of the ridiculous had more than once saved her dainty skirts from a rumpling that her modesty perhaps might have forgiven.

Im certainly a little beast, she said impulsively, but I really do like you. Will you forgive?

No genuine appeal to the young girls generosity had ever been in vain; she forgave almost as easily as she breathed. Even now in the flush of just resentment it was not hard for her to forgive; she hesitated only in order to adjust matters in her own mind.

Mrs. Fane swung her horse and held out her right hand:

Is it pax, Miss Erroll? Im really ashamed of myself. Wont you forgive me?

Yes, said the young girl, laying her gloved hand on Rosamunds very lightly; Ive often thought, she added naïvely, that I could like you, Mrs. Fane, if you would only give me a chance.

Ill try — you blessed innocent! Youve torn me into rags and tatters, and you did it adorably. What I said was idle, half-witted, gossiping nonsense. So forget every atom of it as soon as you can, my dear, and let me prove that Im not an utter idiot, if I can.

That will be delightful, said Eileen with a demure smile; and Rosamund laughed, too, with full-hearted laughter; for trouble sat very lightly on her perfect shoulders in the noontide of her strength and youth. Sin and repentance were rapid matters with Rosamund; cause, effect, and remorse a quick sequence to be quickly reckoned up, checked off, and cancelled; and the next blank page turned over to be ruled and filled with the next impeachment.

There was, in her, more of mischief than of real malice; and if she did pinch people to see them wiggle it was partly because she supposed that the pain would be as momentary as the pinch; for nothing lasted with her, not even the wiggle. So why should the pain produced by a furtive tweak interfere with the amusement she experienced in the victims jump?

But what had often saved her from a social lynching was her ability to laugh at her own discomfiture, and her unfeigned liking and respect for the turning worm.



And, my dear, she said, concluding the account of the adventure to Mrs. Ruthven that afternoon at Sherrys, Ive never been so roundly abused and so soundly trounced in my life as I was this blessed morning by that red-headed novice! Oh, my! Oh, la! I could have screamed with laughter at my own undoing.

Its what you deserved, said Alixe, intensely annoyed, although Rosamund had not told her all that she had so kindly and gratuitously denied concerning her relations with Selwyn. It was sheer effrontery of you, Rosamund, to put such notions into the head of a child and stir her up into taking a fictitious interest in Philip Selwyn which I know — which is perfectly plain to m — to anybody never existed!

Of course it existed! retorted Rosamund, delighted now to worry Alixe. She didnt know it; that is all. It really was simple charity to wake her up. Its a good match, too, and so obviously and naturally inevitable that theres no harm in playing prophetess. . . . Anyway, what do we care, dear? Unless you—

Rosamund! said Mrs. Ruthven exasperated, will you ever acquire the elements of reticence? I dont know why people endure you; I dont, indeed! And they wont much longer—

Yes, they will, dear; thats what society is for — a protective association for the purpose of enduring impossible people. . . . I wish, she added, that it included husbands, because in some sets its getting to be one dreadful case of whos whose. Dont you think so?

Alixe, externally calm but raging inwardly, sat pulling on her gloves, heartily sorry she had lunched with Rosamund.

The latter, already gloved, had risen and was coolly surveying the room.

Tiens! she said, there is the youthful brother of our red-haired novice, now. He sees us and hes coming to inflict himself — with another moon-faced creature. Shall we bolt?

Alixe turned and stared at Gerald, who came up boyishly red and impetuous:

How dye do, Mrs. Ruthven; did you get my note? How dye do, Mrs. Fane; awffly jolly to collide this way. Would you mind if—

You, interrupted Rosamund, ought to be downtown — unless youve concluded to retire and let Wall Street go to smash. What are you pretending to do in Sherrys at this hour, you very dreadful infant?

Ive been lunching with Mr. Neergard — and would you mind—

Yes, I would, began Rosamund, promptly, but Alixe interrupted: Bring him over, Gerald. And as the boy thanked her and turned back:

Ive a word to administer to that boy, Rosamund, so attack the Neergard creature with moderation, please. You owe me that at least.

No, I dont! said Rosamund, disgusted; I wont be afflicted with a—

Nobody wants you to be too civil to him, silly! But Gerald is in his office, and I want Gerald to do something for me. Please, Rosamund.

Oh, well, if you—

Yes, I do. Here he is now; and dont be impossible and frighten him, Rosamund.

The presentation of Neergard was accomplished without disaster to anybody. On his thin nose the dew glistened, and his thick fat hands were hot; but Rosamund was too bored to be rude to him, and Alixe turned immediately to Gerald:

Yes, I did get your note, but Im not at home on Tuesday. Cant you come — wait a moment! — what are you doing this afternoon?

Why, Im going back to the office with Mr. Neergard—

Nonsense! Oh, Mr. Neergard, would you mind — very sweetly— if Mr. Erroll did not go to the office this afternoon?

Neergard looked at her — almost — a fixed and uncomfortable smirk on his round, red face: Not at all, Mrs. Ruthven, if you have anything better for him—

I have — an allopathic dose of it. Thank you, Mr. Neergard. Rosamund, we ought to start, you know: Gerald! — with quiet significance— good-bye, Mr. Neergard. Please do not buy up the rest of Long Island, because we need a new kitchen-garden very badly.

Rosamund scarcely nodded his dismissal. And the next moment Neergard found himself quite alone, standing with the smirk still stamped on his stiffened features, his hat-brim and gloves crushed in his rigid fingers, his little black mousy eyes fixed on nothing, as usual.

A wandering head-waiter thought they were fixed on him and sidled up hopeful of favours, but Neergard suddenly snarled in his face and moved toward the door, wiping the perspiration from his nose with the most splendid handkerchief ever displayed east of Sixth Avenue and west of Third.

Mrs. Ruthvens motor moved up from its waiting station; Rosamund was quite ready to enter when Alixe said cordially: Where can we drop you, dear? Do let us take you to the exchange if you are going there—

Now Rosamund had meant to go wherever they were going, merely because they evidently wished to be alone. The abruptness of the check both irritated and amused her.

If I knew anybody in the Bronx Id make you take me there, she said vindictively; but as I dont you may drop me at the Orchils — you uncivil creatures. Gerald, I know you want me, anyway, because youve promised to adore, honour, and obey me. . . . If youll come with me now Ill play double dummy with you. No? Well, of all ingratitude! . . . Thank you, dear, I perceive that this is Fifth Avenue, and furthermore that this ramshackle chassis of yours has apparently broken down at the Orchils curb. . . . Good-bye, Gerald; it never did run smooth, you know. I mean the course of T.L. as well as this motor. Try to be a good boy and keep moving; a rolling stone acquires a polish, and you are not in the moss-growing business, Im sure—

Rosamund! For goodness sake! protested Alixe, her gloved hands at her ears.

Dear! said Rosamund cheerfully, take your horrid little boy!

And she smiled dazzlingly upon Gerald, then turned up her pretty nose at him, but permitted him to attend her to the door.

When he returned to Alixe, and the car was speeding Parkward, he began again, eagerly:

Jack asked me to come up and, of course, I let you know, as I promised I would. But its all right, Mrs. Ruthven, because Jack said the stakes will not be high this time—

You accepted! demanded Alixe, in quick displeasure.

Why, yes — as the stakes are not to amount to anything—

Gerald!

What? he said uneasily.

You promised me that you would not play again in my house!

I — I said, for more than I could afford—

No, you said you would not play; that is what you promised, Gerald.

Well, I meant for high stakes; I — well, you dont want to drive me out altogether — even from the perfectly harmless pleasure of playing for nominal stakes—

Yes, I do!

W-why? asked the boy in hurt surprise.

Because it is dangerous sport, Gerald—

What! To play for a few cents a point—

Yes, to play for anything. And as far as that goes there will be no such play as you imagine.

Yes, there will — I beg your pardon — but Jack Ruthven said so—

Gerald, listen to me. A bo — a man like yourself has no business playing with people whose losses never interfere with their appetites next day. A business man has no right to play such a game, anyway. I wonder what Mr. Neergard would say if he knew you—

Neergard! Why, he does know.

You confessed to him?

Y-es; I had to. I was obliged to — to ask somebody for an advance—

You went to him? Why didnt you go to Captain Selwyn? — or to Mr. Gerard?

I did! — not to Captain Selwyn — I was ashamed to. But I went to Austin and he fired up and lit into me — and we had a muss-up — and Ive stayed away since.

Oh, Gerald! And it simply proves me right.

No, it doesnt; I did go to Neergard and made a clean breast of it. And he let me have what I wanted like a good fellow—

And made you promise not to do it again!

No, he didnt; he only laughed. Besides, he said that he wished he had been in the game—

What! exclaimed Alixe.

Hes a first-rate fellow, insisted Gerald, reddening; and it was very nice of you to let me bring him over to-day. . . . And he knows everybody downtown, too. He comes from a very old Dutch family, but he had to work pretty hard and do without college. . . . Id like it awfully if youd let me — if you wouldnt mind being civil to him — once or twice, you know—

Mrs. Ruthven lay back in her seat, thoroughly annoyed.

My theory, insisted the boy with generous conviction, is that a man is what he makes himself. People talk about climbers and butters-in, but where would anybody be in this town if nobody had ever butted in? Its all rot, this aping the caste rules of established aristocracies; a decent fellow ought to be encouraged. Anyway, Im going to propose, him for the Stuyvesant and the Proscenium. Why not?

I see. And now you propose to bring him to my house?

If youll let me. I asked Jack and he seemed to think it might be all right if you cared to ask him to play—

I wont! cried Alixe, revolted. I will not turn my drawing-rooms into a clearing-house for every money-laden social derelict in town! Ive had enough of that; Ive endured the accumulated wreckage too long! — weird treasure-craft full of steel and oil and coal and wheat and Heaven knows what! — I wont do it, Gerald; Im sick of it all — sick! sick!

The sudden, flushed outburst stunned the boy. Bewildered, he stared round-eyed at the excited young matron who was growing more incensed and more careless of what she exposed every second:

I will not make a public gambling-hell out of my own house! she repeated, dark eyes very bright and cheeks afire; I will not continue to stand sponsor for a lot of queer people simply because they dont care what they lose in Mrs. Ruthvens house! You babble to me of limits, Gerald; this is the limit! Do you — or does anybody else suppose that I dont know what is being said about us? — that play is too high in our house? — that we are not too difficile in our choice of intimates as long as they can stand the pace!

I — I never believed that, insisted the boy, miserable to see the tears flash in her eyes and her mouth quiver.

You may as well believe it for its true! she said, exasperated.

T-true! — Mrs. Ruthven!

Yes, true, Gerald! I — I dont care whether you know it; I dont care, as long as you stay away. Im sick of it all, I tell you. Do you think I was educated for this? — for the wife of a chevalier of industry—

M-Mrs. Ruthven! he gasped; but she was absolutely reckless now — and beneath it all, perhaps, lay a certainty of the boys honour. She knew he was to be trusted — was the safest receptacle for wrath so long repressed. She let prudence go with a parting and vindictive slap, and opened her heart to the astounded boy. The tempest lasted a few seconds; then she ended as abruptly as she began.

To him she had always been what a pretty young matron usually is to a well-bred but hare-brained youth just untethered. Their acquaintance had been for him a combination of charming experiences diluted with gratitude for her interest and a harmless soupçon of sentimentality. In her particular case, however, there was a little something more — a hint of the forbidden — a troubled enjoyment, because he knew, of course, that Mrs. Ruthven was on no footing at all with the Gerards. So in her friendship he savoured a piquancy not at all distasteful to a very young mans palate.

But now! — he had never, never seen her like this — nor any woman, for that matter — and he did not know where to look or what to do.

She was sitting back in the limousine, very limp and flushed; and the quiver of her under lip and the slightest dimness of her averted brown eyes distressed him dreadfully.

Dear Mrs. Ruthven, he blurted out with clumsy sympathy, you mustnt think such things, b-because theyre all rot, you see; and if any fellow ever said those things to me Id jolly soon—

Do you mean to say youve never heard us criticised?

I — well — everybody is — criticised, of course—

But not as we are! Do you read the papers? Well, then, do you understand how a woman must feel to have her husband continually made the butt of foolish, absurd, untrue stories — as though he were a performing poodle! I — Im sick of that, too, for another thing. Week after week, month by month, unpleasant things have been accumulating; and theyre getting too heavy, Gerald — too crushing for my shoulders. . . . Men call me restless. What wonder! Women link my name with any man who is k-kind to me! Is there no excuse then for what they call my restlessness? . . . What woman would not be restless whose private affairs are the gossip of everybody? Was it not enough that I endured terrific publicity when — when trouble overtook me two years ago? . . . I suppose Im a fool to talk like this; but a girl must do it some time or burst! — and to whom am I to go? . . . There was only one person; and I cant talk to — that one; he — that person knows too much about me, anyway; which is not good for a woman, Gerald, not good for a good woman. . . . I mean a pretty good woman; the kind peoples sisters can still talk to, you know. . . . For Im nothing more interesting than a divorcée, Gerald; nothing more dangerous than an unhappy little fool. . . . I wish I were. . . . But Im still at the wheel! . . . A man I know calls it hard steering but assures me that theres anchorage ahead. . . . Hes a splendid fellow, Gerald; you ought to know him — well — some day; hes just a clean-cut, human, blundering, erring, unreasonable, lovable man whom any woman, who is not a fool herself, could manage. . . . Some day I should like to have you know him — intimately. Hes good for people of your sort — even good for a restless, purposeless woman of my sort. Peace to him! — if theres any in the world. . . . Turn your back; Im sniveling.

A moment afterward she had calmed completely; and now she stole a curious side glance at the boy and blushed a little when he looked back at her earnestly. Then she smiled and quietly withdrew the hand he had been holding so tightly in both of his.

So there we are, my poor friend, she concluded with a shrug; the old penny shocker, you know, Alone in a great city! — Ive dropped my handkerchief.

I want you to believe me your friend, said Gerald, in the low, resolute voice of unintentional melodrama.

Why, thank you; are you so sure you want that, Gerald?

Yes, as long as I live! he declared, generous emotion in the ascendant. A pretty woman upset him very easily even under normal circumstances. But beauty in distress knocked him flat — as it does every wholesome boy who is worth his salt.

And he said so in his own naïve fashion; and the more eloquent he grew the more excited he grew and the deeper and blacker appeared her wrongs to him.

At first she humoured him, and rather enjoyed his fresh, eager sympathy; after a little his increasing ardour inclined her to laugh; but it was very splendid and chivalrous and genuine ardour, and the inclination to laugh died out, for emotion is contagious, and his earnestness not only flattered her legitimately but stirred the slackened tension of her heart-strings until, tightening again, they responded very faintly.

I had no idea that you were lonely, he declared.

Sometimes I am, a little, Gerald. She ought to have known better. Perhaps she did.

Well, he began, couldnt I come and—

No, Gerald.

I mean just to see you sometimes and have another of these jolly talks—

Do you call this a jolly talk? — with deep reproach.

Why — not exactly; but Im awfully interested, Mrs. Ruthven, and we understand each other so well—

I dont understand you, she was imprudent enough to say.

This was delightful! Certainly he must be a particularly sad and subtle dog if this clever but misunderstood young matron found him what in romance is known as an enigma.

So he protested with smiling humility that he was quite transparent; she insisted on doubting him and contrived to look disturbed in her mind concerning the probable darkness of that past so dear to any young man who has had none.

As for Alixe, she also was mildly flattered — a trifle disdainfully perhaps, but still genuinely pleased at the honesty of this crude devotion. She was touched, too; and, besides, she trusted him; for he was clearly as transparent as the spring air. Also most women lugged a boy about with them; she had had several, but none as nice as Gerald. To tie him up and tack his license on was therefore natural to her; and if she hesitated to conclude his subjection in short order it was that, far in a corner of her restless soul, there hid an ever-latent fear of Selwyn; of his opinions concerning her fitness to act mentor to the boy of whom he was fond, and whose devotion to him was unquestioned.

Yet now, in spite of that — perhaps even partly because of it, she decided on the summary taming of Gerald; so she let her hand fall, by accident, close to his on the cushioned seat, to see what hed do about it.

It took him some time to make up his mind; but when he did he held it so gingerly, so respectfully, that she was obliged to look out of the window. Clearly he was quite the safest and nicest of all the unfledged she had ever possessed.

Please, dont, she said sadly.

And by that token she took him for her own.



She was very light-hearted that evening when she dropped him at the Stuyvesant Club and whizzed away to her own house, for he had promised not to play again on her premises, and she had promised to be nice to him and take him about when she was shy of an escort. She also repeated that he was truly an enigma and that she was beginning to be a little afraid of him, which was an economical way of making him very proud and happy. Being his first case of beauty in distress, and his first harmless love-affair with a married woman, he looked about him as he entered the club and felt truly that he had already outgrown the young and callow innocents who haunted it.



On her way home Alixe smilingly reviewed the episode until doubt of Selwyns approval crept in again; and her amused smile had faded when she reached her home.

The house of Ruthven was a small but ultra-modern limestone affair, between Madison and Fifth; a pocket-edition of the larger mansions of their friends, but with less excuse for the overelaboration since the dimensions were only twenty by a hundred. As a matter of fact its narrow ornate facade presented not a single quiet space the eyes might rest on after a tiring attempt to follow and codify the arabesques, foliations, and intricate vermiculations of what some disrespectfully dubbed as near-aissance.

However, into this limestone bonbon-box tripped Mrs. Ruthven, mounted the miniature stairs with a whirl of her scented skirts, peeped into the drawing-room, but continued mounting until she whipped into her own apartments, separated from those of her lord and master by a locked door.

That is, the door had been locked for a long, long time; but presently, to her intense surprise and annoyance, it slowly opened, and a little man appeared in slippered feet.

He was a little man, and plump, and at first glance his face appeared boyish and round and quite guiltless of hair or of any hope of it.

But, as he came into the electric light, the hardness of his features was apparent; he was no boy; a strange idea that he had never been assailed some people. His face was puffy and pallid and faint blue shadows hinted of closest shaving; and the line from the wing of the nostrils to the nerveless corners of his thin, hard mouth had been deeply bitten by the acid of unrest.

For the remainder he wore pale-rose pajamas under a silk-and-silver kimona, an obi pierced with a jewelled scarf-pin; and he was smoking a cigarette as thin as a straw.

Well! said his young wife in astonished displeasure, instinctively tucking her feet — from which her maid had just removed the shoes — under her own chamber-robe.

Send her out a moment, he said, with a nod of his head toward the maid. His voice was agreeable and full — a trifle precise and overcultivated, perhaps.

When the maid retired, Alixe sat up on the lounge, drawing her skirts down over her small stockinged feet.

What on earth is the matter? she demanded.

The matter is, he said, that Gerald has just telephoned me from the Stuyvesant that he isnt coming.

Well?

No, it isnt well. This is some of your meddling.

What if it is? she retorted; but her breath was coming quicker.

Ill tell you; you can get up and ring him up and tell him you expect him to-night.

She shook her head, eyeing him all the while.

I wont do it, Jack. What do you want him for? He cant play with the people who play here; he doesnt know the rudiments of play. Hes only a boy; his money is so tied up that he has to borrow if he loses very much. Theres no sport in playing with a boy like that—

So youve said before, I believe, but Im better qualified to judge than you are. Are you going to call him up?

No, I am not.

He turned paler. Get up and go to that telephone!

You little whippet, she said slowly, I was once a soldiers wife — the only decent thing I ever have been. This bullying ends now — here, at this instant! If youve any dirty work to do, do it yourself. Ive done my share and Ive finished.

He was astonished; that was plain enough. But it was the sudden overwhelming access of fury that weakened him and made him turn, hand outstretched, blindly seeking for a chair. Rage, even real anger, were emotions he seldom had to reckon with, for he was a very tired and bored and burned-out gentleman, and vivid emotion was not good for his arteries, the doctors told him.

He found his chair, stood a moment with his back toward his wife, then very slowly let himself down into the chair and sat facing her. There was moisture on his soft, pallid skin, a nervous twitching of the under lip; he passed one heavily ringed hand across his closely shaven jaw, still staring at her.

I want to tell you something, he said. Youve got to stop your interference with my affairs, and stop it now.

I am not interested in your affairs, she said unsteadily, still shaken by her own revolt, still under the shock of her own arousing to a resistance that had been long, long overdue. If you mean, she went on, that the ruin of this boy is your affair, then Ill make it mine from this moment. Ive told you that he shall not play; and he shall not. And while Im about it Ill admit what you are preparing to accuse me of; I did make Sandon Craig promise to keep away; I did try to make that little fool Scott Innis promise, too; and when he wouldnt I informed his father. . . . And every time you try your dirty bucket-shop methods on boys like that, Ill do the same.

He swore at her quite calmly; she smiled, shrugged, and, imprisoning her knees in her clasped hands, leaned back and looked at him.

What a ninny I have been, she said, to be afraid of you so long!

A gleam crossed his faded eyes, but he let her remark pass for the moment. Then, when he was quite sure that violent emotion had been exhausted within him:

Do you want your bills paid? he asked. Because, if you do, Fane, Harmon & Co. are not going to pay them.

We are living beyond our means? she inquired disdainfully.

Not if you will be good enough to mind your business, my friend. Ive managed this establishment on our winnings for two years. Its a detail; but you might as well know it. My association with Fane, Harmon & Co. runs the Newport end of it, and nothing more.

What did you marry me for? she asked curiously.

A slight colour came into his face: Because that damned Rosamund Fane lied about you.

Oh! . . . You knew that in Manila? Youd heard about it, hadnt you — the Western timber-lands? Rosamund didnt mean to lie — only the titles were all wrong, you know. . . . And so you made a bad break, Jack; is that it?

Yes, that is it.

And it cost you a fortune, and me a — husband. Is that it, my friend?

I can afford you if you will stop your meddling, he said coolly.

I see; I am to stop my meddling and you are to continue your downtown gambling in your own house in the evenings.

Precisely. It happens that I am sufficiently familiar with the stock-market to make a decent living out of the Exchange; and it also happens that I am sufficiently fortunate with cards to make the pleasure of playing fairly remunerative. Any man who can put up proper margin has a right to my services; any man whom I invite and who can take up his notes, has a right to play under my roof. If his note goes to protest, he forfeits that right. Now will you kindly explain to yourself exactly how this matter can be of any interest to you?

I have explained it, she said wearily. Will you please go, now?

He sat a moment, then rose:

You make a point of excluding Gerald?

Yes.

Very well; Ill telephone Draymore. And — he looked back from the door of his own apartments— I got Julius Neergard on the wire this afternoon and hell dine with us.

He gathered up his shimmering kimona, hesitated, halted, and again looked back.

When youre dressed, he drawled, Ive a word to say to you about the game to-night, and another about Gerald.

I shall not play, she retorted scornfully, nor will Gerald.

Oh, yes, you will — and play your best, too. And Ill expect him next time.

I shall not play!

He said deliberately: You will not only play, but play cleverly; and in the interim, while dressing, you will reflect how much more agreeable it is to play cards here than the fool at ten oclock at night in the bachelor apartments of your late lamented.

And he entered his room; and his wife, getting blindly to her feet, every atom of colour gone from lip and cheek, stood rigid, both small hands clutching the foot-board of the gilded bed.




CHAPTER VI

THE UNEXPECTED
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DIFFERENCES OF OPINION between himself and Neergard concerning the ethics of good taste involved in forcing the Siowitha Club matter, Geralds decreasing attention to business and increasing intimacy with the Fane-Ruthven coterie, began to make Selwyn very uncomfortable. The boys close relations with Neergard worried him most of all; and though Neergard finally agreed to drop the Siowitha matter as a fixed policy in which Selwyn had been expected to participate at some indefinite date, the arrangement seemed only to cement the mans confidential companionship with Gerald.

This added to Selwyns restlessness; and one day in early spring he had a long conference with Gerald — a most unsatisfactory one. Gerald, for the first time, remained reticent; and when Selwyn, presuming on the cordial understanding between them, pressed him a little, the boy turned sullen; and Selwyn let the matter drop very quickly.

But neither tact nor caution seemed to serve now; Gerald, more and more engrossed in occult social affairs of which he made no mention to Selwyn, was still amiable and friendly, even at times cordial and lovable; but he was no longer frank or even communicative; and Selwyn, fearing to arouse him again to sullenness or perhaps even to suspicious defiance, forbore to press him beyond the most tentative advances toward the regaining of his confidence.

This, very naturally, grieved and mortified the elder man; but what troubled him still more was that Gerald and Neergard were becoming so amazingly companionable; for it was easy to see that they had in common a number of personal interests which he did not share, and that their silence concerning these interests amounted to a secrecy almost offensive.

Again and again, coming unexpectedly upon them, he noticed that their confab ceased with his appearance. Often, too, glances of warning intelligence passed between them in his presence, which, no doubt, they supposed were unnoticed by him.

They left the office together frequently, now; they often lunched uptown. Whether they were in each others company evenings, Selwyn did not know, for Gerald no longer volunteered information as to his whereabouts or doings. And all this hurt Selwyn, and alarmed him, too, for he was slowly coming to the conclusion that he did not like Neergard, that he would never sign articles of partnership with him, and that even his formal associateship with the company was too close a relation for his own peace of mind. But on Geralds account he stayed on; he did not like to leave the boy alone for his sisters sake as well as for his own.

Matters drifted that way through early spring. He actually grew to dislike both Neergard and the business of Neergard & Co. — for no one particular reason, perhaps, but in general; though he did not yet care to ask himself to be more precise in his unuttered criticisms.

However, detail and routine, the simpler alphabet of the business, continued to occupy him. He consulted both Neergard and Gerald as usual; they often consulted him or pretended to do so. Land was bought and sold and resold, new projects discussed, new properties appraised, new mortgage loans negotiated; and solely because of his desire to remain near Gerald, this sort of thing might have continued indefinitely. But Neergard broke his word to him.

And one morning, before he left his rooms at Mrs. Greeves lodgings to go downtown, Percy Draymore called him up on the telephone; and as that overfed young mans usual rising hour was notoriously nearer noon than eight oclock, it surprised Selwyn to be asked to remain in his rooms for a little while until Draymore and one or two friends could call on him personally concerning a matter of importance.

He therefore breakfasted leisurely; and he was still scanning the real estate columns of a morning paper when Mrs. Greeve came panting to his door and ushered in a file of rather sleepy but important looking gentlemen, evidently unaccustomed to being abroad so early, and bored to death with their experience.

They were men he knew only formally, or, at best, merely as fellow club members; men whom he met when a dance or dinner took him out of the less pretentious sets he personally affected; men whom the newspapers and the public knew too well to speak of as well known.

First there was Percy Draymore, overgroomed for a gentleman, fat, good-humoured, and fashionable — one of the famous Draymore family noted solely for their money and their tight grip on it; then came Sanxon Orchil, the famous banker and promoter, small, urbane, dark, with that rich almost oriental coloring which he may have inherited from his Cordova ancestors who found it necessary to dehumanise their names when Rome offered them the choice with immediate eternity as alternative.

Then came a fox-faced young man, Phoenix Mottly, elegant arbiter of all pertaining to polo and the hunt — slim-legged, hatchet-faced — and more presentable in the saddle than out of it. He was followed by Bradley Harmon, with his washed-out colouring of a consumptive Swede and his corn-coloured beard; and, looming in the rear like an amiable brontasaurus, George Fane, whose swaying neck carried his head as a camel carries his, nodding as he walks.

Well! said Selwyn, perplexed but cordial as he exchanged amenities with each gentleman who entered, this is a killing combination of pleasure and mortification — because I havent any more breakfast to offer you unless youll wait until I ring for the Sultana—

Breakfast! Oh, damn! Ive breakfasted on a pill and a glass of vichy for ten years, protested Draymore, and the others either have swallowed their cocktails, or wont do it until luncheon. I say, Selwyn, you must think this a devilishly unusual proceeding.

Pleasantly unusual, Draymore. Is this a delegation to tend me the nomination for the down-and-out club, perhaps?

Fane spoke up languidly: It rather looks as though we were the down-and-out delegation at present; doesnt it, Orchil?

I dont know, said Orchil; it seems a trifle more promising to me since Ive had the pleasure of seeing Captain Selwyn face to face. Go on, Percy; let the horrid facts be known.

Well — er — oh, hang it all! blurted out Draymore, we heard last night how that fellow — how Neergard has been tampering with our farmers — what underhand tricks he has been playing us; and I frankly admit to you that were a worried lot of near-sports. Thats what this dismal matinee signifies; and weve come to ask you what it all really means.

We lost no time, you see, added Orchil, caressing the long pomaded ends of his kinky moustache and trying to catch a glimpse of them out of his languid oriental eyes. He had been trying to catch this glimpse for thirty years; he was a persistent man with plenty of leisure.

We lost no time, repeated Draymore, because its a devilish unsavoury situation for us. The Siowitha Club fully realises it, Captain Selwyn, and its members — some of em — thought that perhaps — er — you — ah — being the sort of man who can — ah — understand the sort of language we understand, it might not be amiss to — to—

Why did you not call on Mr. Neergard? asked Selwyn coolly. Yet he was taken completely by surprise, for he did not know that Neergard had gone ahead and secured options on his own responsibility — which practically amounted to a violation of the truce between them.

Draymore hesitated, then with the brutality characteristic of the overfed: I dont give a damn, Captain Selwyn, what Neergard thinks; but I do want to know what a gentleman like yourself, accidentally associated with that man, thinks of this questionable proceeding.

Do you mean by questionable proceeding your coming here? — or do you refer to the firms position in this matter? asked Selwyn sharply. Because, Draymore, I am not very widely experienced in the customs and usages of commercial life, and I do not know whether it is usual for an associate member of a firm to express, unauthorised, his views on matters concerning the firm to any Tom, Dick, and Harry who questions him.

But you know what is the policy of your own firm, suggested Harmon, wincing, and displaying his teeth under his bright red lips; and all we wish to know is, what Neergard expects us to pay for this rascally lesson in the a-b-c of Long Island realty.

I dont know, replied Selwyn, bitterly annoyed, what Mr. Neergard proposes to do. And if I did I should refer you to him.

May I ask, began Orchil, whether the land will be ultimately for sale?

Oh, everythings always for sale, broke in Mottly impatiently; whats the use of asking that? What you meant to inquire was the price were expected to pay for this masterly squeeze in realty.

And to that, replied Selwyn more sharply still, I must answer again that I dont know. I know nothing about it; I did not know that Mr. Neergard had acquired control of the property; I dont know what he means to do with it. And, gentlemen, may I ask why you feel at liberty to come to me instead of to Mr. Neergard?

A desire to deal with one of our own kind, I suppose, returned Draymore bluntly. And, for that matter, he said, turning to the others, we might have known that Captain Selwyn could have had no hand in and no knowledge of such an underbred and dirty—

Harmon plucked him by the sleeve, but Draymore shook him off, his little piggish eyes sparkling.

What do I care! he sneered, losing his temper; were in the clutches of a vulgar, skinflint Dutchman, and hell wring us dry whether or not we curse him out. Didnt I tell you that Philip Selwyn had nothing to do with it? If he had, and I was wrong, our journey here might as well have been made to Neergards office. For any man who will do such a filthy thing—

One moment, Draymore, cut in Selwyn; and his voice rang unpleasantly; if you are simply complaining because you have been outwitted, go ahead; but if you think there has been any really dirty business in this matter, go to Mr. Neergard. Otherwise, being his associate, I shall not only decline to listen but also ask you to leave my apartments.

Captain Selwyn is perfectly right, observed Orchil coolly. Do you think, Draymore, that it is very good taste in you to come into a mans place and begin slanging and cursing a member of his firm for crooked work?

Besides, added Mottly, its not crooked; its only contemptible. Anyway, we know with whom we have to deal, now; but some of you fellows must do the dealing — Id rather pay and keep away than ask Neergard to go easy — and have him do it.

I dont know, said Fane, grinning his saurian grin, why you all assume that Neergard is such a social outcast. I played cards with him last week and he lost like a gentleman.

I didnt say he was a social outcast, retorted Mottly— because hes never been inside of anything to be cast out, you know.

He seems to be inside this deal, ventured Orchil with his suave smile. And to Selwyn, who had been restlessly facing first one, then another: We came — it was the idea of several among us — to put the matter up to you. Which was rather foolish, because you couldnt have engineered the thing and remained what we know you to be. So—

Wait! said Selwyn brusquely; I do not admit for one moment that there is anything dishonourable in this deal! — nor do I accept your right to question it from that standpoint. As far as I can see, it is one of those operations which is considered clever among business folk, and which is admired and laughed over in reputable business circles. And I have no doubt that hundreds of well-meaning business men do that sort of thing daily — yes, thousands! He shrugged his broad shoulders. Because I personally have not chosen to engage in matters of this — ah — description, is no reason for condemning the deal or its method—

Every reason! said Orchil, laughing cordially— every reason, Captain Selwyn. Thank you; we know now exactly where we stand. It was very good of you to let us come, and Im sorry some of us had the bad taste to show any temper—

He means me, added Draymore, offering his hand; good-bye, Captain Selwyn; I dare say we are up against it hard.

Because weve got to buy in that property or close up the Siowitha, added Mottly, coming over to make his adieux. By the way, Selwyn, you ought to be one of us in the Siowitha—

Thank you, but isnt this rather an awkward time to suggest it? said Selwyn good-humouredly.

Fane burst into a sonorous laugh and wagged his neck, saying: Not at all! Not at all! Your reward for having the decency to stay out of the deal is an invitation from us to come in and be squeezed into a jelly by Mr. Neergard. Haw! Haw!

And so, one by one, with formal or informal but evidently friendly leave-taking, they went away. And Selwyn followed them presently, walking until he took the Subway at Forty-second Street for his office.

As he entered the elaborate suite of rooms he noticed some bright new placards dangling from the walls of the general office, and halted to read them:

WHY PAY RENT!

What would you say if we built a house for you in Beautiful Siowitha Park and gave you ten years to pay for it!

If anybody says

YOU ARE A FOOL!

to expect this, refer him to us and we will answer him according to his folly.

TO PAY RENT

when you might own a home in Beautiful Siowitha Park, is not wise. We expect to furnish plans, or build after your own plans.

All City Improvements
Are Contemplated!
Map and Plans of
Beautiful Siowitha Park
Will probably be ready
In the Near Future.

Julius Neergard & Co.
Long Island Real Estate.

Selwyn reddened with anger and beckoned to a clerk:

Is Mr. Neergard in his office?

Yes, sir, with Mr. Erroll.

Please say that I wish to see him.

He went into his own office, pocketed his mail, and still wearing hat and gloves came out again just as Gerald was leaving Neergards office.

Hello, Gerald! he said pleasantly; have you anything on for to-night?

Y-es, said the hoy, embarrassed— but if there is anything I can do for you—

Not unless you are free for the evening, returned the other; are you?

Im awfully sorry—

Oh, all right. Let me know when you expect to be free — telephone me at my rooms—

Ill let you know when I see you here to-morrow, said the boy; but Selwyn shook his head: Im not coming here to-morrow, Gerald; and he walked leisurely into Neergards office and seated himself.

So you have committed the firm to the Siowitha deal? he inquired coolly.

Neergard looked up — and then past him: No, not the firm. You did not seem to be interested in the scheme, so I went on without you. Im swinging it for my personal account.

Is Mr. Erroll in it?

I said that it was a private matter, replied Neergard, but his manner was affable.

I thought so; it appears to me like a matter quite personal to you and characteristic of you, Mr. Neergard. And that being established, I am now ready to dissolve whatever very loose ties have ever bound me in any association with this company and yourself.

Neergards close-set black eyes shifted a point nearer to Selwyns; the sweat on his nose glistened.

Why do you do this? he asked slowly. Has anybody offended you?

Do you really wish to know?

Yes, I certainly do, Captain Selwyn.

Very well; its because I dont like your business methods, I dont like — several other things that are happening in this office. Its purely a difference of views; and that is enough explanation, Mr. Neergard.

I think our views may very easily coincide—

You are wrong; they could not. I ought to have known that when I came back here. And now I have only to thank you for receiving me, at my own request, for a six months trial, and to admit that I am not qualified to co-operate with this kind of a firm.

That, said Neergard angrily, amounts to an indictment of the firm. If you express yourself in that manner outside, the firm will certainly resent it!

My personal taste will continue to govern my expressions, Mr. Neergard; and I believe will prevent any further business relations between us. And, as we never had any other kind of relations, I have merely to arrange the details through an attorney.

Neergard looked after him in silence; the tiny beads of sweat on his nose united and rolled down in a big shining drop, and the sneer etched on his broad and brightly mottled features deepened to a snarl when Selwyn had disappeared.

For the social prestige which Selwyns name had brought the firm, he had patiently endured his personal dislike and contempt for the man after he found he could do nothing with him in any way.

He had accepted Selwyn purely in the hope of social advantage, and with the knowledge that Selwyn could have done much for him after business hours; if not from friendship, at least from interest, or a lively sense of benefits to come. For that reason he had invited him to participate in the valuable Siowitha deal, supposing a man as comparatively poor as Selwyn would not only jump at the opportunity, but also prove sufficiently grateful later. And he had been amazed and disgusted at Selwyns attitude. But he had not supposed the man would sever his connection with the firm if he, Neergard, went ahead on his own responsibility. It astonished and irritated him; it meant, instead of selfish or snobbish indifference to his own social ambitions, an enemy to block his entrance into what he desired — the society of those made notorious in the columns of the daily press.

For Neergard cared only for the notorious in the social scheme; nothing else appealed to him. He had, all his life, read with avidity of the extravagances, the ostentation, the luxurious effrontery, the thinly veiled viciousness of what he believed to be society, and he craved it from the first, working his thick hands to the bone in dogged determination to one day participate in and satiate himself with the easy morality of what he read about in his penny morning paper — in the days when even a penny was to be carefully considered.

That was what he wanted from society — the best to be had in vice. That was why he had denied himself in better days. It was for that he hoarded every cent while actual want sharpened his wits and his thin nose; it was in that hope that he received Selwyn so cordially as a possible means of entrance into regions he could not attain unaided; it was for that reason he was now binding Gerald to him through remission of penalties for slackness, through loans and advances, through a companionship which had already landed him in the Ruthvens card-room, and promised even more from Mr. Fane, who had won his money very easily.

For Neergard did not care how he got in, front door or back door, through kitchen or card-room, as long as he got in somehow. All he desired was the chance to use opportunity in his own fashion, and wring from the forbidden circle all and more than they had unconsciously wrung from him in the squalid days of a poverty for which no equality he might now enjoy, no liberty of license, no fraternity in dissipation, could wholly compensate.

He was fairly on the outer boundary now, though still very far outside. But a needy gentleman inside was already compromised and practically pledged to support him; for his meeting with Jack Ruthven through Gerald had proven of greatest importance. He had lost gracefully to Ruthven; and in doing it had taken that gentlemans measure. And though Ruthven himself was a member of the Siowitha, Neergard had made no error in taking him secretly into the deal where together they were now in a position to exploit the club, from which Ruthven, of course, would resign in time to escape any assessment himself.

Neergards progress had now reached this stage; his programme was simple — to wallow among the wealthy until satiated, then to marry into that agreeable community and found the house of Neergard. And to that end he had already bought a building site on Fifth Avenue, but held it in the name of the firm as though it had been acquired for purposes purely speculative.



About that time Boots Lansing very quietly bought a house on Manhattan Island. It was a small, narrow, three-storied house of brick, rather shabby on the outside, and situated on a modest block between Lexington and Park avenues, where the newly married of the younger set were arriving in increasing numbers, prepared to pay the penalty for all love matches.

It was an unexpected move to Selwyn; he had not been aware of Lansings contemplated desertion; and that morning, returning from his final interview with Neergard, he was astonished to find his comrades room bare of furniture, and a hasty and exclamatory note on his own table:

Phil! Ive bought a house! Come and see it! Youll find me in it! Carpetless floors and unpapered walls! Its the happiest day of my life!

Boots!!!! House-owner!!!

And Selwyn, horribly depressed, went down after a solitary luncheon and found Lansing sitting on a pile of dusty rugs, ecstatically inspecting the cracked ceiling.

So this is the House that Boots built! he said.

Phil! Its a dream!

Yes — a bad one. What the devil do you mean by clearing out? What do you want with a house, anyhow? — you infernal idiot!

A house? Man, Ive always wanted one! Ive dreamed of a dinky little house like this — dreamed and ached for it there in Manila — on blistering hikes, on wibbly-wabbly gunboats — knee-deep in sprouting rice — Ive dreamed of a house in New York like this! slopping through the steaming paddy-fields, sweating up the heights, floundering through smelly hemp, squatting by green fires at night! always, always Ive longed for a home of my own. Now Ive got it, and Im the happiest man on Manhattan Island!

O Lord! said Selwyn, staring, if you feel that way! You never said anything about it—

Neither did you, Phil; but I bet you want one, too. Come now; dont you?

Yes, I do, nodded Selwyn; but I cant afford one yet — his face darkened— not for a while; but, and his features cleared, Im delighted, old fellow, that you have one. This certainly is a jolly little kennel — you can fix it up in splendid shape — rugs and mahogany and what-nots and ding-dongs — and a couple of tabby cats and a good dog—

Isnt it fascinating! cried Boots. Phil, all this real estate is mine! And the idea makes me silly-headed. Ive been sitting on this pile of rugs pretending that Im in the midst of vast and expensive improvements and alterations; and estimating the cost of them has frightened me half to death. I tell you I never had such fun, Phil. Come on; well start at the cellar — there is some coal and wood and some wonderful cobwebs down there — and then well take in the back yard; I mean to have no end of a garden out there, and real clothes-dryers and some wistaria and sparrows — just like real back yards. I want to hear cats make harrowing music on my own back fence; I want to see a tidy laundress pinning up intimate and indescribable garments on my own clothes-lines; I want to have maddening trouble with plumbers and roofers; I want to—

Come on, then, for Heavens sake! said Selwyn, laughing; and the two men, arm in arm, began a minute tour of the house.

Isnt it a corker! Isnt it fine! repeated Lansing every few minutes. I wouldnt exchange it for any mansion on Fifth Avenue!

Youd be a fool to, agreed Selwyn gravely.

Certainly I would. Anyway, prices are going up like rockets in this section — not that Id think of selling out at any price — but its comfortable to know it. Why, a real-estate man told me — Hello! What was that? Something fell somewhere!

A section of the bath-room ceiling, I think, said Selwyn; we mustnt step too heavily on the floors at first, you know.

Oh, Im going to have the entire thing done over — room by room — when I can afford it. Meanwhile jy suis, jy reste. . . . Look there, Phil! Thats to be your room.

Thanks, old fellow — not now.

Why, yes! I expected youd have your room here, Phil—

Its very good of you, Boots, but I cant do it.

Lansing faced him: Wont you?

Selwyn, smiling, shook his head; and the other knew it was final.

Well, the room will be there — furnished the way you and I like it. When you want it, make smoke signals or wig-wag.

I will; thank you, Boots.

Lansing said unaffectedly, How soon do you think you can afford a house like this?

I dont know; you see, Ive only my income now—

Plus what you make at the office—

Ive left Neergard.

What!

This morning; for good.

The deuce! he murmured, looking at Selwyn; but the latter volunteered no further information, and Lansing, having given him the chance, cheerfully switched to the other track:

Shall I see whether the Air Line has anything in your line, Phil? No? Well, what are you going to do?

I dont exactly know what I shall do. . . . If I had capital — enough — I think Id start in making bulk and dense powders — all sorts; gun-cotton, nitro-powders—

You mean youd like to go on with your own invention — Chaosite?

Id like to keep on experimenting with it if I could afford to. Perhaps I will. But its not yet a commercial possibility — if it ever is to be. I wish I could control it; the ignition is simultaneous and absolutely complete, and there is not a trace of ash, not an unburned or partly burned particle. But its not to be trusted, and I dont know what happens to it after a years storage.

For a while they discussed the commercial possibilities of Chaosite, and how capital might be raised for a stock company; but Selwyn was not sanguine, and something of his mental depression returned as he sat there by the curtainless window, his head on his closed hand, looking out into the sunny street.

Anyway, said Lansing, youve nothing to worry over.

No, nothing, assented Selwyn listlessly.

After a silence Lansing added: But you do a lot of worrying all the same, Phil.

Selwyn flushed up and denied it.

Yes, you do! I dont believe you realise how much of the time you are out of spirits.

Does it impress you that way? asked Selwyn, mortified; because Im really all right.

Of course you are, Phil; I know it, but you dont seem to realise it. Youre morbid, Im afraid.

Youve been talking to my sister!

What of it? Besides, I knew there was something the matter—

You know what it is, too. And isnt it enough to subdue a mans spirits occasionally?

No, said Lansing— if you mean your — mistake — two years ago. That isnt enough to spoil life for a man. Ive wanted to tell you so for a long time.

And, as Selwyn said nothing: For Heavens sake make up your mind to enjoy your life! You are fitted to enjoy it. Get that absurd notion out of your head that youre done for — that youve no home life in prospect, no family life, no children—

Selwyn turned sharply, but the other went on: You can swear at me if you like, but youve no business to go through the world cuddling your own troubles closer and closer and squinting at everybody out of disenchanted eyes. Its selfish, for one thing; youre thinking altogether too much about yourself.

Selwyn, too annoyed to answer, glared at his friend.

Oh, I know you dont like it, Phil, but what Im saying may do you good. Its fine physic, to learn what others think about you; as for me, you cant mistake my friendship — or your sisters — or Miss Errolls, or Mr. Gerards. And one and all are of one opinion, that you have everything before you, including domestic happiness, which you care for more than anything. And there is no reason why you should not have it — no reason why you should not feel perfectly free to marry, and have a bunch of corking kids. Its not only your right, its your business; and youre selfish if you dont!

Boots! I — I—

Go on!

Im not going to swear; Im only hurt, Boots—

Sure you are! Medicines working, thats all. We strive to please, we kill to cure. Of course it hurts, man! But you know it will do you good; you know what I say is true. Youve no right to club the natural and healthy inclinations out of yourself. The day for fanatics and dippy, dotty flagellants is past. Foxs martyrs are out of date. The man who grabs life in both fists and twists the essence out of it, counts. He is living as he ought to, he is doing the square thing by his country and his community — by every man, woman, and child in it! Hes giving everybody, including himself, a square deal. But the man who has been upper-cut and floored, and who takes the count, and then goes and squats in a corner to brood over the fancy licks that Fate handed him — he isnt dealing fairly and squarely by his principles or by a decent and generous world that stands to back him for the next round. Is he, Phil?

Do you mean to say, Boots, that you think a man who has made the ghastly mess of his life that I have, ought to feel free to marry?

Think it! Man, I know it. Certainly you ought to marry if you wish — but, above all, you ought to feel free to marry. That is the essential equipment of a man; he isnt a man if he feels that he isnt free to marry. He may not want to do it, he may not be in love. Thats neither here nor there; the main thing is that he is as free as a man should be to take any good opportunity — and marriage is included in the list of good opportunities. If you become a slave to morbid notions, no wonder you are depressed. Slaves usually are. Do you want to slink through life? Then shake yourself, I tell you; learn to understand that youre free to do what any decent man may do. That will take the morbidness out of you. That will colour life for you. I dont say go hunting for some one to love; I do say, dont avoid her when you meet her.

You preach a very gay sermon, Boots, he said, folding his arms. Ive heard something similar from my sister. As a matter of fact I think you are partly right, too; but if the inclination for the freedom you insist I take is wanting, then what? I dont wish to marry, Boots; I am not in love, therefore the prospect of home and kids is premature and vague, isnt it?

As long as its a prospect or a possibility I dont care how vague it is, said the other cordially. Will you admit its a possibility? Thats all I ask.

If it will please you, yes, I will admit it. I have altered certain ideas, Boots; I cannot, just now, conceive of any circumstances under which I should feel justified in marrying, but such circumstances might arise; Ill say that much.

Yet until that moment he had not dreamed of admitting as much to anybody, even to himself; but Lansings logic, his own loneliness, his disappointment in Gerald, had combined to make him doubt his own methods of procedure. Too, the interview with Alixe Ruthven had not only knocked all complacency and conceit out of him, but had made him so self-distrustful that he was in a mood to listen respectfully to his peers on any question.

He was wondering now whether Boots had recognised Alixe when he had blundered into the room that night. He had never asked the question; he was very much inclined to, now. However, Bootss reply could be only the negative answer that any decent man must give.

Sitting there in the carpetless room piled high with dusty, linen-shrouded furniture, he looked around, an involuntary smile twitching his mouth. Somehow he had not felt so light-hearted for a long, long while — and whether it came from his comrades sermon, or his own unexpected acknowledgment of its truth, or whether it was pure amusement at Boots in the rôle of householder and taxpayer, he could not decide. But he was curiously happy of a sudden; and he smiled broadly upon Mr. Lansing:

What about your marrying, he said— after all this talk about mine! What about it, Boots? Is this new house the first modest step toward the matrimony you laud so loudly?

Sure, said that gentleman airily; thats what Im here for.

Really?

Well, of course, idiot. Ive always been in love.

You mean you actually have somebody in view — ?

No, son. Ive always been in love with — love. Im a sentimental sentry on the ramparts of reason. Im properly armed for trouble, now, so if Im challenged I wont let my chance slip by me. Do you see? There are two kinds of sentimental warriors in this amorous world: the man and the nincompoop. The one brings in his prisoner, the other merely howls for her. So Im all ready for the only girl in the world; and if she ever gets away from me Ill give you my house, cellar, and back yard, including the wistaria and both cats—

You have neither wistaria nor cats — yet.

Neither am I specifically in love — yet. So thats all right — Philip. Come on; lets take another look at that fascinating cellar of mine!

But Selwyn laughingly declined, and after a little while he went away, first to look up a book which he was having bound for Eileen, then to call on his sister who, with Eileen, had just returned from a week at Silverside with the children, preliminary to moving the entire establishment there for the coming summer; for the horses and dogs had already gone; also Kit-Ki, a pessimistic parrot, and the childrens two Norwegian ponies.

Silverside is too lovely for words! exclaimed Nina as Selwyn entered the library. The children almost went mad. You should have seen the dogs, too — tearing round and round the lawn in circles — poor things! They were crazy for the fresh, new turf. And Kit-Ki! she lay in the sun and rolled and rolled until her fur was perfectly filthy. Nobody wanted to come away; Eileen made straight for the surf; but it was an arctic sea, and as soon as I found out what she was doing I made her come out.

I should think you would, he said; nobody can do that and thrive.

She seems to, said Nina; she was simply glorious after the swim, and I hated to put a stop to it. And you should see her drying her hair and helping Plunket to roll the tennis-courts — that hair of hers blowing like gold flames, and her sleeves rolled to her arm-pits! — and you should see her down in the dirt playing marbles with Billy and Drina — shooting away excitedly and exclaiming fen-dubs! and knuckle-down, Billy! — like any gamin you ever heard of. Totally unspoiled, Phil! — in spite of all the success of her first winter! — and do you know that she had no end of men seriously entangled? I dont mind your knowing — but Sudbury Gray came to me, and I told him hed better wait, but in he blundered and — hes done for, now; and so are my plans. Hes an imbecile! And then, who on earth do you think came waddling into the arena? Percy Draymore! Phil, it was an anxious problem for me — and although I didnt really want Eileen to marry into that set — still — with the Draymores position and tremendous influence — But she merely stared at him in cold astonishment. And there were others, too, callow for the most part. . . . Phil?

What? he said, laughing.

His sister regarded him smilingly, then partly turned around and perched herself on the padded arm of a great chair.

Phil, am I garrulous?

No, dear; you are far too reticent.

Pooh! Suppose I do talk a great deal. I like to. Besides, I always have something interesting to say, dont I?

Always!

Well, then, why do you look at me so humorously out of those nice gray eyes? . . . Phil, you are growing handsome! Do you know it?

For Heavens sake! he protested, red and uncomfortable, what utter nonsense you—

Of course it bores you to be told so; and you look so delightfully ashamed — like a reproved setter-puppy! Well, then, dont laugh at my loquacity again! — because Im going to say something else. . . . Come over here, Phil; no — close to me. I wish to put my hands on your shoulders; like that. Now look at me! Do you really love me?

Sure thing, Ninette.

And you know I adore you; dont you?

Madly, dear, but I forgive you.

No; I want you to be serious. Because Im pretty serious. See, Im not smiling now; I dont feel like it. Because it is a very, very important matter, Phil — this thing that has — has — almost happened. . . . Its about Eileen. . . . And it really has happened.

What has she done? he asked curiously.

His sisters eyes were searching his very diligently, as though in quest of something elusive; and he gazed serenely back, the most unsuspicious of smiles touching his mouth.

Phil, dear, a young girl — a very young girl — is a vapid and uninteresting proposition to a man of thirty-five; isnt she?

Rather — in some ways.

In what way is she not?

Well — to me, for example — she is acceptable as children are acceptable — a blessed, sweet, clean relief from the women of the Fanes set, for example?

Like Rosamund?

Yes. And, Ninette, you and Austin seem to be drifting out of the old circles — the sort that you and I were accustomed to. You dont mind my saying it, do you? — but there were so many people in this town who had something besides millions — amusing, well-bred, jolly people who had no end of good times, but who didnt gamble and guzzle and stuff themselves and their friends — who were not eternally hanging around other peoples wives. Where are they, dear?

If you are indicting all of my friends, Phil—

I dont mean all of your friends — only a small proportion — which, however, connects your circle with that deadly, idle, brainless bunch — the insolent chatterers at the opera, the gorged dowagers, the worn-out, passionless men, the enervated matrons of the summer capital, the chlorotic squatters on huge yachts, the speed-mad fugitives from the furies of ennui, the neurotic victims of mental cirrhosis, the jewelled animals whose moral code is the code of the barnyard — !

Philip!

Oh, I dont mean that they are any more vicious than the idle and mentally incompetent in any walk of life. East Side, West Side, Harlem, Hells Kitchen, Fifth Avenue, Avenue A, and Abingdon Square — the denizens are only locally different, not specifically — the species remains unchanged. But everywhere, in every quarter and class and set and circle there is always the depraved; and the logical links that connect them are unbroken from Fifth Avenue to Chinatown, from the half-crazed extravagances of the Orchils Louis XIV ball to a New Years reception at the Haymarket where Troy Lils diamonds outshine the phony pearls of Hoboken Fanny, and Hatpin Molly leads the spiel with Clarence the Pig.

Phil, you are too disgusting!

Im sorry — it isnt very nice of me, I suppose. But, dear, Im dead tired of moral squalor. I do like the brightness of things, too, but I dont care for the phosphorescence of social decay.

What in the world is the matter? she exclaimed in dismay. You are talking like the wildest socialist.

He laughed. We have become a nation of what you call socialists — though there are other names for us which mean more. I am not discontented, if that is what you mean; I am only impatient; and there is a difference. . . . And you have just asked me whether a young girl is interesting to me. I answer, yes, thank God! — for the cleaner, saner, happier hours I have spent this winter among my own kind have been spent where the younger set dominated.

They are good for us, Nina; they are the hope of our own kind — well-taught, well-drilled, wholesome even when negative in mind; and they come into our world so diffident yet so charmingly eager, so finished yet so unspoiled, that — how can they fail to touch a man and key him to his best? How can they fail to arouse in us the best of sympathy, of chivalry, of anxious solicitude lest they become some day as we are and stare at life out of the faded eyes of knowledge!

He laid his hands in hers, smiling a little at his own earnestness.

Alarmist? No! The younger set are better than those who bred them; and if, in time, they, too, fall short, they will not fall as far as their parents. And, in their turn, when they look around them at the younger set whom they have taught in the light and wisdom of their own shortcomings, they will see fresher, sweeter, lovelier young people than we see now. And it will continue so, dear, through the jolly generations. Life is all right, only, like art, it is very, very long sometimes.

Good out of evil, Phil? asked his sister, smiling; innocence from the hotbeds of profligacy? purity out of vulgarity? sanity from hideous ostentation? Is that what you come preaching?

Yes; and isnt it curious! Look at that old harridan, Mrs. Sanxon Orchil! There are no more innocent and charming girls in Manhattan than her daughters. She knew enough to make them different; so does the majority of that sort. Look at the Cardwell girl and the Innis girl and the Craig girl! Look at Mrs. Delmour-Carness children! And, Nina — even Molly Hatpins wastrel waif shall never learn what her mother knows if Destiny will help Madame Molly ever so little. And I think that Destiny is often very kind — even to the Hatpin offspring.

Nina sat silent on the padded arm of her chair, looking up at her brother.

Mad preacher! Mad Mullah! — dear, dear fellow! she said tenderly; all ills of the world canst thou discount, but not thine own.

Those, too, he insisted, laughing; I had a talk with Boots — but, anyway, Id already arrived at my own conclusion that — that — Im rather overdoing this blighted business—

Phil! — in quick delight.

Yes, he said, reddening nicely; between you and Boots and myself Ive decided that Im going in for — for whatever any man is going in for — life! Ninette, life to the full and up to the hilt for mine! — not side-stepping anything. . . . Because I — because, Nina, its shameful for a man to admit to himself that he cannot make good, no matter how thoroughly hes been hammered to the ropes. And so Im starting out again — not hunting trouble like him of La Mancha — but, like him in this, that I shall not avoid it. . . . Is that plain to you, little sister?

Yes, oh, yes, it is! she murmured; I am so happy, so proud — but I knew it was in your blood, Phil; I knew that you were merely hurt and stunned — badly hurt, but not fatally! — you could not be; no weaklings come from our race.

But still our race has always been law-abiding — observant of civil and religious law. If I make myself free again, I take some laws into my own hands..

How do you mean? she asked.

Well, he said grimly, for example, I am forbidden, in some States, to marry again—

But you know there was no reason for that!

Yes, I do happen to know; but still I am taking the liberty of disregarding the law if I do. Then, what clergyman, of our faith, would marry me to anybody?

That, too, you know is not just, Phil. You were innocent of wrong-doing; you were chivalrous enough to make no defence—

Wrong-doing? Nina, I was such a fool that I was innocent of sense enough to do either good or evil. Yet I did do harm; there never was such a thing as a harmless fool. But all I can do is to go and sin no more; yet there is little merit in good conduct if one hides in a hole too small to admit temptation. No; there are laws civil and laws ecclesiastical; and sometimes I think a man is justified in repealing the form and retaining the substance of them, and remoulding it for purposes of self-government; as I do, now. . . . Once, oppressed by form and theory, I told you that to remarry after divorce was a slap at civilisation. . . . Which is true sometimes and sometimes not. Common sense, not laws, must govern a man in that matter. But if any motive except desire to be a decent citizen sways a self-punished man toward self-leniency, then is he unpardonable if he breaks those laws which truly were fashioned for such as he!

Saint Simon! Saint Simon! Will you please arise, stretch your limbs, and descend from your pillar? said Nina; because I am going to say something that is very, very serious; and very near my heart.

I remember, he said; its about Eileen, isnt it?

Yes, it is about Eileen.

He waited; and again his sisters eyes began restlessly searching his for something that she seemed unable to find.

You make it a little difficult, Phil; I dont believe I had better speak of it.

Why not?

Why, just because you ask me why not? for example.

Is it anything that worries you about Eileen?

N-no; not exactly. It is — it may be a phase; and yet I know that if it is anything at all it is not a passing phase. She is different from the majority, you see — very intelligent, very direct. She never forgets — for example. Her loyalty is quite remarkable, Phil. She is very intense in her — her beliefs — the more so because she is unusually free from impulse — even quite ignorant of the deeper emotions; or so I believed until — until—

Is she in love? he asked.

A little, Phil.

Does she admit it? he demanded, unpleasantly astonished.

She admits it in a dozen innocent ways to me who can understand her; but to herself she has not admitted it, I think — could not admit it yet; because — because—

Who is it? asked Selwyn; and there was in his voice the slightest undertone of a growl.

Dear, shall I tell you?

Why not?

Because — because — Phil, I think that our pretty Eileen is a little in love with — you.

He straightened out to his full height, scarlet to the temples; she dropped her linked fingers in her lap, gazing at him almost sadly.

Dear, all the things you are preparing to shout at me are quite useless; I know; I dont imagine, I dont forestall, I dont predict. I am not discounting any hopes of mine, because, Phil, I had not thought — had not planned such a thing — between you and Eileen — I dont know why. But I had not; there was Suddy Gray — a nice boy, perfectly qualified; and there were alternates more worldly, perhaps. But I did not think of you; and that is what now amazes and humiliates me; because it was the obvious that I overlooked — the most perfectly natural—

Nina! you are madder than a March heiress!

Air your theories, Phil, then come back to realities. The conditions remain; Eileen is certainly a little in love with you; and a little with her means something. And you, evidently, have never harboured any serious intentions toward the child; I can see that, because you are the most transparent man I ever knew. Now, the question is, what is to be done?

Done? Good heavens! Nothing, of course! Theres nothing to do anything about! Nina, you are the most credulous little matchmaker that ever—

Oh, Phil, must I listen to all those fulminations before you come down to the plain fact? And its plain to me as the nose on your countenance; and I dont know what to do about it! I certainly was a perfect fool to confide in you, for you are exhibiting the coolness and sagacity of a stampeded chicken.

He laughed in spite of himself; then, realising a little what her confidence had meant, he turned a richer red and slowly lifted his fingers to his moustache, while his perplexed gray eyes began to narrow as though sun-dazzled.

I am, of course, obliged to believe that you are mistaken, he said; a man cannot choose but believe in that manner. . . . There is no very young girl — nobody, old or young, whom I like as thoroughly as I do Eileen Erroll. She knows it; so do you, Nina. It is open and above-board. . . . I should be very unhappy if anything marred or distorted our friendship. . . . I am quite confident that nothing will.

In that frame of mind, said his sister, smiling, you are the healthiest companion in the world for her, for you will either cure her, or she you; and it is all right either way.

Certainly it will be all right, he said confidently.

For a few moments he paced the room, reflective, quickening his pace all the while; and his sister watched him, silent in her indecision.

Im going up to see the kids, he said abruptly.

The children, one and all, were in the Park; but Eileen was sewing in the nursery, and his sister did not call him back as he swung out of the room and up the stairs. But when he had disappeared, Nina dropped into her chair, aware that she had played her best card prematurely; forced by Rosamund, who had just told her that rumour continued to be very busy coupling her brothers name with the name of the woman who once had been his wife.

Nina was now thoroughly convinced of Alixes unusual capacity for making mischief.

She had known Alixe always — and she had seen her develop from a talented, restless, erratic, emotional girl, easily moved to generosity, into an impulsive woman, reckless to the point of ruthlessness when ennui and unhappiness stampeded her; a woman not deliberately selfish, not wittingly immoral, for she lacked the passion which her emotion was sometimes mistaken for; and she was kind by instinct.

Sufficiently intelligent to suffer from the lack of it in others, cultured to the point of recognising culture, her dangerous unsoundness lay in her utter lack of mental stamina when conditions became unpleasant beyond her will, not her ability to endure them.

The consequences of her own errors she refused to be burdened with; to escape somehow, was her paramount impulse, and she always tried to — had always attempted it even in school-days — and farther back when Nina first remembered her as a thin, eager, restless little girl scampering from one scrape into another at full speed. Even in those days there were moments when Nina believed her to be actually irrational, but there was every reason not to say so to the heedless scatterbrain whose father, in the prime of life, sat all day in his room, his faded eyes fixed wistfully on the childish toys which his attendant brought to him from his daughters nursery.

All this Nina was remembering; and again she wondered bitterly at Alixes treatment of her brother, and what explanation there could ever be for it — except one.

Lately, too, Alixe had scarcely been at pains to conceal her contempt for her husband, if what Rosamund related was true. It was only one more headlong scrape, this second marriage, and Nina knew Alixe well enough to expect the usual stampede toward that gay phantom which was always beckoning onward to promised happiness — that goal of hearts desire already lying so far behind her — and farther still for every step her little flying feet were taking in the oldest, the vainest, the most hopeless chase in the world — the headlong hunt for happiness.

And if that blind hunt should lead once more toward Selwyn? Suppose, freed from Ruthven, she turned in her tracks and threw herself and her youthful unhappiness straight at the man who had not yet destroyed the picture that Nina found when she visited her brothers rooms with the desire to be good to him with rocking-chairs!

Not that she really believed or feared that Philip would consider such an impossible reconciliation; pride, and a sense of the absurd, must always check any such weird caprice of her brothers conscience; and yet — and yet other amazing and mismated couples had done it — had been reunited.

And Nina was mightily troubled, for Alixes capacity for mischief was boundless; and that she, in some manner, had already succeeded in stirring up Philip, was a rumour that persisted and would not be annihilated.

To inform a man frankly that a young girl is a little in love with him is one of the oldest, simplest, and easiest methods of interesting that man — unless he happen to be in love with somebody else. And Nina had taken her chances that the picture of Alixe was already too unimportant for the ceremony of incineration. Besides, what she had ventured to say to him was her belief; the child appeared to be utterly absorbed in her increasing intimacy with Selwyn. She talked of little else; her theme was Selwyn — his influence on Gerald, and her delight in his companionship. They had, at his suggestion, taken up together the study of Cretan antiquities — a sort of tender pilgrimage for her, because, with the aid of her fathers and mothers letters, note-books, and papers, she and Selwyn were following on the map the journeys and discoveries of her father.

But this was not all; Ninas watchful eyes opened wider and wider as she witnessed in Eileen the naissance of an unconscious and delicate coquetry, quite unabashed, yet the more significant for that; and Nina, intent on the new phenomena, began to divine more about Eileen in a single second, than the girl could have suspected of herself in a month of introspection and of prayer.

Love was not there; Nina understood that; but its germ was — still dormant, but bedded deliciously in congenial soil — the living germ in all its latent promise, ready to swell with the first sudden heart-beat, quicken with the first quickening of the pulse, unfold into perfect symmetry if ever the warm, even current in the veins grew swift and hot under the first scorching whisper of Truth.



Eileen, sewing by the nursery window, looked up; her little Alsatian maid, cross-legged on the floor at her feet, sewing away diligently, also looked up, then scrambled to her feet as Selwyn halted on the threshold of the room.

Why, how odd you look! said Eileen, laughing: come in, please; Susanne and I are only mending some of my summer things. Were you in search of the children? — dont say so if you were, because Im quite happy in believing that you knew I was here. Did you?

Where are the children? he asked.

In the Park, my very rude friend. You will find them on the Mall if you start at once.

He hesitated, but finally seated himself, omitting the little formal hand-shake with which they always met, even after an hours separation. Of course she noticed this, and, bending low above her sewing, wondered why.

It seemed to him, for a moment, as though he were looking at a woman he had heard about and had just met for the first time. His observation of her now was leisurely, calm, and thorough — not so calm, however, when, impatient of his reticence, bending there over her work, she raised her dark-blue eyes to his, her head remaining lowered. The sweet, silent inspection lasted but a moment, then she resumed her stitches, aware that something in him had changed since she last had seen him; but she merely smiled quietly to herself, confident of his unaltered devotion in spite of the strangely hard and unresponsive gaze that had uneasily evaded hers.

As her white fingers flew with the glimmering needle she reflected on conditions as she had left them a week ago. A week ago, between him and her the most perfect of understandings existed; and the consciousness of it she had carried with her every moment in the country — amid the icy tumble of the surf, on long vigorous walks over the greening hills where wild moorland winds whipped like a million fairy switches till the young blood fairly sang, pouring through her veins.

Since that — some time within the week, something evidently had happened to him, here in the city while she had been away. What?

As she bent above the fine linen garment on her knee, needle flying, a sudden memory stirred coldly — the recollection of her ride with Rosamund; and instinctively her clear eyes flew open and she raised her head, turning directly toward him a disturbed gaze he did not this time evade.

In silence their regard lingered; then, satisfied, she smiled again, saying: Have I been away so long that we must begin all over, Captain Selwyn?

Begin what, Eileen?

To remember that the silence of selfish preoccupation is a privilege I have not accorded you?

I didnt mean to be preoccupied—

Oh, worse and worse! She shook her head and began to thread the needle. I see that my weeks absence has not been very good for you. I knew it the moment you came in with all that guilty absent-minded effrontery which I have forbidden. Now, I suppose I shall have to recommence your subjection. Ring for tea, please. And, Susanne — speaking in French and gathering up a fluffy heap of mended summer waists— these might as well be sent to the laundress — thank you, little one; your sewing is always beautiful.

The small maid, blushing with pleasure, left the room, both arms full of feminine apparel; Selwyn rang for tea, then strolled back to the window, where he stood with both hands thrust into his coat-pockets, staring out at the sunset.

A primrose light bathed the city. Below, through the new foliage of the Park, the little lake reflected it in tints of deeper gold and amber where children clustered together, sailing toy ships. But there was no wind; the tiny sails and flags hung motionless, and out and in, among the craft becalmed, steered a family of wild ducks, the downy yellow fledglings darting hither and thither in chase of gnats, the mother bird following in leisurely solicitude.

And, as he stood there, absently intent on sky and roof and foliage, her soft bantering voice aroused him; and turning he found her beside him, her humorous eyes fixed on his face.

Suppose, she said, that we go back to first principles and resume life properly by shaking hands. Shall we?

He coloured up as he took her hand in his; then they both laughed at the very vigorous shake.

What a horribly unfriendly creature you can be, she said. Never a greeting, never even a formal expression of pleasure at my return—

You have not returned! he said, smiling; you have been with me every moment, Eileen.

What a pretty tribute! she exclaimed; I am beginning to recognise traces of my training after all. And it is high time, Captain Selwyn, because I was half convinced that you had escaped to the woods again. What, if you please, have you been doing in town since I paroled you? Nothing? Oh, its very likely. Youre probably too ashamed to tell me. Now note the difference between us; I have been madly tearing over turf and dune, up hills, down hillocks, along headlands, shores, and shingle; and I had the happiness of being half-frozen in the surf before Nina learned of it and stopped me. . . . Come; sit over here; because Im quite crazy to tell you everything as usual — about how I played marbles with the children — yes, indeed! — down on my knees and shooting hard! Oh, it is divine, that sea-girdled, wind-drenched waste of moor and thicket! — the strange little stunted forests in the hollows of the miniature hills — do you remember? The trees, you know, grow only to the wind-level, then spread out like those grotesque trees in fairy-haunted forests — so old, so fantastic are these curious patches of woods that I am for ever watching to see something magic moving far in the twilight of the trees! . . . And one night I went out on the moors; oh, heavenly! celestial! — under the stretch of stars! Elf-land in silence, save for the bewitched wind. And the fairy forests drew me toward their edges, down, down into the hollow, with delicious shivers.

Once I trembled indeed, for the starlight on the swamp was suddenly splintered into millions of flashes; and my heart leaped in pure fright! . . . It was only a wild duck whirring headlong into the woodland waters — but oh, if you had been there to see the weird beauty of its coming — and the star-splashed blackness! You must see that with me, some time. . . . When are you coming to Silverside? We go back very soon, now. . . . And I dont feel at all like permitting you to run wild in town when Im away and playing hopscotch on the lawn with Drina!

She lay back in her chair, laughing, her hands linked together behind her head.

Really, Captain Selwyn, I confess I missed you. Its much better fun when two can see all those things that I saw — the wild roses just a tangle of slender green-mossed stems, the new grass so intensely green, with a touch of metallic iridescence; the cats-paws chasing each other across the purple inland ponds — and that cheeky red fox that came trotting out of the briers near Wonder Head, and, when he saw me, coolly attempted to stare me out of countenance! Oh, its all very well to tell you about it, but there is a little something lacking in unshared pleasures. . . . Yes, a great deal lacking. . . . And here is our tea-tray at last.

Nina came up to join them. Her brother winced as she smiled triumphantly at him, and the colour continued vivid in his face while she remained in the room. Then the children charged upstairs, fresh from the Park, clamouring for food; and they fell upon Selwyns neck, and disarranged his scarf-pin, and begged for buttered toast and crumpets, and got what they demanded before Ninas authority could prevent.

I saw a rabbit at Silverside! said Billy, but do you know, Uncle Philip, that hunting pack of ours is no good! Not one dog paid any attention to the rabbit though Drina and I did our best — didnt we, Drina?

You should have seen them, murmured Eileen, leaning close to whisper to Selwyn; the children had fits when the rabbit came hopping across the road out of the Hither Woods. But the dogs all ran madly the other way, and I thought Billy would die of mortification.

Nina stood up, waving a crumpet which she had just rescued from Winthrop. Hark! she said, theres the nursery curfew! — and not one wretched infant bathed! Billy! March bathward, my son! Drina, sweetheart, take command. Prune soufflé for the obedient, dry bread for rebels! Come, children! — dont let mother speak to you twice.

Lets go down to the library, said Eileen to Selwyn— you are dining with us, of course. . . . What? Yes, indeed, you are. The idea of your attempting to escape to some dreadful club and talk man-talk all the evening when I have not begun to tell you what I did at Silverside!

They left the nursery together and descended the stairs to the library. Austin had just come in, and he looked up from his solitary cup of tea as they entered:

Hello, youngsters! What conspiracy are you up to now? I suppose you sniffed the tea and have come to deprive me. By the way, Phil, I hear that youve sprung the trap on those Siowitha people.

Neergard has, I believe.

Well, isnt it all one?

No, it is not! retorted Selwyn so bluntly that Eileen turned from the window at a sound in his voice which she had never before heard.

Oh! Austin stared over his suspended teacup, then drained it. Trouble with our friend Julius? he inquired.

No trouble. I merely severed my connection with him.

Ah! When?

This morning.

In that case, said Austin, laughing, Ive a job for you—

No, old fellow; and thank you with all my heart. Ive half made up my mind to live on my income for a while and take up that Chaosite matter again—

And blow yourself to smithereens! Why spatter Nature thus?

No fear, said Selwyn, laughing. And, if it promises anything, I may come to you for advice on how to start it commercially.

If it doesnt start you heavenward you shall have my advice from a safe distance. Ill telegraph it, said Austin. But, if its not personal, why on earth have you shaken Neergard?

And Selwyn answered simply: I dont like him. That is the reason, Austin.

The children from the head of the stairs were now shouting demands for their father; and Austin rose, pretending to grumble:

Those confounded kids! A man is never permitted a moment to himself. Is Nina up there, Eileen! Oh, all right. Excuses et cetera; Ill be back pretty soon. Youll stay to dine, Phil?

I dont think so—

Yes, he will stay, said Eileen calmly.

And, when Austin had gone, she walked swiftly over to where Selwyn was standing, and looked him directly in the eyes.

Is all well with Gerald?

Y-yes, I suppose so.

Is he still with Neergard & Co.?

Yes, Eileen.

And you dont like Mr. Neergard?

N-no.

Then Gerald must not remain.

He said very quietly: Eileen, Gerald no longer takes me into his confidence. I am afraid — I know, in fact — that I have little influence with him now. I am sorry; it hurts; but your brother is his own master, and he is at liberty to choose his own friends and his own business policy. I cannot influence him; I have learned that thoroughly. Better that I retain what real friendship he has left for me than destroy it by any attempt, however gentle, to interfere in his affairs.

She stood before him, straight, slender, her face grave and troubled.

I cannot understand, she said, how he could refuse to listen to a man like you.

A man like me, Eileen? Well, if I were worth listening to, no doubt hed listen. But the fact remains that I have not been able to hold his interest—

Dont give him up, she said, still looking straight into his eyes. If you care for me, dont give him up.

Care for you, Eileen! You know I do.

Yes, I know it. So you will not give up Gerald, will you? He is — is only a boy — you know that; you know he has been — perhaps — indiscreet. But Gerald is only a boy. Stand by him, Captain Selwyn; because Austin does not know how to manage him — really he doesnt. . . . There has been another unpleasant scene between them; Gerald told me.

Did he tell you why, Eileen?

Yes. He told me that he had played cards for money, and he was in debt. I know that sounds — almost disgraceful; but is not his need of help all the greater?

Selwyns eyes suddenly narrowed: Did you help him out, this time?

I — I — how do you mean, Captain Selwyn? But the splendid colour in her face confirmed his certainty that she had used her own resources to help her brother pay the gambling debt; and he turned away his eyes, angry and silent.

Yes, she said under her breath, I did aid him. What of it? Could I refuse?

I know. Dont aid him again — that way.

She stared: You mean—

Send him to me, child. I understand such matters; I — that is— and in sudden exasperation inexplicable, for the moment, to them both: Dont touch such matters again! They soil, I tell you. I will not have Gerald go to you about such things!

My own brother! What do you mean?

I mean that, brother or not, he shall not bring such matters near you!

Am I to count for nothing, then, when Gerald is in trouble? she demanded, flushing up.

Count! Count! he repeated impatiently; of course you count! Good heavens! its women like you who count — and no others — not one single other sort is of the slightest consequence in the world or to it. Count? Child, you control us all; everything of human goodness, of human hope hinges and hangs on you — is made possible, inevitable, because of you! And you ask me whether you count! You, who control us all, and always will — as long as you are you!

She had turned a little pale under his vehemence, watching him out of wide and beautiful eyes.

What she understood — how much of his incoherence she was able to translate, is a question; but in his eyes and voice there was something simpler to divine; and she stood very still while his roused emotions swept her till her heart leaped up and every vein in her ran fiery pride.

I am — overwhelmed . . . I did not consider that I counted — so vitally — in the scheme of things. But I must try to — if you believe all this of me — only you must teach me how to count for something in the world. Will you?

Teach you, Eileen. What winning mockery! I teach you? Well, then — I teach you this — that a mans blunder is best healed by a mans sympathy; . . . I will stand by Gerald as long as he will let me do so — not alone for your sake, nor only for his, but for my own. I promise you that. Are you contented?

Yes.

She slowly raised one hand, laying it fearlessly in both of his.

He is all I have left, she said. You know that.

I know, child.

Then — thank you, Captain Selwyn.

No; I thank you for giving me this charge. It means that a man must raise his own standard of living before he can accept such responsibility. . . . You endow me with all that a man ought to be; and my task is doubled; for it is not only Gerald but I myself who require surveillance.

He looked up, smilingly serious: Such women as you alone can fit your brother and me for an endless guard duty over the white standard you have planted on the outer walls of the world.

You say things to me — sometimes— she faltered, that almost hurt with the pleasure they give.

Did that give you pleasure?

Y-yes; the surprise of it was almost too — too keen. I wish you would not — but I am glad you did. . . . You see — dropping into a great velvet chair— having been of no serious consequence to anybody for so many years — to be told, suddenly, that I — that I count so vitally with men — a man like you—

She sank back, drew one small hand across her eyes, and rested a moment; then leaning forward, she set her elbow on one knee and bracketed her chin between forefinger and thumb.

You dont know, she said, smiling faintly, but, oh, the exalted dreams young girls indulge in! And one and all centre around some power-inspired attitude of our own when a great crisis comes. And most of all we dream of counting heavily; and more than all we clothe ourselves in the celestial authority which dares to forgive. . . . Is it not pathetically amusing — the mental process of a young girl? — and the paramount theme of her dream is power! — such power as will permit the renunciation of vengeance; such power as will justify the happiness of forgiving? . . . And every dream of hers is a dream of power; and, often, the happiness of forbearing to wield it. All dreams lead to it, all mean it; for instance, half-awake, then faintly conscious in slumber, I lie dreaming of power — always power; the triumph of attainment, of desire for wisdom and knowledge satisfied. I dream of friendships — wonderful intimacies exquisitely satisfying; I dream of troubles, and my moral power to sweep them out of existence; I dream of self-sacrifice, and of the spiritual power to endure it; I dream — I dream — sometimes — of more material power — of splendours and imposing estates, of a paradise all my own. And when I have been selfishly happy long enough, I dream of a vast material power fitting me to wipe poverty from the world; I plan it out in splendid generalities, sometimes in minute detail. . . . Of men, we naturally dream; but vaguely, in a curious and confused way. . . . Once, when I was fourteen, I saw a volunteer regiment passing; and it halted for a while in front of our house; and a brilliant being on a black horse turned lazily in his saddle and glanced up at our window. . . . Captain Selwyn, it is quite useless for you to imagine what fairy scenes, what wondrous perils, what happy adventures that gilt-corded adjutant and I went through in my dreams. Marry him? Indeed I did, scores of times. Rescue him? Regularly. He was wounded, he was attacked by fevers unnumbered, he fled in peril of his life, he vegetated in countless prisons, he was misunderstood, he was a martyr to suspicion, he was falsely accused, falsely condemned. And then, just before the worst occurred, I appear! — the inevitable I.

She dropped back into the chair, laughing. Her colour was high, her eyes brilliant; she laid her arms along the velvet arms of the chair and looked at him.

Ive not had you to talk to for a whole week, she said; and youll let me; wont you? I cant help it, anyway, because as soon as I see you — crack! a million thoughts wake up in me and clipper-clapper goes my tongue. . . . You are very good for me. You are so thoroughly satisfactory — except when your eyes narrow in that dreadful far-away gaze — which Ive forbidden, you understand. . . . What have you done to your moustache?

Clipped it.

Oh, I dont like it too short. Can you get hold of it to pull it? Its the only thing that helps you in perplexity to solve problems. Youd be utterly helpless, mentally, without your moustache. . . . When are we to take up our Etruscan symbols again? — or was it Evanss monograph we were laboriously dissecting? Certainly it was; dont you remember the Hittite hieroglyph of Jerabis? — and how you and I fought over those wretched floral symbols? You dont? And it was only a week ago? . . . And listen! Down at Silverside Ive been reading the most delicious thing — the Mimes of Herodas! — oh, so charmingly quaint, so perfectly human, that it seems impossible that they were written two thousand years ago. Theres a maid, in one scene, Threissa, who is precisely like anybodys maid — and an old lady, Gyllis — perfectly human, and not Greek, but Yankee of to-day! Shall we reread it together? — when you come down to stay with us at Silverside?

Indeed we shall, he said, smiling; which also reminds me—

He drew from his breast-pocket a thin, flat box, turned it round and round, glanced at her, balancing it teasingly in the palm of his hand.

Is it for me? Really? Oh, please dont be provoking! Is it really for me? Then give it to me this instant!
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Turning, looked straight at Selwyn.

He dropped the box into the pink hollow of her supplicating palms. For a moment she was very busy with the tissue-paper; then:

Oh! it is perfectly sweet of you! turning the small book bound in heavy Etruscan gold; whatever can it be? and, rising, she opened it, stepping to the window so that she could see.

Within, the pages were closely covered with the minute, careful handwriting of her father; it was the first note-book he ever kept; and Selwyn had had it bound for her in gold.

For an instant she gazed, breathless, lips parted; then slowly she placed the yellowed pages against her lips and, turning, looked straight at Selwyn, the splendour of her young eyes starred with tears.




CHAPTER VII

ERRANDS AND LETTERS
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ALIXE RUTHVEN HAD not yet dared tell Selwyn that her visit to his rooms was known to her husband. Sooner or later she meant to tell him; it was only fair to him that he should be prepared for anything that might happen; but as yet, though her first instinct, born of sheer fright, urged her to seek instant council with Selwyn, fear of him was greater than the alarm caused her by her husbands knowledge.

She was now afraid of her husbands malice, afraid of Selwyns opinion, afraid of herself most of all, for she understood herself well enough to realise that, if conditions became intolerable, the first and easiest course out of it would be the course shed take — wherever it led, whatever it cost, or whoever was involved.

In addition to her dread and excitement, she was deeply chagrined and unhappy; and, although Jack Ruthven did not again refer to the matter — indeed appeared to have forgotten it — her alarm and humiliation remained complete, for Gerald now came and played and went as he chose; and in her disconcerted cowardice she dared not do more than plead with Gerald in secret, until she began to find the emotion consequent upon such intimacy unwise for them both.

Neergard, too, was becoming a familiar figure in her drawing-room; and, though at first she detested him, his patience and unfailing good spirits, and his unconcealed admiration for her softened her manner toward him to the point of toleration.

And Neergard, from his equivocal footing in the house of Ruthven, obtained another no less precarious in the house of Fane — all in the beginning on a purely gaming basis. However, Gerald had already proposed him for the Stuyvesant and Proscenium clubs; and, furthermore, a stormy discussion was now in progress among the members of the famous Siowitha over an amazing proposition from their treasurer, Jack Ruthven.

This proposal was nothing less than to admit Neergard to membership in that wealthy and exclusive country club, as a choice of the lesser evil; for it appeared, according to Ruthven, that Neergard, if admitted, was willing to restore to the club, free of rent, the thousands of acres vitally necessary to the clubs existence as a game preserve, merely retaining the title to these lands for himself.

Draymore was incensed at the proposal, Harmon, Orchil, and Fane were disgustedly non-committal, but Phoenix Mottly was perhaps the angriest man on Long Island.

In the name of decency, Jack, he said, what are you dreaming of? Is it not enough that this man, Neergard, holds us up once? Do I understand that he has the impudence to do it again with your connivance? Are you going to let him sandbag us into electing him? Is that the sort of hold-up you stand for? Well, then, I tell you Ill never vote for him. Id rather see these lakes and streams of ours dry up; Id rather see the last pheasant snared and the last covey leave for the other end of the island, than buy off that Dutchman with a certificate of membership in the Siowitha!

In that case, retorted Ruthven, wed better wind up our affairs and make arrangements for an auctioneer.

All right; wind up and be damned! said Mottly; therell be at least sufficient self-respect left in the treasury to go round.

Which was all very fine, and Mottly meant it at the time; but, outside of the asset of self-respect, there was too much money invested in the lands, plant, and buildings, in the streams, lakes, hatcheries, and forests of the Siowitha. The enormously wealthy seldom stand long upon dignity if that dignity is going to be very expensive. Only the poor can afford disastrous self-respect.

So the chances were that Neergard would become a member — which was why he had acquired the tract — and the price he would have to pay was not only in taxes upon the acreage, but, secretly, a solid sum in addition to little Mr. Ruthven whom he was binding to him by every tie he could pay for.

Neergard did not regret the expense. He had long since discounted the cost; and he also continued to lose money at the card-table to those who could do him the most good.

Away somewhere in the back of his round, squat, busy head he had an inkling that some day he would even matters with some people. Meanwhile he was patient, good-humoured, amusing when given a chance, and, as the few people he knew found out, inventive and resourceful in suggesting new methods of time-killing to any wealthy and fashionable victim of a vacant mind.

And as this faculty has always been the real key to the inner Temple of the Ten Thousand Disenchantments, the entrance of Mr. Neergard appeared to be only a matter of time and opportunity, and his ultimate welcome at the naked altar a conclusion foregone.

In the interim, however, he suffered Gerald and little Ruthven to pilot him; he remained cheerfully oblivious to the snubs and indifference accorded him by Mrs. Ruthven, Mrs. Fane, and others of their entourage whom he encountered over the card-tables or at card-suppers. And all the while he was attending to his business with an energy and activity that ought to have shamed Gerald, and did, at times, particularly when he arrived at the office utterly unfit for the work before him.

But Neergard continued astonishingly tolerant and kind, lending him money, advancing him what he required, taking up or renewing notes for him, until the boy, heavily in his debt, plunged more heavily still in sheer desperation, only to flounder the deeper at every struggle to extricate himself.

Alixe Ruthven suspected something of this, but it was useless as well as perilous in other ways for her to argue with Gerald, for the boy had come to a point where even his devotion to her could not stop him. He must go on. He did not say so to Alixe; he merely laughed, assuring her that he was all right; that he knew how much he could afford to lose, and that he would stop when his limit was in sight. Alas, he had passed his limit long since; and already it was so far behind him that he dared not look back — dared no longer even look forward.

Meanwhile the Ruthvens were living almost lavishly, and keeping four more horses; but Eileen Errolls bank balance had now dwindled to three figures; and Gerald had not only acted offensively toward Selwyn, but had quarrelled so violently with Austin that the latter, thoroughly incensed and disgusted, threatened to forbid him the house.

The little fool! he said to Selwyn, came here last night, stinking of wine, and attempted to lay down the law to me! — tried to dragoon me into a compromise with him over the investments I have made for him. By God, Phil, he shall not control one cent until the trust conditions are fulfilled, though it was left to my discretion, too. And I told him so flatly; I told him he wasnt fit to be trusted with the coupons of a repudiated South American bond—

Hold on, Austin. That isnt the way to tackle a boy like that!

Isnt it? Well, why not? Do you expect me to dicker with him?

No; but, Austin, youve always been a little brusque with him. Dont you think—

No, I dont. Its discipline he needs, and hell get it good and plenty every time he comes here.

I — Im afraid he may cease coming here. Thats the worst of it. For his sisters sake I think we ought to try to put up with—

Put up! Put up! Ive been doing nothing else since he came of age. Hes turned out a fool of a puppy, I tell you; hes idle, lazy, dissipated, impudent, conceited, insufferable—

But not vicious, Austin, and not untruthful. Where his affections are centred he is always generous; where they should be centred he is merely thoughtless, not deliberately selfish—

See here, Phil, how much good has your molly-coddling done him? You warned him to be cautious in his intimacy with Neergard, and he was actually insulting to you—

I know; but I understood. He probably had some vague idea of loyalty to a man whom he had known longer than he knew me. That was all; that was what I feared, too. But it had to be done — I was determined to venture it; and it seems I accomplished nothing. But dont think that Geralds attitude toward me makes any difference, Austin. It doesnt; Im just as devoted to the boy, just as sorry for him, just as ready to step in when the chance comes, as it surely will, Austin. Hes only running a bit wilder than the usual colt; it takes longer to catch and bridle him—

Somebodyll rope him pretty roughly before you run him down, said Gerard.

I hope not. Of course its a chance he takes, and we cant help it; but Im trying to believe hell tire out in time and come back to us for his salt. And, Austin, weve simply got to believe in him, you know — on Eileens account.

Austin grew angrier and redder:

Eileens account? Do you mean her bank account? Its easy enough to believe in him if you inspect his sisters bank account. Believe in him? Oh, certainly I do; I believe hes pup enough to come sneaking to his sister to pay for all the damfooleries hes engaged in. . . . And Ive positively forbidden her to draw another check to his order—

Its that little bangled whelp, Ruthven, said Selwyn between his teeth. I warned Gerald most solemnly of that man, but— He shrugged his shoulders and glanced about him at the linen-covered furniture and bare floors. After a moment he looked up: The game there is of course notorious. I — if matters did not stand as they do — he flushed painfully— Id go straight to Ruthven and find out whether or not this business could be stopped.

Stopped? No, it cant be. How are you going to stop a man from playing cards in his own house? They all do it — that sort. Fanes rather notorious himself; they call his house the house of ill-Fane, you know. If you or I or any of our family were on any kind of terms with the Ruthvens, they might exclude Gerald to oblige us. We are not, however; and, anyway, if Gerald means to make a gambler and a souse of himself at twenty-one, hell do it. But its pretty rough on us.

Its rougher on him, Austin; and its roughest on his sister. Well — he held out his hand— good-bye. No, thanks, I wont stop to see Nina and Eileen; Im going to try to think up some way out of this. And — if Gerald comes to you again — try another tack — just try it. You know, old fellow, that, between ourselves, you and I are sometimes short of temper and long of admonition. Lets try reversing the combination with Gerald.

But Austin only growled from the depths of his linen-shrouded arm-chair, and Selwyn turned away, wondering what in the world he could do in a matter already far beyond the jurisdiction of either Austin or himself.

If Alixe had done her best to keep Gerald away, she appeared to be quite powerless in the matter; and it was therefore useless to go to her. Besides, he had every inclination to avoid her. He had learned his lesson.

To whom then could he go? Through whom could he reach Gerald? Through Nina? Useless. And Gerald had already defied Austin. Through Neergard, then? But he was on no terms with Neergard; how could he go to him? Through Rosamund Fane? At the thought he made a wry face. Any advances from him she would wilfully misinterpret. And Ruthven? How on earth could he bring himself to approach him?

And the problem therefore remained as it was; the only chance of any solution apparently depending upon these friends of Geralds, not one of whom was a friend of Selwyn; indeed some among them were indifferent to the verge of open enmity.

And yet he had promised Eileen to do what he could. What merit lay in performing an easy obligation? What courage was required to keep a promise easily kept? If he cared anything for her — if he really cared for Gerald, he owed them more than effortless fulfilment. And here there could be no fulfilment without effort, without the discarding from self of the last rags of pride. And even then, what hope was there — after the sacrifice of self and the disregard of almost certain humiliation?

It was horribly hard for him; there seemed to be no chance in sight. But forlorn hope was slowly rousing the soldier in him — the grim, dogged, desperate necessity of doing his duty to the full and of leaving consequences to that Destiny, which some call by a name more reverent.

So first of all, when at length he had decided, he nerved himself to strike straight at the centre; and within the hour he found Gerald at the Stuyvesant Club.

The boy descended to the visitors rooms, Selwyns card in his hand and distrust written on every feature. And at Selwyns first frank and friendly words he reddened to the temples and checked him.

I wont listen, he said. They — Austin and — and everybody have been putting you up to this until Im tired of it. Do they think Im a baby? Do they suppose I dont know enough to take care of myself? Are they trying to make me ridiculous? I tell you theyd better let me alone. My friends are my friends, and I wont listen to any criticism of them, and that settles it.

Gerald—

Oh, I know perfectly well that you dislike Neergard. I dont, and thats the difference.

Im not speaking of Mr. Neergard, Gerald; Im only trying to tell you what this man Ruthven really is doing—

What do I care what he is doing! cried Gerald angrily. And, anyway, it isnt likely Id come to you to find out anything about Mrs. Ruthvens second husband!

Selwyn rose, very white and still. After a moment he drew a quiet breath, his clinched hands relaxed, and he picked up his hat and gloves.

They are my friends, muttered Gerald, as pale as he. You drove me into speaking that way.

Perhaps I did, my boy. . . . I dont judge you. . . . If you ever find you need help, come to me; and if you cant come, and still need me, send for me. Ill do what I can — always. I know you better than you know yourself. Good-bye.

He turned to the door; and Gerald burst out: Why cant you let my friends alone? I liked you before you began this sort of thing!

I will let them alone if you will, said Selwyn, halting. I cant stand by and see you exploited and used and perverted. Will you give me one chance to talk it over, Gerald?

No, I wont! returned Gerald hotly; Ill stand for my friends every time! Theres no treachery in me!

You are not standing by me very fast, said the elder man gently.

I said I was standing by my friends! repeated the boy.

Very well, Gerald; but its at the expense of your own people, Im afraid.

Thats my business, and youre not one of em! retorted the boy, infuriated; and you wont be, either, if I can prevent it, no matter whether people say that youre engaged to her—

What! whispered Selwyn, wheeling like a flash. The last vestige of colour had fled from his face; and Gerald caught his breath, almost blinded by the blaze of fury in the elder mans eyes.

Neither spoke again; and after a moment Selwyns eyes fell, he turned heavily on his heel and walked away, head bent, gray eyes narrowing to slits.

Yet, through the brains chaos and the hearts loud tumult and the clamour of pulses run wild at the insult flung into his very face, the grim instinct to go on persisted. And he went on, and on, for her sake — on — he knew not how — until he came to Neergards apartment in one of the vast West-Side constructions, bearing the name of a sovereign state; and here, after an interval, he followed his card to Neergards splendid suite, where a man-servant received him and left him seated by a sunny window overlooking the blossoming foliage of the Park.

When Neergard came in, and stood on the farther side of a big oak table, Selwyn rose, returning the cool, curt nod.

Mr. Neergard, he said, it is not easy for me to come here after what I said to you when I severed my connection with your firm. You have every reason to be unfriendly toward me; but I came on the chance that whatever resentment you may feel will not prevent you from hearing me out.

Personal resentment, said Neergard slowly, never interferes with my business. I take it, of course, that you have called upon a business matter. Will you sit down?

Thank you; I have only a moment. And what I am here for is to ask you, as Mr. Errolls friend, to use your influence on Mr. Erroll — every atom of your influence — to prevent him from ruining himself financially through his excesses. I ask you, for his familys sake, to discountenance any more gambling; to hold him strictly to his duties in your office, to overlook no more shortcomings of his, but to demand from him what any trained business man demands of his associates as well as of his employees. I ask this for the boys sake.

Neergards close-set eyes focussed a trifle closer to Selwyns, yet did not meet them.

Mr. Selwyn, he said, have you come here to criticise the conduct of my business?

Criticise! No, I have not. I merely ask you—

You are merely asking me, cut in Neergard, to run my office, my clerks, and my associate in business after some theory of your own.

Selwyn looked at the man and knew he had lost; yet he forced himself to go on:

The boy regards you as his friend. Could you not, as his friend, discourage his increasing tendency toward dissipation—

I am not aware that he is dissipated.

What!

I say that I am not aware that Gerald requires any interference from me — or from you, either, said Neergard coolly. And as far as that goes, I and my business require no interference either. And I believe that settles it.

He touched a button; the man-servant appeared to usher Selwyn out.

The latter set his teeth in his under lip and looked straight and hard at Neergard, but Neergard thrust both hands in his pockets, turned squarely on his heel, and sauntered out of the room, yawning as he went.

It bid fair to become a hard day for Selwyn; he foresaw it, for there was more for him to do, and the day was far from ended, and his self-restraint was nearly exhausted!

An hour later he sent his card in to Rosamund Fane; and Rosamund came down, presently, mystified, flattered, yet shrewdly alert and prepared for anything since the miracle of his coming justified such preparation.

Why in the world, she said with a flushed gaiety perfectly genuine, did you ever come to see me? Will you please sit here, rather near me? — or I shall not dare believe that you are that same Captain Selwyn who once was so deliciously rude to me at the Minsters dance.

Was there not a little malice — just a very little — on your part to begin it? he asked, smiling.

Malice? Why? Just because I wanted to see how you and Alixe Ruthven would behave when thrust into each others arms? Oh, Captain Selwyn — what a harmless little jest of mine to evoke all that bitterness you so smilingly poured out on me! . . . But I forgave you; Ill forgive you more than that — if you ask me. Do you know — and she laid her small head on one side and smiled at him out of her pretty dolls eyes— do you know that there are very few things I might not be persuaded to pardon you? Perhaps — with laughing audacity— there are not any at all. Try, if you please.

Then you surely will forgive me for what I have come to ask you, he said lightly. Wont you?

Yes, she said, her pink-and-white prettiness challenging him from every delicate feature— yes — I will pardon you — on one condition.

And what is that, Mrs. Fane?

That you are going to ask me something quite unpardonable! she said with a daring little laugh. For if its anything less improper than an impropriety I wont forgive you. Besides, thered be nothing to forgive. So please begin, Captain Selwyn.

Its only this, he said: I am wondering whether you would do anything for me?

Anything! Merci! Isnt that extremely general, Captain Selwyn? But you never can tell; ask me.

So he bent forward, his clasped hands between his knees, and told her very earnestly of his fears about Gerald, asking her to use her undoubted influence with the boy to shame him from the card-tables, explaining how utterly disastrous to him and his family his present course was.

He is very fond of you, Mrs. Fane — and you know how easy it is for a boy to be laughed out of excesses by a pretty woman of experience. You see I am desperately put to it or I would never have ventured to trouble you—

I see, she said, looking at him out of eyes bright with disappointment.

Could you help us, then? he asked pleasantly.

Help us, Captain Selwyn? Who is the us, please?

Why, Gerald and me — and his family, he added, meeting her eyes. The eyes began to dance with malice.

His family, repeated Rosamund; that is to say, his sister, Miss Erroll. His family, I believe, ends there; does it not?

Yes, Mrs. Fane.

I see. . . . Miss Erroll is naturally worried over him. But I wonder why she did not come to me herself instead of sending you as her errant ambassador?

Miss Erroll did not send me, he said, flushing up. And, looking steadily into the smiling dolls face confronting him, he knew again that he had failed.

I am not inclined to be very much flattered after all, said Rosamund. You should have come on your own errand, Captain Selwyn, if you expected a woman to listen to you. Did you not know that?

It is not a question of errands or of flattery, he said wearily; I thought you might care to influence a boy who is headed for serious trouble — that is all, Mrs. Fane.

She smiled: Come to me on your own errand — for Geralds sake, for anybodys sake — for your own, preferably, and Ill listen. But dont come to me on another womans errands, for I wont listen — even to you.

I have come on my own errand! he repeated coldly. Miss Erroll knew nothing about it, and shall not hear of it from me. Can you not help me, Mrs. Fane?

But Rosamunds rose-china features had hardened into a polished smile; and Selwyn stood up, wearily, to make his adieux.

But, as he entered his hansom before the door, he knew the end was not yet; and once more he set his face toward the impossible; and once more the hansom rolled away over the asphalt, and once more it stopped — this time before the house of Ruthven.

Every step he took now was taken through sheer force of will — and in her service; because, had it been, now, only for Geralds sake, he knew he must have weakened — and properly, perhaps, for a man owes something to himself. But what he was now doing was for a young girl who trusted him with all the fervour and faith of her heart and soul; and he could spare himself in nowise if, in his turn, he responded heart and soul to the solemn appeal.

Mr. Ruthven, it appeared, was at home and would receive Captain Selwyn in his own apartment.

Which he did — after Selwyn had been seated for twenty minutes — strolling in clad only in silken lounging clothes, and belting about his waist, as he entered, the sash of a kimona, stiff with gold.

His greeting was a pallid stare; but, as Selwyn made no motion to rise, he lounged over to a couch and, half reclining among the cushions, shot an insolent glance at Selwyn, then yawned and examined the bangles on his wrist.

After a moment Selwyn said: Mr. Ruthven, you are no doubt surprised that I am here—

Im not surprised if its my wife youve come to see, drawled Ruthven. If Im the object of your visit, I confess to some surprise — as much as the visit is worth, and no more.

The vulgarity of the insult under the mans own roof scarcely moved Selwyn to any deeper contempt, and certainly not to anger.

I did not come here to ask a favour of you, he said coolly— for that is out of the question, Mr. Ruthven. But I came to tell you that Mr. Errolls family has forbidden him to continue his gambling in this house and in your company anywhere or at any time.

Most extraordinary, murmured Ruthven, passing his ringed fingers over his minutely shaven face — that strange face of a boy hardened by the depravity of ages.

So I must request you, continued Selwyn, to refuse him the opportunity of gambling here. Will you do it — voluntarily?

No.

Then I shall use my judgment in the matter.

And what may your judgment in the matter be?

I have not yet decided; for one thing I might enter a complaint with the police that a boy is being morally and materially ruined in your private gambling establishment.

Is that a threat?

No. I will act, not threaten.

Ah, drawled Ruthven, I may do the same the next time my wife spends the evening in your apartment.

You lie, said Selwyn in a voice made low by surprise.

Oh, no, I dont. Very chivalrous of you — quite proper for you to deny it like a gentleman — but useless, quite useless. So the less said about invoking the law, the better for — some people. Youll agree with me, I dare say. . . . And now, concerning your friend, Gerald Erroll — I have not the slightest desire to see him play cards. Whether or not he plays is a matter perfectly indifferent to me, and you had better understand it. But if you come here demanding that I arrange my guest-lists to suit you, you are losing time.

Selwyn, almost stunned at Ruthvens knowledge of the episode in his rooms, had risen as he gave the man the lie direct.

For an instant, now, as he stared at him, there was murder in his eye. Then the utter hopeless helplessness of his position overwhelmed him, as Ruthven, with danger written all over him, stood up, his soft smooth thumbs hooked in the glittering sash of his kimona.

Scowl if you like, he said, backing away instinctively, but still nervously impertinent; and keep your distance! If youve anything further to say to me, write it. Then, growing bolder as Selwyn made no offensive move, Write to me, he repeated with a venomous smirk; its safer for you to figure as my correspondent than as my wifes co-respondent — L-let go of me! W-what the devil are you d-d-doing—

For Selwyn had him fast — one sinewy hand twisted in his silken collar, holding him squirming at arms length.

M-murder! stammered Mr. Ruthven.

No, said Selwyn, not this time. But be very, very careful after this.

And he let him go with an involuntary shudder, and wiped his hands on his handkerchief.

Ruthven stood quite still; and after a moment the livid terror died out in his face and a rushing flush spread over it — a strange, dreadful shade, curiously opaque; and he half turned, dizzily, hands outstretched for self-support.

Selwyn coolly watched him as he sank on to the couch and sat huddled together and leaning forward, his soft, ringed fingers covering his impurpled face.

Then Selwyn went away with a shrug of utter loathing; but after he had gone, and Ruthvens servants had discovered him and summoned a physician, their master lay heavily amid his painted draperies and cushions, his congested features set, his eyes partly open and possessing sight, but the whites of them had disappeared and the eyes themselves, save for the pupils, were like two dark slits filled with blood.

There was no doubt about it; the doctors, one and all, knew their business when they had so often cautioned Mr. Ruthven to avoid sudden and excessive emotions.

That night Selwyn wrote briefly to Mrs. Ruthven:

I saw your husband this afternoon. He is at liberty to inform you of what passed. But in case he does not, there is one detail which you ought to know: your husband believes that you once paid a visit to my apartments. It is unlikely that he will repeat the accusation and I think there is no occasion for you to worry. However, it is only proper that you should know this — which is my only excuse for writing you a letter that requires no acknowledgment. Very truly yours,

PHILIP SELWYN.

To this letter she wrote an excited and somewhat incoherent reply; and rereading it in troubled surprise, he began to recognise in it something of the strange, illogical, impulsive attitude which had confronted him in the first weeks of his wedded life.

Here was the same minor undertone of unrest sounding ominously through every line; the same illogical, unhappy attitude which implied so much and said so little, leaving him uneasy and disconcerted, conscious of the vague recklessness and veiled reproach — dragging him back from the present through the dead years to confront once more the old pain, the old bewilderment at the hopeless misunderstanding between them.

He wrote in answer:

For the first time in my life I am going to write you some unpleasant truths. I cannot comprehend what you have written; I cannot interpret what you evidently imagine I must divine in these pages — yet, as I read, striving to understand, all the old familiar pain returns — the hopeless attempt to realise wherein I failed in what you expected of me.

But how can I, now, be held responsible for your unhappiness and unrest — for the malicious attitude, as you call it, of the world toward you? Years ago you felt that there existed some occult coalition against you, and that I was either privy to it or indifferent. I was not indifferent, but I did not believe there existed any reason for your suspicions. This was the beginning of my failure to understand you; I was sensible enough that we were unhappy, yet could not see any reason for it — could see no reason for the increasing restlessness and discontent which came over you like successive waves following some brief happy interval when your gaiety and beauty and wit fairly dazzled me and everybody who came near you. And then, always hateful and irresistible, followed the days of depression, of incomprehensible impulses, of that strange unreasoning resentment toward me.

What could I do? I dont for a moment say that there was nothing I might have done. Certainly there must have been something; but I did not know what. And often in my confusion and bewilderment I was quick-tempered, impatient to the point of exasperation — so utterly unable was I to understand wherein I was failing to make you contented.

Of course I could not shirk or avoid field duty or any of the details which so constantly took me away from you. Also I began to understand your impatience of garrison life, of the monotony of the place, of the climate, of the people. But all this, which I could not help, did not account for those dreadful days together when I could see that every minute was widening the breach between us.

Alixe — your letter has brought it all back, vivid, distressing, exasperating; and this time I know that I could have done nothing to render you unhappy, because the time when I was responsible for such matters is past.

And this — forgive me if I say it — arouses a doubt in me — the first honest doubt I have had of my own unshared culpability. Perhaps after all a little more was due from you than what you brought to our partnership — a little more patience, a little more appreciation of my own inexperience and of my efforts to make you happy. You were, perhaps, unwittingly exacting — even a little bit selfish. And those sudden, impulsive caprices for a change of environment — an escape from the familiar — were they not rather hard on me who could do nothing — who had no choice in the matter of obedience to my superiors?

Again and again I asked you to go to some decent climate and wait for me until I could get leave. I stood ready and willing to make any arrangement for you, and you made no decision.

Then when Barnards command moved out we had our last distressing interview. And, if that night I spoke of your present husband and asked you to be a little wiser and use a little more discretion to avoid malicious comment — it was not because I dreamed of distrusting you — it was merely for your own guidance and because you had so often complained of other peoples gossip about you.

To say I was stunned, crushed, when I learned of what had happened in my absence, is to repeat a trite phrase. What it cost me is of no consequence now; what it is now costing you I cannot help.

Yet, your letter, in every line, seems to imply some strange responsibility on my part for what you speak of as the degrading position you now occupy.

Degradation or not — let us leave that aside; you cannot now avoid being his wife. But as for any hostile attitude of society in your regard — any league or coalition to discredit you — that is not apparent to me. Nor can it occur if your personal attitude toward the world is correct. Discretion and circumspection, a happy, confident confronting of life — these, and a wise recognition of conditions, constitute sufficient safeguard for a woman in your delicately balanced position.

And now, one thing more. You ask me to meet you at Sherrys for a conference. I dont care to, Alixe. There is nothing to be said except what can be written on letter-paper. And I can see neither the necessity nor the wisdom of our writing any more letters.

For a few days no reply came; then he received such a strange, unhappy, and desperate letter, that, astonished, alarmed, and apprehensive, he went straight to his sister, who had run up to town for the day from Silverside, and who had telephoned him to take her somewhere for luncheon.

Nina appeared very gay and happy and youthful in her spring plumage, but she exclaimed impatiently at his tired and careworn pallor; and when a little later they were seated tête-à-tête in the rococo dining-room of a popular French restaurant, she began to urge him to return with her, insisting that a week-end at Silverside was what he needed to avert physical disintegration.

What is there to keep you in town? she demanded, breaking bits from the stick of crisp bread. The children have been clamouring for you day and night, and Eileen has been expecting a letter — You promised to write her, Phil — !

Im going to write to her, he said impatiently; wait a moment, Nina — dont speak of anything pleasant or — or intimate just now — because — because Ive got to bring up another matter — something not very pleasant to me or to you. May I begin?

What is it, Phil? she asked, her quick, curious eyes intent on his troubled face.

It is about — Alixe.

What about her? returned his sister calmly.

You knew her in school — years ago. You have always known her—

Yes.

You — did you ever visit her? — stay at the Varians house?

Yes.

In — in her own home in Westchester?

Yes.

There was a silence; his eyes shifted to his plate; remained fixed as he said:

Then you knew her — father?

Yes, Phil, she said quietly, I knew Mr. Varian.

Was there anything — anything unusual — about him — in those days?

Have you heard that for the first time? asked his sister.

He looked up: Yes. What was it, Nina?

She became busy with her plate for a while; he sat rigid, patient, one hand resting on his claret-glass. And presently she said without meeting his eyes:

It was even farther back — her grandparents — one of them— She lifted her head slowly— That is why it so deeply concerned us, Phil, when we heard of your marriage.

What concerned you?

The chance of inheritance — the risk of the taint — of transmitting it. Her fathers erratic brilliancy became more than eccentricity before I knew him. I would have told you that had I dreamed that you ever could have thought of marrying Alixe Varian. But how could I know you would meet her out there in the Orient! It was — your cable to us was like a thunderbolt. . . . And when she — she left you so suddenly — Phil, dear — I feared the true reason — the only possible reason that could be responsible for such an insane act.

What was the truth about her father? he said doggedly. He was eccentric; was he ever worse than that?

The truth was that he became mentally irresponsible before his death.

You know this?

Alixe told me when we were schoolgirls. And for days she was haunted with the fear of what might one day be her inheritance. That is all I know, Phil.

He nodded and for a while made some pretence of eating, but presently leaned back and looked at his sister out of dazed eyes.

Do you suppose, he said heavily, that she was not entirely responsible when — when she went away?

I have wondered, said Nina simply. Austin believes it.

But — but — how in Gods name could that be possible? She was so brilliant — so witty, so charmingly and capriciously normal—

Her father was brilliant and popular — when he was young. Austin knew him, Phil. I have often, often wondered whether Alixe realises what she is about. Her restless impulses, her intervals of curious resentment — so many things which I remember and which, now, I cannot believe were entirely normal. . . . It is a dreadful surmise to make about anybody so youthful, so pretty, so lovable — and yet, it is the kindest way to account for her strange treatment of you—

I cant believe it, he said, staring at vacancy. I refuse to. And, thinking of her last frightened and excited letter imploring an interview with him and giving the startling reason: What a scoundrel that fellow Ruthven is, he said with a shudder.

Why, what has he—

Nothing. I cant discuss it, Nina—

Please tell me, Phil!

There is nothing to tell.

She said deliberately: I hope there is not, Phil. Nor do I credit any mischievous gossip which ventures to link my brothers name with the name of Mrs. Ruthven.

He paid no heed to what she hinted, and he was still thinking of Ruthven when he said: The most contemptible and cowardly thing a man can do is to fail a person dependent on him — when that person is in prospective danger. The dependence, the threatened helplessness must appeal to any man! How can he, then, fail to stand by a person in trouble — a person linked to him by every tie, every obligation. Why — why to fail at such a time is dastardly — and to — to make a possible threatened infirmity a reason for abandoning a woman is monstrous — !

Phil! I never for a moment supposed that even if you suspected Alixe to be not perfectly responsible you would have abandoned her—

I? Abandon her! He laughed bitterly. I was not speaking of myself, he said. . . . And to himself he wondered: Was it that — after all? Is that the key to my dreadful inability to understand? I cannot — I cannot accept it. I know her; it was not that; it — it must not be!

And that night he wrote to her:

If he threatens you with divorce on such a ground he himself is likely to be adjudged mentally unsound. It was a brutal, stupid threat, nothing more; and his insult to your fathers memory was more brutal still. Dont be stampeded by such threats. Disprove them by your calm self-control under provocation; disprove them by your discretion and self-confidence. Give nobody a single possible reason for gossip. And above all, Alixe, dont become worried and morbid over anything you might dread as inheritance, for you are as sound to-day as you were when I first met you; and you shall not doubt that you could ever be anything else. Be the woman you can be! Show the pluck and courage to make the very best out of life. I have slowly learned to attempt it; and it is not difficult if you convince yourself that it can be done.

To this she answered the next day:

I will do my best. There is danger and treachery everywhere; and if it becomes unendurable I shall put an end to it in one way or another. As for his threat — incident on my admitting that I did go to your room, and defying him to dare believe evil of me for doing it — I can laugh at it now — though, when I wrote you, I was terrified — remembering how mentally broken my father was when he died.

But, as you say, I am sound, body and mind. I know it; I dont doubt it for one moment — except — at long intervals when, apropos of nothing, a faint sensation of dread comes creeping.

But I am sound! I know it so absolutely that I sometimes wonder at my own perfect sanity and understanding; and so clearly, so faultlessly, so precisely does my mind work that — and this I never told you — I am often and often able to detect mental inadequacy in many people around me — the slightest deviation from the normal, the least degree of mental instability. Phil, so sensitive to extraneous impression is my mind that you would be astonished to know how instantly perceptible to me is mental degeneration in other people. And it would amaze you, too, if I should tell you how many, many people you know are, in some degree, more or less insane.

But there is no use in going into such matters; all I meant to convey to you was that I am not frightened now at any threat of that sort from him.

I dont know what passed between you and him; he wont tell me; but I do know from the servants that he has been quite ill — I was in Westchester that night — and that something happened to his eyes — they were dreadful for a while. I imagine it has something to do with veins and arteries; and its understood that hes to avoid sudden excitement.

However, hes only serenely disagreeable to me now, and we see almost nothing of one another except over the card-tables. Gerald has been winning rather heavily, I am glad to say — glad, as long as I cannot prevent him from playing. And yet I may be able to accomplish that yet — in a roundabout way — because the apple-visaged and hawk-beaked Mr. Neergard has apparently become my slavish creature; quite infatuated. And as soon as Ive fastened on his collar, and made sure that Rosamund cant unhook it, Ill try to make him shut down on Geralds playing. This for your sake, Phil — because you ask me. And because you must always stand for all that is upright and good and manly in my eyes. Ah, Phil! what a fool I was! And all, all my own fault, too.

Alixe.

This ended the sudden eruption of correspondence; for he did not reply to this letter, though in it he read enough to make him gravely uneasy; and he fell, once more, into the habit of brooding, from which both Boots Lansing and Eileen had almost weaned him.

Also he began to take long solitary walks in the Park when not occupied in conferences with the representatives of the Lawn Nitro-Powder Works — a company which had recently approached him in behalf of his unperfected explosive, Chaosite.

This hermit life might have continued in town indefinitely had he not, one morning, been surprised by a note from Eileen — the first he had ever had from her.

It was only a very brief missive — piquant, amusing, innocently audacious in closing — a mere reminder that he had promised to write to her; and she ended it by asking him very plainly whether he had not missed her, in terms so frank, so sweet, so confident of his inevitable answer, that all the enchantment of their delightful intimacy surged back in one quick tremor of happiness, washing from his heart and soul the clinging, sordid, evil things which were creeping closer, closer to torment and overwhelm him.

And all that day he went about his business quite happily, her letter in his pocket; and that night, taking a new pen and pen holder, he laid out his very best letter-paper, and began the first letter he had ever written to Eileen Erroll.

DEAR EILEEN: I have your charming little note from Silverside reminding me that I had promised to write you. But I needed no reminder; you know that. Then why have I not written? I couldnt, off-hand. And every day and evening except to-day and this evening I have been in conference with Edgerton Lawn and other representatives of the Lawn Nitro-Powder Company; and have come to a sort of semi-agreement with them concerning a high explosive called Chaosite, which they desire to control the sale of as soon as I can control its tendency to misbehave. This I expect to do this summer; and Austin has very kindly offered me a tiny cottage out on the moors too far from anybody or anything to worry people.

I know you will be glad to hear that I have such attractive business prospects in view. I dare say I shall scarcely know what to do with my enormous profits a year or two hence. Have you any suggestions?

Meanwhile, however, your letter and its questions await answers; and here they are:

Yes, I saw Gerald once at his club and had a short talk with him. He was apparently well. You should not feel so anxious about him. He is very young, yet, but he comes from good stock. Sooner or later he is bound to find himself; you must not doubt that. Also he knows that he can always come to me when he wishes.

No, I have not ridden in the Park since you and Nina and the children went to Silverside. I walked there Sunday, and it was most beautiful, especially through the Ramble. In his later years my father was fond of walking there with me. That is one reason I go there; he seems to be very near me when I stand under the familiar trees or move along the flowering walks he loved so well. I wish you had known him. It is curious how often this wish recurs to me; and so persistent was it in the Park that lovely Sunday that, at moments, it seemed as though we three were walking there together — he and you and I — quite happy in the silence of companionship which seemed not of yesterday but of years.

It is rather a comforting faculty I have — this unconscious companionship with the absent. Once I told you that you had been with me while you supposed yourself to be at Silverside. Do you remember? Now, here in the city, I walk with you constantly; and we often keep pace together through crowded streets and avenues; and in the quiet hours you are very often, seated not far from where I sit. . . . If I turned around now — so real has been your presence in my room to-night — that it seems as though I could not help but surprise you here — just yonder on the edges of the lamp glow — 

But I know you had rather remain at Silverside, so I wont turn around and surprise you here in Manhattan town.

And now your next question: Yes, Boots is well, and I will give him Drinas love, and I will try my best to bring him to Silverside when I come. Boots is still crazed with admiration for his house. He has two cats, a housekeeper, and a jungle of shrubs and vines in the back yard, which he plays the hose on; and he has also acquired some really beautiful old rugs — a Herez which has all the tints of a living sapphire, and a charming antique Shiraz, rose, gold, and that rare old Persian blue. To mention symbols for a moment, apropos of our archaeological readings together, Boots has an antique Asia Minor rug in which I discovered not only the Swastika, but also a fire-altar, a Rhodian lily border, and a Mongolian motif which appears to resemble the cloud-band. It was quite an Anatshair jumble in fact, very characteristic. We must capture Nina some day and she and you and I will pay a visit to Bootss rugs and study these old dyes and mystic symbols of the East. Shall we?

And now your last question. And I answer: Yes, I do miss you — so badly that I often take refuge in summoning you in spirit. The other day I had occasion to see Austin; and we sat in the library where all the curtains are in linen bags and all the furniture in overalls, and where the rugs are rolled in tarred paper and the pictures are muffled in cheese-cloth.

And after our conference had ended and I was on my way to the hall below, suddenly on my ear, faint but clear, I heard your voice, sweet as the odour of blossoms in an empty room. No — it neither deceived nor startled me; I have often heard it before, when you were nowhere near. And, that I may answer your question more completely, I answer it again: Yes, I miss you; so that I hear your voice through every silence; all voids are gay with it; there are no lonely places where my steps pass, because you are always near; no stillness through which your voice does not sound; no unhappiness, no sordid cares which the memory of you does not make easier to endure.

Have I answered? And now, good-night. Gerald has just come in; I hear him passing through the hall to his own apartments. So Ill drop in for a smoke with him before I start to search for you in dreamland. Good-night, Eileen. PHILIP SELWYN.

When he had finished, sealed, and stamped his letter he leaned back in his chair, smiling to himself, still under the spell which the thought of her so often now cast over him. Life and the world were younger, cleaner, fresher; the charming energy of her physical vigour and youth and beauty tinted all things with the splendid hue of inspiration. But most of all it was the exquisite fastidiousness of her thoughts that had begun to inthral him — that crystal clear intelligence, so direct, so generous — the splendid wholesome attitude toward life — and her dauntless faith in the goodness of it.

Breathing deeply, he drew in the fragrance of her memory, and the bitterness of things was dulled with every quiet respiration.

He smiled again, too; how utterly had his sister mistaken their frank companionship! How stupidly superfluous was it to pretend to detect, in their comradeship, the commonplaces of sentiment — as though such a girl as Eileen Erroll were of the common self-conscious mould — as though in their cordial understanding there was anything less simple than community of taste and the mutual attraction of intelligence!

Then, the memory of what his sister had said drove the smile from his face and he straightened up impatiently. Love! What unfortunate hallucination had obsessed Nina to divine what did not exist? — what need not exist? How could a woman like his sister fall into such obvious error; how could she mistake such transparent innocence, such visible freedom from motive in this young girls pure friendship for himself?

And, as for him, he had never thought of Eileen — he could not bring himself to think of her so materially or sentimentally. For, although he now understood that he had never known what love, might be — its coarser mask, infatuation, he had learned to see through; and, as that is all he had ever known concerning love, the very hint of it had astonished and repelled him, as though the mere suggestion had been a rudeness offered to this delicate and delicious friendship blossoming into his life — a life he had lately thought so barren and laid waste.

No, his sister was mistaken; but her mistake must not disturb the blossoming of this unstained flower. Sufficient that Eileen and he disdainfully ignore the trite interpretation those outside might offer them unasked; sufficient that their confidence in one another remain without motive other than the happiness of unembarrassed people who find a pleasure in sharing an intelligent curiosity concerning men and things and the world about them.

Thinking of these matters, lying back there in his desk chair, he suddenly remembered that Gerald had come in. They had scarcely seen one another since that unhappy meeting in the Stuyvesant Club; and now, remembering what he had written to Eileen, he emerged with a start from his contented dreaming, sobered by the prospect of seeking Gerald.

For a moment or two he hesitated; but he had said in his letter that he was going to do it; and now he rose, looked around for his pipe, found it, filled and lighted it, and, throwing on his dressing-gown, went out into the corridor, tying the tasselled cords around his waist as he walked.

His first knock remaining unanswered, he knocked more sharply. Then he heard from within the muffled creak of a bed, heavy steps across the floor. The door opened with a jerk; Gerald stood there, eyes swollen, hair in disorder, his collar crushed, and the white evening tie unknotted and dangling over his soiled shirt-front.

Hello, said Selwyn simply; may I come in?

The boy passed his hand across his eyes as though confused by the light; then he turned and walked back toward the bed, still rubbing his eyes, and sat down on the edge.

Selwyn closed the door and seated himself, apparently not noticing Geralds dishevelment.

Thought Id drop in for a good-night pipe, he said quietly. By the way, Gerald, Im going down to Silverside next week. Nina has asked Boots, too. Couldnt you fix it to come along with us?

I dont know, said the boy in a low voice; Id like to.

Good business! That will be fine! What you and I need is a good stiff tramp across the moors, or a gallop, if you like. Its great for mental cobwebs, and my brain is disgracefully unswept. By the way, somebody said that youd joined the Siowitha Club.

Yes, said the boy listlessly.

Well, youll get some lively trout fishing there now. Its only thirty miles from Silverside, you know — you can run over in the motor very easily.

Gerald nodded, sitting silent, his handsome head supported in both hands, his eyes on the floor.

That something was very wrong with him appeared plainly enough; but Selwyn, touched to the heart and miserably apprehensive, dared not question him, unasked.

And so they sat there for a while, Selwyn making what conversation he could; and at length Gerald turned and dragged himself across the bed, dropping his head back on the disordered pillows.

Go on, he said; Im listening.

So Selwyn continued his pleasant, inconsequential observations, and Gerald lay with closed eyes, quite motionless, until, watching him, Selwyn saw his hand was trembling where it lay clinched beside him. And presently the boy turned his face to the wall.

Toward midnight Selwyn rose quietly, removed his unlighted pipe from between his teeth, knocked the ashes from it, and pocketed it. Then he walked to the bed and seated himself on the edge.

Whats the trouble, old man? he asked coolly.

There was no answer. He placed his hand over Geralds; the boys hand lay inert, then quivered and closed on Selwyns convulsively.

Thats right, said the elder man; thats what Im here for — to stand by when you hoist signals. Go on.

The boy shook his head and buried it deeper in the pillow.

Bad as that? commented Selwyn quietly. Well, what of it? Im standing by, I tell you. . . . Thats right — as Gerald broke down, his body quivering under the spasm of soundless grief— thats the safety-valve working. Good business. Take your time.

It took a long time; and Selwyn sat silent and motionless, his whole arm numb from its position and Geralds crushing grasp. And at last, seeing that was the moment to speak:

Now lets fix up this matter, Gerald. Come on!

Good heavens! h-how can it be f-fixed—

Ill tell you when you tell me. Its a money difficulty, I suppose; isnt it?

Yes.

Cards?

P-partly.

Oh, a note? Case of honour? Where is this I.O.U. that you gave?

Its worse than that. The — the note is paid. Good God — I cant tell you—

You must. Thats why Im here, Gerald.

Well, then, I — I drew a check — knowing that I had no funds. If it — if they return it, marked—

I see. . . . What are the figures?

The boy stammered them out; Selwyns grave face grew graver still.

That is bad, he said slowly— very bad. Have you — but of course you couldnt have seen Austin—

Id kill myself first! said Gerald fiercely.

No, you wouldnt do that. Youre not that kind. . . . Keep perfectly cool, Gerald; because it is going to be fixed. The method only remains to be decided upon—

I cant take your money! stammered the boy; I cant take a cent from you — after what Ive said — the beastly things Ive said—

It isnt the things you say to me, Gerald, that matter. . . . Let me think a bit — and dont worry. Just lie quietly, and understand that Ill do the worrying. And while Im amusing myself with a little quiet reflection as to ways and means, just take your own bearings from this reef; and set a true course once more, Gerald. That is all the reproach, all the criticism you are going to get from me. Deal with yourself and your God in silence.

And in silence and heavy dismay Selwyn confronted the sacrifice he must make to save the honour of the house of Erroll.

It meant more than temporary inconvenience to himself; it meant that he must go into the market and sell securities which were partly his capital, and from which came the modest income that enabled him to live as he did.

There was no other way, unless he went to Austin. But he dared not do that — dared not think what Austins action in the matter might be. And he knew that if Gerald were ever driven into hopeless exile with Austins knowledge of his disgrace rankling, the boys utter ruin must result inevitably.

Yet — yet — how could he afford to do this — unoccupied, earning nothing, bereft of his profession, with only the chance in view that his Chaosite might turn out stable enough to be marketable? How could he dare so strip himself? Yet, there was no other way; it had to be done; and done at once — the very first thing in the morning before it became too late.

And at first, in the bitter resentment of the necessity, his impulse was to turn on Gerald and bind him to good conduct by every pledge the boy could give. At least there would be compensation. Yet, with the thought came the clear conviction of its futility. The boy had brushed too close to dishonour not to recognise it. And if this were not a lifelong lesson to him, no promises forced from him in his dire need and distress, no oaths, no pledges could bind him; no blame, no admonition, no scorn, no contempt, no reproach could help him to see more clearly the pit of destruction than he could see now.

You need sleep, Gerald, he said quietly. Dont worry; Ill see that your check is not dishonoured; all you have to see to is yourself. Good-night, my boy.

But Gerald could not speak; and so Selwyn left him and walked slowly back to his own room, where he seated himself at his desk, grave, absent-eyed, his unfilled pipe between his teeth.

And he sat there until he had bitten clean through the amber mouthpiece, so that the brier bowl fell clattering to the floor. By that time it was full daylight; but Gerald was still asleep. He slept late into the afternoon; but that evening, when Selwyn and Lansing came in to persuade him to go with them to Silverside, Gerald was gone.

They waited another day for him; he did not appear. And that night they left for Silverside without him.




CHAPTER VIII

SILVERSIDE
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DURING THAT WEEK-END at Silverside Boots behaved like a school-lad run wild. With Drinas hand in his, half a dozen dogs as advanced guard, and heavily flanked by the Gerard battalion, he scoured the moorlands from Surf Point to the Hither Woods; from Wonder Head to Sky Pond.

Ever hopeful of rabbit and fox, Billy urged on his cheerful waddling pack and the sea wind rang with the crack of his whip and the treble note of his whistle. Drina, lately inoculated with the virus of nature-study, carried a green gauze butterfly net, while Bootss pockets bulged with various lethal bottles and perforated tin boxes for the reception of caterpillars. The other children, like the puppies of Billys pack, ran haphazard, tireless and eager little opportunists, eternal prisoners of hope, tripped flat by creepers, scratched and soiled in thicket and bog, but always up and forward again, ranging out, nose in the wind, dauntless, expectant, wonder-eyed.

Nina, Eileen, and Selwyn formed a lagging and leisurely rear-guard, though always within signalling distance of Boots and the main body; and, when necessary, the two ex-army men wig-wagged to each other across the uplands to the endless excitement and gratification of the children.

It was a perfect week-end; the sky, pale as a robins egg at morn and even, deepened to royal blue under the noon-day sun; and all the world — Long Island — seemed but a gigantic gold-green boat stemming the running purple of the sea and Sound.

The air, when still, quivered in that deep, rich silence instinct with the perpetual monotone of the sea; stiller for the accentless call of some lone moorland bird, or the gauzy clatter of a dragon-fly in reedy reaches. But when the moon rose and the breeze awakened, and the sedges stirred, and the cats-paws raced across the moonlit ponds, and the far surf off Wonder Head intoned the hymn of the four winds, the trinity, earth and sky and water, became one thunderous symphony — a harmony of sound and colour silvered to a monochrome by the moon.

Then, through the tinted mystery the wild ducks, low flying, drove like a flight of witches through the dusk; and unseen herons called from their heronry, fainter, fainter till their goblin yelps died out in the swelling murmur of a million wind-whipped leaves.

Then was the moorland waste bewitching in its alternation of softly checkered gray and shade, where acres of feathery grasses flowed in wind-blown furrows; where in the purple obscurity of hollows the strange and aged little forests grew restless and full of echoes; where shadowy reeds like elfin swords clattered and thrust and parried across the darkling pools of haunted waters unstirred save for the swirl of a startled fish or the smoothly spreading wake of some furry creature swimming without a sound.

Into this magic borderland, dimmer for moonlit glimpses in ghostly contrast to the shadow shape of wood and glade, Eileen conducted Selwyn; and they heard the whirr of painted wood-ducks passing in obscurity, and the hymn of the four winds off Wonder Head; and they heard the herons, noisy in their heronry, and a young fox yapping on a moon-struck dune.

But Selwyn cared more for the sun and the infinite blue above, and the vast cloud-forms piled up in argent splendour behind a sea of amethyst.

The darker, vaguer phases of beauty, he said to Eileen, smiling, attract and fascinate those young in experience. Tragedy is always better appreciated and better rendered by those who have never lived it. The anatomy of sadness, the subtler fascination of life brooding in shadow, appeals most keenly to those who can study and reflect, then dismiss it all and return again to the brightness of existence which has not yet for them been tarnished.

He had never before, even by slightest implication, referred to his own experience with life. She was not perfectly certain that he did so now.

They were standing on one of the treeless hills — a riotous tangle of grasses and wild flowers — looking out to sea across Sky Pond. He had a rod; and as he stood he idly switched the gaily coloured flies backward and forward.

My tastes, he said, still smiling, incline me to the garishly sunlit side of this planet. And, to tease her and arouse her to combat: I prefer a farandole to a nocturne; Id rather have a painting than an etching; Mr. Whistler bores me with his monochromatic mud; I dont like dull colours, dull sounds, dull intellects; and anything called an arrangement on canvas, or anything called a human document or an appreciation in literature, or anything precious in art, or any author who weaves instead of writes his stories — all these irritate me when they do not first bore me to the verge of anæsthesia.

He switched his trout-flies defiantly, hopeful of an indignant retort from her; but she only laughed and glanced at him, and shook her pretty head.

Theres just enough truth in what you say to make a dispute quite profitless. Besides, I dont feel like single combat; Im too glad to have you here.

Standing there — fairly swimming — in the delicious upper-air currents, she looked blissfully across the rolling moors, while the sunlight drenched her and the salt wind winnowed the ruddy glory of her hair, and from the tangle of tender blossoming green things a perfume mounted, saturating her senses as she breathed it deeper in the happiness of desire fulfilled and content quite absolute.

After all, she said, what more is there than this? Earth and sea and sky and sun, and a friend to show them to. . . . Because, as I wrote you, the friend is quite necessary in the scheme of things — to round out the symmetry of it all. . . . I suppose youre dying to dangle those flies in Brier Water to see whether there are any trout there. Well, there are; Austin stocked it years ago, and he never fishes, so no doubt its full of fish. . . . What is that black thing moving along the edge of the Golden Marsh?

A mink, he said, looking.

She seated herself cross-legged on the hill-top to watch the mink at her leisure. But the lithe furry creature took to the water, dived, and vanished, and she turned her attention to the landscape.

Do you see that lighthouse far to the south? she asked; that is Frigate Light. West of it lies Surf Point, and the bay between is Surf Bay. Thats where I nearly froze solid in my first ocean bath of the year. A little later we can bathe in that cove to the north — the Bay of Shoals. You see it, dont you? — there, lying tucked in between Wonder Head and the Hither Woods; but I forgot! Of course youve been here before; and you know all this; dont you?

Yes, he said quietly, my brother and I came here as boys.

Have you not been here since?

Once. He turned and looked down at the sea-battered wharf jutting into the Bay of Shoals. Once, since I was a boy, he repeated; but I came alone. The transports landed at that wharf after the Spanish war. The hospital camp was yonder. . . . My brother died there.

She lifted her clear eyes to his; he was staring at the outline of the Hither Woods fringing the ochre-tinted heights.

There was no companion like him, he said; there is no one to take his place. Still, time helps — in a measure.

But he looked out across the sea with a grief for ever new.

She, too, had been helped by time; she was very young when the distant and fabled seas took father and mother; and it was not entirely their memory, but more the wistful lack of ability to remember that left her so hopelessly alone.

Sharper his sorrow; but there was the comfort of recollection in it; and she looked at him and, for an instant, envied him his keener grief. Then leaning a little toward him where he reclined, the weight of his body propped up on one arm, she laid her hand across his hand half buried in the grass.

Its only another tie between us, she said— the memory of your dead and mine. . . . Will you tell me about him?

And leaning there, eyes on the sea, and her smooth, young hand covering his, he told her of the youth who had died there in the first flush of manhood and achievement.

His voice, steady and grave, came to her through hushed intervals when the noise of the surf died out as the wind veered seaward. And she listened, heart intent, until he spoke no more; and the sea-wind rose again filling her ears with the ceaseless menace of the surf.

After a while he picked up his rod, and sat erect and cross-legged as she sat, and flicked the flies, absently, across the grass, aiming at wind-blown butterflies.

All these changes! he exclaimed with a sweep of the rod-butt toward Widgeon Bay. When I was here as a boy there were no fine estates, no great houses, no country clubs, no game preserves — only a few fishermens hovels along the Bay of Shoals, and Frigate Light yonder. . . . Then Austin built Silverside out of a much simpler, grand-paternal bungalow; then came Sanxon Orchil and erected Hitherwood House on the foundations of his maternal great-grandfathers cabin; and then the others came; the Minsters built gorgeous Brookminster — you can just make out their big summer palace — that white spot beyond Surf Point! — and then the Lawns came and built Southlawn; and, beyond, the Siowitha people arrived on scout, land-hungry and rich; and the tiny hamlet of Wyossett grew rapidly into the town it now is. Truly this island with its hundred miles of length has become but a formal garden of the wealthy. Alas! I knew it as a stretch of woods, dunes, and old-time villages where life had slumbered for two hundred years!

He fell silent, but she nodded him to go on.

Brooklyn was a quiet tree-shaded town, he continued thoughtfully, unvexed by dreams of traffic; Flatbush an old Dutch village buried in the scented bloom of lilac, locust, and syringa, asleep under its ancient gables, hip-roofs, and spreading trees. Bath, Utrecht, Canarsie, Gravesend were little more than cross-road taverns dreaming in the sun; and that vile and noise-cursed island beyond the Narrows was a stretch of unpolluted beauty in an untainted sea — nothing but whitest sand and dunes and fragrant bayberry and a blaze of wild flowers. Why — and he turned impatiently to the girl beside him— why, I have seen the wild geese settle in Sheepshead Bay, and the wild duck circling over it; and I am not very aged. Think of it! Think of what this was but a few years ago, and think of what progress has done to lay it waste! What will it be to-morrow?

Oh — oh! she protested, laughing; I did not suppose you were that kind of a Jeremiah!

Well, I am. I see no progress in prostrate forests, in soft-coal smoke, in noise! I see nothing gained in trimming and cutting and ploughing and macadamising a heavenly wilderness into mincing little gardens for the rich. He was smiling at his own vehemence, but she knew that he was more than half serious.

She liked him so; she always denied and disputed when he became declamatory, though usually, in her heart, she agreed with him.

Oh — oh! she protested, shaking her head; your philosophy is that of all reactionaries — emotional arguments which never can be justified. Why, if the labouring man delights in the harmless hurdy-gurdy and finds his pleasure mounted on a wooden horse, should you say that the island of his delight is vile? All fulfilment of harmless happiness is progress, my poor friend—

But my harmless happiness lay in seeing the wild-fowl splashing where nothing splashes now except beer and the bathing rabble. If progress is happiness — where is mine? Gone with the curlew and the wild duck! Therefore, there is no progress. Quod erat, my illogical friend.

But your happiness in such things was an exception—

Exceptions prove anything!

Yes — but — no, they dont, either! What nonsense you can talk when you try to. . . . As for me Im going down to the Brier Water to look into it. If there are any trout there foolish enough to bite at those gaudy-feathered hooks Ill call you—

Im going with you, he said, rising to his feet. She smilingly ignored his offered hands and sprang erect unaided.

The Brier Water, a cold, deep, leisurely stream, deserved its name. Rising from a small spring-pond almost at the foot of Silverside lawn, it wound away through tangles of bull-brier and wild-rose, under arches of weed and grass and clustered thickets of mint, north through one of the strange little forests where it became a thread edged with a duck-haunted bog, then emerging as a clear deep stream once more it curved sharply south, recurved north again, and flowed into Shell Pond which, in turn, had an outlet into the Sound a mile east of Wonder Head.

If anybody ever haunted it with hostile designs upon its fishy denizens, Austin at least never did. Belted kingfisher, heron, mink, and perhaps a furtive small boy with pole and sinker and barnyard worm — these were the only foes the trout might dread. As for a man and a fly-rod, they knew him not, nor was there much chance for casting a line, because the water everywhere flowed under weeds, arched thickets of brier and grass, and leafy branches criss-crossed above.

This place is impossible, said Selwyn scornfully. What is Austin about to let it all grow up and run wild—

You said, observed Eileen, that you preferred an untrimmed wilderness; didnt you?

He laughed and reeled in his line until only six inches of the gossamer leader remained free. From this dangled a single silver-bodied fly, glittering in the wind.

Theres a likely pool hidden under those briers, he said; Im going to poke the tip of my rod under — this way — Hah! as a heavy splash sounded from depths unseen and the reel screamed as he struck.

Up and down, under banks and over shallows rushed the invisible fish; and Selwyn could do nothing for a while but let him go when he insisted, and check and recover when the fish permitted.

Eileen, a spray of green mint between her vivid lips, watched the performance with growing interest; but when at length a big, fat, struggling speckled trout was cautiously but successfully lifted out into the grass, she turned her back until the gallant fighter had departed this life under a merciful whack from a stick.

That, she said faintly, is the part I dont care for. . . . Is he out of all pain? . . . What? Didnt feel any? Oh, are you quite sure?
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Eileen watched the performance with growing interest.

She walked over to him and looked down at the beautiful victim of craft.

Oh, well, she sighed, you are very clever, of course, and I suppose Ill eat him; but I wish he were alive again, down there in those cool, sweet depths.

Killing frogs and insects and his smaller brother fish?

Did he do that?

No doubt of it. And if I hadnt landed him, a heron or a mink would have done it sooner or later. Thats what a trout is for: to kill and be killed.

She smiled, then sighed. The taking of life and the giving of it were mysteries to her. She had never wittingly killed anything.

Do you say that it doesnt hurt the trout? she asked.

There are no nerves in the jaw muscles of a trout — Hah! as his rod twitched and swerved under water and his reel sang again.

And again she watched the performance, and once more turned her back.

Let me try, she said, when the coup-de-grâce had been administered to a lusty, brilliant-tinted bulltrout. And, rod in hand, she bent breathless and intent over the bushes, cautiously thrusting the tip through a thicket of mint.

She lost two fish, then hooked a third — a small one; but when she lifted it gasping into the sunlight, she shivered and called to Selwyn:

Unhook it and throw it back! I — I simply cant stand that!

Splash! went the astonished trout; and she sighed her relief.

Theres no doubt about it, she said, you and I certainly do belong to different species of the same genus; men and women are separate species. Do you deny it?

I should hate to lose you that way, he returned teasingly.

Well, you cant avoid it. I gladly admit that woman is not too closely related to man. We dont like to kill things; its an ingrained distaste, not merely a matter of ethical philosophy. You like to kill; and its a trait common also to children and other predatory animals. Which fact, she added airily, convinces me of womans higher civilisation.

It would convince me, too, he said, if woman didnt eat the things that man kills for her.

I know; isnt it horrid! Oh, dear, were neither of us very high in the scale yet — particularly you.

Well, Ive advanced some since the good old days when a man went wooing with a club, he suggested.

You may have. But, anyway, you dont go wooing. As for man collectively, he has not progressed so very far, she added demurely. As an example, that dreadful Draymore man actually hurt my wrist.

Selwyn looked up quickly, a shade of frank annoyance on his face and a vision of the fat sybarite before his eyes. He turned again to his fishing, but his shrug was more of a shudder than appeared to be complimentary to Percy Draymore.

She had divined, somehow, that it annoyed Selwyn to know that men had importuned her. She had told him of her experience as innocently as she had told Nina, and with even less embarrassment. But that had been long ago; and now, without any specific reason, she was not certain that she had acted wisely, although it always amused her to see Selwyns undisguised impatience whenever mention was made of such incidents.

So, to torment him, she said: Of course it is somewhat exciting to be asked to marry people — rather agreeable than otherwise—

What!

Waist deep in bay-bushes he turned toward her where she sat on the trunk of an oak which had fallen across the stream. Her arms balanced her body; her ankles were interlocked. She swung her slim russet-shod feet above the brook and looked at him with a touch of gaminerie new to her and to him.

Of course its amusing to be told you are the only woman in the world, she said, particularly when a girl has a secret fear that men dont consider her quite grown up.

You once said, he began impatiently, that the idiotic importunities of those men annoyed you.

Why do you call them idiotic? — with pretence of hurt surprise. A girl is honoured—

Oh, bosh!

Captain Selwyn!

I beg your pardon, he said sulkily; and fumbled with his reel.

She surveyed him, head a trifle on one side — the very incarnation of youthful malice in process of satisfying a desire for tormenting. Never before had she experienced that desire so keenly, so unreasoningly; never before had she found such a curious pleasure in punishing without cause. A perfectly inexplicable exhilaration possessed her — a gaiety quite reasonless, until every pulse in her seemed singing with laughter and quickening with the desire for his torment.

When I pretended I was annoyed by what men said to me, I was only a yearling, she observed. Now Im a two-year, Captain Selwyn. . . . Who can tell what may happen in my second season?

You said that you were not the — the marrying sort, he insisted.

Nonsense. All girls are. Once I sat in a high chair and wore a bib and banqueted on cambric-tea and prunes. I dont do it now; Ive advanced. Its probably part of that progress which you are so opposed to.

He did not answer, but stood, head bent, looping on a new leader.

All progress is admirable, she suggested.

No answer.

So, to goad him:

There are men, she said dreamily, who might hope for a kinder reception next winter—

Oh, no, he said coolly, there are no such gentlemen. If there were you wouldnt say so.

Yes, I would. And there are!

How many? jeeringly, and now quite reassured.

One!

You cant frighten me — with a shade less confidence. You wouldnt tell if there was.

Id tell you.

Me? — with a sudden slump in his remaining stock of reassurance.

Certainly. I tell you and Nina things of that sort. And when I have fully decided to marry I shall, of course, tell you both before I inform other people.

How the blood in her young veins was racing and singing with laughter! How thoroughly she was enjoying something to which she could give neither reason nor name! But how satisfying it all was — whatever it was that amused her in this mans uncertainty, and in the faint traces of an irritation as unreasoning as the source of it!

Really, Captain Selwyn, she said, you are not one of those old-fashioned literary landmarks who objects through several chapters to a girls marrying — are you?

Yes, he said, I am.

You are quite serious?

Quite.

You wont let me?

No, I wont.

Why?

I want you myself, he said, smiling at last.

That is flattering but horridly selfish. In other words you wont marry me and you wont let anybody else do it.

That is the situation, he admitted, freeing his line and trying to catch the crinkled silvery snell of the new leader. It persistently avoided him; he lowered the rod toward Miss Erroll; she gingerly imprisoned the feathered fly between pink-tipped thumb and forefinger and looked questioningly at him.

Am I to sit here holding this? she inquired.

Only a moment; Ill have to soak that leader. Is the water visible under that log youre sitting on?

She nodded.

So he made his way through the brush toward her, mounted the log, and, seating himself beside her, legs dangling, thrust the rod tip and leader straight down into the stream below.

Glancing around at her he caught her eyes, bright with mischief.

Youre capable of anything to-day, he said. Were you considering the advisability of starting me overboard? And he nodded toward the water beneath their feet.

But you say that you wont let me throw you overboard, Captain Selwyn!

I mean it, too, he returned.

And Im not to marry that nice young man? — mockingly sweet. No? What! — not anybody at all — ever and ever?

Me, he suggested, if youre as thoroughly demoralised as that.

Oh! Must a girl be pretty thoroughly demoralised to marry you?

I dont suppose shed do it if she wasnt, he admitted, laughing.

She considered him, head on one side:

You are ornamental, anyway, she concluded.

Well, then, he said, lifting the leader from the water to inspect it, will you have me?

Oh, but is there nothing to recommend you except your fatal beauty?

My moustache, he ventured; its considered very useful when Im mentally perplexed.

Its clipped too close; I have told you again and again that I dont care for it clipped like that. Your mind would be a perfect blank if you couldnt get hold of it.

And to become imbecile, he said, Ive only to shave it.

She threw back her head and her clear laughter thrilled the silence. He laughed, too, and sat with elbows on his thighs, dabbling the crinkled leader to and fro in the pool below.

So you wont have me? he said.

You havent asked me — have you?

Well, I do now.

She mused, the smile resting lightly on lips and eyes.

Wouldnt such a thing astonish Nina! she said.

He did not answer; a slight colour tinged the new sunburn on his cheeks.

She laughed to herself, clasped her hands, crossed her slender feet, and bent her eyes on the pool below.

Marriage, she said, pursuing her thoughts aloud, is curiously unnecessary to happiness. Take our pleasure in each other, for example. It has, from the beginning, been perfectly free from silliness and sentiment.

Naturally, he said. Im old enough to be safe.

You are not! she retorted. What a ridiculous thing to say!

Well, then, he said, Im dreadfully unsafe, but yet youve managed to escape. Is that it?

Perhaps. You are attractive to women! Ive heard that often enough to be convinced. Why, even I can see what attracts them — she turned to look at him— the way your head and shoulders set — and — well, the — rest. . . . Its rather superior of me to have escaped sentiment, dont you think so?

Indeed I do. Few — few escape where many meet to worship at my frisky feet, and this I say without conceit is due to my mustachios. Tangled in those like web-tied flies, imprisoned hearts complain in sighs — in fact, the situation vies with moments in Boccaccio.

Her running comment was her laughter, ringing deliciously amid the trees until a wild bird, restlessly attentive, ventured a long, sweet response from the tangled green above them.

After their laughter the soberness of reaction left them silent for a while. The wild bird sang and sang, dropping fearlessly nearer from branch to branch, until in his melody she found the key to her dreamy thoughts.

Because, she said, you are so unconscious of your own value, I like you best, I think. I never before quite realised just what it was in you.

My value, he said, is what you care to make it.

Then nobody can afford to take you away from me, Captain Selwyn.

He flushed with pleasure: That is the prettiest thing a woman ever admitted to a man, he said.

You have said nicer things to me. That is your reward. I wonder if you remember any of the nice things you say to me? Oh, dont look so hurt and astonished — because I dont believe you do. . . . Isnt it jolly to sit here and let life drift past us? Out there in the world — she nodded backward toward the open— out yonder all that progress is whirling around the world, and here we sit — just you and I — quite happily, swinging our feet in perfect content and talking nonsense. . . . What more is there after all than a companionship that admits both sense and nonsense?

She laughed, turning her chin on her shoulder to glance at him; and when the laugh had died out she still sat lightly poised, chin nestling in the hollow of her shoulder, considering him out of friendly beautiful eyes in which no mockery remained.

What more is there than our confidence in each other and our content? she said.

And, as he did not respond: I wonder if you realise how perfectly lovely you have been to me since you have come into my life? Do you? Do you remember the first day — the very first — how I sent word to you that I wished you to see my first real dinner gown? Smile if you wish — Ah, but you dont, you dont understand, my poor friend, how much you became to me in that little interview. . . . Mens kindness is a strange thing; they may try and try, and a girl may know they are trying and, in her turn, try to be grateful. But it is all effort on both sides. Then — with a word — an impulse born of chance or instinct — a man may say and do that which a woman can never forget — and would not if she could.

Have I done — that?

Yes. Didnt you understand? Do you suppose any other man in the world could have what you have had of me — of my real self? Do you suppose for one instant that any other man than you could ever obtain from me the confidence I offer you unasked? Do I not tell you everything that enters my head and heart? Do you not know that I care for you more than for anybody alive?

Gerald—

She looked him straight in the eyes; her breath caught, but she steadied her voice:

Ive got to be truthful, she said; I care for you more than for Gerald.

And I for you more than anybody living, he said.

Is it true?

It is the truth, Eileen.

You — you make me very happy, Captain Selwyn.

But — did you not know it before I told you?

I — y-yes; I hoped so. In the exultant reaction from the delicious tension of avowal she laughed lightly, not knowing why.

The pleasure in it, she said, is the certainty that I am capable of making you happy. You have no idea how I desire to do it. Ive wanted to ever since I knew you — Ive wanted to be capable of doing it. And you tell me that I do; and I am utterly and foolishly happy. The quick mischievous sparkle of gaminerie flashed up, transforming her for an instant— Ah, yes; and I can make you unhappy, too, it seems, by talking of marriage! That, too, is something — a delightful power — but — the malice dying to a spark in her brilliant eyes— I shall not torment you, Captain Selwyn. Will it make you happier if I say, No; I shall never marry as long as I have you? Will it really? Then I say it; never, never will I marry as long as I have your confidence and friendship. . . . But I want it all! — every bit, please. And if ever there is another woman — if ever you fall in love! — crack! — away I go — she snapped her white fingers— like that! she added, only quicker! Well, then! Be very, very careful, my friend! . . . I wish there were some place here where I could curl up indefinitely and listen to your views on life. You brought a book to read, didnt you?

He gave her a funny embarrassed glance: Yes; I brought a sort of a book.

Then Im all ready to be read to, thank you. . . . Please steady me while I try to stand up on this log — one hand will do—

Scarcely in contact with him she crossed the log, sprang blithely to the ground, and, lifting the hem of her summer gown an inch or two, picked her way toward the bank above.

We can see Nina when she signals us from the lawn to come to luncheon, she said, gazing out across the upland toward the silvery tinted hillside where Silverside stood, every pane glittering with the white eastern sunlight.

In the dry, sweet grass she found a place for a nest, and settled into it, head prone on a heap of scented bay leaves, elbows skyward, and fingers linked across her chin. One foot was hidden, the knee, doubled, making a tent of her white skirt, from an edge of which a russet shoe projected, revealing the contour of a slim ankle.

What book did you bring? she asked dreamily.

He turned red: Its — its just a chapter from a little book Im trying to write — a — a sort of suggestion for the establishment of native regiments in the Philippines. I thought, perhaps, you might not mind listening—

Her delighted surprise and quick cordiality quite overwhelmed him, so, sitting flat on the grass, hat off and the hill wind furrowing his bright crisp hair, he began, naïvely, like a schoolboy; and Eileen lay watching him, touched and amused at his eager interest in reading aloud to her this mass of co-ordinated fact and detail.

There was, in her, one quality to which he had never appealed in vain — her loyalty. Confident of that, and of her intelligence, he wasted no words in preliminary explanation, but began at once his argument in favour of a native military establishment erected on the general lines of the British organisation in India.

He wrote simply and without self-consciousness; loyalty aroused her interest, intelligence sustained it; and when the end came, it came too quickly for her, and she said so frankly, which delighted him.

At her invitation he outlined for her the succeeding chapters with terse military accuracy; and what she liked best and best understood was avoidance of that false modesty which condescends, turning technicality into pabulum.

Lying there in the fragrant verdure, blue eyes skyward or slanting sideways to watch his face, she listened, answered, questioned, or responded by turns; until their voices grew lazy and the light reaction from things serious awakened the gaiety always latent when they were together.

Proceed, she smiled; Arma virumque — a noble theme, Captain Selwyn. Sing on!

He shook his head, quoting from The Dedication:

Arms and the Man!
A noble theme I ween!
Alas! I cannot sing of these, Eileen;
Only of maids and men and meadow-grass,
Of sea and tree and woodlands where I pass — 
Nothing but these I know, Eileen — alas!



Clear eyes, that lifted up to me
Free heart and soul of vanity;
Blue eyes, that speak so wistfully — 
Nothing but these I know, alas!

She laughed her acknowledgment, and lying there, face to the sky, began to sing to herself, under her breath, fragments of that ancient war-song:

Le bon Roi Dagobert
Avait un grand sabre de fer;
Le grand Saint Éloi
Lui dit: O mon Roi
Vôtre Majesté
Pourrait se blesser!
Cest vrai, lui dit le Roi,
Quon me donne un sabre de bois!

In that verse, observed Selwyn, smiling, lies the true key to the millennium — international disarmament and moral suasion.

Nonsense, she said lazily; the millennium will arrive when the false balance between man and woman is properly adjusted — not before. And that means universal education. . . . Did you ever hear that old, old song, written two centuries ago — the Education of Phyllis? No? Listen then and be ashamed.

And lying there, the back of one hand above her eyes, she sang in a sweet, childish, mocking voice, tremulous with hidden laughter, the song of Phyllis the shepherdess and Sylvandre the shepherd — how Phyllis, more avaricious than sentimental, made Sylvandre pay her thirty sheep for one kiss; how, next day, the price shifted to one sheep for thirty kisses; and then the dreadful demoralisation of Phyllis:

Le lendemain, Philis, plus tendre
Fut trop heureuse de lui rendre
Trente moutons pour un baiser!



Le lendemain, Philis, peu sage,
Aurait donné moutons et chien
Pour un baiser que le volage
À Lisette donnait pour rien!

And there we are, said Eileen, sitting up abruptly and levelling the pink-tipped finger of accusation at him— there, if you please, lies the woe of the world — not in the armaments of nations! That old French poet understood in half a second more than your Hague tribunal could comprehend in its first Cathayan cycle! There lies the hope of your millennium — in the higher education of the modern Phyllis.

And the up-to-date Sylvandre, added Selwyn.

He knows too much already, she retorted, delicate nose in the air. . . . Hark! Ear to the ground! My atavistic and wilder instincts warn me that somebody is coming!

Boots and Drina, said Selwyn; and he hailed them as they came into view above. Then he sprang to his feet, calling out: And Gerald, too! Hello, old fellow! This is perfectly fine! When did you arrive?

Oh, Gerald! cried Eileen, both hands outstretched— its splendid of you to come! Dear fellow! have you seen Nina and Austin? And were they not delighted? And youve come to stay, havent you? There, I wont begin to urge you. . . . Look, Gerald — look, Boots — and Drina, too — only look at those beautiful big plump trout in Captain Selwyns creel!

Oh, I say! exclaimed Gerald, you didnt take those in that little brook — did you, Philip? Well, wouldnt that snare you! Im coming down here after luncheon; I sure am.

You will, too, wont you? asked Drina, jealous lest Boots, her idol, miss his due share of piscatorial glory. If youll wait until I finish my French Ill come with you.

Of course I will, said Lansing reproachfully; you dont suppose theres any fun anywhere for me without you, do you?

No, said Drina simply, I dont.

Another Phyllis in embryo, murmured Eileen to Selwyn. Alas! for education!

Selwyn laughed and turned to Gerald. I hunted high and low for you before I came to Silverside. You found my note?

Yes; I — Ill explain later, said the boy, colouring. Come ahead, Eily; Boots and I will take you on at tennis — and Philip, too. Weve an hour or so before luncheon. Is it a go?

Certainly, replied his sister, unaware of Selwyns proficiency, but loyal even in doubt. And the five, walking abreast, moved off across the uplands toward the green lawns of Silverside, where, under a gay lawn parasol, Nina sat, a Nature book in hand, the centre of an attentive gathering composed of dogs, children, and the cat, Kit-Ki, blinking her topaz-tinted eyes in the sunshine.

The young mother looked up happily as the quintet came strolling across the lawn: Please dont wander away again before luncheon, she said; Gerald, I suppose you are starved, but youve only an hour to wait — Oh, Phil! what wonderful trout! Children, kindly arise and admire the surpassing skill of your frivolous uncle! And, as the children and dogs came crowding around the opened fish-basket she said to her brother in a low, contented voice: Gerald has quite made it up with Austin, dear; I think we have to thank you, havent we?

Has he really squared matters with Austin? Thats good — thats fine! Oh, no, I had nothing to do with it — practically nothing. The boy is sound at the core — thats what did it. And to Gerald, who was hailing him from the veranda, Yes, Ive plenty of tennis-shoes. Help yourself, old chap.

Eileen had gone to her room to don a shorter skirt and rubber-soled shoes; Lansing followed her example; and Selwyn, entering his own room, found Gerald trying on a pair of white foot-gear.

The boy looked up, smiled, and, crossing one knee, began to tie the laces:

I told Austin that I meant to slow down, he said. Were on terms again. He was fairly decent.

Good business! commented Selwyn vigorously.

And Im cutting out cards and cocktails, continued the boy, eager as a little lad who tells how good he has been all day— I made it plain to the fellows that there was nothing in it for me. And, Philip, Im boning down like thunder at the office — Im horribly in debt and Im hustling to pay up and make a clean start. You, he added, colouring, will come first—

At your convenience, said Selwyn, smiling.

Not at all! Yours is the first account to be squared; then Neergard—

Do you owe him, Gerald?

Do I? Oh, Lord! But hes a patient soul — really, Philip, I wish you didnt dislike him so thoroughly, because hes good company and besides that hes a very able man. . . . Well, we wont talk about him, then. Come on; Ill lick the very life out of you over the net!

A few moments later the white balls were flying over the white net, and active white-flannelled figures were moving swiftly over the velvet turf.

Drina, aloft on the umpires perch, calmly scored and decided each point impartially, though her little heart was beating fast in desire for her idols supremacy; and it was all her official composure could endure to see how Eileen at the net beat down his defence, driving him with her volleys to the service line.

Selwyns game proved to be steady, old-fashioned, but logical; Eileen, sleeves at her elbows, red-gold hair in splendid disorder, carried the game through Boots straight at her brother — and the contest was really a brilliant duel between them, Lansing and Selwyn assisting when a rare chance came their way. The pace was too fast for them, however; they were in a different class and they knew it; and after two terrific sets had gone against Gerald and Boots, the latter, signalling Selwyn, dropped out and climbed up beside Drina to watch a furious single between Eileen and Gerald.

Oh, Boots, Boots! said Drina, why didnt you stay forward and kill her drives and make her lob? I just know you could do it if you had only thought to play forward! What on earth was the matter?

Age, said Mr. Lansing serenely— decrepitude, Drina. I am a Was, sweetheart, but Eileen still remains an Is.

I wont let you say it! You are not a Was! said the child fiercely. After luncheon you can take me on for practice. Then you can just give it to her!

It would gratify me to hand a few swift ones to somebody, he said. Look at that demon girl, yonder! Shes hammering Gerald to the service line! Oh, my, oh, me! Im only fit for hat-ball with Billy or cats-cradle with Kit-Ki. Drina, do you realise that I am nearly thirty?

Pooh! Im past thirteen. In five years Ill be eighteen. I expect to marry you at eighteen. You promised.

Sure thing, admitted Boots; Ive bought the house, you know.

I know it, said the child gravely.

Boots looked down at her; she smiled and laid her head, with its clustering curls, against his shoulder, watching the game below with the quiet composure of possession.

Their relations, hers and Lansings, afforded infinite amusement to the Gerards. It had been a desperate case from the very first; and the child took it so seriously, and considered her claim on Boots so absolute, that neither that young man nor anybody else dared make a jest of the affair within her hearing.

From a dimple-kneed, despotic, strenuous youngster, ruling the nursery with a small hand of iron, in half a year Drina had grown into a rather slim, long-legged, coolly active child; and though her hair had not been put up, her skirts had been lowered, and shoes and stockings substituted for half-hose and sandals.

Weighted with this new dignity she had put away dolls, officially. Unofficially she still dressed, caressed, forgave, or spanked Rosalinda and Beatrice — but she excluded the younger children from the nursery when she did it.

However, the inborn necessity for mimicry and romance remained; and she satisfied it by writing stories — marvellous ones — which she read to Boots. Otherwise she was the same active, sociable, wholesome, intelligent child, charmingly casual and inconsistent; and the list of her youthful admirers at dancing-school and parties required the alphabetical classification of Mr. Lansing.

But Boots was her own particular possession; he was her chattel, her thing; and he and other people knew that it was no light affair to meddle with the personal property of Drina Gerard.

Her curly head resting against his arm, she was now planning his future movements for the day:

You may do what you please while Im having French, she said graciously; after that we will go fishing in Brier Water; then Ill come home to practice, while you sit on the veranda and listen; then Ill take you on at tennis, and by that time the horses will be brought around and well ride to the Falcon. You wont forget any of this, will you? Come on; Eileen and Gerald have finished and theres Dawson to announce luncheon! And to Gerald, as she climbed down to the ground: Oh, what a muff! to let Eileen beat you six — five, six — three! . . . Wheres my hat? . . . Oh, the dogs have got it and are tearing it to rags!

And she dashed in among the dogs, slapping right and left, while a facetious dachshund seized the tattered bit of lace and muslin and fled at top speed.

That is pleasant, observed Nina; its her best hat, too — worn to-day in your honour, Boots. . . . Children! Hands and faces! There is Bridget waiting! Come, Phil; theres no law against talking at table, and theres no use trying to run an establishment if you make a mockery of the kitchen.

Eileen, one bare arm around her brothers shoulders, strolled houseward across the lawn, switching the shaven sod with her tennis-bat.

What are you doing this afternoon? she said to Selwyn. Gerald — she touched her brothers smooth cheek— means to fish; Boots and Drina are keen on it, too; and Nina is driving to Wyossett with the children.

And you? he asked, smiling.

Whatever you wish — confident that he wanted her, whatever he had on hand.

I ought to walk over to Storm Head, he said, and get things straightened out.

Your laboratory? asked Gerald. Austin told me when I saw him in town that you were going to have the cottage on Storm Head to make powder in.

Only in minute quantities, Gerald, explained Selwyn; I just want to try a few things. . . . And if they turn out all right, what do you say to taking a look in — if Austin approves?

Oh, please, Gerald, whispered his sister.

Do you really believe there is anything in it? asked the boy. Because, if you are sure—

There certainly is if I can prove that my powder is able to resist heat, cold, and moisture. The Lawn people stand ready to talk matters over as soon as I am satisfied. . . . Theres plenty of time — but keep the suggestion in the back of your head, Gerald.

The boy smiled, nodded importantly, and went off to remove the stains of tennis from his person; and Eileen went, too, turning around to look back at Selwyn:

Thank you for asking Gerald! Im sure he will love to go into anything you think safe.

Will you join us, too? he called back, smilingly— we may need capital!

Ill remember that! she said; and, turning once more as she reached the landing: Good-bye — until luncheon! And touched her lips with the tips of her fingers, flinging him a gay salute.

In parting and meeting — even after the briefest of intervals — it was always the same with her; always she had for him some informal hint of the formality of parting; always some recognition of their meeting — in the light touching of hands as though the symbol of ceremony, at least, was due to him, to herself, and to the occasion.

Luncheon at Silverside was anything but a function — with the children at table and the dogs in a semicircle, and the nurses tying bibs and admonishing the restless or belligerent, and the wide French windows open, and the sea wind lifting the curtains and stirring the cluster of wild flowers in the centre of the table.

Kit-Kis voice was gently raised at intervals; at intervals some grinning puppy, unable to longer endure the nourishing odours, lost self-control and yapped, then lowered his head, momentarily overcome with mortification.

All the children talked continuously, unlimited conversation being permitted until it led to hostilities or puppy-play. The elders conducted such social intercourse as was possible under the conditions, but luncheon was the childrens hour at Silverside.

Nina and Eileen talked garden talk — they both were quite mad about their fruit-trees and flower-beds; Selwyn, Gerald, and Boots discussed stables, golf links, and finally the new business which Selwyn hoped to develop.

Afterward, when the children had been excused, and Drina had pulled her chair close to Lansings to listen — and after that, on the veranda, when the men sat smoking and Drina was talking French, and Nina and Eileen had gone off with baskets, trowels, and pruning-shears — Selwyn still continued in conference with Boots and Gerald; and it was plain that his concise, modest explanation of what he had accomplished in his experiments with Chaosite seriously impressed the other men.

Boots frankly admitted it: Besides, he said, if the Lawn people are so anxious for you to give them first say in the matter I dont see why we shouldnt have faith in it — enough, I mean, to be good to ourselves by offering to be good to you, Phil.

Wait until Austin comes down — and until Ive tried one or two new ideas, said Selwyn. Nothing on earth would finish me quicker than to get anybody who trusted me into a worthless thing.

Its plain, observed Boots, that although you may have been an army captain youre no captain of industry — youre not even a non-com.!

Selwyn laughed: Do you really believe that ordinary decency is uncommon?

Look at Long Island, returned Boots. Where does the boom of worthless acreage and paper cities land investors when it explodes?

Gerald had flushed up at the turn in the conversation; and Selwyn steered Lansing into other and safer channels until Gerald went away to find a rod.

And, as Drina had finished her French lesson, she and Lansing presently departed, brandishing fishing-rods adorned with the gaudiest of flies.



The house and garden at Silverside seemed to be logical parts of a landscape, which included uplands, headlands, sky, and water — a silvery harmonious ensemble, where the artificial portion was neither officiously intrusive nor, on the other hand, meagre and insignificant.

The house, a long two-storied affair with white shutters and pillared veranda, was built of gray stone; the garden was walled with it — a precaution against no rougher intruder than the wind, which would have whipped unsheltered flowers and fruit-trees into ribbons.

Walks of hardened earth, to which green mould clung in patches, wound through the grounds and threaded the three little groves of oak, chestnut, and locust, in the centres of which, set in circular lawns, were the three axes of interest — the stone-edged fish-pond, the spouting fountain, and the ancient ships figurehead — a wind-worn, sea-battered mermaid cuddling a tiny, finny sea-child between breast and lips.

Whoever the unknown wood-carver had been he had been an artist, too, and a good one; and when the big China trader, the First Born, went to pieces off Frigate Light, fifty years ago, this figurehead had been cast up from the sea.

Wandering into the garden, following the first path at random, Selwyn chanced upon it, and stood, pipe in his mouth, hands in his pockets, surprised and charmed.

Plunkitt, the head gardener, came along, trundling a mowing-machine.

Aint it kind er nice, he said, lingering. When I pass here moonlight nights, it seems like that baby was a-smilin right up into his mammas face, an that there fish-tailed girl was laughin back at him. Come here some night when theres a moon, Capin Selwyn.

Selwyn stood for a while listening to the musical click of the machine, watching the green shower flying into the sunshine, and enjoying the raw perfume of juicy, new-cut grass; then he wandered on in quest of Miss Erroll.

Tulips, narcissus, hyacinths, and other bulbs were entirely out of bloom, but the earlier herbaceous borders had come into flower, and he passed through masses of pink and ivory-tinted peonies — huge, heavy, double blossoms, fragrant and delicate as roses. Patches of late iris still lifted crested heads above pale sword-bladed leaves; sheets of golden pansies gilded spaces steeped in warm transparent shade, but larkspur and early rocket were as yet only scarcely budded promises; the phlox-beds but green carpets; and zinnia, calendula, poppy, and coreopsis were symphonies in shades of green against the dropping pink of bleeding-hearts or the nascent azure of flax and spiderwort.

In the rose garden, and along that section of the wall included in it, the rich, dry, porous soil glimmered like gold under the sun; and here Selwyn discovered Nina and Eileen busily solicitous over the tender shoots of favourite bushes. A few long-stemmed early rosebuds lay in their baskets; Selwyn drew one through his buttonhole and sat down on a wheelbarrow, amiably disposed to look on and let the others work.

Not much! said Nina. You can start in and pinch back this prairie climber — do you hear, Phil? I wont let you dawdle around and yawn while Im pricking my fingers every instant! Make him move, Eileen.

Eileen came over to him, fingers doubled into her palm and small thumb extended.

Thorns and prickles, please, she said; and he took her hand in his and proceeded to extract them while she looked down at her almost invisible wounds, tenderly amused at his fear of hurting her.

Do you know, she said, that people are beginning to open their houses yonder? She nodded toward the west: The Minsters are on the way to Brookminster, the Orchils have already arrived at Hitherwood House, and the coachmen and horses were housed at Southlawn last night. I rather dread the dinners and country formality that always interfere with the jolly times we have; but it will be rather good fun at the bathing-beach. . . . Do you swim well? But of course you do.

Pretty well; do you?

Im a fish. Gladys Orchil and I would never leave the surf if they didnt literally drag us home. . . . You know Gladys Orchil? . . . Shes very nice; so is Sheila Minster; youll like her better in the country than you do in town. Kathleen Lawn is nice, too. Alas! I see many a morning where Drina and I twirl our respective thumbs while you and Boots are off with a gayer set. . . . Oh, dont interrupt! No mortal man is proof against Sheila and Gladys and Kathleen — and youre not a demi-god — are you? . . . Thank you for your surgery upon my thumb— She naïvely placed the tip of it between her lips and looked at him, standing there like a schoolgirl in her fresh gown, burnished hair loosened and curling in riotous beauty across cheeks and ears.

He had seated himself on the wheelbarrow again; she stood looking down at him, hands now bracketed on her narrow hips — so close that the fresh fragrance of her grew faintly perceptible — a delicate atmosphere of youth mingling with the perfume of the young garden.

Nina, basket on her arm, snipping away with her garden shears, glanced over her shoulder — and went on, snipping. They did not notice how far away her agricultural ardour led her — did not notice when she stood a moment at the gate looking back at them, or when she passed out, pretty head bent thoughtfully, the shears swinging loose at her girdle.

The prairie rosebuds in Eileens basket exhaled their wild, sweet odour; and Selwyn, breathing it, removed his hat like one who faces a cooling breeze, and looked up at the young girl standing before him as though she were the source of all things sweet and freshening in this opening of the youngest year of his life.

She said, smiling absently at his question: Certainly one can grow younger; and you have done it in a day, here with me.

She looked down at his hair; it was bright and inclined to wave a little, but whether the lighter colour at the temples was really silvered or only a paler tint she was not sure.

You are very like a boy, sometimes, she said— as young as Gerald, I often think — especially when your hat is off. You always look so perfectly groomed: I wonder — I wonder what you would look like if your hair were rumpled?

Try it, he suggested lazily.

I? I dont think I dare— She raised her hand, hesitated, the gay daring in her eyes deepening to audacity. Shall I?

Why not?

T-touch your hair? — rumple it? — as I would Geralds! . . . Im tempted to — only — only—

What?

I dont know; I couldnt. I — it was only the temptation of a second— She laughed uncertainly. The suggestion of the intimacy tinted her cheeks with its reaction; she took a short step backward; instinct, blindly stirring, sobered her; and as the smile faded from eye and lip, his face changed, too. And far, very far away in the silent cells of his heart a distant pulse awoke.

She turned to her roses again, moving at random among the bushes, disciplining with middle-finger and thumb a translucent, amber-tinted shoot here and there. And when the silence had lasted too long, she broke it without turning toward him:

After all, if it were left to me, I had rather be merciful to these soft little buds and sprays, and let the sun and the showers take charge. A whole cluster of blossoms left free to grow as Fate fashions them! — Why not? It is certainly very officious of me to strip a stem of its hopes just for the sake of one pampered blossom. . . . Non-interference is a safe creed, isnt it?

But she continued moving along among the bushes, pinching back here, snipping, trimming, clipping there; and after a while she had wandered quite beyond speaking distance; and, at leisurely intervals she straightened up and turned to look back across the roses at him — quiet, unsmiling gaze in exchange for his unchanging eyes, which never left her.

She was at the farther edge of the rose garden now where a boy knelt, weeding; and Selwyn saw her speak to him and give him her basket and shears; and saw the boy start away toward the house, leaving her leaning idly above the sun-dial, elbows on the weather-beaten stone, studying the carved figures of the dial. And every line and contour and curve of her figure — even the lowered head, now resting between both hands — summoned him.

She heard his step, but did not move; and when he leaned above the dial, resting on his elbows, beside her, she laid her finger on the shadow of the dial.

Time, she said, is trying to frighten me. It pretends to be nearly five oclock; do you believe it?

Time is running very fast with me, he said.

With me, too; I dont wish it to; I dont care for third speed forward all the time.

He was bending closer above the stone dial, striving to decipher the inscription on it:

Under blue skies
My shadow lies.
Under gray skies
My shadow dies.

If over me
Two Lovers leaning
Would solve my Mystery
And read my Meaning,
— Or clear, or overcast the Skies — 
The Answer always lies within their Eyes.
Look long! Look long! For there, and there alone
Time solves the Riddle graven on this Stone!

Elbows almost touching they leaned at ease, idly reading the almost obliterated lines engraved there.

I never understood it, she observed, lightly scornful. What occult meaning has a sun-dial for the spooney? Im sure I dont want to read riddles in a strange gentlemans optics.

The verses, he explained, are evidently addressed to the spooney, so why should you resent them?

I dont. . . . I can be spoons, too, for that matter; I mean I could once.

But youre past spooning now, he concluded.

Am I? I rather resent your saying it — your calmly excluding me from anything I might choose to do, she said. If I cared — if I chose — if I really wanted to—

You could still spoon? Impossible! At your age? Nonsense!

It isnt at all impossible. Wait until theres a moon, and a canoe, and a nice boy who is young enough to be frightened easily!

And I, he retorted, am too old to be frightened; so theres no moon, no canoe, no pretty girl, no spooning for me. Is that it, Eileen?

Oh, Gladys and Sheila will attend to you, Captain Selwyn.

Why Gladys Orchil? Why Sheila Minster? And why not Eileen Erroll?

Spoon? With you!

You are quite right, he said, smiling; it would be poor sport.

There had been no change in his amused eyes, in his voice; yet, sensitive to the imperceptible, the girl looked up quickly. He laughed and straightened up; and presently his eyes grew absent and his sun-burned hand sought his moustache.

Have you misunderstood me? she asked in a low voice.

How, child?

I dont know. . . . Shall we walk a little?

When they came to the stone fish-pond she seated herself for a moment on a marble bench, then, curiously restless, rose again; and again they moved forward at hazard, past the spouting fountain, which was a driven well, out of which a crystal column of water rose, geyser-like, dazzling in the westering sun rays.

Nina tells me that this water rises in the Connecticut hills, he said, and flows as a subterranean sheet under the Sound, spouting up here on Long Island when you drive a well.

She looked at the column of flashing water, nodding silent assent.

They moved on, the girl curiously reserved, non-communicative, head slightly lowered; the man vague-eyed, thoughtful, pacing slowly at her side. Behind them their long shadows trailed across the brilliant grass.

Traversing the grove which encircled the newly clipped lawn, now fragrant with sun-crisped grass-tips left in the wake of the mower, he glanced up at the pretty mermaid mother cuddling her tiny offspring against her throat. Across her face a bar of pink sunlight fell, making its contour exquisite.

Plunkitt tells me that they really laugh at each other in the moonlight, he said.

She glanced up; then away from him:

You seem to be enamoured of the moonlight, she said.

I like to prowl in it.

Alone?

Sometimes.

And — at other times?

He laughed: Oh, Im past that, as you reminded me a moment ago.

Then you did misunderstand me!

Why, no—

Yes, you did! But I supposed you knew.

Knew what, Eileen? What I meant.

You meant that I am hors de concours.

I didnt!

But I am, child. I was, long ago.

She looked up: Do you really think that, Captain Selwyn? If you do — I am glad.

He laughed outright. You are glad that Im safely past the spooning age? he inquired, moving forward.

She halted: Yes. Because Im quite sure of you if you are; I mean that I can always keep you for myself. Cant I?

She was smiling and her eyes were clear and fearless, but there was a wild-rose tint on her cheeks which deepened a little as he turned short in his tracks, gazing straight at her.

You wish to keep me — for yourself? he repeated, laughing.

Yes, Captain Selwyn.

Until you marry. Is that it, Eileen?

Yes, until I marry.

And then well let each other go; is that it?

Yes. But I think I told you that I would never marry. Didnt I?

Oh! Then ours is to be a lifelong and anti-sentimental contract!

Yes, unless you marry.

I promise not to, he said, unless you do.

I promise not to, she said gaily, unless you do.

There remains, he observed, but one way for you and I ever to marry anybody. And as Im hors de concours, even that hope is ended.

She flushed; her lips parted, but she checked what she had meant to say, and they walked forward together in silence for a while until she had made up her mind what to say and how to express it:

Captain Selwyn, there are two things that you do which seem to me unfair. You still have, at times, that far-away, absent expression which excludes me; and when I venture to break the silence, you have a way of answering, Yes, child, and No, child — as though you were inattentive, and I had not yet become an adult. That is my first complaint! . . . What are you laughing at? It is true; and it confuses and hurts me; because I know I am intelligent enough and old enough to — to be treated as a woman! — a woman attractive enough to be reckoned with! But I never seem to be wholly so to you.

The laugh died out as she ended; for a moment they stood there, confronting one another.

Do you imagine, he said in a low voice, that I do not know all that?

I dont know whether you do. For all your friendship — for all your liking and your kindness to me — somehow — I — I dont seem to stand with you as other women do; I dont seem to stand their chances.

What chances?

The — the consideration; you dont call any other woman child, do you? You dont constantly remind other women of the difference in your ages, do you? You dont feel with other women that you are — as you please to call it — hors de concours — out of the running. And somehow, with me, it humiliates. Because even if I — if I am the sort of a girl who never means to marry, you — your attitude seems to take away the possibility of my changing my mind; it dictates to me, giving me no choice, no liberty, no personal freedom in the matter. . . . Its as though you considered me somehow utterly out of the question — radically unthinkable as a woman. And you assume to take for granted that I also regard you as — as hors de concours. . . . Those are my grievances, Captain Selwyn. . . . And I dont regard you so. And I — and it troubles me to be excluded — to be found wanting, inadequate in anything that a woman should be. I know that you and I have no desire to marry each other — but — but please dont make the reason for it either your age or my physical immaturity or intellectual inexperience.

Another of those weather-stained seats of Georgia marble stood embedded under the trees near where she had halted; and she seated herself, outwardly composed, and inwardly a little frightened at what she had said.

As for Selwyn, he remained where he had been standing on the lawns velvet edge; and, raising her eyes again, her heart misgave her that she had wantonly strained a friendship which had been all but perfect; and now he was moving across the path toward her — a curious look in his face which she could not interpret. She looked up as he approached and stretched out her hand:

Forgive me, Captain Selwyn, she said. I am a child — a spoiled one; and I have proved it to you. Will you sit here beside me and tell me very gently what a fool I am to risk straining the friendship dearest to me in the whole world? And will you fix my penance?

You have fixed it yourself, he said.

How?

By the challenge of your womanhood.

I did not challenge—

No; you defended. You are right. The girl I cared for — the girl who was there with me on Brier Water — so many, many centuries ago — the girl who, years ago, leaned there beside me on the sun-dial — has become a memory.

What do you mean? she asked faintly.

Shall I tell you?

Yes.

You will not be unhappy if I tell you?

N-no.

Have you any idea what I am going to say, Eileen?

She looked up quickly, frightened at the tremor in his voice:

Dont — dont say it, Captain Selwyn!

Will you listen — as a penance?

I — no, I cannot—

He said quietly: I was afraid you could not listen. You see, Eileen, that, after all, a man does know when he is done for—

Captain Selwyn! She turned and caught his hands in both of hers, her eyes bright with tears: Is that the penalty for what I said? Did you think I invited this—

Invited! No, child, he said gently. I was fool enough to believe in myself; that is all. I have always been on the edge of loving you. Only in dreams did I ever dare set foot across that frontier. Now I have dared. I love you. That is all; and it must not distress you.

But it does not, she said; I have always loved you — dearly, dearly. . . . Not in that way. . . . I dont know how. . . . Must it be in that way, Captain Selwyn? Can we not go on in the other way — that dear way which I — I have — almost spoiled? Must we be like other people — must sentiment turn it all to commonplace? . . . Listen to me; I do love you; it is perfectly easy and simple to say it. But it is not emotional, it is not sentimental. Cant you see that in little things — in my ways with you? I — if I were sentimental about you I would call you Ph — by your first name, I suppose. But I cant; Ive tried to — and its very, very hard — and makes me self-conscious. It is an effort, you see — and so would it be for me to think of you sentimentally. Oh, I couldnt! I couldnt! — you, so much of a man, so strong and generous and experienced and clever — so perfectly the embodiment of everything I care for in a man! I love you dearly; but — you saw! I could — could not bring myself to touch even your hair — even in pure mischief. . . . And — sentiment chills me; I — there are times when it would be unendurable — I could not use an endearing term — nor suffer a — a caress. . . . So you see — dont you? And wont you take me for what I am? — and as I am? — a girl — still young, devoted to you with all her soul — happy with you, believing implicitly in you, deeply, deeply sensible of your goodness and sweetness and loyalty to her. I am not a woman; I was a fool to say so. But you — you are so overwhelmingly a man that if it were in me to love — in that way — it would be you! . . . Do you understand me? Or have I lost a friend? Will you forgive my foolish boast? Can you still keep me first in your heart — as you are in mine? And pardon in me all that I am not? Can you do these things because I ask you?

Yes, he said.




CHAPTER IX

A NOVICE
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GERALD CAME TO Silverside two or three times during the early summer, arriving usually on Friday and remaining until the following Monday morning.

All his youthful admiration and friendship for Selwyn had returned; that was plainly evident — and with it something less of callow self-sufficiency. He did not appear to be as cock-sure of himself and the world as he had been; there was less bumptiousness about him, less aggressive complacency. Somewhere and somehow somebody or something had come into collision with him; but who or what this had been he did not offer to confide in Selwyn; and the older man, dreading to disturb the existing accord between them, forbore to question him or invite, even indirectly, any confidence not offered.

Selwyn had slowly become conscious of this change in Gerald. In the boys manner toward others there seemed to be hints of that seriousness which maturity or the first pressure of responsibility brings, even to the more thoughtless. Plainly enough some experience, not wholly agreeable, was teaching him the elements of consideration for others; he was less impulsive, more tolerant; yet, at times, Selwyn and Eileen also noticed that he became very restless toward the end of his visits at Silverside; as though something in the city awaited him — some duty, or responsibility not entirely pleasant.

There was, too, something of soberness, amounting, at moments, to discontented listlessness — not solitary brooding; for at such moments he stuck to Selwyn, following him about and remaining rather close to him, as though the elder mans mere presence was a comfort — even a protection.

At such intervals Selwyn longed to invite the boys confidence, knowing that he had some phase of life to face for which his experience was evidently inadequate. But Gerald gave no sign of invitation; and Selwyn dared not speak lest he undo what time and his forbearance were slowly repairing.

So their relations remained during the early summer; and everybody supposed that Geralds two weeks vacation would be spent there at Silverside. Apparently the boy himself thought so, too, for he made some plans ahead, and Austin sent down a very handsome new motor-boat for him.

Then, at the last minute, a telegram arrived, saying that he had sailed for Newport on Neergards big yacht! And for two weeks no word was received from him at Silverside.

Late in August, however, he wrote a rather colourless letter to Selwyn, saying that he was tired and would be down for the week-end.

He came, thinner than usual, with the city pallor showing through traces of the sea tan. And it appeared that he was really tired; for he seemed inclined to lounge on the veranda, satisfied as long as Selwyn remained in sight. But, when Selwyn moved, he got up and followed.

So subdued, so listless, so gentle in manner and speech had he become that somebody, in his temporary absence, wondered whether the boy were perfectly well — which voiced the general doubt hitherto unexpressed.

But Austin laughed and said that the boy was merely finding himself; and everybody acquiesced, much relieved at the explanation, though to Selwyn the explanation was not at all satisfactory.

There was trouble somewhere, stress of doubt, pressure of apprehension, the gravity of immaturity half realising its own inexperience. And one day in September he wrote Gerald, asking him to bring Edgerton Lawn and come down to Silverside for the purpose of witnessing some experiments with the new smokeless explosive, Chaosite.

Young Lawn came by the first train; Gerald wired that he would arrive the following morning.

He did arrive, unusually pallid, almost haggard; and Selwyn, who met him at the station and drove him over from Wyossett, ventured at last to give the boy a chance.

But Gerald remained utterly unresponsive — stolidly so — and the other instantly relinquished the hope of any confidence at that time — shifting the conversation at once to the object and reason of Geralds coming, and gaily expressing his belief that the time was very near at hand when Chaosite would figure heavily in the worlds list of commercially valuable explosives.

It was early in August that Selwyn had come to the conclusion that his Chaosite was likely to prove a commercial success. And now, in September, his experiments had advanced so far that he had ventured to invite Austin, Gerald, Lansing, and Edgerton Lawn, of the Lawn Nitro-Powder Company, to witness a few tests at his cottage laboratory on Storm Head; but at the same time he informed them with characteristic modesty that he was not yet prepared to guarantee the explosive.

About noon his guests arrived before the cottage in a solemn file, halted, and did not appear overanxious to enter the laboratory on Storm Head. Also they carefully cast away their cigars when they did enter, and seated themselves in a nervous circle in the largest room of the cottage. Here their eyes instantly became glued to a great bowl which was piled high with small rose-tinted cubes of some substance which resembled symmetrical and translucent crystals of pink quartz. That was Chaosite enough to blow the entire cliff into smithereens; and they were aware of it, and they eyed it with respect.

First of all Selwyn laid a cubic crystal on an anvil, and struck it sharply and repeatedly with a hammer. Austins thin hair rose, and Edgerton Lawn swallowed nothing several times; but nobody went to heaven, and the little cube merely crumbled into a flaky pink powder.

Then Selwyn took three cubes, dropped them into boiling milk, fished them out again, twisted them into a waxy taper, placed it in a candle-stick, and set fire to it. The taper burned with a flaring brilliancy but without odour.

Then Selwyn placed several cubes in a mortar, pounded them to powder with an iron pestle, and, measuring out the tiniest pinch — scarcely enough to cover the point of a penknife, placed a few grains in several paper cartridges. Two wads followed the powder, then an ounce and a half of shot, then a wad, and then the crimping.

The guests stepped gratefully outside; Selwyn, using a light fowling-piece, made pattern after pattern for them; and then they all trooped solemnly indoors again; and Selwyn froze Chaosite and boiled it and baked it and melted it and took all sorts of hair-raising liberties with it; and after that he ground it to powder, placed a few generous pinches in a small hand-grenade, and affixed a primer, the secret composition of which he alone knew. That was the key to the secret — the composition of the primer charge.

I used to play base-ball in college, he observed smiling— and I used to be a pretty good shot with a snowball.

They followed him to the cliffs edge, always with great respect for the awful stuff he handled with such apparent carelessness. There was a black sea-soaked rock jutting out above the waves; Selwyn pointed at it, poised himself, and, with the long, overhand, straight throw of a trained ball player, sent the grenade like a bullet at the rock.

There came a blinding flash, a stunning, clean-cut report — but what the others took to be a vast column of black smoke was really a pillar of dust — all that was left of the rock. And this slowly floated, settling like mist over the waves, leaving nothing where the rock had been.

I think, said Edgerton Lawn, wiping the starting perspiration from his forehead, that you have made good, Captain Selwyn. Dense or bulk, your Chaosite and impact primer seem to do the business; and I think I may say that the Lawn Nitro-Powder Company is ready to do business, too. Can you come to town to-morrow? Its merely a matter of figures and signatures now, if you say so. It is entirely up to you.

But Selwyn only laughed. He looked at Austin.

I suppose, said Edgerton Lawn good-naturedly, that you intend to make us sit up and beg; or do you mean to absorb us?

But Selwyn said: I want more time on this thing. I want to know what it does to the interior of loaded shells and in fixed ammunition when it is stored for a year. I want to know whether it is necessary to use a solvent after firing it in big guns. As a bursting charge Im practically satisfied with it; but time is required to know how it acts on steel in storage or on the bores of guns when exploded as a propelling charge. Meanwhile, turning to Lawn, Im tremendously obliged to you for coming — and for your offer. You see how it is, dont you? I couldnt risk taking money for a thing which might, at the end, prove dear at any price.

I cheerfully accept that risk, insisted young Lawn; I am quite ready to do all the worrying, Captain Selwyn.

But Selwyn merely shook his head, repeating: You see how it is, dont you?

I see that you possess a highly developed conscience, said Edgerton Lawn, laughing; and when I tell you that we are more than willing to take every chance of failure—

But Selwyn shook his head: Not yet, he said; dont worry; I need the money, and Ill waste no time when a square deal is possible. But I ought to tell you this: that first of all I must offer it to the Government. That is only decent, you see—

Who ever heard of the Governments gratitude? broke in Austin. Nonsense, Phil; you are wasting time!

Ive got to do it, said Selwyn; you must see that, of course.

But I dont see it, began Lawn— because you are not in the Government service now—

Besides, added Austin, you were not a West Pointer; you never were under obligations to the Government!

Are we not all under obligation? asked Selwyn so simply that Austin flushed.

Oh, of course — patriotism and all that — naturally — Confound it, I dont suppose youd go and offer it to Germany or Japan before our own Government had the usual chance to turn it down and break your heart. But why cant the Government make arrangements with Lawns Company — if it desires to?

A man cant exploit his own Government; you all know that as well as I do, returned Selwyn, smiling. Pro aris et focis, you know — ex necessitate rei.

When the inventor goes to the Government, said Austin, with a shrug— vestigia nulla retrorsum.

Spero meliora, retorted Selwyn, laughing; but there remained the obstinate squareness of jaw, and his amused eyes were clear and steady. Young Lawn looked into them and the hope in him flickered; Austin looked, and shrugged; but as they all turned away to retrace their steps across the moors in the direction of Silverside, Lansing lightly hooked his arm into Selwyns; and Gerald, walking thoughtfully on the other side, turned over and over in his mind the proposition offered him — the spectacle of a modern and needy man to whom money appeared to be the last consideration in a plain matter of business. Also he turned over other matters in his mind; and moved closer to Selwyn, walking beside him with grave eyes bent on the ground.



The matter of business arrangements apparently ended then and there; Lawns company sent several men to Selwyn and wrote him a great many letters — unlike the Government, which had not replied to his briefly tentative suggestion that Chaosite be conditionally examined, tested, and considered.

So the matter remained in abeyance, and Selwyn employed two extra men and continued storage tests and experimented with rifled and smooth-bore tubes, watchfully uncertain yet as to the necessity of inventing a solvent to neutralise possible corrosion after a propelling charge had been exploded.

Everybody in the vicinity had heard about his experiments; everybody pretended interest, but few were sincere; and of the sincere, few were unselfishly interested — his sister, Eileen, Drina, and Lansing — and maybe one or two others.

However, the younger set, now predominant from Wyossett to Wonder Head, made up parties to visit Selwyns cottage, which had become known as The Chrysalis; and Selwyn good-naturedly exploded a pinch or two of the stuff for their amusement, and never betrayed the slightest annoyance or boredom. In fact, he behaved so amiably during gratuitous interruptions that he won the hearts of the younger set, who presently came to the unanimous conclusion that there was Romance in the air. And they sniffed it with delicate noses uptilted and liked the aroma.

Kathleen Lawn, a big, leisurely, blond-skinned girl, who showed her teeth when she laughed and shook hands like a man, declared him adorable but unsatisfactory, which started one of the Dresden-china twins, Dorothy Minster, and she, in turn, ventured the innocent opinion that Selwyn was misunderstood by most people — an inference that she herself understood him. And she smiled to herself when she made this observation, up to her neck in the surf; and Eileen, hearing the remark, smiled to herself, too. But she felt the slightest bit uncomfortable when that animated brunette Gladys Orchil, climbing up dripping on to the anchored float beyond the breakers, frankly confessed that the tinge of mystery enveloping Selwyns career made him not only adorable, but agreeably unfathomable; and that she meant to experiment with him at every opportunity.

Sheila Minster, seated on the rafts edge, swinging her stockinged legs in the green swells that swept steadily shoreward, modestly admitted that Selwyn was sweet, particularly in a canoe on a moonlight night — in spite of her weighty mother heavily afloat in the vicinity.

Hes nice every minute, she said— every fibre of him is nice in the nicest sense. He never talks down at you — like an insufferable undergraduate; and he is so much of a man — such a real man! — that I like him, she added naïvely; and Im quite sure he likes me, because he said so.

I like him, said Gladys Orchil, because he has a sense of humour and stands straight. I like a sense of humour and — good shoulders. Hes an enigma; and I like that, too. . . . Im going to investigate him every chance I get.

Dorothy Minster liked him, too: Hes such a regular boy at times, she explained; I do love to see him without his hat sauntering along beside me — and not talking every minute when you dont wish to talk. Friends, she added— true friends are most eloquent in their mutual silence. Ahem!

Eileen Erroll, standing near on the pitching raft, listened intently, but curiously enough said nothing either in praise or blame.

He is exactly the right age, insisted Gladys — as though somebody had said he was not— the age when a man is most interesting.

The Minster twins twiddled their legs and looked sentimentally at the ocean. They were a pair of pink and white little things with china-blue eyes and the fairest of hair, and they were very impressionable; and when they thought of Selwyn they looked unutterable things at the Atlantic Ocean.

One man, often the least suitable, is usually the unanimous choice of the younger sort where, in the disconcerting summer time, the youthful congregate in garrulous segregation.

Their choice they expressed frankly and innocently; they admitted cheerfully that Selwyn was their idol. But that gentleman remained totally unconscious that he had been set up by them upon the shores of the summer sea.

In leisure moments he often came down to the bathing-beach at the hour made fashionable; he conducted himself amiably with dowager and chaperon, with portly father and nimble brother, with the late débutantes of the younger set and the younger matrons, individually, collectively, impartially.

He and Gerald usually challenged the rollers in a sponson canoe when Gerald was there for the week-end; or, when Lansing came down, the two took long swims seaward or cruised about in Geralds dory, clad in their swimming-suits; and Selwyns youth became renewed in a manner almost ridiculous, so that the fine lines which had threatened the corners of his mouth and eyes disappeared, and the clear sun tan of the tropics, which had never wholly faded, came back over a smooth skin as clear as a boys, though not as smoothly rounded. His hair, too, crisped and grew lighter under the burning sun, which revealed, at the temples, the slightest hint of silver. And this deepened the fascination of the younger sort for the idol they had set up upon the sands of Silverside.

Gladys was still eloquent on the subject, lying flat on the raft where all were now gathered in a wet row, indulging in sunshine and the two minutes of gossip which always preceded their return swim to the beach.

It is partly his hair, she said gravely, that makes him so distinguished in his appearance — just that touch of silver; and you keep looking and looking until you scarcely know whether its really beginning to turn a little gray or whether its only a lighter colour at the temples. How insipid is a mere boy after such a man as Captain Selwyn! . . . I have dreamed of such a man — several times.

The Minster twins gazed soulfully at the Atlantic; Eileen Erroll bit her under lip and stood up suddenly. Come on, she said; joined her hands skyward, poised, and plunged. One after another the others followed and, rising to the surface, struck out shoreward.

On the sunlit sands dozens of young people were hurling tennis-balls at each other. Above the beach, under the long pavilions, sat mothers and chaperons. Motors, beach-carts, and victorias were still arriving to discharge gaily dressed fashionables — for the hour was early — and up and down the inclined wooden walk leading from the bathing-pavilion to the sands, a constant procession of bathers passed with nod and gesture of laughing salutation, some already retiring to the showers after a brief ocean plunge, the majority running down to the shore, eager for the first frosty and aromatic embrace of the surf rolling in under a cloudless sky of blue.

As Eileen Erroll emerged from the surf and came wading shoreward through the seething shallows, she caught sight of Selwyn sauntering across the sands toward the water, and halted, knee-deep, smilingly expectant, certain that he had seen her.

Gladys Orchil, passing her, saw Selwyn at the same moment, and her clear, ringing salute and slender arm aloft, arrested his attention; and the next moment they were off together, swimming toward the sponson canoe which Gerald had just launched with the assistance of Sandon Craig and Scott Innis.

For a moment Eileen stood there, motionless. Knee-high the flat ebb boiled and hissed, dragging at her stockinged feet as though to draw her seaward with the others. Yesterday she would have gone, without a thought, to join the others; but yesterday is yesterday. It seemed to her, as she stood there, that something disquieting had suddenly come into the world; something unpleasant — but indefinite — yet sufficient to leave her vaguely apprehensive.

The saner emotions which have their birth in reason she was not ignorant of; emotion arising from nothing at all disconcerted her — nor could she comprehend the slight quickening of her heart-beats as she waded to the beach, while every receding film of water tugged at her limbs as though to draw her backward in the wake of her unquiet thoughts.

Somebody threw a tennis-ball at her; she caught it and hurled it in return; and for a few minutes the white, felt-covered balls flew back and forth from scores of graceful, eager hands. A moment or two passed when no balls came her way; she turned and walked to the foot of a dune and seated herself cross-legged on the hot sand.

Sometimes she watched the ball players, sometimes she exchanged a word of amiable commonplace with people who passed or halted to greet her. But she invited nobody to remain, and nobody ventured to, not even several very young and ardent gentlemen who had acquired only the rudiments of social sense. For there was a sweet but distant look in her dark-blue eyes and a certain reserved preoccupation in her acknowledgment of salutations. And these kept the would-be adorer moving — wistful, lagging, but still moving along the edge of that invisible barrier set between her and the world with her absent-minded greeting, and her serious, beautiful eyes fixed so steadily on a distant white spot — the sponson canoe where Gladys and Selwyn sat, their paddle blades flashing in the sun.

How far away they were. . . . Gerald was with them. . . . Curious that Selwyn had not seen her waiting for him, knee-deep in the surf — curious that he had seen Gladys instead. . . . True, Gladys had called to him and signalled him, white arm upflung. . . . Gladys was very pretty — with her heavy, dark hair and melting, Spanish eyes, and her softly rounded, olive-skinned figure. . . . Gladys had called to him, and she had not. . . . That was true; and lately — for the last few days — or perhaps more — she herself had been a trifle less impulsive in her greeting of Selwyn — a little less sans-façon with him. . . . After all, a man comes when it pleases him. Why should a girl call him? — unless she — unless — unless — 

Perplexed, her grave eyes fixed on the sea where now the white canoe pitched nearer, she dropped both hands to the sand — those once wonderfully white hands, now creamed with sun tan; and her arms, too, were tinted from shoulder to finger-tip. Then she straightened her legs, crossed her feet, and leaned a trifle forward, balancing her body on both palms flat on the sand. The sun beat down on her; she loosened her hair to dry it, and as she shook her delicate head the superb red-gold mass came tumbling about her face and shoulders. Under its glimmering splendour, and through it, she stared seaward out of wide, preoccupied eyes; and in her breast, stirring uneasily, a pulse, intermittent yet dully importunate, persisted.

The canoe, drifting toward the surf, was close in, now. Gerald rose and dived; Gladys, steadying herself by a slim hand on Selwyns shoulder, stood up on the bow, ready to plunge clear when the canoe capsized.

How wonderfully pretty she was, balanced there, her hand on his shoulder, ready for a leap, lest the heavy canoe, rolling over in the froth, strike her under the smother of foam and water. . . . How marvellously pretty she was. . . . Her hand on his shoulder. . . .

Miss Erroll sat very still; but the pulse within her was not still.

When the canoe suddenly capsized, Gladys jumped, but Selwyn went with it, boat and man tumbling into the tumult over and over; and the usual laughter from the onlookers rang out, and a dozen young people rushed into the surf to right the canoe and push it out into the surf again and clamber into it.

Gerald was among the number; Gladys swam toward it, beckoning imperiously to Selwyn; but he had his back to the sea and was moving slowly out through the flat swirling ebb. And as Eileen looked, she saw a dark streak leap across his face — saw him stoop and wash it off and stand, looking blindly about, while again the sudden dark line criss-crossed his face from temple to chin, and spread wider like a stain.

Philip! she called, springing to her feet and scarcely knowing that she had spoken.

He heard her, and came toward her in a halting, dazed way, stopping twice to cleanse his face of the bright blood that streaked it.

Its nothing, he said— the infernal thing hit me. . . . Oh, dont use that! as she drenched her kerchief in cold sea-water and held it toward him with both hands.

Take it! — I — I beg of you, she stammered. Is it s-serious?

Why, no, he said, his senses clearing; it was only a rap on the head — and this blood is merely a nuisance. . . . Thank you, I will use your kerchief if you insist. . . . Itll stop in a moment, anyway.

Please sit here, she said— here where Ive been sitting.

He did so, muttering: What a nuisance. It will stop in a second. . . . You neednt remain here with me, you know. Go in; it is simply glorious.

Ive been in; I was drying my hair.

He glanced up, smiling; then, as the wet kerchief against his forehead reddened, he started to rise, but she took it from his fingers, hastened to the waters edge, rinsed it, and brought it back cold and wet.

Please sit perfectly still, she said; a girl likes to do this sort of thing for a man.

If Id known that, he laughed, Id have had it happen frequently.

She only shook her head, watching him unsmiling. But the pulse in her had become very quiet again.

Its no end of fun in that canoe, he observed. Gladys Orchil and I work it beautifully.

I saw you did, she nodded.

Oh! Where were you? Why didnt you come?

I dont know. Gladys called you. I was waiting for you — expecting you. Then Gladys called you.

I didnt see you, he said.

I didnt call you, she observed serenely. And, after a moment: Do you see only those who hail you, Captain Selwyn?

He laughed: In this lifes cruise a good sailor always answers a friendly hail.

So do I, she said. Please hail me after this — because I dont care to take the initiative. If you neglect to do it, dont count on my hailing you . . . any more.

The stain spread on the kerchief; once more she went to the waters edge, rinsed it, and returned with it.

I think it has almost stopped bleeding, she remarked as he laid the cloth against his forehead. You frightened me, Captain Selwyn. I am not easily frightened.

I know it.

Did you know I was frightened?

Of course I did.

Oh, she said, vexed, how could you know it? I didnt do anything silly, did I?

No; you very sensibly called me Philip. Thats how I knew you were frightened.

A slow bright colour stained face and neck.

So I was silly, after all, she said, biting at her under lip and trying to meet his humorous gray eyes with unconcern. But her face was burning now, and, aware of it, she turned her gaze resolutely on the sea. Also, to her further annoyance, her heart awoke, beating unwarrantably, absurdly, until the dreadful idea seized her that he could hear it. Disconcerted, she stood up — a straight youthful figure against the sea. The wind blowing her dishevelled hair across her cheeks and shoulders, fluttered her clinging skirts as she rested both hands on her hips and slowly walked toward the waters edge.

Shall we swim? he asked her.

She half turned and looked around and down at him.

Im all right; its stopped bleeding. Shall we? he inquired, looking up at her. Youve got to wash your hair again, anyhow.

She said, feeling suddenly stupid and childish, and knowing she was speaking stupidly: Would you not rather join Gladys again? I thought that — that—

Thought what?

Nothing, she said, furious at herself; I am going to the showers. Good-bye.

Good-bye, he said, troubled— unless we walk to the pavilion together—

But you are going in again; are you not?

Not unless you do.

W-what have I to do with it, Captain Selwyn?

Its a big ocean — and rather lonely without you, he said so seriously that she looked around again and laughed.

Its full of pretty girls just now. Plunge in, my melancholy friend. The whole ocean is a dream of fair women to-day.

If they be not fair to me, what care I how fair they be, he paraphrased, springing to his feet and keeping step beside her.

Really, that wont do, she said; much moonlight and Gladys and the Minster twins convict you. Do you remember that I told you one day in early summer — that Sheila and Dorothy and Gladys would mark you for their own? Oh, my inconstant courtier, they are yonder! — And I absolve you. Adieu!

Do you remember what I told you — one day in early summer? he returned coolly.

Her heart began its absurd beating again — but now there was no trace of pain in it — nothing of apprehension in the echo of the pulse either.

You protested so many things, Captain Selwyn—

Yes; and one thing in particular. Youve forgotten it, I see. And he looked her in the eye.

No, she said, you are wrong. I have not forgotten.

Nor I.

He halted, looking out over the shining breakers. Im glad you have not forgotten what I said; because, you see, Im forbidden to repeat it. So I shall be quite helpless to aid you in case your memory fails.

I dont think it will fail, she said, looking at the flashing sea. A curious tingling sensation of fright had seized her — something entirely unknown to her heretofore. She spoke again because frightened; the heavy, hard pulse in breast and throat played tricks with her voice and she swallowed and attempted to steady it: I — if — if I ever forget, you will know it as soon as I do—

Her throat seemed to close in a quick, unsteady breath; she halted, both small hands clinched:

Dont talk this way! she said, exasperated under a rush of sensations utterly incomprehensible — stinging, confused emotions that beat chaotic time to the clamour of her pulses. Why d-do you speak of such things? she repeated with a fierce little indrawn breath— why do you? — when you know — when I said — explained everything? She looked at him fearfully: You are somehow spoiling our friendship, she said; and I dont exactly know how you are doing it, but something of the comfort of it is being taken away from me — and dont! dont! dont do it!

She covered her eyes with her clinched hands, stood a moment, motionless; then her arms dropped, and she turned sharply with a gesture which left him standing there and walked rapidly across the beach to the pavilion.

After a little while he followed, pursuing his way very leisurely to his own quarters. Half an hour later when she emerged with her maid, Selwyn was not waiting for her as usual; and, scarcely understanding that she was finding an excuse for lingering, she stood for ten minutes on the step of the Orchils touring-car, talking to Gladys about the lantern fête and dance to be given that night at Hitherwood House.

Evidently Selwyn had already gone home. Gerald came lagging up with Sheila Minster; but his sister did not ask him whether Selwyn had gone. Yesterday she would have done so; but to-day had brought to her the strangest sensation of her young life — a sudden and overpowering fear of a friend; and yet, strangest of all, the very friend she feared she was waiting for — contriving to find excuses to wait for. Surely he could not have finished dressing and have gone. He had never before done that. Why did he not come? It was late; people were leaving the pavilion; victorias and beach-phaetons were trundling off loaded to the water-line with fat dowagers; gay groups passed, hailing her or waving adieux; Drina drove up in her village-cart, calling out: Are you coming, Eileen, or are you going to walk over? Hurry up! Im hungry.

Ill go with you, she said, nodding adieu to Gladys; and she swung off the step and crossed the shell road.

Jump in, urged the child; Im in a dreadful hurry, and Odin cant trot very fast.

Id prefer to drive slowly, said Miss Erroll in a colourless voice; and seated herself in the village-cart.

Why must I drive slowly? demanded the child. Im hungry; besides, I havent seen Boots this morning. I dont want to drive slowly; must I?

Which are you most in a hurry for? asked Eileen curiously; luncheon or Boots?

Both — I dont know. What a silly question. Boots of course! But Im starving, too.

Boots? Of course?

Certainly. He always comes first — just like Captain Selwyn with you.

Like Captain Selwyn with me, she repeated absently; certainly; Captain Selwyn should be first, everything else second. But how did you find out that, Drina?

Why, anybody can see that, said the child contemptuously; you are as fast friends with Uncle Philip as I am with Boots. And why you dont marry him I cant see — unless youre not old enough. Are you?

Yes. . . . I am old enough, dear.

Then why dont you? If I was old enough to marry Boots Id do it. Why dont you?

I dont know, said Miss Erroll, as though speaking to herself.

Drina glanced at her, then flourished her be-ribboned whip, which whistling threat had no perceptible effect on the fat, red, Norwegian pony.

Ill tell you what, said the child, if you dont ask Uncle Philip pretty soon somebody will ask him first, and youll be too late. As soon as I saw Boots I knew that I wanted him for myself, and I told him so. He said he was very glad I had spoken, because he was expecting a proposal by wireless from the young Sultana-elect of Leyte. Now, added the child with satisfaction, she cant have him. Its better to be in time, you see.

Eileen nodded: Yes, it is better to be in plenty of time. You cant tell what Sultana may forestall you.

So youll tell him, wont you? inquired Drina with business-like briskness.

Miss Erroll looked absently at her: Tell who what?

Uncle Philip — that youre going to marry him when youre old enough.

Yes — when Im old enough — Ill tell him, Drina.

Oh, no; I mean youll marry him when youre old enough, but youd better tell him right away.

I see; Id better speak immediately. Thank you, dear, for suggesting it.

Youre quite welcome, said the child seriously; and I hope youll be as happy as I am.

I hope so, said Eileen as the pony-cart drew up by the veranda and a groom took the ponys head.

Luncheon being the childrens hour, Miss Errolls silence remained unnoticed in the jolly uproar; besides, Gerald and Boots were discussing the huge house-party, lantern fête, and dance which the Orchils were giving that night for the younger sets; and Selwyn, too, seemed to take unusual interest in the discussion, though Eileens part in the conference was limited to an occasional nod or monosyllable.

Drina was wild to go and furious at not having been asked, but when Boots offered to stay home, she resolutely refused to accept the sacrifice.

No, she said; they are pigs not to ask girls of my age, but you may go, Boots, and Ill promise not to be unhappy. And she leaned over and added in a whisper to Eileen: You see how sensible it is to make arrangements beforehand! Because somebody, grown-up, might take him away at this very party. Thats the reason why it is best to speak promptly. Please pass me another peach, Eileen.

What are you two children whispering about? inquired Selwyn, glancing at Eileen.

Oho! exclaimed Drina; you may know before long! May he not, Eileen? Its about you, she said; something splendid that somebody is going to do to you! Isnt it, Eileen?

Miss Erroll looked smilingly at Selwyn, a gay jest on her lips; but the sudden clamour of pulses in her throat closed her lips, cutting the phrase in two, and the same strange fright seized her — an utterly unreasoning fear of him.

At the same moment Mrs. Gerard gave the rising signal, and Selwyn was swept away in the rushing herd of children, out on to the veranda, where for a while he smoked and drew pictures for the younger Gerards. Later, some of the children were packed off for a nap; Billy with his assorted puppies went away with Drina and Boots, ever hopeful of a fox or rabbit; Nina Gerard curled herself up in a hammock, and Selwyn seated himself beside her, an uncut magazine on his knees. Eileen had disappeared.

For a while Nina swung there in silence, her pretty eyes fixed on her brother. He had nearly finished cutting the leaves of the magazine before she spoke, mentioning the fact of Rosamund Fanes arrival at the Minsters house, Brookminster.

The slightest frown gathered and passed from her brothers sun-bronzed forehead, but he made no comment.

Mr. Neergard is a guest, too, she observed.

What? exclaimed Selwyn, in disgust.

Yes; he came ashore with the Fanes.

Selwyn flushed a little but went on cutting the pages of the magazine. When he had finished he flattened the pages between both covers, and said, without raising his eyes:

Im sorry that crowd is to be in evidence.

They always are and always will be, smiled his sister.

He looked up at her: Do you mean that anybody else is a guest at Brookminster?

Yes, Phil.

Alixe?

Yes.

He looked down at the book on his knees and began to furrow the pages absently.

Phil, she said, have you heard anything this summer — lately — about the Ruthvens?

No.

Nothing at all?

Not a word.

You knew they were at Newport as usual.

I took it for granted.

And you have heard no rumours? — no gossip concerning them? Nothing about a yacht?

Where was I to hear it? What gossip? What yacht?

His sister said very seriously: Alixe has been very careless.

Everybody is. What of it?

It is understood that she and Jack Ruthven have separated.

He looked up quickly: Who told you that?

A woman wrote me from Newport. . . . And Alixe is here and Jack Ruthven is in New York. Several people have — I have heard about it from several sources. Im afraid its true, Phil.

They looked into each others troubled eyes; and he said: If she has done this it is the worse of two evils she has chosen. To live with him was bad enough, but this is the limit.

I know it. She cannot afford to do such a thing again. . . . Phil, what is the matter with her? She simply cannot be sane and do such a thing — can she?

I dont know, he said.

Well, I do. She is not sane. She has made herself horridly conspicuous among conspicuous people; she has been indiscreet to the outer edge of effrontery. Even that set wont stand it always — especially as their men folk are quite crazy about her, and she leads a train of them about wherever she goes — the little fool!

And now, if its true, that theres to be a separation — what on earth will become of her? I ask you, Phil, for I dont know. But men know what becomes eventually of women who slap the world across the face with over-ringed fingers.

If — if theres any talk about it — if theres newspaper talk — if theres a divorce — who will ask her to their houses? Who will condone this thing? Who will tolerate it, or her? Men — and men only — the odious sort that fawn on her now and follow her about half-sneeringly. Theyll tolerate it; but their wives wont; and the kind of women who will receive and tolerate her are not included in my personal experience. What a fool she has been! — good heavens, what a fool!

A trifle paler than usual, he said: There is no real harm in her. I know there is not.

You are very generous, Phil—

No, I am trying to be truthful. And I say there is no harm in her. I have made up my mind on that score. He leaned nearer his sister and laid one hand on hers where it lay across the hammocks edge:

Nina; no woman could have done what she has done, and continue to do what she does, and be mentally sound. This, at last, is my conclusion.

It has long been my conclusion, she said under her breath.

He stared at the floor out of gray eyes grown dull and hopeless.

Phil, whispered his sister, suppose — suppose — what happened to her father—

I know.

She said again: It was slow at first, a brilliant eccentricity — that gradually became — something else less pleasant. Oh, Phil! Phil!

It was softening of the brain, he said, was it not?

Yes — he entertained a delusion of conspiracy against him — also a complacent conviction of the mental instability of others. Yet, at intervals he remained clever and witty and charming.

And then?

Phil — he became violent at times.

Yes. And the end? he asked quietly.

A little child again — quite happy and content — playing with toys — very gentle, very pitiable— The hot tears filled her eyes. Oh, Phil! she sobbed and hid her face on his shoulder.

Over the soft, faintly fragrant hair he stared stupidly, lips apart, chin loose.

A little later, Nina sat up in the hammock, daintily effacing the traces of tears. Selwyn was saying: If this is so, that Ruthven man has got to stand by her. Where could she go — if such trouble is to come upon her? To whom can she turn if not to him? He is responsible for her — doubly so, if her condition is to be — that! By every law of manhood he is bound to stand by her now; by every law of decency and humanity he cannot desert her now. If she does these — these indiscreet things — and if he knows she is not altogether mentally responsible — he cannot fail to stand by her! How can he, in Gods name!

Phil, she said, you speak like a man, but she has no man to stand loyally by her in the direst need a human soul may know. He is only a thing — no man at all — only a loathsome accident of animated decadence.

He looked up quickly, amazed at her sudden bitterness; and she looked back at him almost fiercely.

I may as well tell you what Ive heard, she said; I was not going to, at first; but it will be all around town sooner or later. Rosamund told me. She learned — as she manages to learn everything a little before anybody else hears of it — that Jack Ruthven found out that Alixe was behaving very carelessly with some man — some silly, callow, and probably harmless youth. But there was a disgraceful scene on Mr. Neergards yacht, the Niobrara. I dont know who the people were, but Ruthven acted abominably. . . . The Niobrara anchored in Widgeon Bay yesterday; and Alixe is aboard, and her husband is in New York, and Rosamund says he means to divorce her in one way or another! Ugh! the horrible little man with his rings and bangles!

She shuddered: Why, the mere bringing of such a suit means her social ruin no matter what verdict is brought in! Her only salvation has been in remaining inconspicuous; and a sane girl would have realised it. But — and she made a gesture of despair— you see what she has done. . . . And Phil — you know what she has done to you — what a mad risk she took in going to your rooms that night—

Who said she had ever been in my rooms? he demanded, flushing darkly in his surprise.

Did you suppose I didnt know it? she asked quietly. Oh, but I did; and it kept me awake nights, worrying. Yet I knew it must have been all right — knowing you as I do. But do you suppose other people would hold you as innocent as I do? Even Eileen — the sweetest, whitest, most loyal little soul in the world — was troubled when Rosamund hinted at some scandal touching you and Alixe. She told me — but she did not tell me what Rosamund had said — the mischief maker!

His face had become quite colourless; he raised an unsteady hand to his mouth, touching his moustache; and his gray eyes narrowed menacingly.

Rosamund — spoke of scandal to — Eileen? he repeated. Is that possible?

How long do you suppose a girl can live and not hear scandal of some sort? said Nina. Its bound to rain some time or other, but I prepared my little ducks back to shed some things.

You say, insisted Selwyn, that Rosamund spoke of me — in that way — to Eileen?

Yes. It only made the child angry, Phil; so dont worry.

No; I wont worry. No, I — I wont. You are quite right, Nina. But the pity of it; that tight, hard-shelled woman of the world — to do such a thing — to a young girl.

Rosamund is Rosamund, said Nina with a shrug; the antidote to her species is obvious.

Right, thank God! said Selwyn between his teeth; Mens sana in corpore sano! bless her little heart! Im glad you told me this, Nina.

He rose and laughed a little — a curious sort of laugh; and Nina watched him, perplexed.

Where are you going, Phil? she asked.

I dont know. I — where is Eileen?

Shes lying down — a headache; probably too much sun and salt water. Shall I send for her?

No; Ill go up and inquire how she is. Susanne is there, isnt she?

And he entered the house and ascended the stairs.

The little Alsatian maid was seated in a corner of the upper hall, sewing; and she informed Selwyn that mademoiselle had bad in ze head.

But at the sound of conversation in the corridor Eileens gay voice came to them from her room, asking who it was; and she evidently knew, for there was a hint of laughter in her tone.

It is I. Are you better? said Selwyn.

Yes. D-did you wish to see me?

I always do.

Thank you. . . . I mean, do you wish to see me now? Because Im very much occupied in trying to go to sleep.

Yes, I wish to see you at once.

Particularly?

Very particularly.

Oh, if its as serious as that, you alarm me. Im afraid to come.

Im afraid to have you. But please come.

He heard her laugh to herself; then her clear, amused voice: What are you going to say to me if I come out?

Something dreadful! Hurry!

Oh, if thats the case Ill hurry, she returned, and a moment later the door opened and she emerged in a breezy flutter of silvery ribbons and loosened ruddy hair.

She was dressed in some sort of delicate misty stuff that alternately clung and floated, outlining or clouding her glorious young figure as she moved with leisurely free-limbed grace across the hall to meet him.

The pretty greeting she always reserved for him, even if their separation had been for a few minutes only, she now offered, hand extended; a cool, fragrant hand which lay for a second in his, closed, and withdrew, leaving her eyes very friendly.

Come out on the west veranda, she said; I know what you wish to say to me. Besides, I have something to confide to you, too. And Im very impatient to do it.

He followed her to the veranda; she seated herself in the broad swing, and moved so that her invitation to him was unmistakable. Then when he had taken the place beside her she turned toward him very frankly, and he looked up to encounter her beautiful direct gaze.

What is disturbing our friendship? she asked. Do you know? I dont. I went to my room after luncheon and lay down on my bed and quietly deliberated. And do you know what conclusion I have reached?

What? he asked.

That there is nothing at all to disturb our friendship. And that what I said to you on the beach was foolish. I dont know why I said it; Im not the sort of girl who says such stupid things — though I was apparently, for that one moment. And what I said about Gladys was childish; I am not jealous of her, Captain Selwyn. Dont think me silly or perverse or sentimental, will you?

No, I wont.

She smiled at him with a trifle less courage — a trifle more self-consciousness: And — and as for what I called you—

You mean when you called me by my first name, and I teased you?

Y-es. I was silly to do it; sillier to be ashamed of doing it. Theres a great deal of the callow schoolgirl in me yet, you see. The wise, amused smile of a man can sometimes stampede my self-possession and leave me blushing like any ninny in dire confusion. . . . It was very, very mean of you — for the blood across your face did shock me. . . . And, by myself, and in my very private thoughts, I do sometimes call you — by your first name. . . . And that explains it. . . . Now, what have you to say to me?

I wish to ask you something.

With pleasure, she said; go ahead. And she settled back, fearlessly expectant.

Very well, then, he said, striving to speak coolly. It is this: Will you marry me, Eileen?

She turned perfectly white and stared at him, stunned. And he repeated his question, speaking slowly, but unsteadily.

N-no, she said; I cannot. Why — why, you know that, dont you?

Will you tell me why, Eileen?

I — I dont know why. I think — I suppose that it is because I do not love you — that way.

Yes, he said, that, of course, is the reason. I wonder — do you suppose that — in time — perhaps — you might care for me — that way?

I dont know. She glanced up at him fearfully, fascinated, yet repelled. I dont know, she repeated pitifully. Is it — cant you help thinking of me in that way? Cant you be as you were?

No, I can no longer help it. I dont want to help it, Eileen.

But — I wish you to, she said in a low voice. It is that which is coming between us. Oh, dont you see it is? Dont you feel it — feel what it is doing to us? Dont you understand how it is driving me back into myself? Whom am I to go to if not to you? What am I to do if your affection turns into this — this different attitude toward me? You were so perfectly sweet and reasonable — so good, so patient; and now — and now I am losing confidence in you — in myself — in our friendship. Im no longer frank with you; Im afraid at times — afraid and self-conscious — conscious of you, too — afraid of what seemed once the most natural of intimacies. I — I loved you so dearly — so fearlessly—

Tears blinded her; she bent her head, and they fell on the soft delicate stuff of her gown, flashing downward in the sunlight.

Dear, he said gently, nothing is altered between us. I love you in that way, too.

D-do you — really? she stammered, shrinking away from him.

Truly. Nothing is altered; nothing of the bond between us is weakened. On the contrary, it is strengthened. You cannot understand that now. But what you are to believe and always understand is that our friendship must endure. Will you believe it?

Y-yes— She buried her face in her handkerchief and sat very still for a long time. He had risen and walked to the farther end of the veranda; and for a minute he stood there, his narrowed eyes following the sky flight of the white gulls off Wonder Head.

When at length he returned to her she was sitting low in the swing, both arms extended along the back of the seat. Evidently she had been waiting for him; and her face was very grave and sorrowful.

I want to ask you something, she said— merely to prove that you are a little bit illogical. May I?

He nodded, smiling.

Could you and I care for each other more than we now do, if we were married?

I think so, he said.

Why? she demanded, astonished. Evidently she had expected another answer.

He made no reply; and she lay back among the cushions considering what he had said, the flush of surprise still lingering in her cheeks.

How can I marry you, she asked, when I would — would not care to endure a — a caress from any man — even from you? It — such things — would spoil it all. I dont love you — that way. . . . Oh! Dont look at me that way! Have I hurt you? — dear Captain Selwyn? . . . I did not mean to. . . . Oh, what has become of our happiness! What has become of it! And she turned, full length in the swing, and hid her face in the silken pillows.

For a long while she lay there, the western sun turning her crown of hair to fire above the white nape of her slender neck; and he saw her hands clasping, unclasping, or crushing the tiny handkerchief deep into one palm.

There was a chair near; he drew it toward her, and sat down, steadying the swing with one hand on the chain.

Dearest, he said under his breath, I am very selfish to have done this; but I — I thought — perhaps — you might have cared enough to — to venture—

I do care; you are very cruel to me. The voice was childishly broken and muffled. He looked down at her, slowly realising that it was a child he still was dealing with — a child with a childs innocence, repelled by the graver phase of love, unresponsive to the deeper emotions, bewildered by the glimpse of the mature rôle his attitude had compelled her to accept. That she already had reached that mile-stone and, for a moment, had turned involuntarily to look back and find her childhood already behind her, frightened her.

Thinking, perhaps, of his own years, and of what lay behind him, he sighed and looked out over the waste of moorland where the Atlantic was battering the sands of Surf Point. Then his patient gaze shifted to the east, and he saw the surface of Sky Pond, blue as the eyes of the girl who lay crouching in the cushioned corner of the swinging seat, small hands clinched over the handkerchief — a limp bit of stuff damp with her tears.

There is one thing, he said, that we mustnt do — cry about it — must we, Eileen?

No-o.

Certainly not. Because there is nothing to make either of us unhappy; is there?

Oh-h, no.

Exactly. So were not going to be unhappy; not one bit. First because we love each other, anyway; dont we?

Y-yes.

Of course we do. And now, just because I happen to love you in that way and also in a different sort of way, in addition to that way, why, its nothing for anybody to cry about it; is it, Eileen?

No. . . . No, it is not. . . . But I c-cant help it.

Oh, but youre going to help it, arent you?

I — I hope so.

He was silent; and presently she said: I — the reason of it — my crying — is b-b-because I dont wish you to be unhappy.

But, dear, dear little girl, I am not!

Really?

No, indeed! Why should I be? You do love me; dont you?

You know I do.

But not in that way.

N-no; not in that way. . . . I w-wish I did.

A thrill passed through him; after a moment he relaxed and leaned forward, his chin resting on his clinched hands: Then let us go back to the old footing, Eileen.

Can we?

Yes, we can; and we will — back to the old footing — when nothing of deeper sentiment disturbed us. . . . It was my fault, little girl. Some day you will understand that it was not a wholly selfish fault — because I believed — perhaps only dreamed — that I could make you happier by loving you in — both ways. That is all; it is your happiness — our happiness that we must consider; and if it is to last and endure, we must be very, very careful that nothing really disturbs it again. And that means that the love, which is sometimes called friendship, must be recognised as sufficient. . . . You know how it is; a man who is locked up in Paradise is never satisfied until he can climb the wall and look over! Now I have climbed and looked; and now I climb back into the garden of your dear friendship, very glad to be there again with you — very, very thankful, dear. . . . Will you welcome me back?

She lay quite still a minute, then sat up straight, stretching out both hands to him, her beautiful, fearless eyes brilliant as rain-washed stars.

Dont go away, she said— dont ever go away from our garden again.

No, Eileen.

Is it a promise . . . Philip?

Her voice fell exquisitely low.

Yes, a promise. Do you take me back, Eileen?

Yes; I take you. . . . Take me back, too, Philip. Her hands tightened in his; she looked up at him, faltered, waited; then in a fainter voice: And — and be of g-good courage. . . . I — I am not very old yet.

She withdrew her hands and bent her head, sitting there, still as a white-browed novice, listlessly considering the lengthening shadows at her feet. But, as he rose and looked out across the waste with enchanted eyes that saw nothing, his heart suddenly leaped up quivering, as though his very soul had been drenched in immortal sunshine.

An hour later, when Nina discovered them there together, Eileen, curled up among the cushions in the swinging seat, was reading aloud Evidences of Asiatic Influence on the Symbolism of Ancient Yucatan; and Selwyn, astride a chair, chin on his folded arms, was listening with evident rapture.

Heavens! exclaimed Nina, the blue-stocking and the fogy! — and yours are pale blue, Eileen! — youre about as self-conscious as Drina — slumping there with your hair tumbling à la Mérode! Oh, its very picturesque, of course, but a straight spine and good grooming is better. Get up, little blue-stockings and well have our hair done — if you expect to appear at Hitherwood House with me!

Eileen laughed, calmly smoothing out her skirt over her slim ankles; then she closed the book, sat up, and looked happily at Selwyn.

Fogy and Bas-bleu, she repeated. But it is fascinating, isnt it? — even if my hair is across my ears and you sit that chair like a polo player! Nina, dearest, what is your mature opinion concerning the tomoya and the Buddhist cross?

I know more about a tomboy-a than a tomoya, my saucy friend, observed Nina, surveying her with disapproval— and I can be as cross about it as any Buddhist, too. You are, to express it as pleasantly as possible, a sight! Child, what on earth have you been doing? There are two smears on your cheeks!

Ive been crying, said the girl, with an amused sidelong flutter of her lids toward Selwyn.

Crying! repeated Nina incredulously. Then, disarmed by the serene frankness of the girl, she added: A blue-stocking is bad enough, but a grimy one is impossible. Allons! Vite! she insisted, driving Eileen before her; the country is demoralising you. Philip, were dining early, so please make your arrangements to conform. Come, Eileen; have you never before seen Philip Selwyn?

I am not sure that I ever have, she replied, with a curious little smile at Selwyn. Nina had her by the hand, but she dragged back like a mischievously reluctant child hustled bedward:

Good-bye, she said, stretching out her hand to Selwyn— good-bye, my unfortunate fellow fogy! I go, slumpy, besmudged, but happy; I return, superficially immaculate — but my stockings will still be blue! . . . Nina, dear, if you dont stop dragging me Ill pick you up in my arms! — indeed I will—

There was a laugh, a smothered cry of protest; and Selwyn was the amused spectator of his sister suddenly seized and lifted into a pair of vigorous young arms, and carried into the house by this tall, laughing girl who, an hour before, had lain there among the cushions, frightened, unconvinced, clinging instinctively to the last gay rags and tatters of the childhood which she feared were to be stripped from her for ever.

It was clear starlight when they were ready to depart. Austin had arrived unexpectedly, and he, Nina, Eileen, and Selwyn were to drive to Hitherwood House, Lansing and Gerald going in the motor-boat.

There was a brief scene between Drina and Boots — the former fiercely pointing out the impropriety of a boy like Gerald being invited where she, Drina, was ignored. But there was no use in Boots offering to remain and comfort her as Drina had to go to bed, anyway; so she kissed him good-bye very tearfully, and generously forgave Gerald; and comforted herself before she retired by putting on one of her mothers gowns and pinning up her hair and parading before a pier-glass until her nurse announced that her bath was waiting.



The drive to Hitherwood House was a dream of loveliness; under the stars the Bay of Shoals sparkled in the blue darkness set with the gemmed ruby and sapphire and emerald of ships lanterns glowing from unseen yachts at anchor.

The great flash-light on Wonder Head broke out in brilliancy, faded, died to a cinder, grew perceptible again, and again blazed blindingly in its endless monotonous routine; far lights twinkled on the Sound, and farther away still, at sea. Then the majestic velvety shadow of the Hither Woods fell over them; and they passed in among the trees, the lamps of the depot wagon shining golden in the forest gloom.

Selwyn turned instinctively to the young girl beside him. Her face was in shadow, but she responded with the slightest movement toward him:

This dusk is satisfying — like sleep — this wide, quiet shadow over the world. Once — and not so very long ago — I thought it a pity that the sun should ever set. . . . I wonder if I am growing old — because I feel the least bit tired to-night. For the first time that I can remember a day has been a little too long for me.

She evidently did not ascribe her slight sense of fatigue to the scene on the veranda; perhaps she was too innocent to surmise that any physical effect could follow that temporary stress of emotion. A quiet sense of relief in relaxation from effort came over her as she leaned back, conscious that there was happiness in rest and silence and the soft envelopment of darkness.

If it would only last, she murmured lazily.

What, Eileen?

This heavenly darkness — and our drive, together. . . . You are quite right not to talk to me; I wont, either. . . . Only Ill drone on and on from time to time — so that you wont forget that I am here beside you.

She lay so still for a while that at last Nina leaned forward to look at her; then laughed.

Shes asleep, she said to Austin.

No, Im not, murmured the girl, unclosing her eyes; Captain Selwyn knows; dont you? . . . What is that sparkling — a fire-fly?

But it was the first paper lantern glimmering through the Hitherwood trees from the distant lawn.

Oh, dear, sighed Eileen, sitting up with an effort, and looking sleepily at Selwyn. Jai sommeil — besoin — dormir—

But a few minutes later they were in the great hall of Hitherwood House, opened from end to end to the soft sea wind, and crowded with the gayest, noisiest throng that had gathered there in a twelvemonth.

Everywhere the younger set were in evidence; slim, fresh, girlish figures passed and gathered and crowded the stairs and galleries with a flirt and flutter of winnowing skirts, delicate and light as powder-puffs.

Mrs. Sanxon Orchil, a hard, highly coloured, tight-lipped little woman with electric-blue eyes, was receiving with her slim brunette daughter, Gladys.

A tight little craft, was Austins invariable comment on the matron; and she looked it, always trim and trig and smooth of surface like a converted yacht cleared for action.

Near her wandered her husband, orientally bland, invariably affable, and from time to time squinting sideways, as usual, in the ever-renewed expectation that he might catch a glimpse of his stiff, retroussé moustache.

The Lawns were there, the Minsters, the Craigs from Wyossett, the Grays of Shadow Lake, the Draymores, Fanes, Mottlys, Cardwells — in fact, it seemed as though all Long Island had been drained from Cedarhurst to Islip and from Oyster Bay to Wyossett, to pour a stream of garrulous and animated youth and beauty into the halls and over the verandas and terraces and lawns of Hitherwood House.

It was to be a lantern frolic and a lantern dance and supper, all most formally and impressively sans façon. And it began with a candle-race for a big silver gilt cup — won by Sandon Craig and his partner, Evelyn Cardwell, who triumphantly bore their lighted taper safely among the throngs of hostile contestants, through the wilderness of flitting lights, and across the lawn to the goal where they planted it, unextinguished, in the big red paper lantern.

Selwyn and Eileen came up breathless and laughing with the others, she holding aloft their candle, which somebody had succeeded in blowing out; and everybody cheered the winners, significantly, for it was expected that Miss Cardwells engagement to young Craig would be announced before very long.

Then rockets began to rush aloft, starring the black void with iridescent fire; and everybody went to the lawns edge where, below on the bay, a dozen motor-boats, dressed fore and aft with necklaces of electric lights, crossed the line at the crack of a cannon in a race for another trophy.

Bets flew as the excitement grew, Eileen confining hers to gloves and bonbons, and Selwyn loyally taking any offers of any kind as he uncompromisingly backed Gerald and Boots in the new motor-boat — the Blue Streak — Austins contribution to the Silverside navy.

And sure enough, at last a blue rocket soared aloft, bursting into azure magnificence in the zenith; and Gerald and Boots came climbing up to the lawn to receive prize and compliments, and hasten away to change their oilskins for attire more suitable.

Eileen, turning to Selwyn, held up her booking list in laughing dismay: Ive won about a ton of bonbons, she said, and too many pairs of gloves to feel quite comfortable.

You neednt wear them all at once, you know, he assured her.

Nonsense! I mean that I dont care to win things. Oh! — and she laid her hand impulsively on his arm as a huge sheaf of rockets roared skyward, apparently from the water.

Then, suddenly, Neergards yacht sprang into view, outlined in electricity from stem to stern, every spar and funnel and contour of hull and superstructure twinkling in jewelled brilliancy.

On a great improvised open pavilion set up in the Hither Woods, garlanded and hung thick with multi-coloured paper lanterns, dancing had already begun; but Selwyn and Eileen lingered on the lawn for a while, fascinated by the beauty of the fireworks pouring skyward from the Niobrara.

They seem to be very gay aboard her, murmured the girl. Once you said that you did not like Mr. Neergard. Do you remember saying it?

He replied simply, I dont like him; and I remember saying so.

It is strange, she said, that Gerald does.

Selwyn looked at the illuminated yacht. . . . I wonder whether any of Neergards crowd is expected ashore here. Do you happen to know?

She did not know. A moment later, to his annoyance, Edgerton Lawn came up and asked her to dance; and she went with a smile and a whispered: Wait for me — if you dont mind. Ill come back to you.

It was all very well to wait for her — and even to dance with her after that; but there appeared to be no peace for him in prospect, for Scott Innis came and took her away, and Gladys Orchil offered herself to him very prettily, and took him away; and after that, to his perplexity and consternation, a perfect furor for him seemed to set in and grow among the younger set, and the Minster twins had him, and Hilda Innis appropriated him, and Evelyn Cardwell, and even Mrs. Delmour-Carnes took a hand in the badgering.

At intervals he caught glimpses of Eileen through the gay crush around him; he danced with Nina, and suggested to her it was time to leave, but that young matron had tasted just enough to want more; and Eileen, too, was evidently having a most delightful time. So he settled into the harness of pleasure and was good to the pink-and-white ones; and they told each other what a dear he was, and adored him more inconveniently than ever.

Truly enough, as he had often said, these younger ones were the charmingly wholesome and refreshing antidote to the occasional misbehaviour of the mature. They were, as he also asserted, the hope and promise of the social fabric of a nation — this younger set — always a little better, a little higher-minded than their predecessors as the wheel of the years slowly turned them out in gay, eager, fearless throngs to teach a cynical generation the rudiments of that wisdom which blossoms most perfectly in the hearts of the unawakened.

Yes, he had frequently told himself all this; told it to others, too. But, now, the younger set, en masse and in detail, had become a little bit cramponné — a trifle too all-pervading. And it was because his regard for them, in the abstract, had become centred in a single concrete example that he began to find the younger set a nuisance. But others, it seemed, were quite as mad about Eileen Erroll as he was; and there seemed to be small chance for him to possess himself of her, unless he were prepared to make the matter of possession a pointed episode. This he knew he had no right to do; she had conferred no such privilege upon him; and he was obliged to be careful of what he did and said lest half a thousand bright unwinking eyes wink too knowingly — lest frivolous tongues go clip-clap, and idle brains infer that which, alas! did not exist except in his vision of desire.

The Hither Woods had been hung with myriads of lanterns. From every branch they swung in clusters or stretched away into perspective, turning the wooded aisles to brilliant vistas. Under them the more romantic and the dance-worn strolled in animated groups or quieter twos; an army of servants flitted hither and thither, serving the acre or so of small tables over each of which an electric cluster shed yellow light.

Supper, and then the Woodland cotillon was the programme; and almost all the tables were filled before Selwyn had an opportunity to collect Nina and Austin and capture Eileen from a very rosy-cheeked and indignant boy who had quite lost his head and heart and appeared to be on the verge of a headlong declaration.

Its only Percy Draymores kid brother, she explained, passing her arm through his with a little sigh of satisfaction. Where have you been all the while? — and with whom have you danced, please? — and who is the pretty girl you paid court to during that last dance? What? Didnt pay court to her? Do you expect me to believe that? . . . Oh, here comes Nina and Austin. . . . How pretty the tables look, all lighted up among the trees! And such an uproar! — as they came into the jolly tumult and passed in among a labyrinth of tables, greeted laughingly from every side.

Under a vigorous young oak-tree thickly festooned with lanterns Austin found an unoccupied table. There was a great deal of racket and laughter from the groups surrounding them, but this seemed to be the only available spot; besides, Austin was hungry, and he said so.

Nina, with Selwyn on her left, looked around for Gerald and Lansing. When the latter came sauntering up, Austin questioned him, but he replied carelessly that Gerald had gone to join some people whom he, Lansing, did not know very well.

Why, there he is now! exclaimed Eileen, catching sight of her brother seated among a very noisy group on the outer edge of the illuminated zone. Who are those people, Nina? Oh! Rosamund Fane is there, too; and — and—

She ceased speaking so abruptly that Selwyn turned around; and Nina bit her lip in vexation and glanced at her husband. For, among the overanimated and almost boisterous group which was attracting the attention of everybody in the vicinity sat Mrs. Jack Ruthven. And Selwyn saw her.

For a moment he looked at her — looked at Gerald beside her, and Neergard on the other side, and Rosamund opposite; and at the others, whom he had never before seen. Then quietly, but with heightened colour, he turned his attention to the glass which the servant had just filled for him, and, resting his hand on the stem, stared at the bubbles crowding upward through it to the foamy brim.

Nina and Boots had begun, ostentatiously, an exceedingly animated conversation; and they became almost aggressive, appealing to Austin, who sat back with a frown on his heavy face — and to Eileen, who was sipping her mineral water and staring thoughtfully at a big, round, orange-tinted lantern which hung like the harvest moon behind Gerald, throwing his curly head into silhouette.
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Gerald beside her, and Neergard on the other side.

What conversation there was to carry, Boots and Nina carried. Austin silently satisfied his hunger, eating and drinking with a sullen determination to make no pretence of ignoring a situation that plainly angered him deeply. And from minute to minute he raised his head to glare across at Gerald, who evidently was unconscious of the presence of his own party.

When Nina spoke to Eileen, the girl answered briefly but with perfect composure. Selwyn, too, added a quiet word at intervals, speaking in a voice that sounded a little tired and strained.

It was that note of fatigue in his voice which aroused Eileen to effort — the instinctive move to protect — to sustain him. Conscious of Austins suppressed but increasing anger at her brother, amazed and distressed at what Gerald had done — for the boys very presence there was an affront to them all — she was still more sensitive to Selwyns voice; and in her heart she responded passionately.

Nina looked up, surprised at the sudden transformation in the girl, who had turned on Boots with a sudden flow of spirits and the gayest of challenges; and their laughter and badinage became so genuine and so persistent that, combining with Nina, they fairly swept Austin from his surly abstraction into their toils; and Selwyns subdued laugh, if forced, sounded pleasantly, now, and his drawn face seemed to relax a little for the time being.

Once she turned, under cover of the general conversation which she had set going, and looked straight into Selwyns eyes, flashing to him a message of purest loyalty; and his silent gaze in response sent the colour flying to her cheeks.

It was all very well for a while — a brave, sweet effort; but ears could not remain deaf to the increasing noise and laughter — to familiar voices, half-caught phrases, indiscreet even in the fragments understood. Besides, Gerald had seen them, and the boys face had become almost ghastly.

Alixe, unusually flushed, was conducting herself without restraint; Neergards snickering laugh grew more significant and persistent; even Rosamund spoke too loudly at moments; and once she looked around at Nina and Selwyn while her pretty, accentless laughter, rippling with its undertone of malice, became more frequent in the increasing tumult.

There was no use in making a pretence of further gaiety. Austin had begun to scowl again; Nina, with one shocked glance at Alixe, leaned over toward her brother:

It is incredible! she murmured; she must be perfectly mad to make such an exhibition of herself. Cant anybody stop her? Cant anybody send her home?

Austin said sullenly but distinctly: The thing for us to do is to get out. . . . Nina — if you are ready—

But — but what about Gerald? faltered Eileen, turning piteously to Selwyn. We cant leave him — there!

The man straightened up and turned his drawn face toward her:

Do you wish me to get him?

Y-you cant do that — can you?

Yes, I can; if you wish it. Do you think there is anything in the world I cant do, if you wish it?

As he rose she laid her hand on his arm:

I — I dont ask it— she began.

You do not have to ask it, he said with a smile almost genuine. Austin, Im going to get Gerald — and Nina will explain to you that hes to be left to me if any sermon is required. Ill go back with him in the motor-boat. Boots, youll drive home in my place.

As he turned, still smiling and self-possessed, Eileen whispered rapidly: Dont go. I care for you too much to ask it.

He said under his breath: Dearest, you cannot understand.

Yes — I do! Dont go. Philip — dont go near — her—

I must.

If you do — if you go — h-how can you c-care for me as you say you do? — when I ask you not to — when I cannot endure — to—

She turned swiftly and stared across at Alixe; and Alixe, unsteady in the flushed brilliancy of her youthful beauty, half rose in her seat and stared back.

Instinctively the young girls hand tightened on Selwyns arm: She — she is beautiful! she faltered; but he turned and led her from the table, following Austin, his sister, and Lansing; and she clung to him almost convulsively when he halted on the edge of the lawn.

I must go back, he whispered— dearest — dearest — I must.

T-to Gerald? Or — her?

But he only muttered: They dont know what theyre doing. Let me go, Eileen — gently detaching her fingers, which left her hands lying in both of his.

She said, looking up at him: If you go — if you go — whatever time you return — no matter what hour — knock at my door. Do you promise? I shall be awake. Do you promise?

Yes, he said with a trace of impatience — the only hint of his anger at the prospect of the duty before him.

So she went away with Nina and Austin and Boots; and Selwyn turned back, sauntering quietly toward the table where already the occupants had apparently forgotten him and the episode in the riotous gaiety increasing with the accession of half a dozen more men.

When Selwyn approached, Neergard saw him first, stared at him, and snickered; but he greeted everybody with smiling composure, nodding to those he knew — a trifle more formally to Mrs. Ruthven — and, coolly pulling up a chair, seated himself beside Gerald.

Boots has driven home with the others, he said in a low voice; Im going back in the motor-boat with you. Dont worry about Austin. Are you ready?

The boy had evidently let the wine alone, or else fright had sobered him, for he looked terribly white and tired: Yes, he said, Ill go when you wish. I suppose theyll never forgive me for this. Come on.

One moment, then, nodded Selwyn; I want to speak to Mrs. Ruthven. And, quietly turning to Alixe, and dropping his voice to a tone too low for Neergard to hear — for he was plainly attempting to listen:

You are making a mistake; do you understand? Whoever is your hostess — wherever you are staying — find her and go there before it is too late.

She inclined her pretty head thoughtfully, eyes on the wine-glass which she was turning round and round between her slender fingers. What do you mean by too late? she asked. Dont you know that everything is too late for me now?

What do you mean, Alixe? he returned, watching her intently.

What I say. I have not seen Jack Ruthven for two months. Do you know what that means? I have not heard from him for two months. Do you know what that means? No? Well, Ill tell you, Philip; it means that when I do hear from him it will be through his attorneys.

He turned slightly paler: Why?

Divorce, she said with a reckless little laugh— and the end of things for me.

On what grounds? he demanded doggedly. Does he threaten you?

She made no movement or reply, reclining there, one hand on her wine-glass, the smile still curving her lips. And he repeated his question in a low, distinct voice — too low for Neergard to hear; and he was still listening.

Grounds? Oh, he thinks Ive misbehaved with — never mind who. It is not true — but he cares nothing about that, either. You see — and she bent nearer, confidentially, with a mysterious little nod of her pretty head— you see, Jack Ruthven is a little insane. . . . You are surprised? Pooh! Ive suspected it for months.

He stared at her; then: Where are you stopping?

Aboard the Niobrara.

Is Mrs. Fane a guest there, too?

He spoke loud enough for Rosamund to hear; and she answered for herself with a smile at him, brimful of malice:

Delighted to have you come aboard, Captain Selwyn. Is that what you are asking permission to do?

Thanks, he returned dryly; and to Alixe: If you are ready, Gerald and I will take you over to the Niobrara in the motor-boat—

Oh, no, you wont! broke in Neergard with a sneer— youll mind your own business, my intrusive friend, and Ill take care of my guests without your assistance.

Selwyn appeared not to hear him: Come on, Gerald, he said pleasantly; Mrs. Ruthven is going over to the Niobrara—

For Gods sake, whispered Gerald, white as a sheet, dont force me into trouble with Neergard.

Selwyn turned on him an astonished gaze: Are you afraid of that whelp?

Yes, muttered the boy— I — Ill explain later. But dont force things now, I beg you.

Mrs. Ruthven coolly leaned over and spoke to Gerald in a low voice; then, to Selwyn, she said with a smile: Rosamund and I are going to Brookminster, anyway, so you and Gerald need not wait. . . . And thank you for coming over. It was rather nice of you — she glanced insolently at Neergard— considering the crowd were with. Good-night, Captain Selwyn! Good-night, Gerald. So very jolly to have seen you again! And, under her breath to Selwyn: You need not worry; I am going in a moment. Good-bye and — thank you, Phil. It is good to see somebody of ones own caste again.

A few moments later, Selwyn and Gerald in their oilskins were dashing eastward along the coast in the swiftest motor-boat south of the Narrows.



The boy seemed deathly tired as they crossed the dim lawn at Silverside. Once, on the veranda steps he stumbled, and Selwyns arm sustained him; but the older man forbore to question him, and Gerald, tight-lipped and haggard, offered no confidence until, at the door of his bedroom, he turned and laid an unsteady hand on Selwyns shoulder: I want to talk with you — to-morrow. May I?

You know you may, Gerald. I am always ready to stand your friend.

I know. . . . I must have been crazy to doubt it. You are very good to me. I — I am in a very bad fix. Ive got to tell you.

Then well get you out of it, old fellow, said Selwyn cheerfully. Thats what friends are for, too.

The boy shivered — looked at the floor, then, without raising his eyes, said good-night, and, entering his bedroom, closed the door.

As Selwyn passed back along the corridor, the door of his sisters room opened, and Austin and Nina confronted him.

Has that damfool boy come in? demanded his brother-in-law, anxiety making his voice tremulous under its tone of contempt.

Yes. Leave him to me, please. Good-night — submitting to a tender embrace from his sister— I suppose Eileen has retired, hasnt she? Its an ungodly hour — almost sunrise.

I dont know whether Eileen is asleep, said Nina; she expected a word with you, I understand. But dont sit up — dont let her sit up late. Well be a company of dreadful wrecks at breakfast, anyway.

And his sister gently closed the door while he continued on to the end of the corridor and halted before Eileens room. A light came through the transom; he waited a moment, then knocked very softly.

Is it you? she asked in a low voice.

Yes. I didnt wake you, did I?

No. Is Gerald here?

Yes, in his own room. . . . Did you wish to speak to me about anything?

Yes.

He heard her coming to the door; it opened a very little. Good-night, she whispered, stretching toward him her hand— that was all I wanted — to — to touch you before I closed my eyes to-night.

He bent and looked at the hand lying within his own — the little hand with its fresh fragrant palm upturned and the white fingers relaxed, drooping inward above it — at the delicate bluish vein in the smooth wrist.

Then he released the hand, untouched by his lips; and she withdrew it and closed the door; and he heard her laugh softly, and lean against it, whispering:

Now that I am safely locked in — I merely wish to say that — in the old days — a ladys hand was sometimes — kissed. . . . Oh, but you are too late, my poor friend! I cant come out; and I wouldnt if I could — not after what I dared to say to you. . . . In fact, I shall probably remain locked up here for days and days. . . . Besides, what I said is out of fashion — has no significance nowadays — or, perhaps, too much. . . . No, I wont dress and come out — even for you. Je me déshabille — je fais ma toilette de nuit, monsieur — et je vais maintenant magenouiller et faire ma prière. Donc — bon soir — et bonne nuit—

And, too low for him to hear even the faintest breathing whisper of her voice— Good-night. I love you with all my heart — with all my heart — in my own fashion.



He had been asleep an hour, perhaps more, when something awakened him, and he found himself sitting bolt upright in bed, dawn already whitening his windows.

Somebody was knocking. He swung out of bed, stepped into his bath-slippers, and, passing swiftly to the door, opened it. Gerald stood there, fully dressed.

Im going to town on the early train, began the boy— I thought Id tell you—

Nonsense! Gerald, go back to bed!

I cant sleep, Philip—

Cant sleep? Oh, thats the trouble, is it? Well, then, sit here and talk to me. He gave a mighty yawn— Im not sleepy, either; I can go days without it. Here! — heres a comfortable chair to sprawl in. . . . Its daylight already; doesnt the morning air smell sweet? Ive a jug of milk and some grapes and peaches in my ice-cupboard if you feel inclined. No? All right; stretch out, sight for a thousand yards, and fire at will.

Gerald strove to smile; for a while he lay loosely in the arm-chair, his listless eyes intent on the strange, dim light which fell across the waste of sea fog. Only the water along the shores edge remained visible; all else was a blank wall behind which, stretching to the horizon, lay the unseen ocean. Already a few restless gulls were on the wing, sheering inland; and their raucous, treble cries accented the pallid stillness.

But the dawn was no paler than the boys face — no more desolate. Trouble was his, the same old trouble that has dogged the trail of folly since time began; and Selwyn knew it and waited.

At last the boy broke out: This is a cowardly trick — this slinking in to you with all my troubles after what youve done for me — after the rotten way Ive treated you—

Look here, my boy! said Selwyn coolly, crossing one knee over the other and dropping both hands into the pockets of his pajamas— I asked you to come to me, didnt I? Well, then; dont criticise my judgment in doing it. It isnt likely Id ask you to do a cowardly thing.

You dont understand what a wretched scrape Im in—

I dont yet; but youre going to tell me—

Philip, I cant — I simply cannot. Its so contemptible — and you warned me — and I owe you already so much—

You owe me a little money, observed Selwyn with a careless smile, and youve a lifetime to pay it in. What is the trouble now; do you need more? I havent an awful lot, old fellow — worse luck! — but what I have is at your call — as you know perfectly well. Is that all that is worrying you?

No — not all. I — Neergard has lent me money — done things — placed me under obligations. . . . I liked him, you know; I trusted him. . . . People he desired to know I made him known to. He was a — a trifle peremptory at times — as though my obligations to him left me no choice but to take him to such people as he desired to meet. . . . We — we had trouble — recently.

What sort?

Personal. I felt — began to feel — the pressure on me. There was, at moments, something almost of menace in his requests and suggestions — an importunity I did not exactly understand. . . . And then he said something to me—

Go on; what?

Hed been hinting at it before; and even when I found him jolliest and most amusing and companionable I never thought of him as a — a social possibility — I mean among those who really count — like my own people—

Oh! he asked you to introduce him into your own family circle?

Yes — I didnt understand it at first — until somehow I began to feel the pressure of it — the vague but constant importunity. . . . He was a good fellow — at least I thought so; I hated to hurt him — to assume any attitude that might wound him. But, good heavens! — he couldnt seem to understand that nobody in our family would receive him — although he had a certain footing with the Fanes and Harmons and a few others — like the Siowitha people — or at least the men of those families. Dont you see, Philip?

Yes, my boy, I see. Go on! When did he ask to be presented to — your sister?

W-who told you that? asked the boy with an angry flush.

You did — almost. You were going to, anyway. So that was it, was it? That was when you realised a few things — understood one or two things; was it not? . . . And how did you reply? Arrogantly, I suppose.

Yes.

With — a — some little show of — a — contempt?

Yes, I suppose so.

Exactly. And Neergard — was put out — slightly?

Yes, said the boy, losing some of his colour. I — a moment afterward I was sorry I had spoken so plainly; but I need not have been. . . . He was very ugly about it.

Threats of calling loans? asked Selwyn, smiling.

Hints; not exactly threats. I was in a bad way, too— The boy winced and swallowed hard; then, with sudden white desperation stamped on his drawn face: Oh, Philip — it — it is disgraceful enough — but how am I going to tell you the rest? — how can I speak of this matter to you—

What matter?

A — about — about Mrs. Ruthven—

What matter? repeated Selwyn. His voice rang a little, but the colour had fled from his face.

She was — Jack Ruthven charged her with — and me — charged me with—

You!

Yes.

Well — it was a lie, wasnt it? Selwyns ashy lips scarcely moved, but his eyes were narrowing to a glimmer. It was a lie, wasnt it? he repeated.

Yes — a lie. Id say it, anyway, you understand — but it really was a lie.

Selwyn quietly leaned back in his chair; a little colour returned to his cheeks.

All right — old fellow — his voice scarcely quivered— all right; go on. I knew, of course, that Ruthven lied, but it was part of the story to hear you say so. Go on. What did Ruthven do?

There has been a separation, said the boy in a low voice. He behaved like a dirty cad — she had no resources — no means of support— He hesitated, moistening his dry lips with his tongue. Mrs. Ruthven has been very, very kind to me. I was — I am fond of her; oh, I know well enough I never had any business to meet her; I behaved abominably toward you — and the family. But it was done; I knew her, and liked her tremendously. She was the only one who was decent to me — who tried to keep me from acting like a fool about cards—

Did she try?

Yes — indeed, yes! . . . and, Phil — she — I dont know how to say it — but she — when she spoke of — of you — begged me to try to be like you. . . . And it is a lie what people say about her! — what gossip says. I know; I have known her so well — and — I was like other men — charmed and fascinated by her; but the women of that set are a pack of cats, and the men — well, none of them ever ventured to say anything to me! . . . And that is all, Philip. I was horribly in debt to Neergard; then Ruthven turned on me — and on her; and I borrowed more from Neergard and went to her bank and deposited it to the credit of her account — but she doesnt know it was from me — she supposes Jack Ruthven did it out of ordinary decency, for she said so to me. And that is how matters stand; Neergard is ugly, and grows more threatening about those loans — and I havent any money, and Mrs. Ruthven will require more very soon—

Is that all? demanded Selwyn sharply.

Yes — all. . . . I know I have behaved shamefully—

Ive seen, observed Selwyn in a dry, hard voice, worse behaviour than yours. . . . Have you a pencil, Gerald? Get a sheet of paper from that desk. Now, write out a list of the loans made you by Neergard. . . . Every cent, if you please. . . . And the exact amount you placed to Mrs. Ruthvens credit. . . . Have you written that? Let me see it.

The boy handed him the paper. He studied it without the slightest change of expression — knowing all the while what it meant to him; knowing that this burden must be assumed by himself because Austin would never assume it.

And he sat there staring at space over the top of the pencilled sheet of paper, striving to find some help in the matter. But he knew Austin; he knew what would happen to Gerald if, after the late reconciliation with his ex-guardian, he came once more to him with such a confession of debt and disgrace.

No; Austin must be left out; there were three things to do: One of them was to pay Neergard; another to sever Geralds connection with him for ever; and the third thing to be done was something which did not concern Gerald or Austin — perhaps, not even Ruthven. It was to be done, no matter what the cost. But the thought of the cost sent a shiver over him, and left his careworn face gray.

His head sank; he fixed his narrowing eyes on the floor and held them there, silent, unmoved, while within the tempests of terror, temptation, and doubt assailed him, dragging at the soul of him, where it clung blindly to its anchorage. And it held fast — raging, despairing in the bitterness of renunciation, but still held on through the most dreadful tempest that ever swept him. Courage, duty, reparation — the words drummed in his brain, stupefying him with their dull clamour; but he understood and listened, knowing the end — knowing that the end must always be the same for him. It was the revolt of instinct against drilled and ingrained training, inherited and re-schooled — the insurgent clamour of desire opposed to that stern self-repression characteristic of generations of Selwyns, who had held duty important enough to follow, even when their bodies died in its wake.

And it were easier for him, perhaps, if his body died.

He rose and walked to the window. Over the Bay of Shoals the fog was lifting; and he saw the long gray pier jutting northward — the pier where the troopships landed their dead and dying when the Spanish war was ended.

And he looked at the hill where the field hospital had once been. His brother died there — in the wake of that same duty which no Selwyn could ignore.

After a moment he turned to Gerald, a smile on his colourless face:

It will be all right, my boy. You are not to worry — do you understand me? Go to bed, now; you need the sleep. Go to bed, I tell you — Ill stand by you. You must begin all over again, Gerald — and so must I; and so must I.




CHAPTER X

LEX NON SCRIPTA
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SELWYN HAD GONE to New York with Gerald, for a few days, as he expressed it; but it was now the first week in October, and he had not yet returned to Silverside.

A brief note to Nina thanking her for having had him at Silverside, and speaking vaguely of some business matters which might detain him indefinitely — a briefer note to Eileen regretting his inability to return for the present — were all the communication they had from him except news brought by Austin, who came down from town every Friday.

A long letter to him from Nina still remained unanswered; Austin had seen him only once in town; Lansing, now back in New York, wrote a postscript in a letter to Drina, asking for Selwyns new address — the first intimation anybody had that he had given up his lodgings on Lexington Avenue.

I was perfectly astonished to find he had gone, leaving no address, wrote Boots; and nobody knows anything about him at his clubs. I have an idea that he may have gone to Washington to see about the Chaosite affair; but if you have any address except his clubs, please send it to me.

Eileen had not written him; his sudden leave-taking nearly a month ago had so astounded her that she could not believe he meant to be gone more than a day or two. Then came his note, written at the Patroons Club — very brief, curiously stilted and formal, with a strange tone of finality through it, as though he were taking perfunctory leave of people who had come temporarily into his life, and as though the chances were agreeably even of his ever seeing them again.

The girl was not hurt, as yet; she remained merely confused, incredulous, unreconciled. That there was to be some further explanation of his silence she never dreamed of doubting; and there seemed to be nothing to do in the interval but await it. As for writing him, some instinct forbade it, even when Nina suggested that she write, adding laughingly that nothing else seemed likely to stir her brother.

For the first few days the children clamoured intermittently for him; but children forget, and Billy continued to cast out his pack in undying hope of a fox or bunny, and the younger children brought their butterfly-nets and sand-shovels to Austin and Nina for repairs; and Drina, when Boots deserted her for his Air Line Company, struck up a wholesome and lively friendship with a dozen subfreshmen and the younger Orchil girls, and began to play golf like a little fiend.

It was possible, now, to ride cross-country; and Nina, who was always in terror of an added ounce to her perfect figure, rode every day with Eileen; and Austin, on a big hunter, joined them two days in the week.

There were dances, too, and Nina went to some of them. So did Eileen, who had created a furor among the younger brothers and undergraduates; and the girl was busy enough with sailing and motoring and dashing through the Sound in all sorts of power boats.

Once, under Austins and young Craigs supervision, she tried shore-bird shooting; but the first broken wing from the gun on her left settled the thing for ever for her, and the horror of the blood-sprinkled, kicking mass of feathers haunted her dreams for a week.

Youths, however, continued to hover numerously about her. They sat in soulful rows upon the veranda at Silverside; they played guitars at her in canoes, accompanying the stringy thrumming with the peculiarly exasperating vocal noises made only by very young undergraduates; they rode with her and Nina; they pervaded her vicinity with a tireless constancy amounting to obsession.

She liked it well enough; she was as interested in everything as usual; as active at the nets, playing superbly, and with all her heart in the game — while it lasted; she swung her slim brassy with all the old-time fire and satisfaction in the clean, sharp whack, as the ball flew through the sunshine, rising beautifully in a long, low trajectory against the velvet fair-green.

It was unalloyed happiness for her to sit her saddle, feeling under her the grand stride of her powerful hunter on a headlong cross-country gallop; it was purest pleasure for her to lean forward in her oilskins, her eyes almost blinded with salt spray, while the low motor-boat rushed on and on through cataracts of foam, and the heaving, green sea-miles fled away, away, in the hissing furrow of the wake.

Truly, for her, the world was still green, the sun bright, the high sky blue; but she had not forgotten that the earth had been greener, the sun brighter, the azure above her more splendid — once upon a time — like the first phrase of a tale that is told. And if she were at times listless, absent-eyed, subdued — a trifle graver, or unusually silent, seeking the still paths of the garden as though in need of youthful meditation and the quiet of the sunset hour, she never doubted that that tale would be retold for her again. Only — alas! — the fair days were passing, and the russet rustle of October sounded already among the curling leaves in the garden; and he had been away a long time — a very long time. And she could not understand.

On one of Austins week-end visits, the hour for conjugal confab having arrived and husband and wife locked in the seclusion of their bedroom — being old-fashioned enough to occupy the same — he said, with a trace of irritation in his voice:

I dont know where Phil is, or what hes about. Im wondering — hes got the Selwyn conscience, you know — what hes up to — and if its any kind of dam-foolishness. Havent you heard a word from him, Nina?

Nina, in her pretty night attire, had emerged from her dressing-room, locked out Kit-Ki and her maid, and had curled up in a big, soft armchair, cradling her bare ankles in her hand.

I havent heard from him, she said. Rosamund saw him in Washington — passed him on the street. He was looking horridly thin and worn, she wrote. He did not see her.

Now what in the name of common sense is he doing in Washington! exclaimed Austin wrathfully. Probably breaking his heart because nobody cares to examine his Chaosite. I told him, as long as he insisted on bothering the Government with it instead of making a deal with the Lawn people, that Id furnish him with a key to the lobby. I told him I knew the right people, could get him the right lawyers, and start the thing properly. Why didnt he come to me about it? Theres only one way to push such things, and hes as ignorant of it as a boatswain in the marine cavalry.

Nina said thoughtfully: You always were impatient of people, dear. Perhaps Phil may get them to try his Chaosite without any wire-pulling. . . . I do wish hed write. I cant understand his continued silence. Hasnt Boots heard from him? Hasnt Gerald?

Not a word. And by the way, Nina, Gerald has done rather an unexpected thing. I saw him last night; he came to the house and told me that he had just severed his connection with Julius Neergards company.

Im glad of it! exclaimed Nina; Im glad he showed the good sense to do it!

Well — yes. As a matter of fact, Neergard is going to be a very rich man some day; and Gerald might have — But I am not displeased. What appeals to me is the spectacle of the boy acting with conviction on his own initiative. Whether or not he is making a mistake has nothing to do with the main thing, and that is that Gerald, for the first time in his rather colourless career, seems to have developed the rudiments of a backbone out of the tail which I saw so frequently either flourishing defiance at me or tucked sullenly between his hind legs. I had quite a talk with him last night; he behaved very decently, and with a certain modesty which may, one day, develop into something approaching dignity. We spoke of his own affairs — in which, for the first time, he appeared to take an intelligent interest. Besides that, he seemed willing enough to ask my judgment in several matters — a radical departure from his cub days.

What are you going to do for him, dear? asked his wife, rather bewildered at the unexpected news. Of course he must go into some sort of business again—

Certainly. And, to my astonishment, he actually came and solicited my advice. I — I was so amazed, Nina, that I could scarcely credit my own senses. I managed to say that Id think it over. Of course he can, if he chooses, begin everything again and come in with me. Or — if I am satisfied that he has any ability — he can set up some sort of a real-estate office on his own hook. I could throw a certain amount of business in his way — but its all in the air, yet. Ill see him Monday, and well have another talk. By gad! Nina, he added, with a flush of half-shy satisfaction on his ruddy face, its — its almost like having a grown-up son coming bothering me with his affairs; ah — rather agreeable than otherwise. Theres certainly something in that boy. I — perhaps I have been, at moments, a trifle impatient. But I did not mean to be. You know that, dear, dont you?

His wife looked up at her big husband in quiet amusement. Oh, yes! I know a little about you, she said, and a little about Gerald, too. He is only a masculine edition of Eileen — the irresponsible freedom of life brought out all his faults at once, like a horrid rash; its due to the masculine notion of masculine education. His sisters education was essentially the contrary: humours were eradicated before first symptoms became manifest. The moral, mental, and physical drilling and schooling was undertaken and accepted without the slightest hope — and later without the slightest desire — for any relaxation of the rigour when she became of age and mistress of herself. Thats the difference: a boy looks forward to the moment when he can flourish his heels and wag his ears and bray; a girl has no such prospect. Gerald has brayed; Eileen never will flourish her heels unless she becomes fashionable after marriage — which isnt very likely—

Nina hesitated, another idea intruding.

By the way, Austin; the Orchil boy — the one in Harvard — proposed to Eileen — the little idiot! She told me — thank goodness! she still does tell me things. Also the younger and chubbier Draymore youth has offered himself — after a killingly proper interview with me. I thought it might amuse you to hear of it.

It might amuse me more if Eileen would get busy and bring Philip into camp, observed her husband. And why the devil they dont make up their minds to it is beyond me. That brother of yours is the limit sometimes. Im fond of him — you know it — but he certainly can be the limit sometimes.

Do you know, said Nina, that I believe he is in love with her?

Then, why doesnt—

I dont know. I was sure — I am sure now — that the girl cares more for him than for anybody. And yet — and yet I dont believe she is actually in love with him. Several times I supposed she was — or near it, anyway. . . . But they are a curious pair, Austin — so quaint about it; so slow and old-fashioned. . . . And the child is the most innocent being — in some ways. . . . Which is all right unless she becomes one of those pokey, earnest, knowledge-absorbing young things with the very germ of vitality dried up and withered in her before she awakens. . . . I dont know — I really dont. For a girl must have something of the human about her to attract a man, and be attracted. . . . Not that she need know anything about love — or even suspect it. But there must be some response in her, some — some—

Deviltry? suggested Austin.

His pretty wife laughed and dropped one knee over the other, leaning back to watch him finish his good-night cigarette. After a moment her face grew grave, and she bent forward.

Speaking of Rosamund a moment ago reminds me of something else she wrote — its about Alixe. Have you heard anything?

Not a word, said Austin, with a frank scowl, and dont want to.

Its only this — that Alixe is ill. Nobody seems to know what the matter is; nobody has seen her. But shes at Clifton, with a couple of nurses, and Rosamund heard rumours that she is very ill indeed. . . . People go to Clifton for shattered nerves, you know.

Yes; for bridge-fidgets, neurosis, pip, and the various jumps that originate in the simpler social circles. Whats the particular matter with her? Too many cocktails? Or a dearth of grand slams?

You are brutal, Austin. Besides, I dont know. Shes had a perfectly dreary life with her husband. . . . I — I cant forget how fond I was of her in spite of what she did to Phil. . . . Besides, Im beginning to be certain that it was not entirely her fault.

What? Do you think Phil—

No, no, no! Dont be an utter idiot. All I mean to say is that Alixe was always nervous and high-strung; odd at times; eccentric — more than merely eccentric—

You mean dippy?

Oh, Austin, youre horrid. I mean that there is mental trouble in that family. You have heard of it as well as I; you know her father died of it—

The usual defence in criminal cases, observed Austin, flicking his cigarette-end into the grate. Im sorry, dear, that Alixe has the jumps; hope shell get over em. But as for pretending Ive any use for her, I cant and dont and wont. She spoiled life for the best man I know; she kicked his reputation into a cocked hat, and he, with his chivalrous Selwyn conscience, let her do it. I did like her once; I dont like her now, and thats natural and it winds up the matter. Dear friend, shall we, perhaps, to bed presently our way wend — yess?

Yes, dear; but you are not very charitable about Alixe. And I tell you Ive my own ideas about her illness — especially as she is at Clifton. . . . I wonder where her little beast of a husband is?

But Austin only yawned and looked at the toes of his slippers, and then longingly at the pillows.



Had Nina known it, the husband of Mrs. Ruthven, whom she had characterised so vividly, was at that very moment seated in a private card-room at the Stuyvesant Club with Sanxon Orchil, George Fane, and Bradley Harmon; and the game had been bridge, as usual, and had gone very heavily against him.

Several things had gone against Mr. Ruthven recently; for one thing, he was beginning to realise that he had made a vast mistake in mixing himself up in any transactions with Neergard.

When he, at Neergards cynical suggestion, had consented to exploit his own club — the Siowitha — and had consented to resign from it to do so, he had every reason to believe that Neergard meant to either mulct them heavily or buy them out. In either case, having been useful to Neergard, his profits from the transaction would have been considerable.

But, even while he was absorbed in figuring them up — and he needed the money, as usual — Neergard coolly informed him of his election to the club, and Ruthven, thunder-struck, began to perceive the depth of the underground mole tunnels which Neergard had dug to undermine and capture the stronghold which had now surrendered to him.

Rage made him ill for a week; but there was nothing to do about it. He had been treacherous to his club and to his own caste, and Neergard knew it — and knew perfectly well that Ruthven dared not protest — dared not even whimper.

Then Neergard began to use Ruthven when he needed him; and he began to permit himself to win at cards in Ruthvens house — a thing he had not dared to do before. He also permitted himself more ease and freedom in that house — a sort of intimacy sans façon — even a certain jocularity. He also gave himself the privilege of inviting the Ruthvens on board the Niobrara; and Ruthven went, furious at being forced to stamp with his open approval an episode which made Neergard a social probability.

How it happened that Rosamund divined something of the situation is not quite clear; but she always had a delicate nose for anything not intended for her, and the thing amused her immensely, particularly because what viciousness had been so long suppressed in Neergard was now tentatively making itself apparent in his leering ease among women he so recently feared.

This, also, was gall and wormwood to Ruthven, so long the official lap-dog of the very small set he kennelled with; and the women of that set were perverse enough to find Neergard amusing, and his fertility in contriving new extravagances for them interested these people, whose only interest had always been centred in themselves.

Meanwhile, Neergard had almost finished with Gerald — he had only one further use for him; and as his social success became more pronounced with the people he had crowded in among, he became bolder and more insolent, no longer at pains to mole-tunnel toward the object desired, no longer overcareful about his mask. And one day he asked the boy very plainly why he had never invited him to meet his sister. And he got an answer that he never forgot.

And all the while Ruthven squirmed under the light but steadily inflexible pressure of the curb which Neergard had slipped on him so deftly; he had viewed with indifference Geralds boyish devotion to his wife, which was even too open and naïve to be of interest to those who witnessed it. But he had not counted on Neergards sudden hatred of Gerald; and the first token of that hatred fell upon the boy like a thunderbolt when Neergard whispered to Ruthven, one night at the Stuyvesant Club, and Ruthven, exasperated, had gone straight home, to find his wife in tears, and the boy clumsily attempting to comfort her, both her hands in his.

Perhaps, said Ruthven coldly, you have some plausible explanation for this sort of thing. If you havent, youd better trump up one together, and Ill send you my attorney to hear it. In that event, he added, youd better leave your joint address when you find a more convenient house than mine.

As a matter of fact, he had really meant nothing more than the threat and the insult, the situation permitting him a heavier hold upon his wife and a new grip on Gerald in case he ever needed him; but threat and insult were very real to the boy, and he knocked Mr. Ruthven flat on his back — the one thing required to change that gentlemans pretence to deadly earnest.

Ruthven scrambled to his feet; Gerald did it again; and, after that, Mr. Ruthven prudently remained prone during the delivery of a terse but concise opinion of him expressed by Gerald.

After Gerald had gone, Ruthven opened first one eye, then the other, then his mouth, and finally sat up; and his wife, who had been curiously observing him, smiled.

It is strange, she said serenely, that I never thought of that method. I wonder why I never thought of it, lazily stretching her firm young arms and glancing casually at their symmetry and smooth-skinned strength. Go into your own quarters, she added, as he rose, shaking with fury: Ive endured the last brutality I shall ever suffer from you.

She dropped her folded hands into her lap, gazing coolly at him; but there was a glitter in her eyes which arrested his first step toward her.

I think, she said, that you mean my ruin. Well, we began it long ago, and I doubt if I have anything of infamy to learn, thanks to my thorough schooling as your wife. . . . But knowledge is not necessarily practice, and it happens that I have not cared to commit the particular indiscretion so fashionable among the friends you have surrounded me with. I merely mention this for your information, not because I am particularly proud of it. It is not anything to be proud of, in my case — it merely happened so; a matter, perhaps of personal taste, perhaps because of lack of opportunity; and there is a remote possibility that belated loyalty to a friend I once betrayed may have kept me personally chaste in this rotting circus circle you have driven me around in, harnessed to your vicious caprice, dragging the weight of your corruption—

She laughed. I had no idea that I could be so eloquent, Jack. But my mind has become curiously clear during the last year — strangely and unusually limpid and precise. Why, my poor friend, every plot of yours and of your friends — every underhand attempt to discredit and injure me has been perfectly apparent to me. You supposed that my headaches, my outbursts of anger, my wretched nights, passed in tears — and the long, long days spent kneeling in the ashes of dead memories — all these you supposed had weakened — perhaps unsettled — my mind. . . . You lie if you deny it, for you have had doctors watching me for months. . . . You didnt know I was aware of it, did you? But I was, and I am. . . . And you told them that my father died of — of brain trouble, you coward!

Still he stood there, jaw loose, gazing at her as though fascinated; and she smiled and settled deeper in her chair, framing the gilded foliations of the back with her beautiful arms.

We might as well understand one another now, she said languidly. If you mean to get rid of me, there is no use in attempting to couple my name with that of any man; first, because it is untrue, and you not only know it, but you know you cant prove it. There remains the cowardly method you have been nerving yourself to attempt, never dreaming that I was aware of your purpose.

A soft, triumphant little laugh escaped her. There was something almost childish in her delight at outwitting him, and, very slowly, into his worn and faded eyes a new expression began to dawn — the flickering stare of suspicion. And in it the purely personal impression of rage and necessity of vengeance subsided; he eyed her intently, curiously, and with a cool persistence which finally began to irritate her.

What a credulous fool you are, she said, to build your hopes of a separation on any possible mental disability of mine.

He stood a moment without answering, then quietly seated himself. The suspicious glimmer in his faded eyes had become the concentration of a curiosity almost apprehensive.

Go on, he said; what else?

What do you mean?

You have been saying several things — about doctors whom I have set to watch you — for a year or more.

Do you deny it? she retorted angrily.

No — no, I do not deny anything. But — who are these doctors — whom you have noticed?

I dont know who they are, she replied impatiently. Ive seen them often enough — following me on the street, or in public places — watching me. They are everywhere — you have them well paid, evidently; I suppose you can afford it. But you are wasting your time.

You think so?

Yes! she cried in a sudden violence that startled him, you are wasting your time! And so am I — talking to you — enduring your personal affronts and brutal sneers. Sufficient for you that I know my enemies, and that I am saner, thank God, than any of them! She flashed a look of sudden fury at him, and rose from her chair. He also rose with a promptness that bordered on precipitation.

For the remainder of the spring and summer, she said, I shall make my plans regardless of you. I shall not go to Newport; you are at liberty to use the house there as you choose. And as for this incident with Gerald, you had better not pursue it any further. Do you understand?

He nodded, dropping his hands into his coat-pockets.

Now you may go, she said coolly.

He went — not, however, to his room, but straight to the house of the fashionable physician who ministered to wealth with an unction and success that had permitted him, in summer time, to occupy his own villa at Newport and dispense further ministrations when requested.



On the night of the conjugal conference between Nina Gerard and her husband — and almost at the same hour — Jack Ruthven, hard hit in the card-room of the Stuyvesant Club, sat huddled over the table, figuring up what sort of checks he was to draw to the credit of George Fane and Sanxon Orchil.

Matters had been going steadily against him for some time — almost everything, in fact, except the opinions of several physicians in a matter concerning his wife. For, in that scene between them in early spring, his wife had put that into his head which had never before been there — suspicion of her mental soundness.

And now, as he sat there, pencil in hand, adding up the score-cards, he remembered that he was to interview his attorney that evening at his own house — a late appointment, but necessary to insure the presence of one or two physicians at a consultation to definitely decide what course of action might be taken.

He had not laid eyes on his wife that summer, but for the first time he had really had her watched during her absence. What she lived on — how she managed — he had not the least idea, and less concern. All he knew was that he had contributed nothing, and he was quite certain that her balance at her own bank had been nonexistent for months.

But any possible additional grounds for putting her away from him that might arise in a question as to her sources of support no longer interested him. That line of attack was unnecessary; besides, he had no suspicion concerning her personal chastity. But Alixe, that evening in early spring, had unwittingly suggested to him the use of a weapon the existence of which he had never dreamed of. And he no longer entertained any doubts of its efficiency as a means of finally ridding him of a wife whom he had never been able to fully subdue or wholly corrupt, and who, as a mate for him in his schemes for the pecuniary maintenance of his household, had proven useless and almost ruinous.

He had not seen her during the summer. In the autumn he had heard of her conduct at Hitherwood House. And, a week later, to his astonishment, he learned of her serious illness, and that she had been taken to Clifton. It was the only satisfactory news he had had of her in months.

So now he sat there at the bridge-table in the private card-room of the Stuyvesant Club, deftly adding up the score that had gone against him, but consoled somewhat at the remembrance of his appointment, and of the probability of an early release from the woman who had been to him only a source of social mistakes, domestic unhappiness, and financial disappointment.

When he had finished his figuring he fished out a check-book, detached a tiny gold fountain-pen from the bunch of seals and knick-knacks on his watch-chain, and, filling in the checks, passed them over without comment.

Fane rose, stretching his long neck, gazed about through his spectacles, like a benevolent saurian, and finally fixed his mild, protruding eyes upon Orchil.

Therell be a small game at the Fountain Club, he said, with a grin which creased his cheeks until his retreating chin almost disappeared under the thick lower lip.

Orchil twiddled his long, crinkly, pointed moustache and glanced interrogatively at Harmon; then he yawned, stretched his arms, and rose, pocketing the check, which Ruthven passed to him, with a careless nod of thanks.

As they filed out of the card-room into the dim passageway, Orchil leading, a tall, shadowy figure in evening dress stepped back from the door of the card-room against the wall to give them right of way, and Orchil, peering at him without recognition in the dull light, bowed suavely as he passed, as did Fane, craning his curved neck, and Harmon also, who followed in his wake.

But when Ruthven came abreast of the figure in the passage and bowed his way past, a low voice from the courteous unknown, pronouncing his name, halted him short.

I want a word with you, Mr. Ruthven, added Selwyn; that card-room will suit me, if you please.

But Ruthven, recovering from the shock of Selwyns voice, started to pass him without a word.

I said that I wanted to speak to you! repeated Selwyn.

Ruthven, deigning no reply, attempted to shove by him; and Selwyn, placing one hand flat against the others shoulder, pushed him violently back into the card-room he had just left, and, stepping in behind him, closed and locked the door.

W-what the devil do you mean! gasped Ruthven, his hard, minutely shaven face turning a deep red.

What I say, replied Selwyn; that I want a word or two with you.

He stood still for a moment, in the centre of the little room, tall, gaunt of feature, and very pale. The close, smoky atmosphere of the place evidently annoyed him; he glanced about at the scattered cards, the empty oval bottles in their silver stands, the half-burned remains of cigars on the green-topped table. Then he stepped over and opened the only window.

Sit down, he said, turning on Ruthven; and he seated himself and crossed one leg over the other. Ruthven remained standing.

This — this thing, began Ruthven in a voice made husky and indistinct through fury, this ruffianly behaviour amounts to assault.

As you choose, nodded Selwyn, almost listlessly, but be quiet; Ive something to think of besides your convenience.

For a few moments he sat silent, thoughtful, narrowing eyes considering the patterns on the rug at his feet; and Ruthven, weak with rage and apprehension, was forced to stand there awaiting the pleasure of a man of whom he had suddenly become horribly afraid.

And at last Selwyn, emerging from his pallid reverie, straightened out, shaking his broad shoulders as though to free him of that black spectre perching there.

Ruthven, he said, a few years ago you persuaded my wife to leave me; and I have never punished you. There were two reasons why I did not: the first was because I did not wish to punish her, and any blow at you would have reached her heavily. The second reason, subordinate to the first, is obvious: decent men, in these days, have tacitly agreed to suspend a violent appeal to the unwritten law as a concession to civilisation. This second reason, however, depends entirely upon the first, as you see.

He leaned back in his chair thoughtfully, and recrossed his legs.

I did not ask you into this room, he said, with a slight smile, to complain of the wrong you have committed against me, or to retail to you the consequences of your act as they may or may not have affected me and my career; I have — ah — invited you here to explain to you the present condition of your own domestic affairs — he looked at Ruthven full in the face— to explain them to you, and to lay down for you the course of conduct which you are to follow.

By God!— began Ruthven, stepping back, one hand reaching for the door-knob; but Selwyns voice rang out clean and sharp:

Sit down!

And, as Ruthven glared at him out of his little eyes:

Youd better sit down, I think, said Selwyn softly.

Ruthven turned, took two unsteady steps forward, and laid his heavily ringed hand on the back of a chair. Selwyn smiled, and Ruthven sat down.

Now, continued Selwyn, for certain rules of conduct to govern you during the remainder of your wifes lifetime. . . . And your wife is ill, Mr. Ruthven — sick of a sickness which may last for a great many years, or may be terminated in as many days. Did you know it?

Ruthven snarled.

Yes, of course you knew it, or you suspected it. Your wife is in a sanitarium, as you have discovered. She is mentally ill — rational at times — violent at moments, and for long periods quite docile, gentle, harmless — content to be talked to, read to, advised, persuaded. But during the last week a change of a certain nature has occurred which — which, I am told by competent physicians, not only renders her case beyond all hope of ultimate recovery, but threatens an earlier termination than was at first looked for. It is this: your wife has become like a child again — occupied contentedly and quite happily with childish things. She has forgotten much; her memory is quite gone. How much she does remember it is impossible to say.

His head fell; his brooding eyes were fixed again on the rug at his feet. After a while he looked up.

It is pitiful, Mr. Ruthven — she is so young — with all her physical charm and attraction quite unimpaired. But the mind is gone — quite gone, sir. Some sudden strain — and the tension has been great for years — some abrupt overdraft upon her mental resource, perhaps; God knows how it came — from sorrow, from some unkindness too long endured—

Again he relapsed into his study of the rug; and slowly, warily, Ruthven lifted his little, inflamed eyes to look at him, then moistened his dry lips with a thick-coated tongue, and stole a glance at the locked door.

I understand, said Selwyn, looking up suddenly, that you are contemplating proceedings against your wife. Are you?

Ruthven made no reply.

Are you? repeated Selwyn. His face had altered; a dim glimmer played in his eyes like the reflection of heat lightning at dusk.

Yes, I am, said Ruthven.

On the grounds of her mental incapacity?

Yes.

Then, as I understand it, the woman whom you persuaded to break every law, human and divine, for your sake, you now propose to abandon. Is that it?

Ruthven made no reply.

You propose to publish her pitiable plight to the world by beginning proceedings; you intend to notify the public of your wifes infirmity by divorcing her.

Sane or insane, burst out Ruthven, she was riding for a fall — and shes going to get it! What the devil are you talking about? Im not accountable to you. Ill do what I please; Ill manage my own affairs—

No, said Selwyn, Ill manage this particular affair. And now Ill tell you how Im going to do it. I have in my lodgings — or rather in the small hall bedroom which I now occupy — an army service revolver, in fairly good condition. The cylinder was a little stiff this morning when I looked at it, but Ive oiled it with No. 27 — an excellent rust solvent and lubricant, Mr. Ruthven — and now the cylinder spins around in a manner perfectly trustworthy. So, as I was saying, I have this very excellent and serviceable weapon, and shall give myself the pleasure of using it on you if you ever commence any such action for divorce or separation against your wife. This is final.

Ruthven stared at him as though hypnotised.

Dont mistake me, added Selwyn, a trifle wearily. I am not compelling you to decency for the purpose of punishing you; men never trouble themselves to punish vermin — they simply exterminate them, or they retreat and avoid them. I merely mean that you shall never again bring publicity and shame upon your wife — even though now, mercifully enough, she has not the faintest idea that you are what a complacent law calls her husband.

A slow blaze lighted up his eyes, and he got up from his chair.

You decadent little beast! he said slowly, do you suppose that the dirty accident of your intrusion into an honest mans life could dissolve the divine compact of wedlock? Soil it — yes; besmirch it, render it superficially unclean, unfit, nauseous — yes. But neither you nor your vile code nor the imbecile law you invoked to legalise the situation really ever deprived me of my irrevocable status and responsibility. . . . I — even I — was once — for a while — persuaded that it did; that the laws of the land could do this — could free me from a faithless wife, and regularise her position in your household. The laws of the land say so, and I — I said so at last — persuaded because I desired to be persuaded. . . . It was a lie. My wife, shamed or unshamed, humbled or unhumbled, true to her marriage vows or false to them, now legally the wife of another, has never ceased to be my wife. And it is a higher law that corroborates me — higher than you can understand — a law unwritten because axiomatic; a law governing the very foundation of the social fabric, and on which that fabric is absolutely dependent for its existence intact. But — with a contemptuous shrug— you wont understand; all you can understand is the gratification of your senses and the fear of something interfering with that gratification — like death, for instance. Therefore I am satisfied that you understand enough of what I said to discontinue any legal proceedings which would tend to discredit, expose, or cast odium on a young wife very sorely stricken — very, very ill — whom God, in his mercy, has blinded to the infamy where you have dragged her — under the law of the land.

He turned on his heel, paced the little room once or twice, then swung round again:

Keep your filthy money — wrung from women and boys over card-tables. Even if some blind, wormlike process of instinct stirred the shame in you, and you ventured to offer belated aid to the woman who bears your name, I forbid it — I do not permit you the privilege. Except that she retains your name — and the moment you attempt to rob her of that I shall destroy you! — except for that, you have no further relations with her — nothing to do or undo; no voice as to the disposal of what remains of her; no power, no will, no influence in her fate. I supplant you; I take my own again; I reassume a responsibility temporarily taken from me. And now, I think, you understand!

He gave him one level and deadly stare; then his pallid features relaxed, he slowly walked past Ruthven, grave, preoccupied; unlocked the door, and passed out.



His lodgings were not imposing in their furnishings or dimensions — a very small bedroom in the neighbourhood of Sixth Avenue and Washington Square — but the heavy and increasing drain on his resources permitted nothing better now; and what with settling Geralds complications and providing two nurses and a private suite at Clifton for Alixe Ruthven, he had been obliged to sell a number of securities, which reduced his income to a figure too absurd to worry over.

However, the Government had at last signified its intention of testing his invention — Chaosite — and there was that chance for better things in prospect. Also, in time, Gerald would probably be able to return something of the loans made. But these things did not alleviate present stringent conditions, nor were they likely to for a long while; and Selwyn, tired and perplexed, mounted the stairs of his lodging-house and laid his overcoat on the iron bed, and, divesting himself of the garments of ceremony as a matter of economy, pulled on an old tweed shooting-jacket and trousers.

Then, lighting his pipe — cigars being now on the expensive and forbidden list — he drew a chair to his table and sat down, resting his worn face between both hands. Truly the world was not going very well with him in these days.

For some time, now, it had been his custom to face his difficulties here in the silence of his little bedroom, seated alone at his table, pipe gripped between his firm teeth, his strong hands framing his face. Here he would sit for hours, the long day ended, staring steadily at the blank wall, the gas-jet flickering overhead; and here, slowly, painfully, with doubt and hesitation, out of the moral confusion in his weary mind he evolved the theory of personal responsibility.

With narrowing eyes, from which slowly doubt faded, he gazed at duty with all the calm courage of his race, not at first recognising it as duty in its new and dreadful guise.

But night after night, patiently perplexed, he retraced his errant pathway through life, back to the source of doubt and pain; and, once arrived there, he remained, gazing with impartial eyes upon the ruin two young souls had wrought of their twin lives; and always, always somehow, confronting him among the débris, rose the spectre of their deathless responsibility to one another; and the inexorable life-sentence sounded ceaselessly in his ears: For better or for worse — for better or for worse — till death do us part — till death — till death!

Dreadful his duty — for man already had dared to sunder them, and he had acquiesced to save her in the eyes of the world! Dreadful, indeed — because he knew that he had never loved her, never could love her! Dreadful — doubly dreadful — for he now knew what love might be; and it was not what he had believed it when he executed the contract which must bind him while life endured.

Once, and not long since, he thought that, freed from the sad disgrace of the shadowy past, he had begun life anew. They told him — and he told himself — that a man had that right; that a man was no man who stood stunned and hopeless, confronting the future in fetters of conscience. And by that token he had accepted the argument as truth — because he desired to believe it — and he had risen erect and shaken himself free of the past — as he supposed; as though the past, which becomes part of us, can be shaken from tired shoulders with the first shudder of revolt!

No; he understood now that the past was part of him — as his limbs and head and body and mind were part of him. It had to be reckoned with — what he had done to himself, to the young girl united to him in bonds indissoluble except in death.

That she had strayed — under man-made laws held guiltless — could not shatter the tie. That he, blinded by hope, had hoped to remake a life already made, and had dared to masquerade before his own soul as a man free to come, to go, and free to love, could not alter what had been done. Back, far back of it all lay the deathless pact — for better or for worse. And nothing man might wish or say or do could change it. Always, always he must remain bound by that, no matter what others did or thought; always, always he was under obligations to the end.

And now, alone, abandoned, helplessly sick, utterly dependent upon the decency, the charity, the mercy of her legal paramour, the young girl who had once been his wife had not turned to him in vain.

Before the light of her shaken mind had gone out she had written him, incoherently, practically in extremis; and if he had hitherto doubted where his duty lay, from that moment he had no longer any doubt. And very quietly, hopelessly, and irrevocably he had crushed out of his soul the hope and promise of the new life dawning for him above the dead ashes of the past.



It was not easy to do; he had not ended it yet. He did not know how. There were ties to be severed, friendships to be gently broken, old scenes to be forgotten, memories to kill. There was also love — to be disposed of. And he did not know how.

First of all, paramount in his hopeless trouble, the desire to save others from pain persisted.

For that reason he had been careful that Gerald should not know where and how he was now obliged to live — lest the boy suspect and understand how much of Selwyns little fortune it had taken to settle his debts of honour and free him from the sinister pressure of Neergards importunities.

For that reason, too, he dreaded to have Austin know, because, if the truth were exposed, nothing in the world could prevent a violent and final separation between him and the foolish boy who now, at last, was beginning to show the first glimmering traces of character and common sense.

So he let it be understood that his address was his club for the present; for he also desired no scene with Boots, whom he knew would attempt to force him to live with him in his cherished and brand-new house. And even if he cared to accept and permit Boots to place him under such obligations, it would only hamper him in his duties.

Because now, what remained of his income must be devoted to Alixe.

Even before her case had taken the more hopeless turn, he had understood that she could not remain at Clifton. Such cases were neither desired nor treated there; he understood that. And so he had taken, for her, a pretty little villa at Edgewater, with two trained nurses to care for her, and a phaeton for her to drive.

And now she was installed there, properly cared for, surrounded by every comfort, contented — except in the black and violent crises which still swept her in recurrent storms — indeed, tranquil and happy; for through the troubled glimmer of departing reason, her eyes were already opening in the calm, unearthly dawn of second childhood.

Pain, sadness, the desolate awakening to dishonour had been forgotten; to her, the dead now lived; to her, the living who had been children with her were children again, and she a child among them. Outside of that dead garden of the past, peopled by laughing phantoms of her youth, but one single extraneous memory persisted — the memory of Selwyn — curiously twisted and readjusted to the comprehension of a childs mind — vague at times, at times wistfully elusive and incoherent — but it remained always a memory, and always a happy one.

He was obliged to go to her every three or four days. In the interim she seemed quite satisfied and happy, busy with the simple and pretty things she now cared for; but toward the third day of his absence she usually became restless, asking for him, and why he did not come. And then they telegraphed him, and he left everything and went, white-faced, stern of lip, to endure the most dreadful ordeal a man may face — to force the smile to his lips and gaiety into the shrinking soul of him, and sit with her in the pretty, sunny room, listening to her prattle, answering the childish questions, watching her, seated in her rocking-chair, singing contentedly to herself, and playing with her dolls and ribbons — dressing them, undressing, mending, arranging — until the heart within him quivered under the misery of it, and he turned to the curtained window, hands clinching convulsively, and teeth set to force back the strangling agony in his throat.

And the dreadful part of it all was that her appearance had remained unchanged — unless, perhaps, she was prettier, lovelier of face and figure than ever before; but in her beautiful dark eyes only the direct intelligence of a child answered his gaze of inquiry; and her voice, too, had become soft and hesitating, and the infantile falsetto sounded in it at times, sweet, futile, immature.



Thinking of these things now, he leaned heavily forward, elbows on the little table. And, suddenly unbidden, before his haunted eyes rose the white portico of Silverside, and the greensward glimmered, drenched in sunshine, and a slim figure in white stood there, arms bare, tennis-bat swinging in one tanned little hand.

Voices were sounding in his ears — Drinas laughter, Lansings protest; Billy shouting to his eager pack; his sisters calm tones, admonishing the young — and through it all, her voice, clear, hauntingly sweet, pronouncing his name.

And he set his lean jaws tight and took a new grip on his pipe-stem, and stared, with pain-dulled eyes, at the white wall opposite.

But on the blank expanse the faintest tinge of colour appeared, growing clearer, taking shape as he stared; and slowly, slowly, under the soft splendour of her hair, two clear eyes of darkest blue opened under the languid lids and looked at him, and looked and looked until he closed his own, unable to endure the agony.

But even through his sealed lids he saw her; and her clear gaze pierced him, blinded as he was, leaning there, both hands pressed across his eyes.

Sooner or later — sooner or later he must write to her and tell what must be told. How to do it, when to do it, he did not know. What to say he did not know; but that there was something due her from him — something to say, something to confess — to ask her pardon for — he understood.

Happily for her — happily for him, alas! — love, in its full miracle, had remained beyond her comprehension. That she cared for him with all her young heart he knew; that she had not come to love him he knew, too. So that crowning misery of happiness was spared him.

Yet he knew, too, that there had been a chance for him; that her awakening had not been wholly impossible. Loyal in his soul to the dread duty before him, he must abandon hope; loyal in his heart to her, he must abandon her, lest, by chance, in the calm, still happiness of their intimacy the divine moment, unheralded, flash out through the veil, dazzling, blinding them with the splendour of its truth and beauty.

And now, leaning there, his face buried in his hands, hours that he spent with her came crowding back upon him, and in his ears her voice echoed and echoed, and his hands trembled with the scented memory of her touch, and his soul quivered and cried out for her.

Storm after storm swept him; and in the tempest he abandoned reason, blinded, stunned, crouching there with head lowered and his clenched hands across his face.

But storms, given right of way, pass on and over, and tempests sweep hearts cleaner; and after a long while he lifted his bowed head and sat up, squaring his shoulders.

Presently he picked up his pipe again, held it a moment, then laid it aside. Then he leaned forward, breathing deeply but quietly, and picked up a pen and a sheet of paper. For the time had come for his letter to her, and he was ready.

The letter he wrote was one of those gay, cheerful, inconsequential letters which, from the very beginning of their occasional correspondence, had always been to her most welcome and delightful.

Ignoring that maturity in her with which he had lately dared to reckon, he reverted to the tone which he had taken and maintained with her before the sweetness and seriousness of their relations had deepened to an intimacy which had committed him to an avowal.

News of all sorts humorously retailed — an amusing sketch of his recent journey to Washington and its doubtful results — matters that they both were interested in, details known only to them, a little harmless gossip — these things formed the body of his letter. There was never a hint of sorrow or discouragement — nothing to intimate that life had so utterly and absolutely changed for him — only a jolly, friendly badinage — an easy, light-hearted narrative, ending in messages to all and a frank regret that the pursuit of business and happiness appeared incompatible at the present moment.

His address, he wrote, was his club; he sent her, he said, under separate cover, a rather interesting pamphlet — a monograph on the symbolism displayed by the designs in Samarcand rugs and textiles of the Ming dynasty. And he ended, closing with a gentle jest concerning blue-stockings and rebellious locks of ruddy hair.

And signed his name.



Nina and Eileen, in travelling gowns and veils, stood on the porch at Silverside, waiting for the depot wagon, when Selwyns letter was handed to Eileen.

The girl flushed up, then, avoiding Ninas eyes, turned and entered the house. Once out of sight, she swiftly mounted to her own room and dropped, breathless, on the bed, tearing the envelope from end to end. And from end to end, and back again and over again, she read the letter — at first in expectancy, lips parted, colour brilliant, then with the smile still curving her cheeks — but less genuine now — almost mechanical — until the smile stamped on her stiffening lips faded, and the soft contours relaxed, and she lifted her eyes, staring into space with a wistful, questioning lift of the pure brows.

What more had she expected? What more had she desired? Nothing, surely, of that emotion which she declined to recognise; surely not that sentiment of which she had admitted her ignorance to him. Again her eyes sought the pages, following the inked writing from end to end. What was she seeking there that he had left unwritten? What was she searching for, of which there was not one hint in all these pages?

And now Nina was calling her from the hall below; and she answered gaily and, hiding the letter in her long glove, came down the stairs.

Ill tell you all about the letter in the train, she said; he is perfectly well, and evidently quite happy; and Nina—

What, dear?

I want to send him a telegram. May I?

A dozen, if you wish, said Mrs. Gerard, only, if you dont climb into that vehicle, well miss the train.

So on the way to Wyossette station Eileen sat very still, gloved hands folded in her lap, composing her telegram to Selwyn. And, once in the station, having it by heart already, she wrote it rapidly:

Nina and I are on our way to the Berkshires for a week. House-party at the Craigs. We stay overnight in town. E.E.

But the telegram went to his club, and waited for him there; and meanwhile another telegram arrived at his lodgings, signed by a trained nurse; and while Miss Erroll, in the big, dismantled house, lay in a holland-covered armchair, waiting for him, while Nina and Austin, reading their evening papers, exchanged significant glances from time to time, the man she awaited sat in the living-room in a little villa at Edgewater. And a slim young nurse stood beside him, cool and composed in her immaculate uniform, watching the play of light and shadow on a woman who lay asleep on the couch, fresh, young face flushed and upturned, a childs doll cradled between arm and breast.



How long has she been asleep? asked Selwyn under his breath.

An hour. She fretted a good deal because you had not come. This afternoon she said she wished to drive, and I had the phaeton brought around; but when she saw it she changed her mind. I was rather afraid of an outburst — they come sometimes from less cause than that — so I did not urge her to go out. She played on the piano for a long while, and sang some songs — those curious native songs she learned in Manila. It seemed to soothe her; she played with her little trifles quite contentedly for a time, but soon began fretting again, and asking why you had not come. She had a bad hour later — she is quite exhausted now. Could you stay to-night, Captain Selwyn?

Y-es, if you think it better. . . . Wait a moment; I think she has awakened.

Alixe had turned her head, her lovely eyes wide open.

Phil! she cried, is it you?

He went forward and took the uplifted hands, smiling down at her.

Such a horrid dream! she said pettishly, about a soft, plump man with ever so many rings on his hands. . . . Oh, I am glad you came. . . . Look at this child of mine! cuddling the staring wax doll closer; shes not undressed yet, and its long, long after bedtime. Hand me her night-clothes, Phil.

The slim young nurse bent and disentangled a bit of lace and cambric from a heap on the floor, offering it to Selwyn. He laid it in the hand Alixe held out, and she began to undress the doll in her arms, prattling softly all the while:

Late — oh, so very, very late! I must be more careful of her, Phil; because, if you and I grow up, some day we may marry, and we ought to know all about children. It would be great fun, wouldnt it?

He nodded, forcing a smile.

Dont you think so? she persisted.

Yes — yes, indeed, he said gently.

She laughed, contented with his answer, and laid her lips against the painted face of the doll.

When we grow up, years from now — then well understand, wont we, Phil? . . . I am tired with playing. . . . And Phil — let me whisper something. Is that person gone?

He turned and signed to the nurse, who quietly withdrew.

Is she gone? repeated Alixe.

Yes.

Then listen, Phil. Do you know what she and the other one are about all day? I know; I pretend not to, but I know. They are watching me every moment — always watching me, because they want to make you believe that I am forgetting you. But I am not. That is why I made them send for you so I could tell you myself that I could never, never forget you. . . . I think of you always while I am playing — always — always I am thinking of you. You will believe it, wont you?

Yes, he said.

Contented, she turned to her doll again, undressing it deftly, tenderly.

At moments, she said, I have an odd idea that it is real. I am not quite sure even now. Do you believe it is alive, Phil? Perhaps, at night, when I am asleep, it becomes alive. . . . This morning I awoke, laughing, laughing in delight — thinking I heard you laughing, too — as once — in the dusk where there were many roses and many stars — big stars, and very, very bright — I saw you — saw you — and the roses—

She paused with a pained, puzzled look of appeal.

Where was it, Phil?

In Manila town.

Yes; and there were roses. But I was never there.

You came out on the veranda and pelted me with roses. There were others there — officers and their wives. Everybody was laughing.

Yes — but I was not there, Phil. . . . Who — who was the tall, thin bugler who sounded taps?

Corrigan.

And — the little, girl-shaped, brown men?

My constabulary.

I cant recollect, she said listlessly, laying the doll against her breast. I think, Phil, that you had better be a little quiet now — she may wish to sleep. And I am sleepy, too, lifting her slender hand as a sign for him to take his leave.

As he went out the nurse said: If you wish to return to town, you may, I think. She will forget about you for two or three days, as usual. Shall I telegraph if she becomes restless?

Yes. What does the doctor say to-day?

The slim nurse looked at him under level brows.

There is no change, she said.

No hope. It was not even a question.

No hope, Captain Selwyn.

He stood silent, tapping his leg with the stiff brim of his hat; then, wearily: Is there anything more I can do for her?

Nothing, sir.

Thank you.

He turned away, bidding her good-night in a low voice.



He arrived in town about midnight, but did not go to any of his clubs. At one of them a telegram was awaiting him; and in a dismantled and summer-shrouded house a young girl was still expecting him, lying with closed eyes in a big holland-covered arm-chair, listening to the rare footfalls in the street outside.

But of these things he knew nothing; and he went wearily to his lodgings and climbed the musty stairs, and sat down in his old attitude before the table and the blank wall behind it, waiting for the magic frescoes to appear in all the vague loveliness of their hues and dyes, painting for him upon his chamber-walls the tinted paradise now lost to him for ever.




CHAPTER XI

HIS OWN WAY
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THE WINTER PROMISED to be a busy one for Selwyn. If at first he had had any dread of enforced idleness, that worry, at least, vanished before the first snow flew. For there came to him a secret communication from the Government suggesting, among other things, that he report, three times a week, at the proving grounds on Sandy Hook; that experiments with Chaosite as a bursting charge might begin as soon as he was ready with his argon primer; that officers connected with the bureau of ordnance and the marine laboratory had recommended the advisability of certain preliminary tests, and that the general staff seemed inclined to consider the matter seriously.

This meant work — hard, constant, patient work. But it did not mean money to help him support the heavy burdens he had assumed. If there were to be any returns, all that part of it lay in the future, and the future could not help him now.

Yet, unless still heavier burdens were laid upon him, he could hold on for the present; his bedroom cost him next to nothing; breakfast he cooked for himself, luncheon he dispensed with, and he dined at random — anywhere that appeared to promise seclusion, cheapness, and immunity from anybody he had ever known.

A minute and rather finicky care of his wardrobe had been second nature to him — the habits of a soldier systematised the routine — and he was satisfied that his clothes would outlast winter demands, although laundry expenses appalled him.

As for his clubs, he hung on to them, knowing the importance of appearances in a town which is made up of them. But this expense was all he could carry, for the demands of the establishment at Edgewater were steadily increasing with the early coming of winter; he was sent for oftener, and a physician was now in practically continual attendance.

Also, three times a week he boarded the Sandy Hook boat, returning always at night because he dared not remain at the reservation lest an imperative telegram from Edgewater find him unable to respond.

So, when in November the first few hurrying snow-flakes whirled in among the citys canons of masonry and iron, Selwyn had already systematised his winter schedule; and when Nina opened her house, returning from Lenox with Eileen to do so, she found that Selwyn had made his own arrangements for the winter, and that, according to the programme, neither she nor anybody else was likely to see him oftener than one evening in a week.

To Boots she complained bitterly, having had visions of Selwyn and Gerald as permanent fixtures of family support during the season now imminent.

I cannot understand, she said, why Philip is acting this way. He need not work like that; there is no necessity, because he has a comfortable income. If he is determined to maintain a stuffy apartment somewhere, of course I wont insist on his coming to us as he ought to, but to abandon us in this manner makes me almost indignant. Besides, its having anything but a salutary effect on Eileen.

What effect is it having on Eileen? inquired Boots curiously.

Oh, I dont know, said Nina, coming perilously close to a pout; but I see symptoms — indeed I do, Boots! — symptoms of shirking the winters routine. Its to be a gay season, too, and its only her second. The idea of a child of that age informing me that shes had enough of the purely social phases of this planet! Did you ever hear anything like it? One season, if you please — and she finds it futile, stale, and unprofitable to fulfil the duties expected of her!

Boots began to laugh, but it was no laughing matter to Nina, and she said so vigorously.

Its Philips fault. If hed stand by us this winter shed go anywhere — and enjoy it, too. Besides, hes the only man able to satisfy the blue-stocking in her between dances. But hes got this obstinate mania for seclusion, and he seldom comes near us, and its driving Eileen into herself, Boots — and every day I catch her hair slumping over her ears — and once I discovered a lead-pencil behind em! — and a monograph on the Ming dynasty in her lap, all marked up with notes! Oh, Boots! Boots! Ive given up all hopes of that brother of mine for her — but she could marry anybody, if she chose — anybody! — and she could twist the entire social circus into a court of her own and dominate everything. Everybody knows it; everybody says it! . . . And look at her! — indifferent, listless, scarcely civil any longer to her own sort, but galvanised into animation the moment some impossible professor or artist or hairy scientist flutters batlike into a drawing-room where he doesnt belong unless hes hired to be amusing! And that sounds horridly snobbish, I know; I am a snob about Eileen, but not about myself because it doesnt harm me to make round wonder-eyes at a Herr Professor or gaze intensely into the eyes of an artist when hes ornamental; it doesnt make my hair come down over my ears to do that sort of thing, and it doesnt corrupt me into slinking off to museum lectures or spending mornings prowling about the Society Library or the Chinese jades in the Metropolitan—

Bootss continuous and unfeigned laughter checked the pretty, excited little matron, and after a moment she laughed, too.

Dear Boots, she said, cant you help me a little? I really am serious. I dont know what to do with the girl. Philip never comes near us — once a week for an hour or two, which is nothing — and the child misses him. There — the murder is out! Eileen misses him. Oh, she doesnt say so — she doesnt hint it, or look it; but I know her; I know. She misses him; shes lonely. And what to do about it I dont know, Boots, I dont know.

Lansing had ceased laughing. He had been indulging in tea — a shy vice of his which led him to haunt houses where that out-of-fashion beverage might still be had. And now he sat, cup suspended, saucer held meekly against his chest, gazing out at the pelting snow-flakes.

Boots, dear, said Nina, who adored him, tell me what to do. Tell me what has gone amiss between my brother and Eileen. Something has. And whatever it is, it began last autumn — that day when — you remember the incident?

Boots nodded.

Well, it seemed to upset everybody, somehow. Philip left the next day; do you remember? And Eileen has never been quite the same. Of course, I dont ascribe it to that unpleasant episode — even a young girl gets over a shock in a day. But the — the change — or whatever it is — dated from that night. . . . They — Philip and Eileen — had been inseparable. It was good for them — for her, too. And as for Phil — why, he looked about twenty-one! . . . Boots, I — I had hoped — expected — and I was right! They were on the verge of it!

I think so, too, he said.

She looked up curiously.

Did Philip ever say—

No; he never says, you know.

I thought that men — close friends — sometimes did.

Sometimes — in romantic fiction. Phil wouldnt; nor, he added smilingly, would I.

How do you know, Boots? she asked, leaning back to watch him out of mischievous eyes. How do you know what youd do if you were in love — with Gladys, for example?

I know perfectly well, he said, because I am.

In love! incredulously.

Of course.

Oh — you mean Drina.

Who else? he asked lightly.

I thought you were speaking seriously. I — all her latent instinct for such meddling aroused— I thought perhaps you meant Gladys.

Gladys who? he asked blandly.

Gladys Orchil, silly! People said—

Oh, Lord! he exclaimed; if people said, then its all over. Nina! do I look like a man on a still hunt for a million?

Gladys is a beauty! retorted Nina indignantly.

With the intellect of a Persian kitten, he nodded. I — that was not a nice thing to say. Im sorry. Im ashamed. But, do you know, I have come to regard my agreement with Drina so seriously that I take absolutely no interest in anybody else.

Try to be serious, Boots, said Nina. There are dozens of nice girls you ought to be agreeable to. Austin and I were saying only last night what a pity it is that you dont find either of the Minster twins interesting—

I might find them compoundly interesting, he admitted, but unfortunately theres no chance in this country for multiple domesticity and the simpler pleasures of a compound life. Its no use, Nina; Im not going to marry any girl for ever so long — anyway, not until Drina releases me on her eighteenth birthday. Hello! — somebodys coming — and Im off!

Im not at home; dont go! said Nina, laying one hand on his arm to detain him as a card was brought up. Oh, its only Rosamund Fane! I did promise to go to the Craigs with her. . . . Do you mind if she comes up?

Not if you dont, said Boots blandly. He could not endure Rosamund and she detested him; and Nina, who was perfectly aware of this, had just enough of perversity in her to enjoy their meeting.

Rosamund came in breezily, sables powdered with tiny flecks of snow, cheeks like damask roses, eyes of turquoise.

How dye do! she nodded, greeting Boots askance as she closed with Nina. I came, you see, but do you want to be jammed and mauled and trodden on at the Craigs? No? Thats perfect! — neither do I. Where is the adorable Eileen? Nobody sees her any more.

She was at the Delmour-Carness yesterday.

Was she? Curious I didnt see her. Tea? With gratitude, dear, if its Scotch.

She sat erect, the furs sliding to the back of the chair, revealing the rather accented details of her perfectly turned figure; and rolling up her gloves she laid her pretty head on one side and considered Boots with very bright and malicious eyes.

They say, she said, smiling, that some very heavy play goes on in that cunning little new house of yours, Mr. Lansing.

Really? he asked blandly.

Yes; and Im wondering if it is true.

I shouldnt think youd care, Mrs. Fane, as long as it makes a good story.

Rosamund flushed. Then, always alive to humour, laughed frankly.

What a nasty thing to say to a woman! she observed; it fairly reeks impertinence. Mr. Lansing, you dont like me very well, do you?

I dare not, he said, because you are married. If you were only free a vinculo matrimonii—

Rosamund laughed again, and sat stroking her muff and smiling. Curious, isnt it? she said to Nina— the inborn antipathy of two agreeable human bipeds for one another. Similis simili gaudet — as my learned friend will admit. But with us its the old, old case of that eminent practitioner, the late Dr. Fell. Esto perpetua! Oh, well! We cant help it, can we, Mr. Lansing? And again to Nina: Dear, have you heard anything about Alixe Ruthven? I think it is the strangest thing that nobody seems to know where she is. And all anybody can get out of Jack is that shes in a nerve factory — or some such retreat — and a perfect wreck. She might as well be dead, you know.

In that case, observed Lansing, it might be best to shift the centre of gossip. De mortuis nil nisi bonum — which is simple enough for anybody to comprehend.

That is rude, Mr. Lansing, flashed out Rosamund; and to his astonishment he saw the tears start to her eyes.

I beg your pardon, he said sulkily.

You do well to. I care more for Alixe Ruthven than — than you give me credit for caring about anybody. People are never wholly worthless, Mr. Lansing — only the very young think that. Give me credit for one wholly genuine affection, and you will not be too credulous; and perhaps in future you and I may better be able to endure one another when Fate lands us at the same tea-table.

Boots said respectfully: I am sorry for what I said, Mrs. Pane. I hope that your friend Mrs. Ruthven will soon recover.

Rosamund looked at Nina, the tears still rimming her lids. I miss her frightfully, she said. If somebody would only tell me where she is — I — I know it could do no harm for me to see her. I can be as gentle and loyal as anybody — when I really care for a person. . . . Do you know where she might be, Nina?

I? No, I do not. Id tell you if I did, Rosamund.

Dont you know?

Why, no, said Nina, surprised at her persistence.

Because, continued Rosamund, your brother does.

Nina straightened up, flushed and astonished.

Why do you say that? she asked.

Because he does know. He sent her to Clifton. The maid who accompanied her is in my service now. Its a low way of finding out things, but we all do it.

He — sent Alixe to — to Clifton! repeated Nina incredulously. Your maid told you that?

Rosamund finished the contents of her slim glass and rose. Yes; and it was a brave and generous and loyal thing for him to do. I supposed you knew it. Jack has been too beastly to her; she was on the verge of breaking down when I saw her on the Niobrara, and she told me then that her husband had practically repudiated her. . . . Then she suddenly disappeared; and her maid, later, came to me seeking a place. Thats how I knew, and thats all I know. And I care for Alixe; and I honour your brother for what he did.

She stood with pretty golden head bent, absently arranging the sables around her neck and shoulders.

I have been very horrid to Captain Selwyn, she said quietly. Tell him I am sorry; that he has my respect. . . . And — if he cares to tell me where Alixe is I shall be grateful and do no harm.

She turned toward the door, stopped short, came back, and made her adieux, then started again toward the door, not noticing Lansing.

With your permission, said Boots at her shoulder in a very low voice.

She looked up, surprised, her eyes still wet. Then comprehending the compliment of his attendance, acknowledged it with a faint smile.

Good-night, he said to Nina. Then he took Rosamund down to her brougham with a silent formality that touched her present sentimental mood.

She leaned from her carriage-window, looking at him where he stood, hat in hand, in the thickly falling snow.

Please — without ceremony, Mr. Lansing. And, as he covered himself, May I not drop you at your destination?

Thank you — in refusal.

I thank you for being nice to me. . . . Please believe there is often less malice than perversity in me. I — I have a heart, Mr. Lansing — such as it is. And often those I torment most I care for most. It was so with Alixe. Good-bye.

Bootss salute was admirably formal; then he went on through the thickening snow, swung vigorously across the Avenue to the Park-wall, and, turning south, continued on parallel to it under the naked trees.

It must have been thick weather on the river and along the docks, for the deep fog-horns sounded persistently over the city, and the haunted warning of the sirens filled the leaden sky lowering through the white veil descending in flakes that melted where they fell.

And, as Lansing strode on, hands deep in his overcoat, more than one mystery was unravelling before his keen eyes that blinked and winked as the clinging snow blotted his vision.

Now he began to understand something of the strange effacement of his friend Selwyn; he began to comprehend the curious economies practised, the continued absence from club and coterie, the choice of the sordid lodging whither Boots, one night, seeing him on the street by chance, had shamelessly tracked him — with no excuse for the intrusion save his affection for this man and his secret doubts of the mans ability to take care of himself and his occult affairs.

Now he was going there, exactly what to do he did not yet know, but with the vague determination to do something.

On the wet pavements and reeking iron overhead structure along Sixth Avenue the street lights glimmered, lending to the filthy avenue under its rusty tunnel a mystery almost picturesque.

Into it he turned, swung aboard a car as it shot groaning and clanking around the curve from Fifty-ninth Street, and settled down to brood and ponder and consider until it was time for him to swing off the car into the slimy street once more.

Silvery pools of light inlaid the dim expanse of Washington Square. He turned east, then south, then east again, and doubled into a dim street, where old-time houses with toppling dormers crowded huddling together as though in the cowering contact there was safety from the destroyer who must one day come, bringing steel girders and cement to mark their graves with sky-scraping monuments of stone.

Into the doorway of one of these houses Lansing turned. When the town was young a Lansing had lived there in pomp and circumstance — his own great-grandfather — and he smiled grimly, amused at the irony of things terrestrial.

A slattern at the door halted him:

Nobody aint let up them stairs without my knowin why, she mumbled.

I want to see Captain Selwyn, he explained.

Hey?

Captain Selwyn!

Hey? Im a little deef! screeched the old crone. Is it Capn Selwyn you want?

Above, Selwyn, hearing his name screamed through the shadows of the ancient house, came to the stairwell and looked down into the blackness.

What is it, Mrs. Glodden? he said sharply; then, catching sight of a dim figure springing up the stairs:

Here! this way. Is it for me? and as Boots came into the light from his open door: Oh! he whispered, deadly pale under the reaction; I thought it was a telegram. Come in.

Boots shook the snow from his hat and coat into the passageway and took the single chair; Selwyn, tall and gaunt in his shabby dressing-gown, stood looking at him and plucking nervously at the frayed and tasselled cord around his waist.

I dont know how you came to stumble in here, he said at length, but Im glad to see you.

Thanks, replied Boots, gazing shamelessly and inquisitively about. There was nothing to see except a few books, a pipe or two, toilet articles, and a shaky gas-jet. The flat military trunk was under the iron bed.

I — its not much of a place, observed Selwyn, forcing a smile. However, you see Im so seldom in town; Im busy at the Hook, you know. So I dont require anything elaborate.

Yes, I know, said Boots solemnly. A silence.

H — have a pipe? inquired Selwyn uneasily. He had nothing else to offer.

Boots leaned back in his stiff chair, crossed his legs, and filled a pipe. When he had lighted it he said:

How are things, Phil?

All right. First rate, thank you.

Boots removed the pipe from his lips and swore at him; and Selwyn listened with head obstinately lowered and lean hands plucking at his frayed girdle. And when Boots had ended his observations with an emphatic question, Selwyn shook his head:

No, Boots. Youre very good to ask me to stop with you, but I cant. Id be hampered; there are matters — affairs that concern me — that need instant attention at times — at certain times. I must be free to go, free to come. I couldnt be in your house. Dont ask me. But Im — I thank you for offering—

Phil!

What?

Are you broke?

Ah — a little — with a smile.

Will you take what you require from me?

No.

Oh — very well. I was horribly afraid you would.

Selwyn laughed and leaned back, indenting his meagre pillow.

Come, Boots, he said, you and I have often had worse quarters than this. To tell you the truth I rather like it than otherwise.

Oh, damn! said Boots, disgusted; the same old conscience in the same old mule! Who likes squalidity? I dont. You dont! What if Fate has hit you a nasty swipe! Suppose Fortune has landed you a few in the slats! Its only temporary and you know it. All business in the world is conducted on borrowed capital. Its your business to live in decent quarters, and Im here to lend you the means of conducting that business. Oh, come on, Phil, for Heavens sake! If there were really any reason — any logical reason for this genius-in-the-garret business, Id not say a word. But there isnt; youre going to make money—

Oh, yes, Ive got to, said Selwyn simply.

Well, then! In the meanwhile—

No. Listen, Boots; I couldnt be free in your house. I — they — there are telegrams — unexpected ones — at all hours.

What of it?

You dont understand.

Wait a bit! How do you know I dont? Do the telegrams come from Sandy Hook?

No.

Boots looked him calmly in the eye. Then I do understand, old man. Come on out of this, in Heavens name! Come, now! Get your dressing-gown off and your coat on! Dont you think I understand? I tell you I do! Yes, the whole blessed, illogical, chivalrous business. . . . Never mind how I know — for I wont tell you! Oh, Im not trying to interfere with you; I know enough to shun buzz-saws. All I want is for you to come and take that big back room and help a fellow live in a lonely house — help a man to make it cheerful. I cant stand it alone any longer; and it will be four years before Drina is eighteen.

Drina! repeated Selwyn blankly — then he laughed. It was genuine laughter, too; and Boots grinned and puffed at his pipe, and recrossed his legs, watching Selwyn out of eyes brightening with expectancy.

Then its settled, he said.

What? Your ultimate career with Drina?

Oh, yes; that also. But I referred to your coming to live with me.

Boots—

Oh, fizz! Come on. I dont like the way you act, Phil.

Selwyn said slowly: Do you make it a personal matter—

Yes, I do; damf I dont! Youll be perfectly free there. I dont care what you do or where you go or what hours you keep. You can run up and down Broadway all night, if you want to, or you can stop at home and play with the cats. Ive three fine ones — he made a cup of his hands and breathed into them, for the room was horribly cold— three fine tabbies, and a good fire for em to blink at when they start purring.

He looked kindly but anxiously at Selwyn, waiting for a word; and as none came he said:

Old fellow, you cant fool me with your talk about needing nothing better because youre out of town all the time. You know what you and I used to talk about in the old days — our longing for a home and an open fire and a brace of cats and bedroom slippers. Now Ive got em, and I make Ardois signals at you. If your shelter-tent got afire or blew away, wouldnt you crawl into mine? And are you going to turn down an old tent-mate because his shack happens to be built of bricks?

Do you put it that way?

Yes, I do. Why, in Heavens name, do you want to stay in a vile hole like this — unless youre smitten with Mrs. Glodden? Phil, I want you to come. Will you?

Then — Ill accept a corner of your blanket — for a day or two, said Selwyn wearily. . . . Youll let me go when I want to?

Ill do more; Ill make you go when I want you to. Come on; pay Mrs. Glodden and have your trunk sent.

Selwyn forced a laugh, then sat up on the beds edge and looked around at the unpapered walls.

Boots — you wont say to — to anybody what sort of a place Ive been living in—

No; but I will if you try to come back here.

So Selwyn stood up and began to remove his dressing-gown, and Lansing dragged out the little flat trunk and began to pack it.

An hour later they went away together through the falling snow.



For a week Boots let him alone. He had a big, comfortable room, dressing-closet, and bath adjoining the suite occupied by his host; he was absolutely free to go and come, and for a week or ten days Boots scarcely laid eyes on him, except at breakfast, for Selwyns visits to Sandy Hook became a daily routine except when a telegram arrived from Edgewater calling him there.

But matters at Edgewater were beginning to be easier in one way for him. Alixe appeared to forget him for days at a time; she was less irritable, less restless and exacting. A sweet-tempered and childish docility made the care of her a simpler matter for the nurses and for him; her discontent had disappeared; she made fewer demands. She did ask for a sleigh to replace the phaeton, and Selwyn managed to get one for her; and Miss Casson, one of the nurses, wrote him how delighted Alixe had been, and how much good the sleighing was doing her.

Yesterday, continued the nurse in her letter, there was a consultation here between Drs. Vail, Wesson, and Morrison — as you requested. They have not changed their opinions — indeed, they are convinced that there is no possible chance of the recovery you hoped for when you talked with Dr. Morrison. They all agree that Mrs. Ruthven is in excellent physical condition — young, strong, vigorous — and may live for years; may outlive us all. But there is nothing else to expect.

The letter ran on:

I am enclosing the bills you desired to have sent you. Fuel is very expensive, as you will see. The items for fruits, too, seems unreasonably large, but grapes are two dollars a pound and fresh vegetables dreadfully expensive.

Mrs. Ruthven is comfortable and happy in the luxury provided. She is very sweet and docile with us all — and we are careful not to irritate her or to have anything intrude which might excite or cause the slightest shock to her.

Yesterday, standing at the window, she caught sight of a passing negro, and she turned to me like a flash and said:

The Tenth Cavalry were there!

She seemed rather excited for a moment — not unpleasantly — but when I ventured to ask her a question, she had quite forgotten it all.

I meant to thank you for sending me the revolver and cartridges. It seemed a silly request, but we are in a rather lonely place, and I think Miss Bond and I feel a little safer knowing that, in case of necessity, we have something to frighten away any roaming intruder who might take it into his head to visit us.

One thing we must be careful about: yesterday Mrs. Ruthven had a doll on my bed, and I sat sewing by the window, not noticing what she was doing until I heard her pretty, pathetic little laugh.

And what do you think she had done? She had discovered your revolver under my pillow, and she had tied her handkerchief around it, and was using it as a doll!

I got it away with a little persuasion, but at times she still asks for her army doll — saying that a boy she knew, named Philip, had sent it to her from Manila, where he was living.

This, Captain Selwyn, is all the news. I do not think she will begin to fret for you again for some time. At first, you remember, it was every other day, then every three or four days. It has now been a week since she asked for you. When she does I will, as usual, telegraph you.

With many thanks for your kindness to us all, Very respectfully yours,

Mary Casson.

Selwyn read this letter sitting before the fire in the living-room, feet on the fender, pipe between his teeth. It was the first day of absolute rest he had had in a long while.

The day before he had been at the Hook until almost dark, watching the firing of a big gun, and the results had been so satisfactory that he was venturing to give himself a holiday — unless wanted at Edgewater.

But the morning had brought this letter; Alixe was contented and comfortable. So when Boots, after breakfast, went off to his Air Line office, Selwyn permitted himself the luxury of smoking-jacket and slippers, and settled down before the fire to reread the letter and examine the enclosed bills, and ponder and worry over them at his ease. To have leisure to worry over perplexities was something; to worry in such luxury as this seemed something so very near to happiness that as he refolded the last bill for household expenses he smiled faintly to himself.

Bootss three tabby-cats were disposed comfortably before the blaze, fore paws folded under, purring and blinking lazily at the grate. All around were evidences of Bootss personal taste in pretty wall-paper and hangings, a few handsome Shiraz rugs underfoot, deep, comfortable chairs, low, open bookcases full of promising literature — the more promising because not contemporary.

Selwyn loved such a room as this — where all was comfort, and nothing in the quiet, but cheerful, ensemble disturbed the peaceful homeliness.

Once — and not very long since — he had persuaded himself that there had been a chance for him to have such a home, and live in it — not alone. That chance had gone — had never really existed, he knew now. For sooner or later he must have awakened from the pleasant dreams of self-persuasion to the reality of his relentless responsibility. No, there had never been such a chance; and he thanked God that he had learned before it was too late that for him there could be no earthly paradise, no fireside à deux, no home, no hope of it.

As long as Alixe lived his spiritual responsibility must endure. And they had just told him that she might easily outlive them all.

He turned heavily in his chair and stared at the fire. Perhaps he saw infernal visions in the flames; perhaps the blaze meant nothing more to him than an example of chemical reaction, for his face was set and colourless and vacant, and his hands lay loosely along the padded arms of his easy-chair.

The hardest lesson he had to learn in these days was to avoid thinking. Or, if he must surrender to the throbbing, unbidden memories which came crowding in hordes to carry him by the suddenness of their assault, that he learn to curb and subdue and direct them in pity toward that hopeless, helpless, stricken creature who was so utterly dependent upon him in her dreadful isolation.

And he could not so direct them.

Loyal in act and deed, his thoughts betrayed him. Memories, insurgent, turned on him to stab him; and he shrank from them, cowering among his pillows at midnight. But memory is merciless, and what has been is without pity; and so remembrance rose at midnight from its cerements, like a spectre, floating before his covered eyes, wearing the shape of youth and love, crowned with the splendour of her hair, looking at him out of those clear, sweet eyes whose gaze was purity and truth eternal.

And truth is truth, though he might lie with hands clinched across his brow to shut out the wraith of it that haunted him; though he might set his course by the faith that was in him, and put away the hope of the world — whose hope is love — the truth was there, staring, staring at him out of Eileen Errolls dark-blue eyes.



He had seen her seldom that winter. When he had seen her their relations appeared to be as happy, as friendly as before; there was no apparent constraint, nothing from her to indicate that she noticed an absence for which his continual business with the Government seemed sufficient excuse.

Besides, her days were full days, consequent upon Ninas goading and indefatigable activity; and Eileen danced and received, and she bridged and lunched, and she heard opera Wednesdays and was good to the poor on Fridays; and there were balls, and theatres, and classes for intellectual improvement, and routine duties incident to obligations born with those inhabitants of Manhattan who are numbered among the thousand caryatides that support upon their jewelled necks and naked shoulders the social structure of the metropolis.

But Selwyn, unable longer to fulfil his social obligations, was being quietly eliminated from the social scheme of things. Passed over here, dropped there, counted out as one more man not to be depended upon, it was not a question of loss of caste; he simply stayed away, and his absence was accepted by people who, in the breathless pleasure chase, have no leisure to inquire why a man has lagged behind.

There were rumours, however, that he had merely temporarily donned overalls for the purpose of making a gigantic fortune; and many an envious young fellow asked his pretty partner in the dance if it was true, and many a young girl frankly hoped it was, and that the fortune would be quick in the making. For Selwyn was well liked in the younger set, and that he was in process of becoming eligible interested everybody except Gladys and the Minster twins, who considered him sufficiently eligible without the material additions required by their cynical seniors, and would rather have had him penniless and present than absent and opulent.

But they were young and foolish, and after a while they forgot to miss him, particularly Gladys, whose mother had asked her not to dance quite so often with Gerald, and to favour him a trifle less frequently in cotillon. Which prevoyance had been coped with successfully by Nina, who, noticing it, at first took merely a perverse pleasure in foiling Mrs. Orchil; but afterward, as the affair became noticeable, animated by the instinct of the truly clever opportunist, she gave Gerald every fighting chance. Whatever came of it — and, no doubt, the Orchils had more ambitious views for Gladys — it was well to have Gerald mentioned in such a fashionable episode, whether anything came of it or not.

Gerald, in the early days of his affair with Gladys, and before even it had assumed the proportions of an affair, had shyly come to Selwyn, not for confession but with the crafty purpose of introducing her name into the conversation so that he might have the luxury of talking about her to somebody who would neither quiz him nor suspect him.

Selwyn, of course, ultimately suspected him; but as he never quizzed him, Gerald continued his elaborate system of subterfuges to make her personality and doings a topic for him to expand upon and Selwyn to listen to.

It had amused Selwyn; he thought of it now — a gay memory like a ray of light flung for a moment across the sombre background of his own sadness. Fortunate or unfortunate, Gerald was still lucky in his freedom to hazard it with chance and fate.

Freedom to love! That alone was blessed, though that love be unreturned. Without that right — the right to love — a man was no man. Lansing had been correct: such a man was a spectre in a living world — the ghost of what he had been. But there was no help for it, and there Lansing had been in the wrong. No hope, no help, nothing for it but to set a true course and hang to it.

And Selwyns dull eyes rested upon the ashes of the fire, and he saw his dead youth among them; and, in the flames, his maturity burning to embers.

If he outlived Alixe, his life would lie as the ashes lay at his feet. If she outlived him — and they had told him there was every chance of it — at least he would have something to busy himself with in life if he was to leave her provided for when he was no longer there to stand between her and charity.

That meant work — the hard, incessant, blinding, stupefying work which stuns thought and makes such a life endurable.

Not that he had ever desired death as a refuge or as a solution of despair; there was too much of the soldier in him. Besides, it is so impossible for youth to believe in death, to learn to apply the word to themselves. He had not learned to, and he had seen death, and watched it; but for himself he had not learned to believe in it. When one turns forty it is easier to credit it.

Thinking of death, impersonally, he sat watching the flames playing above the heavy log; and as he lay there in his chair, the unlighted pipe drooping in his hands, the telephone on the desk rang, and he rose and unhooked the receiver.

Drinas voice sounded afar, and: Hello, sweetheart! he said gaily; is there anything I can do for your youthful highness?

Ive been talking over the phone to Boots, she said. You know, whenever I have nothing to do I call up Boots at his office and talk to him.

That must please him, suggested Selwyn gravely.

It does. Boots says you are not going to business to-day. So I thought Id call you up.

Thank you, said Selwyn.

You are welcome. What are you doing over there in Bootss house?

Looking at the fire, Drina, and listening to the purring of three fat tabby-cats.

Oh! Mother and Eileen have gone somewhere. I havent anything to do for an hour. Cant you come around?

Why, yes, if you want me.

Yes, I do. Of course I cant have Boots, and I prefer you next. The children are fox-hunting, and it bores me. Will you come?

Yes. When?

Now. And would you mind bringing me a box of mint-paste? Mother wont object. Besides, Ill tell her, anyway, after Ive eaten them.

All right! said Selwyn, laughing and hanging up the receiver.

On his way to the Gerards he bought a box of the confection dear to Drina. But as he dropped the packet into his overcoat-pocket, the memory of the past rose up suddenly, halting him. He could not bear to go to the house without some little gift for Eileen, and it was violets now as it was in the days that could never dawn again — a great, fragrant bunch of them, which he would leave for her after his brief play-hour with Drina was ended.

The child was glad to see him, and expressed herself so, coming across to the chair where he sat and leaning against him, one arm on his shoulder.

Do you know, she said, that I miss you ever so much? Do you know, also, that I am nearly fourteen, and that there is nobody in this house near enough my age to be very companionable? I have asked them to send me to school, and mother is considering it.

She leaned against his shoulder, curly head bent, thoughtfully studying the turquoise ring on her slim finger. It was her first ring. Nina had let Boots give it to her.

What a tall girl you are growing into! he said, encircling her waist with one arm. Your mother was like you at fourteen. . . . Did she ever tell you how she first met your father? Well, Ill tell you then. Your father was a schoolboy of fifteen, and one day he saw the most wonderful little girl riding a polo pony out of the Park. Her mother was riding with her. And he lost his head, and ran after her until she rode into the Academy stables. And in he went, headlong, after her, and found her dismounted and standing with her mother; and he took off his hat, and he said to her mother: Ive run quite a long way to tell you who I am: I am Colonel Gerards son, Austin. Would you care to know me?

And he looked at the little girl, who had curls precisely like yours, and the same little nose and mouth. And that little girl, who is now your mother, said very simply: Wont you come home to luncheon with us? May he, mother? He has run a very long way to be polite to us.

And your mothers mother looked at the boy for a moment, smiling, for he was the image of his father, who had been at school with her. Then she said: Come to luncheon and tell me about your father. Your father once came a thousand miles to see me, but I had started the day before on my wedding-trip.



And that is how your father first met your mother, when she was a little girl.

Drina laughed: What a funny boy father was to run after a strange girl on a polo pony! . . . Suppose — suppose he had not seen her, and had not run after her. . . . Where would I be now, Uncle Philip? . . . Could you please tell me?

Still aloft among the cherubim, sweetheart.

But — whose uncle would you be? And who would Boots have found for a comrade like me? . . . Its a good thing that father ran after that polo pony. . . . Probably God arranged it. Do you think so?

There is no harm in thinking it, he said, smiling.

No; no harm. Ive known for a long while that He was taking care of Boots for me until I grow up. Meanwhile, I know some very nice Harvard freshmen and two boys from St. Paul and five from Groton. That helps, you know.

Helps what? asked Selwyn, vastly amused.

To pass the time until I am eighteen, said the child serenely, helping herself to another soft, pale-green chunk of the aromatic paste. Uncle Philip, mother has forbidden me — and Ill tell her and take my punishment — but would you mind telling me how you first met my Aunt Alixe?

Selwyns arm around her relaxed, then tightened.

Why do you ask, dear? he said very quietly.

Because I was just wondering whether God arranged that, too.

Selwyn looked at her a moment. Yes, he said grimly; nothing happens by chance.

Then, when God arranges such things, He does not always consider our happiness.

He gives us our chance, Drina.

Oh! Did you have a chance? I heard mother say to Eileen that you had never had a chance for happiness. I thought it was very sad. I had gone into the clothes-press to play with my dolls — you know I still do play with them — that is, I go into some secret place and look at them at times when the children are not around. So I was in there, sitting on the cedar-chest, and I couldnt help hearing what they said.

She extracted another bonbon, bit into it, and shook her head:

And mother said to Eileen: Dearest, cant you learn to care for him? And Eileen—

Drina! he interrupted sharply, you must not repeat things you overhear.

Oh, I didnt hear anything more, said the child, because I remembered that I shouldnt listen, and I came out of the closet. Mother was standing by the bed, and Eileen was lying on the bed with her hands over her eyes; and I didnt know she had been crying until I said: Please excuse me for listening, and she sat up very quickly, and I saw her face was flushed and her eyes wet. . . . Isnt it possible for you to marry anybody, Uncle Philip?

No, Drina.

Not even if Eileen would marry you?

No.

Why?

You could not understand, dear. Even your mother cannot quite understand. So we wont ever speak of it again, Drina.

The child balanced a bonbon between thumb and forefinger, considering it very gravely.

I know something that mother does not, she said. And as he betrayed no curiosity:

Eileen is in love. I heard her say so.

He straightened up sharply, turning to look at her.

I was sleeping with her. I was still awake, and I heard her say: I do love you — I do love you. She said it very softly, and I cuddled up, supposing she meant me. But she was asleep.

She certainly meant you, said Selwyn, forcing his stiffened lips into a smile.

The child shook her head, looking down at the ring which she was turning on her finger:

No; she did not mean me.

H-how do you know?

Because she said a mans name.

The silence lengthened; he sat, tilted a little forward, blank gaze focussed on the snowy window; Drina, standing, leaned back into the hollow of his arm, absently studying her ring.

A few moments later her music-teacher arrived, and Drina was obliged to leave him.

If you dont wait until I have finished my music, she said, you wont see mother and Eileen. They are coming to take me to the riding-school at four oclock.

He said that he couldnt stay that day; and when she had gone away to the schoolroom he walked slowly to the window and looked out across the snowy Park, where hundreds of children were floundering about with gaily painted sleds. It was a pretty scene in the sunshine; crimson sweaters and toboggan caps made vivid spots of colour on the white expanse. Beyond, through the naked trees, he could see the drive, and the sleighs with their brilliant scarlet plumes and running-gear flashing in the sun. Overhead was the splendid winter blue of the New York sky, in which, at a vast height, sea-birds circled.

Meaning to go — for the house and its associations made him restless — he picked up the box of violets and turned to ring for a maid to take charge of them — and found himself confronting Eileen, who, in her furs and gloves, was just entering the room.

I came up, she said; they told me you were here, calling very formally upon Drina, if you please. What with her monopoly of you and Boots, there seems to be no chance for Nina and me.

They shook hands pleasantly; he offered her the box of violets, and she thanked him and opened it, and, lifting the heavy, perfumed bunch, bent her fresh young face to it. For a moment she stood inhaling the scent, then stretched out her arm, offering their fragrance to him.

The first night I ever knew you, you sent me about a wagon-load of violets, she said carelessly.

He nodded pleasantly; she tossed her muff on to the library table, stripped off her gloves, and began to unhook her fur coat, declining his aid with a quick shake of her head.

It is easy — you see! — as the sleeves slid from her arms and the soft mass of fur fell into a chair. And, by the way, Drina said that you couldnt wait to see Nina, she continued, turning to face a mirror and beginning to withdraw the jewelled pins from her hat, so you wont for a moment consider it necessary to remain just because I wandered in — will you?

He made no reply; she was still busy with her veil and hat and her bright, glossy hair, the ends of which curled up at the temples — a burnished frame for her cheeks which the cold had delicately flushed to a wild-rost tint. Then, brushing back the upcurled tendrils of her hair, she turned to confront him, faintly smiling, brows lifted in silent repetition of her question.

I will stay until Nina comes, if I may, he said slowly.

She seated herself. You may, she said mockingly; we dont allow you in the house very often, so when you do come you may remain until the entire family can congregate to inspect you. She leaned back, looking at him; then look and manner changed, and she bent impulsively forward:

You dont look very well, Captain Selwyn; are you?

Perfectly. I — he laughed— I am growing old; that is all.

Do you say that to annoy me? she asked, with a disdainful shrug, or to further impress me?

He shook his head and touched the hair at his temples significantly.

Pooh! she retorted. It is becoming — is that what you mean?

I hope it is. Theres no reason why a man should not grow old gracefully—

Captain Selwyn! But of course you only say it to bring out that latent temper of mine. Its about the only thing that does it, too. . . . And please dont plague me — if youve only a few moments to stay. . . . It may amuse you to know that I, too, am exhibiting signs of increasing infirmity; my temper, if you please, is not what it once was.

Worse than ever? he asked in pretended astonishment.

Far worse. It is vicious. Kit-Ki took a nap on a new dinner-gown of mine, and I slapped her. And the other day Drina hid in a clothes-press while Nina was discussing my private affairs, and when the little imp emerged I could have shaken her. Oh, I am certainly becoming infirm; so if you are, too, comfort yourself with the knowledge that I am keeping pace with you through the winter of our discontent.

At the mention of the incident of which Drina had already spoken to him, Selwyn raised his head and looked at the girl curiously. Then he laughed.

I am wondering, he said in a bantering voice, what secrets Drina heard. I think Id better ask her—

You had better not! Besides, I said nothing at all.

But Nina did.

She nodded, lying there, arms raised, hands clasping the upholstered wings of the big chair, and gazing at him out of indolent, amused eyes.

Would you like to know what Nina was saying to me? she asked.

Id rather hear what you said to her.

I told you that I said nothing.

Not a word? he insisted.

Not a word.

Not even a sound?

N — well — I wont answer that.

Oho! he laughed. So you did make some sort of inarticulate reply! Were you laughing or weeping?

Perhaps I was yawning. How do you know? she smiled.

After a moment he said, still curious: Why were you crying, Eileen?

Crying! I didnt say I was crying.

I assume it.

To prove or disprove that assumption, she said coolly, amused, let us hunt up a motive for a possible display of tears. What, Captain Selwyn, have I to cry about? Is there anything in the world that I lack? Anything that I desire and cannot have?

Is there? he repeated.

I asked you, Captain Selwyn.

And, unable to reply, he said, I ask you.

And I, she retorted, refuse to answer.

Oho! So there is, then, something you lack? There is a motive for possible tears?

You have not proven it, she said.

You have not denied it.

She tipped back her head, linked her fingers under her chin, and looked at him across the smooth curve of her cheeks.

Well — yes, she admitted, I was crying — if you insist on knowing. Now that you have so cleverly driven me to admit that, can you also force me to tell you why I was so tearful?

Certainly, he said promptly; it was something Nina said that made you cry.

They both laughed.

Oh, what a come-down! she said teasingly. You knew that before. But can you force me to confess to you what Nina was saying? If you can you are the cleverest cross-examiner in the world, for Id rather perish than tell you—

Oh, he said instantly, then it was something about love!

He had not meant to say it; he had spoken too quickly, and the flush of surprise on the girls face was matched by the colour rising to his own temples. And, to retrieve the situation, he spoke too quickly again — and too lightly.

A girl would rather perish than admit that she is in love? he said, forcing a laugh. That is rather a clever deduction, I think. Unfortunately, however, I happen to know to the contrary, so all my cleverness comes to nothing.

The surprise had faded from her face, but the colour remained; and with it something else — something in the blue eyes which he had never before encountered there — the faintest trace of recoil, of shrinking away from him.

And she herself did not know it was there — did not quite realise that she had been hurt. Surprise that he had chanced so abruptly, so unerringly upon the truth had startled and confused her; but that he had made free of the truth so lightly, so carelessly, laughingly amused, left her without an answering smile.

That it had been an accident — a chance surmise which perhaps he himself did not credit — which he could not believe — made it no easier for her. For the first time in his life he had said something which left her unresponsive, with a sense of bruised delicacy and of privacy invaded. A tinge of fear of him crept in, too. She did not misconstrue what he had said under privilege of a jest, but after what had once passed between them she had not considered that love, even in the abstract, might serve as a mocking text for any humour or jesting sermon from a man who had asked her what he once asked — the man she had loved enough to weep for when she had refused him only because she lacked what he asked for. Knowing that she loved him in her own innocent fashion, scarcely credulous that he ever could be dearer to her, yet shyly wistful for whatever more the years might add to her knowledge of a love so far immune from stress or doubt or the mounting thrill of a deeper emotion, she had remained confidently passive, warmly loyal, reverencing the mystery of the love he offered, though she could not understand it or respond.

And now — now a chance turn; of a word — a trend to an idle train of thought, jestingly followed! — and, without warning, they had stumbled on a treasured memory, too frail, too delicately fragile, to endure the shock.

And now fear crept in — fear that he had forgotten, had changed. Else how could he have spoken so? . . . And the tempered restraint of her quivered at the thought — all the serenity, the confidence in life and in him began to waver. And her first doubt crept in upon her.

She turned her expressionless face from him and, resting her cheek against the velvet back of the chair, looked out into the late afternoon sunshine.

All the long autumn without him, all her long, lonely, leisure hours in the golden weather, his silence, his withdrawal into himself, and his work, hitherto she had not misconstrued, though often she confused herself in explaining it. Impatience of his absence, too, had stimulated her to understand the temporary state of things — to know that time away from him meant for her only existence in suspense.

Very, very slowly, by degrees imperceptible, alone with memories of him and of their summers happiness already behind her, she had learned that time added things to what she had once considered her full capacity for affection.

Alone with her memories of him, at odd moments during the day — often in the gay clamour and crush of the social routine — or driving with Nina, or lying, wide-eyed, on her pillow at night, she became conscious that time, little by little, very gradually but very surely, was adding to her regard for him frail, new, elusive elements that stole in to awake an unquiet pulse or stir her heart into a sudden thrill, leaving it fluttering, and a faint glow gradually spreading through her every vein.

She was beginning to love him no longer in her own sweet fashion, but in his; and she was vaguely aware of it, yet curiously passive and content to put no question to herself whether it was true or false. And how it might be with him she evaded asking herself, too; only the quickening of breath and pulse questioned the pure thoughts unvoiced; only the increasing impatience of her suspense confirmed the answer which now, perhaps, she might give him one day while the blessed world was young.

At the thought she moved uneasily, shifting her position in the chair. Sunset, and the swift winter twilight, had tinted, then dimmed, the light in the room. On the oak-beamed ceiling, across the ivory rosettes, a single bar of red sunlight lay, broken by rafter and plaster foliation. She watched it turn to rose, to ashes. And, closing her eyes, she lay very still and motionless in the gray shadows closing over all.

He had not yet spoken when again she lifted her eyes and saw him sitting in the dusk, one arm resting across his knee, his body bent slightly forward, his gaze vacant.

Into himself again! — silently companioned by the shadows of old thoughts; far from her — farther than he had ever been. For a while she lay there, watching him, scarcely breathing; then a faint shiver of utter loneliness came over her — of desire for his attention, his voice, his friendship, and the expression of it. But he never moved; his eyes seemed dull and unseeing; his face strangely gaunt to her, unfamiliar, hard. In the dim light he seemed but the ghost of what she had known, of what she had thought him — a phantom, growing vaguer, more unreal, slipping away from her through the fading light. And the impulse to arouse herself and him from the dim danger — to arrest the spell, to break it, and seize what was their own in life overwhelmed her; and she sat up, grasping the great arms of her chair, slender, straight, white-faced in the gloom.

But he did not stir. Then unreasoning, instinctive fear confused her, and she heard her own voice, sounding strangely in the twilight:

What has come between us, Captain Selwyn? What has happened to us? Something is all wrong, and I — I ask you what it is, because I dont know. Tell me.

He had lifted his head at her first word, hesitatingly, as though dazed.

Could you tell me? she asked faintly.

Tell you what, child?

Why you are so silent with me; what has crept in between us? I — the innocent courage sustaining her— I have not changed — except a little in — in the way you wished. Have you?

No, he said in an altered voice.

Then — what is it? I have been — you have left me so much alone this winter — and I supposed I understood—

My work, he said; but she scarcely knew the voice for his.

I know; you have had no time. I know that; I ought to know it by this time, for I have told myself often enough. And yet — when we are together, it is — it has been — different. Can you tell me why? Do you think me changed?

You must not change, he said.

No, she breathed, wondering, I could not — except — a little, as I told you.

You must not change — not even that way! he repeated in a voice so low she could scarcely hear him — and believed she had misunderstood him.

I did not hear you, she said faintly. What did you say to me?

I cannot say it again.

She slowly shook her head, not comprehending, and for a while sat silent, struggling with her own thoughts. Then, suddenly instinct with the subtle fear which had driven her into speech:

When I said — said that to you — last summer; when I cried in the swinging seat there — because I could not answer you — as I wished to — did that change you, Captain Selwyn?

No.

Then y-you are unchanged?

Yes, Eileen.

The first thrill of deep emotion struck through and through her.

Then — then that is not it, she faltered. I was afraid — I have sometimes wondered if it was. . . . I am very glad, Captain Selwyn. . . . Will you wait a — a little longer — for me to — to change?

He stood up suddenly in the darkness, and she sprang to her feet, breathless; for she had caught the low exclamation, and the strange sound that stifled it in his throat.

Tell me, she stammered, w-what has happened. D-dont turn away to the window; dont leave me all alone to endure this — this something I have known was drawing you away — I dont know where! What is it? Could you not tell me, Captain Selwyn? I — I have been very frank with you; I have been truthful — and loyal. I gave you, from the moment I knew you, all of me there was to give. And — and if there is more to give — now — it was yours when it came to me.

Do you think I am too young to know what I am saying? Solitude is a teacher. I — I am still a scholar, perhaps, but I think that you could teach me what my drill-master, Solitude, could not . . . if it — it is true you love me.

The mounting sea of passion swept him; he turned on her, unsteadily, his hands clenched, not daring to touch her. Shame, contrition, horror that the damage was already done, all were forgotten; only the deadly grim duty of the moment held him back.

Dear, he said, because I am unchanged — because I — I love you so — help me! — and God help us both.

Tell me, she said steadily, but it was fear that stilled her voice. She laid one slim hand on the table, bearing down on the points of her fingers until the nails whitened, but her head was high and her eyes met his, straight, unwavering.

I — I knew it, she said; I understood there was something. If it is trouble — and I see it is — bring it to me. If I am the woman you took me for, give me my part in this. It is the quickest way to my heart, Captain Selwyn.

But he had grown afraid, horribly afraid. All the cowardice in him was in the ascendant. But that passed; watching his worn face, she saw it passing. Fear clutched at her; for the first time in her life she desired to go to him, hold fast to him, seeking in contact the reassurance of his strength; but she only stood straighter, a little paler, already half divining in the clairvoyance of her young soul what lay still hidden.

Do you ask a part in this? he said at last.

I ask it.

Why?

Her eyes wavered, then returned his gaze:

For love of you, she said, as white as death.

He caught his breath sharply and straightened out, passing one hand across his eyes. When she saw his face again in the dim light it was ghastly.

There was a woman, he said, for whom I was once responsible. He spoke wearily, head bent, resting the weight of one arm on the table against which she leaned. Do you understand? he asked.

Yes. You mean — Mrs. Ruthven.

I mean — her. Afterward — when matters had altered — I came — home.

He raised his head and looked about him in the darkness.

Came home, he repeated, no longer a man; the shadow of a man, with no hope, no outlook, no right to hope.

He leaned heavily on the table, his arm rigid, looking down at the floor as he spoke.

No right to hope. Others told me that I still possessed that right. I knew they were wrong; I do not mean that they persuaded me — I persuaded myself that, after all, perhaps my right to hope remained to me. I persuaded myself that I might be, after all, the substance, not the shadow.

He looked up at her:

And so I dared to love you.

She gazed at him, scarcely breathing.

Then, he said, came the awakening. My dream had ended.

She waited, the lace on her breast scarce stirring, so still she stood, so pitifully still.

Such responsibility cannot die while those live who undertook it. I believed it until I desired to believe it no longer. But a mans self-persuasion cannot alter such laws — nor can human laws confirm or nullify them, nor can a great religion do more than admit their truth, basing its creed upon such laws. . . . No man can put asunder, no laws of man undo the burden. . . . And, to my shame and disgrace, I have had to relearn this after offering you a love I had no right to offer — a life which is not my own to give.

He took one step toward her, and his voice fell so low that she could just hear him:

She has lost her mind, and the case is hopeless. Those to whom the laws of the land have given care of her turned on her, threatened her with disgrace. And when one friend of hers halted this miserable conspiracy, her malady came swiftly upon her, and suddenly she found herself helpless, penniless, abandoned, her mind already clouded, and clouding faster! . . . Eileen, was there then the shadow of a doubt as to the responsibility? Because a mans son was named in the parable, does the lesson end there — and are there no others as prodigal — no other bonds that hold as inexorably as the bond of love?

Men — a lawyer or two — a referee — decided to remove a burden; but a higher court has replaced it.

He came and stood directly before her:

I dare not utter one word of love to you; I dare not touch you. What chance is there for such a man as I?

No chance — for us, she whispered. Go!

For a second he stood motionless, then, swaying slightly, turned on his heel.

And long after he had left the house she still stood there, eyes closed, colourless lips set, her slender body quivering, racked with the first fierce grief of a womans love for a man.




CHAPTER XII

HER WAY
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NEERGARD HAD ALREADY begun to make mistakes. The first was in thinking that, among those whose only distinction was their wealth, his own wealth permitted him the same insolence and ruthlessness that so frequently characterised them.

Clever, vindictively patient, circumspect, and commercially competent as he had been, his intelligence was not of a high order. The intelligent never wilfully make enemies; Neergard made them gratuitously, cynically kicking from under him the props he used in mounting the breach, and which he fancied he no longer needed as a scaffolding now that he had obtained a foothold on the outer wall. Thus he had sneeringly dispensed with Gerald; thus he had shouldered Fane and Harmon out of his way when they objected to the purchase of Neergards acreage adjoining the Siowitha preserve, and its incorporation as an integral portion of the club tract; thus he was preparing to rid himself of Ruthven for another reason. But he was not yet quite ready to spurn Ruthven, because he wanted a little more out of him — just enough to place himself on a secure footing among those of the younger set where Ruthven, as hack cotillon leader, was regarded by the young with wide-eyed awe.

Why Neergard, who had forced himself into the Siowitha, ever came to commit so gross a blunder as to dragoon, or even permit, the club to acquire the acreage, the exploiting of which had threatened their existence, is not very clear.

Once within the club he may have supposed himself perpetually safe, not only because of his hold on Ruthven, but also because, back of his unflagging persistence, back of his determination to shoulder and push deep into the gilded, perfumed crush where purse-strings and morals were loosened with every heave and twist in the panting struggle around the raw gold altar — back of the sordid past, back of all the resentment, and the sinister memory of wrongs and grievances, still unbalanced, lay an enormous vanity.

It was the vanity in him — even in the bitter days — that throbbed with the agony of the bright worlds insolence; it was vanity which sustained him in better days where he sat nursing in his crooked mind the crooked thoughts that swarmed there. His desire for position and power was that; even his yearning for corruption was but the desire for the satiation of a vanity as monstrous as it was passionless. His to have what was shared by those he envied — the power to pick and choose, to ignore, to punish. His to receive, not to seek; to dispense, not to stand waiting for his portion; his the freedom of the forbidden, of everything beyond him, of all withheld, denied by this bright, loose-robed, wanton-eyed goddess from whose invisible altar he had caught a whiff of sacrificial odours, standing there through the wintry years in the squalor and reek of things.

Now he had arrived among those outlying camps where camp-followers and masters mingled. Certain card-rooms were open to him, certain drawing-rooms, certain clubs. Through them he shouldered, thrilled as he advanced deeper into the throng, fired with the contact of the crush around him.

Already the familiarity of his appearance and his name seemed to sanction his presence; two minor clubs, but good ones — in need of dues — had strained at this social camel and swallowed him. Card-rooms welcomed him — not the rooms once flung open contemptuously for his plucking — but rooms where play was fiercer, and where those who faced him expected battle to the limit.

And they got it, for he no longer felt obliged to lose. And that again was a mistake: he could not yet afford to win.

Thick in the chance and circumstance of the outer camp, heavily involved financially and already a crushing financial force, meshed in, or spinning in his turn the strands and counter-strands of intrigue, with a dozen men already mortally offended and a woman or two alarmed or half-contemptuously on guard, flattered, covetous, or afraid, the limit of Neergards intelligence was reached; his present horizon ended the world for him because he could not imagine anything beyond it; and that smirking vanity which had squired him so far, hat in hand, now plucked off its mask and leered boldly about in the wake of its close-eyed master.

George Fane, unpleasantly involved in Block Copper, angry, but not very much frightened, turned in casual good faith to Neergard to ease matters until he could cover. And Neergard locked him in the tighter and shouldered his way through Rosamunds drawing-room to the sill of Sanxon Orchils outer office, treading brutally on Harmons heels.

Harmon in disgust, wrath, and fear went to Craig; Craig to Maxwell Hunt; Hunt wired Mottly; Mottly, cold and sleek in his contempt, came from Palm Beach.

The cohesive power of caste is an unknown element to the outsider.

That he had unwittingly and prematurely aroused some unsuspected force on which he had not counted and of which he had no definite knowledge was revealed to Neergard when he desired Rosamund to obtain for him an invitation to the Orchils ball.

It appeared that she could not do so — that even the threatened tendency of Block Copper could not sharpen her wits to devise a way for him. Very innocently she told him that Jack Ruthven was leading the Chinese Cotillon with Mrs. Delmour-Carnes from one end, Gerald Erroll with Gladys from the other — a hint that a card ought to be easy enough to obtain in spite of the strangely forgetful Orchils.

Long since he had fixed upon Gladys Orchil as the most suitable silent partner for the unbuilt house of Neergard, unconcerned that rumour was already sending her abroad for the double purpose of getting rid of Gerald and of giving deserving aristocracy a look-in at the fresh youth of her and her selling price.

Nothing, so far, had checked his progress; why should rumour? Elbow and money had shoved him on and on, shoulder-deep where his thin nose pointed, crowding aside and out of his way whatever was made to be crowded out; and going around, hat off, whatever remained arrogantly immovable.

So he had come, on various occasions, close to the unruffled skirts of this young girl — not yet, however, in her own house. But Sanxon Orchil had recently condescended to turn around in his office chair and leave his amusing railroad combinations long enough to divide with Neergard a quarter of a million copper profits; and there was another turn to be expected when Neergard gave the word.

Therefore, it puzzled and confused Neergard to be overlooked where the gay world had been summoned with an accompanying blast from the public press; therefore he had gone to Rosamund with the curtest of hints; but he had remained, standing before her, checked, not condescending to irritation, but mentally alert to a new element of resistance which he had not expected — a new force, palpable, unlooked for, unclassified as yet in his schedule for his lifes itinerary. That force was the cohesive power of abstract caste in the presence of a foreign irritant threatening its atomic disintegration. That foreign and irritating substance was himself. But he had forgotten in his vanity that which in his rawer shrewdness he should have remembered. Eternal vigilance was the price; not the cancelled vouchers of the servitude of dead years and the half-servile challenge of the strange new days when his vanity had dared him to live.



Rosamund, smoothly groomed, golden-headed, and smiling, rose as Neergard moved slowly forward to take his leave.

So stupid of them to have overlooked you, she said; and I should have thought Gladys would have remembered — unless—

His close-set eyes focussed so near her own that she stopped, involuntarily occupied with the unusual phenomenon.

Unless what? he asked.

She was all laughing polished surface again. Unless Gladyss intellect, which has only room for one idea at a time, is already fully occupied.

With what? he demanded.

Oh, with that Gerald boy  — she shrugged indulgently— perhaps with her pretty American Grace and the outlook for the Insular invasion.

Neergards apple face was dull and mottled, and on the thin bridge of his nose the sweat glistened. He did not know what she meant; and she knew he did not.

As he turned to go she paced him a step or two across the rose-and-gold reception-room, hands linked behind her back, bending forward slightly as she moved beside him.

Gerald, poor lad, is to be disciplined, she observed. The prettiest of American duchesses takes her over next spring; and Heaven knows the household cavalry needs green forage . . . Besides, even Jack Ruthven may stand the chance they say he stands if it is true he has made up his mind to sue for his divorce.

Neergard wheeled on her; the sweat on his nose had become a bright bead.

Where did you hear that? he asked.

What? About Jack Ruthven? Her smooth shoulders fluttered her answer.

You mean its talked about? he insisted.

In some sets, she said with an indifference which coolly excluded the probability that he could have been in any position to hear what was discussed in those sets.

Again he felt the check of something intangible but real; and the vanity in him, flicked on the raw, peered out at her from his close-set eyes. For a moment he measured her from the edge of her skirt to her golden head, insolently.

You might remind your husband, he said, that Id rather like to have a card to the Orchil affair.

There is no use in speaking to George, she replied regretfully, shaking her head.

Try it, returned Neergard with the hint of a snarl; and he took his leave, and his hat from the man in waiting, who looked after him with the slightest twitching of his shaven upper lip. For the lifting of an eyebrow in the drawing-rooms becomes warrant for a tip that runs very swiftly below stairs.

That afternoon, alone in his office, Neergard remembered Gerald. And for the first time he understood the mistake of making an enemy out of what he had known only as a friendly fool.

But it was a detail, after all — merely a slight error in assuming too early an arrogance he could have afforded to wait for. He had waited a long, long while for some things.

As for Fane, he had him locked up with his short account. No doubt hed hear from the Orchils through the Fanes. However, to clinch the matter, he thought he might as well stop in to see Ruthven. A plain word or two to Ruthven indicating his own wishes — perhaps outlining his policy concerning the future house of Neergard — might as well be delivered now as later.

So that afternoon he took a hansom at Broad and Wall streets and rolled smoothly uptown, not seriously concerned, but willing to have a brief understanding with Ruthven on one or two subjects.

As his cab drove up to the intricately ornamental little house of gray stone, a big touring limousine wheeled out from the curb, and he caught sight of Sanxon Orchil and Phoenix Mottly inside, evidently just leaving Ruthven.

His smiling and very cordial bow was returned coolly by Orchil, and apparently not observed at all by Mottly. He sat a second in his cab, motionless, the obsequious smile still stencilled on his flushed face; then the flush darkened; he got out of his cab and, bidding the man wait, rang at the house of Ruthven.

Admitted, it was a long while before he was asked to mount the carved stairway of stone. And when he did, on every step, hand on the bronze rail, he had the same curious sense of occult resistance to his physical progress; the same instinct of a new element arising into the scheme of things the properties of which he felt a sudden fierce desire to test and comprehend.

Ruthven in a lounging suit of lilac silk, sashed in with flexible silver, stood with his back to the door as Neergard was announced; and even after he was announced Ruthven took his time to turn and stare and nod with a deliberate negligence that accented the affront.

Neergard sat down; Ruthven gazed out of the window, then, soft thumbs hooked in his sash, turned leisurely in impudent interrogation.

What the hell is the matter with you? asked Neergard, for the subtle something he had been encountering all day had suddenly seemed to wall him out of all he had conquered, forcing him back into the simpler sordid territory where ways and modes of speech were more familiar to him — where the spontaneous crudity of expression belonged among the husks of all he had supposed discarded for ever.

Really, observed Ruthven, staring at the seated man, I scarcely understand your remark.

Well, youll understand it perhaps when I choose to explain it, said Neergard. I see theres some trouble somewhere. What is it? Whats the matter with Orchil, and that hatchet-faced beagle-pup, Mottly? Is there anything the matter, Jack?

Nothing important, said Ruthven with an intonation which troubled Neergard. Did you come here to — ah — ask anything of me? Very glad to do anything, Im sure.

Are you? Well, then, I want a card to the Orchils.

Ruthven raised his brows slightly; and Neergard waited, then repeated his demand.

Ruthven began to explain, rather languidly, that it was impossible; but— I want it, insisted the other doggedly.

I cant be of any service to you in this instance.

Oh, yes, I think you can. I tell you I want that card. Do you understand plain speech?

Ya-as, drawled Ruthven, seating himself a trifle wearily among his cushions, but yours is so — ah — very plain — quite elemental, you know. You ask for a bid to the Orchils; I tell you quite seriously I cant secure one for you.

Youd better think it over, said Neergard menacingly.

Awfully sorry.

You mean you wont?

Ah — quite so.

Neergards thin nose grew white and tremulous:

Why?

You insist? in mildly bored deprecation.

Yes, I insist. Why cant you — or why wont you?

Well, if you really insist, they — ah — dont want you, Neergard.

Who — why — how do you happen to know that they dont? Is this some petty spite of that young cub, Gerald? Or — and he almost looked at Ruthven— is this some childish whim of yours?

Oh, really now—

Yes, really now, sneered Neergard, youd better tell me. And youd better understand, now, once for all, just exactly what Ive outlined for myself — so you can steer clear of the territory I operate in. He clasped his blunt fingers and leaned forward, projecting his whole body, thick legs curled under; but his close-set eyes still looked past Ruthven.

I need a little backing, he said, but I can get along without it. And what Im going to do is to marry Miss Orchil. Now you know; now you understand. I dont care a damn about the Erroll boy; and I think Ill discount right now any intentions of any married man to bother Miss Orchil after some Dakota decree frees him from the woman whom hes driven into an asylum.

Ruthven looked at him curiously:

So that is discounted, is it?

I think so, nodded Neergard. I dont think that man will try to obtain a divorce until I say the word.

Oh! Why not?

Because of my knowledge concerning that mans crooked methods in obtaining for me certain options that meant ruin to his own country club, said Neergard coolly.

I see. How extraordinary! But the club has bought in all that land, hasnt it?

Yes — but the stench of your treachery remains, my friend.

Not treachery, only temptation, observed Ruthven blandly. Ive talked it all over with Orchil and Mottly—

You — what! gasped Neergard.

Talked about it, repeated Ruthven, hard face guileless, and raising his eyebrows — a dreadful caricature of youth in the misleading smoothness of the minutely shaven face; I told Orchil what you persuaded me to do—

You — you damned—

Not at all, not at all! protested Ruthven, languidly settling himself once more among the cushions. And by the way, he added, theres a law — by-law — something or other, that I understand may interest you — he looked up at Neergard, who had sunk back in his chair— about unpaid assessments—

Neergard now for the first time was looking directly at him.

Unpaid assessments, repeated Ruthven. Its a, detail — a law — never enforced unless we — ah — find it convenient to rid ourselves of a member. Its rather useful, you see, in such a case — a technical pretext, you know. . . . I forget the exact phrasing; something about ceases to retain his membership, and such shares of stock as he may own in the said club shall be appraised and delivered to the treasurer upon receipt of the value — or something like that.

Still Neergard looked at him, hunched up in his chair, chin sunk on his chest.

Thought it just as well to mention it, said Ruthven blandly, as theyve seen fit to take advantage of the — ah — opportunity — under legal advice. Youll hear from the secretary, I fancy — Mottly, you know. . . . Is there anything more, Neergard?

Neergard scarcely heard him. He had listened, mechanically, when told in as many words that he had been read out of the Siowitha Club; he understood that he stood alone, discarded, disgraced, with a certain small coterie of wealthy men implacably hostile to him. But it was not that which occupied him: he was face to face with the new element of which he had known nothing — the subtle, occult resistance to himself and his personality, all that he represented, embodied, stood for, hoped for.

And for the first time he realised that among the ruthless, no ruthlessness was permitted him; among the reckless, circumspection had been required of him; no arrogance, no insolence had been permitted him among the arrogant and insolent; for, when such as he turned threateningly upon one of those belonging to that elemental matrix of which he dared suppose himself an integral part, he found that he was mistaken. Danger to one from such as he endangered their common caste — such as it was. And, silently, subtly, all through that portion of the social fabric, he became slowly sensible of resistance — resistance everywhere, from every quarter.

Now, hunched up there in his chair, he began to understand. If Ruthven had been a blackguard — it was not for him to punish him — no, not even threaten to expose him. His own caste would take care of that; his own sort would manage such affairs. Meanwhile Neergard had presumed to annoy them, and the society into which he had forced himself and which he had digestively affected, was now, squid-like, slowly turning itself inside out to expel him as a foreign substance from which such unimportant nutrition as he had afforded had been completely extracted.

He looked at Ruthven, scarcely seeing him. Finally he gathered his thick legs under to support him as he rose, stupidly, looking about for his hat.

Ruthven rang for a servant; when he came Neergard followed him without a word, small eyes vacant, the moisture powdering the ridge of his nose, his red blunt hands dangling as he walked. Behind him a lackey laughed.



In due time Neergard, who still spent his penny on a morning paper, read about the Orchil ball. There were three columns and several pictures. He read all there was to read about — the sickeningly minute details of jewels and costumes, the sorts of stuffs served at supper, the cotillon, the favours — then, turning back, he read about the dozen-odd separate hostesses who had entertained the various coteries and sets at separate dinners before the ball — read every item, every name, to the last imbecile period.

Then he rose wearily, and started downtown to see what his lawyers could do toward reinstating him in a club that had expelled him — to find out if there remained the slightest trace of a chance in the matter. But even as he went he knew there could be none. The squid had had its will with him, not he with the squid; and within him rose again all the old hatred and fear of these people from whom he had desired to extract full payment for the black days of need he had endured, for the want, the squalor, the starvation he had passed through.

But the reckoning left him where he had started — save for the money they had used when he forced it on them — not thanking him.

So he went to his lawyers — every day for a while, then every week, then, toward the end of winter, less often, for he had less time now, and there was a new pressure which he was beginning to feel vaguely hostile to him in his business enterprises — hitches in the negotiations of loans, delays, perhaps accidental, but annoying; changes of policy in certain firms who no longer cared to consider acreage as investment; and a curiously veiled antagonism to him in a certain railroad, the reorganisation of which he had dared once to aspire to.

And one day, sitting alone in his office, a clerk brought him a morning paper with one column marked in a big blue-pencilled oval.

It was only about a boy and a girl who had run away and married because they happened to be in love, although their parents had prepared other plans for their separate disposal. The column was a full one, the heading in big type — a good deal of pother about a boy and a girl, after all, particularly as it appeared that their respective families had determined to make the best of it. Besides, the girls parents had other daughters growing up; and the prettiest of American duchesses would no doubt remain amiable. As for the household cavalry, probably some of them were badly in need of forage, but that thin red line could hold out until the younger sisters shed pinafores. So, after all, in spite of double leads and the full column, the runaways could continue their impromptu honeymoon without fear of parents, duchess, or a rescue charge from that thin, red, and impecunious line.



It took Neergard all day to read that column before he folded it away and pigeonholed it among a lot of dusty documents — uncollected claims, a memorandum of a deal with Ruthven, a note from an actress, and the papers in his case against the Siowitha Club which would never come to a suit — he knew it now — never amount to anything. So among these archives of dead desires, dead hopes, and of vengeance deferred sine die, he laid away the soiled newspaper.

Then he went home, very tired with a mental lassitude that depressed him and left him drowsy in his great arm-chair before the grate — too drowsy and apathetic to examine the letters and documents laid out for him by his secretary, although one of them seemed to be important — something about alienation of affections, something about a yacht and Mrs. Ruthven, and a heavy suit to be brought unless other settlement was suggested as a balm to Mr. Ruthven.

To dress for dinner was an effort — a purely mechanical operation which was only partly successful, although his man aided him. But he was too tired to continue the effort; and at last it was his man alone who disembarrassed him of his heavy clothing and who laid him among the bedclothes, where he sank back, relaxed, breathing loudly in the dreadful depressed stupor of utter physical and neurotic prostration.

Meaningless to him the hurriedly intrusive attorneys — his own and Ruthvens — who forced their way in that night — or was it the next, or months later? A weight like the weight of death lay on him, mind and body. If he comprehended what threatened, what was coming, he did not care. The world passed on, leaving him lying there, nerveless, exhausted, a derelict on a sea too stormy for such as he — a wreck that might have sailed safely in narrower waters.

And some day hed be patched up and set afloat once more to cruise and operate and have his being in the safer and smaller seas; some day, when the nerve crash had subsided and the slow, wounded mind came back to itself, and its petty functions were once more resumed — its envious scheming, its covetous capability, its vicious achievement. For with him achievement could embody only the meaner imitations of the sheer colossal coups by which the great financiers gutted a nation with kid-gloved fingers, and changed their gloves after the operation so that no blood might stick to Peters pence or smear the corner-stones of those vast and shadowy institutions upreared in restitution — black silhouettes against the infernal sunset of lives that end in the shadowy death of souls.



Even before Neergards illness Ruthvens domestic and financial affairs were in a villainous mess. Rid of Neergard, he had meant to deal him a crashing blow at the breakaway which would settle him for ever and incidentally bring to a crisis his own status in regard to his wife.

Whether or not his wife was mentally competent he did not know; he did not know anything about her. But he meant to. Selwyns threat, still fairly fresh in his memory, had given him no definite idea of Alixe, her whereabouts, her future plans, and whether or not her mental condition was supposed to be permanently impaired or otherwise.

That she had been, and probably now was, under Selwyns protection he believed; what she and Selwyn intended to do he did not know. But he wanted to know; he dared not ask Selwyn — dared not, because he was horribly afraid of Selwyn; dared not yet make a legal issue of their relations, of her sequestration, or of her probable continued infirmity, because of his physical fear of the man.

But there was — or he thought that there had been — one way to begin the matter, because the matter must sooner or later be begun: and that was to pretend to assume Neergard responsible; and, on the strength of his wifes summer sojourn aboard the Niobrara, turn on Neergard and demand a reckoning which he believed Selwyn would never hear of, because he did not suppose Neergard dared defend the suit, and would sooner or later compromise. Which would give him what he wanted to begin with, money, and the entering wedge against the wife he meant to be rid of in one way or another, even if he had to swear out a warrant against Selwyn before he demanded a commission to investigate her mental condition.

Ruthven was too deadly afraid of Selwyn to begin suit at that stage of the proceedings. All he could do was to start, through his attorneys, a search for his wife, and meanwhile try to formulate some sort of definite plan in regard to Gladys Orchil; for if that featherbrained youngster went abroad in the spring he meant to follow her and not only have the Atlantic between him and Selwyn when he began final suit for freedom, but also be in a position to ride off any of the needy household cavalry who might come caracolling and cavorting too close to the young girl he had selected to rehabilitate the name, fortune, and house of Ruthven.

This, in brief, was Ruthvens general scheme of campaign; and the entire affair had taken some sort of shape, and was slowly beginning to move, when Neergards illness came as an absolute check, just as the first papers were about to be served on him.

There was nothing to do but wait until Neergard got well, because his attorneys simply scoffed at any suggestion of settlement ex curia, and Ruthven didnt want a suit involving his wifes name while he and Selwyn were in the same hemisphere.

But he could still continue an unobtrusive search for the whereabouts of his wife, which he did. And the chances were that his attorneys would find her without great difficulty, because Selwyn had not the slightest suspicion that he was being followed.



In these days Selwyns life was methodical and colourless in its routine to the verge of dreariness.

When he was not at the Government proving grounds on Sandy Hook he remained in his room at Lansings, doggedly forcing himself into the only alternate occupation sufficient to dull the sadness of his mind — the preparation of a history of British military organisation in India, and its possible application to present conditions in the Philippines.

He had given up going out — made no further pretense; and Boots let him alone.

Once a week he called at the Gerards, spending most of his time while there with the children. Sometimes he saw Nina and Eileen, usually just returned or about to depart for some function; and his visit, as a rule, ended with a cup of tea alone with Austin, and a quiet cigar in the library, where Kit-Ki sat, paws folded under, approving of the fireside warmth in a pleasureable monotone.

On such evenings, late, if Nina and Eileen had gone to a dance, or to the opera with Boots, Austin, ruddy with well-being and shamelessly slippered, stretched luxuriously in the fire warmth, lazily discussing what was nearest to him — his children and wife, and the material comfort which continued to attend him with the blessing of that heaven which seems so largely occupied in fulfilling the desires of the good for their own commercial prosperity.

Too, he had begun to show a peculiar pride in the commercial development of Gerald, speaking often of his gratifying application to business, the stability of his modest position, the friends he was making among men of substance, their regard for him.

Not that the boy is doing much of a business yet, he would say with a tolerant shrug of his big fleshy shoulders, but hes laying the foundation for success — a good, upright, solid foundation — with the doubtful scheming of Neergard left out — at that time Neergard had not yet gone to pieces, physically— and I expect to aid him when aid is required, and to extend to him, judiciously, such assistance, from time to time, as I think he may require. . . . Theres one thing—

Austin puffed once or twice at his cigar and frowned; and Selwyn, absently watching the dying embers on the hearth, waited in silence.

One thing, repeated Austin, reaching for the tongs and laying a log of white birch across the coals; and that is Geralds fondness for pretty girls. . . . Not that it isnt all right, too, but I hope he isnt going to involve himself — hang a millstone around his neck before he can see his way clear to some promise of a permanent income based on—

Pooh! said Selwyn.

Whats that? demanded Austin, turning red.

Selwyn laughed. What did you have when you married my sister?

Austin, still red and dignified, said:

Your sister is a very remarkable woman — extremely unusual. I had the good sense to see that the first time I ever met her.

Gerald will see the same thing when his time comes, said Selwyn quietly. Dont worry, Austin; hes sound at the core.

Austin considered his cigar-end, turning it round and round. Theres good stock in the boy; I always knew it — even when he acted like a yellow pup. You see, Phil, that my treatment of him was the proper treatment. I was right in refusing to mollycoddle him or put up with any of his callow, unbaked impudence. You know yourself that you wanted me to let up on him — make all kinds of excuses. Why, man, if I had given him an inch leeway hed have been up to his ears in debt. But I was firm. He saw Id stand no fooling. He didnt dare contract debts which he couldnt pay. So now, Phil, you can appreciate the results of my attitude toward him.

I can, indeed, said Selwyn thoughtfully.

I think Ive made a man of him, persisted Austin.

Hes certainly a manly fellow, nodded Selwyn.

You admit it?

Certainly, Austin.

Well, Im glad of it. You thought me harsh — oh, I know you did! — but I dont blame you. I knew what I was about. Why, Phil, if I hadnt taken the firm stand I took that boy would have been running to Nina and Eileen — he did go to his sister once, but he never dared try it again! — and hed probably have borrowed money of Neergard and — by Jove! he might even have come to you to get him out of his scrapes!

Oh, scarcely that, protested Selwyn with grave humour.

Thats all you know about it, nodded Austin, wise-eyed, smoking steadily. And all I have to say is that its fortunate for everybody that I stood my ground when he came around looking for trouble. For youre just the sort of a man, Phil, whod be likely to strip yourself if that young cub came howling for somebody to pay his debts of honour. Admit it, now; you know you are.

But Selwyn only smiled and looked into the fire.

After a few moments silence Austin said curiously: Youre a frugal bird. You used to be fastidious. Do you know that coat of yours is nearly the limit?

Nonsense, said Selwyn, colouring.

It is. . . . What do you do with your money? Invest it, of course; but you ought to let me place it. You never spend any; you should have a decent little sum tucked away by this time. Do your Chaosite experiments cost anything now?

No; the Government is conducting them.

Good business. What does the bally Government think of the powder, now?

I cant tell yet, said Selwyn listlessly. Theres a plate due to arrive to-morrow; it represents a section of the side armour of one of the new 22,000-ton battleships. . . . I hope to crack it.

Oh! — with a bursting charge?

Selwyn nodded, and rested his head on his hand.

A little later Austin cast the remains of his cigar from him, straightened up, yawned, patted his waistcoat, and looked wisely at the cat.

Im going to bed, he announced. Boots is to bring back Nina and Eileen. . . . You dont mind, do you, Phil? Ive a busy day to-morrow. . . . Theres Scotch over there — you know where things are. Ring if you have a sudden desire for anything funny like peacock feathers on toast. Theres cold grouse somewhere underground if youre going to be an owl. . . . And dont feed that cat on the rugs. . . . Good-night.

Good-night, nodded Selwyn, relighting his cigar.

He had no intention of remaining very long; he supposed that his sister and Eileen would be out late, wherever they were, and he merely meant to dream a bit longer before going back to bed.

He had been smoking for half an hour perhaps, lying deep in his chair, worn features dully illuminated by the sinking fire; and he was thinking about going — had again relighted his partly consumed cigar to help him with its fragrant companionship on his dark route homeward, when he heard a footfall on the landing, and turned to catch a glimpse of Gerald in overcoat and hat, moving silently toward the stairs.

Hello, old fellow! he said, surprised. I didnt know you were in the house.

The boy hesitated, turned, placed something just outside the doorway, and came quickly into the room.

Philip! he said with a curious, excited laugh, I want to ask you something. I never yet came to you without asking something and — you never have failed me. Would you tell me now what I had better do?

Certainly, said Selwyn, surprised and smiling; ask me, old fellow. Youre not eloping with some nice girl, are you?

Yes, said Gerald, calm in his excitement, I am.

What? repeated Selwyn gravely; what did you say?

You guessed it. I came home and dressed and Im going back to the Craigs to marry a girl whose mother and father wont let me have her.

Sit down, Gerald, said Selwyn, removing the cigar from his lips; but:

I havent time, said the boy. I simply want to know what youd do if you loved a girl whose mother means to send her to London to get rid of me and marry her to that yawning Elliscombe fellow who was over here. . . . What would you do? Shes too young to stand much of a siege in London — some Englishman will get her if he persists — and I mean to make her love me.

Oh! Doesnt she?

Y-es. . . . You know how young girls are. Yes, she does — now. But a year or two with that crowd — and the duchess being good to her, and Elliscombe yawning and looking like a sleepy Lohengrin or some damned prince in his Horse Guards helmet! — Selwyn, I can see the end of it. She cant stand it; shes too young not to get over it. . . . So, what would you do?

Who is she, Gerald?

I wont tell you.

Oh! . . . Of course shes the right sort?

Perfectly.

Young?

Very. Out last season.

Selwyn rose and began to pace the floor; Kit-Ki, disturbed, looked up, then resumed her purring.

Theres nothing dishonourable in this, of course, said Selwyn, halting short.

No, said the boy. I went to her mother and asked for her, and was sent about my business. Then I went to her father. You know him. He was decent, bland, evasive, but decent. Said his daughter needed a couple of seasons in London; hinted of some prior attachment. Which is rot; because she loves me — she admits it. Well, I said to him, Im going to marry Gladys; and he laughed and tried to look at his moustache; and after a while he asked to be excused. I took the count. Then I saw Gladys at the Craigs, and I said, Gladys, if youll give up the whole blooming heiress business and come with me, Ill make you the happiest girl in Manhattan. And she looked me straight in the eyes and said, Id rather grow up with you than grow old forgetting you.

Did she say that? asked Selwyn.

She said,Weve the greatest chance in the world, Gerald, to make something of each other. Is it a good risk? And I said, It is the best risk in the world if you love me. And she said, I do, dearly; Ill take my chance. And thats how it stands, Philip. . . . Shes at the Craigs — a suit-case and travelling-gown upstairs. Suddy Gray and Betty Craig are standing for it, and — with a flush— theres a little church, you know—

Around the corner. I know. Did you telephone?

Yes.

There was a pause; the older man dropped his hands into his pockets and stepped quietly in front of Gerald; and for a full minute they looked squarely at one another, unwinking.

Well? asked Gerald, almost tremulously. Cant you say, Go ahead!?

Dont ask me.

No, I wont, said the boy simply. A man doesnt ask about such matters; he does them. . . . Tell Austin and Nina. . . . And give this note to Eileen. He opened a portfolio and laid an envelope in Selwyns hands. And — by George! — I almost forgot! Here — and he laid a check across the note in Selwyns hand— heres the balance of what youve advanced me. Thank God, Ive made it good, every cent. But the debt is only the deeper. . . . Good-bye, Philip.

Selwyn held the boys hand a moment. Once or twice Gerald thought he meant to speak, and waited, but when he became aware of the check thrust back at him he forced it on Selwyn again, laughing:

No! no! If I did not stand clear and free in my shoes do you think Id dare do what Im doing? Do you suppose Id ask a girl to face with me a world in which I owed a penny? Do you suppose Im afraid of that world? — or of a soul in it? Do you suppose I cant take a living out of it?

Suddenly Selwyn crushed the boys hand.

Then take it! — and her, too! he said between his teeth; and turned on his heel, resting his arms on the mantel and his head face downward between them.

So Gerald went away in the pride and excitement of buoyant youth to take love as he found it and where he found it — though he had found it only as the green bud of promise which unfolds, not to the lover, but to love. And the boy was only one of many on whom the victory might have fallen; but such a man becomes the only man when he takes what he finds for himself — green bud, half blown, or open to its own deep fragrant heart. To him that hath shall be given, and much forgiven. For it is the law of the strong and the prophets: and a little should be left to that Destiny which the devout revere under a gentler name.



The affair made a splash in the social puddle, and the commotion spread outside of it. Inside the nine-and-seventy cackled; outside similar gallinaceous sounds. Neergard pored all day over the blue-pencilled column, and went home, stunned; the social sheet which is taken below stairs and read above was full of it, as was the daily press and the mouths of people interested, uninterested, and disinterested, legitimately or otherwise, until people began to tire of telling each other exactly how it happened that Gerald Erroll ran away with Gladys Orchil.

Sanxon Orchil was widely quoted as suavely and urbanely deploring the premature consummation of an alliance long since decided upon by both families involved; Mrs. Orchil snapped her electric-blue eyes and held her peace — between her very white teeth; Austin Gerard, secretly astounded with admiration for Gerald, received the reporters with a countenance expressive of patient pain, but downtown he made public pretence of busy indifference, as though not fully alive to the material benefit connected with the unexpected alliance. Nina wept — happily at moments — at moments she laughed — because she had heard all about the famous British invasion planned by the Orchils and abetted by Anglo-American aristocracy. She did not laugh too maliciously; she simply couldnt help it. Her set was not the Orchils set, their ways were not her ways; their orbits merely intersected occasionally; and, left to herself and the choice hers, she would not have troubled herself to engineer any such alliance, even to stir up Mrs. Sanxon Orchil. Besides, deep in her complacent little New York soul she had the faintest germ of contempt for the Cordova ancestors of the house of Orchil.

But the young and silly pair had now relieved her as well as Mrs. Orchil of any further trouble concerning themselves, the American duchess, the campaign, and the Horse Guards: they had married each other rather shamelessly one evening while supposed to be dancing at the Sandon Craigs, and had departed expensively for Palm Beach, whither Austin, grim, reticent, but inwardly immensely contented, despatched the accumulated exclamatory letters of the family with an intimation of his own that two weeks was long enough to cut business even with a honeymoon as excuse.

Meanwhile the disorganisation in the nursery was tremendous; the children, vaguely aware of the household demoralisation and excitement, took the opportunity to break loose on every occasion; and Kit-Ki, to her infinite boredom and disgust, was hunted from garret to cellar; and Drina, taking advantage, contrived to over-eat herself and sit up late, and was put to bed sick; and Eileen, loyal, but sorrowfully amazed at her brothers exclusion of her in such a crisis, became slowly overwhelmed with the realisation of her loneliness, and took to the seclusion of her own room, feeling tearful and abandoned, and very much like a very little girl whose heart was becoming far too full of all sorts of sorrows.

Nina misunderstood her, finding her lying on her bed, her pale face pillowed in her hair.

Only horridly ordinary people will believe that Gerald wanted her money, said Nina; as though an Erroll considered such matters at all — or needed to. Clear, clean English you are, back to the cavaliers whose flung purses were their thanks when the Cordovans held their horses heads. . . . What are you crying for?

I dont know, said Eileen; not for anything that you speak of. Neither Gerald nor I ever wasted any emotion over money, or what others think about it. . . . Is Drina ill?

No; only sick. Calomel will fix her, but she believes shes close to dissolution and shes sent for Boots to take leave of him — the little monkey! Im so indignant. Shes taken advantage of the general demoralisation to eat up everything in the house. . . . Billy fell downstairs, fox-hunting, and his nose bled all over that pink Kirman rug. . . . Boots is a dear; do you know what hes done?

What? asked Eileen listlessly, raising the back of her slender hand from her eyes to peer at Nina through the glimmer of tears.

Well, he and Phil have moved out of Bootss house, and Boots has wired Gerald and Gladys that the house is ready for them until they can find a place of their own. Of course theyll both come here — in fact, their luggage is upstairs now — Boots takes the blue room and Phil his old quarters, . . . But dont you think it is perfectly sweet of Boots? And isnt it good to have Philip back again?

Y-es, said Eileen faintly. Lying there, the deep azure of her eyes starred with tears, a new tremor altered her mouth, and the tight-curled upper lip quivered. Her heart, too, had begun its heavy, unsteady response in recognition of her lovers name; she turned partly away from Nina, burying her face in her brilliant hair; and beside her slim length, straight and tense, her arms lay, the small hands contracting till they had closed as tightly as her teeth.

It was no child, now, who lay there, fighting down the welling desolation; no visionary adolescent grieving over the colourless ashes of her first romance; not even the woman, socially achieved, intelligently and intellectually in love. It was a girl, old enough to realise that the adoration she had given was not wholly spiritual, that her delight in her lover and her response to him was not wholly of the mind, not so purely of the intellect; that there was still more, something sweeter, more painful, more bewildering that she could give him, desired to give — nay, that she could not withhold even with sealed eyes and arms outstretched in the darkness of wakeful hours, with her young heart straining in her breast and her set lips crushing back the unuttered cry.

Love! So that was it! — the need, the pain, the bewilderment, the hot sleeplessness, the mad audacity of a blessed dream, the flushed awakening, stunned rapture — and then the gray truth, bleaching the rose tints from the fading tapestries of slumberland, leaving her flung across her pillows, staring at daybreak.



Nina had laid a cool smooth hand across her forehead, pushing back the hair — a light caress, sensitive as an unasked question.

But there was no response, and presently the elder woman rose and went out along the landing, and Eileen heard her laughingly greeting Boots, who had arrived post-haste on news of Drinas plight.

Dont be frightened; the little wretch carried tons of indigestible stuff to her room and sat up half the night eating it. Wheres Philip?

I dont know. Heres a special delivery for him. I signed for it and brought it from the house. Hell be here from the Hook directly, I fancy. Where is Drina?

In bed. Ill take you up. Mind you, therell be a scene, so nerve yourself.

They went upstairs together. Nina knocked, peeped in, then summoned Mr. Lansing.

Oh, Boots, Boots! groaned Drina, lifting her arms and encircling his neck, I dont think I am ever going to get well — I dont believe it, no matter what they say. I am glad you have come; I wanted you — and Im very, very sick. . . . Are you happy to be with me?

Boots sat on the bedside, the feverish little head in his arms, and Nina was a trifle surprised to see how seriously he took it.

Boots, she said, you look as though your last hour had come. Are you letting that very bad child frighten you? Drina, dear, mother doesnt mean to be horrid, but youre too old to whine. . . . Its time for the medicine, too—

Oh, mother! the nasty kind?

Certainly. Boots, if youll move aside—

Let Boots give it to me! exclaimed the child tragically. It will do no good; Im not getting better; but if I must take it, let Boots hold me — and the spoon!

She sat straight up in bed with a superb gesture which would have done credit to that classical gentleman who heroically swallowed the hemlock cocktail. Some of the dose bespattered Boots, and when the deed was done the child fell back and buried her head on his breast, incidentally leaving medicinal traces on his collar.

Half an hour later she was asleep, holding fast to Bootss sleeve, and that young gentleman sat in a chair beside her, discussing with her pretty mother the plans made for Gladys and Gerald on their expected arrival.

Eileen, pale and heavy-lidded, looked in on her way to some afternoon affair, nodding unsmiling at Boots.

Have you been rifling the pantry, too? he whispered. You lack your usual chromatic symphony.

No, Boots; Im just tired. If I wasnt physically afraid of Drina, Id get you to run off with me — anywhere. . . . What is that letter, Nina? For me?

Its for Phil. Boots brought it around. Leave it on the library table, dear, when you go down.

Eileen took the letter and turned away. A few moments later as she laid it on the library table, her eyes involuntarily noted the superscription written in the long, angular, fashionable writing of a woman.

And slowly the inevitable question took shape within her.

How long she stood there she did not know, but the points of her gloved fingers were still resting on the table and her gaze was still concentrated on the envelope when she felt Selwyns presence in the room, near, close; and looked up into his steady eyes. And knew he loved her.

And suddenly she broke down — for with his deep gaze in hers the overwrought spectre had fled! — broke down, no longer doubting, bowing her head in her slim gloved hands, thrilled to the soul with the certitude of their unhappiness eternal, and the dreadful pleasure of her share.

What is it? he made out to say, managing also to keep his hands off her where she sat, bowed and quivering by the table.

N-nothing. A — a little crisis — over now — nearly over. It was that letter^other women writing you. . . . And I — outlawed — tongue-tied. . . . Dont look at me, dont wait. I — I am going out.

He went to the window, stood a moment, came back to the table, took his letter, and walked slowly again to the window.

After a while he heard the rustle of her gown as she left the room, and a little later he straightened up, passed his hand across his tired eyes, and, looking down at the letter in his hand, broke the seal.

It was from one of the nurses, Miss Casson, and shorter than usual:

Mrs. Ruthven is physically in perfect health, but yesterday we noted a rather startling change in her mental condition. There were, during the day, intervals that seemed perfectly lucid. Once she spoke of Miss Bond as the other nurse, as though she realised something of the conditions surrounding her. Once, too, she seemed astonished when I brought her a doll, and asked me: Is there a child here? Or is it for a charity bazaar?

Later I found her writing a letter at my desk. She left it unfinished when she went to drive — a mere scrap. I thought it best to enclose it, which I do, herewith.

The enclosure he opened:

Phil, dear, though I have been very ill I know you are my own husband. All the rest was only a childs dream of terror—

And that was all — only this scrap, firmly written in the easy flowing hand he knew so well. He studied it for a moment or two, then resumed Miss Cassons letter:

A man stopped our sleigh yesterday, asking if he was not speaking to Mrs. Ruthven. I was a trifle worried, and replied that any communication for Mrs. Ruthven could be sent to me.

That evening two men — gentlemen apparently — came to the house and asked for me. I went down to receive them. One was a Dr. Mallison, the other said his name was Thomas B. Hallam, but gave no business address.

When I found that they had come without your knowledge and authority, I refused to discuss Mrs. Ruthvens condition, and the one who said his name was Hallam spoke rather peremptorily and in a way that made me think he might be a lawyer.

They got nothing out of me, and they left when I made it plain that I had nothing to tell them.

I thought it best to let you know about this, though I, personally, cannot guess what it might mean.

Selwyn turned the page:

One other matter worries Miss Bond and myself. The revolver you sent us at my request has disappeared. We are nearly sure Mrs. Ruthven has it — you know she once dressed it as a doll — calling it her army doll! — but now we cant find it. She has hidden it somewhere, out of doors in the shrubbery, we think, and Miss Bond and I expect to secure it the next time she takes a fancy to have all her dolls out for a lawn-party.

Dr. Wesson says there is no danger of her doing any harm with it, but wants us to secure it at the first opportunity—

He turned the last page; on the other side was merely the formula of leave-taking and Miss Cassons signature.

For a while he stood in the centre of the room, head bent, narrowing eyes fixed; then he folded the letter, pocketed it, and walked to the table where a directory lay.

He found the name, Hallam, very easily — Thomas B. Hallam, lawyer, junior in the firm of Spencer, Boyd & Hallam. They were attorneys for Jack Ruthven; he knew that.

Mallison he also found — Dr. James Mallison, who, it appeared, conducted some sort of private asylum on Long Island.

And when he had found what he wanted, he went to the telephone and rang up Mr. Ruthven, but the servant who answered the telephone informed him that Mr. Ruthven was not in town.

So Selwyn hung up the receiver and sat down, thoughtful, grim, the trace of a scowl creeping across his narrowing gray eyes.

Of the abject cowardice of Ruthven he had been so certain that he had hitherto discounted any interference from him. Yet, now, the man was apparently preparing for some sort of interference. What did he want? Selwyn had contemptuously refused to permit him to seek a divorce on the ground of his wifes infirmity. What was the man after?



The man was after his divorce, that was what it all meant. His first check on the long trail came with the stupefying news of Geralds runaway marriage to the young girl he was laying his own plans to marry some day in the future, and at first the news staggered him, leaving him apparently no immediate incentive for securing his freedom.

But Ruthven instantly began to realise that what he had lost he might not have lost had he been free to shoulder aside the young fellow who had forestalled him. The chance had passed — that particular chance. But hed never again allow himself to be caught in a position where such a chance could pass him by because he was not legally free to at least make the effort to seize it.

Fear in his soul had kept him from blazoning his wifes infirmity to the world as cause for an action against her; but he remembered Neergards impudent cruise with her on the Niobrara, and he had temporarily settled on that as a means to extort revenue, not intending such an action should ever come to trial. And then he learned that Neergard had gone to pieces. That was the second check.

Ruthven needed money. He needed it because he meant to put the ocean between himself and Selwyn before commencing any suit — whatever ground he might choose for entering such a suit. He required capital on which to live abroad during the proceedings, if that could be legally arranged. And meanwhile, preliminary to any plan of campaign, he desired to know where his wife was and what might he her actual physical and mental condition.

He had supposed her to be, or to have been, ill — at least erratic and not to be trusted with her own freedom; therefore he had been quite prepared to hear from those whom he employed to trace and find her that she was housed in some institution devoted to the incarceration of such unfortunates.

But Ruthven was totally unprepared for the report brought him by a private agency to the effect that Mrs. Ruthven was apparently in perfect health, living in the country, maintaining a villa and staff of servants; that she might be seen driving a perfectly appointed Cossack sleigh any day with a groom on the rumble and a companion beside her; that she seemed to be perfectly sane, healthy in body and mind, comfortable, happy, and enjoying life under the protection of a certain Captain Selwyn, who paid all her bills and, at certain times, was seen entering or leaving her house at Edgewater.

Excited, incredulous, but hoping for the worst, Ruthven had posted off to his attorneys. To them he naïively confessed his desire to be rid of Alixe; he reported her misconduct with Neergard — which he knew was a lie — her pretence of mental prostration, her disappearance, and his last interview with Selwyn in the card-room. He also gave a vivid description of that gentlemans disgusting behaviour, and his threats of violence during that interview.

To all of which his attorneys listened very attentively, bade him have no fear of his life, requested him to make several affidavits, and leave the rest to them for the present.

Which he did, without hearing from them until Mr. Hallam telegraphed him to come to Edgewater if he had nothing better to do.

And Ruthven had just arrived at that inconspicuous Long Island village when his servant, at the telephone, replied to Selwyns inquiry that his master was out of town.



Mr. Hallam was a very busy, very sanguine, very impetuous young man; and when he met Ruthven at the Edgewater station he told him promptly that he had the best case on earth; that he, Hallam, was going to New York on the next train, now almost due, and that Ruthven had better drive over and see for himself how gaily his wife maintained her household; for the Cossack sleigh, with its gay crimson tchug, had but just returned from the usual afternoon spin, and the young chatelaine of Willow Villa was now on the snow-covered lawn, romping with the coachmans huge white wolf-hound. . . . It might he just as well for Ruthven to stroll up that way and see for himself. The house was known as the Willow Villa. Any hackman could drive him past it.

As Hallam was speaking the New York train came thundering in, and the young lawyer, facing the snowy clouds of steam, swung his suit-case and himself aboard. On the Pullman platform he paused and looked around and down at Ruthven.

Its just as you like, he said. If youd rather come back with me on this train, come ahead! It isnt absolutely necessary that you make a personal inspection now; only that fellow Selwyn is not here to-day, and I thought if you wanted to look about a bit you could do it this afternoon without chance of running into him and startling the whole mess boiling.

Is Captain Selwyn in town? asked Ruthven, reddening.

Yes; an agency man telephoned me that hes just back from Sandy Hook—

The train began to move out of the station. Ruthven hesitated, then stepped away from the passing car with a significant parting nod to Hallam.

As the train, gathering momentum, swept past him, he stared about at the snow-covered station, the guard, the few people congregated there.

Theres another train at four, isnt there? he asked an official.

Four-thirty, express. Yes, sir.

A hackman came up soliciting patronage. Ruthven motioned him to follow, leading the way to the edge of the platform.

I dont want to drive to the village. What have you got there, a sleigh?

It was the usual Long Island depot-wagon, on runners instead of wheels.

Do you know the Willow Villa? demanded Ruthven.

Wilier Viller, sir? Yes, sir. Step right this way—

Wait! snapped Ruthven. I asked you if you knew it; I didnt say I wanted to go there.

The hackman in his woolly greatcoat stared at the little dapper, smooth-shaven man, who eyed him in return, coolly insolent, lighting a cigar.

I dont want to go to the Willow Villa, said Ruthven; I want you to drive me past it.

Sir?

Past it. And then turn around and drive back here. Is that plain?

Yes, sir.

Ruthven got into the closed body of the vehicle, rubbed the frost from the window, and peeked out. The hackman, unhitching his lank horse, climbed to the seat, gathered the reins, and the vehicle started to the jangling accompaniment of a single battered cow-bell.

The melancholy clamour of the bell annoyed little Mr. Ruthven; he was horribly cold, too, even in his fur coat. Also the musty smell of the ancient vehicle annoyed him as he sat, half turned around, peeping out of the rear window into the white tree-lined road.

There was nothing to see but the snowy road flanked by trees and stark hedges; nothing but the flat expanse of white on either side, broken here and there by patches of thin woodlands or by some old-time farmhouse with its slab shingles painted white and its green shutters and squat roof.

What a God-forsaken place, muttered little Mr. Ruthven with a hard grimace. If shes happy in this sort of a hole theres no doubt shes some sort of a lunatic.

He looked out again furtively, thinking of what the agency had reported to him. How was it possible for any human creature to live in such a waste and be happy and healthy and gay, as they told him his wife was. What could a human being do to kill the horror of such silent, deathly white isolation? Drive about in it in a Cossack sleigh, as they said she did? Horror!

The driver pulled up short, then began to turn his horse. Ruthven squinted out of the window, but saw no sign of a villa. Then he rapped sharply on the forward window, motioning the driver to descend, come around, and open the door.

When the man appeared Ruthven demanded why he had turned his horse, and the hackman, pointing to a wooded hill to the west, explained that the Willow Villa stood there.

Ruthven had supposed that the main road passed the house; he got out of the covered wagon, looked across at the low hill, and dug his gloved hands deeper into his fur-lined pockets.

For a while he stood in the snow, stolid, thoughtful, puffing his cigar. A half-contemptuous curiosity possessed him to see his wife once more before he discarded her; see what she looked like, whether she appeared normal and in possession of the small amount of sense he had condescended to credit her with.

Besides, here was a safe chance to see her. Selwyn was in New York, and the absolute certainty of his personal safety attracted him strongly, rousing all the latent tyranny in his meagre soul.

Probably — but he didnt understand the legal requirements of the matter, and whether or not it was necessary for him personally to see this place where Selwyn maintained her, and see her in it — probably he would be obliged to come here again with far less certainty of personal security from Selwyn. Perhaps that future visit might even be avoided if he took this opportunity to investigate. Whether it was the half-sneering curiosity to see his wife, or the hope of doing a thing now which, by the doing, he need not do later — whether it was either of these that moved him to the impulse, is not quite clear.

He said to the hackman: You wait here. Im going over to the Willow Villa for a few moments, and then Ill want you to drive me back to the station in time for that four-thirty. Do you understand?

The man said he understood, and Ruthven, bundled in his fur coat, picked his way across the crust, through a gateway, and up what appeared to be a hedged lane.

The lane presently disclosed itself as an avenue, now doubly lined with tall trees; this avenue he continued to follow, passing through a grove of locusts, and came out before a house on the low crest of a hill.

There were clumps of evergreens about, tall cedars, a bit of bushy foreland, and a stretch of snow. And across this open space of snow a young girl was moving, followed by a white wolf-hound. Once she paused, hesitated, looked cautiously around her. Ruthven, hiding behind a bush, saw her thrust her arm into a low evergreen shrub and draw out a shining object that glittered like glass. Then she started toward the house again.

At first Ruthven thought she was his wife, then he was not sure, and he cast his cigar away and followed, slinking forward among the evergreens. But the youthful fur-clad figure kept straight on to the veranda of the house, and Ruthven, curious and determined to find out whether it was Alixe or not, left the semi-shelter of the evergreens and crossed the open space just as the womans figure disappeared around an angle of the veranda.

Vexed, determined not to return without some definite discovery, Ruthven stepped upon the veranda. Just around the angle of the porch he heard a door opening, and he hurried forward impatient and absolutely unafraid, anxious to get one good look at his wife and be off.

But when he turned the angle of the porch there was no one there; only an open door confronted him, with a big, mild-eyed wolf-hound standing in the doorway, looking steadily up at him.

Ruthven glanced somewhat dubiously at the dog, then, as the animal made no offensive movement, he craned his fleshy neck, striving to see inside the house.

He did see — nothing very much — only the same young girl, still in her furs, emerging from an inner room, her arms full of dolls.

In his eagerness to see more, Ruthven pushed past the great white dog, who withdrew his head disdainfully from the unceremonious contact, but quietly followed Ruthven into the house, standing beside him, watching him out of great limpid, deerlike eyes.

But Ruthven no longer heeded the dog. His amused and slightly sneering gaze was fastened on the girl in furs who had entered what appeared to be a living room to the right, and now, down on her knees beside a couch, smiling and talking confidentially and quite happily to herself, was placing her dolls in a row against the wall.

The dolls were of various sorts, some plainly enough home-made, some very waxy and gay in sash and lace, some with polished smiling features of porcelain. One doll, however, was different — a bit of ragged red flannel and something protruding to represent the head, something that glittered. And the girl in the fur jacket had this curious doll in her hands when Ruthven, to make sure of her identity, took a quick impulsive step forward.
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With the acrid smell of smoke choking her.

Then the great white dog growled, very low, and the girl in the fur jacket looked around and up quickly.

Alixe! He realised it as she caught his pale eyes fixed on her; and she stared, sprang to her feet still staring. Then into her eyes leaped terror, the living horror of recognition distorting her face. And, as she saw he meant to speak she recoiled, shrinking away, turning in her fright like a hunted thing. The strange doll in her hand glittered; it was a revolver wrapped in a red rag.

W-whats the matter? he stammered, stepping forward, fearful of the weapon she clutched.

But at the sound of his voice she screamed, crept back closer against the wall, screamed again, pushing the shining muzzle of the weapon deep into her fur jacket above her breast.

F-for Gods sake! he gasped, dont fire! — dont—

She closed both eyes and pulled the trigger; something knocked her flat against the wall, but she heard no sound of a report, and she pulled the trigger again and felt another blow.

The second blow must have knocked her down, for she found herself rising to her knees, reaching for the table to aid her. But her hand was all red and slippery; she looked at it stupidly, fell forward, rose again, with the acrid smell of smoke choking her, and her pretty fur jacket all soaked with the warm wet stuff which now stained both hands.

Then she got to her knees once more, groped in the rushing darkness, and swayed forward, falling loosely and flat. And this time she did not try to rise.



It was her way; it had always been her way out of trouble; the quickest, easiest escape from what she did not choose to endure. And even when in her mind the light of reason had gone out for ever, she had not lost that instinct for escape; and, wittingly or not, she had taken the old way out of trouble — the shortest, quickest way. And where it leads — she knew at last, lying there on her face, her fur jacket and her little hands so soiled and red.

As for the man, they finally contrived to drag the dog from him, and lift him to the couch, where he lay twitching among the dolls for a while; then stopped twitching.

Later in the night men came with lanterns who carried him away. A doctor said that there was the usual chance for partial recovery. But it was the last excitement he could ever venture to indulge in. His own doctors had warned him often enough. Now he had learned something, but not as much as Alixe had already learned. And perhaps he never would; but no man knows such things with the authority to speak of them.



ARS AMORIS

Nine days is the period of time allotted the human mind in which to wonder at anything. In New York the limit is much less; no tragedy can hold the boards as long as that where the bill must be renewed three times u day to hold even the passing attention of those who themselves are eternal understudies in the continuous metropolitan performance. It is very expensive for the newspapers, but fortunately for them there is always plenty of trouble in the five boroughs, and an occasional catastrophe elsewhere to help out.

So they were grateful enough that the Edgewater tragedy lasted them forty-eight hours, and on the forty-ninth they forgot it.

In society it was about the same. Ruthven was evidently done for; that the spark of mere vitality might linger for years in the exterior shell of him familiar to his world, concerned that world no more. Interest in him was laid aside with the perfunctory finality with which the memory of Alixe was laid away.

As for Selwyn, a few people noticed his presence at the services; but even that episode was forgotten before he left the city, six hours later, under an invitation from Washington which admitted of no delay on the score of private business or of personal perplexity. For the summons was peremptory, and his obedience so immediate that a telegram to Austin comprised and concluded the entire ceremony of his leave-taking.

Later he wrote a great many letters to Eileen Erroll — not one of which he ever sent. But the formality of his silence was no mystery to her; and her response was silence as profound as the stillness in her soul. But deep into her young heart something new had been born, faint fire, latent, unstirred; and her delicate lips rested one on the other in the sensitive curve of suspense; and her white fingers, often now interlinked, seemed tremulously instinct with the exquisite tension hushing body and soul in breathless accord as they waited in unison.



Toward the end of March the special service battleship squadron of the North Atlantic fleet commenced testing Chaosite in the vicinity of the Southern rendezvous. Both main and secondary batteries were employed. Selwyn had been aboard the flag-ship for nearly a month.

In April the armoured ships left the Southern drill ground and began to move northward. A destroyer took Selwyn across to the great fortress inside the Virginia Capes and left him there. During his stay there was almost constant firing; later he continued northward as far as Washington; but it was not until June that he telegraphed Austin:

Government satisfied. Appropriation certain next session. Am on my way to New York.

Austin, in his house, which was now dismantled for the summer, telephoned Nina at Silverside that he had been detained and might not be able to grace the festivities which were to consist of a neighbourhood dinner to the younger set in honour of Mrs. Gerald. But he said nothing about Selwyn, and Nina did not suspect that her brothers arrival in New York had anything to do with Austins detention.

There was in Austin a curious substreak of sentiment which seldom came to the surface except where his immediate family was involved. In his dealings with others he avoided it; even with Gerald and Eileen there had been little of this sentiment apparent. But where Selwyn was concerned, from the very first days of their friendship, he had always felt in his heart very close to the man whose sister he had married, and was always almost automatically on his guard to avoid any expression of that affection. Once he had done so, or attempted to, when Selwyn first arrived from the Philippines, and it made them both uncomfortable to the verge of profanity, but remained as a shy source of solace to them both.

And now as Selwyn came leisurely up the front steps, Austin, awaiting him feverishly, hastened to smooth the florid jocose mask over his features, and walked into the room, big hand extended, large bantering voice undisturbed by the tremor of a welcome which filled his heart and came near filling his eyes:

So youve stuck the poor old Government at last, have you? Took em all in — forts, fleet, and the marine cavalry?

Sure thing, said Selwyn, laughing in the crushing grasp of the big fist. How are you, Austin? Everybodys in the country, I suppose, glancing around at the linen-shrouded furniture. How is Nina? And the kids? . . . Good business! . . . And Eileen?

Shes all right, said Austin; gad! shes really a superb specimen this summer. . . . You know she rather eased off last winter — got white around the gills and blue under the eyes. . . . Some heart trouble — we all thought it was you. Young girls have such notions sometimes, and I told Nina, but she sat on me. . . . Wheres your luggage? Oh, is it all here? — enough, I mean, for us to catch a train for Silverside this afternoon.

Has Nina any room for me? asked Selwyn.

Room! Certainly. I didnt tell her you were coming, because if you hadnt, the kids would have been horribly disappointed. She and Eileen are giving a shindy for Gladys — thats Geralds new acquisition, you know. So if you dont mind butting into a baby-show well run down. Its only the younger bunch from Hitherwood House and Brookminster. What do you say, Phil?

Selwyn said that he would go — hesitating before consenting. A curious feeling of age and grayness had suddenly come over him — a hint of fatigue, of consciousness that much of life lay behind him.

Yet in his face and in his bearing he could not have shown much of it, though at his deeply sun-burned temples the thick, close-cut hair was silvery; for Austin said with amused and at the same time fretful emphasis: How the devil you keep the youth in your face and figure I dont understand! Im only forty-five — thats scarcely eight years older than you are! And look at my waistcoat! And look at my hair — I mean where the confounded ebb has left the tide-mark! Gad, Id scarcely blame Eileen for thinking you qualified for a cradle-snatcher. . . . And, by the way, that Gladys girl is more of a woman than youd believe. I observe that Gerald wears that peculiarly speak-easy-please expression which is a healthy sign that hes being managed right from the beginning.

I had an idea she was all right, said Selwyn, smiling.

Well, she is. People will probably say that she made Gerald. However, added Austin modestly, I shall never deny it — though you know what part Ive had in the making and breaking of him, dont you?

Yes, replied Selwyn, without a smile.

Austin went to the telephone and called up his house at Silverside, saying that hed be down that evening with a guest.

Nina got the message just as she had arranged her tables; but woman is born to sorrow and heiress to all the unlooked-for idiocies of man.

Dear, she said to Eileen, the tears of uxorial vexation drying unshed in her pretty eyes, Austin has thought fit to seize upon this moment to bring a man down to dinner. So if you are dressed would you kindly see that the tables are rearranged, and then telephone somebody to fill in — two girls, you know. The oldest Craig girl might do for one. Beg her mother to let her come.

Eileen was being laced, but she walked to the door of Ninas room, followed by her little Alsatian maid, who deftly continued her offices en route.

Whom is Austin bringing? she asked.

He didnt say. Cant you think of a second girl to get? Isnt it vexing! Of course theres nobody left — nobody ever fills in in the country. . . . Do you know, Ill be driven into letting Drina sit up with us! — for sheer lack of material. I suppose the little imp will have a fit if I suggest it, and probably perish of indigestion to-morrow.

Eileen laughed. Oh, Nina, do let Drina come this once! It cant hurt her — shell look so quaint. The childs nearly fifteen, you know; do let me put up her hair. Boots will take her in.

Well, you and Austin can administer the calomel to-morrow, then. . . . And do ring up Daisy Craig; tell her mother Im desperate, and that she and Drina can occupy the same hospital to-morrow.

And so it happened that among the jolly youthful throng which clustered around the little candle-lighted tables in the dining-room at Silverside, Drina, in ecstasy, curly hair just above the nape of her slim white neck, and cheeks like pink fire, sat between Boots and a vacant chair reserved for her tardy father.

For Nina had waited as long as she dared; then Boots had been summoned to take in Drina and the youthful Craig girl; and, as there were to have been six at a table, at that particular table sat Boots decorously facing Eileen, with the two children on either hand and two empty chairs flanking Eileen.

A jolly informality made up for Austins shortcoming; Gerald and his pretty bride were the centres of delighted curiosity from the Minster twins and the Innis girls and Evelyn Cardwell — all her intimates. And the younger Draymores, the Grays, Lawns, and Craigs were there in force — gay, noisy, unembarrassed young people who seemed scarcely younger or gayer than the young matron, their hostess.

As for Gladys, it was difficult to think of her as married; and to Boots Drina whispered blissfully: I look almost as old; I know I do. After this I shall certainly make no end of a fuss if they dont let me dine with them. Besides, you want me to, dont you, Boots?

Of course I do.

And — am I quite as entertaining to you as older girls, Boots, dear?

Far more entertaining, said that young man promptly. In fact, Ive about decided to cut out all the dinners where youre not invited. Its only three more years, anyway, before youre asked about, and if I omit three years of indigestible dinners Ill be in better shape to endure the deluge after you appear and make your bow.

When I make my bow, murmured the child; oh, Boots, I am in such a hurry to make it! It doesnt seem as if I could wait three more long, awful, disgusting years! . . . How does my hair look?

Adorable, he said, smiling across at Eileen, who had heard the question.

Do you think my arms are very thin? Do you? insisted Drina.

Dreams of Grecian perfection, explained Boots. And, lowering his voice, You ought not to eat everything they bring you; therell be doings to-morrow if you do. Eileen is shaking her head.

I dont care; people dont die of overeating. And Ill take their nasty old medicine — truly I will, Boots, if youll come and give it to me.

The younger Craig maiden also appeared to be bent upon self-destruction; and Bootss eyes opened wider and wider in sheer amazement at the capacity of woman in embryo for rations sufficient to maintain a small garrison.

Therell be a couple of reports, he said to himself with a shudder, like Selwyns Chaosite. And then therell be no more Drina and Daisy — Hello! — he broke off, astonished— Well, upon my word of words! Phil Selwyn! — or Im a broker!

Phil! exclaimed Nina.. Oh, Austin! — and you never told us—

Austin, ruddy and bland, came up to make his excuses; a little whirlwind of excitement passed like a brisk breeze over the clustered tables as Selwyn followed; and a dozen impulsive bare arms were outstretched to greet him as he passed, returning the bright, eager salutations on every hand.

Train was late as usual, observed Austin. Philip and I dont mean to butt into this very grand function — Hello, Gerald! Hello, Gladys! . . . Wheres our obscure corner below the salt, Nina? . . . Oh, over there—

Selwyn had already caught sight of the table destined for him. A deeper colour crept across his bronzed face as he stepped forward, and his firm hand closed over the slim hand offered.

For a moment neither spoke; she could not; he dared not.

Then Drina caught his hands, and Eileens loosened in his clasp and fell away as the child said distinctly, Ill kiss you after dinner; it cant be done here, can it, Eileen?

You little monkey! exclaimed her father, astonished; what in the name of cruelty to kids are you doing here?

Mother let me, observed the child, reaching for a bonbon. Daisy is here; you didnt speak to her.

Im past conversation, said Austin grimly, and Daisy appears to be also. Are they to send an ambulance for you, Miss Craig? — or will you occupy the emergency ward upstairs?

Upstairs, said Miss Craig briefly. It was all she could utter. Besides, she was occupied with a pink cream-puff. Austin and Boots watched her with a dreadful fascination; but she seemed competent to manage it.

Selwyn, beside Eileen, had ventured on the formalities — his voice unsteady and not yet his own.

Her loveliness had been a memory; he had supposed he realised it to himself; but the superb, fresh beauty of the girl dazed him. There was a strange new radiancy, a living brightness to her that seemed almost unreal. Exquisitely unreal her voice, too, and the slightly bent head, crowned with the splendour of her hair; and the slowly raised eyes, two deep blue miracles tinged with the hues of paradise.

Theres no use, sighed Drina, I shall not be able to dance. Boots, theres to be a dance, you know; so Ill sit on the stairs with Daisy Craig; and youll come to me occasionally, wont you?

Miss Craig yawned frightfully and made a purely mechanical move toward an iced strawberry. Before she got it Nina gave the rising signal.

Are you remaining to smoke? asked Eileen as Selwyn took her to the doorway. Because, if you are not — Ill wait for you.

Where? he asked.

Anywhere. . . . Where shall I?

Again the twin blue miracles were lifted to his; and deep in them he saw her young soul, waiting.

Around them was the gay confusion, adieux, and laughter of partners parted for the moment; Nina passed them with a smiling nod; Boots conducted Drina to a resting-place on the stairs; outside, the hall was thronged with the younger set, and already their partners were returning to the tables.

Find me when you can get away, said Eileen, looking once more at Selwyn; Nina is signalling me now.

Again, as of old, her outstretched hand — the little formality symbolising to him the importance of all that concerned them. He touched it.

A bientôt, she said.

On the lawn out there — farther out, in the starlight, he whispered — his voice broke— my darling—

She bent her head, passing slowly before him, turned, looked back, her answer in her eyes, her lips, in every limb, every line and contour of her, as she stood a moment, looking back.

Austin and Boots were talking volubly when he returned to the tables now veiled in a fine haze of aromatic smoke. Gerald stuck close to him, happy, excited, shy by turns. Others came up on every side — young, frank, confident fellows, nice in bearing, of good speech and manner.

And outside waited their pretty partners of the younger set, gossiping in hall, on stairs and veranda in garrulous bevies, all filmy silks and laces and bright-eyed expectancy.

The long windows were open to the veranda; Selwyn, with his arm through Geralds, walked to the railing and looked out across the fragrant starlit waste. And very far away they heard the sea intoning the hymn of the four winds.

Then the elder man withdrew his arm and stood apart for a while. A little later he descended to the lawn, crossed it, and walked straight out into the waste.

The song of the sea was rising now. In the strange little forest below, deep among the trees, elfin lights broke out across the unseen Brier water, then vanished.

He halted to listen; he looked long and steadily into the darkness around him. Suddenly he saw her — a pale blur in the dusk.

Eileen?

Is it you, Philip?

She stood waiting as he came up through the purple gloom of the moorland, the stars brilliancy silvering her — waiting — yielding in pallid silence to his arms, crushed in them, looking into his eyes, dumb, wordless.

Then slowly the pale sacrament changed as the wild-rose tint crept into her face; her arms clung to his shoulders, higher, tightened around his neck. And from her lips she gave into his keeping soul and body, guiltless as God gave it, to have and to hold beyond such incidents as death and the eternity that no man clings to save in the arms of such as she.

THE END
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CHAPTER I

A SKIRMISH
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AS THE WIND veered and grew cooler a ribbon of haze appeared above the Gulf-stream.

Young Hamil, resting on his oars, gazed absently into the creeping mist. Under it the ocean sparkled with subdued brilliancy; through it, shoreward, green palms and palmettos turned silvery; and, as the fog spread, the sea-pier, the vast white hotel, bathing-house, cottage, pavilion, faded to phantoms tinted with rose and pearl.

Leaning there on his oars, he could still make out the distant sands flecked with the colours of sunshades and bathing-skirts; the breeze dried his hair and limbs, but his swimming-shirt and trunks still dripped salt water.

Inshore a dory of the beach guard drifted along the outer line of breakers beyond which the more adventurous bathers were diving from an anchored raft. Still farther out moving dots indicated the progress of hardier swimmers; one in particular, a girl capped with a brilliant red kerchief, seemed to be already nearer to Hamil than to the shore.

It was all very new and interesting to him — the shore with its spectral palms and giant caravansary, the misty, opalescent sea where a white steam-yacht lay anchored north of him — the Ariani — from which he had come, and on board of which the others were still doubtless asleep — Portlaw, Malcourt, and Wayward. And at thought of the others he yawned and moistened his lips, still feverish from last nights unwisdom; and leaning forward on his oars, sat brooding, cradled by the flowing motion of the sea.

The wind was still drawing into the north; he felt it, never strong, but always a little cooler, in his hair and on his wet swimming-shirt. The flat cloud along the Gulf-stream spread thickly coastward, and after a little while the ghosts of things terrestrial disappeared.

All around him, now, blankness — save for the gray silhouette of the Ariani. A colourless canopy surrounded him, centred by a tiny pool of ocean. Overhead through the vanishing blue, hundreds of wild duck were stringing out to sea; under his tent of fog the tarnished silver of the water formed a floor smoothly unquiet.

Sounds from the land, hitherto unheard, now came strangely distinct; the cries of bathers, laughter, the muffled shock of the surf, doubled and redoubled along the sands; the barking of a dog at the waters edge. Clear and near sounded the ships bell on the Ariani; a moments rattle of block and tackle, a dull call, answered; and silence. Through which, without a sound, swept a great bird with scarce a beat of its spread wings; and behind it, another, and, at exact intervals another and another in impressive processional, sailing majestically through the fog; white pelicans winging inland to the lagoons.

A few minutes later the wind, which had become fitful, suddenly grew warm. All around him now the mist was dissolving into a thin golden rain; the land-breeze freshened, blowing through distant jasmine thickets and orange groves, and a soft fragrance stole out over the sea.

As the sun broke through in misty splendour, the young man, brooding on his oars, closed his eyes; and at the same instant his boat careened violently, almost capsizing as a slender wet shape clambered aboard and dropped into the bows. As the boat heeled under the shock Hamil had instinctively flung his whole weight against the starboard gunwale. Now he recovered his oars and his balance at the same time, and, as he swung half around, his unceremonious visitor struggled to sit upright, still fighting for breath.

I beg your pardon, she managed to say; may I rest here? I am— She stopped short; a flash of sudden recognition came into her eyes — flickered, and faded. It was evident to him that, for a moment, she thought she had met him before.

Of course you may stay here, he said, inclined to laugh.

She settled down, stretching slightly backward as though to give her lungs fuller play. In a little while her breathing grew more regular; her eyes closed for a moment, then opened thoughtfully, skyward.

Hamils curious and half-amused gaze rested on her as he resumed the oars. But when he turned his back and headed the boat shoreward a quick protest checked him, and oars at rest, he turned again, looking inquiringly at her over his shoulder.

I am only rowing you back to the beach, he said.

Dont row me in; I am perfectly able to swim back.

No doubt, he returned drily, but havent you played tag with Death sufficiently for one day?

Death? She dismissed the grotesque suggestion with a shrug, then straightened up, breathing freely and deeply. It is an easy swim, she remarked, occupied with her wet hair under the knotted scarlet; the fog confused me; that was all.

And how long could you have kept afloat if the fog had not lifted? he inquired with gentle sarcasm. To which, adroitly adjusting hair and kerchief, she made no answer. So he added: There is supposed to be a difference between mature courage and the fool-hardiness of the unfledged—

What?

The quick close-clipped question cutting his own words silenced him. And, as he made no reply, she continued to twist the red kerchief around her hair, and to knot it securely, her doubtful glance returning once or twice to his amused face.

When all had been made fast and secure she rested one arm on the gunwale and dropped the other across her knees, relaxing in every muscle a moment before departure. And, somehow, to Hamil, the unconscious grace of the attitude suggested the Resting Hermes — that sculptured concentration of suspended motion.

You had better not go just yet, he said, pointing seaward.

She also had been watching the same thing that he was now looking at, a thin haze which again became apparent over the Gulf-stream.

Do you think it will thicken? she asked.

I dont know; you had a close call last time—

There was no danger.

I think there was danger enough; you were apparently headed straight out to sea—

I heard a ships bell and swam toward it, and when the fog lifted I found you.

Why didnt you swim toward the shore? You could hear the surf — and a dog barking.

I — she turned pink with annoyance— I suppose I was a trifle tired — if you insist. I realised that I had lost my bearings; that was all. Then I heard a ships bell.... Then the mist lifted and I saw you — but Ive explained all that before. Look at that exasperating fog!

Vexation silenced her; she sat restless for a few seconds, then:

What do you think I had better do?

I think you had better try to endure me for a few minutes longer. Im safer than the fog.

But his amusement left her unresponsive, plainly occupied with her own ideas.

Again the tent of vapour stretched its magic folds above the boat and around it; again the shoreward shapes faded to phantoms and disappeared.

He spoke again once or twice, but her brief replies did not encourage him. At first, he concluded that her inattention and indifference must be due to self-consciousness; then, slightly annoyed, he decided they were not. And, very gradually, he began to realise that the unconventional, always so attractive to the casual young man, did not interest her at all, even enough to be aware of it or of him.

This cool unconsciousness of self, of him, of a situation which to any wholesome masculine mind contained the germs of humour, romance, and all sorts of amusing possibilities, began to be a little irksome to him. And still her aloofness amused him, too.

Do you know of any decorous reason why we should not talk to each other occasionally during this fog? he asked.

She turned her head, considered him inattentively, then turned it away again.

No, she said indifferently; what did you desire to say?

Resting on his oars, the unrequited smile still forlornly edging his lips, he looked at his visitor, who was staring into the fog, lost in her own reflections; and never a glimmer in her eyes, never a quiver of lid or lash betrayed any consciousness of his gaze or even of his presence. And he continued to inspect her with increasing annoyance.

The smooth skin, the vivid lips slightly upcurled, the straight delicate nose, the cheeks so smoothly rounded where the dark thick lashes swept their bloom as she looked downward at the water — all this was abstractly beautiful; very lovely, too, the full column of the neck, and the rounded arms guiltless of sunburn or tan.

So unusually white were both neck and arms that Hamil ventured to speak of it, politely, asking her if this was not her first swim that season.

Voice and question roused her from abstraction; she turned toward him, then glanced down at her unstained skin.

My first swim? she repeated; oh, you mean my arms? No, I never burn; they change very little. Straightening up she sat looking across the boat at him without visible interest at first, then doubtfully, as though in an effort to say something polite.

I am really very grateful to you for letting me sit here. Please dont feel obliged to amuse me during this annoying fog.

Thank you; you are rather difficult to talk to. But I dont mind trying at judicious intervals, he said, laughing.

She considered him askance. If you wish to row in, do so. I did not mean to keep you here at sea—

Oh, I belong out here; Im from the Ariani yonder; you heard her bell in the fog. We came from Nassau last night.... Have you ever been to Nassau?

The girl nodded listlessly and glanced at the white yacht, now becoming visible through the thinning mist. Somewhere above in the viewless void an aura grew and spread into a blinding glory; and all around, once more, the fog turned into floating golden vapour shot with rain.

The girl placed both hands on the gunwales as though preparing to rise.

Not yet! said Hamil sharply.

I beg your pardon? — looking up surprised, still poised lightly on both palms as though checked at the instant of rising into swift aërial flight — so light, so buoyant she appeared.

Dont go overboard, he repeated.

Why not?

Because Im going to row you in.

I wish to swim; I prefer it.

I am only going to take you to the float—

But I dont care to have you. I am perfectly able to swim in—

I know you are, he said, swinging clear around in his seat to face her, but I put it in the form of a request; will you be kind enough to let me row you part way to the float? This fog is not ended.

She opened her lips to protest; indeed, for a moment it looked as if she were going overboard without further argument; then perhaps some belated idea of civility due him for the hospitality of his boat restrained her.

You understand, of course, that I am quite able to swim in, she said.

Yes; may I now row you part way? The fog is closing in again.

She yielded with a pretty indifference, none the less charming because there was no flattery in it for him. He now sat facing her, pushing his oars through the water; and she stole a curious glance at his features — slightly sullen for the moment — noticing his well-set, well-shaped head and good shoulders.

That fugitive glance confirmed the impression of recognition in her mind. He was what she had expected in breeding and physique — the type usually to be met with where the world can afford to take its leisure.

As he was not looking at her she ventured to continue her inspection, leaning back, and dropping her bare arm alongside, to trail her fingers through the sunlit water.

Have we not rowed far enough? she asked presently. This fog is apparently going to last forever.

Like your silence, he said gaily.

Raising her eyes in displeasure she met his own frankly amused.

Shall I tell you, he asked, exactly why I insisted on rowing you in? Im afraid — he glanced at her with the quick smile breaking again on his lips— Im afraid you dont care whether I tell you or not. Do you?

If you ask me — I really dont, she said. And, by the way, do you know that if you turned around properly and faced the stern you could make better progress with your oars?

By better do you mean quicker progress? he asked, so naïvely that she concluded he was a trifle stupid. The best-looking ones were usually stupid.

Yes, of course, she said, impatient. Its all very well to push a punt across a mill-pond that way, but its not treating the Atlantic with very much respect.

You were not particularly respectful toward the Atlantic Ocean when you started to swim across it.

But again the echo of amusement in his voice found no response in her unsmiling silence.

He thought to himself: Is she a prude, or merely stupid! The pity of it! — with her eyes of a thinking goddess! — and no ideas behind them! What she understands is the commonplace. Let us offer her the obvious.

And, aloud, fatuously: This is a rarely beautiful scene—

What? crisply.

And feeling mildly wicked he continued:

— Soft skies, a sea of Ionian azure; one might almost expect to see a triareme heading up yonder out of the south, festooned with the golden fleece. This is just the sort of a scene for a triareme; dont you think so?

Her reply was the slightest possible nod.

He looked at her meanly amused:

Its really very classical, he said, like the voyage of Ulysses; I, Ulysses, you the water nymph Calypso, drifting in that golden ship of Romance—

Calypso was a land nymph, she observed, absently, if accuracy interests you as much as your monologue.

Checked and surprised, he began to laugh at his own discomfiture; and she, elbow on the gunwale, small hand cupping her chin, watched him with an expressionless directness that very soon extinguished his amusement and left him awkward in the silence.

Ive tried my very best to be civil and agreeable, he said after a moment. Is it really such an effort for you to talk to a man?

Not if I am interested, she said quietly.

He felt that his ears were growing red; she noticed it, too, and added: I do not mean to be too rude; and I am quite sure you do not either.

Of course not, he said; only I couldnt help seeing the humour of romance in our ocean encounter. I think anybody would — except you—

What?

The crisp, quick question which, with her, usually seemed like an exclamation, always startled him into temporary silence; then he began more carefully:

There was one chance in a million of your finding my boat in the fog. If you hadnt found it— He shook his head. And so I wish you might recognise in our encounter something amusing, humourous — he looked cautiously at her— even mildly romantic — ah — enough to — to—

To what?

Why — to say — to do something characteristically — ah—

What?

 — Human! he ventured — quite prepared to see her rise wrathfully and go overboard.

Instead she remained motionless, those clear, disconcerting eyes fixed steadily on him. Once or twice he thought that her upper lip quivered; that some delicate demon of laughter was trying to look out at him under the lashes; but not a lid twitched; the vivid lips rested gravely upon each other. After a silence she said:

What is it, human, that you expect me to do? Flirt with you?

Good Lord, no! he said, stampeded.

She was now paying him the compliment of her full attention; he felt the dubious flattery, although it slightly scared him.

Why is it, she asked, that a man is eternally occupied in thinking about the effect he produces on woman — whether or not he knows her — that seems to make no difference at all? Why is it?

He turned redder; she sat curled up, nursing both ankles, and contemplating him with impersonal and searching curiosity.

Tell me, she said; is there any earthly reason why you and I should be interested in each other — enough, I mean, to make any effort toward civility beyond the bounds of ordinary convention?

He did not answer.

Because, she added, if there is not, any such effort on your part borders rather closely on the offensive. And I am quite sure you do not intend that.

He was indignant now, but utterly incapable of retort.

Is there anything romantic in it because a chance swimmer rests a few moments in somebodys boat? she asked. Is that chance swimmer superhuman or inhuman or ultra-human because she is not consciously, and simperingly, preoccupied with the fact that there happens to be a man in her vicinity?

Good heavens! he broke out, do you think Im that sort of noodle—

But I dont think about you at all, she interrupted; there is not a thought that I have which concerns you as an individual. My homily is delivered in the abstract. Cant you — in the abstract — understand that? — even if you are a bit doubtful concerning the seven deadly conventions?

He rested on his oars, tingling all over with wrath and surprise.

And now, she said quietly, I think it time to go. The sun is almost shining, you see, and the beauty of the scene is too obvious for even you to miss.

May I express an opinion before you depart?

If it is not a very long or very dissenting opinion.

Then its this: two normal and wholesome people — man and a woman, can not meet, either conventionally or unconventionally, without expressing some atom of interest in one another as individuals. I say two — perfectly — normal — people—

But it has just happened! she insisted, preparing to rise.

No, it has not happened.

Really. You speak for yourself of course—

Yes, I do. I am interested; Id be stupid if I were not. Besides, I understand conventions as well as you do—

You dont observe them—

I dont worship them!

She said coolly: Women should be ritualists. It is safer.

It is not necessary in this case. I havent the slightest hope of making this incident a foundation for another; I havent the least idea that I shall ever see you again. But for me to pretend an imbecile indifference to you or to the situation would be a more absurd example of self-consciousness than even you have charged me with.

Wrath and surprise in her turn widened her eyes; he held up his hand: One moment; I have not finished. May I go on?

And, as she said nothing, he resumed: During the few minutes we have been accidentally thrown together, I have not seen a quiver of human humour in you. There is the self-consciousness — the absorbed preoccupation with appearances.

What is there humourous in the situation? she demanded, very pink.

Good Lord! What is there humourous in any situation if you dont make it so?

I am not a humourist, she said.

She sat in the bows, one closed hand propping her chin; and sometimes her clear eyes, harboring lightning, wandered toward him, sometimes toward the shore.

Suppose you continue to row, she said at last. Im doing you the honour of thinking about what youve said.

He resumed the oars, still sitting facing her, and pushed the boat slowly forward; and, as they continued their progress in silence, her brooding glance wavered, at intervals, between him and the coast.

Havent you any normal human curiosity concerning me? he asked so boyishly that, for a second, again from her eyes, two gay little demons seemed to peer out and laugh at him.

But her lips were expressionless, and she only said: I have no curiosity. Is that criminally abnormal?

Yes; if it is true. Is it?

I suppose it is too unflattering a truth for you to believe. She checked herself, looked up at him, hesitated. It is not absolutely true. It was at first. I am normally interested now. If you knew more about me you would very easily understand my lack of interest in people I pass; the habit of not permitting myself to be interested — the necessity of it. The art of indifference is far more easily acquired than the art of forgetting.

But surely, he said, it can cost you no effort to forget me.

No, of course not. She looked at him, unsmiling: It was the acquired habit of indifference in me which you mistook for — I think you mistook it for stupidity. Many do. Did you?

But the guilty amusement on his face answered her; she watched him silently for a while.

You are quite right in one way, she said; an unconventional encounter like this has no significance — not enough to dignify it with any effort toward indifference. But until I began to reprove man in the abstract, I really had not very much interest in you as an individual.

And, as he said nothing: I might better have been in the beginning what you call human — found the situation mildly amusing — and it is — though you dont know it! But — she hesitated— the acquired instinct operated automatically. I wish I had been more — human; I can be. She raised her eyes; and in them glimmered her first smile, faint, yet so charming a revelation that the surprise of it held him motionless at his oars.

Have I paid the tribute you claim? she asked. If I have, may I not go overboard at my convenience?

He did not answer. She laid both arms along the gunwales once more, balancing herself to rise.

We are near enough now, she said, and the fog is quite gone. May I thank you and depart without further arousing you to psychological philosophy?

If you must, he said; but Id rather row you in.

If I must? Do you expect to paddle me around Cape Horn? And she rose and stepped lightly onto the bow, maintaining her balance without effort while the boat pitched, fearless, confident, swaying there between sky and sea.

Good-bye, she said, gravely nodding at him.

Good-bye, Calypso!

She joined her finger tips above her head, preliminary to a plunge. Then she looked down at him over her shoulder.

I told you that Calypso was a land nymph.

I cant help it; fabled Calypso you must remain to me.

Oh; am I to remain — anything — to you — for the next five minutes?

Do you think I could forget you?

I dont think so — for five minutes. Your satisfied vanity will retain me for so long — until it becomes hungry again. And — but read the history of Ulysses — carefully. However, it was nice of you — not to name yourself and expect a response from me. Im afraid — Im afraid it is going to take me almost five minutes to forget you — I mean your boat of course. Good-bye!

Before he could speak again she went overboard, rose swimming with effortless grace. After a dozen strokes or so she turned on one side, glancing back at him. Later, almost among the breakers, she raised one arm in airy signal, but whether to him or to somebody on the raft he did not know.

For five minutes — the allotted five — he lay on his oars watching the sands. At moments he fancied he could still distinguish her, but the distance was great, and there were many scarlet head-dresses among the bathers ashore and afloat.

And after a while he settled back on his oars, cast a last glance astern, and pulled for the Ariani, aboard of which Portlaw was already bellowing at him through an enormous megaphone.

Malcourt, who looked much younger than he really was, appeared on the after deck, strolling about with a telescope tucked up under one arm, both hands in his trousers pockets; and, as Hamil pulled under the stern, he leaned over the rail: Hello, Hamil! Any trade with the natives in prospect? How far will a pint of beads go with the lady aborigines?

Better ask at the Beach Club, replied Hamil, laughing; I say, Malcourt, Ive had a corking swim out yonder—

Go in deep? inquired Malcourt guilelessly.

Deep? Its forty fathoms off the reef.

I didnt mean the water, murmured Malcourt.




CHAPTER II

A LANDING
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THE ARIANI WAS to sail that evening, her destination being Miami and the West Coast where Portlaw desired to do some tarpon fishing and Wayward had railroad interests. Malcourt, always in a receptive attitude, was quite ready to go anywhere when invited. Otherwise he preferred a remunerative attention to business.

Hamil, however, though with the gay company aboard, was not of them; he had business at Palm Beach; his luggage had already been sent ashore; and now, prepared to follow, he stood a little apart from the others on the moonlit deck, making his adieux to the master of the Ariani.

Its been perfectly stunning — this cruise, he said. It was kind of you, Wayward; I dont know how to tell you how kind — but your boats a corker and you are another—

Do you like this sort of thing? asked Wayward grimly.

Like it? Its only a part of your ordinary lives — yours and Portlaws; so you are not quite fitted to understand. But, Wayward, Ive been in heavy harness. You have been doing this sort of heavenly thing — how many years?

Too many. Tell me; youve really made good this last year, havent you, Garry?

Hamil nodded. I had to.

He laid his hand on the older mans arm. Why do you know, he said, when they gave me that first commission for the little park at Hampton Hills — thanks to you — I hadnt five dollars in all the world.

Wayward stood looking at him through his spectacles, absently pulling at his moustache, which was already partly gray.

Garry, he said in his deep, pleasant voice that was however never very clear, Portlaw tells me that you are to do his place. Then there are the new parks in Richmond Borough, and this enormous commission down here among the snakes and jungles. Well — God bless you. Youre twenty-five and busy. Im forty-five and — he looked drearily into the younger mans eyes— burnt out, he said with his mirthless laugh— and still drenching the embers with the same stuff that set em ablaze.... Good-bye, Garry. Your boats alongside. My compliments to your aunt.

At the gangway the younger man bade adieu to Malcourt and Portlaw, laughing as the latter indignantly requested to know why Hamil wasted his time attending to business.

Malcourt drew him aside:

So youre going to rig up a big park and snake preserve for Neville Cardross?

Im going to try, Louis. You know the family, I believe, dont you?

Malcourt gazed placidly at him. Very well indeed, he replied deliberately. Theyre a, good, domestic, mother-pin-a-rose-on-me sort of family.... Im a sort of distant cousin — run of the house and privilege of kissing the girls — not now, but once. Im going to stay there when we get back from Miami.

You didnt tell me that? observed Hamil, surprised.

No, said Malcourt carelessly, I didnt know it myself. Just made up my mind to do it. Saves hotel expenses. Well — your cockle-shell is waiting. Give my regards to the family — particularly to Shiela. He looked curiously at Hamil; particularly to Shiela, he repeated; but Hamil missed the expression of his eyes in the dusk.

Are you really going to throw us over like this? demanded Portlaw as the young men turned back together across the deck.

Got to do it, said Hamil cheerfully, offering his hand in adieu.

Dont plead necessity, insisted Portlaw. Youve just landed old man Cardross, and youve got the Richmond parks, and youre going to sting me for more than Im worth. Why on earth do you cut and run this way?

No man in his proper senses really knows why he does anything. Seriously, Portlaw, my party is ended—

Destiny gave Ulysses a proud party that lasted ten years; wasnt it ten, Malcourt? demanded Portlaw. Stay with us, son; youve nine years and eleven months of being a naughty boy coming to you — including a few Circes and grand slams—

Hes met his Circe, cut in Malcourt, leaning languidly over the rail; shes wearing a scarlet handkerchief this season—

Portlaw, laughing fatly, nodded. Louis discovered your Circe through the glasses climbing into your boat—

What a busy little beast you are, Malcourt, observed Hamil, annoyed, glancing down at the small boat alongside.

Beast is good! You mean the mere sight of her transformed Louis into the classic shote, added Portlaw, laughing louder as Hamil, still smiling through his annoyance, went over the side. And a moment later the gig shot away into the star-set darkness.

From the bridge Wayward wearily watched it through his night glasses; Malcourt, slim and graceful, sat on the rail and looked out into the Southern dusk, an unlighted cigarette between his lips.

That kills our four at Bridge, grumbled Portlaw, leaning heavily beside him. Well have to play Klondike and Preference now, or call in the ships cat.... Hello, is that you, Jim? as Wayward came aft, limping a trifle as he did at certain times.

That girl had a good figure — through the glasses. I couldnt make out her face; it was probably the limit; combinations are rare, mused Malcourt. And then — the fog came! It was like one of those low-down classical tricks of Jupiter when caught philandering.

Portlaw laughed till his bulky body shook. The Olympian fog was wasted, he said; John Garret Hamil 3d still preserves his nursery illusions.

Hes lucky, remarked Wayward, staring into the gloom.

But not fortunate, added Malcourt; theres a difference between luck and fortune. Read the French classics.

Wayward growled; Malcourt, who always took a malicious amusement in stirring him up, grinned at him sideways.

No man is fit for decent society until hes lost all his illusions, he said, particularly concerning women.

Some of us have been fools enough to lose our illusions, retorted Wayward sharply, but you never had any, Malcourt; and thats no compliment from me to you.

Portlaw chuckled. We never lose illusions; we mislay em, he suggested; and then we are pretty careful to mislay only that particular illusion which inconveniences us. He jerked his heavy head in Malcourts direction. Nobody clings more frantically to illusions than your unbaked cynic; Louis, youre not nearly such a devil of a fellow as you imagine you are.

Malcourt smiled easily and looked out over the waves.

Cynicism is old-fashioned, he said; dogma is up to date. Credo! I believe in a personal devil, virtuous maidens in bowers, and rosewood furniture. As for illusions I cherish as many as you do! He turned with subtle impudence to Wayward. And the world is littered with the shattered fragments.

Its littered with pups, too, observed Wayward, turning on his heel. And he walked away, limping, his white mess jacket a pale spot in the gloom.

Malcourt looked after him; an edge of teeth glimmering beneath his full upper lip.

It might be more logical if hed cut out his alcohol before he starts in as a gouty marine missionary, he observed. Last night he sat there looking like a superannuated cavalry colonel in spectacles, neuritis twitching his entire left side, unable to light his own cigar; and there he sat and rambled on and on about innate purity and American womanhood.

He turned abruptly as a steward stepped up bearing a decanter and tray of glasses.

Portlaw helped himself, grumbling under his breath that he meant to cut out this sort of thing and set Wayward an example.

Malcourt lifted his glass gaily:

Our wives and sweethearts; may they never meet!

They set back their empty glasses; Portlaw started to move away, still muttering about the folly of self-indulgence; but the other detained him.

Wayward took it out of me in Preference this morning while Garry was out courting. Id better liquidate to-night, hadnt I, Billy?

Certainly, said Portlaw.

The other shook his head. Ill get it all back at Miami, of course. In the mean time — if you dont mind letting me have enough to square things—

Portlaw hesitated, balancing his bulk uneasily first on one foot, then the other.

I dont mind; no; only—

Only what? asked Malcourt. I told you I couldnt afford to play cards on this trip, but you insisted.

Certainly, certainly! I expected to consider you as — as—

Im your general manager and Im ready at all times to earn my salary. If you think it best to take me away from the estate for a junketing trip and make me play cards you can do it of course; but if you think Im here to throw my money overboard Im going back to-morrow!

Nonsense, said Portlaw; youre not going back. Theres nothing doing in winter up there that requires your personal attention—

Its a bad winter for the deer — I ought to be there now—

Well, cant Blake and OConnor attend to that?

Yes, I suppose they can. But Im not going to waste the winter and my salary in the semi-tropics just because you want me to—

O Lord! said Portlaw, what are you kicking about? Have I ever—

You force me to be plain-spoken; you never seem to understand that if you insist on my playing the wealthy do-nothing that youve got to keep me going. And I tell you frankly, Billy, Im tired of it.

Oh, dont flatten your ears and show your teeth, protested Portlaw amiably. I only supposed you had enough — with such a salary — to give yourself a little rope on a trip like this, considering youve nobody but yourself to look out for, and that I do that and pay you heavily for the privilege — his voice had become a mumble— and all you do is to take vacations in New York or sit on a horse and watch an army of men plant trout and pheasants, and cut out ripe timber — O hell!

What did you say?

Portlaw became good-humouredly matter of fact: I said hell, Louis — which meant, whats the use of squabbling. It also means that you are going to have what you require as a matter of course; so come on down to my state-room and let us figure it up before Jim Wayward begins to turn restless and limp toward the card-room.

As they turned and strolled forward, Malcourt nudged him:

Look at the fireworks over Lake Worth, he said; probably Palm Beachs welcome to her new and beardless prophet.

Its one of their cheap Venetian fêtes, muttered Portlaw. I know em; theyre rather amusing. If we werent sailing in an hour wed go. No doubt Hamils in it already; probably Cardross put him next to a bunch of dreams and hes right in it at this very moment.

With the girl in the red handkerchief, added Malcourt. I wish we had time.

I believe Ive seen that girl somewhere, mused Portlaw.

Perhaps you have; there are all kinds at Palm Beach, even yours, and, he added with his easy impudence, I expect to preserve my notions concerning every one of them. Ho! Look at that sheaf of sky-rockets, Billy! Zip! Whir-r! Bang! Great is Diana of the Ephesians! — bless her heart!

Going up like Garret Hamils illusions, said Portlaw, sentimentally. I wonder if he sees em and considers the moral they are writing across the stars. O slush! Life is like a stomach; if you fill it too full it hurts you. What about that epigram, Louis? What about it?

The others dark, graceful head was turned toward the fiery fête on shore, and his busy thoughts were with that lithe, dripping figure he had seen through the sea-glasses, climbing into a distant boat. For the figure reminded him of a girl he had known very well when the world was younger; and the memory was not wholly agreeable.




CHAPTER III

AN ADVANCE
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HAMIL STOOD UNDER the cocoanut palms at the lakes edge and watched the lagoon where thousands of coloured lanterns moved on crafts, invisible except when revealed in the glare of the rushing rockets.

Lamps glittered everywhere; electric lights were doubly festooned along the sea wall, drooping creeper-like from palm to palmetto, from flowering hibiscus to sprawling banyan, from dainty china-berry to grotesque screw-pine tree, shedding strange witch-lights over masses of blossoms, tropical and semi-tropical. Through which the fine-spun spray of fountains drifted, and the great mousy dusk-moths darted through the bars of light with the glimmering bullet-flight of summer meteors.

And everywhere hung the scent of orange bloom and the more subtle perfume of white and yellow jasmine floated through the trees from gardens or distant hammocks, combining in one intoxicating aroma, spiced always with the savour of the sea.

Hamil was aware of considerable noise, more or less musical, afloat and ashore; a pretentious orchestra played third-rate music under the hotel colonnade; melody arose from the lantern-lit lake, with clamourous mandolins and young voices singing; and over all hung the confused murmur of unseen throngs, harmonious, capricious; laughter, voice answering voice, and the distant shouts as brilliantly festooned boats hailed and were hailed across the water.

Hamil passed on to the left through crowded gardens, pressing his way slowly where all around him lantern-lit faces appeared from the dusk and vanished again into it; where the rustle of summer gowns sweeping the shaven lawns of Bermuda grass sounded like a breeze in the leaves.

Sometimes out of the dusk all tremulous with tinted light the rainbow ray of a jewel flashed in his eyes — or sometimes he caught the glint of eyes above the jewel — a passing view of a fair face, a moments encountering glance, and, maybe, a smile just as the shadows falling turned the gardens brightness to a mystery peopled with phantoms.

Out along the shell road he sauntered, Whitehall rising from tropic gardens on his right, on his left endless gardens again, and white villas stretching away into the starlight; on, under the leaning coco-palms along quays and low walls of coquina where the lagoon lay under the silvery southern planets.

After a little he discovered that he had left the bulk of the throng behind, though in front of him and behind, the road was still dotted with white-clad groups strolling or resting on the sea-wall.

Far out on the lake the elfin pageant continued, but now he could scarcely hear the music; the far cries and the hiss of the rockets came softly as the whizzing of velvet-winged moths around orange blossoms.

The January night was magnificent; he could scarcely comprehend that this languid world of sea and palm, of heavy odour and slow breezes, was his own land still. Under the spell the Occident vanished; it was the Orient — all this dreamy mirage, these dim white walls, this spice-haunted dusk, the water inlaid with stars, the fairy foliage, the dew drumming in the stillness like the sound of goblin tattooing.

Never before had he seen this enchanted Southern land which had always been as much a part of his mother-land as Northern hill and Western plain — as much his as the roaring dissonance of Broadway, or the icy silence of the tundras, or the vast tranquil seas of corn rippling mile on mile under the harvest moon of Illinois.

He halted, unquiet in the strangeness of it all, restless under its exotic beauty, conscious of the languor stealing over him — the premonition of a physical relaxation that he had never before known — that he instinctively mistrusted.

People in groups passed and repassed along the lagoon wall where, already curiously tired, he had halted beside an old bronze cannon — some ancient Spanish piece, if he could judge by the arms and arabesques covering the breech, dimly visible in the rays of a Chinese lantern.

Beyond was a private dock where two rakish power-boats lay, receiving their cargo of young men and girls — all very animated and gay under the gaudy electric lanterns strung fore and aft rainbow fashion.

He seated himself on the cannon, lingering until both boats cleared for the carnival, rushing out into the darkness like streaks of multi-coloured flame; then his lassitude increasing, he rose and sauntered toward the hotel which loomed like a white mountain afire above the dark masses of tropic trees. And again the press of the throng hemmed him in among the palms and fountains and hedges of crimson hibiscus; again the dusk grew gay with voices and the singing overtone of violins; again the suffocating scent of blossoms, too sweet and penetrating for the unacclimated, filtered through and through him, till his breath came unevenly, and the thick odours stirred in him strange senses of expectation, quickening with his pulses to a sudden prophecy.

And at the same instant he saw the girl of whom he had been thinking.

She was on the edge of a group of half a dozen or more men in evening dress, and women in filmy white — already close to him — so near that the frail stuff of her skirt brushed him, and the subtle, fresh aroma of her seemed to touch his cheek like a breath as she passed.

Calypso, he whispered, scarcely conscious that he spoke aloud.

A swift turn of her head, eyes that looked blankly into his, and she had passed.

A sudden realisation of his bad manners left his ears tingling. What on earth had prompted him to speak? What momentary relaxation had permitted him an affront to a young girl whose attitude toward him that morning had been so admirable?

Chagrined, he turned back to seek some circling path through the dense crowd ahead; and was aware, in the darkness, of a shadowy figure entering the jasmine arbour. And though his eyes were still confused by the lantern light he knew her again in the dusk.

As they passed she said under her breath: That was ill-bred. I am disappointed.

He wheeled in his tracks; she turned to confront him for an instant.

Im just a plain beast, he said. You wont forgive me of course.

You had no right to say what you did. You said Calypso — and I ought not to have heard you.... But I did.... Tell me; if I am too generous to suspect you of intentional impertinence, you are now too chastened to suspect that I came back to give you this chance. That is quite true, isnt it?

Of course. You are generous and — its simply fine of you to overlook it.

I dont know whether I intend to overlook it; I was surprised and disappointed; but I did desire to give you another chance. And I was so afraid youd be rude enough to take it that — I spoke first. That was logical. Oh, I know what Im doing — and its particularly common of me — being who I am—

She paused, meeting his gaze deliberately.

You dont know who I am. Do you?

No, he said. I dont deserve to. But Ill be miserable until I do.

After a moment: And you are not going to ask me — because, once, I said that it was nice of you not to?

The hint of mockery in her voice edged his lips with a smile, but he shook his head. No, I wont ask you that, he said. Ive been beastly enough for one day.

Dont you care to know?

Of course I care to know.

Yet, exercising all your marvellous masculine self-control, you nobly refuse to ask?

Im afraid to, he said, laughing; Im horribly afraid of you.

She considered him with clear, unsmiling eyes.

Coward! she said calmly.

He nodded his head, laughing still. I know it; I almost lost you by saying Calypso a moment ago and Im taking no more risks.

Am I to infer that you expect to recover me after this?

And, as he made no answer: You dare not admit that you hope to see me again. You are horribly afraid of me — even if I have defied convention and your opinions and have graciously overlooked your impertinence. In spite of all this you are still afraid of me. Are you?

Yes, he said; as much as I naturally ought to be.

That is nice of you. Theres only one kind of a girl of whom men are really afraid.... And now I dont exactly know what to do about you — being, myself, as guilty and horrid as you have been.

She regarded him contemplatively, her hands joined behind her back.

Exactly what to do about you I dont know, she repeated, leisurely inspecting him. Shall I tell you something? I am not afraid to; I am not a bit cowardly about it either. Shall I?

If you dare, he said, smiling and uncertain.

Very well, then; I rather like you, Mr. Hamil.

You are a trump! he blurted out, reddening with surprise.

Are you astonished that I know you?

I dont see how you found out—

Found out! What perfectly revolting vanity! Do you suppose that the moment I left you I rushed home and began to make happy and incoherent inquiries? Mr. Hamil, you disappoint me every time you speak — and also every time you dont.

I seem to be doomed.

You are. You cant help it. Tell me — as inoffensively as possible — are you here to begin your work?

M-my work?

Yes, on the Cardross estate—

You have heard of that! he exclaimed, surprised.

Y-es— negligently. Petty gossip circulates here. A cracker at West Palm Beach built a new chicken coop, and we all heard of it. Tell me, do you still desire to see me again?

I do — to pay a revengeful debt or two.

Oh! I have offended you? Pay me now, if you please, and let us end this indiscretion.

You will let me see you again, wont you?

Why? Mr. Hamil.

Because I — I must!

Oh! You are becoming emphatic. So I am going.... And Ive half a mind to take you back and present you to my family.... Only it wouldnt do for me; any other girl perhaps might dare — under the circumstances; but I cant — and thats all Ill tell you.

Hamil, standing straight and tall, straw hat tucked under one arm, bent toward her with the formality and engaging deference natural to him.

You have been very merciful to me; only a girl of your caste could afford to. Will you forgive my speaking to you as I did? — when I said Calypso! I have no excuse; I dont know why I did. Im even sorrier for myself than for you.

I was hurt.... Then I supposed that you did not mean it. Besides — she looked up with her rare smile— I knew you, Mr. Hamil, in the boat this morning. I havent really been very dreadful.

You knew even then?

Yes, I did. The Palm Beach News published your picture a week ago; and I read all about the very remarkable landscape architect who was coming to turn the Cardross jungle into a most wonderful Paradise.

You knew me all that time?

All of it, Mr. Hamil.

From the moment you climbed into my boat?

Practically. Of course I did not look at you very closely at first.... Does that annoy you? It seems to ... or something does, for even in the dusk I can see your ever-ready blush—

I dont know why you pretend to think me such a fool, he protested, laughing; you seemed to take that for granted from the very first.

Why not? You persistently talked to me when you didnt know me — youre doing it now for that matter! — and you began by telling me that I was fool-hardy, not really courageous in the decent sense of the word, and that I was a self-conscious stick and a horribly inhuman and unnatural object generally — and all because I wouldnt flirt with you—

His quick laughter interrupted her. She ventured to laugh a little too — a very little; and that was the charm of her to him — the clear-eyed, delicate gravity not lightly transformed. But when her laughter came, it came as such a surprisingly lovely revelation that it left him charmed and silent.

I wonder, she said, if you can be amusing — except when you dont mean to be.

If youll give me a chance to try—

Perhaps. I was hardly fair to you in that boat.

If you knew me in the boat this morning, why did you not say so?

Could I admit that I knew you without first pretending I didnt? Hasnt every woman a Heaven-given right to travel in a circle as the shortest distance between two points?

Certainly; only—

She shook her head slowly. Theres no use in my telling you who I am, now, considering that I cant very well escape exposure in the near future. That might verge on effrontery — and its horrid enough to be here with you — in spite of several thousand people tramping about within elbow touch.... Which reminds me that my own party is probably hunting for me.... Such a crowd, you know, and so easy to become separated. What do you suppose theyd think if they suspected the truth?... And the worst of it is that I cannot afford to do a thing of this sort.... You dont understand; but you may some day — partly. And then perhaps youll think this matter all over and come to a totally different conclusion concerning my overlooking your recent rudeness and — and my consenting to speak to you.

You dont believe for one moment that I could mistake it—

It depends upon what sort of a man you really are.... I dont know. I give you the benefit of all doubts.

She stood silent, looking him candidly in the eyes, then with a gesture and the slightest shrug, she turned away toward the white road outside. He was at her elbow in two steps.

Oh, yes — the irony of formality.

She nodded. Good night, then, Mr. Hamil. If circumstances permitted it would have been delightful — this putting off the cloak of convention and donning motley for a little unconventional misbehaviour with you.... But as it is, it worries me — slightly — as much as the episode and your opinion are worth.

I am wondering, he said, why this little tincture of bitterness flavours what you say to me?

Because Ive misbehaved; and so have you. Anyway, now that its done, theres scarcely anything I could do to make the situation more flagrant or less flippant—

You dont really think—

Certainly. After all is said and done, we dont know each other; here we are, shamelessly sauntering side by side under the jasmine, Paul-and-Virginia-like, exchanging subtleties blindfolded. You are you; I am I; formally, millions of miles apart — temporarily and informally close together, paralleling each others course through life for the span of half an hour — here under the Southern stars.... O Ulysses, truly that island was inhabited by one, Calypso; but your thrall is to be briefer than your prototypes. See, now; here is the road; and I release you to that not impossible she—

There is none—

There will be. You are very young. Good-bye.

The confusing part of it to me, he said, smiling, is to see you so — so physically youthful with even a hint of almost childish immaturity! — and then to hear you as you are — witty, experienced, nicely cynical, maturely sure of yourself and—

You think me experienced?

Yes.

Sure of myself?

Of course; with your cool, amused poise, your absolute self-possession — and the half-disdainful sword-play of your wit — at my expense—

She halted beside the sea-wall, adorably mocking in her exaggerated gravity.

At your expense? she repeated. Why not? You have cost me something.

You said—

I know what I said: I said that we might become friends. But even so, you have already cost me something. Tell me — he began to listen for this little trick of speech— how many men do you know who would not misunderstand what I have done this evening? And — do you understand it, Mr. Hamil?

I think—

If you do you are cleverer than I, she said almost listlessly, moving on again under the royal palms.

Do you mean that—

Yes; that I myself dont entirely understand it. Here, under this Southern sun, we of the North are in danger of acquiring a sort of insouciant directness almost primitive. There comes, after a while, a certain mental as well as physical luxury in relaxation of rule and precept, permitting us a simplicity which sometimes, I think, becomes something less harmless. There is luxury in letting go of that live wire which keeps us all keyed to one conventional monotone in the North. I let go — for a moment — to-night. You let go when you said Calypso. You couldnt have said it in New York; I couldnt have heard you, there.... Alas, Ulysses, I should not have heard you anywhere. But I did; and I answered.... Say good night to me, now; wont you? We have not been very wicked, I think.

She offered her hand; smooth and cool it lay for a second in his.

I cant let you return alone, he ventured.

If you please, how am I to explain you to — the others?

And as he said nothing:

If I were — different — Id simply tell them the truth. I could afford to. Besides well all know you before very long. Then well see — oh, yes, both of us — whether we have been foolishly wise to become companions in our indiscretion, or — otherwise.... And dont worry about my home-arrival. Thats my lawn — there where that enormous rubber-banyan tree straddles across the stars.... Is it not quaint — the tangle of shrubbery all over jasmine? — and those are royal poincianas, if you please — and theres a great garden beyond and most delectable orange groves where you and I and the family and Alonzo will wander and eat pine-oranges and king-oranges and mandarins and — oh, well! Are you going to call on Mr. Cardross to-morrow?

Yes, he said, Ill have to see Mr. Cardross at once. And after that, what am I to do to meet you?

I will consider the matter, she said; and bending slightly toward him: Am I to be disappointed in you? I dont know, and you cant tell me. Then, impulsively: Be generous to me. You are right; I am not very old, yet. Be nice to me in your thoughts. I have never before done such a thing as this: I never could again. It is not very dreadful — is it? Will you think nicely of me?

He said gaily: Now you speak as you look, not like a world-worn woman of thirty wearing the soft, fresh mask of nineteen.

You have not answered me, she said quietly.

Answered you, Calypso?

Yes; I ask you to be very gentle and fastidious with me in your thoughts; not even to call me Calypso — in your thoughts.

What you ask I had given you the first moment we met.

Then you may call me Calypso — in your thoughts.

Calypso, he pleaded, wont you tell me where to find you?

Yes; in the house of — Mr. Cardross. This is his house.

She turned and stepped onto the lawn. A mass of scarlet hibiscus hid her, then she reappeared, a pale shape in the dusk of the oleander-bordered path.

He listened; the perfume of the oleanders enveloped him; high under the stars the fronds of a royal palm hung motionless. Then, through the stillness, very far away, he heard the southern ocean murmuring in its slumber under a million stars.




CHAPTER IV

RECONNAISSANCE
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HAMIL AWOKE EARLY: long before breakfast he was shaved, dressed, and hungry; but in the hotel late rising appeared to be fashionable, and through the bewildering maze of halls and corridors nobody was yet astir except a few children and their maids.

So he sauntered about the acres of floor space from rotunda to music room, from desk to sun parlour, through the endless carpeted tunnel leading to the station, and back again, taking his bearings in this wilderness of runways so profusely embowered with palms and furniture.

In one wide corridor, lined like a street with shops, clerks were rearranging show windows; and Hamil strolled from the jewellers to the brilliant but dubious display of an Armenian rug dealer; from a New York milliners exhibition, where one or two blond, sleepy-eyed young women moved languidly about, to an exasperating show of shells, curiosities, and local photographs which quenched further curiosity.

However, beyond the shops, at the distant end of an Axminster vista flanked by cabbage-palms and masterpieces from Grand Rapids, he saw sunshine and the green tops of trees; and he made toward the oasis, coming out along a white colonnade overlooking the hotel gardens.

It was early enough for any ambitious bird to sing, but there were few song-birds in the gardens — a palm warbler or two, and a pair of subdued mocking-birds not inclined to be tuneful. Everywhere, however, purple and bronze grackle appeared, flying or walking busily over the lawns, sunlight striking the rainbow hackle on their necks, and their pale-yellow or bright-orange eyes staring boldly at the gardeners who dawdled about the flowery labyrinths with watering-can and jointed hose. And from every shrub and tree came the mildly unpleasant calling of the grackle, and the blackbirds along the lagoon answered with their own unmusical Co-ca-chee! — Co-ca-chee-e!

Somehow, to Hamil, the sunshine seemed to reveal more petty defects in this semi-tropical landscape than he could have divined the night before under the unblemished magic of the stars. For the grass was not real grass, but only that sparse, bunchy, sun-crisped substitute from Bermuda; here and there wind-battered palmetto fronds hung burnt and bronzed; and the vast hotel, which through the darkness he had seen piled up above the trees in cliff-like beauty against the stars, was actually remarkable only for its size and lack of architectural interest.

He began to wonder whether the inhabitants of its thousand rooms, aware of the pitiless clarity of this semi-tropical morning sunlight, shunned it lest it reveal unsuspected defects in those pretty lantern-lit faces of which he had had glimpses in the gardens enchanted dusk the night before. However, the sunshine seemed to render the little children only the lovelier, and he sat on the railing, his back against a pillar, watching them racing about with their nurses, until the breakfast hour at last came around and found him at table, no longer hungry.

A stream of old ladies and gentlemen continued toddling into the breakfast rooms where an acre or two of tables, like a profuse crop of mushrooms, disturbed the monotony of the hotel interior with a monotony still more pronounced. However, there was hazy sunshine in the place and a glimpse of blessed green outside, and the leisurely negroes brought him fruit which was almost as good as the New York winter markets afforded, and his breakfast amused him mildly.

The people, too, amused him — so many dozens of old ladies and gentlemen, all so remarkably alike in a common absence of distinguishing traits — a sort of homogeneous, expressionless similarity which was rather amazing as they doubtless had gathered there from all sections of the Republic.

But the children were delightful, and all over the vast room he could distinguish their fresh little faces like tufts of flowers set in a waste of dusty stubble, and amid the culinary clatter their clear, gay little voices broke through cheerfully at moments, grateful as the morning chatter of sparrows in early spring.

When Hamil left his table he halted to ask an imposing head-waiter whether Miss Palliser might be expected to breakfast, and was informed that she breakfasted and lunched in her rooms and dined always in the café.

So he stopped at the desk and sent up his card.

A number of young people evidently equipped for the golf links now pervaded hall and corridor; others, elaborately veiled for motoring, stopped at the desk for letters on their way into the outer sunshine.

A row of rather silent but important-looking gentlemen, morning cigars afire, gradually formed ranks in arm-chairs under the colonnade; people passing and repassing began to greet each other with more vivacity; veranda and foyer became almost animated as the crowd increased. And now a demure bride or two emerged in all the radiance of perfect love and raiment, squired by him, braving the searching sunshine with confidence in her beauty, her plumage, and a kindly planet; and, in pitiful contrast, here and there some waxen-faced invalid, wheeled by a trained nurse, in cap and cuffs, through sunless halls into the clear sea air, to lie motionless, with leaden lids scarcely parted, in the glory of a perfect day.

A gentleman, rotund of abdomen, wearing a stubby red moustache, screwed a cigar firmly into the off corner of his mouth and, after looking aggressively at Hamil for fully half a minute, said:

Southern Pacific sold off at the close.

Indeed, said Hamil.

Its like picking daisies, said the gentleman impressively. And, after a pause, during which he continued to survey the younger man: What name? he inquired, as though Hamil had been persistently attempting to inform him.

Hamil told him good-naturedly.

Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hamil. My name is Rawley — probably the name is familiar to you? — Ambrose Rawley — he coughed— by profession a botanist.

Hamil smiled, recognising in the name the most outrageously expensive of New York florists who had made a fortune in cut flowers.

Have a drink? persisted Mr. Rawley. No? Too early for you? Well, lets get a couple of niggers and wheel-chairs.

But Hamil declined with the easy good-humour which characterised him; and a few moments later, learning at the office that his aunt would receive him, followed his negro guide through endless carpeted labyrinths and was ushered by a maid into a sunny reception-room.

Garry! — you dear boy! exclaimed his amazingly youthful aunt, holding out both arms to him from the door of her bedroom, partly ajar. No — dont come near me; Im not even in complete negligée yet, but I will be in one minute when Titine fastens me up and makes the most of my scanty locks— She looked out at him with a laugh and gave her head a little jerk forward, and her splendid chestnut hair came tumbling down in the sunshine.

Youre prettier than ever, said her nephew; theyll take us for bride and groom as usual. I say, Constance, I suppose theyve followed you down here.

Who, Garry, — very innocently.

The faithful three, Colonel Vetchen, Cuyp, and old — I mean the gracefully mature Courtlandt Classon. Are they here?

I believe so, dear, admitted his aunt demurely. And, Garry, so is Virginia Suydam.

Really, he said, suddenly subdued as his aunt who was forty and looked twenty-five came forward in her pretty chamber-gown, and placed two firm white arms around him and kissed him squarely and with vigour.

You dear! she said; you certainly are the best-looking boy in all Florida. When did you come? Is Jim Waywards yacht here still? And why didnt he come to see me?

The Ariani sailed for Miami last night after I landed. I left my card, but the office people rang and rang and could get no answer—

I was in bed! How stupid of me! I retired early because Virginia and I had been dissipating shamefully all the week and my aged bones required a rest.... And now tell me all about this new commission of yours. I have met the Cardross family; everybody at Palm Beach is talking about the magnificent park Mr. Cardross is planning; and your picture has appeared in the local paper, and Ive told everybody youre quite wonderful, and everybody now is informing everybody else that youre quite wonderful!

His very gay aunt lay back in her great soft chair, pushing with both fair hands the masses of chestnut hair from her forehead, and smiling at him out of her golden brown eyes — the jolliest, frankest of eyes — the sort even women trust instinctively at first glimpse.

So he sat there and told her all about his commission and how this man, Neville Cardross, whom he had never even seen, had written to him and asked him to make the most splendid park in America around the Cardross villa, and had invited him to be his guest during his stay in Florida.

They evidently are nice people from the way Mr. Cardross writes, he said. You say you know them, Constance?

Ive met them several times — the way you meet people here. They have a villa — rather imposing in an exotic fashion. Why, yes, Garry, they are nice; dreadfully wealthy, tremendously popular. Mrs. Carrick, the married daughter, is very agreeable; her mother is amiable and dreadfully stout. Then theres a boy of your age — Gray Cardross — a well-mannered youth who drives motors, and whom Mr. Classon calls a speed-mad cub. Then there is Cecile Cardross — a débutante of last winter, and then— Miss Palliser hesitated, crossed one knee over the other, and sat gently swinging her slippered foot and looking at her nephew.

Does that conclude the list of the Cardross family? he asked.

N-no. There remains the beauty of the family, Shiela. She continued to survey him with smiling intentness, and went on slowly:

Shiela Cardross; the girl here. People are quite mad about her, I assure you. My dear, every man at Palm Beach tags after her; rows of callow youths sit and gaze at her very footprints in the sand when she crosses the beach; she turns masculine heads to the verge of permanent dislocation. No guilty man escapes; even Courtlandt Classon is meditating treachery to me, and Mr. Cuyp has long been wavering and Gussie Vetchen too! the wretch!... We poor women try hard to like her — but, Garry, is it human to love such a girl?

Its divine, Constance, so youll like her.

Oh, yes; thank you. Well, I do; I dont know her well, but Im inclined to like her — in a way.... Theres something else, though. She considered her handsome nephew steadily. You are to be a guest there while this work of yours is in hand?

Yes — I believe so.

Then, dear, without the slightest unworthy impulse or the faintest trace of malice, I wish to put you on your guard. Its horrid, but I must.

On my guard! he repeated.
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So he sat there and told her all about his commission.

Yes — forearm you, Garry. Shiela Cardross is a rather bewildering beauty. She is French convent-bred, clever and cultivated and extremely talented. Besides that she has every fashionable grace and accomplishment at the ends of her pretty fingers — and she has a way with her — a way of looking at you — which is pure murder to the average man. And beside that she is very simple and sweet to everybody. As an assassin of hearts shes equipped to slay yours, Garry.

Well? he inquired, laughing. And added: Let her slay. Why not?

This, dear. And you who know me will acquit me of any ignoble motive if I say that she is not your social equal, Garry.

What! I thought you said—

Yes — about the others. But it is not the same with Shiela Cardross. I — it seems cruel to say it — but it is for your sake — to effectually forestall any possible accident — that I am going to tell you that this very lovely girl, Shiela, is an adopted child, not a daughter. That exceedingly horrid old gossip, Mrs. Van Dieman, told me that the girl was a foundling taken by Mr. and Mrs. Cardross from the Staten Island asylum. And Im afraid Mrs. Van Dieman knows what shes talking about because she founded and still supports the asylum.

Hamil looked gravely across at his aunt. The poor little girl, he said slowly. Lord, but thats tough! and tougher still to have Mrs. Van Dieman taking the trouble to spread the news. Cant you shut her up?

It is tough, Garret. I suppose they all are dreadfully sensitive about it. I begged Mrs. Van Dieman to keep her own counsel. But she wont. And you know, dear, that it would make no difference to me in my relations with the girl — except that — she hesitated, smiling— she is not good enough for you, Garry, and so, if you catch the prevailing contagion, and fall a victim, you have been inoculated now and will have the malady lightly.

My frivolous and fascinating aunt, he said, have you ever known me to catch any prevailing—

O Garret! You know you have! — dozens of times—

Ive been civilly attentive to several girls—

I wish to goodness youd marry Virginia Suydam; but you wont.

Virginia! he repeated, astonished.

Yes, I do; I wish you were safely and suitably married. Im worried, Garry; you are becoming too good-looking not to get into some horrid complication — as poor Jim Wayward did; and now hes done for, finished! Oh, I wish I didnt feel so responsible for you. And I wish you werent going to the Cardrosses to live for months!

He leaned forward, laughing, and took his aunts slim hands between his own sunburned fists. You cunning little thing, he said, if you talk that way Ill marry you off to one of the faithful three; you and Virginia too. Lord, do you think Im down here to cut capers when Ive enough hard work ahead to drive a dozen men crazy for a year? As for your beautiful Miss Cardross — why I saw a girl in a boat — not long ago — who really was a beauty. I mean to find her, some day; and that is something for you to worry about!

Garry! Tell me!

But he rose, still laughing, and saluted Miss Pallisers hands.

If you and Virginia have nothing better on Ill dine with you at eight. Yes? No?

Of course. Where are you going now?

To report to Mr. Cardross — and brave beauty in its bower, he added mischievously. Ill doubtless be bowled over first shot and come around for a dinner and a blessing at eight this evening.

Dont joke about it, she said as they rose together and stood for a moment at the window looking down into the flowering gardens.

Is it not a jolly scene? she added— the fountain against the green, and the flowers and the sunshine everywhere, and all those light summer gowns outdoors in January, and— She checked herself and laid her hand on his arm; Garry, do you see that girl in the wheel-chair! — the one just turning into the gardens!

He had already seen her. Suddenly his heart stood still in dread of what his aunt was about to say. He knew already somehow that she was going to say it, yet when she spoke the tiny shock came just the same.

That, said his aunt, is Shiela Cardross. Is she not too lovely for words?

Yes, he said, she is very beautiful.

For a while they stood together there at the window, then he said good-bye in a rather subdued manner which made his aunt laugh that jolly, clear laugh which never appealed to him in vain.

Youre not mortally stricken already at your first view of her, are you? she asked.

Not mortally, he said.

Then fall a victim and recover quickly. And dont let me sit here too long without seeing you; will you?

She went to the door with him, one arm linked in his, brown eyes bright with her pride and confidence in him — in this tall, wholesome, clean-built boy, already on the verge of distinction in his rather unusual profession. And she saw in him all the strength and engaging good looks of his dead father, and all the clear and lovable sincerity of his mother — her only sister — now also dead.

You will come to see me sometimes — wont you, Garry? she repeated wistfully.

Of course I will. Give my love to Virginia and my amused regards to the faithful three.

And so they parted, he to saunter down into the cool gardens on his way to call on Mr. Cardross; she to pace the floor, excited by his arrival, her heart beating with happiness, pride, solicitude for the young fellow who was like brother and son to her — this handsome, affectionate, generous boy who had steadily from the very first declined to accept one penny of her comfortable little fortune lest she be deprived of the least luxury or convenience, and who had doggedly educated and prepared himself, and contrived to live within the scanty means he had inherited.

And now at last the boy saw success ahead, and Miss Palliser was happy, dreaming brilliant dreams for him, conjuring vague splendours for the future — success unbounded, honours, the esteem of all good men; this, for her boy. And — if it must be — love, in its season — with the inevitable separation and a slow dissolution of an intimacy which had held for her all she desired in life — his companionship, his happiness, his fortune; this also she dreamed for his sake. Yes — knowing she could not always keep him, and that it must come inexorably, she dreamed of love for him — and marriage.

And, as she stood now by the sunny window, idly intent on her vision, without warning the face of Shiela Cardross glimmered through the dream, growing clearer, distinct in every curve and tint of its exquisite perfection; and she stared at the mental vision, evoking it with all the imagination of her inner consciousness, unquiet yet curious, striving to look into the phantoms eyes — clear, direct eyes which she remembered; and a thrill of foreboding touched her, lest the boy she loved might find in the sweetness of these clear eyes a peril not lightly overcome.

She is so unusually beautiful, said Miss Palliser aloud, unconscious that she had spoken. And she added, wondering, God knows what blood is in her veins to form a body so divine.




CHAPTER V

A FLANK MOVEMENT
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YOUNG HAMIL, MOVING thoughtfully along through the gardens, caught a glimpse of a group under the palms which halted him for an instant, then brought him forward, hat off, hand cordially outstretched.

Awflly glad to see you, Virginia; this is very jolly; hello, Cuyp! How are you, Colonel Vetchen — oh! how do you do, Mr. Classon! as the latter came trotting down the path, twirling a limber walking-stick.

How-dee-do! How-dee-do! piped Courtlandt Classon, with a rickety abandon almost paternal; and, replying literally, Hamil admitted his excellent physical condition.

Virginia Suydam, reclining in her basket chair, very picturesque in a broad hat, smiled at him out of her peculiar bluish-green eyes, while Courtlandt Classon fussed and fussed and patted his shoulder; an old beau who had toddled about Manhattan in the days when the town was gay below Bleecker Street, when brownstone was for the rich alone, when the family horses wore their tails long and a proud Ethiope held the reins, when Saratoga was the goal of fashion, and old General Jan Van-der-Duynck pronounced his own name Wonnerdink, with profane accompaniment.

They were all most affable — Van Tassel Cuyp with the automatic nervous snicker that deepened the furrows from nostril to mouth, a tall stoop-shouldered man of scant forty with the high colour, long, nervous nose, and dull eye of Dutch descent; and Colonel Augustus Magnelius Pietrus Vetchen, scion of an illustrious line whose ancestors had been colonial governors and judges before the British flag floated from the New Amsterdam fort. His daughter was the celebrated beauty, Mrs. Tom OHara. She had married OHara and so many incredible millions that people insisted that was why Colonel Vetchens eyebrows expressed the acute slant of perpetual astonishment.

So they were all cordial, for was he not related to the late General Garret Suydam and, therefore, distantly to them all? And these men who took themselves and their lineage so seriously, took Hamil seriously; and he often attempted to appreciate it seriously, but his sense of humour was too strong. They were all good people, kindly and harmless snobs; and when he had made his adieux under the shadow of the white portico, he lingered a moment to observe the obsolete gallantry with which Mr. Classon and Colonel Vetchen wafted Virginia up the steps.

Cuyp lingered to venture a heavy pleasantry or two which distorted his long nose into a series of white-ridged wrinkles, then he ambled away and disappeared within the abode of that divinity who shapes our ends, the manicure; and Hamil turned once more toward the gardens.

The hour was still early; of course too unconventional to leave cards on the Cardross family, even too early for a business visit; but he thought he would stroll past the villa, the white walls of which he had dimly seen the evening before. Besides his Calypso was there. Alas! for Calypso. Yet his heart tuned up a trifle as he thought of seeing her so soon again.

And so, a somewhat pensive but wholly attractive and self-confident young opportunist in white flannels, he sauntered through the hotel gardens and out along the dazzling shell-road.

No need for him to make inquiries of passing negroes; no need to ask where the House of Cardross might be found; for although he had seen it only by starlight, and the white sunshine now transformed everything under its unfamiliar glare, he remembered his way, étape by étape, from the foliated iron grille of Whitehall to the ancient cannon bedded in rusting trunnions; and from that mass of Spanish bronze, southward under the tall palms, past hedges of vermilion hibiscus and perfumed oleander, past villa after villa embowered in purple, white, and crimson flowering vines, and far away inland along the snowy road until, at the turn, a gigantic banyan tree sprawled across the sky and the lilac-odour of china-berry in bloom stole subtly through the aromatic confusion, pure, sweet, refreshing in all its exquisite integrity.

Calypsos own fragrance, he thought to himself — remembering the intimate perfume of her hair and gown as she passed so near to him in the lantern light when he had spoken without discretion.

And suddenly the reminiscent humour faded from his eyes and mouth as he remembered what his aunt had said of this young girl; and, halting in his tracks, he recalled what she herself had said; that the harmless liberties another girl might venture to take with informality, armoured in an assurance above common convention, she could not venture. And now he knew why.... She had expected him to learn that she was an adopted daughter; in the light of his new knowledge he understood that. No doubt it was generally known. But the child had not expected him to know more than that; and, her own knowledge of the hopeless truth, plainly enough, was the key to that note of bitterness which he had detected at times, and even spoken of — that curious maturity forced by unhappy self-knowledge, that apathetic indifference stirred at moments to a quick sensitive alertness almost resembling self-defence. She was aware of her own story; that was certain. And the acid of that knowledge was etching the designs of character upon a physical adolescence unprepared for such biting reaction.

He was sorry he knew it, feeling ashamed of his own guiltless invasion of the girls privacy.

The only reparation possible was to forget it. Like an honourable card-player who inadvertently sees his opponents cards, he must play his hand exactly as he would have in the beginning. And that, he believed, would be perfectly simple.

Reassured he looked across the lawns toward the Cardross villa, a big house of coquina cement, very beautiful in its pseudo-Spanish architecture, red-tiled roofs, cool patias, arcades, and courts; the formality of terrace, wall, and fountain charmingly disguised under a riot of bloom and foliage.

The house stood farther away than he had imagined, for here the public road ended abruptly in a winding hammock-trail, and to the east the private drive of marl ran between high gates of wrought iron swung wide between carved coquina pillars.

And the house itself was very much larger than he had imagined; the starlight had illuminated only a small portion of its white façade, tricking him; for this was almost a palace — one of those fine vigorously designed mansions, so imposing in simplicity, nicknamed by smug humility — a cottage, or villa.

By jingo, its noble! he exclaimed, the exotic dignity of the house dawning on him by degrees as he moved forward and the southern ocean sprang into view, turquoise and amethyst inlaid streak on streak to the still horizon.

What a chance! he repeated under his breath; what a chance for the noblest park ever softened into formality! And the untouched forests beyond! — and the lagoons! — and the dunes to the east — and the sea! Lord, Lord, he whispered with unconscious reverence, what an Eden!

One of the white-haired, black-skinned children of men — though the point is locally disputed — looked up from the grass where he squatted gathering ripe fruit under a sapodilla tree; and to an inquiry:

Yaas-suh, yaas-suh; Mistuh Cahdhoss in de pomelo gove, suh, feedin mud-cat to de wile-puss.

Doing what?

Feedin mud-fish to de wile-cat, de wile lynx-cat, suh. The aged negro rose, hat doffed, juicy traces of forbidden sapodillas on his face which he naïvely removed with the back of the blackest and most grotesquely wrinkled hand Hamil had ever seen.

Yaas-suh; scusin de gator, wile-cat love de mud-fish mostest; yaas, suh. Ole torm-cat he fish de crick lak he was no count Seminole trash—

One moment, uncle, interrupted Hamil, smiling; is that the pomelo grove? And is that gentleman yonder Mr. Cardross?

Yaas-suh.

He stood silent a moment thoughtfully watching the distant figure through the vista of green leaves, white blossoms, and great clusters of fruit hanging like globes of palest gold in the sun.

I think, he said absently, that Ill step over and speak to Mr. Cardross.... Thank you, uncle.... What kind of fruit is that youre gathering?

Sappydilla, suh.

Hamil laughed; he had heard that a darky would barter possum, ham-bone, and soul immortal for a ripe sapodilla; he had also once, much farther northward, seen the distressing spectacle of Savannah negroes loading a freight car with watermelons; and it struck him now that it was equally rash to commission this aged uncle on any such business as the gathering of sapodillas for family consumption.

The rolling, moist, and guileless eye of the old man whose slightly pained expression made it plain that he divined exactly what Hamil had been thinking, set the young man laughing outright.

Dont worry, uncle, he said; theyre not my sapodillas; and he walked toward the pomelo grove, the old man, a picture of outraged innocence, looking after him, thoughtlessly biting into an enormous and juicy specimen of the forbidden fruit as he looked.

There was a high fence of woven wire around the grove; through scented vistas, spotted with sunshine, fruit and blossoms hung together amid tender foliage of glossy green; palms and palmettos stood with broad drooping fronds here and there among the citrus trees, and the brown woody litter which covered the ground was all starred with fallen flowers.

The gate was open, and as Hamil stepped in he met a well-built, active man in white flannels coming out; and both halted abruptly.

I am looking for Mr. Cardross, said the younger man.

I am Mr. Cardross.

Hamil nodded. I mean that I am looking for Mr. Cardross, senior—

I am Mr. Cardross, senior.

Hamil gazed at this active gentleman who could scarcely be the father of married children; and yet, as he looked, the crisp, thick hair, the clear sun-bronzed skin which had misled him might after all belong to that type of young-old men less common in America than in England. And Hamil also realised that his hair was silvered, not blond, and that neither the hands nor the eyes of this man were the hands and eyes of youth.

I am Garret Hamil, he said.

I recognise you perfectly. I supposed you older — until my daughter showed me your picture in the News two weeks ago!

I supposed you older — until this minute.

I am!

Looking squarely into each others faces they laughed and shook hands.

When did you come, Mr. Hamil?

Last night from Nassau.

Where are you stopping?

Hamil told him.

Your rooms are ready here. Its very good of you to come to see me at once—

Its very good of you to want me—

Want you, man alive! Of course I want you! Im all on edge over this landscape scheme; Ive done nothing since we arrived from the North but ride over and over the place — and Ive not half covered it yet. Thats the way well begin work, isnt it? Knock about together and get a general idea of the country; isnt that the best way?

Yes, certainly—

I thought so. The way to learn a country is to ride over it, fish over it, shoot over it, sail around it, camp in it — thats my notion of thoroughly understanding a region. If youre going to improve it youve got to care something about it — begin to like it — find pleasure in it, understand it. Isnt that true, Mr. Hamil?

Yes — in a measure—

Of course its true, repeated Cardross with his quick engaging laugh; if a man doesnt care for a thing hes not fitted to alter or modify it. Ive often thought that those old French landscape men must have dearly loved the country they made so beautiful — loved it intelligently — for they left so much wild beauty edging the formality of their creations. Do you happen to remember the Chasse at Versailles? And thats what I want here! You dont mind my instructing you in your own profession, do you?

They both laughed again, apparently qualified to understand one another.

Cardross said: Im glad youre young; Im glad youve come. This is going to be the pleasantest winter of my life. There isnt anything Id rather do than just this kind of thing — if youll let me tag after you and talk about it. You dont mind, do you?

No, I dont, said Hamil sincerely.

Well probably have rows, suggested Cardross; I may want vistas and terraces and fountains where they ought not to be.

Oh, no, you wont, replied Hamil, laughing; youll understand things when I give reasons.

Thats what I want — reasons. If anybody would only give me reasons! — but nobody does. Listen; will you come up to the house with me and meet my family? And then youll lunch with them — Ive a business luncheon at the club — unfortunately — but Ill come back. Meanwhile therell be somebody to show you about, or you can run out to the Inlet in one of the motor-boats if you like, or do anything you like that may amuse you; the main thing is for you to be amused, to find this place agreeable, to like this kind of country, to like us. Then you can do good work, Mr. Hamil.

A grinning negro shuffled up and closed the gate as they left the grove together and started across the lawn. Cardross, cordial in his quick, vigorous manner, strolled with his hands in his coat pockets, planting each white-shod foot firmly as he walked, frequently turning head and shoulders squarely toward his companion when speaking.

He must have been over fifty; he did not appear forty; still, on closer and more detailed inspection Hamil understood how much his alert, well-made figure had to do with the first impression of youth. Yet his expression had nothing in it of that shadow which falls with years — nothing to show to the world that he had once taken the world by the throat and wrung a fortune out of it — nothing of the hard gravity or the underlying sadness of almost ruthless success, and the responsibility for it.

Yet, from the first, Hamil had been aware of all that was behind this unstudied frankness, this friendly vigour. There was a man, there — every inch a man, but exactly of what sort the younger man had not yet decided.



A faded and very stout lady, gowned with elaborate simplicity, yet somehow suggesting well-bred untidiness, rolled toward them, propelled in a wheeled-chair by a black servant.

Dear, said Mr. Cardross, this is Mr. Hamil. And Mrs. Cardross offered him her chubby hand and said a little more than he expected. Then, to her husband, languidly:

Theyre playing tennis, Neville. If Mr. Hamil would care to play there are tennis-shoes belonging to Gray and Acton.

Thank you, Mrs. Cardross, said Hamil, but, as a matter of fact, I am not yet acclimated.

You feel a little sleepy? drawled Mrs. Cardross, maternally solicitous; everybody does for the first few days. And to her husband: Jessie and Cecile are playing; Shiela must be somewhere about — You will lunch with us, Mr. Hamil? Theres to be a tennis luncheon under the oaks — wed really like to have you if you can stay.

Hamil accepted as simply as the invitation was given; Mrs. Cardross exchanged a few words with her husband in that perfectly natural drawl which at first might have been mistaken for languid affectation; then she smiled at Hamil and turned around in her basket chair, parasol tilted, and the black boy began slowly pedalling her away across the lawn.

Well step over to the tennis-courts, said Cardross, replacing the straw hat which he had removed to salute his wife; theyre having a sort of scratch-tournament I believe — my daughters and some other young people. I think youll find the courts rather pretty.

The grounds were certainly quaint; spaces for four white marl courts had been cleared, hewn out of the solid jungle which walled them in with a noble living growth of live oak, cedar, magnolia, and palmetto. And on these courts a very gay company of young people in white were playing or applauding the players while the snowy balls flew across the nets and the resonant blows of the bats rang out.

And first Mr. Cardross presented Hamil to his handsome married daughter, Mrs. Acton Carrick, a jolly, freckled, young matron who showed her teeth when she smiled and shook hands like her father; and then he was made known to the youngest daughter, Cecile Cardross, small, plump, and sun-tanned, with ruddy hair and mischief in every feature.

There was, also, a willowy Miss Staines and a blond Miss Anan, and a very young Mr. Anan — a brother — and a grave and gaunt Mr. Gatewood and a stout Mr. Ellison, and a number of others less easy to remember.

This wholesale introduction business is always perplexing, observed Cardross; but theyll all remember you, and after a time youll begin to distinguish them from the shrubbery. No — as Mrs. Carrick asked Hamil if he cared to play— he would rather look on this time, Jessie. Go ahead; we are not interrupting you; where is Shiela—

And Hamil, chancing to turn, saw her, tennis-bat tucked under one bare arm, emerging from the jungle path; and at the same instant she caught sight of him. Both little chalked shoes stood stockstill — for a second only — then she came forward, leisurely, continuing to eat the ripe guava with which she had been occupied.

Cardross, advancing, said: This is Mr. Hamil, dearest; and, to the young man: My daughter Shiela.

She nodded politely.

Now Ive got to go, Shiela, continued Cardross. Hamil, youll amuse yourself, wont you, until I return after luncheon? Shiela, Mr. Hamil doesnt care to play tennis; so if youll find out what he does care to do— He saluted the young people gaily and started across the lawn where a very black boy with a chair stood ready to convey him to the village and across the railroad tracks to that demure little flower-embowered cottage the interior of which presents such an amazing contrast to the exterior.




CHAPTER VI

ARMISTICE

[image: img194.jpg]

THE YOUNG GIRL beside him had finished her guava, and now, idly swinging her tennis-bat, stood watching the games in the sunken courts below.

Please dont consider me a burden, he said. I would be very glad to sit here and watch you play.

I have been playing, thank you.

But you wont let me interfere with anything that—

No, Mr. Hamil, I wont let you interfere — with anything.

She stood swinging her bat, apparently preoccupied with her own thoughts — like a very grave goddess, he thought, glancing at her askance — a very young goddess, immersed in celestial reverie far beyond mortal comprehension.

Do you like guavas? she inquired. And, closing her own question: But you had better not until you are acclimated. Do you feel very sleepy, Mr. Hamil?

No, I dont, he said.

Oh! You ought to conform to tradition. Theres a particularly alluring hammock on the veranda.

To get rid of me is it necessary to make me take a nap? he protested.

So you refuse to go to sleep?

I certainly do.

She sighed and tucked the tennis-bat under her left arm. Come, she said, moving forward, my father will ask me what I have done to amuse you, and I had better hunt up something to tell him about. Youll want to see the groves of course—

Yes, but Im not going to drag you about with me—

Come, she repeated; and as he stood his ground obstinately: Please? — with a rising inflection hinting at command.

Why on earth dont you play tennis and let me sit and watch you? he asked, joining and keeping step with her.

Why do you ask a woman for reasons, Mr. Hamil?

Its too bad to spoil your morning—

I know it; so in revenge Im going to spoil yours. Our trip is called Seeing Florida, so you must listen to your guide very attentively. This is a pomelo grove — thank you, to the negro who opened the gate— here you see blossoms and ripe fruit together on the same tree. A few palmettos have been planted here for various agricultural reasons. This is a camphor bush — touching it with her bat— the leaves when crushed in the palm exhale a delightful fragr—

Calypso!

She turned toward him with coldest composure. That never happened, Mr. Hamil.

No, he said, it never did.

A slight colour remained in his face; hers was cool enough.

Did you think it happened? she asked. He shook his head. No, he repeated seriously, I know that it never happened.

She said: If you are quite sure it never happened, there is no harm in pretending it did.... What was it you called me?

I could never remember, Miss Cardross — unless you tell me.

Then Ill tell you — if you are quite sure you dont remember. You called me Calypso.

And looking up he surprised the rare laughter in her eyes.

You are rather nice after all, she said, or is it only that I have you under such rigid discipline? But it was very bad taste in you to recall so crudely what never occurred — until I gave you the liberty to do it. Dont you think so?

Yes, I do, he said. Ive made two exhibitions of myself since I knew you—

One, Mr. Hamil. Please recollect that I am scarcely supposed to know how many exhibitions of yourself you may have made before we were formally presented.

She stood still under a tree which drooped like a leaf-tufted umbrella, and she said, swinging her racket: You will always have me at a disadvantage. Do you know it?

That is utterly impossible!

Is it? Do you mean it?

I do with all my heart—

Thank you; but do you mean it with all your logical intelligence, too?

Yes, of course I do.

She stood, head partly averted, one hand caressing the smooth, pale-yellow fruit which hung in heavy clusters around her. And all around her, too, the delicate white blossoms poured out fragrance, and the giant swallow-tail butterflies in gold and black fluttered and floated among the blossoms or clung to them as though stupefied by their heavy sweetness.

I wish we had begun — differently, she mused.

I dont wish it.

She said, turning on him almost fiercely: You persisted in talking to me in the boat; you contrived to make yourself interesting without being offensive — I dont know how you managed it! And then — last night — I was not myself.... And then — that happened!

Could anything more innocent have happened?

Something far more dignified could have happened when I heard you say Calypso. She shrugged her shoulders. Its done; weve misbehaved; and you will have to be dreadfully careful. You will, wont you? And yet I shall certainly hate you heartily if you make any difference between me and other women. Oh, dear! — Oh, dear! The whole situation is just unimportant enough to be irritating. Mr. Hamil, I dont think I care for you very much.

And as he looked at her with a troubled smile, she added:

You must not take that declaration too literally. Can you forget — various things?

I dont want to, Miss Cardross. Listen: nobody could be more sweet, more simple, more natural than the girl I spoke to — I dreamed that I talked with — last night. I dont want to forget that night, or that girl. Must I?

Are you, in your inmost thoughts, fastidious in thinking of that girl? Is there any reservation, any hesitation?

He said, meeting her eyes: She is easily the nicest girl I ever met — the very nicest. Do you think that I might have her for a friend?

Do you mean this girl, Calypso?

Yes.

Then I think that she will return to you the exact measure of friendship that you offer her.... Because, Mr. Hamil, she is after all not very old in years, and a little sensitive and impressionable.

He thought to himself: She is a rather curious mixture of impulse and reason; of shyness and audacity; of composure and timidity; of courage and cowardice and experience. But there is in her no treachery; nothing mentally unwholesome.

They stood silent a moment smiling at each other rather seriously; then her smooth hand slid from his, and she drew a light breath.

What a relief! she said.

What?

To know you are the kind of man I knew you were. That sounds rather Irish, doesnt it?... And under her breath— perhaps it is. God knows! Her face grew very grave for a moment, then, as she turned and looked at him, the shadow fell.

Do you know — it was absurd of course — but I could scarcely sleep last night for sheer dread of your coming to-day. And yet I knew what sort of a man you must be; and this morning — she shook her head— I couldnt endure any breakfast, and I usually endure lots; so I took a spin down the lake in my chair. When I saw you just now I was trying to brace up on a guava. Listen to me: I am hungry!

You poor little thing—

Sympathy satisfies sentiment but appetite prefers oranges. Shall we eat oranges together and become friendly and messy? Are you even that kind of a man? Oh, then if you really are, theres a mixed grove just beyond.

So together, shoulder to shoulder, keeping step, they passed through the new grove with its enormous pendent bunches of grape-fruit, and into a second grove where limes and mandarins hung among clusters of lemons and oranges; where kum-quat bushes stood stiffly, studded with egg-shaped, orange-tinted fruit; where tangerines, grape-fruit, and king-oranges grew upon the same tree, and the deep scarlet of ripe Japanese persimmons and the huge tattered fronds of banana trees formed a riotous background.

This tree! she indicated briefly, reaching up; and her hand was white even among the milky orange bloom — he noticed that as he bent down a laden bough for her.

Pine-oranges, she said, the most delicious of all. Ill pick and you hold the branch. And please get me a few tangerines — those blood-tangerines up there.... Thank you; and two Japanese persimmons — and two more for yourself.... Have you a knife? Very well; now, break a fan from that saw-palmetto and sweep a place for me on the ground — that way. And now please look very carefully to see if there are any spiders. No spiders? No scorpions? No wood-ticks? Are you sure?

There may be a bandersnatch, he said doubtfully, dusting the ground with his palmetto fan.

She laughed and seated herself on the ground, drew down her short white tennis-skirt as far as it would go over her slim ankles, looked up at him confidently, holding out her hand for his knife.

We are going to be delightfully messy in a moment, she said; let me show you how they prepare an orange in Florida. This is for you — you must take it.... And this is for me. The rind is all gone, you see. Now, Ulysses. This is the magic moment!

And without further ceremony her little teeth met in the dripping golden pulp; and in another moment Hamil was imitating her.

They appeared to be sufficiently hungry; the brilliant rind, crinkling, fell away in golden corkscrews from orange after orange, and still they ate on, chattering away together between oranges.

Isnt this primitive luxury, Mr. Hamil? We ought to wear our bathing-clothes.... Dont dare take my largest king-orange! Yes — you may have it; — I wont take it.... Are you being amused? My father said that you were to be amused. What in the world are you staring at?

That! said Hamil, eyes widening. What on earth—

Oh, thats nothing — that is our watchman. We have to employ somebody to watch our groves, you know, or all the negroes in Florida would be banqueting here. So we have that watchman yonder—

But its a bird! insisted Hamil, a big gray, long-legged, five-foot bird with a scarlet head!

Of course, said the girl serenely; its a crane. His name is Alonzo; hes four feet high; and hes horridly savage. If you came in here without father or me or some of the workmen who know him, Alonzo would begin to dance at you, flapping his wings, every plume erect; and if you didnt run hed attack you. That big, dagger-like bill of his is an atrocious weapon.

The crane resembled a round-shouldered, thin-legged old gentleman with his hands tucked under his coat-tails; and as he came up, tiptoeing and peering slyly at Hamil out of two bright evil-looking eyes, the girl raised her arm and threw a kum-quat at him so accurately that the bird veered off with a huge hop of grieved astonishment.

Alonzo! Go away this instant! she commanded. And to Hamil: Hes disgustingly treacherous; hell sidle up behind you if he can. Give me that palmetto fan.

But the bird saw her rise, and hastily retreated to the farther edge of the grove, where presently they saw him pretending to hunt snails and lizards as innocently as though premeditated human assassination was farthest from his thoughts.

There was a fountain with a coquina basin in the grove; and here they washed the orange juice from their hands and dried them on their handkerchiefs.

Would you like to see Tommy Tiger? she asked. Im taming him.

Very much, he said politely.

Well, hes in there somewhere, pointing to a section of bushy jungle edging the grove and around which was a high heavy fence of closely woven buffalo wire. Here, Tommy, Tommy, Tommy! she called, in her fresh young voice that, at times, broke deliciously in a childish grace-note.

At first Hamil could see nothing in the tangle of brier and saw-palmetto, but after a while he became aware of a wild-cat, tufted ears flattenend, standing in the shadow of a striped bush and looking at him out of the greenest eyes he had ever beheld.

Pretty Tom, said the girl caressingly. Tommy, come and let Shiela scratch his ears.

And the lynx, disdainfully shifting its blank green gaze from Hamil, hoisted an absurd stub of a tail and began rubbing its lavishly whiskered jowl against the bush. Nearer and nearer sidled the lithe grayish animal, cautiously the girl advanced, until the cat was rubbing cheek and flank against the woven-wire fence. Then, with infinite precaution, she extended her hand, touched the flat fierce head, and slowly began to rub it.

Dont! said Hamil, stepping forward; and at the sound of his voice and step the cat whirled and struck, and the girl sprang back, white to the lips.

For a moment she said nothing, then looked up at Hamil beside her, as pale as she.

I am not hurt, she said, only startled.

I should not have spoken, he faltered. What an ass I am!

It is all right; I ought to have cautioned you about moving or speaking. I thought you understood — but please dont look that way, Mr. Hamil. It was not your fault and I am not hurt. Which teaches me a lesson, I hope. What is the moral? — dont attempt to caress the impossible? — or something similarly senseless, she added gaily. And turning on the crouching lynx: Bad Tommy! Wicked, treacherous, bad — no! Poor old Tom! You are quite right. Id do the same if I were trapped and anybody tried to patronize me. I know how you feel — yes, I do, Tommy Tiger. And Ill tell old Jonas to give you lots and lots of delicious mud-fish for your dinner to-night — yes, I will, my friend. Also some lavender to roll on.... Mr. Hamil, you are still unusually colourless. Were you really afraid?

Horribly.

Oh, the wire is too strong for him to break out, she observed coolly.

I was not afraid of that, he retorted, reddening.

She turned toward him, smilingly remorseful.

I know it! I say such things — I dont know why. You will learn how to take them, wont you?

They walked on, passing through grove after grove, Alonzo tiptoeing after them, and when, as a matter of precaution from time to time, Shiela looked back, the bird pretended not to see them until they passed the last gate and locked it. Then the great crane, half flying, half running, charged at the closed gate, dancing and bounding about; and long after they were out of sight Alonzos discordant metallic shrieks rang out in baffled fury from among the trees.

They had come into a wide smooth roadway flanked by walks shaded by quadruple rows of palms. Oleander and hibiscus hedges ran on either side as far as the eye could see, and long brilliant flower-beds stretched away into gorgeous perspective.

This is stunning, he said, staring about him.

It is our road to the ocean, about two miles long, she explained. My father designed it; do you really like it?

Yes, I do, he said sincerely; and I scarcely understand why Mr. Cardross has called me into consultation if this is the way he can do things.

That is generous of you. Father will be very proud and happy when I tell him.

They were leaning over the rail of a stone bridge together; the clear stream below wound through thickets of mangrove, bamboo, and flowering vines all a-flutter with butterflies; a school of fish stemmed the current with winnowing fins; myriads of brown and gold dragon-flies darted overhead.

Its fairyland — the only proper setting for you after all, he said.

Resting one elbow on the stone parapet, her cheek in the hollow of her hand, she watched the smile brightening in his face, but responded only faintly to it.

Some day, she said, when we have blown the froth and sparkle from our scarcely tasted cup of acquaintance, you will talk to me of serious things sometimes — will you not?

Why — yes, he said, surprised.

I mean — as you would to a man. You will find me capable of understanding you. You once said to me, in a boat, that no two normal people of opposite sex can meet without experiencing more or less wholesome interest in one another. Didnt you say that? Very well, then; I now admit my normal interest in you — untinged by sentiment. Dont disappoint me.

He said whimsically: Im not intellectual; I dont know very much about anything except my profession.

Then talk to me about it. Goodness! Dont I deserve it? Is a girl to violate precept and instinct on an ill-considered impulse only to find the man in the case was not worth it? And how do you know what else I violated — merely to be kind. I must have been mad to do it!

He flushed up so vividly that she winced, then added quickly: I didnt mean that, Mr. Hamil; I knew you were worth it when I did it.

The worst of it is that I am not, he said. Im like everybody who has been through college and chooses a profession for love of it. I do know something about that profession; outside of it, the least I can say for myself is that I care about everything that goes on in this very jolly world. Curiosity has led me about by the nose. The result is a series of acquired smatterings.

She regarded him intently with that clear gaze he found so refreshing — a direct, fearless scrutiny which straightened her eyebrows to a fascinating level and always made him think of a pagan marble, with delicately chiselled, upcurled lips, and white brow youthfully grave.

Did you study abroad?

Yes — not long enough.

She seemed rather astonished at this. Amused, he rested both elbows on the parapet, looking at her from between the strong, lean hands that framed his face.

It was droll — the way I managed to scurry like a jack-rabbit through school and college on nothing a year. I was obliged to hurry post-graduate courses and Europe and such agreeable things. Otherwise I would probably be more interesting to you—

You are sufficiently interesting, she said, flushing up at his wilful misinterpretation.

And, as he laughed easily:

The horrid thing about it is that you are interesting and you know it. All I asked of you was to be seriously interesting to me — occasionally; and instead you are rude—

Rude!

Yes, you are! — pretending that I was disappointed in you because you hadnt dawdled around Europe for years in the wake of an education. You are, apparently, just about the average sort of man one meets — yet I kicked over several conventions for the sake of exchanging a few premature words with you, knowing all the while I was to meet you later. It certainly was not for your beaux yeux; I am not sentimental! she added fiercely. And it was not because you are a celebrity — you are not one yet, you know. Something in you certainly appealed to something reckless in me; yet I did not really feel very sinful when I let you speak to me; and, even in the boat, I admit frankly that I enjoyed every word that we spoke — though I didnt appear to, did I?

No, you didnt, he said.

She smiled, watching him, chin on hand.

I wonder how youll like this place, she mused. Its gay — in a way. There are things to do every moment if you let people rob you of your time — dances, carnivals, races, gambling, suppers. Theres the Fortnightly Club, and various charities too, and dinners and teas and all sorts of things to do outdoors on land and on water. Are you fond of shooting?

Very. I can do that pretty well.

So can I. Well go with my father and Gray. Gray is my brother; youll meet him at luncheon. What time is it?

He looked at his watch. Eleven — a little after.

Were missing the bathing. Everybody splashes about the pool or the ocean at this hour. Then everybody sits on the veranda of The Breakers and drinks things and gossips until luncheon. Rather intellectual, isnt it?

Sufficiently, he replied lazily.

She leaned over the parapet, standing on the tips of her white shoes and looked down at the school of fish. Presently she pointed to a snake swimming against the current.

A moccasin? he asked.

No, only a water snake. They call everything moccasins down here, but real moccasins are not very common.

And rattlesnakes?

Scarcer still. You hear stories, but— She shrugged her shoulders. Of course when we are quail shooting its well to look where you step, but there are more snakes in the latitude of Saint Augustine than there are here. When father and I are shooting we never think anything about them. Im more afraid of those horrid wood-ticks. Listen; shall we go camping?

But I have work on hand, he said dejectedly.

That is part of your work. Father said so. Anyway I know he means to camp with you somewhere in the hammock, and if Gray goes I go too.

Calypso, he said, do you know what Ive been hearing about you? Ive heard that you are the most assiduously run-after girl at Palm Beach. And if you are, what on earth will the legions of the adoring say when you take to the jungle?

Who said that about me? she asked, smiling adorably.

Is it true?

I am — liked. Who said it?

You dont mean to say, he continued perversely, that I have monopolised the reigning beauty of Palm Beach for an entire morning.

Yes, you have and it is high time you understood it. Who said this to you?

Well — I gathered the fact—

Who?

My aunt — Miss Palliser.

Do you know, said Shiela Cardross slowly, that Miss Palliser has been exceedingly nice to me? But her friend, Miss Suydam, is not very civil.

Im awfully sorry, he said.

I could tell you that it mattered nothing, she said, looking straight at him; and that would be an untruth. I know that many people disregard such things — many are indifferent to the opinion of others, or say they are. I never have been; I want everybody to like me — even people I have not the slightest interest in — people I do not even know — I want them all to like me. For I must tell you, Mr. Hamil, that when anybody dislikes me, and I know it, I am just as unhappy about it as though I cared for them.

Its absurd for anybody not to like you! he said.

Well, do you know it really is absurd — if they only knew how willing I am to like everybody.... I was inclined to like Miss Suydam.

Hamil remained silent.

The girl added: One does not absolutely disregard the displeasure of such people.

They didnt some years ago when there were no shops on Fifth Avenue and gentlemen wore side-whiskers, said Hamil, smiling.

Shiela Cardross shrugged. Im sorry; I was inclined to like her. She misses more than I do because we are a jolly and amusing family. Its curious how much energy is wasted disliking people. Who is Miss Suydam?

Shes a sort of a relative. I have always known her. Im sorry she was rude. She is sometimes.

They said no more about her or about his aunt; and presently they moved on again, luncheon being imminent.

You will like my sister, Mrs. Carrick, said Shiela tranquilly. You know her husband, Acton, dont you? Hes at Miami fishing.

Oh, yes; Ive met him at the club. Hes very agreeable.

He is jolly. And Jessie — Mrs. Carrick — is the best fun in the world. And you are sure to like my little sister Cecile; every man adores her, and youll do it, too — yes, I mean sentimentally — until she laughs you out of it.

Like yourself, Calypso, Im not inclined to sentiment, he said.

You cant help it with Cecile. Wait! Then there are others to lunch with us — Marjorie Staines — very popular with men, and Stephanie Anan — you studied with her uncle, Winslow Anan, didnt you?

Yes, indeed! he exclaimed warmly, but how did you—

Oh, I knew it; I know lots about you, you see.... Then there is Phil Gatewood — a perfectly splendid fellow, and Alex Anan — a dear boy, ready to adore any girl who looks sideways at him.... I dont remember who else is to lunch with us, except my brother Gray. Look, Mr. Hamil! Theyve actually sat down to luncheon without waiting for us! What horrid incivility! Could your watch have been wrong? — or have we been too deeply absorbed?

I can speak for one of us, he said, as they came out upon the lawn in full view of the table which was spread under the most beautiful live-oaks he had ever seen.



Everybody was very friendly. Gray Cardross, a nice-looking boy who wore spectacles, collected butterflies, and did not look like a speed-mad cub, took Hamil to the house, whither Shiela had already retired for an ante-prandial toilet; but there is no dust in that part of the world, and his preparations were quickly made.

Awfully glad you came, repeated young Cardross with all the excessive cordiality of the young and unspoiled. Father has been checking off the days on the calendar since your letter saying you were coming by way of Nassau. The Governor is dying to begin operations on that jungle yonder. When we camp Im going — and probably Shiela is — she began clamoring to go two weeks ago. We all had an idea that you were a rather feeble old gentleman — like Mr. Anan — until Shiela brought us the picture they published of you in the paper two weeks ago; and she said immediately that if you were young enough to camp she was old enough to go too. Shes a good shot, Mr. Hamil, and she wont interfere with your professional duties—

I should think not! said Hamil cordially; but — as for my camping — theres really almost nothing left for me to do except to familiarise myself with the character of your wilderness. Your father tells me he has the surveys and contour maps all ready. As a matter of fact I really could begin the office work at once—

For Heavens sake dont do that! and dont say it! exclaimed the young fellow in dismay. Father and Shiela and I are counting on this trip. Theres a butterfly or two I want to get at Ruffle Lake. Dont you think it extremely necessary that you go over the entire territory? — become thoroughly saturated with the atmosphere and—

Malaria? suggested Hamil, laughing. Of course, seriously, it will be simply fine. And perhaps it is the best thing to do for a while. Please dont mistake me; I want to do it; I — Ive never before had a vacation like this. Its like a trip into paradise from the sordid horror of Broadway. Only, he added slowly as they left the house and started toward the luncheon party under the live-oaks, I should like to have your father know that I am ready to give him every moment of my time.

Thats what he wants — and so do I, said young Cardross.... Hello! Heres Shiela back before us! Id like to sit near enough to talk to you, but Shiela is between us. Ill tell you after luncheon what we propose to do on this trip.

A white servant seated Hamil on Mrs. Cardrosss right; and for a while that languid but friendly lady drawled amiable trivialities to him, propounding the tritest questions with an air of pleased profundity, replying to his observations with harmlessly complacent platitudes — a good woman, every inch of her — one who had never known an unkindly act or word in the circle of her own family — one who had always been accustomed to honor, deference, and affection — of whom nothing more had ever been demanded than the affections of a good wife and a good mother.

Being very, very stout, and elaborately upholstered, a shady hammock couch suited her best; and as she was eternally dieting and was too stout to sit comfortably, she never remained very long at table.

Gray escorted her houseward in the midst of the festivities. She nodded a gracious apology to all, entered her wheel-chair, and was rolled heavily away for her daily siesta.



Everybody appeared to be friendly to him, even cordial. Mrs. Acton Carrick talked to him in her pretty, decisive, animated manner, a feminine reflection of her fathers characteristic energy and frankness.

Her younger sister, Cecile, possessed a drawl like her mothers. Petite, distractingly pretty, Hamil recognised immediately her attraction — experienced it, amused himself by yielding to it as he exchanged conventionally preliminary observations with her across the table.

Men, on first acquaintance, were usually very easily captivated, for she had not only all the general attraction of being young, feminine, and unusually ornamental, but she also possessed numberless individualities like a rapid fire of incarnations, which since she was sixteen had kept many a young man, good and true, madly guessing which was the real Cecile. And yet all the various and assorted Ceciles seemed equally desirable, susceptible, and eternally on the verge of being rounded up and captured; that was the worst of it; and no young man she had ever known had wholly relinquished hope. For even in the graceful act of side-stepping the smitten, the girls eyes and lips seemed unconsciously to unite in a gay little unspoken promise— This serial story is to be continued in our next — perhaps.

As for the other people at the table Hamil began to distinguish one from another by degrees; the fair-haired Anans, sister and brother, who spoke of their celebrated uncle, Winslow Anan, and his predictions concerning Hamil as his legitimate successor; Marjorie Staines, willowy, active, fresh as a stem of white jasmine, and inconsequent as a very restless bird; Philip Gatewood, grave, thin, prematurely saddened by the responsibility of a vast inheritance, consumed by a desire for an artistic career, looking at the world with his owlish eyes through the prismatic colors of a set palette.

There were others there whom as yet he had been unable to differentiate; smiling, well-mannered, affable people who chattered with more or less intimacy among themselves as though accustomed to meeting one another year after year in this winter rendezvous. And everywhere he felt the easy, informal friendliness and goodwill of these young people.

Are you being amused? asked Shiela beside him. My fathers orders, you know, she added demurely.

They stood up as Mrs. Carrick rose and left the table followed by the others; and he looked at Shiela expecting her to imitate her sisters example. As she did not, he waited beside her, his cigarette unlighted.

Presently she bent over the table, extended her arm, and lifted a small burning lamp of silver toward him; and, thanking her, he lighted his cigarette.

Siesta? she asked.

No; I feel fairly normal.

Thats abnormal in Florida. But if you really dont feel sleepy — if you really dont — well get the Gracilis — our fastest motor-boat — and run down to the Beach Club and get father. Shall we — just you and I?

And the engineer?

Ill run the Gracilis if you will steer, she said quietly.

Ill do whichever you wish, Calypso, steer or run things.

She looked up with that quick smile which seemed to transfigure her into something a little more than mortal.

Why in the world have I ever been afraid of you? she said. Will you come? I think our galley is in commission.... Once I told you that Calypso was a land-nymph. But — time changes us all, you know — and as nobody reads the classics any longer nobody will perceive the anachronism.

Except ourselves.

Except ourselves, Ulysses; and well forgive each other. She took a step out from the shadow of the oaks foliage into the white sunlight and turned, looking back at him.

And he followed, as did his heroic namesake in the golden noon of the age of fable.

As they came in sight of the sea he halted.

Thats curious! he exclaimed; there is the Ariani again!

The yacht you came on?

Yes. I wonder if theres been an accident. She cleared for Miami last night.

They stood looking at the white steamer for a moment.

I hope everythings all right with the Ariani he murmured; then turned to the girl beside him.

By the way I have a message for you from a man on board; I forgot to deliver it.

A message for me?

From a very ornamental young man who desired to be particularly remembered to Shiela Cardross until he could pay his respects in person. Can you guess?

For a moment she looked at him with a tremor of curiosity and amusement edging her lips.

Louis Malcourt, he said, smiling; and turned again to the sea.

A sudden, still, inward fright seized her; the curious soundless crash of her own senses followed — as though all within had given way.

She had known many, many such moments; one was upon her now, the clutching terror of it seeming to stiffen the very soul within her.

I hope alls well with the Ariani he repeated under his breath, staring at the sea.

Miss Cardross said nothing.




CHAPTER VII

A CHANGE OF BASE
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FEBRUARY, THE GAYEST winter month on the East Coast, found the winter resorts already overcrowded. Relays and consignments of fashion arrived and departed on every train; the permanent winter colony, composed of those who owned or rented villas and those who remained for the three months at either of the great hotels, had started the season vigorously. Dances, dinners, lawn fêtes, entertainments for local churches and charities left little time for anything except the routine of the bathing-hour, the noon gathering at The Breakers, and tea during the concert.

Every day beach, pier, and swimming-pool were thronged; every day the white motor-cars rushed southward to Miami, and the swift power-boats sped northward to the Inlet; and the house-boat rendezvous rang with the gay laughter of pretty women, and the restaurant of the Beach Club flashed with their jewels.

Dozens of villas had begun their series of house-parties; attractive girls held court everywhere — under coco-palm and hibiscus, along the beach, on the snowy decks of yachts; agreeable girls fished from the pier, pervaded bazaars for charity, sauntered, bare of elbow and throat, across the sandy links; adorable girls appeared everywhere, on veranda, in canoes, in wheel-chairs, in the surf and out of it — everywhere youth and beauty decorated the sun-drenched landscape. And Hamil thought that he had never before beheld so many ornamental women together in any one place except in his native city; certainly, nowhere had he ever encountered such a heterogeneous mixture of all the shades, nuances, tints, hues, and grades which enter into the warp and weft of the American social fabric; and he noticed some colours that do not enter into that fabric at all.

East, West, North, and South sent types of those worthy citizens who upheld local social structures; the brilliant migrants were there also — samples of the gay, wealthy, over-accented floating population of great cities — the rich and homeless and restless — those who lived and had their social being in the gorgeous and expensive hotels; who had neither firesides nor taxes nor fixed social obligations to worry them, nor any of the trying civic or routine duties devolving upon permanent inhabitants — the jewelled throngers of the horse-shows and motor-shows, and theatres, and night restaurants — the people, in fact, who make ocean-liners, high prices, and the metropolis possible, and the name of their country blinked at abroad. For it is not your native New Yorker who supports the continual fête from the Bronx to the sea and carries it over-seas for a Parisian summer.

Then, too, the truly good were there — the sturdy, respectable, and sometimes dowdy good; also the intellectuals — for ten expensive days at a time — for it is a deplorable fact that the unworthy frivolous monopolise all the money in the world! And there, too, were excursionists from East and West and North and South, tired, leaden-eyed, uncomfortable, eating luncheons on private lawns, trooping to see some trained alligators in a muddy pool, resting by roadsides and dunes in the apathy of repletion, the sucked orange suspended to follow with narrowing eyes the progress of some imported hat or gown.

And the bad were there; not the very, very bad perhaps; but the doubtful; over-jewelled, over-tinted of lip and brow and cheek, with shoes too shapely and waists too small and hair too bright and wavy, and — but dusty alpaca and false front cannot do absolute justice to a pearl collar and a gown of lace; and tired, toil-dimmed eyes may make mistakes, especially as it is already a tradition that America goes to Palm Beach to cut up shindies, or watch others do it.

So they were all there, the irreproachable, the amusing, the inevitable, the intellectual, the good, and the bad, the onduléd, and the scant of hair.

And, belonging to one or more of these divisions, Portlaw, Wayward, and Malcourt were there — had been there, now, for several weeks, the latter as a guest at the Cardross villa. For the demon of caprice had seized on Wayward, and half-way to Miami he had turned back for no reason under the sun apparently — though Constance Palliser had been very glad to see him after so many years.

The month had made a new man of Hamil. For one thing he had become more or less acclimated; he no longer desired to sleep several times a day, he could now assimilate guavas without disaster, and walk about without acquiring headaches or deluging himself in perspiration. For another he was enchanted with his work and with Shiela Cardross, and with the entire Cardross family.

The month had been a busy one for him. When he was not in the saddle with Neville Cardross the work in the new office and draughting-room required his close attention. Already affairs were moving briskly; he had leased a cottage for his office work; draughtsmen had arrived and were fully occupied, half a dozen contractors appeared on the spot, also a forester and assistants, and a surveyor and staff. And the energetic Mr. Cardross, also, was enjoying every minute of his life.

Hamils plan for the great main park with its terraces, miles of shell and marl drives, its lakes, bridges, arbours, pools, shelters, canals, fully satisfied Cardross. Hamils engineers were still occupied with the drainage problem, but a happy solution was now in sight. Woodcutters had already begun work on the great central forest avenue stretching straight away for four miles between green jungles topped by giant oaks, magnolias, and palmettos; lesser drives and chair trails were being planned, blazed, and traced out; sample coquina concrete blocks had been delivered, and a rickety narrow-gauge railroad was now being installed with spidery branches reaching out through the monotonous flat woods and creeping around the boundaries where a nine-foot game-proof fence of woven buffalo wire was being erected on cypress posts by hundreds of negroes. Around this went a telephone and telegraph wire connected with the house and the gamekeepers lodges.

Beyond the vast park lay an unbroken wilderness. This had already been surveyed and there remained nothing to do except to pierce it with a wide main trail and erect a few patrol camps of palmetto logs within convenient reach of the duck-haunted lagoons.

And now toward the end of the month, as contractor after contractor arrived with gangs of negroes and were swallowed up in the distant woodlands, the interest in the Cardross household became acute. From the front entrance of the house guests and family could see the great avenue which was being cleared through the forest — could see the vista growing hour by hour as the huge trees swayed, bent, and came crashing earthward. Far away the noise of the felling sounded, softened by distance; snowy jets of steam puffed up above the trees, the panting of a toy locomotive came on the breeze, the mean, crescendo whine of a saw-mill.

Its the only way to do things, said Cardross again and again; make up your mind quickly that you want to do them, then do them quickly. I have no patience with a man wholl dawdle about a bit of property for years and finally start to improve it with a pot of geraniums after hes too old to enjoy anything except gruel. When I plant a tree I dont plant a sapling; I get a machine and four horses and a dozen men and I put in a full-grown tree so that I can sit under it next day if I wish to and not spend thirty years waiting for it to grow. Isnt that the way to do things, Hamil?

Hamil said yes. It was certainly the way to accomplish things — the modern millionaires way; but the majority of people had to do a little waiting before they could enjoy their vine and fig-tree.

Cardross sat down beside his wife, who was reading in a hammock chair, and gazed at the new vista through a pair of field-glasses.

Gad, Hamil! he said with considerable feeling, I hate to see a noble tree go down; its like murder to me. But its the only thing to do, isnt it? The French understand the value of magnificent distances. What a glorious vista that will make, four miles straight away walled in by deathless green, and the blue lagoon sparkling at the end of the perspective! I love it, I tell you. I love it!

It will be very fine, said Hamil. His voice sounded a trifle tired. He had ridden many miles since sunrise. There was marl on his riding-breeches.

Cardross continued to examine the work in progress through his binoculars. Presently he said:

Youve been overdoing it, havent you, Hamil? My wife says so.

Overdoing it? repeated the young man, not understanding. Overdoing what?

I mean youve a touch of malaria; youve been working a little too hard.

He has indeed, drawled Mrs. Cardross, laying aside her novel; and, placidly ignoring Hamils protests: Neville, you drag him about through those dreadful swamps before he is acclimated, and you keep him up half the night talking plans and making sketches. He is too young to work like that.

Hamil turned red; but it was impossible to resent or mistake the kindly solicitude of this very large and leisurely lady whose steadily increasing motherly interest in him had at times tried his dignity in that very lively family.

That he was already a successful young man with a metropolitan reputation made little or no impression upon her. He was young, alone, and she liked him better and better every day until that liking arrived at the point where his physical welfare began to preoccupy her. So she sent maids to his room with nourishing broths at odd and unexpected moments, and she presented him with so many boxes of quinine that their disposal became a problem until Shiela took them off his hands and replaced them in her mothers medicine chest, whence, in due time, they returned again as gifts to Hamil.

Dear Mrs. Cardross, he said, taking a vacant chair beside her hammock, I really am perfectly well and perfectly acclimated, and I enjoy every moment of the day whether here as your guest or in the saddle with your husband or in the office over the plans—

But you are always at work! she drawled; we never see you.

But thats why I am here, he insisted, smiling.

Neville, she interrupted calmly; no boy of his age ought to kill himself. Listen to me; when Neville and I were married we had very little, and he began by laying his plans to work every moment. But we had an understanding, she added blandly; I explained that I did not intend to grow old with a wreck of a man. Now you may see the result of our understanding, nodding toward her amazingly youthful husband.

Beautiful, isnt it? observed Cardross, still looking through his field-glasses. Theres a baby-show next week and Ill enter if you like, my dear.

Mrs. Cardross smiled and took Hamils hand flat between her fair, pudgy palms.

We want you here, she said kindly, not because it is a matter of convenience, but because we like you. Be a little more amiable, Mr. Hamil; you never give us a moment during the day or after dinner. You havent been to a dance yet; you never go to the beach, you never motor or sail or golf. Dont you like my children?

Like them! I adore them, he said, laughing, but how can—

Im going to take him camping, observed Cardross, interrupting. I want some duck-shooting; dont you, Hamil?

Of course I do, but—

Then we start this week for the woods—

I wont let you, interposed his wife; youll talk that boy to death with your plans and surveys!

No, Ill promise to talk shooting every moment, and do a little of it, too. What do you say, Hamil? Gray will go with us. Are you game?

Id love to, but I promised Malcourt that—

Oh, nonsense! Louis can wait for you to go North and lay out Mr. Portlaws park. Ive the first call on you; Ive got you for the winter here—

But Portlaw says—

Oh, bother Mr. Portlaw! Well take him along, too, if he can tear himself away from the Beach Club long enough to try less dangerous game.

Since Malcourts arrival he and Portlaw had joyously waded into whatever gaiety offered, neck-deep; Portlaw had attached himself to the Club with all the deliberation of a born gourmet and a hopeless gambler; Malcourt roamed society and its suburbs, drifting from set to set and from coterie to coterie, always an opportunist, catholic in his tastes, tolerant of anything where pretty women were inclined to be amiable. And they often were so inclined.

For his own curiosity he even asked to be presented to the redoubtable Mrs. Van Dieman, and he returned at intervals to that austere conservatory of current gossip and colonial tradition partly because it was policy, socially, partly because, curiously enough, the somewhat transparent charms of Virginia Suydam, whom he usually met there, interested him — enough to make him remember a provocative glance from her slow eyes — very slow, deeply lidded eyes, washed with the tint of the sea when it is less blue than green. And the curious side of it was that Malcourt and Virginia had met before, and he had completely forgotten. It was difficult to tell whether she had.

He usually remembered women who looked at him like that, tucking them away in his mental list to be investigated later. He had quite a little list in his mental archives of women, wedded and otherwise, who interested him agreeably or otherwise. Neither Mrs. Carrick nor Cecile was on that list. Shiela Cardross was — and had been for two years.



Hamil, sitting on the terrace beside Mrs. Cardross, became very busy with his note-book as soon as that languid lady resumed her book.

If youre going to import wild boar from Germany, he said to Cardross, youll have to fence in some ten miles square — a hundred square miles! — or theyll take to the Everglades.

Im going to, returned that gentleman calmly. I wish youd ask McKenna to figure it out. Ill supply the cypress of course.

Hamil leaned forward, a little thrilled with the colossal scheme. He never could become quite accustomed to the vast scale on which Cardross undertook things.

That will make a corking preserve, he said. What do you suppose is in there now?

Some bears and deer, a few lynx, perhaps one or two panthers. The boar will hold their own — if they can stand the summer — and Im sure they can. The alligators, no doubt, will get some of their young when they breed. I shall start with a hundred couple when youre ready for them. What are you going to do this afternoon?

Office work, replied Hamil, rising and looking at his marl-stained puttees and spurs. Then he straightened up and smiled at Mrs. Cardross, who was gently shaking her head, saying:

The young people are at the bathing-beach; I wish youd take a chair and go down there — to please me, Mr. Hamil.

Come, Hamil, added Cardross airily, take a few days off — on yourself. Youve one thing yet to learn: its only the unsuccessful who are too busy to play.

But what Im doing is play, remonstrated the young man good-humouredly. Well — Ill go to the beach, then. He looked at the steam-jets above the forest, fumbled with his note-book, caught the eye of Mrs. Cardross, put away the book, and took his leave laughingly.

We go duck-shooting to-morrow, called out Cardross after him.

Hamil halted in the doorway to protest, but the elder man waved him away; and he went to his room to change riding-clothes for flannels and sponge the reek of horse and leather from his person.



The beach was all ablaze with the brilliant colours of sunshades, hats, and bathing-skirts. Hamil lost no time in getting into his swimming-suit; and, as he emerged, tall, cleanly built, his compact figure deeply tanned where exposed, Portlaw, waddling briskly toward the ocean, greeted him with the traditional: Come on! its fine! and informed him furthermore that everybody was there.




CHAPTER VIII

MANOEUVERING
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EVERYBODY SEEMED TO be there, either splashing about in the Atlantic or playing ball on the beach or congregated along the sands observant of the jolly, riotous scene sparkling under the magnificence of a cloudless sky.

Hamil nodded to a few people as he sauntered toward the surf; he stopped and spoke to his aunt and Colonel Vetchen, who informed him that Virginia and Cuyp were somewhere together chastely embracing the ocean; he nodded to old Classon who was toddling along the wet sands in a costume which revealed considerable stomach; he saw Malcourt, knee-deep, hovering around Shiela, yet missing nothing of what went on around him, particularly wherever the swing of a bathing-skirt caught his quick, handsome eyes.

Then Cecile stretched out an inviting hand to him from the water and he caught it, and together they hurled themselves head first into the surf, swimming side by side out to the raft.

Its nice to see you again, said the girl. Are you going to be agreeable now and go about with us? Theres a luncheon at two — your fair friend Virginia Suydam has asked us, much to our surprise — but after that Im quite free if youve anything to propose.

She looked up at him, pink and fresh as a wet rose, balanced there on the edge of the rocking raft.

Anything to propose? he repeated; I dont know; theres scarcely anything I wouldnt propose to you. So youre going to Virginias luncheon?

I am; Shiela wont. She frowned. Its just as it was two years ago when Louis Malcourt tagged after her every second. Its stupid, but we cant count on them any more.

Does — does Malcourt—

Tag after Shiela? Havent you seen it? Youve been too busy to notice. I wish you wouldnt work every minute. There was the jolliest sort of a dance at the OHaras last night — while you were fast asleep. I know you were because old Jonas told mother you had fallen asleep in your chair with your head among a pile of blue-prints. On my way to the dance I wanted to go in and tie one of Shielas cunning little lace morning caps under your chin, but Jessie wouldnt go with me. Theyre perfectly sweet and madly fashionable — these little Louis XVI caps. Ill show you one some day.

For a few moments the girl rattled on capriciously, swinging her stockinged legs in the smooth green swells that rose above her knees along the rafts edge; and he sat silent beside her, half-listening, half-preoccupied, his eyes instinctively searching the waters edge beyond.

I — hadnt noticed that Louis Malcourt was so devoted to your sister, he said.

Cecile looked up quickly, but detected only amiable indifference in the young fellows face.

Theyre-always together; elle saffiche à la fin! she said impatiently. Shiela was only eighteen before; shes twenty now, and old enough to know whether she wants to marry a man like that or not.

Hamil glanced around at her incredulously. Marry Malcourt?

But Cecile went on headlong in the wake of her own ideas.

Hes a sort of a relative; weve always known him. He and Gray used to go camping in Maine and he often spent months in our house. But for two years now, hes been comparatively busy — hes Mr. Portlaws manager, you know, and weve seen nothing of him — which was quite agreeable to me.

Hamil rose, unquiet. I thought you were rather impressed by Shiela, continued the girl. I really did think so, Mr. Hamil.

Your sister predicted that Id lose my heart and senses to you said Hamil, laughing and reseating himself beside her.

Have you?

Of course I have. Who could help it?

The girl considered him smilingly.

Youre the nicest of men, she said. If you hadnt been so busy Im certain wed have had a desperate affair. But — as it is — and it makes me perfectly furious — I have only the most ridiculously commonplace and comfortable affection for you — the sort which prompts mother to send you quinine and talcum powder—

Balanced there side by side they fell to laughing.

Sentiment? Yes, she said; but oh! its the kind that offers witch-hazel and hot-water bottles to the best beloved! Mr. Hamil, why cant we flirt comfortably like sensibly frivolous people!

I wish we could, Cecile.

I wish so, too, Garret. No, thats too formal — Garry! There, that ends our chances!

Youre the jolliest family I ever knew, he said. You can scarcely understand how pleasant it has been for me to camp on the edges of your fireside and feel the home-warmth a little — now and then—

Why do you remain so aloof then?

I dont mean to. But my heart is in this business of your fathers — the more deeply in because of his kindness — and your mothers — and for all your sakes. You know I can scarcely realise it — Ive been with you only a month, and yet youve done so much for me — received me so simply, so cordially — that the friendship seems to be of years instead of hours.

That is the trouble, sighed Cecile; you and I never had a chance to be frivolous; Im no more self-conscious with you than I am with Gray. Tell me, why was Virginia Suydam so horrid to us at first?

Hamil reddened. You mustnt ask me to criticise my own kin, he said.

No, she said, you couldnt do that.... And Miss Suydam has been more civil recently. Its a mean, low, and suspicious thing to say, but I suppose its because — but I dont think Ill say it after all.

Its nicer not to, said Hamil. They both knew perfectly well that Virginias advances were anything but disinterested. For, alas! even the men of her own entourage were now gravitating toward the Cardross family; Van Tassel Cuyp was continually wrinkling his nose and fixing his dead-blue eyes in that direction; little Colonel Vetchen circled busily round and round that centre of attraction, even Courtlandt Classon evinced an inclination to toddle that way. Besides Louis Malcourt had arrived; and Virginia had never quite forgotten Malcourt who had made one at a house party in the Adirondacks some years since, although even when he again encountered her, Malcourt had retained no memory of the slim, pallid girl who had for a week been his fellow-guest at Portlaws huge camp on Luckless Lake.



Virginia Suydam is rather an isolated girl, said Hamil thoughtfully. She lives alone; and it is not very gay for a woman alone in the world; not the happiest sort of life.... Virginia has always been very friendly to me — always. I hope you will find her amusing.

Im going to her luncheon, said Cecile calmly. Its quite too absurd for her to feel any more doubt about us socially than we feel about her. That is why I am going. Shall we swim?

He rose; she clasped his offered hand and sprang to her feet, ready for the water again. But at that instant Malcourts dark, handsome head appeared on the crest of a surge close by, and the next moment that young gentleman scrambled aboard the raft, breathing heavily.

Hello, Cecile! he gasped; Hello, Hamil! Shiela thought it must be you, but I was sceptical. Whew! That isnt much of a swim; I must be out of condition—

Late hours, cards, and highballs, observed Cecile scornfully. Youre horridly smooth and fat, Louis.

Malcourt turned to Hamil.

Glad to see youve emerged from your shell at last. The rumour is that youre working too hard.

Theres no similar rumour concerning you, observed Cecile, who had never made any pretence of liking Malcourt. Please swim out to sea, if youve nothing more interesting to tell us. Ive just managed to decoy Mr. Hamil here and Id like to converse with him in peace.

Malcourt, arms folded, balanced himself easily on the rafts pitching edge and glanced at her with that amiably bored expression characteristic of him when rebuffed by a woman. On such occasions his eyes resembled the half-closed orbs of a teased but patient cat; and Cecile had once told him so.

Theres a pretty rumour afloat concerning your last nights performance at the Beach Club, said the girl disdainfully. A boy like you, making himself conspicuous by his gambling!

Malcourt winced, but as the girl had apparently heard nothing to his discredit except about his gambling, he ventured an intelligent sidelong glance at Hamil.

The latter looked at him inquiringly; Malcourt laughed.

You havent been to the Beach Club yet, have you, Hamil? Ill get you a card if you like.

Cecile, furious, turned her back and went head first into the sea.

Come on, said Hamil briefly, and followed her. Malcourt took to the water leisurely, going out of his way to jeer at and splash Portlaw, who was labouring like a grampus inshore; then he circled within observation distance of several pretty girls, displayed his qualities as a swimmer for their benefit, and finally struck out shoreward.

When he emerged from the surf he looked about for Shiela. She was already half-way to the beach, walking with Cecile and Hamil toward the pavilion; and, starting across the shallows to overtake her, he suddenly came face to face with Virginia Suydam.

She was moving hip-deep out through the seething tide, slim, graceful, a slight flush tinting the usual delicate pallor of her cheeks. Gussie Vetchen bobbed nimbly about in the vicinity, very busy trying to look at everybody and keep his balance at the same time. Miss Palliser was talking to Cuyp.

As Malcourt waded past, he and Miss Suydam exchanged a pleasantly formal greeting; and, for the second time, something in her casual gaze — the steadiness of her pretty green-tinted eyes, perhaps — perhaps their singular colour — interested him.

You did not ask me to your luncheon, he said gaily, as he passed her through the foam.

No, only petticoats, Mr. Malcourt. I am sorry that your — fiancée isnt coming.

He halted, perfectly aware of the deliberate and insolent indiscretion of her reply. Every line of her supple figure accented the listless, disdainful intention. As he remained motionless she turned, bent gracefully and laid her palms flat on the surface of the water, then looked idly over her shoulder at him.

He waded back close to her, she watching him advance without apparent interest — but watching him nevertheless.

Have you heard that anybody and myself are supposed to be engaged? he asked.

No, she replied coolly; have you?

A dark flush mantled his face and he choked.

For a moment they stood so; her brows were raised a trifle.

Well? she asked at last. Have I made you very angry, Mr. Malcourt? She waded out a step or two toward the surf, facing it. The rollers breaking just beyond made her foothold precarious; twice she nearly lost her balance; the third time he caught her hand to steady her and held it as they faced the surges, swaying together.

She did not look again at him. They stood for a while unsteadily, her hand in his grasp.

Why on earth did you say such a thing to me? he asked.

I dont — know, she said simply; I really dont, Mr. Malcourt.

And it was true; for their slight acquaintance warranted neither badinage nor effrontery; and she did not understand the sudden impulse toward provocation, unless it might be her contempt for Shiela Cardross. And that was the doing of Mrs. Van Dieman.

Im sorry, she said, looking up at him, and after a moment, down at their clasped hands. Are we going to swim out, Mr. Malcourt? — or shall we continue to pose as newly married for the benefit of the East Coast?

Well sit in the sands, he said. Well probably find a lot of things to say to each other. But he dropped her fingers — gently.

Unless you care to join your — care to join Miss Cardross.

Even while she spoke she remained calmly amazed at the commonness of her own speech, the astonishing surface streak of unsuspected vulgarity which she was naïvely exhibiting to this man.

Vetchen came noisily splashing up to join them, but he found neither of them very attentive to him as they walked slowly to the beach and up to the dry, hot sand.

Virginia curled up in the sand; Malcourt extended himself full length at her feet, clasped fingers supporting his head, smooth, sun-browned legs crossed behind him; and he looked like a handsome and rather sulky boy lying there, kicking up his heels insouciantly or stretching luxuriously in the sun.

Vetchen, who had followed, began an interminable story on the usual theme of his daughter, Mrs. Tom OHara, illustrating her beauty, her importance, and the incidental importance of himself; and it was with profound surprise and deep offence that he discovered that neither Malcourt nor Miss Suydam were listening. Indeed, in brief undertones, they had been carrying on a guarded conversation of their own all the while; and presently little Vetchen took his leave with a hauteur quite lost on those who had so unconsciously affronted him.

Of course it is very civil of you to say you remember me, Virginia was saying, but I am perfectly aware you do not.

Malcourt insisted that he recalled their meeting at Portlaws Adirondack camp on Luckless Lake two years before, cudgelling his brains at the same time to recollect seeing Virginia there and striving to remember some corroborative incident. But all he could really recall was a young and unhappily married woman to whom he had made violent love — and it was even an effort for him to remember her name.

How desperately you try! observed Virginia, leisurely constructing a little rampart of sand between them. Listen to me, Mr. Malcourt — she raised her eyes, and again the hint of provocation in them preoccupied him— I remembered you, and I have sometimes hoped we might meet again. Is that amends for the very bad taste I displayed in speaking of your engagement before it has been announced?

I am not engaged — to be married, he said deliberately.

She looked at him steadily, and he sustained the strain of the gaze in his own untroubled fashion.

You are not engaged?

No.

She straightened up, resting her weight on one bare arm, then leisurely laid her length on the burning sands and, face framed between her fingers, considered him in silence.

In her attitude, in her very conversation with this man there was, for her, a certain sense of abandonment; a mental renouncing of all that had hitherto characterised her in her relations with an always formal world; as though that were necessary to meet him on his own level.

Never before had she encountered the temptation, the opportunity, or the person where the impulse to discard convention, conviction, training, had so irresistibly presented itself. Nor could she understand it now; yet she was aware, instinctively, that she was on the verge of the temptation and the opportunity; that there existed a subtle something in this man, in herself, that tempted to conventional relaxation. In all her repressed, regulated, and self-suppressed career, all that had ever been in her of latent daring, of feminine audacity, of caprice, of perverse provocation, stirred in her now, quickening with the slightest acceleration of her pulses.

Apparently a man of her own caste, yet she had never been so obscurely stirred by a man of her own caste — had never instinctively divined in other men the streak which this man, from the first interchange of words, had brought out in her.

Aware of his attraction, hazily convinced that she had no confidence in him, the curious temptation persisted and grew; and she felt very young and very guilty like a small child consenting to parley with another child whose society has been forbidden. And it seemed to her that somehow she had already demeaned herself by the tentative toward a common understanding with an intellect and principles of a grade inferior to her own.

That was a very pretty woman you were so devoted to in the Adirondacks, she said.

He recalled the incident with a pleasant frankness which left her unconvinced.

Suddenly it came over her that she had had enough of him — more than was good for her, and she sat up straight, primly retying her neckerchief.

To-morrow? he was saying, too civilly; but on her way to the pavilion she could not remember what she had replied, or how she had rid herself of him.

Inside the pavilion she saw Hamil and Shiela Cardross, already dressed, watching the lively occupants of the swimming-pool; and she exchanged a handshake with the former and a formal nod with the latter.

Garret, your aunt is worrying because somebody told her that there are snakes in the district where you are at work. Come in some evening and reassure her. And to Shiela: So sorry you cannot come to my luncheon, Miss Cardross. — You are Miss Cardross, arent you? Ive been told otherwise.

Hamil looked up, pale and astounded; but Shiela answered, undisturbed:

My sister Cecile is the younger; yes, I am Miss Cardross.

And Hamil realised there had been two ways of interpreting Virginias question, and he reddened, suddenly appalled at his own knowledge and at his hasty and gross conclusions.

If Shiela noticed the quick changes in his face she did not appear to, nor the curious glance that Virginia cast at him.

So sorry, said Miss Suydam again, for if you are going to be so much engaged to-day you will no doubt also miss the tea for that pretty Mrs. Ascott.

No, said Shiela, I wouldnt think of missing that. And carelessly to Hamil: As you and I have nothing on hand to-day, Ill take you over to meet Mrs. Ascott if you like.

Which was a notice to Virginia that Miss Cardross had declined her luncheon from deliberate disinclination.

Hamil, vaguely conscious that all was not as agreeable as the surface of things indicated, said cordially that hed be very glad to go anywhere with Shiela to meet anybody, adding to Virginia that hed heard of Mrs. Ascott but could not remember when or where.

Probably youve heard of her often enough from Louis Malcourt, said Virginia. He and I were just recalling his frenzied devotion to her in the Adirondacks; that, she added smilingly to Shiela, was before Mrs. Ascott got her divorce from her miserable little French count and resumed her own name. She was the most engaging creature when Mr. Malcourt and I met her two years ago.

Shiela, who had been listening with head partly averted and grave eyes following the antics of the divers in the pool, turned slowly and encountered Virginias smile with a straight, cold gaze of utter distrust.

Nothing was said for a moment; then Virginia spoke smilingly again to Hamil concerning his aunts uneasiness, turned toward Shiela, exchanged formal adieux with her, and walked on toward her dressing-room and shower. Hamil and Miss Cardross turned the other way.

When Shiela was seated in her double wheel-chair with Hamil beside her, she looked up through her veil unsmiling into his serious face.

Did you notice anything particularly impertinent in Miss Suydams question? she asked quietly.

What question?

When she asked me whether I was Miss Cardross.

The slow colour again burned his bronzed skin. He made no reply, nor did she await any after a silent consideration of his troubled face.

Where did you hear about me? she asked.

She had partly turned in her seat, resting both gloved hands on the crook of her folded sunshade, and leaning a little toward him.

Dont ask me, he said; whatever I heard I heard unwillingly—

You have heard?

He did not answer.

The remainder of the journey was passed in silence. On the road they met Mrs. Cardross and Jessie Carrick driving to a luncheon; later, Gray passed in his motor with his father.

I have an idea that you and I are to lunch alone, said Hamil as they reached the house; and so it turned out, for Malcourt was going off with Portlaw somewhere and Cecile was dressing for Virginias luncheon.

Did you care to go with me to the Ascott-OHara function? asked Shiela, pausing on the terrace. Her voice was listless, her face devoid of animation.

I dont care where I go if I may go with you, he said, with a new accent of intention in his voice which did not escape her.

She went slowly up the stairs untying her long veil as she mounted. Cecile in a bewildering hat and gown emerged upon the terrace before Shiela reappeared, and found Hamil perched upon the coquina balustrade, poring over a pocketful of blue-prints; and she said very sweetly: Good-bye, my elder brother. Will you promise to take the best of care of our little sister Shiela while Im away?

The very best, he said, sliding feet foremost to the terrace. Heavens, Cecile, you certainly are bewitching in those clothes!

It is what they were built for, brother, she said serenely. Good-bye; we wont shake hands on account of my gloves.... Do be nice to Shiela. She isnt very gay these days — I dont know why. I believe she has rather missed you.

Hamil tucked her into her chair, the darky pedalled off; then the young man returned to the terrace where presently a table for two was brought and luncheon announced as Shiela Cardross appeared.

Hamil displayed the healthy and undiscriminating appetite of a man who is too busy mentally and physically to notice what he eats and drinks; Shiela touched nothing except fruit. She lighted his cigarette for him before the coffee, and took one herself, turning it thoughtfully over and over between her delicately shaped fingers; but at a glance of inquiry from him:

No, I dont, she said; it burns my tongue. Besides I may some day require it as a novelty to distract me — so Ill wait.

She rose a moment later, and stood, distrait, looking out across the sunlit world. He at her elbow, head bent, idly watched the smoke curling upward from his cigarette.

Presently, as though moved by a common impulse, they turned together, slowly traversed the terrace and the long pergola all crimson and white with bougainvillia and jasmine, and entered the jungle road beyond the courts where carved seats of coquina glimmered at intervals along the avenue of oaks and palmettos and where stone-edged pools reflected the golden green dusk of the semi-tropical foliage above.

On the edge of one of these basins the girl seated herself; without her hat and gloves and in a gown which exposed throat and neck she always looked younger and more slender to him, the delicate modelling of the neck and its whiteness was accentuated by the silky growth of the brown hair which close to the nape and brow was softly blond like a childs.

The frail, amber-tinted little dragon-flies of the South came hovering over the lotus bloom that edged the basin; long, narrow-shaped butterflies whose velvet-black wings were barred with brilliant stripes of canary yellow fluttered across the forest aisle; now and then a giant papilio sailed high under the arched foliage on tiger-striped wings of chrome and black, or a superb butterfly in pearl white and malachite green came flitting about the sparkle-berry bloom.

The girl nodded toward it. That is a scarce butterfly here, she said. Gray would be excited. I wish we had his net here.

It is the Victorina, isnt it? he asked, watching the handsome, nervous-winged creature which did not seem inclined to settle on the white flowers.

Yes, the Victorina steneles. Are you interested?

The generation I grew up with collected, he said. I remember my cabinet, and some of the names. But I never saw any fellows of this sort in the North.

Your memory is good?

Yes, he said, for what I care about — he looked up at her— for those I care about my memory is good, I never forget kindness — nor confidence given — nor a fault forgiven.

She bent forward, elbows on knees, chin propped on both linked hands.

Do you understand now, she said, why I could not afford the informality of our first meeting? What you have heard about me explains why I can scarcely afford to discard convention, does it not, Mr. Hamil?

She went on, her white fingers now framing her face and softly indenting the flushed skin:

I dont know who has talked to you, or what you have heard; but I knew by your expression — there at the swimming-pool — that you had heard enough to embarrass you and — and hurt me very, very keenly.

Calypso! he broke out impulsively; but she shook her head. Let me tell you if it must be told, Mr. Hamil.... Father and mother are dreadfully sensitive; I have only known about it for two years; two years ago they told me — had to tell me.... Well — it still seems hazy and incredible.... I was educated in a French convent — if you know what that means. All my life I have been guarded — sheltered from knowledge of evil; I am still unprepared to comprehend — ... And I am still very ignorant; I know that.... So you see how it was with me; a girl awakened to such self-knowledge cannot grasp it entirely — cannot wholly convince herself except at moments — at night. Sometimes — when a crisis threatens — and one has lain awake long in the dark—

She gathered her knees in her arms and stared at the patch of sunlight that lay across the hem of her gown, leaving her feet shod in gold.

I dont know how much difference it really makes to the world. I suppose I shall learn — if people are to discuss me. How much difference does it make, Mr. Hamil?

It makes none to me—

The world extends beyond your pleasant comradeship, she said. How does the world regard a woman of no origin — whose very name is a charity—

Shiela!

W-what? she said, trying to smile; and then slowly laid her head in her hands, covering her face.

She had given way, very silently, for as he bent close to her he felt the tearful aroma of her uneven breath — the feverish flush on cheek and hand, the almost imperceptible tremor of her slender body — rather close to him now.

When she had regained her composure, and her voice was under command, she straightened up, face averted.

You are quite perfect, Mr. Hamil; you have not hurt me with one misguided and well-intended word. That is exactly as it should be between us — must always be.

Of course, he said slowly.

She nodded, still looking away from him. Let us each enjoy our own griefs unmolested. You have yours?

No, Shiela, I havent any griefs.

Come to me when you have; I shall not humiliate you with words to shame your intelligence and my own. If you suffer you suffer; but it is well to be near a friend — not too near, Mr. Hamil.

Not too near, he repeated.

No; that is unendurable. The counter-irritant to grief is sanity, not emotion. When a woman is a little frightened the presence of the unafraid is what steadies her.

She looked over her shoulder into the water, reached down, broke off a blossom of wild hyacinth, and, turning, drew it through the button-hole of his coat.

You certainly are very sweet to me, she said quietly. And, laughing a little: The entire family adores you with pills — and Ive now decorated you with the lovely curse of our Southern rivers. But — there are no such things as weeds; a weed is only a miracle in the wrong place.... Well — shall we walk and moralise or remain here and make cat-cradle conversation?... You are looking at me very solemnly.

I was thinking—

What?

That, perhaps, I never before knew a girl as well as I know you.

Not even Miss Suydam?

Lord, no! I never dreamed of knowing her — I mean her real self. You understand, she and I have always taken each other for granted — never with any genuine intimacy.

Oh! And — this — ours — is genuine intimacy?

Is it not?

For a moment her teeth worried the bright velvet of her lip, then meeting his gaze:

I mean to be — honest — with you, she said with a tremor in her voice; but her regard wavered under his. I mean to be, she repeated so low he scarcely heard her. Then with a sudden animation a little strained: When this winter has become a memory let it be a happy one for you and me. And by the same token you and I had better think about dressing. You dont mind, do you, if I take you to meet Mrs. Ascott? — she was Countess de Caldelis; its taken her years to secure her divorce.

Hamil remembered the little dough-faced, shrimp-limbed count when he first came over with the object of permitting somebody to support him indefinitely so that later, in France, he could in turn support his mistresses in the style to which they earnestly desired to become accustomed.

And now the American girl who had been a countess was back, a little wiser, a little harder, and more cynical, with some of the bloom rubbed off, yet much of her superficial beauty remaining.

Alida Ascott, murmured Shiela. Jessie was a bridesmaid. Poor little girl! — Im glad shes free. There were no children, she said, looking up at Hamil; in that case a decent girl is justified! Dont you think so?

Yes, I do, he said, smiling; Im not one of those who believe that such separations threaten us with social disintegration.

Nor I. Almost every normal woman desires to live decently. She has a right to. All young girls are ignorant. If they begin with a dreadful but innocent mistake does the safety of society require of them the horror of lifelong degradation? Then the safety of such a society is not worth the sacrifice. That is my opinion.

That settles a long-vexed problem, he said, laughing at her earnestness.

But she looked at him, unsmiling, while he spoke, hands clasped in her lap, the fingers twisting and tightening till the rose-tinted nails whitened.



Men have only a vague idea of womens ignorance; how naturally they are inclined to respond to a man; how the dominating egotism of a man and his confident professions and his demands confuse them; how deeply his appeals for his own happiness stir them to pity.... They have heard of love — and they do not know. If they ever dream of it it is not what they have imagined when a man suddenly comes crashing through the barriers of friendship and stuns them with an incoherent recital of his own desires. And yet, in spite of the shock, it is with them instinctive to be kind. No woman can endure an appeal unmoved; except for them there would be no beggars; their charity is not a creed: it is the essence of them, the beginning of all things for them — and the end.



The bantering smile had died out in Hamils face; he sat very still, interested, disturbed, and then wondering when his eyes caught the restless manoeuvres of the little hands, constantly in motion, interlacing, eloquent of the tension of self-suppression.



He thought: It is a cowardly thing for an egotist with an egotists early and lively knowledge of the world and of himself to come clamouring to a girl for charity. It is true that almost any man can make a young girl think she loves him if he is selfish enough to do it. Is her ignorance a fault? All her training deprecates any acquisition of worldly knowledge: it is not for her: her value is in her ignorance. Then when she naturally makes some revolting mistake and attempts to escape to decency and freedom once more there is a hue and a cry from good folk and clergy. Divorce? It is a good thing — as the last resort. And a woman need feel no responsibility for the sort of society that would deprive a woman of the last refuge she has!

He raised his eyes, curiously, in time to intercept hers.

So — you did not know me after all, it seems, she said with a faint smile. You never suspected in me a Vierge Rouge, militant, champion of her downtrodden sex, haranguing whomsoever would pay her the fee of his attention. Did you?

And as he made no reply: Your inference is that I have had some unhappy love affair — some perilously close escape from — unhappy matrimony. She shrugged. As though a girl could plead only a cause which concerned herself.... Tell me what you are thinking?

She had risen, and he stood up before her, fascinated.

Tell me! she insisted; I shall not let you go until you do!

I was thinking about you.

Please dont!... Are you doing it yet? closely confronting him, hands behind her.

Yes, I am, he said, unable to keep his eyes from her, all her beauty and youth and freshness troubling him, closing in upon him like subtle fragrance in the golden forest dusk.

Are you still thinking about me?

Yes.

The rare sweet laughter edged her lips, for an instant; then something in his eyes checked her. Colour and laughter died out, leaving a pale confused smile; and the straight gaze wavered, grew less direct, yet lost not a shade of his expression which also had changed.

Neither spoke; and after a moment they turned away, walking not very near together toward the house.

The sunshine and the open somehow brought relief and the delicate constraint between them relaxed as they sauntered slowly into the house where Shiela presently went away to dress for the Ascott function, and Hamil sat down on the veranda for a while, then retired to undertake the embellishment of his own person.




CHAPTER IX

THE INVASION

[image: img194.jpg]

THEY WENT TOGETHER in a double chair, spinning noiselessly over the shell road which wound through oleander and hibiscus hedges. Great orange and sulphur-tinted butterflies kept pace with them as they travelled swiftly southward; the long, slim shadows of palms gridironed the sunny road, for the sun was in the west, and already a bird here and there had ventured on a note or two as prelude to the evening song, and over the ocean wild ducks were rising in clouds, swinging and drifting and settling again as though in short rehearsal for their sunset flight.

Your hostess is Mrs. Tom OHara, said the girl; when you have enough of it look at me and Ill understand. And if you try to hide in a corner with some soulful girl Ill look at you — if it bores me too much. So dont sit still with an infatuated smile, as Cecile does, when she sees that I wish to make my adieux.

Im so likely to, he said, when escape means that Ill have you to myself again.

There was a trifle more significance in the unconsidered speech than he had intended. The girl looked absently straight in front of her; he sat motionless, uncomfortable at his own words, but too wise to attempt to modify them by more words.

Other chairs passed them now along the road — there were nods of recognition, gay salutes, an intimate word or two as the light-wheeled vehicles flashed past; and in a moment more the tall coquina gate posts and iron grille of Mrs. Tom OHaras villa, Tsana Lahni, glimmered under an avenue of superb royal palms.

The avenue was crowded with the slender-wheeled basket-bodied chairs gay with the plumage of pretty women; the scene on the lawns beyond was charming where an orange and white pavilion was pitched against the intense green of the foliage, and the pelouse was all dotted and streaked with vivid colours of sunshades and gowns.

Ulysses among the sirens, she whispered as they made their way toward their hostess, exchanging recognition with people everywhere in the throngs. Here they are — all of them — and theres Miss Suydam, — too unconscious of us. How hath the House of Hamil fallen!—

If you talk that way I wont leave you for one second while were here! he said under his breath.

Nonsense; it only hurts me, not my pride. And half a cup of unforbidden tea will drown the memory of that insolence—

She bent forward with smiling composure to shake hands with Mrs. Tom OHara, a tall, olive-tinted, black-haired beauty; presented Hamil to his hostess, and left him planted, to exchange impulsive amenities with little Mrs. Ascott.

Mrs. Tom OHara, a delicate living Gainsborough in black and white, was probably the handsomest woman in the South. She dressed with that perfection of simplicity which only a few can afford; she wore only a single jewel at a time, but the gem was always matchless.

Warm-hearted, generous, and restless, she loved the character of Lady Bountiful; and, naïvely convinced of her own unassailable supremacy, played very picturesquely the rôle of graciousness and patronage to the tenants of her great estates and of her social and intellectual world alike. Hence, although she went where many of her less fashionable guests might not have been asked to go, she herself paid self-confident homage to intellect as she understood it, and in her own house her entourage was as mixed as her notions of a salon permitted.

She was gracious to Hamil on account of his aunt, his profession, and himself. Also her instinct was to be nice to everybody. As hostess she had but a moment to accord him, but during that moment she contrived to speak reassuringly of the Suydam genealogy, the art of landscape architecture, and impart a little special knowledge from her inexhaustible reserve, informing him that the name of her villa, Tsa-na Lah-ni, was Seminole, and meant Yellow Butterfly. And then she passed him sweetly along into a crush of bright-eyed young things who attempted to pour tea into him and be agreeable in various artless ways; and presently he found himself in a back-water where fashion and intellect were conscientiously doing their best to mix. But the mixture was a thin solution — thinner than Swizzles and Caravan, and the experience of the very young girl beside him who talked herself out in thirty seconds from pure nervousness and remained eternally grateful to him for giving her a kindly opportunity to escape to cover among the feather-brained and frivolous.

Then, close to him, a girl spoke of the purple perfume of petunias, and a man used the phrases, body politic, and the gaiety of nations.

So he knew he was among the elect, redundant, and truly precious. A chinless young man turned to him and said:

There is nobody to-day who writes as Bernard Haw writes.

Does anybody want to? asked Hamil pleasantly.

You mean that this is an age of trumpery romance? demanded a heavy gentleman in dull disdain. William Dean has erased all romance from modern life with one smear of his honest thumb!

The honest thumb that persistently and patiently rubs the scales from sapphire and golden wings in order to be certain that the vination of the Ornithoptera is still underneath, is not the digit of inspiration, suggested Hamil.

The disciple turned a dull brick-colour; but he betrayed neither his master nor himself.

What, in Gods name, he asked heavily, is an ornithoptera?

A very thin author, who had been listening and twisting himself into a number of shapes, thrust his neck forward into the arena and considered Hamil with the pale grimace of challenge.

Henry Haynes? he inquired— your appreciation in one phrase, Mr. Hamil.

In a Henry Haynes phrase? asked Hamil good-humouredly.

The same old calumny? said the thin author, writhing almost off his chair.

Im afraid so; and the remedy a daily dose of verbifuge — until he gets back to the suffocated fount of inspiration. I am very sorry if I seem to differ from everybody, but everybody seems to differ from me, so I cant help it.

A Swami, unctuous and fat, and furious at the lack of feminine attention, said something suavely outrageous about modern women. He was immediately surrounded by several mature examples who adored to be safely smitten by the gelatinous and esoteric.

A little flabby, featureless, but very fashionable portrait painter muttered to Hamil: Orient and Occident! the molluskular and the muscular. Mr. Hamil, do you realise what the Occident is?

Geographically? inquired Hamil wearily.

No, symbolically. It is that! explained the painter, doubling his meagre biceps and punching at the infinite, with a flattened thumb. That, he repeated, is America. Do you comprehend?

The wan young girl who had spoken of the purple perfume of petunias said that she understood. It may be that she did; she reviewed literature for the Tribune.

Harried and restless, Hamil looked for Shiela and saw Portlaw, very hot and uncomfortable in his best raiment, shooting his cuffs and looking dully about for some avenue of escape; and Hamil, exasperated with purple perfumes and thumbs, meanly snared him and left him to confront a rather ample and demonstrative young girl who believed that all human thought was precious — even sinful thought — of which she knew as much as a newly hatched caterpillar. However, Portlaw was able to enlighten her if he cared to.

Again and again Hamil, wandering in circles, looked across the wilderness of womens hats at Shiela Cardross, but a dozen men surrounded her, and among them he noticed the graceful figure of Malcourt directly in front of her, blocking any signal he might have given.

Somebody was saying something about Mrs. Ascott. He recollected that he hadnt met her; so he found somebody to present him.

And you are the man? exclaimed Mrs. Ascott softly, considering him with her head on one side. Shiela Cardross wrote to me in New York about you, but Ive wanted to inspect you for my own information.

Are you doing it now? he asked, amused.

Its done! Do you imagine you are complex? Ive heard various tales about you from three sources, to-day; from an old friend, Louis Malcourt — from another, Virginia Suydam — and steadily during the last month — including to-day — from Shiela Cardross. But I couldnt find a true verdict until the accused appeared personally before me. Tell me, Mr. Hamil, do you plead guilty to being as amiable as the somewhat contradictory evidence indicates?

Parole me in custody of this court and let me convince your Honor, said Hamil, looking into the captivatingly cool and humourous face upturned to his.

Mrs. Ascott was small, and finely moulded; something of the miniature grande dame in porcelain. The poise of her head, the lifted chin, every detail in the polished and delicately tinted surface reflected cool experience of the world and of men. Yet the eyes were young, and there was no hardness in them, and the mouth seemed curiously unfashioned for worldly badinage — a very wistful, full-lipped mouth that must have been disciplined in some sad school to lose its cheerfulness in repose.

I am wondering, she said, why Mr. Portlaw does not come and talk to me. We are neighbors in the country, you know; I live at Prides Fall. I dont think its particularly civil of him to avoid me.

I cant imagine anybody, including Portlaw, avoiding you, he said.

We were such good friends — I dont know — he behaved very badly to me last autumn.

They chatted together for a moment or two in the same inconsequential vein, then, other people being presented, she nodded an amiable dismissal; and, as he stepped aside, held out her hand.

There are a lot of things Id like to ask you some day; one is about a park for me at Prides Fall — oh, the tiniest sort of a park, only it should be quite formal in all its miniature details. Will you let Shiela bring you for a little conference? Soon?

He promised and took his leave, elated at the chances of a new commission, hunting through the constantly arriving and departing throngs for Shiela. And presently he encountered his aunt.

You certainly do neglect me, she said with her engaging and care-free laugh. Where have you been for a week?

In the flat-woods. And, by the way, dont worry about any snakes. Virginia said you were anxious.

Nonsense, said his aunt, amused, Virginia is trying to plague you! I said nothing about snakes to her.

Didnt you say there were snakes in my district?

No. I did say there were girls in your district, but it didnt worry me.

His face was so serious that the smile died out on her own.

Why, Garret, she said, surely you are not offended, are you?

Not with you — Virginia has apparently taken her cue from that unspeakable Mrs. Van Dieman, and is acting like the deuce toward Shiela Cardross. Couldnt you find an opportunity to discourage that sort of behaviour? Its astonishingly underbred.

His aunts eyelids flickered as she regarded him.

Come to see me to-night and explain a little more fully what Virginia has done, dear. Colonel Vetchen is hunting for me and Im going to let him find me now. Why dont you come back with us if you are not looking for anybody in particular.

Im looking for Shiela Cardross, he said.

Oh, shes over there on the terrace holding her fascinating court — with Louis Malcourt at her heels as usual.

I didnt know that Malcourt was usually at her heels, he said almost irritably. It was the second time he had heard that comment, and he found it unaccountably distasteful.

His aunt looked up, smiling.

Cant we dine together, Garry?

Yes.

Thank you, dear — faintly ironical. So now if youll go Ill reveal myself to Gussie Vetchen. Stand aside, my condescending friend.

He said, smiling: Youre the prettiest revelation here. Ill be at the hotel at eight.

And with that they parted just as the happy little Vetchen, catching sight of them, came bustling up with all the fuss and demonstration of a long-lost terrier.

A few minutes later Hamil found Shiela Cardross surrounded by her inevitable entourage — a jolly, animated circle hemming her in with Malcourt at her left and Van Tassel Cuyp on her right; and he halted on the circles edge to look and listen, glancing askance at Malcourt with a curiosity unaccustomed.

That young man with his well-made graceful figure, his dark hair and vivid tints, had never particularly impressed Hamil. He had accepted him at his face value, lacking the interest to appraise him; and the acquaintance had always been as casual and agreeable as mutual good-humour permitted. But now Malcourt, as a type, attracted his attention; and for a moment he contrasted this rather florid example with the specimens of young men around him. Then he looked at Shiela Cardross. Her delicately noble head was bent a trifle as she listened with the others to Malcourts fluent humour; and it remained so, though at moments she lifted her eyes in that straight, questioning gaze which left the brows level.

And now she was replying to Malcourt; and Hamil watched her and listened to her with newer interest, noting the poise, the subtle reserve under the gayest provocation of badinage — the melody of her rare laughter, the unaffected sweetness of her voice, and its satisfying sincerity — satisfying as the clear regard from her lifted eyes.

Small wonder men were attracted; Hamil could understand what drew them — the instinctive recognition of a fibre finer and a metal purer than was often found under the surface of such loveliness.

And now, as he watched her, the merriment broke out again around her, and she laughed, lifting her face to his in all its youthfully bewildering beauty, and saw him standing near her for the first time.

Without apparent reason a dull colour rose to his face; and, as though answering fire with fire, her fainter signal in response tinted lip and cheek.

It was scarcely the signal agreed upon for their departure; and for a moment longer, amid the laughing tumult, she sat looking at him as though confused. Malcourt bent forward saying something to her, but she rose while he was speaking, as though she had not heard him; and Hamil walked through the circle to where she stood. A number of very young men looked around at him with hostile eyes; Malcourts brows lifted a trifle; then he shot an ironical glance at Shiela and, as the circle about her disintegrated, sauntered up, bland, debonair, to accept his congé.

His bow, a shade exaggerated, and the narrowed mockery of his eyes escaped her; and even what he said made no impression as she stood, brightly inattentive, looking across the little throng at Hamil. And Malcourts smile became flickering and uncertain when she left the terrace with Hamil, moving very slowly side by side across the lawn.

Such lots of pretty women, commented Shiela. Have you been passably amused?

Passably, he replied in a slightly sullen tone.

Oh, only passably? I rather hoped that unawakened heart of yours might be aroused to-day.

It has been.

Not Mrs. Ascott! she exclaimed, halting.

Not Mrs. Ascott.

Mrs. Tom OHara! Is it? Every man promptly goes to smash when Mrs. Tom looks sideways.

O Lord! he said with a shrug.

That is not nice of you, Mr. Hamil. If it is not with her you have fallen in love there is a more civil way of denying it.

Did you take what I said seriously? he asked— about falling in love?

Were you not serious?

I could be if you were, he said in a tone which slightly startled her. She looked up at him questioningly; he said:

Ive had a stupid time without you. The little Ive seen of you has spoiled other women for me. And Ive just found it out. Do you mind my saying so?

Are you not a little over-emphatic in your loyalty to me? I like it, but not at the expense of others, please.

They moved on together, slowly and in step. His head was bent, face sullen and uncomfortably flushed. Again she felt the curiously unaccountable glow in her own cheeks responding in pink fire once more; and annoyed and confused she halted and looked up at him with that frank confidence characteristic of her.

Something has gone wrong, she said. Tell me.

I will. Im telling myself now. She laughed, stole a glance at him, then her face fell.

I certainly dont know what you mean, and Im not very sure that you know.

She was right; he did not yet know. Strange, swift pulses were beating in temple and throat; strange tumults and confusion were threatening his common sense, paralyzing will-power. A slow, resistless intoxication had enveloped him, through which instinctively persisted one warning ray of reason. In the light of that single ray he strove to think clearly. They walked to the pavilion together, he silent, sombre-eyed, taking a mechanical leave of his hostess, fulfilling conventions while scarcely aware of the routine or of the people around him; she composed, sweet, conventionally faultless — and a trifle pale as they turned away together across the lawn.

When they took their places side by side in the chair she was saying something perfunctory concerning the fête and Mrs. Ascott. And as he offered no comment: Dont you think her very charming and sincere.... Are you listening to me, Mr. Hamil?

Yes, he said. Everybody was very jolly. Yes, indeed.

And — the girl who adores the purple perfume of petunias? she asked mischievously. I think that same purple perfume has made you drowsy, my uncivil friend.

He turned. Oh, you heard that?

Yes; I thought it best to keep a sisterly eye on you.

He forced a smile.

You were very much amused, I suppose — to see me sitting bras-dessus-bras-dessous with the high-browed and precious.

Not amused; no. I was worried; you appeared to be so hopelessly captivated by her of the purple perfumery. Still, knowing you to be a man normally innocent of sentiment, I hoped for Mrs. Ascott and the best.

Did I once tell you that there was no sentiment in me, Calypso? I believe I did.

You certainly did, brother, she replied with cheerful satisfaction.

Well, I—

 — And, she interrupted calmly, I believed you. I am particularly happy now in believing you. A pause — and she glanced at him. In fact, speaking seriously, it is the nicest thing about you — the most attractive to me, I think. She looked sideways at him, Because, there is no more sentiment in me than there is in you.... Which is, of course, very agreeable — to us both.

He said nothing more; the chair sped on homeward. Above them the sky was salmon-colour; patches of late sunlight burned red on the tree trunks; over the lagoon against the slowly kindling west clouds of wild-fowl whirled, swung, and spread out into endless lengthening streaks like drifting bands of smoke.

From time to time the girl cast a furtive glance toward him; but he was looking straight ahead with a darkly set face; and an ache, dull, scarcely perceptible, grew in her heart as they flew on along the glimmering road.

Of what are you thinking, brother? she asked persuasively.

Of something I am going to do; as soon as I reach home; I mean your home.

I wish it were yours, too, she said, smiling frankly; you are such a safe, sound, satisfactory substitute for another brother. ... And as he made no response: What is this thing which you are going to do when you reach home?

I am going to ask your mother a question.

Unquiet she turned toward him, but his face was doggedly set forward as the chair circled through the gates and swept up to the terrace.

He sprang out; and as he aided her to descend she felt his hand trembling under hers. A blind thrill of premonition halted her; then she bit her lip, turned, and mounted the steps with him. At the door he stood aside for her to pass; but again she paused and turned to Hamil, irresolute, confused, not even daring to analyse what sheer instinct was clamouring; what intuition was reading even now in his face, what her ears divined in his unsteady voice uttering some commonplace to thank her for the day spent with him.

What is it that you are going to say to my mother? she asked again.

And at the same instant she knew from his eyes — gazing into them in dread and dismay.

Dont! she said breathlessly; I cannot let— The mounting wave of colour swept her: Dont go to her! — dont ask such a — a thing. I am—

She faltered, looking up at him with terrified eyes, and laid one hand on his arm.

The frightened wordless appeal stunned him as they stood there, confronting one another. Suddenly hope came surging up within her; her hand fell from his arm; she lifted her eyes in flushed silence — only to find hopeless confirmation of all she dreaded in his set and colourless face.

Mr. Hamil, she said tremulously, I never dreamed—

No, you didnt. I did. It is all right, Shiela.

Oh — I — I never, never dreamed of it! — shocked and pitifully incredulous still.

I know you didnt. Dont worry. His voice was very gentle, but he was not looking at her.

Is it my — fault, Mr. Hamil?

Your fault? he repeated, surprised. What have you done?

I — dont know.

He stood gazing absently out into the flaming west; and, speaking as though unaware: From the first — I realise it now — even from the first moment when you sprang into my life out of the fog and the sea — Shiela! Shiela! — I—

Dont! she whispered, dont say it. She swayed back against the wall; her hand covered her eyes an instant — and dropped helpless, hopeless.

They faced each other.

Believe that I am — sorry, she whispered. Will you believe it? I did not know; I did not dream of it.

His face changed as though something within him was being darkly aroused.

After all, he said, no man ever lived who could kill hope.

There is no hope to kill—

No chance, Shiela?

There has never been any chance— She was trembling; he took both her hands. They were ice cold.

He straightened up, squaring his shoulders. This wont do, he said. Im not going to distress you — frighten you again. The smile he forced was certainly a credit to him.

Shiela, youd love me if you could, wouldnt you?

Y-yes, with a shiver.

Then its all right and you mustnt worry.... Cant we get back to the old footing again?

N-no; its gone.

Then well find even firmer ground.

Yes — firmer ground, Mr. Hamil.

He released her chilled hands, swung around, and took a thoughtful step or two.

Firmer, safer ground, he repeated. Once you said to me, Let us each enjoy our own griefs unmolested. He laughed. Didnt you say that — years ago?

Yes.

And I replied — years ago — that I had no griefs to enjoy. Didnt I? Well, then, if this is grief, Shiela, I wouldnt exchange it for another mans happiness. So, if you please, Ill follow your advice and enjoy it in my own fashion.... Shiela, you dont smile very often, but I wish you would now.

But the ghost of a smile left her pallor unchanged. She moved toward the stairs, wearily, stopped and turned.

It cannot end this way, she said; I want you to know how — to know — to know that I — am — sensible of w-what honour you have done me. Wait! I — I cant let you think that I — do not — care, Mr. Hamil. Believe that I do! — oh, deeply. And forgive me— She stretched out one hand. He took it, holding it between both of his for a moment, lightly.

Is all clear between us, Calypso dear?

It will be — when I have courage to tell you.

Then alls well with the world — if its still under-foot — or somewhere in the vicinity. Ill find it again; youll be good enough to point it out to me, Shiela.... Ive an engagement to improve a few square miles of it.... Thats what I need — plenty of work — dont I, Shiela?

The clear mellow horn of a motor sounded from the twilit lawn; the others were arriving. He dropped her hand; she gathered her filmy skirts and swiftly mounted the great stairs, leaving him to greet her father and Gray on the terrace.

Hello, Hamil! called out Cardross, senior, from the lawn, are you game for a crack at the ducks to-morrow? My men report Ruffle Lake full of coots and blue-bills, and therell be bigger duck in the West Lagoons.

Im going too, said Gray, also Shiela if she wants to — and four guides and that Seminole, Little Tiger.

Hamil glanced restlessly at the forest where his work lay. And he needed it now. But he said pleasantly, Ill go if you say so.

Of course I say so, exclaimed Cardross heartily. Gray, does Louis Malcourt still wish to go?

He spoke of it last week.

Well, if he hasnt changed his rather volatile mind telephone for Adams, Well require a guide apiece. And he can have that buckskin horse; and tell him to pick out his own gun. And to Hamil, cordially: Shiela and Louis and Gray will probably wander about together and you and I will do the real shooting. But Shiela is a shot — if she chooses. Gray would rather capture a scarce jungle butterfly. Hello, heres Louis now! Are you glad were going at last?

Very, replied Hamil as Malcourt strolled up and airily signified his intention of making one of the party. But as soon as he learned that they might remain away three days or more he laughingly demurred.

The four men lingered for a few minutes in the hall discussing guns, dogs, and guides; then Hamil mounted the stairs, and Malcourt went with him, talking all the while in that easy, fluent, amusing manner which, if he chose, could be as agreeably graceful as every attitude and movement of his lithe body. His voice, too, had that engagingly caressing quality characteristic of him when in good-humour; he really had little to say to Hamil, but being on such excellent terms with himself he said a great deal about nothing in particular; and as he persistently lingered by Hamils door the latter invited him in.

There Malcourt lit a cigarette, seated lazily astride a chair, arms folded across the back, aimlessly humourous in recounting his adventures at the Ascott function, while Hamil stood with his back to the darkening window, twisting his unlighted cigarette into minute shreds and waiting for him to go.

Rather jolly to meet Miss Suydam again, observed Malcourt. We were great friends at Portlaws camp together two years ago. I believe that you and Miss Suydam are cousins after a fashion.

After a fashion, I believe.

Shes tremendously attractive, Hamil.

What? Oh, yes, very.

Evidently no sentiment lost between you, laughed the other.

No, of course not; no sentiment.

Malcourt said carelessly: Im riding with Miss Suydam to-morrow. Thats one reason Im not going on this duck-hunt.

Hamil nodded.

Another reason, he continued, intent on the glowing end of his cigarette, is that Im rather fortunate at the Club just now — and I dont care to disturb any run of luck that seems inclined to drift my way. Would you give your luck the double cross?

I suppose not, said Hamil vaguely— if I ever had any.

Thats the way I feel. And its all kinds of luck thats chasing me. All kinds, Hamil. One kind, for example, wears hair that matches my cuff-links. Odd, isnt it? he added, examining the golden links with a smile.

Hamil nodded inattentively.

I am about seven thousand dollars ahead on the other sort of luck, observed Malcourt. If it holds to-night Ill inaugurate a killing that will astonish the brothers B. yonder. By the way, now that you have your club ticket why dont you use it? — one way or another.

Perhaps, replied Hamil listlessly.

A few minutes later Malcourt, becoming bored, genially took his leave; and Hamil turned on an electric jet and began to undo his collar and tie.

He was in no hurry; at times he suspended operations to pace aimlessly to and fro; and after a while, half undressed, he dropped into an arm-chair, clinched hands supporting his temples.

Presently he said aloud to himself: Its absolutely impossible. It cant happen this way. How can it?

His heavy pulse answered the question; a tense strain, irksome as an ache, dragged steadily at something within him which resisted; dulling reason and thought.

For a long time he sat there inert, listening for the sound of her voice which echoed at moments through the stunned silence within him. And at last he stumbled to his feet like a stricken man on the firing line, stupefied that the thing had happened to him; and stood unsteadily, looking around. Then he went heavily about his dressing.

Later, when he was ready to leave his room, he heard Malcourt walking through the corridor outside — a leisurely and lightly stepping Malcourt, whistling a lively air. And, when Malcourt had passed came Cecile rustling from the western corridor, gay, quick-stepping, her enchanting laughter passing through the corridor like a fresh breeze as she joined Mrs. Carrick on the stairs. Then silence; and he opened his door. And Shiela Cardross, passing noiselessly, turned at the sound.

His face must have been easy to read for her own promptly lost its colour, and with an involuntary recoil she stepped back against the wall, staring at him in pallid silence.

What is the matter? he asked, scarcely recognising his own voice. And striving to shake off the unreality of it all with a laugh: You look like some pretty ghost from dreamland — with your white gown and arms and face. Shall we descend into the waking world together?

They stood for a moment motionless, looking straight at one another; then the smile died out on his face, but he still strove to speak lightly, using effort, like a man with a dream dark upon him: I am waiting for your pretty ghostship.

Her lips moved in reply; no sound came from them.

Are you afraid of me? he said.

Yes.

Of me, Shiela?

Of us both. You dont know — you dont know!

Know what, Shiela?

What I am — what I have done. And Ive got to tell you. Her mouth quivered suddenly, and she faced him fighting for self-control. Ive got to tell you. Things cannot be left in this way between us. I thought they could, but they cant.

He crossed the corridor, slowly; she straightened up at his approach, white, rigid, breathless.

What is it that has frightened you? he said.

What you — said — to me.

That I love you?

Yes; that.

Why should it frighten you?

Must I tell you?

If it will help you.

I am past help. But it will end youre caring for me. And from making me — care — for you. I must do it; this cannot go on—

Shiela!

She faced him, white as death, looking at him blindly.

I am trying to think of you — because you love me—

Fright chilled her blood, killing pulse and colour. I am trying to be kind — because I care for you — and we must end this before it ends us.... Listen to my miserable, pitiful, little secret, Mr. Hamil. I — I have — I am not — free.

Not free!

I was married two years ago — when I was eighteen years old. Three people in the world know it: you, I, and — the man I married.

Married! he repeated, stupefied.

She looked at him steadily a moment.

I think your love has been done to death, Mr. Hamil. My own danger was greater than you knew; but it was for your sake — because you loved me. Good night.

Stunned, he saw her pass him and descend the stairs, stood for a space alone, then scarce knowing what he did he went down into the great living-room to take his leave of the family gathered there before dinner had been announced. They all seemed to be there; he was indifferently conscious of hearing his own words like a man who listens to an unfamiliar voice in a distant room.

The rapid soundless night ride to the hotel seemed unreal; the lights in the café, the noise and movement, the pretty face of his aunt with the pink reflection from the candle shades on her cheeks — all seemed as unconvincing as himself and this thing that he could not grasp — could not understand — could not realise had befallen him — and her.

If Miss Palliser was sensible of any change in him or his voice or manner she did not betray it. Wayward came over to speak to them, limping very slightly, tall, straight, ruddy, the gray silvering his temples and edging his moustache.

And after a while Hamil found himself sitting silent, a partly burnt cigar between his fingers, watching Wayward and his youthful aunt in half-intimate, half-formal badinage, elbow to elbow on the cloth. For they had known one another a long time, and through many phases of Fate and Destiny.

That little Cardross girl is playing the devil with the callow hereabout, Wayward said; Malcourt, house-broken, runs to heel with the rest. And when I see her I feel like joining the pack. Only — I was never broken, you know—

She is a real beauty, said Miss Palliser warmly; I dont see why you dont enlist, James.

I may at that. Garry, are you also involved?

Hamil said, Yes — yes, of course, and smiled meaninglessly at Wayward.

For a fraction of a second his aunt hesitated, then said: Garry is naturally among the devoted — when hes not dog-tired from a day in the cypress-swamps. Have you been out to see the work, James? Oh, you should go; everybody goes; its one of the things to do here. And Im very proud when I hear people say, Theres that brilliant young fellow, Hamil, or, in a tone which expresses profound respect, Hamil designed it, you know; and I smile and think, Thats my boy Garry! James, it is a very comfortable sensation for an old lady to experience. And she looked at Wayward out of her lovely golden eyes, sweet as a maid of twenty.

Wayward smiled, then absently bent his gaze on his wine-glass, lying back in his chair. Through his spectacles his eyes seemed very intent on the frail crystal stem of his glass.

What are you going to do for the rest of the winter? she asked, watching him.

What I am doing, he replied with smiling bitterness. The Ariani is yonder when I cant stand the shore.... What else is there for me to do — until I snuff out!

Build that house you were going to build — when we were rather younger, Jim.

I did; and it fell, he said quietly; but, as though she had not heard.  — Build that house, she repeated, and line it with books — the kind of books that were written and read before the machine-made sort supplanted them. One picture to a room — do you remember, Jim? — or two if you find it better; the kind men painted before Rembrandt died.... Do you remember your plan? — the plans you drew for me to look at in our front parlour — when New York houses had parlours? You were twenty and I fourteen.... Garry, yonder, was not.... And the rugs, you recollect? — one or two in a room, Shiraz, Ispahan — nothing as obvious as Sehna and Saraband — nothing but Moresque and pure Persian — and one agedly perfect gem of Asia Minor, and one Tekke, so old and flawless that only the pigeon-blood fire remained under the violet bloom.... Do you remember?

Waywards shoulders straightened with a jerk. For twenty years he had not remembered these things; and she had not only remembered but was now reciting the strange, quaint, resurrected words in their forgotten sequence; the words he had uttered as he — or what he had once been — sat in the old-time parlour in the mellow half light of faded brocades and rosewood, repeating to a child the programme of his future. Lofty aim and high ideal, the cultivated endeavour of good citizenship, loyalty to aspiration, courage, self-respect, and the noble living of life; they had also spoken of these things together — there in the golden gloom of the old-time parlour when she was fourteen and he master of his fate and twenty.

But there came into his life a brilliant woman who stayed a year and left his name a mockery: Malcourts only sister, now Lady Tressilvain, doubtfully conspicuous with her loutish British husband, among those continentals where titles serve rather to obscure than enlighten inquiry.

The wretched affair dragged its full offensive length through the international press; leaving him with his divorce signed and a future endurable only when his senses had been sufficiently drugged. In sober intervals he now had neuritis and a limp to distract his mind; also his former brother-in-law with professions of esteem and respect and a tendency to borrow. And drunk or sober he had the Ariani. But the house that Youth had built in the tinted obscurity of an old New York parlour — no, he didnt have that; and even memory of it were wellnigh gone had not Constance Palliser spoken from the shadows of the past.

He lifted his glass unsteadily and replaced it. Then slowly he raised his head and looked full at Constance Palliser.

Its too late, he said; but I wish I had known that you remembered.

Would you have built it, Jim?

He looked at her again, then shook his head: For whom am I to build, Constance?

She leaned forward, glancing at the unconscious Hamil, then dropped her voice: Build it for the Boy that Was, Jim.

A headstone would be fitter — and less expensive.

I am not asking you to build in memory of the dead. The Boy who Was is only asleep. If you could let him wake, suddenly, in that house—

A clear flush of surprise stained his skin to the hair. It had been many years since a woman had hinted at any belief in him.

Dont you know that I couldnt endure the four walls of a house, Constance?

You have not tried this house.

Men — such men as I — cannot go back to the House of Youth.

Try, Jim.

His hand was shaking as he lifted it to adjust his spectacles; and impulsively she laid her hand on his twitching arm:

Jim, build it! — and see what happens.

I cannot.

Build it. You will not be alone and sad in it if you remember the boy and the child in the parlour. They — they will be good company — if you wish.

He rested his elbows on the table, head bent between his sea-burned hands.

If I could only, only do something, she whispered. The boy has merely been asleep, Jim. I have always known it. But it has taken many years for me to bring myself to this moment.

Do you think a man can come back through such wreckage and mire — do you think he wants to come back? What do you know about it? — with your white skin and bright hair — and that childs mouth of yours — What do you know about it?

Once you were the oracle, Jim. May I not have my turn?

Yes — but what in Gods name do you care?

Will you build?

He looked at her dumbly, hopelessly; then his arm twitched and he relieved the wrist from the weight of his head, sitting upright, his eyes still bent on her.

Because — in that old parlour — the child expected it of the boy, she said. And expects it yet.

Hamil, who, chair pushed back, had been listlessly watching the orchestra, roused himself and turned to his aunt and Wayward.

You want to go, Garry? said Constance calmly. Ill walk a little with James before I compose my aged bones to slumber.... Good night, dear. Will you come again soon?

He said he would and took his leave of them in the long corridor, traversing it without noticing which direction he took until, awaking from abstraction, he found himself at the head of a flight of steps and saw the portico of the railroad station below him and the signal lamps, green and red and white, burning between the glistening rails.

Without much caring where he went, but not desiring to retrace his steps over half a mile or so of carpet, he went out into the open air and along the picket fence toward the lake front.

As he came to the track crossing he glanced across at the Beach Club where lights sparkled discreetly amid a tropical thicket and flowers lay in pale carpets under the stars.

Portlaw had sent him a members card; he took it out now and scanned it with faint curiosity. His name was written on the round-cornered brown card signed by a vice-president and a secretary, under the engraved notice: To be shown when requested.

But when he ascended the winding walk among the palms and orange blossoms, this suicides tag, as Malcourt called it, was not demanded of him at the door.

The restaurant seemed to be gay and rather noisy, the women vivacious, sometimes beautiful, and often respectable. A reek of cigarette smoke, wine, and orange blossoms hung about the corridors; the tiny glittering rotunda with its gaming-tables in a circle was thronged.

He watched them lose and win and lose again. Under the soft tumult of voices the cool tones of the house attachés sounded monotonously, the ball rattled, the wheels spun. But curiosity had already died out within him; gain, loss, chance, Fate — and the tense white concentration of the man beside him no longer interested him; nor did a sweet-faced young girl in the corridor who looked a second too long at him; nor the handsome over-flushed youth who was with her and who cried out in loud recognition: Gad, Hamil; why didnt you tell me you were coming? Theres somebody here who wants to meet you, but Portlaws got her — somewhere. Youll take supper with us anyway! Well find you a fair impenitent.

Hamil stared at him coolly. He was on no such terms with Malcourt, drunk or sober. But everybody was Malcourts friend just then, and he went on recklessly:

Youve got to stay; hasnt he, Dolly? — Oh, I forgot — Miss Wilming, Mr. Hamil, whos doing the new park, you know. All kinds of genius buzzes in his head — roulette wheels buzz in mine. Hamil, you remember Miss Wilming in the Motor Girl. She was one of the acetylenes. Come on; well all light up later. Make him come, Dolly.

Hamil turned to speak to her. She seemed to be, at a casual glance, the sort of young girl who usually has a mother somewhere within ear-shot. Upon inspection, however, her bright hair was a little too perfectly rippled, and her mouth a trifle fuller and redder than a normal circulation might account for. But there remained in the eyes something as yet unquenched. And looking at her, he felt a sense of impatience and regret that the delicate youth of her should be wasted in the flare and shadow of the lesser world — burning to a spectre here on the crumbling edge of things — here with Malcourt leering at her through the disordered brilliancy of that false dawn which heralds only night.

They spoke together, smilingly formal. He had quietly turned his back on Malcourt.

She hoped he would remain and join them; and her as yet unspoiled voice clashed with her tinted lips and hair.

He was sorry — politely so — thanking her with the natural and unconscious gentleness so agreeable to all women. And as in his manner there was not the slightest hint of that half-amused, half-cynical freedom characteristic of the worldly wise whom she was now accustoming herself to meet, she looked up at him with a faint flush of appreciation.

Malcourt all the while was pulling Hamil by the elbow and talking on at random almost boisterously, checking himself at intervals to exchange familiar greetings with new-comers passing the crowded corridor. His face was puffy and red; so were his lips; and there seemed to be a shiny quality to hair and skin prophetic of future coarsening toward a type, individuals of which swarmed like sleek flies around the gaming-tables beyond.

As Hamil glanced from the young girl to Malcourt, who was still noisily importuning him, a sudden contempt for the man arose within him. So unreasoningly abrupt was the sensation of absolute distrust and dislike that it cut his leave-taking to a curt word of refusal, and he turned on his heel.

Whats the matter with you? Arent you coming with us? asked Malcourt, reddening.

No, said Hamil. Good-bye, Miss Wilming. Thank you for asking me.

She held out her hand, uncertainly; he took it with a manner so gentle and considerate that she ventured, hesitatingly, something about seeing him again. To which he replied, pleasantly conventional, and started toward the door.

See here, Hamil, said Malcourt sharply, is there any reason for your sudden and deliberate rudeness to me?

Is there any reason for your sudden and deliberate familiarity with me? retorted Hamil in a low voice. Youre drunk!

Malcourts visage crimsoned: O hell! he said, if your morals are as lofty as your mincing manners—

Hamil stared him into silence, hesitated, then passed in front of him and out of the door.

Vicious with irritation, Malcourt laid his hand on the girls arm: Take it from me, Dolly, thats the sort of citizen wholl sneak around to call on your sort Saturday evenings.

She flushed painfully, but said nothing. As for me, added Malcourt, I dont think Ive quite finished with this nice young man.

But Dolly Wilming stood silent, head bent, slender fingers worrying her lips, which seemed inclined to quiver.




CHAPTER X

TERRA INCOGNITA

[image: img194.jpg]

THE CAMP-WAGON AND led horses left before daylight with two of the Cracker guides, Bulow and Carter; but it was an hour after sunrise when Cardross, senior, Gray, Shiela, Hamil, and the head guide, Eudo Stent, rode out of the patio into the dewy beauty of a February morning.

The lagoon was pink; so was the white town on its western shore; in the east, ocean and sky were one vast rosy-rayed glory. Few birds sang.

Through the intense stillness of early morning the little cavalcade made a startling clatter on the shell highway; but the rattle of hoofs was soon deadened in the sand of a broad country road curving south through dune and hammock along the lake shore.

Dew still dropped in great splashes from pine and palm; dew powdered the sparkle-berry bushes and lay like a tiny lake of quicksilver in the hollow of every broad palmetto frond; and all around them earth and grass and shrub exhaled the scented freshness of a dew-washed world.

On the still surface of the lake, tinted with palest rose and primrose, the wild ducks floated, darkly silhouetted against the water or, hoping for crumbs, paddled shoreward, inquiringly peering up at the riders with little eyes of brightest gold.

Blue-bills, said Cardross to Hamil; nobody shoots them on the lake; theyre as tame as barnyard waterfowl. Yet, the instant these same ducks leave this lagoon where they know theyre protected they become as wild and wary and as difficult to get a shot at as any other wild-fowl.

Shiela, riding ahead with Gray, tossed bits of bread into the water; and the little blue-bill ducks came swimming in scores, keeping up with the horses so fearlessly and persistently that the girl turned in her saddle and looked back at her father in delight.

Im certainly as gifted as the Pied Piper, dad! If they follow me to Ruffle Lake I wont permit a shot to be fired.

While she spoke she kept her eyes on her father. Except for a brief good morning at breakfast she had neither looked at nor spoken to Hamil, making no noticeable effort to avoid him, but succeeded in doing it nevertheless.

Like her father and brother and Hamil she was mounted on an unornamental but wiry Tallahassee horse; and she rode cross-saddle, wearing knee-coat and kilts of kahkee and brown leather puttees strapped from under the kneecap to the ankle. Like the others, too, she carried a small shotgun in a saddle boot, and in the web loops across her breast glimmered the metal rims of a dozen cartridges. A brilliant handkerchief knotted loosely around her bare white throat, and a broad Panama turned up in front and resolutely pulled down behind to defy sunstroke, completed a most bewilderingly charming picture, which moved even her father to admiring comment.

Only, he added, look before you step over a log when youre afoot. The fangs of a big diamond-back are three-quarters of an inch long, my dear, and theyll go through leather as a needle goes through cambric.

Thanks, dad — and here endeth the usual lesson.

Cardross said to Hamil: One scarcely knows what to think about the snakes here. The records of the entire Union show few deaths in a year, and yet theres no scarcity of rattlers, copperheads, and moccasins in this Republic of ours. I know a man, an ornithologist, who for twelve years has wandered about the Florida woods and never saw a rattler. And yet, the other night a Northern man, a cottager, lighted his cigar after dinner and stepped off his veranda on to a rattler.

Was he bitten?

Yes. He died in two hours. Cardross shrugged and gathered up his bridle. Personally I have no fear; leggings wont help much; besides, a good-sized snake can strike ones hand as it swings; but our cracker guides go everywhere in thin cotton trousers and the Seminoles are barelegged. One hears often enough of escapes, yet very rarely of anybody being bitten. One of my grove guards was struck by a moccasin last winter. He was an awfully sick nigger for a while, but he got over it.

Thats cheerful, said Hamil, laughing.

Oh, you might as well know. There are plenty of wiseacres wholl tell you that nobodys in danger at these East Coast resorts, and the hotel people will swear solemnly there isnt a serpent in the State; but there are, Hamil, and plenty of them. Ive seen rattlers strike without rattling; and moccasins are ugly brutes that wont get out of the way for you and that give no warning when they strike; and all quail hunters in the flat-woods know how their pointers and setters are killed, and every farmer knows that the best watchmen he can have is a flock of guinea-fowl or turkeys or a few hogs loose. The fact is that deadly snakes are not rare in many localities; the wonder is that scarcely a death is reported in a year. How many niggers die, I dont know; but I know enough, when Im in the woods or fields, to look every time before I put my foot upon the ground.

How can you see in the jungle?

Youve got to see. Besides, rattlers are on the edge of thickets, not inside. Theyve got to have an open space to strike the small furry creatures which they live on. Moccasins affect mud — look there!

Both horses shyed; in front Shielas mount was behaving badly, but even while she was mastering him she tried at the same time to extract her shotgun from the leather boot. Stent rode up and drew it out for her; Hamil saw her break and load, swing in the saddle, and gaze straight into an evil-looking bog all set with ancient cypress knees and the undulating snaky roots of palmettos.

A perfectly enormous one, dad! she called back.

Wait! said Cardross; I want Hamil to see. And to Hamil: Ride forward; you ought to know what the ugly brutes look like!

As he drew bridle at Shielas left the girl, still intent, pointed in silence; but he looked in vain for the snake, mistaking every palmetto root for a serpent, until she leaned forward and told him to sight along her extended arm. Then he saw a dull gray fold without any glitter to it, draped motionless over a palmetto root, and so like the root that he could scarcely believe it anything else.

That?

Yes. Its as thick as a mans arm.

Is it a moccasin?

It is; a cotton-mouth.

The guide drawled: Ah reckon hes asleep, Miss Cahdhoss. Ahll make him rare up f yew say so.

Make him rear up, suggested Gray. And stand clear, Hamil, because Shiela must shoot quick if he slides for the water.

The men backed their nervously snorting horses, giving her room; Stent dismounted, picked up a pig-nut, and threw it accurately. Instantly the fat mud-coloured fold slipped over the root and a head appeared rising straight out of the coils up into the air — a flat and rather small head on a horribly swollen body, stump-tailed, disgusting. The head was looking at them, stretched high, fully a third of the creature in the air. Then, soundlessly, the wide-slitted mouth opened; and Hamil saw its silky white lining.

Moccasins stand their ground, said the girl, raising her gun. The shot crashed out; the snake collapsed. For fully a minute they watched; not a fold even quivered.

Struck by lightning, said Gray; the buzzards will get him. And he drew a folding butterfly net from his saddle boot, affixed ring and gauze bag, and cantered forward briskly in the wake of a great velvety black butterfly which was sailing under the live-oaks above his head.

His father, wishing to talk to Eudo Stent, rode ahead with the guide, leaving Shiela and Hamil to follow.

The latter reined in and waited while the girl leisurely returned the fowling-piece to its holster. Then, together, they walked their horses forward, wading the branch which flowed clear as a trout stream out of the swamp on their right.

It looks drinkable, he said.

It is, for Crackers; but theres fever in it for you, Mr. Hamil.... Look at Gray! Hes missed his butterfly. But its a rather common one — the black form of the tiger swallow-tail. Just see those zebra-striped butterflies darting like lightning over the palmetto scrub! Gray and I could never catch them until one day we found a ragged one that couldnt fly and we placed it on a leaf; and every time one of those butterflies came our way it paused in its flight for a second and hovered over the ragged one. And thats how Gray and I caught the swift Ajax butterflies for his collection!... Ive helped him considerably, if you please; I brought him the mysterious Echo moth from Ormond, and a wonderful little hornet moth from Jupiter Inlet.

She was rattling on almost feverishly, never looking at him, restless in her saddle, shifting bridle, adjusting stirrups, gun-case, knotting and reknotting her neckerchief, all with that desperate attempt at composure which betrays the courage that summons it.

Shiela, dear!

What! she said, startled into flushed surprise.

Look at me.

She turned in her saddle, the colour deepening and waning on her white skin from neck to temples; and sustained his gaze to the limit of endurance. Then again in her ears sounded the soft crash of her senses; he swung wide in his stirrups, looking recklessly into her eyes. A delicate sense of intoxication stilled all speech between them for a moment. Then, head bowed, eyes fixed on her bridle hand, the other hand, ungloved, lying hotly unresponsive in his, she rode slowly forward at his side. Face to face with all the mad unasked questions of destiny and fate and chance still before her — all the cold problems of truth and honour still to be discussed with that stirring, painful pulse in her heart which she had known as conscience — silently, head bent, she rode into the west with the man she must send away.

Far to the north-east, above a sentinel pine which marks the outskirts of the flat-woods, streaks like smoke drifted in the sky — the wild-fowl leaving the lagoons. On the Lantana Road they drew bridle at a sign from her; then she wheeled her horse and sat silent in her saddle, staring into the western wilderness.

The character of the country had changed while they had been advancing along this white sandy road edged with jungle; for now west and south the Florida wilderness stretched away, the strange Flat-woods, deceptively open, almost park-like in their monotony where, as far as the eye could see, glade after glade, edged by the stately vivid green pines, opened invitingly into other glades through endlessly charming perspective. At every step one was prepared to come upon some handsome mansion centring this park — some bridge spanning the shallow crystal streams that ran out of jasmine thickets — some fine driveway curving through the open woods. But this was the wilderness, uninhabited, unplotted. No dwelling stood within its vistas; no road led out or in; no bridge curved over the silently moving waters. West and south-west into the unknown must he go who follows the lure of those peaceful, sunny glades where there are no hills, no valleys, nothing save trees and trees and trees again, and shallow streams with jungle edging them, and lonely lakes set with cypress, and sunny clearings, never made by human hands, where last years grass, shoulder-high, silvers under the white sun of the South.

Half a hundred miles westward lay the great inland lake; south-west, the Everglades. The Hillsboro trail ran south-west between the upper and lower chain of lakes, over Little Fish Crossing, along the old Government trail, and over the Loxahatchi. Westward no trail lay save those blind signs of the Seminoles across the wastes of open timber and endless stretches of lagoon and saw-grass which is called the Everglades.

On the edge of the road where Hamil sat his horse was an old pump — the last indication of civilisation. He dismounted and tried it, filling his cup with clear sparkling water, neither hot nor cold, and walking through the sand offered it to Shiela Cardross.

Osceolas font, she nodded, returning from her abstraction; thank you, I am thirsty. And she drained the cup at her leisure, pausing at moments to look into the west as though the wilderness had already laid its spell upon her.

Then she looked down at Hamil beside her, handing him the cup.

In-nah-cahpoor? she asked softly; and as he looked up puzzled and smiling: I asked you, in Seminole, what is the price I have to pay for your cup of water?

A little love, he said quietly— a very little, Shiela.

I see! — like this water, neither warm nor cold: nac-ey-tai? — what do you call it? — oh, yes, sisterly affection. She looked down at him with a forced smile. Uncah she said, which in Seminole means yes to your demand.... You dont mind if I relapse into the lake dialect occasionally — do you? — especially when Im afraid to say it in English. And, gaining confidence, she smiled at him, the faintest hint of tenderness in her eyes. Neither warm nor cold — Haiee-Kasapi! — like this Indian well, Mr. Hamil; but, like it, very faithful — even when in the arid days to come you turn to drink from sweeter springs.

Shiela!

Oh, no — no! she breathed, releasing her hands; you interrupt me; I was thinking ist-ahmah-mahhen — which way we must go. Listen; we leave the road yonder where Grays green butterfly net is bobbing above the dead grass: in-e-gitskah? — cant you see it? And there are dad and Stent riding in line with that outpost pine — ho-paiee! Mount, my cavalier. And — in a lower voice— perhaps you also may hear that voice in the wilderness which cried once to the unwise.

As they rode girth-high through the grass the first enchanting glade opened before them, flanked by palmettos and pines. Gray was galloping about in the woods among swarms of yellow and brown butterflies, swishing his net like a polo mallet, and drawing bridle every now and then to examine some specimen and drop it into the cyanide jar which bulged from his pocket.

I got a lot of those dogs-head fellows! he called out to Shiela as she came past with Hamil. You remember that the white ants got at my other specimens before I could mount them.

I remember, said Shiela; dont ride too hard in the sun, dear. But Gray saw something ahead and shook out his bridle, and soon left them in the rear once more, riding through endless glades of green where there was no sound except the creak of leather and the continuous popping of those small pods on the seeds of which quail feed.

I thought there were no end of gorgeous flowers in the semi-tropics, he said, but theres almost nothing here except green.

She laughed. The concentration of bloom in Northern hothouses deceives people. The semi-tropics and the tropics are almost monotonously green except where cultivated gardens exist. There are no masses of flowers anywhere; even the great brilliant blossoms make no show because they are widely scattered. You notice them when you happen to come across them in the woods, they are so brilliant and so rare.

Are there no fruits — those delectable fruits one reads about?

There are bitter wild oranges, sour guavas, eatable beach-grapes and papaws. If youre fond of wild cassava and can prepare it so it wont poison you, you can make an eatable paste. If you like oily cabbage, the top of any palmetto will furnish it. But, my poor friend, theres little here to tempt ones appetite or satisfy ones aesthetic hunger for flowers. Our Northern meadows are far more gorgeous from June to October; and our wild fruits are far more delicious than what one finds growing wild in the tropics.

But bananas, cocoa-nuts, oranges—

All cultivated!

Persimmons, mulberries—

All cultivated when eatable. Everything palatable in this country is cultivated.

He laughed dejectedly, then, again insistent: But there are plenty of wild flowering trees! — magnolia, poinciana, china-berry—

All set out by mere man, she smiled— except the magnolias and dog-wood. No, Mr. Hamil, the riotous tropical bloom one reads about is confined to peoples gardens. When you come upon jasmine or an orchid in the woods you notice the colour at once in the green monotony. But think how many acres of blue and white and gold one passes in the North with scarcely a glance! The South is beautiful too, in its way; but it is not that way. Yet I care for it even more, perhaps, than I do for the North—

The calm, even tenor of the speech between them was reassuring her, although it was solving no problems which, deep in her breast, she knew lay latent, ready to quicken at any instant.

All that awaited to be solved; all that threatened between her and her heart and conscience, now lay within her, quiescent for the moment. And it was from moment to moment now that she was living, blindly evading, resolutely putting off what must come after that relentless self-examination which was still before her.

The transport wagon was now in sight ahead; and Bulow, one of the guides, had released a brace of setters, casting them out among the open pines.

Away raced the belled dogs, jingling into the saw-scrub; and Shiela nodded to him to prepare for a shot as she drew her own gun from its boot and loaded, eyes still following the distant dogs.

To and fro raced the setters, tails low, noses up, wheeling, checking, quartering, cutting up acres and acres — a stirring sight! — and more stirring still when the blue-ticked dog, catching the body-scent, slowed down, flag whipping madly, and began to crawl into the wind.

You and Shiela! called out Cardross as they trotted up, guns resting on their thighs. Gray and Ill pick up the singles.

The girl sprang to the ground, gun poised; Hamil followed her, and they walked across the sandy open where scarcely a tuft of dead grass bristled. It seemed impossible that any living creature bigger than an ant could conceal itself on that bare, arid sand stretch, but the ticked dog was standing rigid, nose pointing almost between his forefeet, and the red dog was backing him, tail like a ramrod, right forefoot doubled, jaws a-slaver.

The girl glanced sideways at Hamil mischievously.

What are we shooting for, Mr. Hamil?

Anything you wish, he said, but its yours anyway — all I can give. I suppose Im going to miss.

No; you mustnt. If youre out of practice remember to let them get well away. And I wont shoot a match with you this time. Shall I flush?

Ill put them up. Are you ready?

Quite, thank you.

He stepped up beside the ticked dog, halted, took one more step beyond — whir-r-r! and the startled air was filled with wings; and crack! crack! crack-crack! spoke the smokeless powder.

Two quail stopped in mid-air and pitched downward.

O Lord! said Hamil, theyre not my birds. Shiela, how could you do such a thing under my very nose and in sight of your relatives and three unfeeling guides!

You poor boy she said, watching the bevy as he picked up the curious, dark, little Florida quail and displayed them. Then, having marked, she quietly signalled the dogs forward.

Im not going, he said; Ive performed sufficiently.

She was not quite sure how much of disappointment lay under his pretence, and rather shyly she suggested that he redeem himself. Gray and his father were walking toward one dog who was now standing; two quail flushed and both fell.

Come, she said, laying her hand lightly on his arm; Ticky is pointing and I will have you redeem yourself.

So they went forward, shoulder to shoulder; and three birds jumped and two fell.

Bravo! she exclaimed radiantly; I knew my cavalier after all!

You held your fire, he said accusingly.

Ye-s.

Why?

Because — if you— She raised her eyes half serious, half mockingly: Do you think I care for — anything — at your expense?

A thrill passed through him. Do you think I mind if you are the better of us, you generous girl?

I am not a better shot; I really am not.... Look at these birds — both cocks. Are they not funny — these quaint little black quail of the semi-tropics? Well need all we can get, too. But now that you are your resistless self again I shall cease to dread the alternative of starvation or a resort to alligator tail.

So with a gay exchange of badinage they took their turns when the dogs rounded up singles; and sometimes he missed shamefully, and sometimes he performed with credit, but she never amended his misses nor did more than match his successes, and he thought that in all his life he had never witnessed more faultless field courtesy than this young girl instinctively displayed. Nothing in the world could have touched him more keenly or convinced him more thoroughly. For it is on the firing line that character shows; a person is what he is in the field — even though he sometimes neglects to live up to it in less vital moments.

Generous and quick in her applause, sensitive under his failures, cool in difficulties, yielding instantly the slightest advantage to him, holding her fire when singles rose or where there could be the slightest doubt — that was his shooting companion under the white noon sun that day. He noticed, too, her sweetness with the dogs, her quick encouragement when work was well done, her brief rebuke when the red dog, galloping recklessly down wind, jumped a ground-rattler and came within a hairs breadth of being bitten.

The little devil! said Hamil, looking down at the twisting reptile which he had killed with a palmetto stem. Why, Shiela, he has no rattles at all.

No, only a button. Dig a hole and bury the head. Fangs are always fangs whether their owner is dead or alive.

So Hamil scooped out a trench with his hunting-knife and they buried the little ground-rattler while both dogs looked on, growling.

Cardross and Gray had remounted; Bulow cast out a brace of pointers for them, and they were already far away. Presently the distant crack of their guns announced that fresh bevies had been found beyond the branch.

The guide, Carter, rode out, bringing Shiela and Hamil their horses and relieving the latters pockets of a dozen birds; announcing a halt for luncheon at the same time in a voice softly neglectful of Is and Rs, and musical with aspirates.

As they followed him slowly toward the wagon which stood half a mile away under a group of noble pines, Hamil began in a low voice:

Ive got to say this, Shiela: I never saw more perfect sportsmanship than yours; and, if only for that, I love you with all my heart.

What a boyish thing to say! But she coloured deliciously.

You dont care whether I love you — that way, do you? he asked hopefully.

N-no.

Then — I can wait.

She turned toward him, confused.

Wait? she repeated.

Yes — wait; all my life, if it must be.

There is nothing to wait for. Dont say such things to me. I — its difficult enough for me now — to think what to do — You will not speak to me again that way, will you? Because, if you do, I must send you away.... And that will be — hard.

Once, he said, you spoke about men — how they come crashing through the barriers of friendship. Am I like that?

She hesitated, looked at him.

There were no barriers.

No barriers!

None — to keep you out. I should have seen to it; I should have been prepared; but you came so naturally into my friendship — inside the barriers — that I opened my eyes and found you there — and remembered, too late, alas—

Too late?

Too late to shut you out. And you frightened me last night; I tried to tell you — for your own sake; I was terrified, and I told you what I have never before told a living soul — that dreadful, hopeless, nightmare thing — to drive you out of my — my regard — and me from yours.

His face whitened a little under its tan, but the flat jaw muscles tightened doggedly.

I dont understand — yet, he said. And when you tell me — for you will tell me sooner or later — it will not change me.

It must!

He shook his head.

She said in desperation: You cannot care for me too much because you know that I am — not free.

Cannot? He laughed mirthlessly. I am caring for you — loving you — every second more and more.

That is dishonourable, she faltered.

Why?

You know!

Yes. But if it does not change me how can I help it?

You can help making me care for you!

His heart was racing now; every vein ran fiery riot.

Is there a chance of that, Shiela?

She did not answer, but the tragedy in her slowly lifted eyes appalled him. Then a rushing confusion of happiness and pain almost stupefied him.

You must not be afraid, he managed to say while the pulse hammered in his throat, and the tumult of his senses deadened his voice to a whisper.

I am afraid.

They were near the wagon now; both dismounted under the pines while Bulow came forward to picket their horses. On their way together among the trees she looked up at him almost piteously: You must go if you talk to me again like this. I could not endure very much of it.

I dont know what I am going to do, he said in the same curiously deadened voice. You must tell me more.

I cannot. I am — uncertain of myself. I cant think clearly when we — when you speak to me — this way. Couldnt you go North before I — before my unhappiness becomes too real — too hard? — couldnt you go before it is too late — and leave me my peace of mind, my common sense!

He looked around at her. Yes, he said, I will go if there is no decent chance for us; and if it is not too late.

I have my common senses still left. It is not too late.

There was a silence. I will go, he said very quietly.

W-when?

The day we return.

Can you leave your work?

Yes. Halloran knows.

And — you will go?

Yes, if you wish it.

Another silence. Then she shook her head, not looking at him.

There is no use in going — now.

Why?

Because — because I do not wish it. Her eyes fell lower; she drew a long, unsteady breath. And because it is too late, she said. You should have gone before I ever knew you — if I was to be spared my peace of mind.

Gray came galloping back through the woods, followed by his father and Eudo Stent. They were rather excited, having found signs of turkey along the mud of a distant branch; and, as they all gathered around a cold luncheon spread beside the wagon, a lively discussion began concerning the relative chances of roosting and yelping.

Hamil talked as in a dream, scarcely conscious that he was speaking and laughing a great deal. A heavenly sort of intoxication possessed him; a paradise of divine unrealities seemed to surround him — Shiela, the clustering pines, the strange white sunlight, the depthless splendour of the unshadowed blue above.

He heard vaguely the voices of the others, Cardross, senior, rallying Gray on his shooting, Gray replying in kind, the soft Southern voices of the guides at their own repast by the picket line, the stir and whisk and crunch of horses nuzzling their feed.

Specks moved in the dome of heaven — buzzards. Below, through the woods, myriads of robins were flying about, migrants from the North.

Gray displayed his butterflies; nothing uncommon, except a black and green one seldom found north of Miami — but they all bent over the lovely fragile creatures, admiring the silver-spangled Dione butterflies, the great velvety black Turnus; and Shiela, with the point of a dry pine needle, traced for Hamil the grotesque dogs head on the fore wings of those lemon-tinted butterflies which haunt the Florida flat-woods.

Hed never win at a bench-show, observed her father, lighting his pipe — an out-of-door luxury he clung to. Shiela, you little minx, what makes you look so unusually pretty? Probably that wild-west rig of yours. Hamil, I hope you gave her a few points on grassing a bird. Shes altogether too conceited. Do you know, once, while we were picking up singles, a razor-back boar charged us — or more probably the dogs, which were standing, poor devils. And upon my word I was so rattled that I did the worst thing possible — I tried to kick the dogs loose. Of course they went all to pieces, and I dont know how it might have fared with us if my little daughter had not calmly bowled over that boar at three paces from my shin-bones!

Dad exaggerates, observed the girl with heightened colour, then ventured a glance at Hamil which set his heart galloping; and her own responded to the tender pride and admiration in his eyes.

There was more discussion concerning roosting versus yelping with dire designs upon the huge wild turkey-cock whose tracks Gray had discovered in the mud along the branch where their camp was to be pitched.

Seven hens and youthful gobblers accompanied this patriarch according to Eudo Stents calculations, and Bulow thought that the Seminole might know the location of the roost; probably deep in some uninviting swamp.

But there was plenty of time to decide what to do when they reached camp; and half an hour later they started, wagon and all, wheels bumping over the exposed tree roots which infinitely bored the well-behaved dogs, squatting forward, heads in a row, every nose twitching at the subtle forest odours that only a dog could detect.

Once they emitted short and quickly stifled yelps as a possum climbed leisurely into a small tree and turned to inspect the strange procession which was invading his wilderness. And Shiela and Hamil, riding behind the wagon, laughed like children.

Once they passed under a heronry — a rather odoriferous patch of dead cypress and pines, where the enormous nests bulged in the stark tree-tops; and once, as they rode out into a particularly park-like and velvety glade, five deer looked up, and then deliberately started to trot across.

We need that venison! exclaimed Gray, motioning for his gun which was in the wagon. Shiela spurred forward, launching her mount into a gallop; Hamils horse followed on a dead run, he tugging madly at the buck-shot shell in his web belt; and away they tore to head the deer. In vain! for the agile herd bounded past far out of shell-range and went crashing on through the jungle of the branch; and Shiela reined in and turned her flushed face to Hamil with a laugh of sheer delight.

Glorious sight, wasnt it? said Hamil. Im rather glad they got clear of us.

So am I. There was no chance, but I always try.

So shall I, he said— whether there is a chance or not.

She looked up quickly, reading his meaning. Then she bent over the gun that she was breaking, extracted the shells, looped them, and returned the weapon to its holster.

Behind them her father and brother jeered at them for their failure, Gray being particularly offensive in ascribing their fiasco to bad riding and buck-fever.

A little later Shielas horse almost unseated her, leaping aside and into the jungle as an enormous black snake coiled close in front.

Dont shoot! she cried out to Hamil, mastering her horse and forcing him past the big, handsome, harmless reptile; nobody shoots black snakes or buzzards here. Slip your gun back quickly or Gray will torment you.

However, Gray had seen, and kept up a running fire of sarcastic comment which made Hamil laugh and Shiela indignant.

And so they rode along through the rich afternoon sunshine, now under the clustered pines, now across glades where wild doves sprang up into clattering flight displaying the four white feathers, or pretty little ground doves ran fearlessly between the horses legs.

Here and there a crimson cardinal, crest lifted, sat singing deliciously on some green bough; now and then a summer tanager dropped like a live coal into the deeper jungle. Great shiny blue, crestless jays flitted over the scrub; shy black and white and chestnut chewinks flirted into sight and out again among the heaps of dead brush; red-bellied woodpeckers, sticking to the tree trunks, turned their heads calmly; gray lizards, big, ugly red-headed lizards, swift slender lizards with blue tails raced across the dry leaves or up tree trunks, making even more fuss and clatter than the noisy cinnamon-tinted thrashers in the underbrush.

Every step into the unknown was a new happiness; there was no silence there for those who could hear, no solitude for those who could see. And he was riding into it with a young companion who saw and heard and loved and understood it all. Nothing escaped her; no frail air plant trailing from the high water oaks, no school of tiny bass in the shallows where their horses splashed through, no gopher burrow, no foot imprint of the little wild things which haunt the waters edge in forests.

Her eyes missed nothing; her dainty close-set ears heard all — the short, dry note of a chewink, the sweet, wholesome song of the cardinal, the thrilling cries of native jays and woodpeckers, the heavenly outpoured melody of the Florida wren, perched on some tiptop stem, throat swelling under the long, delicate, upturned bill.

Void of self-consciousness, sweetly candid in her wisdom, sharing her lore with him as naturally as she listened to his, small wonder that to him the wilderness was paradise, and she with her soft full voice, a native guide. For all around them lay an enchanted world as young as they — the world is never older than the young! — and they had eyes and they saw; ears had they and they heard — but not the dead echoes of that warning voice, alas! calling through the ancient wilderness of fable.




CHAPTER XI

PATHFINDERS

[image: img194.jpg]

CONSIDERABLY IMPRESSED BY her knowledge he was careful not to embarrass her by saying so too seriously.

For a frivolous and fashionable girl who dances cotillions, drives four, plays polo, and reviews her serious adorers by regiments, youre rather perplexing, he said. Of course you dont suppose that I really believe all you say about these beasts and birds and butterflies.

What has disturbed your credulity? she laughed.

Well, that rabbit which crossed ahead, for one thing. You promptly called it a marsh rabbit!

Lepus palustris she nodded, delighted.

By all means, he retorted, pretending offensive scepticism, but why a marsh rabbit?

Because, monsieur, its tail was brown, not white. Didnt you notice that?

Oh, its all very well for you to talk that way, but Ive another grievance. All these holes in the sand you call gopher burrows sometimes, sometimes salamander holes. And I saw a thing like a rat run into one of them and a thing like a turtle run into another and I think Ive got you now—

Her delightful laughter made the forest silence musical.

You poor boy! No wonder your faith is strained. The Crackers call the gopher a salamander, and they also call the land turtle a gopher. Their burrows are alike and usually in the same neighbourhood.

Well, what I want to know is where you had time to learn all this? he persisted.

From my tame Seminole, if you please.

Your Seminole!

Yes, indeed, my dear, barelegged, be-turbaned Seminole, Little Tiger. I am now twenty, Mr. Hamil; for ten years every winter he has been with us on our expeditions. A week before we start Eudo Stent goes to the north-west edge of the Everglades, and makes smoke talk until he gets a brief answer somewhere on the horizon. And always, when we arrive in camp, a Seminole fire is burning under a kettle and before it sits my Little Tiger wearing a new turban and blinking through the smoke haze like a tree-lynx lost in thought.

Do you mean that this aboriginal admirer of yours has already come out of the Everglades to meet you at your camp?

Surely he is there, waiting at this moment, she said. Id as soon doubt the stars in their courses as the Seminole, Coacochee. And you will see very soon, now, because we are within a mile of camp.

Within a mile! he scoffed. How do you know? For the last two hours these woods and glades have all looked precisely alike to me. Theres no trail, no blaze, no hills, no valleys, no change in vegetation, not the slightest sign that I can discover to warrant any conclusion concerning our whereabouts!

She threw back her head and laughed deliciously.

My pale-face brother, she said, do you see that shell mound?

Is that hump of rubbish a shell mound? he demanded scornfully.

It certainly is; did you expect a pyramid? Well, then, that is the first sign, and it means that we are very near camp.... And can you not smell cedar smoke?

Not a whiff! he said indignantly.

Cant you even see it?

Where in Heavens name, Shiela?

Her arm slanted upward across his saddle: That pine belt is too blue; do you notice it now? That is smoke, my obstinate friend.

Its more probably swamp mist; I think youre only a pretty counterfeit! he said, laughing as he caught the volatile aroma of burning cedar. But he wouldnt admit that she knew where she was, even when she triumphantly pointed out the bleached skull of an alligator nailed to an ungainly black-jack. So they rode on, knee to knee, he teasing her about her pretended woodcraft, she bantering him; but in his lively skirmishes and her disdainful retorts there was always now an undertone which they both already had begun to detect and listen for: the unconscious note of tenderness sounding at moments through the fresh, quick laughter and gayest badinage.

But under all her gaiety, at moments, too, the dull alarm sounded in her breast; vague warning lest her heart be drifting into deeper currents where perils lay uncharted and unknown.

With every intimate and silent throb of warning she shivered, responsive, masking her growing uncertainty with words. And all the while, deep in her unfolding soul, she was afraid, afraid. Not of this man; not of herself as she had been yesterday. She was afraid of the unknown in her, yet unrevealed, quickening with instincts the parentage of which she knew nothing. What might be these instincts of inheritance, how ominous their power, their trend, she did not know; from whom inherited she could never, never know. Would engrafted and acquired instincts aid her; would training control this unknown heritage from a father and a mother whose very existences must always remain without concrete meaning to her?

Since that dreadful day two years ago when a word spoken inadvertently, perhaps maliciously, by Mrs. Van Dieman, made it necessary that she be told the truth; since the dazed horror of that revelation when, beside herself with grief and shame, she had turned blindly to herself for help; and, childish impulse answering, had hurled her into folly unutterable, she had, far in the unlighted crypt of her young soul, feared this unknown sleeping self, its unfolded intelligence, its passions unawakened.

Through many a night, wet-eyed in darkness, she had wondered whose blood it was that flowed so warmly in her veins; what inherited capacity for good and evil her soul and body held; whose eyes she had; whose hair, and skin, and hands, and who in the vast blank world had given colour to these eyes, this skin and hair, and shaped her fingers, her mouth, her limbs, the delicate rose-tinted nails whitening in the clinched palm as she lay there on her bed at night awake.

The darkness was her answer.

And thinking of these things she sighed unconsciously.

What is it, Shiela? he asked.

Nothing; I dont know — the old pain, I suppose.

Pain? he repeated anxiously.

No; only apprehension. You know, dont you? Well, then, it is nothing; dont ask me. And, noting the quick change in his face— No, no; it is not what you think. How quickly you are hurt! My apprehension is not about you; it concerns myself. And it is quite groundless. I know what I must do; I know! she repeated bitterly. And there will always be a straight path to the end; clear and straight, until I go out as nameless as I came in to all this.... Dont touch my hand, please.... Im trying to think.... I cant, if we are in contact.... And you dont know who you are touching; and I cant tell you. Only two in all the world, if they are alive, could tell you. And they never will tell you — or tell me — why they left me here alone.

With a little shiver she released her hand, looking straight ahead of her for a few moments, then, unconsciously up into the blue overhead.

I shall love you always, he said. Right or wrong, always. Remember that, too, when you think of these things.

She turned as though slowly aroused from abstraction, then shook her head.

Its very brave and boyish of you to be loyal—

You speak to me as though I were not years older than you!

I cant help it; I am old, old, sometimes, and tired of an isolation no one can break for me.

If you loved me—

How can I? You know I cannot!

Are you afraid to love me?

She blushed crimson, saying: If I — if such a misfortune—

Such a misfortune as your loving me?

Yes; if it came, I would never, never admit it! Why do you say these things to me? Wont you understand? Ive tried so hard — so hard to warn you! The colour flamed in her cheeks; a sort of sweet anger possessed her.

Must I tell you more than I have told before you can comprehend the utter impossibility of any — love — between us?

His hand fell over hers and held it crushed.

Tell me no more, he said, until you can tell me that you dare to love!

What do you mean? Do you mean that a girl does not do a dishonourable thing because she dares not? — a sinful thing because shes afraid? If it were only that— She smiled, breathless. It is not fear. It is that a girl can not love where love is forbidden.

And you believe that?

Believe it! — in astonishment.

Yes; do you believe it?

She had never before questioned it. Dazed by his impatience, dismayed, she affirmed it again, mechanically. And the first doubt entered as she spoke, confusing her, awakening a swarm of little latent ideas and misgivings, stirring memories of half-uttered sentences checked at her entrance into a room, veiled allusions, words, nods, that she remembered but had never understood. And, somehow, his question seemed a key to this cipher, innocently retained in the unseen brain-cells, stored up without suspicion — almost without curiosity.

For all her recent eloquence upon unhappiness and divorce, it came to her now in some still subtle manner, that she had been speaking concerning things in the world of which she knew nothing. And one of them, perhaps, was love.

Then every instinct within her revolted, all her innate delicacy, all the fastidious purity recoiled before the menace of his question. Love! Was it possible? Was this that she already felt, love? Could such treachery to herself, such treason to training and instinct arise within her and she not know it?

Panic-stricken she raised her head; and at sight of him a blind impulse to finish with him possessed her — to crush out that menace — end it for ever — open his eyes to the inexorable truth.

Lean nearer, she said quietly. Every vestige of blood had left her face.

Listen to me. Two years ago I was told that I am a common foundling. Under the shock of that — disclosure — I ruined my life for ever.... Dont speak! I mean to check that ruin where it ended — lest it spread to — others. Do you understand?

No, he said doggedly.

She drew a steady breath. Then Ill tell you more if I must. I ruined my life for ever two years ago!... I must have been quite out of my senses — they had told me that morning, very tenderly and pitifully — what you already know. I — it was — unbearable. The world crashed down around me — horror, agonized false pride, sheer terror for the future—

She choked slightly, but went on:

I was only eighteen. I wanted to die. I meant to leave my home at any rate. Oh, I know my reasoning was madness, the thought of their charity — the very word itself as my mind formed it — drove me almost insane. I might have known it was love, not charity, that held me so safely in their hearts. But when a blow falls and reason goes — how can a girl reason?

She looked down at her bridle hand.

There was a man, she said in a low voice; he was only a boy then.

Hamils face hardened.

Until he asked me I never supposed any man could ever want to marry me. I took it for granted.... He was Grays friend; I had always known him.... He had been silly sometimes. He asked me to marry him. Then he asked me again.

I was a débutante that winter, and we were rehearsing some theatricals for charity which I had to go through with.... And he asked me to marry him. I told him what I was and he still wished it.

Hamil bent nearer from his saddle, face tense and colourless.

I dont know exactly what I thought; I had a dim notion of escaping from the disgrace of being nameless. It was the mad clutch of the engulfed at anything.... Not with any definite view — partly from fright, partly I think for the sake of those who had been kind to a — a foundling; some senseless idea that it was my duty to relieve them of a squalid burden— She shook her head vaguely: I dont know exactly — I dont know.

You married him.

Yes — I believe so.

Dont you know?

Oh, yes, she said wearily, I know what I did. It was that.

And after he had waited for her in silence for fully a minute she said in a low voice:

I was very lonely, very, very tired; he urged me; I had been crying. I have seldom cried since. It is curious, isnt it? I can feel the tears in my eyes at night sometimes. But they never fall.

She passed her gloved hand slowly across her forehead and eyes.

I — married him. At first I did not know what to do; did not realise, understand. I scarcely do yet. I had supposed I was to go to mother and dad and tell them that I had a name in the world — that all was well with me at last. But I could not credit it myself; the boy — I had known him always — went and came in our house as freely as Gray. And I could not convince myself that the thing that had happened was serious — had really occurred.

How did it occur?

I will tell you exactly. We were walking home, all of us, along Fifth Avenue, that winter afternoon. The avenue was gay and densely crowded; and I remember the furs I wore and the western sunset crimsoning the cross-streets, and the early dusk — and Jessie ahead with Cecile and the dogs. And then he said that now was the time, for he was going back to college that same day, and would not return before Easter — and he urged it, and hurried me — and — I couldnt think; and I went with him, west, I believe — yes, the sky was red over the river — west, two blocks, or more.... There was a parsonage. It lasted only a few minutes.... We took the elevated to Fifty-ninth Street and hurried east, almost running. They had just reached the Park and had not yet missed us.... And that is all.

All?

Yes, she said, raising her pale face to his. What more is there?

The — man.

He was as frightened as I, she said simply, and he went back to college that same evening. And when I had become still more frightened and a little saner I wrote asking him if it was really true. It was. There seemed to be nothing to do; I had no money, nor had he. And there was no love — because I could not endure even his touch or suffer the least sentiment from him when he came back at Easter. He was a boy and silly. He annoyed me. I dont know why he persisted so; and finally I became thoroughly exasperated.... We did not part on very friendly terms; and I think that was why he did not return to us from college when he graduated. A man offered him a position, and he went away to try to make a place for himself in the world. And after he had gone, somehow the very mention of his name began to chill me. You see nobody knew. The deception became a shame to me, then a dull horror. But, little by little, not seeing him, and being young, after a year the unreality of it all grew stronger, and it seemed as though I were awaking from a nightmare, among familiar things once more.... And for a year it has been so, though at night, sometimes, I still lie awake. But I have been contented — until — you came.... Now you know it all.

All?

Every word. And now you understand why I cannot care for you, or you for me.

He said in a deadened voice: There is a law that deals with that sort of man—

What are you saying? she faltered.

That you cannot remain bound! Its monstrous. There is a law—

I cannot disgrace dad! she said. There is no chance that way! Id rather die than have him know — have mother know — and Jessie and Cecile and Gray! Didnt you understand that?

You must tell them nevertheless, and they must help you.

Help me?

To free yourself—

Flushed with anger and disdain she drew bridle and faced him.

If this is the sort of friendship you bring me, what is your love worth? she asked almost fiercely. And — I cared for you — cared for the man I believed you to be; bared my heart to you — wrung every secret from it — thinking you understood! And you turn on me counselling the law, divorce, horrors unthinkable! — because you say you love me!... And I tell you that if I loved you — dearly — blindly — I could not endure to free myself at the expense of pain — to them — even for your sake! They took me, nameless, as I was — a — a foundling. If they ever learn what I have done I shall ask their pardon on my knees, and accept life with the man I married. But if they never learn I shall remain with them — always. You have asked me what chance you have. Now you know! It is useless to love me. I cared enough for you to try to kill what you call love last night. I cared enough to-day to strip my heart naked for you — to show you there was no chance. If I have done right or wrong I do not know — but I did it for your sake.

His face reddened painfully, but as he offered no reply she put her horse in motion and rode on, proud little head averted. For a few minutes neither he nor she spoke, their horses pacing neck and neck through the forest. At last he said: You are right, Shiela; I am not worth it. Forgive me.

She turned, eyes level and fearless. Suddenly her mouth quivered.

Forgive me, she said impulsively; you are worth more than I dare give you. Love me in your own fashion. I wish it. And I will care for you very faithfully in mine.

They were very young, very hopeless, deeply impressed with one another, and quite inexperienced enough to trust each other. She leaned from her saddle and laid her slim bare hands in both of his, lifting her gaze bravely to his — a little dim of eye and still tremulous of lip. And he looked back, loves tragedy dawning in his gaze, yet forcing the smile that the very young employ as a defiance to destiny and an artistic insult in the face of Fate; that Fate which looks back so placid and unmoved.

Can you forgive me, Shiela?

Look at me? she whispered.



A few moments later she hastily disengaged her hand.

There seems to be a fire, yonder, he said; and somebody seated before it; your Seminole, I think. By Jove, Shiela, hes certainly picturesque!

A sullen-eyed Indian rose as they rode up, his turban brilliant in the declining sunshine, his fringed leggings softly luminous as woven cloth of gold.

He — a — mah, Coacochee! said the girl in friendly greeting. It is good to see you, Little Tiger. The people of the East salute the Uchee Seminoles.

The Indian answered briefly and with dignity, then stood impassive, not noticing Hamil.

Mr. Hamil, she said, this is my old friend Coacochee or Little Tiger; an Okichobi Seminole of the Clan of the Wind; a brave hunter and an upright man.

Sommus-Kala-ne-sha-ma-lin, said the Indian quietly; and the girl interpreted: He says, Good wishes to the white man.

Hamil dismounted, turned and lifted Shiela from her saddle, then walked straight to the Seminole and offered his hand. The Indian grasped it in silence.

I wish well to Little Tiger, a Seminole and a brave hunter, said Hamil pleasantly.

The red hand and the white hand tightened and fell apart.

A moment later Gray came galloping up with Eudo Stent.

How are you, Coacochee! he called out; glad to see you again! We saw the pine tops blue a mile back.

To which the Seminole replied with composure in terse English. But for Mr. Cardross, when he arrived, there was a shade less reserve in the Indians greeting, and there was no mistaking the friendship between them.

Why did you speak to him in his own tongue? asked Hamil of Shiela as they strolled together toward the palmetto-thatched, open-face camp fronting on Ruffle Lake.

He takes it as a compliment, she said. Besides he taught me.

Its a pretty courtesy, said Hamil, but you always do everything more graciously than anybody else in the world.

I am afraid you are biassed.

Can any man who knows you remain non-partisan? — even your red Seminole yonder?

I am proud of that conquest, she said gaily. Do you know anything about the Seminoles? No? Well, then, let me inform you that a Seminole rarely speaks to a white man except when trading at the posts. They are a very proud people; they consider themselves still unconquered, still in a state of rebellion against the United States.

What! exclaimed Hamil, astonished.

Yes, indeed. All these years of peace they consider only as an armed truce. They are proud, reticent, sensitive, suspicious people; and there are few cases on record where any such thing as friendship has existed between a Seminole and a white man. This is a genuine case; Coacochee is really devoted to dad.

The guides and the wagon had now arrived; camp was already in the confusion and bustle of unloading equipage and supplies; picket lines were established, water-jars buried, blankets spread, guns, ammunition, rods, and saddles ranged in their proper places.

Carter unsheathed his heavy cane-knife and cut palmetto fans for rethatching where required; Eudo Stent looked after the horses; Bulows axe rang among the fragrant red cedars; the Indian squatted gravely before a characteristic Seminole fire built of logs, radiating like the spokes of a cart-wheel from the centre which was a hub of glowing coals. And whenever it was necessary he simply shoved the burning log-ends toward the centre where kettles were already boiling and sweet potatoes lay amid the white ashes, and a dozen wild ducks, split and skewered and basted with pork, were exhaling a matchless fragrance.

Table-legs, bench-legs, and the bases of all culinary furniture, like the body of the camp, were made out of palmetto logs driven into the ground to support cedar planks for the tops.

And it was seated at one of these tables, under the giant oaks, pines, and palmettos, that Shiela and Hamil ate their first camp-repast together, with Gray and his father opposite.

Never had he tasted such a heavenly banquet, never had he dreamed of such delicacies. Eudo Stent brought panfuls of fried bass, still sizzling under the crisp bacon; and great panniers woven of green palmetto, piled high with smoking sweet potatoes all dusty from the ashes; and pots of coffee and tea, steaming and aromatic.

Then came broiled mallard duck, still crackling from the coals, and coonti bread, and a cold salad of palm cabbage, nut-flavored, delectable. Then in the thermos-jugs were spring water and a light German vintage to mix with it. And after everything, fresh oranges in a nest of Spanish moss.

Red sunlight struck through the forest, bronzing bark and foliage; sombre patches of shade passed and repassed across the table — the shadows of black vultures soaring low above the camp smoke. The waters of the lake burned gold.

As yet the approach of sunset had not stirred the water-fowl to restlessness; dark streaks on the lake gleamed white at moments as some string of swimming ducks turned and the light glinted on throat and breast. Herons stood in the shallows; a bittern, squawking, rose from the saw-grass, circled, and pitched downward again.
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Never had he tasted such a heavenly banquet.

This is a peaceful place, said Cardross, narrowing eyes watching the lake through the haze of his pipe. I almost hate to disturb it with a gun-shot; but if we stay here weve got to eat. And, turning toward the guides table where they lounged over their after-dinner pipes: Coacochee, my little daughter has never shot a wild turkey. Do you think she had better try this evening or go after the big duck?

Pen-ni-chah, said the Seminole quietly.

He says, turkey-gobbler, whispered Shiela to Hamil; pen-nit-kee is the word for hen turkey. Oh, I hope I have a chance. Youll pair with me, wont you?

Of course.

Cardross, listening, smiled. Is it yelping or roosting, Little Tiger?

Roost um pen-ni-chah, aw-tee-tus-chee. I-hoo-es-chay.

He says that we can roost them by and by and that we ought to start now, whispered the girl, slightly excited. Dad, Mr. Hamil has never shot a wild turkey—

Neither have I, observed her father humourously.

Oh, I forgot! Well, then — why cant we all—

Not much! No sitting in swamps for me, but a good, clean, and easy boat in the saw-grass. Gray, are you going after ducks with me or are you going to sit with one hopeful girl, one credulous white man, and one determined red man on a shell heap in a bog and yawn till moonrise? Ducks? Sure! Well, then, wed better be about it, my son.

The guides rose laughing, and went about their duties, Carter and Bulow to clean up camp, Eudo Stent with Cardross, senior and junior, carrying guns and shell cases down to the landing where the boats lay; and Shiela and Hamil to mount the two fresh led-horses and follow the Seminole into the forest.

Shame on your laziness, dad! said Shiela, as Cardross looked after her in pretended pity; anybody can shoot ducks from a boat, but it takes real hunters to stalk turkeys! I suppose Eudo loads for you and Gray pulls the triggers!

The turkey you get will be a water-turkey, observed Cardross; or a fragrant buzzard. Hamil, Im sorry for you. Ive tried that sort of thing myself when younger. Im still turkeyless but wiser.

Youd better bring Eudo and let us help you to retrieve yourself! called back Shiela.

But he refused scornfully, and she waved them adieu; then, settling in her stirrups, turned smilingly to Hamil who brought his horse alongside.

Dad is probably right; theres not much chance for us this way. But if there is a chance Little Tiger will see that we get it. Anyway, you can try the ducks in the morning. You dont mind, do you?

He tried to be prudent in his reply.




CHAPTER XII

THE ALLIED FORCES
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THROUGH THE GLADES the sun poured like a red searchlight, and they advanced in the wake of their own enormous shadows lengthening grotesquely with every stride. Tree trunks and underbrush seemed afire in the kindling glory; the stream ran molten.

Then of a sudden the red radiance died out; the forest turned ashy; the sun had set; and on the wings of silence already the swift southern dusk was settling over lake and forest. A far and pallid star came out in the west; a cat-owl howled.

At the edge of an evil-looking cypress branch they dismounted, drew gun from saddle-boot, and loaded in silence while the Indian tethered the horses.

Then through the thickening twilight they followed the Seminole in file, Hamil bringing up the rear.

Little Tiger had left turban, plume, and leggings in camp; the scalp-lock bobbed on his head, bronzed feet and legs were bare; and, noiseless as a cypress shadow in the moonlight, he seemed part of it all, harmonious as a wild thing in its protective tints.

A narrow tongue of dry land scarcely three inches above the swamp level was the trail they followed. All around tall cypress trees, strangely buttressed at the base, rose pillar-like into obscurity as though supporting the canopy of dusk. The goblin howling of the big cat-owl pulsated through the silence; strange gleams and flashes stirred the surface of the bog. Once, close ahead, a great white bird, winged like an angel, rose in spectral silence through the twilight.

Did you see! she breathed, partly turning her head.

Good heavens, yes! What was it; the archangel Michael?

Only a snowy heron.

The Seminole had halted and laid his hand flat on the dead leaves under a gigantic water-oak.

A-po-kes-chay, he whispered; and Shiela translated close to Hamils ear: He says that we must all sit down here— A sudden crackle in the darkness stilled her voice.

Im-po-kit-chkaw? she asked. Did you hear that? No-ka-tee; what is it?

Deer walk, nodded the Seminole; sun gone down; moon come. Bimeby roost um turkey. Li-kus-chay! No sound.

Shiela settled quietly on the poncho among the dead leaves, resting her back against the huge tree trunk. Hamil warily sank into position beside her; the Indian stood for a while, head raised, apparently gazing at the tree-tops, then, walking noiselessly forward a dozen yards, squatted.

Shiela opened the conversation presently by whispering that they must not speak.

And the conversation continued, fitfully in ghostly whispers, lips scarcely stirring close to one anothers ears.

As for the swamp, it was less reticent, and began to wake up all around them in the darkness. Strange creaks and quacks and croaks broke out, sudden snappings of twigs, a scurry among dead leaves, a splash in the water, the far whir of wings. There were no insect noises, no resonant voices of bull-frogs; weird squeaks arose at intervals, the murmuring complaint of water-fowl, guttural quack of duck and bittern — a vague stirring everywhere of wild things settling to rest or awaking. There were things moving in the unseen ooze, too, leaving sudden sinuous trails in the dim but growing lustre that whitened above the trees — probably turtles, perhaps snakes.

She leaned almost imperceptibly toward him, and he moved his shoulder close to hers.

You are not nervous, Shiela?

Indeed I am.

Why on earth did you come?

I dont know. The idea of snakes in darkness always worries me.... Once, waking in camp, reaching out through the darkness for the water-bottle, I laid my hand on an exceedingly chilly snake. It was a harmless one, but I nearly died.... And here I am back again. Believe me, no burnt child ever dreaded the fire enough to keep away from it. Im a coward, but not enough of a one to practise prudence.

He laughed silently. You brave little thing! Every moment I am learning more and more how adorable you are—

Do men adore folly?

Your kind of folly. Are you cold?

No; only foolish. Theres some sort of live creature moving rather close to me — hush! Dont you hear it?

But whatever it was it went its uncanny way in darkness and left them listening, her small hand remaining loosely in his.

What on earth is the matter now, Shiela? he whispered, feeling her trembling.

Nothing. They say a snake wont strike you if you hold your breath. Its nonsense, but I was trying it.... What is that ring I feel on your hand?

A signet; my fathers. He removed it from his little finger, tried it on all of hers.

Is it too large?

Its a little loose.... You dont wish me to wear it, do you?... Your fathers? Id rather not.... Do you really wish it? Well, then — for a day — if you ask me.

Her ringed hand settled unconsciously into his again; she leaned back against the tree, and he rested his head beside hers.

Are you afraid of wood-ticks, Mr. Hamil? I am, horribly. Were inviting all kinds of disaster — but isnt it delicious! Look at that whitish light above the trees. When the moon outlines the roosting-tree well know whether our labour is lost. But I wouldnt have missed it for all the mallard on Ruffle Lake. Would you? Are you contented?

Where you are is contentment, Shiela.

How nice of you! But there is always that sweet, old-fashioned, boyish streak in you which shows true colour when I test you. Do you know, at times, you seem absurdly young to me.

Thats a pleasant thing to say.

Their shoulders were in contact; she was laughing without a sound.

At times, she said, you are almost what young girls call cunning!

By heavens! he began indignantly, but she stilled his jerk of resentment with a quick pressure.

Lie still! For goodness sake dont make the leaves rustle, silly! If theres a flock of turkeys in any of those cypress tops, you may be sure that every separate bird is now looking straight in our direction.... I wont torment you any more; I dare not. Little Tiger turned around; did you notice? Hed probably like to scalp us both.

But the Indian had resumed his motionless study of the darkness, squatted on his haunches as immobile as a dead stump.

Hamil whispered: Such a chance to make love to you! You dare not move. And you deserve it for tormenting me.

If you did such a thing—

Yes?

Such a thing as that—

Yes?

But you wouldnt.

Why, Shiela, Im doing it every minute of my life!

Now?

Of course. It goes on always. I couldnt prevent it any more than I could stop my pulses. It just continues with every heart-beat, every breath, every word, every silence—

Mr. Hamil!

Yes?

That does sound like it — a little; and you must stop!

Of course Ill stop saying things, but that doesnt stop with my silence. It simply goes on and on increasing every—

Try silence, she said.

Motionless, shoulder to shoulder, the pulsing moments passed. Every muscle tense, she sat there for a while, fearful that he could hear her heart beating. Her palm, doubled in his, seemed to burn. Then little by little a subtle relaxation stole over her; dreamy-eyed she sank back and looked into the darkness. A sense of delicious well-being possessed her, enmeshing thought in hazy lethargy, quieting pulse and mind.

Through it she heard his voice faintly; her own seemed unreal when she answered.

He said: Speaking of love; there is only one thing possible for me, Shiela — to go on loving you. I cant kill hope, though there seems to be none. But theres no use in saying so to myself for it is one of those things no man believes. He may grow tired of hoping, and, saying there is none, live on. But neither he nor Fate can destroy hope any more than he can annihilate his soul. He may change in his heart. That he cannot control. When love goes no man can stay its going.

Do you think yours will go?

No. That is a lovers answer.

What is a sane mans answer?

Ask some sane man, Shiela.

I would rather believe you.

Does it make you happy?

Yes.

You wish me to love you?

Yes.

You would love me — a little — if you could?

She closed her eyes.

Would you? he asked again.

Yes.

But you cannot.

She said, dreamily: I dont know. That is a dreadful answer to make. But I dont know what is in me. I dont know what I am capable of doing. I wish I knew; I wish I could tell you.

Do you know what I think, Shiela?

What?

Its curious — but since I have known you — and about your birth — the idea took shape and persisted — that — that—

What? she asked.

That, partly perhaps because of your physical beauty, and because of your mind and its intelligence and generosity, you embodied something of that type which this nation is developing.

That is curious, she said softly.

Yes; but you give me that impression, as though in you were the lovely justification of these generations of welding together alien and native to make a national type, spiritual, intelligent, wholesome, beautiful.... And Ive fallen into the habit of thinking of you in that way — as thoroughly human, thoroughly feminine, heir to the best that is human, and to its temptations too; yet, somehow, instinctively finding the right way in life, the true way through doubt and stress.... Like the Land itself — with perhaps the blood of many nations in your veins.... I dont know exactly what Im trying to say—

I know.

Yes, he whispered, you do know that all I have said is only a longer way of saying that I love you.

Through stress and doubt, she murmured, you think I will find the way? — with perhaps the blood of many nations in my veins, with all their transmitted emotions, desires, passions for my inheritance?... It is my only heritage. They did not even leave me a name; only a capacity for every human error, with no knowledge of what particular inherited failing I am to contend with when temptation comes. Do you wonder I am sometimes lonely and afraid?

You darling! he said under his breath.

Hush; that is forbidden. You know perfectly well it is. Are you laughing? That is very horrid of you when Im trying so hard not to listen when you use forbidden words to me. But I heard you once when I should not have heard you. Does that seem centuries ago? Alas for us both, Ulysses, when I heard your voice calling me under the Southern stars! Would you ever have spoken if you knew what you know now?

I would have told you the truth sooner.

Told me what truth?

That I love you, Calypso.

You always answer like a boy! Ah, well I — if you knew how easily a girl believes such answers!

He bent his head, raising her bare fingers to his lips. A tiny shock passed through them both; she released her hand and buried it in the folds of her kilt.

There was a pale flare of moonlight behind the forest; trunks and branches were becoming more distinct. A few moments later the Indian, bending low, came creeping back without a sound, and straightened up in the fathomless shadow of the oak, motioning Shiela and Hamil to rise.

Choo-lee, he motioned with his lips; Ko-la-pa-kin!

Lips close to Hamils ear she whispered: He says that there are seven in that pine. Can you see them?

He strained his eyes in vain; she had already found them and now stood close to his shoulder, whispering the direction.

I cant make them out, he said. Dont wait for me, but take your chance at once.

Do you think I would do that?

You must! You have never shot a turkey—

Hush, silly. What pleasure would there be in it without you? Try to see them; look carefully. All those dark furry blotches against the sky are pine leaves, but the round shadowy lumps are turkeys; one is quite clearly silhouetted, now; even to his tail—

I believe I do see! murmured Hamil. By Jove, yes! Shiela, youre an angel to be so patient.

Ill take the top bird, she whispered. Are you ready? We must be quick.

Ready, he motioned.

Then in the dim light one of the shadowy bunches rose abruptly, standing motionless on the branch, craning a long neck into the moonlight.

Fire! she whispered; and four red flashes in pairs split the gloom wide open for a second. Then roaring darkness closed about them.

Instantly the forest resounded with the thunderous racket of heavy wings as the flock burst into flight, clattering away through leafy obscurity; but under the uproar of shot and clapping wings sounded the thud and splash of something heavy crashing earthward; and the Indian, springing from root to tussock, vanished into the shadows.

Two down! said the girl, unsteadily. Oh, I am so thankful that you got yours!

They exchanged excited handclasps of mutual congratulation. Then he said:

Shiela, you dear generous girl, I dont believe I hit anything, but Ill bet that you got a turkey with each barrel!

Foolish boy! Of course you grassed your bird! It wasnt a wing shot, but we took what fate sent us. Nobody can choose conditions on the firing line. We did our best, I think.

Wise little Shiela! Her philosophy is as fascinating as it is sound! He looked at her half smiling, partly serious. You and I are on lifes firing line, you know.

Are we?

And under the lively fusillade of circumstances.

Are we?

He said: It will show us up as we are.... I am afraid for us both.

If you are — dont tell me.

It is best to know the truth. Weve got to stay on the firing line anyway. We might as well know that we are not very sure of ourselves. If the fear of God doesnt help us it will end us. But— He walked up to her and took both her hands frankly. Well try to be good soldiers; wont we?

Yes.

And good comrades — even if we cant be more?

Yes.

And help each other under fire?

Yes.

You make me very happy, he said simply; and turned to the Seminole who was emerging from obscurity, shoulders buried under a mass of bronzed feathers from which dangled two grotesque heads.

One was a gobbler — a magnificent patriarch; and Shiela with a little cry of delight turned to Hamil: Thats yours! I congratulate you with all my heart!

No, no! he protested, the gobbler fell to you—

It is yours! she repeated firmly; mine is this handsome, plump hen—

I wont claim that magnificent gobbler! Little Tiger, didnt Miss Cardross shoot this bird?

Gobbler top bird, nodded the Seminole proudly.

You fired at the top bird, Shiela! That settles it! Im perfectly delighted over this. Little Tiger, you stalked them beautifully; but how on earth you ever managed to roost them in the dark I cant make out!

See um same like tiger, nodded the pleased Seminole. And, to Shiela: Pen-na-waw-suc-chai! I-hoo-es-chai. And he lighted his lantern.

He says that the turkeys are all gone and that we had better go too, Mr. Hamil. What a perfect beauty that gobbler is! Id much rather have him mounted than eat him. Perhaps we can do both. Eudo skins very skilfully and theres plenty of salt in camp. Look at that mist!

And so, chattering away in highest spirits they fell into file behind the Seminole and his lantern, who, in the thickening fog, looked like some slim luminous forest-phantom with great misty wings atrail from either shoulder.

Treading the narrow way in each others footsteps they heard, far in the darkness, the gruesome tumult of owls. Once the Indians lantern flashed on a snake which rose quickly from compact coils, hissing and distending its neck; but for all its formidable appearance and loud, defiant hissing the Indian picked up a palmetto fan and contemptuously tossed the reptile aside into the bog.

Its only a noisy puff-adder, said Shiela, who had retreated very close against Hamil, but, oh, I dont love them even when they are harmless. And rather thoughtfully she disengaged herself from the sheltering arm of that all too sympathetic young man, and went forward, shivering a little as the hiss of the enraged adder broke out from the uncongenial mud where he had unwillingly landed.

And so they came to their horses through a white mist which had thickened so rapidly that the Indians lantern was now only an iridescent star ringed with rainbows. And when they had been riding for twenty minutes Little Tiger halted them with lifted lantern and said quietly:

Chi-ho-ches-chee!

Wh-at! exclaimed the girl, incredulous.

What did he say? asked Hamil.

He says that he is lost!

Hamil stared around in dismay; a dense white wall shut out everything; the Indians lantern at ten paces was invisible; he could scarcely see Shiela unless she rode close enough to touch his elbow.

Catch um camp, observed Little Tiger calmly. Loose bridle! Bimeby catch um camp. One horse lead. No be scared.

So Hamil dismounted and handed his bridle to the Indian; then Shiela cast her own bridle loose across the pommel, and touching her horse with both heels, rode forward, hands in her jacket pockets. And Hamil walked beside her, one arm on the cantle.

Into blank obscurity the horse moved, bearing to the left — a direction which seemed entirely wrong.

Catch um camp, came the Indians amused voice through the mist from somewhere close behind.

It doesnt seem to me that this is the right direction, ventured Shiela doubtfully. Isnt it absurd? Where are you, Mr. Hamil? Come closer and keep in touch with my stirrup. I found you in a fog and I really dont want to lose you in one.

She dropped one arm so that her hand rested lightly on his shoulder.

This is not the first mist weve been through together, he said, laughing.

I was thinking of that, too. They say the gods arrive and go in a mist. Dont go.

They moved on in silence, the horse stepping confidently into the crowding fog. Once Hamil stumbled over a root and Shielas hand slipped around his neck, tightening a moment. He straightened up; but her hand slid back to his coat sleeve, resting so lightly that he could scarce feel the touch.

Then the horse stumbled, this time over the tongue of the camp wagon. Little Tiger was right; the horse had brought them back.

Hamil turned; Shiela swung one leg across the pommel and slipped from her saddle into his arms.

Have you been happy, Shiela?

You know I have.... But — you must release me.

Perfectly happy?

Ah, yes. Dont you know I have? ... And in a low voice: Release me now — for both our sakes.

She did not struggle nor did he retain her by perceptible force.

Wont you release me?

Must I?

I thought you promised to help me — on the firing line? She forced a little laugh, resting both her hands on his wrists against her waist. You said, she added with an effort at lightness, that we are under heavy fire now.

The fire of circumstances?

The cross-fire — of temptation.... Help me.

His arms fell; neither moved. Then a pale spark grew in the mist, brighter, redder, and, side by side, they walked toward it.

What luck! cried Gray, lifting a blazing palmetto fan above his head. We got ten mallard and a sprig! Wheres your game? We heard you shoot four times!

Shiela laughed as the Seminole loomed up in the incandescent haze of the camp fire, buried in plumage.

Dad! Dad! Where are you? Mr. Hamil has shot a magnificent wild turkey!

Well, upon my word! exclaimed Cardross, emerging from his section; the luck of the dub is proverbial! Hamil, what the deuce do you mean by it? Thats what I want to know! O Lord! Look at that gobbler! Shiela, did you let this young man wipe both your eyes?

Mine? Oh, I almost forgot. You see I shot one of them.

Which?

It happened to be the gobbler, she said. It was a mere chance in the dark.... And — if my section is ready, dad — Im a little tired, I think. Good night, everybody; good night, Mr. Hamil — and thank you for taking care of me.



Cardross, enveloped in blankets, glanced at Hamil.

Did you ever know anybody so quick to give credit to others? Its worth something to hear anybody speak in that fashion.

That is why I did not interrupt, said Hamil.

Cardross looked down at the dying coals, then directly at the silent young fellow — a long, keen glance; then his gaze fell again on the Seminole fire.

Good night, sir, said Hamil at last.

Good night, my boy, replied the older man very quietly.




CHAPTER XIII

THE SILENT PARTNERS
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LATE ONE EVENING toward the end of the week a somewhat battered camping party, laden with plump, fluffy bunches of quail, and plumper strings of duck, wind-scorched, sun-burnt, brier-torn and trail-worn, re-entered the patio of the Cardross villa, and made straight for shower-bath, witch-hazel, fresh pyjamas, and bed.

In vain Jessie Carrick, Cecile, and their mother camped around Shielas bed after the tray was removed, and Shielas flushed face, innocent as usual of sunburn, lay among the pillows, framed by the brown-gold lustre of her hair.

We had such a good time, mother; Mr. Hamil shot a turkey, she said sleepily. Mr. Hamil — Mr. H-a-m-i-l — A series of little pink yawns, a smile, a faint sigh terminated consciousness as she relaxed into slumber as placid as her first cradle sleep. So motionless she lay, bare arms wound around the pillow, that they could scarcely detect her breathing save when the bow of pale-blue ribbon stirred on her bosom.

The darling! whispered Mrs. Carrick; look at that brier mark across her wrist! — our poor little worn-out colleen!

She was not too far gone to mention Garret Hamil, observed Cecile.

Mrs. Cardross looked silently at Cecile, then at the girl on the bed who had called her mother. After a moment she bent with difficulty and kissed the brier-torn wrist, wondering perhaps whether by chance a deeper wound lay hidden beneath the lace-veiled, childish breast.

Little daughter — little daughter! she murmured close to the small unheeding ear. Cecile waited, a smile half tender, half amused curving her parted lips; then she glanced curiously at Mrs. Carrick. But that young matron, ignoring the enfant terrible, calmly tucked her arm under her mothers; Cecile, immersed in speculative thought, followed them from the room; a maid extinguished the lights.

In an hour the Villa Cardross was silent and dark, save that, in the moonlight which struck through the panes of Malcourts room, an unquiet shadow moved from window to window, looking out into the mystery of night.



The late morning sun flung a golden net across Malcourts bed; he lay asleep, dark hair in handsome disorder, dark eyes sealed — too young to wear that bruised, loose mask so soon with the swollen shadows under lid and lip. Yet, in his unconscious features there was now a certain simplicity almost engaging, which awake, he seemed to lack; as though latent somewhere within him were qualities which chance might germinate into nobler growth. But chance, alone, is a poor gardener.

Hamil passing the corridor as the valet, carrying a tray, opened Malcourts door, glanced in at him; and Malcourt awoke at the same moment, and sat bolt upright.

Hello, Hamil! he nodded sleepily, come in, old fellow! And, to the valet: No breakfast for me, thank you — except grape-fruit! — unless youve brought me a cuckootail? Yes? No? Stung! Never mind; just hand me a cigarette and take away the tray. Its a case of being a very naughty boy, Hamil. How are you anyway, and what did you shoot?

Hamil greeted him briefly, but did not seem inclined to enter or converse.

Malcourt yawned, glanced at the grape-fruit, then affably at Hamil.

I say, he began, hope youll overlook my rotten behaviour last time we met. Id been dining at random, and Im usually a brute when I do that.

Oh, its all right, said Hamil, looking at the row of tiny Chinese idols on the mantel.

No rancour?

No. Only — why do you do it, Malcourt?

Why do I do which? The wheel or the lady?

Oh, the whole bally business? It isnt as if you were lonely and put to it. There are plenty of attractive girls about, and anybody will take you on at Bridge. Of course its none of my affair — but we came unpleasantly close to a quarrel — which is my only excuse.

Malcourt looked at him thoughtfully. Hamil, do you know, Ive always liked you a damn sight better than youve liked me.

Hamil said, laughing outright: I never saw very much of you to like or dislike.

Malcourt smiled, stretched his limbs lazily, and lighted a cigarette.

As a matter of fact, he said, you think Im worse than I am, but I know you are worse than you think, because I couldnt even secretly feel friendly toward a prig. Youve had a less battered career than I; you are, in consequence, less selfish, less ruthless, less cynical concerning traditions and illusions. Youve something left to stick to; I havent. You are a little less intelligent than I, and therefore possess more natural courage and credulity. Outside of these things we are more or less alike, Hamil. Hope you dont mind my essay on man.

No, said Hamil, vastly amused.

The trouble with me, continued Malcourt, is that I possess a streak of scientific curiosity that you lack; which is my eternal undoing and keeps me poor and ignobly busy. I ought to have leisure; the world should see to it that I have sufficient leisure and means to pursue my studies in the interest of social economy. Take one of my favourite experiments, for example. I see a little ball rattling around in a wheel. Where will that ball stop? You, being less intellectual than I, dont care where it stops. I do. Instantly my scientific curiosity is aroused; I reason logically; I evolve an opinion; I back that opinion; and I remain busy and poor. I see a pretty woman. Is she responsive or unresponsive to intelligently expressed sentiment? I dont know. You dont care. I do. My curiosity is piqued. She becomes to me an abstract question which scientific experiment alone can elucidate—

Hamil, leaning on the footboard of the bed, laughed and straightened up.

All right, Malcourt, if you think it worth while—

What pursuit, if you please, is worthier than logical and scientific investigations?

Make a lot of honest money and marry some nice girl and have horses and dogs and a bully home and kids. Look here, as Wayward says, youre not the devilish sort you pretend to be. Youre too young for one thing. I never knew you to do a deliberately ungenerous act—

Like most rascals Im liable to sentimental generosity in streaks? Thanks. But, somehow, Im so damned intelligent that I can never give myself any credit for relapsing into traditional virtues. Impulse is often my executive officer; and if I were only stupid Id take great comfort out of it.

Hamil walked toward the door, stopping on the threshold to say: Well, Ill tell you one thing, Malcourt; Ive often disliked you at times; but I dont now. And I dont exactly know why.

I do.

Why?

Oh, because youve forgiven me. Also — you think Ive a better side.

Havent you?

My son, said Malcourt, if somebodyll prove it to me I might sleep better. Just at present Im ready for anything truly criminal. There was a killing at the Club all right. I assumed the rôle of the defunct. Now I havent any money; Ive overdrawn my balance and my salary; Portlaw is bilious, peevish, unapproachable. If I asked you for a loan Id only fall a victim again to my insatiable scientific curiosity. So Ill just lie here and browse on cigarettes and grape-fruit until something happens—

If you need any money—

I told you that we are more or less alike, nodded Malcourt. Your offer is partly traditional, partly impulsive, altogether ill-considered, and does your intelligence no credit!

Hamil laughed.

All the same its an offer, he said, and it stands. Im glad I know you better, Malcourt. Ill be sorry instead of complacently disgusted if you never pan out; but Ill bet you do, some time.

Malcourt looked up.

Im ass enough to be much obliged, he said. And now, before you go, what the devil did you shoot in the woods?

Miss Cardross got a gobbler — about the biggest bird I ever saw. Eudo Stent skinned it and Mr. Cardross is going to have it set up in New York. Its a wonderful—

Didnt you shoot anything?

Oh, I assassinated a few harmless birds, said Hamil absently; and walked out into the corridor. Ive got to go over a lot of accumulated letters and things, he called back. See you later, Malcourt.

There was a mass of mail, bills, plans, and office reports for him lying on the hall table. He gathered these up and hastened down the stairway.

On the terrace below he found Mrs. Cardross, and stopped to tell her what a splendid trip they had, and how beautifully Shiela had shot.

You did rather well yourself, drawled Mrs. Cardross, with a bland smile. Shiela says so.

Oh, yes, but my shooting doesnt compare with Shielas. I never knew such a girl; I never believed they existed—

They are rare, nodded the matron. I am glad everybody finds my little daughter so admirable in the field.

Beyond comparison in the field and everywhere, said Hamil, with a cordiality so laboriously frank that Mrs. Cardross raised her eyes — an instant only — then continued sorting the skeins of silk in her voluminous lap.

Shiela appeared in sight among the roses across the lawn; and, as Mr. Cardross came out on the terrace to light his after-breakfast cigar, Hamil disappeared in the direction of the garden where Shiela now stood under the bougainvillia, leisurely biting into a sapodilla.

Mrs. Cardross nodded to her white-linen-clad husband, who looked very handsome with the silvered hair at his temples accentuating the clear, deep tan of his face.

You are burnt, Neville. Did you and the children have a good time?

A good time! Well, just about the best in my life — except when Im with you. Too bad you couldnt have been there. Shiela shoots like a demon. You ought to have seen her among the quail, and later, in the saw-grass, pulling down mallard and duskies from the sky-high overhead range! I tell you, Amy, shes the cleverest, sweetest, cleanest sportsman I ever saw afield. Gray, of course, stopped his birds very well. He has a lot of butterflies to show you, and— longicorns, I believe he calls those beetles with enormous feelers. Little Tiger is a treasure; Eudo and the others did well—

And Mr. Hamil? drawled his wife.

I like him. Its a verdict, dear. You were quite right; he is a nice boy — rather a lovable boy. Ive discovered no cloven hoof about him. He doesnt shoot particularly well, but his field manners are faultless.

His wife, always elaborately upholstered, sat in her wide reclining chair, plump, jewelled fingers busy with a silk necktie for Hamil, her pretty blue eyes raised at intervals to scan her husbands animated features.

Does Gray like him as much as ever, Neville?

O Lord, Gray adores him, and I like him, and you knit neckties for him, and Jessie doses him, and Cecile quotes him—

And Shiela?

Oh, Shiela seems to like him, said Cardross genially. His wife raised her eyes, then calmly scrutinized her knitting.

And Mr. Hamil?

What about him, dear?

Does he seem to like Shiela?

Her husband glanced musingly out over the lawn where, in their white flannels, Shiela and Hamil were now seated together under a brilliant Japanese lawn umbrella, examining the pile of plans, reports and blue-prints which had accumulated in Hamils office since his absence.

He — seems to like her, nodded Cardross, Im sure he does. Why not?

They were together a good deal, you said last night.

Yes; but either Gray or I or one of the guides—

Of course. Then you dont think—

Cardross waited and finally looked up. What, dear?

That there is anything more than a sensible friendship—

Between Shiela and Garret Hamil?

Yes; we were not discussing the Emperor of China.

Cardross laughed and glanced sideways at the lawn umbrella.

I — dont — know.

His wife raised her brows but not her head.

Why, Neville?

Why what?

Your apparent doubt as to the significance of their friendship.

Dear — I dont know much about those things.

His wife waited.

Hamil is so nice to everybody; and Ive not noticed how he is with other young girls, continued her husband restlessly. He does seem to tag after Shiela.... Once or twice I thought — or it seemed to me — or rather—

His wife waited.

Well, he seemed rather impressed by her field qualities, concluded Cardross weakly.

His wife waited.

Her husband lit a cigar very carefully: Thats all I noticed, dear.

Mrs. Cardross laid the narrow bit of woven blue silk on her knee and smoothed it reflectively.

Neville!

Yes, dear.

I wonder whether Mr. Hamil has heard.

Her husband did not misunderstand. I think it likely. That old harridan—

Please, Neville!

Well, then, Mrs. Van Dieman has talked ever since you and Shiela sat on the aspirations of her impossible son.

You think Mr. Hamil knows?

Why not? Everybody does, thanks to that venomous old lady and her limit of an offspring.

And in spite of that you think Mr. Hamil might be seriously impressed?

Why not? repeated Cardross. Shes the sweetest, cleanest-cut sportsman—
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Examining the pile of plans, reports, and blue-prints.

Dear, a field-trial is not what we are discussing.

No, of course. But those things count with a man. And besides, admitting that the story is all over Palm Beach and New York by this time, is there a more popular girl here than our little Shiela? Look at the men — troops of em! Alex Anan knew when he tried his luck. You had to tell Mr. Cuyp, but Shiela was obliged to turn him down after all. It certainly has not intimidated anybody. Do you remember two years ago how persistent Louis Malcourt was until you squelched him?

Yes; but he didnt know the truth then. He acts sometimes as though he knew it now. I dont think he would ask Shiela again. And, Neville, if Mr. Hamil does not know, and if you think there is the slightest chance of Shiela becoming interested in him, he ought to be told — indirectly. Unhappiness for both might lie in his ignorance.

Shiela would tell him before he—

Of course. But — it might then be too late for her — if he prove less of a man than we think him! He comes from a family whose connections have always thought a great deal of themselves — in the narrower sense; a family not immune from prejudice. His aunt, Miss Palliser, is very amiable; but, dear, we must not make the mistake that she could consider Shiela good enough for her nephew. One need not be a snob to hesitate under the pitiful circumstances.

If I know Hamil, hell ask little advice from his relatives—

But he will receive plenty, Neville.

Cardross shrugged. Then its up to him, Amy.

Exactly. But do you wish to have our little Shiela in a position where her declared lover hesitates? And so I say, Neville, that it is better for her that Mr. Hamil should know the truth in ample time to reconsider any sentiment before he utters it. It is only fair to him and to Shiela. That is all.

Why do you say all this now, dearest? Have you thought—

Yes, a little. The child is fond of him. I did think she once cared for Louis — as a young girl cares for a boy. But we couldnt permit her to take any chances, poor fellow! — his family record is sadly against him. No; we did right, Neville. And now, at the first sign, we must do right again between Shiela and this very lovable boy who is making your park for you.

Of course, said Cardross absently, but the man who hesitates because of what he learns about Shiela isnt worth enlightening. He looked out across the lawn. I hope it happens, he said. And, by the way, dear, Ive got to go to town.

O Neville!

Dont worry; Im not going to contract pneumonia—

When are you going?

To-morrow, I think.

Is it anything that bothers you?

No, nothing in particular. I have a letter from Acton. There seems to be some uncertainty developing in one or two business quarters. I thought Id see for myself.

Are you worrying?

About what?

About the Shoshone Securities Company?

Not exactly worrying.

She shook her head, but said nothing more.

During February the work on the Cardross estate developed sufficiently to become intensely interesting to the family. A vast circular sunken garden, bewitchingly formal, and flanked by a beautiful terrace and balus trade of coquina, was approaching completion between the house and an arm of the lagoon. The stone bridge over the water remained unfinished, but already, across it, miles of the wide forest avenue stretched straight away, set at intervals by carrefours centred with fountain basins from which already tall sparkling columns of water tumbled up into the sunshine.

But still the steam jets puffed up above the green tree-tops; and the sickening whine of the saw-mill, and the rumble of traction engines over rough new roads of shell, and the far racket of chisel and hammer on wood and stone continued from daylight till dark.

Every day brought to Hamil new questions, new delays, vexations of lighting, problems of piping and drainage. Contractors and sub-contractors beset him; draughtsmen fairly buried him under tons of drawings and blue-prints. All of which was as nothing compared to the labour squabbles and endless petty entanglements which arose from personal jealousy or political vindictiveness, peppered with dark hints of peonage, threats, demands, and whispers of graft.

The leasing of convict labour for the more distant road work also worried him, but the sheriffs of Dade and Volusia were pillars of strength and comfort to him in perplexity — lean, soft-spoken, hawk-faced gentlemen, gentle and incorruptible, who settled scuffles with a glance, and local riots with a deadly drawl of warning which carried conviction like a bullet to the bad nigger of the blue-gum variety, as well as to the brutish white autocrat of the turpentine camps.

That the work progressed so swiftly was wonderful, even with the unlimited means of Neville Cardross to back his demands for haste. And it might have been impossible to produce any such results in so short a period had there not been contractors in the vicinity who were accustomed to handle vast enterprises on short notice. Some of these men, fortunately for Hamil, had been temporarily released from sections of the great Key West Line construction; and these contractors with their men and materials were immediately available for the labour in hand.

So all though February work was rushed forward; and March found the sunken garden in bloom, stone-edged pools full of lotus and lilies, orange trees blossoming in a magnificent sweep around the balustrade of the terrace, and, beyond, the graceful stone bridge, passable but not quite completed. Neither were the great systems of pools, fountains, tanks, and lakes completed by any means, but here and there foaming jets trembled and glittered in the sunlight, and here and there placid reaches, crystal clear, reflected the blue above.

As for Palm Beach, visitors and natives had watched with liveliest interest the development of the great Cardross park. In the height of the season visits to the scene of operations were made functions; tourists and residents gathered in swarms and took tea and luncheon under the magnificent live-oaks of the hammock.

Mrs. Cardross herself gave a number of lawn fêtes with the kindly intention of doing practical good to Hamil, the success of whose profession was so vitally dependent upon the approval and personal interest of wealth and fashion and idleness.

Shiela constantly tormented him about these functions for his benefit, suggesting that he attire himself in a sloppy velvet jacket and let his hair grow and his necktie flow. She pretended to prepare placards advertising Hamils popular parks for poor people at cut rates, including wooden horses and a barrel-organ.

An idea of mine, she suggested, glancing up from the writing-pad on her knees, is to trim a dozen alligators with electric lights and turn them loose in our lake. Theres current enough in the canal to keep the lights going, isnt there, Mr. Hamil? Incandescent alligators would make Luna Park look like a bog full of fireflies—

O Shiela, let him alone, protested Mrs. Carrick. For all you know Mr. Hamil may be dreadfully sensitive.

Ill let him alone if hell let his beard grow horrid and silky and permit us to address him as Cher maître—

I wont insist on that if youll call me by my first name, said Hamil mischievously.

I never will, returned the girl. Always when he suggested it, the faint pink of annoyed embarrassment tinted Shielas cheeks. And now everybody in the family rallied her on the subject, for they all had come to call him Garry by this time.

Dont I always say Shiela to you? he insisted.

Yes, you do and nobody was consulted. I informed my mother, but she doesnt seem to resent it. So I am obliged to. Besides I dont like your first name.

Mrs. Cardross laughed gently over her embroidery; Malcourt, who was reading the stock column in the News, turned and looked curiously at Hamil, then at Shiela. Then catching Mrs. Carricks eye:

Portlaw is rather worried over the market, he said. I think hes going North in a day or two.

Why, Louis! exclaimed Mrs. Cardross; then you will be going, too, I suppose.

His ways are my ways, nodded Malcourt. Ive been here too long anyway, he added in a lower voice, folding the paper absently across his knees. He glanced once more at Shiela, but she had returned to her letter writing.

Everybody spoke of his going in tones of civil regret — everybody except Shiela, who had not even looked at him. Ceciles observations were plainly perfunctory, but she made them nevertheless, for she had begun to take the same feminine interest in Malcourt that everybody was now taking in view of his very pronounced attentions to Virginia Suydam.

All the world may not love a lover, but all the world watches him. And a great many pairs of bright eyes and many more pairs of faded ones were curiously following the manoeuvres of Louis Malcourt and Virginia Suydam.

Very little of what these two people did escaped the social Argus at Palm Beach — their promenades on the verandas of the two great hotels, their appearance on the links and tennis-courts together, their daily encounter at the bathing-hour, their inevitable meeting and pairing on lawn, in ballroom, afloat, ashore, wherever young people gathered under the whip of light social obligations or in pursuit of pleasure.

And they were discussed. She being older than he, and very wealthy, the veranda discussions were not always amiable; but nobody said anything very bitter because Virginia was in a position to be socially respected and the majority of people rather liked Malcourt. Besides there was just enough whispering concerning his performances at the Club and the company he kept there to pique the friendly curiosity of a number of fashionable young matrons who are always prepossessed in favour of a man at whom convention might possibly one day glance askance.

So everybody at Palm Beach was at least aware of the affair. Hamil had heard of it from his pretty aunt, and had been thoroughly questioned. It was very evident that Miss Palliser viewed the proceedings with dismay for she also consulted Wayward, and finally, during the confidential retiring-hour, chose the right moment to extract something definite from Virginia.

But that pale and pretty spinster was too fluently responsive, admitting that perhaps she had been seeing a little too much of Malcourt, protesting it to be accidental, agreeing with Constance Palliser that more discretion should be exercised, and promising it with a short, flushed laugh.

And the next morning she rode to the Inlet with Malcourt, swam with him to the raft, and danced with him until dawn at The Breakers.



Mrs. Cardross and Jessie Carrick bent over their embroidery; Shiela continued her letter writing with Grays stylographic pen; Hamil, booted and spurred, both pockets stuffed with plans, paced the terrace waiting for his horse to be brought around; Malcourt had carried himself and his newspaper to the farther end of the terrace, and now stood leaning over the balustrade, an unlighted cigarette between his lips.

I suppose youll go to Luckless Lake, observed Hamil, pausing beside Malcourt in his walk.

Yes. Theres plenty to do. We stripped ten thousand trout in October, and were putting in German boar this spring.

I should think your occupation would be fascinating.

Yes? Its lonely, too, until Portlaws camp parties begin. I get an overdose of nature at times. Theres nobody of my own ilk there except our Yale and Cornell foresters. In winter its deadly, Hamil, deadly! I dont shoot, you know; its deathly enough as it is.

I dont believe Id find it so.

You think not, but you would. That white solitude may be good medicine for some, but it makes me furious after a while, and I often wish that the woods and the deer and the fish and I myself and the whole devilish outfit were under the North Pole and frozen solid! But I cant afford to pick and choose. If I looked about for something else to do I dont believe anybody would want me. Portlaw pays me more than Im worth as a Harvard post-graduate. And if that is an asset its my only one.

Hamil, surprised at his bitterness, looked at him with troubled eyes. Then his eyes wandered to Shiela, who had now taken up her embroidery.

I cant help it, said Malcourt impatiently; I like cities and people. I always liked people. I never had enough of people. I never had any society as a boy; and, Hamil, you cant imagine how I longed for it. It would have been well for me to have had it. There was never any in my own home; there was never anything in my home life but painful memories of domestic trouble and financial stress. I was for a while asked to the homes of schoolmates, but could offer no hospitality in return. Sensitiveness and humiliation have strained the better qualities out of me. Ive been bruised dry.

He leaned on his elbows, hands clasped, looking out into the sunlight where myriads of brilliant butterflies were fluttering over the carpet of white phlox.

Hamil, he said, whatever is harsh, aggressive, cynical, mean, sneering, selfish in me has been externally acquired. You scrape even a spineless mollusc too long with a pin, and the irritation produces a defensive crust. I began boy-like by being so damned credulous and impulsive and affectionate and tender-hearted that even my kid sister laughed at me; and she was only three years older than I. Then followed that period of social loneliness, the longing for the companionship of boys and girls — girls particularly, in spite of agonies of shyness and the awakening terrors of shame when the domestic troubles ended in an earthquake which gave me to my father and Helen to my mother, and a scandal to the newspapers.... O hell! Im talking like an autobiography! Dont go, if you can stand it for a moment longer; Im never likely to do it again.

Hamil, silent and uncomfortable, stood stiffly upright, gloved hands resting on the balustrade behind him. Malcourt continued to stare at the orange-and-yellow butterflies dancing over the snowy beds of blossoms.

In college it was the same, he said. I had few friends — and no home to return to after — my father-died. He hesitated as though listening. Whenever he spoke of his father, which was seldom, he seemed to assume that curious listening attitude; as though the man, dead by his own hand, could hear him....

Wayward saw me through. Ive paid him back what he spent on me. You know his story; everybody does. I like him and sponge on him. We irritate each other; Im a beast to resent his sharpness. But hes not right when he says I never had any illusions.... I had — and have.... I do beastly things, too.... Some men will do anything to crush out the last quiver of pride in them.... And the worst is that, mangled, torn, mine still palpitates — like one of your wretched, bloody quail gaping on its back! By God! At least, I couldnt do that! — Kill for pleasure! — as better men than I do. And better women, too!... What am I talking about? Ive done worse than that on impulse — meaning well, like other fools.

Malcourts face had become drawn, sallow, almost sneering; but in the slow gaze he turned on Hamil was that blank hopelessness which no man can encounter and remember unmoved.

Malcourt, he said, youre morbid. Men like you; women like you — So do I — now—

Its too late. I needed that sort of thing when I was younger. Kindness arouses my suspicion now. Toleration is what it really is. I have no money, no social position here — or abroad; only a thoroughly discredited name in two hemispheres. It took several generations for the Malcourts to go to the devil; but I fancy well all arrive on time. What a reunion! I hate the idea of family parties, even in hell.

He straightened up gracefully and lighted his cigarette; then the easy smile twitched his dry lips again and he nodded mockingly at Hamil:

Count on my friendship, Hamil; its so valuable. It has already quite ruined one persons life, and will no doubt damage others before I flicker out.

What do you mean, Malcourt?

What I say, old fellow. With the best intentions toward self-sacrifice I usually do irreparable damage to the objects of my regard. Beware my friendship, Hamil. Theres no luck in it or me.... But I do like you.

He laughed and sauntered off into the house as Hamils horse was brought around; and Hamil, traversing the terrace, mounted under a running fire of badinage from Shiela and Cecile who had just come from the tennis-courts to attempt some hated embroidery for the charity fair then impending.

So he rode away to his duties in the forest, leaving a placid sewing-circle on the terrace. From which circle, presently, Shiela silently detached herself, arms encumbered with her writing materials and silks. Strolling aimlessly along the balustrade for a while, watching the bees scrambling in the scarlet trumpet-flowers, she wandered into the house and through to the cool patio.

For some days, now, after Hamils daily departure, it had happened that an almost unendurable restlessness akin to suspense took possession of her; a distaste and impatience of people and their voices, and the routine of the commonplace.

To occupy herself in idleness was an effort; she had no desire to. She had recently acquired the hammock habit, lying for hours in the coolness of the patio, making no effort to think, listening to the splash of the fountain, her book or magazine open across her breast. When people came she picked up the book and scanned its pages; sometimes she made pretence of sleeping.

But that morning, Malcourt, errant, found her reading in her hammock. Expecting him to pass his way as usual, she nodded with civil indifference, and continued her reading.

I want to ask you something, he said, if I may interrupt you.

What is it, Louis?

May I draw up a chair?

Why — if you wish. Is there anything I can do for you?  — closing her book.

Is there anything I can do for you, Shiela?

A tinge of colour came into her cheeks.

Thank you, she said in curt negation.

Are you quite sure?

Quite. What do you mean?

There is one thing I might do for your sake, he smiled— blow my bally brains out.

She said in a low contemptuous voice: Better resort to that for your own sake than do what you are doing to Miss Suydam.

What am I doing to Miss Suydam?

Making love to her.

He sat, eyes idly following the slight swaying motion of her hammock, the smile still edging his lips.

Dont worry about Miss Suydam, he said; she can take care of herself. What I want to say is this: Once out of mistaken motives — which nobody, including yourself, would ever credit — I gave you all I had to give — my name.... Its not much of a name; but I thought you could use it. I was even fool enough to think — other things. And as usual I succeeded in injuring where I meant only kindness. Can you believe that?

I — think you meant it kindly, she said under her breath. It was my fault, Louis. I do not blame you, if you really cared for me. Ive told you so before.

Yes, but I was ass enough to think you cared for me.

She lay in her hammock, looking at him across the crimson-fringed border.

There are two ways out of it, he said; one is divorce. Have you changed your mind?

What is the other? she asked coldly.

That — if you could ever learn to care for me — we might try— He stopped short.

For two years he had not ventured such a thing to her. The quick, bright anger warned him from her eyes. But she said quietly: You know that is utterly impossible.

Is it impossible. Shiela?

Absolutely. And a trifle offensive.

He said pleasantly: I was afraid so, but I wanted to be sure. I did not mean to offend you. People change and mature in two years.... I suppose you are as angrily impatient of sentiment in a man as you were then.

I cannot endure it—

Her voice died out and she blushed furiously as the memory of Hamil flashed in her mind.

Shiela, he said quietly, now and then theres a streak of misguided decency in me. It cropped out that winter day when I did what I did. And I suppose its cropping up now when I ask you, for your own sake, to get rid of me and give yourself a chance.

How?

Legally.

I cannot, and you know it.

You are wrong. Do you think for one moment that your father and mother would accept the wretched sacrifice you are making of your life if they knew—

The old arguments again, she said impatiently.

There is a new argument, said Malcourt, staring at her.

What new argument?

Hamil.

Then the vivid colour surged anew from neck to hair, and she rose in the hammock, bewildered, burning, incensed.

If it were true, she stammered, leaning on one arm, do you think me capable of disgracing my own people?

The disgrace will be mine and yours. Is not Hamil worth it?

No man is worth any wrong I do to my own family!

You are wronging more people than your own, Shiela—

It is not true! she said breathlessly. There is a nobler happiness than one secured at the expense of selfishness and ingratitude. I tell you, as long as I live, I will not have them know or suffer because of my disgraceful escapade with you! You probably meant well; I must have been crazy, I think. But weve got to endure the consequences. If theres unhappiness and pain to be borne, weve got to bear it — we alone—

And Hamil. All three of us.

She looked at him desperately; read in his cool gaze that she could not deceive him, and remained silent.

What about Hamils unhappiness? repeated Malcourt slowly.

If — if he has any, he requires no instruction how to bear it.

Malcourt nodded, then, with a weary smile: I do not plead with you for my own chance of happiness. Yet, you owe me something, Shiela.

What?

The right to face the world under true colours. You owe me that.

She whitened to the lips. I know it.

Suppose I ask for that right?

I have always told you that, if you demanded it, I would take your name openly.

Yes; but now you admit that you love Hamil.

Love! Love! she repeated, exasperated. What has that got to do with it? I know what the law of obligation is. You meant to be generous to me and you ruined your own life. If your future career requires me to publicly assume your name and a place in your household, Ive told you that Ill pay that debt.

Very well. When will you pay it?

She blanched pitifully.

When you insist, Louis.

Do you mean you would go out there to the terrace, now! — and tell your mother what youve done?

Yes, if I must, she answered faintly.

In other words, because you think youre in my debt, you stand ready to acknowledge, on demand, what I gave you — my name?

Her lips moved in affirmation, but deep in her sickened eyes he saw terror unspeakable.

Well, he said, looking away from her, dont worry, Shiela. Im not asking that of you; in fact I dont want it. Thats not very complimentary, but it ought to relieve you.... Im horribly sorry about Hamil; I like him; Id like to do something for him. But if I attempted anything it would turn out all wrong.... As for you — well, you are plucky. Poor little girl! I wish I could help you out — short of a journey to eternity. And perhaps Ill take that before very long, he added gaily; I smoke too many cigarettes. Cheer up, Shiela, and send me a few thousand for Easter.

He rose, gracefully as always, picked up the book from where it lay tumbled in the netting of the hammock, glanced casually through a page or two.

Still scanning the print, he said:

I wanted to give you a chance; Im going North in a day or two. It isnt likely well meet again very soon.... So I thought Id speak.... And, if at any time you change your ideas — I wont oppose it.

Thank you, Louis.

He was running over the pages rapidly now, the same unchanging smile edging his lips.

The unexpected sometimes happens, Shiela — particularly when its expected. There are ways and ways — particularly when one is tired — too tired to lie awake and listen any longer, or resist.... My father used to say that anybody who could use an anæsthetic was the equal of any graduate physician—

Louis! What do you mean?

But his head was bent again in that curious attitude of listening; and after a moment he made an almost imperceptible gesture of acquiescence, and turned to her with the old, easy, half-impudent, half-challenging air.

Gray has a butterfly in his collection which shows four distinct forms. Once people thought these forms were distinct species; now they know they all are the same species of butterfly in various suits of disguise — just as you might persuade yourself that unhappiness and happiness are radically different. But some people find satisfaction in being unhappy, and some find it in being happy; and as its all only the gratification of that imperious egotism we call conscience, the specific form of all is simply ethical selfishness.

He laughed unrestrainedly at his own will-o-the-wisp philosophy, looking very handsome and care-free there where the noon sun slanted across the white arcade all thick with golden jasmine bloom.

And Shiela, too intelligent to mistake him, smiled a little at his gay perversity.



He met Portlaw, later, at the Beach Club for luncheon; and, as the latter looked particularly fat, warm, and worried, Malcourts perverse humour remained in the ascendant, and he tormented Portlaw until that badgered gentleman emitted a bellow of exasperation.

What on earths the matter? asked Malcourt in pretended astonishment. I thought I was being funny.

Funny! Does a man want to be prodded with wit at his own expense when the market is getting funnier every hour — at his expense? Go and look at the tape if you want to know why I dont enjoy either your wit or this accursed luncheon.

Whats happening, Portlaw?

I wish youd tell me.

Muck-raking?

Partly, I suppose.

Administration?

People say so. I dont believe it. Theres a rotten lot of gambling going on. How do I know whats the matter?

Perhaps there isnt anything the matter, old fellow.

Well, there is. I can sniff it way down here. And Im going home to walk about and listen and sniff some more. Sag, sag, sag! — thats what the market has been doing for months. Yet, if I sell it short, it rallies on me and Im chased to cover. I go long and the thing sags like the panties on that French count, yonder.... Whos the blond girl with him?

Hope springs eternal in the human beast, observed Malcourt. Hope is a bird, Porty, old chap—

Hope is a squab, growled Portlaw, swallowing vast quantities of claret, all squashy and full of pin-feathers. Thats what hope is. It needs a thorough roasting, and its getting it.

Exquisite metaphor, mused Malcourt, gazing affably at the rather blond girl who crumbled her bread and looked occasionally and blankly at him, occasionally and affectionately at the French count, her escort, who was consuming lobster with characteristic Gallic thoroughness and abandon.

The world, quoted Malcourt, is so full of a number of things. Youre one of em, Portlaw; Im several.... Well, if youre going North Id better begin to get ready.

What have you got to do?

One or two friends of mine who preside in the Temple of Chance yonder. Oh, dont assume that babyish pout! Ive won enough back to keep going for the balance of the time we remain.

Portlaw, pleased and relieved, finished his claret.

Youve a few ladies to take leave of, also, he said briskly.

Really, Portlaw! — in gentle admonition.

Haw! Haw! roared Portlaw, startling the entire café; youd better get busy. Therell be a run on the bank. Therell be a waiting line before Malcourt & Co. opens for business, each fair penitent with her little I.O.U. to be cashed! Haw! Haw! Sad dog! Bad dog! The many-sided Malcourt! Come on; Ive got a motor across the—

And Ive an appointment with several superfluous people and a girl, said Malcourt drily. Then he glanced at the blond companion of the count who continued crumbling bread between her brilliantly ringed fingers as though she had never before seen Louis Malcourt. The price of diamonds varies. Sometimes it is merely fastidious observance of convention and a sensitive escort. It all depends on the world one inhabits; it does indeed.




CHAPTER XIV

STRATEGY
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AN HOUR OR two later that afternoon Wayward and Constance Palliser, Gussie Vetchen, and Livingston Cuyp gazed with variously mingled sentiments upon the torpid saurians belonging to one Alligator Joe in an enclosure rather remote from the hotel.

Vetchen bestowed largess upon the small, freckled boy attendant; and his distinguished disapproval upon the largest lady-crocodile which, with interlocked but grinning jaws, slumbered under a vertical sun in monochromatic majesty.

One perpetual and gigantic simper, he said, disgusted.

Rather undignified for a thing as big as that to lay eggs like a hen, observed Cuyp, not intending to be funny.

Wayward and Miss Palliser had wandered off together to inspect the pumps. Vetchen, always inquisitive, had discovered a coy manatee in one tank, and was all for poking it with his walking-stick until he saw its preposterous countenance emerge from the water.

Great heavens, he faltered, it looks like a Dutch ancestor of Cuyps!

Cuyp, intensely annoyed, glanced at his watch.

Where the mischief did Miss Suydam and Malcourt go? he asked Wayward. I say, Miss Palliser, you dont want to wait here any longer, do you?

Theyre somewhere in the labyrinth, said Wayward. Their chair went that way, didnt it, boy?

Yeth, thir, said the small and freckled attendant.

So the party descended the wooden incline to where their sleepy black chairmen lay on the grass, waiting; and presently the two double chairs wheeled away toward that amusing maze of jungle pathways cut through the impenetrable hammock, and popularly known as the labyrinth.

But Miss Suydam and Mr. Malcourt were not in the labyrinth. At that very moment they were slowly strolling along the eastern dunes where the vast solitude of sky and sea seemed to depress even the single white-headed eagle standing on the wet beach, head and tail adroop, motionless, fish-gorged. No other living thing was in sight except the slim, blue dragon-flies, ceaselessly darting among the beach-grapes; nothing else stirred except those two figures on the dunes, moving slowly, heads bent as though considering the advisability of every step in the breaking sands. There was a fixed smile on the girls lips, but her eyes were mirthless, almost vacant.

So youve decided to go? she said.

Portlaw decides that sort of thing for me.

Its a case of necessity?

Malcourt answered lightly: He intends to go. Who can stop a fat and determined man? Besides, the season is over; in two weeks there will be nobody left except the indigenous nigger, the buzzards, and a few cast-off summer garments—

And a few cast-off winter memories, she said. You will not take any away with you, will you?

Do you mean clothes?

Memories.

Ill take some.

Which?

All those concerning you.

Thank you, Louis. They had got that far. And a trifle farther, for her hand, swinging next his, encountered it and their fingers remained interlocked. But there was no change of expression in her pretty, pale face as, head bent, shoulder to shoulder with him, she moved thoughtfully onward along the dunes, the fixed smile stamped on her lips.

What are you going to do with your memories? she asked. Pigeon-hole and label them? Or fling them, like your winter repentance, in the Fire of Spring?

What are you going to do with yours, Virginia?

Nothing. They are not disturbing enough to destroy. Besides, unlike yours, they are my first memories of indiscretions, and they are too new to forget easily, too incredible yet to hurt. A woman is seldom hurt by what she cannot understand.

He passed one arm around her supple waist; they halted; he turned her toward him.

What is it you dont understand?

This.

My kissing you? Like this?

She neither avoided nor returned the caress, looking at him out of impenetrable eyes more green than blue like the deep sea under changing skies.

Is this what you dont understand, Virginia?

Yes; that — and your moderation.

His smile changed, but it was still a smile.

Nor I, he said. Like our friend, Warren Hastings, I am astonished. But there our resemblance ends.

The eagle on the wet sands ruffled, shook his silvery hackles, and looked around at them. Then, head low and thrust forward, he hulked slowly toward the remains of the dead fish from which but now he had retired in the disgust of satiation.

Meanwhile Malcourt and Miss Suydam were walking cautiously forward again, selecting every footstep as though treading on the crumbling edges of an abyss.

Its rather stupid that I never suspected it, she said, musing aloud.

Suspected what?

The existence of this other woman called Virginia Suydam. And I might have been mercifully ignorant of her until I died, if you had not looked at me and seen us both at once.

We all are that way.

Not all women, Louis. Have you found them so? You need not answer. There is in you, sometimes, a flash of infernal chivalry; do you know it? I can forgive you a great deal for it; even for discovering that other and not very staid person, so easily schooled, easily taught to respond; so easily thrilled, easily beguiled, easily caressed. Why, with her head falling back on your shoulder so readily, and her lips so lightly persuaded, one can scarcely believe her to have been untaught through all these years of dry convention and routine, or unaware of that depravity, latent, which it took your unerring faith and skill to discover and develop.

How far have I developed it?

She bent her delicate head: I believe I have already admitted your moderation.

He shivered, walking forward without looking at her for a pace or two, then halted.

Would you marry me? he asked.

I had rather not. You know it.

Why? — once again.

Because of my strange respect for that other woman that I am — or was.

Which always makes me regret my — moderation, he said, wincing under the lash of her words. But Im not considering you! Im considering the peace of mind of that other woman — not yours! He took her in his arms, none too gently. Not yours. Id show no mercy to you\ There is only one kind of mercy youd understand. Look into my eyes and admit it.

Yes, she said.

But your other self understands!

Why dont you destroy her?

And let her die in her contempt for me? You ask too much — Virginia-that-I-know. If that other Virginia-that-I-dont-know loved me, Id kill this one, not the other!

Do you care for that one, Louis?

What answer shall I make?

The best you can without lying.

Then — and being in his arms their eyes were close— then I think I could love her if I had a chance. I dont know. I can deny myself. They say that is the beginning. But I seldom do — very seldom. And that is the best answer I can give, and the truest.

Thank you.... And so you are going to leave me?

I am going North. Yes.

What am I to do?

Return to your other self and forget me.

Thank you again.... Do you know, Louis, that you have never once by hint or by look or by silence suggested that it was I who deliberately offered you the first provocation? That is another flicker of that infernal chivalry of yours.

Does your other self approve? he said, laughing.

My other self is watching us both very closely, Louis. I — I wish, sometimes, she were dead! Louis! Louis! as I am now, here in your arms, I thought I had descended sufficiently to meet you on your own plane. But — you seem higher up — at moments.... And now, when you are going, you tell my other self to call in the creature we let loose together, for it will have no longer any counterpart to caress.... Louis! I do love you; how can I let you go! Can you tell me? What am I to do? There are times — there are moments when I cannot endure it — the thought of losing the disgrace of your lips — your arms — the sound of your voice. Dont go and leave me like this — dont go—

Miss Suydams head fell. She was crying.



The eagle on the wet beach, one yellow talon firmly planted on its offal, tore strip after strip from the quivering mass. The sun etched his tinted shadow on the sand.

When the tears of Miss Suydam had been appropriately dried, they turned and retraced their steps very slowly, her head resting against his shoulder, his arm around her thin waist, her own hand hanging loosely, trailing the big straw hat and floating veil.

They spoke very seldom — very, very seldom. Malcourt was too busy thinking; Virginia too stunned to realise that, it was, now, her other austere self, bewildered, humiliated, desperate, which was walking amid the solitude of sky and sea with Louis Malcourt, there beneath the splendour of the westering sun.

The eagle, undisturbed, tore at the dead thing on the beach, one yellow talon embedded in the offal.



Their black chair-boy lay asleep under a thicket of Spanish bayonet.

Arise, O Ethiope, and make ready unto us a chariot! said Malcourt pleasantly; and he guided Virginia into her seat while the fat darky climbed up behind, rubbing slumber from his rolling and enormous eyes.

Half-way through the labyrinth they met Miss Palliser and Wayward.

Where on earth have you been? asked Virginia, so candidly that Wayward, taken aback, began excuses. But Constance Pallisers cheeks turned pink; and remained so during her silent ride home with Wayward.

Lately the world had not been spinning to suit the taste of Constance Palliser. For one thing Wayward was morose. Besides he appeared physically ill. She shrank from asking herself the reason; she might better have asked him for her peace of mind.

Another matter: Virginia, the circumspect, the caste-bound, the intolerant, the emotionless, was displaying the astounding symptoms peculiar to the minx! And she had neither the excuse of ignorance nor of extreme youth. Virginia was a mature maiden, calmly cognisant of the world, and coolly alive to the doubtful phases of that planet. And why on earth she chose to affiche herself with a man like Malcourt, Constance could not comprehend.

And another thing worried the pretty spinster — the comings, goings, and occult doings of her nephew with the most distractingly lovely and utterly impossible girl that fate ever designed to harass the soul of any young mans aunt.

That Hamil was already in love with Shiela Cardross had become painfully plainer to her every time she saw him. True, others were in love with Miss Cardross; that state of mind and heart seemed to be chronic at Palm Beach. Gussie Vetchen openly admitted his distinguished consideration, and Courtlandt Classon toddled busily about Shielas court, and even the forlorn Cuyp had become disgustingly unfaithful and no longer wrinkled his long Dutch nose into a series of white corrugations when Wayward took Miss Palliser away from him. Alas! the entire male world seemed to trot in the wake of this sweet-eyed young Circe, emitting appealingly gentle and propitiating grunts.

The very deuce is in that girl! thought Constance, exasperated; and the sooner Garry goes North the better. Hes madly unhappy over her.... Fascinating little thing! I cant blame him too much — except that he evidently realises he cant marry such a person—

The chair rolled into the hotel grounds under the arch of jasmine. The orchestra was playing in the colonnade; tea had been served under the cocoa-nut palms; pretty faces and gay toilets glimmered familiarly as the chair swept along the edge of the throng.

Tell the chair-boy that well tea here, Jim, said Miss Palliser, catching sight of her nephew and the guilty Circe under whose gentle thrall Hamil was now boldly imbibing a swizzle.

So Wayward nodded to the charioteer, the chair halted, and he and Constance disembarked and advanced across the grass to exchange amenities with friends and acquaintances. Which formalities always fretted Wayward, and he stood about, morose and ungracious, while Constance floated prettily here and there, and at last turned with nicely prepared surprise to encounter Shiela and Hamil seated just behind her.

The younger girl, rising, met her more than half-way with gloved hand frankly offered; Wayward turned to Hamil in subdued relief.

Lord! Ive been looking at those confounded alligators and listening to Vetchens and Cuyps twaddle! Constance wouldnt talk; and Im quite unfit for print. Whats that in your glass, Garry?

A swizzle—

Anything in it except lime-juice and buzz?

Yes—

Then I wont have one. Constance! Are you drinking tea?

Do you want some? she asked, surprised.

Yes, I do — if you can give me some without asking how many lumps I take — like the inevitable heroine in a British work of fiction—

Jim, what a bear you are to-day! And to Shiela, who was laughing: He snapped and growled at Gussie Vetchen and he glared and glowered at Livingston Cuyp, and hes scarcely vouchsafed a word to me this afternoon except the civility you have just heard. Jim, I will ask you how many lumps—

O Lord! Britain triumphant! Two — I think; ten if you wish, Constance — or none at all. Miss Cardross, you wouldnt say such things to me, would you?

Dont answer him, interposed Constance; if you do youll take him away, and I havent another man left! Why are you such a dreadful devastator, Miss Cardross?... Heres your tea, James. Please turn around and occupy yourself with my nephew; Id like a chance to talk to Miss Cardross.

The girl had seated herself beside Miss Palliser, and, as Wayward moved over to the other table, she gave him a perverse glance, so humourous and so wholly adorable that Constance Palliser yielded to the charm with an amused sigh of resignation.

My dear, she said, Miss Suydam and I are going North very soon, and we are coming to see your mother at the first opportunity.

Mother expects you, said the girl simply. I did not know that she knew Miss Suydam — or cared to.

Something in the gentle indifference of the words sent the conscious blood pulsing into Miss Pallisers cheeks. Then she said frankly:

Has Virginia been rude to you?

Yes — a little.

Unpardonably?

N-no. I always can pardon.

You dear! said Constance impulsively. Listen; Virginia does snippy things at times. I dont know why and she doesnt either. I know shes sorry she was rude to you, but she seems to think her rudeness too utterly unpardonable. May I tell her it isnt?

If you please, said Shiela quietly.

Miss Palliser looked at her, then, succumbing, took her hand in hers.

No wonder people like you, Miss Cardross.

Do you?

How could I escape the popular craze? laughed Miss Palliser, a trifle embarrassed.

That is not an answer, returned Shiela, the smile on her red lips faintly wistful. And Constance surrendered completely.

You sweet, cunning thing, she said, I do like you. You are perfectly adorable, for one reason; for the other, there is something — a nameless something about you—

Quite — nameless, said the girl under her breath.

A little flash of mist confused Miss Pallisers eyesight for a moment; her senses warned her, but her heart was calling.

Dear, she said, I could love you very easily.

Shiela looked her straight in the eyes.

What you give I can return; no more, no less—

But already Constance Palliser had lifted the girls smooth hand to her lips, murmuring: Pride! pride! It is the last refuge for social failures, Shiela. And you are too wise to enter there, too sweet and wholesome to remain. Leave us our obsolete pride, child; God knows we need something in compensation for all that you possess.

Later they sipped their tea together. I always wanted you to like me, said the girl. Her glance wandered toward Hamil so unconsciously that Constance caught her breath. But the spell was on her still; she, too, looked at Hamil; admonition, prejudice, inculcated precept, wavered hazily.

Because I care so much for Mr. Hamil, continued the girl innocently.

For one instant, in her inmost intelligence, Miss Palliser fiercely questioned that innocence; then, convinced, looked questioningly at the girl beside her. So questioningly that Shiela answered:

What? — as though the elder woman had spoken.

I dont know, dear.... Is there anything you — you cared to ask me? — say to me? — tell me? — perhaps—

About what?

So fearless and sweet and true the gaze that met her own that Constance hesitated.

About Mr. Hamil?

The girl looked at her; understood her; and the colour mounted to her temples.

No, she said slowly, there is nothing to tell anybody.... There never will be.

I wish there were, child. Certainly Constance must have gone quite mad under the spell, for she had Shielas soft hands in hers again, and was pressing them close between her palms, repeating: I am sorry; I am, indeed. The boy certainly cares for you; he has told me so a thousand times without uttering a word. I have known it for weeks — feared it. Now I wish it. I am sorry.

Mr. Hamil — understands— faltered Shiela; I — I care so much for him — so much more than for any other man; but not in the way you — you are kind enough to — wish—

Does he understand?

Y-yes. I think so. I think we understand each other — thoroughly. But — she blushed vividly— I — did not dream that you supposed—

Miss Palliser looked at her searchingly.

 — But — it has made me very happy to believe that you consider me — acceptable.

Dearest child, it is evident that we are the unacceptable ones—

Please dont say that — or think it. It is absurd — in one sense.... Are we to be friends in town? Is that what you mean?

Indeed we are, if you will.

Miss Cardross nodded and withdrew her hands as Virginia and Malcourt came into view across the lawn.

Constance, following her glance, saw, and signalled silent invitation; Malcourt sauntered up, paid his respects airily, and joined Hamil and Wayward; Virginia spoke in a low voice to Constance, then, leaning on the back of her chair, looked at Shiela as inoffensively as she knew how. She said:

I am very sorry for my rudeness to you. Can you forgive me, Miss Cardross?

Yes.... Wont you have some tea?

Her direct simplicity left Virginia rather taken aback. Perhaps she expected some lack of composure in the girl, perhaps a more prolix acceptance of honourable amends; but this terse and serene amiability almost suggested indifference; and Virginia seated herself, not quite knowing how she liked it.



Afterward she said to Miss Palliser:

Did you ever see such self-possession, my dear? You know I might pardon my maid in exactly the same tone and manner.

But you wouldnt ask your maid to tea, would you? said Constance, gently amused.

I might, if I could afford to, she nodded listlessly. I believe that girl could do it without disturbing her Own self-respect or losing caste below stairs or above. As for the Van Dieman — just common cat, Constance.

Miss Palliser laughed. Shiela Cardross refused the Van Dieman son and heir — if you think that might be an explanation of the cattishness.

Really? asked Virginia, without interest. Where did you hear that gossip?

From our vixenish tabby herself. The thin and vindictive are usually without a real sense of humour. I rather suspected young Jan Van Diemans discomfiture. He left, you know, just after Garret arrived, she added demurely.

Virginia raised her eyes at the complacent inference; but even curiosity seemed to have died out in her, and she only said, languidly:

You think she cares for Garret? And you approve?

I think Id approve if she did. Does that astonish you?

Not very much.

Virginia seemed to have lost all spirit. She laughed rarely, nowadays. She was paler, too, than usual — paler than was ornamental; and pallor suited her rather fragile features, too. Also she had become curiously considerate of other peoples feelings — rather subdued; less ready in her criticisms; gentler in judgments. All of which symptoms Constance had already noted with incredulity and alarm.

Where did you and Louis Malcourt go this afternoon? she asked, unpegging her hair.

Out to the beach. There was nothing there except sky and water, and a filthy eagle dining on a dead fish.

Miss Palliser waited, sitting before her dresser; but as Virginia offered no further information she shook out the splendid masses of her chestnut hair and, leaning forward, examined her features in the mirror with minute attention.

Its strange, she murmured, half to herself, how ill Jim Wayward has been looking recently. I cant account for it.

I can, dear, said Virginia gently.

Constance turned in surprise.

How?

Mr. Malcourt says that he is practising self-denial. It hurts, you know.

What! exclaimed Constance, flushing up.

I said that it hurts.

Such a slur as that harms Louis Malcourt — not Mr. Wayward! returned Constance hotly.

Virginia repeated: It hurts — to kill desire. It hurts even before habit is acquired ... they say. Louis Malcourt says so. And if that is true — can you wonder that poor Mr. Wayward looks like death? I speak in all sympathy and kindness — as did Mr. Malcourt.

So that was it! Constance stared at her own fair face in the mirror, and deep into the pained brown eyes reflected there. The eyes suddenly dimmed and the parted mouth quivered.

So that was the dreadful trouble! — the explanation of the recent change in him — the deep lines of pain from the wing of the pinched nostril — the haunted gaze, the long, restless silences, the forced humour and its bitter flavour tainting voice and word!

And she had believed — feared with a certainty almost hopeless — that it was his old vice, slowly, inexorably transforming what was left of the man she had known so long and cared for so loyally through all these strange, confusing years.

From the mirror the oval of her own fresh unravaged face, framed in the burnished brown of her hair, confronted her like a wraith of the past; and, dreaming there, wide-eyed, expressionless, she seemed to see again the old-time parlour set with rosewood; and the faded roses in the carpet; and, through the half-drawn curtains, spring sunlight falling on a boy and a little girl.

Virginia, partly dressed for dinner, rose and went to the window, frail restless hands clasped behind her back, and stood there gazing out at the fading daylight. Perhaps the close of day made her melancholy; for there were traces of tears on her lashes; perhaps it suggested the approaching end of a dream so bright and strange that, at times, a dull pang of dread stilled her heart — checking for a moment its heavy beating.

Light died in the room; the panes turned silvery, then darker as the swift Southern night fell over sea, lagoon, and forest.

Far away in the wastes of dune and jungle the sweet flute-like tremolo of an owl broke out, prolonged infinitely. From the dark garden below, a widow-bird called breathlessly, its ghostly cry, now a far whisper in the night, now close at hand, husky, hurried, startling amid the shadows. And, whir! whir-r-r! thud! came the great soft night-moths against the window screens where sprays of silvery jasmine clung, perfuming all the night.

Still Constance sat before the mirror which was now invisible in the dusk, bare elbows on the dressers edge, face framed in her hands over which the thick hair rippled. And, in the darkness, her brown eyes closed — perhaps that they might behold more clearly the phantoms of the past together there in an old-time parlour, where the golden radiance of suns long dead still lingered, warming the faded roses on the floor.

And after a long while her maid came with a card; and she straightened up in her chair, gathered the filmy robe of lace, and, rising, pressed the electric switch. But Virginia had returned to her own room to bathe her eyelids and pace the floor until she cared to face the outer world once more and, for another hour or two, deceive it.




CHAPTER XV

UNDER FIRE
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MEANWHILE CONSTANCE DRESSED hastily, abetted by the clever maid; for Wayward was below, invited to dine with them. Malcourt also was due for dinner, and, as usual, late.

In fact, he was at that moment leisurely tying his white neckwear in his bed-chamber at Villa Cardross. And sometimes he whistled, tentatively, as though absorbed in mentally following an elusive air; sometimes he resumed a lighted cigarette which lay across the gilded stomach of a Chinese joss, sending a thin, high thread of smoke to the ceiling. He had begun his collection with one small idol; there were now nineteen, and all hideous.

The deuce! the deuce! he murmured, rejecting the tie and trying another one; and all the things Ive got to do this blessed night!... Console the afflicted — three of them; dine with one, get to The Breakers and spoon with another — get to the Club and sup with another! — the deuce! the deuce! the—

He hummed a bar or two of a new waltz, took a puff at his cigarette, winked affably at the idol, put on his coat, and without a second glance at the glass went out whistling a lively tune.

Hamil, dressed for dinner, but looking rather worn and fatigued, passed him in the hall.

Youve evidently had a hard day, said Malcourt; you resemble the last run of sea-weed. Is everybody dining at this hour?

I dined early with Mrs. Cardross. Mrs. Carrick has taken Shiela and Cecile to that dinner dance at the OHaras. Its the last of the season. I thought you might be going later.

Are you?

No; Im rather tired.

Im tired, too. Hang it! Im always tired — but only of Bibi. Quand même! Good night.... Ill probably reappear with the dicky-birds. Leave your key under that yellow rose-bush, will you? I cant stop to hunt up mine. And tell them not to bar and chain the door; thats a good fellow.

Hamil nodded and resumed his journey to his bedroom. There he transferred a disorderly heap of letters, plans, contracts, and blue-prints from his bed to a table, threw a travelling rug over the bed, lay down on it, and lighted a cigar, closing his eyes for a moment. Then he opened them wearily.

He did not intend to sleep; there was work waiting for him; that was why he left the electric bulbs burning as safeguard against slumber.

For a while he smoked, flat on his back; his cigar went out twice and he relighted it. The third time he was deciding whether or not to set fire to it again — he remembered that — and remembered nothing more, except the haunted dreams in which he followed her, through sad and endless forests, gray in deepening twilight, where he could neither see her face nor reach her side, nor utter the cry which strained in his throat.... On, on, endlessly struggling onward in the thickening darkness, year after year, the sky a lowering horror, the forest, no longer silent, a twisting, stupefying confusion of sound, growing, increasing, breaking into a hellish clamour! — 

Upright on his bed he realised that somebody was knocking; and he slid to the floor, still stupid and scarcely convinced.

Mrs. Carricks compliments, and is Mr. Hamil quite well bein as the lights is burnin an past two oclock, sir? said the maid at the door.

Past two! O Lord! Please thank Mrs. Carrick, and say that I am going to do a little work, and that I am perfectly well.

He closed the door and looked around him in despair: All that stuff to verify and O.K.! What an infernal ass I am! By the nineteen little josses in Malcourts bedroom Im so many kinds of a fool that I hate to count up beyond the dozen!

Stretching and yawning alternately he eyed the mass of papers with increasing repugnance; but later a cold sponge across his eyes revived him sufficiently to sit down and inspect the first document. Then he opened the ink-well, picked up a pen, and began.

For half an hour he sat there, now refreshed and keenly absorbed in his work. Once the stairs outside creaked, and he raised his head, listening absently, then returned to the task before him with a sigh.

All his windows were open; the warm night air was saturated with the odour of Bermuda lilies. Once or twice he laid down his pen and stared out into the darkness as a subtler perfume grew on the breeze — the far fragrance of china-berry in bloom; Calypsos breath!

Then, in the silence, the heavy throb of his heart unnerved his hand, rendering his pen unsteady as he signed each rendered bill: O.K. for $ —— , and affixed his signature, John Garret Hamil, Architect.

The aroma of the lilies hung heavy in the room, penetrating as the scent of Malcourts spiced Chinese gums afire and bubbling. And he thought again of Malcourts nineteen little josses which he lugged about with him everywhere from some occult whim, and in whose gilt-bronze laps he sometimes burned cigarettes, sometimes a tiny globule of aromatic gum, pretending it propitiated the malice-brooding gods.

And, thinking of Malcourt, suddenly he remembered the door-key. Malcourt could not get in without it. And the doors were barred and chained.

Slipping the key into his pocket he opened his door, and, treading quietly through the silent house, descended to the great hall. With infinite precaution he fumbled for the chains; they were dangling loose. Somebody, too, had drawn the heavy bars, but the door itself was locked.

So he cautiously unlocked it, and holding the key in his hand, let himself out on the terrace.

And at the same moment a shadowy figure turned in the starlight to confront him.

Shiela!

Is that you, Mr. Hamil?

Yes. What on earth are you—

Hush! What are you doing down here?

Louis Malcourt is out. I forgot to leave a key for him under the yellow rose—

Under the rose — and yellow at that! The mysteries of the Rosicrucians pale into insignificance beside the lurid rites of Mr. Malcourt and Mr. Hamil — under the yellow rose! Proceed, my fearsome adept, and perform the occult deed!

Hamil descended the terrace to the new garden, hung the key to a brier under the fragrant mass of flowers, and glanced up at Shiela, who, arms on the balustrade above him, was looking down at the proceedings.

Is the dread deed done? she whispered.

If you dont believe it come down and see.

I? Come down? At two in the morning?

Its half-past two.

Oh, she said, if its half-past two I might think of coming down for a moment — to look at my roses.... Thank you, Mr. Hamil, I can see my way very clearly. I can usually see my own way clearly — without the aid of your too readily offered hand.... Did you ever dream of such an exquisitely hot night! That means rain, doesnt it? — with so many fragrances mingling? The odour of lilies predominates, and I think some jasmine is in the inland wind, but my roses are very sweet if you only bend down to them. A rose is always worth stooping for.

She leaned over the yellow blossoms, slender, spirit-white in the starlight, and brushed her fresh young face with the silken petals.

So sweet, she said; lean down and worship my young roses, you unappreciative man!

For a few minutes she strolled along the paths of the new garden he had built, bending capriciously here and there to savour some perfect blossom. The night was growing warmer; the sea breeze had died out, and a hot wind blew languidly from the west.

You know, she said, looking back at him over her shoulder, I dont want to go to bed.

Neither do I, and Im not going.

But Im going.... I wonder why I dont want to? Listen! Once — after I was a protoplasm and a micro-organism, and a mollusc, and other things, I probably was a predatory animal — nice and sleek with velvet feet and shining incandescent eyes — and very, very predatory.... Thats doubtless why I often feel so deliciously awake at night — with a tameless longing to prowl under the moon.... And I think Id better go in, now.

Nonsense, he said, Im not going to bed yet.

Oh! And what difference might that make to me? You are horridly conceited; do you know it?

Please stay, Calypso. Its too hot to sleep.

No; star-prowling is contrary to civilized custom.

But every soul in the house is sound asleep—

I should hope so! And you and I have no business to be out here.

Do little observances of that sort count with you and me?

They dont, she said, shaking her head, but they ought to. I want to stay. There is no real reason why I shouldnt — except the absurd fear of being caught unawares. Perhaps, perhaps I might stay for ten more minutes.... Oh, the divine beauty of it all! How hot it is! — the splash of the fountains seems to cool things a little — and those jagged, silvery reflections of the stars, deep, deep in the pool there.... Did you see that fish swirl to the surface? Hark! What was that queer sound?

Some night bird crying in the marshes. It will rain to-morrow; the wind is blowing from the hammock; thats why its hot to-night; can you detect the odour of wild sweet-bay?

Yes — at moments. And I can just hear the surf — calling, calling Calypso! as you called me once.... I must go, now.

To the sea or the house? he asked, laughing.

She walked a few paces toward the house, halted, and looked back audaciously.

Id go to the sea — only Im afraid Id be found out.... Isnt it all too stupid! Where convention is needless and ones wish is so harmless why should a girl turn coward at the fear of somebody discovering how innocently happy she is trying to be with a man!... It makes me very impatient at times. ... She turned, hesitated, stepped nearer and looked him in the face, daringly perverse.

I want to go with you!... Have we not passed through enough together to deserve this little unconventional happiness? She was breathing more quickly. I will go with you if you wish.

To the sea?

Yes. It is only a half mile by the hammock path. The servants are awake at six. Really, the night is too superb to waste — alone. But we must get back in time, if I go with you.

Have you a key?

Yes, here in my gloves — stripping them from her bare arms. Can you put them into your pocket with the key?... And Ill pin up my skirt to get it out of the way.... What? Do you think its a pretty gown? I did not think you noticed it. Ive danced it to rags.... And will you take this fan, please? No, Ill wear the wrap — its only cobweb weight.

She had now pinned up her gown to walking-skirt length; her slim feet were sheathed in silken dancing gear; and she bent over to survey them, then glanced doubtfully at Hamil, who shook his head.

Never mind, she said resolutely; only we cant walk far on the beach; I could never keep them on in the dune sands. Are you ready, O my tempter?

Like a pair of guilty ghosts they crossed the shadowy garden, skirted the dark orange groves, and instead of entering the broad palm-lined way that led straight east for two miles to the sea, they turned into the sinuous hammock path which, curving south, cut off nearly a mile and a half.

Its rather dark, she said.

They walked for a few minutes in silence; and, at first, she could not understand why he insisted on leading, because the path was wide enough for both.

I will not proceed in this absurd manner, she said at last— like an Indian and his faithful squaw. Why on earth do you—

And it flashed across her at the same instant.

Is that why? — imperiously abrupt.

What? he asked, halting.

She passed her arm through his, not gently, but her laughing voice was very friendly:

If we jump a snake in the dark, my friend, we jump him together! Its like you, but your friend Shiela wont permit it.

Oh, its only a conventional precaution—

Yes? Well, well take chances together.... Suppose — by the wildest and weirdest stretch of a highly coloured imagination you jumped a rattler?

Nonsense—

Suppose you did?

He said, sobered: It would be horribly awkward for you to explain. I forgot about—
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She walked a few paces toward the house, halted, and looked back audaciously.

Do you think I meant that! Do you think Id care what people might say about our being here together? I — Id want them to know it! What would I care — about — anything — then!

Through the scorn in her voice he detected the awakened emotion; and, responsive, his pulse quickened, beating hard and heavy in throat and breast.

I had almost forgotten, he said, that we might dare look at things that way.... It all has been so — hopeless — lately—

What?... Yes, I understand.

Do you? — my trying to let you alone — trying to think differently — to ignore all that has been said?

Yes.... This is no time to bring up such things. Her uneven breathing was perceptible to him as she moved by his side through the darkness, her arm resting on his.

No, this was no time to bring up such things. They knew it. And she, who in the confidence of her youth had dared to trust her unknown self, listened now to the startled beating of her heart at the first hint of peril.

I wish I had not come, she said.

He did not ask her why.

You are very silent — you have been so for days, she added; then, too late, knew that once more her tongue had betrayed her. Dont answer me, she whispered.

Why not?

Because what I say is folly.... I — I must ask you to release my hands.... You know it is only because I think it safer for — us; dont you?

What threatens you. Calypso?

Nothing.... I told you once that I am afraid — even in daylight. Ask yourself what I fear here under the stars with you.

You fear me? — managing to laugh.

No; I dread your ally — my unknown self — in arms eternally to fight for you, she answered with forced gaiety. Shall we kill her to-night? She deserves no consideration at our hands.

Dear—

Hush! That is not the countersign on the firing line. Besides it is treachery, because to say that word is aiding, abetting, and giving information and comfort to our enemies. Our enemies, remember, are our other and stealthy selves. Her voice broke unsteadily. I am trying so hard, she breathed, but I cannot think clearly unless you help me. There is mutiny threatening somewhere.

I have tried, too, he said.

I know you have. Do you suppose I have been untouched by your consideration for me all these long days — your quiet cheerfulness — your dear unselfishness — the forbidden word! — but what synonym am I to use?... Oh, I know, I know what you are doing, thinking, feeling — believe me — believe me, I know! And — it is what you must do, of course. But — if you only did not show it so plainly — the effort — the strain — the hurt—

Do I show it? he asked, chagrined. I did not know that.

Only to me — because I know. And I remember how young you were — that first day. Your whole expression has changed.... And I know why.... At times it scarcely seems that I can bear it — when I see your mouth laughing at the world and your eyes without mirth — dead — and the youth in you so altered, so quenched, so — forgive me! — so useless—

To what better use could I devote it, Shiela?

Oh, you dont know! — you dont know! — You are free; there are other women, other hopes — try to understand what freedom means!

It means — you,, Shiela.

She fell silent; then:

Wherever I turn, whatever I say — all paths and words lead back again to you and me. I should not have come.

The hard, hammering pulse in his throat made it difficult for him to speak; but he managed to force an unsteady laugh; Shiela, there is only one way for me, now — to fire and fall back. Ive got to go up to Portlaws camp anyhow—

And after that?

Mrs. Ascott wants a miniature Versailles. Ill show you the rough sketches—

And after that?

Ive one or two promises—

And afterward?

Nothing.

You will never — see me — again. Is that what nothing means?

They walked on in silence. The path had now become palely illumined; the sound of the surf was very near. Another step or two and they stood on the forests edge.

A spectral ocean stretched away under the stars; ghostly rollers thundered along the sands. North and south dunes glimmered; and the hot fragrance of sweet-bay mingled with the mounting savour of the sea.

She looked at the sea, the stars, blindly, lips apart, teeth closed, her arm still resting on his.

Nothing, she repeated under her breath; that was the best answer.... Dont touch my hand!... I was mad to come here.... How close and hot it is! What is that new odour — so fresh and sweet—

China-berry in bloom—

Is it?

Im not sure; once I thought it was — you; the fragrance of your hair and breath — Calypso.

When did you think that?

Our first night together.

She said: I think this is our last.

He stood for a while, motionless; slowly raised his head and looked straight into her eyes; took her in his arms; holding her loosely.

White of cheek and lip, rigid, her eyes met his in breathless suspense. Fear widened them; her hands tightened on his wrists behind her.

Will you love me?

No! she gasped.

Is there no chance?

No!

Her heart was running riot; every pulse in rebellion. A cloud possessed her senses, through which her eyes fought desperately for sight.

Give me a memory — to carry through the years, he said unsteadily.

No.

Not one?

No!

To help us endure?

Suddenly she turned in his arms, covering her eyes with both hands.

Take — what — you wish— she panted.

He touched one slim rigid finger after another, but they clung fast to the pallid face. Time and space reeled through silence. Then slowly, lids still sealed with desperate white hands, her head sank backward.

Untaught, her lips yielded coldly; but the body, stunned, swayed toward him as he released her; and, his arm supporting her, they turned blindly toward the path. Without power, without will, passive, dependent on his strength, her trembling knees almost failed her. She seemed unconscious of his lips on her cheek, on her hair — of her cold hands crushed in his, of the words he uttered — senseless, broken phrases, questions to which her silence answered and her closed lids acquiesced. If love was what he was asking for, why did he ask? He had his will of her lips, her hair, her slim fragrant hands; and now of her tears — for the lashes were wet and the mouth trembled. Her mind was slowly awaking to pain.

With it, far within her in unknown depths, something else stirred, stilling her swelling heart. Then every vein in her grew warm; and the quick tears sprang to her eyes.

Dearest — dearest— he whispered. Through the dim star-pallor she turned toward him, halted, passing her finger-tips across her lashes.

After all, she said, it was too late. If there is any sin in loving you it happened long ago — not to-night.... It began from the — the beginning. Does the touch of your lips make me any worse?... But I am not afraid — if you wish it — now that I know I always loved you.

Shiela! Shiela, little sweetheart—

I love you so — I love you so, she said. I cannot help it any more than I could in dreams — any more than I could when we met in the sea and the fog.... Should I lie to myself and you? I know I can never have you for mine; I know — I know. But if you will be near me when you can — if you will only be near — sometimes—

She pressed both his hands close between hers.

Dear — can you give up your freedom for a girl you cannot have?

I did so long since.

She bent and laid her lips on his hands, gravely.

I must say something — that disturbs me a little. May I? Then, there are perils — warnings — veiled hints.... They mean nothing definite to me.... Should I be wiser?... It is difficult to say — senseless — showing my ignorance, but I thought if there were perils that I should know about — that could possibly concern me, now, you would tell me, somehow — in time—

For a moment the revelation of her faith and innocence — the disclosure of how strange and lost she felt in the overwhelming catastrophe of forbidden love — how ignorant, how alone, left him without a word to utter.

She said, still looking down at his hands held between her own:

A girl who has done what I have done, loses her bearings.... I dont know yet how desperately bad I am. However, one thing remains clear — only one — that no harm could come to — my family — even if I have given myself to you. And when I did it, only the cowardly idea that I was wronging myself persisted. If that is my only sin — you are worth it. And if I committed worse — I am not repentant. But — dear, what you have done to me has so utterly changed me that — things that I never before heeded or comprehended trouble me. Yesterday I could not have understood what to-night I have done. So, if there lies any unknown peril in to-morrow, or the days to come — if you love me you will tell me.... Yet I cannot believe in it. Dearly as I love you I would not raise one finger to comfort you at their expense. I would not go away with you; I would not seek my freedom for your sake. If there is in my love anything base or selfish I am not conscious of it. I cannot marry you; I can only live on, loving you. What danger can there be in that for you and me?

None, he said.

She sighed happily, lifted her eyes, yielded to his arms, sighing her heart out, lips against his.

Somewhere in the forest a bird awoke singing like a soul in Paradise.




CHAPTER XVI

AN ULTIMATUM
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WITH THE BEGINNING of March the end of the so-called social season, south of Jupiter Light, is close at hand. First, the great winter hotels close; then, one by one, doors and gates of villa and cottage are locked, bright awnings and lawn shades furled and laid away, blinds bolted, flags lowered. All summer long villa and caravansary alike stand sealed and silent amid their gardens, blazing under the pale fierce splendour of an unclouded sky; tenantless, save where, beside opened doors of quarters, black recumbent figures sprawl asleep, shiny faces fairly sizzling in the rays of a vertical sun.

The row of shops facing the gardens, the white streets, quay, pier, wharf are deserted and silent. Rarely a human being passes; the sands are abandoned except by some stray beach-comber; only at the station remains any sign of life where trains are being loaded for the North, or roll in across the long draw-bridge, steaming south to that magic port from which the white P. and O. steamers sail away into regions of eternal sunshine.

So passes Palm Beach into its long summer sleep; and the haunts of men are desolate. But it is otherwise with the Wild.

Night and the March moon awake the winter-dormant wilderness from the white mans deadening spell. Now, unrestrained, the sound of negro singing floats inland on the sea-wind from inlet, bar, and glassy-still lagoon; great, cumbersome, shadowy things lumber down to tidewater — huge turtles on egg-laying intent. In the dune-hammock the black bear, crab-hungry, awakes from his December sleep and claws the palmetto fruit; the bay lynx steals beachward; a dozen little deaths hatch from the diamond-back, alive; and the mean gray fox uncurls and scratches ticks, grinning, red-gummed, at the moon.

Edging the Everglades, flat-flanked panthers prowl, ears and tail-tips twitching; doe and buck listen from the cypress shades; the razor-back clatters his tusks, and his dull and furry ears stand forward and his dull eyes redden. Then the silver mullet leap in the moonlight, and the tiger-owl floats soundlessly to his plunging perch, and his daring yellow glare flashes even when an otter splashes or a tiny fawn stirs.

And very, very far away, under the stars, rolls the dull bull-bellow of the gator, labouring, lumbering, clawing across the saw-grass seas; and all the little striped pigs run, bucking madly, to their dangerous and silent dam who listens, rigid, horny nose aquiver in the wind.

So wakes the Wild when the white men turn northward under the March moon; and, as though released from the same occult restraint, tree and shrub break out at last into riotous florescence: swamp maple sets the cypress shade afire; the cassava lights its orange elf-lamps; dogwood snows in the woods; every magnolia is set with great white chalices divinely scented, and the Royal Poinciana crowns itself with cardinal magnificence.

All day long brilliant butterflies hover on great curved wings over the jungle edge; all day long the cock-quail whistles from wall and hedge, and the crestless jays, sapphire winged, flit across the dunes. Red-bellied woodpeckers gossip in live-oak, sweet-gum, and ancient palm; gray squirrels chatter from pine to bitter-nut; the iridescent little ground-doves, mated for life, run fearlessly under foot or leap up into snapping flight with a flash of saffron-tinted wings. Under the mangroves the pink ajajas preen and wade; and the white ibis walks the woods like a little absent-minded ghost buried in unearthly reverie.

Truly when madam closes her Villa Tillandsia, and when Coquina Court is bereft of mistress and household — butler, footman, maid, and flunky; and when Tsa-na Lah-ni is abandoned by its handsome chatelaine, and the corridors of the vast hotels are dark, it is fashion, not common sense that stirs the flock of gaily gregarious immigrants into premature northern flight; for they go, alas! just as the southland clothes itself in beauty, and are already gone when the Poinciana opens, leaving Paradise to blossom for the lesser brothers of the woodland and the dark-skinned children of the sun.



The toddling Moses of the Exodus, as usual, was Courtlandt Classon; the ornamental Miriam, Mrs. OHara; and the children of the preferred stock started North with cymbals and with dances, making a joyful noise, and camping en route at Ormond — vastly more beautiful than the fashion-infested coral reef from which they started — at Saint Augustine, on corporate compulsion, at the great inns of Hampton, Hot Springs, and Old Point, for fashions sake — taking their falling temperature by degrees — as though any tropic could compare with the scorching suffocation of Manhattan town.

Before the Beach Club closed certain species of humanity left in a body, including a number of the unfledged, and one or two pretty opportunists. Portlaw went, also Malcourt.

It required impudence, optimism, and executive ability for Malcourt to make his separate adieux and render impartial justice on each occasion.

There was a girl at The Breakers who was rather apt to slop over, so that interview was timed for noon, when the sun dries up everything very quickly, including such by-products as tears.

Then there was Miss Suydani to ride with at five oclock on the beach, where the chain of destruction linked mullet and osprey and ended with the robber eagle — and Malcourt — if he chose.

But here there were no tears for the westering sun to dry, only strangely quenched eyes, more green than blue, for Malcourt to study, furtively; only the pale oval of a face to examine, curiously, and not too cynically; and a mouth, somewhat colourless, to reassure without conviction — also without self-conviction. This was all — except a pair of slim, clinging hands to release when the time came, using discretion — and some amiable firmness if required.

They were discussing the passing of the old régime, for lack of a safer theme; and he had spoken flippantly of the decadence of the old families — his arm around her and her pale cheek against his shoulder.

She listened rather absently; her heart was very full and she was thinking of other matters. But as he continued she answered at length, hesitating, using phrases as trite and quaintly stilted as the theme itself, gently defending the old names he sneered at. And in her words he savoured a certain old-time flavour of primness and pride — a vaguely delicate hint of resentment, which it amused him to excite. Pacing the dunes with her waist enlaced, he said, to incite retort:

The old families are done for. Decadent in morals, in physique, mean mentally and spiritually, they are even worse off than respectfully cherished ruins, because they are out of fashion; they and their dingy dwellings. Our house is on the market; Id be glad to see it sold only Tressilvain will get half.

In you, she said, there seems to be other things, besides reverence, which are out of fashion.

He continued, smilingly: As the old mansions disappear, Virginia, so disintegrate those families whose ancestors gave names to the old lanes of New Amsterdam. I reverence neither the one nor the other. Good riddance! The fit alone survive.

I still survive, if you please.

Proving the rule, dear. But, yourself excepted, look at the few of us who chance to be here in the South. Look at Courtlandt Classon, intellectually destitute! Cuyp, a mental brother to the ox; and Vetchen to the ass; and Mrs. Van Dieman to somebodys maidservant — that old harridan with all the patrician distinction of a Dame des Halles—

Please, Louis!

Dear, I am right. Even Constance Palliser, still physically superb, but mentally morbid — in love with what once was Wayward — with the ghost she raised in her dead girlhood, there on the edge of yesterday—

Louis! Louis! And you! What were you yesterday? What are you to-day?

What do I care what I was and am? — Dutch, British, burgher, or cavalier? — What the deuce do I care, my dear? The Malcourts are rotten; everybody knows it. Tressilvain is worse; my sister says so. As I told you, the old families are done for — all except yours—

I am the last of mine, Louis.

The last and best—

Are you laughing?

No; you are the only human one Ive ever heard of among your race — the sweetest, soundest, best—

I?... What you say is too terrible to laugh at. I — guilty in mind — unsound — contaminated—

Temporarily. Im going to-night. Time and absence are the great antiseptics. When the corrupt cause disappears the effect follows. Cheer up, dear; I take the night train.

But she only pressed her pale face closer to his shoulder. Their interlocked shadows, huge, fantastic, streamed across the eastern dunes as they moved slowly on together.

Louis!

Yes?

She could not say it. Close to the breaking point, she was ready now to give up to him more than he might care for — the only shred left which she had shrunk from letting him think was within his reach for the asking — her name.

Pride, prejudice, had died out in the fierce outbreak of a heart amazingly out of place in the body of one who bore her name.

Generations of her kinsmen, close and remote, had lived in the close confines of narrow circles — narrow, bloodless, dull folk, almost all distantly related — and they had lived and mated among themselves, coldly defiant of that great law which dooms the over-cultivated and inbred to folly and extinction.

Somewhere, far back along the race-line, some mongrel ancestor had begun life with a heart; and, unsuspected, that obsolete organ had now reappeared in her, irritating, confusing, amazing, and finally stupefying her with its misunderstood pulsations.

At first, like a wounded creature, consciousness of its presence turned her restless, almost vicious. Then from cynicism to incredulity she had passed the bitter way to passion, and the shamed recoil from it; to recklessness, and the contempt for it, and so through sorrow and humility to love — if it were love to endure the evil in this man and to believe in the good which he had never yet revealed to her save in a half-cynical, half-amused content that matters rest in statu quo.

The trouble with us, mused Malcourt, lazily switching the fragrant beach-grapes with his riding-crop, is inbreeding. Yes, thats it. And we know what it brings to kings and kine alike. Tressilvain is half-mad, I think. And we are used up and out of date.... The lusty, jewelled bacchantes who now haunt the inner temple kindle the social flames with newer names than ours. Few of us count; the lumbering British or Dutch cattle our race was bred from, even in these brief generations, have become decadent and barren; we are even passing from a fashion which we have neither intellect to sustain nor courage to dictate to. Its the raw West that is to be our Nemesis, I think.... Mix corpuscles or you die! — thats what I read as I run — I mean, saunter; the Malcourts never run, except to seed. My, what phosphorescent perversion! One might almost mistake it for philosophy.... But its only the brilliancy of decay, Virginia; and its about time that the last Malcourt stepped down and out of the scheme of things. My sister is older, but I dont mind going first — even if it is bad manners.

Is that why you have never asked me to marry you? she said, white as a ghost.

Startled to silence he walked on beside her. She had pressed her pallid face against his shoulder again; one thin hand crushed her gloves and riding-crop into her hip, the other, doubled, left in the palm pale imprints of her fingers.

Is that the reason? she repeated.

No, dear.

Is it because you do not care for me — enough?

Partly. But that is easily remedied.

Or — with bent head— because you think too — lightly — of me—

No! Thats a lie anyway.

A — a lie?

Yes. You lie to yourself if you think that! You are not that sort. You are not, and you never were and never could be. Dont you suppose I know? — almost with a sneer: I wont have it — nor would you! It is you, not I, who have controlled this situation; and if you dont realise it I do. I never doubted you even when you prattled to me of moderation. I know that you were not named with your name in mockery, or in vain.

Dumb, thrilled, understanding in a blind way what this man had said, dismayed to find safety amid the elements of destruction, a sudden belief in herself — in him, too, began to flicker. Had the still small flame been relighted for her? Had it never entirely died?

If — you will have me, Louis, she whispered.

I dont love you. Im rather nearer than I ever have been just now. But I am not in love.

Could you ever—

Yes.

Then — why—

Ill tell you why, some day. Not now.

They had come to where their horses were tied. He put her up, adjusted boot-strap and skirt, then swung gracefully aboard his own pie-faced Tallahassee nag, wheeling into the path beside her.

The world, observed Malcourt, using his favourite quotation, is so full of a number of things — like you and me and that coral snake yonder.... Its very hard to make a coral snake bite you; but its death if you succeed.... Whack that nag if he plunges! Lord, what a nose for sarpints horses have! Hamil was telling me — by the way, theres nothing degenerate about our distant cousin, John Garret Hamil; but hes not pure pedigree. However, Id advise him to marry into some fresh, new strain—

He seems likely to, said Virginia.

After a moment Malcourt looked around at her curiously.

Do you mean Shiela Cardross?

Obviously.

You think it safe? — mockingly.

I wouldnt care if I were a man.

Oh! I didnt suppose that a Suydam could approve of her.

I do now — with envy.... You are right about the West. Do you know that it seems to me as though in that girl all sections of the land were merged, as though the freshest blood of all nations flowing through the land had centred and mingled to produce that type of physical perfection! It is a curious idea — isnt it, Louis? — to imagine that the brightest, wholesomest, freshest blood of the nations within this nation has combined to produce such a type! Suppose it were so. After all is it not worth dispensing with a few worn names to look out at the world through those fearless magnificent eyes of hers — to walk the world with such limbs and such a body? Did you ever see such self-possession, such superb capacity for good and evil, such quality and texture!... Oh, yes, I am quite crazy about her — like everybody and John Garret Hamil, third.

Is he?

She laughed. Do you doubt it?

Malcourt drew bridle, fished for his case, and lighted a cigarette; then he spurred forward again, alert, intent, head partly turned in that curious attitude of listening, though Virginia was riding now in pensive silence.

Louis, she said at last, what is it you hear when you seem to listen that way. Its uncanny.

Ill tell you, he said. My father had a very pleasant, persuasive voice.... I was fond of him.... And sometimes I still argue with him — in the old humourous fashion—

What? — with a shiver.

In the old amusing way, continued Malcourt quietly. Sometimes he makes suggestions to me — curious suggestions — easy ways out of trouble — and I listen — as you noticed.

The girl looked at him, reined up closer, and bent forward, looking him intently in the eyes.

Well, dear? inquired Malcourt, with a smile.

But she only straightened up in her saddle, a chill creeping in her veins.

A few moments later he suggested that they gallop. He was obliged to, for he had other interviews awaiting him. Also Portlaw, in a vile humour with the little gods of high and low finance.



One of these interviews occurred after his final evening adieux to the Cardross family and to Hamil. Shiela drove him to the hotel in Grays motor, slowly, when they were out of sight, at Malcourts request.

I wanted to give you another chance, he said. Im a little more selfish, this time — because, if I had a decent opportunity I think Id try to fall in love with somebody or other—

She flushed painfully, looking straight ahead over the steering-wheel along the blinding path of the acetylenes.

I am very sorry, she said, because I had — had almost concluded to tell them — everything.

What! he asked, aghast.

Her eyes were steadily fixed on the fan-shaped radiance ahead which played fantastically along the silvery avenue of palms and swept the white road with a glitter like moonlight streaming over snow.

You mean you are ready for your freedom, Shiela?

No.

What do you mean?

That — it may be best — best — to tell them ... and face what is left of life, together.

You and I?

Yes.

He sat beside her, dumb, incredulous, nimble wits searching for reasons. What was he to reckon with in this sudden, calm suggestion of a martyrdom with him? A whim? Some occult caprice? — or a quarrel with Hamil? Was she wearied of the deception? Or distrustful of herself, in her new love for Hamil, lest she be tempted to free herself after all? Was she already at that point where, desperate, benefits forgot, wavering between infatuation and loyalty, she turned, dismayed, to the only course which must crush temptation for ever?

Is that it? he asked.

What? Her lips moved, forming the word without sound.

Is it because you are so sorely tempted to free yourself at their expense?

Partly.

You poor child!

No child now, Louis.... I have thought too deeply, too clearly. There is no childhood left in me. I know things.... You will help me, wont you — if I find I need you?

Need me, Shiela?

I may, she said excitedly; you cant tell; and I dont know. It is all so confused. I thought I knew myself but I seem to have just discovered a devil looking back at me out of my own reflected eyes from my own mirror!

What an exaggerated little thing you are! he said, forcing a laugh.

Am I? It must be part of me then. I tell you, since that day they told me what I am, I have wondered what else I might be. I dont know, but Im watching. There are changes — omens, sinister enough to frighten me—

Are you turning morbid?

I dont know, Louis. Am I? How can I tell? Whom am I to ask? I could ask my own mother if I had one — even if it hurt her. Mothers are made for pain — as we young girls are. Miserable, wretched, deceitful, frightened as I am I could tell her — tell her all.... The longing to have her, to tell her has become almost — almost unendurable — lately.... I have so much need of her.... You dont know the desolation of it — and the fear! I beg your pardon for talking this way. Its over now. You see I am quite calm.

Cant you confide in your — other mother—

I have no right. She did not bear me.

It is the same as though you were her own; she feels so—

She cannot feel so! Nor can I. If I could I would take my fears and sorrows and my sins to her. I could take them to my own mother, for both our sakes; I cannot, to her, for my own sake alone. And never can.

Then — I dont understand! You have just suggested telling her about ourselves, havent you?

Yes. But not that it has been a horror — a mistake. If I tell her — if I think it necessary — best — to tell them, I — it will be done with mask still on — cheerfully — asking pardon with a smile — I do not lack that kind of courage. I can do that — if I must.

There will be a new ceremony?

If they wish.... I cant — cant talk of it yet, unless Im driven to it—

He looked quietly around at her. What drives you, Shiela?

Her eyes remained resolutely fixed on the road ahead, but her cheeks were flaming; and he turned his gaze elsewhere, thoughtful, chary of speech, until at last the lights of the station twinkled in the north.

Then he said, carelessly friendly: Ill just say this: that, being of no legitimate use to anybody, if you find any use for me, you merely need to say so.

Thank you, Louis.

No; I thank you! Its a new sensation — to be of legitimate use to anybody. Really, Im much obliged.

Dont speak so bitterly—

Not at all. Short of being celestially translated and sinlessly melodious on my pianola up aloft, I had no hope of ever being useful to you and Hamil—

She turned a miserable and colourless face to his and he ceased, startled at the tragedy in such young eyes.

Then he burst out impulsively: Oh, why dont you cut and run with him! Why, you little ninny, if I loved anybody like that Id not worry over the morals of it!

What! she gasped.

Not I! Make a nunnery out of me if you must; clutch at me for sanctuary, if you want to; Ill stand for it! But if youll listen to me youll give up romantic martyrdom and sackcloth, put on your best frock, smile on Hamil, and go and ask your mother for a bright, shiny, brand-new divorce.

Revolted, incensed, eyes brilliant with anger, she sat speechless and rigid, clutching the steering-wheel as he nimbly descended to the platform.

Good-bye, Shiela, he said with a haggard smile. I meant well — as usual.

Something about him as he stood there alone in the lamps white radiance stilled her anger by degrees.

Good-bye, she said with an effort.

He nodded, replaced his hat, and turned away.

Good-bye, Louis, she said more gently.

He retraced his steps, and stood beside the motor, hat off. She bent forward, generous, as always, and extended her hand.

What you said to me hurt, she said. Do you think it would not be easy for me to persuade myself? I believe in divorce with all my heart and soul and intelligence. I know it is right and just. But not for me.... Louis — how can I do this thing to them? How can I go to them and disclose myself as a common creature of common origin and primitive impulse, showing the crack in the gay gilding and veneer they have laboured to cover me with?... I cannot.... I could endure the disgrace myself; I cannot disgrace them. Think of the ridicule they would suffer if it became known that for two years I had been married, and now wanted a public divorce? No! No! There is nothing to do, nothing to hope for.... If it is — advisable — I will tell them, and take your name openly.... I am so uncertain, so frightened at moments — so perplexed. There is no one to tell me what to do.... And, believe me, I am sorry for you — I am deeply, deeply sorry! Good-bye.

And I for you, he said. Good-bye.

She sat in her car, waiting, until the train started.




CHAPTER XVII

ECHOES
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SOME MINUTES LATER, on the northward speeding train, he left Portlaw playing solitaire in their own compartment, and, crossing the swaying corridor, entered the state-room opposite. Miss Wilming was there, reading a novel, an enormous bunch of roses, a box of bonbons, and a tiny kitten on the table before her. The kitten was so young that it was shaky on its legs, and it wore very wide eyes and a blue bow.

Hello, Dolly, he said pleasantly. She answered rather faintly.

What a voice — like the peep of an infant sparrow! Are you worrying?

A little.

You neednt be. Alphonse will make a noise, of course, but you neednt mind that. The main thing in life is to know what you want to do and do it. Which Ive never yet done in my life. Zut! Zut!! — as our late Count Alphonse might say. And hell say other remarks when he finds youve gone, Dolly. And Malcourt, who was a mimic, shrugged and raised his arms in Gallic appeal to the gods of wrath, until he mouthed his face into a startling resemblance to that of the bereft nobleman.

Then he laughed a little — not very heartily; then, in a more familiar rôle, he sat down opposite the girl and held up one finger of admonition and consolation.

The main thing, Dolly, was to get clear of him — and all that silly business. Yes? No? Bon!... And now everything is cleared up between us, and Ive told you what Id do — if you really wanted a chance. I believe in chances for people.

The girl, who was young, buried her delicate face in the roses and looked at him. The kitten, balanced on tiny, wavering legs, stared hard at him, too. He looked from girl to kitten, conscious of the resemblance, and managed to smother a smile.

You said, he repeated severely, that you wanted a chance. I told you what I could and would do; see that you live and dress decently, stand for your musical, dramatic, athletic, and terpsichorean education and drilling — but not for one atom of nonsense. Is that clear?

She nodded.

Not one break; not one escapade, Dolly. Its up to you.

I know it.

All right, then. Whats passed doesnt count. You start in and see what you can do. They say they drag one about by the hair at those dramatic schools. If they do, youve got to let em. Anyway, things ought to come easier to you than to some, for youve got a corking education, and you dont drink sloe-gin, and you dont smoke.

And I can cook, added the girl gravely, looking at her childish ringless hands. The rings and a number of other details had been left behind addressed to the count.

The trouble will be, said Malcourt, that you will miss the brightness and frivolity of things. That kitten wont compensate.

Do you think so? I havent had very much of anything — even kittens, she said, picking up the soft ball of fur and holding it under her chin.

You missed the frivolous in life even before you had it. Youll miss it again, too.

But Ive had it now.

That doesnt count. The capacity for frivolity is always there. You are reconciled just now to other things; that man is a beast all right. Oh, yes; this is reaction, Dolly. The idea is to hang on to this conservatism when it becomes stupid and irksome; when youre tired and discouraged, and when you want to be amused and be in bright, attractive places; and when youre lonesome—

Lonesome?

Certainly youll be lonesome if youre good.

Am I not to see you?

Ill be in the backwoods working for a living—

Yes, but when you come to New York?

Sure thing.

Often?

As often as its advisable, he said pleasantly. I want you to make friends at school; I want you to have lots of them. A bachelor girl has got to have em.... Its on your account and theirs that I dont intend to have anybody make any mistake about me.... Therefore, Ill come to see you when youve a friend or two present. Its fairer to you. Now do you understand me, Dolly?

Yes.

Is it agreeable?

Y-es. And, flushing: But I did not mistake you, Louis; and there is no reason not to come, even if I am alone.

He laughed, lighted a cigarette, and stroked the kitten.

Its an amusing experiment, anyway, he said.

Have you never tried it before?

Oh, yes, several times.

Were the several times successes?

Not one! he said, laughing. Its up to you, Dolly, to prove me a bigger ass than I have been yet — or the reverse.

It lies with me? she asked.

Certainly. Have I ever made love to you?

No.

Ever even kissed you?

No.

Ever been a brute?

No.... You are not very careful in speaking to me sometimes. Once — at the Club — when Mr. Hamil—

I was brutal. I know it. Do you want my respect?

Y-es.

Earn it, he said drily.

The girl leaned back in her corner, flushed, silent, thoughtful; and sometimes her eyes were fixed on vacancy, sometimes on him where he sat in the opposite seat staring out into the blurred darkness at the red eye of the beacon on Jupiter Light which turned flaring, turned again, dwindling to a spark, and went out.

Of what are you thinking? she asked, noticing his frown.

He did not reply; he was thinking of Shiela Cardross. And, frowning, he picked up the kitten, very gently, and flattered it until it purred.

Its about as big as a minute, said the girl, softly touching the tiny head.

There are minutes as big as elephants, too, he said, amused. Nice pussy! The kitten, concurring in these sentiments, purred with pleasure.

A little later he sauntered back to his own compartment, and, taking out a memorandum, made some figures.

Is that girl aboard? asked Portlaw, looking up from the table, his fat hands full of cards.

Yes, I believe so.

Well, thats a deuce of a thing to do.

What? — absently.

What! Why, to travel about the country with the nucleus of a theatrical troupe on your hands—

She wanted another chance. Few get it.

Very well, son, if you think you can afford to endow a home for the frivolously erring! — And the chances are shell turn on you and scratch.

Yes — the chances favour that.

She wont understand it; that sort never understands decency in a man.

Do you think it might damage my reputation to be misunderstood? sneered Malcourt. Ive taken a notion to give her a chance and Im going to do it.

Portlaw spread out his first row of cards. You know what everybody will think, I suppose.

Malcourt yawned.

Presently Portlaw began in a babyish-irritated voice: Ive buried the deuce and trey of diamonds, and blocked myself—

Oh, shut up! said Malcourt, who was hastily scribbling a letter to Virginia Suydam.

He did not post it, however, until he reached New York, being very forgetful and busy in taking money away from the exasperated Portlaw through the medium of double dummy. Also he had a girl, a kitten, and other details to look after, and several matters to think over. So Virginias letter waited.



Virginia waited, too. She had several headaches to keep inquiring friends at a distance, for her eyes were inclined to redness in those days, and she developed a pronounced taste for the solitude of the chapel and churchly things.

So when at length the letter arrived, Miss Suydam evaded Constance and made for the beach; for it was her natural instinct to be alone with Malcourt, and the instinct unconsciously included even his memory.

Her maid was packing; Constance Pallisers maid was also up to her chin in lingerie, and Constance hovered in the vicinity. So there was no privacy there, and that was the reason Virginia evaded them, side-stepped Gussie Vetchen at the desk, eluded old Classon in the palm room, and fled like a ghost through the empty corridors as though the deuce were at her heels instead of in her heart.

The heart of Virginia was cutting up. Alone in the corridors she furtively glanced at the letter, kissed the edge of the envelope, rolled and tucked it away in her glove, and continued her flight in search of solitude.

The vast hotel seemed lonely enough, but it evidently was too populous to suit Miss Suydam. Yet few guests remained, and the larger caravansary was scheduled to close in another day or two, the residue population to be transferred to The Breakers.

The day was piping hot but magnificent; corridor, piazza, colonnade, and garden were empty of life, except for a listless negro servant dawdling here and there. Virginia managed to find a wheel-chair under the colonnade and a fat black boy at the control to propel it; and with her letter hidden in her glove, and her heart racing, she seated herself, parasol tilted, chin in the air, and the chair rolled noiselessly away through the dazzling sunshine of the gardens.

On the beach some barelegged children were wading in the surfs bubbling ebb, hunting for king-crabs; an old black mammy, wearing apron and scarlet turban, sat luxuriously in the burning sand watching her thin-legged charges, and cooking the misery out of her aged bones. Virginia could see nobody else, except a distant swimmer beyond the raft, capped with a scarlet kerchief. This was not solitude, but it must do.

So she dismissed her chair-boy and strolled out under the pier. And, as nobody was there to interrupt her she sat down in the sand and opened her letter with fingers that seemed absurdly helpless and unsteady.

On the train near Jupiter Light, it was headed; and presently continued:

I am trying to be unselfishly honest with you to see how it feels. First — about my loving anybody. I never have; I have on several occasions been prepared to bestow heart and hand — been capable of doing it — and something happened every time. On one of these receptive occasions the thing that happened put me permanently out of business. Ill tell you about that later.

What I want to say is that the reason I dont love you is not because I cant, but because I wont! You dont understand that. Let me try to explain. Ive always had the capacity for really loving some woman. I was more or less lonely and shy as a child and had few playmates — very few girls of my age. I adored those I knew — but — well, I was not considered to be a very desirable playmate by those parents who knew the Malcourt history.

One family was nice to me — some of them. I usually cared a great deal for anybody who was nice to me.

The point of all this biography is that Im usually somewhat absurdly touched by the friendship of an attractive woman of my own sort — or, rather, of the sort I might have been. That is my attitude toward you; you are amiable to me; I like you.

Now, why am I not in love with you? Ive told you that its because I will not let myself be in love with you. Why?

Dear — its just because you have been nice to me. Do you understand? No, you dont. Then — to go back to what I spoke of — I am not free to marry. I am married. Now you know. And theres no way out of it that I can see.

If I were in love with you Id simply take you. I am only your friend — and I cant do you that injury. Curious, isnt it, how such a blackguard as I am can be so fastidious!

But thats the truth. And that, too, may explain a number of other matters.

So you see how it is, dear. The world is full of a number of things. One of them signs himself your friend,

LOUIS MALCOURT.

Virginias eyes remained on the written page long after she had finished reading. They closed once or twice, opened again, blue-green, expressionless. Looking aloft after a while she tried to comprehend that the sky was still overhead; but it seemed to be a tricky, unsteady, unfamiliar sky, wavering, crawling across space like the wrinkled sea beneath it. Confused, she turned, peering about; the beach, too, was becoming unstable; and, through the sudden rushing darkness that obscured things, she tried to rise, then dropped full length along the sand.

A few seconds later — or perhaps minutes, or perhaps hours — she found herself seated perfectly conscious, mechanically drying the sea-water from her wet face; while beside her knelt a red-capped figure in wet bathing-dress, both hands brimming with sea-water which ran slowly between the delicate fingers and fell, sparkling.

Do you feel better? asked Shiela gently.

Yes, she said, perfectly conscious and vaguely surprised. Presently she looked down at her skirts, groped about, turned, searching with outstretched fingers. Then her eyes fell on the letter. It lay on the sand beside her sunshade, carefully weighted with a shell.

Neither she nor the girl beside her spoke. Virginia adjusted her hat and veil, sat motionless for a few moments, then picked up the water-stained letter and, rolling it, placed it in her wet glove. A slow flame burned in her pallid cheeks; her eyes remained downcast.

Shiela said with quick sympathy: I never fainted in my life. Is it painful?

No — its only rather horrid.... I had been walking in the sun. It is very hot on the beach, I think; dont you?

Very, said the girl gravely.

Virginia, head still bent, was touching her wet lace waist with her wetter gloves.

It was very good of you, she said, in a low voice— and quite stupid of me.

Shiela straightened to her full height and stood gravely watching the sea-water trickle from her joined palms. When the last shining drop had fallen she looked questioningly at Miss Suydam.

Im a little tired, that is all, said Virginia. She rose rather unsteadily and took advantage of Shielas firm young arm, which, as they progressed, finally slipped around Miss Suydams waist.

Very slowly they crossed the burning sands together, scarcely exchanging a word until they reached the Cardross pavilion.

If youll wait until I have my shower Ill take you back in my chair, said Shiela. Come into my own dressing-room; theres a lounge.

Virginia, white and haggard, seated herself, leaning back languidly against the wall and closing her heavy eyes. They opened again when Shiela came back from the shower, knotting in the girdle of her snowy bath-robe, and seated herself while her maid unloosed the thick hair and rubbed it till the brown-gold lustre came out like little gleams of sunlight, and the ends of the burnished tresses crisped and curled up on the smooth shoulders of snow and rose.

Virginias lips began to quiver; she was fairly flinching now under the pitiless contrast, fascinated yet shrinking from the splendid young creature before her, resting there aglow in all the vigourous beauty of untainted health.

And from the mirror reflected, the clear eyes smiled back at her, seeming to sear her very soul with their untarnished loveliness.

Suppose you come and lunch with me? said Shiela. I happen to be quite alone. My maid is very glad to do anything for you. Will you come?

Yes, said Virginia faintly.

An hour later they had luncheon together in the jasmine arbour; and after that Virginia lay in the hammock under the orange-trees, very still, very tired, glad of the silence, and of the soft cool hand which covered hers so lightly, and, at rare intervals, pressed hers more lightly still.

Shiela, elbow on knee, one arm across the hammocks edge, chin cupped in her other palm, sat staring at vacancy beside the hammock where Virginia lay. And sometimes her partly doubled fingers indented her red lower lip, sometimes they half framed the oval face, as she sat lost in thought beside the hammock where Virginia lay so pale and still.

Musing there in the dappled light, already linked together by that subtle sympathy which lies in silence and in a common need of it, they scarcely stirred save when Shielas fingers closed almost imperceptibly on Virginias hand, and Virginias eyelids quivered in vague response.

In youth, sadness and silence are near akin. That was the only kinship they could claim — this slim, pale scion of a worn-out line, and the nameless, parentless girl beside her. This kinship was their only bond — unadmitted, uncomprehended by themselves; kinship in love, and the sadness of it; in love, and the loneliness of it; love — and the long hours of waiting; night, and the tears of it.

The sun hung low behind the scented orange grove before Virginia moved, laying her thin cheek on Shielas hand.

Did you see — that letter — in the sand? she whispered.

Yes.

The writing — you knew it?... Answer me, Shiela.

Yes, I knew it.

Virginia lay very still for a while, then covered her face with both hands.

Oh, my dear, my dear! breathed Shiela, bending close beside her.

Virginia lay motionless for a moment, then uncovered her face.

It is strange, she said, in a colourless, almost inaudible voice. You see I am simply helpless — dependent on your mercy.... Because a woman does not faint over — nothing.

The deep distress in Shielas eyes held her silent for a space. She looked back at her, then her brooding gaze shifted to the laden branches overhead, to the leafy vistas beyond, to the ground where the golden fruit lay burning in the red, level rays of the western sun.

I did not know he was married, she said vacantly.

Swift anger burned in Shielas cheeks.

He was a coward not to tell you—

He was honourable about it, said Virginia, in the same monotonous voice. Do you think I am shameless to admit it? Perhaps I am, but it is fairer to him. As you know this much, you should know the truth. And the truth is that he has never said he loved me.

Her face had become pinched and ghastly, but her mouth never quivered under this final humiliation.

Did you ever look upon a more brazen and defenceless woman— she began — and then very quietly and tearlessly broke down in Shielas tender arms, face hidden on the young girls breast.

And Shielas heart responded passionately; but all she could find to say was: Dear — I know — indeed, indeed I know — believe me I know and understand! And all she could do was to gather the humbled woman into her arms until, her grief dry-spent, Virginia raised her head and looked at Shiela with strange, quenched, tearless eyes.

We women are very helpless, very ignorant, she said, even the worst of us. And I doubt if in all our lives we are capable of the harm that one man refrains from doing for an hour.... And that, I think, is our only compensation.... What theirs may be I do not know.... Dear, I am perfectly able to go, now.... I think I see your mother coming.

They walked together to the terrace where Mrs. Cardross had just arrived in the motor; and Shiela, herself shaken, wondered at the serene poise with which Virginia sustained ten minutes of commonplaces and then made her final adieux, saying that she was leaving on the morning train.

May we not see each other in town? she added amiably; and, to Shiela: You will let me know when you come North? I shall miss you until you come.

Mrs. Cardross sent her back in the motor, a trifle surprised at any intimacy between Shiela and Virginia. She asked a frank question or two and then retired to write to Mrs. Carrick, who, uneasy, had at last gone North to find out what financial troubles were keeping both her husband and her father so long away from this southland that they loved so well.

Hamil, who was to leave for the North with his aunt and Virginia early next morning, returned from the forest about sundown, reeking as usual of the saddle, and rested a moment against the terrace balustrade watching Mrs. Cardross and Shiela over their tea.

That boy is actually ill, said the sympathetic matron. Why dont you give him some tea, Shiela? Or would you rather have a little wine and a biscuit, Garret — ?

And a few pills, added Shiela gravely. I found a box of odds and ends — powders, pills, tablets, which he might as well finish—

Shiela! Garret is ill!

Hamil, busy with his Madeira and biscuit, laughed. He could not realise he was on the eve of leaving, nor could Shiela.

Never, said he to the anxious lady, have I felt better in my life; and Im sure it is due to your medicines. Its all very well for Shiela to laugh at quinine; mosquitoes dont sting her. But Id probably be an item in one of those phosphate beds by this time if you hadnt taken care of me.

Shiela laughed; Hamil in excellent humour went off to dress. Everybody seemed to be in particularly good spirits that evening, but later, after dinner, Gray spoke complainingly of the continued absence of his father.

As for Acton Carrick, hes the limit, added Gray disgustedly. He hasnt been here this winter except for a day or two, and then he took the train from Miami straight through to New York. I say, Hamil, youll look him up and write us about him, wont you?

Shiela looked at Hamil.

Do you understand anything about financial troubles? she asked in a bantering voice.

Ive had some experience with my own, he said.

Well, then, what is the matter with the market?

Shall I whisper it?

If you are prepared to rhyme it. I dare you!

It was the rule of the house that anybody was privileged to whisper at table provided they put what they had to communicate into rhyme.

So he thought busily a moment, then leaned over very gravely and whispered close to her ear:

Tis money makes the market go; When moneys high the markets low; When moneys low the markets right, And speculators sleep at night. But, dear, there is another mart, Where ticks the ticker called my heart; And there exhaustless funds await, To back my bankrupt trust in Fate; For you will find, as I have found, The old, old logic yet is sound, And love still makes the world go round.

I always knew it, said Shiela contemptuously.

Knew what, dear? asked her mother, amused.

That Mr. Hamil writes those sickening mottoes for Christmas crackers.

There are pretty ones in them — sometimes, said Cecile, reminiscently spearing a big red strawberry which resembled the popular and conventional conception of a fat human heart.

Gray, still serious, said: Unless we are outside of the danger zone I think father ought to teach me something about business.

If we blow up, observed Cecile, Ill do clever monologues and support everybody. Id like that. And Shiela already writes poetry—

Nonsense! said Shiela, very pink.

Shiela! You do!

I did in school— turning pinker under Hamils tormenting gaze.

And you do yet! I found an attempt on the floor — in your flowing penmanship, continued the pitiless younger sister. What is there to blush about? Of course Phil and I were not low enough to read it, but Ill bet it was about somebody we all know! Do you want to bet — Garry?

Cecile! said her mother mildly.

Yes, mother — I forgot that Im not allowed to bet, but if I was—

Shiela, exasperated, looked at her mother, who shook her head and rose from the table, taking Hamils arm.

You little imp! breathed Shiela fiercely to Cecile, if you plague me again Ill inform Mr. Hamil of what happened to you this morning.

I dont care; Garry is part of the family, retorted Cecile, flushed but defiant and not exactly daring to add: or will be soon. Then she put both arms around Shiela, and holding her imprisoned:

Are you in love? — you darling! she whispered persuasively. Oh, dont commit yourself if you feel that way!... And, O Shiela, you should have seen Phil Gatewood following me in love-smitten hops when I wouldnt listen! My dear, the creature managed to plant both feet on my gown as I fled, and the parquet is so slippery and the gown so flimsy and, oh, there was a dreadful ripping sound and we both went down—

Shiela was laughing now, holding her sisters gesticulating hands, as she rattled on excitedly:

I got to my feet in a blaze of fury, holding my gown on with both hands—

Cissy!

And he gave one horror-stricken look and ran—

Swaying there together in the deserted dining-room, they gave way to uncontrolled laughter. Laughter rang out from the living-room, too, where Gray was informing Mrs. Cardross and Hamil of the untoward climax to a spring-time wooing; and when Shiela and Cecile came in the latter looked suspiciously at Hamil, requesting to know the reason of his mirth.

Somebody will have to whisper it to you in rhyme, said Hamil; its not fit for prose, Cissy.

Mrs. Cardross retired early. Gray went for a spin in his motor. Cecile, mischievously persuaded that Hamil desired to have Shiela to himself for half an hour, stifled her yawns and bedward inclinations and remained primly near them until Gray returned.

Then the four played innocuous Bridge whist until Ceciles yawns could no longer be disguised; and finally Gray rose in disgust when she ignored the heart-convention and led him an unlovely spade.

How many kinds of a chump can you be in one day? asked her wrathful brother.

Pons longa, vita brevis, observed Hamil, intensely amused. Dont sit on her, Gray.

O dear! O dear! said Cecile calmly, Id rather be stepped on again than sat on like that!

Youre a sweet little thing anyway, said Hamil, even if you do fall down in Bridge as well as otherwise—

Shiela! You told Garret!

Cunning child, said Hamil; make her dance the baby-dance, Shiela! And he and her sister and brother seized her unwilling hands and compelled her to turn round and round, while they chanted in unison:

Cissys Bridge is falling down, Falling down, Falling down, Cissys gown is falling down, My Fair Lady!

Garry, stop it!... Its only an excuse to hold Shielas hand—

But Shiela recited very gravely:

Fathers in Manhattan town, Hunting up our money; Philips in the music-room, Calling Cis his honey; Cissys sprinting through the hall, Trying to be funny—

I wont dance! cried Cecile. But they sang insultingly:

Rock-a-by Cissy! Philip will slop! Cissy is angry, For Philip wont stop.

If dresses are stepped upon, Something will fall, Down will come petticoat, Cissy, and all!

O Garry, how can you!

Because youve been too gay lately; youre marked for discipline, young lady!

Who told you? Shiela? — and it was my newest, dearest, duck of a gown!... The situation was perfectly horrid, too. What elephants men are!

You know, Id accept him if I were you — just to teach him the value of gowns, suggested Hamil.

But Shiela said seriously: Phil Gatewood is a nice boy. We all knew that he was going to ask you. You acted like a ninny, Cis.

With my gown half off! — what would you have done? demanded the girl hotly.

Destroyed him, admitted Shiela, in one way or another, dear. And now I am going to bed — if everybody has had enough of Cissys Bridge—

Me for the hay, observed Gray emphatically.

So they all went up the stairway together, lingering a few moments on the landing to say good night.

Cecile retired first, bewailing the humiliation of not having a maid of her own and requesting Shiela to send hers as she was too sleepy to undress.

Gray caught sight of a moth fluttering around the electric lights and made considerable noise securing the specimen. After which he also retired, cyanide jar containing the victim tucked under his arm.




CHAPTER XVIII

PERIL
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SHELIA, STANDING BY the lamplit table and resting one slim hand on the edge of it, waited for Hamil to give the signal for separation.

Instead he said: Are you really sleepy?

No.

Then—

I dare not — to-night.

For any particular reason?

For a thousand.... One is that I simply cant believe you are really going North to-morrow. Why do you? She had asked it nearly a thousand times.

Ive got to begin Portlaws park; and, besides, my work here is over—

Is that all you care about me? Oh, you are truly like the real Ulysses:

Now toils the hero, trees on trees oerthrown Fall crackling round him, and the forests groan!

Do you remember, in the Odyssey, when poor Calypso begs him to remain?

Thus spoke Calypso to her god-like guest: This shows thee, friend, by old experience taught, And learnd in all the wiles of human thought, How prone to doubt, how cautious are the wise! Thus wilt thou leave me? Are we thus to part? Is Portlaws Park the passion of thy heart?

Laughing, he answered in the Grecian verse:

Whatever the gods shall destine me to bear, Tis mine to master with a constant mind; Inured to peril, to the worst resigned, Still I can suffer; their high will be done.

From the soft oval of her face the smile faded, but her voice was still carelessly gay:

And so he went away. But, concerning his nymph, Calypso, further Homer sayeth not. Yet — in the immortal verse it chanced to be he, not she, who was — married.... And I think Ill retire now — if you have nothing more agreeable to say to me—

I have; in the garden—

No, I dare not risk it to-night. The guards are about—

It is my last night here—

We will see each other very soon in New York. And Ill be up in the morning to drive you to the station—

But, Shiela, dear—

There was a bad nigger hanging around the groves last night and our patrols are out.... No, its too risky. Besides—

Besides — what?

Ive been thinking.

He said, tenderly impatient:

You little witch of Ogygia, come into the patio then, and do your thinking and let me make love to you.

But she would not raise her eyes, standing there in the rose lamplight, the perverse smile still edging her lips.

Calypso, he repeated persuasively.

No.... Besides, I have nothing to offer you, Ulysses.... You remember what the real Calypso offered the real Ulysses if hed remain with her in Ogygia?

Eternal youth and love? He bent over the table, moving his hand to cover hers where it rested in the lamplight. You have given me eternity in love already, he said.

Have I? But she would not lift her eyes.... Then why make love to me if you have it ready-made for you?

Will you come?

And she, quoting the Odyssey again:

Swear, then, thou meanst not what my soul forebodes; Swear by the solemn oath that binds the gods!

And in turn he quoted:

Loved and adored, O goddess as thou art, Forgive the weakness of a human heart.

But she said with gay audacity, I have nothing to forgive you — yet.

Are you challenging me? Because I am likely to take you into my arms at any moment if you are.

Not here — Garry! — looking up in quick concern, for his recklessness at times dismayed her. Considering him doubtfully she made up her mind that she was safe, and her little chin went up in defiance.

The hammocks in the patio, he said.

Theres moonlight there, too. No, thank you — with Cissy wakeful and her windows commanding every nook!... Besides — as I told you, Ive been thinking.

And what have you concluded?

Delicate straight nose in the air, eyebrows arched in airy disdain, she stood preoccupied with some little inward train of thought that alternately made grave and gay the upcurled corners of her lips.

About this question of — ah — love-making— dropping her eyes in pretence of humility.

It is no longer a question, you know.

She would not look up; her lashes seemed to rest on the bloom of the rounded cheek as though the lids were shut, but there came from the shadows between the lids a faint glimmer; and he thought of that first day when from her lifted gaze a thousand gay little demons seemed to laugh at him.

Ive been thinking, she remarked, that this question of making love to me should be seriously discussed.

Thats what Ive been asking you to do in the patio—

Ive been thinking, with deep but rather tardy concern, that it is not the best policy for me to be — courted — any more.

She glanced up; her entire expression had suddenly altered to a gravity unmistakable.

What has happened? he asked.

Can you tell me? I ask you, Garry, what has happened?

I dont understand—

Nor I.... Because that little fool you kissed — so many, many centuries ago — is not this disillusioned woman who is standing here!... May I be a little bit serious with you?

Of course, he said, amused; come out on the east balcony and tell me what troubles you.

She considered him, smilingly suspicious of his alacrity.

I dont think we had better go to the balcony. Shiela, cant you ever get over being ashamed when I make love to you?

I dont want to get over it, Garry.

Are you still afraid to let me love you?

Her mouth curved gravely as a perplexed childs; she looked down at the table where his sun-burnt hand now lay lightly across hers.

I wished to speak to you about myself — if, somehow you could help me to say what — what is very difficult for a girl to say to a man — even when she loves him.... I dont think I can say it, but Ill try.

Then if youll come to the balcony—

No, I cant trust you — or myself — unless we promise each other.

Have I got to do that again?

Yes, if I am to go with you. I promise! Do you?

If I must, he said with very bad grace — so ungraciously in fact that as they passed from the eastern corridor on to the Spanish balcony she forgot her own promise and slipped her hand into his in half-humourous, half-tender propitiation.

Are you going to be disagreeable to me, Garry?

You darling! he said; and, laughing, yet secretly dismayed at her own perversion, she hurriedly untwisted her fingers from his and made a new and fervid promise to replace the one just broken.

The moonlight was magnificent, silvering forest, dune, and chaparral. Far to the east a thin straight gleam revealed the sea.

She seated herself under the wall, lying back against it; he lay extended on the marble shelf beside her, studying the moonlight on her face.

What was it you had to tell me, Shiela? Remember I am going in the morning.

Ive turned cowardly; I cannot tell you.... Perhaps later.... Look at the Seminole moon, Garry. They have such a pretty name for it in March — Tau-sau-tchusi— Little Spring Moon! And in May they call it the Mulberry Moon — Kee-hassi, and in November it is a charming name — Hee-wu-li— Falling Leaf Moon! — and August is Hyothlucco— Big Ripening Moon. ... Garry, this moonlight is filling my veins with quicksilver. I feel very restless, very heathenish. ... She cast a slanting side-glance at him, lips parting with soundless laughter; and in the witchery of the moon she seemed exquisitely unreal, head tipped back, slender throat and shoulders snow-white in the magic lustre that enveloped them.

Resting one bare arm on the marble she turned, chin on shoulder, looking mischievously down at him, lovely, fresh, perfect as the Cherokee roses that spread their creamy, flawless beauty across the wall behind her.

Imperceptibly her expression changed to soft friendliness, to tenderness, to a hint of deeper emotion; and her lids drooped a little, then opened gravely under the quick caress of his eyes; and very gently she moved her head from side to side as reminder and refusal.

Another mans wife, she said deliberately.... Thy neighbours wife.... Thats what weve done!

Like a cut of a whip her words brought him upright to confront her, his blood tingling on the quick edge of anger.

For always, deep within him, lay that impotent anger latent; always his ignorance of this man haunted him like the aftermath of an ugly dream. But of the man himself she had never spoken since that first day in the wilderness. And then she had not named him.

Her face had grown very serious, but her eyes remained unfathomable under his angry gaze.

Is there any reason to raise that spectre between us? he demanded.

Dear, has it ever been laid? she asked sorrowfully.

The muscles in his cheeks tightened and his eyes narrowed unpleasantly. Only the one feature saved the man from sullen commonness in his suppressed anger — and that was his boyish mouth, clean, sweet, nobly moulded, giving the lie to the baffled brutality gleaming in the eyes. And the spark died out as it had come, subdued, extinguished when he could no longer sustain the quiet surprise of her regard.

How very, very young you are after all, she said gently. Come nearer. Lift your sulky, wicked head. Now ask my pardon for not understanding.

I ask it.... But when you speak of him—

Hush. He is only a shadow to you — scarcely more to me. He must remain so. Do you not understand that I wish him to remain a shadow to you — a thing without substance — without a name?

He bent his head, nodding almost imperceptibly.

Garry?

He looked up in response.

There is something else — if I could only say it.... I might if you would close your eyes. ... She hesitated, half-fearful, then drew his head down on her knees, daintily, using her finger-tips only in the operation.

Are you listening to what I am trying to tell you?

Yes, very intently.

Then — its about my being afraid — of love.... Are you listening?... It is very difficult for me to say this.... It is about my being afraid.... I used to be when I did not know enough to be. And now, Garry, when I am less ignorant than I was — when I have divined enough of my unknown self to be afraid — dearest, I am not.

She bent gently above the boyish head lying face downward on her knees — waited timidly for some response, touched his hair.

I am listening, he nodded.

She said: My will to deny you, my courage to control myself seem to be waning. I love you so; and it is becoming so much worse, such a blind, unreasoning love.... And — do you think it will grow so much worse that I could be capable of anything ignoble? Do you think I might be mad enough to beg my freedom? I — I dont know where it is leading me, dear. Do you? It is that which bewilders me — that I should love you so — that I should not be afraid to love you so.... Hush, dear! Dont speak — for I shall never be able to tell you this if you speak, or look at me. And I want to ask you a question. May I? And will you keep your eyes covered?

Yes.

Then — there are memories which burn my cheeks — hush! — I do not regret them.... Only, what am I changing into that I am capable of forgetting — everything — in the happiness of consenting to things I never dreamed of — like this — bending and laying her lips softly against his cheek.... That was wrong; it ought to frighten me. But it does not.

He turned, looking up into the flushed young face and drew it closer till their cheeks touched.

Dont look at me! Why do you let me drift like this? It is madness — to give up to each other the way we do—

I wish we could give up the world for each other.

I wish so too. I would — except for the others. Do you suppose Id hesitate if it were not for them?

They looked at each other with a new and subtler audacity.

You see, she said with a wistful smile, this is not Shiela Cardross who sits here smiling into those brown eyes of yours. I think I died before you ever saw me; and out of the sea and the mist that day some changeling crept into your boat for your souls undoing. Do you remember in Ingoldsby— The cidevant daughter of the old Plantagenet line ?

They laughed like children.

Do you think our love-tempted souls are in any peril? he asked lightly.

The question arrested her mirth so suddenly that he thought she must have misunderstood.

What is it, Shiela? he inquired, surprised.

Garry — will you tell me something — if you can?... Then, what does it mean, the saying— souls lost through love? Does it mean what we have done? — because I am married? Would people think our souls lost — if they knew?

No, you blessed child!

Well, how can—

Its a lie anyway, he said. Nothing is lost through love. It is something very different they mean.

Yes, she said calmly, something quite inconceivable, like Faust and The Scarlet Letter, ... I thought that was what they meant!

Brooding over him, silent, pensive, clear eyes fearlessly meeting his, she drifted into guiltless retrospection.

After all, she said, except for letting everybody know that we belong to each other this is practically like marriage. Look at that honeymoon up there, Garry.... If, somehow, they could think we are engaged, and would let us alone for the rest of our lives, it would not matter.... Except I should like to have a house alone with you.

And she stooped, resting her cheek lightly against his, eyes vaguely sweet in the moonlight.

I love you so, she murmured, as though to herself, and there seems no end to it. It is such a hopeless sequence when yesterdays love becomes to-days adoration and to-morrows worship. What am I to do? What is the use of saying I am not free to love you, when I do? She smiled dreamily. I was silly enough to think it impossible once. Do you remember?

You darling! he whispered, adoring her innocence. Then as he lay, head cradled on her knees, looking up at her, all unbidden, a vision of the future in its sharp-cut ominous desolation flashed into his vision — the world without her! — the endless stretch of time — youth with no meaning, effort wasted, attainment without desire, loneliness, arid, terrible days unending.

It is too — too senseless! he breathed, stumbling to his feet as the vague, scarcely formulated horror of it suddenly turned keen and bit into him as he began to realise for the first time something of what it threatened.

What is it, Garry? she asked in gentle concern, as he stood looking darkly at her. Is it time to go? You are tired, I know. She rose and opened the great glass doors. You poor tired boy, she whispered, waiting for him. And as he did not stir: What is the matter, Garry?

Nothing. I am trying to understand that our winter is ended.

She nodded. Mother and Gray and Cecile and I go North in April.... I wish we might stay through May — that is, if you— She looked at him in silent consternation. Where will you be!

He said in a sullen voice: That is what I was thinking of — our separation.... Do you realise that it is almost here?

No, she said faintly, I cannot.

He moved forward, opening the glass doors wider; she laid one hand on his arm as though to guide herself; but the eastern corridors were bright with moonlight, every corner illuminated.

They were very silent until they turned into the south corridor and reached her door; and there he suddenly gave way to his passionate resentment, breaking out like a spoiled boy:

Shiela, I tell you its going to be unendurable! There must be some way out, some chance for us.... I dont mean to ask you to do what is — what you consider dishonourable. You wouldnt do it anyway, whether or not I asked you—

But dont ask me, she said, turning very white. I dont know what I am capable of if I should ever see you suffer!

You couldnt do it! he repeated; it isnt in you to take your happiness at their expense, is it? You say you know how they would feel; I dont. But if youre asking for an annulment—

What? Do you mean divorce?

No.... That is — different—

But what—

You dear, he said, suddenly gentle, you have never been a — wife; and you dont know it.

Garry, are you mad?

Shiela, dear, some day will you very quietly ask some woman the difference between divorce and annulment?

Y-yes, if you wish.... Is it something you maynt tell me, Garry?

Yes.... I dont know! You sometimes make me feel as though I could tell you anything.... Of course I couldnt ... you darling! He stepped nearer. You are so good and sweet, so utterly beyond evil, or the vaguest thought of it—

Garry — I am not! And you know it!

He only laughed at her.

You dont think I am a horrid sort of saint, do you?

No, not the horrid sort—

Garry! How can you say such things when Im half ready now to run away with you!

The sudden hint of fire in her face and voice, and something new in her eyes, sobered him.

Now do you know what I am? she said, breathing unevenly and watching him. Only one thing keeps me respectable. Id go with you; Id live in rags to be with you. I ask nothing in the world or of the world except you. You could make me what you pleased, mould me — mar me, I believe — and I would be the happiest woman who ever loved. That is your saint!

Flushed with her swift emotion, she stood a minute facing him, then laid her hand on the door knob behind her, still looking him in the eyes. Behind her the door slowly swung open under the pressure.

His own self-control was fast going; he dared not trust himself to speak lest he break down and beg for the only chance that her loyalty to others forbade her to take. But the new and deeper emotion which she had betrayed had awakened the ever-kindling impatience in him, and now, afire, he stood looking desperately on all he must for ever lose, till the suffering seemed unendurable in the checked violence of his revolt.

Good night, she whispered sorrowfully, as the shadow deepened on his altered face.

Are you going!

Yes.... And, somehow I feel that perhaps it is better not to — kiss me to-night. When I see you — this way — Garry, I could find it in me to do anything — almost.... Good night.

Watching him, she waited in silence for a while, then turned slowly and lighted the tiny night-lamp on the table beside her bed.

When she returned to the open door there was no light in the hall. She heard him moving somewhere in the distance.

Where are you, Garry?

He came back slowly through the dim corridor.

Were you going without a word to me? she asked.

He came nearer and leaned against the doorway.

You are quite right, he said sullenly. Ive been a fool to let us drift in this way. I dont know where were headed for, and its time I did.

What do you mean? — in soft consternation.

That there is no hope left for us — and that we are both pretty young, both in love, both close to desperation. At times I tell you I feel like a cornered beast — feel like showing my teeth at the world — like tearing you from it at any cost. Id do it, too, if it were not for your father and mother. You and I could stand it.

I would let you do it — if it were not for them, she said.

They looked at one another, both pale.

Would you give up the whole moral show for me? he demanded.

Yes.

Youd get a first-rate scoundrel.

I wouldnt care if it were you.

Theres one thing, he said with a bluntness bordering on brutality, all this is changing me into a man unfit to touch you. I warn you.

What!

I tell you not to trust me! he said almost savagely. With heart and soul and body on fire for you — mad for you — Im not to be trusted!

And I? she faltered, deadly pale.

You dont know what youre saying! he said violently.

I — I begin to think I do.... Garry — Garry — I am learning very fast!... How can I let you go!

The idea is, he said grimly, for me to go before I go insane.... And never again to touch you—

Why?

Peril! he said. Im just a plain blackguard, Shiela.

Would it change you?

What do you mean?

Not to touch me, not to kiss me. Could you go on always just loving me?... Because if you could not — through the years that are coming — I — I had rather take the risk — with you — than lose you.

He stood, head bent, not trusting himself to speak or look at her.

Good-night, she said timidly.

He straightened up, stared at her, and turned on his heel, saying good night in a low voice.

Garry!

Good-night, he muttered, passing on.

Her heart was beating so violently that she pressed her hand to it, leaning against the door sill.

Garry! she faltered, stretching out the other hand to him in the darkness, I — I do not care about the — risk — if you care to — kiss me—

He swung round from the shadows to the dimly lighted sill; crossed it. For a moment they looked into one anothers eyes; then, blinded, she swayed imperceptibly toward him, sighing as his arms tightened and her own crept up around his neck.

She yielded, resigning lips, and lids, and throat, and fragrant hair, and each slim finger in caress unending.

Conscious of nothing save that body and soul were safe in his beloved keeping, she turned to him in all the passion of a guiltless love, whispering her adoration, her faith, her trust, her worship of the man who held her; then, adrift once more, the breathless magic overwhelmed her; and she drew him to her, closer, desperately, hiding her head on his breast.

Take me away, Garry, she stammered— take me with you. There is no use — no use fighting it back. I shall die if you leave me.... Will you take me? I — will be — everything that — that you would have me — that you might wish for — in — in a — wife—

She was crying now, crying her heart out, her face crushed against his shoulder, clinging to him convulsively.

Will you take me, Garry? What am I without you? I cannot give you up! I will not.... Nobody can ask that of me — How can they ask that of me? — to give you up — to let you go out of my little world for ever — to turn from you, refuse you!... What a punishment for one instants folly! If they knew they would not let me suffer this way! — They would want me to tell them—

His dry lips unclosed. Then tell them! he tried to say, but the words were without sound; and, in the crisis of temptation, at the very instant of yielding, suddenly he knew, somehow, that he would not yield.

It came to him calmly, without surprise or shock, this stupid certainty of himself. And at the same moment the crisis was passing, leaving him stunned, impassive, half senseless as the resurgent passion battered at his will power, to wreck and undo it — deafening, imperative, wave on wave, in vain.

The thing to do was to hold on. One of them was adrift; the other dared not let go; he seemed to realise it, somehow. Odd bits of phrases, old-fashioned sayings, maxims long obsolete came to him without reason or sequence— Greater love hath no man — no man — no man— and As ye do unto the least of these  — odd bits of phrases, old-fashioned sayings, maxims, alas! long obsolete, long buried with the wisdom of the dead.

He held her still locked in his arms. From time to time, unconsciously, as her hot grief spent itself, he bent his head, laying his face against hers, while his haggard, perplexed gaze wandered about the room.

In the dimness the snowy bed loomed beside them; pink roses patterned curtain and wall; the tiny night-light threw a roseate glow across her gown. In the fresh, sweet stillness of the room there was no sound or stir save their uneven breathing.

Very gently he lifted one of her hands and looked at it almost curiously — this small white hand so innocently smooth — as unblemished as a childs — this unsullied little hand that for an instant seemed to be slowly relaxing its grasp on the white simplicity around her — here in this dim, fresh, fragrant world of hers, called, intimately, her room.

And here where night and morning had so long held sacred all that he cared for upon earth — here in the white symbol of the world — her room — he gave himself again to her, without a word, without hope, knowing the end of all was near for them.

But it was she, not he, who must make the sign that ended all. And, after a long, long time, as she made no sign:

Dearest, he breathed, I know now that you will never go with me — for your fathers sake.

That was premature, for she only clung the closer. He waited cautiously, every instinct alert, his head close to hers. And at last the hot fragrance of her tears announced the beginning of the end.

Shiela?

A stifled sound from his shoulder where her head lay buried.

Choose now, he said.

No answer.

Choose.

She cowered in his arms. He looked at the little hand once more, no longer limp but clenched against his breast. And he knew that the end was close at hand, and he spoke again, forcing her to her victory.

Dearest, you must choose—

Garry!

Between those others — and me—

She shrank out of his arms, turned with a sob, swayed, and sank on her knees beside the bed, burying her head in her crossed arms.

This was her answer; and with it he went away into the darkness, reeling, groping, while every pulse in him hammered ironic salutation to the victor who had loved too well to win. And in his whirling brain sounded the mocking repetition of his own words: Nothing is lost through love! Nothing is lost — nothing — nothing! — flouting, taunting him who had lost love itself there on the firing line, for a comrades sake.

His room was palely luminous with the lustre of the night. On the mantel squatted a little wizened and gilded god peering and leering at him through the shadows — Malcourts parting gift — the ugliest of the nineteen.

For, said Malcourt— there ought to be only eighteen by rights — unless further complications arise; and this really belongs to you, anyway.

So he left the thing on Hamils mantel, although the latter had no idea what Malcourt meant, or why he made the parting offering.

Now he stood there staring at it like a man whose senses waver, and who fixes some object to steady nerve and brain.

Far in the night the voice of the ocean stirred the silence — the ocean which had given her to him that day in the golden age of fable when life and the world were young together, and love wore a laughing mask.

He listened; all the night was sighing with the sigh of the surf; and the breeze in the trees mourned; and the lustre died out in thickening darkness as he stood there, listening.

Then all around him through the hushed obscurity a vague murmur grew, accentless, sad, interminable; and through the monotone of the falling rain he heard the ocean very far away washing the body of a young world dead to him for ever.



Crouched low beside her bed, face quivering in her arms, she heard, in the stillness, the call of the sea — that enchanted sea which had given him to her that day, when Time and the World were young together in the blessed age of dreams.

And she heard the far complaint of the surf, breaking unsatisfied; and a strange wind flowing through the trees; then silence, suspense; and the worlds dark void slowly filling with the dreadful monotone of the rain.



Storm after storm of agony and doubt swept her; she prayed convulsively, at random, reiterating incoherence in blind, frightened repetition till the stupefying sequence lost all meaning.

Exhausted, half-senseless, her hands still clung together, her tear-swollen lips still moved to form his name, asking Gods mercy on them both. But the end had come.
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Then fell prone, head buried in her tumbled hair.

Yes, the end; she knew it now — understood what had happened, what must be. And, knowing, she heard the sea-rain whispering their judgment, and the winds repeating it across the wastes.

She raised her head, dumb, rigid, listening, and stared through the shaking window into obscurity. Lightning flickered along the rim of the world — a pallid threat above the sea — the sea which had given them to one another and left them stranded in each others arms there on the crumbling edges of destruction.

Her strained eyes divined, her straining senses comprehended; she cringed lower, aghast, swaying under the menace, then fell prone, head buried in her tumbled hair.



In the morning he left for the North and Portlaws camp. Gray drove him to the station; Cecile, in distractingly pretty negligee waved him audacious adieu from her window.

Shiela seems to be ill, explained Gray, as the motor car shot out into the haze of early morning. She asked me to say good-bye for her.... I say, Hamil, youre looking rather ill yourself. This climate is sure to get a white man sooner or later, if he remains too long. But the North will put you into condition. Youre going straight to Portlaws camp on Luckless Lake?

Yes, said Hamil listlessly.

Well, well be in New York in a week or two. Youll surely look us up when youre in town, wont you? And write me a line about Acton and father — wont you?

Surely, nodded Hamil absently.

And they sped on, the vast distorted shadow of the car racing beside them to the station.




CHAPTER XIX

THE LINE OF BATTLE
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PORTLAWS CAMP IN the southern foot-hills of the Adirondacks was as much a real camp as the pretentious constructions at Newport are real cottages. A modesty, akin to smugness, designates them all with Heep-like humbleness under a nomenclature now tolerated through usage; and, from the photographs sent him, Hamil was very much disgusted to find a big, handsome two-story house, solidly constructed of timber and native stone, dominating a clearing in the woods, and distantly flanked by the superintendents pretty cottage, the guides quarters, stables, kennels, coach-houses, and hothouses with various auxiliary buildings still farther away within the sombre circle of the surrounding pines.

To this aggravation of elaborate structures Portlaw, in a spasm of modesty, had given the name of Camp Chickadee; and now he wanted to stultify the remainder of his domain with concrete terraces, bridges, lodges, and Gothic towers in various and pleasing stages of ruin.

So Hamils problem presented itself as one of those annoyingly simple ones, entirely dependent upon Portlaw and good taste; and Portlaw had none.

He had, however, some thirty thousand acres of woods and streams and lakes fenced in with a twelve-foot barrier of cattle-proof wire — partly a noble virgin wilderness unmarred by man-trails; partly composed of lovely second growth scarcely scarred by that, vile spoor which is the price Nature pays for the white-hided invaders who walk erect, when not too drunk, and who foul and smear and stain and desolate water and earth and air around them.

Why Portlaw desired to cut his wilderness into a mincing replica of some emasculated British royal forest nobody seemed able to explain. While at Palm Beach he had made two sage observations to Hamil concerning the sacredness of trees; one was that there are no trees in a Scotch deer forest, which proved to his satisfaction that trees are unnecessary; the other embodied his memories of seeing a herd of calf-like fallow deer decorating the grass under the handsome oaks and beeches of some British noblemans park.

Why Portlaw concerned himself at all with his wild, out-world domain was a mystery, too; for he admitted that he spent almost all day playing cards indoors or contriving with his cook some new and succulent experiment in the gastronomical field.

Sometimes he cast a leaden eye outdoors when his dogs were exercised from the kennel; rarely, and always unwillingly, he followed Malcourt to the hatchery to watch the stripping, or to the exotic pheasantry to inspect the breeding of birds entirely out of place in such a climate.

He did like to see a fat deer; the fatter the better; he was accustomed, too, to poke his thumb into the dead plumage of a plump grouse when Malcourts men laid out the braces, on which he himself never drew trigger; and which interested him only when on the table.

He wanted plenty of game and fish on the place for that reason; he wanted his guests to shoot and fish for that reason, too. Otherwise he cared nothing for his deer, his grouse, and his trout. And why he suddenly had been bitten with a mania for improving the flawless wilderness about him, even Malcourt did not know.

Hamil, therefore, was prepared for a simple yet difficult problem — to do as little harm to the place as possible, and to appease Portlaw at the same time, and curb his meddlesome and iconoclastic proclivities.

Spring had begun early in the North; shallow snows were fading from the black forest soil along the streams edges, and from the pebbled shores of every little lake; already the soft ice was afloat on pool and pond; muskrats swam; the eggs of the woodcock were beginning their chilly incubation; and in one sheltered spring-hole behind the greenhouse Malcourt discovered a solemn frog afloat. It takes only a single frog to make the spring-time.

That week the trailing fragrance of arbutus hung over wet hollows along the hills; and at night, high in the starlight, the thrilling clangour of wild geese rang out — the truest sky-music of the North among all the magic folk-songs of the wild.

The anchor-ice let go and went out early, and a few pioneer trout jumped that week; the cock-grouse, magnificent in his exquisite puffed ruff, paced the black-wet drumming log, and the hollow woodlands throbbed all day with his fairy drumming.

On hard-wood ridges every sugar-bush ran sap; the aroma from fire and kettle sweetened the air; a few battered, hibernating butterflies crawled out of cracks and crannies and sat on the sap-pans sunning their scarlet-banded wings.

And out of the hot South into the fading silver of this chill Northern forest-world came Hamil, sunburned, sombre-eyed, silent.

Malcourt met him at Prides Fall with a buckboard and a pair of half-broken little Morgans; and away they tore into the woods, scrambling uphill, plunging downhill, running away most of the time to the secret satisfaction of Malcourt, who cared particularly for what was unsafe in life.

He looked sideways at Hamil once or twice, and, a trifle disappointed that the pace seemed to suit him, let the little horses out.

Bad thing to meet a logging team, he observed.

Yes, said Hamil absently. So Malcourt let the horses run away when they cared to; they needed it and he enjoyed it. Besides there were never any logging teams on that road.

Malcourt inquired politely concerning the Villa Cardross and its occupants; Hamil answered in generalities.

Youve finished there, then!

Practically. I may go down in the autumn to look it over once more.

Is Cardross going to put in the Schwarzwald pigs?

Yes; theyre ordered.

Portlaw wants some here. Id give ten dollars, poor as I am, if I could get Portlaw out in the snow and fully occupied with an irritated boar.

Under such circumstances one goes up a tree? inquired Hamil, smiling.

One does if one is not too fat and can shed snowshoes fast enough. Otherwise one keeps on shooting ones 45-70. By the way, you were in New York for a day or two. Hows the market?

Sagging.

Money?

Scarce. I saw Mr. Cardross and Acton Carrick. Nobody seems enthusiastic over the prospect. While there are no loans being called there are few being made. I heard rumours of course; a number of banks and trust companies are getting themselves whispered about. Outside of that I dont know, Malcourt, because I havent much money and what I have is on deposit with the Shoshone Securities Company pending a chance for some safe and attractive investment.

Thats Cardross, Carrick & Co.

Yes. And as they whirled into the clearing and the big, handsome house came into view he smiled: Is this Camp Chickadee?

Yes, and yonders my cottage on Luckless Lake — a nice name, added Malcourt, but Portlaw says its safer to leave the name as it stands than to provoke the gods with boastful optimism by changing it to Lucky Lake. Oh, its a gay region; Lake Desolation lies just beyond that spur; Lake Eternity east of us; Little Scalp Lake west — a fine bunch of names for a landscape in hell; but Portlaw wont change them. West and south the wet bones of the Sacandaga lie; and south-east youre up against the Great Vlaie and Frenchmans Creek and Sir Williams remains from Guy Park on the Mohawk to the Fish House and all that bally Revolutionary tommy-rot. And as he blandly drew in his horses beside the porch: Look whos here! Who but our rotund friend and lover of all things fat, lord of the manor of Chickadee-dee-dee which he has taught the neighbouring dicky-birds, who sit around the house, to repeat aloud in honour of—

For Heavens sake, Louis! How are you, Hamil? grunted Portlaw, extending a heavily cushioned, highly coloured hand of welcome.

Hamil and Malcourt descended; a groom blanketed the horses and took them to the stables; and Portlaw, with a large gesture of impatient hospitality, led the way into a great, warm living-room, snug, deeply and softly padded, and in which the fragrance of burning birch-logs and simmering toddy blended agreeably in the sunshine.

For luncheon, began Portlaw with animation, were going to try a new sauce on that pair of black ducks they brought in—

In violation of the laws of game and decency, observed Malcourt, shedding his fur coat and unstrapping the mail-satchel from Prides Fall.

Shut up, Louis! Cant a man eat the things that come into his own property? And he continued unfolding to Hamil his luncheon programme while, with a silver toddy-stick, heirloom from bibulous generations of Portlaws, he stirred the steaming concoction which, he explained, had been constructed after the great Sir Williams own receipt.

Youve never tried a Molly Brant toddy? Man alive, youve wasted your youth, he insisted, genuinely grieved. Well, wise men, chiefs, and sachems, heres more hair on your scalp-locks, and a fat buck to every bow!

Malcourt picked up his glass. Choh he said maliciously; but Portlaw did not understand the irony in the Seminole salutation of The Black Drink; and the impudent toast was swallowed without suspicion.

Then Hamils luggage arrived, and he went away to inspect his quarters, prepare for luncheon, and exchange his attire for forest dress. For he meant to lose no time in the waste corners of the earth when Gotham town might any day suddenly bloom like Eden with the one young blossom that he loved.

There was not much for him in Eden now — little enough except to be in her vicinity, near her at times, at intervals with her long enough to exchange a word or two under the smooth mask of convention which leaves even the eyes brightly expressionless.

Never again to touch her hand save under the formal laws sanctioned by usage; never again to wake with the intimate fragrance of her memory on his lips; never again to wait for the scented dusk to give them to each other — to hear her frail gowns rustle on the terrace, her footfall in the midnight corridor, her far, sweet hail to him from the surf, her soft laughter under the roses on the moon-lit balcony.

That — all of it — was forever ended. But he believed that the pallid northern phantom of the past was still left to him; supposed that now, at least, they might miserably consider themselves beyond peril.

But what man supposes of woman is vain imagining; and in that shadowy neutral ground which lies between martyrdom and sin no maid dwells for very long before she crosses one frontier or the other.

When he descended the stairs once more he found Portlaw, surrounded by the contents of the mail-sack, and in a very bad temper, while Malcourt stood warming his back at the blazing birch-logs, and gazing rather stupidly at a folded telegram in his hands.

Well, Hamil — damn it all! What do you think of that! demanded Portlaw, turning to Hamil as he entered the room; and unheeding Malcourts instinctive gesture of caution which he gave, not comprehending why he gave it, Portlaw went on, fairly pouting out his irritation:

In that bally mail-sack which Louis brought in from Prides Fall theres a telegram from your friend, Neville Cardross; and why the devil he wants Louis to come to New York on the jump—

I have a small balance at the Shoshone Trust, said Malcourt. Do you suppose theres anything queer about the company?

Hamil shook his head, looking curiously at Malcourt.

Well, what on earth do you think Cardross wants with you? demanded Portlaw. Read that telegram again.

Again Malcourts instinct seemed to warn him to silence. All the same, with a glance at Hamil, he unfolded the bit of yellow paper and read:

LOUIS MALCOURT,
Superintendent Luckless Lake,
Adirondacks.

Your presence is required at my office in the Shoshone Securities Building on a matter of most serious and instant importance. Telegraph what train you can catch. Mr. Carrick will meet you on the train at Albany.

NEVILLE CARDROSS.

Answer Paid.

Well, what the devil does it mean? demanded Portlaw peevishly. I cant spare you now. How can I? Heres Hamil all ready for you to take him about and show him what I want to have done—

I wonder what it means, mused Malcourt. Maybe theres something wrong with the Tressilvain end of the family. The Shoshone Securities people manage her investments here—

The way to do is to wire and find out, grumbled Portlaw, leading the way to the luncheon table as a servant announced that function.

For it was certainly a function with Portlaw; all eating was more or less of a ceremony, and dinner rose to the dignity of a rite.

I cant imagine what that telegram—

Forget it! snapped Portlaw; do you want to infect my luncheon? When a man lunches he ought to give his entire mind to it. Talk about your lost arts! — the art of eating scarcely survives at all. Find it again and you revive that other lost art of prandial conversation. Digestions not possible without conversation. Hamil, you look at your claret in a funny way.

I was admiring the colour where the sun strikes through, said the latter, amused.

Oh! I thought you were remembering that claret is temporarily unfashionable. Thats part of the degeneracy of the times. There never was and never will be any wine to equal it when it has the body of a Burgundy and the bouquet of wild-grape blossoms. Louis, cocking his heavy red face and considering a morsel of duck, what is your opinion concerning the proper mélange for that plumcot salad dressing?

They say, said Malcourt gravely, that when its mixed, a current of electricity passed through it gives it a most astonishing flavour—

What!

So they say at the Stuyvesant Club.

Portlaws eyes bulged; Hamil had to bend his head low over his plate, but Malcourts bland impudence remained unperturbed.

Good God! muttered Portlaw; Hamil, did you ever hear of passing electricity through a salad dressing composed of olive oil, astragon, Arequipa pepper, salt, Samara mustard, essence of anchovy, chives, distilled fresh mushrooms, truffles pickled in 1840 port — did you?

No, said Hamil, I never did.

For a while silence settled upon the table while Portlaw struggled to digest mentally the gastronomic suggestion offered by Malcourt.

I could send to town for a battery, he said hesitatingly; or — theres my own electric plant—

Malcourt yawned. There was not much fun in exploiting such a man. Besides, Hamil had turned uncomfortable, evidently considering it the worst of taste on Malcourts part.

What am I to do about that telegram? he asked, lighting a cigarette.

Portlaw, immersed in sauce and the electrical problem, adjusted his mind with an effort to this other and less amusing question.

Wire for particulars and sit tight, advised Portlaw. Weve just three now for Preference, and if you go kiting off to town Hamil and I will be forced into double dummy, and thats a horrible mental strain on a man — isnt it, Hamil?

I could use the long-distance telephone, said Malcourt pensively.

Well, for the love of Mike go and do it! shouted Portlaw, and let me try to enjoy this Andelys cheese.

So Malcourt sauntered out through the billiard-room, leaving an aromatic trail of cigarette smoke in his wake; and he closed all the intervening doors — why, he himself could not have explained.

He was absent a long time. Portlaw had terminated the table ceremony, and now, ensconced among a dozen fat cushions by the fire, a plump cigar burning fragrantly between his curiously clean-cut and sharply chiselled lips, he sat enthroned, majestically digesting; and his face of a Greek hero, marred by heavy flesh, had become almost somnolent in its expression of well-being and corporeal contentment.

I dont know what Id do without Louis, he said sleepily. He keeps my men hustling, he answers for everything on the bally place, hes so infernally clever that he amuses me and my guests, hes on the job every minute. It would be devilishly unpleasant for me if I lost him.... And Im always afraid of it.... There are usually a lot of receptive girls making large eyes at him.... My only safety is that they are so many — and so easy.... If Cardross hadnt signed that telegram Id bet my bottes-sauvage it concerned some entanglement.

Hamil lay back in his chair and studied the forest through the leaded casement. Sometimes he thought of Portlaws perverse determination to spoil the magnificent simplicity of the place with exotic effects lugged in by the ears; sometimes he wondered what Mr. Cardross could have to say to Malcourt — what matter of such urgent importance could possibly concern those two men.

And, thinking, he thought of Shiela — and of their last moments together; thought of her as he had left her, crouched there on her knees beside the bed, her face and head buried in her crossed arms.

Portlaw was nodding drowsily over his cigar; the April sunshine streamed into the room through every leaded pane, inlaying the floor with glowing diamonds; dogs barked from the distant kennels; cocks were crowing from the farm. Outside the window he saw how the lilacs dully varnished buds had swollen and where the prophecy of snow-drop and crocus under the buckthorn hedge might be fulfilled on the morrow. Already over the green-brown, soaking grass one or two pioneer grackle were walking busily about; and somewhere in a near tree the first robin chirked and chirped and fussed in its loud and familiar fashion, only partly pleased to find himself in the gray thaw of the scarcely comfortable North once more.

Portlaw looked up dully: Those robins come up here and fatten on our fruit, and a fool law forbids us to shoot em. Robin pie, he added, is not to be despised, but a sentimental legislature is the limit.... Sentiment always did bore me.... How do you feel after your luncheon?

All right, said Hamil, smiling. Id like to start out as soon as Malcourt comes back.

Oh, dont begin that sort of thing the moment you get here! protested Portlaw. My heavens, man! theres no hurry. Cant you smoke a cigar and play a card or two—

You know Ive other commissions—

Oh, of course; but I hoped youd have time to take it easy. Ive looked forward to having you here — so has Malcourt; he thinks youre about right, you know. And he makes damn few friends among men—

The door opened and Malcourt entered slowly, almost noiselessly. There was not a vestige of colour in his face, nor of expression as he crossed the room for a match and relighted his cigarette.

Well? inquired Portlaw, did you get Cardross on the wire?

Yes.

Malcourt stood motionless, hands in his pockets, the cigarette smoke curling up blue in the sunshine.

Ive got to go, he said.

What for? demanded Portlaw, then sulkily begged pardon and pouted his dissatisfaction in silence.

When do you go, Malcourt? asked Hamil, still wondering.

Now. He lifted his head but looked across at Portlaw. Ive telephoned the stable, and called up Prides Fall to flag the five-thirty express, he said.

Portlaw was growing madder and madder.

Would you mind telling me when you expect to be back? he inquired ill-temperedly.

I dont know yet.

Dont know! burst out Portlaw; hells bells!

Malcourt shook his head.

Portlaw profanely requested information as to how the place was to be kept going. Malcourt was patient with him to the verge of indifference.

Theres nothing to blow up about. Hastings is competent to manage things—

That conceited pup!

Hastings understands, repeated Malcourt, in a listless voice. Ive always counted on Alexander Hastings for any emergency. He knows things, and hes capable.... Only dont be brusque. He doesnt understand you as I do ... and hes fully your equal — fully — in every way — and then some— The weariness in his tone was close to a sneer; he dropped his cigarette into the fire and began to roll another.

Louis, said Portlaw, frightened.

Well?

What the devil is the meaning of all this? You are coming back, arent you?

Malcourt continued to roll his cigarette, but after a while he spoiled it and began to construct another.

Are you, Louis?

What?

Coming back here — soon?

If I — if its the thing to do. I dont know yet. You mustnt press the matter now.

You think theres a chance that you wont come back at all! exclaimed Portlaw, aghast.

Malcourts cigarette fell to pieces in his fingers.

Ill come if I can, Billy. I tell you to let me alone.... I dont know where I am coming out — yet.

If its money you need, you know perfectly well—

But Malcourt shook his head. From the moment of his entrance he had kept his face carefully averted from Hamils view; had neither looked at him nor spoken except in monosyllabic answer to a single question.

The rattle of the buckboard on the wet gravel drive brought Portlaw to his feet. A servant appeared with Malcourts suit-case and overcoat.

Theres a trunk to follow; Williams is to pack what I need.... Good-bye, Billy. I wouldnt go if I didnt have to.

Portlaw took his offered hand as though dazed.

Youll come back, of course, he said, in a couple of days — or a week if you like — but youll be back, of course. You know if theres anything the matter with your salary just say so. I always meant you should feel perfectly free to fix your salary to suit yourself. Only be sure to come back in a week, wont you?

Good-bye, said Malcourt in a low voice. Id like to talk to Hamil — if he can give me a few moments.

Bareheaded, Hamil stepped out into the clear, crisp, April sunshine where the buckboard stood on the gravel.

The strong outdoor light emphasized Malcourts excessive pallor, and the hand he offered Hamil was icy. Then his nervous grasp relaxed; he drew on his dog-pelt driving gloves and buttoned the fur coat to the throat.

I want you — to — to remember — remember that I always liked you, he said with an effort, in curious contrast to his habitual fluency. You wont believe it — some day. But it is true.... Perhaps Ill prove it, yet.... My father used to say that everything except death had been proven; and there remained, therefore, only one event of any sporting interest to the world.... He was a very interesting man — my father. He did not believe in death.... And I do not.... This sloughing off of the material integument seems to me purely a matter of the mechanical routine of evolution, a natural process in further and inevitable development, not a finality to individualism!... Fertilisation, gestation, the hatching, growth, the episodic deliverance from encasing matter which is called death, seem to me only the first few basic steps in the sequences of an endless metamorphosis.... My father thought so. His was a very fine mind — is a finer mind still.... Will you understand me if I say that we often communicate with each other — my father and I?

Communicate? repeated Hamil.

Often.

Hamil said slowly: I dont think I understand.

Malcourt looked at him, the ever-latent mockery flickering in his eyes; then, by degrees, his head bent forward in the old half-cunning, half-wistful attitude as though listening. A vague smile touched the pallor of his face, and he presently looked up with something of his old debonair impudence.

The truly good are always so interested in creating hell for the wicked, he said, that sometimes the good get into the pit themselves just to see how hot it really is. And find the wicked have never been there.... Hamil, the hopelessly wicked — and there are few of them who are not mentally irresponsible — never go to hell because they wouldnt mind it if they did. Its the good who are hells architects and often its tenants.... Im speaking of all prisoners of conscience. The wicked have none.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Theres always an exit from one of these temporary little pits of torment, he said; when one finds it too oppressive in the shade.... When one obtains a proper perspective, and retains ones sense of humour, and enough of conscience to understand the crime of losing time.... And when, in correct perspective, one realises the fictitious value of that temporary phase called the human unit, and when one cuts free from the absurd dogma concerning the dignity and the sanctity of that human unit.... Im keeping you from your cigar and arm-chair and from Portlaw.... A good, kindly gossip, who fed my belly and filled my purse and loved me for the cards I played. Im a yellow pup to mock him. Im a pup anyhow.... But, Hamil, there is, in the worst pup, one streak not all yellow. And the very worst are capable of one friendship. You may not believe this some day. But it is true.... Good-bye.

Is there anything, Malcourt—

Nothing you can do for me. Perhaps something I can do for you— And, laughing, Ill consult my father; hes not very definite on that point yet.

So Malcourt swung aboard the wagon, nodded again to Hamil, waved a pleasant adieu to Portlaw at the window, and was gone in a shower of wet gravel and mud.

And all that day Portlaw fussed and fumed and pouted about the house, tormenting Hamil with questions and speculations concerning the going of Malcourt, which for a while struck Hamil merely as selfish ebullitions; but later it came to him by degrees that this rich, selfish, over-fed, over-pampered, and revoltingly idle landowner, whose sole mental and physical resources were confined to the dinner and card tables, had been capable of a genuine friendship for Malcourt. Self-centred, cautious to the verge of meanness in everything which did not directly concern his own comfort and well-being, he, nevertheless, was totally dependent upon his friends for a full enjoyment of his two amusements; for he hated to dine alone and he loathed solitaire.

Therefore, in spending money to make his house and grounds attractive to his friends, he was ministering, as always, to himself; and when he first took Malcourt for his superintendent he did so from purely selfish motives and at a beggarly stipend.

And now, in the two years of his official tenure, Malcourt already completely dominated him, often bullied him, criticised him to his face, betrayed no illusions concerning the absolute self-interest which dictated Portlaws policy in all things, coolly fixed and regulated all salaries, including his own, and, in short, matched Portlaws undisguised selfishness with a cynicism so sparkling and so frankly ruthless that Portlaw gradually formed for him a real attachment.

There was no indiscriminate generosity in that attachment; he never voluntarily increased Malcourts salary or decreased his responsibilities; he got out of his superintendent every bit of labour and every bit of amusement he could at the lowest price Malcourt would take; yet, in spite of that he really cared for Malcourt; he secretly admired his intellectual equipment; feared it, too; and the younger mans capacity for dissipation made him an invaluable companion when Portlaw emerged from his camp in November and waddled forth upon his annual hunt for happiness.

Something of this Hamil learned through the indiscriminate volubility of his host who, when his feelings had been injured, was amusingly naive for such a self-centred person.

That damn Louis, he confided to Hamil over their after-dinner cigars, has kept me guessing ever since he took command here. Half the time I dont understand what hes talking about even when I know hes making fun of me; but, Hamil, you have no idea how I miss him.

And on another occasion a week later, while laboriously poring over some rough plans laid out for him by Hamil:

Louis agrees with you about this improvement business. Hes dead against my building Rhine-castle ruins on the crags, and he had the impudence to inform me that I had a cheap mind. By God, Hamil, I cant see anything cheap in trying to spend a quarter of a million in decorating this infernal monotony of trees; can you?

And Hamil, for the first time in many a day, lay back in his arm-chair and laughed with all his heart.

He had hard work in weaning Portlaw from his Rhine castles, for the other invariably met his objections by quoting in awful German:

Hast du das Schloss gesehen — Das hohe Schloss am Meer?

— pronounced precisely as though the words were English. Which laudable effort toward intellectual and artistic uplift Hamil never laughed at; and there ensued always the most astonishing causerie concerning art that two men in a wilderness ever engaged in.

Young Hastings, a Yale academic and forestry graduate, did fairly well in Malcourts place, and was doing better every day. For one thing he knew much more about practical forestry and the fish and game problems than did Malcourt, who was a better organiser than executive.

He began by dumping out into a worthless and landlocked bass-pond every brown trout in the hatchery. He then drew off the water in the brown-trout ponds, sent in men with seines and shotguns, and finally, with dynamite, purged the free waters of the brown danger for good and all.

When Malcourt comes back, observed Portlaw, youll have to answer for all this.

I wont be questioned, said Hastings, smiling.

Oh! And what do you propose to do next?

If I had the money you think of spending on ruined castles  — very respectfully— Id build a wall in place of that mesh-wire fence.

Why? asked Portlaw.

The wire deceives the grouse when they come driving headlong through the woods. My men pick up dozens of dead grouse and woodcock along the fence. If it were a wall theyd go over it. As it is, if I had my way, Id restock with Western ruffed-grouse; cut out that pheasantry altogether, and try to breed our own native game-bird—

What! You cant breed ruffed-grouse in captivity!

Ive done it, sir, said young Hastings modestly.

That night, over the plans, Portlaw voiced his distrust of Hastings and mourned aloud for Malcourt.

That infernal Louis, he complained, waving his fat cigar, hasnt written one line to me in a week! What the deuce is he doing down there in town? I wont stand it! The ice is out and Wayward and Cuyp and Vetchen are coming up for the fishing; and Mrs. Ascott, perhaps, is coming, and Miss Palliser, and, I hope, Miss Suydam; that makes our eight for Bridge, you see, with you and me. If Louis were here Id have three others — but I cant ask anybody else until I know.

Perhaps youll get a telegram when the buckboard returns from Prides Fall, said Hamil quietly. He, too, had been waiting for a letter that had not come. Days were lengthening into weeks since his departure from the South; and the letter he taught himself to expect had never come.

That she would write sooner or later he had dared believe at first; and then, as day after day passed, belief faded into hope; and now the colours of hope were fading into the gray tension of suspense.

He had written her every day, cheerful, amusing letters of current commonplaces which now made up his life. In them was not one hint of love — no echo of former intimacy, nothing of sadness, or regret, only a friendly sequence of messages, of inquiries, of details recounting the events of the days as they dawned and faded through the silvery promise of spring in the chill of the Northern hills.

Every morning and evening the fleet little Morgans came tearing in from Prides Fall with the big leather mail-bag, which bore Portlaws initials in metal, bulging with letters, newspapers, magazines for Portlaw; and now and then a slim envelope for him from his aunt, or letters, bearing the Palm Beach post-mark, from contractors on the Cardross estate, or from his own superintendent. But that was all.

His days were passed afoot in the forested hills, along lonely little lakes, following dashing trout-brooks or studying the United States Geological Survey maps which were not always accurate in minor details of contour, and sometimes made a mockery of the lesser water-courses, involving him and his surveyors in endless complications.

Sometimes, toward evening, if the weather was mild, he and Portlaw took their rods for a cast on Painted Creek — a noble trout stream which took its name from the dropping autumn glory of the sugar-bush where the water passed close to the house. There lithe, wild trout struck tigerishly at the flies and fought like demons, boring Portlaw intensely, who preferred to haul in a prospective dinner without waste of energy, and be about the matter of a new sauce with his cook.




CHAPTER XX

A NEW ENEMY
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ONE EVENING IN April, returning with a few brace of trout, they found the mail-bag awaiting them on the hall table; and Portlaw distributed the contents, proclaiming, as usual, his expectation of a letter from Malcourt.

There was none. And, too peevish and disappointed to even open the heterogeneous mass of letters and newspapers, he slumped sulkily in his chair, feet on the fender, biting into his extinct cigar.

That devilish Louis, he said, has been away for several of the most accursedly lonely weeks I ever spent.... No reflection on you, Hamil — Oh, I beg your pardon; I didnt see you were busy—

Hamil had not even heard him. He was busy — very busy with a letter — dozens of sheets of a single letter, closely written, smeared in places — the letter that had come at last!

In the fading light he bent low over the pages. Later a servant lighted the lamps; later still Portlaw went into the library, drew out a book bound in crushed levant, pushed an electric button, and sat down. The book bound so admirably in crushed levant was a cook-book; the bell he rang summoned his cook.

In the lamplit living-room the younger man bent over the letter that had come at last. It was dated early in April; had been written at Palm Beach, carried to New York, but had only been consigned to the mails within thirty-six hours:

I have had all your letters — but no courage to answer. Now you will write no more.

Dear — this, my first letter to you, is also my last. I know now what the condemned feel who write in the hour of death.

When you went away on Thursday I could not leave my room to say good-bye to you. Gray came and knocked, but I was not fit to be seen. If I hadnt looked so dreadfully I wouldnt have minded being ill. You know that a little illness would not have kept me from coming to say good-bye to you.

So you went away, all alone with Gray. I remained in bed that day with the room darkened. Mother and Cecile were troubled but could not bring themselves to believe that my collapse was due to your going. It was not logical, you know, as we all expected to see you in a week or two in New York.

So they had Dr. Vernam, and I took what he prescribed, and nobody attached any undue importance to the matter. So I was left to myself, and I lay and thought out what I had to do.

Dear — I knew there was only one thing to do; I knew whither my love — our love — was carrying me — faster and faster — spite of all Id said. Said! What are words beside such love as ours? What would be my affection for dad and mother beside my love for you? Would your loyalty and your dear self-denial continue to help me when they only make me love you more intensely?

There is only one thing clear in all this pitiful confusion; I — whom they took and made their child — cannot sacrifice them! And yet I would! — oh, Garry! — I would for you. There was no safety for me at all as long as there was the slightest chance to sacrifice everything — everybody — and give myself to you.

Listen! On the second day after you left I was sitting with mother and Cecile on the terrace. We were quietly discussing the closing of the house and other harmless domestic matters. All at once there swept over me such a terrible sense of desolation that I think I lost my mind; for the next thing I knew I was standing in my own room, dressed for travelling — with a hand-bag in my hand.

It was my maid knocking that brought me to my senses: I had been going away to find you; that was all I could realise. And I sank on my bed, trembling; and presently fell into the grief-stricken lethargy which is all I know now of sleep.

But when I woke to face the dreadful day again, I knew the time had come. And I went to mother that evening and told her.

But, Garry, there is never to be any escape from deception, it seems; I had to make her think I wanted to acknowledge and take up life with my husband. My life is to be a living lie!...

As I expected, mother was shocked and grieved beyond words — and, dearest, they are bitterly disappointed; they all had hoped it would be you.

She says there must positively be another ceremony. I dont know how dad will take it — but mother is so good, so certain of his forgiving me.

It wrings my heart — the silent astonishment of Cecile and Gray — and their trying to make the best of it, and mother, smiling for my sake, tender, forgiving, solicitous, and deep under all bitterly disappointed. Oh, well — she can bear that better than disgrace.

Ive been crying over this letter; thats what all this blotting means.

Now I can never see you again; never touch your hand, never look into those brown eyes again — Garry! Garry! — never while life lasts.

I ask forgiveness for all the harm my love has done to you, for all the pain it has caused you, for the unhappiness that, please God, will not endure with you too long.

I have tried to pray that the pain will not last too long for you; I will try to pray that you may love another woman and forget all this unhappiness.

Think of me as one who died, loving you. I cling to this paper as though it were your hand. But — 

Dearest — dearest — Good-by.

SHIELA CARDROSS.

When Portlaw came in from his culinary conference he found Hamil scattering the black ashes of a letter among the cinders.

Well, were going to try an old English receipt on those trout, he began cheerfully — and stopped short at sight of Hamils face.

Whats the matter? he asked bluntly.

Nothing.

Hamil returned to his chair and picked up a book; Portlaw looked at him for a moment, then, perplexed, sorted his mail and began to open the envelopes.

Bills, bills, he muttered, appeals for some confounded foundlings hospital — all the eternal junk my flesh is heir to — and a letter from a lawyer — let them sue! — and a — a — hey! what the devil — what the—

Portlaw was on his feet, startled eyes fairly protruding as he scanned incredulously the engraved card between his pudgy fingers.

O Lord! he bellowed; its all up! The entire bally business has gone up! That pup of a Louis! — Oh, theres no use! — Look here, Hamil! I tell you I cant believe it, I cant, and I wont — Look what that fool card says!

And Hamils stunned gaze fell on the engraved card:

Mr. and Mrs. Neville Cardross have the honour of announcing the marriage of their daughter Shiela to Mr. Louis Malcourt.

The date and place followed.

Portlaw was making considerable noise over the matter, running about distractedly with little, short, waddling steps. Occasionally he aimed a kick at a stuffed arm-chair, which did not hurt his foot too much.

It was some time before he calmed enough to pout and fume and protest in his usual manner, appealing alternately to Heaven as witness and to Hamil for corroboration that he had been outrageously used.

Now, who the devil could suspect him of such intention! wailed poor Portlaw. God knows, he was casual with the sex. There have been dozens of them, Hamil, literally dozens in every port! — from Mamie and Stella up to Gladys and Ethelberta! Yes, he was Harry to some and Reginald to others — high, low — and the game, Hamil — the game amused him; but so help me kings and aces! I never looked for this — never so help me; and I thought him as safe with the Vere-de-Veres as he was with the Pudding Sisters, Farina and Tapioca! And now — passionately displaying the engraved card— look whos here!... O pip! Whats the use.

Dinner modified his grief; hope bubbled in the Burgundy, simmered in the soup, grew out of gravy like the sturdy, eternal weed she is, parasitic in the human breast.

Hes probably married a million or so, suggested Portlaw, mollified under the seductive appeal of a fruit salad dressed with a mixture containing nearly a hundred different ingredients. If he has I dont see why he shouldnt build a camp next to mine. Ill give him the land — if he doesnt care to pay for it, he added cautiously. Dont say anything to him about it, Hamil. After all, why shouldnt he pay for the land?... But if he doesnt want to — between you and me — Ill come within appreciable distance of almost giving him what land he needs.... O gee! O fizz! That damn Louis!... And Im wondering — about several matters—

After dinner Portlaw settled down by the fire, cigar lighted, and began to compose a letter to Malcourt, embodying his vivid ideas concerning a new house near his own for the bridal pair.

Hamil went out into the fresh April night. The young grass was wet under the stars; a delicate fragrance of new buds filled the air.

He had been walking for a long time, when the first far hint of thunder broke the forest silence. Later lightning began to quiver through the darkness; a wind awaking overhead whispered prophecy, wailed it, foreboding; then slowly the woods filled with the roar of the rain.

He was moving on, blindly, at random, conscious only of the necessity of motion. Where the underbrush halted him he sheered off into the open timber, feeling his way, falling sometimes, lying where he fell for a while till the scourge of necessity lashed him into motion again.

About midnight the rain increased to a deluge, slackened fitfully, and died out in a light rattle of thunder; star after star broke out through the dainty vapours overhead; the trees sighed and grew quiet. For a while drumming drops from the branches filled the silence with a musical tattoo, then there remained no sound save, far away in the darkness, the muffled roar of some brook, brimming bank-high with the April rain. And Hamil, soaked, exhausted, and believing he could sleep, went back to the house. Toward morning sleep came.

He awoke restless and depressed; and the next morning he was not well; and not quite as well the next, remaining in his room with a headache, pestered by Portlaw and retinues of servants bearing delicacies on trays.

He had developed a cold, not a very bad one, and on the third day he resumed his duties in the woods with Phelps and Baker, the surveyors, and young Hastings.

The dull, stupid physical depression hung on to him; so did his cold; and he found breathing difficult at night. The weather had turned very raw and harsh, culminating in a flurry of snow.

Then one morning he appeared at breakfast looking so ghastly that Portlaw became alarmed. It seemed to be rather late for that; Hamils face was already turning a dreadful bluish white under his hosts astonished gaze, and as the first chill seized him he rose from the table, reeling.

I — I am sorry, Portlaw, he tried to say.

What on earth have you got? asked Portlaw in a panic; but Hamil could not speak.

They got him to the gardeners cottage as a precautionary measure, and telephoned to Utica for trained nurses, and to Prides Fall for a doctor. Meanwhile, Hamil, in bed, was fast becoming mentally irresponsible as the infection spread, involving both lungs, and the fever in his veins blazed into a conflagration. That is one way that pneumonia begins; but it ought not to have made such brutally quick work of a young, healthy, and care-free man. There was not much chance for him by the next morning, and less the following night when the oxygen tanks arrived.

Portlaw, profoundly shocked and still too stunned by the swiftness of the calamity to credit a tragic outcome, spent the day in a heavily bewildered condition, wandering, between meals, from his house to the cottage where Hamil lay, and back again to the telephone.

He had physicians in consultation from Utica and Albany; he had nurses and oxygen; he had Miss Palliser on the telephone, first in New York, then at Albany, and finally at Prides Fall, to tell her that Hamil was alive.

She arrived after midnight with Wayward. Hamil was still breathing — if it could be called by that name.

Toward dawn a long-distance call summoned Portlaw: Malcourt was on the end of the wire.

Is Hamil ill up at your place?

He is, said Portlaw curtly.

Very ill?

Very.

How ill?

Well, hes not dead.

Portlaw, is he dying?

They dont know yet.

What is the sickness?

Pneumonia. I wish to heaven you were here! he burst out, unable to suppress his smouldering irritation any longer.

I was going to ask you if you wanted me—

You neednt ask such a fool question. Your house is here for you and the servants are eating their heads off. I havent had your resignation and I dont expect it while were in trouble.... Mrs. Malcourt will come with you, of course.

Hold the wire.

Portlaw held it for a few minutes, then:

Mr. Portlaw? — scarcely audible.

Is that you, Mrs. Malcourt?

Yes.... Is Mr. Hamil going to die?

We dont know, Mrs. Malcourt. We are doing all we can. It came suddenly; we were caught unprepared—

Suddenly, you say?

Yes, it hit him like a bullet. He ought to have broken the journey northward; he was not well when he arrived, but I never for a moment thought—

Mr. Portlaw — please!

Yes?

Is there a chance for him?

The doctors refuse to say so.

Do they say there is no chance?

They havent said that, Mrs. Malcourt. I think—

Please, Mr. Portlaw!

Yes, madam!

Will you listen very carefully, please?

Certainly—

Mr. Malcourt and I are leaving on the 10.20. You will please consult your time-table and keep us informed at the following stations — have you a pencil to write them down?... Are you ready now? Ossining, Hudson, Albany, Fonda, and Prides Fall.... Thank you.... Mr. Malcourt wishes you to send the Morgan horses.... If there is any change in Mr. Hamils condition before the train leaves the Grand Central at 10.20, let me know. I will be at the telephone station until the last moment. Telegrams for the train should be directed to me aboard The Seminole — the private car of Mr. Cardross.... Is all this clear?... Thank you.

With a confused idea that he was being ordered about too frequently of late Portlaw waddled off bedward; but sleep eluded him; he lay there watching through his window the light in the window of the sick-room where Hamil lay fighting for breath; and sometimes he quivered all over in scared foreboding, and sometimes the thought that Malcourt was returning seemed to ease for a moment the dread load of responsibility that was already playing the mischief with his digestion.

A curry had started it; a midnight golden-buck superimposed upon a miniature mince pie had, to his grief and indignation, continued an outrageous conspiracy against his liver begun by the shock of Hamils illness. But what completed his exasperation was the indifference of the physicians attending Hamil who did not seem to appreciate the gravity of an impaired digestive system, or comprehend that a man who couldnt enjoy eating might as well be in Hamils condition; and Portlaw angrily swallowed the calomel so indifferently shoved toward him and hunted up Wayward, to whom he aired his deeply injured feelings.

What you need are Drovers Remedies, observed Wayward, peering at him through his spectacles; and Portlaw unsuspiciously made a memorandum of the famous live-stock and kennel panacea for future personal emergencies.

The weather was unfavourable for Hamil; a raw, wet wind rattled the windows; the east lowered thick and gray with hurrying clouds; volleys of chilly rain swept across the clearing from time to time.

Portlaw and Wayward sat most of the time in the big living-room playing Canfield. There was nothing else to do except to linger somewhere within call, and wait. Constance Palliser remained near whichever nurse happened to be off duty, and close enough to the sick-room to shudder at what she heard from within, all day, all night, ceaselessly ominous, pitiable, heart-breaking.

At length Wayward took her away without ceremony into the open air.

Look here, Constance, your sitting there and hearing such things isnt helping Garry. Lansdale is doing everything that can be done; Miss Race and Miss Clay are competent. Youre simply frightening yourself sick—

She protested, but he put her into a hooded ulster, buckled on her feet a pair of heavy carriage boots, and drew her arm under his, saying: If theres a chance Garry is having it, and youve got to keep your strength.... I wish this mist would clear; Hooper telephoned to Prides for the weather bulletin, but it is not encouraging.

They walked about for an hour and finally returned from the wet woodland paths to the bridge, leaning on the stone parapet together.

A swollen brook roared under the arches, carrying on its amber wave-crests tufts of green grass and young leaves and buds which the promise of summer had tenderly unfolded to the mercy of a ruthless flood.

Like those young lives that go out too early, murmured Constance. See that little wind-flower, Jim, uprooted, drowning — and that dead thing tumbling about half under water—

Wayward laid a firm hand across hers.

I dont mean to be morbid, she said with a pathetic upward glance, but, Jim, it is too awful to hear him fighting for just — just a chance to breathe a little—

I think hes going to get well, said Wayward.

Jim! Why do you think it? Has any—

No.... I just think it.

Is there any reason—

None — except you.

His voice within the last month or two had almost entirely lost its indistinct and husky undertone; the clear resonant quality, which had always thrilled her a little as a young girl, seemed to be returning; and now she felt, faintly, the old response awaking within her.

It is very sweet of you to believe hell live because I love him, she said gently.

Wayward drew his hand from hers and, folding his arms, leaned on the parapet inspecting the turbid water through his spectacles.

There are no fights too desperate to be won, he said. The thing to do is to finish — still fighting!

Jim?

Yes.

This time her hand sought his, drew it toward her, and covered it with both of hers.

Jim, she said tremulously, there is something — I am horribly afraid — that — perhaps Garry is not fighting.

Why? he asked bluntly.

There was an — an attachment—

A what?

An unfortunate affair; he was very deeply in love—

Not ridiculously, I hope!

I dont know what you mean.... He cared more than I have believed possible; I saw him in New York on his way here and, Jim, he must have known then, for he looked like death—

You mean he was in love with that Cardross girl?

Oh, yes, yes!... I do not understand the affair; but I tell you, Jim, the strangest part was that the girl loved him! If ever a woman was in love with a man, Shiela Cardross was in love with Garry! I tell you I know it; I am not guessing, not hazarding an opinion; I know it.... And she married Louis Malcourt!... And, Jim, I have been so frightened — so terrified — for Garry — so afraid that he might not care to fight—

Wayward leaned there heavily and in silence. He was going to say that men do not do such things for women any longer, but he thought of the awful battle not yet ended which he had endured for the sake of the woman beside him; and he said nothing; because he knew that, without hope of her to help him, the battle had long since gone against him. But Garry had nothing to fight for, if what Constance said was true. And within him his latent distrust and contempt for Malcourt blazed up, tightening the stern lines of his sun-burnt visage.

Portlaw says that Louis is coming to-night, and that young Mrs. Malcourt is with him, he observed.

I know it.... I was wondering if there was any way we could use her — make use of her—

To stir up Garry to fight?

Y-yes — something like that — I am vague about it myself — if it could be done without anybody suspecting the — O Jim! — I dont know; I am only a half-crazed woman willing to do anything for my boy—

Certainly. If theres anything that might benefit Garry you need not hesitate on account of that little beast Malcourt—

She said in her gentle, earnest way: Louis Malcourt is so very strange. He has treated Virginia dreadfully; they were engaged — they must have been or she could not have gone all to pieces the way she has.... I cannot understand it, Jim—

Whats Louis coming here for?

Mr. Portlaw begged him to come—

What for? Oh, well, I guess I can answer that for myself; its to save Portlaw some trouble or other—

You are very hard on people — very intolerant, sometimes—

I have no illusions concerning the unselfishness of Billy Portlaw. Look at him tagging after the doctors and bawling for pills! — with Garry lying there! He hustled him into a cottage, too—

He was quite right, Jim, Garry is better off—

Sos William. Dont tell me, Constance; hes always been the same; he never really cared for anybody in all his life except Louis Malcourt. But its a jolly, fat, good-humoured beast, and excellent company aboard the Ariani! ... He was silent a moment, then his voice deepened to a clear, gentle tone, almost tender: Youve been rained on enough, now; come in by the fire and Ill bring you the latest news from Garry.

But when he returned to the fire where Constance and Portlaw sat in silence, the report he brought was only negative. A third doctor from Albany arrived at nightfall and left an hour later. He was non-committal and in a hurry, and very, very famous.




CHAPTER XXI

REINFORCEMENTS
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ALL DAY PORTLAW had been telephoning and telegraphing the various stations along the New York Central Railroad, following the schedule from his time-table and from the memoranda given him by young Mrs. Malcourt; and now the big, double, covered buckboard and the fast horses, which had been sent to meet them at Prides, was expected at any moment.

At least, Portlaw confided with a subdued animation to Wayward, were going to have a most excellent dinner for them when they arrive. My Frenchman is doing the capons in Louis XI style—

Somebody, said Wayward pleasantly, will do you in the same style some day. And he retired to dress, laughing in an odd way. But Portlaw searched in vain for the humour which he had contrived somehow to miss. He also missed Malcourt on such occasions — Malcourt whose nimble intelligence never missed a trick!

Thank the Lord hes coming! he breathed devoutly. Its bad enough to have a man dying on the premises without having an earthly thing to do while hes doing it.... I can see no disrespect to Hamil if we play a few cards now and then.

His valet was buttoning him up when Malcourt arrived and walked coolly into his room.

Louis! Damnation! ejaculated Portlaw, purple with emotion.

Especially the latter, nodded Malcourt. They tell me, below, that Hamil is very sick; wait a moment! — Mrs. Malcourt is in my house; she is to have it for herself. Do you understand?

Y-yes—

All right. I take my old rooms here for the present. Tell Williams. Mrs. Malcourt has brought a maid and another trained nurse for emergencies. She wanted to; and thats enough.

Lord, but Im glad youve come! said Portlaw, forgetting all the reproaches and sarcasms he had been laboriously treasuring to discharge at his superintendent.

Thanks, said Malcourt drily. And I say; we didnt know anybody else was here—

Only his aunt and Wayward—

Malcourt cast a troubled glance around the room, repeating: I didnt understand that anybody was here.

What difference does that make? Youre coming back to stay, arent you?

Malcourt looked at him. Thats supposed to be the excuse for our coming.... Certainly; Im your superintendent, back from a fortnights leave to get married in.... Thats understood. ... And, stepping nearer: Theres hell to pay in town. Have you seen the papers?

Not to-days—

Theyre down-stairs. Wormly, Hunter & Blake have failed — liabilities over three million. Theres probably going to be a run on the Shoshone Securities Company; Andreas Hogg and Gumble Brothers have laid down on their own brokers and the Exchange has—

What!

A nice outlook, isnt it? Be careful what you say before Mrs. Malcourt; she doesnt realise that Cardross, Carrick & Co. may be involved.

Portlaw said with that simple self-centred dignity which characterised him in really solemn moments: Thank God, Im in an old-line institution and own nothing that can ever pass a dividend!

Even your hens pay their daily dole, nodded Malcourt, eyeing him.

Certainly. If they dont, its a fricassee for theirs! chuckled Portlaw, in excellent humour over his own financial security in time of stress.

So they descended to the living-room together where Constance and Wayward stood whispering by the fire. Malcourt greeted them; they exchanged a few words in faultless taste, then he picked an umbrella from the rack and went across the lawn to his house where his bride of a fortnight awaited him. Portlaw rubbed his pudgy hands together contentedly.

Now that Louis is back, he said to Wayward, this place will be run properly again.

Is it likely, asked Wayward, that a man who has just married several millions will do duty as your superintendent in the backwoods?

Well, said Portlaw, with his head on one side, do you know, it is extremely likely. And I have a vague idea that he will draw his salary with great regularity and promptness.

What are you talking about? said Wayward bluntly.

Ill tell you. But young Mrs. Malcourt does not know — and she is not to be told as long as it can be avoided: Cardross, Carrick & Co. are in a bad way.

How bad?

The worst — unless the Clearing House does something—

What!

 — And it wont! Mark my words. Wayward, the Clearing House wont lift a pennys weight from the load on their shoulders. I know. Theres a string of banks due to blow up; the fuse has been lighted, and its up to us to stand clear—

Oh, hush! whispered Constance in a frightened voice; the door swung open; a gust of chilly air sent the ashes in the fireplace whirling upward among the leaping flames.

Young Mrs. Malcourt entered the room.

Her gown, which was dark — and may have been black — set off her dead-white face and hands in a contrast almost startling. Confused for a moment by the brilliancy of the lamplight she stood looking around her; then, as Portlaw waddled forward, she greeted him very quietly; recognised and greeted Wayward, and then slowly turned toward Constance.

There was a pause; the girl took a hesitating step forward; but Miss Palliser met her more than half-way, took both her hands, and, holding them, looked her through and through.

Malcourts voice broke in gravely:

It is most unfortunate that my return to duty should happen under such circumstances. I do not think there is any man in the world for whom I have the respect — and affection — that I have for Hamil.

Wayward was staring at him almost insolently; Portlaw, comfortably affected, shook his head in profound sympathy, glancing sideways at the door where his butler always announced dinner. Constance had heard, but she looked only at young Mrs. Malcourt. Shiela alone had been unconscious of the voice of her lord and master.

She looked bravely back into the golden-brown eyes of Miss Palliser; and, suddenly realising that, somehow, this woman knew the truth, flinched pitifully.

But Constance crushed the slender, colourless hands in her own, speaking tremulously low:

Perhaps hell have a chance now. I am so thankful that youve come.

Yes. Her ashy lips formed the word, but there was no utterance.

Dinner was announced with a decorous modulation befitting the circumstances.

Malcourt bore himself faultlessly during the trying function; Wayward was moody; his cynical glance through his gold-rimmed glasses resting now on Malcourt, now on Shiela. The latter ate nothing, which grieved Portlaw beyond measure, for the salad was ambrosial and the capon was truly Louis XI.

Later the men played Preference, having nothing else to do after the ladies left, Constance insisting on taking Shiela back to her own house, and Malcourt acquiescing in the best of taste.

The stars were out; a warm, sweet, dry wind had set in from the south-west.

It was what weve prayed for, breathed Constance, pausing on the lawn. It was what the doctors wanted for him. How deliciously warm it is! Oh, I hope it will help him!

Is that his cottage? whispered Shiela.

Yes.... His room is there where the windows are open.... They keep them open, you know.... Do you want to go in?

Oh, may I see him!

No, dear.... Only I often sit in the corridor outside.... But perhaps you could not endure it—

Endure what?

To hear — to listen — to his — breathing—

Let me go with you! she whispered, clasping her hands, let me go with you, Miss Palliser. I will be very quiet, I will do whatever you tell me — only let me go with you!

Miss Clay, just released from duty, met them at the door.

There is nothing to say, she said; of course every hour he holds out is an hour gained. The weather is more favourable. Miss Race will show you the chart.

As Shiela entered the house the ominous sounds from above struck her like a blow; she caught her breath and stood perfectly still, one hand pressing her breast.

That is not as bad as it has been, whispered Constance, and noiselessly mounted the stairs.

Shiela crept after her and halted as though paralysed when the elder woman pointed at a door which hung just ajar. Inside the door stood a screen and a shaded electric jet. A womans shadow moved across the wall within.

Without the slightest noise Constance sank down on the hallway sofa; Shiela crept up close beside her, closer, when the dreadful sounds broke out again, trembling in every limb, pressing her head convulsively against the elder womans arm.

Young Dr. Lansdale came up-stairs an hour later, nodded to Constance, looked sharply at Shiela, then turned to the nurse who had forestalled him at the door. A glance akin to telepathy flashed between physician and nurse, and the doctor turned to Miss Palliser:

Would you mind asking Miss Clay to come back? he said quietly. Oh! — has she gone to bed?

Shiela was on her feet: I — I have brought a trained nurse, she said; the very best — from Johns Hopkins—

I should be very glad to have her for a few moments, said the doctor, looking at the chart by the light of the hall lamp.

Shiela sped down the stairs like a ghost; the nurse re-entered the room; the doctor turned to follow, and halted short as a hand touched his arm.

Dr. Lansdale?

He nodded pleasantly.

Does it do any good — when one is very, very ill — to see—

The doctor made a motion with his head. Who is that young girl? he asked coolly.

Mrs. Malcourt—

Oh! I thought it might have been this Shiela he is always talking about in his delirium—

It is, whispered Constance.

For a moment they looked one another in the eyes; then a delicate colour stole over the womans face.

Im afraid — Im afraid that my boy is not making the fight he could make, she whispered.

Why not?

She was speechless.

Why not! ... And in a lower voice: This corridor is a confessional. Miss Palliser — if that helps you any.

She said: They were in love.

Oh! Are they yet?

Yes.

Oh! She married the other man?

Yes.

Oh!

Young Lansdale wheeled abruptly and entered the sick-room. Shiela returned in a few minutes with her nurse, a quick-stepping, cool-eyed young woman in spotless uniform. A few minutes afterward the sounds indicated that oxygen was being used.

An hour later Miss Race came into the hallway and looked at Shiela.

Mr. Hamil is conscious, she said. Would you care to see him for a second?

A dreadful fear smote her as she crouched there speechless.

The danger of infection is slight, said the nurse — and knew at the same instant that she had misunderstood. Did you think I meant he is dying? she added gently as Shiela straightened up to her slender height.

Is he better? whispered Constance.

He is conscious, said the nurse patiently. He knows — turning to Shiela— that you are here. You must not speak to him; you may let him see you for a moment. Come!

In the shadowy half-light of the room Shiela halted at a sign from the nurse; the doctor glanced up, nodding almost imperceptibly as the girls eyes fell upon the bed.

How she did it — what instinct moved her, what unsuspected reserve of courage prompted her, she never understood; but looking into the dreadful eyes of death itself there in the sombre shadows of the bed, she smiled with a little gesture of gay recognition, then, turning, passed from the room.

Did he know you? motioned Constance.

I dont know — I dont know.... I think he was — dying — before he saw me—

She was shuddering so violently that Constance could scarcely hold her, scarcely guide her down the stairs, across the lawn toward her own house. The doctor overtook and passed them on his way to his own quarters, but he only bowed very pleasantly, and would have gone on except for the soft appeal of Constance.

Miss Palliser, he said, I dont know — if you want the truth. You know all that I do; he is conscious — or was. I expect he will be, at intervals, now. This young lady behaved admirably — admirably! The thing to do is to wait.

He glanced at Shiela, hesitated, then:

Would it be any comfort to learn that he knew you?

Yes.... Thank you.

The doctor nodded and said in a hearty voice: Oh, weve got to pull him through somehow. Thats what Im here for. And he went away briskly across the lawn.

What are you going to do? asked Constance in a low voice.

I dont know; write to my father, I think.

You ought not to sit up after such a journey.

Do you suppose I could sleep to-night?

Constance drew her into her arms; the girl clung to her, head hidden on her breast.

Shiela, Shiela, she murmured, you can always come to me. Always, always! — for Garrys sake.... Listen, child: I do not understand your tragedy — his and yours — I only know you loved each other.... Love — and a boys strange ways in love have always been to me a mystery — a sad one, Shiela.... For once upon a time — there was a boy — and never in all my life another. Dear, we women are all born mothers to men — and from birth to death our heritage is motherhood — grief for those of us who bear — sadness for us who shall never bear — mothers to sorrow everyone.... Do you love him?

Yes.

That is forbidden you, now.

It was forbidden me from the first; yet, when I saw him I loved him. What was I to do?

Constance waited, but the girl had fallen silent.

Is there more you wish to tell me?

No more.

She bent and kissed the cold cheek on her shoulder.

Dont sit up, child. If there is any reason for waking you I will come myself.

Thank you.

So they parted, Constance to seek her room and lie down partly dressed; Shiela to the new quarters still strange and abhorrent to her.

Her maid, half dead with fatigue, slept in a chair, and young Mrs. Malcourt aroused her and sent her off to bed. Then she roamed through the rooms, striving to occupy her mind with the negative details of the furnishing; but it was all drearily harmless, unaccented anywhere by personal taste, merely the unmeaning harmony executed by a famous New York decorator, at Portlaws request — a faultless monotony from garret to basement.

There was a desk in one room; ink in the well, notepaper bearing the name of Portlaws camp. She looked at it and passed on to her bedroom.

But after she had unlaced and, hair unbound, stood staring vacantly about her, she remembered the desk; and drawing on her silken chamber-robe, went into the writing-room.

At intervals, during her writing, she would rise and gaze from the window across the darkness where in the sick-room a faint, steady glow remained; and she could see the white curtains in his room stirring like ghosts in the soft night wind and the shadow of the nurse on wall and ceiling.

Dear, dear dad and mother, she wrote; Mr. Portlaw was so anxious for Louis to begin his duties that we decided to come at once, particularly as we both were somewhat worried over the serious illness of Mr. Hamil.

He is very, very ill, poor fellow. The sudden change from the South brought on pneumonia. I know that you both and Gray and Cecile and Jessie will feel as sorry as I do. His aunt, Miss Palliser, is here. To-night I was permitted to see him. Only his eyes were visible and they were wide open. It is very dreadful, very painful, and has cast a gloom over our gaiety.

To-night Dr. Lansdale said that he would pull him through. I am afraid he said it to encourage Miss Palliser.

This is a beautiful place— She dropped her pen with a shudder, closed her eyes, groped for it again, and forced herself to continue— Mr. Portlaw is very kind. The superintendents house is large and comfortable. Louis begins his duties to-morrow. Everything promises to be most interesting and enjoyable— She laid her head in her arms, remaining so, motionless until somewhere on the floor below a clock struck midnight.

At last she managed to go on:

Dad, dear; what you said to Louis about my part of your estate was very sweet and generous of you; but I do not want it. Louis and I have talked it over in the last fortnight and we came to the conclusion that you must make no provision for me at present. We wish to begin very simply and make our own way. Besides I know from something I heard Acton say that even very wealthy people are hard pressed for ready money; and so Phil Gatewood acted as our attorney and Mr. Cuyps firm as our brokers and now the Union Pacific and Government bonds have been transferred to Colonel Vetchens bank subject to your order — is that the term? — and the two blocks on Lexington Avenue now stand in your name, and Cuyp, Van Dine, and Siclen sold all those queer things for me — the Industrials, I think you call them — and I endorsed a sheaf of certified checks, making them all payable to your order.

Dad, dear — I cannot take anything of that kind from you.... I am very, very tired of the things that money buys. All I shall ever care for is the quiet of unsettled places, the silence of the hills, where I can study and read and live out the life I am fitted for. The rest is too complex, too tiresome to keep up with or even to watch from my windows.

Dear dad and dear mother, I am a little anxious about what Acton said to Gray — about money troubles that threaten wealthy people. And so it makes me very happy to know that the rather overwhelming fortune which you so long ago set aside for me to accumulate until my marriage is at last at your disposal again. Because Gray told me that Acton was forced to borrow such frightful sums at such ruinous rates. And now you need borrow no more, need you?

You have been so good to me — both of you. I am afraid you wont believe how dearly I love you. I dont very well see how you can believe it. But it is true.

The light in Mr. Hamils sick-room seems to be out. I am going to ask what it means.

Good-night, my darling two — I will write you every day.

SHIELA.

She was standing, looking out across the night at the darkened windows of the sick-room, her sealed letter in her hand, when she heard the lower door open and shut, steps on the stairs — and turned to face her husband.

W-what is it? she faltered.

What is what? he asked coolly.

The reason there is no light in Mr. Hamils windows?

Hes asleep, said Malcourt in a dull voice.

Louis! Are you telling me the truth?

Yes.... Id tell you if he were dead. He isnt. Lansdale thinks there is a slight change for the better. So I came to tell you.

Every tense nerve and muscle in her body seemed to give way at the same instant as she dropped to the lounge. For a moment her mind was only a confused void, then the routine instinct of self-control asserted itself; she made the effort required of her, groping for composure and self-command.

He is better, you say?

Lansdale said there was a change which might be slightly favourable.... I wish I could say more than that, Shiela.

But — he is better, then? — pitifully persistent.

Malcourt looked at her a moment. Yes, he is better. I believe it.

For a few moments they sat there in silence.

That is a pretty gown, he said pleasantly.

What! Oh! Young Mrs. Malcourt bent her head, gazing fixedly at the sealed letter in her hand. The faint red of annoyance touched her pallor — perhaps because her chamber-robe suggested an informality between them that was impossible.

I have written to my father and mother, she said, about the securities.

Have you? he said grimly.

Yes. And, Louis, I forgot to tell you that Mr. Cuyp telephoned me yesterday assuring me that everything had been transferred and recorded and that my father could use everything in an emergency — if it comes as you thought possible.... And I — I wish to say — she went on in a curiously constrained voice— that I appreciate what you have done — what you so willingly gave up—

An odd smile hovered on Malcourts lips:

Nonsense, he said. One couldnt give up what one never had and never wanted.... And you say that it was all available yesterday?

Available!

At the order of Cardross, Carrick & Co.?

Mr. Cuyp said so.

You made over all those checks to them?

Yes. Mr. Cuyp took them away.

And that Lexington Avenue stuff?

Deeded and recorded.

The bonds?

Everything is fathers again.

Was it yesterday?

Yes. Why?

You are absolutely certain?

Mr. Cuyp said so.

Malcourt slowly rolled a cigarette and held it, unlighted, in his nervous fingers. Young Mrs. Malcourt watched him, but her mind was on other things.

Presently he rose, and she looked up as though startled painfully from her abstraction.

You ought to turn in, he said quietly. Good night.

Good night.

He went out and started to descend the stairs; but somebody was banging at the lower door, entering clumsily, and in haste.

Louis! panted Portlaw, they say Hamil is dying—

Damn you, whispered Malcourt fiercely, will you shut your cursed mouth!

Then slowly he turned, leaden-footed, head hanging, and ascended the stairs once more to the room where his wife had been. She was standing there, pale as a corpse, struggling into a heavy coat.

Did you — hear?

Yes.

He aided her with her coat.

Do you think you had better go over?

Yes, I must go.

She was trembling so that he could scarcely get her into the coat.

Probably, he said, Portlaw doesnt know what hes talking about.... Shiela, do you want me to go with you—

No — no! Oh, hurry—

She was crying now; he saw that she was breaking down.

Wait till I find your shoes. You cant go that way. Wait a moment—

No — no!

He followed her to the stairs, but:

No — no! she sobbed, pushing him back; I want him to myself. Cant they let me have him even when he is dying?

You cant go! he said.

She turned on him quivering, beside herself.

Not in this condition — for your own sake, he repeated steadily. And again he said: For the sake of your name in the years to come, Shiela, you cannot go to him like this. Control yourself.

She strove to pass him; all her strength was leaving her.

You coward! she gasped.

I thought you would mistake me, he said quietly. People usually do.... Sit down.

For a while she lay sobbing in her arm-chair, white hands clinched, biting at her lips to choke back the terror and grief.
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You cant go! he said.

As soon as your self-command returns my commands are void, he said coolly. Nobody here shall see you as you are. If you cant protect yourself its my duty to do it for you.... Do you want Portlaw to see you? — Wayward? — these doctors and nurses and servants? How long would it take for gossip to reach your family!... And what youve done for their sakes would be a crime instead of a sacrifice!

She looked up; he continued his pacing to and fro but said no more.

After a while she rose; an immense lassitude weighted her limbs and body.

I think I am fit to go now, she said in a low voice.

Use a sponge and cold water and fix your hair and put on your shoes, he said. By the time you are ready Ill be back with the truth.

She was blindly involved with her tangled hair when she heard him on the stairs again — a quick, active step that she mistook for haste; and hair and arms fell as she turned to confront him.

It was a sinking crisis; they got him through — both doctors. I tell you, Shiela, things look better, he said cheerily.




CHAPTER XXII

THE ROLL CALL
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AS IN SIMILAR cases of the same disease Hamils progress toward recovery was scarcely appreciable for a fortnight or so, then, danger of reinfection practically over, convalescence began with the new moon of May.

Other things also began about that time, including a lawsuit against Portlaw, the lilacs, jonquils, and appleblossoms in Shielas garden, and Malcourts capricious journeys to New York on business concerning which he offered no explanation to anybody.

The summons bidding William Van Beuren Portlaw of Camp Chickadee, town of Prides Fall, Horican County, New York, to defend a suit for damages arising from trespass, tree-felling, the malicious diversion of the waters of Painted Creek, the wilful and deliberate killing of game, the flooding of wild meadow lands in contemptuous disregard of riparian rights and the drowning of certain sheep thereby, had been impending since the return from Florida to her pretty residence at Prides Fall of Mrs. Alida Ascott.

Trouble had begun the previous autumn with a lively exchange of notes between them concerning the shooting of woodcock on Mrs. Ascotts side of the boundary. Then Portlaw stupidly built a dam and diverted the waters of Painted Creek. Having been planned, designed, and constructed according to Portlaws own calculations, the dam presently burst and the escaping flood drowned some of Mrs. Ascotts sheep. Then somebody cut some pine timber on her side of the line and Mrs. Ascotts smouldering indignation flamed.

Personally she and Portlaw had been rather fond of one another; and to avoid trouble incident on hot temper Alida Ascott decamped, intending to cool off in the Palm Beach surf and think it over; but she met Portlaw at Palm Beach that winter, and Portlaw dodged the olive branch and neglected her so selfishly that she determined then and there upon his punishment, now long overdue.

My Lord! said Portlaw plaintively to Malcourt, I had no idea shed do such a thing to me; had you?

Didnt I tell you she would? said Malcourt. I know women better than you do, though you dont believe it.

But I thought she was rather fond of me! protested Portlaw indignantly.

That may be the reason shes going to chasten you, friend. Dont come bleating to me; I advised you to be attentive to her at Palm Beach, but you sulked and stood about like a baby-hippopotamus and pouted and shot your cuffs. I warned you to be agreeable to her, but you preferred the Beach Club and pigeon shooting. Its easy enough to amuse yourself and be decent to a nice woman too. Even I can combine those things.

Didnt I go to that lawn party?

Yes, and scarcely spoke to her. And never went near her afterward. Now shes mad all through.

Well, I can get mad, too—

No, youre too plump to ever become angry—

Do you think Im going to submit to—

Youll submit all right when theyve dragged you twenty-eight miles to the county court house once or twice.

Louis! Are you against me too? — in a voice vibrating with reproach and self-pity.

Now, look here, William Van Beuren; your guests did shoot woodcock on Mrs. Ascotts land—

Theyre migratory birds, confound it!

 — And, continued Malcourt, paying no attention to the interruption, you did build that fool dam regardless of my advice; and you first left her cattle waterless, then drowned her sheep—

That was a cloud-burst — an act of God—

It was a dam-burst, and the act of an obstinate chump!

Louis, I wont let anybody talk to me like that!

But youve just done it, William.

Portlaw, in a miniature fury, began to run around in little circles, puffing threats which, however, he was cautious enough to make obscure; winding up with:

And I might as well take this opportunity to ask you what you mean by calmly going off to town every ten days or so and absenting yourself without a word of—

Oh, bosh, said Malcourt; if you dont want me here, Billy, say so and be done with it.

I didnt say I didnt want you—

Well, then, let me alone. I dont neglect your business and I dont intend to neglect my own. If the time comes when I cant attend to both Ill let you know soon enough — perhaps sooner than you expect.

Youre perfectly welcome to go to town, insisted Portlaw, alarmed.

I know it, nodded Malcourt coolly. Now, if youll take my advice youll behave less like a pig in this Ascott matter.

Im going to fight that suit—

Certainly fight it. But not the way youre planning.

Well — how, then?

Go and see the little lady.

See her? She wouldnt receive me.

Probably not. Thats unimportant. For heavens sake, Portlaw, youre becoming chuckle-headed with all your feeding and inertia and pampered self-indulgence. Youre the limit! — with your thirty-eight-inch girth and your twin chins and baby wrists! You know, its pitiable when I think what a clean-cut, decent-looking, decently set-up fellow you were only two years ago! — its enough to make a cat sick!

Can I help what I look like! bellowed Portlaw wrathfully.

What an idiot question! said Malcourt with weary patience. All youve got to do is to cuddle yourself less, and go out into the fresh air on your ridiculous legs—

Ridiculous! gasped the other. Well, Im damned if I stand that — !

You wont be able to stand at all if you continue eating and sitting in arm-chairs. You dont like what I say, do you? with easy impudence. Well, I said it to sting you — if theres any sensation left under your hide. And Ill say something else: if youd care for somebody beside yourself for a change and give the overworked Ego a vacation, youd get along with your pretty neighbour yonder. Oh, yes, you would; she was quite inclined to like you before you began to turn, physically, into a stall-fed prize winner. Youre only thirty-seven or eight; youve a reasonable chance yet to exchange obesity for perspicacity before it smothers what intellect remains. And if youre anything except what youre beginning to resemble youll stop sharp, behave yourself, go to see your neighbour, and — with a shrug— marry her. Marriage — as easy a way out of trouble as it is in.

He swung carelessly on his heel, supple, erect, graceful as always.

But, he threw back over his shoulder, youd better acquire the rudiments of a figure before you go a-courting Alida Ascott. And left Portlaw sitting petrified in his wadded chair.

Malcourt strolled on, a humorously malicious smile hovering near his eyes, but his face grew serious as he glanced up at Hamils window. He had not seen Hamil during his illness or his convalescence — had made no attempt to, evading lightly the casual suggestions of Portlaw that he and his young wife pay Hamil a visit; nor did he appear to take anything more than a politely perfunctory interest in the sick mans progress; yet Constance Palliser had often seen him pacing the lawn under Hamils window long after midnight during those desperate hours when the life-flame scarcely flickered — those ominous moments when so many souls go out to meet the impending dawn.

But now, in the later stages of Hamils rapid convalescence which is characteristic of a healthy recovery from that unpleasant malady, Malcourt avoided the cottage, even ceased to inquire; and Hamil had never asked to see him, although, for appearance sake, he knew that he must do so very soon.

Wayward and Constance Palliser were visiting Mrs. Ascott at Prides Fall; young Mrs. Malcourt had been there for a few days, but was returning to prepare for the series of house-parties arranged by Portlaw who had included Cecile Cardross and Philip Gatewood in the first relay.

As for Malcourt there was no counting on him; he was likely to remain for several days at any of the five distant gate-keepers lodges across the mountains or to be mousing about the woods with wardens and foresters, camping where convenient; or to start for New York without explanation. All of which activity annoyed Portlaw, who missed his manager at table and at cards — missed his nimble humour, his impudence, his casual malice — missed even the paternal toleration which this younger man bestowed upon him — a sort of half-tolerant, half-contemptuous supervision.

And now that Malcourt was so often absent Portlaw was surprised to find how much he missed the veiled authority exercised — how dependent on it he had become, how secretly agreeable had been the half-mocking discipline which relieved him of any responsibility except as over-lord of the culinary régime.

Like a spoiled school-lad, badly brought up, he sometimes defied Malcourts authority — as in the matter of the dam — enjoying his own perversity. But he always got into hot water and was glad enough to return to safety.

Even now, though his truancy had landed him in a very lively lawsuit, he was glad enough to slink back through the stinging comments to the security of authority; and his bellows of exasperation under reproof were half pretence. He expected Malcourt to get him out of it if he could not extract himself; he had no idea of defending the suit. Besides there was sufficient vanity in him to rely on a personal meeting with Mrs. Ascott. But he laughed in his sleeve at the idea of the necessity of making love to her.

And one day when Hamil was out for the third or fourth time, walking about the drives and lawns in the sunshine, and Malcourt was not in sight, Portlaw called for his riding-breeches and boots.

He had not been on a horse in years and it seemed as though only faith and a shoe-horn could get him into his riding-breeches; but with the aid of Heaven and a powerful valet he stood before his mirror arrayed at last; and presently went out across the lawn and through the grove to Malcourts house.

Young Mrs. Malcourt in pink gingham apron and sun-bonnet was digging with a trowel in her garden when he appeared upon the landscape.

I dont want you to tell Louis, he cautioned her with a very knowing and subtle smile, but Im just going to ride over to Prides this morning and settle this lawsuit matter, and surprise him.

Shiela had straightened up, trowel in her gloved hand, and now stood looking at him in amused surprise.

I didnt know you rode, she said. I should think it would be very good for you.

Well, he admitted, turning red, I suppose I ought to ride now and then. Louis has been at me rather viciously. But you wont tell him, will you?

No, said Shiela.

Because, you see, he doesnt think me capable of settling this thing; and so Im just going to gallop over and have a little friendly chat with Mrs. Ascott—

Friendly? very gravely.

Yes, he said, alarmed; why not?

Do you think Mrs. Ascott will receive you?

Well — now — Louis said something of that sort. And then he added that it didnt matter — but he didnt explain what I was to do when she refused to see me.... Ah — could — would you mind telling me what to do in that case, Mrs. Malcourt?

What is there to do, Mr. Portlaw, if a woman refuses to receive you?

Why — I dont know, he admitted vacantly. What would you do?

Young Mrs. Malcourt, frankly amused, shook her head:

If Mrs. Ascott wont see you, she wont! You dont intend to carry Prides Fall by assault, do you?

But Louis said—

Mr. Malcourt knows quite well that Mrs. Ascott wont see you.

W-why?

Ask yourself. Besides, her lawyers have forbidden her.

But Portlaws simple faith in Malcourt never wavered; he stood his ground and quoted him naïvely, adding: You see Louis must have meant something. Couldnt you tell me what he meant? Ill promise to do it.

I suppose, she answered, laughing, that he meant me to write a note to Alida Ascott, making a personal appeal for your reception. He spoke of it; but, Mr. Portlaw, I am scarcely on such a footing with her.

Portlaw was so innocently delighted with the idea which bore Malcourts stamp of authority, that young Mrs. Malcourt found it difficult to refuse; and a few moments later, armed with a friendly but cautious note, he climbed laboriously aboard a huge chestnut hack, sat there doubtfully while a groom made all fast and tight for heavy weather, then, with a groan, set spurs to his mount, and went pounding away through the forest, upon diplomacy intent.

Hamil, walking about the lawns in the sunshine, saw him come careering past, making heavy weather of it, and smiled in salute; Shiela on a rustic ladder, pruning-knife in hand, gazed over her garden wall until the woods swallowed rotund rider and steed. As she turned to descend, her glance fell upon Hamil who was crossing the lawn directly below. For a moment they looked at each other without sign of recognition; then scarcely aware of what she did she made him a carelessly gay salute with her pruning-knife, clinging to the ladder with the other hand in sheer fear of falling, so suddenly unsteady her limbs and body.

He went directly toward her; and she, her knees scarcely supporting her, mounted the last rung of the ladder and seated herself sidewise on the top of the wall, looking down at him, leaning on one arm.

It is nice to see you out, she said, as he came to the foot of the sunny wall.... Do you really feel as thin as you look?... I had a letter from your aunt to-day asking an outsiders opinion of your condition, and now Ill be able to give it.... You do look pathetically thin — but I shant tell her that.... If you are tired standing up you may come into my garden where there are some very agreeable benches.... I would like to have you come if you care to.

She herself scarcely knew what she was saying; smile, voice, animation were forced; the havoc of his illness stared at her from his sharp cheek-bones, thin, bloodless hands, eyes still slow in turning, dull, heavy-lidded.

I thought perhaps you would come to call, he said listlessly.

She flushed.

You did come, once?

Yes.

You did not come again while I was conscious, did you?

No.

He passed his thin hand across eyes and forehead.

She folded her arms under her breast and hung far over the shadow-dappled wall half-screened in young vine-leaves. Over her pink sun-bonnet and shoulders the hot spring sunshine fell; her face was in shadow; his, under the full glare of the unclouded sky, every ravage starkly revealed. And she could not turn her fascinated gaze or crush out the swelling tenderness that closed her throat to speech and set her eyes glimmering.

The lids closed, slowly; she leaned there without a word, living through in the space of a dozen pulse-beats, the agony and sweetness of the past; then laid her flushed cheek on her arms and opened her eyes, looking at him in silence.

But he dared not sustain her gaze and took refuge from it in a forced gaiety, comparing his reappearance to the return of Ulysses, where Dame Art, that respectable old Haus-Frau, awaited him in a rocking-chair, chastely preoccupied with her tatting, while rival architects squatted anxiously around her, urging their claims to a dead mans shoes.

She strove to smile at him and to speak coolly: Will you come in? I have finished the vines and presently Im going to dig. Wait a moment — looking behind her and searching with one tentative foot for the ladder— I will have to let you in—

A moment later she met him at the grille and flung it wide, holding out her hand in welcome with a careless frankness not quite natural — nor was the nervously vigorous handshake, nor the laughter, light as a breeze, leaving her breathing fast and unevenly with the hue of excitement deepening on lip and cheek.

So, the handshaking safely over, and chatting together in a tone louder and more animated than usual, they walked down the moist gravel path together — the extreme width of the path apart.

I think, she said, considering the question, with small head tipped sideways, that you had better sit on this bench because the paint is dry and besides I can talk to you here and dig up these seedling larkspurs at the same time.

Dont you want me to do some weeding?

With pleasure when you are a little stronger—

Im all right now—

He stood looking seriously at the bare flower-bed along the wall where amber shoots of peonies were feathering out into palmate grace, and older larkspurs had pushed up into fringed mounds of green foliage.

She had knelt down on the beds edge, trowel in hand, pink sun-bonnet fallen back neglected; and with blade and gloved fingers she began transferring the irresponsible larkspur seedlings to the confines of their proper spheres, patting each frail little plant into place caressingly.

And he was thinking of her as he had last seen her — on her knees at the edge of another bed, her hair fallen unheeded as her sun-bonnet hung now, and the small hands clasping, twisting, very busy with their agony — as busy as her gloved fingers were now, restlessly in motion among the thickets of living green.

Tell me, she said, not looking back over her shoulder, it must be heavenly to be out of doors again.

It is rather pleasant, he assented.

Did you — they said you had dreadful visions. Did you?

He laughed. Some of them were absurd, Shiela; the most abominably grotesque creatures came swarming and crowding around the bed — faces without bodies — creatures that grew while I looked at them, swelling to gigantic proportions — Oh, it was a merry carnival—

Neither spoke. Her back was toward him as she knelt there very much occupied with her straying seedlings in the cool shade of the wall.

Jonquils in heavy golden patches stretched away into sun-flecked perspective broken by the cool silver-green of iris thickets and the white star-clusters of narcissus nodding under sprays of bleeding-heart.

The air was sweet with the scent of late apple-bloom and lilac — and Hamil, brooding there on his bench in the sun, clasped his thin hands over his walking-stick and bent his head to the fragrant memories of Calypsos own perfume — the lilac-odour of China-berry in bloom, under the Southern stars.

He drew his breath sharply, raising his head — because this sort of thing would not do to begin life with again.

How is Louis? he asked in a pleasantly deliberate voice.

The thing had to be said sooner or later. They both knew that. It was over now, with no sign of effort, nothing in his voice or manner to betray him. Fortunately for him her face was turned away — fortunately for her, too.

There was a few moments silence; the trowel, driven abruptly into the earth to the hilt, served as a prop for her clinched hand.

I think — Louis — is very well, she said.

He is remaining permanently with Mr. Portlaw?

I think so.

I hope it will be agreeable for you — both.

It is a very beautiful country. She rose to her slender, graceful height and surveyed her work: A pretty country, a pretty house and garden, she said steadily. After all, you know, that is the main thing in this world.

What?

Why, an agreeable environment; isnt it?

She turned smilingly, walked to the bench and seated herself.

Your environment promises to be a little lonely at times, he ventured.

Oh, yes. But I rather like it, when its not over-populated. There will be a great deal for me to do in my garden — teaching young plants self-control.

Gardens freeze up, Shiela.

Yes, that is true.

But youll have good shooting—

I will never again draw trigger on any living thing!

What? The girl who—

No girl, now — a woman who can never again bring herself to inflict death.

Why?

I know better now.

You rather astonish me? he said, pretending amusement.

She sat very still, thoughtful eyes roaming, then rested her chin on her hand, dropping one knee over the other to support her elbow. And he saw the sensitive mouth droop a little, and the white lids drooping too until the lashes rested on the bloom of the curved cheek. So he had seen her, often, silent, absent-minded, thoughts astray amid some blessed day-dream in that golden fable they had lived — and died in.

She said, as though to herself: How can a woman slay?... I think those who have ever been victims of pain never desire to inflict it again on any living thing.

She looked up humbly, searching his face.

You know it has become such a dreadful thing to me — the responsibility for pain and death.... It is horrible for humanity to usurp such a power — to dare interfere with life — to mar it, end it!... Children do not understand. I was nothing more a few months ago. To my intelligence the shallow arguments of those takers of life called sportsmen was sufficient. I supposed that because almost all the little children of the wild were doomed to die by violence, sooner or later, that the quicker death I offered was pardonable on the score of mercy. ... She shook her head. Why death and pain exist, I do not know; He who deals them must know why.

He said, surprised at her seriousness: Right or wrong, a matter of taste cannot be argued—

A matter of taste! Every fibre of me rebels at the thought of death — of inflicting it on anything. God knows how I could have done it when I had so much of happiness myself! She swung around toward him:

Sooner or later what remains to say between us must be said, Garry. I think the time is now — here in my garden — in the clear daylight of the young summer.... You have that last letter of my girlhood?

I burned it.

I have every letter you ever wrote me. They are in my desk upstairs. The desk is not locked.

Had you not better destroy them?

Why?

As you wish, he said, looking at the ground.

One keeps the letters of the dead, she said; your youth and mine — she made a little gesture downward as though smoothing a grave — daintily.

They were very unwise, sitting there in the sunshine side by side, tremendously impressed with the catastrophe of life and with each other — still young enough to be in earnest, to take life and each other with that awesome finality which is the dread privilege of youth.

She spoke with conviction of the mockery of life, of wisdom and its sadness; he looked upon the world in all the serious disillusion of youth, and saw it strewn with the fragments of their wrecked happiness.

They were very emotional, very unhappy, very, very much in love; but the truly pathetic part of it all lay in her innocent conviction that a marriage witnessed by the world was a sanctuary within the circle of which neither she nor he had any reason to fear each other or themselves.

The thing was done; hope slain. They, the mourners, might now meet in safety to talk together over the dead — suffer together among the graves of common memories, sadly tracing, reverently marking with epitaphs appropriate the tombs which held the dead days of their youth.

Youth believes; Age is the sceptic. So they did not know that, as nature abhors a vacuum, youth cannot long tolerate the vacuity of grief. Rose vines, cut to the roots, climb the higher. No checking ever killed a passion. Just now her inexperience was driving her into platitudes.

Dear Garry, she said gently, it is such happiness to talk to you like this; to know that you understand.

There is a regulation forbidding prisoners to converse upon the subject of their misdemeanours, but neither he nor she seemed to be aware of it.

Moreover, she was truly convinced that no nun in cloister was as hopelessly certain of safety from world and flesh and devil as was her heart and its meditations, under the aegis of admitted wedlock.

She looked down at the ring she wore, and a faint shiver passed over her.

You are going to Mrs. Ascott?

Yes, to make her a Trianon and a smirking little park. I cant quarrel with my bread and butter, but I wish people would let these woods alone.

She sat very still and thoughtful, hands clasped on her knee.

So you are going to Mrs. Ascott, she repeated. And, still thoughtful: I am so fond of Alida Ascott.... She is very pretty, isnt she?

Very, he said absently.

Dont you think so? — warmly.

I never met her but once.

She was considering him, the knuckle of one forefinger resting against her chin in an almost childish attitude of thoughtful perplexity.

How long are you to remain there, Garry?

Where? — coming out of abstraction.

There — at Mrs. Ascotts?

Oh, I dont know — a month, I suppose.

Not longer?

I cant tell, Shiela.

Young Mrs. Malcourt fell silent, eyes on the ground, one knee loosely crossed over the other, and her small foot swinging gently above its blue shadow on the gravel.

Some details in the eternal scheme of things were troubling her already; for one, the liberty of this man to come and go at will; and the dawning perception of her own chaining.

It was curious, too, to be sitting here so idly beside him, and realise that she had belonged to him so absolutely — remembering the thousand thrilling intimacies that bound them immortally together — and now to be actually so isolated, so beyond his reach, so alone, so miserably certain of her souls safety!... And now, for the first time, she missed the pleasures of fear — the exquisite trepidation that lay in unsafety — the blessed thrill of peril warning her to avoid his eyes, his touch, his — lips.

She glanced uneasily at him, a slow side gaze; and met his eyes.

Her heart had begun beating faster; a glow grew in her veins; she closed her eyes, sitting there surprised — not yet frightened.

Time throbbed on; rigid, motionless, she endured the pulsing silence while the blood quickened till body and limbs seemed burning; and suddenly, from heart to throat the tension tightened as though a cry, echoing within her, was being strangled.

Perhaps you had better — go— she managed to say.

Why?

She looked down at her restless fingers interlacing, too confused to be actually afraid of herself or him.

What was there to fear? What occult uneasiness was haunting them? Where might lie any peril, now? How could the battle begin again when all was quiet along the firing line — quiet with the quiet of death? Do dead memories surge up into furies? Can dead hopes burn again? Is there any resurrection for the insurgent passions of the past laid for ever under the ban of wedlock? The fear within her turned to impatience — to a proud incredulity.

And now she felt the calm reaction as though, unbidden, an ugly dream, passing, had shadowed her unawakened senses for a moment, and passed away.

As long as they lived there was nothing to be done. Endurance could cease only with death. What was there to fear? She asked herself, waiting half contemptuously for an answer. But her unknown self had now subsided into the obscurity from whence it rose. The Phantom of the Future was laid.




CHAPTER XXIII

A CAPITULATION
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AS HAMIL LEFT the garden Malcourt sauntered into view, halted, then came forward.

Im glad to see you, he said pleasantly.

Thank you.

Neither offered to shake hands; Malcourt, lightly formal, spoke of Hamils illness in a few words, using that excellent taste which was at his command when he chose to employ it. He expressed his pleasure in Hamils recovery, and said that he was ready at any time to take up the unfinished details of Portlaws business, agreeing with Hamil that there remained very little to talk over.

The main thing, of course, is to squelch Williams last hopes of any Rhine castles, continued Malcourt, laughing. If you feel like it to-day Ill bring over the plans as you sketched them.

In a day or two, nodded Hamil.

Or perhaps you will lunch with m — with us, and you and I can go over the things comfortably.

But he saw by the scarcely perceptible change in Hamils face that there were to be no such relations between them, informal or otherwise; and he went on quietly, closing his own suggestion:

Or, if you like, well get Portlaw some morning after his breakfast, and end the whole matter by laying down the law to him.

That would be perfectly agreeable to me, said Hamil. He spoke as though fatigued, and he looked it as he moved toward his house, using his walking-stick. Malcourt accompanied him to the road.

Hamil, he said coolly, may I suggest something?

The other turned an expressionless face toward him: What do you wish to suggest?

That, some day when you feel physically better, Id like to go over one or two matters with you — privately—

What matters?

They concern you and myself.

I know of no private matters which concern you and myself — or are ever likely to.

Malcourts face darkened. I think I warned you once that one day you would misunderstand my friendship for you.

Hamil straightened up, looking him coldly in the eye.

Malcourt, he said, there is no reason for the slightest pretence between us. I dont like you; I dont dislike you; I simply dont take you into consideration at all. The accident of your intrusion into a womans life is not going to make any more difference to me than it has already made, nor can it affect my complete liberty and freedom to do and say what I choose.

I am not sure that I understand you, Hamil.

Well, you can certainly understand this: that my regard for — Mrs. Malcourt — does not extend to you; that it is neither modified nor hampered by the fact that you happen to exist, or that she now bears your name.

Malcourts face had lost its colour. He began slowly:

There is no reason, I think—

I dont care what you think! said Hamil. It is not of any consequence to me, nor will it govern me in any manner. He made a contemptuous gesture toward the garden. Those flower-beds and gravel walks in there — I dont know whether they belong to you or to Mrs. Malcourt or to Portlaw; and I dont care. The accidental ownership of property will not prevent my entering it; but its ownership by you would prevent my accepting your personal invitation to use it or even enter it. And now, perhaps, you understand.

Malcourt, very white, nodded:

It is so useless, he said— all this bitterness. You dont know what youre saying.... But I suppose you cant help it.... It always has been that way; things go to smash if I try to do anything.... Well, Hamil, well go on in your own fashion, if we must — for a while. But — and he laughed mirthlessly— if it ends in a little shooting — you mustnt blame me!

Hamil surveyed him in cold displeasure.

I always expected youd find your level, he observed.

Yes, Ill find it, mused Malcourt, as soon as I know what it ought to be. Under pressure it is difficult to ascertain such things; ones true level may be higher or lower. My father and I have often discussed this matter — and the ethics of straight shooting.

Hamils eyes narrowed.

If you mean that as a threat — he began contemptuously; but Malcourt, who had suddenly assumed that curious listening attitude, raised his hand impatiently, as though silencing interruption.

And long after Hamil had turned on his heel and gone, he stood there, graceful head lowered a little and partly turned as though poetically appreciative of the soft twittering music which the bluebirds were making among the falling apple-bloom.

Then, slowly, not noticing Hamils departure, he retraced his steps through the garden, head slightly inclined, as though to catch the murmur of some invisible companion accompanying him. Once or twice he nodded, a strange smile creeping over his face; once his lips moved as though asking a question; no sound came from them, but apparently he had his answer, for he nodded assent, halted, drew a deep breath, and looked upward.

We can try that, he said aloud in his naturally pleasant voice; and, entering the house, went upstairs to his wifes apartments.

Shielas maid answered his knock; a moment later, Shiela herself, gowned for the afternoon, came to the door, and her maid retired.

Do you mind my stepping in a moment? he asked.

She glanced back into her own bedroom, closed the door, and led the way to the small living-room at the other end of the house.

Wheres that maid of yours? he asked.

Sewing in my dressing-room. Shall I send her downstairs?

Yes; its better.

So Shiela went away and returned shortly saying that her maid had gone; and then, with a questioning gesture to her husband, she seated herself by the open window and looked out into the sunshine, waiting for him to speak.

Do you know, he said abruptly, what saved Cardross, Carrick & Co. from going to the wall?

What? The quick, crisp question sounded like the crack of a tiny whip.

He looked at her, languidly amused.

You knew there was a panic? he asked.

Yes, of course.

You knew that your father and Mr. Carrick were worried?

Yes.

You didnt realise they were in bad shape?

Not — very. Were they?

That they needed money, and that they couldnt go out into the market and borrow it because nobody would lend any money to anybody?

I do not understand such details.

Details? Ah — yes, quite so.... Then you were not aware that a run was threatened on the Shoshone Securities Company and certain affiliated banks?

Yes — but I did not suppose it meant anything alarming.

And you didnt understand that your father and brother-in-law could not convert their securities into the ready cash they needed to meet their obligations — did you?

I do not understand details, Louis.... No.

Or that they were desperate?

Her face altered pitifully.

On the edge of bankruptcy? he went on.

What!

Then, he said deliberately, you dont know what helped them — what tided them over those two days — what pulled them through by the slimmest margin that ever saved the credit of anybody.

Not — my money?

Yes; your money.

Is it true, Louis?

Absolutely.

She leaned her head on her hand and sat gazing out of the open window. There were tears very near her eyes, but the lids closed and not one fell or even wet the thick lashes resting on her cheeks.

I supposed it would please you to know what you have done.

The face she turned toward him was wonderful in its radiance.

She said: I have never been as happy in all my life, I think. Thank you for telling me. I needed just — that.

He studied her for a moment, nimble wits at work. Then:

Has your father — and the others — in their letters, said anything about it to you?

Yes, father has. He did not say matters had been desperate.

I suppose he does not dare commit such a thing to paper — yet.... You do not burn your letters, he added blandly.

I have no reason to.

It might save servants gossip.

What gossip? — in cold surprise.

Theres a desk full of Hamils letters upstairs, judging from the writing on the envelopes. He added with a smile: Although I dont pry, some servants do. And if there is anything in those letters you do not care to have discussed below stairs, you ought either to lock them up or destroy them.

Her face was burning hot; but she met his gaze with equanimity, slowly nodding serene assent to his suggestion.

Shiela, he said pleasantly, it looks to me as though what you have done for your family in that hour of need rather balances all accounts between you and them.

What?

I say that you are square with them for what they have done in the past for you.

She shook her head. I dont know what you mean, Louis.

He said patiently: You had nothing to give but your fortune, and you gave it.

Yes.

Which settles your obligations toward them — puts them so deeply for ever in your debt that— He hesitated, considering the chances, then, seriously persuasive:

They are now in your debt, Shiela. They have sufficient proof of your unselfish affection for them to stand a temporary little shock. Why dont you administer it?

What shock? — in an altered voice.

Your divorce.

I thought you were meaning that.

I do mean it. You ought to have your freedom; you are ruining your own life and Hamils, and — and—

Yours?

Let that go, he said almost savagely; I can always get along. But I want you to have your freedom to marry that damned fool, Hamil.

The quick blood stung her face under his sudden blunt brutality.

You think that because I returned a little money to my family, it entitles me to publicly disgrace them?

Malcourts patience was fast going.

Oh, for Heavens sake, Shiela, shed your swaddling clothes and act like something adult. Is there any reason why two people situated as we are cannot discuss sensibly some method of mitigating our misfortune? Ill do anything you say in the matter. Divorce is a good thing sometimes. This is one of the times, and Ill give you every reason for a successful suit against me—

She rose, cheeks aflame, and in her eyes scorn ungovernable.

He rose too, exasperated.

You wont consider it? he asked harshly.

No.

Why not?

Because Im not coward enough to ask others to bear the consequences of my own folly and yours!

You little fool, he said, do you think your family would let you endure me for one second if they knew how you felt? Or what I am likely to do at any moment?

She stood, without replying, plainly waiting for him to leave the room and her apartments. All her colour had fled.

You know, he said, with an ugly glimmer in his eyes, I need not continue this appeal to your common sense, if you havent got any; I can force you to a choice.

What choice? — in leisurely contempt.

He hesitated; then, insolently: Your choice between — honest wifehood and honest divorce.

For a moment she could not comprehend: suddenly her hands contracted and clinched as the crimson wave stained her from throat to brow. But in her eyes was terror unutterable.

I — I beg — your pardon, he stammered. I did not mean to frighten you—

But at his first word she clapped both hands over her ears, staring at him in horror — backing away from him, shrinking flat against the wall.

Confound it! I am not threatening you, he said, raising his voice; but she would not hear another word — he saw that now — and, with a shrug, he walked past her, patient once more, outwardly polite, inwardly bitterly amused, as he heard the key snap in the door behind him.

Standing in his own office on the floor below, he glanced vacantly around him. After a moment he said aloud, as though to somebody in the room: Well, I tried it. But that is not the way.

Later, young Mrs. Malcourt, passing, saw him seated at his desk, head bent as though listening to something interesting. But there was nobody else in the office.

When at last he roused himself the afternoon sun was shining level in the west; long rosy beams struck through the woods turning the silver stems of the birches pink.

On the footbridge spanning the meadow brook he saw his wife and Hamil leaning over the hand-rail, shoulder almost touching shoulder; and he went to the window and stood intently observing them.

They seemed to be conversing very earnestly; once she threw back her pretty head and laughed unrestrainedly, and the clear sound of it floated up to him through the late sunshine; and once she shook her head emphatically, and once he saw her lay her hand on Hamils arm — an impulsive gesture, as though to enforce her words, but it was more like a caress.

A tinge of malice altered Malcourts smile as he watched them; the stiffening grin twitched at his cheeks.

Now I wonder, he thought to himself, whether it is the right way after all!... I dont think Ill threaten her again with — alternatives. Theres no telling what a fool might do in a panic. Then, as though the spectacle bored him, he yawned, stretched his arms and back gracefully, turned and touched the button that summoned his servant.

Order the horses and pack as usual, Simmons, he said with another yawn. Im going to New York. Isnt Mr. Portlaw here yet?

No, sir.

Did you say he went away on horseback?

Yes, sir, this morning.

And you dont know where?

No, sir. Mr. Portlaw took the South Road.

Malcourt grinned again, perfectly certain, now, of Portlaws destination; and thinking to himself that unless his fatuous employer had been landed in a ditch somewhere, en route, he was by this time returning from Prides Fall with considerable respect for Mrs. Ascott.



As a matter of fact, Portlaw had already started on his way back. Mrs. Ascott was not at Prides Hall — her house — when he presented himself at the door. Her servant, evidently instructed, did not know where Mrs. Ascott and Miss Palliser had gone or when they might return.

So Portlaw betook himself heavily to the village inn, where he insulted his astonished stomach with a noonday dinner, and found the hard wooden chairs exceedingly unpleasant.

About five oclock he got into his saddle with an unfeigned groan, and out of it again at Mrs. Ascotts door. They told him there that Mrs. Ascott was not at home.

Whether this might be the conventional manner of informing him that she declined to receive him, or whether she really was out, he had no means of knowing; so he left his cards for Mrs. Ascott and Miss Palliser, also the note which young Mrs. Malcourt had given him; clambered once more up the side of his horse, suppressing his groans until out of hearing and well on his way toward the fatal boundary.



In the late afternoon, sky and water had turned to a golden rose hue; clouds of gnats danced madly over meadow pools, calm mirrors of the sunset, save when a trout sprang quivering, a dark, slim crescent against the light, falling back with a mellow splash that set the pool rocking.

At gaze a deer looked at him from sedge, furry ears forward; stamped, winded him, and, not frightened very much, trotted into the dwarf willows, halting once or twice to look around.

As he advanced, his horse splashing through the flooded land fetlock-deep in water, green herons flapped upward, protesting harshly, circled overhead with leisurely wing-beats, and settled on some dead limb, thin, strange shapes against the deepening orange of the western heavens.

Portlaw, sitting his saddle gingerly, patronized nature askance; and he saw across the flooded meadow where the river sand had piled its smothering blanket — which phenomenon he was guiltily aware was due to him.

Everywhere were signs of the late overflow — raw new gravel channels for Painted Creek; river willows bent low where the flood had winnowed; piles of driftwood jammed here and there; a single stone pier stemming mid-stream, ancient floor and cover gone. More of his work — or the consequences of it — this desolation; from which, under his horses feet, rose a hawk, flapping, furious, a half-drowned snake dangling from the talon-clutch.

Ugh! muttered Portlaw, bringing his startled horse under discipline; then forged forward across the drowned lands, sorry for his work, sorry for his obstinacy, sorrier for himself; for Portlaw, in some matters was illogically parsimonious; and it irked him dreadfully to realise how utterly indefensible were his actions and how much they promised to cost him.

Unless, he thought cannily to himself, I can fix it up with her — for old friendships sake — bah! — doing the regretful sinner business—

As the horse thrashed out of the drowned lands up into the flat plateau where acres of alders, their tops level as a trimmed hedge, stretched away in an even, green sea, a distant, rapping sound struck his ear, sharp, regular as the tree-tapping of a cock-o-the-woods.

Indifferently convinced that the great, noisy woodpecker was the cause of the racket, he rode on toward the hard-wood ridge dominating this plateau where his guests, last season, had shot woodcock — one of the charges in the suit against him.

The thing to do, he ruminated, is to throw myself gracefully on her mercy. Women like to have a chance to forgive you; Louis says so, and he ought to know. What a devilishly noisy woodpecker!

And, looking up, he drew bridle sharply.

For there, on the woods edge, stood a familiar gray mare, and in the saddle, astride, sat Alida Ascott, busily hammering tacks into a trespass notice printed on white muslin, and attached to the trunk of a big maple-tree.

So absorbed was she in her hammering that at first she neither heard nor saw Portlaw when he finally ventured to advance; and when she did she dropped the tack hammer in her astonishment.

He dismounted, with pain, to pick it up, presented it, face wreathed in a series of appealing smiles, then, managing to scale the side of his horse again, settled himself as comfortably as possible for the impending conflict.

But Alida Ascott, in her boyish riding breeches and deep-skirted coat, merely nodded her thanks, took hold of the hammer firmly, and drove in more tacks, paying no further attention to William Van Beuren Portlaw and his heart-rending smiles.

It was very embarrassing; he sidled his horse around so that he might catch a glimpse of her profile. The view he obtained was not encouraging.

Alida, he ventured plaintively.

Mr. Portlaw! — so suddenly swinging on him that he lost all countenance and blurted out:

I — I only want to make amends and be friends.

I expect you to make amends, she said in a significantly quiet voice, which chilled him with the menace of damages unlimited. And even in his perturbation he saw at once that it would never do to have a backwoods jury look upon the fascinating countenance of this young plaintiff.

Alida, he said sorrowfully, I am beginning to see things in a clearer light.

I think that light will grow very much clearer, Mr. Portlaw.

He repressed a shudder, and tried to look reproachful, but she seemed to be very hard-hearted, for she turned once more to her hammering.

Alida!

What? — continuing to drive tacks.

After all these years of friendship it — it is perfectly painful for me to contemplate a possible lawsuit—

It will be more painful to contemplate an actual one, Mr. Portlaw.

Alida, do you really mean that you — my neighbour and friend — are going to press this unnatural complaint?

I certainly do.

Portlaw shook his head violently, and passed his gloved hand over his eyes as though to rouse himself from a distressing dream; all of which expressive pantomime was lost on Mrs. Ascott, who was busy driving tacks.

I simply cannot credit my senses, he said mournfully.

You ought to try; it will be still more difficult later, she observed, backing her horse so that she might inspect her handiwork from the proper point of view.

Portlaw looked askance at the sign. It warned people not to shoot, fish, cut trees, dam streams, or build fires under penalty of the law; and was signed, Alida Ascott.

You didnt have any up before, did you? he asked innocently.

By advice of counsel I think I had better not reply, Mr. Portlaw. But I believe that point will be brought out by my lawyers — unless — with a brilliant smile— your own counsel sees fit to discuss it.

Portlaw was convinced that his hair was stirring under his cap. He was horribly afraid of the law.

See here, Alida, he said, assuming the bluff rough-diamond front which the alarm in his eyes made foolish, I want to settle this little difference and be friends with you again. I was wrong; I admit it.... Of course I might very easily defend such a suit—

But, of course — serenely undeceived— as you admit you are in the wrong you will scarcely venture to defend such a suit. Your lawyers ought to forbid you to talk about this case, particularly — with a demure smile— to the plaintiff.

Alida, he said, I am determined to remain your friend. You may do what you will, say what you wish, yes, even use my own words against me, but — and virtue fairly exuded from every perspiring pore— I will not retaliate!

Im afraid you cant, William, she said softly.

Wont you — forgive? he asked in a melting voice; but his eyes were round with apprehension.

There are some things that no woman can overlook, she said.

Ill send my men down to fix that bridge—

Bridges can be mended; I was not speaking of the bridge.

You mean those sheep—

No, Mr. Portlaw.

Well, theres a lot — I mean that some little sand has been washed over your meadow—

Good night, she said, turning her horses head.

Isnt it the sand, Alida? he pleaded. You surely will forgive that timber-cutting — and the shooting of a few migratory birds—

Good night, touching her gray mare forward to where he was awkwardly blocking the wood-path.... Do you mind moving a trifle, Mr. Portlaw?

About — ah — the — down there, you know, at Palm Beach, he stammered, at that accursed lawn-party—

Yes? She smiled but her eyes harboured lightning.

It was so hot in Florida — you know how infernally hot it was, dont you, Alida? he asked beseechingly. I scarcely dared leave the Beach Club.

Well?

I — I thought Id just m-m-mention it. Thats why I didnt call on you — I was afraid of sunstroke—

What! she exclaimed, astonished at his stuttering audacity.

He knew he was absurd, but it was all he could think of. She gave him time enough to realise the pitiable spectacle he was making of himself, sitting her horse motionless, pretty eyes bent on his — an almost faultless though slight figure, smooth as a girls yet faintly instinct with that charm of ripened adolescence just short of maturity.

And, slowly, under her clear gaze, a confused comprehension began to stir in him — at first only a sort of chagrin, then something more — a consciousness of his own heaviness of intellect and grossness of figure — the fatness of mind and body which had developed so rapidly within the last two years.

There she sat, as slim and pretty and fresh as ever; and only two years ago he had been mentally and physically active enough to find vigorous amusement in her company. Malcourts stinging words concerning his bodily unloveliness and self-centred inertia came into his mind; and a slow blush deepened the colour in his heavy face.

What vanity he had reckoned on had deserted him along with any hope of compromising a case only too palpably against him. And yet, through the rudiments of better feeling awakening within him, the instinct of thrift still coloured his ideas a little.

Im dead wrong, Alida. We might just as well save fees and costs and go over the damages together.... Ill pay them. I ought to, anyway. I suppose I dont usually do what I ought. Malcourt says I dont — said so very severely — very mortifyingly the other day. So — if youll get him or your own men to decide on the amount—

Do you think the amount matters?

Oh, of course its principle; very proper of you to stand on your dignity—

I am not standing on it now; I am listening to your utter misapprehension of me and my motives.... I dont care for any — damages.

It is perfectly proper for you to claim them, if, he added cautiously, they are within reason—

Mr. Portlaw!

What? he asked, alarmed.

I would not touch a penny! I meant to give it to the schools, here — whatever I recovered.... Your misunderstanding of me is abominable!

He hung his head, heavy-witted, confused as a stupid schoolboy, feeling, helplessly, his clumsiness of mind and body.

Something of this may have been perceptible to her — may have softened her ideas concerning him — ideas which had accumulated bitterness during the year of his misbehaviour and selfish neglect. Her instinct divined in his apparently sullen attitude the slow intelligence and mental perturbation of a wilful, selfish boy made stupid through idleness and self-indulgence. Even what had been clean-cut, attractive, in his face and figure was being marred and coarsened by his slothful habits to an extent that secretly dismayed her; for she had always thought him very handsome; and, with that natural perversity of selection, finding in him a perfect foil to her own character, had been seriously inclined to like him.

Attractions begin in that way, sometimes, where the gentler is the stronger, the frailer, the dominant character; and the root is in the feminine instinct to care for, develop, and make the most of what palpably needs a protectorate.

Without comprehending her own instinct, Mrs. Ascott had found the preliminary moulding of Portlaw an agreeable diversion; had rather taken for granted that she was doing him good; and was correspondingly annoyed when he parted his moorings and started drifting aimlessly as a derelict scow awash, floundering seaward without further notice of the trim little tug standing by and amiably ready to act as convoy.



Now, sitting her saddle in silence she surveyed him, striving to understand him — his recent indifference, his deterioration, the present figure he was cutting. And it seemed to her a trifle sad that he had no one to tell him a few wholesome truths.

Mr. Portlaw, she said, do you know that you have been exceedingly rude to me?

Yes, I — do know it.

Why? she asked simply.

I dont know.

Didnt you care for our friendship? Didnt it amuse and interest you? How could you have done the things you did — in the way you did?... If you had asked my permission to build a dozen dams Id have given it. Didnt you know it? But my self-respect protested when you so cynically ignored me—

Im a beast all right, he muttered.

She gazed at him, softened, even faintly amused at his repentant bad-boy attitude.

Do you want me to forgive you, Mr. Portlaw?

Yes — but you oughtnt.

That is quite true.... Turn your horse and ride back with me. Im going to find out exactly how repentant you really are.... If you pass a decent examination you may dine with Miss Palliser, Mr. Wayward, and me. Its too late anyway to return through the forest.... Ill send you over in the motor.

And as they wheeled and walked their horses forward through the dusk, she said impulsively:

We have four for Bridge if you like.

Alida, he said sincerely, you are a corker.

She looked up demurely. What she could see to interest her in this lump of a man Heaven alone knew, but a hint of the old half-patient, half-amused liking for him and his slow wits began to flicker once more. De gustibus — alas!




CHAPTER XXIV

THE SCHOOL OF THE RECRUIT
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WHEN PORTLAW ARRIVED home late that evening there existed within his somewhat ordinary intellect a sense of triumph. The weak usually experience it at the beginning and through every step of their own subjugation.

Malcourt, having decided to take an express which stopped on signal at six in the morning, was reading as usual before the empty fireplace; and at the first glance he suspected what had begun to happen to Portlaw.

The latter bustled about the room with an air of more or less importance, sorted his letters, fussed with a newspaper; and every now and then Malcourt, glancing up, caught Portlaws eyes peeping triumphantly around corners at him.

Youve been riding? he said, much amused. Are you stiff?

A trifle, replied the other carelessly. I must keep it up. Really, you know, Ive rather neglected the horses lately.

Rather. So youre taking up riding again?

Portlaw nodded: Ive come to the conclusion that I need exercise.

Malcourt, who had been urging him for years to exercise, nodded approval as though the suggestion were a brand-new one.

Yes, said Portlaw, I shall ride, I think, every day. I intend to do a good bit of tramping, too. Its excellent for the liver, Louis.

At this piece of inspired information Malcourt assumed an expression of deepest interest, but hoped Portlaw might not overdo it.

Im going to diet, too, observed Portlaw, watching the effect of this astounding statement on his superintendent. My theory is that we all eat too much.

Dont do anything Spartan, said Malcourt warningly; a man at your time of life—

My — what! Confound it, Louis, Im well this side of forty!

Yes, perhaps; but when a man reaches your age there is not much left for him but the happiness of overeating—

What dy mean?

Nothing; only as hes out of the race with younger men as far as a pretty woman is concerned—

Whos out! demanded Portlaw, red in the face. What sort of men do you suppose interest women? Broilers? I always thought your knowledge of women was superficial; now I know it. And you dont know everything about everything else, either — about summonses and lawsuits, for example. And he cast an exultant look at his superintendent.

But Malcourt let him tell the news in his own way; and he did, imparting it in bits with naive enjoyment, apparently utterly unconscious that he was doing exactly what his superintendent had told him to do.

You are a diplomat, arent you? said Malcourt with a weary smile.

A little, a little, admitted Portlaw modestly. I merely mentioned these things— He waved his hand to check any possible eulogy of himself from Malcourt. Ill merely say this: that when I make up my mind to settle anything— He waved his hand again, condescendingly.

That man, thought Malcourt, will be done for in a year. Any woman could have had him; the deuce of it was to find one whod take him. I think shes found.

And looking up blandly:

Porty, old fellow, youre really rather past the marrying age—

Ill do what I please! shouted Portlaw, exasperated.

Malcourt had two ways of making Portlaw do a thing; one was to tell him not to, the other the reverse. He always ended by doing it anyway; but the quicker result was obtained by the first method.

So Malcourt went to New York next morning convinced that Portlaws bachelor days were numbered; aware, also, that as soon as Mrs. Ascott took the helm his own tenure of office would promptly expire. He wished it to expire, easily, agreeably, naturally; and that is why he had chosen to shove Portlaw in the general direction of the hymeneal altar.

He did not care very much for Portlaw — scarcely enough to avoid hurting his feelings by abandoning him. But now he had arranged it so that to all appearances the abandoning would be done by Portlaw, inspired by the stronger mind of Mrs. Ascott. It had been easy and rather amusing to arrange; it saved wordy and endless disputes with Portlaw; it would give him a longed-for release from an occupation he had come to hate.

Malcourt was tired. He wanted a year of freedom from dependence, surcease of responsibility — a year to roam where he wished, foregather with whom he pleased, haunt the places congenial to him, come and go unhampered; a year of it — only one year. What remained for him to do after the year had expired he thought he understood; yes, he was practically certain — had always been.

But first must come that wonderful year he had planned — or, if he tired of the pleasure sooner, then, as the caprice stirred him, he would do what he had planned to do ever since his father died. The details only remained to be settled.

For Malcourt, with all the contradictions in his character, all his cynicism, effrontery, ruthlessness, preferred to do things in a manner calculated to spare the prejudices of others; and if there was a way to accomplish a thing without hurting people, he usually took the trouble to do it in that way. If not, he did it anyway.

And now, at last, he saw before him the beginning of that curious year for which he had so long waited; and, concerning the closing details of which, he had pondered so often with his dark, handsome head lowered and slightly turned, listening, always listening.

But nothing of this had he spoken of to his wife. It was not necessary. He had a year in which to live in a certain manner and do a certain thing; and it was going to amuse him to do it in a way which would harm nobody.

The year promised to be an interesting one, to judge from all signs. For one item his sister, Lady Tressilvain, was impending from Paris — also his brother-in-law — complicating the humour of the visitation. Malcourts marriage to an heiress was the perfectly obvious incentive of the visit. And when they wrote that they were coming to New York, it amused Malcourt exceedingly to invite them to Luckless Lake. But he said nothing about it to Portlaw or his wife.

Then, for another thing, the regeneration and development, ethically and artistically, of Dolly Wilming amused him. He wanted to be near enough to watch it — without, however, any real faith in its continuation.

And, also, there was Miss Suydam. Her development would not be quite as agreeable to witness; process of disillusioning her, little by little, until he had undermined himself sufficiently to make the final break with her very easy — for her. Of course it interested him; all intrigue did where skill was required with women.

And, last of all, yet of supreme importance, he desired leisure, undisturbed, to study his own cumulative development, to humorously thwart it, or misunderstand it, or slyly aid it now and then — always aware of and attentive to that extraneous something which held him so motionless, at moments, listening attentively as though to a command.

For, from that morning four years ago when, crushed with fatigue, he strove to keep his vigil beside his father who, toward daybreak, had been feigning sleep — from that dreadful dawn when, waking with the crash of the shot in his ears, his blinded gaze beheld the passing of a soul — he understood that he was no longer his own master.

Not that the occult triad, Chance, Fate, and Destiny ruled; they only modified his orbit. But from the centre of things Something that ruled them was pulling him toward it, slowly, steadily, inexorably drawing him nearer, lessening the circumference of his path, attenuating it, circumscribing, limiting, controlling. And long since he had learned to name this thing, undismayed — this one thing remaining in the world in which his fathers son might take a sporting interest.



He had been in New York two weeks, enjoying existence in his own fashion, untroubled by any demands, questions, or scruples concerning responsibility, when a passionate letter from Portlaw disturbed the placid interlude:

Confound it, Louis, havent you the common decency to come back when you know Ive had a bunch of people here to be entertained?

Nobodys heard a peep from you. What on earth do you mean by this?

Miss Palliser, Mrs. Ascott, Miss Cardross are here, also Wayward, and Gray Cardross — which with you and Mrs. Malcourt and myself solves the Bridge proposition — or would have solved it. But without warning, yesterday, your sister and brother-in-law arrived, bag and baggage, and Mrs. Malcourt has given them the west wing of your house. I believe she was as astonished as I, but she will not admit it.

I dont know whether this is some sorry jest of yours — not that Lady Tressilvain and her noble spouse are unwelcome — but for Heavens sake consider Waywards feelings — cooped up in camp with his ex-wife! It wasnt a very funny thing to do, Louis; but now that its done you can come back and take care of the mess youve made.

As for Mrs. Malcourt, she is not merely a trump, she is a hundred aces and a grand slam in a redoubled Without! — if thats possible. But Mrs. Ascott is my pillar of support in what might easily become a fool of a situation.

And you, you amateur idiot! — are down there in town, humorously awaiting the shriek of anguish from me. Well, youve heard me. But its not a senseless shriek; its a dignified protest. I tell you Ive learned to depend on myself, recently — at Mrs. Ascotts suggestion. And Im doing it now by wiring Virginia Suydam to come and fill in the third table.

Now I want you to come back at once. If you dont Im going to have a serious talk with you, Louis. Ive taken Mrs. Ascott into my confidence more or less and she agrees with me that I ought to lay down a strong, rigid policy and that it is your duty to execute it. In fact she also took me into her confidence and gave me, at my request, a very clear idea of how she would run this place; and to my surprise and gratification I find that her ideas of discipline, taste, and economy are exactly mine, although I thought of them first and perhaps have influenced her in this matter as I have in others. That is, of course, natural, she being a woman.

I think I ought to be frank with you, Louis. It isnt good form for you to leave Mrs. Malcourt the way you do every week or two and disappear in New York and give no explanation. You havent been married long enough to do that. It isnt square to me, either.

And while Im about it I want to add that, at Mrs. Ascotts suggestion — which really is my own idea — I have decided not to build all those Rhine castles, which useless notion, if I am not mistaken, originated with you. I dont want to disfigure my beautiful wilderness. Mrs. Ascott and I had a very plain talk with Hamil and we forced him to agree with us that the less he did to improve my place the better for the place. He seemed to take it good-humouredly. He left yesterday to look over Mrs. Ascotts place and plan for her a formal garden and Trianon at Prides Hall. So he being out I wired also to Virginia and to Philip Gatewood, which will make it right — four at a table. Your brother-in-law plays a stiff game and your sister is a wonder! — five grand slams last night! But I played like a dub — Id been riding and walking and canoeing all day with Mrs. Ascott and I was terribly sleepy.

So come on up, Louis. Ill forgive you — but dont mind if I growl at you before Mrs. Ascott as she thinks I ought to discipline you. And, confound it, I ought to, and I will, too, if you dont look out. But Ill be devilish glad to see you.

Yours,

W. VAN BEUREN PORTLAW.

Malcourt, in his arm-chair by the open window, lay back full length, every fibre of him vibrating with laughter.

Dolly Wilming at the piano continued running over the pretty firework melodies of last seasons metropolitan success — a success built entirely on a Viennese waltz, the air of which might have been taken from almost any popular Yankee hymn-book.

He folded Portlaws letter and pocketed it; and lay for a while under the open window, enjoying his own noiseless mirth, gaily accompanied by Dolly Winnings fresh, clear singing or her capricious improvising.

Begonias bloomed in a riotous row on the sill, nodding gently in the river-wind which also fluttered the flags and sails on yacht, schooner, and sloop under the wall of the Palisades.

That day the North River was more green than blue — like the eyes of a girl he knew; summer, crowned and trimmed with green, brooded on the long rock rampart across the stream. Turquoise patches of sky and big clouds, leafy parapets, ships passing to the sea; and in mid-stream an anchored island of steel painted white and buff, bristling with long thin guns, the flower-like flag rippling astern; another battle-ship farther north; another, another; and farther still the white tomb — unlovely mansion of the dead — on outpost duty above the river, guarding with the warning of its dead glories the unlovely mansions of the living ranged along the most noble terrace in the world.

And everywhere to north, south, and east, the endless waste of city, stark, clean-cut, naked alike of tree and of art, unsoftened even by the haze of its own exudations — everywhere the window-riddled blocks of oblongs and cubes gridironed with steel rails — New York in all the painted squalor of its Pueblo splendour.



You say you are doing well in everything except French and Italian?

Dolly, still humming to her own accompaniment, looked over her shoulder and nodded.

Well, how the dickens are you ever going to sing at either Opera or on the road or anywhere if you dont learn French and Italian?

Im trying, Louis.

Go ahead; lets hear something, then.

And she sang very intelligently and in excellent taste:

Pendant que, plein damour, jexpire à votre porte, Vous dormez dun paisible sommeil—

and turned questioningly to him.

Thats all right; try another.

So, serenely obedient, she sang:

Chantons Margot, nos amours, Margot leste et bien tournée—

Well, I dont see anything the matter with your French, he muttered.

The girl coloured with pleasure, resting pensively above the key-board; but he had no further requests to make and presently she swung around on the piano-stool, looking at him.

You sing all right; you are doing your part — as far as I can discover.

There is nothing for you to discover that I have not told you, she said gravely. In her manner there was a subdued dignity which he had noticed recently — something of the self-confidence of the very young and unspoiled — which, considering all things, he could not exactly account for.

Does that doddering old dancing-master of yours behave himself?

Yes — since you spoke to him. Mr. Bulder came to the school again.

What did you say to him?

I told him that you wouldnt let me sing in The Inca.

And what did Bulder say?

He was persistent but perfectly respectful; asked if he might confer with you. He wrote to you I think, didnt he?

Malcourt nodded and lighted a cigarette.

Dolly, he said, do you want to sing Chaské in The Inca next winter?

Yes, I do — if you think it is all right. She added in a low voice: I want to do what will please you, Louis.

I dont know whether its the best thing to do, but — you may have to. He laid his cigarette in a saucer, watched the smoke curling ceilingward, and said as though to himself:

I should like to be certain that you can support yourself — within a reasonable time from now — say a year. That is all, Dolly.

I can do it now if you wish it— The expression of his face checked her.

I dont mean a variety career devoted to mother songs, he said with a sneer. Theres a middle course between diamonds and sinkers. Youll get there if you dont kick over the traces.... Have you made any more friends?

Yes.

Are they respectable?

Yes, she said, colouring.

Has anybody been impertinent?

Mr. Williams.

Ill attend to him — the little squirt!... Who are your new friends?

Theres a perfectly sweet girl in the French class, Marguerite Barret. I think she likes me.... Louis, I dont believe you understand how very happy I am beginning to be—

Do people come here?

Yes, on Sunday afternoons; I know nearly a dozen nice girls now, and those men I told you about — Mr. Snyder, Mr. Jim Anthony and his brother the artist, and Mr. Cass and Mr. Renwick.

You can cut out Renwick, he said briefly.

She seemed surprised. He has always been perfectly nice to me, Louis—

Cut him out, Dolly. I know the breed.

Of course, if you wish.

He looked at her, convinced in spite of himself. Always ask me about people. If I dont know I can find out.

I always do, she said.

Yes, I believe you do.... Youre all right, Dolly — so far.... There, dont look at me in that distressed-dove fashion; I know you are all right and mean to be for your own sake—

For yours also, she said.

Oh — thats all right, too — story-book fidelity; my preserver ever! — What? — Sure — and a slow curtain.... There, there, Dolly — wheres your sense of humour! Good Lord, whats changing you into a bread-and-butter boarding-school sentimentalist! — to feel hurt at nothing! Hello! look at that kitten of yours climbing your silk curtains! Spank the rascal!

But the girl caught up the kitten and tucked it up under her chin, smiling across at Malcourt, who had picked up his hat, gloves, and stick.

Will you come to-morrow? she asked.

Im going away for a while.

Her face fell; she rose, placed the kitten on the lounge, and walked up to him, both hands clasped loosely behind her back, wistfully acquiescent.

Its going to be lonely again for me, she said.

Nonsense! Youve just read me your visiting list—

I had rather have you here than anybody.

Dolly, youll get over that absurd sense of obligatory regard for me—

I had rather have you, Louis.

I know. Thats very sweet of you — and very proper.... You are all right.... Ill be back in a week or ten days, and, smilingly, mind you have your report ready! If youve been a good girl well talk over The Inca again and — perhaps — well have Mr. Bulder up to luncheon.... Good-bye.

She gave him her hand, looking up into his face.

Smile! he insisted.

She smiled.

So he went away, rather satiated with the pleasures of self-denial; but the lightly latent mockery soon broke out again in a smile as he reached the street.

What a mess! he grinned to himself. The Tressilvains at Portlaws! And Wayward! and Shiela and Virginia and that awful Louis Malcourt! It only wants Hamil to make the jolliest little hell of it. O my, O my, what an amusing mess!

However, he knew what Portlaw didnt know, that Virginia would never accept that invitation, and that neither Wayward nor Constance Palliser would remain one day under the roof that harboured the sister of Louis Malcourt.




CHAPTER XXV

A CONFERENCE

[image: img204.jpg]

WHEN MALCOURT ARRIVED at Luckless Lake Sunday evening he found Portlaw hunched up in an arm-chair, all alone in the living-room, although the hour was still early.

Wheres your very agreeable house-party? he inquired, looking about the empty room and hall with an air of troubled surprise.

Gone to bed, replied Portlaw irritably,— whats left of em. And he continued reading The Pink Un.

Really! said Malcourt in polite concern.

Yes, really! snapped Portlaw. Mrs. Ascott went to Prides and took Wayward and Constance Palliser; that was Friday. And Gray and Cecile joined them yesterday. Its been a horrible house-party; nobody had any use for anybody else and it has rained every day and — and — to be plain with you, Louis, nobody is enchanted with your relatives and thats the unpleasant truth!

I dont blame anybody, returned Malcourt sincerely, removing his driving-gloves and shaking off his wet box-coat. Why, I can scarcely stand them myself, William. Where are they?

In the west wing of your house — preparing to remain indefinitely.

Dear, dear! exclaimed Malcourt. What on earth shall we do? And he peered sideways at Portlaw with his tongue in his cheek.

Do? I dont know. Why the devil did you suggest that they stop at your house?

Because, William, curious as it may seem, I had a sort of weak-minded curiosity to see my sister once more. He walked over to the table, took a cigarette and lighted it, then stood regarding the burning match in his fingers. Shes the last of the family; Ill probably never see her again—

She appears to be in excellent health, remarked Portlaw viciously.

So am I; but— He shrugged and tossed the embers of the match onto the hearth.

But what?

Well, Im going to take a vacation pretty soon — a sort of voyage, and a devilish long one, William. Thats why I wanted to see her again.

You mean to tell me you are going away? demanded the other indignantly.

Malcourt laughed. Oh, yes. I planned it long ago — one morning toward daybreak years ago.... A — a relative of mine started on the same voyage rather unexpectedly.... Ive heard very often from him since; Im curious to try it, too — when he makes up his mind to invite me—

When are you starting? interrupted Portlaw, disgusted.

Oh, not for a while, I think. I wont embarrass you; Ill leave everything in ship-shape—

Where are you going? — dammit!

Malcourt looked at him humorously, head on one side. I am not perfectly sure, dear friend. I hate to know all about a thing before I do it. Otherwise theres no sporting interest in it.

You mean to tell me that youre going off a-gipsying without any definite plans?

Gipsying? he laughed. Well, that may perhaps describe it. I dont know; I have no plans. Thats the charm of it. When one grows tired, that is the restful part of it — to simply start, having no plans; just to leave, and drift away haphazard. One is always bound to arrive somewhere, William.

He had been pacing backward and forward, the burning cigarette balanced between his fingers, turning his handsome head from time to time to answer Portlaws ill-tempered questions. Now he halted, dark eyes roving about the room. They fell and lingered on a card-table where some empty glasses decorated the green baize top.

Bridge? he queried.

Unfortunately, growled Portlaw.

Who?

Mrs. Malcourt and I versus your — ah — talented family.

Mrs. Malcourt doesnt gamble.

Tressilvain and I did.

Were you badly stung, dear friend?

Portlaw muttered.

Malcourt lifted his expressive eyebrows.

Why didnt you try my talented relative again to-night?

Mrs. Malcourt had enough, said Portlaw briefly; then mumbled something injuriously unintelligible.

I think Ill go over to the house and see if my gifted brother-in-law has retired, said Malcourt, adding carelessly, I suppose Mrs. Malcourt is asleep.

It wouldnt surprise me, replied Portlaw. And Malcourt was free to interpret the remark as he chose.

He went away thoughtfully, crossing the lawn in the rainy darkness, and came to the garden where his own dogs barked at him — a small thing to depress a man, but it did; and it was safer for the dogs, perhaps, that they sniffed recognition before they came too near with their growls and barking. But he opened the gate, disdaining to speak to them, and when they knew him, it was a pack of very humble, wet, and penitent hounds that came wagging up alongside. He let them wag unnoticed.

Lights burned in his house, one in Shielas apartments, several in the west wing where the Tressilvains were housed. A servant, locking up for the night, came across the dripping veranda to admit him; and he went upstairs and knocked at his wifes door.

Shielas maid opened, hesitated; and a moment later Shiela appeared, fully dressed, a book in her hand. It was one of Hamils architectural volumes.

Well, Shiela, he said lightly; I got in to-night and rather expected to see somebody; but nobody waited up to see me! Im rather wet — its raining — so I wont trouble you. I only wanted to say good night.

The quick displeasure in her face died out. She dismissed the maid, and came slowly forward. Beneath the light her face looked much thinner; he noticed dark shadows under the eyes; the eyes themselves seemed tired and expressionless.

Arent you well? he asked bluntly.

Perfectly.... Was it you the dogs were so noisy about just now?

Yes; it seems that even my own dogs resent my return. Well — good night. Im glad youre all right.

Something in his voice, more than in the words, arrested her listless attention.

Will you come in, Louis?

Im afraid Im keeping you awake. Besides Im wet—

Come in and tell me where youve been — if you care to. Would you like some tea — or something?

He shook his head, but followed her into the small receiving-room. There he declined an offered chair.

Ive been in New York.... No, I did not see your family.... As for what Ive been doing—

Her lifted eyes betrayed no curiosity; a growing sense of depression crept over him.

Oh, well, he said, it doesnt matter. And turned toward the door.

She looked into the empty fireplace with a sigh; then, gently, I dont mean to make it any drearier for you than I can help.

He considered her a moment.

Are you really well, Shiela?

Why, yes; only a little tired. I do not sleep well.

He nodded toward the west wing of the house.

Do they bother you?

She did not answer.

He said: Thank you for putting them up. Well get rid of them if they annoy you.

They are quite welcome.

Thats very decent of you, Shiela. I dare say you have not found them congenial.

We have nothing in common. I think they consider me a fool.

Why? He looked up, keenly humourous.

Because I dont understand their inquiries. Besides, I dont gamble—

What kind of inquiries do they make?

Personal ones, she said quietly.

He laughed. Theyre probably more offensively impertinent than the Chinese — that sort of Briton. I think Ill step into the west wing and greet my relations. I wont impose them on you for very long. Do you know when they are going?

I think they have made plans to remain here for a while.

Really? he sneered. Well, leave that to me, Shiela.

So he crossed into the western wing and found the Tressilvains tête-à-tête over a card-table, deeply interested in something that resembled legerdemain; and he stood at the door and watched them with a smile that was not agreeable.

Well, Helen! he said at last; and Lady Tressilvain started, and her husband rose to the full height of his five feet nothing, dropping the pack which he had been so nimbly manipulating for his wifes amusement.

Where the devil did you come from? blurted his lordship; but his wife made a creditable appearance in her rôle of surprised sisterly affection; and when the two men had gone through the form of family greeting they all sat down for the conventional family confab.

Tressilvain said little but drank a great deal of whisky — his long, white, bony fingers were always spread around his glass — unusually long fingers for such a short man, and out of all proportion to the scant five-foot frame, topped with a little pointed head, in which the eyes were set exactly as glass eyes are screwed into the mask of a fox.

Bertie and I have been practising leads from trick hands, observed Lady Tressilvain, removing the ice from her glass and filling it from a soda bottle which Malcourt uncorked for her.

Well, Herby, said Malcourt genially, I suppose you and Helen play a game well worth — ah — watching.

Tressilvain looked dully annoyed, although there was nothing in his brother-in-laws remark to ruffle anybody, except that his lordship did not like to be called Herby. He sat silent, caressing his glass; and presently his little black eyes stole around in Malcourts direction, and remained there, waveringly, while brother and sister discussed the formers marriage, the situation at Luckless Lake, and future prospects.

That is to say, Lady Tressilvain did the discussing; Malcourt, bland, amiable, remained uncommunicatively polite, parrying everything so innocently that his sister, deceived, became plainer in her questions concerning the fortune he was supposed to have married, and more persistent in her suggestions of a winter in New York — a delightful and prolonged family reunion, in which the Tressilvains were to figure as distinguished guests and virtual pensioners of everybody connected with his wifes family.

Do you think, drawled Malcourt, intercepting a furtive glance between his sister and brother-in-law, to that gentlemans slight confusion, do you think it might prove interesting to you and Herby? Americans are so happy to have your countrymen to entertain — particularly when their credentials are as unquestionable as Herbys and yours.

For a full minute, in strained silence, the concentrated gaze of the Tressilvains was focused upon the guileless countenance of Malcourt; and discovered nothing except a fatuous cordiality.

Lady Tressilvain drew a deep, noiseless breath and glanced at her husband.

I dont understand, Louis, exactly what settlement — what sort of arrangement you made when you married this — very interesting young girl—

Oh, I didnt have anything to endow her with, said Malcourt, so amiably stupid that his sister bit her lip.

Tressilvain essayed a jest.

Rather good, that! he said with his short, barking laugh; but I dasay the glove was on the other hand, eh, Louis?

What?

Why the — ah — the lady did the endowing and all that, dont you see?

See what? asked Malcourt so pleasantly that his sister shot a look at her husband which checked him.

Malcourt was now on maliciously humourous terms with himself; he began to speak impulsively, affectionately, with all the appearance of a garrulous younger brother impatient to unbosom himself to his family; and he talked and talked, confidingly, guilelessly, voluminously, yet managed to say absolutely nothing. And, strain their ears as they might, the Tressilvains in their perplexity and increasing impatience could make out nothing of all this voluntary information — understand nothing — pick out not one single fact to satisfy their desperately hungry curiosity.

There was no use interrupting him with questions; he answered them with others; he whispered ambiguities in a manner most portentous; hinted at bewildering paradoxes with an air; nodded mysterious nothings, and finally left them gaping at him, exasperated, unable to make any sense out of what most astonishingly resembled a candid revelation of the hopes, fears, ambitions, and worldly circumstances of Louis Malcourt.

Good-night, he said, lingering at the door to look upon and enjoy the fruit of his perversity and malice. When I start on that journey I mentioned to you Ill leave something for you and Herby — merely to show you how much I think of my own people — a little gift — a trifle! No — no! — lifting his hand with smiling depreciation as Tressilvain began to thank him. One must look out for ones own family. Its natural — only natural to make some provision. Good-night, Helen! Good-night, Herby. Portlaw and I will take you on at Bridge if it rains to-morrow. It will be a privilege for us to — ah — watch your game — closely. Good-night!

And closed the door.

What the devil does he mean? demanded Tressilvain, peering sideways at his wife.

I dont exactly know, she said thoughtfully, sorting the cards. She added: If we play to-morrow you stick to signals; do you understand? And keep your ring and your fingers off the cards until I can make up my mind about my brother. Youre a fool to drink American whisky the way you did yesterday. Mr. Portlaw noticed the roughness on the aces; you pricked them too deep. Youd better keep your wits about you, I can tell you. Im a Yankee myself.

Right — O! But I say, Helen, Im damned if I make out that brother of yours. Doesnt he live in the same house as his wife?

Lady Tressilvain sat listening to the uproar from the dogs as Malcourt left the garden. But this time the outbreak was only a noisy welcome; and Malcourt, on excellent terms with himself, patted every sleek, wet head thrust up for caresses and walked gaily on through the driving rain.



The rain continued the following day. Piloted by Malcourt, the Tressilvains, thickly shod and water-proofed, tramped about with rod and creel and returned for luncheon where their blunt criticisms on the fishing aroused Portlaws implacable resentment. For they sneered at the trout, calling them char, patronised the rather scanty pheasantry, commented on the kennels, stables, and gardens in a manner that brought the red into Portlaws face and left him silent while luncheon lasted.

After luncheon Tressilvain tried the billiards, but found the game inferior to the English game. So he burrowed into a box of cigars, established himself before the fire with all the newspapers, deploring the fact that the papers were not worth reading.

Lady Tressilvain cornered Shiela and badgered her and stared at her until she dared not lift her hot face or open her lips lest the pent resentment escape; Portlaw smoked a pipe — a sure indication of smouldering wrath; Malcourt, at a desk, blew clouds of smoke from his cigarette and smilingly continued writing to his attorney:

This is the general idea for the document, and its up to you to fix it up and make it legal, and have it ready for me when I come to town.

1st. I want to leave all my property to a Miss Dorothy or Dolly Wilming; and I want you to sell off everything after my death and invest the proceeds for her because its all shell have to live on except what she gets by her own endeavours. This, in case I suddenly snuff out.

2d. I want to leave my English riding-crop, spurs, bridle, and saddle to a Miss Virginia Suydam. Fix it legally.

3d. Here is a list of eighteen ladies. Each is to have one of my eighteen Chinese gods.

4th. To my wife I leave the nineteenth god. Mr. Hamil has it in his possession. I have no right to dispose of it, but he will have some day.

5th. To John Garret Hamil, 3d, I leave my volume of Jean DuMont, the same being an essay on Friendship.

6th. To my friend, William Van Bueren Portlaw, I leave my dogs, rods, and guns with a recommendation that he use them and his legs.

7th. To my sister, Lady Tressilvain, I leave my book of comic Bridge rules, and to her husband a volume of Methodist hymns.

Ill be in town again, shortly, and expect you to have my will ready to be signed and witnessed. One ought always to be prepared, particularly when in excellent health.

Yours sincerely,

LOUIS MALCOURT.

P.S. I enclose a check for the Greenlawn Cemetery people. I wish youd see that they keep the hedge properly trimmed around my fathers plot and renew the dead sod where needed. I noticed that one of the trees was also dead. Have them put in another and keep the flowers in good shape. I dont want anything dead around that lot.

L.M.

When he had sealed and directed his letter he looked around the silent room. Shiela was sewing by the window. Portlaw, back to the fire, stood staring out at the rain; Lady Tressilvain, a cigarette between her thin lips, wandered through the work-shop and loading-room where, from hooks in the ceiling, a thicket of split-cane rod-joints hung, each suspended by a single strong thread.

The loading-room was lined with glass-faced cases containing fowling-pieces, rifles, reels, and the inevitable cutlery and ironmongery associated with utensils for the murder of wild creatures. Tressilvain sat at the loading-table to which he was screwing a delicate vise to hold hooks; for Malcourt had given him a lesson in fly-tying, and he meant to dress a dozen to try on Painted Creek.

So he sorted snell and hook and explored the tin trunk for hackles, silks, and feathers, up to his bony wrists in the fluffy heap of brilliant plumage, burrowing, busy as a burying beetle under a dead bird.

Malcourt dropped his letter into the post-box, glanced uncertainly in the direction of his wife, but as she did not lift her head from her sewing, turned with a shrug and crossed the floor to where Portlaw stood scowling and sucking at his empty pipe.

Look at that horrid little brother-in-law of mine with his ferret eyes and fox face, fussing around those feathers — as though he had just caught and eaten the bird that wore them!

Portlaw continued to scowl.

Suppose we take them on at cards, suggested Malcourt.

No, thanks.

Why not?

Theyve taken a thousand out of me already.

Malcourt said quietly: Youve never before given such a reason for discontinuing card-playing. Whats your real reason?

Portlaw was silent.

Did you quit a thousand to the bad, Billy?

Yes, I did.

Then why not get it back?

I dont care to play, said Portlaw shortly.

The eyes of the two men met.

Are you, by any chance, afraid of our fox-faced guest? asked Malcourt suavely.

I dont care to give any reason, I tell you.

Thats serious; as there could be only one reason. Did you think you noticed — anything?

I dont know what I think.... Ive half a mind to stop payment on that check — if that enlightens you any.

Theres an easier way, said Malcourt coolly. You know how it is in sparring? You forecast what your opponent is going to do and you stop him before he does it.

Im not certain that he — did it, muttered Portlaw. I cant afford to make a mistake by kicking out your brother-in-law.

Oh, dont mind me—

I wouldnt if I were sure.... I wish I had that thousand back; it drives me crazy to think of losing it — in that way—

Oh; then you feel reasonably sure—

No, confound it.... The backs of the aces were slightly rough — but I can scarcely believe—

Have you a magnifying glass?

The pack has disappeared.... I meant to try that.

My dear fellow, said Malcourt calmly, it wouldnt surprise me in the slightest to learn that Tressilvain is a blackguard. Its easy enough to get your thousand back. Shall we?

How?

Malcourt sauntered over to a card table, seated himself, motioned Portlaw to the chair opposite, and removed the cover from a new pack.

Then, to Portlaws astonishment, he began to take aces and court cards from any part of the pack at his pleasure; any card that Portlaw called for was produced unerringly. Then Malcourt dealt him unbelievable hands — all of a colour, all of a suit, all the cards below the tens, all above; and Portlaw, fascinated, watched the dark, deft fingers nimbly dealing, shuffling, until his senses spun round; and when Malcourt finally tore up all the aces, and then, ripping the green baize cover from the table, disclosed the four aces underneath, intact, Portlaw, petrified, only stared at him out of distended eyes.

Those are nice tricks, arent they? asked Malcourt, smiling.

Y-yes. Lord! Louis, I never dreamed you could do such devilish things as—

I can. If I were not always behind you in my score Id scarcely dare let you know what I might do if I chose.... How far ahead is that little mink, yonder?

Tressilvain?

Yes.

He has taken about a thousand — wait! Portlaw consulted his note-book, made a wry face, and gave Malcourt the exact total.

Malcourt turned carelessly in his chair.

O Herbert! he called across to his brother-in-law; dont you and Helen want to take us on?

Rather! replied Tressilvain briskly; and came trotting across the room, his close-set black eyes moving restlessly from Malcourt to Portlaw.

Come on, Helen, said Malcourt, drawing up a chair for her; and his sister seated herself gracefully. A moment later the game began, Portlaw passing it over to Malcourt, who made it no trumps, and laid out all the materials for international trouble, including a hundred aces.

The games were brutally short, savage, decisive; Tressilvain lost countenance after the fastest four rubbers he had ever played, and shot an exasperated glance at his wife, who was staring thoughtfully at her brother.

But that young man appeared to be in an innocently merry mood; he gaily taunted Herby, as he chose to call him, with loss of nerve; he tormented his sister because she didnt seem to know what Portlaws discards meant; and no wonder, because he discarded from an obscure system taught him by Malcourt. Also, with a malice which Tressilvain ignored, he forced formalities, holding everybody ruthlessly to iron-clad rule, taking penalties, enforcing the most rigid etiquette. For he was one of those rare players who knew the game so thoroughly that while he, and the man he had taught, often ignored the classics of adversary play, the slightest relaxing of etiquette, rule, precept, or precedent, in his opponents, brought him out with a protest exacting the last item of toll for indiscretion.

Portlaw was perhaps the sounder player, Malcourt certainly the more brilliant; and now, for the first time since the advent of the Tressilvains, the cards Portlaw held were good ones.

What a nasty thing to do! said Lady Tressilvain sharply, as her brothers finesse went through, and with it another rubber.

It was horrid, wasnt it, Helen? I dont know whats got into you and Herby; and to the latters protest he added pleasantly: You talk like a bucket of ashes. Go on and deal!

A — what! demanded Tressilvain angrily.

Its an Americanism, observed his wife, surveying her cards with masked displeasure and making it spades. Louis, I never held such hands in all my life, she said, displaying the meagre dummy.

Do you good, Helen. Mustnt be too proud and haughty. No, no! Good for you and Herby—

I wish you wouldnt call him Herby, snapped his sister.

Not respectful? inquired Malcourt, lifting his eyebrows. Well, Ill call him anything you like, Helen; I dont care. But make it something I can say when ladies are present—

Tressilvains mink-like muzzle turned white with rage. He didnt like to be flouted, he didnt like his cards, he didnt like to lose money. And he had already lost a lot between luncheon and the impending dinner.

Why the devil I continue to hold all these three-card suits I dont know, he said savagely. Isnt there another pack in the house?

There was said Malcourt; and ironically condoled with him as Portlaw accomplished a little slam in hearts.

Then Tressilvain dealt; and Malcourts eyes never left his brother-in-laws hands as they distributed the cards with nervous rapidity.

Misdeal, he said quietly.

What? demanded his sister in sharp protest.

Its a misdeal, repeated Malcourt, smiling at her; and, as Tressilvain, half the pack suspended, gazed blankly at him, Malcourt turned and looked him squarely in the eye. The other reddened.

Too bad, said Malcourt, with careless good-humour, but one has to be so careful in dealing the top card, Herby. You stumble over your own fingers; theyre too long; or perhaps its that ring of yours.

A curious, almost ghastly glance passed involuntarily between the Tressilvains; Portlaw, who was busy lighting a cigar, did not notice it, but Malcourt laughed lightly and ran over the score, adding it up with a nimble accuracy that seemed to stun his relatives.

Why, look whats here! he exclaimed, genially displaying a total that, added, balanced all Portlaws gains and losses to date. Why, isnt that curious, Helen! Right off the bat like that! — cricket-bat, he explained affably to Tressilvain, who, as dinner was imminent, had begun fumbling for his check-book.

At Malcourts suave suggestion, however, instead of drawing a new check he returned Portlaws check. Malcourt took it, tore it carefully in two equal parts.

Half for you, William, half for me, he said gaily. My — my! What strange things do happen in cards — and in the British Isles!

The dull flush deepened on Tressilvains averted face, but Lady Tressilvain, unusually pale, watched her brother persistently during the general conversation that preceded dressing for dinner.




CHAPTER XXVI

SEALED INSTRUCTIONS
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AFTER THE GUESTS had gone away to dress Portlaw looked inquiringly at Malcourt and said: That misdeal may have been a slip. I begin to believe I was mistaken after all. What do you think, Louis?

Malcourts eyes wandered toward his wife who still bent low over her sewing. I dont think, he said absently, and sauntered over to Shiela, saying:

Its rather dull for you, isnt it?

She made no reply until Portlaw had gone upstairs; then looking around at him:

Is there any necessity for me to sit here while you play cards this evening?

No, if it doesnt amuse you.

Amuse her! She rested her elbow on the window ledge, and, chin on hand, stared out into the gray world of rain — the world that had been so terribly altered for her for ever. In the room shadows were gathering; the dull light faded. Outside it rained over land and water, over the encircling forest which walled in this stretch of spectral world where the monotony of her days was spent.

To the sadness of it she was slowly becoming inured; but the strangeness of her life she could not yet comprehend — its meaningless days and nights, its dragging hours — and the strange people around her immersed in their sordid pleasures — this woman — her husbands sister, thin-lipped, hard-featured, drinking, smoking, gambling, shrill in disputes, merciless of speech, venomously curious concerning all that she held locked in the privacy of her wretchedness.

Shiela, he said, why dont you pay your family a visit?

She shook her head.

Youre afraid they might suspect that you are not particularly happy?

Yes.... It was wrong to have Gray and Cecile here. It was fortunate you were away. But they saw the Tressilvains.

What did they think of em? inquired Malcourt.

What do you suppose they would think?

Quite right. Well, dont worry. Hold out a little longer. This is a ghastly sort of pantomime for you, but theres always a grand transformation scene at the end. Who knows how soon the curtain will rise on fairyland and the happy lovers and all that bright and sparkling business? Children demand it — must have it.... And you are very young yet.

He laughed, seeing her perplexed expression.

You dont know what I mean, do you? Listen, Shiela; stay here to dinner, if you can stand my relatives. We wont play cards. Youll really find it amusing I think.

Do you wish me to stay?

Yes, I do. I want you to see something.

A few moments afterward she took her umbrella and waterproof and went away to dress, returning to a dinner-table remarkable for the silence of the diners. Something, too, had gone wrong with the electric plant, and after dinner candles were lighted in the living-room. Outside it rained heavily.

Malcourt sat beside his wife, smoking, and, unaided, sustaining what conversation there was; and after a while he rose, dragged a heavy, solid wooden table to the middle of the room, placed five chairs around it, and smilingly invited Shiela, the Tressilvains, and Portlaw to join him.

A seance in table-tipping? asked his sister coldly. Really, Louis, I think we are rather past such things.

I never saw a bally table tip, observed Tressilvain. How do you do it, Louis?

I dont; it tips. Come, Shiela, if you dont mind. Come on, Billy.

Tressilvain seated himself and glanced furtively about him.

I dare say youre all in this game, he said, with a rattling laugh.

Its no game. If the table tips it tips, and our combined weight cant hold it down, said Malcourt. If it wont tip it wont, and Ill bet you a hundred dollars that you cant tip it, Herby.

Tressilvain, pressing his hands hard on the polished edge, tried to move the table; then he stood up and tried. It was too heavy and solid, and he could do nothing except by actually lifting it or by seizing it in both hands and dragging it about.

One by one, reluctantly, the others took seats around the table and, as instructed by Malcourt, rested the points of their fingers on the dully polished surface.

Does it really ever move? asked Shiela of Malcourt.

It sometimes does.

Whats the explanation? demanded Portlaw, incredulously; spirits?

I dont think anybody here would credit such an explanation, said Malcourt. The table moves or it doesnt. If it does youll see it. Ill leave the explanation to you, William.

Have you ever seen it move? asked Shiela, turning again to Malcourt.

Yes; so has my sister. Its not a trick. Lady Tressilvain looked bored, but answered Shielas inquiry:

Ive seen it often. Louis and I and my father used to do it. I dont know how its done, and nobody else does. Personally I think its rather a stupid way to spend an evening—

But, interrupted Portlaw, therell be nothing stupid about it if the table begins to tip up here under our very fingers. Ill bet you, Louis, that it doesnt. Do you care to bet?

Shouldnt the lights be put out? asked Tressilvain.

Malcourt said it was not necessary, and cautioned everybody to sit absolutely clear of the table, and to rest only the tips of the fingers very lightly on the surface.

Can we speak? grinned Portlaw.

Oh, yes, if you like. A bright colour glowed in Malcourts face; he looked down dreamily at the top of the table where his hands touched. A sudden quiet fell over the company.

Shiela, sitting with her white fingers lightly brushing the smooth mahogany, bent her head, mind wandering; and her thoughts were very far away when, under her sensitive touch, a curious quiver seemed to run through the very grain of the wood.

Whats that! exclaimed Portlaw.

Deep in the wood, wave after wave of motion seemed to spread until the fibres emitted a faint splintering sound. Then, suddenly, the heavy table rose slowly, the end on which Shielas hands rested sinking; and fell back with a solid shock.

Thats — rather — odd! muttered Tressilvain. Portlaws distended eyes were fastened on the table, which was now heaving uneasily like a boat at anchor, creaking, cracking, rocking under their finger-tips. Tressilvain rose from his chair and tried to see, but as everybody was clear of the table, and their fingers barely touched the top, he could discover no visible reason for what was occurring so violently under his very pointed nose.

Its like a bally earthquake, he said in amazement. God bless my soul! the thing is walking off with us!

Everybody had risen from necessity; chairs were pushed back, skirts drawn aside as the heavy table, staggering, lurching, moved out across the floor; and they all followed, striving to keep their finger-tips on the top.

Portlaw was speechless; Shiela pale, tremulous, bewildered; Tressilvains beady eyes shone like the eyes of a surprised rat; but his wife and Malcourt took it calmly.

The game is, said Malcourt, to ask whether there is a spirit present, and then recite the alphabet. Shall I?... It isnt frightening you, is it, Shiela?

No.... But I dont understand why it moves.

Neither does anybody. But you see it, feel it. Nor can anybody explain why an absurd question and reciting the alphabet sometimes results in a coherent message. Shall I try it, Helen?

His sister nodded indifferently.

There was a silence, then Malcourt, still standing, said quietly:

Is there a message?

From the deep, woody centre of the table three loud knocks sounded — almost ripped out, and the table quivered in every fibre.

Is there a message for anybody present?

Three raps followed in a startling volley.

Get the chairs, motioned Malcourt; and when all were seated clear of the table but touching lightly the surface with their finger-tips:

A B C D E F — began Malcourt, slowly reciting the alphabet; and, as the raps rang out, sig-nalling some letter, he began again in a monotonous voice: A B C D E F G — pausing as soon as the raps arrested him at a certain letter, only to begin again.

Get a pad and pencil, whispered Lady Tressilvain to Shiela.

So Shiela left the table, found a pad and pencil, and seated herself near a candle by the window; and as each letter was rapped out by the table, she put it down in order.

The recitation seemed endless; Malcourts voice grew hoarse with the repetition; letter after letter was added to the apparently meaningless sequence on Shielas pad.

Is there any sense in it so far? asked Lady Tressilvain.

I cannot find any, said Shiela, striving with her pencil point to divide the string of letters into intelligible words.

And still Malcourts monotonous voice droned on, and still the raps sounded from the table. Portlaw hung over it as though hypnotized; Tressilvain had fallen to moistening his lips with the tip of his tongue, stealthy eyes always roaming about the candle-lit room as though searching for something uncanny lurking in the shadows.

Shiela shivered, wide-eyed, as she sat watching the table which was now snapping and cracking and heaving under her gaze. A slow fear of the thing crept over her — of this senseless, lifeless mass of wood, fashioned by human hands. The people around it, the room, the house were becoming horrible to her; she loathed them and what they were doing.

A ripping crash brought her to her feet; everybody sprang up. Under their hands the table was shuddering convulsively. Suddenly it split open as though rent by a bolt, and fell like a live thing in agony, a mass of twisted fibres protruding like viscera from its shattered core.

Stunned silence; and Malcourt turned to his sister and spoke in a low voice, but she only shook her head, shivering, and stared at the wreck of wood as though revolted.

W-what happened? faltered Portlaw, bewildered.

I dont know, said Malcourt unsteadily.

Dont know! Look at that table! Why, man, its — its dying!

Tressilvain stood as though stupefied. Malcourt walked slowly over to where Shiela stood.

She shrank involuntarily away from him as he bent to pick up the pad which had fallen from her hands.

Theres nothing to be frightened about, he said, forcing a smile; and, holding the pad under the light, scanned it attentively. His sister came over to him, asking if the letters made any sense.

He shook his head.

They studied it together, Shielas fascinated gaze riveted on them both. And she saw Lady Tressilvains big eyes widen as she laid her pencil on a sequence; saw Malcourts quick nod of surprised comprehension when she checked off a word, then another, another, another; and suddenly her face turned white to the lips, and she caught at her brothers arm, terrified.

Will you keep quiet? he whispered fiercely, snatching the sheet from the pad and crumpling it into his palm.

Sister and brother faced each other; in his eyes leaped a flame infernal which seemed to hold her paralyzed for a moment; then, with a gesture, she swept him aside, and covering her eyes with her hands, sank into a chair.

What a fool you are! he said furiously, bending down beside her. Its in us both; youll do it, too, when you are ready — if you have any sporting blood in you!

And, straightening up impatiently, his eyes fell on Shiela, and he shrugged his shoulders and smiled resignedly.

Its nothing. My sisters nerves are a bit upset.... After all, this parlour magic is a stupid mistake, because theres always somebody who takes it seriously. Its only humbug, anyway; you know that, dont you, Shiela?

He untwisted the paper in his hand and held it in the candle flame until it burned to cinders.

What was there on that paper? asked Shiela, managing to control her voice.

Why, merely a suggestion that I travel, he said coolly. I cant see why my sister should make a fool of herself over the idea of my going on a journey. Ive meant to, for years — to rest myself. Ive told you that often, havent I, Shiela?

She nodded slowly, but her eyes reverted to the woman crouching in the chair, face buried in her brilliantly jewelled hands. Portlaw and Tressilvain were also staring at her.

Youd better go to bed, Helen, said Malcourt coolly; and turned on his heel, lighting a cigarette.

A little later the Tressilvains and Shiela started across the lawn to their own apartments, and Malcourt went with them to hold an umbrella over his wife.

In the lower hall they separated with scarcely a word, but Malcourt detained his brother-in-law by a significant touch on the arm, and drew him into the library.

So youre leaving to-morrow? he asked.

What? said Tressilvain.

I say that I understand you and Helen are leaving us to-morrow.

I had not thought of leaving, said Tressilvain.

Think again, suggested Malcourt.

What do you mean?

Malcourt walked up very close and looked him in the face.

Must I explain? he asked contemptuously. I will if you like — you clumsy card-slipping, ace-pricking blackguard!... The station-wagon will be ready at seven. See that you are, too. Now go and tell my sister. It may reconcile her to various ideas of mine.

And he turned and, walking to a leather-covered chair drawn up beside the library table, seated himself and opened a heavy book.

Tressilvain stood absolutely still, his close-set eyes fairly starting from his face, in which not a vestige of colour now remained; and when at length he left the room he left so noiselessly that Malcourt did not hear him. However, Malcourt happened to be very intent upon his own train of thought, so absorbed, in fact, that it was a long while before he looked up and around, as though somebody had suddenly spoken his name.

But it was only the voice which had sounded so often and familiarly in his ears; and he smiled and inclined his graceful head to listen, folding his hands under his chin.

He seemed very young and boyish, there, leaning both elbows on the library table, head bent expectantly as he listened, or lifted when he, in turn, spoke aloud. And sometimes he spoke gravely, argumentatively, sometimes almost flippantly, and once or twice his laugh rang out through the empty room.

In the forest a heavy wind had risen; somewhere outside a door or shutter banged persistently. He did not hear it, but Shiela, sleepless in her room above, laid down Hamils book; then, thinking it might be the outer door left carelessly unlocked, descended the stairs with lighted candle. Passing the library and hearing voices she halted, astonished to see her husband there alone; and as she stood, perplexed and disturbed, he spoke as though answering a question. But there was no one there who could have asked it; the room was empty save for that solitary figure. Something in his voice terrified her — in the uncanny monologue which meant nothing to her — in his curiously altered laugh — in his intent listening attitude. It was not the first time she had seen him this way.

Louis! she exclaimed; what are you doing?

He turned dreamily toward her, rose as in a trance.

Oh, is it you?... Come in here.

I cannot; I am tired.

So am I, Shiela — tired to death. What time is it?

After ten, I think — if that clock is right.

She entered, reluctant, uncertain, peering up at the clock; then:

I thought the front door had been left open and came down to lock it. What are you doing here at this hour? I — I thought I heard you talking.

I was talking to my father.

What! she said, startled.

Pretending to, he added wearily; sit down.

Do you wish me—

Yes; sit down.

I— she looked fearfully at him, hesitated, and slowly seated herself on the arm of a lounge. W-what is it you — want, Louis? she faltered, every nerve on edge.

Nothing much; a kindly word or two.

What do you mean? Have I ever been unkind? I — I am too unhappy to be unkind to anybody. Suddenly her eyes filled.

Dont do that, he said; you are always civil to me — never unkind. By the way, my relatives leave to-morrow. That will comfort you, wont it?

She said nothing.

He leaned heavily on the table, dark face framed in both hands:

Shiela, when a man is really tired, dont you think it reasonable for him to take a rest — and give others one?

I dont understand.

A rather protracted rest is good for tired people, isnt it?

Yes, if—

In fact, with a whimsical smile, a sort of endlessly eternal rest ought to cure anybody. Dont you think so?

She stared at him.

Do you happen to remember that my father, needing a good long rest, took a sudden vacation to enjoy it?

I — I — dont know what you mean! — tremulously.

You remember how he started on that restful vacation which he is still enjoying?

A shudder ran over her. She strove to speak, but her voice died in her throat.

My father, he said dreamily, seems to want me to join him during his vacation—

Louis!

What are you frightened about? Its as good a vacation as any other — only one takes no luggage and pays no hotel bills.... Havent you any sense of humour left in you, Shiela? Im not serious.

She said, trembling, and very white: I thought you meant it. Then she rose with a shiver, turned, and mounted the stairs to her room again. But in the stillness of the place something was already at work on her — fear — a slow dawning alarm at the silence, the loneliness, the forests, the rain — a growing horror of the place, of the people in it, of this man the world called her husband, of his listening silences, his solitary laughter, his words spoken to something unseen in empty rooms, his awful humour.

Her very knees were shaking under her now; she stared around her like a trapped thing, desperate, feeling that self-control was going in sudden, ungovernable panic.

Scarcely knowing what she was about she crept to the telephone and, leaning heavily against the wall, placed the receiver to her ear.

For a long while she waited, dreading lest the operator had gone. Then a far voice hailed her; she gave the name; waited interminable minutes until a servants sleepy voice requested her to hold the wire. And, at last:

Is it you?



Garry, could you come here to-night?



Danger? No, I am in no danger; I am just frightened.



I dont know what is frightening me.



No, not ill. Its only that I am so horribly alone here in the rain. I — I cannot seem to endure it. She was speaking almost incoherently, now, scarcely conscious of what she was saying. Theres a man downstairs who talks in empty rooms and listens to things I cannot hear — listens every day, I tell you; Ive seen him often, often — I mean Louis Malcourt! And I cannot endure it — the table that moves, and the — O Garry! Take me away with you. I cannot stand it any longer!



Will you come?



To-night, Garry?



How long will you be? I simply cannot stay alone in this house until you come. Ill go down and saddle my mare—



What?



Oh, yes — yes! I know what Im doing—



Yes, I do remember, but — why wont you take me away from—



I know it — Oh, I know it! I am half-crazed, I think—



Yes—



I do care for them still! But—



O Garry! Garry! I will be true to them! I will do anything you wish, only come! Come! Come!



You promise?



At once?



She hung up the receiver, turned, and flung open the window.

Over the wet woods a rain-washed moon glittered; the long storm had passed.

An hour later, as she kneeled by the open window, her chin on her arms, watching for him, out of the shadow and into the full moonlight galloped a rider who drew bridle on the distant lawn, waving her a gay gesture of reassurance.

It was too far for her to call; she dared not descend fearing the dogs might wake the house.

And in answer to his confident salute, she lighted a candle, and, against the darkness, drew the fiery outline of a heart; then extinguishing the light, she sank back in her big chair, watching him as he settled in his stirrups for the night-long vigil that she meant to share with him till dawn.

The whole night long once more together! She thrilled at the thought of it — at the memory of that other night and dawn under the Southern planets where a ghostly ocean thundered at their feet — where her awakened heart quickened with the fear of him — and all her body trembled with the blessed fear of him, and every breath was delicious with terror of the man who had come this night to guard her.

Partly undressed, head cradled in her tumbled hair, she lay there in the darkness watching him — her paladin on guard beneath the argent splendour of the moon. Under the loosened silken vest her heart was racing; under the unbound hair her cheeks were burning. The soft lake breeze rippled the woodbine leaves along the sill, stirring the lace and ribbon on her breast.

Hour after hour she lay there, watching him through the dreamy lustre of the moon, all the mystery of her love for him tremulous within her. Once, on the edge of sleep, yet still awake, she stretched her arms toward him in the darkness, unconsciously as she did in dreams.

Slowly the unreality of it all was enveloping her, possessed her as her lids grew heavy. In the dim silvery light she could scarcely see him now: a frail mist belted horse and rider, stretching fairy barriers across the lawn. Suddenly, within her, clear, distinct, a voice began calling to him imperiously; but her lips never moved. Yet she knew he would hear; surely he heard! Surely, surely! — for was he not already drifting toward her through the moonlight, nearer, here under the palms and orange-trees — here at her feet, holding her close, safe, strong, till, faint with the happiness of dreams come true, she slept, circled by his splendid arms.

And, while she lay there, lips scarce parted, sleeping quietly as a tired child, he sat his mud-splashed saddle, motionless under the moon, eyes never leaving her window for an instant, till at last the far dawn broke and the ghostly shadows fled away.

Then, in the pallid light, he slowly gathered bridle and rode back into the Southern forest, head heavy on his breast.




CHAPTER XXVII

MALCOURT LISTENS
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MALCOURT WAS UP and ready before seven when his sister came to his door, dressed in her pretty blue travelling gown, hatted, veiled, gloved to perfection; but there was a bloom on cheek and mouth which mocked at the wearied eyes — a lassitude in every step as she slowly entered and seated herself.

For a moment neither spoke; her brother was looking at her narrowly; and after a while she raised her veil, turning her face to the merciless morning light.

Paint, she said; and Im little older than you.

You will be younger than I am, soon.

She paled a trifle under the red.

Are you losing your reason, Louis?

No, but Ive contrived to lose everything else. It was a losing game from the beginning — for both of us.

Are you going to be coward enough to drop your cards and quit the game?

Call it that. But the cards are marked and the game crooked — as crooked as Herbys. He began to laugh. The worlds dice are loaded; Ive got enough.

Yet you beat Bertie in spite of—

For Portlaws sake. I wouldnt fight with marked cards for my own sake. Faugh! the world plays a game too rotten to suit me. Ill drop my hand and — take a stroll for a little fresh air — out yonder— He waved his arm toward the rising sun. Just a step into the fresh air, Helen.

Are you not afraid? She managed to form the words with stiffened lips.

Afraid? He stared at her. No; neither are you. Youll do it, too, some day. If you dont want to now, you will later; if you have any doubts left they wont last. We have no choice; its in us. We dont belong here, Helen; were different. We didnt know until wed tried to live like other people, and everything went wrong. A glint of humour came into his eyes. Ive made up my mind that were extra-terrestrial — something external and foreign to this particular star. I think its time to ask for a transfer and take the star ahead.

Not a muscle moved in her expressionless face; he shrugged and drew out his watch.

Im sorry, Helen—

Is it time to go?

Yes.... Why do you stick to that little cockney pup?

I dont know.

You ruined a decent man to pick him out of the gutter. Why dont you drop him back?

I dont know.

Do you — ah — care for him?

No.

Then why—

She shook her head.

Quite right, said Malcourt, rising; youre in the wrong planet, too. And the sooner you realise it the sooner well meet again. Good-bye.

She turned horribly pale, stammering something about his coming with her, resisting a little as he drew her out, down the stairs, and aided her to enter the depot-wagon. There he kissed her; and she caught him around the neck, holding him convulsively.

Nonsense, he whispered. Ive talked it all over with father; he and Ill talk it over some day with you. Then youll understand. And backing away he called to the coachman: Drive on! ignoring his brother-in-law, who sat huddled in a corner, glassy eyes focused on him.



Portlaw almost capered with surprise and relief when at breakfast he learned that the Tressilvains had departed.

Oh, everything is coming everybodys way, said Malcourt gaily— like the last chapter of a bally novel — the old-fashioned kind, Billy, where Nemesis gets busy with a gun and kind Providence hitches em up in ever-after blocks of two. It takes a rotten novelist to use a gun on his villains! Its never done in decent literature — never done anywhere except in real life.

He swallowed his coffee and, lighting a cigarette, tipped back his chair, balancing himself with one hand on the table.

The use of the gun, he said lazily, is obsolete in the modern novel; the theme now is, how to be passionate though pure. Personally, being neither one nor the other, I remain uninterested in the modern novel.

Real life, said Portlaw, spearing a fish-ball, is damn monotonous. The only gun-play is in the morning papers.

Sure, nodded Malcourt, and theres too many shooting items in em every day to make gun-play available for a novel.... Once, when I thought I could write — just after I left college — they took me aboard a morning newspaper on the strength of a chance I had to discover a missing woman.

She was in hiding; her name had been horribly spattered in a divorce, and the poor thing was in hiding — had changed her name, crept off to a little town in Delaware.

Our enlightened press was hunting for her; to find her was termed a scoop, I believe.... Well — boys pull legs off grasshoppers and do other damnable things without thinking.... I found her.... So as I knocked at her door — in the mean little farmhouse down there in Delaware — she opened it, smiling — she was quite pretty — and blew her brains out in my very face.

Wh-what! bawled Portlaw, dropping knife and fork.

I — I want to see that girl again — some time, said Malcourt thoughtfully. I would like to tell her that I didnt mean it — case of boy and grasshopper, you know.... Well, as you say, gun-play has no place in real novels. There wouldnt be room, anyway, with all the literature and illustrations and purpose and purple preciousness; as anachronismatically superfluous as sleigh-bells in hell.

Portlaw resumed his egg; Malcourt considered him ironically.

Sporty Porty, are you going to wed the Pretty Lady of Prides Hall at Prides Fall some blooming day in June?

None of your infernal business!

Quite so. I only wanted to see how the novel was coming out before somebody takes the book away from me.

You talk like a pint of shoe-strings, growled Portlaw; youd better find out whose horse has been denting the lawn all over and tearing off several yards of sod.

I know already, said Malcourt.

Well, who had the nerve to—

None of your bally business, dear friend. Are you riding over to Prides to-day?

Yes, I am.

I think Ill go, too.

Youre not expected.

Thats the charm of it, old fellow. I didnt expect to go; they dont expect me; they dont want me; I want to go! All the elements of a delightful surprise, do you notice?

Portlaw said, irritably: They asked Mrs. Malcourt and me. Nothing was said about you.

Something will be said if I go, observed Malcourt cheerfully.

Portlaw was exasperated. Theres a girl there you behaved badly to. Youd better stay away.

Malcourt looked innocently surprised.

Now, who could that be! I have, it is true, at times, misbehaved, but I cant ever remember behaving badly—

Portlaw, too mad to speak, strode wrathfully away toward the stables.

Malcourt was interested to see that he could stride now without waddling.

Marvellous, marvellous! — the power of love! he mused sentimentally; Porty is no longer rotund — only majestically portly. See where he hastens lightly to his Alida!

Shepherd fair and maidens all — Too-ri-looral! Too-ri-looral!

And, very gracefully, he sketched a step or two in contra-dance to his own shadow on the grass.

Shepherd fair and maidens all — Truly rural, Too-ri-looral, Man prefers his maidens plural; One is none, he wants them all! Too-ri-looral! Too-ri-looral—

And he sauntered off humming gaily, making playful passes at the trees with his riding-crop as he passed.

Later he aided his wife to mount and stood looking after her as she rode away, Portlaw pounding along heavily beside her.

All alone with the daisies, he said, looking around him when they had disappeared.

Toward noon he ordered a horse, ate his luncheon in leisurely solitude, read yesterdays papers while he smoked, then went out, mounted, and took the road to Prides Fall, letting his horse choose his own pace.

Moving along through the pretty forest road, he glanced casually right and left as he advanced, tapping his riding-boots in rhythm to the air he was humming in a careless undertone — something about a shepherd and the plural tastes of man.

His mood was inspired by that odd merriment which came from sheer perversity. When the depths and shallows of his contradictory character were disturbed a ripple of what passed for mirth covered all the surface; if there was any profundity to the man the ripple obscured it. No eye had ever penetrated the secrecy of what lay below; none ever would. Perhaps there was nothing there.

He journeyed on, his horse ambling or walking as it suited him, or sometimes veering to stretch a long glossy neck and nip at a bunch of leaves.

The cock-partridge stood on his drumming-log and defied the forest rider, all unseen; rabbit and squirrel sat bolt upright with palpitating flanks and moist bright eyes at gaze; overhead the slow hawks sailed, looking down at him as he rode.

Sometimes Malcourt whistled to himself, sometimes he sang in a variably agreeable voice, and now and then he quoted the poets, taking pleasure in the precision of his own diction.

Cest le jour des morts, Mirliton, Mirlitaine! Requiescant in pace!

he chanted; and quoted more of the same bard with a grimace, adding, as he spurred his horse:

Poeta nascitur, non fit! — the poets nasty and not fit. Zut! Boum-boum! Get along, old fellow, or well never see the pretty ladies of Prides this blooming day!

There was a shorter cut by a spotted trail, and when he saw the first blaze glimmering through the leaves he steered his horse toward it. The sound of voices came distantly from the wooded heights above — far laughter, the faint aroma of a wood fire; no doubt some picnickers — trespassing as usual, but that was Mrs. Ascotts affair.

A little later, far below him, he caught a glimpse of a white gown among the trees. There was a spring down there somewhere in that thicket of silver birches; probably one of the trespassers was drinking. So, idly curious, he rode that way, his horse making no sound on the thick moss.

If shes ornamental, he said to himself, Ill linger to point out the sin of trespassing; that is if she is sufficiently ornamental—

His horse stepped on a dead branch which cracked; the girl in white, who had been looking out through the birch-trees across the valley, turned her head.

They recognised each other even at that distance; he uttered a low exclamation of satisfaction, sprang from his saddle, and led his horse down among the mossy rocks of the water-course to the shelf of rock overhanging the ravine where she stood as motionless as one of the silver saplings.

Virginia, he said, humorously abashed, shall I say I am glad to see you, and how dyou do, and offer you my hand? — or had I better not?

He thought she meant to answer; perhaps she meant to, but found no voice at her disposal.

He dropped his bridle over a branch and, drawing off his gloves, walked up to where she was standing.

I knew you were at Prides Hall, he said; Im aware, also, that nobody there either expected or wished to see me. But I wanted to see you; and little things of that sort couldnt keep me away. Where are the others?

She strove twice to answer him, then turned abruptly, steadying herself against a birch-tree with one arm.

Where are the others, Virginia? he asked gently.

On the rocks beyond.

Picnicking?

Yes.

How charming! he said; as though one couldnt see enough country out of ones windows every minute in the year. But you cant tell where sentiment will crop up; some people dont object to chasing ants off the dishes and fishing sticks out of the milk. I do.... Its rather fortunate I found you alone: saves a frigid reception and cruel comments after Im gone.... After Im gone, Virginia.

He seated himself where the sunlight fell agreeably and looked off over the valley. A shrunken river ran below — a mere thread of life through its own stony skeleton — a mockery of what it once had been before the white-hided things on two legs had cut the forests from the hills and killed its cool mossy sources in their channels. The crushers of pulp and the sawyers of logs had done their dirty work thoroughly; their acids and their sawdust poisoned and choked; their devastation turned the tree-clothed hill flanks to arid lumps of sand and rock.

He said aloud, to think of these trees being turned into newspapers!

He looked up at her whimsically.

The least I can do is to help grow them again. As a phosphate I might amount to something — if Im carefully spaded in. And in a lower voice just escaping mockery: How are you, Virginia?

I am perfectly well.

Are you well enough to sit down and talk to me for half an hour?

She made no reply.

Dont be dignified; there is nothing more inartistic, except a woman who is trying to be brave on an inadequate income.

She did not move or look at him.

Virginia — dear?

What?

Do you remember that day we met in the surf; and you said something insolent to me, and bent over, laying your palms flat on the water, looking at me over your shoulder?

Yes.

You knew what you were doing?

Yes.

This is part of the consequences. Thats what life is, nothing but a game of consequences. I knew what I was doing; you admit you were responsible for yourself; and nothing but consequences have resulted ever since. Sit down and be reasonable and friendly; wont you?

I cannot stay here.

Try, he said, smiling, and made room for her on the sun-crisped moss. A little later she seated herself with an absent-minded air and gazed out across the valley. A leaf or two, prematurely yellow, drifted from the birches.

It reminds me, he said thoughtfully, of that exquisite poem on Autumn:

The autumn leaves are falling, Theyre falling everywhere; Theyre falling in the atmosphere, Theyre falling in the air—

— and I dont remember any more, dear.

Did you wish to say anything to me besides nonsense? she asked, flushing.

Did you expect anything else from me?

I had no reason to.

Oh; I thought you might have been prepared for a little wickedness.

She turned her eyes, more green than blue, on him.

I was not unprepared.

Nor I, he said gaily; dont lets disappoint each other. You know our theory is that the old families are decadent; and I think we ought to try to prove any theory we advance — in the interests of psychology. Dont you?

I think we have proved it.

He laughed, and passing his arm around her drew her head so that it rested against his face.

That is particularly dishonourable, she said in an odd voice.

Because Im married?

Yes; and because I know it.

Thats true; you didnt know it when we were at Palm Beach. That was tamer than this. I think now we can very easily prove our theory. And he kissed her, still laughing. But when he did it again, she turned her face against his shoulder.

Courage, he said; we ought to be able to prove this theory of ours — you and I together—

She was crying.

If youre feeling guilty on Shielas account, you neednt, he said. Didnt you know she can scarcely endure me?

Y-yes.

Well, then—

No — no — no! Louis — I care too much—

For yourself?

N-no.

For me? For Shiela? For public opinion?

No.

For what?

I — I think it must be for — for — just for being — decent.

He inspected her with lively interest.

Hello, he said coolly, youre disproving our theory!

She turned her face away from him, touching her eyes with her handkerchief.

Or, he added ironically, is there another man?

No, she said without resentment; and there was a certain quality in her voice new to him — a curious sweetness that he had never before perceived.

Tell me, he said quietly, have you really suffered?

Suffered? Yes.

You really cared for me?

I do still.

A flicker of the old malice lighted his face.

But you wont let me kiss you? Why?

She looked up into his eyes. I feel as powerless with you as I was before. You could always have had your will. Once I would not have blamed you. Now it would be cowardly — because — I have forgiven myself—

I wont disturb your vows, he said seriously.

Then — I think you had better go.

I am going.... I only wanted to see you again.... May I ask you something, dear?

Ask it, she said.

Then — you are going to get over this, arent you?

Not as long as you live, Louis.

Oh!... And suppose I were not living?

I dont know.

Youd recover, wouldnt you?

I dont know what you mean.

Well, youd never have any other temptation—

She turned scarlet.

That is wicked!

It certainly is, he said with great gravity; and I must come to the scarcely flattering conclusion that there is in me a source of hideous depravity, the unseen emanations of which, like those of the classic upas-tree, are purest poison to a woman morally constituted as you are.

She looked up as he laughed; but there was no mirth in her bewildered eyes.

There is something in you, Louis, which is fatal to the better side of me.

The other Virginia couldnt endure me, I know.

My other self learned to love your better self.

I have none—

I have seen it revealed in—

Oh, yes, he laughed, revealed in what you used to call one of my infernal flashes of chivalry.

Yes, she said quietly, in that.

He sat very still there in the afternoon sunshine, pondering; and sometimes his gaze searched the valley depths below, lost among the tree-tops; sometimes he studied the far horizon where the little blue hills stood up against the sky like little blue waves at sea. His hat was off; the cliff breeze played with his dark curly hair, lifting it at the temples, stirring the one obstinate strand that never lay quite flat on the crown of his head.

Twice she looked around as though to interrupt his preoccupation, but he neither responded nor even seemed to be aware of her; and she sighed imperceptibly and followed his errant eyes with her own.

At last:

Is there no way out of it for you, Louis? I am not thinking of myself, she added simply.

He turned fully around.

If there was a way out Id take it and marry you.

I did not ask for that; I was thinking of you.

He was silent.

Besides, she said, I know that you do not love me.

That is true only because I will not. I could.

She looked at him.

But, he said calmly, I mustnt; because there is no way out for me — theres no way out of anything for me — while I live — down here.

Down — where?

On this exotic planet called the earth, dear child, he said with mocking gravity. Im a sort of moon-calf — a seed blown clear from Saturns surface, which fell here and sprouted into the thing you call Louis Malcourt. And, his perverse gaiety in full possession of him again, he laughed, and his mirth was tinctured with the bitter-sweet of that humorous malice which jeered unkindly only at himself.

All to the bad, Virginia — all to the bow-wows — judging me from your narrow, earthly standard and the laws of your local divinity. Thats why I want to see the real One and ask Him how bad I really am. Theyd tell me down here that Ill never see Him. Zut! Ill take that chance — not such a long shot either. Why, if I am no good, the risk is all the better; He is because of such as I! No need for Him where all the ba-bas are white as the driven snow, and all the little white doves keep their feathers clean and coo-coo hymns from dawn to sunset.... By the way, I never gave you anything, did I? — a Chinese god, for example?

She shook her head, bewildered at his inconsequences.

No, I never did. Youre not entitled to a gift of a Chinese god from me. But Ive given eighteen of them to a number of — ah — friends. I had nineteen, but never had the — right to present that nineteenth god.

What do you mean, Louis?

Oh, those gilded idols are the deities of secrecy. Their commandment is, Thou shalt not be found out. So I distributed them among those who worship them — that is, I have so directed my executors.... By the way, I made a new will.

He looked at her cheerfully, evidently very much pleased with himself.

And what do you think Ive left to you?

Louis, I dont—

Why, the bridle, saddle, crop, and spurs I wore that day when we rode to the ocean! Dont you remember the day that you noticed me listening and asked me what I heard?

Y-yes—

And I told you I was listening to my father?

Again that same chilly tremor passed over her as it had then.

The sun, over the Adirondack foot-hills, hung above bands of smouldering cloud. Presently it dipped into them, hanging triple-ringed, like Saturn on fire.

Its time for you to go, he said in an altered voice; and she turned to find him standing and ready to aid her.

A little pale with the realisation that the end had come so soon, she rose and walked slowly back to where his horse stood munching leaves.

Well, Virginia — good-bye, little girl. Youll be all right before long.

There was no humour left in his voice now; no mocking in his dark gaze.

She raised her eyes to his in vague distress.

Where are the others? he asked. Oh, up on those rocks? Yes, I see the smoke of their fire.... Say good-bye to them for me — not now — some day.

She did not understand him; he hesitated, smiled, and took her in his arms.

Good-bye, dear, he said.

Good-bye.

They kissed.

After she was half-way to the top of the rocks he mounted his horse. She did not look back.

Shes a good little sport, he said, smiling; and, gathering bridle, turned back into the forest. This time he neither sang nor whistled as he rode through the red splendour of the western sun. But he was very busy listening.

There was plenty to hear, too; wood-thrushes were melodious in the late afternoon light; infant crows cawed from high nests unseen in the leafy tree-tops; the streams thin, silvery song threaded the forest quiet, accompanying him as he rode home.

Home? Yes — if this silent house where he dismounted could be called that. The place was very still. Evidently the servants had taken advantage of their masters and mistresss absence to wander out into the woods. Some of the stablemen had the dogs out, too; there was nobody in sight to take his horse, so he led the animal to the stables and found there a lad to relieve him.

Then he retraced his steps to the house and entered the deserted garden where pearl-tinted spikes of iris perfumed the air and great masses of peonies nodded along borders banked deep under the long wall. A few butterflies still flitted in the golden radiance, but already that solemn harbinger of sunset, the garden toad, had emerged from leafy obscurity into the gravel path, and hopped heavily forward as Malcourt passed by.

The house — nothing can be as silent as an empty house — echoed his spurred tread from porch to stairway. He went up to the first landing, not knowing why, then roamed aimlessly through, wandering from room to room, idly, looking on familiar things as though they were strange — strange, but uninteresting.

Upstairs and down, in, around, and about he drifted, quiet as a cat, avoiding only his wifes bedroom. He had never entered it since their marriage; he did not care to do so now, though the door stood wide. And, indifferent, he turned without even a glance, and traversing the hall, descended the stairs to the library.

For a while he sat there, legs crossed, drumming thoughtfully on his boot with his riding-crop; and after a while he dragged the chair forward and picked up a pen.

Why not? he said aloud; it will save railroad fare — and shell need it all.

So, to his lawyer in New York he wrote:

I wont come to town after all. You have my letter and you know what I want done. Nobody is likely to dispute the matter, and it wont require a will to make my wife carry out the essence of the thing.

And signed his name.

When he had sealed and directed the letter he could find no stamp; so he left it on the table.

Thats the usual way they find such letters, he said, smiling to himself as the thought struck him. It certainly is hard to be original.... But then Im not ambitious.

He found another sheet of paper and wrote to Hamil:

All the same you are wrong; I have always been your friend. My father comes first, as always; you second. There is no third.

This note, signed, sealed, and addressed, he left with the other.

Certainly I am not original in the least, he said, beginning another note.

DOLLY DEAR:

You have made good. Continuez, chère énfant — and if you dont know what that means your French lessons are in vain. Now the usual few words: dont let any man who is not married to you lay the weight of his little finger on you! Dont ignore convention unless there is a good reason — and then dont! When youre tired of behaving yourself go to sleep; and if you cant sleep, sleep some more; and then some. Men are exactly like women until they differ from them; there is no real mystery about either outside of popular novels.

I am very, very glad that I have known you, Dolly. Dont tint yourself, except for the footlights. There are other things, but I cant think of them; and so,

LOUIS MALCOURT

This letter he sealed and laid with the others; it was the last. There was nothing more to do, except to open the table drawer and drop something into the side pocket of his coat.

Malcourt had no favourite spots in the woods and fields around him; one trail resembled another; he cared as much for one patch of woods, one wild meadow, one tumbling brook as he did for the next — which was not very much.

But there was one place where the sun-bronzed moss was deep and level; where, on the edge of a leafy ravine, the last rays of the sinking sun always lingered after all else lay in shadow.

Here he sat down, thoughtfully; and for a little while remained in his listening attitude. Then, smiling, he lay back, pillowing his head on his left arm; and drew something from the side pocket of his coat.

The world had grown silent; across the ravine a deer among the trees watched him, motionless.

Suddenly the deer leaped in an ecstasy of terror and went crashing away into obscurity. But Malcourt lay very, very still.

His hat was off; the cliff breeze played with his dark curly hair, lifting it at the temples, stirring the one obstinate strand that never lay quite flat on the crown of his head.

A moment later the sun set.




CHAPTER XXVIII

HAMIL IS SILENT
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LATE IN THE autumn his aunt wrote Hamil from Sapphire Springs:

There seems to be a favourable change in Shiela. Her aversion to people is certainly modified. Yesterday on my way to the hot springs I met her with her trained nurse, Miss Lester, face to face, and of course meant to pass on as usual, apparently without seeing her; but to my surprise she turned and spoke my name very quietly; and I said, as though we had parted the day before— I hope you are better; and she said, I think I am — very slowly and precisely like a person who strives to speak correctly in a foreign tongue. Garry, dear, it was too pathetic; she is so changed — beautiful, even more beautiful than before; but the last childish softness has fled from the delicate and almost undecided features you remember, and her face has settled into a nobler mould. Do you recollect in the Munich Museum an antique marble, by some unknown Greek sculptor, called Head of a Young Amazon? You must recall it because you have spoken to me of its noble and almost immortal loveliness. Dear, it resembles Shiela as she is now — with that mysterious and almost imperceptible hint of sorrow in the tenderly youthful dignity of the features.

We exchanged only the words I have written you; she passed her way leaning on Miss Lesters arm; I went for a mud bath as a precaution to our inherited enemy. If rheumatism gets me at last it will not be the fault of your aged and timorous aunt.

So that was all, yesterday. But to-day as I was standing on the leafy path above the bath-houses, listening to the chattering of some excited birds recently arrived from the North in the first batch of migrants, Miss Lester came up to me and said that Shiela would like to see me, and that the doctors said there was no harm in her talking to anybody if she desired to do so.

So I took my book to a rustic seat under the trees, and presently our little Shiela came by, leaning on Miss Lesters arm; and Miss Lester walked on, leaving her seated beside me.

For quite five minutes she neither spoke nor even looked at me, and I was very careful to leave the quiet unbroken.

The noise of the birds — they were not singing, only chattering to each other about their trip — seemed to attract her notice, and she laid her hand on mine to direct my attention. Her hand remained there — she has the same soft little hands, as dazzlingly white as ever, only thinner.

She said, not looking at me: I have been ill. You understand that.

Yes, I said, but it is all over now, isnt it?

She nodded listlessly: I think so.

Again, but not looking at me she spoke of her illness as dating from a shock received long ago. She is a little confused about the lapse of time, vague as to dates. You see it is four months since Louis — did what he did. She said nothing more, and in a few minutes Miss Lester came back for her.

Now as to her mental condition: I have had a thorough understanding with the physicians and one and all assure me that there is absolutely nothing the matter with her except the physical consequences of the shock; and those are wearing off.

What she did, what she lived through with him — the dreadful tension, the endless insomnia — all this — and then, when the searching party was out all night long in the rain and all the next day — and then, Garry, to have her stumble on him at dusk — that young girl, all alone, nerves strung to the breaking point — and to find him, that way! Was it not enough to account for this nervous demoralisation? The wonder is that it has not permanently injured her.

But it has not; she is certainly recovering. The dread of seeing a familiar face is less poignant; her father was here to-day with Gray and she saw them both.

Now, dear, as for your coming here, it will not do. I can see that. She has not yet spoken of you, nor have I ventured to. What her attitude toward you may be I cannot guess from her speech or manner.

Miss Lester told me that at first, in the complete nervous prostration, she seemed to have a morbid idea that you had been unkind to her, neglected and deserted her — left her to face some endless horror all alone. The shock to her mind had been terrible, Garry; everything was grotesquely twisted — she had some fever, you know — and Miss Lester told me that it was too pitiful to hear her talk of you and mix up everything with military jargon about outpost duty and the firing line, and some comrade who had deserted her under fire.

All of which I mention, dear, so that you may, in a measure, comprehend how very ill she has been; and that she is not yet well by any means, and perhaps will not be for a long time to come.

To-night I had a very straight talk with Mr. Cardross. One has to talk straight when one talks to him. There is not in my mind the slightest doubt that he knows exactly now what misguided impulse drove Shiela to that distressing sacrifice of herself and you. And at first I was afraid that what she had done from a mistaken sense of duty might have hastened poor Louis end; but Mr. Cardross told me that from the day of his fathers death he had determined to follow in the same fashion; and had told Mr. Cardross of his intention more than once.

So you see it was in him — in the blood. See what his own sister did to herself within a month of Louis death!

A strange family; an utterly incomprehensible race. And Mr. Cardross says that it happened to his fathers father; and his father before him died by his own hand!



Now there is little more news to write you — little more that could interest you because you care only to hear about Shiela, and that is perfectly reasonable.

However, what there is of news I will write you as faithfully as I have done ever since I came here on your service under pretence of fighting gout which, Heaven be praised, has never yet waylaid me! — unberufen!

So, to continue: the faithful three, Messieurs Classon, Cuyp, and Vetchen, do valiantly escort me on my mountain rides and drives. They are dears, all three, Garry, and it does not become you to shrug your shoulders. When I go to Palm Beach in January they, as usual, are going too. I dont know what I should do without them, Virginia having decided to remain in Europe this winter.

Yes, to answer your question, Mr. Wayward expects to cruise as far South as Palm Beach in January. I happen to have a note from him here on my desk in which he asks me whether he may invite you to go with him. Isnt it a tactful way of finding out whether you would care to be at Palm Beach this winter?

So I shall write him that I think you would like to be asked. Because, Garry, I do believe that it is all turning out naturally, inevitably, as it was meant to turn out from the first, and that, some time this winter, there can be no reason why you should not see Shiela again.

I know this, that Mr. Cardross is very fond of you — that Mrs. Cardross is also — that every member of that most wholesome family cares a great deal about you.

As for their not being very fashionable people, their amiable freedom from social pretension, their very simple origin — all that, in their case, affects me not at all — where any happiness of yours is concerned.

I do like old-time folk, and lineage smacking of New Amsterdam; but even my harmless snobbishness is now so completely out of fashion that nobody cares. You are modern enough to laugh at it; I am not; and I still continue faithful to my Classons and Cuyps and Vetchens and Suydams; and to all that they stand for in Manhattan — the rusty vestiges of by-gone pomp and fussy circumstance — the memories that cling to the early lords of the manors, the old Patroons, and titled refugees — all this I still cling to — even to their shabbiness and stupidity and bad manners.

Dont be too bitter in your amusement, for after all, you are kin to us; dont be too severe on us; for we are passing, Garry, the descendants of Patroon and refugee alike — the Cuyps, the Classons, the Van Diemans, the Vetchens, the Suydams — and James Wayward is the last of his race, and I am the last of the French refugees, and the Malcourts are already ended. Pax!

True it begins to look as if the gentleman adventurer stock which terminates in the Ascotts and Portlaws might be revived to struggle on for another generation; but, Garry, we all, who intermarry, are doomed.

Louis Malcourt was right; we are destined to perish; Still we have left our marks on the nation I care for no other epitaph than the names of counties, cities, streets which we have named with our names.

But you, dear, you are wise in your generation and fortunate to love as you love. For, God willing, your race will begin the welding of the old and new, the youngest and best of the nation. And at the feet of such a race the whole world lies.



These letters from Constance Palliser to her nephew continued during the autumn and early winter while he was at work on that series of public parks provided for by the metropolis on Long Island.

Once he was obliged to return to Prides Hall to inspect the progress of work for Mrs. Ascott; and it happened during his brief stay there that her engagement was announced.

I tell you what, Hamil, said Portlaw confidentailly over their cigars, I never thought I could win her, never in the world. Besides poor Louis was opposed to it; but you know when I make up my mind—

I know, said Hamil.

Thats it! First, a man must have a mind to make up; then he must have enough intelligence to make it up.

Certainly, nodded Hamil.

Im glad you understand me, said Portlaw, gratified. Alida understands me; why, do you know that, somehow, everything I think of she seems to agree to; in fact, sometimes — on one or two unimportant matters, I actually believe that Mrs. Ascott thought of what I thought of, a few seconds before I thought of it, he ended generously; but, and his expression became slyly portentous, it would never do to have her suspect it. I intend to be Caesar in my own house!

Exactly, said Hamil solemnly; and Caesars wife must have no suspicions.



It was early November before he returned to town. His new suite of offices in Broad Street hummed with activity, although the lingering aftermath of the business depression prevented for the time being any hope of new commissions from private sources.

But fortunately he had enough public work to keep the office busy, and his dogged personal supervision of it during the racking suspense of Shielas illness was his salvation.

Twice a week his aunt wrote him from Sapphire Springs; every day he went to his outdoor work on Long Island and forced himself to a minute personal supervision of every detail, never allowing himself a moments brooding, never permitting himself to become panic-stricken at the outlook which varied from one letter to another. For as yet, according to these same letters, the woman he loved had never once mentioned his name.

He found little leisure for amusement, even had he been inclined that way. Night found him very tired; morning brought a hundred self-imposed and complicated tasks to be accomplished before the advent of another night.

He lived at his club and wrote to his aunt from there. Sundays were more difficult to negotiate; he went to St. Georges in the morning, read in the club library until afternoon permitted him to maintain some semblance of those social duties which no man has a right to entirely neglect.

Now and then he dined out; once he went to the opera with the OHaras; but it nearly did for him, for they sang Madame Butterfly, and Farrars matchless voice and acting tore him to shreds. Only the happy can endure such tragedy.

And one Sunday, having pondered long that afternoon over the last letter Malcourt had ever written him, he put on hat and overcoat and went to Greenlawn Cemetery — a tedious journey through strange avenues and unknown suburbs, under a wet sky from which occasionally a flake or two of snow fell through the fine-spun drizzle.

In the cemetery the oaks still bore leaves which were growing while Malcourt was alive; here and there a beech-tree remained in full autumn foliage and the grass on the graves was intensely green; but the few flowers that lifted their stalks were discoloured and shabby; bare branches interlaced overhead; dead leaves, wet and flattened, stuck to slab and headstone or left their stained imprints on the tarnished marble.

He had bought some flowers — violets and lilies — at a florists near the cemetery gates. These he laid, awkwardly, at the base of the white slab from which Malcourts newly cut name stared at him.

Louis Malcourt lay, as he had wished, next to his father. Also, as he had desired, a freshly planted tree, bereft now of foliage, rose, spindling, to balance an older one on the other corner of the plot. His sisters recently shaped grave lay just beyond. As yet, Bertie had provided no headstone for the late Lady Tressilvain.

Hamil stood inspecting Malcourts name, finding it impossible to realise that he was dead — or for that matter, unable to comprehend death at all. The newly chiselled letters seemed vaguely instinct with something of Malcourts own clean-cut irony; they appeared to challenge him with their mocking legend of death, daring him, with sly malice, to credit the inscription.

To look at them became almost an effort, so white and clear they stared back at him — as though the pallid face of the dead himself, set for ever in raillery, was on the watch to detect false sentiment and delight in it. And Hamils eyes fell uneasily upon the flowers, then lifted. And he said aloud, unconsciously:

You are right; its too late, Malcourt.

There was a shabby, neglected grave in the adjoining plot; he bent over, gathered up his flowers, and laid them on the slab of somebody aged ninety-three whose name was blotted out by wet dead leaves. Then he slowly returned to face Malcourt, and stood musing, gloved hands deep in his overcoat pockets.

If I could have understood you— he began, under his breath, then fell silent. A few moments later he uncovered.

It was snowing heavily when he turned to leave; and he stood back and aside, hat in hand, to permit a young woman to pass the iron gateway — a slim figure in black, heavy veil drawn, arms piled high with lilies. He knew her at once and she knew him.

I think you are Mr. Hamil, she said timidly.

You are Miss Wilming? he said in his naturally pleasant voice, which brought old memories crowding upon her and a pale flush to her cheeks.

There was a moments silence; she dropped some flowers and he recovered them for her. Then she knelt down in the sleet, unconscious of it, and laid the flowers on the mound, arranging them with great care, while the thickening snow pelted her and began to veil the white blossoms on the grave.

Hamil hesitated after the girl had risen, and, presently, as she did not stir, he quietly asked if he might be of any use to her.

At first she made no reply, and her gaze remained remote; then, turning:

Was he your friend? she asked wistfully.

I think he meant to be.

You quarrelled — down there — in the South — she made a vague gesture toward the gray horizon. Do you remember that night, Mr. Hamil?

Yes.

Did you ever become friends again?

No.... I think he meant to be.... The fault was probably mine. I misunderstood.

She said: I know he cared a great deal for you.

The man was silent.

She turned directly toward him, pale, clear-eyed, and in the poise of her head a faint touch of pride.

Please do not misunderstand his friendship for me, then. If you were his friend I would not need to say this. He was very kind to me, Mr. Hamil.

I do not doubt it, said Hamil gravely.

And you do not mistake, what I say?

He looked her in the eyes, curious — and, in a moment, convinced.

No, he said gently.... And, offering his hand: Men are very ignorant concerning one another. Women are wiser, I think.

He took the slender black-gloved hand in his.

Can I be of the least use to you? he asked.

You have been, she sighed, if what I said has taught you to know him a little better.



A week later when the curtain fell on the second act of the new musical comedy, The Inca, critics preparing to leave questioned each other with considerable curiosity concerning this newcomer, Dorothy Wilming, who had sung so intelligently and made so much out of a subordinate part.

Nobody seemed to know very much about her; several nice-looking young girls and exceedingly respectable young men sent her flowers. Afterward they gathered at the stage entrance, evidently expecting to meet and congratulate her; but she had slipped away. And while they hunted high and low, and the last figurante had trotted off under the lamp-lights, Dolly lay in her own dark room, face among the pillows, sobbing her heart out for a dead man who had been kind to her for nothing.



And, at the same hour, across an ocean, another woman awoke to take up the ravelled threadings of her life again and, through another day, remember Louis Malcourt and all that he had left undone for kindness sake.

There were others, too, who were not likely to forget him, particularly those who had received, with some astonishment, a legacy apiece of one small Chinese gilded idol — images all of the Pa-hsien or of Kwan-Yin, who rescues souls from hell with the mystic lotus-prayer, Om mane padme hum.

But the true Catholicism, which perplexed the eighteen legatees lay in the paradox of the Mohammedan inscriptions across each lotus written in Malcourts hand:

I direct my face unto Him who hath created.

Who maketh His messengers with two and three and four pairs of wings.

And thou shall see them going in procession.

This is what ye are promised: For the last hour will surely come; there is no doubt thereof; but the greater part of men believe it not.

Thus, facing the stars, I go out among them into darkness.

Say not for me the Sobhat with the ninety-nine; for the hundredth pearl is the Iman — pearl beyond praise, pearl of the five-score names in one, more precious than mercy, more priceless than compassion — Iman! Iman! thy splendid name is Death!

So lingered the living memory of Malcourt among men — a little while — longer among women — then faded as shadows die at dusk when the mala is told for the soul that waits the Rosary of a Thousand Beads.



In January the Ariani sailed with her owner aboard; but Hamil was not with him.

In February Constance Palliser wrote Hamil from Palm Beach:

It is too beautiful here and you must come.

As for Shiela, I do not even pretend to understand her. I see her every day; to-day I lunched with Mrs. Cardross, and Shiela was there, apparently perfectly well and entirely her former lovely self. Yet she has never yet spoken of you to me; and, I learn from Mrs. Cardross, never to anybody as far as she knows.

She seems to be in splendid health; I have seen her swimming, galloping, playing tennis madly. The usual swarm of devoted youth and smitten middle-age is in attendance. She wears neither black nor colours; only white; nor does she go to any sort of functions. At times, to me, she resembles a scarcely grown girl just freed from school and playing hard every minute with every atom of heart and soul in her play.

Gray has an apology for a polo field and a string of ponies, and Shiela plays with the men — a crazy, reckless, headlong game, in which every minute my heart is in my mouth for fear somebody will cannon into her, or some dreadful swing of a mallet will injure her for life.

But everybody is so sweet to her — and it is delightful to see her with her own family — their pride and tenderness for her, and her devotion to them.

Mrs. Cardross asked me to-day what I thought might be the effect on Shiela if you came. And, dear, I could not answer. Mr. Cardross joined us, divining the subject of our furtive confab in the patio, and he seemed to think that you ought to come.

There is no reason to hesitate in saying that the family would be very glad to count you as one of them. Even a little snob like myself can see that there is, in this desire of theirs, no motive except affection for you and for Shiela; and, in a way, its rather humiliating to recognise that they dont care a fig for the social advantage that must, automatically, accrue to the House of Cardross through such connections.

I never thought that I should so earnestly hope for such an alliance for you; but I do, Garry. They are such simple folk with all their riches — simple as gentle folk — kind, sincere, utterly without self-consciousness, untainted by the sordid social ambitions which make so many of the wealthy abhorrent. There is no pretence about them, nothing of that uncertainty of self mingled with vanity which grows into arrogance or servility as the social weather-vane veers with the breeze of fashion. Rather flowery that, for an old-fashioned spinster.

But, dear, there are other flowers than those of speech eloquent in the soft Southern air — flowers everywhere outside my open window where I sit writing you.

I miss Virginia, but Shiela compensates when she can find time from her breathless pleasure chase to give me an hour or two at tea-time.

And Cecile, too, is very charming, and I know she likes me. Such a coquette! She has her own court among the younger set; and from her very severe treatment of young Gatewood on all occasions I fancy she may be kinder to him one day.

Mrs. Carrick is not here this winter, her new baby keeping her in town; and Acton, of course, is only too happy to remain with her.

As for Gray, he is a nice boy — a little slow, a trifle shy and retiring and over-studious; but his devotion to Shiela makes me love him. And he, too, ventured to ask me whether you were not coming down this winter to hunt along the Everglades with him and Little Tiger.

So, dear, I think perhaps you had better come. It really frightens me to give you this advice. I could not endure it if anything went wrong — if your coming proved premature.

For it is true, Garry, that I love our little Shiela with all my aged, priggish, and prejudiced heart, and I should simply expire if your happiness, which is bound up in her, were threatened by any meddling of mine.

Jim Wayward and I discuss the matter every day; I dont know what he thinks — hes so obstinate some days — and sometimes he is irritable when Gussie Vetchen and Cuyp talk too inanely — bless their hearts! I really dont know what I shall do with James Wayward. What would you suggest?

On the heels of this letter went another.

Garry, dear, read this and then make up your mind whether to come here or not.

This morning I was sitting on the Cardrosses terrace knitting a red four-in-hand for Mr. Wayward — he is too snuffy in his browns and grays! — and Mrs. Cardross was knitting one for Neville, and Cecile was knitting one for Heaven knows who, and Shiela, swinging her polo-mallet, sat waiting for her pony — the cunning little thing in her boots and breeches! — I mean the girl, not the pony, dear — Oh, my, Im getting involved and youre hurrying through this scrawl perfectly furious, trying to find out what Im talking about.

Well, then; I forgot for a moment that Shiela was there within ear-shot; and eyes on my knitting, I began talking about you to Mrs. Cardross; and I had been gossiping away quite innocently for almost a minute when I chanced to look up and notice the peculiar expressions of Mrs. Cardross and Cecile. They werent looking at me; they were watching Shiela, who had slipped down from the parapet where she had been perched and now stood beside my chair listening.

I hesitated, faltered, but did not make the mistake of stopping or changing the subject, but went on gaily telling about your work on the new Long Island park system.

And as long as I talked she remained motionless beside me. They brought around her pony — a new one — but she did not stir.

Her mother and sister continued their knitting, asking questions about you now and then, apparently taking no notice of her. My monologue in praise of you became a triangular discussion; and all the while the pony was cutting up the marl drive with impatience, and Shiela never stirred.

Then Cecile said to me quite naturally: I wish Garry were here. And, looking up at Shiela, she added: Dont you?

For a second or two there was absolute silence; and then Shiela said to me:

Does he know I have been ill?

Of course, I said, and he knows that you are now perfectly well.

She turned slowly to her mother: Am I? she asked.

What, dear?

Perfectly well.

Certainly, replied her mother, laughing; well enough to break your neck on that horrid, jigging, little pony. If Garry wants to see you alive hed better come pretty soon—

Come here?

We all looked up at her. Oh, Garry! For a moment something came into her eyes that I never want to see there again — and, please God, never shall! — a momentary light like a pale afterglow of terror.

It went as it came; and the colour returned to her face.

Is he coming here? she asked calmly.

Yes, I made bold to say.

When?

In a few days, I hope.

She said nothing more about you, nor did I. A moment later she sent away her pony and went indoors.

After luncheon I found her lying in the hammock in the patio, eyes closed as though asleep. She lay there all the afternoon — an unusual thing for her.

Toward sundown, as I was entering my chair to go back to the hotel, she came out and stood beside the chair looking at me as though she was trying to say something. I dont know what it might have been, for she never said it, but she bent down and laid her cheek against mine for a moment, and drew my head around, searching my eyes.

I dont know whether I was right or wrong, but I said: There is no one to compare with you, Shiela, in your new incarnation of health and youth. I never before knew you; I dont think you ever before knew yourself.

Not entirely, she said.

Do you now?

I think so.... May I ask you something?

I nodded, smiling.

Then — there is only one thing I care for now — to — she looked up toward the house— to make them contented — to make up to them what I can for — for all that I failed in. Do you understand?

Yes, I said, you sweet thing. And gave her a little hug, adding: And thats why Im going to write a letter to-night — at your mothers desire — and my own.

She said nothing more; my chair rolled away; and heres the letter that I told her I meant to write.

Now, dear, come if you think best. I dont know of any reason why you should not come; if you know of any you must act on your own responsibility.

Last winter, believing that she cared for you, I did an extraordinary thing — in fact I intimated to her that it was agreeable for me to believe you cared for each other. And she told me very sweetly that I was in error.

So Im not going to place Constance Palliser in such a position again. If theres any chance of her caring for you you ought to know it and act accordingly. Personally I think there is and that you should take that chance and take it now. But for goodness sake dont act on my advice. Im a perfect fool to meddle this way; besides Im having troubles of my own which you know nothing about.

O Garry, dear, if youll come down I may perhaps have something very, very foolish to tell you.

Truly there is no idiot like an old one, but — Im close, I think, to being happier than I ever was in all my life. God help us both, my dear, dear boy.

Your faithful

CONSTANCE.






CHAPTER XXIX

CALYPSOS GIFT
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TWO DAYS LATER as his pretty aunt stood in her chamber shaking out the chestnut masses of her hair before her mirror, an impatient rapping at the living-room door sent her maid flying.

Thats Garry, said Constance calmly, belting in her chamber-robe of silk and twisting up her hair into one heavy lustrous knot.

A moment later they had exchanged salutes and, holding both his hands in hers, she stood looking at him, golden brown eyes very tender, cheeks becomingly pink.

That miserable train is early; it happens once in a century. I meant to meet you, dear.

Wayward met me at the station, he said.

There was a silence; under his curious and significant gaze she flushed, then laughed.

Wayward said that you had something to tell me, he added.... Constance, is it—

Yes.

You darling! he whispered, taking her into his arms. And she laid her face on his shoulder, crying a little, laughing a little.

After all these years, Garry — all these years! It is a long time to — to care for a man — a long, long time.... But there never was any other — not even through that dreadful period—

I know.

Yes, you know.... I have cared for him since I was a little girl.

They stood a while talking tenderly, intimately of her new happiness and of the new man, Wayward.

Both knew that he must bear his scars for ever, that youth had died in him. But they were very confident and happy standing there together in the sunlight which poured into the room, transfiguring her. And she truly seemed as lovely, radiant, and youthful as her own young heart, unsullied, innocent, now, as when it yielded its first love so long ago amid the rosewood and brocades of the old-time parlour where the sun fell across the faded roses of the carpet.

I knew it was so from the way he shook hands, said Hamil, smiling. How well he looks, Constance! And as for you — you are a real beauty!

You dont think so! But say it, Garry.... And now I think I had better retire and complete this unceremonious toilet.... And you may stroll over to pay your respects to Mrs. Cardross in the meanwhile if you choose.

He looked at her gravely. She nodded. They all know you are due to-day.

Shiela?

Yes.... Be careful, Garry; she is very young after all.... I think — if I were you — I would not even seem conscious that she had been ill — that anything had happened to interrupt your friendship. She is very sensitive, very deeply sensible of the dreadful mistake she made, and, somehow, I think she is a little afraid of you, as though you might possibly think less of her — Heaven knows what ideas the young conjure to worry themselves and those they care for!

She laughed, kissed him and bowed him out; and he went away to bathe and change into cool clothing of white serge.

Later as he passed through the gardens, a white oleander blossom fell, and he picked it up and drew it through his coat.

Shadows of palm and palmetto stretched westward across the white shell road, striping his path; early sunlight crinkled the lagoon; the little wild ducks steered fearlessly inshore, peering up at him with bright golden-irised eyes; mullet jumped heavily, tumbling back into the water with splashes that echoed through the morning stillness.

The stained bronze cannon still poked their ancient and flaring muzzles out over the lake; farther along crimson hibiscus blossoms blazed from every hedge; and above him the stately plumes of royal palms hung motionless, tufting the trunks, which rose with the shaft-like dignity of slender Egyptian pillars into a cloudless sky.

On he went, along endless hedges of azalea and oleander, past thickets of Spanish-bayonet, under leaning cocoanut-palms; and at last the huge banyan-tree rose sprawling across the sky-line, and he saw the white facades and red-tiled roofs beyond.

All around him now, as the air grew sweet with the breath of orange blossoms, a subtler scent, delicately persistent, came to him on the sea-wind; and he remembered it! — the lilac perfume of China-berry in bloom; Calypsos own immortal fragrance. And, in the brilliant sunshine, there under green trees with the dome of blue above, unbidden, the shadows of the past rose up; and once more lantern-lit faces crowded through the aromatic dark; once more the fountains haze drifted across dim lawns; once more he caught the faint, uncertain rustle of her gown close to him as she passed like a fresh breath through the dusk.

Overhead a little breeze became entangled in the palmetto fronds, setting them softly clashing together as though a million unseen elfin hands were welcoming his return; the big black-and-gold butterflies, beating up against the sudden air current, flapped back to their honeyed haven in the orange grove; bold, yellow-eyed grackle stared at him from the grass; a bird like a winged streak of flame flashed through the jungle and was gone.

And now every breath he drew was quickening his pulses with the sense of home-coming; he saw the red-bellied woodpeckers sticking like shreds of checked gingham to the trees, turning their pointed heads incuriously as he passed; the welling notes of a wren bubbled upward through the sun-shot azure; high in the vault above an eagle was passing seaward, silver of tail and crest, winged with bronze; and everywhere on every side glittered the gold-and-saffron dragon-flies of the South like the play of sunbeams on a green lagoon.

Under the sapodilla-trees on the lawn two aged, white-clad negro servants were gathering fruit forbidden them; and at sight of him two wrinkled black hands furtively wiped two furrowed faces free from incriminating evidence; two solemn pairs of eyes rolled piously in his direction.

Mohnin, suh, Mistuh Hamil.

Good morning, Jonas; good morning, Archimedes. Mr. Cardross is in the orange grove, I see.

And, smiling, passed the guilty ones with a humorously threatening shake of his head.

A black boy, grinning, opened the gate; the quick-stepping figure in white flannels glanced around at the click of the latch.

Hamil! Good work! I am glad to see you! — his firm, sun-burnt hands closing over Hamils— glad all through!

Not as glad as I am, Mr. Cardross—

Yes, I am. Why didnt you come before? The weather has been heavenly; everybody wanted you—

Everybody?

Yes — yes, of course!... Well, look here, Hamil, Ive no authority to discuss that matter; but her mother, I think, has made matters clear to her — concerning our personal wishes — ah — hum — is that what youre driving at?

Yes.... May I ask her? I came here to ask her.

We all know that, said Cardross naïvely. Your aunt is a very fine woman, Hamil.... I dont see why you shouldnt tell Shiela anything you want to. We all wish it.

Thank you, said the younger man. Their hand grip tightened and parted; shoulder to shoulder they swung into step across the lawn, Cardross planting his white-shod feet with habitual precision.

His hair and moustache were very white in contrast to the ruddy sun-burnt skin; and he spoke of his altered appearance with one of his quick smiles.

They nearly had me in the panic, Hamil. The Shoshone weathered the scare by grace of God and my little daughters generosity. And it came fast when it came; we were under bare poles, too, and I didnt expect any cordiality from the Clearing House; but, Hamil, they classed us with the old-liners, and they acted most decently. As for my little daughter — well—

And to his own and Hamils embarrassment his clear eyes suddenly grew dim and he walked forward a step or two winking rapidly at the sky.

Gray, bare of arm to the shoulder, booted and bare-headed, loped across the grass on his polo-pony, mallet at salute. Then he leaned down from his saddle and greeted Hamil with unspoiled enthusiasm.

Shiela is practising and wants you to come over when you can and see us knock the ball about. Its a rotten field, but you cant help that down here.

And clapping his spurless heels to his pony he saluted and wheeled away through the hammock.

On the terrace Mrs. Cardross took his hands in her tremulous and pudgy fingers.

Are you sure you are perfectly well, Garry? Dont you think it safer to begin at once with a mild dose of quinine and follow it every three hours with a—

Amy, dear! murmured her husband, I am not dreaming of interfering, but I, personally, never saw a finer specimen of physical health than this boy you are preparing to — be good to—

Neville, you know absolutely nothing sometimes, observed his wife serenely. Then looking up at the tall young man bending over her chair:

You wont need as much as you required when you rode into the swamps every day, but you dont mind my prescribing for you now and then, do you, Garry?

I was going to ask you to do it, he said, looking at Cardross unblushingly. And at such perfidy the older man turned away with an unfeigned groan just as Cecile, tennis-bat in hand, came out from the hall, saw him, dropped the bat, and walked straight into his arms.

Cecile, observed her mother mildly.

But I wish to hug him, mother, and he doesnt mind.

Her mother laughed; Hamil, a trifle red, received a straightforward salute square on the mouth.

That, she said with calm conviction, is the most proper and fitting thing you and I have ever done. Mother, you know it is. And passing her arm through Hamils:

Last night, she said under her breath, I went into Shielas room to say good-night, and — and we both began to cry a little. It was as though I were giving up my controlling ownership in a dear and familiar possession; we did not speak of you — I dont remember that we spoke at all from the time I entered her room to the time I left — which was fearfully late. But I knew that I was giving up some vague proprietary right in her — that, to-day, that right would pass to another.... And, if I kissed you, Garry, it was in recognition of the passing of that right to you — and happy acquiescence in it, dear — believe me! happy, confident renunciation and gratitude for what must be.

They had walked together to the southern end of the terrace; below stretched the splendid forest vista set with pool and fountain; under the parapet, in the new garden, red and white roses bloomed, and on the surface of spray-dimmed basins the jagged crimson reflections of goldfish dappled every unquiet pool.

Where is the new polo field? he asked.

She pointed out an unfamiliar path curving west from the tennis-courts, nodded, smiled, returning the pressure of his hand, and stood watching him from the parapet until he vanished in the shadow of the trees.

The path was a new one to him, cut during the summer. For a quarter of a mile it wound through the virgin hammock, suddenly emerging into a sunny clearing where an old orange grove grown up with tangles of brier and vine had partly given place to the advance of the jungle.

Something glimmered over there among the trees — a girl, coated and skirted in snowy white, sitting a pony, and leisurely picking and eating the great black mulberries that weighted the branches so that they bent almost to the breaking.

She saw him from a distance, turned in her saddle, lifting her polo-mallet in recognition; and as he came, pushing his way across the clearing, almost shoulder-deep through weeds, from which the silver-spotted butterflies rose in clouds, she stripped off one stained glove, and held out her hand to him.

You were so long in coming, she managed to say, calmly, I thought Id ride part way back to meet you; and fell a victim to these mulberries. Tempted and fell, you see.... Are you well? It is nice to see you.

And as he still retained her slim white hand in both of his:

What do you think of my new pony? she asked, forcing a smile. Hes teaching me the real game.... I left the others when Gray came up; Cuyp, Phil Gatewood, and some other men are practising. Youll play to-morrow, wont you? Its such a splendid game. She was talking at random, now, as though the sound of her own voice were sustaining her with its nervous informality; and she chattered on in feverish animation, bridging every threatened silence with gay inconsequences.

You play polo, of course? Tell me you do.

You know perfectly well I dont—

But youll try if I ask you?

He still held her hand imprisoned — that fragrant, listless little hand, so lifeless, nerveless, unresponsive — as though it were no longer a part of her and she had forgotten it.

Ill do anything you wish, he said slowly.

Then dont eat any of these mulberries until you are acclimated. Im sorry; they are so delicious. But I wont eat any more, either.

Nonsense, he said, bending down a heavily laden bough for her. Eat! daughter of Eve! This fruit is highly recommended.

Oh, Garry! Im not such a pig as that!... Well, then; if you make me do it—

She lifted her face among the tender leaves, detached a luscious berry with her lips, absorbed it reflectively, and shook her head with decision.

The shadow of constraint was fast slipping from them both.

You know you enjoy it, he insisted, laughing naturally.

No, I dont enjoy it at all, she retorted indignantly. Ill not taste another until you are ready to do your part.... Ive forgotten, Garry; did the serpent eat the fruit he recommended?

He was too wise, not being acclimated in Eden.

She turned in her saddle, laughing, and sat looking down at him — then, more gravely, at her ungloved hand which he still retained in both of his.

Silence fell, and found them ready for it.

For a long while they said nothing; she slipped one leg over the pommel and sat sideways, elbow on knee, chin propped in her gloved hand. At times her eyes wandered over the sunny clearing, but always reverted to him where he stood leaning against her stirrup and looking up at her as though he never could look enough.

The faint, fresh perfume of China-berry was in the air, delicately persistent amid the heavy odours from tufts of orange flowers clinging to worn-out trees of the abandoned grove.

Your own fragrance, he said.

She looked down at him, dreamily. He bent and touched with his face the hand he held imprisoned.

There was once, he said, among the immortals a maid, Calypso.... Do you remember?

Yes, she said slowly. I have not forgotten my only title to immortality.

Their gaze met; then he stepped closer.

She raised both arms, crossing them to cover her eyes; his arms circled her, lifted her from the saddle, holding her a moment above the earth, free, glorious, superb in her vivid beauty; then he swung her to the ground, holding her embraced; and as she abandoned to him, one by one, her hands and mouth and throat, her gaze never left him — clear, unfaltering eyes of a child innocent enough to look on passion unafraid — fearless, confident eyes, wondering, worshipping in unison with the deepening adoration in his.

I love you so, she said, I love you so for making me what I am. I can be all that you could wish for if you only say it—

She smiled, unconvinced at his tender protest, wise, sweet eyes on his.

What a boy you are, sometimes! — as though I did not know myself! Dear, it is for you to say what I shall be. I am capable of being what you think I am. Dont you know it, Garry? It is only—
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And locked in his embrace, she lifted her lips to his.

She felt a cool, thin pressure on her finger, and glanced down at the ring sparkling white fire. She lifted her hand, doubling it; looked at the gem for a moment, laid it against her mouth. Then, with dimmed eyes:

Your love, your name, your ring for this nameless girl? And I — what can I give for a bridal gift?

What sweet nonsense—

What can I give, Garry? Dont laugh—

Calypso, dear—

Yes — Calypsos offer! — immortal love — endless, deathless. It is all I have to give you, Garry.... Will you take it?... Take it, then.

And, locked in his embrace, she lifted her lips to his.

THE END


Special Messenger
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Daintily her handsome horse set foot in the water. Page 131.
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IN THE PERSONALITY and exploits of the Special Messenger, the author has been assured that a celebrated historical character is recognizable — Miss Boyd, the famous Confederate scout and spy.

It is not uncommon that the readers of a book know more about that book than the author.

R. W. C.


PART ONE. WHAT SHE WAS


CHAPTER I. NONCOMBATANTS
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ABOUT FIVE OCLOCK that evening a Rhode Island battery clanked through the village and parked six dusty guns in a pasture occupied by some astonished cows.

A little later the cavalry arrived, riding slowly up the tree-shaded street, escorted by every darky and every dog in the country-side.

The clothing of this regiment was a little out of the ordinary. Instead of the usual campaign head gear the troopers wore forage caps strapped under their chins, heavy visors turned down, and their officers were conspicuous in fur-trimmed hussar tunics slung from the shoulders of dark-blue shell jackets; but most unusual and most interesting of all, a mounted cavalry band rode ahead, led by a bandmaster who sat his horse like a colonel of regulars — a slim young man with considerable yellow and gold on his faded blue sleeves, and an easy manner of swinging forward his heavy cut-and-thrust sabre as he guided the column through the metropolitan labyrinths of Sandy River.

Sandy River had seen and scowled at Yankee cavalry before, but never before had the inhabitants had an opportunity to ignore a mounted band and bandmaster. There was, of course, no cheering; a handkerchief fluttered from a gallery here and there, but Sandy River was loyal only in spots, and the cavalry pressed past groups of silent people, encountering the averted heads or scornful eyes of young girls and the cold hatred in the faces of gray-haired gentlewomen, who turned their backs as the ragged guidons bobbed past and the village street rang with the clink-clank of scabbards and rattle of Spencer carbines.

But there was a small boy on a pony who sat entranced as the weather-ravaged squadrons trampled by. Cap in hand, straight in his saddle, he saluted the passing flag; a sunburnt trooper called out: Thats right, son! Bully for you!

The boy turned his pony and raced along the column under a running fire of approving chaff from the men, until he came abreast of the bandmaster once more, at whom he stared with fascinated and uncloyed satisfaction.

Into a broad common wheeled the cavalry; the boy followed on his pony, guiding the little beast in among the mounted men, edging as close as possible to the bandmaster, who had drawn bridle and wheeled his showy horse abreast of a group of officers. When the boy had crowded up as close as possible to the bandmaster he sat in silence, blissfully drinking in the splendors of that warriors dusty apparel.

Im right glad you-all have come, ventured the boy.

The bandmaster swung round in his saddle and saw a small sun-tanned face and two wide eyes intently fixed on his.

I reckon you dont know how glad my sister and I are to see you down here, said the boy politely. When are you going to have a battle?

A battle! repeated the bandmaster.

Yes, sir. Youre going to fight, of course, arent you?

Not if people leave us alone — and leave that railroad alone, replied the officer, backing his restive horse to the side of the fence as the troopers trotted past into the meadow, fours crowding closely on fours.

Not fight? exclaimed the boy, astonished. Isnt there going to be a battle?

Ill let you know when theres going to be one, said the bandmaster absently.

You wont forget, will you? inquired the boy. My name is William Stuart Westcote, and I live in that house. He pointed with his riding whip up the hill. You wont forget, will you?

No, child, I wont forget.

My sister Celia calls me Billy; perhaps you had better just ask her for Billy if Im not there when you gallop up to tell me — that is, if youre coming yourself. Are you? he ended wistfully.

Do you want me to come? inquired the bandmaster, amused.

Would you really come? cried the boy. Would you really come to visit me?

Ill consider it, said the bandmaster gravely.

Do you think you could come to-night? asked the boy. Wed certainly be glad to see you — my sister and I. Folks around here like the Malletts and the Colvins and the Garnetts dont visit us any more, and its lonesome sometimes.

I think that you should ask your sister first, suggested the bandmaster.

Why? Shes loyal! exclaimed the boy earnestly. Besides, youre coming to visit me, I reckon. Arent you?

Certainly, said the bandmaster hastily.

To-night?

Ill do my best, Billy.

The boy held out a shy hand; the officer bent from his saddle and took it in his soiled buckskin gauntlet.

Good night, my son, he said, without a smile, and rode off into the meadow among a crowd of troopers escorting the regimental wagons.

A few moments later a child on a pony tore into the weed-grown drive leading to the great mansion on the hill, scaring a lone darky who had been dawdling among the roses.

Clar tu goodness, Mars Willm, I done tuk you foh de Black Hoss Cavly! said the ancient negro reproachfully. Hi! Hi! Wha foh you mek all dat fuss an a-gwine-on?

Oh, Mose! cried the boy, Ive seen the Yankee cavalry, and they have a horse band, and I rode with them, and I asked a general when they were going to have a battle, and the general said hed let me know!

Ginral? demanded the old darky suspiciously; who dat ginral dat gwine tell you bout de battle? Was he drivin de six-mule team, or was he dess a-totin a sack o con? Kin you splain dat, Mars Willm?

Dont you think I know a general when I see one? exclaimed the boy scornfully. He had yellow and gilt on his sleeves, and he carried a sabre, and he rode first of all. And — oh, Mose! Hes coming here to pay me a visit! Perhaps hell come to-night; he said he would if he could.

Dat ginral low he gwine come here? muttered the darky. Spec you better see Miss Celia fo you ax dis here ginral.

Im going to ask her now, said the boy. She certainly will be glad to see one of our own men. Who cares if all the niggers have run off? Were not ashamed — and, anyhow, youre here to bring in the decanters for the general.

Shoo, honey, you might talk dat-a-way ef yo pa wuz in de house, grumbled the old man. Ef hits done fix, nobody kin onfix it. But dess yo leave dem ginrals whar dey is nex time, Mars Willm. Hit wuz a ginral dat done tuk de Dominiker hen las time de bluecots come to San River.

The boy, sitting entranced in reverie, scarcely heard him; and it was only when a far trumpet blew from the camp in the valley that he started in his saddle and raised his rapt eyes to the windows. Somebody had hung out a Union flag over the jasmine-covered portico.

There it is! There it is, Mose! he cried excitedly, scrambling from his saddle. Here — take the bridle! And the very minute you hear the general dashing into the drive, let me know!

He ran jingling up the resounding veranda — he wore his fathers spurs — and mounted the stairs, two at a jump, calling: Celia! Celia! Youll be glad to know that a general who is a friend of mine — —

Hush, Billy, said his sister, checking him on the landing and leading him out to the gallery from which the flag hung; cant you remember that grandfather is asleep by sundown? Now — what is it, dear, you wish to tell me?

Oh, I forgot; truly I did, Celia — but a general is coming to visit me to-night, if you can possibly manage it, and Im so glad you hung out the flag — and Moses can serve the Madeira, cant he?

What general? inquired his sister uneasily. And her brothers explanations made matters no clearer. You remember what the Yankee cavalry did before, she said anxiously. You must be careful, Billy, now that the quarters are empty and theres not a soul in the place except Mose.

But, Celia! the general is a gentleman. I shook hands with him!

Very well, dear, she said, passing one arm around his neck and leaning forward over the flag. The sun was dipping between a cleft in the hills, flinging out long rosy beams across the misty valley. The mocking birds had ceased, but a thrasher was singing in a tangle of Cherokee roses under the western windows.

While they stood there the sun dipped so low that nothing remained except a glowing scarlet rim.

Hark! whispered the boy. Far away an evening gunshot set soft echoes tumbling from hill to hill, distant, more distant. Strains of the cavalry band rose in the evening silence, The Star Spangled Banner floating from the darkening valley. Then silence; and presently a low, sweet thrush note from the dusky garden.

It was after supper, when the old darky had lighted the dips — there being no longer any oil or candles to be had — that the thrush, who had been going into interminable ecstasies of fluty trills, suddenly became mute. A jingle of metal sounded from the garden, a step on the porch, a voice inquiring for Mr. Westcote; and old Mose replying with reproachful dignity: Mars Wescote, suh? Mars Wescote daid, suh.

Thats my friend, the general! exclaimed Billy, leaping from his chair. Mose, you fool nigger, why dont you ask the general to come in? he whispered fiercely; then, as befitted the master of the house, he walked straight out into the hall, small hand outstretched, welcoming his guest as he had seen his father receive a stranger of distinction. I am so glad you came, he said, crimson with pleasure. Moses will take your cap and cloak — Mose!

The old servant shuffled forward, much impressed by the uniform revealed as the long blue mantle fell across his own ragged sleeve.

Do you know why I came, Billy? asked the bandmaster, smiling.

I reckon it was because you promised to, wasnt it? inquired the child.

Certainly, said the bandmaster hastily. And I promised to come because I have a brother about your age— way up in New York. Shall we sit here on the veranda and talk about him?

First, said the boy gravely, my sister Celia will receive you.

He turned, leading the way to the parlor with inherited self-possession; and there, through the wavering light of a tallow dip, the bandmaster saw a young girl in black rising from a chair by the center table; and he brought his spurred heels together and bowed his very best bow.

My brother, she said, has been so anxious to bring one of our officers here. Two weeks ago the Yan — the Federal cavalry passed through, chasing Carringtons Horse out of Oxley Court House, but there was no halt here. She resumed her seat with a gesture toward a chair opposite; the bandmaster bowed again and seated himself, placing his sabre between his knees.

Our cavalry advance did not behave very well in Oxley, he said.

They took a few chickens en passant, she said, smiling; but had they asked for them we would have been glad to give. We are loyal, you know.

Those gay jayhawkers were well disciplined for that business when Stannard took them over, said the bandmaster grimly. Had they behaved themselves, we should have had ten friends here where we have one now.

The boy listened earnestly. Would you please tell me, he asked, whether you have decided to have a battle pretty soon?

I dont decide such matters, said the bandmaster, laughing.

Why, I thought a general could always have a battle when he wanted to! insisted the boy, surprised.

But Im not a general, Billy, replied the young fellow, coloring. Did you think I was?

My brothers ideas are very vague, said his sister quickly; any officer who fights is a general to him.

Im sorry, said the bandmaster, looking at the child, but do you know, I am not even a fighting officer? I am only the regimental bandmaster, Billy — a noncombatant.

For an instant the boys astonished disappointment crushed out his inbred courtesy as host. His sister, mortified but self-possessed, broke the strained silence with a quiet question or two concerning the newly arrived troops; and the bandmaster replied, looking at the boy.

Billy, silent, immersed in reflection, sat with curly head bent and hands folded on his knees. His sister glanced at him, looked furtively at the bandmaster, and their eyes met. He smiled, and she returned the smile; and he looked at Billy and smiled again.

Billy, he said, Ive been sailing under false colors, it seems — but you hoisted them. I think I ought to go.

The boy looked up at him, startled.

Good night, said the bandmaster gravely, rising to his lean height from the chair beside the table. The boy flushed to his hair.

Dont go, he said; I like you even if you dont fight!

Then the bandmaster began to laugh, and the boys sister bit her lip and looked at her brother.

Billy! Billy! she said, catching his hands in hers, do you think the only brave men are those who gallop into battle?

Hands imprisoned in his sisters, he looked up at the bandmaster.

If you were ordered to fight, youd fight, wouldnt you? he asked.

Under those improbable circumstances I think I might, admitted the young fellow, solemnly reseating himself.

Celia! Do you hear what he says? cried the boy.

I hear, said his sister gently. Now sit very still while Moses serves the Madeira; only half a glass for Mr. William, Moses — no, not one drop more!

Moses served the wine with pomp and circumstance; the lean young bandmaster looked straight at the boys sister and rose, bowing with a grace that instantly entranced the aged servant.

Celia, said the boy, we must drink to the flag, you know; and the young girl rose from her chair, and, looking at the bandmaster, touched her lips to the glass.

I wish they could see us, said the boy,  — the Colvins and the Malletts. Ive heard their Bonnie Blue Flag and their stirrup toasts until Im sick — —

Billy! said his sister quietly. And reseating herself and turning to the bandmaster, Our neighbors differ with us, she said, and my brother cannot understand it. I have to remind him that if they were not brave men our army would have been victorious, and there would have been no more war after Bull Run.

The bandmaster assented thoughtfully. Once or twice his worn eyes swept the room — a room that made him homesick for his own. It had been a long time since he had sat in a chair in a room like this — a long time since he had talked with women and children. Perhaps the boys sister divined something of his thoughts — he was not much older than she — for, as he rose, hooking up his sabre, and stepped forward to take his leave, she stood up, too, offering her hand.

Our house is always open to Union soldiers, she said simply. Will you come again?

Thank you, he said. You dont know, I think, how much you have already done for me.

They stood a moment looking at one another; then he bowed and turned to the boy, who caught his hand impulsively.

I knew my sister would like you! he exclaimed.

Everybody is very kind, said the young bandmaster, looking steadily at the boy.

Again he bowed to the boys sister, not raising his eyes this time; and, holding the childs hand tightly in his, he walked out to the porch.

Moses was there to assist him with his long blue mantle; the boy clung to his gloved hand a moment, then stepped back into the doorway, where the old servant shuffled about, muttering half aloud: Yaas, suh. Done tole you so. He bow lak de quality, he drink lak de Garnetts — what I tole yo? Mars Willm, ef dat ossifer ain er ginral, he gwine be mighty quick!

I dont care, said the boy, I just love him.

The negro shuffled out across the moonlit veranda, peered around through the fragrant gloom, wrinkled hands linked behind his back. Then he descended the steps stiffly, and teetered about through the shrubbery with the instinct of a watchdog worn out in service.

Nuffn to scare nobody, scusin de hoot owls, he muttered. Spec hits time Miss Celia bolt de do, long o de sodgers an all de gwines-on. Shoo! Hear dat fool chickum crow! He shook his head, bent rheumatically, and seated himself on the veranda step, full in the moonlight. All de fightins an de gwines-on long o dis here wah! he soliloquized, joining his shriveled thumbs reflectively. Whar de use? Spound dat! Whar all de fool niggers dat done skedaddle long o de Linkum troopers? Splain dat! He chuckled; a whip-poor-will answered breathlessly.

Dar dat scanlous widder bird a-hollerin! exclaimed the old man, listening. Pears lak wes gwine have moh wah, moh daid men, moh widders. Dar de hant! Dar de sign an de warnin. Gway, widder bird. He crossed his withered fingers and began rocking to and fro, crooning softly to himself:

Butterfly a-flyin in de Chinaberry tree (Butterfly, flutter by!), Kitty gull a-cryin on the sunset sea (Fly, lil gull, fly high!), Bully bat a-follerin de moon in de sky, Widder bird a-hollerin, Hi, dar! Hi! Tree toad a-trillin (Sleep, lil honey! De moon cost a shillin But we aint got money!), Sleep, lil honey, While de firefly fly, An Chuck-Wills Widder holler, Hi, dar! Hi!

Before dawn the intense stillness was broken by the rushing music of the birds — a careless, cheery torrent of song poured forth from bramble and woodland. Distant and nearer cockcrows rang out above the melodious tumult, through which a low, confused undertone, scarcely apparent at first, was growing louder — the dull sound of the stirring of many men.

Men? The valley was suddenly alive with them, choking the roads in heavy silent lines; they were in the lanes, they plodded through the orchards, they swarmed across the hills, column on column, until the entire country seemed flowing forward in steady streams. Sandy River awoke, restlessly listening; lights glimmered behind darkened windows; a heavier, vaguer rumor grew, hanging along the hills. It increased to a shaking, throbbing monotone, like the far dissonance of summer thunder!

And now artillery was coming, bumping down the dim street with clatter of chain and harness jingling.

Up at the great house on the hill they heard it — the boy in his white nightdress leaning from the open window, and his sleepy sister kneeling beside him, pushing back her thick hair to peer out into the morning mist. On came the battery, thudding and clanking, horses on a long swinging trot, gun, caisson, forge, mounted artillerymen succeeding each other, faster, faster under the windows. A guidon danced by; more guns, more caissons, then a trampling, plunging gallop, a rattle of sabres — and the battery had passed.

What is that heavy sound behind the hills? whispered the boy.

The river rushing over the shallows — perhaps a train on the trestle at Oxley Court House— She listened, resting her rounded chin on her hands. It is thunder, I think. Go to bed now for a while — —

Hark! said the boy, laying his small hand on hers.

It is thunder, she said again. How white the dawn is growing. Listen to the birds — is it not sweet?

Celia, whispered the boy, that is not thunder. It is too hushed, too steady — it hums and hums and hums. Where was that battery galloping? I am going to dress.

She looked at him, turned to the east and stared at the coming day. The air of dawn was full of sounds, ominous, sustained vibrations.

She rose, went back to her room, and lighted a dip. Then, shading the pallid smoky flame with her hand, she opened a door and peered into the next bedroom. Grandfather! she whispered, smiling, seeing that he was already awake. And as she leaned over him, searching the dim and wrinkled eyes, she read something in their unwonted luster that struck her silent. It was only when she heard her brothers step on the stairs that she roused herself, bent, and kissed the aged head lying there inert among the pillows.

It is cannon, she breathed softly— you know that sound, dont you, grandfather? Does it make you happy? Why are you smiling? Look at me — I understand; you want something. Shall I open the curtains? And raise the window? Ah, you wish to hear. Hark! Horsemen are passing at a gallop. What is it you wish — to see them? But they are gone, dear. If any of our soldiers come, you shall see them. That makes you happy? — that is what you desire? — to see one of our own soldiers? If they pass, I shall go out and bring one here to you — truly, I will. She paused, marveling at the strange light that glimmered across the ravaged visage. Then she blew out the dip and stole into the hall.

Billy! she called, hearing him fumbling at the front door.

Oh, Celia! The cavalry trumpets! Do you hear? Im going out. Perhaps he may pass the house.

Wait for me, she said; I am not dressed. Run to the cabin and wake Moses, dear!

She heard him open the door; the deadened thunder of the cannonade filled the house for an instant, shut out by the closing door, only to swell again to an immense unbroken volume of solemn harmony. The bird-music had ceased; distant hilltops grew brighter.

Down in the village lights faded from window and cabin; a cavalryman, signaling from the church tower, whirled his flaming torch aside and picked up a signal flag. Suddenly the crash of a rifled cannon saluted the rising sun; a shell soared skyward through the misty glory, towered, curved, and fell, exploding among the cavalrymen, completely ruining the breakfasts of chief-trumpeter OHalloran and kettle-drummer Pillsbury.

For a moment a geyser of ashes, coffee, and bacon rained among the men.

Hell! said Pillsbury, furiously wiping his face with his dripping sleeve and spitting out ashes.

Young kettle-drums, he dont love his vittles, observed a trooper, picking up the cap that had been jerked from his head by a whirring fragment.

Rich feedin is the spilin o this here hoss band, added the farrier, stanching the flow of blood from his scalp; quit quarlin with your rations, kettle-drums!

Yorter swaller them cinders, insisted another; they dont cost nothin!

The band, accustomed to chaffing, prepared to retire to the ambulance, where heretofore their fate had always left them among luggage, surgeons, and scared camp niggers during an engagement.

The Rhode Island battery, placed just north of the church, had opened; the cavalry in the meadow could see them — see the whirl of smoke, the cannoneers moving with quick precision amidst obscurity — the flash, the recoil as gun after gun jumped back, buried in smoke.

It lasted only a few minutes; no more shells came whistling down among the cavalry; and presently the battery grew silent, and the steaming hill, belted with vapor, cleared slowly in the breezy sunshine.

The cavalry had mounted and leisurely filed off to the shelter of a grassy hollow; the band, dismounted, were drawn up to be told off in squads as stretcher-bearers; the bandmaster was sauntering past, buried in meditation, his sabre trailing a furrow through the dust, when a clatter of hoofs broke out along the village street, and a general officer, followed by a plunging knot of horsemen, tore up and drew bridle.

The colonel of the cavalry regiment, followed by the chief trumpeter, trotted out to meet them, saluting sharply; there was a quick exchange of words; the general officer waved his hand toward the south, wheeled his horse, hesitated, and pointed at the band.

How many sabres? he asked.

Twenty-seven, replied the colonel— no carbines.

Better have them play you in — if you go, said the officer.

The colonel saluted and backed his horse as the cavalcade swept past him; then he beckoned to the bandmaster.

Heres your chance, he said. Orders are to charge anything that appears on that road. Youll play us in this time. Mount your men.

Ten minutes later the regiment, band ahead, marched out of Sandy River and climbed the hill, halting in the road that passed the great white mansion. As the outposts moved forward they encountered a small boy on a pony, who swung his cap at them gayly as he rode. Squads, dismounted, engaged in tearing away the rail fences bordering the highway, looked around, shouting a cheery answer to his excited greeting; the colonel on a ridge to the east lowered his field glasses to watch him; the bandmaster saw him coming and smiled as the boy drew bridle beside him, saluting.

If youre not going to fight, why are you here? asked the boy breathlessly.

It really looks, said the bandmaster, as though we might fight, after all.

You, too?

Perhaps.

Then — could you come into the house — just a moment? My sister asked me to find you.

A bright blush crept over the bandmasters sun-tanned cheeks.

With pleasure, he said, dismounting, and leading his horse through the gateway and across the shrubbery to the trees.

Celia! Celia! called the boy, running up the veranda steps. He is here! Please hurry, because hes going to have a battle!

She came slowly, pale and lovely in her black gown, and held out her hand.

There is a battle going on all around us, isnt there? she asked. That is what all this dreadful uproar means?

Yes, he said; there is trouble on the other side of those hills.

Do you think there will be fighting here?

I dont know, he said.

She motioned him to a veranda chair, then seated herself. What shall we do? she asked calmly. I am not alarmed — but my grandfather is bedridden, and my brother is a child. Is it safe to stay?

The bandmaster looked at her helplessly.

I dont know, he repeated— I dont know what to say. Nobody seems to understand what is happening; we in the regiment are never told anything; we know nothing except what passes under our eyes. He broke off suddenly; the situation, her loneliness, the impending danger, appalled him.

May I ask a little favor? she said, rising. Would you mind coming in a moment to see my grandfather?

He stood up obediently, sheathed sabre in his left hand; she led the way across the hall and up the stairs, opened the door, and motioned toward the bed. At first he saw nothing save the pillows and snowy spread.

Will you speak to him? she whispered.

He approached the bed, cap in hand.

He is very old, she said; he was a soldier of Washington. He desires to see a soldier of the Union.

And now the bandmaster perceived the occupant of the bed, a palsied, bloodless phantom of the past — an inert, bedridden, bony thing that looked dead until its deep eyes opened and fixed themselves on him.

This is a Union soldier, grandfather, she said, kneeling on the floor beside him. And to the bandmaster she said in a low voice: Would you mind taking his hand? He cannot move.

The bandmaster bent stiffly above the bed and took the old mans hand in his.

The sunlit room trembled in the cannonade.

That is all, said the girl simply. She took the fleshless hand, kissed it, and laid it on the bedspread. A soldier of Washington, she said dreamily. I am glad he has seen you — I think he understands: but he is very, very old.

She lingered a moment to touch the white hair with her hand; the bandmaster stepped back to let her pass, then put on his cap, hooked his sabre, turned squarely toward the bed and saluted.

The phantom watched him as a dying eagle watches; then the slim hand of the granddaughter fell on the bandmasters arm, and he turned and clanked out into the open air.

The boy stood waiting for them, and as they appeared, he caught their hands in each of his, talking all the while and walking with them to the gateway, where pony and charger stood, nose to nose under the trees.

If you need anybody to dash about carrying dispatches, the boy ran on, why, Ill do it for you. My father was a soldier, and Im going to be one, and I — —

Billy, said the bandmaster abruptly, when we charge, go up on that hill and watch us. If we dont come back, you must be ready to act a mans part. Your sister counts on you.

They stood a moment there together, saying nothing. Presently some mounted officers on the hill wheeled their horses and came spurring toward the column drawn up along the road. A trumpet spoke briskly; the bandmaster turned to the boys sister, looked straight into her eyes, and took her hand.

I think were going, he said; I am trying to thank you — I dont know how. Good-by.

Is it a charge? cried the boy.

Good-by, said the bandmaster, smiling, holding the boys hand tightly. Then he mounted, touched his cap, wheeled, and trotted off, freeing his sabre with his right hand.

The colonel had already drawn his sabre, the chief bugler sat his saddle, bugle lifted, waiting. A loud order, repeated from squadron to squadron, ran down the line; the restive horses wheeled, trampled forward, and halted.

Draw — sabres!

The air shrilled with the swish of steel.

Far down the road horsemen were galloping in — the returning pickets.

Forward!

They were moving.

Steady — right dress! taken up in turn by the company officers— steady — right dress!

The bandmaster swung his sabre forward; the mounted band followed.

Far away across the level fields something was stirring; the colonel saw it and turned in his saddle, scanning the column that moved forward on a walk.

Half a mile, and, passing a hill, an infantry regiment rose in the shallow trenches to cheer them. Instantly the mounted band burst out into The Girl I Left Behind Me; an electric thrill passed along the column.

Steady! Steady! Right dress! rang the calm orders as a wood, almost behind them, was suddenly fringed with white smoke and a long, rolling crackle broke out.

By fours — right-about — wheel!

The band swung out to the right; the squadrons passed on; and— Steady! Trot! Steady — right dress — gallop! came the orders.

The wild music of Garryowen set the horses frantic — and the men, too. The band, still advancing at a walk, was dropping rapidly behind. A bullet hit kettle-drummer Pillsbury, and he fell with a grunt, doubling up across his nigh kettle-drum. A moment later Peters struck his cymbals wildly together and fell clean out of his saddle, crashing to the sod. Schwarz, his trombone pierced by a ball, swore aloud and dragged his frantic horse into line.

Right dress! said the bandmaster blandly, mastering his own splendid mount as a bullet grazed its shoulder.

They were in the smoke now, they heard the yelling charge ahead, the rifle fire raging, swelling to a terrific roar; and they marched forward, playing Garryowen — not very well, for Connors jaw was half gone, and Bradleys horse was down; and the bandmaster, reeling in the saddle, parried blow on blow from a clubbed rifle, until a stunning crack alongside of the head laid him flat across his horses neck. And there he clung till he tumbled off, a limp, loose-limbed mass, lying in the trampled grass under the heavy pall of smoke.

Long before sunset the echoing thunder in the hills had ceased; the edge of the great battle that had skirted Sandy River, with a volley or two and an obscure cavalry charge, was ended. Beyond the hills, far away on the horizon, the men of the North were tramping forward through the Confederacy. The immense exodus had begun again; the invasion was developing; and as the tremendous red spectre receded, the hem of its smoky robe brushed Sandy River and was gone, leaving a scorched regiment or two along the railroad, and a hospital at Oxley Court House overcrowded.

In the sunset light the cavalry returned passing the white mansion on the hill. They brought in their dead and wounded on hay wagons; and the boy, pale as a spectre, looked on, while the creaking wagons passed by under the trees.

But it was his sister whose eyes caught the glitter of a gilt and yellow sleeve lying across the hay; and she dropped her brothers hand and ran out into the road.

Is he dead? she asked the trooper who was driving.

No, miss. Will you take him in?

Yes, she said. Bring him.

The driver drew rein, wheeled his team, and drove into the great gateway. Hospitals plum full, maam, he said. Wait; Ill carry him up. Heads bust a leetle — thats all. A days nussin will bring him into camp again.

The trooper staggered upstairs with his burden, leaving a trail of dark, wet spots along the stairs, even up to the girls bed, where he placed the wounded man.

The bandmaster became conscious when they laid him on the bed, but the concussion troubled his eyes so that he was not certain that she was there until she bent close over him, looking down at him in silence.

I thought of you — when I was falling, he explained vaguely— only of you.

The color came into her face; but her eyes were steady. She set the flaring dip on the bureau and came back to the bed. We thought of you, too, she said.

His restless hand, fumbling the quilt, closed on hers; his eyes were shut, but his lips moved, and she bent nearer to catch his words:

We noncombatants get into heaps of trouble — dont we?

Yes, she whispered, smiling; but the worst is over now.

There is worse coming.

What?

We march — to-morrow. I shall never see you again.

After a silence she strove gently to release her hand; but his held it; and after a long while, as he seemed to be asleep, she sat down on the beds edge, moving very softly lest he awaken. All the tenderness of innocence was in her gaze, as she laid her other hand over his and left it there, even after he stirred and his unclosing eyes met hers.

Celia! called the boy, from the darkened stairway, theres a medical officer here.

Bring him, she said. She rose, her lingering fingers still in his, looking down at him all the while; their hands parted, and she moved backward slowly, her young eyes always on his.

The medical officer passed her, stepping quickly to the bedside, stopped short, hesitated, and bending, opened the clotted shirt, placing a steady hand over the heart.

The next moment he straightened up, pulled the sheet over the bandmasters face, and turned on his heel, nodding curtly to the girl as he passed out.

When he had gone, she walked slowly to the bed and drew the sheet from the bandmasters face.

And as she stood there, dry-eyed, mute, from the dusky garden came the whispering cry of the widow bird, calling, calling to the dead that answer never more.


PART TWO. WHAT SHE BECAME


CHAPTER II. SPECIAL MESSENGER
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ON THE THIRD day the pursuit had become so hot, so unerring, that she dared no longer follow the rutty cart road. Toward sundown she wheeled her big bony roan into a cow path which twisted through alders for a mile or two, emerging at length on a vast stretch of rolling country, where rounded hills glimmered golden in the rays of the declining sun. Tall underbrush flanked the slopes; little streams ran darkling through the thickets; the ground was moist, even on the ridges; and she could not hope to cover the deep imprint of her horses feet.

She drew bridle, listening, her dark eyes fixed on the setting sun. There was no sound save the breathing of her horse, the far sweet trailing song of a spotted sparrow, the undertones of some hidden rill welling up through matted tangles of vine and fern and long wild grasses.

Sitting her worn saddle, sensitive face partly turned, she listened, her eyes sweeping the bit of open ground behind her. Nothing moved there.

Presently she slipped off one gauntlet, fumbled in her corsage, drew out a crumpled paper, and spread it flat. It was a map. With one finger she traced her road, bending in her saddle, eyebrows gathering in perplexity. Back and forth moved the finger, now hovering here and there in hesitation, now lifted to her lips in silent uncertainty. Twice she turned her head, intensely alert, but there was no sound save the cawing of crows winging across the deepening crimson in the west.

At last she folded the map and thrust it into the bosom of her mud-splashed habit; then, looping up the skirt of her kirtle, she dismounted, leading her horse straight into the oak scrub and on through a dim mile of woodland, always descending, until the clear rushing music of a stream warned her, and she came out along the thickets edge into a grassy vale among the hills.

A cabin stood there, blue smoke lazily rising from the chimney; a hen or two sat huddled on the shafts of an ancient buckboard standing by the door. In the clear, saffron-tinted evening light some ducks sailed and steered about the surface of a muddy puddle by the barn, sousing their heads, wriggling their tails contentedly.

As she walked toward the shanty, leading her horse, an old man appeared at the open doorway, milking stool under one gaunt arm, tin pail dangling from the other. Astonished, he regarded the girl steadily, answering her low, quick greeting with a nod of his unkempt gray head.

How far is the pike? she asked.

It might be six mile, he said, staring.

Is there a wood road?

He nodded.

Where does it lead?

It leads just now, he replied grimly, into a hells mint o rebels. Whats your business in these parts, maam?

Her business was to trust no one, yet there had been occasions when she had been forced to such a risk. This was one. She looked around at the house, the dismantled buckboard tenanted by roosting chickens, the ducks in the puddle, the narrow strip of pasture fringing the darkening woods. She looked into his weather-ravaged visage, searching the small eyes that twinkled at her intently out of a mass of wrinkles.

Are you a Union man? she asked.

His face hardened; a slow color crept into the skin above his sharp cheek bones. Whats that to you? he demanded.

Here in Pennsylvania we expect to find Union sentiments. Besides, you just now spoke of rebels — —

Yes, an Ill say it again, he repeated doggedly; the Pennsylvany line is crawlin with rebels, an theyll butt into our cavalry before morning.

She laughed, stepping nearer, the muddy skirt of her habit lifted.

I must get to Reynoldss corps to-night, she said confidingly. I came through the lines three days ago; their cavalry have followed me ever since. I cant shake them off; theyll be here by morning — as soon as theres light enough to trace my horse.

She looked back at the blue woods thoughtfully, patting her horses sleek neck.

He followed her glance, then his narrowing eyes focused on her as she turned her head toward him again.

What name? he asked harshly, hand to his large ear.

She smiled, raising her riding whip in quaint salute; and in a low voice she named herself demurely.

There was a long silence.

Gosh! he muttered, fascinated gaze never leaving her; to think that you are that there gal! I heard tell you was young, an then I heard tell you was old an fat, maam. I guess there aint many has seen you to take notice. I guess you must be hard run to even tell me who ye be?

She said quietly: I think they mean to get me this time. Is there a clear road anywhere? Even if I leave my horse and travel afoot?

Is it a hangin matter? he asked.

She shrugged her shoulders.

Presently he said: The hull blame countrys crawlin with rebel cavalry. I was to Mink Creek, an they was passin on the pike, wagons an guns as fur as I could see. They levied on Swamp Holler at sunup; they was on every road along the State line. There aint no road nor cow path clear that way.

And none the other way, she said. Cant you help me?

He looked at her gravely, then his small eyes swept the limited landscape.

A hangin matter, he mused, scratching his gray head reflectively. An if they ketch you here, I guess Ill go to Libby, too. Hey?

He passed his labor-worn hand over his eyes, pressing the lids, and stood so, minute after minute, buried in thought.

Waal, he said, dropping his hand and blinking in the ruddy glow from the west, I guess I aint done nothin fur the Union yet, but Im a-goin to now, miss.

He looked around once more, his eyes resting on familiar scenery, then he set down milking stool and pail and shuffled out to where her horse stood.

Guess Ill hev to hitch your hoss up to that there buckboard, he drawled. My old nag is dead two year since. You go in, miss, an dress in them clothes a-hangin onto that peg by the bed, he added, with an effort. Use em easy; they was hers.

She entered the single room of the cabin, where stove, table, chair, and bed were the only furniture. A single cheap print gown and a sunbonnet hung from a nail at the beds foot, and she reached up and unhooked the garment. It was ragged but clean, and the bonnet freshly ironed.

Through the window she saw the old man unsaddling her horse and fitting him with rusty harness. She closed the cabin door, drew the curtain at the window, and began to unbutton her riding jacket. As her clothing fell from her, garment after garment, that desperate look came into her pale young face again, and she drew from her pocket a heavy army revolver and laid it on the chair beside her. There was scarce light enough left to see by in the room. She sat down, dragging off her spurred boots, stripping the fine silk stockings from her feet, then rose and drew on the faded print gown.

Now she needed more light, so she opened the door wide and pushed aside the curtain. A fragment of cracked mirror was nailed to the door. She faced it, rapidly undoing the glossy masses of her hair; then lifting her gown, she buckled the army belt underneath, slipped the revolver into it, smoothed out the calico, and crossed the floor to the bed again, at the foot of which a pair of womans coarse, low shoes stood on the carpetless floor. Into these she slipped her naked feet.

He was waiting for her when she came out into the yellow evening light, squatting there in his buckboard, reins sagging.

Theres kindlin to last a week, he said, the ax is in the barn, an yell find a bin full o corn meal there an a side o bacon in the cellar. Them hens, he added wistfully is Dominickers. She was fond o them — an the Chiny ducks, too.

Ill be kind to them, she said.

He rested his lean jaw in one huge hand, musing, dim-eyed, silent. Far away a cow bell tinkled, and he turned his head, peering out across the tangled pasture lot.

We called our caow Jinny, he said. Shes saucy and likes to plague folks. But I dont never chase her; no, maam. You jest set there by them pasture bars, kinder foxin that you aint thinkin o nothin, and Jinny shell come along purty soon.

The girl nodded.

Waal, he muttered, rousing up, I guess its time to go. He looked at her, his eyes resting upon the clothing of his dead wife.

You see, he said, Ive give all Ive got to the Union. Now, maam, what shall I tell our boys if I git through?

In a low, clear voice she gave him the message to Reynolds, repeating it slowly until he nodded his comprehension.

If they turn you back, she said, and if they follow you here, remember Im your daughter.

He nodded again. My Cynthy.

Cynthia?

Yaas, m. Cynthy was her name, you see; James is mine, endin in Gray. Ill come back when I can. I guess theres vittles to spare an garden sass — —

He passed his great cracked knuckles over his face again, digging hastily into the corners of his eyes, then leaned forward and shook the rusty reins.

Git up! he said thoughtfully, and the ancient buckboard creaked away into the thickening twilight.

She watched him from the door, lingering there, listening to the creak of the wheels long after he had disappeared. She was deadly tired — too tired to eat, too tired to think — yet there was more to be done before she closed her eyes. The blanket on the bed she spread upon the floor, laid in it her saddle and bridle, boots, papers, map, and clothing, and made a bundle; then slinging it on her slender back, she carried it up the ladder to the loft under the roof.

Ten minutes later she lay on the bed below, the back of one hand across her closed eyes, breathing deeply as a sleeping child — the most notorious spy in all America, the famous Special Messenger, carrying locked under her smooth young breast a secret the consequence of which no man could dare to dream of.

* * * * *

Dawn silvering the east aroused her. Cockcrow, ducks quacking, the lowing of the cow, the swelling melody of wild birds — these were the sounds that filled her waking ears.

Motionless there on the bed in the dim room, delicate bare arms outstretched, hair tumbled over brow and shoulder, she lay, lost in fearless retrospection — absolutely fearless, for courage was hers without effort; peril exhilarated like wine, without reaction; every nerve and contour of her body was instinct with daring, and only the languor of her dark eyes misled the judgment of those she had to deal with.

Presently she sat up in bed, yawned lightly, tapping her red lips with the tips of her fingers; then, drawing her revolver from beneath the pillow, she examined the cylinder, replaced the weapon, and sprang out of bed, stretching her arms, a faint smile hovering on her face.

The water in the stream was cold, but not too cold for her, nor were the coarse towels too rough, sending the blood racing through her from head to foot.

Her toilet made, she lighted the fire in the cracked stove, set a pot of water boiling, and went out to the doorstep, calling the feathered flock around her, stirring their meal in a great pan the while her eyes roamed about the open spaces of meadow and pasture for a sign of those who surely must trace her here.

Her breakfast was soon over — an ash cake, a new egg from the barn, a bowl of last nights creamy milk. She ate slowly, seated by the window, raising her head at intervals to watch the forests edge.

Nobody came; the first pink sunbeams fell level over the pasture; dew sparkled on grass and foliage; birds flitted across her line of vision; the stream sang steadily, flashing in the morning radiance.

One by one the ducks stretched, flapped their snowy wings, wiggled their fat tails, and waddled solemnly down to the water; hens wandered pensively here and there, pecking at morsels that attracted them; the tinkle of the cow bell sounded pleasantly from a near willow thicket.

She washed her dishes, set the scant furniture in place, made up the bed with the clean sheet spread the night before, and swept the floor.

On the table she had discovered, carefully folded up, the greater portion of a stocking, knitting needles still sticking in it, the ball of gray yarn attached. But she could not endure to sit there; she must have more space to watch for what she knew was coming. Her hair she twisted up as best she might, set the pink sunbonnet on her head, smoothed out the worn print dress, which was not long enough to hide her slim bare ankles, and went out, taking her knitting with her.

Upon the hill along the edges of the pasture where the woods cast a luminous shadow she found a comfortable seat in the sun-dried grasses, and here she curled up, examining the knitting in her hands, eyes lifted every moment to steal a glance around the sunlit solitude.

An hour crept by, marked by the sun in mounting splendor; the sweet scent of drying grass and fern filled her lungs; the birds choral thrilled her with the loveliness of life. A little Southern song trembled on her lips, and her hushed voice murmuring was soft as the wild bees humming:

Ah, who could couple thought of war and crime With such a blessed time? Who, in the west winds aromatic breath, Could hear the call of Death?

The gentle Southern poets flowing rhythm was echoed by the distant stream:

 ... A fragrant breeze comes floating by, And brings — you know not why — A feeling as when eager crowds await Before a palace gate Some wondrous pageant — —

She lifted her eyes, fixing them upon the willow thicket below, where the green tops swayed as though furrowed by a sudden wind; and watching calmly, her lips whispered on, following the quaint rhythm:

And yet no sooner shall the Spring awake The voice of wood and brake Than she shall rouse — for all her tranquil charms — A million men to arms.

The willow tops were tossing violently. She watched them, murmuring:

Oh! standing on this desecrated mold, Methinks that I behold, Lifting her bloody daisies up to God, Spring — kneeling on the sod, And calling with the voice of all her rills Upon the ancient hills To fall and crush the tyrants and the slaves Who turn her meads to graves.

Her whisper ceased; she sat, lips parted, eyes fastened on the willows. Suddenly a horseman broke through the thicket, then another, another, carbines slung, sabres jingling, rider following rider at a canter, sitting their horses superbly — the graceful, reckless, matchless cavalry under whose glittering gray curtain the most magnificent army that the South ever saw was moving straight into the heart of the Union.

Fascinated, she watched an officer dismount, advance to the house, enter the open doorway, and disappear. Minute after minute passed; the troopers quietly sat their saddles; the frightened chickens ventured back, roaming curiously about these strange horses that stood there stamping, whisking their tails, tossing impatient heads in the sunshine.

Presently the officer reappeared and walked straight to the barn, a trooper dismounting to follow him. They remained in the barn for a few moments only, then hurried out again, heads raised, scanning the low circling hills. Ah! Now they caught sight of her! She saw the officer come swinging up the hillside, buttons, spurs, and sword hilt glittering in the sun; she watched his coming with a calm almost terrible in its breathless concentration. Nearer, nearer he came, mounting the easy slope with a quick, boyish swing; and now he had halted, slouch hat aloft; and she heard his pleasant, youthful voice:

I reckon you havent seen a stranger pass this way, maam, have you?

There was a lady came last night, she answered innocently.

Thats the one! he said, in his quick, eager voice. Can you tell me where she went?

She said she was going west.

Has she gone?

She left the house when I did, answered the girl simply.

Riding! he exclaimed. She came on a hoss, I reckon?

Yes.

And she rode west?

I saw her going west, she nodded, resuming her knitting.

The officer turned toward the troopers below, drew out a handkerchief and whipped the air with it for a second or two, then made a sweeping motion with his arm, and drawing his sabre struck it downward four times.

Instantly the knot of troopers fell apart, scattering out and spurring westward in diverging lines; the officer watched them until the last horse had disappeared, then he lazily sheathed his sabre, unbuckled a field glass, adjusted it, and seated himself on the grass beside her.

Have you lived here long? he asked pleasantly, setting the glass to his eye and carefully readjusting the lens.

No.

Your father is living, is he not?

She did not reply.

I reckon Gilsons command met him a piece back in the scrub, driving a wagon and a fine horse.

She said nothing; her steady fingers worked the needles, and presently he heard her softly counting the stitches as she turned the heel.

He said wed find his Cynthy here, observed the youthful officer, lowering his glass. Are you Cynthia Gray, maam?

He named me Cynthia, she said, with a smile.

He plucked a blade of grass, and placing it between his white teeth, gazed at her so steadily that she dropped a stitch, recovered it, and presently he saw her lips resuming the silent count. He reseated himself on the grass, laying his field glass beside him.

I reckon your folk are all Yankee, he ventured softly.

She nodded.

Are you afraid of us? Do you hate us, maam?

She shook her head, stealing a glance at him from her lovely eyes. If that was part of her profession, she had learned it well; for he laughed and stretched out, resting easily on one elbow, looking up at her admiringly under her faded sunbonnet.

Are you ever lonely here? he inquired gravely.

Again her dark eyes rested on him shyly, but she shook her head in silence.

Never lonely without anybody to talk to? he persisted, removing his slouched army hat and passing his hands over his forehead.

What have I to say to anybody? she asked coquettishly.

A little breeze sprang up, stirring his curly hair and fluttering the dangling strings of her sunbonnet. He lay at full length there, a slender, athletic figure in his faded gray uniform, idly pulling the grass up to twist and braid into a thin green rope.

The strange exhilaration that danger had brought had now subsided; she glanced at him indifferently, noting the well-shaped head, the boyish outlines of face and figure. He was no older than she — and not very wise for his years.

Presently, very far away, the dulled report of a carbine sounded, stirring a deadened echo among the hills.

Whats that? she exclaimed.

Yank, I reckon, he drawled, rising to his feet and fixing his field glass steadily on the hills beyond.

Are you going to have a battle here? she asked.

He laughed. Oh, no, Miss Cynthia. Thats only bushwhacking.

But — but where are they shooting?

He pointed to the west. Theres Yankee cavalry loafing in the hills. I reckon well gobble em, too. But dont you worry, Miss Cynthia, he added gallantly. I shall be here to-night, and by sunrise there wont be a soldier within ten miles of you.

Within ten miles, she murmured; ten miles is too near. I — I think I will go back to the house.

He looked down at her; she raised her dark eyes to him; then he bowed and gallantly held out both hands, and she laid her hands in his, suffering him to lift her to her feet.

The brief contact set the color mounting to his sunburnt temples; it had been a long while since he had touched a young girls hand.

I wonder, she said, whether you would care to share my dinner?

She spoke naturally, curiously; all idea of danger was over; she was free to follow her own instincts, which were amiable. Besides, the boy was a gentleman.

If it wouldnt be too much to ask — too inconvenient— He hesitated, hat in hand, handsome face brightening.

No; I want you to come, she answered simply, and took his hand in hers.

A deeper color swept his face as they descended the gentle slope together, she amused and quietly diverted by his shyness, and thinking how she meant to give this boyish rebel a better dinner than he had had for many a long mile.

And she did, he aiding her with the vegetables, she mixing johnnycake for the entire squad, slicing the bacon, and setting the coffee to boil.

Toward midday the scouting squad returned, to find their officer shelling peas on the cabin steps, and a young girl, sleeves at her shoulders, stirring something very vigorously in a large black kettle — something that exhaled an odor which made the lank troopers lick their gaunt lips in furtive hope.

The sergeant of the troop reported; the officer nodded and waved the horsemen away to the barn, where they were presently seen squatting patiently in a row, sniffing the aroma that floated from the cabin door.

Did your men find the lady? she asked, looking out at him where he sat, busy with the peas.

No, Miss Cynthia. But if she went west shes run into the whole Confederate cavalry. Our business is to see she doesnt double back here.

Why do you follow her?

Ah, Miss Cynthia, he said gravely, she is that Special Messenger who has done us more damage than a whole Yankee army corps. Weve got to stop her this time — and I reckon we will.

The girl stirred the soup, salted it, peppered it, lifted the pewter spoon and tasted it. Presently she called for the peas.

About two oclock that afternoon a row of half-famished Confederate cavalrymen sat devouring the best dinner they had eaten in months. There was potato soup, there was johnnycake, smoking hot coffee, crisp slices of fragrant bacon, an egg apiece, and a vegetable stew. Trooper after trooper licked fingers, spoon, and pannikin, loosening leather belts with gratified sighs; the pickets came cantering in when the relief, stuffed to repletion, took their places, carbine on thigh.

Flushed from the heat of the stove, arms still bared, the young hostess sat at table with the officer in command, and watched him in sympathy as he ate.

She herself ate little, tasting a morsel here and there, drinking at times from the cup of milk beside her.

I declare, Miss Cynthia, he said, again and again, this is the finest banquet, maam, that I ever sat down to.

She only thought, The boy was starving! and the indulgent smile deepened as she sat there watching him, chin resting on her linked hands.

At last he was satisfied, and a little ashamed, too, of his appetite, but she told him it was a pleasure to cook for him, and sent him off to the barn, where presently she spied him propped up in the loft window, a map spread on his knees, and his field glass tucked under one arm.

And now she had leisure to think again, and she leaned back in her chair by the window, bared arms folded, ankles crossed, frowning in meditation.

She must go; the back trail was clear now. But she needed her own clothing and a horse. Where could she find a horse?

Hour after hour she sat there. He had cantered off into the woods long since; and all through the long afternoon she sat there scheming, pondering, a veiled sparkle playing under her half-closed lids. She saw him returning in the last lingering sun rays, leading his saddled horse down to the brook, and stand there, one arm flung across the crupper, while the horse drank and shook his thoroughbred head and lipped the tender foliage that overhung the water. There was the horse she required! She must have him.

A few minutes later, bridle over one arm, the young officer came sauntering up to the doorstep. He was pale, but he smiled when he saw her, and his weather-beaten hat swept the grass in salute as she came to the door and looked down at him, hands clasped behind her slender back.

You look dreadfully tired, she said gently. Dont you ever sleep?

He had been forty-eight hours in the saddle, but he only laughed a gay denial of fatigue.

She descended the steps, walked over to the horse, and patted neck and shoulder, scanning limb and chest and flank. The horse would do!

Will you hitch your horse and come in? she asked sweetly.

Thank you, maam. He passed the bridle through the hitching ring at the door, and, hat in hand, followed her into the cabin. His boots dragged a little, but he straightened up, and when she had seated herself, he sank into a chair, closing his sunken eyes for a moment, only to open them smiling, and lean forward on the rough table, folding his arms under him.

You have been very good to us, Miss Cynthia, he said. My men want me to say so.

Your men are welcome, she answered, resting her cheek on her hand.

There was a long silence, broken by her: You are dying for sleep. Why do you deny it? You may lie down on my bed if you wish.

He protested, thanking her, but said he would be glad to sleep in the hay if she permitted; and he rose, steadying himself by the back of his chair.

I always sleep bridle in hand, he said. A barn floor is luxury for my horse and me.

That would not do. The horse must remain. She must have that horse!

I will watch your horse, she said. Please lie down there. I really wish it.

Why, maam, I should never venture — —

She looked at him; her heart laughed with content. Here was an easy way for stern necessity.

Sleep soundly, she said, with a gay smile; and before he could interpose, she had slipped out and shut the door behind her.

The evening was calm; the last traces of color were fading from the zenith. Pacing the circle of the cabin clearing, she counted the videttes — one in the western pasture, one sitting his saddle in the forest road to the east, and a horseman to the south, scarcely visible in the gathering twilight. She passed the barnyard, head lifted pensively, carefully counting the horses tethered there. Twelve! Then there was no guard for the northern cattle path — the trail over which she and they had come!

Now walking slowly back to the cabin, she dropped her slippers and mounted the steps on bare feet, quietly opening the door. At first in the dim light she could see nothing, then her keen ear caught the quiet sound of his breathing, and she stole over to the bed. He lay there asleep.

Now seconds meant eternity, perhaps; she mounted the ladder to the attic, tiptoed over the loose boards, felt around for her packet, and loosened the blanket.

By sense of touch alone she dressed, belting in the habit with her girdle, listening, every sense alert. But her hand never shook, her fingers were deft and steady, fastening button and buckle, looping up her skirt, strapping the revolver to her girdle. She folded map and papers noiselessly, tucking them into her bosom; then, carrying her spurred boots, she crept across the boards again, and descended the ladder without a sound.

The fading light from the window fell upon the bed where he lay; and she smiled almost tenderly as she stole by him, he looked so young lying there, his curly head pillowed on his arms.

Another step and she was beside him; another; she stopped short, and her heart seemed to cease at the same instant. Was she deceived? Were his eyes wide open?

Suddenly he sat bolt-upright in the bed, and at the same instant she bent and struck him a stunning blow with the butt of her revolver.

Breathless, motionless, she saw him fall back and lie there without a quiver; presently she leaned over him, tore open his jacket and shirt, and laid her steady hand upon his heart. For a moment she remained there, looking down into his face; then with a sob she bent and kissed him on the lips.

* * * * *

At midnight, as she was riding out of the hill scrub, a mounted vidette hailed her on the Gettysburg pike, holding her there while horseman after horseman galloped up, and the officer of the guard came cantering across the fields at the far summons.

A lantern glimmered, flared up; there was a laugh, the sound of a dozen horses backing, a low voice: Pass! Special Messenger for headquarters!

Then the lantern-light flashed and went out; shadowy horsemen wheeled away east and west, trotting silently to posts across the sod.

Far away among the hills the Special Messenger was riding through the night, head bent, tight-lipped, her dark eyes wet with tears.


CHAPTER III. ABSOLUTION
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JUST BEFORE DAYLIGHT the unshaven sentinels at headquarters halted her; a lank corporal arrived, swinging a lighted lantern, which threw a yellow radiance over horse and rider. Then she dismounted.

Mud smeared her riding jacket; boots and skirt were clotted with it; so was the single army spur. Her horse stretched a glossy, sweating neck and rolled wisely-suspicious eyes at the dazzling light. On the gray saddle cloth glimmered three gilt letters, C. S. A.

What name, maam? repeated the corporal, coming closer with lifted lantern, and passing an inquiring thumb over the ominous letters embroidered on the saddle cloth.

No name, she said. They will understand — inside there.

That your hoss, maam?

It seems to be.

Swap him with a Johnny?

No; took him from a Johnny.

Shucks! said the corporal, examining the gilt letters. Then, looking around at her:

Wall, the ginrall, hes some busy.

Please say that his messenger is here.

Orders is formuel, maam. I dassent — —

She pronounced a word under her breath.

Hey?

She nodded.

Taint her? demanded the corporal incredulously.

She nodded again. The corporals lantern and jaw dropped in unison.

Speak low, she said, smiling.

He leaned toward her; she drew nearer, inclining her pretty, disheveled head with its disordered braids curling into witchlocks on her shoulders.

Taint the Special Messenger, maam, is it? he inquired hoarsely. The boys is tellin how you was ketched down to — —

She made him a sign for silence as the officer of the guard came up — an ill-tempered, heavily-bandaged young man.

What the — — he began, but, seeing a womans muddy skirt in the lantern light, checked his speech.

The corporal whispered in his ear; both stared. I guess its all right, said the officer. Wont you come in? The general is asleep; hes got half an hour more, but Ill wake him if you say so.

I can wait half an hour.

Take her horse, said the officer briefly, then led the way up the steps of a white porch buried under trumpet vines in heavy bloom.

The door stood open, so did every window on the ground floor, for the July night was hot. A sentry stood inside the wide hall, resting on his rifle, sleeves rolled to his elbows, cap pushed back on his flushed young forehead.

There was a candle burning in the room on the right; an old artillery officer leaned over the center table, asleep, round, red face buried in his arms, sabre tucked snugly between his legs, like the tail of a sleeping dog; an aide-de-camp slept heavily on a mahogany sofa, jacket unbuttoned, showing the white, powerful muscles of his chest, all glistening with perspiration. Beside the open window sat a thin figure in the uniform of a signal officer, and at first when the Special Messenger looked at him she thought he also was asleep.

Then, as though her entrance had awakened him, he straightened up, passed one long hand over his face, looked at her through the candlelight, and rose with a grace too unconscious not to have been inherited.

The bandaged officer of the guard made a slovenly gesture, half salute, half indicative: The Messenger, he announced, and, half turning on his heel as he left the room, our signal officer, Captain West, in deference to a convention almost forgotten.

Captain West drew forward an armchair; the Special Messenger sank into its tufted depths and stripped the gauntlets from her sun-tanned hands — narrow hands, smooth as a childs, now wearily coiling up the lustrous braids which sagged to her shoulders under the felt riding hat. And all the while, from beneath level brows, her dark, distrait eyes were wandering from the signal officer to the sleeping major of artillery, to the aide snoring on the sofa, to the trumpet vines hanging motionless outside the open window. But all she really saw was Captain West.

He appeared somewhat young and thin, his blond hair and mustache were burned hay-color. He was adjusting eyeglasses to a narrow, well-cut nose; under a scanty mustache his mouth had fallen into pleasant lines, the nearsighted eyes, now regarding her normally from behind the glasses, seemed clear, unusually pleasant, even a trifle mischievous.

Is there anything I can do for you? he asked respectfully.

After the general is awake — if I might have the use of a room — and a little fresh water— Speech died in her throat; some of the color died in her face, too.

Did you wish me to awake him now? If your business is urgent I will, said Captain West.

She did not reply; an imperceptible twitching tightened her lips; then the young mouth relaxed, drooping a trifle at the corners. Lying there, so outwardly calm, her tired, faraway gaze fixed absently on him, she seemed on the verge of slumber.

If your business is urgent, he was repeating pleasantly. But she made no answer.

Urgent? No, not now. It had been urgent a second or two ago. But not now. There was time — time to lie there looking at him, time to try to realize such things as triumph, accomplishment, the excitement of achievement; time to relax from the long, long strain and lie nerveless, without strength, yielding languidly to the reaction from a task well done.

So this was success? A pitiful curiosity made her eyes wistful for an instant. Success? It had not come as she expected.

Was her long quest over? Was this the finish? Had all ended here — here at headquarters, whither she had returned to take up, patiently, the lost trail once more?

Her dark gaze rested on this man dreamily; but her heart, after its first painful bound of astonishment, was beating now with heavy, sickened intelligence. The triumph had come too suddenly.

Are you hungry? he asked.

She was not hungry. There was a bucket of water and a soldiers tin cup on the window sill; and, forestalling him instinctively, she reached over, plunged the cup into the tepid depths and drank.

I was going to offer you some, he said, amused; and over the brimming cup she smiled back, shuddering.

If you care to lie down for a few moments Ill move that youngster off the sofa, he suggested.

But fatigue had vanished; she was terribly awake now.

Cant you sleep? You are white as death. Ill call you in an hour, he ventured gently, with that soft quality in his voice which sounded so terrible in her ears — so dreadful that she sat up in an uncontrollable tremor of revolt.

What did you ask me?

I thought you might wish to sleep for half an hour — —

Sleep? She shook her head, wondering whether sleep would be more merciful to her at this time to-morrow — or the next day — or ever again. And all the time, apparently indifferent and distrait, she was studying every detail of this man; his lean features, his lean limbs, his thin, muscular hands, his uniform, the slim, light sabre which he balanced with both hands across his angular knees; the spurred boots, well groomed and well fitted; the polished cross-straps supporting field glasses and holster.

Are you the famous Special Messenger? — if it is not a military indiscretion to name you, he asked, with a glint of humor in his pleasant eyes. It seemed to her as though something else glimmered there, too — the faintest flash of amused recklessness, as though gayly daring any destiny that might menace. He was younger than she had thought, and it sickened her to realize that he was quite as amiably conscious of her as any well-bred man may be who permits himself to recognize the charm of an attractive woman. All at once a deathly feeling came over her — faintness, which passed — repugnance, which gave birth to a desperate hope. The hope flickered; only the momentary necessity for self-persuasion kept it alive. She must give him every chance; she must take from him none. Not that for one instant she was afraid of herself — of failing in duty; she understood that she could not. But she had not expected this moment to come in such a fashion. No; there was more for her to do, a chance — barely a miracle of chance — that she might be mistaken.

Why do you think I am the Special Messenger, Captain West?

There was no sign of inward tumult under her smooth, flushed mask as she lay back, elbows set on the chairs padded arms, hands clasped together. Over them she gazed serenely at the signal officer. And he looked back at her.

Other spies come to headquarters, he said, but you are the only one so far who embodies my ideal of the highly mysterious Special Messenger.

Do I appear mysterious?

Not unattractively so, he said, smiling.

I have heard, she said, that the Union spy whom they call the Special Messenger is middle-aged and fat.

Ive heard that, too, he nodded, with a twinkle in his gray eyes— and Ive heard also that shes red-headed, peppered with freckles, and — according to report — bow-legged from too many cross-saddles.

Please observe my single spur, she said, extending her slender, booted foot; and you will notice that I dont fit that passport.

My idea of her passport itemizes every feature you possess, he said, laughing; five feet seven; dark hair, brown eyes, regular features, small, well-shaped hands — —

Please — Captain West!

I beg your pardon— very serious.

I am not offended.... What time is it, if you please?

He lifted the candle, looked closely at his watch and informed her; she expressed disbelief, and stretched out her hand for the watch. He may not have noticed it; he returned the watch to his pocket.

She sank back in her chair, very thoughtful. Her glimpse of the monogram on the back of the watch had not lasted long enough. Was it an M or a W she had seen?

The room was hot; the aide on the sofa ceased snoring; one spurred heel had fallen to the floor, where it trailed limply. Once or twice he muttered nonsense in his sleep.

The major of artillery grunted, lifted a congested face from the cradle of his folded arms, blinked at them stupidly, then his heavy, close-clipped head fell into his arms again. The candle glimmered on his tarnished shoulder straps.

A few moments later a door at the end of the room creaked and a fully-lathered visage protruded. Two gimlet eyes surveyed the scene; a mouth all awry from a sabre-slash closed grimly as Captain West rose to attention.

Is there any fresh water? asked the general. Theres a dead mouse in this pail.

At the sound of his voice the aide awoke, got onto his feet, took the pail, and wandered off into the house somewhere; the artillery officer rose with a dreadful yawn, and picked up his forage cap and gauntlets.

Then he yawned again, showing every yellow tooth in his head.

The general opened his door wider, standing wiry and erect in boots and breeches. His flannel shirt was open at the throat; lather covered his features, making the distorted smile that crept over them unusually hideous.

Well, Im glad to see you, he said to the Special Messenger; come in while I shave. West, is there anything to eat? All right; Im ready for it. Come in, Messenger, come in!

She entered, closing the bedroom door; the general shook hands with her slyly, saying, Im devilish glad you got through, maam. Have any trouble down below?

Some, General.

He nodded and began to shave; she stripped off her tight outer jacket, laid it on the table, and, ripping the lining stitches, extracted some maps and shreds of soft paper covered with notes and figures.

Over these, half shaved, the general stooped, razor in hand, eyes following her forefinger as she traced in silence the lines she had drawn. There was no need for her to speak, no reason for him to inquire; her maps were perfectly clear, every route named, every regiment, every battery labeled, every total added up.

Without a word she called his attention to the railroad and the note regarding the number of trains.

Weve got to get at it, somehow, he said. What are those?

Siege batteries, General — on the march.

His mutilated mouth relaxed into a grin.

They seem to be allfired sure of us. What are they saying down below?


They talk of being in Washington by the fifteenth, sir.

Oh.... Whats that topographical symbol — here? placing one finger on the map.

That is the Moray Mansion — or was.

Was?

Our cavalry burned it two weeks ago Thursday.

Find anything to help you there?

She nodded.

The general returned to his shaving, completed it, came back and examined the papers again.

That infantry, there, he said, are you sure its Longstreets?

Yes, sir.

You didnt see Longstreet, did you?

Yes, sir; and talked with him.

The generals body servant knocked, announcing breakfast, and left the generals boots and tunic, both carefully brushed. When he had gone out again, the Special Messenger said very quietly:

I expect to report on the Moray matter before night.

The general buckled in his belt and hooked up his sword.

If you can nail that fellow, he said, speaking very slowly, I guess you can come pretty close to getting whatever you ask for from Washington.

For a moment she stood very silent there, her ripped jacket hanging limp over her arm; then, with a pallid smile:

Anything I ask for? Did you say that, sir?

He nodded.

Even if I ask for — his pardon?

The general laughed a distorted laugh.

I guess well bar that, he said. Will you breakfast, maam? The next room is free, if you want it.

Headquarters bugles began to sound as she crossed the hall, jacket dangling over her arm, and pushed open the door of a darkened room. The air within was stifling, she opened a window and thrust back the blinds, and at the same moment the ringing crack of a rifled cannon shattered the silence of dawn. Very, very far away a dull boom replied.

Outside, in dusky obscurity, cavalry were mounting; a trooper, pumping water from a well under her window, sang quietly to himself in an undertone as he worked, then went off carrying two brimming buckets.

The sour, burned stench of stale campfires tainted the morning freshness.

She leaned on the sill, looking out into the east. Somewhere yonder, high against the sky, they were signaling with torches. She watched the red flames swinging to right, to left, dipping, circling; other sparks broke out to the north, where two army corps were talking to each other with fire.

As the sky turned gray, one by one the forest-shrouded hills took shape; details began to appear; woodlands grew out of fathomless shadows, fields, fences, a rocky hillock close by, trees in an orchard, some Sibley tents.

And with the coming of day a widening murmur grew out of the invisible, a swelling monotone through which, incessantly, near and distant, broken, cheery little flurries of bugle music, and far and farther still, where mists hung over a vast hollow in the hills, the dropping shots of the outposts thickened to a steady patter, running backward and forward, from east to west, as far as the ear could hear.

A soldier brought her some breakfast; later he came again with her saddlebags and a big bucket of fresh water, taking away her riding habit and boots, which she thrust at him from the half-closed door.

Her bath was primitive enough; a sheet from the bed dried her, the saddlebags yielded some fresh linen, a pair of silk stockings and a comb.

Sitting there behind closed blinds, her smooth body swathed to the waist in a sheet, she combed out the glossy masses of her hair before braiding them once more around her temples; and her dark eyes watched daylight brighten between the slits in the blinds.

The cannonade was gradually becoming tremendous, the guns tuning up by batteries. There was, however, as yet, no platoon firing distinguishable through the sustained crackle of the fusillade; columns of dust, hanging above fields and woodlands, marked the courses of every northern road where wagons and troops were already moving west and south; the fog from the cannon turned the rising sun to a pulsating, cherry-tinted globe.

There was no bird music now from the orchard; here and there a scared oriole or robin flashed through the trees, winging its frightened way out of pandemonium.

The cavalry horses of the escort hung their heads, as though dully enduring the uproar; the horses of the field ambulances parked near the orchard were being backed into the shafts; the band of an infantry regiment, instruments flashing dully, marched up, halted, deposited trombone, clarion and bass drum on the grass and were told off as stretcher-bearers by a smart, Irish sergeant, who wore his cap over one ear.

The shock of the cannonade was terrific; the Special Messenger, buttoning her fresh linen, winced as window and door quivered under the pounding uproar. Then, dressed at last, she opened the shaking blinds and, seating herself by the window, laid her riding jacket across her knees.

There were rents and rips in sleeve and body, but she was not going to sew. On the contrary, she felt about with delicate, tentative fingers, searching through the loosened lining until she found what she was looking for, and, extracting it, laid it on her knees — a photograph, in a thin gold oval, covered with glass.

The portrait was that of a young man — thin, quaintly amused, looking out of the frame at her from behind his spectacles. The mustache appeared to be slighter, the hair a trifle longer than the mustache and hair worn by the signal officer, Captain West. Otherwise, it was the man. And hope died in her breast without a flicker.

Sitting there by the shaking window, with the daguerreotype in her clasped hands, she looked at the summer sky, now all stained and polluted by smoke; the uproar of the guns seemed to be shaking her reason, the tumult within her brain had become chaos, and she scarcely knew what she did as, drawing on both gauntlets and fastening her soft riding hat, she passed through the house to the porch, where the staff officers were already climbing into their saddles. But the general, catching sight of her face at the door, swung his horse and dismounted, and came clanking back into the deserted hallway where she stood.

What is it? he asked, lowering his voice so she could hear him under the din of the cannonade.

The Moray matter.... I want two troopers detailed.

Have you nailed him?

Yes — I— She faltered, staring fascinated at the distorted face, marred by a sabre to the hideousness of doom itself. Yes, I think so. I want two troopers — Burke and Campbell, of the escort, if you dont mind — —

You can have a regiment! Is it far?

No. She steadied her voice with an effort.

Near my headquarters?

Yes.

Damnation! he blazed out, and the oath seemed to shock her to self-mastery.

Dont ask me now, she said. If its Moray, Ill get him.... What are those troops over there, General? pointing through the doorway.

The Excelsiors — Irish Brigade.

She nodded carelessly. And where are the signal men? Where is your signal officer stationed — Captain — —

Do you mean West? Hes over on that knob, talking to Wilcox with flags. See him, up there against the sky?

Yes, she said.

The generals gimlet eyes seemed to bore through her. Is that all?

All, thank you, she motioned with dry lips.

Are you properly fixed? What do you carry — a revolver?

She nodded in silence.

All right. Your troopers will be waiting outside.... Get him, in one way or another; do you understand?

Yes.

A few moments later the staff galloped off and the escort clattered behind, minus two troopers, who sat on the edge of the veranda in their blue-and-yellow shell jackets, carbines slung, poking at the grass with the edges of their battered steel scabbards.

The Special Messenger came out presently, and the two troopers rose to salute. All around her thundered the guns; sky and earth were trembling as she led the way through an orchard heavy with green fruit. A volunteer nurse was gathering the hard little apples for cooking; she turned, her apron full, as the Special Messenger passed, and the two women, both young, looked at one another through the sunshine — looked, and turned away, each to her appointed destiny.

Smoke, drifting back from the batteries, became thicker beyond the orchard. Not very far away the ruddy sparkle of exploding Confederate shells lighted the obscurity. Farther beyond the flames of the Union guns danced red through the cannon gloom.

Higher on the hill, however, the air became clearer; a man outlined in the void was swinging signal flags against the sky.

Wait here, said the Special Messenger to Troopers Burke and Campbell, and they unslung carbines, and leaned quietly against their feeding horses, watching her climb the crest.

The crest was bathed in early sunlight, an aërial island jutting up above a smoky sea. From the terrible, veiled maelstrom roaring below, battle thunder reverberated and the lightning of the guns flared incessantly.

For a moment, poised, she looked down into the inferno, striving to penetrate the hollow, then glanced out beyond, over fields and woods where sunlight patched the world beyond the edges of the dark pall.

Behind her Captain West, field glasses leveled, seemed to be intent upon his own business.

She sat down on the grassy acclivity. Below her, far below, Confederate shells were constantly striking the base of the hill. A mile away black squares checkered a slope; beyond the squares a wood was suddenly belted with smoke, and behind her she heard the swinging signal flags begin to whistle and snap in the hill wind. She had sat there a long while before Captain West spoke to her, standing tall and thin beside her; some half-serious, half-humorous pleasantry — nothing for her to answer. But she looked up into his face, and he became silent, and after a while he moved away.

A little while later the artillery duel subsided and finally died out abruptly, leaving a comparative calm, broken only by slow and very deliberate picket firing.

The signal men laid aside their soiled flags and began munching hardtack; Captain West came over, bringing his own rations to offer her, but she refused with a gesture, sitting there, chin propped in her palms, elbows indenting her knees.

Are you not hungry or thirsty? he asked.

No.

He had carelessly seated himself on the natural rocky parapet, spurred boots dangling over space. For one wild instant she hoped he might slip and fall headlong — and his blood be upon the hands of his Maker.

Sitting near one another they remained silent, restless-eyed, brooding above the battle-scarred world. As he rose to go he spoke once or twice to her with that haunting softness of voice which had begun to torture her; but her replies were very brief; and he said nothing more.

At intervals during the afternoon orderlies came to the hill; one or two general officers and their staffs arrived for brief consultations, and departed at a sharp gallop down hill.

About three oclock there came an unexpected roar of artillery from the Union left; minute by minute the racket swelled as battery after battery joined in the din.

Behind her the signal flags were fluttering wildly once more; a priest, standing near her, turned nodding:

Our boys will be going in before sundown, he said quietly.

Are you Father Corby, chaplain of the Excelsiors?

Yes, madam.

He lifted his hat and went away knee-deep through the windy hill-grasses; white butterflies whirled around him as he strode, head on his breast; the swift hill swallows soared and skimmed along the edges of the smoke as though inviting him. From her rocky height she saw the priest enter the drifting clouds.

A man going to his consecrated duty. And she? Where lay her duty? And why was she not about it?

Captain West! she called in a clear, hard voice.

Seated on his perch above the abyss, the officer lowered his field glasses and turned his face. Then he rose and moved over to where she was sitting. She stood up at once.

Will you walk as far as those trees with me? she asked. There was a strained ring to her voice.

He wheeled, spoke briefly to a sergeant, then, with that subtle and pleasant deference which characterized him, he turned and fell into step beside her.

Is there anything I can do? he asked softly.

No.... God help us both.

He halted. At a nod from her, two troopers standing beside their quietly browsing horses, cocked carbines. The sharp, steel click of the locks was perfectly audible through the din of the cannon.


The signal officer looked at her; and her face was whiter than his.

You are Warren Moray — I think, she said.

His eyes glimmered like a bayonet in sunlight; then the old half-gay, half-defiant smile flickered over his face.

Special Messenger, he said, you come as a dark envoy for me. Now I understand your beauty — Angel of Death.

Are you Major Moray? She could scarcely speak.

He smiled, glanced at the two troopers, and shrugged his shoulders. Then, like a flash his hand fell to his holster, and it was empty; and his pistol glimmered in her hand.

For Gods sake dont touch your sabre-hilt! she said.... Unclasp your belt! Let it fall!

Cant you give me a chance with those cavalrymen?

I cant. You know it.

Yes; I know.

There was a silence; the loosened belt fell to the grass, the sabre clashing. He looked coolly at the troopers, at her, and then out across the smoke.

This way? he said, as though to himself. I never thought it. His voice was quiet and pleasant, with a slight touch of curiosity in it.

How did you know? he asked simply, turning to her again.

She stood leaning back against a tree, trying to keep her eyes fixed on him through the swimming weakness invading mind and body.

I suppose this ends it all, he added absently; and touched the sabre lying in the grass with the tip of his spurred boot.

Did you look for any other ending, Mr. Moray?

Yes — I did.

How could you, coming into our ranks with a dead mans commission and forged papers? How long did you think it could last? Were you mad?

He looked at her wistfully, smiled, and shook his head.

Not mad, unless you are. Your risks are greater than were mine.

She straightened up, stepped toward him, very pale.

Will you come? she asked. I am sorry.

I am sorry — for us both, he said gently. Yes, I will come. Send those troopers away.

I cannot.

Yes, you can. I give my word of honor.

She hesitated; a bright flush stained his face.

I take your word, she murmured.

A moment later the troopers mounted and cantered off down the hill, veering wide to skirt the head of a column of infantry marching in; and when the Special Messenger started to return she found masses of men threatening to separate her from her prisoner — sunburnt, sweating, dirty-faced men, clutching their rifle-butts with red hands.

Their officers rode ahead, thrashing through the moist grass; a forest of bayonets swayed in the sun; flag after flag passed, slanting above the masses of blue.

She and her prisoner looked on; the flag of the 63d New York swept by; the flags of the 69th and 88th followed. A moment later the columns halted.

Your Excelsiors, said Moray calmly.

Theyre under fire already. Shall we move on?

A soldier in the ranks, standing with ordered arms, fell straight backward, heavily; a corporal near them doubled up with a grunt.

The Special Messenger heard bullets smacking on rocks; heard their dull impact as they struck living bodies; saw them knock men flat. Meanwhile the flags drooped above the halted ranks, their folds stirred lazily, fell, and scarcely moved; the platoon fire rolled on unbroken somewhere out in the smoke yonder.

God send me a bullet, said Moray.... Why do you stay here?

To — give you — that chance.

You run it, too.

I hope so. I am very — tired.

I am sorry, he said, reddening.

She said fiercely: I wish it were over.... Life is cruel.... I suppose we must move on. Will you come, please?

Yes — my dark messenger, he said under his breath, and smiled.

A priest passed them in the smoke; her prisoner raised his hand to the visor of his cap.

Father Corby, their chaplain, she murmured.

Attention! Attention! a far voice cried, and the warning ran from rank to rank, taken up in turn by officer after officer. Father Corby was climbing to the summit of a mound close by; an order rang out, bugles repeated it, and the blue ranks faced their chaplain.

Then the priest from his rocky pulpit raised his ringing voice in explanation. He told the three regiments of the Irish Brigade — now scarcely more than three battalions of two companies each — that every soldier there could receive the benefit of absolution by making a sincere act of contrition and resolving, on first opportunity, to confess.

He told them that they were going to be sent into battle; he urged them to do their duty; reminded them of the high and sacred nature of their trust as soldiers of the Republic, and ended by warning them that the Catholic Church refuses Christian burial to him who deserts his flag.

In the deep, battle-filled silence the priest raised up his hands; three regiments sank to their knees as a single man, and the Special Messenger and her prisoner knelt with them.

Dominus noster Jesus Christus vos absolvat, et ego, auctoritate ipius, vos absolvo ab omvir vinculo — —

The thunder of the guns drowned the priests voice for a moment, then it sounded again, firm and clear:

Absolve vos a peccatis — —

The roar of battle blotted out the words; then again they rang out:

In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti!... Amen.

The officers had remounted now, their horses plunging in the smoke; the flags were moving forward; rivers of bayonets flowed out into the maelstrom where the red lightning played incessantly. Then from their front crashed out the first volley of the Irish Brigade.

Forward! Forward! shouted their officers. Men were falling everywhere; a dying horse kicked a whole file into confusion. Suddenly a shell fell in their midst, another, another, tearing fiery right of way.

The Special Messenger, on her knees in the smoke, looked up and around as a priest bent above her.

Child, he said, what are you doing here? And then his worn gaze fell on the dead man who lay in the grass staring skyward through his broken eyeglasses with pleasant, sightless eyes.

The Special Messenger, white to the lips, looked up: We were on our knees together, Father Corby. You had said the amen, and the bullet struck him — here!... He had no chance for confession.... But you said — —

Her voice failed.

The priest looked at her; she took the dead mans right hand in hers.

He was a brave man, Father.... And you said — you said — about those who fell fighting for — their own land — absolution — Christian burial — —

She choked, set her teeth in her under lip and looked down at the dead. The priest knelt, too.

Is — is all well with him? she whispered.

Surely, child — —

But — his was the — other flag.

There was a silence.

Father?

I know — I know.... The banner of Christ is broader.... You say he was kneeling here beside you?

Here — so close that I touched him.... And then you said.... Christian burial — absolution — —

He was a spy?

What am I, Father?

Absolved, child — like this poor boy, here at your feet.... What is that locket in your hand?

His picture.... I found it in his house when the cavalry were setting fire to it.... Oh, I am tired of it all — deathly, deathly sick!... Look at him lying here! Father, Father, is there no end to death?

The priest rose wearily; through the back-drifting smoke the long battle line of the Excelsiors wavered like phantoms in the mist. Six flags flapped ghostlike above them, behind them men writhed in the trampled, bloody grass; before them the sheeted volleys rushed outward into darkness, where the dull battle lightning played.

A maimed, scorched, blackened thing in the grass near by was calling on Christ; the priest went to him, turning once on his way to look back where the Special Messenger knelt beside a dead man who lay smiling at nothing through his shattered eyeglasses.


CHAPTER IV. ROMANCE
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THE VOLUNTEER NURSE sighed and spread out her slender, iodine-stained fingers on both knees, looking down at them reflectively.

It is different now, she said; sentiment dies under the scalpel. In the filth and squalor of reality neither the belief in romance nor the capacity for desiring it endure long.... Even pity becomes atrophied — or at least a reflex habit; sympathy, sorrow, remain as mechanical reactions, not spontaneous emotions.... You can understand that, dear?

Partly, said the Special Messenger, raising her dark eyes to her old schoolmate.

In the beginning, said the Nurse, dreamily, the men in their uniforms, the drums and horses and glitter, and the flags passing, and youth — youth — not that you and I are yet old in years; do you know what I mean?

I know, said the Special Messenger, smoothing out her riding gloves. Do you remember the cadets at Oxley? You loved one of them.

Yes; you know how it was in the cities; and even afterward in Washington — I mean the hospitals after Bull Run. Young bravery — the Zouaves — the multicolored guard regiments — and a romance in every death! She laid one stained hand over the other, fingers still wide. But here in this blackened horror they call the seat of war — this festering bullpen, choked with dreary regiments, all alike, all in filthy blue — here individuals vanish, men vanish. The schoolgirl dream of man dies here forever. Only unwashed, naked duty remains; and its inspiration, man — bloody, dirty, vermin-covered, terrible — sometimes; and sometimes whimpering, terrified, flinching, base, bereft of all his sexs glamour, all his mystery, shorn of authority, devoid of pride, pitiable, screaming under the knife. — It is different now, said the pretty Volunteer Nurse.— The war kills more than human life.

The Special Messenger drew her buckskin gloves carefully through her belt and buttoned the holster of her revolver.

I have seen war, too, she said; and the men who dealt death and the men who received it. Their mystery remains — the glamour of a man remains for me — because he is a man.

I have heard them crying like children in the stretchers.

So have I. That solves nothing.

But the Nurse went on:

And in the wards they are sometimes something betwixt devils and children. All the weakness and failings they attribute to women come out in them — fear, timidity, inconsequence, greed, malice, gossip! And, as for courage — I tell you, women bear pain better.

Yes, I have learned that.... It is not difficult to beguile them either; to lead them, to read them. That is part of my work. I do it. I know they are afraid in battle — the intelligent ones. Yet they fight. I know they are really children — impulsive, passionate, selfish, often cruel — but, after all, they are here fighting this war — here encamped all around us throughout these hills and forests.... They have lost none of their glamour for me. Their mystery remains.

The Volunteer Nurse looked up with a tired smile:

You always were emotional, dear.

I am still.

You dont have to drain wounds and dry out sores and do the thousand unspeakable offices that we do.

Why do you do them?

I have to.

You didnt have to enlist. Why did you?

Why do the men enlist? asked the Nurse. Thats why you and I did — whatever the motive may have been, God knows.... And its killed part of me.... You dont cleanse ulcers.

No; I am not fitted. I tried; and lost none of the romance in me. Only it happens that I can do — what I am doing — better.

The Nurse looked at her a trifle awed.

To think, dear, that you should turn out to be the celebrated Special Messenger. You were timid in school.

I am now.... You dont know how afraid a woman can be. Suppose in school — suppose that for one moment we could have foreseen our destiny — here together, you and I, as we are now.

The Nurse looked into the stained hollow of her right hand.

I had the lines read once, she said drearily, but nobody ever said Id be here, or that thered be any war. And she continued to examine her palm with a hurt expression in her blue eyes.

The Special Messenger laughed, and her lovely, pale face lighted up with color.

Dont you really think you are ever going to be capable of caring for a man again?

No, I dont. I know now how theyre fashioned, how they think — how — how revolting they can be.... No, no! Its all gone — all the ideals, all the dreams.... Good Heavens, how romantic — how senseless we were in school!

I am still, said the Special Messenger thoughtfully. I like men.... A man — the right one — could easily make me love him. And I am afraid there are more than one right one. I have often been on the sentimental border.... But they died, or went away — or I did.... The trouble with me is, as you say, that I am emotional, and very, very tender-hearted.... It is sometimes difficult to be loyal — to care for duty — to care for the Union more than for a man. Not that there is any danger of my proving untrue — —

No, murmured the Nurse, loyalty is your inheritance.

Yes, we— she named her family under her breath— are traditionally trustworthy. It is part of us — our race was always, will always be.... But — to see a man near death — and to care for him a little — even a rebel — and to know that one word might save him — only one little disloyal word!

No man would save you at that expense, said the Nurse disdainfully. I know men.

Do you? I dont — in that way. There was once an officer — a noncombatant. I could have loved him.... Once there was a Confederate cavalryman. I struck him senseless with my revolver-butt — and I might have — cared for him. He was very young.... I never can forget him. It is hard, dear, the business I am engaged in.... But it has never spoiled my interest in men — or my capacity for loving one of them. I am afraid I am easily moved.

She rose and stood erect, to adjust her soft riding hat, her youthfully slender figure in charming relief against the window.

Wont you let me brew a little tea for you? asked the Nurse. Dont leave me so soon.

When do you go on duty?

In about ten minutes. It will be easier to-morrow, when we send our sick North. Will you come in to-morrow?

The Special Messenger shook her head dreamily.

I dont know — I dont know.... Good-by.

Are you going on duty?

Yes.

When?

Now.

The Nurse rose and put both arms around her.

I am so afraid for you, she said; and it has been so good to see you.... I dont know whether well ever meet again — —

Her voice was obliterated in the noisy outburst of bugles sounding the noon sick-call.

They went out together, where the Messengers horse was tied under the trees. Beyond, through the pines, glimmered the tents of an emergency hospital. And now, in the open air not very far away, they could hear picket firing.

Do be careful, said the blue-eyed Nurse. They say you do such audacious things; and every day somebody says you have been taken, or hanged, or shot. Dear, you are so young and so pretty — —

So are you. Dont catch fever or smallpox or die from a scratch from a poisoned knife.... Good-by once more.

They kissed each other. A hospital orderly, passing hurriedly, stopped to hold her stirrup; she mounted, thanked the orderly, waved a smiling adieu to her old schoolmate, and, swinging her powerful horse westward, trotted off through the woods, passing the camp sentinels with a nod and a low-spoken word.

Farther out in the woods she encountered the first line of pickets; showed her credentials, then urged her horse forward at a gallop.

Not that way! shouted an officer, starting to run after her; the Johnnies are out there!

She turned in her saddle and nodded reassuringly, then spurred on again, expecting to jump the Union advance-guard every moment.

There seemed to be no firing anywhere in the vicinity; nothing to be seen but dusky pine woods; and after she had advanced almost to the edge of a little clearing, and not encountering the outer line of Union pickets, she drew bridle and sat stock still in her saddle, searching in every direction with alert eyes.

Nothing moved; the heated scent of the Southern pines hung heavy in the forest; in the long, dry swale-grass of the clearing, yellow butterflies were flying lazily; on a dead branch above her a huge woodpecker, with pointed, silky cap, uttered a querulous cry from moment to moment.

She strained her dainty, close-set ears; no sound of man stirred in this wilderness — only the lonely bird-cry from above; only the ceaseless monotone of the pine crests stirred by some high breeze unfelt below.

A forest path, apparently leading west, attracted her attention; into this she steered her horse and continued, even after her compass had warned her that the path was now running directly south.

The tree-growth was younger here; thickets of laurel and holly grew in the undergrowth, and, attempting a short cut out, she became entangled. For a few minutes her horse, stung by the holly, thrashed and floundered about in the maze of tough stems; and when at last she got him free, she was on the edge of another clearing — a burned one, lying like a path of black velvet in the sun. A cabin stood at the farther edge.

Three forest bridle paths ran west, east, and south from this blackened clearing. She unbuttoned her waist, drew out a map, and, flattening it on her pommel, bent above it in eager silence. And, as she sat studying her map, she became aware of a tremor in the solid earth under her horses feet. It grew to a dull jarring vibration — nearer — nearer — nearer — and she hastily backed her horse into the depths of the laurel, sprang to the ground, and placed both gauntleted hands over her horses nostrils.

A moment later the Confederate cavalry swept through the clearing at a trot — a jaunty, gray column, riding two abreast, then falling into single file as they entered the bridle path at a canter.

She watched them as they flashed by among the pines, sitting their horses beautifully, the wind lifting the broad brims of their soft hats, the sun a bar of gold across each sunburned face.

There were only a hundred of them — probably some of Ashbys old riders, for they seemed strangely familiar — but it was not long before they had passed on their gay course, and the last tremor in the forest soil — the last distant rattle of sabre and carbine — died away in the forest silence.

What were they doing here? She did not know. There seemed no logical reason for the presence of Stuarts troopers.

For a while, awaiting their possible collision with the Union outposts, she listened, expecting the far rattle of rifles. No sound came. They must have sheered off east. So, very calmly she addressed herself to the task in hand.

This must be the burned clearing; her map and the cabin corroborated her belief. Then it was here that she was to meet this unknown man in Confederate uniform and Union pay — a spy like herself — and give him certain information and receive certain information in return.

Her instructions had been unusually rigid; she was to take every precaution; use native disguise whether or not it might appear necessary, carry no papers, and let any man she might encounter make the advances until she was absolutely certain of him. For there was an ugly rumor afloat that the man she expected had been caught and hanged, and that a Confederate might attempt to impersonate him. So she looked very carefully at her map, then out of the thicket at the burned clearing. There was the wretched cabin named as rendezvous, the little garden patch with standing corn and beans, and here and there a yellowing squash.

Why had the passing rebel cavalry left all that good food undisturbed?

Fear, which within her was always latent, always too ready to influence her by masquerading as caution, stirred now. For almost an hour she stood, balancing her field glasses across her saddle, eyes focused on the open cabin door. Nothing stirred there.

At last, with a slight shiver, she opened her saddle bags and drew out the dress she meant to wear — a dingy, earth-colored thing of gingham.

Deep in the thicket she undressed, folded her fine linen and silken stockings, laid them away in the saddle bags together with waist and skirt, field glasses, gauntlets, and whip, and the map and papers, which latter, while affording no information to the enemy, would certainly serve to convict her.

Dressed now in the scanty, colorless clothing of a poor white of the pine woods, limbs and body tanned with walnut, her slender feet rubbed in dust and then thrust stockingless into shapeless shoes, she let down the dark, lustrous mass of her hair, braided it, tied it with faded ribbon, rubbed her hands in wood mold and crushed green leaves over them till they seemed all stained and marred with toil. Then she gathered an armful of splinter wood.

Now ready, she tethered her horse, leaving him bitted and saddled; spread out his sack of feed, turned and looked once more at the cabin, then walked noiselessly to the clearings edge, carrying her aromatic splinters.

Underfoot, as she crossed it, the charred grass crumbled to powder; three wild doves flickered up into flight, making a soft clatter and displaying the four white feathers. A quail called from the bean patch.

The heat was intense in the sun; perspiration streaked her features; her tender feet burned; the cabin seemed a long way off, a wavering blot through the dancing heat devils playing above the fire-scorched open.

Head bent, she moved on in the shiftless, hopeless fashion of the sort of humanity she was representing, furtively taking her bearings and making such sidelong observations as she dared. To know the shortest way back to her horse might mean life to her. She understood that. Also she fully realized that she might at that very instant be under hostile observation. In her easily excited imagination, all around her the forest seemed to conceal a hundred malevolent eyes. She shivered slightly, wiped the perspiration from her brow with one small bare fist, and plodded on, clutching her lightwood to her rounded breast.

And now at last she was nearing the open cabin door; and she must not hesitate, must show no suspicion. So she went in, dragging her clumsily-shod feet.

A very young man in the uniform of a Confederate cavalry officer was seated inside before the empty fireplace of baked clay. He had a bad scar on his temple. She looked at him, simulating dull surprise; he rose and greeted her gracefully.

Howdy, she murmured in response, still staring.

Is this your house? he asked.

Suh? blankly.

Is this your house?

I reckon, she nodded. How come you-all in my house?

He replied with another question:

What were you doing in the woods?

Lightwood, she answered briefly, stacking the fragrant splinters on the table.

Do you live here all alone?

Reckon Im alone when I live heah, sullenly.

What is your name? He had a trick of coloring easily.

What may be yoh name, suh? she retorted with a little flash of Southern spirit, never entirely quenched even in such as she seemed to be.

Genuine surprise brought the red back into his face and made it, worn as it was, seem almost handsome. The curious idea came to her that she had seen him before somewhere. At the same moment speech seemed to tremble on his lips; he hesitated, looked at her with a new and sudden keenness, and stood looking.

I expected to meet somebody here, he said at length.

She did not seem to comprehend.

I expected to meet a woman here.

Who? Me? incredulously.

He looked her over carefully; looked at her dusty bare ankles, at her walnut-smeared face and throat. She seemed so small, so round-shouldered — so different from what he had expected. They had said that the woman he must find was pretty.

Was yuh-all fixin to meet up with me? she repeated with a bold laugh.

I — dont know, he said. By the Eternal, I dont know, maam. But Im going to find out in right smart time. Did you ever hear anybody speak Latin?

Suh? blankly; and the audacity faded.

Latin, he repeated, a trifle discomfited. For instance, sic itur. Do you know what sic itur means?

Sick — what, suh?

Sic itur! Oh, Lord, she is what she looks like! he exclaimed in frank despair. He walked to the door, wheeled suddenly, came back and confronted her.

Either, maam, you are the most consummate actress in this war drama, or you dont know what Im saying, and you think me crazy.... And now Ill ask you once for all: Is this the road?

The Special Messenger looked him full in the eyes; then, as by magic, the loveliest of smiles transfigured the dull, blank features; her round shoulders, pendulous arms, slouching pose, melted into superb symmetry, quickening with grace and youth as she straightened up and faced him, erect, supple, laughing, adorable.

Sic itur — ad Astra, she said demurely, and offered him her hand. Continue, she added.

He neither stirred nor spoke; a deep flush mounted to the roots of his short, curly hair. She smiled encouragement, thinking him young and embarrassed, and a trifle chagrined.

Continue the Latin formula, she nodded, laughing; what follows, if you please — —

Good God! he broke out hoarsely.

And suddenly she knew there was nothing to follow except death — his or hers — realized she made an awful mistake — divined in one dreadful instant the unsuspected counter-mine beneath her very feet — cried out as she struck him full in the face with clenched fist, sprang back, whipping the revolver from her ragged bodice, dark eyes ablaze.

Now, she panted, hands high — and turn your back! Quickly!

He stood still, very pale, one sunburned hand covering the cheek which she had struck. There was blood on it. He heard her breathless voice, warning him to obey, but he only took his hand from his face, looked at the blood on palm and finger, then turned his hopeless eyes on her.

Too late, he said heavily. But — Id rather be you than I.... Look out of that window, Messenger!

Put up your hands!

No.

Will you hold up your hands!

No, Messenger.... And I — didnt — know it was you when I came here. Its — its a dirty business — for an officer. He sank down on the wooden chair, resting his head between both hands. A single drop of blood fell brightly from his cut cheek.

The Special Messenger stole a swift, sidelong glance toward the window, hesitated, and, always watching him, slid along the wall toward the door, menacing him at every step with leveled revolver. Then, at the door, she cast one rapid glance at the open field behind her and around. A thrill of horror stiffened her. The entire circle of the burned clearing was ringed with the gray pickets of rebel cavalry.

The distant men sat motionless on their horses, carbine on thigh. Here and there a distant horse tossed his beautiful head, or perhaps some hat-brim fluttered. There was no other movement, not one sound.

Crouching to pass the windows beneath the sills she crept, heedless of her prisoner, to the rear door. That avenue to the near clustering woods was closed, too; she saw the glitter of carbines above the laurel.

Special Messenger? She turned toward him, pale as a ghost. I reckon weve got you.

Yes, she said.

There was another chair by the table — the only other one. She seated herself, shaking all over, laid her revolver on the table, stared at the weapon, pushed it from her with a nervous shudder, and, ashy of lip and cheek, looked at the man she had struck.

Will they — hang me?

I reckon, maam. They hung the other one — the man you took me for.

Will there be a — trial?

Drumhead.... Theyve been after you a long, long while.

Then — what are you waiting for?

He was silent.

She found it hard to control the nervous tremor of her limbs and lips. The dryness in her throat made speech difficult.

Then — if there is no chance — —

He bent forward swiftly and snatched her revolver from the table as her small hand fell heavily upon the spot where the weapon had rested.

Would you do that? he said in a low voice.

The desperate young eyes answered him. And, after a throbbing silence: Wont you let me? she asked. It is indecent to h-hang a — woman — before — men — —

He did not answer.

Please — please— she whispered, give it back to me — if you are a — soldier.... You can go to the door and call them.... Nobody will know.... You can turn your back.... It will only take a second!

A big blue-bottle fly came blundering into the room and filled the silence with its noise. Years ago the big blue flies sometimes came into the quiet schoolroom; and how everybody giggled when the taller Miss Poucher, bristling from her prunella shoes to her stiff side-curls, charged indignantly upon the buzzing intruder.

Dry — eyed, dry — lipped, the Messenger straightened up, quivering, and drew a quick, sharp breath; then her head fell forward, and, resting inert upon the table, she buried her face in her arms. The most dangerous spy in the Union service — the secret agent who had worked more evil to the Confederacy than any single Union army corps — the coolest, most resourceful, most trusted messenger on either side as long as the struggle lasted — caught at last.

The man, young, Southern, and a gentlemans son, sat staring at her. He had driven his finger-nails deep into his palms, bitten his underlip till it was raw.

Messenger!

She made no response.

Are you afraid?

Her head, prone in her arms, motioned dull negation. It was a lie and he knew it. He looked at the slender column of the neck — stained to a delicate amber — at the nape; and he thought of the rope and the knot under the left ear.

Messenger, he said once more. I did not know it was you I was to meet. Look at me, in Gods name!

She opened her eyes on him, then raised her head.

Do you know me now? he asked.

No.

Look!

He touched the scar on his forehead; but there was no recognition in her eyes.

Look, I tell you! he repeated, almost fiercely.

She said wearily: I have seen so many men — so many men.... I cant remember you.

And I have seen many women, Messenger; but I have never forgotten you — or what you did — or what you did — —

I?

You.... And from that night I have lived only to find you again. And — oh, God! To find you here! My Messenger! My little Messenger!

Who are you? she whispered, leaning forward on the table, dark eyes dilating with hope.

He sat heavily for a while, head bowed as though stunned to silence; then slowly the white misery returned to his face and he looked up.

So — after all — you have forgotten. And my romance is dead.

She did not answer, intent now on every word, every shade of his expression. And, as she looked, through the numbness of her desperation, hope stirred again, stealthily.

Are you a friend? Her voice scarcely sounded at all.

Friends die for each other, he said. Do you expect that of me?

The silence between them became terrible; and at last he broke it with a bitter laugh:

You once turned a boys life to romance — riding through it — out of it — leaving scars on his brow and heart — and on his lips the touch of your own. And on his face your tears. Look at me once more!

Her breath came quicker; far within her somewhere memory awoke, groping blindly for light.

Three days we followed you, he said. On the Pennsylvania line we cornered you; but you changed garb and shape and speech, almost under our eyes — as a chameleon changes color, matching the leaf it hides on.... I halted at that squatters house — sure of you at last — and the pretty squatters daughter cooked for us while we hunted you in the hills — and when I returned she gave me her bed to sleep on — —

Her hand caught at her throat and she half rose, staring at him.

Her own bed to sleep on, he repeated. And I had been three days in the saddle; and I ate what she set before me, and slept on her bed — fell asleep — only a tired boy, not a soldier any longer.... And awoke to meet your startled eyes — to meet the blow from your revolver butt that made this scar — to fall back bewildered for a moment — half-stunned — Messenger! Do you know me now?

Yes, she said.

They looked breathlessly at one another; suddenly a hot blush covered her neck and face; and his eyes flashed triumph.

You have not forgotten! he cried.

And there, on the very edge of death itself, the bright shame glowed and glowed in her cheeks, and her distressed eyes fell before his.

You kissed me, he said, looking at her.

I — I thought I had — killed you— she stammered.

And you kissed me on the lips.... In that moment of peril you waited to do that. Your tears fell on my face. I felt them. And I tell you that, even had I been lying there dead instead of partly stunned, I would have known what you did to me after you struck me down.

Her head sank lower; the color ran riot from throat to brow.

He spoke again, quietly, yet a strange undertone of exaltation thrilled his voice and transfigured the thin, war-worn features she had forgotten, so that, as she lifted her eyes to him again, the same boy looked back at her from the mist of the long dead years.

Messenger, he said, I have never forgotten. And now it is too late to forget your tears on my face — the touch of your lips on mine. I would not if I could.... It was worth living for — dying for.... Once — I hoped — some day — after this — all this trouble ended — my romance might come — true — —

The boy choked, then:

I came here under orders to take a woman spy whose password was the key to a Latin phrase. But until you stood straight in your rags and smiled at me, I did not know it was you — I did not know I was to take the Special Messenger! Do you believe me?

Yes.

The boy colored painfully. Then a queer, pallid change came over his face; he rose, bent over her where she rested heavily on the table:

Little Messenger, he said, I am in your debt for two blows and a kiss.

She lifted a dazed face to meet his gaze; he trembled, leaned down, and kissed her on the mouth.

Then in one bound he was at the door, signaling his troopers with drawn sabre — as once, long ago, she had seen him signal them in the Northern woods.

And, through the window, she saw the scattered cavalry forming column at a gallop, obeying every sabre signal, trotting forward, wheeling fours right — and then — and then! the gray column swung into the western forest at a canter, and was gone!

The boy leaning in the doorway looked back at her over his shoulder and sheathed his sabre. There was not a vestige of color left in his face.

Go! he said hoarsely.

What? she faltered.

Go — go, in Gods name! Theres a door there! Cant you see it?

* * * * *

She had been gone for a full hour when at last he turned again. A bit of faded ribbon from her hair lay on the table. It was tied in a true lovers knot.

He walked over, looked at it, drew it through his buttonhole and went slowly back to the door again. For a long while he stood there, vague-eyed, silent. It was nearly sunset when once more he drew his sabre, examined it carefully, bent it over one knee, and snapped the blade in two.

Then, with a last look at the sky, and standing very erect, he closed the door, set his back firmly against it, drew his revolver, and looked curiously into the muzzle.

A moment later the racket of the shot echoed through the deserted house.


CHAPTER V. RED FERRY
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WHEN PRIVATE ALLEN of Kays Cavalry deserted with headquarters dispatch pouch, and headed straight for Dixie, there was a great deal of consternation and excitement on the north bank of the river, and a considerable amount of headlong riding. But on the tenth day he slipped through the cordon, got into the woods, and was making for the river when a patrol shot at him near Gopher Creek, but lost him in the impenetrable cypress swamp beyond.

However, the pursuit was pushed forward to the very edge of the enemys country; Kays troopers patrolled the north bank of the river and watched every road and ford; east and west Ripleys and Hayness brigades formed impassable curtains.

Somewhere in this vast corral lay hidden a desperate, starving man; and it was only a question of time before the hunted creature broke cover for the water.

That a trooper had deserted with arms and equipment was generally known; but that, in his nocturnal flight, he had also taken vitally important papers was known at first only to Kay and later to the Special Messenger, who was sent to him post-haste from corps headquarters when the fugitive headed for the river.

Now, the south bank of the stream being in the enemys territory, Kay had not ventured to station patrols above the clay banks opposite, lest rumor of invasion bring Stuarts riders to complicate a man chase and the man escape in the confusion.

And he explained this to the Special Messenger at their first conference.

It ought to be guarded, insisted the Messenger tranquilly. There are three good fords and a ferry open to him.

I hold the fords on this side, argued Kay; the ferryboat lies in the eel-grass on the south shore.

Stuarts riders might cross if they heard of this trouble, sir!

And if they see Union troops on the south bank theyll cross, sure pop. It wont do, Messenger. If that fellow attempts the fords well catch him, sure; if he swims we may get him in the water. The Lord knows I want him badly, but I dare not invite trouble by placing vedettes across the stream.... Theres a ferryman over there Im worried about, too. Hed probably come across if Allen hailed him from the woods.... And Allen was thick with him. They used to fish together. Nobody knows what they hatched out between them. It worries me, I can tell you — that ferry.

The Messenger walked to the tent door and looked thoughtfully at the woods around her. The colonel rose from his camp stool and followed her, muttering:

I might as well try to catch a weasel in a wall, or a red horse in the mud; and how to go about it I dont know. With set jaws and an angry spot glowing in his gaunt cheeks, he stared wickedly around him and then at the Messenger. You do miracles, they say. Cant you do one now?

I dont know, sir. Who is this deserter?

Roy Allen — a sullen, unwilling dog — always malingering. Hes spent half the time in the guardhouse, half in the hospital, since he arrived with the recruits. Somebody got an idea that hed been hit by the sun, but its all bosh. Hes a bad one — thats all. Can you help me out?

The Messenger nodded.

You say hes fond of fishing?

Crazy about it. He was often detailed to keep us in food when rations ran low. Then the catfish made us sick, so I stopped his fishing. Then he took French leave.

I want two troopers this evening, Colonel. May I have them? she asked thoughtfully. Im going to keep house at Red Ferry for a while.

All right, maam. Look out for him; hes a bad one.

But the Messenger shook her head, smiling.

At ten oclock that night the Special Messenger, mounted astride and followed by two cavalrymen with carbines, rode down through the river mist to Bushy Ford.

Daintily her handsome horse set foot in the water, hesitated, bent his long, velvety neck, sniffed, and finally drank; then, satisfied, stepped quietly forward, hock-deep, in the swirling, yellow flood.

Foller them stakes, Miss, cautioned the older trooper; I sot em mself, I did.

Thank you. Keep close to me, Connor. Ive crossed here before it was staked.

Sho! exclaimed Connor under his breath; she do beat em all!

Twice, having no light but the foggy stars, they missed the stakes and her horse had to swim, but they managed to flounder safely back to the ford each time; and after a little while her mount rose, straining through the red mud of the shore, struggled, scrambled madly, and drew out, dripping.

Up a slippery, crooked ascent they rode, out into a field of uncut corn above, then, spurring, swung at a canter eastward along the river.

There was a dim light in the ferry house; a lubberly, fat man ran to the open door as they drew bridle before it. When the fat man saw the blue troopers he backed hastily away from the sill and the Messenger dismounted and followed him into the house, heavy revolver swinging in her gloved hand.

Whatn hell ygoin to do to me? he began to whimper; I aint done nothin; but an excess of fright strangled him, and he continued to back away from her until he landed flat against the opposite wall. She followed and halted before him, cocking her weapon, with a terrible frown. She said solemnly:

I want you to answer me one or two questions, and if you lie to me it will be the last time. Do you understand?

He nodded and moistened his thick lips, gulping.

Then you are the ferryman, Snuyder, are you not?

He nodded, utterly incapable of speech. She went on, gloomily:

You used to fish sometimes with a Yankee recruit named Allen — Roy Allen?

Ye-sm, he sniveled. Theres my fish-pole an hisn layin onto the roof — —

How did he hail you when he wanted you to come across to take him fishing?

He jest come down to the shore an hollered twicet — —

She bent closer, scanning his dilated eyes; speech died on his lips.

How did he call to you at night?

He aint never called me at night — so help me — —

No; but in case he ever wished to fish at night?

The man began to stammer and protest, but she covered him suddenly, and her dark eyes struck fire.

What signal? she asked with a menacing ring in her voice. Quick!

Cock-o-the-pines!... It didnt mean nothin, gasped the man; ... It was jest private — between fishin friends — —

Go on!

Yesm.... If I heard a cock-o-the-pines squeal I was to squeal back, an then he was to holler — jest friendly— Hallo-oo! Hows fishin? Thats all, maam — —

And you were to cross?

Yesm — jest friendly like. Him an me was fond o fishin — —

I see. Sit down and dont move. Nobody is going to hurt you.

She went to the door, leisurely uncocking her revolver and pushing it through her belt.

Oh, Connor, she called carelessly, please mount my friend Mr. Snuyder on my horse, take him across the ford, and detain him as my guest at headquarters until I return. Wait a second; Im going to keep my saddlebags with me.

And a few minutes later, as the troopers rode away in the mist with their prisoner, her gentle voice followed them:

Dont be rough with him, Connor. Say to the colonel that there is no harm in him at all, but keep him in sight until I return; and dont let him go fishing!

* * * * *

She began housekeeping at sunrise by taking a daring bath in the stream, then, dressing, she made careful inventory of the contents of the house and a cautious survey of the immediate environment.

The premises, so unexpectedly and unwillingly abandoned by its late obese tenant, harbored, besides herself, only one living creature — a fat kitten.

The ferry house stood above the dangerous south bank of the river in a grove of oaks, surrounded for miles by open country.

A flight of rickety, wooden stairs pitched downward from the edge of the grassy bank to a wharf at the waters edge — the mere skeleton of a wharf now, outlined only by decaying stringpieces. But here the patched-up punt was moored; and above it, nailed to a dead tree, the sign with its huge lettering still remained:

RED FERRY HOLLER TWICE

sufficiently distinct to be deciphered from the opposite shore. Sooner or later the fugitive would have to come to the river. Probably the cavalry would catch him at one of the fords, or some rifleman might shoot him swimming. But, if he did not know the fords, and could not swim, there was only one ferry for him; east, west, and north he had long since been walled in. The chances were that some night a cock-o-the-pines would squeal from the woods across the river, and then she knew what to do.

During those broiling days of waiting she had leisure enough. Seated outside her shanty, in the shade of the trees, where she was able to keep watch both ways — south for her own safetys sake, north for the doomed man — she occupied herself with mending stockings and underwear, raising her eyes at intervals to sweep the landscape.

Nobody came into that heated desolation; neither voice nor gunshot echoed far or near. Day after day the foliage of the trees spread motionless under cloudless skies; day after day the oily river slipped between red mud banks in heated silence. In sky, on earth, nothing stirred except, at intervals, some buzzard turning, high in the blinding blue; below, all was deathly motionless, save when a clotted cake of red clay let go, sliding greasily into the current. At dawn the sun struck the half-stunned world insensible once more; no birds stirred even at sunset; all the little creatures of the field seemed dead; her kitten panted in its slumbers.

Every night the river fog shrouded the land, wetting the parched leaves; dew drummed on the rotting porch like the steady patter of picket-firing; the widow birds distracted mourning filled the silence; the kitten crept to its food, ate indifferently, then, settling on the Messengers knees, stared, round-eyed, at the dark. But always at dawn the sun burned off the mist, rising in stupefying splendor; the oily river glided on; not a leaf moved, not a creature. And the kitten slept on the porch, heedless of inviting grass stems whisked for her and the ball of silk rolled past her in temptation.

Half lying there, propped against a tree trunk in the heated shade, cotton bodice open, sleeves rolled to the shoulders, the Special Messenger mended her linen with languid fingers. Perspiration powdered her silky skin from brow to breast, from finger to elbow, shimmering like dew when she moved. Her dark hair fell, unbound; glossy tendrils of it curled on her shoulders, framing a face in which nothing as yet had extinguished the soft loveliness of youth.

At times she talked to the kitten under her breath; sometimes hummed an old song. Memories kept her busy, too, at moments quenching the brightness of her eyes, at moments twitching the edges of her vivid lips till the dreamy smile transfigured her.

But always quietly alert, her eyes scanned land and river, the bank opposite, the open fields behind her. Once, certain of a seconds safety, she relaxed with a sigh, stretching out full length on the grass; and, under the edge of her cotton skirt, the metal of a revolver glimmered for an instant, strapped in its holster below her right knee.

The evening of the fourth day was cooler; the kitten hoisted its tail for the first time in their acquaintance, and betrayed a feeble interest in the flight of a white dusk-moth that came hovering around the porch vines.

Pussy, said the Messenger, theres bacon in that well pit; I am going to make a fire and fry some.

The kitten mewed faintly.

I thought youd approve, dear. Cold food is bad in hot weather; and well fry a little cornmeal, too. Shall we?

The kitten on its small, uncertain legs followed her into one of the only two rooms. The fat tenant of the hovel had left some lightwood and kindling, and pots and pans necessary for such an existence as he led on earth.

The Messenger twisted up her hair and pinned it; then culinary rites began, the kitten breaking into a thin purring when an odor of bacon filled the air.

Poor little thing! murmured the Messenger, going to the door for a brief cautionary survey. And, coming back, she lifted the fry pan and helped the kitten first.

They were still eating when the sun set and the sudden Southern darkness fell over woods and fields and river. A splinter of lightwood flared aromatically in an old tin candlestick; by its smoky, wavering radiance she heated some well water, cleaned the tin plates, scoured pan and kettle, and set them in their humble places again.

Then, cleansing her hands daintily, she dried them, and picked up her sewing.

For her, night was the danger time; she could not avoid, by flight across the river, the approach of any enemy from the south; and for an enemy to discover her sitting there in darkness, with lightwood in the house, was to invite suspicion. Yet her only hope, if surprised, was to play her part as keeper of Red Ferry.

So she sat mending, sensitive ears on the alert, breathing quietly in the refreshing coolness that at last had come after so many nights of dreadful heat.

The kitten, too, enjoyed it, patting with tentative velvet paw the skein of silk dangling near the floor.

But it was a very little kitten, and a very lonely one, and presently it asked, plaintively, to be taken up. So the Messenger lifted the mite of fluffy fur and installed it among the linen on the table, where it went to sleep purring.

Outside the open door the dew drummed loudly; moths came in clouds, hovering like snowflakes about the doorway; somewhere in the woods a tiger owl yelped.

About midnight, lying on her sack of husks, close to the borderland of sleep, far away in the darkness she heard a shot.

In one bound she was at the door, buttoning her waist, and listening. And still listening, she lighted a pine splinter, raised her cotton skirt, and adjusted the revolver, strapping the holster tighter above and below her right knee.

The pulsing seconds passed; far above the northern river bank a light sparkled through the haze, then swung aloft; and she drew paper and pencil from her pocket, and wrote down what the torch was saying:

Shot fired at Muddy Ford. Look out along the river.

And even as the red spark went out in the darkness a lonely birdcall floated across the river — the strange squealing plaint of the great cock-o-the-pines. She answered, imitating it perfectly. Then a far voice called:

Hallo-o-o! Hows fishin?

She picked up her pine candle, hurried out to the bank and crept cautiously down the crazy, wooden stairs. Setting her torch in the iron cage at the bow, she cast off the painter and, standing erect, swung the long pole. Out into obscurity shot the punt, deeper and deeper plunged the pole. She headed up river to allow for the current; the cool breeze blew her hair and bathed her bared throat and arms deliciously; crimson torchlight flickered crisscross on the smooth water ahead.

Every muscle in her body was in play now; the heavy pole slanted, rose and plunged; the water came clip! slap! clap! slap! against the square bows, dusting her with spray.

On, on, tossing and pitching as the boat hit the swift, deep, center current; then the pole struck shallower depths, and after a while her torch reddened foliage hanging over the northern river bank.

She drove her pole into the clay as the punts bow grated; a Federal cavalryman — a mere lad — muddy to the knees, brier-torn, and ghastly pale, waded out through the shallows, revolver in hand, clambered aboard, and struck the torch into the water.

Take me over, he gasped. Hurry, for Gods sake! I tell you — —

Was it you who called?

Yes. Snuyder sent you, didnt he? Dont stand there talking — —

With a nervous stroke she drove the punt far out into the darkness, then fell into a measured, swinging motion, standing nearer the stern than the bow. There was no sound now but the lapping of water and the mans thick breathing; she strove to pierce the darkness between them, but she could see only a lumpish shadow in the bow where he crouched.

I reckon youre Roy Allen, she began, but he cut her short:

Damn it! Whats that to you?

Nothing. Only Snuyders gone.

When?

Some days ago, leaving me to ferry folk over.... He told me how to answer you when you called like a cock-o-the-pines.

Did he? The voice was subdued and sullen.

For a while he remained motionless, then, in the dull light of the fog-shrouded stars she saw him face her, and caught the faint sparkle of his weapon resting on his knees, covering her.

It seems to me, he said fiercely, that you are asking a good many questions. Which side pays you?

They were tossing now on the rapid little waves in the center of the river; she had all she could do to keep the punt steady and drive it toward the spot where, against the stars, the oaks lifted their clustered crests.

At the foot of the wooden stairs she tied her boat, and offered to relight the pine knot, but he would not have it and made her grope up the ascent before him.

Over the top of the bank she led him, under the trees, to her door, he close at her heels, revolver in hand. And there, on the sill, she faced him.

What do you want here? she asked; supper?

Go into the house and strike a light, he said, and followed her in. And, as she turned from the blazing splinter, he caught her by the arm, feeling roughly for a concealed weapon. Face aflame, she struggled out of his clutch; and he was as red as she as they confronted one another, breathing heavily.

Im sorry, he stammered. Im — h-half-crazed, I think.... If youre what you look, God knows I meant you no insult.... But — but — their damned spies are everywhere. Ive stood too much — Ive been in hell for two weeks — —

He wiped his mouth with a trembling, raw hand, but his sunken eyes still glared and the pallor once more blanched his sunken face.

Ill not touch you again, he said hoarsely; Im not a beast — not that kind. But Im starving. Is there anything — anything, I tell you? I — I am not — very — strong.

She looked calmly into the ravaged, but still boyish features; saw him swing, reeling a little, on his heels as he steadied himself with one hand against the table.

Sit down, she said in a low voice.

He sank into a chair, resting the hand which clutched the revolver on the table.

Without a word she went about the business of the moment, rekindled the ashes, filled the fry pan with mush and bacon. A little while afterwards she set the smoking food before him, and seated herself at the opposite side of the table.

The boy ate wolfishly with one hand; the other seemed to have grown fast to the butt of his heavy weapon. She could have bent and shot him under the table had she wished; she could have taken him with her bare hands.

But she only sat there, dark, sorrowful eyes on him, and in pity for his certain doom her under lip trembled at intervals so she could scarcely control it.

Is there a horse to be had anywhere near here? he asked, pausing to swallow what his sunken jaws had been working on.

No; the soldiers have taken everything.

I will pay — anything if youll let me have something to ride.

She shook her head.

He went on eating; a slight color had come back into his face.

Im sorry I was rough with you, he said, not looking at her.

Why were you?

He raised his head wearily.

Ive been hunted so long that I guess its turned my brain. Except for what youve been good enough to give me, Ive had nothing inside me for days, except green leaves and bark and muddy water.... I suppose I cant see straight.... Theres a woman they call the Special Messenger; — I thought they might have started her after me.... That shot at the ford seemed to craze me.... So I risked the ferry — seeing your light across — and not knowing whether Snuyder was still here or whether they had set a guard to catch me.... It was Red Ferry or starve; Im too weak to swim; I waited too long.

And as the food and hot tea warmed him, his vitality returned in a maddened desire for speech after the weeks of terror and silence.

I dont know who you are, he went on, but I guess youre not fixed for shooting at me, as every living thing seems to have done for the last fortnight. Maybe youre in Yankee pay, maybe in Confederate; I cant help it. I suppose youll tell Ive been here after Im gone.... But theyll never get me now! he bragged, like a truant schoolboy recounting his misdemeanor to an awed companion.

Who are you? she asked very gently.

He looked at her defiantly.

Im Roy Allen, he said, of Kays Cavalry.... If youre fixing to tell the Union people you might as well tell them who fooled em!

What have you done?

She inquired so innocently that a hint of shame for his suspicion and brutality toward her reddened his hollow cheeks.

Ill tell you what Ive done, he said. Ive taken to the woods, headed for Dixie, with a shirtful of headquarter papers. Thats what Ive done.... And perhaps you dont know what that means if they catch me. It means hanging.

Hanging! she faltered.

Yes — if they get me. His voice quivered, but he added boastingly: No fear of that! Im too many for old Kay!

But — but why did you desert?

Why? he repeated. Then his face turned red and he burst out violently: Ill tell you why. I lived in New York, but I thought the South was in the right. Then they drafted me; and I tried to tell them it was an outrage, but they gave me the choice between Fort Lafayette and Kays Cavalry.... And I took the Cavalry and waited.... I wouldnt have gone as far as to fight against the flag — if they had let me alone.... I only had my private opinion that the South was more in the right than we — the North — was.... Im old enough to have an opinion about niggers, and Im no coward either.... They drove me to this; I didnt want to kill people who were more in the right than we were.... But they made me enlist — and I couldnt stand it.... And now, if Ive got to fight, Ill fight bullies and brutes who — —

He ended with a gesture — an angry, foolish boast, shaking his weapon toward the north. Then, hot, panting, sullenly sensible of his fatigue, he laid the pistol on the table and glowered at the floor.

She could have taken him, unarmed, at any moment, now.

Soldier, she said gently, listen to me.

He looked up with heavy-lidded eyes.

I am trying to help you to safety, she said.

A hot flush of mortification mantled his face:

Thank you.... I ought to have known; I — I am ashamed of what I said — what I did.

You were only a little frightened; I am not angry.

You understand, dont you?

A — little.

You are Southern, then? he said; and in spite of himself his heavy lids began to droop again.

No; Northern, she replied.

His eyes flew wide open at that, and he straightened up in his chair.

Are you afraid of me, Soldier?

No, he said, ashamed again. But — youre going to tell on me after I am gone.

No.

Why not? he demanded suspiciously.

She leaned both elbows on the table, and resting her chin on both palms, smiled at him.

Because, she said, you are going to tell on yourself, Roy.

What! he blurted out in angry astonishment.

You are going to tell on yourself.... You are going back to your regiment.... It will be your own idea, too; it has been your own idea all the while — your secret desire every moment since you deserted — —

Are you crazy! he cried, aghast; or do you think I am?

 — ever since you deserted, she went on, dark eyes looking deep into his, it has been your desire to go back.... Fear held you; rage hardened your heart; dread of death as your punishment; angry brooding on what you believed was a terrible injustice done you — all these drove you to panic.... Dont scowl at me: dont say what is on your lips to say. You are only a tired, frightened boy — scarcely eighteen, are you? And at eighteen no heart can really be a traitor.

Traitor! he repeated, losing all his angry color.

It is a bad word, isnt it, Roy? Lying hidden and starving in the forest through the black nights you had to fight that word away from you — drive it out of your half-crazed senses — often — didnt you? Dont you think I know, my boy, what a dreadful future you faced, lying there through the stifling nights while they hunted you to hang you?

I know, also, that what you did you did in a moment of insane rage. I know that the moment it was done you would, in your secret soul, have given the world to have undone it.

No! he cried. I was right!

She rose, walked to the door, and seated herself on the sill, looking up at the stars.

For an hour she sat there, silent. Behind her, leaning heavily on the table, he crouched, hot eyes wide, pulse heavy in throat and body. And at last, without turning, she called to him — three times, very gently, speaking his name; and at the third call he rose and came stumbling toward her.

Sit here.

He sank down beside her on the sill.

Are you very tired?

Yes.

She placed one arm around him, drawing his hot head down on her shoulder.

How foolish you have been, she whispered. But, of course, your mother must not know it.... There is no reason to tell her — ever.... Because you went quite mad for a little while — and nobody is blamed for mental sickness.... How bright the stars are.... What a heavenly coolness after that dreadful work.... How feverish you are! I think that your regiment believes you roamed away while suffering from sunstroke.... Their Colonel is a good friend of mine. Tell him youre sorry.

His head lay heavily on her shoulder; she laid a fresh hand over his eyes.

If the South is right, if we of the North are right, God knows better than you or I, Roy.... And if you are so bewildered that you have no deep conviction either way I think you may trust Him who set you among Kays Cavalry.... God never betrayed a human soul in honest doubt.

It — it was the flag! — that was the hardest to get over— he began, and choked, smothering the dry sob against her breast.

I know, dear.... The old flag means so much — it means all that our fathers have been, all that we ought to be for the worlds sake. Anger, private resentment, bitterness under tyranny — these are little things; for, after all, the flag still stands for what we ought to be — you and I and those who misuse us, wittingly or otherwise.... Where are the papers you took?

He pressed his feverish face closer to her shoulder and fumbled at the buttons of his jacket.

Here? she asked softly, aiding him with deft fingers; and in a moment she had secured them.

For a while she held him there, cradling him; and his dry, burning face seemed to scorch her shoulder.

Dawn was in the sky when she unclosed her eyes — a cool, gray dawn, hinting of rain.

She looked down at the boy. His head lay across her lap; he slept, motionless as the dead.

The sun rose, a pale spot on the gray horizon.

Come, she said gently. And again, Come; I want you to take me across the ferry.

He rose and stood swaying on his feet, rubbing both eyes with briar-torn fists.

You will take me, wont you, Roy?

Where?

Back to your regiment.

Yes — Ill take you.

For a few moments she was busy gathering up her spools and linen.

You carry my saddlebags, she said, and Ill take the kitten. Isnt it cunning, Roy? Do look at the poor little thing! We cant leave it here.

Following, laden with her saddlebags, he stammered:

Do — d-do you think theyll shoot me?

No, she said, smiling. Be careful of the ferry steps; they are dreadfully shaky.

She began the descent, clasping the kitten in both arms; the boy followed. Seated in the punt, they stowed away the saddlebags and the kitten, then he picked up the pole, looked at her, hesitated. She waited.

I guess the old man will have me shot.... But — I am going back, he said, as though to himself.

She watched him; he looked up.

Youre right, maam. I must have been crazy. Everybody reads about traitors — in school.... Nobody ever forgets their names.... I dont want my name in school books.

Like Benedict Arnolds, she said; and he quivered from head to foot.

Oh, cricky! he burst out, horrified; how close I came to it! Have you got those papers safe?

Yes, Roy.

Then Ill go. I dont care what they do to me.

As he rose with the pole, far away in the woods across the river a cavalry band began to play. Faint and clear the strains of the Star-Spangled Banner rose from among the trees and floated over the water; the boy stood spellbound, mouth open; then, as the far music died away, he sank back into the boat, deathly pale.

I — I ought to be hung! he whispered.

The Messenger picked up the fallen pole, set it, and drove the punt out into the river. Behind her, huddled in the stern, the prodigal wept, uncomforted, head buried in his shaking arms; and the kitten, being afraid, left the shelter of the thwarts and crept up on his knees, sitting there and looking out at the unstable world of water in round-eyed apprehension.

As the punt grated on the northern shore the Messenger drove her pole into the mud, upright, and leaned on it.

Roy, she said, looking back over her shoulder.

The boy rubbed his wet eyes with the sleeve of his jacket and got up.

Are you afraid?

Not now.

That is well.... Youll be punished.... Not severely.... For you came back of your own accord — repentant.... Tell me, were you really afraid that the Special Messenger might catch you?

Yes, I was, he said simply. Thats why I acted so rough with you.... I didnt know; they say any woman you see may be the Special Messenger.... So I took no chances.... Who are you, anyway?

Only a friend of yours, she said, smiling. Please pick up my kitten. Thank you.... And some day, when youve been very, very good, Ill ask Colonel Kay to let you take me fishing.

And she stepped lightly ashore; the boy followed, holding the kitten under one arm and drying his grimy eyes on his sleeve.


CHAPTER VI. AN AIR-LINE
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AS FOR ME, continued Colonel Gay bitterly, Im driven almost frantic by this conspiracy. Whenever a regiment arrives or leaves, whenever a train stirs — yes, by Heaven, every time a locomotive toots or a mule brays or a chicken has the pip — somebody informs the Johnnies, and every detail is known to them within a few hours!

The Special Messenger seated herself on the edge of the camp table. I suppose they are very disagreeable to you about it at headquarters.

Yes, they are — but how can I help it? Somehow or other, whatever is done or said or even thought in this devilish supply camp is immediately reported to Jeb Stuart; every movement of trains and troops leaks out; hell know to-night what I ate for breakfast this morning — Ill bet on that. And, Messenger, let me tell you something. Joking aside, this thing is worrying me sick. Can you help me?

Ill try, she said. Headquarters sent me. Theyre very anxious up there about the railroad.

I cant help it! cried the distracted officer. On Thursday I had to concentrate the line-patrol to drive Maxons bushwhackers out of Laurel Siding; and look what Stuart did to me. No sooner were we off than he struck the unguarded section and tore up two miles of track! What am I to do?

The Special Messenger shook her pretty head in sympathy.

Theres a leak somewhere, insisted the angry officer; it smells to Heaven, but I cant locate it. Somewhere theres a direct, intelligent and sinister underground communication between Osage Court House and Jeb Stuart at Sandy River — or wherever he is. And what I want you to do is to locate that leak and plug it.

Of course, murmured the Special Messenger, gently tapping her riding skirt with her whip.

Because, continued the Colonel, headquarters is stripping this depot of troops. The Bucktails go to-day; Cassons New York brigade and Darrels cavalry left yesterday. What remains is a mighty small garrison for a big supply depot — eleven hundred effectives, and they may take some of them at any moment. You see the danger?

Yes, I do.

Ive protested; Ive pointed out the risk we run; I sent my third messenger to headquarters this afternoon. Of course, they dont intend to leave this depot unguarded — probably theyll send the Vermont troops from the North this week — but between the departure of Cassons column and the theoretical arrival of reënforcements from Preston, wed be in a bad way if Stuart should raid us in force. And with this irritating and constant leaking out of information Im horribly afraid hell strike us as soon as the Bucktails entrain.

Why dont you hold the Pennsylvania infantry until we can find out where the trouble lies? asked the girl, raising her dark eyes to the nervous young Colonel.

I havent the authority; Ive asked for it twice. Orders stand; the Bucktails are going, and Im worried to death. He shoved his empty pipe into his mouth and bit viciously at the stem.

Then, she said, if Im to do anything Id better hurry, hadnt I?

The young officers face grew grimmer. Certainly; but Ive been a month at it and Im no wiser. Of course I know you are very celebrated, maam; but, really, do you think it likely that you can pick out this hidden mischief-maker before he sends word to Stuart to-night of our deplorable condition?

How long have I?

About a day.

When do the Bucktails go?

At nine to-night.

Who knows it?

Who doesnt? I cant move a regiment and its baggage in a day, can I? Ive given them twenty-four hours to break camp and entrain.

Does the train master know which troops are going?

He has orders to hold three trains, steam up, night and day.

I see, she murmured, strapping her soft riding hat more securely to her hair with the elastic band. Her eyes had been wandering restlessly around the tent as though searching for something which she could not find.

Have you a good map of the district? she asked.

He went to his military chest, opened it, and produced a map. For a while, both hands on the table, she leaned above the map studying the environment.

And Stuart? You say hes roaming around somewhere in touch with Sandy River? she asked, pointing with a pencil to that metropolis on the map.

The Lord knows where he is! muttered the Colonel. He may be a hundred miles south now, and in my back yard to-morrow by breakfast time. But when hes watching us hes usually near Sandy River.

I see. And these — drawing her pencil in a wavering line— are your outposts? I mean those pickets nearest Sandy River.

They are. Those are rifle pits.

A grand guard patrols this line? she asked, rising to her feet.

Yes; a company of cavalry and a field gun.

Do you issue passes?

Not to the inhabitants.

Have any people — civilians — asked for passes?

I had two applications; one from a Miss Carryl, who lives about a mile beyond here on the Sandy River Road; another from an old farmer, John Deal, who has a fruit and truck farm half a mile outside our lines. He wanted to come in with his produce and I let him for a while. But that leakage worried me, so I stopped him.

And this Miss Carryl — did she want to go out?

She owns the Deal farm. Yes, she wanted to drive over every day; and I let her until, as I say, I felt obliged to stop the whole business — not permit anybody to go out or come in except our own troops.

And still the leakage continues?

It certainly does, he said dryly.

The Special Messenger seated herself on one end of the military chest and gazed absently at space. Her booted foot swung gently at intervals.

So this Miss Carryl owns John Deals farm, she mused aloud.

They run it on shares, I believe.

Oh! Was she angry when you shut out her tenant, John Deal, and shut her inside the lines?

No; she seemed a little surprised — said it was inconvenient — wanted permission to write him.

You gave it?

Yes. I intimated it would save time if she left her letters to him unsealed. She seemed quite willing.

You read them all, of course, before delivering them?

Of course. There was nothing in them except instructions about plowing, fruit picking, and packing, and various bucolic matters.

Oh! Nothing to be read between the lines? No cipher? No invisible ink? No tricks of any sort?

Not one. I had a detective here. He said there was absolutely no harm in the letters, in Miss Carryl, or in John Deal. I have all the letters if you care to look at them; I always keep the originals and allow only copies to be sent to old man Deal.

Let me see those letters, suggested the Messenger.

The Colonel, who had been sitting on the camp table, got off wearily, rummaged in a dispatch box, and produced three letters, all unsealed.

Two were directed in a delicately flowing, feminine hand to John Deal, Waycross Orchard. The Messenger unfolded the first and read:

Dear Mr. Deal:

Colonel Gay has thought it necessary, for military reasons, to revoke my pass; and I shall, therefore, be obliged hereafter to communicate with you by letter only.

I wish, if there are negroes enough remaining in the quarters, that you would start immediately a seedling orchard of white Rare-ripe peaches from my orchard here. I have permission to send the pits to you by the military post-rider who passes my house. I will send you twenty every day as my peaches ripen. Please prepare for planting. I hope your rheumatism is better.

Yours very truly, Evelyn Carryl.

The Messengers dark eyes lifted dreamily to the Colonel:

You gave her permission to send the pits by your post-rider?

Yes, he said, smiling; but I always look over them myself. You know the wedding gown of the fairy princess was hidden in a grape seed.

You are quite sure about the pits?

Perfectly.

Oh! When does the next batch of twenty go?

In about an hour. Miss Carryl puts them in a bag and gives them to my messenger who brings them to me. Then I inspect every pit, tie up the bag, seal it, and give it to my messenger. When he takes the mail to the outposts he rides on for half a mile and leaves the sealed bag at Deals farm.

Does your messenger know what is in the bag?

No, he doesnt.

She nodded, amused, saying carelessly:

Of course you trust your post-rider?

Absolutely.

The Special Messenger swung her foot absently to and fro, and presently opened another letter:

Dear Mr. Deal:

I am sending you twenty more peach pits for planting. What you write me about the bees is satisfactory. I have received the bees you sent. There is no reason why you should not make the exchange with Mr. Enderly, as it will benefit our hives as well as Mr. Enderlys to cross his Golden Indias with my Blacks.

The Messenger studied the letter thoughtfully; askance, the officer watched the delicate play of expression on her absorbed young face, perhaps a trifle incredulous that so distractingly pretty a woman could be quite as intelligent as people believed.

She looked up at him quietly.

So you gave Deal permission to send some bees to Miss Carryl and write her a letter?

Once. I had the letter brought to me and I sent her a copy. Here it is — the original.

He produced Deals letter from the dispatch pouch, and the Messenger read:

Miss Evelyn Carryl, Osage Court House.

Respected Miss:

I send you the bees. I seen Mr. Enderly at Sandy River he says he is very wishful for to swap bees to cross the breed I says it shorely can be done if you say so I got the pits and am studyin how to plant. The fruit is a rottin cant the Yankees at Osage buy some truck nohow offn me? So no more with respect from

John Deal Supt.

That seems rather harmless, doesnt it? asked the Colonel wearily.

I dont — know. I think Ill take a look at John Deals beehives.

His beehives!

Yes.

What for?

She shrugged her shoulders.

I dont know — exactly. I was always fond of bees. Theyre so useful — she looked up artlessly— so clever — quite wonderful, Colonel. Have you ever read anything about bees — how they live and conduct themselves?

The Colonel eyed her narrowly; she laughed, sprang up from the military chest, and handed back his letters.

You have already formed your theory? he inquired with a faintly patronizing air, under which keen disappointment betrayed itself where the grim, drooping mouth tightened.

Yes, I have. Theres a link missing, but — I may find that before night. You can give me — how long?

The Bucktails leave at nine. See here, Messenger! With all the civility and respect due you, I — —

You are bitterly disappointed in me, she finished coolly. I dont blame you, Colonel Gay.

He was abashed at that, but unconvinced.

Why do you suspect this Miss Carryl and this man, Deal, when Ive showed you how impossible it is that they could send out information?

Somehow, she said quietly, they do send it — if they are the only two people who have had passes, and who now are permitted to correspond.

But you saw the letters — —

So did you, Colonel.

I did! he said emphatically; and theres nothing dangerous in them. As for the peach pits — —

Oh, Ill take your word for them, too, she said, laughing. When is your post-rider due?

In a few minutes, now.

She began to pace backward and forward, the smile still lightly etched on her lips. The officer watched her; puckers of disappointed anxiety creased his forehead; he bit at his pipestem, and thought of the Bucktails. Certainly Stuart would hear of their going; surely before the northern reënforcements arrived the gray riders would come thundering into Osage Court House. Fire, pillage, countless stores wasted, trains destroyed, miles of railroads rendered useless. What, in Heavens name, could his superiors be thinking of, to run such risk with one of the bases of supplies? Somewhere — somewhere, not far from corps headquarters, sat incompetency enthroned — gross negligence — under a pair of starred shoulder straps. And, musing bitterly, he thought he knew to whom those shoulder straps belonged.

The damn fool! he muttered, biting at his pipe.

Colonel, said the Messenger cheerily, I am going to take the mail to the outposts to-day.

As you like, he said, without interest.

I want, also, a pass for Miss Carryl.

To pass our lines?

To pass out. She will not care to return.

Certainly, he said with amiable curiosity.

He scratched off the order and she took it.

Ask for anything you desire, he said, smiling.

Then may I have this tent to myself for a little while? And would you be kind enough to send for my saddlebags and my own horse.

The Colonel went to the tent flap, spoke to the trooper on guard. When he came back he said that it was beginning to rain.

Hard? she asked, troubled.

No; just a fine, warm drizzle. It wont last.

All the better! she cried, brightening; and it seemed to the young officer as though the sun had gleamed for an instant on the tent wall. But it was only the radiant charm of her, transfiguring, with its youthful brilliancy, the dull light in the tent; and, presently, the Colonel went away, leaving her very busy with her saddlebags.

There was a cavalry troopers uniform in one bag; she undressed hurriedly and put it on. Over this she threw a long, blue army cloak, turned up the collar, and, twisting her hair tightly around her head, pulled over it the gray, slouch campaign hat, with its crossed sabres of gilt and its yellow braid.

It was a boyish-looking rider who mounted at the Colonels tent and went cantering away through the warm, misty rain, mail pouch and sabre flopping.

There was no need for her to inquire the way. She knew Waycross, the Carryl home, and John Deals farm as well as she knew her own home in Sandy River.

The drizzle had laid the dust and washed clean the roadside grass and bushes; birds called expectantly from fence and thorny thicket, as the sun whitened through the mist above; butterflies, clinging to dewy sprays, opened their brilliant wings in anticipation; swallows and martins were already soaring upward again; a clean, sweet, fragrant vapor rose from earth and shrub.

Ahead of her, back from the road, at the end of its private avenue of splendid oaks, an old house glimmered through the trees; and the Special Messengers eyes were fixed on it steadily as she rode.

Pillar, portico, and porch glistened white amid the leaves; Cherokee roses covered the gallery lattice; an old negro was pretending to mow the unkempt lawn with a sickle, but whenever the wet grass stuck to the blade he sat down to examine the landscape and shake his aged head at the futility of all things mundane. The clatter of the Special Messengers horse aroused him; at the same instant a graceful woman, dressed in black, came to the edge of the porch and stood there as though waiting.

The big gateway was open; under arched branches the Messenger galloped down the long drive and drew bridle, touching the brim of her slouch hat. And the Southern woman looked into the Messengers eyes without recognition.

Miss Carryl was fair, yellow-haired and blue-eyed — blonder for the dull contrast of the mourning she wore — and her voice was as colorless as her skin when she bade the trooper good afternoon.

All she could see of this cloaked cavalryman was two dark, youthful eyes above the upturned collar of the cloak, shadowed, too, by the wet hat brim, drooping under gilded crossed sabres.

You are not the usual mail-carrier? she asked languidly.

No, maam — in a nasal voice.

Colonel Gay sent you?

Yes, maam.

Miss Carryl turned, lifted a small salt sack, and offered it to the Messenger, who leaned wide from her saddle and took it in one hand.

You are to take this bag to the Deal farm. Colonel Gay has told you?

Yes, maam.

Thank you. And there is no letter to-day. Will you have a few peaches to eat on the way? I always give the mail-carrier some of my peaches to eat.

Miss Carryl lifted a big, blue china bowl full of superb, white, rare-ripe peaches, and, coming to the verandas edge, motioned the Messenger to open the saddlebags. Into it she poured a number of peaches.

They are perfectly ripe, she said; I hope you will like them.

Thanky, maam.

And, Soldier, she turned to add with careless grace, if you would be kind enough to drop the pits back into the saddlebag and give them to Mr. Deal he would be glad of them for planting.

Yesm; I will — —

How many peaches did I give you? Have you enough?

Plenty, maam; you gave me seven, maam.

Seven? Take two more — I insist — that makes nine, I think. Good day; and thank you.

But the Messenger did not hear; there was something far more interesting to occupy her mind — a row of straw-thatched beehives under the fruit trees at the eastern end of the house.

From moment to moment, homing or outgoing bees sped like bullets across her line of vision; the hives were busy now that a gleam of pale sunshine lay across the grass. One bee, leaving the hive, came humming around the Cherokee roses. The Messenger saw the little insect alight and begin to scramble about, plundering the pollen-powdered blossom. The bee was a yellow one.

Suddenly the Messenger gathered bridle and touched her hat; and away she spurred, putting her horse to a dead run.

Passing the inner lines, she halted to give and receive the password, then tossed a bunch of letters to the corporal, and spurred forward. Halted by the outer pickets, she exchanged amenities again, rid herself of the remainder of the mail, and rode forward, loosening the revolver in her holster. Then she ate her first peach.

It was delicious — a delicate, dripping, snow-white pulp, stained with pink where the pit rested. There was nothing suspicious about that pit, or any of the others when she broke the fragrant fruit in halves and carefully investigated. Then she tore off the seal and opened the bag and examined each of the twenty dry pits within. Not one had been tampered with.

Her horse had been walking along the moist, fragrant road; a few moments later she passed the last cavalry picket, and at the same moment she caught sight of John Deals farm.

The house was neat and white and small; orchards stretched in every direction; a few beehives stood under the fruit trees near a well.

A big, good-humored looking man came out into the path as the Messenger drew bridle, greeted the horse with a caress and its rider with a pleasant salute.

Im very much obliged to you, he said, taking the sack of pits. I reckon were bound to have more fine weather. Whats this — some peach pits from Miss Carryl?

Nine, nodded the Messenger.

Nine! Ill have nine fine young trees this time three years, I reckon. Thank you, suh. Hows things over to the Cot House?

Troops arriving all the while, said the Messenger carelessly.

Comin in?

Lots.

Sho! I heard they was sendin em East.

Oh, some. Weve got to have elbow-room. Cant pack two army corps into Osage Court House.

Two amy cops, suh?

More or less.

John Deal balanced the sack in the palm of one work-worn hand and looked hard at the Messenger. He could see only her eyes.


Reckon you aint the same trooper as come yesterday.

No.

What might be yoh regiment?

The Messenger was looking hard at the beehives. The door of one of the hives, a new one, was shut.

What regiment did you say, suh? repeated Deal, showing his teeth in a friendly grin; and suddenly froze rigid as he found himself inspecting the round, smoky muzzle of a six-shooter.

Turn around, said the Special Messenger. Her voice was even and passionless.

John Deal turned.

Cross your hands behind your back. Quickly, please! Now back up to this horse. Closer!

There was a glimmer, a click; and the man stood handcuffed.

Sit down on the grass with your back against that tree. Make yourself comfortable.

Deal squatted awkwardly, settled, and turned a pallid face to the Messenger.

Whatn hells this mean? he demanded.

Dont move and dont shout, said the Messenger. If you do Ill have to gag you. Im only going over there to take a look at your bees.

The pallor on the mans face was dreadful, but he continued to stare at the Messenger coolly enough.

Its a damned outrage! he began thickly. I had a pass from your Colonel — —

If you dont keep quiet Ill have to tie up your face, observed the Messenger, dismounting and flinging aside her cloak.

Then, as she walked toward the little row of beehives, carrying only her riding whip, the farmers eyes grew round and a dull flush empurpled his face and neck.

By God! he gasped; its her! and said not another word.

She advanced cautiously toward the hives; very carefully, with the butt of her whip, she closed the sliding door over every exit, then seated herself in the grass within arms length of the hives and, crossing her spurred boots, leaned forward, expectant, motionless.

A bee arrived, plunder-laden, dropped on the sill and began to walk toward the closed entrance of his hive. Finding it blocked, the insect buzzed angrily. Another bee whizzed by her and lit on the sill of another hive; another came, another, and another.

Very gingerly, as each insect alighted, she raised the sliding door and let it enter. Deal watched her, fascinated.

An hour passed; she had admitted hundreds of bees, always closing the door behind each new arrival. Then something darted through the range of her vision and alighted, buzzing awkwardly on the sill of a hive — an ordinary, yellow-brown honey bee, yet differing from the others in that its thighs seemed to be snow-white.

Quick as a flash the Messenger leaned forward and caught the insect in her gloved fingers, holding it by the wings flat over the back.

Its abdomen dilated and twisted, and the tiny sting was thrust out, vainly searching the enemy; but the Messenger, drawing a pin from her jacket, deftly released the two white encumbrances from the insects thighs — two thin cylinders of finest tissue paper, and flung the angry insect high into the air. It circled, returned to the hive, and she let it in.

There was a groan from the manacled man under the trees; she gave him a rapid glance, shook her head in warning, and, leaning forward, deftly lifted a second white-thighed bee from the hive over which it was scrambling in a bewildered sort of way.

A third, fourth, and fifth bee arrived in quick succession; she robbed them all of their tissue-paper cylinders. Then for a while no more arrived, and she wondered whether her guess had been correct, that the nine peaches and wet pits meant to John Deal that nine bees were to be expected — eager home-comers, which he had sent to his mistress and which, as she required their services, she released, certain that they would find their old hives on John Deals farm and carry to him the messages she sent.

And they came at last — the sixth, seventh — then after a long interval the eighth — and, finally, the ninth bee whizzed up to the hive and fell, scrambling, its movements embarrassed by the tiny, tissue cylinders.

The Messenger waited another hour; there were no more messengers among the bees that arrived.

Then she opened every hive door, rose, walked over to the closed hive that stood apart and opened the door of that.

A black honeybee crawled out, rose into the air, and started due south; another followed, then three, then a dozen; and then the hive vomited a swarm of black bees which sped southward.

Sandy River lay due south; also, the home-hive from which they had been taken and confined as prisoners; also, a certain famous officer lingered at Sandy River — one, General J. E. B. Stuart, very much interested in the beehives belonging to a friend of his, a Mr. Enderly.

When she had relieved each messenger-bee of its tissue-paper dispatch, she had taken the precaution to number each tiny cylinder, in order of its arrival, from one to nine. Now she counted them, looked over each message, laid them carefully away between the leaves of a pocket notebook, slipped it into the breast of her jacket, and, rising, walked over to John Deal.

Here is the key to those handcuffs, she said, hanging it around his neck by the bit of cord on which it was dangling. Somebody at Sandy River will unlock them for you. But it would be better, Mr. Deal, if you remained outside our lines until this war is ended. I dont blame you — Im sorry for you — and for your mistress.

She set toe to stirrup, mounted easily, fastened her cloak around her.

Im really sorry, she said. I hope nobody will injure your pretty farm. Good-by.

Miss Carryl was standing at the end of the beautiful, oak-shaded avenue when the Messenger, arriving at full speed, drew bridle and whirled her horse.

Looking straight into the pretty Southern womans eyes, she said gravely:

Miss Carryl, your bees have double stings. I am very sorry for you — very, very sorry. I hope your property will he respected while you are at Sandy River.

What do you mean? asked Miss Carryl. Over her pale features a painful tremor played.

You know what I mean. And I am afraid you had better go at once. John Deal is already on his way.

There was a long silence. Miss Carryl found her voice at length.

Thank you, she said without a tremor. Will I have any trouble in passing the Yankee lines?

Here is your passport. I had prepared it.

As the Messenger bent over from the saddle to deliver the pass, somehow her hat, with its crossed gilt sabres, fell off. She caught it in one hand; a bright blush mantled throat and face.

The Southern woman looked up at the girl in the saddle, so dramatically revealed for what she was under the superb accusation of her hair.

You?

Yes — God help us both!

The silence was terrible.

It scarcely surprises me, murmured Miss Carryl with a steady smile. I saw only your eyes before, but they seemed too beautiful for a boys.

Then she bent her delicately-molded head and studied the passport. The Messenger, still blushing, drew her hat firmly over her forehead and fastened a loosened braid. Presently she took up her bridle.

I will ask Colonel Gays protection for Waycross House, she said in a low voice. I am so dreadfully sorry that this has happened.

You need not be; I have only tried to do for my people what you are doing for yours — but I should be glad of a guard for Waycross. His grave is in the orchard there. And with a quiet inclination of the head she turned away into the oak-bordered avenue, walking slowly toward the house which, in a few moments, she must leave forever.

In the late sunshine her bees flashed by, seeking the fragrant home-hives; long, ruddy bars of sunlight lay across grass and tree trunk; on the lawn the old servant still chopped at the unkempt grass, and the music of his sickle sounded pleasantly under the trees.

On these things the fair-haired Southern woman looked, and if her eye dimmed and her pale lip quivered there was nobody to see. And after a little while she went into the house, slowly, head held high, black skirt lifted, just clearing the threshold of her ancestors.

Then the Special Messenger, head hanging, wheeled her horse and rode slowly back to Osage Court House.

She passed the Colonel, who was dismounting just outside his tent, and saluted him without enthusiasm:

The leak is stopped, sir. Miss Carryl is going to Sandy River; John Deal is on his way. They wont come back — and, Colonel, wont you give special orders that her house is not to be disturbed? She is an old school friend.

The Colonel stared at her incredulously.

Im afraid you still have your doubts about that leak, sir.

Yes, I have.

She dismounted wearily; an orderly took her horse, and without a word she and the Colonel entered the tent.

They used bees for messengers, she said; that was the leak.

Bees?

Honey bees, Colonel.

For a whole minute he was silent, then burst out:

Good God! Bees! And if such a — an extraordinary performance were possible how did you guess it?

Oh, she said patiently, I used them that way when I was a little girl. Bees, like pigeons, go back to their homes. Look, sir! Here, in order, are the dispatches, each traced in cipher on a tiny roll of tissue. They were tied to the bees thighs.

And she spread them out in order under his amazed eyes; and this is what he saw when she pieced them together for him:

E I O2 W2 x I8 W3 [triangle] N I7 W3 x
O I I6 I5 W3 x E N I7 I7 I4 I8 I5 O2
N x I7 I E x I4 O2 I2 x
N x H I5 x I O2E x
N x O x E x W N W3 x
W x I8 E3 X H N [crescent] x
L x I3 [triangle] O2 X W3 I5 W3 N W2 x



I4 I2 x I8 W3 I7 I4 L I x N W3 x
I5 O2 H I x O2 I4 E I3 W3 x
H N I7 I7 [circle+] W2

Thats all very well, he said, but how about this hieroglyphic? Do you think anybody on earth is capable of reading such a thing?

Why not?

Can you?

All such ciphers are solved by the same method.... Yes, Colonel, I can read it very easily.

Well, would you mind doing so?

Not in the slightest, sir. The key is extremely simple. I will show you. And she picked up pencil and paper and wrote:

One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven
Eight
Nine
Ten
Eleven
Twelve
Thirteen
Fourteen
Fifteen
Sixteen
Seventeen
Eighteen
Nineteen
Twenty

Now, she said, taking the second letter in each word, we can parallel that column thus:

N equals the letter A
W equals the letter B
H equals the letter C
O equals the letter D
I equals the letter E

Then, in the word six we have the letter I again as the second letter, so we call it I{2}. And, continuing, we have:

I2 equals the letter F
E equals the letter G
I3 equals the letter H
I4 equals the letter I
E2 equals the letter J
L equals the letter K
W2 equals the letter L
H2 equals the letter M
O2 equals the letter N
I5 equals the letter O
I6 equals the letter P
E3 equals the letter Q
I7 equals the letter R
I8 equals the letter S
W3 equals the letter T

Now, using these letters for the symbols in the cipher:

E I O2 W2 x I8 W3 [triangle] N I7 W3 x
O I I6 I5 W3 x E N I7 I7 I4 I8 I5 O2
N x I7 I E x I4 O2 I2 x
N x H I5 x I O2E x
N x O x E x W N W3 x
W x I8 E3 X H N [crescent] x
L x I3 [triangle] O2 X W3 I5 W3 N W2 x



I4 I2 x I8 W3 I7 I4 L I x N W3 x
I5 O2 H I x O2 I4 E I3 W3 x
H N I7 I7 [circle+] W2

We translate it freely thus, and Ill underline only the words in the cipher:189

Genl Stuart (Sandy River?)
(The present) Depot Garrison (of Osage Court House is)
One Reg(iment) (of) Inf(antry)
One Co(mpany of) Eng(ineers)
One Four G(un) Bat(tery)
Two Sq(uadrons) (of) Cav(alry)
Eleven Hun(dred men) Total
If (you) strike (strike) at once (and at) night!
(Signed) Carryl.

Do you see, Colonel, how very simple it is, after all?

The Colonel, red and astounded, hung over the paper, laboriously verifying the cipher and checking off each symbol with its alphabetical equivalent.

Whats that mark? he demanded; this symbol — —

It stands for the letter U, sir.

How do you know?

The Messenger, seated sideways on the camp table, one small foot swinging, looked down and bit her lip.

Must I tell you?

As you please. And Ill say now that your solving this intricate and devilish cipher is, to me, a more utterly amazing performance than the rebel use of bees as messengers.

She shook her head slowly.

It need not amaze you.... I was born in Sandy River.... And in happier times — when my parents were living — I spent the school vacations there.... We had always kept bees.... There was — in those days — a boy. We were very young and — romantic. We exchanged vows — and bees — and messages in cipher.... I knew this cipher as soon as I saw it. I invented it — long ago — for him and me.

W-well, stammered the bewildered Colonel, I dont see how — —

I do, sir. Our girl and boy romance was a summer dream. One day he dreamed truer. So did the beautiful Miss Carryl.... And the pretty game I invented for him he taught in turn to his fiancée.... Well, he died in The Valley.... And I have just given his fiancée her passport. It would be very kind of you to station a guard at the Carryl place for its protection. Would you mind giving the order, sir?... He is buried there.

The Colonel, hands clasped behind him, walked to the tent door.

Yes, he said, Ill give the order.

A few moments later the drums of the Bucktails began beating the assembly.


CHAPTER VII. THE PASS

[image: img208.jpg]

HER MAP, WHICH at headquarters was supposed to be reliable, had grossly misled her; the road bore east instead of north, dwindling, as she advanced, to a rocky path among the foothills. She had taken the wrong turn at the forks; there was nothing to direct her any farther — no landmarks except the general trend of the watercourse, and the dull cinders of sunset fading to ashes in the west.

It was impossible now to turn back; Carricks flying column must be very close on her heels by this time — somewhere yonder in the dusk, paralleling her own course, with only a dark curtain of forest intervening.

So all that evening, and far into the starlit night, she struggled doggedly forward, leading her lamed horse over the mountain, dragging him through laurel thickets, tangles of azalea and rhododendron, thrashing across the swift mountain streams that tumbled out of starry, pine-clad heights, foaming athwart her trail with the rushing sound of forest winds.

For a while the clear radiance of the stars lighted the looming mountains; but when wastes of naked rock gave place to ragged woods, lakes and pits of darkness spread suddenly before her; every gully, every ravine brimmed level with treacherous shadows, masking the sheer fall of rock plunging downward into fathomless depths.

Again and again, as she skirted the unseen edges of destruction, chill winds from unsuspected deeps halted her; she dared not light the lantern, dared not halt, dared not even hesitate. And so, fighting down terror, she toiled on, dragging her disabled horse, until, just before dawn, the exhausted creature refused to stir another foot.

Desperate, breathless, trembling on the verge of exhaustion, with the last remnants of nervous strength she stripped saddle and bridle from the animal; then her nerves gave way and she buried her face against her horses reeking, heaving shoulders.

Ive got to go on, dear, she whispered; Ill try to come back to you.... See what a pretty stream this is, she added, half hysterically, and such lots of fresh, sweet grass.... Oh, my little horse — my little horse! Im so tired — so tired!

The horse turned his gentle head, mumbling her shoulder with soft, dusty lips; she stifled a sob, lifted saddle, saddlebags, and bridle and carried them up the rocky bank of the stream to a little hollow. Here she dropped them, unstrapped her revolver and placed it with them, then drew from the saddlebags a homespun gown, sunbonnet, and a pair of coarse shoes, and laid them out on the moss.

Fatigue rendered her limbs unsteady; her fingers twitched as she fumbled with button and buckle, but at last spurred boots, stockings, jacket, and dusty riding skirt fell from her; undergarments dropped in a circle around her bare feet; she stepped out of them, paused to twist up her dark hair tightly, then, crossing the moss to the streams edge, picked her way out among the boulders to the brimming rim of a pool.

In the exquisite shock of the water the blood whipped her skin; fatigue vanished through the crystal magic; shoulder-deep she waded, crimson-cheeked, then let herself drift, afloat, stretching out in ecstasy until every aching muscle thrilled with the delicious reaction.

Overhead, tree swallows darted through a sky of pink and saffron, pulsating with the promise of the sun; the tinted peak of a mountain, jaggedly mirrored in the unquiet pool, suddenly glowed crimson, and the reflections ran crisscross through the rocking water, lacing it with fiery needles.

She looked like some delicate dawn-sprite as she waded ashore — a slender, unreal shape in the rosy glow, while behind her, from the dim ravine, ghosts of the mountain mist floated, rising like a company of slim, white angels drifting to the sky.

All around her now the sweet, bewildered murmur of purple martins grew into sustained melody; thrush and mocking bird, thrasher and cardinal, sang from every leafy slope; and through the rushing music of bird and pouring waterfall the fairy drumming of the cock-o-the-pines rang out in endless, elfin reveille.

While she was managing to dry herself and dress, her horse limped off into the grassy swale below to drink in the stream and feed among the tender grasses.

Before she drew on the homespun gown she tucked her linen map into an inner skirt pocket, flat against her right thigh; then, fastening on the shabby skirt, she rolled up her riding habit, laid it with lantern, revolver, saddle, bridle, boots, and bags, in the hollow and covered all over with heaps of fragrant dead leaves and branches. It was the best she could do, and the time was short.

Her horse raised his wise, gentle head, and looked across the stream at her as she hastened past, then limped stiffly toward her.

Oh, I cant stand it if you hobble after me! she wailed under her breath. Dearest — dearest — I will surely come back to you. Good-by — good-by!

On the crest of the ridge she cast one swift, tearful glance behind. The horse, evidently feeling better, was rolling in the grass, all four hoofs waving at the sky. And she laughed through the tears, and drew from her pockets a morsel of dry bread which she had saved from the saddlebags. This she nibbled as she walked, taking her bearings from the sun and the sweep of the southern mountain slopes; and listening, always listening, for the jingle and clank of the Confederate flying battery that was surely following along somewhere on that parallel road which she had missed, hidden from her view only by a curtain of forest, the width of which she had no time to investigate. Nor did she know for certain that she had outstripped the Confederate column in the race for the pass — a desperate race, although the men of that flying column, which was hastening to turn the pass into a pitfall for the North, had not the faintest suspicion that the famous Special Messenger was racing with them to forestall them, or even that their secret was no longer a secret.

In hot haste from the south hills she had come to warn Bentons division of the ambuscade preparing for it, riding by highway and byway, her heart in her mouth, taking every perilous chance. And now, at the last moment, here in the West Virginian Mountains, almost within sight of the pass itself, disaster threatened — the human machine was giving out.

There were just two chances that Benton might yet be saved — that his leisurely advance had, by some miracle, already occupied the pass, or, if not, that she could get through and meet Benton in time to stop him.

She had been told that there was a cabin at the pass, and that the mountaineer who lived there was a Union man.

Thinking of these things as she crossed the ridge, she came suddenly into full view of the pass. It lay there just below her; there could be no mistake. A stony road wound along the stream, flanked by forest-clad heights; she recognized the timber bridge over the ravine, which had been described to her, the corduroy way across the swamp, the single, squat cabin crowning a half-cleared hillock. She realized at a glance the awful trap that this silent, deadly place could be turned into; for one rushing moment her widening eyes could almost see blue masses of men in disorder, crushed into that horrible defile; her ears seemed to ring with their death cries, the rippling roar of rifle fire. Then, with a sharp, indrawn breath, she hastened forward, taking the descent at a run. And at the same moment three gray-jacketed cavalrymen cantered into the road below, crossed the timber bridge at a gallop, and disappeared in the pass, carbines poised.

She had arrived a minute too late; the pass was closed!

Toiling breathlessly up the bushy hillock, crouching, bending, creeping across the stony open where scant grass grew in a meager garden, she reached the cabin. It was empty; a fire smoldered under a kettle in which potatoes were boiling; ash cakes crisped on the hearth, bacon sizzled in a frying pan set close to the embers.

But where was the tenant?

A shout from the road below brought her to the door; then she dropped flat on her stomach, crawled forward, and looked over the slope.

A red-haired old man, in his shirt sleeves, carrying a fishing pole, was running down the road, chased by two gray-jacketed troopers. He ran well, throwing away his pole and the string of slimy fish he had been carrying; but, half way across the stream, they rode him down and caught him, driving their horses straight into the shallow flood; and a few moments later a fresh squad of cavalry trotted up, forced the prisoner to mount a led horse, and, surrounding him, galloped rapidly away southward.

The Special Messenger lay perfectly still and flat, watching, listening, waiting, coolly alert for a shadow of a chance to slip out and through the pass; but there was to be no such chance now, for a dozen troopers came into view, running their lean horses at top speed, and wheeled straight into the pass. A full squadron followed, their solid galloping waking clattering echoes among the rocks. Then her delicate ears caught a distant, ominous sound — nearer, louder, ringing, thudding, jarring, pounding — the racket of field artillery arriving at full speed.

And into sight dashed a flying battery, guns and limbers bouncing and thumping, whips cracking, chains crashing, the six-horse teams on a dead run.

An officer drew bridle and threw his horse on its haunches; the first team rushed on to the pass with a clash and clank of wheels and chains, swung wide in a demi-tour, dropped a dully glistening gun, and then came trampling back. The second, third, and fourth teams, guns and caissons, swerved to the right of the hillock and came plunging up the bushy slope, horses straining and scrambling, trampling through the wretched garden to the level grass above.

One by one the gun teams swung in a half circle, each dropped its mud-spattered gun, the cannoneers sprang to unhook the trails, the frantic, half-maddened horses were lashed to the rear.

The Special Messenger rose quietly to her feet, and at the same instant a passing cannoneer turned and saw her in the doorway.

Hey! he exclaimed; what you doin thar?

A very young major, spurring up the slope, caught sight of her, too.

This wont do! he began excitedly, pushing his sweating horse up to the door. Im sorry, but it wont do— He hesitated, perplexed, eyeing this slim, dark-eyed girl, who stood as though dazed there in her ragged homespun and naked feet.

Colonel Carrick, passing at a canter, turned in his saddle, calling out:

Major Kent! Keep that woman here! Its too late to send her back.

The boy-major saluted, then turned to the girl again:

Who are you? he asked, vexed.

She seemed unable to reply.

A cannoneer said respectfully:

Reckon the lil gals jes natchally skeered o we-uns, Major, seein how the cavaly ketched her paw down thar in the crick.

The Major said briefly:

Your father is a Union man, but nobody is going to hurt him. Id send you to the rear, too, but theres no time now. Please go in and shut that door. Ill see that nobody disturbs you.

As she was closing the door the young Major called after her:

Wheres the well?

As she did not know she only stared at him as though terrified.

All right, he said, more gently. Dont be frightened. Ill come back and talk to you in a little while.

As she shut the door she saw the cannon at the pass limber up, wheel, and go bumping up the hill to rejoin its bespattered fellows on the knoll.

An artilleryman came along and dropped a bundle of picks and shovels which he was carrying to the gunners, who had begun the emplacements; the boyish Major dismounted, subduing his excitement with a dignified frown; and for a while he was very fussy and very busy, aiding the battery captain in placing the guns and verifying the depression.

The position of the masked battery was simply devilish; every gun, hidden completely in the oak-scrub, was now trained on the pass.

Opposite, across the stream, long files of gray infantry were moving to cover among the trees; behind, a battalion arrived to support the guns; below, the cavalry had begun to leave the pass; troopers, dismounted, were carefully removing from the road all traces of their arrival.

Leaning there by the window, the Special Messenger counted the returning fours as troop after troop retired southward and disappeared around the bend of the road.

For a while the picks and shovels of the gunners sounded noisily; concealed riflemen, across the creek, were also busy intrenching. But by noon all sound had ceased in the sunny ravine; there was nothing to be seen from below; not a human voice echoed; not a pick-stroke; only the sweet, rushing sound of the stream filled the silence; only the shadows of the branches moved.

Warned again by the sentinels to close the battered window and keep the door shut, she still watched the gunners, through the dirty window panes, where they now lay under the bushes beside their guns. There was no conversation among them; some of the artillerymen seemed to be asleep; some sprawled belly-deep in the ferns, chewing twigs or idly scraping holes in the soil; a few lay about, eating the remnants of the mornings scanty rations, chewing strips of bacon rind, and licking the last crumbs from the palms of their grimy hands.

Along the bush-hidden parapet of earth, heaps of ammunition lay — cannister and common shell. She recognized these, and, with a shudder, a long row of smaller projectiles on which soldiers were screwing copper caps — French hand grenades, brought in by blockade runners, and fashioned to explode on impact — so close was to be the coming slaughter of her own people in the road below.

Toward one oclock the gunners were served noon rations. She watched them eating for a while, then, nerveless, turned back into the single room of the cabin and opened the rear door — so gently and noiselessly that the boyish staff-major who was seated on the sill did not glance around until she spoke, asking his permission to remain there.

You mustnt open that door, he said, looking up, surprised by the sweetness of the voice which he heard now for the first time.

How can anybody see me from the pass? she asked innocently. That is what you are afraid of, isnt it?

He shot a perplexed and slightly suspicious glance at her, then the frowning importance faded from his beardless face; he bit a piece out of the soggy corncake he was holding and glanced up at her again, amiably conscious of her attractions; besides, her voice and manner had been a revelation. Evidently her father had had her educated at some valley school remote from these raw solitudes.

So he smiled at her, quite willing to be argued with and entertained; and at his suggestion she shyly seated herself on the sill outside in the sunlight.

Have you lived here long? he asked encouragingly.

Not very, she said, eyes downcast, her clasped hands lying loosely over one knee. The soft, creamy-tinted fingers occupied his attention for a moment; the hand resembled the hand of quality; so did the ankle and delicate arch of her naked foot, half imprisoned in the coarse shoe under her skirts edge.

He had often heard that some of these mountaineers had pretty children; here, evidently, was a most fascinating example.

Is your mother living? he asked pleasantly.

No, sir.

He thought to himself that she must resemble her dead mother, because the man whom the cavalry had caught in the creek was a coarse-boned, red-headed ruffian, quite impossible to reconcile as the father of this dark-haired, dark-eyed, young forest creature, with her purely-molded limbs and figure and sensitive fashion of speaking. He turned to her curiously:

So you have not always lived here on the mountain.

No, not always.

I suppose you spent a whole year away from home at boarding-school, he suggested with patronizing politeness.

Yes, six years at Edgewood, she said in a low voice.

What? he exclaimed, repeating the name of the most fashionable Southern institute for young ladies. Why, I had a sister there — Margaret Kent. Were you there? And did you ever — er — see my sister?

I knew her, said the Special Messenger absently.

He was very silent for a while, thinking to himself.

It must have been her mother; that measly old man we caught in the creek is poor white all through. And, munching thoughtfully again on his soggy corncake, he pondered over the strange fate of this fascinating young girl, fashioned to slay the hearts of Southern chivalry — so young, so sweet, so soft of voice and manner, condemned to live life through alone in this shaggy solitude — fated, doubtless, to mate with some loose, lank, shambling, hawk-eyed rustic of the peaks — doomed to bear sickly children, and to fade and dry and wither in the full springtide of her youth and loveliness.

Its too bad, he said fretfully, unconscious that he spoke aloud, unaware, too, that she had risen and was moving idly, with bent head, among the weeds of the truck garden — edging nearer, nearer, to a dark, round object about the size of a small apple, which had rolled into a furrow where the ground was all cut up by the wheel tracks of artillery and hoofs of heavy horses.

There was scarcely a chance that she could pick it up unobserved; her ragged skirts covered it; she bent forward as though to tie her shoe, but a sentinel was watching her, so she straightened up carelessly and stood, hands on her hips, dragging one foot idly to and fro, until she had covered the small, round object with sand and gravel.

That object was a loaded French hand grenade, fitted with percussion primer; and it lay last at the end of a long row of similar grenades along the shaded side of the house.

The sentry in the bushes had been watching her; and now he came out along the edge of the laurel tangle, apparently to warn her away, but seeing a staff officer so near her he halted, satisfied that authority had been responsible for her movements. Besides, he had not noticed that a grenade was missing; neither had the major, who now rose and sauntered toward her, balancing his field glasses in one hand.

Theres ammunition under these bushes, he said pleasantly; dont go any nearer, please. Those grenades might explode if anyone stumbled over them. Theyre bad things to handle.

Will there be a battle here? she asked, recoiling from the deadly little bombs.

The Major said, stroking the down on his short upper lip:

There will probably be a skirmish. I do not dare let you leave this spot till the first shot is fired. But as soon as you hear it you had better run as fast as you can — he pointed with his field glasses— to that little ridge over there, and lie down behind the rocks on the other side. Do you understand?

Yes — I think so.

And youll lie there very still until it is — over?

I understand. May I go immediately and hide there?

Not yet, he said gently.

Why?

Because your father is a Union man.... And you are Union, too, are you not?

Yes, she said, smiling; are you afraid of me?

A slight flush stained his smooth, sunburnt skin; then he laughed.

A little afraid, he admitted; I find you dangerous, but not in the way you mean. I — I do not mean to offend you — —

But she smiled audaciously at him, looking prettier than ever; and his heart gave a surprised little jump at her unsuspected capabilities.

Why are you afraid of me? she asked, looking at him with her engaging little smile. In her eyes a bewitching brightness sparkled, partly veiled by the long lashes; and she laughed again, poised there in the sunshine, hands on her hips, delicately provoking his reply.

And, crossing the chasm which her coquetry had already bridged, he paid her the quick, reckless, boyish compliment she invited — a little flowery, perhaps, possibly a trifle stilted, but very Southern; and she shrugged like a spoiled court beauty, nose uptilted, and swept him with a glance from half-closed lids, almost insolent.

The sentry in the holly and laurel thicket stared hard at them both. And he saw his major break off a snowy Cherokee rose and, bending at his slim, sashed waist, present the blossom with the courtly air inbred through many generations; and he saw a ragged mountaineer girl accept it with all the dainty and fastidious mockery of a coquette of the golden age, and fasten it where her faded bodice edged the creamy skin of her breast.

What the young major said to her after that, bending nearer and nearer, the sentry could not hear, for the majors voice was very low, and the slow, smiling reply was lower still.

But the major straightened as though he had been shot through and through, and bowed and walked away among the weeds toward a group of officers under the trees, who were steadily watching the pass through their leveled field glasses.

Once the major turned around to look back: once she turned on the threshold. Her cheeks were pinker; her eyes sparkled.

The emotions of the Special Messenger were very genuine and rather easily excited.

But when she had closed the door, and leaned wearily against it, the color soon faded from her face and the sparkle died out in her dark eyes. Pale, alert, intelligent, she stood there minute after minute, searching the single room with anxious, purposeless eyes; then, driven into restless motion by the torturing tension of anxiety, she paced the loose boards like a tigress, up and down, head lowered, hands clasped against her mouth, worrying the fingers with the edge of her teeth.

Outside, through the dirty window glass, she could see sentries in the bushes, all looking steadily in the same direction; groups of officers under the trees still focused their glasses on the pass. By and by she saw some riflemen in butternut jeans climb into trees, rifles slung across their backs, and disappear far up in the foliage, still climbing.

Toward five oclock, as she was eating the bacon and hoe cakes which she had found in the hut, two infantry officers opened the door, stared at her, then, without ceremony, drew a rough ladder from the corner, set it outside, and the older officer climbed to the roof.

She heard him call down to the lieutenant below:

No use; I cant see any better up here.... They ought to set a signal man on that rock, yonder!

Other officers came over; one or two spoke respectfully to her, but she did not answer. Finally they all cleared out; and she dragged a bench to the back door, which swung open a little way, and, alert against surprise, very cautiously drew from the inner pocket her linen contour map and studied it, glancing every second or two out through the crack in the door.

Nobody disturbed her; with hesitating forefinger she traced out what pretended to be a path dominating the northern entrance of the pass, counted the watercourses and gullies crossing the ascent, tried to fix the elevations in her mind.

As long as she dared she studied the soiled map, but, presently, a quick shadow fell across the threshold, and she thrust the map into the concealed pocket and sprang to open the door.

Coming military events cast foreboding shadows, she said, somewhat breathless.

Am I a foreboding and military event? asked the youthful major, laughing. What do I threaten, please?

Single combat, she said demurely, smiling at him under half-veiled lids. And the same little thrill passed through him again, and the quick color rose to his smooth, sunburnt face.

I was ready to beat a retreat on sight, he said; now I surrender.

I make no prisoners, she replied in airy disdain.

You give no quarter?

None.... Why did you come back?

You said I might.

Did I? I had quite forgotten what I had said to you. When are you going to let me go?

His face fell and he looked up at her, troubled.

Im afraid you dont understand, he said. We dare not send you away under escort now, because horses feet make a noise, and some prowling Yankee vidette may be at this very moment hanging about the pass — —

Oh, she said, you prefer to let me remain here and be shot?

He said, reddening: At the first volley you are to go with an escort across the ridge. I told you that, didnt I?

But she remained scornful, mute and obstinate, pretty head bent, twisting the folds of her faded skirt.

Do you think I would let you remain here if there were any danger? he asked in a lower voice.

How long am I to be kept here? she asked pettishly.

Until the Yankees come through — and I cant tell you when that will be, because I dont know myself.

Are they in the pass?

We dont know. Everybody is beginning to be worried. We cant see very far into that ravine — —

Then why dont you go where you can see? she said with a shrug.

Where? he asked, surprised.

Didnt you know that there is a path above the pass?

A path!

Certainly. I can show you if you wish. You ought to be able to see to the north end of the pass — if I am not mistaken — —

Wait a moment! he said excitedly. I want you to take me there — just a second, to speak to those officers — Im coming back immediately — —

And he started on a run across the ravaged garden, holding his sabre close, midway, by the scabbard.

That was her chance. Picking up her faded sunbonnet, she stepped from the threshold, swinging it carelessly by one string. The sentries were looking after the major; she dropped her sunbonnet, stooped to recover it, and straightened up, the hidden hand grenade slipping from the crown of the bonnet into her bodice between her breasts.

A thousand eyes seemed watching her as, a trifle pale, she strolled on aimlessly, swinging the recovered sunbonnet; she listened, shivering, for the stern challenge to halt, the breathless shout of accusation, the pursuing trample of heavy boots. And at last, quaking in every limb, she ventured to lift her eyes. Nobody seemed to be looking her way; the artillery pickets were still watching the pass; the group of officers posted under the trees still focused their glasses in that direction; the young major was already returning across the garden toward her.


A sharp throb of hope set her pulses bounding — she had, safe in her bosom, the means of warning her own people now; all she needed was a safe-conduct from that knoll, and here it was coming, brought by this eager, boyish officer, hastening so blithely toward her, his long, dark shadow clinging like death to his spurred heels as he ran.

Would she guide him to some spot where it was possible to see the whole length of the pass?

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and turned, he at her side, into the woods.

If her map was not betraying her once more the path must follow the edges of the pass, high up among those rocks and trees somewhere. There was only one way of finding it — to climb upward to the overhanging ledges.

Raising her eyes toward the leafy heights, it seemed to her incredible that any path could lead along that wall of rock, which leaned outward over the ravine.

But somehow she must mount there; somehow she must manage to remain there unmolested, ready, the moment a single Union vidette cantered into the pass, to hurl her explosive messenger into the depths below — a startling but unmistakable signal to the blue column advancing so unsuspiciously into that defile of hell.

As they climbed upward together through the holly-scrub she remembered that she must not slip, for the iron weight in her bosom would endure no rough caress from rock or earth.

How heavy it was — how hot and rough, chafing her body — this little iron sphere, with a dozen deaths sealed up inside!

Toiling upward, planting her roughly shod feet with fearful precision, she tried to imagine what it would be like if the tiny bomb in her bosom exploded — tried to picture her terrified soul tearing skyward out of bodily annihilation.

It is curious, she thought with a slight shudder, how afraid I always am — how deeply, deeply afraid of death. God knows why I go on.

The boy beside her found the ascent difficult; spur and sabre impeded him; once he lurched heavily against her, and his quick, stammered apology was cut short by the dreadful pallor of her face, for she was deadly afraid of the bomb.

Did I hurt you? he faltered, impulsively laying his hand on her arm.

She shivered and shook off his hand, forcing a gay smile. And they went on together, upward, always upward, her pretty, provocative eyes meeting his at intervals, her heart beating faster, death at her breast.

He was a few yards ahead when he called back to her in a low, warning voice that he had found a path, and she hastened up the rocks to where he stood.

Surely here was a trail winding along the very edge of the ledges, under masses of overhanging rock — some dizzy runway of prehistoric man, perhaps trodden, too, by wolf and panther, and later by the lank mountaineer hunter or smuggler creeping to some eerie unsuspected by any living creature save, perhaps, the silver-headed eagles soaring through the fathomless azure vault above.

Below, the pass lay; but they could see no farther into it at first. However, as they advanced cautiously, clinging to the outjutting cliff, which seemed maliciously striving to push them out into space, by degrees crag and trail turned westward and more of the pass came into view — a wide, smooth cleft in the mountain, curving away toward the north.

A few steps more and the trail ended abruptly in a wide, grassy space set with trees, sloping away gently to the west, chopped off sheer to the east, where it terminated in a mossy shelf overlooking the ravine.

Only a few rods away the dusk of the pass was cut by a glimmer of sunlight; it was the northern entrance.

Something else was glimmering there, too; dozens of dancing points of white fire — sunshine on buckle, button, bit and sabre. And the officer beside her uttered a low, fierce cry and jerked his field glasses free from the case.

Their cavalry! he breathed. The Yankees are entering the pass, so help me God! And he drew his revolver.

So help him God! Something dark and round flew across his line of vision, curving out into space, dropping, dropping into the depths below. A clattering report, a louder racket as the rocky echoes, crossing and recrossing, struck back at the clamoring cliffs.


So help him God! Half stunned, he stumbled to his feet, his dazed eyes still blurred with a vision of horsemen, vaguely seen through vapors, stampeding northward; and, at the same instant, she sprang at him, striking the drawn revolver from his hand, tearing the sabre free and flinging it into the gulf. White-faced, desperate, she clung to him with the tenacity of a lynx, winding her lithe limbs around and under his, tripping him to his knees.

Over and over they rolled, struggling in the grass, twisting, straining, slipping down the westward slope.

You — devil! he panted, as her dark eyes flashed level with his. Ive got — you — anyhow — —

Her up-flung elbow, flexed like a steel wedge, caught him in the throat; they fell over the low ridge, writhing in each others embrace, down the slope, over and over, faster, faster — crack! — his head struck a ledge, and he straightened out, quivering, then lay very, very still and heavy in her arms.

Fiercely excited, she tore strips from her skirt, twisted them, forced him over on his face, and tied his wrists fast.

Then, leaving him inert there on the moss, she ran back for his revolver, found it, opened it, made certain that the cylinder was full, and, flinging one last glance down the pass, hastened to her prisoner.

Her prisoner opened his eyes; the dark bruise on his forehead was growing redder and wetter.

Stand up! she said, cocking her weapon.

The boy, half stupefied, struggled to his knees, then managed to rise.

Go forward along that path!

For a full minute he stood erect, motionless, eyes fixed on her; then shame stained him to the temples; he turned, head bent, and walked forward, wrists tightly tied behind him.

And behind him, weapon swinging, followed the Special Messenger in her rags, pallid, disheveled, her dark eyes dim with pity.


CHAPTER VIII. EVER AFTER
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— And they married, and had many children, and

lived happy ever after. — Old Tales



For two days the signal flags had been talking to each other; for two nights the fiery torches had been conversing about that beleaguered city in the South.

Division after division, corps after corps, were moving forward; miles of wagons, miles of cavalry in sinuous columns unending, blackened every valley road. Later, the heavy Parrots and big Dahlgrens of the siege train stirred in their parked lethargy, and, enormous muzzles tilted, began to roll out through the valley in heavy majesty, shaking the ground as they passed, guarded by masses of red artillerymen.

Day after day crossed cannon flapped on red and white guidons; day after day the teams of powerful horses, harnessed in twenties, trampled through the valley, headed south.

Off the sandy headland a Federal gunboat lay at anchor, steam up — a blackened, chunky, grimy thing of timber and iron plates, streaked with rust, smoke blowing horizontally from her funnels. And day after day she consulted hill and headland with her kaleidoscopic strings of flags; and headland and hill talked back with fluttering bunting by day and with torches of fire by night.

From her window in the emergency hospital the Special Messenger could see those flags as she sat pensively sewing. Sometimes she mended the remnants of her silken stockings and the last relics of the fine under linen left her; sometimes she scraped lint or sewed poultice bandages, or fashioned havelocks for regiments southward bound.

She had grown slimmer, paler, of late; her beautiful hair had been sheared close; her head, covered with thick, clustering curls, was like the shapely head of a boy. Limbs and throat were still smooth and round, but had become delicate almost to leanness.

The furlough she had applied for had not yet arrived; she seemed to remain as hopelessly entangled in the web of war as ever, watching, without emotion, the old spider. Death, busy all around her, tireless, sinister, absorbed in his own occult affairs.

The routine varied but little: at dawn surgeons call chorused by the bugles; files of haggard, limping, clay-faced men, headed by sergeants, all converging toward the hospital; later, in every camp, drums awaking; distant strains of regimental bands at parade; and all day and all night the far rumble of railroad trains, the whistle of locomotives, and, if the wind veered, the faint, melancholy cadence of the bells swinging for a clear track and right of way.

Sometimes, sewing by the open window, she thought of her brother, now almost thirteen — thought, trembling, of his restless letters from his Northern school, demanding of her that he be permitted to take his part in war for the Union, begging to be enlisted at least as drummer in a nine-months regiment which was recruiting within sight of the dormitory where he fretted over Cæsar and the happy warriors of the Tenth Legion.

Sometimes, mending the last shreds of her cambric finery, she thought of her girlhood, of the white porches at Sandy River; and always, always, the current of her waking dream swung imperceptibly back to that swift crisis in her life — a flash of love — love at the first glance — a word! and his regiment, sabres glittering, galloping pell-mell into the thundering inferno between the hills.... And sunset; and the wounded passing by wagon loads, piled in the blood-soaked hay; and the glimpse of his limp gold-and-yellow sleeve — and her own white bed, and her lover of a day lying there — dead —— 

At this point in the dream-tale her eyes usually became too dim to see the stitches, and there was nothing to do except to wait until the tired eyes were dry again.

The sentry on duty knocked, opened the door, and admitted a weather-stained aide-de-camp, warning her respectfully:

Orders for you, maam.

The Special Messenger cleared her eyes, breathing unevenly, and unsealed the dispatch which the officer handed her.

When she read it she opened a door and called sharply to a hospital orderly, who came running:

Fit me with a rebel cavalry uniform — youve got that pile of disinfected clothing in the basement. I also want one of our own cavalry uniforms to wear over it — anything that has been cleaned. Quick, Williams; Ive only a few minutes to saddle! And bring me that bundle of commissions taken from the rebel horsemen that were brought in yesterday.

And to the mud-splashed aide-de-camp who stood waiting, looking out of the window at the gunboat which was now churning in toward the wharf, billows of inky smoke pouring from the discolored stacks:

Please tell the general that I go aboard in half an hour. Tell him Ill do my best. In a lower voice: Ask him not to forget my brother — if matters go wrong with me. He has given me his word.... And I think that is all, thank you.

The A.-D.-C. said, standing straight, hollow-backed, spurred heels together:

Orders are verbally modified, madam.

What?

If you do not care to go — it is not an order — merely a matter of volunteering.... The general makes no question of your courage if you choose to decline.

She said, looking at the officer a little wearily:

Thank the general. It will give me much pleasure to fulfill his request. Ask him to bear my brother in mind; that is all.

The A.-D.-C. bowed to her, cap in hand, then went out, making considerable racket with sabre and boots.

Half an hour later a long, deep, warning blast from the gunboats whistle set the echoes flying through the hills.

Aboard, leading her horse, the Special Messenger, booted and spurred, in a hybrid uniform of a subaltern of regulars, handed the bridle to a sailor and turned to salute the quarterdeck.

* * * * *

The United States gunboat, Kiowa, dropped anchor at the railroad wharf two days later, and ran out a blackened gangplank. Over it the Special Messenger, wrapped in her rubber cloak, led her horse to shore, mounted, and galloped toward the hill where the flag of corps headquarters was flapping in the wet wind.

The rain ended as she rode inland; ahead of her a double rainbow glowed and slowly faded to a rosy nimbus.

Corps headquarters was heavily impressive and paternally polite, referring her to headquarters of the unattached cavalry division.

She remounted, setting her horse at an easy canter for the intervening two miles, riding through acres of tents and vistas of loaded wagon trains; and at last an exceedingly ornamental staff officer directed her to her destination, and a few moments later she dismounted and handed her bridle to an orderly, whose curiously fashioned forage cap seemed strangely familiar.

As the Special Messenger entered his tent and saluted, the colonel of the Fourth Missouri Cavalry rose from a camp chair, standing over six feet in his boots. He was magnificently built; his closely clipped hair was dark and curly, his skin smoothly bronzed and flushed at the cheek bones; his allure that of a very splendid and grave and youthful god, save for the gayly impudent uptwist of his short mustache and the stilled humor in his steady eyes.

His uniform was entirely different from the regulation — he wore a blue forage cap with short, heavy visor of unpolished leather shadowing the bridge of his nose; his dark blue jacket was shell-cut; over it he wore a slashed dolman trimmed at throat, wrists and edges with fur; his breeches were buff; his boots finished at the top with a yellow cord forming a heart-shaped knot in front; at his heels trailed the most dainty and rakish of sabres, light, graceful, curved almost like a scimiter.

All this is what the Special Messenger saw as she entered, instantly recognizing a regimental uniform which she had never seen but once before in her brief life. And straight through her heart struck a pain swift as a dagger thrust, and her hand in its buckskin gauntlet fell limply from the peak of her visor, and the color died in her cheeks.

What the colonel of the Fourth Missouri saw before him was a lad, slim, rather pale, dark-eyed, swathed to the chin in the folds of a wet poncho; and he said, examining her musingly and stroking the ends of his curt mustache upward:

I understood from General Sheridan that the Special Messenger was to report to me. Where is she?

The lightning pain of the shock when she recognized the uniform interfered with breath and speech; confused, she raised her gloved hand and laid it unconsciously over her heart; and the colonel of the Fourth Missouri waited.

I am the Special Messenger, she said faintly.

For a moment he scarcely understood that this slender young fellow, with dark hair as closely clipped and as curly as his own, could be a woman. Stern surprise hardened his narrowing gaze; he stood silent, handsome head high, looking down at her; then slowly the latent humor flickered along the edges of lip and lid, curbed instantly as he bowed, faultless, handsome — only the persistently upturned mustache impairing the perfectly detached and impersonal decorum with a warning of the beau sabreur behind it all.

Will you be seated, madam?

Thank you.

She sat down; the wet poncho was hot and she shifted it, throwing one end across her shoulder. In her uniform she appeared willowy and slim, built like a boy, and with nothing of that graceful awkwardness which almost inevitably betrays such masqueraders. For her limbs were straight at the knees and faultlessly coupled, and there seemed to be the adolescents smooth lack of development in the scarcely accented hips — only a straightly flowing harmony of proportion — a lads grace muscularly undeveloped.

Two leather straps crossed her breast, one weighted with field glasses, the other with a pouch. From the latter she drew her credentials and would have risen to present them, but the colonel of the Fourth Missouri detained her with a gesture, himself rose, and took the papers from her hand.

While he sat reading, she, hands clasped in her lap, gazed at his well-remembered uniform, busy with her memories once more, and the sweetness of them — and the pain.

They were three years old, these memories, now glimmering alive again amid the whitening ashes of the past; only three years — and centuries seemed to dim the landmarks and bar the backward path that she was following to her girlhood!

She thought of the white-pillared house as it stood at the beginning of the war; the severing of old ties, the averted faces of old friends and neighbors; the mortal apprehension, endless suspense; the insurgent flags fluttering from porch and portico along the still, tree-shaded street; her own heart-breaking isolation in the community when Sumter fell — she an orphan, alone there with her brother and bedridden grandfather.

And she remembered the agony that followed the news from Bull Run, the stupor that fell upon her; the awful heat of that battle summer; her evening prayers, kneeling there beside her brother; the red moons that rose, enormous, menacing, behind the trees; and the widow bird calling, calling to the dead that never answer more.

Her dead? Why hers? A chance regiment passing — cavalry wearing the uniform and number of the Fourth Missouri. Ah! she could see them again, sun-scorched, dusty, fours crowding on fours, trampling past. She could see a young girl in white, fastening the long-hidden flag to its halyards as the evening light faded on the treetops!... And then — and then — he came — into her life, into her house, into her heart, alas! — tall, lean, calm-eyed, yellow-haired, wrapped in the folds of his long, blue mantle!... And she saw him again — a few moments before his regiment charged into that growling thunder beyond the hills somewhere.

And a third time, and the last, she saw him, deathly still, lying on her own bed, and a medical officer pulling the sheet up over his bony face.

* * * * *

The colonel of the Fourth Missouri was looking curiously at her; she started, cleared the dimness from her eyes, and steadied the trembling underlip.

After a moments silence the colonel said: You undertake this duty willingly?

She nodded, quietly touching her eyes with her handkerchief.

There is scarcely a chance for you, he observed with affected carelessness.

She lifted her shoulders in weary disdain of that persistent shadow called danger, which had long since become too familiar to count very heavily.

I am not afraid — if that is what you mean. Do you think you can get me through?

The colonel said coolly: I expect to do my part. Have you a rebel uniform?

She nodded.

Where is it?

On me — under this.

The colonel looked at her; a slight shudder passed over him.

These orders suggest that I start before sunset, he said. Meanwhile this tent is yours. My orderly will serve you. The regiment will move out about sunset with some six hundred sabres and Grays Rhode Island flying battery.

He walked to the tent door; she followed.

Is that your horse? he asked.

Yes, Colonel.

Fit for the work? turning to look at her.

Yes, sir.

And you?

She smiled; through the open tent a misty bar of sunshine fell across her face, turning the smooth skin golden. Outside a dismounted trooper on guard presented his carbine as the tall, young colonel strode out. An orderly joined him; they stood a moment consulting in whispers, then the orderly ran for his saddled horse, mounted, and rode off through the lanes of the cavalry camp.

From the tent door the Special Messenger looked out into the camp. Under the base of a grassy hill hundreds of horses were being watered at a brook now discolored by the recent rains; beyond, on a second knoll, the guns of a flying battery stood parked. She could see the red trimmings on the gunners jackets as they were lounging about in the grass.

The view from the tent door was extensive; a division, at least, lay encamped within range of the eye; two roads across the hills were full of wagons moving south and east; along another road, stretching far into the valley, masses of cavalry were riding — apparently an entire brigade — but too far away for her to hear the trample of the horses.

From where she stood, however, she could make out the course of a fourth road by the noise of an endless, moving column of horses. At times, above the hillside, she could see their heads, and the enormous canvas-covered muzzles of siege guns; and the racket of hoofs, the powerful crunching and grinding of wheels, the cries of teamsters united in a dull, steady uproar that never ceased.

From their camp, troopers of the Fourth Missouri were idly watching the artillery passing — hundreds of sunburned cavalrymen seated along the hillside, feet dangling, exchanging gibes and jests with the drivers of the siege train below. But from where she stood she could see nothing except horses heads tossing, blue caps of mounted men, a crimson guidon flapping, or the sun glittering on the slender, curved blade of some officers sabre as he signaled.

North, east, west, south — the whole land seemed to be covered with moving men and beasts and wagons; flags fluttered on every eminence; tents covered plowed fields, pastures, meadows; smoke hung over all, crowning the green woods with haze, veiling hollows, rolling along the railway in endless, yellow billows.

The rain had washed the sky clean, but again this vast, advancing host was soiling heaven and blighting earth as it passed over the land toward that beleaguered city in the South.

War! Everywhere the monotony of this awful panorama, covering her country day after day, month after month, year after year — war, always and everywhere and in every stage — hordes of horses, hordes of men, endless columns of deadly engines! Everywhere, always, death, or the preparation for death — every road and footpath crammed with it, every field trampled by it, every woodland shattered by it, every stream running thick with its pollution. The sour smell of marching men, the stale taint of unclean fires, the stench of beasts — the acrid, indescribable odor that hangs on the sweating flanks of armies seemed to infect sky and earth.

A trooper, munching an apple and carrying a truss of hay, passed, cap cocked rakishly, sabre banging at his heels; and she called to him and he came up, easily respectful under the grin of bodily well being.

How long have you served in this regiment? she asked.

He swallowed the bite of apple which crowded out his freckled cheeks: Three years, sir.


She drew involuntarily nearer the tent door.

Then — you were at Sandy River — three years ago?

Yes, sir.

Do you remember the battle there?

The soldier looked doubtful. We was there — I know that; yes, an we had a fight — —

Yes — near a big white house.

The soldier nodded. I guess so; I dont seem to place no big white house — —

She asked calmly: Your regiment had a mounted band once?

He brightened.

Yes, sir-ee! They played us in at Sandy River — and they got into it, too, and was cut all to pieces!

She motioned assent wearily; then, with an effort: You dont know, perhaps, where he — where their bandmaster was buried?

Sir?

The bandmaster of the Fourth Missouri? You remember him — that tall, thin young officer who led them with his sabre — who sat his horse like a colonel of regulars — and wore a cap of fur like — like a hussar of some militia State guard — —

Well, you must mean Captain Stanley, who was at that time bandmaster of our regiment. He went in that day at Sandy River when our mounted band was cut to pieces. Orders was to play us in, an he done it.

There was a silence.

Where is he — buried? she asked calmly.

Buried? Why, he aint dead, is he?

He died at Sandy River — that day, she said gently. Dont you remember?

No, sir; our bandmaster wasnt killed at Sandy River.

She looked at him amazed, almost frightened.

What do you mean? He is dead. I — saw him die.

It must have been some other bandmaster — not Captain Stanley.

I saw the bandmaster of your regiment, the Fourth Missouri Cavalry, brought into that big white house and laid on my — on a bed — — She stared at the boy, caught him by the sleeve: He is dead, isnt he? Do you know what you are telling me? Do you understand what I am saying?

Yes, sir. Captain Stanley was our bandmaster — he wasnt captain then, of course. He played us in at Sandy River — by God! I oughter know, because I got some cut up mself.

You — you tell me that he wasnt killed? she repeated, steadying herself against the canvas flap.

No, sir. I heard tell he was badly hurt — seems like I kinder remember — oh, yes! The mans face lighted up. Yes, sir; Captain Stanley, he had a close shave! It sorter comes back to me now, how the burial detail fetched him back saying they wasnt going to bury no man that twitched when they shut his coffin. Yes, sir — but its three years and a man forgets, and Ive seen — things — lots of such things in three years with Barings dragoons. Yes, sir.

She closed her eyes; a dizziness swept over her and she swayed where she stood.

Is he here?

Who? Captain Stanley? Yes, sir. Why, hes captain of the Black Horse troop — F, third squadron.... Theyre down that lane near the trees. Shall I take you there?

She shook her head, holding tightly to the canvas flap; and the trooper, saluting easily, resumed his truss of hay, hitched his belt, cocked his forage cap, and went off whistling.

All that sunny afternoon she lay on the colonels camp bed, hands tightly clenched on her breast, eyes closed sometimes, sometimes wide open, gazing at the sun spots crawling on the tent wall.

To her ears came bugle calls from distant hills; drums of marching columns. Sounds of the stirring of thousands made tremulous the dim silence of the tent.

Dreams long dead arose and possessed her — the confused dreams of a woman, still young, awakened from the passionless lethargy of the past.

Vaguely she felt around her the presence of an earth new born, of a new heaven created. She realized her own awakening; she strove to comprehend his resurrection, and it frightened her; she could not understand that what was dead through all these years was now alive, that the ideal she had clung to, evoking it until it had become part of her, was real — an actual and splendid living power. In this vivid resurgence she seemed to lose her precise recollections of him now that he was alive.

While she had believed him dead, everything concerning his memory had been painfully real — his personal appearance, the way he moved, turned, the sound of his voice, the touch of his hand as it tightened in hers when he lay there at sunset, while she and Death watched the color fading from his face.

But now — now that he was living — here in this same world with her again — strive as she would she could neither fix either his features nor the sound of his voice upon her memory. Only the stupefying wonder of it possessed her, dulling her senses so that even the happiness of it seemed unreal.

* * * * *

How would they meet? — they two, who had never met but thrice? How would they seem, each to the other, when first their eyes encountered?

In all their lives they had exchanged so little speech! Yet from the first — from the first moment, when she had raised her gaze to him as he entered in his long, blue cloak, her silence had held a deeper meaning than her speech. And on that blessed night instinct broke the silence; yet, with every formal word exchanged, consciousness of the occult bond between them grew.

But it was not until she thought him dead that she understood that it had been love — love unheralded, unexpected, incredible — love at the first confronting, the first encountering glance. And to the memory of that mystery she had been faithful from the night on which she believed he died.

How had it been with him throughout these years? How had it been with him?

The silvery trumpets of the cavalry were still sounding as she mounted her horse before the colonels tent and rode out into the splendour of the setting sun.

On every side cavalrymen were setting toe to stirrup; troop after troop, forming by fours, trotted out to the crest of the hill where the Western light lay red across the furrowed grass.

A blaze of brilliant color filled the road where an incoming Zouave regiment had halted, unslinging knapsacks, preparing to encamp, and the setting sun played over them in waves of fire, striking fiercely across their crimson fezzes and trousers.

Through their gorgeous lines the cavalry rode, colonel and staff leading; and with them rode the Special Messenger, knee to knee with the chief trumpeter, who made his horse dance when he passed the gorgeous Zouave color guard, to show off the gridiron of yellow slashings across his corded and tasseled breast.

And now another infantry regiment blocked the way — a heavy, blue column tramping in with its field music playing and both flags flying in the sunset radiance — the Stars and Stripes, with the number of the regiment printed in gold across crimson; and the State flag — white, an Indian and an uplifted sword on the snowy field: Massachusetts infantry.

On they came, fifes skirling, drums crashing; the colonel of the Fourth Missouri gave them right of way, saluting their colors; the Special Messenger backed her horse and turned down along the column.

Under the shadow of her visor her dark eyes widened with excitement as she skirted the halted cavalry, searching the intervals where the troop captains sat their horses, naked sabres curving up over their shoulder straps.

Not this one! Not this one, her little heart beat hurriedly; and then, without warning, panic came, and she spurred up to the major of the first squadron.

Where is Captain Stanley? Her voice almost broke.

With his troop, I suppose— F, replied that officer calmly; and her heart leaped and the color flooded her face as she saluted, wheeled, and rode on in heavenly certainty.

A New York regiment, fresh from the North, was passing now, its magnificent band playing Twinkling Stars; and the horses of the cavalry began to dance and paw and toss their heads.

One splendid black animal reared suddenly and shook its mane out; and at the same moment she saw him — knew him — drew bridle, her heart in her mouth, her body all a-tremble.

He was mastering the black horse that had reared, sitting his saddle easily, almost carelessly, his long, yellow-striped legs loosely graceful, his straight, slim figure perfect in poise and balance.

And now the trumpets were sounding; captain after captain turned in his saddle, swung his sabre forward, repeating the order: Forward — march! Forward — march!

The Special Messenger whirled her horse and sped to the head of the column.

I was just beginning to wonder— began the colonel, when she broke in, breathless:

May I ride with Captain Stanley of F, sir?

Certainly, he replied, surprised and a trifle amused. She hesitated, nervously picking at her bridle, then said: When you once get me through their lines — I mean, after I am safely through and you are ready to turn around and leave me — I — I would like — to — to — —

Yes? inquired the colonel, gently, divining some last message to deliver. For they were desperate chances that she was taking, and those in the beleaguered city would show her no mercy if they ever caught her within its battered bastions.

But the Special Messenger only said: Before your regiment goes back, may I tell Captain Stanley who I am?

The colonels face fell.

Nobody is supposed to have any idea who you are — —

I know it. But is there any harm if I only tell it to — to just this one, single man? she asked, earnestly, not aware that her eyes as well as her voice were pleading — that her whole body, bent forward in the saddle, had become eloquent with a confession as winning as it was innocent.

The colonel looked curiously into the eager, flushed face, framed in its setting of dark, curly hair, then he lifted a gauntleted hand from his bridle and slowly stroked his crisp mustache upward to hide the smile he could not control.

I did not know, he said gravely, that Captain Stanley was the — ah— one and only man.

She blushed furiously, the vivid color ran from throat to temple, burning her ears till they looked like rose petals caught in her dark hair.

You may tell Captain Stanley — if you must, observed the colonel of the Fourth Missouri. He was gazing absently straight between his horses ears when he spoke. After a few moments he looked at the sky where, overhead, the afterglow pulsated in bands of fire.

I always thought, he murmured to himself, that old Stanley was in love with that Southern girl he saw at Sandy River.... I had no idea he knew the Special Messenger. It appears that I am slightly in error. And, very thoughtfully, he continued to twist his mustache skyward as he rode on.

When he ventured to glance around again the Special Messenger had disappeared.

Fancy! he muttered; fancy old Stanley knowing the mystery of the three armies! And, by gad, gentlemen! addressing, sotto voce, the entire regiment, as he turned in his stirrups and looked back at the darkening column behind him— by gad! gentlemen of the Fourth Dragoons, no prettier woman ever sat a saddle than is riding this moment with the captain of Troop F!

What Captain Stanley saw riding up to him through the dull afterglow was a slightly built youth in the uniform of the regular cavalry, yellow trimming on collar, yellow welts about the seams of the jacket, yellow stripes on the breeches; and, as the youth drew bridle, saluted, and turned to ride forward beside him, he caught sight of a lieutenants shoulder straps on the sergeants shell jacket.

Well, youngster, he said, smiling, dont they clothe you in the regulars? Youre as eccentric as our butternut friends yonder.

I couldnt buy a full uniform, she said truthfully. She did not add that she had left at a minutes notice for the most dangerous undertaking ever asked of her, borrowing discarded makeshifts anywhere at hazard.

Are you a West Pointer?

No.

Oh! Youve their seat — and their shapely leanness. Are you going with us?

Where are you going?

Stanley laughed. Im sure I dont know. It looks to me as though we were riding straight into rebeldom.

Dont you know why? she asked, looking at him from under the shadow of her visor.

No. Do you?

Yes.

After a pause: Well, he said, laughing, are you going to tell me?

Yes — later.

Neck and neck, knee and knee they rode forward at the head of the Black Horse troop, along a road which became dusky beyond the first patch of woods.

After the inner camp lines had been passed the regiment halted while a troop was detailed as flankers and an advanced guard galloped off ahead. Along the road behind, the guns of the Rhode Island Battery came thudding and bumping up, halting with a dull clash of chains.

Stanley said: This is one of Barings pet raids; weve done it dozens of times. Once our entire division rode around Beauregard; but I didnt see the old, blue star division flag this time, so I guess were going it alone. Hello! Theres infantry! We must be close to the extreme outposts.

In the dusk they were passing a pasture where, guarded by sentinels, lay piled, in endless, straight rows, knapsacks, blankets, shelter tents, and long lines of stacked Springfield rifles. Soldiers with the white strings of canteens crossing their breasts were journeying to and from a stream that ran, darkling, out of the tangled woodland on their right.

On the opposite side of the road were the lines of the Seventieth Indiana, their colors, furled in oilcloth, lying horizontally across the forks of two stacks of rifles. Under them lay the color guard; the scabbarded swords of the colonel and his staff were stuck upright in the ground, and the blanket-swathed figures of the officers in poncho and havelock reposed close by.

The other regiment was the Eleventh Maine. Their colonel, strapped with his silver eagles, was watching the disposal of the colors by a sergeant wearing the broad stripe, blue diamond and triple underscoring on each sleeve. With the sergeant marched eight corporals, long-limbed, rugged giants of the color company, decorated with the narrow stripe and double chevron.

A few minutes later the cavalry moved out past the pickets, then swung due south.

Night had fallen — a clear, starlit, blossom-scented dimness freshening the air.

The Special Messenger, head bent, was still riding with Captain Stanley, evidently preferring his company so openly, so persistently, that the other officers, a little amused, looked sideways at the youngster from time to time.

After a while Stanley said pleasantly: We havent exchanged names yet, and you havent told me why a regular is riding with us to-night.

On special service, she said in a low voice.

And your name and regiment?

She did not appear to hear him; he glanced at her askance.

You seem to be very young, he said.

The colonel of the Ninetieth Rhode Island fell at twenty-two.

He nodded gravely. It is a war of young men. I think Baring himself is only twenty-five. Hes breveted brigadier, too.

And you? she asked timidly.

He laughed. Thirty; and a thousand in experience.

I, too, she said softly.

You? Thirty?

No, only twenty-four; but your peer in experience.

Your voice sounds Southern, he said in his pleasant voice, inviting confidence.

Yes; my home was at Sandy River.

Out of the corners of her eyes she saw him start and look around at her — felt his stern gaze questioning her; and rode straight on before her without response or apparent consciousness.

Sandy River? he repeated in a strained voice. Did you say you lived there?

Yes, indifferently.

The captain rode for a while in silence, then, carelessly: There was, I believe, a family living there before the war — the Westcotes.

Yes. She could scarcely utter a word for the suffocating throb of her heart.

You knew them?

Yes.

Do — do they still live at Sandy River?

The house still stands. Major Westcote is dead.

Her — I mean their grandfather?

She nodded, incapable of speech.

And — he hesitated— and the boy? He used to ride a pony — the most fascinating little fellow — —

He is at school in the North.

There was a silence, then the captain turned in his saddle and looked straight at her.

Does Miss Westcote live there still?

Do you mean Celia Westcote? asked the Messenger calmly.

Yes — Celia— His voice fell softly, making of her name a caressing cadence. The Special Messenger bent her head lower over her bridle.

Why do you ask? Did you know her?

Yes.

Well?

The captain lifted his grave eyes, but the Messenger was not looking at him.

I knew her — in a way — better than I ever knew any woman, and I saw her only three times in all my life. That is your answer — and my excuse for asking. Does she still live at Sandy River?

No.

Do you know where she has gone?

She is somewhere in the South.

Is she — married? he asked under his breath.

The Special Messenger looked up at him, smiling in the darkness.

No, she said. I heard that she lost her — heart — to a bandmaster of some cavalry regiment who was killed in action at Sandy River — three years ago.

The captain straightened in his saddle as though he had been shot; in the dim light his lean face turned darkly scarlet.

I see her occasionally, continued the Messenger faintly; have you any message — perhaps — —

The captain turned slowly toward her. Do you know where she is?

I expect that she will be within riding distance of me — very soon.

Is your mission a secret one?

Yes.

And you may see her — before very long?

Yes.

Then tell her, said the captain, that the bandmaster of the Fourth Missouri— He strove to continue; his voice died in his throat.

Yes — yes — say it, whispered the Special Messenger. I will tell her; she will understand — truly she will — whatever you say.

Tell her — that the bandmaster has — has never forgotten — —

Yes — yes — —

Never forgotten her!

Yes — oh, yes!

That he — he — —

Yes! Oh, please — please say it — dont be afraid to say — what you wish!

The captains voice was not under perfect control.

Say that he — thinks of her.... Say that — that he — he thought of her when he was falling — there, in the charge at Sandy River — —

But he once told her that himself! she cried. Has he no more to tell her?

And Captain Stanley, aghast, fairly leaped in his stirrups.

Who are you? he gasped. What do you know of — —

His voice was smothered in the sudden out-crash of rifles, through which startled trumpets sounded, followed by the running explosions of cavalry carbines.

Attention! Draw sabres! rang out a far voice in the increasing uproar.

The night air thrilled with the rushing swish of steel drawn swiftly across steel.

Forward! and Forward! Forward! echoed the officers, one after another.

Steady — right dress! — taken up by the troop officers: Steady — right dress! By fours — right wheel — march!

Pell-mell the flanking parties came crashing back out of the dusky undergrowth, and:

Steady — trot! Steady — right dress — gallop! came the orders.

Gallop! repeated her captain, blandly; and, under his breath: We are going to charge. Quick, tell me who you are!

Steady — steady — charge! came the clear shout from the front.

Charge! Charge! Charge! echoed the ringing orders from troop to troop.

In the darkness of the thickets she rode knee to knee with her captain. The grand stride of her horse thundering along beside his through obscurity filled her with wild exultation; she loosened curb and snaffle and spurred forward amid hundreds of plunging horses, now goaded frantic by the battle clangor of the trumpets.

Everywhere, right and left, the red flash of Confederate rifles ran along their flanks; here and there a stricken horse reared or stumbled, rolling over and over; or some bullet-struck rider swayed wide from the saddle and went down to annihilation.

Fringed with darting flames the cavalry drove on headlong into the unseen; behind clanked the flying battery, mounted gunners sabering the dark forms that leaped out of the underbrush; on — on — rushed horses and guns, riders and cannoneers — a furious, irresistible, chaotic torrent, thundering through the night.


Far behind them now danced and flickered the rifle flames; fainter, fainter grew the shots; and at last, galloping steadily and, by degrees, reforming as they rode, the column swung out toward the bushy hills in the west, slowed to a canter, to a trot, to a walk.

We are through! said the Special Messenger, brokenly, breathing fast as she pulled in her mount and turned in the starlight toward the man she rode beside.

At the same moment the column halted; and he drew bridle and looked steadily at her.

All around them was the confusion and turmoil of stamping, panting horses, the clank of metal, the heavy breathing of men.

Look at me! she whispered, baring her head in the starlight. Quick! Look at me! Do you know me now? Look at me — if you — love me!

A low cry broke from him; she held out both arms to him in the dim light, forcing her horse up against his stirrup.

If you love me, she breathed, say so now!

Leaning free from his saddle he caught her in his arms, held her, looked into her eyes.

You?

Yes, she gasped, the Special Messenger — noncombatant!

The Special Messenger? You? Good God!

A dull tattoo of hoofs along the halted column, nearer, nearer, clattering toward them from the front, and:

Good-by! she sobbed; theyre coming for me! Oh — do you love me? Do you? Life was so dark and dreadful without you! I — I never forgot — never, never! I — —

Her gloved hands crept higher around the neck of the man who held her crushed in his arms.

If I return, she sighed, will you love me? Dont — dont look at me that way. I will return — I promise. I love you so! I love you!

Their lips clung for a second in the darkness, then she swung her horse, tearing herself free of his arms; and, bared head lifted to the skies, she turned south, riding all alone out into the starlit waste.

THE END
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Please do tell me somebody is scandalised.


CHAPTER I. THE SEAGRAVES
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ALL DAY SUNDAY they had raised the devil from attic to cellar; Mrs. Farren was in tears, Howker desperate. Not one out of the fifteen servants considered necessary to embellish the Seagrave establishment could do anything with them after Kathleen Severns sudden departure the week before.

When the telegram announcing her mothers sudden illness summoned young Mrs. Severn to Staten Island, every servant in the household understood that serious trouble was impending for them.

Day by day the children became more unruly; Sunday they were demons; and Mrs. Farren shuddered to think what Monday might bring forth.

The day began ominously at breakfast with general target practice, ammunition consisting of projectiles pinched from the interior of hot muffins. Later, when Mrs. Farren ventured into the schoolroom, she found Scott Seagrave drawing injurious pictures of Howker on the black-board, and Geraldine sorting lumps of sugar from the bowl on the breakfast-tray, which had not yet been removed.

Dearies, she began, it is after nine oclock and — —

No school to-day, Mrs. Farren, interrupted Scott cheerfully; we havent anything to do till Kathleen comes back, and you know it perfectly well!

Yes, you have, dearie; Mrs. Severn has just sent you this list of lessons. She held out a black-edged envelope.

Geraldine, who had been leisurely occupied in dropping cologne on a lump of sugar, thrust the lump into her pink mouth and turned sharply on Mrs. Farren.

What list? she demanded. Give that letter to me.... Oh, Scott! Did you ever hear of anything half so mean? Kathleens written out about a thousand questions in geography for us!

I cant stand that sort of interference! shouted Scott, dropping his chalk and aiming a kick at the big papier-maché globe. Im sorry Kathleens mother is probably going to die, but Ive had enough geography, too.

Mrs. Severns mother died on Friday, said the housekeeper solemnly.

The children paused, serious for a moment in the presence of the incomprehensible.

Were sorry, said Geraldine slowly.... When is Kathleen coming back?

Perhaps to-night, dearie — —

Scott impatiently detached the schoolroom globe from its brass axis: Im sorry, too, he said; but Im tired of lessons. Now, Mrs. Farren, watch me! Im going to kick a goal from the field. Here, you hold it, Geraldine; Mrs. Farren, you had better try to block it and cheer for Yale!

Geraldine seized the globe, threw herself flat on the floor, and, head on one side, wriggled, carefully considering the angle. Then, tipping the globe, she adjusted it daintily for her brother to kick.

A little higher, please; look out there, Mrs. Farren! said Scott calmly; Harvard is going to score this time. Now, Geraldine!

Thump! came the kick, but Mrs. Farren had fled, and the big globe struck the nursery door and bounced back minus half of South America.

For ten minutes the upper floors echoed with the racket. Geraldine fiercely disputed her brothers right to kick every time; then, as usual, when she got what she wanted, gave up to Scott and let him monopolise the kicking until, satiated, he went back to the black-board, having obliterated several continents from the face of the globe.

You might at least be polite enough to hold it for me to kick, said his sister. What a pig you are, Scott.

Dont bother me; Im drawing Howker. You cant kick straight, anyway — —

Yes, I can!

Scott, intent on his drawing, muttered:

I wish there was another boy in this house; I might have a little fun to-day if there was anybody to play with.

There ensued a silence; then he heard his sisters light little feet flying along the hallway toward their bedrooms, but went on calmly with his drawing, using some effective coloured crayon on Howkers nose. Presently he became conscious that Geraldine had re-entered the room.

What are you going to do to-day? he asked, preoccupied.

Geraldine, dressed in her brothers clothes, was kneeling on one knee and hastily strapping on a single roller-skate.

Ill show you, she said, rising and shaking the dark curls out of her eyes. Come on, Scott, Im going to misbehave all day. Look at me! Ive brought you the boy you wanted to play with.

Her brother turned, considered her with patronising toleration, then shrugged his shoulders.

You look like one, but youre no good, he said.

I can be just as bad as any boy! she insisted. Ill do whatever you do; Ill do worse, I tell you. Dare me to do something!

You dont dare skate backward into the red drawing-room! Theres too much bric-a-brac.

She turned like a flash and was off, hopping and clattering down-stairs on her single skate, and a moment later she whirled into the red drawing-room backward and upset a Sang-de-boeuf jar, reducing the maid to horrified tears and the jar to powder.

Howker strove in vain to defend his dining-room when Scott appeared on one skate; but the breakfast-room and pantry were forcibly turned into rinks; the twins swept through the halls, met and defeated their nurses, Margaret and Betty, tumbled down into the lower regions, from there descended to the basement, and whizzed cheerily through the kitchen, waving two skateless legs.

There Mrs. Bramton attempted to buy them off with tribute in the shape of cup-cakes.

Sure, darlints, they do be starvin yez, purred Mrs. Bramton. Dont I know the likes o them? Now roon away quietlike an ladylike — —

Like a hen, retorted Scott. I want some preserves.

Thats all very well, said Geraldine with her mouth full, but we expected to skate about the kitchen and watch you make pastry. Kindly begin, Mrs. Bramton.

Id like to see whats inside of that chicken over there, said Scott. And I want you to give me some raisins, Mrs. Bramton — —

Im dying for a glass of milk, added Geraldine. Get me some dough, somebody; Im going to bake something.

Scott, who, devoured by curiosity, had been sniffing around the spice cupboard, sneezed violently; a Swedish kitchen-maid threw her apron over her head, weak with laughter.

If youre laughing at me, Ill fix you, Olga! shouted Scott in a rage; and the air was suddenly filled with balls of dough. Mrs. Bramton fled before the storm; a well-directed volley drove the maids to cover and stampeded the two cats.

Take whatever is good to eat, Geraldine. Hurrah! The town surrenders! Loot it! No quarter! shouted Scott. However, when Howker arrived they retired hastily with pockets full of cinnamon sticks, olives, prunes, and dried currants, climbing triumphantly to the library above, where they curled up on a leather divan, under the portrait of their mother, to divide the spoils.

Am I bad enough to suit you? inquired Geraldine with pardonable pride.

Pooh! Thats nothing. If I had another boy here Id — Id — —

Well, what? demanded Geraldine, flushing. I tell you I can misbehave as well as any boy. Dare me to do anything and youll see! I dare you to dare me!

Scott began: Oh, its all very easy for a girl to talk — —

I dont talk; I do it! And you know perfectly well I do!

Youre a girl, after all, even if you have got on my clothes — —

Didnt I throw as much dough at Olga and Mrs. Bramton as you did?

You didnt hit anybody.

I did! I saw a soft, horrid lump stick to Olga!

Pooh! You cant throw straight — —

Thats a lie! said Geraldine excitedly.

Scott bristled:

If you say that again — —

All right; go and get the boxing-gloves. You did tell a lie, Scott, because I did hit Olga!

Scott hastily unstrapped his lone skate, cast it clattering from him, and sped up-stairs. When he returned he hurled a pair of boxing-gloves at Geraldine, who put them on, laced them, trembling with wrath, and flew at her brother as soon as his own gloves were fastened.

They went about their business like lightning, swinging, blocking, countering. Twice she gave him inviting openings and then punished him savagely before he could get away; then he attempted in-fighting, but her legs were too nimble. And after a while he lost his head and came at her using sheer weight, which set her beside herself with fury.

Teeth clenched, crimson-cheeked, she side-stepped, feinted, and whipped in an upper-cut. Then, darting in, she drove home her left with all her might; and Scott went down with an unmistakable thud.

One — two — three — four, she counted, and you did tell a lie, didnt you? Five — six — Oh, Scott! Ive made your nose bleed horridly! Does it hurt, dear? Seven — eight — —

The boy, still confused, rose and instinctively assumed the classic attitude of self-defence; but his sister threw down her gloves and offered him her handkerchief, saying: Youve just got to be fair to me now, Scott. Tell me that I throw straight and that I did hit Olga!

He hesitated; wiped his nose:

I take it back. You can throw straight. Ginger! What a crack you just gave me!

She was all compunction and honey now, hovering around him where he stood stanching honourable wounds. After a while he laughed. Thunder! he exclaimed ruefully; my nose seems to be growing for fair. Youre all right, Geraldine.

Heres my last cup-cake, if you like, said his sister, radiant.

Embarrassed a little by defeat, but nursing no bitterness, he sat down on the leather divan again and permitted his sister to feed him and tell him that his disaster was only an accident. He tried to think so, too, but serious doubts persisted in his mind. There had been a clean-cut finish to that swing and jab which disturbed his boys conceit.

Well try it again, he began. Im all right now, if you like — —

Oh, Scott, I dont want to!

Well, we ought to know which of us really can lick the other — —

Why, of course, you can lick me every time. Besides, I wouldnt want to be able to lick you — except when Im very, very angry. And I ought not to become angry the way I do. Kathleen tries so hard to make me stop and reflect before I do things, but I cant seem to learn.... Does your nose hurt?

Not in the least, said her brother, reddening and changing the subject. I say, it looks as though it were going to stop raining.

He went to the window; the big Seagrave house with its mansard roof, set in the centre of an entire city block, bounded by Madison and Fifth Avenues and by Ninety-fifth and Ninety-sixth Streets, looked out from its four red brick façades onto strips of lawn and shrubbery, now all green and golden with new grass and early buds.

It was topsy-turvy, March-hare weather, which perhaps accounted for the early April dementia that possessed the children at recurring intervals, and which nothing ever checked except the ultimate slumber of infantile exhaustion.

If anybody in the house possessed authority to punish them, nobody exercised it. Servants grown gray in the Seagrave service endured much, partly for the childrens sakes, partly in memory of the past; but the newer and younger domestics had less interest in the past glories and traditions of an old New York family which, except for two little children, ten years old, had perished utterly from the face of the land.

The entire domestic régime was a makeshift — had been almost from the beginning. Mrs. Farren, the housekeeper, understood it; Howker, the butler, knew it; Lacy knew it — he who had served forty years as coachman in the Seagrave family.

For in all the world there remained not one living soul who through ties of kinship was authorised to properly control these children. Nor could they themselves even remember parental authority; and only a shadowy recollection of their grandfathers lax discipline survived, becoming gradually, as time passed, nothing more personal to them than a pleasant legend kept alive and nourished in the carefully guarded stories told them by Kathleen Severn and by Anthony Seagraves old servants.

Yet, in the land, and in his own city of Manhattan, their grandfather had been a very grand man, with his large fortune, now doubled and still increasing; he had been a very distinguished man in the world of fashion with his cultivated taste in art and wine and letters and horses; he had been a very important man, too, in the civic, social, and political construction of New York town, in the quaint days when the sexton of Old Trinity furnished fashionable hostesses with data concerning the availability of social aspirants. He had been a courtly and fascinating man, too. He had died a drunkard.

Now his grandchildren were fast forgetting him. The town had long since forgotten him. Only an old friend or two and his old servants remembered what he had been, his virtues, his magnificence, his kindness, and his weakness.

But if the Seagrave twins possessed neither father nor mother to exercise tender temporal and spiritual suzerainty in the nursery, and if no memory of their grandfathers adoring authority remained, the last will and testament of Anthony Seagrave had provided a marvellous, man-created substitute for the dead: a vast, shadowy thing which ruled their lives with passionless precision; which ordered their waking hours even to the minutest particulars; which assumed machine-like charge of their persons, their personal expenses, their bringing-up, their schooling, the items of their daily routine.

This colossal automaton, almost terrifyingly impersonal, loomed always above them, throwing its powerful and gigantic shadow across their lives. As they grew old enough to understand, it became to them the embodiment of occult and unpleasant authority which controlled their coming and going; which chose for them their personal but not their legal guardian, Kathleen Severn; which fixed upon the number of servants necessary for the house that Anthony Seagrave directed should be maintained for his grandchildren; which decided what kind of expenses, what sort of clothing, what recreations, what accomplishments, what studies, what religion they should be provided with.

And the name of this enormous man-contrived machine which took the place of father and mother was the Half Moon Trust Company, acting as trustee, guardian, and executor for two little children, who neither understood why they were sometimes very unruly or that they would one day be very, very rich.

As for their outbreaks, an intense sense of loneliness for which they were unable to account was always followed by a period of restlessness sure to culminate in violent misbehaviour.

Such an outbreak had been long impending. So when a telegram called away their personal guardian, Kathleen Severn, the children broke loose with the delicate fury of the April tempest outside, which all the morning had been blotting the western windows with gusts of fragrant rain.

The storm was passing now; light volleys of rain still arrived at intervals, slackening as the spring sun broke out, gilding naked branches and bare brown earth, touching swelling buds and the frail points of tulips which pricked the soaked loam in close-set thickets.

From the library bay windows where they stood, the children noticed dandelions in the grass and snowdrops under the trees and recognised the green signals of daffodil and narcissus.

Already crocuses, mauve, white, and yellow, glimmered along a dripping privet hedge which crowned the brick and granite wall bounding the domain of Seagrave. East, through the trees, they could see the roofs of electric cars speeding up and down Madison Avenue, and the houses facing that avenue. North and south were quiet streets; westward Fifth Avenue ran, a sheet of wet, golden asphalt glittering under the spring sun, and beyond it, above the high retaining wall, budding trees stood out against the sky, and the waters of the Park reservoirs sparkled behind.

I am glad its spring, anyway, said Geraldine listlessly.

Whats the good of it? asked Scott. Well have to take all our exercise with Kathleen just the same, and watch other children having good times. Whats the use of spring?

Spring is tiresome, admitted Geraldine thoughtfully.

So is winter. I think either would be all right if theyd only let me have a few friends. There are plenty of boys Id like to have some fun with if theyd let me.

I wonder, mused Geraldine, if there is anything the matter with us, Scott?

Why?

Oh — I dont know. People stare at us so — nurses always watch us and begin to whisper as soon as we come along. Do you know what a boy said to me once when I skated very far ahead of Kathleen?

What did he say? inquired Scott, flattening his nose against the window-pane to see whether it still hurt him.

He asked me if I were too rich and proud to play with other children. I was so surprised; and I said that we were not rich at all, and that I never had had any money, and that I was not a bit proud, and would love to stay and play with him if Kathleen permitted me.

Did Kathleen let you? Of course she didnt.

I told her what the boy said and I showed her the boy, but she wouldnt let me stay and play.

Kathleens a pig.

No, she isnt, poor dear. They make her act that way — Mr. Tappan makes her. Our grandfather didnt want us to have friends.

Ill tell you what, said Scott impatiently, when Im old enough, Ill have other boys to play with whether Kathleen and — and that Thing — likes it or not.

The Thing was the Half Moon Trust Company.

Geraldine glanced back at the portrait over the divan:

Do you know, she ventured, that I believe mother would have let us have fun.

Ill bet father would, too, said Scott. Sometimes I feel like kicking over everything in the house.

So do I and I generally do it, observed Geraldine, lifting a slim, graceful leg and sending a sofa-cushion flying.

When they had kicked all the cushions from the sofas and divans, Scott suggested that they go out and help Schmitt, the gardener, who, at that moment, came into view on the lawn, followed by Olsen wheeling a barrowful of seedlings in wooden trays.

So the children descended to the main hall and marched through it, defying Lang, the second man, refusing hats and overshoes; and presently were digging blissfully in a flower-bed under the delighted directions of Schmitt.

What are these things, anyway? demanded Scott, ramming down the moist earth around a fragile rootlet from which trailed a green leaf or two.

Dot vas a verpena, sir, explained the old gardener. Now you shall vatch him grow.

The boy remained squatting for several minutes, staring hard at the seedling.

I cant see it grow, he said to his sister, and Im not going to sit here all day waiting. Come on! And he gave her a fraternal slap.

Geraldine wiped her hands on her knickerbockers and started after him; and away they raced around the house, past the fountains, under trees by the coach-house, across paths and lawns and flower-beds, tearing about like a pair of demented kittens. They frisked, climbed trees, chased each other, wrestled, clutched, tumbled, got mad, made up, and finally, removing shoes and stockings, began a game of leapfrog.

Horror-stricken nurses arrived bearing dry towels and footgear, and were received with fury and a volley of last years horse-chestnuts. And when the enemy had been handsomely repulsed, the children started on a tour of exploration, picking their way with tender, naked feet to the northern hedge.

Here Geraldine mounted on Scotts shoulders and drew herself up to the iron railing which ran along the top of the granite-capped wall between hedge and street; and Scott followed her, both pockets stuffed with chestnuts which he had prudently gathered in the shrubbery.

In the street below there were few passers-by. Each individual wayfarer, however, received careful attention, Scott having divided the chestnuts, and the aim of both children being excellent.

They had been awaiting a new victim for some time, when suddenly Geraldine pinched her brother with eager satisfaction:

Oh, Scott! there comes that boy I told you about!

What boy?

The one who asked me if I was too rich and proud to play with him. And that must be his sister; they look alike.

All right, said Scott; well give them a volley. You take the nurse and Ill fix the boy.... Ready.... Fire!

The ambuscade was perfectly successful; the nurse halted and looked up, expressing herself definitely upon the manners and customs of the twins; the boy, who appeared to be amazingly agile, seized a swinging wistaria vine, clambered up the wall, and, clinging to the outside of the iron railing, informed Scott that he would punch his head when a pleasing opportunity presented itself.

All right, retorted Scott; come in and do it now.

Thats all very well for you to say when you know I cant climb over this railing!

Ill tell you what Ill do, said Scott, thrilled at the chance of another boy on the grounds even if he had to fight him; Ill tell you what! sinking his voice to an eager whisper; You run away from your nurse as soon as you get into the Park and Ill be at the front door and Ill let you in. Will you?

Oh, please! whispered Geraldine; and bring your sister, too!

The boy stared at her knickerbockers. Do you want to fight my sister? he asked.

I? Oh, no, no, no. You can fight Scott if you like, and your sister and I will have such fun watching you. Will you?

His nurse was calling him to descend, in tones agitated and peremptory; the boy hesitated, scowled at Scott, looked uncertainly at Geraldine, then shot a hasty and hostile glance at the interior of the mysterious Seagrave estate. Curiosity overcame him; also, perhaps, a natural desire for battle.

Yes, he said to Scott, Ill come back and punch your head for you.

And very deftly, clinging like a squirrel to the pendant wistaria, he let himself down into the street again.

The Seagrave twins, intensely excited, watched them as far as Fifth Avenue, then rapidly drawing on their shoes and stockings, scrambled down to the shrubbery and raced for the house. Through it they passed like a double whirlwind; feeble and perfunctory resistance was offered by their nurses.

Get out of my way! said Geraldine fiercely; do you think Im going to miss the first chance for some fun that Ive ever had in all my life?

At the same moment, through the glass-sheeted grill Scott discovered two small figures dashing up the drive to the porte-cochère. And he turned on Lang like a wild cat.

Lang, the man at the door, was disposed to defend his post; Scott prepared to fly at him, but his sister intervened:

Oh, Lang, she pleaded, jumping up and down in an agony of apprehension, please, please, let them in! Weve never had any friends. She caught his arm piteously; he looked fearfully embarrassed, for the Seagrave livery was still new to him; nor, during his brief service, had he fully digested the significance of the policy which so rigidly guarded these little children lest rumour from without apprise them of their financial future and the contaminating realisation undermine their simplicity.

As he stood, undecided, Geraldine suddenly jerked his hand from the bronze knob and Scott flung open the door.

Come on! Quick! he cried; and the next moment four small pairs of feet were flying through the hall, echoing lightly across the terrace, then skimming the lawn to the sheltering shrubbery beyond.

The thing to do, panted Scott, is to keep out of sight. He seized his guests by the arms and drew them behind the rhododendrons. Now, he said, whats your name? You, I mean!

Duane Mallett, replied the boy, breathless. Thats my sister, Naïda. Lets wait a moment before we begin to fight; Naïda and I had to run like fury to get away from our nurse.

Naïda was examining Geraldine with an interest almost respectful.

I wish theyd let me dress like a boy, she said. Its fun, isnt it?

Yes. They dont let me do it; I just did it, replied Geraldine. Ill get you a suit of Scotts clothes, if you like. I can get the boxing-gloves at the same time. Shall I, Scott?

Go ahead, said Scott; we can pretend there are four boys here. And, to Duane, as Geraldine sped cautiously away on her errand: Thats a thing I never did before.

What thing?

Play with three boys all by myself. Kathleen — who is Mrs. Severn, our guardian — is always with us when we are permitted to speak to other boys and girls.

Thats babyish, remarked Duane in frank disgust. You are a mollycoddle.

The deep red of mortification spread over Scotts face; he looked shyly at Naïda, doubly distressed that a girl should hear the degrading term applied to him. The small girl returned his gaze without a particle of expression in her face.

Mollycoddles, continued Duane cruelly, do the sort of things you do. Youre one.

I — dont want to be one, stammered Scott. How can I help it?

Duane ignored the appeal. Playing with three boys isnt anything, he said. I play with forty every day.

W-where? asked Scott, overwhelmed.

In school, of course — at recess — and before nine, and after one. We have fine times. Schools all right. Dont you even go to school?

Scott shook his head, too ashamed to speak. Naïda, with a flirt of her kilted skirts, had abruptly turned her back on him; yet he was miserably certain she was listening to her brothers merciless catechism.

I suppose you dont even know how to play hockey, commented Duane contemptuously.

There was no answer.

What do you do? Play with dolls? Oh, what a molly!

Scott raised his head; he had grown quite white. Naïda, turning, saw the look on the boys face.

Duane doesnt mean that, she said; hes only teasing.

Geraldine came hurrying back with the boxing-gloves and a suit of Scotts very best clothes, halting when she perceived the situation, for Scott had walked up to Duane, and the boys stood glaring at one another, hands doubling up into fists.

You think Im a molly? asked Scott in a curiously still voice.

Yes, I do.

Oh, Scott! cried Geraldine, pushing in between them, youll have to hammer him well for that — —

Naïda turned and shoved her brother aside:

I dont want you to fight him, she said. I like him.

Oh, but they must fight, you know, explained Geraldine earnestly. If we didnt fight, wed really be what you call us. Put on Scotts clothes, Naïda, and while our brothers are fighting, you and I will wrestle to prove that Im not a mollycoddle — —

I dont want to, said Naïda tremulously. I like you, too — —

Well, youre one if you dont! retorted Geraldine. You can like anybody and have fun fighting them, too.

Put on those clothes, Naïda, said Duane sternly. Are you going to take a dare?

So she retired very unwillingly into the hedge to costume herself while the two boys invested their fists with the soft chamois gloves of combat.

We wont bother to shake hands, observed Scott. Are you ready?

Yes, you will, too, insisted Geraldine; shake hands before you begin to fight!

I wont, retorted Scott sullenly; shake hands with anybody who calls me — what he did.

Very well then; if you dont, Ill put on those gloves and fight you myself.

Duanes eyes flew wide open and he gazed upon Geraldine with newly mixed emotions. She walked over to her brother and said:

Remember what Howker told us that father used to say — that squabbling is disgraceful but a good fight is all right. Duane called you a silly name. Instead of disputing about it and calling each other names, you ought to settle it with a fight and be friends afterward.... Isnt that so, Duane?

Duane seemed doubtful.

Isnt it so? she repeated fiercely, stepping so swiftly in front of him that he jumped back.

Yes, I guess so, he admitted; and the sudden smile which Geraldine flashed on him completed his subjection.

Naïda, in her boys clothes, came out, her hands in her pockets, strutting a little and occasionally bending far over to catch a view of herself as best she might.

All ready! cried Geraldine; begin! Look out, Naïda; Im going to throw you.

Behind her the two boys touched gloves, then Scott rushed his man.

At the same moment Geraldine seized Naïda.

We are not to pull hair, she said; remember! Now, dear, look out for yourself!

Of that classic tournament between the clans of Mallett and Seagrave the chronicles are lacking. Doubtless their ancestors before them joined joyously in battle, confident that all details of their prowess would be carefully recorded by the family minstrel.

But the battle of that Saturday noon hour was witnessed only by the sparrows, who were too busy lugging bits of straw and twine to half-completed nests in the cornices of the House of Seagrave, to pay much attention to the combat of the Seagrave children, who had gone quite mad with the happiness of companionship and were expressing it with all their might.

Naïdas dark curls mingled with the grass several times before Geraldine comprehended that her new companion was absurdly at her mercy; and then she seized her with all the desperation of first possession and kissed her hard.

Its ended, breathed Geraldine tremulously, and nobody gained the victory and — you will love me, wont you?

I dont know — Im all dirt. She looked at Geraldine, bewildered by the passion of the lonely childs caresses. Yes — I do love you, Geraldine. Oh, look at those boys! How perfectly disgraceful! They must stop — make them stop, Geraldine!

Hair on end, grass-stained, dishevelled, and unspeakably dirty, the boys were now sparring for breath. Grime and perspiration streaked their countenances. Duane Mallett wore a humorously tinted eye and a prehensile upper lip; Scotts nose had again yielded to the coy persuasion of a left-handed jab and the proud blood of the Seagraves once more offended high heaven on that April day.

Geraldine, one arm imprisoning Naïdas waist, walked coolly in between them:

Dont lets fight any more. The thing to do is to get Mrs. Bramton to give you enough for four to eat and bring it back here. Scott, please shake hands with Duane.

I wasnt licked, muttered Scott.

Neither was I, said Duane.

Nobody was licked by anybody, announced Geraldine. Do get something to eat, Scott; Naïda and I are starving!

After some hesitation the boys touched gloves respectfully, and Scott shook off his mitts, and started for the kitchen.

And there, to his horror and surprise, he was confronted by Mrs. Severn, black hat, crape veil, and gloves still on, evidently that instant arrived from those occult and, as the children supposed, distant bournes of Staten Island, where the supreme mystery of all had been at work.

Oh, Scott! she exclaimed tremulously, what on earth has happened? What is all this that Mrs. Farren and Howker have been telling me?

The boy stood petrified. Then there surged over him the memory of his brief happiness in these new companions — a happiness now to be snatched away ere scarcely tasted. Into the childs dirty, disfigured face came a hunted expression; he looked about for an avenue of escape, and Kathleen Severn caught him at the same instant and drew him to her.

What is it, Scott? Tell me, darling!

Nothing.... Yes, there is something. I opened the front door and let a strange boy and girl in to play with us, and Ive just been fighting with him, and we were having such good times — I— his voice broke— I cant bear to have them go — so soon — —

Kathleen looked at him for a moment, speechless with consternation. Then:

Where are they, Scott?

In the — the hedge.

Out there?

Yes.

Who are they?

Their names are Duane Mallett and Naïda Mallett. We got them to run away from their nurse. Duanes such a bully fellow. A sob choked him.

Come with me at once, said Kathleen.

Behind the rhododendrons smiling peace was extending its pinions; Duane had produced a pocketful of jack-stones, and the three children were now seated on the grass, Naïda manipulating the jacks with soiled but deft fingers.

Duane was saying to Geraldine:

Its funny that you didnt know you were rich. Everybody says so, and all the nurses in the Park talk about it every time you and Scott walk past.

If Im rich, said Geraldine, why dont I have more money?

Dont they let you have as much as you want?

No — only twenty-five cents every month.... Its my turn, Naïda! Oh, bother! I missed. Go on, Duane — —

And, glancing up, her tongue clove to the roof of her mouth as Kathleen Severn, in her mourning veil and gown, came straight up to where they sat.

Geraldine, dear, the grass is too damp to sit on, said Mrs. Severn quietly. She turned to the youthful guests, who had hastily risen.

You are Naïda Mallett, it seems; and you are Duane? Please come in now and wash and dress properly, because I am going to telephone to your mother and ask her if you may remain to luncheon and play in the nursery afterward.

Dazed, the children silently followed her; one of her arms lay loosely about the shoulders of her own charges; one encircled Naïdas neck. Duane walked cautiously beside his sister.

In the house the nurses took charge; Geraldine, turning on the stairs, looked back at Kathleen Severn.

Are you really going to let them stay?

Yes, I am, darling.

And — and may we play together all alone in the nursery?

I think so.... I think so, dear.

She ran back down the stairs and impetuously flung herself into Kathleens arms; then danced away to join the others in the blessed regions above.

Mrs. Severn moved slowly to the telephone, and first called up and reassured Mrs. Mallett, who, however, knew nothing about the affair, as the nurse was still scouring the Park for her charges.

Then Mrs. Severn called up the Half Moon Trust Company and presently was put into communication with Colonel Mallett, the president. To him she told the entire story, and added:

It was inevitable that the gossip of servants should enlighten the children sooner or later. The irony of it all is that this gossip filtered in here through your son, Duane. That is how the case stands, Colonel Mallett; and I have used my judgment and permitted the children this large liberty which they have long needed, believe me, long, long needed. I hope that your trust officer, Mr. Tappan, will approve.

Good Lord! said Colonel Mallett over the wire. Tappan wont stand for it! You know that he wont, Mrs. Severn. I suppose, if he consults us, we can call a directors meeting and consider this new phase of the case.

You ought to; the time is already here when the children should no longer suffer such utter isolation. They must make acquaintances, they must have friends, they should go to parties like other children — they ought to be given outside schooling sooner or later. All of which questions must be taken up by your directors as soon as possible, because my children are fast getting out of hand — fast getting away from me; and before I know it I shall have a young man and a young girl to account for — and to account to, colonel — —

Ill sift out the whole matter with Mr. Tappan; Ill speak to Mr. Grandcourt and Mr. Beekman to-night. Until you hear from us, no more visitors for the children. By the way, is that matter — the one we talked over last month — definitely settled?

Yes. I cant help being worried by the inclination she displays. It frightens me in such a child.

Scott doesnt show it?

No. He hates anything like that.

Do the servants thoroughly understand your orders?

Im a little troubled. I have given orders that no more brandied peaches are to be made or kept in the house. The child was perfectly truthful about it. She admitted filling her cologne bottle with the syrup and sipping it after she was supposed to be asleep.

Have you found out about the sherry she stole from the kitchen?

Yes. She told me that for weeks she had kept it hidden and soaked a lump of sugar in it every night.... She is absolutely truthful, colonel. Ive tried to make her understand the danger.

All right. Good-bye. Kathleen Severn hung up the receiver with a deep indrawn breath.

From the nursery above came a joyous clamour and trampling and shouting.

Suddenly she covered her face with her black-gloved hands.




CHAPTER II. IN TRUST
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THE ENFRANCHISEMENT OF the Seagrave twins proceeded too slowly to satisfy their increasing desire for personal liberty and their fast-growing impatience of restraint.

Occasionally, a few carefully selected and assorted children were permitted to visit them in relays, and play in the nursery for limited periods without the personal supervision of Kathleen or the nurses; but no serious innovation was attempted, no radical step taken without authority from old Remsen Tappan, the trust officer of the great Half Moon Trust Company.

There could be no arguing with Mr. Tappan.

Shortly before Anthony Seagrave died he had written to his old friend Tappan:

If I live, I shall see to it that my grandchildren know nothing of the fortune awaiting them until they become of age — which will be after I am ended. Meanwhile, plain food and clothing, wholesome home seclusion from the promiscuity of modern child life, and an exhaustive education in every grace, fashion, and accomplishment of body and intellect is the training I propose for the development in them of the only thing in the world worth cultivating — unterrified individualism.

The ignorance which characterises the conduct of modern institutes of education reduces us all to one mindless level, reproducing ad nauseam what is known as average citizens. This nation is already crawling with them; art, religion, letters, government, business, human ideals remain embryonic because the average citizen can conceive nothing higher, can comprehend nothing loftier even when the few who have escaped the deadly levelling grind of modern methods of education attempt to teach the masses to think for themselves.

That is bad enough in itself — but add to cut-and-dried pedagogy the outrageous liberty which modern pupils are permitted in school and college, and add to that the unheard-of luxury in which they live — and the result is stupidity and utter ruin.

My babies must have discipline, system, frugality, and leisure for individual development drilled into them. I do not wish them to be ignorant of one single modern grace and accomplishment; mind and body must be trained together like a pair of Morgan colts.

But I will not have them victims of pedagogy; I will not have them masters of their time and money until they are of age; I will not permit them to choose companions or pursuits for their leisure until they are fitted to do so.

If there is in them, latent, any propensity toward viciousness — any unawakened desire for that which has been my failing — hard work from dawn till dark is the antidote. An exhausted child is beyond temptation.

If I pass forward, Tappan, before you — and it is likely because I am twenty years older and I have lived unwisely — I shall arrange matters in such shape that you can carry out something of what I have tried to begin, far better than I, old friend; for I am strong in theory and very weak in practice; they are such dear little things! And when they cry to be taken up — and a modern trained nurse says No! let them cry! good God! Remsen, I sometimes sneak into their thoroughly modern and scientifically arranged nursery, which resembles an operating room in a brand-new hospital, and I take up my babies and rock them in my arms, terrified lest that modern and highly trained nurse discover my infraction of sanitary rule and precept.

I dont know; babies were born, and survived cradles and mothers arms and kisses long before sterilised milk and bacilli were invented.

You see I am weak in more ways than one. But I do mean to give them every chance. It isnt that these old arms ache for them, that this rather tired heart weakens when they cry for God knows what, and modern science says let them cry! — it is that, deep in me, Tappan, a heathenish idea persists that what they need more than hygienics and scientific discipline is some of that old-fashioned love — love which rocks them when it is not good for them — love which overfeeds them sometimes so that they yell with old-fashioned colic — love which ventures a bacilli-laden kiss. Friend, friend — I am very unfit! It will be well for them when I move on. Only try to love them, Tappan. And if you ever doubt, kill them with indulgence, rather than with hygiene!

He died of pneumonia a few weeks later. He had no chance. Remsen Tappan picked up the torch from the fallen hand and, blowing it into a brisk blaze, shuffled forward to light a path through life for the highly sterilised twins.

So the Half Moon Trust became father and mother to the Seagrave children; and Mr. Tappan as dry nurse prescribed the brand of intellectual pap for them and decided in what manner it should be administered.

Now home tuition and the culture of the indiwidool was a personal hobby of Mr. Tappan, and promiscuous schools his abomination. Had not his own son, Peter Stuyvesant Tappan, been reared upon unsteady legs to magnificent physical and intellectual manhood under this theory?

So there was to be no outside education for the youthful Seagraves; from the nursery schoolroom no chance of escape remained. As they grew older they became wild to go to school; stories of schoolrooms and playgrounds and studies and teachers and jolly fellowship and vacations, brought to them from outside by happier children, almost crazed them with the longing for it.

It was hard for them when their little friends the Malletts were sent abroad to school; Naïda, now aged twelve, to a convent, and Duane, who was now fifteen, three years older than the Seagrave twins, accompanied his mother and a tutor, later to enter some school of art in Paris and develop whatever was in him. For like all parents, Duanes had been terribly excited over his infantile efforts at picture-making — one of the commonest and earliest developed of talents, but which never fails to amaze and delight less gifted parents and which continues to overstock the world with mediocre artists.

So it was arranged that Colonel Mallett should spend every summer abroad with his wife to watch the incubation of Duanes Titianesque genius and Naïdas unbelievable talent for music; and when the children came to bid good-bye to the Seagrave twins, they seized each other with frantic embraces, vowing lifelong fidelity. Alas! it is those who depart who forget first; and at the end of a year, Geraldines and Scotts letters remained unanswered.

At the age of thirteen, after an extraordinary meeting of the directors of the Half Moon Trust Company, it was formally decided that a series of special tutors should now be engaged to carry on to the bitter end the Tappan-Seagrave system of home culture; and the road to college was definitely closed.

I want my views understood, said Mr. Tappan, addressing the board of solemn-visaged directors assembled in session to determine upon the fate of two motherless little children. Indiwidoolism is nurtured in excloosion; the elimination of the extraneous is necessary for the dewelopment of indiwidoolism. I regard the human indiwidool as sacred. Like a pearl — he pronounced it poil— it can grow in beauty and symmetry and purity and polish only when nourished in seclusion. Indiwidoolism is a poil without price; and the natal mansion, gentlemen — if I may be permitted the simulcritude — is its oyster.

My old friend, Anthony Seagrave, shared with me this unalterable conwiction. I remember in the autumn of 1859 — —

The directors settled themselves in their wadded arm-chairs; several yawned; some folded their hands over their ample stomachs. The June atmosphere was pleasantly conducive to the sort of after-luncheon introspection which is easily soothed by monotones of the human voice.

And while Mr. Tappan droned on and on, some of the directors watched him with one eye half open, thinking of other things, and some listened, both eyes half closed, thinking of nothing at all.

Many considered Mr. Tappan a very terrible old man, though why terrible, unless the most rigid honesty and bigoted devotion to duty terrifies, nobody seemed to know.

Long Island Dutch — with all that it implies — was the dull stock he rooted in. Born a poor farmers son, with a savage passion for learning, he almost destroyed his eyesight in lonely study under the flicker of tallow dips. All that had ever come to him of knowledge came in these solitary vigils. Miry and sweating from the plough he mastered the classics, law, chemistry, engineering; and finally emerging heavily from the reek of Long Island fertiliser, struck with a heavy surety at Fortune and brought her to her knees amidst a shower of gold. And all alone he gathered it in.

On Coenties Slip his warehouse still bore the legend: R. Tappan: Iron. All that he had ever done he had done alone. He knew of no other way; believed in no other way.

Plain living, plainer clothing, tireless thinking undisturbed — that had been his childhood; and it had suited him.

Never but once had he made any concession to custom and nature, and that was only when, desiring an heir, he was obliged to enter into human partnership to realise the wish.

His son was what his father had made him under the iron cult of solitary development; and now, the father, loyal in his own way to the memory of his old friend Anthony Seagrave, meant to do his full duty toward the orphaned grandchildren.

So it came to pass that tutors and specialists replaced Kathleen in the schoolroom; and these ministered to the twin poils, who were now fretting through their thirteenth year, mad with desire for boarding-school.

Four languages besides their own were adroitly stuffed into them; nor were letters, arts, and sciences neglected, nor the mundane and social patter, accomplishments, and refinements, including poise, pose, and deportment.

Specialists continued to guide them indoors and out; they rode every morning at eight with a specialist; they drove in the Park between four and five with the most noted of four-in-hand specialists; fencing, sparring, wrestling, swimming, gymnastics, were all supervised by specialists in those several very important and scientific arts; and specialists also taught them hygiene: how to walk, sit, breathe; how to masticate; how to relax after the manner of the domestic cat.

They had memory lessons; lessons in personal physiology, and in first aid to themselves.

Specialists cared for their teeth, their eyes, their hair, their skin, their hands and feet.

Everything that was taught them, done for them, indirectly educated them in the science of self-consideration and deepened an unavoidably natural belief in their own overwhelming importance. They had not been born so.

But in the house of Seagrave everything revolved around and centred in them; everything began for them and ended for them alone. They had no chance.

True, they were also instructed in theology and religion; they became well grounded in the elements of both, — laws, by-laws, theory, legends, proverbs, truisms, and even a few abstract truths. But there was no meaning in either to these little prisoners of self. Seclusion is an enemy to youth; solitude its destruction.

When the twins were fifteen they went to their first party. A week of superficial self-restraint and inward delirium was their preparation, a brief hour of passive bewilderment the realisation. Dazed by the sight and touch and clamor of the throng, they moved and spoke as in a vision. The presence of their own kind in such numbers confused them; overwhelmed, they found no voices to answer the call of happiness. Their capacity to respond was too limited.

As in a dream they were removed earlier than anybody else — taken away by a footman and a maid with decorous pomp and circumstance, carefully muffled in motor robes, and embedded in a limousine.

The daily papers, with that lofty purpose which always characterises them, recorded next morning the important fact that the famous Seagrave twins had appeared at their first party.

Between the ages of fifteen and sixteen the twins might have entered Harvard, for the entrance examinations were tried on both children, and both passed brilliantly.

For a year or two they found a substitute for happiness in pretending that they were really at college; they simulated, day by day, the life that they supposed was led there; they became devoted to their new game. Excited through tales told by tutor and friend, they developed a passionate loyalty for their college and class; they were solemnly elected to coveted societies, they witnessed Harvard victories, they strove fiercely for honours; their ideals were lofty, their courage clean and high.

So completely absorbed in the pretence did they become that their own tutors ventured to suggest to Mr. Tappan that such fiercely realistic mimicry deserved to be rewarded. Unfortunately, the children heard of this; but the Trust Officers short answer killed their interest in playing at happiness, and their junior year began listlessly and continued without ambition. There was no heart in the pretence. Their interest had died. They studied mechanically because they were obliged to; they no longer cared.

That winter they went to a few more parties — not many. However, they were gingerly permitted to witness their first play, and later, the same year, were taken to Lohengrin at the opera.

During the play, which was a highly moral one, they sat watching, listening, wide-eyed as children.

At the opera Geraldines impetuous soul soared straight up to paradise with the first heavenly strains, and remained there far above the rigid, breathless little body, bolt upright in its golden sarcophagus of the grand tier.

Her physical consciousness really seemed to have fled. Until the end she sat unaware of the throngs, of Scott and Kathleen whispering behind her, of several tall, broad-shouldered, shy young fellows who came into their box between the acts and tried to discuss anything at all with her, only to find her blind, deaf, and dumb.

These were the only memories of her first opera — confused, chaotic brilliancy, paradise revealed: and long, long afterward, the carriage flying up Fifth Avenue through darkness all gray with whirling snow.

Their eighteenth year dragged, beginning in physical and intellectual indifference, but promised stormily as they became more accustomed to glimpses of an outside world — a world teeming with restless young people in unbelievable quantities.

Scott had begun to develop two traits: laziness and a tendency to sullen, unspoken wrath. He took more liberty than was officially granted him — more than Geraldine dared take — and came into collision with Kathleen more often now. He boldly overstayed his leave in visiting his few boy friends for an afternoon; he returned home alone on foot after dusk, telling the chauffeur to go to the devil. Again and again he remained out to dinner without permission, and, finally, one afternoon quietly and stealthily cut his studies, slipped out of the house, and reappeared about dinner-time, excited, inclined to be boisterously defiant, admitting that he had borrowed enough money from a friend to go to a matinée with some other boys, and that he would do it again if he chose.

Also, to Kathleens horror, he swore deliberately at table when Mr. Tappans name was mentioned; and Geraldine looked up with startled brown eyes, divining in her brother something new — something that unconsciously they both had long, long waited for — the revolt of youth ere youth had been crushed for ever from the body which encased it.

Damn him, repeated Scott, a little frightened at his own words and attitude; Ive had enough of this baby business; Im eighteen and I want two things: some friends to go about with freely, and some money to do what other boys do. And you can tell Mr. Tappan, for all I care.

What would you buy with money that is not already provided for, Scott? asked Kathleen, gently ignoring his excited profanity.

I dont know; there is no pleasure in using things which that fool of a Trust Company votes to let you have. Anyway, what I want is liberty and money.

What would you do with what you call liberty, dear?

Do? Id — Id — well, Id go shooting if I wanted to. Id buy a gun and go off somewhere after ducks.

But your fathers old club on the Chesapeake is open to you. Shall I ask Mr. Tappan?

Oh, yes: I know, he sneered, and Mr. Tappan would send some chump of a tutor there to teach me. I dont want to be taught how to hit ducks. I want to find out for myself. I dont care for that sort of thing, he repeated savagely; I just ache to go off somewhere with a boy of my own age where theres no club and no preserve and no tutor; and where I can knock about and get whatever there is to get without anybodys help.

Geraldine said: You have more liberty now than I have, Scott. What are you howling for?

The only real liberty I have I take! Anyway, you have enough for a girl of your age. And youd better shut up.

I wont shut up, she retorted irritably. I want liberty as much as you do. If I had any, Id go to every play and opera in New York. And Id go about with my friends and Id have gowns fitted, and Id have tea at Sherrys, and Id shop and go to matinees and to the Exchange, and Id be elected a member of the Commonwealth Club and play basket-ball there, and swim, and lunch and — and then have another fitting — —

Is that what youd do with your liberty? he sneered. Well, I dont wonder old Tappan doesnt give you any money.

I do need money and decent gowns. Im sick of the frumpy prunes-and-prisms frocks that Kathleen makes me wear — —

Kathleens troubled laugh interrupted her:

Dearest, I do the best I can on the allowance made you by Mr. Tappan. His ideas on modern feminine apparel are perhaps not yours or mine.

I should say not! returned Geraldine angrily. There isnt a girl of my age who dresses as horridly as I do. I tell you, Mr. Tappan has got to let me have money enough to dress decently. If he doesnt, I — Ill begin to give him as much trouble as Scott does — more, too!

She set her teeth and stared at her glass of water.

What about my coming-out gown? she asked.

I have written him about your début, said Kathleen soothingly.

Oh! What did the old beast say?

He writes, began Kathleen pleasantly, that he considers eighteen an unsuitable age for a young girl to make her bow to New York society.

Did he say that? exclaimed Geraldine, furious. Very well; I shall write to Colonel Mallett and tell him I simply will not endure it any longer. Ive had enough education; Im suffocated with it! Besides, I dislike it. I want a dinner-gown and a ball-gown and my hair waved and dressed on top of my head instead of bunched half way! I want to have an engagement pad — I want to have places to go to — people expecting me; I want silk stockings and pretty underclothes! Doesnt that old fool understand what a girl wants and needs?

She half rose from her seat at the table, pushing away the fruit which a servant offered; and, laying her hands flat on the cloth, leaned forward, eyes flashing ominously.

Im getting tired of this, she said. If it goes on, Ill probably run away.

So will I, said Scott, but Ive good reasons. They havent done anything to you. Youre making a terrible row about nothing.

Yes, they have! Theyve suppressed me, stifled me, bottled me up, tinkered at me, overgroomed me, dressed me ridiculously, and stuffed my mind. And Im starved all the time! O Kathleen, Im hungry! hungry! Cant you understand?

Theyve made me into something I was not. Ive never yet had a chance to be myself. Why couldnt they let me be it? I know — I know that when at last they set me free because they have to — I — Ill act like a fool; Ill not know what to do with my liberty — Ill not know how to use it — how to understand or be understood.... Tell Mr. Tappan that! Tell him that it is all silly and wrong! Tell him that a young girl never forgets when other girls laugh at her because she never had any money, and dresses like a frump, and wears her hair like a baby!... And if he doesnt listen to us, some day Scott and I will show him and the others how we feel about it! I can make as much trouble as Scott can; Ill do it, too — —

Geraldine!

Very well. Im boiling inside when I think of — some things. The injustice of a lot of hateful, snuffy old men deciding on what sort of underclothes a young girl shall wear!... And I will make my début! I will! I will!

Dearest — —

Yes, I will! Ill write to them and complain of Mr. Tappans stingy, unjust treatment of us both — —

Let me do the writing, dear, said Kathleen quietly. And she rose from the table and left the dining-room, both arms around the necks of the Seagrave twins, drawing them close to her sides — closer when her sidelong glance caught the sullen bitterness on the darkening features of the boy, and when on the girls fair face she saw the flushed, wide-eyed, questioning stare.

When the young, seeking reasons, gaze questioningly at nothing, it is well to divine and find the truthful answer, lest their other selves, evoked, stir in darkness, counselling folly.

The answer to such questions Kathleen knew; who should know better than she? But it was not for her to reply. All she could do was to summon out of the vasty deep the powers that ruled her wards and herself; and these, convoked in solemn assembly because of conflict with their Trust Officer, might decide in becoming gravity such questions as what shall be the proper quality and cost of a young girls corsets; and whether or not real lace and silk are necessary for attire more intimate still.

During the next two years the steadily increasing friction between Remsen Tappan and his wards began seriously to disturb the directors of the Half Moon Trust. That worthy old line company viewed with uneasiness the revolutionary tendencies of the Seagrave twins as expressed in periodical and passionate letters to Colonel Mallett. The increasing frequency of these appeals for justice and for intervention fore-shadowed the desirability of a conference. Besides, there was a graver matter to consider, which implicated Scott.

When Kathleen wrote, suggesting a down-town conference to decide delicate questions concerning Geraldines undergarments and Scotts new gun, Colonel Mallett found it more convenient to appoint the Seagrave house as rendezvous.

And so it came to pass one pleasant Saturday afternoon in late October that, in twos and threes, a number of solemn old gentlemen, faultlessly attired, entered the red drawing-room of the Seagrave house and seated themselves in an impressive semicircle upon the damask chairs.

They were Colonel Stuart Mallett, president of the institution, just returned from Paris with his entire family; Calvin McDermott, Joshua Hogg, Carl Gumble, Friedrich Gumble; the two vice-presidents, James Cray and Daniel Montross; Myndert Beekman, treasurer; Augustus Varick, secretary; the Hon. John D. Ellis; Magnelius Grandcourt 2d, and Remsen Tappan, Trust Officer.

If the pillars of the house of Seagrave had been founded upon millions, the damask and rosewood chairs in the red drawing-room now groaned under the weight of millions. Power, authority, respectability, and legitimate affluence sat there majestically enthroned in the mansion of the late Anthony Seagrave, awaiting in serious tribunal the appearance of the last of that old New York family.

Mrs. Severn came in first; the directors rose as one man, urbane, sprightly, and gallant. She was exceedingly pretty; they recognised it. They could afford to.

Compositely they were a smooth, soft-stepping, soft-voiced, company. An exception or two, like Mr. Tappan, merely accented the composite impression of rosy-cheeked, neatly shaven, carefully dressed prosperity. They all were cautious of voice, moderate of speech, chary of gesture. There was always an impressive pause before a director of the Half Moon Trust answered even the most harmless question addressed to him. Some among them made it a conservative rule to swallow nothing several times before speaking at all. It was a safe habit to acquire. Aut prudens aut nullus.

Geraldines starched skirts rustled on the stairway. When she came into the room the directors of the Half Moon Trust were slightly astonished. During the youth of the twins, the wives of several gentlemen present had called at intervals to inspect the growth of Anthony Seagraves grandchildren, particularly those worthy and acquisitive ladies who had children themselves. The far-sighted reap rewards. Some day these baby twins would be old enough to marry. It was prudent to remember such details. A position as an old family friend might one day prove of thrifty advantage in this miserably mercenary world where dog eats dog, and dividends are sometimes passed. God knows and pities the sorrows of the rich.

Geraldine, her slim hand in Colonel Malletts, courtesied with old-time quaintness, then her lifted eyes swept the rosy, rotund countenances before her. To each she courtesied and spoke, offering the questioning hand of amity.

The thing that seemed to surprise them was that she had grown since they had seen her. Time flies when hunting safe investments. The manners she retained, like her fashion of wearing her hair, and the cut and length of her apparel were clearly too childish to suit the tall, slender, prettily rounded figure — the mature oval of the face, the delicately firm modelling of the features.

This was no child before them; here stood adorable adolescence, a hint of the awakening in the velvet-brown eyes which were long and slightly slanting at the corners; hints, too, in the vivid lips, in the finer outline of the profile, in faint bluish shadows under the eyes, edging the curved cheeks bloom.

They had not seen her in two years or more, and she had grown up. They had merely stepped down-town for a hasty two years glance at the market, and, behind their backs, the child had turned into a woman.

Hitherto they had addressed her as Geraldine and child, when a rare interview had been considered necessary. Now, two years later, unconsciously, it was Miss Seagrave, and considerable embarrassment when the subject of intimate attire could no longer be avoided.

But Geraldine, unconscious of such things, broached the question with all the directness characteristic of her.

I am sorry I was rude in my last letter, she said gravely, turning to Mr. Tappan. Will you please forgive me?... I am glad you came. I do not think you understand that I am no longer a little girl, and that things necessary for a woman are necessary for me. I want a quarterly allowance. I need what a young woman needs. Will you give these things to me, Mr. Tappan?

Mr. Tappans dry lips cracked apart; he swallowed grimly several times, then his long bony fingers sought the meagre ends of his black string tie:

In the cultiwation of the indiwidool, he began harshly, and checked himself, when Geraldine flushed to her ear tips and stamped her foot. Self-control had gone at last.

I wont listen to that! she said, breathless; Ive listened to it for ten years — as long as I can remember. Answer me honestly, Mr. Tappan! Can I have what other women have — silk underwear and stockings — real lace on my night dresses — and plenty of it? Can I have suitable gowns and furs, and have my hair dressed properly? I want you to answer; can I make my début this winter and have the gowns I require — and the liberty that girls of my age have? She turned on Colonel Mallett: The liberty that Naïda has had is all I want; the sort of things you let her have all I ask for. And appealing to Magnelius Grandcourt, who stood pursing his thick lips, puffed out like a surprised pouter pigeon: Your daughter Catherine has more than I ask; why do you let her have what you consider bad for me? Why?

Mr. Grandcourt swallowed several times, and spoke in an undertone to Joshua Hogg. But he did not reply to Geraldine.

Remsen Tappan turned his iron visage toward Colonel Mallett — ignoring Geraldines questions.

In the cultiwation of the indiwidool, he began again dauntlessly —— 

Isnt there anybody to answer me? asked Geraldine, turning from one to another.

Concerning the cultiwation — —

Answer me! she flashed back. There were tears in her voice, but her eyes blazed.

Miss Seagrave, interposed old Mr. Montross gravely, I beg of you to remember — —

Let him answer me first! I asked him a perfectly plain question. It — it is silly to ignore me as though I were a foolish child — as though I didnt know my mind.

I think, Mr. Tappan, perhaps if you could give Miss Seagrave a qualified answer to her questions — make some preliminary statement— began Mr. Cray cautiously.

Concerning what? snapped Tappan with a grim stare.

Concerning my stockings and my underwear, said Geraldine fiercely. Im tired of dressing like a servant!

Mr. Tappans rugged jaw opened and shut with another snap.

Im opposed to any such innowation, he said.

And — my coming out this winter? And my quarterly allowance? Answer me!

Time enough when you turn twenty-one, Miss Seagrave. Cultiwation of mind concerns you now, not cultiwation of raiment.

That — that— stammered Geraldine, is s-su-premely s-silly. The tears reached her eyes; she brushed them away angrily.

Mallett coughed and glanced at Myndert Beekman, then past the secretary, Mr. Varick, directly at Mr. Tappan.

If you could see your way to — ah — accede to some — a number — perhaps, in a measure, to all of Miss Seagraves not unreasonable requests, Mr. Tappan — —

[image: img211.jpg]

Can I have what other women have — silk underwear and stockings?

He hesitated, looked dubiously at Mr. Montross, who nodded. Mr. Cray, also, made an almost imperceptible sign of concurrence. Magnelius Grandcourt, the sixty-year enfant terrible of the company, dreaded for his impulsive outbursts — though the effect of these outbursts was always very carefully considered before-hand — stepped jauntily across the floor, and lifting Geraldines hand to his rather purplish lips, saluted it with a flourish.

Oh, I say, Tappan, let Miss Seagrave have what she wants! he exclaimed with a hearty disregard of caution, which outwardly disturbed but inwardly deceived nobody except Geraldine and Mrs. Severn.

Colonel Mallett thought: The acquisitive beast is striking attitudes on his fool of a sons account.

Mr. Tappans small iron-gray eyes bored two holes through the inward motives of Mr. Grandcourt, and his mouth tightened till the seamed lips were merely a line.

I think, Magnelius, said Colonel Mallett coldly, that it is, perhaps, the sense of our committee that the time has practically arrived for some change — perhaps radical change — in the — in the — ah — the hitherto exceedingly wise regulations — —

May I have real lace? cried Geraldine— Oh, I beg your pardon, Colonel Mallett, for interrupting, but I was perfectly crazy to know what you were going to say.

Other people have been crazier and endured more to learn what hope the verdict of ponderous authority might hold for them.

Colonel Mallett, a trifle ruffled at the interruption, swallowed several times and then continued without haste to rid himself of a weighty opinion concerning the début and the petticoats of the Half Moons ward. He might have made the child happy in one word. It took him twenty minutes.

Concurring opinions were then solemnly delivered by every director in turn except Mr. Tappan, who spoke for half an hour, doggedly dissenting on every point.

But the days of the old régime were evidently numbered. He understood it. He looked across at the crackled portrait of his old friend Anthony Seagrave; the faded, painted features were obliterated in a bar of slanting sunlight.

So, concluding his dissenting opinion, and having done his duty, he sat down, drawing the skirts of his frock-coat close around his bony thighs. He had done his best; his reward was this childs hatred — which she already forgot in the confused delight of her sudden liberation.

Dazed with happiness, to one after another Geraldine courtesied and extended the narrow childlike hand of amity — even to him. Then, as though treading on invisible pink clouds, she floated out and away up-stairs, scarcely conscious of passing her brother on the stairway, who was now descending for his turn before the altar of authority.

When Scott returned he appeared to be unusually red in the face. Geraldine seized him ecstatically:

Oh, Scott! I am to come out, after all — and Im to have my quarterly, and gowns, and everything. I could have hugged Mr. Grandcourt — the dear! I was so frightened — frightened into rudeness — and then that beast of a Tappan scared me terribly. But it is all right now — and what did they promise you, poor dear?

Scotts face still remained flushed as he stood, hands in his pockets, head slightly bent, tracing with the toe of his shoe the carpet pattern.

You want to know what they promised me? he asked, looking up at his sister with an unpleasant laugh. She poured a few drops of cologne onto a lump of sugar, placed it between her lips, and nodded:

They did promise you something — didnt they?

Oh, certainly. They promised to make it hot for me if I ever again borrowed money on notes.

Scott! did you do that?

Give my note? Certainly. I needed money — Ive told old tabby Tappan so again and again. In a year Ill have all the money I need — so whats the harm if I borrow a little and promise to pay when Im of age?

Geraldine considered a moment: Its curious, she reflected, but do you know, Scott, I never thought of doing that. It never occurred to me to do it! Why didnt you tell me?

Because, said her brother with an embarrassed laugh, its not exactly a proper thing to do, I believe. Anyway, they raised a terrible row about it. Probably thats why they have at last given me a decent quarterly allowance; they think its safer, I suppose — and theyre right. The stingy old fossils.

The boyish boast, the veiled hint of revolt and reprisal vaguely disturbed Geraldines sense of justice.

After all, she said, they have meant to be kind. They didnt know how, thats all. And, Scott, do let us try to be better now. Im ashamed of my rudeness to them. And Im going to be very, very good to Kathleen and not do one single thing to make her unhappy or even to bother Mr. Tappan.... And, oh, Scott! my silks and laces! my darling clothes! All is coming true! Do you hear? And, Scott! Naïda and Duane are back and Im dying to see them. Duane is twenty-three, think of it!

She seized him and spun him around.

If you dont hug me and tell me youre fond of me, I shall go mad. Tell me youre fond of me, Scott! You do love me, dont you?

He kissed his sister with preoccupied toleration: Whew! he said, your breath reeks of cologne!

As for me, he added, half sullenly, Im going to have a few things I want, now.... And do a few things, too.

But what these things were he did not specify. Nor did Geraldine have time to speculate, so occupied was she now with preparations for the wonderful winter which was to come true at last — which was already beginning to come true with exciting visits to that magic country of brilliant show-windows which, like an enchanted city by itself, sparkles from Madison Square to the Plaza between Fourth Avenue and Broadway.

Into this sparkling metropolitan zone she hastened with Kathleen; all day long, week after week, she flitted from shop to shop, never satisfied, always eager to see, to explore. Yet two things Kathleen noticed: Geraldine seemed perfectly happy and contented to view the glitter of vanity fair without thought of acquiring its treasures for herself; and, when reminded that she was there to buy, she appeared to be utterly ignorant of the value of money, though a childhood without it was supposed to have taught her its rarity and preciousness.

The girls personal tastes were expensive; she could linger in ecstasy all the morning over piles of wonderful furs without envy, without even thinking of them for herself; but when Kathleen mentioned the reason of their shopping, Geraldine always indicated sables as her choice, any single piece of which would have required half her yearly allowance to pay for.

And she was for ever wishing to present things to Kathleen; silks that were chosen, model gowns that they examined together, laces, velvets, jewels, always her first thought seemed to be that Kathleen should have what they both enjoyed looking at so ardently; and many a laughing contest they had as to whether her first quarterly allowance should be spent upon herself or her friends.

On the surface it would appear that unselfishness was the key to her character. That was impossible; she had lived too long alone. Yet Geraldine was clearly not acquisitive; though, when she did buy, her careless extravagance worried Kathleen. Spendthrift — in that she cared nothing for the money value of anything — her bright, piquant, eager face was a welcome sight to the thrifty metropolitan shopkeeper at Christmas-tide. A delicate madness for giving obsessed her; she bought a pair of guns for Scott, laces and silks for Kathleen, and for the servants everything she could think of. Nobody was forgotten, not even Mr. Tappan, who awoke Christmas morning to gaze grimly upon an antique jewelled fob all dangling with pencils and seals. In the first flush of independence it gave her more pleasure to give than to acquire.

Also, for the first time in her life, she superintended the distribution of her own charities, flying in the motor with Kathleen from church to mission, eager, curious, pitiful, appalled, by turns. Sentiment overwhelmed her; it was a new kind of pleasure.

One night she arose shivering from her warm bed, and with ink and paper sat figuring till nearly dawn how best to distribute what fortune she might one day possess, and live an exalted life on ten dollars a week.

Kathleen found her there asleep, head buried in the scattered papers, limbs icy to the knees; and there ensued an interim of bronchitis which threatened at one time to postpone her début.

But the medical profession of Manhattan came to the rescue in battalions, and Geraldine was soon afoot, once more drifting ecstatically among the splendours of the shops, thrilling with the nearness of the day that should set her free among unnumbered hosts of unknown friends.

Who would these unknown people turn out to be? What hearts were at that very moment destined to respond in friendship to her own?

Often lying awake, nibbling her scented lump of sugar, the darkness reddening, at intervals, as embers of her bedroom fire dropped glowing to the hearth, she pictured to herself this vast, brilliant throng awaiting to welcome her as one of them. And her imagination catching fire, through closed lids she seemed to see heavenly vistas of youthful faces — a thousand arms outstretched in welcome; and she, advancing, eyes dim with happiness, giving herself to this world of youth and friendship — crossing the threshold — leaving for ever behind her the past with its loneliness and isolation.

It was of friendships she dreamed, and the blessed nearness of others, and the liberty to seek them. She promised herself she would never, never again permit herself to be alone. She had no definite plans, except that. Life henceforth must be filled with the bright shapes of comrades. Life must be only pleasure. Never again must sadness come near her. A miraculous capacity for happiness seemed to fill her breast, expanding with the fierce desire for it, until under the closed lids tears stole out, and there, in the darkness, she held out her bare arms to the world — the kind, good, generous, warm-hearted world, which was waiting, just beyond her threshold, to welcome her and love her and companion her for ever.




CHAPTER III. THE THRESHOLD
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SHE AWOKE TIRED; she had scarcely closed her eyes that night. The fresh odour of roses filled her room when her maid arrived with morning gifts from Kathleen and Scott.

She lay abed until noon. They started dressing her about three. After that the day became unreal to her.

Manhattan was conventionally affable to Geraldine Seagrave, also somewhat curious to see what she looked like. Fifth Avenue and the neighbouring side streets were jammed with motors and carriages on the bright January afternoon that Geraldine made her bow, and the red and silver drawing-rooms, so famous a generation ago, were packed continually.

What people saw was a big, clumsy house expensively overdecorated in the appalling taste of forty years ago, now screened by forests of palms and vast banks of flowers; and they saw a number of people popularly identified with the sort of society which newspapers delight to revere; and a few people of real distinction; and a young girl, noticeably pale, standing beside Kathleen Severn and receiving the patronage of dowagers and beaux, and the impulsive clasp of fellowship from fresh-faced young girls and nice-looking, well-mannered young fellows.

The general opinion seemed to be that Geraldine Seagrave possessed all the beauty which rumour had attributed to her as her right by inheritance, but the animation of her clever mother was lacking. Also, some said that her manners still smacked of the nursery; and that, unless it had been temporarily frightened out of her, she had little personality and less charm.

Nothing, as a matter of fact, had been frightened out of her; for weeks she had lived in imagination so vividly through that day that when the day really arrived it found her physically and mentally unresponsive; the endless reiteration of names sounded meaninglessly in her ears, the crowding faces blurred. She was passively satisfied to be there, and content with the touch of hands and the pleasant-voiced formalities of people pressing toward her from every side.

Afterward few impressions remained; she remembered the roses perfume, and a very fat woman with a confusing similarity of contour fore and aft who blocked the lines and rattled on like a machine-gun saying dreadfully frank things about herself, her family, and everybody she mentioned.

Naïda Mallett, whom she had not seen in many years, she had known immediately, and now remembered. And Naïda had taken her white-gloved hand shyly, whispering constrained formalities, then had disappeared into the unreality of it all.

Duane, her old playmate, may have been there, but she could not remember having seen him. There were so many, many youths of the New York sort, all dressed alike, all resembling one another — many, many people flowing past her where she stood submerged in the silken ebb eddying around her.

These were the few hazy impressions remaining — she was recalling them now while dressing for her first dinner dance. Later, when her maid released her with a grunt of Gallic disapproval, she, distraite, glanced at her gown in the mirror, still striving to recall something definite of the day before.

Was Duane there? she asked Kathleen, who had just entered.

No, dear.... Why did you happen to think of Duane Mallett?

Naïda came.... Duane was such a splendid little boy.... I had hoped — —

Mrs. Severn said coolly:

Duane isnt a very splendid man. I might as well tell you now as later.

What in the world do you mean, Kathleen?

I mean that people say he was rather horrid abroad. Some women dont mind that sort of thing, but I do.

Horrid? How?

He went about Europe with unpleasant people. He had too much money — and that is ruinous for a boy. I hate to disillusion you, but for several years people have been gossipping about Duane Malletts exploits abroad; and they are not savoury.

What were they? I am old enough to know.

I dont propose to tell you. He was notoriously wild. There were scandals. Hush! here comes Scott.

For Heavens sake, pinch some colour into your cheeks! exclaimed her brother; were not going to a wake!

And Kathleen said anxiously: Your gown is perfection, dear; are you a trifle tired? You do look pale.

Tired? repeated Geraldine— not in the least, dearest.... If I seem not to be excited, I really am, internally; but perhaps I havent learned how to show it.... Dont I look well? I was so preoccupied with my gown in the mirror that I forgot to examine my face.

Mrs. Severn kissed her. You and your gown are charming. Come, we are late, and that isnt permitted to débutantes.

It was Mrs. Magnelius Grandcourt who was giving the first dinner and dance for Geraldine Seagrave. In the cloak-room she encountered some very animated women of the younger married set, who spoke to her amiably, particularly a Mrs. Dysart, who said she knew Duane Mallett, and who was so friendly that a bit of colour warmed Geraldines pallid cheeks and still remained there when, a few minutes later, she saluted her heavily jewelled hostess and recognised in her the fat fore-and-aft lady of the day before.

Mrs. Magnelius Grandcourt, glittering like a South American scarab, detained her with the smallest and chubbiest hands she had ever seen inside of gloves.

My dear, you look ghastly, said her hostess. Youre probably scared to death. This is my son, Delancy, who is going to take you in, and Im wondering about you, because Delancy doesnt get on with débutantes, but that cant be helped. If hes pig enough not to talk to you, it wouldnt surprise me — and its just as well, too, for if he likes anybody he compromises them, but its no use your ever liking a Grandcourt, for all the men make rotten husbands — Im glad Rosalie Dysart threw him over for poor Jack Dysart; it saved her a divorce! Id get one if I could; so would Magnelius. My husband was a judge once, but he resigned because he couldnt send people up for the things he was doing himself.

Mrs. Grandcourt, still gabbling away, turned to greet new arrivals, merely switching to another subject without interrupting her steady stream of outrageous talk. She was celebrated for it — and for nothing else.

Geraldine, bewildered and a little horrified, looked at her billowy, bediamonded hostess, then at young Delancy Grandcourt, who, not perceptibly abashed by his mothers left-handed compliments, lounged beside her, apparently on the verge of a yawn.

My mother says things, he explained patiently; nobody minds em.... Shall we exchange nonsense — or would you rather save yourself until dinner?

Save myself what? she asked nervously.

The nuisance of talking to me about nothing. Im not clever.

Geraldine reddened.

I dont usually talk about nothing.

I do, he said. I never have much to say.

Is that because you dont like débutantes? she asked coldly.

Its because they dont care about me.... If you would talk to me, Id really be grateful.

He flushed and stepped back awkwardly to allow room for a slim, handsome man to pass between them. The very ornamental man did not pass, however, but calmly turned toward Geraldine, and began to talk to her.

She presently discovered his name to be Dysart; and she also discovered that Mr. Dysart didnt know her name; and, for a moment after she had told him, surprise and a confused sense of resentment silenced her, because she was quite certain now that they had never been properly presented.

That negligence of conventions was not unusual in this new world she was entering, she had already noticed; and this incident was evidently another example of custom smilingly ignored. She looked up questioningly, and Dysart, instantly divining the trouble, laughed in his easy, attractive fashion — the fashion he usually affected with women.

You seemed so fresh and cool and sweet all alone in this hot corner that I simply couldnt help coming over to hear whether your voice matched the ensemble. And it surpasses it. Are you going to be resentful?

Im too ignorant to be — or to laugh about it as you do.... Is it because I look a simpleton that you come to see if I really am?

Are you planning to punish me, Miss Seagrave?

Im afraid I dont know how.

Fate will, anyway, unless I am placed next you at dinner, he said with his most reassuring smile, and rose gracefully.

Im going to fix it, he added, and, pushing his way toward his hostess, disappeared in the crush.

Later young Grandcourt reappeared from the crush to take her in. Every table seated eight, and, sure enough, as she turned involuntarily to glance at her neighbour on the right, it was Dysarts pale face, cleanly cut as a cameo, that met her gaze. He nodded back to her with unfeigned satisfaction at his own success.

Thats the way to manage, he said, when you want a thing very much. Isnt it, Miss Seagrave?

You did not ask me whether I wanted it, she said.

Dont you want me here? If you dont— His features fell and he made a pretence of rising. His pale, beautifully sculptured face had become so fearfully serious that she coloured up quickly.

Oh, you wouldnt do such a thing — now! to embarrass me.

Yes, I would — Id do anything desperate.

But she had already caught the flash of mischief, and realising that he had been taking more or less for granted in tormenting her, looked down at her plate and presently tasted what was on it.

I know you are not offended, he murmured. Are you?

She knew she was not, too; but she merely shrugged. Then why do you ask me, Mr. Dysart?

Because you have such pretty shoulders, he replied seriously.

What an idiotic reply to make!

Why? Dont you think you have?

What?

Pretty shoulders.

I dont think anything about my shoulders!

You would if there was anything the matter with them, he insisted.

Once or twice he turned his handsome dark gaze on her while she was dissecting her terrapin.

They tip up a little — at the corners, dont they? he inquired anxiously. Does it hurt?

Tip up? What tips up? she demanded.

Your eyes.

She swung around toward him, confused and exasperated; but no seriousness was proof against the delighted malice in Dysarts face; and she laughed a little, and laughed again when he did. And she thought that he was, perhaps, the handsomest man she had ever seen. All débutantes did.

Young Grandcourt turned from the pretty, over-painted woman who, until that moment, had apparently held him interested when his food failed to monopolise his attention, and glanced heavily around at Geraldine.

All he saw was the back of her head and shoulders. Evidently she was not missing him. Evidently, too, she was having a very good time with Dysart.

What are you laughing about? he asked wistfully, leaning forward to see her face.

Geraldine glanced back across her shoulder.

Mr. Dysart is trying to be impertinent, she replied carelessly; and returned again to the impertinent one, quite ready for more torment now that she began to understand how agreeable it was.

But Dysarts expression had changed; there was something vaguely caressing in voice and manner as he murmured:

Do you know there is something almost divine in your face.

What did you say? asked Geraldine, looking up from her ice in its nest of spun sugar.

You so strenuously reject the truthful compliments I pay you, that perhaps Id better not repeat this one.

Was it really more absurd flattery?

No, never mind.... He leaned back in his chair, absently turning the curious, heavily chiselled ring on his little finger, but every few moments his expressive eyes reverted to her. She was eating her ice with all the frank enjoyment of a schoolgirl.

Do you know, Miss Seagrave, that you and I are really equipped for better things than talking nonsense.

I know that I am, she observed.... Isnt this spun sugar delicious!

Yes; and so are you.

But she pretended not to hear.

He laughed, then fell silent; his dreamy gaze shifted from vacancy to her — and, casually, across the room, where it settled lightly as a butterfly on his wife, and there it poised for a moments inexpressive examination. Scott Seagrave was talking to Rosalie; she did not notice her husband.

After that, with easy nonchalance approaching impudence, he turned to his own neglected dinner partner, Sylvia Quest, who received his tardy attentions with childish irritation. She didnt know any better. And there was now no time to patch up matters, for the signal to rise had been given and Dysart took Sylvia to the door with genuine relief. She bored him dreadfully since she had become sentimental over him. They always did.

Lounging back through the rising haze of tobacco-smoke he encountered Peter Tappan and stopped to exchange a word.

Dancing? he inquired, lighting his cigarette.

Tappan nodded. You, too, of course. For Dysart was one of those types known in society as a dancing man. He also led cotillions, and a morally blameless life as far as the more virile Commandments were concerned.

He said: That little Seagrave girl is rather fetching.

Tappan answered indifferently:

She resembles the general run of this years output. Shes weedy. They all ought to marry before they go about to dinners, anyway.

Marry whom?

Anybody — Delancy, here, for instance. You know as well as I do that no woman is possible unless shes married, yawned Tappan. Isnt that so, Delancy? clapping Grandcourt on the shoulder.

Grandcourt said yes, to be rid of him; but Dysart turned around with his usual smile of amused contempt.

You think so, too, Delancy, he said, because what is obvious and ready-made appeals to you. You think as you eat — heavily — and you miss a few things. That little Seagrave girl is charming. But youd never discover it.

Grandcourt slowly removed the fat cigar from his lips, rolled it meditatively between thick forefinger and thumb:

Do you know, Jack, that youve been saying that sort of thing to me for a number of years?

Yes; and its just as true now as it ever was, old fellow.

That may be; but did it ever occur to you that I might get tired hearing it.... And might, possibly, resent it some day?

For a long time Dysart had been uncomfortably conscious that Grandcourt had had nearly enough of his half-sneering, half-humourous frankness. His liking for Grandcourt, even as a schoolboy, had invariably been tinged with tolerance and good-humoured contempt. Dysart had always led in everything; taken what he chose without considering Grandcourt — sometimes out of sheer perversity, he had taken what Grandcourt wanted — not really wanting it himself — as in the case of Rosalie Dene.

What are you talking about resenting? — my monopolising your dinner partner? asked Dysart, smiling. Take her; amuse yourself. I dont want her.

Grandcourt inspected his cigar again. Im tired of that sort of thing, too, he said.

What sort of thing?

Contenting myself with what you dont want.

Dysart lit a cigarette, still smiling, then shrugged and turned as though to go. Around them through the smoke rose the laughing clamour of young men gathering at the exit.

I want to tell you something, said Grandcourt heavily. Im an ass to do it, but I want to tell you.

Dysart halted patiently.

Its this, went on Grandcourt: between you and my mother, Ive never had a chance; she makes me out a fool and you have always assumed it to be true.

Dysart glanced at him with amused contempt.

A heavy flush rose to Grandcourts cheek-bones. He said slowly:

I want my chance. You had better let me have it when it comes.

What chance do you mean?

I mean — a woman. All my life youve been at my elbow to step in. You took what you wanted — your shadow always falls between me and anybody Im inclined to like.... It happened to-night — as usual.... And I tell you now, at last, Im tired of it.

What a ridiculous idea you seem to have of me, began Dysart, laughing.

Im afraid of you. I always was. Now — let me alone!

Have you ever known me, since Ive been married— He caught Grandcourts eye, stammered, and stopped short. Then: You certainly are absurd. Delancy! I wouldnt deliberately interfere with you or disturb a young girls peace of mind. The trouble with you is — —

The trouble with you is that women take to you very quickly, and you are always trying to see how far you can arouse their interest. Whats the use of risking heartaches to satisfy curiosity?

Oh, I dont have heartaches! said Dysart, intensely amused.

I wasnt thinking of you. I suppose thats the reason you find it amusing.... Not that I think theres any real harm in you — —

Thanks, laughed Dysart; it only needed that remark to damn me utterly. Now go and dance with little Miss Seagrave, and dont worry about my trying to interfere.

Grandcourt looked sullenly at him. Im sorry I spoke, now, he said. I never know enough to hold my tongue to you.

He turned bulkily on his heel and left the dining-hall. There were others, in throngs, leaving — young, eager-faced fellows, with a scattering of the usual dancing men on whom everybody could always count, and a few middle-aged gentlemen and women of the younger married set to give stability to what was, otherwise, a débutantes affair.

Dysart, strolling about, booked a dance or two, performed creditably, made his peace, for the sake of peace, with Sylvia Quest, whose ignorant heart had been partly awakened under his idle investigations. But this was Sylvias second season, and she would no doubt learn several things of which she heretofore had been unaware. Just at present, however, her heart was very full, and lifes outlook was indeed tragic to a young girl who believed herself wildly in love with a married man, and who employed all her unhappy wits in the task of concealing it.

A load of guilt lay upon her soul; the awful fact that she adored him frightened her terribly; that she could not keep away from him terrified her still more. But most of all she dreaded that he might guess her secret.

I dont know why you thought I minded your not — not talking to me during dinner, she faltered. I was having a perfectly heavenly time with Peter Tappan.

Do you mean that? murmured Dysart. He could not help playing his part, even when it no longer interested him. To murmur was as natural to him as to breathe.

She looked up piteously. I would rather have talked to you, she said. Peter Tappan is only an overgrown boy. If you had really cared to talk to me— She checked herself, flushing deeply.

O Lord! he thought, contemplating in the girls lifted eyes the damage he had not really expected to do. For it had, as usual, surprised him to realise, too late, how dangerous it is to say too much, and look too long, and how easy it is to awaken hearts asleep.

Dancing was to be general before the cotillion. Sylvia would have given him as many dances as he asked for; he danced once with her as a great treat, resolving never to experiment any more with anybody.... True, it might have been amusing to see how far he could have interested the little Seagrave girl — but he would renounce that; hed keep away from everybody.

But Dysart could no more avoid making eyes at anything in petticoats than he could help the tenderness of his own smile or the caressing cadence of his voice, or the subtle, indefinite something in him which irritated men but left few women indifferent and some greatly perturbed as he strolled along on his amusing journey through the world.

He was strolling on now, having managed to leave Sylvia planted; and presently, without taking any particular trouble to find Geraldine, discovered her eventually as the centre of a promising circle of men, very young men and very old men — nothing medium and desirable as yet.

For a while, amused, Dysart watched her at her first party. Clearly she was inexperienced; she let these men have their own way and their own say; she was not handling them skilfully; yet there seemed to be a charm about this young girl that detached man after man from the passing throng and added them to her circle — which had now become a half circle, completely cornering her.

Animated, shyly confident, brilliant-eyed, and flushed with the excitement of attracting so much attention, she was beginning to lose her head a little — just a little. Dysart noticed it in her nervous laughter; in a slight exaggeration of gesture with fan and flowers; in the quick movement of her restless little head, as though it were incumbent upon her to give to every man confronting her his own particular modicum of attention — which was not like a débutante, either; and Dysart realised that she was getting on.

So he sauntered up, breaking through the circle, and reminded Geraldine of a dance she had not promised him.

She knew she had not promised, but she was quite ready to give it — had already opened her lips to assent — when a young man, passing, swung around abruptly as though to speak to her, hesitating as Geraldines glance encountered his without recognition.

But, as he started to move on, she suddenly knew him; and at the same moment Kathleens admonition rang in her ears. Her own voice drowned it.

Oh, Duane! she exclaimed, stretching out her hand across Dysarts line of advance.

You are Geraldine Seagrave, are you not? he asked smilingly, retaining her hand in such a manner as practically to compel her to step past Dysart toward him.

Of course I am. You might have known me had you been amiable enough to appear at my coming out.

He laughed easily, still retaining her hand and looking down at her from his inch or two of advantage. Then he casually inspected Dysart, who, not at all pleased, returned his gaze with a careless unconcern verging on offence. Few men cared for Dysart on first inspection — or on later acquaintance; Mallett was no exception.

Geraldine said, with smiling constraint:

It has been so very jolly to see you again. And withdrew her hand, adding: I hope — some time — —

Wont you let me talk to you now for a moment or two? You are not going to dismiss me with that sort of come-back — after all these years — are you?

He seemed so serious about it that the girl coloured up.

I — that is, Mr. Dysart was going to — to— She turned and looked at Dysart, who remained planted where she had left him, exceedingly wroth at experiencing the sort of casual treatment he had so often meted out to others. His expression was peevish. Geraldine, confused, began hurriedly:

I thought Mr. Dysart meant to ask me to dance.

Meant to? interrupted Mallett, laughing; I mean to ask for this dance, and I do.

Once more she turned and encountered Dysarts darkening gaze, hesitated, then with a nervous, gay little gesture to him, partly promise, partly adieu, she took Malletts arm.

It was the first glimmer of coquetry she had ever deliberately displayed; and at the same instant she became aware that something new had been suddenly awakened in her — something which stole like a glow through her veins, exciting her with its novelty.

Do you know, she said, that you have taken me forcibly away from an exceedingly nice man?

I dont care.

Oh — but might I not at least have been consulted?

Didnt you want to come? he asked, stopping short. There was something overbearing in his voice and his straight, unwavering gaze.

She didnt know how to take it, how to meet it. Voice and manner required some proper response which seemed to be beyond her experience.

She did not answer; but a slight pressure of her bare arm set him in motion again.

The phenomenon interested her; to see what control over this abrupt young man she really had she ventured a very slight retrograde arm-pressure, then a delicate touch to right, to left, and forward once more. It was most interesting; he backed up, guided right and left, and started forward or halted under perfect control. What had she been afraid of in him? She ventured to glance around, and, encountering a warmly personal interest in his gaze, instantly assumed that cold, blank, virginal mask which the majority of young girls discard at her age.

However, her long-checked growth in the arts of womanhood had already recommenced. She had been growing fast, feverishly, and was just now passing that period where the desire for masculine admiration innocently rules all else, but where the discovery of it chills and constrains.

She passed it at that moment. The next time their glances met she smiled a little. A new epoch in her life had begun.

Where are you taking me? she asked. Are we not going to dance?

I thought we might sit out a dance or two in the conservatory — one or two — —

One, she said decidedly. Here are some palms. Why not sit here?

There were a number of people about; she saw them, too, noted his hesitation, understood it.

Well sit here, she said, and stood smilingly regarding him while he lugged up two chairs to the most retired corner.

Slowly waving her fan, she seated herself and surveyed the room.

It is quite true that reunion after many years usually ends in constraint and indifference. If she felt slightly bored, she certainly looked it. Neither of them resembled the childish recollections or preconceived notions of the other. They found themselves inspecting one another askance, as though furtively attempting to surprise some familiar feature, some resemblance to a cherished memory.

But the changes were too radical; their eyes, looking for old comrades, encountered the unremembered eyes of strangers — for they were strangers — this tall young man, with his gray eyes, pleasantly fashioned mouth, and cleanly moulded cheeks; and this long-limbed girl, who sat, knees crossed, one long, slim foot nervously swinging above its shadow on the floor.

In spite of his youth there was in his manner, if not in his voice, something tinged with fatigue. She thought of what Kathleen had said about him; looked up, instinctively questioning him with curious, uncomprehending eyes; then her gaze wandered, became lost in smiling retrospection as she thought of Dysart, peevish; and she frankly regretted him and his dance.

Young Mallett stirred, passed a rather bony hand over his shaven upper lip, and said abruptly: I never expected youd grow up like this. Youve turned into a different kind of girl. Once you were chubby of cheek and limb. Do you remember how you used to fight?

Did I?

Certainly. You hit me twice in the eye because I lost my temper sparring with Scott. Your hands were small but heavy in those days.... I imagine theyre heavier now.

She laughed, clasped both pretty hands over her knee, and tilted back against the palm, regarding him from dark, velvety eyes.

You were a curiously fascinating child, he said. I remember how fast you could run, and how your hair flew — it was thick and dark, with rather sunny high lights; and you were always running — always on the go.... You were a remarkably just girl; that I remember. You were absolutely fair to everybody.

I was a very horrid little scrub, she said, watching him over her gently waving fan, with a dreadful temper, she added.

Have you it now?

Yes. I get over it quickly. Do you find Scott very much changed?

Well, not as much as you. Do you find Naïda changed?

Not nearly as much as you.

They smiled. The slight embarrassment born of polite indifference brightened into amiable interest, tinctured by curiosity.

Duane, have you been studying painting all these years?

Yes. What have you been doing all these years?

Nothing. A shadow fell across her face. It has been lonely — until recently. I began to live yesterday.

You used to tell me you were lonely, he nodded.

I was. You and Naïda were godsends. Something of the old thrill stirred her recollection. She leaned forward, looking at him curiously; the old memory of him was already lending him something of the forgotten glamour.

How tall you are! she said; how much thinner and — how very impressively grown-up you are, Duane. I didnt expect you to be entirely a man so soon — with such a — an odd — expression — —

He asked, smiling: What kind of an expression have I, Geraldine?

Not a boyish one; entirely a mans eyes and mouth and voice — a little too wise, as though, deep inside, you were tired of something; no, not exactly that, but as though you had seen many things and had lived some of them — —

She checked herself, lips softly apart; and the memory of what she had heard concerning him returned to her.

Confused, she continued to laugh lightly, adding: I believe I was afraid of you at first. Ought I to be, still? You know more than I do — you know different kinds of things: your face and voice and manner show it. I feel humble and ignorant in the presence of so distinguished a European artist.

They were laughing together now without a trace of constraint; and she was aware that his interest in her was unfeigned and unmistakably the interest of a man for a woman, that he was looking at her as other men had now begun to look at her, speaking as other men spoke, frankly interested in her as a woman, finding her agreeable to look at and talk to.

In the unawakened depths of her a conviction grew that her old playmate must be classed with other men — man in the abstract — that indefinite and interesting term, hinting of pleasures to come and possibilities unimagined.

Did you paint pictures all the time you were abroad? she asked.

Not every minute. I travelled a lot, went about, was asked to shoot in England and Austria.... I had a good time.

Didnt you work hard?

No. Isnt it disgraceful!

But you exhibited in three salons. What were your pictures?

I did a portrait of Lady Bylow and her ten children.

Was it a success?

He coloured. They gave me a second medal.

Oh, I am so glad! she exclaimed warmly. And what were your others?

A thing called The Witch. Rather painful.

What was it?

Life size. A young girl arrested in bed. Her frightened beauty is playing the deuce with the people around. I dont know why I did it — the painting of textures — her flesh, and the armour of the Puritan guard, the fur of the black cat — and — well, it was academic and I was young.

Did they reward you?

No.

What was the third picture?

Oh, just a girl, he said carelessly.

Did they give you a prize for it?

Y-yes. Only a mention.

Was it a portrait?

Yes — in a way.

What was it? Just a girl?

Yes.

Who was she?

Oh, just a girl — —

Was she pretty?

Yes. Shall we dance this next — —

No. Was she a model?

She posed — —

Geraldine, lips on the edge of her spread fan, regarded him curiously.

That is a very romantic life, isnt it? she murmured.

What?

Yours. I dont know much about it; Kathleen took me to hear La Bohême; and I found Murgers story in the library. I have also read Trilby. Did you — were you — was life like that when you studied in the Latin Quarter?

He laughed. Not a bit. I never saw that species of life off the stage.

Oh, wasnt there any romance? she asked forlornly.

Well — as much as you find in New York or anywhere.

Is there any romance in New York?

There is anywhere, isnt there? If only one has the instinct to recognise it and a capacity to comprehend it.

Of course, she murmured, there are artists and studios and models and poverty everywhere.... I suppose that without poverty real romance is scarcely possible.

He was still laughing when he answered:

Financial conditions make no difference. Romance is in ones self — or it is nowhere.

Is it in — you? she asked audaciously.

He made no pretence of restraining his mirth.

Why, I dont know, Geraldine. Lots of people have the capacity for it. Poverty, art, a studio, a velvet jacket, and models are not essentials.... You ask if it is in me. I think it is. I think it exists in anybody who can glorify the commonplace. To make people look with astonished interest at something which has always been too familiar to arrest their attention — only your romancer can accomplish this.

Please go on, she said as he ended. Im listening very hard. You are glorifying commonplaces, you know.

They both laughed; he, a little red, disconcerted, piqued, and withal charmed at her dainty thrust at himself.

I was talking commonplaces, he admitted, but how was I to know enough not to? Women are usually soulfully receptive when a painter opens a tin of mouldy axioms.... I didnt realise I was encountering my peer — —

You may be encountering more than that, she said, the excitement of her success with him flushing her adorably.

Oh, Ive heard how terribly educated you and Scott are. No doubt you can floor me on anything intellectual. See here, Geraldine, its simply wicked! — you are so soft and pretty, and nobody could suspect you of knowing such a lot and pouncing out on a fellow for trying a few predigested platitudes on you — —

I dont know anything, Duane! How perfectly horrid of you!

Well, youve scared me!

I havent. Youre laughing at me. You know well enough that I dont know the things you know.

What are they, in Heavens name?

Things — experiences — matters that concern life — the world, men, everything!

You wouldnt be interesting if you knew such things, he said. She thought there was the same curious hint of indifference, something of listlessness, almost fatigue in the expression of his eyes. And again, apparently apropos of nothing, she found herself thinking of what Kathleen had said about this man.

I dont understand you, she said, looking at him.

He smiled, and the ghost of a shadow passed from his eyes.

I was talking at random.

I dont think you were.

Why not?

She shook her head, drawing a long, quiet breath. Silent, lips resting in softly troubled curves, she thought of what Kathleen had said about this man. What had he done to disgrace himself?

A few moments later she rose with decision.

Come, she said, unconsciously imperious.

He looked across the room and saw Dysart.

But I havent begun to tell you— he began; and she interrupted smilingly:

I know enough about you for a while; I have learned that you are a very wonderful young man and that Im inclined to like you. You will come to see me, wont you?... No, I cant remain here another second. I want to go to Kathleen. I want you to ask her to dance, too.... Please dont urge me, Duane. I — this is my first dinner dance — yes, my very first. And I dont intend to sit in corners — I wish to dance; I desire to be happy. I want to see lots and lots of men, not just one.... You dont know all the lonely years I must make up for every minute now, or you wouldnt look at me in such a sulky, bullying way.... Besides — do you think I find you a compensation for all those delightful people out yonder?

He glanced up and saw Dysart still watching them. Suddenly he dropped his hand over hers.

Perhaps you may find that compensation in me some day, he said. How do you know?

What a silly thing to say! Dont paw me, Duane; you hurt my hand. Look at what youve done to my fan!

It came between us. Im sorry for anything that comes between us.

Both were smiling fixedly; he said nothing for a moment; their gaze endured until she flinched.

Silly, she said, you are trying to tyrannise over me as you did when we were children. I remember now — —

You did the bullying then.

Did I? Then Ill continue.

No, you wont; its my turn.

I will if I care to!

Try it.

Very well. Take me to Kathleen.

Not until I have the dances I want!

Again their eyes met in silence. Dark little lights glimmered in hers; his narrowed. The fixed smile died out.

The dances you want! she repeated. How do you propose to secure them? By crushing my fingers or dragging me about by my hair? I want to tell you something, Duane: these blunt, masterful men are very amusing on the stage and in fiction, but theyre not suitable to have tagging at heel — —

I wont do any tagging at heel, he said; dont count on it.

I have no inclination to count on you at all, she retorted, thoroughly irritated.

You will have it some day.

Oh! Do you think so?

Yes.... I didnt mean to speak the way I did. Wont you give me a dance or two?

No. I had no idea how horrid you could be.... I was told you were.... Now I can believe it. Take me to Kathleen; do you hear me?

After a step or two he said, not looking at her:

Im really sorry, Geraldine. Im not a brute. Something about that fellow Dysart upset me.

Please dont talk about it any more.

No.... Only I am glad to see you again, and I do care for your regard.

Then earn it, she said unevenly, as her anger subsided. I dont know very much about men in the world, but I know enough to understand when theyre offensive.

Was I?

Yes.... Because you carried me away with a high hand, you thought it the easiest way to take with me on every occasion.... Duane, do you know, in some ways, we are somewhat alike? And that is why we used to fight so.

I believe we are, he said slowly. But — I was never able to keep away from you.

Which makes our outlook rather stormy, doesnt it? she said, turning to him with all of her old sweet friendly manner. Do let us agree, Duane. Mercy on us! we ought to adore each other — unless we have forgotten the quarrelsome but adorable friendship of our childhood. I thought you were the perfection of all boys.

I thought there was no girl to equal you, Geraldine.

She turned audaciously, not quite knowing what she was saying:

Think so now, Duane! It will be good for us both.

Do you mean it?

Not — seriously, she said.... And, Duane, please dont be too serious with me. I am — you make me uncertain — you make me uncomfortable. I dont know just what to say to you or just how it will be taken. You mustnt be — that way — with me; you wont, will you?

He was silent for a moment; then his face lighted up. No, he said, laughing; Ill open another can of platitudes.... Youre a dear to forgive me.

Dancing had been general before the cotillion; débutantes continued to arrive in shoals from other dinners, a gay, rosy, eager throng, filling drawing-rooms, conservatory, and library with birdlike flutter and chatter, overflowing into the breakfast-room, banked up on the stairs in bright-eyed battalions.

The cotillion, led by Jack Dysart dancing alone, was one of those carefully thought out intellectual affairs which shakes New York society to its intellectual foundations.

In one figure Geraldine came whizzing into the room in a Palm Beach tricycle-chair trimmed with orchids and propelled by Peter Tappan; and from her seat amid the flowers she distributed favours — live white cockatoos, clinging, flapping, screeching on gilded wands; fans spangled with tiny electric jewels; parasols of pink silk set with incandescent lights; crystal cages containing great, pale-green Luna moths alive and fluttering; circus hoops of gilt filled with white tissue paper, through which the men jumped.

There was also a Totem-pole figure — and other things, including supper and champagne, and the semi-obscurity of conservatory and stairs; and there was the usual laughter to cover heart-aches, and the inevitable torn gowns and crushed flowers; and a number of young men talking too loud and too much in the cloak-room, and Rosalie Dysart admitting to Scott Seagrave in the conservatory that nobody really understood her; and Delancy Grandcourt edging about the outer borders of the flowery, perfumed vortex, following Geraldine and losing her a hundred times.

On one of these occasions she was captured by Duane Mallett and convoyed to the supper-room, where later she became utterly transfigured into a laughing, blushing, sparkling, delicious creature, small ears singing with her first venturesome glass of champagne.

All the world seemed laughing with her; life itself was only an endless bubble of laughter, swelling the gay, unending chorus; life was the hot breeze from scented fans stirring a thousand roses; life was the silken throng and its whirling and its feverish voices crying out to her to live!

Her childhoods playmate had come back a stranger, but already he was being transformed, through the magic of laughter, into the boy she remembered; awkwardness of readjusting her relations with him had entirely vanished; she called him dear Duane, laughed at him, chatted with him, appealed, contradicted, rebuked, tyrannised, until the young fellow was clean swept off his feet.

Then Dysart came, and for the second time the note of coquetry was struck, clearly, unmistakably, through the tension of a moments preliminary silence; and Duane, dumb, furious, yielded her only when she took Dysarts arm with a finality that became almost insolent as she turned and looked back at her childhoods comrade, who followed, scowling at Dysarts graceful back.

Confused by his hurt and his anger, which seemed out of all logical proportion to the cause of it, he turned abruptly and collided with Grandcourt, who had edged up that far, waiting for the opportunity of which Dysart, as usual, robbed him.

Grandcourt apologised, muttering something about Mrs. Severn wishing him to find Miss Seagrave. He stood, awkwardly, looking after Geraldine and Dysart, but not offering to follow them.

Lot of débutantes here — the whole years output, he said vaguely. What a noisy supper-room — eh, Mallett? Im rather afraid champagne is responsible for some of it.

Duane started forward, halted.

Did you say Mrs. Severn wants Miss Seagrave?

Y — yes.... Id better go and tell her, hadnt I?

He flushed heavily, but made no movement to follow Geraldine and Dysart, who had now entered the conservatory and disappeared.

For a full minute, uncomfortably silent, the two men stood side by side; then Duane said in a constrained voice:

Ill speak to Miss Seagrave, if youll find her brother and Mrs. Severn; and walked slowly toward the palm-set rotunda.

When he found them — and he found them easily, for Geraldines overexcited laughter warned and guided him — Dysart, her fan in his hands, looked up at Duane intensely annoyed, and the young girl tossed away a half-destroyed rose and glanced up, the laughter dying out from lips and eyes.

Kathleen sent for you, said Duane drily.

Ill come in a minute, Duane.

In a moment, repeated Dysart insolently, and turned his back.

The colour surged into Malletts face; he turned sharply on his heel.

Wait! said Geraldine; Duane — do you hear me?

Ill take you back, began Dysart, but she passed in front of him and laid her hand on Malletts arm.

Wont you wait for me, Duane?

And suddenly things seemed to be as they had been in their childhood, the resurgence swept them both back to the old and stormy footing again.

Duane!

What?

I tell you to wait for me — here! She stamped her foot.

He scowled — but waited. She turned on Dysart:

Good-night! — offering her hand with decision.

Dysart began: But I had expected — —

Good-night!

Dysart stared, took the offered hand, hesitated, started to speak, thought better of it, made a characteristically graceful obeisance, and an excellent exit, all things considered.

Geraldine drew a deep breath, moved forward through the flower-set dimness a step or two, halted, and, as Mallett came up, passed her arm through his.

Duane, she said, the champagne has gone to my head.

Nonsense!

It has! My cheeks are queer — the skin fits too tight. My legs dont belong to me — but theyll do.

She laughed and turned toward him; her feverish breath touched his cheek.

My first dinner! Isnt it disgraceful? But how could I know?

You mustnt let it scare you.

It doesnt. I dont care. I knew something would go wrong. I — the truth is, that I dont know how to act — how to accept my liberty. I dont know how to use it. Im a perfect fool.... Do you think Kathleen will notice this? Isnt it terrible! She never dreamed I would touch any wine. Do I look — queer?

No. It isnt so, anyway — and youll simply lean on me — —

Oh, my knees are perfectly steady. Its only that they dont seem to belong to me. Im — Im excited — Ive laughed too much — more than I have ever laughed in all the years of my life put together. You dont know what I mean, do you, Duane? But its true; Ive talked to-night more than I ever have in any one week.... And its gone to my head — all this — all these people who laugh with me over nothing — follow me, tell me I am pretty, ask me for dances, favours, beg me for a word with them — as though I would need asking or urging! — as though my impulse is not to open my heart to every one of them — open my arms to them — thank them on my knees for being here — for being nice to me — all these boys who make little circles around me — so funny, so quaint in their formality — —

She pressed his arm tighter.

Let me rattle on — let me babble, Duane. Ive years of silence to make up for. Let me talk like a fool; you know Im not one.... Oh, the happiness of this one night! — the happiness of it! I never shall have enough dancing, never enough of pleasure.... I — Im perfectly mad over pleasure; I like men.... I suppose the champagne makes me frank about it — but I dont care — I do like men — —

That one? demanded Mallett, halting her on the edge of the palms which screened the conservatory doors.

You mean Mr. Dysart? Yes — I — do like him.

Well, hes married, and youd better not, he snapped.

C-cant I like him? in piteous astonishment which set the colour flying into his face.

Why, yes — of course — I didnt mean — —

What did you mean? Isnt it — shouldnt he be — —

Oh, its all right, Geraldine. Only hes a sort of a pig to keep you away from — others — —

Other — pigs?

He turned sharply, seized her, and forcibly turned her toward the light. She made no effort to control her laughter, excusing it between breaths:

I didnt mean to turn what you said into ridicule; it came out before I meant it.... Do let me laugh a little, Duane. I simply cannot care about anything serious for a while — I want to be frivolous — —

Dont laugh so loud, he whispered.

She released his arm and sank down on a marble seat behind the flowering oleanders.

Why are you so disagreeable? she pouted. I know Im a perfect fool, and the champagne has gone to my silly head — and youll never catch me this way again.... Dont scowl at me. Why dont you act like other men? Dont you know how?

Know how? he repeated, looking down into the adorably flushed face uplifted. Know how to do what?

To flirt. I dont. Everybody has tried to teach me to-night — everybody except you ... Duane.... Im ready to go home; Ill go. Only my head is whirling so — Tell me — are you glad to see me again?... Really?... And you dont mind my folly? And my tormenting you?... And my — my turning your head a little?

Youve done that, he said, forcing a laugh.

Have I?... I knew it.... You see, I am horridly truthful to-night. In vino veritas! ... Tell me — did I, all by myself, turn that too-experienced head of yours?

Youre doing it now, he said.

She laughed deliciously. Now? Am I? Yes, I know I am. Ive made a lot of men think hard to-night.... I didnt know I could; I never before thought of it.... And — even you, too?... Youre not very serious, are you?

Yes, I am. I tell you, Geraldine, Im about as much in love with you as — —

In love!

Yes — —

No!

Yes, I am — —

But she would not have it put so crudely.

You dear boy, she said, well both be quite sane to-morrow.... No, I dont mind your kissing my hand — Im dreadfully tired, anyway.... Well find Kathleen, shall we? My head doesnt buzz much.

Geraldine, he said, deliberately encircling her waist, you are only the same small girl I used to know, after all.
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Duane! she gasped— why did you?

Y-yes, Im afraid so.

And youre not really old enough to really care for anybody, are you?

Care?

Love.

No, Im not. Dont talk to me that way, Duane.

He drew her suddenly into his arms and kissed her on the cheek twice, and again on the mouth, as, crimson, breathless, she strained away from him.

Duane! she gasped— why did you? Then the throbbing of her body and crushed lips made her furious. Why did you do that? she cried fiercely — but her voice ended in a dry sob; she covered her head and face with bare arms; her hands tightened convulsively and clenched.

Oh, she said, how could you! — when I came to you — feeling — afraid of myself! I know you now. You are what they say you are.

What do they say I am? he stammered.

Horrid — I dont know — wild! — whatever that implies.... I didnt care — I didnt care even to understand, because I thought you generous and nice to me — and I was so confident of you that I came with you and told you I had had some champagne which made my head swim.... And you — did this! It — it was contemptible.

He bit his lip, but said nothing.

Why did you do it? she demanded, dropping her arms from her face and staring at him. Is that the sort of thing you did abroad?

Cant you see Im in love with you? he said.

Oh! Is that love? Then keep it for your models and — and Bohemian grisettes! A decent man couldnt have done such a thing to me. I — I loathe myself for being silly and weak enough to have touched that wine, but I have more contempt for you than I have for myself. What you did was cowardly!

Much of the colour had fled from her face; her eyes, bluish underneath the lower lids, turned wearily, helplessly in search of Kathleen.

I knew I was unfit for liberty, she said, half to herself. What an ending to my first pleasure!

For Heavens sake, Geraldine, he broke out, dont take an accident so tragically — —

I want Kathleen. Do you hear?

Very well; Ill find her.... And, whatever you say or think, I am in love with you, he added fiercely.

His voice, his words, were meaningless; she was conscious only of the heavy pulse in throat and temple, of the desire for her room and darkness. Lights, music, the scent of dying flowers, laughter, men, all had become abhorrent. Something within her lay bruised and stunned; and, as never before, the vast and terrible phantom of her loneliness rose like a nightmare to menace her.

Later Kathleen came and took her away.




CHAPTER IV. THE YEAR OF DISCRETION

[image: img214.jpg]

HER FIRST WINTER resembled, more or less, the first winter of the average débutante.

Under the roof of the metropolitan social temple there was a niche into which her forefathers had fitted. Within the confines of this she expected, and was expected, to live and move and have her being, and ultimately wing upward to her God, leaving the consecrated cubby-hole reserved for her descendants.

She did what her sister débutantes did, and some things they did not do, was asked where they were asked, decorated the same tier of boxes at the opera, appeared in the same short-skirted entertainments of the Junior League, saw what they saw, was seen where they were seen, chattered, danced, and flirted with the same youths, was smitten by the popular dancing man, convalesced in average time, smoked her first cigarette, fell a victim to the handsome and horrid married destroyer, recovered with a shock when, as usual, he overdid it, played at being engaged, was kissed once or twice, adored Sembrich, listened ignorantly but with intuitive shudders to her first scandals, sent flowers to Ethel Barrymore, kept Lent with the pure fervour of a conscience troubled and untainted, drove four in the coaching parade, and lunched afterward at the Commonwealth Club, where her name was subsequently put up for election.

Spectacular charities lured her from the Plaza to Sherrys, from Sherrys to the St. Regis; church work beguiled her; womens suffrage, led daintily in a series of circles by Fashion and Wealth, enlisted her passive patronage. She even tried the slums, but the perfume was too much for her.

All the small talk and epigrams of the various petty impinging circles under the social dome passed into and out of her small ears — gossip, epigrams, aphorisms, rumours, apropos surmises, asides, and off-stage observations, subtle with double entendre, harmless and otherwise.

She met people of fashion, of wealth, and both; and now and then encountered one or two of those men and women of real distinction whose names and peregrinations are seldom chronicled in the papers.

She heard the great artists of the two operas sing in private; was regaled with information concerning the remarkable decency or indecency of their private careers. She saw fashionable plays which instructed the public about squalor, murder, and mens mistresses, which dissected very skilfully and artistically the ethics of moral degradation. And being as healthy and curious as the average girl, she found in the theatres material with which to inform herself about certain occult mysteries concerning which, heretofore, she had been left mercifully in doubt.

In spite of Kathleen, it was inevitable that she should acquire from the fashionable in literature, music, and the drama, that sorry and unnecessary wisdom which ages souls.

And if what she saw or heard ever puzzled her, there was always somebody, young or old, to enlighten her innocent perplexity; and with each illumination she shrank a little less aloof from this shabby wisdom gilded with art, which she could not choose but accept as fact, but the depravity of which she never was entirely able to comprehend.

In March the Seagrave twins arrived at the alleged age of discretion. On their twenty-first birthday the Half Moon Trust Company went solemnly into court and rendered an accounting of its stewardship; the yearly reports which it had made during the term of its trusteeship were brought forward, examined by the court, and the great Half Moon Trust Company was given an honourable discharge. It had done its duty. The twins were masters of their financial and moral fate.

It was about that moribund period of the social solstice when the fag end of the season had fizzled out like a wet firecracker in the April rains; and Geraldine and Kathleen were tired, mentally and bodily. And Scott was buying polo ponies from a British friend and shotguns from a needy gentleman from Long Island.

It had been rather trying work to rid Geraldine of the aspirants for her fortune; during the winter she was proposed to under almost every conceivable condition and circumstance. Kathleen had been bored and badgered and bothered and importuned to the verge of exhaustion; Scott was used, shamelessly, without his suspecting it, and he generally had in tow a string of financially spavined aspirants who linked arms with him from club to club, from theatre to opera, from grille to grille, until he was pleasantly bewildered at his own popularity.

Geraldine was surprised, confused, shamed, irritated in turn with every new importunity. But she remained sensible enough to be quite frank and truthful with Kathleen, except for an exciting secret engagement with Bunbury Gray which lasted for two weeks. And Kathleen was given strength sufficient for each case as it presented itself; and now the fag end of the season died out; the last noble and indigent foreigner had been eluded; the last old beau foiled; the last squab-headed dancing man successfully circumvented. And now the gallinaceous half of the world was leaving town in noisy and glittering migration, headed for temporary roosts all over the globe, from Newport to Nova Scotia, from Kineo to Kara Dagh.

Country houses were opening throughout the Western Hemisphere; Long Island stirred from its long winter lethargy, stung into active life by the Oyster Bay mosquito; town houses closed; terrace, pillar, portico, and windows were already being boarded over; lace curtains came down; textiles went to the cleaners; the fresh scent of camphor and lavender lingered in the mellow half-light of rooms where furniture and pictures loomed linen-shrouded and the polished floor echoed every footstep.

In the sunny gloom of the Seagrave house Geraldine found a grateful retreat from the inspiring glare and confused racket of her first winter; ample time for rest, reverie, and reflection, with only a few intimates to break her meditations, only informality to reckon with, and plenty of leisure to plan for the summer.

Around the house, trees and rhododendrons were now in freshest bloom, flower-beds fragrant, grass tenderly emerald. The moving shadows of maple leaves patterned the white walls of her bedroom; wind-blown gusts of wistaria fragrance, from the long, grapelike, violet-tinted bunches swaying outside the window, puffed out her curtains every morning.

At night subtler perfumes stole upward from the dark garden; the roar of traffic from the avenues was softened; carriage lights in the purpling dusk of the Park moved like firebugs drifting through level wooded vistas. Across the reservoir lakes the jewelled night-zone of the West Side sparkled, reflected across the water in points of trembling flame; south, a gemmed bar of topaz light, upright against the sky, marked the Plaza; beyond, sprinkled into space like constellations dusting endless depths, the lights of the city receded far as the eye could see.

In the zenith the sky is always tinted with the strange, sinister night-glow of the metropolis, red as fire-licked smoke when fog from the bay settles, pallid as the very shadow of light when nights are clear; but it is always there — always will be there after the sun goes down into the western seas, and the eyes of the monstrous iron city burn on through the centuries.

One morning late in April Geraldine Seagrave rode up under the porte-cochère with her groom, dismounted, patted her horse sympathetically, and regarded with concern the limping animal as the groom led him away to the stables. Then she went upstairs.

To Kathleen, who was preparing to go out, she said:

I had scarcely entered the Park, my dear, when poor Bibi pulled up lame. No, I told Redmond not to saddle another; I suppose Duane will be furious. Where are you going?

I dont know. Shall I wait for you? Ive ordered a victoria.

No, thanks. You look so pretty this morning, Kathleen. Sometimes you appear younger than I do. Scott was pig enough to say so the other day when I had a headache. Its true enough, too, she added, smiling.

Kathleen Severn laughed; she looked scarcely more than twenty-five and she knew it.

You pretty thing! exclaimed Geraldine, kissing her, no wonder you attract the really interesting men and leave me the dreadful fledglings! Its bad of you; and I dont see why Im stupid enough to have such an attractive woman for my closest — a kiss— dearest friend! Even Duane is villain enough to tell me that he finds you overwhelmingly attractive. Did you know it?

Geraldines careless gaiety seemed spontaneous enough; yet there was the slightest constraint in Kathleens responsive smile:

Duane isnt to be taken seriously, she said.

Not by any means, nodded Geraldine, twirling her crop.

Im glad you understand him, observed Kathleen, gazing at the point of her sunshade. She looked up presently and met Geraldines dark gaze. Again there came that almost imperceptible hesitation; then:

I certainly do understand Duane Mallett, said Geraldine carelessly.

Shall I wait for you? asked Kathleen. We can lunch out together and drive in the Park later.

Im too lazy even to take off my boots and habit. Wheres that volume of Mendez you thought fit to hide from me, you wretch?

Why on earth did you buy it?

I bought it because Rosalie Dysart says Mendez is a great modern master of prose — —

And Rosalie is a great modern mistress of pose. Dont read Mendez.

Isnt it necessary for a girl to read — —

No, it isnt!

I dont want to be ignorant. Besides, Im — curious to know — —

Be decently curious, dearest. Theres a danger mark; dont cross it.

I dont wish to.

She stretched out her arms, crop in hand, doubled them back, and head tipped on one side, yawned shamelessly at her own laziness.

Scott is becoming very restless, she said.

About going away?

Yes. I really do think, Kathleen, that we ought to have some respectable country place to go to. It would be nice for Scott and the servants and the horses; and you and I need not stay there if it bores us — —

Is he still thinking of that Roya-Neh place? Its horridly expensive to keep up. Oh, I knew quite well that Scott would bully you into consenting — —

Roya-Neh seems to suit us both, admitted the girl indifferently. The shooting and fishing naturally attract Scott; they say its secluded enough for you and me to recuperate in; and if we ever want any guests, its big enough to entertain dozens in.... I really dont care one way or the other; you know I never was very crazy about the country — and poison ivy, and mosquitoes and oil-smelling roads, and hot nights, and the perfume of fertilisers — —

You poor child! laughed Kathleen; you dont know anything about the country except where youve been on Long Island in the immediate vicinity of your grandfathers horrid old place.

Is it any more agreeable up there near Canada?

Roya-Neh is very lovely — of course — but — its certainly not a wise investment, dear.

Well, if Scott and I buy it, wed never wish to sell it — —

Suppose you were obliged to?

Geraldines velvet eyes widened lazily:

Obliged to? Oh — yes — you mean if we went to smash.

Then her gaze became remote as she stood slowly tapping her gloved palm with her riding-crop.

I think Ill dress, she said absently.

Good-bye, then, nodded Kathleen.

Good-bye, said the girl, turning lightly away across the hall. Kathleens eyes followed the slender retreating figure, so slimly compact in its buoyancy. There was always something fascinatingly boyish in Geraldines light, free carriage — just a touch of carelessness in the poise — almost a swing at times to the step. Duane had once said: She has a bully walk! Kathleen thought of it as, passing a mirror, she caught sight of herself. And the sudden glimpse of her own warm, rich beauty in all its exquisite maturity startled her. Surely she seemed to be growing younger.

She was. Dark-violet eyes, ruddy hair, a superb figure, a skin so white that it looked fragrant, made Kathleen Severn amazingly attractive. Men found her, to their surprise, rather unresponsive. She was amiable enough, nicely formal, and perfectly bred, it is true, but inclined to that sort of aloofness which is marked by lapses of inattention and the smiling silences of preoccupation.

She had married, very young, an army officer convalescing from Texan fever. He died suddenly on the very eve of their postponed wedding-trip. This was enough to account for lapses of inattention in any woman.

But Kathleen Severn had never been demonstrative. She was slow to care for people. Besides, the responsibility of bringing up the Seagrave twins had been sufficient to subdue anybodys spirits. She was only nineteen and a widow of a month when her distant relative, Magnelius Grandcourt, found her the position as personal guardian of the twins, then aged nine. Now they were twenty-one and she thirty-one; twelve years of service, twelve years of steady fidelity, which long ago had become a changeless and passionate devotion, made up of all she might have given to the dead, and of the unborn happiness she had never known. What other sort of love, if there was any, lay within her undeveloped, nobody knew because nobody had ever aroused it.

Sunshine transformed into great golden transparencies the lowered shades in the living room where Geraldine stood, pensive, distraite, idly twirling her crop by the loop. Presently it flew off her gloved forefinger and fell clattering across the carpetless floor. She bathed and dressed leisurely; later, when luncheon was brought to her, she dropped into a low, wide chair and, ignoring everything except the strawberries, turned her face to the breeze which was softly rattling the southern curtains.

Errant thoughts, light as summer fleece, drifted across her mind. Often, in such moments, she strove to realise that she was now mistress of herself; but never could completely.

For example: if I want to buy Roya-Neh, she mused, biting into an enormous strawberry, I can do it.... All I have to do is to say that Ill buy it.... And I can live there if I choose — as long as I choose.... Its a very agreeable sensation.... I can have anything I fancy, without asking Mr. Tappan.... Its rather odd that I dont want anything.

She crossed her ankles and lay back watching the sun-moats floating.

Suppose, she murmured with perverse humour, that I wished to build a bungalow in Timbuctoo ... or stand on my head, now, this very moment! Nobody on earth could stop me.... I believe I will stand on my head for a change.

The sudden smile made the curve of her cheek delicious. She sprang to her feet, spread her napkin on the polished floor, then gravely bending double, placed both palms flat on the square of damask, balanced and raised her body until the straight, slim limbs were rigidly pointed toward heaven.

Down tumbled her hair; her cheeks crimsoned; then dainty as a lithe and spangled athlete, she turned clean over in the air, landing lightly on both feet breathing fast.

Its disgraceful! she murmured; I am certainly out of condition. Late hours are my undoing. Also cigarettes. I wish I didnt like to smoke.

She lighted one and strolled about the room, knotting up her dark hair, heels clicking sharply over the bare, polished floor.

Lacking a hair-peg, she sauntered off to her own apartments to find one, where she remained, lolling in the chaise-longue, alternately blowing smoke rings into the sunshine and nibbling a bonbon soaked in cologne. Only a girl can accomplish such combinations. How she ever began this silly custom of hers she couldnt remember, except that, when a small child, somebody had forbidden her to taste brandied peach syrup, which she adored; and the odour of cologne being similarly pleasant, she had tried it on her palate and found that it produced agreeable sensations.

It had become a habit. She was conscious of it, but remained indifferent because she didnt know anything about habits.

So all that sunny afternoon she lay in the chaise-longue, alternately reading and dreaming, her scented bonbons at her elbow. Later a maid brought tea; and a little later Duane Mallett was announced. He sauntered in, a loosely knit, graceful figure, still wearing his riding-clothes and dusty boots of the morning.

Geraldine Seagrave had had time enough to discover, during the past winter, that her old playfellow was not at all the kind of man he appeared to be. Women liked him too easily and he liked them without effort. There was always some girl in love with him until he was found kissing another. His tastes were amiably catholic; his caress instinctively casual. Beauty when responsive touched him. No girl he knew needed to remain unconsoled.

The majority of women liked him; so did Geraldine Seagrave. The majority instinctively watched him; so did she. In close acquaintance the man was a disappointment. It seemed as though there ought to be something deeper in him than the lightly humourous mockery with which he seemed to regard his very great talent — a flippancy that veiled always what he said and did and thought until nobody could clearly understand what he really thought about anything; and some people doubted that he thought at all — particularly the thoughtless whom he had carelessly consoled.

Women were never entirely indifferent concerning him; there remained always a certain amount of curiosity, whether they found him attractive or otherwise.

His humourous indifference to public opinions, bordering on effrontery, was not entirely unattractive to women, but it always, sooner or later, aroused their distrust.

The main trouble with Duane Mallett seemed to be his gaily cynical willingness to respond to any advance, however slight, that any pretty woman offered. This responsive partiality was disconcerting enough to make him dreaded by ambitious mothers, and an object of uneasy interest to their decorative offspring who were inclined to believe that a rescue party of one might bring this derelict into port and render him seaworthy for the voyage of life under their own particular command.

Besides, he was a painter. Women like them when they are carefully washed and clothed.

As Duane Mallett strolled into the living-room, Geraldine felt again, as she so often did, a slight sense of insecurity mingle with her liking for the man, or what might have been liking if she could ever feel absolute confidence in him. She had been, at times, very close to caring a great deal for him, when now and again it flashed over her that there must be in him something serious under his brilliant talent and the idle perversity which mocked at it.

But now she recognised in his smile and manner everything that kept her from ever caring to understand him — the old sense of insecurity in his ironical formality; and her outstretched hand fell away from his with indifference.

I didnt have the happiness of riding with you, after all, he said, serenely seating himself and dropping one lank knee over the other. Promises wouldnt be valuable unless somebody broke a lot now and then.

You probably had the happiness of riding with some other woman.

He nodded.

Who, this time?

Rosalie Dysart.

Rumour had been busy with their names recently. The girls face became expressionless.

Sorry you didnt come, he said, looking out of the window where the flapping shade revealed a lilac in bloom.

How long did you wait for me?

About a minute. Then Rosalie passed — —

Rosalies will always continue to pass through your career, my omnivorous friend.... Did it even occur to you to ride over here and find out why I missed our appointment?

No; why didnt you come?

Bibi went lame. Id have had another horse saddled if I hadnt seen you, over my shoulder, join Mrs. Dysart.

Too bad, he commented listlessly.

Why? You had a perfectly good time without me, didnt you?

Oh, yes, pretty good. Delancy Grandcourt was out after luncheon, and when Rosalie left he stuck to me and talked about you until I let my horse bolt, and it stirred up a few mounted policemen and riding-schools, I can tell you!

Oh, so you lunched with Mrs. Dysart?

Yes. Where is Kathleen?

Driving, said the girl briefly. If you dont care for any tea, there is mineral water and a decanter over there.

He thanked her, rose and mixed himself what he wanted, and began to walk leisurely about, the ice tinkling in the glass which he held. At intervals he quenched his thirst, then resumed his aimless promenade, a slight smile on his face.

Has anything particularly interesting happened to you, Duane? she asked, and somehow thought of Rosalie Dysart.

No.

How are your pictures coming on?

The portrait? he asked absently.

Portrait? I thought all the very grand ladies you paint had left town. Whose portrait are you painting?

Before he answered, before he even hesitated, she knew.

Rosalie Dysarts, he said, gazing absently at the lilac-bush in flower as the wind-blown curtain revealed it for a moment.

She lifted her dark eyes curiously. He began to stir the ice in his glass with a silver paper-cutter.

She is wonderfully beautiful, isnt she? said the girl.

Overwhelmingly.

Geraldine shrugged and gazed into space. She didnt exactly know why she had given that little hitch to her shoulders.

Id like to paint Kathleen, he observed.

A flush tinted the girls cheeks. She said nervously:

Why dont you ask her?

Ive meant to. Somehow, one doesnt ask things lightly of Kathleen.

One doesnt ask things of some women at all, she remarked.

He looked up; she was examining her empty teacup with fixed interest.

Ask what sort of thing? he inquired, walking over to the table and resting his glass on it.

Oh, I dont know what I meant. Nothing. What is that in your glass? Let me taste it.... Ugh! Its Scotch!

She set back the glass with a shudder. After a few moments she picked it up again and tasted it disdainfully.

Do you like this? she demanded with youthful contempt.

Pretty well, he admitted.

It tastes something like brandied peaches, doesnt it?

I never noticed that it did.

And as he remained smilingly aloof and silent, at intervals, tentatively, uncertain whether or not she exactly cared for it, she tasted the iced contents of the tall, frosty glass and watched him where he sat loosely at ease flicking at sun-moats with the loop of his riding-crop.

Id like to see a typical studio, she said reflectively.

Ive asked you to mine often enough.

Yes, to tea with other people. I dont mean that way. Id like to see it when its not all dusted and in order for feminine inspection. Id like to see a mans studio when its in shape for work — with the gr-r-reat painter in a fine frenzy painting, and the model posing madly — —

Come on, then! If Kathleen lets you, and you can stand it, come down and knock some day unexpectedly.

O Duane! I couldnt, could I?

Not with propriety. But come ahead.

Naturally, impropriety appeals to you.

Naturally. To you, too, doesnt it?

No. But wouldnt it astonish you if you heard a low, timid knocking some day when you and your Bohemian friends were carousing and having a riotous time there — —

Yes, it would, but Im afraid that low, timid knocking couldnt be heard in the infernal uproar of our usual revelry.

Then Id knock louder and louder, and perhaps kick once or twice if you didnt come to the door and let me in.

He laughed. After a moment she laughed, too; her dark eyes were very friendly now. Watching the amusement in his face, she continued to sip from his tall, frosted glass, quite unconscious of any distaste for it. On the contrary, she experienced a slight exhilaration which was gradually becoming delightful to her.

Scotch-and-soda is rather nice, after all, she observed. I had no idea — What is the matter with you, Duane?

You havent swallowed all that, have you?

Yes, is it much?

He stared, then with a shrug: Youd better cut out that sort of thing.

What? she asked, surprised.

What youre doing.

Tasting your Scotch? Pooh! she said, it isnt strong. Do you think Im a baby?

Go ahead, he said, its your funeral.

Legs crossed, chin resting on the butt of his riding-crop, he lay back in his chair watching her.

Women of her particular type had always fascinated him; Fifth Avenue is thronged with them in sunny winter mornings — tall, slender, faultlessly gowned girls, free-limbed, narrow of wrist and foot; cleanly built, engaging, fearless-eyed; and Geraldine was one of a type characteristic of that city and of the sunny Avenue where there pass more beautiful women on a December morning than one can see abroad in half a dozen years residence.

How on earth this hemisphere has managed to evolve them out of its original material nobody can explain. And young Mallett, recently from the older hemisphere, was still in a happy trance of surprise at the discovery.

Lounging there, watching her where she sat warmly illumined by the golden light of the window-shade, he said lazily:

Do you know that Fifth Avenue is always thronged with you, Geraldine? Ive nearly twisted my head off trying not to miss the assorted visions of you which float past afoot or driving. Some day one of them will unbalance me. Ill leap into her victoria, ask her if shed mind the temporary inconvenience of being adored by a stranger; and if shes a good sport shell take a chance. Dont you think so?

Its more than Id take with you, said the girl.

Youve said that several times.

He laughed, then looked up at her half humorously, half curiously.

You would be taking no chances, Geraldine.

Id be taking chances of finding you holding some other girls hands within twenty-four hours. And you know it.

Hasnt anybody ever held yours?

Displeasure tinted her cheeks a deeper red, but she merely shrugged her shoulders.

It was true that in the one evanescent and secret affair of her first winter she had not escaped the calf-like transports of Bunbury Gray. She had felt, if she had not returned them, the furtively significant pressure of mens hands in the gaiety and whirl of things; ardent and chuckle-headed youth had declared itself in conservatories and in corners; one impetuous mauling from a smitten Harvard boy of eighteen had left her furiously vexed with herself for her passive attitude while the tempest passed. True, she had vigorously reproved him later. She had, alas, occasion, during her first season, to reprove several demonstrative young men for their unconventionally athletic manner of declaring their suits. She had been far more severe with the humble, unattractive, and immobile, however, than with the audacious and ornamental who had attempted to take her by storm. A sudden if awkward kiss followed by the fiery declaration of the hot-headed disturbed her less than the persistent stare of an enamoured pair of eyes. As a child the description of an assault on a citadel always interested her, but she had neither sympathy nor interest in a siege.

Now, musing there in the sunlight on the events of her first winter, she became aware that she had been more or less instructed in the ways of men; and, remembering, she lifted her disturbed eyes to inspect this specimen of a sex which often perplexed but always interested her.

What are you smiling about, Duane? she asked defiantly.

Your arraignment of me when half the men in town have been trying to marry you all winter. Youve made a reputation for yourself, too, Geraldine.

As what? she asked angrily.

A head-twister.

Do you mean a flirt?

Oh, Lord! Only the French use that term now. But thats the idea, Geraldine. You are a born one. I fell for the first smile you let loose on me.

You seem to have been a sort of general Humpty Dumpty for falls all your life, Duane, she said with dangerous sweetness.

Like that immortal, Ive had only one which permanently shattered me.

Which was that, if you please?

The fall you took out of me.

In other words, she said disdainfully, you are beginning to make love to me again.

No.... I was in love with you.

You were in love with yourself, young man. You are on such excellent terms with yourself that you sympathise too ardently with any attractive woman who takes the least and most innocent notice of you.

He said, very much amused: I was perfectly serious over you, Geraldine.

The selfish always take themselves seriously.

It was she, however, who now sat there bright-eyed and unsmiling, and he was still laughing, deftly balancing his crop on one finger, and glancing at her from time to time with that glimmer of ever-latent mockery which always made her restive at first, then irritated her with an unreasoning desire to hurt him somehow. But she never seemed able to reach him.

Sooner or later, she said, women will find you out, thoroughly.

And then, just think what a rush there will be to marry me!

There will be a rush to avoid you, Duane. And it will set in before you know it— She thought of the recent gossip coupling his name with Rosalies, reddened and bit her lip in silence. But somehow the thought irritated her into speech again:

Fortunately, I was among the first to find you out — the first, I think.

Heavens! when was that? he asked in pretended concern, which infuriated her.

You had better not ask me, she flashed back. When a woman suddenly discovers that a man is untrustworthy, do you think she ever forgets it?

Because I once kissed you? What a dreadful deed!

You forget the circumstances under which you did it.

He flushed; she had managed to hurt him, after all. He began patiently:

Ive explained to you a dozen times that I didnt know — —

But I told you!

And I couldnt believe you — —

But you expect me to believe you?

He could not exactly interpret her bright, smiling, steady gaze.

The trouble with you is, she said, that there is nothing to you but good looks and talent. There was once, but it died — over in Europe — somewhere. No woman trusts a man like you. Dont you know it?

His smile did not seem to be very genuine, but he answered lightly:

When I ask people to have confidence in me, it will be time for them to pitch into me.

Didnt you once ask me for your confidence — and then abuse it? she demanded.

I told you I loved you — if that is what you mean. And you doubted it so strenuously that, perhaps I might be excused for doubting it myself.... What is the use of talking this way, Geraldine?

There was a ring of exasperation in her laughter. She lifted his glass, sipped a little, and, looking over it at him:

I drink to our doubts concerning each other: may nothing ever occur to disturb them.

Her cheeks had begun to burn, her eyes were too bright, her voice unmodulated.

Whether or not you ever again take the trouble to ask me to trust you in that way, she said, Ill tell you now why I dont and why I never could. It may amuse you. Shall I?

By all means, he replied amiably; but it seems to me as though you are rather rough on me.

You were rougher with me the first time I saw you, after all those years. I met you with perfect confidence, remembering what you once were. It was my first grown-up party. I was only a fool of a girl, merely ignorant, unfit to be trusted with a liberty Id never before had.... And I took one glass of champagne and it — you know what it did.... And I was bewildered and frightened, and I told you; and — you perhaps remember how my confidence in my old play-fellow was requited. Do you?

Reckless impulse urged her on. Heart and pulses were beating very fast with a persistent desire to hurt him. Her animation, brilliant colour, her laughter seemed to wing every word like an arrow. She knew he shrank from what she was saying, in spite of his polite attention, and her fresh, curved cheek and parted lips took on a brighter tint. Something was singing, seething in her veins. She lifted her glass, set it down, and suddenly pushed it from her so violently that it fell with a crash. A wave of tingling heat mounted to her face, receded, swept back again. Confused, she straightened up in her chair, breathing fast. What was coming over her? Again the wave surged back with a deafening rush; her senses struggled, the blood in her ran riot. Then terror clutched her. Neither lips nor tongue were very flexible when she spoke.

Duane — if you dont mind — would you go away now? Ive a wretched headache.

He shrugged and stood up.

Its curious, he said reflectively, how utterly determined we seem to be to misunderstand each other. If you would give me half a chance — well — never mind.

I wish you would go, she murmured, I really am not well. She could scarcely hear her own voice amid the deafening tumult of her pulses. Fright stiffened the fixed smile on her lips. Her plight paralysed her for a moment.

Yes, Ill go, he answered, smiling. I usually am going somewhere — most of the time.

He picked up hat, gloves, and crop, looked down at her, came and stood at the table, resting one hand on the edge.

Were pretty young yet, Geraldine.... I never saw a girl I cared for as I might have cared for you. Its true, no matter what I have done, or may do.... But youre quite right, a man of that sort isnt to be considered — he laughed and pulled on one glove— only — I knew as soon as I saw you that it was to be you or — everybody. First, it was anybody; then it was you — now its everybody. Good-bye.

Good-bye, she managed to say. The dizzy waves swayed her; she rested her cheeks between both hands and, leaning there heavily, closed her eyes to fight against it. She had been seated on the side of a lounge; and now, feeling blindly behind her, she moved the cushions aside, turned and dropped among them, burying her blazing face. Over her the scorching vertigo swept, subsided, rose, and swept again. Oh, the horror of it! — the shame, the agonised surprise. What was this dreadful thing that, for the second time, she had unwittingly done? And this time it was so much more terrible. How could such an accident have happened to her? How could she face her own soul in the disgrace of it?

Fear, loathing, frightened incredulity that this could really be herself, stiffened her body and clinched her hands under her parted lips. On them her hot breath fell irregularly.

Rigid, motionless, she lay, breathing faster and more feverishly. Tears came after a long while, and with them relaxation and lassitude. She felt that the dreadful thing which had seized and held her was letting go its hold, was freeing her body and mind; and as it slowly released her and passed on its terrible silent way, she awoke and sat up with a frightened cry — to find herself lying on her own bed in utter darkness.

A moment later her bedroom door opened without a sound and the light from the hall streamed over Kathleens bare shoulders and braided hair.

Geraldine?

The girl scarcely recognised Kathleens altered voice. She lay listening, silent, motionless, staring at the white figure.

Dearest, I thought you called me. May I come in?

I am not well.

But Kathleen entered and stood beside the bed, looking down at her in the dim light.

Dearest, she began tremulously, Duane told me you had a headache and had gone to your room to lie down, so I didnt disturb you — —

Duane, faltered the girl, is he here? What did he say?

He was in the library before dinner when I came in, and he warned me not to waken you. Do you know what time it is?

No.

It is after midnight.... If you feel ill enough to lie here, you ought to be undressed. May I help you?

There was no answer. For a moment Kathleen stood looking down at the girl in silence; then a sudden shivering seized her; she strove to control it, but her knees seemed to give way under it and she dropped down beside the bed, throwing both arms around Geraldines neck.
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Oh, the horror of it! — the shame, the agonised surprise.

Oh, dont, dont! she whimpered. It is too terrible! It ruined your father and your grandfather! Darling, I couldnt bear to tell you this before, but now Ive got to tell you! It is in your blood. Seagraves die of it! Do you understand?

W-what? stammered the girl.

That all their lives they did what — what you have done to-day — that you have inherited their terrible inclinations. Even as a little child you frightened me. Have you forgotten what you and I talked over and cried over after your first party?

The girl said slowly: I dont know how — it — happened, Kathleen. Duane came in.... I tasted what he had in his glass.... I dont know why I did it. I wish I were dead!

There is only one thing to do — never to touch anything — anything — —

Y-yes, I know that I must not. But how was I to know before? Will you tell me?

You understand now, thank God!

N-not exactly.... Other girls seem to do as they please without danger.... It is amazing that such a horrible thing should happen to me — —

It is a shameful thing that it should happen to any woman. And the horror of it is that almost every hostess in town lets girls of your age run the risk. Darling, dont you know that the only chance a woman has with the world is in her self-control? When that goes, her chances go, every one of them! Dear — we have latent in us much the same vices that men have. We have within us the same possibilities of temptations, the same capacity for excesses, the same capabilities for resistance. Because you are a girl, you are not immune from unworthy desires.

I know it. The — the dreadful thing about it is that I do desire such things. Perhaps I had better not even nibble sugar scented with cologne — —

Do you do that? faltered Kathleen.

I did not know there was any danger in it, sobbed the girl. You have scared me terribly, Kathleen.

Is that true about the cologne?

Y-yes.

You dont do it now, do you?

Yes.

You dont do it every day, do you?

Yes, several times.

How long — Kathleens lips almost refused to move— how long have you done this?

For a long time. Ive been ashamed of it. Its — its the alcohol in it that I like, isnt it? I never thought of it in that way till now.

Kathleen, on her knees by the bedside, was crying silently. The girl slipped from her arms, turned partly over, and lying on her back, stared upward through the darkness.

So this was the secret reason that, unsuspected, had long been stirring her to instinctive uneasiness, which had made her half ashamed, half impatient with this silly habit which already inconvenienced her. Yet even now she could not feel any real alarm; she could not understand that the fangs of a habit can poison when plucked out. Of course there was now only one thing to do — keep aloof from everything. That would be easy. The tingling warmth of the perfume was certainly agreeable, but she must not risk even such a silly indulgence as that. Really, it was a very simple matter. She sat up, supporting her weight on one arm.

Kathleen, darling, she whispered, bending forward and drawing the elder woman up onto the bed, you mustnt be frightened about me. Ive learned some things I didnt know. Do you think Duane— In the darkness the blood scorched her face, the humiliation almost crushed her. But she went on: Do you think Duane suspects that — that — —

I dont think Duane suspects anything, said Kathleen, striving to steady her voice. You came in here as soon as you felt — ill; didnt you?

I — yes — —

She could say no more. How she came to be on her bed in her own room she could not remember. It seemed to her as though she had fallen asleep on the lounge. Somehow, after Duane had gone, she must have waked and gone to her own room. But she could not recollect doing it.

Now she realised that she was tired, wretched, feverish. She suffered Kathleen to undress her, comb her hair, bathe her, and dry the white, slender body and limbs in which the veins still burned and throbbed.

When at length she lay between the cool sheets, silent, limp, heavy-lidded, Kathleen turned out the electric brackets and lighted the candle.

Dear, she said, trying to speak cheerfully, do you know what your brother has done?

What? asked Geraldine drowsily.

He has bought Roya-Neh, if you please, and he invites you to draw a check for half of it and to move there next week. As for me, I was furious with him. What do you think?

Her voice softened to a whisper; she bent over the girl, looking closely at the closed lids. Under them a faint bluish tint faded into the whiteness of the cheek.

Darling, darling! whispered Kathleen, bending closer over the sleeping girl, I love you so — I love you so! And even as she said it, between the sleepers features and her own floated the vision of Scotts youthfully earnest face; and she straightened suddenly to her full height and laid her hand on her breast in consternation. Under the fingers soft pressure her heart beat faster. Again, with new dismay, this incredible sensation was stealing upon her, threatening to transform itself into something real, something definite, something not to be stifled or ignored.

She extinguished the candle; as she felt her way out of the darkness, arms extended, far away in the house she heard a door open and shut, and she bent over the balustrade to listen.

Is that you, Scott? she called softly.

Yes; Duane and I did some billiards at the club. He looked up at her, the same slight pucker between his brows, boyishly slender in his evening dress. Youre not going to bed at once, are you, Kathleen, dear?

Yes, I am, she said briefly, backing into her own room, but holding the door ajar so that she could look out at him.

Oh, come out and talk to a fellow, he urged; Im quite excited about this Roya-Neh business — —

Youre a perfect wretch, Scott. I dont want to talk about your unholy extravagance.

The boy laughed and stood at ease looking at the pretty face partly disclosed between door and wall with darkness for a velvety background.

Just come out into the library while I smoke one cigarette, he began in his wheedling way. Im dying to talk to you about the game-preserve — —

I cant; Im not attired for a tête-à-tête with anything except my pillow.

Then put on one of those fetching affairs you wear sometimes — —

Oh, Scott, you are a nuisance!

When, a few moments later, she came into the library in a delicate shimmering thing and little slippers of the same elusive tint, Scott jumped up and dragged a big chair forward.

You certainly are stunning, Kathleen, he said frankly; you look twenty with all the charm of thirty. Sit here; Ive a map of the Roya-Neh forest to show you.

He drew up a chair for himself, lifted a big map from the table, and, unrolling it, laid it across her knees. Then he began to talk enthusiastically about lake and stream and mountain, and about wild boar and deer and keepers and lodges; and she bent her pretty head over the map, following his moving pencil with her eyes, sometimes asking a question, sometimes tracing a road with her own delicate finger.

Once or twice it happened that their hands touched en passant; and at the light contact, she was vaguely aware that somewhere, deep within her, the same faint dismay awoke; that in her, buried in depths unsuspected, something incredible existed, stirred, threatened.

Scott, dear, she said quietly, I am glad you are happy over Roya-Neh forest, but it was too expensive, and it troubles me; so Im going to sleep to dream over it.

You sweet little goose! laughed the boy impulsively, passing his arm around her. He had done it so often to this nurse and mother.

They both rose abruptly; the map dropped; his arm fell away from her warm, yielding body.

He gazed at her flushed face rather stupidly, not realising yet that the mother and nurse and elder sister had vanished like a tinted bubble in that strange instant — that Kathleen was gone — that, in her calm, sweet, familiar guise stood a woman — a stranger, exquisite, youthful, with troubled violet eyes and vivid lips, looking at him as though for the first time she had met his gaze across the world.

She recovered her composure instantly.

Im sorry, Scott, but Im too sleepy to talk any more. Besides, Geraldine isnt very well, and Im going to doze with one eye open. Good-night, dear.

Good-night, said the boy vacantly, not offering the dutiful embrace to which he and she had so long and so lightly been accustomed.




CHAPTER V. ROYA-NEH
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LATE ON A fragrant mid-June afternoon young Seagrave stood on the Long Terrace to welcome a guest whose advent completed a small house-party of twelve at Roya-Neh.

Hello, Duane! cried the youthful landowner in all the pride of new possession, as Mallett emerged from the motor; frightfully glad to see you, old fellow! How is it in town? Did you bring your own rods? There are plenty here. What do you think of my view? Isnt that rather fine? — looking down through the trees at the lake below. There are bass in it. Those things standing around under the oaks are only silly English fallow deer. Sorry I got em. What do you think of my house? Its merely a modern affair worked up to look old and colonial.... Yes, it certainly does resemble the real thing, but it isnt. No Seagraves fit and bled here. Those are Geraldines quarters up there behind the leaded windows. Those are Kathleens where the dinky woodbine twineth. Mine face the east, and yours are next. Come on out into the park — —

Not much! returned young Mallett. I want a bath!

The park, interrupted Scott excitedly, is the largest fenced game-preserve in America! Its only ten minutes to the Sachems Gate, if we walk fast.

I want a bath and fresh linen.

Dont you care to see the trout? Dont you want to try to catch a glimpse of a wild boar? I should think youd be crazy to see — —

Im crazy about almost any old thing when Im well scrubbed; otherwise, Im merely crazy. That was a wild trip up. Im all over cinders.

A woman came quietly out onto the terrace, and Duane instantly divined it, though his back was toward her and her skirts made no sound.

Oh, is that you, Kathleen? he cried, pivoting. How dye do? with a vigorous handshake. Every time I see you youre three times as pretty as I thought you were when I last saw you.

Neat but involved, said Kathleen Severn. You have a streak of cinder across that otherwise fascinating nose.

I dont doubt it! Im going. Wheres Geraldine?

Having her hair done in your honour; return the compliment by washing your face. Theres a maid inside to show you.

Show me how to wash my face! exclaimed Duane, delighted. This is luxury — —

I want him to see the Gray Water before its too late, with the sunlight on the trees and the big trout jumping, protested Scott.

Ill do my own jumping if youll furnish the tub, observed Duane. Wheres that agreeable maid who washes your guests faces?

Kathleen nodded an amused dismissal to them. Arm in arm they entered the house, which was built out of squared blocks of field stone. Scott motioned the servants aside and did the piloting himself up a broad stone stairs, east along a wide sunny corridor full of nooks and angles and antique sofas and potted flowers.

Not that way, he said; Dysart is in there taking a nap. Turn to the left.

Dysart? repeated Duane. I didnt know there was to be anybody else here.

I asked Jack Dysart because hes a good rod. Kathleen raised the deuce about it when I told her, but it was too late. Anyway, I didnt know she had no use for him. Hes certainly clever at dry-fly casting. He uses pneumatic bodies, not cork or paraffine.

Is his wife here? asked Duane carelessly.

Yes. Geraldine asked her as soon as she heard Id written to Jack. But when I told her the next day that I expected you, too, she got mad all over, and we had a lively talk-fest. What was there wrong in my having you and the Dysarts here at the same time? Dont you get on?

Charmingly, replied Duane airily.... It will be very interesting, I think. Is there anybody else here?

Delancy Grandcourt. Isnt he the dead one? But Geraldine wanted him. And theres that stick of a Quest girl, and Bunbury Gray. Naïda came over this afternoon from the Tappans at Iron Hill — thank goodness — —

I didnt know my sister was to be here.

Yes; and you make twelve, counting Geraldine and me and the Pink uns.

You didnt tell me it was to be a round-up, repeated Duane, absently surveying his chintz-hung quarters. This is a pretty place youve given me. Where do you get all your electric lights? Where do you get fancy plumbing in this wilderness?

Our own plant, explained the boy proudly. Isnt that corking water? Look at it — heavenly cold and clear, or hot as hell, whichever way youre inclined— turning on a silver spigot chiselled like a cherub. That water comes from Cloudy Lake, up there on that dome-shaped mountain. Here, stand here beside me, Duane, and you can see it from your window. Thats the Gilded Dome — that big peak. Its in our park. There are a few elk on it, not many, because theyd starve out the deer. As it is, we have to cut browse in winter. For Heavens sake, hurry, man! Get into your bath and out again, or well miss the trout jumping along Gray Water and Hurryon Brook.

Let em jump! retorted Duane, forcibly ejecting his host from the room and locking the door. Then, lighting a cigarette, he strolled into the bath room and started the water running into the porcelain tub.

He was in excellent spirits, quite undisturbed by the unexpected proximity of Rosalie Dysart or the possible renewal of their hitherto slightly hazardous friendship. He laid his cigarette aside for the express purpose of whistling while undressing.

Half an hour later, bathed, shaved, and sartorially freshened, he selected a blue corn-flower from the rural bouquet on his dresser, drew it through his buttonhole, gave a last alluring twist to his tie, surveyed himself in the mirror, whistled a few bars, was perfectly satisfied with himself, then, unlocking the door, strolled out into the corridor. Having no memory for direction, he took the wrong turn.

A distractingly pretty maid laid aside her sewing and rose from her chair to set him right; he bestowed upon her his most courtly thanks. She was unusually pretty, so he thanked her again, and she dimpled, one hand fingering her aprons edge.

My child, said he gravely, are you by any fortunate chance as good as you are ornamental?

She replied that she thought she was.

In that case, he said, this is one of those rare occasions in a thankless world where goodness is amply and instantly rewarded.

She made a perfunctory resistance, but looked after him, smiling, as he sauntered off down the hallway, rearranging the blue corn-flower in his button-hole. At the turn by the window, where potted posies stood, he encountered Rosalie Dysart in canoe costume — sleeves rolled up, hair loosened, becomingly tanned, and entirely captivating in her thoughtfully arranged disarray.

Why, Duane! she exclaimed, offering both her hands with that impulsively unstudied gesture she carefully cultivated for such occasions.

He took them; he always took what women offered.

This is very jolly, he said, retaining the hands and examining her with unfeigned admiration. Tell me, Mrs. Dysart, are you by any fortunate chance as good as you are ornamental?

I heard you ask that of the maid around the corner, said Rosalie coolly. Dont let the bucolic go to your head, Mr. Mallett. And she disengaged her hands, crossed them behind her, and smiled back at him. It was his punishment. Her hands were very pretty hands, and well worth holding.

That maid, he said gravely, has excellent manners. I merely complimented her upon them.... What else did you — ah — hear, Mrs. Dysart?

What one might expect to hear wherever you are concerned. I dont mind. The things you do rather gracefully seem only offensive when other men do them.... Have you just arrived?

An hour ago. Did you know I was coming?

Geraldine mentioned it to everybody, but I dont think anybody swooned at the news.... My husband is here.

She still confronted him, hands behind her, with an audacity which challenged — her whole being was always a delicate and perpetual challenge. There are such women. Over her golden-brown head the late summer sunlight fell, outlining her full, supple figure and bared arms with a rose light.

Well? she asked.

If only you were as good as you are ornamental, he said, looking at her impudently. But Im afraid youre not.

What would happen to me if I were?

Why, he said with innocent enthusiasm, you would have your reward, too, Mrs. Dysart.

The sort of reward which I heard you bestow a few moments ago upon that maid? Im no longer the latter, so I suppose Im not entitled to it, am I?

The smile still edged her pretty mouth; there was an instant when matters looked dubious for her; but a door opened somewhere, and, still smiling, she slipped by him and vanished into a neighbouring corridor.

Howker, the old butler, met him at the foot of the stairs.

Tea is served on the Long Terrace, sir. Mr. Seagrave wishes to know whether you would care to see the trout jumping on the Gray Water this evening? If so, you are please not to stop for tea, but go directly to the Sachems Gate. Redmond will guide you, sir.
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This is one of those rare occasions ... where goodness is amply ... rewarded.

All right, Howker, said Duane absently; and strolled on along the hall, thinking of Mrs. Dysart.

The front doors swung wide, opening on the Long Terrace, which looked out across a valley a hundred feet below, where a small lake glimmered as still as a mirror against a background of golden willows and low green mountains.

There were a number of young people pretending to take tea on the terrace; and some took it, and others took other things. He knew them all, and went forward to greet them. Geraldine Seagrave, a new and bewitching coat of tan tinting cheek and neck, held out her hand with all the engaging frankness of earlier days. Her clasp was firm, cool, and nervously cordial — the old confident affection of childhood once more.

I am so glad you came, Duane. Ive really missed you. And sweeping the little circle with an eager glance; You know everybody, I think. The Dysarts have not yet appeared, and Scott is down at the Gate Lodge. Come and sit by me, Duane.

Two or three girls extended their hands to him — Sylvia Quest, shy and quiet; Muriel Wye, white-skinned, black-haired, red-lipped, red-cheeked, with eyes like melted sapphires and the expression of a reckless saint; and his blond sister, Naïda, who had arrived that afternoon from the Tappans at Iron Hill, across the mountain.

Delancy Grandcourt, uncouth and highly coloured, stood up to shake hands; Bunbury Gray, a wiry, bronzed little polo-playing squadron man, hailed Duane with enthusiasm.

Awfully glad to see you, Bunny, said Duane, who liked him immensely— oh, how are you? offering his hand to Reginald Wye, a hard-riding, hard-drinking, straight-shooting young man, who knew nothing on earth except what concerned sport and the drama. He and his sister of the sapphire eyes and brilliant cheeks were popularly known as the Pink uns.

Jack Dysart arrived presently, graceful, supple, always smilingly, elaborate of manner, apparently unconscious that he was not cordially admired by the men who returned his greeting. Later, Rosalie, came, enchantingly demure in her Greuze-like beauty. Chardin might have made her; possibly Fragonard. She did not resemble the Creators technique. Dresden teacups tinkled, ice clattered in tall glasses, the two fountains splashed away bravely, prettily modulated voices made agreeable harmony on the terrace, blending with the murmur of leaves overhead as the wind stirred them to gossip. Over all spread a calm evening sky.

Tea, dear? asked Geraldine, glancing up at Mrs. Dysart. Rosalie shook her head with a smile.

Lang, the second man, was flitting about, busy with a decanter of Scotch. A moment later Rosalie signified her preference for it with a slight nod. Geraldine, who sat watching indifferently the filling of Mrs. Dysarts glass, suddenly leaned back and turned her head sharply, as though the aroma from glass and decanter were distasteful to her. In a few minutes she rose, walked over to the parapet, and stood leaning against the coping, apparently absorbed in the landscape.

The sun hung low over the flat little tree-clad mountains, which the lake, now inlaid with pink and gold, reflected. A few fallow deer moved quietly down there, ruddy spots against the turf.

Duane, carrying his glass with him, rose and stepped across the strip of grass to her side, and, glancing askance at her, was on the point of speaking when he discovered that her eyes were shut and her face colourless and rigid.

What is it? he asked surprised. Are you feeling faint, Geraldine?

She opened her eyes, velvet dark and troubled, but did not turn around.

Its nothing, she answered calmly. I was thinking of several things.

You look so white — —

I am perfectly well. Bend over the parapet with me, Duane. Look at those rocks down there. What a tumble! What a death!

He placed his glass between them on the coping, and leaned over. She did not notice the glass for a moment. Suddenly she wheeled, as though he had spoken, and her eyes fell on the glass.

What is the matter? he demanded, as she turned on her heel and moved away.

Im a trifle nervous, I believe. If you want to see the big trout breaking on Hurryon, youd better come with me.

She was walking swiftly down the drive to the south of the house. He overtook her and fell into slower step beside her.

The sun had almost disappeared behind the mountains; bluish haze veiled the valley; a horizon of dazzling yellow flecked with violet faded upward to palest turquoise. High overhead a feathered cloud hung, tinged with rose.

The south drive was bordered deep in syringas, all over snowy bloom; and as they passed they inhaled the full fragrance of the flowers with every breath.

Its like heaven, said Duane; and you are not incongruous in the landscape, either.

She looked around at him; the smile that curved her mouth had the faintest suspicion of tenderness about it.

She said slowly:

Do you realise that I am genuinely glad to see you? Ive been horrid to you. I dont yet really believe in you, Duane. I detest some of the things you are and say and do; but, after all, Ive missed you. Incredible as it sounds, Ive been a little lonely without you.

He said gaily: When a woman becomes accustomed to chasing the family cat out of the parlour with the broom, she misses the sport when the cat migrates permanently.

Have you migrated — permanently? O Duane! I thought you did care for me — in your own careless fashion — —

I do. But Im not hopelessly enamoured of your broom-stick!

Her laugh was a little less spontaneous, as she answered:

I know I have been rather free with my broom. Im sorry.

You have made some sweeping charges on that cat! he said, laughing.

I know I have. That was two months ago. I dont think I am the morally self-satisfied prig I was two months ago.... Id be easier on anything now, even a cat. But dont think I mean more than I do mean, Duane, she added hastily. Ive missed you a little. I want you to be nice to me.... After all, youre the oldest friend I have except Kathleen.

Ill be as nice as youll let me, he said. They turned from the driveway and entered a broad wood road. As nice as youll let me, he repeated.

I wont let you be sentimental, if thats what you mean, she observed.

Why?

Because you are you.

In a derogatory sense?

Somewhat. I might be like you if I were a man, and had your easy, airy, inconsequential way with women. But I wont let you have it with me, my casual friend. Dont hope for it.

What have I ever done — —

Exactly what youre doing now to Rosalie — what you did to a dozen women this winter — what you did to me — she turned and looked at him— the first time I ever set eyes on you since we were children together. I know you are not to be taken seriously; almost everybody knows that! And all the same, Duane, Ive thought about you a lot in these two months up here, and — Im happy that youve come at last.... You wont mistake me and try to be sentimental with me, will you?

She laid her slim, sun-tanned hand on his arm; they walked on together through the woodland where green bramble sprays glimmered through clustering tree trunks and the fading light turned foliage and undergrowth to that vivid emerald which heralds dusk.

Duane, she said, Im dreadfully restless and I cannot account for it.... Perhaps motherless girls are never quite normal; I dont know. But, lately, the world has seemed very big and threatening around me.... Scott is nice to me, usually; Kathleen adorable.... I — I dont know what I want, what it is I miss.

Her hand still rested lightly on his arm as they walked forward. She was speaking at intervals almost as though talking in an undertone to herself:

Im in — perplexity. Ive been troubled. Perhaps that is what makes me tolerant of you; perhaps thats why Im glad to see you.... Trouble is a new thing to me. I thought I had troubles — perhaps I had as a child. But this is deeper, different, disquieting.

Are you in love? he asked.

No.

Really?

Really.

Then what — —

I cant tell you. Anyway, it wont last. It cant, ... Can it?

She looked around at him, and they both laughed a little at her inconsequence.

I feel better for pretending to tell you, anyway, she said, as they halted before high iron gates hung between two granite posts from which the woven wire fence of the game park, ten feet high, stretched away into the darkening woods on either hand.

This is the Sachems Gate, she said; here is the key; unlock it, please.

Inside they crossed a stream dashing between tanks set with fern and tall silver birches.

Hurryon Brook, she said. Isnt it a beauty? It pours into the Gray Water a little farther ahead. We must hasten, or it will be too dark to see the trout.

Twice again they crossed the rushing brook on log bridges. Then through the trees stretching out before them they caught sight of the Gray Water, crinkling like a flattened sheet of hammered silver.

Everywhere the surface was starred and ringed and spattered by the jumping fish; and now they could hear them far out, splash! slap! clip-clap! splash! — hundreds and hundreds jumping incessantly, so that the surface of the water was constantly broken over the entire expanse.

Now and then some great trout, dark against the glimmer, leaped full length into the air; everywhere fish broke, swirled, or rolled over, showing colour.

There is Scott, she whispered, attuning her voice to the forest quiet— out there in that canoe. No, he hasnt taken his rod; he seldom does; hes perfectly crazy over things of this sort. All day and half the night hes out prowling about the woods, not fishing, not shooting, just mousing around and listening and looking. And for all his dreadfully expensive collection of arms and rods, he uses them very little. See him out there drifting about with the fish breaking all around — some within a foot of his canoe! Hell never come in to dress for dinner unless we call him.

And she framed her mouth with both hands and sent a long, clear call floating out across the Gray Water.

All right; Ill come! shouted her brother. Wait a moment!

They waited many moments. Dusk, lurking in the forest, peered out, casting a gray net over shore and water. A star quivered, another, then ten, and scores and myriads.

They had found a seat on a fallen log; neither seemed to have very much to say. For a while the steady splashing of the fish sounded like the uninterrupted music of a distant woodland waterfall. Suddenly it ceased as if by magic. Not another trout rose; the quiet was absolute.

Is not this stillness delicious? she breathed.

It is sweeter when you break it.

Please dont say such things.... Cant you understand how much I want you to be sincere to me? Lately, I dont know why, Ive seemed to feel so isolated. When you talk that way I feel more so. I — just want — a friend.

There was a silence; then he said lightly:

Ive felt that way myself. The more friends I make the more solitary I seem to be. Some people are fashioned for a self-imprisonment from which they cant break out, and through which no one can penetrate. But I never thought of you as one of those.

I seem to be at times — not exactly isolated, but unable to get close to — to Kathleen, for example. Do you know, Duane, it might be very good for me to have you to talk to.

People usually like to talk to me. Ive noticed it. But the curious part of it is that they have nothing to give me in exchange for my attention.

What do you mean?

He laughed. Oh, nothing. I amuse people; I know it. You — and everybody — say I am all cleverness and froth — not to be taken seriously. But did it ever occur to you that what you see in me you evoke. Shallowness provokes shallowness, levity, lightness, inconsequence — all are answered by their own echo.... And you and the others think it is I who answer.

He laughed, not looking at her:

And it happens that you — and the others — are mistaken. If I appear to be what you say I am, it is merely a form of self-defence. Do you think I could endure the empty nonsense of a New York winter if I did not present to it a surface like a sounding-board and let Folly converse with its own echo — while, behind it, underneath it, Duane Mallett goes about his own business.

Astonished, not clearly understanding, she listened in absolute silence. Never in all her life had she heard him speak in such a manner. She could not make out whether bitterness lay under his light and easy speech, whether a maliciously perverse humour lurked there, whether it was some new mockery.

He said carelessly: I give what I receive. And I have never received any very serious attention from anybody. Im only Duane Mallett, identified with the wealthy section of society you inhabit, the son of a wealthy man, who went abroad and dabbled in colour and who paints pictures of pretty women. Everybody and the newspapers know me. What I see of women is a polished coquetry that mirrors my fixed smirk; what I see of men is less interesting.

He looked out through the dusk at the darkening water:

You say you are beginning to feel isolated. Can anybody with any rudiment of intellect feel otherwise in the social environment you and I inhabit — where distinction and inherited position count for absolutely nothing unless propped up by wealth — where any ass is tolerated whose fortune and lineage pass inspection — where there is no place for intelligence and talent, even when combined with breeding and lineage, unless you are properly ballasted with money enough to forget that you have any?

He laughed.

So you feel isolated? I do, too. And Im going to get out. Im tired of decorating a set where the shuttle-cock of conversation is worn thin, frayed, ragged! Where the battledore is fashionable scandal and the players half dead with ennui and their neighbours wives — —

Duane!

Oh, Lord, youre a world-wise graduate at twenty-two! Truth wont shock you, mores the pity.... As for the game — Im done with it; I cant stand it. The amusement I extract doesnt pay. Good God! and you wonder why I kiss a few of you for distractions sake, press a finger-tip or two, brush a waist with my sleeve!

He laughed unpleasantly, and bent forward in the darkness, clasped hands hanging between his knees.

Duane, she said in astonishment, what do you mean? Are you trying to quarrel with me, just when, for the first time, something in this new forest country seemed to be drawing us together, making us the comrades we once were?

Were too old to be comrades. Thats book rubbish. Men and women have nothing in common, intellectually, unless theyre in love. For company, for straight conversation, for business, for sport, a man would rather be with men. And either you and I are like everybody else or were going to really care for each other. Not for your pretty face and figure, or for my grin, my six feet, and thin shanks; I can care for face and figure in any woman. Whats the use of marrying for what youll scarcely notice in a month?... If you are you, Geraldine, under all your attractive surface theres something else which you have never given me.

Wh — what? she asked faintly.

Intelligent interest in me.

Do you mean, she said slowly, that you think I underestimate you?

Not as I am. I dont amount to much; but I might if you cared.

Cared for you?

No, confound it! Cared for what I could be.

I — I dont think I understand. What could you be?

A man, for one thing. Im a thing that dances. A fashionable portrait painter for another. The combination is horrible.

You are a successful painter.

Am I? Geraldine, in all the small talk you and I have indulged in since my return from abroad, have you ever asked me one sincere, intelligent, affectionate question about my work?

I — yes — but I dont know anything about — —

He laughed, and it hurt her.

Dont you understand, she said, that ordinary people are very shy about talking art to a professional — —

I dont want you to talk art. Any little thing with blue eyes and blond curls can do it. I wanted you to see what I do, say what you think, like it or damn it — only do something about it! Youve never been to my studio except to stand with the perfumed crowd and talk commonplaces in front of a picture.

I cant go alone.

Cant you? he asked, looking closely at her in the dusk, so close that she could see every mocking feature.

Yes, she said in a low, surprised voice, I could go alone — anywhere — with you.... I didnt realise it before, Duane.

You never tried. You once mistook an impulse of genuine passion for the sort of thing Ive done since. You made a terrific fuss about being kissed when I saw, as soon as I saw you, that I wanted to win you, if youd let me. Since then youve chosen the key-note of our relations, not I, and you dont like my interpretation of my part.

For a while she sat silent, preoccupied with this totally new revelation of a man about whom she supposed she had long ago made up her mind.

Im glad weve had this talk, she said at last.

I am, too. I havent asked you to fall in love with me; I havent asked for your confidence. Ive asked you to take an intelligent, affectionate interest in what I might become, and perhaps you and I wont be so lonely if you do.

He struck a match in the darkness and lighted a cigarette. Close inshore Scott Seagraves electric torch flashed. They heard the velvety scraping of the canoe, the rattle and thump as he flung it, bottom upward, on the sandy point.

Hello, you people! Where are you? — sweeping the woods edge with his flash-light— oh, there you are. Isnt this glorious? Did you ever see such a sight as those big fellows jumping?

Meanwhile, said his sister, rising, our guests are doubtless yelling with hunger. What time is it, Duane? Half-past eight? Please hurry, Scott; weve got to get back and dress in five minutes!

I can do it easily, announced her brother, going ahead to light the path. And all the way home he discussed aloud upon the stripping, hatching, breeding, care, and diseases of trout, never looking back, and quite confident that they were listening attentively to his woodland lecture.

Duane, she said, lowering her voice, do you think all our misunderstandings are ended?

Certainly, he replied gaily. Dont you?

But how am I going to make everybody think you are not frivolous?

I am frivolous. Theres lots of froth to me — on top. You know that sort of foam you see on grass-stems in the fields. Hidden away inside is a very clever and busy little creature. He uses the froth to protect himself.

Are you going to froth?

Yes — until — —

Until what?

You — —

Go on.

Shall I say it?

Yes.

Well, then, unless you and I find each other intellectually satisfactory.

You said only a man — in love with a woman — could find her interesting in that way.

Yes. What of it?

Nothing.... Only Im afraid youll have to froth, then, she said, laughing. I havent any intention of falling in love with you, Duane, and youll find me stupid if I dont. Do you know that what you intimate is very horrid?

Why?

Yes, it is. Besides, its a sort of threat — —

A threat?

Certainly. You threaten to — you know perfectly well what you threaten to do unless I immediately consider the possibility of our — caring for each other — sentimentally.

But what do you care if you dont care?

I — dont. All the same its horrid and — and unfair. Suppose I was frothy and behaved — —

Misbehaved?

Yes. Just because you wouldnt agree to take a sentimental interest in me?

I would agree! Ill agree now!

Suppose you wouldnt?

I cant imagine — —

Oh, Duane, be honest! And Ill tell you flatly — if you do misbehave. Just because I dont particularly desire to rush into your arms — —

But I havent threatened to.

Unconsciously she laid her hand on his arm again, slipping it a little way under.

Youre just as you were years ago — just the dearest of playmates. Were not too old to play, are we?

I cant with you; its too dangerous.

What nonsense! Yes, you can. You like me for my intelligence in spite of what you say about men and women — —

I wouldnt care for your intelligence if I were not in — —

Duane, stop, please!

In danger, he continued blandly, of proving my proposition.

You are insufferable. I am as intelligent as you.

I know it, but it wouldnt attract me unless — —

It ought to, she said hastily. And, Duane, Im going to make you take me into account. Im going to exercise a mans privilege with you by — by saying frankly — several things — —

What things?

The amused mockery in his voice gave her courage.

For one thing, Im going to tell you that people — gossip — that there are — are — —

Rumours? he asked in pretended anxiety.

Yes.... About you and — of course they are silly and contemptible; but whats the use of being attentive enough to a woman — careless enough to give colour to them?

After an interval he said: Perhaps youll tell me who beside myself these rumours concern?

You know, dont you?

There might be several, he said coolly. Who is it?

For a moment a tiny flash of anger made her cheeks hot. Then she said:

You know perfectly well its Rosalie. I think we have become good enough comrades for me to use a mans privilege — —

Men wouldnt permit themselves that sort of privilege, he said, laughing.

Arent men frank with their friends? she demanded hotly.

About as frank as women.

I thought— She hesitated, tingling with the old desire to hurt him, flick him in the raw, make him wince in his exasperating complacency. Then, Ive said it anyhow. Im trying to show an interest in you — as you asked me to do — —

He turned in the darkness, caught her hand:

You dear little thing, he whispered, laughing.




CHAPTER VI. ADRIFT
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DURING THE WEEK the guests at Roya-Neh were left very much to their own devices. Nobody was asked to do anything; there were several good enough horses at their disposal, two motor cars, a power-boat, canoes, rods, and tennis courts and golf links. The chances are they wanted sea-bathing. Inland guests usually do.

Scott Seagrave, however, concerned himself little about his guests. All day long he moused about his new estate, field-glasses dangling, cap on the back of his head, pockets bulging with untidy odds and ends until the increasing carelessness of his attire and manners moved Kathleen Severn to protest.

I dont know what is the matter with you, Scott, she said. You were always such a fastidious boy — even dandified. Doesnt anybody ever cut your hair? Doesnt somebody keep your clothes in order?

Yes, but I tear em again, he replied, carefully examining a small dark-red newt which he held in the palm of one hand. I say, Kathleen, look at this little creature. I was messing about under the ledges along Hurryon Brook, and found this amphibious gentleman occupying the ground-floor apartment of a flat stone.

Kathleen craned her dainty neck over the shoulder of his ragged shooting coat.

Hes red enough to be poisonous, isnt he? Oh, do be careful!

Its only a young newt. Take him in your hand; hes cool and clammy and rather agreeable.

Scott, I wont touch him!

Yes, you will! He caught her by the arm; Im going to teach you not to be afraid of things outdoors. This lizard-like thing is perfectly harmless. Hold out your hand!

Oh, Scott, dont make me — —

Yes, I will. I thought you and I were going to be in thorough accord and sympathy and everything else.

Yes, but you mustnt bully me.

Im not. I merely want you to get over your absurd fear of live things, so that you and I can really enjoy ourselves. You said you would, Kathleen.

Cant we be in perfect sympathy and roam about and — and everything, unless I touch such things?

He said reproachfully, balancing the little creature on his palm: The fun is in being perfectly confident and fearless. You have no idea how I like all these things. You said you were going to like em, too.

I do — rather.

Then take this one and pet it.

She glanced at the boy beside her, realising how completely their former relations were changing.

Long ago she had given all her heart to the Seagrave children — all the unspent passion in her had become an unswerving devotion to them. And now, a woman still young, the devotion remained, but time was modifying it in a manner sometimes disquieting. She tried not to remember that now, in Scott, she had a man to deal with, and tried in vain; and dealt with him weakly, and he was beginning to do with her as he pleased.

You do like to bully me, dont you? she said.

I only want you to like to do what I like to do.

She stood silent a moment, then, with a shudder, held out her hand, fingers rigid and wide apart.

Oh! she protested, as he placed the small dark-red amphibian on the palm, where it crinkled up and lowered its head.

Thats the idea! he said, delighted. Here, Ill take it now. Some day youll be able to handle snakes if youll only have patience.

But I dont want to. She stood holding out the contaminated hand for a moment, then dropped on her knees and scrubbed it vigorously in the brook.

You see, said Scott, squatting cheerfully beside her, you and I dont yet begin to realise the pleasure that there is in these woods and streams — hidden and waiting for us to discover it. I wouldnt bother with any other woman, but youve always liked what I like, and its half the fun in having you see these things. Look here, Kathleen, Im keeping a book of field notes. He extracted from his stuffed pockets a small leather-covered book, fished out a stylograph, and wrote the date while she watched over his shoulder.

Discovered what seems to be a small dark-red newt under a stone near Hurryon Brook. Couldnt make it bite me, so let Kathleen hold it. Query: Is it a land or water lizard, a salamander, or a newt; and what does it feed on and where does it deposit its eggs?

Kathleens violet eyes wandered to the written page opposite.

Did you really see an otter, Scott?

Yes, I did! he exclaimed. Out in the Gray Water, swimming like a dog. That was yesterday afternoon. Its a scarce creature here. Ill tell you what, Kathleen; well take our luncheon and go out and spend the day watching for it.

No, she said, drying her hands on her handkerchief, I cant spend every minute of the day with you. Ask some other woman.

What other woman? She was gazing out at the sunlit ripples. A little unquiet thrill leaped through her veins, but she went on carelessly:

Take some pretty woman out with you. There are several here — —

Pretty woman, he repeated. Do you think thats the only reason I want you to come?

Only reason? What a silly thing to say, Scott. I am not a pretty woman to you — in that sense — —

You are the prettiest I ever saw, he said, looking at her; and again the unquiet thrill ran like lightning through her veins. But she only laughed carelessly and said:

Oh, of course, Geraldine and I expect our big brother to say such things.

It has nothing to do with Geraldine or with brothers, he said doggedly. She strove to laugh, caught his gaze, and, discountenanced, turned toward the stream.

We can cross on the stepping stones, she suggested. And after a moment: Are you coming?

See here, Kathleen, he said, youre not acting squarely with me.

What do you mean?

No, youre not. Im a man, and you know it.

Of course you are, Scott.

Then I wish youd recognise it. Whats the use of mortifying me when I act — speak — behave as any man behaves who — who — is — fond of a — person.

But I dont mean to — to mortify you. What have I done?

He dug his hands into the pockets of his riding breeches, took two or three short turns along the bank, came back to where she was standing.

You probably dont remember, he said, one night this spring when — when— He stopped short. The vivid tint in her cheeks was his answer — a swift, disconcerting answer to an incomplete question, the remainder of which he himself had scarcely yet analysed.

Scott, dear, she said steadily, in spite of her softly burning cheeks, I will be quite honest with you if you wish. I do know what youve been trying to say. I am conscious that you are no longer the boy I could pet and love and caress without embarrassment to either of us. You are a man, but try to remember that I am several years older — —

Does that matter! he burst out.

Yes, dear, it does.... I care for you — and Geraldine — more than for anybody in the world. I understand your loyalty to me, Scott, and I — I love it. But dont confuse it with any serious sentiment.

I do care seriously.

You make me very happy. Care for me very, very seriously; I want you to; I — I need it. But dont mistake the kind of affection that we have for each other for anything deeper, will you?

Dont you want to care for me — that way?

Not that way, Scott.

Why?

Ive told you. I am so much older — —

Couldnt you, all the same?

She was trembling inwardly. She leaned against a white birch-tree and passed one hand across her eyes and upward through the thick burnished hair.

No, I couldnt, she whispered.

The boy walked to the edge of the brook. Past him hurried the sun-tipped ripples; under them, in irregular wedge formation, little ones ahead, big ones in the rear, lay a school of trout, wavering silhouettes of amber against the bottom sands.

One arm encircling the birch-tree, she looked after him in silence, waiting. And after a while he turned and came back to her:

I suppose you knew I fell in love with you that night when — when — you remember, dont you?

She did not answer.

I dont know how it happened, he said: something about you did it. I want to say that Ive loved you ever since. Its made me serious.... I havent bothered with girls since. You are the only woman who interests me. I think about you most of the time when Im not doing something else, he explained naïvely. I know perfectly well Im in love with you because I dont dare touch you — and Ive never thought of — of kissing you good-night as we used to before that night last spring.... You remember that we didnt do it that night, dont you?

Still no answer, and Kathleens delicate, blue-veined hands were clenched at her sides and her breath came irregularly.

That was the reason, he said. I dont know how Ive found courage to tell you. Ive often been afraid you would laugh at me if I told you.... If its only our ages — you seem as young as I do.... He looked up, hopefully; but she made no response.

The boy drew a long breath.

I love you, anyway, he said. And thats how it is.

She neither spoke nor stirred.

I suppose, he went on, because I was such a beast of a boy, you can never forget it.

You were the sweetest, the best— Her voice broke; she swung about, moved away a few paces, stood still. When he halted behind her she turned.

Dearest, she said tremulously, let me give you what I can — love, as always — solicitude, companionship, deep sympathy in your pleasures, deep interest in your amusements.... Dont ask for more; dont think that you want more. Dont try to change the loyalty and love you have always had for something you — neither of us understand — neither of us ought to desire — or even think of — —

Why?

Cant you understand? Even if I were not too old in years, I dare not give up what I have of you and Geraldine for this new — for anything more hazardous.... Suppose it were so — that I could venture to think I cared for you that way? What might I put in peril? — Geraldines affection for me — perhaps her relations with you.... And the world is cynical, Scott, and you are wealthy even among very rich men, and I was your paid guardian — quite penniless — engaged to care for and instruct — —

Dont say such things! he said angrily.

The world would say them — your friends — perhaps Geraldine might be led to doubt — Oh, Scott, dear, I know, I know! And above all — I am afraid. There are too many years between us — too many blessed memories of my children to risk.... Dont try to make me care for you in any other way.

A quick flame leaped in his eyes.

Could I?

No! she exclaimed, appalled.

Then why do you ask me not to try? I believe I could!

You cannot! You cannot, believe me. Wont you believe me? It must not happen; it is all wrong — in every way — —

He stood looking at her with a new expression on his face.

If you are so alarmed, he said slowly, you must have already thought about it. Youll think about it now, anyway.

We are both going to forget it. Promise that you will! She added hurriedly: Drop my hand, please; there is Geraldine — and Mr. Grandcourt, too!... Tell me — do my eyes look queer? Are they red and horrid?... Dont look at me that way. For goodness sake, dont display any personal interest in me. Go and turn over some flat rocks and find some lizards!

Geraldine, bare-armed and short-skirted, came swinging along the woodland path, Delancy Grandcourt dogging her heels, as usual, carrying a pair of rods and catching the artificial flies in the bushes at every step.

Were all out of trout at the house! she called across to the stream to her brother. Jack Dysart is fishing down the creek with Naïda and Sylvia. Where is Duane?

Somewhere around, I suppose, replied Scott sulkily. His sister took a running jump, cleared the bank, and alighted on a rock in the stream. Poised there she looked back at Grandcourt, laughed, sprang forward from stone to stone, and leaped to the moss beside Kathleen.

Hello, dear! she nodded. Where did you cross? And where is Duane?

We crossed by the log bridge below, replied Kathleen. She added: Duane left us half an hour ago. Wasnt it half an hour ago, Scott? with a rising inflection that conveyed something of warning, something of an appeal. But on Scotts face the sullen disconcerted expression had not entirely faded, and his sister inspected him curiously. Then without knowing why, exactly, she turned and looked at Kathleen.

There was a subdued and dewy brilliancy in Kathleens eyes, a bright freshness to her cheeks, radiantly and absurdly youthful; and something else — something so indefinable, so subtle, that only another womans instinct might divine it — something invisible and inward, which transfigured her with a youthful loveliness almost startling.

They looked at one another. Geraldine, conscious of something she could not understand, glanced again at her sulky brother.

Whats amiss, Scott? she asked. Has anything gone wrong anywhere?

Scott, pretending to be very busy untangling Grandcourts cast from the branches of a lusty young birch, said, No, of course not, and the girl, wondering, turned to Kathleen, who sustained her questioning eyes without a tremor.

Whats the matter with Scott? asked his sister. Hes the guiltiest-looking man — why, its absurd, Kathleen! Upon my word, the boy is blushing!

What! exclaimed Scott so furiously that everybody laughed. And presently Geraldine asked again where Duane was.

Rosalie Dysart is canoeing on the Gray Water, and she hailed him and he left us and went down to the river, said Kathleen carelessly.

Did Duane join her?

I think so— She hesitated, watching Geraldines sombre eyes. I really dont know, she added. And, in a lower voice: I wish either Duane or Rosalie would go. They certainly are behaving unwisely.

Geraldine turned and looked through the woods toward the Gray Water.

Its their affair, she said curtly. Ive got to make Delancy fish or we wont have enough trout for luncheon. Scott! calling to her brother, your horrid trout wont rise this morning. For goodness sake, try to catch something beside lizards and water-beetles!

For a moment she stood looking around her, as though perplexed and preoccupied. There was sunlight on the glade and on the ripples, but the daylight seemed to have become duller to her.

She walked up-stream for a little distance before she noticed Grandcourt plodding faithfully at her heels.

Oh! she said impatiently, I thought you were fishing. You must catch something, you know, or well all go hungry.

Nothing bites on these bally flies, he explained.

Nothing bites because your flies are usually caught in a tree-top. Trout are not arboreal. Im ashamed of you, Delancy. If you cant keep your line free in the woods — she hesitated, then reddening a little under her tan— you had better go and get a canoe and find Duane Mallett and help him catch — something worth while.

Dont you want me to stay with you? asked the big, awkward fellow appealingly. Theres no fun in being with Rosalie and Duane.

No, I dont. Look! Your flies are in that bush! Untangle them and go to the Gray Water.

Wont you come, too, Miss Seagrave?

No; Im going back to the house.... And dont you dare return without a decent brace of trout.

All right, he said resignedly. The midges bothered him; he mopped his red face, tugged at the line, but the flies were fast in a hazel bush.

Damn this sort of thing, he muttered, looking piteously after Geraldine. She was already far away among the trees, skirts wrapped close to avoid briers, big straw hat dangling in one hand.

As she walked toward the Sachems Gate she was swinging her hat and singing, apparently as unconcernedly as though care rested lightly upon her young shoulders.

Out on the high-road a number of her guests whizzed past in one of Scotts motors; there came a swift hail, a gust of wind-blown laughter, and the car was gone in a whirl of dust. She stood in the road watching it recede, then walked forward again toward the house.

Her accustomed elasticity appeared to have left her; the sun was becoming oppressive; her white-shod feet dragged a little, which was so unusual that she straightened her head and shoulders with nervous abruptness.

What on earth is the matter with me? she said, half aloud, to herself.

During these last two months, and apparently apropos of nothing at all, an unaccustomed sense of depression sometimes crept upon her.

At first she disregarded it as the purely physical lassitude of spring, but now it was beginning to disquiet her. Once a hazy suspicion took shape — hastily dismissed — that some sense, some temporarily suppressed desire was troubling her. The same idea had awakened again that evening on the terrace when the faint odour from the decanter attracted her. And again she suspected, and shrank away into herself, shocked, frightened, surprised, yet still defiantly incredulous.

Yet her suspicions had been correct. It was habit, disturbed by the tardiness of accustomed tribute, that stirred at moments, demanding recognition.

Since that night in early spring when fear and horror of herself had suddenly checked a custom which she had hitherto supposed to be nothing worse than foolish, twice — at times inadvertently, at times deliberately — she had sought relief from sleepless nervousness and this new depression in the old and apparently harmless manner of her girlhood. For weeks now she had exercised little control of herself, feeling immune, yet it scared her a little to recognise again in herself the restless premonitions of desire. For here, in the sunshine of the forest-bordered highway, that same dull uneasiness was stirring once more.

It was true, other things had stirred her to uneasiness that morning — an indefinable impression concerning Kathleen — a definite one which concerned Rosalie Dysart and Duane, and which began to exasperate her.

All her elasticity was gone now; tired without reason, she plodded on along the road in her little white shoes, head bent, brown eyes brooding, striving to fix her wandering thoughts on Duane Mallett to fight down the threatening murmurs of a peril still scarcely comprehended.

Anyway, she said half aloud, even if I ever could care for him, I dare not let myself do it with this absurd inclination always threatening me.

She had said it! Scarcely yet understanding the purport of her own words, yet electrified, glaringly enlightened by them, she halted. A confused sense that something vital had occurred in her life stilled her heart and her breathing together.

After a moment she straightened up and walked forward, turned across the lawn and into the syringa-bordered drive.

There was nobody in the terrace except Bunbury Gray in a brilliant waistcoat, who sat smoking a very large faïence pipe and reading a sporting magazine. He got up with alacrity when he saw her, fetched her a big wicker chair, evidently inclined to let her divert him.

Oh, Im not going to, she observed, sinking into the cushions. For a moment she felt rather limp, then a quiver passed through her, tightening the relaxed nerves.

Bunbury, she said, do you know any men who ever get tired of idleness and clothes and their neighbours wives?

Sure, he said, surprised, I get tired of those things all right. Ive got enough of this tailor, for example, looking at his trousers. Im tired of idleness, too. Shall we do something and forget the cut of my clothes?

What do you do when you tire of people and things?

Change partners or go away. Thats easy.

You cant change yourself — or go away from yourself.

But I dont get tired of myself, he explained in astonishment. She regarded him curiously from the depths of her wicker chair.

Bunbury, do you remember when we were engaged?

He grinned. Rather. I wouldnt mind being it again.

Engaged?

Sure thing. Will you take me on again, Geraldine?

I thought you cared for Sylvia Quest.

I do, but I can stop it.

She still regarded him with brown-eyed curiosity.

Didnt you really tire of our engagement?

You did. You said that my tailor is the vital part of me.

She laughed. Well, you are only a carefully groomed combination of New York good form and good nature, arent you?

I dont know. Thats rather rough, isnt it? Or do you really mean it that way?

No, Bunny dear. I only mean that youre like the others. All the men I know are about the same sort. You all wear too many ties and waistcoats; you are, and say, and do too many kinds of fashionable things. You play too much tennis, drink too many pegs, gamble too much, ride and drive too much. You all have too much and too many — if you understand that! You ask too much and you give too little; you say too much which means too little. Is there none among you who knows something that amounts to something, and how to say it and do it?

What the deuce are you driving at, Geraldine? he asked, bewildered.

Im just tired and irritable, Bunny, and Im taking it out on you.... Because you were always kind — and even when foolish you were often considerate.... Thats a new waistcoat, isnt it?

Well — I dont — know, he began, perplexed and suspicious, but she cut him short with a light little laugh and reached out to pat his hand.

Dont mind me. You know I like you.... Im only bored with your species. What do you do when you dont know what to do, Bunny?

Take a peg, he said, brightening up. Do you — shall I call somebody — —

No, please.

She extended her slim limbs and crossed her feet. Lying still there in the sunshine, arms crooked behind her head, she gazed straight out ahead. Light breezes lifted her soft bright hair; the same zephyrs bore from tennis courts on the east the far laughter and calling of the unseen players.

Who are they? she inquired.

The Pink uns, Naïda, and Jack Dysart. Theres ten up on every set, he added, and Ive side obligations with Rosalie and Duane. Take you on if you like; odds are on the Pink uns. Or Ill get a lump of sugar and we can play Fly Loo.

No, thanks.

A few moments later she said:

Do you know, somehow, recently, the forest world — all this pretty place of lakes and trees— waving her arm toward the horizon— seems to be tarnished with the hard living and empty thinking of the people I have brought into it.... I include myself. The region is redolent of money and the things it buys. I had a better time before I had any or heard about it.

Why, youve always had it — —

But I didnt know it. Id like to give mine away and do something for a living.

Oh, every girl has that notion once in a lifetime.

Have they? she asked.

Sure. Its hysteria. I had it myself once. But I found I could keep busy enough doing nothing without presenting my income to the Senegambians and spending life in a Wall Street office. Of course if I had a pretty fancy for the artistic and useful — as Duane Mallett has — I suppose Id get busy and paint things and sell em by the perspiration of my brow — —

She said disdainfully: If you were never any busier than Duane, you wouldnt be very busy.

I dont know. Duane seems to keep at it, even here, doesnt he?

She looked up in surprise: Duane hasnt done any work since hes been here, has he?

Didnt you know? What do you suppose hes about every morning?

Hes about — Rosalie, she said coolly. Ive never seen any colour box or easel in their outfit.

Oh, he keeps his traps at Hurryon Lodge. Hes made a lot of sketches. I saw several at the Lodge. And hes doing a big canvas of Rosalie down there, too.

At Hurryon Lodge?

Yes. Miller lets them have the garret for a studio.

I didnt know that, she said slowly.

Didnt you? People are rather catty about it.

Catty?

Sheer surprise silenced her for a while, then hurt curiosity drove her to questions; but little Bunbury didnt know much more about the matter, merely shrugging his shoulders and saying: Its casual but its all right.

Later the tennis players, sunburned and perspiring, came swinging up from the courts on their way to the showers. Bunbury began to settle his obligations; Naïda and the Pink uns went indoors; Jack Dysart, handsome, dishevelled, sat down beside Geraldine, fastening his sleeves.

I lost twice twenty, he observed. Bunny is in fifty, I believe. Duane and Rosalie lose.

Is that all you care about the game? she asked with a note of contempt in her voice.

Oh, its good for ones health, he said.

So is confession, but theres no sport in it. Tell me, Mr. Dysart, dont you play any game for its own sake?

Two, mademoiselle, he said politely.

What two?

Chess is one.

What is the other?

Love, he replied, smiling at her so blandly that she laughed. Then she thought of Rosalie, and it was on the tip of her tongue to say something impudent. But Do you do that game very well? was all she said.

Would you care to judge how well I do it?

As umpire? Yes, if you like.

He said: We will umpire our own game, Miss Seagrave.

Oh, we couldnt do that, could we? We couldnt play and umpire, too. Suddenly the thought of Duane and Rosalie turned her bitter and she said:

Well have two perfectly disinterested umpires. I choose your wife for one. Whom do you choose?

Over his handsome face the slightest muscular change passed, but far from wincing he nodded coolly.

One umpire is enough, he said. When our game is well on you may ask Rosalie to judge how well Ive done it — if you care to.

The bright smile she wore changed. Her face was now only a lovely dark-eyed mask, behind which her thoughts had suddenly begun racing — wild little thoughts, all tumult and confusion, all trembling, too, with some scarcely understood hurt lashing them to recklessness.

Well have two umpires, she insisted, scarcely knowing what she said. Ill choose Duane for the second. He and Rosalie ought to be able to agree on the result of our game.

Dysart turned his head away leisurely, then looked around again unsmiling.

Two umpires? Soit! But that means you consent to play.

Play?

Certainly.

With you?

With me.

Ill consider it.... Do you know we have been talking utter nonsense?

Thats part of the game.

Oh, then — do you assume that the — the game has already begun?

It usually opens that way, I believe.

And where does it end, Mr. Dysart?

That is for you to say, he replied in a lower voice.

Oh! And what are the rules?

The player who first falls really in love loses. There are no stakes. We play as sportsmen — for the games sake. Is it understood?

She hesitated, smiling, a little excited, a little interested in the way he put things.

At that same moment, across the lawn, Rosalie and Duane strolled into view. She saw them, and with a nervous movement, almost involuntary, she turned her back on them.

Neither she nor Dysart spoke. She gazed very steadily at the horizon, as though there were sounds beyond the green worlds rim. A few seconds later a shadow fell over the terrace at her feet — two shadows intermingled. She saw them on the grass at her feet, then quietly lifted her head.

We caught no trout, said Rosalie, sitting down on the arm of the chair that Duane drew forward. I fussed about in that canoe until Duane came along, and then we went in swimming.

Swimming? repeated Geraldine, dumfounded.

Rosalie balanced herself serenely on her chair-arm.

Oh, we often do that.

Swim — where?

Why across the Gray Water, child!

But — there are no bath houses — —

Rosalie laughed outright.

Quite Arcadian, isnt it? Duane has the forest on one side of the Gray Water for a dressing-room, and I the forest on the other side. Then we swim out and shake hands in the middle. Our bathing dresses are drying on Millers lawn. Please do tell me somebody is scandalised. Ive done my best to brighten up this house party.

Dysart, really discountenanced, but not showing it, lighted a cigarette and asked pleasantly if the water was agreeable.

Its magnificent, said Duane; it was like diving into a lake of iced Apollinaris. Geraldine, why on earth dont you build some bath houses on the Gray Waters?

Perhaps she had not heard his question. She began to talk very animatedly to Rosalie about several matters of no consequence. Dysart rose, stretched his sunburned arms with over-elaborate ease, tossed away his cigarette, picked up his tennis bat, and said: See you at luncheon. Are you coming, Rosalie?

In a moment, Jack. She went on talking inconsequences to Geraldine; her husband waited, exchanging a remark or two with Duane in his easy, self-possessed fashion.

Dear, said Rosalie at last to Geraldine, I must run away and dry my hair. How did we come out at tennis, Jack?

All to the bad, he replied serenely, and nodding to Geraldine and Duane he entered the house, his young wife strolling beside him and twisting up her wet hair.

Duane seated himself and crossed his lank legs, ready for an amiable chat before he retired to dress for luncheon; but Geraldine did not even look toward him. She was lying deep in the chair, apparently relaxed and limp; but every nerve in her was at tension, every delicate muscle taut and rigid, and in her heart was anger unutterable, and close, very close to the lids which shadowed with their long fringe the brown eyes velvet, were tears.

What have you been up to all the morning? he asked. Did you try the fishing?

Yes.

Anything doing?

No.

I thought they wouldnt rise. Its too clear and hot. Thats why I didnt keep on with Kathleen and Scott. Two are enough on bright water. Dont you think so?

She said nothing.

Besides, he added, I knew you had old Grandcourt running close at heel and that made four rods on Hurryon. So what was the use of my joining in?

She made no reply.

You didnt mind, did you? he asked carelessly.

No.

Oh, all right, he nodded, not feeling much relieved.

The strange blind anger still possessed her. She lay there immobile, expressionless, enduring it, not trying even to think why; yet her anger was rising against him, and it surged, receded helplessly, flushed her veins again till they tingled. But her lids remained closed; the lashes rested softly on the curve of her cheeks; not a tremor touched her face.

I am wondering whether you are feeling all right, he ventured uneasily, conscious of the tension between them.

With an effort she took command of herself.

The sun was rather hot. Its a headache; I walked back by the road.

With the faithful one?

No, she said evenly, Mr. Grandcourt remained to fish.

He went to worship and remained to fish, said Duane, laughing. The girl lifted her face to look at him — a white little face so strange that the humour died out in his eyes.

Hes a good deal of a man, she said. Its one of my few pleasant memories of this year — Mr. Grandcourts niceness to me — and to all women.

She set her elbow on the chairs edge and rested her cheek in her hollowed hand. Her gaze had become remote once more.

I didnt know you took him so seriously, he said in a low voice. Im sorry, Geraldine.

All her composure had returned. She lifted her eyes insolently.

Sorry for what?

For speaking as I did.

Oh, I dont mind. I thought you might be sorry for yourself.

Myself?

And your neighbours wife, she added.

Well, what about myself and my neighbours wife?

Im not familiar with such matters. Her face did not change, but the burning anger suddenly welled up in her again. I dont know anything about such affairs, but if you think I ought to I might try to learn. She laughed and leaned back into the depths of her chair. You and I are such intimate friends its a shame I shouldnt understand and sympathise with what most interests you.

He remained silent, gazing down at his shadow on the grass, hands clasped loosely between his knees. She strove to study him calmly; her mind was chaos; only the desire to hurt him persisted, rendered sterile by the confused tumult of her thoughts.

Presently, looking up:

Do you doubt that things are not right between — my neighbours wife — and me? he inquired.

The matter doesnt interest me.

Doesnt it?

No.

Then I have misunderstood you. What is the matter that does interest you, Geraldine?

She made no reply.

He said, carelessly good-humoured: I like women. Its curious that they know it instinctively, because when theyre bored or lonely they drift toward me.... Lonely women are always adrift, Geraldine. There seems to be some current that sets in toward me; it catches them and they drift in, linger, and drift on. I seem to be the first port they anchor in.... Then a day comes when they are gone — drifting on at hazard through the years — —

Wiser for their experience at Port Mallett?

Perhaps. But not sadder, I think.

A woman adrift has no regrets, she said with contempt.

Wrong. A woman who is in love has none.

That is what I mean. The hospitality of Port Mallett ought to leave them with no regrets.

He laughed. But they are not loved, he said. They know it. Thats why they drift on.

She turned on him white and tremulous.

Havent you even the excuse of caring for her?

Who?

A neighbours wife — who comes drifting into your hospitable haven!

I dont pretend to love her, if that is what you mean, he said pleasantly.

Then you make her believe it — and thats dastardly!

Oh, no. Women dont love unless made love to. Youve only read that in books.

She said a little breathlessly: You are right. I know men and women only through books. Its time I learned for myself.




CHAPTER VII. TOGETHER
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THE END OF June and of the house party at Roya-Neh was now near at hand, and both were to close with a moonlight fête and dance in the forest, invitations having been sent to distant neighbours who had been entertaining similar gatherings at Iron Hill and Cloudy Mountain — the Grays, Beekmans, Ellises, and Grandcourts.

Silks and satins, shoe buckles and powdered hair usually mark the high tide of imaginative originality among this sort of people. So it was to be the inevitable Louis XVI fête — or as near to it as attenuated, artistic intelligence could manage, and they altered Duanes very clever and correct sketches to suit themselves, careless of anachronism, and sent the dainty water-colour drawings to town in order that those who sweat and sew in the perfumed ateliers of Fifth Avenue might use them as models.

The fun — if theres any in dressing up — ought to lie in making your own costumes, observed Duane. But nobody displayed any inclination to do so. And now, on hurry orders, the sewers in the hot Fifth Avenue ateliers sewed faster. Silken and satin costumes, paste jewelry and property small-swords were arriving by express; maids flew about the house at Roya-Neh, trying on, fussing with lace and ribbon, bodice and flowered pannier, altering, retrimming, adjusting. Their mistresses met in one anothers bedrooms for mysterious confabs over head-dress and coiffure, lace scarf, and petticoat.

As for the men, they surreptitiously tried on their embroidered coats and breeches, admired themselves in secrecy, and let it go at that, returning with embarrassed relief to cards, tennis, and the various forms of amiable idleness to which they were accustomed. Only Englishmen can masquerade seriously.

Later, however, the men were compelled to pay some semblance of attention to the general preparations, assemble their foot-gear, head-gear, stars, orders, sashes, swords, and try them on for Duane Mallett — to that young mans unconcealed dissatisfaction.

You certainly resemble a scratch opera chorus, he observed after passing in review the sheepish line-up in his room. Delancy, youre the limit as a Black Mousquetier — and, by the way, there werent any in the reign of Louis XVI, so perhaps that evens up matters. Dysart is the only man who looks the real thing — or would if hed remove that monocle. As for Bunny and the Pink un, they ought to be in vaudeville singing la-la-la.

Thats really a compliment to our legs, observed Reggie Wye to Bunbury Gray, flourishing his property sword and gracefully performing a pas seul à la Gênée.

Dysart, who had been sullen all day, regarded them morosely.

Scott Seagrave, in his conventional abbés costume of black and white, excessively bored, stood by the window trying to catch a glimpse of the lake to see whether any decent fish were breaking, while Scott walked around him critically, not much edified by his costume or the way he wore it.

Youre a sad and self-conscious-looking bunch, he concluded. Scott, I suppose youll insist on wearing your mustache and eyeglasses.

You bet, said Scott simply.

All right. And kindly beat it. I want to try on my own plumage in peace.

So the costumed ones trooped off to their own quarters with the half-ashamed smirk usually worn by the American male who has persuaded himself to frivolity. Delancy Grandcourt tramped away down the hall banging his big sword, jingling his spurs, and flapping his loose boots. The Pink un and Bunbury Gray slunk off into obscurity, and Scott wandered back through the long hall until a black-and-red tiger moth attracted his attention, and he forgot his annoying appearance in frantic efforts to capture the brilliant moth.

Dysart, who had been left alone with Duane in the latters room, contemplated himself sullenly in the mirror while Duane, seated on the window sill, waited for him to go.

You think I ought to eliminate my eye-glass? asked Dysart, still inspecting himself.

Yes, in deference to the conventional prejudice of the times. Nobody wore em at that period.

You seem to be a stickler for convention — of the Louis XVI sort more than for the XIX century variety, remarked Dysart with a sneer.

Duane looked up from his bored contemplation of the rug.

You think Im unconventional? he asked with a smile.

I believe I suggested something of the sort to my wife the other day.

Ah, said Duane blandly, does she agree with you, Dysart?

No doubt she does, because your tendencies toward the unconventional have been the subject of unpleasant comment recently.

By some of your débutante conquests? You mustnt believe all they tell you.

My own eyes and ears are competent witnesses. Do you understand me now?

No. Neither do you. Dont rely on such witnesses, Dysart; they lack character to corroborate them. Ask your wife to confirm me — if you ever find time enough to ask her anything.

Thats a damned impudent thing to say, returned Dysart, staring at him. A dull red stained his face, then faded.

Duanes eyebrows went up — just a shade — yet so insolently that the other stepped forward, the corners of his mouth white and twitching.

I can speak more plainly, he said. If you cant appreciate a pleasant hint I can easily accommodate you with the alternative.

There was silence for a moment.

Dysart, said Duane, what chance do you think youd have in landing the — alternative?

That concerns me, said Dysart; and the pinched muscles around the mouth grew whiter and the man looked suddenly older. Duane had never before noticed how gray his temples were growing.

He said in a voice under perfect control: Youre right; the chances you care to take with me concern yourself. As for your ill-humour, I suppose I have earned it by being attentive to your wife. What is it you wish; that my hitherto very harmless attentions should cease?

Yes, said Dysart, and his square jaw quivered.

Well, they wont. It takes the sort of man you are to strike classical attitudes. And, absurd as the paradox appears — and even taking into consideration your notorious indifference to your wife and your rather silly reputation as a débutante chaser — I do believe, Dysart, that, deep inside of you somewhere, there is enough latent decency to have inspired this resentment toward me — a resentment perfectly natural in any man who acts squarely toward his wife — but rather far fetched in your case.

Dysart, pallid, menacing, laid his hand on a chair.

The other laughed.

As bad as that? he asked contemptuously. Dont do it, Dysart; it isnt in your line. Youre only a good-looking, popular, dancing man; all your deviltry is in your legs, and Id be obliged if theyd presently waft you out of my room.

I suppose, said Dysart unsteadily, that you would make yourself noisily ridiculous if I knocked your blackguard head off.

Its only in novels that people are knocked down successfully and artistically, admitted the other. In everyday life they resent it. Yes — if you do anything hysterical there will be some sort of a disgraceful noise, I suppose. Its shoot or suit in these unromantic days, Dysart, otherwise the newspapers laugh at you.

Dysarts well-shaped fists relaxed, the chair dropped, but even when he let it go murder danced in his eyes.

Yes, he said, its shoot or a suit in these days; youre perfectly right, Mallett. And well let it go at that for the present.

He stood a moment, straight, handsome, his clearly stencilled eyebrows knitted, watching Duane. Whatever in the mans face and figure was usually colourless, unaccented, irresolute, disappeared as he glared rigidly at the other.

For there is no resentment like the resentment of the neglectful, no jealousy like the jealousy of the faithless.

To resume, in plain English, he said, keep away from my wife, Mallett. You comprehend that, dont you?

Perfectly. Now get out!

Dysart hesitated for the fraction of a second longer, as though perhaps expecting further reply, then turned on his heel and walked out.

Later, while Duane was examining his own costume preparatory to trying it on, Scott Seagraves spectacled and freckled visage protruded into the room. He knocked as an after-thought.

Rosalie sent me. Shes dressed in all her gimcracks and wants your expert opinion. Ive got to go — —

Where is she?

In her room. Im going out to the hatchery with Kathleen — —

Come and see Rosalie with me, first, said Duane, passing his arm through Scotts and steering him down the sunny corridor.

When they knocked, Mrs. Dysart admitted them, revealing herself in full costume, painted and powdered, the blinds pulled down, and the electric lights burning behind their rosy shades.

Its my final dress rehearsal, she explained. Mr. Mallett, is my hair sufficiently à la Lamballe to suit you?

Yes, it is. Youre a perfect little porcelain figurette! Theres not an anachronism in you or your make-up. How did you do it?

I merely stuck like grim death to your sketches, she said demurely.

Scott eyed her without particular interest. Very corking, he said vaguely, but Ive got to go down to the hatchery with Kathleen, so you wont mind if I leave — —

He closed the door behind him before anybody could speak. Duane moved toward the door.

Its a charming costume, he said, and most charmingly worn; your hair is exactly right — not too much powder, you know — —

Where shall I put my patch? Here?

Higher.

Here?

He came back to the centre of the room where she stood.

Here, he said, indenting the firm, cool ivory skin with one finger, and here. Wear two.

And my rings — do you think that my fingers are overloaded? She held out her fascinating smooth little hands. He supported them on his upturned palms and examined the gems critically.

They talked for a few moments about the rings, then: Thank you so much, she said, with a carelessly friendly pressure. How about my shoes? Are the buckles of the period?

One of her hands encountered his at hazard, lingered, dropped, the fingers still linked lightly in his. She bent over, knees straight, and lifted the hem of her petticoat, displaying her Louis XVI footwear.

Shoes and buckles are all right, he said; faultless, true to the period — very fascinating.... Ive got to go — one or two things to do — —

They examined the shoes for some time in silence; still bending over she turned her dainty head and looked around and up at him. There was a moments pause, then he kissed her.

I was afraid youd do that — some day, she said, straightening up and stepping back one pace, so that their linked hands now hung pendant between them.

I was sure of it, too, he said. Now I think Id better go — as all things are en règle, even the kiss, which was classical — pure — Louis XVI.... Besides, Scott was idiot enough to shut the door. Thats Louis XVI, too, but too much realism is never artistic.

We could open the door again — if thats why youre running away from me.

Whats the use?

She glanced at the door and then calmly seated herself.

Do you think that we are together too much? she asked.

Hasnt your husband made similar observations? he replied, laughing.

It isnt for him to make them.

Hasnt he objected?

He has suddenly and unaccountably become disagreeable enough to make me wish he had some real grounds for his excitement! she said coolly, and closed her teeth with a little click. She added, between them: Im inclined to give him something real to howl about.

He said: Youre adrift. Do you know it?

Certainly I know it. Are you prepared to offer salvage? Im past the need of a pilot.

He smiled. You havent drifted very far yet — only as far as Mallett Harbour. Thats usually the first port — for derelicts. Anchors are dropped rather frequently there — but, Rosalie, theres no safe mooring except in the home port.

Her pretty, flushed face grew very serious as she looked up questioningly.

Isnt there an anchorage near you, Duane? Are you quite sure?

Why, no, dear, Im not sure. But let me tell you something: it isnt in me to love again. And that isnt square to you.

After a silence she repeated: Again? Have you been in love?

Yes.

Are you embittered? I thought only callow fledglings moped.

If I were embittered Id offer free anchorage to all comers. Thats the fledgling idea — when blighted — be a deevil among the weemin, he said, laughing.

You have that hospitable reputation now, she persisted, unsmiling.

Have I? Judge for yourself then — because no woman I ever knew cares anything for me now.

You mean that if any of them had anything intimate to remember theyd never remain indifferent?

Well — yes.

Theyd either hate you or remember you with a certain tenderness.

Is that what happens? he asked, amused.

I think so, she said thoughtfully.... As for what you said, you are right, Duane; I am adrift.... You — or a man like you could easily board me — take me in tow. Im quite sure that something about me signals a pilot; and that keen eyes and bitter tongues have noted it. And I dont care. Nor do I know yet what my capabilities for evil are.... Do you care to — find out?

It wouldnt be a square deal to you, Rosalie.

And — if I dont care whether its a square deal or not?

Why, dear, he said, covering her nervous, pretty hand with both of his, Id break your heart in a week.

He laughed, dropped her fingers, stepped back to the door, and, laying his hand on the knob, said evenly:

That husband of yours is not the sort of man I particularly take to, but I believe hes about the average if youd care to make him so.

She coloured with surprise. Then something in her scornful eyes inspired him with sudden intuition.

As a matter of fact, he said lightly, you care for him still.

I can very easily prove the contrary, she said, walking slowly up to him, close, closer, until the slight tremor of contact halted her and her soft, irregular breath touched his face.

What a girl like you needs, he laughed, taking her into his arms, is a man to hold her this way — every now and then, and — he kissed her— tell her she is incomparable — which I cannot truthfully tell you, dear. He released her at arms length.

I dont know whose fault it is, he went on: I dont know whether he still really cares for you in spite of his weak peregrinations to other shrines; but you still care for him. And its up to you to make him what he can be — the average husband. There are only two kinds, Rosalie, the average and the bad.

She looked straight into his eyes, but the deep, mantling colour belied her audacity.

Do you know, she said, that we havent — lived together for two years?

I dont want to know such things, he said gently.

Well, you do know now. I — am — very much alone. You see I have already become capable of saying anything — and of doing it, too.

There came a reckless glimmer into her eyes; she set her teeth — a trick of hers; the fresh lips parted slightly under her rapid breathing.

Do you think, she said unevenly, that Im going on all my life like this — without anything more than the passing friendship of men to balance the example he sets me?

No, I think something is bound to happen, Rosalie. May I suggest what ought to happen?

She nodded thoughtfully; only the quiver of her lower lip betrayed the tension of self-control.

Take him back, he said.

I no longer care for him.

You are mistaken.

After a moment she said: I dont think so; truly I dont. All consideration for him has died in me. His conduct doesnt matter — doesnt hurt me any more — —

Yes, it does. Hes just a plain ass — an average ass — ownerless, and, like all asses, convinced that he can take care of himself. Go and put the halter on him again.

Go — and — what do you mean?

Tether him. You did once. Its up to you; its usually up to a woman when a man wanders untethered. What one woman, or a dozen, can do with a man his wife can do in the same fashion! What won him in the beginning always holds good until he thinks he has won you. Then the average man flourishes his heels. He is doing it. What won him was not you alone, or love, alone; it was his uncertainty of both that fascinated him. Thats what charms him in others; uncertainty. Many men are that way. Its a sporting streak in us. If you care for him now — if you could ever care for him, take him as you took him first.... Do you want him again?

She stood leaning against the door, looking down. Much of her colour had died out.

I dont know, she said.

I do.

Well — do I?

Yes.

You think so? Why?

Because hes adrift, too. And hes rather weak, rather handsome, easily influenced — unjust, selfish, vain, wayward — just the average husband. And every wife ought to be able to manage these lords of creation, and keep them out of harm.... And keep them in love, Rosalie. And the way to do it is the way you did it first.... Try it. He kissed her gaily, thinking he owed that much to himself.

And through the door which had swung gently ajar, Geraldine Seagrave saw them, and Rosalie saw her.

For a moment the girl halted, pale and rigid, and her heart seemed to cease its beating; then, as she passed with averted head, Rosalie caught Duanes wrists in her jewelled grasp and released herself with a wrench.

Youve given me enough to think over, she said. If you want me to love you, stay — and close that door — and well see what happens. If you dont — you had better go at once, Duane. And leave my door open — to see what else fate will send me. She clasped her hands behind her back, laughing nervously.

Its like the old childs game— open your mouth and close your eyes and see what God will send you? — usually something not at all resembling the awaited bonbon.... Good-bye, my altruistic friend — and thank you for your XXth Century advice, and your Louis XVI assistance.

Good-bye, he returned smilingly, and sauntered back toward his room where his own untried finery awaited him.

Ahead, far down the corridor, he caught sight of Geraldine, and called to her, but perhaps she did not hear him for he had to put on considerable speed to overtake her.

In these last few days, he said laughingly, I seldom catch a glimpse of you except when you are vanishing into doorways or down corridors.

She said nothing, did not even turn her head or halt; and, keeping pace with her, he chatted on amiably about nothing in particular until she stopped abruptly and looked at him.

I am in a hurry. What is it you want, Duane?

Why — nothing, he said in surprise.

That is less than you ask of — others. And she turned to continue her way.

Is there anything wrong, Geraldine? he asked, detaining her.

Is there? she replied, shaking off his hand from her arm.

Not as far as Im concerned.

Cant you even tell the truth? she asked with a desperate attempt to laugh.

Wait a minute, he said. Evidently something has gone all wrong — —

Several things, my solicitous friend; I for one, you for another. Count the rest for yourself.

What has happened to you, Geraldine?

What has always threatened.

Will you tell me?

No, I will not. So dont try to look concerned and interested in a matter that regards me alone.

But what is it that has always threatened you? he insisted gently, coming nearer — too near to suit her, for she backed away toward the high latticed window through which the sun poured over the geraniums on the sill. There was a seat under it. Suddenly her knees threatened to give way under her; she swayed slightly as she seated herself; a wave of angry pain swept through her setting lids and lips trembling.

Now I want you to tell me what it is that you believe has always threatened you.

Do you think Id tell you? she managed to say. Then her self-possession returned in a flash of exasperation, but she controlled that, too, and laughed defiantly, confronting him with pretty, insolent face uptilted.

What do you want to know about me? That Im in the way of being ultimately damned like all the rest of you? she said. Well, I am. Im taking chances. Some people take their chances in one way — like you and Rosalie; some take them in another — as I do.... Once I was afraid to take any; now Im not. Who was it said that self-control is only immorality afraid?

Will you tell me what is worrying you? he persisted.

No, but Ill tell you what annoys me if you like.

What?

Fear of notoriety.

Notoriety?

Certainly — not for myself — for my house.

Is anybody likely to make it notorious? he demanded, colouring up.

Ask yourself.... I havent the slightest interest in your personal conduct — there was a catch in her voice— except when it threatens to besmirch my own home.

The painful colour gathered and settled under his cheek-bones.

Do you wish me to leave?

Yes, I do. But you cant without others knowing how and why.

Oh, yes, I can — —

You are mistaken. I tell you others will know. Some do know already. And I dont propose to figure with a flaming sword. Kindly remain in your Eden until its time to leave — with Eve.

Just as you wish, he said, smiling; and that infuriated her.

It ought to be as I wish! That much is due me, I think. Have you anything further to ask, or is your curiosity satisfied?

Not yet. You say that you think something threatens you? What is it?

Not what threatens you, she said in contempt.

That is no answer.

It is enough for you to know.

He looked her hard in the eyes. Perhaps, he said in a low voice, I know more about you than you imagine I do, Geraldine — since last April.

She felt the blood leave her face, the tension crisping her muscles; she sat up very straight and slender among the cushions and defied him.

What do you — think you know? she tried to sneer, but her voice shook and failed.

He said: Ill tell you. For one thing, youre playing fast and loose with Dysart. Hes a safe enough proposition — but what is that sort of thing going to arouse in you?

What do you mean? Her voice cleared with an immense relief. He noted it.

Its making you tolerant, he said quietly, familiar with subtleties, contemptuous of standards. Its rubbing the bloom off you. You let a man who is married come too close to you — you betray enough curiosity concerning him to do it. A drifting woman does that sort of thing, but why do you cut your cables? Good Lord, Geraldine, its a fool business — permitting a man an intimacy — —

More harmless than his wife permits you! she retorted.

That is not true.

You are supposed to lie about such things, arent you? she said, reddening to the temples. Oh, I am learning your rotten code, you see — the code of all these amiable people about me. Youve done your part to instruct me that promiscuous caresses are mens distraction from ennui; Rosalie evidently is in sympathy with that form of amusement — many men and women among whom I live in town seem to be quite as casual as you are.... I did have standards once, scarcely knowing what they meant; I clung to them out of instinct. And when I went out into the world I found nobody paying any attention to them.

You are wrong.

No, Im not. I go among people and see every standard I set up, ignored. I go to the theatre and see plays that embody everything I supposed was unthinkable, let alone unutterable. But the actors utter everything, and the audience thinks everything — and sometimes laughs. I cant do that — yet. But Im progressing.

Geraldine — —

Wait!... My friends have taught me a great deal during this last year — by word, precept, and example. Things I held in horror nobody notices enough to condone. Take treachery, for example. The marital variety is all around me. Who cares, or is even curious after an hours gossip has made it stale news? A divorce here, a divorce there — some slight curiosity to see who the victims may marry next time — that curiosity satisfied — and so is everybody. And they go back to their business of money-getting and money-spending — and thats what my friends have taught me. Can you wonder that my familiarity with it all breeds contempt enough to seek almost any amusement in sheer desperation — as you do?

I have only one amusement, he said.

What?

Painting.

And your model, she nodded with a short laugh. Dont forget her. Your pretences are becoming tiresome, Duane. Your pretty model, Mrs. Dysart, poses less than you do.

Another wave of heart-sickness and anger swept over her; she felt the tears burning close to her lids and turned sharply on him:

Its all rotten, I tell you — the whole personnel and routine — these people, and their petty vices and their idleness and their money! I — I do want to keep myself above it — clean of it — but what am I to do? One cant live without friends. If I dont gamble Im left alone; if I dont flirt Im isolated. If one stands aloof from everything ones friends go elsewhere. What can I do?

Make decent friends. Im going to.

He bent forward and struck his knee with his closed fist.

Im going to, he repeated. Ive waited as long as I can for you to stand by me. I could have even remained among these harmless simians if you had cared for me. Youre all the friend I need. But youve become one of them. It isnt in you to take an intelligent interest in me, or in what I care for. Ive stood this sort of existence long enough. Now Im all through with it.

She stared. Anger, astonishment, exasperation moved her in turn. Bitterness unlocked her lips.

Are you expecting to take Mrs. Dysart with you to your intellectual solitude?

I would if I — if we cared for each other, he said, calmly seating himself.

She said, revolted: Cant you even admit that you are in love with her? Must I confess that I could not avoid seeing you with her in her own room — half an hour since? Will that wring the truth out of you?

Oh, is that what you mean? he said wearily. I believe the door was open.... Well, Geraldine, whatever you saw wont harm anybody. So come to your own conclusions.... But I wish you were out of all this — with your fine insight and your clear intelligence, and your sweetness — oh, the chances for happiness you and I might have had!

A slim chance with you! she said.

Every chance; perhaps the only chance well ever have. And weve missed it.

Weve missed nothing — a sudden and curious tremor set her heart and pulses beating heavily— I tell you, Duane, it doesnt matter whom people of our sort marry because well always sicken of our bargain. What chance for happiness would I run with such a man as you? Or you with a girl like me?

She lay back among the cushions, with a tired little laugh. We are like the others of our rotten sort, only less aged, less experienced. But we have, each of us, our own heritage, our own secret depravity. She hesitated, reddening, caught his eye, stammered her sentence to a finish and flinched, crimsoning to the roots of her hair.

He stood up, paced the room for a few moments, came and stood beside her.

Once, he said very low, you admitted that you dare go anywhere with me. Do you remember?

Yes.

Those are your rooms, I believe, pointing to a closed door far down the south corridor.

Yes.

Take me there now.

I — cannot do that — —

Yes, you can. You must.

Now? — Duane.

Yes, now — now! I tell you our time is now if it ever is to be at all. Dont waste words.

What do you want to say to me that cannot be said here? she asked in consternation.

He made no answer, but she found herself on her feet and moving slowly along beside him, his hand just touching her arm as guide.

What is it, Duane? she asked fearfully, as she laid her hand on the knob and turned to look at his altered face.

He made no answer. She hesitated, shivered, opened the door, hesitated again, slowly crossed the threshold, turned and admitted him.

The western sun flooded the silent chamber of rose and gray; a breeze moved the curtains, noiselessly; the scent of flowers freshened the silence.

There was a divan piled with silken cushions; he placed several for her; she stood irresolute for a moment, then, with a swift, unquiet side glance at him, seated herself.

What is it? she asked, looking up, her face beginning to reflect the grave concern in his.

I want you to marry me, Geraldine.

Is — is that what — —

Partly. I want you to love me, too. But Ill attend to that if youll marry me — Ill guarantee that. I — I will guarantee — more than that.

She was still looking up, searching his sombre face. She saw the muscles tighten along the jaw; saw the grave lines deepening. A sort of bewildered fear possessed her.

I — am not in love with you, Duane. She added hastily, I dont trust you either. How could I — —

Yes, you do trust me.

After what you have done to Rosalie — —

You know that all is square there. Say so!

She gazed at the floor, convinced, but not answering.

Do you believe I love you?

She shook her head, eyes still on the floor.

Tell me the truth! Look at me!

She said with an effort: You think you care for me.... You believe you do, I suppose — —

And you believe it, too! Give me my chance — take your own!

My chance? — with a flash of anger.

Yes; take it, and give me mine. I tell you, Geraldine, we are going to need each other desperately some day. I need you now — to-morrow youll need me more; and the day after, and after that in perilous days to follow our need will be the greater for these hours wasted — cant you understand by this time that weve nothing to hold us steady through the sort of life were born to except — each other — —

His voice suddenly broke; he dropped down on the couch beside her, imprisoning her clasped hands on her knees. His emotion, the break in his voice, excited them both.

Are you trying to frighten me and take me by storm? she demanded, forcing a smile. What is the matter, Duane? What do you mean by peril?... You are scaring me — —

Little Geraldine — my little comrade! Cant you understand? It isnt only my selfish desire for you — it isnt all for myself! — I care more for you than that. I love you more deeply than a mere lover! Must I say more to you? Must I even hurt you? Must I tell you what I know — of you?

W-what? she asked, startled.

He looked at her miserably. In his eyes she read a meaning that terrified her.

Duane — I dont — understand, she faltered.

Yes you do. Lets face it now!

F-face what? Her voice was only a whisper.

I can tell you if youll love me. Will you?

I dont understand, she repeated in white-lipped distress. Why do you look at me so strangely? And you tell me that I — know.... What is it that I know? Couldnt you tell me? I am— Her voice failed.

Dear — do you remember — once — last April that you were — ill?... And awoke to find yourself on your own bed?

Duane! It was a cry of terror.

Dearest! Dearest! Do you think I have not known — since then — what has troubled you — here — —

She stared at him in crimsoned horror for an instant, then with a dry sob, bowed her head and covered her face with desperate hands. For a moment her whole body quivered, then she collapsed. On his knees beside her he bent and touched with trembling lips her arms, her knees, the slim ankles desperately interlocked, the tips of her white shoes.

Dearest, he whispered brokenly, I know — I know — believe me. I have fought through worse, and won out. You said once that something had died out in me — while I was abroad. It did not die of itself, dear. But it left its mark.... You say self-control is only depravity afraid.... That is true; but I have made my depravity fear me. I can do what I please with it now; I can tempt it, laugh at it, silence it. But it cost me something to make a slave of it — what you saw in my face is the claw-mark it left fighting me to the death.

Very straight on his knees beside her he bent again, pressing her rigid knees with his lips.

I need you, Geraldine — I need all that is best in you; you must love me — take me as an ally, dear, against all that is worst in you. Ill love you so confidently that well kill it — you and I together — my strength and yours, my bitter and deep understanding and your own sweet contempt for weakness wherever it may be, even in yourself.

He touched her; and she shuddered under the light caress, still bent almost double, and covering her face with both hands. He bent over her, one knee on the divan.

Lets pull ourselves together and talk sense, Geraldine, he said with an effort at lightness.

Dont you remember that bully little girl who swung her fists in single combat and uppercut her brother and me whenever her sense of fairness was outraged? The time has come when you, who were so fair to others, are going to be fair to yourself by marrying me — —

She dropped both hands and stared at him out of wide, tear-wet eyes.

Fair to myself — at your expense, Duane?

What do you mean? I love you.

Am I to let you — you marry me — knowing — what you know? Is that what you call my sense of fairness? And, as he attempted to speak:

Oh, I have thought about it already! — I must have been conscious that this would happen some day — that — that I was capable of caring for you — and it alarmed me — —

Are you capable of loving me?

Duane, you must not ask me that!

Tell me!

But she pushed him back, and they faced each other, her hands remaining on his shoulders. She strove piteously to endure his gaze, flinched, strove to push him from her again — but the slender hands lay limply against him. So they remained, her hands at intervals nervously tightening and relaxing on his shoulders, her tearful breath coming faster, the dark eyes closing, opening, turning from him, toward him, searching, now in his soul, now in her own, her self-command slipping from her.

It is cowardly in me — if I do it, she said in the ghost of a voice.

Do what?

Let you risk — what I m-might become.

You little saint!

Some saints were depraved at first — werent they? she said without a smile. Oh, Duane, Duane, to think I could ever be here speaking to you about — about the horror that has happened to me — looking into your face and giving up my dreadful secret to you — laying my very soul naked before you! How can I look at you — —

Because I love you. Now give me the right to your lips and heart!

There was a long silence. Then she tried to smile.

My — my lips? I — thought you took such things — lightly — —

She hesitated, glanced up at him, then began to tremble.

Duane — if you are in earnest about our — about an engagement — promise me that I may be released if I — think best — —

Why?

I — I might fail — —

The more need of me. But you cant fail — —

Yes, but if I should, dear. Will you release me? I cannot — I will not engage myself to you — unless you promise to let me go if I think it best. You know what my word means. Give it back to me if matters go wrong with me. Will you?

But I am going to marry you now! he said with a short, excited laugh.

Now! she repeated, appalled.

Certainly, to make sure of you. We dont need a license in this State. Theres a parson at West Gate Village.... I intend to make sure of you now. You can keep it a secret if you like. When you return to town we can have everything en règle — engagement announced, cards, church wedding, and all that. Meanwhile Im going to be sure of you.

W-when?

This afternoon.

His excitement thrilled her; a vivid colour surged over neck and brow.

Duane, I did not dream that you cared so much, so truly — Oh, I — I do love you then! — I love you, Duane! I love you!

He drew her suddenly into his arms, close, closer; she lifted her face; he kissed her; and she gave him her heart with a sob.

You will wait for m-me, wont you? she stammered, striving to keep her reason through the delicious tumult that swept her senses. Before I m-marry you I must be quite certain that you take no risk — —

She looked up into his steady eyes; a passion of tenderness overwhelmed her, and her locked arms tightened around his neck.

Oh, she whispered, you are the boy I loved so long, so long ago — my comrade Duane — my own little boy! How was I to know I loved you this way, too? How could I understand!

Already the glamour of the past was transfiguring the man for her, changing him back into the lad she had ruled so long ago, glorifying him — drawing them together into that golden age where her ears already caught the far cries and laughter of the past.

Now, her arms around him, she looked at him and looked at him as though she had not set eyes on him since then.

Of course, I love you, she said impatiently, as though surprised and hurt that he or she had ever doubted it. You always were mine; you are mine! Nobody else could ever have had you — no matter what you did — or what I did.... And nobody except you could ever, ever have had me. That is perfectly plain now.... Oh, you — you darling — she murmured, drawing his face against hers. Tears sprang to her brown eyes; her mouth quivered.

You will love me, wont you? Because Im going quite mad about you, Duane.... I dont think I know just what Im saying — or what Im doing.

She drew him closer; he caught her, crushing her in his arms, and she yielded, clung to him for a moment, drew back in flushed resistance, still bewildered by her own passion. Then, into her eyes came that divine beauty which comes but once on earth — innocence awakened; and the white lids drooped a little, and the mouth quivered, surrendering with a sigh.

You never have, never could love any other man? Say it. I know it, but — say it, sweetheart!

Only you, Duane.

Are you happy?

I am in heaven.

She closed her eyes — opening them almost immediately and passing one hand across his face as though afraid he might have vanished.

You are there yet, she murmured with a faint smile.

So are you, he whispered, laughing— my little dream girl — my little brown-eyed, brown-haired, long-legged, swift-running, hard-hitting — —

Oh, do you remember that dreadful blow I gave you when we were sparring in the library? Did it hurt you, my darling — I was sure it did, but you never would admit it. Tell me now, she coaxed, adorable in her penitence.

Well — yes, it did. He laughed under his breath— I dont mind telling you now that it fractured the bridge of my nose.

What! — in horror. That perfectly delicious straight nose of yours!

Oh, I had it fixed, he said, laughing. If you deal me no more vital blows than that Ill never mind — —

I — deal you a — a blow, Duane! I!

For instance, by not marrying me right away — —

Dear — I cant.

The smile had died out in her eyes and on her lips.

You know I cant, dont you? she said tenderly. You know Ive got to be fair to you. Her face grew graver. Dear — when I stop and try to think — it dismays me to understand how much in love with you I am.... Because it is too soon.... It would be safer to wait before I start to love you — this way. There is a cowardly streak in me — a weak streak — —

What blessed nonsense you do talk, dont you?

No, dear.

She moved slightly toward him, settling close, as though within the circle of his arms lay some occult protection.

For a while she lay very close to him, her pale face pressed against his shoulder, brown eyes remote. Neither spoke. After a long time she laid her hands on his arms, gently disengaging them, and, freeing herself, sprang to her feet. A new, lithe and lovely dignity seemed to possess her — an exquisite, graceful, indefinable something which lent a hint of splendour to her as she turned and looked down at him.

Then, mischievously tender, she stooped and touched her childish mouth to his — her cheek, her throat, her hair, her lids, her hands, in turn all brushed his lips with fragrance — the very ghost of contact, the exquisite mockery of caress.

If you dont go at once, she murmured, Ill never let you go at all. Wait — let me see if anybody is in the corridor — —

She opened the door and looked out.

Not a soul, she whispered, our reputations are still intact. Good-bye — Ill put on a fresh gown and meet you in ten minutes!... Where? Oh, anywhere — anywhere, Duane. The Lake. Oh, that is too far away! Wait here on the stairs for me — that isnt so far away — just sit on the stairs until I come. Do you promise? Truly? Oh, you angel boy!... Yes — but only one more, then — to be quite sure that you wont forget to wait on the stairs for me....




CHAPTER VIII. AN AFTERGLOW
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DELICIOUSLY WEARY, EVERY fibre in her throbbing with physical fatigue, she had nevertheless found it impossible to sleep.

The vivid memory of Duane holding her in his arms, while she gave her heart to him with her lips, left her tremulous and confused by emotions of which she yet knew little.

Toward dawn a fever of unrest drove her from her hot, crushed pillows to the cool of the open casements. The morning was dark and very still; no breeze stirred; a few big, widely scattered stars watched her. For a long while she stood there trying to quiet the rapid pulse and fast breathing; and at length, with an excited little laugh, she sank down among the cushions on the window-seat and lay back very still, her head, with its glossy, disordered hair, cradled in her arms.

Is this love? she said to herself. Is this what it is doing to me? Am I never again going to sleep?

But she could not lie still; her restless hands began groping about in the darkness, and presently the fire from a cigarette glimmered red.

She remained quiet for a few moments, elbow among the pillows, cheek on hand, watching the misty spirals float through the open window. After a while she sat up nervously and tossed the cigarette from her. Like a falling star the spark whirled earthward in a wide curve, glowed for a few seconds on the lawn below, and slowly died out.

Then an inexplicable thing occurred. Unthinkingly she had turned over and extended her arm, searching in the darkness behind her. There came a tinkle, a vague violet perfume, and the starlight fell on her clustering hair and throat as she lifted and drained the brimming glass.

Suddenly she stood up; the frail, crystal glass fell from her fingers, splintering on the stone sill; and with a quick, frightened intake of breath, lips still wet and scented, and the fire of it already stealing through her veins, she awoke to stunned comprehension of what she had done.

For a moment only startled astonishment dominated her. That she could have done this thing so instinctively and without forethought or intent, seemed impossible. She bowed her head in her hands, striving desperately to recollect the circumstances; she sprang to her feet and paced the darkened room, trying to understand. A terrified and childish surprise possessed her, which changed slowly to anger and impatience as she began to realise the subtle treachery that habit had practised on her — so stealthy is habit, betraying the body unawares.

Overwhelmed with consternation, she seated herself to consider the circumstances; little flashes of alarm assisted her. Then a sort of delicate madness took possession of her, deafening her ears to the voice of fear. She refused to be afraid.

As she sat there, both hands unconsciously indenting her breast, the clamour and tumult of her senses drowned the voice within.

No, she would not be afraid! — though the burning perfume was mounting to her head with every breath and the glow grew steadily in her body, creeping from vein to vein. No, she would not be afraid. It could never happen again. She would be on her guard after this.... Besides, the forgetfulness had been so momentary, the imprudence so very slight ... and it had helped her, too — it was already making her sleepy ... and she had needed something to quiet her — needed sleep....

After a long while she turned languidly and picked up the little crystal flask from the dresser — an antique bit of glass which Rosalie had given her.

Dawn whitened the edges of the sky; the birds were becoming very noisy. She lifted the curiously cut relic; an imprisoned fluid glimmered with pale-violet light — some scented French distillation which Rosalie affected because nobody else had ever heard of it — an aromatic, fiery essence, faintly perfumed.

For a moment the girl gazed at it curiously. Then, on deliberate impulse, she filled another glass.

One thing is certain, she said to herself; if I am capable of controlling myself at all, I must begin now. If I should touch this it would be excess.... I would like to, but — she flung the contents from the window— I wont. And that is the way I am able to control myself.

She smiled, set the glass aside, and raised her eyes to the paling stars. When at last she stretched herself out on the bed, dawn was already lighting the room, but she fell asleep at once.

It was a flushed and rather heavy slumber, not perfectly natural; and when Kathleen entered at nine oclock, followed by Geraldines maid with the breakfast-tray, the girl still lay with face buried in her hair, breathing deeply and irregularly, her lashes wet with tears.

The maid retired; Kathleen bent low over the feverishly parted lips, kissed them, hesitated, drew back sharply, and cast a rapid glance around the room. Then she went over to the dressing-table and lifted Rosalies antique flaçon; and set it back slowly, as the girl turned her face on the pillow and opened her eyes.

Is that you, Kathleen?

Yes, dear.

For a few seconds she lay quite motionless, then, rising on one elbow, she passed the backs of her fingers across her lids, laughed sleepily, and straightened up, freeing her eyes from the confusion of her hair.

Ive had horrid dreams. Ive been crying in my sleep. Come here, she said, stretching out her arms, and Kathleen went slowly.

The girl pulled her head down, linking both arms around her neck:

You darling, can you ever guess what miracle happened to me yesterday?

No.... What?

I promised to marry Duane Mallett!

There was no reply. The girl clung to her excitedly, burying her face against Kathleens cheek, then released her with a laugh, and saw her face — saw the sorrowful amazement in it, the pain.

Kathleen! she exclaimed, startled, what is the matter?

Mrs. Severn dropped down on the beds edge, her hands loosely clasped. Geraldines brown eyes searched hers in hurt astonishment.

Arent you glad for me, Kathleen? What is it? Why do you— And all at once she divined, and the hot colour stained her from brow to throat. Kathleen bent forward swiftly and caught her in her arms with a smothered cry; but the girl freed herself and leaned back, breathing fast.

Duane knows about me, she said. I told him.

He knew before you told him, my darling.

Another wave of scarlet swept Geraldines face.

That is true.... He found out — last April.... But he and I are not afraid. I promised him— And her voice failed as the memory of the nights indulgence flashed in her brain.

Kathleen began: You promised me, too— And her voice also failed.

There was a silence; the girls eyes turned miserably toward the dressing-table, closed with a slow, inward breath which ended like a sob; and again she was in Kathleens arms — struggled from them only to drop her head on Kathleens knees and lie, tense face hidden, both hands clenched. The wave of grief and shame swept her and passed.

After a while she spoke in a hard little voice:

It is foolish to say I cannot control myself.... I did not think what I was doing last night — that was all. Duane knows my danger — tendency, I mean. He isnt worried; he knows that I can take care of myself — —

Dont marry him until you know you can.

But I am perfectly certain of myself now!

Only prove it, darling. Be frank with me. Who in the world loves you as I do, Geraldine? Who desires happiness for you as I do? What have I in life besides you and Scott?... And lately, dearest — I must speak as I feel — something — some indefinable constraint seems to have grown between you and me — something — I dont exactly know what — that threatens our intimate understanding — —

No, there is nothing!

Be honest with me, dear. What is it?

The girl lay silent for a while, then:

I dont know myself. I have been — worried. It may have been that.

Worried about yourself, you poor lamb?

A little.... And a little about Duane.

But, darling, if Duane loves you, that is all cleared up, isnt it?

Yes.... But for a long time he and Rosalie made me perfectly wretched.... I didnt know I was in love with him, either.... And I couldnt sleep very much, and I — I simply couldnt tell you how unhappy they were making me — and I — sometimes — now and then — in fact, very often, I — formed the custom of — doing what I ought not to have done — to steady my nerves — in fact, I simply let myself go — badly.

Oh, my darling! My darling! Couldnt you have told me — let me sit with you, talk, read to you — love you to sleep? Why did you do this, Geraldine?

Nothing — very disgraceful — ever happened. It only helped me to sleep when I was excited and miserable.... I — I didnt care what I did — Duane and Rosalie made me so wretched. And there seemed no use in my trying to be different from others, and I thought I might as well be as rotten as everybody. But I tried and couldnt — I tried, for instance, to misbehave with Jack Dysart, but I couldnt — and I only hated myself and him and Rosalie and Duane!

She sat up, flushed, dishevelled, lips quivering. I want to confess! Ive been horribly depraved for a week! I gambled with the Pink uns and swore as fashionably as I knew how! I scorched my tongue with cigarettes; I sat in Bunny Grays room with the door bolted and let him teach me how to make silver fizzes and Chinese juleps out of Rose wine and saki! I let Jack Dysart retain my hand — and try to kiss me — several times — —

Geraldine!

I did. I wanted to be horrid.

She sat there breathing fast, her big brown eyes looking defiantly at Kathleen, but the childs mouth quivered beyond control and the nervous hands tightened and relaxed.

How bad have I been, Kathleen? It sounds pretty bad to tell it. But Muriel says damn! and Rosalie says the devil! and when anything goes wrong and I say, Oh, fluff! I mean swearing, so I thought Id do it.... And almost every woman I know smokes and has her favourite cocktail, and they all bet and play for stakes; and from what I hear talked about, nobodys conduct is modified because anybody happens to be married — —

The horror in Kathleens blue eyes checked her; she hid her face in her hands for a moment, then flung out her arms and crushed Kathleen to her breast.

Im going to tell Duane how Ive behaved. I couldnt rest until he knows the very worst ... how fearfully common and bad a girl I can be. Darling, dont break down. I dont want to go any closer to the danger line than Ive been. And, oh, Im so ashamed, so humiliated — I — I wish I could go to Duane as — as clean and sweet and innocent as he would have me. For he is the dearest boy — and I love him so, Kathleen. Im so silly about him.... Ive got to tell him how I behaved, havent I?
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I want to confess! Ive been horribly depraved for a week!

Are — are you going to?

Of course I am! ... She drew away and sat up very straight in bed, serious, sombre-eyed, hands clasped tightly about her knees.

Do you know, she said, as though to herself, it is curious that a trivial desire for anything like that — pointing to Rosalies gift— should make me restless — annoy me, cause me discomfort. I cant understand why it should actually torment me. It really does, sometimes.

That is the terrible part of it, faltered Kathleen. For Gods sake, keep clear of anything with even the faintest odour of alcohol about it.... Where did you find that cut-glass thing?

Rosalie gave it to me.

What is in it?

I dont know — crême de something or other.

Kathleen took the girls tightly clasped hands in hers:

Geraldine, youve got to be square to Duane. You cant marry him until you cleanse yourself, until you scour yourself free of this terrible inclination for stimulants.

H-how can I? I dont intend, ever again, to — —

Prove it then. Let sufficient time elapse — —

How long? A — year?

Dear, if you will show a clean record of self-control for a year I ask no more. It ought not to be difficult for you to dominate this silly weakness. Your will-power is scarcely tainted. What fills me with fear is this habit you have formed of caressing danger — this childish trifling with something which is still asleep in you — with all that is weak and ignoble. It is there — it is in all of us — in you, too. Dont rouse it; it is still asleep — merely a little restless in its slumber — but, oh, Geraldine! Geraldine! — if you ever awake it! — if you ever arouse it to its full, fierce consciousness — —

I wont, said the girl hastily. Oh, I wont, I wont, Kathleen, darling. I do know its in me — I feel that if I ever let myself go I could be reckless and wicked. But truly, truly, I wont. I — darling, you mustnt cry — please, dont — because you are making me cry. I cried in my sleep, too.... I ought to be very happy— She forced a laugh through the bright tears fringing her lashes, bent forward swiftly, kissed Kathleen, and sprang from the bed.

I want my bath and breakfast! she cried. If Im to be a Louis XVI doll this week, its time my face was washed and my sawdust reinforced. Do fix my tray, dear, while Im in the bath — and ring for my maid.... And when you go down you may tell Duane to wait for me on the stairs. Its good discipline; hell find it stupid because Ill be a long time — but, oh, Kathleen, it is perfectly heavenly to bully him!

Later she sent a note to him by her maid:

To the Only Man in the World,
On the Stairs.

Patient Sir: If you will go to the large beech-tree beyond Hurryon Gate and busy yourself by carving upon it certain initials intertwined within the circumscribed outlines of a symbol popularly supposed to represent a human heart, your industry will be presently and miraculously rewarded by the apparition of her who presumably occupies no inconsiderable place in your affections.

At the Hurryon Gate Duane found Rosalie trying to unlock it, a dainty, smiling Rosalie, fresh as a blossom, and absurdly like a schoolgirl with her low-cut collar, snowy neck, and the thick braid of hair. Under her arm she carried her bathing-dress.

Im going for a swim; I nearly perished with the heat last night.... Did you sleep well, Duane?

Rather well.

She hesitated, looked up: Are you coming with me?

I have an appointment.

Oh!... Are you going to let me go alone?

He laughed: Ive no choice; I really have an appointment this morning.

She inspected him, drew a step nearer, laid both hands lightly on his shoulders.

Duane, dear, she said, are you really going to let me drift past you out to sea — after all?

What else can I do? Besides, you are not going to drift.

Yes, I am. You were very nice to me yesterday.

It was you who were very sweet to me.... But I told you how matters stand. You care for your husband.

Yes, you did tell me. But it is not true. I thought about it all night long; I find that I do not care for him — as you told me I did.

He said, smiling: Nor do you really care for me.

I could care.

Her hands still lay lightly on his shoulders; he smilingly disengaged them, saluted the finger tips, and swung them free.

No, you couldnt, he said— nor could I.

She clasped her hands behind her, confronting him with that gaily audacious allure which he knew so well:

Does a man really care whether or not he is in love with a woman before he makes love to her?

Do you want an honest answer?

Please.

Well, then — if she is sufficiently attractive, a man doesnt usually care.

Am I sufficiently attractive?

Yes.

Then — why do you hesitate?... I know the rules of the game. When one wearies, the other must pretend to.... And then they make their adieux very amiably.... Isnt that a mans ideal of an affair with a pretty woman?

He laughed: I suppose so.

So do I. You are no novice, are you — as I am?

Are you a novice, Rosalie?

Yes, I am. You probably dont believe it. It is absurd, isnt it, considering these lonely years — considering what he has done — that I havent anything with which to reproach myself.

It is very admirable, he said.

Oh, yes, theoretically. I was too fastidious — perhaps a little bit too decent. Its curious how inculcated morals and early precepts make mountains out of what is really very simple travelling. If a woman ceases to love her husband, she is going to miss too much in life if shes afraid to love anybody else.... I suppose I have been afraid.

Its rather a wholesome sort of fear, he said.

Wholesome as breakfast-food. I hate it. Besides, the fear doesnt exist any more, shaking her head. Like the pretty girls in a very popular and profoundly philosophical entertainment, Ive simply got to love somebody — she smiled at him— and Id prefer to fall honestly and disgracefully in love with you — if youd give me the opportunity. There was a pause. Otherwise, she concluded, I shall content myself with doing a mischief to your sex where I can. I give you the choice, Duane — I give you the disposal of myself. Am I to love — you? — or be loved by God knows whom — and make him suffer for it — she set her little even teeth— and pay back to men what man has done to me?

Nonsense, he said good-humouredly; isnt there anything except playing at love that counts in the world?

Nothing counts without it. Ive learned that much.

Some people have done pretty well without it.

You havent. You might have been a really good painter if you cared for a woman who cared for you. Theres no tenderness in your work; its all technique and biceps.

He said gravely: You are right.

Am I?... Do you think you could try to care for me — even for that reason, Duane — to become a better painter?

Im afraid not, he said pleasantly.

There was a silence; her expression changed subtly, then the colour came back and she smiled and nodded adieu.

Good-bye, she said; Im going to get into all sorts of mischief. The black flag is hoisted. Malheur aux hommes!

Theres one now, said Duane, laughing as Delancy Grandcourts bulk appeared among the trees along Hurryon Water. Lord! what a bungler he is on a trout-stream!

Rosalie turned and gazed at the big, clumsy young man who was fishing with earnestness and method every unlikely pool in sight.

Does he belong to anybody? she asked, considering him. I want to do real damage. He is usually at Geraldines heels, isnt he?

Oh, let him alone, said Duane; hes an awfully decent fellow. If a man of that slow, plodding, faithful species ever is thoroughly aroused by a woman, it will be a lively day for his tormentor.

Rosalies blue eyes sparkled: Will it?

Yes, it will. You had better not play hob with Delancy. Are you intending to?

I dont know. Look at the man! Thats the fourth time hes landed his line in a bush! Hell fall into that pool if hes not — mercy! — there he goes! Did you ever see such a genius for clumsiness?

She was moving forward through the trees as she spoke; Duane called after her in a warning voice:

Dont try to do anything to disturb him. Its not good sport; hes a mighty decent sort, I tell you.

I wont play any tricks on your good young man, she said with a shrug of contempt, and sauntered off toward the Gray Water. Her path, however, crossed Grandcourts, and as she stepped upon the footbridge she glanced down, where, wading gingerly in mid-stream, Delancy floundered and panted and barely contrived to maintain a precarious footing, while sending his flies sprawling down the rapids.

Good-morning, she nodded, as he caught sight of her. He attempted to take off his cap, slipped, wallowed, and recovered his balance by miracle alone.

Theres a thumping big trout under that bridge, he informed her eagerly; he ran downstream just now, but I cant seem to raise him.

You splash too much. Youd probably raise him if you raised less of something else.

Is that it? he inquired innocently. I try not to, but I generally manage to raise hell with every pool before I get a chance to fish it. Ill show you just where he lies. Watch!

His cast of flies whistled wildly; there was a quick pang of pain in her shoulder and she gave a frightened cry.

Good Lord! Have I got you? he exclaimed, aghast.

You certainly have, she retorted, exasperated, and you had better come up and get this hook out! Youll need it if you want to fish any more.

Dripping and horrified, he scrambled up the bank to the footbridge; she flinched, but made no sound, as he freed her from the hook; a red stain appeared on the sleeve of her waist, above the elbow.

Its fortunate that it was a b-barbless hook, he stammered, horribly embarrassed and contemplating with dismay the damage he had accomplished; otherwise, he added, we would have had to cut out the hook. Were rather lucky, I think. Is it very painful?

Sufficiently, she said, disgusted. But I suppose this sort of thing is nothing unusual for you.

Ive hooked one or two people, he admitted, reddening. I suppose you wont bother to forgive me, but Im terribly sorry. If youll let me put a little mud on it — —

She disdained to reply. He hovered about her, clumsily solicitous, and whichever way she turned, he managed to get underfoot, until, thoroughly vexed, she stood stock-still and opened her arms with a hopeless gesture:

What are you trying to do, Delancy? Do you want to embrace me? I wish you wouldnt leap about me like a great Dane puppy!

The red surged up into his face anew:

I beg your pardon, he said. Im very sorry.

She looked at him curiously: I beg yours — you big, silly boy. Dont blush at me. Great Danes are exceedingly desirable property, you know.... Did you wish to be forgiven for anything? What on earth are you doing with that horrid fistful of muck?

I only want to put some mud on that wound, if youll let me. Its good for hornet stings — —

She laughed and backed away: Do you believe there is any virtue in mud, Delancy? — good, deep mire — when one is bruised and sore and lonely and desperate? Oh, dont try to understand — what a funny, confused, stupid way you have of looking at me! I remember you used to look at me that way sometimes — oh, long ago — before I was married, I think.

The heavy colour which surged so readily to his temples began to amuse her; she leaned back against the bridge rail and contemplated him with smiling disdain.

Do you know, she said, years ago, I had a slight, healthy suspicion that you were on the verge of falling in love with me.

He tried to smile, but the colour died out in his face.

Yes, I was on the verge, he contrived to answer.

Why didnt you fall over?

I suppose it was because you married Jack Dysart, he said simply.

Was that all?

All? He thought he perceived the jest, and managed to laugh again.

Really, I am perfectly serious, repeated Rosalie. Was that all that prevented you from falling in love with me — because I was married?

I think so, he said. Wasnt it reason enough?

I didnt know it was enough for a man. I dont believe I know exactly how men consider such matters.... Youve managed to hook that fly into my gown again! And now youve torn the skirt hopelessly! What a devastating sort of creature you are, Delancy! You used to step on my slippers at dancing school, and, oh, Heaven! how I hated you.... Where are you going? for he had begun to walk away, reeling in his wet line as he moved, his grave, highly coloured face lowered, troubled eyes intent on what he was doing.

When she spoke, he halted and raised his head, and she saw the muscles flexed under the bronze skin of the jaw — saw the lines of pain appear where his mouth tightened. All of the clumsy boy in him had vanished; she had never troubled herself to look at him very closely, and it surprised her to see how worn his face really was under the eyes and cheek-bones — really surprised her that there was much of dignity, even of a certain nobility, in his quiet gaze.

I asked you where you are going? she repeated with a faint smile.

Nowhere in particular.

But you are going somewhere, I suppose.

I suppose so.

In my direction?

I think not.

That is very rude of you, Delancy — when you dont even know where my direction lies. Do you think, she demanded, amused, that it is particularly civil of a man to terminate an interview with a woman before she offers him his congé?

He finished reeling in his line, hooked the drop-fly into the reel-guide, shifted his creel, buttoned on the landing-net, and quietly turned around and inspected Mrs. Dysart.

I want to tell you something, he said. I have never, even as a boy, had from you a single word which did not in some vague manner convey a hint of your contempt for me. Do you realise that?

W-what! she faltered, bewildered.

I dont suppose you do realise it. People generally feel toward me as you feel; it has always been the fashion to tolerate me. It is a legend that I am thick-skinned and stupidly slow to take offence. I am not offended now.... Because I could not be with you.... But I am tired of it, and I thought it better that you should know it — after all these years.

Utterly confounded, she leaned back, both hands tightening on the hand-rail behind her, and as she comprehended the passionless reproof, a stinging flush deepened over her pretty face.

Had you anything else to say to me? he asked, without embarrassment.

N-no.

Then may I take my departure?

She lifted her startled blue eyes and regarded him with a new and intense curiosity.

Have I, by my manner or speech, ever really hurt you? she asked. Because I havent meant to.

He started to reply, hesitated, shook his head, and his pleasant, kindly smile fascinated her.

You havent intended to, he said. Its all right, Rosalie — —

But — have I been horrid and disagreeable? Tell me.

In his troubled eyes she could see he was still searching to excuse her; slowly she began to recognise the sensitive simplicity of the man, the innate courtesy so out of harmony with her experience among men. What, after all, was there about him that a woman should treat with scant consideration, impatience, the toleration of contempt? His clumsy manner? His awkwardness? His very slowness to exact anything for himself? Or had it been the half-sneering, half-humourous attitude of her husband toward him which had insensibly coloured her attitude?

She had known Delancy Grandcourt all her life — that is, she had neglected to know him, if this brief revelation of himself warranted the curiosity and interest now stirring her.

Were you really ever in love with me? she asked, so frankly that the painful colour rose to his hair again, and he stood silent, head lowered, like a guilty boy caught in his sins.

But — good heavens! she exclaimed with an uneasy little laugh, theres nothing to be ashamed of in it! Im not laughing at you, Delancy; I am thinking about it with — with a certain re— She was going to say regret, but she substituted respect, and, rather surprised at her own seriousness, she fell silent, her uncertain gaze continually reverting to him.

She had never before noticed how tall and well-built he was, in spite of the awkwardness with which he moved — a great, big powerful machine, continually checked and halted, as though by some fear that his own power might break loose and smash things. That seemed to be the root of his awkwardness — unskilful self-control — a vague consciousness of the latent strength of limb and body and will, which habit alone controlled, and controlled unskilfully.

She had never before known a man resembling this new revelation of Grandcourt. Without considering or understanding why, she began to experience an agreeable sense of restfulness and security in the silence which endured between them. He stood full in the sunlight, very deeply preoccupied with the contents of his fly-book; she leaned back on the sun-scorched railing of the bridge, bathing-suit tucked under one arm, listening to the melody of the rushing stream below. It seemed almost like the intimacy of old friendship, this quiet interval in the sun, with the moving shadows of leaves at their feet and the music of the water in their ears — a silence unbroken save by that, and the pure, sweet call-note of some woodland bird from the thickets beyond.

What fly are you trying? she asked, dreamily conscious of the undisturbed accord.

Wood-ibis — do you think they might come to it? he asked so naturally that a sudden glow of confidence in him, in the sunlit world around her, warmed her.

Let me look at your book?

He brought it. Together they fumbled the brilliantly patterned aluminum leaves, fumbling with tufted silks and feathers, until she untangled a most alluringly constructed fly and drew it out, presenting it to him between forefinger and thumb.

Shall we try it?

Certainly, he said.

Duane, carving hieroglyphics on the bark of the big beech, raised his head and looked after them.

Thats a pretty low trick, he said to himself, as they sauntered away toward the Gray Water. And he scowled in silence and continued his carving.




CHAPTER IX. CONFESSION
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SO MANY GUESTS were arriving from Iron Hill, Cloudy Mountain, and West Gate Village that the capacity of Roya-Neh was overtaxed. Room had to be made somehow; Geraldine and Naïda Mallett doubled up; twin beds were installed for Dysart and Bunny Gray; Rosalie took in Sylvia Quest with a shrug, disdaining any emotion, even curiosity, concerning the motherless girl whose imprudences with Jack Dysart had furnished gossip sufficient to last over from the winter.

The Tappans appeared with their guests, old Tappan grimmer, rustier, gaunter than usual; his son and heir, Peter — he of the rambling and casual legs — more genial, more futile, more acquiescent than ever. The Crays, Beckmans, Ellises, and Grandcourts arrived; Catharine Grandcourt shared Mrs. Severns room; Scott Seagrave went to quarters at the West Gate, and Duane was driven forth and a cot-bed set up for him in his studio at Hurryon Lodge.

The lawns and terraces of Roya-Neh were swarming with eager, laughing young people; white skirts fluttered everywhere in the sun; tennis-courts and lake echoed with the gay tumult, motors tooted, smart horses and showy traps were constantly drawing up or driving off; an army of men from West Gate Village were busy stringing lanterns all over the grounds, pitching pavilions in the glade beyond Hurryon Gate, and decorating everything with ribbons, until Duane suggested to Scott that they tie silk bows on the wild squirrels, as everything ought to be as Louis XVI as possible. He himself did actually so adorn several respectable Shanghai hens which he caught at their oviparous duties, and the spectacle left Kathleen weak with laughter.

As for Duane, he suddenly seemed to have grown years younger. All that was careless, inconsequential, irresponsible, seemed to have disappeared in a single night, leaving a fresh, boyish enthusiasm quite free from surface cynicism — quite innocent of the easy, amused mockery which had characterised him. The subtle element of self-consciousness had disappeared, too. If it had remained unnoticed, even undetected before, now its absence was noticeable, for there was no longer any attitude about him, no policy to sustain, nothing of that humourous, bantering sophistication which ignores conventionality. For it is always a conscious effort to ignore it, an attitude to disregard what custom has sanctioned.

Kathleen had never realised what a really sweet and charming fellow he was until that morning, when he took her aside and told her of his engagement.

Do you know, he said, it is as though life had stopped for me many years ago when Geraldine and I were playmates; its exactly as though all the interval of years in between counted less than a dream, and now, at last, I am awake and taking up real life again.... You see, Kathleen, as a matter of fact, Im incomplete by myself. Im only half of a suit of clothes; Geraldine always wore the rest of me.

However, said Kathleen mischievously, youve been very tireless in trying on, they say. Its astonishing you never found a good fit — —

That was all part of the dream interval, he interrupted, a little out of countenance, everything was absurdly unreal. Are you going to be nice to me, Kathleen?

Of course I am, you blessed boy! she said, taking him in her vigorous young arms and kissing him squarely and thoroughly. Then she held him at arms length and looked him very gravely in the eyes:

Love her a great deal, Duane, she said in a low voice; she needs it.

I could not help doing it.

But Kathleen repeated:

Love her enough. She will be yours to make — yours to unmake, to mould, fashion, remould — with Gods good help. Love her enough.

Yes, he said, very soberly.

A slight constraint fell between them; they spoke of the fête, and Kathleen presently left to superintend details which never worried her, never disturbed the gay and youthful confidence which had always from the beginning marked her successful superintendence of the house of Seagrave.

Geraldine and Scott were very busy playing hostess and host, receiving new-comers, renewing friendships interrupted by half a summers separation; but there was very little to do except to be affable, for Kathleens staff of domestics was perfectly adequate — the old servants of the house of Seagrave, who were quite able by themselves to maintain the household traditions and whip into line of duty the new and less conscientious recruits below stairs.

A great many people were gathered on the terrace when Duane descended the stairs, on his way to inspect his temporary quarters in Millers loft, at Hurryon Lodge.

He stopped and spoke to many, greeted Delancy Grandcourts loquacious and rotund mother, politely listened to her scandalous budget of gossip, shook hands cordially with her big, handsome daughter, Catharine, a strapping girl, with the shyly honest eyes of her brother and the rather heavy but shapely body and limbs of an indolent Juno. A harsh voice pronounced his name; old Mr. Tappan extended a dry hand and bored him through with eyes like holes burnt in a blanket.

And do you still cultiwate the fine arts, young man? he inquired, as sternly as though he privately suspected Duane of maltreating them.

Duane shook hands with him.

The school of the indiwidool, continued Mr. Tappan, is what artists need. Woo the muses in solitude; cultiwate em in isolation. Didnt Benjamin West live out in the backwoods? And I guess he managed to make good without raising hell in the Eekole di Boze Arts with a lot of dissipated wagabonds at his elbow, inculcating immoral precepts and wasting his time and his fathers money.

And he looked very hard at Duane, who winced, but agreed with him solemnly.

Geraldine, on the edge of a circle of newly arrived guests, leaned over and whispered mischievously:

Is that what you did at the Ecole des Beaux Arts? Did you behave like all that or did you cultivate the indiwidool?

He shook hands again, solemnly, with Mr. Tappan, stepped back, and joined her.

Where on earth have you been hiding? she inquired.

You said that if I carved certain cabalistic signs on the big beech-tree you would presently appear to me in a pink cloud — you faithless little wretch!

How could I? Three motor-loads arrived from Iron Hill before I was half dressed, and ever since Ive been doing my traditional duty; and, in a lower voice, I was perfectly crazy to go to the beech-tree all the time. Did you wait long, you poor boy?

Man is born to wait. I came back just now to find you.... I told Kathleen, he added, radiant.

What? she whispered, flushing deliciously. Oh, pooh! I told her about it this morning — the very first thing. We both snivelled. I didnt sleep at all last night.... Theres something I wish to tell you — —

The gay smile suddenly died out in her eyes; a strange, wistful tenderness softened them, touching her lips, too, which always gave that very young, almost childish pathos to her expression. She put out her hand instinctively and touched him.

I want to be alone with you, Duane — for a little while.

Shall I go to the beech-tree and wait?

She glanced around with a hopeless gesture:

You see? Other people are arriving and Ive simply got to be here. I dont see how I can get away before luncheon. Where were you going just now?

I thought Id step over to the studio to see what sort of a shake-down youve given me to repose on.

I wish you would. Poor child, I do hope you will be comfortable. Its perfectly horrid to send you out of the house — —

Oh, I dont mind, he nodded, laughing, and she gave him a shy glance of adieu and turned to receive another guest.

In his extemporized studio at Hurryon Lodge he found that old Miller had already provided him with a washstand and accessories, a new tin tub and a very comfortable iron bed.

The place was aromatic with the odour of paints, varnishes, turpentine, and fixative; he opened the big window, let in air and sunshine, and picked up a sheaf of brushes, soft and pliable from a fresh washing in turpentine and black soap.

Confronting him on a big improvised easel was the full-length, half-reclining portrait of Rosalie Dysart — a gay, fascinating, fly-away thing after the deliberately artificial manner of the French court painters who simpered and painted a hundred and fifty years ago. Ribbons fluttered from the throat and shoulder of this demure, fair-skinned, and blue-eyed creature, who was so palpably playing at masquerade. A silken parody of a shepherdess — a laughing, dainty, snowy-fingered aristocrat, sweet-lipped, provocative, half reclining under a purposely conventional oak, between the branches of which big white clouds rolled in a dark-blue sky — this was Rosalie as Duane had painted her with all the perversely infernal skill of a brush always tipped with a mockery as delicate as her small, bare foot, dropping below the flowered petticoat.

The unholy ease with which he had done it gave him a secret thrill of admiration. It was apparently all surface — the exquisite masquerader, the surrounding detail, the technical graciousness and flow of line and contour, the effortless brush-work. Yet, with an ease which demanded very respectful consideration, he had absorbed and transmitted the frivolous spirit of the old French masters, which they themselves took so seriously; the portrait was also a likeness, yet delightfully permeated with the charm of a light-minded epoch; and somehow, behind and underneath it all, a brilliant mockery sparkled — the half-amused, half-indifferent brilliancy of the painter himself. It was there for any who could appreciate it, and it was quite irresistible, particularly since he had, after a dazzling preliminary study or two from a gamekeepers small, chubby son, added, fluttering in mid-air, a pair of white-winged Loves, chubby as cherubs but much more Gallic.

Nobody excepting Rosalie and himself had seen the picture. What he meant to do with it he did not know, half ashamed as he was of its satiric cleverness. Painters would hate it — stand hypnotised, spellbound the while — and hate it, for they are a serious sort, your painters of pictures, and they couldnt appreciate an art which made fun of art; they would execrate the uncanny mastery and utterly miss the gay perversity of the performance, and Duane knew it and laughed wickedly. What a shock! What would sober, seriously inclined people think if an actor who was eminently fitted to play Lear, should bow to his audience and earnestly perform a very complicated and perfect flip-flap?

Amused with his own disrespectful reflections, he stood before the picture, turning from it with a grin from time to time to compare it with some dozen vigorous canvases hanging along the studio wall — studies that he knew would instantly command the owlish respect of the truly earnest — connoisseurs, critics, and academicians in this very earnest land of ours.

There was a Sargent-like portrait of old Miller, with something of that great masters raucous colouring and perhaps intentional discords, and all of his technical effrontery; and here, too, lurked that shadow of mockery ever latent in the young mans brush — something far more subtle than caricature or parody — deeper than the imitation of manner — something like the evanescent caprice of a strong hand, which seems to threaten for a second, then passes on lightly, surely, transforming its menace into a caress.

There were two adorable nude studies of Millers granddaughters, aged six and seven — quaintly and engagingly formal in their naïve astonishment at finding themselves quite naked. There was a fine sketch of Howker, wrinkled, dim-eyed, every inch a butler, every fibre in him the dignified and self-respecting, old-time servant, who added his dignity to that of the house he had served so long and well. The latter picture was masterly, recalling Gandaras earlier simplicity and Whistlers single-minded concentration without that gentlemans rickety drawing and harmonious arrangements in mud.

For in Duanes work, from somewhere deep within, there radiated outward something of that internal glow which never entirely fades from the canvases of the old masters — which survives mould and age, the opacity of varnish, and the well-intentioned maltreatment of unbaked curators.

There was no mystery about it; he prepared his canvas with white-lead, gave it a long sun-bath, modelled in bone-black and an earth-red, gave it another bath in the sun, and then glazed. This, a choice of permanent colours, and oil as a medium, was the mechanical technique.

Standing there, thoughts remote, idly sorting and re-sorting his brushes, he heard the birds singing on the forests edge, heard the wind in the pines blowing, with the sound of flowing water, felt the warmth of the sun, breathed the mounting freshness from the fields. Life was still very, very young; it had only begun since love had come, and that was yesterday.

And as he stood there, happy, a trifle awed as he began to understand what life might hold for him, there came quick steps on the stair, a knock, her voice outside his door:

Duane! May I come in?

He sprang to the door; she stepped inside, breathing rapidly, delicately flushed from her haste.

I couldnt stand it any longer, so I left Scott to scrape and bow and pull his forelock. Ive got to go back in a few minutes. Are you glad to see me?

He took her in his arms.

Dearest, dearest! she murmured, looking at him with all her heart in her brown eyes.

So they stood for a little while, her mouth and body acquiescent to his embrace.

Such a long, long time since I saw you. Nearly half an hour, he said.

Yes. She drew away a little:

Do you know, she said, looking about her, over his shoulder, I have never been here since you took it as a studio.

She caught a glimpse of the picture on the easel, freed herself, and, retaining his hand in both of hers, gazed curiously at Rosalies portrait.

How perfectly charming! she said. But, Duane, theres a sort of exquisite impudence about what youve done! Did you mean to gently and disrespectfully jeer at our mincing friends, Boucher, Nattier, et al.?

I knew youd understand! he exclaimed, delighted. Oh, you wonderful little thing — you darling! He caught her to him again, but she twisted away and tucked one arm under his:

Dont, Duane; I want to see these things. What a perfectly dear study of Millers kiddies! Oh, it is too lovable, too adorable! You wouldnt sell that — would you?

Of course not; its yours, Geraldine.

After a moment she looked up at him:

Ours? she asked; but the smile faded once more from eyes and lips; she suffered him to lead her from canvas to canvas, approved them or remained silent, and presently turned and glanced toward the small iron bed. Manner and gaze had become distrait.

You think this will be comfortable, Duane? she inquired listlessly.

Perfectly, he said.

She disengaged her hand from his, walked over to the lounge, turned, and signed for him to seat himself. Then she dropped to her knees and settled down on the rug at his feet, laying her soft cheek against his arm.

I have some things to tell you, she said in a low voice.

Very serious things? he asked, smiling.

Very.

All right; I am listening.

Very serious things, she repeated, gazing through the window, where green tree-tops swayed in the breezy sunlight; and she pressed her cheek closer to his arm.

I have not been very — good, she said.

He looked at her, suppressed the smile that twitched at his mouth, and waited.

I wish I could give myself to you as clean and sweet and untainted as — as you deserve.... I cant; and before we go any further I must tell you — —

Why, you blessed child, he exclaimed, half laughing, half serious. You are not going to confess to me, are you?

Duane, Ive got to tell you everything. I couldnt rest unless I was perfectly honest with you.

But, dear, he said, a trifle dismayed, such confidences are not necessary. Nor am I fit to hear your list of innocent transgressions — —

Oh, they are not very innocent. Let me tell you; let me cleanse myself as much as I can. I dont want to have any secrets from you, Duane. I want to go to you as guiltless as confession can make me. I want to begin clean. Let me tell you. Couldnt you let me tell you, Duane?

And I, dear? Do — do you expect me to tell you? Do you expect me to do as you do?

She looked up at him surprised; she had expected it. Something in his face warned her of her own ignorance.

I dont know very much about men, Duane. Are there things you cannot say to me?

One or two, dear.

Do you mean until after we are married?

Not even then. There is no use in your knowing.

She had never considered that, either.

But ought I to know, Duane?

No, he said miserably, you ought not.

She sat upright for a few seconds longer, gazing thoughtfully at space, then pressed her pale face against his knee again in silent faith and confidence.

Anyway, I know you will be fair to me in your own way, she said. There is only one way that I know how to be fair to you. Listen.

And in a shamed voice she forced herself to recite her list of sins; repeating them as she had confessed them to Kathleen. She told him everything; her silly and common imprudence with Dysart, which, she believed, had bordered the danger mark; her ignoble descent to what she had always held aloof from, meaning demoralisation in regard to betting and gambling and foolish language; and last, but most shameful, her secret and perilous temporising with a habit which already was making self-denial very difficult for her. She did not spare herself; she told him everything, searching the secret recesses of her heart for some small sin in hiding, some fault, perhaps, overlooked or forgotten. All that she held unworthy in her she told this man; and the man, being an average man, listened, head bowed over her fragrant hair, adoring her, wretched in heart and soul with the heavy knowledge of all he dare not tell or forget or cleanse from him, kneeling repentant, in the sanctuary of her love and confidence.

She told him everything — sins of omission, childish depravities, made real only by the decalogue. Of indolence, selfishness, unkindness, she accused herself; strove to count the times when she had yielded to temptation.

He was reading the first human heart he had ever known — a heart still strangely untainted, amid a society where innocence was the exception, doubtful wisdom the rule, and where curiosity was seldom left very long in doubt.

His hands fell over hers as her voice ceased, but he did not speak.

She waited a little while, then, with a slight nestling movement, turned and hid her face on his knees.

With Gods help, she whispered, I will subdue what threatens me. But I am afraid of it! Oh, Duane, I am afraid.

He managed to steady his voice.

What is it, darling, that seems to tempt you, he asked; is it the taste — the effect?

The — effect. If I could only forget it — but I cant help thinking about it — I suppose just because its forbidden — For days, sometimes, there is not the slightest desire; then something stirs it up in me, begins to annoy me; or the desire comes sometimes when I am excited or very happy, or very miserable. There seems to be some degraded instinct in me that seeks for it whenever my emotions are aroused.... I must be honest with you; I — I feel that way now — because, I suppose, I am a little excited.

He raised her and took her in his arms.

But you wont, will you? Simply tell me that you wont.

She looked at him, appalled by her own hesitation. Was it possible, after the words she had just uttered, the exaltation of confession still thrilling her, that she could hesitate? Was it morbid over-conscientiousness in the horror of a broken promise to him that struck her silent?

Say it, Geraldine.

Oh, Duane! Ive said it so often to Kathleen and myself! Let me promise myself again — and keep my word. Let me try that way, dear, before I — I promise you?

There was a feverish colour in her face; she spoke rapidly, like one who temporises, trying to convince others and over-ride the inward voice; her slender hands were restless on his shoulders, her eyes lowered, avoiding his.

Perhaps if you and Kathleen, and I, myself, were not so afraid — perhaps if I were not forbidden — if I had your confidence and my own that I would not abuse my liberty, it might be easier to refrain. Shall we try it that way, Duane?

Do you think it best?

I think — I might try that way. Dear, I have so much to sustain me now — so much more at stake! Because there is the dread of losing you — for, Duane, until I am mistress of myself, I will never, never marry you — and do you suppose I am going to risk our happiness? Only leave me free, dear; dont attempt to wall me in at first, and I will surely find my way.

She sprang up, trying to smile, hesitated, then slowly came back to where he was standing and put her arms around his neck.

Good-bye until luncheon, she said. I must go back to my neglected guests — I am going to run all the way as fast as my legs can carry me! Kathleen will be dreadfully mortified. Do you love me?... Even after my horrid confessions?... Oh, you darling!... Now that you know the very worst, I begin to feel as clean and fresh as though I had just stepped from the bath.... And I will try to be what you would have me, dear.... Because I am quite crazy about you — oh, completely mad!

She bent impulsively and kissed his hands, freed herself with a breathless laugh, and turned and fled.

For a long time her lover stood there, motionless, downcast, clenched fists in his pockets, face to face with the past. And that which lay behind him was that which lies behind what is commonly known to the world as the average man.




CHAPTER X. DUSK
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THE MASKED DANCE was to begin at ten that evening; for that reason dinner had been served early at scores of small tables on the terrace, a hilarious and topsy-turvy, but somewhat rapid affair, because everybody required time for dressing, and already throughout the house maids and valets were scurrying around, unpacking masks and wigs and dainty costumes for the adorning of the guests at Roya-Neh.

Toward nine oclock the bustle and confusion became distracting; corridors were haunted by graceful flitting figures in various stages of deshabille, in quest of paraphernalia feminine and maids to adjust the same. A continual chatter filled the halls, punctuated by smothered laughter and subdued but insistent appeals for aid in the devious complications of intimate attire.

On the mens side of the house there was less hubbub and some quiet swearing; much splashing in tubs, much cigarette smoke. Men entered each others rooms, half-clad in satin breeches, silk stockings, and ruffled shirts, asking a helping hand in tying queue ribbons or adjusting stocks, and lingered to smoke and jest and gossip, and jeer at one anothers finery, or to listen to the town news from those week-enders recently arrived from the city.

The talk was money, summer shows, and club gossip, but financial rumours ruled.

Young Ellis, in pale blue silk and wig, perched airily, on a table, became gloomily prophetic concerning the steady retirement of capital from philanthropic enterprises hatched in Wall Street; Peter Tappan saw in the endlessly sagging market dire disaster for the future digestions of wealthy owners of undistributed securities.

Marble columns and gold ceilings dont make a trust company, he sneered. There are a few billionaire gamblers from the West who seem to think Wall Street is Coney Island. Therell be a shindy, dont make any mistake; were going to have one hell of a time; but when its over the corpses will all be shipped — ahem! — west.

Several men laughed uneasily; one or two old line trust companies were mentioned; then somebody spoke of the Minnisink, lately taken over by the Algonquin.

Duane lighted a cigarette and, watching the match still burning, said:

Dysart is a director. You cant ask for any more conservative citizen than Dysart, can you?

Several men looked around for Dysart, but he had stepped out of the room.

Ellis said, after a silence:

That gambling outfit from the West has bedevilled one or two good citizens in Gotham town.

Dr. Bailey shrugged his big, fat shoulders.

Its no secret, I suppose, that the Minnisink crowd is being talked about, he grunted.

Ellis said in a low but perfectly distinct voice:

Neither is it any secret that Jack Dysart has been hit hard in National Ice.

Peter Tappan slipped from his seat on the table and threw away his cigarette:

One thing is sure as soubrettes, he observed; the Clearing House means to get rid of certain false prophets. The game law is off prophets — in the fall. Therell be some good gunning — under the laws of New Jersey.

I hope theyll be careful not to injure any marble columns or ruin the gold-leaf on the ceilings, sneered Ellis. Come on, some of you fellows, and fix the buckle in this cursed stock of mine.

I thought fixing stocks was rather in your own line, said Duane to the foxy-visaged and celebrated manipulator, who joined very heartily in the general and unscrupulous laugh.

A moment later, Dysart, who had heard every word from the doorway, walked silently back to his own room and sat down, resting his temples between his closed fists.

The well-cut head was already silvery gray at the temples; one month had done it. When animated, his features still appeared firm and of good colour; relaxed, they were loose and pallid, and around the mouth fine lines appeared. Often a mans hands indicate his age, and his betrayed him, giving the lie to his lithe, straight, graceful figure. The man had aged amazingly in a month or two.

Matters were not going very well with him. For one thing, the Half-Moon Trust Company had finally terminated all dealings with the gorgeous marble-pillared temple of high finance of which he was a director. For another, he had met the men of the West, and for them he had done things which he did not always care to think about. For another, money was becoming disturbingly scarce, and the time was already past for selling securities.

During the last year he had been vaguely aware of some occult hostility to himself and his enterprises — not the normal hostility of business aggression — but something indefinable — merely negative at first, then more disturbing, sinister, foreboding; something in the very air to which he was growing more sensitive every day.

By all laws of finance, by all signs and omens, a serious reaction from the saturnalia of the last few years was already over-due. He had felt it, without alarm at first, for the men of the West laughed him to scorn and refused to shorten sail. They still refused. Perhaps they could not. One thing was certain: he could scarcely manage to take in a single reef on his own account. He was beginning to realise that the men with whom rumour was busy were men marked down by their letters; and they either would not or could not aid him in shortening sail.

For a month, now, under his bland and graceful learning among the intimates of his set, Dysart had been slowly but steadily going to pieces. At such moments as this it showed on the surface. It showed now in his loose jaw and flaccid cheeks; in the stare of the quenched eyes.

He was going to pieces, and he was aware of it. For one thing, he recognised the physical change setting in; for another, his cool, selfish, self-centred equanimity was being broken down; the rigorous bodily régime from which he had never heretofore swerved and which alone enabled him to perform the exacting social duties expected of him, he had recently neglected. He felt the impending bodily demoralisation, the threatened mental disintegration; he suspected its symptoms in a new nervous irritability, in lapses of self-command, in unaccountable excesses utterly foreign to his habitual self-control.

Dissolute heretofore only in the negative form, whatever it was that impended threatening him, seemed also to be driving him into an utter and monstrous lack of caution, and — God alone knew how — he had at last done the one thing that he never dreamed of doing. And the knowledge of it, and the fear of it, bit deeper into his shallow soul every hour of the day and night. And over all, vague, indefinite, hung something that menaced all that he cared for most on earth, held most sacred — his social position in the Borough of Manhattan and his fathers pride in him and it.

After a while he stood up in his pale blue silken costume of that mincing, smirking century which valued a straight back and a well-turned leg, and very slowly, as though tired, he walked to the door separating his wifes dressing-room from his own.

May I come in? he asked.

A maid opened the door, saying that Mrs. Dysart had gone to Miss Quests room to have her hair powdered. He seated himself; the maid retired.

For a while he sat there, absently playing with his gilt-hilted sword, sombre-eyed, preoccupied, listening to the distant joyous tumult in the house, until quick, light steps and a breezy flurry of satin at the door announced his wifes return.

Oh, she said coolly; you?

That was her greeting; his was a briefer nod.

She went to her mirror and studied her face, trying a patch here, a hint of vermilion there, touching up brow and lashes and the sweet, curling corners of her mouth.

Well? she inquired, over her shoulder, insolently.

He got up out of the chair, shut the door, and returned to his seat again.

Have you made up your mind about the D and P securities? he asked.

I told you Id let you know when I came to any conclusion, she replied drily.

Yes, I know what you said, Rosalie. But the time is shortening. Ive got to meet certain awkward obligations — —

So you intimated before.

He nodded and went on amiably: All I ask of you is to deposit those securities with us for a few months. They are as safe with us as they are with the Half-Moon. Do you think Id let you do it if I were not certain?

She turned and scrutinised him insultingly:

I dont know, she said, how many kinds of treachery you are capable of.

What do you mean?

What I say. Frankly, I dont know what you are capable of doing with my money. If I can judge by what youve done with my married life, I scarcely feel inclined to confide in you financially.

There is no use in going over that again, he said patiently. We differ little from ordinary people, I fancy. I think our house is as united as the usual New York domicile. The main thing is to keep it so. And in a time of some slight apprehension and financial uneasiness — perhaps even of possible future stress — you and I, for our own sakes, should stand firmly together to weather any possible gale.

I think I am able to weather whatever I am responsible for, she said. If you do the same, we can get on as well as we ever have.

I dont believe you understand, he persisted, forcing a patient smile. All business in the world is conducted upon borrowed capital. I merely — —

Do you need more capital? she inquired, so bluntly that he winced.

Yes, for a few months. I may require a little additional collateral — —

Why dont you borrow it, then?

There is no necessity if you will temporarily transfer — —

Can you borrow it? Or is the ice in your trust company too rotten to stand the strain?

He flushed darkly and the temper began to escape in his voice:

Has anybody hinted that I couldnt? Have you been discussing my personal business affairs with any of the pups whom you drag about at your heels? No matter what your personal attitude toward me may be, only a fool would undermine the very house that — —

I dont believe you understand, Jack, she said quietly; I care absolutely nothing about your house.

Well, you care about your own social status, I suppose! he retorted sharply.

Not very much.

Thats an imbecile thing to say!

Is it? She turned to the mirror and touched her powdered hair lightly with both hands, and continued speaking with her back turned toward him:

I married you for love. Remember that. There was even something of it alive in the roots, I think, until within a few days — in spite of what you are, what you have done to me. Now the thing is dead. I can tell you when it died, if you like.

And as he said nothing:

It died when I came in late one evening, and, passing my corridor and a certain locked door, I heard a young girl sobbing. Then it died.

She turned on him, contemptuously indifferent, and surveyed him at her leisure:

Your conduct to me has been such as to deliberately incite me to evil. Your attitude has been a constant occult force, driving me toward it. By the life you have led, and compelled me to lead, you have virtually set a premium upon my infidelity. What you may have done, I dont know; what you have done, even recently, I am not sure of. But I know this: you took my life and made a parody of it. I never lived; I have been tempted to. If the opportunity comes, I will.

Dysart rose, his face red and distorted:

I thought young Mallett had taught you to live pretty rapidly! he said.

No, she replied, you only thought other people thought so. That is why you resented it. Your jealousy is of that sort — you dont care what I am, but you do care what the world thinks I am. And that is all there ever was to you — all there ever will be: desperate devotion to your wretched little social status, which includes sufficient money and a chaste wife to make it secure.

She laughed; fastened a gardenia in her hair:

I dont know about your money, and I dont care. As for your wife, she will remain chaste as long as it suits her, and not one fraction of a second longer.

Are you crazy? he demanded.

Why, it does seem crazy to you, I suppose — that a woman should have no regard for the sacredness of your social status. I have no regard for it. As for your honour — she laughed unpleasantly— Ive never had it to guard, Jack. And Ill be responsible for my own, and the tarnishing of it. I think that is all I have to say.

She walked leisurely toward the door, passing him with a civil nod of dismissal, and left him standing there in his flower-embroidered court-dress, the electric light shining full on the thin gray hair at his temples.

In the corridor she met Naïda, charming in her blossom-embroidered panniers; and she took both her hands and kissed her, saying:

Perhaps you wont care to have me caress you some day, so Ill take this opportunity, dear. Where is your brother?

Duane is dressing, she said. What did you mean by my not wishing to kiss you some day?

Nothing, silly. And she passed on, turned to the right, and met Sylvia Quest, looking very frail and delicate in her bath-robe and powdered hair. The girl passed her with the same timid, almost embarrassed little inclination with which she now invariably greeted her, and Rosalie turned and caught her, turning her around with a laugh. What is the matter, dear?

M-matter? stammered Sylvia, trembling under the reaction.

Yes. You are not very friendly, and Ive always liked you. Have I offended you, Sylvia?

She was looking smilingly straight into the blue eyes.

No — oh, no! said the girl hastily. How can you think that, Mrs. Dysart?

Then I dont think it, replied Rosalie, laughing. You are a trifle pale, dear. Touch up your lips a bit. Its very Louis XVI. See mine?... Will you kiss me, Sylvia?

Again a strange look flickered in the girls eyes; Rosalie kissed her gently; she had turned very white.

What is your costume? asked Mrs. Dysart.

Flame colour and gold.

Hells own combination, dear, laughed Rosalie. You will make an exquisite little demon shepherdess.

And she went on, smiling back at the girl in friendly fashion, then turned and lightly descended the stairway, snapping on her loup-mask before the jolly crowd below could identify her.

Masked figures here and there detained her, addressing her in disguised voices, but she eluded them, slipped through the throngs on terrace and lawn, ran down the western slope and entered the rose-garden. A man in mask and violet-gray court costume rose from a marble seat under the pergola and advanced toward her, the palm of his left hand carelessly balanced on his gilded hilt.

So you did get my note, Duane? she said, laying her pretty hand on his arm.

I certainly did. What can I do for you, Rosalie?

I dont know. Shall we sit here a moment?

He laughed, but continued standing after she was seated.

The air was heavy with the scent of rockets and phlox and ragged pinks and candy-tuft. Through the sweet-scented dusky silence some small and very wakeful bird was trilling. Great misty-winged moths came whirring and hovering among the blossoms, pale blurs in the darkness, and everywhere the drifting lamps of fireflies lighted and died out against the foliage.

The woman beside him sat with masked head bent and slightly turned from him; her restless hands worried her fan; her satin-shod feet were crossed and recrossed.

What is the matter? he asked.

Life. Its all so very wrong.

Oh, he said, smiling, so its life that is amiss, not we!

I suppose we are.... I suppose I am. But, Duane — she turned and looked at him— I havent had much of a chance yet — to go very right or very wrong.

Youve had chances enough for the latter, he said with an unpleasant laugh. In this sweet coterie we inhabit, theres always that chance.

There are good women in it, good wives. Your sister is in it.

Yes, and I mean to take her out, said Duane grimly. Do you think I want Naïda to marry some money-fattened pup in this set?

Where can you take her?

Where Im going in future myself — among people whose brains are not as obsolete as my appendix; where there still exist standards and old-fashioned things like principles and religion, and a healthy terror of the Decalogue!

Is anybody really still afraid of the Decalogue? she asked curiously.

Even we are, but some of us are more afraid of ennui. Fire and fear are the greatest purifiers in the world; its fear of some sort or other, and only fear, that keeps the world as decent as it is.

Im not afraid, she said, playing with her fan. Im only afraid of dying before I have lived at all.

What do you call living?

Being loved, she said, and looked up at him.

You poor little thing! he said, only partly in earnest.

Yes, Im sorry for the girl I was.... I was rather a nice girl, Duane. You remember me before I married.

Yes, I do. You were a corker. You are still.

She nodded: Yes, outwardly. Within is — nothing. I am very, very old; very tired.

He said no more. She sat listlessly watching the dusk-moths hovering among the pinks. Far away in the darkness rockets were rising, spraying the sky with fire; faint strains of music came from the forest.

Their Fête Galante has begun, she said. Am I detaining you too long, Duane?

No.

She smiled: It is rather amusing, she observed, my coming to you for my morals — to you, Duane, who were once supposed to possess so few.

Never mind what I possess, he said, irritated. What sort of advice do you expect?

Why, moral advice, of course.

Oh! Are you on the verge of demoralisation?

I dont know. Am I?... There is a man — —

Of course, he said, coming as near a sneer as he was capable. I know what youve done. Youve nearly twisted poor Grandcourts head off his honest neck. If you want to know what I think of it, its an abominable thing to do. Why, anybody can see that the man is in love with you, and desperately unhappy already, I told you to let him alone. You promised, too.

He spoke rapidly, sharply; she bent her fair head in silence until he ended.

May I defend myself? she asked.

Of course.

Then — I did not mean to make him care for me.

You all say that.

Yes; we are not always as innocent as I happen to be this time. I really did not try, did not think, that he was taking a little unaccustomed kindness on my part so seriously ... I overdid it; Id been beastly to him — most women are rude to Delancy Grandcourt, somehow or other. I always was. And one day — that day in the forest — somehow something he said opened my eyes — hurt me.... And women are fools to believe him one. Why, Duane, hes every inch a man — high-minded, sensitive, proud, generous, forbearing.

Duane turned and stared at her; and to her annoyance the blood mounted to her cheeks, but she went on:

Of course he has affected me. I dont know how it might have been with me if I were not so — so utterly starved.

You mean to say you are beginning to care for Delancy Grandcourt?

Care? Yes — in a perfectly nice way — —

And otherwise?

I — dont know. I am honest with you, Duane; I dont know. A — a little devotion of that kind — she tried to laugh— goes to my head, perhaps. Ive been so long without it.... I dont know. And I came here to tell you. I came here to ask you what I ought to do.

Good Lord! said Duane, do you already care enough for him to worry about your effect on him?

I — do not wish him to be unhappy.

Oh. But you are willing to be unhappy in order to save him any uneasiness. See here, Rosalie, youd better pull up sharp.

Had I?

Certainly, he said brutally. Not many days ago you were adrift. Dont cut your cable again.

A vivid colour mounted to her temples:

That is all over, she said. Have I not come to you again in spite of the folly that sent me drifting to you before? And can I pay you a truer compliment, Duane, than to ask the hospitality of your forbearance and the shelter of your friendship?

You are a trump, Rosalie, he said, after a moments scowling. Youre all right.... I dont know what to say.... If its going to give you a little happiness to care for this man — —

But what will it do to him, Duane?

It ought to do him good if such a girl as you gives him all of herself that she decently can. I dont know whether Im right or wrong! he added almost angrily. Confound it! there seems no end to conjugal infelicity around us these days. I dont know where the line is — how close to the danger mark an unhappy woman may drift and do no harm to anybody. All I know is that Im sorry — terribly sorry for you. Youre a corker.

Thanks, she said with a faint smile. Do you think Delancy may safely agree with you without danger to his peace of mind?

Why not? After all, youre entitled to lawful happiness. So is he.... Only — —

Only — what?

Ive never seen it succeed.

Seen what succeed?

What is popularly known as the platonic.

Oh, this isnt that, she said naïvely. Hes rather in love already, and Im quite sure I could be if I — I let myself.

Duane groaned.

Dont come to me asking what to do, then, he said impatiently, because I know what you ought to do and I dont know what Id do under the circumstances. You know as well as I do where the danger mark is. Dont you?

I — suspect.

Well, then — —

Oh, we havent reached it yet, she said innocently.

Her honesty appalled him, and he got up and began to pace the gravel walk.

Do you intend to cross it? he asked, halting abruptly.

No, I dont.... I dont want to.... Do you think there is any fear of it?

My Lord! he said in despair, you talk like a child. Im trying to realise that you women — some of you who appear so primed with doubtful, worldly wisdom — are practically as innocent as the day you married.

I dont know very much about some things, Duane.

I notice that, he said grimly.

She said very gravely: This is the first time I have ever come very near caring for a man.... I mean since I married. And she rose and glanced toward the forest.

They stood together for a moment, listening to the distant music, then, without speaking, turned and walked toward the distant flare of light which threw great trees into tangled and grotesque silhouette.

Tales of the Geneii, she murmured, fastening her loup; Fate is the Sultan. Pray God nobody cuts my head off.

You are much too amusing, he said as, side by side, they moved silently on through the pale starlight, like errant phantoms of a vanished age, and no further word was said between them, nor did they look at each other again until, ahead, the road turned silvery under the rays of the Lodge acetylenes, and beyond, the first cluster of brilliant lanterns gleamed among the trees.

And here we separate, she said. Good-bye, holding out her hand. It is my first rendezvous. Wish me a little happiness, please.

Happiness and — good sense, he said, smiling. He retained her hand for a second, let it go and, stepping back, saluted her gaily as she passed before him into the blaze of light.




CHAPTER XI. FÊTE GALANTE
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THE FOREST, IN every direction, was strung with lighted lanterns; tall torches burning edged the Gray Water, and every flame rippled straight upward in the still air.

Through the dark, mid-summer woodland music of violin, viola, and clarionet rang out, and the laughter and jolly uproar of the dancers swelled and ebbed, with now and then sudden intervals of silence slowly filled by the far noise of some unseen stream rushing westward under the stars.

Glade, greensward, forest, aisles, and the sylvan dancing floor, bounded by garlanded and beribboned pillars, swarmed with a gay company. Torchlight painted strange high lights on silken masks, touching with subdued sparkles the eyes behind the slanting eye-slits; half a thousand lanterns threw an orange radiance across the glade, bathing the whirling throngs of dancers, glimmering on gilded braid and sword hilt, on powdered hair, on fresh young faces laughing behind their masks; on white shoulders and jewelled throats, on fan and brooch and spur and lacquered heel. There was a scent of old-time perfume in the air, and, as Duane adjusted his mask and drew near, he saw that sets were already forming for the minuet.

He recognised Dysart, glorious in silk and powder, perfectly in his element, and doing his part with eighteenth-century elaboration; Kathleen, très grande-dame, almost too exquisitely real for counterfeit; Delancy Grandcourt, very red in the face under his mask, wig slightly awry, conscientiously behaving as nearly like a masked gentleman of the period as he knew how; his sister Naïda, sweet and gracious; Scott, masked and also spectacled, grotesque and preoccupied, casting patient glances toward the dusky solitudes that he much preferred, and from whence a distant owl fluted at intervals, inviting his investigations.

And there were the Pink uns, too, easily identified, having all sorts of a good time with a pair of maskers resembling Doucette Landon and Peter Tappan; and there in powder, paint, and patch capered the Beekmans, Ellises, and Montrosses — all the clans of the great and near-great of the country-side, gathering to join the eternal hunt for happiness where already the clarionets were sounding Stole Away.

For the quarry in that hunt is a spectre; sighted, it steals away; and if one remains very, very still and listens, one may hear, far and faint, the undertone of phantom horns mocking the field that rides so gallantly.

Stole away, whispered Duane in Kathleens ear, as he paused beside her; and she seemed to know what he meant, for she nodded, smiling:

You mean that what we hunt is doomed to die when we ride it down?

Let us be in at the death, anyway, he said. Kathleen, youre charming and masked to perfection. Its only that white skin of yours that betrays you; it always looks as though it were fragrant. Is that Geraldine surrounded three deep — over there under that oak-tree?

Yes; why are you so late, Duane? And I havent seen Rosalie, either.

He did not care to enlighten her, but stood laughing and twirling his sword-knot and looking across the glittering throng, where a daintily masked young girl stood defending herself with fan and bouquet against the persistence of her gallants. Then he shook out the lace at his gilded cuffs, dropped one palm on his sword-hilt, saluted Kathleens finger-tips with graceful precision, and sauntered toward Geraldine, dusting his nose with his filmy handkerchief — a most convincing replica of the bland epoch he impersonated.

As for Geraldine, she was certainly a very lovely incarnation of that self-satisfied and frivolous century; her success had already excited her a little; men seemed suddenly to have gone quite mad about her; and this and her own beauty were taking effect on her, producing an effect the more vivid, perhaps, because it was a reaction from the perplexities and tears of yesterday and the passionate tension of the morning.

Within her breast the sense of impending pleasure stirred and fluttered deliciously with every breath of music; the confused happiness of being in love, the relief in relaxation from a sterner problem, the noisy carnival surging, rioting around her, men crowding about her, eager in admiration and rivalry, the knowledge of her own loveliness — all these set the warm blood racing through every vein, and tinted lip and cheek with a colour in brilliant contrast to the velvety masked eyes and the snow of the slender neck.

Through the gay tumult which rang ceaselessly around her, where she stood, plying her painted fan, her own laughter sounded at intervals, distinct in its refreshing purity, for it had always that crystalline quality under a caressing softness; but Duane, who had advanced now to the outer edge of the circle, detected in her voice no hint of that thrilling undertone which he had known, which he alone among men had ever awakened. Her gaiety was careless, irresponsible, childlike in its clarity; under her crescent mask the smiles on her smooth young face dawned and died out, brief as sun-spots flashing over snow. Briefer intervals of apparent detachment from everything succeeded them; a distrait survey of the lantern-lit dancers, a preoccupied glance at the man speaking to her, a lifting of the delicate eyebrows in smiling preoccupation. But always behind the black half-mask her eyes wandered throughout the throng as though seeking something hidden; and on her vivid lips the smile became fixed.

Whether or not she had seen him, Duane could not tell, but presently, as he forced a path toward her, she stirred, closed her fan, took a step forward, head a trifle lowered; and right of way was given her, as she moved slowly through the cluster of men, shaking her head in vexation to the whispered importunities murmured in her ear, answering each according to his folly — this man with a laugh, that with a gesture of hand or shoulder, but never turning to reply, never staying her feet until, passing close to Duane, and not even looking at him:

Where on earth have you been, Duane?

How did you know me? he said, laughing; you havent even looked at me yet.

On peut voir sans regarder, Monsieur. Nous autres demoiselles, nous voyons très bien, très bien ... et nous ne regardons jamais.
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She dropped him a very low, very slow, very marvellous courtesy

She had paused, still not looking directly at him. Then she lifted her head.

Everybody has asked me to dance; Ive said yes to everybody, but Ive waited for you, she said. It will be that way all my life, I think.

It has been that way with me, too, he said gaily. Why should we wait any more?

Why are you so late? she asked. She had missed Rosalie, too, but did not say so.

I am rather late, he admitted carelessly; can you give me this dance?

She stepped nearer, turning her shoulder to the anxious lingerers, who involuntarily stepped back, leaving a cleared space around them.

Make me your very best bow, she whispered, and take me. Ive promised a dozen men, but it doesnt matter.

He said in a low voice, You darling! and made her a very wonderful bow, and she dropped him a very low, very slow, very marvellous courtesy, and, rising, laid her fingers on his embroidered sleeve. Then turning, head held erect, and with a certain sweet insolence in the droop of her white lids, she looked at the men around her.

Gray said in a low voice to Dysart: Thats as much as to admit that theyre engaged, isnt it? When a girl doesnt give a hoot what she does to other men, shes nailed, isnt she?

Dysart did not answer; Rosalie, passing on Grandcourts arm, caught the words and turned swiftly, looking over her shoulder at Geraldine.

But Geraldine and Duane had already forgotten the outer world; around them the music swelled; laughter and voice grew indistinct, receding, blending in the vague tumult of violins. They gazed upon each other with vast content.

As a matter of fact, said Duane, I dont remember very well how to dance a minuet. I only wanted to be with you. Well sit it out if youre afraid Ill make a holy show of you.

Oh, dear, said Geraldine in pretty distress, and I let you beguile me when Im dying to do this minuet. Duane, you must try to remember! Everybody will be watching us. And as her quick ear caught the preliminary bars of the ancient and stately measure:

Its the Menuet dExaudet, she said hurriedly; listen, Ill instruct you as we move; Ill sing it under my breath to the air of the violins, and, her hand in his, she took the first slow, dainty step in the old-time dance, humming the words as they moved forward:

Gravement
Noblement
On savance;
On fait trois pas de côté
Deux battus, un jeté
Sans rompre la cadence — —

Then whispered, smiling:

You are quite perfect, Duane; keep your head level, dear:

Chassez
Rechassez
En mesure!
Saluez — 
Gravement
Noblement
On savance
Sans rompre la cadence.

Quite perfect, my handsome cavalier! Oh, we are doing it most beautifully — with a deep, sweeping reverence; then rising, as he lifted her finger-tips: You are stealing the rest of my heart, she said.

Our betrothal dance, he whispered. Shall it be so, dear?

They looked at each other as though they stood there alone; the lovely old air of the Menuet dExaudet seemed to exhale from the tremulous violins like perfume floating through the woods; figures of masked dancers passed and repassed them through the orange-tinted glow; there came a vast rustle of silk, a breezy murmur, the scented wind from opening fans, the rattle of swords, and the Menuet dExaudet ended with a dull roll of kettle-drums.

A few minutes later he had her in his arms in a deliciously wild waltz, a swinging, irresponsible, gipsy-like thing which set the blood coursing and pulses galloping.

Every succeeding dance she gave to him. Now and then a tiny cloud of powder-dust floated from her hair; a ribbon from her shoulder-knot whipped his face; her breath touched his lips; her voice, at intervals, thrilled and caressed his ears, a soft, breathless voice, which mounting exaltation had made unsteadily sweet.

You know — dear — Im dancing every dance with you — in the teeth of decency, the face of every convention, and defiance of every law of hospitality. I belong to my guests.

And again:

Do you know, Duane, theres a sort of a delicious madness coming over me. Im all trembling under my skin with the overwhelming happiness of it all. I tell you its intoxicating me because I dont know how to endure it.

He caught fire at her emotion; her palm was burning in his, her breath came irregularly, lips and cheeks were aflame, as they came to a breathless halt in the torchlight.

Dear, she faltered, I simply must be decent to my guests.... Im dying to dance with you again, but I cant be so rude.... Oh, goodness! here they come, hordes of them. Ill give them a dance or two — anybody who speaks first, and then youll come and find me, wont you?... Isnt that enough to give them — two or three dances? Isnt that doing my duty as chatelaine sufficiently?

Dont give them any, he said with conviction. Theyll know were engaged if you dont — —

Oh, Duane! We are only — only provisionally engaged, she said. I am only on probation, dear. You know it cant be announced until I — Im fit to marry you — —

What nonsense! he interrupted, almost savagely. Youre winning out; and even if you are not, Ill marry you, anyway, and make you win!

We have talked that over — —

Yes, and it is settled!

No, Duane — —

I tell you it is!

No. Hush! Somebody might overhear us. Quick, dear, here comes Bunny and Reggie Wye and Peter Tappan, all mad as hatters. Ive behaved abominably to them! Will you find me after the third dance? Very well; tell me you love me then — whisper it, quick!... Ah-h! Moi aussi, Monsieur. And, remember, after the third dance!

She turned slowly from him to confront an aggrieved group of masked young men, who came up very much hurt, clamouring for justice, explaining volubly that it was up to her to keep her engagements and dance with somebody besides Duane Mallett.

Mon Dieu, Messieurs, je ne demanderais pas mieux, she said gaily. Why didnt somebody ask me before?

You promised us each a dance, retorted Tappan sulkily, but you never made good. Ill take mine now if you dont mind — —

Im down first! insisted the Pink un.

They squabbled over her furiously; Bunbury Gray got her; she swung away into a waltz on his arm, glancing backward at Duane, who watched her until she disappeared in the whirl of dancers. Then he strolled to the edge of the lantern-lit glade, stood for a moment looking absently at the shadowy woods beyond, and presently sauntered into the luminous dusk, which became darker and more opaque as he left the glare of the glade behind.

Here and there fantastic figures loomed, moving slowly, two and two, under the fairy foliage; on the Gray Water canoes strung with gaudy paper lanterns drifted; clouds of red fire rolled rosy and vaporous along the waters edge; and in the infernal glow, hazy shapes passed and repassed, finding places among scores of rustic tables, where servants in old-time livery and powdered wigs hurried to and fro with ices and salads, and set the white-covered tables with silverware and crystal.

A dainty masked figure in demon red flitted across his path in the uncanny radiance. He hailed her, and she turned, hesitated, then, as though convinced of his identity, laughed, and hastened on with a nod of invitation.

Where are you going, pretty mask? he inquired, wending his pace and trying to recognise the costume in the uncertain cross light.

But she merely laughed and continued to retreat before him, keeping the distance between them, hastening her steps whenever he struck a faster gait, pausing and looking back at him with a mocking smile when his steps slackened; a gracefully malicious, tormenting, laughing creature of lace and silk, whose retreat was a challenge, whose every movement and gesture seemed instinct with the witchery of provocation.

On the edge of the ring of tables she paused, picked up a goblet, held it out to a passing servant, who immediately filled the glass.

Then, before Duane could catch her, she drained the goblet to his health and fled into the shadows, he hard on her heels, pressing her closer, closer, until the pace became too hot for her, and she turned to face him, panting and covering her masked face with her fan.

Now, my fair unknown, we shall pay a few penalties, he said with satisfaction; but she defended herself so adroitly that he could not reach her mask.

Be fair to me, she gasped at last; why are you so rough with me when — when you need not be? I knew you at once, Jack.

And she dropped her arms, standing resistless, breathing fast, her masked face frankly upturned to be kissed.

Now, who the devil, thought Duane, have I got in my arms? And for whom does she take me?

He gazed searchingly into the slitted eye-holes; the eyes appeared to be blue, as well as he could make out. He looked at the fresh laughing mouth, a young, sensitive mouth, which even in laughter seemed not entirely gay.

Dont you really mind if I kiss you? He spoke in a whisper to disguise his voice.

Isnt it a little late to ask me that? she said; and under her mask the colour stained her skin. I think what we do now scarcely matters.

She was so confident, so plainly awaiting his caress, that for a moment he was quite ready to console her. And did not, could not, with the fragrant and yielding intimacy of Geraldine still warm in his quickened heart.

She stood quite motionless, her little hands warm in his, her masked face upturned. And, as he merely stared at her:

What is the matter, Jack? she breathed. Why do you look at me so steadily?

He ought to have let her go then; he hesitated, wondering which Jack she supposed him to be; and before he realised it her arms were on his shoulders, her mouth nearer to his.

Jack, you frighten me! What is it?

N-nothing, he continued to stammer.

Yes, there is. Does your — your wife suspect — anything — —

No, she doesnt, said Duane grimly, trying to free himself without seeming to. Ive got an appointment — —

But the girl said piteously: It isnt — Geraldine, is it?

What!

You — you admitted that she attracted you — for a little while.... Oh, I did forgive you, Jack; truly I did with all my miserable heart! I was so fearfully unhappy — I would have done anything. ... Her face flushed scarlet. And I — did.... But you do love me, dont you? And the next moment her lips were on his with a sob.

Duane reached back and quietly unclasped her fingers. Then very gently he forced her to a seat on a great fallen log. Still looking up at him, droopingly pathetic in contrast to her gay début with him, she naïvely slipped up the mask over her forehead and passed her hand across her pretty blue eyes. Sylvia Quest!

The sinister significance of her attitude flashed over him, all doubt vanished, all the comedy of their encounter was gone in an instant. Over him swept a startled sequence of emotions — bitter contempt for Dysart, scorn of the wretchedly equivocal situation and of the society that bred it, a miserable desire to spare her, vexation at himself for what he had unwittingly stumbled upon. The last thought persisted, dominated; succeeded by a disgusted determination that she must be spared the shame and terror of what she had inadvertently revealed; that she must never know she had not been speaking to Dysart himself.

If I tell you that all is well — and if I tell you no more than that, he whispered, will you trust me?

Have I not done so, Jack?

The tragedy in her lifted eyes turned him cold with fury.

Then wait here until I return, he said. Promise.

I promise, she sighed, but I dont understand. Im a — a little frightened, dear. But I — believe you.

He swung on his heel and made toward the lights once more, and a moment later the man he sought passed within a few feet of him, and Duane knew him by his costume, which was a blue replica of his own gray silks.

Dysart! he said sharply.

The masked figure swung gracefully around and stood still, searching the shadowy woodland inquiringly.

I want a word with you. Here — not in the light, if you please. You recognise my voice, dont you?

Is that you, Mallett? asked Dysart coldly, as the former appeared in the light for an instant and turned back again with a curt gesture.

Yes. I want you to step over here among the trees, where nobody can interrupt us.

Dysart followed more slowly; came to a careless halt:

Well, what the devil do you want? he demanded insolently.

Ill tell you. Ive had an encounter with a mask who mistook me for you.... And she has said — several things — under that impression. She still believes that I am you. I asked her to wait for me over there by those oaks. Do you see where I mean? He pointed and Dysart nodded coolly. Well, then, I want you to go back there — find her, and act as though it had been you who heard what she said, not I.

What do you mean?

I mean exactly that. The girl ought never to know that what she said was heard and — and understood, Dysart, by any man in the world except the blackguard Im telling this to. Now, do you understand?

He stepped nearer:

The girl is Sylvia Quest. Now, do you understand, damn you!

A stray glimmer from the distant lanterns fell across Dysarts masked visage. The skin around the mouth was loose and ashy, the dry lips worked.

That was a dirty trick of yours, he stammered; a scoundrelly thing to do.

Do you suppose that I dreamed for an instant that she was convicting herself and you? said Duane in bitter contempt. Go and manufacture some explanation of my conduct as though it were your own. Let her have that much peace of mind, anyway.

You young sneak! retorted Dysart. I suppose you think that what you have heard will warrant your hanging around my wife. Try it and see.

Good God, Dysart! he said, I never thought you were anything more vicious than what is called a dancing man. What are you, anyhow?

Youll learn if you tamper with my affairs, said Dysart. He whipped off his mask and turned a corpse-like visage on the younger man. Every feature of his face had altered: his good looks were gone, the youth in his eyes had disappeared, only a little evil lustre played over them; and out of the drawn pallor Duane saw an old man peering, an old mans lips twitching back from uneven and yellowed teeth.

Mallett, he said, you listen to me. Keep your investigating muzzle out of my affairs; forget what youve ferreted out; steer clear of me and mine. I want no scandal, but if you raise a breath of it youll have enough concerning yourself to occupy you. Do you understand?

No, said Duane mechanically, staring at the man before him.

Well, then, to be more precise, if you lift one finger to injure me youll cut a figure in court.... And you can marry her later.

Who?

My wife. I dont think Miss Seagrave will stand for what Ill drag you through if you dont keep clear of me!

Duane gazed at him curiously:

So that is what you are, Dysart, he said aloud to himself.

Dysarts temples reddened.

Yes, and then some!... I understand that you have given yourself the privilege of discussing my financial affairs in public. Have you?

Duane said in a dull voice: The Algonquin Trust was mentioned, I believe. I did say that you are a director.

You said I was hard hit and that the Clearing House meant to weed out a certain element that I represented in New York.

I did not happen to say that, said Duane wearily, but another man did.

Oh. You didnt say it?

No. I dont lie, Dysart.

Then add to that negative virtue by keeping your mouth shut, said Dysart between his teeth, or youll have other sorts of suits on your hands. I warn you now to keep clear of me and mine.

Just what is yours? inquired Duane patiently.

Youll find out if you touch it.

Oh. Is — is Miss Quest included by any hazard? Because if the right chance falls my way, I shall certainly interfere.

If you do, I shall begin suit for alienation within twenty-four hours.

Oh, no, you wont. Youre horribly afraid, Dysart. This grimacing of yours is fear. All you want is to be let alone, to burrow through the society that breeds your sort. Like a maggot in a chestnut you feed on what breeds you. I dont care. Feed! What bred you is as rotten as you are. Im done with it — done with all this, turning his head toward the flare of light. Go on and burrow. What nourishes you can look out for itself.... Only — he wheeled around and looked into the darkness where, unseen, Sylvia Quest awaited him— only, in this set, the young have less chance than the waifs of the East Side.

He walked slowly up to Dysart and struck him across the face with open palm.

Break with that girl or Ill break your head, he said.

Dysart was down on the leaves, struggling up to his knees, then to his feet, the thin blood running across his chin. The next instant he sprang at Duane, who caught him by both arms and forced him savagely into quivering inertia.

Dont, he said. Youre only a thing that dances. Dont move, I tell you.... Wipe that blood off and go and set the silly girls heart at rest.... And keep away from her afterward. Do you hear?

He set his teeth and shook him so wickedly that Dysarts head rolled and his wig fell off.

I know something of your sloppy record, he continued, still shaking him; I know about your lap-dog fawning around Miss Seagrave. It is generally understood that youre as sexless as any other of your kind. I thought so, too. Now I know you. Keep clear of me and mine, Dysart.... And that will be about all.

He left him planted against a tree and walked toward the lights once more, breathing heavily and in an ugly mood.

On the edge of the glade, just outside the lantern glow, he stood sombre, distrait, inspecting the torn lace on his sleeve, while all around him people were unmasking amid cries of surprise and shouts of laughter, and the orchestra was sounding a march, and multicoloured Bengal fires rolled in clouds from the waters edge, turning the woods to a magic forest and the people to tinted wraiths.

Behind him he heard Rosalies voice, caressing, tormenting by turns; and, glancing around for her victim, beheld Grandcourt at heel in calflike adoration.

Kathleens laughter swung him the other way.

Oh, Duane, she cried, the pink of excitement in her cheeks, isnt it all too heavenly! It looks like Paradise afire with all those rosy clouds rolling under foot. Have you ever seen anything quite as charming?

Its rotten, said Duane brusquely, tearing the tattered lace free and tossing it aside.

Wh-what! she exclaimed.

I say its all rotten, he repeated, looking up at her. All this — the whole thing — the stupidity of it — the society thats driven to these kind of capers, dreading the only thing it ever dreads — ennui! Look at us all! For Gods sake, survey us damn fools, herded here in our pinchbeck mummery — forcing the sanctuary of these decent green woods, polluting them with smoke and noise and dirty little intrigues! Im sick of it!

Duane!

Oh, yes; Im one of em — dragging my idleness and viciousness and my stupidity and my money at my heels. I tell you, Kathleen, this is no good. Theres a stench of money everywhere; theres a staler aroma in the air, too — the dubious perfume of decadence, of moral atrophy, of stupid recklessness, of the ennui that breeds intrigue! Im deadly tired of it — of the sort of people I was born among; of their women folk, whose sole intellectual relaxation is in pirouetting along the danger mark without overstepping, and in concealing it when they do; of the overgroomed men who can do nothing except what can be done with money, who think nothing, know nothing, sweat nothing but money and what it can buy — like horses and yachts and prima donnas — —

She uttered a shocked exclamation, but he went on:

Yes, prima donnas. Which of our friends was it who bought that pretty one that sang in La Esmeralda?

Duane! she exclaimed in consternation; but he took her protesting hands in his and held her powerless.

You happen to be a darling, he said; but you were not born to this environment. Geraldine was — and she is a darling. God bless her. Outside of my sister, Naïda, and you two — with the exception of the newly fledged and as yet mercifully unregurgitated with vicious wisdom — who are all these people? Ciphers, save for their balances at their banks; nameless, save for the noisy reiteration of their hard-fisted forebears names; without any ambition, except financial and social; without any objective, save the escape from ennui — without any taste, culture, inspiration, except that of physical gratification! Oh, Lord, Im one of them, but I resign to-night.

Duane, youre quite mad, she said, wrenching her hands free and gazing at him rather fearfully.

I think hes dead sensible, said a calm voice at her elbow; and Scott Seagrave appeared, twirling his mask and blinking at them through his spectacles.

Duane laughed: Of course I am, you old reptile-hunting, butterfly-chasing antediluvian! But, come on; Byzantium is gorging its diamond-swathed girth yonder with salad and champagne; and Im hungry, even if Kathleen isnt — —

I am! she exclaimed indignantly. Scott, cant you find Naïda and Geraldine? Duane and I will keep a table until you return — —

Ill find them, said Duane; and he walked off among the noisy, laughing groups, his progress greeted uproariously from table to table. He found Naïda and Bunbury Gray, and they at once departed for the rendezvous indicated.

Geraldine was here a little while ago, said Gray, but she walked to the lake with Jack Dysart. My, but shes hitting it up, he added admiringly.

Hitting it up? repeated Duane.

For a girl who never does, I mean. I imagine that shes a novice with champagne. Champagne and Geraldine make a very fetching combination, I can tell you.

She took no more than I, observed Naïda with a shrug; one solitary glass. If a girl happens to be high strung and ventures to laugh a little, some wretched man is sure to misunderstand! Bunny, youre a gadabout!

She made her way out from the maze of tables, Bunny following, somewhat abashed; and Duane walked toward the shore, where dozens of lantern-hung canoes bobbed, and the pasteboard cylinders of Bengal fire had burned to smouldering sparks.

In the dim light he came on the people he was looking for, seated on the rocks. Dysart, at her feet, was speaking in an undertone; Geraldine, partly turned away from him, hands clasped around her knees, was staring steadily across the water.

Neither rose as he came up; Dysart merely became mute; Geraldine looked around with a start; her lips parted in a soundless, mechanical greeting, then the flush in her cheeks brightened; and as she rose, Dysart got onto his feet and stood silently facing the new arrival.

I said after the third dance, you know, she observed with an assumed lightness that did not deceive him. And, as he made no answer, he saw the faint flicker of fright in her eyes and the lower lip quiver.

He said pleasantly, controlling his voice: Isnt this after the third dance? You are to be my partner for supper, I think.

A long time after; and Ive already sat at Belshazzars feast, thank you. I couldnt very well starve waiting for you, could I? And she forced a smile.

Nevertheless, I must claim your promise, he said.

There was a silence; she stood for a moment gazing at nothing, with the same bright, fixed smile, then turned and glanced at Dysart. The glance was his dismissal and he knew it.

If I must give you up, he said cheerfully, at his ease, please pronounce sentence.

I am afraid you really must, Mr. Dysart.

There was another interval of constraint; then Dysart spoke. His self-possession was admirable, his words perfectly chosen, his exit in faultless taste.

They looked after him until he was lost to view in the throngs beyond, then the girl slowly reseated herself, eyes again fixed on the water, hands clasped tightly upon her knee, and Duane found a place at her elbow. So they began a duet of silence.

The little wavelets came dancing shoreward out of the darkness, breaking with a thin, splashing sound against the shale at their feet. Somewhere in the night a restless heron croaked and croaked among the willows.

Well, little girl? he asked at last.

Well? she inquired, with a calmness that did not mislead him.

I couldnt come to you after the third dance, he said.

Why?

He evaded the question: When I came back to the glade the dancing was already over; so I got Kathleen and Naïda to save a table.

Where had you been all the while?

If you really wish to know, he said pleasantly, I was talking to Jack Dysart on some rather important matters. I did not realise how the time went.

She sat mute, head lowered, staring out across the dark water. Presently he laid one hand over hers, and she straightened up with a tiny shock, turned and looked him full in the eyes.

Ill tell you why you failed me — failed to keep the first appointment I ever asked of you. It was because you were so preoccupied with a mask in flame colour.

He thought a moment:

Did you believe you saw me with somebody in a vermilion costume?

Yes; I did see you. It was too late for me to retire without attracting your attention. I was not a willing eavesdropper.

Who was the girl you thought you saw me with?

Sylvia Quest. She unmasked. There is no mistake.

So he was obliged to lie, after all.

It must have been Dysart you saw. His costume is very like mine, you know — —

Does Jack Dysart stand for minutes holding Sylvias hands — and is she accustomed to place her hands on his shoulders, as though expecting to be kissed? And does he kiss her?

So he had to lie again: No, of course not, he said, smiling. So it could not have been Dysart.

There are only two costumes like yours and Mr. Dysarts. Do you wish me to believe that Sylvia is common and depraved enough to put her arms around the neck of a man who is married?

There was no other way: No, he said, Sylvia isnt that sort, of course.

It was either Mr. Dysart or you.

He said nothing.

Then it was you! in hot contempt.

Still he said nothing.

Was it? with a break in her voice.

Men cant admit things of that kind, he managed to say.

The angry colour surged up to her cheeks, the angry tears started, but her quivering lips were not under command and she could only stare at him through the blur of grief, while her white hands clinched and relaxed, and her fast-beating heart seemed to be driving the very breath from her body.

Geraldine, dear — —

It wasnt fair! she broke out fiercely; there is no honour in you — no loyalty! Oh, Duane! Duane! How could you — at the very moment we were nearer together than we had ever been! It isnt jealousy that is crying out in me; it is nothing common or ignoble in me that resents what you have done! It is the treachery of it! How could you, Duane?

The utter hopelessness of clearing himself left him silent. How much was to be asked of him as sacrifice to code? How far was he expected to go to shield Sylvia Quest — this unhappy, demoralised girl, whose reputation was already at the mercy of two men?

Geraldine, he said, it was nothing but a carnival flirtation — a chance encounter that meant nothing — the idlest kind of — —

Is it idle to do what you did — and what she did? Oh, if I had only not seen it — if I only didnt know! I never dreamed of such a thing in you. Bunny Gray and I were taking a short cut to the Gray Water to sit out the rest of his dance — and he saw it, too — and he was furious — he must have been — because hes devoted to Sylvia. She made a hopeless gesture and dropped her hand to her side: What a miserable night it has been for me! Its all spoiled — its ended.... And I — my courage went.... Ive done what I never thought to do again — what I was fighting down to make myself safe enough for you to marry — you to marry! She laughed, but the mirth rang shockingly false.

You mean that you had one glass of champagne, he said.

Yes, and another with Jack Dysart. Ill have some more presently. Does it concern you?

I think so, Geraldine.

You are wrong. Neither does what youve been doing concern me — the kind of man youve been — the various phases of degradation you have accomplished — —

What particular species of degradation? he asked wearily, knowing that Dysart was now bent on his destruction. Never mind; dont answer, Geraldine, he added, because theres no use in trying to set myself right; theres no way of doing it. All I can say is that I care absolutely nothing for Sylvia Quest, nor she for me; that I love you; that if I have ever been unworthy of you — as God knows I have — it is a bitterer memory to me than it could ever be to you.

Shall we go back? she said evenly.

Yes, if you wish.

They walked back together in silence; a jolly company claimed them for their table; Geraldine laughingly accepted a glass of champagne, turning her back squarely on Duane.

Naïda and Kathleen came across.

We waited for you as long as we could, said his pretty sister, smothering a yawn. Im horribly sleepy. Duane, its three oclock. Would you mind taking me across to the house?

He cast a swift, anxious glance at Geraldine; her vivid colour, the splendour of her eyes, her feverish laughter were ominous. With her were Gray and Sylvia, rather noisy in their gaiety, and the boisterous Pink uns, and Jack Dysart, lingering near, the make-up on his face in ghastly contrast to his ashen pallor and his fixed and unvaried grin.

Im waiting, Duane, said Naïda plaintively.

So he turned away with her through the woods, where one by one the brilliant lantern flames were dying out, and where already in the east a silvery lustre heralded the coming dawn.

When he returned, Geraldine was gone. At the house somebody said she had come in with Kathleen, not feeling well.

The trouble with that girl, said a man whom he did not know, is that shes had too much champagne.

You lie, said Duane quietly. Is that perfectly plain to you?

For a full minute the young man stood rigid, crimson, glaring at Duane. Then, having the elements of decency in him, he said:

I dont know who you are, but you are perfectly right. I did lie. And Ill see that nobody else does.




CHAPTER XII. THE LOVE OF THE GODS
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TWO DAYS LATER the majority of the people had left Roya-Neh, and the remainder were preparing to make their adieux to the young chatelaine by proxy; for Geraldine had kept her room since the night of the masked fête, and nobody except Kathleen and Dr. Bailey had seen her.

Fashionable fidgets, said Dr. Bailey, in answer to amiable inquiries; the girl has been living on her nerves, like the rest of you, only she cant stand as much as you can.

To Duane he said, in reply to persistent questions:

As a plain and unromantic proposition, young man, it may be her liver. God alone knows with what young women stuff their bodies in those bucolic solitudes.

To Kathleen he said, after questioning her and listening in silence to her guarded replies:

I dont know what is the matter, Mrs. Severn. The girl is extremely nervous. She acts, to me, as though she had something on her mind, but she insists that she hasnt. If I were to be here, I might come to some conclusion within the next day or two.

Which frightened Kathleen, and she asked whether anything serious might be anticipated.

Not at all, he said.

So, as he was taking the next train, there was nothing to do. He left a prescription and whizzed away to the railroad station with the last motor-load of guests.

There remained only Duane, Rosalie Dysart, Grandcourt, and Sylvia Quest, a rather subdued and silent group on the terrace, unresponsive to Scotts unfeigned gaiety to find himself comparatively alone and free to follow his own woodland predilections once more.

A cordial host you are, observed Rosalie; youre guests are scarcely out of sight before you break into inhuman chuckles.

Speed the parting, observed Scott, in excellent spirits; thats the truest hospitality.

I suppose your unrestrained laughter will be our parting portion in a day or two, she said, amused.

No; I dont mind a few people. Do you want to come and look for scarabs?

Scarabs? Do you imagine youre in Egypt, my poor friend?

Scott sniffed: Didnt you know we had a few living species around here? Regular scarabs. Kathleen and I found three the other day — one a regular beauty with two rhinoceros horns on the thorax and iridescent green and copper tinted wing-covers. Do you want to help me hunt for some more? Youll have to put on overshoes, for theyre in the cow-yards.

Rosalie, intensely bored, thanked him and declined. Later she opened a shrimp-pink sunshade and, followed by Grandcourt, began to saunter about the lawn in plain sight, as people do preliminary to effacing themselves without exciting comment.

But there was nobody to comment on what they did; Duane was reading a sporting-sheet, souvenir of the departed Bunbury; Sylvia sat pallid and preoccupied, cheek resting against her hand, looking out over the valley. Her brother, her only living relative, was supposed to have come up that morning to take her to the next house party on the string which linked the days of every summer for her. But Stuyvesant had not arrived; and the chances were that he would turn up within a day or two, if not too drunk to remember her.

So Sylvia, who was accustomed to waiting for her brother, sat very colourless and quiet by the terrace parapet, pale blue eyes resting on the remoter hills — not always, for at intervals she ventured a furtive look at Duane, and there was something of stealth and of fright in the stolen glance.

As for Scott, he sat on the parapet, legs swinging, fussing with a pair of binoculars and informing the two people behind him — who were not listening — that he could distinguish a black-billed cuckoo from a thrasher at six hundred yards.

Which edified neither Sylvia nor Duane, but the boy continued to impart information with unimpaired cheerfulness until Kathleen came out from the house.

Hows Sis? he inquired.

I think she has a headache, replied Kathleen, looking at Duane.

Could I see her? he asked.

Kathleen said gently that Geraldine did not feel like seeing anybody at that time. A moment later, in obedience to Scotts persistent clamouring for scarabs, she went across the lawn with the young master of Roya-Neh, resigned to the inevitable in the shape of two-horned scarabs or black-billed cuckoos.

It had always been so with her; it would always be so. Long ago the Seagrave twins had demanded all she had to give; now, if Geraldine asked less, Scott exacted double. And she gave — how happily, only her Maker and her conscience knew.

Duane was still reading — or he had all the appearance of reading — when Sylvia lifted her head from her hand and turned around with an effort that cost her what colour had remained under the transparent skin of her oval face.

Duane, she said, it occurred to me just now that you might have really mistaken what I said and did the other night. She hesitated, nerving herself to encounter his eyes, lifted and levelled across the top of his paper at her.

He waited; she retained enough self-command to continue with an effort at lightness:

Of course it was all carnival fun — my pretending to mistake you for Mr. Dysart. You understood it, didnt you?

Why, of course, he said, smiling.

She went on: I — dont exactly remember what I said — I was trying to mystify you. But it occurred to me that perhaps it was rather imprudent to pretend to be on — on such impossible terms with Mr. Dysart — —

There was something too painful in her effort for him to endure. He said laughingly, not looking at her:

Oh, I wasnt ass enough to be deceived, Sylvia. Dont worry, little girl. And he resumed the study of his paper.

Minutes passed — terrible minutes for one of them, who strove to find relief in his careless reassurance, tried desperately to believe him, to deceive that intuition which seldom fails her sex.

He, with the print blurred and meaningless before him, sat miserable, dumb with the sympathy he could not show, hot with the anger he dared not express. He thought of Dysart as he had revealed himself, now gone back to town to face that little crop of financial rumours concerning the Algonquin that persisted so wickedly and would not be quieted. For the first time in his life, probably, Dysart was compelled to endure the discomforts of a New York summer — more discomforts this summer than mere dust and heat and noise. For men who had always been on respectful financial terms with Dysart and his string of banks and his Algonquin enterprise were holding aloof from him; men who had figured for years in the same columns of print where his name was so often seen as director and trustee and secretary — fellow-members who served for the honour of serving on boards of all sorts, charity boards, hospital, museum, civic societies — these men, too, seemed to be politely, pleasantly, even smilingly edging away from him in some indefinable manner.

Which seemed to force him toward certain comparatively newcomers among the wealthy financiers of the metropolis — brilliant, masterful, restless men from the West, whose friendship in the beginning he had sought, deeming himself farsighted.

Now that his vision had become normally adjusted he cared less for this intimacy which it was too late to break — at least this was not the time to break it with money becoming unbelievably scarcer every day and a great railroad man talking angrily, and another great railroad man preaching caution at a time when the caution of the man in the Street might mean something so serious to Dysart that he didnt care to think about it.

Dysart had gone back to New York in company with several pessimistic gentlemen — who were very open about backing their fancy; and their fancy fell on that old, ramshackle jade, Hard Times, by Speculation out of Folly. According to them there was no hope of her being scratched or left at the post.

Shell run like a scared hearse-horse, said young Grandcourt gloomily. There was reason for his gloom. Unknown to his father he had invested heavily in Dysarts schemes. It was his fathers contempt that he feared more than ruin.

So Dysart had gone to town, leaving behind him the utter indifference of a wife, the deep contempt of a man; and a white-faced girl alone with her memories — whatever they might be — and her thoughts, which were painful if one might judge by her silent, rigid abstraction, and the lower lip which, at moments, escaped, quivering, from the close-set teeth.

When Duane rose, folding his paper with a carelessly pleasant word or two, she looked up in a kind of naïve terror — like a child startled at prospect of being left alone. It was curious how those adrift seemed always to glide his way. It had always been so; even stray cats followed him in the streets; unhappy dogs trotted persistently at his heels; many a journey had he made to the Bide-a-wee for some lost creatures sake; many a softly purring cat had he caressed on his way through life — many a woman.

As he strolled toward the eastern end of the terrace, Sylvia looked after him; and, suddenly, unable to endure isolation, she rose and followed as instinctively as her lesser sisters-errant.

It was the trotting of little footsteps behind him on the gravel that arrested him. A glance at her face was enough; vexed, shocked, yet every sympathy instantly aroused, he resigned himself to whatever might be required of him; and within him a bitter mirth stirred — acrid, unpleasant; but his smile indicated only charmed surprise.

I didnt suppose youd care for a stroll with me, he said; it is exceedingly nice of you to give me the chance.

I didnt want to be left alone, she said.

It is rather quiet here since our gay birds have migrated, he said in a matter-of-fact way. Which direction shall we take?

I — dont care.

The woods?

No, with a shudder so involuntary that he noticed it.

Well, then, well go cross country — —

She looked at her thin, low shoes and then at him.

Certainly, he said, that wont do, will it?

She shook her head.

They were passing the Lodge now where his studio was and where he had intended to pack up his canvases that afternoon.

Ill brew you a cup of tea if you like, he said; that is, if its not too unconventional to frighten you.

She smiled and nodded. Behind the smile her heavy thoughts throbbed on: How much did this man know? How much did he suspect? And if he suspected, how good he was in every word to her — how kind and gentle and high-minded! And the anguish in her smile caused him to turn hastily to the door and summon old Miller to bring the tea paraphernalia.

There was nothing to look at in the studio; all the canvases lay roped in piles ready for the crates; but Sylvias gaze remained on them as though even the rough backs of the stretchers fascinated her.

My father was an artist. After he married he did not paint. My mother was very wealthy, you know.... It seems a pity.

What? Wealth? he asked, smiling.

N-no. I mean it seems a little tragic to me that father never continued to paint.

Millers granddaughter came in with the tea. She was a very little girl with yellow hair and big violet eyes. After she had deposited everything, she went over to Duane and held up her mouth to be kissed. He laughed and saluted her. It was a reward for service which she had suggested when he first came to Roya-Neh; and she trotted away in great content.

Sylvias indifferent gaze followed her; then she sipped the tea Duane offered.

Do you remember your father? he asked pleasantly.

Why, yes. I was fourteen when he died. I remember mother, too. I was seven.

Duane said, not looking at her: Its about the toughest thing that can happen to a girl. Its tough enough on a boy.

It was very hard, she said simply.

Havent you any relatives except your brother Stuyvesant— he began, and checked himself, remembering that a youthful aunt of hers had eloped under scandalous circumstances, and at least one uncle was too notorious even for the stomachs of the society that whelped him.

She let it pass in silence, as though she had not heard. Later she declined more tea and sat deep in her chair, fingers linked under her chin, lids lowered.

After a while, as she did not move or speak, he ventured to busy himself with collecting his brushes, odds and ends of studio equipment. He scraped several palettes, scrubbed up some palette-knives, screwed the tops on a dozen tubes of colour, and fussed and messed about until there seemed to be nothing further to do. So he came back and seated himself, and, looking up, saw the big tears stealing from under her closed lids.

He endured it as long as he could. Nothing was said. He leaned nearer and laid his hand over hers; and at the contact she slipped from the chair, slid to her knees, and laid her head on the couch beside him, both hands covering her face, which had turned dead white.

Minute after minute passed with no sound, no movement except as he passed his hand over her forehead and hair. He knew what to do when those who were adrift floated into Port Mallett. And sometimes he did more than was strictly required, but never less. Toward sundown she began to feel blindly for her handkerchief. He happened to possess a fresh one and put it into her groping hand.

When she was ready to rise she did so, keeping her back toward him and standing for a while busy with her swollen eyes and disordered hair.

Before we go we must have tea together again, he said with perfectly matter-of-fact cordiality.

Y-yes. The voice was very, very small.

And in town, too, Sylvia. I had no idea what a companionable girl you are — how much we have in common. You know silence is the great test of mutual confidence and understanding. Youll let me see you in town, wont you?

Yes.

That will be jolly. I suppose now that you and I ought to be thinking about dressing for dinner.

She assented, moved away a step or two, halted, and, still with her back turned, held out her hand behind her. He took it, bent and kissed it.

See you at dinner, he said cheerfully.

And she went out very quietly, his handkerchief pressed against her eyes.

He came back into the studio, swung nervously toward the couch, turned and began to pace the floor.

Oh, Lord, he said; the rottenness of it all — the utter rottenness.

Dinner that night was not a very gay function; after coffee had been served, the small group seemed to disintegrate as though by some prearrangement, Rosalie and Grandcourt finding a place for themselves in the extreme western shadow of the terrace parapet, Kathleen returning to the living-room, where she had left her embroidery.

Scott, talking to Sylvia and Duane, continued to cast restless glances toward the living-room until he could find the proper moment to get away. And in a few minutes Duane saw him seated, one leg crossed over the other, a huge volume on Scientific Conservation of Natural Resources open on his knees, seated as close to Kathleen as he could conveniently edge, perfectly contented, apparently, to be in her vicinity.

From moment to moment, as her pretty hands performed miracles in tinted silks, she lifted her eyes and silently inspected the boy who sat absorbed in his book. Perhaps old memories of a child seated in the schoolroom made tender the curve of her lips as she turned again to her embroidery; perhaps a sentiment more recent made grave the beautiful lowered eyes.

Sylvia, seated at the piano, idly improvising, had unconsciously drifted into the Menuet dExaudet, and Duanes heart began to quicken as he stood listening and looking out through the open windows at the stars.

How long he stood there he did not know; but when, at length, missing the sound of the piano, he looked around, Sylvia was already on the stairs, looking back at him as she moved upward.

Good-night, she called softly; I am very tired, and paused as he came forward and mounted to the step below where she waited.

Good-night, Miss Quest, he said, with that nice informality that women always found so engaging. If you have nothing better on hand in the morning, lets go for a climb. Ive discovered a wild-boars nest under the Golden Dome, and if youd like to get a glimpse of the little, furry, striped piglings, I think we can manage it.

She thanked him with her eyes, held out her thin, graceful hand of a schoolgirl, then turned slowly and continued her ascent.

As he descended, Kathleen, looking up from her embroidery, made him a sign, and he stood still.

Where are you going? asked Scott, as she rose and passed him.

Im coming back in a moment.

Scott restlessly resumed his book, raising his head from time to time as though listening for her return, fidgeting about, now examining the embroidery she had left on the lamp-lit table, now listlessly running over the pages that had claimed his close attention while she had been near him.

Across the hall, in the library, Duane stood absently twisting an unlighted cigar, and Kathleen, her hand on his shoulder, eyes lifted in sweet distress, was searching for words that seemed to evade her.

He cut the knot without any emotion:

I know what you are trying to say, Kathleen. It is true that there has been a wretched misunderstanding, but if I know Geraldine at all I know that a mere misunderstanding will not do any permanent harm. It is something else that — worries me.

Oh, Duane, I know! I know! She cannot marry you — in honour — until that — that terrible danger is eliminated. She will not, either. But — dont give her up! Be with her — with us in this crisis — during it! See us through it, Duane; she is well worth what she costs us both — and costs herself.

She must marry me now, he said. I want to fight this thing with all there is in me and in her, and in my love for her and hers for me. I cant fight it in this blind, aloof way — this thing that is my rival — that stands with its claw embedded in her body warning me back! The horror of it is in the blind, intangible, abstract force that is against me. I cant fight it aloof from her; I cant take her away from it unless I have her in my arms to guard, to inspire, to comfort, to watch. Cant you see, Kathleen, that I must have her every second of the time?

She will not let you run the risk, murmured Kathleen. Duane, she had a dreadful night — she broke down so utterly that it scared me. She is horribly frightened; her nervous demoralisation is complete. For the first time, I think, she is really terrified. She says it is hopeless, that her will and nerve are undermined, her courage contaminated.... Hour after hour I sat with her; she made me tell her about her grandfather — about what I knew of the — the taint in her family.

Those things are merely predispositions, he said. Self-command makes them harmless.

I told her that. She says that they are living sparks that will smoulder while life endures.

Suppose they are, he said; they can never flame unless nursed.... Kathleen, I want to see her — —

She will not.

Has she spoken at all of me?

Yes.

Bitterly?

Y-yes. I dont know what you did. She is very morbid just now, anyway; very desperate. But I know that, unconsciously, she counts on an adjustment of any minor personal difficulty with you.... She loves you dearly, Duane.

He passed an unsteady hand across his eyes.

She must marry me. I cant stand aloof from this battle any longer.

Duane, she will not. I — she said some things — she is morbid, I tell you — and curiously innocent — in her thoughts — concerning herself and you. She says she can never marry.

Exactly what did she say to you?

Kathleen hesitated; the intimacy of the subject left her undecided; then very seriously her pure, clear gaze met his:

She will not marry, for your own sake, and for the sake of any — children. She has evidently thought it all out.... I must tell you how it is. There is no use in asking her; she will never consent, Duane, as long as she is afraid of herself. And how to quiet that fear by exterminating the reason for it I dont know— Her voice broke pitifully. Only stand by us, Duane. Dont go away just now. You were packing to go; but please dont leave me just yet. Could you arrange to remain for a while?

Yes, Ill arrange it.... Im a little troubled about my father— He checked himself. I could run down to town for a day or two and return — —

Is Colonel Mallett ill? she asked.

N-no.... These are rather strenuous times — or threaten to be. Of course the Half-Moon is as solid as a rock. But even the very, very great are beginning to fuss.... And my father is not young, Kathleen. So I thought Id like to run down and take him out to dinner once or twice — to a roof-garden or something, you know. Its rather pathetic that men of his age, grown gray in service, should feel obliged to remain in the stifling city this summer.

Of course you must go, she said; you couldnt even hesitate. Is your mother worried?

I dont suppose she has the slightest notion that there is anything to worry over. And there isnt, I think. She and Naïda will be in the Berkshires; Ill go up and stay with them later — when Geraldine is all right again, he added cheerfully.

Scott, fidgeting like a neglected pup, came wandering into the hall, book in hand.

For the love of Mike, he said impatiently, what have you two got to talk about all night?

My son, observed Duane, there are a few subjects for conversation which do not include the centipede and the polka-dotted dickey-bird. These subjects Kathleen and I furtively indulge in when we can arrange to elude you.

Scott covered a yawn and glanced at Kathleen.

Is Geraldine all right? he asked with all the healthy indifference of a young man who had never been ill, and was, therefore, incapable of understanding illness in others.

Certainly, shes all right, said Duane. And to Kathleen: I believe Ill venture to knock at her door — —

Oh, no, Duane. She isnt ready to see anybody — —

Well, Ill try — —

Please, dont!

But he had her at a disadvantage, and he only laughed and mounted the stairs, saying:

Ill just exchange a word with her or with her maid, anyway.

When he turned into the corridor Geraldines maid, seated in the window-seat sewing, rose and came forward to take his message. In a few moments she returned, saying:

Miss Seagrave asks to be excused, as she is ready to retire.

Ask Miss Seagrave if I can say good-night to her through the door.

The maid disappeared and returned in a moment.

Miss Seagrave wishes you good-night, sir.

So he thanked the maid pleasantly and walked to his own room, now once more prepared for him after the departure of those who had temporarily required it.

Starlight made the leaded windows brilliant; he opened them wide and leaned out on the sill, arms folded. The pale astral light illuminated a fairy world of meadow and garden and spectral trees, and two figures moving like ghosts down by the fountain among the roses — Rosalie and Grandcourt pacing the gravel paths shoulder to shoulder under the stars.

Below him, on the terrace, he saw Kathleen and Scott — the latter carrying a butterfly net — examining the borders of white pinks with a lantern. In and out of the yellow rays swam multitudes of night moths, glittering like flakes of tinsel as the lantern light flashed on their wings; and Scott was evidently doing satisfactory execution, for every moment or two Kathleen uncorked the cyanide jar and he dumped into it from the folds of the net a fluttering victim.

That last one is a Pandorus Sphinx! he said in great excitement to Kathleen, who had lifted the big glass jar into the lantern light and was trying to get a glimpse of the exquisite moth, whose wings of olive green, rose, and bronze velvet were already beating a hazy death tattoo in the lethal fumes.

A Pandorus! Scott, youve wanted one so much! she exclaimed, enchanted.

You bet I have. Pholus pandorus is pretty rare around here. And I say, Kathleen, that wasnt a bad net-stroke, was it? You see I had only a second, and I took a desperate chance.

She praised his skill warmly; then, as he stood admiring his prize in the jar which she held up, she suddenly caught him by the arm and pointed:

Oh, quick! There is a hawk-moth over the pinks which resembles nothing we have seen yet!

Scott very cautiously laid his net level, stole forward, shining the lantern light full on the darting, hazy-winged creature, which was now poised, hovering over a white blossom and probing the honeyed depths with a long, slim proboscis.

I thought it might be only a Lineata, but it isnt, he said excitedly. Did you ever see such a timid moth? The slightest step scares the creature.

Cant you try a quick net-stroke sideways?

Her voice was as anxious and unsteady as his own.

Im afraid Ill miss. Lord but its a lightning flier! Where is it now?

Behind you. Do be careful! Turn very slowly.

He pivoted; the slim moth darted past, circled, and hung before a blossom, wings vibrating so fast that the creature was merely a gray blur in the lantern light. The next instant Grays net swung; a furious fluttering came from the green silk folds; Kathleen whipped off the cover of the jar, and Duane deftly imprisoned the moth.

Upon my word, he said shakily, I believe Ive got a Tersa Sphinx! — a sub-tropical fellow whose presence here is mere accident!

Oh, if you have! she breathed softly. She didnt know what a Tersa Sphinx might be, but if its capture gave him pleasure, that was all she cared for in the world.

It is a Tersa! he almost shouted. By George! its a wonder.

Radiant, she bent eagerly above the jar where the strange, slender, gray-and-brown hawk-moth lay dying. Its recoiling proboscis and its slim, fawn-coloured legs quivered. The eyes glowed like tiny jewels.

If we could only keep these little things alive, she sighed; then, fearful of taking the least iota from his pleasure, added: but of course we cant, and for scientific purposes its all right to let the lovely little creatures sink into their death-sleep.

A slight haze had appeared over the lake; a sudden cool streak grew in the air, which very quickly cleared the flower-beds of moths; and the pretty sub-tropical sphinx was the last specimen of the evening.

In the library Scott pulled out a card-table and Kathleen brought forceps, strips of oiled paper, pins, setting-blocks, needles, and oblong glass weights; and together, seated opposite each other, they removed the delicate-winged contents of the collecting jar.

Kathleens dainty fingers were very swift and deft with the forceps. Scott watched her. She picked up the green-and-rose Pandorus, laid it on its back on a setting-block, affixed and pinned the oiled-paper strips, drew out the four wings with the setting-needle until they were symmetrical and the inner margin of the anterior pair was at right angles with the body.

Then she arranged the legs, uncoiled and set the proboscis, and weighted the wings with heavy glass strips.

They worked rapidly, happily there together, exchanging views and opinions; and after a while the brilliant spoils of the evening were all stretched and ready to dry, ultimately to be placed in plaster-of-Paris mounts and hermetically sealed under glass covers.

Kathleen went away to cleanse her hands of any taint of cyanide; Scott, returning from his own ablutions, met her in the hall, and so miraculously youthful, so fresh and sweet and dainty did she appear that, in some inexplicable manner, his awkward, self-conscious fear of touching her suddenly vanished, and the next instant she was in his arms and he had kissed her.

Scott! she faltered, pushing him from her, too limp and dazed to use the strength she possessed.

Surprised at what he had done, amazed that he was not afraid of her, he held her tightly, thrilled dumb at the exquisite trembling contact.

Oh, what are you doing, she stammered, in dire consternation; what have you done? We — you cannot — you must let me go, Scott — —

Youre only a girl, after all — you darling! he said, inspecting her in an ecstacy of curiosity. I wonder why Ive been afraid of you for so long? — just because I love you!

You dont — you cant care for me that way — —

I care for you in every kind of a way that anybody can care about anybody. She turned her shoulder, desperately striving to release herself, but she had not realised how tall and strong he was. How small you are, he repeated wonderingly; just a soft, slender girl, Kathleen. I cant see how I ever came to let you make me study when I didnt want to.

Scott, dear, she pleaded breathlessly, you must let me go. This — this is utterly impossible — —

What is?

That you and I can — could care — this way — —

Dont you?

I — no!

Is that the truth, Kathleen?

She looked up; the divine distress in her violet eyes sobered him, awed him for a moment.

Kathleen, he said, there are only a few years difference between our ages. I feel older than you; you look younger than I — and you are all in the world I care for — or ever have cared for. Last spring — that night — —

Hush, Scott, she begged, blushing scarlet.

I know you remember. That is when I began to love you. You must have known it.

She said nothing; the strain of her resisting arms against his breast had relaxed imperceptibly.

What can a fellow say? he went on a little wildly, checked at moments by the dryness of his throat and the rapid heartbeats that almost took his breath away when he looked at her. I love you so dearly, Kathleen; theres no use in trying to live without loving you, for I couldnt do it!... Im not really young; it makes me furious to think you consider me in that light. Im a man, strong enough and old enough to love you — and make you love me! I will make you! His arms tightened.

She uttered a little cry, which was half a sob; his boyish roughness sent a glow rushing through her. She fought against the peril of it, the bewildering happiness that welled up — fought against her heart that was betraying her senses, against the deep, sweet passion that awoke as his face touched hers.

Will you love me? he said fiercely.

No!

Will you?

Yes.... Let me go! she gasped.

Will you love me in the way I mean? Can you?

Yes. I do. I — have, long since.... Let me go!

Then — kiss me.

She looked up at him a moment, slowly put both arms around his neck: Now, she breathed faintly, release me.

And at the same instant he saw Geraldine descending the stairs.

Kathleen saw her, too; saw her turn abruptly, re-mount and disappear. There was a moments painful silence, then, without a word, she picked up her lace skirts, ran up the stairway, and continued swiftly on to Geraldines room.

May I come in? She spoke and opened the door of the bedroom at the same time, and Geraldine turned on her, exasperated, hands clenched, dark eyes harbouring lightning:

Have I gone quite mad, Kathleen, or have you? she demanded.

I think I have, whispered Kathleen, turning white and halting. Geraldine, you will have to listen. Scott has told me that he loves me — —

Is this the first time?

No.... It is the first time I have listened. I cant think clearly; I scarcely know yet what Ive said and done. What must you think?... But wont you be a little gentle with me — a little forbearing — in memory of what I have been to you — to him — so long?

What do you wish me to think? asked the girl in a hard voice. My brother is of age; he will do what he pleases, I suppose. I — I dont know what to think; this has astounded me. I never dreamed such a thing possible — —

Nor I — until this spring. I know it is all wrong; this is making me more fearfully unhappy every minute I live. There is nothing but peril in it; the discrepancy in our ages makes it hazardous — his youth, his overwhelming fortune, my position and means — the world will surely, surely misinterpret, misunderstand — I think even you, his sister, may be led to credit — what, in your own heart, you must know to be utterly and cruelly untrue.

I dont know what to say or think, repeated Geraldine in a dull voice. I cant realise it; I thought that our affection for you was so — so utterly different.

She stared curiously at Kathleen, trying to reconcile what she had always known of her with what she now had to reckon with — strove to find some alteration in the familiar features, something that she had never before noticed, some new, unsuspected splendour of beauty and charm, some undetected and subtle allure. She saw only a wholesome, young, and lovely woman, fresh-skinned, slender, sweet, and graceful — the same companion she had always known and, as she remembered, unchanged in any way since the years of childhood, when Kathleen was twenty and she and her brother were ten.

I suppose, she said, that if Scott is in love with you, there is only one thing to do.

There are several, said Kathleen in a low voice.

Will you not marry him?

I dont know; I think not.

Are you not in love with him?

Does that matter? asked Kathleen steadily. Scotts happiness is what is important.

But his happiness, apparently, depends on you.

Kathleen flushed and looked at her curiously.

Dear, if I knew that was so, I would give myself to him. Neither you nor he have ever asked anything of me in vain. Even if I did not love him — as I do — and he needed me, I would give myself to him. You and he have been all there was in life for me. But I am afraid that I may not always be all that life holds for him. He is young; he has had no chance yet; he has had little experience with women. I think he ought to have his chance.

She might have said the same thing of herself. A bride at her husbands death-bed, widowed before she had ever been a wife, what experience had she? All her life so far had been devoted to the girl who stood there confronting her, and to the brother. What did she know of men? — of whether she might be capable of loving some man more suitable? She had not given herself the chance. She never would, now.

There was no selfishness in Kathleen Severn. But there was much in the Seagrave twins. The very method of their bringing up inculcated it; they had never had any chance to be otherwise. The cultiwation of the indiwidool had driven it into them, taught them the deification of self, forced them to consider their own importance above anything else in the world.

And it was of that importance that Geraldine was now thinking as she sat on the edge of her bed, darkly considering these new problems that chance was laying before her one by one.

If Scott was going to be unhappy without Kathleen, it followed, as a matter of course, that he must have Kathleen. The chances Kathleen might take, what she might have to endure of the worlds malice and gossip and criticism, never entered Geraldines mind at all.

If he is in love with you, she repeated, it settles it, I think. What else is there to do but marry him?

Kathleen shook her head. I shall do what is best for him — whatever that may be.

You wont make him unhappy, I suppose? inquired Geraldine, astonished.

Dear, a woman may be truer to the man she loves — and kinder — by refusing him. Is not that what you have done — for Duanes sake?

Geraldine sprang to her feet, face white, mouth distorted with anger:

I made a god of Duane! she broke out breathlessly. Everything that was in me — everything that was decent and unselfish and pure-minded dominated me when I found I loved him. So I would not listen to my own desire for him, I would not let him risk a terrible unhappiness until I could go to him as clean and well and straight and unafraid as he could wish! She laughed bitterly, and laid her hands on her breast. Look at me, Kathleen! I am quite as decent as this god of mine. Why should I worry over the chances he takes when I have chances enough to take in marrying him? I was stupid to be so conscientious — I behaved like a hysterical schoolgirl — or a silly communicant — making him my confessor! A girl is a perfect fool to make a god out of a man. I made one out of Duane; and he acted like one. It nearly ended me, but, after all, he is no worse than I. Whoever it was who said that decency is only depravity afraid, is right. I am depraved; I am afraid. Im afraid that I cannot control myself, for one thing; and Im afraid of being unhappy for life if I dont marry Duane. And Im going to, and let him take his chances!

Kathleen, very pale, said: That is selfishness — if you do it.

Are not men selfish? He will not tell me as much of his life as I have told him of mine. I have told him everything. How do I know what risk I run? Yes — I do know; I take the risk of marrying a man notorious for his facility with women. And he lets me take that risk. Why should I not let him risk something?

The girl seemed strangely excited; her quick breathing and bright, unsteady eyes betrayed the nervous tension of the last few days. She said feverishly:

There is a lot of nonsense talked about self-sacrifice and love; about the beauties of abnegation and martyrdom, but, Kathleen, if I shall ever need him at all, I need him now. Im afraid to be alone any longer; Im frightened at the chances against me. Do you know what these days of horror have been to me, locked in here — all alone — in the depths of degradation for what — what I did that night — in distress and shame unutterable — —

My darling — —

Wait! I had more to endure — I had to endure the results of my education in the study of man! I had to realise that I loved one of them who has done enough to annihilate in me anything except love. I had to learn that he couldnt kill that — that I want him in spite of it, that I need him, that my heart is sick with dread; that he can have me when he will — Oh, Kathleen, I have learned to care less for him than when I denied him for his own sake — more for him than I did before he held me in his arms! And that is not a high type of love — I know it — but oh, if I could only have his arms around me — if I could rest there for a while — and not feel so frightened, so utterly alone! — I might win out; I might kill what is menacing me, with Gods help — and his!

She lay shivering on Kathleens breast now, dry-eyed, twisting her ringless fingers in dumb anguish.

Darling, darling, murmured Kathleen, you cannot do this thing. You cannot let him assume a burden that is yours alone.

Why not? What is ones lover for?

Not to use; not to hazard; not to be made responsible for a sick mind and a will already demoralised. Is it fair to ask him — to let him begin life with such a burden — such a handicap? Is it not braver, fairer, to fight it out alone, eradicate what threatens you — oh, my own darling! my little Geraldine! — is it not fairer to the man you love? Is he not worth striving for, suffering for? Have you no courage to endure if he is to be the reward? Is a little selfish weakness, a miserable self-indulgence to stand between you and life-long happiness?

Geraldine looked up; her face was very white:

Have you ever been tempted?

Have I not been to-night?

I mean by — something ignoble?

No.

Do you know how it hurts?

To — to deny yourself?

Yes.... It is so — difficult — it makes me wretchedly weak.... I only thought he might help me.... You are right, Kathleen.... I must be terribly demoralised to have wished it. I — I will not marry him, now. I dont think I ever will.... You are right. I have got to be fair to him, no matter what he has been to me.... He has been fearfully unfair. After all, he is only a man.... I couldnt really love a god.




CHAPTER XIII. AMBITIONS AND LETTERS
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ROSALIE HAD DEPARTED; Grandcourt followed suit next day; Sylvias brother, Stuyvesant, had at last found a sober moment at his disposal and had appeared at Roya-Neh and taken his sister away. Duane was all ready to go to New York to find out whether his father was worrying over anything, as the tone of his letters indicated.

The day he left, Kathleen and Geraldine started on a round of August house parties, ranging from Lenox to Long Island, including tiresome week ends and duty visits to some very unpretentious but highly intellectual relatives of Mrs. Severn. So Scott remained in solitary possession of Roya-Neh, with its forests, gardens, pastures, lakes and streams, and a staggering payroll and all the multiplicity of problems that such responsibility entails. Which pleased him immensely, except for the departure of Kathleen.

To play the intellectual country squire had been all he desired on earth except Kathleen. From the beginning Whites Selborne had remained his model for all books, Kathleen for all women. He was satisfied with these two components of perfect happiness, and with himself, as he was, for the third ingredient in a contented and symmetrical existence.

He had accepted his answer from her with more philosophy than she quite expected or was prepared for, saying that if she made a particular point of it he would go about next winter and give himself a chance to meet as many desirable young girls as she thought best; that it was merely wasting time, but if it made her any happier, hed wait and endeavour to return to their relations of unsentimental comradeship until she was satisfied he knew his mind.

Kathleen was, at first, a little dismayed at his complacency. It was only certainty of himself. At twenty-two there is time for anything, and the vista of life ahead is endless. And there was one thing more which Kathleen did not know. Under the covering of this Seagrave complacency and self-centred sufficiency, all alone by itself was developing the sprouting germ of consideration for others.

How it started he himself did not know — nor was he even aware that it had started. But long, solitary rambles and the quiet contemplation of other things besides himself had awakened first curiosity, then a dawning suspicion of the rights of others.

In the silence of forests it is difficult to preserve complacency; under the stars modesty is born.

It began to occur to him, by degrees, that his own personal importance among his kind might be due, in part, to his fortune. And from the first invasion of that shocking idea matters progressed rather rapidly with the last of the Seagraves.

He said uneasily to Duane, once: Are you going in seriously for painting?

I am in, observed Duane drily.

Professionally?

Sure thing. God hates an amateur.

What are you after? persisted Scott. Fame?

Yes; I need it in my business.

Are you contemplating a velvet coat and bow tie, and a bunch of the elect at your heels? — ratty men, and pop-eyed young women whose coiffure needs weeding?

Duane laughed. Are they any more deadly than our own sort? Why endure either? Because you are developing into a country squire, you dont have to marry Maud Muller. And he quoted Bret Harte:

For there be women fair as she,
Whose verbs and nouns do more agree.

You dont have to wallow in a profession, you know.

But why the mischief do you want to paint professionally? inquired Scott, with unsatisfied curiosity. It isnt avarice, is it?

I expect to hold out for what my pictures are worth, if thats what you mean by avarice. What Im trying to do, added Duane, striking his palm with his fist as emphasis, is not to die the son of a wealthy man. If I cant be anything more, Im not worth a damn. But Im going to be. I can do it, Scott; Im lazy, Im undecided, Ive a weak streak. And yet, do you know, with all my blemishes, all my misgivings, all my discouragements, panics, despondent moments, I am, way down inside, serenely and unaccountably certain that I can paint like the devil, and that I am going to do it. That sounds cheeky, doesnt it?

It sounds all right to me, said Scott. And he walked away thoughtfully, fists dug deep in his pockets.

And one still, sunny afternoon, standing alone on the dry granite crags of the Golden Dome, he looked up and saw, a quarter of a million miles above him, the moons ghost swimming in azure splendour. Then he looked down and saw the map of the earth below him, where his forests spread out like moss, and his lakes mirrored the clouds, and a river belonging to him traced its course across the valley in a single silver thread. And a slight blush stung his face at the thought that, without any merit or endeavour of his own, his money had bought it all — his money, that had always acted as his deputy, fought for him, conquered for him, spoken for him, vouched for him — perhaps pleaded for him! — he shivered, and suddenly he realised that this golden voice was, in fact, all there was to him.

What had he to identify him on earth among mankind? Only his money. Wherein did he differ from other men? He had more money. What had he to offer as excuse for living at all? Money. What had he done? Lived on it, by it. Why, then, it was the money that was entitled to distinction, and he figured only as its parasite! Then he was nothing — even a little less. In the world there was man and there was money. It seemed that he was a little lower in the scale than either; a parasite — scarcely a thing of distinction to offer Kathleen Severn.

Very seriously he looked up at the moon.

It was the day following his somewhat disordered and impassioned declaration. He expected to receive his answer that evening; and he descended the mountain in a curiously uncertain and perplexed state of mind which at times bordered on a modesty painfully akin to humbleness.

Meanwhile, Duane was preparing to depart on the morrow. And that evening he also was to have his definite answer to the letter which Kathleen had taken to Geraldine Seagrave that morning.

Dear, he had written, I once told you that my weakness needed the aid of all that is best in you; that yours required the best of courage and devotion that lies in me. It is surely so. Together we conquer the world — which is ourselves.

For the little things that seem to threaten our separation do not really alarm me. Even if I actually committed the inconsequential and casual thing that so abruptly and so deeply offended you, there remains enough soundness in me at the core to warrant your charity and repay, in a measure, your forgiveness and a renewal of your interest in my behalf.

Search your heart, Geraldine; question your intelligence; both will tell you that I am enough of a man to dare love you. And it takes something of a man to dare do it.

There is a thing that I might say which would convince you, even against the testimony of your own eyes, that never in deed or in thought have I been really disloyal to you since you gave me your heart.... Yet I must not say it.... Can you summon sufficient faith in me to accept that statement — against the evidence of those two divine witnesses which condemn me — your eyes? Circumstantial evidence is no good in this case, dear. I can say no more than that.

Dearest, what can compare to the disaster of losing each other?

I ask you to let me have the right to stand by you in your present distress and despondency. What am I for if not for such moments?

That night you were closer to the danger mark than you have ever been. I know that my conduct — at least your interpretation of it — threw you, for the moment off your guarded balance; but that your attitude toward such a crisis — your solution of such a situation — should be a leap forward toward self-destruction — a reckless surrender to anger and blind impulse, only makes me the more certain that we need each other now if ever.

The silent, lonely, forlorn battle that has been going on behind the door of your room and the doors of your heart during these last few days, is more than I can well endure. Open both doors to me; leagued we can win through!

Give me the right to be with you by night as well as by daylight, and we two shall stand together and see the day break and the shadows flee away.

That same evening his reply came:

My darling, Kathleen will give you this. I dont care what my eyes saw if you tell me it isnt true. I have loved you, anyway, all the while — even with my throat full of tears and my mouth bitter with anger, and my heart torn into several thousand tatters — oh, it is not very difficult to love you, Duane; the only trouble is to love you in the right way; which is hard, dear, because I want you so much; and its so new to me to be unselfish. I began to learn by loving you.

Which means, that I will not let you take the risk you ask for. Give me time; Ive fought it off since that miserable night. Heaven alone knows why I surrendered — turning to my deadly enemy for countenance and comfort to support my childish and contemptible anger against you.

Duane, there is an evil streak in me, and we both must reckon with it. Long, long before I knew I loved you, things you said and did often wounded me; and within me a perfectly unreasoning desire to hurt you — to make you suffer — always flamed up and raged.

I think that was partly what made me do what you know I did that night. It would hurt you; that was my ignoble instinct. God knows whether it was also a hideous sort of excuse for my weakness — for I was blazing hot after the last dance — and the gaiety and uproar and laughter all overexcited me — and then what I had seen you do, and your not coming to me, and that ominous uneasy impulse stirring!

That is the truth as I analyse it. The dreadful thing is that I could have been capable of dealing our chance of happiness such a cowardly blow.

Well, it is over. The thing has fled for a while. I fought it down, stamped on it with utter horror and loathing. It — the encounter — tired me. I am weary yet — from honourable wounds. But I won out. If it comes back again — Oh, Duane! and it surely will — I shall face it undaunted once more; and every hydra-head that stirs I shall kill until the thing lies dead between us for all time.

Then, dear, will you take the girl who has done this thing?

Geraldine Seagrave.

This was his answer on the eve of his departure.

And on the morning of it Geraldine came down to say good-bye; a fresh, sweet, and bewildering Geraldine, somewhat slimmer than when he had last seen her, a little finer in feature, more delicate of body; and there was about her even a hint of the spirituel as a fascinating trace of what she had been through, locked in alone behind the doors of her room and heart.

She bade him good-morning somewhat shyly, offering her slim hand and looking at him with the slight uncertainty and bent brows of a person coming suddenly into a strong light.

He said under his breath: You poor darling, how thin you are.

Athletics, she said; Jacob wrestled with an angel, but you know what Ive been facing in the squared circle. Dont speak of it any more, will you? ... How sunburned you are! What have you been about since Ive kept to my room?

Ive painted Millers kids in the open; I suppose the terrific influence of Sorolla has me in bondage for the moment. He laughed easily: But dont worry; it will leave nothing except clean inspiration behind it. Ill think out my own way — grope it out through Pantheon and living maze. All Ive really got to say in paint can be said only in my own way. I know that, even when realising that Ive been sunstruck by Sorolla.

She listened demurely, watching him, her lips sensitive with understanding; and she laughed when he laughed away his fealty to the superb Spaniard, knowing himself and the untried strength within him.

But when are you coming back to us, Duane?

I dont know. Fathers letters perplex me. Ill write you every day, of course.

A quick colour tinted her skin:

And I will write you every day. I will begin to-day. Kathleen and I expect to be here in September. But you will come back before that and keep Scott company; wont you?

I want to get into harness again, he said slowly. I want to settle down to work.

Cant you work here?

Not very well.

Why?

To tell the truth, he admitted, smiling, I require something more like a working studio than Millers garret.

Thats what I thought, she said shyly, and Scott and I have the plans for a studio all ready; and the men are to begin Monday, and Miller is to take the new gate cottage. Oh, the plans are really very wonderful! she added hastily, as Duane looked grateful but dubious. Rollins and Calvert drew them. I wrote to Billy Calvert and sent him the original plans for Hurryon Lodge. Duane, I thought it would please you — —

It does, you dear, generous girl! Im a trifle overwhelmed, thats all my silence meant. You ought not to do this for me — —

Why? Arent we to be as near each other as we can be until — I am ready — for something — closer?

Yes.... Certainly.... Ill arrange to work out certain things up here. As for models, if there is nothing suitable at Westgate village, you wont mind my importing some, will you?

No, she said, becoming very serious and gravely interested, as befitted the fiancée of a painter of consequence. You will do what is necessary, of course; because I — few girls — are accustomed in the beginning to the details of such a profession as yours; and Im very ignorant, Duane, and I must learn how to second you — intelligently — she blushed— that is, if Im to amount to anything as an artists wife.

You dear! he whispered.

No; I tell you I am totally ignorant. A studio is an awesome place to me. I merely know enough to keep out of it when you are using models. That is safest, isnt it?

He said, intensely amused: It might be safer not to give pink teas while I am working from the nude.

Duane! Do you think me a perfect ninny? Anyway, youre not always painting Venus and Ariadne and horrid Ledas, are you?

Not always! he managed to assure her; and her pretty, confused laughter mingled with his unembarrassed mirth as the motor-car swung up to carry him and his traps to the station.

They said good-bye; her dark eyes became very tragic; her lips threatened to escape control.

Kathleen turned away, manoeuvring Scott out of earshot, who knowing nothing of any situation between Duane and his sister, protested mildly, but forgot when Kathleen led him to an orange-underwing moth asleep on the stone coping of the terrace.

And when the unfortunate Catocala had been safely bottled and they stood examining it in the library, Scotts rapidly diminishing conceit found utterance:

I say, Kathleen, its all very well for me to collect these fascinating things, but any ass can do that. One cant make a particular name for ones self by doing what a lot of cleverer men have already done, and what a lot of idle idiots are imitating.

She raised her violet eyes, astonished:

Do you want to make a name for yourself?

Yes, he said, reddening.

Why not? Im a nobody. Im worse; Im an amateur! You ought to hear what Duane has to say about amateurs!

But, Scott, you dont have to be anything in particular except what you are — —

What am I? he demanded.

Why — yourself.

And whats that? He grew redder. Ill tell you, Kathleen. Im merely a painfully wealthy young man. Dont laugh; this is becoming deadly serious to me. By my own exertions Ive never done one bally thing either useful or spectacular. Im not distinguished by anything except an unfair share of wealth. Im not eminent, let alone pre-eminent, even in that sordid class; there are richer men, plenty of them — some even who have made their own fortunes and have not been hatched out in a suffocating plethora of affluence like the larva of the Carnifex tumble-bug — —

Scott!

And I! he ended savagely. Why, Im not even pre-eminent as far as my position in the social puddle is concerned; there are sets that wouldnt endure me; theres at least one club into which I couldnt possibly wriggle; there are drawing-rooms where I wouldnt be tolerated, because Ive nothing on earth to recommend me or to distinguish me from Algernon FitzNoodle and Montmorency de Sansgallette except an inflated income! What have I to offer anybody worth while for entertaining me? What have I to offer you, Kathleen, in exchange for yourself?

He was becoming boyishly dramatic with sweeping gestures which amazed her; but she was conscious that it was all sincere and very real to him.

Scott, dear, she began sweetly, uncertain how to take it all; kindness, loyalty, and decent breeding are all that a woman cares for in a man — —

You are entitled to more; you are entitled to a man of distinction, of attainment, of achievement — —

Few women ask for that, Scott; few care for it; fewer still understand it — —

You would. Ive got a cheek to ask you to marry me — me! — before I wear any tag to identify me except the dollar mark — —

Oh, hush, Scott! You are talking utter nonsense; dont you know it?

He made a large and rather grandiose gesture:

Around me lies opportunity, Kathleen — every stone; every brook — —

The mischievous laughter of his listener checked him. She said: Im sorry; only it made me think of

Sermons in stones,
Books in the running brooks,

and the indignant gentleman who said: What damn nonsense! Its sermons in books, stones in the running brooks! Do go on, Scott, dear, I dont mean to be frivolous; it is fine of you to wish for fame — —

It isnt fame alone, although I wouldnt mind it if I deserved it. Its that I want to do just one thing that amounts to something. I wish youd give me an idea, Kathleen, something useful in — say in entomology.

Together they walked back to the terrace. Duane had gone; Geraldine sat sideways on the parapet, her brown eyes fixed on the road along which her lover had departed.

Geraldine, said Kathleen, who very seldom relapsed into the vernacular, this brother of yours desires to perform some startling stunt in entomology and be awarded Carnegie medals.

Thats about it, said Scott, undaunted. Some wise guy put it all over the Boll-weevil, and saved a few billions for the cotton growers; another gentleman full of scientific thinks studied out the San José scale; others have got in good licks at mosquitoes and house-flies. Id like to tackle something of that sort.

Rose-beetles, said his sister briefly. In her voice was a suspicion of tears, and she kept her head turned from them.

Nobody could ever get rid of Rose-beetles, said Kathleen. But it would be exciting, wouldnt it, Scott? Think of saving our roses and peonies and irises every year!

I am thinking of it, said Scott gravely.

A few moments later he disappeared around the corner of the house, returning presently, pockets bulging with bottles and boxes, a field-microscope in one hand, and several volumes on Coleoptera in the other.

Theyre gone, he said without further explanation.

Who are gone? inquired Kathleen.

The Rose-beetles. They deposit their eggs in the soil. The larvæ ought to be out by now. Im going to begin this very minute, Kathleen. And he descended the terrace steps, entered the garden, and, seating himself under a rose-tree, spread out his paraphernalia and began a delicate and cautious burrowing process in the sun-dried soil.

Fame is hidden under humble things, observed Geraldine with a resolute effort at lightness. That excellent brother of mine may yet discover it in the garden dirt.

Dirt breeds roses, said Kathleen. Oh, look, dear, how earnest he is about it. What a boy he is, after all! So serious and intent, and so touchingly confident!

Geraldine nodded listlessly, considering her brothers evolutions with his trowel and weeder where he lay flat on his stomach, absorbed in his investigations.

Why does he get so grubby? she said. All his coat-pockets are permanently out of shape. The other day I was looking through them, at his request, to find one of my own handkerchiefs which he had taken, and oh, horrors! a caterpillar, forgotten, had spun a big cocoon in one of them!

She shuddered, but in Kathleens laughter there was a tremor of tenderness born of that shy pride which arises from possession. For it was now too late, if it had not always been too late, for any criticism of this boy of hers. Perfect he had always been, wondrous to her, as a child, for the glimpses of the man developing in him; perfect, wonderful, adorable now for the glimpses of the child which she caught so constantly through the mans character now forming day by day under her loyal eyes. Everything masculine in him she loved or pardoned proudly — even his egotism, his slapdash self-confidence, his bullying of her, his domination, his exacting demands. But this new humility — this sudden humble doubt that he might not be worthy of her, filled her heart with delicious laughter and a delight almost childish.

So she watched him from the parapet, chin cupped in both palms, bright hair blowing, one shoulder almost hidden under the drooping scarlet nasturtiums pendant from the carved stone urn above; a fair, sweet, youthful creature, young as her guiltless heart, sweet as her conscience, fair as the current of her stainless life.

And beside her, seated sideways, brown eyes brooding, sat a young girl, delicately lovely, already harassed, already perplexed, already bruised and wearied by her first skirmishes with life; not yet fully understanding what threatened, what lay before — alas! what lay behind her — even to the fifth generation.

They were to motor to Lenox after luncheon. Before that — and leaving Scott absorbed in his grubbing, and Kathleen absorbed in watching him — Geraldine wandered back into the library and took down a book — a book which had both beguiled and horrified the solitude of her self-imprisonment. It was called Simpson on Heredity.

There were some very hideous illustrated pages in that book; she turned to them with a fearful fascination which had never left her since she first read them. They dealt with the transmission of certain tendencies through successive generations.

That the volume was an old one and amusingly out of date she did not realise, as her brown eyes widened over terrifying paragraphs and the soft tendrils of her glossy hair almost bristled.

She had asked Kathleen about it, and Kathleen had asked Dr. Bailey, who became very irritated and told Geraldine that anybody except a physician who ever read medical works was a fool. Desperation gave her courage to ask him one more question; his well-meant reply silenced her. But she had the book under her pillow. It is better to answer such questions when the young ask them.

And over it all she pondered and pored, and used a dictionary and shuddered, frightening herself into a morbid condition until, desperately scared, she even thought of going to Duane about it; but could not find the hardihood to do it or the vocabulary necessary.

Now Duane was gone; and the book lay there between her knees, all its technical vagueness menacing her with unknown terrors; and she felt that she could endure it alone no longer.

She wrote him:

You have not been gone an hour, and already I need you. I wish to ask you about something that is troubling me; Ive asked Kathleen and she doesnt know; and Dr. Bailey was horrid to me, and I tried to find out from Scott whether he knew, but he wasnt much interested. So, Duane, who else is there for me to ask except you? And I dont exactly know whether I may speak about such matters to you, but Im rather frightened, and densely ignorant.

It is this, dear; in a medical book which I read, it says that hereditary taints are transmissible; that sometimes they may skip the second generation but only to appear surely in the third. But it also says that the taint is very likely to appear in every generation.

Duane, is this true? It has worried me sick since I read it. Because, my darling, if it is so, is it not another reason for our not marrying?

Do you understand? I can and will eradicate what is threatening me, but if I marry you — you do understand, dont you? Isnt it all right for me to ask you whether, if we should have children, this thing would menace them? Oh, Duane — Duane! Have I any right to marry? Children come — God knows how, for nobody ever told me exactly, and Im a fool about such things — but I summoned up courage to ask Dr. Bailey if there was any way to tell before I married whether I would have any, and he said I would if I had any notion of my duty and any pretence to self-respect. And I dont know what he means and Im bewildered and miserable and afraid to marry you even when I myself become perfectly well. And that is what worries me, Duane, and I have nobody in the world to ask about it except you. Could you please tell me how I might learn what I ought to know concerning these things without betraying my own vital interest in them to whomever I ask? You see, Kathleen is as innocent as I.

Please tell me all you can, Duane, for I am most unhappy.

The house is very still and full of sunlight and cut flowers. Scott is meditating great deeds, lying flat in the dirt. Kathleen sits watching him from the parapet. And I am here in the library, with that ghastly book at my elbow, pouring out all my doubts and fears to the only man in the world — whom God bless and protect wherever he may be — Oh, Duane, Duane, how I love you!

She hurriedly directed and sealed the letter and placed it in the box for outgoing mail; then, unquiet and apprehensive regarding what she had ventured to write, she began a restless tour of the house, upstairs and down, wandering aimlessly through sunny corridors, opening doors for a brief survey of chambers in which only the shadow-patterns of leaves moved on sunlit walls; still rooms tenanted only by the carefully dusted furniture which seemed to stand there watching attentively for another guest.

Duane had left his pipe in his bedroom. She was silly over it, even to the point of retiring into her room, shredding some cigarettes, filling the rather rank bowl, and trying her best to smoke it. But such devotion was beyond her physical powers; she rinsed her mouth, furious at being defeated in her pious intentions, and, making an attractive parcel of the pipe, seized the occasion to write him another letter.

There is in my heart, she wrote, no room for anything except you; no desire except for you; no hope, no interest that is not yours. You praise my beauty; you endow me with what you might wish I really possessed; and oh, I really am so humble at your feet, if you only knew it! So dazed by your goodness to me, so grateful, so happy that you have chosen me (I just jumped up to look at myself in the mirror; I am pretty, Duane, Ive a stunning colour just now and there is a certain charm about me — even I can see it in what you call the upcurled corners of my mouth, and in my figure and hands) — and I am so happy that it is true — that you find me beautiful, that you care for my beauty.... It is so with a man, I believe; and a girl wishes to have him love her beauty, too.

But, Duane, I dont think the average girl cares very much about that in a man. Of course you are exceedingly nice to look at, and I notice it sometimes, but not nearly as often as you notice what you think is externally attractive about me.

In my heart, I dont believe it really matters much to a girl what a man looks like; anyway, it matters very little after she once knows him.

Of course women do notice handsome men — or what we consider handsome — which is, I believe, not at all what men care for; because men usually seem to have a desire to kick the man whom women find good-looking. I know several men who feel that way about Jack Dysart. I think you do, for one.

Poor Jack Dysart! To-days papers are saying such horridly unpleasant things about the rich men with whom he was rather closely associated in business affairs several years ago. I read, but I do not entirely comprehend.

The New York papers seem unusually gloomy this summer; nothing but predictions of hard times coming, and how many corporations the attorney-general is going to proceed against, and wicked people who loot metropolitan railways, and why the district-attorney doesnt do his duty — which you say he does — oh, dear; I expect that Scott and Kathleen and I will have to take in boarders this winter; but if nobody has any money, nobody can pay board, so everybody will be ruined and I dont very much care, for I could teach school, only who is to pay my salary if theres no money to pay it with? Oh, dear! what nonsense I am writing — only to keep on writing, because it seems to bring you a little nearer — my own — my Duane — my comrade — the same, same little boy who ran away from his nurse and came into our garden to fight my brother and — fall in love with his sister! Oh, Fate! Oh, Destiny! Oh, Duane Mallett!

Here is a curious phenomenon. Listen:

Away from you I have a womans courage to tell you how I long for you, how my heart and my arms ache for you. But when I am with you Im less of a woman and more of a girl — a girl not yet accustomed to some things — always guarded, always a little reticent, always instinctively recoiling from the contact I really like, always a little on the defensive against your lips, in spite of myself — against your arms — where, somehow, I cannot seem to stay long at a time — will not endure it — cannot, somehow.

Yet, here, away from you, I so long for your embrace, and cannot imagine it too long, too close, too tender to satisfy my need of you.

And this is my second letter to you within the hour — one hour after your departure.

Oh, Duane, I do truly miss you so! I go about humming that air you found so quaint:

Lisetto quittée la plaine,
Moi perdi bonheur à moi — 
Yeux à moi semblent fontaine
Depuis moi pas miré toi!

and theres a tear in every note of it, and Im the most lonely girl on the face of the earth to-day.

Geraldine Qui Pleure.

P.S. — Voici votre pipe, Monsieur!




CHAPTER XIV. THE PROPHETS
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AUGUST IN TOWN found an unusual number of New York men at the clubs, at the restaurants, at the summer theatres. Men who very seldom shoved their noses inside the metropolitan oven during the summer baking were now to be met everywhere and anywhere within the financial district and without. The sky-perched and magnificent down-town clubs were full of men who under normal circumstances would have remained at Newport, Lenox, Bar Harbor, or who at least would have spent the greater portion of the summer on their yachts or their Long Island estates.

And in every mans hand or pocket was a newspaper.

They were scarcely worth reading for mere pleasure, these New York newspapers; indeed, there was scarcely anything in them to read except a daily record of the steady decline in securities of every description; paragraphs noting the passing of dividends; columns setting forth minutely the opinions of very wealthy men concerning the business outlook; chronicles in detail of suits brought against railroads and against great industrial corporations; accounts of inquiries by State and by Federal authorities into combinations resulting in an alleged violation of various laws.

Here and there a failure of some bucket-branded broker was noted — the reports echoing like the first dropping shots along the firing line.

Even to the most casual and uninterested outsider it was evident that already the metropolis was under a tension; that the tension was increasing almost imperceptibly day by day; that there seemed to be no very clear idea as to the reason of it, only a confused apprehension, an apparently unreassuring fear of some grotesque danger ahead, which daily reading of the newspapers was not at all calculated to allay.

Of course there were precise reasons for impending trouble given and reiterated by those amateurs of finance and politics whose opinions are at the disposal of the newspaper-reading public.

Prolixity characterised these solemn utterances, packed full of cant phrases such as undigested securities and the treacherous attack on the nations integrity.

Two principal reasons were given for the local financial uneasiness; and the one made the other ridiculous — first, that the nations Executive was mad as Nero and had deliberately begun a senseless holocaust involving the entire nation; the other that a panic was due, anyway. It resembled the logic of the White Queen of immortal memory, who began screaming before she pricked her finger in order to save herself any emotion after the pin had drawn blood.

Men knew in their hearts that there was no real reason for impending trouble; that this menace was an unreal thing, intangible, without substance — only a shadow cast by their own assininity.

Yet shadows can be made real property when authority so ordains. Because there was once a man with a donkey who met a stranger in the desert.

The stranger bargained for and bought the donkey; the late owner shoved the shekels into his ample pockets and sat down in the mules shadow to escape the sun; and the new owner brought suit to recover the rent due him for the occupation of the shadow cast by his donkey.

There was also a mule which waited seven years to kick.

There are asses and mules and all sorts of shadows. The ordinance of authority can affect only the shadow; the substance is immutable.

Among other serious gentlemen of consideration and means who had been unaccustomed to haunt the metropolis in the dog days was Colonel Alexander Mallett, President of the Half Moon Trust Company, and incidentally Duanes father.

His town-house was still open, although his wife and daughter were in the country. To it, in the comparative cool of the August evenings, came figures familiar in financial circles; such men as Magnelius Grandcourt, father of Delancy; and Remsen Tappan, and James Cray.

Others came and went, men of whom Duane had read in the newspapers — very great men who dressed very simply, very powerful men who dressed elaborately; and some were young and red-faced with high living, and one was damp of hair and long-nosed, with eyes set a trifle too close together; and one fulfilled every external requisite for a good fellow; and another was very old, very white, with a nut-cracker jaw and faded eyes, blue as an unweaned pups, and a cream-coloured wig curled glossily over waxen ears and a bloodless and furrowed neck.

All these were very great men; but they and Colonel Mallett journeyed at intervals into the presence of a greater man who inhabited, all alone, except for a crew of a hundred men, an enormous yacht, usually at anchor off the white masonry cliffs of the seething city.

All alone this very great man inhabited the huge white steamer; and they piped him fore and they piped him aft and they piped him over the side. Many a midnight star looked down at the glowing end of his black cigar; many a dawn shrilled with his boatswains whistle. He was a very, very great man; none was greater in New York town.

It was said of him that he once killed a pompous statesman — by ridicule:

I know who you are! panted a ragged urchin, gazing up in awe as the famous statesman approached his waiting carriage.

And who am I, my little man?

You are the great senator from New York.

Yes — you are right. But — and he solemnly pointed his gloved forefinger toward heaven— but, remember, there is One even greater than I.

Duane had heard the absurd lampoon as a child, and one evening late in August, smoking his after-dinner cigar beside his father in the empty conservatory, he recalled the story, which had been one of his fathers favorites.

But Colonel Mallett scarcely smiled, scarcely heard; and his son watched him furtively. The trim, elastic figure was less upright this summer; the close gray hair and cavalry mustache had turned white very rapidly since spring. For the first time, too, in all his life, Colonel Mallett wore spectacles; and the thin gold rims irritated his ears and the delicate bridge of his nose. Under his pleasant eyes the fine skin had darkened noticeably; thin new lines had sprung downward from the nostrils clean-cut wings; but the most noticeable change was in his hands, which were no longer firm and fairly smooth, but were now the hands of an old man, restless if not tremulous, unsteady in handling the cigar which, unnoticed, had gone out.

They — father and son — had never been very intimate. An excellent understanding had always existed between them with nothing deeper in it than a natural affection and an instinctive respect for each others privacy.

This respect now oppressed Duane because long habit, and the understood pact, seemed to bar him from a sympathy and a practical affection which, for the first time, it seemed to him his father might care for.

That his father was worried was plain enough; but how anxious and with how much reason, he had hesitated to ask, waiting for some voluntary admission, or at least some opening, which the older man never gave.

That night, however, he had tried an opening for himself, offering the old stock story which had always, heretofore, amused his father. And there had been no response.

In silence he thought the matter over; his sympathy was always quick; it hurt him to remain aloof when there might be a chance that he could help a little.

It may amuse you, he said carelessly, to know how much Ive made since I came back from Paris.

The elder man looked up preoccupied. His son went on:

What you set aside for me brings me ten thousand a year, you know. So far I havent touched it. Isnt that pretty good for a start?

Colonel Mallett sat up straighter with a glimmer of interest in his eyes.

Duane went on, checking off on his fingers:

I got fifteen hundred for Mrs. Varicks portrait, the same for Mrs. James Crays, a thousand each for portraits of Carl and Friedrich Gumble; that makes five thousand. Then I had three thousand for the music-room I did for Mrs. Ellis; and Dinklespiel Brothers, who handle my pictures, have sold every one I sent; which gives me twelve thousand so far.

I am perfectly astonished, murmured his father.

Duane laughed. Oh, I know very well that sheer merit had nothing much to do with it. The people who gave me orders are all your friends. They did it as they might have sent in wedding presents; I am your son; I come back from Paris; its up to them to do something. Theyve done it — those who ever will, I expect — and from now on it will be different.

Theyve given you a start, said his father.

They certainly have done that. Many a brilliant young fellow, with more ability than I, eats out his heart unrecognised, sterilised for lack of what came to me because of your influence.

It is well to look at it in that way for the present, said his father. He sat silent for a while, staring through the dusk at the lighted windows of houses in the rear. Then:

I have meant to say, Duane, that I — we — he found a little difficulty in choosing his words— that the Trust Companys officers feel that, for the present, it is best for them to reconsider their offer that you should undertake the mural decoration of the new building.

Oh, said Duane, Im sorry! — but its all right, father.

I told them youd take it without offence. I told them that Id tell you the reason we do not feel quite ready to incur, at this moment, any additional expenses.

Everybody is economising, said Duane cheerfully, so I understand. No doubt — later — —

No doubt, said his father gravely.

The sons attitude was careless, untroubled; he dropped one long leg over the other knee, and idly examining his cigar, cast one swift level look at the older man:

Father?

Yes, my son.

I — it just occurred to me that if you happen to have any temporary use for what you very generously set aside for me, dont stand on ceremony.

There ensued a long silence. It was his bedtime when Colonel Mallett stirred in his holland-covered armchair and stood up.

Thank you, my son, he said simply; they shook hands and separated; the father to sleep, if he could; the son to go out into the summer night, walk to his nearest club, and write his daily letter to the woman he loved:

Dear, it is not at all bad in town — not that murderous, humid heat that you think Im up against; and you must stop reproaching yourself for enjoying the delicious breezes in the Adirondacks. Women dont know what a jolly time men have in town. Follows the chronical of this August day:

I had your letter; that is breeze enough for me; it was all full of blue sky and big white clouds and the scent of Adirondack pines. Isnt it jolly for you and Kathleen to be at the Varicks camp! And what a jolly crowd youve run into.

I note what you say about your return to the Berkshires, and that you expect to be at Berkshire Pass Inn with the motor on Monday. Give my love to Naïda; I know you three and young Montross will have a bully tour through the hill country.

I also note your red-pencil cross at the top of the page — which always gives me, as soon as I open a letter of yours, the assurance that all is still well with you and that victory still remains with you. Thank God! Stand steady, little girl, for the shadows are flying and the dawn is ours.

After your letter, breakfast with father — a rather silent one. Then he went down-town in his car and I walked to the studio. Its one of those stable-like studios which decorate the cross-streets in the 50s, but big enough to work in.

A rather bothersome bit of news: the Trust Company reconsiders its commission; and I have three lunettes and three big mural panels practically completed. For a while Ill admit I had the blues, but, after all, some day the Trust Company is likely to take up the thing again and give me the commission. Anyway, Ive had a corking time doing the things, and lots of valuable practice in handling a big job and covering large surfaces; and the problem has been most exciting and interesting because, you see, Ive had to solve it, taking into consideration the architecture and certain fixed keys and standards, such as the local colour and texture of the marble and the limitations of the light area. Dont turn up your pretty nose; its all very interesting.

I didnt bother about luncheon; and about five I went to the club, rather tired in my spinal column and arm-weary.

Nobody was there whom you know except Delancy Grandcourt and Dysart. The latter certainly looks very haggard. I do not like him personally, as you know, but the man looks ill and old and the papers are becoming bolder in what they hint at concerning him and the operations he was, and is still supposed to be, connected with; and it is deplorable to see such a physical change in any human being, guilty or innocent. I do not like to see pain; I never did. For Dysart I have no use at all, but he is suffering, and it is difficult to contemplate any suffering unmoved.

There was a letter at the club for me from Scott. He says hes plugging away at the Rose-beetles life history as a hors-doeuvre before tackling the appetising problem of his total extermination. Dear old Scott! I never thought that the boy I fought in your garden would turn into a spectacled savant. Or that his sister would prove to be the only inspiration and faith and hope that life holds for me!

I talked to Delancy. He is a good young man, as youve always insisted. I know one thing; hes high-minded and gentle. Dysart has a manner of treating him which is most offensive, but it only reflects discredit on Dysart.

Delancy told me that Rosalie is hostess in her own cottage this month and has asked him up. I heard him speaking rather diffidently to Dysart about it, and Dysart replied that he didnt give a damn who went to the house, as he wasnt going.

So much for gossip; now a fact or two: my father is plainly worried over the business outlook; and hes quite alone in the house; and that is why I dont go back to Roya-Neh just now and join your brother. I could do plenty of work there. Scott writes that the new studio is in good shape for me. What a generous girl you are! Be certain that at the very first opportunity I will go and occupy it and paint, no doubt, several exceedingly remarkable pictures in it which will sell for enormous prices and enable us to keep a maid-of-all-work when we begin our ménage!

Father has retired — poor old governor — it tears me all to pieces to see him so silent and listless. I am here at the club writing this before I go home to bed. Now I am going. Good-night, my beloved.

Duane.

P.S. — An honour, or the chance of it, has suddenly confronted me, surprising me so much that I dont really dare to believe that it can possibly happen to me — at least not for years. It is this: I met Guy Wilton the other day; you dont know him, but he is a most charming and cultivated man, an engineer. I lunched with him at the Pyramid — that bully old club into which nothing on earth can take a man who has not distinguished himself in his profession. It is composed of professional and business men, the law, the army, navy, diplomatic and consular, the arts and sciences, and usually the chief executive of the nation.

During luncheon Wilton said: You ought to be in here. You are the proper timber.

I was astounded and told him so.

He said: By the way, the president of the Academy of Design is very much impressed with some work of yours he has seen. Ive heard him, and other artists, also, discussing some pictures of yours which were exhibited in a Fifth Avenue gallery.

Well, you know, Geraldine, the breath was getting scarcer in my lungs every minute and I hadnt a word to say. And do you know what that trump of a mining engineer did? He took me about after luncheon and I met a lot of very corking old ducks and some very eminent and delightful younger ducks, and everybody was terribly nice, and the president of the Academy, who is startlingly young and amiable, said that Guy Wilton had spoken about me, and that it was customary that when anybody was proposed for membership, a man of his own profession should do it.

And I looked over the club list and saw Billy Van Siclens name, and now what do you think! Billy has proposed me, Austin, the marine painter, has seconded me, and no end of men have written in my behalf — professors, army men, navy men, business friends of fathers, architects, writers — and Im terribly excited over it, although my excitement has plenty of time to cool because its a fearfully conservative club and a man has to wait years, anyway.

This is the very great honour, dear, for it is one even to be proposed for the Pyramid. I know you will be happy over it.

D.

The weather became hotter toward the beginning of September; his studio was almost unendurable, nor was the house very much better.

To eat was an effort; to sleep a martyrdom. Night after night he rose from his hot pillows to stand and listen outside his fathers door; but the old endure heat better than the young, and very often his father was asleep in the stifling darkness which made sleep for him impossible.

The usual New York thunder-storms rolled up over Staten Island, covered the southwest with inky gloom, veined the horizon with lightning, then burst in spectacular fury over the panting city, drenched it to its steel foundations, and passed on rumbling up the Hudson, leaving scarcely any relief behind it.

In one of these sudden thunder-storms he took refuge in a rather modest and retired restaurant just off Fifth Avenue; and it being the luncheon hour he made a convenience of necessity and looked about for a table, and discovered Rosalie Dysart and Delancy Grandcourt en tête-à-tête over their peach and grapefruit salad.

There was no reason why they should not have been there; no reason why he should have hesitated to speak to them. But he did hesitate — in fact, was retiring by the way he came, when Rosalie glanced around with that instinct which divines a familiar presence, gave him a startled look, coloured promptly to her temples, and recovered her equanimity with a smile and a sign for him to join them. So he shook hands, but remained standing.

We ran into town in the racer this morning, she explained. Delancy had something on down-town and I wanted to look over some cross-saddles they made for me at Thompsons. Do be amiable and help us eat our salad. What a ghastly place town is in September! Its bad enough in the country this year; all the men wear long faces and mutter dreadful prophecies. Can you tell me, Duane, what all this doleful talk is about?

Its about something harder to digest than this salad. The public stomach is ostrichlike, but it cant stand the water-cure. Which is all Arabic to you, Rosalie, and I dont mean to be impertinent, only the truth is I dont know why people are losing confidence in the financial stability of the country, but they apparently are.

Theres a devilish row on down-town, observed Delancy, blinking, as an unusually heavy clap of thunder rattled the dishes.

What kind of a row? asked Duane.

Greensleeve & Co. have failed, with liabilities of a million and microscopical assets.

Rosalie raised her eyebrows; Greensleeve & Co. were once brokers for her husband if she remembered correctly. Duane had heard of them but was only vaguely impressed.

Is that rather a bad thing? he inquired.

Well — I dont know. It made a noise louder than that thunder. Three banks fell down in Brooklyn, too.

What banks?

Delancy named them; it sounded serious, but neither Duane nor Rosalie were any wiser.

The Wolverine Mercantile Loan and Trust Company closed its doors, also, observed Delancy, dropping the tips of his long, highly coloured fingers into his finger-bowl as though to wash away all personal responsibility for these financial flip-flaps.

Rosalie laughed: This is pleasant information for a rainy day, she said. Duane, have you heard from Geraldine?

Yes, to-day, he said innocently; she is leaving Lenox this morning for Roya-Neh. I hear that there is to be some shooting there Christmas week. Scott writes that the boar and deer are increasing very fast and must be kept down. You and Delancy are on the list, I believe.

Rosalie nodded; Delancy said: Miss Seagrave has been good enough to ask the family. Yours is booked, too, I fancy.

Yes, if my father only feels up to it. Christmas at Roya-Neh ought to be a jolly affair.

Christmas anywhere away from New York ought to be a relief, observed young Grandcourt drily.

They laughed without much spirit. Coffee was served, cigarettes lighted. Presently Grandcourt sent a page to find out if the car had returned from the garage where Rosalie had sent it for a minor repair.

The car was ready, it appeared; Rosalie retired to readjust her hair and veil; the two men standing glanced at one another:

I suppose you know, said Delancy, reddening with embarrassment, that Mr. and Mrs. Dysart have separated.

I heard so yesterday, said Duane coolly.

The other grew redder: I heard it from Mrs. Dysart about half an hour ago. He hesitated, then frankly awkward: I say, Mallett, Im a sort of an ass about these things. Is there any impropriety in my going about with Mrs. Dysart — under the circumstances?

Why — no! said Duane. Rosalie has to go about with people, I suppose. Only — perhaps its fairer to her if you dont do it too often — I mean its better for her that any one man should not appear to pay her noticeable attention. You know what mischief can get into print. Whats taken below stairs is often swiped and stealthily perused above stairs.

I suppose so. I dont read it myself, but it makes game of my mother and she finds a furious consolation in taking it to my father and planning a suit for damages once a week. Youre right; most people are afraid of it. Do you think its all right for me to motor back with Mrs. Dysart?

Are you afraid? asked Duane, smiling.

Only on her account, said Grandcourt, so simply that a warm feeling rose in Duanes heart for this big, ungainly, vividly coloured young fellow whose direct and honest gaze always refreshed people even when they laughed at him.

Are you driving? asked Duane.

Yes. We came in at a hell of a clip. It made my hair stand, but Mrs. Dysart likes it.... I say, Mallett, what sort of an outcome do you suppose therell be?

Between Rosalie and Jack Dysart?

Yes.

I know no more than you, Grandcourt. Why?

Only that — its too bad. Ive known them so long; Im friendly with both. Jack is a curious fellow. Theres much of good in him, Mallett, although I believe you and he are not on terms. He is a — I dont mean this for criticism — but sometimes his manner is unfortunate, leading people to consider him overbearing.

I understand why people think so; I get angry at him, sometimes, myself — being perhaps rather sensitive and very conscious that I am not anything remarkable.

But, somehow — he looked earnestly at Duane— I set a very great value on old friendships. He and I were at school. I always admired in him the traits I myself have lacked.... There is something about an old friendship that seems very important to me. I couldnt very easily break one.... It is that way with me, Mallett.... Besides, when I think, perhaps, that Jack Dysart is a trifle overbearing and too free with his snubs, I go somewhere and cool off; and I think that in his heart he must like me as well as I do him because, sooner or later, we always manage to drift together again.... That is one reason why I am so particular about his wife.

Another reason happened to be that he had been in love with her himself when Dysart gracefully shouldered his way between them and married Rosalie Dene. Duane had heard something about it; and he wondered a little at the loyalty to such a friendship that this young man so naïvely confessed.

Ill tell you what I think, said Duane; I think youre the best sort of an anchor for Rosalie Dysart. Only a fool would mistake your friendship. But the towns full of em, Grandcourt, he added with a smile.

I suppose so.... And I say, Mallett — may I ask you something more?... I dont like to pester you with questions — —

Go on, my friend. I take it as a clean compliment from a clean-cut man.

Delancy coloured, checked, but presently found voice to continue:

Thats very good of you; I thought I might speak to you about this Greensleeve & Co.s failure before Mrs. Dysart returns.

Certainly, said Duane, surprised; what about them? They acted for Dysart at one time, didnt they?

They do now.

Are you sure?

Yes, I am. I didnt want to say so before Mrs. Dysart. But the afternoon papers have it. I dont know why they take such a malicious pleasure in harrying Dysart — unless on account of his connections with that Yo Espero crowd — whats their names? — Skelton! Oh, yes, James Skelton — and Emanuel Klawber with his thirty millions and his string of banks and trusts and mines; and that plunger, Max Moebus, and old Amos Flack — Flack the hack stalking-horse of every bull-market, who laid down on his own brokers and has done everybodys dirty work ever since. How on earth, Mallett, do you suppose Jack Dysart ever got himself mixed up with such a lot of skyrockets and disreputable fly-by-nights?

Duane did not answer. He had nothing good to say or think of Dysart.

Rosalie reappeared at that moment in her distractingly pretty pongee motor-coat and hat.

Do come back with us, Duane, she said. Theres a rumble and well get the mud off you with a hose.

Id like to run down sometimes if youll let me, he said, shaking hands.

So they parted, he to return to his studio, where models booked long ahead awaited him for canvases which he was going on with, although the great Trust Company that ordered them had practically thrown them back on his hands.

That evening at home when he came downstairs dressed in white serge for dinner, he found his father unusually silent, very pale, and so tired that he barely tasted the dishes the butler offered, and sat for the most part motionless, head and shoulders sagging against the back of his chair.

And after dinner in the conservatory Duane lighted his fathers cigar and then his own.

Whats wrong? he asked, pleasantly invading the privacy of years because he felt it was the time to do it.

His father slowly turned his head and looked at him — seemed to study the well-knit, loosely built, athletic figure of this strong young man — his only son — as though searching for some support in the youthful strength he gazed upon.

He said, very deliberately, but with a voice not perfectly steady:

Matters are not going very well, my boy.

What matters, father?

Down-town.

Yes, Ive heard. But, after all, you people in the Half Moon need only crawl into your shell and lie still.

Yes.

After a silence:

Father, have you any outside matters that trouble you?

There are — some.

You are not involved seriously?

His father made an effort: I think not, Duane.

Oh, all right. If you were, I was going to suggest that Ive deposited what I have, subject to your order, with your own cashier.

That is — very kind of you, my son. I may — find use for it — for a short time. Would you take my note?

Duane laughed. He went on presently: I wrote Naïda the other day. She has given me power of attorney. What she has is there, any time you need it.

His father hung his head in silence; only his colourless and shrunken hands worked on the arms of his chair.

See here, father, said the young fellow; dont let this thing bother you. Anything that could possibly happen is better than to have you look and feel as you do. Suppose the very worst happens — which it wont — but suppose it did and we all went gaily to utter smash.

That is a detail compared with your going to smash physically. Because Naïda and I never did consider such things vital; and mother is a brick when it comes to a show-down. And as for me, why, if the very worst hits us, I can take care of our bunch. Its in me to do it. I suppose you dont think so. But I can make money enough to keep us together, and, after all, thats the main thing.

His father said nothing.

Of course, laughed Duane, I dont for a moment suppose that anything like that is on the cards. I dont know what your fortune is, but judging from your generosity to Naïda and me I fancy its too solid to worry over. The trouble with you gay old capitalists, he added, is that you think in such enormous sums! And you forget that little sums are required to make us all very happy; and if some of the millions which you cannot possibly ever use happen to escape you, the tragic aspect as it strikes you is out of all proportion to the real state of the case.

His father felt the effort his son was making; looked up wearily, strove to smile, to relight his cigar; which Duane did for him, saying:

As long as you are not mixed up in that Klawber, Skelton, Moebus crowd, Im not inclined to worry. It seems, as of course you know, that Dysarts brokers failed to-day.

So I heard, said his father steadily. He straightened himself in his chair. I am sorry. Mr. Greensleeve is a very old friend — —

The library telephone rang; the second man entered and asked if Colonel Mallett could speak to Mr. Dysart over the wire on a matter concerning the Yo Espero district.

Duane, astonished, sprang up asking if he might not take the message; then shrank aside as his father got to his feet. He saw the ghastly pallor on his face as his father passed him, moving toward the library; stood motionless in troubled amazement, then walked to the open window of the conservatory and, leaning there, waited.

His father did not return. Later a servant came:

Colonel Mallett has retired, Mr. Duane, and begs that he be undisturbed, as he is very tired.




CHAPTER XV. DYSART
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THE POSSIBILITY THAT his father could be involved in any of the spectacular schemes which had evidently caught Dysart, seemed so remote that Duanes incredulity permitted him to sleep that night, though the name Yo Espero haunted his dreams.

But in the morning, something he read in the paper concerning a vast enterprise, involving the control of the new radium mines in Southern California, startled him into trying to recollect what he had heard of Yo Espero and the Cascade Development and Securities Company. Tainting its title the sinister name of Moebus seemed to reoccur persistently in his confused imagination. Dysarts name, too, figured in it. And, somehow, he conceived an idea that his father once received some mining engineers reports covering the matter; he even seemed to remember that Guy Wilton had been called into consultation.

Whatever associations he had for the name of the Cascade Development and Securities Company must have originated in Paris the year before his father returned to America. It seemed to him that Wilton had been in Spain that year examining the recent and marvellously rich radium find; and that his father and Wilton exchanged telegrams very frequently concerning a mine in Southern California known as Yo Espero.

His father breakfasted in his room that morning, but when he appeared in the library Duane was relieved to notice that his step was firmer and he held himself more erect, although his extreme pallor had not changed to a healthier colour.

You know, said Duane, youve simply got to get out of town for a while. Its all bally rot, your doing this sort of thing.

I may go West for a few weeks, said his father absently.

Are you going down-town?

No.... And, Duane, if you dont mind letting me have the house to myself this morning — —

He hesitated, glancing from his son to the telephone.

Of course not, said Duane heartily. Im off to the studio — —

I dont mean to throw you out, murmured his father with a painful attempt to smile, but theres a stenographer coming from my office and several — business acquaintances.

The young fellow rose, patted his fathers shoulder lightly:

What is really of any importance, he said, is that you keep your health and spirits. What I said last night covers my sentiments. If I can do anything in the world for you, tell me.

His father took the outstretched hand, lifted his faded eyes with a strange dumb look; and so they parted.

On Fifth Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street, Duane, swinging along at a good pace, turned westward, and half-way to Sixth Avenue encountered Guy Wilton going east, a packet under one arm, stick and hat in the other hand, the summer wind blowing the thick curly hair from his temples.

Ah, observed Wilton, early bird and worm, I suppose? Dont try to bolt me, Duane; Im full of tough and undigested — er — problems, myself. Besides, Im fermenting. Did you ever silently ferment while listening politely to a man you wanted to assault?

Duane laughed, then his eye by accident, caught a superscription on the packet of papers under Wiltons arm: Yo Espero! His glance reverted in a flash to Wiltons face.

The latter said: I want to write a book entitled Gentleman I Have Kicked. Of course Ive only kicked em mentally; but my! what a list I have! — all sorts, all nations — from certain domestic and predatory statesmen to the cad who made his beautiful and sensitive mistress notorious in a decadent novel! — all kinds, Duane, have I kicked mentally Ive just used my foot on another social favorite — —

Dysart! said Duane, inspired, and, turning painfully red, begged Wiltons pardon.

Youve sure got a disconcerting way with you, admitted Wilton, very much out of countenance.

It was rotten bad taste in me — —

Wilton grinned with a wry face: Nobody is standing much on ceremony these days. Besides, Im on to your trail, young man — tapping the bundle under his arm— your eye happened to catch that superscription; no doubt your father has talked to you; and you came to — a rather embarrassing conclusion.

Duanes serious face fell:

My father and I have not talked on that subject, Guy. Are you going up to see him now?

Wilton hesitated: I suppose I am.... See here, Duane, how much do you know about — anything?

Nothing, he said without humour; Im beginning to worry over my fathers health.... Guy, dont tell me anything that my fathers son ought not to know; but is there something I should know and dont? — anything in which I could possibly be of help to my father?

Wilton looked carefully at a distant policeman for nearly a minute, then his meditative glance became focussed on vacancy.

I — dont — know, he said slowly. Im going to see your father now. If there is anything to tell, I think he ought to tell it to you. Dont you?

Yes. But he wont. Guy, I dont care a damn about anything except his health and happiness. If anything threatens either, he wont tell me, but dont you think I ought to know?

You ask too hard a question for me to answer.

Then can you answer me this? Is father at all involved in any of Jack Dysarts schemes?

I — had better not answer, Duane.

You know best. You understand that it is nothing except anxiety for his personal condition that I thought warranted my butting into his affairs and yours.

Yes, I understand. Let me think over things for a day or two. Now Ive got to hustle. Good-bye.

He hastened on eastward; Duane went west, slowly, more slowly, halted, head bent in troubled concentration; then he wheeled in his tracks with nervous decision, walked back to the Plaza Club, sent for a cab, and presently rattled off up-town.

In a few minutes the cab swung east and came to a standstill a few doors from Fifth Avenue; and Duane sprang out and touched the button at a bronze grille.

The servant who admitted him addressed him by name with smiling deference and ushered him into a two-room reception suite beyond the tiny elevator.

There was evidently somebody in the second room; Duane had also noticed a motor waiting outside as he descended from his cab; so he took a seat and sat twirling his walking-stick between his knees, gloomily inspecting a room which, in pleasanter days, had not been unfamiliar to him.

Instead of the servant returning, there came a click from the elevator, a quick step, and the master of the house himself walked swiftly into the room wearing hat and gloves.

What do you want? he inquired briefly.

I want to ask you a question or two, said Duane, shocked at the change in Dysarts face. Haggard, thin, snow-white at the temples with the light in his eyes almost extinct, the very precision and freshness of linen and clothing brutally accentuated the ravaged features.

What questions? demanded Dysart, still standing, and without any emotion whatever in either voice or manner.

The first is this: are you in communication with my father concerning mining stock known as Yo Espero?

I am.

Is my father involved in any business transactions in which you figure, or have figured?

There are some. Yes.

Is the Cascade Development and Securities Co. one of them?

Yes, it is.

Duanes lips were dry with fear; he swallowed, controlled the rising anger that began to twitch at his throat, and went on in a low, quiet voice:

Is this man — Moebus — connected with any of these transactions in which you and — and my father are interested?

Yes.

Is Klawber?

Max Moebus, Emanuel Klawber, James Skelton, and Amos Flack are interested. Is that what you want to know?

Duane looked at him, stunned. Dysart stepped nearer, speaking almost in a whisper:

Well, what about it? Once I warned you to keep your damned nose out of my personal affairs — —

I make some of them mine! said Duane sharply; when crooks get hold of an honest man, every citizen is a policeman!

Dysart, face convulsed with fury, seized his arm in a vicelike grip:

Will you keep your cursed mouth shut! he breathed. My father is in the next room. Do you want to kill him?

At the same moment there came a stir from the room beyond, the tap-tap of a cane and shuffling steps across the polished parquet. Dysarts grip relaxed, his hand fell away, and he made a ghastly grimace as a little old gentleman came half-trotting, half-shambling to the doorway. He was small and dapper and pink-skinned under his wig; the pink was paint; his lips and eyes peered and simpered; from one bird-claw hand dangled a monocle.

Jack Dysart made a ghastly and supreme effort:

I was just saying to Duane, father, that all this financial agitation is bound to blow over by December — Duane Mallett, father! — as the old man raised his eye-glass and peeped up at the young fellow— you know his father, Colonel Mallett.

Yes, to be sure, yes, to be sure! piped the old beau. How-de-do! How-de-do-o-o! My son Jack and I motor every morning at this hour. It is becoming a custom — he! he! — every day from ten to eleven — then a biscuit and a glass of sherry — then a nap — te-he! Oh, yes, every day, Mr. Mallett, rain or fair — then luncheon at one, and the cigarette — te-he! — and a little sleep — and the drive at five! Yes, Mr. Mallett, it is the routine of a very old man who knew your grandfather — and all his set — when the town was gay below Bleecker Street! Yes, yes — te-he-he!

Nervous spasms which passed as smiles distorted the younger Dysarts visage; the aged beau offered his hand to Duane, who took it in silence, his eyes fixed on the shrivelled, painted face:

Your grandfather was a very fine man, he piped; very fine! ve-ery fine! And so I perceive is his grandson — te-he! — and I flatter myself that my boy Jack is not unadmired — te-he-he! — no, no — not precisely unnoticed in New York — the town whose history is the history of his own race, Mr. Mallett — he is a good son to me — yes, yes, a good son. It is gratifying to me to know that you are his friend. He is a good friend to have, Mr. Mallett, a good friend and a good son.

Duane bent gently over the shrivelled hand.

I wont detain you from your drive, Mr. Dysart. I hope you will have a pleasant one. It is a pleasure to know my grandfathers old friends. Good-bye.

And, erect, he hesitated a moment, then, for an old mans sake he held out his hand to Jack Dysart, bidding him good-bye in a pleasant voice pitched clear and decided, so that deaf ears might corroborate what half-blind and peering eyes so dimly beheld.

Dysart walked to the door with him, waved the servant aside, and, laying a shaking hand on the bronze knob, opened the door for his unbidden guest.

As Duane passed him he said:

Thank you, Mallett, in a voice so low that Duane was half-way to his cab before he understood.

That day, and the next, and all that week he worked in his pitlike studio. Through the high sky-window a cloudless zenith brooded; the heat became terrific; except for the inevitable crush of the morning and evening migration south and north, the streets were almost empty under a blazing sun.

His father seemed to be physically better. Although he offered no confidences, it appeared to the son that there was something a little more cheerful in his voice and manner. It may have been only the anticipation of departure; for he was going West in a day or two, and it came out that Wilton was going with him.

The day he left, Duane drove him to the station. There was a private car, the Cyane, attached to the long train. Wilton met them, spoke pleasantly to Duane; but Colonel Mallett did not invite his son to enter the car, and adieux were said where they stood.

As the young fellow turned and passed beneath the car-windows, he caught a glimpse above him of a heavy-jowled, red face into which a cigar was stuck — a perfectly enormous expanse of face with two little piglike eyes almost buried in the mottled fat.

Thats Max Moebus, observed a train hand respectfully, as Duane passed close to him; I guess theres more billions into that there private car than old Pips crowd can dig out of their pants pockets on pay day.

A little, dry-faced, chin-whiskered man with a loose pot-belly and thin legs came waddling along, followed by two red-capped negroes with his luggage. He climbed up the steps of the Cyane; the train man winked at Duane, who had turned to watch him.

Amos Flack, he said. Hes their lobbygow. With which contemptuous information he spat upon the air-brakes and, shoving both hands into his pockets, meditatively jingled a bunch of keys.

The club was absolutely deserted that night; Duane dined there alone, then wandered into the great empty room facing Fifth Avenue, his steps echoing sharply across the carpetless floor. The big windows were open; there was thunder in the air — the sonorous stillness in which voices and footsteps in the street ring out ominously.

He smoked and watched the dim forms of those whom the heat drove forth into the night, men with coats over their arms and straw hats in their hands, young girls thinly clad in white, bare-headed, moving two and two with dragging steps and scarcely spirit left even for common coquetry or any response to the jesting oafs who passed.

Here and there a cruising street-dryad threaded the by-paths of the metropolitan jungle; here and there a policeman, gray helmet in hand, stood mopping his face, night-club tucked up snugly under one arm. Few cabs were moving; at intervals a creaking, groaning omnibus rolled past, its hurricane deck white with the fluttering gowns of women and young girls.

Somebody came into the room behind him; Duane turned, but could not distinguish who it was in the dusk. A little while later the man came over to where he sat, and he looked up; and it was Dysart.

There was silence for a full minute; Dysart stood by the window looking out; Duane paid him no further attention until he wheeled slowly and said:

Do you mind if I have a word with you, Mallett?

Not if it is necessary.

I dont know whether it is necessary.

Dont bother about it if you are in the slightest doubt.

Dysart waited a moment, perhaps for some unpleasant emotion to subside; then:

Ill sit down a moment, if you permit.

He dropped into one of the big, deep, leather chairs and touched the bell. A servant came; he looked across at Duane, hesitated to speak:

Thank you, said Duane curtly. Ive cut it out.

Scotch. Bring the decanter, murmured Dysart to the servant.

When it was served he drained the glass, refilled it, and turned in the rest of the mineral water. Before he spoke he emptied the glass again and rang for more mineral water. Then he looked at Duane and said in a low voice:

I thought you were worried the other day when I saw you at my house.

What is that to you?

Dysart said: You were very kind — under provocation.

I was not kind on your account.

I understand. But I dont forget such things.

Duane glanced at him in profound contempt. Here was the stereotyped scoundrel with the classical saving trait — the one conventionally inevitable impulse for good shining like a diamond on a muck-heap — his apparently disinterested affection for his father.

You were very decent to me that day, Dysart said. You had something to say to me — but were good enough not to. I came over to-night to give you a chance to curse me out. Its the square thing to do.

What do you know about square dealing?

Go on.

I have nothing to add.

Then I have if youll let me. He paused; the other remained silent. Ive this to say: you are worried sick; I saw that. What worries you concerns your father. You were merciful to mine. Ill do what I can for you.

He swallowed half of what remained in his iced glass, set it back on the table with fastidious precision:

The worst that can happen to your father is to lose control of the Yo Espero property. I think he is going to lose it. Theyve crowded me out. If I could have endured the strain Id have stood by your father — for what you did for mine.... But I couldnt, Mallett.

He moistened his lips again; leaned forward:

I think I know one thing about you, anyway; and Im not afraid youd ever use any words of mine against me — —

Dont say them! retorted Duane sharply.

But Dysart went on:

You have no respect for me. You found out one thing about me that settled me in your opinion. Outside of that, however, you never liked me.

That is perfectly true.

I know it. And I want to say now that it was smouldering irritation from that source — wounded vanity, perhaps — coupled with worry and increasing cares, that led to that outburst of mine. I never really believed that my wife needed any protection from the sort of man you are. You are not that kind.

That also is true.

And I know it. And now Ive cleared up these matters; and theres another. He bit his lip, thought a moment, then with a deep, long breath:

When you struck me that night I — deserved it. I was half crazy, I think — with what I had done — with a more material but quite as ruinous situation developing here in town — with domestic complications — never mind where all the fault lay — it was demoralising me. Do you think that I am not perfectly aware that I stand very much alone among men? Do you suppose that I am not aware of my personal unpopularity as far as men are concerned? I have never had an intimate friend — except Delancy Grandcourt. And Ive treated him like a beast. Theres something wrong about me; there always has been.

He slaked his thirst again; his hand shook so that he nearly dropped the glass:

Which is preliminary, he went on, to saying to you that no matter what I said in access of rage, I never doubted that your encounter with — Miss Quest — was an accident. I never doubted that your motive in coming to me was generous. God knows why I said what I did say. You struck me; and you were justified.... And that clears up that!

Dysart, said the other, you dont have to tell me these things.

Would you rather not have heard them?

Duane thought a moment.

I would rather have heard them, I believe.

Then may I go on?

Is there anything more to explain between us?

No.... But I would like to say something — in my own behalf. Not that it matters to you — or to any man, perhaps, except my father. I would like to say it, Mallett.

Very well.

Then; I prefer that you should believe I am not a crook. Not that it matters to you; but I prefer that you do not believe it.... You have read enough in the papers to know what I mean. Im telling you now what I have never uttered to any man; and I havent the slightest fear you will repeat it or use it in any manner to my undoing. It is this:

The men with whom I was unwise enough to become partially identified are marked for destruction by the Clearing House Committee and by the Federal Government. I know it; others know it. Which means the ruthless elimination of anything doubtful which in future might possibly compromise the financial stability of this city.

It is a brutal programme; the policy they are pursuing is bitterly unjust. Innocent and guilty alike are going to suffer; I never in all my life consciously did a crooked thing in business; and yet I say to you now that these people are bent on my destruction; that they mean to force us to close the doors of the Algonquin; that they are planning the ruin of every corporation, every company, every bank, every enterprise with which I am connected, merely because they have decreed the financial death of Moebus and Klawber!

He made a trembling gesture with clenched hand, and leaned farther forward:

Mallett! There is not one man to-day in Wall Street who has not done, and who is not doing daily, the very things for which the government officials and the Clearing House authorities are attempting to get rid of me. Their attacks on my securities will ultimately ruin me; but such attacks would ruin any financier, any bank in the United States, if continued long enough.

Doesnt anybody know that when the government conspires with the Clearing House officials any security can be kicked out of the market? Dont they know that when bank examiners class any securities as undesirable, and bank officials throw them out from the loans of such institutions, that theyre not worth the match struck to burn them into nothing?

If they mean to close my companies and bring charges against me, Ill tell you now, Mallett, any official of any bank which to-day is in operation, can be indicted!

He sat breathing fast, hands clasped nervously between his knees. Duane, painfully impressed, waited. And after a moment Dysart spoke again:

They mean my ruin. There is a bank examiner at work — this very moment while were sitting here — on the Collect Pond Bank — which is mine. The Federal inquisitors went through it once; now a new one is back again. They found nothing with which to file an adverse report the first time. Why did they come back?

And Ill tell you another thing, Mallett, which may seem a slight reason for my sullenness and quick temper; theyve had secret-service men following me ever since I returned from Roya-Neh. They are into everything that Ive ever been connected with; there is no institution, no security in which I am interested, that they have not investigated.

And I tell you also, incredible as it may sound, that there is no security in which I am interested which is not now being attacked by government officials, and which, as a result of such attacks, is not depreciating daily. I tell you theyve even approached the United States Court for its consent to a ruinous disposal of certain corporation notes in which I am interested! Will you tell me what you think of that, Mallett?

Duane said: I dont know, Dysart. I know almost nothing about such matters. And — I am sorry that you are in trouble.

The silence remained unbroken for some time; then Dysart stood up:

I dont offer you my hand. You took it once for my fathers sake. That was manly of you, Mallett.... I thought perhaps I might lighten your anxiety about your father. I hope I have.... And I must ask your pardon for pressing my private affairs upon you — he laughed mirthlessly— merely because Id rather you didnt think me a crook — for my fathers sake.... Good-night.

Dysart, he said, why in Gods name have you behaved as you have to — that girl?

Dysart stood perfectly motionless, then in a voice under fair control:

I understand you. You dont intend that as impertinence; youre a square man, Mallett — a man who suffers under the evil in others. And your question to me meant that you thought me not entirely hopeless; that there was enough of decency in me to arouse your interest. Isnt that what you meant?

Yes, I think so.

Well, then, Ill answer you. There isnt much left of me; therell be less left of my fortune before long. Ive made a failure of everything, fortune, friendship, position, happiness. My wife and I are separated; it is club gossip, I believe. She will probably sue for divorce and get it. And I ask you, because I dont know, can any amends be made to — the person you mentioned — by my offering her the sort and condition of man I now am?

Youve got to, havent you? asked Duane.

Oh! Is that it? A sort of moral formality?

Its conventional; yes. Its expected.

By whom?

All the mess that goes to make up this compost heap we call society.... I think she also would expect it.

Dysart nodded.

If you could make her happy it would square a great many things, Dysart.

The other looked up: You?

I — dont know. Yes, in many ways; in that way at all events — if you made her happy.

Dysart stepped forward: Would you be nice to her if I did? No other soul in the world knows except you. Other people would be nice to her. Would you? And would you have the woman you marry receive her?

Yes.

That is square of you, Mallett.... I meant to do it, anyway.... Thank you.... Good-night.

Good-night, said Duane in a low voice.

He returned to the house late that night, and found a letter from Geraldine awaiting him; the first in three days. Seated at the library table he opened the letter and saw at once that the red-pencilled cross at the top was missing.

Minutes passed; the first line blurred under his vacant gaze, for his eyes travelled no farther. Then the letter fell to the table; he dropped his head in his arms.

It was a curiously calm letter when he found courage to read it:

Ive lost a battle after many victories. It went against me after a hard fight here alone at Roya-Neh. I think you had better come up. The fight was on again the next night — that is, night before last, but Ive held fast so far and expect to. Only I wish youd come.

It is no reproach to you if I say that, had you been here, I might have made a better fight. You couldnt be here; the shame of defeat is all my own.

Duane, it was not a disastrous defeat in one way. I held out for four days, and thought I had won out. I was stupefied by loss of sleep, I think; this is not in excuse, only the facts which I lay bare for your consideration.

The defeat was in a way a concession — a half-dazed compromise — merely a parody on a real victory for the enemy; because it roused in me a horror that left the enemy almost no consolation, no comfort, even no physical relief. The enemy is I myself, you understand — that other self we know about.

She was perfectly furious, Duane; she wrestled with me, fought to make me yield more than I had — which was almost nothing — begged me, brutalised me, pleaded, tormented, cajoled. I was nearly dead when the sun rose; but I had gone through it.

I wish you could come. She is still watching me. Its an armed truce, but I know shell break it if the chance comes. There is no honour in her, Duane, no faith, no reason, no mercy. I know her.

Can you not come? I wont ask it if your father needs you. Only if he does not, I think you had better come very soon.

When may I restore the red cross to the top of my letters to you? I suppose I had better place it on the next letter, because if I do not you might think that another battle had gone against me.

Dont reproach me. I couldnt stand it just now. Because I am a very tired girl, Duane, and what has happened is heavy in my heart — heavy on my head and shoulders like that monster Sindbad bore.

Can you come and free me? One word — your arms around me — and I am safe.

G.S.

As he finished, a maid came bearing a telegram on a salver.

Tell him to wait, said Duane, tearing open the white night-message:

Your father is ill at San Antonio and wishes you to come at once. Notify your mother but do not alarm her. Your fathers condition is favorable, but the outcome is uncertain.

Wells, Secretary.

Duane took three telegram blanks from the note-paper rack and wrote:

My father is ill at San Antonio. They have just wired me, and I shall take the first train. Stand by me now. Win out for my sake. I put you on your honour until I can reach you.

And to his father:

I leave on first train for San Antonio. Its going to be all right, father.

And to his mother:

Am leaving for San Antonio because I dont think father is well enough to travel alone. Ill write you and wire you. Love to you and Naïda.

He gave the maid the money, turned, and unhooking the receiver of the telephone, called up the Grand Central Station.




CHAPTER XVI. THROUGH THE WOODS
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THE AUTUMN QUIET at Roya-Neh was intensely agreeable to Scott Seagrave. No social demands interfered with a calm and dignified contemplation of the Rose-beetle, Melolontha subspinosa, and his scandalous Life History; there was no chatter of girls from hall and stairway to distract the loftier inspirations that possessed him, no intermittent soprano noises emitted by fluttering feminine fashion, no calflike barytones from masculine adolescence to drive him to the woods, where it was always rather difficult for him to focus his attention on printed pages. The balm of heavenly silence pervaded the house, and in its beneficent atmosphere he worked in his undershirt, inhaling inspiration and the aroma of whale-oil, soap, and carbolic solutions.

Neither Kathleen nor his sister being present to limit his operations, the entire house was becoming a vast mess. Living-rooms, library, halls, billiard-room, were obstructed with scientific paraphernalia; hundreds of glass fruit jars, filled with earth containing the whitish, globular eggs of the Rose-beetle, encumbered mantel and furniture; glass aquariums half full of earth, sod, and youthful larvæ of the same sinful beetle lent pleasing variety to the monotony of Scotts interior decorative effects. Microscopes, phials, shallow trays bristling with sprouting seeds, watering-cans, note-books, buckets of tepid water, jars brimming with chemical solutions, blockaded the legitimate and natural runways of chamber-maid, parlour-maid, and housekeeper; a loud scream now and then punctured the scientific silence, recording the Hibernian discovery of some large, green caterpillar travelling casually somewhere in the house.

Mr. Seagrave, sir, stammered Lang, the second man, perspiring horror, your bedroom is full of humming birds and bats, sir, and I cant stand it no more!

But it was only a wholesale hatching of huge hawk-moths that came whizzing around Lang when he turned on the electric lights; and which, escaping, swarmed throughout the house, filling it with their loud, feathery humming, and the shrieks of Milesian domestics.

And it was into these lively household conditions that Kathleen and Geraldine unexpectedly arrived from the Berkshires, worn out with their round of fashionable visits, anxious for the quiet and comfort that is supposed to be found only under ones own roof-tree. This is what they found:

In Geraldines bath-tub a colony of water-lilies were attempting to take root for the benefit of several species of water-beetles. The formidable larvæ of dragon-flies occupied Kathleens bath; turtles peered at them from vantage points under the modern plumbing; an enormous frog regarded Kathleen solemnly from the wet, tiled floor. Oh, dear, she said as Scott greeted her rapturously, have I got to move all these horrid creatures?

For Heavens sake dont touch a thing, protested Scott, welcoming his sister with a perfunctory kiss; Ill find places for them in a minute.

How could you, Scott! exclaimed Geraldine, backing hastily away from a branch of green leaves on which several gigantic horned caterpillars were feeding. I dont feel like ever sleeping in this room again, she added, exasperated.

Why, Sis, he explained mildly, those are the caterpillars of the magnificent Regal moth! Theyre perfectly harmless, and its jolly to watch them tuck away walnut leaves. Youll like to have them here in your room when you understand how to weigh them on these bully little scales Ive just had sent up from Tiffanys.

But his sister was too annoyed and too tired to speak. She stood limply leaning against Kathleen while her brother disposed of his uncanny menagerie, talking away very cheerfully all the while absorbed in his grewsome pets.

But it was not to his sister, it was to Kathleen that his pride in his achievements was naïvely displayed; his running accompaniment of chatter was for Kathleens benefit, his appeals were to her sympathy and understanding, not to his sisters.

Geraldine watched him in silence. Tired, not physically very well, this home-coming meant something to her. She had looked forward to it, and to her brother, unconsciously wistful for the protection of home and kin. For the day had been a hard one; she was able to affix the red-cross mark to her letter to Duane that morning, but it had been a bad day for her, very bad.

And now as she stood there, white, nerveless, fatigued, an ache grew in her breast, a dull desire for somebody of her own kin to lean on; and, following it, a slow realisation of how far apart from her brother she had drifted since the old days of cordial understanding in the schoolroom — the days of loyal sympathy through calm and stress, in predatory alliance or in the frank conflicts of the squared circle.

Suddenly her whole heart filled with a blind need of her brothers sympathy — a desire to return to the old intimacy as though in it there lay comfort, protection, sanctuary for herself from all that threatened her — herself!

Kathleen was assisting Scott to envelop the frog in a bath towel for the benevolent purpose of transplanting him presently to some other bath-tub; and Kathleens golden head and Scotts brown one were very close together, and they were laughing in that intimate undertone characteristic of thorough understanding. Her brothers expression as he looked up at Kathleen Severn, was a revelation to his sister, and it pierced her with a pang of loneliness so keen that she started forward in sheer desperation, as though to force a path through something that was pushing her away from him.

Let me take his frogship, she said with a nervous laugh. Ill put him into a jolly big tub where you can grow all the water-weeds you like, Scott.

Her brother, surprised and gratified, handed her the bath-towel in the depths of which reposed the batrachian.

Hes really an interesting fellow, Sis, explained Scott; he exudes a sticky, viscous fluid from his pores which is slightly toxic. Im going to try it on a Rose-beetle.

Geraldine shuddered, but forced a smile, and, holding the imprisoned one with dainty caution, bore him to a palatial and porcelain-lined bath-tub, into which she shook him with determination and a suppressed shriek.

That night at dinner Scott looked up at his sister with something of the old-time interest and confidence.

I was pretty sure youd take an interest in all these things, sooner or later. I tell you, Geraldine, it will be half the fun if youll go into it with us.

I want to, said his sister, smiling, but dont hurry my progress or youll scare me half to death.

The tragic necessity for occupation, for interesting herself in something sufficient to take her out of herself, she now understood, and the deep longing for the love of all she had of kith and kin was steadily tightening its grip on her, increasing day by day. Nothing else could take its place; she began to understand that; not her intimacy with Kathleen, not even her love for Duane. Outside of these there existed a zone of loneliness in which she was doomed to wander, a zone peopled only by the phantoms of the parents she had never known long enough to remember — a dreaded zone of solitude and desolation and peril for her. The danger line marked its boundary; beyond lay folly and destruction.

Little by little Scott began to notice that his sister evidently found his company desirable, that she followed him about, watching his so-called scientific pursuits with a curiosity too constant to be assumed. And it pleased him immensely; and at times he held forth to her and instructed her with brotherly condescension.

He noticed, too, that her spirits did not appear to be particularly lively; there were often long intervals of silence when, together by the window in the library where he was fussing over his Life History, she never spoke, never even moved from her characteristic attitude — seated deep in a leather chair, arms resting on the padded chair-arms, ankles crossed, and her head a trifle lowered, as though absorbed in studying the Herati design on a Persian rug.

Once, looking up suddenly, he surprised her brown eyes full of tears.

Hello! he said, amazed; whats the row, Sis?

But she only laughed and dried her eyes, denying that there was any explanation except that girls were sometimes that way for no reason at all.

One day he asked Kathleen privately about this, but she merely confirmed Geraldines diagnosis of the phenomenon:

Tears come into girls eyes, she said, and there isnt anybody on earth who can tell a man why, and he wouldnt comprehend it if anybody did tell him.

Ill tell you one thing, he said sceptically; if Rose-beetles shed tears, Id never rest until I found out why. You bet theres always a reason that starts anything and always somebody to find it out and tell another fellow who can understand it!

With which brilliant burst of higher philosophy they went out into the October woods together to hunt for cocoons.

Geraldine, rather flushed and nervous, met them at Hurryon Gate, carrying a rifle and wearing the shortest skirts her brother had ever beheld. The symmetry of her legs moved him to reproof:

I thought people looked that way only in tailors fashion plates, he said. What are you after — chipmunks?

Not at all, said his sister. Do you know what happened to me an hour ago? I was paddling your canoe into the Hurryon Inlet, and I suppose I made no noise in disembarking, and I came right on a baby wild boar in the junipers. It was a tiny thing, not eighteen inches long, Kathleen, and so cunning and furry and yellowish, with brown stripes on its back, that I tried to catch it — just to hug it.

That was silly, said her brother.

I know it was, now. Because I ran after it, and it ran; and, one by one, a whole herd of the cunning little things sprang out of the hemlock scrub and went off bucking and bucketing in all directions, and I, like a simpleton, hard after one of them — —

Little idiot, said her brother solicitously. Are you stark mad?

No, Im just plain mad. Because, before I knew it, there came a crash in the underbrush and the biggest, furriest, and wickedest wild boar I ever saw halted in front of me, ears forward, every hair on end — —

Lord save us, you jumped the sow! groaned her brother. She might have torn you to pieces, you ninny!

She meant to, I think. The next thing I knew she came headlong, mouth open, fairly screaming at me; and I turned and jumped clean into the Gray Water. Oh, Scott, it was humiliating to have to swim to the point with all my clothes on, scramble into the canoe, and shove off because a very angry wild creature drove me out of my own woods!

Well, dear, you wont ever interfere with a sow and pigs again, will you? said Kathleen so earnestly that everybody laughed.

Whats the rifle for? inquired Scott. You dont intend to hunt for her, do you?

Of course not. Im not vindictive or cruel. But old Miller said, when I came past the lodge, dripping wet, that the boar are increasing too fast and that you ought to keep them down either by shooting or by trapping them, and sending them to other people for stocking purposes. The Pink uns want some; why dont you?

I dont want to shoot or trap them, said Scott obstinately.

Miller says they pulled down deer last winter and tore them to shreds. Everything in the forest is afraid of them; they drive the deer from the feeding-grounds, and I dont believe a lynx or even any of the bear that climb over the fence would dare attack them.

Kathleen said: You really ought to ask some men up here to shoot, Scott. I dont wish to be chased about by a boar.

They never bother people, he protested. What are you going to do with that rifle, Geraldine?

My nerve has gone, she confessed, laughing; I prefer to have it with me when I take walks. Its really safer, she added seriously to Kathleen. Miller says that a buck deer can be ugly, too.

Oh, Lord! said her brother, laughing; its only because youre the prettiest thing ever, in that hunting dress! Dont tell me; and kindly be careful where you point that rifle.

As if I needed instructions! retorted his sister. I wish I could see a boar — a big one with a particularly frightful temper and tusks to match.

Ill bet you that you cant kill a boar, he said in good-humoured disdain.

I dont see any to kill.

Well, I bet you cant find one. And if you do, I bet you dont kill him.

How long, asked Geraldine dangerously, does that bet hold good?

All winter, if you like. Its the prettiest single jewel you can pick out against a new saddle-horse. I need a gay one; Im getting out of condition. And all our horses are as interesting as chevaux de bois when the mechanism is freshly oiled and the organ plays the Ride of the Valkyries.

Ive half a mind to take that wager, said Geraldine, very pink and bright-eyed. I think I will take it if — —

Please dont, dear, said Kathleen anxiously. The keepers say that a wounded boar is perfectly horrid sometimes.

Dangerous? Her eyes glimmered brighter still.

Certainly, a wounded boar is dangerous. I heard Miller say — —

Bosh! said Scott. They run away from you every time. Besides, Geraldine isnt going to have enough sporting blood in her to take that bet and make good.

Something in the quick flush and tilt of her head reminded Scott of the old days when their differences were settled with eight-ounce gloves. The same feeling possessed his sister, thrilled her like a sudden, unexpected glimpse of a happiness which apparently had long been ended for ever.

Oh, Scott, she exclaimed, still thrilling, it is like old times to hear you try to bully me. Its so long since Ive had enough spirit to defy you. But I do now! — oh, yes, I do! Why, I believe that if we had the gloves here, Id make you fight me or take back what you said about my not having any sporting spirit!

He laughed: I was thinking of that, too. Youre a good sport, Sis. Dont bother to take that wager — —

I do take it! she cried; its like old times and I love it. Now, Scott, Ill show you a boar before we go to town or Ill buy you a horse. No backing out; whats said cant be unsaid, remember:

King, king, double king,
Cant take back a given thing!
Queen, queen, queen of queens,
What she promises she means!

That was a very solemn incantation in nursery days; she laughed a little in tender tribute to the past.

Scott was a trifle perturbed. He glanced uneasily at Kathleen, who told him very plainly that he had contrived to make her anxious and unhappy. Then she fell back into step with Geraldine, letting Scott wander disconsolately forward:

Dear, she said, passing one arm around the younger girl, I didnt quite dare to object too strongly. You looked so — so interested, so deliciously defiant — so like your real self — —

I feel like it to-day, Kathleen; let me turn back in my own footsteps — if I can. Ive been trying so very hard to — to get back to where there was no — no terror in the world.

I know. But, darling, you wont run into any danger, will you?

Do you call a hard-hit beast a danger? Ive wounded a more terrible one than any boar that ever bristled. Im trying to kill something more terrifying. And I shall if I live.

You poor, brave little martyr! whispered Kathleen, her violet eyes filled with sudden tears; dont you suppose I know what you are doing? Dont you suppose I watch and pray — —

Did you know I was really trying? asked the girl, astonished— I mean before I told you?

Know it! Angels above! Of course I know it. Dont you suppose Ive been watching you slowly winning back to your old dear self — tired, weary-footed, desolate, almost hopeless, yet always surely finding your way back through the dreadful twilight to the dear, sweet, generous self that I know so well — the straightforward, innocent, brave little self that grew at my knee! — Geraldine — Geraldine, my own dear child!

Hush — I did not know you knew. I am trying. Once I failed. That was not very long ago, either. Oh, Kathleen, I am trying so hard, so hard! And to-day has been a dreadful day for me. That is why I went off by myself; I paddled until I was ready to drop into the lake; and the fright that the boar gave me almost ended me; but it could not end desire!... So I took a rifle — anything to interest me — keep me on my feet and moving somewhere — doing something — anything — anything, Kathleen — until I can crush it out of me — until theres a chance that I can sleep — —

I know — I know! That is why I dared not remonstrate when I saw you drifting again toward your old affectionate relations with Scott. Im afraid of animals — except what few Scott has persuaded me to tolerate — butterflies and frogs and things. But if anything on earth is going to interest you — take your mind off yourself — and bring you and Scott any nearer together, I shall not utter one word against it — even when it puts you in physical danger and frightens me. Do you understand?

The girl nodded, turned and kissed her. They were following a path made by game; Scott was out of sight ahead somewhere; they could hear his boots crashing through the underbrush. After a while the sound died away in the forest.

The main thing, said Geraldine, is to keep up my interest in the world. I want to do things. To sit idle is pure destruction to me. I write to Duane every morning, I read, I do a dozen things that require my attention — little duties that everybody has. But I cant continue to write to Duane all day. I cant read all day; duties are soon ended. And, Kathleen, its the idle intervals I dread so — the brooding, the memories, the waiting for events scheduled in domestic routine — like dinner — the — the terrible waiting for sleep! That is the worst. I tell you, physical fatigue must help to save me — must help my love for Duane, my love for you and Scott, my self-respect — what is left of it. This rifle — she held it out— would turn into a nuisance if I let it. But I wont; I cant; Ive got to use everything to help me.

You ride every day, dont you? ventured the other woman timidly.

Before breakfast. That helps. I wish I had a vicious horse to break. I wish there was rough water where canoes ought not to go! she exclaimed fiercely. I need something of that sort.

You drove Scotts Blue Racer yesterday so fast that Felix came to me about it, said Kathleen gently.

Geraldine laughed. It couldnt go fast enough, dear; that was the only trouble. Then, serious and wistful: If I could only have Duane.... Dont be alarmed; I cant — yet. But if I only could have him now! You see, his life is already very full; his work is absorbing him. It would absorb me. I dont know anything about it technically, but it interests me. If I could only have him now; think about him every second of the day — to keep me from myself — —

She checked herself; suddenly her eyes filled, her lip quivered:

I want him now! she said desperately. He could save me; I know it! I want him now — his love, his arms to keep me safe at night! I want him to love me — love me! Oh, Kathleen! if I could only have him!

A delicate colour tinted Kathleens face; her ears shrank from the girls low-voiced cry, with its glimmer of a passion scarcely understood.

Long, long, the memory of his embrace had tormented her — the feeling of happy safety she had in his arms — the contact that thrilled almost past endurance, yet filled her with a glorious and splendid strength — that set wild pulses beating, wild blood leaping in her veins — that aroused her very soul to meet his lips and heed his words and be what his behest would have her.

And the memory of it now possessed her so that she stood straight and slim and tall, trembling in the forest path, and her dark eyes looked into Kathleens with a strange, fiery glimmer of pride:

I need him, but I love him too well to take him. Can I do more for him than that?

Oh, my darling, my darling, said Kathleen brokenly, if you believe that he can save you — if you really feel that he can — —

I am trying to save myself — I am trying. She turned and looked off through the forest, a straight, slender shape in the moving shadows of the leaves.

But if he could really help you — if you truly believe it, dear, I — I dont know whether you might not venture — now — —

No, dear. She slowly closed her eyes, remained motionless for a moment, drew a deep, long breath, and looked up through the sunlit branches overhead.

Ive got to be fair to him, she said aloud to herself; I must give myself to him as I ought to be, or not at all.... That is settled.

She turned to Kathleen and took her hand:

Come on, fellow-pilgrim, she said with an effort to smile. My cowardice is over for the present.

A few steps forward they sighted Scott coming back. He was unusually red in the face and rather excited, and he flourished a stick.

Of all the infernal impudence! he said. What do you think has happened to me? I saw a wild boar back there — not a very big one — and he came out into the trail ahead, and I kept straight on, thinking hed hear me and run. And Im blessed if the brute didnt whirl around and roughen up, and clatter his tusks until I actually had to come to a halt!

I dont want to walk in these woods any more, said Kathleen with sudden conviction. Please come home, all of us.

Nonsense, he said. I wont stand for being hustled out of my own woods. Give me that rifle, Geraldine.

I certainly will not, she said, smiling.

What! Why not?

Because it rather looks as though Im about to win my bet with you, observed Geraldine. Please show me your boar, Scott. And she threw a cartridge into the magazine and started forward.

Dont let her! pleaded Kathleen. Scott, its ridiculous to let that child do such silly things — —

Then stop her if you can, said Scott gloomily, following his sister. I dont know anything about wild boar, but I suppose straight shooting will take care of them, and Sis can do that if she keeps her nerve.

Geraldine, hastening ahead, rifle poised, scanned the woods with the palpitating curiosity of an amateur. Eyes and ears alert, she kept mechanically reassuring herself that the thing to do was to shoot straight and keep cool, and to keep on shooting whichever way the boar might take it into his porcine head to run.

Scott hastened forward to her side:

Heres the place, he said, looking about him. Hes concluded to make off, you see. They usually go off; they only stand when wounded or when they think they cant get away. Hes harmless, I suppose — only it made me very tired to have him act that way. I hate to be backed out of my own property.

Geraldine, rather relieved, yet ashamed not to do all she could, began to walk toward a clump of low hemlocks. She had heard that wild boar take that sort of cover. She did not really expect to find anything there, so when a big black streak crashed out ahead of her she stood stock still in frozen astonishment, rifle clutched to her breast.

Shoot! shouted her brother.

Oh, dear, oh, dear, she said helplessly, hes gone out of sight! And I had such a splendid shot! She stamped with vexation. What a goose! she repeated. I had a perfectly splendid shot. And all I did was to jump like a scared cat and stare!

Anyway, you didnt run, and thats a point gained, observed her brother. I had to. And thats one on me.

A moment later he said: I believe those impudent boar do need a little thinning out. When is Duane coming?

In November, said Geraldine, still looking vaguely about for the departed pig.

Early?

I think so, if his father is all right again. Ive asked Naïda, too. Rosalie wants to come — —

Oh, for Heavens sake, dont, he protested. All I wanted was a shooting party to do a little scientific thinning out of these boar. Ill do some myself, too.

Geraldine laughed. Rosalie is a dead shot at a target, dear. She wrote asking us to invite her to shoot. I dont see how I can very well refuse her. Do you?

That means her husband, too, grumbled Scott, and that entire bunch.

No; if its a shooting party, I dont have to ask him.

Her brother said ungraciously: Well, I dont care who you ask if theyll thin out these cheeky brutes. Fancy that two-year-old pig clattering his tusks at me, planted there in the path with his mane on end! — You know it mortifies me, Kathleen — it certainly does. One of these fine days some facetious pig will send me shinning up a tree! He grew madder at the speculative indignity. By ginger! Im going to have a shooting party before the snow flies, he muttered, walking forward between Kathleen and his sister. Keep your eyes out ahead; we may jump another at any time, as the wind is all right. And if we do, let him have it, Geraldine!

It was a beautiful woodland through which they moved.

The late autumn foliage was unusually magnificent, lacking, this year, those garish and discordant hues which Americans think it necessary to admire. Oak brown and elm yellow, deep chrome bronze and sombre crimson the hard woods glowed against backgrounds of pine and hemlock. Larches were mossy cones of feathery gold; birches slim shafts of snowy gray, ochre-crowned; silver and green the balsams spires pierced the canopy of splendid tapestry upborne by ash and oak and towering pine under a sky of blue so deep and intense that the lakes reflecting it seemed no less vivid.

Already in the brooks they passed painted trout hung low over every bed of gravel and white sand; the male trout wore his best scarlet fins, and his sides glowed in alternate patterns, jewelled with ruby and sapphire spots. Already the ruffed grouse thundered up by coveys, though they had not yet packed, for the broods still retained their autonomy.

But somewhere beyond the royal azure of the northern sky, very, very far away, there was cold in the world, for even last week, through the violet and primrose dusk, out of the north, shadowy winged things came speeding, batlike phantoms against the dying light — flight-woodcock coming through hill-cleft and valley to the land where summer lingered still.

And there in mid-forest, right in the tall timber, Scott, advancing, flushed a woodcock, which darted up, filling the forest with twittering music — the truest music of our eastern autumn, clear, bewildering, charming in its evanescent sweetness which leaves in its wake a startling silence.

Ahead, lining both sides of a gully deep with last years leaves, was an oak grove in mid-forest. Here the brown earth was usually furrowed by the black snouts of wild boar, for mast lay thick here in autumn and tender roots invited investigation.

Get down flat and crawl, whispered Scott; there may be a boar or two on the grounds.

Kathleen, in her pretty white gown of lace and some sheer stuff, looked at him piteously; but when he and Geraldine dropped flat and wriggled forward into the wind, misgiving of what might prowl behind seized her, and she tucked up her skirts and gave herself to the brown earth with a tremor of indignation and despair.

Nearer and nearer they crept, making very little sound; but they made enough to rouse a young boar, who jerked his head into the air, where he stood among the acorns, big, furry ears high and wide, nose working nervously.

Hes only a yearling, breathed Scott in his sisters ear. There are traces of stripes, if you look hard. Wait for a better one.

They lay silent, all three peering down at the yearling, who stood motionless, nosing for tainted air, listening, peering about with dull, near-sighted eyes.

And, after a long time, as they made no sound, the brute wheeled suddenly, made a complete circle at a nervous trout, uttered a series of short, staccato sounds that, when he became older, would become deeper, more of an ominous roar than a hoarse and irritated grunt.

Two deer, a doe and a fawn, came picking their way cautiously along the edge of the gully, sometimes flattening their ears, sometimes necks outstretched, ears forward, peering ahead at the young and bad-tempered pig.

The latter saw them, turned in fury and charged with swiftness incredible, and the deer stampeded headlong through the forest.

What a fierce, little brute! whispered Kathleen, appalled. Scott, if he comes any nearer, Im going to get into a tree.

If he sees us or winds us hell run. Dont move; there may be a good boar in presently. Ive thought two or three times that I heard something on that hemlock ridge.

They listened, holding their breath. Crack! went a distant stick. Silence; nothing stirred except the yearling who had returned to the mast and was eagerly nosing among the acorns. They could hear him crunching the husks, see the gleam of long white teeth which one day would grow outside that furry muzzle and curve up and backward like ivory sabres.

Geraldine whispered: Theres a huge black thing moving in the hemlock scrub. I can see its feet against the sky-line, and sometimes part of its bulk — —

Oh, heavens, breathed Kathleen, what is that?

Out of the scrub trotted a huge, shaggy, black thing, all head and shoulders, with body slanting back abruptly to a pair of weak hindquarters. Down the slope it ran in quick, noiseless, jerky steps; the yearling turned his head, still munching, ears cocked forward. And suddenly the monster rushed at him with a squeal, and the yearling shrieked and fled, chased clear up the slope.

Its a sow; dont shoot, whispered Scott. Look, Sis, you cant see a sign of tusks. Good heavens, what a huge creature she is!

Fierce, formidable, the great beast halted; three striped, partly grown pigs came rushing and frisking down the gully to join her, filling the forest with their clumsy clatter and baby squealing. From the ridge the two deer, who had sneaked back, regarded the scene with terrified fascination.

Presently the yearling rushed them out again, then sidled down, venturing to the edge of the feeding-ground, where he began to crunch acorns again with a cautious eye on the sow and her noisy brood.

Here and there a brilliant blue-jay floated down, seized an acorn, and winged hastily to some near tree where presently he filled the woods with the noise he made in hammering the acorn into some cleft in the bark.

Gradually the sunlight on the leaves reddened; long, luminous shadows lengthened eastward. Kathleen, lying at full length, her pretty face between her hands, suddenly sneezed.

The next moment the feeding-ground was deserted; only a distant crashing betrayed the line of flight where the great fierce sow and her young were rushing upward toward the rocks of the Gilded Dome.

Im so sorry, faltered Kathleen, very pink and embarrassed.

Geraldine sat up and laughed, laying the uncocked rifle across her knees.

Some of these days Im going to win my wager, she said to her brother. And it wont be with a striped yearling, either; it will be with the biggest, shaggiest, fiercest, tuskiest boar that ranges the Gilded Dome. And that, she added, looking at Kathleen, will give me something to think of and keep me rather busy, I believe.

Rather, observed her brother, getting up and helping Kathleen to her feet. He added, to torment her: Probably youll get Duane to win your bet for you, Sis.

No, said the girl gravely; whatever is to die I must slay all by myself, Scott — all alone, with no mans help.

He nodded: Sure thing; its the only sporting way. Theres no stunt to it; only keep cool and keep shooting, and drop him before he comes to close quarters.

Yes, she said, looking up at Kathleen.

Her brother drew her to her feet. She gave him a little hug.

Believe in me, dear, she said. Ill do it easier if you do.

Of course I do. Youre a better sport than I. You always were. And thats no idle jest; witness my nose and Duanes in days gone by.

The girl smiled. As they turned homeward she slung her rifle, passed her right arm through Kathleens, and dropped her left on her brothers shoulder. She was very tired, and hopeful that she might sleep.

And tired, hopeful, thinking of her lover, she passed through the woods, leaning on those who were nearest and most dear.

Somehow — and just why was not clear to her — it seemed at that moment as though she had passed the danger mark — as though the very worst lay behind her — close, scarcely clear of her skirts yet, but all the same it lay behind her, not ahead.

She knew, and dreaded, and shrank from what still lay before her; she understood into what ruin treachery to self might precipitate her still at any moment. And yet, somehow, she felt vaguely that something had been gained that day which never before had been gained. And she thought of her lover as she passed through the forest, leaning on Scott and Kathleen, her little feet keeping step with theirs, her eyes steady in the red western glare that flooded the forest to an infernal beauty.

Behind her streamed her gigantic shadow; behind her lay another shadow, cast by her soul and floating wide of it now. And it must never touch her soul again, God helping.

Suddenly her heart almost ceased its beating. Far away within, stirring in unsuspected depths, something moved furtively.

Her face whitened a little; her eyes closed, the lids fluttered, opened; she gazed straight in front of her, walked on, small head erect, lips firm, facing the hell that lay before her — lay surely, surely before her. For the breath of it glowed already in her veins and the voices of it were already busy in her ears, and the unseen stirring of it had begun once more within her body — that tired white, slender body of hers which had endured so bravely and so long.

If sleep would only aid her, come to her in her need, be her ally in the peril of her solitude — if it would only come, and help her to endure!

And wondering if it would, not knowing, hoping, she walked onward through the falling night.




CHAPTER XVII. THE DANGER MARK
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HER LETTERS TO him still bore the red cross:

I understand perfectly why you cannot come, she wrote; I would do exactly as you are doing if I had a father. It must be a very great happiness to have one. My need of you is not as great as his; I can hold my own alone, I think. You see I am doing it, and you must not worry. Only, dear, when you have the opportunity, come up if only for a day.

And again, in November:

You are the sweetest boy, and it is not difficult to understand why your father cannot endure to have you out of his sight. But is this not a very heavy strain on you? Of course your mother and Naïda must not be left alone with him; you are the only son, and your place is there.

Dear, I know what you are going through is one of the most dreadful things that any man is called upon to bear — your father stricken, your mother and sister prostrate; the newspapers — for I have read them — cruel beyond belief! But whatever they say, whatever is true or untrue, Duane, remember that it cannot affect my regard for you and yours.

If I had a father, whatever he might have done, or permitted others to do, would not, could not alter my affection for him.

Men say that women have no sense of honour. I do not know what that sense may be if it falters when loyalty and compassion are needed, too.

I have read the papers; I know only what I read and what you tell me. The rules that custom has framed to safeguard and govern financial operations, I do not understand; but, as far as I can comprehend, it seems to me that custom has hitherto sanctioned what disaster has now placed under a bann. It seems to me that the very men who now blame your father have all done successfully what he did so disastrously.

One thing I know: no kinder, dearer man than your father ever lived; and I love him, and I love his family, and I will marry his son when I am fit to do it.

And again she wrote:

I saw in the papers that the Algonquin Trust Company had closed its doors; I read the heartbreaking details of the crowds besieging it, the lines of frightened people standing there in the rain all night long. It is dreadful, terrible!

Who are these Wall Street men who would not help the Algonquin when they could? Why is the Clearing House so bitter? I dont know what it all means; I read columns about poor Jack Dysart — words and figures and technical phrases and stock quotations — and it means nothing, and I understand nothing of it save that it is all a fierce outcry against him and against the men with whom he was financially involved.

The papers are so gloomy, so eager in their search for evil, so merciless, so exultant when scandal is unearthed, that I can scarcely bear to read them. Why do they drag in unhappy people who know nothing about these matters? The interview with your mother and Naïda, which you say is false, was most dreadful. How cruel men are!

Tell them I love them dearly; tell your father, too. And, dear, I dont know exactly how Scott and I are situated, but if we can be of any financial use to you, please, please let us! Our fortune, when it came to us, was, I believe, all in first mortgages and railroad securities. I believe that Scott made some changes in our investments under advice from your father. I dont know what they were.

Dont bother your father with such details now; he has enough to think of lying there in his grief, bewildered, broken in mind and body. Duane, is it not more merciful that he is unable to understand what the papers are saying?

Dear, heart and soul I am loyal to you and yours.

She wrote again:

Yes, I had a talk with Scott. I did not know he had been receiving all those letters from your attorneys. Magnelius Grandcourt manages the investments. Scotts brokers are Stainer & Elting; our attorneys are, as you know, Landon, Brooks & Gayfield.

Duane, I absolutely forbid you to worry. My brother is of age, sound in mind and body, responsible for whatever he does or has done. It is his affair if he solicits advice, his affair if he follows it. Your father has no responsibility whatever in the matter of the Cascade Development and Securities Company. Besides, Scott tells me that what he did was against the advice of Mr. Tappan.

I remember last winter that he brought a Mr. Skelton to luncheon, and a horrid man named Klawber.

Poor Scott! He certainly knows nothing about business matters. I know he had no desire to increase his private fortune; he tells me that what interested him in the Cascade Development and Securities Company was the chance that cheap radium might stimulate scientific research the world over. Poor Scott!

Dear, you are not to think for one instant that any trouble which may involve Scott is due to you or yours. And if it were, Duane, it could make no difference to him or to me. Money and what it buys is such a pitiful detail in what goes to make up happiness. Who but I should understand that!

Loss of social prestige and position, is a serious matter, I suppose; I may show my ignorance and inexperience when I tell you how much more serious to me are other things — like the loss of faith in ones self or in others — or the loss of the gentler virtues, which means the loss of what one once was.

The loss of honour is, as you say, a pitiful thing; yet, I think that when that happens, love and compassion were never more truly needed.

Honour, as I understand it, is not to take advantage of others or of ones better self. This is a young girls definition. I cannot see — if one has yielded once to temptation, and truly repents — why honour cannot be regained.

The honour of men and nations that seems to require arrogance, aggression, violence for its defence, I do not understand. How can the misdeeds of others impair ones true honour? How can punishment for such misdeeds restore it? No; it lies within one, quite intangible save by ones self.

Why should I not know, dear? — I who have lost my own and found it, have held it desperately for a while, then lost it, then regained it, holding it again as I do now — alas! — against no other enemy than I who write this record for your eyes!

Dear, I know of nothing lost which may not be regained, except life. I know of nothing which cannot be rendered tolerable through loyalty.

That material happiness which means so much to some, means now so very little to me, perhaps because I have never lacked it.

Yet I know that, once mistress of myself, nothing else could matter unless your love failed.

Again she wrote him toward the end of November:

Why will you not let me help you, dear? My fortune is practically intact so far, except that, of course, I met those obligations which Scott could not meet. Poor Scott!

You know its rather bewildering to me where millions go to. I dont quite comprehend how they can so utterly vanish in such a short time, even in such a frightful fiasco as the Cascade Development Company.

So many people have been here — Mr. Landon and Mr. Gayfield, Mr. Stainer of Elting & Stainer, that dreadful creature Klawber, a very horrid man named Amos Flack — and dear, grim, pig-headed Mr. Tappan — old Remsen Tappan of all men!

He practically kicked out Mr. Flack and the creature Klawber, who had been trying to frighten Scott and me and even our lawyers.

And think, Duane! He never uttered one sarcasm, one reproach for Scotts foolishness; he sat grim and rusty as the iron that he once dealt in, listening to what Scott had to tell him, never opening that cragged jaw, never unclosing that thin line of cleavage which is his mouth.

We did not know what he had come for; but we know now. He is so good — so good, Duane! And I, who hated him as a child, as a girl — I am almost too ashamed to let him take command and untangle for us, with those knotted, steel-sinewed fingers of his, the wretched, tangled mess that has coiled around Scott and me.

Surely, this man Klawber is a very great villain; and it seems that Mr. Skelton and the wretched Flack creature are little less. As for Jack Dysart, it is all too sorrowful to think about. How must he feel! Surely, surely he could not have known what he was doing. He must have been desperate to go to Delancy Grandcourt. It was wrong; nothing on earth could have propped up the Algonquin, and why did he let his best friend go down with it?

But it was fine of Delancy to stand by him — fine, fine! His father is perfectly furious, but, Duane, it was fine!

And now, dear, about Scott. It will amuse you, and perhaps horrify you, if I tell you that he has not turned a hair.

Not that he doesnt care; not that he is not more or less mortified. But he blames nobody except himself; and hes laying plans quite cheerfully for a career on a small income that really does not require the austerity and frugality he imagines.

One thing is certain; the town house is to be sold. My income is not sufficient to maintain it and Roya-Neh, and live as we do, and have anything left. I dont yet know how far my fortune is involved, but I have a very unpleasant premonition that there is going to be much less left than anybody believes, and that ultimately we ought to sell Roya-Neh.

However, it is far too early to speculate; besides, this family has done enough speculating for one generation.

Dear, you ask about myself. I am not one bit worried, sad, or apprehensive. I am better, Duane. Do you understand? All this has developed a set of steadier nerves in me than I have had since I was a child.

A new and curiously keen enjoyment has been slowly growing in me — a happiness in physical and violent effort. Ive a devilish horse to ride; and I love it! Ive climbed all over the Gilded Dome and Lynx Peak after the biggest and shaggiest boar you ever saw. Oh, Duane! I came on him just at the edge of evening, and he winded me and went thundering down the Westgate ravine, and I fired too quickly.

But Im after him almost every day with old Miller, and my arms and legs are getting so strong, and my flesh so firm, and actually Im becoming almost plump in the face! Dont you care for that kind of a girl?

Dear, do you think Ive passed the danger mark? Tell me honestly — not what you want to think, but what you do believe. I dont know whether I have passed it yet. I feel, somehow, whichever side of it I am on, that the danger mark is not very far away from me. Ive got to get farther away. The house in town is open. Mrs. Farren, Hilda, and Nellie are there if we run into town.

Kathleen is so happy for me. Ive told her about the red cross. She is too sweet to Scott; she seems to think he really grieves deeply over the loss of his private fortune. What a dear she is! She is willing to marry him now; but Scott strikes attitudes and declares she shall have a man whose name stands for an achievement — meaning, of course, the Seagrave process for the extermination of the Rose-beetle.

Duane, I am quite unaccountably happy to-day. Nothing seems to threaten. But dont stop loving me.

Followed three letters less confident, and another very pitiful — a frightened letter asking him to come if he could. But his fathers condition forbade it and he dared not.

Then another letter came, desperate, almost incoherent, yet still bearing the red cross faintly traced. And on the heels of it a telegram:

Could you stand by me until this is over? I am afraid of to-night. Am on my way to town with my maid, very ill. I know you cannot leave your father except at night. I will telephone you from the house.

G.S.

On the train a dispatch was handed her:

I will be at your house as soon as my father is asleep. Dont worry.

Duane.

Hour after hour she sat motionless beside the car-window, quiet, pale, dark eyes remote; trees, houses, trains, telegraph-poles streamed past in one gray, unending blur; rain which at first had only streaked the grimy window-glass with cinders, became sleet, then snow, clotting the dripping panes.

At last, far away under a heavy sky, the vast misshapen landmarks of New York loomed up gray through the falling snow; the train roared over the Harlem, halted at 125th Street, rolled on into the black tunnel, faster, faster, slower, then more slowly, and stopped. All sounds ceased at the same moment; silence surrounded her, dreary as the ominous silence within.

Dunn met her with a brougham; Fifth Avenue was slippery with filthy, melting slush; yet, somehow, into her mind came the memory of her return from her first opera — the white avenue at midnight, the carriage, lamps lighted, speeding through the driving snow. Yesterday, the quiet, untainted whiteness of childhood; to-day, trouble and stress and stained snow melting into mud — so far behind her lay innocence and peace on the long road she had travelled! So far had she already journeyed — toward what?

She pressed her lips more tightly together and buried her chin in her sable muff. Beside her, her maid sat shivering and stifling yawn after yawn and thinking of dinner and creature comforts, and of Dunn, the footman, whom she did ardently admire.

The big red brick house among its naked trees seemed sad and deserted as the brougham flashed into the drive and stopped, the horses stamping and pawing the frozen gravel. Geraldine had never before been away from home so long, and now as she descended from the carriage and looked vaguely about her it seemed as though she had, somehow, become very, very young again — that it was her child-self that entered under the porte-cochère after the prescribed drive that always ended outdoor exercise in the early winter evenings; and she half expected to see old Howker in the hall, and Margaret trotting up to undo her furs and leggings — half expected to hear Kathleens gay greeting, to see her on the stairs, so young, so sweetly radiant, her arms outstretched in welcome to her children who had been away scarcely a full hour.

Id like to have a fire in my bedroom and in the upper library, she said to Hilda, who had smilingly opened the door for her. Ill dine in the upper library, too. When Mr. Mallett arrives, you need not come up to announce him. Ask him to find me in the library.

To Mrs. Farren she said: Nobody need sit up. When Mr. Mallett leaves, I will put the chains on and bolt everything.

She was destined not to keep this promise.

Bathed, her hair brushed and dressed, she suffered her maid to hook her into a gown which she could put off again unassisted — one of those gowns that excite masculine admiration by reason of its apparent inexpensiveness and extreme simplicity. It was horribly expensive, of course — white, and cut out in a circle around her neck like a young girls gown; and it suited Geraldines slender, rounded throat and her dainty head with its heavy, loosely drawn masses of brown hair, just shadowing cheeks and brow.

When the last hook was looped she dismissed her maid for the night; Hilda served her at dinner, but she ate little, and the waitress bore away the last of the almost untouched food, leaving her young mistress seated before the fire and looking steadily into it.

The fire was a good one; the fuel oak and ash and beech. The flames made a silky, rustling sound; now and then a coal fell with a softly agreeable crash and a swarm of golden sparks whirled up the chimney, snapping, scintillating, like day fireworks.

Geraldine sat very still, her mouth resting on her white wrist, and when she lifted her head the marks of her teeth showed on the skin. Then the other hand, clutching the arm of her chair, fell to her side cramped and quivering; she stood up, looked at the fire, pressed both palms across her eyes, turned and began to pace the room.

To and fro she moved, slowly, quickly, as the craving for motion ebbed or increased. At times she made unconscious movements with her arms, now flinging them wide, now flexing the muscles, clenching the hands; but always the arms fell helpless, hopeless; the slim, desperate fingers relaxed; and she moved on again, to and fro, up and down, turning her gaze toward the clock each time she passed it.

In her eyes there seemed to be growing a dreadful sort of beauty; there was fire in them, the luminous brightness of the tortured. On both cheeks a splendid colour glowed and waned; the slightly drawn lips were vivid.

But this — all of it changed as the slow minutes dragged their course; into the brown eyes crept the first frosty glimmer of desperation; colour faded from the face, leaving it snowy white; the fulness of the lips vanished, the chin seemed to grow pointed, and under the eyes bluish shadows deepened. It promised to go hard with her that night; it was already going very badly. She knew it, and digging her nails into her delicate palms, set her teeth together and drew a deep, unsteady breath.

She had looked at the clock four times, and the hands seemed to have moved no more than a minutes space across the dial; and once more she turned to pace the floor.

Her lips had lost almost all their colour now; they moved, muttering tremulous incoherences; the outline of every feature grew finer, sharper, more spiritual, but dreadfully white.

Later she found herself on her knees beside the couch, face buried in the cushions, her small teeth marking her wrist again — heard herself crying out for somebody to help her — yet her lips had uttered no sound; it was only her soul in its agony, while the youthful, curved body and rigid limbs burnt steadily in hells own flames.

Again she raised her head and lifted her white face toward the clock. Only a minute had crept by, and she turned, twisting her interlocked hands, dry-eyed, dry lips parted, and stared about her. Half stupefied with pain, stunned, dismayed by the million tiny voices of temptation assailing her, dinning in her senses, she reeled where she knelt, fell forward, laid her slender length across the hearth-rug, and set her teeth in her wrist again, choking back the cry of terror and desolation.

And there her senses tricked her — or she may have lost consciousness — for it seemed that the next moment she was on the stairs, moving stealthily — where? God and her tormented body seemed to know, for she caught herself halfway down the stairs, cried out on her Maker for strength, stood swaying, breathless, quivering in the agony of it — and dragged herself back and up the stairs once more, step by step, to the landing.

For a moment she stood there, shaking, ghastly, staring down into the regions below, where relief lay within her reach. And she dared not even stare too long; she turned blindly, arms outstretched, feeling her way back. Every sense within her seemed for the moment deadened; sounds scarcely penetrated, had no meaning; she heard the grille clash, steps on the stair; she was trying to get back to the library, paused to rest at the door, was caught in two strong arms, drawn into them:

Duane, she whispered.

Darling! — and as he saw her face— My God!

Mine, too, Duane. Dont be afraid; Im holding firm, so far. But I am very, very ill. Could you help me a little?

Yes, child! — yes, little Geraldine — my little, little girl — —

Can you stay near me?

Yes! Good God, yes!

How long?

As long as you want me.

Then I can get through with this. I think to-night decides.... If you will remain with me — for a while — —

Yes, dear.

He drew a chair to the fire; she sank into it; he seated himself beside her and she clung to his hand with both of hers.

His eyes fell upon her wrist where the marks of her teeth were imprinted; he felt her body trembling, saw the tragedy in her eyes, rose, lifted her as though she were a child, and seating himself, drew her close against his breast.

The night was a hard one; sometimes in an access of pain she struggled for freedom, and all his strength was needed to keep her where she lay. At times, too, her senses seemed clouded, and she talked incoherently; sometimes she begged for relief, shamelessly craved it; sometimes she used all her force, and, almost beside herself, defied him, threatened him, turned on him infuriated; but his strength held her locked in a vicelike embrace, and, toward morning, she suddenly relaxed — crumpled up like a white flower in his arms. For a while her tears fell hot and fast; then utter prostration left her limp, without movement, even without a tremor, a dead weight in his arms.

And, for the second time in his life, lifting her, he bore her to her room, laid her among the pillows, slipped off her shoes, and, bending above her, listened.

She slept profoundly — but it was not the stupor that had chained her limbs that other time when he had brought her here.

He went into the library and waited for an hour. Then, very quietly, he descended the stairs and let himself out into the bitter darkness of a November morning.

About noon next day the Seagraves brougham drew up before the Mallett house and Geraldine, in furs, stepped out and crossed the sidewalk with that swift, lithe grace of hers. The servant opened the grille; she entered and stood by the great marble-topped hall-table until Duane came down. Then she gave him her gloved hands, looking him straight in the eyes.

She was still pale but self-possessed, and wonderfully pretty in her fur jacket and toque; and as she stood there, both hands dropped into his, that nameless and winning grace which had always fascinated him held him now — something about her that recalled the child in the garden with clustering hair and slim, straight limbs.

You look about fifteen, he said, you beautiful, slender thing! Did you come to see my father?

Yes — and your fathers son.
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Crumpled up like a white flower in his arms.

Me?

Is there another like you, Duane — in all the world?

Plenty — —

Hush!... When did you go last night?

When you left me for the land of dreams, little lady.

So you — carried me.

He smiled, and a bright flush covered her cheeks.

That makes twice, she said steadily.

Yes, dear.

There will be no third time.

Not unless I have a sleepy wife who nods before the fire like a drowsy child.

Do you want that kind?

I want the kind that lay close in my arms before the fire last night.

Do you? I think I should like the sort of husband who is strong enough to cradle that sort of a child.... Could your mother and Naïda receive me? Could I see your father?

Yes. When are you going back to Roya-Neh?

To-night.

He said quietly: Is it safe?

For me to go? Yes — yes, my darling — her hands tightened over his— yes, it is safe — because you made it so. If you knew — if you knew what is in my heart to — to give you! — what I will be to you some day, dearest of men — —

He said unsteadily: Come upstairs.... My father is very feeble, but quite cheerful. Do you understand that — that his mind — his memory, rather, is a little impaired?

She lifted his hands and laid her soft lips against them:

Will you take me to him, Duane?

Colonel Mallett lay in the pale November sunlight, very still, his hands folded on his breast. And at first she did not know him in this ghost of the tall, well-built, gray-haired man with ruddy colour and firm, clear skin.

As she bent over, he opened his eyes, smiled, pronounced her name, still smiling and keeping his sunken eyes on her. They were filmy and bluish, like the eyes of the very old; and the hand she lifted and held was the stricken hand of age — inert, lifeless, without weight.

She said that she was so happy to know he was recovering; she told him how proud everybody was of Duane, what exceptional talent he possessed, how wonderfully he had painted Millers children. She spoke to him of Roya-Neh, and how interesting it had become to them all, told him about the wild boar and her own mishaps with the guileful pig.

He smiled, watching her at times; but his wistful gaze always reverted to his son, who sat at the foot of the couch, chin balanced between his long, lean hands.

You wont go, will you? he whispered.

Where, father?

Away.

No, of course not.

I mean with — Geraldine, he said feebly.

If I did, father, wed take you with us, he laughed.

It is too far, my son.... You and Geraldine are going too far for me to follow.... Wait a little while.

Geraldine, blushing, bent down swiftly, her lips brushing the sick mans wasted face:

I would not care for him if I could take him from you.

Your father and I were old friends. Your grandfather was a very fine gentleman.... I am glad.... I am a little tired — a little confused. Is your grandfather here with you? I would like to see him.

She said, after a moment, in a low voice: He did not come with me to-day.

Give him my regards and compliments. And say to him that it would be a pleasure to see him. I am not very well; has he heard of my indisposition?

I think he — has.

Then he will come, said Colonel Mallett feebly. Duane, you are not going, are you? I am a little tired. I think I could sleep if you would lower the shade and ask your mother to sit by me.... But you wont go until I am asleep, will you?

No, he said gently, as his mother and Naïda entered and Geraldine rose to greet them, shocked at the change in Mrs. Mallett.

She and Naïda went away together; later Duane joined them in the library, saying that his father was asleep, holding fast to his wifes hand.

Geraldine, her arm around Naïdas waist, had been looking at one of Duanes pictures — the only one of his in the house — merely a stretch of silvery marsh and a gray, wet sky beyond.

Father liked it, he said; thats why its here, Geraldine.

You never made one brush-stroke that was commonplace in all your life, said Geraldine abruptly. Even I can see that.

Such praise from a lady! he exclaimed, laughing. Geraldine smiled, too, and Naïdas pallid face lightened for a moment. But grief had set its seal on the house of Mallett; that was plain everywhere; and when Geraldine kissed Naïda good-bye and walked to the door beside her lover, a passion of tenderness for him and his overwhelmed her, and when he put her into her brougham she leaned from the lowered window, clinging to his hand, careless of who might see them.

Can I help in any way? she whispered. I told you that my fortune is still my own — most of it — —

Dear, wait!

There was a strange look in his eyes; she said no more with her lips, but her eyes told him all. Then he stepped back, directing Dunn to drive his mistress to the Commonwealth Club, where she was to lunch with Sylvia Quest, whom she had met that morning in the blockade at Forty-second Street, and who had invited her from her motor across the crupper of a traffic-policemans horse.




CHAPTER XVIII. BON CHIEN
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THE CHRONOLOGY OF that last dark and bitter week in November might have been written necrology.

On Monday Colonel Mallett died about sundown; on Wednesday the Hon. John D. Ellis, while examining an automatic revolver in his bath-room, met with one of those unfortunate and fatal accidents which sometimes happen in times of great financial depression.

Thursday Amos Flack carelessly disappeared, leaving no address; and on the last day of the week Emanuel Klawber politely excused himself to a group of very solemn gentlemen who had been assisting him in the well-known and popular game of Hunt the Books; and, stepping outside the door of the directors office, carefully destroyed what little life had not already been scared out of his three-hundred-pound person.

It had been raining all day; Dysart had not felt very well, and Klawbers unpleasant performance made him ill. He stood in the rain watching the ambulance arriving at a gallop, then, sickened, turned away through the dark and dripping crowds, crossed the street, and, lowering his head against the storm, drove both gloved hands deep into the pockets of his fashionably cut rain-coat, and started for home.

It mattered nothing to him that several hard-working newspaper men might desire to secure his version of Mr. Klawbers taking off, or of his explanation for it or his sensations concerning it. It mattered nothing to him that the afternoon papers reported the arrest of James Skelton, or that Max Moebus had inadvertently, and no doubt in a moment of intense abstraction, taken a steamer for Europe and the books of the Shoshone Bank.

These matters, now seemed a great way off — too unreal to be of personal moment. He was feeling sick; that occupied his mind. Also the slush on the sidewalk had wet through his shoes, which probably was not good for his cough.

It was scarcely two in the afternoon, yet there remained so little daylight that the electricity burned in the shops along Fifth Avenue. Through a smutty, grayish gloom, rain drove densely; his hat and waterproof coat were heavy with it, the bottoms of his trousers soaked.

Passing the Patroons Club it occurred to him that hot whiskey might extinguish his cough. The liveried servants at the door, in the cloak-room — the page who took his order, the white-headed butler who had always personally served him, and who served him now, all hesitated and gazed curiously at him. He paid no attention at the time but remembered it afterward.

For an hour he sat alone in the vast empty room before a fire of English cannel coal, taking his hot whiskey and lemon in slow, absent-minded gulps. Patches of deep colour lay flat under his cheek-bones, his sunken abstracted eyes never left the coals.

The painted gaze of dead Presidents and Governors looked down at him from their old-time frames ranged in stately ranks along the oaken wainscot. Over the mantel the amazing, Hebraic countenance of a moose leered at him out of little sly, sardonic little eyes, almost bantering in their evil immobility.

He had presented the trophy to the club after a trip somewhere, leaving the impression that he had shot it. He seldom looked at it, never at the silver-engraved inscription on the walnut shield.

Strangely enough, now as he sat there, he thought of the trophy and looked up at it; and for the first time in his life read the inscription.

It made no visible impression upon him except that for a brief moment the small and vivid patches of colour in his wasted cheeks faintly tinted the general pallor. But this died out as soon as it appeared; he drank deliberately, set the hot glass on a table at his elbow, long, bony fingers still retaining a grip upon it.

And into his unconcentrated thoughts, strangely enough, came the memories of little meannesses which he had committed — trivial things that he supposed he had forgotten long ago; and at first, annoyed, he let memory drift.

But, imperceptibly, from the shallows of these little long-forgotten meannesses, memory drifted uncontrolled into deeper currents; and, disdainful, he made no effort to control it; and later, could not. And for the first time in his life he took the trouble to understand the reason of his unpopularity among men. He had cared nothing for them.

He cared nothing for them now, unless that half tolerant, half disdainful companionship of years with Delancy Grandcourt could be called caring for a man. If their relations ever had been anything more than a habit he did not know; on what their friendship had ever been founded he could not tell. It had been his habit to take from Delancy, accept, or help himself. He had helped himself to Rosalie Dene; and not long ago he had accepted all that Delancy offered, almost convinced at the time that it would disappear in the debacle when the Algonquin crumbled into a rubbish heap of rotten securities.

A curious friendship — and the only friend he ever had had among men — stupid, inertly at hand, as inevitably to be counted on as some battered toy of childhood which escaped the dust heap so long that custom tolerates its occupation of any closet space convenient: and habit, at intervals, picks it up to see whats left of it.

He had finished his whiskey; the fire seemed to have grown too hot, and he shoved back his chair. But the room, too, was becoming close, even stifling. Perspiration glistened on his forehead; he rose and began to wander from room to room, followed always by the stealthy glances of servants.

The sweat on his face had become unpleasantly cold; he came back to the fire, endured it for a few moments, then, burning and shivering at the same time, and preferring the latter sensation, he went out to his letter-box and unlocked it. There was only one envelope there, a letter from the governing board of the club requesting his resignation.

The possibility of such an event had never occurred to him; he read the letter again, folded and placed it in his pocket, went back to the fire with the idea of burning it, took it out, read it again, folded it absently, and replaced it in his pocket.

At that time, except for the dull surprise, the episode did not seem to affect him particularly. So many things had been accumulating, so many matters had been menacing him, that one cloud more among the dark, ominous masses gathering made no deeper impression than slight surprise.

For a while he stood motionless, hands in his trousers pockets, head lowered; then, as somebody entered the farther door, he turned instinctively and stepped into a private card room, closing the polished mahogany door. The door opened a moment later and Delancy Grandcourt walked in.

Hello, he said briefly. Dysart, by the window, looked around at him without any expression whatever.

Have you heard about Klawber? asked Delancy. Theyre calling the extra.

Dysart looked out of the window. Thats fast work, he said.

Grandcourt stood for a while in silence, then seated himself, saying:

He ought to have lived and tried to make good.

He couldnt.

He ought to have tried. Whats the good of lying down that way?

I dont know. I guess he was tired.

That doesnt relieve his creditors.

No, but it relieves Klawber.

Grandcourt said: You always view things from that side, dont you?

What side?

That of personal convenience.

Yes. Why not?

I dont know. Where is it landing you?

I havent gone into that very thoroughly. There was a trace of irritation in Dysarts voice; he passed one hand over his forehead; it was icy, and the hair on it damp. What the devil do you want of me, anyway? he asked.

Nothing.... I have never wanted anything of you, have I?

Dysart walked the width of the room, then the length of it, then came and stood by the table, resting on it with one thin hand, in which his damp handkerchief was crushed to a wad.

What is it youve got to say, Delancy? Is it about that loan?

No. Have you heard a word out of me about it?

Youve been devilish glum. Good God, I dont blame you; I ought not to have touched it; I must have been crazy to let you try to help me — —

It was my affair. What I choose to do concerns myself, said Grandcourt, his heavy, troubled face turning redder. And, Jack, I understand that my father is making things disagreeable for you. Ive told him not to; and you mustnt let it worry you, because what I had was my own and what I did with it my own business.

Anyway, observed Dysart, after a moments reflection, your family is wealthy.

A darker flush stained Grandcourts face; and Dysarts misinterpretation of his philosophy almost stung him into fierce retort; but as his heavy lips unclosed in anger, his eyes fell on Dysarts ravaged face, and he sat silent, his personal feelings merged in an evergrowing anxiety.

Why do you cough like that, Jack? he demanded after a paroxysm had shaken the other into an armchair, where he lay sweating and panting:

Its a cold, Dysart managed to say; been hanging on for a month.

Three months, said Grandcourt tersely. Why dont you take care of it?

There was a silence; nothing more was said about the cold; and presently Grandcourt drew a letter from his pocket and handed it silently to Dysart. It was in Rosalies handwriting, dated two months before, and directed to Dysart at Baltimore. The post-office authorities had marked it, No address, and had returned it a few days since to the sender.

These details Dysart noticed on the envelope and the heading of the first page; he glanced over a line or two, lowered the letter, and looked questioningly over it at Grandcourt:

Whats it about? — if you know, he asked wearily. Im not inclined just now to read anything that may be unpleasant.

Grandcourt said quietly:

I have not read the letter, but your wife has told me something of what it contains. She wrote and mailed it to you weeks ago — before the crash — saying, I believe, that adversity was not the time for the settlement of domestic differences, and that if her private fortune could avert disaster, you were to write immediately to her attorneys.

Dysart gazed at him as though stunned; then his dull gaze fell once more on the envelope. He examined it, went all over it with lack-lustre eyes, laid it aside, and finally began to read his wifes letter — the letter that had never reached him because he had used another name on the hotel register in Baltimore.

Grandcourt watched him with painful interest as he sat, hunched up, coughing at intervals, and poring over his wifes long, angular chirography. There was much between the lines to read, but Dysart could never read it; much to understand, but he could never understand it.

Delancy tells me, she wrote, that you are threatened with very serious difficulties. Once or twice you yourself have said as much to me; and my answer was that they no longer concerned me.

The situation is this: I have, as you know, consulted counsel with a view to begin proceedings for a separation. This has been discontinued — temporarily, at any rate — because I have been led to believe by your friend, Delancy Grandcourt, that the present is no time to add to your perplexities.

He has, I may add, induced me to believe other things which my better sense rejects; but no womans logic — which is always half sentiment — could remain unshaken by the simple loyalty to you and to me of this friend of yours and of mine. And this letter would never have been written except, practically, at his dictation. Kindly refrain from showing it to him as my acknowledgment here of his influence in the matter would grieve him very deeply.

Because he believes that it is still possible for you and me to return to civilised relations; he believes that I care for you, that, in your own leisurely and superficial fashion, you still really honour the vows that bound you — still in your heart care for me. Let him believe it; and if you will, for his sake, let us resume the surface semblance of a common life which, until he persuaded me, I was determined to abandon.

It is an effort to write this; I do it for his sake, and, in that way, for yours. I dont think you care about me; I dont think you ever did or ever will. Yet you must know how it was with me until I could endure my isolation no longer. And I say to you perfectly frankly that now I care more for this friend of yours, Delancy Grandcourt, than I care for anybody in the world. Which is why I write you to offer what I have offered, and to say that if my private fortune can carry you through the disaster which is so plainly impending, please write to my attorneys at once as they have all power in the matter.

The postscript was dated ten days later, from Dysarts own house:

Receiving no reply, I telephoned you, but Brandon says you are away from the city on business and have left no address, so I took the liberty of entering your house, selecting this letter from the mass of nine days old mail awaiting you, and shall direct it to you at the hotel in Baltimore where Bunny Gray says that somebody has seen you several times with a Mr. Skelton.

As Dysart read, he wiped the chilly perspiration from his haggard face at intervals, never taking his eyes from the written pages. And at last he finished his wifes letter, sat very silent, save when the cough shook him, the sheets of the letter lying loosely in his nerveless hand.

It was becoming plain to him, in a confused sort of way, that something beside bad luck and his own miscalculations, was working against him — had been stealthily moving toward his undoing for a year, now; something occult, sinister, inexorable.

He thought of the register at the hotel in Baltimore, of the name he lived under there during that interval in his career for which he had accounted to nobody, and never would account — on earth. And into his memory rose the pale face of Sylvia Quest; and he looked down at the letter trembling in his hand and thought of her and of his wife and of the Algonquin Trust Company, and of the chances of salvation he had missed.

Grandcourt sat looking at him; there was something in his gaze almost doglike:

Have you read it? he asked.

Dysart glanced up abstractedly: Yes.

Is it what I told you?

Yes — substantially. He dried his damp face; it comes rather late, you know.

Not too late, said the other, mistaking him; your wife is still ready to meet you half-way, Jack.

Oh — that? I meant the Algonquin matter— He checked himself, seeing for the first time in his life contempt distorting Grandcourts heavy face.

Man! Man! he said thickly, is there nothing in that letter for you except money offered?

What do you mean?

I say, is there nothing in that message to you that touches the manhood in you?

You dont know what is in it, said Dysart listlessly. Even Grandcourts contempt no longer produced any sensation; he looked at the letter, tore it into long strips, crumpled them and stood up with a physical effort:

Im going to burn this. Have you anything else to say?

Yes. Good God, Jack, dont you care for your wife? Cant you?

No.

Why?

I dont know. His tone became querulous. How can a man tell why he becomes indifferent to a woman? I dont know. I never did know. I cant explain it. But he does.

Grandcourt stared at him. And suddenly the latent fear that had been torturing him for the last two weeks died out utterly: this man would never need watching to prevent any attempt at self-destruction; this man before him was not of that caste. His self-centred absorption was of a totally different nature.

He said, very red in the face, but with a voice well modulated and even:

I think Ive made a good deal of an ass of myself. I think I may safely be cast for that rôle in future. Most people, including yourself, think Im fitted for it; and most people, and yourself, are right. And Ill admit it now by taking the liberty of asking you whom you were with in Baltimore.

None of your damned business! said Dysart, wheeling short on him.

Perhaps not. I did not believe it at the time, but I do now.... And her brother is after you with a gun.

What do you mean?

That youd better get out of town unless you want an uglier scandal on your hands.

Dysart stood breathing fast and with such effort that his chest moved visibly as the lungs strained under the tension:

Do you mean to say that drunken whelp suspects anything so — so wildly absurd — —

Which drunken whelp? There are several in town?

Dysart glared at him, careless of what he might now believe.

I take it you mean that little cur, Quest.

Yes, I happen to mean Quest.

Dysart gave an ugly laugh and turned short on his heel:

The whole damn lot of you make me sick, he said. So does this club.

A servant held his rain-coat and handed him his hat; he shook his bent shoulders, stifled a cough, and went out into the rain.

In his own home his little old father, carefully be-wigged, painted, cleaned and dressed, came trotting into the lamp-lit living-room fresh from the ministrations of his valet.

There you are, Jack! — te-he! Oh, yes, there you are, you young dog! — all a-drip with rain for the love o the ladies, eh, Jack? Te-he — ones been here to see you — a little white doll in chinchillas, and scared to death at my civilities — as though she knew the Dysarts — te-he! Oh, yes, the Dysarts, Jack. But it was monstrous imprudent, my son — and a good thing that your wife remains at Lenox so late this season — te-he! A lucky thing, you young dog! And what the devil do you mean by it — eh? What dye mean, I say!

Leering, peering, his painted lips pursed up, the little old man seated himself, gazing with dim, restless eyes at the shadowy blur which represented to him his handsome son — a Dysart all through, elegant, debonair, resistless, and, married or single, fatal to feminine peace of mind. Generations ago Dysarts had been shot very conventionally at ten paces owing to this same debonair resistlessness; Dysarts had slipped into and out of all sorts of unsavoury messes on account of this fatal family failing; some had been neatly winged, some thrust through; some, in a more sordid age, permitted counsel of ability to explain to a jury how guiltless a careless gentleman could be under the most unfortunate and extenuating appearances.

The son stood in his wet clothes, haggard, lined, ghastly in contrast to the startling red of his lips, looking at his smirking father: then he leaned over and touched a bell.

Who was it who called on Mrs. Dysart? he asked, as a servant appeared.

Miss Quest, sir, said the man, accepting the cue with stolid philosophy.

Did Miss Quest leave any message?

Yes, sir: Miss Quest desired Mrs. Dysart to telephone her on Mrs. Dysarts return from — the country, sir — it being a matter of very great importance.

Thank you.

Thank you, sir.

The servant withdrew; the son stood gazing into the hallway. Behind him his father mumbled and muttered and chuckled to himself in his easy-chair by the fire!

Te-he! They are all alike, the Dysarts — oh, yes, all alike! And now its that young dog — Jack! — te-he! — yes, its Jack, now! But hes a good son, my boy Jack; hes a good son to me and hes all Dysart, all Dysart; bon chien chasse de race! — te-he! Oui, ma fois! — bon chien chasse de race.




CHAPTER XIX. QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
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BY THE FIRST of January it became plain that there was not very much left of Colonel Malletts fortune, less of his business reputation, and even less of his wifes health. But she was now able to travel, and toward the middle of the month she sailed with Naïda and one maid for Naples, leaving her son to gather up and straighten out what little of value still remained in the wreckage of the house of Mallett. What he cared most about was to straighten out his fathers personal reputation; and this was possible only as far as it concerned Colonel Malletts individual honesty. But the rehabilitation was accomplished at the expense of his fathers reputation for business intelligence; and New York never really excuses such things.

Not much remained after the amounts due every creditor had been checked up and provided for; and it took practically all Duane had, almost all Naïda had, and also the sacrifice of the town house and country villa to properly protect those who had suffered. Part of his mothers estate remained intact, enough to permit her and her daughter to live by practising those inconsequential economies, the necessity for which fills Europe with about the only sort of Americans cultivated foreigners can tolerate, and for which predatory Europeans have no use whatever.

As for Duane, matters were now in such shape that he found it possible to rent a studio with adjoining bath and bedroom — an installation which, at one time, was more than he expected to be able to afford.

The loss of that luxury, which custom had made a necessity, filled his daily life full of trifling annoyances and surprises which were often unpleasant and sometimes humorous; but the new and arid order of things kept him so busy that he had little time for the apathy, bitterness, or self-commiseration which, in linked sequence, usually follow sudden disaster.

Sooner or later it was inevitable that he must feel more keenly the death of a father who, until in the shadow of impending disaster, had never offered him a very close intimacy. Their relations had been merely warm and pleasant — an easy camaraderie between friends — neither questioned the others rights to reticence and privacy. Their mutual silence concerning business pursuits was instinctive; neither father nor son understood the others affairs, nor were they interested except in the success of a good comrade.

It was inevitable that, in years to come, the realisation of his loss would become keener and deeper; but now, in the reaction from shock, and in the anxiety and stress and dire necessity for activity, only the surface sorrow was understood — the pity of it, the distressing circumstances surrounding the death of a good father, a good friend, and a personally upright man.

The funeral was private; only the immediate family attended. Duane had written to Geraldine, Kathleen, and Scott not to come, and he had also asked if he might not go to them when the chance arrived.

And now the chance had come at last, in the dead of winter; but the prospect of escape to Geraldine brightened the whole world for him and gilded the snowy streets of the city with that magic radiance no flaming planet ever cast.

He had already shipped a crate of canvases to Roya-Neh; his trunk had gone, and now, checking with an amused shrug a natural impulse to hail a cab, he swung his suit-case and himself aboard a car, bound for the Patroons Club, where he meant to lunch before taking the train for Roya-Neh.

He had not been to the club since the catastrophe and his fathers death, and he was very serious and sombre and slightly embarrassed when he entered.

A servant took his coat and suit-case with marked but subdued respect. Men whom he knew and some men whom he scarcely knew at all made it a point to speak to him or bow to him with a cordiality too pointed not to affect him, because in it he recognised the acceptance of what he had fought for — the verdict that publicly exonerated his father from anything worse than a bad but honest mistake.

For a second or two he stood in the great marble rotunda looking around him. In that club familiar figures were lacking — men whose social and financial position only a few months before seemed impregnable, men who had gone down in ruin, one or two who had perished by their own hand, several whose physical and financial stamina had been shattered at the same terrible moment. Some were ill, some dead, some had resigned, others had been forced to write their resignations — such men as Dysart for example, and James Skelton, now in prison, unable to furnish bail.

But the Patroons was a club of men above the average; a number among them even belonged to the Pyramid; and the financial disasters of that summer and winter had spared no club in the five boroughs and no membership list had been immune from the sinister consequences of a crash that had resounded from ocean to ocean and had set humble and great scurrying to cover in every Bourse of the civilised world.

As he entered the dining-room and passed to his usual table, he caught sight of Delancy Grandcourt lunching alone at the table directly behind him.

Hello, Delancy, he said; shall we join forces?

Id be glad to; its very kind of you, Duane, replied Grandcourt, showing his pleasure at the proposal in the direct honesty of his response. Few men considered it worth while to cultivate Grandcourt. To lunch with him was a bore; a tête-à-tête with him assumed the proportions of a visitation; his slowness and stupidity had become proverbial in that club; and yet almost the only foundation for it had been Dysarts attitude toward him; and mens estimate of him was the more illogical because few men really cared for Dysarts opinions. But Dysart had introduced him, elected him, and somehow had contrived to make the public accept his half-sneering measure of Grandcourt as Grandcourts true stature. And the man, being shy, reticent, slow to anger, slower still to take his own part, was tolerated and good-humouredly avoided when decently possible. So much for the average mans judgment of an average man.

Seated opposite to Duane, Grandcourt expressed his pleasure at seeing him with a simplicity that touched the other. Then, in perfectly good taste, but with great diffidence, he spoke of Duanes bereavement.

For a little while they asked and answered those amiably formal questions convention requires under similar circumstances; then Duane spoke of Dysart gravely, because new rumours were rife concerning him, even a veiled hint of possible indictment and arrest.

I hope not, said Grandcourt, his heavy features becoming troubled; he is a broken man, and no court and jury can punish him more severely than he has been punished. Nor do I know what they could get out of him. He has nothing left; everything he possessed has been turned over. He sits all day in a house that is no longer his, doing nothing, hoping nothing, hearing nothing, except the childish babble of his old father or the voices from the hall below, where his servants are fighting off reporters and cranks and people with grievances. Oh, I tell you, Duane, its pitiable, all right!

There was a rumour yesterday of his suicide, said Duane in a low voice. I did not credit it.

Grandcourt shook his head: He never would do that. He totally lacks whatever you call it — cowardice or courage — to do that. It is not like Dysart; it is not in him to do it. He never will, never could. I know him, Duane.

Duane nodded.

Grandcourt spoke again: He cares for few things; life is one of them. His father, his social position, his harmless — success with women— Grandcourt hesitated, caught Duanes eye. Both mens features became expressionless.

Duane said: I had an exceedingly nice note from Rosalie the other day. She has bought one of those double-deck apartments — but I fancy you know about it.

Yes, said Grandcourt, turning red. She was good enough to ask my opinion. He added with a laugh: I shouldnt think anybody would want my opinion after the way Ive smashed my own affairs.

Duane smiled, too. Ive heard, he said, that yours was the decentest smash of the season. What is that scriptural business about — about a man who lays down his fortune for a friend?

His life, corrected Grandcourt, very red, but please dont confound what I did with anything of importance to anybody. He lighted a cigar from the burning match offered by Duane, very much embarrassed for a moment, then suddenly brightened up:

Im in business now, he observed, with a glance at the other, partly timid, partly of pride. My father was thoroughly disgusted with me — and nobody blames him — so he bought me a seat and, Duane, do you know that I am doing rather well, considering that nobody is doing anything at all.

Duane laughed heartily, but his mirth did not hurt Grandcourt, who sat smiling and enjoying his cigar, and looking with confidence into a face that was so frankly and unusually friendly.

You know I always admired you, Duane — even in the days when you never bothered your head about me, he added naïvely. Do you remember at school the caricature you drew of me — all hands and feet and face, and absolutely no body? Ive got that yet; and Im very proud to have it when I hear people speak of your artistic success. Some day, if I ever have any money again, Ill ask you to paint a better portrait of me, if you have time.

They laughed again over this mild pleasantry; a cordial understanding was developing between them, which meant much to Grandcourt, for he was a lonely man and his shyness had always deprived him of what he most cared for — what really might have been his only resource — the friendship of other men.

For some time, while they were talking, Duane had noticed out of the corner of his eye another man at a neighbouring table — a thin, pop-eyed, hollow-chested, unhealthy young fellow, who, at intervals, stared insolently at Grandcourt, and once or twice contrived to knock over his glass of whiskey while reaching unsteadily for a fresh cigarette.

The man was Stuyvesant Quest, drunk as usual, and evidently in an unpleasant mood.

Grandcourts back was toward him; Duane paid him no particular attention, though at moments he noticed him scowling in their direction and seemed to hear him fussing and muttering over his whiskey and soda, which, with cigarettes, comprised his luncheon.

I wish I were going up to Roya-Neh with you, repeated Grandcourt. I had a bully time up there — everybody was unusually nice to me, and I had a fine time.

I know theyll ask you up whenever you can get away, said Duane. Geraldine Seagrave likes you immensely.

Does she? exclaimed Grandcourt, blushing. Id rather believe that than almost anything! She was very, very kind to me, I can tell you; and Lord knows why, because Ive nothing intellectual to offer anybody, and I certainly am not pretty!

Duane, very much amused, looked at his watch.

When does your train leave? asked Grandcourt.

Ive an hour yet.

Come up to my room and smoke. Ive better whiskey than we dispense down here. Im living at the club, you know. They havent yet got over my fiasco at home and I cant stand their joshing.

Neither of the men noticed that a third man followed them, stumbling up the stairs as they took the elevator. Duane was seated in an easy chair by the fire, Grandcourt in another, the decanter stood on a low table between them, when, without formality, the door opened and young Quest appeared on the threshold, white, self-assertive, and aggressively at his ease:

If you fellows dont mind, Ill butt in a moment, he said. How are you, Mallett? How are you? giving Grandcourt an impertinent look; and added: Do you, by any chance, expect your friend Dysart in here this afternoon?

Dysart is no longer a member of this club, said Grandcourt quietly. Ive told you that a dozen times.

All right, Ill ask you two dozen times more, if I choose, retorted Quest. Why not? And he gave him an ugly stare.

The man was just drunk enough to be quarrelsome. Duane paid him no further attention; Grandcourt asked him very civilly if he could do anything for him.

Sure, sneered Quest. You can tell Dysart that if I ever come across him Ill shoot him on sight! Tell him that and be damned!

Ive already told him that, said Grandcourt with a shrug of contempt.

The weak, vicious face of the other reddened:

What do you mean by taking that tone with me? he demanded loudly. Do you think I wont make good? He fumbled around in his clothing for a moment and presently jerked a pistol free — one of the automatic kind with rubber butt and blued barrel.

Unless you are drunker than Ive ever seen you, said Grandcourt, youll put up that pistol before I do.

Quest cursed him steadily for a minute: Do you think I havent got the nerve to use it when m honours volved? I tell you, he said thickly, when m honours volved — —

You get drunk, dont you? observed Duane. What a pitiful pup you are, anyway. Go to bed.

Quest stood swaying slightly on his heels and considering Duane with the inquiring solemnity of one who is in process of grasping and digesting an abstruse proposition.

B-bed? he repeated; me?

Certainly. A member of this club disgracefully drunk in the afternoon will certainly hear from the governing board unless he keeps out of sight until hes sane again.

Thank you, said Quest with owlish condescension; Im indebted to you for calling tention to m-matters which volve honour of m own club and — —

His voice rambled off into a mutter; he sat or rather fell into an armchair and lay there twitching and mumbling to himself and inspecting his automatic pistol with prominent watery eyes.

Youd better leave that squirt-gun with me, said Grandcourt.

Quest refused with an oath, and, leaning forward and hammering the padded chair-arm with his unhealthy looking fist, he broke out into a violent arraignment of Dysart:

Damn him! he yelled, Ive written him, Ive asked for an explanation, Ive m-manded t know why his names coupled with my sisters — —

Duane leaned over, slammed the door, and turned short on Quest:

Shut up! he said sharply. Do you hear! Shut up!

No, I wont shut up! Ill say what I damn please — —

Havent you any decency at all — —

Ive enough to fix Dysart good and plenty, and Ill do it! Ill — let go of me, Mallett! — let go, I tell you or — —

Duane jerked the pistol from his shaky fingers, and when Quest struggled to his feet with a baffled howl, jammed him back into the chair again and handed the pistol to Grandcourt, who locked it in a bureau drawer and pocketed the key.

You belong in Matteawan, said the latter, flinging Quest back into the chair again as the infuriated man still struggled to rise. You miserable drunken kid — do you think you would be enhancing your sisters reputation by dragging her name into a murder trial? What are you, anyway? By God, if I didnt know your sister as a thoroughbred, Id have you posted here for a mongrel and sent packing. The pound is your proper place, not a club-house; which was an astonishing speech for Delancy Grandcourt.

Again, half contemptuously, but with something almost vicious in his violence, Grandcourt slammed young Quest back into the chair from which he had attempted to hurl himself: Keep quiet, he said; youre a particularly vile little wretch, particularly pitiable; but your sister is a girl of gentle breeding — a sweet, charming, sincere young girl whom everybody admires and respects. If you are anything but a gutter-mut, youll respect her, too, and the only way you can do it is by shutting that unsanitary whiskey-trap of yours — and keeping it shut — and by remaining as far away from her as you can, permanently.

There were one or two more encounters, brief ones; then Quest collapsed and began to cry. He was shaking, too, all over, apparently on the verge of some alcoholic crisis.

Grandcourt went over to Duane:

The man is sick, helplessly sick in mind and body. If youll telephone Bailey at the Knickerbocker Hospital, hell send an ambulance and Ill go up there with this fool boy. Hes been like this before. Bailey knows what to do. Telephone from the station; I dont want the club servants to gossip any more than is necessary. Do you mind doing it?

Of course not, said Duane. He glanced at the miserable, snivelling, twitching creature by the fire: Do you think hell get over this, or will he buy another pistol the next time he gets the jumps?

Grandcourt looked troubled:

I dont know what this breed is likely to do. Hes absolutely no good. Hes the only person in the world that is left of the family — except his sister. Hes all she has had to look out for her — a fine legacy, a fine prop for her to lean on. Thats the sort of protection she has had all her life; thats the example set her in her own home. I dont know what shes done; its none of my business; but, Duane, Im for her!

So am I.

They stood together in silence for a moment; maudlin sniffles of self-pity arose from the corner by the fire, alternating with more hysterical and more ominous sounds presaging some spasmodic crisis.

Grandcourt said: Bunny Gray has helped me kennel this pup once or twice. Hes in the club; I think Ill send for him.

Youll need help, nodded Duane. Ill call up the hospital on my way to the station. Good-bye, Delancy.

They shook hands and parted.

At the station Duane telephoned to the hospital, got Dr. Bailey, arranged for a room in a private ward, and had barely time to catch his train — in fact, he was in such a hurry that he passed by without seeing the sister of the very man for whom he had been making such significant arrangements.

She wore, as usual, her pretty chinchilla furs, but was so closely veiled that he might not have recognised her under any circumstances. She, however, forgetting that she was veiled, remained uncertain as to whether his failure to speak to her had been intentional or otherwise. She had halted, expecting him to speak; now she passed on, cheeks burning, a faint sinking sensation in her heart.

For she cared a great deal about Duanes friendship; and she was very unhappy, and morbid and more easily wounded than ever, because somehow it had come to her ears that rumour was busily hinting things unthinkable concerning her — nothing definite; yet the very vagueness of it added to her distress and horror.

Around her silly head trouble was accumulating very fast since Jack Dysart had come sauntering into her youthful isolation; and in the beginning it had been what it usually is to lonely hearts — shy and grateful recognition of a friendship that flattered; fascination, an infatuation, innocent enough, until the man in the combination awoke her to the terrors of stranger emotions involving her deeper and deeper until she lost her head, and he, for the first time in all his career, lost his coolly selfish caution.

How any rumours concerning herself and him had arisen nobody could explain. There never is any explanation. But they always arise.

In their small but pretty house, terrible scenes had already occurred between her and her brother — consternation, anger, and passionate denial on her part; on his, fury, threats, maudlin paroxysms of self-pity, and every attitude that drink and utter demoralisation can distort into a parody on what a brother might say and do.

To escape it she had gone to Tuxedo for a week; now, fear and foreboding had brought her back — fear intensified at the very threshold of the city when Duane seemed to look straight at her and pass her by without recognition. Men dont do that, but she was too inexperienced to know it; and she hastened on with a heavy heart, found a taxi-cab to take her to the only home she had ever known, descended, and rang for admittance.

In these miserable days she had come to look for hidden meaning even in the expressionless faces of her trained servants, and now she misconstrued the respectful smile of welcome, brushed hastily past the maid who admitted her, and ran upstairs.

Except for the servants she was alone. She rang for information concerning her brother; nobody had any. He had not been home in a week.

Her toilet, after the journey, took her two hours or more to accomplish; it was dark at five oclock and snowing heavily when tea was served. She tasted it, then, unable to subdue her restlessness, went to the telephone; and after a long delay, heard the voice she tremblingly expected:

Is that you, Jack? she asked.

Yes.

H-how are you?

Not very well.

Have you heard anything new about certain proceedings? she inquired tremulously.

Yes; shes begun them.

On — on w-what grounds?

Not on any grounds to scare you. It will be a Western matter.

Her frightened sigh of relief turned her voice to a whisper:

Has Stuyve — has a certain relative — annoyed you since Ive been away?

Yes, over the telephone, drunk, as usual.

Did he make — make any more threats, Jack?

The usual string. Where is he?

I dont know, she said; he hasnt been home in a week, they tell me. Jack, do you think it safe for you to drop in here for a few moments before dinner?

Just as you say. If he comes in, there may be trouble. Which isnt a good idea, on your account.

No woman in such circumstances is moved very much by an appeal to her caution.

But I want to see you, Jack, she said miserably.

That seems to be the only instinct that governs you, he retorted, slightly impatient. Cant you ever learn the elements of prudence? It seems to me about time that you substituted common sense for immature impulse in dealing with present problems.

His voice was cold, emotionless, unpleasant. She stood with the receiver at her ears, flushing to the tips of them under his rebuke. She always did; she had known many, recently, but the quick pang of pain was never any less keen. On the contrary.

Dont you want to see me? I have been away for ten days.

Yes, I want to see you, of course, but Im not anxious to spring a mine under myself — under us both by going into your house at this time.

My brother has not been here in a week.

Does that accidental fact bar his possible appearance ten minutes from now?

She wondered, vaguely, whether he was afraid of anything except possible damage to her reputation. She had, lately, considered this question on several occasions. Being no coward, as far as mere fear for her life was concerned, she found it difficult to attribute such fear to him. Indeed, one of the traits in her which he found inexplicable and which he disliked was a curious fearlessness of death — not uncommon among women who, all their lives, have had little to live for.

She said: If I am not worth a little risk, what is my value to you?

You talk like a baby, he retorted. Is an interview worth risking a scandal that will spatter the whole town?

I never count such risks, she said wearily. Do as you please.

His voice became angry: Havent I enough to face already without hunting more trouble at present? I supposed I could look to you for sympathy and aid and common sense, and every day you call me up and demand that I shall drop everything and fling caution to the winds, and meet you somewhere! Every day of the year you do it — —

I have been away ten days— she faltered, turning sick and white at the words he was shouting through the telephone.

Well, it was understood youd stay for a month, wasnt it? Cant you give me time to turn around? Cant you give me half a chance? Do you realise what Im facing? Do you?

Yes. Im sorry I called you; I was so miserable and lonely — —

Well, try to think of somebody besides yourself. Youre not the only miserable person in this city. Ive all the misery I can carry at present; and if you wish to help me, dont make any demands on me until Im clear of the tangle thats choking me.

Dear, I only wanted to help you— she stammered, appalled at his tone and words.

All right, then, let me alone! he snarled, losing all self-command. Ive stood about all of this Im going to, from you and your brother both! Is that plain? I want to be let alone. That is plainer still, isnt it?

Yes, she said. Her face had become deathly white; she stood frozen, motionless, clutching the receiver in her small hand.

His voice altered as he spoke again:

Dont feel hurt; I lost my temper and I ask your pardon. But Im half crazy with worry — youve seen to-days papers, I suppose — so you can understand a mans losing his temper. Please forgive me; Ill try to see you when I can — when its advisable. Does that satisfy you?

Yes, she said in a dull voice.

She put away the receiver and, turning, dropped onto her bed. At eight oclock the maid who had come to announce dinner found her young mistress lying there, clenched hands over her eyes, lying slim and rigid on her back in the darkness.

When the electric lamps were lighted she rose, went to the mirror and looked steadily at herself for a long, long time.

She tasted what was offered, seeing nothing, hearing nothing; later, in her room, a servant came saying that Mr. Gray begged a moments interview on a matter of importance connected with her brother.

It was the only thing that could have moved her to see him. She had denied herself to him all that winter; she had been obliged to make it plainer after a letter from him — a nice, stupid, boyish letter, asking her to marry him. And her reply terminated the attempts of Bunbury Gray to secure a hearing from the girl who had apparently taken so sudden and so strange an aversion to a man who had been nice to her all her life.

They had, at one time, been virtually engaged, after Geraldine Seagrave had cut him loose, and before Dysart took the trouble to seriously notice her. But Bunny was youthful and frisky and his tastes were catholic, and it did not seem to make much difference that Dysart again stepped casually between them in his graceful way. Yet, curiously enough, each preserved for the other a shy sort of admiration which, until last autumn, had made their somewhat infrequent encounters exceedingly interesting. Autumn had altered their attitudes; Bunny became serious in proportion to the distance she put between them — which is of course the usual incentive to masculine importunity. They had had one or two little scenes at Roya-Neh; the girl even hesitated, unquietly curious, perplexed at her own attitude, yet diffidently interested in the man.

A straw was all that her balance required to incline it; Dysart dropped it, casually. And there were no more pretty scenes between Bunny Gray and his lady-love that autumn, only sulks from the youth, and, after many attempts to secure a hearing, a very direct and honest letter that winter, which had resulted in his dismissal.

She came down to the drawing-room, looking the spectre of herself, but her stillness and self-possession kept Bunny at his distance, staring, restless, amazed — all of which very evident symptoms and emotions she ignored.

I have your message, she said. Has anything happened to my brother?

He began: You mustnt be alarmed, but he is not very well — —

I am alarmed. Where is he?

In the Knickerbocker Hospital.

Seriously ill?

No. He is in a private ward — —

The — alcoholic? she asked quietly.

Yes, he said, flushing with the shame that had not burnt her white face.

May I go to him? she asked.

No! he exclaimed, horrified.

She seated herself, hands folded loosely on her lap:

What am I to do, Bunny?

Nothing.... I only came to tell you so that youd know. To-morrow if you care to telephone Bailey — —

Yes; thank you. She closed her eyes; opened them with an effort.

If youll let me, Sylvia, Ill keep you informed, he ventured.

Would you? Id be very glad.

Sure thing! he said with great animation; Ill go to the hospital as many times a day as I am allowed, and Ill bring you back a full account of Stuyves progress after every visit.... May I, Sylvie?

She said nothing. He sat looking at her. He had no great amount of intellect, but he possessed an undue proportion of heart under the somewhat striking waistcoats which at all times characterised his attire.

Im terribly sorry for you, he said, his eyes very wide and round.

She gazed into space, past him.

Do you — would you prefer to have me go? he stammered.

There was no reply.

Because, he said miserably, I take it that you havent much use for me.

No word from her.

Sylvie?

Silence; but she looked up at him. I havent changed, he said, and the healthy colour turned him pink. I — just — wanted you to know. I thought perhaps you might like to know — —

Why? Her voice was utterly unlike her own.

Why? he repeated, getting redder. I dont know — I only thought you might — it might — amuse you — to know that I havent changed — —

As others have? Is that what you mean, Bunny?

No, no, I didnt think — I didnt mean — —

Yes, you did. Why not say it to me? You mean that you, and others, have heard rumours. You mean that you, unlike others, are trying to make me understand that you are still loyal to me. Is that it?

Y-yes. Good Lord! Loyal! Why, of course I am. Why, you didnt suppose Id be anything else, did you?

She opened her pallid lips to speak and could not.

Loyal! he repeated indignantly. Theres no merit in that when a mans been in love with a girl all his life and didnt know it until shed got good and tired of him! You know Im for you every time, Sylvia; whats the game in pretending you didnt know it?

No game.... I didnt — know it.

Well, you do now, dont you?

Her face was colourless as marble. She said, looking at him: Suppose the rumour is true?

His face flamed: You dont know what you are saying! he retorted, horrified.

Suppose it is true?

Sylvia — for Heavens sake — —

Suppose it is true, she repeated in a dead, even voice; how loyal would you remain to me then?

As loyal as I am now! he answered angrily, if you insist on my answering such a silly question — —

Is that your answer?

Certainly. But — —

Are you sure?

He glared at her; something struck coldly through him, checking breath and pulse, then releasing both till the heavy beating of his heart made speech impossible.

I thought you were not sure, she said.

I am sure! he broke out. Good God, Sylvia, what are you doing to me?

Destroying your faith in me.

You cant! I love you!

She gave a little gasp:

The rumour is true, she said.

He reeled to his feet; she sat looking up at him, white, silent hands twisted on her lap.

Now you know, she managed to say. Why dont you go? If youve any self-respect, youll go. Ive told you what I am; do you want me to speak more plainly?

Yes, he said between his teeth.

Very well; what do you wish to know?

Only one thing.... Do you — care for him?

She sat, minute after minute, head bent, thinking, thinking. He never moved a muscle; and at last she lifted her head.

No, she said.

Could you care for — me?

She made a gesture as though to check him, half rose, fell back, sat swaying a moment, and suddenly tumbled over sideways, lying a white heap on the rug at his feet.




CHAPTER XX. IN SEARCH OF HERSELF
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AS HIS TRAIN slowed down through the darkness and stopped at the snow-choked station, Duane, carrying suit-case, satchel, and fur coat, swung himself off the icy steps of the smoker and stood for a moment on the platform in the yellow glare of the railway lanterns, looking about him.

Sleigh-bells sounded near — chiming through the still, cold air; he caught sight of two shadowy restive horses, a gaily plumed sleigh, and, at the same moment, the driver leaned sideways from her buffalo-robed seat, calling out to him by name.

Why, Kathleen! he exclaimed, hastening forward. Did you really drive down here all alone to meet me?

She bent over and saluted him, demure, amused, bewitchingly pretty in her Isabella bear furs:

I really did, Duane, without even a groom, so we could talk about everything and anything all the way home. Give your checks to the station agent — there he is! — Oh, Mr. Whitley, would you mind sending up Mr. Malletts trunks to-night? Thank you so much. Now, Duane, dear — —

He tossed suit-case and satchel into the sleigh, put on his fur coat, and climbing up beside Kathleen, burrowed into the robes.

I tell you what, he said seriously, youre getting to be a howling beauty; not just an ordinary beauty, but a miracle. Do you mind if I kiss you again?

Not after that, she said, presenting him a fresh-curved cheek tinted with rose, and snowy cold. Then, laughing, she swung the impatient horses to the left; a jingling shower of golden bell-notes followed; and they were off through the starlight, tearing northward across the snow.

Duane! she said, pulling the young horses down into a swift, swinging trot, what do you think! Geraldine doesnt know youre coming!

Why not? he asked, surprised. I telegraphed.

Yes, but shes been on the mountain with old Miller for three days. Three of your letters are waiting for her; and then came your telegram, and of course Scott and I thought we ought to open it.

Of course. But what on earth sent Geraldine up the Golden Dome in the dead of winter?

Kathleen shook her pretty head:

Shes turned into the most uncontrollable sporting proposition you ever heard of! Shes up there at Lynx Peak camp, with her rifle, and old Miller. Theyre after that big boar — the biggest, horridest thing in the whole forest. I saw him once. Hes disgusting. Scott objected, and so did I, but, somehow, Im becoming reconciled to these break-neck enterprises she goes in for so hard — so terribly hard, Duane! and all I do is to fuss a little and make a few tearful objections, and she laughs and does what she pleases.

He said: It is better, is it not, to let her?

Yes, returned Kathleen quietly, it is better. That is why I say very little.

There was a moments silence, but the constraint did not last.

Its twenty below zero, my poor friend, observed Kathleen. Luckily, there is no wind to-night, but, all the same, you ought to keep in touch with your nose and ears.

Duane investigated cautiously.

My features are still sticking to my face, he announced; is it really twenty below? It doesnt seem so.

It is. Yesterday the thermometers registered thirty below, but nobody here minds it when the wind doesnt blow; and Geraldine has acquired the most exquisite colour! — and shes so maddeningly pretty, Duane, and actually plump, in that long slim way of hers.... And theres another thing; she is happier than she has been for a long, long while.

Has that fact any particular significance to you? he asked slowly.

Vital!... Do you understand me, Duane, dear?

Yes.

A moment later she called in her clear voice: Gate, please! A lantern flashed; a door opened in the lodge; there came a crunch of snow, a creak, and the gates of Roya-Neh swung wide in the starlight.

Kathleen nodded her thanks to the keeper, let the whip whistle, and spent several minutes in consequence recovering control of the fiery young horses who were racing like scared deer. The road was wide, crossed here and there by snowy rides, and bordered by the splendid Roya-Neh forests; wide enough to admit a white glow from myriads of stars. Never had Duane seen so many stars swarming in the heavens; the winter constellations were magnificent, their diamond-like lustre silvered the world.

I suppose you want to hear all the news, all the gossip, from three snow-bound rustics, dont you? she asked. Well, then, let me immediately report a most overwhelming tragedy. Scott has just discovered that several inconsiderate entomologists, who died before he was born, all wrote elaborate life histories of the Rose-beetle. Isnt it pathetic? And hes worked so hard, and hes been like a father to the horrid young grubs, feeding them nice juicy roots, taking their weights and measures, photographing them, counting their degraded internal organs — oh, it is too vexing! Because, if you should ask me, I may say that Ive been a mother to them, too, and it enrages me to find out that all those wretched, squirming, thankless creatures have been petted and studied and have had their legs counted and their Bertillon measurements taken years before either Scott or I came into this old fraud of a scientific world!

Duanes unrestrained laughter excited her merriment; the star-lit woodlands rang with it and the treble chiming of the sleigh-bells.

What on earth will he find to do now? asked Duane.

Hes going to see it through, he says. Isnt it fine of him? There is just a bare chance that he may discover something that those prying entomological people overlooked. Anyway, we are going to devote next summer to studying the parasites of the Rose-beetle, and try to find out what sort of creatures prey upon them. And I want to tell you something exciting, Duane. Promise you wont breathe one word!

Not a word!

Well, then — Scott was going to tell you, anyway! — we think — but, of course, we are not sure by any means! — but we venture to think that we have discovered a disease which kills Rose-beetles. We dont know exactly what it is yet, or how they get it, but we are practically convinced that it is a sort of fungus.

She was very serious, very earnest, charming in her conscientious imitation of that scientific caution which abhors speculation and never dares assert anything except dry and proven facts.

What are you and Scott aiming at? Are you going to try to start an epidemic among the Rose-beetles? he inquired.

Oh, its far too early to even outline our ideas — —

Thats right; dont tell anything Scott wants to keep quiet about! Ill never say a word, Kathleen, only if youll take my advice, feed em fungus! Stuff em with it three times a day — give it to them boiled, fried, au gratin, à la Newburg! Thatll fetch em!... How is old Scott, anyway?

Perfectly well, she said demurely. He informs us daily that he weighs one hundred and ninety pounds, and stands six feet two in his snow-shoes. He always mentions it when he tells us that he is going to scrub your face in a snow-drift, and Geraldine invariably insists that he isnt man enough. You know, as a matter of fact, were all behaving like very silly children up here. Goodness knows what the servants think. Her smiling face became graver.

I am so glad that matters are settled and that theres enough of your estate left to keep your mother and Naïda in comfort.

He nodded. How is Scott coming out?

Why — hell tell you. I dont believe he has very much left. Geraldines part is sufficient to run Roya-Neh, and the house in town, if she and Scott conclude to keep it. Old Mr. Tappan has been quite wonderful. Why, Duane, hes a perfect old dear; and we all are so terribly contrite and so anxious to make amends for our horrid attitude toward him when he ruled us with an iron rod.

Hes a funny old duck, mused Duane. That son of his, Peter, has had the indiwidool cultiwated clean out of him. Hes only a type, like Gibsons drawings of Tags son. Old Tappan may be as honest as a block of granite, but its an awful thing that he should ever have presided over the destinies of children.

Kathleen sighed. According to his light he was faithful. I know that his system was almost impossible; I had to live and see my children driven into themselves until they were becoming too self-centred to care for anything else — to realise that there was anything else or anybody else except their wishes and themselves to consider.... But, Duane, you see the right quality was latent in them. They are coming out — they have emerged splendidly. It has altered their lives fundamentally, of course, but, sometimes, I wonder whether, in their particular cases, it was not better to cripple the easy, irresponsible, and delightfully casual social instincts of the House of Seagrave. Educated according to my own ideas, they must inevitably have become, in a measure, types of the set with which they are identified.... And the only serious flaw in the Seagraves was — weakness.

Duane nodded, looking ahead into the star-illumined night.

I dont know. Tappans poison may have been the antidote for them in this case. Tell me, Kathleen, has Geraldine — suffered?

Yes.

Very — much?

Very much, Duane. Has she said nothing about it to you in her letters?

Nothing since she went to town that time. Every letter flies the red cross. Does she still suffer?

I dont think so. She seems so wonderfully happy — so vigorous, in such superb physical condition. For a month I have not seen that pitiful, haunted expression come into her eyes. And it is not mere restlessness that drives her into perpetual motion now; its a new delight in living hard and with all her might every moment of the day!... She overdoes it; you will turn her energy into other channels. Shes ready for you, I think.

They drove on in silence for a few minutes, then swung into a broader avenue of pines. Straight ahead glimmered the lights of Roya-Neh.

Duane said naïvely: I dont suppose I could get up to Lynx Peak camp to-night, could I?

Kathleen threw back her head, making no effort to control her laughter.

It isnt necessary, she managed to explain; I sent a messenger up the mountain with a note to her saying that matters of importance required her immediate return. Shell come down to-night by sleigh from The Green Pass and Westgate Centre.

Wont she be furious? he inquired, with a hypocritical side glance at Kathleen, who laughed derisively and drew in the horses under the porte-cochère. A groom took their heads; Duane swung Kathleen clear to the steps just as Scott Seagrave, hearing sleigh-bells, came out, bareheaded, his dinner-jacket wide open, as though he luxuriated in the bitter air.

Good work! he said. How are you, Duane? Geraldine arrived from The Green Pass about five minutes ago. She thinks youre sleighing, Kathleen, and shes tremendously curious to know why you want her.

She probably suspects, said Kathleen, disappointed.

No, she doesnt. I began to talk business immediately, and I know she thinks that some of Mr. Tappans lawyers are coming. So they are — next month, he added with a grin, and, turning on Duane:

I think Ill begin festivities by washing your face in the snow.

Youre not man enough, remarked the other; and the next moment they had clinched and were swaying and struggling all over the terrace, to the scandal of the servants peering from the door.

Hes tired and half frozen! exclaimed Kathleen; what a brute you are to bully him, Scott!

Ill include you in a moment, he panted, loosing Duane and snatching a handful of snow. Whereupon she caught up sufficient snow to fill the hollow of her driving glove, powdered his face thoroughly with the feathery flakes, picked up her skirt and ran for it, knowing full well she could expect no mercy.

Duane watched their reckless flight through the hall and upstairs, then walked in, dropped his coat, and advanced across the heavy rugs toward the fireplace.

On the landing above he heard Geraldines laughter, then silence, then her clear, careless singing as she descended the stairs:

Lisetto quittée la plaine,
Moi perdi bonheur à moi — 
Yeux à moi semblent fontaine
Depuis moi pas miré toi!

At the doorway she halted, seeing a mans figure silhouetted against the firelight. Then she moved forward inquiringly, the ruddy glow full in her brown eyes; and a little shock passed straight through her.

Duane! she whispered.

He caught her in his arms, kissed her, locked her closer; her arms sought his head, clung, quivered, fell away; and with a nervous movement she twisted clear of him and stood breathing fast, the clamour of her heart almost suffocating her. And when again he would have drawn her to him she eluded him, wide-eyed, flushed, lips parted in the struggle for speech which came at last, brokenly:

Dear, you must not take me — that way — yet. I am not ready, Duane. You must give me time!

Time! Is anything — has anything gone wrong?

No — oh, no, no, no! Dont you understand I must take my own time? Ive won the right to it; Im winning out, Duane — winning back myself. I must have my little year of self-respect. Oh, cant you understand that you mustnt sweep me off my feet this way? — that Im too proud to go to you — have you take me while there remains the faintest shadow of risk?

But I dont care! I want you! he cried.

I love you for it; I want you, Duane. But be fair to me; dont take me until I am as clean and straight and untainted as the girl I was — as I am becoming — as I will be — surely, surely — my darling!

She caught his hands in hers and, close to him, looked into his eyes smilingly, tearfully, and a little proudly. The sensitive under-lip quivered; but she held her head high.

Dont ask me to give you what is less perfect than I can make it. Dont let me remember my gift and be ashamed, dear. There must be no memory of your mistaken generosity to trouble me in the years to come — the long, splendid years with you. Let me always remember that I gave you myself as I really can be; let me always know that neither your love nor compassion were needed to overlook any flaw in what I give.

She bent her proud little head and laid her lips on his hands, which she held close between her own.

You can so easily carry me by storm, Duane; and in your arms I might be weak enough to waver and forget and promise to give you now what there is of me if you demanded it. Dont ask it; dont carry me out of my depth. There is more to me than I can give you yet. Let me wait to give it lest I remember your unfairness and my humiliation through the years to come.

She lifted her lips to his, offering them; he kissed her; then, with a little laugh, she abandoned his hands and stepped back, mocking, tormenting, enjoying his discomfiture.

Its cruel, isnt it, you poor lamb! But do you know the year is already flying very, very fast? Do you think Im not counting the days? — and, suddenly yielding— if you wish — if you truly do wish it, dear, I will marry you on the very day that the year — my year — ends. Come over here — she seated herself and made a place for him— and you wont caress me too much — will you? You wouldnt make me unhappy, would you?... Why, yes, I suppose that I might let you touch me occasionally.... And kiss me — at rare intervals.... But not — as we have.... You wont, will you? Then you may sit here — a little nearer if you think it wise — and Im ready to listen to your views concerning anything on earth, Duane, even including love and wedlock.

It was very hard for them to judge just what they might or might not permit each other — how near it was perfectly safe to sit, how long they might, with impunity, look into each others eyes in that odd and rather silly fashion which never seems to be out of date.

What worried him was the notion that if she would only marry him at once her safety was secured beyond question; but she explained very sweetly that her safety was almost secured already; that, if let alone, she was at present in absolute command of her fate, mistress of her desires, in full tide of self-control. Now all she required was an interval to develop character and self-mastery, so that they could meet on even ground and equal terms when the day arrived for her to surrender to him the soul and body she had regained.

I suppose its all right, he said with a sigh, but utterly unconvinced. You always were fair about things, and if its your idea of justice to me and to yourself, that settles it.

You dear old stupid! she said, tenderly amused; it is the best thing for our future. The sphere of influence and the balance of power are as delicate matters to adjust in marriage as they are in world-politics. Youre going to be too famous a painter for your wife to be anything less than a thorough woman.

She drew a little away from him, bent her head and clasped both hands around her knee.

There is another reason why I should be in autocratic command over myself when we marry.... It is difficult for me to explain to you.... Do you remember that I wrote you once that I was — afraid to marry you — not for our own sakes?

Her young face was grave and serious; she bent her gaze on her ringless fingers.

That, she said, is the most vital and — sacred reason of all.

Yes, dear. He did not dare to touch her, scarcely dared look at the pure, thoughtful profile until she lifted her head and her fearless eyes sought his.

And they smiled, unembarrassed, unafraid.

Those people are deliberately leaving us here to spoon, she declared indignantly. I know perfectly well that dinner was announced ages ago! And, raising her voice: Scott, you silly ninny! Where in the world are you?

Scott appeared with alacrity from the library, evidently detained there in hunger and impatience by Kathleen, who came in a moment later, pretty eyes innocently perplexed.

I declare, she said, it is nine oclock and dinner is supposed to be served at eight! And she seemed more surprised than ever when old Howker, who evidently had been listening off stage, entered with reproachful dignity and announced that ceremony.

And it was the gayest kind of a ceremony, for they ate and chattered and laughed there together as inconsequentially as four children, and when Howker, with pomp and circumstance, brought in a roast boars head garnished with holly-like crimson elder, they all stood up and cheered as though they really liked the idea of eating it. However, there was, from the same animal, a saddle to follow the jowl, which everybody tasted and only Scott really liked; and, to Duanes uneasy surprise, great silver tankards of delicious home-brewed ale were set at every cover except Geraldines.

Catching his eye she shrugged slightly and smiled; and her engaging glance returned to him at intervals, reassuring, humorously disdainful; and her serenely amused smile seemed to say:

My dear fellow, please enjoy your ale. There is not the slightest desire on my part to join you.

That isnt a very big wild boar, observed Scott, critically eyeing the saddle.

Its a two-year-old, admitted Geraldine. I only shot him because Lacy said we were out of meat.

You killed him! exclaimed Duane.

She gave him a condescending glance; and Scott laughed.

She and Miller save this establishment from daily famine, he said. You have no idea how many deer and boar it takes to keep the game within limits and ourselves and domestics decently fed. Just look at the heads up there on the walls. He waved his arm around the oak wainscoting, where, at intervals, the great furry heads of wild boar loomed in the candlelight, ears and mane on end, eyes and white sabre-like tusks gleaming. Those are Geraldines, he said with brotherly pride.

I want to shoot one, too! said Duane firmly. Do you think Im going to let my affianced put it all over me like that?

Isnt it like a man? said Geraldine, appealing to Kathleen. They simply cant endure it if a girl ventures competition — —

You talk like a suffragette, observed her brother. Duane doesnt care how many piglings you shoot; he wants to go out alone and get that old grandfather of all boars, the one which kept you on the mountain for the last three days — —

My boar! she cried indignantly. I wont have it! I wont let him. Oh, Duane, am I a pig to want to manage this affair when Ive been after him all winter? — and hes the biggest, grayest, wiliest thing you ever saw — a perfectly enormous silvery fellow with two pairs of Japanese sabre-sheaths for tusks and a mane like a lion, and a double bend in his nose and — —

Shouts of laughter checked her flushed animation.

Of course Im not going to sneak out all alone and pot your old pig, said Duane; Ill find one for myself on some other mountain — —

But I want you to shoot with me! she exclaimed in dismay. I wanted you to see me stalk this boar and mark him down, and have you kill him. Oh, Duane, that was the fun. Ive been saving him, I really have. Miller knows that I had a shot once — a pretty good one — and wouldnt take it. I killed a four-year near Hurryon instead, just to save that one — —

Youre the finest little sport in the land! said Duane, and we are just tormenting you. Of course Ill go with you, but Im blessed if I pull trigger on that gentleman pig — —

You must! Ive saved him. Scott, make him say he will! Kathleen, this is really too annoying! A girl plans and plans and pictures to herself the happiness and surprise shes going to give a man, and hes too stupid to comprehend — —

Meaning me! observed Duane. But I leave it to you, Scott; a man cant do such a thing decently — —

Oh, you silly people, laughed Kathleen; you may never again see that boar. Denman, keeper at Northgate when Mr. Atwood owned the estate, told me that everybody had been after that boar and nobody ever got a shot at him. Which, she added, does not surprise me, as there are some hundred square miles of mountain and forest on this estate, and Scott is lazy and aging very fast.

By the way, Sis, you say you got a four-year near The Green Pass?

She nodded, busy with her bon-bon.

Was it exciting? asked Duane, secretly eaten up with pride over her achievements and sportsmanship.

No, not very. She went on with her bon-bon, then glanced up at her brother, askance, like a bad child afraid of being reported.

Old Miller is so fussy, she said— the old, spoilt tyrant! He is really very absurd sometimes.

Oho! said Scott suspiciously, so Miller is coming to me again!

He — Im afraid he is. Did you, appealing to Kathleen, ever know a more obstinate, unreasoning old man — —

Geraldine! What did you do! she exclaimed.

Yes, said Scott, annoyed, what the deuce have you been up to now? Miller is perfectly right; hes an old hunter and knows his business, and when he comes to me and complains that you take fool risks, hes doing his duty!

He turned to Duane:

That idiot girl, he said, nodding toward his abashed sister, knocked over a boar last month, ran up to look at his tusks, and was hurled into a snowdrift by the beast, who was only creased. He went for Miller, too, and how he and my sister ever escaped without a terrible slashing before Geraldine shot the brute, nobody knows.... Theres his head up there — the wicked-looking one over the fireplace.

Thats not good sportsmanship, said Duane gravely.

Geraldine hung her head, colouring.

I know it; I mean to keep cool; truly, I do. But things happen so quickly — —

Why are you afraid Miller is going to complain? interrupted her brother.

Scott — it wasnt anything very much — that is, I didnt think so. Youd have done it — you know its a point of honour to track down wounded game.

She turned to Duane:

The Green Pass feeding-ground was about a thousand yards ahead in the alders, and I made Miller wait while I crept up. There was a fine boar feeding about two hundred yards off, and I fired and he went over like a cat in a fit, and then up and off, and I after him, and Miller after me, telling me to look out.

She laughed excitedly, and made a little gesture. Thats just why I ran — to look out! — and the trail was deep and strong and not much blood-dust. I was so vexed, so distressed, because it was almost sunset and the boar seemed to be going strongly and faster than a grayhound. And suddenly Miller shouted something about scrub hemlock — I didnt know he meant for me to halt! — So I — I — she looked anxiously at her brother— I jumped into the scrub and kicked him up before I knew it — and he — he tore my kilts — just one or two tears, but it didnt wound me, Scott, it only just made my leg black and blue — and, anyway, I got him — —

Oh, Lord, groaned her brother, dont you know enough to reconnoitre a wounded boar in the scrub? I dont know why he didnt rip you. Do you want to be killed by a pig? Whats the use of being all cut and bitten to pieces, anyway?

No use, dear, she admitted so meekly that Duane scarcely managed to retain his gravity.

She came over and humbly slipped her arm through his as they all rose from the table.

Dont think Im a perfect idiot, she said under her breath; its only inexperience under excitement. Youll see that Ive learned a lot when we go out together. Miller will admit that Im usually prudent, because, two weeks ago, I hit a boar and he charged me, and my rifle jammed, and I went up a tree! Wasnt that prudent?

Perfectly, he said gravely; only Id feel safer if you went up a tree in the first place and remained there. What a child you are, anyway!

Do you know, she confided in him, I am a regular baby sometimes. I do the silliest things in the woods. Once I gave Miller the slip and went off and built a dolls house out of snow and made three snow dolls and played with them! Isnt that the silliest thing? And another time a boar came out by the Westgate Oaks, and he was a black, hairy fellow, and so funny with his chin-whiskers all dotted with icicles that I began to say aloud:

I swear by the beard
On my chinny-chin-chin—

And of course he was off before I could pull trigger for laughing. Isnt that foolish?

Adorably, he whispered. You are finding the little girl in the garden, Geraldine.

She looked up at him, serious, wistful.

Its the boy who found her; I only helped. But I want to bring her home all alone.




CHAPTER XXI. THE GOLDEN HOURS
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THE WEATHER WAS unsuitable for hunting. It snowed for a week, thawed over night, then froze, then snowed again, but the moon that night promised a perfect day.

Young Mallett supposed that he was afoot and afield before anybody else in house could be stirring, but as he pitched his sketching easel on the edges of the frozen pasture brook, and opened his field-box, a far hail from the white hill-top arrested him.

High poised on the snowy crest above him, clothed in white wool from collar to knee-kilts, and her thick clustering hair flying, she came flashing down the hill on her skis, soared high into the sunlight, landed, and shot downward, pole balanced.

Like a silvery meteor she came flashing toward him, then her hair-raising speed slackened, and swinging in a widely gracious curve she came gliding across the glittering field of snow and quietly stopped in front of him.

Since when, angel, have you acquired this miraculous accomplishment? he demanded.

Do I do it well, Duane?

A swallow from paradise isnt in your class, dear, he admitted, fascinated. Is it easy — this new stunt of yours?

Try it, she said so sweetly that he missed the wickedness in her smile.

So, balancing, one hand on his shoulder, she disengaged her moccasins from the toe-clips, and he shoved his felt timber-jack boots into the leather loops, and leaning on the pointed pole which she handed him, gazed with sudden misgiving down the gentle acclivity below. She encouraged him; he listened, nodding his comprehension of her instructions, but still gazing down the hill, a trifle ill at ease.

However, as skates and snow-shoes were no mystery to him, he glanced at the long, narrow runners curved upward at the extremities, with more assurance, and his masculine confidence in all things masculine returned. Then he started, waved his hand, smiling his condescension; then he realised that he was going faster than he desired to; then his legs began to do disrespectful things to him. The treachery of his own private legs was most disheartening, for they wavered and wobbled deplorably, now threatening to cross each other, now veering alarmingly wide of his body. He made a feebly desperate attempt to use his trail-pole; and the next second all that Geraldine could see of the episode was mercifully enveloped in a spouting pinwheel of snow.

Like all masculine neophytes, he picked himself up and came back, savagely confident in his humiliation. She tried to guide his first toddling ski-steps, but he was mad all through and would have his own way. With a set and mirthless smile, again and again he gave himself to the slope and the mercy of his insurgent legs, and at length, bearing heavily on his trail-pole, managed to reach the level below without capsizing.

She praised him warmly, rescued his wool gloves and cap from snowy furrows into which their owner had angrily but helplessly dived; and then she stepped into her skis and ascended the hill beside him with that long-limbed, graceful, swinging stride which he had ventured to believe might become him also.

He said hopelessly: If you expect me to hunt wild boar with you on skis, therell be some wild and widely distributed shooting in this county. How can I hit a boar while describing unwilling ellipses in mid-air or how can I run away from one while Im sticking nose down in a snow-drift?

Too faint with laughter to reply, she stood leaning on her trailing-pole and looking over his shoulder as he repitched his sketching easel, squeezed the colours from the leaden tubes, and set his palette.

Im horribly hungry, he grumbled; too hungry to make a decent sketch. How cold is it, anyway? I believe that this paint is trying to freeze on my palette!

What are you going to paint? she asked, her rounded chin resting on his shoulder.

That frozen brook. He looked around at her, hesitating; and she laughed and nodded her comprehension.

You want to make a sketch of me, dear. Why dont you ask me? Do you think Id refuse?

Its so beastly cold to ask you to stand still — —

Cold! Why, its much warmer; its ten above zero. Ill stand wherever you wish. Where do you want me; here above you, against the snow and sky?

The transcendent loveliness of the picture she made set that excited thrill quivering through every vein; but he took a matter-of-fact grip on his emotions because good work is done in cold blood, even if it sometimes may be conceived in exaltation.

Dont move, he said serenely; you are exactly right as you stand. Tell me the very moment you feel cold. Promise?

Yes, dear.

His freezing colours bothered him, and at times he used them almost like pastels. He worked rapidly, calmly, and with that impersonal precision that made every brush stroke an integral factor in the ensemble.

At almost any stage of the study the accidental brilliancy of his progress might have been terminated abruptly, leaving a sketch rarely beautiful in its indicated and unfinished promise.

But the pitfalls of the accidental had no allurements for him. She rested, changed position, stretched her limbs, took a long circle or two, skimming the hillside when she needed the reaction. But always she came swinging back again to stand and watch her lover with a half-smiling, half-tender gaze that tried his sangfroid terribly when he strove to catch it and record it in the calm and scientific technique which might excite anybody except the workman.

Am I pretty, Duane?

Annoyingly divine. Im trying not to think of it, dear, until my hand and heart may wobble with impunity. Are you cold?

No.... Do you think youll make a full-fledged picture from this motive?

How did you guess?

I dont know. Ive a premonition that your reputation is going to soar up like a blazing star from this waste of snow around us.... I wish — I wish that it might be from me, through me — my humble aid — that your glory breaks out — —

If it ever does, it will do it through you. I told you that long ago.

Yes.

Ive known it a long, long time, Geraldine. Without you theres nothing to me except surface. You are the depths of me.

And you of me, Duane. Sweet eyes remote, she stood looking into space; at peace with her soul, dreaming, content. And it was then that he caught and imprisoned in colour the nameless beauty which was the foundation for his first famous picture, whose snowy splendour silenced all except those little critics who chirp automatically, eternally, on the ruddy hearthstone of the gods.

From the distant hill-top a voice bellowed at them through a megaphone; and, looking aloft, they beheld Scott gesticulating.

If you two mental irresponsibles want any breakfast, he shouted, youd better hustle! Miller telephones that the big boar fed below Cloudy Mountain at sunrise!

Geraldine looked at her lover, cheeks pink with excitement. He was immensely interested, too, and as soon as he could fold his easel, lock up brushes and palette, protect his canvas with a fresh one faced with cork buffers, they started for the house, discussing the chances for a shot that afternoon.

Like the most desirable and wary of most species of game, furry or finny, the huge, heavily tusked veterans of the wild-boar family often feed after dark, being too cunning to banquet by daylight and carouse with the gayer blades and the big, fierce sows of the neighbourhood.

Sometimes in the white gloom of snow-storms there is a chance for a shot; sometimes in a remoter fastness a big boar may deem himself secure enough to venture out where there are no witnesses to his solitary gastronomic revels save an Arctic owl or two huddled high in the hemlocks.

And it was in the rocky oak-ridges of the wild country under Cloudy Mountain that Miller had marked down the monarch of all wild pigs — the great, shaggy, silver-tipped boar, hock-deep in snow, crunching frozen acorns and glaring off over the gully where mile after mile of white valley and mountain ranges stretched away, clotted and streaked with pine.

Why dont we all go? asked Geraldine, seating herself behind the coffee-urn and looking cordially around at the others.

Because, dear, said Kathleen, I havent the slightest desire to run after a wild boar or permit him to amble after me; and all that reconciles me to your doing it is that Duane is going with you.

I personally dont like to kill things, observed Scott briefly. My sister is the primitive of this outfit. Shes the slayer, the head hunter, the lady-boss of this kraal.

Is it very horrid of me, Duane? she asked anxiously, to find excitement in this sort of thing? Besides, we do need meat, and the game must be kept thinned down by somebody. And Scott wont.

Whatever you do is all right, said Duane, laughing, even when you jeer at my gymnastics on skis. Oh, Lord! but Im hungry. Scott, are you going to take all those sausages and muffins, you bespectacled ruffian! Kathleen, heave a plate at him!

Kathleen was too scandalised to reply; Scott surrendered the desired muffins, and sorted the morning mail, which had just been brought in.

Nothing for you, Sis, except bills; one letter for Duane, two for Kathleen, and the rest for me — he examined the envelopes— all from brother correspondents and eager aspirants for entomological honours.... Heres your letter, Duane! scaling it across the table in spite of Kathleens protest.

They had the grace to ask each others permission to read.

Oh, listen to this! exclaimed Scott gleefully:

Dear Sir: Your name has been presented to the Grand Council which has decided that you are eligible for membership in the International Entomological Society of East Orange, N.J., and you have, therefore, been unanimously elected.

Have the kindness to inform me of your acceptance and inclose your check for $25, which includes your dues for five years and a free subscription to the societys monthly magazine, The Fly-Paper — —

Scott, dont do it. You get one of those kind of things every day! exclaimed Geraldine. They only want your $25, anyway.

Its an innocent recreation, grinned Duane. Why not let Scott append to his signature— M.I.E.S.E.O.N.J. — Member International Entomological Society, East Orange, New Jersey. It only costs $25 to do it — —

Thats all right, said Scott, reddening, but possibly they may have read my paper on the Prionians in the last Yonkers Magazine of Science. It wasnt a perfectly rotten paper, was it, Kathleen?

It was mighty clever! she said warmly. Dont mind those two scoffers, Scott. If you take my advice you will join this East Orange Society. That would make six scientific societies he has joined since Christmas, she continued, turning on Duane with severe pride; adding, and theres a different coloured ribbon decoration for his buttonhole from each society.

But Duane and Geraldine were very disrespectful; they politely offered each other memberships in all sorts of societies, including one yard of ribbon decoration, one sleigh-bell, and five green trading stamps, until Scott hurled an orange at Duane, who caught it and blew a kiss at him as recompense.

Then they went outside, on Scotts curt invitation, and wrestled and scuffled and scrubbed each others faces with snow like schoolboys, until, declaring they were hungry again, they came back to the breakfast-room and demanded more muffins and sausages and coffee.

Kathleen rang and, leaning over, handed Geraldine a brief letter from Rosalie Dysart:

Do you think Geraldine would ask me up for a few days? it began. Im horribly lonesome and unhappy and Im being talked about, and Id rather be with you wholesome people than with anybody I know, if you dont mind my making a refuge of your generosity. Im a real victim of that dreadful sheet in town, which we all have a contempt for and never subscribe to, and which some of us borrow from our maids or read at our modistes — the sheet that some of us are genuinely afraid of — and part of our fear is that it may neglect us! You know, dont you, what really vile things it is saying about me? If you dont, your servants do.

So if youd rather not have me, I wont be offended, and, anyway, you are dear and decent people and I love you.

Rosalie Dene.

How funny, mused Geraldine. Shes dropped Jack Dysarts name already in private correspondence.... Poor child! Looking up at Kathleen, We must ask her, mustnt we, dear?

There was more of virginal severity in Kathleen. She did not see why Rosalie, under the circumstances, should make a convenience of Geraldine, but she did not say so; and, perhaps, glancing at the wistful young girl before her, she understood this new toleration for those in dubious circumstances — comprehended the unusual gentleness of judgment which often softens the verdict of those who themselves have drifted too near the danger mark ever to forget it or to condemn those still adrift.

Yes, she said, ask her.

Duane looked up from the perusal of his own letter as Kathleen and Scott strolled off toward the greenhouses where the latters daily entomological researches continued under glass and the stimulous artificial heat and Kathleen Severn.

Geraldine, he said, heres a letter from Bunny Gray. He and Sylvia Quest were married yesterday very quietly, and they sailed for Cape Town this morning!

What!

Thats what he writes. Did you ever hear of anything quicker?

How funny, she said. Bunny and Sylvia? I knew he was attentive to her but — —

You mean Dysart? he said carelessly. Oh, hes only a confirmed débutante chaser; a sort of social measles. They all recover rapidly.

I had the — social measles, said Geraldine, smiling.

Duane repressed a shiver. Its inevitable, he said gaily.... That Bunny is a decent fellow.

Will you show me his letter? she asked, extending her hand as a matter of course.

No, dear.

She looked up surprised.

Why not? Oh — I beg your pardon, dear — —

Duane bent over, kissed her hand, and tossed the letter into the fire. It was her first experience in shadows cast before, and it came to her with a little shock that no two are ever one in the prosier sense of the theory.

The letter that Duane had read was this:

Sylvia and I were married quietly yesterday and she has told me that you will know why. There is little further for me to say, Duane. My wife is ill. Were going to Cape Town to live for a while. Were going to be happy. I am now. She will be.

My wife asked me to write you. Her regard for you is very high. She wishes me to tell you that I know everything I ought to have known when we were married. You were very kind to her. Youre a good deal of a man, Duane.

I want to add something: her brother, Stuyve, is out of the hospital and loose again. Hes got all the virtues of a Pomeranian pup — that is, none; and hell make a rotten bad fist of it. Ill tell you now that, during the past winter, twice, when drunk, he shot at his sister. She did not tell me this; he did, when in a snivelling condition at the hospital.

So God knows what he may do in this matter. It seems that the blackguard in question has been warned to steer clear of Stuyvesant. Its up to them. I shall be glad to have Sylvia at Cape Town for a while.

Delancy Grandcourt was witness for me, Rosalie for Sylvia. Delancy is a brick. Wont you ask him up to Roya-Neh? Hes dying to go.

And this is all. Its a queer life, isnt it, old fellow? But a good sporting proposition, anyway. It suits me.

Our love to you, to the little chatelaine of Roya-Neh, to her brother, to Kathleen.

Tell them we are married and off for Cape Town, but tell them no more.

B. Gray.

It isnt necessary to say burn this scrawl.

Geraldine, watching him in calm speculation, said:

I dont see why they were married so quietly. Nobodys in mourning — —

Dear?

What, dear?

Do something for me.

I promise.

Then ask Delancy up here to shoot. Do you mind?

Id love to. Can he come?

I think so.

Ill write now. Wont it be jolly, she said innocently, to have him and Rosalie here together — —

The blank change on his face checked her. Isnt it all right? she asked, astonished.

He had made his blunder. There was only one thing for him to say and he said it cordially, mentally damning himself for forgetting that Rosalie was to be invited.

Ill write to them both this morning, concluded Geraldine. Of course poor Jack Dysart is out of the question.

A little, he said mildly. And, furious with himself, he rose as she stood up, and followed her into the armory, her cool little hand trailing and just touching his.

For half an hour they prowled about, examining Winchesters, Stevens, Mänlichers — every make and pattern of rifle and fowling-piece was represented in Scotts collection.

Odd, isnt it, that he never shoots, mused Duane, lifting out a superb weapon from the rack behind the glass doors. This seems to be one of those murderous, low trajectory pieces that fires a sort of brassy shot which is still rising when its a mile beyond the bunker. Now, sweetheart, if youve a heavy suit of ancient armour which I can crawl into, Ill defy any boar that roots for mast on Cloudy Mountain.

It was great fun for Geraldine to lay out their equipment in two neat piles; a rifle apiece with cases and bandoliers; cartridges, two hunting-knives with leather sheaths, shooting hoods and coats; and timberjacks boots for her lover, moccasins for her; a pair of heavy sweaters for each, and woollen mitts, fashioned to leave the trigger finger free.

Beside these she laid two fur-lined overcoats, and backed away in naïve admiration at her industry.

Wonderful, wonderful, he said. Well only require saucepans and boiler lids to look exactly like Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee arrayed for battle. I say, Geraldine, how am I going to flee up a tree with all that on — and snow-shoes to boot-s, he added shamelessly, grinning over his degraded wit.

She ignored it, advised him with motherly directness concerning the proper underwear he must don, looked at her rifle, examined his and, bidding him assume it, led him out to the range in the orchard and made him target his weapon at a hundred yards.

There was a terrific fusillade for half an hour or so; his work was respectable, and, satisfied, she led him proudly back to the house and, curling up on the leather divan in the library, invited him to sit beside her.

Do you love me? she inquired with such impersonal curiosity that he revenged himself fully then and there; and she rose and, instinctively repairing the disorder of her hair, seated herself reproachfully at a distance.

Cant a girl ask a simple question? she said, aggrieved.

Sure. Ask it again, dearest.

She disdained to reply, and sat coaxing the tendrils of her dark hair to obey the dainty discipline of her slender fingers.

I thought you werent going to, she observed irrelevantly. But he seemed to know what she meant.

Dont you want me to even touch you for a year?

It isnt a year. Months of it are over.

But in the months before us — —

No.

She picked up a book. When he reached for a magazine she looked over the top of her book at him, then read a little, glanced up, read a little more, and looked at him again.

Duane?

What?

This is a fool of a book. Do you want to read it?

No, thanks.

Over my shoulder, I mean?

He got up, seated himself on the arm of her chair, and looked at the printed page over her shoulder.

For a full minute neither moved; then she turned her head, very slowly, and, looking into his eyes, she rested her lips on his.

My darling, she said; my darling.

Which is one of the countless variations of the malady which makes the world spin round in one continual and perpetual fit.




CHAPTER XXII. CLOUDY MOUNTAIN
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FIVE DAYS RUNNING, Geraldine, Duane, and old Miller watched for the big gray boar among the rocky oak ridges under Cloudy Mountain; and though once they saw his huge tracks, they did not see him.

Every night, on their return, Scott jeered them and taunted them until a personal encounter with Duane was absolutely necessary, and they always adjourned to the snowy field of honour to wipe off the score and each others faces with the unblemished snow.

Rosalie and a Chow-dog arrived by the middle of the week; Delancy toward the end of it, unencumbered. Duane made a mental note of his own assininity, and let it go at that. He was as glad to see Rosalie as anybody, and just as glad to see Delancy, but hed have preferred to enjoy the pleasures separately, though it really didnt matter, after all.

Sooner or later, he admitted to himself, that Delancy man is going to marry her; and it seems to me shes entitled to another chance in the world. Even our earthly courts are lenient toward first offenders. As for the ethics — puzzle it out, you! He made a gesture including the world in general, lighted a cigarette, and went out to the gun-room to join Geraldine.

Rosalie and Delancy want to go shooting with us, he explained with a shrug.

Oh, Duane! — and our solitary and very heavenly trips alone together!

I know it. I have just telephoned Miller to get Kemp from Westgate for them. Is that all right?

Yes — she hesitated— I think so.

Let Kemp guide them, he insisted. Theyll never hold out as far as Cloudy Mountain. All they want is to shoot a boar, no matter how big it is. Miller says the boar are feeding again near the Green Pass. Its easy enough to send them there.

Do you think that is perfectly hospitable? Rosalie and Delancy may find it rather stupid going off alone together with only Kemp to amuse them. I am fond of him, she added, but you know what a woman like Rosalie is prone to think of Delancy.

He glanced at her keenly; she had, evidently, not the slightest notion of the status quo.

Oh, theyll get along together, all right, he said carelessly. If they choose to remain with us, of course we all can keep on to Cloudy Mountain; but youll see them accept Kemp and the Green Pass with grateful alacrity after two miles of snow-shoeing through the brush; and well have the mountain all to ourselves.

Youre a shameless deviser of schemes, arent you, dear? she asked, considering him with that faint, intimate smile, which, however, had always in it something of curiosity. You know perfectly well we could drive those poor people the whole way to Cloudy Mountain.

Why, that is so! he exclaimed, pretending surprise; but, after all, dear, its better sport to beat up the alders below Green Pass and try to jump a pig for them. Thats true hospitality — —

She laughed, shaking her head. Oh, Duane, Duane! she murmured, suffering him to capture both her hands and lay them against his face to cover the glee that twitched it at his own unholy perfidy.

And so it came about that, after an early luncheon, a big double sleigh jingled up, received its jolly cargo, and sped away again into the white woodlands, Kathleen waving adieu and Scott deriding them with scoffing and snowballs.

The drive was very beautiful, particularly through the pine and hemlock belt where the great trees, clothed heavily with snow, bent branch and crest under the pale winter sunshine. Tall fir-balsams pricked the sky, perfect cones of white; spruces were snowy mounds; far into the forest twilight glimmered the unsullied snow.

As they sped along, Geraldine pointed out imprints of fox and rabbit, faint trails where a field-mouse had passed, the string of henlike footprints recording the deliberate progress of some ruffed grouse picking its leisurely way across the snow; the sharp, indented marks of squirrels.

Rosalie was enchanted, Delancy mildly so, but when a deeper trail ploughed the snow, running parallel to their progress, he regarded it with more animation.

Pig, said Geraldine briefly.

Wild? he inquired.

Of course, she smiled; and probably a good big boar.

Rosalie thrilled and unconsciously rested her fur-gloved hand on Delancys sleeve.

You know, she said, you must shoot a little straighter than you did at target practice this morning. Because I cant run very fast, she added with another delightful shudder.

Delancy, at her anxious request, modestly assured her that he would plug the first boar that showed his tusks; and Geraldine laughed and made Rosalie promise to do the same.

Youre both likely to have a shot, she said as the sleigh drew up on a stone bridge and Miller and Kemp came over and saluted — big, raw-boned men on snow-shoes, wearing no outer coats over their thin woollen shirts, although every thermometer at Roya-Neh recorded zero.

Gun-cases were handed out, rifles withdrawn, and the cases stowed away in the sleigh again. Fur coats were rolled in pairs, strapped, and slung behind the broad shoulders of the guides. Then snow-shoes were adjusted — skis for Geraldine; Miller walked westward and took post; Kemps huge bulk closed the eastern extremity of the line, and between them, two and two at thirty paces apart, stood the hunters, Duane with Rosalie, Geraldine with Delancy, loading their magazines.

Ahead was an open wood of second growth, birch, beech, and maple; sunlight lay in white splashes here and there; nothing except these blinding pools of light and the soft impression of a fallen twig varied the immaculate snow surface as far as the eye could see.

Forward and silence, called out Geraldine; the mellow swish of snow-shoes answered her, and she glided forward on her skis, instructing Delancy under her breath.

The wind is right, she said. They cant scent us here, though deeper in the mountains the wind cuts up and you never can be sure what it may do. Theres just a chance of jumping a pig here, but theres a better chance when we strike the alder country. Try not to shoot a sow.

How am I to tell?

Sows have no tusks that show. Be careful not to mistake the white patches of snow on a sows jowl for tusks. They get them by rooting and its not always easy to tell.

Delancy said very honestly: Youll have to control me; Im likely to let drive at anything.

Youre more likely to forget to shoot until the pig is out of sight, she whispered, laughing. Look! Three trails! They were made last night.

Boar?

Yes, she nodded, glancing at the deep cloven imprints. She leaned forward and glanced across the line at Miller, who caught her eye and signalled significantly with one hand.

Be ready, Delancy, she whispered. Theres a boar somewhere ahead.

How can you tell?

I can scent him. Its strong enough in the wind, she added, wrinkling her delicate nose with a smile.

Grandcourt sniffed and sniffed, and finally detected a slight acrid odour in the light, clear breeze. He looked wisely around him; Geraldine was skirting a fallen tree on her skis; he started on and was just rounding a clump of brush when there came a light, crashing noise directly ahead of him; a big, dark, shaggy creature went bounding and bucking across his line of vision — a most extraordinary animal, all head and shoulders and big, furry ears.

The snapping crack of a rifle echoed by the sharp racket of another shot aroused him to action too late, for Miller, knife drawn, was hastening across the snow to a distant dark, motionless heap; and Geraldine stood jerking back the ejector of her weapon and throwing a fresh cartridge into the breach.

My goodness! he faltered, somebody got him! Who fired, Geraldine?

She said: I waited as long as I dared, Delancy. They go like lightning, you know. Im terribly sorry you didnt fire.

Good girl! said Duane in a low voice as she sped by him on her skis, rifle ready for emergencies as old Miller cautiously approached the shaggy brown heap, knife glittering.

But there was no emergency; Millers knife sank to the hilt; Geraldine uncocked her rifle and bent curiously over the dead boar.

Nice tusks. Miss Seagrave, commented the old man. Hes fat as butter, too. I callate hell tip the beam at a hundred and forty paound!

The hunters clustered around with exclamations of admiration; Rosalie, distractingly pretty in her white wool kilts and cap, knelt down and touched the fierce, long-nosed head and stroked the furry jowl.

Oh, Delancy! she wailed, why didnt you plug him as you promised? I simply couldnt shoot; Duane tried to make me, but I was so excited and so surprised to see the creature run so fast that all my ideas went out of my head and I never thought of pulling that wretched trigger!

That, said Delancy, very red, is precisely what happened to me. And, turning to Geraldine, who looked dreadfully repentant: I heard you tell me to shoot, and I merely gawked at the beast like a rubbering jay at a ten-cent show.

Everybody does that at first, said Duane cheerfully; Ill bet anything that you and Rosalie empty your magazines at the next one.

We really must, Delancy, insisted Rosalie as she and Geraldine turned away when Miller and Kemp tucked up their sleeves and unsheathed their knives in preparation for unpleasant but necessary details.

But they worked like lightning; and in exactly seven minutes the heavy beast was drawn, washed out with snow, roped, and hung to a tree well out of reach of any four-footed forest marauders that might prowl that way before night.

Geraldine, smiling her deprecation of their praise, waited with the others until the two guides were ready. Then, in the same order as before, they moved forward, descended the slope, and came into a strange wilderness of stark gray alders that stretched away in every direction. And threading, circling, crossing each other everywhere among the alders ran the trails of deer and wild boar, deep and fresh in the powdery snow.

At intervals, as they advanced, hard-wood ridges crossed the bewildering alder labyrinths. Twice, while ascending these ridges, Rosalies heart jumped as a grouse thundered up. Once three steel-gray deer started out of the scrub and went bounding off, displaying enormous white flags; once a young buck, hunting for trouble, winded it, whistled, and came leaping past Rosalie so close that she shrank aside with a half-stifled cry of apprehension and delight.

Half a mile farther on Delancy, labouring along on his snow-shoes, suddenly halted, detaining Geraldine with a quick touch on the shoulder.

Theres something in that clearing, he whispered.

Miller had seen it, too; Duane motioned Rosalie forward to join Delancy, and, side by side, they crept ahead, keeping a clump of scrub hemlock between them and the edge of the clearing. It was the Green Pass feed-ground, a rocky strip of pasture climbing upward toward Lynx Peak; and there, clean cut against the snowy background, three dark objects were moving, trotting nervously here and there, nosing, nuzzling, tunnelling the snow with long, sharp muzzles.

Duane and Geraldine silently unslung their field-glasses.

Theyre boar, he said.

Two-year-olds, she nodded. I do hope they will get one each. Duane, ought I to have shot that other one?

Of course, you generous child! Otherwise hed have gone clear away. That was a cracking shot, too — clean through the backbone at the base of the skull.... Look at Rosalie! Shes unstrapped her snow-shoes and she and Delancy are crawling on all-fours!

Kemp had now joined the stalkers; he was a wise old hunter, and Duane and Geraldine, keeping very still, watched the operations side by side.

For half an hour Rosalie lay motionless in the snow on the forests edge, and Geraldine was beginning to fret at the prospect of her being too benumbed by the cold to use her rifle, when Duane touched her on the arm and drew her attention to a fourth boar.

The animal came on from behind Rosalie and to Delancys right — a good-sized, very black fellow, evidently suspicious yet tempted to reconnoitre the feeding-ground.

Oh, dear, oh, dear! she whispered; what a shot Delancy has! Why doesnt he see him! What on earth is Kemp about? Why, the boar is within ten feet of Delancys legs and doesnt see or wind him!

Look!

Kemp had caught sight of the fourth boar. Geraldine and Duane saw his dilemma, saw him silently give Rosalie the signal to fire at the nearest boar in the open, then saw him turn like a flash and almost drag Delancy to his feet.

Kill that pig, now! he thundered— unless you want him hackin your shins!

The boar stood in his tracks, bristling, furious, probably astounded to find himself so close to the only thing in all the forest that he feared and would have preferred to flee from.

Under such conditions boars lose their heads; there was a sudden clatter of tusks, a muffled, indescribable sound, half squeal, half roar; a fountain of feathery snow, and two shots close together. Then a third shot.

Rosalie, rather pale, threw another cartridge in as Delancy picked himself out of a snow-bank and looked around him in astonishment.

Well done, young lady! cried Kemp, running a fistful of snow over the blade of his hunting-knife and nodding his admiration. I guess its just as well you disobeyed orders and let this funny pig have what was coming to him. Y aint hurt, are ye, Mr. Grandcourt?

No; he didnt hit me; I tripped on that root. Did I miss him?

Not at all, said Duane, kneeling down while Miller lifted the great fierce head. You hit him all right, but it didnt stop him; it only turned him. Heres your second bullet, too; and Rosalie, yours did the business for him. Good for you! Its fine, isnt it, Geraldine?

Grandcourt, flushing heavily, turned to Rosalie and held out his hand. Thank you, he said; the brute was right on top of me.

Oh, no, she said honestly, hed missed you and was going straight on. I dont know how on earth I ever hit him, but I was so frightened to see you go over backward and I thought that hed knocked you down, and I was perfectly furious — —

She gave a little sob of excitement, laughed unsteadily, and sat down on a fallen log, burying her face in her hands.

They knew enough to let her alone and pretend not to notice her. Geraldine chattered away cheerfully to the two men while the keepers drew the game. Delancy tried to listen to her, but his anxious eyes kept turning toward Rosalie, and at length, unable to endure it, he went over and sat down beside her, careless of what others might infer.

How funny, whispered Geraldine to Duane. I had no idea that Delancy was so fond of her. Had you?

He started slightly. I? Oh, no, he said hastily — too hastily. He was a very poor actor.

Gravely, head bent, she walked forward beside him after Grandcourt had announced that he and Rosalie had had enough and that they wished Kemp to take them and their game to the sleigh.

Once, looking back, she saw the procession moving in the opposite direction through the woods, Kemp leading, rope over his shoulder, dragging the dead boar across the snow; Grandcourt, both rifles slung across his back, big arm supporting Rosalie, who walked as though very tired, her bright head drooping, her arm resting on his shoulder.

Geraldine looked up at Duane thoughtfully, and he supposed that she was about to speak, but her gaze became remote; she shifted her rifle, and walked on.

Before they came to the wild, shaggy country below Cloudy Mountain she said:

Ive been thinking it over, Duane. I can see in it nothing that can concern anybody except themselves. Can you?

Not a thing, dear.... Im sorry I suggested his coming. I knew about this, but I clean forgot it when I asked you to invite him.

I remember, now, your consternation when you realised it, she said, smiling. After all, Duane, if it is bound to happen, I dont mind it happening here.... Poor, lonely little Rosalie!... Im depraved enough to be glad for her — if it is really to be so.

Im glad, too.... Only she ought to begin her action, I think. Its more prudent and better taste.

You said once that you had a contempt for divorce.

I never entertain the same opinion of anything two days in succession, he said, smiling. When there is any one moral law that can justly cover every case which it is framed to govern, Ill be glad to remain more constant in my beliefs.

Then you do believe in divorce?

To-day I happen to.

Duane, is that your attitude toward everything?

Everything except you, he said cheerfully. That is literally true. Even in my painting and in my liking for the work of others, I veer about like a weather-vane, never holding very long to one point of view.

Youre very frank about it.

Why not?

Isnt it a — a weakness?

I dont think so, he said so simply that she tucked her arm under his with a soft, confidential laugh.

You goose; do you suppose I think there is a weak fibre in you? Ive always adored the strength in you — even when it was rough enough to bruise me. Listen, dear; theres only one thing you might possibly weaken on. Promise you wont.

I promise.

Then, she said triumphantly, youll take first shot at the big boar! Are you angry because I made you promise? If you only knew, dear, how happy I have been, saving the best I had to offer, in this forest, for you! You will make me happy, wont you?

Of course I will, you little trump! he said, encircling her waist, forgetful of old Miller, plodding along behind them.

But it was no secret to old Miller, nor to any native in the country-side for a radius of forty miles. No modern invention can equal the wireless celerity that distributes information concerning other peoples business throughout the rural wastes of this great and gossipping nation.

She made him release her, blushing hotly as she remembered that Miller was behind them, and she scolded her lover roundly, until later, in a moment of thoughtlessness, she leaned close to his shoulder and told him she adored him with every breath she drew, which was no sillier than his reply.

The long blue shadows on the snow and the pink bars of late sunlight had died out together. It had grown warmer and grayer in the forest; and after a little one or two snow-flakes came sifting down through the trees.

They had not jumped the big silver boar, nor had they found a trace of him among the trails that crossed and recrossed the silent reaches of the forest. Light was fading to the colourless, opaque gray which heralded a snow-storm as they reached the feeding-ground, spread out their fur coats, and dropped, belly down, to reconnoitre.

Nothing moved among the oaks. They lay listening minute after minute; no significant sound broke the silence, no dead branch cracked in the hemlocks.

She lay close to him for warmth, chin resting on his shoulder, her cheek against his. Their snow-shoes were stuck upright in a drift behind them; beside these squatted old Miller, listening, peering, nostrils working in the wind like an old dogs.

They waited and watched through a fine veil of snow descending; in the white silence there was not a sound save the silken flutter of a lonely chickadee, friendly, inquiring, dropping from twig to twig until its tiny bright eyes peered level with Geraldines.

Evidently the great boar was not feeding before night. Duane turned his head restlessly; old Miller, too, had become impatient and they saw him prowling noiselessly down among the rocks, scrutinising snow and thickets, casting wise glances among the trees, shaking his white head as though communing with himself.

Well, little girl, breathed Duane, it looks doubtful, doesnt it?

She turned on her side toward him, looking him in the eyes:

Does it matter?

No, he said, smiling.

She reached out her arms; they settled close around his neck, clung for a seconds passionate silence, released him and covered her flushed face, all but the mouth. Under them his lips met hers.

The next instant she was on her knees, pink-cheeked, alert, ears straining in the wind.

Miller is coming back very fast! she whispered to her lover. I believe he has good news!

Miller was coming fast, holding out in one hand something red and gray — something that dangled and flapped as he strode — something that looked horrible and raw.

Damn him! said the old man fiercely, no wonder he aint a-feedin! Look at this, Miss Seagrave. Theres more of it below — a hull mess of it in the snow.

Its a big strip of deer-hide — all raw and bleeding! faltered the girl. What in the world has happened?

His work, said Miller grimly.

The — the big boar?

Yesm. The deer yard over there. He sneaked in on em last night and this doe must have got stuck in a drift. And that devil caught her and pulled her down and tore her into bits. Why, the woods is all scattered with shreds o hide like this! I wish to God you or Mr. Mallett could get one crack at him! I do, by thunder! Yesm!

But it was already too dusky among the trees to sight a rifle. In silence they strapped up the coats, fastened on snow-shoes, and moved out along the bare spur of the mountain, where there was still daylight in the open, although the thickening snow made everything gray and vague.

Here and there a spectral tree loomed up among the rocks; a white hares track, paralleled by the big round imprints of a lynx, ran along the unseen path they followed as Miller guided them toward Westgate.

Later, outlined in the white waste, ancient apple-trees appeared, gnarled relics of some long-abandoned clearing; and, as they passed, Duane chanced to glance across the rocks to the left.

At first he thought he saw something move, but began to make up his mind that he was deceived.

Noticing that he had halted, Geraldine came back, and then Miller returned to where he stood, squinting through the falling flakes in the vague landscape beyond.

It moved; I seen it, whispered Miller hoarsely.

Its a deer, motioned Geraldine; its too big for anything else.

For five minutes in perfect silence they watched the gray, flat forms of scrub and rock; and Duane was beginning to lose faith in everybodys eyes when, without warning, a huge, colourless shape detached itself from the flat silhouettes and moved leisurely out into the open.

There was no need to speak; trembling slightly, he cleared his rifle sight of snow, steadied his nerves, raised the weapon, and fired.

A horrid sort of scream answered the shot; the boar lurched off among the rocks, and after him at top speed ran Duane and Miller, while Geraldine, on swift skis, sped eastward like the wind to block retreat to the mountain. She heard Duanes rifle crack again, then again; heard a heavy rush in the thicket in front of her, lifted her rifle, fired, was hurled sideways on the rocks, and knew no more until she unclosed her bewildered eyes in her lovers arms.

A sharp pain shot through her; she gasped, turned very white, and lay with wide eyes and parted lips staring at Duane.

Suddenly a penetrating aroma filled her lungs; with all her strength she pushed away the flask at her lips.

No! No! Not that! I will not, Duane!

Dear, he said unsteadily, you are very badly hurt. We are trying to carry you back. You must let me give you this — —

No, she sobbed, I will not! Duane — I— Pain made her faint; her grasp on his arm tightened convulsively; with a supreme effort she struck the flask out of his hand and dropped back unconscious.




CHAPTER XXIII. SINE DIE
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THE MESSAGE RAN:

My sister badly hurt in an accident; concussion, intermittent consciousness. We fear spinal and internal injury. What train can you catch?

Scott Seagrave.

Which telegram to Josiah Bailey, M.D., started that eminent general practitioner toward Roya-Neh in company with young Dr. Goss, a surgeon whose brilliancy and skill did not interfere with his self-restraint when there were two ways of doing things.

They were to meet in an hour at the 5.07 train; but before Dr. Bailey set out for the rendezvous, and while his man was still packing his suit-case, the physician returned to his office, where a patient waited, head hanging, picking nervously at his fingers, his prominent, watery eyes fixed on vacancy.

The young man neither looked up nor stirred when the doctor entered and reseated himself, picking up a pencil and pad. He thought a moment, squinted through his glasses, and continued writing the prescription which the receipt of the telegram from Roya-Neh had interrupted.

When he had finished he glanced over the slip of paper, removed his gold-rimmed reading spectacles, folded them, balanced them thoughtfully in the palm of his large and healthy hand, considering the young fellow before him with grave, far-sighted eyes:

Stuyvesant, he said, this prescription is not going to cure you. No medicine that I can give you is going to perform any such miracle unless you help yourself. Nothing on earth that man has invented, or is likely to invent, can cure your disease unless by Gods grace the patient pitches in and helps himself. Is that plain talk?

Quest nodded and reached shakily for the prescription; but the doctor withheld it.

You asked for plain talk; are you listening to what Im saying?

Oh, hell, yes, burst out Quest; Im going to pull myself together. Didnt I tell you I would? But Ive got to get a starter first, havent I? Ive got to have something to key me up first. Ive explained to you that its this crawling, squirming movement on the backs of my hands that I cant stand for. I want it stopped; Ill take anything you dope out; Ill do any turn you call for — —

Very well. Ive told you to go to Mulqueens. Go now!

All right, doctor. Only theyre too damn rough with a man. All right; Ill go. I did go last winter, and look where I am now! he snarled suddenly. Have I got to get up against all that business again?

You came out in perfectly good shape. It was up to you, said the doctor, coldly using the vernacular.

How was it up to me? You all say that! How was it? I understood that if I cut it out and went up there and let that iron-fisted Irishman slam me around, that Id come out all right. And the first little baby-drink I hit began the whole thing again!

Why did you take it? You didnt have to.

I wanted it, retorted Quest angrily.

Not badly enough to make self-control impossible. Thats what you went up there for, to get back self-control. You got it but didnt use it. Do you think there is any sort of magic serum Mulqueen or I or anybody under Heaven can pump into you that will render you immune from the consequences of making an alcohol sewer of yourself?

I certainly supposed I could come out and drink like a gentleman, said the young man sullenly.

Drink like a — what? A gentleman? Whats that? Whats drinking like a gentleman? I dont know what it is. You either drink alcohol or you dont; you either swill it or you dont. Anybody can do either. Im not aware that either is peculiar to a gentleman. But I know that both are peculiar to fools.

Quest muttered, picking his fingers, and cast an ugly side look at the physician.

I dont know what you just said, snapped Dr. Bailey, but Ill tell you this: alcohol is poison and it has not — and never had — in any guise whatever, the slightest compensating value for internal use. It isnt a food; its a poison; it isnt a beneficial stimulant; its a poison; it isnt an aid to digestion; its a poison; it isnt a life saver; its a life taker. Its a parasite, forger, thief, pander, liar, brutalizer, murderer!

Those are the plain facts. There isnt, and there never has been, one word to say for it or any excuse, except morbid predisposition or self-inculcated inclination, to offer for swallowing it. Now go to your brewers, your wine merchants, your champagne touts, your fool undergraduates, your clubmen, your guzzling viveurs — and theyll all tell you the contrary. So will some physicians. And you can take your choice. Any ass can. That is all, my boy.

The young man glowered sulkily at the prescription.

Do I understand that this will stop the jumps?

If you really believe that, you have never heard me say so, snapped Dr. Bailey.

Well, what the devil will it do?

The directions are there. You have my memorandum of the régime you are to follow. It will quiet you till you get to Mulqueens. Those two bits of paper, however, are useless unless you help yourself. If you want to become convalescent you can — even yet. It wont be easy; it will hurt; but you can do it, as I say, even yet. But it is you who must do it, not I or that bit of paper or Mulqueen!

Just now you happen to want to get well because the effect of alcohol poison disturbs you. Things crawl, as you say, on the back of your hand. Naturally, you dont care for such phenomena.

Well, Ive given you the key to mental and physical regeneration. Yours is not an inherited appetite; yours is not one of those almost foredoomed and pitiable cases. Its a stupid case; and a case of gross self-indulgence in stupidity that began in idleness. And that, my son, is the truth.

Is that so? sneered Quest, rising and pocketing the prescription.

Yes, it is so. Ive known your family for forty years, Stuyvesant. I knew your parents; I exonerate them absolutely. Sheer laziness and wilful depravity is what has brought you here to me on this errand. You deliberately acquired a taste for intoxicants; you havent one excuse, one mitigating plea to offer for what youve done to yourself.

You stood high in school and in college; you were Phi Beta Kappa, a convincing debater, a plausible speaker, an excellent writer of good English — by instinct a good newspaper man. Also you were a man adapted by nature to live regularly and beyond the coarser temptations. But you were lazy!

Dr. Bailey struck his desk in emphasis.

The germ of your self-indulgence lay in gross selfishness. You did what pleased you; and it suited you to do nothing. Im telling you how youve betrayed yourself — how far youll have to climb to win back. Some men need a jab with a knife to start their pride; some require a friends strong helping arm around them. You need the jab. Im trying to administer it without anæsthetics, by telling you what some men think of you — that it is your monstrous selfishness that has distorted your normal common sense and landed you where you are.

Selfishness alone has resulted in a most cruel and unnatural neglect of your sister — your only living relative — in a deliberate relapse into slothful and vicious habits; in neglect of a most promising career which was already yours; in a contemptible willingness to live on your sisters income after gambling away your own fortune.

I know you; I carried you through teething and measles, my son: and Ive carried you through the horrors of alcoholic delirium. And I say to you now that, with the mental degeneration already apparent, and your naturally quick temper, if you break down a few more cells in that martyred brain of yours, youll end in an asylum — possibly one reserved for the criminal insane.

A dull colour stained the pasty whiteness of Quests face. For several minutes he stood there, his fingers working and picking at each other, his pale, prominent eyes glaring.

Thats a big indictment, doctor, he said at last.

Thank God you think it so, returned the doctor. If you will stand by your better self for one week — for only one week — after leaving Mulqueens, Ill stand by you for life, my boy. Come! You were a good sport once. And that little sister of yours is worth it. Come, Stuyvesant; is it a bargain?

He stepped forward and held out his large, firm, reassuring hand. The young fellow took it limply.

Done with you, doctor, he said without conviction; its hell for mine, I suppose, if I dont make my face behave. Youre right; Im the goat; and if I dont quit butting Ill sure end by slapping some sissy citizen with an axe.

He gave the doctors hand a perfunctory shake with his thin, damp fingers; dropped it, turned to go, halted, retraced his steps.

Will it give me the willies if I kiss a cocktail good-bye before I start for that fresh guy, Mulqueen?

Start now, I tell you! Havent I your word?

Yes — but on the way to buy transportation cant I offer myself one last — —

Cant you be a good sport, Stuyve?

The youth hesitated, scowled.

Oh, very well, he said carelessly, turned and went out.

As he walked along in the slush he said to himself: I guess its up the river for mine.... By God, its a shame, for Im feeling pretty good, too, and thats no idle quip!... Old Squills handed out a line of talk all right-o!... He landed it, too.... I ought to find something to do.

As he walked, a faint glow stimulated his enervated intelligence; ideas, projects long abandoned, desires forgotten, even a far echo from the old ambition stirring in its slumber, quickened his slow pulses. The ghost of what he might have been, nay, what he could have made himself, rose wavering in his path. Other ghosts, long laid, floated beside him, accompanying him — the ghosts of dead opportunities, dead ideals, lofty inspirations long, long strangled.

A job, he muttered; thats the wholesome dope for Willy. There isnt a newspaper or magazine in town where I cant get next if I speak easy. I can deliver the goods, too; its like wiping swipes off a bar — —

In his abstraction he had walked into the Holland House, and he suddenly became conscious that he was confronting a familiarly respectful bartender.

Oh, hell, he said, greatly disconcerted, I want some French vichy, Gus! He made a wry face, and added: Put a dash of tabasco in it, and salt it.

A thick-lipped, ruddy-cheeked young fellow, celebrated for his knowledge of horses, also notorious for other and less desirable characteristics, stood leaning against the bar, watching him.

They nodded civilly to one another. Quest swallowed his peppered vichy, pulled a long face and said:

Were a pair of em, all right.

Pair of what? inquired the thick-lipped young man, face becoming rosier and looking more than ever like somebodys groom.

Pair of bum whips. Weve laid on the lash too hard. Im going to stable my five nags — my five wits! — he explained with a sneer as the other regarded him with all the bovine intelligence of one of his own stable-boys— because theyre foundered; and thats the why, young four-in-hand!

He left the bar, adding as he passed:

Im a rotting citizen, but you — he laughed insolently— you have become phosphorescent!

The street outside was all fog and melting snow; the cold vichy he had gulped made him internally uncomfortable.

A gay day to go to Mulqueens, he muttered sourly, gazing about for a taxicab.

There was none for hire at that moment; he walked on for a while, feeling the freezing slush penetrate his boot-soles; and by degrees a sullen temper rose within him, revolting — not at what he had done to himself — but at the consequences which were becoming more unpleasant every moment.

As he trudged along, slipping, sliding, his overcoat turned up around his pasty face, his cheeks wet with the icy fog, he continued swearing to himself, at himself, at the slush, the cold vichy in his belly, the appetite already awakened which must be denied.

Denied?... Was he never to have one more decent drink? Was this to be the absolute and final end? Certainly. Yet his imagination could not really comprehend, compass, picture to himself life made a nuisance by self-denial — life in any other guise except as a background for inertia and indulgence.

He swore again, profanely asking something occult why he should be singled out to be made miserable on a day like this? Why, among all the men he knew, he must go skulking about, lapping up cold mineral water and cocking one ear to the sounds of human revelry within the Tavern.

As for his work — yes, he ought to do it.... Interest in it was already colder; the flare-up was dying down; habitual apathy chilled it to its embers. Indifference, ill-temper, self-pity, resentment, these were the steps he was slowly taking backward. He took them, in their natural sequence, one by one.

Old Squills meant well, no doubt, but he had been damned impertinent.... And why had Old Squills dragged in his sister, Sylvia?... He had paid as much attention to her as any brother does to any sister.... And how had she repaid him?

Head lowered doggedly against the sleet which was now falling thickly, he shouldered his way forward, brooding on his honour, on his sister, on Dysart.

He had not been home in weeks; he did not know of his sisters departure with Bunny Gray. She had left a letter at home for him, because she knew no other addresses except his clubs; and inquiry over the telephone elicited the information that he had not been to any of them.

But he was going to one of them now. He needed something to kill that vichy; hed have one more honest drink in spite of all the Old Squills and Mulqueens in North America!

At the Cataract Club there were three fashion-haunting young men drinking hot Scotches: Dumont, his empurpled skin distended with whiskey and late suppers, and all his former brilliancy and wit cankered and rotten with it, and his slim figure and clean-cut face fattened and flabby with it; Myron Kelter, thin, elegant, exaggerated, talking eternally about women and his successes with the frailer ones — Myron Kelter, son of a gentleman, eking out his meagre income by fetching, carrying, pandering to the rich, who were too fastidious to do what they paid him for doing in their behalf; and the third, Forbes Winton, literary dilettante, large in every feature and in waistcoat and in gesture — large, hard, smooth — very smooth, and worth too many millions to be contradicted when misstating facts to suit the colour of his too luxuriant imagination.

These greeted Quest in their several and fashionably wearied manners, inviting his soul to loaf.

Later he had a slight dispute with Winton, who surveyed him coldly, and insolently repeated his former misstatement of a notorious fact.

What rot! said Quest; I leave it to you, Kelter; am I right or not?

Kelter began a soft and soothing discourse which led nowhere at first but ended finally in a re-order for four hot Scotches.

Then Dumonts witty French blood — or the muddied dregs which were left of it — began to be perversely amusing at Quests expense. Epigrams slightly frayed, a jest or two a trifle stale, humorous inversions of well-known maxims, a biting retort, the originality of which was not entirely free from suspicion, were his contributions to the festivities.

Later Kelters nicely modulated voice and almost affectionate manner restrained Quest from hurling his glass at the inflamed countenance of Mr. Dumont. But it did not prevent him from leaving the room in a vicious temper, and, ultimately, the Cataract Club.

The early winter night had turned cold and clear; sidewalks glittered, sheeted with ice. He inhaled a deep breath and expelled a reeking one, hailed a cab, and drove to the railroad station.

Here he bought his tickets, choosing a midnight train; for the journey to Mulqueens was not a very long one; he could sleep till seven in the car; and, besides, he had his luggage to collect from the hotel he had been casually inhabiting. Also he had not yet dined.

Bodily he felt better, now that the vichy had been killed; mentally his temper became more vicious than ever as he thought of Dumonts blunted wit at his expense — a wit with edge enough left to make a ragged, nasty wound.

Hell get whats coming to him some day, snarled Quest, returning to his cab; and he bade the driver take him to the Amphitheatre, a restaurant resort, wonderful in terra-cotta rocks, papier-maché grottos, and Croton waterfalls — haunted of certain semi-distinguished pushers of polite professions, among whom he had been known for years.

The place was one vast eruption of tiny electric lights, and the lights of the profession, and the demi-monde. Virtue and its antithesis disguised alike in silk attire and pearl collars, rubbed elbows unconcernedly among the papier-maché grottos; the cascades foamed with municipal water, waiters sweated and scurried, lights winked and glimmered, and the music and electric fans annoyed nobody.

In its usual grotto Quest found the usual group, was welcomed automatically, sat down at one of the tables, and gave his order.

Artists, newspaper men, critics, and writers predominated. There was also a journalist doing brilliant space work on the Sun. He had been doing it nearly a month and he was only twenty-one. It was his first job. Ambition tickled his ribs; Fame leaned familiarly over his shoulder; Destiny made eyes at him. His name was Bunn.

There was also a smooth-shaven, tired-eyed, little man who had written a volume on Welsh-rarebits and now drew cartoons. His function was to torment Bunn; and Bunn never knew it.

A critic rose from the busy company and departed, to add lustre to his paper and a nail in the coffin of the only really clever play in town.

Kismet, observed little Dill, who did the daily cartoon for the Post, no critic would be a critic if he could be a fifth-rate anybody else — or, he added, looking at Bunn, even a journalist.

Is that supposed to be funny? asked Bunn complacently. I intend to do art criticism for the Herald.

Whats the objection to my getting a job on it, too? inquired Quest, setting his empty glass aside and signalling the waiter for a re-order. He expected surprise and congratulation.

Somebody said, You take a job! so impudently that Quest reddened and turned, showing his narrow, defective teeth.

Its my choice that I havent taken one, he snarled. Did you think otherwise?

Dont get huffy, Stuyve, said a large, placid, fat novelist, whose financial success with mediocre fiction had made him no warmer favourite among his brothers.

A row of artists glanced up and coldly continued their salad, their Vandyck beards all wagging in unison.

I want you to understand, said Quest, leaning both elbows offensively on Dills table, that the job I ask for I expect to get.

You might have expected that once, said the cool young man who had spoken before.

And I do now! retorted Quest, raising his voice. Why not?

Somebody said: You can furnish good copy, all right, Quest; you do it every day that youre not working.

Quest, astonished and taken aback at such a universal revelation of the contempt in which he seemed to be held, found no reply ready — nothing at hand except another glass of whiskey and soda.

Minute after minute he sat there among them, sullen, silent, wincing, nursing his chagrin in deepening wrath and bitterness; and his clouding mind perceived in the rebuke nothing that he had ever done to deserve it.

Who the devil were these rag-tags and bob-tails of the world who presumed to snub him — these restaurant-haunting outsiders, among whom he condescended to sit, feeling always the subtle flattery they ought to accord him by virtue of a social position hopeless of attainment by any of them?

Who were they to turn on him like this when he had every reason to suppose they were not only aware of the great talent he had carelessly neglected to cultivate through all these years, but must, in the secret recesses of their grubby souls, reluctantly admire his disdain of the only distinctions they scrambled for and could ever hope for?

His black looks seemed to disturb nobody; Bunn, self-centred, cropped his salad complacently; the Vandyck beards wagged; another critic or two left, stern slaves to duty and paid ads.

The lights bothered him; tremors crawled over and over his skin; within him a dull rage was burning — a rage directed at no one thing, but which could at any moment be focussed.

Men rose and left the table singly, by twos, in groups. He sat, glowering, head partly averted, scowlingly aware of their going, aware of their human interest in one another but not in him, aware at last that he counted for nothing whatever among them.

Some spoke to him as they passed out; he made them no answer. And at last he was alone.

Reaching for his empty glass, he miscalculated the distance between it and his quivering fingers; it fell and broke to pieces. When the waiter came he cursed him, flung a bill at him, got up, demanded his coat and hat, swore at the pallid, little, button-covered page who brought it, and lurched out into the street.

A cab stood there; he entered it, fell heavily into a corner of the seat, bade the driver, Keep going, damn you! and sat swaying, muttering, brooding on the wrongs that the world had done him.

Wrongs! Yes, by God! Every hand was against him, every tongue slandered him. Who was he that he should endure it any longer in patience! Had he not been patient? Had he not submitted to the insults of a fool of a doctor? — had he not stayed his hand from punishing Dumonts red and distended face? — had he not silently accepted the insolent retorts of these Grub Street literati who turned on him and flouted the talent that lay dormant in him — dead, perhaps — but dead or dormant, it still matched theirs! And they knew it, damn them!

Had he not stood enough from the rotten world? — from his own sister, who had flung his honour into his face with impunity! — from Dysart, whose maddening and continual ignoring of his letters demanding an explanation —— 

There seemed to come a sudden flash in his brain; he leaned from the window and shouted an address to the cabman. His hat had fallen beside him, but he did not notice its absence on his fevered head.

Ill begin with him! he repeated with a thick laugh; Ill settle with him first. Now were going to see! Now well find out about several matters — or Ill break his neck off! — or Ill twist it off — wring it off!

And he beat on his knees with his fists, railing, raging, talking incoherently, laughing sometimes, sometimes listening, as though, suddenly, near him, a voice was mocking him.

He had a pocket full of bills, crushed up; some he gave to the cabman, some he dropped as he stuffed the others into his pockets, stumbled toward a bronze-and-glass grille, and rang. The cabman brought him his hat, put it on him, gathered up the dropped money, and drove off with his tongue in his cheek.

Quest rang again; the door opened; he gave his card to the servant, and stealthily followed him upstairs over the velvet carpet.

Dysart, in a velvet dressing-gown knotted in close about his waist, looked over the servants shoulders and saw Quest standing there in the hall, leering at him.

For a moment nobody spoke; Dysart took the offered card mechanically, glanced at it, looked at Quest, and nodded dismissal to the servant.

When he and the other man stood alone, he said in a low, uncertain voice:

Get out of here!

But Quest pushed past him into the lighted room beyond, and Dysart followed, very pale.

What are you doing here? he demanded.

Ive asked you questions, too, retorted Quest. Answer mine first.

Will you get out of here?

Not until I take my answer with me.

Youre drunk!

I know it. Look out!

Dysart moistened his bloodless lips.

What do you want to know? And, as Quest shouted a question at him: Keep quiet! Speak lower, I tell you. My father is in the next room.

What in hell do I care for your father? Answer me or Ill choke it out of you! Answer me now, you dancing blackguard! Ive got you; I want my answer, and youve got to give it to me!

If you dont lower your voice, said Dysart between his teeth, Ill throw you out of that window!

Lower my voice? Why? Because the old fox might hear the young one yap! What do I care for you or your doddering family — —

He went down with a sharp crash; Dysart struck him again as he rose; then, beside himself, rained blows on him, drove him from corner to corner, out of the room, into the hall, striking him in the face till the young fellow reeled and fell against the bath-room door. It gave; he stumbled into darkness; and after him sprang Dysart, teeth set — sprang into the darkness which split before him with a roar into a million splinters of fire.

He stood for a second swaying, reaching out to grasp at nothing in a patient, persistent, meaningless way; then he fell backward, striking a terrified servant, who shrank away and screamed as the light fell on her apron and cuffs all streaked with blood.

She screamed again as a young mans white and battered face appeared in the dark doorway before her.

Is he hurt? he asked. His dilated eyes were fixed upon the thing on the floor. What are you howling for? Is he — dead? whispered Quest. Suddenly terror overwhelmed him.

Get out of my way! he yelled, hurling the shrieking maid aside, striking the frightened butler who tried to seize him on the stairs. There was another manservant at the door, who stood his ground swinging a bronze statuette. Quest darted into the drawing-room, ran through the music-room and dining-room beyond, and slammed the door of the butlers pantry.

He stood there panting, glaring, his shoulder set against the door; then he saw a bolt, and shot it, and backed away, pistol swinging in his bleeding fist.

Servants were screaming somewhere in the house; doors slammed, a man was shouting through a telephone amid a confusion of voices that swelled continually until the four walls rang with the uproar. A little later a policeman ran through the basement into the yard beyond; another pushed his way to the pantry door and struck it heavily with his night-stick, demanding admittance.

For a second he waited; then the reply came, abrupt, deafening; and he hurled himself at the bolted door, and it flew wide open.

But Quest remained uninterested. Nothing concerned him now, lying there on his back, his bruised young face toward the ceiling, and every earthly question answered for him as long as time shall last.

Up-stairs a very old and shrunken man sat shivering in bed, staring vacantly at some policemen and making feeble efforts to reach a wig hanging from a chair beside him — a very glossy, expensive wig, nicely curled where it was intended to fall above the ears.

I dont know, he quavered, smirking at everybody with crackled, painted lips, I know nothing whatever about this affair. You must ask my son Jack, gentlemen — my son Jack — te-he! — oh, yes, he knows; he can tell you a thing or two, I warrant you! Yes, gentlemen, hes like all the Dysarts — fit for a fight or a frolic! — te-he! — hes all Dysart, gentlemen — my son Jack. But he is a good son to me — yes, yes! — a good son, a good son! Tell him I said so — and — good-night.

Nutty, whispered a policeman. Come on out o this boodwar and lave th ould wan be.

And they left him smirking, smiling, twitching his faded lips, and making vague sounds, lying there asleep in his dotage.

And all night long he lay mumbling his gums and smiling, his sleep undisturbed by the stir and lights and tramp of feet around him.

And all night long in the next room lay his son, white as marble and very still.

Toward morning he spoke, asking for his father. But they had decided to probe for the bullet, and he closed his eyes wearily and spoke no more.

They found it. What Dysart found as the winter sun rose over Manhattan town, his Maker only knows, for his sunken eyes opened unterrified yet infinitely sad. But there was a vague smile on his lips after he lay there dead.

Nor did his slayer lie less serenely where bars of sunlight moved behind the lowered curtains, calm as a schoolboy sleeping peacefully after the eternity of a summer day where he had played too long and fiercely with a world too rough for him.

And so, at last, the indictments were dismissed against them both and their cases adjourned sine die.




CHAPTER XXIV. THE PROLOGUE ENDS

[image: img224.jpg]

YOUR SISTER, OBSERVED Dr. Bailey to Scott Seagrave, must be constructed of India-rubber. Theres nothing whatever the matter with her spine or with her interior. The slight trace of concussion is disappearing; theres no injury to the skull; nothing serious to apprehend. Her body will probably be black and blue for a week or two; shell doubtless prefer to remain in bed to-morrow and next day. And that is the worst news I have to tell you.

He smiled at Kathleen and Duane, who stood together, listening.

I told you so, said Scott, intensely relieved. Duane got scared and made me send that telegram. I fell out of a tree once, and my sisters symptoms were exactly like mine.

Kathleen stole silently from the room; Duane passed his arm through the doctors and walked with him to the big, double sleigh which was waiting. Scott followed with Dr. Goss.

About this other matter, said Dr. Bailey; I cant make it out, Duane. I saw Jack Dysart two days ago. He was very nervous, but physically sound. I cant believe it was suicide.

He unfolded the telegram which had come that morning directed to Duane.

Mrs. Jack Dysarts husband died this morning. Am trying to communicate with her. Wire if you know her whereabouts.

It was signed with old Mr. Dysarts name, but Dr. Bailey knew he could never have written the telegram or even have comprehended it.

The men stood grouped in the snow near the sleigh, waiting; and presently Rosalie came out on the terrace with Kathleen and Delancy Grandcourt. Her colour was very bad and there were heavy circles under her eyes, but she spoke with perfect self-possession, made her adieux quietly, kissed Kathleen twice, and suffered Grandcourt to help her into the sleigh.

Then Grandcourt got in beside her, the two doctors swung aboard in front, bells jingled, and they whirled away over the snow.

Kathleen, with Scott and Duane on either side of her, walked back to the house.

Well, said Scott, his voice betraying nervous reaction, well resume life where we left off when Geraldine did. Dont tell her anything about Dysart yet. Suppose we go and cheer her up!

Geraldine lay on the pillows, rather pallid under the dark masses of hair clustering around and framing her face. She unclosed her eyes when Kathleen opened the door for a preliminary survey, and the others filed solemnly in.

Hello, she said faintly, and smiled at Duane.

How goes it, Sis? asked her brother affectionately, shouldering Duane aside.

A little sleepy, but all right. Why on earth did you send for Dr. Bailey? It was horribly expensive.

Duane did, said her brother briefly. He was scared blue.

Her eyes rested on her lover, indulgent, dreamily humorous.

Such expensive habits, she murmured, when everybody is economising. Kathleen, dear, he needs schooling. You and Mr. Tappan ought to take him in hand and cultiwate him good and hard!

Scott, who had been wandering around his sisters room with innate masculine curiosity concerning the mysteries of intimate femininity, came upon a sketch of Duanes — the colour not entirely dry yet.

Its Sis! he exclaimed in unfeigned approval. Lord, but youve made her a good-looker, Duane. Does she really appear like that to you?

And then some, said Duane. Keep your fingers off it.

Scott admired in silence for a while, then: You certainly are a shark at it, Duane.... Youve struck your gait all right.... I wish I had.... This Rose-beetle business doesnt promise very well.

You write most interestingly about it, said Kathleen warmly.

Yes, I can write.... I believe journalism would suit me.

The funny column? suggested Geraldine.

Yes, or the birth, marriage, and death column. I could head it, Hatched, Matched, and Snatched — —

That is perfectly horrid, Scott, protested his sister; why do you let him say such rowdy things, Kathleen?

I cant help it, sighed Kathleen; I havent the slightest influence with him. Look at him now! — as he laughingly passed his arm around her and made her two-step around the room, protesting, rosy, deliciously helpless in the arms of this tall young fellow who held her inflexibly but with a tenderness surprising.

Duane smiled and seated himself on the edge of the bed.

You plucky little thing, he said, were you perfectly mad to try to block that boar in the scrub? You wont ever try such a thing again, will you, dear?

I was so excited, Duane; I never thought there was any danger — —

You didnt think whether there was or not. You didnt care.

She laughed, wincing under his accusing gaze.

You must care, dear.

I do, she said, serious when he became so grave. Tell me again exactly what happened.

He said: I dont think the brute saw you; he was hard hit and was going blind, and he side-swiped you and sent you flying into the air among those icy rocks. He drew a long breath, managed to smile in response to her light touch on his hand. And thats how it was, dear. He crashed headlong into a tree; your last shot did it. But Miller and I thought hed got you. We carried you in — —

You did? she whispered.

Yes. I never was so thoroughly scared in all my life.

You poor boy. Are the rifles safe? And did Miller save the head?

He did, said Duane grimly, and your precious rifles are intact.

Lean down, close, she said; closer. Theres more than the rifles intact, dear.

Not your poor bruised body!

My self-respect, she whispered, the pink colour stealing into her cheeks. Ive won it back. Do you understand? Ive gone after my other self and got her back. Im mistress of myself, Duane; Im in full control, first in command. Do you know what that means?

Does it mean — me?

Yes.

When?

When you will.

He leaned above her, looking down into her eyes. Their fearless sweetness set him trembling.

On the floor below Kathleen, at the piano, was playing the Menuet dExaudet. When she ended, Scott, cheerily busy with his infant Rose-beetles, went about his affairs whistling the air.

Our betrothal dance; do you remember? murmured Geraldine. Do you love me, Duane? Tell me so; I need it.

I love you, he said.

She lay looking at him a moment, her head cradled in her dark hair. Then, moving slowly, and smiling at the pain it gave her, she put both bare arms around his neck, and lifted her lips to his.

It was the end of the prologue; the curtain trembled on the rise; the story of Fate was beginning. But they had no eyes except for each other, paid no heed save to each other.

And, unobserved by them, the vast curtain rose in silence, beginning the strange drama which neither time nor death, perhaps, has power to end.

THE END


The Green Mouse
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TO

MY FRIEND

JOHN CORBIN

Folly and Wisdom, Heavenly twins,
Sons of the god Imagination,
Heirs of the Virtues — which were Sins
Till Transcendental Contemplation
Transmogrified their outer skins — 
Friend, do you follow me? For I
Have lost myself, I dont know why.

Resuming, then, this erudite
And decorative Dedication, — 
Accept it, John, with all your might
In Cinquecentic resignation.
You may not understand it, quite,
But if youve followed me all through,
Youve done far more than I could do.
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PREFACE
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TO THE LITERARY, literal, and scientific mind purposeless fiction is abhorrent. Fortunately we all are literally and scientifically inclined; the doom of purposeless fiction is sounded; and it is a great comfort to believe that, in the near future, only literary and scientific works suitable for man, woman, child, and suffragette, are to adorn the lingerie-laden counters in our great department shops.

It is, then, with animation and confidence that the author politely offers to a regenerated nation this modern, moral, literary, and highly scientific work, thinly but ineffectually disguised as fiction, in deference to the prejudices of a few old-fashioned story-readers who still survive among us.

R. W. C.
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I

AN IDYL OF THE IDYL
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IN WHICH A Young Man Arrives at His Last Ditch and a Young Girl Jumps Over It

Utterly unequipped for anything except to ornament his environment, the crash in Steel stunned him. Dazed but polite, he remained a passive observer of the sale which followed and which apparently realized sufficient to satisfy every creditor, but not enough for an income to continue a harmlessly idle career which he had supposed was to continue indefinitely.

He had never earned a penny; he had not the vaguest idea of how people made money. To do something, however, was absolutely necessary.

He wasted some time in finding out just how much aid he might expect from his late fathers friends, but when he understood the attitude of society toward a knocked-out gentleman he wisely ceased to annoy society, and turned to the business world.

Here he wasted some more time. Perhaps the time was not absolutely wasted, for during that period he learned that he could use nobody who could not use him; and as he appeared to be perfectly useless, except for ornament, and as a business house is not a kindergarten, and furthermore, as he had neither time nor money to attend any school where anybody could teach him anything, it occurred to him to take a day off for minute and thorough self-examination concerning his qualifications and even his right to occupy a few feet of space upon the earths surface.

Four years at Harvard, two more in postgraduate courses, two more in Europe to perfect himself in electrical engineering, and a year at home attempting to invent a wireless apparatus for intercepting and transmitting psychical waves had left him pitifully unfit for wage earning.

There remained his accomplishments; but the market was overstocked with assorted time-killers.

His last asset was a trivial though unusual talent — a natural manual dexterity cultivated since childhood to amuse himself — something he never took seriously. This, and a curious control over animals, had, as the pleasant years flowed by, become an astonishing skill which was much more than sleight of hand; and he, always as good-humored as well-bred, had never refused to amuse the frivolous, of which he was also one, by picking silver dollars out of space and causing the proper card to fall fluttering from the ceiling.

Day by day, as the little money left him melted away, he continued his vigorous mental examination, until the alarming shrinkage in his funds left him staring fixedly at his last asset. Could he use it? Was it an asset, after all? How clever was he? Could he face an audience and perform the usual magician tricks without bungling? A slip by a careless, laughing, fashionable young amateur amusing his social equals at a house party is excusable; a bungle by a hired professional meant an end to hope in that direction.

So he rented a suite of two rooms on Central Park West, furnished them with what remained from better days, bought the necessary paraphernalia of his profession, and immured himself for practice before entering upon his contemplated invasion of Newport, Lenox, and Bar Harbor. And one very lovely afternoon in May, when the Park from his windows looked like a green forest, and puff on puff of perfumed air fluttered the curtains at his opened windows, he picked up his gloves and stick, put on his hat, and went out to walk in the Park; and when he had walked sufficiently he sat down on a bench in a flowery, bushy nook on the edge of a bridle path.

Few people disturbed the leafy privacy; a policeman sauntering southward noted him, perhaps for future identification. The spectacle of a well-built, well-groomed, and fashionable young man sitting moodily upon a park bench was certainly to be noted. It is not the fashion for fashionable people to sit on park benches unless they contemplate self, as well as social, destruction.

So the policeman lingered for a while in the vicinity, but not hearing any revolver shot, presently sauntered on, buck-skinned fist clasped behind his broad back, squinting at a distant social gathering composed entirely of the most exclusive nursemaids.

The young man looked up into the pleasant blue above, then his preoccupied gaze wandered from woodland to thicket, where the scarlet glow of Japanese quince mocked the colors of the fluttering scarlet tanagers; where orange-tinted orioles flashed amid tangles of golden Forsythia; and past the shrubbery to an azure corner of water, shimmering under the wooded slope below.

That sense of languor and unrest, of despondency threaded by hope which fair skies and sunshine and new leaves bring with the young year to the young, he felt. Yet there was no bitterness in his brooding, for he was a singularly generous young man, and there was no vindictiveness mixed with the memories of his failures among those whose cordial respect for his father had been balanced between that blameless gentlemans wealth and position.

A gray squirrel came crawling and nosing through the fresh grass; he caught its eyes, and, though the little animal was plainly bound elsewhere on important business, the young man soon had it curled up on his knee, asleep.

For a while he amused himself by using his curious power, alternately waking the squirrel and allowing it to bound off, tail twitching, and then calling it back, slowly but inexorably to climb his trousers and curl up on his knee and sleep an uncanny and deep sleep which might end only at the young mans pleasure.

He, too, began to feel the subtle stillness of the drowsing woodland; musing there, caressing his short, crisp mustache, he watched the purple grackle walking about in iridescent solitude, the sun spots waning and glowing on the grass; he heard the soft, garrulous whimper of waterfowl along the waters edge, the stir of leaves above.

He thought of various personal matters: his poverty, the low ebb of his balance at the bank, his present profession, his approaching début as an entertainer, the chances of his failure. He thought, too, of the astounding change in his life, the future, vacant of promise, devoid of meaning, a future so utterly new and blank that he could find in it nothing to speculate upon. He thought also, and perfectly impersonally, of a girl whom he had met now and then upon the stairs of the apartment house which he now inhabited.

Evidently there had been an ebb in her prosperity; the tumble of a New Yorkers fortune leads from the Avenue to the Eighties, from thence through Morristown, Staten Island, to the West Side. Besides, she painted pictures; he knew the aroma of fixitive, siccative, and burnt sienna; and her studio adjoined his sky drawing-room.

He thought of this girl quite impersonally; she resembled a youthful beauty he had known — might still know if he chose; for a man who can pay for his evening clothes need never deny himself the society he was bred to.

She certainly did resemble that girl — she had the same bluish violet eyes, the same white and deeply fringed lids, the same free grace of carriage, a trifle too boyish at times — the same firmly rounded, yet slender, figure.

Now, as a matter of fact, he mused aloud, stroking the sleeping squirrel on his knee, I could have fallen in love with either of those girls — before Copper blew up.

Pursuing his innocuous meditation he nodded to himself: I rather like the poor one better than any girl I ever saw. Doubtless she paints portraits over solar prints. Thats all right; shes doing more than I have done yet.... I approve of those eyes of hers; theyre like the eyes of that waking Aphrodite in the Luxembourg. If she would only just look at me once instead of looking through me when we pass one another in the hall — —

The deadened gallop of a horse on the bridle path caught his ear. The horse was coming fast — almost too fast. He laid the sleeping squirrel on the bench, listened, then instinctively stood up and walked to the thickets edge.

What happened was too quick for him to comprehend; he had a vision of a big black horse, mane and tail in the wind, tearing madly, straight at him — a glimpse of a white face, desperate and set, a flutter of loosened hair; then a storm of wind and sand roared in his ears; he was hurled, jerked, and flung forward, dragged, shaken, and left half senseless, hanging to nose and bit of a horse whose rider was picking herself out of a bush covered with white flowers.

Half senseless still, he tightened his grip on the bit, released the grasp on the creatures nose, and, laying his hand full on the forelock, brought it down twice and twice across the eyes, talking to the horse in halting, broken whispers.

When he had the trembling animal under control he looked around; the girl stood on the grass, dusty, dirty, disheveled, bleeding from a cut on the cheek bone; the most bewildered and astonished creature he had ever looked upon.

It will be all right in a few minutes, he said, motioning her to the bench on the asphalt walk. She nodded, turned, picked up his hat, and, seating herself, began to smooth the furred nap with her sleeve, watching him intently all the while. That he already had the confidence of a horse that he had never before seen was perfectly apparent. Little by little the sweating, quivering limbs were stilled, the tense muscles in the neck relaxed, the head sank, dusty velvet lips nibbled at his hand, his shoulder; the heaving, sunken flanks filled and grew quiet.

Bareheaded, his attire in disorder and covered with slaver and sand, the young man laid the bridle on the horses neck, held out his hand, and, saying Come, turned his back and walked down the bridle path. The horse stretched a sweating neck, sniffed, pricked forward both small ears, and slowly followed, turning as the man turned, up and down, crowding at heel like a trained dog, finally stopping on the edge of the walk.

The young man looped the bridle over a low maple limb, and leaving the horse standing sauntered over to the bench.

That horse, he said pleasantly, is all right now; but the question is, are you all right?

She rose, handing him his hat, and began to twist up her bright hair. For a few moments silence they were frankly occupied in restoring order to raiment, dusting off gravel and examining rents.

Im tremendously grateful, she said abruptly.

I am, too, he said in that attractive manner which sets people of similar caste at ease with one another.

Thank you; its a generous compliment, considering your hat and clothing.

He looked up; she stood twisting her hair and doing her best with the few remaining hair pegs.

Im a sight for little fishes, she said, coloring. Did that wretched beast bruise you?

Oh, no — —

You limped!

Did I? he said vaguely. How do you feel?

There is, she said, a curious, breathless flutter all over me; if that is fright, I suppose Im frightened, but I dont mind mounting at once — if you would put me up — —

Better wait a bit, he said; it would not do to have that horse feel a fluttering pulse, telegraphing along the snaffle. Tell me, are you spurred?

She lifted the hem of her habit; two small spurs glittered on her polished boot heels.

Thats it, you see, he observed; you probably have not ridden cross saddle very long. When your mount swerved you spurred, and he bolted, bit in teeth.

Thats exactly it, she admitted, looking ruefully at her spurs. Then she dropped her skirt, glanced interrogatively at him, and, obeying his grave gesture, seated herself again upon the bench.

Dont stand, she said civilly. He took the other end of the seat, lifting the still slumbering squirrel to his knee.

I — I havent said very much, she began; Im impulsive enough to be overgrateful and say too much. I hope you understand me; do you?

Of course; youre very good. It was nothing; you could have stopped your horse yourself. People do that sort of thing for one another as a matter of course.

But not at the risk you took — —

No risk at all, he said hastily.

She thought otherwise, and thought it so fervently that, afraid of emotion, she turned her cold, white profile to him and studied her horse, haughty lids adroop. The same insolent sweetness was in her eyes when they again reverted to him. He knew the look; he had encountered it often enough in the hallway and on the stairs. He knew, too, that she must recognize him; yet, under the circumstances, it was for her to speak first; and she did not, for she was at that age when horror of overdoing anything chokes back the scarcely extinguished childish instinct to say too much. In other words, she was eighteen and had had her first season the winter past — the winter when he had not been visible among the gatherings of his own kind.
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Those squirrels are very tame, she observed calmly.

Not always, he said. Try to hold this one, for example.

She raised her pretty eyebrows, then accepted the lump of fluffy fur from his hands. Instantly an electric shock seemed to set the squirrel frantic, there was a struggle, a streak of gray and white, and the squirrel leaped from her lap and fairly flew down the asphalt path.

Gracious! she exclaimed faintly; what was the matter?

Some squirrels are very wild, he said innocently.

I know — but you held him — he was asleep on your knee. Why didnt he stay with me?

Oh, perhaps because I have a way with animals.

With horses, too, she added gayly. And the smile breaking from her violet eyes silenced him in the magic of a beauty he had never dreamed of. At first she mistook his silence for modesty; then — because even as young a maid as she is quick to divine and fine of instinct — she too fell silent and serious, the while the shuttles of her reason flew like lightning, weaving the picture of him she had conceived — a gentleman, a man of her own sort, rather splendid and wise and bewildering. The portrait completed, there was no room for the hint of presumption she had half sensed in the brown eyes glance that had set her alert; and she looked up at him again, frankly, a trifle curiously.

I am going to thank you once more, she said, and ask you to put me up. There is not a flutter of fear in my pulse now.

Are you quite sure?

Perfectly.

They arose; he untied the horse and beckoned it to the walks edge.

I forgot, she said, laughing, that I am riding cross saddle. I can mount without troubling you— She set her toe to the stirrup which he held, and swung herself up into the saddle with a breezy Thanks, awfully, and sat there gathering her bridle.

Had she said enough? How coldly her own thanks rang in her ears — for perhaps he had saved her neck — and perhaps not. Busy with curb and snaffle reins, head bent, into her oval face a tint of color crept. Did he think she treated lightly, flippantly, the courage which became him so? Or was he already bored by her acknowledgment of it? Sensitive, dreading to expose youth and inexperience to the amused smile of this attractive young man of the world, she sat fumbling with her bridle, conscious that he stood beside her, hat in hand, looking up at her. She could delay no longer; the bridle had been shifted and reshifted to the last second of procrastination. She must say something or go.

Meeting his eyes, she smiled and leaned a little forward in her saddle as though to speak, but his brown eyes troubled her, and all she could say was Thank you — good-by, and galloped off down the vista through dim, leafy depths heavy with the incense of lilac and syringa.
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II

THE IDLER
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CONCERNING THE YOUNG Man in the Ditch and His Attempts to Get Out of It

Although he was not vindictive, he did not care to owe anything to anybody who might be inclined to give him a hearing on account of former obligations or his social position. Everybody knew he had gone to smash; everybody, he very soon discovered, was naturally afraid of being bothered by him. The dread of the overfed that an underfed member of the community may request a seat at the table he now understood perfectly. He was learning.

So he solicited aid from nobody whom he had known in former days; neither from those who had aided him when he needed no aid, nor those who owed their comfortable position to the generosity of his father — a gentleman notorious for making fortunes for his friends.

Therefore he wrote to strangers on a purely business basis — to amazing types lately emerged from the submerged, bulging with coal money, steel money, copper money, wheat money, stockyard money — types that galloped for Fifth Avenue to build town houses; that shook their long cars and frisked into the country and built cottages. And this was how he put it:

Madam: In case you desire to entertain guests with the professional services of a magician it would give me pleasure to place my very unusual accomplishments at your disposal.

And signed his name.

It was a dreadful drain on his bank account to send several thousand engraved cards about town and fashionable resorts. No replies came. Day after day, exhausted with the practice drill of his profession, he walked to the Park and took his seat on the bench by the bridle path. Sometimes he saw her cantering past; she always acknowledged his salute, but never drew bridle. At times, too, he passed her in the hall; her colorless Good morning never varied except when she said Good evening. And all this time he never inquired her name from the hall servant; he was that sort of man — decent through instinct; for even breeding sometimes permits sentiment to snoop.

For a week he had been airily dispensing with more than one meal a day; to keep clothing and boots immaculate required a sacrifice of breakfast and luncheon — besides, he had various small pensioners to feed, white rabbits with foolish pink eyes, canary birds, cats, albino mice, goldfish, and other collaborateurs in his profession. He was obliged to bribe the janitor, too, because the laws of the house permitted neither animals nor babies within its precincts. This extra honorarium deprived him of tobacco, and he became a pessimist.

Besides, doubts as to his own ability arose within him; it was all very well to practice his magic there alone, but he had not yet tried it on anybody except the janitor; and when he had begun by discovering several red-eyed rabbits in the janitors pockets that intemperate functionary fled with a despondent yell that brought a policeman to the area gate with a threat to pull the place.

At length, however, a letter came engaging him for one evening. He was quite incredulous at first, then modestly scared, perplexed, exultant and depressed by turns. Here was an opening — the first. And because it was the first its success or failure meant future engagements or consignments to the street, perhaps as a white-wing. There must be no faltering now, no bungling, no mistakes, no amateurish hesitation. It is the empty-headed who most strenuously demand intelligence in others. One yawn from such an audience meant his professional damnation — he knew that; every second must break like froth in a wine glass; an instants perplexity, a slackening of the tension, and those flaccid intellects would relax into native inertia. Incapable of self-amusement, depending utterly upon superior minds for a respite from ennui, their caprice controlled his fate; and he knew it.

Sitting there by the sunny window with a pair of magnificent white Persian cats purring on either knee, he read and reread the letter summoning him on the morrow to Seabright. He knew who his hostess was — a large lady lately emerged from a corner in lard, dragging with her some assorted relatives of atrophied intellects and a husband whose only mental pleasure depended upon the speed attained by his racing car — the most exacting audience he could dare to confront.

Like the White Knight he had had plenty of practice, but he feared that warriors fate; and as he sat there he picked up a bunch of silver hoops, tossed them up separately so that they descended linked in a glittering chain, looped them and unlooped them, and, tiring, thoughtfully tossed them toward the ceiling again, where they vanished one by one in mid-air.

The cats purred; he picked up one, molded her carefully in his handsome hands; and presently, under the agreeable massage, her purring increased while she dwindled and dwindled to the size of a small, fluffy kitten, then vanished entirely, leaving in his hand a tiny white mouse. This mouse he tossed into the air, where it became no mouse at all but a white butterfly that fluttered round and round, alighting at last on the window curtain and hung there, opening and closing its snowy wings.

Thats all very well, he reflected, gloomily, as, at a pass of his hand, the air was filled with canary birds; thats all very well, but suppose I should slip up? What I need is to rehearse to somebody before I face two or three hundred people.

He thought he heard a knocking on his door, and listened a moment. But as there was an electric bell there he concluded he had been mistaken; and picking up the other white cat, he began a gentle massage that stimulated her purring, apparently at the expense of her color and size, for in a few moments she also dwindled until she became a very small, coal-black kitten, changing in a twinkling to a blackbird, when he cast her carelessly toward the ceiling. It was well done; in all India no magician could have done it more cleverly, more casually.

Leaning forward in his chair he reproduced the two white cats from behind him, put the kittens back in their box, caught the blackbird and caged it, and was carefully winding up the hairspring in the white butterfly, when again he fancied that somebody was knocking.
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III

THE GREEN MOUSE
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SHOWING THE VALUE of a Helping Hand When It Is White and Slender

This time he went leisurely to the door and opened it; a girl stood there, saying, I beg your pardon for disturbing you— It was high time she admitted it, for her eyes had been disturbing him day and night since the first time he passed her in the hall.

She appeared to be a trifle frightened, too, and, scarcely waiting for his invitation, she stepped inside with a hurried glance behind her, and walked to the center of the room holding her skirts carefully as though stepping through wet grass.

I — I am annoyed, she said in a voice not perfectly under command. If you please, would you tell me whether there is such a thing as a pea-green mouse?

Then he did a mean thing; he could have cleared up that matter with a word, a smile, and — he didnt.

A green mouse? he repeated gently, almost pitifully.

She nodded, then paled; he drew a big chair toward her, for her knees trembled a little; and she sat down with an appealing glance that ought to have made him ashamed of himself.

What has frightened you? inquired that meanest of men.

I was in my studio — and I must first explain to you that for weeks and weeks I — I have imagined I heard sounds— She looked carefully around her; nothing animate was visible. Sounds, she repeated, swallowing a little lump in her white throat, like the faint squealing and squeaking and sniffing and scratching of — of live things. I asked the janitor, and he said the house was not very well built and that the beams and wainscoting were shrinking.

Did he say that? inquired the young man, thinking of the bribes.

Yes, and I tried to believe him. And one day I thought I heard about one hundred canaries singing, and I know I did, but that idiot janitor said they were the sparrows under the eaves. Then one day when your door was open, and I was coming up the stairway, and it was dark in the entry, something big and soft flopped across the carpet, and — it being exceedingly common to scream — I didnt, but managed to get past it, and — her violet eyes widened with horror— do you know what that soft, floppy thing was? It was an owl!

He was aware of it; he had managed to secure the escaped bird before her electric summons could arouse the janitor.

I called the janitor, she said, and he came and we searched the entry; but there was no owl.

He appeared to be greatly impressed; she recognized the sympathy in his brown eyes.

That wretched janitor declared I had seen a cat, she resumed; and I could not persuade him otherwise. For a week I scarcely dared set foot on the stairs, but I had to — you see, I live at home and only come to my studio to paint.

I thought you lived here, he said, surprised.

Oh, no. I have my studio— she hesitated, then smiled. Everybody makes fun of me, and I suppose theyll laugh me out of it, but I detest conventions, and I did hope I had talent for something besides frivolity.

Her gaze wandered around his room; then suddenly the possible significance of her unconventional situation brought her to her feet, serious but self-possessed.

I beg your pardon again, she said, but I was really driven out of my studio — quite frightened, I confess.

What drove you out? he asked guiltily.

Something — you can scarcely credit it — and I dare not tell the janitor for fear he will think me — queer. She raised her distressed and lovely eyes again: Oh, please believe that I did see a bright green mouse!

I do believe it, he said, wincing.

Thank you. I — I know perfectly well how it sounds — and I know that horrid people see things like that, but — she spoke piteously— I had only one glass of claret at luncheon, and I am perfectly healthy in body and mind. How could I see such a thing if it was not there?

It was there, he declared.

Do you really think so? A green — bright green mouse?

Havent a doubt of it, he assured her; saw one myself the other day.

Where?

On the floor— he made a vague gesture. Theres probably a crack between your studio and my wall, and the little rascal crept into your place.

She stood looking at him uncertainly: Are there really such things as green mice?

Well, he explained, I fancy this one was originally white. Somebody probably dyed it green.

But who on earth would be silly enough to do such a thing?

His ears grew red — he felt them doing it.

After a moment she said: I am glad you told me that you, too, saw this unspeakable mouse. I have decided to write to the owners of the house and request an immediate investigation. Would — would it be too much to ask you to write also?

Are you — you going to write? he asked, appalled.

Certainly. Either some dreadful creature here keeps a bird store and brings home things that escape, or the house is infested. I dont care what the janitor says; I did hear squeals and whines and whimpers!

Suppose — suppose we wait, he began lamely; but at that moment her blue eyes widened; she caught him convulsively by the arm, pointing, one snowy finger outstretched.

Oh-h! she said hysterically, and the next instant was standing upon a chair, pale as a ghost. It was a wonder she had not mounted the dresser, too, for there, issuing in creepy single file from the wainscoting, came mice — mice of various tints. A red one led the grewsome rank, a black and white one came next, then in decorous procession followed the guilty green one, a yellow one, a blue one, and finally — horror of horrors! — a red-white-and-blue mouse, carrying a tiny American flag.

He turned a miserable face toward her; she, eyes dilated, frozen to a statue, saw him advance, hold out a white wand — saw the uncanny procession of mice mount the stick and form into a row, tails hanging down — saw him carry the creatures to a box and dump them in.

He was trying to speak now. She heard him stammer something about the escape of the mice; she heard him asking her pardon. Dazed, she laid her hand in his as he aided her to descend to the floor; nerveless, speechless, she sank into the big chair, horror still dilating her eyes.

Its all up with me, he said slowly, if you write to the owners. Ive bribed the janitor to say nothing. Im dreadfully mortified that these things have happened to annoy you.

The color came back into her face; amazement dominated her anger. But why — why do you keep such creatures?

Why shouldnt I? he asked. It is my profession. Your — what?

My profession, he repeated doggedly.

Oh, she said, revolted, that is not true! You are a gentleman — I know who you are perfectly well!

Who am I?

She called him by name, almost angrily.

Well, he said sullenly, what of it? If you have investigated my record you must know I am as poor as these miserable mice.

I — I know it. But you are a gentleman — —

I am a mountebank, he said; I mean a mountebank in its original interpretation. Theres neither sense nor necessity for me to deny it.

I — I dont understand you, she whispered, shocked.

Why, I do monkey tricks to entertain people, he replied, forcing a laugh, or rather, I hope to do a few — and be paid for them. I fancy every man finds his own level; Ive found mine, apparently.

Her face was inscrutable; she lay back in the great chair, watching him.

I have a little money left, he said; enough to last a day or two. Then I am to be paid for entertaining some people at Seabright; and, he added with that very attractive smile of his from which all bitterness had departed, and that will be the first money I ever earned in all my life.

She was young enough to be fascinated, child enough to feel the little lump in her throat rising. She knew he was poor; her sisters had told her that; but she had supposed it to be only comparative poverty — just as her cousins, for instance, had scarcely enough to keep more than two horses in town and only one motor. But want — actual need — she had never dreamed of in his case — she could scarcely understand it even now — he was so well groomed, so attractive, fairly radiating good breeding and the easy financial atmosphere she was accustomed to.

So you see, he continued gayly, if you complain to the owners about green mice, why, I shall have to leave, and, as a matter of fact, I havent enough money to go anywhere except— he laughed.

Where? she managed to say.

The Park. I was joking, of course, he hastened to add, for she had turned rather white.

No, she said, you were not joking. And as he made no reply: Of course, I shall not write — now. I had rather my studio were overrun with multicolored mice— She stopped with something almost like a sob. He smiled, thinking she was laughing.

But oh, the blow for her! In her youthful enthusiasm she had always, from the first time they had encountered one another, been sensitively aware of this tall, clean-cut, attractive young fellow. And by and by she learned his name and asked her sisters about him, and when she heard of his recent ruin and withdrawal from the gatherings of his kind her youth flushed to its romantic roots, warming all within her toward this splendid and radiant young man who lived so nobly, so proudly aloof. And then — miracle of Manhattan! — he had proved his courage before her dazed eyes — rising suddenly out of the very earth to save her from a fate which her eager desire painted blacker every time she embellished the incident. And she decorated the memory of it every day.

And now! Here, beside her, was this prince among men, her champion, beaten to his ornamental knees by Fate, and contemplating a miserable, uncertain career to keep his godlike body from actual starvation. And she — she with more money than even she knew what to do with, powerless to aid him, prevented from flinging open her check book and bidding him to write and write till he could write no more.

A memory — a thought crept in. Where had she heard his name connected with her fathers name? In Ophir Steel? Certainly; and was it not this young mans father who had laid the foundation for her fathers fortune? She had heard some such thing, somewhere.

He said: I had no idea of boring anybody — you least of all — with my woes. Indeed, I havent any sorrows now, because to-day I received my first encouragement; and no doubt Ill be a huge success. Only — I thought it best to make it clear why it would do me considerable damage just now if you should write.

Tell me, she said tremulously, is there anything — anything I can do to — to balance the deep debt of gratitude I owe you — —

What debt? he asked, astonished. Oh! that? Why, that is no debt — except that I was happy — perfectly and serenely happy to have had that chance to — to hear your voice — —

You were brave, she said hastily. You may make as light of it as you please, but I know.

So do I, he laughed, enchanted with the rising color in her cheeks.

No, you dont; you dont know how I felt — how afraid I was to show how deeply — deeply I felt. I felt it so deeply that I did not even tell my sisters, she added naively.

Your sisters?

Yes; you know them. And as he remained silent she said: Do you not know who I am? Do you not even know my name?

He shook his head, laughing.

Id have given all I had to know; but, of course, I could not ask the servants!

Surprise, disappointment, hurt pride that he had had no desire to know gave quick place to a comprehension that set a little thrill tingling her from head to foot. His restraint was the nicest homage ever rendered her; she saw that instantly; and the straight look she gave him out of her clear eyes took his breath away for a second.

Do you remember Sacharissa? she asked.

I do — certainly! I always thought — —

What? she said, smiling.

He muttered something about eyes and white skin and a trick of the heavy lids.

She was perfectly at ease now; she leaned back in her chair, studying him calmly.

Suppose, she said, people could see me here now.

It would end your artistic career, he replied, laughing; and fancy! I took you for the sort that painted for a bare existence!

And I — I took you for — —

Something very different than what I am.

In one way — not in others.

Oh! I look the mountebank?

I shall not explain what I mean, she said with heightened color, and rose from her chair. As there are no more green mice to peep out at me from behind my easel, she added, I can have no excuse from abandoning art any longer. Can I?

The trailing sweetness of the inquiry was scarcely a challenge, yet he dared take it up.

You asked me, he said, whether you could do anything for me.

Can I? she exclaimed.

Yes.

I will — I am glad — tell me what to do?

Why, its only this. Ive got to go before an audience of two hundred people and do things. Ive had practice here by myself, but — but if you dont mind I should like to try it before somebody — you. Do you mind?

She stood there, slim, blue-eyed, reflecting; then innocently: If Ive compromised myself the damage was done long ago, wasnt it? Theyre going to take away my studio anyhow, so I might as well have as much pleasure as I can.

And she sat down, gracefully, linking her white fingers over her knees.
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IV

AN IDEAL IDOL

[image: img237.jpg]

A CHAPTER DEVOTED to the Proposition that All Mankind Are Born of Woman

He began by suddenly filling the air with canary birds; they flew and chirped and fluttered about her head, until, bewildered, she shrank back, almost frightened at the golden hurricane.

To reassure her he began doing incredible things with the big silver hoops, forming chains and linked figures under her amazed eyes, although each hoop seemed solid and without a break in its polished circumference. Then, one by one, he tossed the rings up and they vanished in mid-air before her very eyes.

How did you do that? she cried, enchanted.

He laughed and produced the big, white Persian cats, changed them into kittens, then into birds and butterflies, and finally into a bowl full of big, staring goldfish. Then he picked up a ladle, dipped out the fish, carefully fried them over an electric lamp, dumped them from the smoking frying pan back into the water, where they quietly swam off again, goggling their eyes in astonishment.

That, said the girl, excitedly, is miraculous!

Isnt it? he said, delighted as a boy at her praise. What card will you choose?

And he handed her a pack.

The ace of hearts, if you please.

Draw it from the pack.

Any card? she inquired. Oh! how on earth did you make me draw the ace of hearts?

Hold it tightly, he warned her.

She clutched it in her pretty fingers.

Are you sure you hold it? he asked.

Perfectly.

Look!

She looked and found that it was the queen of diamonds she held so tightly; but, looking again to reassure herself, she was astonished to find that the card was the jack of clubs. Tear it up, he said. She tore it into small pieces.

Throw them into the air!

She obeyed, and almost cried out to see them take fire in mid-air and float away in ashy flakes.

Face flushed, eyes brilliant, she turned to him, hanging on his every movement, every expression.

Before her rapt eyes the multicolored mice danced jigs on slack wires, then were carefully rolled up into little balls of paper which immediately began to swell until each was as big as a football. These burst open, and out of each football of white paper came kittens, turtles, snakes, chickens, ducks, and finally two white rabbits with silly pink eyes that began gravely waltzing round and round the room.

Please stand up and shake your skirts, he said.

She rose hastily and obeyed; a rain of silver coins fell, then gold, then banknotes, littering the floor. Then precious stones began to drop about her; she shook them from her hair, her collar, her neck; she clenched her hands in nervous amazement, but inside each tight little fist she felt something, and opening her fingers she fairly showered the floor with diamonds.

Cant you save one for me? he asked. I really need it. But when again she looked for the glittering heap at her feet, it was gone; and, search as she might, not one coin, not one gem remained.

Glancing up in dismay she found herself in a perfect storm of white butterflies — no, they were red — no, green!

Is there anything in this world you desire? he asked her.

A — a glass of water — —

She was already holding it in her hands, and she cried out in amazement, spilling the brimming glass; but no water fell, only a rain of little crimson flames.

I cant — cant drink this — can I? she faltered.

With perfect safety, he smiled, and she tasted it.

Taste it again, he said.

She tried it; it was lemonade.

Again.

It was ginger ale.

Once more.

She stared at the glass, frothing with ice-cream soda; there was a long silver spoon in it, too.

Enchanted, she lay back, savoring her ice, shyly watching him.

He went on gayly doing uncanny or charming things; her eyes were tired, dazzled, but not too weary to watch him, though she scarcely followed the marvelous objects that appeared and vanished and glittered and flamed under his ceaselessly busy hands.

She did notice with a shudder the appearance of an owl that sat for a while on his shoulder and then turned into a big fur muff which was all right as long as he held it, but walked away on four legs when he tossed it to the floor.

A shower of brilliant things followed like shooting stars; two or three rose trees grew, budded, and bloomed before her eyes; and he laid the fresh, sweet blossoms in her hands. They turned to violets later, but that did not matter; nothing mattered any longer as long as she could lie there and gaze at him — the most splendid man her maiden eyes had ever unclosed upon.

About two thousand yards of brilliant ribbons suddenly fell from the ceiling; she looked at him with something perilously close to a sigh. Out of an old hat he produced a cage full of parrots; every parrot repeated her first name decorously, monotonously, until packed back into the hat and stuffed into a box which was then set on fire.

Her heart was pretty full now; for she was only eighteen and she had been considering his poverty. So when in due time the box burned out and from the black and charred débris the parrots stepped triumphantly forth, gravely repeating her name in unison; and when she saw that the entertainment was at an end, she rose, setting her ice-cream soda upon a table, and, although the glass instantly changed into a teapot, she walked straight up to him and held out her hand.

Ive had a perfectly lovely time, she said. And I want to say to you that I have been thinking of several things, and one is that it is perfectly ridiculous for you to be poor.

It is rather ridiculous, he admitted, surprised. Isnt it! And no need of it at all. Your father made a fortune for my father. All you have to do is to let my father make a fortune for you.

Is that all? he asked, laughing.

Of course. Why did you not tell him so? Have you seen him?

No, he said gravely.

Why not?

I saw others — I did not care to try — any more — friends.

Will you — now?

He shook his head.

Then I will.

Please dont, he said quietly. Her hand still lay in his; she looked up at him; her eyes were starry bright and a little moist.

I simply cant stand this, she said, steadying her voice.

What?

Your — your distress— She choked; her sensitive mouth trembled.

Good Heavens! he breathed; do you care!

Care — care, she stammered. You saved my life with a laugh! You face st-starvation with a laugh! Your father made mine! Care? Yes, I care!

But she had bent her head; a bright tear fell, spangling his polished shoes; the pulsating seconds passed; he laid his other hand above both of hers which he held, and stood silent, stunned, scarcely daring to understand.

Nor was it here he could understand or even hope — his instinct held him stupid and silent. Presently he released her hands.

She said Good-by calmly enough; he followed her to the door and opened it, watching her pass through the hall to her own door. And there she paused and looked back; and he found himself beside her again.

Only, she began, only dont do all those beautiful magic things for any — anybody else — will you? I wish to have — have them all for myself — to share them with no one — —

He held her hands imprisoned again. I will never do one of those things for anybody but you, he said unsteadily.

Truly? Her face caught fire.

Yes, truly.

But how — how, then, can you — can — —

I dont care what happens to me! he said. To look at him nobody would have thought him young enough to say that sort of thing.

I care, she said, releasing her hands and stepping back into her studio.

For a moment her lovely, daring face swam before his eyes; then, in the next moment, she was in his arms, crying her eyes out against his shoulder, his lips pressed to her bright hair.

And that was all right in its way, too; madder things have happened in our times; but nothing madder ever happened than a large, bald gentleman who came up the stairs in a series of bounces and planted his legs apart and tightened his pudgy grip upon his malacca walking stick, and confronted them with distended eyes and waistband.

In vigorous but incoherent English he begged to know whether this scene was part of an education in art.

Papah, she said calmly, you are just in time. Go into the studio and Ill come in one moment.

Then giving her lover both hands and looking at him with all her soul in her young eyes: I love you; Ill marry you. And if theres trouble — she smiled upon her frantic father— if there is trouble I will follow you about the country exhibiting green mice — —

What! thundered her father.

Green mice, she repeated with an adorable smile at her lover— unless my father finds a necessity for you in his business — with a view to partnership. And Im going to let you arrange that together. Good-by.

And she entered her studio, closing the door behind her, leaving the two men confronting one another in the entry.

For one so young she had much wisdom and excellent taste; and listening, she heard her father explode in one lusty Saxon word. He always said it when beaten; it was the beginning of the end, and the end of the sweetest beginning that ever dawned on earth for a maid since the first sunbeam stole into Eden.

So she sat down on her little camp stool before her easel and picked up a hand glass; and, sitting there, carefully removed all traces of tears from her wet and lovely eyes with the cambric hem of her painting apron.

Damnation! repeated Mr. Carr, am I to understand that the only thing you can do for a living is to go about with a troupe of trained mice?

Ive invented a machine, observed the young man, modestly. It ought to be worth millions — if youd care to finance it.

The idea is utterly repugnant to me! shouted her father.

The young man reddened. If you wouldnt mind examining it— He drew from his pocket a small, delicately contrived bit of clockwork. This is the machine — —

I dont want to see it!

You have seen it. Do you mind sitting down a moment? Be careful of that kitten! Kindly take this chair. Thank you. Now, if you would be good enough to listen for ten minutes — —

I dont want to be good enough! Do you hear!

Yes, I hear, said young Destyn, patiently. And as I was going to explain, the earth is circumscribed by wireless currents of electricity — —

I — dammit, sir — —

But those are not the only invisible currents that are ceaselessly flowing around our globe! pursued the young man, calmly. Do you see this machine?

No, I dont! snarled the other.

Then— And, leaning closer, William Augustus Destyn whispered into Bushwyck Carrs fat, red ear.

What!!!

Certainly.

You cant prove it!

Watch me.



Ethelinda had dried her eyes. Every few minutes she glanced anxiously at the little French clock over her easel.

What on earth can they be doing? she murmured. And when the long hour struck she arose with resolution and knocked at the door.

Come in, said her father, irritably, but dont interrupt. William and I are engaged in a very important business transaction.
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V

SACHARISSA
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TREATING OF CERTAIN Scientific Events Succeeding the Wedding Journey of William and Ethelinda

Sacharissa took the chair. She knew nothing about parliamentary procedure; neither did her younger, married sister, Ethelinda, nor the recently acquired family brother-in-law, William Augustus Destyn.

The meeting will come to order, said Sacharissa, and her brother-in-law reluctantly relinquished his new wifes hand — all but one finger.

Miss Chairman, he began, rising to his feet.

The chair recognized him and bit into a chocolate.

I move that our society be known as The Green Mouse, Limited.

Why limited? asked Sacharissa.

Why not? replied her sister, warmly.

Well, what does your young man mean by limited?

I suppose, said Linda, that he means it is to be the limit. Dont you, William?

Certainly, said Destyn, gravely; and the motion was put and carried.

Rissa, dear!

The chair casually recognized her younger sister.

I propose that the object of this society be to make its members very, very wealthy.

The motion was carried; Linda picked up a scrap of paper and began to figure up the possibility of a new touring car.

Then Destyn arose; the chair nodded to him and leaned back, playing a tattoo with her pencil tip against her snowy teeth.

He began in his easy, agreeable voice, looking across at his pretty wife:

You know, dearest — and Sacharissa, over there, is also aware — that, in the course of my economical experiments in connection with your fathers Wireless Trust, I have accidentally discovered how to utilize certain brand-new currents of an extraordinary character.

Sacharissas expression became skeptical; Linda watched her husband in unfeigned admiration.

These new and hitherto unsuspected currents, continued Destyn modestly, are not electrical but psychical. Yet, like wireless currents, their flow eternally encircles the earth. These currents, I believe, have their origin in that great unknown force which, for lack of a better name, we call fate, or predestination. And I am convinced that by intercepting one of these currents it is possible to connect the subconscious personalities of two people of opposite sex who, although ultimately destined for one another since the beginning of things, have, through successive incarnations, hitherto missed the final consummation — marriage! — which was the purpose of their creation.

Bill, dear, sighed Linda, how exquisitely you explain the infinite.

Fudge! said Sacharissa; go on, William.

Thats all, said Destyn. We agreed to put in a thousand dollars apiece for me to experiment with. Ive perfected the instrument — here it is.

He drew from his waistcoat pocket a small, flat jewelers case and took out a delicate machine resembling the complicated interior of a watch.

Now, he said, with this tiny machine concealed in my waistcoat pocket, I walk up to any man and, by turning a screw like the stem of a watch, open the microscopical receiver. Into the receiver flow all psychical emanations from that unsuspicious citizen. The machine is charged, positively. Then I saunter up to some man, place the instrument on a table — like that — touch a lever. Do you see that hair wire of Rosium uncoil like a tentacle? It is searching, groping for the invisible, negative, psychical current which will carry its message.

To whom? asked Sacharissa.

To the subconscious personality of the only woman for whom he was created, the only woman on earth whose psychic personality is properly attuned to intercept that wireless greeting and respond to it.

How can you tell whether she responds? asked Sacharissa, incredulously. He pointed to the hair wire of Rosium:

I watch that. The instant that the psychical current reaches and awakens her, crack! — a minute point of blue incandescence tips the tentacle. Its done; psychical communication is established. And that man and that woman, wherever they may be on earth, surely, inexorably, will be drawn together, even from the uttermost corners of the world, to fulfill that for which they were destined since time began.

There was a semirespectful silence; Linda looked at the little jewel-like machine with a slight shudder; Sacharissa shrugged her young shoulders.

How much of this, said she, is theory and how much is fact? — for, William, you always were something of a poet.

I dont know. A month ago I tried it on your fathers footman, and in a week hed married a perfectly strange parlor maid.

Oh, they do such things, anyway, observed Sacharissa, and added, unconvinced: Did that tentacle burn blue?

It certainly did, said Destyn.

Linda murmured: I believe in it. Lets issue stock.

To issue stock is one thing, said Destyn, to get people to buy it is another. You and I may believe in Green Mouse, Limited, but the rest of the world is always from beyond the Mississippi.

The thing to do, said Linda, is to prove your theory by practicing on people. They may not like the idea, but theyll be so grateful, when happily and unexpectedly married, that theyll buy stock.

Or give us testimonials, added Sacharissa, that their bliss was entirely due to a single dose of Green Mouse, Limited.

Dont be flippant, said Linda. Think what Williams invention means to the world! Think of the time it will save young men barking up wrong trees! Think of the trouble saved — no more doubt, no timidity, no hesitation, no speculation, no opposition from parents.

Any of our clients, added Destyn, can be instantly switched on to a private psychical current which will clinch the only girl in the world. Engagements will be superfluous; those two simply cant get away from each other.

If that were true, observed Sacharissa, it would be most unpleasant. There would be no fun in it. However, she added, smiling, I dont believe in your theory or your machine, William. It would take more than that combination to make me marry anybody.

Then were not going to issue stock? asked Linda. I do need so many new and expensive things.

Weve got to experiment a little further, first, said Destyn.

Sacharissa laughed: You blindfold me, give me a pencil and lay the Social Register before me. Whatever name I mark you are to experiment with.

Dont mark any of our friends, began Linda.

How can I tell whom I may choose. Its fair for everybody. Come; do you promise to abide by it — you two?

They promised doubtfully.

So do I, then, said Sacharissa. Hurry up and blindfold me, somebody. The bus will be here in half an hour, and you know how father acts when kept waiting.

Linda tied her eyes with a handkerchief, gave her a pencil and seated herself on an arm of the chair watching the pencil hovering over the pages of the Social Register which her sister was turning at hazard.

This page, announced Sacharissa, and this name! marking it with a quick stroke.

Linda gave a stifled cry and attempted to arrest the pencil; but the moving finger had written.

Whom have I selected? inquired the girl, whisking the handkerchief from her eyes. What are you having a fit about, Linda?

And, looking at the page, she saw that she had marked her own name.

We must try it again, said Destyn, hastily. That doesnt count. Tie her up, Linda.

But — that wouldnt be fair, said Sacharissa, hesitating whether to take it seriously or laugh. We all promised, you know. I ought to abide by what Ive done.

Dont be silly, said Linda, preparing the handkerchief and laying it across her sisters forehead.

Sacharissa pushed it away. I cant break my word, even to myself, she said, laughing. Im not afraid of that machine.

Do you mean to say you are willing to take silly chances? asked Linda, uneasily. I believe in Williams machine whether you do or not. And I dont care to have any of the family experimented with.

If I were willing to try it on others it would be cowardly for me to back out now, said Sacharissa, forcing a smile; for Destyns and Lindas seriousness was beginning to make her a trifle uncomfortable.

Unless you want to marry somebody pretty soon youd better not risk it, said Destyn, gravely.

You — you dont particularly care to marry anybody, just now, do you, dear? asked Linda. No, replied her sister, scornfully.

There was a silence; Sacharissa, uneasy, bit her underlip and sat looking at the uncanny machine.

She was a tall girl, prettily formed, one of those girls with long limbs, narrow, delicate feet and ankles.

That sort of girl, when she also possesses a mass of chestnut hair, a sweet mouth and gray eyes, is calculated to cause trouble.

And there she sat, one knee crossed over the other, slim foot swinging, perplexed brows bent slightly inward.

I cant see any honorable way out of it, she said resolutely. I said Id abide by the blindfolded test.

When we promised we werent thinking of ourselves, insisted Ethelinda.

That doesnt release us, retorted her Puritan sister.

Why? demanded Linda. Suppose, for example, your pencil had marked Williams name! That would have been im — immoral!

Would it? asked Sacharissa, turning her honest, gray eyes on her brother-in-law.

I dont believe it would, he said; Id only be switched on to Lindas current again. And he smiled at his wife.

Sacharissa sat thoughtful and serious, swinging her foot.

Well, she said, at length, I might as well face it at once. If theres anything in this instrument well all know it pretty soon. Turn on your receiver, Billy.

Oh, cried Linda, tearfully, dont you do it, William!

Turn it on, repeated Sacharissa. Im not going to be a coward and break faith with myself, and you both know it! If Ive got to go through the silliness of love and marriage I might as well know who the bandarlog is to be.... Anyway, I dont really believe in this thing.... I cant believe in it.... Besides, Ive a mind and a will of my own, and I fancy it will require more than amateur psychical experiments to change either. Go on, Billy.

You mean it? he asked, secretly gratified.

Certainly, with superb affectation of indifference. And she rose and faced the instrument.

Destyn looked at his wife. He was dying to try it.

Will! she exclaimed, suppose we are not going to like Rissas possible f — fiance! Suppose father doesnt like him!

Youll all probably like him as well as I shall, said her sister defiantly. Willy, stop making frightened eyes at your wife and start your infernal machine!

There was a vicious click, a glitter of shifting clockwork, a snap, and it was done.

Have you now, theoretically, got my psychical current bottled up? she asked disdainfully. But her lip trembled a little.

He nodded, looking very seriously at her.

And now you are going to switch me on to this unknown gentlemans psychical current?

Dont let him! begged Linda. Billy, dear, how can you when nobody has the faintest idea who the creature may turn out to be!

Go ahead! interrupted her sister, masking misgiving under a careless smile.

Click! Up shot the glittering, quivering tentacle of Rosium, vibrating for a few moments like a thread of silver. Suddenly it was tipped with a blue flash of incandescence.

Oh, dear! Oh, dear! There he is! cried Linda, excitedly. Rissy! Rissy, little sister, what have you done?

Nothing, she said, catching her breath. I dont believe that flash means anything. I dont feel a bit different — not the least bit. I feel perfectly well and perfectly calm. I dont love anybody and Im not going to love anybody — until I want to, and that will probably never happen.

However, she permitted her sister to take her in her arms and pet her. It was rather curious how exceedingly young and inexperienced she felt. She found it agreeable to be fussed over and comforted and cradled, and for a few moments she suffered Lindas solicitude and misgivings in silence. After a while, however, she became ashamed.

Nothing is going to happen, Linda, she said, looking dreamily up at the ceiling; dont worry, dear; I shall escape the bandarlog.

If something doesnt happen, observed Destyn, pocketing his instrument, the Green Mouse, Limited, will go into liquidation with no liabilities and no assets, and therell be no billions for you or for me or for anybody.

William, said his wife, do you place a low desire for money before your own sister-in-laws spiritual happiness?

No, darling, of course not.

Then you and I had better pray for the immediate bankruptcy of the Green Mouse.

Her husband said, By all means, without enthusiasm, and looked out of the window. Still, he added, I made a happy marriage. Im for wedding bells every time. Sacharissa will like it, too. I dont know why you and I shouldnt be enthusiastic optimists concerning wedded life; I cant see why we shouldnt pray for Sacharissas early marriage.

William!

Yes, darling.

You are considering money before my sisters happiness!

But in her case I dont see why we cant conscientiously consider both.

Linda cast one tragic glance at her material husband, pushed her sister aside, arose and fled. After her sped the contrite Destyn; a distant door shut noisily; all the elements had gathered for the happy, first quarrel of the newly wedded.

Fudge, said Sacharissa, walking to the window, slim hands clasped loosely behind her back.
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VI

IN WRONG
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WHEREIN SACHARISSA REMAINS In and a Young Man Cant Get Out

The snowstorm had ceased; across Fifth Avenue the Park resembled the mica-incrusted view on an expensive Christmas card. Every limb, branch, and twig was outlined in clinging snow; crystals of it glittered under the morning sun; brilliantly dressed children, with sleds, romped and played over the dazzling expanse. Overhead the characteristic deep blue arch of a New York sky spread untroubled by a cloud. Her family — that is, her father, brother-in-law, married sister, three unmarried sisters and herself — were expecting to leave for Tuxedo about noon. Why? Nobody knows why the wealthy are always going somewhere. However, they do, fortunately for story writers.

Its quite as beautiful here, thought Sacharissa to herself, as it is in the country. Im sorry Im going.

Idling there by the sunny window and gazing out into the white expanse, she had already dismissed all uneasiness in her mind concerning the psychical experiment upon herself. That is to say, she had not exactly dismissed it, she used no conscious effort, it had gone of itself — or, rather, it had been crowded out, dominated by a sudden and strong disinclination to go to Tuxedo.

As she stood there the feeling grew and persisted, and, presently, she found herself repeating aloud: I dont want to go, I dont want to go. Its stupid to go. Why should I go when its stupid to go and Id rather stay here?

Meanwhile, Ethelinda and Destyn were having a classical reconciliation in a distant section of the house, and the young wife had got as far as:

Darling, I am so worried about Rissa. I do wish she were not going to Tuxedo. There are so many attractive men expected at the Courlands.

She cant escape men anywhere, can she?

N-no; but there will be a concentration of particularly good-looking and undesirable ones at Tuxedo this week. That idle, horrid, cynical crowd is coming from Long Island, and I dont want her to marry any of them.

Well, then, make her stay at home.

She wants to go.

Whats the good of an older sister if you cant make her mind you? he asked.

She wont. Shes set her heart on going. All those boisterous winter sports appeal to her. Besides, how can one member of the family be absent on New Years Day?

Arm in arm they strolled out into the great living room, where a large, pompous, vividly colored gentleman was laying down the law to the triplets — three very attractive young girls, dressed precisely alike, who said, Yes, pa-pah! and No pa-pah! in a grave and silvery-voiced chorus whenever filial obligation required it.

And another thing, continued the pudgy and vivid old gentleman, whose voice usually ended in a softly mellifluous shout when speaking emphatically: that worthless Westbury — Cedarhurst — Jericho — Meadowbrook set are going to be in evidence at this housewarming, and I caution you now against paying anything but the slightest, most superficial and most frivolous attention to anything that any of those young whip-snapping, fox-hunting cubs may say to you. Do you hear? with a mellow shout like a French horn on a touring car.

Yes, pa-pah!

The old gentleman waved his single eyeglass in token of dismissal, and looked at his watch.

The bus is here, he said fussily. Come on, Will; come, Linda, and you, Flavilla, Drusilla, and Sybilla, get your furs on. Dont take the elevator. Go down by the stairs, and hurry! If theres one thing in this world I wont do it is to wait for anybody on earth!

Flunkies and maids flew distractedly about with fur coats, muffs, and stoles. In solemn assemblage the family expedition filed past the elevator, descended the stairs to the lower hall, and there drew up for final inspection.

A mink-infested footman waited outside; valets, butlers, second-men and maids came to attention.

Wheres Sacharissa? demanded Mr. Carr, sonorously.

Here, dad, said his oldest daughter, strolling calmly into the hall, hands still linked loosely behind her.

Why havent you got your hat and furs on? demanded her father.

Because Im not going, dad, she said sweetly.

The family eyed her in amazement.

Not going? shouted her father, in a mellow bellow. Yes, you are! Not going! And why the dickens not?

I really dont know, dad, she said listlessly. I dont want to go.

Her father waved both pudgy arms furiously. Dont you feel well? You look well. You are well. Dont you feel well?

Perfectly.

No, you dont! Youre pale! Youre pallid! Youre peaked! Take a tonic and lie down. Send your maid for some doctors — all kinds of doctors — and have them fix you up. Then come to Tuxedo with your maid to-morrow morning. Do you hear?

Very well, dad.

And keep out of that elevator until its fixed. Its likely to do anything. Ferdinand, to the man at the door, have it fixed at once. Sacharissa, send that maid of yours for a doctor!

Very well, dad!

She presented her cheek to her emphatic parent; he saluted it explosively, wheeled, marshaled the family at a glance, started them forward, and closed the rear with his own impressive person. The iron gates clanged, the door of the opera bus snapped, and Sacharissa strolled back into the rococo reception room not quite certain why she had not gone, not quite convinced that she was feeling perfectly well.

For the first few minutes her face had been going hot and cold, alternately flushed and pallid. Her heart, too, was acting in an unusual manner — making sufficient stir for her to become uneasily aware of it.

Probably, she thought to herself, Ive eaten too many chocolates. She looked into the large gilded box, took another and ate it reflectively.

A curious languor possessed her. To combat it she rang for her maid, intending to go for a brisk walk, but the weight of the furs seemed to distress her. It was absurd. She threw them off and sat down in the library.

A little while later her maid found her lying there, feet crossed, arms stretched backward to form a cradle for her head.

Are you ill, Miss Carr?

No, said Sacharissa.

The maid cast an alarmed glance at her mistress pallid face.

Would you see Dr. Blimmer, miss?

No.

The maid hesitated:

Beg pardon, but Mr. Carr said you was to see some doctors.

Very well, she said indifferently. And please hand me those chocolates. I dont care for any luncheon.

No luncheon, miss? in consternation.

Sacharissa had never been known to shun sustenance.

The symptom thoroughly frightened her maid, and in a few minutes she had Dr. Blimmers office on the telephone; but that eminent practitioner was out. Then she found in succession the offices of Doctors White, Black, and Gray. Two had gone away over New Years, the other was out.

The maid, who was clever and resourceful, went out to hunt up a doctor. There are, in the cross streets, plenty of doctors between the Seventies and Eighties. She found one without difficulty — that is, she found the sign in the window, but the doctor was out on his visits.

She made two more attempts with similar results, then, discovering a doctors sign in a window across the street, started for it regardless of snowdrifts, and at the same moment the doctors front door opened and a young man, with a black leather case in his hand, hastily descended the icy steps and hurried away up the street.

The maid ran after him and arrived at his side breathless, excited:

Oh, could you come — just for a moment, if you please, sir! Miss Carr wont eat her luncheon!

What! said the young man, surprised.

Miss Carr wishes to see you — just for a — —

Miss Carr?

Miss Sacharissa!

Sacharissa?

Y-yes, sir — she — —

But I dont know any Miss Sacharissa!

I understand that, sir.

Look here, young woman, do you know my name?

No, sir, but that doesnt make any difference to Miss Carr.

She wishes to see me!

Oh, yes, sir.

I — Im in a hurry to catch a train. He looked hard at the maid, at his watch, at the maid again.

Are you perfectly sure youre not mistaken? he demanded.

No, sir, I — —

A certain Miss Sacharissa Carr desires to see me? Are you certain of that?

Oh, yes, sir — she — —

Where does she live?

One thousand eight and a half Fifth Avenue, sir.

Ive got just three minutes. Can you run?

I — yes!

Come on, then!

And away they galloped, his overcoat streaming out behind, the maids skirts flapping and her narrow apron flickering in the wind. Wayfarers stopped to watch their pace — a pace which brought them to the house in something under a minute. Ferdinand, the second man, let them in.

Now, then, panted the young man, which way? Im in a hurry, remember! And he started on a run for the stairs.

Please follow me, sir; the elevator is quicker! gasped the maid, opening the barred doors.

The young man sprang into the lighted car, the maid turned to fling off hat and jacket before entering; something went fizz-bang! snap! clink! and the lights in the car were extinguished.

Oh! shrieked the maid, its running away again! Jump, sir!

The ornate, rococo elevator, as a matter of fact, was running away, upward, slowly at first. Its astonished occupant turned to jump out — too late.

P-push the third button, sir! Quick! cried the maid, wringing her hands.

W-where is it! stammered the young man, groping nervously in the dark car. I cant see any.

Cr-rack! went something.

Its stopped! Its going to fall! screamed the maid. Run, Ferdinand!

The man at the door ran upstairs for a few steps, then distractedly slid to the bottom, shouting:

Are you hurt, sir?

No, came a disgusted voice from somewhere up the shaft.

Every landing was now noisy with servants, maids sped upstairs, flunkeys sped down, a butler waddled in a circle.

Is anybody going to get me out of this? demanded the voice in the shaft. Ive a train to catch.

The perspiring butler poked his head into the shaft from below:

Ow far hup, sir, might you be?

How the devil do I know?

Cant you see nothink, sir?

Yes, I can see a landing and a red room.

Es stuck hunder the library! exclaimed the butler, and there was a rush for the upper floors.

The rush was met and checked by a tall, young girl who came leisurely along the landing, nibbling a chocolate.

What is all this noise about? she asked. Has the elevator gone wrong again?

Glancing across the landing at the grille which screened the shaft she saw the gilded car — part of it — and half of a perfectly strange young man looking earnestly out.

Its the doctor! wailed her maid.

That isnt Dr. Blimmer! said her mistress.

No, miss, its a perfectly strange doctor.

I am not a doctor, observed the young man, coldly.

Sacharissa drew nearer.

If that maid of yours had asked me, he went on, Id have told her. She saw me coming down the steps of a physicians house — I suppose she mistook my camera case for a case of medicines.

I did — oh, I did! moaned the maid, and covered her head with her apron.

The thing to do, said Sacharissa, calmly, is to send for the nearest plumber. Ferdinand, go immediately!

Meanwhile, said the imprisoned young man, I shall miss my train. Cant somebody break that grille? I could climb out that way.

Sparks, said Miss Carr, can you break that grille?

Sparks tried. A kitchen maid brought a small tackhammer — the only ammer in the ouse, according to Sparks, who pounded at the foliated steel grille and broke the hammer off short.

Did it it you in the ead, sir? he asked, panting.

Exactly, replied the young man, grinding his teeth.

Sparks oped as ow it didnt urt the gentleman. The gentleman stanched his wound in terrible silence.

Presently Ferdinand came back to report upon the availability of the family plumber. It appeared that all plumbers, locksmiths, and similar indispensable and free-born artisans had closed shop at noon and would not reopen until after New Years, subject to the Constitution of the United States.

But this gentleman cannot remain here until after New Years, said Sacharissa. He says he is in a hurry. Do you hear, Sparks?

The servants stood in a helpless row.

Ferdinand, she said, Mr. Carr told you to have that elevator fixed before it was used again!

Ferdinand stared wildly at the grille and ran his thumb over the bars.

And Clark — to her maid— I am astonished that you permitted this gentleman to risk the elevator.

He was in a hurry — I thought he was a doctor. The maid dissolved into tears.

It is now, broke in the voice from the shaft, an utter impossibility for me to catch any train in the United States.

I am dreadfully sorry, said Sacharissa.

Isnt there an ax in the house?

The butler mournfully denied it.

Then get the furnace bar.

It was fetched; nerve-racking blows rained on the grille; puffing servants applied it as a lever, as a battering-ram, as a club. The house rang like a boiler factory.

I cant stand any more of that! shouted the young man. Stop it!

Sacharissa looked about her, hands closing both ears.

Send them away, said the young man, wearily. If Ive got to stay here I want a chance to think.

After she had dismissed the servants Sacharissa drew up a chair and seated herself a few feet from the grille. She could see half the car and half the man — plainer, now that she had come nearer.

He was a young and rather attractive looking fellow, cheek tied up in his handkerchief, where the head of the hammer had knocked off the skin.

Let me get some witch-hazel, said Sacharissa, rising.

I want to write a telegram first, he said.

So she brought some blanks, passed them and a pencil down to him through the grille, and reseated herself.
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THE INVISIBLE WIRE
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IN WHICH THE Telephone Continues Ringing

When he had finished writing he sorted out some silver, and handed it and the yellow paper to Sacharissa.

Its dark in here. Would you mind reading it aloud to me to see if Ive made it plain? he asked.

Certainly, said Sacharissa; and she read:

MRS. DELANCY COURLAND,

Tuxedo.

Im stuck in an idiotic elevator at 1008-1/2 Fifth Avenue. If I dont appear by New Years youll know why. Be careful that no reporters get hold of this.

KILLIAN VAN K. VANDERDYNK.

Sacharissa flushed deeply. I cant send this, she said.

Why not? demanded the young man, irritably.

Because, Mr. Vanderdynk, my father, brother-in-law, married sister, and three younger sisters are expected at the Courlands. Imagine what effect such a telegram would have on them!

Then cross out the street and number, he said; just say Im stuck in a strange elevator.

She did so, rang, and a servant took away the telegram.

Now, said the heir apparent to the Prince Regency of Manhattan, there are two things still possible. First, you might ring up police headquarters and ask for aid; next, request assistance from fire headquarters.

If I do, she said, wouldnt the newspapers get hold of it?

You are perfectly right, he said.

She had now drawn her chair so close to the gilded grille that, hands resting upon it, she could look down into the car where sat the scion of the Vanderdynks on a flimsy Louis XV chair.

I cant express to you how sorry I am, she said. Is there anything I can do to — to ameliorate your imprisonment?

He looked at her in a bewildered way.

You dont expect me to remain here until after New Years, do you? he inquired.

I dont see how you can avoid it. Nobody seems to want to work until after New Years.

Stay in a cage — two days and a night!

Perhaps I had better call up the police.

No, no! Wait. Ill tell you what to do. Start that man, Ferdinand, on a tour of the city. If he hunts hard enough and long enough hell find some plumber or locksmith or somebody wholl come.

She rang for Ferdinand; together they instructed him, and he went away, promising to bring salvation in some shape.

Which promise made the young man more cheerful and smoothed out the worried pucker between Sacharissas straight brows.

I suppose, she said, that you will never forgive my maid for this — or me either.

He laughed. After all, he admitted, its rather funny.

I dont believe you think its funny.

Yes, I do.

Didnt you want to go to Tuxedo?

I! He looked up at the pretty countenance of Sacharissa. I did want to — a few minutes ago.

And now that you cant your philosophy teaches you that you dont want to?

They laughed at each other in friendly fashion.

Perhaps its my philosophy, he said, but I really dont care very much.... Im not sure that I care at all.... In fact, now that I think of it, why should I have wished to go to Tuxedo? Its stupid to want to go to Tuxedo when New York is so attractive.

Do you know, she said reflectively, that I came to the same conclusion?

When?

This morning.

Be-before you — I — —

Oh, yes, she said rather hastily, before you came — —

She broke off, pink with consternation. What a ridiculous thing to say! What on earth was twisting her tongue to hint at such an absurdity?

She said, gravely, with heightened color: I was standing by the window this morning, thinking, and it occurred to me that I didnt care to go to Tuxedo.... When did you change your mind?

A few minutes a — that is — well, I never really wanted to go. Its jollier in town. Dont you think so? Blue sky, snow — er — and all that?

Yes, she said, it is perfectly delightful in town to-day.

He assented, then looked discouraged.

Perhaps you would like to go out? he said.

I? Oh, no.... The sun on the snow is bad for ones eyes; dont you think so?

Very.... Im terribly sorry that Im giving you so much trouble.

I dont mind — really. If only I could do something for you.

You are.

I?

Yes; you are being exceedingly nice to me. I am afraid you feel under obligations to remain indoors and — —

Truly, I dont. I was not going out.

She leaned nearer and looked through the bars: Are you quite sure you feel comfortable?

I feel like something in a zoo!

She laughed. That reminds me, she said, have you had any luncheon?

He had not, it appeared, after a little polite protestation, so she rang for Sparks.

Her own appetite, too, had returned when the tray was brought; napkin and plate were passed through the grille to him, and, as they lunched, he in his cage, she close to the bars, they fell into conversation, exchanging information concerning mutual acquaintances whom they had expected to meet at the Delancy Courlands.

So you see, she said, that if I had not changed my mind about going to Tuxedo this morning you would not be here now. Nor I.... And we would never have — lunched together.

That didnt alter things, he said, smiling. If you hadnt been ill you would have gone to Tuxedo, and I should have seen you there.

Then, whatever I did made no difference, she assented, thoughtfully, for we were bound to meet, anyway.

He remained standing close to the grille, which, as she was seated, brought his head on a level with hers.

It would seem, he said laughingly, as though we were doomed to meet each other, anyway. It looks like a case of Destiny to me.

She started slightly: What did you say?

I said that it looks as though Fate intended us to meet, anyhow. Dont you think so?

She remained silent.

He added cheerfully: I never was afraid of Fate.

Would you care for a — a book — or anything? she asked, aware of a new constraint in her voice.

I dont believe I could see to read in here.... Are you — going?

I — ought to. Vexed at the feeble senselessness of her reply she found herself walking down the landing, toward nowhere in particular. She turned abruptly and came back.

Do you want a book? she repeated.

Oh, I forgot that you cant see to read. But perhaps you might care to smoke.

Are you going away?

I — dont mind your smoking.

He lighted a cigarette; she looked at him irresolutely.

You mustnt think of remaining, he said. Whereupon she seated herself.

I suppose I ought to try to amuse you — till Ferdinand returns with a plumber, she said.

He protested: I couldnt think of asking so much from you.

Anyway, its my duty, she insisted. I ought.

Why?

Because you are under my roof — a guest.

Please dont think — —

But I really dont mind! If there is anything I can do to make your imprisonment easier — —

It is easy. I rather like being here.

It is very amiable of you to say so.

I really mean it.

How can you really mean it?

I dont know, but I do. In their earnestness they had come close to the bars; she stood with both hands resting on the grille, looking in; he in a similar position, looking out.

He said: I feel like an occupant of the Bronx, and it rather astonishes me that you havent thrown me in a few peanuts.

She laughed, fetched her box of chocolates, then began seriously: If Ferdinand doesnt find anybody Im afraid you might be obliged to remain to dinner.

That prospect, he said, is not unpleasant. You know when one becomes accustomed to ones cage its rather a bore to be let out.

They sampled the chocolates, she sitting close to the cage, and as the box would not go through the bars she was obliged to hand them to him, one by one.

I wonder, she mused, how soon Ferdinand will find a plumber?

He shrugged his shoulders.

She bent her adorable head, chose a chocolate and offered it to him.
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Are you not terribly impatient? she inquired.

Not — terribly.

Their glances encountered and she said hurriedly:

I am sure you must be perfectly furious with everybody in this house. I — I think it is most amiable of you to behave so cheerfully about it.

As a matter of fact, he said, Im feeling about as cheerful as I ever felt in my life.

Cooped up in a cage?

Exactly.

Which may fall at any— The idea was a new one to them both. She leaned forward in sudden consternation. I never thought of that! she exclaimed. You dont think theres any chance of its falling, do you?

He looked at the startled, gray eyes so earnestly fixed on his. The sweet mouth quivered a little — just a little — or he thought it did.

No, he replied, with a slight catch in his voice, I dont believe its going to fall.

Perhaps you had better not move around very much in it. Be careful, I beg of you. You will, wont you, Mr. Vanderdynk?

Please dont let it bother you, he said, stepping toward her impulsively.

Oh, dont, dont move! she exclaimed. You really must keep perfectly still. Wont you promise me you will keep perfectly still?

Ill promise you anything, he said a little wildly.

Neither seemed to notice that he had overdone it.

She drew her chair as close as it would go to the grille and leaned against it.

You will keep up your courage, wont you? she asked anxiously.

Certainly. By the way, how far is it to the b-basement?

She turned quite white for an instant, then:

I think Id better go and ring up the police.

No! A thousand times no! I couldnt stand that.

But the car might — drop before — —

Better decently dead than publicly paragraphed.... I havent the least idea that this thing is going to drop.... Anyway, its worth it, he added, rather vaguely.

Worth — what? she asked, looking into his rather winning, brown eyes.

Being here, he said, looking into her engaging gray ones.

After a startling silence she said calmly: Will you promise me not to move or shake the car till I return?

You wont be very long, will you?

Not — very, she replied faintly.

She walked into the library, halted in the center of the room, hands clasped behind her. Her heart was beating like a trip hammer.

I might as well face it, she said to herself; he is — by far — the most thoroughly attractive man I have ever seen.... I — I dont know whats the matter, she added piteously.... if its that machine William made I cant help it; I dont care any longer; I wish — —

A sharp crack from the landing sent her out there in a hurry, pale and frightened.

Something snapped somewhere, explained the young man with forced carelessness, some unimportant splinter gave way and the thing slid down an inch or two.

D-do you think — —

No, I dont. But its perfectly fine of you to care.

C-care? Im a little frightened, of course.... Anybody would be.... Oh, I wish you were out and p-perfectly safe. If I thought you could ever really care what became of a man like me — —

Killian Van K. Vanderdynks aristocratic senses began gyrating; he grasped the bars, the back of his hand brushed against hers, and the momentary contact sent a shock straight through the scion of that celebrated race.

She seated herself abruptly; a delicate color grew, staining her face.

Neither spoke. A long, luminous sunbeam fell across the landing, touching the edge of her hair till it glimmered like bronze afire. The sensitive mouth was quiet, the eyes, very serious, were lifted from time to time, then lowered, thoughtfully, to the clasped fingers on her knee.

Could it be possible? How could it be possible? — with a man she had never before chanced to meet — with a man she had seen for the first time in her life only an hour or so ago! Such things didnt happen outside of short stories. There was neither logic nor common decency in it. Had she or had she not any ordinary sense remaining?

She raised her eyes and looked at the heir of the Vanderdynks.

Of course anybody could see he was unusually attractive — that he had that indefinable something about him which is seldom, if ever, seen outside of fiction or of Mr. Gibsons drawings — perhaps it is entirely confined to them — except in this one very rare case.

Sacharissas eyes fell.

Another unusual circumstance was engaging her attention, namely, that his rather remarkable physical perfection appeared to be matched by a breeding quite as faultless, and a sublimity of courage in the face of destruction itself, which —— 

Sacharissa lifted her gray eyes.

There he stood, suspended over an abyss, smoking a cigarette, bravely forcing himself to an attitude of serene insouciance, while the basement yawned for him! Machine or no machine, how could any girl look upon such miraculous self-control unmoved? She could not. It was natural that a woman should be deeply thrilled by such a spectacle — and William Destyns machine had nothing to do with it — not a thing! Neither had psychology, nor demonology, nor anything, with wires or wireless. She liked him, frankly. Who wouldnt? She feared for him, desperately. Who wouldnt? She —— 

C-r-rack!

Oh — what is it! she cried, springing to the grille.

I dont know, he said, somewhat pale. The old thing seems — to be sliding.

Giving way!

A — little — I think — —

Mr. Vanderdynk! I must call the police — —

Cr-rackle — crack-k-k! went the car, dropping an inch or two.

With a stifled cry she caught his hands through the bars, as though to hold him by main strength.

Are you crazy? he said fiercely, thrusting them away. Be careful! If the thing drops youll break your arms!

I — I dont care! she said breathlessly. I cant let — —

Crack! But the car stuck again.

I will call the police! she cried.

The papers may make fun of you.

Was it for me you were afraid? Oh, Mr. Vanderdynk! What do I care for ridicule compared to — to — —

The car had sunk so far in the shaft now that she had to kneel and put her head close to the floor to see him.

I will only be a minute at the telephone, she said. Keep up courage; I am thinking of you every moment.

W-will you let me say one word? he stammered.

Oh, what? Be quick, I beg you.

Its only goodbye — in case the thing drops. May I say it?

Y-yes — yes! But say it quickly.

And if it doesnt drop after all, you wont be angry at what Im going to say?

N-no. Oh, for Heavens sake, hurry!

Then — you are the sweetest woman in the world!... Goodbye — Sacharissa — dear.

She sprang up, dazed, and at the same moment a terrific crackling and splintering resounded from the shaft, and the car sank out of sight.

Faint, she swayed for a second against the balustrade, then turned and ran downstairs, ears strained for the sickening crash from below.

There was no crash, no thud. As she reached the drawing-room landing, to her amazement a normally-lighted elevator slid slowly down, came to a stop, and the automatic grilles opened quietly.

As Killian Van K. Vanderdynk crept forth from the elevator, Sacharissas nerves gave way; his, also, seemed to disintegrate; and they stood for some moments mutually supporting each other, during which interval unaccustomed tears fell from the gray eyes, and unaccustomed words, breathed brokenly, reassured her; and, altogether unaccustomed to such things, they presently found themselves seated in a distant corner of the drawing-room, still endeavoring to reassure each other with interclasped hands.

They said nothing so persistently that the wordless minutes throbbed into hours; through the windows the red west sent a glowing tentacle into the room, searching the gloom for them.

It fell, warm, across her upturned throat, in the half light.

For her head lay back on his shoulder; his head was bent down, lips pressed to the white hands crushed fragrantly between his own.

A star came out and looked at them with astonishment; in a little while the sky was thronged with little stars, all looking through the window at them.

Her maid knocked, backed out hastily and fled, distracted. Then Ferdinand arrived with a plumber.

Later the butler came. They did not notice him until he ventured to cough and announce dinner.

The interruptions were very annoying, particularly when she was summoned to the telephone to speak to her father.

What is it, dad? she asked impatiently.

Are you all right?

Oh, yes, she answered, carelessly; we are all right, dad. Goodbye.

We? Who the devil is We?

Mr. Vanderdynk and I. Were taking my maid and coming down to Tuxedo this evening together. Im in a hurry now.

What!!!

Oh, its all right, dad. Here, Killian, please explain things to my father.

Vanderdynk released her hand and picked up the receiver as though it had been a live wire.

Is that you, Mr. Carr? he began — stopped short, and stood listening, rigid, bewildered, turning redder and redder as her fathers fluency increased. Then, without a word, he hooked up the receiver.

Is it all right? she asked calmly. Was dad — vivacious?

The young man said: Id rather go back into that elevator than go to Tuxedo.... But — Im going.

So am I, said Bushwyck Carrs daughter, dropping both hands on her lovers shoulders.... Was he really very — vivid?

Very.

The telephone again rang furiously.

He bent his head; she lifted her face and he kissed her.

After a while the racket of the telephone annoyed them, and they slowly moved away out of hearing.
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VIII

IN HEAVEN AND EARTH
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THE GREEN MOUSE Stirs

Ive been waiting half an hour for you, observed Smith, dryly, as Beekman Brown appeared at the subway station, suitcase in hand.

It was a most extraordinary thing that detained me, said Brown, laughing, and edging his way into the ticket line behind his friend where he could talk to him across his shoulder; I was just leaving the office, Smithy, when Snuyder came in with a card.

Oh, all right — of course, if — —

No, it was not a client; I must be honest with you.

Then you had a terrible cheek to keep me here waiting.

It was a girl, said Beekman Brown.

Smith cast a cold glance back at him over his left shoulder.

What kind of a girl?

A most extraordinary girl. She came on — on a matter — —

Was it business or a touch?

Not exactly business.

Ornamental girl? demanded Smith.

Yes — exceedingly; but it wasnt that —— 

Oh, it was not that which kept you talking to her half an hour while Ive sat suffocating in this accursed subway!

No, Smith; her undeniably attractive features and her — ah — winning personality had nothing whatever to do with it. Buy the tickets and Ill tell you all about it.

Smith bought two tickets. A north bound train roared into the station. The young men stepped aboard, seated themselves, depositing their suitcases at their feet.

Now what about that winning-looker who really didnt interest you? suggested Smith in tones made slightly acid by memory of his half hour waiting.

Smith, it was a most unusual episode. I was just leaving the office to keep my appointment with you when Snuyder came in with a card — —

Youve said that already.

But I didnt tell you what was on that card, did I?

I can guess.

No, you cant. Her name was not on the card. She was not an agent; she had nothing to sell; she didnt want a position; she didnt ask for a subscription to anything. And what do you suppose was on that card?

Well, what was on the card, for the love of Mike? snapped Smith. Ill tell you. The card seemed to be an ordinary visiting card; but down in one corner was a tiny and beautifully drawn picture of a green mouse.

A — what?

A mouse.

G-green?

Pea green.... Come, now, Smith, if you were just leaving your office and your clerk should come in, looking rather puzzled and silly, and should hand you a card with nothing on it but a little green mouse, wouldnt it give you pause?

I suppose so.

Brown removed his straw hat, touched his handsome head with his handkerchief, and continued:

I said to Snuyder: What the mischief is this? He said: Its for you. And theres an exceedingly pretty girl outside who expects you to receive her for a few moments. I said: But what has this card with a green mouse on it got to do with that girl or with me? Snuyder said he didnt know and that Id better ask her. So I looked at my watch and I thought of you — —

Yes, you did.

I tell you I did. Then I looked at the card with the green mouse on it.... And I want to ask you frankly, Smith, what would you have done?

Oh, what you did, I suppose, replied Smith, wearily. Go on.

Im going. She entered — —

She was tall and squeenly; you probably forgot that, observed Smith in his most objectionable manner.

Probably not; she was of medium height, as a detail of external interest. But, although rather unusually attractive in a merely superficial and physical sense, it was instantly evident from her speech and bearing, that, in her, intellect dominated; her mind, Smithy, reigned serene, unsullied, triumphant over matter.

Smith looked up in amazement, but Brown, a reminiscent smile lighting his face, went on:

She had a very winsome manner — a way of speaking — so prettily in earnest, so grave. And she looked squarely at me all the time — —

So you contributed to the Home for Unemployed Patagonians.

Would you mind shutting up? asked Brown.

No.

Then try to listen respectfully. She began by explaining the significance of that pea-green mouse on the card. It seems, Smith, that there is a scientific society called The Green Mouse, composed of a few people who have determined to apply, practically, certain theories which they believe have commercial value.

Was she, inquired Smith with misleading politeness, what is known as an astrologist?

She was not. She is the president, I believe, of The Green Mouse Society. She explained to me that it has been indisputably proven that the earth is not only enveloped by those invisible electric currents which are now used instead of wires to carry telegraphic messages, but that this world of ours is also belted by countless psychic currents which go whirling round the earth — —

What kind of currents?

Psychic.

Which circle the earth?

Exactly. If you want to send a wireless message you hitch on to a current, dont you? — or you tap it — or something. Now, they have discovered that each one of these numberless millions of psychic currents passes through two, living, human entities of opposite sex; that, for example, all you have got to do to communicate with the person who is on the same psychical current that you are, is to attune your subconscious self to a given intensity and pitch, and it will be like communication by telephone, no matter how far apart you are.

Brown!

What?

Did she go to your office to tell you that sort of — of — information?

Partly. She was perfectly charming about it. She explained to me that all nature is divided into predestined pairs, and that somewhere, at some time, either here on earth or in some of the various future existences, this predestined pair is certain to meet and complete the universal scheme as it has been planned. Do you understand, Smithy?

Smith sat silent and reflective for a while, then:

You say that her theory is that everybody owns one of those psychic currents?

Yes.

I am on a private psychic current whirling around this globe?

Sure.

And some — ah — young girl is at the other end?

Sure thing.

Then if I could only get hold of my end of the wire I could — ah — call her up?

I believe thats the idea.

And — shes for muh?

So they say.

Is — is there any way to get a look at her first?

Youd have to take her anyway, sometime.

But suppose I didnt like her?

The two young men sat laughing for a few moments, then Brown went on:

You see, Smith, my interview with her was such a curious episode that about all I did was to listen to what she was saying, so I dont know how details are worked out. She explained to me that The Green Mouse Society has just been formed, not only for the purpose of psychical research, but for applying practically and using commercially the discovery of the psychic currents. Thats what The Green Mouse is trying to do: form itself into a company and issue stocks and bonds — —

What?

Certainly. It sounds like a madmans dream at first, but when you come to look into it — for instance, think of the millions of clients such a company would have. As example, a young man, ready for marriage, goes to The Green Mouse and pays a fee. The Green Mouse sorts out, identifies, and intercepts the young mans own particular current, hitches his subconscious self to it, and zip! — hes at one end of an invisible telephone and the only girl on earth is at the other.... Whats the matter with their making a quick date for an introduction?

Smith said slowly: Do you mean to tell me that any sane person came to you in your office with a proposition to take stock in such an enterprise?

She did not even suggest it.

What did she want, then?

She wanted, said Brown, a perfectly normal, unimaginative business man who would volunteer to permit The Green Mouse Society to sort out his psychic current, attach him to it, and see what would happen.

She wants to experiment on you?

So I understand.

And — youre not going to let her, are you?

Why not?

Because its — its idiotic! said Smith, warmly. I dont believe in such things — you dont, either — nobody does — but, all the same, you cant be perfectly sure in these days what devilish sort of game you might be up against.

Brown smiled. I told her, very politely, that I found it quite impossible to believe in such things; and she was awfully nice about it, and said it didnt matter what I believed. It seems that my name was chosen by chance — they opened the Telephone Directory at random and she, blindfolded, made a pencil mark on the margin opposite one of the names on the page. It happened to be my name. Thats all.

Wouldnt let her do it! said Smith, seriously.

Why not, as long as theres absolutely nothing in it? Besides, if it pleases her to have a try why shouldnt she? Besides, I havent the slightest intention or desire to woo or wed anybody, and Id like to see anybody make me.

Do you mean to say that you told her to go ahead?

Certainly, said Brown serenely. And she thanked me very prettily. Shes well bred — exceptionally.

Oh! Then what did you do?

We talked a little while.

About what?

Well, for instance, I mentioned that curiously-baffling sensation which comes over everybody at times — the sudden conviction that everything that you say and do has been said and done by you before — somewhere. Do you understand?

Oh, yes.

And she smiled and said that such sensations were merely echoes from the invisible psychic wire, and that repetitions from some previous incarnation were not unusual, particularly when the other person through whom the psychic current passed, was near by.

You mean to say that when a fellow has that queer feeling that it has all happened before, the — the predestined girl is somewhere in your neighborhood?

That is what my pretty informant told me.

Who, asked Smith, is this pretty informant?

She asked permission to withhold her name.

Didnt she ask you to subscribe?

No; she merely asked for the use of my name as reference for future clients if The Green Mouse Society was successful in my case.

What did you say?

Brown laughed. I said that if any individual or group of individuals could induce me, within a year, to fall in love with and pay court to any living specimen of human woman Id cheerfully admit it from the house- tops and take pleasure in recommending The Green Mouse to everybody I knew who yet remained unmarried.

They both laughed.

What rot weve been talking, observed Smith, rising and picking up his suitcase. Heres our station, and wed better hustle or well lose the boat. I wouldnt miss that week-end party for the world!

Neither would I, said Beekman Brown.
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IX

A CROSS-TOWN CAR

[image: img237.jpg]

CONCERNING THE SUDDEN Madness of One Brown

As the two young fellows, carrying their suitcases, emerged from the subway at Times Square into the midsummer glare and racket of Broadway and Forty-second Street, Brown suddenly halted, pressed his hand to his forehead, gazed earnestly up at the sky as though trying to recollect how to fly, then abruptly gripped Smiths left arm just above the elbow and squeezed it, causing the latter gentleman exquisite discomfort.

Here! Stop it! protested Smith, wriggling with annoyance.

Brown only gazed at him and then at the sky.

Stop it! repeated Smith, astonished. Why do you pinch me and then look at the sky? Is — is a monoplane attempting to alight on me? What is the matter with you, anyway?

That peculiar consciousness, said Brown, dreamily, is creeping over me. Dont move — dont speak — dont interrupt me, Smith.

Let go of me! retorted Smith.

Hush! Wait! Its certainly creeping over me.

Whats creeping over you?

You know what I mean. I am experiencing that strange feeling that all — er — all this — has happened before.

All what? — confound it!

All this! My standing, on a hot summer day, in the infernal din of some great city; and — and I seem to recall it vividly — after a fashion — the blazing sun, the stifling odor of the pavements; I seem to remember that very hackman over there sponging the nose of his horse — even that pushcart piled up with peaches! Smith! What is this maddeningly elusive memory that haunts me — haunts me with the peculiar idea that it has all occurred before?... Do you know what I mean?

Ive just admitted to you that everybody has that sort of fidget occasionally, and theres no reason to stand on your hindlegs about it. Come on or well miss our train.

But Beekman Brown remained stock still, his youthful and attractive features puckered in a futile effort to seize the evanescent memories that came swarming — gnatlike memories that teased and distracted.

Its as if the entire circumstances were strangely familiar, he said; as though everything that you and I do and say had once before been done and said by us under precisely similar conditions — somewhere — sometime.

Well miss that boat at the foot of Forty-second Street, cut in Smith impatiently. And if we miss the boat we lose our train.

Brown gazed skyward.

I never felt this feeling so strongly in all my life, he muttered; its — its astonishing. Why, Smith, I knew you were going to say that.

Say what? demanded Smith.

That we would miss the boat and the train. Isnt it funny?

Oh, very. Ill say it again sometime if it amuses you; but, meanwhile, as were going to that week-end at the Carringtons wed better get into a taxi and hustle for the foot of West Forty-second Street. Is there anything very funny in that?

I knew that, too. I knew youd say we must take a taxi! insisted Brown, astonished at his own clairvoyance.

Now, look here, retorted Smith, thoroughly vexed; up to five minutes ago you were reasonable. What the devils the matter with you, Beekman Brown?

James Vanderdynk Smith, I dont know. Good Heavens! I knew you were going to say that to me, and that I was going to answer that way!

Are you coming or are you going to talk foolish on this broiling curbstone the rest of the afternoon? inquired Smith, fiercely.

Jim, I tell you that everything weve done and said in the last five minutes we have done and said before — somewhere — perhaps on some other planet; perhaps centuries ago when you and I were Romans and wore togas — —

Confound it! What do I care, shouted Smith, whether we were Romans and wore togas? We are due this century at a house party on this planet. They expect us on this train. Are you coming? If not — kindly relax that crablike clutch on my elbow before partial paralysis ensues.

Smith, wait! I tell you this is somehow becoming strangely portentous. Ive got the funniest sensation that something is going to happen to me.

It will, said Smith, dangerously, if you dont let go my elbow.

But Beekman Brown, a prey to increasing excitement, clung to his friend.

Wait just one moment, Jim; something remarkable is likely to occur! I — I never before felt this way — so strongly — in all my life. Something extraordinary is certainly about to happen to me.

It has happened, said his friend, coldly; youve gone dippy. Also, weve lost that train. Do you understand?

I knew we would. Isnt that curious? I — I believe I can almost tell you what else is going to happen to us.

Ill tell you, hissed Smith; its an ambulance for yours and ding-dong to the funny-house! What are you trying to do now? With real misgiving, for Brown, balanced on the edge of the gutter, began waving his arms in a birdlike way as though about to launch himself into aerial flight across Forty-second Street.

The car! he exclaimed excitedly, the cherry-colored cross-town car! Where is it? Do you see it anywhere, Smith?

What? What do you mean? Theres no cross-town car in sight. Brown, dont act like that! Dont be foolish! What on earth — —

Its coming! Theres a car coming! cried Brown.

Do you think youre a racing runabout and Im a curve?

Brown waved him away impatiently.

I tell you that something most astonishing is going to occur — in a cherry-colored tram car.... And somehow therell be some reason for me to get into it.

Into what?

Into that cherry-colored car, because — because — therell be a wicker basket in it — somebody holding a wicker basket — and therell be — therell be — a — a — white summer gown — and a big white hat — —

Smith stared at his friend in grief and amazement. Brown stood balancing himself on the gutters edge, pale, rapt, uttering incoherent prophecy concerning the advent of a car not yet visible anywhere in the immediate metropolitan vista.

Old man, began Smith with emotion, I think you had better come very quietly somewhere with me. I — I want to show you something pretty and nice.

Hark! exclaimed Brown.

Sure, Ill hark for you, said Smith, soothingly, or Ill bark for you if you like, or anything if youll just come quietly.

The cherry-colored car! cried Brown, laboring under tremendous emotion. Look, Smithy! That is the car!

Sure, it is! I see it, old man. They run em every five minutes. What the devil is there to astonish anybody about a cross-town cruiser with a red water line?

Look! insisted Brown, now almost beside himself. The wicker basket! The summer gown! Exactly as I foretold it! The big straw hat! — the — the girl!

And shoving Smith violently away he galloped after the cherry-colored car, caught it, swung himself aboard, and sank triumphant and breathless into the transverse seat behind that occupied by a wicker basket, a filmy summer frock, a big, white straw hat, and — a girl — the most amazingly pretty girl he had ever laid eyes on. After him, headlong, like a distracted chicken, rushed Smith and alighted beside him, panting, menacing.

Wha — dyeh — board — this — car — for! he gasped, sliding fiercely up beside Brown. Get off or Ill drag you off!

But Brown only shook his head with an infatuated smile.

Is it that girl? said Smith, incensed. Are you a — a Broadway Don Juan, or are you a respectable lawyer with a glimmering sense of common decency and an intention to keep a social engagement at the Carringtons to-day?

And Smith drew out his timepiece and flourished it furiously under Browns handsome and sun-tanned nose.

But Brown only slid along the seat away from him, saying:

Dont bother me, Jim; this is too momentous a crisis in my life to have a well-intentioned but intellectually dwarfed friend butting into me and running about under foot.

Intellectually d-d — do you mean me? asked Smith, unable to believe his ears. Do you?

Yes, I do! Because a miracle suddenly happens to me on Forty-second Street, and you, with your mind of a stockbroker, unable to appreciate it, come clattering and clamoring after me about a house party — a common-place, every-day, social appointment, when I have a full-blown miracle on my hands!

What miracle? faltered Smith, stupefied.

What miracle? Havent I been telling you that Ive been having that queer sense that all this has happened before? Didnt I suddenly begin — as though compelled by some unseen power — to foretell things? Didnt I prophesy the coming of this cross-town car? Didnt I even name its color before it came into sight? Didnt I warn you that Id probably get into it? Didnt I reveal to you that a big straw hat and a pretty summer gown — —

Confound it! almost shouted Smith, There are about five thousand cherry-colored cross-town cars in this town. There are about five million white hats and dresses in this borough. There are five billion girls wearing em —— ! Yes; but the wicker basket breathed Brown. How do you account for that?... And, anyway, you annoy me, Smith. Why dont you get out of the car and go somewhere?

I want to know where you are going before I knock your head off.

I dont know, replied Brown, serenely.

Are you actually attempting to follow that girl? whispered Smith, horrified.

Yes.... It sounds low, doesnt it? But it really isnt. It is something I cant explain — you couldnt understand even if I tried to enlighten you. The sentiment I harbor is too lofty for some to comprehend, too vague, too pure, too ethereal for — —

Im as lofty and ethereal as you are! retorted Smith, hotly. And I know a — an ethereal Lothario when I see him, too!

Im not — though it looks like it — and I forgive you, Smithy, for losing your temper and using such language.

Oh, you do? said Smith, grinning with rage.

Yes, nodded Brown, kindly. I forgive you, but dont call me that again. You mean well, but Im going to find out at last what all this maddening, tantalizing, unexplained and mysterious feeling that it all has occurred before really is. Im going to trace it to its source; Im going to compare notes with this highly intelligent girl.

Youre going to speak to her?

I am. I must. How else can I compare data.

I hope shell call the police. If she doesnt I will.

Dont worry. Shes part of this strange situation. Shell comprehend as soon as I begin to explain. She is intelligent; you only have to look at her to understand that.

Smith choking with impotent fury, nevertheless ventured a swift glance. Her undeniable beauty only exasperated him. To think — to think, he burst out, that a modest, decent, law-loving business man like me should suddenly awake to find his boyhood friend had turned into a godless votary of Venus!

Im not a votary of Venus! retorted Brown, turning pink. Ill punch you if you say it again. Im as decent and respectable a business man as you are! And my grammar is better. And, thank Heaven! Ive intellect enough to recognize a miracle when it happens to me.... Do you think I am capable of harboring any sentiments that might bring the blush of coquetry to the cheek of modesty? Do you?

Well — well, I dont know what youre up to! Smith raised his voice in bewilderment and despair. I dont know what possesses you to act this way. People dont experience miracles in New York cross-town cars. The wildest stretch of imagination could only make a coincidence out of this. There are trillions of girls in cross-town cars dressed just like this one.

But the basket!

Another coincidence. There are quadrillions of wicker baskets.

Not, said Brown, with the contents of this one.

Why not?

Smith instinctively turned to look at the basket balanced daintily on the girls knees.

He strove to penetrate its wicker exterior with concentrated gaze. He could see nothing but wicker.

Well, he began angrily, what is in that basket? And how do you know it — you lunatic?

Will you believe me if I tell you?

If you can offer any corroborative evidence — —

Well, then — theres a cat in that basket.

A — what?

A cat.

How do you know?

I dont know how I know, but theres a big, gray cat in that basket.

Why a gray one?

I cant tell, but it is gray, and it has six toes on every foot.

Smith truly felt that he was now being trifled with.

Brown, he said, trying to speak civilly, if anybody in the five boroughs had come to me with affidavits and told me yesterday how you were going to behave this morning — —

His voice, rising unconsciously as the realization of his outrageous wrongs dawned upon him, rang out above the rattle and grinding of the car, and the girl turned abruptly and looked straight at him and then at Brown.

The pure, fearless beauty of the gaze, the violet eyes widening a little in surprise, silenced both young men.

She inspected Brown for an instant, then turned serenely to her calm contemplation of the crowded street once more. Yet her dainty, close-set ears looked as though they were listening.

The young men gazed at one another.

That girl is well bred, said Smith in a low, agitated voice. You — you wouldnt think of venturing to speak to her!

Im obliged to, I tell you! This all happened before. I recognize everything as it occurs.... Even to your making a general nuisance of yourself.

Smith straightened up.

Im going to push you forcibly from this car. Do you remember that incident?
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No, said Brown with conviction, that incident did not happen. You only threatened to do it. I remember now.

In spite of himself Smith felt a slight chill creep up over his neck and inconvenience his spine.

He said, deeply agitated: What a terrible position for me to be in — with a friend suddenly gone mad in the streets of New York and running after a basket containing what he believes to be a cat. A Cat! Good — —

Brown gripped his arm. Watch it! he breathed.

The lid of the basket tilted a little, between lid and rim a soft, furry, six-toed gray paw was thrust out. Then a plaintive voice said, Meow-w!
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AN ALLIANCE, OFFENSIVE, Defensive, and Back-Fensive

Smith, petrified, looked blankly at the paw.

For a while he remained stupidly incapable of speech or movement, then, as though arousing from a bad dream:

What are you going to do, anyway? he asked with an effort. This car is bound to stop sometime, I suppose, and — and then what?

I dont know what Im going to do. Whatever I do will be the thing that ought to happen to me, to that cat and to that girl — that is the thing which is destined to happen. Thats all I know about it.

His friend passed an unsteady hand across his brow.

This whole proceeding is becoming a nightmare, he said unsteadily. Am I awake? Is this Forty-second Street? Hold up some fingers, Brown, and let me guess how many you hold up, and if I guess wrong Im home in bed asleep and the whole thing is off.

Beekman Brown patted his friend on the shoulder.

You take a cab, Smithy, and go somewhere. And if I dont come go on alone to the Carringtons.... You dont mind going on and fixing things up with the Carringtons, do you?

Brown, do you believe that The Green Mouse Society has got hold of you? Do you?

I dont know and dont care.... Smith, I ask you plainly, did you ever before see such a perfectly beautiful girl as that one is?

Beekman, do you believe anything queer is going to result? You dont suppose she has anything to do with this extraordinary freak of yours?

Anything to do with it? How?

I mean, he sank his voice to hoarser depths, how do you know but that this girl, who pretends to pay no attention to us, might be a — a — one of those clever, professional mesmerists who force you to follow em, and get you into their power, and exhibit you, and make you eat raw potatoes and tallow candles and tacks before an audience.

He peeped furtively at Brown, who did not appear uneasy.

All Im afraid of, added Smith, sullenly, is that youll get yourself into vaudeville or the patrol wagon.

He waited, but Brown made no reply.

Oh, very well, he said, coldly. Ill take a cab back to the boat.

No observation from Brown.

So, good-by, old fellow — with some emotion.

Good-by, said Beekman Brown, absently.

In fact, he did not even notice when his thoroughly offended partner left the car, so intent was he in following the subtly thrilling train of thought which tantalized him, mocked him, led him nowhere, yet always lured him to fresh endeavor of memory. Where had all this occurred before? When? What was going to happen next — happen inexorably, as it had once happened, or as it once should have happened, in some dim, bygone age when he and that basket and that cat and this same hauntingly lovely girl existed together on earth — or perhaps upon some planet, swimming far out beyond the ken of men with telescopes?

He looked at the girl, strove to consider her impersonally, for her youthful beauty began to disturb him. Then cold doubt crept in; something of the monstrosity of the proceeding chilled his enthusiasm for occult research. Should he speak to her?

Certainly, it was a dreadful thing to do — an offense the enormity of which was utterly inexcusable except under the stress of a purely impersonal and scientific necessity for investigating a mental phase of humanity which had always thrilled him with a curiosity most profound.

He folded his arms and began to review in cold blood the circumstances which had led to his present situation in a cross-town car. Number one, and he held up one finger:

As it comes, at times, to every normal human, the odd idea had come to him that what he was saying and doing as he emerged from the subway at Times Square was what he had, sometime, somewhere, said and done before under similar circumstances. That was the beginning.

Number two, and he gravely held up a second finger:

Always before when this idea had come to bother him it had faded after a moment or two, leaving him merely uneasy and dissatisfied.

This time it persisted — intruding, annoying, exasperating him in his efforts to remember things which he could not recollect.

Number three, and he held up a third finger:

He had begun to remember! As soon as he or Smith said or did anything he recollected having said or done it sometime, somewhere, or recollected that he ought to have.

Number four — four fingers in air, stiff, determined digits:

He had not only, by a violent concentration of his memory, succeeded in recognizing the things said and done as having been said and done before, but suddenly he became aware that he was going to be able to foretell, vaguely, certain incidents that were yet to occur — like the prophesied advent of the cherry-colored car and the hat, gown, and wicker basket.

He now had four fingers in the air; he examined them seriously, and then stuck up the fifth.

Here I am, he thought, awake, perfectly sane, absolutely respectable. Why should a foolish terror of convention prevent me from asking that girl whether she knows anything which might throw some light on this most interesting mental phenomenon?... Ill do it.

The girl turned her head slightly; speech and the politely perfunctory smile froze on his lips.

She held up one finger; Browns heart leaped. Was that some cabalistic sign which he ought to recognize? But she was merely signaling the conductor, who promptly pulled the bell and lifted her basket for her when she got off.

She thanked him; Brown heard her, and the crystalline voice began to ring in little bell-like echoes all through his ears, stirring endless little mysteries of memory.

Brown also got off; his legs struck up a walk of their own volition, carrying him across the street, hoisting him into a north-bound Lexington Avenue car, and landing him in a seat behind the one where she had installed herself and her wicker basket.

She seemed to be having some difficulty with the wicker basket; beseeching six-toed paws were thrust out persistently; soft meows pleaded for the right of liberty and pursuit of feline happiness. Several passengers smiled.

Trouble increased as the car whizzed northward; the meows became wilder; mad scrambles agitated the basket; the lid bobbed and creaked; the girl turned a vivid pink and, bending close over the basket, attempted to soothe its enervated inmate.

In the forties she managed to control the situation; in the fifties a frantic rush from within burst a string that fastened the basket lid, but the girl held it down with energy.

In the sixties a tempest broke loose in the basket; harrowing yowls pierced the atmosphere; the girl, crimson with embarrassment and distress, signaled the conductor at Sixty-fourth Street and descended, clinging valiantly to a basket which apparently contained a pack of firecrackers in process of explosion.

A classical heroine in dire distress invariably exclaims aloud: Will no one aid me? Brown, whose automatic legs had compelled him to follow, instinctively awaited some similar appeal.

It came unexpectedly; the kicking basket escaped from her arms, the lid burst open, and an extraordinarily large, healthy and indignant cat flew out, tail as big as a duster, and fled east on Sixty-fourth Street.

The girl in the summer gown and white straw hat ran after the cat. Browns legs ran, too.

There was, and is, between the house on the northeast corner of Sixty-fourth Street and Lexington Avenue and the next house on Sixty-fourth, an open space guarded by an iron railing; through this the cat darted, fur on end, and, with a flying leap, took to the back fences.

Oh! gasped the girl.

Then Browns legs did an extraordinary thing — they began to scramble and kick and shin up the iron railing, hoisting Brown over; and Browns voice, pleasant, calm, reassuring, was busy, too: If you will look out for my suitcase I think I can recover your cat.... It will give me great pleasure to recover your cat. I shall be very glad to have, the opportunity of recovering — puff — puff — your — puff — puff — c-cat! And he dropped inside the iron railing and paused to recover his breath.

The girl came up to the railing and gazed anxiously through at the corner of the only back fence she could perceive.

What a perfectly dreadful thing to happen! she said in a voice not very steady. It is exceedingly nice of you to help me catch Clarence. He is quite beside himself, poor lamb! You see, he has never before been in the city. I — I shall be distressed beyond m-measure if he is lost.

He went over those fences, said Brown, breathing faster. I think Id better go after him.

Oh — would you mind? Id be so very grateful. It seems so much to ask of you.

Ill do it, said Brown, firmly. Every boy in New York has climbed back fences, and Im only thirty.

It is most kind of you; but — but I dont know whether you could possibly get him to come to you. Clarence is timid with strangers.

Brown had already clambered on to the wooden fence. He balanced himself there, astride. Whitewash liberally decorated coat and trousers.

I see him, he said.

W-what is he doing?

Squatting on a trellis three back yards away. And Brown lifted a blandishing voice: Here, Clarence — Clarence — Clarence! Here, kitty — kitty — kitty! Good pussy! Nice Clarence!

Does he come? inquired the girl, peering wistfully through the railing.

He does not, said Brown. Perhaps you had better call.

Here, puss — puss — puss — puss! she began gently in that fascinating, crystalline voice which seemed to set tiny silvery chimes ringing in Browns ears: Here, Clarence, darling — Bettys own little kitty-cat!

If he doesnt come to that, thought Brown, he is a brute. And aloud: If you could only let him see you; he sits there blinking at me.

Do you think hed come if he saw me?

Who wouldnt? thought Brown, and answered, calmly: I think so.... Of course, you couldnt get up here.

I could.... But Id better not.... Besides, I live only a few houses away — Number 161 — and I could go through into the back yard.

But youd better not attempt to climb the fence. Have one of the servants do it; well get the cat between us then and corner him.

There are no servants in the house. Its closed for the summer — all boarded up!

Then how can you get in?

I have a key to the basement.... Shall I?

And climb up on the fence?

Yes — if I must — if its necessary to save Clarence.... Shall I?

Why cant I shoo him into your yard.

He doesnt know our yard. Hes a country cat; hes never stayed in town. I was taking him with me to Oyster Bay.... I came down from a week-end at Stockbridge, where some relatives kept Clarence for us while we were abroad during the winter.... I meant to stop and get some things in the house on my way back to Oyster Bay.... Isnt it a perfectly wretched situation?... We — the entire family — adore Clarence — and — I-Im so anxious — —

Her fascinating underlip trembled, but she controlled it.

Ill get that cat if it takes a month! said Brown. Then he flushed; he had not meant to speak so warmly.

The girl flushed too. I am so grateful.... But how — —

Wait, said Brown; and, addressing Clarence in a softly alluring voice, he began cautiously to crawl along the fences toward that unresponsive animal. Presently he desisted, partly on account of a conspiracy engaged in between his trousers and a rusty nail. The girl was now beyond range of his vision around the corner.

Miss — ah — Miss — er — er — Betty! he called.

Yes!

Clarence has retreated over another back yard.

How horrid!

How far down do you live?

She named the number of doors, anxiously adding: Is Clarence farther down the block? Oh, please, be careful. Please, dont drive him past our yard. If you will wait I — Ill let myself into the house and — Ill manage to get up on the fence.

Youll ruin your gown.

I dont care about my gown.

These fences are the limit! Full of spikes and nails.... Will you be careful?

Yes, very.

The nails are rusty. I — I am h-horribly afraid of lockjaw.

Then dont remain there an instant.

I mean — Im afraid of it for you.

There was a silence; they couldnt see each other. Browns heart was beating fast.

It is very generous of you to — think of me, came her voice, lower but very friendly.

I ca-cant avoid it, he stammered, and wanted to kick himself for what he had blurted out.

Another pause — longer this time. And then:

I am going to enter my house and climb up on the fence.... Would you mind waiting a moment?

I will wait here, said Beekman Brown, until I see you. He added to himself: Im going mad rapidly and I know it and dont care.... What — a — girl!

While he waited, legs swinging, astride the back fence, he examined his injuries — thoughtfully touched the triangular tear in his trousers, inspected minor sartorial and corporeal lacerations, set his hat firmly upon his head, and gazed across the monotony of the back-yard fences at Clarence. The cat eyed him disrespectfully, paws tucked under, tail curled up against his well-fed flank — disillusioned, disgusted, unapproachable.

Presently, through the palings of a back yard on Sixty-fifth Street, Brown saw a small boy, evidently the progeny of some caretaker, regarding him intently.

Say, mister, he began as soon as noticed, you have tore your pants on a nail.

Thanks, said Brown, coldly; will you be good enough to mind your business?

I thought Id tell you, said the small boy, delightedly aware that the information displeased Brown. Theyre tore awful, too. Thats what you get for playin onto back fences. Yorter be ashamed.

Brown feigned unconsciousness and folded his arms with dignity; but the next moment he straightened up, quivering.

You young devil! he said; if you pull that slingshot again Ill come over there and destroy you!

At the same moment above the fence line down the block a white straw hat appeared; then a youthful face becomingly flushed; then two dainty, gloved hands grasping the top of the fence.

I am here, she called across to him.

The small boy, who had climbed to the top of his fence, immediately joined the conversation:

Your girls a winner, mister, he observed, critically.

Are you going to keep quiet? demanded Brown, starting across the fence.

Sure, said the small boy, carelessly.

And, settling down on his lofty perch of observation, he began singing:

Lum me an the woild is mi-on.

The girls cheeks became pinker; she looked at the small boy appealingly.

Little boy, she said, if youll run away somewhere Ill give you ten cents.

No, said the terror, I want to see him an you catch that cat.

Ill tell you what Ill do, suggested Brown, inspired. Ill give you a dollar if youll help us catch the cat.

Youre on! said the boy, briskly. Whatll I do? Touch her up with this bean-shooter?

No; put that thing into your pocket! exclaimed Brown, sharply. Now climb across to Sixty-fourth Street and stand by that iron railing so that the cat cant bolt out into the street, and, he added, wrapping a dollar bill around a rusty nail and tossing it across the fence, heres whats coming to you.

The small boy scrambled over nimbly, ran squirrel-like across the transverse fence, dipped, swarmed over the iron railing and stood on guard.

Say, mister, he said, if the cat starts this way you and your girl start a hollerin like — —

All right, interrupted Brown, and turned toward the vision of loveliness and distress which was now standing on the top of her own back fence holding fast to a wistaria trellis and flattering Clarence with low and honeyed appeals.

The cat, however, was either too stupid or too confused to respond; he gazed blankly at his mistress, and when Brown began furtively edging his way toward him Clarence arose, stood a second in alert indecision, then began to back away.

Weve got him between us! called out Brown. If youll stand ready to seize him when I drive him — —

There was a wild scurry, a rush, a leap, frantic clawing for foothold.

Now, Miss Betty! Quick! cried Brown. Dont let him pass you.

She spread her skirts, but the shameless Clarence rushed headlong between the most delicately ornamental pair of ankles in Manhattan.

Oh-h! cried the girl in soft despair, and made a futile clutch; but she could not arrest the flight of Clarence, she merely upset him, turning him for an instant into a furry pinwheel, whirling through mid-air, landing in her yard, rebounding like a rubber ball, and disappearing, with one flying leap, into a narrow opening in the basement masonry.

Where is he? asked Brown, precariously balanced on the next fence.

Do you know, she said, this is becoming positively ghastly. Hes bolted into our cellar.

Why, thats all right, isnt it? asked Brown. All you have to do is to go inside, descend to the cellar, and light the gas.

Theres no gas.

You have electric light?

Yes, but its turned off at the main office. The house is closed for the summer, you know.

Brown, balancing cautiously, walked the intervening fence like an amateur on a tightrope.

Her pretty hat was a trifle on one side; her cheeks brilliant with excitement and anxiety. Utterly oblivious of herself and of appearances in her increasing solicitude for the adored Clarence, she sat the fence, cross saddle, balancing with one hand and pointing with the other to the barred ventilator into which Clarence had darted.

A wisp of sunny hair blew across her crimson cheek; slender, active, excitedly unconscious of self, she seemed like some eager, adorable little gamin perched there, intent on mischief.

If youll drop into our yard, she said, and place that soap box against the ventilator, Clarence cant get out that way!

It was done before she finished the request. She disengaged herself from the fencetop, swung over, hung an instant, and dropped into a soft flower bed.

Breathing fast, disheveled, they confronted one another on the grass. His blue suit of serge was smeared with whitewash; her gown was a sight. She felt for her hat instinctively, repinned it at hazard, looked at her gloves, and began to realize what she had done.

I — I couldnt help it, she faltered; I couldnt leave Clarence in a city of five m-million strangers — all alone — terrified out of his senses — could I? I had rather — rather be thought — anything than be c-cruel to a helpless animal.

Brown dared not trust himself to answer. She was too beautiful and his emotion was too deep. So he bent over and attempted to dust his garments with the flat of his hand.

I am so sorry, she said in a low voice. Are your clothes quite ruined?

Oh, I dont mind, he protested happily, I really dont mind a bit. If youll only let me help you corner that infern — that unfortunate cat I shall be perfectly happy.

She said, with heightened color: It is exceedingly nice of you to say so.... I — I dont quite know — what do you think we had better do?

Suppose, he said, you go into the basement, unlock the cellar door and call. He cant bolt this way.

She nodded and entered the house. A few moments later he heard her calling, so persuasively that it was all he could do not to run to her, and why on earth that cat didnt he never could understand.
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IN WHICH THE Remorseless and Inexorable Results of Psychical Research Are Revealed to the Very Young

At intervals for the next ten minutes her fresh, sweet, fascinating voice came to him where he stood in the yard; then he heard it growing fainter, more distant, receding; then silence.

Listening, he suddenly heard a far, rushing sound from subterranean depths — like a load of coal being put in — then a frightened cry.

He sprang into the basement, ran through laundry and kitchen. The cellar door swung wide open above the stairs which ran down into darkness; and as he halted to listen Clarence dashed up out of the depths, scuttled around the stairs and fled upward into the silent regions above.

Betty! he cried, forgetting in his alarm the lesser conventions, where are you?

Oh, dear — oh, dear! she wailed. I am in such a dreadful plight. Could you help me, please?

Are you hurt? he asked. Fright made his voice almost inaudible. He struck a match with shaking fingers and ran down the cellar stairs.

Betty! Where are you?

Oh, I am here — in the coal.

What?

I — I cant seem to get out; I stepped into the coal pit in the dark and it all — all slid with me and over me and Im in it up to the shoulders.

Another match flamed; he saw a stump of a candle, seized it, lighted it, and, holding it aloft, gazed down upon the most heart rending spectacle he had ever witnessed.

The next instant he grasped a shovel and leaped to the rescue. She was quite calm about it; the situation was too awful, the future too hopeless for mere tears. What had happened contained all the dignified elements of a catastrophe. They both realized it, and when, madly shoveling, he at last succeeded in releasing her she leaned her full weight on his own, breathing rapidly, and suffered him to support and guide her through the flame-shot darkness to the culinary regions above.

Here she sank down on a chair for one moment in utter collapse. Then she looked up, resolutely steadying her voice:

Could anything on earth more awful have happened to a girl? she asked, lips quivering in spite of her. She stretched out what had once been a pair of white gloves, she looked down at what had been a delicate summer gown of white. How, she asked with terrible calmness, am I to get to Oyster Bay?

He dropped on to a kitchen chair opposite her, clasping his coal-stained hands between his knees, utterly incapable of speech.

She looked at her shoes — once snowy white; with a shudder she stripped the soiled gloves from elbow to wrist and flung them aside. Her arms and hands formed a starling contrast to the remainder of the ensemble.

What, she asked, am I to do?

The thing to do, he said, is to telephone to your family at Oyster Bay.

The telephone has been disconnected. So has the water — we cant even w-wash our hands! she faltered.

He said: I can go out and telephone to your family to send a maid with some clothes for you — if you dont mind being left alone in an empty house for a little while.

No, I dont; but, she gazed uncertainly at the black opening of the cellar, but, please, dont be gone very long, will you?

He promised fervidly. She gave him the number and her familys name, and he left by the basement door.

He was gone a long time, during which, for a while, she paced the floor, unaffectedly wringing her hands and contemplating herself and her garments in the laundry looking-glass.

At intervals she tried to turn on the water, hoping for a few drops at least; at intervals she sat down to wait for him; then, the inaction becoming unendurable, musing goaded her into motion, and she ascended to the floor above, groping through the dimness in futile search for Clarence. She heard him somewhere in obscurity, scurrying under furniture at her approach, evidently too thoroughly demoralized to recognize her voice. So, after a while, she gave it up and wandered down to the pantry, instinct leading her, for she was hungry and thirsty; but she knew there could be nothing eatable in a house closed for the summer.

She lifted the pantry window and opened the blinds; noon sunshine flooded the place, and she began opening cupboards and refrigerators, growing hungrier every moment.

Then her eyes fell upon dozens of bottles of Apollinaris, and with a little cry of delight she knelt down, gathered up all she could carry, and ran upstairs to the bathroom adjoining her own bedchamber.

At least, she said to herself, I can cleanse myself of this dreadful coal! and in a few moments she was reveling, elbow deep, in a marble basin brimming with Apollinaris.

As the stain of the coal disappeared she remembered a rose-colored morning gown reposing in her bedroom clothespress; and she found more than that there — rose stockings and slippers and a fragrant pile of exquisitely fine and more intimate garments, so tempting in their freshness that she hurried with them into the dressing room; then began to make rapid journeys up and downstairs, carrying dozens of quarts of Apollinaris to the big porcelain tub, into which she emptied them, talking happily to herself all the time.

If he returns I can talk to him over the banisters!... Hes a nice boy.... Such a funny boy not to remember me.... And Ive thought of him quite often.... I wonder if Ive time for just one, delicious plunge? She listened; ran to the front windows and looked out through the blinds. He was nowhere in sight.

Ten minutes later, delightfully refreshed, she stood regarding herself in her lovely rose-tinted morning gown, patting her bright hair into discipline with slim, deft fingers, a half-smile on her lips, lids closing a trifle over the pensive violet eyes.

Now, she said aloud, Ill talk to him over the banisters when he returns; its a little ungracious, I suppose, after all he has done, but its more conventional.... And Ill sit here and read until they send somebody from Sandcrest with a gown I can travel in.... And then well catch Clarence and call a cab — —

A distant tinkling from the area bell interrupted her.

Oh, dear, she exclaimed, I quite forgot that I had to let him in!

Another tinkle. She cast a hurried and doubtful glance over her attire. It was designed for the intimacy of her boudoir.

I — I couldnt talk to him out of the window! Ive been shocking enough as it is! she thought; and, finger tips on the banisters, she ran down the three stairs and appeared at the basement grille, breathless, radiant, forgetting, as usual, her self-consciousness in thinking of him, a habit of this somewhat harebrained and headlong girl which had its root in perfect health of body and wholesomeness of mind.

I found some clothes — not the sort I can go out in! she said, laughing at his astonishment, as she unlocked the grille. So, please, overlook my attire; I was so full of coal dust! and I found sufficient Apollinaris for my necessities.... What did they say at Sandcrest?

He said very soberly: Weve got to discuss this situation. Perhaps I had better come in for a few minutes — if you dont mind.

No, I dont mind.... Shall we sit in the drying room? leading the way. Now tell me what is the matter? You rather frighten me, you know. Is — is anything wrong at Sandcrest?

No, I suppose not. He touched his flushed face with his handkerchief; I couldnt get Oyster Bay on the phone.

W-why not?

The wires are out of commission as far as Huntington; theres no use — I tried everything! Telegraph and telephone wires were knocked out in this mornings electric storm, it seems.

She gazed at him, hands folded on her knee, left leg crossed over, foot swinging.

This, she said calmly, is becoming serious. Will you tell me what I am to do?

Havent you anything to travel in?

Not one solitary rag.

Then — youll have to stay here to-night and send for some of your friends — you surely know somebody who is still in town, dont you?

I really dont. This is the middle of July. I dont know a woman in town.

He was silent.

Besides, she said, we have no light, no water, nothing to eat in the house, no telephone to order anything — —

He said: I foresaw that you would probably be obliged to remain here, so when I left the telephone office I took the liberty of calling a taxi and visiting the electric light people, the telephone people and the nearest plumber. It seems he is your own plumber — Quinn, I believe his name is; and hes coming in half an hour to turn on the water.

Did you think of doing all that? she asked, astonished.

Oh, that wasnt anything. And I ventured to telephone the Plaza to serve luncheon and dinner here for you — —

You did?

And I wired to Dooleys Agency to send you a maid for to-day — —

That was perfectly splendid of you!

They promised to send one as soon as possible.... And I think that may be the plumber now, as a tinkle came from the area bell.

It was not the plumber; it was waiters bearing baskets full of silver, china, table linen, ice, fruits, confections, cut flowers, and, in warmers, a most delectable luncheon.

Four impressive individuals commanded by a butler formed the processional, filing solemnly up the basement stairs to the dining room, where they instantly began to lay the table with dexterous celerity.

In the drying room below Betty and Beekman Brown stood confronting each other.

I suppose, began Brown with an effort, that I had better go now.

Betty said thoughtfully: I suppose you must.

Unless, continued Brown, you think I had better remain — somewhere on the premises — until your maid arrives.

That might be safer, said Betty, more thoughtfully.

Your maid will probably be here in a few minutes.

Probably, said Betty, head bent, slim, ringless fingers busy with the sparkling drop that glimmered pendant from her neckchain.

Silence — the ironing board between them — she standing, bright head lowered, worrying the jewel with childish fingers; he following every movement, fascinated, spellbound.

After a moment, without looking up: You have been very, very nice to me — in the nicest possible way, she said.... I am not going to forget it easily — even if I might wish to.

I can never forget you!... I d-dont want to.

The sparkling pendant escaped her fingers; she picked it up again and spoke as though gravely addressing it:

Some day somewhere, she said, looking at the jewel, perhaps chance — the hazard of life — may bring us to — togeth — to acquaintance — a more formal acquaintance than this.... I hope so. This has been a little — irregular, and perhaps you had better not wait for my maid.... I hope we may meet — sometime.

I hope so, too, he managed to say, with so little fervor and so successful an imitation of her politely detached interest in convention that she raised her eyes. They dropped immediately, because his quiet voice and speech scarcely conformed to the uncontrolled protest in his eyes.

For a moment she stood, passing the golden links through her white fingers like a young novice with a rosary. Steps on the stairs disturbed them; the recessional had begun; four solemn persons filed out the area gate. At the same moment, suave and respectful, her butler pro tem. presented himself at the doorway:

Luncheon is served, madam.

Thank you. She looked uncertainly at Brown, hesitated, flushed a trifle.

I will stay here and admit the plumber and then — then — Ill g-go, he said with a heartbroken smile.

I suppose you took the opportunity to lunch when you went out? she said. Her inflection made it a question.

Without answering he stepped back to allow her to pass. She moved forward, turned, undecided.

Have you lunched?

Please dont feel that you ought to ask me, he began, and checked himself as the vivid pink deepened in her cheeks. Then she freed herself of embarrassment with a little laugh.

Considering, she said, that we have been chasing cats on the back fences together and that, subsequently, you dug me out of the coal in my own cellar, I cant believe it is very dreadful if I ask you to luncheon with me.... Is it?

It is ador — it is, he corrected himself firmly, exceedingly civil of you to ask me!

Then — will you? almost timidly.

I will. I shall not pretend any more. Id rather lunch with you than be President of this Republic.

The butler pro tem. seated her.

You see, she said, a place had already been laid for you. And with the faintest trace of malice in her voice: Perhaps your butler had his orders to lay two covers. Had he?

From me? he protested, reddening.

You dont suspect me, do you? she asked, adorably mischievous. Then glancing over the masses of flowers in the center and at the corners of the lace cloth: This is deliciously pretty. But you are either dreadfully and habitually extravagant or you believe I am. Which is it?

I think both are true, he said, laughing.

And a little while later when he returned from the basement after admitting Mr. Quinn, the plumber:

Do you know that this is a most heavenly luncheon? she said, greeting his return with delightfully fearless eyes. Such Astrakan caviar! Such salad! Everything I care for most. And how on earth you guessed I cant imagine.... Im beginning to think you are rather wonderful.

They lifted the long, slender glasses of iced Ceylon tea and regarded one another over the frosty rims — a long, curious glance from her; a straight gaze from him, which she decided not to sustain too long.

Later, when she gave the signal, they rose as though they had often dined together, and moved leisurely out through the dim, shrouded drawing-rooms where, in the golden dusk, the odor of camphor hung.

She had taken a great cluster of dewy Brides roses from the centerpiece, and as she walked forward, sedately youthful, beside him, her fresh, young face brooded over the fragrance of the massed petals.

Sweet — how sweet! she murmured to herself, and as they reached the end of the vista she half turned to face him, dreamily, listless, confident.

They looked at one another, she with chin brushing the roses.

The strangest of all, she said, is that it seems all right — and — and we know that it is all quite wrong.... Had you better go?

Unless I ought to wait and make sure your maid does not fail you.... Shall I? he asked evenly.

She did not answer. He drew a linen-swathed armchair toward her; she absently seated herself and lay back, caressing the roses with delicate lips and chin.

Twice she looked up at him, standing there by the boarded windows. Sunshine filtered through the latticework at the top — enough for them to see each other as in a dull afterglow.

I wonder how soon my maid will come, she mused, dropping the loose roses on her knees. If she is going to be very long about it perhaps — perhaps you might care to find a chair — if you have decided to wait.

He drew one from a corner and seated himself, pulses hammering his throat.

Through the stillness of the house sounded at intervals the clink of glass from the pantry. Other sounds from above indicated the plumbers progress from floor to floor.

Do you realize, she said impulsively, how very nice you have been to me? What a perfectly horrid position I might have been in, with poor Clarence on the back fence! And suppose I had dared follow him alone to the cellar? I — I might have been there yet — up to my neck in coal?

She gazed into space with considerable emotion.

And now, she said, I am safe here in my own home. I have lunched divinely, a maid is on the way to me, Clarence remains somewhere safe indoors, Mr. Quinn is flitting from faucet to faucet, the electric light and the telephone will be in working order before very long — and it is all due to you!

I — I did a few things I almost w-wish I hadnt, stammered Brown, b-because I cant, somehow, decently t-tell you how tremendously I — I— He stuck fast.

What?

It would look as though I were presuming on a t-trifling service rendered, and — oh, I cant say it; I want to, but I cant.

Say what? Please, I dont mind what you are — are going to say.

Its — its that I — —

Y-es? in soft encouragement.

W-want to know you most tremendously now. I dont want to wait several years for chance and hazard.

O-h! as though the information conveyed a gentle shock to her. Her low-breathed exclamation nearly finished Brown.

I knew youd think it unpardonable for me — at such a time — to venture to — to — ask — say — express — convey — —

Why do you — how can I — where could we— She recovered herself resolutely. I do not think we ought to take advantage of an accident like this.... Do you? Besides, probably, in the natural course of social events — —

But it may be years! months! weeks! insisted Brown, losing control of himself.

I should hope it would at least be a decently reasonable interval of several weeks — —

But I dont know what to do if I never see you again for weeks! I c-care so much — for — you.

She shrank back in her chair, and in her altered face he read that he had disgraced himself.

I knew I was going to, he said in despair. I couldnt keep it — I couldnt stop it. And now that you see what sort of a man I am Im going to tell you more.

You need not, she said faintly.

I must. Listen! I — I dont even know your full name — all I know is that it is Betty, and that your cats name is Clarence and your plumbers name is Quinn. But if I didnt know anything at all concerning you it would have been the same. I suppose you will think me insane if I tell you that before the car, on which you rode, came into sight I knew you were on it. And I — cared — for — you — before I ever saw you.

I dont understand — —

I know you dont. I dont. All I understand is that what you and I have done has been done by us before, sometime, somewhere — part only — down to — down to where you changed cars. Up to that moment, before you took the Lexington Avenue car, I recognized each incident as it occurred.... But when all this happened to us before I must have lost courage — for I did not recognize anything after that except that I cared for you.... Do you understand one single word of what I have been saying?

The burning color in her face had faded slowly while he was speaking; her lifted eyes grew softer, serious, as he ended impetuously.

She looked at him in retrospective silence. There was no mistaking his astonishing sincerity, his painfully earnest endeavor to impart to her some rather unusual ideas in which he certainly believed. No man who looked that way at a woman could mean impertinence; her own intelligence satisfied her that he had not meant and could never mean offense to any woman.

Tell me, she said quietly, just what you mean. It is not possible for you to — care — for — me.... Is it?

He disclosed to her, beginning briefly with his own name, material and social circumstances, a pocket edition of his hitherto uneventful career, the advent that morning of the emissary from The Green Mouse, his discussion with Smith, the strange sensation which crept over him as he emerged from the tunnel at Forty-second Street, his subsequent altercation with Smith, and the events that ensued up to the eruption of Clarence.

He spoke in his most careful attorneys manner, frank, concise, convincing, free from any exaggeration of excitement or emotion. And she listened, alternately fascinated and appalled as, step by step, his story unfolded the links in an apparently inexorable sequence involving this young man and herself in a predestined string of episodes not yet ended — if she permitted herself to credit this astounding story.

Sensitively intelligent, there was no escaping the significance of the only possible deduction. She drew it and blushed furiously. For a moment, as the truth clamored in her brain, the self-evidence of it stunned her. But she was young, and the shamed recoil came automatically. Incredulous, almost exasperated, she raised her head to confront him; the red lips parted in outraged protest — parted and remained so, wordless, silent — the soundless, virginal cry dying unuttered on a mouth that had imperceptibly begun to tremble.

Her head sank slowly; she laid her white hands above the roses heaped in her lap.

For a long while she remained so. And he did not speak.

First the butler went away. Then Mr. Quinn followed. The maid had not yet arrived. The house was very still.

And after the silence had worn his self-control to the breaking point he rose and walked to the dining room and stood looking down into the yard. The grass out there was long and unkempt; roses bloomed on the fence; wistaria, in its deeper green of midsummer, ran riot over the trellis where Clarence had basely dodged his lovely mistress, and, after making a furry pin wheel of himself, had fled through the airhole into Stygian depths.

Somewhere above, in the silent house, Clarence was sulkily dissembling.

I suppose, said Brown, quietly coming back to where the girl was sitting in the golden dusk, that I might as well find Clarence while we are waiting for your maid. May I go up and look about?

And taking her silence as assent, he started upstairs.

He hunted carefully, thoroughly, opening doors, peeping under furniture, investigating clothespresses, listening at intervals, at intervals calling with misleading mildness. But, like him who died in malmsey, Clarence remained perjured and false to all sentiments of decency so often protested purringly to his fair young mistress.

Mechanically Brown opened doors of closets, knowing, if he had stopped to think, that cats dont usually turn knobs and let themselves into tightly closed places.

In one big closet on the fifth floor, however, as soon as he opened the door there came a rustle, and he sprang forward to intercept the perfidious one; but it was only the air stirring the folds of garments hanging on the wall.

As he turned to step forth again the door gently closed with an ominous click, shutting him inside. And after five minutes frantic fussing he realized that he was imprisoned by a spring lock at the top of a strange house, inhabited only by a cat and a bewildered young girl, who might, at any moment now that the telephone was in order, call a cab and flee from a man who had tried to explain to her that they were irrevocably predestined for one another.

Calling and knocking were dignified and permissible, but they did no good. To kick violently at the door was not dignified, but he was obliged to do it. Evidently the closet was too remote for the sound to penetrate down four flights of stairs.

He tried to break down the door — they do it in all novels. He only rebounded painfully, ineffectively, which served him right for reading fiction.

It irked him to shout; he hesitated for a long while; then sudden misgiving lest she might flee the house seized him and he bellowed. It was no use.

The pitchy quality of the blackness in the closet aided him in bruising himself; he ran into a thousand things of all kinds of shapes and textures every time he moved. And at each fresh bruise he grew madder and madder, and, holding the cat responsible, applied language to Clarence of which he had never dreamed himself capable.

Then he sat down. He remained perfectly still for a long while, listening and delicately feeling his hurts. A curious drowsiness began to irritate him; later the irritation subsided and he felt a little sleepy.

His heart, however, thumped like an inexpensive clock; the cedar-tainted air in the closet grew heavier; he felt stupid, swaying as he rose. No wonder, for the closet was as near air-tight as it could be made. Fortunately he did not realize it.

And, meanwhile, downstairs, Betty was preparing for flight.

She did not know where she was going — how far away she could get in a rose-silk morning gown. But she had discovered, in a clothespress, an automobile duster, cap, and goggles; on the strength of these she tried the telephone, found it working, summoned a coupé, and was now awaiting its advent. But the maid from Dooleys must first arrive to take charge of the house and Clarence until she, Betty, could summon her family to her assistance and defy The Green Mouse, Beekman Brown, and Destiny behind her mothers skirts.

Flight was, therefore, imperative — it was absolutely indispensable that she put a number of miles between herself and this young man who had just informed her that Fate had designed them for one another.

She was no longer considering whether she owed this amazing young man any gratitude, or what sort of a man he might be, agreeable, well-bred, attractive; all she understood was that this man had suddenly stepped into her life, politely expressing his conviction that they could not, ultimately, hope to escape from each other. And, beginning to realize the awful import of his words, the only thing that restrained her from instant flight on foot was the hidden Clarence. She could not abandon her cat. She must wait for that maid. She waited. Meanwhile she hunted up Dooleys Agency in the telephone book and called them up. They told her the maid was on the way — as though Dooleys Agency could thwart Destiny with a whole regiment of its employees!

She had discarded her roses with a shudder; cap, goggles, duster, lay in her lap. If the maid came before Brown returned shed flee. If Brown came back before the maid arrived shed tell him plainly what she had decided on, thank him, tell him kindly but with decision that, considering the incredible circumstances of their encounter, she must decline to encourage any hope he might entertain of ever again seeing her.

At this stern resolve her heart, being an automatic and independent affair, refused to approve, and began an unpleasantly irregular series of beats which annoyed her.

It is true, she admitted to herself, that he is a gentleman, and I can scarcely be rude enough, after what he has done for me, to leave him without any explanation at all.... His clothes are ruined. I must remember that.

Her heart seemed to approve such sentiments, and it beat more regularly as she seated herself at a desk, found in it a sheet of notepaper and a pencil, and wrote rapidly:

Dear Mr. Brown:

If my maid comes before you do I am going. I cant help it. The maid will stay to look after Clarence until I can return with some of the family. I dont mean to be rude, but I simply cannot stand what you told me about our — about what you told me.... Im sorry you tore your clothes.

Please believe my flight has nothing to do with you personally or your conduct, which was perfectly (charming scratched out) proper. It is only that to be suddenly told that one is predestined to (marry scratched out) become intimately acquainted (all this scratched out and a new line begun).

It is unendurable for a girl to think that there is no freedom of choice in life left her — to be forced, by what you say are occult currents, into — friendship — with a perfectly strange man at the other end. So I dont think we had better ever again attempt to find anybody to present us to each other. This doesnt sound right, but you will surely understand.

Please do not misjudge me. I must appear to you uncivil, ungrateful, and childish — but I am, somehow, a little frightened. I know you are perfectly nice — but all that has happened is almost, in a way, terrifying to me. Not that I am cowardly; but you must understand. You will — wont you?.... But what is the use of my asking you, as I shall never see you again.

So I am only going to thank you, and say (with all my heart crossed out) very cordially, that you have been most kind, most generous and considerate — most — most — —



Her pencil faltered; she looked into space, and the image of Beekman Brown, pleasant-eyed, attractive, floated unbidden out of vacancy and looked at her.

She stared back at the vision curiously, more curiously as her mind evoked the agreeable details of his features, resting there, chin on the back of her hand, from which, presently, the pencil fell unheeded.

What could he be doing upstairs all this while. She had not heard him for many minutes now. Why was he so still?

She straightened up at her desk and glanced uneasily across her shoulder, listening.

Not a sound from above; she rose and walked to the foot of the stairs.

Why was he so still? Had he found Clarence? Had anything gone wrong? Had Clarence become suddenly rabid and attacked him. Cats cant annihilate big, strong young men. But where was he? Had he, pursuing his quest, emerged through the scuttle on to the roof — and — and — fallen off?

Scarcely knowing what she did she mounted on tiptoe to the second floor, listening. The silence troubled her; she went from room to room, opening doors and clothespresses. Then she mounted to the third floor, searching more quickly. On the fourth floor she called to him in a voice not quite steady. There was no reply.

Alarmed now, she hurriedly flung open doors everywhere, then, picking up her rose-silk skirts, she ran to the top floor and called tremulously.

A faint sound answered; bewildered, she turned to the first closet at hand, and her cheeks suddenly blanched as she sprang to the door of the cedar press and tore it wide open.

He was lying on his face amid a heap of rolled rugs, clothes hangers and furs, quite motionless.

She knew enough to run into the servants rooms, fling open the windows and, with all the strength in her young body, drag the inanimate youth across the floor and into the fresh air.

O-h! she said, and said it only once. Then, ashy of lip and cheek, she took hold of Brown and, lashing her memory to help her in the emergency, performed for that inanimate gentleman the rudiments of an exercise which, if done properly, is supposed to induce artificial respiration.

It certainly induced something resembling it in Brown. After a while he made unlovely and inarticulate sounds; after a while the sounds became articulate. He said: Betty! several times, more or less distinctly. He opened one eye, then the other; then his hands closed on the hands that were holding his wrists; he looked up at her from where he lay on the floor. She, crouched beside him, eyes still dilated with the awful fear of death, looked back, breathless, trembling.

That is a devil of a place, that closet, he said faintly.

She tried to smile, tried wearily to free her hands, watched them, dazed, being drawn toward him, drawn tight against his lips — felt his lips on them.

Then, without warning, an incredible thrill shot through her to the heart, stilling it — silencing pulse and breath — nay, thought itself. She heard him speaking; his words came to her like distant sounds in a dream:

I cared for you. You give me life — and I adore you.... Let me. It will not harm you. The problem of life is solved for me; I have solved it; but unless some day you will prove it for me — Betty — the problem of life is but a sorry sum — a total of ciphers without end.... No other two people in all the world could be what we are and what we have been to each other. No other two people could dare to face what we dare face. He paused: Dare we, Betty?

Her eyes turned from his. He rose unsteadily, supported on one arm; she sprang to her feet, looked at him, and, as he made an awkward effort to rise, suddenly bent forward and gave him both hands in aid.

Wait — wait! she said; let me try to think, if I can. Dont speak to me again — not yet — not now.

But, at intervals, as they descended the flights of stairs, she turned instinctively to watch his progress, for he still moved with difficulty.

In the drawing-room they halted, he leaning heavily on the back of a chair, she, distrait, restless, pacing the polished parquet, treading her roses under foot, turning from time to time to look at him — a strange, direct, pure-lidded gaze that seemed to freshen his very soul.

Once he stooped and picked up one of the trodden roses bruised by her slim foot; once, as she passed him, pacing absently the space between the door and him, he spoke her name.

But: Wait! she breathed. You have said everything. It is for me to reply — if I speak at all. C-cant you wait for — me?

Have I angered you?

She halted, head high, superb in her slim, young beauty.

Do I look it?

I dont know.

Nor I. Let me find out.

The room had become dimmer; the light on her hair and face and hands glimmered dully as she passed and re-passed him in her restless progress — restless, dismayed, frightened progress toward a goal she already saw ahead — close ahead of her — every time she turned to look at him. She already knew the end.

That man! And she knew that already he must be, for her, something that she could never again forget — something she must reckon with forever and ever while life endured.

She paused and inspected him almost insolently. Suddenly the rush of the last revolt overwhelmed her; her eyes blazed, her white hands tightened into two small clenched fists — and then tumult died in her ringing ears, the brightness of the eyes was quenched, her hands relaxed, her head sank low, lower, never again to look on this man undismayed, heart free, unafraid — never again to look into this mans eyes with the unthinking, unbelieving tranquillity born of the most harmless skepticism in the world.

She stood there in silence, heard his step beside her, raised her head with an effort.

Betty!

Her hands quivered, refusing surrender. He bent and lifted them, pressing them to his eyes, his forehead. Then lowered them to the level of his lips, holding them suspended, eyes looking into hers, waiting.

Suddenly her eyes closed, a convulsive little tremor swept her, she pressed both clasped hands against his lips, her own moved, but no words came — only a long, sweet, soundless sigh, soft as the breeze that stirs the crimson maple buds when the snows of spring at last begin to melt.

From a dark corner under the piano Clarence watched them furtively.
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XII

SYBILLA

[image: img237.jpg]

SHOWING WHAT COMES of Disobedience, Rosium, and Flour-Paste

About noon Bushwyck Carr bounced into the gymnasium, where the triplets had just finished their fencing lesson.

Did any of you three go into the laboratory this morning? he demanded, his voice terminating in a sort of musical bellow, like the blast of a mellow French horn on a touring car.

The triplets — Flavilla, Drusilla, and Sybilla — all clothed precisely alike in knee kilts, plastrons, gauntlets and masks, came to attention, saluting their parent with their foils. The Boznovian fencing mistress, Madame Tzinglala, gracefully withdrew to the dressing room and departed.

Which of you three girls went into the laboratory this morning? repeated their father impatiently.

The triplets continued to stand in a neat row, the buttons of their foils aligned and resting on the hardwood floor. In graceful unison they removed their masks; three flushed and unusually pretty faces regarded the author of their being attentively — more attentively still when that round and ruddy gentleman, executing a facial contortion, screwed his monocle into an angry left eye and glared.

Didnt I warn you to keep out of that laboratory? he asked wrathfully; didnt I explain to you that it was none of your business? I believe I informed you that whatever is locked up in that room is no concern of yours. Didnt I?

Yes, Pa-pah.

Well, confound it, what did you go in for, then?

An anxious silence was his answer. You didnt all go in, did you? he demanded in a melodious bellow.

Oh, no, Pa-pah!

Did two of you go?

Oh-h, n-o, Pa-pah!

Well, which one did?

The line of beauty wavered for a moment; then Sybilla stepped slowly to the front, three paces, and halted with downcast eyes.

I told you not to, didnt I? said her father, scowling the monocle out of his eye and reinserting it.

Y-yes, Pa-pah.

But you did?

Y-yes — —

That will do! Flavilla! Drusilla! You are excused, dismissing the two guiltless triplets with a wave of the terrible eyeglass; and when they had faced to the rear and retired in good order, closing the door behind them, he regarded his delinquent daughter in wrathy and rubicund dismay.

What did you see in that laboratory? he demanded.

Sybilla began to count on her fingers. As I walked around the room I noticed jars, bottles, tubes, lamps, retorts, blowpipes, batteries — —

Did you notice a small, shiny machine that somewhat resembles the interior economy of a watch?

Yes, Pa-pah, but I havent come to that yet — —

Did you go near it?

Quite near — —

You didnt touch it, did you?

I was going to tell you — —

Did you? he bellowed musically. Answer me, Sybilla!

Y-yes — I did.

What did you suppose it to be?

I thought — we all thought — that you kept a wireless telephone instrument in there — —

Why? Just because I happen to be president of the Amalgamated Wireless Trust Company?

Yes. And we were dying to see a wireless telephone work.... I thought Id like to call up Central — just to be sure I could make the thing go — What is the matter, Pa-pah?

He dropped into a wadded armchair and motioned Sybilla to a seat opposite. Then with another frightful facial contortion he reimbedded the monocle.

So you deliberately opened that door and went in to rummage?

No, said the girl; we were — skylarking a little, on our way to the gymnasium; and I gave Brasilia a little shove toward the laboratory door, and then Flavilla pushed me — very gently — and somehow I — the door flew open and my mask fell off and rolled inside; and I went in after it. That is how it happened — partly.

She lifted her dark and very beautiful eyes to her stony parent, then they dropped, and she began tracing figures and arabesques on the polished floor with the point of her foil. That is partly how, she repeated.

What is the other part?

The other part was that, having unfortunately disobeyed you, and being already in the room, I thought I might as well stay and take a little peep around — —

Her father fairly bounced in his padded chair. The velvet-eyed descendant of Eve shot a fearful glance at him and continued, still casually tracing invisible arabesques with her foils point.

You see, dont you, she said, that being actually in, I thought I might as well do something before I came out again, which would make my disobedience worth the punishment. So I first picked up my mask, then I took a scared peep around. There were only jars and bottles and things.... I was dreadfully disappointed. The certainty of being punished and then, after all, seeing nothing but bottles, did seem rather unfair.... So I — walked around to — to see if I could find something to look at which would repay me for the punishment.... There is a proverb, isnt there Pa-pah? — something about being executed for a lamb — —

Go on! he said sharply.

Well, all I could find that looked as though I had no business to touch it was a little jeweled machine — —

That was it! Did you touch it?

Yes, several times. Was it a wireless?

Never mind! Yes, its one kind of a wireless instrument. Go on!

Sybilla shook her head:

Im sure I dont see why you are so disturbingly emphatic; because I havent an idea how to send or receive a wireless message, and I hadnt the vaguest notion how that machine might work. I tried very hard to make it go; I turned several screws and pushed all the push-buttons — —

Mr. Carr emitted a hollow, despairing sound — a sort of musical groan — and feebly plucked at space.

I tried every lever, screw, and spring, she went on calmly, but the machine must have been out of order, for I only got one miserable little spark — —

You got a spark?

Yes — just a tiny, noiseless atom of white fire — —

Her father bounced to his feet and waved both hands at her distractedly.

Do you know what youve done? he bellowed.

N-no — —

Well, youve prepared yourself to fall in love! And youve probably induced some indescribable pup to fall in love with you! And thats what youve done!

In — love!

Yes, you have!

But how can a common wireless telephone — —

Its another kind of a wireless. Your brother-in-law, William Destyn, invented it; Im backing it and experimenting with it. I told you to keep out of that room. I hung up a sign on the door: Danger! Keep out!

W-was that thing loaded?

Yes, it was loaded!

W-what with?

Waves! shouted her father, furiously. Psychic waves! You little ninny, weve just discovered that the world and everything in it is enveloped in psychic waves, as well as invisible electric currents. The minute you got near that machine and opened the receiver, waves from your subconscious personality flowed into it. And the minute you touched that spring and got a spark, your psychic waves had signaled, by wireless, the subconscious personality of some young man — some insufferable pup — wholl come from wherever he is at present — from the worlds end if need be — and fall in love with you.

Mr. Carr jumped ponderously up and down in pure fury; his daughter regarded him in calm consternation.

I am so very, very sorry, she said; but I am quite certain that I am not going to fall in love — —

You cant help it, roared her father, if that instrument worked.

Is — is that what its f-for?

Thats what its invented for; thats why Im putting a million into it. Anybody on earth desiring to meet the person with whom theyre destined, some time or other, to fall in love, can come to us, in confidence, buy a ticket, and be hitched on to the proper psychic connection which insures speedy courtship and marriage — Damnation!

Pa-pah!

I cant help it! Any self-respecting, God-fearing father would swear! Do you think I ever expected to have my daughters mixed up with this machine? My daughters wooed, engaged and married by machinery! And youre only eighteen; do you hear me? I wont have it! Ill certainly not have it!

But, dear, I dont in the least intend to fall in love and marry at eighteen. And if — he — really — comes, Ill tell him very frankly that I could not think of falling in love. Ill quietly explain that the machine went off by mistake and that I am only eighteen; and that Flavilla and Drusilla and I are not to come out until next winter. That, she added innocently, ought to hold him.

The thing to do, said her father, gazing fixedly at her, is to keep you in your room until youre twenty!

Oh, Pa-pah!

Mr. Carr smote his florid brow.

Youll stay in for a week, anyway! he thundered mellifluously. No motoring party for you! Thats your punishment. Youll be safe for today, anyhow; and by evening William Destyn will be back from Boston and Ill consult him as to the safest way to keep you out of the path of this whippersnapper you have managed to wake up — evoke — stir out of space — wherever he may be — whoever he may be — whatever he chances to call himself — —

George, she murmured involuntarily.

What!!

She looked at her father, abashed, confused.

How absurd of me, she said. I dont know why I should have thought of that name, George; or why I should have said it out loud — that way — I really dont — —

Who do you know named George?

N-nobody in particular that I can think of — —

Sybilla! Be honest!

Really, I dont; I am always honest.

He knew she was truthful, always; but he said:

Then why the devil did you look — er — so, so moonily at me and call me George?

I cant imagine — I cant understand — —

Well, I can! You dont realize it, but that cubs name must be George! Ill look out for the Georges. Im glad Ive been warned. Ill see that no two-legged object named George enters this house! Youll never go anywhere where theres anybody named George if I can prevent it.

I — I dont want to, she returned, almost ready to cry. You are very cruel to me — —

I wish to be. I desire to be a monster! he retorted fiercely. Youre an exceedingly bad, ungrateful, undutiful, disobedient and foolish child. Your sisters and I are going to motor to Westchester and lunch there with your sister and your latest brother-in-law. And if they ask why you didnt come Ill tell them that its because youre undutiful, and that you are not to stir outdoors for a week, or see anybody who comes into this house!

I — I suppose I d-deserve it, she acquiesced tearfully. Im quite ready to be disciplined, and quite willing not to see anybody named George — ever! Besides, you have scared me d-dreadfully! I — I dont want to go out of the house.

And when her father had retired with a bounce she remained alone in the gymnasium, eyes downcast, lips quivering. Later still, sitting in precisely the same position, she heard the soft whir of the touring car outside; then the click of the closing door.

There they go, she said to herself, and theyll have such a jolly time, and all those very agreeable Westchester young men will be there — particularly Mr. Montmorency.... I did like him awfully; besides, his name is Julian, so it is p-perfectly safe to like him — and I did want to see how Sacharissa looks after her bridal trip.

Her lower lip trembled; she steadied it between her teeth, gazed miserably at the floor, and beat a desolate tattoo on it with the tip of her foil.

I am being well paid for my disobedience, she whimpered. Now I cant go out for a week; and its April; and when I do go out Ill be so anxious all the while, peeping furtively at every man who passes and wondering whether his name might be George.... And it is going to be horridly awkward, too.... Fancy their bringing up some harmless dancing man named George to present to me next winter, and I, terrified, picking up my débutante skirts and running.... Ill actually be obliged to flee from every man until I know his name isnt George. Oh, dear! Oh, dear! What an awful outlook for this summer when we open the house at Oyster Bay! What a terrible vista for next winter!

She naïvely dabbed a tear from her long lashes with the back of her gauntlet.

Her maid came, announcing luncheon, but she would have none of it, nor any other offered office, including a bath and a house gown.

You go away somewhere, Bowles, she said, and please, dont come near me, and dont let anybody come anywhere in my distant vicinity, because I am v-very unhappy, Bowles, and deserve to be — and I — I desire to be alone with c-conscience.

But, Miss Sybilla — —

No, no, no! I dont even wish to hear your voice — or anybodys. I dont wish to hear a single human sound of any description. I — what is that scraping noise in the library?

A man, Miss Sybilla — —

A man! W-whats his name?

I dont know, miss. Hes a workman — a paper hanger.

Oh!

Did you wish me to ask him to stop scraping, miss?

Sybilla laughed: No, thank you. And she continued, amused at herself after her maid had withdrawn, strolling about the gymnasium, making passes with her foil at ring, bar, and punching bag. Her anxiety, too, was subsiding. The young have no very great capacity for continued anxiety. Besides, the first healthy hint of incredulity was already creeping in. And as she strolled about, swishing her foil, she mused aloud at her ease:

What an extraordinary and horrid machine!... How can it do such exceedingly common things? And what a perfectly unpleasant way to fall in love — by machinery!... I had rather not know who I am some day to — to like — very much.... It is far more interesting to meet a man by accident, and never suspect you may ever come to care for him, than to buy a ticket, walk over to a machine full of psychic waves and ring up some strange man somewhere on earth.

With a shudder of disdain she dropped on to a lounge and took her face between both hands.

She was like her sisters, tall, prettily built, and articulated, with the same narrow feet and hands — always graceful when lounging, no matter what position her slim limbs fell into.

And now, in her fencing skirts of black and her black stockings, she was exceedingly ornamental, with the severe lines of the plastron accenting the white throat and chin, and the scarlet heart blazing over her own little heart — unvexed by such details as love and lovers. Yes, unvexed; for she had about come to the conclusion that her father had frightened her more than was necessary; that the instrument had not really done its worst; in fact, that, although she had been very disobedient, she had had a rather narrow escape; and nothing more serious than paternal displeasure was likely to be visited upon her.

Which comforted her to an extent that brought a return of appetite; and she rang for luncheon, and ate it with the healthy nonchalance usually so characteristic of her and her sisters.

Now, she reflected, Ill have to wait an hour for my bath — one of the inculcated principles of domestic hygiene. So, rising, she strolled across the gymnasium, casting about for something interesting to do.

She looked out of the back windows. In New York the view from back windows is not imposing.

Tiring of the inartistic prospect she sauntered out and downstairs to see what her maid might be about. Bowles was sewing; Sybilla looked on for a while with languid interest, then, realizing that a long day of punishment was before her, that she deserved it, and that she ought to perform some act of penance, started contritely for the library with resolute intentions toward Henry James.

As she entered she noticed that the bookshelves, reaching part way to the ceiling, were shrouded in sheets. Also she encountered a pair of sawhorses overlaid with boards, upon which were rolls of green flock paper, several pairs of shears, a bucket of paste, a large, flat brush, a knife and a T-square.

The paper hanger man, she said. Hes gone to lunch. Ill have time to seize on Henry James and flee.

Now Henry James, like some other sacred conventions, was, in that library, a movable feast. Sometimes he stood neatly arranged on one shelf, sometimes on another. There was no counting on Henry.

Sybilla lifted the sheets from the face of one case and peered closer. Henry was not visible. She lifted the sheets from another case; no Henry; only G.P.R., in six dozen rakish volumes.

Sybilla peeped into a third case. Then a very unedifying thing occurred. Surely, surely, this was Sybillas disobedient day. She saw a forbidden book glimmering in old, gilded leather — she saw its classic back turned mockingly toward her — the whole allure of the volume was impudent, dog-eared, devil-may-care-who-reads-me.

She took it out, replaced it, looked hard, hard for Henry, found him not, glanced sideways at the dog-eared one, took a step sideways.

Ill just see where it was printed, she said to herself, drawing out the book and backing off hastily — so hastily that she came into collision with the sawhorse table, and the paste splashed out of the bucket.

But Sybilla paid no heed; she was examining the title page of old Dog-ear: a rather wonderful title page, printed in fascinating red and black with flourishes.

Ill just see whether— And the smooth, white fingers hesitated; but she had caught a glimpse of an ancient engraving on the next page — a very quaint one, that held her fascinated.

I wonder — —

She turned the next page. The first paragraph of the famous classic began deliciously. After a few moments she laughed, adding to herself: I cant see what harm — —

There was no harm. Her father had meant another book; but Sybilla did not know that.

Ill just glance through it to — to — be sure that I mustnt read it.

She laid one hand on the paper hangers table, vaulted up sideways, and, seated on the top, legs swinging, buried herself in the book, unconscious that the overturned paste was slowly fastening her to the spattered table top.

An hour later, hearing steps on the landing, she sprang — that is, she went through all the graceful motions of springing lightly to the floor. But she had not budged an inch. No Gorgons head could have consigned her to immovability more hopeless.

Restrained from freedom by she knew not what, she made one frantic and demoralized effort — and sank back in terror at the ominous tearing sound.

She was glued irrevocably to the table.
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XIII

THE CROWN PRINCE
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WHEREIN THE GREEN Mouse Squeaks

A few minutes later the paper hanging young man entered, swinging an empty dinner pail and halted in polite surprise before a flushed young girl in full fencing costume, who sat on his operating table, feet crossed, convulsively hugging a book to the scarlet heart embroidered on her plastron.

I — hope you dont mind my sitting here, she managed to say. I wanted to watch the work.

By all means, he said pleasantly. Let me get you a chair — —

No, thank you. I had rather sit th-this way. Please begin and dont mind if I watch you.

The young man appeared to be perplexed.

Im afraid, he ventured, that I may require that table for cutting and — —

Please — if you dont mind — begin to paste. I am in-intensely interested in p-pasting — I like to w-watch p-paper p-pasted on a w-wall.

Her small teeth chattered in spite of her; she strove to control her voice — strove to collect her wits.

He stood irresolute, rather astonished, too.

Im sorry, he said, but — —

Please paste; wont you? she asked.

Why, Ive got to have that table to paste on — —

Then d-dont think of pasting. D-do anything else; cut out some strips. I am so interested in watching p-paper hangers cut out things—

But I need the table for that, too — —

No, you dont. You cant be a — a very skillful w-workman if youve got to use your table for everything — —

[image: img259.jpg]

He laughed. You are quite right; Im not a skillful paper hanger.

Then, she said, I am surprised that you came here to paper our library, and I think you had better go back to your shop and send a competent man.

He laughed again. The paper hangers youthful face was curiously attractive when he laughed — and otherwise, more or less.

He said: I came to paper this library because Mr. Carr was in a hurry, and I was the only man in the shop. I didnt want to come. But they made me.... I think theyre rather afraid of Mr. Carr in the shop.... And this work must be finished today.

She did not know what to say; anything to keep him away from the table until she could think clearly.

W-why didnt you want to come? she asked, fighting for time. You said you didnt want to come, didnt you?

Because, he said, smiling, I dont like to hang wall paper.

But if you are a paper hanger by trade — —

I suppose you think me a real paper hanger?

She was cautiously endeavoring to free one edge of her skirt; she nodded absently, then subsided, crimsoning, as a faint tearing of cloth sounded.

Go on, she said hurriedly; the story of your career is so interesting. You say you adore paper hanging — —

No, I dont, he returned, chagrined. I say I hate it.

Why do you do it, then?

Because my father thinks that every son of his who finishes college ought to be disciplined by learning a trade before he enters a profession. My oldest brother, De Courcy, learned to be a blacksmith; my next brother, Algernon, ran a bakery; and since I left Harvard Ive been slapping sheets of paper on peoples walls — —

Harvard? she repeated, bewildered.

Yes; I was 1907.

You!

He looked down at his white overalls, smiling.

Does that astonish you, Miss Carr? — you are Miss Carr, I suppose — —

Sybilla — yes — were — were triplets, she stammered.

The beauti — the — the Carr triplets! And you are one of them? he exclaimed, delighted.

Yes. Still bewildered, she sat there, looking at him. How extraordinary! How strange to find a Harvard man pasting paper! Dire misgivings flashed up within her.

Who are you? she asked tremulously. Would you mind telling me your name. It — it isnt — George!

He looked up in pleased surprise:

So you know who I am?

N-no. But — it isnt George — is it?

Why, yes — —

O-h! she breathed. A sense of swimming faintness enveloped her: she swayed; but an unmistakable ripping noise brought her suddenly to herself.

I am afraid you are tearing your skirt somehow, he said anxiously. Let me — —

No!

The desperation of the negative approached violence, and he involuntarily stepped back.

For a moment they faced one another; the flush died out on her cheeks.

If, she said, your name actually is George, this — this is the most — the most terrible punishment— She closed her eyes with her fingers as though to shut out some monstrous vision.

What, asked the amazed young man, has my name to do with — —

Her hands dropped from her eyes; with horror she surveyed him, his paste-spattered overalls, his dingy white cap, his dinner pail.

I — I wont marry you! she stammered in white desperation. I wont! If youre not a paper hanger you look like one! I dont care whether youre a Harvard man or not — whether youre playing at paper hanging or not — whether your name is George or not — I wont marry you — I wont! I wont!

With the feeling that his senses were rapidly evaporating the young man sat down dizzily, and passed a paste-spattered but well-shaped hand across his eyes.

Sybilla set her lips and looked at him.

I dont suppose, she said, that you understand what I am talking about, but Ive got to tell you at once; I cant stand this sort of thing.

W-what sort of thing? asked the young man, feebly.

Your being here in this house — with me — —

Ill be very glad to go — —

Wait! That wont do any good! Youll come back!

N-no, I wont — —

Yes, you will. Or I — Ill f-follow you — —

What?

One or the other! We cant help it, I tell you. You dont understand, but I do. And the moment I knew your name was George — —

What the deuce has that got to do with anything? he demanded, turning red in spite of his amazement.

Waves! she said passionately, psychic waves! I — somehow — knew that hed be named George — —

Whod be named George?

He! The — man... And if I ever — if you ever expect me to — to c-care for a man all over overalls — —

But I dont — Good Heavens! — I dont expect you to care for — for overalls — —

Then why do you wear them? she asked in tremulous indignation.

The young man, galvanized, sprang from his chair and began running about, taking little, short, distracted steps. Either, he said, I need mental treatment immediately, or Ill wake up toward morning.... I — dont know what youre trying to say to me. I came here to — to p-paste — —

That machine sent you! she said. The minute I got a spark you started — —

Do you think Im a motor? Spark! Do you think I — —

Yes, I do. You couldnt help it; I know it was my own fault, and this — this is the dreadful punishment — g-glued to a t-table top — with a man named George — —

What!!!

Yes, she said passionately, everything disobedient I have done has brought lightning retribution. I was forbidden to go into the laboratory; I disobeyed and — you came to hang wall paper! I — I took a b-book — which I had no business to take, and F-fate glues me to your horrid table and holds me fast till a man named George comes in....

Flushed, trembling, excited, she made a quick and dramatic gesture of despair; and a ripping sound rent the silence.

Are you pasted to that table? faltered the young man, aghast.

Yes, I am. And its utterly impossible for you to aid me in the slightest, except by pretending to ignore it.

But you — you cant remain there!

I cant help remaining here, she said hotly, until you go.

Then Id better — —

No! You shall not go! I — I wont have you go away — disappear somewhere in the city. Certainty is dreadful enough, but its better than the awful suspense of knowing you are somewhere in the world, and are sure to come back sometime — —

But I dont want to come back! he exclaimed indignantly. Why should I wish to come back? Have I said — acted — done — looked — Why should you imagine that I have the slightest interest in anything or in — in — anybody in this house?

Havent you?

No!... And I cannot ignore your — your amazing — and intensely f-flattering fear that I have d-designs — that I desire — in other words, that I — er — have dared to cherish impossible aspirations in connection with a futile and absurd hope that one day you might possibly be induced to listen to any tentative suggestion of mine concerning a matrimonial alliance — —

He choked and turned a dull red.

She reddened, too, but said calmly:

Thank you for putting it so nicely. But it is no use. Sooner or later you and I will be obliged to consider a situation too hopeless to admit of discussion.

What situation?

Ours.

I cant see any situation — except your being glued — I beg your pardon! — but I must speak truthfully.

So must I. Our case is too desperate for anything but plain and terrible truths. And the truths are these: I touched the forbidden machine and got a spark; your name is George; Im glued here, unable to escape; you are not rude enough to go when I ask you not to.... And now — here — in this room, you and I must face these facts and make up our minds.... For I simply must know what I am to expect; I cant endure — I couldnt live with this hanging over me — —

What hanging over you?

He sprang to his feet, waving his dinner pail around in frantic circles:

What is it, in Heavens name, that is hanging over you?

Over you, too!

Over me?

Certainly. Over us both. We are headed straight for m-marriage.

T-to each other?

Of course, she said faintly. Do you think Id care whom you are going to marry if it wasnt I? Do you think Id discuss my own marital intentions with you if you did not happen to be vitally concerned?

Do you expect to marry me? he gasped.

I — I dont want to: but Ive got to.

He stood petrified for an instant, then with a wild look began to gather up his tools.

She watched him with the sickening certainty that if he got away she could never survive the years of suspense until his inevitable return. A mad longing to get the worst over seized her. She knew the worst, knew what Fate held for her. And she desired to get it over — have the worst happen — and be left to live out the shattered remains of her life in solitude and peace.

If — if weve got to marry, she began unsteadily, why not g-get it over quickly — and then I dont mind if you go away.

She was quite mad: that was certain. He hastily flung some brushes into his tool kit, then straightened up and gazed at her with deep compassion.

Would you mind, she asked timidly, getting somebody to come in and marry us, and then the worst will be over, you see, and we need never, never see each other again.

He muttered something soothing and began tying up some rolls of wall paper.

Wont you do what I ask? she said pitifully. I-I am almost afraid that — if you go away without marrying me I could not live and endure the — the certainty of your return.

He raised his head and surveyed her with deepest pity. Mad — quite mad! And so young — so exquisite... so perfectly charming in body! And the mind darkened forever.... How terrible! How strange, too; for in the pure-lidded eyes he seemed to see the soft light of reason not entirely quenched.

Their eyes encountered, lingered; and the beauty of her gaze seemed to stir him to the very wellspring of compassion.

Would it make you any happier to believe — to know, he added hastily, that you and I were married?

Y-yes, I think so.

Would you be quite happy to believe it?

Yes — if you call that happiness.

And you would not be unhappy if I never returned?

Oh, no, no! I — that would make me — comparatively — happy!

To be married to me, and to know you would never again see me?

Yes. Will you?

Yes, he said soothingly. And yet a curious little throb of pain flickered in his heart for a moment, that, mad as she undoubtedly was, she should be so happy to be rid of him forever.

He came slowly across the room to the table on which she was sitting. She drew back instinctively, but an ominous ripping held her.

Are you going for a license and a — a clergyman? she asked.

Oh, no, he said gently, that is not necessary. All we have to do is to take each others hands — so — —

She shrank back.

You will have to let me take your hand, he explained.

She hesitated, looked at him fearfully, then, crimson, laid her slim fingers in his.

The contact sent a quiver straight through him; he squared his shoulders and looked at her.... Very, very far away it seemed as though he heard his heart awaking heavily.

What an uncanny situation! Strange — strange — his standing here to humor the mad whim of this stricken maid — this wonderfully sweet young stranger, looking out of eyes so lovely that he almost believed the dead intelligence behind them was quickening into life again.

What must we do to be married? she whispered.

Say so; that is all, he answered gently. Do you take me for your husband?

Yes.... Do you t-take me for your — wife?

Yes, dear — —

Dont say that!... Is it — over?

All over, he said, forcing a gayety that rang hollow in the pathos of the mockery and farce.... But he smiled to be kind to her; and, to make the poor, clouded mind a little happier still, he took her hand again and said very gently:

Will it surprise you to know that you are now a princess?

A — what? she asked sharply.

A princess. He smiled benignly on her, and, still beaming, struck a not ungraceful attitude.

I, he said, am the Crown Prince of Rumtifoo.

She stared at him without a word; gradually he lost countenance; a vague misgiving stirred within him that he had rather overdone the thing.

Of course, he began cheerfully, I am an exile in disguise — er — disinherited and all that, you know.

She continued to stare at him.

Matters of state — er — revolution — and that sort of thing, he mumbled, eying her; but I thought it might gratify you to know that I am Prince George of Rumtifoo — —

What!

The silence was deadly.

Do you know, she said deliberately, that I believe you think I am mentally unsound. Do you?

I — you— he began to stutter fearfully.

Do you?

W-well, either you or I — —

Nonsense! I thought that marriage ceremony was a miserably inadequate affair!... And I am hurt — grieved — amazed that you should do such a — a cowardly — —

What! he exclaimed, stung to the quick.

Yes, it is cowardly to deceive a woman.

I meant it kindly — supposing — —

That I am mentally unsound? Why do you suppose that?

Because — Good Heavens — because in this century, and in this city, people who never before saw one another dont begin to talk of marrying — —

I explained to you — she was half crying now, and her voice broke deliciously— I told you what Id done, didnt I?

You said you had got a spark, he admitted, utterly bewildered by her tears. Dont cry — please dont. Something is all wrong here — there is some terrible misunderstanding. If you will only explain it to me — —

She dried her eyes mechanically: Come here, she said. I dont believe I did explain it clearly.

And, very carefully, very minutely, she began to tell him about the psychic waves, and the instrument, and the new company formed to exploit it on a commercial basis.

She told him what had happened that morning to her; how her disobedience had cost her so much misery. She informed him about her father, and that florid and rotund gentlemans choleric character.

If you are here when I tell him Im married, she said, he will probably frighten you to death; and thats one of the reasons why I wish to get it over and get you safely away before he returns. As for me, now that I know the worst, I want to get the worst over and — and live out my life quietly somewhere.... So now you see why I am in such a hurry, dont you?

He nodded as though stunned, leaning there on the table, hands folded, head bent.

I am so very sorry — for you, she said. I know how you must feel about it. But if we are obliged to marry some time had we not better get it over and then — never — see — one another — —

He lifted his head, then stood upright.

Her soft lips were mute, but the question still remained in her eyes.

So, for a long while, they looked at each other; and the color under his cheekbones deepened, and the pink in her cheeks slowly became pinker.

Suppose, he said, under his breath, that I — wish — to return — to you?

I do not wish it — —

Try.

Try to — to wish for — —

For my return. Try to wish that you also desire it. Will you?

If you are going to — to talk that way— she stammered.

Yes, I am.

Then — then — —

Is there any reason why I should not, if we are engaged? he asked. We are — engaged, are we not?

Engaged?

Yes. Are we?

I — yes — if you call it — —

I do.... And we are to be — married? He could scarcely now speak the word which but a few moments since he pronounced so easily; for a totally new significance attached itself to every word he uttered.

Are we? he repeated.

Yes.

Then — if I — if I find that I — —

Dont say it, she whispered. She had turned quite white.

Will you listen — —

No. It — it isnt true — it cannot be.

It is coming truer every moment.... It is very, very true — even now.... It is almost true.... And now it has come true. Sybilla!

White, dismayed, she gazed at him, her hands instinctively closing her ears. But she dropped them as he stepped forward.

I love you, Sybilla. I wish to marry you.... Will you try to care for me — a little — —

I couldnt — I cant even try — —

Dear — —

He had her hands now; she twisted them free; he caught them again. Over their interlocked hands she bowed her head, breathless, cheeks aflame, seeking to cover her eyes.

Will you love me, Sybilla?

She struggled silently, desperately.

Will you? No.... Let me go — —

Dont cry — please, dear— His head, bowed beside hers over their clasped hands, was more than she could endure; but her upflung face, seeking escape, encountered his. There was a deep, indrawn breath, a sob, and she lay, crying her heart out, in his arms.



Darling!

W-what?

It is curious how quickly one recognizes unfamiliar forms of address.

You wont cry any more, will you? he whispered.

N-n-o, sighed Sybilla.

Because we do love each other, dont we?

Y-yes, George. Then, radiant, yet sweetly shamed, confident, yet fearful, she lifted her adorable head from his shoulder.

George, she said, I am beginning to think that Id like to get off this table.

You poor darling!

And, she continued, if you will go home and change your overalls for something more conventional, you shall come and dine with us this evening, and I will be waiting for you in the drawing-room.... And, George, although some of your troubles are now over — —

All of them, dearest! he cried with enthusiasm.

No, she said tenderly, you are yet to meet Pa-pah.
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GENTLEMEN OF THE PRESS
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A CHAPTER CONCERNING Drusilla, Pa-pah and a Minion

Capital had now been furnished for The Green Mouse, Limited; a great central station of white marble was being built, facing Madison Avenue and occupying the entire block front between Eighty-second and Eighty-third streets.

The building promised to be magnificent; the plans provided for a thousand private operating rooms, each beautifully furnished in Louis XVI style, a restaurant, a tea room, a marriage licence bureau, and an emergency chapel where first aid clergymen were to be always in attendance.

In each of the thousand Louis XVI operating rooms a Destyn-Carr wireless instrument was to stand upon a rococo table. A maid to every two rooms, a physician to every ten, and smelling salts to each room, were provided for in this gigantic enterprise.

Millions of circulars were being prepared to send broadcast over the United States. They read as follows:

ARE YOU IN LOVE? IF NOT, WHY NOT?

Wedlock by Wireless. Marriage by Machinery. A Wondrous Wooer Without Words! No more doubt; no more hesitation; no more uncertainty. The Destyn-Carr Wireless Apparatus does it all for you. Happy Marriage Guaranteed or money eagerly refunded!

Psychical Science says that for every man and woman on earth there is a predestined mate!

That mate can be discovered for you by The Green Mouse, Limited.

Why waste time with costly courtship? Why frivol? Why fuss?

There is only ONE mate created for YOU. You pay us; We find that ONE, thereby preventing mistakes, lawsuits, elopements, regrets, grouches, alimony.

Divorce Absolutely Eliminated

By Our Infallible Wireless Method

Success Certain

It is now known the world over that Professor William Augustus Destyn has discovered that the earth we live on is enveloped in Psychical Currents. By the Destyn-Carr instrument these currents may be tapped, controlled and used to communicate between two people of opposite sex whose subconscious and psychic personalities are predestined to affinity and amorous accord. In other words, when psychic waves from any individual are collected or telegraphed along these wireless psychical currents, only that one affinity attuned to receive them can properly respond.

We catch your psychic waves for you. We send them out into the world.

WATCH THAT SPARK!

When you see a tiny bluish-white spark tip the tentacle of the Destyn-Carr transmitter,

THE WORLD IS YOURS!

for $25.

Our method is quick, painless, merciful and certain. Fee, twenty-five dollars in advance. Certified checks accepted.

THE GREEN MOUSE, Limited.

President PROF. WM. AUGUSTUS DESTYN.

Vice-Presidents THE HON. KILLIAN VAN K. VANDERDYNK.

THE HON. GEORGE GRAY, 3D.

Treasurer THE HON. BUSHWYCK CARR.

These circulars were composed, illuminated and printed upon vellum by what was known as an Art community in West Borealis, N.J. Several tons were expected for delivery early in June.

Meanwhile, the Carr family and its affiliations had invested every cent they possessed in Green Mouse, Limited; and those who controlled the stock were Bushwyck Carr; William Augustus Destyn and Mrs. Destyn, née Ethelinda Carr; Mr. Killian Van K. Vanderdynk and Mrs. Vanderdynk, née Sacharissa Carr; George Gray and Mrs. Gray, very lately Sybilla Carr; and the unmarried triplets, Flavilla and Drusilla Carr.

Remembering with a shudder how Bell Telephone and Standard Oil might once have been bought for a song, Bushwyck Carr determined that in this case his pudgy fingers should not miss the forelock of Time and the divided skirts of Chance.

Squinting at the viewless ether through his monocle he beheld millions in it; so did William Augustus Destyn and the other sons-in-law.

Only the unmarried triplets, Flavilla and Drusilla, remained amiably indifferent in the midst of all these family financial scurryings and preparations to secure world patents in a monopoly which promised the social regeneration of the globe.

The considerable independent fortunes that their mother had left them they invested in Green Mouse, at their fathers suggestion; but further than that they took no part in the affair.

For a while the hurry and bustle and secret family conferences mildly interested them. Very soon, however, the talk of psychic waves and millions bored them; and as soon as the villa at Oyster Bay was opened they were glad enough to go.

Here, at Oyster Bay, there was some chance of escaping their money-mad and wave-intoxicated family; they could entertain and be entertained by both of the younger sets in that dignified summer resort; they could wander about their own vast estate alone; they could play tennis, sail, swim, ride, and drive their tandem.

But best of all — for they were rather seriously inclined at the age of eighteen, or, rather, on the verge of nineteen — they adored sketching, in water colors, out of doors.

Scrubby forelands set with cedars, shadow-flecked paths under the scrub oak, meadows where water glimmered, white sails off Center Island and Coopers Bluff — Coopers Bluff from the north, northeast, east, southeast, south — this they painted with never-tiring, Pecksniffian patience, boxing the compass around it as enthusiastically as that immortal architect circumnavigated Salisbury Cathedral.

And one delicious morning in early June, when the dew sparkled on the poison ivy and the air was vibrant with the soft monotone of mosquitoes and the public road exhaled a delicate aroma of crude oil, Drusilla and Flavilla, laden with sketching-blocks, color-boxes, camp-stools, white umbrellas and bonbons, descended to the great hall, on sketching bent.

Mr. Carr also stood there, just outside on the porch, red, explosive, determined legs planted wide apart, defying several courtly reporters, who for a month had patiently and politely appeared every hour to learn whether Mr. Carr had anything to say about the new invention, rumors of which were flying thick about Park Row.

No, I havent! he shouted in his mellow and sonorously musical bellow. I have told you one hundred times that when I have anything to say Ill send for you. Now, permit me to inform you, for the hundred and first consecutive time, that I have nothing to say — which wont prevent you from coming back in an hour and standing in exactly the same ridiculous position you now occupy, and asking me exactly the same unmannerly questions, and taking the same impertinent snapshots at my house and my person!

He executed a ferocious facial contortion, clapped the monocle into his left eye, and squinted fiercely.

Im getting tired of this! he continued. When I wake in the morning and look out of my window there are always anywhere from one to twenty reporters decorating my lawn! That young man over there is the worst and most persistent offender! — scowling at a good-looking youth in white flannels, who immediately blushed distressingly. Yes, you are, young man! Im amazed that you have the decency to blush! Your insolent sheet, the Evening Star, refers to my Trust Company as a Green Mouse Trap and a Mouseleum. It also publishes preposterous pictures of myself and family. Dammit, sir, they even produce a photograph of Orlando, the family cat! You did it, I am told. Did you?

I am trying to do what I can for my paper, Mr. Carr, said the young man. The public is interested.

Mr. Carr regarded him with peculiar hatred.

Come here, he said; I have got something to say to you.

The young man cautiously left the ranks of his fellows and came up on the porch. Behind Mr. Carr, in the doorway, stood Drusilla and Flavilla. The young man tried not to see them; he pretended not to. But he flushed deeply.

I want to know, demanded Mr. Carr, why the devil you are always around here blushing. Youve been around here blushing for a month, and I want to know why you do it.

The youth stood speechless, features afire to the tips of his glowing ears.

At first, continued Mr. Carr, mercilessly, I had a vague hope that you might perhaps be blushing for shame at your profession; I heard that you were young at it, and I was inclined to be sorry for you. But Im not sorry any more!

The young man remained crimson and dumb.

Confound it, resumed Mr. Carr, I want to know why the deuce you come and blush all over my lawn. I wont stand it! Ill not allow anybody to come blushing around me — —

Indignation choked him; he turned on his heel to enter the house and beheld Flavilla and Drusilla regarding him, wide-eyed.

He went in, waving them away before him.

Ive taught that young pup a lesson, he said with savage satisfaction. Ill teach him to blush at me! Ill — —

But why, asked Drusilla, are you so cruel to Mr. Yates? We like him.

Mr. — Mr. Yates! repeated her father, astonished. Is that his name? And who told you?

He did, said Drusilla, innocently.

He — that infernal newspaper bantam — —

Pa-pah! Please dont say that about Mr. Yates. He is really exceedingly kind and civil to us. Every time you go to town on business he comes and sketches with us at — —

Oh, said Mr. Carr, with the calm of deadly fury, so he goes to Coopers Bluff with you when Im away, does he?

Flavilla said: He doesnt exactly go with us; but he usually comes there to sketch. He makes sketches for his newspaper.

Does he? asked her father, grinding his teeth.

Yes, said Drusilla; and he sketches so beautifully. He made such perfectly charming drawings of Flavilla and of me, and he drew pictures of the house and gardens, and of all the servants, and — she laughed— I once caught a glimpse in his sketch-book of the funniest caricature of you — —

The expression on her fathers face was so misleading in its terrible calm that she laughed again, innocently.

It was not at all an offensive caricature, you know — really it was not a caricature at all — it was you — just the way you stand and look at people when you are — slightly — annoyed — —

Oh, he is so clever, chimed in Flavilla, and is so perfectly well-bred and so delightful to us — to Drusilla particularly. He wrote the prettiest set of verses — To Drusilla in June — just dashed them off while he was watching her sketch Coopers Bluff from the southwest — —

He is really quite wonderful, added Drusilla, sincerely, and so generous and helpful when my drawing becomes weak and wobbly — —

Mr. Yates shows Drusilla how to hold her pencil, said Flavilla, becoming warmly earnest in her appreciation of this self-sacrificing young man. He often lays aside his own sketching and guides Drusillas hand while she holds the pencil — —

And when Im tired, said Drusilla, and the water colors get into a dreadful mess, Mr. Yates will drop his own work and come and talk to me about art — and other things — —

He is so kind! cried Flavilla in generous enthusiasm.

And so vitally interesting, said Drusilla.

And so talented! echoed Flavilla.

And so— Drusilla glanced up, beheld something in the fixed stare of her parent that frightened her, and rose in confusion. Have I said — done — anything? she faltered.

With an awful spasm Mr. Carr jerked his congested features into the ghastly semblance of a smile.

Not at all, he managed to say. This is very interesting — what you tell me about this p-pu — this talented young man. Does he — does he seem — attracted toward you — unusually attracted?

Yes, said Drusilla, smiling reminiscently.

How do you know?

Because he once said so.

S-said — w-what?

Why, he said quite frankly that he thought me the most delightful girl he had ever met.

What — else? Mr. Carrs voice was scarcely audible.

Nothing, said Drusilla; except that he said he cared for me very much and wished to know whether I ever could care very much for him.... I told him I thought I could. Flavilla told him so, too.... And we all felt rather happy, I think; at least I did.

Her parent emitted a low, melodious sort of sound, a kind of mellifluous howl.

Pa-pah! they exclaimed in gentle consternation.

He beat at the empty air for a moment like a rotund fowl about to seek its roost. Suddenly he ran distractedly at an armchair and kicked it.

They watched him in sorrowful amazement.

If we are going to sketch Coopers Bluff this morning, observed Drusilla to Flavilla, I think we had better go — quietly — by way of the kitchen garden. Evidently Pa-pah does not care for Mr. Yates.

Orlando, the family cat, strolled in, conciliatory tail hoisted. Mr. Carr hurled a cushion at Orlando, then beat madly upon his own head with both hands. Servants respectfully gave him room; some furniture was overturned — a chair or two — as he bounced upward and locked and bolted himself in his room.

What transports of fury he lived through there nobody else can know; what terrible visions of vengeance lit up his outraged intellect, what cold intervals of quivering hate, what stealthy schemes of reprisal, what awful retribution for young Mr. Yates were hatched in those dreadful moments, he alone could tell. And as he never did tell, how can I know?

However, in about half an hour his expression of stony malignity changed to a smile so cunningly devilish that, as he caught sight of himself in the mirror, his corrugated countenance really startled him.

I must smooth out — smooth out! he muttered. Smoothness does it! And he rang for a servant and bade him seek out a certain Mr. Yates among the throng of young men who had been taking snapshots.
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XV

DRUSILLA
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DURING WHICH CHAPTER Mr. Carr Sings and One of His Daughters Takes her Postgraduate

Mr. Yates came presently, ushered by Ferdinand, and looking extremely worried. Mr. Carr received him in his private office with ominous urbanity.

Mr. Yates, he said, forcing a distorted smile, I have rather abruptly decided to show you exactly how one of the Destyn-Carr instruments is supposed to work. Would you kindly stand here — close by this table?

Mr. Yates, astounded, obeyed.

Now, said Mr. Carr, with a deeply creased smile, here is the famous Destyn-Carr apparatus. Thats quite right — take a snapshot at it without my permission — —

I — I thought — —

Quite right, my boy; I intend you shall know all about it. You see it resembles the works of a watch.... Now, when I touch this spring the receiver opens and gathers in certain psychic waves which emanate from the subconscious personality of — well, let us say you, for example!... And now I touch this button. You see that slender hairspring of Rosium uncurl and rise, trembling and waving about like a tentacle?

Young Yates, notebook in hand, recovered himself sufficiently to nod. Mr. Carr leered at him:

That tentacle, he explained, is now seeking some invisible, wireless, psychic current along which it is to transmit the accumulated psychic waves. As soon as the wireless current finds the subconscious personality of the woman you are destined to love and marry some day — —

I? exclaimed young Yates, horrified.

Yes, you. Why not? Do you mind my trying it on you?

But I am already in love, protested the young man, turning, as usual, a ready red. I dont care to have you try it on me. Suppose that machine should connect me with — some other — girl — —

It has! cried Carr with a hideous laugh as a point of bluish-white fire tipped the tentacle for an instant. Youre tied fast to something feminine! Probably a flossy typewriter — or a burlesque actress — somebody youre fitted for, anyway! He clapped on his monocle, and glared gleefully at the stupefied young man.

That will teach you to enter my premises and hold my daughters hand when she is drawing innocent pictures of Coopers Bluff! he shouted. That will teach you to write poems to my eighteen-year-old daughter, Drusilla; that will teach you to tell her you are in love with her — you young pup!

I am in love with her! said Yates, undaunted; but he was very white when he said it. I do love her; and if you had behaved halfway decently Id have told you so two weeks ago!

Mr. Carr turned a delicate purple, then, recovering, laughed horribly.

Whether or not you were once in love with my daughter is of no consequence now. That machine has nullified your nonsense! That instrument has found you your proper affinity — doubtless below stairs — —

I am still in love with Drusilla, repeated Yates, firmly.

I tell you, youre not! retorted Carr. Didnt I turn that machine on you? It has never missed yet! The Green Mouse has got you in the Mouseleum!

You are mistaken, insisted Yates, still more firmly. I was in love with your daughter Drusilla before you started the machine; and I love her yet! Now! At the present time! This very instant I am loving her!

You cant! shouted Carr.

Yes, I can. And I do!

No, you dont! I tell you its a scientific and psychical impossibility for you to continue to love her! Your subconscious personality is now in eternal and irrevocable accord and communication with the subconscious personality of some chit of a girl who is destined to love and marry you! And shes probably a ballet-girl, at that!

I shall marry Drusilla! retorted the young man, very pale; because I am quite confident that she loves me, though very probably she doesnt know it yet.

You talk foolishness! hissed Carr. This machine has settled the whole matter! Didnt you see that spark?

I saw a spark — yes!

And do you mean to tell me you are not beginning to feel queer?

Not in the slightest.

Look me squarely in the eye, young man, and tell me whether you do not have a sensation as though your heart were cutting capers?

Not in the least, said Yates, calmly. If that machine worked at all it wouldnt surprise me if you yourself had become entangled in it — caught in your own machine!

W-what! exclaimed Carr, faintly.

It wouldnt astonish me in the slightest, repeated Yates, delighted to discover the dawning alarm in the older mans features. You opened the receiver; you have psychic waves as well as I. I was in love at the time; you were not. What was there to prevent your waves from being hitched to a wireless current and, finally, signaling the subconscious personality of — of some pretty actress, for example?

Mr. Carr sank nervously onto a chair; his eyes, already wild, became wilder as he began to realize the risk he had unthinkingly taken.

Perhaps you feel a little — queer. You look it, suggested the young man, in a voice made anxious by an ever-ready sympathy. Can I do anything? I am really very sorry to have spoken so.

A damp chill gathered on the brow of Bushwyck Carr. He did feel a trifle queer. A curious lightness — a perfectly inexplicable buoyancy seemed to possess him. He was beginning to feel strangely youthful; the sound of his own heart suddenly became apparent. To his alarm it was beating playfully, skittishly. No — it was not even beating; it was skipping.

Y-Yates, he stammered, you dont think that I could p-possibly have become inadvertently mixed up with that horrible machine — do you?

Now Yates was a generous youth; resentment at the treatment meted out to him by this florid, bad-tempered and pompous gentleman changed to instinctive sympathy when he suddenly realized the plight his future father-in-law might now be in.

Yates, repeated Mr. Carr in an agitated voice, tell me honestly: do you think there is anything unusual the matter with me? I — I seem to f-feel unusually — young. Do I look it? Have I changed? W-watch me while I walk across the room.

Mr. Carr arose with a frightened glance at Yates, put on his hat, and fairly pranced across the room. Great Heavens! he faltered; my hats on one side and my walk is distinctly jaunty! Do you notice it, Yates?

Im afraid I do, Mr. Carr.

This — this is infamous! gasped Mr. Carr. This is — is outrageous! Im forty-five! Im a widower! I detest a jaunty widower! I dont want to be one; I dont want to — —

Yates gazed at him with deep concern.

Cant you help lifting your legs that way when you walk — as though a band were playing? Wait, Ill straighten your hat. Now try it again.

Mr. Carr pranced back across the room.

I know Im doing it again, he groaned, but I cant help it! I — I feel so gay — dammit! — so frivolous — its — its that infernal machine. W-what am I to do, Yates, he added piteously, when the world looks so good to me?

Think of your family! urged Yates. Think of — of Drusilla.

Do you know, observed Carr, twirling his eyeglass and twisting his mustache, that Im beginning not to care what my family think!... Isnt it amazing, Yates? I — I seem to be somebody else, several years younger. Somewhere, he added, with a flourish of his monocle— somewhere on earth there is a little birdie waiting for me.

Dont talk that way! exclaimed Yates, horrified.

Yes, I will, young man. I repeat, with optimism and emphasis, that somewhere there is a birdie — —

Mr. Carr!

Yes, merry old Top!

May I use your telephone?

I dont care what you do! said Carr, gayly. Use my telephone if you like; pull it out by the roots and throw it over Coopers Bluff, for all I care! But — and a sudden glimmer of reason seemed to come over him— if you have one grain of human decency left in you, you wont drag me and my terrible plight into that scurrilous New York paper of yours.

No, said Yates, I wont. And that ends my career on Park Row. Im going to telephone my resignation.

Mr. Carr gazed calmly around and twisted his mustache with a satisfied and retrospective smile.

Thats very decent of you, Yates; you must pardon me; I was naturally half scared to death at first; but I realize you are acting very handsomely in this horrible dilemma — —

Naturally, interrupted Yates. I must stand by the family into which I am, as you know, destined to marry.

To be sure, nodded Carr, absently; it really looks that way, doesnt it! And, Yates, you have no idea how I hated you an hour ago.

Yes, I have, said Yates.

No, you really have not, if you will permit me to contradict you, merry old Top. I — but never mind now. You have behaved in an unusually considerate manner. Who the devil are you, anyway?

Yates informed him modestly.

Well, why didnt you say so, instead of letting me bully you! Ive known your father for twenty years. Why didnt you tell me you wanted to marry Drusilla, instead of coming and blushing all over the premises? Id have told you she was too young; and she is! Id have told you to wait; and youd have waited. Youd have been civil enough to wait when I explained to you that Ive already lost, by marriage, two daughters through that accursed machine. You wouldnt entirely denude me of daughters, would you?

I only want one, said John Yates, simply.

Well, all right; Im a decent father-in-law when Ive got to be. Im really a good sport. You may ask all my sons-in-law; theyll admit it. He scrutinized the young man and found him decidedly agreeable to look at, and at the same time a vague realization of his own predicament returned for a moment.

Yates, he said unsteadily, all I ask of you is to keep this terrible n-news from my innocent d-daughters until I can f-find out what sort of a person is f-fated to lead me to the altar!

Yates took the offered hand with genuine emotion.

Surely, he said, your unknown intended must be some charming leader in the social activities of the great metropolis.

Who knows! She may be m-my own l-laundress for all I know. She may be anything, Yates! She — she might even be b-black!

Black!

Mr. Carr nodded, shuddered, dashed the unmanly moisture from his eyeglass.

I think Id better go to town and tell my son-in-law, William Destyn, exactly what has happened to me, he said. And I think Ill go through the kitchen garden and take my power boat so that those devilish reporters cant follow me. Ferdinand! to the man at the door, ring up the garage and order the blue motor, and tell those newspaper men Im going to town. That, I think, will glue them to the lawn for a while.

About — Drusilla, sir? ventured Yates; but Mr. Carr was already gone, speeding noiselessly out the back way, through the kitchen garden, and across the great tree-shaded lawn which led down to the boat landing.

Across the distant hedge, from the beautiful grounds of his next-door neighbor, floated sounds of mirth and music. Gay flags fluttered among the trees. The Magnelius Grandcourts were evidently preparing for the brilliant charity bazaar to be held there that afternoon and evening.

To think, muttered Carr, that only an hour ago I was agreeably and comfortably prepared to pass the entire afternoon there with my daughters, amid innocent revelry. And now Im in flight — pursued by furies of my own invoking — threatened with love in its most hideous form — matrimony! Any woman I now look upon may be my intended bride for all I know, he continued, turning into the semiprivate driveway, bordered heavily by lilacs; and the curious thing about it is that I really dont care; in fact, the excitement is mildly pleasing.

He halted; in the driveway, blocking it, stood a red motor car — a little runabout affair; and at the steering-wheel sat a woman — a ladys maid by her cap and narrow apron, and an exceedingly pretty one, at that.

When she saw Mr. Carr she looked up, showing an edge of white teeth in the most unembarrassed of smiles. She certainly was an unusually agreeable-looking girl.

Has something gone wrong with your motor? inquired Mr. Carr, pleasantly.

I am afraid so. She didnt say sir; probably because she was too pretty to bother about such incidentals. And she looked at Carr and smiled, as though he were particularly ornamental.

Let me see, began Mr. Carr, laying his hand on the steering-wheel; perhaps I can make it go.

It wont go, she said, a trifle despondently and shaking her charming head. Ive been here nearly half an hour waiting for it to do something; but it wont.

Mr. Carr peered wisely into the acetylenes, looked carefully under the hood, examined the upholstery. He didnt know anything about motors.

Im afraid, he said sadly, that theres something wrong with the magne-e-to!

Do you think it is as bad as that?

I fear so, he said gravely. If I were you Id get out — and keep well away from that machine.

Why? she asked nervously, stepping to the grass beside him.

It might blow up.

They backed away rather hastily, side by side. After a while they backed farther away, hand in hand.

I — I hate to leave it there all alone, said the maid, when they had backed completely out of sight of the car. If there was only some safe place where I could watch and see if it is going to explode.

They ventured back a little way and peeped at the motor.

You could take a rowboat and watch it from the water, said Mr. Carr.

But I dont know how to row.

Mr. Carr looked at her. Certainly she was the most prepossessing specimen of wholesome, rose-cheeked and ivory-skinned womanhood that he had ever beheld; a trifle nearer thirty-five than twenty-five, he thought, but so sweet and fresh and with such charming eyes and manners.

I have, said Mr. Carr, several hours at my disposal before I go to town on important business. If you like I will row you out in one of my boats, and then, from a safe distance, we can sit and watch your motor blow up. Shall we?

It is most kind of you — —

Not at all. It would be most kind of you.

She looked sideways at the motor, sideways at the water, sideways at Mr. Carr.

It was a very lovely morning in early June.

As Mr. Carr handed her into the rowboat with ceremony she swept him a courtesy. Her apron and manners were charmingly incongruous.

When she was gracefully seated in the stern Mr. Carr turned for a moment, stared all Oyster Bay calmly in the face through his monocle, then, untying the painter, fairly skipped into the boat with a step distinctly frolicsome.

Its curious how I feel about this, he observed, digging both oars into the water.

How do you feel, Mr. Carr?

Like a bird, he said softly.

And the boat moved off gently through the sparkling waters of Oyster Bay.

At that same moment, also, the sparkling waters of Oyster Bay were gently caressing the classic contours of Coopers Bluff, and upon that monumental headland, seated under sketching umbrellas, Flavilla and Drusilla worked, in a puddle of water colors; and John Chillingham Yates, in becoming white flannels and lilac tie and hosiery, lay on the sod and looked at Drusilla.

Silence, delicately accented by the faint harmony of mosquitoes, brooded over Coopers Bluff.

Theres no use, said Drusilla at last; one can draw a landscape from every point of view except looking down hill. Mr. Yates, how on earth am I to sit here and make a drawing looking down hill?

Perhaps, he said, I had better hold your pencil again. Shall I?

Do you think that would help?

I think it helps — somehow.

Her pretty, narrow hand held the pencil; his sun-browned hand closed over it. She looked at the pad on her knees.

After a while she said: I think, perhaps, we had better draw. Dont you?

They made a few hen-tracks. Noticing his shoulder was just touching hers, and feeling a trifle weary on her camp-stool, she leaned back a little.

It is very pleasant to have you here, she said dreamily.

It is very heavenly to be here, he said.

How generous you are to give us so much of your time! murmured Drusilla.

I think so, too, said Flavilla, washing a badger brush. And I am becoming almost as fond of you as Drusilla is.

Dont you like him as well as I do? asked Drusilla.

Flavilla turned on her camp-stool and inspected them both.

Not quite as well, she said frankly. You know, Drusilla, you are very nearly in love with him. And she resumed her sketching.

Drusilla gazed at the purple horizon unembarrassed. Am I? she said absently.
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Are you? he repeated, close to her shoulder.

She turned and looked into his sun-tanned face curiously.

What is it — to love? Is it — she looked at him undisturbed— is it to be quite happy and lazy with a man like you?

He was silent.

I thought, she continued, that there would be some hesitation, some shyness about it — some embarrassment. But there, has been none between you and me.

He said nothing.

She went on absently:

You said, the other day, very simply, that you cared a great deal for me; and I was not very much surprised. And I said that I cared very much for you.... And, by the way, I meant to ask you yesterday; are we engaged?

Are we? he asked.

Yes — if you wish.... Is that all there is to an engagement?

Theres a ring, observed Flavilla, dabbing on too much ultramarine and using a sponge. Youve got to get her one, Mr. Yates.

Drusilla looked at the man beside her and smiled.

How simple it is, after all! she said. I have read in the books Pa-pah permits us to read such odd things about love and lovers.... Are we lovers, Mr. Yates? But, of course, we must be, I fancy.

Yes, he said.

Some time or other, when it is convenient, observed Flavilla, you ought to kiss each other occasionally.

That doesnt come until Im a bride, does it? asked Drusilla.

I believe its a matter of taste, said Flavilla, rising and naively stretching her long, pretty limbs.

She stood a moment on the edge of the bluff, looking down.

How curious! she said after a moment. There is Pa-pah on the water rowing somebodys maid about.

What! exclaimed Yates, springing to his feet.

How extraordinary, said Drusilla, following him to the edge of the bluff; and theyre singing, too, as they row!

From far below, wafted across the sparkling waters of Oyster Bay, Mr. Carrs rich and mellifluous voice was wafted shoreward:

I der-reamt that I dwelt in ma-arble h-a-l-ls.

The sunlight fell on the maids coquettish cap and apron, and sparkled upon the buckle of one dainty shoe. It also glittered across the monocle of Mr. Carr.

Pa-pah! cried Flavilla.

Far away her parent waved a careless greeting to his offspring, then resumed his oars and his song.

How extraordinary! said Flavilla. Why do you suppose that Pa-pah is rowing somebodys maid around the bay, and singing that way to her?

Perhaps its one of our maids, said Drusilla; but that would be rather odd, too, wouldnt it, Mr. Yates?

A — little, he admitted. And his heart sank.

Flavilla had started down the sandy face of the bluff.

Im going to see whose maid it is, she called back.

Drusilla seated herself in the sun-dried grass and watched her sister.

Yates stood beside her in bitter dejection.

So this was the result! His unfortunate future father-in-law was done for. What a diabolical machine! What a terrible, swift, relentless answer had been returned when, out of space, this misguided gentleman had, by mistake, summoned his own affinity! And what an affinity! A saucy soubrette who might easily have just stepped from the coulisse of a Parisian theater!

Yates looked at Drusilla. What an awful blow was impending! She never could have suspected it, but there, in that boat, sat her future stepmother in cap and apron! — his own future stepmother-in-law!

And in the misery of that moments realization John Chillingham Yates showed the material of which he was constructed.

Dear, he said gently.

Do you mean me? asked Drusilla, looking up in frank surprise.

And at the same time she saw on his face a look which she had never before encountered there. It was the shadow of trouble; and it drew her to her feet instinctively.

What is it, Jack? she asked.

She had never before called him anything but Mr. Yates.

What is it? she repeated, turning away beside him along the leafy path; and with every word another year seemed, somehow, to be added to her youth. Has anything happened, Jack? Are you unhappy — or ill?

He did not speak; she walked beside him, regarding him with wistful eyes.

So there was more of love than happiness, after all; she began to half understand it in a vague way as she watched his somber face. There certainly was more of love than a mere lazy happiness; there was solicitude and warm concern, and desire to comfort, to protect.

Jack, she said tremulously.

He turned and took her unresisting hands. A quick thrill shot through her. Yes, there was more to love than she had expected.

Are you unhappy? she asked. Tell me. I cant bear to see you this way. I — I never did — before.

Will you love me; Drusilla?

Yes — yes, I will, Jack.

Dearly?

I do — dearly. The first blush that ever tinted her cheek spread and deepened.

Will you marry me, Drusilla?

Yes.... You frighten me.

She trembled, suddenly, in his arms. Surely there were more things to love than she had dreamed of in her philosophy. She looked up as he bent nearer, understanding that she was to be kissed, awaiting the event which suddenly loomed up freighted with terrific significance.

There was a silence, a sob.

Jack — darling — I — I love you so!

Flavilla was sketching on her camp-stool when they returned.

Im horridly hungry, she said. Its luncheon time, isnt it? And, by the way, its all right about that maid. She was on her way to serve in the tea pavilion at Mrs. Magnelius Grandcourts bazaar, and her runabout broke down and nearly blew up.

What on earth are you talking about? exclaimed Drusilla.

Im talking about Mrs. Magnelius Grandcourts younger sister from Philadelphia, who looks perfectly sweet as a ladys maid. Tea, she added, is to be a dollar a cup, and three if you take sugar. And, she continued, if you and I are to sell flowers there this afternoon wed better go home and dress.... What are you smiling at, Mr. Yates?

Drusilla naturally supposed she could answer that question.

Dearest little sister, she said shyly and tenderly, we have something very wonderful to tell you.

What is it? asked Flavilla.

We — we are — engaged, whispered Drusilla, radiant.

Why, I knew that already! said Flavilla.

Did you? sighed her sister, turning to look at her tall, young lover. I didnt.... Being in love is a much more complicated matter than you and I imagined, Flavilla. Is it not, Jack?
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XVI

FLAVILLA
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CONTAINING A PARABLE Told with Such Metaphorical Skill that the Author Is Totally Unable to Understand It

The Green Mouse now dominated the country; the entire United States was occupied in getting married. In the great main office on Madison Avenue, and in a thousand branch offices all over the Union, Destyn-Carr machines were working furiously; a love-mad nation was illuminated by their sparks.

Marriage-license bureaus had been almost put out of business by the sudden matrimonial rush; clergymen became exhausted, wedding bells in the churches were worn thin, California and Florida reported no orange crops, as all the blossoms had been required for brides; there was a shortage of solitaires, traveling clocks, asparagus tongs; and the corner in rice perpetrated by some conscienceless captain of industry produced a panic equaled only by a more terrible coup in slightly worn shoes.

All America was rushing to get married; from Seattle to Key West the railroads were blocked with bridal parties; a vast hum of merrymaking resounded from the Golden Gate to Governors Island, from Niagara to the Gulf of Mexico. In New York City the din was persistent; all day long church bells pealed, all day long the rattle of smart carriages and hired hacks echoed over the asphalt. A reporter of the Tribune stood on top of the New York Life tower for an entire week, devouring cold-slaw sandwiches and Marie Corelli, and during that period, as his affidavit runs, never for one consecutive second were his ample ears free from the near or distant strains of the Wedding March.

And over all, in approving benediction, brooded the wide smile of the greatest of statesmen and the great smile of the widest of statesmen — these two, metaphorically, hand in hand, floated high above their people, scattering encouraging blessings on every bride.

A tremendous rise in values set in; the newly married required homes; architects were rushed to death; builders, real-estate operators, brokers, could not handle the business hurled at them by impatient bridegrooms.

Then, seizing time by the fetlock, some indescribable monster secured the next ten years output of go-carts. The sins of Standard Oil were forgotten in the menace of such a national catastrophe; mothers meetings were held; the excitement became stupendous; a hundred thousand brides invaded the Attorney-Generals office, but all he could think of to say was: Thirty centuries look down upon you!

These vague sentiments perplexed the country. People understood that the Government meant well, but they also realized that the time was not far off when millions of go-carts would be required in the United States. And they no longer hesitated.

All over the Union fairs and bazaars were held to collect funds for a great national factory to turn out carts. Alarmed, the Trust tried to unload; militant womanhood, thoroughly aroused, scorned compromise. In every city, town, and hamlet of the nation entertainments were given, money collected for the great popular go-cart factory.

The affair planned for Oyster Bay was to be particularly brilliant — a water carnival at Center Island with tableaux, fireworks, and illuminations of all sorts.

Reassured by the magnificent attitude of Americas womanhood, business discounted the collapse of the go-cart trust and began to recover from the check very quickly. Stocks advanced, fluctuated, and suddenly whizzed upward like skyrockets; and the long-expected wave of prosperity inundated the country. On the crest of it rode Cupid, bow and arrows discarded, holding aloft in his right hand a Destyn-Carr machine.

For the old order of things had passed away; the old-fashioned doubts and fears of courtship were now practically superfluous.

Anybody on earth could now buy a ticket and be perfectly certain that whoever he or she might chance to marry would be the right one — the one intended by destiny.

Yet, strange as it may appear, there still remained, here and there, a few young people in the United States who had no desire to be safely provided for by a Destyn-Carr machine.

Whether there was in them some sporting instinct, making hazard attractive, or, perhaps, a conviction that Fate is kind, need not be discussed. The fact remains that there were a very few youthful and marriageable folk who had no desire to know beforehand what their fate might be.

One of these unregenerate reactionists was Flavilla. To see her entire family married by machinery was enough for her; to witness such consummate and collective happiness became slightly cloying. Perfection can be overdone; a rift in a lute relieves melodious monotony, and when discords cease to amuse, one can always have the instrument mended or buy a banjo.

What I desire, she said, ignoring the remonstrances of the family, is a chance to make mistakes. Three or four nice men have thought they were in love with me, and I wouldnt take anything for the — experience. Or, she added innocently, for the chances that some day three or four more agreeable young men may think they are in love with me. One learns by making mistakes — very pleasantly.

Her family sat in an affectionately earnest row and adjured her — four married sisters, four blissful brothers-in-law, her attractive stepmother, her father. She shook her pretty head and continued sewing on the costume she was to wear at the Oyster Bay Venetian Fête and Go-cart Fair.

No, she said, threading her needle and deftly sewing a shining, silvery scale onto the mermaids dress lying across her knees, Ill take my chances with men. Its better fun to love a man not intended for me, and make him love me, and live happily and defiantly ever after, than to have a horrid old machine settle you for life.

But you are wasting time, dear, explained her stepmother gently.

Oh, no, Im not. Ive been engaged three times and Ive enjoyed it immensely. That isnt wasting time, is it? And its such fun! He thinks hes in love and you think youre in love, and you have such an agreeable time together until you find out that youre spoons on somebody else. And then you find out youre mistaken and you say you always want him for a friend, and you presently begin all over again with a perfectly new man — —

Flavilla!

Yes, Pa-pah.

Are you utterly demoralized!

Demoralized? Why? Everybody behaved as I do before you and William invented your horrid machine. Everybody in the world married at hazard, after being engaged to various interesting young men. And Im not demoralized; Im only old-fashioned enough to take chances. Please let me.

The family regarded her sadly. In their amalgamated happiness they deplored her reluctance to enter where perfect bliss was guaranteed.

Her choice of rôle and costume for the Seawanhaka Club water tableaux they also disapproved of; for she had chosen to represent a character now superfluous and out of date — the Lorelei who lured Teutonic yachtsmen to destruction with her singing some centuries ago. And that, in these times, was ridiculous, because, fortified by a visit to the nearest Destyn-Carr machine, no weak-minded young sailorman would care what a Lorelei might do; and she could sing her pretty head off and comb herself bald before any Destyn-Carr inoculated mariner would be lured overboard.

But Flavilla obstinately insisted on her scaled and fish-tailed costume. When her turn came, a spot-light on the clubhouse was to illuminate the float and reveal her, combing her golden hair with a golden comb and singing away like the Musical Arts.

And, she thought secretly, if there remains upon this machine-made earth one young man worth my kind consideration, it wouldnt surprise me very much if he took a header off the Yacht Club wharf and requested me to be his. And Id be very likely to listen to his suggestion.

So in secret hopes of this pleasing episode — but not giving any such reason to her protesting family — she vigorously resisted all attempts to deprive her of her fish scales, golden comb, and rôle in the coming water fête. And now the programmes were printed and it was too late for them to intervene.

She rose, holding out the glittering, finny garment, which flashed like a collapsed fish in the sunshine.

Its finished, she said. Now Im going off somewhere by myself to rehearse.

In the water? asked her father uneasily.

Certainly.

As Flavilla was a superb swimmer nobody could object. Later, a maid went down to the landing, stowed away luncheon, water-bottles and costume in the canoe. Later, Flavilla herself came down to the waters edge, hatless, sleeves rolled up, balancing a paddle across her shoulders.

As the paddle flashed and the canoe danced away over the sparkling waters of Oyster Bay, Flavilla hummed the threadbare German song which she was to sing in her rôle of Lorelei, and headed toward Northport.

The thing to do, she thought to herself, is to find some nice, little, wooded inlet where I can safely change my costume and rehearse. I must know whether I can swim in this thing — and whether I can sing while swimming about. It would be more effective, I think, than merely sitting on the float, and singing and combing my hair through all those verses.

The canoe danced across the water, the paddle glittered, dipped, swept astern, and flashed again. Flavilla was very, very happy for no particular reason, which is the best sort of happiness on earth.

There is a sandy neck of land which obstructs direct navigation between the sacred waters of Oyster Bay and the profane floods which wash the gravelly shores of Northport.

Ill make a carry, thought Flavilla, beaching her canoe. Then, looking around her at the lonely stretch of sand flanked by woods, she realized at once that she need seek no farther for seclusion.

First of all, she dragged the canoe into the woods, then rapidly undressed and drew on the mermaids scaly suit, which fitted her to the throat as beautifully as her own skin.

It was rather difficult for her to navigate on land, as her legs were incased in a fishs tail, but, seizing her comb and mirror, she managed to wriggle down to the waters edge.

A few sun-warmed rocks jutted up some little distance from shore; with a final and vigorous wriggle Flavilla launched herself and struck out for the rocks, holding comb and mirror in either hand.

Fishtail and accessories impeded her, but she was the sort of swimmer who took no account of such trifles; and after a while she drew herself up from the sea, and, breathless, glittering, iridescent, flopped down upon a flat rock in the sunshine. From which she took a careful survey of the surroundings.

Certainly nobody could see her here. Nobody would interrupt her either, because the route of navigation lay far outside, to the north. All around were woods; the place was almost landlocked, save where, far away through the estuary, a blue and hazy horizon glimmered in the general direction of New England.

So, when she had recovered sufficient breath she let down the flashing, golden-brown hair, sat up on the rock, lifted her pretty nose skyward, and poured forth melody.

As she sang the tiresome old Teutonic ballad she combed away vigorously, and every now and then surveyed her features in the mirror.

Ich weiss nicht was soll es bedeuten
Dass ich so traurig bin —— 

she sang happily, studying her gestures with care and cheerfully flopping her tail.

She had a very lovely voice which had been expensively cultivated. One or two small birds listened attentively for a while, then started in to help her out.

On the veranda of his bungalow, not very far from Northport, stood a young man of pleasing aspect, knickerbockers, and unusually symmetrical legs. His hands reposed in his pockets, his eyes behind their eyeglasses were fixed dreamily upon the skies. Somebody over beyond that screen of woods was singing very beautifully, and he liked it — at first.

However, when the unseen singer had been singing the Lorelei for an hour, steadily, without intermission, an expression of surprise gradually developed into uneasy astonishment upon his clean-cut and unusually attractive features.

That girl, whoever she is, can sing, all right, he reflected, but why on earth does she dope out the same old thing?

He looked at the strip of woods, but could see nothing of the singer. He listened; she continued to sing the Lorelei.

It cant be a phonograph, he reasoned. No sane person could endure an hour of that fool song. No sane person would sing it for an hour, either.

Disturbed, he picked up the marine glasses, slung them over his shoulder, walked up on the hill back of the bungalow, selected a promising tree, and climbed it.

Astride a lofty limb the lord of Northport gazed earnestly across the fringe of woods. Something sparkled out there, something moved, glittering on a half-submerged rock. He adjusted the marine glasses and squinted through them.

Great James! he faltered, dropping them; and almost followed the glasses to destruction on the ground below.

How he managed to get safely to earth he never knew. Either Im crazy, he shouted aloud, or theres a — a mermaid out there, and Im going to find out before they chase me to the funny house!

There was a fat tub of a boat at his landing; he reached the shore in a series of long, distracted leaps, sprang aboard, cast off, thrust both oars deep into the water, and fairly hurled the boat forward, so that it alternately skipped, wallowed, scuttered, and scrambled, like a hen overboard.

This is terrible, he groaned. If I didnt see what I think I saw, Ill eat my hat; if I did see what Im sure I saw, Im madder than the hatter who made it!

Nearer and nearer, heard by him distinctly above the frantic splashing of his oars, her Lorelei song sounded perilously sweet and clear.

Oh, bunch! he moaned; its horribly like the real thing; and here I come headlong, as they do in the story books — —

He caught a crab that landed him in a graceful parabola in the bow, where he lay biting at the air to recover his breath. Then his boats nose plowed into the sandy neck of land; he clambered to his feet, jumped out, and ran headlong into the belt of trees which screened the singer. Speed and gait recalled the effortless grace of the kangaroo; when he encountered logs and gullies he rose grandly, sailing into space, landing with a series of soft bounces, which presently brought him to the other side of the woods.

And there, what he beheld, what he heard, almost paralyzed him. Weak- kneed, he passed a trembling hand over his incredulous eyes; with the courage of despair, he feebly pinched himself. Then for sixty sickening seconds he closed his eyes and pressed both hands over his ears. But when he took his hands away and opened his terrified eyes, the exquisitely seductive melody, wind blown from the water, thrilled him in every fiber; his wild gaze fell upon a distant, glittering shape — white-armed, golden- haired, fish-tailed, slender body glittering with silvery scales.

The low rippling wash of the tide across the pebbly shore was in his ears; the salt wind was in his throat. He saw the sun flash on golden comb and mirror, as her snowy fingers caressed the splendid masses of her hair; her song stole sweetly seaward as the wind veered.

A terrible calm descended upon him.

This is interesting, he said aloud.

A sickening wave of terror swept him, but he straightened up, squaring his shoulders.

I may as well face the fact, he said, that I, Henry Kingsbury, of Pebble Point, Northport, L.I., and recently in my right mind, am now, this very moment, looking at a — a mermaid in Long Island Sound!

He shuddered; but he was sheer pluck all through. Teeth might chatter, knees smite together, marrow turn cold; nothing on earth or Long Island could entirely stampede Henry Kingsbury, of Pebble Point.

His clutch on his self-control in any real crisis never slipped; his mental steering-gear never gave way. Again his pallid lips moved in speech:

The — thing — to — do, he said very slowly and deliberately, is to swim out and — and touch it. If it dissolves into nothing Ill probably feel better — —

He began to remove coat, collar, and shoes, forcing himself to talk calmly all the while.

The thing to do, he went on dully, is to swim over there and get a look at it. Of course, it isnt really there. As for drowning — it really doesnt matter.... In the midst of life we are in Long Island.... And, if it is there — I c-c-can c-capture it for the B-B-Bronx — —

Reason tottered; it revived, however, as he plunged into the s. w.[*] of Oyster Bay and struck out, silent as a sea otter for the shimmering shape on the ruddy rocks.

* Sparkling Waters or Sacred Waters.

Flavilla was rehearsing with all her might; her white throat swelled with the music she poured forth to the sky and sea; her pretty fingers played with the folds of burnished hair; her gilded hand-mirror flashed, she gently beat time with her tail.

So thoroughly, so earnestly, did she enter into the spirit of the siren she was representing that, at moments, she almost wished some fisherman might come into view — just to see whether hed really go overboard after her.

However, audacious as her vagrant thoughts might be, she was entirely unprepared to see a human head, made sleek by sea water, emerge from the floating weeds almost at her feet.

Goodness, she said faintly, and attempted to rise. But her fish tail fettered her.

Are you real! gasped Kingsbury.

Y-yes.... Are you?

Great James! he half shouted, half sobbed, are you human?

V-very. Are you?

He clutched at the weedy rock and dragged himself up. For a moment he lay breathing fast, water dripping from his soaked clothing. Once he feebly touched the glittering fish tail that lay on the rock beside him. It quivered, but needle and thread had been at work there; he drew a deep breath and closed his eyes.

When he opened them again she was looking about for a likely place to launch herself into the bay; in fact, she had already started to glide toward the water; the scraping of the scales aroused him, and he sat up.

I heard singing, he said dreamily, and I climbed a tree and saw — you! Do you blame me for trying to corroborate a thing like you?

You thought I was a real one?

I thought that I thought I saw a real one.

She looked at him hopefully.

Tell me, did my singing compel you to swim out here?

I dont know what compelled me.

But — you were compelled?

I — it seems so — —

O-h! Flushed, excited, laughing, she clasped her hands under her chin and gazed at him.

To think, she said softly, that you believed me to be a real siren, and that my beauty and my singing actually did lure you to my rock! Isnt it exciting?

He looked at her, then turned red:

Yes, it is, he said.

Hands still clasped together tightly beneath her rounded chin, she surveyed him with intense interest. He was at a disadvantage; the sleek, half-drowned appearance which a man has who emerges from a swim does not exhibit him at his best.

But he had a deeper interest for Flavilla; her melody and loveliness had actually lured him across the water to the peril of her rocks; this human being, this man creature, seemed to be, in a sense, hers.

Please fix your hair, she said, handing him her comb and mirror.

My hair?

Certainly. I want to look at you.

He thought her request rather extraordinary, but he sat up and with the aid of the mirror, scraped away at his wet hair, parting it in the middle and combing it deftly into two gay little Mercury wings. Then, fishing in the soaked pockets of his knickerbockers, he produced a pair of smart pince-nez, which he put on, and then gazed up at her.

Oh! she said, with a quick, indrawn breath, you are attractive!

At that he turned becomingly scarlet.

Leaning on one lovely, bare arm, burnished hair clustering against her cheeks, she continued to survey him in delighted approval which sometimes made him squirm inwardly, sometimes almost intoxicated him.

To think, she murmured, that I lured you out here!

I am thinking about it, he said.

She laid her head on one side, inspecting him with frankest approval.

I wonder, she said, what your name is. I am Flavilla Carr.

Not one of the Carr triplets!

Yes — but, she added quickly, Im not married. Are you?

Oh, no, no, no! he said hastily. Im Henry Kingsbury, of Pebble Point, Northport — —

Master and owner of the beautiful but uncertain Sappho? Oh, tell me, are you the man who has tipped over so many times in Long Island Sound? Because I — I adore a man who has the pluck to continue to capsize every day or two.

Then, he said, you can safely adore me, for I am that yachtsman who has fallen off the Sappho more times than the White Knight fell off his horse.

I — I do adore you! she exclaimed impulsively.

Of course, you d-d-dont mean that, he stammered, striving to smile.

Yes — almost. Tell me, you — I know you are not like other men! You never have had anything to do with a Destyn-Carr machine, have you?

Never!

Neither have I.... And so you are not in love — are you?

No.

Neither am I. Oh, I am so glad that you and I have waited, and not become engaged to somebody by machinery.... I wonder whom you are destined for.

Nobody — by machinery.

She clapped her hands. Neither am I. It is too stupid, isnt it? I dont want to marry the man I ought to marry. Id rather take chances with a man who attracts me and who is attracted by me.... There was, in the old days — before everybody married by machinery — something not altogether unworthy in being a siren, wasnt there?... Its perfectly delightful to think of your seeing me out here on the rocks, and then instantly plunging into the waves and tearing a foaming right of way to what might have been destruction!

Her flushed, excited face between its clustering curls looked straight into his.

It was destruction, he said. His own voice sounded odd to him. Utter destruction to my peace of mind, he said again.

You — dont think that you love me, do you? she asked. That would be too — too perfect a climax.... Do you? she asked curiously.

I — think so.

Do — do you know it? He gazed bravely at her: Yes.

She flung up both arms joyously, then laughed aloud:

Oh, the wonder of it! It is too perfect, too beautiful! You really love me? Do you? Are you sure?

Yes.... Will you try to love me?

Well, you know that sirens dont care for people.... Ive already been engaged two or three times.... I dont mind being engaged to you.

Couldnt you care for me, Flavilla?

Why, yes. I do.... Please dont touch me; Id rather not. Of course, you know, I couldnt really love you so quickly unless Id been subjected to one of those Destyn-Carr machines. You know that, dont you? But, she added frankly, I wouldnt like to have you get away from me. I — I feel like a tender-hearted person in the street who is followed by a lost cat — —

What!

Oh, I didnt mean anything unpleasant — truly I didnt. You know how tenderly one feels when a poor stray cat comes trotting after one — —

He got up, mad all through.

Are you offended? she asked sorrowfully. When I didnt mean anything except that my heart — which is rather impressionable — feels very warmly and tenderly toward the man who swam after me.... Wont you understand, please? Listen, we have been engaged only a minute, and here already is our first quarrel. You can see for yourself what would happen if we ever married.

It wouldnt be machine-made bliss, anyway, he said.

That seemed to interest her; she inspected him earnestly.

Also, he added, I thought you desired to take a sportsmans chances?

I — do.

And I thought you didnt want to marry the man you ought to marry.

That is — true.

Then you certainly ought not to marry me — but, will you?

How can I when I dont — love you.

You dont love me because you ought not to on such brief acquaintance.... But will you love me, Flavilla?

She looked at him in silence, sitting very still, the bright hair veiling her cheeks, the fishs tail curled up against her side.

Will you?

I dont know, she said faintly.

Try.

I — am.

Shall I help you?

Evidently she had gazed at him long enough; her eyes fell; her white fingers picked at the seaweed pods. His arm closed around her; nothing stirred but her heart.

Shall I help you to love me? he breathed.

No — I am — past help. She raised her head.

This is all so — so wrong, she faltered, that I think it must be right.... Do you truly love me?... Dont kiss me if you do.... Now I believe you.... Lift me; I cant walk in this fishs tail.... Now set me afloat, please.

He lifted her, walked to the waters edge, bent and placed her in the sea. In an instant she had darted from his arms out into the waves, flashing, turning like a silvery salmon.

Are you coming? she called back to him.

He did not stir. She swam in a circle and came up beside the rock. After a long, long silence, she lifted up both arms; he bent over. Then, very slowly, she drew him down into the water.



I am quite sure, she said, as they sat together at luncheon on the sandspit which divides Northport Bay from the s.w. of Oyster Bay, that you and I are destined for much trouble when we marry; but I love you so dearly that I dont care.

Neither do I, he said; will you have another sandwich?

And, being young and healthy, she took it, and biting into it, smiled adorably at her lover.
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TO THE CONQUERORS 

WHO WON IMMORTAL VICTORY

Arm yourselves and be Valiant Men, and see that ye rise up in readiness against the Dawn, that ye may do Battle with These that are Assembled against us. . . .

For it is better to die in Battle than live to behold the
Calamities of our own People. . . .

Lord, we took not the Land into Possession by our own Swords; neither was it our own Hands that helped us; but Thy Hand was a Buckler; and Thy right Arm a Shield, and the Light of Thy Countenance hath conquered forever.

AND TO THE VANQUISHED WHO WON IMMORTALITY

We are the fallen, who, with helpless faces
Low in the dust, in stiffening ruin lay,
Felt the hoofs beat, and heard the rattling traces
As oer us drove the chariots of the fray.

We are the fallen, who by ramparts gory,
Awaiting death, heard the far shouts begin,
And with our last glance glimpsed the victors glory
For which we died, but dying might not win.

We were but men. Always our eyes were holden,
We could not read the dark that walled us round,
Nor deem our futile plans with Thine enfolden — 
We fought, not knowing God was on the ground.

Aye, grant our ears to bear the foolish praising
Of men — old voices of our lost home-land,
Or else, the gateways of this dim world, raising,
Give us our swords again, and hold Thy hand.

W. H. WOODS.


PREFACE
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AMONG THE FIFTY-EIGHT regiments of Zouaves and the seven regiments of Lancers enlisted in the service of the United States between 1861 and 1865 it will be useless for the reader to look for any record of the 3d Zouaves or of the 8th Lancers. The red breeches and red fezzes of the Zouaves clothed many a dead man on Southern battle-fields; the scarlet swallow-tailed pennon of the Lancers fluttered from many a lance-tip beyond the Potomac; the histories of these sixty-five regiments are known. But no history of the 3d Zouaves or of the 8th Lancers has ever been written save in this narrative; and historians and veterans would seek in vain for any records of these two regiments — regiments which might have been, but never were.

AILSA PAIGE


CHAPTER I
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THE BUTLER MADE an instinctive movement to detain him, but he flung him aside and entered the drawing-room, the servant recovering his equilibrium and following on a run. Light from great crystal chandeliers dazzled him for a moment; the butler again confronted him but hesitated under the wicked glare from his eyes. Then through the brilliant vista, the young fellow caught a glimpse of a dining-room, a table where silver and crystal glimmered, and a great gray man just lowering a glass of wine from his lips to gaze at him with quiet curiosity.

The next moment he traversed the carpeted interval between them and halted at the tables damask edge, gazing intently across at the solitary diner, who sat leaning back in an arm-chair, heavy right hand still resting on the stem of a claret glass, a cigar suspended between the fingers of his left hand.

Are you Colonel Arran?

I am, replied the man at the table coolly. Who the devil are you?

By God, replied the other with an insolent laugh, thats what I came here to find out!

The man at the table laid both hands on the edge of the cloth and partly rose from his chair, then fell back solidly, in silence, but his intent gaze never left the others bloodless face.

Send away your servants, Colonel Arran! said the young man in a voice now labouring under restraint. Well settle this matter now.

The other made as though to speak twice; then, with an effort, he motioned to the butler.

What he meant by the gesture perhaps he himself scarcely realised at the moment.

The butler instantly signalled to Pim, the servant behind Colonel Arrans chair, and started forward with a furtive glance at his master; and the young man turned disdainfully to confront him.

Will you retire peaceably, sir?

No, but you will retire permanently if you touch me. Be very careful.

Colonel Arran leaned forward, hands still gripping the tables edge:

Larraway!

Sir?

You may go.

The small gray eyes in the pock-pitted face stole toward young
Berkley, then were cautiously lowered.

Very well, sir, he said.

Close the drawing-room doors. No — this way. Go out through the pantry. And take Pim with you.

Very well, sir.

And, Larraway!

Sir?

When I want you Ill ring. Until then I dont want anybody or anything. Is that understood?

Yes, sir.

That is all.

Thank you, sir.

The great mahogany folding doors slid smoothly together, closing out the brilliant drawing-room; the door of the butlers pantry clicked.

Colonel Arran slowly wheeled in his place and surveyed his unbidden guest:

Well, sir, he said, continue.

I havent yet begun.

You are mistaken, Berkley; you have made a very significant beginning. I was told that you are this kind of a young man.

I am this kind of a young man. What else have you been told?

Colonel Arran inspected him through partly closed and heavy eyes; I am further informed, he said, that at twenty-four you have already managed to attain bankruptcy.

Perfectly correct. What other items have you collected concerning me?

You can retrace your own peregrinations if you care to. I believe they follow a vicious circle bisecting the semi-fashionable world, and the — other. Shall we say that the expression, unenviable notoriety, summarises the reputation you have acquired?

Exactly, he said; both kinds of vice, Colonel Arran — respectable and disreputable.

Oh! And am I correct in concluding that, at this hour, you stand there a financially ruined man — at twenty-four years of age — —

I do stand here; but Im going to sit down.

He did so, dropped both elbows on the cloth, and balancing his chin on the knuckles of his clasped hands, examined the older man with insolent, unchanging gaze.

Go on, he said coolly, what else do you conclude me to be?

What else is there to say to you, Berkley? You have evidently seen my attorneys.

I have; the fat shyster and the bow-legged one. He reached over, poured himself a glass of brandy from a decanter, then, with an unpleasant laugh, set it aside untasted.

I beg your pardon. Ive had a hard day of it. Im not myself, he said with an insolent shrug of excuse. At eleven oclock this morning Illinois Central had fallen three more points, and I had no further interest in the market. Then one of your brokers— He leaned farther forward on the table and stared brightly at the older man, showing an edge of even teeth, under the receding upper lip:

How long have your people been watching me?

Long enough to give me what information I required.

Then you really have had me watched?

I have chosen to keep in touch with your — career, Berkley.

Berkleys upper lip again twitched unpleasantly; but, when at length he spoke, he spoke more calmly than before and his mobile features were in pallid repose.

One of your brokers — Cone — stopped me. I was too confused to understand what he wanted of me. I went with him to your attorneys— Like lightning the snarl twitched his mouth again; he made as though to rise, and controlled himself in the act.

Where are the originals of those letters? he managed to say at last.

In this house.

Am I to have them?

I think so.

So do I, said the young man with a ghastly smile. Im quite sure of it.

Colonel Arran regarded him in surprise.

There is no occasion for violence in this house, Berkley.

Where are the letters?

Have you any doubts concerning what my attorneys have told you?
The originals are at your immediate disposal if you wish.

Then Berkley struck the table fiercely, and stood up, as claret splashed and trembling crystal rang.

Thats all I want of you! he said. Do you understand what youve done? Youve killed the last shred of self-respect in me! Do you think Id take anything at your hands? I never cared for anybody in the world except my mother. If what your lawyers tell me is true— His voice choked; he stood swaying a moment, face covered by his hands,

Berkley!

The young mans hands fell; he faced the other, who had risen to his heavy six-foot height, confronting him across the table.

Berkley, whatever claim you have on me — and Im ignoring the chance that you have none — —

By God, I tell you I have none! I want none! What you have done to her you have done to me! What you and your conscience and your cruelty and your attorneys did to her twenty-four years ago, you have done this day to me! As surely as you outlawed her, so have you outlawed me to-day. That is what I now am, an outlaw!

It was insulted civilisation that punished, not I, Berkley — —

It was you! You took your shrinking pound of flesh. I know your sort. Hell is full of them singing psalms!

Colonel Arran sat silently stern a moment. Then the congested muscles, habituated to control, relaxed again. He said, under perfect self-command:

Youd better know the truth. It is too late now to discuss whose fault it was that the trouble arose between your mother and me. We lived together only a few weeks. She was in love with her cousin; she didnt realise it until shed married me. I have nothing more to say on that score; she tried to be faithful, I believe she was; but he was a scoundrel. And she ended by thinking me one.

Even before I married her I was made painfully aware that our dispositions and temperaments were not entirely compatible. I think, he added grimly, that in the letters read to you this afternoon she used the expression, ice and fire, in referring to herself and me.

Berkley only looked at him.

There is now nothing to be gained in reviewing that unhappy affair, continued the other. Your mothers family are headlong, impulsive, fiery, unstable, emotional. There was a last shameful and degrading scene. I offered her a separation; but she was unwisely persuaded to sue for divorce.

Colonel Arran bent his head and touched his long gray moustache with bony fingers.

The proceeding was farcical; the decree a fraud. I warned her; but she snapped her fingers at me and married her cousin the next day. . . . And then I did my duty by civilisation.

Still Berkley never stirred. The older man looked down at the wine-soiled cloth, traced the outline of the crimson stain with unsteady finger. Then, lifting his head:

I had that infamous decree set aside, he said grimly. It was a matter of duty and of conscience, and I did it without remorse. . . . They were on what they supposed to be a wedding trip. But I had warned her. He shrugged his massive shoulders. If they were not over-particular they were probably happy. Then he broke his neck hunting — before you were born.

Was he my father?

I am taking the chance that he was not.

You had reason to believe — —

I thought so. But — your mother remained silent. And her answer to my letters was to have you christened under the name you bear to-day, Philip Ormond Berkley. And then, to force matters, I made her status clear to her. Maybe — I dont know — but my punishment of her may have driven her to a hatred of me — a desperation that accepted everything — even you!

Berkley lifted a countenance from which every vestige of colour had fled.

Why did you tell me this?

Because I believe that there is every chance — that you may be legally entitled to my name. Since I have known who you are, I — I have had you watched. I have hesitated — a long while. My brokers have watched you for a year, now; my attorneys for much longer. To-day you stand in need of me, if ever you have stood in need of anybody. I take the chance that you have that claim on me; I offer to receive you, provide for you. That is all, Berkley. Now you know everything.

Who else — knows?

Knows what?

Knows what you did to my mother?

Some people among the families immediately concerned, replied
Colonel Arran coolly.

Who are they?

Your mothers relatives, the Paiges, the Berkleys — my family, the
Arrans, the Lents — —

What Lents? interrupted the young man looking up sharply.

They live in Brooklyn. Theres a brother and a sister, orphans; and an uncle. Captain Josiah Lent.

Oh. . . . Who else?

A Mrs. Craig who lives in Brooklyn. She was Celia Paige, your mothers maid of honour.

Who else?

A sister-in-law of Mrs. Craig, formerly my ward. She is now a widow, a Mrs. Paige, living on London Terrace. She, however, has no knowledge of the matter in question; nor have the Lents, nor any one in the Craig family except Mrs. Craig.

Who else?

Nobody.

I see. . . . And, as I understand it, you are now stepping forward to offer me — on the chance of — of — —

I offer you a place in this house as my son. I offer to deal with you as a father — accepting that belief and every responsibility, and every duty, and every sacrifice that such a belief entails,

For a long time the young fellow stood there without stirring, pallid, his dark, expressionless eyes, fixed on space. And after a while he spoke.

Colonel Arran, I had rather than all the happiness on earth, that you had left me the memory of my mother. You have chosen not to do so. And now, do you think I am likely to exchange what she and I really are, for anything more respectable that you believe you can offer?

How, under God, you could have punished her as you did — how you could have reconciled your conscience to the invocation of a brutal law which rehabilitated you at the expense of the woman who had been your wife — how you could have done this in the name of duty and of conscience, I can not comprehend.

I do not believe that one drop of your blood runs in my veins.

He bent forward, laying his hands flat on the cloth, then gripping it fiercely in clenched fists:

All I want of you is what was my mothers. I bear the name she gave me; it pleased her to bestow it; it is good enough for me to wear. If it be hers only, or if it was also my fathers, I do not know; but that name, legitimate or otherwise, is not for exchange! I will keep it, Colonel Arran. I am what I am.

He hesitated, rigid, clenching and unclenching his hands — then drew a deep, agonised breath:

I suppose you have meant to be just to me, I wish you might have dealt more mercifully with my mother. As for what you have done to me — well — if she was illegally my mother, I had rather be her illegitimate son than the son of any woman who ever lived within the law. Now may I have her letters?

Is that your decision, Berkley?

It is. I want only her letters from you — and any little keepsakes — relics — if there be any — —

I offer to recognise you as my son.

I decline — believing that you mean to be just — and perhaps kind — God knows what you do mean by disinterring the dead for a son to look back upon — —

Could I have offered you what I offer, otherwise?

Man! Man! You have nothing to offer me! Your silence was the only kindness you could have done me! You have killed something in me. I dont know what, yet — but I think it was the best part of me.

Berkley, do you suppose that I have entered upon this matter lightly?

Berkley laughed, showing his teeth. No. It was your damned conscience; and I suppose you couldnt strangle it. I am sorry you couldnt. Sometimes a strangled conscience makes men kinder.

Colonel Arran rang. A dark flush had overspread his forehead; he turned to the butler.

Bring me the despatch box which stands on: my study table.

Berkley, hands behind his back, was pacing the dining-room carpet.

Would you accept a glass of wine? asked Colonel Arran in a low voice.

Berkley wheeled on him with a terrible smile.

Shall a man drink wine with the slayer of souls? Then, pallid face horribly distorted, he stretched out a shaking arm. Not that you ever could succeed in getting near enough to murder hers! But youve killed mine. I know now what died in me. It was that! . . . And I know now, as I stand here excommunicated by you from all who have been born within the law, that there is not left alive in me one ideal, one noble impulse, one spiritual conviction. I am what your righteousness has made me — a man without hope; a man with nothing alive in him except the physical brute. . . . Better not arouse that.

You do not know what you are saying, Berkley — Colonel Arran choked; turned gray; then a spasm twitched his features and he grasped the arms of his chair, staring at Berkley with burning eyes.

Neither spoke again until Larraway entered, carrying an inlaid box.

Thank you, Larraway. You need not wait.

Thank you, sir.

When they were again alone Colonel Arran unlocked and opened the box, and, behind the raised lid, remained invisibly busy for some little time, apparently sorting and re-sorting the hidden contents. He was so very long about it that Berkley stirred at last in his chair; and at the same moment the older man seemed to arrive at an abrupt decision, for he closed the lid and laid two packages on the cloth between them.

Are these mine? asked Berkley.

They are mine, corrected the other quietly, but I choose to yield them to you.

Thank you, said Berkley. There was a hint of ferocity in his voice. He took the letters, turned around to look for his hat, found it, and straightened up with a long, deep intake of breath.

I think there is nothing more to be said between us, Colonel
Arran?

That lies with you.

Berkley passed a steady hand across his eyes. Then, sir, there remain the ceremonies of my leave taking— he stepped closer, level-eyed— and my very bitter hatred.

There was a pause. Colonel Arran waited a moment, then struck the bell:

Larraway, Mr. Berkley has decided to go.

Yes, sir.

You will accompany Mr. Berkley to the door.

Yes, sir.

And hand to Mr. Berkley the outer key of this house.

Yes, sir.

And in case Mr. Berkley ever again desires to enter this house, he is to be admitted, and his orders are to be obeyed by every servant in it.

Yes, sir.

Colonel Arran rose trembling. He and Berkley looked at each other; then both bowed; and the butler ushered out the younger man.

Pardon — the latch-key, sir.

Berkley took it, examined it, handed it back.

Return it to Colonel Arran with Mr. Berkleys undying — compliments, he said, and went blindly out into the April night, but his senses were swimming as though he were drunk.

Behind him the door of the house of Arran clanged.

Larraway stood stealthily peering through the side-lights; then tiptoed toward the hallway and entered the dining-room with velvet tread.

Port or brandy, sir? he whispered at Colonel Arrans elbow.

The Colonel shook his head.

Nothing more. Take that box to my study.

Later, seated at his study table before the open box, he heard Larraway knock; and he quietly laid away the miniature of Berkleys mother which had been lying in his steady palm for hours.

Well?

Pardon. Mr. Berkleys key, with Mr. Berkleys compliments, sir.
And he laid it upon the table by the box.

Thank you. That will be all.

Thank you, sir. Good night, sir.

Good night.

The Colonel picked up the evening paper and opened it mechanically:

By telegraph! he read, War inevitable. Postscript! Fort Sumter! It is now certain that the Government has decided to reinforce Major Andersens command at all hazards — —

The lines in the Evening Post blurred under his eyes; he passed one broad, bony hand across them, straightened his shoulders, and, setting the unlighted cigar firmly between his teeth, composed himself to read. But after a few minutes he had read enough. He dropped deeper into his arm-chair, groping for the miniature of Berkleys mother.

As for Berkley, he was at last alone with his letters and his keepsakes, in the lodgings which he inhabited — and now would inhabit no more. The letters lay still unopened before him on his writing table; he stood looking at the miniatures and photographs, all portraits of his mother, from girlhood onward.

One by one he took them up, examined them — touched them to his lips, laid each away. The letters he also laid away unopened; he could not bear to read them now.

The French clock in his bedroom struck eight. He closed and locked his desk, stood looking at it blankly for a moment; then he squared his shoulders. An envelope lay open on the desk beside him.

Oh — yes, he said aloud, but scarcely heard his own voice.

The envelope enclosed an invitation from one, Camilla Lent, to a theatre party for that evening, and a dance afterward.

He had a vague idea that he had accepted.

The play was The Seven Sisters at Laura, Keenes Theatre. The dance was somewhere — probably at Delmonicos. If he were going, it was time he was afoot.

His eyes wandered from one familiar object to another; he moved restlessly, and began to roam through the richly furnished rooms. But to Berkley nothing in the world seemed familiar any longer; and the strangeness of it, and the solitude were stupefying him.

When he became tired trying to think, he made the tour again in a stupid sort of way, then rang for his servant, Burgess, and started mechanically about his dressing.

Nothing any longer seemed real, not even pain.

He rang for Burgess again, but the fellow did not appear. So he dressed without aid. And at last he was ready; and went out, drunk with fatigue and the reaction from pain.

He did not afterward remember how he came to the theatre. Presently he found himself in a lower tier box, talking to a Mrs. Paige who, curiously, miraculously, resembled the girlish portraits of his mother — or he imagined so — until he noticed that her hair was yellow and her eyes blue. And he laughed crazily to himself, inwardly convulsed; and then his own voice sounded again, low, humorous, caressingly modulated; and he listened to it, amused that he was able to speak at all.

And so you are the wonderful Ailsa Paige, he heard himself repeating. Camilla wrote me that I must beware of my peace of mind the moment I first set eyes on you — —

Camilla Lent is supremely silly, Mr. Berkley — —

Camilla is a sibyl. This night my peace of mind departed for ever.

May I offer you a little of mine?

I may ask more than that of you?

You mean a dance?

More than one.

How many?

All of them. How many will you give me?

One. Please look at the stage. Isnt Laura Keene bewitching?

Your voice is.

Such nonsense. Besides, Id rather hear what Laura Keene is saying than listen to you.

Do you mean it?

Incredible as it may sound, Mr. Berkley, I really do.

He dropped back in the box. Camilla laid her painted fan across his arm.

Isnt Ailsa Paige the most enchanting creature you ever saw? I told you so! Isnt she?

Except one. I was looking at some pictures of her a half an hour ago.

She must be very beautiful, sighed Camilla.

She was.

Oh. . . . Is she dead?

Murdered.

Camilla looked at the stage in horrified silence. Later she touched him again on the arm, timidly.

Are you not well, Mr. Berkley?

Perfectly. Why?

You are so pale. Do look at Ailsa Paige. I am completely enamoured of her. Did you ever see such a lovely creature in all your life? And she is very young but very wise. She knows useful and charitable things — like nursing the sick, and dressing injuries, and her own hats. And she actually served a whole year in the horrible city hospital! Wasnt it brave of her!

Berkley swayed forward to look at Ailsa Paige. He began to be tormented again by the feverish idea that she resembled the girl pictures of his mother. Nor could he rid himself of the fantastic impression. In the growing unreality of it all, in the distorted outlines of a world gone topsy-turvy, amid the deadly blurr of things material and mental, Ailsa Paiges face alone remained strangely clear. And, scarcely knowing what he was saying, he leaned forward to her shoulder again.

There was only one other like you, he said. Mrs. Paige turned slowly and looked at him, but the quiet rebuke in her eyes remained unuttered.

Be more genuine with me, she said gently. I am worth it, Mr.
Berkley.

Then, suddenly there seemed to run a pale flash through his brain,

Yes, he said in an altered voice, you are worth it. . . . Dont drive me away from you just yet.

Drive you away? in soft concern. I did not mean — —

You will, some day. But dont do it to-night. Then the quick, feverish smile broke out.

Do you need a servant? Im out of a place. I can either cook, clean silver, open the door, wash sidewalks, or wait on the table; so you see I have every qualification.

Smilingly perplexed, she let her eyes rest on his pallid face for a moment, then turned toward the stage again.

The Seven Sisters pursued its spectacular course; Ione Burke, Polly Marshall, and Mrs. Vining were in the cast; tableau succeeded tableau; I wish I were in Dixie, was sung, and the popular burlesque ended in the celebrated scene, The Birth of the Butterfly in the Bower of Ferns, with the entire company kissing their finger-tips to a vociferous and satiated audience.

Then it was supper at Delmonicos, and a dance — and at last the waltz promised him by Ailsa Paige.

Through the fixed unreality of things he saw her clearly, standing, awaiting him, saw her sensitive face as she quietly laid her hand on his — saw it suddenly alter as the light contact startled both.

Flushed, she looked up at him like a hurt child, conscious yet only of the surprise.

Dazed, he stared back. Neither spoke; his arm encircled her; both seemed aware of that; then only of the swaying rhythm of the dance, and of joined hands, and her waist imprisoned. Only the fragrance of her hair seemed real to him; and the long lashes resting on curved cheeks, and the youth of her yielding to his embrace.

Neither spoke when it had ended. She turned aside and stood motionless a moment, resting against the stair rail as though to steady herself. Her small head was lowered.

He managed to say: You will give me the next?

No.

Then the next — —

No, she said, not moving.

A young fellow came up eagerly, cocksure of her, but she shook her head — and shook her head to all — and Berkley remained standing beside her. And at last her reluctant head turned slowly, and, slowly, her gaze searched his.

Shall we rest? he said.

Yes. I am — tired.

Her dainty avalanche of skirts filled the stairs as she settled there in silence; he at her feet, turned sideways so that he could look up into the brooding, absent eyes.

And over them again — over the small space just then allotted them in the world — was settling once more the intangible, indefinable spell awakened by their first light contact. Through its silence hurried their pulses; through its significance her dazed young eyes looked out into a haze where nothing stirred except a phantom heart, beating, beating the reveille. And the spell lay heavy on them both.

I shall bear your image always. You know it.

She seemed scarcely to have heard him.

There is no reason in what I say. I know it. Yet — I am destined never to forget you.

She made no sign.

Ailsa Paige, he said mechanically.

And after a long while, slowly, she looked down at him where he sat at her feet, his dark eyes fixed on space.


CHAPTER II
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ALL THE MORNING she had been busy in the Craigs backyard garden, clipping, training, loosening the earth around lilac, honeysuckle, and Rose of Sharon. The little German florist on the corner had sent in two loads of richly fertilised soil and a barrel of forest mould. These she sweetened with lime, mixed in her small pan, and applied judiciously to the peach-tree by the grape-arbour, to the thickets of pearl-gray iris, to the beloved roses, prairie climber, Baltimore bell, and General Jacqueminot. A neighbours cat, war-scarred and bold, traversing the fences in search of single combat, halted to watch her; an early bee, with no blossoms yet to rummage, passed and repassed, buzzing distractedly.

The Craigs next-door neighbour, Camilla Lent, came out on her back veranda and looked down with a sleepy nod of recognition and good-morning, stretching her pretty arms luxuriously in the sunshine.

You look very sweet down there, Ailsa, in your pink gingham apron and garden gloves.

And you look very sweet up there, Camilla, in your muslin frock and satin skin! And every time you yawn you resemble a plump, white magnolia bud opening just enough to show the pink inside!

Its mean to call me plump! returned Camilla reproachfully. Anyway, anybody would yawn with the Captain keeping the entire household awake all night. I vow, I havent slept one wink since that wretched news from Charleston. He thinks hes a battery of horse artillery now; thats the very latest development; and I shed tears and the chandeliers shed prisms every time he manoeuvres.

The dear old thing, said Mrs. Paige, smiling as she moved among the shrubs. For a full minute her sensitive lips remained tenderly curved as she stood considering the agricultural problems before her. Then she settled down again, naively — like a child on its haunches — and continued to mix nourishment for the roses.

Camilla, lounging sideways on her own veranda window sill, rested her head against the frame, alternately blinking down at the pretty widow through sleepy eyes, and patting her lips to control the persistent yawns that tormented her.

I had a horrid dream, too, she said, about the Seven Sisters. I was Pluto to your Diavoline, and Philip Berkley was a phantom that grinned at everybody and rattled the bones; and I waked in a dreadful fright to hear uncles spurred boots overhead, and that horrid noisy old sabre of his banging the best furniture.

Then this morning just before sunrise he came into my bedroom, hair and moustache on end, and in full uniform, and attempted to read the Declaration of Independence to me — or maybe it was the Constitution — I dont remember — but I began to cry, and that always sends him off.

Ailsas quick laugh and the tenderness of her expression were her only comments upon the doings of Josiah Lent, lately captain, United States dragoons.

Camilla yawned again, rose, and, arranging her spreading white skirts, seated herself on her veranda steps in full sunshine.

We did have a nice party, didnt we, Ailsa? she said, leaning a little sideways so that she could see over the fence and down into the Craigs backyard garden.

I had such a good time, responded Ailsa, looking up radiantly.

So did I. Billy Cortlandt is the most divine dancer. Isnt
Evelyn Estcourt pretty?

She is growing up to be very beautiful some day. Stephen paid her a great deal of attention. Did you notice it?

Really? I didnt notice it, replied Camilla without enthusiasm. But, she added, I did notice you and Phil Berkley on the stairs. It didnt take you long, did it?

Ailsas colour rose a trifle.

We exchanged scarcely a dozen words, she observed sedately.

Camilla laughed.

It didnt take you long, she repeated, either of you. It was the swiftest case of fascination that I ever saw.

You are absurd, Camilla.

But isnt he perfectly fascinating? I think he is the most romantic-looking creature I ever saw. However, she added, folding her slender hands in resignation, there is nothing else to him. Hes accustomed to being adored; theres no heart left in him. I think its dead.

Mrs. Paige stood looking up at her, trowel hanging loosely in her gloved hand.

Did anything — kill it? she asked carelessly.

I dont think it ever lived very long. Anyway there is something missing in the man; something blank in him. A girls time is wasted in wondering what is going on behind those adorable eyes of his. Because there is nothing going on — its all on the surface — the charm, the mans engaging ways and manners — all surface. . . . I thought Id better tell you, Ailsa.

There was no necessity, said Ailsa calmly. We scarcely exchanged a dozen words.

As she spoke she became aware of a shape behind the veranda windows, a mans upright figure passing and repassing. And now, at the open window, it suddenly emerged into full sunlight, a spare, sinewy, active gentleman of fifty, hair and moustache thickly white, a deep seam furrowing his forehead from the left ear to the roots of the hair above the right temple.

The most engaging of smiles parted the young widows lips.

Good morning, Captain Lent, she cried gaily. You have neglected me dreadfully of late.

The Captain came to a rigid salute.

April eleventh, eighteen-sixty-one! he said with clean-cut precision. Good morning, Mrs. Paige! How does your garden blow? Blow — blow ye wintry winds! Ahem! How have the roses wintered — the rose of yesterday?

Oh, I dont know, sir. I am afraid my sisters roses have not wintered very well. Im really a little worried about them.

I am worried about nothing in Heaven, on Earth, or in Hell, said the Captain briskly. Gods will is doing night and day, Mrs. Paige. Has your brother-in-law gone to business?

Oh, yes. He and Stephen went at eight this morning.

Is your sister-in-law well. God bless her! shouted the Captain.

Uncle, you mustnt shout, remonstrated Camilla gently.

Im only exercising my voice, — and to Ailsa:

I neglect nothing, mental, physical, spiritual, that may be of the slightest advantage to my country in the hour when every respiration, every pulse beat, every waking thought shall belong to the Government which I again shall have the honour of serving.

He bowed stiffly from the waist, to Ailsa, to his niece, turned right about, and marched off into the house, his white moustache bristling, his hair on end.

Oh, dear, sighed Camilla patiently, isnt it disheartening?

He is a dear, said Ailsa. I adore him.

Yes — if hed only sleep at night. I am very selfish I suppose to complain; he is so happy and so interested these days — only — I am wondering — if there ever should be a war — would it break his poor old heart if he couldnt go? Theyll never let him, you know.

Ailsa looked up, troubled:

You mean — because! she said in a low voice.

Well I dont consider him anything more than delightfully eccentric.

Neither do I. But all this is worrying me ill. His heart is so entirely wrapped up in it; he writes a letter to Washington every day, and nobody ever replies. Ailsa, it almost terrifies me to think what might happen — and he be left out!

Nothing will happen. The world is too civilised, dear.

But the papers talk about nothing else! And uncle takes every paper in New York and Brooklyn, and he wants to have the editor of the Herald arrested, and he is very anxious to hang the entire staff of the Daily News. Its all well enough to stand there laughing, but I believe therell be a war, and then my troubles will begin!

Ailsa, down on her knees again, dabbled thoughtfully in the soil, exploring the masses of matted spider-wort for new shoots.

Camilla looked on, resignedly, her fingers playing with the loosened masses of her glossy black hair. Each was following in silence the idle drift of thought which led Camilla back to her birthday party.

Twenty! she said still more resignedly— four years younger than you are, Ailsa Paige! Oh dear — and here I am, absolutely unmarried. That is not a very maidenly thought, I suppose, is it Ailsa?

You always were a romantic child, observed Ailsa, digging vigorously in the track of a vanishing May beetle. But when she disinterred him her heart failed her and she let him scramble away.

There! Hell probably chew up everything, she said. What a sentimental goose I am!

The first trace of real sentiment I ever saw you display, began
Camilla reflectively, was the night of my party.

Ailsa dug with energy. That is absurd! And not even funny.

You were sentimental!

I — well there is no use in answering you, concluded Ailsa.

No, there isnt. Ive seen women look at men, and men look back again — the way he did!

Dear, please dont say such things!

Im going to say em, insisted Camilla with malicious satisfaction. Youve jeered at me because Im tender-hearted about men. Now my chance has come!

Ailsa began patiently: There were scarcely a dozen words spoken — —

Camilla, delighted, shook her dark curls.

Youve said that before, she laughed. Oh, you pretty minx! — you and your dozen words!

Ailsa Paige arose in wrath and stretched out a warning arm among her leafless roses; but Camilla placed both hands on the fence top and leaned swiftly down from the veranda steps,

Forgive me, dear, she said penitently. I was only trying to torment you. Kiss me and make up. I know you too well to believe that you could care for a man of that kind.

Ailsas face was very serious, but she lifted herself on tiptoe and they exchanged an amicable salute across the fence.

After a moment she said: What did you mean by a man of that kind?

Camillas shrug was expressive. There are stories about him.

Ailsa looked thoughtfully into space. Well you wont say such things to me again, about any man — will you, dear?

You never minded them before. You used to laugh.

But this time, said Ailsa Paige, it is not the least bit funny.
We scarcely exchanged — —

She checked herself, flushing with annoyance. Camilla, leaning on the garden fence, had suddenly buried her face in both arms. In feminine plumpness, when young, there is usually something left of the schoolgirl giggler.

The pretty girl below remained disdainfully indifferent. She dug, she clipped, she explored, inhaling, with little thrills, the faint mounting odour of forest loam and sappy stems.

I really must go back to New York and start my own garden, she said, not noticing Camillas mischief. London Terrace will be green in another week.

How long do you stay with the Craigs, Ailsa?

Until the workmen finish painting my house and installing the new plumbing. Colonel Arran is good enough to look after it.

Camilla, her light head always ringing with gossip, watched Ailsa curiously.

Its odd, she observed, that Colonel Arran and the Craigs never exchange civilities.

Mrs. Craig doesnt like him, said Ailsa simply.

You do, dont you?

Naturally. He was my guardian.

My uncle likes him. To me he has a hard face.

He has a sad face, said Ailsa Paige.


CHAPTER III
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AILSA AND HER sister-in-law, Mrs. Craig, had been unusually reticent over their embroidery that early afternoon, seated together in the front room, which was now flooded with sunshine — an attractive, intimate room, restful and pretty in spite of the unlovely Victorian walnut furniture.

Through a sunny passageway they could look into Ailsas bedroom — formerly the childrens nursery — where her maid sat sewing.

Outside the open windows, seen between breezy curtains, new buds already clothed the great twisted ropes of pendant wistaria with a silvery-green down.

The street was quiet under its leafless double row of trees, maple, ailanthus, and catalpa; the old man who trudged his rounds regularly every week was passing now with his muffled shout:

Any old hats
Old coats
Old boots!
Any old mats
Old suits,
Old flutes! Ca-ash!

And, leaning near to the sill, Ailsa saw him shuffling along, green-baize bag bulging, a pyramid of stove-pipe hats crammed down over his ears.

At intervals from somewhere in the neighbourhood sounded the pleasant bell of the scissors grinder, and the not unmusical call of Glass put in! But it was really very tranquil there in the sunshine of Fort Greene Place, stiller even for the fluted call of an oriole aloft in the silver maple in front of the stoop.

He was a shy bird even though there were no imported sparrows to drive this lovely native from the trees of a sleepy city; and he sat very still in the top branches, clad in his gorgeous livery of orange and black, and scarcely stirred save to slant his head and peer doubtfully at last years cocoons, which clung to the bark like shreds of frosted cotton.

Very far away, from somewhere in the harbour, a deep sound jarred the silence. Ailsa raised her head, needle suspended, listened for a moment, then resumed her embroidery with an unconscious sigh.

Her sister-in-law glanced sideways at her.

I was thinking of Major Anderson, Celia, she said absently.

So was I, dear. And of those who must answer for his govenments madness, — God fogive them.

There was no more said about the Major or his government. After a few moments Ailsa leaned back dreamily, her gaze wandering around the sunny walls of the room. In Ailsa Paiges eyes there was always a gentle caress for homely things. Just now they caressed the pictures of Night and Morning, hanging there in their round gilt frames; the window boxes where hyacinths blossomed; the English ivy festooned to frame the window beside her sister-in-laws writing-desk; the melancholy engraving over the fireplace— The Motherless Bairn — a commonplace picture which harrowed her, but which nobody thought of discarding in a day when even the commonplace was uncommon.

She smiled in amused reminiscence of the secret tears she had wept over absurd things — of the funerals held for birds found dead — of the Three Grains of Corn poem which, when a child, elicited from her howls of anguish.

Little golden flashes of recollection lighted the idle path as her thoughts wandered along hazy ways which led back to her own nursery days; and she rested there, in memory, dreaming through the stillness of the afternoon.

She missed the rattle and noise of New York. It was a little too tranquil in Fort Greene Place; yet, when she listened intently, through the citys old-fashioned hush, very far away the voices of the great seaport were always audible — a ceaseless harmony of river whistles, ferry-boats signalling on the East River, ferry-boats on the North River, perhaps some mellow, resonant blast from the bay, where an ocean liner was heading for the Narrows. Always the streets stillness held that singing murmur, vibrant with deep undertones from dock and river and the outer sea.

Strange spicy odours, too, sometimes floated inland from the sugar wharves, miles away under the Heights, to mingle with the scent of lilac and iris in quiet, sunny backyards where whitewashed fences reflected the mid-day glare, and cats dozed in strategical positions on grape trellis and tin roofs of extensions, prepared for war or peace, as are all cats always, at all times.

Celia!

Celia Craig looked up tranquilly.

Has anybody darned Paiges stockings?

No, she hasnt, Honey-bell. Paige and Marye must keep their stockings daned. I never could do anything fo mysef, and I wont have my daughters brought up hepless.

Ailsa glanced humorously across at her sister-in-law.

You sweet thing, she said, you can do anything, and you know it!

But I dont like to do anything any mo than I did befo I had to, laughed Celia Craig; and suddenly checked her mirth, listening with her pretty close-set ears.

That is the do-bell, she remarked, and I am not dressed.

Its almost too early for anybody to call, said Ailsa tranquilly.

But she was wrong, and when, a moment later, the servant came to announce Mr. Berkley, Ailsa regarded her sister-in-law in pink consternation.

I did not ask him, she said. We scarcely exchanged a dozen words. He merely said hed like to call — on you — and now hes done it, Celia!

Mrs. Craig calmly instructed the servant to say that they were at home, and the servant withdrew.

Do you approve his coming — this way — without anybody inviting him? asked Ailsa uneasily.

Of cose, Honey-bell. He is a Berkley. He should have paid his respects to us long ago.

It was for him to mention the relationship when I met him. He did not speak of it, Celia.

No, it was fo you to speak of it first, said Celia Craig gently.
But you did not know that.

Why?

There are reasons, Honey-bud.

What reasons?

They are not yo business, dear, said her sister-in-law quietly.

Ailsa had already risen to examine herself in the mirror. Now she looked back over her shoulder and down into Celias pretty eyes — eyes as unspoiled as her own.

In Celia Craig remained that gracious and confident faith in kinship which her Northern marriage had neither extinguished nor chilled. The young man who waited below was a Berkley, a kinsman. Name and quality were keys to her hospitality. There was also another key which this man possessed, and it fitted a little locked compartment in Celia Craigs heart. But Ailsa had no knowledge of this. And now Mrs. Craig was considering the advisability of telling her — not all, perhaps, — but something of how matters stood between the House of Craig and the House of Berkley. But not how matters stood with the House of Arran.

Honey-bud, she said, you must be vey polite to this young man.

I expect to be. Only I dont quite understand why he came so unceremoniously — —

It would have been ruder to neglect us, little Puritan! I want to see Connie Berkleys boy. Im glad he came.

Celia Craig, once Celia Marye Ormond Paige, stood watching her taller sister-in-law twisting up her hair and winding the thick braid around the crown of her head a la coronal. Little wonder that these two were so often mistaken for own sisters — the matron not quite as tall as the young widow, but as slender, and fair, and cast in the same girlish mould.

Both inherited from their Ormond ancestry slightly arched and dainty noses and brows, delicate hands and feet, and the same splendid dull-gold hair — features apparently characteristic of the line, all the women of which had been toasts of a hundred years ago, before Harry Lee hunted men and the Shadow of the Swamp Fox flitted through the cypress to a great kings undoing.

Ailsa laid a pink bow against her hair and glanced at her sister-in-law for approval.

I declare. Honey-bud, you are all rose colour to-day, said Celia Craig, smiling; and, on impulse, unpinned the pink-and-white cameo from her own throat and fastened it to Ailsas breast.

I reckon Ill slip on a gay gown mysef, she added mischievously. I certainly am becoming vey tired of leaving the field to my sister-in-law, and my schoolgirl daughters.

Does anybody ever look at us after you come into a room? asked Ailsa, laughing; and, turning impulsively, she pressed Celias pretty hands flat together and kissed them. You darling, she said. An unaccountable sense of expectancy — almost of exhilaration was taking possession of her. She looked into the mirror and stood content with what she saw reflected there.

How much of a relation is he, Celia? balancing the rosy bow with a little cluster of pink hyacinth on the other side.

Celia Craig, forefinger crooked across her lips, considered aloud.

His mother was bon Constance Berkley; her mother was bon Betty Ormond; her mother was bon Felicity Paige; her mother — —

Oh please! I dont care to know any more! protested Ailsa, drawing her sister-in-law before the mirror; and, standing behind her, rested her soft, round chin on her shoulder, regarding the two reflected faces.

That, observed the pretty Southern matron, is consided vey bad luck. When I was a young girl I once peeped into the glass over my ole mammys shoulder, and she said Id sholy be punished befo the year was done.

And were you?

I dont exactly remember, said Mrs. Craig demurely, but I think
I first met my husband the vey next day.

They both laughed softly, looking at each other in the mirror.

So, in her gown of rosy muslin, bouffant and billowy, a pink flower in her hair, and Celias pink-and-white cameo at her whiter throat Ailsa Paige descended the carpeted stairs and came into the mellow dimness of the front parlour, where there was much rosewood, and a French carpet, and glinting prisms on the chandeliers, — and a young man, standing, dark against a bar of sunshine in which golden motes swam.

How do you do, she said, offering her narrow hand, and: Mrs. Craig is dressing to receive you. . . . It is warm for April, I think. How amiable of you to come all the way over from New York. Mr. Craig and his son Stephen are at business, my cousins, Paige and Marye, are at school. Wont you sit down?

She had backed away a little distance from him, looking at him under brows bent slightly inward, and thinking that she had made no mistake in her memory of this man. Certainly his features were altogether too regular, his head and body too perfectly moulded into that dark and graceful symmetry which she had hitherto vaguely associated with things purely and mythologically Olympian.

Upright against the doorway, she suddenly recollected with a blush that she was staring like a schoolgirl, and sat down. And he drew up a chair before her and seated himself; and then under the billowy rose crinoline she set her pretty feet close together, folded her hands, and looked at him with a smiling composure which she no longer really felt.

The weather, she repeated, is unusually warm. Do you think that Major Anderson will hold out at Sumter? Do you think the fleet is going to relieve him? Dear me, she sighed, where will it all end, Mr. Berkley?

In war, he said, also smiling; but neither of them believed it, or, at the moment, cared. There were other matters impending — since their first encounter.

I have thought about you a good deal since Camillas theatre party, he said pleasantly.

Have you? She scarcely knew what else to say — and regretted saying anything.

Indeed I have. I dare not believe you have wasted as much as one thought on the man you danced with once — and refused ever after.

She felt, suddenly, a sense of uneasiness in being near him.

Of course I have remembered you, Mr. Berkley, she said with composure. Few men dance as well. It has been an agreeable memory to me.

But you would not dance with me again.

I — there were — you seemed perfectly contented to sit out — the rest — with me.

He considered the carpet attentively. Then looking up with quick, engaging smile:

I want to ask you something. May I?

She did not answer. As it had been from the first time she had ever seen him, so it was now with her; a confused sense of the necessity for caution in dealing with a man who had inspired in her such an unaccountable inclination to listen to what he chose to say.

What is it you wish to ask? she inquired pleasantly.

It is this: are you really surprised that I came? Are you, in your heart?

Did I appear to be very much agitated? Or my heart, either, Mr. Berkley? she asked with a careless laugh, conscious now of her quickening pulses. Outwardly calm, inwardly Irresolute, she faced him with a quiet smile of confidence.

Then you were not surprised that I came? he insisted.

You did not wait to be asked. That surprised me a little.

I did wait. But you didnt ask me.

That seems to have made no difference to you, she retorted, laughing.

It made this difference. I seized upon the only excuse I had and came to pay my respects as a kinsman. Do you know that I am a relation?

That is a very pretty compliment to us all, I think.

It is you who are kind in accepting me.

As a relative, I am very glad to — —

I came, he said, to see you. And you know it.

But you couldnt do that, uninvited! I had not asked you.

But — its done, he said.

She sat very still, considering him. Within her, subtle currents seemed to be contending once more, disturbing her equanimity. She said, sweetly:

I am not as offended as I ought to be. But I do not see why you should disregard convention with me.

I didnt mean it that way, he said, leaning forward. I couldnt stand not seeing you. That was all. Convention is a pitiful thing — sometimes— He hesitated, then fell to studying the carpet.

She looked at him, silent in her uncertainty. His expression was grave, almost absent-minded. And again her troubled eyes rested on the disturbing symmetry of feature and figure in all the unconscious grace of repose; and in his immobility there seemed something even of nobility about him which she had not before noticed.

She stole another glance at him. He remained very still, leaning forward, apparently quite oblivious of her. Then he came to himself with a quick smile, which she recognised as characteristic of all that disturbed her about this man — a smile in which there was humour, a little malice and self-sufficiency and — many, many things she did not try to analyse.

Dont you really want an unreliable servant? he asked.

His perverse humour perplexed her, but she smiled.

Dont you remember that I once asked you if you needed an able-bodied man? he insisted.

She nodded.

Well, Im that man.

She assented, smiling conventionally, not at all understanding. He laughed, too, thoroughly enjoying something.

It isnt really very funny, he said, Ask your brother-in-law. I had an interview with him before I came here. And I think theres a chance that he may give me a desk and a small salary in his office.

How absurd! she said.

It is rather absurd. Im so absolutely useless. Its only because of the relationship that Mr. Craig is doing this.

She said uneasily: You are not really serious, are you?

Grimly serious.

About a — a desk and a salary — in my brother-in-laws office?

Unless youll hire me as a useful man. Otherwise, I hope for a big desk and a small salary. I went to Mr. Craig this morning, and the minute I saw him I knew he was fine enough to be your brother-in-law. And I said, I am Philip Ormond Berkley; how do you do! And he said, How do you do! And I said, Im a relation, and he said, I believe so. And I said, I was educated at Harvard and in Leipsic; I am full of useless accomplishments, harmless erudition, and insolvent amiability, and I am otherwise perfectly worthless. Can you give me a position?

And he said: What else is the matter? And I said, The stock market. And that is how it remains, I am to call on him to-morrow.

She said in consternation: Forgive me. I did not think you meant it. I did not know that you were — were — —

Ruined! he nodded laughingly. I am, practically. I have a little left — badly invested — which Im trying to get at. Otherwise matters are gay enough.

She said wonderingly: Had this happened when — I saw you that first time?

It had just happened. I looked the part, didnt I?

No. How could you be so — interesting and — and be — what you were — knowing this all the while?

I went to that party absolutely stunned. I saw you in a corner of the box — I had just been hearing about you — and — I dont know now what I said to you. Afterward — he glanced at her— the world was spinning, Mrs. Paige. You only remained real— His face altered subtly. And when I touched you — —

I gave you a waltz, I believe, she said, striving to speak naturally; but her pulses had begun to stir again; the same inexplicable sense of exhilaration and insecurity was creeping over her.

With a movement partly nervous she turned toward the door, but there sounded no rustle of her sisters skirts from the stairs, and her reluctant eyes slowly reverted to him, then fell in silence, out of which she presently strove to extract them both with some casual commonplace.

He said in a low voice, almost to himself:

I want you to think well of me.

She gathered all her composure, steadied her senses to choose a reply, and made a blunder:

Do you really care what I think? she asked lightly, and bit her lip too late.

Do you believe I care about anything else in the world — now?

She went on bravely, blindly:

And do you expect me to believe in — in such an exaggerated and romantic expression to a staid and matter-of-fact widow whom you never saw more than once in your life?

You do believe it.

Confused, scarcely knowing what she was saying, she still attempted to make light of his words, holding her own against herself for the moment, making even some headway. And all the while she was aware of mounting emotion — a swift inexplicable charm falling over them both.

He had become silent again, and she was saying she knew not what — fortifying her common-sense with gay inconsequences, when he looked up straight into her eyes.

I have distressed you. I should not have spoken as I did.

No, you should not — —

Have I offended you?

I — dont know.

Matters were running too swiftly for her; she strove to remain cool, collected, but confusion was steadily threatening her, and neither resentment nor indifference appeared as allies.

Mrs. Paige, can you account for — that night? The moment I touched you — —

She half rose, sank back into her seat, her startled eyes meeting his.

I — dont know what you mean.

Yes — you know.

Flushed, voices unsteady, they no longer recognised themselves.

You have never seen me but once, she said. You cannot believe — —

I have not known a moments peace since I first saw you.

She caught her breath. It is your business worries that torment you — —

It is desire to be near you.

I dont think you had better say such a thing — —

I know I had better not. But it is said, and it is true. Im not trying to explain it to you or to myself. Its just true. There has not been one moment, since I saw you, which has been free from memory of you — —

Please — —

I scarcely know what I am saying — but its true! He checked himself. Im losing my head now, which isnt like me! He choked and stood up; she could not move; every nerve in her had become tense with emotions so bewildering that mind and body remained fettered.

He was walking to and fro, silent and white under his self-control. She, seated, gazed at him as though stunned, but every pulse was riotously unsteady.

I suppose you think me crazy, he said hoarsely, but Ive not known a moments peace of mind since that night — not one! I couldnt keep away any longer. I cant even hold my tongue now, though I suppose its ruining me every time I move it. Its a crazy thing to come here and say what Im saying.

He went over and sat down again, and bent his dark gaze on the floor. Then:

Can you forgive what I have done to you?

She tried to answer, and only made a sign of faint assent. She no longer comprehended herself or the emotions menacing her. A curious tranquillity quieted her at moments — intervals in which she seemed to sit apart watching the development of another woman, listening to her own speech, patient with her own silences. There was a droop to her shoulders now; his own were sagging as he leaned slightly forward in his chair, arms resting on his knees, while around them the magic ebbed, eddied, ebbed; and lassitude succeeded tension; and she stirred, looked up at him with eyes that seemed dazed at first, then widened slowly into waking; and he saw in them the first clear dawn of alarm. Suddenly she flushed and sprang to her feet, the bright colour surging to her hair.

Dont! he said. Dont reason! There will be nothing left of me if you do — or of, these moments. You will hate them — and me, if you reason. Dont think — until we see each other again!

She dropped her eyes slowly, and slowly shook her head.

You ask too much, she said. You should not have said that. All the glamour was fading. Her senses were seeking their balance after the incredible storm that had whirled them into chaos.

Fear stirred sharply, then consternation — flashes of panic pierced her with darts of shame, as though she had been in physical contact with this man.

All her outraged soul leaped to arms, quivering now under the reaction; the mans mere presence was becoming unendurable; the room stifled her. She turned, scarce knowing what she was doing; and at the same moment her sister-in-law entered.

Berkley, already on his feet, turned short: and when she offered him a hand as slim and white as Ailsas, he glanced inquiringly at the latter, not at all certain who this charming woman might be.

Mrs. Craig, said Ailsa.

I dont believe it, he said. You havent grown-up children!

Dont you really believe it, Mr. Berkley? Or is it just the flattering Irish in you that natters us poor women to our destruction?

He had sense and wit enough to pay her a quick and really graceful compliment; to which she responded, still laughing:

Oh, it is the Ormond in you! I am truly vey glad you came. You are Constance Berkleys son — Connie Berkley! The sweetest girl that ever lived.

There was a silence. Then Mrs. Craig said gently:

I was her maid of honour, Mr. Berkley.

Ailsa raised her eyes to his altered face, startled at the change in it. He looked at her absently, then his gaze reverted to Ailsa Paige.

I loved her dearly, said Mrs. Craig, dropping a light, impulsive hand on his. I want her son to know it.

Her eyes were soft and compassionate; her hand still lingered lightly on his, and she let it rest so.

Mrs. Craig, he said, you are the most real person I have known in many years among the phantoms. I thought your sister-in-law was. But you are still more real.

Am I? she laid her other hand over his, considering him earnestly. Ailsa looking on, astonished, noticed a singular radiance on his face — the pale transfiguration from some quick inward illumination.

Then Celia Craigs voice sounded almost caressingly:

I think you should have come to see us long ago. A pause. You are as welcome in this house as your mother would be if she were living. I love and honour her memory.

I have honoured little else in the world, he said. They looked at one another for a moment; then her quick smile broke out. I have an album. There are some Paiges, Ormonds, and Berkleys in it — —

Ailsa came forward slowly.

Shall I look for it, Celia?

No, Honey-bell. She turned lightly and went into the back parlour, smiling mysteriously to herself, her vast, pale-blue crinoline rustling against the furniture.

My sister-in-law, said Ailsa, after an interval of silent constraint, is very Southern. Any sort of kinship means a great deal to her. I, of course, am Northern, and regard such matters as unimportant.

It is very gracious of Mrs. Craig to remember it, he said. I know nothing finer than confidence in ones own kin.

She flushed angrily. I have not that confidence — in kinsman.

For a moment their eyes met. Hers were hard as purple steel.

Is that final?

Yes.

The muscles in his cheeks grew tense, then into his eyes came that reckless glimmer which in the beginning she had distrusted — a gay, irresponsible radiance which seemed to mock at all things worthy.

He said: No, it is not final. I shall come back to you.

She answered him in an even, passionless voice:

A moment ago I was uncertain; now I know you. You are what they say you are. I never wish to see you again.

Celia Craig came back with the album. Berkley sprang to relieve her of the big book and a box full of silhouettes, miniatures, and daguerreotypes. They placed the family depository upon the table and then bent over it together.

Ailsa remained standing by the window, looking steadily at nothing, a burning sensation in both cheeks.

At intervals, through the intensity of her silence, she heard Celias fresh, sweet laughter, and Berkleys humorous and engaging voice. She glanced sideways at the back of his dark curly head where it bent beside Celias over the album. What an insolently reckless head it was! She thought that she had never before seen the back of any mans head so significant of character — or the want of it. And the same quality — or the lack of it — now seemed to her to pervade his supple body, his well-set shoulders, his voice, every movement, every feature — something everywhere about him that warned and troubled.

[Illustration: What an insolently reckless head it was!]

Suddenly the blood burnt her cheeks with a perfectly incomprehensible desire to see his face again. She heard her sister-in-law saying:

We Paiges and Berkleys are kin to the Ormonds and the Earls of
Ossory. The Estcourts, the Paiges, the Craigs, the Lents, the
Berkleys, intermarried a hundred years ago. . . . My grandmother
knew yours, but the North is very strange in such matters. . . .
Why did you never before come?

He said: Its one of those things a man is always expecting to do, and is always astonished that he hasnt done. Am I unpardonable?

I did not mean it in that way.

He turned his dark, comely head and looked at her as they bent together above the album.

I know you didnt. My answer was not frank. The reason I never came to you before was that — I did not know I would be welcomed.

Their voices dropped. Ailsa standing by the window, watching the orioles in the maple, could no longer distinguish what they were saying.

He said: You were bridesmaid to my mother. You are the Celia
Paige of her letters.

She is always Connie Berkley to me. I loved no woman better. I love her still.

I found that out yesterday. That is why I dared come. I found, among the English letters, one from you to her, written — after.

I wrote her again and again. She never replied. Thank God, she knew I loved her to the last.

He rested on the tabletop and stood leaning over and looking down.

Dear Mr. Berkley, she murmured gently.

He straightened himself, passed a hesitating hand across his forehead, ruffling the short curly hair. Then his preoccupied gaze wandered. Ailsa turned toward him at the same moment, and instantly a flicker of malice transformed the nobility of his set features:

It seems, he said, that you and I are irrevocably related in all kinds of delightful ways, Mrs. Paige. Your sister-in-law very charmingly admits it, graciously overlooks and pardons my many delinquencies, and has asked me to come again. Will you ask me, too?

Ailsa merely looked at him.

Mrs. Craig said, laughing: I knew you were all Ormond and entirely Irish as soon as I came in the do — befo I became aware of your racial fluency. I speak fo my husband and mysef when I say, please remember that our do is vey wide open to our own kin — and that you are of them — —

Oh, Im all sorts of things beside— He paused for a second— Cousin Celia, he added so lightly that the grace with which he said it covered the impudence, and she laughed in semi-critical approval and turned to Ailsa, whose smile in response was chilly — chillier still when Berkley did what few men have done convincingly since powdered hair and knee-breeches became unfashionable — bent to salute Celia Craigs fingertips. Then he turned to her and took his leave of her in a conventional manner entirely worthy of the name his mother bore, — and her mother before her, and many a handsome man and many a beautiful woman back to times when a great duke stood unjustly attainted, and the Ormonds served their king with steel sword and golden ewer; and served him faithfully and well.

Camilla Lent called a little later. Ailsa was in the backyard garden, a trowel in her hand, industriously loosening the earth around the prairie roses.

Camilla, she said, looking up from where she was kneeling among the shrubs, what was it you said this morning about Mr. Berkley being some unpleasant kind of man?

How funny, laughed Camilla. You asked me that twice before.

Did I? I forgot, said Mrs. Paige with a shrug; and, bending over again, became exceedingly busy with her trowel until the fire in her cheeks had cooled.

Every woman that ever saw him becomes infatuated with Phil Berkley, said Camilla cheerfully. I was. You will be. And the worst of it is hes simply not worth it.

I — thought not.

Why did you think not?

I dont know why.

He can be fascinating, said Camilla reflectively, but he doesnt always trouble himself to be.

Doesnt he? said Ailsa with a strange sense of relief.

Camilla hesitated, lowered her voice.

They say he is fast, she whispered. Ailsa, on her knees, turned and looked up.

Whatever that means, added Camilla, shuddering. But all the same, every girl who sees him begins to adore him immediately until her parents make her stop.

How silly, said Ailsa in a leisurely level voice. But her heart was beating furiously, and she turned to her roses with a blind energy that threatened them root and runner.

How did you happen to think of him at all? continued Camilla mischievously.

He called on — Mrs. Craig this afternoon.

I didnt know she knew him.

They are related — distantly — I believe — —

Oh, exclaimed Camilla. Im terribly sorry I spoke that way about him, dear — —

I dont care what you say about him, returned Ailsa Paige fiercely, emptying some grains of sand out of one of her gloves; resolutely emptying her mind, too, of Philip Berkley.

Dear, she added gaily to Camilla, come in and well have tea and gossip, English fashion. And Ill tell you about my new duties at the Home for Destitute Children — every morning from ten to twelve, my dear, in their horrid old infirmary — the poor little darlings! — and I would be there all day if I wasnt a selfish, indolent, pleasure-loving creature without an ounce of womanly feeling — Yes I am! I must be, to go about to galleries and dances and Philharmonics when there are motherless children in that infirmary, as sick for lack of love as for the hundred and one ailments distressing their tender little bodies.

But over their tea and marmalade and toast she became less communicative; and once or twice the conversation betrayed an unexpected tendency to drift toward Berkley.

I havent the slightest curiosity concerning him, dear, said Ailsa, attempting corroboration in a yawn — which indiscretion she was unable to accomplish.

Well, remarked Camilla, the chances are that youve seen the last of him if you showed it too plainly. Men dont come back when a girl doesnt wish them to. Do they?

After Camilla had gone, Ailsa roamed about the parlours, apparently renewing her acquaintance with the familiar decorations. Sometimes she stood at windows, looking thoughtfully into the empty street; sometimes she sat in corners, critically surveying empty space.

Yes, the chances were that he would scarcely care to come back. A man of that kind did not belong in her sister-in-laws house, anyway, nor in her own — a man who could appeal to a woman for a favourable opinion of himself, asking her to suspend her reason, stifle logic, stultify her own intelligence, and trust to a sentimental impulse that he deserved the toleration and consideration which he asked for. . . . It was certainly well for her that he should not return. . . . It would be better for her to lay the entire matter before her sister-in-law — that was what she would do immediately!

She sprang to her feet and ran lightly up-stairs; but, fast as she fled, thought outran her slender flying feet, and she came at last very leisurely into Celias room, a subdued, demure opportunist, apparently with nothing on her mind and conscience,

If I may have the carriage at ten, Celia, Ill begin on the Destitute Children to-morrow. . . . Poor babies! . . . If they only had once a week as wholesome food as is wasted in this city every day by Irish servants . . . which reminds me — I suppose you will have to invite your new kinsman to dine with you.

There is loads of time for that, Honey-bud, said her sister-in-law, glancing up absently from the note she was writing.

I was merely wondering whether it was necessary at all, observed
Ailsa Paige, without interest.

But Celia had begun to write again. Ill ask him, she said in her softly preoccupied voice, Saturday, I think.

Oh, but Im invited to the Cortlandts, began Ailsa, and caught her under lip in her teeth. Then she turned and walked noiselessly into her bedroom, and sat down on the bed and looked at the wall.


CHAPTER IV
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IT WAS ALMOST mid-April; and still the silvery-green tassels on the wistaria showed no hint of the blue petals folded within; but the maples leafless symmetry was already veined with fire. Faint perfume from Long Island woodlands, wandering puffs of wind from salt meadows freshened the city streets; St. Felix Street boasted a lilac bush in leaf; Oxford Street was gay with hyacinths and a winter-battered butterfly; and in Fort Greene Place the grassy door-yards were exquisite with crocus bloom. Peace, good-will, and spring on earth; but in mens souls a silence as of winter.

To Northland folk the unclosing buds of April brought no awakening; lethargy fettered all, arresting vigour, sapping desire. An immense inertia chained progress in its tracks, while overhead the gray storm-wrack fled away, — misty, monstrous, gale-driven before the coming hurricane.

Still, for the Northland, there remained now little of the keener suspense since those first fiery outbursts in the South; but all through the winter the dull pain throbbed in silence as star after star dropped from the old galaxy and fell flashing into the new.

And it was a time of apathy, acquiescence, stupefied incredulity; a time of dull faith in destiny, duller resignation.

The printed news was read day after day by a people who understood nothing, neither the cautious arming nor the bold disarming, nor the silent fall of fortified places, nor the swift dismantling of tall ships — nor did they comprehend the ceaseless tremors of a land slowly crumbling under the subtle pressure — nor that at last the vast disintegration of the matrix would disclose the forming crystal of another nation cradled there, glittering, naming under the splendour of the Southern skies.

A palsied Old Year had gone out. The mindless old man — he who had been President — went with it. A New Year had come in, and on its infant heels shambled a tall, gaunt shape that seated itself by the White House windows and looked out into the murk of things with eyes that no man understood.

And now the soft sun of April spun a spell upon the Northland folk; for they had eyes but they saw not; ears had they, but they heard not; neither spoke they through the mouth.

To them only one figure seemed real, looming above the vast and motionless mirage where a continent stood watching the parapets of a sea-girt fort off Charleston.

But the nation looked too long; the mirage closed in; fort, sea, the flag itself, became unreal; the lone figure on the parapet turned to a phantom. Gods will was doing. Who dared doubt?

There seems to be no doubt in the South, observed Ailsa Paige to her brother-in-law one fragrant evening after dinner where, in the dusk, the family had gathered on the stoop after the custom of a simpler era.

Along the dim street long lines of front stoops blossomed with the light spring gowns of women and young girls, pale, dainty clusters in the dusk set with darker figures, where sparks from cigars glowed and waned in the darkness.

Windows were open, here and there a gas jet in a globe flickered inside a room, but the street was dusky and tranquil as a country lane, and unilluminated save where at far intervals lamp-posts stood in a circle of pale light, around which a few moths hovered.

The rebels, repeated Ailsa, appear to have no doubts, honest or otherwise. Theyve sent seven thousand troops to the Charleston fortifications — the paper says.

Stephen Craig heard his cousin speak but made no response. He was smoking openly and in sight of his entire family the cigar which had, heretofore, been consumed surreptitiously. His mother sat close to his shoulder, rallying him like a tormenting schoolgirl, and, at intervals, turning to look back at her husband who stood on the steps beside her, a little amused, a little proud, a little inclined to be critical of this tall son of his who yesterday had been a boy.

The younger daughters of the house, Paige and Marye, strolled past, bareheaded, arms linked, in company with Camilla and Jimmy Lent.

O dad! called out Paige softly, Jim says that Major Anderson is to be reinforced at once. There was a bulletin this evening.

I am very glad to hear it, sweetheart, said her father, smiling through his eye-glasses.

Stephen bent forward across his mothers shoulder. Is that true, father?

Camillas brother has probably been reading the Tribunes evening bulletin. The Herald bulletin says that the Cabinet has ordered the evacuation of Fort Sumter; the Times says Major Anderson is to be reinforced; the World says that he abandoned the fort last night; and they all say he has been summoned to surrender. Take your choice, Steve, he added wearily. There is only one wire working from the South, and the rebels control that.

Are you tired, Curt? asked his wife, looking around and up at him.

He seated himself and readjusted his eye-glasses.

No, dear — only of this nightmare we are living in — he stopped abruptly. Politics had been avoided between them. There was a short silence; he felt his wifes hand touch his in the darkness — sign of a tender respect for his perplexity, but not for his political views.

Forgive me, dear, for using the word rebel, he said, smiling and straightening his shoulders. Where have you and Ailsa been to-day? Did you go to New York?

Yes. We saw the Academy, and, oh, Curt! there are some very striking landscapes — two by Gifford; and the cutest portrait of a girl by Wiyam Hunt. And your friend Bierstadt has a Western scene — all fireworks! and, dear, Eastman Johnson was there — and Kensett sent such a cunning little landscape. We lunched at Taylors. She lowered her voice to a whisper. Ailsa did look too cute fo words. I declare she is the most engaging little minx. Evey man staed at her. I wish she would marry again and be happy. She doesnt know what a happy love affair can be — poor baby.

Do you? asked her husband.

Are you beginning to cot me again, Curt?

Have I ever ceased? — you little Rebel!

No, she said under her breath.

By the way, Celia, he said smiling, that young man — cousin of yours — Berkley, turned up promptly to-day. I gave him a room in the office.

That was certainly vey frienly of you, Curt! she responded warmly. You will be patient with him, wont you?

Ive had to be already. I gave him a commission to collect some rents and he came back fifty dollars short, calmly explaining that one of our lodgers looked poor and he hated to ask for the rent.

O Curt — the boy is vey sweet and wam-hearted. Were you cross with him?

Not very. I imparted a few plain truths — very pleasantly, Celia. He knew better; theres a sort of an impish streak in him — also an inclination for the pleasant by-ways of life. . . . He had better let drink alone, too, if he expects to remain in my office. I told him that.

Does he — the foolish baby!

Oh, probably not very much. I dont know; hes likable, but — he hasnt inspired me with any overwhelming respect and confidence. His record is not exactly savoury. But hes your protege, and Ill stand him as long as you can.

Thank you, Curt. We must be gentle to him. I shall ask him to dinner and we can give a May dance perhaps — something informal and pretty — What is the matter, Curt?

Nothing, dear. . . . Only I wouldnt plan anything just yet — I mean for the present — not for a few days, anyway — —

He shrugged, removed his glasses, polished them on his handkerchief, and sat holding them, his short-sighted eyes lost in reverie.

His wife endured it to the limit of patience:

Curt, she began in a lower voice, you and I genally avoid certain matters, dear — but — evything is sure to come right in the end — isnt it? The Noth is going to be sensible.

In the — end, he admitted quietly. And between them the ocean sprang into view again.

I wonder— She stopped, and an inexplicable uneasiness stirred in her breast. She looked around at her son, her left hand fell protectingly upon his shoulder, her right, groping, touched her husbands sleeve.

I am — well cared for — in the world, she sighed happily to herself. It shall not come nigh me.

Stephen was saying to Ailsa:

Theres a piece of up-town property that came into the office to-day which seems to me significant of the future. It would be a good investment for you, Cousin Ailsa. Some day Fifth Avenue will be built up solidly with brown-stone mansions as far as the Central Park. It is all going to be wonderfully attractive when they finish it.

Ailsa mused for a moment. Then:

I walked down this street to Fort Greene this afternoon, she began, and the little rocky park was so sweet and fragrant with dogwood and Forsythia and new buds everywhere. And I looked out over the rivers and the bay and over the two cities and, Steve, somehow — I dont know why — I found my eyes filling with tears. I dont know why, Steve — —

Feminine sentiment, observed her cousin, smoking.

Mrs. Craigs fingers became restless on her husbands sleeve; she spoke at moments in soft, wistful tones, watching her younger daughters and their friends grouped under the trees in the dusk. And all the time, whatever it was that had brought a new unease into her breast was still there, latent. She had no name to give it, no reason, no excuse; it was too shadowy to bear analysis, too impalpable to be defined, yet it remained there; she was perfectly conscious of it, as she held her husbands sleeve the tighter.

Curt, is business so plaguey poor because of all these politics?

My business is not very flourishing. Many men feel the uncertainty; not everybody, dear.

When this — matter — is settled, everything will be easier for you, wont it? You look so white and tired, dear.

Stephen overheard her.

The matter, as you call it, wont be settled without a row, mother — if you mean the rebellion.

Such a wise boy with his new cigar, she smiled through a sudden resurgence of uneasiness.

The boy said calmly: Mother, you dont understand; and all the rest of the South is like you.

Does anybody understand, Steve? asked his father, slightly ironical.

Some people understand theres going to be a big fight, said the boy.

Oh. Do you?

Yes, he said, with the conviction of youth. And Im wondering whos going to be in it.

The militia, of course, observed Ailsa scornfully. Camilla is forever sewing buttons on Jimmys dress uniform. He wears them off dancing.

Mr. Craig said, unsmiling: We are not a military nation, Steve; we are not only non-military but we are unmilitary — if you know what that means.

We once managed to catch Cornwallis, suggested his son, still proudly smoking.

I wonder how we did it? mused his father.

They were another race — those catchers of Cornwallis — those fellows in, blue-and-buff and powdered hair.

You and Celia are their grandchildren, observed Ailsa, and you are a West Point graduate.

Her brother-in-law looked at her with a strange sort of humour in his handsome, near-sighted eyes:

Yes, too blind to serve the country that educated me. And now
its too late; the desire is gone; I have no inclination to fight,
Ailsa. Drums always annoyed me. I dont particularly like a gun.
I dont care for a fuss. I dont wish to be a soldier.

Ailsa said: I rather like the noise of drums. I think Id like — war.

Molly Pitcher! Molly Pitcher! Of what are you babbling, whispered Celia, laughing down the flashes of pain that ran through her heart. Wars are ended in our Western World. Didnt you know it, grandchild of Vikings? There are to be no more Lake Champlains, only debates — nest ce pas, Curt? — very grand debates between gentlemen of the South and gentlemen of the North in Congress assembled — —

Two congresses assembled, said Ailsa calmly, and the debates will be at long range — —

By magnetic telegraph if you wish, Honey-bell, conceded Celia hastily. Oh, we must not begin disputin about matters that nobody can possibly hep. It will all come right; you know it will, dont you, Curt?

Yes, I know it, somehow.

Silence, fragrance, and darkness, through which rang the distant laugh of a young girl. And, very, very far away sounds arose in the city, dull, indistinct, lost for moments at a time, then audible again, and always the same sounds, the same monotony, and distant persistence.

I do believe theyre calling an extra, said Ailsa, lifting her head to listen.

Celia listened, too.

Children shouting at play, she said.

They are calling an extra, Celia!

No, little Cassandra, its only boys skylarking.

For a while they remained listening and silent. The voices still persisted, but they sounded so distant that the light laughter from their neighbours stoop drowned the echoes.

Later, Jimmy Lent drifted into the family circle.

They say that theres an extra out about Fort Sumter, he said.
Do you think hes given up, Mr. Craig?

If theres an extra out the fort is probably safe enough, Jim, said the elder man carelessly. He rose and went toward the group of girls and youths under the trees.

Come, children, he said to his two daughters; and was patient amid indignant protests which preceded the youthful interchange of reluctant good-nights.

When he returned to the stoop Ailsa had gone indoors with her cousin. His wife rose to greet him as though he had been away on a long journey, and then, passing her arms around her schoolgirl daughters, and nodding a mischievous dismissal to Jimmy Lent, walked slowly into the house. Bolts were shot, keys turned; from the lighted front parlour came the notes of the sweet-toned square piano, and Ailsas voice:

— Dear are her charms to me,
Dearest her constancy,
Aileen aroon—

Never mind any more of that silly song! exclaimed Celia, imprisoning Ailsas arms from behind.

Youth must with time decay,
Aileen aroon,
Beauty must fade away,
Aileen aroon—

Dont, dear! please — —

But Ailsa sang on obstinately:

Castles are sacked in war,
Chieftains are scattered far,
Truth is a fixed star,
Aileen aroon.

And, glancing back over her shoulder, caught her breath quickly.

Celia! What is the matter, dear?

Nothing. I dont like such songs — just now — —

What songs?

I dont know, Ailsa; songs about war and castles. Little things plague me. . . . Theres been altogether too much talk about war — it gets into evything, somehow. I cant seem to hep it, somehow — —

Why, Celia! You are not worrying?

Not fo mysef, Honey-bud. Somehow, to-night — I dont know — and
Curt seemed a little anxious.

She laughed with an effort; her natural gaiety returned to buoy her above this indefinable undercurrent of unrest.

Paige and Marye came in from the glass extension where their father was pacing to and fro, smoking his bedtime cigar, and their mother began her invariable running comment concerning the days events, rallying her children, tenderly tormenting them with their shortcomings — undarned stockings, lessons imperfectly learned, little household tasks neglected — she was always aware of and ready at bedtime to point out every sin of omission.

As fo you, Paige, you are certainly a vey rare kind of Honey-bird, and I reckon Mr. Banum will sholy catch you some day fo his museum. Who ever heard of a shifless Yankee girl except you and Marye?

O mother, how can we mend everything we tear? Its heartless to ask us!

You dont have to try to mend evything. Fo example, theres
Jimmy Lents heart — —

A quick outbreak of laughter swept them — all except Paige, who flushed furiously over her first school-girl affair.

That poor Jimmy child came to me about it, continued their mother, and asked me if I would let you be engaiged to him; and I said, Certainly, if Paige wants to be, Jimmy. I was engaiged mysef fo times befo I was foteen — —

Another gale of laughter drowned her words, and she sat there dimpled, mischievous, naively looking around, yet in her careful soul shrewdly pursuing her wise policy of airing all sentimental matters in the family circle — letting in fresh air and sunshine on what so often takes root and flourishes rather morbidly at sixteen.

Its perfectly absurd, observed Ailsa, at your age, Paige — —

Mother was married at sixteen! Werent you, dearest?

I certainly was; but I am a bad rebel and you are good little Yankees; and good little Yankees wait till theyre twenty odd befo they do anything vey ridiculous.

We expect to wait, said Paige, with a dignified glance at her sister.

Youve four years to wait, then, laughed Marye.

Whats the use of being courted if you have to wait four years?

And youve three years to wait, silly, retorted Paige. But I dont care; Id rather wait. It isnt very long, now. Ailsa, why dont you marry again?

Ailsas lip curled her comment upon the suggestion. She sat under the crystal chandelier reading a Southern newspaper which had been sent recently to Celia. Presently her agreeable voice sounded in appreciative recitation of what she was reading.

Hath not the morning dawned with added light?
And shall not evening call another star
Out of the infinite regions of the night
To mark this day in Heaven? At last we are
A nation among nations; and the world
Shall soon behold in many a distant port
Another flag unfurled!
Listen, Celia, she said, this is really beautiful:

A tint of pink fire touched Mrs. Craigs cheeks, but she said nothing. And Ailsa went on, breathing out the opening beauty of Timrods Ethnogenesis:

Now come what may, whose favour need we court?
And, under God, whose thunder need we fear?

She stopped short, considering the printed page. Then, doubtfully:

And what if, mad with wrongs themselves have wrought,
In their own treachery caught,
By their own fears made bold,
And leagued with him of old
Who long since, in the limits of the North,
Set up his evil throne, and warred with God — 
What if, both mad and blinded in their rage
Our foes should fling us down the mortal gauge,
And with a hostile horde profane our sod!

The girl reddened, sat breathing a little faster, eyes on the page; then:

Nor would we shun the battleground!
. . . The winds in our defence
Shall seem to blow; to us the hills shall lend
Their firmness and their calm,
And in our stiffened sinews we shall blend
The strength of pine and palm!
Call up the clashing elements around
And test the right and wrong!
On one side creeds that dare to preach
What Christ and Paul refused to teach — —

Oh! she broke off with a sharp intake of breath; Do they believe such things of us in the South, Celia?

The pink fire deepened in Celia Craigs cheeks; her lips unclosed, tightened, as though a quick retort had been quickly reconsidered. She meditated. Then: Honey-bell, she said tranquilly, if we are bitter, try to remember that we are a nation in pain.

A nation!

Dear, we have always been that — only the Noth has just found it out. Charleston is telling her now. God give that our cannon need not repeat it.

But, Celia, the cannon cant! The same flag belongs to us both.

Not when it flies over Sumter, Honey-bird. There came a subtle ringing sound in Celia Craigs voice; she leaned forward, taking the newspaper from Ailsas idle fingers:

Try to be fair, she said in unsteady tones. God knows I am not trying to teach you secession, but suppose the guns on Governors Island were suddenly swung round and pointed at this street? Would you care vey much what flag happened to be flying over Castle William? Listen to another warning from this stainless poet of the South. She opened the newspaper feverishly, glanced quickly down the columns, and holding it high under the chandelier, read in a hushed but distinct voice, picking out a verse here and there at random:

Calm as that second summer which precedes
The first fall of the snow,
In the broad sunlight of heroic deeds
A city bides her foe.

As yet, behind high ramparts stem and proud
Where bolted thunders sleep,
Dark Sumter like a battlemented cloud
Towers oer the solemn deep.

But still along the dim Atlantics line
The only hostile smoke
Creeps like a harmless mist above the brine
From some frail floating oak.

And still through streets re-echoing with trade
Walk grave and thoughtful men
Whose hands may one day wield the patriots blade
As lightly as the pen.

And maidens, with such eyes as would grow dim
Over a wounded hound
Seem each one to have caught the strength of him
Whose sword-knot she hath hound.

Thus, girt without and garrisoned at home,
Day patient following day,
Old Charleston looks from roof and spire and dome
Across her tranquil bay.

Shall the spring dawn, and she, still clad in steel,
And with an unscathed brow,
Watch oer a sea unvexed by hostile keel
As fair and free as now?

We know not. In the Temples of the Fates
God has inscribed her doom;
And, all untroubled in her faith she waits
Her triumph or her tomb!

The hushed charm of their mothers voice fascinated the children. Troubled, uncertain, Ailsa rose, took a few irresolute steps toward the extension where her brother-in-law still paced to and fro in the darkness, the tip of his cigar aglow. Then she turned suddenly.

Cant you understand, Ailsa? asked her sister-in-law wistfully.

Celia — dearest, she stammered, I simply cant understand. . . .
I thought the nation was greater than all — —

The State is greater, dear. Good men will realise that when they see a sovereign people standing all alone for human truth and justice — standing with book and sword under Gods favour, as sturdily as ever Israel stood in battle fo the right! — I dont mean to be disloyal to my husband in saying this befo my children. But you ask me, and I must tell the truth if I answer at all.

Slender, upright, transfigured with a flushed and girlish beauty wholly strange to them, she moved restlessly back and forth across the room, a slim, lovely, militant figure all aglow with inspiration, all aquiver with emotion too long and loyally suppressed.

Paige and Marye, astonished, watched her without a word. Ailsa stood with one hand resting on the mantel, a trifle pale but also silent, her startled eyes following this new incarnation wearing the familiar shape of Celia Craig.

Ailsa!

Yes, dear.

Can you think evil of a people who po out their hearts in prayer and praise? Do traitors importune fo blessings?

She turned nervously to the piano and struck a ringing chord, another — and dropped to the chair, head bowed on her slim childish neck. Presently there stole through the silence a tremulous voice intoning the Libera Nos, with its strange refrain:

A furore Normanorum Libera nos, O Domme! Then, head raised, the gas-light flashing on her dull-gold hair, her voice poured forth all that was swelling and swelling up in her bruised and stifled heart:

God of our fathers! King of Kings!
Lord of the earth and sea!
With hearts repentant and sincere
We turn in need to thee.

She saw neither her children nor her husband nor Ailsa now, where they gathered silently beside her. And she sang on:

In the name of God! Amen!
Stand for our Southern rights;
On our side. Southern men,
The God of Battles fights!
Fling the invader far — 
Hurl back his work of woe — 
His voice is the voice of a brother,
But his hands are the hands of a foe.
By the blood which cries to Heaven.
Crimson upon our sod
Stand, Southrons, fight and conquer
In the Name of the Living God!

Like receding battle echoes the chords, clashing distantly, died away.

If she heard her husband turn, enter the hallway, and unbolt the door, she made no sign. Ailsa, beside her, stooped and passed one arm around her.

You — are not crying, are you, Celia, darling? she whispered.

Her sister-in-law, lashes wet, rose with decision.

I think that I have made a goose of mysef to-night. Marye, will you say to your father that it is after eleven oclock, and that I am waiting to be well scolded and sent to bed?

Father went out a few moments ago, said Paige in an awed voice.
I heard him unbolt the front door.

Ailsa turned and walked swiftly out into the hallway; the front door swung wide; Mr. Craig stood on the steps wearing his hat. He looked around as she touched his arm.

Oh, is it you, Ailsa? There was a moments indecision. Through it, once more, far away in the city The Voices became audible again, distant, vague, incessant.

I thought — if it is actually an extra— he began carelessly and hesitated; and she said:

Let me go with you. Wait. Ill speak to Celia.

Say to her that Ill be gone only a moment.

When Ailsa returned she slipped her arm through his and they descended the steps and walked toward Fulton Avenue. The Voices were still distant; a few people, passing swiftly through the dusk, preceded them. Far down the vista of the lighted avenue dark figures crossed and recrossed the street, silhouetted against the gas-lights; some were running. A man called out something as they passed him. Suddenly, right ahead in the darkness, they encountered people gathered before the boarded fence of a vacant lot, a silent crowd shouldering, pushing, surging back and forth, swarming far out along the dimly lighted avenue.

Theres a bulletin posted there, whispered Ailsa. Could you lift me in your arms?

Her brother-in-law stooped, clasped her knees, and lifted her high up above the sea of heads. Kerosene torches flickered beyond, flanking a poster on which was printed in big black letters:

WASHINGTON, April 13, 1861, 6 A.M. At half-past four oclock this morning fire was opened on Fort Sumter by the rebel batteries in the harbour. Major Anderson is replying with his barbette guns.

8 A.M.
A private despatch to the N. Y. Herald says that
the batteries on Mount Pleasant have opened on
Sumter. Major Anderson has brought into action two tiers
of guns trained on Fort Moultrie and the Iron Battery.

3 P.M.
The fire at this hour is very heavy. Nineteen
batteries are bombarding Sumter. The fort replies
briskly. The excitement in Charleston is intense.

LATER.
Heavy rain storm. Firing resumed this evening.
The mortar batteries throw a shell into the fort every
twenty minutes. The fort replies at intervals.

LATEST.
The fort is still replying. Major Anderson has
signalled the fleet outside.

All this she read aloud, one hand resting on Craigs shoulder as he held her aloft above the throng. Men crowding around and striving to see, paused, with up-turned faces, listening to the emotionless young voice. There was no shouting, no sound save the trample and shuffle of feet; scarcely a voice raised, scarcely an exclamation.

As Craig lowered her to the pavement, a man making his way out said to them:

Well, I guess that ends it.

Somebody replied quietly: I guess that begins it.

Farther down the avenue toward the City Hall where the new marble court house was being built, a red glare quivered incessantly against the darkness; distant hoarse rumours penetrated the night air, accented every moment by the sharper clamour of voices calling the Heralds extras.

Curt?

Yes, dear.

If he surrenders — —

It makes no difference what he does now, child.

I know it. . . . Theyve dishonoured the flag. This is war, isnt it?

Yes.

Will it be a long war?

I think not.

Who will go?

I dont know. . . . Soldiers.

I didnt suppose we had enough. Where are we going to get more?

The people— he said absently— everybody, I suppose. How do I know, child?

Just ordinary people?

Just ordinary people, he responded quietly. A few minutes later as they entered their own street he said:

I suppose I had better tell my wife about this to-night. I dont know — it will be in the morning papers; but I think I had better break it to her to-night.

She will have to know — sometime — of course — —

Halting at the foot of the stoop he turned and peered through his glasses at his sister-in-law.

I dont want Stephen to start any nonsense about going.

Going where? she asked innocently.

He hesitated: I dont want to hear any talk from him about enlisting. That is what I mean. Your influence counts with him more deeply than you know. Remember that.

Steve — enlist! she repeated blankly.

She could not yet comprehend what all this had to do with people she personally knew — with her own kin.

He must not enlist, of course, she said curtly. There are plenty of soldiers — there will be plenty, of course. I — —

Something silenced her, something within her sealed her lips. She stood in silence while Craig fitted his night-key, then entered the house with him. Gas burned low in the hall globes; when he turned it off a fainter light from above guided them.

Celia, is that you? she called gently,

Hush; go to bed, Honey-bell. Everybody is asleep. How pale you are, Curt — dearest — dearest — —

The rear room was Ailsas; she walked into it and dropped down on the bed in the darkness. The door between the rooms closed: she sat perfectly still, her eyes were wide open, staring in front of her.

Queer little luminous shapes danced through obscurity like the names from the kerosene torches around the bulletin; her ears still vibrated with the hoarse alarm of the voices; through her brain sounded her brother-in-laws words about Steve, repeated incessantly, stupidly.

Presently she began to undress by sense of touch. The gas in the bathroom was lighted; she completed her ablutions, turned it off, and felt her way back to the bed.

Lying there she became aware of sounds from the front room. Celia was still awake; she distinguished her voice in quick, frightened exclamation; then the low murmur continued for a while, then silence fell.

She raised herself on one elbow; the crack of light under the door was gone; there was no sound, no movement in the house except the measured tick of the hall clock outside, tic-toc! — tic-toc! — tic-toc!

And she had been lying there a long, long while, eyes open, before she realised that the rhythm of the hall clock was but a repetition of a name which did not concern her in any manner:

Berk-ley! — Berk-ley! — Berk-ley!

How it had crept into her consciousness she could not understand; she lay still, listening, but the tic-toc seemed to fit the syllables of his name; and when, annoyed, she made a half disdainful mental attempt to substitute other syllables, it proved too much of an effort, and back into its sober, swinging rhythm slipped the old clocks tic-toe, in wearisome, meaningless repetition:

Berk-ley! — Berk-ley! — Berk-ley!

She was awakened by a rapping at her door and her cousins imperative voice:

I want to talk to you; are you in bed?

She drew the coverlet to her chin and called out:

Come in, Steve!

He came, tremendously excited, clutching the Herald in one hand.

Ive had enough of this rebel newspaper! he said fiercely. I dont want it in the house again, ever. Father says that the marine news makes it worth taking, but — —

What on earth are you trying to say, Steve?

Im trying to tell you that were at war! War, Ailsa! Do you understand? Father and Ive had a fight already — —

What?

Theyre still firing on Sumter, I tell you, and if the fort doesnt hold out do you think Im going to sit around the house like a pussy cat? Do you think Im going to business every day as though nothing was happening to the country Im living in? I tell you now — you and mother and father — that Im not built that way — —

Ailsa rose in bed, snatched the paper from his grasp, and leaning on one arm gazed down at the flaring head-lines:

THE WAR BEGUN

Very Exciting News from Charleston

Bombardment of Fort Sumter Commenced

Terrible Fire from the Secessionists Batteries

Brilliant Defence of Maj. Anderson

Reckless Bravery of the Confederate States Troops.

And, scanning it to the end, cried out:

He hasnt hauled down his flag! What are you so excited about?

I — Im excited, of course! He cant possibly hold out with only eighty men and nothing to feed them on. Somethings got to be done! he added, walking up and down the room. Ive made fun of the militia — like everybody else — but Jimmy Lent is getting ready, and Im doing nothing! Do you hear what Im saying, Ailsa?

She looked up from the newspaper, sitting there cross-legged under the coverlet.

I hear you, Steve. I dont know what you mean by somethings got to be done. Major Anderson is doing what he can — bless him!

Thats all right, but the thing isnt going to stop there.

Stop where?

At Sumter. Theyll begin firing on Fortress Monroe and Pensacola — I — how do you know theyre not already thinking about bombarding Washington? Virginia is going out of the Union; the entire South is out, or going. Yesterday, I didnt suppose there was any use in trying to get them back again. Father did, but I didnt. I think its got to be done, now. And the question is, Ailsa, whose going to do it?

But she was fiercely absorbed again in the news, leaning close over the paper, tumbled dull-gold hair falling around her bare shoulders, breath coming faster and more irregularly as she read the incredible story and strove to comprehend its cataclysmic significance.

If others are going, I am, repeated her cousin sullenly.

Going where, Steve? — Oh —— —

She dropped the paper and looked up, startled; and he looked back at her, defiant, without a flicker in those characteristic family eyes of his, clear as azure, steady to punishment given or taken — good eyes for a boy to inherit. And he inherited them from his rebel mother.

Father cant keep me home if other people go, he said.

Wait until other people go. She reached out and laid a hand on his arm.

Things are happening too fast, Steve, too fast for everybody to quite understand just yet. Everybody will do what is the thing to do; the family will do what it ought to. . . . Has your mother seen this?

Yes. Neither she nor father have dared speak about it before us— He made a gesture of quick despair, walked to the window and back.

Its a terrible thing, Ailsa, to have mother feel as she does.

How could she feel otherwise?

Ive done my best to explain to her — —

O Steve! You! — when its a matter between her soul and God!

He said, reddening: Its a matter of common-sense — I dont mean to insult mother — but — good Lord, a nation is a nation, but a state is only a state! I — hang it all — whats the use of trying to explain what is born in one — —

The contrary was born in your mother, Steve. Dont ever talk to her this way. And — go out, please, I wish to dress.

He went away, saying over his shoulders: I only wanted to tell you that Im not inclined to sit sucking my thumb if other men go, and you can say so to father, who has forbidden me to mention the subject to him again until I have his permission.

But he went away to business that morning with his father, as usual; and when evening came the two men returned, anxious, dead tired, having passed most of the day standing in the dense throngs that choked every street around the bulletin boards of the newspaper offices.

Ailsa had not been out during the day, nor had Mrs. Craig, except for an hours drive in the family coupe around the district where preliminary surveys for the new Prospect Park were being pushed.

They had driven for almost an hour in utter silence. Her sister-in-laws hand lay clasped in hers, but both looked from the carriage windows without speaking, and the return from the drive found them strangely weary and inclined for the quiet of their own rooms. But Celia Craig could not close her eyes even to feign sleep to herself.

When husband and son returned at evening, she asked nothing of the news from them, but her upturned face lingered a second or two longer as her husband kissed her, and she clung a little to Stephen, who was inclined to be brief with her.

Dinner was a miserable failure in that family, which usually had much to compare, much to impart, much badinage and laughter to distribute. But the men were weary and uncommunicative; Estcourt Craig went to his club after dinner; Stephen, now possessing a latch-key, disappeared shortly afterward.

Paige and Marye did embroidery and gossipped together under the big crystal chandelier while their mother read aloud to them from Great Expectations, which was running serially in Harpers Weekly. Later she read in her prayer-book; later still, fully dressed, she lay across the bed in the alcove staring at the darkness and listening for the sound of her husbands latch-key in the front door,

When it sounded, she sprang up and hastily dried her eyes.

The children and Ailsa are all abed, Curt. How late you are! It was not very wise of you to go out — being so tired— She was hovering near him as though to help his weariness with her small offices; she took his hat, stood looking at him, then stepped nearer, laying both hands on his shoulders, and her face against his.

I am — already tired of the — war, she sighed. Is it ended yet,
Curt?

There is no more news from Sumter.

You will — love me — best — anyway. Curt — wont you?

Do you doubt it?

She only drew a deep, frightened breath. For within her heart she felt the weight of the new apprehension — the clairvoyant premonition of a rival that she must prepare to encounter — a rival that menaced her peace of mind — a shape, shadowy as yet, but terrible, slowly becoming frightfully denned — a Thing that might one day wean this man from her — husband, and son, too — both perhaps —— .

Curt, she faltered, it will all come right in the end. Say it.
I am afraid.

It will come out all right, he said gently. They kissed, and she turned to the mirror and silently began preparing for the night.

With the calm notes of church bells floating out across the city, and an April breeze blowing her lace curtains, Ailsa awoke. Overhead she heard the trample of Stephens feet as he moved leisurely about his bedroom. Outside her windows in the backyard, early sunshine slanted across shrub and grass and white-washed fence; the Sunday quiet was absolute, save for the church bells.

She lay there listening and thinking; the church bells ceased; and after a while, lying there, she began to realise that the silence was unnatural — became conscious of something ominous in the intense quiet outside — a far-spread stillness which was more than the hush of Sabbath.

Whether or not the household was still abed she did not know; no sound came from Celias room; nor were Marye and Paige stirring on the floor above when she rose and stole out barefooted to the landing, holding a thin silk chamber robe around her. She paused, listening; the tic-toc of the hall clock accented the silence; the door that led from Celias chamber into the hall stood wide open, and there was nobody in sight. Something drew her to the alcove window, which was raised; through the lace curtains she saw the staff of the family flag set in its iron socket at right angles to the facade — saw the silken folds stirring lazily in the sunshine, tiptoed to the window and peered out.

As far as her eyes could see, east and west, the street was one rustling mass of flags.

For a second her heart almost hurt her with its thrilling leap; she caught her breath; the hard tension in her throat was choking her; she dropped to her knees by the sill, drew a corner of the flag to her, and laid her cheek against it.

Her eyes unclosed and she gazed out upon the world of flags; then, upright, she opened her fingers, and the crinkled edges of the flag, released, floated leisurely out once more into the April sunshine.

When she had dressed she found the family in the dining-room — her sister-in-law, serene but pale, seated behind the coffee urn, Mr. Craig and Stephen reading the Sunday newspapers, Paige and Marye whispering together over their oatmeal and cream.

She kissed Celia, dropped the old-fashioned, half-forgotten curtsey to the others, and stood hesitating a moment, one hand resting on Celias shoulder.

Is the fort holding out? she asked.

Stephen looked up angrily, made as though to speak, but a deep flush settled to the roots of his hair and he remained silent.

Fort Sumter has surrendered, said her brother-in-law quietly.

Celia whispered: Take your seat now, Honey-bell; your breakfast is getting cold.

At church that Sunday the Northern clergy prayed in a dazed sort of way for the Union and for the President; some addressed the Most High as The God of Battles. The sun shone brightly; new leaves were startling on every tree in every Northern city; acres of starry banners drooped above thousands of departing congregations, and formed whispering canopies overhead.

Vespers were solemn; April dusk fell over a million roofs and spires; twinkling gas jets were lighted in street lamps; city, town, and hamlet drew their curtains and bowed their heads in darkness. A dreadful silence fell over the North — a stillness that breeds epochs and the makers of them.

But the first gray pallor of the dawn awoke a nation for the first time certain of its entity, roaring its comprehension of it from the Lakes to the Potomac, from sea to sea; and the red sun rose over twenty States in solid battle line thundering their loyalty to a Union undivided,

And on that day rang out the first loud call to arms; and the first battalion of the Northland, seventy-five thousand strong, formed ranks, cheering their insulted flag.

Then, southward, another flag shot up above the horizon. The world already knew it as The Stars and Bars. And, beside it, from its pointed lance, whipped and snapped and fretted another flag — square, red, crossed by a blue saltier edged with white on which glittered thirteen stars.

It was the battle flag of the Confederacy flashing the answer to the Northern cheer.


CHAPTER V
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Burgess!

Sir?

Berkley sat up in bed and viewed his environment with disgust.

These new lodgings would make a fair kennel, wouldnt they,
Burgess? — if a man isnt too particular about his dog.

The servant entered with a nasty smirk. Yes, sir; I seen a rat last night.

Hes not the only one, is he, Burgess, yawned Berkley. Oh, hell! Ive got to dress. Did you paint that bathtub? I guess you did, the place reeks like a paint shop. Anyway, it kills less desirable aromas. Wheres the water?

He swung his symmetrical body to the beds edge, dropped lightly to the carpet, unloosed his night robe, and stretched himself.

Was I very drunk, Burgess?

No, sir; you just went to sleep. You havent got no headache, have you?

No — but it was only corn whisky. I didnt remember what I did with it. Is there any left?

Not much, sir.

The servant, ugly to the verge of deformity, and wearing invariably the abominable smirk that disgusted others but amused Berkley, went about his duties.

Berkley blinked at him reflectively, then bathed, dressed, and sat down to a bowl of chocolate and a bit of bread.

What the devil was all that row this morning, Burgess?

War, sir. The President has called for seventy-five thousand men. Here it is, sir. And he laid a morning paper beside the cup of chocolate, which Berkley studied between sips, commenting occasionally aloud:

Heavens, Burgess, why, were a race of patriots! Now who on earth could have suspected that. . . . Why, we seem to be heroes, too! What do you think of that, Burgess? Youre a hero; Im a hero; everybody north of Charleston is an embattled citizen or a hero! Isnt it funny that nobody realised all this before? . . . He turned the paper leisurely sipping his chocolate. . . . Of course — the dear old flag! Thats the cheese, isnt it, Burgess? Been insulted, hasnt it? And were all going to Charleston to punch that wicked Beauregard in the nose. . . . Burgess, you and I are neglecting our duty as heroes; theres much shouting to be done yet, much yelling in the streets, much arguing to be done, many, many cocktails to be firmly and uncompromisingly swallowed. Are you prepared to face the serious consequences of being a hero?

Yes, sir, said Burgess.

You merit well of the republic! The country needs you. Heres half a dollar. Do your duty unflinchingly — at the nearest bar!

Burgess took the coin with a smirk.

Mr. Berkley, the landlady sent word that times is hard.

Bless her soul! They are hard, Burgess. Inform her of my sentiments, said Berkley cordially. Now, my hat and cane, if you please. Were a wonderful people, Burgess; well beat our walking-sticks into bayonets if Mr. Beauregard insists on saying boo to us too many times in succession. . . . And, Burgess?

Sir?

Now that you have waked up this morning to find yourself a hero, I think youd better find yourself another and more spectacular master. My heroism, for the future, is to be more or less inconspicuous; in fact, I begin the campaign by inserting my own studs and cleaning my own clothes, and keeping out of gaol; and the sooner I go where that kind of glory calls me the sooner my name will be emblazoned in the bright lexicon of youth where theres no such word as jail.,

Sir?

In simpler and more archaic phrase, I cant afford you, Burgess, unless I pilfer for a living.

I dont eat much, sir.

No, you dont eat much.

I could quit drinking, sir.

That is really touching, Burgess. This alcohol pickled integument of yours covers a trusting heart. But it wont do. Heroics in a hall bedroom cut no coupons, my poor friend. Our paths to glory and the grave part just outside the door-sill yonder.

She said I could stay, sir.

Which she?

The landlady. Im to fetch coal and run errants and wait on table. But youll get the best cuts, sir. And after hours I can see to your clothes and linen and boots and hats, and do your errants same like the usual.

Now this is nearly as pathetic as our best fiction, said Berkley; ruined master, faithful man — wont leave — starves slowly at his masters feet — tootle music very sneaky— transformation! Burgess in heaven, blinking, puzzled, stretching one wing, reflectively scratching his halo with right hind foot. Angel chorus. Burgess appears to enjoy it and lights one of my best cigars — —

Sir? said Burgess, very red.

Berkley swung around, levelled his walking-stick, and indicated the pit of his servants stomach:

Your face is talking now; wait till that begins to yell. It will take more than Im earning to fill it.

He stood a moment, smiling, curious. Then:

Youve been as faithless a valet as any servant who ever watered wine, lost a gimcrack, or hooked a weed. Studs, neckcloths, bootjacks, silk socks, pins, underwear — all magically and eventually faded from my wardrobe, wafted to those silent bournes of swag that valets wot of. What in hell do you want to stay here for now, you amusing wastrel?

Yes, sir. Id prefer to stay with you.

But therell be no more pleasant pickings, my poor and faithless steward! If you should convert anything more to your own bank account Ill be obliged to stroll about naked.

Yes, sir, muttered Burgess; I brought back some things last night — them socks, shirt-pins and studs, and the fob. . . . Yes, sir; I fetched em back, I did— A sudden and curious gleam of pride crossed the smirk for an instant;— I guess my gentleman aint agoing to look no worse than the next Fifth Avenue swell he meets — even if he aint et no devilled kidneys for breakfast and he dont dine on no canvas-back at Delmonicos. No, sir.

Berkley sat down on the beds edge and laughed until he could scarcely see the man, who observed him in patient annoyance. And every time Berkley looked at him he went into another fit of uncontrollable laughter, as he realised the one delightful weakness in this thorough-paced rogue — pride in the lustre cast upon himself by the immaculate appearance of a fashionable master. But after reflection, it did not astonish him too much; the besetting weakness of rogues is vanity in one form or another. This happened to be an unusual form.

Burgess, he said, I dont care how you go to hell. Go with me if you like or go it alone.

Thank you, sir.

Youre welcome, replied Berkley gravely, and, tucking his cane up under one arm, he went out to business, drawing on a pair of lemon-coloured kid gloves.

Later he searched his pockets for the cigar he had denied himself the evening before. It was not there. In fact, at that moment, Burgess, in the boarding-house backyard, was promenading up and down, leering at the Swedish scullion, and enjoying the last expensive cigar that his master was likely to purchase in many a day.

The street, and avenue were seething with people; people stood at their windows looking out at the news-boys who swarmed everywhere, shouting endless extras; people were gathering on corners, in squares, along park railings, under porticos of hotels, and every one of them had a newspaper and was reading.

In front of the St. Nicholas Hotel a lank and shabby man had mounted a cracker box, and was evidently making a speech, but Berkley could distinguish nothing he said because of the wild cheering.

Everywhere, threading the throng, hurried boys and men selling miniature flags, red-white-and-blue rosettes, and tricoloured cockades; and everybody was purchasing the national colours — the passing crowd had already become bright with badges; the Union colours floated in streamers from the throats or sleeves of pretty girls, glinted in the lapels of dignified old gentlemen, decorated the hats of the stage-drivers and the blinders of their horses.

Certainly, said Berkley, buying a badge and pinning it in his button-hole. Being a hero, I require the trade-mark. Kindly permit that I offer a suggestion— a number of people waiting to buy badges; were now listening to him— those gentlemen gathered there in front of the New York Hotel seem to be without these marks which distinguish heroes from citizens. No doubt theyll be delighted to avail themselves of your offered cockades.

A quick laugh broke out from those around, but there was an undertone of menace in it, because the undecorated gentlemen in front of the New York Hotel were probably Southerners, and Secessionists in principles; that hostelry being the rendezvous in New York of everything Southern.

So, having bestowed his mischievous advice, Berkley strolled on down Broadway, his destination being the offices of Craig and Son, City and Country Real Estate, where he had a desk to himself, a client or two in prospect, and considerable leisure to study the street, gas, and sewer maps of New York City.

Tiring of this distraction, he was always at liberty to twiddle his thumbs, twirl his pencil, yawn, blink, and look out of the window at the City Park across the way, where excited citizens maintained a steady yelling monotone before the neighbouring newspaper offices all day long.

He was also free to reflect upon his own personal shortcomings, a speculation perhaps less damaging than the recent one he had indulged in; and he thought about it sometimes; and sometimes about Ailsa Paige, whom he had not again seen since the unaccountable madness had driven him to trample and destroy the first real inclination he had ever had for a woman.

This inclination he occasionally found leisure to analyse, but, not understanding it, never got very far, except that, superficially, it had been more or less physical. From the moment he saw her he was conscious that she was different; insensibly the exquisitely volatile charm of her enveloped him, and he betrayed it, awaking her, first, to uneasy self-consciousness; then uneasy consciousness of him; then, imperceptibly, through distrust, alarm, and a thousand inexplicable psychological emotions, to a wistful interest that faintly responded to his. Ah! that response! — strange, childish, ignorant, restless — but still a response; and from obscure shallows unsuspected, uncomprehended — shallows that had never before warned her with the echo of an evanescent ripple.

For him to have reflected, reasoned, halted himself, had been useless from the beginning. The sister-in-law of this girl knew who and what he was and had been. There was no hope for him. To let himself drift; to evoke in her, sometimes by hazard, at times with intent, the delicate response — faint echo — pale shadow of the virile emotions she evoked in him, that, too, was useless. He knew it, yet curious to try, intent on developing communication through those exquisite and impalpable lines that threaded the mystery from him to her — from her to him.

And then, when the mystery all about them was aquiver, and her vague eyes met his through the magic, acquiescent under a sorcery for which she had no name — then, when all things occult breathed silence — then he had said too much!

It was perhaps as well that he had said it then as later — as well perhaps that, losing self-control, defeat had moved his tongue to boast, had fixed the empty eye and stamped the smile he wore with a confidence dead in him for ever.

He had said that he would come back. He knew that he would not.

It was the pitiful defiance of a boaster hopelessly hurt.

He no longer desired to see her again. Never again would he risk enduring what she had evoked in him, whatever it was of good or of evil, of the spiritual or the impure — he did not know he was aware only of what his eyes had beheld and his heart had begun to desire.

On his way back from the office that evening he met Camilla Lent and her uncle, the Captain, and would have passed with an amiable salute, but the girl evinced a decided desire to speak. So he turned and joined them.

How do you do, Camilla? How are you, Captain Lent? This re-conversion of the nations ploughshares and pruning hooks is a noisy affair, isnt it?

April 18th, 1861! replied the Captain quickly. What you hear, sir, is the attrition consequent upon the grinding together of certain millstones belonging to the gods.

I have no doubt of it, Captain Lent; theyll probably make meal of us all. Are you offering your services, sir.

Camilla said quickly, and with gayest confidence: Uncle has been looking about casually. There are so many regiments forming, so many recruiting stations that we — we havent decided — have we, uncle? And she gave Berkley a wistful, harrowing glance that enlightened him.

He said gravely: I suppose the average age of these volunteers will be about eighteen. And if the militia go, too, it will be comforting for a defenceless city to know she has men of your experience to count on, Captain Lent.

I am going to the front, observed the Captain.

There may be much to be done in New York, sir.

Then let the police do it, said Captain Lent calmly. The Union must and shall be preserved. If any man attempts to haul down the American flag, shoot him upon the spot. Et cetera, sir, et cetera.

Certainly. But its a question of niggers, too, I believe.

No, sir. It is not a question of niggers. It is a question of whos at the wheel, Union or State. I myself never had any doubts any more than I ever doubted the Unitarian faith! So it is no question for me, sir. What bothers me is to pick out the regiment most likely to be sent first.

Weve walked our legs off, said Camilla, aside, and weve been in all kinds of frightful places where men are drilling and smoking and swearing and yelling; and I was dreadfully afraid a gun would go off or somebody would be impudent to uncle. The dear old thing, she whispered, he is perfectly sure they want him and that he has only to choose a regiment and offer his sword. Oh, dear! Im beginning to be terribly unhappy — Im afraid they wont let him go and Im deadly afraid they might! And Im sure that Jim means to go. Oh, dear! Have you seen Ailsa Paige lately?

No. . . . I hope she is quite well.

You are not very enthusiastic.

I have every reason to be. She is a very winsome girl.

Shes a dear. . . . She has spoken of you several times.

That is most amiable of her, and of you to say so.

Oh, very, laughed Camilla, tossing her pretty head, but it evidently does not interest you very much. In fact— she glanced sidewise— it is understood that no woman ever interests you for more than forty-eight consecutive hours.

Pure slander, Camilla. You do.

Oh — not in the way I mean.

Well, but you dont expect me to be interested in Mrs. Paige — in the way you mean do you?

Why not? she asked mischievously.

Because, to begin properly, Mrs. Paige is not likely ever to become interested in me.

I am heartily glad of it, retorted Camilla. Youd forget her in a week,

Thats more than forty-eight hours, he said, laughing. Youre flattering me now.

Anyway, said Camilla, I dont see why everybody that knows her isnt mad about Ailsa Paige. She has such high principles, such ideals, such wonderful aspirations— She clasped her hands sentimentally: At times, Phil, she seems too ethereal, scarcely of earth — and yet I breakfasted with her and she ate twice as much as I did. How does she keep that glorious figure!

Plumpness was the bane and terror of Camillas life. Her smooth, suave white skin was glossy and tight; distracting curves, entrancing contours characterised her now; but her full red lips fairly trembled as she gazed at her parents portraits in her bedroom, for they had both been of a florid texture and full habit; and she had now long refused sugar and the comforts of sweetmeats dear to the palate of her age and sex. And mostly was this self-denial practised for the sake of a young and unobservant friend, one Stephen Craig, who had so far evinced no unusual inclination for her, or for anything except cigars and masculine society of his own age and condition.

She managed to get Philip Berkley to talk about Stephen, which ingenuity soothed her. But Philip was becoming bored, and he presently escaped to retrace his steps up Broadway, up Fifth Avenue, and then west to the exceedingly modest lodgings whither fate and misfortune had wafted him.

On the way he passed Colonel Arrans big double house with a sullen and sidelong scowl, and continued onward with a shrug. But he smiled no more to himself.

Burgess was in the room, cross-legged on the floor, ironing out his masters best coat.

What the devil are you about, said Philip ungraciously. Get up.
I need what floor Ive got to stand on.

Burgess obediently laid the board and the coat on a trunk and continued ironing; and Philip scowled at him askance.

Why dont you enlist? he said. Every car-driver, stage-driver, hackman, and racing-tout can become major-generals if they yell loud enough.

Burgess continued ironing, then stole a glance at his master.

Are you thinking of enlisting, sir?

No; I cant pass the examination for lung power. By the way, he added, laughing, I overlooked the impudence of your question, too. But now is your time, Burgess. If I wanted you Id have to put up with your insolence, I suppose.

But you dont want me, sir.

Which restrains you, said Philip, laughing. Oh, go on, my friend. Dont say sir to me; its a badge of servitude pasted onto the vernacular. Say Hi! if you like.

Sir?

Hell! I say dont behave like a servant to me.

I am a servant, sir.

Youre not mine.

Yes, sir, I am. Will you wear this coat this evening, sir?

God knows, said the young fellow, sitting down and gazing about at the melancholy poverty of the place. . . . Is there any of that corn whisky?

No, sir.

Damn it, you said there was this morning!

No, sir, I didnt.

The man lied placidly; the master looked at him, then laughed.

Poor old Burgess, he said aloud as though to himself; there wasnt a skinful in that bottle. Well, I cant get drunk, I cant lie here and count from six to midnight and keep my sanity, I cant smoke — you rascal, wheres my cigar? And I certainly cant go out anywhere because I havent any money.

You might take the air on the avenue, sir. Your clothes are in order.

Poor Burgess! That was your amusement, wasnt it? — to see me go out discreetly perfumed, in fine linen and purple, brave as the best of them in club and hall, in ballroom and supper room, and in every lesser hell from Crystal Palace cinders to Canal.

Poor Burgess! Even the seventy-five pretty waitresses at the Gaities would turn up their seventy-five retrousse noses at a man with pockets as empty as mine.

Your clothes are fashionable. So is your figger, sir.

That settles it? protested the young fellow, weak with laughter. Burgess, dont go! Dont ever go! I do need you. Oh I do want you, Burgess. Because there never will be anybody exactly like you, and Ive only one life in which to observe you, study you, and mentally digest you. You wont go, will you?

No sir, said Burgess with dignity.


CHAPTER VI
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THERE WAS INCIPIENT demoralisation already in the offices of Craig & Son. Young gentlemen perched on high benches still searched city maps and explored high-way and by-way with compass and pencil-point, but their ears were alert to every shout from the streets, and their interest remained centred in the newspaper bulletins across the way, where excited crowds clamoured for details not forthcoming.

All day, just outside the glass doors of the office, Broadway streamed with people; and here, where the human counter currents running north and south encountered amid the racket of omnibuses, carts, carriages, and drays, a vast overflow spread turbulently, eddying out around the recruiting stations and newspaper offices which faced the City Park.

Sidewalks swarmed, the park was packed solid. Overhead flags flew from every flag pole, over every portal, across every alley and street and square — big nags, little flags, flags of silk, of cotton, of linen, of bunting, all waving wide in the spring sunshine, or hanging like great drenched flowers in the winnowing April rain.

And it was very hard for the young gentlemen in the offices of
Craig & Son to keep their minds on their business.

Berkley had a small room to himself, a chair, a desk, a city map suspended against the wall, and no clients. Such occasional commissions as Craig & Son were able to give him constituted his sole source of income.

He also had every variety of time on his hands — leisure to walk to the window and walk back again, and then walk all around the room — leisure to go out and solicit business in a city where already business was on the edge of chaos and still sliding — leisure to sit for hours in his chair and reflect upon anything he chose — leisure to be hungry and satisfy the inclination with philosophy. He was perfectly at liberty to choose any subject and think about it. But he spent most of his time in trying to prevent himself from thinking.

However, from his window, the street views now were usually interesting; he was an unconvinced spectator of the mob which started for the Daily News office, hissing, cat-calling, yelling: Show your colours! Run up your colours! He saw the mob visit the Journal of Commerce, and then turn on the Herald, yelling insult and bellowing threats which promptly inspired that journal to execute a political flip-flap that set the entire city smiling.

Stephen, who had conceived a younger mans furtive admiration for Berkley and his rumoured misdemeanours, often came into his room when opportunity offered. That morning he chanced in for a moment and found Berkley at the window chewing the end of a pencil, perhaps in lieu of the cigar he could no longer afford.

These are spectacular times, observed the latter, with a gesture toward the street below. Observe yonder ladylike warrior in brand-new regimentals. Apparently, Stephen, hes a votary of Mars and pants for carnage; but in reality he continues to remain the sartorial artist whose pants are more politely emitted. He emitted these— patting his trousers with a ruler. On what goose has this my tailor fed that he hath grown so sightly!

They stood watching the crowds, once brightened only by the red shirts of firemen or the blue and brass of a policeman, but now varied with weird uniforms, or parts of uniforms, constructed on every known and unknown pattern, military and unmilitary, foreign and domestic. The immortal army at Coventry was not more variegated.

Theres a new poster across the street, said Stephen. He indicated a big advertisement decorated with a flying eagle.

DOWN WITH SECESSION!

The Government Appeals to the
New York Fire Department for One Regiment of Zouaves!

Companies will select their own officers. The roll is
at Engine House 138, West Broadway.

ELSWORTH, COL: ZOUAVES.

Thats a good, regiment to enlist in, isnt it? said the boy restlessly.

Cavalry for me, replied Berkley, unsmiling; they can run faster.

Im serious, said Stephen. If I had a chance— He turned on Berkley: Why dont you, enlist? Theres nothing to stop you, is there?

Nothing except constitutional timidity.

Then why dont you?

Berkley laughed. Well, for one thing, Im not sure how Id behave in battle. I might be intelligent enough to run; I might be ass enough to fight. The enemy would have to take its chances.

The boy laughed, too, turned to the window, and suddenly caught
Berkley by the arm:

Look! Theres something going on down by the Astor House!

A Massachusetts regiment of embattled farmers arrived in this hamlet last night. I believe they are to pass by here on their way to Washington, remarked Berkley, opening the window and leaning out.

Already dense crowds of people were pushing, fighting, forcing their way past the windows, driven before double lines of police; already distant volleys of cheers sounded; the throb of drums became audible; the cheering sounded shriller, nearer.

Past the windows, through Broadway, hordes of ragged street arabs came running, scattered into night before another heavy escort of police. And now the on-coming drums could be heard more distinctly; and now two dusty officers marched into view, a colonel of Massachusetts infantry attended by a quartermaster of New York militia.

Behind them tramped the regimental band of the 6th Massachusetts, instruments slung; behind these, filling the street from gutter to gutter, surged the sweating drummers, deafening every ear with their racket; then followed the field and staff, then the Yankee regiment, wave on wave of bayonets choking the thoroughfare far as the eye could see, until there seemed no end to their coming, and the cheering had become an unbroken howl.

Stephen turned to Berkley: A fellow cant see too much of this kind of thing and stand it very long. Those soldiers are no older than I am!

Berkleys ironical reply was drowned in a renewed uproar as the
Massachusetts soldiers wheeled and began to file into the Astor
House, and the New York militia of the escort swung past hurrahing
for the first Northern troops to leave for the front.

That day Berkley lunched in imagination only, seriously inclined to exchange his present board and lodgings for a dish of glory and a cot in barracks.

That evening, too, after a boarding-house banquet, and after Burgess had done his offices, he took the air instead of other and more expensive distraction; and tired of it thoroughly, and of the solitary silver coin remaining in his pocket.

From his clubs he had already resigned; other and less innocent haunts of his were no longer possible; some desirable people still retained him on their lists, and their houses were probably open to him, but the social instinct was sick; he had no desire to go; no desire even to cross the river for a penny and look again on Ailsa Paige. So he had, as usual, the evening on his hands, nothing in his pockets, and a very weary heart, under a last years evening coat. And his lodgings were becoming a horror to him; the landladys cat had already killed two enormous rats In the hallway; also cabbage had been cooked in the kitchen that day. Which left him no other choice than to go out again and take more air.

Before midnight he had no longer any coin in his pockets, and he was not drunk yet. The situation seemed hopeless, and he found a policeman and inquired politely for the nearest recruiting station; but when he got there the station was closed, and his kicks on the door brought nobody but a prowling Bowery bhoy, sullenly in quest of single combat. So Berkley, being at leisure, accommodated him, picked him up, propped him limply against a doorway, resumed his own hat and coat, and walked thoughtfully and unsteadily homeward, where he slept like an infant in spite of rats, cabbage, and a swollen lip.

Next day, however, matters were less cheerful. He had expected to realise a little money out of his last salable trinket — a diamond he had once taken for a debt. But it seemed that the stone couldnt pass muster, and he bestowed it upon Burgess, breakfasted on coffee and sour bread, and sauntered downtown quite undisturbed in the brilliant April sunshine.

However, the prospect of a small commission from Craig & Son buoyed up his natural cheerfulness. All the way downtown he nourished his cane; he hummed lively tunes in his office as he studied his maps and carefully read the real estate reports in the daily papers; and then he wrote another of the letters which he never mailed, strolled out to Stephens desk for a little gossip, reported himself to Mr. Craig, and finally sallied forth to execute that gentlemans behest upon an upper Fifth Avenue squatter who had declined to vacate property recently dedicated to blasting, the Irish, and general excavation.

In a few moments he found himself involved in the usual crowd. The 8th Massachusetts regiment was passing in the wake of the 6th, its sister regiment of the day before, and the enthusiasm and noise were tremendous.

However, he extricated himself and went about his business; found the squatter, argued with the squatter, gracefully dodged a brick from the wife of the squatter, laid a laughing complaint before the proper authorities, and then banqueted in imagination. What a luncheon he had! He was becoming a Lucullus at mental feasts.

Later, his business affairs and his luncheon terminated, attempting to enter Broadway at Grand Street, he got into a crowd so rough and ungovernable that he couldnt get out of it — an unreasonable, obstinate, struggling mass of men, women, and children so hysterical that the wild demonstrations of the day previous, and of the morning, seemed as nothing compared to this dense, far-spread riot.

Broadway from Fourth to Cortlandt Streets was one tossing mass of flags overhead; one mad surge of humanity below. Through it battalions of almost exhausted police relieved each other in attempting to keep the roadway clear for the passing of the New York 7th on its way to Washington.

Driven, crushed, hurled back by the played-out police, the crowds had sagged back into the cross streets. But even here the police charged them repeatedly, and the bewildered people turned struggling to escape, stumbled, swayed, became panic-stricken and lost their heads.

A Broadway stage, stranded in Canal Street, was besieged as a refuge. Toward it Berkley had been borne in spite of his efforts to extricate himself, incidentally losing his hat in the confusion. At the same moment he heard a quiet, unterrified voice pronounce his name, caught a glimpse of Ailsa Paige swept past on the human wave, set his shoulders, stemmed the rush from behind, and into the momentary eddy created, Ailsa was tossed, undismayed, laughing, and pinned flat against the forward wheel of the stalled stage.

Climb up! he said. Place your right foot on the hub! — now the left on the tire! — now step on my shoulder!

There came a brutal rush from behind; he braced his back to it; she set one foot on the hub, the other on the tire, stepped to his shoulder, swung herself aloft, and crept up over the roof of the stage. Here he joined her, offering an arm to steady her as the stage shook under the impact of the reeling masses below.

How did you get into this mob? he asked.

I was caught, she said calmly, steadying herself by the arm he offered and glancing down at the peril below. Celia and I were shopping in Grand Street at Lord and Taylors, and I thought Id step out of the shop for a moment to see if the 7th was coming, and I ventured too far — I simply could not get back. . . . And — thank you for helping me. She had entirely recovered her serenity; she released his arm and now stood cautiously balanced behind the drivers empty seat, looking curiously out over the turbulent sea of people, where already hundreds of newsboys were racing hither and thither shouting an afternoon extra, which seemed to excite everybody within hearing to frenzy.

Can you hear what they are shouting? she inquired. It seems to make people very angry.

They say that the 6th Massachusetts, which passed through here yesterday, was attacked by a mob in Baltimore.

Our soldiers! she said, incredulous. Then, clenching her small hands: If I were Colonel Lefferts of the 7th Id march my men through Baltimore to-morrow!

I believe they expect to go through, he said, amused. That is what they are for.

The rising uproar around was affecting her; the vivid colour in her lips and cheeks deepened. Berkley looked at her, at the cockade with its fluttering red-white-and-blue ribbons on her breast, at the clear, fearless eyes now brilliant with excitement and indignation.

Have you thought of enlisting? she asked abruptly, without glancing at him.

Yes, he said, Ive ventured that far. Its perfectly safe to think about it. You have no idea, Mrs. Paige, what warlike sentiments I cautiously entertain in my office chair.

She turned nervously, with a sunny glint of gold hair and fluttering ribbons:

Are you never perfectly serious, Mr. Berkley? Even at such a moment as this?

Always, he insisted. I was only philosophising upon these scenes of inexpensive patriotism which fill even the most urbane and peaceful among us full of truculence. . . . I recently saw my tailor wearing a sword, attired in the made-to-measure panoply of battle.

Did that strike you as humorous?

No, indeed; it fitted; I am only afraid he may find a soldiers grave before I can settle our sartorial accounts.

There was a levity to his pleasantries which sounded discordant to her amid the solemnly thrilling circumstances impending. For the flower of the citys soldiery was going forth to battle — a thousand gay, thoughtless young fellows summoned from ledger, office, and counting-house; and all about her a million of their neighbours had gathered to see them go.

Applause makes patriots. Why should I enlist when merely by cheering others I can stand here and create heroes in battalions?

I think, she said, that there was once another scoffer who remained to pray.

As he did not answer, she sent a swift side glance at him, found him tranquilly surveying the crowd below where, at the corner of Canal and Broadway, half a dozen Zouaves, clothed in their characteristic and brilliant uniforms and wearing hairy knapsacks trussed up behind, were being vociferously acclaimed by the people as they passed, bayonets fixed.

More heroes, he observed, made immortal while you wait.

And now Ailsa became aware of a steady, sustained sound audible above the tumult around them; a sound like surf washing on a distant reef.

Do you hear that? Its like the roar of the sea, she said. I believe theyre coming; I think I caught a strain of military music a moment ago!

They rose on tiptoe, straining their ears; even the skylarking gamins who had occupied the stage top behind them, and the driver, who had reappeared, drunk, and resumed his reins and seat, stood up to listen.

Above the noise of the cheering, rolling steadily toward them over the human ocean, came the deadened throbbing of drums. A far, thin strain of military music rose, was lost, rose again; the double thudding of the drums sounded nearer; the tempest of cheers became terrific. Through it, at intervals, they could catch the clear marching music of the 7th as two platoons of police, sixty strong, arrived, forcing their way into view, followed by a full company of Zouaves.

Then pandemonium broke loose as the matchless regiment swung into sight. The polished instruments of the musicians flashed in the sun; over the slanting drums the drumsticks rose and fell, but in the thundering cheers not a sound could be heard from brass or parchment.

Field and staff passed headed by the colonel; behind jolted two howitzers; behind them glittered the sabre-bayonets of the engineers; then, filling the roadway from sidewalk to sidewalk the perfect ranks of the infantry swept by under burnished bayonets.

They wore their familiar gray and black uniforms, forage caps, and blue overcoats, and carried knapsacks with heavy blankets rolled on top. And New York went mad.

What the Household troops are to England the 7th is to America. In its ranks it carries the best that New York has to offer. The polished metal gorgets of its officers reflect a past unstained; its pedigree stretches to the cannon smoke fringing the Revolution.

To America the 7th was always The Guard; and now, in the lurid obscurity of national disaster, where all things traditional were crashing down, where doubt, distrust, the agony of indecision turned government to ridicule and law to anarchy, there was no doubt, no indecision in The Guard. Above the terrible clamour of political confusion rolled the drums of the 7th steadily beating the assembly; out of the dust of catastrophe emerged its disciplined gray columns. Doubters no longer doubted, uncertainty became conviction; in a situation without a precedent, the precedent was established; the corps delite of all state soldiery was answering the national summons; and once more the associated states of North America understood that they were first of all a nation indivisible.

Down from window and balcony and roof, sifting among the bayonets, fluttered an unbroken shower of tokens — gloves, flowers, handkerchiefs, tricoloured bunches of ribbon; and here and there a bracelet or some gem-set chain fell flashing through the sun.

Ailsa Craig, like thousands of her sisters, tore the red-white-and-blue rosette from her breast and flung it down among the bayonets with a tremulous little cheer.

Everywhere the crowd was breaking into the street; citizens marched with their hands on the shoulders of the soldiers; old gentlemen toddled along beside strapping sons; brothers passed arms around brothers; here and there a mother hung to the chevroned sleeve of son or husband who was striving to see ahead through blurring eyes; here and there some fair young girl, badged with the national colours, stretched out her arms from the crowd and laid her hands to the lips of her passing lover.

The last shining files of bayonets had passed; the city swarmed like an ant-hill.

Berkleys voice was in her ears, cool, good-humoured:

Perhaps we had better try to find Mrs. Craig. I saw Stephen in the crowd, and he saw us, so I do not think your sister-in-law will be worried.

She nodded, suffered him to aid her in the descent to the sidewalk, then drew a deep, unsteady breath and gazed around as though awaking from a dream.

It certainly was an impressive sight, he said. The Government may thank me for a number of heroes. Im really quite hoarse.

She made no comment.

Even a thousand well-fed brokers in uniform are bound to be impressive, he meditated aloud.

Her face flushed; she walked on ignoring his flippancy, ignoring everything concerning him until, crossing the street, she became aware that he wore no hat.

Did you lose it? she asked curtly,

I dont know what happened to that hysterical hat, Mrs. Paige.
Probably it went war mad and followed the soldiers to the ferry.
You can never count on hats. Theyre flighty.

You will have to buy another, she said, smiling.

Oh, no, he said carelessly, what is the use. It will only follow the next regiment out of town. Shall we cross?

Mr. Berkley, do you propose to go about town with me, hatless?

You have an exceedingly beautiful one. Nobody will look at me.

Please be sensible!

I am. Ill take you to Lord and Taylors, deliver you to your sister-in-law, and then slink home — —

But I dont wish to go there with a hatless man! I cant understand — —

Well, Ill have to tell you if you drive me to it, he said, looking at her very calmly, but a flush mounted to his cheek-bones; I have no money — with me.

Why didnt you say so? How absurd not to borrow it from me — —

Something in his face checked her; then he laughed.

Theres no reason why you shouldnt know how poor I am, he said.
It doesnt worry me, so it certainly will not worry you. I cant
afford a hat for a few days — and Ill leave you here if you wish.
Why do you look so shocked? Oh, well — then well stop at Genins.
They know me there.

They stopped at Genins and he bought a hat and charged it, giving his addresses in a low voice; but she heard it.

Is it becoming? he asked airily, examining the effect in a glass.
Am I the bully boy with the eye of glass, Mrs. Paige?

You are, indeed, she said, laughing. Shall we find Celia?

But they could not find her sister-in-law in the shop, which was now refilling with excited people.

Celia non est, he observed cheerfully. The office is closed by this time. May I see you safely to Brooklyn?

She turned to the ferry stage which was now drawing up at the curb; he assisted her to mount, then entered himself, humming under his breath:

To Brooklyn! To Brooklyn!
So be it. Amen.
Clippity, Cloppity, back again!

On the stony way to the ferry he chatted cheerfully, irresponsibly, but he soon became convinced that the girl beside him was not listening, so he talked at random to amuse himself, amiably accepting her pre-occupation.

How those broker warriors did step out, in spite of Illinois Central and a sadly sagging list! At the morning board Pacific Mail fell 3 1/2, New York Central 1/4, Hudson River 1/4, Harlem preferred 1/2, Illinois Central 3/4. . . . I dont care. . . . You wont care, but the last quotations were Tennessee 6s, 41, A 41 1/2. . . . Theres absolutely nothing doing in money or exchange. The bankers are asking 107 a 1/2 but sell nothing. On call you can borrow money at four and five per cent— he glanced sideways at her, ironically, satisfied that she paid no heed— you might, but I cant, Ailsa. I cant borrow anything from anybody at any per cent whatever. I know; Ive tried. Meanwhile, few and tottering are my stocks, also they continue downward on their hellward way.

Margins wiped, out in war,
Profits are scattered far,
Ill to the nearest bar,
Ailsa oroon!

he hummed to himself, walking-stick under his chin, his new hat not absolutely straight on his well-shaped head.

A ferry-boat lay in the slip; they walked forward and stood in the crowd by the bow chains. The flag new over Castle William; late sunshine turned river and bay to a harbour in fairyland, where, through the golden haze, far away between forests of pennant-dressed masts, a warship lay all aglitter, the sun striking fire from her guns and bright work, and setting every red bar of her flag ablaze.

The Pocahontas, sloop of war from Charleston bar, said a man in the crowd. She came in this morning at high water. She got to Sumter too late.

Yes. Powhatan had already knocked the head off John Smith, observed Berkley thoughtfully. They did these things better in colonial days.

Several people began to discuss the inaction of the fleet off Charleston bar during the bombardment; the navy was freely denounced and defended, and Berkley, pleased that he had started a row, listened complacently, inserting a word here and there calculated to incite several prominent citizens to fisticuffs. And the ferry-boat started with everybody getting madder.

But when fisticuffs appeared imminent in mid-stream, out of somewhat tardy consideration for Ailsa he set free the dove of peace.

Perhaps, he remarked pleasantly, the fleet couldnt cross the bar. Ive heard of such things.

And as nobody had thought of that, hostilities were averted.

Paddle-wheels churning, the rotund boat swung into the Brooklyn dock. Her gunwales rubbed and squeaked along the straining piles green with sea slime; deck chains clinked, cog-wheels clattered, the stifling smell of dock water gave place to the fresher odour of the streets.

I would like to walk uptown, said Ailsa Paige. I really dont care to sit still in a car for two miles. You need not come any farther — unless you care to.

He said airily: A country ramble with a pretty girl is always agreeable to me. Ill come if youll let me.

She looked up at him, perplexed, undecided.

Are you making fun of Brooklyn, or of me?

Of neither. May I come?

If you care to, she said.

They walked on together up Fulton Street, following the stream of returning sight-seers and business men, passing recruiting stations where red-legged infantry of the 14th city regiment stood in groups reading the extras just issued by the Eagle and Brooklyn Times concerning the bloody riot in Baltimore and the attack on the 6th Massachusetts. Everywhere, too, soldiers of the 13th, 38th, and 70th regiments of city infantry, in blue state uniforms, were marching about briskly, full of the business of recruiting and of their departure, which was scheduled for the twenty-third of April.

Already the complexion of the Brooklyn civic sidewalk crowds was everywhere brightened by military uniforms; cavalrymen of the troop of dragoons attached to the 8th New York, jaunty lancers from the troop of lancers attached to the 69th New York, riflemen in green epaulettes and facings, zouaves in red, blue, and brown uniforms came hurrying down the stony street to Fulton Ferry on their return from witnessing a parade of the 14th Brooklyn at Fort Greene. And every figure in uniform thrilled the girl with suppressed excitement and pride.

Berkley, eyeing them askance, began blandly:

Citizens of martial minds,
Uniforms of wondrous kinds,
Wonderful the sights we see — 
Ailsa, youll agree with me.

Are you utterly without human feeling? she demanded. Because, if you are, there isnt the slightest use of my pretending to be civil to you any longer.

Have you been pretending?

I suppose you think me destitute of humour, she said, but there is nothing humourous about patriotism and self-sacrifice to me, and nothing very admirable about those who mock it.

Her cheeks were deeply flushed; she looked straight ahead of her as she walked beside him.

Yet, even now the swift little flash of anger revealed an inner glimpse to her of her unaltered desire to know this man; of her interest in him — of something about him that attracted her but defied analysis — or had defied it until, pursuing it too far one day, she had halted suddenly and backed away.

Then, curiously, reflectively, little by little, she retraced her steps. And curiosity urged her to investigate in detail the Four Fears — fear of the known in another, fear of the unknown in another, fear of the known in ones self, fear of the unknown in ones self. That halted her again, for she knew now that it was something within herself that threatened her. But it was his nearness to her that evoked it.

For she saw, now that her real inclination was to be with him, that she had liked him from the first, had found him agreeable — pleasant past belief — and that, although there seemed to be no reason for her liking, no excuse, nothing to explain her half-fearful pleasure in his presence, and her desire for it, she did desire it. And for the first time since her widowhood she felt that she had been living her life out along lines that lay closer to solitude than to the happy freedom of which she had reluctantly dreamed locked in the manacles of a loveless marriage.

For her marriage had been one of romantic pity, born of the ignorance of her immaturity; and she was very young when she became the wife of Warfield Paige — Celias brother — a gentle, sweet-tempered invalid, dreamy, romantic, and pitifully confident of life, the days of which were already numbered.

Of the spiritual passions she knew a little — of the passion of pity, of consent, of self-sacrifice, of response to spiritual need. But neither in her early immaturity nor in later adolescence had she ever before entertained even the most innocent inclination for a man. Mans attractions, physical and personal, had left only the lightest of surface impressions — until the advent of this man.

To what in him was she responsive? What intellectual charm had he revealed? What latent spiritual excellence did she suspect? What were his lesser qualities — the simpler moral virtues — the admirable attributes which a woman could recognise. Nay, where even were the nobler failings, the forgivable faults, the promise of future things?

Her uplifted, questioning eyes searched and fell. Only the clear-cut beauty of his head answered her, only the bodys grace.

She sometimes suspected pity as her one besetting sin. Was it pity for this man — a young man only twenty-four, her own age, so cheerful under the crushing weight of material ruin? Was it his poverty that appealed?

Was it her instinct to protect? If all she heard was true, he sorely needed protection from himself. For tales of him had filtered to her young ears — indefinite rumours of unworthy things — of youth wasted and manhood threatened — of excesses incomprehensible to her, and to those who hinted them to her.

Was it his solitude in the world for which she was sorry? She had no parents, either. But she had their house and their memories concrete in every picture, every curtain, every chair and sofa. Twilight whispered of them through every hallway, every room; dawn was instinct with their unseen spirits, sweetening everything in the quiet old house. . . . And that day she had learned where he lived. And she dared not imagine how.

They turned together into the quiet, tree-shaded street, and, in the mellow sunset light, something about it, and the pleasant vine-hung house, and the sense of restfulness moved her with a wistful impulse that he, too, should share a little of the home welcome that awaited her from her own kin.

Will you remain and dine with us, Mr. Berkley?

He looked up, so frankly surprised at her kindness that it hurt her all through.

I want to be friends with you, she said impulsively. Didnt you know it?

They had halted at the foot of the stoop.

I should think you could see how easy it would he for us to become friends, she said with pretty self-possession. But her heart was beating violently.

His pulses, too, were rapping out a message to his intelligence:
You had better not go in, it ran. You are not fit to go in.
You had better keep away from her. You know what will happen if
you dont.

As they entered the house her sister-in-law rose from the piano in the front parlour and came forward.

Were you worried, dearest? cried Ailsa gaily. I really couldnt help it. And Mr. Berkley lost his hat, and Ive brought him back to dinner.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img237.jpg]

TO BERKLEY THE times were surcharged with agreeable agitation. A hullabaloo diverted him. He himself was never noisy; but agitated and noisy people always amused him.

Day after day the citys multi-coloured militia regiments passed through its echoing streets; day after day Broadway resounded with the racket of their drums. Rifles, chasseurs, zouaves, foot artillery, pioneers, engineers, rocket batteries, the 79th Highlanders, dismounted lancers of the 69th and dragoons of the 8th — every heard-of and unheard-of unnecessary auxiliary to a respectable regiment of state infantry, mustered for inspection and marched away in polychromatic magnificence. Park, avenue, and square shrilled with their windy fifes; the towering sides of the transports struck back the wild music of their bands; Castle William and Fort Hamilton saluted them from the ferries to the Narrows; and, hoarse with cheering, the people stared through dim eyes till the last stain of smoke off Sandy Hook vanished seaward. All of which immensely diverted Berkley.

The city, too, had become a thoroughfare for New England and Western troops hurrying pell-mell toward the capital and that unknown bourne so vaguely defined as the seat of war. Also all avenues were now dotted with barracks and recruiting stations, around which crowds clamoured. Fire Zouaves, Imperial Zouaves, National Zouaves, Billy Wilsons Zouaves appropriated without ceremony the streets and squares as drill grounds. All day long they manoeuvred and double-quicked; all day and all night herds of surprised farm horses destined for cavalry, light artillery, and glory, clattered toward the docks; files of brand-new army waggons, gun-carriages, smelling of fresh paint, caissons, forges, ambulances bound South checked the city traffic and added to the citys tumult as they jolted in hundreds and hundreds toward the wharves — materially contributing to Berkleys entertainment.

Beginning with the uproarious war meeting in Union Square, every day saw its crowds listening to the harangue of a somebody or a nobody. Sometimes short, ugly demonstrations were made against an unpopular newspaper office or the residence of an unpopular citizen; the police were rough and excitable, the nerves of the populace on edge, the city was now nearly denuded of its militia, and everybody was very grateful for the temporary presence of volunteer regiments in process of formation.

As yet the tension of popular excitement had not jaded the capacity of the city for pleasure. People were ready for excitement, welcomed it after the dreadful year of lethargy. Stocks fell, but the theatres were the fuller; Joseph Jefferson at Winter Garden, Wallack at his own theatre, The Seven Sisters at Laura Keenes, drew unsatisfied crowds, galloping headlong on the heels of pleasure.

Philharmonics, plays, burlesques, concerts, minstrel entertainments, never lacked audiences, especially when the proceeds were destined for the Union Defence Committee; the hotels, Bancroft, St. Nicholas, Metropolitan, New York, Fifth Avenue, were all brilliantly thronged at night; cafes and concert halls like the Gaieties, Canterbury, and American, flourished and flaunted their advertisements; grills, restaurants, saloons, multiplied. There were none too many for Berkleys amusement.

As yet no battle lightning flickered along the Southern horizon to sober folk with premonition; but the nightly illumination of the metropolis was becoming tinged with a more sinister reflection where licence had already begun to lift a dozen hydra-heads from certain lurid resorts hitherto limited in number and in impudence.

It was into the streets of such a city, a meaner, dirtier, uglier, noisier, perhaps more vicious edition of the French metropolis of the Third Empire, thronged with fantastic soldiery and fox-eyed contractors, filled already with new faces — faces of Western born, Yankee born, foreign born; stupid faces, crafty faces, hard faces, bedizened faces — it was into the streets of such a city that Berkley sauntered twice a day to and fro from his office, regretting only that his means did not permit him to go to the devil like a gentleman.

And one day, out of the hurly-burly, and against all laws of probability and finance, an incredible letter was handed to him. And he read it, standing by his window, and calmly realised that he was now no longer penniless.

Some inspired idiot had become a credulous market for his apparently unmarketable securities. Who this person was his brokers did not say; but, whoever it was, had bought every rotten share he held; and there was money for him in the world to help him out of it.

As he stood there, the letter in his hands, drums sounded across the street, and Stephen came in from the outer office.

Another regiment, he said. Do you know where they come from?

Berkley shook his head, and they went to the windows; below them surged the flood of dead wood driven before the oncoming waves — haggard men, ragged men, small boys, darkies, Bowery bhoys, stray red-shirted firemen, then the police, then solid double ranks of drums battered by flashing, brass-bound drumsticks, then line after line of blue and steel, steadily flowing through the streets and away, away into the unknown.

How young they are! muttered Farren, the gray-haired cashier, standing behind Stephens shoulders. God bless me, theyre children!

Its a Vermont regiment, said Berkley; theyre filing out of the Park Barracks. What a lot of hawk-nosed, hatchet-faced, turkey-necked cow milkers! — all heroes, too, Steve. You can tell that because theyre in uniform and carry guns.

Stephen watched the lank troops, fascinated by the long, silent, almost gliding stride of officers and men loaded down with knapsack, blanket, and canteen, their caps pushed high on their red and sweating foreheads. There was a halt; big hands, big red knuckles, big feet, and the delicate curve of the hawks beak outlining every Yankee nose, queer, humourous, restless glances sweeping Gotham streets and windows where Gotham crowded to gaze back at the halted youngsters in blue; then a far tenor cry, nasal commands, thin voices penetrating from out of the crowded distance; a sudden steadying of ranks; the level flash of shouldered steel; a thousand men marking time; and at last the drums quick outbreak; and the 1st Vermont Infantry passed onward into the unknown.

Id rather like to go there — to see what there is there, observed
Berkley.

Where?

Where theyre going — wherever that may be — and I think I know.

He glanced absently at his letter again.

Ive sold some stock — all I had, and Ive made a lot of money, he said listlessly.

Stephen dropped an impulsive hand on his shoulder.

Im terribly glad, Berkley! Im delighted! he said with a warmth that brought a slight colour into Berkleys face.

Thats nice of you, Stephen. It solves the immediate problem of how to go there.

Go where?

Why — where all our bright young men are going, old fellow, said
Berkley, laughing. I can go with a regiment or I can go alone.
But I really must be starting.

You mean to enlist?

Yes, it can be done that way, too. Or — other ways. The main thing is to get momentum. . . . I think Ill just step out and say good-bye and many thanks to your father. I shall be quite busy for the rest of my career.

You are not leaving here?

I am. But Ill pay my rent first, said Berkley, laughing.

And go he did that very afternoon; and the office of Craig & Son knew him no more.

A few days later Ailsa Paige returned to New York and reoccupied her own house on London Terrace.

A silk flag drooped between the tall pilasters. Under it, at the front door stood Colonel Arran to welcome her. It had been her fathers house; he had planted the great catalpa trees on the grassy terrace in front. Here she had been born; from here she had gone away a bride; from here her parents had been buried, both within that same strange year that left her widowed who had scarcely been a wife. And to this old house she had returned alone in her sombre weeds — utterly alone, in her nineteenth year.

This man had met her then as he met her now; she remembered it, remembered, too, that after any absence, no matter how short, this old friend had always met her at her own door-sill, standing aside with head bent as she crossed the sill.

Now she gave him both hands.

It is so kind of you, dear Colonel Arran! It would not be a home-coming without you— And glancing into the hall, nodded radiantly to the assembled servants — her parents old and privileged and spoiled servants gathered to welcome the young mistress to her own.

Oh — and theres Missy! she said, as an inquiring meow! sounded close to her skirts. You irresponsible little thing — I suppose you have more kittens. Has she, Susan?

Five mm, said Susan drily.

Oh, dear, I suppose it cant be avoided. But we mustnt drown any, you know. And with one hand resting on Colonel Arrans arm she began a tour of the house to inspect the new improvements.

Later they sat together amid the faded splendours of the southern drawing-room, where sunshine regilded cornice and pier glass, turned the lace curtains to nets of gold, and streaked the red damask hangings with slanting bars of fire.

Shiftless old Jonas shuffled in presently with the oval silver tray, ancient decanters, and seedcakes.

And here, over their cakes and Madeira, she told him about her months visit to the Craigs; about her life in the quaint and quiet city, the restful, old-fashioned charm of the cultivated circles on Columbia Heights and the Hill; the attractions of a limited society, a little dull, a little prim, pedantic, perhaps provincially simple, but a society caring for the best in art, in music, in literature, instinctively recognising the best although the best was nowhere common in the city.

She spoke of the agreeable people she had met — unobtrusive, gentle-mannered folk whose homes may have lacked such Madeira and silver as this, but lacked nothing in things of the mind.

She spoke of her very modest and temporary duties in church work there, and in charities; told of the advent of the war news and its effect on the sister city.

And at last, casually, but without embarrassment, she mentioned
Berkley.

Colonel Arrans large hand lay along the back of the Virginia sofa, fingers restlessly tracing and retracing the carved foliations supporting the horns of plenty. His heavy, highly coloured head was lowered and turned aside a little as though to bring one ear to bear on what she was saying.

Mr. Berkley seems to be an — unusual man, she ventured. Do you happen to know him, Colonel Arran?

Slightly.

Oh. Did you know his parents?

His mother.

She is not living, I believe.

No.

Is his father living?

I — dont know.

You never met him?

Colonel Arrans forefinger slowly outlined the deeply carved horn of plenty.

I am not perfectly sure that I ever met Mr. Berkleys father.

She sat, elbows on the table, gazing reflectively into space.

He is a — curious — man.

Did you like him? asked Colonel Arran with an effort.

Yes, she said, so simply that the Colonels eyes turned directly toward her, lingered, then became fixed on the sunlit damask folds behind her.

What did you like about Mr. Berkley, Ailsa?

She considered.

I — dont know — exactly.

Is he cultivated?

Why, yes — I suppose so.

Is he well bred?

Oh, yes; only— she searched mentally— he is not — may I say, conventional? formal?

It is an age of informality, observed Colonel Arran, carefully tracing out each separate grape in the horn of plenty.

Ailsa assented; spoke casually of something else; but when Colonel Arran brought the conversation around again to Berkley, she in nowise seemed reluctant.

He is unusually attractive, she said frankly; his features, at moments, are almost beautiful. I sometimes wonder whether he resembles his mother. Was she beautiful?

Yes.

I thought she must have been. He resembles her, does he not?

Yes.

His father was — is— She hesitated, looked curiously at Colonel
Arran, then smiled.

There was something I never thought of when I first met Mr. Berkley, but now I understand why his features seemed to me not entirely unfamiliar. I dont know exactly what it is, but there seems to be something about him that recalls you.

Colonel Arran sat absolutely still, his heavy hand gripping the horn of plenty, his face so gray that it was almost colourless.

Ailsa, glancing again at his profile, saw nothing now in it resembling Berkley; and, as he made no response, thought him uninterested. But when again she would have changed the subject, the Colonel stirred, interrupting:

Does he seem — well?

Well? she repeated. Oh, yes.

He — seems well . . . and in good spirits? Contented? Is he that type of young man? Happy?

I dont think he is really very happy, though he is cheerful and — and amusing. I dont see how he can be very light-hearted.

Why?

She shook her head:

I believe he — I know he must be in painfully straightened circumstances.

I have heard so, nodded Colonel Arran.

Oh, he certainly is! she said with decision. He lost everything in the panic, and he lives in a most wretched neighbourhood, and he hasnt any business except a very little now and then. It made me quite unhappy, she added naively.

And you find him personally agreeable?

Yes, I do. I didnt at first— She checked herself— I mean I did at the very first — then I didnt — then I did again, then I — didnt— The delicate colour stole into her cheeks; she lifted her wineglass, looked into it pensively, set it back on the table. But I understand him better now, I think.

What, in him, do you understand better now?

I — dont — know.

Is he a better kind of a man than you thought him at first?

Y-es. He has it in him to be better, I mean. . . . Yes, he is a better man than I thought him — once.

And you like him — —

Yes, I do. Colonel Arran.

Admire him?

She flushed up. How do you mean?

His qualities?

Oh. . . . Yes, he has qualities.

Admirable?

He is exceedingly intelligent.

Intellectual?

I dont exactly know. He pretends to make fun of so many things. It is not easy to be perfectly sure what he really believes; because he laughs at almost everybody and everything. But I am quite certain that he really has beliefs.

Religious?

She looked grave. He does not go to church.

Does he — does he strike you as being — well, say, irresponsible — perhaps I may even say reckless?

She did not answer; and Colonel Arran did not ask again. He remained silent so long that she presently drifted off into other subjects, and he made no effort to draw her back.

But later, when he took his leave, he said in his heavy way:

When you see Mr. Berkley, say to him that Colonel Arran remembers him. . . . Say to him that it would be my — pleasure — to renew our very slight acquaintance.

He will be glad, I know, she said warmly.

Why do you think so?

Why? Because I like you! she explained with a gay little laugh. And whoever I like Mr. Berkley must like if he and I are to remain good friends.

The Colonels smile was wintry; the sudden animation in his face had subsided.

I should like to know him — if he will, he said absently. And took his leave of Ailsa Paige.

Next afternoon he came again, and lingered, though neither he nor Ailsa spoke of Berkley. And the next afternoon he reappeared, and sat silent, preoccupied, for a long time, in the peculiar hushed attitude of a man who listens. But the door-bell did not ring and the only sound in tile house was from Ailsas piano, where she sat idling through the sunny afternoon.

The next afternoon he said:

Does he never call on you?

Who?

Mr. Berkley.

I — asked him, she replied, flushing faintly.

He has not come, then?

Not yet. I suppose — business — —

The Colonel said, ponderously careless: I imagine that he is likely to come in the late afternoon — when he does come.

I dont know. He is in business.

It doesnt keep him after three oclock at his office.

She looked up surprised: Doesnt it? And her eyes asked instinctively: How did you know? But the Colonel sat silent again, his head lowered and partly averted as though to turn his good ear toward her. Clearly his mind already dwelt on other matters, she was thinking; but she was mistaken.

When he comes, said Colonel Arran slowly, will you have the kindness to say to him that Colonel Arran will be glad to renew the acquaintance?

Yes. . . . Perhaps he has forgotten the street and number. I might write to him — to remind him? Colonel Arran made no answer.

She wrote that night:

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:

I am in my own house now and am very contented — which does not mean that I did not adore being with Celia Craig and Estcourt and the children.

But home is pleasant, and I am wondering whether you might care to see the home of which I have so often spoken to you when you used to come over to Brooklyn to see me [me erased and us neatly substituted in long, sweeping characters].

I have been doing very little since I last saw you — it is not sheer idleness, but somehow one cannot go light-heartedly to dinners and concerts and theatres in times like these, when traitors are trampling the nag under foot, and when thousands and thousands of young men are leaving the city every day to go to the defence of our distracted country.

I saw a friend the other day — a Mrs. Wells — and three of her boys, friends of mine, have gone with the 7th, and she is so nervous and excited that she can scarcely speak about it. So many men I know have gone or are going. Stephen was here yesterday, wild to go with the 8d Zouaves, but I promised his father to use my influence — and he is too young — although it is very fine and chivalrous of him to wish to go.

I thought I would write you a little note, to remind you that I am at home, and already it has become a letter. Please remember — when you think of it at all — that it would give me pleasure to receive you.

Sincerely yours,

AILSA PAIGE.

Toward the end of the week she received a heart-broken note from Celia Craig, which caused her to hasten over to Brooklyn. She arrived late; the streets were continually blocked by departing troops, and the omnibus took a circuitous course to the ferry, going by way of Fourth Avenue and the Bowery.

Honey-bee! O Honey-bell! whispered her sister-in-law, taking Ailsa into her arms, I could have behaved mysef better if Curt were on the side of God and Justice! — But to have to let him go this way — to know the awful danger — to know he is going against my own people, my own home — against God and the Right! — O Honey-bird! Honey-bud! And the Charleston Mercury says that the South is most bitter against the Zouaves — —

Curt! With the Zouaves!

Oh yes, yes, Honey-bee! The Third Regiment. And he — some wicked old men came here yesterday and read a speech — right befo me — here in this vey room — and began to say that they wished him to be colonel of the 3d Zouaves, and that the Governor wished it and — other fools! And I rose straight up fom my chair and I said, Curt! And he gave me one look. Oh, Honey-bud! His face was changed; there was that same thing in it that I saw the night the news came about Sumter! And he said: Gentlemen, my country educated me; now it honours me. And I tried to speak again and my lips were stiff; and then he said: I accept the command you offer — —

Oh, Celia!

Yes, he said it, darling! I stood there, frozen — in a corner of my heart I had been afraid — such a long time! — but to have it come real— this terror! — to have this thing take my husband — come into our own home befo I knew — befo I dreamed — and take Curt! — take — my — Curt!

Where is he?

With — them. They have a camp near Fort Hamilton. He went there this morning.

When is he coming back?

I dont know. Stephen is scaring me most to death; he is wild to go, too. And, oh — do you believe it? Captain Lent has gone with Curt to the camp, and Curt means to recommend him for his major. What a regiment! — all the soldiers are mere boys, they say — wilful, reckless, hair-brained boys who dont know — cant know — where theyre going. . . . And Curt is so blind without his glasses, and Captain Lent is certainly a little mad, and Im most distracted mysef — —

Darling — darling — dont cry!

Cry? Oh, I could die, Ailsa. Yet, Im Southern enough to choke back evey tear and let them go with a smile if they had to go fo God and the Right! But to see my Curt go this way — and my only son crazy to join him — Oh, it is had, Honey-bee, vey, vey had.

Dearest!

O Honey-bud! Honey-bud!

And the two women mourned, uncomforted.

Ailsa remained for three unhappy days in Fort Greene Place, then fled to her own house. A light, amusing letter from Berkley awaited her. It was so like him, gay, cynical, epigrammatic, and inconsequent, that it cheered her. Besides, he subscribed himself very obediently hers, but on re-examining the letter she noticed that he had made no mention of coming to pay his respects to her.

So she lived her tranquil life for another week; and Colonel Arran came every day and seemed always to be waiting for something — always listening — gray face buried in his stock. And at the weeks end she answered Berkleys letter — although, in it, he had asked no question.

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:

Such sad news from the Craigs. Estcourt has accepted the command of one of the new zouave regiments — the 3d, in camp near Fort Hamilton. But, being in his office, I suppose you have heard all about it from Stephen. Poor Celia Craig! It is peculiarly distressing in her case; all her sympathies are with her native state, and to have her husband go under such unusually tragic circumstances seems too dreadful. Celia is convinced that he will never return; she reads some Southern paper which breathes awful threats against the Zouaves in particular. Besides, Stephen is perfectly determined to enlist in his fathers regiment, and I can see that they cant restrain him much longer. I have done my best; I have had him here and talked to him and argued with him, but I have made no headway. No appeal moves him; he says that the land will need every man sooner or later, and that the quicker he begins the sooner he will learn how to look out for himself in battle.

The regiment is almost full; to-day, the first six companies are to be mustered into the United States service for three years or for the war. Captain Barris of the regular army is the mustering officer. And on their departure I am to present a set of colours to the regiment. It is to be quite solemn. I have already bought the lances, and they are beautiful; the spears are silver gilt, the rings gilded, too, and the flags are made of the most beautiful silk with tassels and fringe of gold bullion. There are three flags: the national colours, the state flag, and a purple regimental flag lettered in gold: 3d Regt. N. Y. Zouaves, and under it their motto: Multorum manibus grande levatur onus. I hope it is good Latin, for it is mine. Is it?

AILSA PAIGE.

To this letter he made no reply, and, after a week, his silence hurt her.

One afternoon toward the middle of May Stephen was announced; and with a sudden sense of foreboding she hastened down to the drawing-room.

Oh! she cried. You — Stephen!

But the boy in his zouave uniform was beside himself with excitement and pride, and he embraced her, laughing, and then began to walk up and down the room gesticulating.

I couldnt stand it any longer, and they let me go. Im sorry for mother, but look at other mens mothers! Theyre calling for more and more troops every week! I knew everybody would have to go, and Im mighty fortunate to get into fathers regiment — And O Ailsa! It is a fine regiment! Were drilling every minute, and now that weve got our uniforms it wont be long before our orders come — —

Stephen — does your mother — —

Mother knows I cant help it. I do love her; she knows that perfectly well. But men have got to settle this thing — —

Two hundred thousand are getting ready to settle it! Are there hot enough without you? — your mothers only son — —

Suppose everybody thought that way, where would our army be?

But there are hundreds of regiments forming here — getting ready, drilling, leaving on boats and trains every day — —

And every regiment is composed of men exactly like me! They go because the Nations business is everybodys business. And the Nations business comes first. Theres no use talking to me, Ailsa. Ive had it but with father. He saw that he couldnt prevent me from doing what he has done. And old Lent is our major! Lord, Ailsa, what a terrible old man for discipline! And father is — well he is acting as though we ought to behave like West Pointers. Theyre cruelly hard on skylarkers and guard runners, and theyre fairly kicking discipline into us. But Im willing. Im ready to stand anything as long as we can get away!

He was talking in a loud, excited voice, pacing restlessly to and fro, pausing at intervals to confront Ailsa where she sat, limp and silent, gazing up at this slender youth in his short blue jacket edged with many bell-buttons, blue body sash, scarlet zouave trousers and leather gaiters.

Presently old Jonas shuffled in with Madeira, cakes, and sandwiches, and Stephen began on them immediately.

I came over so you could see me in my uniform, he explained; and
Im going back right away to see mother and Paige and Marye and
Camilla. He paused, sandwich suspended, then swallowed what he
had been chewing and took another bite, recklessly.

Im very fond of Camilla, he said condescendingly. Shes very nice about my going — the only one who hasnt snivelled. I tell you, Ailsa, Camilla is a good deal of a girl. . . . And Ive promised to look out for her uncle — keep an eye on old Lent, you know, which seems to comfort her a good deal when she begins crying —— 

Oh. . . I thought Camilla didnt cry.

She cries a little — now and then.

About her uncle?

Certainly.

Ailsa looked down at her ringless fingers. Within the week she had laid away both rings, meaning to resume them some day.

If you and your father go, your office will be closed, I suppose.

Oh, no. Farren will run it.

I see. . . . And Mr. Berkley, too, I suppose.

Stephen looked up from his bitten seedcake.

Berkley? He left long ago.

Left — where? she asked, confused.

Left the office. It couldnt be helped. There was nothing for him to do. I was sorry — Im sorrier now — —

He checked himself, hesitated, turned his troubled eyes on Ailsa.

I did like him so much.

Dont you like him — still?

Yes — I do. I dont know what was the matter with that man. He went all to pieces.

W-what!

Utterly. Isnt it too bad.

She sat there very silent, very white. Stephen bit into another cake, angrily.

Its the company he keeps, he said— a lot of fast men — fast enough to be talked about, fashionable enough to be tolerated — Jack Casson is one of them, and that little ass, Arthur Wye. Thats the crowd — a horse-racing, hard-drinking, hard-gambling crew.

But — he is — Mr. Berkleys circumstances — how can he do such things — —

Some idiot — even Berkley doesnt know who — took all those dead stocks off his hands. Wasnt it the devils own luck for Berkley to find a market in times like these?

But it ended him. . . . Oh, I was fond of him, I tell you, Ailsa!
I hate like thunder to see him this way — —

What way!

Oh, not caring for anybody or anything. Hes never sober. I dont mean that I ever saw him otherwise — he doesnt get drunk like an ordinary man: he just turns deathly white and polite. Ive met him — and his friends — several times. Theyre too fast a string of colts for me. But isnt it a shame that a man like Berkley should go to the devil — and for no reason at all?

Yes, she said.

When Stephen, swinging his crimson fez by the tassel, stood ready to take his leave, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him.

After he departed Colonel Arran came, and sat, as usual, silent, listening.

Ailsa was very animated; she told him about Stephens enlistment, asked scores of questions about military life, the chances in battle, the proportion of those who went through war unscathed.

And at length Colonel Arran arose to take his departure; and she had not told what was hammering for utterance in every heart beat; she did not know how to tell, what to ask.

Hat in hand Colonel Arran bent over her hot little hand where it lay in his own.

I have been offered the colonelcy of a volunteer regiment now forming, he said without apparent interest.

You!

Cavalry, he explained wearily.

But — you have not accepted!

He gave her an absent glance. Yes, I have accepted. . . . I am going to Washington to-night.

Oh! she breathed, but you are coming back before — before — —

Yes, child. Cavalry is not made in a hurry. I am to see General Scott — perhaps Mr. Cameron and the President. . . . If, in my absence— he hesitated, looked down, shook his head. And somehow she seemed to know that what he had not said concerned Berkley.

Neither of them mentioned him. But after Colonel Arran had gone she went slowly to her room, sat down at her desk, sat there a long, long while thinking. But it was after midnight before she wrote to Berkley:

Have you quite forgotten me? I have had to swallow a little pride to write you again. But perhaps I think our pleasant friendship worth it.

Stephen has been here. He has enlisted as a private in his fathers regiment of zouaves. I learned by accident from him that you are no longer associated with Craig & Son in business. I trust this means at least a partial recovery of your fortune. If it does, with fortune recovered responsibilities increase, and I choose to believe that it is these new and exacting duties which have prevented me from seeing you or from hearing from you for more than three weeks.

But surely you could find a moment to write a line to a friend who is truly your very sincere well-wisher, and who would be the first to express her pleasure in any good fortune which might concern you.

AILSA PAIGE.

Two days passed, and her answer came:

Ailsa Paige, dearest and most respected, I have not forgotten you for one moment. And I have tried very hard.

God knows what my pen is trying to say to you, and not hurt you, and yet kill utterly in you the last kindly and charitable memory of the man who is writing to you.

Ailsa, if I had known you even one single day before that night I met you, you would have had of me, in that single day, all that a man dare lay at the feet of the truest and best of women.

But on that night I came to you a man utterly and hopelessly ruined — morally dead of a blow dealt me an hour before I saw you for the first time.

I had not lived an orderly life, but at worst it was only a heedless life. I had been a fool, but not a damned one. There was in me something loftier than a desire for pleasure, something worthier than material ambition. What else lay latent — if anything — I may only surmise. It is all dead.

The blow dealt me that evening — an hour before I first laid eyes on you — utterly changed me; and if there was anything spiritual in my character it died then. And left what you had a glimpse of — just a man, pagan, material, unmoral, unsafe; unmoved by anything except by what appeals to the material senses.

Is that the kind of man you suppose me? That is the man I am. And you know it now. And you know, now, what it was in me that left you perplexed, silent, troubled, not comprehending — why it was you would not dance with me again, nor suffer my touch, nor endure me too near you.

It was the less noble in me — all that the blow had not killed — only a lesser part of a finer and perfect passion that might perhaps have moved you to noble response in time.

Because I should have given you all at the first meeting; I could no more have helped it than I could have silenced my heart and lived. But what was left to give could awake in you no echo, no response, no comprehension. In plainer, uglier words, I meant to make you love me; and I was ready to carry you with me to that hell where souls are lost through love — and where we might lose our souls together.

And now you will never write to me again.

All the afternoon she bent at her desk, poring over his letter. In her frightened heart she knew that something within her, not spiritual, had responded to what, in him, had evoked it; that her indefinable dread was dread of herself, of her physical responsiveness to his nearness, of her conscious inclination for it.

Could this be she — herself — who still bent here over his written words — this tense, hot-cheeked, tremulous creature, staring dry-eyed at the blurring lines which cut her for ever asunder from this self-outlawed man!

Was this letter still unburned. Had she not her fill of its brutality, its wickedness?

But she was very tired, and she laid her arms on the desk and her head between them. And against her hot face she felt the cool letter-paper.

All that she had dreamed and fancied and believed and cared for in man passed dully through her mind. Her own aspirations toward ideal womanhood followed — visions of lofty desire, high ideals, innocent passions, the happiness of renunciation, the glory of forgiveness —— 

She sat erect, breathing unevenly; then her eyes fell on the letter, and she covered it with her hands, as hands cover the shame on a stricken face. And after a long time her lips moved, repeating:

The glory of forgiveness — the glory of forgiveness — —

Her heart was beating very hard and fast as her thoughts ran on.

To forgive — help him — teach truth — nobler ideals — —

She could not rest; sleep, if it really came, was a ghostly thing that mocked her. And all the next day she roamed about the house, haunted with the consciousness of where his letter lay locked in her desk. And that day she would not read it again; but the next day she read it. And the next.

And if it were her desire to see him once again before all ended irrevocably for ever — or if it was what her heart was striving to tell her, that he was in need of aid against himself, she could not tell. But she wrote him:

It is not you who have written this injury for my eyes to read, but another man, demoralised by the worlds cruelty — not knowing what he is saying — hurt to the soul, not mortally. When he recovers he will be you. And this letter is my forgiveness.

Berkley received it when he was not particularly sober; and lighting the end of it at a candle let it burn until the last ashes scorched his fingers.

Burgess, he said, did you ever notice how hard it is for the frailer things to die? Those wild doves we used to shoot in Georgia — by God! it took quail shot to kill them clean.

Yes, sir?

Exactly. Then, that being the case, you may give me a particularly vigorous shampoo. Because, Burgess, I woo my volatile goddess to-night — the Goddess Chance, Burgess, whose wanton and naughty eyes never miss the fall of a card. And I desire that all my senses work like lightning, Burgess, because it is a fast company and a faster game, and thats why I want an unusually muscular shampoo!

Yes, sir. Poker, sir?

I — ah — believe so, said Berkley, lying back in his chair and closing his eyes. Go ahead and rub hell into me — if Ill hold any more.

The pallor, the shadows under eyes and cheeks, the nervous lines at the corners of the nose, had almost disappeared when Burgess finished. And when he stood in his evening clothes pulling a rose-bud stem through the button-hole of his lapel, he seemed very fresh and young and graceful in the gas-light.

Am I very fine, Burgess? Because I go where youth and beauty chase the shining hours with flying feet. Oh yes, Burgess, the fair and frail will be present, also the dashing and self-satisfied. And well try to make it agreeable all around, wont we? . . . And dont smoke all my most expensive cigars, Burgess. I may want one when I return. I hate to ask too much of you, but you wont mind leaving one swallow of brandy in that decanter, will you? Thanks. Good night, Burgess.

Thank you, sir. Good night, sir.

As he walked out into the evening air he swung his cane in glittering circles.

Nevertheless, he said under his breath, shed better be careful. If she writes again I might lose my head and go to her. You can never tell about some men; and the road to hell is a lonely one — damned lonely. Better let a man travel it like a gentleman if he can. Its more dignified than sliding into it on your back, clutching a handful of lace petticoat.

He added: Theres only one hell; and its hell, perhaps, because there are no women there.


CHAPTER VIII
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BERKLEY, HOLLOW-EYED, GHASTLY white, but smiling, glanced at the clock.

Only one more hand after this, he said. I open it for the limit.

All in, said Cortlandt briefly. What are you going to do now?

Scindere glaciem, observed Berkley, you may give me three cards, Cortlandt. He took them, scanned his hand, tossed the discards into the centre of the table, and bet ten dollars. Through the tobacco smoke drifting in level bands, the crystal chandeliers in Cortlandts house glimmered murkily; the cigar haze even stretched away into the farther room, where, under brilliantly lighted side brackets, a young girl sat playing at the piano, a glass of champagne, gone flat, at her dimpled elbow. Another girl, in a shrimp-pink evening gown, one silken knee drooping over the other, lay half buried among the cushions, singing the air which the player at the piano picked out by ear. A third girl, velvet-eyed and dark of hair, listened pensively, turning the gems on her fingers.

The pretty musician at the piano was playing an old song, once much admired by the sentimental; the singer, reclining amid her cushions, sang the words, absently:

Why did I give my heart away — 
Give it so lightly, give it to pay
For a pleasant dream on a summers day?

Why did I give? I do not know.
Surely the passing years will show.

Why did I give my love away — 
Give it in April, give it in May,
For a young mans smile on a summers day?

Why did I love? I do not know.
Perhaps the passing years will show.

Why did I give my soul away — 
Give it so gaily, give it to pay
For a sigh and a kiss on a summers day?

Perhaps the passing years may show;
My heart and I, we do not know.

She broke off short, swung on the revolving chair, and called: Mr.
Berkley, are you going to see me home?

Last jack, Miss Carew, said Berkley, Im opening it for the limit. Give me one round of fixed ammunition, Arthur.

Theres no use drawing, observed another man, laying down his hand, Berkley cleans us up as usual.

He was right; everything went to Berkley, as usual, who laughed and turned a dissipated face to Casson.

Cold decks? he suggested politely. Your revenge at your convenience, Jack.

Casson declined. Cortlandt, in his brilliant zouave uniform, stood up and stretched his arms until the scarlet chevrons on the blue sleeves wrinkled into jagged lightning.

Its been very kind of you all to come to my last good-bye party, he yawned, looking sleepily around him through the smoke at his belongings.

For a week he had been giving a good-bye party every evening in his handsome house on Twenty-third Street. The four men and the three young girls in the other room were the residue of this party, which was to be the last.

Arthur Wye, wearing the brand-new uniform, red stripes and facings, of flying artillery, rose also; John Casson buttoned his cavalry jacket, grumbling, and stood heavily erect, a colossus in blue and yellow.

You have the devils luck, Berkley, he said without bitterness.

I need it.

So you do, poor old boy. But — God! you play like a professional.

Wye yawned, thrust his strong, thin hands into his trousers pockets, and looked stupidly at the ceiling.

I wish to heaven theyd start our battery, he said vacantly.
Im that sick of Hamilton!

Casson grumbled again, settling his debts with Berkley.

Everybody has the devils own luck except the poor God-forsaken cavalry. Billy Cortlandt goes tomorrow, your battery is under orders, but nobody cares what happens to the cavalry. And theyre the eyes and ears of an army — —

Theyre the heels and tail of it, observed Berkley, and the artillery is the rump.

Shut up, you sneering civilian!

Im shutting up — shop — unless anybody cares to try one last cold hand— He caught the eye of the girl at the piano and smiled pallidly. Quid non mortalia pectora cogis, auri sacra fames! Also I have them all scared to death, Miss Carew — the volunteer army of our country is taking water.

It doesnt taste like water, said the pretty singer on the sofa, stretching out her bubbling glass, try it yourself, Mr. Berkley.

They went toward the music room; Cortlandt seated himself on top of the piano. He looked rather odd there in his zouave jacket, red trousers, white-gaitered legs hanging.

Oh the Zou-zou-zou!
Oh the Zou-zou-zou!
Oh the boys of the bully Zouaves!

he hummed, swinging his legs vigorously. Ladies and gentlemen, its all over but the shooting. Arthur, I saw your battery horses; they belong in a glue factory. How arc you going to save your guns when the rebs come after you?

God knows, especially if the Zouaves support us, replied Wye, yawning again. Then, rising:

Ive got to get back to that cursed fort. Ill escort anybody wholl let me.

One more glass, then, said Cortlandt. Berkley, fill the parting cup! Ladies of the Canterbury, fair sharers of our hospitality who have left the triumphs of the drama to cheer the unfortunate soldier on his war-ward way, I raise my glass and drink to each Terpsichorean toe which, erstwhile, was pointed skyward amid the thunder of metropolitan plaudits, and which now demurely taps my flattered carpet. Gentlemen — soldiers and civilians — I give you three toasts! Miss Carew, Miss Lynden, Miss Trent! Long may they dance! Hurrah!

Get on the table, said Casson amid the cheering, and climbed up, spurs jingling, glass on high.

Will it hold us all? inquired Letty Lynden, giving her hands to
Berkley, who shrugged and swung her up beside him. Hurrah for the
Zouaves! she cried; Hurrah for Billy Cortlandt! — Oh, somebody
spilled champagne all over me!

Hurrah for the artillery! shouted Arthur Wye, vigorously cheering himself and waving his glass, to the terror of Ione Carew, who attempted to dodge the sparkling rain in vain.

Arthur, you look like a troop of trained mice, observed Berkley gravely. Has anybody a toy cannon and a little flag?

Wye descended with a hop, sprang astride a chair, and clattered around the room, imitating his drill-master.

Attention! By the right of batteries, break into sections, trot. Mar-r-rch! Attention-n-n! By section from the right of batteries — front into column. Mar-r-rch!

By section from the right, front into column, march! repeated Cortlandt, jumping down from the table and seizing another chair. Everybody mount a chair! he shouted. This is the last artillery drill of the season. Line up there, Letty! It wont hurt your gown. Berkleyll get you another, anyway! Now, ladies and gentlemen, sit firmly in your saddles. Caissons to the rear — march! Caissons, left about — pieces forward — march!

Wyes chair buckled and he came down with a splintering crash; Casson galloped madly about, pretending his chair had become unmanageable. It, also, ultimately collapsed, landed him flat on his back, whence he surveyed the exercises of the haute ecole in which three flushed and laughing young girls followed the dashing lead of Cortlandt, while Berkley played a cavalry canter on the piano with one hand and waved his cigar in the other.

Later, breathless, they touched glasses to the departing volunteers, to each other, to the ladies (God bless them! Hear! He-ah!), to the war, to every regiment going, to each separate battery horse and mule in Arthurs section. And then began on the guns,

I prophesy a quick reunion! said Berkley. Heres to it! Full glasses!

Speech! Speech — you nimble-witted, limber-legged prophet! roared John Casson, throwing a pack of cards at Berkley. Read the cards for us!

Berkley very gracefully caught a handful, and sorting them, began impromptu:

Diamonds for you,
Little Miss Carew,
Strung in a row,
Tied in a bow — 
What would you do
If they came true?

What can it be?
Hearts! for Miss Letty — 
Sweethearts and beaux,
Monarchs in rows,
Knaves on their knees — 
Choose among these!

Clubs now, I see!
Ace! for Miss Betty — 
Clubman and swell,
Soldier as well.
Yes, hes all three;
Who can he be?

Ione, be kind
To monarch and knave,
But make up your mind
To make em behave.
And when a man finds you
The nicest hes met, he
Is likely to marry you,
Letty and Betty!

Tremendous cheering greeted these sentiments; three more cheers were proposed and given for the Canterbury.

Home of the ster arts, m-music an r drama-r-r— observed
Casson hazily— Im going home.

Nobody seemed to hear him.

Home — ser-weet home, he repeated sentimentally— home among the horses — where some Roman-nosed, camel-backed, slant-eared nag is probably waitin to kick daylight outr me! Ladies, farewell! he added, tripping up on his spurs and waving his hand vaguely. Cavlrys eyes n ears f army! Taint the hind legs No — no! Im head n ears — army! n I wan t go home.

For a while he remained slanting against the piano, thoughtfully attempting to pry out the strings; then Wye returned from putting Miss Carew and Miss Trent into a carriage.

You come to the fort with me, he said. Thatll sober you. I sleep near the magazine.

Berkleys face looked dreadfully battered and white, but he was master of himself, careful of his equilibrium, and very polite to everybody.

Youre — hic! — killin yourself, said Cortlandt, balancing himself carefully in the doorway.

Dont put it that way, protested Berkley. Im trying to make fast time, thats all. Im in a hurry.

The other wagged his head: You wont last long if you keep this up. The — hic! — trouble with you is that you cant get decently drunk. You just turn blue and white. Thats whats — matter — you! And it kills the kind of — hic! — of man you are. B-blieve me, he added shedding tears, Im fon v you, Ber — hic! — kley.

He shed a few more scalding tears, waved his hand in resignation, bowed his head, caught sight of his own feet, regarded them with surprise.

Whose? he inquired naively.

Yours, said Berkley reassuringly. They dont want to go to bed.

Put em to bed! said Cortlandt in a stem voice. No business wandring round here this time of night!

So Berkley escorted Cortlandt to bed, bowed him politely into his room, and turned out the gas as a precaution.

Returning, he noticed the straggling retreat of cavalry and artillery, arms fondly interlaced; then, wandering back to the other room in search of his hat, he became aware of Letty Lynden, seated at the table.

Her slim, childish body lay partly across the table, her cheek was pillowed on one outstretched arm, the fingers of which lay loosely around the slender crystal stem of a wine-glass.

Are you asleep? he asked. And saw that she was.

So he roamed about, hunting for something or other — he forgot what — until he found it was her mantilla. Having found it, he forgot what he wanted it for and, wrapping it around his shoulders, sat down on the sofa, very silent, very white, but physically master of the demoralisation that sharpened the shadows under his cheek-bones and eyes.

I guess, he said gravely to himself, that Id better become a gambler. Its — a — very, ve — ry good fession — no, he added cautiously, per — fession— and stopped short, vexed with his difficulties of enunciation.

He tried several polysyllables; they went better. Then he became aware of the mantilla on his shoulders.

Some time or other, he said to himself with precision, that little dancer girl ought to go home.

He rose steadily, walked to the table:

Listen to me, you funny little thing, he said.

No answer.

The childlike curve of the cheek was flushed; the velvet-fringed lids lay close. For a moment he listened to the quiet breathing, then touched her arm lightly.

The girl stirred, lifted her head, straightened up, withdrawing her fingers from the wine-glass.

Everybodys gone home, he said. Do you want to stay here all night?

She rose, rubbing her eyes with the backs of her hands, saw the mantilla he was holding, suffered him to drop it on, her shoulders, standing there sleepy and acquiescent. Then she yawned.

Are you going with me, Mr. Berkley?

Ill — yes. Ill see you safe.

She yawned again, laid a small hand on his arm, and together they descended the stairs, opened the front door, and went out into Twenty-third Street. He scarcely expected to find a hack at that hour, but there was one; and it drove them to her lodgings on Fourth Avenue, near Thirteenth Street. Spite of her paint and powder she seemed very young and very tired as she stood by the open door, looking drearily at the gray pallor over the roofs opposite, where day was breaking.

Will you — come in?

He had prepared to take his leave; he hesitated.

I think I will, he said. Id like to see you with your face washed.

Her room was small, very plain, very neat. On the bed lay folded a white night gown; a pair of knitted pink slippers stood close together on the floor beside it. There was a cheap curtain across the alcove; she drew it, turned, looked at him; and slowly her oval face crimsoned.

You neednt wash your face, he said very gently.

She crept into the depths of a big arm-chair and lay back watching him with inscrutable eyes.

He did not disturb her for a while. After a few moments he got up and walked slowly about, examining the few inexpensive ornaments on wall and mantel; turned over the pages of an album, glanced at a newspaper beside it, then came back and stood beside her chair.

Letty?

She opened her eyes.

I suppose that this isnt the — first time.

No.

Its not far from it, though. She was silent, but her eyes dropped.

He sat down on the padded arm of the chair.

Do you know how much money Ive made this week? he said gaily.

She looked up at him, surprised, and shook her head; but her velvet eyes grew wide when he told her.

I won it fairly, he said. And Im going to stake it all on one last bet.

[Illustration: I won it fairly, and Im going to stake it all on one last bet.]

On — what?

On — you. Now, what do you think of that, you funny little thing?

How — do you mean, Mr. Berkley? He looked down into the eyes of a hurt child.

It goes into the bank in your name — if you say so.

For — what?

I dont know, he said serenely, but I am betting it will go for rent, and board, and things a girl needs — when she has no man to ask them of — and nothing to pay for them.

You mean no man — excepting — you?

No, he said wearily, Im not trying to buy you.

She crimsoned. I thought — then why do you — —

Why? Good God, child! I dont know! How do I know why I do anything? Ive enough left for my journey. Take this and try to behave yourself if you can — in the Canterbury and out of it! . . . And buy a new lock for that door of yours. Good night.

She sprang up and laid a detaining hand on his sleeve as he reached the hallway.

Mr. Berkley! I — I cant — —

He said, smiling: My manners are really better than that — —

I didnt mean — —

You ought to. Dont let any man take his leave in such a manner. Men believe a woman to be what she thinks she is. Think well of yourself. And go to bed. I never saw such a sleepy youngster in my life! Good night, you funny, sleepy little thing.

Mr. Berkley — I cant take — accept — —

Oh, listen to her! he said, disgusted. Cant I make a bet with my own money if I want to? I am betting; and you are holding the stakes. It depends on how you use them whether I win or lose.

I dont understand — I dont, truly, she stammered; d-do you wish me to — leave — the Canterbury? Do you — what is it you wish?

You know better than I do. Im not advising you. Where is your home? Why dont you go there? You have one somewhere, I suppose, havent you?

Y-yes; I had.

Well — where is it?

In Philadelphia.

Couldnt you stand it? he inquired with a sneer.

No. She covered her face with her hands.

Trouble?

Y-yes.

Man?

Y-y-yes.

Wont they take you back?

I — havent written.

Write. Home is no stupider than the Canterbury. Will you write?

She nodded, hiding her face.

Then — thats settled. Meanwhile— he took both her wrists and drew away her clinging hands:

Id rather like to win this bet because — the odds are all against me. He smiled, letting her hands swing back and hang inert at her sides.

But she only closed her eyes and shook her head, standing there, slim and tear-stained in her ruffled, wine-stained dinner dress. And, watching her, he retreated, one step after another, slowly; and slowly closed the door, and went out into the dawn, weary, haggard, the taste of life bitter in his mouth.

What a spectacle, he sneered, referring to himself, the vicious god from the machine! Chorus of seraphim. Apotheosis of little Miss Turveydrop — —

He swayed a trine as he walked, but it was not from the wine.

A policeman eyed him unfavourably,

No, said Berkley, Im not drunk. You think I am. But Im not.
And Im too tired to tell you how I left my happy, happy home.

In the rosy gray of the dawn he sat down on the steps of his new lodgings and gazed quietly into space.

This isnt going to help, he said. I can stand years of it yet. And thats much too long.

He brooded for a few moments.

I hope she doesnt write me again. I cant stand everything.

He got up with an ugly, oblique glance at the reddening sky.

Im what hes made me — and Ive got to let her alone. . . . Let her alone. I— He halted, laid his hand heavily on the door, standing so, motionless.

If I — go — near her, hell tell her what I am. If he didnt, Id have to tell her. Theres no way — anywhere — for me. And he made me so. . . . And — by God! its in me — in me — to — to — if she writes again— He straightened up, turned the key calmly, and let himself in.

Burgess was asleep, but Berkley went into his room and awoke him, shining a candle in his eyes.

Burgess!

S-sir?

Suppose you knew you could never marry a woman. Would you keep away from her? Or would you do as much as you could to break her heart first?

Burgess yawned: Yes, sir.

Youd do all you could?

Yes, sir.

There was a long silence; then Berkley laughed. They drowned the wrong pup, he said pleasantly. Good night.

But Burgess was already asleep again.


CHAPTER IX
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AND NOW AT last she knew what it was she feared. For she was beginning to understand that this man was utterly unworthy, utterly insensible, without character, without one sympathetic trait that appealed to anything in her except her senses.

She understood it now, lying there alone in her room, knowing it to be true, admitting it in all the bitter humiliation of self-contempt. But even in the light of this new self-knowledge her inclination for him seemed a thing so unreasonable, so terrible, that, confused and terrified by the fear of spiritual demoralisation, she believed that this bewildering passion was all that he had ever evoked in her, and fell sick in mind and body for the shame of it.

A living fever was on her night and day; disordered memories of him haunted her, waking; defied her, sleeping; and her hatred for what he had awakened in her grew as her blind, childish longing to see him grew, leaving no peace for her.

What kind of love was that? — founded on nothing, nurtured on nothing, thriving on nothing except what her senses beheld in him. Nothing higher, nothing purer, nothing more exalted had she ever learned of him than what her eyes saw; and they had seen only a man in his ripe youth, without purpose, without ideals, taking carelessly of the world what he would one day return to it — the material, born in corruption, and to corruption doomed.

It was night she feared most. By day there were duties awaiting, or to be invented. Also, sometimes, standing on her steps, she could hear the distant sound of drums, catch a glimpse far to the eastward of some regiment bound South, the long rippling line of bayonets, a flutter of colour where the North was passing on Gods own errand. And love of country became a passion.

Stephen came sometimes, but his news of Berkley was always indefinite, usually expressed with a shrug and emphasised in silences.

Colonel Arran was still in Washington, but he wrote her every day, and always he asked whether Berkley had come. She never told him.

Like thousands and thousands of other women in New York she did what she could for the soldiers, contributing from her purse, attending meetings, making havelocks, ten by eight, for the soldiers caps, rolling bandages, scraping lint in company with other girls of her acquaintance, visiting barracks and camps and soldiers rests, sending endless batches of pies and cakes and dozens of jars of preserves from her kitchen to the various distributing depots.

Sainte Ursulas Church sent out a call to its parishioners; a notice was printed in all the papers requesting any women of the congregation who had a knowledge of nursing to meet at the rectory for the purpose of organisation. And Ailsa went and enrolled herself as one who had had some hospital experience.

Sickness among the thousands of troops in the city there already was, also a few cases of gunshots in the accident wards incident on the carelessness or ignorance of raw volunteers. But as yet in the East there had been no soldier wounded in battle, no violent death except that of the young colonel of the 1st Fire Zouaves, shot down at Alexandria.

So there was no regular hospital duty asked of Ailsa Paige, none required; and she and a few other women attended a class of instruction conducted by her own physician, Dr. Benton, who explained the simpler necessities of emergency cases and coolly predicted that there would be plenty of need for every properly instructed woman who cared to volunteer.

So the ladies of Sainte Ursulas listened very seriously; and some had enough of it very soon, and some remained longer, and finally only a small residue was left — quiet, silent, attentive women of various ages who came every day to hear what Dr. Benton had to tell them, and write it down in their little morocco notebooks. And these, after a while, became the Protestant sisterhood of Sainte Ursula, and wore, on duty, the garb of gray with the pectoral scarlet heart.

May went out with the booming of shotted guns beyond the, Southern horizon, amid rumours of dead zouaves and cavalrymen somewhere beyond Alexandria. And on that day the 7th Regiment returned to garrison the city, and the anxious city cheered its return, and people slept more soundly for it, though all day long the streets echoed with the music of troops departing, and of regiments parading for a last inspection before the last good-byes were said.

Berkley saw some of this from his window. Never perfectly sober now, he seldom left his rooms except at night; and all day long he read, or brooded, or lay listless, or as near drunk as he ever could be, indifferent, neither patient nor impatient with a life he no longer cared enough about to either use or take.

There were intervals when the deep despair within him awoke quivering; instants of fierce grief instantly controlled, throttled; moments of listless relaxation when some particularly contemptible trait in Burgess faintly amused him, or some attempted invasion of his miserable seclusion provoked a sneer or a haggard smile, or perhaps an uneasiness less ignoble, as when, possibly, the brief series of letters began and ended between him and the dancing girl of the Canterbury.

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:
Could you come for me after the theatre this evening?
LETITIA LYNDEN.

DEAR LETTY:
Im afraid I couldnt.
Very truly yours,
P. O. BERKLEY.

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:
Am I not to see you again? I think perhaps you
might care to hear that I have been doing what you
wished ever since that night. I have also written home,
but nobody has replied. I dont think they want me
now. It is a little lonely, being what you wish me to
be. I thought you might come sometimes. Could you?
LETITIA LYNDEN.

DEAR LETITIA:
I seem to be winning my bet, but nobody can ever
tell. Wait for a while and then write home again.
Meantime, why not make bonnets? If you want to, Ill
see that you get a chance.
P. O. BERKLEY.

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:
I dont know how. I never had any skill. I was
assistant in a physicians office — once. Thank you for
your kind and good offer — for all your goodness to me.
I wish I could see you sometimes. You have been better
to me than any man. Could I?
LETTY.

DEAR LETTY:
Why not try some physicians office?

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:
Do you wish me to? Would you see me sometimes
if I left the Canterbury? It is so lonely — you dont
know, Mr. Berkley, how lonely it is to be what you wish
me to be. Please only come and speak to me.
LETTY.

DEAR LETTY:
Here is a card to a nice doctor, Phineas Benton,
M.D. I have not seen him in years; he remembers me
as I was. You will not, of course, disillusion him. Ive
had to lie to him about you — and about myself. Ive
told him that I know your family in Philadelphia, that
they asked me about the chances of a position here for
you as an assistant in a physicians office, and that now
you had come on to seek for such a position. Let me
know how the lie turns out.
P. O. BERKLEY.

A fortnight later came her last letter:

DEAR MR. BERKLEY:
I have been with Dr. Benton nearly two weeks now.
He took me at once. He is such a good man! But — I
dont know — sometimes he looks at me and looks at me
as though he suspected what I am — and I feel my cheeks
getting hot, and I can scarcely speak for nervousness;
and then he always smiles so pleasantly and speaks so
courteously that I know he is too kind and good to suspect.

I hold sponges and instruments in minor operations, keep the office clean, usher in patients, offer them smelling salts and fan them, prepare lint, roll bandages — and I know already how to do all this quite well. I think he seems pleased with me. He is so very kind to me. And I have a little hall bedroom in his house, very tiny but very neat and clean; and I have my meals with his housekeeper, an old, old woman who is very deaf and very pleasant.

I dont go out because I dont know where to go. Im afraid to go near the Canterbury — afraid to meet anybody from there. I think I would die if any man I ever saw there ever came into Dr. Bentons office. The idea of that often frightens me. But nobody has come. And I sometimes do go out with Dr. Benton. He is instructing a class of ladies in the principles of hospital nursing, and lately I have gone with him to hold things for him while he demonstrates. And once, when he was called away suddenly, I remained with the class alone, and I was not very nervous, and I answered all their questions for them and showed them how things ought to be done. They were so kind to me; and one very lovely girl came to me afterward and thanked me and said that she, too, had worked a little as a nurse for charity, and asked me to call on her.

I was so silly — do you know I couldnt see her for the tears, and I couldnt speak — and I couldnt let go of her hands. I wanted to kiss them, but I was ashamed.

Some day do you think I might see you again? I
am what you have asked me to be. I never wanted to be
anything else. They will not believe that at home because
they had warned me, and I was such a fool — and perhaps
you wont believe me — but I didnt know what I
was doing; I didnt want to be what I became — This is
really true, Mr. Berkley. Sometime may I see you
again?
Yours sincerely,
LETITIA A. LYNDEN.

He had replied that he would see her some day, meaning not to do so. And there it had rested; and there, stretched on his sofa, he rested, the sneer still edging his lips, not for her but for himself.

Shed have made some respectable man a good — mistress, he said. Here is a most excellent mistress, spoiled, to make a common-place nurse! . . . Gaude! Maria Virgo; gaudent proenomine molles auriculoe. . . . Gratis poenitet esse probum. Burgess!

Sir?

What the devil are you scratching for outside my door?

A letter, sir.

Shove it under, and let me alone.

The letter appeared, cautiously inserted under the door, and lay there very white on the floor. He eyed it, scowling, without curiosity, turned over, and presently became absorbed in the book he had been reading:

Zarathustra asked Ahura-Mazda: Heavenly, Holiest, Pure, when a pure man dies where does his soul dwell during that night?

Then answered Ahura-Mazda: Near his head it sits itself down. On this night his soul sees as much joy as the living world possesses.

And Zarathustra asked: Where dwells the soul throughout the second night after the bodys death?

Then answered Ahura-Mazda: Near to his head it sits itself down.

Zarathustra spake: Where stays the soul of a pure roan throughout the third night, O Heavenly, Holiest, Pure?

And thus answered Ahura-Mazda, Purest, Heavenly: When the Third Night turns Itself to Light, the soul arises and goes forward; and a wind blows to meet it; a sweet-scented one, more sweet-scented than other winds.

And in that wind there cometh to meet him His Own Law in the body of a maid, one beautiful, shining, with shining arms; one powerful, well-grown, slender, with praiseworthy body; one noble, with brilliant face, as fair in body as the loveliest.

And to her speaks the soul of the pure man, questioning her who she might truly be. And thus replies to him His Own Law, shining, dove-eyed, loveliest: I am thy thoughts and works; I am thine own Law of thine own Self. Thou art like me, and I am like thee in goodness, in beauty, in all that I appear to thee. Beloved, come!

And the soul of the pure man takes one step and is in the First
Paradise, Humata; and takes a second step, and is in the Second
Paradise, Hukhta; and takes a third step, and is in the Third
Paradise, Hvarsta.

And takes one last step into the Eternal Lights for ever.

His haggard eyes were still fixed vacantly on the printed page, but he saw nothing now. Something in the still air of the room had arrested his attention — something faintly fresh — an evanescent hint of perfume.

Suddenly the blood surged up in his face; he half rose, turned where he lay and looked back at the letter on the floor. Damn it, he said. And rising heavily, he went to it, picked it up, and broke the scented seal.

Will you misunderstand me, Mr. Berkley? They say that the pages of friendship are covered with records of misunderstandings.

We were friends. Can it not be so again? I have thought so long and so steadily about it that I no longer exactly know whether I may venture to write to you or whether the only thing decently left me is silence, which for the second time I am breaking now, because I cannot believe that I offered my friendship to such a man as you have said you are. It is not in any woman to do it. Perhaps it is self-respect that protests, repudiates, denies what you have said to me of yourself; and perhaps it is a sentiment less austere. I can no longer judge.

And now that I have the courage — or effrontery — to write you once more, will you misconstrue my letter — and my motive? If I cannot be reconciled to what I hear of you — if what I hear pains, frightens me out of a justifiable silence which perhaps you might respect, will you respect my motive for breaking it the less? I do not know. But the silence is now broken, and I must endure the consequences.

Deep unhappiness I have never known; but I recognise it in others when I see it, and would aid always if I could. Try to understand me.

But despair terrifies me — I who never have known it — and I do not understand how to meet it, how to cope with it in others, what to say or do. Yet I would help if help is possible. Is it?

I think you have always thought me immature, young in experience, negligible as to wisdom, of an intellectual capacity inconsequential.

These are the facts: I was married when I was very young, and I have known little of such happiness; but I have met sorrow and have conquered it, and I have seen bitter hours, and have overcome them, and I have been tempted, and have prevailed. Have you done these things?

As for wisdom, if it comes only with years, then I have everything yet to learn. Yet it seems to me that in the charity wards of hospitals, in the city prisons, in the infirmary, the asylum — even the too brief time spent there has taught me something of human frailty and human sorrow. And if I am right or wrong, I do not know, but to me sin has always seemed mostly a sickness of the mind. And it is a shame to endure it or to harshly punish it if there be a cure. And if this is so, what you may have done, and what others may have done to you, cannot be final.

My letter is longer than I meant it, but I had a great need to speak to you. If you still think well of me, answer me. Answer in the way it pleases you best. But answer — if you still think well of me.

AILSA PAIGE.

A touch of rose still tinted the sky overhead, but already the lamp lighters were illuminating the street lamps as he came to London Terrace — that quaint stretch of old-time houses set back from the street, solemnly windowed, roofed, and pilastered; decorously screened behind green trees and flowering bushes ringed by little lawns of emerald.

For a moment, after entering the iron gateway and mounting the steps, he stood looking up at her abode. Overhead the silken folds of the flag hung motionless in the calm evening air; and all the place about him was sweet with the scent of bridal-wreath and early iris.

Then, at his tardy summons, the door of her house opened to him. He went in and stood in the faded drawing-room, where the damask curtain folds were drawn against the primrose dusk and a single light glimmered like a star high among the pendant prisms of the chandelier.

Later a servant came and gave the room more light. Then he waited for a long while. And at last she entered.

Her hands were cold — he noticed it as the fingers touched his, briefly, and were withdrawn. She had scarcely glanced at him, and she had not yet uttered a word when they were seated. It lay with him, entirely, so far.

What a lazy hound I have been, he said, smiling; I have no excuses to save my hide — no dogs ever have. Are you well, Ailsa?

She made the effort: Yes, perfectly. I fear— Her eyes rested on his marred and haggard face; she said no more because she could not.

He made, leisurely, all proper and formal inquiries concerning the Craigs and those he had met there, mentioned pleasantly his changed fortunes; spoke of impending and passing events, of the war, of the movement of troops, of the chances for a battle, which the papers declared was imminent.

Old Jonas shuffled in with the Madeira and a decanter of brandy, it being now nearly eight oclock.

Later, while Berkley was still carelessly bearing the burden of conversation, the clock struck nine times; and in another incredibly brief interval, it struck ten.

He started to rise, and encountered her swiftly lifted eyes. And a flush grew and deepened on his face, and he resumed his place in silence. When again he was seated she drew, unconsciously, a long, deep breath, and inclined her head to listen. But Berkley had no more to say to her — and much that he must not say to her. And she waited a long while, eyes bent steadily on the velvet carpet at her feet.

The silence endured too long; she knew it, but could not yet break it, or the spell which cradled her tired heart, or the blessed surcease from the weariness of waiting.

Yet the silence was lasting too long, and must be broken quickly.

She looked up, startled, as he rose to take his leave. It was the only way, now, and she knew it. And, oh, the time had sped too fast for her, and her heart failed her for all the things that remained unsaid — all the kindness she had meant to give him, all the counsel, the courage, the deep sympathy, the deeper friendship.

But her hand lay limply, coldly in his; her lips were mute, tremulously curving; her eyes asked nothing more.

Good night, Ailsa.

Good night.

There was colour, still, in his marred young face, grace, still, in his body, in the slightly lowered head as he looked down at her.

I must not come again, Ailsa.

Then her pulses died. Why?

Because — I am afraid to love you.

It did not seem that she even breathed, so deathly still she stood.

Is that — your reason?

Yes. I have no right to love you.

She could scarcely speak. Is — friendship not enough, Mr. Berkley?

It is too late for friendship. You know it.

That cannot be.

Why, Ailsa?

Because it is friendship — mistaken friendship that moves you now in every word you say. She raised her candid gaze. Is there no end to your self-murder? Do you still wish to slay yourself before my very eyes?

I tell you that there is nothing good left living in me:

And if it were true; did you never hear of a resurrection?

I — warn you!

I hear your warning.

You dare let me love you?

Dry-lipped, voices half stifled by their mounting emotion, they stood closely confronted, paling under the effort of self-mastery. And his was giving way, threatening hers with every breath.

Suddenly in his altered face she saw what frightened her, and her hand suddenly closed in his; but he held it imprisoned.

Answer me, Ailsa!

Please— she said— if you will let me go — I will answer — you — —

What?

What you — ask.

Her breath was coming faster; her face, now white as a flower, now flushed, swam before him. Through the surging passion enveloping him he heard her voice as at a distance:

If you will — let me go — I can tell you — —

Tell me now!

Not — this way. . . . How can you care for me if —— 

I warned you, Ailsa! I told you that I am unfit to love you. No woman could ever marry me! No woman could even love me if she knew what I am! You understood that. I told you. And now — good God! — Im telling you I love you — I cant let you go! — your hands: — the sweetness of them — the — —

I — oh, it must not be — this way — —

It is this way!

I know — but please try to help. — I — I am not afraid to — love you —— —

Her slender figure trembled against him; the warmth of her set him afire. There was a scent of tears in her breath — a fragrance as her body relaxed, yielded, embraced; her hands, her lids, her: hair, her mouth, all his now, for the taking, as he took her into his arms. But he only stared down at what lay there; and, trembling, breathless, her eyes unclosed and she looked up blindly into his flushed face.

Because I — love you, she sighed, I believe in all that — that I have — never — seen — in you.

He looked back into her eyes, steadily:

I am going mad over you, Ailsa. There is only destruction for you in that madness. . . . Shall I let you go?

W-what?

But the white passion in his face was enough; and, involuntarily her lids shut it out. But she did not stir.

I — warned you, he said again.

I know. . . . Is it in you to — destroy — me?

God knows. . . . Yes, it is.

She scarcely breathed; only their hearts battled there in silence.
Then he said harshly:

What else is there for us? You would not marry me.

Ask me.

You would not marry me if I told you — —

What?

I will not tell you!

Are you — married?

No!

Then tell me!

G-od! No! I cant throw this hour away. I cant throw love away! I want you anyway — if you have the — courage!

Tell me. I promise to marry you anyway. I promise it, whatever you are! Tell me.

I— An ugly red-stained neck and forehead; his embrace suddenly hurt her so that she cried out faintly, but her hand closed on his.

Tell me, tell me, tell me! she pleaded; I know you are half crazed by something — some dreadful thing that has been done to you— and ceased, appalled at the distorted visage he turned on her. His arms relaxed and fell away from her.

Released, she stood swaying as though stunned, pressed both hands to her eyes, then let her arms fall, inert.

For a moment they confronted one another; then he straightened up, squared his shoulders with a laugh that terrified her.

No, he said, I wont tell you! You go on caring for me. Im beast enough to let you. Go on caring! Love me — if youre brave enough. . . . And I warn you now that I love you, and I dont care a damn how I do it! . . . Now you are frightened! . . . Very well — I — —

He swayed a little, swung blindly on his heel, and lurched out into the hall.

Mechanically she followed, halting in the doorway and resting against it, for it seemed as though her knees were giving way.

Is that — to be the — end? she whispered.

He turned and came swiftly back, took her in his arms, crushed her to him, kissed her lips again and again, fiercely.

The end will be when you make an end, he said. Make it now or never!

His heart was beating violently against hers; her head had fallen a little back, lips slightly parted, unresponsive under his kiss, yet enduring — and at last burning and trembling to the verge of response —— 

And suddenly, passion-swept, breathless, she felt her self-control going, and she opened her eyes, saw hell in his, tore herself from his arms, and shrank, trembling, against the wall. He turned stupidly and opened the door, making his way out into the night. But she did not see him, for her burning face was hidden in her hands.

Drunk as though drugged, the echoes of passion still stirred his darker self, and his whirling thoughts pierced his heart like names, whispering, urging him to go back and complete the destruction he had begun — take her once more into his arms and keep her there through life, through death, till the bones of the blessed and the damned alike stirred in their graves at the last reveille.

To know that she, too, had been fighting herself — that she, too, feared passion, stirred every brutal fibre in him to a fiercer recklessness that halted him in his tracks under the calm stars. But what held him there was something else, perhaps what he believed had died in him; for he did not even turn again. And at last, through the dark and throbbing silence he moved on again at random, jaws set.

The mental strain was beginning to distort everything. Once or twice he laughed all to himself, nodding mysteriously, his tense white face stamped with a ghastly grimace of self-contempt. Then an infernal, mocking curiosity stirred him:

What kind of a thing was he anyway? A moment since he had loosed the brute in himself, leaving it to her to re-chain or let it carry her with him to destruction. And yet he was too fastidious to marry her under false pretences!

Gods of Laughter! What in hell — what sort of thing am I? he asked aloud, and lurched on, muttering insanely to himself, laughing, talking under his breath, hearing nothing, seeing nothing but her wistful eyes, gazing sorrowfully out of the night.

At a dark crossing he ran blindly into a moving horse; was pushed aside by its cloaked rider with a curse; stood dazed, while his senses slowly returned — first, hearing — and his ears were filled with the hollow trample of many horses; then vision, and in the dark street before him he saw the column of shadowy horsemen riding slowly in fours, knee to knee, starlight sparkling on spur and bit and sabre guard.

Officers walked their lean horses beside the column. One among them drew bridle near him, calling out:

Have you the right time?

Berkley looked at his watch.

Midnight.

Thank you, friend.

Berkley stepped to the curb-stone: What regiment is that?

Eighth New York.

Leaving?

Going into camp. Yorkville.

Berkley said: Do you want a damned fool?

The companies are full of fools. . . . We can stand a few first-class men. Come up to camp to-morrow, friend. If you can pass the surgeons I guess it will be all right.

And he prodded his tired horse forward along the slowly moving column of fours.


CHAPTER X
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HER HATRED AND horror of him gave her no peace. Angry, incensed, at moments almost beside herself with grief and shame and self-contempt, she awaited the letter which he must write — the humble and hopeless effort for pardon which she never, never would answer or even in her own soul grant.

Day after day she brooded, intent, obsessed, fiercely pondering his obliteration.

But no letter came.

No letter came that week, nor Monday, nor at the end of the next week, nor the beginning of the next.

Wrath, at night, had dried her eyes where she lay crying in her humiliation; wrath diminished as the days passed; scorn became less rigid, anger grew tremulous. Then what was lurking near her pillow lifted a pallid head. Fear!

She waited. Wrath died, scorn died; there was not enough to dry her tears at night — a deeper, more hopeless humiliation had become the shame of forgiving him, of loneliness without him, of waiting for his letter, heart sick — his letter that never came.

Letter after letter to him she destroyed, and fell ill of the tension, or perhaps of a heavy cold caught in the rain where she had walked for hours, aimlessly, unable to bear her longing and her desolation.

Dr. Benton attended her; the pretty volunteer nurse came to sit with her during convalescence.

The third week in June she was physically well enough to dress and go about the house. And on that day she came to her shameful decision.

She wrote him, waited a dreary week for an answer; wrote him again, waited two weeks; wrote him a third and last letter. No answer came. And she went dully about the task of forgetting.

About the middle of July she heard from Stephen that Berkley had enlisted in one of the new unattached cavalry companies, but which one he did not know. Also she learned that the 3rd Zouaves had their marching orders and would probably come to the city to receive their colours. Later she heard from the mayor, the common council, and from Major Lent; and prepared for the ceremony.

The ceremony was prettily impressive; Ailsa, Mrs. Craig, her daughters, Paige and Marye, and Camilla Lent wearing a bell button from Stephens zouave jacket, stood on the lawn in front of Ailsas house, escorted by Colonel Arran who had returned from Washington, with his commission, by the mayor of the city, and several red-faced, fat-paunched gentlemen of the common council, and by a young officer, Captain Hallam, who stood behind Ailsa and seemed unable to keep his handsome eyes off her.

Twenty-third Street was packed solid with people and all aflutter with flags under the July sun when the distant strains of military music and blue lines of police heralded the coming of the 3rd Zouaves.

Band crashing, raw, gray horses of field and staff-officers dancing, the regiment came swinging down the wide stony street, — a torrent of red and gold, a broad shaft of silvery bayonets; — and halted facing the group of ladies and officials.

Celia Craig looked down at her husband where he sat his great gray horse. Their last good-bye had already been said; he sat erect, calm, gazing quietly up at her through his gold-rimmed eye-glasses; from his blue sleeves edge to the points of his shoulders glittered in twisted gold the six-fold arabesques of his rank.

The roar of cheers was dying away now; a girlish figure in white had moved forward to the edge of the lawn, carrying two standards in her arms, and her voice was very clear and sweet and perfectly audible to everybody;

Colonel Craig, officers, and soldiers of the 3rd New York Zouaves; the ladies of the Church of Sainte Ursula have requested me, in their name, to present to you this set of colours. God guard them and you!

Remember that, although these flags are now yours, they still remain ours. Your cause is ours. Your vows our vows. Your loyalty to God and country is part of our loyalty to God, to country, and to you.

She stood silent, pensive a moment; then stretched out her arms, a flag in either hand; and the Colonel rode straight up to where she stood, took the silken colours and handed them to the two colour-sergeants. Then, while an orderly advanced to the head of his horse, Colonel Craig dismounted and quietly ascended the steps beside the little group of ladies and city officials:

On behalf of the officers and men of the 3rd New York Zouaves, he said, I thank you. We are grateful. I think that we all mean to do our best.

If we cannot, in the hour of trial, do all that is expected of us, we will do all that is in us to do.

It is very easy to dress a thousand men in uniform, and invest them with the surroundings of military life; but it is not thus alone that soldiers are made. It is only discipline; regular steady, rigid discipline — that forms a soldier to be relied upon in the hour of need.

At present we are only recruits. So I ask, in justice to the regiment, that you will not demand too much of us in the beginning. We desire to learn; we desire most earnestly to deserve your confidence. I can only say that we will try to prove ourselves not unworthy guardians of these flags you have given us.

He bowed, turned to go, swung around sharply and looked at his wife.

Good-bye, my darling, he said under his breath; and the nest moment he was in the saddle.

All the rest that Ailsa recollected distinctly was the deafening outcrash of military music, the sustained cheering, the clatter of hoofs, the moving column of red and gold — and Celia, standing there under the July sun, her daughters hands in hers.

So the 3rd Zouaves marched gaily away under their new silk flags to their transport at Pier No. 3, North River. But the next day another regiment received its colours and went, and every day or so more regiments departed with their brand-new colours; and after a little only friends and relatives remembered the 3rd Zouaves, and what was their colonels name.

By the middle of July the transformation of the metropolis from a city into a vast military carnival was complete. Gaudy uniforms were no longer the exception; a madness for fantastic brilliancy seized the people; soldiers in all kinds of colours and all kinds of dress filled the streets. Hotels, shops, ferry-boats, stages, cars, swarmed with undisciplined troops of all arms of the service, clad in every sort of extravagant uniforms. Except for the more severe state uniform and the rarer uniform of National troops, eccentric costumes were the rule. It was a carnival of military absurdity. Regiments were continually entering the city, regiments were continually leaving it; regiments in transit disembarked overnight only to resume the southward journey by steamer or train; regiments in camp and barrack were completing organisation and being mustered in by United States officers. Gorgeous regiments paraded for inspection, for drill, for the reception of state and regimental colours; three-month troops were returning, bands madly playing; two- and three-year regiments leaving, drums beating frantically.

The bewildering variety of cut and colour in the uniforms of this vast army, which was being made to order, had been, in a measure, rendered comparatively homogeneous by the adoption of the regulation blue overcoat, but many a regiment wore its own pattern of overcoat, many a regiment went forward in civilian attire, without arms and equipment, on the assurance that these details were to be supplied in Washington.

The dress of almost every foreign army in Europe was represented among the regiments forming or in transit. The 79th Highlanders, it is true, discarded kilt and bagpipe on the eve of departure, marching in blouse and cap and breeks of army blue; but the 14th. Brooklyn departed in red cap and red breeches, the 1st and 2d Fire Zouaves discarded the Turkish fez only; the 5th, 9th, 10th Zouaves marched wearing fez and turban; and bizarre voltigeurs, foot chasseurs, hussars, lancers, rocket batteries in costume de fantasie poured southward, — no two regiments equipped and armed alike.

The city remained in painful suspense concerning its raw, multicoloured, and undisciplined army. Every few days arose rumours of a great battle fought on Virginia soil, corroborated by extras, denied next morning. During the last half of July such reports had been current daily, tightening the tension, frightening parents, wives, and sweethearts. Recent armed affrays had been called battles; the dead zouaves at Big Bethel, a dead trooper at Alexandria sobered and silenced the street cheering. Yet, what a real battle might be, nobody really comprehended or even surmised.

To Ailsa Paige June and July passed like fevered dreams; the brief sweet spring had suddenly turned into summer in a single day — a strange, stifling, menacing summer full of heavy little thunder-storms which rolled crackling and banging up the Hudson amid vivid electric displays, leaving no coolness behind their trailing wake of rain.

Society was lingering late in town — if the few nebulous, unorganised, and scattered social groups could be called society — small coteries drawn temporarily together through accident of environment, inherited family acquaintance, traditional, material, or religious interest, and sometimes by haphazard intellectual compatibility.

In the city, and in Ailsas little world, the simple social routine centring in Sainte Ursulas and the Assembly in winter, and in Long Branch and Saratoga in summer, had been utterly disorganised. Very few of her friends had yet left for the country; nor had she made any arrangements for this strange, unreal summer, partly because, driven to find relief from memory in occupation, she was devoting herself very seriously to the medical instruction under Dr. Benton; partly because she did not consider it a fitting time to seek the coolness and luxury of inland spa or seaside pier.

Colonel Arran had brought back with him from Washington a Captain Hallam, a handsome youngster who wore his cavalry uniform to perfection and who had become instantly attentive to Ailsa, — so attentive that before she realised it he was a regular visitor at her house, appropriating the same chair that Berkley always had — Berkley! —— 

At the memory she closed her eyes instinctively. The wound throbbed,

What is the matter, Mrs. Paige? inquired Captain Hallam anxiously. Are you faint?

She opened her eyes and smiled in pretence of surprise at such a question; and Hallam muttered: I thought you seemed rather pale all of a sudden. Then he brightened up and went gaily on with what he had been saying:

Weve got nine full companies already, and the 10th, K, is an independent company which were taking in to complete our organisation. Colonel Arran and I stopped in Philadelphia to inspect Colonel Rushs regiment of lancers — the 6th Pennsylvania Cavalry — because the French officers on McClellans staff have put it into his head that he needs lancers — —

Is Colonel Arrans regiment to carry lances? interrupted Ailsa in surprise.

Hallam nodded, laughing: We recruited as light cavalry, armed with sabre and pistol, but General McClellan has ordered that we carry the lance in addition. The department had none to issue until the foreign samples arrived. We are ordered to carry a lance of the Austrian pattern, nine feet long with an eleven-inch, three-edged blade; the staff of Norway fir about an inch and a quarter through, with ferrule and counter poise at the heel. Do I make myself clear, Mrs. Paige?

Ailsa, thinking of Berkley, flushed slightly and nodded.

Therell be a scarlet swallow-tailed pennon on the end just below the blade point. The whole affair will weigh about five pounds, concluded Hallam, rising to take his leave; and Ive got to be off to camp.

Must you go, Captain Hallam?

I really must. That K Company is due in camp this evening, and I expect our uniforms and equipments will be delivered in the morning. Are you coming to see us off, Mrs. Paige?

When do you go? Colonel Arran said nothing about going.

Oh, I expect well be on our way before very long. We are not in the best of shape yet; thats not to be expected. But theres a sad lack of cavalry in Washington, and they may want us to go whether were ready or not. They sent off a regiment that had neither arms nor uniforms and couldnt even keep step, the other day. Ive an idea we are going pretty soon. He took Ailsas offered hand, looked at her a little earnestly, smiled in self-satisfaction, and went his way.

Later in the week he came back for a few moments; and all through the week he continued to come back for a few moments whenever he had an hours leave.

And every time he took his leave his smile became less nervous and more confident.

She was very unhappy; devotion to Dr. Bentons class helped; devotion to Celia in her brief visits to Brooklyn helped, too; devotion to others, to prayer, all helped as long as it was devotion of some sort.

And now this young, blue-eyed, blonde-haired fellow was on the edge of offering to devote himself to her. She knew it, wondered whether this was her refuge from care. And when he did, at last, she was quietly prepared to answer.

Captain Hallam, she said slowly, I do like you. I dont know whether I could ever learn to love you. I am not very happy; it might influence my judgment. If you are willing to wait until I know more about myself — —

Oh, he would wait! Certainly. Meanwhile would she wear his ring — not exactly an engagement — unless she was willing — but —— 

She hesitated. Lonelier than she had ever been in all her life, no longer self-sufficient, wistfully hopeless, needing to devote herself absolutely to something or somebody, she hesitated. But that evening when Hallam came with his ring she could not bring herself to accept what she now seemed to be most deeply in need of — the warm, eager, complacent affection that he laid at her feet. She was not yet able — could not; and the desolate memories of Berkley set the wound aching anew. . . . No, she could promise nothing to this young fellow — nothing yet. . . . Perhaps, in the future — as time passed — she might venture to wear his ring, and see what happened to her. But she would not promise — she would not talk of marrying him. . . . And cried herself to sleep over the memory of Berkley, and his vileness, and his heartless wickedness, and his ignoble love that had left her so ashamed, so humiliated, so cruelly crushed for ever. And all night long she dreamed of Berkley and of his blessed nearness; and the sweetness of her dream troubled her profoundly. She sat up, still asleep, her straining throat whispering his name, her arms outstretched, blindly searching the darkness for him, until suddenly awake, she realised what she was doing, and dropped back among her pillows.

All that day the city was filled with rumours of a great battle fought in Virginia. The mornings papers hailed it with triumphant head-lines and columns of praise and thanksgiving for a great victory won. But at night the stunned city knew that Bull Run had been fought and lost, and the Confederacy was at the gates of Washington.


CHAPTER XI
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IN A CITY where thousands and thousands of women were now organising relief work for the troops already in the field, Ailsa Paige had been among the earliest to respond to the call for a meeting at the Church of the Puritans. Here she had left her name for enrolment with Mrs. Gerard Stuyvesant.

Later, with Mrs. Marquand, Mrs. Aspinwall, Mrs. Astor, and Mrs. Hamilton Fish, and a hundred others, she had signed the call for the great mass-meeting; had acted on one of the subcommittees chosen from among the three thousand ladies gathered at the Institute; had served with Mrs. Schuyler on the board of the Central Relief Association; had been present at the inception of the Sanitary Commission and its adjunct, the Allotment Commission; had contributed to the Christian Commission, six thousand of whose delegates were destined to double the efficiency of the armies of the Union.

Then Sainte Ursulas Sisterhood, organised for field as well as hospital service, demanded all her energies. It was to be an emergency corps; she had hesitated to answer the call, hesitated to enroll for this rougher service, and, troubled, had sought counsel from Mr. Dodge and Mr. Bronson of the Allotment Commission, and from Dr. Agnew of the Sanitary Commission.

Dr. Agnew wrote to Dr. Benton:

Mrs. Paige is a very charming and very sweet little lady, excellently equipped by experience to take the field with Sainte Ursulas Sisterhood, but self-distrustful and afraid of her own behaviour on a battle-field where the emergency corps might be under fire. In this sort of woman I have every confidence.

The next day Ailsa enrolled; arranged her household affairs so that she could answer any summons at a few hours notice; and went to bed dead tired, and slept badly, dreaming of dead men. The morning sun found her pale and depressed. She had decided to destroy Berkleys letters. She burned all, except one; then went to her class work.

Dr. Bentons class was very busy that morning, experimenting on the doctors young assistant with bandages, ligatures, lint, and splints. Letty, wearing only her underclothes, lay on the operating table, her cheek resting on her bared arm, watching Ailsa setting a supposed compound fracture of the leg, and, at intervals, quietly suggesting the proper methods.

Autumn sunshine poured through the windows gilding the soft gray garb of Sainte Ursulas nursing sisterhood which all now wore on duty.

The girl on the table lay very still, now and then directing or gently criticising the well-intended operations on limb and body. And after the allotted half hour had struck, she sat up, smiling at Ailsa, and, slipping to the floor, dressed rapidly, talking all the while in her pretty, gentle way about bandages and bones and fractures and dislocations.

A few minutes after she had completed dressing and was standing before the glass, smoothing the dark, silky masses of her hair, Dr. Benton arrived, absent-eyed, preoccupied at first, then in a fidgety humour which indicated something was about to happen. It happened.

Could any lady get ready in time to take the noon train for
Washington? he asked abruptly.

There was a startled silence; the call had come at last.

Mrs. Rutherford said quietly: I will go. But I must see my husband and children first. I could be ready by to-morrow, if that will do.

Another — a young girl — said: I could not leave my mother at an hours notice. She is ill. Would tomorrow do, Dr. Benton?

I — think I can go to-day, said Ailsa in a low voice.

Our quota is to be two nurses, said the doctor. But no other lady could possibly leave before the morrow; and it was, after all, scarcely fair to expect it of women with families to be provided for and home responsibilities to be arranged.

I could go to-day — if I may be permitted, said the doctors young assistant, timidly.

He swung around and scowled at her, lips compressed, eyes gleaming through his spectacles:

You are not asked to go, Miss Lynden.

I — thought — —

Do you want to go?

If Mrs. Paige is going — alone — —

Ailsa looked at her, gratefully surprised, but smiled her thanks.

If Miss Lynden may come, Dr. Benton, I would be very glad. May she?

Miss Lynden is not a member of Sainte Ursulas congregation, he said drily. Shes my — rather valuable — assistant.

She has been to church with me several times, said Ailsa. I have spoken to her about becoming a communicant of Sainte Ursulas, and she desired to begin her instruction in October — —

But, confound it! — I want her with me! interrupted the doctor impatiently. My house and office require the services of Miss Lynden! He turned and paced the room rapidly, hands clasped behind his bent back; then, halting:

Do you want to go? he repeated.

The girl coloured. You are very kind to wish me to remain. . . .
But I feel as though Mrs. Paige should not go alone.

Oh, all right, said the doctor gruffly. And youd better start at once; that train leaves at mid-day. And, turning to his class: Now, ladies, if you will kindly put away those rags and give me your strict and undivided attention! — his voice rumbled off into a growl.

Ailsa was already putting on her hat. Presently Letty Lynden came out of the inner office, carrying a light scarf over her arm. She and Ailsa bade a hasty and excited good-bye to the ladies of the class; thanked Dr. Benton; listened solemnly to instructions; promised to obey; and gave him tremulous hands in leave taking.

If those ungrateful dogs of soldiers dont appreciate you two young ladies, come home on the next train, where youll be appreciated, grumbled the doctor. Anyway, God bless you both. And dont drink dirty water! And keep your patients clean! Keep em clean! clean! clean! Ive a notion that cleanness is nine-tenths of surgery; and its all there is to nursing — but few agree with me. Good-bye! Tell Agnew I say that you know your business!

Ailsa turned to Letty Lynden.

It is so sweet of you to want to come. Will you send your trunk to my house? I will have luncheon ready, and another gray uniform for you. Youll be a communicant soon, so there is no possible harm in wearing it.

I would like to wear Sainte Ursulas garb, said the girl wistfully. Do you really think I may, Mrs. Paige?

You shall indeed! Will you be ready by eleven?

I have very little to take with me — only a small trunk. I will be at your house at eleven.

Ailsa, nervous and excited, nodded; the suddenness of departure was beginning to stimulate her. She walked rapidly home, summoned the servants, interviewed the house-keeper, sat down and drew necessary checks to cover a months absence; sent hurried notes to Celia, to Camilla, to Colonel Arran, to Captain Hallam; dispatched a servant to find a hack, another to pack for her, another to serve her something to eat.

The household below stairs was inclined to tears; old Jonas sniffled and shuffled about, shrunken hands hanging helpless, mild eyes following his young mistress as she moved decisively from room to room, gathering up or indicating to servants what she required for her journey.

Shawls, handbags, umbrellas, cloaks, and trunk were packed and strapped and carried off below. Letty arrived with her trunk, was taken to Ailsas room where luncheon for two was ready on a big silver tray.

Later Jonas arrived, still sniffling, to announce the hack; and the two gray-garbed women hurried away amid the hysterical snivel of servants and the friendly mewing of Missy, who trotted after them to the front door, tail erect, followed by her latest progeny on diminutive and wavering legs.

All the way to the ferry Ailsa sat silent in her corner of the hack, worried, reflecting, trying to recollect what it was that she had left undone.

Something important she certainly had forgotten; she knew it, searching her mind, while Letty furtively watched her in silence, gloved hands clasped in her lap.

And suddenly Ailsa knew, and a flood of colour dyed her face; for the vague sense of leaving something undone was the instinct to let Berkley know she was going — the blind, unreasoning need for some communication with him.

Had it been possible that all this time she had not utterly uprooted this man from her insulted heart! Had hope, all this time, unconsciously lived latent in her; was it possible that somehow, somewhere, there remained a chance for him yet — a chance for her — a cure — the only cure for all he had done to her — himself!

She reddened painfully again as memory, insolent, imperious, flashed in her brain, illuminating the unquiet past, sparing her nothing — no, not one breathless heart beat, not one atom of the shame and the sweetness of it, not one dishonourable thrill she had endured for love of him, not one soundless cry at night where she lay tortured, dumb, hands clenched but arms wide flung as her heart beat out his name, calling, calling to the man who had ended himself for ever.

And Letty, silent in her comer, watched her without a word.

At the station, scarcely knowing what she did, Ailsa stopped at the telegraph office and wrote a despatch to him, addressing it to his old lodgings:

I dont know whether this will ever reach you, but I cant go without trying to let you know that I am leaving for Washington as volunteer nurse. They have my address at the house.

AILSA PAIGE.

Then the two gray-garbed women hurried to the train, but found no seats together until a lank, sad-eyed lieutenant of artillery gave up his place and doubled in with a sweating, red-necked contractor from St. Louis, who sat in his shirt sleeves, fanning himself with his straw hat.

The day was hot; the car dusty, ill-smelling, uncomfortable.

At Philadelphia their train was stalled for hours. Two long trains, loaded with ammunition and a section of field-artillery, had right of way; and then another train filled with jeering, blue-clad infantry blocked them.

The soldiers, bare headed and in their undershirts, lolled and yelled and hung from the car windows, chewing tobacco, smoking, or gazing, jaws a-gape, at the crowds in the station.

Another train rolled by, trailing a suffocating stench of cattle and hogs from its slatted stock-cars; and Ailsa was almost stifled before her train at last moved heavily southward, saluted by good-natured witticisms from the soldiers at the windows of the stalled troop train.

Evening came, finding them somewhere in Delaware; the yellow stars appeared, the air freshened a little. Letty had fallen asleep; her dark lashes rested quietly on her cheeks, but the car jolted her head cruelly, and Ailsa gently drew it to her own shoulder and put one arm around her.

A major of heavy artillery turned toward her from his seat and said:

Are you a volunteer nurse, maam?

Yes, motioned Ailsa with her lips, glancing cautiously at Letty.

Can I do anything for you at Wilmington?

She thanked him, smiling. He was disposed to be very friendly.

You ladies arc the right stuff, he said. Ive seen you aboard those abominable transports, behaving like angels to the poor sea-sick devils. I saw you after Big Bethel, scraping the blood and filth off of the wounded zouaves; I saw you in Washington after Bull Run, doing acts of mercy that, by God, madam! would have turned my stomach. . . . Wont you let me do something for you. You dont need any whisky for your sick boys, do you?

Ailsa smiled and shook her head, saying they had not yet been assigned to duty.

I havent anything else to offer you except tobacco, said the
Major ruefully, and subsided.

At Wilmington, however, he got out, and presently reappeared with hard-boiled eggs and sandwiches, a big bottle of cold, sweet milk, and a basket of fruit. Letty awoke; realised that Ailsa had been holding her in her arms; looked at her in confusion, then impulsively bent and laid her lips against Ailsas hands.

Why — child — I didnt mind, faltered Ailsa, flushing in response to Lettys swift emotion. See what this very kind officer has brought us for dinner, dear! Isnt it delicious?

They were as hungry as two school children and ate everything; and by and by the Major of heavy artillery came back and reversed the seat he had been occupying, and arranged it so he could sit facing them. He was fat, red-faced, with a pair of terrific moustaches, and a closely clipped head showing two scars.

Ive daughters older than you, maam, he said, in part explanation of his friendliness. Ones got a new baby. Hes a devil!

W-what? asked Ailsa.

The right kind of devil, maam. Ive been to see him! He wanted my sword; he tried to chew off my shoulder straps; he almost impaled himself on my spurs. By heaven, maam, thats a boy for you!

Ailsa smiled. She knew about babies; implanted in her had always been a perfect madness to possess one.

She and the red-faced Major talked babies. Letty, knowing nothing about babies and not deeply interested, lay back in her seat, watching Ailsa in the dim light of the ceiling lamps. She seemed never to have enough of Ailsa. It had been so from the first.

In Baltimore dawn was breaking when Ailsa awoke at the summons of the major; and he remained devoted to the two nurses of Sainte Ursula, attending to their baggage and transfer across the city, finding seats in the waiting-room already invaded by the officers of several regiments in transit, and finally saw them safely aboard the cars again.

Good-bye, little ladies, he said cheerily. If Im hit, God send one of you to wash my face for me. My card, ladies — if I may be permitted the honour. Im to be at Fortress Monroe as soon as my command leaves Baltimore.

After he had gone away, Ailsa looked at his card:

A. J. DENISLOW MAJOR, ART., U. S. A.

I thought he was a regular, she said, smiling at Letty. Hes a perfect old dear. Shall we open the parcel and see what he has left us for breakfast?

There was more milk, more peaches and pears, more bread and butter, and a cold roast chicken; and they made very merry over it, doing the best they could without knife and fork.

They were nearing Washington now. Every little while they passed bodies of troops marching or encamped along the roads; and once they saw a line of army waggons, drab coloured, with yellow canvas tops, moving slowly in clouds of dust.

In the limpid morning light buzzards were already soaring over the green fields; the fresh odour of wild flowers came blowing in at the open car window; butterflies fluttered, wind-driven, helpless.

And now they were passing mounds of freshly turned red earth — long stretches of hillocks banked high and squared at the ends. Hundreds of negroes were at work sodding them; here and there a flag fluttered and a bayonet gleamed.

I believe all these little hills and ditches have something to do with forts, said Ailsa. Certainly that great mound must be part of a fort. Do you see the cannon?

Letty nodded, wide-eyed. And now they were passing soldiers on every road, at every bridge, along every creek bank.

Squads of them, muskets shining, marched briskly along beside the railroad track; sentinels stood at every culvert, every flag house, every water tank and local station past which they rolled without stopping. Acres of white tents flashed into view; houses and negro cabins became thicker; brick houses, too, appeared at intervals, then half-finished blocks fronting the dusty roads, then rows and lines of dwellings, and street after street swarming with negroes and whites. And before they realised it they had arrived.

They descended from the car amid a pandemonium of porters, hackmen, soldiers, newsboys, distracted fellow-passengers, locomotives noisily blowing off steam, baggagemen trundling and slamming trunks about; and stood irresolute and confused.

Could you direct us to the offices of the Sanitary Commission? asked Ailsa of a passing soldier wearing the insignia of the hospital service on his sleeve.

You bet I can, ladies! Are you nurses?

Yes, said Ailsa, smiling.

Bully for you, said the boy; step right this way, Sanitary. One moment — —

He planted himself before a bawling negro hack driver and began to apply injurious observations to him, followed by terrible threats if he didnt take these Sanitary Ladies to the headquarters of the Commission.

Im going up that way, too, he ended, and Im going to sit on the box with you, and Ill punch your nose off if you charge my Sanitary Ladies more than fifty cents!

And escorted in this amazing manner, cinder-smeared, hot, rumpled, and very tired, Ailsa Paige and Letty Lynden entered the unspeakably dirty streets of the Capital of their country and turned into the magnificent squalor of Pennsylvania Avenue which lay, flanked by ignoble architecture, straight and wide and hazy under its drifting golden dust from the great unfinished dome of the Capitol to the Corinthian colonnade of the Treasury. Their negro drove slowly; their self-constituted escort, legs crossed, cap over one impish eye, lolled on the box, enjoying the drive.

Past them sped a company of cavalry in blue and yellow, bouncing considerably in their saddles, red faces very dusty under their tightly strapped caps, sabres and canteens jangling like an unexpected avalanche of tin-ware in a demoralised pantry.

Go it, young uns! cried their soldier escort from the box, waving his hand patronisingly. He also saluted an officer in spectacles as Bully boy with a glass eye, and later informed another officer in a broad yellow sash that he was the cheese. All of which painfully mortified the two young nurses of Sainte Ursula, especially when passing the fashionably-dressed throng gathered in front of the Willard and promenading Lafayette Square.

Oh, dear, said Ailsa, I suppose hes only a boy, but I didnt know soldiers were permitted to be so impudent. What on earth do all these people think of us?

Letty, who had been mischievously amused and inclined to enjoy it, looked very grave as the boy, after a particularly outrageous jibe at a highly respectable old gentleman, turned and deliberately winked at his Sanitary Ladies.

Thats old hoss Cameron, he said. I made such a mug at the old terrapin that hell never be able to recognise my face.

The — the Secretary of War! gasped Ailsa.

You very wicked little boy, dont you dare to make another face at anybody! — or Ill — Ill report your conduct to — to the Sanitary Commission!

Oh, come! he said blankly, dont do that, lady! Theyll raise hell with me, if you do. I want to get hunky with the Sanitary boss.

Then behave yourself! said Ailsa, furious; and dont you dare to swear again. Do you hear?

Yes, maam — I will — I wont, I mean. And if I see that old mudsill, Simon Cameron, Ill take off my cap to him, bgosh!

It was an anxious and subdued soldier who showed them the door of the Commissions office, and stood at attention, saluting carefully as the ladies passed him.

You wont peach, will you? he whispered loudly, as Ailsa stopped to pay the driver.

No, I wont — this time, she said, smiling, if you promise to be a very good soldier hereafter.

He promised fervidly. He happened to be on duty at headquarters, and the fear of the Commission had been driven into him deep. So she and Letty entered the door with a stream of people who evidently had business with the officials of the American Sanitary Commission; and a very amiable young man received them in their turn, took their papers, examined their credentials, nodded smilingly, and directed them to a small boarding-house on F Street, where, he explained, they had better remain until further orders.

There had been some desultory fighting in Virginia, he said, also there were a great many sick soldiers in the army.

Perhaps, added the young man, they would be sent to one of the city hospitals, but the chances were that they would be ordered directly to a field hospital. In that case their transportation would be by army waggon or ambulance, or the Commission might send one of its own mule-drawn conveyances. At any rate, they had better rest and not worry, because as long as the Commission had sent for them, the Commission certainly needed them, and would see that they arrived safely at their destination.

Which turned out to be a perfectly true prophecy; for after a refreshing bath in their boarding-house quarters, and a grateful change of linen, and an early supper, a big, bony cavalryman came clanking to their door, saying that a supply train was leaving for the South, and that an ambulance of the Sanitary Commission was waiting for them in front of the house.

The night was fearfully hot; scarcely a breath of dir stirred as their ambulance creaked put toward the river.

The Long Bridge, flanked by its gate houses, loomed up in the dusk; and:

Halt! Who goes there?

Friends with the countersign.

Dismount one and advance with the countersign!

And the Sergeant of cavalry dismounted and moved forward; there was a low murmur; then: Pass on, Sanitary!

A few large and very yellow stars looked down from the blackness above; under the wheels the rotten planking and worn girders of the Long Bridge groaned and complained and sagged.

Ailsa, looking out from under the skeleton hood, behind her, saw other waggons following, loaded heavily with hospital supplies and baggage, escorted by the cavalrymen, who rode as though exhausted, yellow trimmed shell jackets unbuttoned exposing sweat-soaked undershirts, caps pushed back on their perspiring heads.

Letty, lying on a mattress, had fallen asleep. Ailsa, scarcely able to breathe in the heavy heat, leaned panting against the framework, watching the darkness.

It seemed to be a little cooler on the Virginia side after they had passed the General Hospital, and had gone forward through the deserted city of Alexandria. About a mile beyond a slight freshness, scarcely a breeze, stirred Ailsas hair. The driver said to her, pointing at a shadowy bulk with his whip-stock:

Thats the Marshall House, where Colonel Ellsworth was killed.
God help their Tigers if the Fire Zouaves ever git at em.

She looked at the unlighted building in silence. Farther on the white tents of a Pennsylvania regiment loomed gray under the stars; beyond them the sentinels were zouaves of an Indiana regiment, wearing scarlet fezzes.

Along the road, which for a while paralleled the Orange and Alexandria Railroad, cavalry vedettes sat their horses, carbine on thigh. No trains passed the embankment; once she saw, on a weed-grown siding, half a dozen locomotives apparently intact; but no fire burned in their furnaces, no smoke curled from their huge drumhead stacks; and on the bell frame of one an owl was sitting.

And now, between a double line of ditches, where a battalion of engineers lay asleep in their blankets, the road entered the pine woods.

Ailsa slept fitfully, but the far challenge and the halting of the waggon usually awoke her in darkness feebly lit by the rays of a candle-set lantern, swung up inquiringly by the corporal of some guard. And, Pass forward, Sanitary! was the invariable formula; and the ambulance rolled on again between a double abattis of fallen trees, flanked on either horizon by tall, quiet pines.

Once she heard singing; a small company of cavalry-men straggled by, and, seeing their long lances and their Belgian forage caps, she leaned out and asked what regiment it might be. Somebody answered: Escort Squad of Rankins Lancers, 1st United States. Our regiment is in Detroit, Miss, and thank God were going back there.

And they rode on toward Washington, singing their monotonous Do They Miss Me at Home song, till she lost them against the darkness of the distant woods, and dropped back to her bed of shawls and blankets once more.

After midnight she slept, and it was only the noise the driver made pulling the canvas cover of the frame above her that awakened her, and she sat up, half frozen, in a fine fog that became a drizzle soon after the cover was up.

The sunny South, observed the driver in disgust. Yesterday the thermometer stood at 105 in Washington, and now look at this here weather, lady.

Day broke, bitter cold; it was raining heavily; but soon after sunrise the rain slackened, the fog grew thinner, and the air warmer. Slowly the sun appeared, at first only a dazzling blot through the smother, then brassy, glittering, flooding the chilled earth with radiance.

Through steaming fields, over thickets, above woods, the vapours were rising, disclosing a shining and wet world, sweet and fresh in its early autumn beauty.

The road to Fairfax Court House was deep in red mud, set with runnels and pools of gold reflecting corners of blue sky. Through it slopped mules and horses and wheels, sending splashes of spray and red mud over the roadside bushes. A few birds sang; overhead sailed and circled hundreds of buzzards, the sun gilding their upcurled wing tips as they sheered the tree-tops.

And now, everywhere over the landscape soldiers were visible, squads clothed only in trousers and shirts, marching among the oaks and magnolias with pick and shovel; squads carrying saws and axes and chains. A little farther on a wet, laurel-bordered road into the woods was being corduroyed; here they were bridging the lazy and discoloured waters of a creek, there erecting log huts. Hammer strokes rang from half-cleared hillsides, where some regiment, newly encamped, was busily flooring its tents; the blows of axes sounded from the oak woods; and Ailsa could see great trees bending, slowly slanting, then falling with a rippling crash of smashed branches.

The noises in the forest awoke Letty. Whimpering sleepily, but warm under the shawls which Ailsa had piled around her, she sat up rubbing her dark eyes; then, with a little quick-drawn breath of content, took Ailsas hand.

The driver said: Its them gallus lumbermen from some o the Maine regiments clearing the ground. Theyre some with the axe. Yonders the new fort the Forty Thieves is building.

The — what? asked Ailsa, perplexed.

Fortieth New York Infantry, maam. The army calls em the Forty Thieves, theyre that bright at foraging, flag or no flag! Chickens, pigs, sheep — God knows theyre a light-fingered lot; but their colonel is one of the best officers in the land. Why shouldnt they be a good fat regiment, with their haversacks full o the best, when half the army feeds on tack and sow-belly, and the other half cant git that!

The driver, evidently nearing his destination, became confidentially loquacious.

Yonders Fort Elsworth, ladies! Its hid by the forest, but its there, you bet! If you ladies could climb up one o them big pines, youd see the line of forts and trenches in a half-moon from the Chain Bridge at Georgetown to Alexandria, and youd see the seminary in its pretty park, and, belike, Gineral McClellan in the chapel cupola, a-spying through his spy-glass what deviltry them rebel batteries is hatching on the hill over yonder.

Are the rebels there?

Yesm. Little Mac, he lets em stay there till hes good n ready to gobble em.

Ailsa and Letty stared at the bluish hill, the top of which just showed above the forest.

A young soldier of engineers, carrying a bundle of axes, came along the road, singing in a delightful tenor voice the hymn, Arise, My Soul, Arise! He glanced admiringly at Ailsa, then at Letty, as the ambulance drove by, but his song did not falter; and far away they heard him singing gloriously through the autumn woods.

Presently a brigade medical officer rode up, signalling the driver to stop, with his gloved hand.

Where do you come from, ladies — the General Hospital at
Alexandria?

Ailsa explained.

Thats good, he said emphatically; the brigade hospitals are short handed. We need experienced nurses badly. And he pointed across the fields toward a hillside where a group of farm-houses and barns stood. A red flag napped darkly against the sky from the cupola of a barn.

Is that the hospital? asked Ailsa, noticing some ambulances parked near by.

Yes, madam. You will report to Dr. West. He looked at them for a second, shook his head thoughtfully, then saluted and wheeled his horse.

Pass on, Sanitary! he added to the driver.

There was a deeply rutted farm road across the fields, guarded by gates which now hung wide open. Through these the supply waggons and the Commission ambulance rolled, followed slowly by the rain-soaked troopers of the escort.

In front of one of the outhouses a tall, bald-headed, jolly-faced civilian stood in his checked shirt sleeves, washing bloody hands in a tin basin. To Ailsas question he answered:

Im Dr. Hammond of the Sanitary Commission. Dr. West is in the wards. Very glad you came, Mrs. Paige; very glad, indeed, Miss Lynden. Heres an orderly wholl show you your quarters — cant give you more than one room and one bed. Youll get breakfast in that house over there, as soon as its ready. After that come back here to me. Theres plenty to do, he added grimly; were just sending fifty patients to Alexandria, and twenty-five to Washington. Oh, yes, theres plenty to do — plenty to do in this God-forsaken land. And, it isnt battles that are keeping us busy.

No, it was not battles that kept the doctors, nurses, and details for the ambulance corps busy at the front that first autumn and winter in Virginia. Few patients required the surgeon, few wounded were received, victims of skirmish or sharpshooting or of their own comrades carelessness. But unwounded patients were arriving faster and faster from the corduroy road squads, from the outposts in the marshy forests, from the pickets hovels on the red-mud banks of the river, from chilly rifle pits and windy hill camps, from the trenches along Richmond Turnpike, from the stockades at Fairfax. And there seemed no end of them. Hundreds of regimental hospital tents, big affairs, sixty feet long by forty wide, were always full. The hospitals at Alexandria, Kalorama, the Columbia, and the Stone Mansion, took the overflow, or directed it to Washington, Philadelphia, and the North.

In one regiment alone, the Saratoga Regiment, the majority of the men were unfit for duty. In one company only twelve men could be mustered for evening parade. Typhoid, pneumonia, diphtheria, spotted fever were doing their work in the raw, unacclimated regiments. Regimental medical officers were exhausted.

Two steady streams of human beings, flowing in opposite directions, had set in with the autumn; the sick, going North, the new regiments arriving from the North to this vast rendezvous, where a great organizer of men was welding together militia and volunteers, hammering out of the raw mass something, that was slowly beginning to resemble an army.

Through the wards of their hospital Ailsa and Letty saw the unbroken column of the sick pass northward or deathward; from their shuttered window they beheld endless columns arriving — cavalry, infantry, artillery, engineers, all seeking their allotted fields or hillsides, which presently blossomed white with tents and grew blue and hazy with the smoke of camp fires.

All day long, rain or sun, the landscape swarmed with men and horses; all day long bugle answered bugle from hill to hill; drums rattled at dawn and evening; the music from regimental and brigade bands was almost constant, saluting the nag at sunset, or, with muffled drums, sounding for the dead, or crashing out smartly at guard-mount, or, on dress parade, playing the favorite, Evening Bells.

Leaning on her window ledge when off duty, deadly tired, Ailsa would listen dully to the near or distant strains, wondering at the strangeness of her life; wondering what it all was coming to.

But if life was strange, it was also becoming very real and very full as autumn quickened into winter, and the fever waxed fiercer in every regiment.

Life gave her now scant time for brooding — scarce time for thought at all. There were no other women at the Farm Hospital except the laundresses. Every regiment in the newly formed division encamped in the vicinity furnished one man from each company for hospital work; and from this contingent came their only relief.

But work was what Ailsa needed, and what Letty needed, too. It left them no chance to think of themselves, no leisure for self-pity, no inclination for it in the dreadful daily presence of pestilence and death.

So many, many died; young men, mostly. So many were sent away, hopelessly broken, and very, very young. And there was so much to do — so much! — instruments and sponges and lint to hold for surgeons; bandages, iced compresses, medicines to hand to physicians; and there were ghastly faces to be washed, and filthy bodies to be cleansed, and limp hands to be held, and pillows to be turned, and heads to be lifted. And there were letters to be written for sick boys and dying boys and dead boys; there was tea and lemonade and whisky and wine to be measured out and given; there was broth to be ordered and tasted and watched, delicacies to be prepared; clothing to be boiled; inventories to be made of dwindling medical supplies and of fresh stores to be ordered or unpacked from the pyramids of muddy boxes and barrels in the courts.

There was also the daily need of food and a breath of fresh air; and there were, sometimes, letters to read, None came to Ailsa from Berkley. No letters came to Letty at all, except from Dr. Benton, who wrote, without any preliminary explanation of why he wrote at all, once every fortnight with absolute regularity.

What he had to say in his letters Ailsa never knew, for Letty, who had been touched and surprised by the first one and had read it aloud to Ailsa, read no more of the letters which came to her from Dr. Benton. And Ailsa asked her nothing.

Part of Colonel Arrans regiment of lancers was now in Washington — or near it, encamped to the east of Meridian Hill, in a field beyond Seventh Street — at least these were the careful directions for posting letters given her by Captain Hallam, who wrote her cheerfully and incessantly; and in every letter he declared himself with a patient and cordial persistence that perhaps merited something more enthusiastic than Ailsas shy and brief replies.

Colonel Arran had been to see her twice at her hospital that winter; he seemed grayer, bigger than ever in his tight blue and yellow cavalry uniform; and on both occasions he had spoken of Berkley, and had absently questioned her; and after both visits she had lain awake, her eyes wide in the darkness, the old pain stirring dully in her breast. But in the duties of the morning she forgot sorrow, forgot hope, and found strength and peace in a duty that led her ever amid the shadows of pain and death.

Once Hallam obtained leave, and made the journey to the Farm Hospital; but it had been a hard day for her, and she could scarcely keep awake to talk to him. He was very handsome, very bronzed, very eager and determined as a wooer; and she did not understand just how it happened, but suddenly the worlds misery and her own loneliness overwhelmed her, and she broke down for the first time. And when Captain Hallam went lightly away about his business, and she lay on her mattress beside Letty, she could feel, furtively, a new jewel on the third finger of her left hand, and fell asleep, wondering what she had done, and why — too tired to really care.

The sick continued to drift North; new regiments continued to arrive; the steady, tireless welding of the army was going on all around her, night and day; and the clamour of it filled the sky.

Celia Craig wrote her and sent her boxes for herself; but the contents of the parcels went to her sick men. Camilla wrote her and requested information concerning Stephen, who was, it appeared, very lax in correspondence; but Ailsa had not heard from Colonel Craig since the 3rd Zouaves left Fortress Monroe, and she had no information for either Celia or Camilla.

Christmas boxes for the hospital began to arrive early; presents came to Ailsa from Colonel Arran, from Hallam, from Celia and Camilla,

Letty had only one gift, a beautiful watch and chain from Dr. Benton; and Ailsa, going up to undress for a short sleep before supper, found the girl sitting with the little timepiece in her hand, crying silently all to herself.

Why, dear! she exclaimed, what in the world is the trouble? and put both arms around her. But Letty only laid her head against Ailsas breast, and sobbed anew, uncomforted.

Wont you tell me what is wrong? urged Ailsa, mystified.

Yes . . . I am . . . Dont pay attention to what I say, Mrs.
Paige. You — you like me, dont you?

I love you, dear,

Please — do. I am — very unhappy.

You are only tired out. Listen; dont the wards look pretty with all the laurel and evergreens and ribbons! Our poor boys will have something to remind them of Christmas. . . . I — do you know that young Langley is dead?

Yes — I helped him — die. Yesterday Dr. West seemed to think he would get well. But Hammond couldnt stop the gangrene, and he cut him almost to pieces. Oh — Im very, very miserable — my boys die so fast — so fast — —

You mustnt be miserable on Christmas Eve! I wont let you be silly!

Im gay enough in the wards, said Letty listlessly; Ive got to be. Cant I cry a little in my own room?

No, we havent time to cry, said Ailsa decisively. Lie down beside me and go to sleep. Flannery has promised to wake us in time for supper.

I cant get Langleys terrible face out of my mind, whimpered Letty, cuddling close to Ailsa, as they lay in bed in the wintry darkness. It was all drawn up on one side.

But coma had set in, said Ailsa gently. You know, he wasnt suffering when he died. . . . Youll write to his mother, wont you, dear? Or shall I?

I will. . . . She wanted to come, you remember, but shes bedridden. . . . Her only son. . . . Yes, Ill write . . . I think Peterson is going to die, next — —

But Levy is getting well, interrupted Ailsa.

Stop it, Letty dear! I wont let you become morbid. Think of your beautiful watch! Think of dear Dr. Benton. I — I am, gasped Letty, and fell to crying again until she sobbed herself to sleep in Ailsas tired arms.

Supper was spread in Dr. Wests private office; Hallam had obtained leave, and Ailsa expected him; Colonel Arran was in Washington and could not come, but the company was to be a small one at best — Ailsa, Letty Lynden, Dr. West, Dr. Hammond, and Hallam were all who had been expected for Christmas Eve supper.

They waited for Hallam until Dr. West decided to wait no longer, saying that he was either stuck in the mud somewhere or had been detailed for duty unexpectedly.

So Ailsa lighted the Christmas candles, and the two young women in their fresh gray garbs, and the two civilian doctors in clean clothes, sat down before a rather thin roasted turkey. But the bird proved tender and juicy, and it was beautifully cooked; and a glass of wine sent the colour into Lettys pale cheeks, and straightened Ailsas drooping neck.

Candles, laurel branches, evergreens, bits of red ribbon, and flags made the office very gay and attractive. Dr. West rose and delivered an unexpected speech, complimenting the ladies and praising their skill and devotion; then dinner began, and Dr. Hammond told about an intensely interesting operation, which made the negro waiter turn almost white.

Christmas comes but once a year! cried jolly Dr. Hammond, warming up. Lets be merry! And he told about another operation even more wonderful than the first; and Letty, catching a glimpse of the negros wildly rolling eyes, threw back her head and laughed. It was the first genuine laughter of the evening, and rested everybody.

A few moments later there came a jingle of metal from outside, and Hallam walked in, his wonderfully handsome face aglow, and plenty of red mud frozen on his boots.

Ive a green orderly outside. Where can I stow him? he asked, shaking hands and exchanging preliminary Christmas greetings all around.

Ill attend to him, said Ailsa, flushed and a little shy as she felt the significant pressure of Hallams hand and saw him glance at her ring.

No, he insisted, Ill see to him myself, if youll tell me where he can put the horses and find some supper.

Poor fellow, said Ailsa. Tell him to stable the horses in the new barn, and go to the kitchen. Wait a moment, Captain Hallam, Id rather do it myself! And she turned lightly and ran out to the dark porch.

The trooper holding Hallams horse: sat his own saddle, wrapped to the eyes in his heavy overcoat, long lance with its drooping pennon slanting stiffly athwart the wintry wilderness of stars.

Soldier! she called gently from the porch. Stable, blanket, and feed; then come back to the kitchen, and there will be a good hot dinner waiting.

The cavalryman slowly turned his head at the sound of her voice.
And, as he made no movement to obey:

There is the stable over there, she said, pointing across the frozen field. Follow that gate path. Theres a lantern in the barn.

An orderly, passing, added:

Come on, lancer. Im going to the barn myself; and very slowly the trooper turned both tired horses and walked them away into the darkness.

When she returned to the table there was considerable laughter over a story chat Hallam had been telling. He jumped up, seated Ailsa, hovered over her for a second with just a suspicion of proprietary air which made her blush uncomfortably. Talking had become general, but everybody noted it, and Lettys eyes grew wide and velvety, and the blood was making her cheeks and lips very pink.

Dr. West said: The new regiment on Pine Knob was recruited from the Bowery. I happened to be with Kemp, their surgeon, when sick call sounded, and I never saw such a line of impudent, ruffianly malingerers as filed before Kemp. One, I am convinced, had deliberately shot off his trigger finger; but it couldnt be proven, and hell get his discharge. Another, a big, hulking brute, all jaw and no forehead, came up and looked insolently at Kemp.

Kemp said: Well, whats the matter with you? Aw, said the soldier, with a leer, Ive got de lapsy-palls, and I wanter go to de horspittle, I do.

I never saw such a mad man as Kemp was.

So youve got the lapsy-palls, have you?

Bet yer boots, I have.

And you want to go to the hospital?

Aw — wats der matter wit youse, Doc.?

And Kemp gave him a bang on the eye with his fist, and another on the nose, and then began to hit him so quickly that the fellow reeled, about, yelling for mercy.

Sure cure for the lapsy-palls, said Kemp; and, turning his glare on the rest of the shivering line: Anybody else got em? he asked briskly.

At that a dozen big brutes sneaked out of the line and hurriedly decamped; and I dont think that disease is going to be popular in that regiment.

A shout of laughter greeted the story. All present had seen too many instances of malingering not to appreciate Surgeon Kemps cure for a disease which never existed.

A plum pudding was brought on and set afire. Ailsa poured the burning sauce over and over it. Dr. Hammond got up and threw some more pine logs on the fire. Huge shadows rose up and danced in the ruddy light, as the candles burned lower. Then Dr. West began another story, but was checked by the appearance of a hospital steward:

Davis, Ward A, No. 3, is very bad, sir.

Going?

Yes, sir.

The doctor bent above the table, took a hasty spoonful of pudding, nodded to the company, and went out.

Speaking of malingerers, began Hammond, I saw the Colonel of the forty Thieves put down in a most amusing manner the day before Bull Run. Shall I tell it? It involves some swearing.

Ailsa laughed. Proceed, Dr. Hammond. Do you think Miss Lynden and I have been deaf since we arrived at the front?

Does anybody in this hospital use bad language? demanded the doctor sharply.

Not to us, said Ailsa, smiling. But theres an army just outside the windows. Go on with your story, please.

Well, then, said the jolly surgeon, I was talking with Colonel Riley, when up walks the most honest-looking soldier I think I ever saw; and he gazed straight into the Colonels eyes as he saluted. He wanted a furlough, it appeared, to go to New York and see his dying wife.

Riley said: Is she very sick?

Yes, Colonel.

You have a letter: saying she is very sick?

Yes, Colonel.

Well, I also have a letter from your wife. I wanted to make certain about all the applications for furlough you have been making, so I wrote her.

Yes, Colonel.

And she says that she is perfectly well, and does not want you to come home!

The soldier smiled.

Did you write a letter to my wife, Colonel?

I did.

Did my wife write to you?

She did. And what do you mean by coming here to me with a lie about your sick wife! Have you anything to say to that?

Yes, Colonel.

Then say it!

Well, Colonel, all I have to say is that there are two of the damnedest, biggest liars that ever lived, right here in this regiment!

What!

The soldier grinned.

Im not married at all, he said, and Im the biggest liar — and you can ask the boys who the damnedest liar is.

When the merriment and laughter had subsided, Hallam told another story rather successfully; then Hammond told another. Then Dr. West returned; the tiny Christmas tree, cut in the forest, and loaded with beribboned cakes and sticks of chocolate and a few presents tied in tissue-paper, was merrily despoiled.

Ailsa and Letty had worked slippers for the two doctors, greatly appreciated by them, apparently; Hallam had some embroidered handkerchiefs from Ailsa, and she received a chain and locket from him — and refrained from opening the locket, although everybody already had surmised that their engagement was a fact.

Letty sent an orderly for her guitar, and sang very sweetly an old-fashioned song:

When the moonlight
Shines bright
Silvery bright on the sea.

Ailsa sang Aileen Aroon, and Oft in the Stilly Night, and everybody, later, sang The Poor Old Soldier.

The fire glowed red in the chimney; gigantic shadows wavered on wall and ceiling; and, through the Christmas candles dimly burning, the branches of the little evergreen spread, laden with cake and candy.

Theyre to have a tree in every ward to-morrow, said Ailsa, turning toward Hallam. Her eyes smiled, but her voice was spiritless. A tinge of sadness had somehow settled over the festivity; Hammond was staring at the fire, chin in hand; West sipped his wine reflectively; Lettys idle fingers touched her guitar at intervals, as her dark eyes rested on Ailsa and Hallam.

Hallam had found in camp a copy of a Southern newspaper; and,
thinking it might amuse the company to read it, produced it.
Ailsa, looking over his shoulder, noticed a poem called
Christmas, printed on the first page.

Read it aloud, he said, laughing. Lets hear what sort of
Christmas poetry the Johnnies produce.

So, after smilingly scanning the first lines, she began, aloud; but her face had grown very grave, and her low voice thrilled them as she became conscious of the deeper sadness of the verse.

How grace this Hallowed Day?
Shall happy bells from yonder ancient spire
Send their glad greetings to each Christmas fire
Round which our children play?

How shall we grace the Day?
With feast and song and dance and homely sport,
And shout of happy children in the court,
And tales of ghost and fay?

Is there indeed a door
Where the old pastimes with their joyful noise
And all the merry round of Christmas joys
Can enter as of yore?

Would not some pallid face
Look in upon the banquet, calling up
Dread shapes of battle in the Christmas cup,
And trouble all the place?

How can we hear the mirth
While some loved reveller of a year ago
Keeps his mute Christmas now beneath the snow,
In cold Virginia earth—

Her voice suddenly broke; she laughed, slightly hysterical, the tears glittering in her eyes.

I — c-cant — read it, somehow. . . . Forgive me, everybody, I think Im — tired — —

Nerves, said West cheerily. Itll all come right in a moment,
Mrs. Paige. Go up and sit by Davis for a while. Hes going fast.

Curious advice, yet good for her. And Ailsa rose and fled; but a moment later, seated at the side of the dying man, all thought of self vanished in the silent tragedy taking place before her.

Davis? she whispered.

The man opened his sunken eyes as the sleepy steward rose, gave his bedside chair to Ailsa, and replaced the ominous screen.

I am here, Private Davis, she said cheerily, winking away the last tear drop.

Then the man sighed deeply, rested his thin cheek against her hand, and lay very, very still.

At midnight he died as he lay. She scarcely realised it at first. And when at length she did, she disengaged her chilled hand, closed his eyes, drew the covering over his face, and, stepping from behind the screen, motioned to the steward on duty.

Descending the stairs, her pale, pensive glance rested on the locket flashing on its chain over the scarlet heart sewn on her breast. Somehow, at thought of Hallam waiting for her below, she halted on the stairway, one finger twisted in the gold chain. And presently the thought of Hallam reminded her of the trooper and the hot dinner she had promised the poor fellow. Had the cook been kind to him?

She hastened downstairs, passed the closed door of the improvised dining-room, traversed the hall to the porch, and, lifting the skirts of her gray garb, sped across the frozen yards to the kitchen.

The cook had gone; fire smouldered in the range; and a single candle guttered in its tin cup on the table.

Beside it, seated on a stool, elbows planted on both knees, face buried in his spread fingers, sat the lancer, apparently asleep.

She cast a rapid glance at the table. The remains of the food satisfied her that he had had his hot dinner. Once more she glanced at him, and then started to withdraw on tiptoe.

And he raised his head; and she gazed into the face of Berkley.

Neither stirred, although in the shock of discovery she felt that she would drop where she stood. Then, instinctively, she reached for the tables edge, rested against it, hand clutching it, fascinated eyes never leaving his face.

He got up leisurely, walked toward her, made an abrupt turn and faced her again from the window recess, leaning back against the closed wooden shutters.

Her heart was beating too rapidly for her to speak; she tried to straighten her shoulders, lift her head. Both sank, and she looked down blindly through the throbbing silence.

Berkley spoke first; but she could not answer him. Then he said, again, lightly:

A womans contempt is a bitter thing; but they say we thrive best on bitter medicine. Do you wish me to go, Ailsa? If so, where? Ill obey with alacrity.

She raised her dazed eyes.

W-was that you, with Captain Hallams horse — there in the starlight — when I spoke?

Yes. Didnt you know me?

No. Did you know me?

Of course. I nearly fell out of my saddle.

She strove hard to collect herself.

How did you know it was I?

How? He laughed a short, mirthless laugh. I knew your voice.
Why shouldnt I know it?

Did — had anybody told you I was here?

No. Who is there to tell me anything?

Nobody wrote you? — or telegraphed?

He laughed again. Nobody has my address.

And you never — received — receive — letters?

Who would write to me? No, I never receive letters. Why do you ask?

She was silent.

He waited a moment, then said coolly: If you actually have any interest in what Im doing— and broke off with a shrug. At which she raised her eyes, waiting for him to go on.

I went into an unattached company — The Westchester Horse — and some fool promised us incorporation with the 1st Cavalry and quick service. But the 1st filled up without us and went off. And a week ago we were sent off from White Plains Camp as K Company to — he bit his lip and stared at her— to — your friend Colonel Arrans regiment of lancers. We took the oath. Our captain, Hallam, selected me for his escort to-night. That is the simple solution of my being here. I didnt sneak down here to annoy you. I didnt know you were here.

After a moment she raised her pallid face.

Have you seen Colonel Arran?

No, he said shortly.

I — it would give me — pleasure — to recommend you to his — attention.
May I write — —

Thank you, no.

There was another painful interval of silence. Then:

May I speak to Captain Hallam about you?

No, thank you! he said contemptuously, I am currying no favours.

Hurt, she shrank away, and the blood mounted to her temples.

You see, he said, Im just a plain brute, and theres no use being kind to me. He added in a lower voice, but deliberately: You once found out that.

She quivered and straightened up.

Yes, she said, I found that out. I have paid very dearly for my — my— But she could not continue.

Watching her, cap hanging in his gauntleted hand, he saw the colour deepen and deepen in neck and cheek, saw her eyes falter, and turn from him.

Is there any forgiveness for me? he said. I didnt ask it before — because Ive still some sense of the ludicrous left in me — or did have. Its probably gone now, since Ive asked if it is in you to pardon— He shrugged again, deeming it useless; and she made no sign of comprehension.

For a while he stood, looking down at his cap, turning it over and over, thoughtfully.

Well, then, Ailsa, you are very kind to offer what you did offer. But — I dont like Colonel Arran, he added with a sneer, and I havent any overwhelming admiration for Captain Hallam. And there you are, with your kindness and gentleness and — everything — utterly wasted on a dull, sordid brute who had already insulted you once. . . . Shall I leave your kitchen?

No, she said faintly. I am going.

He offered to open the door for her, but she opened it herself, stood motionless, turned, considered him, head high and eyes steady;

You have killed in me, this night — this Christmas night — something that can never again l-live in me. Remember that in the years to come.

Im sorry, he said. Thats the second murder Ive attempted.
The other was your soul.

Her eyes flashed.

Even murderers show some remorse — some regret — —

I do regret, he said deliberately, that I didnt kill it. . . .
You would have loved me then.

She turned white as death, then, walking slowly up in front of him:

You lie! she said in even tones.

Confronted, never stirring, their eyes met; and in the cold, concentrated fury which possessed her she set her small teeth and stared at him, rigid, menacing, terrible in her outraged pride.

After a while he stirred; a quiver twitched his set features.

Nevertheless— he said, partly to himself. Then, drawing a long breath, he turned, unhooked his sabre from a nail where it hung, buckled his belt, picked up the lance which stood slanting across a chair, shook out the scarlet, swallow-tailed pennon, and walked slowly toward the door — and met Letty coming in.

Mrs. Paige, she said, we couldnt imagine what had become of you— and glancing inquiringly at Berkley, started, and uttered a curious little cry:

You!

Yes, he said, smiling through his own astonishment.

Oh! she cried with a happy catch in her voice, and held out both hands to him; and he laid aside his lance and took them, laughing down into the velvet eyes. And he saw the gray garb of Sainte Ursula that she wore, saw the scarlet heart on her breast, and laughed again — a kindly, generous, warm-hearted laugh; but there was a little harmless malice glimmering in his eyes.

Wonderful — wonderful, Miss Lynden — he had never before called her
Miss Lynden— I am humbly overcome in the presence of Holy Sainte
Ursula embodied in you. How on earth did old Benton ever permit
you to escape? He wrote me most enthusiastically about you before
I — ahem — left town.

Why didnt you let me know where you were going? asked Letty with a reproachful simplicity that concentrated Ailsas amazed attention on her, for she had been looking scornfully at Berkley.

Why — you are very kind, Miss Lynden, but I, myself, didnt know where I was going.

I — I wanted to write you, began Letty; and suddenly remembered
Ailsas presence and turned, shyly:

Mrs. Paige, she said, this private soldier is Mr. Berkley — a gentleman. May I be permitted to present him to you?

And there, while the tragic and comic masks grinned side by side, and the sky and earth seemed unsteadily grinning above and under her feet, Ailsa Paige suffered the mockery of the presentation; felt the terrible irony of it piercing her; felt body and senses swaying there in the candle-light; heard Lettys happy voice and Berkleys undisturbed replies; found courage to speak, to take her leave; made her way back through a dreadful thickening darkness to her room, to her bed, and lay there silent, because she could not weep.


CHAPTER XII
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IN FEBRUARY THE birds sang between flurries of snow; but the end of the month was warm and lovely, and robins, bluebirds, and cardinals burst into a torrent of song. The maples dainty fire illumined every swamp; the green thorn turned greener; and the live-oaks sprouted new leaves amid their olive-tinted winter foliage, ever green.

Magnolia and laurel grew richer and glossier; azaleas were budding; dog-wood twigs swelled; and somewhere, in some sheltered hollow, a spray of jasmine must have been in bloom, because the faint and exquisite scent haunted all the woodlands.

On the 17th the entire army was paraded by regiments to cheer for the fall of Fort Donnelson.

About mid-February the Allotment Commission began its splendid work in camp; and it seemed to Ailsa that the mental relief it brought to her patients was better than any other medicine — that is, better for the Union patients; for now there were, also, in the wards, a number of Confederate wounded, taken at various times during the skirmishing around Fairfax — quiet, silent, dignified Virginians, and a few fiery Louisianians, who at first, not knowing what to expect, scarcely responded to the brusque kindness of the hospital attendants.

The first Confederate prisoner that Ailsa ever saw was brought in on a stretcher, a quiet, elderly man in bloody gray uniform, wearing the stripes of a sergeant.

Prisoners came more often after that. Ailsa, in her letters to Celia Craig, had mentioned the presence of Confederate wounded at the Farm Hospital; and, to her delight and amazement, one day late in February a Commission ambulance drove up, and out stepped Celia Craig; and the next instant they were locked tightly in each others arms,

Darling — darling! sobbed Ailsa, clinging desperately to Celia, it is heavenly of you to come. I was so lonely, so tired and discouraged. You wont go away soon, will you? I couldnt bear it — I want you so — I need you — —

Hush, Honey-bud! I reckon Ill stay a while. Ive been a week with Curts regiment at Fortress Monroe. I had my husband to mysef fo days, befo they sent him to Acquia Creek. And Ive had my boy a whole week all to mysef! Then his regiment went away. They wouldnt tell me where. But God is kinder. . . . You are certainly vey pale, Honey-bee!

Im well, dearest — really I am, Ill stay well now. Is Curt all right? And Stephen? And Paige and Marye? — and Camilla?

Everybody is well, dear. Curt is vey brown and thin — the dear fellow! And Steve is right handsome. Im just afraid some pretty minx— She laughed and added: But I wont care if shes a rebel minx.

Celia! . . . And I — I didnt think you liked that word.

What word, Honey-bell? very demurely.

Rebel!

Why, I reckon George Washington wore that title without reproach. Its a vey good title — rebel, she added serenely. I admire it enough to wear it mysef.

Quarters were found for Mrs. Craig. Letty shyly offered to move, but Celia wouldnt have it.

My dear child, she said, Im just a useless encumbrance round the house; give me a corner where I may sit and look on and — hep everybody by not intefering.

Her corner was an adjoining section of the garret, boarded up, wall-papered, and furnished for those who visited the Farm Hospital on tour of inspection or to see some sick friend or relative, or escort some haggard convalescent to the Northern home.

Celia had brought a whole trunkful of fresh gingham clothes and aprons, and Ailsa could not discover exactly why, until, on the day following her arrival, she found Celia sitting beside the cot of a wounded Louisiana Tiger, administering lemonade.

Dearest, whispered Ailsa that night, it is very sweet of you to care for your own people here. We make no distinction, however, between Union and Confederate sick; so, dear, you must be very careful not to express any — sentiments.

Celia laughed. I wont express any sentiments, Honey-bee. I reckon Id be drummed out of the Yankee army. Then, graver: If Im bitter — Ill keep it to mysef.

I know, dear. . . . And — your sympathies would never lead you — permit you to any — indiscretion.

You mean in talking — ahem! — treason — to sick Confederates? I dont have to, dear.

And. . . you must never mention anything concerning what you see inside our lines. You understand that, of course, dont you, darling?

I hadnt thought about it, said Celia musingly.

Ailsa added vaguely: Theres always a government detective hanging around the hospital.

Celia nodded and gazed out of the open window. Very far away the purple top of a hill peeped above the forest. Ailsa had told her that a Confederate battery was there. And now she looked at it in silence, her blue eyes very soft, her lips resting upon one another in tender, troubled curves.

Somewhere on that hazy hill-top a new flag was flying; soldiers of a new nation were guarding it, unseen by her. It was the first outpost of her own people that she had ever seen; and she looked at it wistfully, proudly, her soul in her eyes. All the pain, all the solicitude, all the anguish of a Southern woman, and a wife of a Northern man, who had borne him Northern children deepened in her gaze, till her eyes dimmed and her lids quivered and closed; and Ailsas arms tightened around her.

It is vey hard, Honey-bud, was all she said.

She had Dr. Wests permission to read to the sick, mend their clothing, write letters for them, and perform such little offices as did not require the judgment of trained nurses.

By preference she devoted herself to the Confederate sick, but she was very sweet and gentle with all, ready to do anything any sick man asked; and she prayed in her heart that if her husband and her son were ever in need of such aid. God would send, in mercy, some woman to them, and not let them lie helpless in the clumsy hands of men.

She had only one really disagreeable experience. Early in March a government detective sent word that he wished to speak to her; and she went down to Dr. Wests office, where a red-faced, burly man sat smoking a very black cigar. He did not rise as she entered; and, surprised, she halted at the doorway.

Are you Mrs. Craig? he demanded, keeping his seat, his hat, and the cigar between his teeth.

Are you a government detective?

Yes, I am.

Then stand up when you speak to me! she said sharply. I reckon a Yankee nigger has mo manners than you display.

And the astonished detective presently found himself, hat in hand, cigar discarded, standing while Mrs. Craig, seated, replied indifferently to his very mild questions.

Are you a Southerner, Mrs. Craig?

I am.

Your husband is Colonel Estcourt Craig, 3rd New York Zouaves?

He is.

You have a son serving in that regiment?

Yes.

Private soldier?

Yes.

You are not a volunteer nurse?

No.

Your sister-in-law, Mrs. Paige, is?

Yes.

Now, Mrs. Craig — but he could not succeed in swaggering, with her calm, contemptuous eyes taking his measure— now, Mrs. Craig, is it true that you own, a mansion called Paigecourt near Richmond?

I do.

It was your fathers house?

It was my fathers home befo he was married.

Oh. Who owns your fathers house — the one he lived in after he was married?

Mrs. Paige.

She is your sister-in-law? Your brother inherited this house?
And it is called Marye Mead, isnt it?

Yes.

It is not occupied?

No.

Is Paigecourt — your own house — ah — occupied?

It is.

By an overseer?

By a housekeeper. The overseer occupies his own quarters.

I see. So you hold slaves.

There are negroes on the plantations. Mr. Paige, my father, freed his slaves befo I was married.

The man looked surprised and incredulous.

How did your father come to do that? I never heard of a Southern slave owner voluntarily freeing his slaves.

A number of gentlemen have done so, at vaious times, and fo vaious reasons, said Celia quietly. Mr. Paiges reason was a personal matter. . . . Am I obliged to give it to you?

I think you had better, said the detective, watching her.

Vey well. Mr. Paige happened to find among family papers a letter written by General Washington to my grandfather, in which his Excellency said;

I never mean to possess another slave, it being now among my first wishes to see slavery, in this country, abolished by law. That is why my father freed his slaves.

The detective blinked; then, reddening, started toward the door, until he suddenly remembered his rudiments of manners. So he halted, bowed jerkily, clapped the hat on his head and the cigar into his mouth, and hastily disappeared.

When Celia scornfully informed Ailsa what had happened, the latter looked worried.

You see, she said, how easily trouble is created. Somehow the
Government has learned about your coming here.

Oh, I had to have a pass.

Of course. And somebody has informed somebody that you own Paigecourt, and that you hold slaves there, and therefore you might be a suspicious person. And they told that detective to find out all about you. You see, dear, for Curts sake and Stephens sake as well as for your own, you will have to be particularly careful. You see it, dont you?

Yes, said Celia, thoughtfully, I — —

The sudden thunder of a field battery drowned her voice. Ailsa ran to the door and looked out, and a soldier shouted to her the news of the Monitors combat with the Merrimac. Battery after battery saluted; regiment after regiment blackened the hill-tops, cheering. At dusk gigantic bonfires flamed.

That evening Hallam came unexpectedly.

Now Ailsa had neither worn her ring and locket since her sister-in-law had arrived at the Farm Hospital, nor had she told her one word about Hallam.

Since her unhappy encounter with Berkley, outraged pride had aided to buoy her above the grief over the deep wound he had dealt her. She never doubted that his insolence and deliberate brutality had killed in her the last lingering spark of compassion for the memory of the man who had held her in his arms that night so long — so long ago.

Never, even, had she spoken to Letty about him, or betrayed any interest or curiosity concerning Lettys knowing him. . . . Not that, at moments, the desire to ask, to know had not burned her.

Never had she spoken of Berkley to Hallam. Not that she did not care to know what this private in Colonel Arrans regiment of lancers might be about. And often and often the desire to know left her too restless to endure her bed; and many a night she rose and dressed and wandered about the place under the yellow stars.

But all fires burn themselves: to extinction; a dull endurance, which she believed had at last become a God-sent indifference, settled on her mind. Duties helped her to endure; pride, anger, helped her toward the final apathy which she so hopefully desired to attain. And still she had never yet told Celia about Hallam and his ring; never told her about Berkley and his visit to the Farm Hospital that Christmas Eve of bitter memory.

So when, unexpectedly, Hallam rode into the court, dismounted, and sent word that he was awaiting Ailsa in Dr. Wests office, she looked up at Celia in guilty consternation.

They had been seated in Celias room, mending by candle-light, and the steward who brought the message was awaiting Ailsas response, and Celias lifted eyes grew curious as she watched her sister-in-laws flushed face.

Say to Captain Hallam that I will come down, Flannery.

And when the hospital steward had gone:

Captain Hallam is a friend of Colonel Arran, Celia.

Oh, said Celia drily, and resumed her mending.

Would you care to meet him, dear?

I reckon not, Honey-bud.

A soldier had found a spray of white jasmine in the woods that afternoon and had brought it to Ailsa. She fastened a cluster in the dull gold masses of her hair, thickly drooping above each ear, glanced at her hot cheeks in the mirror, and, exasperated, went out and down the stairs.

And suddenly, there in the star-lit court, she saw Berkley leaning against one of the horses, and Letty Lynden standing beside him, her pretty face uplifted to his.

The shock of it made her falter. Dismayed, she shrank back, closing the door noiselessly. For a moment she stood leaning against it, breathing fast; then she turned and stole through to the back entrance, traversed the lower gallery, and came into Dr. Wests office, offering Hallam a lifeless hand.

They talked of everything — every small detail concerning their personal participation in the stirring preparations which were going on all around them; gossip of camp, of ambulance; political rumours, rumours from home and abroad; and always, through her brain, ran the insistent desire to know what Berkley was doing in his regiment; how he stood; what was thought of him; whether the Colonel had yet noticed him. So many, many things which she had supposed no longer interested her now came back to torment her into inquiry. . . . And Hallam talked on, his handsome sun-bronzed face aglow, his eager eyes of a lover fastened on her and speaking to her a different but silent language in ardent accompaniment to his gaily garrulous tongue.

I tell you, Ailsa, I witnessed a magnificent sight yesterday. Colonel Rushs regiment of lancers, a thousand strong, rode into the meadow around Meridian Hill, and began to manoeuvre at full speed, not far away from us. Such a regiment! Every man a horseman; a thousand lances with scarlet pennons fluttering in the sunlight! By ginger! it was superb! And those Philadelphians of the 6th Pennsylvania Lancers can give our 8th Lancers a thousand keener points than the ends of their lance blades!

I thought your regiment was a good one, she said surprised.

It is — for greenhorns. Every time we ride out past some of these dirty blue regiments from the West, they shout: Oh my! Fresh fish! Fresh fish! until our boys are crazy to lay a lance butt across their ragged blouses.

After all, said Ailsa, smiling, what troops have really seen war yet — except the regiments at Bull Run — and those who have been fighting in the West?

Oh, we are fresh fish, laughed Hallam. I dont deny it. But Lord! what an army we look like! It ought to scare the Johnnies into the Union again, just to look at us; but I dont suppose it will.

Ailsa scarcely heard him; she had caught the sound of regular and steady steps moving up and down the wooden walk outside; and she had caught glimpses, too, of a figure in the starlight, of two figures, Berkley and Letty, side by side, pacing the walk together.

To and fro, to and fro, they passed, until it seemed as though she could not endure it. Hallam laughed and talked, telling her about something or other — she did not know what — but all she listened to was the steady footsteps passing, repassing.

Your orderly— she scarce knew what she was saying— is the same — the one you had Christmas Eve?

Yes, said Hallam. How did you know?

I re — thought so.

What wonderfully sharp eyes those violet ones of yours are, Ailsa!
Yes, I did take Ormond with me on Christmas Eve — the surly brute.

Or — Ormond?

Thats his rather high-flown name. Curious fellow. I like him — or try to. Ive an odd idea he doesnt like me, though. Funny, isnt it, how a man goes out of his way to win over a nobody whom he thinks doesnt like him but ought to? Hes an odd crab, he added.

Odd? Her voice sounded so strange to her that she tried again.
Why do you think him odd?

Well, he is. For one thing, he will have nothing to do with others of his mess or troop or squadron, except a ruffianly trooper named Burgess; consequently he isnt very popular. He could be. Besides, he rides better than anybody except the drill-master at White Plains; he rides like a gentleman — and looks like one, with that infernally cool way of his. No, Ormond isnt very popular.

Because he — looks like a gentleman?

Because he has the bad breeding of one. Nobody can find out anything about him.

Isnt it bad breeding to try?

Hallam laughed. Technically. But a regiment that elects its officers is a democracy; and if a man is too good to answer questions hes let alone.

Perhaps, said Ailsa, that is what he wants.

He has what he wants, then. Nobody except the trooper Burgess ventures to intrude on his sullen privacy. Even his own bunky has little use for him. . . . Not that Ormond isnt plucky. Thats all that keeps the boys from hating him.

Is he plucky?

Hallam said; We were on picket duty for three days last week. The Colonel had become sick of their popping at us, and asked for twelve carbines to the troop. On the way to the outposts the ammunition waggon was rushed by the Johnnies, and, as our escort had only their lances, they started to scatter — would have scattered, I understand, in spite of the sergeant if that man Ormond hadnt ridden bang into them, cursing and swearing and waving his pistol in his left hand.

By God! he said, its the first chance youve had to use these damned lances! Are you going to run away?

And the sergeant and the trooper Burgess and this fellow Ormond got em into line and started em down the road at a gallop; and the rebs legged it.

Ailsas heart beat hard.

I call that pluck, said Hallam, a dozen lancers without a carbine among them running at a company of infantry. I call that a plucky thing, dont you?

She nodded.

Hallam shrugged. He behaved badly to the sergeant, who said warmly: Tis a brave thing ye did, Private Ormond. And Is it? said Ormond with a sneer. I thought we were paid for doing such things. Och, ye sour-faced Sassenach! said Sergeant Mulqueen, disgusted; and told me about the whole affair.

Ailsa had clasped her hands in her lap. The fingers were tightening till the delicate nails whitened.

But it was too late to speak of Berkley to Hallam now, too late to ask indulgence on the score of her friendship for a man who had mutilated it. Yet, she could scarcely endure the strain, the overmastering desire to say something in Berkleys behalf — to make him better understood — to explain to Hallam, and have Hallam explain to his troop that Berkley was his own most reckless enemy, that there was good in him, kindness, a capacity for better things —— 

Thought halted; was it that which, always latent within her bruised heart, stirred it eternally from its pain-weary repose — the belief, still existing, that there was something better in Berkley, that there did remain in him something nobler than he had ever displayed to her? For in some women there is no end to the capacity for mercy — where they love.

Hallam, hungry to touch her, had risen and seated himself on the flat arm of the chair in which she was sitting. Listlessly she abandoned her hand to him, listening all the time to the footsteps outside, hearing Hallams low murmur; heard him lightly venturing to hint of future happiness, not heeding him, attentive only to the footsteps outside.

Private Berk — Ormond— she calmly corrected herself— has had no supper, has he?

Neither have I! laughed Hallam. And Ailsa rose up, scarlet with annoyance, and called to a negro who was evidently bound kitchenward.

And half an hour later some supper was brought to Hallam; and the negro went out into the star-lit court to summon Berkley to the kitchen.

Ailsa, leaving Hallam to his supper, and wandering aimlessly through the rear gallery, encountered Letty coming from the kitchen.

My trooper, said the girl, pink and happy, is going to have such a good supper! You know who I mean, dear — that Mr. Ormond — —

I remember him, said Ailsa steadily. I thought his name was
Berkley.

It is Ormond, said Letty in a low voice.

Then I misunderstood. Is he here again?

Yes, ventured Letty, smiling; he is escort to — your Captain.

Ailsas expression was wintry. Letty, still smiling out of her velvet eyes, looked up confidently into Ailsas face.

Dear, she said, I wish you could ever know how nice he is. . . .
But — I dont believe I could explain — —

Nice? Who? Oh, your trooper!

You dont mistake me, do you? asked the girl, flushing up. I only call him so to you. I knew him in New York — and — he is so much of a man — so entirely good — —

She hesitated, seeing no answering sympathy in Ailsas face, sighed, half turned with an unconscious glance at the closed door of the kitchen.

What were you saying about — him? asked Ailsa listlessly.

Nothing— said Letty timidly— only, isnt it odd how matters are arranged in the army. My poor trooper — a gentleman born — is being fed in the kitchen; your handsome Captain — none the less gently born — is at supper in Dr. Wests office. . . . They might easily have been friends in New York. . . . War is so strange, isnt it?

Ailsa forced a smile; but her eyes remained on the door, behind which was a man who had held her in his arms. . . . And who might this girl be who came now to her with tales of Berkleys goodness, kindness — shy stories of the excellence of the man who had killed in her the joy of living — had nigh killed more than that? What did this strange, dark-eyed, dark-haired girl know about his goodness? — a girl of whom she had never even heard until she saw her in Dr. Bentons office!

And all the while she stood looking at the closed door, thinking, thinking.

They were off duty that night, but Letty was going back to a New Hampshire boy who was not destined to live very long, and whose father was on the way from Plymouth to see his eldest son — his eldest son who had never fought a battle, had never seen one, had never even fired his musket, but who lay dying in the nineteenth year of his age, colour corporal, loved of his guard and regiment.

Baily asked for me, she said simply. I can get some sleep sitting up, I think. She smiled. Im happier and — better for seeing my trooper. . . . I am — a — better — woman, she said serenely. Then, looking up with a gay, almost childish toss of her head, like a schoolgirl absolved of misdemeanours unnumbered, she smiled wisely at Ailsa, and went away to her dying boy from New Hampshire.

The closed door fascinated Ailsa, distressed, harrowed her, till she stood there twisting her hands between desire and pallid indecision.

Leaden her limbs, for she could not stir them to go forward or to retire; miserably she stood there, swayed by fear and courage alternately, now rigid in bitter self-contempt, now shivering lest he fling open the door and find her there, and she see the mockery darkening his eyes —— 

And, Oh-h! she breathed, is there nothing on earth but this shame for me?

Suddenly she thought of Celia, and became frightened. Suppose Celia had gone to the kitchen! What would Celia think of her attitude toward the son of Constance Berkley? She had never told Celia that she had seen Berkley or that she even knew of his whereabouts. What would Celia think!

In her sudden consternation she had walked straight to the closed door. She hesitated an instant; then she opened the door. And Berkley, seated as he had been seated that Christmas Eve, all alone by the burning candle, dropped his hands from his face and looked up. Then he rose and stood gazing at her.

She said, haughtily: I suppose I am laying myself open to misconstruction and insult again by coming here to speak to you.

Did you come to speak to me, Ailsa?

Yes. Celia Craig is here — upstairs. I have never told her that you have even been in this place. She does not know you are here now. If she finds out — —

I understand, he said wearily. Celia shall not be informed of my disgrace with you — unless you care to tell her.

I do not care to tell her. Is there any reason to distress her with — such matters?

No, he said. What do you wish me to do? Go out somewhere— He glanced vaguely toward the darkness. Ill go anywhere you wish.

Why did you come — again? asked Ailsa coldly.

Orders— he shrugged— I did not solicit the detail; I could not refuse. Soldiers dont refuse in the army.

She stood looking at the floor for a moment. Then: Why have you changed your name?

Its not a permanent change, he said carelessly.

Oh. You wish to remain unrecognised in your regiment?

While my service lasts.

Her lips formed the question again; and he understood, though she had not spoken.

Why? Yes, Ill tell you, he said with a reckless laugh. Ill tell you why I wear a new name. Its because I love my old one — and the mother who bore it — and from whom I received it! And its because I wont risk disgracing it. You have asked, and thats why! Because — Im afraid in battle! — if you want to know! — afraid of getting hurt — wounded — killed! I dont know what I might do; I dont know! And if the world ever sees Private Ormond running away, theyll never know it was Constance Berkleys son. And thats why I changed my name!

W-what? she faltered. Then, revolted. It is not true! You are not afraid!

I tell you I am, he repeated with a mirthless laugh. Dont you suppose I ought to know? I want to get out of bullet range every time Im shot at. And — if anybody ever turns coward, I prefer that it should be trooper Ormond, not trooper Berkley. And that is the truth, Ailsa.

She was scarcely able to suppress her anger now. She looked at him, flushed, excited, furious.

Why do you say such untruthful things to me! Who was it that fairly kicked his fellow troopers into charging infantry with nothing but lances against bullets?

Amazed for a second, he burst into an abrupt laugh that rang harshly in the room.

Who told you such cock-and-bull stories, Ailsa?

Didnt you do it? Isnt it true?

Do what? Do what the Government pays me for doing? Yes, I happened to come up to the scratch that time. But I was scared, every inch of me — if you really want the truth.

But — you did it?

He laughed again, harshly, but apparently puzzled by her attitude.

She came nearer, paler in her suppressed excitement.

Private Ormond, she faltered, the hour that you fail under fire is the hour when I — shall be able to — forget — you. Not — until — then.

Neither moved. The slow, deep colour mounted to the roots of his hair; but she was white as death.

Ailsa.

Yes.

And suddenly he had dropped to one knee, and the hem of her gray garb was against his lips — and it was a thing of another age that he did, there on one knee at her feet, but it became him as it had become his ancestors. And she saw it, and, bending, laid her slim hands on his head.

After a long silence, her hands still resting on his dark hair, she found voice enough to speak.

I know you now.

And, as he made no answer:

It is there, in you — all that I believed. It was to that
I — yielded — once.

She looked intently down at him.

I think at last you have become — my champion. . . . Not my — destroyer. Answer me, Philip!

He would not, or could not.

I take you — for mine, she said. Will you deny me?

No, Ailsa.

She said, steadily: The other — the lesser happiness is to be — forgotten. Answer.

It — must be.

She bent lower, whispering: Is there no wedlock of the spirit?

That is all there ever was to hope for.

Then — will you — Philip?

Yes. Will you, Ailsa?

I — will.

He rose; her fingers slipped from his hair to his hands, and they stood, confronted.

She said in a dull voice: I am engaged to — be — married to Captain
Hallam.

I know it.

She spoke again, very white.

Can you tell me why you will not marry me?

No, I cannot tell you.

I — would love you none the less. Dont you believe me?

Yes, I do now. But I — cannot ask that of you.

Yet — you would have — taken me without — marriage.

He said, quietly:

Marriage — or love to the full, without it — God knows how right or wrong that may be. The world outlaws those who love without it — drives them out, excommunicates, damns. . . . It may be God does, too; but — I — dont — believe it, Ailsa.

She said, whiter still: Then I must not think of — what cannot be?

No, he said dully, it cannot be.

She laid her hands against his lips in silence.

Good night. . . . You wont leave me — too much — alone?

May I write to you, dear?

Please. And come when — when you can.

He laughed in the utter hopelessness of it all.

Dear, I cannot come to you unless — he comes.

At that the colour came back into her face.

Suddenly she stooped, touched his hands swiftly with her lips — the very ghost of contact — turned, and was gone.

Hallams voice was hearty and amiable; also he welcomed her with a smile; but there seemed to be something hard in his eyes as he said:

I began to be afraid that youd gone to sleep, Ailsa. What the deuce has kept you? A sick man?

Y-es; he is — better — I think.

Thats good. Ive only a minute or two left, and I wanted to speak — if youll let me — about — —

Cant you come again next week? she asked.

Well — of course, Ill do my best. I wanted to speak — —

Dont say everything now, she protested, forcing a smile, otherwise what excuse will you have for coming again?

Well — I wished to — See here, Ailsa, will you let me speak about the practical part of our future when I come next time?

For a moment she could, not bring herself to the deception; but the memory of Berkley rendered her desperate.

Yes — if you will bring back to Miss Lynden her trooper friend when you come again. Will you?

Who? Oh, Ormond. Yes, of course, if she wishes — —

But she could not endure her own dishonesty any longer.

Captain Hallam, she said with stiffened lips, I — I have just lied to you. It is not for Miss Lynden that I asked; it is for myself!

He looked at her in a stunned sort of way. She said, forcing herself to meet his eyes:

Trooper Ormond is your escort; dont you understand? I desire to see him again, because I knew him in New York.

Oh, said Hallam slowly.

She stood silent, the colour racing through her cheeks. She could not, in the same breath, ask Hallam to release her. It was impossible. Nothing on earth could prevent his believing that it was because she wished to marry Berkley. And she was never to marry Berkley. She knew it, now.

Who is this Private Ormond, anyway? asked Hallam, handsome eyes bent curiously on her.

And she said, calmly: I think you did not mean to ask me that,
Captain Hallam.

Why not?

Because the man in question would have told you had he not desired the privilege of privacy — to which we all are entitled, I think.

It seems to me, said Hallam, reddening, that, under the circumstances, I myself have been invested by you with some privileges.

Not yet, she returned quietly. And again her reply implied deceit; and she saw, too late, whither that reply led — where she was drifting, helpless to save herself, or Berkley, or this man to whom she had been betrothed.

Ive got to speak now, she began desperately calm. I must tell you that I cannot marry you. I do not love you enough. I am forced to say it. I was a selfish, weak, unhappy fool when I thought I could care enough for you to marry you. All the fault is mine; all the blame is on me. I am a despicable woman.

Are you crazy, Ailsa!

Half crazed, I think. If you can, some day, try to forgive me — I should be very grateful.

Do you mean to tell me that you — you are — have been — in love with this — this broken-down adventurer — —

Yes. From the first second in my life that I ever saw him. Now you know the truth. And you will now consider me worthy of this — adventurer — —

No, he replied. And thought a moment. Then he looked at her.

I dont intend to give you up, he said.

Captain Hallam, believe me, I am sorry — —

I wont give you up, he repeated doggedly.

You wont — release me?

No.

She said, with heightened colour: I am dreadfully sorry — and bitterly ashamed. I deserve no mercy, no consideration at your hands. But — I must return your ring— She slipped it from her finger, laid it on the table, placed the chain and locket beside it.

She said, wistfully: I dare not hope to retain your esteem — I dare not say to you how much I really desire your forgiveness — your friendship — —

Suddenly he turned on her a face, red, distorted, with rage.

Do you know what this means to me? It means ridicule in my regiment! What kind of figure do you think I shall cut after this? Its — its a shame! — its vile usage. Ill appear absurd — absurd! Do you understand?

Shocked, she stared into his inflamed visage, which anger and tortured vanity had marred past all belief.

Is that why you care? she asked slowly.

Ailsa! Good God — I scarcely know what Im saying — —

I know.

She stepped back, eyes darkening to deepest violet — retreated, facing him, step by step to the doorway, through it; and left him standing there.


CHAPTER XIII
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BERKLEYS FIRST LETTER to her was written during that week of lovely weather, the first week in March. The birds never sang more deliriously, the regimental bands never played more gaily; every camp was astir in the warm sunshine with companies, regiments, brigades, or divisions drilling.

At the ceremonies of guard mount and dress parade the country was thronged with visitors from Washington, ladies in gay gowns and scarfs, Congressmen in silk hats and chokers, apparently forgetful of their undignified role in the late affair at Bull Run — even children with black mammies in scarlet turbans and white wool dresses came to watch a great army limbering up after a winter of inaction.

He wrote to her:

Dearest, it has been utterly impossible for me to obtain leave of absence and a pass to go as far as the Farm Hospital. I tried to run the guard twice, but had to give it up. Im going to try again as soon as there seems any kind of a chance.

We have moved our camp. Why, heaven knows. If our general understood what cavalry is for we would have been out long ago — miles from here — if to do nothing more than make a few maps which, it seems, our august leaders entirely lack.

During the night the order came: This division will move at four oclock in the morning with two days rations. All night long we were at work with axe and hammer, tearing down quarters, packing stores, and loading our waggons.

We have an absurd number of waggons. There is an infantry regiment camped near us that has a train of one hundred and thirty-six-mule teams to transport its household goods. Its the 77th New York,

The next morning the sun rose on our army in motion. You say that I am a scoffer. I didnt scoff at that spectacle. We were on Flint Hill; and, as far as we could see around us, the whole world was fairly crawling with troops. Over them a rainbow hung. Later it rained, as you know.

Im wet, Ailsa. The army for the first time is under shelter tents. The Sibley wall tents and wedge tents are luxuries of the past for officers and men alike.

The army — that is, the bulk of it — camped at five. We — the cavalry — went on to see what we could see around Centreville; but the rebels had burned it, so we came back here where we dont belong — a thousand useless men armed with a thousand useless weapons. Because, dear, our lances are foolish things, picturesque but utterly unsuited to warfare in such a country as this.

You see, Ive become the sort of an ass who is storing up information and solving vast and intricate problems in order to be kind to my superiors when, struck with panic at their own tardily discovered incapacity, they rush to me in a body to ask me how to do it.

Rushs Lancers are encamped near you now; our regiment is not far from them. If I can run the guard Ill do it. Im longing to see you, dear.

Ive written to Celia, as you know, so she wont be too much astonished if I sneak into the gallery some night.

Ive seen a lot of Zouaves, the 5th, 9th, 10th, and other regiments, but not the 3rd. What a mark they make of themselves in their scarlet and blue. Hawkins regiment, the 9th, is less conspicuous, wearing only the red headgear and facings, but Duryeas regiment is a sight! A magnificent one from the spectacular stand-point, but the regiments in blue stand a better chance of being missed by the rebel riflemen. I certainly wish Colonel Craigs Zouaves werent attired like tropical butterflies. But for heavens sake dont say this to Celia.

Well, you see, I betray the cloven hoof of fear, even when I write you. Its a good thing that I know I am naturally a coward; because I may learn to be so ashamed of my legs that Ill never run at all, either way.

Dear, Im too honest with you to make promises, and far too intelligent not to know that when people begin shooting at each other somebody is likely to get hit. It is instinctive in me to avoid mutilation and extemporary death if I can do it. I realise what it means when the air is full of singing, buzzing noises; when twigs and branches begin to fall and rattle on my cap and saddle; when weeds and dead grass are snipped off short beside me; when every mud puddle is starred and splashed; when whack! smack! whack! on the stones come flights of these things you hear about, and hear, and never see. And — it scares me.

But Im trying to figure out that, first, I am safer if I do what my superiors tell me to do; second, that its a dogs life anyway; third, that its good enough for me, so why run away from it?

Some day some of these Johnnies will scare me so that Ill start after them. Theres no fury like a man thoroughly frightened.

Nobody has yet been hurt in any of the lancer regiments except one of Rushs men, who got tangled up in the woods and wounded himself with his own lance.

Oh, these lances! And oh, the cavalry! And, alas! a general who doesnt know how to use his cavalry.

No sooner does a cavalry regiment arrive than, bang! its split up into troops — a troop to escort General A., another to gallop after General B., another to sit around headquarters while General C. dozes after dinner! And, if its not split up, its detailed bodily on some fools job instead of being packed off under a line officer to find out what is happening just beyond the end of the commanders nose.

The visitors like to see us drill — like to see us charge, red pennons flying, lances at rest. I like to see Rushs Lancers, too. But, all the same, sometimes when we go riding gaily down the road, some of those dingy, sunburnt Western regiments who have been too busy fighting to black their shoes line up along the road and repeat, monotonously:

Who-ever-saw-a-dead-cavalryman?

It isnt what they say, Ailsa, its the expression of their dirty faces that turns me red, sometimes, and sometimes incites me to wild mirth.

Im writing this squatted under my tente dabri. General McClellan, with a preposterous staff the size of a small brigade, has just passed at a terrific gallop — a handsome, mild-eyed man who has made us into an army, and who ornaments headquarters with an entire squadron of Claymores 20th Dragoons and one of our own 8th Lancers. Well, some day hell come to me and say: Ormond, I understand that there is only one man in the entire army fit to command it. Accept this cocked hat.

That detail would suit me, dear. I could get behind the casemates of Monroe and issue orders. I was cut out to sit in a good, thick casemate and bring this cruel war to an end.

A terribly funny thing happened at Alexandria. A raw infantry regiment was camped near the seminary, and had managed to flounder through guard mount. The sentinels on duty kept a sharp lookout and turned out the guard every time a holiday nigger hove in sight; and sentinels and guard and officer were getting awfully tired of their mistakes; and the day was hot, and the sentinels grew sleepy.

Then one sentry, dozing awake, happened to turn and glance toward the woods; and out of it, over the soft forest soil, and already nearly on top of him, came a magnificent cavalcade at full gallop — the President, and Generals McClellan and Benjamin Butler leading.

Horror paralyzed him, then he ran toward the guard house, shrieking at the top of his lungs:

Great God! Turn out the guard! Here comes Old Abe and Little
Mac and Beast Butler!

And thats all the camp gossip and personal scandal that I have to relate to you, dear.

Ill run the guard if I can, so help me Moses!

And I am happier than I have ever been in all my life. If I dont run under fire you have promised not to stop loving me. That is the bargain, remember.

Here comes your late lamented. Im no favorite of his, nor he of mine. He did me a silly trick the other day — had me up before the Colonel because he said that it had been reported to him that I had enlisted under an assumed name.

I had met the Colonel. He looked at me and said:

Is Ormond your name?

[Illustration: Is Ormond your name?]

I said: It is, partly.

He said: Then it is sufficient to fight under.

Ailsa, I am going to tell you something. It has to do with me, as you know me, and it has to do with Colonel Arran.

Im afraid Im going to hurt you; but Im also afraid it will be necessary.

Colonel Arran is your friend. But, Ailsa, I am his implacable enemy. Had I dreamed for one moment that the Westchester Horse was to become the 10th troop of Arrans Lancers, I would never have joined it.

It was a bitter dose for me to swallow when my company was sworn into the United States service under this man.

Since, I have taken the matter philosophically. He has not annoyed me, except by being alive on earth. He showed a certain primitive decency in not recognizing me when he might have done it in a very disagreeable fashion. I think he was absolutely astonished to see me there; but he never winked an eyelash. I give the devil his due.

All this distresses you, dear. But I cannot help it; you would have to know, sometime, that Colonel Arran and I are enemies. So let it go at that; only, remembering it, avoid always any uncomfortable situation which must result in this man and myself meeting under your roof.

His letter ended in lighter vein — a gay message to Celia, a cordial one to Letty, and the significant remark that he expected to see her very soon.

The next night he tried to run the guard, and failed.

She had written to him, begging him not to; urging the observance of discipline, while deploring their separation — a sweet, confused letter, breathing in every line her solicitation for him, her new faith and renewed trust in him.

Concerning what he had told her about his personal relations with Colonel Arran she had remained silent — was too unhappy and astonished to reply. Thinking of it later, it recalled to her mind Celias studied avoidance of any topic in which Colonel Arran figured. She did not make any mental connection between Celias dislike for the man and Berkleys — the coincidence merely made her doubly unhappy.

And, one afternoon when Letty was on duty and she and Celia were busy with their mending in Celias room, she thought about Berkleys letter and his enmity, and remembered Celias silent aversion at the same moment.

Celia, she said, looking up, would you mind telling me what it is that you dislike about my old and very dear friend, Colonel Arran?

Celia continued her needlework for a few moments. Then, without raising her eyes, she said placidly:

You have asked me that befo, Honey-bird.

Yes, dear. . . . You know it is not impertinent curiosity — —

I know what it is, Honey-bee. But you can not hep this gentleman and mysef to any ground of common understanding.

I am so sorry, sighed Ailsa, resting her folded hands on her work and gazing through the open window.

Celia continued to sew without glancing up. Presently she said:

I reckon Ill have to tell you something about Colonel Arran after all. Ive meant to for some time past. Because — because my silence condemns him utterly; and that is not altogether just. She bent lower over her work; her needle travelled more slowly as she went on speaking:

In my country, when a gentleman considers himsef aggrieved, he asks fo that satisfaction which is due to a man of his quality. . . . But Colonel Arran did not ask. And when it was offered, he refused. Her lips curled. He cited the Law, she said with infinite contempt.

But Colonel Arran is not a Southerner, observed Ailsa quietly.
You know how all Northerners feel — —

It happened befo you were born, Honey-bud. Even the Noth recognised the code then.

Is that why you dislike Colonel Arran? Because he refused to challenge or be challenged when the law of the land forbade private murder?

Celias cheeks flushed deeply; she tightened her lips; then:

The law is not made fo those in whom the higher law is inherent, she said calmly. It is made fo po whites and negroes.

Celia!

It is true, Honey-bird. When a gentleman breaks the law that makes him one, it is time fo him to appeal to the lower law. And Colonel Arran did so.

What was his grievance?

A deep one, I reckon. He had the right on his side — and his own law to defend it, and he refused. And the consequences were vey dreadful.

To — him?

To us all. . . . His punishment was certain.

Was he punished?

Yes. Then, in his turn, he punished — terribly. But not as a gentleman should. Fo in that code which govens us, no man can raise his hand against a woman. He must endure all things; he may not defend himsef at any womans expense; he may not demand justice at the expense of any woman. It is the privilege of his caste to endure with dignity what cannot be remedied or revenged except through the destruction of a woman. . . . And Colonel Arran invoked the lower law; and the justice that was done him destroyed — a woman.

She looked up steadily into Ailsas eyes.

She was only a young girl, Honey-bud — too young to marry anybody, too inexperienced to know her own heart until it was too late.

And Colonel Arran came; and he was vey splendid, and handsome, and impressive in his cold, heavy dignity, and vey certain that the child must marry him — so certain that she woke up one day and found that she had done it. And learned that she did not love him.

There was a boy cousin. He was reckless, I reckon; and she was vey unhappy; and one night he found her crying in the garden; and there was a vey painful scene, and she let him kiss the hem of her petticoat on his promise to go away fo ever. And — Colonel Arran caught him on his knees, with the lace to his lips — and the child wife crying. . . . He neither asked nor accepted satisfaction; he threatened the — law! And that settled him with her, I reckon, and she demanded her freedom, and he refused, and she took it.

Then she did a vey childish thing; she married the boy — or supposed she did — —

Celias violet eyes grew dark with wrath:

And Colonel Arran went into cot with his lawyers and his witnesses and had the divorce set aside — and publicly made this silly child her lovers mistress, and their child nameless! That was the justice that the law rendered Colonel Arran. And now you know why I hate him — and shall always hate and despise him.

Ailsas head was all awhirl; lips parted, she stared at Celia in stunned silence, making as yet no effort to reconcile the memory of the man she knew with this cold, merciless, passionless portrait.

Nor did the suspicion occur to her that there could be the slightest connection between her sister-in-laws contempt for Colonel Arran and Berkleys implacable enmity.

All the while, too, her clearer sense of right and justice cried out in dumb protest against the injury done to the man who had been her friend, and her parents friend — kind, considerate, loyal, impartially just in all his dealings with her and with the world, as far as she had ever known.

From Celias own showing the abstract right and justice of the matter had been on his side; no sane civilisation could tolerate the code that Celia cited. The day of private vengeance was over; the era of duelling was past in the North — was passing in the South. And, knowing Colonel Arran, she knew also that twenty odd years ago his refusal to challenge had required a higher form of courage than to face the fire of a foolish boys pistol.

And now, collecting her disordered thoughts, she began to understand what part emotion and impulse had played in the painful drama — how youthful ignorance and false sentiment had combined to invest a silly but accidental situation with all the superficial dignity of tragedy.

What must it have meant to Colonel Arran, to this quiet, slow, respectable man of the world, to find his girl wife crying in the moonlight, and a hot-headed boy down on his knees, mumbling the lace edge of her skirts?

What must it have meant to him — for the chances were that he had not spoken the first word — to be confronted by an excited, love-smitten, reckless boy, and have a challenge flung in his face before he had uttered a word.

No doubt his calm reply was to warn the boy to mind his business under penalty of law. No doubt the exasperated youth defied him — insulted him — declared his love — carried the other child off her feet with the exaggerated emotion and heroics. And, once off their feet, she saw how the tide had swept them together — swept them irrevocably beyond reason and recall.

Ailsa rose and stood by the open window, looking out across the hills; but her thoughts were centred on Colonel Arrans tragedy, and the tragedy of those two hot-headed children whom his punishment had out-lawed.

Doubtless his girl wife had told him how the boy had come to be there, and that she had banished him; but the clash between maturity and adolescence is always inevitable; the misunderstanding between ripe experience and Northern logic, and emotional inexperience and Southern impulse was certain to end in disaster.

Ailsa considered; and she knew that now her brief for Colonel Arran was finished, for beyond the abstract right she had no sympathy with the punishment he had dealt out, even though his conscience and civilisation and the law of the land demanded the punishment of these erring ones.

No, the punishment seemed too deeply tainted with vengeance for her to tolerate.

A deep unhappy sigh escaped her. She turned mechanically, seated herself, and resumed her sewing.

I suppose I ought to be asleep, she said. I am on duty to-night, and theyve brought in so many patients from the new regiments.

Celia bent and bit off her thread, then passing the needle into the hem, laid her work aside.

Honey-bud, she said, you are vey tired. If youll undress Ill give you a hot bath and rub you and brush your hair.

Oh, Celia, will you? Id feel so much better. She gave a dainty little shudder and made a wry face, adding:

Ive had so many dirty, sick men to cleanse — oh, incredibly dirty and horrid! — poor boys — it doesnt seem to be their fault, either; and they are so ashamed and so utterly miserable when I am obliged to know about the horror of their condition. . . . Dear, it will be angelic of you to give me a good, hot scrubbing. I could go to sleep if you would.

Of cose I will, said Celia simply. And, when Ailsa was ready to call her in she lifted the jugs of water which a negro had brought — one cold, one boiling hot — entered Ailsas room, filled the fiat tin tub; and, when Ailsa stepped into it, proceeded to scrub her as though she had been two instead of twenty odd.

Then, her glowing body enveloped in a fresh, cool sheet, she lay back and closed her eyes while Celia brushed the dull gold masses of her hair.

Honey-bee, they say that all the soldiers are in love with you, even my po Confederate boys in Ward C. Dont you dare corrupt their loyalty!

They are the dearest things — all of them, smiled Ailsa sleepily, soothed by the skilful brushing. I have never had one cross word, one impatient look from Union or Confederate. She added: They say in Washington that we women are not needed — that we are in the way — that the sick dont want us. . . . Some very important personage from Washington came down to the General Hospital and announced that the Government was going to get rid of all women nurses. And such a dreadful row those poor sick soldiers made! Dr. West told us; he was there at the time. And it seems that the personage went back to Washington with a very different story to tell the powers that be. So I suppose theyve concluded to let us alone.

It doesnt surprise me that a Yankee govenment has no use fo women, observed Celia.

Hush, dear. That kind of comment wont do. Besides, some horrid stories were afloat about some of the nurses not being all they ought to be.

That sounds vey Yankee, too!

Celia! And perhaps it was true that one or two among thousands might not have been everything they should have been, admitted Ailsa, loyal to her government in everything. And perhaps one or two soldiers were insolent; but neither Letty Lynden nor I have ever heard one unseemly word from the hundreds and hundreds of soldiers we have attended, never have had the slightest hint of disrespect from them.

They certainly do behave vey well, conceded Celia, brushing away vigorously. They behave like our Virginians.

Ailsa laughed, then, smiling reflectively, glanced at her hand which still bore the traces of a healed scar. Celia noticed her examining the slender, uplifted hand, and said:

You promised to tell me how you got that scar, Honey-bud.

I will, now — because the man who caused it has gone North.

A — man!

Yes, poor fellow. When the dressings were changed the agony crazed him and he sometimes bit me. I used to be so annoyed, she added mildly, and I used to shake my forefinger at him and say, Now its got to be done, Jones; will you promise not to bite me. And the poor fellow would promise with tears in his eyes — and then hed forget — poor boy — —

Id have slapped him, said Celia, indignantly. What a darling you are, Ailsa! . . . Now bundle into bed, she added, because you havent any too much time to sleep, and poor little Letty Lynden will be half dead when she comes off duty.

Letty really appeared to be half dead when she arrived, and bent wearily over the bed where Ailsa now lay in calm-breathing, rosy slumber.

Oh, you sweet thing! she murmured to herself, you can sleep for two hours yet, but you dont know it. And, dropping her garments from her, one by one, she bathed and did up her hair and crept in beside Ailsa very softly, careful not to arouse her.

But Ailsa, who slept lightly, awoke, turned on her pillow, passed one arm around Lettys dark curls.

Ill get up, she said drowsily. Why didnt Flannery call me?

You can sleep for an hour or two yet, darling, cooed Letty, nestling close to her. Mrs. Craig has taken old Bill Symonds, and theyll be on duty for two hours more.

How generous of Celia — and of old Symonds, too. Everybody seems to be so good to me here.

Everybody adores you, dear, whispered Letty, her lips against
Ailsas flushed cheek. Dont you know it?

Ailsa laughed; and the laugh completed her awakening past all hope of further slumber.

You quaint little thing, she said, looking at Letty. You certainly are the most engaging girl I ever knew.

Letty merely lay and looked her adoration, her soft cheek pillowed on Ailsas arm. Presently she said:

Do you remember the first word you ever spoke to me?

Yes, I do.

And — you asked me to come and see you.

Who wouldnt ask you — little rosebud?

But Letty only sighed and closed her eyes; nor did she awaken when
Ailsa cautiously withdrew her arm and slipped out of bed.

She still had an hour and more; she decided to dress and go out for a breath of fresh, sweet air to fortify her against the heavy atmosphere of the sick wards.

It was not yet perfectly dark; the thin edge of the new moon traced a pale curve in the western sky; frogs were trilling; a night-bird sang in a laurel thicket unceasingly.

The evening was still, but the quiet was only comparative because, always, all around her, the stirring and murmur of the vast army never entirely ended.

But the drums and bugles, answering one another from hill to hill, from valley to valley, had ceased; she saw the reddening embers of thousands of camp fires through the dusk; every hill was jewelled, every valley gemmed.

In the darkness she could hear the ground vibrate under the steady tread of a column of infantry passing, but she could not see them — could distinguish no motion against the black background of the woods.

Standing there on the veranda, she listened to them marching by. From the duration of the sound she judged it to be only one regiment, probably a new one arriving from the North.

A little while afterward she heard on some neighbouring hillside the far outbreak of hammering, the distant rattle of waggons, the clash of stacked muskets. Then, in sudden little groups, scattered starlike over the darkness, camp fires twinkled into flame. The new regiment had pitched its tents.

It was a pretty sight; she walked out along the fence to see more clearly, stepping aside to avoid collision with a man in the dark, who was in a great hurry — a soldier, who halted to make his excuses, and, instead, took her into his arms with a breathless exclamation.

Philip! she faltered, trembling all over.

Darling! I forgot I was not to touch you! He crushed her hands swiftly to his lips and let them drop.

My little Ailsa! My — little — Ailsa! he repeated under his breath — and caught her to him again.

Oh — darling — we mustnt, she protested faintly. Dont you remember, Philip? Dont you remember, dear, what we are to be to one another?

He stood, face pressed against her burning cheeks; then his arm encircling her waist fell away.

Youre right, dear, he said with a sigh so naively robust, so remarkably hearty, that she laughed outright — a very tremulous and uncertain laugh.

What a tragically inclined boy! I never before heard a thunderous sigh; but I had read of them in poetry. Philip, tell me instantly how you came here!

Ran the guard, he admitted.

No! Oh, dear, oh, dear! — and I told you not to. Philip! Philip! Do you want to get shot?

Now you know very well I dont, he said, laughing. I spend every minute trying not to. . . . And, Ailsa, what do you think? A little while ago when I was skulking along fences and lurking in ditches — all for your sake, ungrateful fair one! — tramp — tramp — tramp comes a column out of the darkness! Lord help us, said I, its the police guard, or some horrible misfortune, and Ill never see my Ailsa any more! Then I took a squint at em, and I saw officers riding, with about a thousand yards of gold lace on their sleeves, and I saw their music trudging along with that set of silver chimes aloft between two scarlet yaks tails; and I saw the tasselled fezzes and the white gaiters and— Aha! said I— the Zou-Zous! But which?

And, by golly, I made out the number painted white on their knapsacks; and, Ailsa, it was the 3d Zouaves, Colonel Craig! — just arrived! And there — on that hill — are their fires!

Oh, Phil! she exclaimed in rapture, how heavenly for Celia! Im perfectly crazy to see Curt and Steve — —

Please transfer a little of that sweet madness to me.

Dear — I cant, can I?

But she let him have her hands; and, resting beside him on the rail fence, bent her fair head as he kissed her joined hands, let it droop lower, lower, till her cheek brushed his. Then, turning very slowly, their lips encountered, rested, till the faint fragrance of hers threatened his self-control.

She opened her blue eyes as he raised his head, looking at him vaguely in the dusk, then very gently shook her head and rested one cheek on her open palm.

I dont know, she sighed. I — dont — know— and closed her lids once more.

Know what, dearest of women?

What is going to happen to us, Phil. . . . It seems incredible — after our vows — after the lofty ideals we — —

The ideals are there, he said in a low voice. And, in his tone there was a buoyancy, a hint of something new to her — something almost decisive, something of protection which began vaguely to thrill her, as though that guard which she had so long mounted over herself might be relieved — the strain relaxed — the duty left to him.

She laid one hand on his arm, looked up, searching his face, hesitated. A longing to relax the tension of self-discipline came over her — to let him guard them both — to leave all to him — let him fight for them both. It was a longing to find security in the certainty of his self-control, a desire to drift, and let him be responsible, to let him control the irresponsibility within her, the unwisdom, the delicate audacity, latent, mischievous, that needed a reversal of the role of protector and protected to blossom deliciously into the coquetry that she had never dared.

Are you to be trusted? she asked innocently.

Yes, at last. You know it. Even if I — —

Yes, dear.

She considered him with a new and burning curiosity. It was the feminine in her, wondering, not yet certain, whether it might safely dare.

I suppose Ive made an anchorite out of you, she ventured.

You can judge, he said, laughing; and had her in his arms again, and kissed her consenting lips and palms, and looked down into the sweet eyes; and she smiled back at him, confident, at rest.

What has wrought this celestial change in you, Phil? she whispered, listlessly humourous.

What change?

The spiritual.

Is there one? I seem to kiss you just as ardently.

I know. . . . But — for the first time since I ever saw you — I feel that I am safe in the world. . . . It may annoy me.

He laughed.

I may grow tired of it, she insisted, watching him. I may behave like a naughty, perverse, ungrateful urchin, and kick and scream and bite. . . . But you wont let me be hurt, will you?

No, child. His voice was laughing at her, but his eyes were curiously grave.

She put both arms up around his neck with a quick catch of her breath.

I do love you — I do love you. I know it now, Phil — I know it as I never dreamed of knowing it. . . . You will never let me be hurt, will you? Nothing can harm me now, can it?

Nothing, Ailsa.

She regarded him dreamily. Sometimes her blue eyes wandered toward the stars, sometimes toward the camp fires on the hill.

Perfect — perfect belief in — your goodness — to me, she murmured vaguely. Now I shall — repay you — by perversity — misbehaviour — I dont know what — I dont know — what — —

Her lids closed; she yielded to his embrace; one slim, detaining hand on his shoulder held her closer, closer.

You must — never — go away, her lips formed.

But already he was releasing her, pale but coolly master of the situation. Acquiescent, inert, she lay in his arms, then straightened and rested against the rail beside her.

Presently she smiled to herself, looked at him, still smiling.

Shall we go into Dr. Wests office and have supper, Phil? Im on duty in half an hour and my supper must be ready by this time; and Im simply dying to have you make up for the indignity of the kitchen.

You ridiculous little thing!

No, Im not. I could weep with rage when I think of you in the kitchen and — and — Oh, never mind. Come, will you? And she held out her hand.

Her supper was ready, as she had predicted, and she delightedly made room for him beside her on the bench, and helped him to freshly baked bread and ancient tinned vegetables, and some doubtful boiled meat, all of which he ate with an appetite and a reckless and appreciative abandon that fascinated her.

Darling! she whispered in consternation, dont they give you anything in camp?

Sometimes, he enunciated, chewing vigorously on the bread. We dont get much of this, darling. And the onions have all sprouted, and the potatoes are rotten.

She regarded him for a moment, then laughed hysterically.

I beg your pardon, Phil, but somehow this reminds me of our cook feeding her policeman: — just for one tiny second, darling — —

They abandoned any effort to control their laughter. Ailsa had become transfigured into a deliciously mischievous and bewildering creature, brilliant of lip and cheek and eye, irresponsible, provoking, utterly without dignity or discipline.

She taunted him with his appetite, jeered at him for his recent and marvellous conversion to respectability, dared him to make love to her, provoked him at last to abandon his plate and rise and start toward her. And, of course, she fled, crying in consternation: Hush, Philip! You mustnt make such a racket or theyll put us both out! — keeping the table carefully between them, dodging every strategy of his, every endeavour to make her prisoner, quick, graceful, demoralising in her beauty and abandon. They behaved like a pair of very badly brought up children, until she was in real terror of discovery.

Dearest, she pleaded, if you will sit down and resume your gnawing on that crust, Ill promise not to torment you. . . . I will, really. Besides, its within a few minutes of my tour of duty — —

She stopped, petrified, as a volley of hoof-beats echoed outside, the clash of arms and accoutrements rang close by the porch.

Phil! she gasped.

And the door opened and Colonel Arran walked in.

There was a dreadful silence. Arran stood face to face with Berkley, looked him squarely in the eye where he stood at salute. Then, as though he had never before set eyes on him, Arran lifted two fingers to his visor mechanically, turned to Ailsa, uncovered, and held out both his hands.

I had a few moments, Ailsa, he said quietly. I hadnt seen you for so long. Are you well?

She was almost too frightened to answer; Berkley stood like a statue, awaiting dismissal, and later the certain consequences of guard running.

And, aware of her fright, Arran turned quietly to Berkley:

Private Ormond, he said, there is a led-horse in my escort, in charge of Private Burgess. It is the easier and — safer route to camp. You may retire.

Berkleys expression was undecipherable as he saluted, shot a glance at Ailsa, turned sharply, and departed.

Colonel Arran, she said miserably, it was all my fault. I am too ashamed to look at you.

Let me do what worrying is necessary, he said quietly. I am — not unaccustomed to it. . . . I suppose he ran the guard.

She did not answer.

The ghost of a smile — a grim one — altered the Colonels expression for a second, then faded. He looked at Ailsa curiously. Then:

Have you anything to tell me that — perhaps I may be entitled to know about, Ailsa?

No.

I see. I beg your pardon. If you ever are — perplexed — in doubt — I shall always — —

Thank you, she said faintly. . . . And — I am so sorry — —

So am I. Im sorrier than you know — about more matters than you know, Ailsa— He softly smote his buckskin-gloved hands together, gazing at vacancy. Then lifted his head and squared his heavy shoulders.

I thought Id come when I could. The chances are that the army will move if this weather continues. The cavalry will march out anyway. So I thought Id come over for a few moments, Ailsa. . . . Are you sure you are quite well? And not overdoing it? You certainly look well; you appear to be in perfect health. . . . I am very much relieved. . . . And — dont worry. Dont cherish apprehension about — anybody. He added, more to himself than to her: Discipline will be maintained — must be maintained. There are more ways to do it than by military punishments, I know that now.

He looked up, held out his hand, retained hers, and patted it gently.

Dont worry, child, he said, dont worry. And went out to the porch thoughtfully, gazing straight ahead of him as his horse was brought up. Then, gathering curb and snaffle, he set toe to stirrup and swung up into his saddle.

Ormond! he called.

Berkley rode up and saluted.

Ride with me, said Colonel Arran calmly.

Sir?

Rein up on the left. And, turning in his saddle, he motioned back his escort twenty paces to the rear. Then he walked his big, bony roan forward.

Ormond?

Yes, Colonel.

You ran the guard?

Yes, Colonel.

Why?

Berkley was silent.

The Colonel turned in his saddle and scrutinised him. The lancers visage was imperturbable.

Ormond, he said in a low voice, whatever you think of me — whatever your attitude toward me is, I would like you to believe that I wish to be your friend.

Berkleys expression remained unchanged.

It is my desire, said the older man, my — very earnest — desire.

The young lancer was mute.

Arrans voice fell still lower:

Some day — if you cared to — if you could talk over some — matters with me, I would be very glad. Perhaps you dont entirely understand me. Perhaps I have given you an erroneous impression concerning — matters — which it is too late to treat differently — in the light of riper experience — and in a knowledge born of years — solitary and barren years — —

He bent his gray head thoughtfully, then, erect in his saddle again:

I would like to be your friend, he said in a voice perceptibly under control.

Why? asked Berkley harshly. Is there any reason on Gods earth why I could ever forgive you?

No; no reason perhaps. Yet, you are wrong.

Wrong!

I say so in the light of the past, Berkley. Once I also believed that a stern, uncompromising attitude toward error was what God required of an upright heart.

Error! D-do you admit that? stammered Berkley. Are you awake at last to the deviltry that stirred you — the damnable, misguided, distorted conscience that twisted you into a murderer of souls? By God, are you alive to what you did to — her?

Colonel Arran, upright in his saddle and white as death, rode straight on in front of him.. Beside him, knee to knee, rode Berkley, his features like marble, his eyes ablaze.

I am not speaking for myself, he said between his teeth, I am not reproaching you, cursing you, for what you have done to me — for the ruin you have made of life for me, excommunicating me from every hope, outlawing me, branding me! I am thinking, now, only of my mother. God! — to think — to think of it — of her — —

Arran turned on him a face so ghastly that the boy was silenced.
Then the older man said:

Do you not know that the hell men make for others is what they are destined to burn in sooner or later? Do you think you can tell me anything of eternal punishment? He laughed a harsh, mirthless laugh. Do you not think I have learned by this time that vengeance is Gods — and that He never takes it? It is man alone who takes it, and suffers it. Humanity calls it justice. But I have learned that what the laws of men give you is never yours to take; that the warrant handed you by men is not for you to execute. I — have — learned — many things in the solitary years, Berkley. . . . But this — what I am now saying to you, here under the stars — is the first time I have ever, even to myself, found courage to confess Christ.

Very far away to the south a rocket rose — a slender thread of fire. Then, to the northward, a tiny spark grew brighter, flickered, swung in an arc to right, to left, dipped, soared, hung motionless, dipped again to right, to left, tracing faint crimson semicircles against the sky.

Two more rockets answered, towering, curving, fading, leaving blue stars floating in the zenith.

And very, very far away there was a dull vibration of thunder, or of cannon.


CHAPTER XIV
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THE TREMENDOUS EXODUS continued; regiment after regiment packed knapsacks, struck tents, loaded their waggons and marched back through the mud toward Alexandria, where transports were waiting in hundreds.

The 3rd Zouaves were scheduled to leave early. Celia had only a few hours now and then in camp with husband and son. Once or twice they came to the hospital in the bright spring weather where new blossoms on azalea and jasmine perfumed the fields and flowering peach orchards turned all the hills and valleys pink.

Walking with her husband and son that last lovely evening before the regiment left, a hand of each clasped in her own, she strove very hard to keep up the gaiety of appearances, tried with all her might to keep back the starting tears, steady the lip that quivered, the hands that trembled locked in theirs.

They were walking together in a secluded lane that led from behind the Farm Hospital barns to a little patch of woodland through which a clear stream sparkled, a silent, intimate, leafy oasis amid an army-ridden desert, where there was only a cow to stare at them, knee deep in young mint, only a shy cardinal bird to interrupt them with its exquisite litany.

Their talk had been of Paige and Marye, of Paigecourt and the advisability of selling all stock, dismissing the negroes, and closing the place with the exception of the overseers house. And Celia had made arrangements to attend to it.

I certainly do despise travelling, she said, but while Im so near, I reckon Id better use my pass and papers and try to go through to Paigecourt. Its just as well to prepare for the impossible, I suppose.

Colonel Craig polished his eye-glasses, adjusted them, and examined the official papers that permitted his wife to go to her estate, pack up certain family papers, discharge the servants, close the house, and return through the Union lines carrying only personal baggage.

He said without enthusiasm: Its inside their lines. To go there isnt so difficult, but how about coming back? I dont want you to go, Celia.

She explained in detail that there would be no difficulty — a little proudly, too, when she spoke of her personal safety among her own people.

I understand all that, he said patiently, but nobody except the commander-in-chief knows where this army is going. I dont want you to be caught in the zone of operations.

She flushed up with a defiant little laugh. The war isnt going to Paigecourt, anyway, she said.

He smiled with an effort. I am not sure, dearest. All I am sure of is that we march in the morning, and go aboard ship at Alexandria. I dont know where we are expected to land, or where we are going to march after we do land. . . . He smiled again, mischievously. Even if you believe that a Yankee army is not likely to get very far into Virginia, Paigecourt is too near Richmond for me to feel entirely sure that you may not have another visit from Stephen and me before you start North.

Listen to the Yankee! she cried, laughing gaily to hide the sudden dimness in her blue eyes. My darling Yankee husband is vey absurd, and he doesnt suspect it! Why! dont you perfecly ridiculous Zouaves know that youll both be back in New York befo I am — and all tired out keeping up with the pace yo general sets you?

But when it was time to say good-bye once more, her limbs grew weak and she leaned heavily on husband and son, her nerveless feet dragging across the spring turf.

Oh, Curt, Curt, she faltered, her soft cheeks pressed against the stiff bullion on his sleeve and collar, if only I had the wretched consolation of sending you away to fight fo the Right — fo God and country — There, darling! Fogive me — fogive me. I am yo wife first of all — first of all, Curt. And that even comes befo country and — God! — Yes, it does! it does, dear. You are all three to me — I know no holier trinity than husband, God, and native land. . . . Must you go so soon? So soon? . . . Where is my boy — Im crying so I cant see either of you — Stephen! Mothers own little boy — mothers little, little boy — oh, it is vey hard — vey hard — —

[Illustration: Must you go so soon? So soon?]

Steve — I think youd better kiss your mother now — his voice choked and he turned his back and stood, the sun glittering on the gold and scarlet of his uniform.

Mother and son clung, parted, clung; then Colonel Craigs glittering sleeve was flung about them both.

Ill try to bring him through all right, Celia. You must believe that we are coming back.

So they parted.

And at three in the morning, Celia, lying in her bed, started to a sitting posture. Very far away in the night reveille was sounding for some regiment outward bound; and then the bugles blew for another regiment and another, and another, until everywhere the darkened world grew gaily musical with the bugles warning.

She crept to the window; it was too dusky to see. But in obscurity she felt that not far away husband and son were passing through darkness toward the mystery of the great unknown; and there, in her night-dress, she knelt by the sill, hour after hour, straining her eyes and listening until dawn whitened the east and the rivers began to marshal their ghostly hosts. Then the sun rose, annihilating the phantoms of the mist and shining on columns of marching men, endless lines of waggons, horse-batteries, foot artillery, cavalry, engineers with gabions and pontoons, and entire divisions of blue infantry, all pouring steadily toward Alexandria and the river, where lay the vast transport fleet at anchor, destined to carry them whither their Maker and commanding general willed that they should go.

To Celias wet eyes there seemed to be little variation in the dull blue columns with the glitter of steel flickering about them; yet, here and there a brilliant note appeared — pennons fluttering above lances, scarfs and facings of some nearer foot battery, and, far away toward Alexandria, vivid squares of scarlet in a green field, dimmed very little by the distance. Those were zouaves — her own, or perhaps the 5th, or the 9th from Roanoke, or perhaps the 14th Brooklyn — she could not know, but she never took her eyes from the distant blocks and oblongs of red against the green until the woods engulfed them.

Ailsa still lay heavily asleep. Celia opened the door and called her to the window.

Honey-bud, darling, she whispered tearfully, did you know the
Lancers are leaving?

Ailsas eyes flew wide open:

Not his regiment!

Are there two?

Yes, said Ailsa, frightened. That must be the 6th Pennsylvania. . . . Because I think — somebody would have told me — Colonel Arran — —

She stared through eyes from which the mist of slumber had entirely cleared away. Then she sprang from her bed to the window:

Oh — oh! she said half to herself, he wouldnt go away without saying something to me! He couldnt! . . . And — oh, dear — oh dear, their pennons are swallow-tailed and scarlet! It looks like his regiment — it does — it does! . . . But he wouldnt go without speaking to me — —

Celia turned and looked at her.

Do you mean Colonel Arran? And saw that she did not.

For a while they stood there silently together, the soft spring wind blowing over their bare necks and arms, stirring the frail, sheer fabric of their night-robes.

Suddenly the stirring music of cavalry trumpets along the road below startled them; they turned swiftly to look out upon a torrent of scarlet pennons and glancing lance points — troop after troop of dancing horses and blue-clad riders, their flat forage caps set rakishly, bit and spur and sabre hilt glistening, the morning sun flashing golden on the lifted trumpets.

On they came, on, on, horses heads tossing, the ground shaking with the mellow sound of four thousand separate hoofs, — and passed, troop on troop, a lengthening, tossing wave of scarlet across the verdure.

Then, far away in the column, a red lance pennon swung in a circle, a blue sleeve shot up in salute and adieu. And Ailsa knew that Berkley had seen her, and that the brightness of the young world was leaving her, centred there in the spark of fire that tipped his lance.

Now she saw her lover turn in his saddle and, sitting so, ride on and on, his tall lance slanting from stirrup boot to arm loop, the morning sun bright across his face, and touching each metal button with fire from throat to belt.

So her lancer rode away into the unknown; and she sat on the edge of her bed, crying, until it was time to go on duty and sit beside the dying in the sick wards.

They brought her his last letter that evening.

You wicked little thing, it ran, if you hadnt taught me self-respect Id have tried to run the guard to-night, and would probably have been caught and drummed out or shot. Were in a bustle; orders, totally unexpected, attach us to Porters Corps, Sykess division of regulars. Warrens brigade, which includes, I believe, the 5th Zouaves, the 10th Zouaves, 6th Pennsylvania Lancers, and 1st Connecticut Heavy Artillery.

Weve scarcely time to get off; our baggage will never be ready, and how were going to get to Alexandria and aboard ship is more than I know.

And Im simply furious; Id counted on a dramatic situation,
Ailsa — the soldiers farewell, loud sobs, sweetheart faints, lancer
dashes away unmanly tears— Be strong, be br-r-rave, dah-ling!
Hevving watches over your Alonzo!

Not so. A big brawny brute in spurs comes in the dark to stir us with the toe of his boot. Silence, he hisses, if you cant hear that damn reveille, Ill punch you in the snoot, an then mebbe youll spread them lop-ears o yourn!

Heaven! Your Alonzo is derided by a hireling!

Pack up, you swallow-tailed, leather-seated, pig-prodding sons of galoots! Thus, our first sergeant, recently of the regulars, roll-call having ended.

Coffeeless, soupless, tackless, we leer furtively at the two days rations in our haversacks which we dare not sample; lick our chops reflectively, are cruelly chidden by underlings in uniform, further insulted by other underlings, are stepped on, crowded, bitten, and kicked at by our faithful Arab steeds, are coarsely huddled into line, where officers come to gloat over us and think out further ingenious indignities to heap upon us while we stand to horse. And we stand there two hours!

I cant keep up this artificial flow of low comedy. The plain fact of the situation is that were being hustled toward an amphibious thing with paddle-wheels named The Skylark, and I havent said good-bye to you.

Ailsa, it isnt likely that anything is going to knock my head off or puncture vital sections of me. But in case the ludicrous should happen, I want you to know that a cleaner man goes before the last Court Marshal than would have stood trial there before he met you.

You are every inch my ideal of a woman — every fibre in you is utterly feminine. I adore your acquired courage, I worship your heavenly inconsistencies. The mental pleasure I experienced with you was measured and limited only by my own perversity and morbid self-absorption; the splendour of the passion I divine in you, unawakened, awes me, leaves me in wonder. The spiritual tonic, even against my own sickly will has freshened me by mere contact with the world you live in; the touch of your lips and hands — ah, Ailsa — has taught me at last the language that I sneered at.

Well — we can never marry. How it will be with us, how end, He who, after all is said and done, did construct us, knows now. And we will know some day, when life is burned out in us.

Hours, days of bitter revolt come — the old madness for you, the old recklessness of desire, the savage impatience with life, assail me still. Because, Ailsa, I would — I could have made you a — well, an interesting husband, anyway. You were fashioned to be the divinest wife and . . . Im not going on in this strain; Ill write you when I can. And for Gods sake take care of your life. Theres nothing left if you go — nothing.

Ive made a will. Trooper Burgess, a comrade — my former valet — carries a duplicate memorandum. Dont weep; Ill live to make another. But in this one I have written you that my mothers letters and pictures are to be yours — when I have a chance Ill draw it in legal form. And, dear, first be perfectly sure Im dead, and then destroy my mothers letters without reading them; and then look upon her face. And I think you will forgive me when I tell you that it is for her sake that I can never marry. But you will not understand why.

Over this letter Ailsa had little time to wonder or to make herself wretched, for that week orders came to evacuate the Farm Hospital and send all sick and wounded to the General Hospital at Alexandria.

A telegram arrived, too, from Miss Dix, who was authorised to detail nurses by the Secretary of War, ordering the two nurses of Sainte Ursulas Sisterhood to await letters of recommendation and written assignments to another hospital to be established farther south. But where that hospital was to be built nobody seemed to know.

A week later a dozen Protestant women nurses arrived at Alexandria, where they were made unwelcome. Medical directors, surgeons, ward masters objected, bluntly declaring that they wouldnt endure a lot of women interfering and fussing and writing hysterical nonsense to the home newspapers.

For a while confusion reigned, intensified by the stupendous mobilisation going on all around.

A medical officer came to the Farm Hospital and angrily informed Ailsa that the staff had had enough of women in the wards; and from forty cots forty half-dead, ghastly creatures partly rose and cursed the medical gentleman till his ears burned crimson,

Ailsa, in her thin gray habit bearing the scarlet heart, stood in the middle of the ward and defied him with her credentials.

The medical staff of the army has only to lay its case before the Secretary of War, she said, looking calmly at him, and that is where the Sanitary Commission obtains its authority. Meanwhile our orders detail us here for duty.

Well see about that! he snapped, backing away.

So will we, said Ailsa, smiling. But that afternoon she and
Letty took an ambulance and went, in great distress of mind, to see
Mother Angela, Superior of the Sisters of the Holy Cross, who had
arrived from Indiana ready to continue hospital duties on the
Potomac if necessary.

The lovely Superieure, a lady of rare culture and ability, took
Ailsas hand in hers with a sad smile.

Mens prejudices are hard to meet. The social structure of the world is built on them. But mens prejudices vanish when those same men fall sick. The War Department has regularised our position; it will authorise yours. You need not be afraid.

She smiled again reminiscently.

When our Sisters of the Holy Cross first appeared in the wards, the patients themselves looked at us sullenly and askance. I heard one say: Why cant they take off those white-winged sun-bonnets in the wards? And another sneered: Sun-bonnets! Huh! They look like busted white parasols! But, Mrs. Paige, our white sun-bonnets have already become to them the symbol they love most, after the flag. Be of good courage. Your silver-gray garb and white cuffs will mean much to our soldiers before this battle year is ended.

That evening Ailsa and Letty drove back to the Parm Hospital in their ambulance, old black Cassius managing his mules with alternate bursts of abuse and of praise. First he would beat upon his mules with a flat stick which didnt hurt, but made a loud racket; then, satisfied, he would loll in his seat singing in melodious and interminable recitative:

An I hope to gain de prommis lan,
Yaas I do,
Deed I do.
Lor I hope to gain de prommis lan,
Dat I do,
An dar Ill flap ma wings an take ma stan,
Yaas I will,
Deed I will,
An Ill tune ma harp an jine de Shinin Ban
Glory, Glory,
I hope to gain de prommis lan!

And over and over the same shouted melody, interrupted only by an outburst of reproach for his mules.

They drove back through a road which had become for miles only a great muddy lane running between military encampments, halted at every bridge and crossroads to exhibit their passes; they passed never-ending trains of army waggons cither stalled or rumbling slowly toward Alexandria. Everywhere were soldiers, drilling, marching, cutting wood, washing clothes, cooking, cleaning arms, mending, working on camp ditches, drains, or forts, writing letters at the edge of shelter tents, digging graves, skylarking — everywhere the earth was covered with them.

They passed the camp for new recruits, where the poor fresh fish awaited orders to join regiments in the field to which they had been assigned; they passed the camp for stragglers and captured deserters; the camp for paroled prisoners; the evil-smelling convalescent camp, which, still under Surgeon General Hammonds Department, had not yet been inspected by the Sanitary Commission.

An officer, riding their way, talked with them about conditions in this camp, where, he said, the convalescents slept on the bare ground, rain or shine; where there were but three surgeons for the thousands suffering from intestinal and throat and lung troubles, destitute, squalid, unwarmed by fires, unwashed, wretched, forsaken by the government that called them to its standard.

It was the first of that sort of thing that Ailsa and Letty had seen.

After the battles in the West — particularly after the fall of Fort Donnelson — terrible rumours were current in the Army of the Potomac and in the hospitals concerning the plight of the wounded — of new regiments that had been sent into action with not a single medical officer, or, for that matter, an ounce of medicine, or of lint in its chests.

They were grisly rumours. In the neat wards of the Farm Hospital, with its freshly swept and sprinkled floors, its cots in rows, its detailed soldier nurses and the two nurses from Sainte Ursulas Sisterhood, its sick-diet department, its medical stores, its two excellent surgeons, these rumours found little credence.

And now, here in the vicinity, Ailsas delicate nostrils shrank from the stench arising from the Four Camps; and she saw the emaciated forms lining the hillside, and she heard the horrible and continuous coughing.

Do you know, she said to Letty the next morning, I am going to write to Miss Dix and inform her of conditions in that camp.

And she did so, perfectly conscious that she was probably earning the dislike of the entire medical department. But hundreds of letters like hers had already been sent to Washington, and already the Sanitary Commission was preparing to take hold; so, when at length one morning an acknowledgment of her letter was received, no notice was taken of her offer to volunteer for service in that loathsome camp, but the same mail brought orders and credentials and transportation vouchers for herself and Letty.

Letty was still asleep, but Ailsa went up and waked her when the hour for her tour of duty approached.

What do you think! she said excitedly. We are to pack up our valises and go aboard the Mary Lane to-morrow. She sails with hospital stores. What do you think of that?

Where are we going? asked Letty, bewildered.

You poor, sleepy little thing, said Ailsa, sitting down on the beds shaky edge, Im sure I dont know where were going, dear. Two Protestant nurses are coming here to superintend the removal of our sick boys — and Dr. West says they are old and ugly, and that Miss Dix wont have any more nurses who are not over thirty and who are not most unattractive to look at.

I wonder what Miss Dix would do if she saw us, said Letty naively, and sat up in bed; rubbing her velvety eyes with the backs of her hands. Then she yawned, looked inquiringly at Ailsa, smiled, and swung her slender body out of bed.

While she was doing her hair Ailsa heard her singing to herself.
She was very happy; another letter from Dr. Benton had arrived.

Celia, who had gone to Washington three days before, to see Mr. Stanton, returned that evening with her passes and order for transportation; and to Ailsas astonishment and delight she found that the designated boat was the Mary Lane.

But Celia was almost too nervous and too tired to talk over the prospects.

My dear, she said wearily, that drive from the Chain Bridge to Alexandria has mosly killed me. I vow and declare there was never one moment when one wheel was not in a mud hole. All my bones ache, Honey-bud, and Im cross with talking to so many Yankees, and — do you believe me ! — that vey horrid Stanton creature gave orders that I was to take the oath!

The — oath? asked Ailsa, amazed.

Certainly. And I took it, she added fiercely, becose of my husband! If it had not been fo Curt Id have told Mr. Stanton what I thought of his old oath!

What kind of an oath was it, Celia?

Celia repeated it haughtily:

I do solemnly swear, in the presence of Almighty God, to faithfully support the Constitution of the United States, and of the State of New York. So hep me God.

It is the oath of fealty, said Ailsa in a hushed voice.

It was not necessay, said Celia coldly. My husband is sufficient to keep me — harmless. . . . But I know what I feel in my heart, Honey-bud; and so does evey Southern woman — God help us all. . . . Is that little Miss Lynden going with us?

Letty? Yes, of course.

Celia began to undress. Shes a vey sweet little minx. . . . She is — odd, somehow. . . . So young — such a hepless, cute little thing. . . Ailsa, in that childs eyes — or in her features somewhere, somehow, I see — I feel a — a sadness, somehow — like the gravity of expeience, the something that wisdom brings to the vey young too early. It is odd, isnt it.

Letty is a strange, gentle little thing. Ive often wondered — —

What, Honey-bee?

I — dont know, said Ailsa vaguely. It is not natural that a happy woman should be so solemnly affectionate to another. Ive often thought that she must, sometime or other, have known deep unhappiness.

When Celia was ready to retire, Ailsa bade her good-night and wandered away down the stairs, Letty was still on duty; she glanced into the sick-diet kitchen as she passed and saw the girl bending over a stew-pan.

She did not disturb her. With evening a soft melancholy had begun to settle over Ailsa. It came in the evening, now, often — a sensation not entirely sad, not unwelcome, soothing her, composing her mind for serious thought, for the sweet sadness of memory.

Always she walked, now, companioned by memories of Berkley. Wherever she moved — in the quiet of the sick wards, in the silence of the moonlight, seated by smeared windows watching the beating rain, in the dead house, on duty in the kitchen contriving broths, or stretched among her pillows, always the memories came in troops to bear her company.

They were with her now as she paced the veranda to and fro, to and fro.

She heard Letty singing happily over her stew-pan in the kitchen; the stir and breathing of the vast army was audible all around her in the darkness. Presently she looked at her watch in the moonlight, returned it to her breast.

Im ready, dear, she said, going to the kitchen door.

And another night on duty was begun — the last she ever was to spend under the quiet roof of the Farm Hospital.

That night she sat beside the bed of a middle-aged man, a corporal in a Minnesota regiment whose eyes had been shot out on picket. Otherwise he was convalescent from dysentery. But Ailsa had seen the convalescent camp, and she would not let him go yet.

So she read to him in a low, soothing voice, glancing from time to time at the bandaged face. And, when she saw he was asleep, she sat silent, hands nervously clasped above the Bible on her knee. Then her lids closed for an instant as she recited a prayer for the man she loved, wherever he might be that moon-lit night.

A zouave, terribly wounded on Roanoke Island, began to fret; she rose and walked swiftly to him, and the big sunken eyes opened and he said, humbly:

I am sorry to inconvenience you, Mrs. Paige. Ill try to keep quiet.

You foolish fellow, you dont inconvenience me. What can I do for you?

His gaze was wistful, but he said nothing, and she bent down tenderly, repeating her question.

A slight flush gathered under his gaunt cheek bones. I guess Im just contrary, he muttered. Dont bother about me, maam.

You are thinking of your wife; talk to me about her, Neil.

It was what he wanted; he could endure the bandages. So, her cool smooth hand resting lightly over his, where it lay on the sheets, she listened to the home-sick man until it was time to give another sufferer his swallow of lemonade.

Later she put on a gingham overgown, sprinkled it and her hands with camphor, and went into the outer wards where the isolated patients lay — where hospital gangrene and erysipelas were the horrors. And, farther on, she entered the outlying wing devoted to typhus. In spite of the open windows the atmosphere was heavy; everywhere the air seemed weighted with the odour of decay.

As always, in spite of herself, she hesitated at the door. But the steward on duty rose; and she took his candle and entered the place of death.

Toward morning a Rhode Island artilleryman, dying in great pain, relapsed into coma. Waiting beside him, she wrote to his parents, enclosing the little keepsakes he had designated when conscious, while his life flickered with the flickering candle. Her letter and his life ended together; dawn made the candle-light ghastly; a few moments later the rumble of the dead waggon sounded in the court below. The driver came early because there was a good deal of freight for his waggon that day. A few moments afterward the detail arrived with the stretchers, and Ailsa stood up, drew aside the screen, and went down into the gray obscurity of the court-yard.

Grave-diggers were at work on a near hillside; she could hear the clink clink of spade and pick; reveille was sounding from hill to hill; the muffled stirring became a dull, sustained clatter, never ceasing around her for one instant.

A laundress was boiling clothing over a fire near by; Ailsa slipped off her gingham overdress, unbound the white turban, and tossed them on the grass near the fire. Then, rolling back her sleeves, she plunged her arms into a basin of hot water in which a little powdered camphor was floating.

While busy with her ablutions the two new nurses arrived, seated on a battery limber; and, hastily drying her hands, she went to them and welcomed them, gave them tea and breakfast in Dr. Wests office, and left them there while she went away to awake Celia and Letty, pack her valise for the voyage before her, and write to Berkley.

But it was not until she saw the sun low in the west from the deck of the Mary Lane, that she at last found a moment to write.

The place, the hour, her loneliness, moved depths in her that she had never sounded — moved her to a recklessness never dreamed of. It was an effort for her to restrain the passionate confessions trembling on her pens tip; her lips whitened with the cry struggling for utterance.

Dear, never before did I so completely know myself, never so absolutely trust myself to the imperious, almost ungovernable tide which has taken my destiny from the quiet harbour where it lay, and which is driving it headlong toward yours.

You have left me alone, to wonder and to wonder. And while isolated, I stand trying to comprehend why it was that your words separated our destinies while your arms around me made them one. I am perfectly aware that the surge of life has caught me up, tossed me to its crest, and is driving me blindly out across the waste spaces of the world toward you — wherever you may be — whatever be the cost. I will not live without you.

I am not yet quite sure what has so utterly changed me — what has so completely changed within me. But I am changed. Perhaps daily familiarity with death and pain and wretchedness, hourly contact with the paramount mystery of all, has broadened me, or benumbed me. I dont know. All I seem to see clearly — to clearly understand — is the dreadful brevity of life, the awful chances against living, the miracle of love in such a maelstrom, the insanity of one who dare not confess it, live for it, love to the uttermost with heart, soul, and body, while life endures,

All my instincts, all principles inherent or inculcated; all knowledge spiritual and intellectual, acquired; all precepts, maxims, proverbs, axioms incorporated and lately a part of me, seem trivial, empty, meaningless in sound and in form compared to the plain truths of Death. For never until now did I understand that we walk always arm in arm with Death, that he squires us at every step, coolly joggles our elbow, touches our shoulder now and then, wakes us at dawn, puts out our night-light, and smooths the sheets we sleep under.

I had thought of Death as something hiding very, very far away. Yet I had already seen him enter my own house. But now I understand how close he always is; and, somehow, it has changed — hardened, maybe — much that was vague and unformed in my character. And, maybe, the knowledge is distorting it; I dont know. All I know is that, before life ends, if there is a chance of fulfilment, I will take it. And fulfilment means you — my love for you, the giving of it, of myself, of all I am, all I desire, all I care for, all I believe, into your keeping — into your embrace. That, for me, is fulfilment of life.

Even in your arms you tell me that there is to be no fulfilment. I have acquiesced, wondering, bewildered, confused. But, dear, you can never tell me so again — if we live — if I live to look into your eyes again — never, never. For I shall not believe it, nor shall I let you believe it, if only we can win through this deathly battle nightmare which is rising between us — if ever we can find each other again, touch each other through this red, unreal glare of war.

Oh, Philip — Philip — only to have your arms around me! Only to touch you! You shall not tell me then that our destinies do not mingle. They shall mingle like two wines; they shall become utterly confused in one another; I was meant for that; I will not die, isolated by you, unknown to you, not belonging to you! I will not die alone this way in the world, with no deeper memory to take into the unknown than that you said you loved me.

God alone knows what change misery and sorrow and love and death have accomplished in me; never have I stood so alone upon this earth; never have I cared so for life, never have I so desired to be a deathless part of yours.

If you love me you will make me part of yours — somehow, some way. And, Philip, if there is no way, yet there is always one way if we both live. And I shall not complain — only, I cannot die — let life go out — so that you could ever forget that my life had been part of yours.

Is it dreadful of me to think this? But the mighty domination of Death has dwarfed everything around me, dear; shrivelled the little man-made formulas and laws; the living mind and body seem more vital than the by-laws made to govern them. . . . God knows what Im writing, but you have gone into battle leaving life unfulfilled for us both, and I assented — and my heart and soul are crying out to you, unreconciled — crying out my need of you across the smoke. . . .

There is a battery at Cock-pit Point, firing, and the smoke of the guns drifts across the low-hanging sun. It must be only a salute, for our fleet of transports moves on, torrents of black smoke pouring out of every tall funnel, paddle-wheels churning steadily.

When the fleet passed Mount Vernon the bells tolled aboard every boat; and we could see the green trees and a glimmer of white on shore, and the flag flying.

What sadness! A people divided who both honour the sacredness of this spot made holy by a just mans grave — gathering to meet in battle — brother against brother.

But Fate shall not longer array you and me against each other! I will not have it so! Neither my heart nor my soul could endure the cruelty of it, nor my reason its wickedness and insanity. From the first instant I met your eyes, Philip, somehow, within me, I knew I belonged to you. I do more hopelessly to-day than ever — and with each day, each hour, more and more until I die. You will not let me go to my end unclaimed, will you? — a poor ghost all alone, lost in the darkness somewhere among the stars — lacking that tie between you and it which even death does not know how to sever!

I leave all to you, loving you, wishing what you wish, content with what you give — and take — so that you do give and take and keep and hold for life.

It is very dusky; the lights, red and white, glimmer on every transport. We feel the sea-swell a little. Celia left us, going ashore at Acquia Creek. She takes the cars to Richmond and then to Paigecourt. Letty sits beside me on deck. There were two cases of fever aboard and we went down into a dreadfully ill-smelling cabin to do what we could. Now we are here on deck again. Some officers are talking very gaily with Letty. I am ending my letter to you — wherever you are, my darling, under these big, staring stars that look down at me out of space. I dont want my ghost to be blown about up there — unless it belongs to you. That is the only fear of death I ever have or ever had — that I might die before you had all of me there is to give.


CHAPTER XV
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TOWARD THE END of June, as Claymores new provisional brigade of Sykess division, Fitz John Porters superb corps darmee, neared the designated rendezvous, some particularly dirty veteran regiments, bivouacked along the fields, crowded to the roadside, fairly writhing in their scorn and derision.

Fresh fish! Oh — h! Fresh fi — sh! they shouted. My God, boys, just see them pretty red pants! Mother! Come and look. Oh, papa, what are they? Sa — ay, would you gentlemen kindly tell us poor old sodgers what kind ov a hell ov a, dressmaker cut out them pantalettes? I wish I could go out to play with these nice, perlite little boys? Oh, children! why didnt you bring your nursemaids with you?

The 3rd Zouaves marched past the jeering veterans, grinding their teeth, but making no effort at retort. They knew well enough by this time that any attempt to retort would be worse than useless.

As the head of the column of the 8th Lancers appeared from the West at the forks of the other road, the dingy veterans fairly danced in malicious delight:

Excuse us, they simpered, kissing their dirty finger-tips to the horsemen, ex-cuse us, please, but do tell us how you left dear old Fift Avenoo. Them rocking hosses need a leetle new paint where they sit down, me lords. Hey, you aint got any old red silk stockings we can use for guidons, have you? Oh, Alonzo darling! curl my hair an wet me with expensive cologne!

Colonel Egertons 20th Dragoons, being in blue and orange, got off easier, though the freshness of their uniforms was tremendously resented; but McDunns 10th Flying Battery, in brand new uniforms, ran the full fierce fire of chaff; the indignant cannoneers were begged to disclose the name of the stage line which had supplied their battery horses; and Arthur Wye, driving the showy swing team of No. 6, Left Section, shouted back in his penetrating voice:

If you want to know who sells broken-down nags to suckers, its Simon Cameron! — you Dutch-faced, barrel-bellied, Pennsylvania scuts!

A bull-like bellow of laughter burst from the battery; even Captain McDunns grin neutralised the scowling visage he turned to conceal it. And the fury of the Pennsylvanians knew no bounds; for, from general to drummer boy, the troops of that great State were horribly sensitive to any comment on the Hon. Mr. Camerons horse transactions.

Warrens matchless brigade followed; but the 6th Lancers had seen
service and they were not jeered; nor were the 5th and 10th
Zouaves, the 1st Connecticut Heavy Artillery and the Rhode Island
Battery.

Berkley, riding with his troop, bridle loose in both gauntleted hands, lance swinging wide from stirrup and elbow loop, looked to the left and noticed Warrens regiments swinging out across the breezy uplands. Half an hour later he saw the 3rd Zouaves enter a wheat field to the left of the road, form on their colour front, unsling knapsacks, and stack arms. McDunns battery found a gap in the fence and followed, the guns bumping and bouncing out over a potato field; and presently Egertons Dragoons turned sharply to the right and entered a cool road that ran along a bushy hollow.

The 8th Lancers kept straight on for five or six hundred yards, until they encountered their regimental quartermaster and camping party. Then they wheeled to the right, passed through a thin belt of shade trees, across a splendid marl drive and a vast unkempt lawn. Beyond this they skirted a typical planters house of the better class, with its white galleries, green blinds, quarters, smoke houses, barns, and outhouses innumerable; and halted, each troop moving to a point a little in the rear of where its horses were to be secured, and forming one rank. The bugles sounded Dismount! Eight hundred sun-burned riders set foot to sod, details were made to hold the horses, lances were stacked, picket ropes fixed, shelter tents erected, sabre and bridle hung on the twelve weapons of the troop-carbineers, and the standard carried to Colonel Arrans tent.

Directly to the right was a gentle declivity with a clear, rapid stream splashing the bottom grasses. Beyond the stream a low green hill rose, concealing the landscape and the river beyond.

And here, on the breezy meadow slope, Egertons Dragoons went into camp and sent out their fatigue parties and grand guards.

Company and squadron streets were laid out, sinks dug, shelter tents pitched, firewood brought, horses picketed. Twenty paces in front of each pile of tents the kitchens were established; all the regimental cavalry waggons came up promptly and were parked in the rear of the picket line for sick horses; the belated and hated sutler of the 8th Lancers drove hastily in, deaf to the blandishments of veterans along the roadside, who eyed him malevolently and with every desire to work him substantial harm.

Late in the afternoon there was much visiting along the lines and between distant camps; the day was cloudless and perfect; magnolia and china-berry scented the winds which furrowed every grassy hillside; flags fluttered, breezy gusts of bugle music incited the birds to rivalry. Peace and sunshine lay over all, and there was nothing sinister to offend save, far along the horizon, the low, unbroken monotone of cannon, never louder, never lower, steady, dull, interminable; and on the southern horizon a single tall cloud, slanting a trifle to the east, like a silver pillar out of plumb.

Berkleys attention was directed to it by a suspicious comrade; they both gazed at it curiously, listening to the low mutter of the cannonade; then Berkley frowned, folded both gauntlets, placed them in his belt, passed his hand over his freshly shaven chin, and, pocketing his cob pipe, sauntered forth to visit and gossip with those he knew in other camps.

Hello, Burgess, he said humorously; how are you making out?

His late valets arm twitched instinctively toward the salute he dared not offer; he glanced stealthily right and left before answering:

I am doing very well, sir, thank you.

I told you to cut out the sir, didnt I?

Yes, sir — beg pardon — —

Berkley eyed him. Youve got your chance, he said. Your rank and mine are equal. Do you take pleasure in continually reminding yourself of your recent position of servitude?

Sir? — beg pardon — —

Cant you help it? Is it born in you?

Burgess stood silent, considering, then he lifted his ugly face and looked hard at Berkley.

I am not ashamed of having served you. I am more comfortable under orders. . . . I liked to dress you up . . . I wish to God it was that way now.

Dont you want your independence?

My independence, repeated Burgess, I had it — more of it when I was looking out for you, sir, than I have now in this damn regiment — —

Well, what did you enlist for?

Youve asked me that many times, sir, and I dont know. . . . Id rather be around, handy like — —

Youll get killed some day, dont you know it?

No, sir. I guess youll look out for me. You always did.

How the devil can I prevent one of those big shells from knocking you off your horse!

Burgess, patient, undisturbed, let the, question go with a slight smile.

What a jackass you are! said Berkley irritably; heres a dollar to get some pie. And if you can cheat that cursed sutler, do it!

He himself purchased two big pies from the sutler after an angry haggle in which he was easily worsted; and he munched away contentedly as he walked toward the lines of the 3rd Zouaves, his spurs and sabre jingling, Burgess following respectfully at heel.

Hello, Steve! he called out to a sun-burnt young zouave who was drying his freshly washed turban in the hill breeze. I always heard you fellows wore infants underclothes, but I never believed it before!

Thats my turban, you idiot! retorted Stephen, turning red as several of McDunns artillerymen began to laugh. But he came over and shook hands and accepted a big piece of pie without further resentment. Hello, Burgess, he added.

How do you do, sir.

That damned Dutch sutler of ours, commented Berkley, puts clay in his pie-erust. Well certainly have to fix him before long. How are you, Steve, anyway?

Both socks full of tallow; otherwise Im feeling fine, said the boy. Did you hear those dirty Bucktail veterans back there poking fun at us? Well, we never answer em nowadays; but the Zouaves are getting fearfully sick of it; and if we dont go into battle pretty soon therell be a private war on— he winked— with those Pennsylvanians, you bet. And I guess the Lancers will be in it, too.

Berkley cast an evil eye on a pair of Pennsylvania soldiers who had come to see how the Zou-zous made camp; then he shrugged his shoulders, watching Burgess, who had started away to roam hungrily around the sutlers camp again.

After all, he said, these veterans have a right to jeer at us. Theyve seen war; and now they know whether theyll fight or run away. Its more than we know, so far.

Well, I tell you, said Stephen candidly, theres no chance of my running away. A fellow cant skedaddle when his fathers looking at him. Besides, Phil, I dont know how it is, but Im not very much afraid, not as much as I thought Id be.

Berkley looked at him curiously. Have you been much under fire?

Only that affair at the Blue Bridge — you know yourself how it was. After the first shell had made me rather sick at my stomach I was all right — except that I hated to see father sitting up there on his horse while we were all lying snug in the wheat. . . . How did you feel when the big shells came over?

Bad, said Berkley briefly.

Sick?

Worse.

I dont see why you should feel queer, Phil — after that bully thing you did with the escort — —

Oh, hell! cut in Berkley savagely, Im sick of hearing about it. If you all knew that I was too scared to realise what I was doing youd let up on that episode.

Stephen laughed. I hope our boys get scared in the same way. . . . Hello, heres a friend of yours I believe — —

They turned to encounter Casson, the big dragoon, arm in arm with the artilleryman, Arthur Wye.

Give us some pie, you son of a gun! they suggested unceremoniously; and when supplied and munching, they all locked arms and strolled out across the grass toward the hill, where already, dark against the blinding blue, hundreds of idle soldiers had gathered to sit on the turf and stare at the tall cloud on the horizon, or watch the signal officer on the higher hill beyond, seated at his telescope, while, beside him, a soldier swung dirty square flags in the wind,

As they arrived on the crest a quick exclamation escaped them; for there, beyond, mile on mile, lay the armed host of which their regiments were tiny portions.

Lord! said Stephen in a low, surprised voice, did you fellows know that the whole army was near here?

Not I, said Berkley, gazing spellbound out across the rolling panorama of river, swamp, woods, and fields. I dont believe it occurs very often, either — the chance to see an entire army all at once, encamped right at your feet. What a lot of people and animals!

They sat down, cross-legged, enjoying their pie, eyes wandering wonderingly over the magic landscape. Here and there a marquee marked some generals headquarters, but except for these there were no tents save shelter tents in sight, and not so many of these, because many divisions had bivouacked, and others were in cantonments where the white cupola of some house glimmered, or the thin spire of a church pierced green trees.

Here and there they noted and pointed out to each other roads over which cavalry moved or long waggon trains crept. Down along the swamps that edged the river they could see soldiers building corduroy, repairing bridges, digging ditches, and, in one spot, erecting a fort.

Oh, hell, said Casson, whose regiment, dismounted, had served muddy apprenticeship along the York River, if theyre going to begin that kind of thing again Id rather be at home laying gas pipes on Broadway!

What kind of thing? demanded Stephen.

That road making, swamp digging — all that fixing up forts for big guns that nobody has a chance to fire because the Johnnies get out just when everythings ready to blow em into the Union again. A — h! he added in disgust, didnt we have a dose of that at Yorktown and Williamsburg? Why doesnt Little Mac start us hell-bent for Richmond and let us catch em on the jump?

For a while, their mouths full of pie, the soldiers, with the exception of Berkley, criticised their commander-in-chief, freely — their corps commanders, and every officer down to their particular corporals. That lasted for ten minutes. Then one and all began comparing these same maligned officers most favourably with other officers of other corps; and they ended, as usual, by endorsing their commander-in-chief with enthusiasm, and by praising every officer under whom they served.

Then they boasted of their individual regiments — all except Berkley — extolling their discipline, their marching, their foraging efficiency, their martyr-like endurance.

Whats your Colonel like, anyway? inquired Casson, turning to
Berkley.

Hes a good officer, said the latter indifferently.

Do you like him?

He has — merit.

Jerusalem! laughed Wye, if that isnt a kick in the seat of his pants!

Berkley reddened. Youre mistaken, Arthur.

Didnt you tell me at Alexandria that you hated him?

I said that — yes. I was disappointed because the Westchester Horse was not attached to John Cassons regiment. . . . I dont — dislike Colonel Arran.

Berkley was still red; he lay in the grass on his stomach, watching the big cloud pile on the horizon.

You know, said Casson, that part of our army stretches as far as that smoke. Were the rear-guard.

Listen to the guns, said Wye, pretending technical familiarity even at that distance. Theyre big fellows — those Dahlgrens and Columbiads — —

Oh, bosh! snapped Casson, you cant tell a howitzer from a rocket!

Wye sat up, thoroughly offended. To prove your dense ignorance, you yellow-bellied dragoon, let me ask you a simple question: When a shell is fired toward you can you see it coming?

Certainly. Didnt we see the big shells at Yorktown — —

Wait! When a solid shot is fired, can you see it when it is coming toward you?

Certainly — —

No you cant, you ignoramus! You can see a shell coming or going; you can see a solid shot going — never coming from the enemys guns. Aw! go soak that bull head of yours and wear a lady-like havelock!

The bickering discussion became general for a moment, then, still disputing, Casson and Wye walked off toward camp, and Stephen and Berkley followed.

Have you heard from your mother? asked the latter, as they sauntered along over the grass.

Yes, twice. Father was worried half to death because she hadnt yet left Paigecourt. Isnt it strange, Phil, that after all were so near mothers old home? And father was all against her going, I tell you, Im worried.

She has probably gone by this time, observed Berkley.

The boy nodded doubtfully; then: I had a fine letter from Ailsa. She sent me twenty dollars, he added naively, but our sutler has got it all.

What did Ailsa say? asked Berkley casually.

Oh, she enquired about father and me — and you, too, I believe. Oh, yes; she wanted me to say to you that she was well — and so is that other girl — whats her name?

Letty Lynden?

Oh, yes — Letty Lynden. Theyre in a horrible kind of a temporary hospital down on the York River along with the Sisters of Charity; and she said she had just received orders to pack up and start west with the ambulances.

West?

I believe so.

After a silence Berkley said:

I heard from her yesterday.

You did!

Yes. Unless your father already knows, it might be well to say to him that Ailsas ambulance train is ordered to rendezvous in the rear of the 5th Provisional Corps head-quarters.

Our corps!

That looks like it, doesnt it? The 5th Provisional Corps is
Porters. He turned and looked back, out across the country.

She may be somewhere out yonder, at this very moment, Steve. He made a vague gesture toward the west, stood looking for a while, then turned and walked slowly on with head lowered.

I wish my mother and Ailsa were back in New York, said the boy fretfully. I dont see why the whole family should get into hot water at the same time.

It wouldnt surprise me very much if Ailsas ambulance landed beside your mothers door at Paigecourt, said Berkley. The head-quarters of the 5th Corps cannot be very far from Paigecourt. At the cavalry lines he offered his hand to Stephen in farewell.

Good-bye, said the boy. I wish you the luck of the 6th Lancers. Since Hanover Court-House nobody calls em fresh fish — just because they charged a few Johnnies with the lance and took a few prisoners and lost thirty horses.

Berkley laughed. Thanks; and I wish you the luck of the 5th
Zouaves. Theyre into everything, I hear, particularly hen-coops
and pigpens. Casson says they live high in the 5th Zouaves. . .
Good-bye, old fellow . . . will you remember me to your father?

I will when he lets me talk to him, grinned Stephen. Were a disciplined regiment — I found that out right away — and theres nothing soft for me to expect just because my father is colonel and Josiah Lent happens to be major.

The regimental bands played the next day; the distant cannonade had ceased; sunshine fell from a cloudless sky, and the army watched a military balloon, the Intrepid, high glistening above the river, its cables trailing in gracious curves earthward.

Porters 5th Corps now formed the rear-guard of the army; entire regiments went on picket, even the two regiments of Lancers took their turn, though not armed for that duty. During the day there had been some unusually brisk firing along the river, near enough to cause regiments that had never been under fire to prick up a thousand pairs of ears and listen. As the day lengthened toward evening, picket firing became incessant, and the occasional solid report of a cannon from the shore opposite disclosed the presence of Confederate batteries, the nearness of which surprised many an untried soldier.

Toward sundown Berkley saw a business-like cavalry officer ride into camp with an escort of the 5th Regulars. Men around him said that the officer was General Philip St. George Cooke, and that the chances were that the regiments of the reserve were going into action pretty soon.

About 3 oclock the next morning boots and saddles sounded from the head-quarters of the Cavalry Reserve brigade and the 5th and 6th United States Cavalry, followed by Colonel Rushs Lancers, rode out of their camp grounds and were presently followed by the 1st United States and a squadron of Pennsylvania carbineers.

The troopers of the 8th Lancers watched them ride away in the dawn; but mo orders came to follow them, and, discontented, muttering, they went sullenly about their duties, wondering why they, also, had not been called on.

That nobody had caught the great Confederate cavalryman did not console them; they had to listen to the jeers of the infantry, blaming them for Stuarts great raid around the entire Union army; in sickening reiteration came the question: Who ever saw a dead cavalryman? And, besides, one morning in a road near camp, some of the 8th Lancers heard comments from a group of general officers which were not at all flattering to their own cavalry.

You see, said a burly colonel of engineers, that this army doesnt know what real cavalry looks like — except when it gets a glimpse of Jeb Stuarts command.

An infantry colonel coincided with him, profanely:

That damned rebel cavalry chases ours with a regularity and persistence that makes me ill. Did the world ever see the like of it? You send out one of our mounted regiments to look for a mounted rebel regiment, and the moment it finds what its lookin for the rebs give a pleased sort of yell, and ours turn tail. Because its become a habit: thats why our cavalry runs! And then the fun begins! Lord God Almighty! whats the matter with our cavalry?

You cant make cavalry in a few months, observed a colonel of heavy artillery, stretching his fat, scarlet-striped legs in his stirrups. What do you expect? Every man, woman, and child south of Mason and Dixons Line knows how to ride. The Southerners are born horsemen. We in the North are not. Thats the difference. Weve got to learn to be. Take a raw soldier and send him forth mounted on an animal with which he has only a most formal acquaintance, and his terrors are increased twofold. When you give him a sabre, pistol, and carbine, to take care of when he has all he can do to take care of himself, those terrors increase in proportion. Then show him the enemy and send him into battle — and what is the result? Skedaddle!

Dont make any mistake; we havent any cavalry yet. Some day we will, when our men learn to ride faster than a walk.

God! muttered a brigadier-general under his white moustache; its been a bitter pill to swallow — this raid around our entire army by fifteen hundred of Jeb Stuarts riders and two iron guns!

The half dozen lancers, lying on their bellies in the grass on the bank above the road where this discussion took place remained crimson, mute, paralysed with mortification. Was that what the army thought of them?

But they had little time for nursing their mortification that morning; the firing along the river was breaking out in patches with a viciousness and volume heretofore unheard; and a six-gun Confederate field battery had joined in, arousing the entire camp of Claymores brigade. Louder and louder grew the uproar along the river; smoke rose and took silvery-edged shape in the sunshine; bugles were calling to the colours regiments encamped on the right; a light battery trotted out across a distant meadow, unlimbered and went smartly into action.

About noon the bugles summoned the 3rd Zouaves. As they were forming, the camps of the 8th Lancers and the 10th Light Battery rang with bugle music. Berkley, standing to horse, saw the Zouaves leaving the hill at a jog-trot, their red legs twinkling; but half way down the slope they were halted to dress ranks; and the Lancers, cantering ahead, turned westward and moved off along the edge of the river swamp toward the piled-up cloud of smoke down stream.

After them trotted the 10th New York Flying Battery as though on parade, their guidons standing straight out behind the red-and-white guidons of the Lancers.

The Zouaves had now reached wet land, where a staff officer met Colonel Craig and piloted him through a field of brush and wild grass, and under the parapets of an emplacement for big guns, on which men were nonchalantly working, to the beginning of a newly laid road of logs. The noise of musketry and the smoke had become prodigious. On the logs of the road lay the first big pool of blood that many of them had ever seen. What it had come from they could not determine; there was nothing dead or dying there.

The men glanced askance at the swamp where the black shining water had risen almost level with the edges of the road; but the Colonel and his staff, still mounted, rode coolly over it, and the regiment followed.

The corduroy road through the heavily wooded swamp which the 3rd Zouaves now followed was the only inlet to the noisy scene of local action, and the only outlet, too.

Except for watching the shells at Blue Bridge, the regiment had never been in battle, had never seen or heard a real battle; many had never even seen a wounded man. They understood that they were going into battle now; and now the regiment caught sight of its first wounded men. Stretchers passed close to them on which soldiers lay naked to the waist, some with breasts glistening red and wet from unstopped haemorrhage, some with white bodies marked only by the little round blue hole with its darker centre. Soldiers passed them, limping, bloody rags dripping from thigh or knee; others staggered along with faces the colour of clay, leaning on the arms of comrades, still others were carried out feet first, sagging, a dead-weight in the arms of those who bore them. One man with half his fingers gone, the raw stumps spread, hurried out, screaming, and scattering blood as he ran.

The regiment passed an artilleryman lying in the water whose head, except for the lower jaw, was entirely missing; and another on his back in the ooze whose bowels were protruding between his fingers; and he was trying very feebly to force them back, while two comrades strove in vain to lift him.

The regiment sickened as it looked; here and there a young zouave turned deathly pale, reeled out of the ranks, leaned against a tree, nauseated, only to lurch forward again at the summons of the provost guard; here and there a soldier disengaged his white turban from his fez and dropped it to form a sort of Havelock; for the vertical sun was turning the men dizzy, and the sights they saw were rapidly unnerving them.

They heard the tremendous thunder and felt the concussion of big guns; the steady raining rattle of musketry, the bark of howitzers, the sharp, clean crack of rifled field guns dismayed them. Sometimes, far away, they could distinguish the full deep cheering of a Union regiment; and once they caught the distant treble battle cry of the South. There were moments when a sudden lull in the noise startled the entire regiment. Even their officers looked up sharply at such times. But ahead they could still see Colonel Craig riding calmly forward, his big horse picking its leisurely way over the endless road of logs; they could see the clipped gray head of Major Lent under its red forage-cap, steady, immovable, as he controlled his nervous mount with practised indifference.

It was broiling hot in the swamp; the Zouaves stood bathed in perspiration as the regiment halted for a few minutes, then they moved forward again toward a hard ridge of grass which glimmered green beyond the tangled thickets edges.

Here the regiment was formed in line of battle, and ordered to lie down.

Stephen wiped his sweaty hands on his jacket and, lifting his head from the grass, looked cautiously around. Already there had been fighting here; a section of a dismantled battery stood in the road ahead; dead men lay around it; smoke still hung blue in the woods. The air reeked.

The Zouaves lay in long scarlet rows on the grass; their officers stood leaning on their naked swords, peering ahead where the Colonel, Major, and a mounted bugler were intently watching something — the two officers using field glasses. In a few moments both officers dismounted, flung their bridles to an orderly, and came back, walking rather quickly. Major Lent drawing his bright, heavy sword and tucking up his gold-embroidered sleeves as he came on.

Now, boys, said Colonel Craig cheerfully, we are going in. All youve got to do can be done quickly and thoroughly with the bayonet. Dont cock your muskets, dont fire unless youre told to. Perhaps you wont have to fire at all. All I want of you is to keep straight on after me — right through those dry woods, there. Try to keep your intervals and alignment; dont yell until you sight the enemy, dont lose your heads, trust your officers. Where they go you are safest.

He dropped his eye-glasses into his slashed pocket, drew out and put on a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles. The soldiers saw him smile and say something to Major Lent, saw him bare his handsome sword, saw the buglers setting the shining bugles to their lips.

Now, charge, you red-legged rascals! shouted Major Lent; and up from the grass rose a wave of scarlet and flashing steel.

Charge! Charge! echoed the bugles; a wailing storm, high among the tree tops, passed over them as they entered the dry woods on a run; branches crashed earthward, twigs and limbs crackled down in whirling confusion. But there was nothing in the woods except smoke — and the streaming storm shrilling overhead, raining down on them leaves and boughs and splintered sticks.

The belt of woodland was very narrow; already the men could see sunlight on the farther edge, and catch glimpses of fields; and still they ran forward, keeping their alignment as best they might among the trees; and came, very soon, to the woods edge. Here they were halted and ordered to lie down again; and they lay there, close to the ground among the dead leaves, while from above living leaves rained on them in never-ending showers, and the wild tempest sped overhead unchecked.

Far out across the fields in the sunshine, looking diminutive as toys in the distance, four cannon puffed smoke toward them. The Zouaves could see the guns — see even the limbers and caissons behind, and the harnessed teams, and the cannoneers very busily at work in the sunshine. Then a long low wall of white smoke suddenly appeared along a rail fence in front of the guns, and at the same time the air thickened with bullets storming in all about them.

The Colonel and the Major had run hastily out into the field. Get
up! Get up! shouted the company officers. Left dress, there!
Forward! Dont cock your rifles; dont fire until youre told to.
Steady there on the left. Forward! Forward!

Now yell, you red-legs! Yell!

As they started running, their regimental colours fell, man and nag sprawling in the grass; and the entire line halted, bewildered. The next instant a zouave had lifted the colours, and was running forward; and: Get on there! Continue the movement! What in hells the matter with you Zouaves! shouted their lieutenant-colonel. And the sagging scarlet line bellied out, straightened as the flanks caught up, and swept out into the sunshine with a cheer — the peculiar Zouave cheer — not very full yet, for they had not yet lost the troubled wonder of things.

Stephen, running with shouldered musket, saw close ahead a long line of blue smoke and flame, but instead of the enemy there was nothing hidden behind the smoke except a long field-ditch in which dry brush was burning.

Into the ditch tumbled the regiment, and lay panting, coughing, kicking out the embers, and hugging the ground closely, because now the storm that had swept the tree tops was shaving the weeds and grass around them; and the drone of bullets streaming over the ditch rose to a loud, fierce whine.

Up in the blue sky little white clouds suddenly unfolded themselves with light reports, and disappeared, leaving jagged streamers of vapour afloat here and there; the near jarring discharge of artillery shook the ground till bits of sod fell in particles, crumbling from the ditchs edge; the outrageous racket of musketry never slackened.

Lying there, they heard a sudden burst of cheering, and far to the left saw another regiment come tumbling into the ditch and crouch, huddled there in a blue line stretching as far away as they could see. And again the firing increased to a stunning roar, and there were more cheers; and, to their right, another regiment came running and rolling into the ditch.

Officers, recklessly erect, stood here and there along the interior of the ditch; then from the lair of each regiment flags emerged, bugles blew clear and impatient; there came an upheaval of bayonets, and the three regiments scrambled to their feet, over the ditchs edge, and surged forward into the sunshine.

Across the fields Stephen saw guns being limbered up; and drivers lashing their horses to a gallop across a bridge. The regiment on their left was firing by wings as it advanced, the regiment on the right had broken into a heavy run, yelling: Hey! We want them guns! Wait a second, will yer? Where you takin them guns to?

There was a new rail fence close in front of the Zouaves, barring their way to the bridge; and suddenly, from behind it, men arose with levelled muskets; and the Zouaves dropped flat to the volley that buried the fence in smoke.

Now, boys! cried Colonel Craig, weve got to have that bridge! So well finish this business right here with the bayonet. Come on and lets end it now!

Major Lent ran forward and started to climb the smoky fence; everywhere the Zouaves were swarming along the newly split rails or driving their bayonets through the smoke at the gray phantoms clustering behind. Shots rang out, the crack of stock against stock, the ringing clamour and click of steel filled the air.

The zouave next to Stephen lurched up against him spouting blood from the neck; on the other side of him another, a sergeant, too, had gone stark mad, apparently, and was swinging his terrible sabre bayonet without regard to friend or foe; and still another man of his squad, swearing horridly, had clutched a ghostly enemy in the smoke across the fence and was trying to strangle him with his bare hands.

Stephen, bewildered by a blow which glanced from his head to his left shoulder, clung to his musket and tried to stagger forward, but a bayonet seared his right temple, tearing the scalp and letting down a rush of blood all over his face and eyes. Blinded, the boy called instinctively: Father! Im hurt! Could you help me!

Colonel Craig turned white under his tan, and looked back.

I cant help you, my boy. Sergeant, will you look after my son? And he ran forward into the infernal network of bayonets, calling out: Get through there, boys. We might as well clean up this mess while were about it. Pull down that fence! Never mind those men behind it! — rush it! Kick it over! Now come on! I dont ask you to do anything that I dont do. Major Lent and I will take you through. Come on and take that bridge!

A captain, fighting back the bayonets with his sword, suddenly floundered to the fence top and clung, balanced on his belly, shouting hysterically:

Look at the Lancers! Look at em coming! Now, Zouaves! Pull down the fence and give them a chance to charge the bridge!

Over a low swell of land some horsemen trotted into view; behind them the horizon was suddenly filled with the swimming scarlet pennons of the Lancers. A thousand horses heads shot up against the sky line, manes tossing; a thousand lance points fell to a glittering level.

They were cheering shrilly as they came on; the Zouaves heard them, the gray infantry regiment gave way, turned, filed off, retreating toward the bridge at a slow trot like some baffled but dangerous animal; and after it ran the Zouaves, firing, screaming, maddened to hysteria by their first engagement, until their panting officers and their bugles together barely managed to halt them short of the edges of utter annihilation just as a full Confederate brigade rose grimly from the woods edge across the stream, ready to end their hysterical yelling for ever.

Stephen, sitting on the grass among the dead and stricken, tied his bloody turban, pulled the red fez close over it, smeared the blood from his eyes, and, clutching his musket, stood up unsteadily.

He could see the charge of the 8th Lancers — see the horsemen wheel and veer wildly as they received the fire of the Confederate troops from the woods across the stream, squadron after squadron sheering off at a gallop and driving past the infantry, pell-mell, a wild riot of maddened horses, yelling riders, and streaming scarlet pennons descending in one vivid, headlong torrent to the bridge. But the structure was already hopelessly afire; and the baffled carbineers of the advance reined up at the edge of the burning timbers and sent an angry volley after the gray infantry now jogging back into the woods beyond. Then, suddenly, the Zouaves heard the Lancers cheering wildly in the smoke of the burning structure, but did not know what it meant.

It meant — Berkley.

Fear had squired him that day. When the bugles sounded through the cannon thunder and his squadron trotted out, Fear, on a paler horse than Death bestrides, cantered with him, knee to knee. Fears startled eyes looked into his through the jetted smoke of musketry, through the tumult of the horses and the trumpets; Fear made his voice light and thin, so that he scarcely heard it amid the fierce cheering of his comrades, the pounding of hoofs, the futile clattering of equipments.

It was all a swift and terrible nightmare to him — the squadrons breaking into a gallop, the woods suddenly belted with smoke, the thud and thwack of bullets pelting leather and living flesh, the frantic plunging of stricken horses, the lightning down-crash of riders hurled earthward at full speed, the brief glimpses of scarlet streaks under foot — of a horses belly and agonised iron-shod feet, of a white face battered instantly into obliteration, of the ruddy smoke flowing with sparks amid which bugles rang above the clashing halt of maddened squadrons.

Then, through the rolling ocean of smoke, he saw officers and men trying to hack away and beat out the burning timbers — saw a reckless carbineer — his own tent-mate — dismount and run out across the planking which was already afire, saw him stumble and roll over as a bullet hit him, get to his knees blindly, trip and fall flat in the smoke. Then Fear bellowed in Berkleys ear; but he had already clapped spurs to his horse, cantering out across the burning planking and straight into the smoke pall.

Where are you, Burgess? he shouted. The Fear of Death stiffened his lips as he reined up in the whirling spark-shot obscurity. Burgess — damn you — answer me, cant you! he stammered, half strangled in the smoke, trying to master his terrified mount with rein and knee and heel.

Vaguely he heard comrades shouting for him to come back, heard shells exploding amid the smoke, wheeled his staggering horse, bent swiftly and grasped at an inanimate form in the smoke, missed, dismounted and clutched the senseless carbineer — his comrade — and once his valet.

[Illustration: He dismounted and clutched the senseless carbineer.]

Out of the fiery tunnel came tearing his terrified horse, riderless; out of the billowing, ruddy vapours reeled Berkley, dragging the carbineer.

It was the regiment cheering him that the Zouaves heard.

The fields were now swimming in bluish smoke; through it the Zouaves were reforming as they marched. Little heaps of brilliant colour dotting the meadow were being lifted and carried off the field by comrades; a few dismounted carbineers ran hither and thither, shooting hopelessly crippled horses. Here and there a dead lancer lay flat in the grass, his scarlet pennon a vivid spot beside him.

The hill road to the burning bridge was now choked with Colonel Arrans regiment, returning to the crest of the hill; through the blackish and rolling smoke from the bridge infantry were creeping swiftly forward toward the river bank, and very soon the intermittent picket firing began again, running up and down the creek bank and out across the swamp lands, noisily increasing as it woke up vicious volleys from the woods on the opposite bank, and finally aroused the cannon to thunderous anger.

Berkley, standing to horse with his regiment on the sparsely wooded hill crest, could see the crowding convolutions of smoke rising from the thickets, as each gun spoke from the Confederate batteries. But to him their thunder was like the thunder in a dream.

Hour after hour the regiment stood to horse; hour after hour the battle roared west and south of them. An irregular cloud, slender at the base, spreading on top, towered to mid zenith above the forest. Otherwise, save for the fleecy explosion of shells in the quivering blue vault above, nothing troubled the sunshine that lay over hill and valley, wood and river and meadowland.

McDunns battery was not firing; the Zouaves lay dozing awake in the young clover, the Lancers, standing to horse, looked out across the world of trees and saw nothing stirring save a bird or two winging hastily northward.

Berkley could distinguish a portion of the road that ran down to the burning bridge, where part of McDunns battery was in position. Across the hills to the left a scarlet windrow undulating on either flank of the battery marked the line of battle where the Zouaves lay in a clover-field, within supporting distance of the guns.

Except for these, and a glimpse of Lowes balloon overhead, Berkley could not see anything whatever even remotely connected with the uproar which continued steadily in the west and south. Nobody seemed to know whose troops were engaged, where they came from, whither they were trying to force a fiery road through a land in arms against their progress.

At times, to Berkley, it seemed as though every tree, every hill, every thicket was watching him with sombre intent; as if Nature herself were hostile, stealthy, sinister, screening terrors yet unloosed, silently storing up violence in dim woods, aiding and abetting ambush with all her clustering foliage; and that every river, every swamp, every sunny vista concealed some hidden path to death.

He stood rigid at his horses head, lance in hand, dirty, smoke-blackened, his ears deafened by the cannonade, his eyes cool and alert, warily scanning hill and hollow and thicket.

Dead men of his regiment were borne past him; he glanced furtively at them, not yet certain that the lower form of fear had left him, not yet quite realising that he had blundered into manhood — that for the first time in his life he was ready to take his chance with life.

But, little by little, as the hours passed, there in the trodden grass he began to understand something of the unformulated decision that had been slowly growing in him — of the determination, taking shape, to deal more nobly with himself — with this harmless self which had accepted unworthiness and all its attributes, and which riven pride would have flung back at the civilisation which branded him as base.

It came — this knowledge — like a slowly increasing flare of light; and at last he said under his breath, to himself:

Nothing is unworthily born that is born of Gods own law. I have been what I chose. I can be what I will.

A gracious phantom grew under his eyes taking exquisite shape before him; and dim-eyed, he stared at it till it dwindled, faded, dissolved into empty air and sunshine.

No; he could never marry without revealing what he was; and that he would never do because of loyalty to that tender ghost which he must shield for ever even as he would have shielded her in life.

No living soul had any right to know. No love of his for any woman could ever justify betrayal of what alone concerned the dead.

The shells, which, short fused, had been bursting high above the swamp to the right, suddenly began to fall nearer the cavalry, and after a while a shell exploded among them, killing a horse.

They retired by squadrons, leisurely, and in good order; but the shells followed them, searching them out and now and then finding them with a deafening racket and cloud of smoke, out of which mangled horses reared, staggered, and rolled over screaming; out of which a rider, here and there was hurled sideways, head first, or sent spinning and headless among his white-faced comrades.

McDunns guns had opened now, attempting to extinguish the fire of the troublesome Confederate battery. Berkley, teeth set, pallid, kept his place in the ranks, and hung to his horses head until he got the animal calmed again. One of his sleeves was covered with blood from a comrades horse, blown into fragments beside him.

He could see McDunns gunners working methodically amid the vapours steaming back from the battery as it fired by sections; saw the guns jump, buried in smoke; saw the long flames flicker, flicker, flicker through the cannon mist; felt the solid air strike him in the face at each discharge.

Hallam, white as a sheet, stood motionless at the head of his troop; a shell had just burst, but it was as though he dared not look back until Colonel Arran rode slowly over to the stricken company — and saw Berkley still standing at his horses head, and gave him a look that the younger man never forgot.

Again, by troops, the Lancers retired; and again the yelling shells found them, and they retired to the base of a hill. And came upon a division in full panic.

Over a culvert and down a wooded road troops of all arms were riotously retreating, cavalry, baggage-waggons, battered fragments of infantry regiments, ambulances, all mixed and huddled pell-mell into a headlong retreat that stretched to the rear as far as the eye could see.

Astonished, the Lancers looked on, not understanding, fearful of some tremendous disaster. A regiment of regular cavalry of the Provost Guard was riding through the fugitives, turning, checking, cutting out, driving, separating the disorganised mob; but it was hard work, and many got away, and teamsters began to cut traces, and skulking cavalrymen clapped spurs and rode over screeching deserters who blocked their path. It was a squalid sight; the Lancers looked on appalled.

Colonel Arran rode his horse slowly along the front of his regiment, talking quietly to his men.

Its only one or two of the raw brigades and a few teamsters and frightened sutlers — thats all. Better that the Provost Guard should let them through; better to sift out that kind of soldier. . . . He calmly turned his horses head and rode back along the lines of horses and dismounted troopers, commenting reassuringly on what was taking place around them.

There is never any safety in running away unless your officers order you to run. The discipline of a regiment is the only security for the individual. There is every chance of safety as long as a regiment holds together; no chance at all if it disintegrates.

The regulars understand that; it is what makes them formidable; it is what preserves them individually, and every man knows it. The regulars dont run; it happens to be contrary to their traditions; but those traditions originated less in sentiment than in plain common-sense.

He turned his horse and walked the animal slowly along the lines.

I am exceedingly gratified by the conduct of this regiment, he said. You have done all that has been asked of you. To do more than is asked of you is not commendable in a soldier, though it may display individual courage. . . . The carbineer, Burgess, 10th troop, Captain Hallam, was foolhardy to attempt the bridge without orders. . . . The lancer, Ormond, 10th troop, Captain Hallam, however, did his full duty — admirably — when he faced death to rescue a wounded comrade from the flames. . . . In England a Victoria Cross is given for deeds of this kind. The regiment respects him — and respects itself. . . . I care to believe that there is not one officer or trooper in my command who is not ready to lay down his life for a friend. . . . I am happy in the consciousness that it is not courage which is lacking in this command; it is only experience. And that will come; it came with the shells on the slope yonder. There is no more severe test of a regiments discipline than to endure the enemys fire without being able to retaliate.

The regiments eyes were fastened on their colonels tall heavy figure as he walked his powerful horse slowly to and fro along their front, talking to them in his calm, passionless manner. Strained muscles and tense nerves relaxed; breath came more regularly and naturally; men ventured to look about them more freely, to loosen the spasmodic grip on curb and snaffle, to speak to comrades in low tones, inquiring what damage other troops had sustained.

The regular cavalry of the Provost Guard had turned the tide of stragglers now, letting through only the wounded and the teams. But across the open fields wreckage from the battle was streaming in every direction; and so stupid and bewildered with fear were some of the fugitives that McDunns battery had to cease its fire for a time, while the officers ran forward through the smoke, shouting and gesticulating to warn the mass of skulkers out of the way.

And now a fearful uproar of artillery arose immediately to the west, shells began to rain in the river woods, then shrapnel, then, in long clattering cadence, volley succeeded volley, faster, faster, till the outcrash became one solid, rippling roar.

Far to the west across the country the Lancers saw regiments passing forward through the trees at a quick-step; saw batteries galloping hither and thither, aides-de-camp and staff-officers racing to and fro at full speed.

The 3rd Zouaves rose from the clover, shouldered muskets, and moved forward on a run; a staff-officer wheeled out of the road, jumped his horse over the culvert, and galloped up to Colonel Arran. And the next moment the Lancers were in the saddle and moving at a trot out toward the left of McDunns battery.

They stood facing the woods, lances poised, for about ten minutes, when a general officer with dragoon escort came galloping down the road and through the meadow toward McDunns battery. It was Claymore, their general of brigade.

Retire by prolonge! he shouted to the battery commander, pulling in his sweating horse. Weve got to get out of this! And to Colonel Arran, who had ridden up, flushed and astonished: Weve got to leave this place, he repeated shortly. Theyre driving the Zouaves in on us.

All along the edge of the woods the red breeches of the Zouaves were reappearing, slowly retreating in excellent order before something as yet unseen. The men turned every few paces to fire by companies, only to wheel again, jog-trot toward the rear, halt, load, swing to deliver their fire, then resume their jogging retreat.

Back they fell, farther, farther, while McDunns battery continued to fire and retire by prolonge, and the Lancers, long weapons disengaged, accompanied them, ready to support the guns in an emergency.

The emergency seemed very near. Farther to the left a blue regiment appeared enveloped in spouting smoke, fairly hurled bodily from the woods; Egertons 20th Dragoons came out of a concealed valley on a trot, looking behind them, their rear squadron firing from the saddle in orderly retreat; the Zouaves, powder soiled, drenched in sweat, bloody, dishevelled, passed to the left of the battery and lay down.

Then, from far along the stretch of woods, arose a sound, incessant, high-pitched — a sustained treble cadence, nearer, nearer, louder, shriller, like the excited cry of a hunting pack, bursting into a paroxysm of hysterical chorus as a long line of gray men leaped from the woods edge and swept headlong toward the guns.

Berkley felt every nerve in his body leap as his lance fell to a level with eight hundred other lances; he saw the battery bury itself in smoke as gun after gun drove its cannister into obscurity or ripped the smoke with sheets of grape; he saw the Zouaves rise from the grass, deliver their fire, sink back, rise again while their front spouted smoke and flame.

The awful roar of the firing to the right deafened him; he caught a glimpse of squadrons of regular cavalry in the road, slinging carbines and drawing sabres; a muffled blast of bugles reached his ears; and the nest moment he was trotting out into the smoke.

After that it was a gallop at full speed; and he remembered nothing very distinctly, saw nothing clearly, except that, everywhere among his squadron ran yelling men on foot, shooting, lunging with bayonets, striking with clubbed rifles. Twice he felt the shocking impact of his lance point; once he drove the ferruled counterpoise at a man who went down under his horses feet. One moment there was a perfect whirlwind of scarlet pennons flapping around him, another and he was galloping alone across the grass, lance crossed from right to left, tugging at his bridle. Then he set the reeking ferrule in his stirrup boot, slung the shaft from the braided arm loop, and drew his revolver — the new weapon lately issued, with its curious fixed ammunition and its cap imbedded.

There were groups of gray infantry in the field, walking, running, or standing still and firing; groups of lancers and dragoons trotting here and there, wheeling, galloping furiously at the men on foot. A number of foot soldiers were crowding around a mixed company of dragoons and Lancers, striking at them, shooting into them. He saw the Lieutenant-colonel of his own regiment tumble out of his saddle; saw Major Lent put his horse to a dead run and ride over a squad of infantry; saw Colonel Arran disengage his horse from the crush, wheel, and begin to use his heavy sabre in the mass around him.

Bugles sounded persistently; he set spurs to his tired horse and rode toward the buglers, and found himself beside Colonel Arran, who, crimson in the face, was whipping his way out with dripping sabre.

Across a rivulet on the edge of the woods he could see the regimental colours and the bulk of his regiment re-forming; and he spurred forward to join them, skirting the edge of a tangle of infantry, dragoons, and lancers who were having a limited but bloody affair of their own in a cornfield where a flag tossed wildly — a very beautiful, square red flag, its folds emblazoned with a blue cross set with stars,

Out of the melee a score of dishevelled lancers came plunging through the corn, striking right and left at the infantry that clung to them with the fury of panthers; the square battle flag, flung hither and thither, was coming close to him; he emptied his revolver at the man who carried it, caught at the staff, missed, was almost blinded by the flashing blast from a rifle, set spurs to his horse, leaned wide from his saddle, seized the silk, jerked it from its rings, and, swaying, deluged with blood from a sword-thrust in the face, let his frantic horse carry him whither it listed, away, away, over the swimming green that his sickened eyes could see no longer.


CHAPTER XVI
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ON EVERY HIGHWAY, across every wood trail, footpath, and meadow streamed the wreckage of seven battle-fields. Through mud and rain crowded heavy artillery, waggons, herds of bellowing cattle, infantry, light batteries, exhausted men, wounded men, dead men on stretchers, men in straw-filled carts, some alive, some dying. Cannoneers cut traces and urged their jaded horses through the crush, cursed and screamed at by those on foot, menaced by bayonets and sabres. The infantry, drenched, starving, plastered with mud to the waists, toiled doggedly on through the darkness; batteries in deplorable condition struggled from mud hole to mud hole; the reserve cavalry division, cut out and forced east, limped wearily ahead, its rear-guard firing at every step.

To the north, immense quantities of stores — clothing, provisions, material of every description were on fire, darkening the sky with rolling, inky clouds; an entire army corps with heavy artillery and baggage crossed the river enveloped in the pitchy, cinder-laden smoke from two bridges on fire. The forests, which had been felled from the Golden Farm to Fair Oaks to form an armys vast abattis, were burning in sections, sending roaring tornadoes of flame into rifle pits, redoubts, and abandoned fortifications. Cannon thundered at Ellisons Mills; shells rained hard on Gainess Farm; a thousand simultaneous volleys of musketry mingled with the awful uproar of the cannon; uninterrupted sheets of light from the shells brightened the smoke pall like the continuous flare of electricity against a thundercloud. The Confederacy, victorious, was advancing wrapped in flame and smoke.

At Savages Station the long railroad bridge was now on fire; trains and locomotives burned fiercely; millions of boxes of hard bread, barrels of flour, rice, sugar, coffee, salt pork, cases of shoes, underclothing, shirts, uniforms, tin-ware, blankets, ponchos, harness, medical stores, were in flames; magazines of ammunition, flat cars and box cars loaded with powder, shells, and cartridges blazed and exploded, hurling jets and spouting fountains of fire to the very zenith.

And through the White Oak Swamp rode the Commander-in-chief of an army in full retreat, followed by his enormous staff and escort, abandoning the siege of Richmond, and leaving to their fate the wretched mass of sick and wounded in the dreadful hospitals at Liberty Hall. And the red battle flags of the Southland fluttered on every hill.

Claymores mixed brigade, still holding together, closed the rear of Porters powder-scorched corps darmee.

The Zouaves of the 3rd Regiment — what was left of them — marched as flankers; McDunns battery, still intact, was forced to unlimber every few rods; and the pouring rain turned to a driving golden fire in the red glare of the guns, which lighted up the halted squadrons of the Lancers ranged always in support.

Every rod in retreat was a running combat. In the darkness the discharge of the Zouaves rifles ran from the guns muzzles like streams of molten metal spilling out on the grass. McDunns guns spirted great lumps of incandescence; the fuses of the shells in the sky showered the darkness with swarming sparks.

Toward ten oclock the harried column halted on a hill and bivouacked without fires, food, or shelter. The Zouaves slept on their arms in the drenched herbage; the Lancers, not daring to unsaddle, lay down on the grass under their patient horses, bridle tied to wrist. An awful anxiety clutched officers and men. Few slept; the ceaseless and agonised shrieking from an emergency hospital somewhere near them in the darkness almost unnerved them.

At dawn shells began to plunge downward among the Dragoons. McDunns battery roused itself to reply, but muddy staff-officers arrived at full speed with orders for Claymore to make haste; and the starving command staggered off stiffly through the mud, their ears sickened by the piteous appeals of the wounded begging not to be abandoned.

Berkley, his face a mass of bloody rags, gazed from his wet saddle with feverish eyes at the brave contract surgeons standing silent amid their wounded under the cedar trees.

Cripples hobbled along the lines, beseeching, imploring, catching at stirrups, plucking feebly, blindly at the horses manes for support.

Oh, my God! sobbed a wounded artilleryman, lifting himself from the blood-stained grass, is this what I enlisted for? Are you boys going to leave us behind to rot in rebel prisons?

Damn you! shrieked another, you aint licked! Whatn hell are you runnin away for? Gimme a gun an a hoss an Ill go back with you to the river!

And another pointed a mangled and shaking hand at the passing horsemen.

Oh, hell! he sneered, we dont expect anything of the cavalry, but why are them Zouaves skedaddlin? They fit like wild cats at the river. Halt! you red-legged devils. Youre goin the wrong way!

A Sister of Charity, her snowy, wide-winged headdress limp in the rain, came out of a shed and stood at the roadside, slender hands joined imploringly.

You mustnt leave your own wounded, she kept repeating. You wouldnt do that, gentlemen, would you? Theyve behaved so well; theyve done all that they could. Wont somebody tell General McClellan how brave they were? If he knew, he would never leave them here.

The Lancers looked down at her miserably as they rode; Colonel
Arran passed her, saluting, but with heavy, flushed face averted;
Berkley, burning with fever, leaned from his saddle, cap in hand.

We cant help it, Sister. The same thing may happen to us in an hour. But well surely come back; you never must doubt that!

Farther on they came on a broken-down ambulance, the mules gone, several dead men half buried in the wet straw, and two Sisters of Charity standing near by in pallid despair.

Colonel Arran offered them lead-horses, but they were timid and frightened; and Burgess gave his horse to the older one, and Berkley took the other up behind him, where she sat sideways clutching his belt, white coiffe aflutter, feet dangling.

At noon the regiment halted for forage and rations procured from a waggon train which had attempted to cross their line of march. The rain ceased: a hot sun set their drenched clothing and their horses flanks steaming. At two oclock they resumed their route; the ragged, rain-blackened pennons on the lance heads dried out scarlet; a hot breeze set in, carrying with it the distant noise of battle.

All that afternoon the heavy sound of the cannonade jarred their ears. And at sunset it had not ceased.

Berkleys Sister of Charity clung to his belt in silence for a while. After a mile or two she began to free her mind in regard to the distressing situation of her companion and herself. She informed Berkley that the negro drivers had become frightened and had cut the traces and galloped off; that she and the other Sister were on their way to the new base at Azalea Court House, where thousands of badly wounded were being gathered from the battles of the last week, and where conditions were said to be deplorable, although the hospital boats had been taking the sick to Alexandria as fast as they could be loaded.

She was a gentle little thing, with ideas of her own concerning the disaster to the army which was abandoning thousands of its wounded to the charity and the prisons of an enemy already too poor to feed and clothe its own.

Some of our Sisters stayed behind, and many of the medical staff and even the contract surgeons remained. I hope the rebels will be gentle with them. I expected to stay, but Sister Aurelienne and I were ordered to Azalea last night. I almost cried my eyes out when I left our wounded. The shells were coming into the hospital yesterday, and one of them killed two of our wounded in the straw. Oh, it was sad and terrible. I am sure the rebels didnt fire on us on purpose. Do you think so?

No, I dont. Were you frightened, Sister.

Oh, yes, she said naively, and I wished I could run into the woods and hide.

But you didnt?

Why, no, I couldnt, she said, surprised.

The fever in his wound was making him light-headed. At intervals he imagined that it was Ailsa seated behind him, her arms around his waist, her breath cool and fragrant on his neck; and still he knew she was a phantom born of fever, and dared not speak — became sly, pretending he did not know her lest the spell break and she vanish into thin air again.

What the little sister said was becoming to him only a pretty confusion of soft sounds; at moments he was too deaf to hear her voice at all; then he heard it and still believed it to be Ailsa who was speaking; then, for a, few seconds, reality cleared his clouded senses; he heard the steady thunder of the cannonade, the steady clattering splash of his squadron; felt the hot, dry wind scorching his stiffened cheek and scalp where the wound burned and throbbed under a clotted bandage.

When the regiment halted to fill canteens the little sister washed and re-bandaged his face and head.

It was a ragged slash running from the left ear across the cheek-bone and eyebrow into the hair above the temple — a deep, swollen, angry wound.

What were you doing when you got this? she asked in soft consternation, making him as comfortable as possible with the scanty resources of her medical satchel. Later, when the bugles sounded, she came back from somewhere down the line, suffered him to lift her up behind him, settled herself, slipped both arms confidently around his waist, and said:

So you are the soldier who took the Confederate battle flag? Why didnt you tell me? Ah — I know. The bravest never tell.

There is nothing to tell, he replied. They captured a guidon from us. It evens the affair.

She said, after a moments thought; It speaks well for a man to have his comrades praise him as yours praise you.

You mean the trooper Burgess, he said wearily. Hes always chattering.

All who spoke to me praised you, she observed. Your colonel said: He does not understand what fear is. He is absolutely fearless.

My colonel has been misinformed, Sister. I am intelligent enough to be afraid — philosopher enough to realise that it doesnt help me. So nowadays I just go ahead.

Trusting in God, she murmured.

He did not answer.

Is it not true, soldier?

But the fever was again transfiguring her into the shape of Ailsa Paige, and he remained shyly silent, fearing to disturb the vision — yet knowing vaguely that it was one.

She sighed; later, in silence, she repeated some Credos and Hail Marys, her eyes fixed on space, the heavy cannonade dinning in her ears. All around her rode the Lancers, tall pennoned weapons swinging from stirrup and loop, bridles loose under their clasped hands. The men seemed stupefied with fatigue; yet every now and then they roused themselves to inquire after her comfort or to offer her a place behind them. She timidly asked Berkley if she tired him, but he begged her to stay, alarmed lest the vision of Ailsa depart with her; and she remained, feeling contented and secure in her drowsy fatigue. Colonel Arran dropped back from the head of the column once to ride beside her. He questioned her kindly; spoke to Berkley, also, asking with grave concern about his wound. And Berkley answered in his expressionless way that he did not suffer.

But the little Sister of Charity behind his back laid one finger across her lips and looked significantly at Colonel Arran; and when the colonel again rode to the head of the weary column his face seemed even graver and more careworn.

By late afternoon they were beyond sound of the cannonade, riding through a golden light between fields of stacked wheat. Far behind in the valley they could see the bayonets of the Zouaves glistening; farther still the declining sun glimmered on the guns of the 10th battery. Along a parallel road endless lines of waggons stretched from north to south, escorted by Egertons Dragoons.

To Berkley the sunset world had become only an infernal pit of scarlet strung with raw nerves. The terrible pain in his face and head almost made him lose consciousnesss. Later he seemed to be drifting into a lurid sea of darkness, where he no longer felt his saddle or the movement of his horse; he scarcely saw the lanterns clustering, scarcely heard the increasing murmur around him, the racket of picket firing, the noise of many bewildered men, the cries of staff-officers directing divisions and brigades to their camping ground, the confused tumult which grew nearer, nearer, mounting like the ominous clamour of the sea as the regiment rode through Azalea under the July stars.

He might have fallen from his saddle; or somebody perhaps lifted him, for all he knew. In the glare of torches he found himself lying on a moving stretcher. After that he felt straw under him; and vaguely wondered why it did not catch fire from his body, which surely now was but a mass of smouldering flame.

For days the fever wasted him — not entirely, for at intervals he heard cannon, and always the interminable picket firing; and he heard bugles, too, and recognised the various summons. But it was no use trying to obey them — no use trying to find his legs. He could not get up without his legs — he laughed weakly at the thought; then, drowsy, indifferent, decided that they had been shot away, but could not remember when; and it bothered him a good deal.

Other things bothered him; he was convinced that his mother was in the room. At intervals he was aware of Hallams handsome face, cut out like a paper picture from Harpers Weekly and pasted flat on the tent wall. Also there were too many fire zouaves around his bed — if it was a bed, this vague vibrating hammock he occupied. It was much more like a hollow nook inside a gigantic pendulum which swung eternally to and fro until it swung him into senselessness — or aroused him with fierce struggles to escape. But his mothers slender hand sometimes arrested the maddening motion, or — and this was curiously restful — she cleverly transferred him to a cradle, which she rocked, leaning close over him. Only she kept him wrapped up too warmly.

And after a long while there came a day when his face became cooler, and his skin grew wet with sweat; and on that day he partly unclosed his eyes and saw Colonel Arran sitting beside him.

Surprised, he attempted to sit up, but not a muscle of his body obeyed him, and he lay there stupid, inert, hollow eyes fixed meaninglessly on his superior, who spoke cautiously.

Berkley, do you know me?

His lips twitched a voiceless affirmative.

Colonel Arran said: You are going to get well, now. . . . Get well quickly, because — the regiment misses you. . . . What is it you desire to say? Make the effort if you wish.

Berkleys sunken eyes remained focussed on space; he was trying to consider. Then they turned painfully toward Colonel Arran again.

Ailsa Paige? he whispered.

The other said quietly: She is at the base hospital near Azalea. I have seen her. She is well. . . . I did not tell her you were ill. She could not have left anyway. . . . Matters are not going well with the army, Berkley.

Whipped? His lips barely formed the question.

Colonel Arrans careworn features flushed.

The army has been withdrawing from the Peninsula. It is the commander-in-chief who has been defeated — not the Army of the Potomac.

Back?

Yes, certainly we shall go back. This rebellion seems to be taking more time to extinguish than the people and the national authorities supposed it would require. But no man must doubt our ultimate success. I do not doubt it. I never shall. You must not. It will all come right in the end.

Regiment? whispered Berkley.

The regiment is in better shape, Berkley. Our remounts have arrived; our wounded are under shelter, and comfortable. We need rest, and were getting it here at Azalea, although they shell us every day. We ought to be in good trim in a couple of weeks. Youll be in the saddle long before that. Your squadron has become very proud of you; all the men in the regiment have inquired about you. Private Burgess spends his time off duty under the oak trees out yonder watching your window like a dog. . . . I — ah — may say to you, Berkley, that you — ah — have become a credit to the regiment. Personally — and as your commanding officer — I wish you to understand that I am gratified by your conduct. I have said so in my official reports.

Berkleys sunken eyes had reverted to the man beside him. After a moment his lips moved again in soundless inquiry.

Colonel Arran replied: The Zouaves were very badly cut up; Major Lent was wounded by a sabre cut. He is nearly well now. Colonel Craig and his son were not hurt. The Zouaves are in cantonment about a mile to the rear. Both Colonel Craig and his son have been here to see you— he hesitated, rose, stood a moment undecided.

Mrs. Craig — the wife of Colonel Craig — has been here. Her plantation, Paigecourt, is in this vicinity I believe. She has requested the medical authorities to send you to her house for your convalescence. Do you wish to go?

The hollow-eyed, heavily bandaged face looked up at him from the straw; and Colonel Arran looked down at it, lips aquiver.

Berkley — if you go there, I shall not see you again until you return to the regiment. I— suddenly his gray face began to twitch again — and he set his jaw savagely to control it.

Good-bye, he said. . . I wish — some day — you could try to think less harshly of me. I am a — very — lonely man.

Berkley closed his eyes, but whether from weakness or sullen resentment the older man could not know. He stood looking down wistfully at the boy for a moment, then turned and went heavily away with blurred eyes that did not recognise the woman in bonnet and light summer gown who was entering the hospital tent. As he stood aside to let her pass he heard his name pronounced, in a cold, decisive voice; and, passing his gloved hand across his eyes to clear them, recognised Celia Craig.

Colonel Arran, she said coolly, is it necessay fo me to request yo permission befo I am allowed to move Philip Berkley to my own house?

No, madam. The brigade surgeon is in charge. But I think I can secure for you the necessary authority to do so if you wish.

She thanked him haughtily, and passed on; and he turned and walked out, impassive, silent, a stoop to his massive shoulders which had already become characteristic.

And that evening Berkley lay at Paigecourt in the chintz-hung chamber where, as a girl, his mother had often slept, dreaming the dreams that haunt young hearts when the jasmine fragrance grows heavier in the stillness and the magnolias snowy chalice is offered to the moon, and the thrush sings in the river thickets, and the fire-flys lamp drifts through the fairy woods.

Celia told him this on the third day, late in the afternoon — so late that the westering sun was already touching the crests of the oak woods, and all the thickets had turned softly purple like the bloom on a plum; the mounting scent of phlox from the garden was growing sweeter, and the bats fluttered and dipped and soared in the calm evening sky.

She had been talking of his mother when she was Constance Paige and wore a fillet over her dark ringlets and rode to hounds at ten with the hardest riders in all Prince Clarence County.

And this was her own room, Phil; nothing in it has been moved, nothing changed; this is the same bird and garland chintz, matching the same wall-paper; this is the same old baid with its fo caved columns and its faded canopy, the same gilt mirror where she looked and saw reflected there the loveliest face in all the valley. . . . A childs face, Phil — even a childs face when she drew aside her bridal veil to look. . . . Ah — God— She sighed, looking down at her clasped hands, if youth but knew — if youth but knew!

He lay silent, the interminable rattle of picket firing in his ears, his face turned toward the window. Through it he could see green grass, a magnolia in bloom, and a long flawless spray of Cherokee roses pendant from the gallery.

Celia sighed, waited for him to speak, sighed again, and picked up the Baltimore newspaper to resume her reading if he desired.

Searching the columns listlessly, she scanned the headings, glanced over the letter press in silence, then turned the crumpled page. Presently she frowned.

Listen to this, Philip; they say that there is yellow fever among the Yankee troops in Louisiana. It would be like them to bring that horror into the Calinas and Virginia — —

He turned his head suddenly, partly rose from where he lay; and she caught her breath and bent swiftly over him, placing one hand on his arm and gently forcing him down upon the-pillow again.

Fogive me, dear, she faltered. I forgot what I was reading — —

He said, thoughtfully: Did you ever hear exactly how my mother died, Celia? . . . But I know you never did. . . . And I think I had better tell you.

She died in the fever camp at Silver Bayou, when you were a little lad, whispered Celia.

No.

Philip! What are you saying?

You dont know how my mother died, he said quietly.

Phil, we had the papers — and the Governor of Louisiana wrote us himsef — —

I know what he wrote and what the papers published was not true. Ill tell you how she died. When I was old enough to take care of myself I went to Silver Bayou. . . . Many people in that town had died; some still survived. I found the parish records. I found one of the camp doctors who remembered that accursed year of plague — an old man, withered, indifferent, sleeping his days away on the rotting gallery of his tumble-down house. He knew. . . . And I found some of the militia still surviving; and one among them retained a confused memory of my mother — among the horrors of that poisonous year — —

He lay silent, considering; then: I was old enough to remember, but not old enough to understand what I understood later. . . . Do you want to know how my mother died?

Celias lips moved in amazed assent.

Then I will tell you. . . . They had guards north, east, and west of us. They had gone mad with fright; the whole land was quarantined against us; musket, flintlock, shotgun, faced us through the smoke of their burning turpentine. I was only a little lad, but the horror of it I have never forgotten, nor my mothers terror — not for herself, for me.

He lay on his side, thin hands clasped, looking not at Celia but beyond her at the dreadful scene his fancy was painting on the wall of his mothers room:

Often, at night, we heard the shots along the dead line. Once they murdered a man behind our water garden. Our negroes moaned and sobbed all day, all night, helpless, utterly demoralised. Two were shot swimming; one came back dying from snake bite. I saw him dead on the porch.

I saw men fall down in the street with the black vomit — women, also — and once I saw two little children lying dead against a garden wall in St. Catharines Alley. I was young, but I remember.

A terrible pallor came into his wan face.

And I remember my mother, he said; and her pleading with the men who came to the house to let her send me across the river where there was no fever. I remember her saying that it was murder to imprison children there in Silver Bayou; that I was perfectly well so far. They refused. Soldiers came and went. Their captain died; others died, we heard. Then my mothers maid, Alice, an octoroon, died on the East Gallery. And the quarters went insane that day.

When night came an old body-servant of my grandfather scratched at mothers door. I heard him. I thought it was Death. I was half dead with terror when mother awoke and whispered to me to dress in the dark and to make no sound.

I remember it perfectly — remember saying: I wont go if you dont, mother. Id rather be with you. And I remember her saying: You shall not stay here to die when you are perfectly well. Trust mother, darling; Jerry will take you to Sainte Jacqueline in a boat.

And after that it is vaguer — the garden, the trench dug under the north wall — and how mother and I, in deadly fear of moccasins, down on all fours, crept after Jerry along the ditch to the waters edge — —

His face whitened again; he lay silent for a while, crushing his wasted hands together.

Celia, they fired on us from the levee. After that I dont know; I never knew what happened. But that doctor at Silver Bayou said that I was found a mile below in a boat with the first marks of the plague yellowing my skin. Celia, they never found my mothers body. It is not true that she died of fever at Silver Bayou. She fell under the murderous rifles of the levee guard — gave her life trying to save me from that pest-stricken prison. Jerrys body was found stranded in the mud twenty miles below. He had been shot through the body. . . . And now you know how my mother died.

He raised himself on one elbow, watching Celias shocked white face for a moment or two, then wearily turned toward the window and sank back on his pillows.

In the still twilight, far away through the steady fusillade from the outposts, he heard the dull boom-booming of cannon, and the heavy shocks of the great guns aboard the Union gun-boats. But it sounded very far off; a mocking-bird sang close under his window; the last rosy bar faded from the fleecy cloud bank in the east. Night came abruptly — the swift Southern darkness quickly emblazoned with stars; and the whip-poor-wills began their ghostly calling; and the spectres of the mist crept stealthily inland.

Celia?

Her soft voice answered from the darkness near him.

He said: I knew this was her room before you told me. I have seen her several times.

Good God, Phil! she faltered, what are you saying?

I dont know. . . . I saw her the night I came here.

After a long silence Celia rose and lighted a candle. Holding it a little above her pallid face she glided to his bedside and looked down at him. After a moment, bending, she touched his face with her palm; then her cool finger-tips brushed the quiet pulse at his wrist.

Have I any fever?

No, Phil.

I thought not. . . . I saw mothers face a few moments ago in that mirror behind you.

Celia sank down on the beds edge, the candle trembling in her hand. Then, slowly, she turned her head and looked over her shoulder, moving cautiously, until her fascinated eyes found the glass behind her. The mirror hung there reflecting the flowered wall opposite; a corner of the bed; nothing else.

He said in an even voice;

From the first hour that you brought me into this room, she has been here. I knew it instantly. . . . The first day she was behind those curtains — was there a long while. I knew she was there; I watched the curtains, expecting her to step out. I waited all day, not understanding that I — that it was better that I should speak. I fell asleep about dusk. She came out then and sat where you are sitting.

It was a dream, Phil. It was fever. Try to realise what you are saying!

I do. The next evening I lay watching; and I saw a figure reflected in the mirror. It was not yet dusk. Celia, in the sunset light I saw her standing by the curtains. But it was star-light before she came to the bed and looked down at me.

I said very quietly: Mother dear! Then she spoke to me; and I knew she was speaking, but I could not hear her voice. . . . It was that way while she stood beside me — I could not hear her, Celia. I could not hear what she was saying. It was no spirit I saw — no phantom from the dead there by my bed, no ghost — no restless wraith, grave-driven through the night. I believe she is living. She knows I believe it. . . . As you sat here, a moment ago, reading to me, I saw her reflected for a moment in the mirror behind you, passing into the room beyond. Her hair is perfectly white, Celia — or, he said vaguely to himself, was it something she wore? — like the bandeaux of the Sisters of Charity — —

The lighted candle fell from Celias nerveless fingers and rolled over and over across the floor, trailing a smoking wick. Berkleys hand steadied her trembling arm.

Why are you frightened? he asked calmly.

There is nothing dead about what I saw.

I c-cant hep mysef, stammered Celia; you say such frightful things to me — you tell me that they happen in my own house — in her own room — How can I be calm? How can I believe such things of — of Constance Berkley — of yo daid mother — —

I dont know, he said dully.

The star-light sparkled on the silver candle-stick where it lay on the floor in a little pool of wax. Quivering all over, Celia stooped to lift, relight it, and set it on the table. And, over her shoulder, he saw a slim shape enter the doorway.

Mother dear? he whispered.

And Celia turned with a cry and stood swaying there in the rays of the candle.

But it was only a Sister of Charity — a slim, childish figure under the wide white head-dress — who had halted, startled at Celias cry. She was looking for the Division Medical Director, and the sentries had misinformed her — and she was very sorry, very deeply distressed to have frightened anybody — but the case was urgent — a Sister shot near the picket line on Monday; and authority to send her North was, what she had come to seek. Because the Sister had lost her mind completely, had gone insane, and no longer knew them, knew nobody, not even herself, nor the hospital, nor the doctors, nor even that she lay on a battle-field. And she was saying strange and dreadful things about herself and about people nobody had ever heard of. . . . Could anybody tell her where the Division Medical Director could be found?

It was not yet daybreak when Berkley awoke in his bed to find lights in the room and medical officers passing swiftly hither and thither, the red flames from their candles blowing smokily in the breezy doorways.

The picket firing along the river had not ceased. At the same instant he felt the concussion of heavy guns shaking his bed. The lawn outside the drawn curtains resounded with the hurrying clatter of waggons, the noise of pick and spade and crack of hammer and mallet.

He drew himself to a sitting posture. A regimental surgeon passing through the room glanced at him humorously, saying: Youve got a pretty snug berth here, son. How does it feel to sleep in a real bed? And, extinguishing his candle, he went away through the door without waiting for any answer.

Berkley turned toward the window, striving to reach the drawn curtains. And at length he managed to part them, but it was all dark outside. Yet the grounds were evidently crowded with waggons and men; he recognised sounds which indicated that tents were being erected, drains and sinks dug; the rattle of planks and boards were significant of preparation for the construction of shebangs.

Farther away on the dark highway he could hear the swift gallop of cavalry and the thudding clank of light batteries, all passing in perfect darkness. Then, leaning closer to the sill, he gazed between the curtains far into the southwest; and saw the tall curve of Confederate shells traced in whirling fire far down the river, the awful glare of light as the enormous guns on the Union warships replied.

Celia, her lovely hair over her shoulders, a scarf covering her night-dress, came in carrying a lighted candle; and instantly a voice from outside the window bade her extinguish the light or draw the curtain.

She looked at Berkley in a startled manner, blew out the flame, and came around between his bed and the window, drawing the curtains entirely aside.

General Claymores staff has filled evey room in the house except yours and mine, she said in her gentle, bewildered way. Theres a regiment — Curts Zouaves — encamped befo the west quarters, and a battery across the drive, and all the garden is full of their horses and caissons.

Poor little Celia, he said, reaching out to touch her hand, and drawing her to the beds edge, where she sat down helplessly.

The Yankee officers are all over the house, she repeated. Theyre up in the cupola with night-glasses now. They are vey polite. Curt took off his riding boots and went to sleep on my bed — and oh he is so dirty! — my darling Curt my own husband! — too dirty to touch! I could cry just to look at his uniform, all black and stained and the gold entirely gone from one sleeve! And Stephen! — oh, Phil, some miseble barber has shaved the heads of all the Zouaves, and Steve is perfectly disfigured! — the poor, dear boy — she laughed hysterically— he had a hot bath and Ive been mending the rags that he and Curt call unifoms — and I found clean flannels fo them both in the attic — —

What does all this mean — all this camping outside? he interrupted gently.

Curt doesnt know. The camps and hospitals west of us have been shelled, and all the river roads are packed full of ambulances and stretchers going east.

Where is my regiment?

The Lancers rode away yesterday with General Stoneman — all except haidquaters and one squadron — yours, I think — and they are acting escort to General Sykes at the overseers house beyond the oak grove. Your colonel is on his staff, I believe.

He lay silent, watching the burning fuses of the shells as they soared up into the night, whirling like fiery planets on their axes, higher, higher, mounting through majestic altitudes to the pallid stars, then, curving, falling faster, faster, till their swift downward glare split the darkness into broad sheets of light.

Phil, she whispered, I think there is a house on fire across the river!

Far away in the darkness rows of tiny windows in an unseen mansion had suddenly become brilliantly visible.

It — it must be Mr. Ruffins house, she said in an awed voice. Oh, Phil! It is! Look! Its all on fire — its — oh, see the flames on the roof! This is terrible — terrible— She caught her breath.

Phil! Theres another house on fire! Do you see — do you see! Its Ailsas house — Marye-mead! Oh, how could they set it on fire — how could they have the heart to burn that sweet old place!

Is that Marye-mead? he asked.

It must be. Thats where it ought to stand — and — oh! oh! its all on fire, Phil, all on fire!

Shells from the gun-boats, he muttered, watching the entire sky turn crimson as the flames burst into fury, lighting up clumps of trees and outhouses. And, as they looked, the windows of another house began to kindle ominously; little tongues of fire fluttered over a distant cupola, leaped across to a gallery, ran up in vinelike tendrils which flowered into flame, veining everything in a riotous tangle of brilliancy. And through the kindling darkness the sinister boom — boom! of the guns never ceased, and the shells continued to mount, curve, and fall, streaking the night with golden incandescence.

Outside the gates, at the end of the cedar-lined avenue, where the highway passes, the tumult was increasing every moment amid shouts, cracking of whips, the jingle and clash of traces and metallic racket of wheels. The house, too, resounded with the heavy hurried tread of army boots trampling up and down stairs and crossing the floors above in every direction.

In the summer kitchen loud-voiced soldiers were cooking; there came the clatter of plates from the dining-room, the odour of hot bread and frying pork.

All my negroes except old Peter and a quadroon maid have gone crazy, said Celia hopelessly. I had them so comfotably quatered and provided foh! — Cary, the oveseer, would have looked after them while the war lasts — but the sight of the blue uniforms unbalanced them, and they swamed to the river, where the contraband boats were taking runaways. . . . Such foolish creatures! They were vey happy here and quite safe and well treated. . . . And everyone has deserted, old and young! — toting their bundles and baskets on their silly haids — every negro on Paigecourt plantation, every servant in this house except Peter and Sadie has gone with the contrabands . . . Im sure I dont know what these soldiers are cooking in the kitchen. I expect theyll end by setting the place afire, and I told Curt so, but he cant hep it, and I cant. Its vey hard to see the house turned out of the windows, and the lawns and gardens cut to pieces by hoofs and wheels, but Im only too thankful that Curt can find shelter under this roof, and nothing matters any mo as long as he and Stephen are alive and well.

Havent you heard from Ailsa yet? asked Berkley in a low voice.

Oh, Phil! Im certainly worried. She was expecting to go on board some hospital boat at the landing the day befo your regiment arrived. I havent set eyes on her since. A gun-boat was to take one of the Commissions steamers to Fortress Monroe, and all that day the fleet kept on firing at our — at the Confederate batteries over the river — she corrected herself wearily— and I was so afraid, that Ailsas steamer would try to get out — —

Did it?

I dont know. There are so many, many boats at the landing, and theres been so much firing, and nobody seems to know what is happening or where anybody is. . . . And I dont know where Ailsa is, and Ive been vey miseble because they say some volunteer nurses have been killed — —

What!

I didnt want to tell you, Phil — until you were better — —

Tell me what? he managed to say, though a terrible fear was stiffening his lips and throat.

She said dully: They get shot sometimes. You remember yosef what that Sister of Charity said last night. I heard Ailsa cautioning Letty — the little nurse, Miss Lynden — —

Yes, I know. What else?

Celias underlip quivered: Nothing, only Ailsa told me that she was ordered to the field hospital fo duty befo she went aboard the commission boat — and she never came back — and there was a battle all that day — —

Is that all? he demanded, rising on one elbow. Is there anything else you are concealing?

No, Phil. Id tell you if there was. Perhaps Im foolish to be so nervous — but I dont know — that Sister of Charity struck by a bullet — and to think of Ailsa out there under fire— She closed her eyes and sat shivering in the gray chill of the dawn, the tears silently stealing over her pale cheeks. Berkley stared out of the window at a confused and indistinct mass of waggons and tents and moving men, but the light was still too dim to distinguish uniforms; and presently Celia leaned forward and drew the curtains.

Then she turned and took Berkleys hands in hers.

Phil, dear, she said softly, I suspect how it is with you and
Ailsa. Am I indiscreet to speak befo you give me any warrant?

He said nothing.

The child certainly is in love with you. A blind woman could divine that, continued Celia wistfully. I am glad, Phil, because I believe you are as truly devoted to her as she is to you. And when the time comes — if God spares you both — —

You are mistaken, he said quietly, there is no future before us.

She coloured in consternation. Wh — why I certainly supposed — believed — —

Celia!

W-what, dear?

Dont you know I cannot marry?

Why not, Philip?

Could I marry Ailsa Craig unless I first told her that my father and my mother were never married? he said steadily.

Oh, Philip! she cried, tears starting to her eyes again, do you think that would weigh with a girl who is so truly and unselfishly in love with you?

You dont understand, he said wearily. Id take that chance now. But do you think me disloyal enough to confess to any woman on earth what my mother, if she were living, would sacrifice her very life to conceal?

He bent his head, supporting it in his hands, speaking as though to himself:

I believe that the brain is the vehicle, not the origin of thought. I believe a brain becomes a mind only when an immortality exterior to ourselves animates it. And this is what is called the soul. . . . Whatever it is, it is what I saw — or what that something, exterior to my body, recognised.

Perhaps these human eyes of mine did not see her. Something that belongs to me saw the immortal visitor; something, that is the vital part of me, saw, recognised, and was recognised.

For a long while they sat there, silent; the booming guns shook the window; the clatter and uproar of the passing waggon train filled their ears.

Suddenly the house rocked under the stunning crash of a huge gun. Celia sprang to her feet, caught at the curtain as another terrific blast shivered the window-panes and filled the room with acrid dust.

Through the stinging clouds of powdered plaster Colonel Craig entered the room, hastily pulling on his slashed coat as he came.

Theres a fort in the rear of us — dont be frightened, Celia. I think they must be firing at — —

His voice was drowned in the thunder of another gun; Celia made her way to him, hid her face on his breast as the room shook again and the plaster fell from the ceiling, filling the room with blinding dust.

Oh, Curt, she gasped, this is dreadful. Philip cannot stay here — —

Better pull the sheets over his head, said her husband, meeting Berkleys eyes with a ghost of a smile. It wont last long; and there are no rebel batteries that can reach Paigecourt. He kissed her. How are you feeling, dear? Im trying to arrange for you to go North on the first decent transport — —

I want to stay with you, Curt, she pleaded, tightening her arms around his neck. Cant I stay as long as my husband and son are here? I dont wish to go — —

You cant stay, he said gently. There is no immediate danger here at Paigecourt, but the army is turning this landing into a vast pest hole. Its deadly unhealthy. I wish you to go home just as soon as I can secure transportation — —

And let them burn Paigecourt? Who is there to look after — —

Well have to take such chances, Celia. The main thing is for you to pack up and go home as soon as you possibly can. . . . Ive got to go out now. Ill try to come back to-night. The General understands that its your house, and that you are my wife; and theres a guard placed and a Union flag hung out from the gallery — —

She looked up quickly; a pink flush stained her neck and forehead.

I would not use that wicked flag to protect mysef, she said quietly— nor to save this house, either, Curt. Its only fo you and Phil that I care what happens to anything now — —

Then go North, you bad little rebel! whispered her husband, drawing her into his arms. Paige and Marye have been deserted long enough; and youve seen sufficient of this war — plenty to last your lifetime — —

I saw Ailsas house burn, she said slowly.

Marye-mead. When?

This moning, Curt. Phil thinks it was the shells from the gun-boats. It cant be heped now; its gone. So is Edmund Ruffins. And I wish I knew where that child, Ailsa, is. Im that frightened and miseble, Curt — —

An orderly suddenly appeared at the door; her husband kissed her and hurried away. The outer door swung wide, letting in a brassy clangour of bugles and a roll of drums, which softened when the door closed with a snap.

It opened again abruptly, and a thin, gray-garbed figure came in, hesitated, and Celia turned, staring through her tears:

Miss Lynden! she exclaimed. Is Ailsa here?

Berkley sat up and leaned forward, looking at her intently from the mass of bandages.

Letty! he said, where is Mrs. Paige?

Celia had caught the girls hands in hers, and was searching her thin white face with anxious eyes; and Letty shook her head and looked wonderingly at Berkley.

Nothing has happened to her, she said. A Sister of Mercy was wounded in the field hospital near Azalea, and they sent for Mrs. Paige to fill her place temporarily. And, looking from Celia to Berkley, she is well and unhurt. The fighting is farther west now. Mrs. Paige heard yesterday that the 8th Lancers were encamped near Paigecourt and asked me to find Mr. Berkley — and deliver a letter — —

She smiled, drew from her satchel a letter, and, disengaging her other hand from Celias, went over to the bed and placed it in Berkleys hands.

She is quite well, repeated Letty reassuringly; and, to Celia: She sends her love to you and to your husband and son, and wishes to know how they are and where their regiment is stationed.

You sweet little thing! said Celia, impulsively taking her into her arms and kissing her pale face. My husband and my son are safe and well, thank God, and my cousin, Phil Berkley, is convalescent, and you may tell my sister-in-law that we all were worried most to death at not hearing from her. And now Im going to get you a cup of broth — you poor little white-faced child! How did you ever get here?

Our ambulance brought me. We had sick men to send North. Ailsa couldnt leave, so she asked me to come.

She accepted a chair near the bed. Celia went away to prepare some breakfast with the aid of old Peter and Sadie, her maid. And as soon as she left the room Letty sprang to her feet and went straight to Berkley.

I did not tell the entire truth, she said in a low, excited voice. I heard your regiment was here; Ailsa learned it from me. I was coming anyway to see you.

To see me, Letty? he repeated, surprised and smiling.

Yes, she said, losing what little colour remained in her cheeks.
I am in — in much — anxiety — to know — what to do.

Can I help you?

She looked wistfully at him; the tears rushed into her eyes; she dropped on her knees at his bedside and hid her face on his hands.

[Illustration: She dropped on her knees at his bedside and hid her face on his hands.]

Letty — Letty! he said in astonishment, what on earth has happened?

She looked up, lips quivering, striving to meet his gaze through her tears.

Dr. Benton is here. . . . He — he has asked me to — marry him.

Berkley lay silent, watching her intently.

Oh, I know — I know, she sobbed. I cant, can I? I should have to tell him — and he would never speak to me again — never write to me — never be what he has been all these months! — I know I cannot marry him. I came to tell you — to ask — but its no use — no use. I knew what you would say — —

Letty! Wait a moment — —

She rose, controlling herself with a desperate effort.

Forgive me, Mr. Berkley; I didnt mean to break down; but Im so tired — and — I wanted you — I needed to hear you tell me what was right. . . . But I knew already. Even if I were — were treacherous enough to marry him — I know he would find me out. . . . I cant get away from it — I cant seem to get away. Yesterday, in camp, the 20th Cavalry halted — and there was John Casson! — And I nearly dropped dead beside Dr. Benton — oh the punishment for what I did! — the awful punishment! — and Casson stared at me and said: My Lord, Letty! is that you?

She buried her burning cheeks in her hands.

I did not lie to him. I offered him my hand; and perhaps he saw the agony in my face, for he didnt say anything about the Canterbury, but he took off his forage cap and was pleasant and kind. And he and Dr. Benton spoke to each other until the bugles sounded for the regiment to mount.

She flung her slender arm out in a tragic gesture toward the horizon. The world is not wide enough to hide in, she said in a heart-breaking voice. I thought it was — but there is no shelter — no place — no place in all the earth!

Letty, he said slowly, if your Dr. Benton is the man I think he is — and I once knew him well enough to judge — he is the only man on earth fit to hear the confession you have made this day to me.

She looked at him, bewildered.

I advise you to love him and marry him. Tell him about yourself if you choose; or dont tell him. There is a vast amount of nonsense talked about the moral necessity of turning ones self inside out the moment one comes to marry. Let me tell you, few men can do it; and their fiancees survive the shock. So, few men are asses enough to try it. As for women, few have any confessions to make. A few have. You are one.

Yes, she whispered.

But I wouldnt if I were you. If ever any man or woman took the
chance of salvation and made the most of it, that person is you!
And Im going to tell you that I wouldnt hesitate to marry you if
I loved you.

W-what!

He laughed. Not one second! Its a good partnership for any plan. Dont be afraid that you cant meet men on their own level. Youre above most of us now; and youre mounting steadily. There, thats my opinion of you — that youre a good woman, and a charming one; and Benton is devilish lucky to get you. . . . Come here, Letty.

She went to him as though dazed; and he took both her hands in his.

Dont you know, he said, that I have seen you, day after day, intimately associated with the woman I love? Can you understand now that I am telling the truth when I say, let the past bury its ghosts; and go on living as you have lived from the moment that your chance came to live nobly. I know what you have made of yourself. I know what the chances were against you. You are a better woman to-day than many who will die untempted. And you shall not doubt it, Letty. What a soul is born into is often fine and noble; what a soul makes of itself is beyond all praise.

Choose your own way; tell him or not; but if you love him, give yourself to him. Whether or not you tell him, he will want you — as I would — as any man would. . . . Now you must smile at me, Letty.

She turned toward him a face, pallid, enraptured, transfigured with an inward radiance that left him silent — graver after that swift glimpse of a soul exalted.

She said slowly: You and Ailsa have been Gods own messengers to me. . . . I shall tell Dr. Benton. . . . If he still wishes it, I will marry him. It will be for him to ask — after he knows all.

Celia entered, carrying the breakfast on a tray.

Curts Zouaves have stolen evy pig, but I found bacon and pok in the cellar, she said, smilingly. Oh, dear! the flo is in such a mess of plaster! Will you sit on the aidge of the bed, Miss Lynden, and hep my cousin eat this hot con pone?

So the napkin was spread over the sheets, and pillows tucked behind Berkley; and Celia and Letty fed him, and Letty drank her coffee and thankfully ate her bacon and corn pone, telling them both, between bites, how it had been with her and with Ailsa since the great retreat set in, swamping all hospitals with the sick and wounded of an unbeaten but disheartened army, now doomed to decimation by disease.

It was dreadful, she said. We could hear the firing for miles and miles, and nobody knew what was happening. But all the northern papers said it was one great victory after another, and we believed them. All the regimental bands at the Landing played; and everybody was so excited. We all expected to hear that our army was in Richmond.

Celia reddened to the ears, and her lips tightened, but she said nothing; and Letty went on, unconscious of the fiery emotions awaking in Celias breast:

Everybody was so cheerful and happy in the hospital — all those poor sick soldiers, she said, and everybody was beginning to plan to go home, thinking the war had nearly ended. I thought so, too, and I was so glad. And then, somehow, people began to get uneasy; and the first stragglers appeared. . . . Oh, it did seem incredible at first; we wouldnt believe that the siege of Richmond had been abandoned.

She smiled drearily. Ive found out that it is very easy to believe what you want to believe in this world. . . . Will you have some more broth, Mr. Berkley?

Before he could answer the door opened and a red zouave came in, carrying his rifle and knapsack.

Mother, he said in an awed voice, Jimmy Lent is dead!

What!

He looked stupidly around the room, resting his eyes on Letty and
Berkley, then dropped heavily onto a chair.

Jims dead, he repeated vacantly. He only arrived here yesterday — transferred from his militia to McDunns battery. And now hes dead. Some one had better write to Camilla. Im afraid to. . . . A shell hit him last night — oh — hes all torn to pieces — and Major Lent doesnt know it, either. . . . Father let me come; were ordered across the river; good-bye, mother— He rose and put his arms around her.

Youll write to Camilla, wont you? he said. Tell her I love her. I didnt know it until just a few minutes ago. But I do, mother. Id like to marry her. Tell her not to cry too much. Jimmy was playing cards, they say, and a big shell fell inside the redoubt. Philip — I think you knew Harry Sayre? Transferred from the 7th to the Zouaves as lieutenant in the 5th company?

Yes. Was he killed?

Oh, Lord, yes; everybody in the shebang except Arthur Wye was all torn to pieces. Tommy Atherton, too; you knew him, of course — 5th Zouaves. He happened in — just visiting Arthur Wye. They were all playing cards in a half finished bomb-proof. . . . Mother, you will write to Camilla, wont you, dear? Good-bye — good-bye, Phil — and Miss Lynden! He caught his mother in his arms for a last hug, wrenched himself free, and ran back across the hall, bayonet and canteen clanking.

Oh, why are they sending Curts regiment across the river? wailed Celia, following to the window. Look at them, Phil! Can you see? The road is full of Zouaves — theres a whole regiment of them in blue, too. The batteries are all harnessed up; do you think theres going to be another battle? I dont know why they want to fight any mo! she exclaimed in sudden wrath and anguish. I dont understand why they are not willing to leave the South alone. My husband will be killed, and my only son — like Jimmy Lent — if they dont ever stop this wicked fighting — —

The roar of a heavy gun buried the room in plaster dust. Letty calmly lifted the tray from the bed and set it on a table. Then very sweetly and with absolute composure she took leave of Celia and of Berkley. They saw her climb into an ambulance which was drawn up on the grass.

Then Berkley opened the letter that Letty had brought him:

This is just a hurried line to ask you a few questions. Do you know a soldier named Arthur Wye? He is serving now as artilleryman in the 10th N. Y. Flying Battery, Captain McDunn. Are you acquainted with a lieutenant in the 5th Zouaves, named Cortlandt? I believe he is known to his intimates as Billy or Pop Cortlandt. Are they trustworthy and reliable men? Where did you meet Miss Lynden and how long have you known her? Please answer immediately.

AILSA PAIGE.

Wondering, vaguely uneasy, he read and re-read this note, so unlike Ailsa, so brief, so disturbing in its direct coupling of the people in whose company he had first met Letty Lynden. . . . Yet, on reflection, he dismissed apprehension, Ailsa was too fine a character to permit any change in her manner to humiliate Letty even if, by hazard, knowledge of the unhappy past had come to her concerning the pretty, pallid nurse of Sainte Ursula.

As for Arthur Wye and Billy Cortlandt, they were incapable of anything contemptible or malicious.

He asked Celia for a pencil and paper, and, propped on his pillows, he wrote:

My darling, I dont exactly understand your message, but I guess its all right. To answer it:

Billy Cortlandt and Arthur Wye are old New York friends of mine. Their words are better than other peoples bonds. Letty Lynden is a sweet, charming girl. I regret that I have not known her years longer than I have. I am sending this in haste to catch Lettys ambulance just departing, though still blocked by artillery passing the main road. Can you come? I love you.

PHILIP BERKLEY.

Celia sent her coloured man running after the ambulance. He caught it just as it started on. Berkley, from his window, saw the servant deliver his note to Letty.

He had not answered the two questions concerning Letty. He could not. So he had evaded them.

Preoccupied, still conscious of the lingering sense of uneasiness, he turned on his pillows and looked out of the window.

An enormous cloud of white smoke rose curling from the river, another, another; and boom! boom! boom! came the solid thunder of cannon. The gunboats at the Landing were opening fire; cavalry were leading their horses aboard transports; and far down the road the sun glistened on a long column of scarlet, where the 3rd Zouaves were marching to their boats.

The sharpshooters had already begun to trouble them. Their officers ordered them to lie down while awaiting their turn to embark. After a while many of the men sat up on the ground to stretch and look about them, Stephen among the others. And a moment later a conoidal bullet struck him square in the chest and knocked him flat in the dirt among his comrades.


CHAPTER XVII
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THE SMOKE AND spiteful crackle of the pickets fusilade had risen to one unbroken crash, solidly accented by the report of field guns.

Ambulances were everywhere driving to the rear at a gallop past the centre and left sections of McDunns Battery, which, unlimbered, was standing in a cotton field, the guns pointed southward across the smoke rising below.

Claymores staff, dismounted, stood near. The young general himself, jacket over one arm, was seated astride the trail of the sixth gun talking eagerly to McDunn, when across the rolling ground came a lancer at full speed, plunging and bucketing in his saddle, the scarlet rags of the lance pennon whipping the wind. The trooper reined in his excited horse beside Claymore, saluted, and handed him a message; and the youthful general, glancing at it, got onto his feet in a hurry, and tossed his yellow-edged jacket of a private to an orderly. Then he faced the lancer:

Tell Colonel Craig to hold his position no matter what it costs! he exclaimed sharply. Tell Colonel Arran that I expect him to stand by the right section of the 10th battery until it is safely and properly brought off! He swung around on Captain McDunn.

Limber your battery to the rear, sir! Follow headquarters! he snapped, and threw himself into his saddle, giving his mount rein and heel with a reckless nod to his staff.

McDunn, superbly mounted, scarcely raised his clear, penetrating voice: Cannoneers mount gun-carriages; caissons follow; drivers, put spur and whip to horses — forward — march! he said.

Trot out! rang the bugles; the horses broke into a swinging lope across the dry ridges of the cotton field, whips whistled, the cannoneers bounced about on the chests, guns, limbers and caissons thumped, leaped, jolted, rose up, all wheels in the air at once, swayed almost to overturning, and thundered on in a tornado of dust, leaders, swing team, wheel team straining into a frantic gallop.

The powerful horses bounded forward into a magnificent stride; general and staff tore on ahead toward the turnpike. Suddenly, right past them came a driving storm of stampeding cavalry, panic-stricken, riding like damned men, tearing off and hurling from them carbines, canteens, belts; and McDunn, white with rage, whipped out his revolver and fired into them as they rushed by in a torrent of red dust. From his distorted mouth vile epithets poured; he cursed and damned their cowardice, and, standing up in his stirrups, riding like a cossack at full speed, attempted to use his sabre on the fugitives from the front. But there was no stopping them, for the poor fellows had been sent into fire ignorant how to use the carbines issued the day before.

Into a sandy field all spouting with exploding shells and bullets the drivers galloped and steered the plunging guns. The driver of the lead team, fifth caisson, was shot clear out of his saddle, all the wheels going over him and grinding him to pulp; piece and limber whirled into a lane on a dead run, and Arthur Wye, driving the swing team, clinging to the harness and crawling out along the traces, gained the saddle of the lead-horse.

Bully for you! shouted McDunn. I hope to God that cowardly monkey cavalry saw you!

The left section swung on the centre to get its position; limber after limber dashed up, clashing and clanking, to drop its gun; caisson after caisson rounded to under partial cover in the farm lane to the right.

The roar of the conflict along the river had become terrific; to the east a New Jersey battery, obscured in flame-shot clouds, was retiring by its twenty-eight-foot prolonges, using cannister; the remains of a New Hampshire infantry regiment supported the retreat; between the two batteries Claymore in his shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, heavy revolver swinging in his blackened fist, was giving a tongue lashing to the stream of fugitives from the river woods.

Where are you going! Hey! Scouting? Well scout to the front, damn you! . . . Where are you going, young man? For ammunition? Go back to the front or Ill shoot you! Get along there you malingerers! or, by God, Ill have a squadron of Arrans pig-stickers ride you down and punch your skins full of holes! Orderly! Ask Colonel Arran if he can spare me a squad of his lancers for a few minutes — —

The orderly saluted, coughed up a stream of blood, fell backward off his horse, scrambled to his feet, terror-stricken, both hands pressed convulsively over his stomach!

Damn them! Theyve got me. General! he gasped— theyve g-got me this time! Theres a piece of shell inside me as big — —

He leaned weakly against his mild-eyed horse, nauseated; but it was only a spent ball on his belt plate after all, and a few moments later, swaying and sickly, he forced his horse into a trot across the hill.

A major of Claymores staff galloped with orders to the Zouaves; but, as he opened his mouth to speak a shell burst behind him, and he pitched forward on his face, his shattered arm doubling under him.

Drag me behind that tree. Colonel Craig! he said coolly. Ill finish my orders in a moment. Major Lent and Colonel Craig got him behind the tree; and the officers superb will never faltered.

Your new position must cover that bridge, he whispered faintly. The left section of McDunns battery is already ordered to your support. . . . How is it with you, Colonel? Speak louder — —

Colonel Craig, pallid and worn under the powder smears and sweat, wiped the glistening grime from his eye-glasses.

We are holding on, he said. Its all right, Major. Ill get word through to the General, and he signalled to some drummer boys lying quietly in the bushes to bring up a stretcher, just as the left section of McDunns battery burst into view on a dead run, swung into action, and began to pour level sheets of flame into the woods, where, already, the high-pitched rebel yell was beginning again.

A solid shot struck No. 5 gun on the hub, killing Cannoneer No. 2, who was thumbing the vent, and filling No. 1 gunner with splinters of iron, whirling him into eternity amid a fountain of dirt and flying hub-tires. Then a shell blew a gun-team into fragments, plastering the mens faces with bloody shreds of flesh; and the boyish lieutenant, spitting out filth, coolly ordered up the limbers, and brought his section around into the road with a beautiful display of driving and horsemanship that drew raucous cheers from the Zouaves, where they lay, half stifled, firing at the gray line of battle gathering along the edges of the woods.

And now the shrill, startling battle cry swelled to the hysterical pack yell, and, gathering depth and volume, burst out into a frantic treble roar. A long gray line detached itself from the woods; mounted officers, sashed and debonaire, trotted jauntily out in front of it; the beautiful battle flags slanted forward; there came a superb, long, low-swinging gleam of steel; and the Southland was afoot once more, gallant, magnificent, sweeping recklessly on into the red gloom of the Northern guns.

Berkley, his face bandaged, covered with sweat and dust, sat his worn, cowhide saddle in the ranks, long lance couched, watching, expectant. Every trooper who could ride a horse was needed now; hospitals had given up their invalids; convalescents and sick men gathered bridle with shaking fingers; hollow-eyed youngsters tightened the cheek-straps of their forage caps and waited, lance in rest.

In the furious smoke below them they could see the Zouaves running about like red devils in the pit; McDunns guns continued to pour solid columns of flame across the creek; far away to the west the unseen Union line of battle had buried itself in smoke. Through it the Southern battle flags still advanced, halted, tossed wildly, moved forward in jerks, swung to the fierce cheering, moved on haltingly, went down, up again, wavered, disappeared in the cannon fog.

Colonel Arran, his naked sabre point lowered, sat his saddle, gray and erect. The Major never stirred in his saddle; only the troop captains from time to time turned their heads as some stricken horse lashed out, or the unmistakable sound of a bullet hitting living flesh broke the intense silence of the ranks.

Hallam, at the head of his troop, stroked his handsome moustache continually, and at moments spoke angrily to his restive horse. He was beginning to have a good deal of trouble with his horse, which apparently wished to bolt, and he had just managed to drag the fretting animal back into position, when, without warning, the volunteer infantry posted on the right delivered a ragged volley, sagged back, broke, and began running. Almost on their very heels a dust-covered Confederate flying battery dropped its blackened guns and sent charge after charge ripping through them, while out of the fringing woods trotted the gray infantry, driving in skirmishers, leaping fences, brush piles, and ditches, like lean hounds on the trail.

Instantly a squadron of the Lancers trampled forward, facing to the west; but down on their unprotected flank thundered the Confederate cavalry, and from the beginning it had been too late for a counter-charge.

A whirlwind of lancers and gray riders drove madly down the slope, inextricably mixed, shooting, sabering, stabbing with tip and ferrule.

A sabre stroke severed Berkleys cheek-strap, sheering through visor and button; and he swung his lance and drove it backward into a mans face.

In the terrible confusion and tangle of men and horses he could scarcely use his lance at all, or avoid the twirling lances of his comrades, or understand what his officers were shouting. It was all a nightmare — a horror of snorting horses, panting, sweating riders, the swift downward glitter of sabre strokes, thickening like sheeted rain.

His horses feet were now entangled in brush heaps; a crowding, cursing mass of cavalrymen floundered into a half demolished snake fence, which fell outward, rolling mounts and riders into a wet gully, where they continued fighting like wild cats in a pit.

Yelling exultantly, the bulk of Confederate riders passed through the Lancers, leaving them to the infantry to finish, and rode at the flying Federal infantry. Everywhere bayonets began to glimmer through the smoke and dust, as the disorganised squadrons rallied and galloped eastward, seeking vainly for shelter to reform.

Down in the hollow an entire troop of Lancers, fairly intact, had become entangled among the brush and young saplings, and the Confederate infantry, springing over the fence, began to bayonet them and pull them from their horses, while the half-stunned cavalrymen scattered through the bushes, riding hither and thither looking vainly for some road to lead them out of the bushy trap. They could not go back; the fence was too solid to ride down, too high to leap; the carbineers faced about, trying to make a stand, firing from their saddles; Colonel Arran, confused but cool, turned his brier-torn horse and rode forward, swinging his heavy sabre, just as Hallam and Berkley galloped up through the bushes, followed by forty or more bewildered troopers, and halted for orders. But there was no way out.

Then Berkley leaned from his saddle, touched the visor of his cap, and, looking Arran straight in the eyes, said quietly:

With your permission, sir, I think I can tear down enough of that fence to let you and the others through! May I try?

Colonel Arran said, quietly: No man can ride to that fence and live. Their infantry hold it.

Two men may get there. He turned and looked at Hallam. Were not going to surrender; well all die here anyway. Shall we try the fence together?

For a second the silence resounded with the racket of the Confederate rifles; three men dropped from their saddles; then Hallam turned ghastly white, opened his jaws to speak; but no sound came. Suddenly he swung his horse, and spurred straight toward the open brush in the rear, whipping out his handkerchief and holding it fluttering above his head.

Colonel Arran shouted at him, jerked his revolver free, and fired at him. A carbineer also fired after him from the saddle, but Hallam rode on unscathed in his half-crazed night, leaving his deserted men gazing after him, astounded. In the smoke of another volley, two more cavalrymen pitched out of their saddles.

Then Berkley drove his horse blindly into the powder fog ahead; a dozen brilliant little jets of flame pricked the gloom; his horse reared, and went down in a piteous heap, but Berkley landed on all fours, crawled hurriedly up under the smoke, jerked a board loose, tore another free, rose to his knees and ripped away board after board, shouting to his comrades to come on and cut their way out.

They came, cheering, spurring their jaded horses through the gap, crowding out across the road, striking wildly with their sabres, forcing their way up the bank, into a stubble field, and forward at a stiff trot toward the swirling smoke of a Union battery behind which they could see shattered squadrons reforming.

Berkley ran with them on foot, one hand grasping a friendly stirrup, until the horse he clung to halted abruptly, quivering all over; then sank down by the buttocks with a shuddering scream. And Berkley saw Colonel Arran rising from the ground, saw him glance at his horse, turn and look behind him where the Confederate skirmishers were following on a run, kneeling to fire occasionally, then springing to their feet and trotting forward, rifles glittering in the sun.

A horse with an empty saddle, its off foreleg entangled in its bridle, was hobbling around in circles, stumbling, neighing, tripping, scrambling to its feet again, and trying frantically to go on. Berkley caught the bridle, freed it, and hanging to the terrified animals head, shouted to Colonel Arran:

You had better hurry, sir. Their skirmishers are coming up fast!

Colonel Arran stood quietly gazing at him. Suddenly he reeled and stumbled forward against the horses flank, catching at the mane.

Are you badly hurt, sir?

The Colonel turned his dazed eyes on him, then slid forward along the horses flank. His hands relaxed their hold on the mane, and he fell flat on his face; and, Berkley, still hanging to the bit, dragged the prostrate man over on his back and stared into his deathly features.

Where did they hit you, sir?

Through the liver, he gasped. Its all right, Berkley. . . .
Dont wait any longer — —

Im not going to leave you.

You must . . . Im ended. . . . You havent a — moment — to lose — —

Can you put your arms around my neck?

Theres no time to waste! I tell you to mount and run for it! . . . And — thank you — —

Put both arms around my neck. . . . Quick! . . . Can you lock your fingers? . . . This damned horse wont stand! Hold fast to me. Ill raise you easily. . . . Get the other leg over the saddle. Lean forward. Now Ill walk him at first — hold tight! . . . Can you hang on, Colonel?

Yes — my son

A wild thrill ran through the boys veins, stopping breath and pulse for a second. Then the hot blood rushed stinging into his face; he threw one arm around the drooping figure in the saddle, and, controlling the bridle with a grip of steel, started the horse off across the field.

All around them the dry soil was bursting into little dusty fountains where the bullets were striking; ahead, dark smoke hung heavily. Farther on some blue-capped soldiers shouted to them from their shallow rifle pits.

Farther on still they passed an entire battalion of regular infantry, calmly seated on the grass in line of battle; and behind these troops Berkley saw a stretcher on the grass and two men of the hospital corps squatted beside it, chewing grass stems.

They came readily enough when they learned the name and rank of the wounded officer. Berkley, almost exhausted, walked beside the stretcher, leading the horse and looking down at the stricken man who lay with eyes closed and clothing disordered where a hasty search for the wound had disclosed the small round blue hole just over the seat of the liver.

They turned into a road which had been terribly cut up by the wheels of artillery. It was already thronged with the debris of the battle, skulkers, wounded men hobbling, pallid malingerers edging their furtive way out of fire. Then ahead arose a terrible clamour, the wailing of wounded, frightened cries, the angry shouts of cavalrymen, where a Provost Guard of the 20th Dragoons was riding, recklessly into the fugitives, roughly sorting the goats from the sheep, and keeping the way clear for the ambulances now arriving along a cross-road at a gallop.

Berkley heard his name called out, and, looking up, saw Casson, astride a huge horse, signalling him eagerly from his saddle.

Who in hell have you got there? he asked, pushing his horse up to the litter. By God, its Colonel Arran, he added in a modified voice. Is he very bad, Berkley?

I dont know. Cant you stop one of those ambulances, Jack? I want to get him to the surgeons as soon as possible — —

You bet! said Casson, wheeling his horse and displaying the new chevrons of a sergeant. Hey, you black offspring of a yellow whippet! he bellowed to a driver, back out there and be damn quick about it! And he leaned from his saddle, and seizing the leaders by the head, swung them around with a volley of profanity. Then, grinning amiably at Berkley, he motioned the stretcher bearers forward and sat on his horse, garrulously superintending the transfer of the injured man.

Theres an emergency hospital just beyond that clump of trees, he said. Youd better take him there. Golly! but hes hard hit. I guess that bullet found its billet. Theres not much hope when its a belly-whopper. Too bad, aint it? He was a bully old boy of a colonel; we all said so in the dragoons. Only — to hell with those lances of yours, Berkley! What cursed good are they alongside a gun? And I notice your regiment has its carbineers, too — which proves that your lances are no good or you wouldnt have twelve carbines to the troop. Eh? Oh, you bet your boots, sonny. Dont talk lance to me! Its all on account of those Frenchmen on Little Macs staff — —

For Gods sake shut up! said Berkley nervously. I cant stand any more just now.

Oh! said Casson, taken aback, I didnt know you were such cronies with your Colonel. Sorry, my dear fellow; didnt mean to seem indifferent. Poor old gentleman. I guess he will pull through. There are nurses at the front — nice little things. God bless em! Say, dont you want to climb up with the driver?

Berkley hesitated. Do you know where my regiment is? I ought to go back — if theres anybody to look after Colonel Arran — —

Is that your horse?

No — some staff officers, I guess.

Wheres yours?

Dead, said Berkley briefly. He thought a moment, then tied his horse to the tail-board and climbed up beside the driver.

Go on, he said; drive carefully, and he nodded his thanks to
Casson as the team swung north.

The Provost Guard, filing along, carbines on thigh, opened to let him through; and he saw them turning in their saddles to peer curiously into the straw as the ambulance passed.

It was slow going, for the road was blocked with artillery and infantry and other ambulances, but the driver found a lane between guns and caissons and through the dusty blue columns plodding forward toward the firing line; and at last a white hospital tent glimmered under the trees, and the slow mule team turned into a leafy lane and halted in the rear of a line of ambulances which were all busily discharging their mangled burdens. The cries of the wounded were terrible.

Operating tables stood under the trees in the open air; assistants sponged the blood from them continually; the overworked surgeons, stripped to their undershirts, smeared with blood, worked coolly and rapidly in the shade of the oak-trees, seldom raising their voices, never impatient. Orderlies brought water in artillery buckets; ward-masters passed swiftly to and fro; a soldier stood by a pile of severed limbs passing out bandages to assistants who swarmed around, scurrying hither and thither under the quiet orders of the medical directors.

A stretcher was brought; Colonel Arran opened his heavy lids as they placed him in it. His eyes summoned Berkley.

Its all right, he said in the ghost of a voice. Whichever way it turns put, its all right. . . Ive tried to live lawfully. . . . It is better to live mercifully. I think — she — would forgive. . . . Will you?

Yes.

He bent and took the wounded mans hand, in his.

If I knew — if I knew— he said, and his burning eyes searched the bloodless face beneath him.

God? he whispered— if it were true — —

A surgeon shouldered him aside, glanced sharply at the patient, motioned the bearers forward.

Berkley sat down by the roadside, bridle in hand, head bowed in his arms. Beside him his horse fed quietly on the weeds. In his ears rang the cries of the wounded; all around him he was conscious of people passing to and fro; and he sat there, face covered, deadly tired, already exhausted to a stolidity that verged on stupor.

He must have slept, too, because when he sat up and opened his eyes again it was nearly sundown, and somebody had stolen his horse.

A zouave with a badly sprained ankle, lying on a blanket near him, offered him bread and meat that stank; and Berkley ate it, striving to collect his deadened thoughts. After he had eaten he filled the zouaves canteen at a little rivulet where hundreds of soldiers were kneeling to drink or dip up the cool, clear water.

Whats your regment, friend? asked the man.

Eighth New York Lancers.

Lord Amighty! You boys did get cut up some, didnt you?

I guess so. Are you Colonel Craigs regiment?

Yes. We got it, too. Holy Mother — we got it fr fair!

Is your Colonel all right?

Yes. Steve — his son — corporal, 10th Company — was hit.

What!

Yes, sir. Plumb through the collar-bone. He was one of the first to get it. I was turrible sorry for his father — fine old boy! — and he looked like hed drop dead hisself — but, by gosh, friend, when the stretcher took Steve to the rear the old man jest sot them clean-cut jaws o hisn, an kep his gold-wired gig-lamps to the front. An when the time come, he sez in his cam, pleasant way: Boys, sez he, were agoin in. Its a part of the job, sez he, that has got to be done thorough. So, sez he, well jest mosey along kind o quick steppin now, and well do our part like we alus does do it. Forrd — mar-r-rch!

Berkley sat still, hands clasped over his knees, thinking of Stephen, and of Celia, and of the father out yonder somewhere amid the smoke.

Gawd, said the zouave, you got a dirty jab on your cocanut, didnt you?

The bandage had slipped, displaying the black scab of the scarcely healed wound; and Berkley absently replaced it.

Thatll ketch the girls, observed the zouave with conviction.
Damn it, Ive only got a sprained ankle to show my girl.

The wars not over, said Berkley indifferently. Then he got up, painfully, from the grass, exchanged adieux with the zouave, and wandered off toward the hospital to seek for news of Colonel Arran.

It appeared that the surgeons had operated, and had sent the Colonel a mile farther to the rear, where a temporary hospital had been established in a young ladies seminary. And toward this Berkley set out across the fields, the sound of the battle dinning heavily in his aching cars.

As he walked he kept a sullen eye out for his stolen horse, never expecting to see him, and it was with a savage mixture of surprise and satisfaction that he beheld him, bestridden by two dirty malingerers from a New York infantry regiment who rode on the snaffle with difficulty and objurgations and reproached each other for their mutual discomfort.

How they had escaped the Provost he did not know; how they escaped absolute annihilation they did not comprehend; for Berkley seized the bridle, swung the horse sharply, turning them both out of the saddle; then, delivering a swift kick apiece, as they lay cursing, he mounted and rode forward amid enthusiastic approval from the drivers of passing army waggons.

Long since the towering smoke in the west had veiled the sun; and now the sky had become gray and thick, and already a fine drizzling rain was falling, turning the red dust to grease.

Slipping, floundering, his horse bore him on under darkening skies; rain fell heavily now; he bared his hot head to it; raised his face, masked with grime, and let the drops fall on the dark scar that burned under the shifting bandage.

In the gathering gloom eastward he saw the horizon redden and darken and redden with the cannon flashes; the immense battle rumour filled his ears and brain, throbbing, throbbing.

Which way, friend? demanded a patrol, carelessly throwing his horse across Berkleys path.

Orderly to Colonel Arran, 8th New York Lancers, wounded. Is that the hospital, yonder?

Them school buildins, nodded the patrol. Say, is your colonel very bad? Im 20th New York, doin provost. We seen you fellers at White Oak. Jesus! what a wallop they did give us — —

He broke off grimly, turned his horse, and rode out into a soggy field where some men were dodging behind a row of shaggy hedge bushes. And far behind Berkley heard his loud, bullying voice:

Git! you duck-legged, egg-suckin, skunk-backed loafers! Go on, there! Aw, dont yer talk back to me r Ill let m horse bite yer pants off! Back yer go! Forrard! Hump! Hump! Scoot!

Through the heavily falling rain he saw the lighted school buildings looming among the trees; turned into the drive, accounted for himself, gave his horse to a negro with orders to care for it, and followed a ward-master into an open-faced shed where a kettle was boiling over a sheet-iron stove.

The ward-master returned presently, threading his way through a mass of parked ambulances to the shed where Berkley sat on a broken cracker box.

Colonel Arran is very low. I guess youd better not bother him to-night.

Is he — mortally hurt?

Ive seen worse.

He may get well?

Ive seen em get well, said the non-committal ward-master. Then, looking Berkley over: Youre pretty dirty, aint you? Are you— he raised his eyebrows significantly.

Im clean, said Berkley with the indifference habituated to filth.

All right. Theyll fix you up a cot somewhere. If Colonel Arran comes out all right Ill call you. Hes full of opium now.

Did they get the bullet?

Oh, yes. I aint a surgeon, my friend, but I hear a lot of surgeon talk. Its the shock — in a man of his age. The wounds clean, so far — not a thread in it, I hear. Shock — and gangrene — thats what we look out for. . . . Whats the news down by the river?

I dont know, said Berkley.

Dont you know if you got licked?

I dont think we did. Youd hear the firing out here much plainer.

Youre the 8th Cavalry, aint you?

Yes.

They say you got cut up.

Some.

And how about the Zouaves?

Oh, theyre there yet, said Berkley listlessly. Fatigue was overpowering him; he was aware, presently, that a negro, carrying a lantern, was guiding his stumbling steps into a small building where, amid piles of boxes, an army cot stood covered by a blanket. Berkley gave him a crumpled mess of paper money, and he almost expired.

Later the same negro rolled a wooden tub into the room, half filled it with steaming water, and stood in profound admiration of his work, grinning at Berkley.

Is you-all gwine bresh up, suh? he inquired.

Berkley straightened his shoulders with an effort, unbuckled his belt, and slowly began to take off his wet uniform.

The negro aided him respectfully; that wet wad of dollars had done its work profoundly.

Yo is de adjetant ob dis here Ginral ob de Lancers, suh? De po ole Ginral! He done git shot dreffle bad, suh. . . . Jess you lay on de flo, suh, twill I gits yo boots offn yo laigs! Dar! Now jess set down in de tub, suh. I gwine scrub you wif de saddle-soap — Lor, Gord-a-mighty! Who done bang you on de haid dat-a-way? — scrubbing vigorously with the saddle-soap all the while. Spec you is lame an so all over, is you? Now Ise gwine rub you haid, suh; an now Ise gwine dry you haid. He chuckled and rubbed and manipulated, yet became tender as a woman in drying the clipped hair and the scarred temple. And, before Berkley was aware of what he was about, the negro lifted him and laid him on the cot.

Now, he chuckled, Ise gwine shave you. And he fished out a razor from the rear pocket of his striped drill overalls, rubbed the weapon of his race with a proud thumb, spread more soap over Berkleys upturned face, and fell deftly to work, wiping off the accumulated lather on the seat of his own trousers.

Berkley remembered seeing him do it twice; then remembered no more. A blessed sense of rest soothed every bone; in the heavenly stillness and surcease from noise he drifted gently into slumber, into a deep dreamless sleep.

The old negro looked at him, aged face wrinkled in compassion.

Po lil sodger boy, he muttered. Done gib me fo dollahs.
Lor Gor amighty! Spec Mars Linkums men is all richern ole
Miss.

He cast another glance at the sleeping man, then picked up the worn, muddy boots, threw the soiled jacket and breeches over his arm, and shuffled off, shaking his grizzled head.


CHAPTER XVIII
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IT WAS STILL dark when he awoke with a violent start, dreaming of loud trumpets, and found himself sitting upright on his cot, staring into obscurity.

Outside on the veranda a multitude of heavy steps echoed and re-echoed over the creaking boards; spurs clinked, sabres dragged and clanked; a mans harsh, nasal voice sounded irritably at intervals:

Were not an army — were not yet an army; thats whats the matter. You cant erect an army by uniforming and drilling a few hundred thousand clerks and farmers. You cant manufacture an army by brigading regiments — by creating divisions and forming army corps. There is only one thing on Gods long-enduring earth that can transform this mob of State troops into a National army — discipline! — and that takes time; and weve got to take it and let experience kick us out of one battle into another. And some day well wake up to find ourselves a real army, with real departments, really controlled and in actual and practical working order. Now its every department for itself and God help General McClellan! He has my sympathy! He has a dirty job on his hands half done, and they wont let him finish it!

And again the same impatient voice broke out contemptuously:

War? These two years havent been two years of war! Theyve been two years of a noisy, gaudy, rough and tumble! Bull Run was opera bouffe! The rest of it has been one fantastic and bloody carnival! Did anybody ever before see such a grandmothers rag bag of uniforms in an American army! What in hell do we want of zouaves in French uniforms, cavalry, armed with Austrian lances, ridiculous rocket-batteries, Polish riders, Hungarian hussars, grenadiers, mounted rifles, militia and volunteers in every garb, carrying every arm ever created by foreign armourers and military tailors! . . . But I rather guess that the fancy-dress-ball era is just about over. Ive a notion that were coming down to the old-fashioned army blue again. And the sooner the better. I want no more red fezzes and breeches in my commands for the enemy to blaze at a mile away! I want no more picturesque lances. I want plain blue pants and Springfield rifles, by God! And I guess Ill get them, if I make noise enough in North America!

Who this impassioned military critic was, shouting opinions to the sky, Berkley never learned; for presently there was a great jingling and clatter and trample of horses brought around, and the officers, whoever they were, mounted and departed as they had arrived, in darkness, leaving Berkley on his cot in the storehouse to stretch his limbs, and yawn and stretch again, and draw the warm folds of the blanket closer, and lie blinking at the dark, through which, now, a bird had begun to twitter a sweet, fitful salute to the coming dawn.

Across the foot of his couch lay folded an invalids red hospital wrapper; beside his bed stood the slippers. After a few moments he rose, stepped into the slippers, and, drawing on the woolen robe, belted it in about his thin waist. Then he limped out to the veranda.

In the dusk the bird sang timidly. Berkley could just make out the outlines of the nearer buildings, and of tall trees around. Here and there lights burned behind closed windows; but, except for these, the world was black and still; stiller for the deadened stamping of horses in distant unseen stalls.

An unmistakable taint of the hospital hung in the fresh morning air — a vague hint of anaesthetics, of cooking — the flat odour of sickness and open wounds.

Lanterns passed in the darkness toward the stables; unseen shapes moved hither and thither, their footsteps sharply audible. He listened and peered about him for a while, then went back to the store-room, picked his way among the medical supplies, and sat down on the edge of his bed.

A few moments later he became aware of somebody moving on the veranda, and of a light outside; heard his door open, lifted his dazzled eyes in the candle rays.

Are you here, Philip? came a quiet, tired voice. You must wake, now, and dress. Colonel Arran is conscious and wishes to see you.

Ailsa! Good God!

She stood looking at him placidly, the burning candle steady in her hand, her; face very white and thin.

He had risen, standing there motionless in his belted invalids robe with the stencilled S. C. on the shoulder. And now he would have gone to her, hands outstretched, haggard face joyously illumined; but she stepped back with a swift gesture that halted him; and in her calm, unfriendly gaze he hesitated, bewildered, doubting his senses.

Ailsa, dear, is anything wrong?

I think, she said quietly, that we had better not let Colonel Arran see how wrong matters have gone between us. He is very badly hurt. I have talked a little with him. I came here because he asked for you and for no other reason.

Did you know I was here?

I saw you arrive last night — from the infirmary window. . . . I hope your wound is healed, she added in a strained voice.

Ailsa! What has happened?

She shuddered slightly, looked at, him without a shadow of expression.

Let us understand one another now. I havent the slightest atom of — regard — left for you. I have no desire to see you, to hear of you again while I am alive. That is final.

Will you tell me why?

She had turned to go; now she hesitated, silent, irresolute.

Will you tell me, Ailsa?

She said, wearily: If you insist, I can make it plainer, some time. But this is not the time. . . And you had better not ask me at all, Philip.

I do ask you.

I warn you to accept your dismissal without seeking an explanation. It would spare — us both.

I will spare neither of us. What has changed you?

I shall choose my own convenience to answer you, she replied haughtily.

Choose it, then, and tell me when to expect your explanation.

When I send for you; not before.

Are you going to let me go away with that for my answer?

Perhaps.

He hooked his thumbs in his girdle and looked down, considering; then, quietly raising his head:

I dont know what you have found out — what has been told you. I have done plenty of things in my life unworthy of you, but I thought you knew that.

I know it now.

You knew it before. I never attempted to conceal anything.

A sudden blue glimmer made her eyes brilliant. That is a falsehood! she said deliberately. The colour faded from his cheeks, then he said with ashy composure:

I lie much less than the average man, Ailsa. It is nothing to boast of, but it happens to be true. I dont lie.

You keep silent and act a lie!

He reflected for a moment; then:

Hadnt you better tell me?

No.

Then his colour returned, surging, making the scar on his face hideous; he turned, walked to the window, and stood looking into the darkness while the departing glimmer of her candle faded on the wall behind him.

Presently, scraping, ducking, chuckling, the old darky appeared with his boots and uniform, everything dry and fairly clean; and he dressed by lantern light, buckled his belt, drew on his gloves, settled his forage cap, and followed the old man out into the graying dawn.

They gave him some fresh light bread and a basin of coffee; he finished and waited, teeth biting the stem of his empty pipe for which he had no tobacco.

Surgeons, assistant surgeons, contract physicians, ward-masters, nurses, passed and re-passed; stretchers filed into the dead house; coffins were being unloaded and piled under a shed; a constant stream of people entered and left the apothecarys office; the Division Medical Directors premises were besieged. Ambulances continually drove up or departed; files of sick and wounded, able to move without assistance, stood in line, patient, uncomplaining men, bloody, ragged, coughing, burning with fever, weakened for lack of nourishment; many crusted with filth and sometimes with vermin, humbly awaiting the disposition of their battered, half-dead bodies. . . .

The incipient stages of many diseases were plainly apparent among them. Man after man was placed on a stretcher, and hurried off to the contagious wards; some were turned away and directed to other hospitals, and they went without protest, dragging their gaunt legs, even attempting some feeble jest as they passed their wretched comrades whose turns had not yet come.

Presently a hospital servant came and took Berkley away to another
building. The wards were where the schoolrooms had been.
Blackboards still decorated the wall; a half-erased exercise in
Latin remained plainly visible over the rows of cots.

Ailsa and the apothecary stood together in low-voiced conversation by a window. She merely raised her eyes when Berkley entered; then, without giving him a second glance, continued her conversation.

In the heavy, ether-laden atmosphere flies swarmed horribly, and men detailed as nurses from regimental companies were fanning them from helpless patients. A civilian physician, coming down the aisle, exchanged a few words with the ward-master and then turned to Berkley.

You are trooper Ormond, orderly to Colonel Arran?

Yes.

Colonel Arran desires you to remain here at his orders for the present.

Is Colonel Arran likely to recover, doctor?

He is in no immediate danger.

May I see him?

Certainly. He sent for you. Step this way.

They entered another and much smaller ward in which there were very few cots, and from which many of the flies had been driven.

Colonel Arran lay very white and still on his cot; only his eyes turned as Berkley came up and stood at salute.

Sit down, he said feebly. And, after a long silence:

Berkley, the world seems to be coming right. I am grateful that
I — lie here — with you beside me.

Berkleys throat closed; he could not speak; nor did he know what he might have said could he have spoken, for within him all had seemed to crash softly into chaos, and he had no mind, no will, no vigour, only a confused understanding of emotion and pain, and a fierce longing.

Colonel Arrans sunken eyes never left his, watching, wistful, patient. And at last the boy bent forward and rested his elbows on his knees and dropped his face in both hands. Time ebbed away in silence; there was no sound in the ward save the blue flies buzz or the slight movement of some wounded man easing his tortured body.

Philip!

The boy lifted his face from his hands.

Can you forgive me?

Yes, I have. . . . There was only one thing to forgive. I dont count — myself.

I count it — bitterly.

You need not. . . . It was only — my mother — —

I know, my boy. The blade of justice is double-edged. No mortal can wield it safely; only He who forged it. . . . I have never ceased to love — your mother.

Berkleys face became ashen.

Colonel Arran said: Is there punishment more terrible than that for any man?

Presently Berkley drew his chair closer.

I wish you to know how mother died, he said simply. It is your right to know. . . . Because, there will come a time when she and — you will be together again . . . if you believe such things.

I believe.

For a while the murmur of Berkleys voice alone broke the silence. Colonel Arran lay with eyes closed, a slight flush on his sunken cheeks; and, before long, Berkleys hand lay over his and remained there.

The brilliant, ominous flies whirled overhead or drove headlong against the window-panes, falling on their backs to kick and buzz and scramble over the sill; slippered attendants moved softly along the aisle with medicines; once the ward-master came and looked down at Colonel Arran, touched the skin of his face, his pulse, and walked noiselessly away. Berkleys story had already ended.

After a while he said: If you will get well — whatever I am — we two men have in common a memory that can never die. If there were nothing else — God knows whether there is — that memory is enough, to make us live at peace with one another. . . . I do not entirely understand how it is with me, but I know that some things have been washed out of my heart — leaving little of the bitterness — nothing now of anger. It has all been too sad for such things — a tragedy too deep for the lesser passions to meddle with. . . . Let us forgive each other. . . . She will know it, somehow.

Their hands slowly closed together and remained.

Philip!

Sir?

Ailsa is here.

Yes, sir.

Will you say to her that I would like to see her?

For a moment Berkley hesitated, then rose quietly and walked into the adjoining ward.

Ailsa was bending over a sick man, fanning away the flies that clustered around the edge of the bowl from which he was drinking. And Berkley waited until the patient had finished the broth.

Ailsa, may I speak to you a moment?

She had been aware of his entrance, and was not startled. She handed the bowl and fan to an attendant, turned leisurely, and came out into the aisle.

What is it?

Colonel Arran wishes to see you. Can you come?

Certainly.

She led the way; and as she walked he noticed that all the lithe grace, all the youth and spring to her step had vanished. She moved wearily; her body under the gray garb was thin; blue veins showed faintly in temple and wrist; only her superb hair and eyes had suffered no change.

Colonel Arrans eyes opened as she stooped at his bedside and laid her lips lightly on his forehead.

Is there another chair? he asked wearily.

Ailsas glance just rested on Berkley, measuring him in expressionless disdain. Then, as he brought another chair, she seated herself.

You, too, Philip, murmured the wounded man.

Ailsas violet eyes opened in surprise at the implied intimacy between these men whom she had vaguely understood were anything but friends. But she remained coldly aloof, controlling even a shiver of astonishment when Colonel Arrans hand, which held hers, groped also for Berkleys, and found it.

Then with an effort he turned his head and looked at them.

I have long known that you loved each other, he whispered. It is a happiness that God sends me as well as you. If it be His will that I — do not recover, this makes it easy for me. If He wills it that I live, then, in His infinite mercy, He also gives me the reason for living.

Icy cold, Ailsas hand lay there, limply touching Berkleys; the sick mans eyes were upon them.

Philip!

Sir?

My watch is hanging from a nail on the wall. There is a chamois bag hanging with it. Give — it — to me.

And when it lay in his hand he picked at the string, forced it open, drew out a key, and laid it in Berkleys hand with a faint smile.

You remember, Philip?

Yes, sir.

The wounded man looked at Ailsa wistfully.

It is the key to my house, dear. One day, please God, you and Philip will live there. . . . He closed his eyes, groping for both their hands, and retaining them, lay silent as though asleep.

Berkleys palm burned against hers; she never stirred, never moved a muscle, sitting there as though turned to stone. But when the wounded mans frail grasp relaxed, cautiously, silently, she freed her fingers, rose, looked down, listening to his breathing, then, without a glance at Berkley, moved quietly toward the door.

He was behind her a second later, and she turned to confront him in the corridor lighted by a single window.

Will you tell me what has changed you? he said.

Something which that ghastly farce cannot influence! she said, hot faced, eyes brilliant with anger. I loved Colonel Arran enough to endure it — endure your touch — which shames — defiles — which — which outrages every instinct in me!

Breathless, scornful, she drew back, still facing him.

The part you have played in my life! she said bitterly— think it over. Remember what you have been toward me from the first — a living insult! And when you remember — all — remember that in spite of all I — I loved you — stood before you in the rags of my pride — all that you had left me to clothe myself! — stood upright, unashamed, and acknowledged that I loved you!

She made a hopeless gesture.

Oh, you had all there was of my heart! I gave it; I laid it beside my pride, under your feet. God knows what madness was upon me — and you had flung my innocence into my face! And you had held me in your embrace, and looked me in the eyes, and said you would not marry me. And I still loved you!

Her hands flew to her breast, higher, clasped against the full, white throat.

Now, have I not dragged my very soul naked under your eyes? Have I not confessed enough. What more do you want of me before you consent to keep your distance and trouble me no more?

I want to know what has angered you against me, he said quietly.

She set her teeth and stared at him, with beautiful resolute eyes.

Before I answer that, she said, I demand to know why you refused to marry me.

I cannot tell you, Ailsa.

In a white rage she whispered:

No, you dare not tell me! — you coward! I had to learn the degrading reason from others!

He grew deathly white, caught her arms in a grasp of steel, held her twisting wrists imprisoned.

Do you know what you are saying? he stammered.

Yes, I know! Your cruelty — your shame — —

Be silent! he said between his teeth. My shame is my pride! Do you understand!

Outraged, quivering all over, she twisted out of his grasp.

Then go to her! she whispered. Why dont you go to her?

And, as his angry eyes became blank:

Dont you understand? She is there — just across the road! She flung open the window and pointed with shaking anger.

Didnt anybody tell you she is there? Then Ill tell you. Now go to her! You are — worthy — of one another!

Of whom are you speaking — in Gods name! he breathed.

Panting, flushed, flat against the wall, she looked back out of eyes that had become dark and wide, fumbling in the bosom of her gray garb. And, just where the scarlet heart was stitched across her breast, she drew out a letter, and, her fascinated gaze still fixed on him, extended her arm.

He took the crumpled sheets from her in a dazed sort of way, but did not look at them.

Who is there — across the road? he repeated stupidly.

Ask — Miss — Lynden.

Letty!

But she suddenly turned and slipped swiftly past him, leaving him there in the corridor by the open window, holding the letter in his hand.

For a while he remained there, leaning against the wall. Sounds from the other ward came indistinctly — a stifled cry, a deep groan, the hurried tread of feet, the opening or closing of windows. Once a dreadful scream rang out from a neighbouring ward, where a man had suddenly gone insane; and he could hear the sounds of the struggle, the startled orders, the shrieks, the crash of a cot; then the dreadful uproar grew fainter, receding. He roused himself, passed an unsteady hand across his eyes, looked blindly at the letter, saw only a white blurr, and, crushing it in his clenched fist, he went down the kitchen stairs and out across the road.

A hospital guard stopped him, but on learning who he was and that he had business with Miss Lynden, directed him toward a low, one-storied, stone structure, where, under the trees, a figure wrapped in a shawl lay asleep in a chair.

Shes been on duty all night, observed the guard. If youve got to speak to her, go ahead.

Yes, said Berkley in a dull voice, Ive got to speak to her.
And he walked toward her across the dead brown grass.

Lettys head lay on a rough pine table; her slim body, supported by a broken chair, was covered by a faded shawl; and, as he looked down at her, somehow into his memory came the recollection of the first time he ever saw her so — asleep in Cassons rooms, her childish face on the table, the room reeking with tobacco smoke and the stale odour of wine and dying flowers.

He stood for a long while beside her, looking down at the thin, pale face. Then, in pity, he turned away; and at the same moment she stirred, sat up, confused, and saw him.

Letty, dear, he said, coming back, both hands held out to her, I did not mean to rob you of your sleep.

Oh — it doesnt matter! I am so glad— She sat up suddenly, staring at him. The next moment the tears rushed to her eyes.

O — h, she whispered, I wished so to see you. I am so thankful you are here. There is — there has been such — a terrible change — something has happened — —

She rose unsteadily; laid her trembling hand on his arm.

I dont know what it is, she said piteously, but
Ailsa — something dreadful has angered her against me — —

Against you!

Oh, yes. I dont know all of it; I know — partly.

Sleep and fatigue still confused her mind; she pressed both frail hands to her eyes, her forehead:

It was the day I returned from seeing you at Paigecourt. . . . I was deadly tired when the ambulance drove into Azalea; and when it arrived here I had fallen asleep. . . . I woke up when it stopped. Ailsa was sitting here — in this same chair, I think — and I remember as I sat up in the ambulance that an officer was just leaving her — Captain Hallam.

She looked piteously at Berkley.

He was one of the men I have avoided. Do you understand?

No. . . . Was he — —

Yes, he often came to the — Canterbury. He had never spoken to me there, but Ione Carew knew him; and I was certain he would recognise me. . . . I thought I had succeeded in avoiding him, but he must have seen me when I was not conscious of his presence — he must have recognised me.

She looked down at her worn shoes; the tears fell silently; she smoothed her gray gown for lack of employment for her restless hands.

Dear, he said, do you believe he went to Ailsa with his story about you?

Oh, yes, yes, I am sure. What else could it be that has angered her — that drives me away from her — that burns me with the dreadful gaze she turns on me — chills me with her more dreadful silence? . . . Why did he do it? I dont know — oh, I dont know. . . . Because I had never even spoken to him — in those days that I have tried so hard — so hard to forget — —

He said slowly: He is a coward. I have known that for a long time. But most men are. The disgrace lies in acting like one. . . And I — that is why I didnt run in battle. . . . Because, that first day, when they fired on our waggons, I saw him riding in the road behind us. Nobody else suspected him to be within miles. I saw him. And — he galloped the wrong way. And that is why I — did what I did! He shocked me into doing it. . . . But I never before have told a soul. I would not tell even you — but the man, yesterday, put himself beyond the pale. And it can make no difference now, for he carries the mark into his grave.

He shuddered slightly. God forbid I hold him up to scorn. I might, this very moment, be what he is now. No man may know — no man can foretell how he will bear himself in time of stress. I have a sorry record of my own. Battle is not the only conflict that makes men or cowards.

He stood silent, gazing into space. Lettys tears dried as she watched him.

Have you seen — her? she asked tremulously.

Yes.

The girl sighed and looked down.

I am so sorry about Colonel Arran . . . . I believe, somehow, he will get well.

Do you really believe it, Letty?

Yes. The wound is clean. I have seen many recover who were far more dangerously hurt. . . . His age is against him, but I do truly believe he will get well.

He thought a moment. Have you heard about Stephen Craig?

They have telegraphed to his affianced — a Miss Lent. You probably know her. Her brother was killed a day or two ago. Poor little thing! I believe that Miss Lent is coming. Mrs. Craig wishes to take her boy North as soon as he can be moved. And, unless the wound becomes infected, I dont believe he is going to die.

Where is he?

At Paigecourt. Many transports are waiting at the landing. . . . They say that there was another severe engagement near there yesterday, and that our army is victorious. I have heard, also, that we were driven in, and that your regiment lost a great many men and horses . . . I dont know which is true, she added, listlessly picking at her frayed gown; only, as we havent heard the guns to-day, it seems to me that if we had lost the battle wed have Confederate cannon thundering all around us.

That seems reasonable, he admitted absently. . . . Is Dr.
Benton here still?

No, she said softly.

Where is he?

At Paigecourt. I asked him to go because he is the best doctor I ever knew. He came down here to see me; he is not detailed for duty under contract. I asked him to go and see Stephen Craig. He grumbled — and went.

She looked up shyly at Berkley, smiled for the first time, then her pale young face grew beautiful and solemn.

You dear girl, he said impulsively, taking both her hands and kissing them. I am so glad for you — and for him. I knew it would come true.

Yes. But I had to tell him — I started to tell him — and — oh, would you believe how splendid he is! He knew already! He stopped me short — and I never can forget the look in his face. And he said: Child — child! You can tell me nothing I am not already aware of. And I am aware of nothing except your goodness.

I thought I knew Phineas Benton, said Berkley, warmly. He was too upright a character for me to enjoy with any comfort — a few years back. . . . Im trying harder than you ever had to, Letty. You always desired to be decent; I didnt. He shook both her hands heartily.

You deserve every atom of your happiness, you dear, sweet girl! I only wish you were safely out of here and back in the North!

Letty began to cry softly:

Forgive me, please; Im not naturally as tearful as this. I am just tired. Ive done too much — seen too much — and it hasnt hardened me; it has made me like a silly child, ready to sniffle at anything.

Berkley laughed gently.

Why are you crying now, Letty?

B-because they have offered me a furlough. I didnt apply. But Dr. Benton has made me take it. And it almost kills me to go North and leave Ailsa — alone — and so strangely changed toward me — —

She straightened her shoulders resolutely; brushed the tears from her lashes; strove to smile at him.

Shall we walk a little? I am not on duty, you know; and Ive had enough sleep. Theres such a pretty lane along the creek behind the chapel. . . . What are you doing here, anyway? I suppose you are acting orderly to poor Colonel Arran? How splendidly the Lancers have behaved! . . . And those darling Zouaves! — oh, we are just bursting with pride over our Zou-zous — —

They had turned away together, walking slowly through the grove toward a little cart road deep in golden seeded grass which wound down a hollow all moist with ferns and brambles and young trees in heavy leaf.

Her hand, unconsciously, had sought his nestling into it with a confidence that touched him; her pale, happy face turned continually to meet his as she chatted innocently of the things which went to make up the days of life for her, never conscious of herself, or that the artless chatter disclosed anything admirable in her own character. She prattled on at random, sometimes naive, sometimes wistful, sometimes faintly humourous — a brave, clean spirit that was content to take the consequence of duty done — a tender, gentle soul, undeformed amid the sordid horrors that hardened or crippled souls less innocent.

Calm, resourceful, patient, undismayed amid conditions that sickened mature experience to the verge of despair, she went about her business day after day, meeting all requisitions upon her slender endurance without faltering, without even supposing there was anything unusual or praiseworthy in what she did.

She was only one of many women who did full duty through the darkest days the nation ever knew — saints in homespun, martyrs uncanonised save in the hearts of the stricken.

There was a small wooden foot-bridge spanning the brook, with a rough seat nailed against the rail.

One of my convalescents made it for me, she said proudly. He could use only one arm, and he had such a hard time sawing and hammering! and the foolish boy wouldnt let anybody help him.

She seated herself in the cool shade of a water oak, retaining his hand in hers and making room for him beside her.

I wonder, she said, if you know how good you have been to me.
You changed all my life. Do you realise it?

You changed it yourself, Letty.

She sighed, leaned back, dreamy eyed, watching the sun spots glow and wane on the weather-beaten footbridge.

In war time — here in the wards — men seem gentler to women — kinder — than in times of peace. I have stood beside many thousands; not one has been unkind — lacking in deference. . . . A slight smile grew on her lips; she coloured a little, looked up at Berkley, humorously.

It would surprise you to know how many have asked me to marry them. . . . Such funny boys. . . . I scolded some of them and made them write immediately to their sweethearts. . . . The older men were more difficult to manage — men from the West — such fine, simple-natured fellows — just sick and lonely enough to fall in love with any woman who fanned them and brought them lemonade. . . . I loved them all dearly. They have been very sweet to me. . . . Men are good. . . . If a woman desires it. . . . The world is so full of people who dont mean to do wrong.

She bent her head, considering, lost in the retrospection of her naive philosophy.

Berkley, secretly amused, was aware of several cadaverous convalescents haunting the bushes above, dodging the eyes of this pretty nurse whom one and all adored, and whom they now beheld, with jealous misgivings, in intimate and unwarrantable tete-a-tete with a common and disgustingly healthy cavalryman.

Then his weather-tanned features grew serious.

The sunny moments slipped away as the sunlit waters slipped under the bridge; a bird or two, shy and songless in their moulting fever, came to the stream to drink, looking up, bright eyed, at the two who sat there in the mid-day silence. One, a cardinal, ruffled his crimson crest, startled, as Berkley moved slightly.

The Red Birds, he said, half aloud. To me they are the sweetest singers of all. I remember them as a child, Letty.

After a while Letty rose; her thin hand lingered, on his shoulder as she stood beside him, and he got to his feet and adjusted belt and sabre.

I love to be with you, she said wistfully. Its only because I do need a little more sleep that I am going back.

Of course, he nodded. And they retraced their steps together.

He left her at the door of the quaint, one-storied stone building where, she explained, she had a cot.

You will come to see me again before you go back to your regiment, wont you? she pleaded, keeping one hand in both of hers.

Of course I will. Try to get some sleep, Letty. Youre tremendously pretty when youve had plenty of sleep.

They both laughed; then she went indoors and he turned away across the road, under the windows of the ward where Ailsa was on duty, and so around to his store-room dwelling-place, where he sat down on the cot amid the piles of boxes and drew from his pocket the crumpled sheets of the letter that Ailsa had given him.

The handwriting seemed vaguely familiar to him; he glanced curiously down the page; his eyes became riveted; he reddened to the roots of his hair; then he deliberately began at the beginning, reading very carefully.

The letter had been written several weeks ago; it was dated, and signed with Hallams name:

MY DEAR MRS. PAIGE:

Only my solemn sense of duty to all pure womanhood enables me to indite these lines to you; and, by so doing, to invite, nay, to encourage a cruel misunderstanding of my sincerest motives.

But my letter is not dictated by malice or inspired by the natural chagrin which animates a man of spirit when he reflects upon the undeserved humiliation which he has endured from her who was once dearer to him than life itself. Mine is a nature susceptible and sensitive, yet, I natter myself, incapable of harbouring sentiments unworthy of a gentleman and a soldier.

To forgive, to condone, is always commendable in man; but, madam, there is a higher duty men owe to womanhood — to chaste and trusting womanhood, incapable of defending itself from the wiles and schemes which ever are waiting to ensnare it.

It is for this reason, and for this reason alone, that, my suspicions fully aroused, I have been at some pains to verify them. A heart conscious of its moral rectitude does not flinch from the duty before it or from the pain which, unfortunately, the execution of that duty so often inflicts upon the innocent.

Believe me, dear Mrs. Paige, it is a sad task that lies before me. Woman is frail and weak by nature. Mans noblest aspiration can attain no loftier consummation than in the protection of a pure woman against contamination.

Mine becomes the unhappy mission of unmasking two unworthy people whom you, in your innocence and trust, have cherished close to your heart. I speak of the trooper Ormond — whose name I believe you know is Philip Berkley — and, if you now hear it for the first time, it is proof additional of his deceit and perfidy.

The other is Miss Lynden, known, in a certain immoral resort called the Canterbury, as Letty Lynden, or Daisy Lynden.

She was a dancer in the Canterbury Music Hall. I enclose photographs of her in costume, also receipts from her landlady, washing lists, her contract with the Canterbury, all in her own handwriting, and all gathered for me at my request by a New York detective, and forwarded to me here. Among these papers you will find several notes written to her in the spring and summer of 1861 by the trooper Berkley and discovered in her room by her landlady after her departure. A perusal of them is sufficient to leave no doubt concerning the character of this young woman — who, apparently, neglected by the fellow, Berkley, pleaded piteously with him for an interview, and was, as you see, cynically rebuffed.

I enclose, also, an affidavit made by Miss Lyndens landlady that she, Letty, or Daisy Lynden, was commonly understood to be the mistress of Berkley; that he took her from the Canterbury and from her lodgings, paid her board bills, and installed her in rooms at the enclosed address, where she remained until she found employment with a Doctor Benton.

What her relations were with him I do not pretend to know. It is evident, however, that they continue, as he writes to her. It will also be apparent to you that she has not scrupled to continue her relations with the man Berkley.

I will now further prove to you the truth of my assertion concerning this degrading and demoralising condition of affairs.

It came to my knowledge that a certain Arthur Wye, serving in the volunteer artillery, and a certain subaltern in a zouave regiment, were not only intimates of the trooper Berkley, but had also been on dubious terms with the Lynden girl.

Therefore, in company with an agent of the United States Secret Service detailed for the duty by Surgeon-General Hammond at my request, I held a private examination of these two men, and, with some adroitness, succeeded in making them identify the photographs of the Lynden girl, and later, unobserved by her, attempted to make them identify her as she was sitting outside the field hospital. But this they refused to do.

However, that evidence was not necessary. Among her effects, scraps of letters in the waste-basket, etc., which she had imprudently left at her lodgings, were discovered fragments which, when pasted together, showed conclusively that she was on speaking terms at least with the artilleryman, Wye.

This evidence I deem it my duty to lay before you. As a sensitive and chaste woman, gently born, the condition of affairs will horrify you. But the knowledge of them will also enable you to take measures for self-protection, and to clearly understand the measure which I shall now take to rid the Sanitary Service of this abandoned woman, who, as your friend and intimate associate, conceals her true character under the garb of Sainte Ursula, and who continues her intrigues with the trooper Berkley under the very roof that shelters you.

I am, madam, with sincere pain and deepest sympathy and respect,

Obediently your humble servant,
EUGENE HALLAM,
Capt. 8th N. Y. Cav.

He laid the letter and the enclosed papers on the bunk beside him, and sat there thinking.

He knew that the evidence before him had been sufficient to drive Letty from the Sanitary Service. Why had she not been driven? The evidence and the letter were weeks old now. What had prevented their use? And now Hallam was a fugitive — a deserter in the face of the enemy. It was too late for him to work more mischief if he would. But why had he held his hand against Letty?

Sunset found him still sitting there, thinking. The old negro came shuffling in, bringing hot hoe-cake and bacon for his dinner. He ate obediently; later he submitted to the razor and clothes brush, absently pondering the problem that obsessed him: Why had Hallam spared Letty; how could he convey the truth to Ailsa Paige?

At dusk he reported to the ward-master; but Colonel Arran was asleep, and there were no orders for him.

Then, slowly, he went into the adjoining ward. Ailsa was off duty, lying down in her room. His message asking a moments interview was refused.

So he turned away again, head bent, and wandered over to his store-room quarters, pondering the problem before him.


CHAPTER XIX
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A car full of leaf tobacco had been brought in that day, and
Berkley secured a little of it for his pipe.

Seated on the edge of the shaky veranda in the darkness, he filled and lighted his cob pipe and, smoking tranquilly, listened to the distant cannonade which had begun about sundown. Thousands of fire-flies sailed low in the damp swale beyond the store-house, or, clinging motionless to the long wet grass and vines, sparkled palely at intervals. There was no wind. Far on the southern horizon the muttering thunder became heavier and more distinct. From where he sat he could now watch the passage of the great mortar shells through the sky, looking like swiftly moving comets cleaving unfathomable space; then, falling, faster and faster, dropping out of the heights of night, they seemed to leave behind them tracks of fire that lingered on the dazzled retina long after they had disappeared. The explosion of the incendiary shells was even more spectacular; the burning matter of the chemical charge fell from them in showers of clear blue and golden stars, dropping slowly toward the unseen river below.

He could distinguish the majestic thunder of the huge mortars from the roar of the Parrotts; the irregular volleys of musketry had a resonant clang of metal in them like thousands of iron balls dropped on a sheet of tin.

For an hour the distant display of fireworks continued, then the thunder rolled away, deadened to a dull rumour, and died out; and the last lingering spark of Greek fire faded in mid-heaven. A wavering crimson light brightened on the horizon, increasing, deepening. But what it was that had been set on fire he could not guess. Paigecourt lay in that direction.

He extended his booted legs, propped his back against a pillar, and continued smoking carefully and economically to save his fragments of Virginia leaf, deeply absorbed in retrospection.

For the first time he was now certain of the change which time, circumstance, and environment had wrought in himself; he was curiously conscious of the silent growth of a germ which, one day, must become a dictatorial and arbitrary habit — the habit of right thinking. The habit of duty, independent of circumstances, had slowly grown with his military training; mind and body had learned automatically to obey; mind and body now definitely recognised the importance of obedience, were learning to desire it, had begun to take an obscure sort of pride in it. Mind and body were already subservient to discipline. How was it with his other self.

In the human soul there is seldom any real perplexity. Only the body reasons; the soul knows. He knew this now. He knew, too, that there is a greater drill-master than that which was now disciplining his mind and body — the spiritual will — that there is a higher sentiment than the awakened instinct of mental and physical obedience — the occult loyalty of the spirit. And, within him, something was now awaking out of night, slowly changing him, soul and body.

As he sat there, tranquil, pondering, there came a shadowy figure, moving leisurely under the lighted windows of the hospital, directly toward him — a man swinging a lantern low above the grass — and halted beside him in a yellow shaft of light,

Berkley, he said pleasantly; then, to identify himself, lifted the lantern to a level with his face.

Dr. Benton!

Surely — surely. I come from Paigecourt. I left Mrs. Craig and
Stephen about five oclock; I have just left Miss Lynden on duty.
May I sit here beside you, Phil? And, in the first place, how are
you, old fellow?

Perfectly well, doctor. . . . I am glad to see you. . . . It is pleasant to see you. . . . I am well; I really am. You are, too; I can see that. . . . I want to shake hands with you again — to wish you happiness, he added in a low voice. Will you accept my warmest wishes, Dr. Benton?

They exchanged a hard, brief grip.

I know what you mean. Thank you, Phil. . . . I am very happy; I mean that she shall be. Always.

Berkley said: There are few people I really care for. She is among the few.

I have believed so. . . . She cares, deeply, for you. . . . She is right. . . . He paused and glanced over his shoulder at the crimson horizon. What was that shelling about? The gun-boats were firing, too.

I havent any idea. Something is on fire, evidently. I hope it is not Paigecourt.

God forbid!

The doctor looked hard at the fiery sky, but said nothing more.

How is Stephen? asked the younger man earnestly.

Better.

Is he going to get well?

Dr. Benton thought a moment.

He was struck by a conoidal ball, which entered just above the interclavicular notch of the sternum and lodged near the superior angle of the scapula. Assistant Surgeon Jenning, U. S. V., removed the bullet and applied simple dressings. There was a longitudinal groove on the bullet which may have been caused by contact with the bone, but there are no symptoms of injury to the osseous tissue. I hope he will recover entirely. Miss Lent, his affianced, is expected to-night. Arrangements have been made to convey him aboard a Sanitary Commission boat this evening. The sooner he starts North the better. His mother and Miss Lent go with him as nurses.

Berkley drew a quiet breath of relief. I am glad, he said simply. There is fever in the air here.

There is worse, Phil. Theyre fine people, the Craigs. That mother of his stood the brutal shock of the news wonderfully — not a tear, not a tremor. She is a fine woman; she obeyed me, not implicitly, but intelligently. I dont like that kind of obedience as a rule; but it happened to be all right in her case. She has voluntarily turned Paigecourt and all the barns, quarters, farms, and out-buildings into a base hospital for the wounded of either army. She need not have done it; there were plenty of other places. But she offered that beautiful old place merely because it was more comfortable and luxurious. The medical corps have already ruined the interior of the house; the garden with its handsome box hedges nearly two centuries old is a wreck. She has given all the farm horses to the ambulances; all her linen to the medical director; all cattle, sheep, swine, poultry to the hospital authorities; all her cellared stores, wines, luxuries to the wounded. I repeat that she is a fine specimen of American woman — and the staunchest little rebel I ever met.

Berkley smiled, then his bronzed face grew serious in the nickering lantern light.

Colonel Arran is badly hurt. Did you know it?

I do, said the doctor quietly. I saw him just before I came over here to find you.

Would you care to tell me what you think of his chances?

I — dont — know. He is in considerable pain. The wound continues healthy. They give him a great deal of morphia.

Do you — believe — —

I cant yet form an opinion worth giving you. Dillon, the assistant surgeon, is an old pupil of mine. He asked me to look in to-morrow; and I shall do so.

Im very glad. I was going to ask you. But — theres a good deal of professional etiquette in these hospitals — —

Its everywhere, said the doctor, smiling. Then his pleasant, alert face changed subtly; he lifted the lantern absently, softly replaced it on the veranda beside him, and gazed at it. Presently he said:

I came here on purpose to talk to you about another matter. . . . Shall we step inside? Or — he glanced sharply around, lantern held above his head— I guess were better off out here.

Berkley silently assented. The doctor considered the matter in mind for a while, nursing his knees, then looking directly at Berkley:

Phil, you once told roe a deliberate falsehood.

Berkleys face flushed scarlet, and he stiffened in every muscle.

The doctor said: I merely wanted you to understand that I knew it to be a falsehood when you uttered it. I penetrated your motive in telling it, let it go at that, and kept both eyes open — and waited.

Berkley never moved. The painful colour stained the scar on his brow to an ugly purple.

The consequences of which falsehood, continued the doctor, culminated in my asking Miss Lynden to marry me. . . . Ive been thinking — wondering — whether that lie was justifiable. And Ive given up the problem. But I respect your motive in telling it. Its a matter for you to settle privately with yourself and your Maker. Im no Jesuit by nature; but — well — youve played a mans part in the life of a young and friendless girl who has become to me the embodiment of all I care for in woman. And I thank you for that. I thank you for giving her the only thing she lacked — a chance in the world. Perhaps there were other ways of doing it. I dont know. All I know is that I thank you for giving her the chance.

He ceased abruptly, folded Ins arms, and gazed musingly into space.
Then:

Phil, have you ever injured a man named Eugene Hallam, Captain of your troop in the 8th Lancers?

Berkley looked up, startled; and the hot colour began to fade.

What do you know about Captain Hallam? he asked.

Where is he?

Probably a prisoner. He was taken at the cavalry affair which they now call Yellow Run.

You saw him taken by the enemy?

No. I saw him — surrender — or rather, ride toward the enemy, apparently with that design in mind.

Why dont you say that Hallam played the coward — that he deserted his men under fire — was even shot at by his own colonel?

You seem to know about it, said Berkley in a mortified voice. . . . No man is anxious to reflect on his own regiment. That is why I did not mention it.

Yes, I knew it. Your servant, the trooper Burgess, came to Paigecourt in search of you. I heard the detestable details from him. He was one of the detachment that got penned in; he saw the entire performance.

I didnt know Burgess was there, said Berkley. Is he all right?

Wears his left wrist in a sling; Colless fracture; horse fell. Hes a villainous-looking party; I wouldnt trust that fellow with a pewter button. But he seems devoted to you.

Ive never been able to make him out, said Berkley, smiling.

The doctor thought a minute.

I saw two interesting people at Paigecourt. One was Miss Dix, an old friend of mine; the other chanced to be Surgeon General Hammond. They were on a tour of inspection. I hope they liked what they saw.

Did they?

I guess not. . . . Things in the hospitals ought to go better now. Were learning. . . . By the way, you didnt know that Ailsa Paige had been to Paigecourt, did you?

When?

Recently. . . . Shes another fine woman. She never had an illness worse than whooping cough. I know because Ive always been her physician. Normally shes a fine, wholesome woman, Berkley — but she told a falsehood. . . . You are not the only liar south of Dixons damnable Line!

Berkley straightened up as though shot, and the doctor dropped a heavy hand on his shoulder.

The sort of lie you told, Phil, is the kind she told. It doesnt concern you or me; its between her conscience and herself; and its in a good safe place. . . . And now Ill sketch out for you what she did. This — this beast, Hallam, wrote to Miss Dix at Washington and preferred charges against Miss Lynden. . . . Im trying to speak calmly and coherently and without passion, damn it! Dont interrupt me. . . . I say that Hallam sent his written evidence to Miss Dix; and Ailsa Paige learned of it, and learned also what the evidence was. . . . And it was a terrible thing for her to learn, Phil — a damnable thing for a woman to learn.

He tightened his grasp on Berkleys shoulder, and his voice was not very steady.

To believe those charges — that evidence — meant the death of her faith in you. . . . As for the unhappy revelation of what Miss Lynden had been — the evidence was hopelessly conclusive. Imagine what she thought! Any other woman would have sat aloof and let justice brand the woman who had doubly betrayed her. I want you to consider it; every instinct of loyalty, friendship, trust, modesty had apparently been outraged and trampled on by the man she had given her heart to, and by the woman she had made a friend. That was the position in which Ailsa Paige found herself when she learned of these charges, saw the evidence, and was informed by Hallam that he had forwarded his complaint.

His grip almost crushed Berkleys shoulder muscles.

And now Ill tell you what Ailsa Paige did. She went before Miss Dix and told her that there was not one atom of truth in the charges. She accounted for every date specified by saying that Miss Lynden was with her at those times, that she had known her intimately for years, known her family — that it was purely a case of mistaken identity, which, if ever pressed, would bewilder her friend, who was neither sufficiently experienced to understand what such charges meant, nor strong enough to endure the horror and shock if their nature were explained.

She haughtily affirmed her absolute faith in you, avowed her engagement to marry you, pointed to your splendid military record; disdainfully exposed the motive for Hallams action. . . . And she convinced Miss Dix, who, in turn, convinced the Surgeon General. And, in consequence, I can now take my little girl away from here on furlough, thank God! — and thanks to Ailsa Paige, who lied like a martyr in her behalf. And thats what I came here to tell you.

He drew a long, shuddering breath, his hand relaxed on Berkleys shoulder, and fell away.

I dont know to-day what Ailsa Paige believes; but I know what she did for the sake of a young girl. . . . If, in any way, her faith in you has been poisoned, remember what was laid before her, proven in black and white, apparently; remember, more than that, the terrible and physically demoralising strain she has been under in the line of duty. No human mind can remain healthy very long under such circumstances; no reasoning can be normal. The small daily vexations, the wear and tear of nerve tissue, the insufficient sleep and nourishment, the close confinement in the hospital atmosphere, the sights, sounds, odours, the excitement, the anxiety — all combine to distort reason and undermine ones natural equipoise.

Phil, if Ailsa, in her own heart, doubts you as she now doubts Letty, you must understand why. What she did shows her courage, her sweetness, her nobility. What she may believe — or think she believes — is born only of morbid nerves, overworked body, and a crippled power of reasoning. Her furlough is on the way; I did myself the honour to solicit it, and to interest Miss Dix in her behalf. It is high time; the child cannot stand much more. . . . After a good rest in the North, if she desires to return, there is nobody to prevent her . . . unless you are wise enough to marry her. What do you think?

Berkley made no answer. They remained silent for a long time. Then the doctor rose and picked up his lantern; and Berkley stood up, too, taking the doctors outstretched hand.

If I were you, Phil, Id marry her, said Benton. Good-night.
Ill see Colonel Arran in the morning. Good-night, my boy.

Good-night, said Berkley in a dull voice.

Midnight found him pacing the dead sod in front of the veranda, under the stars. One by one the lights in the hospital had been extinguished; a lantern glimmered at the guard-house; here and there an illuminated window cast its oblong of paler light across the grass. Southward the crimson radiance had died out; softened echoes of distant gunshots marked the passing of the slow, dark hours, but the fitful picket firing was now no louder than the deadened stamp of horses in their stalls.

A faint scent of jasmine hung in the air, making it fresher, though no breeze stirred.

He stood for a while, face upturned to the stars, then his head fell. Sabre trailing, he moved slowly out into the open; and, at random, wandered into the little lane that led darkly down under green bushes to Lettys bridge.

It was fresher and cooler in the lane; starlight made the planking of the little foot-bridge visible in the dark, but the stream ran under it too noiselessly for him to hear the water moving over its bed of velvet sand.

A startled whippoorwill flashed into shadowy night from the rail as he laid his hand upon it, and, searching for the seat which Lettys invalid had built for her, he sank down, burying his head in his hands.

And, as he sat there, a vague shape, motionless in the starlight, stirred, moved silently, detaching itself from the depthless wall of shadow.

There was a light step on the grass, a faint sound from the bridge. But he heard nothing until she sank down on the flooring at his feet and dropped her head, face downward, on his knees.

As in a dream his hands fell from his eyes — fell on her shoulders, lay heavily inert.

Ailsa?

Her feverish face quivered, hiding closer; one small hand searched blindly for his arm, closed on his sleeve, and clung there. He could feel her slender body tremble at intervals, under his lips, resting on her hair, her breath grew warm with tears.

She lay there, minute after minute, her hand on his sleeve, slipping, tightening, while her tired heart throbbed out its heavy burden on his knees, and her tears fell under the stars.

Fatigued past all endurance, shaken, demoralised, everything in her was giving way now. She only knew that he had come to her out of the nights deathly desolation — that she had crept to him for shelter, was clinging to him. Nothing else mattered in the world. Her weary hands could touch him, hold fast to him who had been lost and was found again; her tear-wet face rested against his; the blessed surcease from fear was benumbing her, quieting her, soothing, relaxing, reassuring her.

Only to rest this way — to lie for the moment unafraid — to cease thinking, to yield every sense to heavenly lethargy — to forget — to forget the dark worlds sorrows and her own.

The high planets shed their calm light upon her hair, silvering her slender neck and the hand holding to his sleeve, and the steel edge of his sabre hilt, and a gilded button at his throat. And all else lay in shadow, wrapping them close together in obscurity.

At times he thought she was asleep, and scarcely moving, bent nearer; but always felt the nervous closing of her fingers on his sleeve.

And at last sleep came to her, deadening every sense. Cautiously he took her hand; the slim fingers relaxed; body and limbs were limp, senses clouded, as he lifted her in his arms and rose.

Dont — go, she murmured drowsily.

No, dear.

Through the darkness, moving with infinite care, he bore her under the stars and stepped noiselessly across the veranda, entered, and laid her on his cot.

Philip, she murmured.

But he whispered to her that she must sleep, that he would be near her, close to her. And she sighed deeply, and her white lids closed again and rested unstirring on her pallid cheeks.

So she slept till the stars faded, then, awaking, lifted her head, bewildered, drawing her hand from his; and saw the dawn graying his face where he sat beside her.

She sat up, rigid, on the blanket, the vivid colour staining her from throat to brow; then memory overwhelmed her. She covered her eyes with both arms and her head dropped forward under the beauty of her disordered hair.

Minute succeeded minute; neither spoke nor moved. Then, slowly, in silence, she looked up at him and met his gaze. It was her confession of faith.

He could scarcely hear her words, so tremulously low was the voice that uttered them.

Dr. Benton told me everything. Take me back. The world is empty without you. Ive been through the depths of it — my heart has searched it from the ends to the ends of it. . . . And finds no peace where you are not — no hope — no life. All is desolation without you. Take me back.

She stretched out her hands to him; he took them, and pressed them against his lips; and looking across at him, she said:

Love me — if you will — as you will. I make no terms; I ask none. Teach me your way; your way is mine — if it leads to you; all other paths are dark, all other ways are strange. I know, for I have trodden them, and lost myself. Only the path you follow is lighted for me. All else is darkness. Love me. I ask no terms.

Ailsa, I can offer none.

I know. You have said so. That is enough. Besides, if you love me, nothing else matters. My life is not my own; it is yours. It has always been yours — only I did not know how completely. Now I have learned. . . . Why do you look at me so strangely? Are you afraid to take me for yourself? Do you think I do not know what I am saying? Do you not understand what the terror of these days without you has done to me? The inclination which lacked only courage lacks it no longer. I know what you have been, what you are. I ask nothing more of life than you.

Dear, he said, do you understand that I can never marry you?

Yes, she said steadily. I am not afraid.

In the silence the wooden shutter outside the window swung to with a slam in the rising breeze which had become a wind blowing fitfully under a wet gray sky. From above the roof there came a sudden tearing sound, which at first he believed to be the wind. It increased to a loud, confusing, swishing whistle, as though hundreds of sabres were being whirled in circles overhead.

Berkley rose, looking upward at the ceiling as the noise grew in volume like a torrent of water flowing over rocks.

Ailsa also had risen, laying one hand on his arm, listening intently.

What is it? she breathed.

It is the noise made by thousands of bullets streaming through the air above us. It sounds like that in the rifle-pits. Listen!

The strange, bewildering sound filled the room. And now, as the wind shifted, the steady rattle of musketry became suddenly audible. Another sound, sinister, ominous, broke on their ears, the clang of the seminary bell.

Is it an attack on this place? she asked anxiously. What can we do? There are no troops here! I — I must go to my sick boys — —

Her heart stood still as a cannon thundered, followed by the fearful sound of the shell as it came tearing toward them. As it neared, the noise grew deafening; the air vibrated with a rushing sound that rose to a shriek.

Ailsas hands grasped his arm; her ears seemed bursting with the abominable sound; pain darted through her temples, flashing into agony as a heavy jar shook the house, followed by a dazzling light and roar.

Boom! Boom! came the distant, sullen thunder, followed by the unmistakable whir of a Parrott shell. Suddenly shrapnel shells began to come over, screaming, exploding, filling the air with the rush and clatter of bullets.

Lie down, he said. You cant go out in this. It will veer off in a few moments, when they find out that theyre shelling our hospitals.

Ive got to go, she repeated; my boys wont understand why I dont come.

She turned and opened the door; he caught her in his arms, and she looked up and kissed him.

Good-bye, dear, she whispered. You mustnt detain me — —

You shall not go outside — —

Ive got to. Be reasonable, dear. My sick are under fire.

The bugle was sounding now; his arms fell from her waist; she smiled at him, stepped outside, and started to run; and found him keeping pace between her and the west.

You should not do that! she panted, striving to pass him, but he kept his body in line with the incoming missiles. Suddenly he seized her and dropped flat with her as a shell plunged downward, exploding in a white cloud laced with flame through which the humming fragments scattered.

As they rose to their knees in the dust they saw men gathering — soldiers of all arms, infantry, dismounted cavalrymen, hospital guards, limping convalescents, officers armed with rifles, waggon drivers, negroes.

Theyre attacking our works at Cedar Springs, said an officer wearing one hand in a sling. This hospital is in a bad place.

Ailsa clapped both hands over her ears as a shell blew up at the angle of an outhouse and the ground rocked violently; then, pale but composed, she sprang inside the hospital door and ran for her ward.

It was full of pungent smoke; a Parrott shell had passed through a window, carrying everything away in its path, and had burst, terrifying the sick men lying there, but not injuring anybody.

And now a flare of light and a crash outside marked the descent of another shell. The confusion and panic among the wounded was terrible; ward-masters, nurses, surgeons, ran hither and thither, striving to quiet the excited patients as shell after shell rushed yelling overhead or exploded with terrific force, raining its whirring iron fragments over roof and chimney.

Ailsa, calm and collected in the dreadful crisis, stood at the end of the ward, directing the unnerved stretcher bearers, superintending the carrying out of cots to the barns, which stood in the shelter of the rising ground along the course of the little stream.

Letty appeared from the corridor behind her; and Ailsa smiled and kissed her lightly on the cheek; and the blood came back to the girls face in a passion of gratitude which even the terror of death could not lessen or check.

Ailsa — darling— she whispered; then shuddered in the violence of an explosion that shattered the window-glass beside her,

Were taking them to the old barns, Letty, said Ailsa, steadying her voice. Will you take charge here while I go to Colonel Arran?

Theyve taken him out, whispered Letty. That ward is on fire. Everybody is out. W-what a cruel thing for our boys! Some of them were getting well! Can you come now?

As soon as they carry out young Spencer. Hes the last. . . . Look from the window! Theyre trying to put out the fire with water in buckets. O — h! as a shell struck and the flame flashed out through a geyser of sand and smoke.

Come, murmured Letty. I will stay if there is anything to stay for — —

No, dear; we can go. Give me your hand; this smoke is horrible.
Everything is on fire, I think. . . . Hurry, Letty!

She stumbled, half suffocated, but Letty kept her hand fast and guided her to the outer air.

A company of cavalry, riding hard, passed in a whirlwind of dust. After them, clanking, thudding, pounding, tore a battery, horses on a dead run,

The west wing of the seminary was on fire; billows of sooty smoke rolled across the roof and blew downward over the ground where the forms of soldiers could be seen toiling to and fro with buckets.

Infantry now began to arrive, crowding the main road on the double quick, mounted officers cantering ahead. Long lines of them were swinging out east and west across the country, where a battery went into action wrapped in torrents of smoke.

Bullets swarmed, singing above and around in every key, and the distracting racket of the shrapnel shells became continuous.

Ailsa and Letty ran, stooping, into the lane where the stretchers were being hurried across the little footbridge. As they crossed they saw a dead artilleryman lying in the water, a crimson thread wavering from his head to the surface. It was Arthur Wye; and Letty knew him, and halted, trembling; but Ailsa called to her in a frightened voice, for, confused by the smoke, they had come out in the rear of a battery among the caissons, and the stretchers had turned to the right, filing down into the hollow where the barns stood on the edge of a cedar grove.

Already men were hard at work erecting hospital tents; the wounded lay on their stretchers, bloodless faces turned to the sky, the wind whipping their blankets and uncovering their naked, emaciated bodies. The faces of the dead had turned black.

Good God! said Dr. Benton as Letty and Ailsa came up, out ofbreath, weve got to get these sick men under shelter! Can you two girls keep their blankets from blowing away?

They hurried from cot to cot, from mattress to mattress, from one heap of straw to another, from stretcher to stretcher, deftly replacing sheet and blanket, tucking them gently under, whispering courage, sometimes a gay jest or smiling admonition to the helpless men, soothing, petting, reassuring.

The medical director with his corps of aides worked furiously to get up the big tents. The smoke from the battery blew east and south, flowing into the hollow in sulphurous streams; the uproar from the musketry was terrific.

Ailsa, kneeling beside a stretcher to tuck in the blankets, looked up over her shoulder suddenly at Letty.

Where did they take Colonel Arran?

I dont know, dear.

Ailsa rose from her knees and looked around her through the flying smoke; then she got wearily to her feet and began to make inquiries. Nobody seemed to know anything about Colonel Arran.

Anxious, she threaded her way through the stretchers and the hurrying attendants, past the men who were erecting the tents, looking everywhere, making inquiries, until, under the trees by the stream, she saw a heap of straw on which a man was dying.

He died as she came up — a big, pallid, red-headed zouave, whose blanket, soaked with blood, bore dreadful witness of his end.

A Sister of Charity rose as though dazed.

I could not stop the hemorrhage, she said in her soft, bewildered voice.

Together they turned back toward the mass of stretchers, moving with difficulty in the confusion. Letty, passing, glanced wanly at the Sister, then said to Ailsa:

Colonel Arran is in the second barn on the hay. I am afraid he is dying.

Ailsa turned toward the barns and hurried across the trampled sod.

Through the half light within she peered about her, moving carefully among the wounded stretched out on the fragrant hay.

Colonel Arran lay alone in the light of a window high under the eaves.

Oh, here you are! she said gaily. I hear most most splendid things about you. I— she stopped short, appalled at the terrible change that was coming over his face.

I want to see — Phil— he whispered.

Yes — yes, I will find him, she said soothingly; I will go immediately and find him.

His head was moving slowly, monotonously, from side to side.

I want to see my boy, he murmured. He is my son. I wish you to know it — my only son.

He lifted his brilliant eyes to Ailsa.

Twice he strove to speak, and could not, and she watched him, stunned.

He made the supreme effort.

Philip! he gasped; our son! My little son! My little, little boy! I want him, Ailsa, I want him near me when I die!


CHAPTER XX
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THEY TOLD HER that Berkley had gone up the hill toward the firing line.

On the windy hill-top, hub deep in dry, dead grass, a section of a battery was in action, the violent light from the discharges lashing out through the rushing vapours which the wind flattened and drove, back into the hollow below so that the cannoneers seemed to be wading waist deep in fog.

The sick and wounded on their cots and stretchers were coughing and gasping in the hot mist; the partly erected tents had become full of it. And now the air in the hollow grew more suffocating as fragments of burning powder and wadding set the dead grass afire, and the thick, strangling blue smoke spread over everything.

Surgeons and assistants were working like beavers to house their patients; every now and then a bullet darted into the vale with an evil buzz, rewounding, sometimes killing, the crippled. To add to the complication and confusion, more wounded arrived from the firing line above and beyond to the westward; horses began to fall where they stood harnessed to the caissons; a fine, powerful gun-team galloping back to refill its chests suddenly reared straight up into annihilation, enveloped in the volcanic horror of a shell, so near that Ailsa, standing below in a clump of willows, saw the flash and smoke of the cataclysm and the flying disintegration of dark objects scattering through the smoke.

Far away on the hillside an artilleryman, making a funnel of his hands, shouted for stretchers; and Ailsa, repeating the call, managed to gather together half a dozen overworked bearers and start with them up through the smoke.

Deafened, blinded, her senses almost reeling under the nerve-shattering crash of the guns, she toiled on through the dry grass, pausing at the edge of charred spaces to beat out the low flames that leaped toward her skirts.

There was a leafy hollow ahead, filled with slender, willow-trees, many of them broken off, shot, torn, twisted, and splintered. Dead soldiers lay about under the smoke, their dirty shirts or naked skin visible between jacket and belt; to the left on a sparsely wooded elevation, the slope of which was scarred, showing dry red sand and gravel, a gun stood, firing obliquely across the gully into the woods. Long, wavering, irregular rings of smoke shot out, remaining intact and floating like the rings from a smokers pipe, until another rush and blast of flame scattered them.

The other gun had been dismounted and lay on its side, one wheel in the air, helpless, like some monster sprawling with limbs stiffened in death. Behind it, crouched close, squatted some infantry soldiers, firing from the cover of the wreckage. Behind every tree, every stump, every inequality, lay infantry, dead, wounded, or alive and cautiously firing. Several took advantage of the fallen battery horses for shelter. Only one horse of that gun-team remained alive, and the gunners had lashed the prolonge to the trail of the overturned cannon and to the poor horses collar, and were trying to drag the piece away with the hope of righting it.

This manoeuvre dislodged the group of infantry soldiers who had taken shelter there, and, on all fours, they began crawling and worming and scuffling about among the dead leaves, seeking another shelter from the pelting hail of lead.

There was nothing to be seen beyond the willow gully except smoke, set grotesquely with phantom trees, through which the enemys fusillade sparkled and winked like a long level line of fire-flies in the mist.

The stretcher bearers crept about gathering up the wounded who called to them out of the smoke. Ailsa, on her knees, made her way toward a big cavalryman whose right leg was gone at the thigh.

She did what she could, called for a stretcher, then, crouching close under the bank of raw earth, set her canteen to his blackened lips and held it for him.

Dont be discouraged, she said quietly, theyll bring another stretcher in a few moments. Ill stay here close beside you until they come.

The cavalryman was dying; she saw it; he knew it. And his swollen lips moved.

Dont waste time with me, he managed to say.

Then — will you lie very still and not move?

Yes; only dont let the horse step on me.

She drew her little note-book and pencil from the pocket of her gown and gently lowered her head until one ear was close to his lips.

What is your name and regiment?

His voice became suddenly clear.

John Casson — Egertons Dragoons. . . . Mrs. Henry Casson, Islip, Long Island. My mother is a widow; I dont — think she — can — stand — —

Then he died — went out abruptly into eternity.

Beside him, in the grass, lay a zouave watching everything with great hollow eyes. His body was only a mass of bloody rags; he had been shot all to pieces, yet the bleeding heap was breathing, and the big sunken eyes patiently watched Ailsas canteen until she encountered his unwinking gaze. But the first swallow he took killed him, horribly; and Ailsa, her arms drenched with blood, shrank back and crouched shuddering under the roots of a shattered tree, her consciousness almost deserting her in the roaring and jarring and splintering around her. She saw more stretcher bearers in the smoke, stooping, edging their way — unarmed heroes of many a field who fell unnoted, died unrecorded on the rolls of glory.

A lieutenant of artillery, powder-blackened, but jaunty, called down to her from the bank above:

Look out, little lady. Were going to try to limber up, and we dont want to drop six horses and a perfectly good gun on top of you!

Somebody seized her arm and dragged her across the leaves; and she struggled to her knees, to her feet, turned, and started to run.

This way, said Berkleys voice in her ear; and his hand closed on hers.

Phil — help me — I dont know where I am!

I do. Run this way, under the crest of the hill. . . . Dr. Connor told me that you had climbed up here. This isnt your place! Are you stark mad?

They ran on westward, panting, sheltered by the grassy crest behind which soldiers lay firing over the top of the grass — long lines of them, belly flattened to the slope, dusty blue trousers hitched up showing naked ankles and big feet pendant. Behind them, swords drawn, stood or walked their officers, quietly encouraging them or coolly turning to look at Ailsa and Berkley as they hurried past.

In a vast tobacco field to their left, just beyond a wide cleft in the hills, a brigade of cavalry was continually changing station to avoid shell fire. The swallow-tailed national flags, the yellow guidons with their crossed sabres, the blue State colours, streamed above their shifting squadrons as they trotted hither and thither with the leisurely precision of a peaceful field day; but here and there from the trampled earth some fallen horse raised its head in agony; here and there the plain was dotted with dark heaps that never stirred.

The wailing flight of bullets streamed steadily overhead, but, as they descended, the whistling, rushing sound grew higher and fainter. They could see, on the plain where the cavalry was manoeuvring, the shells bursting in fountains of dirt, the ominous shrapnel cloud floating daintily above.

Far away through the grassy cleft, on wooded hillsides, delicately blue, they could see the puff of white smoke shoot out from among the trees where the Confederate batteries were planted, then hear the noise of the coming shell rushing nearer, quavering, whistling into a long-drawn howl as it raced through the gray clouds overhead.

While he guided her among the cedars at the base of the hill, one arm around her body to sustain her, he quietly but seriously berated her for her excursion to the firing line, telling her there was no need of it, no occasion for anybody except the bearers there; that Dr. Connor was furious at her and had said aloud that she had little common-sense.

Ailsa coloured painfully, but there was little spirit left in her, and she walked thankfully and humbly along beside him, resting her cheek, against his shoulder.

Dont scold me; I really feel half sick, Phil. . . . From where did you come? she added timidly.

From the foot bridge. They wanted a guard set there. I found half a dozen wounded men who could handle a musket. Lord, but the rebels came close to us that time! When we heard those bullets they were charging the entire line of our works. I understand that weve driven them all along the line. It must be so, judging from the sound of the firing.

Did our hospital burn?

Only part of one wing. Theyre beginning to move back the wounded already. . . . Now, dear, will you please remain with your superiors and obey orders? he added as they came out along the banks of the little stream and saw the endless procession of stretchers recrossing the foot bridge to the left.

Yes. . . . I didnt know. I saw part of a battery blown up; and a soldier stood on the hill and shouted for stretchers. There was nobody else to start them off, so I did it.

He nodded. Wait here, dear. I will run over and ask Dr. Connor whether they have moved Colonel Arran — —

Colonel Arran! Oh, Philip! I forgot to tell you— She clutched his arm in her excitement, and he halted, alarmed.

Has anything happened to him? he demanded.

He asked for you.

Is he worse?

I fear so.

Dying?

Phil — I am afraid so. He — he — thinks that you are his son!

W-what are you saying! he stammered: What are you trying to tell me, Ailsa?

Phil — my darling! — dont look that way! she exclaimed, frightened.

What way? He laughed as though crazed. Where is he? Do you know? I want to see him. You better let me see him.

Ill go with you, Phil; Ill be close beside you. You mustnt become so terribly excited; I didnt know what I was saying; I think he is delirious — —

Where is he? I cant endure this much longer, he kept repeating in a vacant way as they forced a path among the litters and ambulances, and came out through the smoke blowing from a pile of debris that lay where the east wing of the seminary had once stood. Charred and battered, every window smashed, and the blackened rafters of the roof still smouldering, the east wing rose before them, surrounded by the wounded.

A surgeon told them that Colonel Arran had been carried out of the barn, but to what place he did not know. Letty with Dr. Benton passed them by the stables, but they knew only that Colonel Arran, lying on a litter, had been placed in an ambulance which had started for Azalea Court House.

This was confirmed by Dr. Connor, who came hurrying by and who halted to scowl heartily at Ailsa.

No more of that! he said roughly. When I want a nurse on the firing line Ill detail her. Ive sent two hundred invalids to the landing, and I wanted you to go with them and when I looked around for you I saw you kiting for the line of battle! Thats all wrong, Mrs. Paige! Thats all wrong! You look sick anyway. Are you?

No. Ill go now, if youll let me, Dr. Connor.

How are you going to get there? I havent another ambulance to send — not a horse or a mule — —

I — Ill walk, she said with a sob in her throat. I am fearfully sorry — and ashamed — —

There, there, muttered Dr. Connor, I didnt mean all I said. It was a brave thing to do — not that your pluck mitigates the offence! Be a little more considerate; think a little faster; dont take to your legs on the first impulse. Some fool told me youd been killed — and that made — made me — most damnably angry! he burst out with a roar to cover the emotion working at his mouth and eyes.

He seized Ailsas hand and shook it vigorously.

Excuse my profanity. I cant avoid it when I think of you — dead! There, there. Im an old fool and youre a — younger one. See if you can find somebody to take you to Azalea. I want that batch of invalids carefully watched. Besides, theres a furlough there for you. Dont say one word! Youre not well, I tell you. I had to send those invalids back; the place here is atrociously crowded. Try to find some way of getting to the landing. And take care of your pretty little self for Gods sake!

She promised, shook hands with him again, disengaged herself from the crowd around her, turned about to search for Berkley, and caught sight of him near the stables, saddling his horse. He buckled the last strap as she came up; turned a blank gaze on her, and did not appear to comprehend her question for a moment. Then, nodding in a dazed way, he lifted her to the saddle in front, swung up behind her, passed one arm around her waist, gathered bridle, and edged his way carefully through the crowd out into the road.

The 3rd Zouaves in heavy marching order filled the road with their scarlet column, moving steadily southward; and Ailsa, from her perch on the saddle, called to Colonel Craig and Major Lent, stretching out her hot little hand to them as she passed.

Engineers blocked their progress farther on, then Wisconsin infantry, young giants in blue, swinging forward in their long loose-limbered stride; then an interminable column of artillery, jolting slowly along, the grimy gunners swaying drowsily on their seats, officers nodding half asleep in their saddles.

Philip, she ventured timidly.

Yes.

Is there — anything — you wish to tell me? Anything that
I — perhaps — have a faint shadow of a right to know?

For a long time they rode in silence, her question unanswered. A narrow cart road — less of a road than a lane — led east. He turned his horse into it.

For a moment no sound broke the silence save the monotonous clank of his sabre and the creak of girth and saddle.

Ailsa!

Yes, Phil.

Move closer; hold very tight to me; clasp both arms around my neck. . . . Are you seated firmly?

Yes, Phil.

He encircled her slender body with his right arm and, shaking out the bridle, launched his horse at a gallop down the sandy lane. Her breath and his mingled as they sped forward; the wind rushed by, waving the foliage on either hand; a steady storm of sand and gravel rained rattling through the bushes as the spurred horse bounded forward, breaking into a grander stride, thundering on through the gathering dusk.

Swaying, cradled in his embrace, her lips murmured his name, or, parted breathless, touched his, as the exquisitely confused sense of headlong speed dimmed her senses to a happy madness.

Trees, bushes, fences flew past and fled away behind in the dusk. It seemed to her as though she was being tossed through space locked in his arms; infinite depths of shadow whirled and eddied around her; limitless reaches, vistas unfathomable stretched toward outer chaos into which they were hurled, unseeing, her arms around his neck, her soft face on his breast.

Then a lantern flashed; voices sounded in far-off confusion; more lanterns twinkled and glimmered; more voices broke in on their heavenly isolation.

Was the divine flight ended?

Somebody said: Colonel Arran is here, and is still alive, but his mind is clouding. He says he is waiting for his son to come.

Dizzy, burning hot, half blinded, she felt herself swung out of space onto the earth again, through a glare of brightness in which Celias face seemed to be framed, edged with infernal light. . . . And another face, Camillas, was there in the confusing brilliancy; and she reeled a little, embraced, held hot and close; and in her dulled ears drummed Celias voice, murmuring, pitying, complaining, adoring:

Honey-bell — Oh, my little Honey-bud! I have you back in my ams, and I have my boy, and Im vey thankful to my Heavenly Master — I certainly am, Honey-bee! — fo His goodness and His mercy which He is showing evey day to me and mine.

And Camillas pale face was pressed against her hot cheeks and the girls black sleeve of crape encircled her neck.

She whispered: I — I try to think it reconciles me to losing Jimmy.
. . . War gave me Stephen. . . . Yet — oh, I cannot understand why
Gods way must sometimes be the way of battle!

Ailsa saw and heard and understood, yet, all around her fell an unreal light — a terrible fiery radiance, making voices the voices, of phantoms, forms the outlines of ghosts.

Through an open door she saw a lamp-lit room where her lover knelt beside a bed — saw a mans arm reach feebly toward him — and saw no more. Everything wavered and dazzled and brightened into rainbow tints around her, then to scarlet; then velvety darkness sprang up, through which she fell into swift unconsciousness.

One of the doctors, looking at her as she lay on the hospital cot, dropped his hand gravely on her thin wrist.

You cannot tell me anything that I dont know about Mrs. Paige, he said wearily. This is a complete breakdown. Its come just in time, too, that girl has been trying to kill herself. I understand that her furlough has arrived. Youd better get her North on the next transport. I guess that our angels are more popular in our hospitals just now than they would be tuning little gilt harps aloft. We cant spare em, Mrs. Craig, and I guess the Most High can wait a little longer.

Doctor, ward-master, apothecary, and nurses stood looking down at the slim, fever-flushed shape moving restlessly on the cot — babbling soft inconsequences, staring out of brilliant eyes at nothing.

The doctor whispered to the apothecary, and his gesture dismissed those who stood around her waiting in silence.


CHAPTER XXI

[image: img237.jpg]

EARLY IN OCTOBER the Union Cavalry began their favourite pastime of chasing Stuart. General Pleasanton with a small force and a horse battery began it, marching seventy-eight miles in twenty-four hours; but Stuart marched ninety in the same time. He had to.

About ten oclock in the morning of October tenth, General Buford, chief of cavalry, set the 6th Pennsylvania Lancers galloping after Stuart. Part of the 1st Maine Cavalry joined the chase; but Stuart flourished his heels and cantered gaily into Pennsylvania to the amazement and horror of that great State, and to the unbounded mortification of the Union army. He had with him the 1st, 3d, 4th, 5th and 9th Virginia Cavalry; the 7th and 9th North Carolina, and two Legions; and after him went pelting the handful that McClellan could mount. A few tired troopers galloped up to Whitens Ford just as Stuart crossed in safety; and the gain of chasing Stuart was over. Never had the efficiency of the Union Cavalry been at such a low ebb; but it was low-water mark, indeed, and matters were destined to mend after a history of nearly two years of neglect, disorganisation, and misuse.

Bayard took over the cavalry south of Washington; Pleasanton collected the 6th Regulars, the 3d Indiana, the 8th New York, the 8th Pennsylvania, and the 8th Illinois, and started in to do mischief with brigade head-quarters in the saddle.

The 8th New York went with him, but the 8th New York Lancers, reorganising at Orange Hill, were ordered to recruit the depleted regiment to twelve companies.

In August, Berkleys ragged blue and yellow jacket had been gaily embellished with brand-new sergeants chevrons; at the Stone Bridge where the infantry recoiled his troop passed over at a gallop.

The War Department, much edified, looked at the cavalry and began to like it. And it was ordered that every cavalry regiment be increased by two troops, L and M. Which liberality, in combination with Colonel Arrans early reports concerning Berkleys conduct, enabled the company tailor to sew a pair of lieutenants shoulder-straps on Berkleys soiled jacket.

But there was more than that in store for him; it was all very well to authorise two new troops to a regiment, but another matter to recruit them.

Colonel Arran, from his convalescent couch in the North, wrote to
Governor Morgan; and Berkley got his troop, and his orders to go to
New York and recruit it. And by the same mail came the first
letter Ailsa had been well enough to write him since her transfer
North on the transport Long Branch.

He read it a great many times; it was his only diversion while awaiting transportation at the old Hygeia Hotel, where, in company with hundreds of furloughed officers, he slept on the floors in his blanket; he read it on deck, as the paddle-wheeled transport weighed anchor, swung churning under the guns of the great Fortress — so close that the artillerymen on the water-battery could have tossed a biscuit aboard — and, heading north-east, passed out between the capes, where, seaward, the towering black sides of a sloop of war rose, bright work aglitter, smoke blowing fitfully from her single funnel.

At Alexandria he telegraphed her: Your letter received, I am on my way North, and signed it with a thrill of boyish pride: Philip O. Berkley-Arran, Capt. Cavalry, U. S. V.

To his father he sent a similar telegram from the Willard in Washington; wasted two days at the State, War, and Navy for an audience with Mr. Stanton, and finally found himself, valise in hand, waiting among throngs of officers of all grades, all arms of the service, for a chance to board his train.

And, as he stood there, he felt cotton-gloved fingers fumbling for the handle of his valise, and wheeled sharply, and began to laugh.

Where the devil did you come from, Burgess? Did they give you a furlough?

Yes, Captain.

Well, you got more than I. Whats the matter; do you want to carry my bag?

Yes, sir.

You dont have to.

No, Captain. . . . If you dont object, sir, Ill carry it.

They found seats together; Philip, amused, tried to extract from Burgess something besides the trite and obvious servants patter — something that might signify some possibility of a latent independence — the germ of aspiration. And extracted nothing. Burgess had not changed, had not developed. His ways were Philips ways; his loftier flights mounted no higher toward infinity than the fashions prevailing in the year 1862, and their suitability to his masters ultimate requirements.

For his regiment, for its welfare, its hopes, its glory, he apparently cared nothing; nor did he appear to consider the part he had borne in its fluctuating fortunes anything to be proud of.

Penned with the others in the brush field, he had done stolidly what his superiors demanded of him; and it presently came out that the only anxiety that assailed him was when, in the smoke of the tangled thickets, he missed his late master.

Well, what do you propose to do after the regiment is mustered out? inquired Philip curiously.

Wait on you, sir.

Dont you want to do anything else?

No, sir.

Philip looked at him, smiling.

I suppose you like my cigars, and my brandy and my linen?

The ghost of .a grin touched the mans features.

Yes, sir, he said with an impudence that captivated Philip.

All right, my friend; I can stand it as long as you can. . . . And kindly feel in my overcoat for a cigar wrapped in paper. Ill go forward and smoke for a while.

Sir?

The cigar — I put it in my overcoat pocket wrapped in a bit of paper. . . . You — you dont mean to tell me that its not there!

Burgess searched the pockets with a perfectly grave face.

It aint here; no, sir.

Philip flung himself into the corner of his seat, making no effort to control his laughter:

Burgess, he managed to say, the dear old days are returning already. Ill stay here and read; you go forward and smoke that cigar. Do you hear?

Yes, sir.

Again, just as he had done every day since leaving camp, he reread Ailsas letter, settling down in his corner by the dirty, rattling window-pane:

Everybody writes to you except myself. I know they have told you that it is taking a little longer for me to get well than anybody expected. I was terribly tired. Your father has been so sweet; everybody has been good to me — Celia, poor little Camilla, and Stephen. I know that they all write to you; and somehow I have been listlessly contented to let them tell you about home matters, and wait until my strength returned. But you must not doubt where every waking memory of mine has centred; my thoughts have circled always around that central vortex from which, since I first laid eyes on you, they have never strayed.

Home news is what all good soldiers want; I write for you all I know:

The city is the same hot, noisy, dirty, dusty, muddy, gridiron, changed in nowise except that everywhere one sees invalid soldiers; and there are far too many officers lounging about, presumably on furlough — too many Captain Dashs, twirling black moustaches in front of fashionable hotels. There are no powder stains on their uniforms, no sun-burn on their cheeks. They throng the city; and it is a sinister phenomenon.

I think Broadway was never as lively, never quite as licentious. Those vivid cafes, saloons, concert halls, have sprung up everywhere; theatres, museums, gardens are in full blast; shops are crowded, hotels, street cars, stages overflowing with careless, noisy, overdressed people. The city is en fete; and somehow when I think of that Dance of Death thundering ceaselessly just south of us, it appalls me to encounter such gaiety and irresponsibility in the streets.

Yet, after all, it may be the safety-valve of a brave people. Those whirling daily in the Dance of Death have, at least, the excitement to sustain them. Here the tension is constant and terrible; and the human mind cannot endure too much tragedy.

. . . They say our President fits a witticism to the tragedy of every battle-field; but it may be to preserve his own reason through these infernal years. He has the saddest eyes of any man since the last Martyr died.

England behaves badly. It was her God-given opportunity to stand by us. She has had chance after chance since the last patriot died from lack of food and air in this sad old city of New York. . . . The Prince Consort is kind; his wife is inclined to be what he is. Napoleon is the sinister shape behind the arras; and the Tory government licks his patent-leather boots. Vile is the attitude of England, vile her threats, her sneers, her wicked contempt of a great people in agony. Her murderous government, bludgeon in hand, stands snarling at us in Mexico; her ministers glare at us from every war port; her press mocks in infamous caricature our unhappy President; only her poor are with us — the poor of England whom our war is starving. Again and again we have forgiven her. But now, standing on our blood-wet battle-fields, can we ever again forgive?

You have heard from your family and from Celia, so what news I write may be no news. Yet I know how it is with soldiers; they never tire of such repetitions.

Your father is slowly recovering. But he will never sit his saddle again, dear. Dont expect it; the war is over as far as he is concerned. But never have my eyes beheld such happiness, such gratitude, such adoration as I see in his eyes when your letters come. I think the burden of his conversation is you. I never hear him speak of anything else. Your father walks now; and by the time you are here he will be able to drive on Fifth Avenue and in the new Central Park. But he is not the man who left this city at the head of his regiment. His hair and moustache are white as snow; there are a thousand tiny wrinkles on his hands and features. All that heavy colour is gone; only a slight flush remains on his thin face. He is very handsome, Phil. Once, never dreaming of what was true, I thought he resembled you. Do you recollect my saying so once? Even you would recognise the likeness now. He is absorbed, wrapped up in you. . . . I can see, now, that he always has been. How blind we are! How blind!

Celia, the darling, has not changed one particle. She is the prettiest thing you ever saw, cheerful, clever, courageous, self-possessed, devoted to Stephen, whose leave has been extended and who plays the role of a pale and interesting invalid hero with placid satisfaction to himself, adored and hovered over by Paige and Marye and all their girl friends. But when poor little Camilla, in her deep mourning, appears at the door, he clears out the others with a tyranny characteristic of young men; and Im somewhat sorry for his mother and sisters. But its the inevitable; and Camilla is the sweetest thing.

Celia hears often from Curt, Poor Major Lent! It seems too hard that Camilla should be left so utterly alone in the world. The Major died as he would have wished to die, Curt writes. It was at that terrible Stone Bridge — where God was merciful to me when your squadron galloped across.

He was found, seated against a tree, stone dead, one hand stiffened over the Mexican war medal at his throat. Curt says his face was calm, almost smiling. Camilla has his sword and medals.

Did you know that your friend John Casson was dead? I was with him; I did not know he was a friend of yours. He displayed the same patience, the same desire not to be troublesome that so many badly wounded do.

Letty asked me to say that a zouave of the 5th Regiment, a Mr. Cortlandt, was also killed. So many, many people I knew or had heard of have been killed or have died of disease since the war began. One sees a great many people wearing mourning in the city — crape is so common, on sword-hilts, on arms, veils, gowns, bonnets.

Letty made the loveliest bride you or I ever beheld. Usually brides do not look their best, but Letty was the most charming, radiant, bewildering creature — and so absurdly young — as though suddenly she had dropped a few years and was again beginning that girlhood which I sometimes thought she had never had.

Dr. Benton is a darling. He looks twenty years younger and wears a monocle! They are back from their honeymoon, and are planning to offer their services to the great central hospital at Philadelphia.

Dear, your letter breaking the news to me that Marye Mead was burned when the cavalry burned Edmund Ruffins house was no news to me. I saw it on fire. But, Philip, there was a fiercer flame consuming me than ever swept that house. I thank God it Is quenched for ever and that my heart and soul, refreshed, made new, bear no scars now of that infernal conflagration.

I sit here at my window and see below me the folds of the dear flag stirring; in my ears, often, is the noise of drums from the dusty avenue where new regiments are passing on into the unknown — no longer the unknown to us — but the saddest of all truths.

Sometimes Celia comes from the still, leafy seclusion of Fort Greene Place, to love me, caress me, gently jeer at me for the hint of melancholy in my gaze, shaming me for a love-sick thing that droops and pines in the absence of all that animates her soul and body with the desire to live.

She is only partly right; I am very tired, Phil. Not that I am ill. I am well, now. It only needs you. She knows it; I have always known it. Your love, and loving you, is all that life means to me.

I see them all here — Celia fussing with my trousseau, gowns, stockings, slippers, hovering over them with Paigie and Marye in murmurous and intimate rapture. They lead me about to shops and in busy thoroughfares; and I see and understand, and I hear my own voice as at an infinite distance, and I am happy in the same indefinite way. But, try as I may, I cannot fix my thoughts on what I am about, on the pretty garments piled around me, on the necessary arrangements to be made, on the future — our future! I cannot even think clearly about that. All that my mind seems able to contain is my love for you, the knowledge that you are coming, that I am to see you, touch you.

I try to realise that I am to be your wife; the heavenly reality seems vaguely impossible. Yet every moment I am schooling myself to the belief, telling myself that it is to be, repeating the divine words again and again. And all I am capable of understanding is that I love you, and that the world stands still, waiting for you as I wait; and that without you nothing is real, and I move in a world of phantoms.

I have been to the mirror to look at myself. To be certain, I also asked Celia. She says that you will not be disappointed.

She sat here searching the morning paper for news of her husbands regiment, but found none. What women endure for men no man that ever lives can understand.

She is perfectly cheerful about it all. And, oh, such a rebel!
She read aloud to me with amused malice the order from the War
Department which does away with regimental bands and substitutes a
brigade band.

I scacely blame them, she observed; Id be vey glad mysef to hear less of Yankee Doodle and the Star-spangled Banner. When they let President Davis alone, and when Curt comes home, Ive got some vey pretty songs fo him to learn to appreciate.

Shes down stairs now, seated at the piano, singing very softly to herself some gaily impudent rebel song or other. I know its a rebel song by the way she sings it.

And, as I sit here, alone, thinking of how I love you — far away I hear the old lines bugle — the quaint, quick rhythm of the fifes and drums; and it stirs depths in me where my very soul lies listening — and the tears spring to my eyes. And I try to understand why every separate silver star in the flag is mine to hold, mine to rescue and replace, mine to adore. And I try to understand why all of it is part of the adoration of you, and of God who gave you to me — Philip — Philip — my lover, my country, my God — worshipped and adored of men!

[Illustration: Philip — Philip — my lover, my country, my
God — worshipped and adored of men!]

THE END


The Common Law
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This romantic novel, published in 1911, deals with a common dilemma in early twentieth century fiction – the choice between marriage and a common law affair. Chambers turned to romantic fiction of this sort to supplement his income from painting and the result was lucrative, the popularity of his romances of ordinary women earning him the title the Shopgirl Scheherazade and the Boudoir Balzac.

The narrative concerns Valerie West, a young woman that turns to modelling to support herself and falls in love with her artist employer. The novel was a bestseller in its day and was adapted for the screen several times.
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Cover of the first edition
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An illustration from the first edition
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A still from the 1931 film adaptation, starring Joel McCrea and Constance Bennett


TO CHARLES DANA GIBSON

A FRIEND OF MANY YEARS


CHAPTER I
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THERE WAS A long, brisk, decisive ring at the door. He continued working. After an interval the bell rang again, briefly, as though the light touch on the electric button had lost its assurance.

Somebodys confidence has departed, he thought to himself, busy with a lead-weighted string and a stick of soft charcoal wrapped in silver foil. For a few moments he continued working, not inclined to trouble himself to answer the door, but the hesitating timidity of a third appeal amused him, and he walked out into the hallway and opened the door. In the dim light a departing figure turned from the stairway:

Do you wish a model? she asked in an unsteady voice.

No, he said, vexed.

Then — I beg your pardon for disturbing you—

Who gave you my name? he demanded.

Why — nobody—

Who sent you to me? Didnt anybody send you?

No.

But how did you get in?

I — walked in.

There was a scarcely perceptible pause; then she turned away in the dim light of the corridor.

You know, he said, models are not supposed to come here unless sent for. It isnt done in this building. He pointed to a black and white sign on his door which bore the words: No Admittance.

I am very sorry. I didnt understand—

Oh, its all right; only, I dont see how you got up here at all.
Didnt the elevator boy question you? Its his business.

I didnt come up on the elevator.

You didnt walk up!

Yes.

Twelve stories!

Both elevators happened to be in service. Besides, I was not quite certain that models were expected to use the elevators.

Good Lord! he exclaimed, you must have wanted an engagement pretty badly.

Yes, I did.

He stared: I suppose you do, still,

If you would care to try me.

Ill take your name and address, anyhow. Twelve flights! For the love of — oh, come in anyway and rest.

It was dusky in the private hallway through which he preceded her, but there was light enough in the great studio. Through the vast sheets of glass fleecy clouds showed blue sky between. The morning was clearing.

He went over to an ornate Louis XV table, picked up a note book, motioned her to be seated, dropped into a chair himself, and began to sharpen a pencil. As yet he had scarcely glanced at her, and now, while he leisurely shaved the cedar and scraped the lead to a point, he absent-mindedly and good-humouredly admonished her:

You models have your own guild, your club, your regular routine, and it would make it much easier for us if youd all register and quietly wait until we send for you.

[Illustration: There was a long, brisk, decisive ring at the door.]

You see we painters know what we want and we know where to apply for it. But if you all go wandering over studio buildings in search of engagements, we wont have any leisure to employ you because it will take all our time to answer the bell. And it will end by our not answering it at all. And thats why it is fit and proper for good little models to remain chez eux.

He had achieved a point to his pencil. Now he opened his model book, looked up at her with his absent smile, and remained looking.

Arent you going to remove your veil?

Oh — I beg your pardon! Slender gloved fingers flew up, were nervously busy a moment. She removed her veil and sat as though awaiting his comment. None came.

After a moments pause she said: Did you wish — my name and address?

He nodded, still looking intently at her.

Miss West, she said, calmly. He wrote it down.

Is that all? Just Miss West?

Valerie West — if that is custom — necessary.

He wrote Valerie West; and, as she gave it to him, he noted her address.

Head and shoulders? he asked, quietly.

Yes, very confidently.

Figure?

Yes, — less confidently.

Draped or undraped?

When he looked up again, for an instant he thought her skin even whiter than it had been; perhaps not, for, except the vivid lips and a carnation tint in the cheeks, the snowy beauty of her face and neck had already preoccupied him.

Do you pose undraped? he repeated, interested.

I — expect to do — what is — required of — models.

Sensible, he commented, noting the detail in his book. Now, Miss
West, for whom have you recently posed?

And, as she made no reply, he looked up amiably, balancing his pencil in his hand and repeating the question.

Is it necessary to — tell you?

Not at all. One usually asks that question, probably because you models are always so everlastingly anxious to tell us — particularly when the men for whom you have posed are more famous than the poor devil who offers you an engagement.

There was something very good humoured in his smile, and she strove to smile, too, but her calmness was now all forced, and her heart was beating very fast, and her black-gloved fingers were closing and doubling till the hands that rested on the arms of the gilded antique chair lay tightly clenched.

He was leisurely writing in his note book under her name:

Height, medium; eyes, a dark brown; hair, thick, lustrous, and brown; head, unusually beautiful; throat and neck, perfect—

He stopped writing and lifted his eyes:

How much of your time is taken ahead, I wonder?

What?

How many engagements have you? Is your time all cut up — as I fancy it is?

N-no.

Could you give me what time I might require?

I think so.

What I mean, Miss West, is this: suppose that your figure is what I have an idea it is; could you give me a lot of time ahead?

She remained silent so long that he had started to write, probably unreliable, under his notes; but, as his pencil began to move, her lips unclosed with, a low, breathless sound that became a ghost of a voice:

I will do what you require of me. I meant to answer.

Do you mean that you are in a position to make a time contract with me? — provided you prove to be what I need?

She nodded uncertainly.

Im beginning the ceiling, lunettes, and panels for the Byzantine Theatre, he added, sternly stroking his short mustache, and under those circumstances I suppose you know what a contract between us means.

She nodded again, but in her eyes was bewilderment, and in her heart, fear.

Yes, she managed to say, I think I understand.

Very well. I merely want to say that a model threw me down hard in the very middle of the Bimmingtons ball-room. Max Schindler put on a show, and she put for the spot-light. Shed better stay put, he added grimly: shell never have another chance in your guild.

Then the frown vanished, and the exceedingly engaging smile glimmered in his eyes:

You wouldnt do such a thing as that to me, he added; would you,
Miss West?

Oh, no, she replied, not clearly comprehending the enormity of the
Schindler recruits behaviour.

And youll stand by me if our engagement goes through?

Yes, I — will try to.

Good business! Now, if you really are what I have an idea you are, Ill know pretty quick whether I can use you for the Byzantine job. He rose, walked over to a pair of closed folding doors and opened them. You can undress in there, he said. I think you will find everything you need.

For a second she sat rigid, her black-gloved hands doubled, her eyes fastened on him as though fascinated. He had already turned and sauntered over to one of several easels where he picked up the lump of charcoal in its silver foil.

The colour began to come back into her face — swifter, more swiftly: the vast blank window with its amber curtains stared at her; she lifted her tragic gaze and saw the sheet of glass above swimming in crystal light. Through it clouds were dissolving in the bluest of skies; against it a spiderweb of pendant cords drooped from the high ceiling; and she saw the looming mystery of huge canvases beside which stepladders rose surmounted by little crows-nests where the graceful oval of palettes curved, tinted with scraped brilliancy.

What a dreamer you are! he called across the studio to her. The light is fine, now. Hadnt we better take advantage of it?

She managed to find her footing; contrived to rise, to move with apparent self-possession toward the folding doors.

Better hurry, he said, pleasantly. If youre what I need we might start things now. I am all ready for the sort of figure I expect you have.

She stepped inside the room and became desperately busy for a moment trying to close the doors; but either her hands had suddenly become powerless or they shook too much; and when he turned, almost impatiently, from his easel to see what all that rattling meant, she shrank hastily aside into the room beyond, keeping out of his view.

The room was charming — not like the studio, but modern and fresh and dainty with chintz and flowered wall-paper and the graceful white furniture of a bed-room. There was a flowered screen there, too. Behind it stood a chair, and onto this she sank, laid her hands for an instant against her burning face, then stooped and, scarcely knowing what she was about, began to untie her patent-leather shoes.

He remained standing at his easel, very busy with his string and lump of charcoal; but after a while it occurred to him that she was taking an annoyingly long time about a simple matter.

What on earth is the trouble? he called. Do you realise youve been in there a quarter of an hour?

She made no answer. A second later he thought he heard an indistinct sound — and it disquieted him.

Miss West?

There was no reply.

Impatient, a little disturbed, he walked across to the folding doors; and the same low, suppressed sound caught his ear.

What in the name of— he began, walking into the room; and halted, amazed.

She sat all huddled together behind the screen, partly undressed, her face hidden in her hands; and between the slender fingers tears ran down brightly.

Are you ill? he asked, anxiously.

After a moment she slowly shook her head.

Then — what in the name of Mike—

P-please forgive me. I — I will be ready in a in-moment — if you wouldnt mind going out—

Are you ill? Answer me?

N-no.

Has anything disturbed you so that you dont feel up to posing to-day?

No…. I — am — almost ready — if you will go out—

He considered her, uneasy and perplexed. Then:

All right, he said, briefly. Take your own time, Miss West.

At his easel, fussing with yard-stick and crayon, he began to square off his canvas, muttering to himself:

What the deuce is the matter with that girl? Nice moment to nurse secret sorrows or blighted affections. Theres always something wrong with the best lookers…. And she is a real beauty — or I miss my guess. He went on ruling off, measuring, grumbling, until slowly there came over him the sense of the nearness of another person. He had not heard her enter, but he turned around, knowing she was there.

She stood silent, motionless, as though motion terrified her and inertia were salvation. Her dark hair rippled to her waist; her white arms hung limp, yet the fingers had curled till every delicate nail was pressed deep into the pink palm. She was trying to look at him. Her face was as white as a flower.

All right, he said under his breath, youre practically faultless. I suppose you realise it!

A scarcely perceptible shiver passed over her entire body, then, as he stepped back, his keen artists gaze narrowing, there stole over her a delicate flush, faintly staining her from brow to ankle, transfiguring the pallour exquisitely, enchantingly. And her small head drooped forward, shadowed by her hair.

Youre what I want, he said. Youre about everything I require in colour and form and texture.

She neither spoke nor moved as much as an eyelash.

Look here, Miss West, he said in a slightly excited voice, lets go about this thing intelligently. He swung another easel on its rollers, displaying a sketch in soft, brilliant colours — a multitude of figures amid a swirl of sunset-tinted clouds and patches of azure sky.

Youre intelligent, he went on with animation,— I saw that — somehow or other — though you havent said very much. He laughed, and laid his hand on the painted canvas beside him:

Youre a model, and its not necessary to inform you that this Is only a preliminary sketch. Your experience tells you that. But it is necessary to tell you that its the final composition. Ive decided on this arrangement for the ceiling: You see for yourself that youre perfectly fitted to stand or sit for all these floating, drifting, cloud-cradled goddesses. Youre an inspiration in yourself — for the perfections of Olympus! he added, laughing, and thats no idle compliment. But of course other artists have often told you this before — as though you didnt have eyes of your own I And beautiful ones at that! He laughed again, turned and dragged a two-storied model-stand across the floor, tossed up one or two silk cushions, and nodded to her.

Dont be afraid; its rickety but safe. It will hold us both. Are you ready?

As in a dream she set one little bare foot on the steps, mounted, balancing with arms extended and the tips of her fingers resting on his outstretched hand.

Standing on the steps he arranged the cushions, told her where to be seated, how to recline, placed the wedges and blocks to support her feet, chalked the bases, marked positions with arrows, and wedged and blocked up her elbow. Then he threw over her a soft, white, wool robe, swathing her from throat to feet, descended the steps, touched an electric bell, and picking up a huge clean palette began to squeeze out coils of colour from a dozen plump tubes.

Presently a short, squarely built man entered. He wore a blue jumper; there were traces of paint on it, on his large square hands, on his square, serious face.

OHara?

Sorr?

Were going to begin now! — thank Heaven. So if youll be kind enough to help move forward the ceiling canvas—

OHara glanced up carelessly at the swathed and motionless figure above, then calmly spat upon his hands and laid hold of one side of the huge canvas indicated. The painter took the other side.

Now, OHara, careful! Back off a little! — dont let it sway! There — thats where I want it. Get a ladder and clamp the tops. Pitch it a little forward — more! — stop! Fix those pully ropes; Ill make things snug below.

[Illustration: Now, Miss West, he said decisively.]

For ten minutes they worked deftly, rapidly, making fast the great blank canvas which had been squared and set with an enormous oval in heavy outline.

From her lofty eyrie she looked down at them as in a dream while they shifted other enormous framed canvases and settled the oval one into place. Everything below seemed to be on rubber wheels or casters, easels, stepladders, colour cabinets, even the great base where the oval set canvas rested.

She looked up at the blue sky. Sparrows dropped out of the brilliant void into unseen canons far below from whence came the softened roar of traffic. Northward the city spread away between its rivers, glittering under the early April sun; the Park lay like a grey and green map set with, the irregular silver of water; beyond, the huge unfinished cathedral loomed dark against the big white hospital of St. Luke; farther still a lilac-tinted haze hung along the edges of the Bronx.

All right, OHara. Much obliged. I wont need you again.

Very good, Sorr.

The short, broad Irishman went out with another incurious glance aloft, and closed the outer door.

High up on her perch she watched the man below. He calmly removed coat and waistcoat, pulled a painters linen blouse over his curly head, lighted a cigarette, picked up his palette, fastened a tin cup to the edge, filled it from a bottle, took a handful of brushes and a bunch of cheese cloth, and began to climb up a stepladder opposite her, lugging his sketch in the other hand.

He fastened the little sketch to an upright and stood on the ladder halfway up, one leg higher than the other.

Now, Miss West, he said decisively.

At the sound of his voice fear again leaped through her like a flame, burning her face as she let slip the white wool robe.

All right, he said. Dont move while Im drawing unless you have to.

She could see him working. He seemed to be drawing with a brush, rapidly, and with, a kind of assurance that appeared almost careless.

At first she could make out little of the lines. They were all dark in tint, thin, tinged with plum colour. There seemed to be no curves in them — and at first she could not comprehend that he was drawing her figure. But after a little while curves appeared; long delicate outlines began to emerge as rounded surfaces in monochrome, casting definite shadows on other surfaces. She could recognise the shape of a human head; saw it gradually become a colourless drawing; saw shoulders, arms, a body emerging into shadowy shape; saw the long fine limbs appear, the slender indication of feet.

Then flat on the cheek lay a patch of brilliant colour, another on the mouth. A great swirl of cloud forms sprang into view high piled in a corner of the canvas.

And now he seemed to be eternally running up and down his ladder, shifting it here and there across the vast white background of canvas, drawing great meaningless lines in distant expanses of the texture, then, always consulting her with his keen, impersonal gaze, he pushed back his ladder, mounted, wiped the big brushes, selected others smaller and flatter, considering her in penetrating silence between every brush, stroke.

She saw a face and hair growing lovely under her eyes, bathed in an iris-tinted light; saw little exquisite flecks of colour set here and there on the white expanse; watched all so intently, so wonderingly, that the numbness of her body became a throbbing pain before she was aware that she was enduring torture.

She strove to move, gave a little gasp; and he was down from his ladder and up on hers before her half-paralysed body had swayed to the edge of danger.

Why didnt you say so? he asked, sharply. I cant keep track of time when Im working!

With arms and fingers that scarcely obeyed her she contrived to gather the white wool covering around her shoulders and limbs and lay back.

You know, he said, that its foolish to act this way. I dont want to kill you, Miss West.

She only lowered her head amid its lovely crown of hair.

You know your own limits, he said, resentfully. He looked down at the big clock: Its a full hour. You had only to speak. Why didnt you?

I — I didnt know what to say.

Didnt know! He paused, astonished. Then: Well, you felt yourself getting numb, didnt you?

Y-yes. But I thought it was — to be expected — she blushed vividly under his astonished gaze: I think I had better tell you that — that this is — the first time.

The first time!

Yes…. I ought to have told you. I was afraid you might not want me.

Lord above! he breathed. You poor — poor little thing!

She began to cry silently; he saw the drops fall shining on the white wool robe, and leaned one elbow on the ladder, watching them. After a while they ceased, but she still held her head low, and her face was bent in the warm shadow of her hair.

How could I understand? he asked very gently.

I — should have told you. I was afraid.

He said: Im terribly sorry. It must have been perfect torture for you to undress — to come into the studio. If youd only given me an idea of how matters stood I could have made it a little easier. Im afraid I was brusque — taking it for granted that you were a model and knew your business…. Im terribly sorry.

She lifted her head, looked at him, with the tears still clinging to her lashes.

You have been very nice to me. It is all my own fault.

He smiled. Then its all right, now that we understand. Isnt it?

Yes.

You make a stunning model, he said frankly.

Do I? Then you will let me come again?

Let you! He laughed; Ill be more likely to beg you.

Oh, you wont have to, she said; Ill come as long as you want me.

That is simply angelic of you. Tell me, do you wish to descend to terra firma?

She glanced below, doubtfully:

N-no, thank you. If I could only stretch my — legs—

Stretch away, he said, much amused, but dont tumble off and break into pieces. I like you better as you are than as an antique and limbless Venus.

She cautiously and daintily extended first one leg then the other under the wool robe, then eased the cramped muscles of her back, straightening her body and flexing her arms with a little sigh of relief. As her shy sidelong gaze reverted to him she saw to her relief that he was not noticing her. A slight sense of warmth, suffused her body, and she stretched herself again, more confidently, and ventured to glance around.

Speaking of terms, he said in an absent way, apparently preoccupied with the palette which he was carefully scraping, do you happen to know what is the usual recompense for a models service?

She said that she had heard, and added with quick diffidence that she could not expect so much, being only a beginner.

He polished the surface of the palette with a handful of cheese cloth:

Dont you think that you are worth it?

How can I be until I know how to pose for you?

You will never have to learn how to pose, Miss West.

I dont know exactly what you mean.

I mean that some models never learn. Some know how already — you, for example.

She flushed slightly: Do you really mean that?

Oh, I wouldnt say so if I didnt. Its merely necessary for you to accustom yourself to holding a pose; the rest you already know instinctively.

What is the rest? she ventured to ask. I dont quite understand what you see in me—

Well, he said placidly, you are beautifully made. That is nine-tenths of the matter. Your head is set logically on your neck, and your neck is correctly placed on your spine, and your legs and arms are properly attached to your torso — your entire body, anatomically speaking, is hinged, hung, supported, developed as the ideal body should be. Its undeformed, unmarred, unspoiled, and thats partly luck, partly inheritance, and mostly decent habits and digestion.

She was listening intently, interested, surprised, her pink lips slightly parted.

Another point, he continued; you seem unable to move or rest ungracefully. Few women are so built that an ungraceful motion is impossible for them. You are one of the few. Its all a matter of anatomy.

She remained silent, watching him curiously.

He said: But the final clincher to your qualifications is that you are intelligent. I have known pretty women, he added with, sarcasm, who were not what learned men would call precisely intelligent. But you are. I showed you my sketch, indicated in a general way what I wanted, and instinctively and intelligently you assumed the proper attitude. I didnt have to take you by the chin and twist your head as though you were a lay figure; I didnt have to pull you about and flex and bend and twist you. You knew that I wanted you to look like some sort of an ethereal immortality, deliciously relaxed, adrift in sunset clouds. And you were it — somehow or other.

She looked down, thoughtfully, nestling to the chin in the white wool folds. A smile, almost imperceptible, curved her lips.

You are making it very easy for me, she said.

You make it easy for yourself.

I was horribly afraid, she said thoughtfully.

I have no doubt of it.

Oh, you dont know — nobody can know — no man can understand the terror of — of the first time—

It must be a ghastly experience.

It is! — I dont mean that you have not done everything to make it easier — but — there in the little room — my courage left me — I almost died. Id have run away only — I was afraid you wouldnt let me—

He began to laugh; she tried to, but the terror of it all was as yet too recent.

At first, she said, I was afraid I wouldnt do for a model — not exactly afraid of my — my appearance, but because I was a novice; and I imagined that one had to know exactly how to pose—

I think, he interrupted smilingly, that you might take the pose again if you are rested. Go on talking; I dont mind it.

She sat erect, loosened the white wool robe and dropped it from her with less consciousness and effort than before. Very carefully she set her feet on the blocks, fitting the shapely heels to the chalked outlines; found the mark for her elbow, adjusted her slim, smooth body and looked at him, flushing.

All right, he said briefly; go ahead and talk to me.

Do you wish me to?

Yes; Id rather.

I dont know exactly what to say.

Say anything, he returned absently, selecting a flat brush with a very long handle.

She thought a moment, then, lifting her eyes:

I might ask you your name.

What? Dont you know it? Oh, Lord! Oh, Vanity! I thought youd heard of me.

She blushed, confused by her ignorance and what she feared was annoyance on his part; then perceived that he was merely amused; and her face cleared.

We folk who create concrete amusement for the public always imagine ourselves much better known to that public than we are, Miss West. Its our little vanity — rather harmless after all. Were a pretty decent lot, sometimes absurd, especially in our tragic moments; sometimes emotional, usually illogical, often impulsive, frequently tender-hearted as well as supersensitive.

Now it was a pleasant little vanity for me to take it for granted that somehow you had heard of me and had climbed twelve flights of stairs for the privilege of sitting for me.

He laughed so frankly that the shy, responsive smile made her face enchanting; and he coolly took advantage of it, and while exciting and stimulating it, affixed it immortally on the exquisite creature he was painting.

So you didnt climb those twelve flights solely for the privilege of having me paint you?

No, she admitted, laughingly, I was merely going to begin at the top and apply for work all the way down until somebody took me — or nobody took me.

But why begin at the top?

It is easier to bear disappointment going down, she said, seriously; if two or three artists had refused me on the first and second floors, my legs would not have carried me up very far.

Bad logic, he commented. We mount by experience, using our wrecked hopes as footholds.

You dont know how much a girl can endure. There comes a time-after years of steady descent — when misfortune and disappointment become endurable; when hope deferred no longer sickens. It is in rising toward better things that disappointments hurt most cruelly.

He turned his head in surprise; then went on painting:

Your philosophy is the philosophy of submission.

Do you call a struggle of years, submission?

But it was giving up after all — acquiescence, despondency, a laissez faire policy.

One may tire of fighting.

One may. Another may not.

I think you have never had to fight very hard.

He turned his head abruptly; after a moments silent survey of her, he resumed his painting with a sharp, impersonal glance before every swift and decisive brush stroke:

No; I have never had to fight, Miss West…. It was keen of you to recognise it. I have never had to fight at all. Things come easily to me — things have a habit of coming my way…. I suppose Im not exactly the man to lecture anybody on the art of fighting fortune. Shes always been decent to me…. Sometimes Im afraid — I have an instinct that shes too friendly…. And it troubles me. Do you understand what I mean?

Yes.

He looked up at her: Are you sure?

I think so. I have been watching you painting. I never imagined anybody could draw so swiftly, so easily — paint so surely, so accurately — that every brush stroke could be so — so significant, so decisive…. Is it not unusual? And is not that what is called facility?

Lord in Heaven! he said; what kind of a girl am I dealing with? — or what kind of a girl is dealing so unmercifully with me?

I — I didnt mean—

Yes, you did. Those very lovely and wonderfully shaped eyes of yours are not entirely for ornament. Inside that pretty head theres an apparatus designed for thinking; and it isnt idle.

He laughed gaily, a trifle defiantly:

Youve said it. Youve found the fly in the amber. Im cursed with facility. Worse still it gives me keenest pleasure to employ it. It does scare me occasionally — has for years — makes me miserable at intervals — fills me full of all kinds of fears and doubts.

He turned toward her, standing on his ladder, the big palette curving up over his left shoulder, a wet brush extended in his right hand:

What shall I do! he exclaimed so earnestly that she sat up straight, startled, forgetting her pose. Ought I to stifle the vigour, the energy, the restless desire that drives me to express myself — that will not tolerate the inertia of calculation and ponderous reflection? Ought I to check myself, consider, worry, entangle myself in psychologies, seek for subtleties where none exist — split hairs, relapse into introspective philosophy when my fingers itch for a lump of charcoal and every colour on my set palette yells at me to be about my business?

He passed the flat tip of his wet brush through the mass of rags in his left hand with a graceful motion like one unsheathing a sword:

I tell you I do the things which I do, as easily, as naturally, as happily as any fool of a dicky-bird does his infernal twittering on an April morning. God knows whether theres anything in my work or in his twitter; but neither he nor I are likely to improve our output by pondering and cogitation…. Please resume the pose.

She did so, her dark young eyes on him; and he continued painting and talking in his clear, rapid, decisive manner:

My name is Louis Neville. They call me Kelly — my friends do, he added, laughing. Have you ever seen any of my work?

Yes.

He laughed again: Thats more soothing. However, I suppose you saw that big canvas of mine for the ceiling of the Metropolitan Museums new northwest wing. The entire town saw it.

Yes, I saw it.

Did you care for it?

She had cared for it too intensely to give him any adequate answer. Never before had her sense of colour and form and beauty been so exquisitely satisfied by the painted magic of any living painter. So this was the man who had enveloped her, swayed her senses, whirled her upward into his ocean of limpid light! This was the man who had done that miracle before which, all day long, crowds of the sober, decent, unimaginative — the solid, essentials of the nation — had lingered fascinated! This was the man — across there on a stepladder. And he was evidently not yet thirty; and his name was Neville and his friends called him Kelly.

Yes, she said, diffidently, I cared for it.

Really?

He caught her eye, laughed, and went on with his work.

The critics were savage, he said. Lord! It hurts, too. But Ive simply got to be busy. What good would it do me to sit down and draw casts with a thin, needle-pointed stick of hard charcoal. Not that they say I cant draw. They admit that I can. They admit that I can paint, too.

He laughed, stretched his arms:

Draw! A blank canvas sets me mad. When I look at one I feel like covering it with a thousand figures twisted into every intricacy and difficulty of foreshortening! I wish I were like that Hindu god with a dozen arms; and even then I couldnt paint fast enough to satisfy what my eyes and brain have already evoked upon an untouched canvas…. Its a sort of intoxication that gets hold of me; Im perfectly cool, too, which seems a paradox but isnt. And all the while, inside me, is a constant, hushed kind of laughter, bubbling, which accompanies every brush stroke with an I told you so! — if you know what Im trying to say — do you?

N-not exactly. But I suppose you mean that you are self-confident.

Lord! Listen to this girl say in a dozen words what Im trying to say in a volume so that it wont scare me! Yes! Thats it. I am confident. And its that self-confidence which sometimes scares me half to death.

From his ladder he pointed with his brush to the preliminary sketch that faced her, touching figure after figure:

Im going to draw them in, now, he said; first this one. Can you catch the pose? Its going to be hard; Ill block up your heels, later; thats it! Stand up straight, stretch as though the next moment you were going to rise on tiptoe and float upward without an effort—

He was working like lightning in long, beautiful, clean outline strokes, brushed here and there with shadow shapes and masses. And time flew at first, then went slowly, more slowly, until it dragged at her delicate body and set every nerve aching.

I — may I rest a moment?

Sure thing! he said, cordially, laying aside palette and brushes.
Come on, Miss West, and well have luncheon.

She hastily swathed herself in the wool robe.

Do you mean — here?

Yes. Theres a dumb-waiter. Ill ring for the card.

Id like to, she said, but do you think I had better?

Why not?

You mean — take lunch with you?

Why not?

Is it customary?

No, it isnt.

Then I think I will go out to lunch somewhere—

Im not going to let you get away, he said, laughing. Youre too good to be real; Im worried half to death for fear that youll vanish in a golden cloud, or something equally futile and inconsiderate. No, I want you to stay. You dont mind, do you?

He was aiding her to descend from her eyrie, her little white hand balanced on his arm. When she set foot on the floor she looked up at him gravely:

You wouldnt let me do anything that I ought not to, would you, Mr.
Kelly — I mean Mr. Neville? she added in confusion.

No. Anyway I dont know what you ought or ought not to do. Luncheon is a simple matter of routine. Its sole significance is two empty stomachs. I suppose if you go out you will come back, but — Id rather youd remain.

Why?

Well, he admitted with a laugh, its probably because I like to hear myself talk to you. Besides, Ive always the hope that youll suddenly become conversational, and thats a possibility exciting enough to give anybody an appetite.

But I have conversed with you, she said.

Only a little. What you said acted like a cocktail to inspire me for a desire for more.

I am afraid that you were not named Kelly in vain.

You mean blarney? No, its merely frankness. Let me get you some bath-slippers—

Oh — but if I am to lunch here — I cant do it this way! she exclaimed in flushed consternation.

Indeed you must learn to do that without embarrassment, Miss West. Tie up your robe at the throat, tuck up your sleeves, slip your feet into a nice pair of brand-new bath-slippers, and Ill ring for luncheon.

I — dont — want to— she began; but he went away into the hall, rang, and presently she heard the ascending clatter of a dumb-waiter. From it he took the luncheon card and returned to where she was sitting at a rococo table. She blushed as he laid the card before her, and would have nothing to do with it. The result was that he did the ordering, sent the dumb-waiter down with his scribbled memorandum, and came wandering back with long, cool glances at his canvas and the work he had done on it.

I mean to make a stunning thing of it, he remarked, eying the huge chassis critically. All this — deviltry — whatever it is inside of me — must come out somehow. And that canvas is the place for it. He laughed and sat down opposite her:

Man is born to folly, Miss West — born full of it. I get rid of mine on canvas. Its a safer outlet for original sin than some other ways.

She lay back in her antique gilded chair, hands extended along the arms, looking at him with a smile that was still shy.

My idea of you — of an artist — was so different, she said.

There are all kinds, mostly the seriously inspired and humourless variety who makes a mystic religion of a very respectable profession. This world is full of pale, enraptured artists; full of muscular, thumb-smearing artists; full of dreamy weavers of visions, usually deficient in spinal process; full of unwashed little inverts to whom the world really resembles a kaleidoscope full of things that wiggle—

They began to laugh, he with a singular delight in her comprehension of his idle, irresponsible chatter, she from sheer pleasure in listening and looking at this man who was so different from anybody she had ever known — and, thank God! — so young.

And when the bell rang and the clatter announced the advent of luncheon, she settled in her chair with a little shiver of happiness, blushing at her capacity for it, and at her acquiescence in the strangest conditions in which she had ever found herself in all her life, — conditions so bizarre, so grotesque, so impossible that there was no use in trying to consider them — alas! no point in blushing now.

Mechanically she settled her little naked feet deep into the big bath-slippers, tucked up her white wool sleeves to the dimpled elbow, and surveyed the soup which he had placed before her to serve.

I know perfectly well that this isnt right, she said, helping him and then herself. But I am wondering what there is about it that isnt right.

Isnt it demoralising! he said, amused.

I — wonder if it is?

He laughed: Such ideas are nonsense, Miss West. Listen to me: you and I — everybody except those with whom something is physically wrong — are born with a full and healthy capacity for demoralisation and mischief. Mischief is only one form of energy. If lightning flies about unguided its likely to do somebody some damage; if its conducted properly to a safe terminal theres no damage done and probably a little good.

Your brushes are your lightning-rods? she suggested, laughing.

Certainly. I only demoralise canvas. What outlet have you for your perfectly normal deviltry?

I havent any.

[Illustration: I know perfectly well that this isnt right, she said.]

Any deviltry?

Any outlet.

You ought to have.

Ought I?

Certainly. You are as full of restless energy as I am.

Oh, I dont think I am.

You are. Look at yourself! I never saw anybody so sound, so superbly healthy, so — he laughed— adapted to dynamics. Youve got to have an outlet. Or therell be the deuce to pay.

She looked at her fruit salad gravely, tasted it, and glanced up at him:

I have never in all my life had any outlet — never even any outlook, Mr.
Neville.

You should have had both, he grumbled, annoyed at himself for the interest her words had for him; uneasy, now that she had responded, yet curious to learn something about this fair young girl, approximately his intellectual equal, who came to his door looking for work as a model. He thought to himself that probably it was some distressing tale which he couldnt help, and the recital of which would do neither of them any good. Of stories of models lives he was tired, satiated. There was no use encouraging her to family revelations; an easy, pleasant footing was far more amusing to maintain. The other hinted of intimacy; and that he had never tolerated in his employees.

Yet, looking now across the table at her, a not unkind curiosity began to prod him. He could easily have left matters where they were, maintained the status quo indefinitely — or as long as he needed her services.

Outlets are necessary, he said, cautiously. Otherwise we go to the bow-wows.

Or — die.

What? sharply.

She looked up without a trace of self-consciousness or the least hint of the dramatic:

I would die unless I had an outlet. This is almost one. At least it gives me something to do with my life.

Posing?

Yes.

I dont quite understand you.

Why, I only mean that — the other — she smiled— what you call the bow-wows, would not have been an outlet for me…. I was a show-girl for two months last winter; I ought to know. And Id rather have died than—

I see, he said; that outlet was too stupid to have attracted you.

She nodded. Besides, I have principles, she said, candidly.

Which effectually blocked that outlet. They sometimes kill, too, as you say. Youth stifled too long means death — the death of youth at least. Outlets mean life. The idea is to find a safe one.

She flushed in quick, sensitive response:

That is it; that is what I meant. Mr. Neville, I am twenty-one; and do you know I never had a childhood? And I am simply wild for it — for the girlhood and the playtime that I never had—

She checked herself, looking across at him uncertainly.

Go on, he nodded.

That is all.

No; tell me the rest.

She sat with head bent, slender fingers picking at her napkin; then, without raising her troubled eyes:

Life has been — curious. My mother was bedridden. My childhood and girlhood were passed caring for her. That is all I ever did until — a year ago, she added, her voice falling so low he could scarcely hear her.

She died, then?

A year ago last February.

You went to school. You must have made friends there.

I went to a public school for a year. After that mother taught me.

She must have been extremely cultivated.

The girl nodded, looking absently at the cloth. Then, glancing up:

I wonder whether you will understand me when I tell you why I decided to ask employment of artists.

Ill try to, he said, smiling.

It was an intense desire to be among cultivated people — if only for a few hours. Besides, I had read about artists; and their lives seemed so young, so gay, so worth living — please dont think me foolish and immature, Mr. Neville — but I was so stifled, so cut off from such people, so uninspired, so — so starved for a little gaiety — and I needed youthful companionship — surroundings where people of my own age and intelligence sometimes entered — and I had never had it—

She looked at him with a strained, wistful expression as though begging him to understand her:

I couldnt remain at the theatre, she said. I had little talent — no chance except chances I would not tolerate; no companionship except what I was unfitted for by education and inclination…. The men were — impossible. There may have been girls I could have liked — but I did not meet them. So, as I had to do something — and my years of seclusion with mother had unfitted me for any business — for office work or shop work — I thought that artists might care to employ me — might give me — or let me see — be near — something of the gayer, brighter, more pleasant and youthful side of life—

She ceased, bent her head thoughtfully.

You want — friends? Young ones — with intellects? You want to combine these with a chance of making a decent living?

Yes. She looked up candidly: I am simply starved for it. You must believe that when you see what I have submitted to — gone through with in your studio — she blushed vividly— in a — a desperate attempt to escape the — the loneliness, the silence and isolation — she raised her dark eyes— the isolation of the poor, she said. You dont know what that means.

After a moment she added, level-eyed: For which there is supposed to be but one outlet — if a girl is attractive.

He rose, walked to and fro for a few moments, then, halting:

All memory of the initial terror and distress and uncertainty aside, have you not enjoyed this morning, Miss West?

Yes, I — have. I — you have no idea what it has meant to me.

It has given you an outlook, anyway.

Yes…. Only — Im terrified at the idea of going through it again — with another man—

He laughed, and she tried to, saying:

But if all artists are as kind and considerate—

Plenty of em are more so. There are a few bounders, a moderate number of beasts. Youll find them everywhere in the world from the purlieus to the pulpit…. Im going to make a contract with you. After that, regretfully, Ill see that you meet the men who will be valuable to you…. I wish there was some way I could box you up in a jewellers case so that nobody else could have you and I could find you when I needed you!

She laughed shyly, extended her slim white hand for him to support her while she mounted to her eyrie. Then, erect, delicately flushed, she let the robe fall from her and stood looking down at him in silence.


CHAPTER II
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SPRING CAME UNUSUALLY early that year. By the first of the month a few willows and thorn bushes in the Park had turned green; then, in a single day, the entire Park became lovely with golden bell-flowers, and the first mowing machine clinked over the greenswards leaving a fragrance of clipped verdure in its wake.

Under a characteristic blue sky April unfolded its myriad leaves beneath which robins ran over shaven lawns and purple grackle bustled busily about, and the water fowl quacked and whistled and rushed through the water nipping and chasing one another or, sidling alongside, began that nodding, bowing, bobbing acquaintance preliminary to aquatic courtship.

Many of the wild birds had mated; many were mating; amorous caterwauling on back fences made night an inferno; pigeons cooed and bubbled and made endless nuisances of themselves all day long.

In lofts, offices, and shops youthful faces, whitened by the winters pallour, appeared at open windows gazing into the blue above, or, with, pretty, inscrutable eyes, studied the passing throng till the lifted eyes of youth below completed the occult circuit with a smile.

And the spring sunshine grew hot, and sprinkling carts appeared, and the metropolis moulted its overcoats, and the derby became a burden, and the annual spring exhibition of the National Academy of Design remained uncrowded.

Neville, lunching at the Syrinx Club, carelessly caught the ball of conversation tossed toward him and contributed his final comment:

Burleson — and you, Sam Ogilvy — and you, Annan, all say that the exhibition is rotten. You say so every year; so does the majority of people. And the majority will continue saying the same thing throughout the coming decades as long as there are any exhibitions to damn.

It is the same thing in other countries. For a hundred years the majority has pronounced every Salon rotten. And it will so continue.

But the facts are these: the average does not vary much. A mediocrity, not disagreeable, always rules; supremity has been, is, and always will be the stick in the riffle around which the little whirlpool will always centre. This year it happens to be José Querida who stems the sparkling mediocrity and sticks up from the bottom gravel making a fine little swirl. Next year — or next decade it may be anybody — you, Annan, or Sam — perhaps, he added with a slight smile, it might be I. Quand même. The exhibitions are no rottener than they have ever been; and its up to us to go about our business. And Im going. Good-bye.

He rose from the table, laid aside the remains of his cigar, nodded good-humouredly to the others, and went out with that quick, graceful, elastic step which was noticed by everybody and envied by many.

Hell, observed John Burleson, hitching his broad shoulders forward and swallowing a goblet of claret at a single gulp, its all right for Kelly Neville to shed sweetness and light over a rotten exhibition where half the people are crowded around his own picture.

What a success hes having, mused Ogilvy, looking sideways out of the window at a pretty girl across the street.

Annan nodded: He works hard enough for it.

He works all the time, grumbled Burleson, but, does he work hard?

A cat scrambling in a molasses barrel works hard, observed Ogilvy— if you see any merit in that, John.

Burleson reared his huge frame and his symmetrical features became more bovine than ever:

What the devil has a cat in a molasses barrel to do with the subject? he demanded.

Annan laughed: Poor old honest, literal John, he said, lazily. Listen; from my back window in the country, yesterday, I observed one of my hens scratching her ear with her foot. How would you like to be able to accomplish that, John?

I wouldnt like it at all! roared Burleson in serious disapproval.

Thats because youre a sculptor and a Unitarian, said Annan, gravely.

My God! shouted Burleson, whats that got to do with a hen scratching herself!

Ogilvy was too weak with laughter to continue the favourite pastime of touching up John; and Burleson who, under provocation, never exhibited any emotion except impatient wonder at the foolishness of others, emptied his claret bottle with unruffled confidence in his own common-sense and the futility of his friends.

Kelly, they say, is making a stunning lot of stuff for that Byzantine Theatre, he said in his honest, resonant voice. I wish to Heaven I could paint like him.

Annan passed his delicate hand over his pale, handsome face: Kelly
Neville is, without exception, the most gifted man I ever knew.

No, the most skilful, suggested Ogilvy. I have known more gifted men who never became skilful.

[Illustration: Whats the matter with it, then?]

What hair is that youre splitting, Sam? demanded Burleson. Dont you like Kellys work?

Sure I do.

Whats the matter with it, then?

There was a silence. One or two men at neighbouring tables turned partly around to listen. There seemed to be something in the very simple and honest question of John Burleson that arrested the attention of every man at the Syrinx Club who had heard it. Because, for the first time, the question which every man there had silently, involuntarily asked himself had been uttered aloud at last by John Burleson — voiced in utter good faith and with all confidence that the answer could be only that there was nothing whatever the matter with Louis Nevilles work. And his answer had been a universal silence.

Clive Gail, lately admitted to the Academy said: I have never in my life seen or believed possible such facility as is Louis Nevilles.

Sure thing, grunted Burleson.

His personal manner of doing his work — which the critics and public term tek — nee — ee — eek, laughed Annan, is simply gloriously bewildering. There is a sweeping splendour to it — and what colour!

There ensued murmured and emphatic approbation; and another silence.

Ogilvys dark, pleasant face was troubled when he broke the quiet, and everybody turned toward him:

Then, he said, slowly, what is the matter with Neville?

Somebody said: He does convince you; it isnt that, is it?

A voice replied: Does he convince himself?

There is — there always has been something lacking in all that big, glorious, splendid work. It only needs that one thing — whatever it is, said Ogilvy, quietly. Kelly is too sure, too powerfully perfect, too omniscient—

And we mortals cant stand that, commented Annan, laughing. Raus mit
Neville! He paints joy and sorrow as though hed never known either—

And his voice checked itself of its own instinct in the startled silence.

That man, Neville, has never known the pain of work, said Gail, deliberately. When he has passed through it and it has made his hand less steady, less omnipotent—

Thats right. We cant love a man who has never endured what we have, said another. No genius can hide his own immunity. That man paints with an unscarred soul. A little hell for his — and no living painter could stand beside him.

Piffle, observed John Burleson.

Ogilvy said: It is true, I think, that out of human suffering a quality is distilled which affects everything one does. Those who have known sorrow can best depict it — not perhaps most plausibly, but most convincingly — and with fewer accessories, more reticence, and — better taste.

Why do you want to paint tragedies? demanded Burleson.

One need not paint them, John, but one needs to understand them to paint anything else — needs to have lived them, perhaps, to become a master of pictured happiness, physical or spiritual.

Thats piffle, too! said Burleson in his rumbling bass— like that damn hen you lugged in—

A shout of laughter relieved everybody.

Do you want a fellow to go and poke his head into trouble and get himself mixed up in a tragedy so that he can paint better? insisted Burleson, scornfully.

Theres usually no necessity to hunt trouble, said Annan.

But you say that Kelly never had any and that hed paint better if he had.

Trouble might be the making of Kelly Neville, mused Ogilvy, and it might not. It depends, John, not on the amount and quality of the hell, but on the man whos frying on the gridiron.

Annan said: Personally I dont see how Kelly could paint happiness or sorrow or wonder or fear into any of his creations any more convincingly than he does. And yet — and yet — sometimes we love men for their shortcomings — for the sincerity of their blunders — for the fallible humanity in them. That after all is where love starts. The rest — what Kelly shows us — evokes wonder, delight, awe, enthusiasm…. If he could only make us love him—

I love him! said Burleson.

We all are inclined to — if we could get near enough to him, said Annan with a faint smile.

Him — or his work?

Both, John. Theres a vast amount of nonsense talked about the necessity of separation between a man and his work — that the public has no business with the creator, only with his creations. It is partly true. Still, no man ever created anything in which he did not include a sample of himself — if not what he himself is, at least what he would like to be and what he likes and dislikes in others. No creator who shows his work can hope to remain entirely anonymous. And — I am not yet certain that the public has no right to make its comments on the man who did the work as well as on the work which it is asked to judge.

The man is nothing; the work everything, quoted Burleson, heavily.

So Ive heard, observed Annan, blandly. Its rather a precious thought, isnt it, John?

Do you consider that statement to be pure piffle?

Partly, dear friend. But Im one of those nobodies who cherish a degenerate belief that man comes first, and then his works, and that the main idea is to get through life as happily as possible with the minimum of inconvenience to others. Human happiness is what I venture to consider more important than the gim-cracks created by those same humans. Man first, then mans work, thats the order of mundane importance to me. And if youve got to criticise the work, for Gods sake do it with your hand on the mans shoulder.

Our little socialist, said Ogilvy, patting Annans blonde head. He wants to love everybody and everybody to love him, especially when theyre ornamental and feminine. Yes? No? he asked, fondly coddling Annan, who submitted with a bored air and tried to kick his shins.

Later, standing in a chance group on the sidewalk before scattering to their several occupations, Burleson said:

Thats a winner of a model — that Miss West. I used her for the fountain Im doing for Cardemons sunken garden. I never saw a model put together as she is. And thats going some.

Shes a dream, said Ogilvy— un pen sauvage — no inclination to socialism there, Annan. I know because I was considering the advisability of bestowing upon her one of those innocent, inadvertent, and fascinatingly chaste salutes — just to break the formality. She wouldnt have it. Id taken her to the theatre, too. Girls are astonishing problems.

Youre a joyous beast, arent you, Sam? observed Burleson.

I may be a trifle joyous. I tried to explain that to her, but she wouldnt listen. Heaven knows my intentions are child-like. I liked her because shes the sort of girl you can take anywhere and not queer yourself if you collide with your fiancée — visiting relative from Frisco, you know. Shes equipped to impersonate anything from the younger set to the prune and pickle class.

She certainly is a looker, nodded Annan.

She can deliver the cultivated goods, too, and make a perfectly good play at the unsophisticated intellectual, said Ogilvy with conviction. And its a rare combination to find a dream that looks as real at the Opera as it does in a lobster palace. But shes no socialist, Harry — shell ride in a taxi with you and sit up half the night with you, but its nix for getting closer, and the frozen Fownes for the chaste embrace — thats all.

Shes a curious kind of girl, mused Burleson;— seems perfectly willing to go about with you; — enjoys it like one of those bread-and-butter objects that the department shops call a Miss.

Annan said: The girl is unusual, everyway. You dont know where to place her. Shes a girl without a caste. I like her. I made some studies from her; Kelly let me.

Does Kelly own her? asked Burleson, puffing out his chest.

He discovered her. He has first call.

Allaire, who had come up, caught the drift of the conversation.

Oh, hell, he said, in his loud, careless voice, anybody can take
Valerie West to supper. The towns full of her kind.

Have you taken her anywhere? asked Annan, casually.

Allaire flushed up: I havent had time. He added something which changed the fixed smile on his symmetrical, highly coloured face into an expression not entirely agreeable.

The girls all right, said Burleson, reddening. Shes damn decent to everybody. What are you talking about, Allaire? Kelly will put a head on you!

Allaire, careless and assertive, shrugged away the rebuke with a laugh:

Neville is one of those professional virgins we read about in our neatly manicured fiction. Hes what is known as the original mark. Jezebel and Potiphars wife in combination with Salome and the daughters of Lot couldnt disturb his confidence in them or in himself. And — in my opinion — he paints that way, too. And he went away laughing and swinging his athletic shoulders and twirling his cane, his hat not mathematically straight on his handsome, curly head.

There strides a joyous bounder, observed Ogilvy.

Curious, mused Annan. His family is oldest New York. You see em that way, at times.

Burleson, who came from New England, grunted his scorn for Manhattan, ancient or recent, and, nodding a brusque adieu, walked away with ponderous and powerful strides. And the others followed, presently, each in pursuit of his own vocation, Annan and Ogilvy remaining together as their common destination was the big new studio building which they as well as Neville inhabited.

Passing Nevilles door they saw it still ajar, and heard laughter and a piano and gay voices.

Hi! exclaimed Ogilvy, softly, lets assist at the festivities.
Probably were not wanted, but does that matter, Harry?

It merely adds piquancy to our indiscretion, said Annan, gravely, following him in unannounced— Oh, hello, Miss West! Was that you playing? Hello, Rita — greeting a handsome blonde young girl who stretched out a gloved hand to them both and nodded amiably. Then she glanced upward where, perched on his ladder, big palette curving over his left elbow, Neville stood undisturbed by the noise below, outlining great masses of clouds on a canvas where a celestial company, sketched in from models, soared, floated, or hung suspended, cradled in mid air with a vast confusion of wide wings spreading, fluttering, hovering, beating the vast ethereal void, all in pursuit of a single exquisite shape darting up into space.

Whats all that, Kelly? Leda chased by swans? asked Ogilvy, with all the disrespect of cordial appreciation.

Its the classic game of follow my Leda, observed Annan.

Oh — oh! exclaimed Valerie West, laughing; such a wretched witticism,
Mr. Annan!

Your composition is one magnificent vista of legs, Kelly, insisted
Ogilvy. Put pants on those swans.

Neville merely turned and threw an empty paint tube at him, and continued his cloud outlining with undisturbed composure.

Where have you been, Rita? asked Ogilvy, dropping into a chair.
Nobody sees you any more.

Thats because nobody went to the show, and thats why they took it off, said Rita Tevis, resentfully. I had a perfectly good part which nobody crabbed because nobody wanted it, which suited me beautifully because I hate to have anything that others want. Now theres nothing doing in the millinery line and Im ready for suggestions.

Dinner with me, said Ogilvy, fondly. But she turned up her dainty nose:

Have you anything more interesting to offer, Mr. Annan?

Only my heart, hand, and Ogilvys fortune, said Annan, regretfully.
But I believe Archie Allaire was looking for a model of your type—

I dont want to pose for Mr. Allaire, said the girl, pouting and twirling the handle of her parasol.

But neither Annan nor Ogilvy could use her then; and Neville had just finished a solid week of her.

What Ill do, she said with decision, will be to telephone John
Burleson. I never knew him to fail a girl in search of an engagement.

Isnt he a dear, said Valerie, smiling. I adore him.

She sat at the piano, running her fingers lightly over the keyboard, listening to what was being said, watching with happy interest everything that was going on around her, and casting an occasional glance over her shoulder and upward to where Neville stood at work.

John Burleson, observed Rita, looking fixedly at Ogilvy, is easily the nicest man I know.

Help! said Ogilvy, feebly.

Valerie glanced across the top of the piano, laughing, while her hands passed idly here and there over the keys:

Sam can be very nice, Rita; but youve got to make him, she said.

Did you ever know a really interesting man who didnt require watching? inquired Annan, mildly.

Rita surveyed him with disdain: Plenty.

Dont believe it. No girl has any very enthusiastic use for a man in whom she has perfect confidence.

Heres another profound observation, added Ogilvy; when a woman loses confidence in a man she finds a brand-new interest in him. But when a man once really loses confidence in a woman, he never regains it, and its the beginning of the end. What do you think about that, Miss West?

Valerie, still smiling, struck a light chord or two, considering:

I dont know how it would be, she said, to lose confidence in a man you really care much about. I should think it would break a girls heart.

It doesnt, said Rita, with supreme contempt. You become accustomed to it.

Valerie leaned forward against the keyboard, laughing:

Oh, Rita! she said, what a confession!

You silly child, retorted Rita, Im twenty-two. Do you think I have the audacity to pretend Ive never been in love?

Ogilvy said with a grin: How about you, Miss West? — hoping to embarrass her; but she only smiled gaily and continued to play a light accompaniment to the fugitive air that was running through her head.

Dont be selfish with your experiences, urged Ogilvy. Come on, Miss
West! Raus mit em!

What do you wish me to say, Sam?

That youve been in love several times.

But I havent.

Not once?

Her lowered face was still smiling, as her pliant fingers drifted into
Griegs Spring Song.

Not one pretty amourette to cheer those twenty-one years of yours? insisted Ogilvy.

But his only answer was her lowered head and the faint smile edging her lips, and the Spring Song, low, clear, exquisitely persistent in the hush.

When the last note died out in the stillness Rita emphasised the finish with the ferrule of her parasol and rose with decision:

I require several new frocks, she said, and how am I to acquire them unless I pose for somebody? Good-bye, Mr. Neville — bye-bye! Sam — good-bye, Mr. Annan — good-bye, dear, — to Valerie— if youve nothing better on hand drop in this evening. Ive a duck of a new hat.

The girl nodded, and, as Rita Tevis walked out, turning up her nose at Ogilvy who opened the door for her, Valerie glanced up over her shoulder at Neville:

I dont believe you are going to need me to-day after all, are you? she asked.

No, he said, absently. Ive a lot of things to do. You neednt stay,
Miss West.

Now will you be good! said Annan, smiling at her with his humourous, bantering air. And to his surprise and discomfiture he saw the least trace of annoyance in her dark eyes.

Come up to the studio and have a julep, he said with hasty cordiality. And suppose we dine together at Arrowhead — if youve nothing else on hand—

She shook her head — the movement was scarcely perceptible. The smile had returned to her lips.

Wont you, Miss West?

Isnt it like you to ask me when you heard Ritas invitation? Youre a fraud, Mr. Annan.

Are you going to sit in that boarding-house parlour and examine Ritas new bonnet all this glorious evening?

She laughed: Is there any man on earth who can prophesy what any woman on earth is likely to do? If you can, please begin.

Ogilvy, hands clasped behind him, balancing alternately on heels and toes, stood regarding Nevilles work. Annan looked up, too, watching Neville where he stood on the scaffolding, busy as always, with the only recreation he cared anything for — work.

I wish to Heaven I were infected with the bacillus of industry, broke out Ogilvy. I never come into this place but I see Kelly busily doing something.

Youre an inhuman sort of brute, Kelly! added Annan. What do you work that way for — money? If I had my way Id spend three quarters of my time shooting and fishing and one quarter painting — and Im as devotedly stuck on art as any healthy man ought to be.

Arts a bum mistress if she makes you hustle like that! commented
Ogilvy. Shake her, Kelly. Shes a wampire mit a sarpints tongue!

The worst of Kelly is that hed rather paint, said Annan, hopelessly. Its sufficient to sicken the proverbial cat.

Get a machine and take us all out to Woodmanston? suggested Ogilvy.
Its a bee — u — tiful day, dearie!

Get out of here! retorted Neville, painting composedly.

Your industry saddens us, insisted Annan. Its only in mediocrity that you encounter industry. Genius frivols; talent takes numerous vacations on itself—

And at its own expense, added Valerie, demurely. I knew a man who couldnt finish his Spring Academy in time: and he had all winter to finish it. But he didnt. Did you ever hear about that man, Sam?

Me, said Ogilvy, bowing with hand on heart. And with that cruel jab from you — false fair one — Ill continue heavenward in the elevator. Come on, Harry.

Annan took an elaborate farewell of Valerie which she met in the same mock-serious manner; then she waved a gay and dainty adieu to Ogilvy, and reseated herself after their departure. But this time she settled down into a great armchair facing Neville and his canvas, and lay back extending her arms and resting the back of her head on the cushions.

Whether or not Neville was conscious of her presence below she could not determine, so preoccupied did he appear to be with the work in hand. She lay there in the pleasant, mellow light of the great windows, watching him, at first intently, then, soothed by the soft spring wind that fitfully stirred the hair at her temples, she relaxed her attention, idly contented, happy without any particular reason.

Now and then a pigeon flashed by the windows, sheering away high above the sunlit city. Once, wind-caught, or wandering into unaccustomed heights, high in the blue a white butterfly glimmered, still mounting to infinite altitudes, fluttering, breeze-blown, a silvery speck adrift.

Like a poor soul aspiring, she thought listlessly, watching with dark eyes over which the lids dropped lazily at moments, only to lift again as her gaze reverted to the man above.

She thought about him, too; she usually did — about his niceness to her, his never-to-be-forgotten kindness; her own gratitude to him for her never-to-be-forgotten initiation.

It seemed scarcely possible that two months had passed since her novitiate — that two months ago she still knew nothing of the people, the friendships, the interest, the surcease from loneliness and hopeless apathy, that these new conditions had brought to her.

Had she known Louis Neville only two months? Did all this new buoyancy date from two short months experience — this quickened interest in life, this happy development of intelligence so long starved, this unfolding of youth in the atmosphere of youth? She found it difficult to realise, lying there so contentedly, so happily, following, with an interest and appreciation always developing, the progress of the work.

Already, to herself, she could interpret much that she saw in this new world. Cant phrases, bits of studio lore, artists patter, their ways of looking at things, their manners of expression, their mannerisms, their little vanities, their ideas, ideals, aspirations, were fast becoming familiar to her. Also she was beginning to notice and secretly to reflect on their generic characteristics — their profoundly serious convictions concerning themselves and their art modified by surface individualities; their composite lack of humour — exceptions like Ogilvy and Annan, and even Neville only proving the rule; their simplicity, running the entire gamut from candour to stupidity; their patience which was half courage, half a capacity for suffering; and, in the latter, more woman-like than like a man.

Simplicity, courage, lack of humour — those appeared to be the fundamentals characterising the ensemble — supplemented by the extremes of restless intelligence and grim conservatism.

And the whole fabric seemed to be founded not on industry but on impulse born of sentiment. In this new, busy, inspiring, delightful world logic became a synthesis erected upon some inceptive absurdity, carried solemnly to a picturesque and erroneous conclusion.

She had been aware, in stage folk, of the tendency to sentimental impulse; and she again discovered it in this new world, in a form slightly modified by the higher average of reasoning power. In both professions the heart played the dominant part in creator and creation. The exceptions to the rule were the few in either profession who might be called distinguished.

Neville had once said to her: Nothing that amounts to anything in art is ever done accidentally or merely because the person who creates it loves to do it.

She was thinking of this, now, as she lay there watching him.

He had added: Enthusiasm is excellent while youre dressing for breakfast; but good pictures are painted in cold blood. Go out into the back yard and yell your appreciation of the universe if you want to; but the studio is a silent place; and a blank canvas a mathematical proposition.

Could this be true? Was all the beauty, all the joyous charm, all the splendour of shape and colour the result of working out a mathematical proposition? Was this exquisite surety of touch and handling, of mass and line composition, all these lovely depths and vast ethereal spaces superbly peopled, merely the logical result of solving that problem? Was it all clear, limpid, steady, nerveless intelligence; and was nothing due to the chance and hazard of inspiration?

Gladys, the cat, walked in, gently flourishing her tail, hesitated, looked around with narrowing green-jewelled eyes, and, ignoring the whispered invitation and the outstretched hand, leaped lightly to a chair and settled down on a silken cushion, paws and tail folded under her jet-black body.

Valerie reproached her in a whisper, reminding her of past caresses and attentions, but the cat only blinked at her pleasantly.

On a low revolving stand at Valeries elbow lay a large lump of green modelling wax. This wax Neville sometimes used to fashion, with his facile hands, little figures sketched from his models. These he arranged in groups as though to verify the composition on the canvas before him, and this work and the pliant material which he employed had for her a particular and never-flagging interest. And now, without thinking, purely instinctively, she leaned forward and laid her hand caressingly on the lump of wax. There was something about the yielding, velvety texture that fascinated her, as though in her slim fingers some delicate nerves were responding to the pleasure of contact.

For a while she moulded little cubes and pyramids, pinched out bread-crumb chickens and pigs and cats.

What do you think of this little wax kitten, Gladys? she whispered, holding it up for the cats inspection. Gladys regarded it without interest and resumed her pleasant contemplation of space.

Valerie, elbows on knees, seated at the revolving stool with all the naïve absorption of a child constructing mud pies, began to make out of the fascinating green wax an image of Gladys dozing.

Time fled away in the studio; intent, absorbed, she pinched little morsels of wax from the lump and pushed them into place with a snowy, pink-tipped thumb, or with the delicate nail of her forefinger removed superfluous material.

Stepping noiselessly so not to disturb Neville she made frequent journeys around to the other side of the cat, sometimes passing sensitive fingers over silky feline contours, which, research inspired a loud purring.

As she worked sometimes she talked under her breath to herself, to
Gladys, to Neville:

I am making a perfectly good cat, Valerie, she whispered. Gladys, arent you a little bit flattered? I suppose you think its honour enough to belong to that man up there on the scaffolding. I imagine it is; he is a very wonderful man, Gladys, very high above us in intellect as he is in body. He doesnt pay very much attention to you and me down here on the floor; hes just satisfied to own us and be amiable to us when he thinks about us.

I dont mean that in any critical or reproachful sense, Gladys. Dont you dare think I do — not for one moment! Do you hear me? Well then! If you are stupid enough to misunderstand me Ill put a perfectly horrid pair of ears on you!… Ive made a very dainty pair of ears for you, dear; I only said that to frighten you. You and I like that man up there — tremendously, dont we? And were very grateful to him for — for a great many happy moments — and for his unfailing kindness and consideration…. You dont mind posing for me; you wear fur. But I didnt wear anything, dear, when I first sat to him as a novice; and, kitty, I was a fortunate girl in my choice of the man before whom I was to make a début. And I—

The rattle of brushes and the creak of the scaffolding arrested her:
Neville was coming down for a view of his work.

Hello, he said, pleasantly, noticing for the first time that she was still in the studio.

Have I disturbed you, Mr. Neville?

Not a bit. You never do any more than does Gladys. He glanced absently at the cat, then, facing his canvas, backed away from it, palette in hand.

For ten minutes he examined his work, shifting his position from minute to minute, until the change of positions brought him backed up beside Valerie, and his thigh brushing her arm made him aware of her. Glancing down with smiling apology his eye fell on the wax, and was arrested. Then he bent over the work she had done, examining it, twirled the top of the stool, and inspected it carefully from every side.

Have you ever studied modelling, Miss West?

No, she said, blushing, you must know that I havent. And looked up expecting to see laughter in his eyes; and saw only the curiosity of interest.

How did you know how to start this?

I have often watched you.

Is that all the instruction youve ever had in modelling?

She could not quite bring herself to believe in his pleasant seriousness:

Y-yes, she admitted, except when I have watched John Burleson.
But — this is simply rotten — childish — isnt it?

No, he said in a matter of fact tone, its interesting.

Do you really think — mean—

He looked down at her, considering her while the smile that she knew and liked best and thought best suited to his face, began to glimmer; that amused, boyish, bantering smile hinting of experience and wisdom delightfully beyond her.

I really think that youre a very unusual girl, he said. I dont want to spoil you by telling you so every minute.

You dont spoil me by telling me so. Sometimes I think you may spoil me by not telling me so.

Miss West! Youre spoiled already! Im throwing bouquets at you every minute! Youre about the only girl who ever sat for me with whom I talk unreservedly and incessantly.

Really, Mr. Neville?

Yes — really, Mr. Neville, he repeated, laughing— you bad, spoiled little beauty! You know devilish well that if theres any intellectual space between you and me its purely a matter of circumstance and opportunity.

Do you think me silly enough to believe that!

I think you clever enough to know it without my telling you.

I wish you wouldnt say that.

She was still smiling but in the depths of her eyes he felt that the smile was not genuine.

See here, he said, I dont want you to think that I dont mean what I say. I do. Youre as intelligent a woman as I ever knew. Ive known girls more cultivated in general and in particular, but, I say again, that is the hazard of circumstance. Is all clear between us now, Miss West?

Yes.

He held out his hand; she glanced up, smiled, and laid her own in it.
And they shook hands heartily.

Good business, he said with satisfaction. Dont ever let anything threaten our very charming accord. The moment you dont approve of anything I say or do come straight to me and complain — and dont let me divine it in your eyes, Miss West.

Did you?

Certainly I did. Your lips were smiling but in your eyes was something that did not corroborate your lips.

Yes…. But how could you see it?

After all, he said, its part of my business to notice such things. He seated himself on the arm of her chair and bent over the wax model, his shoulder against hers. And the chance contact meant nothing to either: but what he said about men and things in the world was inevitably arousing the intelligence in her to a gratitude, a happiness, at first timid, then stirring subtly, tremulously, toward passionate response.

No man can do that to a girl and leave the higher side of her indifferent or unresponsive. What he had aroused — what he was awakening every day in her was what he must some day reckon with. Loyalty is born of the spirit, devotion of the mind; and spiritual intelligence arouses fiercer passions than the sensuous emotions born of the flesh.

Leaning there above the table, shoulder to shoulder, his light finger tips caressing the wax model which she had begun, he told her clearly, and with the engaging candour which she already had begun to adore in him, all about what she had achieved in the interesting trifle before them — explained to her wherein she had failed not only to accomplish but to see correctly — wherein she had seen clearly and wrought intelligently.

He might have been talking to a brother sculptor — and therein lay the fascination of this man — for her — that, and the pains he always took with her — which courtesy was only part of him — part of the wonder of this man; of his unerring goodness in all things to her.

Listening, absorbed in all that he said she still was conscious of a parallel thread of thought accompanying — a tiny filament of innocent praise in her heart that chance had given her this man to listen to and to heed and talk to and to think about.

I wont touch what youve done, Miss West, he said, smilingly; but just take a pinch of wax — that way! — and accent that relaxed flank muscle!… Dont be afraid; watch the shape of the shadows…. Thats it! Do you see? Never be afraid of dealing vigorously with your subject. Every modification of the first vigorous touch is bound to weaken and sometimes to emasculate…. I dont mean for you to parade crudity and bunches of exaggerated muscle as an ultimate expression of vigour. Only the devotee of the obvious is satisfied with that sort of result; and our exhibitions reek with them. But there is no reason why the satin skin and smooth contour of a naked child shouldnt express virility and vigour — no reason why the flawless delicacy of Venus herself should not, if necessary, express violence unexaggerated and without either distortion or lack of finish.

He glanced across at the dozing cat:

Under that silky black fur there are bones and fibres and muscles. Dont exaggerate them and call your task finished; merely remember always that theyre there framing and padding the velvet skin. More is done by skilful inference than by parading every abstract fact you know and translating the sum-accumulative of your knowledge into the over-accented concrete. Reticence is a kind of vigour. It can even approach violence. The mentally garrulous kill their own inspiration. Inadequacy loves to lump things and gamble with chance for effective results.

He rose, walked over and examined Gladys, touched her contemplatively with the button of his mahl-stick, and listened absently to her responsive purr. Then, palette still in hand, he sat down opposite Valerie, gazing at her in that detached manner which some mistook for indifference:

There are, I think, two reasons for failure in art, he said, excess of creative emotion, excess of psychological hair-splitting. The one produces the normal and lovable failures which, decorate our art exhibitions; the other results in those curious products which amuse the public to good-humoured contempt — I mean those pictures full of violent colour laid on in streaks, in great sweeps, in patches, in dots. The painter has turned half theorist, half scientist; the theories of the juxtaposition of colour, and the science of complementary colours, engrosses his attention. He is no longer an artist; he is a chemist and physiologist and an artisan.

Every now and then there is a revolt from the accepted order of things. New groups form, sometimes damning what they call the artificial lighting of the studio, sometimes exclaiming against the carnival of harmonious or crude colour generally known as plein air. Impressionists scorn the classic, and vice versa. But, Miss West, as a matter of fact, all schools are as good as all religions.

To speak of studio lighting as artificial and unworthy is silly. It is pretty hard to find anything really artificial in the world, indoors, or out, or even in the glare of the footlights. I think the main idea is that a man should prefer doing what the public calls his work, to any other form of recreation — should use enough reason — not too much — enough inspiration — but watching himself at every brush stroke; and finally should feel physically unfettered — that is, have the a b c, the drudgery, the artisans part of the work at his finger tips. Then, if he does what makes him happy, whether in a spirit of realism or romanticism, he can safely leave the rest to Fate.

He looked at her, curiously for a moment, then a smile wholly involuntary broke over his face:

Lord! What a lecture! And you listened to all that nonsense like an angel!

The dreamy absorption died out in her eyes; she clasped her hands on her knee, looked down, then up at him almost irritably:

Please go on, Mr. Neville.

Not much. Ive a few stunts to execute aloft there—

He contemplated her in amused silence, which became more serious:

You have talent, Miss West. Artistic talent is not unusual among Americans, but patience is. That is one reason why talent accomplishes so little in this country.

Isnt another reason that patience is too expensive to be indulged in by talent?

He laughed: That is perfectly true. The majority of us have to make a living before we know how.

Did you have to do that?

No, I didnt.

You were fortunate?

Yes. I was — perhaps…. Im not sure.

She touched the lump of green wax gravely, absently. He remained looking at her, busy with his own reflections.

Would you like to have a chance to study? he asked.

Study? What?

Sculpture — any old thing! Would you like to try?

What chance have I for such expensive amusements as study? she laughed.

Ill be responsible for you.

You? — in blank surprise.

Ill attend to the material part of it, if you like. Ill see that you can afford the — patience.

Mr. Neville, I dont understand.

What dont you understand? he asked, lazily humorous.

Do you mean — that you offer me — an opportunity—

Yes; an opportunity to exercise patience. Its an offer, Miss West. But
Im perfectly certain you wont take it.

For a long while she sat, her cheek resting on one palm, looking fixedly into space. Then she stirred, glanced up, blushed vividly, sprang to her feet and crossed to where he sat.

Ive been considering your offer, she said, striving to speak without effort.

Ill bet you wont accept it!

You win your wager, Mr. Neville.

I wonder why? he said with his bantering smile: but I think I know.
Talent in America is seldom intellectually ambitious.

To his amazement and vexation tears sprang to her eyes; she said, biting her lower lip: My ambition is humble. I care — more than anything in the world — to be of use to — to your career.

Taken completely by surprise he said, Nonsense, and rose to confront her where she stood wholly charming in her nervous, flushed emotion:

It isnt nonsense, Mr. Neville; it is my happiness.

I dont believe you realise what your career means to me. I would not willingly consider anything that might interrupt my humble part in it — in this happy companionship…. After all, happiness is the essential. You said so once. I am happier here than I possibly could be in an isolation where I might perhaps study — learn— Her voice broke deliciously as he met her gaze in cool, curious disapproval.

[Illustration: For a long while she sat, her cheek resting on one palm, looking fixedly into space.]

You cant understand it! she said, flushing almost fiercely. You cant comprehend what the daily intimacy with a man of your sort has done — is doing for me every moment of my life. How can you understand? You, who have your own place in the world — in life — in this country — in this city! You, who have family, friends, clubs, your social life in city and country, and abroad. Life is very full for you — has always been. But — what I am now learning in contact with you and with the people to whom you have introduced me — is utterly new to me — and — very — pleasant…. I have tasted it; I cannot live without it now.

She drew a deep quick breath, then, looking up at him with a tremulous smile:

What would you think if I told you that, until Sam took me, I had never even been inside a theatre except when I was engaged by Schindler? It is perfectly true. Mother did not approve. Until I went with John Burleson I had never ever been in a restaurant; until I was engaged by Schindler I had never seen the city lighted at night — I mean where the theatres and cafés and hotels are…. And, Mr. Neville, until I came here to you, I had never had an opportunity to talk to a cultivated man of my own age — I mean the kind of man you are.

She dropped her eyes, considering, while the smile still played faintly with the edges of her lips; then:

Is it very hard for you to realise that what is an ordinary matter of course to the young of my age is, to me, all a delightful novelty? — that I am enjoying to a perfectly heavenly degree what to you and others may be commonplace and uninteresting? All I ask is to be permitted to enjoy it while I am still young enough. I — I must! I really need it, Mr. Neville. It seems, at moments, as if I could never have enough — after the years — where I had — nothing.

Neville had begun walking to and fro in front of her with the quick, decisive step that characterised his movements; but his restlessness seemed only to emphasise the attention he concentrated on every word she spoke; and, though he merely glanced at her from moment to moment, she was conscious that the man now understood, and was responding more directly to her than ever before in their brief and superficial acquaintance.

I dont want to go away and study, she said. It is perfectly dear of you to offer it — I — there is no use in trying to thank you—

Valerie!

What! she said, startled by his use of her given name for the first time in their acquaintance.

He said, smilingly grave: You didnt think there was a string attached to anything I offered?

A — a string?

Did you?

She blushed hotly: No, of course not.

Its all right then, he nodded; but she began to think of that new idea in a confused, startled, helpless sort of way.

How could you think that of me? she faltered.

I didnt—

You — it must have been in your mind—

I wanted to be sure it wasnt in yours—

You ought to have known! Havent you learned anything at all about me in two months?

Do you think any man can learn anything about anybody in two months? he asked, lightly.

Yes, I do. Ive learned a good deal about you — enough, anyway, not to attribute anything — unworthy—

You silly child; youve learned nothing about me if thats what you think youve discovered.

I have discovered it! she retorted, tremulously; Ive learned horrid things about other men, too — and theyre not like you!

Valerie! Valerie! Im precisely like all the rest — my selfishness is a little more concentrated than theirs, thats the only difference. For Gods sake dont make a god of me.

She sat down on the head of the sofa, looking straight at him, pretty head lowered a trifle so that her gaze was accented by the lovely level of her brows:

Ive long wanted to have a thorough talk with you, she said. Have you got time now?

He hesitated, controlling his secret amusement under an anxious gravity as he consulted the clock.

Suppose you give me an hour on those figures up there? The light will be too poor to work by in another hour. Then well have tea and thorough talks.

All right, she said, calmly.

He picked up palette and mahl-stick and mounted to his perch on the scaffolding; she walked slowly into the farther room, stood motionless a moment, then raising both arms she began to unhook the collar of her gown.

When she was ready she stepped into her sandals, threw the white wool robe over her body, and tossed one end across her bare shoulder.

He descended, aided her aloft to her own eyrie, walked across the planking to his own, and resumed palette and brushes in excellent humour with himself, talking gaily while he was working:

Im devoured by curiosity to know what that thorough talk of yours is going to be about. You and I, in our briefly connected careers, have discussed every subject on earth, gravely or flippantly, and what in the world this thorough talk is going to resemble is beyond me—

It might have to do with your lack of ceremony — a few minutes ago, she said, laughing at him.

My — what?

Lack of ceremony. You called me Valerie.

You can easily revenge that presumption, you know.

I think I will — Kelly.

He smiled as he painted:

I dont know why the devil they call me Kelly, he mused. No episode that I ever heard of is responsible for that Milesian misnomer. Quand même! It sounds prettier from you than it ever did before. Id rather hear you call me Kelly than Caruso sing my name as Algernon.

Shall I really call you Kelly?

Sure thing! Why not?

I dont know. Youre rather celebrated — to have a girl call you Kelly.

He puffed out his chest in pretence of pompous satisfaction:

True, child. Good men are scarce — but the good and great are too nearly extinct for such familiarity. Call me Mr. Kelly.

I wont. You are only a big boy, anyway — Louis Neville — and sometimes I shall call you Kelly, and sometimes Louis, and very occasionally Mr. Neville.

All right, he said, absently— only hold that distractingly ornamental head and those incomparable shoulders a trifle more steady, please — rest solidly on the left leg — let the right hip fall into its natural position — thats it. Thank you.

Holding the pose her eyes wandered from him and his canvas to the evening tinted clouds already edged with deeper gold. Through the sheet of glass above she saw a shred of white fleece in mid-heaven turn to a pale pink.

I wonder why you asked me to tea? she mused.

What? He turned around to look at her.

You never before asked me to do such a thing, she said, candidly.
Youre an absent-minded man, Mr. Neville.

It never occurred to me, he retorted, amused. Tea is weak-minded.

It occurred to me. Thats what part of my thorough talk is to be about; your carelessness in noticing me except professionally.

He continued working, rapidly now; and it seemed to her as though something — a hint of the sombre — had come into his face — nothing definite — but the smile was no longer there, and the brows were slightly knitted.

Later he glanced up impatiently at the sky: the summer clouds wore a deeper rose and gold.

Wed better have our foolish tea, he said, abruptly, driving his brushes into a bowl of black soap and laying aside his palette for his servant to clean later.

For a while, not noticing her, he fussed about his canvas, using a knife here, a rag there, passing to and fro across the scaffolding, oblivious of the flight of time, until at length the waning light began to prophesy dusk, and he came to himself with a guilty start.

Below, in the studio, Valerie sat, fully dressed except for hat and gloves, head resting in the padded depths of an armchair, watching him in silence.

I declare, he said, looking down at her contritely, I never meant to keep you all this time. Good Lord! Have I been puttering up here for an hour and a half! Its nearly eight oclock! Why on earth didnt you speak to me, Valerie?

Its a braver girl than I am wholl venture to interrupt you at work,
Kelly, she said, laughingly. Im a little afraid of you.

Nonsense! I wasnt doing anything. My Heaven! — can it be eight oclock?

It is…. You said we were going to have tea.

Tea! Child, you cant have tea at eight oclock! Im terribly sorry — he came down the ladder, vexed with himself, wiping the paint from his hands with a bunch of cheese cloth— Im humiliated and ashamed, Miss West. Wait a moment—

He walked hastily through the next room into his small suite of apartments, washed his hands, changed his painters linen blouse for his street coat, and came back into the dim studio.

Im really sorry, Valerie, he said. It was rotten rude of me.

So am I sorry. Its absurd, but I feel like a perfectly unreasonable kid about it…. You never before asked me — and I — wanted to — stay — so much—

Why didnt you remind me, you foolish child!

Somehow I couldnt…. I wanted you to think of it.

Well, Im a chump…. He stood before her in the dim light; she still reclined in the armchair, not looking at him, one arm crookd over her head and the fingers closed tightly over the rosy palm which was turned outward, resting across her forehead.

For a few moments neither spoke; then:

Im horridly lonely to-night, she said, abruptly.

Why, Valerie! What a — an unusual—

I want to talk to you…. I suppose you are too hungry to want to talk now.

N-no, Im not. He began to laugh: Whats the matter, Valerie? What is on your mind? Have you any serious fidgets, or are you just a spoiled, pretty girl?

Spoiled, Kelly. Theres nothing really the matter. I just felt like — what you asked me to do—

She jumped up suddenly, biting her lips with vexation: I dont know what Im saying — except that its rather rude of me — and Ive got to go home. Good-night — I think my hat is in the dressing-room—

He stood uneasily watching her pin it before the mirror; he could just see her profile and the slender, busy hands white in the dusk.

When she returned, slowly drawing on her long gloves, she said to him with composure:

Some day ask me again. I really would like it — if you would.

Do you really think that you could stand the excitement of taking a cup of weak tea with me, he said, jestingly— after all those jolly dinners and suppers and theatres and motor parties that I hear about?

She nodded and held out her hand with decision:

Good-night.

He retained her hand a moment, not meaning to — not really intending to ask her what he did ask her. And she raised her velvet eyes gravely:

Do you really want me?

Yes…. I dont know why I never asked you before—

It was absurd not to, she said, impulsively; Id have gone anywhere with you the first day I ever knew you! Besides, I dress well enough for you not to be ashamed of me.

He began to laugh: Valerie, you funny little thing! You funny, funny little thing!

Not in the slightest, she retorted, sedately. Im having a heavenly time for the first time in my life, and I have so wanted you to be part of it … of course you are part of it, she added, hastily— most of it! I only meant that I — Id like to be a little in your other life — have you enter mine, a little — just so I can remember, in years to come, an evening with you now and then — to see things going on around us — to hear what you think of things that we see together…. Because, with you, I feel so divinely free, so unembarrassed, so entirely off my guard…. I dont mean to say that I dont have a splendid time with the others even when I have to watch them; I do — and even the watching is fun—

The child-like audacity and laughing frankness, the confidence of her attitude toward him were delightfully refreshing. He looked into her pretty, eager, engaging face, smiling, captivated.

Valerie, he said, tell me something — will you?

Yes, if I can.

Im more or less of a painting machine. Ive made myself so, deliberately — to the exclusion of other interests. I wonder — he looked at her musingly— whether Im carrying it too far for my own good.

I dont understand.

I mean — is there anything machine-made about my work? Does it lack — does it lack anything?

No! she said, indignantly loyal. Why do you ask me that?

People — some people say it does lack — a certain quality.

She said with supreme contempt: You must not believe them. I also hear things — and I know it is an unworthy jealousy that—

What have you heard? he interrupted.

Absurdities. I dont wish even to think of them—

I wish you to. Please. Such things are sometimes significant.

But — is there any significance in what a few envious artists say — or a few silly models—

More significance in what they say than in a whole chorus of professional critics.

Are you serious? she asked, astonished.

Perfectly. Without naming anybody or betraying any confidence, what have you heard in criticism of my work? Its from models and brother painters that the real truth comes — usually distorted, half told, maliciously hinted sometimes — but usually the germ of truth is to be found in what they say, however they may choose to say it.

Valerie leaned back against the door, hands clasped behind her, eyebrows bent slightly inward in an unwilling effort to remember.

Finally she said impatiently: They dont know what theyre talking about. They all say, substantially, the same thing—

What is that thing?

Why — oh, its too silly to repeat — but they say there is nothing lovable about your work — that its inhumanly and coldly perfect — too — too— she flushed and laughed uncertainly—too damn omniscient is what one celebrated man said. And I could have boxed his large, thin, celebrated ears for him!

Go on, he nodded; what else do they say?

Nothing. Thats all they can find to say — all they dare say. You know what they are — what other men are — and some of the younger girls, too. Not that I dont like them — and they are very sweet to me — only theyre not like you—

Theyre more human. Is that it, Valerie?

No, I dont mean that!

Yes, you do. You mean that the others take life in a perfectly human manner — find enjoyment, amusement in each other, in a hundred things outside of their work. They act like men and women, not like a painting machine; if they experience impulses and emotions they dont entirely stifle em. They have time and leisure to foregather, laugh, be silly, discuss, banter, flirt, make love, and cut up all the various harmless capers that humanity is heir to. Thats what you mean, but you dont realise it. And you think, and they think, that my solemn and owlish self-suppression is drying me up, squeezing out of me the essence of that warm, lovable humanity in which, they say, my work is deficient. They say, too, that my inspiration is lacking in that it is not founded on personal experience; that I have never known any deep emotion, any suffering, any of the sterner, darker regrets — anything of that passion which I sometimes depict. They say that the personal and convincing element is totally absent because I have not lived — he laughed— and loved; that my work lacks the one thing which only the self-knowledge of great happiness and great pain can lend to it…. And — I think they are right, Valerie. What do you think?

The girl stood silent, with lowered eyes, reflecting for a moment. Then she looked up curiously.

Have you never been very unhappy?

I had a toothache once.

She said, unsmiling: Havent you ever suffered mentally?

No — not seriously. Oh, Ive regretted little secret meannesses — bad temper, jealousy—

Nothing else? Have you never experienced deep unhappiness — through death, for example?

No, thank God. My father and mother and sister are living…. It is rather strange, he added, partly to himself, that the usual troubles and sorrows have so far passed me by. I am twenty-seven; there has never been a death in my family, or among my intimate friends.

Have you any intimate friends?

Well — perhaps not — in the strict sense. I dont confide.

Have you never cared, very much, for anybody — any woman?

Not sentimentally, he returned, laughing. Do you think that a good course of modern flirtation — a thorough schooling in the old-fashioned misfortunes of true love would inject into my canvases that elusively occult quality theyre all howling for?

She remained smilingly silent.

Perhaps something less strenuous would do, he said, mischievously— a pretty amourette? — just one of those gay, frivolous, Louis XV affairs with some daintily receptive girl, not really improper, but only ultra fashionable. Do you think that would help some, Valerie?

She raised her eyes, still smiling, a little incredulous, very slightly embarrassed:

I dont think your painting requires any such sacrifices of you, Mr. Neville…. Are you going to take me somewhere to dinner? Im dreadfully hungry.

You poor little girl, of course I am. Besides, you must be suffering under the terrible suppression of that thorough talk which you—

It doesnt really require a thorough talk, she said; Ill tell you now what I had to say. No, dont interrupt, please! I want to — please let me — so that nothing will mar our enjoyment of each other and of the gay world around us when we are dining…. It is this: Sometimes — once in a while — I become absurdly lonely, which makes me a fool, temporarily. And — will you let me telephone you at such times? — just to talk to you — perhaps see you for a minute?

Of course. You know my telephone number. Call me up whenever you like.

Could I see you at such moments? I — theres a — some — a kind of sentiment about me — when Im very lonely; and Ive been foolish enough to let one or two men see it — in fact Ive been rather indiscreet — silly — with a man — several men — now and then. A lonely girl is easily sympathised with — and rather likes it; and is inclined to let herself go a little…. I dont want to…. And at times Ive done it…. Sam Ogilvy nearly kissed me, which really doesnt count — does it? But I let Harry Annan do it, once…. If Im weak enough to drift into such silliness Id better find a safeguard. Ive been thinking — thinking — that it really does originate in a sort of foolish loneliness …not in anything worse. So I thought Id have a thorough talk with you about it. Im twenty-one — with all my experience of life and of men crowded into a single winter and spring. I have as friends only the few people I have met through you. I have nobody to see unless I see them — nowhere to go unless I go where they ask me…. So I thought Id ask you to let me depend a little on you, sometimes — as a refuge from isolation and morbid thinking now and then. And from other mischief — for which I apparently have a capacity — to judge by what Ive done — and what Ive let men do already.

She laid her hand lightly on his arm in sudden and impulsive confidence:

Thats my thorough talk. I havent any one else to tell it to. And Ive told you the worst. She smiled at him adorably: And now I am ready to go out with you, she said,— go anywhere in the world with you, Kelly. And I am going to be perfectly happy — if you are.


CHAPTER III
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ONE DAY TOWARD the middle of June Valerie did not arrive on time at the studio. She had never before been late.

About two oclock Sam Ogilvy sauntered in, a skull pipe in his mouth, his hair rumpled:

Its that damn mermaid of mine, he said, cant you come up and look at her and tell me whats the trouble, Kelly?

Not now. Whos posing?

Rita. Shes in a volatile humour, too — fidgets; denies fidgeting; reproaches me for making her keep quiet; says I draw like a bum chimney — no wonder my works rotten! Besides, shes in a tub of water, wearing that suit of fish-scales I had made for Violet Cliland, and she says its too tight and shes tired of the job, anyway. Fancy my mental condition.

Oh, she wont throw you down. Rita is a good sport, said Neville.

I hope so. Its an important picture. Really, Kelly, its great stuff — a still, turquoise-tinted pool among wet rocks; ebb tide; a corking little mermaid caught in a pool left by the receding waves — all tones and subtle values, he declared, waving his arm.

Dont paint things in the air with your thumb, said Neville, coldly.
No wonder Rita is nervous.

Rita is nervous, said Ogilvy, because shes been on a bat and supped somewhere until the coy and rosy dawn chased her homeward. And your pretty paragon, Miss West, was with the party—

What? said Neville, sharply.

Sure thing! Harry Annan, Rita, Burleson, Valerie — and I dont know who else. They feasted somewhere east of Coney — where the best is like the würst — and ultimately became full of green corn, clams, watermelon, and assorted fidgets…. Cant you come up and look at my picture?

Neville got up, frowning, and followed Ogilvy upstairs.

Rita Tevis, swathed in a blanket from which protruded a dripping tinselled fishs tail, sat disconsolately on a chair, knitting a red-silk necktie for some party of the second part, as yet unidentified.

Mr. Neville, she said, Sam has been quarrelling with me every minute while Im doing my best in that horrid tub of water. If anybody thinks its a comfortable pose, let them try it! I wish — I wish I could have the happiness of seeing Sam afloat in this old fish-scale suit with every spangle sticking into him and his legs cramped into this unspeakable tail!

She extended a bare arm, shook hands, pulled up her blanket wrap, and resumed her knitting with a fierce glance at Ogilvy, who had attempted an appealing smile.

Neville stood stock-still before the canvas. The picture promised well; it was really beautiful — the combined result of several outdoor studies now being cleverly worked up. But Ogilvys pictures never kept their promise.

[Illustration: Neville stood stock-still before the canvas.]

Also, observed Rita, reproachfully, I posed en plein air for those rainbow sketches of his — and though it was a lonely cove with a cunningly secluded little crescent beach, I was horribly afraid of somebody coming — and besides I got most cruelly sun-burned—

Rita! You said you enjoyed that excursion! exclaimed Ogilvy, with pathos.

I said it to flatter that enormous vanity of yours, Sam. I had a perfectly wretched time.

What sort of a time did you have last evening? inquired Neville, turning from the picture.

Horrid. Everybody ate too much, and Valerie spooned with a new man — I dont remember his name. She went out in a canoe with him and they sang She kissed him on the gangplank when the boat moved out.

Neville, silent, turned to the picture once more. In a low rapid voice he indicated to Ogilvy where matters might be differently treated, stepped back a few paces, nodded decisively, and turned again to Rita:

Ive been waiting for Miss West, he said. Have you any reason to think that she might not keep her appointment this morning?

She had a headache when we got home, said Rita. She stayed with me last night. I left her asleep. Why dont you ring her up. You know my number.

All right, said Neville, shortly, and went out.

When he first tried to ring her up the wire was busy. It was a party wire, yet a curious uneasiness set him pacing the studio, smoking, brows knitted, until he decided it was time to try again.

This time he recognised her distant voice: Hello — hello! Is that you,
Mr. Neville?

Valerie!

Oh, it is you, Kelly? I hoped you would call me up. I knew it must be you!

Yes, it is. What the deuce is the matter? Are you ill?

Oh, dear, no.

What, then?

[Illustration: When he first tried to ring her up the wire was busy.]

I was so sleepy, Kelly. Please forgive me. We had such a late party — and it was daylight before I went to bed. Please forgive me; wont you?

When I called you a few minutes ago your wire was busy. Were you conversing?

Yes. I was talking to José Querida.

Hm!

José was with us last evening…. I went canoeing with him. He just called me up to ask how I felt.

Hunh!

What?

Nothing.

Are you annoyed, Louis?

No!

Oh, I thought it sounded as though you were irritated. I am so ashamed at having overslept. Who told you I was here? Oh, Rita, I suppose. Poor child, she was more faithful than I. The alarm clock woke her and she was plucky enough to get up — and I only yawned and thought of you, and I was so sleepy! Are you sure you do forgive me?

Of course.

You dont say it very kindly.

I mean it cordially, he snapped. He could hear her sigh: I suppose you do. Then she added:

I am dressing, Kelly. I dont wish for any breakfast, and Ill come to the studio as soon as I can—

Take your breakfast first!

No, I really dont care for—

All right. Come ahead.

I will. Good-bye, Kelly, dear.

He rang off, picked up the telephone again, called the great Hotel
Regina, and ordered breakfast sent to his studio immediately.

When Valerie arrived she found silver, crystal, and snowy linen awaiting her with chilled grapefruit, African melon, fragrant coffee, toast, and pigeons eggs poached on Astrakan caviar.

Oh, Louis! she exclaimed, enraptured; I dont deserve this — but it is perfectly dear of you — and I am hungry!… Good-morning, she added, shyly extending a fresh cool hand; I am really none the worse for wear you see.

That was plain enough. In her fresh and youthful beauty the only sign of the nights unwisdom was in the scarcely perceptible violet tint under her thick lashes. Her skin was clear and white and dewy fresh, her dark eyes unwearied — her gracefully slender presence fairly fragrant with health and vigour.

She seated herself — offered to share with him in dumb appeal, urged him in delicious pantomime, and smiled encouragingly as he reluctantly found a chair beside her and divided the magnificent melon.

Did you have a good time? he asked, trying not to speak ungraciously.

Y-yes…. It was a silly sort of a time.

Silly?

I was rather sentimental — with Querida.

He said nothing — grimly.

I told you last night, Louis. Why couldnt you see me?

I was dining out; I couldnt.

She sipped her chilled grapefruit meditatively:

I hadnt seen you for a week, she laughed, glancing sideways at him, and that lonely feeling began about five oclock; and I called you up at seven because I couldnt stand it…. But you wouldnt see me; and so when Rita and the others came in a big touring car — do you blame me very much for going with them?

No.

Her expression became serious, a trifle appealing:

My room isnt very attractive, she said, timidly. It is scarcely big enough for the iron bed and one chair — and I get so tired trying to read or sew every evening by the gas — and its very hot in there.

Are you making excuses for going?

I do not know…. Unless people ask me, I have nowhere to go except to my room; and when a girl sits there evening after evening alone it — it is not very gay.

She tried the rich, luscious melon with much content, and presently her smile came back:

Louis, it was a funny party. To begin we had one of those terrible clambakes — like a huge, horrid feast of the Middle Ages — and it did not agree with everybody — or perhaps it was because we werent middle-aged — or perhaps it was just the beer. I drank water; so did the beautiful José Querida…. I think he is pretty nearly the handsomest man I ever saw; dont you?

Hes handsome, cultivated, a charming conversationalist, and a really great painter, said Neville, drily.

She looked absently at the melon; tasted it: He is very romantic … when he laughs and shows those beautiful, even teeth…. Hes really quite adorable, Kelly — and so gentle and considerate—

Thats the Latin in him.

His parents were born in New York.

She sipped her coffee, tried a pigeon egg, inquired what it was, ate it, enchanted.

How thoroughly nice you always are to me, Kelly! she said, looking up in the engagingly fearless way characteristic of her when with him.

Isnt everybody nice to you? he said with a shrug which escaped her notice.

Nice? She coloured a trifle and laughed. Not in your way, Kelly. In the sillier sense they are — some of them.

Even Querida? he said, carelessly.

Oh, just like other men — generously ready for any event. What self-sacrificing opportunists men are! After all, Kelly, she added, slipping easily into the vernacular, its always up to the girl.

Is it?

Yes, I think so. I knew perfectly well that I had no business to let
Queridas arm remain around me. But — there was a moon, Kelly.

Certainly.

Why do you say certainly?

Because there was one.

But you say it in a manner— She hesitated, continued her breakfast in leisurely reflection for a while, then:

Louis?

Yes.

Am I too frank with you?

Why?

I dont know; I was just thinking. I tell you pretty nearly everything. If I didnt have you to tell — have somebody— She considered, with brows slightly knitted— if I didnt have somebody to talk to, it wouldnt be very good for me. I realise that.

You need a grandmother, he said, drily; and Im the closest resemblance to one procurable.

The imagery struck her as humorous and she laughed.

Poor Kelly, she said aloud to herself, he is used and abused and imposed upon, and in revenge he offers his ungrateful tormentor delicious breakfasts. What shall his reward be? — or must he await it in Paradise where he truly belongs amid the martyrs and the blessed saints!

Neville grunted.

Oh, oh! such a post-Raphaelite scowl! Job wont bow to you when you go aloft, Kelly. Besides, polite martyrs smile pleasantly while enduring torment…. What are you going to do with me to-day? she added, glancing around with frank curiosity at an easel which was set with a full-length virgin canvas.

Portrait, he replied, tersely.

Oh, she said, surprised. He had never before painted her clothed.

From moment to moment, as she leisurely breakfasted, she glanced around at the canvas, interested in the new idea of his painting her draped; a trifle perplexed, too.

Louis, she said, I dont quite see how youre ever going to find a purchaser for just a plain portrait of me.

He said, irritably: I dont have to work for a living every minute, do I? For Heavens sake give me a day off to study.

But — it seems like wasted time—

What is wasted time?

Why just to paint a portrait of me as I am. Isnt it? She looked up smilingly, perfectly innocent of any self-consciousness. In the big canvases for the Byzantine Theatre you always made my features too radiant, too glorious for portraits. It seems rather a slump to paint me as I am — just a girl in street clothes.

A singular expression passed over his face.

Yes, he said, after a moment— just a girl in street clothes. No clouds, no sky, no diaphanous draperies of silk; no folds of cloth of gold; no gemmed girdles, no jewels. Nothing of the old glamour, the old glory; no sunburst laced with mist; no light that never was on sea or land. … Just a young girl standing in the half light of my studio…. And by God! — if I can not do it — the rest is worthless.

Amazed at his tone and expression she turned quickly, set back her cup, remained gazing at him, bewildered by the first note of bitterness she had ever heard in his voice.

He had risen and walked to his easel, back partly turned. She saw him fussing with his palette, colours, and brushes, watched him for a few moments, then she went away into the farther room where she had a glass shelf to herself with toilet requisites — a casual and dainty gift from him.

When she returned he was still bending over his colour-table; and she walked up and laid her hand on his shoulder — not quite understanding why she did it.

He straightened up to his full stature, surprised, turning his head to meet a very clear, very sweetly disturbed gaze.

Kelly, dear, are you unhappy?

Why — no.

You seem to be a little discontented.

[Illustration: Kelly, dear, are you unhappy?]

I hope I am. Its a healthy sign.

Healthy?

Certainly. The satisfied never get anywhere…. That Byzanite business has begun to wear on my nerves.

Thousands and thousands of people have gone to see it, and have praised it. You know what the papers have been saying—

Under her light hand she felt the impatient movement of his shoulders, and her hand fell away.

Dont you care for it, now that its finished? she asked, wondering.

Im devilish sick of it, he said, so savagely that every nerve in her recoiled with a tiny shock. She remained silent, motionless, awaiting his pleasure. He set his palette, frowning. She had never before seen him like this.

After a while she said, quietly: If you are waiting for me, please tell me what you expect me to do, because I dont know, Kelly.

Oh, just stand over there, he said, vaguely; just walk about and stop anywhere when you feel like stopping.

She walked a few steps at hazard, partly turned to look back at him with a movement adorable in its hesitation.

Dont budge! he said, brusquely.

Am I to remain like this?

Exactly.

He picked up a bit of white chalk, went over to her, knelt down, and traced on the floor the outline of her shoes.

Then he went back, and, with his superbly cool assurance, began to draw with his brush upon the untouched canvas.

From where she stood, and as far as she could determine, he seemed, however, to work less rapidly than usual — with a trifle less decision — less precision. Another thing she noticed; the calm had vanished from his face. The vivid animation, the cool self-confidence, the half indolent relapse into careless certainty — all familiar phases of the man as she had so often seen him painting — were now not perceptible. There seemed to be, too, a curious lack of authority about his brush strokes at intervals — moments of grave perplexity, indecision almost resembling the hesitation of inexperience — and for the first time she saw in his gray eyes the narrowing concentration of mental uncertainty.

It seemed to her sometimes as though she were looking at a total stranger. She had never thought of him as having any capacity for the ordinary and lesser ills, vanities, and vexations — the trivial worries that beset other artists.

Louis? she said, full of curiosity.

What? he demanded, ungraciously.

You are not one bit like yourself to-day.

He made no comment. She ventured again:

Do I hold the pose properly?

Yes, thanks, he said, absently.

May I talk?

Id rather you didnt, Valerie, just at present.

All right, she rejoined, cheerfully; but her pretty eyes watched him very earnestly, a little troubled.

When she was tired the pose ended; that had been their rule; but long after her neck and back and thighs and limbs begged for relief, she held the pose, reluctant to interrupt him. When at last she could endure it no longer she moved; but her right leg had lost not only all sense of feeling but all power to support her; and down she came with a surprised and frightened little exclamation — and he sprang to her and swung her to her feet again.

Valerie! You bad little thing! Dont you know enough to stop when youre tired?

[Illustration: He picked up a bit of white chalk … and traced on the floor the outline of her shoes.]

I — didnt know I was so utterly gone, she said, bewildered.

He passed his arm around her and supported her to the sofa where she sat, demure, a little surprised at her collapse, yet shyly enjoying his disconcerted attentions to her.

Its your fault, Kelly. You had such a queer expression — not at all like you — that I tried harder than ever to help you — and fell down for my pains.

Youre an angel, he said, contritely, but a silly one.

A scared one, Kelly — and a fallen one. She laughed, flexing the muscles of her benumbed leg: Your expression intimidated me. I didnt recognise you; I could not form any opinion of what was going on inside that very stern and frowning head of yours. If you look like that Ill never dare call you Kelly.

Did I seem inhuman?

N-no. On the contrary — very human — ordinary — like the usual ill-tempered artist man, with whom I have learned how to deal. You know, she added, teasingly, that you are calm and god-like, usually — and when you suddenly became a mere mortal—

Ill tell you what Ill do with you, he said; Ill pick you up and put you to bed.

I wish you would, Kelly. I havent had half enough sleep.

He sat down beside her on the sofa: Dont talk any more of that god-like business, he growled, or Ill find the proper punishment.

Would you punish me, Kelly?

I sure would.

If I displeased you?

You bet.

Really? She turned partly toward him, half in earnest. Suppose — suppose— but she stopped suddenly, with a light little laugh that lingered pleasantly in the vast, still room.

She said: I begin to think that there are two Kellys — no, one Kelly and one Louis. Kelly is familiar to me; I seem to have known him all my life — the happy part of my life. Louis I have just seen for the first time — there at the easel, painting, peering from me to his canvas with Kellys good-looking eyes all narrow with worry—

What on earth are you chattering about, Valerie?

You and Kelly…. I dont quite know which I like best — the dear, sweet, kind, clever, brilliant, impersonal, god-like Kelly, or this new Louis — so very abrupt in speaking to me—

Valerie, dear! Forgive me. Im out of sorts somehow. It began — I dont know — waiting for you — wondering if you could be ill — all alone. Then that ass, Sam Ogilvy — oh, its just oversmoking I guess, or — I dont know what.

She sat regarding him, head tipped unconsciously on one side in an attitude suggesting a mind concocting malice.

Louis?

What?

Youre very attractive when youre god-like—

You little wretch!

But — youre positively dangerous when youre human.

Valerie! Ill—

The great god Kelly, or the fascinating, fearsome, erring Louis! Which is it to be? Ive an idea that the time is come to decide!

[Illustration: I will call you a god if I like!]

Fairly radiating a charming aura of malice she sat back, nursing one knee, distractingly pretty and defiant, saying: I will call you a god if I like!

Ill tell you what, Valerie, he said, half in earnest; Ive played grandmother to you long enough, by Heck!

Oh, Kelly, be lofty and Olympian! Be a god and shame the rest of us!

Ill shamefully resemble one of em in another moment if you continue tormenting me!

Which one, great one?

Jupiter, little lady. He was the boss philanderer you know.

What is a philanderer, my Olympian friend?

Oh, one of those Olympian divinities who always began the day by kissing the girls all around.

Before breakfast?

Certainly.

Its — after breakfast, Kelly.

Luncheon and dinner still impend.

Besides — Im not a bit lonely to-day…. Im afraid I wouldnt let you,
Kel — I mean Louis.

Why didnt you say Kelly?

Kelly is too god-like to kiss.

Oh! So thats the difference! Kelly isnt human; Louis is.

Kelly, to me, she admitted, is practically kissless…. I havent thought about Louis in that regard.

Consider the matter thoroughly.

Do you wish me to? She bent her head, smiling. Then, looking up with enchanting audacity:

I really dont know, Mr. Neville. Some day when Im lonely — and if Louis is at home and Kelly is out — you and I might spend an evening together on a moonlit lake and see how much of a human being Louis can be.

She laughed, watching him under the dark lashes, charming mouth mocking him in every curve.

Do you think youre likely to be lonely to-night? he asked, surprised at the slight acceleration of his pulses.

No, I dont. Besides, youd be only the great god Kelly to me this evening. Besides that Im going to dinner with Querida, and afterward were going to see the Joy of the Town at the Folly Theatre.

I didnt know, he said, curtly. For a few moments he sat there, looking interestedly at a familiar door-knob. Then rising: Do you feel all right for posing?

Yes.

Alors—

Allons, mon dieu! she laughed.

Work began. She thought, watching him with sudden and unexpected shyness, that he seemed even more aloof, more preoccupied, more worried, more intent than before. In this new phase the man she had known as a friend was now entirely gone, vanished! Here stood an utter stranger, very human, very determined, very deeply perplexed, very much in earnest. Everything about this man was unknown to her. There seemed to be nothing about him that particularly appealed to her confidence, either; yet the very uncertainty was interesting her now — intensely.

This other phase of his dual personality had been so completely a surprise that, captivated, curious, she could keep neither her gaze from him nor her thoughts. Was it that she was going to miss in him the other charm, lose the delight in his speech, his impersonal and kindly manner, miss the comfortable security she had enjoyed with him, perhaps after some half gay, half sentimental conflict with lesser men?

What was she to expect from this brand-new incarnation of Louis Neville? The delightful indifference, fascinating absent-mindedness and personal neglect of the other phase? Would he be god enough to be less to her, now? Man enough to be more than other men? For a moment she had a little shrinking, a miniature panic lest this man turn too much like other men. But she let her eyes rest on him, and knew he would not. Whatever Protean changes might yet be reserved for her to witness, she came to the conclusion that this man was a man apart, different, and would not disappoint her no matter what he turned into.

She thought to herself: If I want Kelly to lean on, hell surely appear, god-like, impersonally nice, and kindly as ever; if I want Louis to torment and provoke and flirt with — a little — a very little — Im quite sure hell come, too. Whatever else is contained in Mr. Neville I dont know; but I like him separately and compositely, and Im happy when Im with him.

With which healthy conclusion she asked if she might rest, and came around to look at the canvas.

As she had stood in silence for some time, he asked her, a little nervously, what she thought of it.

Louis — I dont know.

Is your opinion unfavourable?

N-no. I am like that, am I not?

In a shadowy way. It will be like you.

Am I as — interesting?

More so, he said.

Are you going to make me — beautiful?

Yes — or cut this canvas into shreds.

Oh-h! she exclaimed with a soft intake of breath; would you have the heart to destroy me after youve made me?

I dont know what Id do, Valerie. I never felt just this way about anything. If I cant paint you — a human, breathing you — with all of you there on the canvas — all of you, soul, mind, and body — all of your beauty, your youth, your sadness, happiness — your errors, your nobility — you, Valerie! — then theres no telling what Ill do.

She said nothing. Presently she resumed the pose and he his painting.

It became very still in the sunny studio.


CHAPTER IV
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IN THAT MONTH of June, for the first time in his deliberately active career, Neville experienced a disinclination to paint. And when he realised that it was disinclination, it appalled him. Something — he didnt understand what — had suddenly left him satiated — and with all the uneasiness and discontent of satiation he forced matters until he could force no further.

He had commissions, several, and valuable; and let them lie. For the first time in all his life the blank canvas of an unexecuted commission left him untempted, unresponsive, weary.

He had, also, his portrait of Valerie to continue. He continued it mentally, at intervals; but for several days, now, he had not laid a brush to it.

Its funny, he said to Querida, going out on the train to his sisters country home one delicious morning— its confoundedly odd that I should turn lazy in my old age. Do you think Im worked out? He gulped down a sudden throb of fear smilingly.

Lie fallow, said Querida, gently. No soil is deep enough to yield without rest.

Yours does.

Oh, for me, said Querida, showing his snowy teeth, I often sicken of my fat sunlight, frying everything to an iridescent omelette. He shrugged, laughed: I turn lazy for months every year. Try it, my friend. Dont you even keep mi-carême?

Neville stared out of the window at the station platform past which they were gliding, and rose with Querida as the train stopped. His sisters touring car was waiting; into it stepped Querida, and he followed; and away they sped over the beautiful rolling country, where handsome cattle tried to behave like genuine Troyons, and silvery sheep attempted to imitate Mauve, and even the trees, separately or in groups, did their best to look like sections of Rousseau, Diaz, and even Corot — but succeeded only in resembling questionable imitations.

Theres to be quite a week-end party? inquired Querida.

I dont know. My sister telephoned me to fill in. I fancy the party is for you.

For me! exclaimed Querida with delightful enthusiasm. That is most charming of Mrs. Collis.

Theyll all think it charming of you. Lord, what a rage youve become and what a furor youve aroused!… And you deserve it, added Neville, coolly.

Querida looked at him, calm intelligence in his dark gaze; and understood the honesty of the comment.

That, he said, if you permit the vigour of expression, is damn nice of you, Neville. But you can afford to be generous to other painters.

Can I? Neville turned and gazed at Querida, gray eyes clear in their searching inquiry. Then he laughed a little and looked out over the sunny landscape.

Queridas olive cheeks had reddened a trifle.

Neville said: What is the trouble with my work, anyway? Is it what some of you fellows say?

Querida did not pretend to misunderstand:

Youre really a great painter, Neville. And you know it. Must you have everything?

Well — Im going after it.

Surely — surely. I, also. God knows my work lacks many, many things—

But it doesnt lack that one essential which mine lacks. What is it?

Querida laughed: I cant explain. For me — your Byzantine canvas — there is in it something not intimate—

Austere?

Yes — even in those divine and lovely throngs. There is, perhaps, an aloofness — even a self-denial— He laughed again: I deny myself nothing — on canvas — even I have the audacity to try to draw as you do!

Neville sat thinking, watching the landscape speed away on either side in a running riot of green.

Self-denial — too much of it — separates you from your kind, said Querida. The solitary fasters are never personally pleasant; hermits are the worlds public admiration and private abomination. Oh, the good world dearly loves to rub elbows with a talented sinner and patronise him and sentimentalise over him — one whose miracles dont hurt their eyes enough to blind them to the pleasant discovery that his halo is tarnished in spots and needs polishing, and that theres a patch on the seat of his carefully creased toga.

Neville laughed. Presently he said: Until recently Ive cherished theories. One of em was to subordinate everything in life to the enjoyment of a single pleasure — the pleasure of work…. I guess experience is putting that theory on the blink.

Surely. You might as well make an entire meal of one favourite dish. For a day you could stand it, even like it, perhaps. After that— he shrugged.

But — Id rather spend my time painting — if I could stand the diet.

Would you? I dont know what Id rather do. I like almost everything. It makes me paint better to talk to a pretty woman, for example. To kiss her inspires a masterpiece.

Does it? said Neville, thoughtfully.

Of course. A week or two of motoring — riding, dancing, white flannel idleness — all these I adore. And, tapping his carefully pinned lilac tie— inside of me I know that every pleasant experience, every pleasure I offer myself, is going to make me a better painter!

Experience, repeated the other.

By all means and every means — experience in pleasure, in idleness, in love, in sorrow — but experience! — always experience, by hook or by crook, and at any cost. That is the main idea, Neville — my main idea — like the luscious agglomeration of juicy green things which that cow is eating; they all go to make good milk. Bah! — thats a stupid simile, he added, reddening.

Neville laughed. Presently he pointed across the meadows.

Is that your sisters place? asked Querida with enthusiasm, interested and disappointed. What a charming house!

That is Ashuelyn, my sisters house. Beyond is El Naúar, Cardemons place…. Here we are.

The small touring car stopped; the young men descended to a grassy terrace where a few people in white flannels had gathered after breakfast. A slender woman, small of bone and built like an undeveloped girl, came forward, the sun shining on her thick chestnut hair.

Hello, Lily, said Neville.

Hello, Louis. Thank you for coming, Mr. Querida — it is exceedingly nice of you to come— She gave him her firm, cool hand, smiled on him with unfeigned approval, turned and presented him to the others — Miss Aulne, Miss Swift, Miss Annan, a Mr. Cameron, and, a moment later, to her husband, Gordon Collis, a good-looking, deeply sun-burned young man whose only passion, except his wife and baby, was Ashuelyn, the home of his father.

But it was a quiet passion which bored nobody, not even his wife.

When conversation became general, with Querida as the centre around which it eddied, Neville, who had seated himself on the gray stone parapet near his sister, said in a low voice:

Well, how goes it, Lily?

All right, she replied with boyish directness, but in the same low tone. Mother and father have spent a week with us. You saw them in town?

Of course. Ill run up to Spindrift House to see them as often as I can this summer…. Hows the kid?

Fine. Do you want to see him?

Yes, Id like to.

His sister caught his hand, jumped up, and led him into the house to the nursery where a normal and in nowise extraordinary specimen of infancy reposed in a cradle, pink with slumber, one thumb inserted in its mouth.

Isnt he a wonder, murmured Neville, venturing to release the thumb.

The young mother bent over, examining her offspring in all the eloquent silence of pride unutterable. After a little while she said: Ive got to feed him. Go back to the others, Louis, and say Ill be down after a while.

He sauntered back through the comfortable but modest house, glancing absently about him on his way to the terrace, nodding to familiar faces among the servants, stopping to inspect a sketch of his own which he had done long ago and which his sister loved and he hated.

Rotten, he murmured— it has an innocence about it that is actually more offensive than stupidity.

On the terrace Stephanie Swift came over to him:

Do you want a single at tennis, Louis? The others are hot for Bridge — except Gordon Collis — and he is going to dicker with a farmer over some land he wants to buy.

Neville looked at the others:

Do you mean to say that you people are going to sit here all hunched up around a table on a glorious day like this?

We are, said Alexander Cameron, calmly breaking the seal of two fresh, packs. You artists have nothing to do for a living except to paint pretty models, and when the week end comes youre in fine shape to caper and cut up didoes. But we business men are too tired to go galumphing over the greensward when Saturday arrives. Its a wicker chair and a high one, and peaceful and improving cards for ours.

Alice Annan laughed and glanced at Querida degrees Camerons idea was her idea of what her brother Harry was doing for a living; but she wasnt sure that Querida would think it either flattering or humorous.

But Jose Querida laughed, too, saying: Quite right, Mr. Cameron. Its only bluff with, us; we never work. Life is one continual comic opera.

Its a cinch, murmured Cameron. Stocks and bonds are exciting, but your business puts it all over us. Nobody would have to drive me to business every morning if there was a pretty model in a cosey studio awaiting me.

Sandy, youre rather horrid, said Miss Aulne, watching him sort out the jokers from the new packs and, with a skilful flip, send them scaling out, across the grass, for somebody to pick up.

Cameron said: How about this Trilby business, anyway, Miss Annan? You have a brother in it. Is the world of art full of pretty models clad in ballet skirts — when they wear anything? Is it all one mad, joyous melange of high-brow conversation discreetly peppered with low-brow revelry? Yes? No? Inform an art lover, please — as they say in the Times Saturday Review.

I dont know, said Miss Annan, laughing. Harry never has anybody interesting in the studio when he lets me take tea there.

Rose Aulne said: I saw some photographs of a very beautiful girl in Sam
Ogilvys studio — a model. What is her name, Alice? — the one Sam and
Harry are always raving over?

They call her Valerie, I believe.

Yes, thats the one — Valerie West, isnt it? Is it, Louis? You know her, of course.

Neville nodded coolly.

Introduce me, murmured Cameron, spreading a pack for cutting. Perhaps shed like to see the Stock Exchange when Im at my best.

Is she such a beauty? Do you know her, too, Mr. Querida? asked Rose
Aulne.

Querida laughed: I do. Miss West is a most engaging, most amiable and cultivated girl, and truly very beautiful.

Oh! They are sometimes educated? asked Stephanie, surprised.

Sometimes they are even equipped to enter almost any drawing-room in New York. It doesnt always require the very highest equipment to do that, he added, laughing.

That sounds like romantic fiction, observed Alice Annan. You are a poet, Mr. Querida.

Oh, its not often a girl like Valerie West crosses our path. I admit that. Now and then such a comet passes across our sky — or is reported. I never before saw any except this one.

If shes as much of a winner as all that, began Cameron with decision,
I want to meet her immediately—

Mere brokers are out of it, said Alice…. Cut, please.

Rose Aulne said: If you painters only knew it, your stupid studio teas would be far more interesting if youd have a girl like this Valerie West to pour for you … and for us to see.

Yes, added Alice; but theyre a vain lot. They think we are unsophisticated enough to want to go to their old studios and be perfectly satisfied to look at their precious pictures, and listen to their art patter. Ive told Harry that what we want is to see something of the real studio life; and he tries to convince me that its about as exciting as a lawyers life when he dictates to his stenographer.

[Illustration: If shes as much of a winner as all that, began
Cameron with decision, I want to meet her immediately—]

Is it? asked Stephanie of Neville.

Just about as exciting. Some few business men may smirk at their stenographers; some few painters may behave in the same way to their models. I fancy its the exception to the rule in any kind of business — isnt it, Sandy?

Certainly, said Cameron, hastily. I never winked at my stenographer — never! never! Will you deal, Mr. Querida? he asked, courteously.

I should think a girl like that would be interesting to know, said Lily Collis, who had come up behind her brother and Stephanie Swift and stood, a hand on each of their shoulders, listening and looking on at the card game.

That is what I wanted to say, too, nodded Stephanie. Id like to meet a really nice girl who is courageous enough, and romantic enough to pose for artists—

You mean poor enough, dont you? said Neville. They dont do it because its romantic.

It must be romantic work.

It isnt, I assure you. Its drudgery — and sometimes torture.

Stephanie laughed: I believe its easy work and a gay existence full of romance. Dont undeceive me, Louis. And I think youre selfish not to let us meet your beautiful Valerie at tea.

Why not? added his sister. Id like to see her myself.

Oh, Lily, you know perfectly well that oil and water dont mix, he said with a weary shrug.

I suppose were the oil, remarked Rose Aulne— horrid, smooth, insinuating stuff. And his beautiful Valerie is the clear, crystalline, uncontaminated fountain of inspiration.

Lily Collis dropped her hands from Stephanies and her brothers shoulders:

Do ask us to tea to meet her, Louis, she coaxed.

Weve never seen a model—

Do you want me to exhibit a sensitive girl as a museum freak? he asked, impatiently.

Dont you suppose we know how to behave toward her? Really, Louis, you—

Probably you know how to behave. And I can assure you that she knows perfectly well how to behave toward anybody. But that isnt the question. You want to see her out of curiosity. You wouldnt make a friend of her — or even an acquaintance. And I tell you, frankly, I dont think its square to her and I wont do it. Women are nuisances in studios, anyway.

What a charming way your brother has of explaining things, laughed Stephanie, passing her arm through Lilys: Shall we reveal to him that he was seen with his Valerie at the St. Regis a week ago?

Why not? he said, coolly, but inwardly exasperated. Shes as ornamental as anybody who dines there.

I dont do that with my stenographers! called out Cameron gleefully, cleaning up three odd in spades. Oh, dont talk to me, Louis! Youre a gay bunch all right! — youre qualified, every one of you, artists and models, to join the merry, merry!

Stephanie dropped Lilys arm with a light laugh, swung her tennis bat, tossed a ball into the sunshine, and knocked it over toward the tennis court.

Ill take you on if you like, Louis! she called back over her shoulder, then continued her swift, graceful pace, white serge skirts swinging above her ankles, bright hair wind-blown — a lithe, full, wholesome figure, very comforting to look at.

Come upstairs; Ill show you where Gordons shoes are, said his sister.

Gordons white shoes fitted him, also his white trousers. When he was dressed he came out of the room and joined his sister, who was seated on the stairs, balancing his racquet across her knees.

Louis, she said, how about the good taste of taking that model of yours to the St. Regis?

It was perfectly good taste, he said, carelessly.

Stephanie took it like an angel, mused his sister.

Why shouldnt she? If there was anything queer about it, you dont suppose Id select the St. Regis, do you?

Nobody supposed there was anything queer.

Well, then, he demanded, impatiently, whats the row?

There is no row. Stephanie doesnt make what you call rows. Neither does anybody in your immediate family. I was merely questioning the wisdom of your public appearance — under the circumstances.

What circumstances?

His sister looked at him calmly:

The circumstances of your understanding with Stephanie…. An understanding of years, which, in her mind at least, amounts to a tacit engagement.

Im glad you said that, he began, after a moments steady thinking. If that is the way that Stephanie and you still regard a college affair—

A — what!

A boy-and-girl preference which became an undergraduate romance — and has never amounted to anything more—

Louis!

What?

Dont you care for her?

Certainly; as much as I ever did — as much, as she really and actually cares for me, he answered, defiantly. You know perfectly well what such affairs ever amount to — in the sentimental-ever-after line. Infant sweethearts almost never marry. She has no more idea of it than have I. We are fond of each other; neither of us has happened, so far, to encounter the real thing. But as soon as the right man comes along Stephanie will spread her wings and take flight—

You dont know her! Well — of all faithless wretches — your inconstancy makes me positively ill!

Inconstancy! Im not inconstant. I never saw a girl I liked better than Stephanie. Im not likely to. But that doesnt mean that I want to marry her—

For shame!

Nonsense! Why do you talk about inconstancy? Its a ridiculous word. What is constancy in love? Either an accident or a fortunate state of mind. To promise constancy in love is promising to continue in a state of mind over which your will has no control. Its never an honest promise; it can be only an honest hope. Love comes and goes and no man can stay it, and no man is its prophet. Coming unasked, sometimes undesired, often unwelcome, it goes unbidden, without reason, without logic, as inexorably as it came, governed by laws that no man has ever yet understood—

Louis! exclaimed his sister, bewildered; what in the world are you lecturing about? Why, to hear you expound the anatomy of love—

He began to laugh, caught her hands, and kissed her:

Little goose, that was all impromptu and horribly trite and commonplace. Only it was new to me because I never before took the trouble to consider it. But its true, even if it is trite. People love or they dont love, and a regard for ethics controls only what they do about it.

Thats another Tupperesque truism, isnt it, dear?

Sure thing. Who am I to mock at the Proverbial One when Ive never yet evolved anything better?… Listen; you dont want me to marry Stephanie, do you?

Yes, I do.

No, you dont. You think you do—

I do, I do, Louis! Shes the sweetest, finest, most generous, most suitable—

Sure, he said, hastily, shes all that except suitable — and she isnt that, and Im not, either. For the love of Mike, Lily, let me go on admiring her, even loving her in a perfectly harmless—

It isnt harmless to caress a girl—

Why — you cant call it caressing—

What do you call it?

Nothing. Weve always been on an intimate footing. Shes perfectly unembarrassed about — whatever impulsive — er — fugitive impulses—

You do kiss her!

Seldom — very seldom. At moments the conditions happen accidentally to — suggest — some slight demonstration — of a very warm friendship—

You positively sicken me! Do you think a nice girl is going to let a man paw her if she doesnt consider him pledged to her?

I dont think anything about it. Nice girls have done madder things than their eulogists admit. As a plain matter of fact you cant tell what anybody nice is going to do under theoretical circumstances. And the nicer they are the bigger the gamble — particularly if theyre endowed with brains—

Thats cynicism. You seem to be developing several streaks—

Polite blinking of facts never changes them. Conforming to conventional and accepted theories never yet appealed to intelligence. Im not going to be dishonest with myself; thats one of the streaks Ive developed. You ask me if I love Stephanie enough to marry her, and I say I dont. Whats the good of blinking it? I dont love anybody enough to marry em; but I like a number of girls well enough to spoon with them.

That is disgusting!

No, it isnt, he said, with smiling weariness; its the unvarnished truth about the average man. Why wink at it? The average man can like a lot of girls enough to spoon and sentimentalise with them. Its the pure accident of circumstance and environment that chooses for him the one he marries. There are myriads of others in the world with whom, under proper circumstances and environment, hed have been just as happy — often happier. Choice is a mystery, constancy a gamble, discontent the one best bet. It isnt pleasant; it isnt nice fiction and delightful romance; it isnt poetry or precept as it is popularly inculcated; its the brutal truth about the average man…. And Im going to find Stephanie. Have you any objection?

Louis — Im terribly disappointed in you—

Im disappointed, too. Until you spoke to me so plainly a few minutes ago I never clearly understood that I couldnt marry Stephanie. When I thought of it at all it seemed a vague and shadowy something, too far away to be really impending — threatening — like death—

[Illustration: Come on, Alice, if youre going to scrub before luncheon.]

Oh! cried his sister in revolt. I shall make it my business to see that Stephanie understands you thoroughly before this goes any farther—

I wish to heaven you would, he said, so heartily that his sister, exasperated, turned her back and marched away to the nursery.

When he went out to the tennis court he found Stephanie idly batting the balls across the net with Cameron, who, being dummy, had strolled down to gibe at her — a pastime both enjoyed:

Here comes your Alonzo, fair lady — lightly skipping oer the green — yes, yes — wearing the panties of his brother-in-law! He fell into an admiring attitude and contemplated Neville with a simper, his ruddy, prematurely bald head cocked on one side:

Oh, girls! Aint he just grand! he exclaimed. Honest, Stephanie, your young man has me in the ditch with two blow-outs and the gas afire!

Get out of this court, said Neville, hurling a ball at him.

Isnt he the jealous old thing! cried Cameron, flouncing away with an affectation of feminine indignation. And presently the tennis balls began to fly, and the little jets of white dust floated away on the June breeze.

They were very evenly matched; they always had been, never asking odds or offering handicaps in anything. It had always been so; at the traps she could break as many clay birds as he could; she rode as well, drove as well; their averages usually balanced. From the beginning — even as children — it had been always give and take and no favour.

And so it was now; sets were even; it was a matter of service.

Luncheon interrupted a drawn game; Stephanie, flushed, smiling, came around to his side of the net to join him on the way to the house:

How do you keep up your game, Louis? Or do I never improve? Its curious, isnt it, that we are always deadlocked.

Bare-armed, bright hair in charming disorder, she swung along beside him with that quick, buoyant step so characteristic of a spirit ever undaunted, saluting the others on the terrace with high-lifted racquet.

Nobody won, she said. Come on, Alice, if youre going to scrub before luncheon. Thank you, Louis; Ive had a splendid game— She stretched out a frank hand to him, going, and the tips of her fingers just brushed his.

His sister gave him a tragic look, which he ignored, and a little later luncheon was on and Cameron garrulous, and Querida his own gentle, expressive, fascinating self, devotedly receptive to any woman who was inclined to talk to him or to listen.

That evening Neville said to his sister: Theres a train at midnight; I dont think Ill stay over—

Why?

I want to be in town early.

Why?

The early light is the best.

I thought youd stopped painting for a while.

I have, practically. Theres one thing I keep on with, in a desultory sort of way—

What is it?

Oh, nothing of importance— he hesitated— that Is, it may be important. I cant be sure, yet.

Will you tell me what it is?

Why, yes. Its a portrait — a study—

Of whom, dear?

Oh, of nobody you know—

Is it a portrait of Valerie West?

Yes, he said, carelessly.

There was a silence; in the starlight his shadowy face was not clearly visible to his sister.

Are you leaving just to continue that portrait?

Yes. Im interested in it.

Dont go, she said, in a low voice.

Dont be silly, he returned shortly.

Dear, I am not silly, but I suspect you are beginning to be. And over a model!

Lily, you little idiot, he laughed, exasperated; what in the world is worrying you?

Your taking that girl to the St. Regis. It isnt like you.

Good Lord! How many girls do you suppose Ive taken to various places?

Not many, she said, smiling at him. Your reputation for gallantries is not alarming.

Ho reddened. Youre perfectly right. That sort of thing never appealed to me.

Then why does it appeal to you now?

It doesnt. Cant you understand that this girl is entirely different—

Yes, I understand. And that is what worries me.

It neednt. Its precisely like taking any girl you know and like—

Then let me know her — if you mean to decorate-public places with her.

They looked at one another steadily.

Louis, she said, this pretty Valerie is not your sisters sort, or you wouldnt hesitate.

I — hesitate — yes, certainly I do. Its absurd on the face of it. Shes too fine a nature to be patronised — too inexperienced in the things of your world — too ignorant of petty conventions and formalities — too free and fearless and confident and independent to appeal to the world you live in.

Isnt that a rather scornful indictment against my world, dear?

No. Your world is all right in its way. You and I were brought up in it. I got out of it. There are other worlds. The one I now inhabit is more interesting to me. Its purely a matter of personal taste, dear. Valerie West inhabits a world that suits her.

Has she had any choice in the matter?

I — yes. Shes had the sense and the courage to keep out of the various unsafe planets where electric light furnishes the principal illumination.

But has she had a chance for choosing a better planet than the one you say she prefers? Your choice was free. Was hers?

Look here, Lily! Why on earth are you so significant about a girl you never saw — scarcely ever heard of—

Dear, I have not told you everything. I have heard of her — of her charm, her beauty, her apparent innocence — yes, her audacity, her popularity with men…. Such things are not unobserved and unreported between your new planet and mine. Harry Annan is frankly crazy about her, and his sister Alice is scared to death. Mr. Ogilvy, Mr. Burleson, Clive Gail, dozens of men I know are quite mad about her…. If it was she whom you used as model for the figures in the Byzantine decorations, she is divine — the loveliest creature to look at! And I dont care, Louis; I dont care a straw one way or the other except that I know you have never bothered with the more or less Innocently irregular gaieties which attract many men of your age and temperament. And so — when I hear that you are frequently seen—

Frequently?

Is that St. Regis affair the only one?

No, of course not. But, as for my being with her frequently—

Well?

He was silent for a moment, then, looking up with a laugh:

I like her immensely. Until this moment I didnt realise how much I do like her — how pleasant it is to be with a girl who is absolutely fearless, clever, witty, intelligent, and unspoiled.

Are there no girls in your own set who conform to this standard?

Plenty. But their very environment and conventional traditions kill them — make them a nuisance.

Louis!

Thats more plain truth, which no woman likes. Will you tell me what girl in your world, who approaches the qualitative standard set by Valerie West, would go about by day or evening with any man except her brother? Valerie does. What girl would be fearless enough to ignore the cast-iron fetters of her caste? Valerie West is a law unto herself — a law as sweet and good and excellent and as inflexible as any law made by men to restrain womens liberty, arouse them to unhappy self-consciousness and infect them with suspicion. Every one of you are the terrified slaves of custom, and you know it. Most men like it. I dont. Im no tea drinker, no cruncher of macaroons, no gabbler at receptions, no top-hatted haunter of weddings, no social graduate of the Ecole Turvydrop. And these places — if I want to find companionship in any girl of your world — must frequent. And I wont. And so there you are.

His sister came up to him and placed her arms around his neck.

Such — a — wrong-headed — illogical — boy, she sighed, kissing him leisurely to punctuate her words. If you marry a girl you love you can have all the roaming and unrestrained companionship you want. Did that ever occur to you?

At that price, he said, laughing, Ill do without it.

Wrong head, handsome head! Im in despair about you. Why in the world cannot artists conform to the recognised customs of a perfectly pleasant and respectable world? Dont answer me! Youll make me very unhappy…. Now go and talk to Stephanie. The child wont understand your going to-night, but make the best of it to her.

Good Lord, Lily! I havent a string tied to me. It doesnt matter to
Stephanie what I do — why I go or remain. Youre all wrong. Stephanie and
I understand each other.

Ill see that she understands you said his sister, sorrowfully.

He laughed and kissed her again, impatient. But why he was impatient he himself did not know. Certainly it was not to find Stephanie, for whom he started to look — and, on the way, glanced at his watch, determined not to miss the train that would bring him into town in time to talk to Valerie West over the telephone.

Passing the lighted and open windows, he saw Querida and Alice absorbed in a tête-à-tête, ensconced in a corner of the big living room; saw Gordon playing with Heinz, the dog — named Heinz because of the celebrated 57 varieties of dog in his pedigree — saw Miss Aulne at solitaire, exchanging lively civilities with Sandy Cameron at the piano between charming bits of a classic ballad which he was inclined to sing:

Id share my pottage
With you, dear, but
True love in a cottage
Is hell in a hut.

Is that you, Stephanie? he asked, as a dark figure, seated on the veranda, turned a shadowy head toward him.

Yes. Isnt this starlight magnificent? Ive been up to the nursery looking at the infant wonder — just wild to hug him; but hes asleep, and his nurse glared at me. So I thought Id come and look at something else as unattainable — the stars, Louis, she added, laughing— not you.

Sure, he said, smiling, Im always obtainable. Unlike the infant upon whom you had designs, he added, Im neither asleep nor will any nurse glare at you if you care to steal a kiss from me.

Ive no inclination to transfer my instinctively maternal transports to you, she said, serenely, though, maternal solicitude might not be amiss concerning you.

Do you think I need moral supervision?

Not by me.

By whom?

Ask me an easier one, Louis. And — I didnt say you needed it at all, did I?

He sat beside her, silent, head lifted, examining the stars.

Im going back on the midnight, he remarked, casually.

Oh, Im sorry! she exclaimed, with her winning frankness.

Im — theres something I have to attend to in town—

Work?

It has to do with my work — indirectly—

She glanced sideways at him, and remained for a moment curiously observant.

How is the work going, anyway? she asked.

He hesitated. Ive apparently come up slap against a blank wall. It isnt easy to explain how I feel — but Ive no confidence in myself—

You! No confidence? How absurd!

Its true, he said a little sullenly.

You are having a spasm of progressive development, she said, calmly. You take it as a child takes teething — with a squirm and a mental howl instead of a physical yell.

He laughed. I suppose its something of that sort. But theres more — a self-distrust amounting to self-disgust at moments…. Stephanie, I want to do something good—

You have — dozens of times.

People say so. The world forgets what is really good— he made a nervous gesture— always before us poor twentieth-century men looms the goal guarded by the vast, austere, menacing phantoms of the Masters.

[Illustration: I know it is you. Is it?]

Nobody ever won a race looking behind him, she Said, gaily; let em menace and loom!

He laughed in a half-hearted fashion, then his head fell again slowly, and he sat there brooding, silent.

Louis, why are you always dissatisfied?

I always will be, I suppose. His discontented gaze grew more vague.

Can you never learn to enjoy the moment?

It goes too quickly, and there are so many others which promise more, and will never fulfil their promise; I know it. We painters know it when we dare to think clearly. It is better not to think too clearly — better to go on and pretend to expect attainment…. Stephanie, sometimes I wish I were in an honest business — selling, buying — and could close up shop and go home to pleasant dreams.

Cant you?

No. Its eternal obsession. A painters work is never ended. It goes on with some after they are asleep; and then they go crazy, he added, and laughed and laid his hand lightly and unthinkingly over hers where it rested on the arm of her chair. And he remained unaware of her delicate response to the contact.

The stars were clear and liquid-bright, swarming in myriads in the June sky. A big meteor fell, leaving an incandescent arc which faded instantly.

I wonder what time it is, Be said.

You mustnt miss your train, must you?

No. … Suddenly it struck him that it would be one oclock before he could get to the studio and call up Valerie. That would be too late. He couldnt awake her just for the pleasure of talking to her. Besides, he was sure to see her in the morning when she came to him for her portrait…. Yet — yet — he wanted to talk to her…. There seemed to be no particular reason for this desire.

I think Ill just step to the telephone a moment. He rose, and her fingers dropped from his hand. You dont mind, do you?

Not at all, she smiled. The stars are very faithful friends. Ill be well guarded until you come back, Louis.

What she said, for some reason, made him slightly uncomfortable. He was thinking of her words as he called up long distance and waited. Presently Central called him with a brisk Heres your party! And very far away he heard her voice:

I know it is you. Is it?

Who?

It is! I recognise your voice. But which is it — Kelly or Louis or Mr.
Neville?

All three, he replied, laughing.

But which gentleman is in the ascendant? The god-like one? Or the conventional Mr. Neville? Or — the bad and very lovable and very human Louis?

Stop talking-nonsense, Valerie. What are you doing?

Conversing with an abrupt gentleman called Louis Neville. I was reading.

All alone in your room?

Naturally. Two people couldnt get into it unless one of them also got into bed.

You poor child! What are you reading?

Will you promise not to laugh?

Yes, I will.

Then — I was reading the nineteenth psalm.

Its a beauty, isnt it, he said.

Oh, Louis, it is glorious! — I dont know what in it appeals most thrillingly to me — the wisdom or the beauty of the verse — but I love it.

It is fine, he said. … And are you there in your room all alone this beautiful starry night, reading the psalms of old King David?

Yes. What are you doing? Where are you?

At Ashuelyn, my sisters home.

Oh! Well, it is perfectly sweet of you to think of me and to call me up—

I usually — I — well, naturally I think of you. I thought Id just call you up to say good night. You see my train doesnt get in until one this morning; and of course I couldnt wake you—

Yes, you could. I am perfectly willing to have you wake me.

But that would be the limit!

Is that your limit, Louis? If it is you will never disturb my peace of mind. He heard her laughing at the other end of the wire, delighted with her own audacity.

He said: Shall I call you up at one oclock when I get into town?

Try it. I may awake.

Very well then. Ill make them ring till daylight.

Oh, they wont have to do that! I always know, about five minutes before you call me, that you are going to.

You uncanny little thing! Youve said that before.

Its true. I knew before you called me that you would. Its a vague feeling — a — I dont know…. And oh, Louis, it is hot in this room! Are you cool out there in the country?

Yes; and I hate to be when I think of you—

Im glad you are. Its one comfort, anyway. John Burleson called me up and asked me to go to Manhattan Beach, but somehow it didnt appeal to me…. Ive rather missed you.

Have you?

Really.

Well, Ill admit Ive missed you.

Really?

Sure thing! I wish to heaven I were in town now. We would go somewhere.

Oh, I wish so, too.

Isnt it the limit!

It is, Kelly. Cant you be a real god for a moment and come floating into my room in a golden cloud?

Shall I try?

Please do.

All right. Ill do my god-like best. And anyway Ill call you up at one. Good night.

Good night.

He went back to the girl waiting for him in the starlight.

Well, she said, smiling at his altered expression, you certainly have recovered your spirits.

He laughed and took her unreluctant fingers and kissed them — a boyishly impulsive expression of the gay spirits which might have perplexed him or worried him to account for if he had tried to analyse them. But he didnt; he was merely conscious of a sudden inrush of high spirits — of a warm feeling for all the world — this star-set world, so still and sweet-scented.

Stephanie, dear, he said, smiling, you know perfectly well that I think — always have thought — that there was nobody like you. You know that, dont you?

She laughed, but her pulses quickened a little.

Well, then, he went on. I take it for granted that our understanding is as delightfully thorough as it has always been — a warm, cordial intimacy which leaves us perfectly unembarrassed — perfectly free to express our affection for each other without fear of being misunderstood.

The girl lifted her blue eyes: Of course.

Thats what I told Lily, he nodded, delighted. I told her that you and I understood each other — that it was silly of her to suspect anything sentimental in our comradeship; that whenever the real thing put in an appearance and came tagging down the pike after you, youd sink the gaff into him—

The — what?

Rope him and paste your monogram all over him.

I certainly will, she said, laughing. Eyes and lips and voice were steady; but the tumult in her brain confused her.

That is exactly what I told Lily, he said. She seems to think that if two people frankly enjoy each others society they want to marry each other. All married women are that way. Like clever decoys they take genuine pleasure in bringing the passing string under the guns.

He laughed and kissed her pretty fingers again:

Dont you listen to my sister. Freedoms a good thing; and people are selfish when happy; they dont set up a racket to attract others into their private paradise.

Oh, Louis, that is really horrid of you. Dont you think Lily is happy?

Sure — in a way. You cant have a perfectly good husband and baby, and have the fun of being courted by other aspirants, too. Of course married women are happy; but they give up a lot. And sometimes it slightly irritates them to remember it when they see the unmarried innocently frisking as they once frisked. And its their instinct to call out Come in! Matrimonys fine! You dont know what you are missing!

Stephanie laughed and lay back in her steamer chair, her hand abandoned to him. And when her mirth had passed a slight sense of fatigue left her silent, inert, staring at nothing.

When the time came to say adieu he kissed her as he sometimes did, with a smiling and impersonal tenderness — not conscious of the source of all this happy, demonstrative, half impatient animation which seemed to possess him in every fibre.

Good-bye, you dear girl, he said, as the lights of the motor lit up the drive. Ive had a bully time, and Ill see you soon again.

Come when you can, Louis. There is no man I would rather see.

And no girl I would rather go to, he said, warmly, scarcely thinking what he was saying.

Their clasped hands relaxed, fell apart. He went in to take leave of Lily and Gordon and their guests, then emerged hastily and sprang into the car.

Overhead the June stars watched him as he sped through the fragrant darkness. But with him, time lagged; even the train crawled as he timed it to the ticking seconds of his opened watch.

In the city a taxi swallowed him and his haste; and it seemed as though he would never get to his studio and to the telephone; but at last he heard her voice — a demure, laughing little voice:

I didnt think youd be brute enough to do it!

But you said I might call you—

There are many things that a girl says from which she expects a man to infer, tactfully and mercifully, the contrary.

Did I wake you, Valerie? Im terribly sorry—

If you are sorry Ill retire to my pillow—

Ill ring you up again!

Oh, if you employ threats I think Id better listen to you. What have you to say to me?

What were you doing when I rang you up?

I Wish I could say that I was asleep. But I cant. And if I tell the truth Ive got to flatter you. So I refuse to answer.

You were not waiting up for—

Kelly! I refuse to answer! Anyway you didnt keep your word to me.

How do you mean?

You promised to appear in a golden cloud!

Something went wrong with the Olympian machinery, he explained, and I was obliged to take the train…. What are you doing there, anyway?

Now?

Yes, now.

Why, Im sitting at the telephone in my night-dress talking to an exceedingly inquisitive gentleman—

I mean were you reading more psalms?

No. If you must know, I was reading Bocaccio

He could hear her laughing.

I was meaning to ask you how youd spent the day, he began. Havent you been out at all?

Oh, yes. Im not under vows, Kelly.

Where?

Now I wonder whether Im expected to account for every minute when Im not with you? Im beginning to believe that its a sort of monstrous vanity that incites you to such questions. And Im going to inform you that I did not spend the day sitting by the window and thinking about you.

What did you do?

I motored in the Park. I lunched at Woodmanston with a perfectly good young man. I enjoyed it.

Who was the man?

Sam.

Oh, said Neville, laughing.

You make me perfectly furious by laughing, she exclaimed. I wish I could tell you that Id been to Niagara Falls with José Querida!

I wouldnt believe it, anyway.

I wouldnt believe it myself, even if I had done it, she said, naïvely. There was a pause; then:

Im going to retire. Good night.

Good night, Valerie.

Louis!

What?

You say the golden-cloud machinery isnt working?

It seems to have slipped a cog.

Oh! I thought you might have mended it and that — perhaps — I had better not leave my window open.

That cloud is warranted to float through solid masonry.

You alarm me, Kelly.

Im sorry, but the gods never announce their visits.

I know it…. And I suppose I must sleep in a dinner gown. When one receives a god its a full-dress affair, isnt it?

He laughed, not mistaking her innocent audacity.

Unexpected Olympians must take their chances, he said. … Are you sleepy?

Fearfully.

Then I wont keep you—

But I hope you wont be rude enough to dismiss me before I have a chance to give you your congé!

You blessed child. I could stay here all night listening to you—

Could you? Thats a temptation.

To you, Valerie?

Yes — a temptation to make a splendid exit. Every girl adores being regretted. So Ill hang up the receiver, I think…. Good night, Kelly, dear…. Good night, Louis. À demain! — non — pardon! à bien tôt! — parceque il est deux heures de matin! Et — vous mavez rendu bien heureuse.


CHAPTER V
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TOWARD THE LAST of June Neville left town to spend a month with his father and mother at their summer Lome near Portsmouth. Valerie had already gone to the mountains with Rita Tevis, gaily refusing her address to everybody. And, packing their steamer trunks and satchels, the two young girls departed triumphantly for the unindicated but modest boarding-house tucked away somewhere amid the hills of Delaware County, determined to enjoy every minute of a vacation well earned, and a surcease from the round of urban and suburban gaiety which the advent of July made a labour instead of a relaxation.

From some caprice or other Valerie had decided that her whereabouts should remain unknown even to Neville. And for a week it suited her perfectly. She swam in the stump-pond with Rita, drove a buckboard with Rita, fished industriously with Rita, played tennis on a rutty court, danced rural dances at a platform, went to church and giggled like a schoolgirl, and rocked madly on the veranda in a rickety rocking-chair, demurely tolerant of the adoration of two boys working their way through, college, a smartly dressed and very confident drummer doing his two weeks, and several assorted and ardent young men who, at odd moments, had persuaded her to straw rides and soda at the village druggists.

[Illustration: A smartly dressed and very confident drummer.]

And all the while she giggled with Rita in a most shameless and undignified fashion, went about hatless, with hair blowing and sleeves rolled up; decorated a donation party at the local ministers and flirted with him till his gold-rimmed eye-glasses protruded; behaved like a thoughtful and considerate angel to the old, uninteresting and infirm; romped like a young goddess with the adoring children of the boarders, and was fiercely detested by the crocheting spinsters rocking in acidulated rows on the piazza.

The table was meagre and awful and pruneful; but she ate with an appetite that amazed Rita, whose sophisticated palate was grossly insulted thrice daily.

How on earth you can contrive to eat that hash, she said, resentfully, I dont understand. When my Maillards give out Ill quietly starve in a daisy field somewhere.

Close your eyes and pretend you and Sam are dining at the Knickerbocker, suggested Valerie, cheerfully. Thats what I do when the food doesnt appeal to me.

With whom do you pretend you are dining?

Sometimes with Louis Neville, sometimes with Querida, she, said, frankly. It helps the hash wonderfully. Try it, dear. Close your eyes and visualise some agreeable man, and the food isnt so very awful.

Rita laughed: Im not as fond of men as that.

Arent you? I am. I do like an agreeable man, and I dont mind saying so.

Ive observed that, said Rita, still laughing.

Of course you have. Ive spent too many years without them not to enjoy them now — bless their funny hearts!

Im glad there are no men here, observed Rita.

But there are men here, said Valerie, innocently.

Substitutes. Lemons.

The minister is superficially educated—

Hes a muff.

A nice muff. I let him pat my gloved hand.

You wicked child. Hes married.

He only patted it in spiritual emphasis, dear. Married or single hes more agreeable to me than that multi-coloured drummer. I let the creature drive me to the post office in a buckboard, and he continued to sit closer until I took the reins, snapped the whip, and drove at a gallop over that terrible stony road. And he is so fat that it nearly killed him. It killed all sentiment in him, anyway.

Rita, stretched lazily in a hammock and displaying a perfectly shod foot and silken ankle to the rage of the crocheters on the veranda, said dreamily:

The unfortunate thing about us is that we know too much to like the only sort of men who are likely to want to marry us.

What of it? laughed Valerie. We dont want to marry them — or anybody.
Do we?

Dont you?

Dont I what?

Want to get married?

I should think not.

Never?

Not if I feel about it as I do now. Ive never had enough play, Rita. Ive missed all those years that youve had — that most girls have had. I never had any boys to play with. Thats really all I am doing now — playing with grown-up boys. Thats all I am — merely a grown-up girl with a childs heart.

A heart of gold, murmured Rita, you darling.

Oh, it isnt all gold by any means! Its full of silver whims and brassy selfishness and tin meannesses and senseless ideas — full of fiery, coppery mischief, too; and, sometimes, I think, a little malice — perhaps a kind of diluted deviltry. But its a hungry heart, dear, hungry for laughter and companionship and friendship — with a capacity for happiness! Ah, you dont know, dear — you never can know how capable I am of friendship and happiness!

And — sentiment?

I — dont — know.

Better watch out, sweetness!

I do.

Rita said thoughtfully, swinging in her hammock:

Sentiment, for us, is no good. Ive learned that.

You?

Of course.

How?

Experience, said Rita, carelessly. Every girl is bound to have it.
She doesnt have to hunt for it, either.

Were you ever in — love? asked Valerie, curiously.

Now, dear, if I ever had been happily in love is it likely you wouldnt know it?

I suppose so, said Valerie…. She added, musingly:

I wonder what will become of me if I ever fall in love.

If youll take my advice youll run.

Run? Where? For goodness sake!

Anywhere until you became convalescent.

That would be a ridiculous idea, remarked Valerie so seriously that
Rita began to laugh:

You sweet thing, she said, its a million chances that youd be contented only with the sort of man who wouldnt marry you.

Because Im poor, you mean? Or because I am working for my living?

Both — and then some.

What else?

Why, the only sort of men whod attract you have come out of their own world of their own accord to play about for a while in our world. They can go back; that is the law. But they cant take us with them.

Theyd be ashamed, you mean?

Perhaps not. A man is likely enough to try. But alas! for us, if were silly enough to go. I tell you, Valerie, that their world is full of mothers and sisters and feminine relatives and friends who could no more endure us than they would permit us to endure them. It takes courage for a man to ask us to go into that world with him; it takes more for us to do it. And our courage is vain. We stand no chance. It means a rupture of all his relations; and a drifting — not into our world, not into his, but into a horrible midway void, peopled by derelicts…. I know, dear, believe me. And I say that to fall in love is no good, no use, for us. Weve been spoiled for what we might once have found satisfactory. We are people without a class, you and I.

Valerie laughed: That gives us the more liberty, doesnt it?

Its up to us, dear. We are our own law, social and spiritual. If we live inside it we are not going to be any too happy. If we live without it — I dont know. Sometimes I wonder whether some of the pretty girls you and I see at Rectors—

Ive wondered, too…. They look happy — some of them.

I suppose they are — for a while…. But the worst of it is that it never lasts.

I suppose not. Valerie pondered, grave, velvet-eyed, idly twisting a grass stem.

After all, she said, perhaps a brief happiness — with love — is worth the consequences.

Many women risk it…. I wonder how many men, if social conditions were reversed, would risk it? Not many, Valerie.

They remained silent; Rita lay in the shadow of the maples, eyes closed;
Valerie plaited her grass stems with absent-minded industry.

I never yet wished to marry a man, she observed, presently.

Rita made no response.

Because, continued the girl with quaint precision, I never yet wanted anything that was not offered freely; even friendship. I think — I dont know — but I think — if any man offered me love — and I found that I could respond — I think that, if I took it, Id be contented with love — and ask nothing further — wish nothing else — unless he wanted it, too.

Rita opened her eyes.

Valerie, plaiting her grass very deftly, smiled to herself.

I dont know much about love, Rita; but I believe it is supreme contentment. And if it is — what is the use of asking for more than contents one?

Its safer.

Oh — I know that…. Ive read enough newspapers and novels and real literature to know that. Incidentally the Scriptures treat of it…. But, after all, love is love. You cant make it more than it is by law and custom; you cant make it less; you cant summon it; you cant dismiss it…. And I believe that Id be inclined to take it, however offered, if it were really love.

That is unmoral, dear, said Rita, smiling.

Im not unmoral, am I?

Well — your philosophy sounds Pagan.

Does it? Then, as you say, perhaps Id better run if anything resembling love threatens me.

The nymphs ran — in Pagan times.

And the gods ran after them, returned Valerie, laughing. Ive a very fine specimen of god as a friend, by the way — a Protean gentleman with three quick-change stunts. Hes a perfectly good god, too, but he never ran after me or tried to kiss me.

You dont mean Querida, then.

No. Hes no god.

Demi-god.

Not even that, said Valerie; hes a sentimental shepherd who likes to lie with his handsome head in a girls lap and make lazy eyes at her.

I know, nodded Rita. Look out for that shepherd.

Does he bite?

No; theres the trouble. Anybody can pet him.

Valerie laughed, turned over, and lay at length on her stomach in the grass, exploring the verdure for a four-leaf clover.

I never yet found one, she said, cheerfully. But then Ive never before seen much grass except in the Park.

Didnt you ever go to the country?

No. Mother was a widow and bedridden. We had a tiny income; I have it now. But it wasnt enough to take us to the country.

Didnt you work?

I couldnt leave mother. Besides, she wished to educate me.

Didnt you go to school?

Only a few months. We had fathers books. We managed to buy a few more — or borrow them from the library. And that is how I was educated, Rita — in a room with a bedridden mother.

She must have been well educated.

I should think so. She was a college graduate…. When I was fifteen I took the examinations for Barnard — knowing, of course, that I couldnt go — and passed in everything…. If mother could have spared me I could have had a scholarship.

That was hard luck, wasnt it, dear?

N-no. I had mother — as long as she lived. After she died I had what she had given me — and she had the education of a cultivated woman; she was a lover of the best in literature and in art, a woman gently bred, familiar with sorrow and privation.

If you choose, said Rita, you are equipped for a governess — or a ladys companion — or a secretary—

I suppose I am. Before I signed with Schindler I advertised, offering myself as a teacher. How many replies do you suppose I received?

How many?

Not one.

Rita sighed. I suppose you couldnt afford to go on advertising.

No, and I couldnt afford to wait…. Mothers burial took all the little income. I was glad enough when Schindler signed me…. But a girl cant remain long with Schindler.

I know.

Valerie plucked a grass blade and bit it in two reflectively.

Its a funny sort of a world, isnt it, Rita?

Very humorous — if you look at it that way.

Dont you?

Not entirely.

Valerie glanced up at the hammock.

How did you happen to become a model, Rita?

Im a clergymans daughter; what do you expect? she said, with smiling bitterness.

You!

From Massachusetts, dear…. The blue-light elders got on my nerves. I wanted to study music, too, with a view to opera. She laughed unpleasantly.

Was your home life unhappy, dear?

Does a girl leave happiness?

You didnt run away, did you?

I did — straight to the metropolis as a moth to its candle.

Valerie waited, then, timidly: Did you care to tell me any more, dear?
I thought perhaps you might like me to ask you. It isnt curiosity.

I know it isnt — you blessed child! Ill tell you — some day — perhaps…. Pull the rope and set me swinging, please…. Isnt this sky delicious — glimpsed through the green leaves? Fancy youre not knowing the happiness of the country! Ive always known it. Perhaps the trouble was I had too much of it. My town was an ancient, respectable, revolutionary relic set in a very beautiful rolling country near the sea; but I suppose I caught the infection — the country rolled, the breakers rolled, and finally I rolled out of it all — over and over plump into Gotham! And I didnt land on my feet, either…. You are correct, Valerie; there is something humorous about this world…. Theres one of the jokes, now! as a native passed, hunched up on the dashboard, driving a horse and a heifer in double harness.

Shall we go to the post office with him? cried Valerie, jumping to her feet.

[Illustration: Valerie sat cross-legged on the grass … scribbling away.]

Now, dear, what is the use of our going to the post office when nobody knows our address and we never could possibly expect a letter!

That is true, said Valerie, pensively. Rita, Im beginning to think Id like to have a letter. I believe — believe that Ill write to — to somebody.

That is more than Ill do, yawned Rita, closing her eyes. She opened them presently and said:

Ive a nice little writing case in my trunk. Sam presented it. Bring it out here if youre going to write.

The next time she unclosed her eyes Valerie sat cross-legged on the grass by the hammock, the writing case on her lap, scribbling away as though she really enjoyed it.

The letter was to Neville. It ran on:

Rita is asleep in a hammock; shes too pretty for words. I love her.
Why? Because she loves me, silly!

Im a very responsive individual, Kelly, and a pat on the head elicits purrs.

I want you to write to me. Also, pray be flattered; you are the only person on earth who now has my address. I may send it to José Querida; but that is none of your business. When I saw the new moon on the stump-pond last night I certainly did wish for Querida and a canoe. He can sing very charmingly.

Now I suppose you want to know under what circumstances I have permitted myself to wish for you. If you talk to a man about another man he always attempts to divert the conversation to himself. Yes, he does. And you are no better than other men, Louis — not exempt from their vanities and cunning little weaknesses. Are you?

Well, then, as you admit that you are thoroughly masculine, Ill admit that deep in a corner of my heart Ive wished for you a hundred times. The moon suggests Querida; but about everything suggests you. Now are you flattered?

Anyway, I do want you. I like you, Louis! I like you, Mr. Neville! And oh, Kelly, I worship you, without sentiment or any nonsense in reserve. You are life, you are happiness, you are gaiety, you are inspiration, you are contentment.

I wonder if it would be possible for you to come up here for a day or two after your visit to your parents is ended. Id adore it. Youd probably hate it. Such food! Such beds! Such people! But — could you — would you come — just to walk in the heavenly green with me? I wonder.

And, Louis, Id row you about on the majestic expanse of the stump-pond, and wed listen to the frogs. Can you desire anything more romantic?

The trouble with you is that youre romantic only on canvas. Anyway, I cant stir you to sentiment. Can I? True, I never tried. But if you come here, and conditions are favourable, and you are so inclined, and I am feeling lonely, nobody can tell what might happen in a flat scow on the stump-pond.

To be serious for a moment, Louis, Id really love to have you come. You know I never before saw the real country; Im a novice in the woods and fields, and, somehow, Id like to have you share my novitiate in this — as you did when I first came to you. It is a curious feeling I have about anything new; I wish you to experience it with me.

Rita is awake and exploring the box of Maillards which is about empty. Be a Samaritan and send me some assorted chocolates. Be a god, and send me something to read — anything, please, from Jacobs to James. Theres latitude for you. Be a man, and send me yourself. You have no idea how welcome youd be. The chances are that Id seize you and embrace you. But if youre willing to run that risk, take your courage in both hands and come.

Your friend,

VALERIE WEST.

The second week of her sojourn she caught a small pickerel — the only fish she had ever caught in all her life. And she tearfully begged the yokel who was rowing her to replace the fish in its native element. But it was too late; and she and Rita ate her victim, sadly, for dinner.

At the end of the week an enormous box of bonbons came for her. Neither she nor Rita were very well next day, but a letter from Neville did wonders to restore abused digestion.

Other letters, at intervals, cheered her immensely, as did baskets of fruit and boxes of chocolates and a huge case of books of all kinds.

Never, she said to Rita, did I ever hear of such an angel as Louis Neville. When he comes the first of August I wish you to keep tight hold of me, because, if he flees my demonstrations, I feel quite equal to running him down.

But, curiously enough, it was a rather silent and subdued young girl in white who offered Neville a shy and sun-tanned hand as he descended from the train and came forward, straw hat under one arm, to greet her.

How well you look! he exclaimed, laughingly; I never saw such a flawless specimen of healthy perfection!

[Illustration: How well you look! he exclaimed]

Oh, I know I look like a milk-maid, Kelly; Ive behaved like one, too. Did you ever see such a skin? Do you suppose this sun-burn will ever come off?

Instead of snow and roses youre strawberries and cream, he said— and its just as fetching, Valerie. How are you, anyway?

Barely able to sit up and take nourishment, she admitted, demurely. … I dont think you look particularly vigorous, she added, more seriously. You are brown but thin.

Thin as a scorched pancake, he nodded. The ocean was like a vast plate of clam soup in which I simmered several times a day until Ive become as leathery and attenuated as a punctured pod of kelp…. Wheres the rig we depart in, Valerie? he concluded, looking around the sun-scorched, wooden platform with smiling interest.

I drove down to meet you in a buck-board.

Splendid! Is there room for my suit case?

Plenty. I brought yards of rope.

They walked to the rear of the station where buckboard and horse stood tethered to a tree. He fastened his suit case to the rear of the vehicle, swathing it securely in, fathoms of rope; she sprang in, he followed; but she begged him to let her drive, and pulled on a pair of weather-faded gloves with a business-like air which was enchanting.

So he yielded seat and rusty reins to her; whip in hand, she steered the fat horse through the wilderness of arriving and departing carriages of every rural style and description — stages, surreys, mountain-waggons, buck-boards — drove across the railroad track, and turned up a mountain road — a gradual ascent bordered heavily by blackberry, raspberry, thimble berry and wild grape, and flanked by young growths of beech and maple set here and there with hemlock and white pine. But the characteristic foliage was laurel and rhododendron — endless stretches of the glossy undergrowth fringing every woodland, every diamond-clear water-course.

It must be charming when its in blossom, he said, drawing the sweet air of the uplands deep into his lungs. These streams look exceedingly like trout, too. How high are we?

Two thousand feet in the pass, Kelly. The hills are much higher. You need blankets at night…. She turned her head and smilingly considered him:

I cant yet believe you are here.

Ive been trying to realise it, too.

Did you come in your favourite cloud?

No; on an exceedingly dirty train.

Youve a cinder mark on your nose.

Thanks. He gave her his handkerchief and she wiped away the smear.

How long can you stay? — Oh, dont answer! Please forget I asked you. When youve got to go just tell me a few minutes before your departure…. The main thing in life is to shorten unhappiness as much as possible. That is Ritas philosophy.

Is Rita well?

Perfectly — thanks to your bonbons. She doesnt precisely banquet on the fare here — poor dear! But then, she added, philosophically, what can a girl expect on eight dollars a week? Besides, Rita has been spoiled. I am not unaccustomed to fasting when what is offered does not interest me.

You mean that boarding house of yours in town?

Yes. Also, when mother and I kept house with an oil stove and two rooms the odour of medicine and my own cooking left me rather indifferent to the pleasures of Lucullus.

You poor child!

Not at all to be pitied — as long as I had mother, she said, with a quiet gravity that silenced him.

Up, up, and still up they climbed, the fat horse walking leisurely, nipping at blackberry leaves here, snatching at tender maple twigs there. The winged mountain beauties — Dianas butterflies — bearing on their velvety, blue-black pinions the silver bow of the goddess, flitted ahead of the horse — celestial pilots to the tree-clad heights beyond.

Save for the noise of the horses feet and the crunch of narrow, iron-tired wheels, the stillness was absolute under the azure splendour of the heavens.

I am not yet quite at my ease — quite accustomed to it, she said.

To what, Valerie?

To the stillness; to the remote horizons…. At night the vastness of things, the height of the stars, fascinate me to the edge of uneasiness. And sometimes I go and sit in my room for a while — to reassure myself…. You see I am used to an enclosure — the walls of a room — the walled-in streets of New York…. Its like suddenly stepping out of a cellar to the edge of eternal space, and looking down into nothing.

Is that the way these rolling hillocks of Delaware County impress you? he asked, laughing.

Yes, Kelly. If I ever found myself in the Alps I believe the happiness would so utterly over-awe me that Id remain in my hotel under the bed. What are you laughing at? Voluptates commendat rarior usus.

Sit tua cura sequi, me duce tutus eris! he laughed, mischievously testing her limit of Latin.

Plus e medico quam e morbo periculi! she answered, saucily.

You cunning little thing! he exclaimed: vix a te videor posse tenere manus!

Di melius, quam nos moneamus talia quenquam! she said, demurely; Louis, we are becoming silly! Besides, I probably know more Latin than you do — as it was my mothers favourite relaxation to teach me to speak it. And I imagine that your limit was your last year at Harvard.

Upon my word! he exclaimed; I never was so snubbed and patronised in all my life!

Beware, then! she retorted, with an enchanting sideway glance: noli me tangere! At the same instant he was aware of her arm in light, friendly contact against his, and heard her musing aloud in deep contentment:

Such perfect satisfaction to have you again, Louis. The world is a gray void without the gods.

And so, leisurely, they breasted the ascent and came out across the height-of-land. Here and there a silvery ghost of the shorn forest stood, now almost mercifully hidden in the green foliage of hard wood — worthlessly young as yet but beautiful.

From tree to tree flickered the brilliant woodpeckers — they of the solid crimson head and ivory-barred wings. The great vermilion-tufted cock-o-the-woods called querulously; over the steel-blue stump-ponds the blue kingfishers soared against the blue. It was a sky world of breezy bushes and ruffled waters, of pathless fields and dense young woodlands, of limpid streams clattering over greenish white rocks, pouring into waterfalls, spreading through wild meadows set with iris and pink azalea.

How is the work going, Louis? she asked, glancing at him askance.

Its stopped.

A cause de — ?

Je nen sais rien, Valerie.

She flicked the harness with her whip, absently. He also leaned back, thoughtfully intent on the blue hills in the distance.

Has not your desire to paint returned?

No.

Do you know why?

Partly. I am up against a solid wall. There is no thoroughfare.

Make one.

Through the wall?

Straight through it.

Ah, yes — he murmured— but what lies beyond?

It would spoil the pleasures of anticipation to know beforehand.

He turned to her: You are good for me. Do you know it?

Querida said that, too. He said that I was an experience; and that all good work is made up of experiences that concern it only indirectly.

Do you like Querida? he asked, curiously.

Sometimes.

Not always?

Oh, yes, always more or less. But sometimes — she was silent, her dark eyes dreaming, lips softly parted.

What do you mean by that? he inquired, carelessly.

By what, Louis? she asked, naïvely, interrupted in her day-dream.

By hinting — that sometimes you like Querida — more than at others?

Why, I do, she said, frankly. Besides, I dont hint things; I say them. She had turned her head to look at him. Their eyes met in silence for a few moments.

You are funny about Querida, she said. Dont you like him?

I have no reason to dislike him.

Oh! Is it the case of Sabidius? Non amo te, Sabidi, nec possum dicere quare!

He laughed uneasily: Oh, no, I think not…. You and he are such excellent friends that I certainly ought to like him anyway.

But she remained silent, musing; and on the edge of her upcurled lip he saw the faint smile lingering, then fading, leaving the oval face almost expressionless.

So they drove past the one-story post office where a group of young people stood awaiting the arrival of the stage with its battered mail bags; past the stump-pond where Valerie had caught her first and only fish, past a few weather-beaten farm houses, a white-washed church, a boarding house or two, a village store, a watering-trough, and then drove up to the wooden veranda where Rita rose from a rocker and came forward with hand outstretched.

Hello, Rita! he said, giving her hand a friendly shake. Why didnt you drive down with Valerie?

I? That child would have burst into tears at such a suggestion.

Probably, said Valerie, calmly: I wanted him for myself. Now that
Ive had him Ill share him.

She sprang lightly to the veranda ignoring Nevilles offered hand with a smile. A hired man took away the horse; a boy picked up his suit case and led the way.

Ill be back in a moment, he said to Valerie and Rita.

That evening at supper, a weird rite where the burnt offering was rice pudding and the stewed sacrifice was prunes, Neville was presented to an interesting assemblage of the free-born.

There was the clerk, the drummer, the sales-lady, and ladies unsaleable and damaged by carping years; city-wearied fathers of youngsters who called their parents pop and mom; young mothers prematurely aged and neglectful of their coiffure and shoe-heels; simpering maidenhood, acid maidenhood, sophisticated maidenhood; shirt-waisted manhood, flippant manhood, full of strange slang and double negatives unresponsively suspicious manhood, and manhood disillusioned, prematurely tired, burnt out with the weariness of a sordid Harlem struggle.

Here in the height-of-land among scant pastures and the green charity which a spindling second-growth spread over the nakedness of rotting forest bones — here amid the wasted uplands and into this flimsy wooden building came the rank and file of the metropolis in search of air, of green, of sky, for ten days surcease from toil and heat and the sad perplexities of those with slender means.

Neville, seated on the veranda with Valerie and Rita in the long summer twilight, looked around him at scenes quite new to him.

On the lumpy croquet ground where battered wickets and stakes awry constituted the centre of social activity after supper, some young girls were playing in partnership with young men, hatless, striped of shirt, and very, very yellow of foot-gear.

A social favourite, very jolly and corporeally redundant, sat in the hammock fanning herself and uttering screams of laughter at jests emanating from the boarding-house cut-up — a blonde young man with rah-rah hair and a brier pipe.

Children, neither very clean nor very dirty, tumbled noisily about the remains of a tennis court or played base-ball in the dusty road. Ominous sounds arose from the parlour piano, where a gaunt maiden lady rested one spare hand among the keys while the other languidly pawed the music of the Holy City.

Somewhere in the house a baby was being spanked and sent to bed. There came the clatter of dishes from the wrecks of the rite in the kitchen, accompanied by the warm perfume of dishwater.

But, little by little the high stars came out, and the gray veil fell gently over unloveliness and squalour; little by little the raucous voices were hushed; the scuffle and clatter and the stringy noise of the piano died away, till, distantly, the wind awoke in the woods, and very far away the rushing music of a little brook sweetened the silence.

Rita, who had been reading yesterdays paper by the lamplight which streamed over her shoulder from the open parlour-window, sighed, stifled a yawn, laid the paper aside, and drew her pretty wrap around her shoulders.

Its absurd, she said, plaintively, but in this place I become horribly sleepy by nine oclock. You wont mind if I go up, will you?

Not if you feel that way about it, he said, smiling.

Oh, Rita! said Valerie, reproachfully, I thought we were going to row
Louis about on the stump-pond!

I am too sleepy; Id merely fall overboard, said Rita, simply, gathering up her bonbons. Louis, youll forgive me, wont you? I dont understand why, but that child never sleeps.

They rose to bid her good night. Valeries finger tips rested a moment on Nevilles sleeve in a light gesture of excuse for leaving him and of promise to return. Then she went away with Rita.

When she returned, the piazza was deserted except for Neville, who stood on the steps smoking and looking out across the misty waste.

I usually go up with Rita, she said. Rita is a dear. But do you know,
I believe she is not a particularly happy girl.

Why?

I dont know why…. After all, such a life — hers and mine — is only happy if you make it so…. And I dont believe she tries to make it so. Perhaps she doesnt care. She is very young — and very pretty — too young and pretty to be so indifferent — so tired.

She stood on the step behind and above him, looking down at his back and his well-set shoulders. They were inviting, those firm, broad, young shoulders of his; and she laid both hands on them.

Shall I row you about in the flat-boat, Louis?

Ill do the paddling—

Not by any means. I like to row, if you please. I have cold cream and a pair of gloves, so that I shall acquire no blisters.

They walked together out to the road and along it, she holding to her skirts and his arm, until the star-lit pond came into view.

Afloat in the ancient, weedy craft he watched her slender strength mastering the clumsy oars — watched her, idly charmed with her beauty and the quaint, childish pleasure that she took in manoeuvring among the shoreward lily pads and stumps till clear water was reached and the little misty wavelets came slap! slap! against the bow.

If you were Querida youd sing in an exceedingly agreeable tenor, she observed.

Not being Querida, and labouring further under the disadvantage of a barytone, I wont, he said.

Please, Louis.

Oh, very well — if you feel as romantic as that. And he began to sing:

My wifes gone to the country,
Hurrah! Hurrah!

Louis! Stop it! Do you know you are positively corrupt to do such a thing at such a time as this?

Well, its all I know, Valerie—

I could cry! she said, indignantly, and maintained a dangerous silence until they drifted into the still waters of the outlet where the starlight silvered the sedge-grass and feathery foliage formed a roof above.

Into the leafy tunnel they floated, oars shipped; she, cheek on hand, watching the fire-flies on the water; he, rid of his cigarette, motionless in the stern.

After they had drifted half a mile she seemed disinclined to resume the oars; so he crossed with her, swung the boat, and drove it foaming against the silent current.

On the return they said very little. She stood pensive, distraite, as he tied the boat, then — for the road was dark and uneven — took his arm and turned away beside him.

Im afraid I havent been very amusing company, he ventured.

She tightened her arm in his — a momentary, gentle pressure:

Im merely too happy to talk, she said. Does that answer satisfy you?

Touched deeply, he took her hand which rested so lightly on his sleeve — a hand so soft and fine of texture — so cool and fresh and slender that the youth and fragrance of it drew his lips to it. Then he reversed it and kissed the palm.

Why, Louis, she said, I didnt think you could be so sentimental.

Is that sentimental?

Isnt it?

It rather looks like it, doesnt it?

Rather.

Did you mind?

No…. Only — you and I — it seems — superfluous. I dont think anything you do could make me like you more than I do.

You sweet little thing!

No, only loyal, Kelly. I can never alter toward you.

Whats that? A vow!

Yes — of constancy and of friendship eternal.

Nomen amicitia est; nomen inane fides! — Friendship is only a name; constancy an empty title, he quoted.

Do you believe that?

Constancy is an honest wish, but a dishonest promise, he said. You know it lies with the gods, Valerie.

So they say. But I know myself. And I know that, however I may ever care for anybody else, it can never be at your expense — at the cost of one atom of my regard for you. As I care for you now, so have I from the beginning; so will I to the end; care more for you, perhaps; but never less, Louis. And that I know.

More deeply moved than he perhaps cared to be, he walked on slowly in silence, measuring his step to hers. In the peace of the midnight world, in the peace of her presence, he was aware of a tranquillity, a rest that he had not known in weeks. Vaguely first, then uneasily, he remembered that he had not known it since her departure, and shook off the revelation with instinctive recoil — dismissed it, smiled at it to have done with it. For such things could not happen.

The woods were fragrant as they passed; a little rill, swelling from the thicket of tangled jewel-weed, welled up, bubbling in the starlight. She knelt down and drank from her cupped hands, and offered him the same sweet cup, holding it fragrantly to his lips.

And there, on their knees under the stars, he touched her full child-like lips with his; and, laughing, she let him kiss her again — but not a third time, swaying back from her knees to avoid him, then rising lithely to her feet.

The poor nymph and the great god Kelly! she said; a new hero for the pantheon: a new dryad to weep over. Kelly, I believe your story of your golden cloud, now.

Didnt you credit it before?

No.

But now that Ive kissed you, you do believe it?

Y-yes.

Then to fix that belief more firmly—

Oh, no, you mustnt, Kelly— she cried, her soft voice hinting of hidden laughter. Im quite sure that my belief is very firmly fixed. Hear me recite my creed. Credo! I believe that you are the great god Kelly, perfectly capable of travelling about wrapped in a golden cloud—

You are mocking at the gods!

No, Im not. Who am I to affront Olympus?… Wh-what are you going to do, Kelly? Fly to the sacred mount with me?

But she suffered his arm to remain around her waist as they moved slowly on through the darkness.

How long are you going to stay? Tell me, Louis. Im as tragically curious as Pandora and Psyche and Bluebeards wife, melted into the one and eternal feminine.

Im going to-morrow.

Oh-h, she said, softly.

He was silent. They walked on, she with her head bent a little.

Didnt you want me to? he asked at length.

Not if you care to stay…. I never want what those I care for are indifferent about.

I am not indifferent. I think I had better go.

Is the reason important?

I dont know, Valerie — I dont really know.

He was thinking of this new and sweet familiarity — something suddenly born into being under the wide stars — something that had not been a moment since, and now was — something invoked by the vastness of earth and sky — something confirmed by the wind in the forest.

I had better go, he said.

Her silence acquiesced; they turned into the ragged lawn, ascended the dew-wet steps; and then he released her waist.

The hallways were dark and deserted as they mounted the stairs side by side.

This is my door, she said.

Mine is on the next floor.

Then — good night, Louis.

He took her hand in silence. After a moment she released it; laid both hands lightly on his shoulders, lifted her face and kissed him.

Good night, she said. You have made this a very happy day in my life.
Shall I see you in the morning?

Im afraid not. I left word to have a horse ready at daylight. It is not far from that, now.

Then I shall not see you again?

Not until you come to New York.

Couldnt you come back for a day? Querida is coming. Sammy and Harry
Annan are coming up over Sunday. Couldnt you?

Valerie, dear, I could — he checked himself; thought for a while until the strain of his set teeth aroused him to consciousness of his own emotion.

Rather white he looked at her, searching for the best phrase — for it was already threatening to be a matter of phrases now — of forced smiles — and some breathing spot fit for the leisure of self-examination.

Im going back to paint, he said. Those commissions have waited long enough.

He strove to visualise his studio, to summon up the calm routine of the old regime — as though the colourless placidity of the past could steady him.

Will you need me? she asked.

Later — of course. Just now Ive a lot of mens figures to deal with — that symbolical affair for the new court house.

Then you dont need me?

No.

She thought a moment, slim fingers resting on the knob of her door, standing partly turned away from him. Then, opening her door, she stepped inside, hesitated, looked back:

Good-bye, Louis, dear, she said, gently.


CHAPTER VI
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NEVILLE HAD BEGUN to see less and less of Valerie West. When she first returned from the country in September she had come to the studio and had given him three or four mornings on the portrait which he had begun during the previous summer. But the painting of it involved him in difficulties entirely foreign to him — difficulties born of technical timidity of the increasing and inexplicable lack of self-confidence. And deeply worried, he laid it aside, A dull, unreasoning anxiety possessed him. Those who had given him commissions to execute were commencing to importune him for results. He had never before disappointed any client. Valerie could be of very little service to him in the big mural decorations which, almost in despair, he had abruptly started. Here and there, in the imposing compositions designed for the Court House, a female figure, or group of figures, was required, but, in the main, male figures filled the preliminary cartoons — great law-givers and law-defenders of all ages and all lands, in robes and gowns of silks; in armour, in skins, in velvet and ermine — men wearing doublet, jack-coat, pourpoint; men in turban and caftan, men covered with mail of all kinds — armour of leather, of fibre, of lacquer, of quilted silk, of linked steel, Milanaise, iron cuirass; the emblazoned panoply of the Mongol paladins; Timour Meleks greaves of virgin gold; men of all nations and of all ages who fashioned or executed human law, from Moses to Caesar, from Mohammed to Genghis Kahn and the Golden Emperor, from Charlemagne to Napoleon, and down through those who made and upheld the laws in the Western world, beginning with Hiawatha, creator of the Iroquois Confederacy — the Great League.

His studio was a confusion of silks, cut velvets, tapestries, embroideries, carpets of the East, lay figures glittering with replicas of priceless armour. Delicate fabrics trailed over chair and floor almost under foot; inlaid and gem-hilted weapons, illuminated missals, glass-cased papyri, gilded zones, filets, girdles, robes of fur, hoods, wallets, helmets, hats, lay piled up, everywhere in methodical disorder. And into and out of the studio passed male models of all statures, all ages, venerable, bearded men, men in their prime, men with the hard-hammered features and thick, sinewy necks of gladiators, men slender and pallid as dreaming scholars, youths that might have worn the gold-red elf-locks and the shoulder cloak of Venice, youth chiselled in a beauty as dark and fierce as David wore when the mailed giant went crashing earthward under the smooth round pebble from his sling.

Valeries turn in this splendid panoply was soon over. Even had she been so inclined there was, of course, no place for her to visit now, no place to sit and watch him among all these men. After hours, once or twice, she came in to tea — to gossip a little with the old-time ease, and barter with him epigram for jest, nonsense for inconsequence. Yet, subtly — after she had gone home — she felt the effort. Either he or she had imperceptibly changed; she knew not which was guilty; but she knew.

Besides, she herself was now in universal demand — and in the furor of her popularity she had been, from the beginning, forced to choose among a very few with whom she personally felt herself at ease, and to whom she had become confidently accustomed. Also, from the beginning, she had not found it necessary to sit undraped for many — a sculptor or two — Burleson and Gary Graves — Sam Ogilvy with his eternal mermaidens, Querida — nobody else. The other engagements had been for costume or, at most, for head and shoulders. Illustrators now clamoured for her in modish garments of the moment — in dinner gown, ball gown, afternoon, carriage, motor, walking, tennis, golf, riding costumes; poster artists made her pretty features popular; photographs of her in every style of indoor and outdoor garb decorated advertisements in the backs of monthly magazines. She was seen turning on the water in model bathtubs, offering the admiring reader a box of bonbons, demurely displaying a brand of hosiery, recommending cold cream, baked beans, railroad routes, tooth powder, and real-estate on Long Island.

Her beauty, the innocent loveliness of her features, her dainty modest charm, the enchanting outline and mould of her figure were beginning to make her celebrated. Already people about town — at the play, in the park, on avenue and street, in hotels and restaurants, were beginning to recognise her, follow her with approving or hostile eyes, turn their heads to watch her.

Theatrical agents wrote her, making attractive offers for an engagement where showgirls were the ornamental caryatids which upheld the three tottering unities along Broadway. She also had chances to wear very wonderful model gowns for next season at the Countess of Severns new dressmaking, drawing-rooms whither all snobdom crowded and shoved to get near the trade-marked coronet, and where bewildering young ladies strolled haughtily about all day long, displaying to agitated Gotham the most startling gowns in the extravagant metropolis.

She had other opportunities, too — such as meeting several varieties of fashionable men of various ages — gentlemen prominently identified with the arts and sciences — the art of killing time and the science of enjoying the assassination. And some of these assorted gentlemen maintained extensive stables and drove tandems, spikes, and fours; and some were celebrated for their yachts, or motors, or prima-donnas, or business acumen, or charitable extravagances…. Yes, truly, Valerie West was beginning to have many opportunities in this generously philanthropic world. And she was making a great deal of money — for her — but nothing like what she might very easily have made. And she knew it, young as she was. For it does not take very long to learn about such things when a girl is attempting to earn her living in this altruistic world.

Shell spread her wings and go one of these days, observed Archie Allaire to Rita Tevis, who was posing as Psyche for one of his clever, thinly brushed, high-keyed studies very much after the manner and palette of Chaplin when they resembled neither Chartrain nor Zier, nor any other artist temporarily in vogue. For he was an adaptable man, facile, adroit, a master navigator in trimming sail to the fitful breeze of popular favour. And his work was in great demand.

Shell be decorating the tonneau of some big touring car with crested panels — and therell be a bunch of orchids in the crystal holder, and a Chow dog beside her, defying the traffic squad—

No, she wont! snapped Rita. Shes as likely to do that as she is to dine with you again.

Allaire, caught off his guard, scowled with unfeigned annoyance. Repeated essays to ingratiate himself with Valerie had finally resulted in a dinner at the Astor, and in her firm, polite, but uncompromising declination of all future invitations from him, either to sit for him or beside him under any circumstances and any conditions whatever.

So thats your opinion, is it, Rita? he inquired, keeping his light-blue eyes and his thin wet brush busy on his canvas. Well, sister, take it from muh, she thinks shes the big noise in the Great White Alley; but theyre giving her the giggle behind her back.

That giggle may be directed at you, Archie, observed Rita, scornfully; youre usually behind her back, you know, hoisting the C.Q.D.

Which is all right, too, he said, apparently undisturbed; but when she goes to Atlantic City with Querida—

That is an utter falsehood, retorted Rita, calmly. Whoever told you that she went there with Querida, lied.

You think so?

I know so! She went alone.

Then well let it go at that, said Allaire so unpleasantly that Rita took fiery offence.

There is not a man living who has the right to look sideways at Valerie West! Everybody knows it — Neville, Querida, Sam, John Burleson — even you know it! If a man or two has touched her finger tips — her waist — her lips, perhaps — no man has obtained more than that of her — dared more than that! I have never heard that any man has ever even ventured to offend her ears, unless — she added with malice, that is the reason that she accepts no more invitations from you and your intimate friends.

Allaire managed to smile and continue to paint. But later he found use for his palette knife — which was unusual in a painter as clever as he and whose pride was in his technical skill with materials used and applied premier coup.

With October came the opening of many theatres; a premature gaiety animated the hotels and restaurants; winter fabrics, hats, furs, gowns, appeared in shops; the glittering windows along Fifth Avenue reflected more limousines and fewer touring bodies passing. Later top hats reappeared on street and in lobby; and when the Opera reopened, Long Island, Jersey, and Westchester were already beginning to pour in cityward, followed later by Newport, Lenox, and Bar Harbour. The police put on their new winter uniforms; furs were displayed in carriages, automobiles, and theatres; the beauty of the florists windows became mellower, richer, and more splendid; the jewellery in the restaurants more gorgeous. Gotham was beginning to be its own again, jacked up by the Horse Show, the New Theatre, and the Opera; and by that energetic Advertising Trust Company with its branches, dependencies, and mergers, which is called Society, and which is a matter of eternal vigilance and desperate business instead of the relaxation of cultivated security in an accepted and acceptable order of things.

Among other minor incidents, almost local in character, the Academy and Society of American Artists opened its doors. And the exhibition averaged as well as it ever will, as badly as it ever had averaged. Allaire showed two portraits of fashionable women, done, this time, in the manner of Zorn, and quite as clever on the streaky surface. Sam Ogilvy proudly displayed another mermaid — Rita in the tub — and two babies from photographs and chic — very bad; but as usual it was very quickly marked sold.

Annan had a portrait of his sister Alice, poorly painted and even recognised by some of her more intimate friends. Clive Gail offered one of his marines — waves splashing and dashing all over the canvas so realistically that women instinctively stepped back and lifted their skirts, and men looked vaguely around for a waiter — at least Ogilvy said so. As for Neville, he had a single study to show — a full length — just the back and head and the soft contour of limbs melting into a luminously sombre background — a masterpiece in technical perfection, which was instantly purchased by a wise and Western millionaire, and which left the public staring but unmoved.

But it was José Querida who dominated the whole show, flooding everything with the splendour of his sunshine so that all else in the same room looked cold or tawdry or washed out. His canvas, with its superbly vigorous drawing, at once became the sensation of the exhibition. Sunday supplements reproduced it with a photograph of Querida looking amiably at a statuette of Venus which he held in his long, tapering fingers; magazines tried to print it in two colours, in three, in dozens, and made fireworks of it to Queridas inwardly suppressed agony, and their own satisfaction. Serious young men wrote appreciations about it; serious young women published instructive discourses concerning it in the daily papers. Somebody in the valuable columns of the Tribune inquired whether Queridas painting was meant to be symbolical; somebody in the Nation said yes; somebody in the Sun said no; somebody in something or other explained its psychological subtleties; somebody in something else screamed, bosh!

Meanwhile the discussion was a god-send to fashionable diners-out and to those cultivated leaders of society who prefer to talk through the Opera and philharmonic.

In what the educated daily press calls the world of art and the realm of literature, Queridas picture was discussed intelligently and otherwise, but it was discussed — from the squalid table dhôte, where unmanicured genius punctures the air with patois and punches holes in it with frenzied thumbs, to quiet, cultivated homes, where community of taste restricts the calling lists — from the noisy studio, where pianos and girls make evenings lively, to the austere bare boards or the velvet elegance of studios where authority and preciousness, and occasionally attainment, reside, and sometimes do not.

Cognatis maculis similis fera.

Neville was busy, but not too busy to go about in the evening among his own kind, and among other kinds, too. This unexpected resurgance within him of the social instinct, he made no attempt to account for to others or to himself. He had developed a mental and physical restlessness, which was not yet entirely nervous, but it had become sufficiently itching to stir him out of fatigue when the long days work had ended — enough to drive him out of the studio — at first merely to roam about at hazard through the livelier sections of the city. But to the lonely, there is no lonelier place than a lively one; and the false brilliancy and gaiety drove him back upon himself and into his lair again, where for a while he remained meditating amid the sombre menace of looming canvases and the heavy futility of dull-gold hangings, and the mischievous malice of starlight splintering into a million incandescent rainbow rays through the sheet of glass above.

Out of this, after some days, he emerged, set in motion by his increasing restlessness. And it shoved him in the direction of his kind once more — and in the direction of other kinds.

He dined at his sisters in Seventy-ninth Street near Madison Avenue; he dined with the Grandcourts on Fifth Avenue; he decorated a few dances, embellished an opera box now and then, went to Lakewood and Tuxedo for week ends, rode for a few days at Hot Springs, frequented his clubs, frequented Stephanie, frequented Maxims.

And all the while it seemed to him as though he were temporarily enduring something which required patience, which could not last forever, which must one day end in a great change, a complete transformation for himself, of himself, of the world around him and of his aim and hope and purpose in living. At moments, too, an odd sensation of expectancy came over him — the sense of waiting, of suppressed excitement. And he could not account for it.

Perhaps it concerned the finishing of his great mural frieze for the Court House — that is, the completion of the section begun in September. For, when it was done, and cleared out of his studio, and had been set in its place, framed by the rose and gold of marble and ormolu, a heavy reaction of relief set in, leaving him listless and indifferent at first, then idle, disinclined to begin the companion frieze; then again restless, discontented, tired, and lonely in that strange solitude which seemed to be growing wider and wider around him in rings of silence. Men praised and lauded the great frieze; and he strove to respond, to believe them — to believe in the work and in himself — strove to shake off the terrible discouragement invading him, lurking always near to reach out and touch him, slinking at his heels from street to street, from room to room, skulking always just beyond the shadows that his reading lamp cast.

Without envy, yet with profound sadness, he stood and faced the splendour of Queridas canvas. He had gone to Querida and taken him by both of his thin, olive-skinned hands, and had praised the work with a heart clean of anything unworthy. And Querida had laughed and displayed his handsome teeth, and returned compliment for compliment…. And Neville had seen, on his dresser, a photograph of Valerie, signed in her long, girlish, angular hand— To José from Valerie; and the date was of mid-winter.

Christmas came; he sent Valerie some furs and a note, and, before he went to Aiken to spend the holidays with his father and mother, he tried to get her on the telephone — tried half a dozen times. But she was either busy with business or with pleasure somewhere or other — and he never found her at home; so he went South without hearing from her.

[Illustration: Querida had laughed … and returned compliment for compliment.]

After he arrived, it is true, he received from her a cigarette case and a very gay and frank Christmas greeting — happy and untroubled apparently, brimming with gossip, inconsequences, and nonsense. In it she thanked him for his letter and his gift, hoped he was happy with his parents, and expressed an almost conventional desire to see him on his return.

Then his parents came back to New York with him. Two days before New Years Day they went to Spindrift House instead of sailing for Egypt, where for some years now they had been accustomed to spend the winters shivering at Shepherds. And he and his sister and brother-in-law and Stephanie dined together that evening. But the plans they made to include him for a New Years Eve home party remained uncertain as far as he was concerned. He was vague — could not promise — he himself knew not why. And they ceased to press him.

Youre growing thin and white, said Lily. I believe youre getting painters colic.

House painters acquire that, he said, smiling. Im not a member of their union yet.

Well, you must use as much white lead as they do on those enormous canvases of yours. Why dont you start on a trip around the world, Louis?

He laughed.

Later, after he had taken his leave, the suggestion reoccurred to him. He took enough trouble to think about it the next morning; sent out his servant to amass a number of folders advertising world girdling tours of various attractions, read them while lunching, and sat and pondered. Why not? It might help. Because he certainly began to need help. He had gone quite stale. Querida was right; he ought to lie fallow. No ground could yield eternally without rest. Querida was clever enough to know that; and he had been stupid enough to ignore it — even disbelieve it, contemptuous of precept and proverb and wise saw, buoyed above apprehension by consciousness and faith in his own inexhaustible energy.

And, after all, something really seemed to have happened to him. He almost admitted it now for the first time — considered the proposition silently, wearily, without any definite idea of analysing it, without even the desire to solve it.

Somehow, at some time, he had lost pleasure in his powers, faith in his capacity, desire for the future. What had satisfied him yesterday, to-day became contemptible. Farther than ever, farther than the farthest, stars receded the phantoms of the great Masters. What they believed and endured and wrought and achieved seemed now not only hopelessly beyond any comprehension or attainment of his, but even beyond hope of humble discipleship.

And always, horribly, like an obsession, was creeping over him in these days the conviction of some similarity between his work and the thin, clear, clever brush-work of Allaire — with all its mastery of ways and means, all its triumph over technical difficulties, all its tricks and subtle appeals, and its falsity, and its glamour.

Reflection, retrospection sickened him. It was snowing and growing late when he wrote to a steamship agent making inquiries and asking for plans of staterooms.

Then he had tea, alone there in the early winter dusk, with the firelight playing over Gladys who sat in the full heat of the blaze, licking her only kitten, embracing its neck with one maternal paw.

He dressed about six, intending to dine somewhere alone that New Years Eve. The somewhere, as usual, ended at the Syrinx Club — or rather at the snowy portal — for there he collided with Samuel Strathclyde Ogilvy and Henry Knickerbocker Annan, and was seized and compelled to perform with them on the snowy sidewalk, a kind of round dance resembling a pow-wow, which utterly scandalised the perfectly respectable club porter, and immensely interested the chauffeurs of a row of taxicabs in waiting.

Come! Let up! This isnt the most dignified performance I ever assisted at, he protested.

Who said it was dignified? demanded Ogilvy. Were not hunting for dignity. Harry and I came here in a hurry to find an undignified substitute for John Burleson. Youre the man!

Certainly, said Annan, youre the sort of cheerful ass we need in our business. Come on! Some of these taxis belong to us—

Where do you want me to go, you crazy—

Now be nice, Louis, he said, soothingly; play pretty and dont kick and scream. Burleson was going with us to see the old year out at the Cafe Gigolette, but hes got laryngitis or some similar species of pip—

I dont want to go—

Youve got to, dear friend. Weve engaged a table for six—

Six!

Sure, dearie. In the college of experience coeducation is a necessary evil. Step lively, son!

Who is going?

[Illustration: Me lord, the taxi waits.]

One dream, one vision, one hallucination— he wafted three kisses from his gloved finger tips in the general direction of Broadway— and you, and Samuel, and I. Me lord, the taxi waits!

Now, Harry, Im not feeling particularly cheerful—

But you will, dear friend; you will soon be feeling the Fifty-seven Varieties of cheerfulness. All kinds of society will be at the Gigolette — good, bad, fashionable, semi-fashionable — all imbued with the intellectual and commendable curiosity to see somebody start something. And, he added, modestly, Sam and I are going to see what can be accomplished—

No; I wont go—

But they fell upon him and fairly slid him into a taxi, beckoning two other similar vehicles to follow in procession.

Now, dearie, simpered Sam, dont you feel better?

Neville laughed and smoothed out the nap of his top hat.

They made three stops at three imposing looking apartment hotels between Sixth Avenue and Broadway — The Daisy, The Gwendolyn, The Sans Souci — where negro porters and hallboys were gorgeously conspicuous and the clerk at the desk seemed to be unusually popular with the guests. And after every stop there ensued a shifting of passengers in the taxicabs, until Neville found himself occupying the rear taxi in the procession accompanied by a lively young lady in pink silk and swansdown — a piquant face and pretty figure, white and smooth and inclined to a plumpness so far successfully contended with by her corset maker.

I have on my very oldest gown, she explained with violet-eyed animation, patting her freshly dressed hair with two smooth little hands loaded with diamonds and turquoises. Im afraid somebody will start something and then theyll throw confetti, and somebody will think its funny to aim champagne corks at you. So Ive come prepared, she added, looking up at him with a challenge to deny her beauty. By the way, she said, Im Mazie Gray. Nobody had the civility to tell you, did they?

They said something…. Im Louis Neville, he replied, smiling.

Are you? she laughed. Well, you may take it from mother that youre as cute as your name, Louis. Who was it they had all framed up to give me my cues? That big Burleson gentleman whod starve if he had to laugh for a living, wasnt it? Can you laugh, child?

A few, Mazie. It is my only Sunday accomplishment.

Dearie, she added, correcting him.

It is my only accomplishment, dearie.

That will be about all — for a beginning! She laughed as the cab stopped at the red awning and Neville aided her to descend.

Steps, vestibules, stairs, cloak-rooms were crowded with jolly, clamouring throngs flourishing horns, canes, rattles, and dusters decked with brilliant ribbons. Already some bore marks of premature encounters with confetti and cocktails.

Waiters and head-waiters went gliding and scurrying about, assigning guests to tables reserved months in advance. Pages in flame-coloured and gold uniforms lifted the silken rope that stretched its barrier between the impatient crowd and the tables; managers verified offered credentials and escorted laughing parties to spaces bespoken.

Two orchestras, relieving each other, fiddled and tooted continuously; great mounds of flowers, smilax, ropes of evergreens, multi-tinted electroliers made the vast salon gay and filled it with perfume.

Even in the beginning it was lively enough though not yet boisterous in the city where all New York was dining and preparing for eventualities; the eventualities being that noisy mid-winter madness which seizes the metropolis when the birth of the New Year is imminent.

It is a strange evolution, a strange condition, a state of mind not to be logically accounted for. It is not accurate to say that the nicer people, the better sort, hold aloof; because some of them do not. And in this uproarious carnival the better sort are as likely to misbehave as are the worse; and they have done it, and do it, and probably will continue to say and do and tolerate and permit inanities in themselves and in others that, at other moments, they would regard as insanities — and rightly.

Around every table, rosily illuminated, laughter rang. White throats and shoulders glimmered, jewels sparkled, the clear crystalline shock of glasses touching glasses rang continual accompaniment to the music and the breezy confusion of voices.

Here and there, in premonition of the eventual, the comet-like passage of streaming confetti was blocked by bare arms upflung to shield laughing faces; arms that flashed with splendid jewels on wrist and finger.

Neville, coolly surveying the room, recognised many, responding to recognition with a laugh, a gesture, or with glass uplifted.

Stop making goo-goos, cried Mazie, dropping her hand over his wrist.
Listen, and Ill be imprudent enough to tell you the very latest
toast— She leaned nearer, opening her fan with a daring laugh; but
Ogilvy wouldnt have it.

This is no time for single sentiment! he shouted. Everybody should be perfectly plural to-night — everything should be plural, multiple, diffuse, all embracing, general, polydipsiatic, polygynyatic, polyandryatic!

[Illustration: Mazie Gray.]

Whats polyandryatic? demanded Mazie in astonishment.

It means everybody is everybody elses! Im yours and youre mine but everybody else owns us and we own everybody.

Hurrah! shouted Annan. Hear — hear! Where is the fair and total stranger who is going to steal the first kiss from me? Somebody count three before the rush begins—

A ball of roses struck him squarely on the mouth; a furious shower of confetti followed. For a few moments the volleys became general, then the wild interchange of civilities subsided, and the cries of laughter died away and were lost in the loud animated hum which never ceased under the gay uproar of the music.

When they played the barcarole from Contes dHoffman everybody sang it and rose to their feet cheering the beautiful prima donna with whom the song was so closely identified, and who made one of a gay group at a flower-smothered table.

And she rose and laughingly acknowledged the plaudits; but they wouldnt let her alone until she mounted her chair and sang it in solo for them; and then the vast salon went wild.

Neville, surveying the vicinity, recognised people he never dreamed would have appeared in such a place — here a celebrated architect and his pretty wife entertaining a jolly party, there a well-known lawyer and somebody elses pretty wife; and there were men well known at fashionable clubs and women known in fashionable sets, and men and women characteristic of quieter sets, plainly a little uncertain and surprised to find themselves there. And he recognised assorted lights of the profession, masculine and feminine; and one or two beautiful meteors that were falling athwart the underworld, leaving fading trails of incandescence in their jewelled wake.

The noise began to stun him; he laughed and talked and sang with the others, distinguishing neither his own voice nor the replies. For the tumult grew as the hour advanced toward midnight, gathering steadily in strength, in license, in abandon.

And now, as the minute hands on the big gilded clock twitched nearer and nearer to midnight, the racket became terrific, swelling, roaring into an infernal din as the raucous blast of horns increased in the streets outside and the whistles began to sound over the city from Westchester to the Bay, from Long Island to the Palisades.

Sheer noise, stupefying, abominable, incredible, unending, greeted the birth of the New Year; they were dancing in circles, singing, cheering amid the crash of glasses. Table-cloths, silken gowns, flowers were crushed and trampled under foot; flushed faces looked into strange faces, laughing; eyes strange to other eyes smiled; strange hands exchanged clasps with hands unknown; the whirl had become a madness.

And, suddenly, in its vortex, Neville saw Valerie West. Somebody had set her on a table amid the silver and flowers and splintered crystal. Her face was flushed, eyes and mouth brilliant, her gown almost torn from her left shoulder and fluttering around the lovely arm in wisps and rags of silk and lace. Querida supported her there.

They pelted her with flowers and confetti, and she threw roses back at everybody, snatching her ammunition from a great basket which Querida held for her.

Ogilvy and Annan saw her and opened fire on her with a cheer, and she recognised them and replied with volleys of rosebuds — was in the act of hurling her last blossom — caught sight of Neville where he stood with Mazie on a chair behind him, her arms resting on his shoulders. And the last rose dropped from her hand.

Querida turned, too, inquiringly; recognised Neville; and for a second his olive cheeks reddened; then with a gay laugh he passed his arm around Valerie and, coolly facing the bombardment of confetti and flowers, swung her from the table to the floor.

A furious little battle of flowers began at his own table, but Neville was already lost in the throng, making his way toward the door, pelted, shouldered, blocked, tormented — but, indifferent, unresponsive, forcing his path to the outer air.

Once or twice voices called his name, but he scarcely heard them. Then a hand caught at his; and a breathless voice whispered:

Are you going?

Yes, he said, dully.

Why?

Ive had enough — of the New Year.

Breathing fast, the colour in her face coming and going, she stood, vivid lips parted, regarding him. Then, in a low voice:

I didnt know you were to be here, Louis.

Nor I. It was an accident.

Who was the — girl—

What girl?

She stood behind you with her hands on your shoulders.

How the devil do I know, he said, savagely— her names
Mazie — something — or — other.

Did you bring her?

Yes. Did Querida bring you? he asked, insolently.

[Illustration: And the last rose dropped from her hand.]

She looked at him in a confused, bewildered way — laid her hand on his sleeve with an impulse as though he had been about to strike her.

He no longer knew what he was doing in the sudden surge of unreasoning anger that possessed him; he shook her hand from his sleeve and turned.

And the next moment, on the stairs, she was beside him again, slender, pale, close to his shoulder, descending the great staircase beside him, one white-gloved hand resting lightly within his arm.

Neither spoke. At the cloak-room she turned and looked at him — stood a moment slowly tearing the orchids from her breast and dropping the crushed petals underfoot.

A maid brought her fur coat — his gift; a page brought his own coat and hat.

Will you call a cab?

He turned and spoke to the porter. Then they waited, side by side, in silence.

When the taxicab arrived he turned to give the porter her address, but she had forestalled him. And he entered the narrow vehicle; and they sat through the snowy journey in utter silence until the cab drew up at his door.

Then he said: Are you not going home?

Not yet.

They descended, stood in the falling snow while he settled with the driver, then entered the great building, ascended in the elevator, and stepped out at his door.

He found his latch-key; the door swung slowly open on darkness.


CHAPTER VII
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AN ELECTRIC LAMP was burning in the hallway; he threw open the connecting doors of the studio where a light gleamed high on the ceiling, and stood aside for her to pass him.

She stepped across the threshold into the subdued radiance, stood for a moment undecided, then:

Are you coming in? she asked, cheerfully, quite aware of his ill-temper. Because if you are, you may take off my coat for me.

He crossed the threshold in silence, and divested her of the fur garment which was all sparkling with melting snow.

Do lets enjoy the firelight, she said, turning out the single ceiling lamp; and please find some nice, big crackly logs for the fire, Kelly! — theres a treasure!

His frowning visage said: Dont pretend that its all perfectly pleasant between us; but he turned without speaking, cleared a big arm-chair of its pile of silks, velvets, and antique weapons, and pushed it to the edge of the hearth. Every movement he made, his every attitude was characterised by a sulky dignity which she found rather funny, now that the first inexplicable consternation of meeting him had subsided. And already she was wondering just what it was that had startled her; why she had left the café with him; why he had left; why he seemed to be vexed with her. For her conscience, in regard to him, was perfectly clear and serene.

Now the logs, Kelly, dear, she said, the kind that catch fire in a second and make frying-pan music, please.

He laid three or four logs of yellow birch across the bed of coals. The blaze caught swiftly, mounting in a broad sheet of yellow flame, making their faces brilliant in the darkness; and the tall shadows leaped across floor and wall and towered, wavering above them from the ruddy ceiling.

Kelly!

What?

I wish you a Happy New Year.

Thank you. I wish you the same.

Come over here and curl up on the hearth and drop your head back on my knees, and tell me what is the trouble — you sulky boy!

He did not appear to hear her.

Please?— with a slight rising inflection.

What is the use of pretending? he said, shortly.

Pretending! she repeated, mimicking him delightedly. Then with a clear, frank laugh: Oh, you great, big infant! The idea of you being the famous painter Louis Neville! I wish there was a nursery here. Id place you in it and let you pout!

Thats more pretence, he said, and you know it.

What silly things you do say, Louis! As though people could find life endurable if they did not pretend. Of course Im pretending. And if a girl pretends hard enough it sometimes comes true.

What comes true?

Ah! — you ask me too much…. Well, for example, if I pretend I dont mind your ill-temper it may come true that you will be amiable to me before I go home.

There was no smile from him, no response. The warmth of the burning logs deepened the colour in her cold cheeks. Snow crystals on her dark hair melted into iris-rayed drops. She stretched her arms to the fire, and her eyes fell on Gladys and her kitten, slumbering, softly embraced.

Oh, do look, Kelly! How perfectly sweet and cunning! Gladys has her front paws right around the kittens neck.

Impulsively she knelt down, burying her face in the fluffy heap; the kitten partly opened its bluish eyes; the mother-cat stretched her legs, yawned, glanced up, and began to lick the kitten, purring loudly.

For a moment or two the girl caressed the drowsy cats, then, rising, she resumed her seat, sinking back deeply into the arm-chair and casting a sidelong and uncertain glance at Neville.

The flames burned steadily, noiselessly, now; nothing else stirred in the studio; there was no sound save the ghostly whisper of driving snow blotting the glass roof above.

Her gaze wandered over the silken disorder in the studio, arrested here and there as the firelight gleamed on bits of armour — on polished corselet and helmet and the tall hilts of swords. Then she looked upward where the high canvas loomed a vast expanse of gray, untouched except for the brushed-in outlines of men in shadowy processional.

She watched Neville, who had begun to prowl about in the disorder of the place, stepping over trailing velvets, avoiding manikins armed cap-a-pie, moving restlessly, aimlessly. And her eyes followed his indecision with a smile that gradually became perplexed and then a little troubled.

For even in the uncertain firelight she was aware of the change in his face — of features once boyish and familiar that seemed now to have settled into a sterner, darker mould — a visage that was too lean for his age — a face already haunted of shadows; a mature face — the face of a man who had known unhappiness.

He had paused, now, head lifted, eyes fixed on vast canvas above. And for a long while he stood there leaning sideways against a ladder, apparently oblivious of her.

Time lagged, halted — then sped forward, slyly robbing him of minutes of which his senses possessed no record. But minutes had come and gone while he stood there thinking, unconscious of the trick time played him — for the fire was already burning low again and the tall clock in the shadows pointed with stiff and ancient hands to the death of another hour and the birth of yet another; and the old-time bell chimed impartially for both with a shift and slide of creaking weights and wheels.

He lifted his head abruptly and looked at Valerie, who lay curled up in her chair, eyes closed, dark lashes resting on her cheeks.

As he passed her chair and returned to place more logs on the fire she opened her eyes and looked up at him. The curve of her mouth grew softly humorous.

Id much prefer my own bed, she said, if this is all you have to say to me.

Had you anything to say to me? he asked, unsmiling.

About what, Kelly, dear?

God knows; I dont.

Listen to this very cross and cranky young man! she exclaimed, sitting up and winking her eyes in the rushing brilliancy of the blaze. He is neither a very gracious host, nor a very reasonable one; nor yet particularly nice to a girl who left a perfectly good party for an hour with him.

She stole a glance at him, and her gaze softened:

Perhaps, she said aloud to herself, he is not really very cross; perhaps he is only tired — or in trouble. Otherwise his voice and manners are scarcely pardonable — even by me.

He stood regarding the flames with narrowing gaze for a few moments, then, hands in his pockets, walked over to his chair once more and dropped into it.

A slight flush stole into her cheeks; but it went as it came. She rose, crossed to where he sat and stood looking down at him.

What is the matter?

With me? in crude pretence of surprise.

Of course. I am happy enough. What troubles you?

Absolutely nothing.

Then — what troubles us? she persisted. What has gone wrong between us, Kelly, dear? Because we mustnt let it, you know, she added, slowly, shaking her head.

Has anything gone wrong with us? he asked, sullenly.

Evidently. I dont know what it is. Im keeping my composure and controlling my temper until I find out. You know what that dreadful temper of mine can be? She added, smiling: Well, then, please beware of it unless you are ready to talk sensibly. Are you?

What is it you wish me to say?

How perfectly horrid you can be! she exclaimed, I never knew you could be like this? Do you want a girl to go on her knees to you? I care enough for our friendship to do it — but I wont!

Her mood was altering:

Youre a brute, Kelly, to make me miserable. I was having such a good time at the Gigolette when I suddenly saw you — your expression — and — I dont even yet know why, but every bit of joy went out of everything for me—

I was going out, too, he said, laughing. Why didnt you remain? Your gay spirits would have returned untroubled after my departure.

There was an ugly sound to his laugh which checked her, left her silent for a moment. Then:

Did you disapprove of me? she asked, curiously. Was that it?

No. You can take care of yourself, I fancy.

I have had to, she said, gravely.

He was silent.

She added with a light laugh not perfectly genuine:

I suppose I am experiencing with you what all mortals experience when they become entangled with the gods.

What is that?

Unhappiness. All the others experienced it — Proserpine, Helen, poor little Psyche — every nice girl who ever became mixed up with the Olympians had a bad half hour of it sooner or later. And to-night the great god Kelly has veiled his face from me, and Im on my knees at his altar sacrificing every shred of sweet temper to propitiate him. Now, mighty and sulky oracle! what has happened to displease you?

He said: If there seems to be any constraint — if anything has altered our pleasant intimacy, I dont know what it is any more than you do, Valerie.

Then there is something!

I have not said so.

Well, then, I say so, she said, impatiently. And I say, also, that whatever threatens our excellent understanding ought to be hunted out and destroyed. Shall we do it together, Louis?

He said nothing.

Come to the fire and talk it over like two sensible people. Will you?
And please pull that sofa around to the blaze for me. Thank you. This,
Kelly, is our bed of justice.

She drew the cushions under her head and nestled down in the full warmth of the hearth.

Le lit de justice, she repeated, gaily. Here I preside, possessing inquisitorial power and prerogative, and exercising here to-night the high justice, the middle, and the low. Now hale before me those skulking knaves, Doubt, Suspicion, and Distrust, and you and I will make short work of them. Pull em along by their ears, Louis! This Court means to sit all night if necessary!

[Illustration: How perfectly horrid you can be! she exclaimed.]

She laughed merrily, raised herself on one arm, and looked him straight in the eyes:

Louis!

What?

Do you doubt me?

Doubt what?

That my friendship for you is as warm as the moment it began?

He said, unsmiling: People meet as we met, become friends — very good, very close friends — in that sort of friendship which is governed by chance and environment. The hazard that throws two people into each others company is the same hazard that separates them. It is not significant either way…. I liked you — missed you…. Our companionship had been pleasant.

Very, she said, quietly.

He nodded: Then chance became busy; your duties led you elsewhere — mine set me adrift in channels once familiar—

Is that all you see in our estrangement?

What? he asked, abruptly.

Estrangement, she repeated, tranquilly. That is the real word for it.
Because the old intimacy is gone. And now we both admit it.

We have had no opportunity to be together this—

We once made opportunities.

We have had no time—

We halted time, hastened it, dictated to it, ruled it — once.

Then explain it otherwise if you can.

I am trying to — with Gods help. Will you aid me, too?

Her sudden seriousness and emotion startled him.

Louis, if our estrangement is important enough for us to notice at all, it is important enough to analyse, isnt it?

I have analysed the reasons—

Truthfully?

I think so — as far as I have gone—

Let us go farther, then — to the end.

But there is no particular significance—

Isnt there?

I dont know. After all, why did you leave that café? Why did I? Why are we together, now — here in your studio, and utterly miserable at one oclock of the New Years morning? For you and I are unhappy and ill at ease; and you and I are talking at cross purposes, groping, evading, fencing with words. If there is nothing significant in the friendship we gave each other from the hour we met — it is not worth the self-deception you are content with.

Self-deception! he repeated, flushing up.

Yes. Because you do care more for me than what you have said about our friendship indicates…. And I care more for your regard than you seem willing to recognise—

I am very glad to—

Listen, Kelly. Cant we be honest with ourselves and with each other? Because — our being here, now — my leaving that place in the way I did — surprises me. I want to find out why there has been confusion, constraint, somewhere — there is something to clear up between us — I have felt that, vaguely, at moments; now I know it. Let us try to find out what it is, what is steadily undermining our friendship.

Nothing, Valerie, he said, smiling. I am as fond of you as ever. Only you have found time for other friendships. Your life has become more interesting, fuller, happier—

Not happier. I realise that, now, as you say it. She glanced around her; swiftly her dark eyes passed over things familiar. I was happier here than I have ever been in all my life, she said. I love this room — and everything in it. You know I do, Louis. But I couldnt very well come here when you were using all those models. If you think that I have neglected you, it is a silly and unfair thing to think. If I did neglect you I couldnt help it. And you didnt seem to care.

He shrugged and looked up at the outlined mens figures partly covering the canvas above them. Her gaze followed his, then again she raised herself on one elbow and looked around her, searching with quick eyes among the shadows.

Where is my portrait?

Behind the tapestry.

Have you abandoned it?

I dont know.

Her smile became tremulous: Are you going to abandon the original, too?

I never possessed very much of you, did I? he said, sulkily; and looked up at her quick exclamation of anger and surprise.

What do you mean? You had all of me worth having— there came a quick catch, in her throat— you had all there is to me — confidence in you, gratitude for your friendship, deep, happy response to your every mood — my unquestioning love and esteem—

Your love? he repeated, with an unpleasant laugh.

What else do you call it? she demanded, fiercely. Is there a name less hackneyed for it? If there is, teach it to me. Yet — if ever a girl truly loved a man, I have loved you. And I do love you, dearly, honestly, cleanly, without other excuse than that, until to-night, you have been sweet to me and made me happier and better than I have ever been.

He sprang to his feet confused, deeply moved, suddenly ashamed of his own inexplicable attitude that seemed to be driving him into a bitterness that had no reason.

Valerie, he began, but she interrupted him:

I ask you, Kelly, to look back with me over our brief and happy companionship — over the hours together, over all you have done for me—

Have you done less for me?

I? What have I done?

You say you have given me — love.

I have — with all my heart and soul. And, now that I think of it, I have given you more — I have given you all that goes with love — an unselfish admiration; a quick sympathy in your perplexities; quiet solicitude in your silences, in your aloof and troubled moments. She leaned nearer, a brighter flush on either cheek:

Louis, I have given you more than that; I gave you my bodily self for your work — gave it to you first of all — came first of all to you — came as a novice, ignorant, frightened — and what you did for me then — what you were to me at that time — I can never, never forget. And that is why I overlook your injustice to me now!

She sat up on the sofas edge balanced forward between her arms, fingers nervously working at the silken edges of the upholstery.

You ought never to have doubted my interest and affection, she said. In my heart I have not doubted yours — never — except to-night. And it makes me perfectly wretched.

I did not mean—

Yes, you did! There was something about you — your expression — when you saw me throwing roses at everybody — that hurt me — and you meant to.

With Queridas arm around you, did you expect me to smile? he asked, savagely.

Was it that? she demanded, astonished.

What?

Queridas arm— She hesitated, gazing straight into his eyes in utter amazement.

It wasnt that? she repeated. Was it?… You never cared about such petty things, did you? Did you? Do you care? Because I never dreamed that you cared…. What has a little imprudence — a little silly mischief — to do with our friendship? Has it anything to do with it? Youve never said anything — and … Ive flirted — Ive been spoons on men — you knew it. Besides, Ive nearly always told you. Ive told you without thinking it could possibly matter to you — to you of all men! What do you care what I do? — as long as I am to you what I have always been?

I — dont — care.

Of course not. How can you? She leaned nearer, dark and curious gaze searching his. Then, with a nervous laugh voicing the impossible— You are not in love with me — that way. Are you? she asked, scarcely realising what she was saying.

No, he said, forcing a smile. Are you with me?

She flushed scarlet:

Kelly, I never thought — dreamed — hoped— Her voice caught in her throat a moment; I — such a matter has not occurred to me. She looked at him partly dismayed, partly confused, unable now to understand him — or even herself.

You know — that kind of love— she began— real love, never has happened to me. You didnt think that, did you? — because — just because I did flirt a little with you? It didnt mean anything serious — anything of that kind. Kelly, dear, have you mistaken me? Is that what annoys you? Were you afraid I was silly enough, mad enough to — to really think of you — in that way?

No.

Oh, I was sure you couldnt believe it of me. See how perfectly frank and honest I have been with you. Why, you never were sentimental — and a girl isnt unless a man begins it! You never kissed me — except last summer when you were going away — and both of our hearts were pretty full—

Wait, he said, suddenly exasperated, are you trying to make me understand that you havent the slightest real emotion concerning me — concerning me as a man — like other men?

She looked at him, still confused and distressed, still determined he should not misunderstand her:

I dont know what you mean; truly I dont. Im only trying to make you believe that I am not guilty of thinking — wishing — of pretending that in our frank companionship there lay concealed anything of — of deeper significance—

Suppose — it were true? he said.

But it is not true! she retorted angrily — and looked up, caught his gaze, and her breath failed her.

Suppose it were true — for example, he repeated. Suppose you did find that you or I were capable of — deeper—

Louis! Louis! Do you realise what you are saying to me? Do you understand what you are doing to the old order of things between us — to the old confidences, the old content, the happiness, the — the innocence of our life together? Do you? Do you even care?

Care? Yes — I care.

Because, she said, excitedly, if it is to be — that way with you — I — I can not help you — be of use to you here in the studio as I have been…. Am I taking you too seriously? You do not mean that you really could ever love me, or I you, do you? You mean that — that you just want me back again — as I was — as we were — perfectly content to be together. That is what you mean, isnt it, Kelly, dear? she asked, piteously.

He looked into her flushed and distressed face:

Yes, he said, that is exactly what I mean, Valerie — you dear, generous, clear-seeing girl! I just wanted you back again; I miss you; I am perfectly wretched without you, and that is all the trouble. Will you come?

I — dont — know. Why did you say such a thing?

Forgive me, dear!

She slowly shook her head:

Youve made me think of — things, she said. You shouldnt ever have done it.

Done what, Valerie?

What you did — what you said — which makes it impossible for me to — to ever again be what I have been to you — even pose for you — as I did—

You mean that you wont pose for me any more? he asked, aghast.

Only — in costume. She sat on the edge of the sofa, head averted, looking steadily down at the hearth below. There was a pink spot on either cheek.

He thought a moment. Valerie, he said, I believe we had better finish what we have only begun to say.

Is there — anything more? she asked, unsmiling.

Ask yourself. Do you suppose things can be left this way between us — all the happiness and the confidence — and the innocence, as you say, destroyed?

What more is there to say, she demanded, coldly.

Shall — I — say it? he stammered.

She looked up, startled, scarcely recognising the voice as his — scarcely now recognising his altered features.

What is the matter with you? she exclaimed nervously.

Good God, he said, hoarsely, cant you see Ive gone quite mad about you!

About — me! she repeated, blankly.

About you — Valerie West. Cant you see it? Didnt you know it? Hasnt it been plain enough to you — even if it hasnt been to me?

Louis! Louis! she cried in hurt astonishment, what have you said to me?

That Im mad about you, and I am. And its been so — for months — always — ever since the very first! I must have been crazy not to realise it. Ive been fool enough not to understand what has been the matter. Now you know the truth, Valerie! He sprang to his feet, took a short turn or two before the hearth, then, catching sight of her face in its colourless dismay and consternation:

I suppose you dont care a damn for me — that way! he said, with a mirthless laugh.

What! she whispered, bewildered by his violence. Then: Do you mean that you are in love with me!

Utterly, hopelessly— his voice broke and he stood with hands clenched, unable to utter a word.

She sat up very straight and pale, the firelight gleaming on her neck and shoulders. After a moment his voice came back to his choked throat:

I love you better than anything in the world. he said in unsteady tones. And that is what has come between us. Do you think it is something we had better hunt down and destroy — this love that has come between us?

Is — is that true? she asked in the awed voice of a child.

It seems to be, he managed to say. She slid stiffly to the floor and stood leaning against the sofas edge, looking at him wide-eyed as a schoolgirl.

It never occurred to you what the real trouble might be, he asked, did it?

She shook her head mechanically.

Well, we know now. Your court of inquiry has brought out the truth after all.

She only stared at him, fascinated. No colour had returned to her cheeks.

He began to pace the hearth again, lip caught savagely between his teeth.

You are no more amazed than I am to learn the truth, he said. I never supposed it was that…. And its been that from the moment I laid eyes on you. I know it now. Im learning, you see — learning not to lie to myself or to you…. Learning other things, too — God knows what — if this is love — this utter — suffering—

He swung on his heel and began to pace the glimmering tiles toward her:

Discontent, apathy, unhappiness, loneliness — the hidden ache which merely meant I missed you when you were not here — when I was not beside you — all these are now explained before your bed of justice. Your court has heard the truth to-night; and you, Valerie, are armed with justice — the high, the middle, and the low.

Pale, mute, she raised her dark eyes and met his gaze.

In the throbbing silence he heard his heart heavy in his breast; and now she heard her own, rapid, terrifying her, hurrying her she knew not whither. And again, trembling, she covered her eyes with her hands.

Valerie, he said, in anguish, come back to me. I will not ask you to love me if you cannot. Only come back. I — cant — endure it — without you.

There was no response.

He stepped nearer, touched her hands, drew them from her face — revealing its pallid loveliness — pressed them to his lips, to his face; drew them against his own shoulders — closer, till they fell limply around his neck.

She uttered a low cry: Louis! Then:

It — it is all over — with us, she faltered. I — had never thought of you — this way.

Can you think of me this way, now?

I — cant help it.

Dearest — dearest— he stammered, and kissed her unresponsive lips, her throat, her hair. She only gazed silently at the man whose arms held her tightly imprisoned.

Under the torn lace and silk one bare shoulder glimmered; and he kissed it, touched the pale veins with his lips, drew the arm from his neck and kissed elbow, wrist, and palm, and every slender finger; and still she looked at him as though dazed. A lassitude, heavy, agreeable to endure, possessed her. She yielded to the sense of fatigue — to the confused sweetness that invaded her; every pulse in her body beat its assent, every breath consented.

Will you try to care for me, Valerie?

You know I will.

With all your heart? he asked, trembling.

I do already.

Will you give yourself to me?

There was a seconds hesitation; then with a sudden movement she dropped her face on his shoulder. After a moment her voice came, very small, smothered:

What did you mean, Louis?

By what — my darling?

By — my giving myself — to you?

I mean that I want you always, he said in a happy, excited voice that thrilled her. But she looked up at him, still unenlightened.

I dont quite understand, she said— but— and her voice fell so low he could scarcely hear it— I am — not afraid — to love you.

Afraid! He stood silent a moment, then: What did you think I meant,
Valerie? I want you to marry me!

She flushed and laid her cheek against his shoulder, striving to think amid the excited disorder of her mind, the delicious bewilderment of her senses — strove to keep clear one paramount thought from the heavenly confusion that was invading her, carrying her away, sweeping her into paradise — struggled to keep that thought intact, uninfluenced, and cling to it through everything that threatened to overwhelm her.

Her slim hands resting in his, her flushed face on his breast, his words ringing in her ears, she strove hard, hard! to steady herself. Because already she knew what her decision must be — what her love for him had always meant in the days when that love had been as innocent as friendship. And even now there was little in it except innocence; little yet of passion. It was still only a confused, heavenly surprise, unvexed, and, alas! unterrified. The involuntary glimpse of any future for it or for her left her gaze dreamy, curious, but unalarmed. The future he had offered her she would never accept; no other future frightened her.

Louis?

Dearest, he whispered, his lips to hers.

It is sweet of you, it is perfectly dear of you to wish me to be your — wife. But — let us decide such questions later—

Valerie! What do you mean?

I didnt mean that I dont love you, she said, tremulously. I believe you scarcely understand how truly I do love you…. As a matter of fact, I have always been in love with you without knowing it. You are not the only fool, she said, with a confused little laugh.

You darling!

She smiled again uncertainly and shook her head:

I truly believe I have always been in love with you…. Now that I look back and consider, I am sure of it. She lifted her pretty head and gazed at him, then with a gay little laugh of sheer happiness almost defiant: You see I am not afraid to love you, she said.

Afraid? Why should you be? he repeated, watching her expression.

Because — I am not going to marry you, she announced, gaily.

He stared at her, stunned.

Listen, you funny boy, she added, framing his face with her hands and smiling confidently into his troubled eyes: I am not afraid to love you because I never was afraid to face the inevitable. And the inevitable confronts me now. And I know it. But I will not marry you, Louis. It is good of you, dear of you to ask it. But it is too utterly unwise. And I will not.

Why?

Because, she said, frankly, I love you better than I do myself. She forced another laugh, adding: Unlike the gods, whom I love I do not destroy.

That is a queer answer, dear—

Is it? Because I say I love you better than I do myself? Why, Louis, all the history of my friendship for you has been only that. Have you ever seen anything selfish in my affection for you?.

Of course not, but—

Well, then! There isnt one atom of it in my love for you, either. And I love you dearly — dearly! But Im not selfish enough to marry you. Dont scowl and try to persuade me, Louis, Ive a perfectly healthy mind of my own, and you know it — and its absolutely clear on that subject. You must be satisfied with what I offer — every bit of love that is in me— She hesitated, level eyed and self-possessed, considering him with the calm gaze of a young goddess:

Dear, she went on, slowly, let us end this marriage question once and for all. You cant take me out of my world into yours without suffering for it. Because your world is full of women of your own kind — mothers, sisters, relatives, friends…. And all your loyalty, all your tact, all their tact and philosophy, too, could not ease one moment in life for you if I were unwise enough to go with you into that world and let you try to force them to accept me.

I tell you, he began, excitedly, that they must accept—

Hush! she smiled, placing her hand gently across his lips; with all your mans experience you are only a man; but I know how it is with women. I have no illusions, Louis. Even by your side, and with the well-meant kindness of your family to me, you would suffer; and I have not the courage to let you — even for loves sake.

You are entirely mistaken— he broke out; but she silenced him with a pretty gesture, intimate, appealing, a little proud.

No, I am not mistaken, nor am I likely to deceive myself that any woman of your world could ever consider me of it — or could ever forgive you for taking me there. And that means spoiling life for you. And I will not!

Then they can eliminate me, also! he said, impatiently.

What logic! When I have tried so hard to make you understand that I will not accept any sacrifice from you!

It is no sacrifice for me to give up such a—

You say very foolish and very sweet things to me, Louis, but I could not love you enough to make up to you your unhappiness at seeing me in your world and not a part of it. Ah, the living ghosts of that world, Louis! Yet I could endure it for myself — a woman can endure anything when she loves; and find happiness, too — if only the man she loves is happy. But, for a man, the woman is never entirely sufficient. My position in your world would anger you, humiliate you, finally embitter you. And I could not live if sorrow came to you through me.

You are bringing sorrow on me with every word—

No, dear. It hurts for a moment. Then wisdom will heal it. You do not believe what I say. But you must believe this, that through me you shall never know real unhappiness if I can prevent it.

And I say to you, Valerie, that I want you for my wife. And if my family and my friends hesitate to receive you, it means severing my relations with them until they come to their senses—

That is exactly what I will not do to your life, Louis! Cant you understand? Is your mother less dear to you than was mine to me? I will not break your heart! I will not humiliate either you or her; I will not ask her to endure — or any of your family — or one man or woman in that world where you belong…. I am too proud — and too merciful to you!

I am my own master! he broke out, angrily — 

I am my own mistress — and incidentally yours, she added in a low voice.

Valerie!

Am I not? she asked, quietly.

How can you say such a thing, child!

Because it is true — or will be. Wont it? She lifted her clear eyes to his, unshrinking — deep brown wells of truth untroubled by the shallows of sham and pretence.

His face burned a deep red; she confronted him, slender, calm eyed, composed: I am not the kind of woman who loves twice. I love you so dearly that I will not marry you. That is settled. I love you so deeply that I can be happy with you unmarried. And if this is true, is it not better for me to tell you? I ask nothing except love; I give all I have — myself.

She dropped her arms, palms outward, gazing serenely at him; then blushed vividly as he caught her to him in a close embrace, her delicate, full lips crushed to his.

Dearest — dearest, he whispered, you will change your ideas when you understand me better—

I can love you no more than I do. Could I love you more if I were your wife?

Yes, you wilful, silly child!

She laughed, her lips still touching his. I dont believe it, Louis. I know I couldnt. Besides, there is no use thinking about it.

Valerie, your logic and your ethics are terribly twisted—

Perhaps. All I know is that I love you. Id rather talk of that—

Than talk of marrying me!

Yes, dear.

But youd make me so happy, so proud—

You darling! to say so. Think so always, Louis, because I promise to make you happy, anyway—

He had encircled her waist with one arm, and they were slowly pacing the floor before the hearth, she with her charming young head bent, eyes downcast, measuring her steps to his.

She said, thoughtfully: I have my own ideas concerning life. One of them is to go through it without giving pain to others. To me, the only real wickedness is the wilful infliction of unhappiness. That covers all guilt…. Other matters seem so trivial in comparison — I mean the forms and observances — the formalism of sect and creed…. To me they mean nothing — these petty laws designed to govern those who are willing to endure them. So I ignore them, she concluded, smilingly; and touched her lips to his hand.

Do you include the marriage law? he asked, curiously.

In our case, yes…. I dont think it would do for everybody to ignore it.

You think we may, safely?

Dont you, Louis? she asked, flushing. It leaves you free in your own world.

How would it leave you?

She looked up, smiling adorably at his thought of her:

Free as I am now, dearest of men — free to be with you when you wish for me, free to relieve you of myself when you need that relief, free to come and go and earn my living as independently as you gain yours. It would leave me absolutely tranquil in body and mind…. She laid her flushed face against his. Only my heart would remain fettered. And that is now inevitable.

He kissed her and drew her closer:

You are so very, very wrong, dear. The girl who gives herself without benefit of clergy walks the earth with her lover in heavier chains than ever were forged at any earthly altar.

She bent her head thoughtfully; they paced the floor for a while in silence.

Presently she looked up: You once said that love comes unasked and goes unbidden. Do vows at an altar help matters? Is divorce more decent because lawful? Is love more decent when it has been officially and clerically catalogued?

It is safer.

For whom?

For the community.

Perhaps. She considered as she timed her slow pace to his:

But, Louis, I cant marry you and I love you! What am I to do? Live out life without you? Let you live out life without me? When my loving you would not harm you or me? When I love you dearly — more dearly, more deeply every minute? When life itself is — is beginning to be nothing in this world except you? What are we to do?

And, as he made no answer:

Dear, she said, hesitating a little, I am perfectly unconscious of any guilt in loving you. I am glad I love you. I wish to be part of you before I die. I wish it more than anything in the world! How can an unselfish girl who loves you harm you or herself or the world if she gives herself to you — without asking benefit of clergy and the bureau of licenses?

Standing before the fire, her head resting against his shoulder, they watched the fading embers for a while in silence. Then, irresistibly drawn by the same impulse, they turned toward one another, trembling:

Ill marry you that way — if its the only way, he said.

It is the — only way.

She laid a soft hand in his; he bent and kissed it, then touched her mouth with his lips.

Do you give yourself to me, Valerie?

Yes.

From this moment? he whispered.

Her face paled. She stood resting her cheek on his shoulder, eyes distrait thinking. Then, in a voice so low and tremulous he scarce could understand:

Yes, now, she said, I — give — myself.

He drew her closer: she relaxed in his embrace; her face, white as a flower, upturned to his, her dark eyes looking blindly into his.

There was no sound save the feathery rush of snow against the panes — the fall of an ember amid whitening ashes — a sigh — silence.

Twice logs fell from the andirons, showering the chimney with sparks; presently a little flame broke out amid the débris, lighting up the studio with a fitful radiance; and the single shadow cast by them wavered high on wall and ceiling.

His arms were around her; his lips rested on her face where it lay against his shoulder. The ruddy resurgence of firelight stole under the lashes on her cheeks, and her eyes slowly unclosed.

Standing there gathered close in his embrace, she turned her head and watched the flame growing brighter among the cinders. Thought, which had ceased when her lips met his in the first quick throb of passion, stirred vaguely, and awoke. And, far within her, somewhere in confused obscurity, her half-stunned senses began groping again toward reason.

Louis!

Dearest one!

I ought to go. Will you take me home? It is morning — do you realise it?

She lifted her head, cleared her eyes with one slender wrist, pushing back the disordered hair. Then gently disengaging herself from his arms, and still busy with her tumbled hair, she looked up at the dial of the ancient clock which glimmered red in the firelight.

Morning — and a strange new year, she said aloud, to herself. She moved nearer to the clock, watching the stiff, jerking revolution of the second hand around its lesser dial.

Hearing him come forward behind her, she dropped her head back against him without turning.

Do you see what Time is doing to us? — Time, the incurable, killing us by seconds, Louis — eating steadily into the New Year, devouring it hour by hour — the hours that we thought belonged to us. She added, musingly: I wonder how many hours of the future remain for us.

He answered in a low voice:

That is for you to decide.

I know it, she murmured. She lifted one ringless hand and still without looking at him, pressed the third finger backward against his lips.

So much for the betrothal, she said. My ring-finger is consecrated.

Will you not wear any ring? he asked.

No. Your kiss is enough.

Yet — if we are — are—

Engaged? she suggested, calmly. Yes, call it that. I really am engaged to give myself to you — ex cathedra — extra muros.

When? he said under his breath.

I dont know…. I must think. A girl who is going to break all conventions ought to have time to consider the consequences— She smiled, faintly— a little time to prepare herself for the — the great change…. I think we ought to remain engaged for a while — dont you?

Dearest! he broke out, pleadingly, the old way is the best way! I cannot bear to take you — to have you promise yourself without formality or sanction—

But I have already consented, Louis. Volenti non fit injuria, she added with a faint smile. Voluntas non potest cogi — dearest — dearest of lovers! I love you dearly for what you offer me — I adore you for it. And — how long do you think you ought to wait for me?

She disengaged herself from his arm, walked slowly toward the tall old clock, turned her back to it and faced him with clear level eyes. After a moment she laughed lightly:

Did ever an engaged gentleman face the prospect of impending happiness with such a long face as this suitor of mine is wearing!

His voice broke in the protest wrung from his lips.

You must be my wife. I tell you! For Gods sake marry me and let the future take care of itself!

You say so many sweet, confusing, and foolish things to me, Louis, that while you are saying them I almost believe them. And then that clear, pitiless reasoning power of mine awakens me; and I turn my gaze inward and read written on my heart that irrevocable law of mine, that no unhappiness shall ever come to you through me.

Her face, sweetly serious, brightened slowly to a smile.

Now I am going home, monsieur — home to think over my mad and incredible promise to you … and Im wondering whether Ill wake up scared to death…. Daylight is a chilly shower-bath. No doubt at all that Ill be pretty well frightened over what Ive said and done to-night…. Louis, dear, you simply must take me home this very minute! She came up to him, placed both hands on his shoulders, kissed him lightly, looked at him for a moment, humorously grave:

Some day, she said, a big comet will hit this law-ridden, man-regulated earth — or the earth will slip a cog and go wabbling out of its orbit into interstellar space and side-wipe another planet — or it will ultimately freeze up like the moon. And who will care then how Valerie West loved Louis Neville? — or what letters in a forgotten language spelled wife and what letters spelled mistress? After all, I am not afraid of words. Nor do I fear what is in my heart. God reads it as I stand here; and he can see no selfishness in it. So if merely loving you all my life — and proving it — is an evil thing to do, I shall be punished; but Im going to do it and find out what celestial justice really thinks about it.


CHAPTER VIII
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VALERIE WAS BUSY — exceedingly busy arranging matters, in view of the great change impending.

She began by balancing her check book, comparing stubs with cancelled checks, adding and verifying sums total, filing away paid bills and paying the remainder — a financial operation which did not require much time, but to which she applied herself with all the seriousness of a wealthy man hunting through a check book which will not balance, for a few pennies that ought to be his.

For since she had any accounts at all to keep, she had kept them with method and determination. Her genius for order was inherent: even when she possessed nothing except the clothes she wore, she had always kept them in perfect condition. And now that her popularity in business gave her a bank balance and permitted some of the intimate little luxuries that make for a womans self-respect, a perfect passion for order and method possessed her.

The tiny bedroom which she inhabited, and the adjoining bathroom, were always immaculate. Every week she made an inventory of her few but pretty garments, added or subtracted from her memorandum, went over her laundry list, noted and laid aside whatever clothing needed repairs.

Once a week, too, she inspected her hats, foot-wear, furs; dusted the three rows of books, emptied and cleaned the globe in which a solitary goldfish swam, goggling his eyes in the sunshine, and scrubbed the porcelain perching pole on which her parrot sat all day in the bathroom window making limited observations in French, Spanish, and English, and splitting red peppers and dried watermelon seeds with his heavy curved beak. He was a gorgeous bird, with crimson and turquoise blue on him, and a capacity for deviltry restrained only by a silver anklet and chain, gifts from Querida, as was also the parrot.

So Valerie, in view of the great change impending, began to put her earthly house in order — without any particular reason, however, because the great change would not affect her quarters or her living in them. Nor could she afford to permit it to interfere with her business career for which perfect independence was necessary.

She had had it out with Neville one stormy afternoon in January, stopping in for tea after posing for John Burlesons Psyche fountain ordered by Penrhyn Cardemon. She had demanded from Neville acquiescence in her perfect freedom of action, absolute independence; had modestly requested non-interference in her business affairs and the liberty to support herself.

There is no other way, Louis, she explained very sweetly. I do not think I am going to lose any self-respect in giving myself to you — but there would not be one shred of it left to cover me if I were not as free as you are to make the world pay me fairly for what I give it.

And, another time, she had said to him: It is better not to tell me all about your personal, private, and financial affairs — better that I do not tell you about mine. Is it necessary to burst into financial and trivial confidences when one is in love?

I have an idea that that is what spoils most marriages. To me there is a certain respectability in reticence when a girl is very much in love. I would no more open my personal and private archives in all their petty disorder to your inspection than I would let you see me dress — even if we had been married for hundreds of years.

[Illustration: She began by balancing her check book.]

And still, on another occasion, when he had fought her for hours in an obstinate determination to make her say she would marry him — and when, beaten, chagrined, baffled, he had lost his temper, she won him back with her child-like candour and self-control.

Your logic, he said, is unbaked, unmature, unfledged. Its squab-logic, I tell you, Valerie; and it is not very easy for me to listen to it.

Im afraid that I am not destined to be entirely easy for you, dear, even with love as the only tie with which to bind you. The arbitrary laws of a false civilisation are going to impose on you what you think are duties and obligations to me and to yourself — until I explain them away. You must come to me in your perplexity, Louis, and give me a chance to remind you of the basic and proven proposition that a girl is born into this world as free as any man, and as responsible to herself and to others; and that her title to her own individuality and independence — her liberty of mind, her freedom to give and accept, her capability of taking care of herself, her divine right of considering, re-considering, of meeting the world unafraid — is what really ought to make her lovable.

He had answered: What rotten books have you been reading? And it annoyed her, particularly when he had asked her whether she expected to overturn, with the squab-logic of twenty years, the formalisms of a civilisation several thousand years old. He had added:

The runways of wild animals became Indian paths; the Indian paths became settlers roads, and the roads, in time, city streets. But it was the instinct of wild creatures that surveyed and laid out the present highways of our reasoning civilisation. And I tell you, Valerie, that the old ways are the best, for on them is founded every straight highway of modern thought and custom.

She considered:

Then there is only one way left — to see you no more.

He had thought so, too, infuriated at the idea; and they had passed a very miserable and very stormy afternoon together, which resulted in her crying silently on the way home; and in a sleepless night for two; and in prolonged telephone conversation at daybreak. But it all ended with a ring at his door-bell, a girl in furs all flecked with snow, springing swiftly into his studio; a moments hesitation — then the girl and her furs in his arms, her cold pink cheeks against his face — a brief moment of utter happiness — for she was on her way to business — a swift, silent caress, then eyes searching eyes in silent promise — in reluctant farewell for an hour or two.

But it left him to face the problems of the day with a new sense of helplessness — the first confused sensation that hers was the stronger nature, the dominant personality — although he did not definitely understand this.

Because, how could he understand it of a young girl so soft, so yielding, so sweet, so shy and silent in the imminence of passion when her consenting lips trembled and grew fragrant in half-awakened response to his.

How could he believe it — conscious of what he had made of himself through sheer will and persistent? How could he credit it — remembering what he already stood for in the world, where he stood, how he had arrived by the rigid road of self-denial; how he had mounted, steadily, undismayed, unperturbed, undeterred by the clamour of envy, of hostility, unseduced by the honey of flattery?

Upright, calm, self-confident, he had forged on straight ahead, following nobody — battled steadily along the upward path until — out of the void, suddenly he had come up against a blank wall.

That wall which had halted, perplexed, troubled, dismayed, terrified him because he was beginning to believe it to be the boundary which marked his own limitations, suddenly had become a transparent barrier through which he could see. And what he saw on the other side was an endless vista leading into infinity. But the path was guarded; Love stood sentinel there. And that was what he saw ahead of him now, and he knew that he might pass on if Love willed it — and that he would never care to pass on alone. But that he could not go forward, ignoring Love, neither occurred to him nor would he have believed it if it had. Yet, at times, an indefinable unease possessed him as though some occult struggle was impending for which he was unprepared.

That struggle had already begun, but he did not know it.

On the contrary all his latent strength and brilliancy had revived, exquisitely virile; and the new canvas on which he began now to work blossomed swiftly into magnificent florescence.

A superb riot of colour bewitched the entire composition; never had his brushes swept with such sun-tipped fluency, never had the fresh splendour of his hues and tones approached so closely to convincing himself in the hours of fatigue and coldly sober reaction from the auto-intoxication of his own facility.

That auto-intoxication had always left his mind and his eye steady and watchful, although drugged — like the calm judgment of the intoxicated opportunist at the steering wheel of a racing motor. And a race once run and ended, a deliberate consideration of results usually justified the pleasure of the pace.

Yet that mysterious something which some said he lacked, had not yet appeared. That something, according to many, was an elusive quality born of a sympathy for human suffering — an indefinable and delicate bond between the artist and his world — between a master who has suffered, and all humanity who understands.

The world seemed to recognise this subtle bond between themselves and Queridas pictures. Yet in the pictures there was never any sadness. Had Querida ever suffered? Was it in that olive-skinned, soft-voiced young man to suffer? — a man apparently all grace and unruffled surface and gentle charm — a man whose placid brow remained smooth and untroubled by any line of perplexity or of sorrow.

And as Neville studied his own canvas coolly, logically, with an impersonal scrutiny that almost amounted to hostility, he wondered what it was in Queridas work that still remained absent in his. He felt its absence but he could not define what it was that was absent, could not discover the nature of it. He really began to feel the lack of it in his work, but he searched his canvas and his own heart in vain for any vacuum unfilled.

[Illustration: He stood before it, searching in it for any hint of that elusive and mysterious something]

Then, too, had he himself not suffered? What had that restless, miserable winter meant, if it had not meant sorrow? He had suffered — blindly it is true until the truth of his love for Valerie had suddenly confronted him. Yet that restless pain — and the intense emotion of their awakening — all the doubts, all the anxieties — the wonder and happiness and sadness in the imminence of that strange future impending for them both — had altered nothing in his work — brought into it no new quality — unless, as he thought, it had intensified to a dazzling brilliancy the same qualities which already had made his work famous.

Its all talk, he said to himself— its sentimental jargon, precious twaddle — all this mysterious babble about occult quality and humanity and sympathy. If José Querida has the capacity of a chipmunk for mental agony, Ive lost my bet that he hasnt.

And all the time he was conscious that there was something about Queridas work which made that work great; and that it was not in his own work, and that his own work was not great, and never had been great.

But it will be, he said rather grimly to himself one day, turning with a shrug from his amazing canvas and pulling the unfinished portrait of Valerie into the cold north light.

For a long while he stood before it, searching in it for any hint of that elusive and mysterious something, and found none.

Moreover there was in the painting of this picture a certain candour amounting to stupidity — an uncertainty — a naïve, groping sort of brush work. It seemed to be technically, almost deliberately, muddled.

There was a tentative timidity about it that surprised his own technical assurance — almost moved him to contempt.

What had he been trying to do? For what had he been searching in those slow, laborious, almost painful brush strokes — in that clumsy groping for values, in the painstaking reticence, the joyless and mathematical establishment of a sombre and uninspiring key, in the patient plotting of simpler planes where space and quiet reigned unaccented?

Lord! he said, biting his lip. Ive been stung by the microbe of the precious! Ill be talking Art next with both thumbs and a Vandyke beard.

Still, through his self-disgust, a sensation of respect for the canvas at which he was scowling, persisted. Nor could he account for the perfectly unwelcome and involuntary idea that there was, about the half-finished portrait, something almost dignified in the very candour of its painting.

John Burleson came striding in while he was still examining it. He usually came about tea time, and the door was left open after five oclock.

O-ho! he said in his big, unhumorous voice, what in hell and the name of Jimmy Whistler have we here?

Mud, said Neville, shortly— like Mr. Whistlers.

He was muddy — sometimes, said John, seriously, but you never were until this.

Oh, I know it, Johnny. Something infected me. I merely tried to do what isnt in me. And this is the result. When a man decides he has a mission, you can never tell what fool thing hell be guilty of.

Its Valerie West, isnt it? demanded John, bluntly.

She wont admire you for finding any resemblance, said Neville, laughing.

The big sculptor rubbed his big nose reflectively.

After all, he said, what is so bad about it, Kelly?

Oh, everything.

No, it isnt. Theres something about it thats — different — and interesting—

Oh, shut up, John, and fix yourself a drink—

Kelly, Im telling you that it isnt bad — that theres something terribly solid and sincere about this beginning—

He looked around with a bovine grunt as Sam Ogilvy and Harry Annan came mincing in: I say, you would-be funny fellows! — come over and tell Kelly Neville that hes got a pretty good thing here if he only has the brains to develop it!

Neville lighted a cigarette and looked on cynically as Ogilvy and Annan joined Burleson on tiptoe, affecting exaggerated curiosity.

I think its rotten, said Annan, after a moments scrutiny; dont you, Sam?

Ogilvy, fists thrust deep into the pockets of his painting jacket, eyed the canvas in silence.

Dont you? repeated Annan. Or is it a masterpiece beyond my vulgar ken?

Well — no. Kelly was evidently trying to get at something new — work out some serious idea. No, I dont think its rotten at all. I rather like it.

It looks too much like her; thats why its rotten, said Annan. Thank God Ive a gift for making pretty women out of my feminine clients, otherwise Id starve. Kelly, you havent made Valerie pretty enough. Thats the trouble. Besides, its muddy in spots. Her gown needs dry-cleaning. But my chief criticism is the terrible resemblance to the original.

Ah-h, what are you talking about! growled Burleson; did you ever see a prettier girl than Valerie West?

Ogilvy said slowly: Shes pretty — to look at in real life. But, somehow, Kelly has managed here to paint her more exactly than we have really ever noticed her. Thats Valeries face and figure all right; and its more — it reflects what is going on inside her head — all the unbaked, unassimilated ideas of immaturity whirring in a sequence which resembles logic to the young, but isnt.

What do you mean by such bally stuff? demanded Burleson, bluntly.

Annan laughed, but Ogilvy said seriously:

I mean that Kelly has painted something interesting. Its a fascinating head — all soft hair and delicious curves, and the charming indecision of immature contours which ought some day to fall into a nobler firmness…. Its as interesting as a satire, I tell you. Look at that perfectly good mouth and its delicate sensitive decision with a hint of puritanical primness in the upper lip — and the full, sensuous under lip mocking the upper and giving the lie to the childs eyes which are still wide with the wonder of men and things. And theres something of an adolescents mystery in the eyes, too — a hint of languor where the bloom of the cheek touches the lower lid — and those smooth, cool, little hands, scarcely seen in the shadow — did you ever see more purity and innocence — more character and the lack of it — painted into a pair of hands since Van Dyck and Whistler died?

Neville, astonished, stood looking incredulously at the canvas around which the others had gathered.

Burleson said: Theres something honest and solid about it, anyway; hanged if there isnt.

Like a hen, suggested Ogilvy, absently.

Like a hen? repeated Burleson. What in hell has a hen got to do with the subject?

Like you, then, John, said Annan, honest, solid, but totally unacquainted with the finer phases of contemporary humour—

Im as humorous as anybody! roared Burleson.

Sure you are, John — just as humorously contemporaneous as anybody of our anachronistic era, said Ogilvy, soothingly. Youre right; theres nothing funny about a hen.

And heres a highball for you, John, said Neville, concocting a huge one on the sideboard.

And here are two charming ladies for you, John, added Sam, as Valerie and Rita Tevis entered the open door and mockingly curtsied to the company.

Weve dissected your character, observed Annan to Valerie, pointing to her portrait. We know all about you now; Sam was the professor who lectured on you, but you can blame Kelly for turning on the searchlight.

What search-light? she asked, pivotting from Nevilles greeting, letting her gloved hand linger in his for just a second longer than convention required.

Harry means that portrait of you I started last year, said Neville, vexed. He pretends to find it full of psychological subtleties.

Do you? inquired Valerie. Have you discovered anything horrid in my character?

I havent finished looking for the character yet, said Sam with an impudent grin. When I find it Ill investigate it.

Sam! Come here!

He came carefully, wincing when she took him by the generous lobes of both ears.

Now what did you say?

Help! he murmured, contritely; will no kind wayfarer aid me?

Answer me!

I only said you were beautifully decorative but intellectually impulsive—

No, answer me, Sam!

Ouch! I said you had a pair of baby eyes and an obstinate mouth and an immature mind that came to, conclusions before facts were properly assimilated. In other words I intimated that you were afflicted with incurable femininity and extreme youth, he added with satisfaction, and if you tweak my ears again Ill kiss you!

She let him go with a last disdainful tweak, gracefully escaping his charge and taking refuge behind Neville who was mixing another highball for Annan.

This is a dignified episode, observed Neville, threatening Ogilvy with the siphon.

Help me make tea, Sam, coaxed Valerie. Bring out the table; thats an exceedingly nice boy. Rita, youll have tea, too, wont you, dear?

Unconsciously she had come to assume the role of hostess in Nevilles studio, even among those who had been familiar there long before Neville ever heard of her.

Perfectly unaware herself of her instinctive attitude, other people noticed it. For the world is sharp-eyed, and its attitude is always alert, ears pricked forward even when its tail wags good-naturedly.

Ogilvy watched her curiously as she took her seat at the tea table.
Then he glanced at Neville; but could not make up his mind.

It would be funny if there was anything between Valerie and Neville — anything more than there ever had been between the girl and dozens of her men friends. For Ogilvy never allowed himself to make any mistake concerning the informality and freedom of Valerie West in her intimacies with men of his kind. She was a born flirt, a coquette, daring, even indiscreet; but that ended it; and he knew it; and so did every man with whom she came in contact.

Yet — and he looked again at her and then at Neville — there seemed to him to be, lately, something a little different in the attitudes of these two toward each other — nothing that he could name — but it preoccupied him sometimes.

There was a little good-natured malice in Ogilvy; some masculine curiosity, too. Looking from Valerie to Neville, he said very innocently:

Kelly, you know that peachy dream with whom you cut up so shamefully on
New-years night? Well, she asked me for your telephone number—

What are you talking about? demanded Neville, annoyed.

Why, Im talking about Mazie, said Sam, pleasantly. You remember
Mazie Gray? And how crazy you and she became about each other?

Valerie, who was pouring tea, remained amiably unconcerned; and Ogilvy obtained no satisfaction from her; but Nevilles scowl was so hearty and unfeigned that a glimpse of his visage sent Annan into fits of laughter. To relieve which he ran across the floor, like a huge spider. Then Valerie leisurely lifted her tranquil eyes and her eyebrows, too, a trifle.

Why such unseemly contortions, Harry? she inquired.

Sam tormenting Kelly to stir you up! Hes got a theory that you and
Kelly are mutually infatuated.

What a delightful theory, Sam, said Valerie, smiling so sincerely at Ogilvy that he made up his mind there wasnt anything in it. But the next moment, catching sight of Nevilles furious face, his opinion wavered.

Valerie said laughingly to Rita: Theyll never grow up, these two— nodding her head toward Ogilvy and Annan. And to Neville carelessly — too carelessly: Will you have a little more tea, Kelly dear?

Her attitude was amiable and composed; her voice clear and unembarrassed. There may have been a trifle more colour in her cheeks; but what preoccupied Rita was in her eyes — a fleeting glimpse of something that suddenly concentrated all of Ritas attention upon the girl across the table.

For a full minute she sat looking at Valerie who seemed pleasantly unconscious of her inspection; then almost stealthily she shifted her gaze to Neville.

Gladys and her kitten came purring around in quest of cream; Rita gathered them into her arms and caressed them and fed them bits of cassava and crumbs of cake. She was unusually silent that afternoon. John Burleson tried to interest her with heavy information of various kinds, but she only smiled absently at that worthy man. Sam Ogilvy and Harry Annan attempted to goad her into one of those lively exchanges of banter in which Rita was entirely capable of taking care of herself. But her smile was spiritless and non-combative; and finally they let her alone and concentrated their torment upon Valerie, who endured it with equanimity and dangerously sparkling eyes, and an occasional lightening retort which kept those young men busy, especially when the epigram was in Latin — which hurt their feelings.

She had just furnished them with a sample of this classical food for thought when the door-bell rang and Neville looked up in astonishment to see José Querida come in.

Hello, he said, springing up with friendly hand outstretched— this is exceedingly good of you, Querida. You have not been here in a very long while.

Queridas smile showed his teeth; he bowed to Valerie and to Rita, bowed to the men in turn, and smiled on Neville.

In excuse I must plead work, my dear fellow — a poor plea and poorer excuse for the pleasure lost in seeing you— he nodded to the others— and in missing many agreeable little gatherings — similar to this, I fancy?

There was a rising inflection to his voice which made the end of his little speech terminate as a question; and he looked to Valerie for his answer.

Yes, she said, we usually have tea in Kellys studio. And you may have some now, if you wish, José.

He nodded his thanks and placed his chair beside hers.

The conversation had become general; Rita woke up, dumped the cats out of her lap, and made a few viciously verbal passes at Ogilvy. Burleson, earnest and most worthy, engaged Queridas attention for a while; but that intellectually lithe young man evaded the ponderously impending dispute with suave skill, and his gentle smile lingered longer on Valerie than on anybody else. Several times, with an adroit carelessness that seemed to be purposeless, he contrived to draw Valerie out of the general level of conversation by merely lowering his voice; but she seemed to understand the invitation; and, answering him as carelessly as he spoke, keyed her replies in harmony with the chatter going on around them.

He drank his tea smilingly; listened to the others; bore his part modestly; and at intervals his handsome eyes wandered about the studio, reverting frequently to the great canvas overhead.

You know, he said to Neville, showing the eternal edge of teeth under his crisp black beard— that composition of yours is simply superb. I am all for it, Neville.

Im glad you are, nodded Neville, pleasantly, but it hasnt yet developed into what I hoped it might. His eyes swerved toward Valerie; their glances encountered casually and passed on. Only Rita saw the girls breath quicken for an instant — saw the scarcely perceptible quiver of Nevilles mouth where the smile twitched at his lip for its liberty to tell the whole world that he was in love. But their faces were placid, their expressions well schooled; Queridas half-veiled eyes appeared to notice nothing and for a while he remained smilingly silent.

Later, by accident, he caught sight of Valeries portrait; he turned sharply in his chair and looked full at the canvas.

Nobody spoke for a moment; Neville, who was passing Valerie, felt the slightest contact as the velvet of her fingers brushed across his.

Then Querida rose and walked over to the portrait and stood before it in silence, biting at his vivid under lip and at the crisp hairs of his beard that framed it.

Without knowing why, Neville began to feel that Querida was finding in that half-finished work something that disturbed him; and that he was not going to acknowledge what it was that he saw there, whether of good or of the contrary.

Nobody spoke and Querida said nothing.

A mild hope entered Nevilles mind that the something, which had never been in any work of his, might perhaps lie latent in that canvas — that Querida was discovering it — without a pleasure — but with a sensitive clairvoyance which was already warning him of a new banner in the distance, a new trumpet-call from the barriers, another lance in the lists where he, Querida, had ridden so long unchallenged and supreme.

Within him he felt a sudden and secret excitement that he never before had known — a conviction that the unexpressed hostility of Queridas silence was the truest tribute ever paid him — the tribute that at last was arousing hope from its apathy, and setting spurs to his courage.

Rita, watching Querida, yawned and concealed the indiscretion with her hand and a taunting word directed at Ogilvy, who retorted in kind. And general conversation began again.

Querida turned toward Neville, caught his eye, and shrugged:

That portrait is scarcely in your happiest manner, is it? he asked with a grimace. For me— he touched his breast with long pale fingers— I adore your gayer vein — your colour, clarity — the glamour of splendour that you alone can cast over such works as that— He waved his hand upward toward the high canvas looming above. And he smiled at Neville and seated himself beside Valerie.

A portfolio of new mezzotints attracted Annan; others gathered around to examine Nevilles treasures; the tea table was deserted for a while except by Querida and Valerie. Then he deliberately dropped his voice:

Will you give me another cup of tea, Valerie? And let me talk to you?

With pleasure. She set about preparing it.

I have not seen you for some time, he said in the same caressing undertone.

You havent required me, José.

Must it be entirely a matter of business between us?

Why, of course, she said in cool surprise. You know perfectly well how busy I am — and must be.

You are sometimes busy — pouring tea, here.

But it is after hours.

Yet, after hours, you no longer drop in to chat with me.

Why, yes, I do—

Pardon. Not since — the new year began…. Will you permit me a word?

She inclined her head with undisturbed composure; he went on:

I have asked you to many theatres, invited you to dine with me, to go with me to many, many places. And, it appeared, that you had always other engagements…. Have I offended you?

Of course not. You know I like you immensely—

Immensely, he repeated with a smile. Once there was more of sentiment in your response, Valerie. There is little sentiment in immensity.

She flushed: I was spoons on you, she said, candidly. I was silly with you — and very indiscreet…. But Id rather not recall that—

I can not choose but recall it!

Nice men forget such things, she said, hastily.

How can you speak that way about it?

Because I think that way, José, she said, looking up at him; but she saw no answering smile in his face, and little colour in it; and she remained unquietly conscious of his gaze.

I will not talk to you if you begin to look at me like that, she began under her breath; I dont care for it—

Can I help it — remembering—

You have nothing to remember except my pardon, she interrupted hotly.

Your pardon — for showing that I cared for you?

My pardon for your losing your head.

We were absolutely frank with one another—

I do not understand that you are the sort of man a girl can not be frank with. We imprudently exchanged a few views on life. You—

Many, he said— and particularly views on marriage.

She said, steadily: I told you that I cared at heart nothing at all for ceremony and form. You said the same. But you misunderstood me. What was there in that silly conversation significant to you or to me other than an impersonal interest in hearing ideas expressed?

You knew I was in love with you.

I did not! she said, sharply.

You let me touch your hands — kiss you, once—

And you behaved like a madman — and frightened me nearly to death! Had you better recall that night, José? I was generous about it; I was even a little sorry for you. And I forgave you.

Forgave me my loving you?

You dont know what love is, she said, reddening.

Do you, Valerie?

She sat flushed and silent, looking fixedly at the cups and saucers before her.

Do you? he repeated in a curious voice. And there seemed to be something of terror in it, for she looked up, startled, to meet his long, handsome eyes looking at her out of a colourless visage.

José, she said, what in the world possesses you to speak to me this way? Have you any right to assume this attitude — merely because I flirted with you as harmlessly — or meant it harmlessly—

She glanced involuntarily across the studio where the others had gathered over the new collection of mezzotints, and at her glance Neville raised his head and smiled at her, and encountered Queridas expressionless gaze.

For a moment Querida turned his head away, and Valerie saw that his face was pale and sinister.

José, she said, are you insane to take our innocent affair so seriously? What in the world has come over you? We have been such excellent friends. You have been just as nice as you could be, so gay and inconsequential, so witty, so jolly, such good company! — and now, suddenly, out of a perfectly clear sky your wrath strikes me like lightning!

My anger is like that.

José! she exclaimed, incredulously.

He showed the edge of perfect teeth again, but she was not sure that he was smiling. Then he laughed gently.

Oh, she said in relief— you really startled me.

I wont do it again, Valerie. She looked at him, still uncertain, fascinated by her uncertainty.

The colour — as much as he ever had — returned to his face; he reached over for a cigarette, lighted it, smiled at her charmingly.

I was just lonely without you, he said. Like an unreasonable child I brooded over it and— he shrugged, it suddenly went to my head. Will you forgive my bad temper?

Yes — I will. Only I never knew you had a temper. It — astonishes me.

He said nothing, smilingly.

Of course, she went on, still flushed, I knew you were impulsive — hot-headed — but I know you like me—

I was crazily in love with you, he said, lightly; and when you let me touch you—

Oh, I wont ever again, José! she exclaimed, half-fearfully; I supposed you understood that sentiment could be a perfectly meaningless and harmless thing — merely a silly moment — a foolish interlude in a sober friendship…. And I liked you, José—

[Illustration: I shall have need of friends, she said half to herself.]

Can you still like me?

Y-yes. Why, of course — if youll let me.

Shall we be the same excellent friends, Valerie? And all this ill temper of mine will be forgotten?

Ill try…. Yes, why not? I do like you, and I admire you tremendously.

His eyes rested on her a moment; he inhaled a deep breath from his cigarette, expelled it, nodded.

Ill try to win back all your friendship for me, he said, pleasantly.

That will be easy. I want you to like me. I want to be able to like you…. I shall have need of friends, she said half to herself, and looked across at Neville with a face tranquil, almost expressionless save for the sensitive beauty of the mouth.

After a moment Querida, too, lifted his head and gazed deliberately at
Neville. Then very quietly:

Are you dining alone this evening?

No.

Oh. Perhaps to-morrow evening, then—

Im afraid not, José.

He smiled: Not dining alone ever again?

Not — for the present.

I see.

There is nothing to see, she said calmly. But his smile seemed now so genuine that it disarmed her; and she blushed when he said:

Am I to wish you happiness, Valerie? Is that the trouble?

Certainly. Please wish it for me always — as I do for you — and for everybody.

But he continued to laugh, and the colour in her face persisted, annoying her intensely.

Nevertheless, he said, I do not believe you can be hopelessly in love.

What ever put such an idea into that cynical head of yours?

Chance, he said. But you are not irrevocably in love. You are ignorant of what love can really mean. Only he who understands it — and who has suffered through it — can ever teach you. And you will never be satisfied until he does.

Are you very wise concerning love, José? she asked, laughing.

[Illustration: Dont do it, Valerie!]

Perhaps. You will desire to be, too, some day. A good school, an accomplished scholar.

And the schoolmaster? Oh! José!

They both were laughing now — he with apparent pleasure in her coquetry and animation, she still a little confused and instinctively on her guard.

Rita came strolling over, a tiny cigarette balanced between her slender fingers:

Stop flirting, José, she said; its too near dinner time. Valerie, child, Im dining with the unspeakable John again. Its a horrid habit. Cant you prescribe for me? José, what are you doing this evening?

Penance, he said; Im dining with my family.

Penance, she repeated with a singular look— well — thats one way of regarding the pleasure of having any family to dine with — isnt it, Valerie?

José didnt mean it that way.

Rita blew a ring from her cigarettes glimmering end.

Will you be at home this evening, Valerie?

Y-yes … rather late.

Too late to see me?

No, you dear girl. Come at eleven, anyway. And if Im a little late youll forgive me, wont you?

No, I wont, said Rita, crossly. You and I are business women, anyway, and eleven is too late for week days. Ill wait until I can see you, sometime—

Was it anything important, dear?

Not to me.

Querida rose, took his leave of Valerie and Rita, went over and made his adieux to his host and the others. When he had gone Rita, standing alone with Valerie beside the tea table, said in a low voice:

Dont do it, Valerie!

Do — what? asked the girl in astonishment.

Fall in love.

[Illustration: Ogilvy stood looking sentimentally at the two young girls.]

Valerie laughed.

Do you mean with Querida?

No.

Then — what do you mean?

Youre on the edge of doing it, child. It isnt wise. It wont do for us…. I know — I know, Valerie, more than you know about — love. Listen to me. Dont! Go away — go somewhere; drop everything and go, if youve any sense left. Ill go with you if you will let me…. Ill do anything for you, dear. Only listen to me before its too late; keep your self-control; keep your mind clear on this one thing, that love is of no use to us — no good to us. And if you think you suspect its presence in your neighbourhood, get away from it; pick up your skirts and run, Valerie…. Youve plenty of time to come back and wonder what you ever could have seen in the man to make you believe you could fall in love with him.

Ogilvy, strolling up, stood looking sentimentally at the two young girls.

A — perfect — pair — of precious — priceless — peaches, he said; Id love to be a Turk with an Oriental smirk and an ornamental dirk, and a tendency to shirk when the others go to work; for the workers I cant bear em and Id rather run a harem—

No doubt, said Rita, coldly; so you need not explain to me the rather lively young lady I met in the corridor looking for studio number ten—

Rita! Zuleika! Star of my soul! Jewel of my turban! Do you entertain suspicions—

Oh, you probably did the entertaining—

I? Heaven! How I am misunderstood! John Burleson! Come over here and tell this very charming young lady all about that somewhat conspicuous vision from a local theatre who came floating into my studio by accident while in joyous quest of you!

But Annan only laughed, and Rita shrugged her disdain. But as she nodded adieu to Valerie, the latter saw a pinched look in her face, and did not understand it.


CHAPTER IX
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THE WORLD, AND his own family, had always been inclined to love Louis Neville, and had advanced no farther than the inclination. There were exceptions.

Archie Allaire, who hated him, discussing him floridly once with Querida at the Thumb-tack Club in the presence of a dozen others, characterised him as one of those passively selfish snobs whose virtues are all negative and whose modesty is the mental complacency of an underdone capon.

He was sharply rebuked by Ogilvy, Annan, and Burleson; skilfully by Querida — so adroitly indeed that his amiable and smiling apology for the absent painter produced a curiously depressing effect upon Ogilvy and Annan, and even left John Burleson dully uncomfortable, although Allaire had been apparently well drubbed.

All the same, said Allaire with a sneer to Querida after the others had departed, Neville is really a most frightful snob. Like a busy bacillus surrounded by a glass tube full of prepared culture, he exists in his own intellectual exudations perfectly oblivious to the miseries and joys of the world around him. He hasnt time for anybody except himself.

Querida laughed: What has Neville done to you, my friend?

To me? repeated Allaire with a shrug. Oh, nothing. It isnt that…. All the same when I had my exhibition at the Monson Galleries I went to him and said, See here, Neville, Ive got some Shoe-trust and Button-trust women to pour tea for me. Now you know a lot of fashionable people and I want my tea-pourers to see them, and I want the papers to say that theyve been to a private view of my exhibition.

He gave me one of those absent-treatment stares and said hed tell all the really interesting people he knew; and the damnedest lot of scrubby, dowdy, down-at-the-heels tatterdemalions presented his card at my private view that you ever saw outside an artists rathskeller, a lower Fifth Avenue reception, or a varnishing day! By God, I can go to the bread-line and get that sort of lookers myself — and I dont care whether his bunch came from Tenth Street Colonial stock or the Washington Square nobility or the landed gentry of Chelsea or from the purlieus of the Bronx, which is where they apparently belong! I can get that kind myself. I wanted automobiles and broughams and clothes, and I got one sea-going taxi, and the dirty end of the stick! And to cap the climax he strolled in himself with a girl whose face is familiar to everybody who looks at bath tubs in the back of the magazines — Valerie West! And I want to tell you I couldnt look my Shoe-trust tea-pourers in the face; and theyre so mad that I havent got an order out of them since.

Querida laughed till the tears stood in his big, velvety, almond-shaped eyes.

Why didnt you come to me? he said.

Tell you the truth, Querida, I would have if Id known then that you were painting portraits of half of upper Fifth Avenue. Besides, he added, naïvely, that was before I began to see you in the grand tier at the opera every week.

It was before I sat anywhere except in the gallery, said Querida with a humorous shrug. Until this winter I knew nobody, either. And very often I washed my own handkerchiefs and dried them on the window pane. I had only fame for my laundress and notoriety for my butcher.

Hey? said Allaire, a trifle out of countenance.

It is very true. It cost me so much to paint and frame my pictures that the prices they brought scarcely paid for models and materials. He added, pleasantly: I have dined more often on a box of crackers and a jar of olives than at a table set with silver and spread with linen. He laughed without affectation or bitterness:

It has been a long road, Allaire — from a stable-loft studio to— he shrugged— the Van Rypens grand tier box, for example.

How in Gods name did you do it? inquired Allaire, awed to the momentary obliteration of envy.

I — painted, said Querida, smiling.

Sure. I know that. I suppose it was the hellish row made over your canvases last winter that did the trick.

Queridas eyes were partly closed as though in retrospection. Also, he said, softly, I painted a very fashionable woman — for nothing — and to her entire satisfaction.

Thats the real thing, isnt it?

Im afraid so…. Make two or three unlovely and unlovable old ladies lovely and lovable — on canvas — for nothing. Then society will let you slap its powdered and painted face — yes — permit you — other liberties — if only you will paint it and sign your canvases and ask them a wicked price for what you give them and — for what they yield to you.

Allaires ruddy face grew ruddier; he grinned and passed a muscular hand over his thick, handsome, fox-tinted hair.

I wish I could get next, he said with a hard glance at Querida. Id sting em.

I would be very glad to introduce you to anybody I know, observed the other.

Do you mean that?

Why not. A man who has waited as I have for opportunity understands what others feel who are still waiting.

Thats damn square of you, Querida.

Oh, no, not square; just natural. The public table is big enough for everybody.

Allaire thought a moment, slowly caressing his foxy hair.

After all, he said with a nervous snicker, you neednt be afraid of anybody. Nobody can paint like you…. But Id like to get a look in, Querida. Ive got to make a little money in one way or another— he added impudently— and if I cant paint well enough to sting them, theres always the chance of marrying one of em.

Querida laughed: Any man can always marry any woman. Theres no trick in getting any wife you want.

Sure, grinned Allaire; a wife is a cinch; its the front row that keeps good men guessing. He glanced at Querida, his gray-green eyes brimming with an imprudent malice he could not even now deny himself— Also the backs of the magazines keep one guessing, he added, carelessly; and Ive the patience of a tom-cat, myself.

Queridas beautifully pencilled eyebrows were raised interrogatively.

Oh, Ill admit that the little West girl kept me sitting on back fences until some other fellow threw a bottle at me, said Allaire with a disagreeable laugh. He had come as near as he dared to taunting Querida and, afraid at the last moment, had turned the edge of it on himself.

Querida lighted a cigarette and blew a whiff of smoke toward the ceiling.

Ive an idea, he said, lazily, that somebody is trying to marry her.

Forget it, observed Allaire in contempt. She wouldnt stand for the sort who marry her kind. Shell land hard on her neck one of these days, and the one best bet will be some long-faced Botticelli with heavenly principles and the moral stability of a tumbler pigeon. Then therell be hell to pay; but he will get over it and shell get aboard the toboggan. Thats the way it ends, Querida.

Querida sipped his coffee and glanced out of the club window. From the window he could see the roof of the studio building where Neville lived. And he wondered how far Valerie was from that building at the present moment, wondered, and sipped his coffee.

He was a man whose career had been builded upon perseverance. He had begun life by slaying every doubt. And his had been a bitter life; but he had suffered smilingly; the sordid struggle along the edges of starvation had hardened nothing of his heart.

Sensitive, sympathetic, ardent, proud, and ambitious with the quiet certainty of a man predestined, he had a womans capacity for patience, for suffering, and for concealment, but not for mercy. And he cared passionately for love as he did for beauty — had succumbed to both in spirit oftener than in the caprice of some inconsequential amourette.

But never, until he came to know Valerie West, had a living woman meant anything vital to his happiness. Yet, what she aroused in him was that part of his nature to which he himself was a stranger — a restless, sensuous side which her very isolation and exposure to danger seemed to excite the more until desire to control her, to drive others away, to subdue, master, mould her, make her his own, obsessed him. And he had tried it and failed; and had drawn aside, fiercely, still watching and determined.

Some day he meant to marry properly. He had never doubted his ability to do so even in the sordid days. But there was no hurry, and life was young, and so was Valerie West — young enough, beautiful enough to bridge the years with him until his ultimate destiny awaited him.

And all was going well again with him until that New-years night; and matters had gone ill with him since then — so ill that he could not put the thought of it from him, and her beauty haunted him — and the expression of Nevilles eyes! — 

But he remained silent, quiet, alert, watching and waiting with all his capacity for enduring. And he had now something else to watch — something that his sensitive intuition had divined in a single unfinished canvas of Nevilles.

So far there had been but one man supreme in the new world as a great painter of sunlight and of women. There could not be two. And he already felt the approach of a shadow menacing the glory of his sunlight — already stood alert and fixedly observant of a young man who had painted something disquieting into an unfinished canvas.

That man and the young girl whom he had painted to the astonishment and inward disturbance of José Querida, were having no easy time in that new world which they had created for themselves.

Embarked upon an enterprise in the management of which they were neither in accord nor ever seemed likely to be, they had, so far, weathered the storms of misunderstandings and the stress of prejudice. Blindly confident in Love, they were certain, so far, that it was Love itself that they worshipped no matter what rites and ceremonies each one observed in its adoration. Yet each was always attempting to convert the other to the true faith; and there were days of trouble and of tears and of telephones.

Neville presented a frightfully complex problem to Valerie West.

His even-tempered indifference to others — an indifference which had always characterised him — had left only a wider and deeper void now filling with his passion for her.

They were passing through a maze of cross-purposes; his ardent and exacting intolerance of any creed and opinion save his own was ever forcing her toward a more formal and literal appreciation of what he was determined must become a genuine and formal engagement — which attitude on his part naturally produced clash after clash between them.

That he entertained so confidently the conviction of her ultimate surrender to convention, at moments vexed her to the verge of anger. At times, too, his disposition to interfere with her liberty tried her patience. Again and again she explained to him the unalterable fundamentals of their pact. These were, first of all, her refusal to alienate him from his family and his own world; second, her right to her own individuality and freedom to support herself without interference or unrequested assistance from him; third, absolute independence of him in material matters and the perfect liberty of managing her own little financial affairs without a hint of dependence on him either before or after the great change.

That she posed only in costume now did not satisfy him. He did not wish her to pose at all; and they discussed various other theatres for her business activity. But she very patiently explained to him that she found, in posing for interesting people, much of the intellectual pleasure that he and other men found in painting; that the life and the environment, and the people she met, made her happy; and that she could not expect to meet cultivated people in any other way.

I dont want to learn stenography and take dictation in a stuffy office, dear, she pleaded. I dont want to sit all day in a library where people whisper about books. I dont want to teach in a public school or read novels to invalids, or learn how to be a trained nurse and place thermometers in peoples mouths. I like children pretty well but I dont want to be a governess and teach other peoples children; I want to be taught myself; I want to learn — Im a sort of a child, too, dear; and its the familiarity with wiser people and brighter people and pleasant surroundings that has made me as happy as I am — given me what I never had as a child. You dont understand, but Im having my childhood now — nursery, kindergarten, parties, boarding-school, finishing school, début — all concentrated into this happy year of being among gay, clever, animated people.

Yet you will not let me take you into a world which is still pleasanter—

And the eternal discussion immediately became inevitable, tiring both with its earnestness and its utter absence of a common ground. Because in him apparently remained every vital germ of convention and of generations of training in every precept of formality; and in her — for with Valerie West adolescence had arrived late — that mystery had been responsible for far-reaching disturbances consequent on the starved years of self-imprisonment, of exaltations suppressed, of fears and doubts and vague desires and dreams ineffable possessing the silence of a lonely soul.

And so, essentially solitary, inevitably lonely, out of her own young heart and an untrained mind she was evolving a code of responsibility to herself and to the world.

Her ethics and her morals were becoming what wide, desultory, and unrestrained reading was making them; her passion for happiness and for truth, her restless intelligence, were prematurely forming her character. There was no one in authority to tell her — check, guide, or direct her in the revolt from dogmatism, pedantry, sophistry and conventionalism. And by this path youthful intelligence inevitably passes, incredulous of snare and pitfall where lie the bones of many a savant under magic blossoms nourished by creeds long dead.

To bring no sorrow to any one, Louis — that is the way I am trying to live, she said, seriously.

You are bringing it to me.

If that is so — then I had better depart as I came and leave you in peace.

Its too late.

Perhaps it is not. Shall we try it?

Could you recover?

I dont know. I am willing to try for your sake.

Do you want to? he asked, almost angrily.

I am not thinking of myself, Louis.

I want you to. I dont want you not to think about yourself all the time.

She made a hopeless gesture, opening her arms and turning her palms outward:

Kelly Neville! What do you suppose loving you means to me?

Dont you think of yourself at all when you love me?

Why — I suppose I do — in a way. I know Im fortunate, happy — I— She glanced up shyly— I am glad that I am — loved—

You darling!

She let him take her into his arms, suffered his caress, looking at him in silence out of eyes as dark and clear and beautiful as brown pools in a forest.

Youre just a bad, spoiled, perverse little kid, arent you? he said, rumpling her hair.

You say so.

Breaking my heart because you wont marry me.

No, breaking my own because you dont really love me enough, yet.

I love you too much—

That is literary bosh, Louis.

Good God! Cant you ever understand that Im respectable enough to want you for my wife?

You mean that you want me for what I do not wish to be. And you decline to love me unless I turn into a selfish, dependent, conventional nonentity, which you adore because respectable. Is that what you mean?

I want the laws of civilisation to safeguard you, he persisted patiently.

I need no more protection than you need. I am not a baby. I am not afraid. Are you?

That is not the question—

Yes it is, dear. I stand in no fear. Why do you wish to force me to do what I believe would be a wrong to you? Cant you respect my disreputable convictions?

They are theories — not convictions—

Oh, Kelly, Im so tired of hearing you say that!

I should think you would be, you little imp of perversity!

I am…. And I wonder how I can love you just as much, as though you were kind and reasonable and — and minded your own business, dear.

Isnt it my business to tell the girl to whom Im engaged what I believe to be right?

Yes; and its her business to tell you she said, smiling; and put her arms higher so that they slipped around his neck for a moment, then were quickly withdrawn.

What a thoroughly obstinate boy you are! she exclaimed. Were wasting such lots of time in argument when its all so very simple. Your soul is your own to develop; mine is mine. Noli, me tangere!

But he was not to be pacified; and presently she went away to pour their tea, and he followed and sat down in an armchair near the fire, brooding gaze fixed on the coals.

They had tea in hostile silence; he lighted a cigarette, but presently flung it into the fire without smoking.

She said: You know, Louis, if this is really going to be an unhappiness to you, instead of a happiness beyond words, we had better end it now. She added, with an irrepressible laugh, partly nervous, Your happiness seems to be beyond words already. Your silence is very eloquent…. I think Ill take my doll and go home.

She rose, stood still a moment looking at him where he sat, head bent, staring into the coals; then a swift tenderness filled her eyes; her sensitive lips quivered; and she came swiftly to him and took his head into her arms.

Dear, she whispered, I only want to do the best for you. Let me try in my own way. Its all for you — everything I do or think or wish or hope is for you. Even I myself was made merely for you.

Sideways on the arm of his chair, she stooped down, laying her cheek against his, drawing his face closer.

I am so hopelessly in love with you, she murmured; if I make mistakes, forgive me; remember only that it is because I love you enough to die for you very willingly.

He drew her down into his arms. She was never quick to respond to the deeper emotions in him, but her cheeks and throat were flushed now, and, as his embrace enclosed her, she responded with a sudden flash of blind passion — a moments impulsive self-surrender to his lips and arms — and drew away from him dazed, trembling, shielding her face with one arm.

All that the swift contact was awakening in him turned on her fiercely now; in his arms again she swayed, breathless, covering her face with desperate hands, striving to comprehend, to steady her senses, to reason while pulses and heart beat wildly and every vein ran fire.

No— she stammered— this is — is wrong — wrong! Louis, I beg you, to remember what I am to you…. Dont kiss me again — I ask you not to — I pray that you wont…. We are — I am — engaged to you, dear…. Oh — it is wrong — wrong, now! — all wrong between us!

Valerie, he stammered, you care nothing for any law — nor do I — now—

I do! You dont understand me! Let me go. Louis — you dont love me enough…. This — this is madness — wickedness! — you cant love me! You dont — you cant!

I do love you, Valerie—

No — no — or you would let me go! — or you would not kiss me again—

She freed herself, breathless, crimson with shame and anger, avoiding his eyes, and slipped out of his embrace to her knees, sank down on the rug at his feet, and laid her head against the chair, breathing fast, both small hands pressed to her breast.

For a few minutes he let her lie so; then, stooping over her, white lipped, trembling:

What can you expect if we sow the wind?

She began to cry, softly: You dont understand — you never have understood!

I understand this: that I am ready to take you in your way, now. I cannot live without you, and I wont. I care no longer how I take you, or when, or where, as long as I can have you for mine, to keep for ever, to love, to watch over, to worship…. Dear — will you speak to me?

She shook her head, desolately, where it lay now against his knees, amid its tumbled hair.

Then he asked again for her forgiveness — almost fiercely, for passion still swayed him with every word. He told her he loved her, adored her, could not endure life without her; that he was only too happy to take her on any terms she offered.

Louis, she said in a voice made very small and low by the crossed arms muffling her face, I am wondering whether you will ever know what love is.

Have I not proved that I love you?

I — dont know what it is you have proved…. We were engaged to each other — and — and—

I thought you cared nothing for such conventions!

She began to cry again, silently.

Valerie — darling—

No — you dont understand, she sobbed.

Understand what, dearest — dearest — 

That I thought our love was its own protection — and mine.

He made no answer.

She knelt there silent for a little while, then put her hand up appealingly for his handkerchief.

I have been very happy in loving you, she faltered; I have promised you all there is of myself. And you have already had my best self. The rest — whatever it is — whatever happens to me — I have promised — so that there will be nothing of this girl called Valerie West which is not all yours — all, all — every thought, Louis, every pulse-beat — mind, soul, body…. But no future day had been set; I had thought of none as yet. Still — since I knew I was to be to you what I am to be, I have been very busy preparing for it — mind, soul, my little earthly possessions, my personal affairs in their small routine…. No bride in your world, busy with her trousseau, has been a happier dreamer than have I, Louis. You dont know how true I have tried to be to myself, and to the truth as I understand it — as true as I have been to you in thought and deed…. And, somehow, what threatened — a moment since — frightens me, humiliates me—

She lifted her head and looked up at him with dimmed eyes:

You were untrue to yourself, Louis — to your own idea of truth. And you were untrue to me. And for the first time I look at you, ashamed and shamed.

Yes, he said, very white.

Why did you offer our love such an insult? she asked.

He made no answer.

Was it because, in your heart, you hold a girl lightly who promised to give herself to you for your own sake, renouncing the marriage vows?

No! Good God—

Then — is it because you do not yet love me enough? For I shall not give myself to you until you do.

He hung his head.

I think that is it, she said, sorrowfully.

No. Im no good, he said. And thats the truth, Valerie. A dark flush stained his face and he turned it away, sitting there in silence, his tense clasp tightening on the arms of the chair. Then he said, still not meeting her eyes:

Whatever your beliefs are you practice them; you are true to your convictions, loyal to yourself. I am only a miserable, rotten specimen of man who is true to nothing — not even to himself. Im not worth your trouble, Valerie.

Louis!

Well, what am I? he demanded in fierce disgust. I have told you that I believe in the conventions — and I violate every one of them. Im a spectacle for gods and men! His face was stern with self-disgust: he forced himself to meet her gaze, wincing under it; but he went on:

I know well enough that I deserve your contempt; Ive acquired plenty of self-contempt already. But I do love you, God knows how or in what manner, but I love you, cur that I am — and I respect you — oh, more that you understand, Valerie. And if I ask your mercy on such a man as I am, it is not because I deserve it.

My mercy, Louis?

She rose to her knees and laid both hands on his shoulders.

You are only a man, dear — with all the lovable faults and sins and contradictions of one. But there is no real depravity in you any more than there is in me. Only — I think you are a little more selfish than I am — you lose self-command— she blushed— but that is because you are only a man after all…. I think, perhaps, that a girls love is different in many ways. Dear, my love for you is perfectly honest. You believe it, dont you? If for one moment I thought it was otherwise, Id never let you see me again. If I thought for one moment that anything spiritual was to be gained for us by denying that love to you or to myself — or by living out life alone without you, I have the courage to do it. Do you doubt it?

No, he said.

She sighed, and her gaze passed from his and became remote for a moment, then:

I want to live my life with you, she said, wistfully; I want to be to you all that the woman you love could possibly be. But to me, the giving of myself to you is to be, in my heart, a ceremony more solemn than any in the world — and it is to be a rite at which my soul shall serve on its knees, Louis.

Dearest — dearest, he breathed, I know — I understand — I ask your pardon. And I worship you.

Then a swift, smiling change passed over her face; and, her hands still resting on his shoulders, kneeling there before him, she bent forward and kissed him on the forehead.

Pax, she said. You are forgiven. Love me enough, Louis. And when I am quite sure you do, then — then — you may ask me, and I will answer you.

I love you now, enough.

Are you sure?

Yes.

Then — ask, she said, faintly.

His lips moved in a voiceless question, she could not hear him, but she understood.

In a year, I think, she answered, forcing her eyes to meet his, but the delicate rose colour was playing over her cheeks and throat.

As long as that?

That is not long. Besides, perhaps you wont learn to love me enough even by that time. Do you think you will? If you really think so — perhaps in June—

She watched him as he pressed her hands together and kissed them; laughed a little, shyly, as she suddenly divined a new tenderness and respect in his eyes — something matching the vague exaltation of her own romantic dreams.

I will wait all my life if you wish it, he said.

Do you mean it?

You know I do, now.

She considered him, smiling. If you truly do feel that way — perhaps — perhaps it might really be in June — or in July—

You said June.

Listen to the decree of the great god Kelly! He says it must be in
June, and he shakes his thunderbolts and frowns.

June! Say so, Valerie,

You have said so.

But theres no use in my saying so if—

Oh, dear! she exclaimed, the great god totters on his pedestal and the oracle falters and I see the mere man looking very humbly around the corner of the shrine at me, whispering, June, if you please, dear lady!

Yes, he said, thats what you see and hear. Now answer me, dear.

And what am I to say?

June, please.

June — please, she repeated, demurely.

You darling!… What day?

Oh, thats too early to decide—

Please, dear!

No; I dont want to decide—

Dearest!

What?

Wont you answer me?

If you make me answer now, Ill be tempted to fix the first of April.

All right, fix it.

Its All Fools day, you know, she threatened. Probably it is peculiarly suitable for us…. Very well, then, Ill say it.

She was laughing when he caught her hands and looked at her, grave, unsmiling. Suddenly her eyes filled with tears and her lip trembled.

Forgive me, I meant no mockery, she whispered. I had already fixed the first day of June for — for the great change in our lives. Are you content?

Yes. And before she knew what he was doing a brilliant flashed along her ring finger and clung sparkling to it; and she stared at the gold circlet and the gem flashing in the firelight.

There were tears in her eyes when she kissed it, looking at him while her soft lips rested on the jewel.

Neither spoke for a moment; then, still looking at him, she drew the ring from her finger, touched it again with her lips, and laid it gently in his hand.

No, dear, she said.

He did not urge her; but she knew he still believed that she would come to think as he thought; and the knowledge edged her lips with tremulous humour. But her eyes were very sweet and tender as she watched him lay away the ring as though it and he were serenely biding their time.

Such a funny boy, she said, and such a dear one. He will never, never grow up, will he?

Such an idiot, you mean, he said, drawing her into the big chair beside him.

Yes, I mean that, too, she said, impudently, nose in the air. Because, if I were you, Louis, I wouldnt waste any more energy in worrying about a girl who is perfectly able to take care of herself, but transfer it to a boy who apparently is not.

How do you mean?

I mean about your painting. Dear, youve got it into that obstinate head of yours that theres something lacking in your pictures, and there isnt.

Oh, Valerie! You know there is!

No, no, no! There isnt anything lacking in them. Theyre all of you,
Louis — every bit of you — as far as you have lived.

What!

Certainly. As far as you have lived. Now live a little more, and let more things come into your life. You cant paint what isnt in you; and theres nothing in you except what you get out of life.

She laid her soft cheek against his.

Get a little real love out of life, Louis; a little real love. Then surely, surely your canvases can not disguise that you know what life means to us all. Love nobly; and the world will not doubt that love is noble; love mercifully; and the world will understand mercy. For I believe that what you are must show in your work, dear.

Until now the world has seen in your work only the cold splendour, or dreamy glamour, or the untroubled sweetness and brilliancy of passionless romance. I love your work. It is happiness to look at it; it thrills, bewitches, enthralls!… Dear, forgive me if in it I have not yet found a deeper inspiration…. And that inspiration, to be there, must be first in you, my darling — born of a wider interest in your fellow men, a little tenderness for friends — a more generous experience and more real sympathy with humanity — and perhaps you may think it out of place for me to say it — but — a deeper, truer, spiritual conviction.

Do you think it strange of me to have such convictions? I cant escape them. Those who are merciful, those who are kind, to me are Christ-like. Nothing else matters. But to be kind is to be first of all interested in the happiness of others. And you care nothing for people. You must care, Louis!

And, somehow, you who are, at heart, good and kind and merciful, have not really awakened real love in many of those about you. For one thing your work has absorbed you. But if, at the same time, you could pay a little more attention to human beings—

Valerie! he said in astonishment, I have plenty of friends. Do you mean to say I care nothing for them?

How much do you care, Louis?

Why, I— He fell silent, troubled gaze searching hers.

She smiled: Take Sam, for example. The boy adores you. Hes a rotten painter, I know — and you dont even pretend to an interest in what he does because you are too honest to praise it. But, Louis, hes a lovable fellow — and he does the best thats in him. You neednt pretend to care for what he does — but if you could show that you do care for and respect the effort—

I do, Valerie — when I think about it!

Then think about it; and let Sam know that you think about his efforts and himself. And do the same for Harry Annan. Hes a worse painter than Sam — but do you think he doesnt know it? Dont you realise what a lot of heartache the monkey-shines of those two boys conceal?

I am fond of them, he said, slowly. I like people, even if I dont show it—

Ah, Louis! Louis! That is the worlds incurable hurt — the silence that replies to its perplexity — the wistful appeal that remains unanswered…. And many, many vex God with the desolation of their endless importunities and complaints when a look, a word, a touch from a human being would relieve them of the heaviest of all burdens — a sad hearts solitude.

He put his arm around her, impulsively:

You little angel, he said, tenderly.

No — only a human girl who has learned what solitude can mean.

I shall make you forget the past, he said.

No, dear — for that might make me less kind. She put her lips against his cheek, thoughtfully: And — I think — that you are going to need all the tenderness in me — some day, Louis — as I need all of yours…. We shall have much to learn — after the great change…. And much to endure. And I think we will need all the kindness that we can give each other — and all that the world can spare us.


CHAPTER X
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IT WAS SLOWLY becoming evident to Neville that Valeries was the stronger character — not through any genius for tenacity nor on account of any domineering instinct — but because, mistaken or otherwise in her ethical reasoning, she was consistent, true to her belief, and had the courage to live up to it. And this made her convictions almost unassailable.

Slavery to established custom of any kind she smilingly disdained, refusing to submit to restrictions which centuries of social usage had established, when such social restrictions and limitations hampered or annoyed her.

Made conscious by the very conventions designed to safeguard unconsciousness; made wise by the unwisdom of a civilisation which required ignorance of innocence, she had as yet lost none of her sweetness and confidence in herself and in a world which she considered a friendly one at best and, at worst, more silly than vicious.

Her life, the experience of a lonely girlhood in the world, wide and varied reading, unwise and otherwise, and an intelligence which needed only experience and training, had hastened to a premature maturity her impatience with the faults of civilisation. And in the honest revolt of youth, she forgot that what she rejected was, after all, civilisation itself, and that as yet there had been offered no acceptable substitute for its faulty codification.

To do ones best was to be fearlessly true to ones convictions and let God judge; that was her only creed. And from her point of view humanity needed no other.

So she went about the pleasure and happiness of living with a light heart and a healthy interest, not doubting that all was right between her and the world, and that the status quo must endure.

And endless misunderstandings ensued between her and the man she loved. She was a very busy business girl and he objected. She went about to theatres and parties and dinners and concerts with other men; and Neville didnt like it. Penrhyn Cardemon met her at a theatrical supper and asked her to be one of his guests on his big yacht, the Mohave, fitted out for the Azores. There were twenty in the party, and she would have gone had not Neville objected angrily.

It was not his objection but his irritation that confused her. She could discover no reason for it.

It cant be that you dont trust me, she said to him, so it must be that youre lonely without me, even when you go to spend two weeks with your parents. I dont mind not going if you dont wish me to, Louis, and Ill stay here in town while you visit your father and mother, but it seems a little bit odd of you not to let me go when I can be of no earthly use to you.

Her gentleness with him, and her sweet way of reasoning made him ashamed.

Its the crowd thats going, Valerie — Cardemon, Querida, Marianne
Valdez — where did you meet her, anyway?

In her dressing room at the Opera. Shes perfectly sweet. Isnt she all right?

Shes Cardemons mistress, he said, bluntly.

A painful colour flushed her face and neck; and at the same instant he realised what he had said.

Neither spoke for a while; he went on with his painting; she, standing once more for the full-length portrait, resumed her pose in silence.

After a while she heard his brushes clatter to the floor, saw him leave his easel, was aware that he was coming toward her. And the next moment he had dropped at her feet, kneeling there, one arm tightening around her knees, his head pressed close.

Listlessly she looked down at him, dropped one slim hand on his shoulder, considering him.

The curious part of it is, she said, that all the scorn in your voice was for Marianne Valdez and none for Penrhyn Cardemon.

He said nothing.

Such a queer, topsy-turvy world, she sighed, letting her hand wander from his shoulder to his thick, short hair. She caressed his forehead thoughtfully.

I suppose some man will say that of me some day…. But that is a little matter — compared to making life happy for you…. To be your mistress could never make me unhappy.

To be your husband — and to put an end to all these damnable doubts and misgivings and cross-purposes would make me happy all my life! he burst out with a violence that startled her.

Hush, Louis. We must not begin that hopeless argument again.

Valerie! Valerie! You are breaking my heart!

Hush, dear. You know I am not.

She looked down at him; her lip was trembling.

Suddenly she slid down to the floor and knelt there confronting him, her arms around him.

Dearer than all the world and heaven! — do you think that I am breaking your heart? You know I am not. You know what I am doing for your sake, for your familys sake, for my own. I am only giving you a love that can cause them no pain, bring no regret to you. Take it, then, and kiss me.

But the days were full of little scenes like this — of earnest, fiery discussions, of passionate arguments, of flashes of temper ending in tears and heavenly reconciliation.

He had gone for two weeks to visit his father and mother at their summer home near Portsmouth, and before he went he took her in his arms and told her how ashamed he was of his bad temper at the idea of her going on the Mohave, and said that she might go; that he did trust her anywhere, and that he was trying to learn to concede to her the same liberty of action and of choice that any man enjoyed.

But she convinced him very sweetly that she really had no desire to go, and sent him off to Spindrift House happy, and madly in love; which resulted in two letters a day from him, and in her passing long evenings in confidential duets with Rita Tevis.

Rita had taken the bedroom next to Valeries, and together they had added the luxury of a tiny living room to the suite.

It was the first time that either had ever had any place in which to receive anybody; and now, delighted to be able to ask people, they let it be known that their friends could have tea with them.

Ogilvy and Annan had promptly availed themselves.

This is exceedingly grand, said Ogilvy, examining everything in a tour around the pretty little sitting room. We can have all kinds of a rough house now. And he got down on his hands and knees in the middle of the rug and very gravely turned a somersault.

Sam! Behave! Or Ill set my parrot on you! exclaimed Valerie.

Ogilvy sat up and inspected the parrot.

You know, he said, I believe Ive seen that parrot somewhere.

Impossible, my dear friend — unless youve been in my bedroom.

Ogilvy got up, dusted his trowsers, and walked over to the parrot.

Well it looks like a bird I used to know — I — it certainly resembles—
He hesitated, then addressing the bird:

Hello, Leparello — you old scoundrel! he said, cautiously.

Forget it! muttered the bird, cocking his head and lifting first one slate-coloured claw from his perch, then the other;— forget it! Help! Oh, very well. God bless the ladies!

Where on earth did you ever before see my parrot? asked Valerie, astonished. Ogilvy appeared to be a little out of countenance, too.

Oh, I really dont remember exactly where I did see him, he tried to explain; and nobody believed him.

Sam! Answer me!

Well, where did you get him?

José Querida gave Leparello to me.

Annan and Ogilvy exchanged the briefest glance — a perfectly blank glance.

It probably isnt the same bird, said Ogilvy, carelessly. There are plenty of parrots that talk — plenty of em named Leparello, probably.

Sam, how can you be so untruthful! Rita, hold him tightly while I pull his ears!

It was a form of admonition peculiarly distasteful to Ogilvy, and he made a vain effort to escape.

Now, Sam, the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth! Quick, or Ill tweak!

All right, then, he said, maliciously, Queridas got relatives in
Oporto who send him these kind of parrots occasionally. He names em all
Leparello, teaches em all the same jargon, and — gives em to girls!

How funny, said Valerie. She looked at Sam, aware of something else in his grin, and gave an uncertain little laugh.

He sat down, rubbing his ear-lobes, the malicious grin still lingering on his countenance. What he had not told her was that Queridas volcanically irregular affairs of the heart always ended with the gift of an Oporto parrot. Marianne Valdez owned one. So did Mazie Gray.

His cynical gaze rested on Valerie reflectively. He had heard plenty of rumours and whispers concerning her; and never believed any of them. He could not believe now that the gift of this crimson, green and sky-blue creature signified anything. Yet Querida had known her as long as anybody except Neville.

When did he give you this parrot? he asked, carelessly.

Oh, one day just before I was going to Atlantic City. He was coming down, too, to stay a fortnight while I was there, and come back with me; and he said that He had intended to give the parrot to me after our return, but that he might as well give it to me before I went.

I see, said Ogilvy, thoughtfully. A few moments later, as he and Annan were leaving the house, he said:

It looks to me as though our friend, José, had taken too much for granted.

It looks like it, nodded Annan, smiling unpleasantly.

Too sure of conquest, added Ogilvy. Got the frozen mitt, didnt he?

And the Grand Cordon of the double cross.

And the hot end of the poker; yes?

Sure; and its still sizzling. Ogilvy cast a gleeful glance back at the house:

Fine little girl. All white. Yes? No?

All white, nodded Annan…. And Neville isnt that kind of a man, anyway.

Ogilvy said: So you think so, too?

Oh, yes. Hes crazy about her, and she isnt taking Sundays out if its his day in…. Only, whats the use?

No use…. I guess Kelly Neville has seen as many artists whove married their models as we have. Besides, his people are frightful snobs.

Annan, walking along briskly, swung his stick vigorously:

Shes a sweet little thing, he said.

I know it. Its going to be hard for her. She cant stand for a mutt — and its the only sort that will marry her…. I dont know — shes a healthy kind of girl — but God help her if she ever really falls in love with one of our sort.

I think shes done it, said Annan.

Kelly!

Doesnt it look like it?

Oh, it will wear off without any harm to either of them. That little girl is smart, all right; shell never waste an evening screaming for the moon. And Kelly Neville is — is Kelly Neville — a dear fellow, so utterly absorbed in the career of a brilliant and intelligent young artist named Louis Neville, that if the entire earth blew up hed begin a new canvas the week after…. Not that I think him cold-hearted — no, not even selfish as that little bounder Allaire says — but hes a man who has never yet had time to spare.

Theyre the most hopeless, observed Annan— the men who havent time to spare. Because it takes only a moment to say, Hello, old man! How in hell are you? It takes only a moment to put yourself, mentally, in some less lucky mans shoes; and be friendly and sorry and interested.

Hes a pretty decent sort, murmured Ogilvy. Anyway, that Valerie child is safe enough in temporarily adoring Kelly Neville.

* * * * *

The Valerie child, in a loose, rose-silk peignoir, cross-legged on her bed, was sewing industriously on her weeks mending. Rita, in dishabille, lay across the foot of the bed nibbling bonbons and reading the evening paper.

They had dined in their living room, a chafing dish aiding. Afterward Valerie went over her weekly accounts and had now taken up her regular mending; and there she sat, sewing away, and singing in her clear, young voice, the old madrigal:

Let us dry the starting tear
For the hours are surely fleeting
And the sad sundown is near.
All must sip the cup of sorrow,
I to-day, and thou to-morrow!
This the end of every song,
Ding-dong! Ding-dong!
Yet until the shadows fall
Over one and over all,
Sing a merry madrigal!

Rita, nibbling a chocolate, glanced up:

Thats a gay little creed, she observed.

Of course. Its the only creed.

Rita shrugged and Valerie went on blithely singing and sewing.

How long has that young man of yours been away? inquired Rita, looking up again.

Thirteen days.

Oh. Are you sure it isnt fourteen?

Perfectly. Then the sarcasm struck her, and she looked around at Rita and laughed:

Of course I count the days, she said, conscious of the soft colour mounting to her cheeks.

Rita sat up and, tucking a pillow under her shoulders, leaned back against the foot-board of the bed, kicking the newspaper to the floor. Do you know, she said, that you have come pretty close to falling in love with Kelly Neville?

Valeries lips trembled on the edge of a smile as she bent lower over her sewing, but she made no reply.

I should say, continued Rita, that it was about time for you to pick up your skirts and run for it.

Still Valerie sewed on in silence.

Valerie!

What?

For goodness sake, say something!

What do you want me to say, dear? asked the girl, laughing.

That you are not in danger of making a silly ninny of yourself over
Kelly Neville.

Oh, Ill say that very cheerfully—

Valerie!

The girl looked at her, calmly amused. Then she said:

I might as well tell you. I am head over heels in love with him. You knew it, anyway, Rita. Youve known it — oh, I dont know how long — but youve known it. Havent you?

Rita thought a moment: Yes, I have known it…. What are you going to do?

Do?

Yes; what do you intend to do about this matter?

Love him, said Valerie. What else can I do?

You could try not to.

I dont want to.

You had better.

Why?

Because, said Rita, deliberately, if you really love him youll either become his wife or his mistress; and its a pretty rotten choice either way.

Valerie blushed scarlet;

Rotten — choice?

Certainly. You know perfectly well what your position would be when his family and his friends learned that hed married his model. No girl of any spirit would endure it — no matter how affable his friends might perhaps pretend to be. No girl of any sense would ever put herself in such a false position…. I tell you, Valerie, its only the exceptional man wholl stand by you. No doubt Louis Neville would. But it would cost him every friend he has — and probably the respect of his parents. And that means misery for you both — because he couldnt conceal from you what marrying you was costing him—

[Illustration: Valeries lips trembled on the edge of a smile as she bent lower over her sewing.]

Rita!

Yes.

There is no use telling me all this. I know it. He knows I know it. I am not going to marry him.

After a silence Rita said, slowly: Did he ask you to?

Valerie looked down, passed her needle through the hem once, twice.

Yes, she said, softly, he asked me.

And — you refused?

Yes.

Rita said: I like Kelly Neville … and I love you better, dear. But its not best for you to marry him…. Life isnt a very sentimental affair — not nearly as silly a matter as poets and painters and dramas and novels pretend it is. Love really plays a very minor part in life, Dont you know it?

Yes. I lived twenty years without it, said Valerie, demurely, yet in her smile Rita divined the hidden tragedy. And she leaned forward and kissed her impulsively.

Lets swear celibacy, she said, and live out our lives together in single blessedness! Will you? We can have a perfectly good time until the undertaker knocks.

I hope he wont knock for a long while, said Valerie, with a slight shiver. Theres so much I want to see first.

You shall. Well see everything together. Well work hard, live frugally if you say so, cut out all frills and nonsense, and save and save until we have enough to retire on respectably. And then, like two nice old ladies, well start out to see the world—

Oh, Rita! I dont want to see it when Im too old!

Youll enjoy it more—

Rita! How ridiculous! Youve seen more of the world than I have, anyway. Its all very well for you to say wait till Im an old maid; but youve been to Paris — havent you?

Yes, said Rita. There was a slight colour in her face.

Well, then! Why must I wait until Im a dowdy old frump before I go? Why should you and I not be as happy as we can afford to be while were young and attractive and unspoiled?

I want you to be as happy as you can afford to be, Valerie…. But you cant afford to fall in love.

Why?

Because it will make you miserable.

But it doesnt.

It will if it is love.

It is, Rita, said the girl, smiling out of her dark eyes — deep brown wells of truth that the other gazed into and saw a young soul there, fearless and doomed.

Valerie, she said, shivering, you wont do — that — will you?

Dear, I cannot marry him, and I love him. What else am I to do?

Well, then — then youd better marry him! stammered Rita, frightened.
Its better for you! Its better—

For me? Yes, but how about him?

What do you care about him! burst out Rita, almost incoherent in her fright and anger. Hes a man; he can take care of himself. Dont think of him. It isnt your business to consider him. If he wants to marry you its his concern after all. Let him do it! Marry him and let him fight it out with his friends! After all what does a man give a girl that compares with what she gives him? Men — men— she stammered— theyre all alike in the depths of their own hearts. We are incidents to them — no matter how they say they love us. They cant love as we do. Theyre not made for it! We are part of the game to them; they are the whole game to us; we are, at best, an important episode in their careers; they are our whole careers. Oh, Valerie! Valerie! listen to me, child! That man could go on living and painting and eating and drinking and sleeping and getting up to dress and going to bed to sleep, if you lay dead in your grave. But if you loved him, and were his wife — or God forgive me! — his mistress, the day he died you would die, though your body might live on. I know — I know, Valerie. Death — whether it be his body or his love, ends all for the woman who really loves him. Womans loss is eternal. But mans loss is only temporary — he is made that way, fashioned so. Now I tell you the exchange is not fair — it has never been fair — never will be, never can be. And I warn you not to give this man the freshness of your youth, the happy years of your life, your innocence, the devotion which he will transmute into passion with his accursed magic! I warn you not to forsake the tranquillity of ignorance, the blessed immunity from that devils paradise that you are already gazing into—

Rita! Rita! What are you saying?

I scarcely know, child. I am trying to save you from lifelong unhappiness — trying to tell you that — that men are not worth it—

How do you know?

There was a silence, then Rita, very pale and quiet, leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and framing her face with her hands.

I had my lesson, she said.

You! Oh, my darling — forgive me! I did not know—

Rita suffered herself to be drawn into the younger girls impulsive embrace; they both cried a little, arms around each other, faltering out question and answer in unsteady whispers:

Were you married, dearest?

No.

Oh — I am so sorry, dear—

So am I…. Do you blame me for thinking about men as I do think?

Didnt you love — him?

I thought I did…. I was too young to know…. It doesnt matter now—

No, no, of course not. You made a ghastly mistake, but its no more shame to you than it is to him. Besides, you thought you loved him.

He could have made me. I was young enough…. But he let me see how absolutely wicked he was…. And then it was too late to ever love him.

O Rita, Rita! — then you havent ever even had the happiness of loving?
Have you?

Rita did not answer.

Have you, darling?

Then Rita broke down and laid her head on Valeries knees, crying as though her heart would break.

Thats the terrible part of it, she sobbed— I really do love a man, now…. Not that first one … and theres nothing to do about it — nothing, Valerie, nothing — because even if he asked me to marry him I cant, now—

Because you—

Yes.

And if you had not—

God knows what I would do, sobbed Rita, I love him so, Valerie — I love him so!

The younger girl looked down at the blond head lying on her knees — looked at the pretty tear-stained face gleaming through the fingers — looked and wondered over the philosophy broken down beside the bowed head and breaking heart.

Terrible her plight; with or without benefit of clergy she dared not give herself. Love was no happiness to her, no confidence, no sacrifice — only a dreadful mockery — a thing that fettered, paralysed, terrified.

Does he love you? whispered Valerie.

No — I think not.

If he did he would forgive.

Do you think so?

Of course. Love pardons everything, said the girl in surprise.

Yes. But never forgets.

* * * * *

That was the first confidence that ever had passed between Valerie West and Rita Tevis. And after it, Rita, apparently forgetting her own philosophical collapse, never ceased to urge upon Valerie the wisdom, the absolute necessity of self-preservation in considering her future relations with Louis Neville. But, like Nevilles logic, Ritas failed before the innocent simplicity of the creed which Valerie had embraced. Valerie was willing that their relations should remain indefinitely as they were if the little gods of convention were to be considered; she had the courage to sever all relations with the man she loved if anybody could convince her that it was better for Neville. Marry him she would not, because she believed it meant inevitable unhappiness for him. But she was not afraid to lay her ringless hands in his for ever.

Querida called on them and was very agreeable and lively and fascinating; and when he went away Valerie asked him to come again. He did; and again after that. She and Rita dined with him once or twice; and things gradually slipped back to their old footing; and Querida remained on his best behaviour.

Neville had prolonged the visit to the parental roof. He did not explain to her why, but the reason was that he had made up his mind to tell his parents that he wished to marry and to find out once and for all what their attitudes would be toward such a girl as Valerie West. But he had not yet found courage to do it, and he was lingering on, trying to find it and the proper moment to employ it.

His father was a gentleman so utterly devoid of imagination that he had never even ventured into business, but had been emotionlessly content to marry and live upon an income sufficient to maintain the material and intellectual traditions of the house of Neville.

Tall, transparently pale, negative in character, he had made it a life object to get through life without increasing the number of his acquaintances — legacies in the second generation left him by his father, whose father before him had left the grandfathers of these friends as legacies to his son.

[Illustration: She and Rita dined with him once or twice.]

It was a pallid and limited society that Henry Neville and his wife frequented — a coterie of elderly, intellectual people, and their prematurely dried-out offspring. And intellectual in-breeding was thinning it to attenuation — to a bloodless meagreness in which they, who composed it, conceived a mournful pride.

Old New Yorkers all, knowing no other city, no other bourne north of Tenth Street or west of Chelsea — silent, serene, drab-toned people, whose drawing-rooms were musty with what had been fragrance once, whose science, religion, interests, desires were the beliefs, interests and emotions of a century ago, their colourless existence and passive snobbishness affronted nobody who did not come seeking affront.

To them Theodore Thomas had been the last conductor; his orchestra the last musical expression fit for a cultivated society; the Academy of Music remained their last symphonic temple, Wallacks the last refuge of a drama now dead for ever.

Delmonicos had been their northern limit, Stuyvesant Square their eastern, old Trinity their southern, and their western, Chelsea. Outside there was nothing. The blatancy and gilt of the million-voiced metropolis fell on closed eyes, and on ears attuned only to the murmurs of the past. They lived in their ancient houses and went abroad and summered in some simple old-time hamlet hallowed by the headstones of their grandsires, and existed as meaninglessly and blamelessly as the old catalpa trees spreading above their dooryards.

And into this narrow circle Louis Neville and his sister Lily had been born.

It had been a shock to her parents when Lily married Gordon Collis, a mining engineer from Denver. She came to see them with her husband every year; Collis loved her enough to endure it.

As for Louis career, his achievements, his work, they regarded it without approval. Their last great painters had been Bierstadt and Hart, their last great sculptor, Powers. Blankly they gazed upon the splendours of the mural symphonies achieved by the son and heir of all the Nevilles; they could not comprehend the art of the Uitlanders; their comment was silence and dignity.

To them all had become only shadowy tradition; even affection and human emotion, and the relationship of kin to kin, of friend to friend, had become only part of a negative existence which conformed to precedent, temporal and spiritual, as written in the archives of a worn-out civilisation.

So, under the circumstances, it was scarcely to be wondered that Neville hesitated to introduce the subject of Valerie West as he sat in the parlour at Spindrift House with his father and mother, reading the Tribune or the Evening Post or poring over some ancient tome of travels, or looking out across the cliffs at an icy sea splintering and glittering against a coast of frozen adamant.

At length he could remain no longer; commissions awaited him in town; hunger for Valerie gnawed ceaselessly, unsubdued by his letters or by hers to him.

Mother, he said, the evening before his departure, would it surprise you very much if I told you that I wished to marry?

No, she said, tranquilly; you mean Stephanie Swift, I suppose.

[Illustration: Tall, transparently pale, negative in character.]

His father glanced up over his spectacles, and he hesitated; then, as his father resumed his reading:

I dont mean Stephanie, mother.

His father laid aside his book and removed, the thin gold-rimmed spectacles.

I understand from Lily that we are to be prepared to receive Stephanie
Swift as your affianced wife, he said. I shall be gratified. Stephen
Swift was my oldest friend.

Lily was mistaken, father. Stephanie and I are merely very good friends. I have no idea of asking her to marry me.

I had been given to understand otherwise, Louis. I am disappointed.

Louis Neville looked out of the window, considering, yet conscious of the hopelessness of it all.

Who is this girl, Louis? asked his mother, pulling the white-and-lilac wool shawl closer around her thin shoulders.

Her name is Valerie West.

One of the Wests of West Eighth Street? demanded his father.

The humour of it all twitched for a moment at his sons grimly set jaws, then a slight flush mantled his face:

No, father.

Do you mean the Chelsea Wests, Louis?

No.

Then we — dont know them, concluded his father with a shrug of his shoulders, which dismissed many, many things from any possibility of further discussion. But his mothers face grew troubled.

Who is this Miss West? she asked in a colourless voice.

She is a very good, very noble, very cultivated, very beautiful young girl — an orphan — who is supporting herself by her own endeavours.

What! said his father, astonished.

Mother, I know how it sounds to you, but you and father have only to meet her to recognise in her every quality that you could possibly wish for in my wife.

Who is she, Louis! demanded his father, casting aside the evening newspaper and folding up his spectacles.

Ive told you, father.

I beg to differ with you. Who is this girl? In what description of business is she actually engaged?

The young fellows face grew red:

She was engaged in — the drama.

What!

She was an actress, he said, realising now the utter absurdity of any hope from the beginning, yet now committed and determined to see it through to the bitter end.

An actress! Louis! faltered his mother.

There was a silence, cut like a knife by the thin edge of his fathers voice:

If she was an actress, what is she now?

She has helped me with my painting.

Helped you? How?

By — posing.

Do you desire me to understand that the girl is an artists model!

Yes.

His father stared at him a moment, then:

And is this the woman you propose to have your mother meet?

Father, he said, hopelessly, there is no use in my saying anything more. Miss West is a sweet, good, generous young girl, fully my peer in education, my superior in many things…. You and mother can never believe that the ideas, standards — even the ideals of civilisation change — have changed since your youth — are changing every hour. In your youth the word actress had a dubious significance; to-day it signifies only what the character of her who wears the title signifies. In your youth it was immodest, unmaidenly, reprehensible, for a woman to be anything except timid, easily abashed, ignorant of vital truths, and submissive to every social convention; to-day women are neither ignorant nor timid; they are innocent because they choose to be; they are fearless, intelligent, ambitious, and self-reliant — and lose nothing in feminine charm by daring to be themselves instead of admitting their fitness only for the seraglio of some Occidental monogamist—

Louis! Your mother is present!

Good heavens, father, I know it! Isnt it possible even for a mans own mother to hear a little truth once in a while—

His father rose in pallid wrath:

Be silent! he said, unsteadily; the subject is definitely ended.

* * * * *

It was ended. His father gave him a thin, chilly hand at parting. But his mother met him at the outer door and laid her trembling lips to his forehead.

You wont bring this shame on us, Louis, I know. Nor on yourself, nor on the name you bear…. It is an honourable name in the land, Louis…. I pray God to bless you and counsel you, my son— She turned away, adding in a whisper— and — and comfort you.

And so he went away from Spindrift House through a snow-storm, and arrived in New York late that evening; but not too late to call Valerie on the telephone and hear again the dear voice with its happy little cry of greeting — and the promise of to-morrows meeting before the day of duty should begin.

* * * * *

Love grew as the winter sped glittering toward the far primrose dawn of spring; work filled their days; evening brought the happiness of a reunion eternally charming in its surprises, its endless novelty. New, forever new, love seemed; and youth, too, seemed immortal.

On various occasions when Valerie chanced to be at his studio, pouring tea for him, friends of his sister came unannounced — agreeable women more or less fashionable, who pleaded his sisters sanction of an unceremonious call to see the great painted frieze before it was sent to the Court House.

He was perfectly nice to them; and Valerie was perfectly at ease; and it was very plain that these people were interested and charmed with this lovely Miss West, whom they found pouring tea in the studio of an artist already celebrated; and every one of them expressed themselves and their curiosity to his sister, Mrs. Collis, who, never having heard of Valerie West, prudently conveyed the contrary in smiling but silent acquiescence, and finally wrote to her brother and told him what was being said.

Before he determined to reply, another friend — or rather acquaintance of the Collis family — came in to see the picture — the slim and pretty Countess dEnver. And went quite mad over Valerie — so much so that she remained for an hour talking to her, almost oblivious of Neville and his picture and of Ogilvy and Annan, who consumed time and cocktails in the modest background.

When she finally went away, and Neville had returned from putting her into her over-elaborate carriage, Ogilvy said:

Gee, Valerie, you sure did make a hit with the lady. What was she trying to make you do?

She asked me to come to a reception of the Five-Minute Club with
Louis, said Valerie, laughing. What is the Five-Minute Club, Louis?

Oh, its a semi-fashionable, semi-artistic affair — one of the incarnations of the latest group of revolting painters and sculptors and literary people, diluted with a little society and a good deal of near-society.

Later, as they were dining together at Delmonicos, he said:

Would you care to go, Valerie?

Yes — if you think it best for us to accept such invitations together.

Why not?

I dont know…. Considering what we are to become to each other — I thought — perhaps the prejudices of your friends—

He turned a dull red, said nothing for a moment, then, looking up at her, suddenly laid his hand over hers where it rested on the tables edge.

The world must take us as it finds us, he said.

I know; but is it quite fair to seek it?

You adorable girl! Didnt the Countess seek us — or rather you? — and torment you until you promised to go to the up-to-date doings of her bally club! Its across to her, now. And as half of society has exchanged husbands and half of the remainder doesnt bother to, I dont think a girl like you and a man like myself are likely to meet very many people as innately decent as ourselves.

* * * * *

A reception at the Five-Minute Club was anything but an ordinary affair.

It was the ultra-modern school of positivists where realism was on the cards and romance in the discards; where muscle, biceps, and thumb-punching replaced technical mastery and delicate skill; where inspiration was physical, not intellectual; where writers called a spade a spade, and painters painted all sorts of similar bucolic instruments with candour and an inadequate knowledge of their art; where composers thumped their pianos the harder, the less their raucous inspiration responded, or maundered incapably into interminable incoherency, hunting for themes in grays and mauves and reds and yellows, determined to find in music what does not belong there and never did.

In spite of its apparent vigour and uncompromising modernity, one suspected a sub-stratum of weakness and a perversity slightly vicious.

Colour blindness might account for some of the canvases, strabismus for some of the draughtmanship; but not for all. There was an ugly deliberation in the glorification of the raw, the uncouth; there was a callous hardness in the deadly elaboration of ugliness for its own sake. And transcendentalism looked on in approval.

A near-sighted study of various masters, brilliant, morbid, or essentially rotten, was the basis of this cult — not originality. Its devotees were the devotees of Richard Strauss, of Huysmans, of Manet, of Degas, Rops, Louis Le Grand, Forain, Monticelli; its painters painted nakedness in footlight effects with blobs for faces and blue shadows where they were needed to conceal the defects of impudent drawing; its composers maundered with both ears spread wide for stray echoes of Salome; its sculptors, stupefied by Rodin, achieved sections of human anatomy protruding from lumps of clay and marble; its dramatists, drugged by Mallarmé and Maeterlinck, dabbled in dullness, platitude and mediocre psychology; its writers wrote as bloodily, as squalidly, and as immodestly as they dared; its poets blubbered with Verlaine, spat with Aristide Bruant, or leered with the alcoholic muses of the Dead Rat.

They were all young, all in deadly earnest, all imperfectly educated, all hard workers, brave workers, blind, incapable workers sweating and twisting and hammering in their impotence against the changeless laws of truth and beauty. With them it was not a case of a loose screw; all screws had been tightened so brutally that the machinery became deadlocked. They were neither lazy, languid, nor precious; they only thought they knew how and they didnt. All their vigour was sterile; all their courage vain.

Several attractive women exquisitely gowned were receiving; there was just a little something unusual in their prettiness, in their toilets; and also a little something lacking; and its absence was as noticeable in them as it was in the majority of arriving or departing guests.

It could not have been self-possession and breeding which an outsider missed. For the slim Countess dEnver possessed both, inherited from her Pittsburgh parents; and Mrs. Hind-Willet was born to a social security indisputable; and Latimer Varyck had been in the diplomatic service before he wrote Unclothed, and the handsome, dark-eyed Mrs. Atherstane divided social Manhattan with a blonder and lovelier rival.

Valerie entering with Neville, slender, self-possessed, a hint of inquiry in her level eyes, heard the man at the door announce them, and was conscious of many people turning as they passed into the big reception room. A woman near her murmured, What a beauty! Another added, How intelligently gowned! The slim Countess Hélène dEnver, née Nellie Jackson, held out a perfectly gloved hand and nodded amiably to Neville. Then, smiling fixedly at Valerie:

My dear, how nice of you, she said. And you, too, Louis; it is very amusing of you to come. José Querida has just departed. He gave us such a delightful five-minute talk on modernity. Quoting Huneker, he spoke of it as a quality — and that nervous, naked vibration—

She ended with a capricious gesture which might have meant anything ineffable, or an order for a Bronx cocktail.

Whats a nervous, naked vibration? demanded Neville, with an impatient shrug. It sounds like a massage parlour — not, he added with respect, that Huneker doesnt know what hes talking about. Nobody doubts that. Only art is one delicious bouillabaisse to him.

The Countess dEnver laughed, still retaining Valeries hand:

Your gown is charming — may I add that you are disturbingly beautiful, Miss West? When they have given you some tea, will you find me if I cant find you?

Yes, I will, said Valerie.

At the tea table Neville brought her a glass of sherry and a bite of something squashy; a number of people spoke to him and asked to be presented to Valerie. Her poise, her unconsciousness, the winning simplicity of her manner were noticed everywhere, and everywhere commented on. People betrayed a tendency to form groups around her; women, prepared by her unusual beauty for anything between mediocrity and inanity, were a little perplexed at her intelligence and candour.

To Mrs, Hind-Willets question she replied innocently: To me there is no modern painter comparable to Mr. Neville, though I dearly love Wilson, Sorella and Querida.

To Latimer Varycks whimsical insistence she finally was obliged to admit that her reasons for not liking Richard Strauss were because she thought him ugly, uninspired, and disreputable, which unexpected truism practically stunned that harmless dilettante and so delighted Neville that he was obliged to disguise his mirth with a scowl directed at the ceiling.

Did I say anything very dreadful, Kelly? she whispered, when opportunity offered.

No, you darling. I couldnt keep a civil face when you told the truth about Richard Strauss to that rickety old sensualist.

[Illustration: Her poise, her unconsciousness, the winning simplicity of her manner were noticed everywhere.]

I dont really know enough to criticise anything. But Mr. Varyck would make me answer; and one must say something.

Olaf Dennison, without preliminary, sat down at the piano, tossed aside his heavy hair, and gave a five-minute prelude to the second act of his new opera, Yvonne of Bannalec. The opera might as well have been called Mamie of Hoboken, for all the music signified to Neville.

Mrs. Hind-Willet, leaning over the chair where Valerie was seated, whispered fervently:

Isnt it graphic! The music describes an old Breton peasant going to market. You can hear the very click of his sabots and the gurgle of the cider in his jug. And that queer little slap-stick noise is where hes striking palms with another peasant bargaining for his cider.

But where does Yvonne come in? inquired Valerie in soft bewilderment.

Hes Yvonnes father, whispered Mrs. Hind-Willet. The girl doesnt appear during the entire opera. Its a marvellously important advance beyond the tonal and graphic subtleties of Richard Strauss.

Other earnest and worthy people consumed intervals of five minutes now and then; a discuse, — whom Neville insisted on calling a disease, — said a coy and rather dirty little French poem directly at her audience, leeringly assisted by an over-sophisticated piano accompaniment.

If thats modernity its certainly naked and nervous enough, commented
Neville, drily.

Its — its perfectly horrid, murmured Valerie, the blush still lingering on cheek and brow. I cant understand how intelligent people can even think about such things.

Modernity, repeated Neville. Hello; theres Carrillo, the young apostle of Bruant, who makes such a hit with the elect.

How, Kelly?

Realism, New York, and the spade business. He saw a sign on a Bowery clothing store,— Gents Pants Half Off Today, and he wrote a poem on it and all Manhattan sat up and welcomed him as a peerless realist; and dear old Dean Williams compared him to Tolstoy and Ed. Harrigan, and there was the deuce to pay artistically and generally. Listen to the Yankee Steinlen in five-minute verse, dear.

Carrillo rose, glanced carelessly at his type-written manuscript and announced its title unconcernedly:

Mutts In Madison Square.

A sodden tramp sits scratching on a bench,
The S.C.D. cart trails a lengthening stench
Where White Wings scrape the asphalt; and a breeze
Ripples the fountain and the budding trees.
Now fat old women, waddling like hogs,
Arrive to exercise their various dogs;
And round and round the little mutts all run,
Grass-maddened, frantic, circling in the sun,
Wagging and nosing — see! beneath yon tree
One little mutt meets his affinity:
And, near, another madly wags his tail
Inquiringly; but his advances fail,
And, yap-yap-yap! replies the shrewish tyke,
So off the other starts upon a hike,
Rushing at random, crazed with sun and air,
Circling and barking out his canine prayer:

Oh, Lord of dogs who made the Out-of-doors
And fashioned mutts to gambol on all fours,
Grant us a respite from the citys stones!
Grant us a grassy place to bury bones! — A
grassy spot to roll on now and then,
Oh, Lord of dogs who also fashioned men,
Accept our thanks for this brief breath of air,
And grant, Oh, Lord, a humble mongrels prayer!

* * * * *

The hoboe, sprawling, scratches in the sun;
While round and round the happy mongrels run.

Good Heavens, breathed Neville, that sort of thing may be modern and strong, but its too rank for me, Valerie. Shall we bolt?

I — I think wed better, she said miserably. I dont think I care for — for these interesting people very much.

They rose and passed slowly along the walls of the room, which were hung with five-minute sketches, which probably took five seconds to conceive and five hours to execute — here an unclothed woman, chiefly remarkable for an extraordinary development of adipose tissue and house-maids knee; here a pathological gem that might have aptly illustrated a work on malformations; yonder a dashing dab of balderdash, and next it one of Rackins masterpieces, flanked by a gem of Stanley Pooks.

In the centre of the room, emerging from a chunk of marble, the back and neck and one ear of an unclothed lady protruded; and the sculptured achievement was labelled, Beatrice Andante.

Oh, Lord, whispered Neville, repressing a violent desire to laugh.
Beatrice and Aunty! I didnt know he had one.

Is it Dantes Beatrice, Kelly? Where is Dante and his Aunty?

God knows. They made a mess of it anyway, those two — andante — which I suppose this mess in marble symbolises. Pity he didnt have an aunty to tell him how.

Louis! How irreverent! she whispered, eyes sparkling with laughter.

Shall I try a five-minute fashionable impromptu, dear? he asked:

If Danted had an Aunty
Who ante-dated Dante
And scolded him
And tolded him
The way to win a winner,
Its a cinch or Im a sinner,
Hed have taken Trix to dinner,
Hed have given her the eye
Of the fish about to die,
And folded her,
And moulded her
Like dough within a pie — 
sallow, pallid pie — 
And cooked a scheme to marry her,
And hired a hack to carry her
To stately Harlem-by-the-Bronx,
Where now the lonely taxi honks—

Kelly! she gasped.

They both were laughing so that they hastened their steps, fearful of offending, and barely contrived to compose their features when making their adieux to Mrs. Hind-Willet and the Countess dEnver.

As they walked east along Fifty-ninth Street, breathing in the fresh, sparkling evening air, she said impulsively:

And to think, Louis, that if I had been wicked enough to marry you Id have driven you into that kind of society — or into something genetically similar!

His face sobered:

You could hold your own in any society.

Perhaps I could. But they wouldnt let me.

Are you afraid to fight it out?

Yes, dear — at your expense. Otherwise— She gazed smilingly into space, a slight colour in either cheek.


CHAPTER XI

[image: img272.jpg]

VALERIE WEST WAS twenty-two years old in February. One year of life lay behind her; her future stretched away into sunlit infinity.

Neville attained his twenty-eighth year in March. Years still lay before him, a few lay behind him; but in a single month he had waded so swiftly forward through the sea of life that the shallows were already passed, the last shoal was deepening rapidly. Only immeasurable and menacing depths remained between him and the horizon — that pale, dead line dividing the noonday of to-day from the phantom suns of blank eternity.

It was that winter that he began the picture destined to fix definitely his position among the painters of his times — began it humbly, yet somehow aware of what it was to be; afraid, for all his courage, yet conscious of something inevitable impending. It was Destiny; and, instinctively, he arose to meet it.

He called the picture A Bride. A sapphire sky fading to turquoise, in which great clouds crowded high in argent splendour — a young girl naked of feet, her snowy body cinctured at the waist with straight and silvered folds, standing amid a riot of wild flowers, head slightly dropped back, white arms inert, pendant. And in her eyes deep velvet depths the mystery of the Annunciation.

All of humanity and of maturity — of adolescence and of divinity was in that face; in the exquisitely sensitive wisdom of the womans eyes, in the full sweet innocence of the childish mouth — in the smooth little hands so unsoiled, so pure — in the nun-like pallor and slender beauty of the throat.

[Illustration: Where do you keep those pretty models, Louis? he demanded.]

Whatever had been his inspiration — whether spiritual conviction, or the physical beauty of Valerie, neither he nor she considered very deeply. But that he was embodying and creating something of the existence of which neither he nor she had been aware a month ago, was awaking something within them that had never before stirred or given sign of life.

Since the last section of the mural decoration for the new court house had been shipped to its destination, he had busied himself on two canvases, a portrait of his sister in furs, and the portrait of Valerie.

Lily Collis came in the mornings twice a week to sit for her; and once or twice Stephanie Swift came with her; also Sandy Cameron, ruddy, bald, jovial, scoffing, and insatiably curious.

Where do you keep all those pretty models, Louis? he demanded, prying aside the tapestry with the crook of his walking stick, and peeping behind furniture and hangings and big piles of canvases. Be a sport and introduce us; Stephanie wants to see a few as well as I do.

Neville shrugged and went on painting, which exasperated Cameron.

Its a fraud, he observed, in a loud, confidential aside to Stephanie; this studio ought to be full of young men in velvet coats and bunchy ties, singing, Oh la — la! and dextrously balancing on their baggy knees a series of assorted soubrettes. Its a bluff, a hoax, a con game! Are you going to stand for it? I dont see any absinthe either — or even any Vin ordinaire! Only a tea-pot — a tea-pot! he repeated in unutterable scorn. Why, theres more of Bohemia in a Broad Street Trust Company than there is in this Pullman car studio!

Mrs. Collis was laughing so that her brother had difficulty in going on with her portrait.

Get out of here, Sandy, he said— or take Stephanie into the rest of the apartment, somewhere, and tell her your woes.

Stephanie, who had been exploring, turning over piles of chassis and investigating canvases and charcoal studies stacked up here and there against the wainscot, pulled aside an easel which impeded her progress, and in so doing accidentally turned the canvas affixed to it toward the light.

Hello! exclaimed Cameron briskly, who is this?

Lily turned her small, aristocratic head, and Stephanie looked around.

What a perfectly beautiful girl! she exclaimed impulsively; who is she, Louis?

A model, he said calmly; but the careless and casual exposure of the canvas had angered him so suddenly that his own swift emotion astonished him.

Lily had risen from her seat, and now stood looking fixedly at the portrait of Valerie West, her furs trailing from one shoulder to the chair.

My eye and Betty Martin! cried Cameron, Ill take it all back, girls! Its a real studio after all — and this is the real thing! Louis, do you think shes seen the Aquarium? Im disengaged after three oclock—

He began to kiss his hand rapidly in the direction of the portrait, and then, fondly embracing his own walking stick, he took a few jaunty steps in circles, singing Waltz me around again, Willy.

Lily Collis said: If your model is as lovely as her portrait, Louis, she is a real beauty. Who is she?

A professional model. He could scarcely contain his impatience with his sister, with Camerons fat humour, with Stephanies quiet and intent scrutiny — as though, somehow, he had suddenly exposed Valerie herself to the cool and cynically detached curiosity of a world which she knew must always remain unfriendly to her.

He was perfectly aware that his sister had guessed whose portrait confronted them; he supposed, too, that Stephanie probably suspected. And the knowledge irritated him more than the clownishness of Cameron.

It is a splendid piece of painting, said Stephanie cordially, and turned quietly to a portfolio of drawings at her elbow. She had let her fleeting glance rest on Neville for a second; had divined in a flash that he was enduring and not courting their examination of this picture; that, somehow, her accidental discovery of it had displeased him — was even paining him.

Sandy, she said cheerfully, come here and help me look over these sketches.

Any peaches among em?

Bushels.

Cameron came with alacrity; Neville waited until Lily reluctantly resumed her seat; then he pushed back the easel, turned Valeries portrait to the wall, and quietly resumed his painting.

Art in any form was powerless to retain Camerons attention for very many consecutive minutes at a time; he grew restless, fussed about with portfolios for a little while longer, enlivening the tedium with characteristic observations.

Well, Ive got business down town, he exclaimed, with great pretence of regret. Come on, Stephanie; well go to the Exchange and start something. Shall we? Oh, anything — from a panic to a bull-market! I dont care; go as far as you like. You may wreck a few railroads if you want to. Only Ive got to go…. Awfully good of you to let me — er — see all these — er — interesting and er — m-m-m — things, Louis. Glad I saw that dream of a peacherino, too. What is she on the side? An actorine? If she is Ill take a box for the rest of the season including the road and one-night stands…. Good-bye, Mrs. Collis! Good-bye, Stephanie! Good-bye, Louis! — Ill come and spend the day with you when youre too busy to see me. Now, Stephanie, child! Its the Stock Exchange or the Little Church around the Corner for you and me, if you say so!

Stephanie had duties at a different sort of an Exchange; and she also took her leave, thanking Neville warmly for the pleasure she had had, and promising to lunch with Lily at the Continental Club.

When they had departed, Lily said:

I suppose that is a portrait of your model, Valerie West.

Yes, he replied shortly.

Well, Louis, it is perfectly absurd of you to show so plainly that you consider our discovery of it a desecration.

He turned red with surprise and irritation:

I dont know what you mean.

I mean exactly what I say. You showed by your expression and your manner that our inspection of the picture and our questions and comments concerning it were unwelcome.

Im sorry I showed it…. But they were unwelcome.

Will you tell me why?

I dont think I know exactly why — unless the portrait was a personal and private affair concerning only myself—

Louis! Has it gone as far as that?

As far as what? What on earth are you trying to say, Lily?

Im trying to say — as nicely and as gently as I can — that your behaviour — in regard to this girl is making us all perfectly wretched.

Who do you mean by us all? he demanded sullenly.

Father and mother and myself. You must have known perfectly well that father would write to me about what you told him at Spindrift House a month ago.

Did he?

Of course he did, Louis! Mother is simply worrying herself ill over you; father is incredulous — at least he pretends to be; but he has written me twice on the subject — and I think you might just as well be told what anxiety and unhappiness your fascination for this girl is causing us all.

Mrs. Collis was leaning far forward in her chair, forgetful of her pose; Neville stood silent, head lowered, absently mixing tints upon his palette without regard to the work under way.

When he had almost covered his palette with useless squares of colour he picked up a palette-knife, scraped it clean, smeared the residue on a handful of rags, laid aside brushes and palette, and walked slowly to the window.

It was snowing again. He could hear the feathery whisper of the flakes falling on the glass roof above; and he remembered the night of the new year, and all that it had brought to him — all the wonder and happiness and perplexity of a future utterly unsuspected, undreamed of.

And now it was into that future he was staring with a fixed and blank gaze as his sisters hand fell upon his shoulder and her cheek rested a moment in caress against his.

Dearest child, she said tremulously, I did not mean to speak harshly or without sympathy. But, after all, shouldnt a son consider his father and mother in a matter of this kind?

I have considered them — tried to.

Mrs. Collis dropped into an arm-chair. After a few moments he also seated himself listlessly, and sat gazing at nothing out of absent eyes.

She said: You know what father and mother are. Even I have something left of their old-fashioned conservatism clinging to me — and yet people consider me extremely liberal in my views. But all my liberality, all my modern education since I left the dear old absurdities of our narrow childhood and youth, can not reconcile me to what you threaten us with — with what you are threatened — you, your entire future life.

What seems to threaten you — and them — is my marriage to the woman with whom Im in love. Does that shock you?

The circumstances shock me.

I could not control the circumstances.

You can control yourself, Louis.

Yes — I can do that. I can break her heart and mine.

Hearts dont break, Louis. And is anybody to live life through exempt from suffering? If your unhappiness comes early in life to you it will pass the sooner, leaving the future tranquil for you, and you ready for it, unperplexed — made cleaner, purer, braver by a sorrow that came, as comes all sorrow — and that has gone its way, like all sorrows, leaving you the better and the worthier.

How is it to leave her?

He spoke so naturally, so simply, that for the moment his sister did not recognise in him what had never before been there to recognise — the thought of another before himself. Afterward she remembered it.

She said quietly: If Valerie West is a girl really sincere and meriting your respect, she will face this matter as you face it.

Yes — she would do that, he said, thoughtfully.

Then I think that the sooner you explain matters to her—

He laughed: I dont have to explain anything to her, Lily.

What do you mean?

She knows how things stand. She is perfectly aware of your worlds attitude toward her. She has not the slightest intention of forcing herself on you, or of asking your indulgence or your charity.

You mean, then, that she desires to separate you from your family — from your friends—

No, he said wearily, she does not desire that, either.

His sisters troubled eyes rested on him in silence for a while; then:

I know she is beautiful; I am sure she is good, Louis — good in — in her own way — worthy, in her own fashion. But, dear, is that all that you, a Neville, require of the woman who is to bear your name — bear your children?

She is all I require — and far more.

Dear, you are utterly blinded by your infatuation!

You do not know her.

Then let me! exclaimed Mrs. Collis desperately. Let me meet her,
Louis — let me talk with her—

No…. And Ill tell you why, Lily; its because she does not care to meet you.

What!

I have told you the plain truth. She sees no reason for knowing you, or for knowing my parents, or any woman in a world that would never tolerate her, never submit to her entrance, never receive her as one of them! — a world that might shrug and smile and endure her as my wife — and embitter my life forever.

As he spoke he was not aware that he merely repeated Valeries own words; he remained still unconscious that his decision was in fact merely her decision; that his entire attitude had become hers because her nature and her character were as yet the stronger.

But in his words his sisters quick intelligence perceived a logic and a conclusion entirely feminine and utterly foreign to her brothers habit of mind. And she realised with a thrill of fear that she had to do, not with her brother, but with a woman who was to be reckoned with.

Do you — or does Miss West think it likely that I am a woman to wound, to affront another — no matter who she may be? Surely, Louis, you could have told her very little about me—

I never mention you to her.

Lily caught her breath.

Why?

Why should I?

That is unfair, Louis! She has the right to know about your own family — otherwise how can she understand the situation?

Its like all situations, isnt it? You and father and mother have your own arbitrary customs and traditions and standards of respectability. You rule out whom you choose. Valerie West knows perfectly well that you would rule her out. Why should she give you the opportunity?

Is she afraid of me?

He smiled: I dont think so. And his smile angered his sister.

Very well, she said, biting her lip.

For a few moments she sat there deliberating, her pointed patent-leather toe tapping the polished floor. Then she stood up, with decision:

There is no use in our quarrelling, Louis — until the time comes when some outsider forces us into an unhappy misunderstanding. Kiss me good-bye, dear.

She lifted her face; he kissed her; and her hand closed impulsively on his arm:

Louis! Louis! I love you. I am so proud of you — I — you know I love you, dont you?

Yes — I think so.

You know I am devoted to your happiness! — your real happiness — which those blinded eyes in that obstinate head of yours refuse to see. Believe me — believe me, dear, that your real happiness is not in this pretty, strange girls keeping. No, no, no! You are wrong, Louis — terribly and hopelessly wrong! Because happiness for you lies in the keeping of another woman — a woman of your own world, dear — of your own kind — a gently-bred, lovable, generous girl whom you, deep in your heart and soul, love, unknowingly — have always loved!

He shook his head, slowly, looking down into his sisters eyes.

She said, almost frightened:

You — you wont do it — suddenly — without letting us know — will you,
Louis?

What?

Marry this girl!

No, he said, it is not likely.

But you — you mean to marry her?

I want to…. But it is not likely to happen — for a while.

How long?

I dont know.

She drew a tremulous breath of relief, looking up into his face. Then her eyes narrowed; she thought a moment, and her gaze became preoccupied and remote, and her lips grew firm with the train of thought she was pursuing.

He put his arms around her and kissed her again; and she felt the boyish appeal in it and her lip quivered. But she could not respond, could not consider for one moment, could not permit her sympathy for him to enlist her against what she was devoutly convinced were his own most vital interests — his honour, his happiness, the success of his future career.

She said with tears in her eyes: Louis, I love you dearly. If God will grant us all a little patience and a little wisdom there will be a way made clear to all of us. Good-bye.

[Illustration: Your — profession — must be an exceedingly interesting one, said Lily.]

Whether it was that the Almighty did not grant Mrs. Collis the patience to wait until a way was made clear, or whether another letter from her father decided her to clear that way for herself, is uncertain; but one day in March Valerie received a letter from Mrs. Collis; and answered it; and the next morning she shortened a seance with Querida, exchanged her costume for her street-clothes, and hastened to her apartments, where Mrs. Collis was already awaiting her in the little sitting-room.

Valerie offered her hand and stood looking at Lily Collis, as though searching for some resemblance to her brother in the pretty, slightly flushed features. There was a very indefinite family resemblance.

Miss West, she said, it is amiable of you to overlook the informality—

I am not formal, Mrs. Collis, she said, quietly. Will you sit here? indicating an arm-chair near the window,— because the light is not very good and I have some mending to do on a costume which I must pose in this afternoon.

Lily Collis seated herself, her bewitched gaze following Valerie as she moved lightly and gracefully about, collecting sewing materials and the costume in question, and bringing them to a low chair under the north window.

I am sure you will not mind my sewing, she said, with a slight upward inflection to her voice, which made it a question.

Please, Miss West, said Lily, hastily.

It is really a necessity, observed Valerie threading her needle and turning over the skirt. Illustrators are very arbitrary gentlemen; a models failure to keep an engagement sometimes means loss of a valuable contract to them, and that isnt fair either to them or to their publishers, who would be forced to hunt up another artist at the last moment.

Your — profession — must be an exceedingly interesting one, said Lily in a low voice.

Valerie smiled: It is a very exacting one.

There was a silence. Valeries head was bent over her sewing; Mrs. Collis, fascinated, almost alarmed by her beauty, could not take her eyes from her. Outwardly Lily was pleasantly reserved, perfectly at ease with this young girl; inwardly all was commotion approaching actual consternation.

She had been prepared for youth, for a certain kind of charm and beauty — but not for this kind — not for the loveliness, the grace, the composure, the exquisite simplicity of this young girl who sat sewing there before her.

She was obliged to force herself to recollect that this girl was a model hired to pose for men — paid to expose her young, unclothed limbs and body! Yet — could it be possible! Was this the girl hailed as a comrade by the irrepressible Ogilvy and Annan — the heroine of a score of unconventional and careless gaieties recounted by them? Was this the coquette who, it was rumoured, had flung over Querida, snapped her white fingers at Penrhyn Cardemon, and laughed disrespectfully at a dozen respected pillars of society, who appeared to be willing to support her in addition to the entire social structure?

Very quietly the girl raised her head. Her sensitive lips were edged with a smile, but there was no mirth in her clear eyes:

Mrs. Collis, perhaps you are waiting for me to say something about your letter and my answer to it. I did not mean to embarrass you by not speaking of it, but I was not certain that the initiative lay with me.

Lily reddened: It lies with me, Miss West — the initiative. I mean— She hesitated, suddenly realising how difficult it had become to go on, — how utterly unprepared she was to encounter passive resistance from such composure as this young girl already displayed.

You wrote to me about your anxiety concerning Mr. Neville, said
Valerie, gently.

Yes — I did, Miss West. You will surely understand — and forgive me — if I say to you that I am still a prey to deepest anxiety.

Why?

The question was so candid, so direct that for a moment Lily remained silent. But the dark, clear, friendly eyes were asking for an answer, and the woman of the world who knew how to meet most situations and how to dominate them, searched her experience in vain for the proper words to use in this one.

After a moment Valeries eyes dropped, and she resumed her sewing; and
Lily bit her lip and composed her mind to its delicate task:

Miss West, she said, what I have to say is not going to be very agreeable to either of us. It is going to be painful perhaps — and it is going to take a long while to explain—

It need not take long, said Valerie, without raising her eyes from her stitches; it requires only a word to tell me that you and your father and mother do not wish your brother to marry me.

She looked up quietly, and her eyes met Lilys:

I promise not to marry him, she said. You are perfectly right. He belongs to his own family; he belongs in his own world.

She looked down again at her sewing with a faint smile:

I shall not attempt to enter that world as his wife, Mrs. Collis, or to draw him out of it…. And I hope that you will not be anxious any more.

She laid aside her work and rose to her slender height, smilingly, as though the elder woman had terminated the interview; and Lily, utterly confounded, rose, too, as Valerie offered her hand in adieu.

Miss West, she began, not perfectly sure of what she was saying, I — scarcely dare thank you — for what you have said — for — my — brothers — sake—

Valerie laughed: I would do much more than that for him, Mrs. Collis…. Only I must first be sure of what is really the best way to serve him.

Lilys gloved hand tightened over hers; and she laid the other one over it:

You are so generous, so sweet about it! she said unsteadily. And I look into your face and I know you are good — good — all the way through—

Valerie laughed again:

There isnt any real evil in me…. And I am not astonishingly generous — merely sensible. I knew from the first that I couldnt marry him — if I really loved him, she added, under her breath.

They were at the door now. Lily passed out into the entry, halted, turned impulsively, the tears in her eyes, and put both arms tenderly around the girl.

You poor child, she whispered. You dear, brave, generous girl! God knows whether I am right or wrong. I am only trying to do my duty — trying to do what is best for him.

Valerie looked at her curiously:

Yes, you cannot choose but think of him if you really love him…. That is the way it is with love.

Afterward, sewing by the window, she could scarcely see the stitches for the clinging tears. But they dried on her lashes; not one fell. And when Rita came in breezily to join her at luncheon she was ready, her costume mended and folded in her hand-satchel, and there remained scarcely even a redness of the lids to betray her.

That evening she did not stop for tea at Nevilles studio; and, later, when he telephoned, asking her to dine with him, she pleaded the feminine prerogative of tea in her room and going to bed early for a change. But she lay awake until midnight trying to think out a modus vivendi for Neville and herself which, would involve no sacrifice on his part and no unhappiness for anybody except, perhaps, for herself.

The morning was dull and threatened rain, and she awoke with a slight headache, remembering that she had dreamed all night of weeping.

In her mail there was a note from Querida asking her to stop for a few moments at his studio that afternoon, several business communications, and a long letter from Mrs. Collis which she read lying in bed, one hand resting on her aching temples:

MY DEAR Miss WEST: Our interview this morning has left me with a somewhat confused sense of indebtedness to you and an admiration and respect for your character which I wished very much to convey to you this morning, but which I was at a loss to express.

You are not only kind and reasonable, but so entirely unselfish that my own attitude in this unhappy matter has seemed to me harsh and ungracious.

I went to you entertaining a very different idea of you, and very different sentiments from the opinion which I took away with me. I admit that my call on you was not made with any agreeable anticipations; but I was determined to see you and learn for myself what manner of woman had so disturbed us all.

In justice to you — in grateful recognition of your tact and gentleness, I am venturing to express to you now my very thorough respect for you, my sense of deep obligation, and my sympathy — which I am afraid you may not care for.

That it would not be suitable for a marriage to take place between my brother and yourself is, it appears, as evident to you as it is to his own family. Yet, will you permit me to wish that it were otherwise? I do wish it; I wish that the circumstances had made such a marriage possible. I say this to you in spite of the fact that we have always expected my brother to marry into a family which has been intimate with our own family for many generations. It is a tribute to your character which I am unwilling to suppress; which I believe I owe to you, to say that, had circumstances been different, you might have been made welcome among us.

The circumstances of which I speak are of an importance to us, perhaps exaggerated, possibly out of proportion to the fundamental conditions of the situation. But they are conditions which our family has never ignored. And it is too late for us to learn to ignore them now.

I think that you will feel — I think that a large part of the world might consider our attitude toward such a woman as you have shown yourself to be, narrow, prejudiced, provincial. The modern world would scarcely arm us with any warrant for interfering in a matter which a man nearly thirty is supposed to be able to manage for himself. But my father and mother are old, and they will never change in their beliefs and prejudices inherited from their parents, who, in turn, inherited their beliefs.

It was for them more than for myself — more even than for my brother — that I appealed to you. The latter end of their lives should not be made unhappy. And your generous decision assures me that it will not be made so.

As for myself, my marriage permitted me an early enfranchisement from the obsolete conventional limits within which my brother and I were brought up.

I understand enough of the modern world not to clash with, it unnecessarily, enough of ultra-modernity not to be too much afraid of it.

But even I, while I might theoretically admit and even admire that cheerful and fearless courage which makes it possible for such a self-respecting woman as yourself to face the world and force it to recognise her right to earn her own living as she chooses — I could not bring myself to contemplate with equanimity my brothers marrying you. And I do not believe my father would survive such an event.

To us, to me, also, certain fixed conventional limits are the basis of all happiness. To offend them is to be unhappy; to ignore them would mean destruction to our peace of mind and self-respect. And, though I do admire you and respect you for what you are, it is only just to you to say that we could never reconcile ourselves to those modern social conditions which you so charmingly represent, and which are embodied in you with such convincing dignity.

Dear Miss West, have I pained you? Have I offended you in return for all your courtesy to me? I hope not. I felt that I owed you this. Please accept it as a tribute and as a sorrowful acquiescence in conditions which an old-fashioned family are unable to change.

Very sincerely yours,

LILLY COLLIS.

She lay for a while, thinking, the sheets of the letter lying loose on the bed. It seemed to require no answer. Nor had Mrs. Collis, apparently, any fear that Valerie would ever inform Louis Neville of what had occurred between his sister and herself.

Still, to Valerie, an unanswered letter was like a civil observation ignored.

She wrote that evening to Lily:

Dear Mrs. Collis: In acknowledging your letter of yesterday I beg to assure you that I understand the inadvisability of my marrying your brother, and that I have no idea of doing it, and that, through me, he shall never know of your letters or of your visit to me in his behalf.

With many thanks for your kindly expressions of good-will toward me, I am

Very truly yours,

VALERIE WEST.

She had been too tired to call at Queridas studio, too tired even to take tea at the Plaza with Neville.

Rita came in, silent and out of spirits, and replied in monosyllables to
Valeries inquiries.

It finally transpired that Sam Ogilvy and Harry Annan had been tormenting John Burleson after their own fashion until their inanity had exasperated her and she expressed herself freely to everybody concerned.

It makes me very angry, she said, to have a lot of brainless people believe that John Burleson is stupid. He isnt; he is merely a trifle literal, and far too intelligent to see any humour in the silly capers Sam and Harry cut.

Valerie, who was feeling better, sipped her tea and nibbled her toast, much amused at Ritas championship of the big sculptor.

John is a dear, she said, but even his most enthusiastic partisans could hardly characterise him as a humorist.

Hes not a clown — if thats what you mean, said Rita shortly.

But, Rita, he isnt humorous, you know.

He is. He has a sense of humour perfectly intelligible to those who understand it.

Do you, dear?

Certainly … And I always have understood it.

Oh, what kind of occult humour is it?

It is a quiet, cultivated, dignified sense of humour not uncommon in
New England, and not understood in New York.

Valerie nibbled her toast, secretly amused. Burleson was from Massachusetts. Rita was the daughter of a Massachusetts clergyman. No doubt they were fitted to understand each other.

It occurred to her, too, that John Burleson and Rita Tevis had always been on a friendly footing rather quieter and more serious than the usual gay and irresponsible relations maintained between two people under similar circumstances.

Sometimes she had noticed that when affairs became too frivolous and the scintillation of wit and epigram too rapid and continuous, John Burleson and Rita were very apt to edge out of the circle as though for mutual protection.

Youre not posing for John, are you, Rita? she asked.

No. He has a bad cold, and I stopped in to see that he wore a red flannel bandage around his throat. A sculptors work is so dreadfully wet and sloppy, and his throat has always been very delicate.

Do you mean to say that you charge your mind with the coddling of that great big, pink-cheeked boy? laughed Valerie,

Coddling! repeated Rita, flushing up. I dont call it coddling to stop in for a moment to remind a friend that he doesnt know how to take care of himself, and never will.

Nonsense. You couldnt kill a man of that size and placidity of character.

You dont know anything about him. He is much more delicate than he looks.

Valerie glanced curiously at the girl, who was preparing oysters in the chafing dish.

How do you happen to know so much about him, Rita?

She answered, carelessly: I have known him ever since I began to pose — almost.

Valerie set her cup aside, sprang up to rinse mouth and hands. Then, gathering her pink negligée around her, curled up in a big wing-chair, drawing her bare feet up under the silken folds and watching Rita prepare the modest repast for one.

Rita, she said, who was the first artist you ever posed for? Was it
John Burleson — and did you endure the tortures of the damned?

No, it was not John Burleson…. And I endured — enough.

Dont you care to tell me who it was?

Rita did not reply at that time. Later, however, when the simple supper was ended, she lighted a cigarette and found a place where, with lamplight behind her, she could read a book which Burleson had sent her, and which she had been attempting to assimilate and digest all winter. It was a large, thick, dark book, and weighed nearly four pounds. It was called Essays on the Obvious ; and Valerie had made fun of it until, to her surprise, she noticed that her pleasantries annoyed Rita.

Valerie, curled up in the wing-chair, cheek resting against its velvet side, was reading the Psalms again — fascinated as always by the noble music of the verse. And it was only by chance that, lifting her eyes absently for a moment, she found that Rita had laid aside her book and was looking at her intently.

Hello, dear! she said, indolently humorous.

Rita said: You read your Bible a good deal, dont you?

Parts of it.

The parts you believe?

Yes; and the parts that I cant believe.

What parts cant you believe?

Valerie laughed: Oh, the unfair parts — the cruel parts, the inconsistent parts.

What about faith?

Faith is a matter of temperament, dear.

Havent you any?

Yes, in all things good.

Then you have faith in yourself that you are capable of deciding what is good and worthy of belief in the Scriptures, and what is unworthy?

[Illustration: It was a large, thick, dark book, and weighed nearly four pounds.]

It must be that way. I am intelligent. One must decide for ones self what is fair and what is unfair; what is cruel and what is merciful and kind. Intelligence must always evolve its own religion; sin is only an unfaithfulness to what one really believes.

What do you believe, Valerie?

About what, dear?

Love.

Loving a man?

Yes.

You know what my creed is — that love must be utterly unselfish to be pure — to be love at all.

One must not think of ones self, murmured Rita, absently.

I dont mean that. I mean that one must not hesitate to sacrifice ones self when the happiness or welfare of the other is in the balance.

Yes. Of course!… Suppose you love a man.

Yes, said Valerie, smiling, I can imagine that.

Listen, dear. Suppose you love a man. And you think that perhaps he is beginning — just beginning to care a little for you. And suppose — suppose that you are — have been — long ago — once, very long ago—

What?

Unwise, said Rita, in a low voice.

Unwise? How?

In the — unwisest way that a girl can be.

You mean any less unwise than a man might be — probably the very man she is in love with?

You know well enough what is thought about a girls unwisdom and the same unwisdom in a man.

I know what is thought; but I dont think it.

Perhaps you dont. But the worlds opinion is different.

Yes, I know it…. What is your question again? You say to me, heres a man beginning to care for a girl who has been unwise enough before she knew him to let herself believe she cared enough for another man to become his mistress. Is that it, Rita?

Y-yes.

Very well. What do you wish to ask me?

I wish to ask you what that girl should do.

Do? Nothing. What is there for her to do?

Ought she to let that man care for her?

Has he ever made the same mistake she has?

I — dont think so.

Are you sure?

Almost.

Well, then, Id tell him.

Rita lay silent, gazing into space, her blond hair clustering around the pretty oval of her face.

Valerie waited for a few moments, then resumed her reading, glancing inquiringly at intervals over the top of her book at Rita, who seemed disinclined for further conversation.

After a long silence she sat up abruptly on the sofa and looked at
Valerie.

You asked me who was the first man for whom I posed. Ill tell you if you wish to know. It was Penrhyn Cardemon!… And I was eighteen years old.

Valerie dropped her book in astonishment.

Penrhyn Cardemon! she repeated. Why, he isnt an artist!

He has a studio.

Where?

On Fifth Avenue.

What does he do there?

Deviltry.

Valeries face was blank; Rita sat sullenly cradling one knee in her arms, looking at the floor, her soft, gold hair hanging over her face and forehead so that it shadowed her face.

Ive meant to tell you for a long time, she went on; I would have told you if Cardemon had ever sent for you to — to pose — in his place.

He asked me to go on The Mohave.

Id have warned you if Louis Neville had not objected.

Do you suppose Louis knew?

No. He scarcely knows Penrhyn Cardemon. His family and Cardemon are neighbours in the country, but the Nevilles and the Collises are snobs — Im speaking plainly, Valerie — and they have no use for that red-faced, red-necked, stocky young millionaire.

Valerie sat thinking; Rita, nursing her knee, brooded under the bright tangle of her hair, linking and unlinking her fingers as she gently swayed her foot to and fro.

Thats how it is, she said at last. Now you know.

Valeries head was still lowered, but she raised her eyes and looked straight at Rita where she sat on the sofas edge, carelessly swinging her foot to and fro.

Was it — Penrhyn Cardemon? she asked.

Yes…. I thought it had killed any possibility of ever caring — that way — for any other man.

But it hasnt?

No.

And — you are in love?

Yes.

With John Burleson?

Rita looked up from the burnished disorder of her hair:

I have been in love with him for three years, she said, and you are the only person in the world except myself who knows it.

Valerie rose and walked over to Rita and seated herself beside her. Then she put one arm around her; and Rita bit her lip and stared at space, swinging her slender foot.

You poor dear, said Valerie. Ritas bare foot hung inert; the silken slipper dropped from it to the floor; and then her head fell, sideways, resting on Valeries shoulder, showering her body with its tangled gold.

Valerie said, thoughtfully: Girls dont seem to have a very good chance…. I had no idea about Cardemon — that he was that kind of a man. A girl never knows. Men can be so attractive and so nice…. And so many of them are merciless…. I suppose you thought you loved him.

Y — yes.

We all think that, I suppose, said Valerie, thoughtfully.

Other girls have thought it of Penrhyn Cardemon.

Other girls?

Yes.

Valeries face expressed bewilderment.

I didnt know that there were really such men.

Rita closed her disillusioned eyes.

Plenty, she said wearily.

I dont care to believe that.

You may believe it, Valerie. Men are almost never single-minded; women are — almost always. You see what chance for happiness we have? But its the truth, and the world has been made that way. Its a mans world, Valerie. I dont think theres much use for us to fight against it…. She sat very silent for a while, close to Valerie, her hot face on the younger girls shoulder. Suddenly she straightened up and dried her eyes naïvely on the sleeve of her kimona.

Goodness! she said, I almost forgot!

And a moment later Valerie heard her at the telephone:

Is that you, John?

* * * * *

Have you remembered to take your medicine?

* * * * *

How perfectly horrid of you! Take it at once! Its the one in the brown bottle — six drops in a wineglass of water—


CHAPTER XII
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MRS. HIND-WILLET, BORN to the purple — or rather entitled to a narrow border of discreet mauve on all occasions of ceremony in Manhattan, was a dreamer of dreams. One of her dreams concerned her hyphenated husband, and she put him away; another concerned Penrhyn Cardemon; and she woke up. But the persistent visualisation, which had become obsession, of a society to be formed out of the massed intellects of Manhattan regardless of race, morals, or previous condition of social servitude — a gentle intellectual affinity which knew no law of art except individual inspiration, haunted her always. And there was always her own set to which she could retreat if desirable.

She had begun with a fashionable and semi-fashionable nucleus which included Mrs. Atherstane, the Countess dEnver, Latimer Varyck, Olaf Dennison, and Pedro Carrillo, and then enlarged the circle from those perpetual candidates squatting anxiously upon the social step-ladder all the way from the bottom to the top.

The result was what Ogilvy called intellectual local option; and though he haunted this agglomeration at times, particularly when temporarily smitten by a pretty face or figure, he was under no illusions concerning it or the people composing it.

Returning one afternoon from a reception at Mrs. Atherstanes he replied to Annans disrespectful inquiries and injurious observations:

Youre on to that joint, Henry; its a saloon, not a salon; and Art is the petrified sandwich. Fix me a very, ve-ry high one, dearie, because little sunshine is in love again.

Who drew the lucky number? asked Annan with a shrug.

The Countess dEnver. Shes the birdie.

Intellectually?

Oh, shes an intellectual four-flusher, bless her heart! But she was the only woman there who didnt try to mentally frisk me. We lunch together soon, Henry.

Wheres Count hubby?

Aloft. Shes a bird, he repeated, fondly reminiscent over his high-ball— and I myself am the real ornithological thing — the species that Brooklyn itself would label boid … She has such pretty, confiding ways, Harry.

Youd both better join the Audubon Society for Mutual Protection, observed Annan dryly.

Ill stand for anything she stands for except that social Tenderloin; Ill join anything she joins except the classes now forming in that intellectual dance hall. By the way, who do you suppose was there?

The police?

Naw — the saloon wasnt raided, though Professor Carrillos poem was assez raide. Mek-mek-k-k-k! But oh, the ginky pictures! Oh, the Art Beautiful! Aniline rainbows exploding in a physical culture school couldnt beat that omelette!… And guess who was pouring tea in the centre of the olio, Harry!

You? inquired Annan wearily.

Valerie West.

What in Gods name has that bunch taken her up for?

* * * * *

For the last few weeks Valeries telephone had rung intermittently summoning her to conversation with Mrs. Hind-Willet.

At first the amiable interest displayed by Mrs. Hind-Willet puzzled Valerie until one day, returning to her rooms for luncheon, she found the Countess dEnvers brougham standing in front of the house and that discreetly perfumed lady about to descend.

How do you do? said Valerie, stopping on the sidewalk and offering her hand with a frank smile.

I came to call on you, said the over-dressed little countess; may I?

It is very kind of you. Will you come upstairs? There is no elevator.

The pretty bejewelled countess arrived in the living room out of breath, and seated herself, flushed, speechless, overcome, her little white gloved hand clutching her breast.

Valerie, accustomed to the climb, was in nowise distressed; and went serenely about her business while the countess was recovering.

I am going to prepare luncheon; may I hope you will remain and share it with me? she asked.

The countess nodded, slowly recovering her breath and glancing curiously around the room.

You see I have only an hour between poses, observed Valerie, moving swiftly from cupboard to kitchenette, so luncheon is always rather simple. Miss Tevis, with whom I live, never lunches here, so I take what there is left from breakfast.

[Illustration: The Countess dEnver.]

A little later they were seated at a small table together, sipping chocolate. There was cold meat, a light salad, and fruit. The conversation was as haphazard and casual as the luncheon, until the pretty countess lighted a cigarette and tasted her tiny glass of Port — the latter a gift from Querida. Do you think it odd of me to call on you uninvited? she asked, with that smiling abruptness which sometimes arises from embarrassment.

I think it is very sweet of you, said Valerie, I am very happy to know that you remember me.

The countess flushed up: Do you really feel that way about it?

Yes, said Valerie, smiling, or I would not say so.

Then — you give me courage to tell you that since I first met you Ive been — quite mad about you.

About me! in smiling surprise.

Yes. I wanted to know you. I told Mrs. Hind-Willet to ask you to the club. She did. But you never came…. And I did like you so much.

Valerie said in a sweet, surprised way: Do you know what I am?

Yes; you sit for artists.

I am a professional model, said Valerie. I dont believe you understood that, did you?

Yes, I did, said the countess. You pose for the ensemble, too.

Valerie looked at her incredulously:

Do you think you would really care to know me? I, an artists model, and you, the Countess dEnver?

I was Nellie Jackson before that. She leaned across the table, smiling, with heightened colour; I believe Id never have to pretend with you. The minute I saw you I liked you. Will you let me talk to you?

Y — yes.

There was a constrained silence; Hélène dEnver touched the water in the bowl with her finger-tips, dried them, looked up at Valerie, who rose. Under the window there was a tufted seat; and here they found places together.

Do you know why I came? asked Hélène dEnver. I was lonely.

You!

My dear, I am a lonely woman; Im lonely to desperation. I dont belong in New York and I dont belong in France, and I dont like Pittsburgh. Im lonely! Ive always been lonely ever since I left Pittsburgh. There doesnt seem to be any definite place anywhere for me. And I havent a real woman friend in the world!

How in the world can you say that? exclaimed Valerie, astonished.

The countess lighted another cigarette and wreathed her pretty face in smoke.

You think because I have a title and am presentable that I can go anywhere? She smiled. The society I might care for hasnt the slightest interest in me. There is in this city a kind of society recruited largely from the fashionable hotels and from among those who have no fixed social position in New York — people who are never very far outside or inside the edge of things — but who never penetrate any farther. She laughed. This society camps permanently at the base of the Great Wall of China. But it never scales it.

Watch the men on Fifth Avenue, she went on. Some walk there as though they do not belong there; some walk as though they do belong there; some, as though they lived there. I move about as though I belonged where I am occasionally seen; but Im tired of pretending that I live there.

She leaned back among the cushions, dropping one knee over the other and tossing away her cigarette. And her little suede shoe swung nervously to and fro.

Youre the first girl Ive seen in New York who, I believe, really doesnt care what I am — and I dont care what she is. Shall we be friends? Im lonely.

Valerie looked at her, diffidently:

I havent had very much experience in friendship — except with Rita
Tevis, she said.

Will you let me take you to drive sometimes?

Id love to, only you see I am in business.

Of course I mean after hours.

Thank you…. But I usually am expected — to tea — and dinner—

Hélène lay back among the cushions, looking at her.

Havent you any time at all for me? she asked, wistfully.

Valerie was thinking of Neville: Not — very — much I am afraid—

Cant you spare me an hour now and then?

Y — yes; Ill try.

There was a silence. The mantel clock struck, and Valerie glanced up. Hélène dEnver rose, stood still a moment, then stepped forward and took both of Valeries hands:

Cant we be friends? I do need one; and I like you so much. Youve the eyes that make a woman easy. There are none like yours in New York.

Valerie laughed, uncertainly.

Your friends wouldnt care for me, she said. I dont believe there is any real place at all for me in this city except among the few men and women I already know.

Wont you include me among the number? There is a place for you in my heart.

Touched and surprised, the girl stood looking at the older woman in silence.

May I drive you to your destination? asked Hélène gently.

You are very kind…. It is Mr. Burlesons studio — if it wont take you too far out of your way.

By the end of March Valerie had driven with the Countess dEnver once or twice; and once or twice had been to see her, and had met, in her apartment, men and women who were inclined to make a fuss over her — men like Carrillo and Dennison, and women like Mrs. Hind-Willet and Mrs. Atherstane. It was her unconventional profession that interested them.

To Neville, recounting her experiences, she said with a patient little smile:

Its rather nice to be liked and to have some kind of a place among people who live in this city. Nobody seems to mind my being a model. Perhaps they have taken merely a passing fancy to me and are exhibiting me to each other as a wild thing just captured and being trained— She laughed— but they do it so pleasantly that I dont mind…. And anyway, the Countess dEnver is genuine; I am sure of that.

A genuine countess?

A genuine woman, sincere, lovable, and kind — I am becoming very fond of her…. Do you mind my abandoning you for an afternoon now and then? Because it is nice to have as a friend a woman older and more experienced.

Does that mean youre going off with her this afternoon?

I was going. But I wont if you feel that Im deserting you.

He laid aside his palette and went over to where she was standing.

You darling, he said, go and drive in the Park with your funny little friend.

She was going to take me to the Plaza for tea. There are to be some very nice women there who are interested in the New Idea Home. She added, shyly, I have subscribed ten dollars.

He kissed her, lightly, humorously. And what, sweetheart, may the New
Idea Home be?

Oh, its an idea of Mrs. Hind-Willets about caring for wayward girls. Mrs. Willet thinks that it is cruel and silly to send them into virtual imprisonment, to punish them and watch them and confront them at every turn with threats and the merciless routine of discipline. She thinks that the thing to do is to give them a chance for sensible and normal happiness; not to segregate them one side of a dead line; not to treat them like criminals to be watched and doubted and suspected.

She linked her arms around his neck, interested, earnest, sure of his sympathy and approval:

We want to build a school in the country — two schools, one for girls who have misbehaved, one for youths who are similarly delinquent. And, during recreation, we mean to let them meet in a natural manner — play games together, dance, mingle out of doors in a wholesome and innocent way — of course, under necessary and sympathetic supervision — and learn a healthy consideration and respect for one another which the squalid, crowded, irresponsible conditions of their former street life in the slums and tenements made utterly impossible.

He looked into the pretty, eager face with its honest, beautiful eyes and sensitive mouth — and touched his lips to her hair.

It sounds fine, sweetheart, he said: and I wont be lonely if you go to the Plaza and settle the affairs of this topsy-turvy world…. Do you love me?

Louis! Can you ask?

I do ask.

She smiled, faintly; then her young face grew serious, and a hint of passion darkened her eyes as her arms tightened around his neck and her lips met his.

All I care for in the world, or out of it, is you, Louis. If I find pleasure in anything it is because of you; if I take a little pride in having people like me, it is only for your sake — for the sake of the pride you may feel in having others find me agreeable and desirable. I wish it were possible that your, own world could find me agreeable and desirable — for your sake, my darling, more than for mine. But it never will — never could. There is a wall around your world which I can never scale. And it does not make me unhappy — I only wish you to know that I want to be what you would have me — and if I cant be all that you might wish, I love and adore you none the less — am none the less willing to give you all there is to me — all there is to a girl named Valerie West who finds this life a happy one because you have made it so for her.

She continued to see Hélène dEnver, poured tea sometimes at the Five-Minute-Club, listened to the consultations over the New Idea Home, and met a great many people of all kinds, fashionable women with a passion for the bizarre and unconventional, women of gentle breeding and no social pretence, who worked to support themselves; idle women, ambitious women, restless women; but the majority formed part of the floating circles domiciled in apartments and at the great hotels — people who wintered in New York and were a part of its social and civic life to that extent, but whose duties and responsibilities for the metropolitan welfare were self-imposed, and neither hereditary nor constant.

As all circles in New York have, at certain irregular periods, accidental points of temporary contact, Valerie now and then met people whom she was scarcely ever likely to see again. And it was at a New Idea Home conference, scheduled for five oclock in the red parlour of the ladies waiting room in the great Hotel Imperator, that Valerie, arriving early as delegated substitute for Mrs. Hind-Willet, found herself among a small group of beautifully gowned strangers — the sort of women whom she had never before met in this way.

They all knew each other; others who arrived seemed to recognise with more or less intimacy everybody in the room excepting herself.

She was sitting apart by the crimson-curtained windows, perfectly self-possessed and rather interested in watching the arrivals of women whose names, as she caught them, suggested social positions which were vaguely familiar to her, when an exceedingly pretty girl detached herself from the increasing group and came across to where Valerie was sitting alone.

[Illustration: May I sit here with you until she arrives? I am
Stephanie Swift.]

I was wondering whether you had met any of the new committee, she said pleasantly.

I had expected to meet the Countess dEnver here, said Valerie, smiling.

The girls expression altered slightly, but she nodded amiably; May I sit here with you until she arrives? I am Stephanie Swift.

Valerie said: It is very amiable of you. I am Valerie West.

Stephanie remained perfectly still for a moment; then, conscious that she was staring, calmly averted her gaze while the slow fire died out in her cheeks. And in a moment she had decided:

I have heard so pleasantly about you through Mrs. Collis, she said with perfect composure. You remember her, I think.

Valerie, startled, lifted her brown eyes. Then very quietly:

Mrs. Collis is very kind. I remember her distinctly.

Mrs. Collis retains the most agreeable memories of meeting you…. I— she looked at Valerie, curiously— I have heard from others how charming and clever you are — from Mr. Ogilvy? — and Mr. Annan?

They are my friends, said Valerie briefly.

And Mr. Querida, and Mr. Burleson, and — Mr. Neville.

They are my friends, repeated Valerie…. After a second she added:
They also employ me.

Stephanie looked away: Your profession must be most interesting, Miss
West.

Yes.

But — exacting.

Very.

Neither made any further effort. A moment later, however, Hélène dEnver came in. She knew some of the women very slightly, none intimately; and, catching sight of Valerie, she came across the room with a quick smile of recognition:

Im dreadfully late, dear — how do you do, Miss Swift — to Stephanie, who had risen. And to Valerie: Mr. Ogilvy came; just as I had my furs on — and you know how casually a man takes his leave when youre in a tearing hurry!

She laughed and took Valeries gloved hands in her own; and Stephanie, who had been looking at the latter, came to an abrupt conclusion that amazed her; and she heard herself saying:

It has been most interesting to meet you, Miss West. I have heard of you so pleasantly that I had hoped to meet you some time. And I hope I shall again.

Valerie thanked her with a self-possession which she did not entirely feel, and turned away with Hélène dEnver.

Thats the girl who is supposed to be engaged to Louis Neville, whispered the pretty countess.

Valerie halted, astounded.

Didnt you know it? asked the other, surprised.

For a moment Valerie remained speechless, then the wild absurdity of it flashed over her and she laughed her relief.

No, I didnt know it, she said.

Hasnt anybody ever told you?

No, said Valerie, smiling.

Well, perhaps it isnt so, then, said the countess naïvely. I know very few people of that set, but Ive heard it talked about — outside.

I dont believe it is so, said Valerie demurely. Her little heart was beating confidently again and she seated herself beside Hélène dEnver in the prim circle of delegates intent upon their chairman, who was calling the meeting to order.

The meeting was interesting and there were few feminine clashes — merely a smiling and deadly exchange of amenities between a fashionable woman who was an ardent advocate of suffrage, and an equally distinguished lady who was scornfully opposed to it. But the franchise had nothing at all to do with the discussion concerning the New Idea Home, which is doubtless why it was mentioned; and the meeting of delegates proceeded without further debate.

After it was ended Valerie hurried away to keep an appointment with Neville at Burlesons studio, and found the big sculptor lying on the sofa, neck swathed in flannel, and an array of medicine bottles at his elbow.

Cant go to dinner with you, he said; Rita wont have it. Theres nothing the matter with me, but she made me lie down here, and Ive promised to stay here until she returns.

John, you dont look very well, said Valerie, coming over and seating herself by his side.

Im all right, except that I catch cold now and then, he insisted obstinately.

Valerie looked at the pink patches of colour burning in his cheeks. There was a transparency to his skin, too, that troubled her. He was one of those big, blond, blue-eyed fellows whose vivid colour and fine-grained, delicate skin caused physicians to look twice.

He had been reading when Valerie entered; now he laid his ponderous book away, doubled his arms back under his head and looked at Valerie with the placid, bovine friendliness which warmed her heart but always left a slight smile in the corner of her mouth.

Why do you always smile at me, Valerie? he asked.

Because youre good, John, and I like you.

I know you do. Youre a fine woman, Valerie…. So is Rita.

Rita is a darling.

[Illustration: John, you dont look very well, said Valerie.]

Shes all right, he nodded. A moment later he added: She comes from
Massachusetts.

Valerie laughed: The sacred codfish smiled on your cradle, too, didnt it, John?

Yes, thank God, he said seriously…. I was born in the old town of
Hitherford.

How funny! exclaimed the girl.

What is there funny about that? demanded John.

Why, Rita was born in Hitherford.

Hitherford Centre, corrected John. Her father was a clergyman there.

Oh; so you knew it?

I knew, of course, that she was from Massachusetts, said John, because she speaks English properly. So I asked her where she was born and she told me…. My grandfather knew hers.

Isnt it — curious, mused the girl.

Whats curious?

Your meeting this way — as sculptor and model.

Rita is a very fine girl, he said. Would you mind handing me my pipe? No, dont. I forgot that Rita wont let me. You see my chest is rather uncomfortable.

He glanced at the clock, leaned over and gulped down some medicine, then placidly folding his hands, lay back:

Hows Kelly?

I havent seen him to-day, John.

Well, he ought to be here very soon. He can take you and Rita to dinner.

Im so sorry you cant come.

So am I.

Valerie laid a cool hand on his face; he seemed slightly feverish. Rita came in at that moment, smiled at Valerie, and went straight to Burlesons couch:

Have you taken your medicine?

Certainly.

She glanced at the bottles. Men are so horridly untruthful, she remarked to Valerie; and this great, lumbering six-footer hasnt the sense of a baby—

I have, too! roared John, indignantly; and Valerie laughed but Rita scarcely smiled.

Hes always working in a puddle of wet clay and hes always having colds and coughing, and theres always more or less fever, she said, looking down at the huge young fellow. I know that he ought to give up his work and go away for a while—

Where? demanded Burleson indignantly.

Oh, somewhere — where theres plenty of — air. Like Arizona, and
Colorado.

Do you think theres anything the matter with my lungs? he roared.

No! — you perfect idiot! said Rita, seating herself; and if you shout that way at me again Ill go to dinner with Kelly and Valerie and leave you here alone. I will not permit you to be uncivil, John. Please remember it.

Neville arrived in excellent spirits, greeted everybody, and stood beside Valerie, carelessly touching the tip of his fingers to hers where they hung at her side.

Whats the matter with you, John? Rita, isnt he coming? Ive a taxi outside ruining me.

John has a bad cold and doesnt care to go—

Yes, I do! growled John.

And he doesnt care to risk contracting pneumonia, continued Rita icily, and he isnt going, anyway. And if he behaves like a man instead of an overgrown baby, I have promised to stay and dine with him here. Otherwise Ill go with you.

Sure. Youd better stay indoors, John. You ought to buck up and get rid of that cold. Its been hanging on all winter.

Burleson rumbled and grumbled and shot a mutinous glance at Rita, who paid it no attention.

Order us a nice dinner at the Plaza, Kelly — if you dont mind, she said cheerfully, going with them to the door. She added under her breath: I wish hed see a doctor, but the idea enrages him. I dont see why he has such a cold all the time — and such flushed cheeks— Her voice quivered and she checked herself abruptly.

Suppose I ring up Dr. Colbert on my own hook? whispered Neville.

Would you?

Certainly. And you can tell John that I did it on my own responsibility.

Neville and Valerie went away together, and Rita returned to the studio. Burleson was reading again, and scowling; and he scarcely noticed her. She seated herself by the fire and looked into the big bare studio beyond where the electric light threw strange shadows over shrouded shapes of wet clay and blocks of marble in the rough or partly hewn into rough semblance of human figures.

It was a damp place at best; there were always wet sponges, wet cloths, pails of water, masses of moist clay about. Her blue eyes wandered over it with something approaching fear — almost the fear of hatred.

John, she said, why wont you go to a dry climate for a few months and get rid of your cold?

Do you mean Arizona?

Or some similar place: yes.

Well, how am I to do any work out there? Ive got commissions on hand.
Where am I going to find any place to work out in Arizona?

Build a shanty.

Thats all very well, but there are no models to be had out there.

Why dont you do some Indians?

Because, said John wrathfully, I havent any commissions that call for Indians. Ive two angels, a nymph and a Diana to do; and I cant do them unless I have a female model, can I?

After a silence Rita said carelessly:

Ill go with you if you like.

You! Out there!

I said so.

To Arizona! You wouldnt stand for it!

John Burleson! she said impatiently, Ive told you once that Id go with you if you need a model! Dont you suppose I know what I am saying?

He lay placidly staring at her, the heavy book open across his chest.
Presently he coughed and Rita sprang up and removed the book.

Youd go with me to Arizona, he repeated, as though to himself— just to pose for me…. Thats very kind of you, Rita. Its thoroughly nice of you. But you couldnt stand it. Youd find it too cruelly stupid out there alone — entirely isolated in some funny town. I couldnt ask it of you—

You havent. Ive asked it — of you.

But he only began to grumble and fret again, thrashing about restlessly on the lounge; and the tall young girl watched him out of lowered eyes, silent, serious, the lamplight edging her hair with a halo of ruddy gold.

* * * * *

The month sped away very swiftly for Valerie. Her companionship with Rita, her new friendship for Hélène dEnver, her work, filled all the little moments not occupied with Neville. It had been a happy, exciting winter; and now, with the first days of spring, an excitement and a happiness so strange that it even resembled fear at moments, possessed her, in the imminence of the great change.

Often, in these days, she found herself staring at Neville with a sort of fixed fascination almost bordering on terror; — there were moments when alone with him, and even while with him among his friends and hers, when there seemed to awake in her a fear so sudden, so inexplicable, that every nerve in her quivered apprehension until it had passed as it came. What those moments of keenest fear might signify she had no idea. She loved, and was loved, and was not afraid.

In early April Neville went to Ashuelyn. Ogilvy was there, also
Stephanie Swift.

His sister Lily had triumphantly produced a second sample of what she could do to perpetuate the House of Collis, and was much engrossed with nursery duties; so Stephanie haunted the nursery, while Ogilvy, Neville, and Gordon Collis played golf over the April pastures, joining them only when Lily was at liberty.

Why Stephanie avoided Neville she herself scarcely knew; why she clung so closely to Lilys skirts seemed no easier to explain. But in her heart there was a restlessness which no ignoring, no self-discipline could suppress — an unease which had been there many days, now — a hard, tired, ceaseless inquietude that found some little relief when she was near Lily Collis, but which, when alone, became a dull ache.

She had grown thin and spiritless within the last few months. Lily saw it and resented it hotly.

The child, she said to her husband, is perfectly wretched over Louis and his ignominious affair with that West girl. I dont know whether she means to keep her word to me or not, but shes with him every day. Theyre seen together everywhere except where Louis really belongs.

It looks to me, said Gordon mildly, as though he were really in love with her.

Gordon! How can you say such a thing in such a sympathetic tone!

Why — arent you sorry for them?

Im sorry for Louis — and perfectly disgusted. I was sorry for her; an excess of sentimentality. But she hasnt kept her word to me.

Did she promise not to gad about with him?

That was the spirit of the compact; she agreed not to marry him.

Sometimes they — dont marry, observed Gordon, twirling his thumbs.

Lily looked up quickly; then flushed slightly.

What do you mean, Gordon?

Nothing specific; anything in general.

You mean to hint that — that Louis — Louis Neville could be — permit himself to be so common — so unutterably low—

Better men have taken the half-loaf.

Gordon! she exclaimed, scarlet with amazement and indignation.

Personally, he said, unperturbed, I havent much sympathy with such affairs. If a man cant marry a girl he ought to leave her alone; thats my idea of the game. But men play it in a variety of ways. Personally, Id as soon plug a loaded shot-gun with mud and then fire it, as block a man who wants to marry.

I did block it! said Lily with angry decision; and I am glad I did.

Look out for the explosion then, he said philosophically, and strolled off to see to the setting out of some young hemlocks, headed in the year previous.

Lily Collis was deeply disturbed — more deeply than her pride and her sophistication cared to admit. She strove to believe that such a horror as her husband had hinted at so coolly could never happen to a Neville; she rejected it with anger, with fear, with a proud and dainty fastidiousness that ought to have calmed and reassured her. It did not.

Once or twice she reverted to the subject, haughtily; but Gordon merely shrugged:

You cant teach a man of twenty-eight when, where, and how to fall in love, he said. And its all the more hopeless when the girl possesses the qualities which you once told me this girl possesses.

Lily bit her lip, angry and disconcerted, but utterly unable to refute him or find anything in her memory of Valerie to criticise and condemn, except the intimacy with her brother which had continued and which, she had supposed, would cease on Valeries promise to her.

Its very horrid of her to go about with him under the circumstances — knowing she cant marry him if she keeps her word, said Lily.

Why? Stephanie goes about with him.

Do you think it is good taste to compare those two people?

Why not. From what you told me I gather that Valerie West is as innocent and upright a woman as Stephanie — and as proudly capable of self-sacrifice as any woman who ever loved.

Gordon, she said, exasperated, do you actually wish to see my brother marry a common model?

Is she common? I thought you said—

You — you annoy me, said Lily; and began to cry.

Stephanie, coming into the nursery that afternoon, found Lily watching the sleeping children and knitting a tiny sweater. Mrs. Collis was pale, but her eyes were still red.

Where have you been, Stephanie?

Helping Gordon set hemlocks.

Where is Louis?

The girl did not appear to hear the question.

I thought I heard him telephoning a few minutes ago, added Lily. Look over the banisters, dear, and see if hes still there.

He is, said Stephanie, not stirring.

Telephoning all this time? Is he talking to somebody in town?

I believe so.

Lily suddenly looked up. Stephanie was quietly examining some recently laundered clothing for the children.

To whom is Louis talking; do you happen to know? asked Lily abruptly.

Stephanies serious gaze encountered hers.

Does that concern us, Lily?

After a while, as Mrs. Collis sat in silence working her ivory needles, a tear or two fell silently upon the little white wool garment on her lap.

And presently Stephanie went over and touched her forehead with gentle lips; but Lily did not look up — could not — and her fingers and ivory needles flew the faster.

Do you know, said Stephanie in a low voice, that she is a modest, well-bred, and very beautiful girl?

What! exclaimed Lily, staring at her in grief and amazement. Of whom are you speaking, Stephanie?

Of Valerie West, dear.

W-what do you know about her?

I have met her.

You!

Yes. She came, with that rather common countess, as substitute delegate for Mrs. Hind-Willet, to a New Idea meeting. I spoke to her, seeing she was alone and seemed to know nobody; I had no suspicion of who she was until she told me.

Mrs. Hind-Willet is a busybody! said Lily, furious. Let her fill her own drawing-room with freaks if it pleases her, but she has no right to send them abroad among self-respecting people who are too unsuspicious to protect themselves!

Stephanie said: Until one has seen and spoken with Valerie West one can scarcely understand how a man like your brother could care so much for her—

How do you know Louis cares for her?

He told me.

Lily looked into the frank, gray eyes in horror unutterable. The crash had come. The last feeble hope that her brother might come to his senses and marry this girl was ended forever.

How — could he! she stammered, outraged. How could he tell — tell you—

Because he and I are old and close friends, Lily…. And will remain so, God willing.

Lily was crying freely now.

He had no business to tell you. He knows perfectly well what his father and mother think about it and what I think. He cant marry her! He shall not. It is too cruel — too wicked — too heartless! And anyway — she promised me not to marry him—

What!

Lily brushed the tears from her eyes, heedless now of how much Stephanie might learn.

I wrote her — I went to see her in behalf of my own family as I had a perfect right to. She promised me not to marry Louis.

Does Louis know this?

Not unless shes told him…. I dont care whether he does or not! He has disappointed me — he has embittered life for me — and for his parents. We — I — I had every reason to believe that he and — you—

Something in Stephanies gray eyes checked her. When breeding goes to pieces it makes a worse mess of it than does sheer vulgarity.

If I were Louis I would marry her, said Stephanie very quietly. I gave him that advice.

She rose, looking down at Lily where she sat bowed over her wool-work, her face buried in her hands.

Think about it; and talk patiently with Louis, she said gently.

Passing the stairs she glanced toward the telephone. Louis was still talking to somebody in New York.

* * * * *

It was partly fear of what her husband had hinted, partly terror of what she considered worse still — a legal marriage — that drove Lily Collis to write once more to Valerie West:

DEAR MISS WEST: It is not that I have any disposition to doubt your word to me, but, in view of the assurance you have given me, do you consider it wise to permit my brothers rather conspicuous attentions to you?

Permit me, my dear Miss West, as an older woman with wider experience which years must bring, to suggest that it is due to yourself to curtail an intimacy which the world — of course mistakenly in your case — views always uncharitably.

No man — and I include my brother as severely as I do any man — has a right to let the world form any misconception as to his intentions toward any woman. If he does he is either ignorant or selfish and ruthless; and it behooves a girl to protect her own reputation.

I write this in all faith and kindliness for your sake as well as for his. But a man outlives such things, a woman never. And, for the sake of your own future I beg you to consider this matter and I trust that you may not misconstrue the motive which has given me the courage to write you what has caused me deepest concern.

Very sincerely yours,

LILY COLLIS.

To which Valerie replied:

MY DEAR, MRS. COLLIS: I have to thank you for your excellent intentions in writing me. But with all deference to your wider experience I am afraid that I must remain the judge of my own conduct. Pray, believe that, in proportion to your sincerity, I am grateful to you; and that I should never dream of being discourteous to Mr. Nevilles sister if I venture to suggest to her that liberty of conscience is a fundamental scarcely susceptible of argument or discussion.

I assume that you would not care to have Mr. Neville know of this correspondence, and for that reason I am returning to you your letter so that you may be assured of its ultimate destruction.

Very truly yours,

VALERIE WEST.

Which letter and its reply made Valerie deeply unhappy; and she wrote
Neville a little note saying that she had gone to the country with
Hélène dEnver for a few days rest.

The countess had taken a house among the hills at Estwich; and as chance would have it, about eight miles from Ashuelyn and Penrhyn Cardemons great establishment, El Naúar.

Later Valerie was surprised and disturbed to learn of the proximity of Nevilles family, fearing that if Mrs. Collis heard of her in the neighbourhood she might misunderstand.

But there was only scant and rough communication between Ashuelyn and
Estwich; the road was a wretched hill-path passable only by buck-boards;
Westwich was the nearest town to Ashuelyn and El Naúar and the city of
Dartford, the county seat most convenient to Estwich.

Spring was early; the Estwich hills bloomed in May; and Hélène dEnver moved her numerous household from the huge Castilione Apartment House to Estwich and settled down for a summer of mental and physical recuperation.

Valerie, writing to Neville the first week in May, said:

Louis, the country here is divine. I thought the shaggy, unkempt hills of Delaware County were heavenly — and they were when you came and made them so — but this rich, green, well-ordered country with its hills and woods and meadows of emerald — its calm river, its lovely little brooks, its gardens, hedges, farms, is to me the most wonderful land I ever looked upon.

Hélène has a pretty house, white with green blinds and verandas, and the loveliest lawns you ever saw — unless the English lawns are lovelier.

To my city-wearied eyes the region is celestial in its horizon-wide quiet. Only the ripple of water in leafy ravines — only the music of birds breaks the silence that is so welcome, so blessed.

To-day Hélène and I picked strawberries for breakfast, then filled the house with great fragrant peonies, some of which are the colour of Brides roses, some of water-lilies.

Im quite mad with delight; I love the farm with its ducks and hens and pigeons; I adore the cattle in the meadow. They are fragrant. Hélène laughs at me because I follow the cows about, sniffing luxuriously. They smell like the clover they chew.

Louis, dear, I have decided to remain a week here, if you dont mind. Im a little tired, I think. John Burleson, poor boy, does not need me. Im terribly worried about him. Rita writes that there is no danger of pneumonia, but that Dr. Colbert is making a careful examination. I hope it is not lung trouble. It would be too tragic. He is only twenty-seven. Still, they cure such things now, dont they? Rita is hoping he will go to Arizona, and has offered to go with him as his model. That means — if she does go — that shell nurse him and take care of him. She is devoted to him. What a generous girl she is!

Dear, if you dont need me, or are not too lonely without seeing me come fluttering into your studio every evening at tea-time, I would really like to remain here a few days longer. I have arranged business so that I can stay if it is agreeable to you. Tell me exactly how you feel about it and I will do exactly as you wish — which, please God — I shall always do while life lasts.

Sam came up over Sunday, lugging Harry Annan and a bulldog — a present for Hélène. Sam is so sentimental about Hélène!

And hes so droll about it. But Ive seen him that way before; havent you? And Hélène, bless her heart, lets him make eyes at her and just laughs in that happy, wholesome way of hers.

Shes a perfect dear, Louis; so sweet and kind to me, so unaffected, so genuine, so humorous about herself and her funny title. She told me that she would gladly shed it if she were not obliged to shed her legacy with it. I dont blame her. What an awful title — when you translate it!

Sam is temporarily laid up. He attempted to milk a cow and she kicked him; and hes lying in a hammock and Hélène is reading to him, while Harry paints her portrait. Oh, dear — I love Harry Annan, but he cant paint!

Dearest — as I sit here in my room with the chintz curtains blowing and the sun shining on the vines outside my open windows, I am thinking of you; and my girls heart is very full — very humble in the wonder of your love for me — a miracle ever new, ever sweeter, ever holier.

I pray that it be given to me to see the best way for your happiness and your welfare; I pray that I may not be confused by thought of self.

Dear, the spring is going very swiftly. I can scarcely believe that May is already here — is already passing — and that the first of June is so near.

Will you always love me? Will you always think tenderly of me — happily — ! Alas, it is a promise nobody can honestly make. One can be honest only in wishing it may be so.

Dearest of men, the great change is near at hand — nearer than I can realise. Do you still want me? Is the world impossible without me? Tell me so, Louis; tell me so now — and in the years to come — very often — very, very often. I shall need to hear you say it; I understand now how great my need will be to hear you say it in the years to come.

Writing to him in a gayer mood a week later:

It is perfectly dear of you to tell me to remain. I do miss you; Im simply wild to see you; but I am getting so strong, so well, so deliciously active and vigorous again. I was rather run down in town. But in the magic of this air and sunshine I have watched the reincarnation of myself. I swim, I row, I am learning to sit a horse; I play tennis — and I flirt, Monsieur — shamelessly, with Sam and Harry. Do you object — 

We had such a delightful time — a week-end party, perfectly informal and crazy; Mrs. Hind-Willet — who is such a funny woman, considering the position she might occupy in society — and José Querida — just six of us, until — and this Im afraid you may not like — Mrs. Hind-Willet telephoned Penrhyn Cardemon to come over.

You know, Louis, he seems a gentleman, though it is perfectly certain that he isnt. I hate and despise him; and have been barely civil to him. But in a small company one has to endure such things with outward equanimity; and I am sure that nobody suspects my contempt for him and that my dislike has not caused one awkward moment.

She wrote again:

I beg of you not to suggest to your sister that she call on me. Try to be reasonable, dear. Mrs. Collis does not desire to know me. Why should she? Why should you wish to have me meet her? If you have any vague ideas that my meeting her might in any possible way alter a situation which must always exist between your family and myself, you are utterly mistaken, dearest.

And my acquaintance with Miss Swift is so slight — I never saw her but once, and then only for a moment! — that it would be only painful and embarrassing to her if you asked her to call on me. Besides, you are a man and you dont understand such things. Also, Mrs. Collis and Miss Swift have only the slightest and most formal acquaintance with Hélène; and it is very plain that they are as content with that acquaintance as is Hélène. And in addition to that, you dear stupid boy, your family has carefully ignored Mr. Cardemon for years, although he is their neighbour; and Mr. Cardemon is here. And to cap the climax, your father and mother are at Ashuelyn. Cant you understand?

Dearest of men, dont put your family and yourself — and me — into such a false position. I know you wont when I have explained it; I know you trust me; I know you love me dearly.

We had a straw ride. Theres no new straw, of course, so we had a wagon filled with straw from one of the barns and we drove to Lake Gentian and Querida was glorious in the moonlight with his guitar.

Hes so nice to me now — so like himself. But I hate Penrhyn Cardemon and I wish he would go; and hes taken a fancy to me, and for Hélènes sake I dont snub him — the unmitigated cad!

However, it takes all kinds to make even the smallest of house parties; and I continue to be very happy and to write to you every day.

Sam is queer. Im beginning to wonder whether he is really in love with Hélène. If he isnt he ought to have his knuckles rapped. Of course, Hélène will be sensible about it. But, Louis, when a really nice man behaves as though he were in love with a woman, no matter how gaily she laughs over it, it is bound to mean something to her. And men dont seem to understand that.

Mrs. Hind-Willet departs to-morrow. Sam and Harry go to Ashuelyn; Mr.
Cardemon to his rural palace, I devoutly trust; which will leave José to
Hélène and me; and hes equal to it.

How long may I stay, dear? I am having a heavenly time — which is odd because heaven is in New York just now.

Another letter in answer to one of his was briefer:

My Darling:

Certainly you must go to Ashuelyn if your father and mother wish it.
They are old, dear; and it is a heartless thing to thwart the old.

Dont think of attempting to come over here to see me. The chances are that your family would hear of it and it would only pain them. Any happiness that you and I are ever to have must not be gained at any expense to them.

So keep your distance, Monsieur; make your parents and your sister happy for the few days you are to be there; and on Thursday I will meet you on the 9.30 train and we will go back to town together.

I am going anyway, for two reasons; I have been away from you entirely too long, and — the First of June is very, very near.

I love you with all my heart, Louis.

Valerie West.


CHAPTER XIII
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HE NEVER DOUBTED that, when at length the time came for the great change — though perhaps not until the last moment — Valerie would consent to marry him. Because, so far in his life of twenty-eight years, everything he had desired very much had come true — everything he had really believed in and worked for, had happened as he foresaw it would, in spite of the doubts, the fears, the apprehensions that all creators of circumstances and makers of their own destiny experience.

Among his fellow-men he had forged a self-centred, confident way to the front; and had met there not ultimate achievement, but a young girl, Valerie West. Through her, somehow, already was coming into his life and into his work that indefinite, elusive quality — that something, the existence of which, until the last winter, he had never even admitted. But it was coming; he first became conscious of it through his need of it; suspected its existence as astronomers suspect the presence of a star yet uncharted and unseen. Suddenly it had appeared in his portrait of Valerie; and he knew that Querida had recognised it.

In his picture A Bride, the pale, mysterious glow of it suffused his canvas. It was penetrating into his own veins, too, subtle, indefinable, yet always there now; and he was sensitive to its presence not only when absorbed in his work but, more or less in his daily life.

And it was playing tricks on him, too, as when one morning, absorbed by the eagerness of achievement, and midway in the happiness of his own work, suddenly and unbidden the memory of poor Annan came to him — the boys patient, humorous face bravely confronting failure on the canvas, before him, from which Neville had turned away without a word, because he had no good word to say of it.

And Neville, scarcely appreciating the reason for any immediate self-sacrifice, nevertheless had laid aside his brushes as at some unheard command, and had gone straight to Annans studio. And there he had spent the whole morning giving the discouraged boy all that was best in him of strength and wisdom and cheerful sympathy, until, by noon, an almost hopeless canvas was saved; and Annan, going with him to the door, said unsteadily, Kelly, that is the kindest thing one man ever did for another, and Ill never forget it.

Yes, the something seemed to have penetrated to his own veins now; he felt its serene glow mounting when he spent solemn evenings in John Burlesons room, the big sculptor lying in his morris-chair, sometimes irritable, sometimes morose, but always now wearing the vivid patch of colour on his flat and sunken cheeks.

Once John said: Why on earth do you waste a perfectly good afternoon dawdling in this place with me?

And Neville, for a second, wondered, too; then he laughed:

I get all that I give you, John, and more, too. Shut up and mind your business.

What do you get from me? demanded the literal one, astonished.

All that you are, Johnny; which is much that I am not — but ought to be — may yet be.

Thats some sort of transcendental philosophy, isnt it? grumbled the sculptor.

You ought to know better than I, John. The sacred codfish never penetrated to the Hudson. Inde irac!

Yes, truly, whatever it was that had crept into his veins had imperceptibly suffused him, enveloped him — and was working changes. He had a vague idea, sometimes, that Valerie had been the inception, the source, the reagent in the chemistry which was surely altering either himself or the world of men around him; that the change was less a synthesis than a catalysis — that he was gradually becoming different because of her nearness to him — her physical and spiritual nearness.

He had plenty of leisure to think of her while she was away; but thought of her was now only an active ebullition of the ceaseless consciousness of her which so entirely possessed him. When a selfish man loves — if he really loves — his disintegration begins.

Waking, sleeping, in happiness, in perplexity, abroad, at home, active or at rest, inspired or weary, alone or with others, an exquisite sense of her presence on earth invaded him, subtly refreshing him with every breath he drew. He walked abroad amid the city crowds companioned by her always; at rest the essence of her stole through and through him till the very air around seemed sweetened.

He heard others mention her, and remained silent, aloof, wrapped in his memories, like one who listens to phantoms in a dream praising perfection.

Lying back in his chair before his canvas, he thought of her often — of odd little details concerning their daily life — details almost trivial — gestures, a glance, a laugh — recollections which surprised him with the very charm of their insignificance.

He remembered that he had never known her to be ungenerous — had never detected in her a wilfully selfish motive. In his life he had never before believed in a character so utterly unshackled by thought of self.

He remembered that he had never known her to fail in sympathy for any living thing; had never detected in her an indifference to either the happiness or the sorrow of others. In his life he had never before believed that the command to love ones neighbour had in it anything more significant than the beauty of an immortal theory. He believed it now because, in her, he had seen it in effortless practice. He was even beginning to understand how it might be possible for him to follow where she led — as she, unconsciously, was a follower of a precept given to lead the world through eternities.

Leaning on the closed piano, thinking of her in the still, sunny afternoons, faintly in his ears her voice seemed to sound; and he remembered her choice of ballads: — 

— For even the blind distinguisheth
The king with his robe and crown;
But only the humble eye of faith
Beholdeth Jesus of Nazareth
In the beggars tattered gown.

I saw Him not in the mendicant
And I heeded not his cry;
Now Christ in His infinite mercy grant
That the prayer I say in my day of want,
Be not in scorn put by.

No; he had never known her to be unkind, uncharitable, unforgiving; he had never known her to be insincere, untruthful, or envious. But the decalogue is no stronger than its weakest link. Was it in the heart of such a woman — this woman he loved — was it in the heart of this young girl to shatter it?

He went on to Ashuelyn, confident of her and of himself, less confident of his sister — almost appalled at the prospect of reconciling his father and mother to this marriage that must surely be. Yet — so far in life — life had finally yielded to him what he fought for; and it must yield now; and in the end it would surely give him the loyalty and sympathy of his family. Which meant that Valerie would listen to him; and, in the certainty of his familys ultimate acquiescence, she would wear his ring and face with him the problems and the sorrows that must come to all.

Cameron drove down to the station in the motor-car to meet him:

Hello, Genius, he said, patting Neville on the back with a pudgy hand.
Hows your twin brother, Vice?

Hello, you large and adipose object! retorted Neville, seating himself in the tonneau. How is that overworked, money-grubbing intellect of yours staggering along?

Handicapped with precious thoughts; Ogilvy threw em into me when he was here. Hows the wanton Muse, Louis? Sitting on your knees as usual?

One arm around my neck, admitted Neville, and the band playing
Sweethearts.

Waiting for you to order inspiration cocktails. Youre looking fit.

Am I? I havent had one.

Oh, I thought you threw one every time you painted that pretty model of yours— He looked sideways at Neville, but seeing that he was unreceptive, shrugged.

Youre a mean bunch, you artists, he said. Id like to meet that girl, but because Im a broker anybodyd think I had rat-plague from the way you all quarantine her — yes, the whole lot of you — Ogilvy, Annan, Querida. Why, even Penrhyn Cardemon has met her; he told me so; and if he has why cant I—

For heavens sake let up! said Neville, keeping his temper, and tell me how everybody is at Ashuelyn.

Huh! Im ridden off as usual, grunted Cameron. All right, then; Ill fix it myself. What was it you were gracious enough to inquire of me?

How the people are at Ashuelyn? repeated Neville.

How they are? How the deuce do I know? Your mother embroiders and reads The Atlantic Monthly; your father tucks his hands behind him and critically inspects the landscape; and when he doesnt do that he reads Herbert Spencer. Your efficient sister nourishes her progeny and does all things thoroughly and well; Gordon digs up some trees and plants others and squirts un-fragrant mixtures over the shrubbery, and sits on fences talking to various Rubes. Stephanie floats about like a well-fed angel, with a fox-terrier, and makes a monkey of me at tennis whenever Im lunatic enough to let her, and generally dispenses sweetness, wholesomeness, and light upon a worthy household. I wouldnt mind marrying that girl, he added casually. What do you think?

Neville laughed: Why dont you? Shes the nicest girl I ever knew — almost.

Id ask her to marry me, said Cameron facetiously; only Im afraid such a dazzling prospect would turn her head and completely spoil her.

He spoke gaily and laughed loudly — almost boisterously. Neville glanced at him with a feeling that Cameron was slightly overdoing it — rather forcing the mirth without any particular reason.

After a moment he said: Sandy, you dont have to be a clown if you dont want to be, you know.

Cant help it, said Cameron, reddening; everybody expects it now. When Ogilvy was here we played in a double ring to crowded houses. Every seat on the veranda was taken; we turned em away, my boy. What was it you started to say about Stephanie?

I didnt start to say anything about Stephanie.

Oh, I thought you were going to — his voice died into an uncertain grumble. Neville glanced at him again, thoughtfully.

You know, Sandy, he said, that theres another side to you — which, for some occult reason you seem to hide — even to be ashamed of.

Sure Im ashamed to be a broker with all you highbrows lining out homers for the girls while I have to sit on the bleachers and score em up. If I try to make a hit with the ladies its a bingle; and its the bench and the bush-league for muh—

You great, overgrown kid! Its a pity people cant see you down town. Everybody knows youre the cleverest thing south of Broad and Wall. Look at all the boards, all the committees, all the directorates youre mixed up with! Look at all the time you give freely to others — look at all your charities, all your: civic activities, all—

All the hell I raise! said Cameron, very red. Dont forget that,
Louis!

You never did — thats the wonder and the eternal decency of you, Cameron. Youre a good citizen and a good man, and you do more for the world than we painters ever could do! Thats the real truth of it; and why you so persistently try to represent yourself as a commonplace something else is beyond me — and probably beyond Stephanie Swift, he added carelessly.

They whizzed along in silence for some time, and it was only when Ashuelyn was in sight that Cameron suddenly turned and held out his hand:

Thank you, Louis; youve said some very kind things.

Neville shrugged: I hear you are financing that New Idea Home. I tell you thats a fine conception.

But Cameron only looked modest. At heart he was a very shy man and he deprecated any idea that he was doing anything unusual in giving most of his time to affairs that paid dividends only in happiness and in the consciousness of moral obligation fulfilled.

The household was occupying the pergola as they arrived and sprang out upon the clipped lawn.

Neville kissed his mother tenderly, shook hands cordially with his father, greeted Lily with a fraternal hug and Stephanie with a firm grasp of both hands.

How perfectly beautiful it is here! he exclaimed, looking out over the green valley beyond — and unconsciously his gaze rested on the Estwich hills, blue and hazy and soft as dimpled velvet. Out there, somewhere, was Valerie; heart and pulse began to quicken. Suddenly he became aware that his mothers eyes were on him, and he turned away toward the south as though there was also something in that point of the compass to interest him.

Gordon Collis, following a hand-cart full of young trees wrapped in burlap, passed across the lawn below and waved a greeting at Neville.

How are you, Louis! he called out. Dont you want to help us set these hybrid catalpas?

Ill be along by and by, he replied, and turned to the group under the pergola who desired to know how it was in town — the first question always asked by New Yorkers of anybody who has just arrived from that holy spot.

Its not too warm, said Neville; the Park is charming, most of the houses on Fifth Avenue are closed—

Have you chanced to pass through Tenth Street? asked his father solemnly.

But Neville confessed that he had not set foot in those sanctified precincts, and his fathers personal interest in Manhattan Island ceased immediately.

They chatted inconsequentially for a while; then, in reply to a question from Stephanie, he spoke of his picture, A Bride, and, though it was still unfinished, he showed them a photograph of it.

[Illustration: It is very beautiful, Louis, said his mother, with a smile of pride.]

The unmounted imprint passed from hand to hand amid various comments.

It is very beautiful, Louis, said his mother, with a smile of pride; and even as she spoke the smile faded and her sad eyes rested on him wistfully.

Is it a sacred picture? asked his father, examining it through his glasses without the slightest trace of interest.

It is an Annunciation, isnt it? inquired Lily, calmly. But her heart was failing her, for in the beauty of the exquisite, enraptured face, she saw what might have been the very soul of Valerie West.

His father, removing his spectacles, delivered himself of an opinion concerning mysticism, and betrayed an illogical tendency to drift toward the Concord School of Philosophy. However, there seemed to be insufficient incentive; he glanced coldly toward Cameron and resumed Herbert Spencer and his spectacles.

Mother, dont you want to stroll on the lawn a bit? he asked presently. It looks very inviting to a city mans pavement-worn feet.

She drew her light wool shawl around her shoulders and took her tall sons arm.

For a long while they strolled in silence, passed idly through the garden where masses of peonies hung over the paths, and pansies, iris, and forget-me-nots made the place fragrant.

It was not until they came to the plank bridge where the meadow rivulet, under its beds of cress and mint, threaded a shining way toward the woods, that his mother said in a troubled voice:

You are not happy, Louis.

Why, mother — what an odd idea!

Am I mistaken? she asked, timidly.

Yes, indeed, you are. I am very happy.

Then, she said, what is it that has changed you so?

[Illustration: You are not happy, Louis.]

Changed me?

Yes, dear.

I am not changed, mother.

Do you think a mother can be mistaken in her only son? You are so subdued, so serious. You are like men who have known sorrow…. What sorrow have you ever known, Louis?

None. No great one, mother. Perhaps, lately, I have developed — recognised — become aware of the sombre part of life — become sensitive to it — to unhappiness in others — and have cared more—

You speak like a man who has suffered.

But I havent, mother, he insisted. Of course, every painter worries. I did last winter — last winter— He hesitated, conscious that last winter — on the snowy threshold of the new year — sorrow and pain and happiness and pity had, in an instant, assumed for him a significance totally new.

Mother, he said slowly, if I have changed it is only in a better understanding of the world and those who live in it. I have cared very little about people; I seem to have come to care more, lately. What they did, what they thought, hoped, desired, endured, suffered, interested me little except as it concerned my work. And somehow, since then, I am becoming interested in people for their own sakes. Its a — new sensation.

He smiled and laid his hand over hers:

Do you know I never even appreciated what a good man Alexander Cameron is until recently. Why, mother, that man is one of the most generous, modest, kind, charitable, unselfish fellows in the world!

His behaviour is sometimes a little extraordinary, said his mother— isnt it?

Oh, thats all on the surface! Hes full of boyish spirits. He dearly loves a joke — but the greater part of that interminable funny business is merely to mask the modesty of a man whose particular perversity is a fear that people might discover how kind and how clever he really is!

They walked on in silence for a while, then his mother said:

Mr. Querida was here. Is he a friend of yours?

Neville hesitated: Ill tell you, mother, he said, I dont find
Querida personally very congenial. But I have no doubt hes an
exceedingly nice fellow. And hes far and away the best painter in
America…. When did he go back to town?

Last week. I did not care for him.

You and father seldom do care for new acquaintances, he rejoined, smiling. Dont you think it is about time for you to emerge from your shells and make up your minds that a few people have been born since you retired?

People have been born in China, too, but that scarcely interests your father and me.

Let it interest you, mother. You have no idea how amusing new people are. Thats the way to keep young, too.

It is a little too late for us to think of youth — or to think as youth thinks — even if it were desirable.

It is desirable. Youth — which will be age to-morrow — may venture to draw a little consideration in advance—

My children interest me — and I give their youth my full consideration. But I can scarcely be expected to find any further vital interest in youth — and in the complexity of its modern views and ideas. You ask impossibilities of two very old people.

I do not mean to. I ask only, then, that you and father take a vital and intelligent interest in me. Will you, mother?

Intelligent? What do you mean, Louis?

I mean, he said, that you might recognise my right to govern my own conduct; that you might try to sympathise with views which are not your own — with the ideas, ideals, desires, convictions which, if modern, are none the less genuine — and are mine.

There was a brief silence; then:

Louis, are you speaking with any thought of — that woman in your mind? she asked in a voice that quivered slightly.

Yes, mother.

I knew it, she said, under her breath; I knew it was that — I knew what had changed you — was changing you.

Have I altered for the worse?

I dont know — I dont know, Louis! She was leaning heavily on his elbow now; he put one arm around her and they walked very slowly over the fragrant grass.

First of all, mother, please dont call her, that woman. Because she is a very sweet, innocent, and blameless girl…. Will you let me tell you a little about her?

His mother bent her head in silence; and for a long while he talked to her of Valerie.

The sun still hung high over the Estwich hills when he ended. His mother, pale, silent, offered no comment until, in his trouble, he urged her. Then she said:

Your father will never consent.

Let me talk to father. Will you consent?

I — Louis — it would break our hearts if—

Not when you know her.

Lily knows her and is bitterly opposed to her—

What! he exclaimed, astounded. You say that my sister knows Valerie
West?

I — forgot, faltered his mother; I ought not to have said anything.

Where did Lily meet her? he asked, bewildered.

Dont ask me, Louis. I should not have spoken—

Yes, you should have! It is my affair; it concerns me — and it concerns
Valerie — her future and mine — our happiness. Where did Lily meet her?

You must ask that of Lily. I cannot and will not discuss it. I will say only this: I have seen the — this Miss West. She is at present a guest at the villa of a — countess — of whom neither your father nor I ever before heard — and whom even Lily knows so slightly that she scarcely bows to her. And yesterday, while motoring, we met them driving on the Estwich road and your sister told us who they were.

After a moment he said slowly: So you have actually seen the girl I am in love with?

I saw — Miss West.

Cant you understand that I am in love with her?

Even if you are it is better for you to conquer your inclination—

Why?

Because all your life long you will regret such a marriage.

Why?

Because nobody will care to receive a woman for whom you can make no explanation — even if you are married to her.

He kept his patience.

Will you receive her, mother?

She closed her eyes, drew a quick, painful breath: My sons wife — whoever she may be — will meet with no discourtesy under my roof.

Is that the best you can offer us?

Louis! Louis! — if it lay only with me — I would do what you wished — even this — if it made you happy—

He took her in his arms and kissed her in silence.

You dont understand, she said,— it is not I — it is the family — our entire little world against her. It would be only an eternal, hopeless, heart-breaking struggle for you, and for her; — pain for you — deep pain and resentment and bitterness for those who did not — perhaps could not — take your views of—

I dont care, mother, as long as you and father and Lily stand by her. And Valerie wont marry me unless you do. I didnt tell you that, but it is the truth. And Im fighting very hard to win her — harder than you know — or will ever know. Dont embitter me; dont let me give up. Because, if I do, it means desperation — and things which you never could understand…. And I want you to talk to father. Will you? And to Lily, too. Its fairer to warn her that I have learned of her meeting Valerie. Then Ill talk to them both and see what can be done…. And, mother, I am very happy and very grateful and very proud that you are going to stand by me — and by the loveliest girl in all the world.

That night Lily came to his room. Her eyes were red, but there was fire in them. She seated herself and surveyed her brother with ominous self-possession.

Well, Lily, he said pleasantly, prepared to keep his temper at all hazards.

Well, Louis, I understand from mother that you have some questions to ask me.

No questions, little sister; only your sympathetic attention while I tell you how matters stand with me.

You require too much! she said shortly.

If I ask for your sympathy?

Not if you ask it for yourself, Louis. But if you include that—

Please, dear! he interrupted, checking her with a slight gesture — for an instant only; then she went on in a determined voice:

Louis, I might as well tell you at once that I have no sympathy for her. I wrote to her, out of sheer kindness, for her own good — and she replied so insolently that — that I am not yet perfectly recovered—

What did you write?

Mrs. Collis remained disdainfully silent, but her eyes sparkled.

Wont you tell me, he asked, patiently, what it was you wrote to
Valerie West?

Yes, Ill tell you if you insist on knowing! — even if you do misconstrue it! I wrote to her — for her own sake — and to avoid ill-natured comment, — suggesting that she be seen less frequently with you in public. I wrote as nicely, as kindly, as delicately as I knew how. And her reply was a practical request that I mind my business!… Which was vulgar and outrageous, considering that she had given me her promise— Mrs. Collis checked herself in her headlong and indignant complaint; then she coloured painfully, but her mouth settled into tight, uncompromising lines.

What promise had Valerie West made you? he asked, resolutely subduing his amazement and irritation.

For a moment Mrs. Collis hesitated; then, realising that matters had gone too far for concealment, she answered almost violently:

She promised me not to marry you, — if you must know! I cant help what you think about it; I realised that you were infatuated — that you were making a fatal and terrible mistake — ruining life for yourself and for your family — and I went to her and told her so! Ive done all I could to save you. I suppose I have gained your enmity by doing it. She promised me not to marry you — but shell probably break her word. If you mean to marry her youll do so, no doubt. But, Louis, if you do, such a step will sever all social relations between you and your family. Because I will not receive her! Nor will my friends — nor yours — nor fathers and mothers friends! And that settles it.

He spoke with great care, hesitating, picking and choosing his words:

Is it — possible that you did — such a thing — as to write to Valerie
West — threatening her with my familys displeasure if she married me?

I did not write her at first. The first time I went to see her. And I told her kindly but plainly what I had to tell her! It was my duty to do it and I didnt flinch.

Lily was breathing fast; her eyes narrowed unpleasantly.

He managed to master his astonishment and anger; but it was a heavy draught on his reserve of self-discipline, good temper, and common sense to pass over this thing that had been done to him and to concentrate himself upon the main issue. When he was able to speak again, calmly and without resentment, he said:

The first thing for us to do, as a family, is to eliminate all personal bitterness from this discussion. There must be no question of our affection for one another; no question but what we wish to do the best by each other. I accept that as granted. If you took the step which you did take it was because you really believed it necessary for my happiness—

I still believe it! she insisted; and her lips became a thin, hard line.

Then we wont discuss it. But I want to ask you one thing; have you talked with mother about it?

Yes — naturally.

Has she told you all that I told her this afternoon?

I suppose so. It does not alter my opinion one particle, she replied, her pretty head obstinately lowered.

He said: Valerie West will not marry me if my family continues hostile to her.

Lily slowly lifted her eyes:

Then will you tell me why she permits herself to be seen so constantly with you? If she is not going to marry you what is she going to do? Does she care what people are saying about her? — and about you?

No decent people are likely to say anything unpleasant about either of us, he said, keeping a tight rein on himself — but the curb was biting deeply now. Mother will stand by me, Lily. Will you?

His sisters face reddened: Louis, she said, I am married; I have children, friends, a certain position to maintain. You are unmarried, careless of conventions, uninterested in the kind of life that I and my friends have led, and will always lead. The life, the society, the formalities, the conventional observances are all part of our lives, and make for our happiness and self-respect; but they mean absolutely nothing to you. And you propose to invade our respectable and inoffensive seclusion with a conspicuous wife who has been a notorious professional model; and you demand of your family that they receive her as one of them! Louis, I ask you, is this fair to us?

He said very gravely: You have met Valerie West. Do you really believe that either the dignity or the morals of the family circle would suffer by her introduction to it?

I know nothing about her morals! said his sister, excitedly.

Then why condemn them?

I did not; I merely reminded you that she is a celebrated professional model.

It is not necessary to remind me. My mother knows it and will stand by her. Will you do less for your own brother?

Louis! You are cruel, selfish, utterly heartless—

I am trying to think of everybody in the family who is concerned; but, when a mans in love he cant help thinking a little of the woman he loves — especially if nobody else does. He turned his head and looked out of the window. Stars were shining faintly in a luminous sky. His face seemed to have grown old and gray and haggard:

I dont know what to do, he said, as though speaking to himself;— I dont know where to turn. She would marry me if youd let her; she will never marry me if my family is unkind to her—

What will she do, then? asked Lily, coolly.

For a moment he let her words pass, then, turned around. The expression of his sisters brightly curious eyes perplexed him.

What do you mean? he asked, disturbed.

What I say, Louis. I asked you what Miss West means to do if she does not marry you? Discontinue her indiscreet intimacy with you?

Why should she?

Lily said, sharply: I would not have to put that question to a modest girl.

I have to put it to you! he retorted, beginning to lose his self-command. Why should Valerie West discontinue her friendship with me because my familys stupid attitude toward her makes it impossible for a generous and proud girl to marry me?

Lily, pale, infuriated, leaned forward in her chair.

Because, she retorted violently, if that intimacy continues much longer a stupid world and your stupid family will believe that the girl is your mistress! But in that event, thank God, the infamy will rest where it belongs — not on us!

A cold rage paralysed his speech; she saw its ghastly reflection on his white and haggard face — saw him quiver under the shock; rose involuntarily, terrified at the lengths to which passion had scourged her:

Louis, she faltered— I — I didnt mean that! — I was beside myself; forgive me, please! Dont look like that; you are frightening me—

She caught his arm as he passed her, clung to it, pallid, fearful, imploring,— W-what are you going to do, Louis! Dont go, dear, please. Im sorry, Im very, very humble. Wont you speak to me? I said too much; I was wrong; — I — I will try to be different — try to reconcile myself to — to what — you — wish—

He looked down at her where she hung to him, tearful face lifted to his:

I didnt know women could feel that way about another woman, he said, in a dull voice. Theres no use — no use—

But — but I love you dearly, Louis! I couldnt endure it to have anything come between us — disrupt the family—

Nothing will, Lily…. I must go now.

Dont you believe I love you?

He drew a deep, unconscious breath.

I suppose so. Different people express love differently. Theres no use in asking you to be different—

She said, piteously: Im trying. Dont you see Im trying? Give me time, Louis! Make allowances. You cant utterly change people in a few hours.

He gazed at her intently for a moment.

You mean that you are trying to be fair to — her?

I — if you call it that; — yes! But a family can not adapt itself, instantaneously, to such a cataclysm as threatens — I mean — I mean — oh, Louis! Try to understand us and sympathise a little with us!

His arms closed around her shoulders:

Little sister, we both have the family temper — and beneath it, the family instinct for cohesion. If we are also selfish it is not individual but family selfishness. It is the family which has always said to the world, Noli me tangere! while we, individually, are really inclined to be kinder, more sympathetic, more curious about the neighbours outside our gate. Let it be so now. Once inside the family, what can harm Valerie?

Dearest, dearest brother, she murmured, you talk like a foolish man. Women understand better. And if it is a part of your program that this girl is to be accepted by an old-fashioned society, now almost obsolete, but in which this family is merely a single superannuated unit, that program can never be carried out.

I think you are mistaken, he said.

I know I am not. It is inevitable that if you marry this girl she will be more or less ignored, isolated, humiliated, overlooked outside our own little family circle. Even in that limited mob which the newspapers call New York Society — in that modern, wealthy, hard-witted, over-jewelled, self-sufficient league which is yet too eternally uncertain of its own status to assume any authority or any responsibility for a stranger without credentials, — it would not be possible to make Valerie West acceptable in the slightest sense of the word. Because she is too well known; her beauty is celebrated; she has become famous. Her only chance there — or with us — would have been in her absolute anonymity. Then lies might have done the rest. But lying is now useless in regard to her.

Perfectly, he said. She would not permit it.

In his vacant gaze there was something changed — a fixedness born of a slow and hopeless enlightenment.

If that is the case, there is no chance, he said thoughtfully. I had not considered that aspect.

I had.

He shook his head slightly, gazing through the window at the starry lustre overhead.

I wouldnt care, he said, if she would only marry me. If shed do that Id never bother anybody — nor embarrass the family—

Louis!

I mean make any social demands on you…. And, as for the world— He slowly shook his head again: We could make our own friends and our own way — if she would only consent to do it. But she never will.

Do you mean to say she will not marry you if you ask her? began Lily incredulously.

Absolutely.

Why?

For your sakes — yours, and mothers, and fathers — and for mine.

There was a long silence, then Lily said unsteadily:

There — there seems to be a certain — nobility — about her…. It is a pity — a tragedy — that she is what she is!

It is a tragedy that the world is what it is, he said. Good night.

* * * * *

His father sent for him in the morning; Louis found him reading the Tribune in his room and sipping a bowl of hot milk and toast.

[Illustration: What have you been saying to your mother? he asked.]

What have you been saying to your mother? he asked, looking up through his gold-rimmed spectacles and munching toast.

Has she not told you, father?

Yes, she has…. I think you had better make a trip around the world.

That would not alter matters.

I differ with you, observed his father, leisurely employing his napkin.

There is no use considering it, said his son patiently.

Then what do you propose to do?

There is nothing to do.

By that somewhat indefinite expression I suppose that you intend to pursue a waiting policy?

A waiting policy? His son laughed, mirthlessly. What am I to wait for? If you all were kind to Valerie West she might, perhaps, consent to marry me. But it seems that even our own family circle has not sufficient authority to protect her from our friends neglect and humiliation….

She warned me that it would be so, long ago. I did not believe it; I could not comprehend it. But, somehow, Lily has made me believe it. And so have you. I guess it must be true. And if thats all I have to offer my wife, its not enough to compensate her for her loss of freedom and happiness and self-respect among those who really care for her.

Do you give me to understand that you renounce all intentions of marrying this girl? asked his father, breaking more toast into his bowl of milk.

Yes, said his son, listlessly.

Thank God! said his father; come here, my son.

They shook hands; the sons lifeless arm fell to his side and he stood looking at the floor in silence. The father took a spoonful of hot milk with satisfaction, and, after the younger man had left the room, he resumed his newspaper. He was particularly interested in the Sunshine Column, which dispensed sweetness and light under a poetic caption too beautiful to be true in a coldly humorous world.

* * * * *

That afternoon Gordon Collis said abruptly to Neville:

You look like the devil, Louis.

Do I?

You certainly do. And, in a lower voice: I guess Ive heard whats the matter. Dont worry. Its a thing about which nobody ever ought to give anybody any advice — so Ill give you some. Marry whoever you damn please. Itll be all the same after that oak I planted this morning is half grown.

Gordon, he said, surprised, I didnt suppose you were liberal.

Liberal! Why, man alive! Do you think a fellow can live out of doors as I have lived, and see germs sprout, and see mountain ranges decay, and sit on a few glaciers, and swing a pick into a mother-lode — and not be liberal? Do you suppose ten-cent laws bother me when Im up against the blind laws that made the law-makers? — laws that made life itself before Christ lived to conform to them?… I married where I loved. It chanced that my marriage with your sister didnt clash with the sanctified order of things in Manhattan town. But if your sister had been the maid who dresses her, and I had loved her, Id have married her all the same and have gone about the pleasures and duties of procreation and conservation exactly as I go about em now…. I wonder how much the Almighty was thinking about Tenth Street when the first pair of anthropoids mated? Nobilitas sola est atque unica virtus. If you love each other — Noli pugnare duobus. … And Im going into the woods to look for ginseng. Want to come?

Neville went. Cameron and Stephanie, equipped with buckskin gloves, a fox terrier, and digging apparatus, joined them just where the slender meadow brook entered the woods.

There are mosquitoes here! exclaimed Cameron wrathfully. All day and every day Im being stung down town, and Im not going to stand for it here!

Stephanie let him aid her to the top of a fallen log, glancing back once or twice toward Neville, who was sauntering forward among the trees, pretending to look for ginseng.

Do you notice how Louis has changed? she said, keeping her balance on the log. I cannot bear to see him so thin and colourless.

Cameron now entertained a lively suspicion how matters stood, and knew that Stephanie also suspected; but he only said, carelessly: Its probably dissipation. You know what a terrible pace hes been going from the cradle onward.

She smiled quietly. Yes, I know, Sandy. And I know, too, that you are the only man who has been able to keep up that devilish pace with him.

Ive led a horrible life, muttered Cameron darkly.

Stephanie laughed; he gave her his hand as she stood balanced on the big log; she laid her fingers in his confidently, looked into his honest face, still laughing, then sprang lightly to the ground.

What a really good man you are! she said tormentingly.

Oh, heaven! If you call me that Im really done for!

Done for? she exclaimed in surprise. How?

Done for as far as you are concerned.

I? Why how, and with what am I concerned, Sandy? I dont understand you.

But he only turned red and muttered to himself and strolled about with his hands in his pockets, kicking the dead leaves as though he expected to find something astonishing under them. And Stephanie glanced at him sideways once or twice, thoughtfully, curiously, but questioned him no further.

Gordon Collis pottered about in a neighbouring thicket; the fox terrier was chasing chipmunks. As for Neville he had already sauntered out of sight among the trees.

Stephanie, seated on a dry and mossy stump, preoccupied with her own ruminations, looked up absently as Cameron came up to her bearing floral offerings.

Thank you, Sandy, she said, as he handed her a cluster of wild blossoms. Then, fastening them to her waist, she glanced up mischieviously:

How funny you are! You look and act like a little boy at a party presenting his first offering to the eternal feminine.

Its my first offering, he said coolly.

Oh, Sandy! With your devilish record!

Do you know, he said, that Im thirty-two years old? And that you are twenty-two? And that since you were twelve and I was twenty odd Ive been in love with you?

She looked at him in blank dismay for a moment, then forced a laugh:

Of course I know it, Sandy. Its the kind of love a girl cares most about—

Its really love, said Cameron, un-smiling— the kind Im afraid she doesnt care very much about.

[Illustration: If youll place a lump of sugar on my nose, and say when, Ill perform.]

She hesitated, then met his gaze with a distressed smile:

You dont really mean that, Sandy—

Ive meant it for ten years…. But it doesnt matter—

Sandy!… It does matter — if—

No, it doesnt…. Come on and kick these leaves about and well make a million dollars in ginseng!

But she remained seated, mute, her gaze a sorrowful interrogation which at length he could not pretend to ignore:

Stephanie child, dont worry. Im not worrying. Im glad I told you….
Now just let me go on as Ive always gone—

How can we?

Easily. Shut your eyes, breathe deeply, lifting both arms and lowering them while counting ten in German—

Sandy, dont be so foolish at — such a time.

Such a time? What time is it? pretending to consult his watch with great anxiety. Then a quick smile of relief spread over his features: Its all right, Stephanie; its my hour to be foolish. If youll place a lump of sugar on my nose, and say when, Ill perform.

There was no answering smile on her face.

Its curious, she said, how a girl can make a muddle of life without even trying.

But just think what you might have done if youd tried! Youve much to be thankful for, he said gravely.

She raised her eyes, considering him:

I wonder, she said, under her breath.

Sure thing, Stephanie. You might have done worse; you might have married me. Throw away those flowers — theres a good girl — and forget what they meant.

Slowly, deliberately, blossom by blossom she drew them from her girdle and laid them on the moss beside her.

Theres one left, he said cheerfully. Raus mit it!

But she made no motion to detach it; appeared to be unconscious of it and of him as she turned her face and looked silently toward the place where Neville had disappeared.

An hour or two later, when Gordon was ready to return to the house, he shouted for Neville. Cameron also lifted up his voice in a series of prolonged howls.

But Neville was far beyond earshot, and still walking through woods and valleys and pleasant meadows in the general direction of the Estwich hills.

Somewhere there amid that soft rolling expanse of green was the woman who would never marry him. And it was now, at last, he decided that he would never take her on any other terms even though they were her own terms; that he must give her up to chance again as innocent as chance had given her into his brief keeping. No, she would never accept his terms and face the world with him as his wife. And so he must give her up. For he believed that, in him, the instinct of moral law had been too carefully developed ever to be deliberately ignored; he still believed marriage to be not only a rational social procedure, not only a human compromise and a divine convention, but the only possible sanctuary where love might dwell, and remain, and permanently endure inviolate.


CHAPTER XIV
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THE COUNTESS HÉLÈNE had taken her maid and gone to New York on business for a day or two, leaving Valerie to amuse herself until her return.

Which was no hardship for Valerie. The only difficulty lay in there being too much to do.

In the first place she had become excellent friends with the farmer and had persuaded him to delegate to her a number of his duties. She had to collect the newly laid eggs, hunt up stolen nests, inspect and feed the clucking, quacking, gobbling personnel of the barnyard which came crowding to her clear-voiced call.

As for the cattle, she was rather timid about venturing to milk since the Ogilvys painful and undignified début as an amateur Strephon.

However, she assisted at pasture call accompanied by a fat and lazy collie; and she petted and salted the herd to her hearts content.

Then there were books and magazines to be read, leisurely; and hammocks to lie in, while her eyes watched the sky where clouds sailed in snowy squadrons out of the breezy west.

And what happier company for her than her thoughts — what tenderer companionship than her memories; what more absorbing fellowship than the little busy intimate reflections that came swarming around her, more exciting, more impetuous, more exquisitely disturbing as the hurrying, sunny hours sped away and the first day of June drew nigh?

She spent hours alone on the hill behind the house, lying full length in the fragrant, wild grasses, looking across a green and sunlit world toward Ashuelyn.

[Illustration: And what happier company for her than her thoughts — what tenderer companionship than her memories?]

She had told him not to attempt to come to Estwich; and, though she knew she had told him wisely, often and often there on her breezy hilltop she wished that she hadnt — wished that he would disregard her request — hoped he would — lay there, a dry grass stem between her lips, thinking how it would be if, suddenly, down there by — well, say down by that big oak, for example, a figure should stroll into view along the sheep-path…. And at first — just to prolong the tension — perhaps she wouldnt recognise him — just for a moment. Then, suddenly — 

But she never got beyond that first blissful instant of recognition — the expression of his face — his quick spring forward — and she, amazed, rising to her feet and hastening forward to meet him. For she never pictured herself as standing still to await the man she loved.

When Hélène left, Valerie had the place to herself; and, without any disloyalty to the little countess, she experienced a new pleasure in the liberty of an indolence which exacted nothing of her.

She prowled around the library, luxuriously, dipping into inviting volumes; she strolled at hazard from veranda to garden, from garden to lawn, from lawn to farmyard.

About luncheon time she arrived at the house with her arms full of scented peonies, and spent a long while selecting the receptacles for them.

Luncheon was a deliciously lazy affair at which she felt at liberty to take her own time; and she did so, scanning the morning paper, which had just been delivered; making several bites of every cherry and strawberry, and being good to the three cats with asparagus ends and a saucer of chicken bouillon.

Later, reclining in the hammock, she mended a pair of brier-torn stockings; and when that thrifty and praiseworthy task was finished, she lay back and thought of Neville.

[Illustration: She prowled around the library, luxuriously, dipping into inviting volumes]

But at what moment in any day was she ever entirely unconscious of him? Besides, she could always think of him better — summon him nearer — visualise him more clearly, when she was afield, the blue sky above her, the green earth under foot, and companioned only by memory.

So she went to her room, put on her stout little shoes and her walking skirt; braided her hair and made of it a soft, light, lustrous turban; and taking her dog-whip, ran down stairs.

The fat old collie came wagging up to the whistle, capered clumsily as in duty bound; but before she had entirely traversed the chestnut woods he basely deserted her and waddled back to the kitchen door where a thoughtful cook and a succulent bone were combinations not unknown.

Valerie missed him presently, and whistled; but the fat sybarite, if within earshot, paid no attention; and she was left to swing her dog-whip and stroll on alone.

Her direction lay along the most inviting by-roads and paths; and she let chance direct her feet through this friendly, sunny land where one little hill was as green as another, and one little brook as clear and musical as another, and the dainty, ferny patches of woodlands resembled one another.

It was a delight to scramble over stone walls; she adored lying flat and wriggling under murderous barbed-wire, feeling the weeds brush her face. When a brook was a little too wide to jump, it was ecstasy to attempt it. She got both shoes wet and loved it. Brambles plucked boldly at her skirt; wild forest blossoms timidly summoned her aside to kneel and touch them, but to let them live; squirrels threatened her and rushed madly up and down trees defying her; a redstart in vermilion and black, fussed about her where she sat, closing and spreading its ornamental tail for somebodys benefit — perhaps for hers.

[Illustration: Miss West! he exclaimed. How on earth did you ever find your way into my woods?]

She was not tired; she did not suppose that she had wandered very far, but, glancing at her watch, she was surprised to find how late it was. And she decided to return.

After she had been deciding to return for about an hour it annoyed her to find that she could not get clear of the woods. It seemed preposterous; the woods could not be very extensive. As for being actually lost it seemed too absurd. Life is largely composed of absurdities.

There was one direction which she had not tried, and it lay along a bridle path, but whether north or south or east or west she was utterly unable to determine. She felt quite certain that Estwich could not lie either way along that bridle-path which stretched almost a straight, dark way under the trees as far as she could see.

Vexed, yet amused, at her own stupid plight, she was standing in the road, trying to make up her mind to try it, when, far down the vista, a horseman appeared, coming on at a leisurely canter; and with a sigh of relief she saw her troubles already at an end.

He drew bridle abreast of her, stared, sprang from his saddle and, cap in hand, came up to her holding out his hand:

Miss West! he exclaimed. How on earth did you ever find your way into my woods?

I dont know, Mr. Cardemon, she said, thankful to encounter even him in her dilemma. I must have walked a great deal farther than I meant to.

Youve walked at least five miles if you came by road; and nobody knows how far if you came across country, he said, staring at her out of his slightly prominent eyes.

I did come across country. And if you will be kind enough to start me toward home—

You mean to walk back!

Of course I do.

I wont permit it! he exclaimed. Its only a little way across to the house and well just step over and Ill have a car brought around for you—

Thank you, I am not tired—

You are on my land, therefore you are my guest, he insisted. I am not going to let you go back on foot—

Mr. Cardemon, if you please, I very much prefer to return in my own way.

What an obstinate girl you are! he said, with his uncertain laugh, which never came until he had prejudged its effect on the situation; but the puffy flesh above his white riding-stock behind his lobeless ears reddened, and a slow, thickish colour came into his face and remained under the thick skin.

If you wont let me send you back in a car, he said, you at least wont refuse a glass of sherry and a biscuit—

Thank you — I havent time—

My housekeeper, Mrs. Munn, is on the premises, he persisted.

You are very kind, but—

Oh, dont turn a man down so mercilessly, Miss West!

You are exceedingly amiable, she repeated, but I must go at once.

He switched the weeds with his crop, then the uncertain laugh came:

Ill show you a short cut, he said. His prominent eyes rested on her, passed over her from head to foot, then wandered askance over the young woodland.

In which direction lies Estwich? she asked, lifting her gaze to meet his eyes; but they avoided her as he answered, busy fumbling with a girth that required no adjustment:

Over yonder, — making a slight movement with his head. Then taking his horse by the head he said heartily:

Awfully sorry you wont accept my hospitality; but if you wont you wont, and well try to find a short cut.

He led his horse out of the path straight ahead through the woods, and she walked beside him.

Of course you know the way, Mr. Cardemon? she said pleasantly.

I ought to — unless the undergrowth has changed the looks of things since Ive been through.

How long is it since youve been through?

Oh, I cant just recollect, he said carelessly. I guess it will be all right.

For a while they walked steadily forward among the trees; he talking to her with a frank and detached amiability, asking about the people at Estwich, interested to hear that the small house-party had disintegrated, surprised to learn that the countess had gone to town.

Are you entirely alone in the house? he asked; and his eyes seemed to protrude a little more than usual.

Entirely, she said carelessly; except for Binns and his wife and the servants.

Why didnt you phone a fellow to stop over to lunch? he asked, suddenly assuming a jovial manner which their acquaintance did not warrant. We country folk dont stand on ceremony you know.

I did not know it, she said quietly.

His bold gaze rested on her again; again the uncertain laugh followed:

If youd ask me to dine with you to-night Id take it as a charming concession to our native informality. What do you say, Miss West?

She forced a smile, making a sign of negation with her head, but he began to press her until his importunities and his short, abrupt laughter embarrassed her.

I couldnt ask anybody without permission from my hostess, she said, striving to maintain the light, careless tone which his changing manner toward her made more difficult for her.

Oh, come, Miss West! he said in a loud humorous voice; dont pass me the prunes and prisms but be a good little sport and let a fellow come over to see you! You never did give me half a chance to know you, but youre hands across the table with that Ogilvy artist and José Querida—

Ive known them rather longer than I have you, Mr. Cardemon.

Thats my handicap! Im not squealing. All I want is to start in the race—

What race? she asked coolly, turning on him a level gaze that, in spite of her, she could not maintain under the stare with which he returned it. And again the slight uneasiness crept over her and involuntarily she looked around her at the woods.

How far is it now? she inquired.

Are you tired?

No. But Im anxious to get back. Could you tell me how near to some road we are?

He halted and looked around; she watched him anxiously as he tossed his bridle over his horses neck and walked forward into a little glade where the late rays of the sun struck ruddy and warm on the dry grass.

Thats singular, he said as she went forward into the open where he stood; I dont seem to remember this place.

But you know about where we are, dont you? she asked, resolutely suppressing the growing uneasiness and anxiety.

Well — I am not perfectly certain. He kept his eyes off her while he spoke; but when she also turned and gazed helplessly at the woods encircling her, his glance stole toward her.

Youre not scared, are you? he asked, and then laughed abruptly.

Not in the slightest.

Sure! Youre a perfectly good sport…. Ill tell you — Ill leave my horse for one of my men to hunt up later, and well start off together on a good old-fashioned hike! Are you game?

Yes — if I only knew — if you were perfectly sure how to get to the edge of the woods. I dont see how you can be lost in your own woods—

I dont believe I am! he said, laughing violently. The Estwich road must be over in that direction. Come ahead, Miss West; the birds can cover us up if worst comes to worst!

She went with him, entering the thicker growth with a quick, vigorous little stride as though energy and rapidity of motion could subdue the misgiving that threatened to frighten her sooner or later.

Over logs, boulders, gulleys, she swung forward, he supporting her from time to time in spite of her hasty assurance that she did not require aid.

Once, before she could prevent it, he grasped her and fairly swung her across a gulley; and again, as she gathered herself to jump, his powerful arm slipped around her body and he lowered her to the moss below, leaving her with red cheeks and a rapid heart to climb the laurel-choked ravine beside him.

It was breathless work; again and again, before she could prevent it, he forced his assistance on her; and in the abrupt, almost rough contact there was something that began at last to terrify her — weaken her — so that, at the top of the slope, she caught breathless at a tree and leaned against the trunk for a moment, closing her eyes.

You poor little girl, he breathed close to her ear; and as her startled eyes flew open, he drew her into his arms.

For a second his congested face and prominent, pale eyes swam before her; then with a convulsive gasp she wrenched herself partly free and strained away from his grasp, panting.

Let me go, Mr. Cardemon!

Look here, Valerie, you know Im crazy about you—

Will you let me go?

Oh, come, little girl, I know who you are, all right! Be a good little sport and—

Let me go, she whispered between her teeth. Then his red, perspiring features — the prominent eyes and loose mouth drew nearer — nearer — and she struck blindly at the face with her dog-whip — twice with the lash and once with the stag-horn handle. And the next instant she was running.

He caught her at the foot of the slope; she saw blood on his cheek and puffy welts striping his distorted features, strove to strike him again, but felt her arm powerless in his grasp.

Are you mad! she gasped.

Mad about you! For Gods sake listen to me, Valerie! Batter me, tear me to pieces — and I wont care, if youll listen to me a moment—

She struggled silently, fiercely, to use her whip, to wrench herself free.

I tell you I love you! he said; Id go through hell for you. Youve got to listen — youve got to know—

You coward! she sobbed.

I dont care what you say to me if youll listen a moment—

As Rita Tevis listened to you! she said, white to the lips— you murderer of souls! And, as his grasp relaxed for a second, she tore her arm free, sprang forward and slashed him across the mouth with the lash.

Behind her she heard his sharp cry of pain, heard him staggering about in the underbrush. Terror winged her feet and she fairly flew along the open ridge and down through the dead leaves across a soft, green, marshy hollow, hearing him somewhere in the woods behind her, coming on at a heavy run.

For a long time she ran; and suddenly collapsed, falling in a huddled desperate heap, her slender hands catching at her throat.

At the foot of the hill she saw him striding hither and thither, examining the soft forest soil or halting to listen — then as though scourged into action, running aimlessly toward where she lay, casting about on every side like a burly dog at fault.

Once, when he stood not very far away, and she had hidden her face in her arms, trembling like a doomed thing — she heard him call to her — heard the cry burst from him as though in agony:

Valerie, dont be afraid! I was crazy to touch you; — Ill let you cut me to pieces if youll only answer me.

And again he shouted, in a voice made thin by fright: For Gods sake, Valerie, think of me for a moment. Dont run off like that and let people know whats happened to you!

Then, in a moment, his heavy, hurried tread resounded; and he must have run very near to where she crouched, because she could hear him whimpering in his fear; but he ran on past where she lay, calling to her at intervals, until his frightened voice sounded at a distance and she could scarcely hear the rustle of the dead leaves under his hurrying tread.

Even then terror held her chained, breathing fast like a wounded thing, eyes bright with the insanity of her fear. She lay flat in the leaves, not stirring.

The last red sunbeams slanted through the woods, painting tree trunks crimson and running in fiery furrows through, the dead leaves; the sky faded to rose-colour, to mauve; faintly a star shone.

For a long time now nothing had stirred in the woodland silence. And, as the star glimmered brighter through the branches, she shivered, moved, lay listening, then crawled a little way. Every sound that she made was a terror to her, every heart beat seemed to burst the silence.

It was dusk when she crept out at last into a stony road, dragging her limbs; a fine mist had settled over the fields; the air grew keener. Somewhere in the darkness cow-bells tinkled; overhead, through the damp sheet of fog, the veiled stars were still shining.

Her senses were not perfectly clear; she remembered falling once or twice — remembered seeing the granite posts and iron gates of a drive, and that lighted windows were shining dimly somewhere beyond. And she crept toward them, still stupid with exhaustion and fright. Then she was aware of people, dim shapes in the darkness — of a dog barking — of voices, a quick movement in the dusk — of a womans startled exclamation.

Suddenly she heard Nevilles voice — and a door opened, flooding her with yellow light where she stood swaying, dazed, deathly pale.

Louis! she said.

He sprang to her, caught her in his arms

Good God! What is the matter?

She rested against him, her eyes listlessly watching the people swiftly gathering in the dazzling light.

Where in the world — how did you get here! — where have you been— His stammered words made him incoherent as he caught sight of the mud and dust on her torn waist and skirt.

Her eyes had closed a moment; they opened now with an effort. Once more she looked blindly at the people clustering around her — recognised his sister and Stephanie — divined that it was his mother who stood gazing at her in pallid consternation — summoned every atom of her courage to spare him the insult which a mans world had offered to her — found strength to ignore it so that no shadow of the outrage should fall through her upon him or upon those nearest to him.

I lost my way, she said. Her white lips tried to smile; she strove to stand upright, alone; caught mechanically at his arm, the fixed smile still stamped on her lips. I am sorry to — disturb anybody…. I was lost — and it grew dark…. I dont know my way — very well—

She turned, conscious of some ones arm supporting her; and Stephanie said, in a low, pitiful voice:

Lean back on me. You must let me help you to the house.

Thank you — I wont go in…. If I could rest — a moment — perhaps somebody — Mr. Neville — would help me to get home again—

[Illustration: Dearest, he whispered, putting his arm around her, you must come with us]

Come with me, Miss West, whispered Stephanie, I want you. Will you come to my room with me for a little while?

She looked into Stephanies eyes, turned and looked at Neville.

Dearest, he whispered, putting his arm around her, you must come with us.

She nodded and moved forward, steadily, between them both, and entered the house, head-carried high on the slender neck, but her face was colourless under the dark masses of her loosened hair, and she swayed at the foot of the stairs, reaching out blindly at nothing — falling forward.

It was a dead weight that Neville bore into Stephanies room. When his mother turned him out and closed the door behind him he stood stupidly about until his sister, who had gone into the room, opened the door and bade him telephone for Dr. Ogilvy.

What has happened to her? he asked, as though dazed.

I dont know. I think youd better tell Quinn to bring around the car and go for Dr. Ogilvy yourself.

It was a swift rush to Dartford through the night; bareheaded he bent forward beside the chauffeur, teeth set, every nerve tense and straining as though his very will power was driving the machine forward. Then there came a maddening slowing down through Dartford streets, a nerve-racking delay until Sam Ogilvys giant brother had stowed away himself and his satchel in the tonneau; then slow speed to the town limits; a swift hurling forward into space that whirled blackly around them as the great acetylenes split the darkness and chaos roared in their ears.

Under the lighted windows the big doctor scrambled out and stamped upstairs; and Neville waited on the landing.

His father appeared below, looking up at him, and started to say something; but apparently changed his mind and went back into the living room, rattling his evening paper and coughing.

Cameron passed through the hallway, looked at him, but let him alone.

After a while the door opened and Lily came out.

Im not needed, she said; your mother and Stephanie have taken charge.

Is she going to be very ill?

Billy Ogilvy hasnt said anything yet.

Is she conscious?

Yes, she is now.

Has she said anything more?

No.

Lily stood silent a moment, gazing absently down at the lighted hall below, then she looked at her brother as though she, too, were about to speak, but, like her father, she reconsidered the impulse, and went away toward the nursery.

Later his mother opened the door very softly, let herself and Stephanie out, and stood looking at him, one finger across her lips, while Stephanie hurried away downstairs.

Shes asleep, Louis. Dont raise your voice— as he stepped quickly toward her.

Is it anything serious? he asked in a low voice.

I dont know what Dr. Ogilvy thinks. He is coming out in a moment…. She placed one hand on her sons shoulder, reddening a trifle. Ive told William Ogilvy that she is a friend of — the family. He may have heard Sam talking about her when he was here last. So I thought it safer.

Neville brought a chair for his mother, but she shook her head, cautioning silence, and went noiselessly downstairs.

[Illustration: Well, Louis, what do you know about this?]

Half an hour later Dr. Ogilvy emerged, saw Neville — walked up and inspected him, curiously.

Well, Louis, what do you know about this? he asked, buttoning his big thick rain-coat to the throat.

Absolutely nothing, Billy, except that Miss West, who is a guest of the Countess dEnver at Estwich, lost her way in the woods. How is she now?

All right, said the doctor, dryly.

Is she conscious?

Perfectly.

Awake?

Yes. She wont be — long.

Did she talk to you?

A little.

What is the matter?

Fright. And Im wondering whether merely being lost in the woods is enough to have terrified a girl like that? Because, apparently, she is as superb a specimen of healthy womanhood as this world manufactures once in a hundred years. How well do you know her?

We are very close friends.

Hm. Did you suppose she was the kind of woman to be frightened at merely being lost in a civilised country?

No. She has more courage — of all kinds — than most women.

Because, said the big doctor thoughtfully, while she was unconscious it took me ten minutes to pry open her fingers and disengage a rather heavy dog-whip from her clutch…. And there was some evidences of blood on the lash and on the bone handle.

What! exclaimed Neville, amazed.

The doctor shrugged: I dont know of any fierce and vicious dogs between here and Estwich, either, he mused.

No, Cardemon keeps none. And its mostly his estate.

Oh … Any — hm! — vicious men — in his employment?

My God! whispered Neville, what do you mean, Billy?

Finger imprints — black and blue — on both arms. Didnt Miss West say anything that might enlighten you?

No … She only said she had been lost…. Wait a moment; Im trying to think of the men Cardemon employs—

He was ashy white and trembling, and the doctor laid a steadying hand on his arm.

Hold on, Louis, he said sharply, it was no worse than a fright. Do you understand?… And do you understand, too, that an innocent and sensitive and modest girl would rather die than have such a thing made public through your well-meant activity? So theres nothing for anybody to do — yet.

Neville could scarcely speak.

Do you mean — she was attacked by some — man!

It looks like it. And — youd better keep it from your family — because she did. Shes game to the core — that little girl.

But she — shell tell me! stammered Neville — shes got to tell me—

She wont if she can help it. Would it aid her any if you found out who it was and killed him? — ran for a gun and did a little murdering some pleasant morning — just to show your chivalrous consideration and devotion to her?

Are you asking me to let a beast like that go unpunished? demanded
Neville violently.

Oh, use your brains, Louis. He frightened her and she slashed him well for it. And, womanlike — after there was no more danger and no more necessity for pluck — she got scared and ran; and the farther she ran the more scared she became. Look here, Louis; look at me — squarely. He laid both ponderous hands on Nevilles shoulders:

Sam has told me all about you and Miss West — and I can guess how your family takes it. Cant you see why she had the pluck to remain silent about this thing? It was because she saw in it the brutal contempt of the world toward a woman who stood in that world alone, unsupported, unprotected. And she would not have you and your family know how lightly the world held the woman whom you love and wish to marry — not for her own sake alone — but for the sake of your familys pride — and yours.

His hands dropped from Nevilles shoulders; he stood considering him for a moment in silence.

Ive told you because, if you are the man I think you are, you ought to know the facts. Forcing her to the humiliation of telling you will not help matters; filling this pup full of lead means an agony of endless publicity and shame for her, for your family, and for you…. Hell never dare remain in the same county with her after this. Hes probably skedaddled by this time anyway. … Dr. Ogilvy looked narrowly at Neville. Are you pretty sane, now?

Yes.

You realise that gun-play is no good in this matter?

Y-yes.

And you really are going to consider Miss West before your own natural but very primitive desire to do murder?

Neville nodded.

Knowing, added the doctor, that the unspeakable cur who affronted her has probably taken to his heels?

Neville, pale and silent, raised his eyes:

Do you suspect anybody?

I dont know, said the doctor carelessly;— Ill just step over to the telephone and make an inquiry of Penrhyn Cardemon—

He walked to the end of the big hall, unhooked the receiver, asked for
Cardemons house, got it.

Neville heard him say:

This is Dr. Ogilvy. Is that you, Gelett? Isnt your master at home?

* * * * *

What? Had to catch a train?

* * * * *

Oh! A sudden matter of business.

* * * * *

I see. Hes had a cable calling him to London. How long will he be away, Gelett?

* * * * *

Oh, I see. You dont know. Very well. I only called up because I understood he required medical attention.

* * * * *

Yes — I understood hed been hurt about the head and face, but I didnt know he had received such a — battering.

* * * * *

You say that his horse threw him in the big beech-woods? Was he really very much cut up?

* * * * *

Pretty roughly handled, eh! All right. When you communicate with him tell him that Dr. Ogilvy and Mr. Neville, Jr., were greatly interested to know how badly he was injured. Do you understand? Well, dont forget. And you may tell him, Gelett, that as long as the scars remain, hed better remain, too. Get it straight, Gelett; tell him its my medical advice to remain away as long as he can — and a little longer. This climate is no good for him. Good-bye.

He turned from the telephone and sauntered toward Neville, who regarded him with a fixed stare.

You see, he remarked with a shrug; and drew from his pocket a slightly twisted scarf pin — a big horse-shoe set with sapphires and diamonds — the kind of pin some kinds of men use in their riding-stocks.

Ive often seen him wearing it, he said carelessly. Curious how it could have become twisted and entangled in Miss Wests lace waist.

He held out the pin, turning it over reflectively as the facets of the gems caught and flashed back the light from the hall brackets.

Ill drop it into the poor-box I think, he mused. Cardemon will remain away so long that this pin will be entirely out of fashion when he returns.

After a few moments Neville drew a long, deep breath, and his clenched hands relaxed.

Sure, commented the burly doctor. Thats right — feeling better — rush of common sense to the head. Well, Ive got to go.

Will you be here in the morning?

I think not. Shell be all right. If she isnt, send over for me.

You dont think that the shock — the exhaustion—

Naw, said the big doctor with good-natured contempt; shes going to be all right in the morning…. Shes a lovely creature, isnt she? Sam said so. Sam has an eye for beauty. But, by jinks! I was scarcely prepared for such physical perfection — hm! — or such fine and nice discrimination — or for such pluck…. God knows what peoples families want these days. If the world mated properly our best families would be extinct in another generation…. Youre one of em; youd better get diligent before the world wakes up with a rush of common sense to its doddering old head. He gave him both hands, warmly, cordially: Good-bye, Louis.

Neville said: I want you to know that Id marry her to-morrow if shed have me, Billy.

The doctor lifted his eyebrows.

Wont she?

No.

Then probably youre not up to sample. A girl like that is no fool. Shell require a lot in a man. However, youre young; and you may make good yet.

You dont understand, Billy—

Yes, I do. She wears a dinky miniature of you against her naked heart. Yes, I guess I understand…. And I guess shes that kind of a girl all unselfishness and innocence, and generous perversity and — quixotic love…. Its too bad, Louis. I guess youre up against it for fair.

He surveyed the younger man, shook his head:

They cant stand for her, can they?

No.

And she wont stand for snaking you out of the fold. Thats it, I fancy?

Yes.

Too bad — too bad. Shes a fine woman — a very fine little woman. Thats the kind a man ought to marry and bother the Almighty with gratitude all the rest of his life. Well — well! Your family is your own after all; and I live in Dartford, thank God! — not on lower Fifth Avenue or Tenth Street.

He started away, halted, came back:

Couldnt you run away with her? he asked anxiously.

She wont, replied Neville, unsmiling.

I mean, violently. But shes too heavy to carry, I fancy — and Ill bet shes got the vigour of little old Diana herself. No — you couldnt do the Sabine act with her — only a club and the cave-mans gentle persuasion would help either of you…. Well — well, if they see her at breakfast it may help some. You know a woman makes or breaks herself at breakfast. Thats why the majority of woman take it abed. Im serious, Louis; no man can stand em — the majority.

Once more he started away, hesitated, came back.

Whos this Countess that Sam is so crazy about?

A sweet little woman, well-bred, and very genuine and sincere.

Never heard of her in Dartford, muttered the doctor.

Neville laughed grimly:

Billy, Tenth Street and lower Fifth Avenue and Greenwich Village and Chelsea and Stuyvesant Square — and Syringa Avenue, Dartford, are all about alike. Bird Centre is just as stupid as Manhattan; and there never was and never will be a republic and a democracy in any country on the face of this snob-cursed globe.

The doctor, very red, stared at him.

By jinks! he said, I guess Im one after all. Now, who in hell would suspect that! — after all the advice Ive given you!

It was another fellows family, thats all, said Neville wearily. Theories work or they dont; only few care to try them on themselves or their own families — particularly when they devoutly believe in them.

Gad! Thats a stinger! Youve got me going all right, said the doctor, wincing, and youre perfectly correct. Here Ive been practically counselling you to marry where your inclination led you, and let the rest go to blazes; and when its a question of Sam doing something similar, I retire hastily across the river and establish a residence in Missouri. What a rotten, custom-ridden bunch of snippy-snappy-snobbery we are after all!… All the same — who is the Countess?

Neville didnt know much about her.

Sams such an ass, said his brother, and it isnt all snobbery on my part.

The safest thing to do, said Neville bitterly, is to let a man in love alone.

Right. Foolish — damned foolish — but right! There is no greater ass than a wise one. Those who dont know anything at all are the better asses — and the happier.

And he went away down the stairs, muttering and gesticulating.

Mrs. Neville came to the door as he opened it to go out. They talked in low voices for a few moments, then the doctor went out and Mrs. Neville called to Stephanie.

The girl came from the lighted drawing-room, and, together, the two women ascended the stairs.

Stephanie smiled and nodded to Neville, then continued on along the hall; but his mother stopped to speak to him.

Go and sit with your father a little while, she said. And dont be impatient with him, dear. He is an old man — a product of a different age and a simpler civilisation — perhaps a narrower one. Be patient and gentle with him. He really is fond of you and proud of you.

Very well, mother…. Is anybody going to sit up with Valerie?

Stephanie insists on sleeping on the couch at the foot of her bed. I offered to sit up but she wouldnt let me…. Youll see that Im called if anything happens, wont you?

Yes. Good-night, mother.

He kissed her, stood a moment looking at the closed door behind which lay Valerie — tried to realise that she did lie there under the same roof-tree that sheltered father, mother, and sister — then, with a strange thrill in his heart, he went downstairs.

Cameron passed him, on his upward way to slumberland.

Hows Miss West? he asked cheerfully.

Asleep, I think. Billy Ogilvy expects her to be all right in the morning.

Good work! Glad of it. Tell your governor; hes been inquiring.

Has he? said Neville, with another thrill, and went into the living room where his father sat alone before the whitening ashes of the fire.

Well, father! he said, smiling.

The older man turned his head, then turned it away as his son drew up a chair and laid a stick across the andirons.

Its turned a little chilly, he said.

I have known of many a frost in May, said his father.

There was a silence; then his father slowly turned and gazed at him.

How is — Miss West? he asked stiffly.

Billy Ogilvy says she will be all right to-morrow, father.

Was she injured by her unfortunate experience?

A little briar-torn, Im afraid. Those big beech woods are rather a puzzle to anybody who is not familiar with the country. No wonder she became frightened when it grew dark.

It was — very distressing, nodded his father.

They remained silent again until Mr. Neville rose, took off his spectacles, laid aside The Evening Post, and held out his hand.

Good-night, my son.

Good-night, father.

Yes — yes — good-night — good-night — to many, many things, my son; old-fashioned things of no value any more — of no use to me, or you, or anybody any more.

He retained his sons hand in his, peering at him, dim-eyed, without his spectacles:

The old order passes — the old ideas, the old beliefs — and the old people who cherished them — who know no others, needed no others…. Good-night, my son.

But he made no movement to leave, and still held to his sons hand:

Ive tried to live as blamelessly as my father lived, Louis — and as God has given me to see my way through life…. But — the times change so — change so. The times are perplexing; life grows noisier, and stranger and more complex and more violent every day around us — and the old require repose, Louis. Try to understand that.

Yes, father.

The other looked at him, wearily:

Your mother seems to think that your happiness in life depends on — what we say to you — this evening. Stephanie seems to believe it, too…. Lily says very little…. And so do I, Louis — very little … only enough to — to wish you — happiness. And so — good-night.


CHAPTER XV
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IT WAS BARELY daylight when Valerie awoke. She lay perfectly still, listening, remembering, her eyes wandering over the dim, unfamiliar room. Through thin silk curtains a little of the early light penetrated; she heard the ceaseless chorus of the birds, cocks crowing near and far away, the whimpering flight of pigeons around the eaves above her windows, and their low, incessant cooing.

Suddenly, through the foot-bars of her bed she caught sight of Stephanie lying sound asleep on the couch, and she sat up — swiftly, noiselessly, staring at her out of wide eyes from which the last trace of dreams had fled.

For a long while she remained upright among her pillows, looking at Stephanie, remembering, considering; then, with decision, she slipped silently out of bed, and went about her dressing without a sound.

In the connecting bath-room and dressing-room beyond she found her clothing gathered in a heap, evidently to be taken away and freshened early in the morning. She dared not brush it for fear of awakening Stephanie; her toilet was swift and simple; she clothed herself rapidly and stepped out into the hall, her rubber-soled walking shoes making no noise.

Below, the side-lights of the door made unbolting and unchaining easy; it would be hours yet before even the servants were stirring, but she moved with infinite caution, stepping out onto the veranda and closing the door behind her without making the slightest noise.

Dew splashed her shoes as she hastened across the lawn. She knew the Estwich road even if there had been no finger-posts to point out her way.

The sun had not yet risen; woods were foggy; the cattle in the fields stood to their shadowy flanks in the thin mist; and everywhere, like the cheery rush of a stream, sounded the torrent of bird-music from bramble patch and alder-swale, from hedge and orchard and young woodland.

It was not until she had arrived in sight of Estwich Corners that she met the first farmer afield; and, as she turned into the drive, the edge of the sun sent a blinding search-light over a dew-soaked world, and her long-shadow sprang into view, streaming away behind her across the lawn.

To her surprise the front door was open and a harnessed buck-board stood at the gate; and suddenly she recollected with a hot blush that the household must have been amazed and probably alarmed by her non-appearance the night before.

Hélènes farmer and her maid came out as she entered the front walk, and, seeing her, stood round-eyed and gaping.

I got lost and remained over night at Mrs. Colliss, she said, smiling. Now, Id like a bath if you please and some fresh clothing for travelling, because I am obliged to go to the city, and I wish to catch the earliest train.

When at last it was plain to them that she was alive and well, Hélènes maid, still trembling, hastened to draw a bath for her and pack the small steamer trunk; and the farmer sat down on the porch and waited, still more or less shaken by the anxiety which had sent him pottering about the neighbouring woods and fields with a lantern the night before, and had aroused him to renewed endeavour before sunrise.

Bathed and freshly clothed, Valerie hastened into the pretty library, seated herself at the desk, pushed up her veil, and wrote rapidly:

MY DEAR MRS. COLLIS: My gratitude to you, to Mrs. Neville, and to Miss
Swift is none the less real because I am acknowledging it by letter.
Besides, I am very certain that you would prefer it so.

You and your family have been kindness itself to me in my awkward and painful dilemma; you have sheltered me and provided medical attendance; and I am deeply in your debt.

Had matters been different I need scarcely say that it would have been a pleasure for me to personally acknowledge to you and your family my grateful appreciation.

But I am very sure that I could show my gratitude in no more welcome manner than by doing what I have done this morning and by expressing that obligation to you in writing.

Before I close may I ask you to believe that I had no intention of seeking shelter at your house? Until I heard Mr. Nevilles voice I had no idea where I was. I merely made my way toward the first lighted windows that I saw, never dreaming that I had come to Ashuelyn.

I am sorry that my stupid misadventure has caused you and your family so much trouble and annoyance. I feel it very keenly — more keenly because of your kindness in making the best of what must have been to you and your family a most disagreeable episode.

May I venture to express to you my thanks to Miss Swift who so generously remained in my room last night? I am deeply sensible of her sweetness to an unwelcome stranger — and of Mrs. Nevilles gentle manner toward one who, I am afraid, has caused her much anxiety.

To the very amiable physician who did so much to calm a foolish and inexcusable nervousness, I am genuinely grateful. If I knew his name and address I would write and properly acknowledge my debt.

There is one thing more before I close: I am sorry that I wrote you so ungraciously after receiving your last letter. It would have been perfectly easy to have thanked you courteously, whatever private opinion I may have entertained concerning a matter about which there may be more than my own opinion.

And now, please believe that I will never again voluntarily cause you and your family the slightest uneasiness or inconvenience; and believe me, too, if you care to. Very gratefully yours,

VALERIE WEST.

She directed and sealed the letter, then drew toward her another sheet of paper:

DEAREST: I could die of shame for having blundered into your family circle. I dare not even consider what they must think of me now. You will know how innocently and unsuspiciously it was done — how utterly impossible it would have been for me to have voluntarily committed such an act even in the last extremity. But what they will think of my appearance at your door last night, I dont know and I dare not surmise. I have done all I could; I have rid them of me, and I have written to your sister to thank her and your family for their very real kindness to the last woman in the world whom they would have willingly chosen to receive and entertain.

Dear, I didnt know I had nerves; but this experience seems to have developed them. I am perfectly well, but the country here has become distasteful to me, and I am going to town in a few minutes. I want to get away — I want to go back to my work — earn my living again — live in blessed self-respect where, as a worker, I have the right to live.

Dearest, I am sorry about not meeting you at the station and going back to town with you. But I simply cannot endure staying here after last night. I suppose it is weak and silly of me, but I feel now as though your family would never be perfectly tranquil again until I am out of their immediate vicinity. I cannot convey to you or to them how sorry and how distressed I am that this thing has occurred.

But I can, perhaps, make you understand that I love you, dearly — love you enough to give myself to you — love you enough to give you up forever.

And it is to consider what is best, what to do, that I am going away quietly somewhere by myself to think it all out once more — and to come to a final decision before the first of June.

I want to search my heart, and let God search it for any secret selfishness and unworthiness that might sway me in my choice — any overmastering love for you that might blind me. When I know myself, you shall know me. Until then I shall not write you; but sometime before the first of June — or on that day, you shall know and I shall know how I have decided wherein I may best serve you — whether by giving or withholding — whether by accepting or refusing forever all that I care for in the world — you, Louis, and the love you have given me.

VALERIE WEST.

She sealed and directed this, laid it beside the other, and summoned the maid:

Have these sent at once to Ashuelyn, she said; let Jimmy go on his bicycle. Are my things ready? Is the buck-board still there? Then I will leave a note for the Countess.

And she scribbled hastily:

HÉLÈNE DEAR: Ive got to go to town in a hurry on matters of importance, and so I am taking a very unceremonious leave of you and of your delightful house.

Theyll tell you I got lost in the woods last night, and I did. It was too stupid of me; but no harm came of it — only a little embarrassment in accepting a nights shelter at Ashuelyn among people who were everything that was hospitable, but who must have been anything but delighted to entertain me.

In a few weeks I shall write you again. I have not exactly decided what to do this summer. I may go abroad for a vacation as I have saved enough to do so in an economical manner; and I should love to see the French cathedrals. Perhaps, if I so decide, you might be persuaded to go with me.

However, it is too early to plan yet. A matter of utmost importance is going to keep me busy and secluded for a week or so. After that I shall come to some definite decision; and then you shall hear from me.

In the meanwhile — I have enjoyed Estwich and you immensely. It was kind and dear of you to ask me. I shall never forget my visit.

Good-bye, Hélène dear.

VALERIE WEST.

This note she left on Hélènes dresser, then ran downstairs and sprang into the buck-board.

They had plenty of time to catch the train; and on the train she had plenty of leisure for reflection. But she could not seem to think; a confused sensation of excitement invaded her mind and she sat in her velvet armed chair alternately shivering with the memory of Cardemons villainy, and quivering under the recollection of her night at Ashuelyn.

Rita was not at home when she came into their little apartment. The parrot greeted her, flapping his brilliant wings and shrieking from his perch; the goldfish goggled his eyes and swam round and round. She stood still in the centre of her room looking vacantly about her. An immense, overwhelming sense of loneliness came over her; she turned as the rush of tears blinded her and flung herself full length among the pillows of her bed.

* * * * *

Her first two or three days in town were busy ones; she had her accounts to balance, her inventories to take, her mending to do, her modest summer wardrobe to acquire, letters to write and to answer, engagements to make, to fulfill, to postpone; friends to call on and to receive, duties in regard to the New Idea Home to attend to.

[Illustration: The parrot greeted her, flapping his brilliant wings and shrieking from his perch.]

Also, the morning after her arrival came a special delivery letter from
Neville:

It was a mistake to go, dear, because, although you could not have known it, matters have changed most happily for us. You were a welcome guest in my sisters house; you would have been asked to remain after your visit at Estwich was over. My familys sentiments are changing — have changed. It requires only you yourself to convince them. I wish you had remained, although your going so quietly commanded the respect of everybody. They all are very silent about it and about you, yet I can see that they have been affected most favourably by their brief glimpse of you.

As for your wishing to remain undisturbed for a few days, I can see no reason for it now, dear, but of course I shall respect your wishes.

Only send me a line to say that the month of June will mean our marriage. Say it, dear, because there is now no reason to refuse.

To which she answered:

Dearest among all men, no familys sentiments change over night. Your people were nice to me and I have thanked them. But, dear, I am not likely to delude myself in regard to their real sentiments concerning me. Too deeply ingrained, too basic, too essentially part of themselves and of their lives are the creeds, codes, and beliefs which, in spite of themselves, must continue to govern their real attitude toward such a girl as I am.

It is dear of you to wish for us what cannot be; it is kind of them to accept your wish with resignation.

But I have told you many times, my darling, that I would not accept a status as your wife at any cost to you or to them — and I can read between the lines, even if I did not know, what it would cost them and you. And so, very gently, and with a heart full of gratitude and love for you, I must decline this public honour.

But, God willing, I shall not decline a lifetime devoted to you when you are not with them. That is all I can hope for; and it is so much more than I ever dreamed of having, that, to have you at all — even for a part of the time — even for a part of my life, is enough. And I say it humbly, reverently, without ignoble envy or discontent for what might have been had you and I been born to the same life amid the same surroundings.

Dont write to me again, dear, until I have determined what is best for us. Before the first day of summer, or on that day, you will know. And so will I.

My life is such a little thing compared to yours — of such slight value and worth that sometimes I think I am considering matters too deeply — that if I simply fling it in the scales the balance will scarcely be altered — the splendid, even tenor of your career will scarcely swerve a shade.

Yet my life is already something to you; and besides it is all I have to give you; and if I am to give it — if it is adding an iota to your happiness for me to give it — then I must truly treat it with respect, and deeply consider the gift, and the giving, and if it shall be better for you to possess it, or better that you never shall.

And whatever I do with myself, my darling, be certain that it is of you
I am thinking and not of the girl, who loves you.

V.

By degrees she cleared up her accounts and set her small house in order.

Rita seemed to divine that something radical was in progress of evolution, but Valerie offered no confidence, and the girl, already deeply worried over John Burlesons condition, had not spirit enough to meddle.

Sam Ogilvys brother is a wonder on tubercular cases, she said to
Valerie, and Im doing my best to get John to go and see him at
Dartford.

Wont he?

He says he will, but you know how horridly untruthful men are. And now John is slopping about with his wet clay again as usual — an order for a tomb in Greenwood — poor boy, he had better think how best to keep away from tombs.

Why, Rita! said Valerie, shocked.

I cant help it; Im really frightened, dear. And you know well enough Im no flighty alarmist. Besides, somehow, I feel certain that Sams brother would tell John to go to Arizona — she pointed piteously to her trunk: Its packed; it has been packed for weeks. Im all ready to go with him. Why cant a man mould clay and chip marble and cast bronze as well in Arizona as in this vile pest-hole?

Valerie sat with folded hands looking at her.

How do you think you could stand that desolation?

Arizona?

Yes.

There is another desolation I dread more.

Do you really love him so?

Rita slowly turned from the window and looked at her.

Yes, she said.

[Illustration: And they — the majority of them — are, after all, just men.]

Does he know it, Rita?

No, dear.

Do you think — if he did—

No…. How could it be — after what has happened to me?

You would tell him?

Of course. I sometimes wonder whether he has not already heard — something — from that beast—

Does John know him?

He has done two fountains for his place at El Naúar. He had several other things in view— she shrugged— but The Mohave sailed suddenly with its owner for a voyage around the world — so John was told; — and — Valerie, its the first clear breath of relief Ive drawn since Penrhyn Cardemon entered Johns studio.

I didnt know he had ever been there.

Yes; twice.

Did you see him there?

Yes. I nearly dropped. At first he did not recognise me — I was very young — when—

Did he speak to you?

Yes. I managed to answer. John was not looking at me, fortunately…. After that he wrote to me — and I burned the letter…. It was horrible; he said that José Querida was his guest at El Naúar, and he asked me to get you because you knew Querida, and be his guest for a week end…. I cried that night; you heard me.

Was that it! asked Valerie, very pale.

Yes; I was too wretched to tell you,

Valerie sat silent, her teeth fixed in her lower lip. Then:

José could not have known what kind of a man the — other — is.

I hope not.

Oh, he couldnt have known! Rita, he wouldnt have let him ask us—

Men seldom deceive one another.

You dont think José Querida knew?

I — dont — think…. Valerie, men are very — very unlike women…. Forgive me if I seem to be embittered…. Even you have had your experience with men — the men that all the world seems to like — kind, jolly, generous, jovial, amusing men — and clever men; men of attainment, of distinction. And they — the majority of them — are, after all, just men, Valerie, just men in a world made for men, a world into which we come like timid intruders; uncertain through generations of uncertainty — innocently stupid through ages of stupid innocence, ready to please though not knowing exactly how; ready to be pleased, God knows, with pleasures as innocent as the simple minds that dream of them.

Valerie, I do not believe any evil first came into this world of men through any woman.

Valerie looked down at her folded hands — small, smooth, white hands, pure of skin and innocent as a childs.

I dont know, she said, troubled, how much more unhappiness arises through men than through women, if any more … I like men. Some are unruly — like children; some have the sense and the morals of marauding dogs.

But, at worst, the unruly and the marauders seem so hopelessly beneath one, intellectually, that a girls resentment is really more of contempt than of anger — and perhaps more of pity than of either.

Rita said: I cannot feel as charitably…. You still have that right.

Rita! Rita! she said softly, we both have loved men, you with the ignorance and courage of a child — I with less ignorance and with my courage as yet untested. Where is the difference between us — if we love sincerely?

Rita leaned forward and looked at her searchingly:

Do you mean to do — what you said you would?

Yes.

Why?

Because he wants me.

Rita sprang to her feet and began pacing the floor.

I will not have it so! she said excitedly, I will not have it so! If he is a man — a real man — he will not have it so, either. If he will, he does not love you; mark what I say, Valerie — he does not love you enough. No man can love a woman enough to accept that from her; it would be a paradox, I tell you!

He loves me enough, said Valerie, very pale. He could not love me as I care for him; it is not in a man to do it, nor in any human being to love as I love him. You dont understand, Rita. I must be a part of him — not very much, because already there is so much to him — and I am so — so unimportant.

You are more important than he is, said Rita fiercely— with all your fineness and loyalty and divine sympathy and splendid humility — with your purity and your loveliness; and in spite of his very lofty intellect and his rather amazing genius, and his inherited social respectability — you are the more important to the happiness and welfare of this world — even to the humblest corner in it!

Rita! Rita! What wild, partisan nonsense you are talking!

[Illustration: His thoughts were mostly centred on Valerie.]

Oh, Valerie, Valerie, if you only knew! If you only knew!

* * * * *

Querida called next day. Rita was at home but flatly refused to see him.

Tell Mr. Querida, she said to the janitor, that neither I nor Miss West are at home to him, and that if he is as nimble at riddles as he is at mischief he can guess this one before his friend Mr. Cardemon returns from a voyage around the world.

Which reply slightly disturbed Querida.

All during dinner — and he was dining alone — he considered it; and his thoughts were mostly centred on Valerie.

Somehow, some way or other he must come to an understanding with Valerie West. Somehow, some way, she must be brought to listen to him. Because, while he lived, married or single, poor or wealthy, he would never rest, never be satisfied, never wring from life the last drop that life must pay him, until this womans love was his.

He loved her as such a man loves; he had no idea of letting that love for her interfere with other ambitions.

Long ago, when very poor and very talented and very confident that the world, which pretended to ignore him, really knew in its furtive heart that it owed him fame and fortune and social position, he had determined to begin the final campaign with a perfectly suitable marriage.

That was all years ago; and he had never swerved in his determination — not even when Valerie West surprised his life in all the freshness of her young beauty.

And, as he sat there leisurely over his claret, he reflected, easily, that the time had come for the marriage, and that the woman he had picked out was perfectly suitable, and that the suitable evening to inform her was the present evening.

Mrs. Hind-Willet was prepossessing enough to interest him, clever enough to stop gaps in a dinner table conversation, wealthy enough to permit him a liberty of rejecting commissions, which he had never before dared to exercise, and fashionable enough to carry for him what could not be carried through his own presentable good looks and manners and fame.

This last winter he had become a frequenter of her house on Sixty-third Street; and so carelessly assiduous, and so delightfully casual had become his attentions to that beautifully groomed widow, that his footing with her was already an intimacy, and his portrait of her, which he had given her, had been the sensation of the loan exhibition at the great Interborough Charity Bazaar.

He was neither apprehensive nor excited as he calmly finished his claret. He was to drop in there after dinner to discuss with her several candidates as architects for the New Idea Home.

So when he was entirely ready he took his hat and stick and departed in a taxicab, pleasantly suffused with a gentle glow of anticipation. He had waited many years for such an evening as this was to be. He was a patient and unmoral man. He could wait longer for Valerie, — and for the first secret blow at the happiness and threatened artistic success of Louis Neville.

So he rolled away in his taxi very comfortably, savouring his cigarette, indolently assured of his reception in a house which it would suit him perfectly to inhabit when he cared to.

Only one thing worried him a little — the short note he had received from his friend Penrhyn Cardemon, saying rather brusquely that hed made up his mind not to have his portrait painted for five thousand dollars, and that he was going off on The Mohave to be gone a year at least.

Which pained Querida, because Cardemon had not only side-stepped what was almost a commission, but he had, also, apparently forgotten his invitation to spend the summer on The Mohave — with the understanding that Valerie West was also to be invited.

However, everything comes in its season; and this did not appear to be the season for ripe commissions and yachting enterprises; but it certainly seemed to be the season for a judicious matrimonial enterprise.

And when Mrs. Hind-Willet received him in a rose-tinted reception corner, audaciously intimate and secluded, he truly felt that he was really missing something of the pleasures of the chase, and that it was a little too easy to be acutely enjoyable.

However, when at last he had gently retained her hand and had whispered, Alma, and had let his big, dark, velvet eyes rest with respectful passion upon her smaller and clearer and blacker ones, something somewhere in the machinery seemed to go wrong — annoyingly wrong.

Because Mrs. Hind-Willet began to laugh — and evidently was trying not to — trying to remain very serious; but her little black eyes were glistening with tears of suppressed mirth, and when, amazed and offended, he would have withdrawn his hand, she retained it almost convulsively:

José! I beg your pardon! — I truly do. It is perfectly horrid and unspeakable of me to behave this way; but listen, child! I am forty; I am perfectly contented not to marry again; and I dont love you. So, my poor José, what on earth am I to do if I dont laugh a little. I cant weep over it you know.

The scarlet flush faded from his olive skin. Alma, he began mournfully, but she only shook her head, vigorously.

Nonsense, she said. You like me for a sufficient variety of reasons. And to tell you the truth I suspect that I am quite as madly in love with you as you actually are with me. No, no, José. There are too many — discrepancies — of various kinds. I have too little to gain! — to be horribly frank — and you — alas! — are a very cautious, very clever, and admirably sophisticated young man…. There, there! I am not really accusing you — or blaming you — very much…. Id have tried the same thing in your place — yes, indeed I would…. But, José dear, if youll take the mature advice of fair, plump, and forty, youll let the lesser ambition go.

A clever wealthy woman nearer your age, and on the edge of things — with you for a husband, ought to carry you and herself far enough to suit you. And thered be more amusement in it, believe me…. And now — you may kiss my hand — very good-humoredly and respectfully, and well talk about those architects. Shall we?

* * * * *

For twenty-four hours Querida remained a profoundly astonished man. Examine, in retrospective, as he would, the details of the delicately adjusted machinery which for so many years had slowly but surely turned the interlocking cog-wheels of destiny for him, he could not find where the trouble had been — could discover no friction caused by neglect of lubricants; no over-oiling, either; no flaw.

Wherein lay the trouble? Based on what error was his theory that the average man could marry anybody he chose? Just where had he miscalculated?

He admitted that times changed very fast; that the world was spinning at a rate that required nimble wits to keep account of its revolutions. But his own wits were nimble, almost feminine in the rapid delicacy of their intuition — almost feminine, but not quite. And he felt, vaguely, that there lay his mistake in engaging a woman with a womans own weapons; and that the only chance a man has is to perplex her with his own.

The world was spinning rapidly; times changed very fast, but not as fast as women were changing in the Western World. For the self-sufficient woman — the self-confident, self-sustaining individual, not only content but actually preferring autonomy of mind and body, was a fact in which José Querida had never really ever believed. No sentimentalist does or really can. And all creators of things artistic are, basically, sentimentalists.

Queridas almond-shaped, velvet eyes had done their share for him in his time; they were merely part of a complex machinery which, included many exquisitely adjusted parts which could produce at will such phenomena as temporary but genuine sympathy and emotion: a voice controlled and modulated to the finest nuances; a grace of body and mind that resembled inherent delicacy; a nervous receptiveness and intelligence almost supersensitive in its recognition of complicated ethical problems. It was a machinery which could make of him any manner of man which the opportunism of the particular moment required. Yet, with all this, in every nerve and bone and fibre he adored material and intellectual beauty, and physical suffering in others actually distressed him.

Now, reviewing matters, deeply interested to find the microscopic obstruction which had so abruptly stopped the machinery of destiny for him, he was modest enough and sufficiently liberal-minded to admit to himself that Alma Hind-Willet was the exception that proved this rule. There were women so constructed that they had become essentially unresponsive. Alma was one. But, he concluded that if he lived a thousand years he was not likely to encounter another.

And the following afternoon he called upon Mrs. Hind-Willets understudy, the blue-eyed little Countess dEnver.

Hélène dEnver was superintending the definite closing of her beautiful duplex apartments — the most beautiful in the great château-like, limestone building. And José Querida knew perfectly well what the rents were.

Such a funny time to come to see me, she had said laughingly over the telephone; Im in a dreadful state with skirts pinned up and a motor-bonnet over my hair, but I will not permit my maids to touch the porcelains; and if you really wish to see me, come ahead.

He really wished to. Besides he adored her Ming porcelains and her Celedon, and the idea of any maid touching them almost gave him heart-failure. He himself possessed one piece of Ming and a broken fragment of Celedon. Women had been married for less.

She was very charming in her pinned-up skirts and her dainty head-gear, and she welcomed him and intrusted him with specimens which sent pleasant shivers down his flexible spine.

And, together, they put away many scores of specimens which were actually priceless, inasmuch as any rumour of a public sale would have excited amateurs to the verge of lunacy, and almost any psychopathic might have established a new record for madness at an auction of this matchless collection.

They breathed easier when the thrilling task was ended; but emotion still enchained them as they seated themselves at a tea-table — an emotion so deep on Hélènes part that she suffered Querida to retain the tips of her fingers for an appreciable moment when transferring sugar to his cup. And she listened, with a smile almost tremulous, to the fascinating music of his voice, charmingly attuned and modulated to a pitch which, somehow, seemed to harmonise with the very word, Celedon.

I am so surprised, she said softly — but his dark eyes noted that she was still busy with her tea paraphernalia— I scarcely know what to think, Mr. Querida—

Think that I love you— breathed Querida, his dark and beautiful head very near to her blond one.

I — am — thinking of it…. But—

Hélène, he whispered musically; — and suddenly stiffened in his chair as the maid came clattering in over the rugless and polished parquet to announce Mr. Ogilvy, followed san façon by that young man, swinging a straw hat and a malacca stick.

Sam! said the pretty Countess, changing countenance.

Hello, Hélène! How-do, Querida! I heard you were temporarily in town, dear lady— He kissed a hand that was as faltering and guilty as the irresolute eyes she lifted to his.

Ten minutes later Querida took his leave. He dismissed the expensive taxi which had been devouring time outside, and walked thoughtfully away down the fashionable street.

Because the machinery had chanced to clog twice did not disturb his theory; but the trouble with him was local; he was intensely and personally annoyed, nervous, irritated unspeakably. Because, except for Valerie, these two, Alma Hind-Willet and Hélène dEnver, were the only two socially and financially suitable women in whom he took the slightest physical interest.

There is, in all women, one moment — sometimes repeated — in which a sudden yielding to caprice sometimes overturns the logical plans laid out and inexorably followed for half a lifetime. And there was much of the feminine about Querida.

And it chanced to happen on this day — when no doubt all unsuspected and unperceived some lurking jettatura had given him the evil eye — that he passed by hazard through the block where Valerie lived, and saw her mounting the steps.

Why, José! she exclaimed, a trifle confused in her smiling cordiality as he sprang up the steps behind her — for Ritas bitterness, if it had not aroused in her suspicions, had troubled her in spite of her declaration of unbelief.

He asked for a cup of tea, and she invited him. Rita was in the room when they entered; and she stood up coolly, coolly returned Queridas steady glance and salutation with a glance as calm, as detached, and as intelligent as a surgeons.

Neither he nor she referred to his recent call; he was perfectly self-possessed, entirely amiable with that serene and level good-humour which sometimes masks a defiance almost contemptuous.

But Ritas engagements required her to leave very shortly after his advent; and before she went out she deliberately waited to catch Valeries eye; and Valerie coloured deeply under her silent message.

Then Rita went away with a scarcely perceptible nod to Querida; and when, by the clock, she had been gone twenty minutes, Querida, without reason, without preparation, and perfectly aware of his moments insanity, yielded to a seconds flash of caprice — the second that comes once in the lives of all women — and now, in the ordered symmetry of his life, had come to him.

Valerie, he said, I love you. Will you marry me?

She had been leaning sideways on the back of her chair, one hand supporting her cheek, gazing almost listlessly out of the open window.

She did not stir, nor did her face alter, but, very quietly she turned her head and looked at him.

He spoke, breathlessly, eloquently, persuasively, and well; the perfect machinery was imitating for him a single-minded, ardent, honourable young man, intelligent enough to know his own mind, manly enough to speak it. The facsimile was flawless.

He had finished and was waiting, long fingers gripping the arms of his chair; and her face had altered only to soften divinely, and her eyes were very sweet and untroubled.

I am glad you have spoken this way to me, José. Something has been said about you — in connection with Mr. Cardemon — which disturbed me and made me very sad and miserable, although I would not permit myself to believe it…. And now I know it was a mistake — because you have asked me to be your wife.

She sat looking at him, the sadness in her eyes emphasised by the troubled smile curving her lips:

I couldnt marry you, José, because I am not in love with you. If I were I would do it…. But I do not care for you that way.

For an instant some inner flare of madness blinded his brain and vision. There was, in his face, something so terrible that Valerie unconsciously rose to her feet, bewildered, almost stunned.

I want you, he said slowly.

José! What in the world—

His dry lips moved, but no articulate sound came from them. Suddenly he sprang to his feet, and out of his twisted, distorted mouth poured a torrent of passion, of reproach, of half-crazed pleading — incoherency tumbling over incoherency, deafening her, beating in upon her, till she swayed where she stood, holding her arms up as though to shield herself.

The next instant she was straining, twisting in his arms, striving to cry out, to wrench herself free to keep her feet amid the crash of the overturned table and a falling chair.

José! Are you insane? she panted, tearing herself free and springing toward the door. Suddenly she halted, uttered a cry as he jumped back to block her way. The low window-ledge caught him under both knees; he clutched at nothing, reeled backward and outward and fell into space.

For a second she covered her white face with both hands, then turned, dragged herself to the open window, forced herself to look out.

He lay on his back on the grass in the rear yard, and the janitor was already bending over him. And when she reached the yard Querida had opened both eyes.

Later the ambulance came, and with its surgeon came a policeman.
Querida, lying with his head on her lap, opened his eyes again:

I was — seated — on the window-ledge, he said with difficulty— and overbalanced myself…. Caught the table — but it fell over…. Thats all.

The eyes in his ghastly face closed wearily, then fluttered:

Awfully sorry, Valerie — make such a mess — in your house.

Oh-h — José, she sobbed.

After that they took him away to the Presbyterian Hospital; and nobody seemed to find very much the matter with him except that hed been badly shocked.

But the next day all sensation ceased in his body from the neck downward.

And they told Valerie why.

For ten days he lay there, perfectly conscious, patient, good-humored, and his almond-shaped and hollow eyes rested on Valerie and Rita with a fatalistic serenity subtly tinged with irony.

John Burleson came to see him, and cried. After he left, Querida said to
Valerie:

John and I are destined to remain near neighbours; his grief is well meant, but a trifle premature.

You are not going to die, José! she said gently.

But he only smiled.

Ogilvy came, Annan came, the Countess Hélène, and even Mrs. Hind-Willet. He inspected them all with his shadowy and mysterious smile, answered them gently deep in his sunken eyes a sombre amusement seemed to dwell. But there was in it no bitterness.

Then Neville came. Valerie and Rita were absent that day but their roses filled the private ward-room with a hint of the coming summer.

Querida lay looking at Neville, the half smile resting on his pallid face like a slight shadow that faintly waxed and waned with every breath he drew.

Well, he said quietly, you are the man I wished to see.

Querida, he said, deeply affected, this thing isnt going to be permanent—

No; not permanent. It wont last, Neville. Nothing does last…. unless you can tell me whether my pictures are going to endure. Are they? I know that you will be as honest with me as I was — dishonest with you. I will believe what you say. Is my work destined to be permanent?

Dont you know it is?

I thought so…. But you know. Because, Neville, you are the man who is coming into what was mine, and what will be your own; — and you are coming into more than that, Neville, more than I ever could have attained. Now answer me; will my work live?

Always, said Neville simply.

Querida smiled:

The rest doesnt matter then…. Even Valerie doesnt matter…. But you may hand me one of her roses…. No, a bud, if you dont mind — unopened.

When it was time for Neville to go Queridas smile had faded and the pink rose-bud lay wilted in his fingers.

It is just as well, Neville, he said. I couldnt have endured your advent. Somebody has to be first; I was — as long as I lived…. It is curious how acquiescent a mans mind becomes — when hes like this. I never believed it possible that a man really could die without regret, without some shadow of a desire to live. Yet it is that way, Neville…. But a man must lie dying before he can understand it.

* * * * *

A highly tinted uncle from Oporto arrived in New York just in time to see Querida alive. He brought with him a parrot.

Send it to Mrs. Hind-Willet, whispered Querida with stiffening lips; uno lavanta la caça y otro la nata.

A few minutes later he died, and his highly coloured uncle from Oporto sent the bird to Mrs. Hind-Willet and made the thriftiest arrangement possible to transport what was mortal of a great artist to Oporto — where a certain kind of parrot comes from.


CHAPTER XVI
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ON THE MORNING of the first day of June Neville came into his studio and found there a letter from Valerie:

DEAREST: I am not keeping my word to you; I am asking you for more time; and I know you will grant it.

José Queridas death has had a curious effect on me. I was inclined to care very sincerely for him; I comprehended him better than many people, I think. Yet there was much in him that I never understood. And I doubt that he ever entirely understood himself.

I believe that he was really a great painter, Louis — and have sometimes thought that his character was mediæval at the foundations — with five centuries of civilisation thinly deposited over the bed-rock…. In him there seemed to be something primitive; something untamable, and utterly irreconcilable with, the fundamental characteristics of modern man.

He was my friend…. Friendship, they say, is a record of misunderstandings; and it was so with us But may I tell you something? José Querida loved me — in his own fashion.

What kind of a love it was — of what value — I can not tell you. I do not think it was very high in the scale. Only he felt it for me, and for no other woman, I believe.

It never was a love that I could entirely understand or respect; yet, — it is odd but true — I cared something for it — perhaps because, in spite of its unfamiliar and sometimes repellent disguises — it was love after all.

And now, as at heart and in mind you and I are one; and as I keep nothing of real importance from you — perhaps can not; I must tell you that José Querida came that day to ask me to marry him.

I tried to make him understand that I could not think of such a thing; and he lost his head and became violent. That is how the table fell: — I had started toward the door when he sprang back to block me, and the low window-sill caught him under the knees, and he fell outward into the yard.

I know of course that no blame could rest on me, but it was a terrible and dreadful thing that happened there in one brief second; and somehow it seems to have moved in me depths that have never before been stirred.

The newspapers, as you know, published it merely as an accident — which it really was. But they might have made it, by innuendo, a horror for me. However, they put it so simply and so unsuspiciously that José Querida might have been any nice man calling on any nice woman.

Louis, I have never been so lonely in my life as I have been since José Querida died; alas! not because he has gone out of my life forever, but because, somehow, the manner of his death has made me realise how difficult it is for a woman alone to contend with men in a mans own world.

Do what she may to maintain her freedom, her integrity, there is always, — sometimes impalpable, sometimes not — a steady, remorseless pressure on her, forcing her unwillingly to take frightened cognisance of men; — take into account their inexorable desire for domination; the subtle cohesion existent among them which, at moments, becomes like a wall of adamant barring, limiting, inclosing and forcing women toward the deep-worn grooves which women have trodden through the sad centuries; — and which they tread still — and will tread perhaps for years to come before the real enfranchisement of mankind begins.

I do not mean to write bitterly, dear; but, somehow, all this seems to bear significantly, ominously, upon my situation in the world.

When I first knew you I felt so young, so confident, so free, so scornful of custom, so wholesomely emancipated from silly and unjust conventions, that perhaps I overestimated my own vigour and ability to go my way, unvexed, unfettered in this mans world, and let the world make its own journey in peace. But it will not.

Twice, now, within a month, — and not through any conscious fault of mine — this mans world has shown its teeth at me; I have been menaced by its innate scorn of woman, and have, by chance, escaped a publicity which would have damned me so utterly that I would not have cared to live.

And dear, for the first time I really begin to understand now what the shelter of a family means; what it is to have law on my side, — and a man who understands his mans world well enough to fight it with its own weapons; — well enough to protect a woman from things she never dreamed might menace her.

When that policeman came into my room, — dear, you will think me a perfect coward — but suddenly I seemed to realise what law meant, and that it had power to protect me or destroy me…. And I was frightened, — and the table lay there with the fragments of broken china — and there was that dreadful window — and I — I who knew how he died! — Louis! Louis! guiltless as I was, — blameless in thought and deed — I died a thousand deaths there while the big policeman and the reporters were questioning me.

If it had not been for what José was generous enough to say, I could never have thought out a lie to tell them; I should have told them how it had really happened…. And what the papers would have printed about him and about me, God only knows.

Never, never had I needed you as I needed you at that moment…. Well; I lied to them, somehow; I said to them what José had said — that he was seated on the window-ledge, lost his balance, clutched at the table, overturned it, and fell. And they believed me…. It is the first lie since I was a little child, that I have ever knowingly told…. And I know now that I could never contrive to tell another.

Dear, let me try to think out what is best for us…. And forgive me, Louis, if I can not help a thought or two of self creeping in. I am so terribly alone. Somehow I am beginning to believe that it may sometimes be a weakness to totally ignore ones self…. Not that I consider myself of importance compared to you, my darling; not that I would fail to set aside any thought of self where your welfare is concerned. You know that, dont you?

But I have been wondering how it would be with you if I passed quietly
and absolutely out of your life. That is what I am trying to determine.
Because it must be either that or the tie unrecognised by civilisation.
And which would be better for you? I do not know yet. I ask more time.
Dont write me. Your silence will accord it.

You are always in my thoughts.

VALERIE.

Ogilvy came into the studio that afternoon, loquacious, in excellent humour, and lighting a pipe, detailed what news he had while Neville tried to hide his own deep perplexity and anxiety under a cordial welcome.

You know, said Ogilvy, that all the time youve given me and all your kindness and encouragement has made a corker of that picture of mine.

You did it yourself, said Neville. Its good work, Sam.

Sure its good work — being mostly yours. And what do you think, Kelly; its sold!

Good for you!

Certainly its good for me. I need the mazuma. A courteous multi purchased it for his Long Branch cottage — said cottage costing a million. What?

Oh, youre doing very well, laughed Neville.

Ive got to…. Ive — hm! — undertaken to assume obligations toward civilisation — hm! — and certain duties to my — hm — country—

What on earth are you driving at? asked Neville, eying him.

Huh! Driving single just at present; practising for tandem — hm! — and a spike — hm — some day — I hope — of course—

Sam!

Hey?

Are you trying to say something?

Oh, Lord, no! Why, Kelly, did you suspect that I was really attempting to convey anything to you which I was really too damned embarrassed to tell you in the patois of my native city?

It sounded that way, observed Neville, smiling.

Did it? Ogilvy considered, head on one side. Did it sound anything like a — hm! — a man who was trying to — hm! — to tell you that he was going to — hm! — to try to get somebody to try to let him try to tell her that he wanted to — marry her?

Good heavens! exclaimed Neville, bewildered, what do you mean?

Ogilvy pirouetted, picked up a mahl-stick, and began a lively fencing bout with an imaginary adversary.

Im going to get married, he said amiably.

What!

Sure.

To whom?

To Hélène dEnver. Only she doesnt know it yet.

What an infernal idiot you are, Sam!

Ya-as, so they say. Some say Im an ass, others a bally idiot, others merely refer to me as imbecile. And so it goes, Kelly, — so it goes.

He flourished his mahl-stick, neatly punctured the air, and cried Hah! very fiercely.

Then he said:

Ive concluded to let Hélène know about it this afternoon.

About what? — you monkey?

About our marriage. Wont it surprise her though! Oh, no! But I think Ill let her into the secret before some suspicious gink gets wind of it and tells her himself.

Neville looked at the boy, perplexed, undecided, until he caught his eye. And over Sams countenance stole a vivid and beauteous blush.

Sam! I — upon my word I believe you mean it!

Sure I do!

Neville grasped his hand:

My dear fellow! he said cordially, I was slow, not unsympathetic. Im frightfully glad — Im perfectly delighted. Shes a charming and sincere woman. Go in and win and God bless you both!

Ogilvy wrung his hand, then, to relieve his feelings, ran all over the floor like a spider and was pretending to spin a huge web in a corner when Harry Annan and Rita Tevis came in and discovered him.

Hah! he exclaimed, flies! Two nice, silly, appetising flies. Pretend to fall into my web, Rita, and begin to buzz like mad!

Ritas dainty nose went up into the air, but Annan succumbed to the alluring suggestion, and presently he was buzzing frantically in a corner while Sam spun an imaginary web all over him.

Rita and Neville looked on for a while.

Sam never will grow up, she said disdainfully.

Hes fortunate, observed Neville.

You dont think so.

I wish I knew what I did think, Rita. How is John?

I came to tell you. He has gone to Dartford.

To see Dr. Ogilvy? Good! Im glad, Rita. Billy Ogilvy usually makes people do what he tells them to do.

[Illustration: Ogilvy … began a lively fencing bout with an imaginary adversary.]

The girl stood silent, eyes lowered. After a while she looked up at him; and in her unfaltering but sorrowful gaze he read the tragedy which he had long since suspected.

Neither spoke for a moment; he held out both hands; she laid hers in them, and her gaze became remote.

After a while she said in a low voice:

Let me be with you now and then while hes away; will you, Kelly?

Yes. Would you like to pose for me? I havent anything pressing on hand. You might begin now if it suits you.

May I? she asked gratefully.

Of course, child…. Let me think— He looked again into her dark blue eyes, absently, then suddenly his attention became riveted upon something which he seemed to be reading in her face.

Long before Sam and Harry had ended their puppy-like scuffling and had retired to woo their respective deputy-muses, Rita was seated on the model-stand, and Neville had already begun that strange and sombre picture afterward so famous, and about which one of the finest of our modern poets wrote:

Her gold hair, fallen about her face
Made light within that shadowy place,
But on her garments lay the dust
Of many a vanished race.

Her deep eyes, gazing straight ahead,
Saw years and days and hours long dead,
While strange gems glittered at her feet,
Yellow, and green, and red.

And ever from the shadows came
Voices to pierce her heart like flame,
The great bats fanned her with their wings,
The voices called her name.

But yet her look turned not aside
From the black deep where dreams abide,
Where worlds and pageantries lay dead
Beneath that viewless tide.

Her elbow on her knee was set,
Her strong hand propt her chin, and yet
No man might name that look she wore,
Nor any man forget.

All day long in the pleasant June weather they worked together over the picture; and if he really knew what he was about, it is uncertain, for his thoughts were of Valerie; and he painted as in a dream, and with a shadowy splendour that seemed even to him unreal.

They scarcely spoke; now and then Rita came silently on sandalled feet to stand behind him and look at what he had done.

The first time she thought to herself, Querida! But the second time she remained mute; and when the daylight was waning to a golden gloom in the room she came a third time and stood with one hand on his arm, her eyes fixed upon the dawning mystery on the canvas — spellbound under the sombre magnificence already vaguely shadowed forth from infinite depth of shade.

Gladys came and rubbed and purred around his legs; the most recent progeny toddled after her, ratty tails erect; sportive, casual little optimists frisking unsteadily on wavering legs among the fading sunbeams on the floor.

The sunbeams died out on wall and ceiling; high through the glass roof above, a shoal of rosy clouds paled to saffron, then to a cinder gray. And the first night-hawk, like a huge, erratic swallow, sailed into view, soaring, tumbling aloft, while its short raucous cry sounded incessantly above the roofs and chimneys.

Neville was still seated before his canvas, palette flat across his left arm, the sheaf of wet brushes held loosely.

I suppose you are dining with Valerie, he said.

No.

He turned and looked at her, inquiringly.

Valerie has gone away.

Where?

I dont know, Kelly…. I was not to know.

I see. He picked up a handful of waste and slowly began to clean the brushes, one by one. Then he drove them deep into a bowl of black soap.

Shall we dine together here, Rita?

If you care to have me.

Yes, I do.

He laid aside his palette, rang up the kitchen, gave his order, and slowly returned to where Rita was seated.

Dinner was rather a silent affair. They touched briefly and formally on Querida and his ripening talent prematurely annihilated; they spoke of men they knew who were to come after him — a long, long way after him.

I dont know who is to take his place, mused Neville over his claret.

You.

Not his place, Rita. He thought so; but that place must remain his.

Perhaps. But you are carving out your own niche in a higher tier. You are already beginning to do it; and yesterday his niche was the higher…. Yet, after all — after all—

[Illustration: Then Rita came silently on sandalled feet to stand behind him and look at what he had done.]

He nodded. Yes, he said, what does it matter to him, now? A man carves out his resting place as you say, but he carves it out in vain. Those who come after him will either place him in his proper sepulchre … or utterly neglect him…. And neglect or transfer will cause him neither happiness nor pain…. Both are ended for Querida; — let men exalt him above all, or bury him and his work out of sight — what does he care about it now? He has had all that life held for him, and what another life may promise him no man can know. All reward for labour is here, Rita; and the reward lasts only while the pleasure in labour lasts. Creative work — even if well done — loses its savour when it is finished. Happiness in it ends with the final touch. It is like a dead thing to him who created it; mens praise or blame makes little impression; and the aftertaste of both is either bitter or flat and lasts but a moment.

Are you a little morbid, Kelly?

Am I?

It seems to me so.

And you, Rita?

She shook her pretty head in silence.

After a while Gladys jumped up into her lap, and she lay back in her arm-chair smoothing the creatures fur, and gazing absently into space.

Kelly, she said, how many, many years ago it seems when you came up to Delaware County to see us.

It seems very long ago to me, too.

She lifted her blue eyes:

May I speak plainly? I have known you a long while. There is only one man I like better. But there is no woman in the world whom I love as I love Valerie West…. May I speak plainly?

Yes.

Then — be fair to her, Kelly. Will you?

I will try.

Try very hard. For after all it is a mans world, and she doesnt understand it. Try to be fair to her, Kelly. For — whether or not the laws that govern the world are man-made and unjust — they are, nevertheless, the only laws. Few men can successfully fight them; no woman can — yet…. I am not angering you, am I?

No. Go on.

I have so little to say — I who feel so deeply — deeply…. And the laws are always there, Kelly, always there — fair or unfair, just or unjust — they are always there to govern the world that framed them. And a woman disobeys them at her peril.

She moved slightly in her chair and sat supporting her head on one pretty ringless hand.

Yet, she said, although a woman disobeys any law at her peril — laws which a man may often ignore with impunity — there is one law to which no woman should dare subscribe. And it is sometimes known as The Common Law of Marriage.

She sat silent for a while, her gaze never leaving his shadowy face.

That is the only law — if it is truly a law — that a woman must ignore. All others it is best for her to observe. And if the laws of marriage are merely man-made or divine, I do not know. There is a din in the world to-day which drowns the voices preaching old beliefs…. And a girl is deafened by the clamour…. And I dont know.

But, it seems to me, that back of the laws men have made — if there be nothing divine in their inspiration — there is another foundation solid enough to carry them. Because it seems to me that the worlds laws — even when unjust — are built on natural laws. And how can a girl say that these natural laws are unjust because they have fashioned her to bear children and feed them from her own body?

And another thing, Kelly; if a man breaks a man-made law — founded, we believe, on a divine commandment — he suffers only in a spiritual and moral sense…. And with us it may be more than that. For women, at least, hell is on earth.

He stirred in his chair, and his sombre gaze rested on the floor at her feet.

What are we to do? he said dully.

Rita shook her head:

I dont know. I am not instructing you, Kelly, only recalling to your mind what you already know; what all men know, and find so convenient to forget. Love is not excuse enough; the peril is unequally divided. The chances are uneven; the odds are unfair. If a man really loves a woman, how can he hazard her in a game of chance that is not square? How can he let her offer more than he has at stake — even if she is willing? How can he permit her to risk more than he is even able to risk? How can he accept a magnanimity which leaves him her hopeless debtor? But men have done it, men will continue to do it; God alone knows how they reconcile it with their manhood or find it in their hearts to deal so unfairly by us. But they do…. And still we stake all; and proudly overlook the chances against us; and face the contemptible odds with a smile, dauntless and — damned!

He leaned forward in the dusk; she could see his bloodless features now only as a pale blot in the twilight.

All this I knew, Rita. But it is just as well, perhaps, that you remind me.

I thought it might be as well. The world has grown very clever; but after all there is no steadier anchor for a soul than a platitude.

Ogilvy and Annan came mincing in about nine oclock, disposed for flippancy and gossip; but neither Neville nor Rita encouraged them; so after a while they took their unimpaired cheerfulness and horse-play elsewhere, leaving the two occupants of the studio to their own silent devices.

It was nearly midnight when he walked back with Rita to her rooms.

And now day followed day in a sequence of limpid dawns and cloudless sunsets. Summer began with a clear, hot week in June, followed by three days steady downpour which freshened and cooled the city and unfolded, in square and park, everything green into magnificent maturity.

Every day Neville and Rita worked together in the studio; and every evening they walked together in the park or sat in the cool, dusky studio, companionably conversational or permitting silence to act as their interpreter.

Then John Burleson came back from Dartford after remaining there ten days under Dr. Ogilvys observation; and Rita arrived at the studio next day almost smiling.

Were going to Arizona, she said. What do you think of that,
Kelly?

You poor child! exclaimed Neville, taking her hands into his and holding them closely.

Why, Kelly, she said gently, I knew he had to go. This has not taken me unawares.

I hoped there might be some doubt, he said.

There was none in my mind. I foresaw it. Listen to me: twice in a womans life a woman becomes a prophetess. That fatal clairvoyance is permitted to a woman twice in her life — and the second time it is neither for herself that she foresees the future, nor for him whom she loves….

I wish — I wish— he hesitated; and she flushed brightly.

I know what you wish, Kelly dear. I dont think it will ever happen. But it is so much for me to be permitted to remain near him — so much! — Ah, you dont know, Kelly! You dont know!

Would you marry him?

Her honest blue eyes met his:

If he asked me; and if he still wished it — after he knew.

Could you ever be less to him — and perhaps more, Rita?

Do you mean—

He nodded deliberately.

She hung her head.

Yes, she said, if I could be no more I would be what I could.

And you tell me that, after all that you have said?

I did not pretend to speak for men, Kelly. I told you that women had, and women still would overlook the chances menacing them and face the odds dauntlessly…. Because, whatever a man is — if a woman loves him enough — he is worth to her what she gives.

Rita! Rita! Is it you who content yourself with such sorry philosophy?

Yes, it is I. You asked me and I answer you. Whatever I said — I know only one thing now. And you know what that is.

And where am I to look for sympathy and support in my own decision?
What can I think now about all that you have said to me?

You will never forget it, Kelly — whatever becomes of the girl who said it. Because its the truth, no matter whose lips uttered it.

He released her hands and she went away to dress herself for the pose. When she returned and seated herself he picked up his palette and brushes and began in silence.

* * * * *

That evening he went to see John Buries on and found him smoking tranquilly in the midst of disorder. Packing cases, trunks, bundles, boxes were scattered and piled up in every direction, and the master of the establishment, apparently in excellent health, reclined on a lounge in the centre of chaos, the long clay stem of a church-warden pipe between his lips, puffing rings at the ceiling.

Hello, Kelly! he exclaimed, sitting up; Ive got to move out of this place. Rita told you all about it, didnt she? Isnt it rotten hard luck?

Not a bit of it. What did Billy Ogilvy say?

Oh, Ive got it all right. Not seriously yet. Whats Arizona like, anyway?

Half hell, half paradise, they say.

Then me for the celestial section. Ogilvy gave me the name of a place — he fumbled about— Rita has it, I believe…. Isnt she a corker to go? My conscience, Kelly, what a Godsend it will be to have a Massachusetts girl out there to talk to!

Isnt she going as your model?

My Lord, man! Dont you talk to a model? Is a nice girl who poses for a fellow anything extra-human or superhuman or — or unhuman or inhuman — so that intelligent conversation becomes impossible?

No, began Neville, laughing, but Burleson interrupted excitedly:

A girl can be anything she chooses if shes all right, cant she? And
Rita comes from Massachusetts, doesnt she?

Certainly.

Not only from Massachusetts, but from Hitherford! added Burleson triumphantly. I came from Hitherford. My grandfather knew hers. Why, man alive, Rita Tevis is entitled to do anything she chooses to do.

Thats one way of looking at it, anyway, admitted Neville gravely.

I look at it that way. You cant; youre not from Massachusetts; but you have a sort of a New England name, too. Its Yankee, isnt it?

Southern.

Oh, said Burleson, honestly depressed; I am sorry. There were
Nevilles in Hitherford Lower Falls two hundred years ago. Ive always
liked to think of you as originating, somehow or other, in Massachusetts
Bay.

No, John: unlike McGinty, I am unfamiliar with the cod-thronged ocean deeps…. When are you going?

Day after to-morrow. Rita says you dont need her any longer on that picture—

Lord, man! If I did I wouldnt hold you up. But dont worry, John; she wouldnt let me…. Shes a fine specimen of girl, he added casually.

[Illustration: Youd better understand, Kelly, that Rita Tevis is as well born as I am.]

Do you suppose that is news to me?

Oh, no; Im sure you find her amusing—

What!

Amusing, repeated Neville innocently. Dont you?

That is scarcely the word I would have chosen, Kelly. I have a very warm admiration and a very sincere respect for Rita Tevis—

John! You sound like a Puritan making love!

Burleson was intensely annoyed:

Youd better understand, Kelly, that Rita Tevis is as well born as I am, and that there would be nothing at all incongruous in any declaration that any decent man might make her!

Why, I know that.

Im glad you do. And Im gratified that what you said has given me the opportunity to make myself very plain on the subject of Rita Tevis. It may amaze you to know that her great grandsire carried a flintlock with the Hitherford Minute Men, and fell most respectably at Boston Neck.

Certainly, John. I knew she was all right. But I wasnt sure you knew it—

Confound it! Of course I did. Ive always known it. Do you think Id care for her so much if she wasnt all right?

Neville smiled at him gravely, then held out his hand:

Give my love to her, John. Ill see you both again before you go.

For nearly two weeks he had not heard a word from Valerie West. Rita and John Burleson had departed, cheerful, sure of early convalescence and a complete and radical cure.

Neville went with them to the train, but his mind was full of his own troubles and he could scarcely keep his attention on the ponderous conversation of Burleson, who was admonishing him and Ogilvy impartially concerning the true interpretation of creative art.

He turned aside to Rita when opportunity offered and said in a low voice:

Before you go, tell me where Valerie is.

I cant, Kelly.

Did you promise her not to?

Yes.

He said, slowly: I havent had one word from her in nearly two weeks.
Is she well?

Yes. She came into town this morning to say good-bye to me.

I didnt know she was out of town, he said, troubled.

She has been, and is now. Thats all I can tell you, Kelly dear.

She is coming back, isnt she?

I hope so.

Dont you know?

She looked into his anxious and miserable face and gently shook her head:

I dont know, Kelly.

Didnt she say — intimate anything—

No…. I dont think she knows — yet.

He said, very quietly: If she ever comes to any conclusion that it is better for us both never to meet again — I might be as dead as Querida for any work I should ever again set hand to.

If she will not marry me, but will let things remain as they are, at least I can go on caring for her and working out this miserable problem of life. But if she goes out of my life, life will go out of me. I know that now.

Rita looked at him pitifully:

Valeries mind is her own, Kelly. It is the most honest mind I have ever known; and nothing on earth — no pain that her decision might inflict upon her — would swerve it a hairs breath from what she concludes is the right thing to do.

I know it, he said, swallowing a sudden throb of fear.

Then what can I say to you?

Nothing. I must wait.

Kelly, if you loved her enough you would not even wait.

What!

Because her return to you will mean only one thing. Are you going to accept it of her?

What can I do? I cant live without her!

Her problem is nobler, Kelly. She is asking herself not whether she can live life through without you — but whether you can live life well, and to the full, without her?

Neville flushed painfully.

Yes, he said, that is Valerie. Im not worth the anxiety, the sorrow that I have brought her. Im not worth marrying; and Im not worth a heavier sacrifice…. Im trying to think less of myself, Rita, and more of her…. Perhaps, if I knew she were happy, I could stand — losing her…. If she could be — without me— He checked himself, for the struggle was unnerving him; then he set his face firmly and looked straight at Rita.

Do you believe she could forget me and be contented and tranquil — if I gave her the chance?

Are you talking of self-sacrifice for her sake?

He drew a deep, uneven breath:

I — suppose its — that.

You mean that youre willing to eliminate yourself and give her an opportunity to see a little of the world — a little of its order and tranquillity and quieter happiness? — a chance to meet interesting women and attractive men of her own age — as she is certain to do through her intimacy with the Countess dEnver?

Yes, he said, that is what must be done…. Ive been blind — and rottenly selfish. I did not mean to be…. Ive tried to force her — I have done nothing else since I fell in love with her, but force her toward people whom she has a perfect right not to care for — even if they happen to be my own people. She has felt nothing but a steady and stupid pressure from me; — heard from me nothing except importunities — the merciless, obstinate urging of my own views — which, God forgive me, I thought were the only views because they were respectable!

He stood, head lowered, nervously clenching and unclenching his hands.

It was not for her own sake — thats the worst of it! It was for my sake — because Ive had respectability inculcated until I cant conceive of my doing anything not respectable…. Once, something else got away with me — and I gave it rein for a moment — until checked…. Im really no different from other men.

I think you are beginning to be, Kelly.

Am I? I dont know. But the worst of it was my selfishness — my fixed idea that her marrying me was the only salvation for her…. I never thought of giving her a chance of seeing other people — other men — better men — of seeing a tranquil, well-ordered world — of being in it and of it. I behaved as though my world — the fragment inhabited by my friends and family — was the only alternative to this one. Ive been a fool, Rita; and a cruel one.

No, only an average man, Kelly…. If I give you Valeries address, would you write and give her her freedom — for her own sake? — the freedom to try life in that well-ordered world we speak of?… Because she is very young. Life is all before her. Who can foretell what friends she may be destined to make; what opportunities she may have. I care a great deal for you, Kelly; but I love Valerie…. And, there are other men in the world after all; — but there is only one Valerie…. And — how truly do you love her?

Enough, he said under his breath.

Enough to — leave her alone?

Yes.

Then write and tell her so. Here is the address.

She slipped a small bit of folded paper into Nevilles land.

We must join the others, now, she said calmly.

Annan had come up, and he and Ogilvy were noisily baiting Burleson amid shouts of laughter and a protesting roar from John.

Stop it, you wretches, said Rita amiably, entering the little group. John, are you never going to earn not to pay any attention to this pair of infants?

Are you going to kiss me good-bye, Rita, when the train departs? inquired Sam, anxiously.

Certainly; I kissed Gladys good-bye—

Before all this waiting room full of people? persisted Sam. Are you?

Why Ill do it now if you like, Sammy dear.

Theyll take you for my sister, said Sam, disgusted.

Or your nurse; John, what is that man bellowing through the megaphone?

Our train, said Burleson, picking up the satchels. He dropped them again to shake the hands that were offered:

Good-bye, John, dear old fellow! Youll get all over this thing in a jiffy out there Youll be back in no time at all! Dont worry, and get well!

He smiled confidently and shook all their hands Ritas pretty face was pale; she let Ogilvy kiss her cheek, shook hands with Annan, and then, turning to Neville, put both hands on his shoulders and kissed him on the mouth.

Give her her chance, Kelly, she whispered … And it shall be rendered unto you seven-fold.

No, Rita; it never will be now.

Who knows?

Rita! Rita! he said under his breath, when I am ending, she must begin…. You are right: this world needs her. Try as I might, I never could be worth what she is worth without effort. It is my life which does not matter, not hers. I will do what ought to be done. Dont be afraid. I will do it. And thank God that it is not too late.

That night, seated at his desk in the studio, he looked at the calendar. It was the thirteenth day since he had heard from her; the last day but two of the fifteen days she had asked for. The day after to-morrow she would have come, or would have written him that she was renouncing him forever for his own sake. Which might it have been? He would never know now.

He wrote her:

Dearest of women, Rita has been loyal to you. It was only when I explained to her for what purpose I wished your address that she wisely gave it to me.

Dearest, from the beginning of our acquaintance and afterward when it ripened into friendship and finally became love, upon you has rested the burden of decision; and I have permitted it.

Even now, as I am writing here in the studio, the burden lies heavily upon your girls shoulders and is weighting your girls heart. And it must not be so any longer.

I have never, perhaps, really meant to be selfish; a man in love really doesnt know what he means. But now I know what I have done; and what must be undone.

You were perfectly right. It was for you to say whether you would marry me or not. It was for you to decide whether it was possible or impossible for you to appear as my wife in a world in which you had had no experience. It was for you to generously decide whether a rupture between that world and myself — between my family and myself — would render me — and yourself — eternally unhappy.

You were free to decide; you used your own intellect, and you so decided. And I had no right to question you — I have no right now. I shall never question you again.

Then, because you loved me, and because it was the kind of love that ignored self, you offered me a supreme sacrifice. And I did not refuse; I merely continued to fight for what I thought ought to be — distressing, confusing, paining you with the stupid, obstinate reiterations of my importunities. And you stood fast by your colours.

Dear, I was wrong. And so were you. Those were not the only alternatives. I allowed them to appear so because of selfishness…. Alas, Valerie, in spite of all I have protested and professed of love and passion for you, to-day, for the first time, have I really loved you enough to consider you, alone. And with Gods help I will do so always.

You have offered me two alternatives: to give yourself and your life to me without marriage; or to quietly slip out of my life forever.

And it never occurred to you — and I say, with shame, that it never occurred to me — that I might quietly efface myself and my demands from your life: leave you free and at peace to rest and develop in that new and quieter world which your beauty and goodness has opened to you.

Desirable people have met you more than half-way, and they like you.
Your little friend, Hélène dEnver is a genuine and charming woman.
Your friendship for her will mean all that you have so far missed in
life all that a girl is entitled to.

Through her you will widen the circle of your acquaintances and form newer and better friendships You will meet men and women of your own age and your own tastes which is what ought to happen.

And it is right and just and fair that you enter into the beginning of your future with a mind unvexed and a heart untroubled by conflicts which can never solve for you and me any future life together.

I do not believe you will ever forget me, or wish to, wholly. Time heals — otherwise the world had gone mad some centuries ago.

But whatever destiny is reserved for you, I know you will meet it with the tranquillity and the sweet courage which you have always shown.

What kind of future I wish for you, I need not write here. You know. And it is for the sake of that future — for the sake of the girl whose unselfish life has at last taught me and shamed me, that I give you up forever.

Dear, perhaps you had better not answer this for a long, long time. Then, when that clever surgeon, Time, has effaced all scars — and when not only tranquillity is yours but, perhaps, a deeper happiness is in sight, write and tell me so. And the great god Kelly, nodding before his easel, will rouse up from his Olympian revery and totter away to find a sheaf of blessings to bestow upon the finest, truest, and loveliest girl in all the world.

Halcyonii dies! Fortem posce animum! Forsan et haec olim meminisse juvabit. Vale!

LOUIS NEVILLE.


CHAPTER XVII
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THE FIFTEENTH DAY of her absence had come and gone and there had been no word from her.

Whether or not he had permitted himself to expect any, the suspense had been none the less almost unendurable. He walked the floor of the studio all day long, scarcely knowing what he was about, insensible to fatigue or to anything except the dull, ceaseless beating of his heart. He seemed older, thinner: — a man whose sands were running very swiftly.

With the dawn of the fifteenth day of her absence a gray pallor had come into his face; and it remained there. Ogilvy and Annan sauntered into the studio to visit him, twice, and the second time they arrived bearing gifts — favourite tonics, prescriptions, and pills.

You look like hell, Kelly, observed Sam with tactful and characteristic frankness. Try a few of this assorted dope. Harry and I dote on dope:

After the bat is over,
After the last cents spent,
And the pigs have gone from the clover
And the very last gent has went;
After the cards are scattered,
After Ive paid the bill,
Weary and rocky and battered
I swallow my liver pill!

— he sang, waltzing slowly around the room with Annan until, inadvertently, they stepped upon the tail of Gladys who went off like a pack of wet fire-crackers; whereupon they retired in confusion to their respective abodes above.

Evening came, and with evening, letters; but none from her. And slowly the stealthy twilight hours dragged their heavy minutes toward darkness; and night crawled into the room like some sinister living thing, and found him still pacing the floor.

Through the dusky June silence far below in the street sounded the clatter of wheels; but they never stopped before his abode. Voices rose faintly at moments in the still air, borne upward as from infinite depths; but her voice would never sound again for him: he knew it now — never again for him. And yet he paced the floor, listening. The pain in his heart grew duller at intervals, benumbed by the tension; but it always returned, sickening him, almost crazing him.

Late in the evening he gave way under the torture — turned coward, and started to write to her. Twice he began letters — pleading with her to forget his letter; begging her to come back. And destroyed them with hands that shook like the hands of a sick man. Then the dull insensibility to pain gave him a little respite, but later the misery and terror of it drove him out into the street with an insane idea of seeking her — of taking the train and finding her.

He throttled that impulse; the struggle exhausted him; and he returned, listlessly, to the door and stood there, vacant-eyed, staring into the lamp-lit street.

Once he caught sight of a shadowy, graceful figure crossing the avenue — a lithe young silhouette against the gas-light — and his heart stood still for an instant but it was not she, and he swayed where he stood, under the agony of reaction, dazed by the rushing recession of emotion.

Then a sudden fear seized him that she might have come while he had been away. He had been as far as the avenue. Could she have come?

But when he arrived at his door he had scarce courage enough to go in. She had a key; she might have entered. Had she entered: was she there, behind the closed door? To go in and find the studio empty seemed almost more than he could endure. But, at last, he went in; and he found the studio empty.

Confused, shaken, tortured, he began again his aimless tour of the place, ranging the four walls like a wild creature dulled to insanity by long imprisonment — passing backward, forward, to and fro, across, around his footsteps timing the dreadful monotone of his heart, his pulse beating, thudding out his doom.

She would never come; never come again. She had determined what was best to do; she had arrived at her decision. Perhaps his letter had convinced her, — had cleared her vision; — the letter which he had been man enough to write — fool enough — God! — perhaps brave enough…. But if what he had done in his madness was bravery, it was an accursed thing; and he set his teeth and cursed himself scarce knowing what he was saying.

It promised to be an endless night for him; and there were other nights to come — interminable nights. And now he began to watch the clock — strained eyes riveted on the stiff gilded hands — and on the little one jerkily, pitilessly recording the seconds and twitching them one by one into eternity.

Nearer and nearer to midnight crept the gilded, flamboyant hour-hand; the gaunter minute-hand was slowly but inexorably overtaking it. Nearer, nearer, they drew together; then came the ominous click; a moments suspense; the high-keyed gong quivered twelve times under the impact of the tiny steel hammer.

And he never would hear her voice again. And he dropped to his knees asking mercy on them both.

In his dulled ears still lingered the treble ringing echo of the bell — lingered, reiterated, repeated incessantly, until he thought he was going mad. Then, of a sudden, he realised that the telephone was ringing; and he reeled from his knees to his feet, and crept forward into the shadows, feeling his way like a blind man.

Louis?

But he could not utter a sound.

Louis, is it you?

Yes, he whispered.

What is the matter? Are you ill? Your voice is so strange. Are you?

No! — Is it you, Valerie?

You know it is!

Where — are you?

In my room — where I have been all day.

You have been — there! You have been here — in the city — all this time—

I came in on the morning train. I wanted to be sure. There have been such things as railroad delays you know.

Why — why didnt you let me know—

Louis! You will please to recollect that I had until midnight …
I — was busy. Besides, midnight has just sounded — and here I am.

He waited.

I received your letter. Her voice had the sweet, familiar, rising inflection which seemed to invite an answer.

Yes, he muttered, I wrote to you.

Do you wish to know what I thought of your letter?

Yes, he breathed.

I will tell you some other time; not now…. Have you been perfectly well, Louis? But I heard all about you, every day, — through Rita. Do you know I am quite mad to see that picture you painted of her, — the new one— Womanhood. She says it is a great picture — really great. Is it?

He did not answer.

Louis!

Yes.

I would like to see that picture.

Valerie?

Yes? — sweetly impatient.

Are we to see each other again?

She said calmly: I didnt ask to see you, Louis: I asked to see a picture which you recently painted, called Womanhood.

He remained silent and presently she called him again by name: You say that you are well — or rather Rita said so two days ago — and Im wondering whether in the interim youve fallen ill? Two days without news from you is rather disquieting. Please tell me at once exactly how you are?

He succeeded in forcing something resembling a laugh: I am all right, he said.

I dont see how you could be — after the letter you wrote me. How much of it did you mean?

He was silent.

Louis! Answer me!

All — of it, he managed to reply.

[Illustration: She knelt down beside the bed and … said whatever prayer she had in mind]

All!

Yes.

Then — perhaps you scarcely expected me to call up to-night. Did you?

No.

Suppose I had not done so.

He shivered slightly, but remained mute.

Answer me, Louis?

It would have been — better.

For you?

For — both.

Do you believe it?

Yes.

Then — have I any choice except to say — good-night?

No choice. Good-night.

Good-night.

He crept, shaking, into his bed-room, sat down, resting his hands on his knees and staring at vacancy.

Valerie, in her room, hung up the receiver, buried her face in her hands for a moment, then quietly turned, lowering her hands from her face, and looked down at the delicate, intimate garments spread in order on the counterpane beside her. There was a new summer gown there, too — a light, dainty, fragile affair on which she had worked while away. Beside it lay a big summer hat of white straw and white lilacs.

She stood for a moment, reflecting; then she knelt down beside the bed and covered her eyes again while she said whatever prayer she had in mind.

It was not a very short petition, because it concerned Neville. She asked nothing for herself except as it regarded him or might matter to his peace of mind. Otherwise what she said, asked, and offered, related wholly to Neville.

Presently she rose and went lightly and silently about her ablutions; and afterward she dressed herself in the fragile snowy garments ranged so methodically upon the white counterpane, each in its proper place.

She was longer over her hair, letting it fall in a dark lustrous cloud to her waist, then combing and gathering it and bringing it under discipline.

She put on her gown, managing somehow to fasten it, her lithe young body and slender arms aiding her to achieve the impossible between neck and shoulders. Afterward she pinned on her big white hat.

At the door she paused for a second; took a last look at the quiet, white little room tranquil and silent in the lamplight; then she turned off the light and went out, softly, holding in her hands a key which fitted no door of her own.

One oclock sounded heavily from Saint Hildas as she left her house; the half hour was striking as she stooped in the dark hallway outside the studio and fitted the key she held — the key that was to unlock for her the mystery of the world.

He had not heard her. She groped her way into the unlighted studio, touched with caressing finger-tips the vague familiar shapes that the starlight, falling through the glass above, revealed to her as she passed.

In the little inner room she paused. There was a light through the passageway beyond, but she stood here a moment, looking around her while memories of the place deepened the colour in her cheeks.

Then she went forward, timidly, and stood at his closed door, listening.

A sudden fright seized her; one hand flew to her breast, her throat — covered her eyes for a moment — and fell limp by her side.

[Illustration: She was longer over her hair … gathering it and bringing it under discipline.]

Louis! she faltered. She heard him spring to his feet and stand as though transfixed.

Louis, she said, it is I. Will you open your door to me?

The sudden flood of electric light dazzled her; then she saw him standing there, one hand still resting on the door knob.

Ive come, she said, with a faint smile.

Valerie! My God!

She stood, half smiling, half fearful, her dark eyes meeting his, two friendly little hands outstretched. Then, as his own caught them, almost crushed them:

Oh, it was your letter that ended all for me, Louis! It settled every doubt I had. I knew then — you darling!

She bent and touched his hands with her lips, then lifted her sweet, untroubled gaze to his:

I had been away from you so long, so long. And the time was approaching for me to decide, and I didnt know what was best for us, any more than when I went away. And then! — your letter came!

She shook her head, slowly:

I dont know what I might have decided if you never had written that letter to me; probably I would have come back to you anyway. I think so; I cant think of my doing anything else: though I might have decided — against myself. But as soon as I read your letter I knew, Louis…. And I am here.

He said with drawn lips quivering:

Did you read in that letter one single word of cowardly appeal? — one infamous word of self? If you did, I wrote in vain.

It was because I read nothing in it of self that I made up my mind,
Louis. She stepped nearer. Why are you so dreadfully pale and worn?
Your face is so haggard — so terrible—

She laid one hand on his shoulder, looking up at him; then she smoothed his forehead and hair, lightly.

As though I could ever live without you, she said under her breath. Then she laughed, releasing her hands, and went over to the dresser where there was a mirror.

I have come, at one in the morning, to pay you a call, she said, withdrawing the long pins from her hat and taking it off. Later I should like a cup of chocolate, please…. Oh, there is Gladys! You sweet thing! she cried softly, kneeling to embrace the cat who came silently into the room, tail waving aloft in gentle greeting.

The girl lifted Gladys onto the bed and rolled her over into a fluffy ball and rubbed her cheeks and her ears until her furry toes curled, and her loud and grateful purring filled the room.

Valerie, seated sideways on the edge of the bed, looked up at Neville, laughing:

I must tell you about Sam and Hélène, she said. They are too funny! Hélène was furious because Sam wrote her a letter saying that he intended to marry her but had not the courage to notify her, personally, of his decision; and Hélène was wild, and wrote him that he might save himself further trouble in the matter. And theyve been telephoning to each other at intervals all day, and Sam is so afraid of her that he dare not go to see her; and Hélène was in tears when I saw her — and I think it was because she was afraid Sam wouldnt come and resume the quarrel where she could manage it and him more satisfactorily.

She threw back her head and laughed at the recollection, stroking Gladys the while:

It will come out all right, of course, she added, her eyes full of laughter; shes been in love with Sam ever since he broke a Ming jar and almost died of fright. But isnt it funny, Louis? — the way people fall in love, and their various manners of informing each other!

He was trying to smile, but the gray constraint in his face made it only an effort. Valerie pretended not to notice it, and she rattled on gaily, detailing her small budget of gossip and caressing Gladys — behaving as irresponsibly and as capriciously as though her heart were not singing a ceaseless hymn of happiness too deep, too thankful to utter by word or look.

Dear little Rita, she exclaimed, suddenly and tenderly solemn— I saw her the morning of the day she departed with John. And first of all I asked about you of course — you spoiled thing! — and then I asked about John. And we put our arms around each other and had a good, old-fashioned cry…. But — dont you think he is going to get well, Louis?

Sams brother — Billy Ogilvy — wrote me that he would always have to live in Arizona. He can live there. But the East would be death to him.

Cant he ever come back? she asked pitifully.

No, dear.

But — but what will Rita do?

He said: I think that will depend on Rita. I think it depends on her already.

Why? she asked, wide-eyed. Do you believe that John cares for her?

I know he does…. And I havent much doubt that he wants to marry her.

Do you think so? Oh, Louis — if that is true, what a heavenly future for Rita!

Heavenly? Out in that scorching desert?

Do you think shed care where she was? Kelly, youre ridiculous!

Do you believe that any woman could stand that for the rest of her life, Valerie?

She smiled, head lowered, fondling the cat who had gone ecstatically to sleep.

She said, still smiling: If a girl is loved she endures some things; if she loves she endures more. But to a girl who is loved, and who loves, nothing else matters … And it would be that way with Rita — she lifted her eyes— as it is with me.

He was standing beside her now; she made room on the side of the bed for him with a little gesture of invitation:

People who die for each other are less admirable than people who live for each other. The latter requires the higher type of courage … If I go out of your life I am like a dead person to you — a little worse in fact. Besides, Ive shown the white feather and run away. Thats a cowardly solution of a problem, isnt it?

Am I a coward if I decide to stand back and give you a chance?

You havent decided to do it, she said cheerfully, lifting the somnolent cat and hugging it.

Im afraid I have, dear.

Why?

You read my letter?

Yes and kissed every line in it.

He retained sufficient self-control to keep his hands off her — but that was all; and her eyes, which were looking into his, grew serious and beautiful.

I love you so, she breathed.

I love you, Valerie.

Yes…. I know it…. I know you do…. She sat musing a moment, then: And I thought that I knew what it was to love, before you wrote that letter. She shook her head, murmuring something to herself. Then the swift smile curved her lips again, she dumped Gladys out of her lap without ceremony, and leaned her shoulder on Nevilles, resting her cheek lightly against his:

It doesnt seem possible that the problem of life has really been solved for us, Louis. I can scarcely realise it — scarcely understand what this heavenly relief means — this utterly blissful relaxation and untroubled confidence. There isnt anything in the world that can harm me, now; is there?

Nothing.

Nor my soul?

It has always been beyond danger.

There are those who might tell me differently.

Let them talk. I know.

Do you? — you darling! Her soft, fragrant mouth touched his cheek, lingered, then she laughed to herself for the very happiness of living.

Isnt it wonderful how a word sometimes shatters the fixed ideas that a girl has arrived at through prayer and fasting? I am beginning to think that no real intelligence can remain very long welded to any one fixed belief.

What do you mean, Valerie? She rested her head on his shoulder and sat considering, eyes remote; then her white fingers crept into his:

We wont talk about it now. I was wrong in some ways. You or common sense — or something — opened my eyes…. But we wont talk about it now…. Because there are still perplexities — some few…. Well go over them together — and arrange matters — somehow.

What matters?

But she placed a soft hand over his lips, imposing silence, and drew his arm around her with a little sigh of content.

Presently she said: Have you noticed my gown? I made it.

He smiled and bent forward to look.

I made everything that I am wearing — except the shoes and stockings. But they are perfectly new…. I wanted to come to you — perfectly new. There was a Valerie who didnt really love you. She thought she did, but she didnt…. So I left her behind when I came — left everything about her behind me. I am all new, Louis…. Are you afraid to love me?

He drew her closer; she turned, partly, and put both arms around his neck, and their lips touched and clung.

Then, a little pale, she drew away from him, a vague smile tremulous on her lips. The confused sweetness of her eyes held him breathless with their enchantment; the faint fragrance of her dazed him.

In silence she bent her head, remained curbed, motionless for a few moments, then slowly lifted her eyes to his.

How much do you want me, Louis?

You know.

Enough to — give me up?

His lips stiffened and refused at first, then:

Yes, they motioned. And she saw the word they formed.

I knew it, she breathed; I only wanted to hear you say it again…. I dont know why Im crying; — do you?… What a perfect ninny a girl can be when she tries to…. All over your collar, too…. And now youre what Mr. Mantalini would call demned moist and unpleasant! … I — I dont want to — s-sob — this way! I do-dont wish to … M-make me stop, Louis!… Id like a handkerchief — anything — give me Gladys and Ill staunch my tears on her!

She slipped from the beds edge to the floor, and stood with her back toward him. Then she glanced sideways at the mirror to inspect her nose.

Thank goodness that isnt red, she said gaily…. Kelly, Im hungry…. Ive fasted since dawn — on this day — because I wanted to break bread with you on the first day of our new life together.

He looked at her, appalled, but she laughed and went into the studio.
There was a beautiful old sideboard there always well stocked.

He turned on the lights, brought peaches and melons and strawberries and milk from the ice-chest, and found her already preparing chocolate over the electric grill and buttering immense slices of peasant bread.

Its after two oclock, she said, delighted. Isnt this divinely silly? I wonder if there happens to be any salad in the ice-chest?

Cold chicken, too, he nodded, watching her set the table.

She glanced at him over her shoulder from time to time:

Louis, are you going to enjoy all this? All of it?
You — somehow — dont look entirely happy—

I am…. All I wanted was to see you — hear your voice…. I shall be contented now.

With just a view of me, and the sound of my voice?

You know there is — nothing more for us.

I know nothing of the kind. The idea! And dont you dare struggle and kick and scream when I kiss you. Do you hear me, Louis?

He laughed and watched her as she went swiftly and gracefully about the table arrangement, glancing up at him from moment to moment.

The idea, she repeated, indignantly. I guess Ill kiss you when I choose to. You are not in holy orders, are you? You havent made any particular vows, have you — ?

One.

She halted, looked at him, then went on with her labours, a delicate colour flushing face and neck.

Where in the world is that salad, Louis? A hungry girl asks you! Dont drive me to desperation—

Are we going to have coffee?

No, it will keep us awake all night! I believe you are bent on my destruction. And, as she hovered over the table, she hummed the latest popular summer-roof ballad:

Stand back! Go way!
I can no longer stay
Although you are a Marquis or a Earl!
You may tempt the upper classes
With your villainous demi-tasses
But — 
Heaven will protect the Working Girl!

At length everything was ready. He had placed two chairs opposite one another, but she wouldnt have it, and made him lug up a bench, lay a cushion on it, and sit beside her.

They behaved foolishly; she fed him strawberries at intervals, discreetly, on a fork — and otherwise.

Think of it! Fruit — at three in the morning, Louis! I hope Heaven will protect this working girl…. No, dear, Id rather not have any champagne…. You forget that this is a brand-new girl youre supping with … And, for reasons of her own — perhaps as an example to you — there is never again to be anything like that — not even a cigarette.

Nonsense—

Oh, its on account of my voice, not my morals, goose! I have rather a nice voice you know, and, if we can afford it, it would be a jolly good idea to have it cultivated …Isnt this melon divine! What fun, Louis!… I believe you are a little happier. That crease between your eyes has quite disappeared — There! Dont dare let it come back! It has no business there I tell you. I know it hasnt — and you must trust my word. Will you?

She leaned swiftly toward him, placed both hands on his shoulders.

Youve a perfectly new girl to deal with, she said, looking him in the eyes;— a miracle of meekness and patience that is rather certain to turn into a dreadful, frowsy old hausfrau some day. But thats the kind you wanted…. Its none of my doings—

Valerie!

What?

You darling! — do you mean—

She closed his lips with hers.

Silence, she said; we have plenty to talk over before the hour arrives for me to be a door-mat. I wont be a door-mat when Im trying to be happy over a perfectly good supper!… Besides I want to torture you while theres still time. I want to make you miserable by reminding you how disgracefully unmoral we are, here in your studio together at three in the morning— She stretched out a slim, white ringless hand, and lifted the third finger for his inspection:

Not a sign of a ring! Shame! She turned her pretty, daring face to his, eyes sparkling with audacity:

Besides, Im not going back to-night.

He said tranquilly: I should think not.

I mean it, Kelly, I simply wont go. And you may ring up the police and every ambulance in town — and the fire department—

Ive done it, he said, but the fire department refuses to put you out…. You dont mean to say youve finished! — after fasting all day like a little idiot, he exclaimed as she sprang to her feet and pushed away her chair.

I have. I am not an anaconda! … She passed swiftly into the outer room where her own toilet necessaries were always ready, and presently came back, leisurely, her hands behind her back, sauntering toward, him with a provoking smile edging her lips:

[Illustration: Yes, she said, it is really great.]

You may retire when you like, Kelly, and tie your red cotton night-cap under your chin. I shall sit up for the sun. Its due in about an hour, you know.

Nonsense, he said. Well both, be dead in the morning.

You offer me your guest-room? she said in pretence of surprise. How very nice of you, Mr. Neville. I — ah — will condescend to occupy it — for this evening only— Her eyes brightened into laughter: Oh, isnt it delicious, Louis! Isnt it perfectly heavenly to know that we are utterly and absolutely all right, — and to know that the world outside would be perfectly certain that we are not? What a darling you are!

Still holding her hands behind her back she bent forward and touched her lips to his, daintily, fastidious in the light contact,

Where is that picture of Womanhood? she asked.

He drew out the easel, adjusting the canvas to the light, and rolled a big chair up in front of it.

Please sit there, she said; and seated herself on the padded arm, still keeping her hands behind her back.

Are you concealing anything from me? he asked.

Never mind. I want to look at your picture, she added slowly as her eyes fell upon the canvas.

Minute after minute she sat there in silence, neither stirring nor offering comment. And after a long time he moved restlessly in the depths of the chair beside her.

Then she turned and looked down at him:

Yes, she said, it is really great…. And, somehow, I am lonely.
Take me, Louis.

He drew her into his arms. She lay very silent against his breast for a while, and at last raised her curiously troubled eyes.

You are going to be a very, very great painter, arent you, Louis?

He laughed and kissed her, watching her face.

Dont be too great — so great that I shall feel too — too lonely, she whispered.

Then his eyes fell upon the ring which he had given her — and which she had gently put aside. She was wearing it on her betrothal finger.

Where did you — find it? he said unsteadily.

In its box on your dresser.

Do you realise what it means?

Yes…. And I am wearing it.

Valerie!

Her head nestled closer:

Because I am going to marry you, Louis…. You were right…. If I
fail, as your wife, to win my way in your world, then it will be because
I have attempted the impossible. Which is no crime…. Who was it said
Not failure, but low aim is crime?

She sighed, nestling closer like a child seeking rest:

I am not coward enough to run away from you and destiny…. And if I stay, only two ways remain…. And the lawful is the better for us both…. She laid her flushed cheek against his: Because, she said dreamily, there is one thing of which I never thought — children…. And I dont, perhaps, exactly understand, but I realise that — such things have happened; — and that it could happen to — us.

She lay silent for a while, her fingers restless on his shoulder; then she spoke again in the same dreamy voice of a half-awakened child:

Each for the others sake is not enough. It must be broader, wider, more generous … it must be for the sake of all…. I have learned this…. We can learn it better together…. Louis, can you guess what I did the day your letter came to me at Estwich?

What did you do, my darling?

I went to Ashuelyn.

What?

Yes, dear. If it had not been for your letter which I could feel against my breast I should have been frightened…. Because all your family were together under the pergola…. As it was I could scarcely speak; I gave your mother the letter, and when she had read it and your father and your sister had read it, I asked them what I was to do.

It was so strange and still there under the pergola; and I scarcely knew what I was saying — and I didnt realise that there were tears in my eyes — until I saw them in your mothers, too.

Louis! Louis! I wonder if she can really ever care for me! — she was so good — so sweet to me…. And Mrs. Collis took me away to her own room — after your father had shaken hands with me — very stiffly but I think kindly — and I behaved very badly, dear — and your sister let me cry — all that I needed to.

She said nothing more for a while, resting in his arms, dark eyes fixed on space. Then:

They asked me to remain; your brother-in-law is a dear! — but I still had a long day of self-examination before me. Your father and mother walked with me to the gate. Your mother kissed me.

His eyes, blinded by tears, scarcely saw her; and she turned her head and smiled at him.

What they said to me was very sweet and patient, Louis…. I believe — I sometimes believe that I may, in time, win more than their consent, I believe that, some day, they will care to think of me as your wife — and think of me as such, kindly, without regret for what might have been if I had never known you.


CHAPTER XVIII
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HÉLÈNE DENVER HAD gone back to the country, and Ogilvy dared not pursue her thither.

From her fastness at Estwich she defied him in letters, but every letter of hers seemed to leave some loophole open for further argument, and Ogilvy replied valiantly from a perfectly safe distance, vowing that he meant to marry her some day in spite of herself and threatening to go up and tell her so to her face, until she became bored to death waiting for him to fulfil this threat.

Theres a perfectly good inn here, she wrote,— for of course, under the circumstances, you would scarcely have the impudence to expect the hospitality of my own roof. But if you are determined to have a final No for your answer, I am entirely competent to give it to you by word of mouth—

And such a distractingly lovely mouth, sighed Ogilvy, perusing the letter in his studio. He whistled a slow waltz, thoughtfully, and as slowly and solemnly kept step to it, turning round and round, buried in deepest reflection. He had a habit of doing this when profoundly perplexed.

Annan discovered him waltzing mournfully all by himself:

Whats up? he inquired cheerfully.

Its all up, I suppose.

With you and your countess?

Yes, Harry.

Rot! Why dont you go and talk to her?

Because if I remain invisible she might possibly forget my face. I stand a better chance by letter, Harry.

Now youre not bad-looking, insisted Annan, kindly. And besides, a mans face doesnt count with a girl. Half of em are neurotics, anyway, and they adore the bizarre—

Damn it, snapped Sam, do you mean that my countenance resembles a gargoyle? If you do, say so in English.

No, no, no, said Annan soothingly,— Ive seen more awful mugs — married mugs, too. What woman has done woman may do again. Buck up! Beauty and the beast is no idle jest—

Ill punch you good and plenty, began Sam wrathfully, but Annan fled, weak with laughter.

Theres no vainer man than an ugly one! he called back, and slammed the door to escape a flight of paint brushes hurled by a maddened man.

Ill go! By jinks, Ill go, anyway! he exclaimed; and I dont care what she thinks of my face … only I think Ill take Annan with me — just for company — or — dummy bridge on the way up…. Harry! he shouted.

Annan cautiously appeared, ready for rapid flight.

Aw come on in! My face suits me. Besides, thank Heaven Ive got a reputation back of it; but yours breaks the speed laws. Will you go up there with me — like a man?

Where?

To Estwich?

When? inquired Annan, sceptically.

Now! — b jinks!

Have you sufficient nerve, this time?

Watch me.

And he dragged out a suit-case and began wildly throwing articles of toilet and apparel into it,

Come on, Harry! he shouted, hurling a pair of tennis shoes at the suit-case; Ive got to go while Im excited or Ill never budge!

But when, ten minutes later, Annan arrived, suit-case in hand, ready for loves journey, he could scarcely contrive to kick and drag Sam into the elevator, and, later, into a taxicab.

Ogilvy sat there alternately shivering and attempting to invent imperative engagements in town which he had just remembered, but Annan said angrily:

No, you dont. This makes the seventh time Ive started with you for Estwich, and Im going to put it through or perish in a hand-to-hand conflict with you.

And he started for the train, dragging Sam with him, talking angrily all the time.

He talked all the way to Estwich, too, partly to reassure Ogilvy and give him no time for terrified reflection, partly because he liked to talk. And when they arrived at the Estwich Arms he shoved Ogilvy into a room, locked the door, and went away to telephone to the Countess dEnver.

Yes? she inquired sweetly, who is it?

Me, replied Annan, regardless of an unpopular grammatical convention.
Im here with Ogilvy. May we come to tea?

Is Mr. Ogilvy here?

Yes, here at the Estwich Arms. May I — er — may he bring me over to call on you?

Y-yes. Oh, with pleasure, Mr. Annan…. When may I expect hi — you?

In about ten minutes, replied Annan firmly.

Then he went back and looked into Ogilvys room. Sam was seated, his head clasped in his hands.

I thought you might tear up your sheets and let yourself out of the window, said Annan sarcastically. Youre a fine specimen! Why youre actually lantern-jawed with fright. But I dont care! Come on; were expected to tea! Get into your white flannels and pretty blue coat and put on your dinkey rah-rah, and follow me. Or, by heaven! — Ill do murder right now!

Ogilvys knees wavered as they entered the gateway.

Go on! hissed Annan, giving him a violent shove.

Then, to Ogilvy, came that desperate and hysterical courage that comes to those whose terrors have at last infuriated them.

By jinks! he said with an unearthly smile, I will come on!

And he did, straight through the door and into the pretty living room where Hélène dEnver rose in some slight consternation to receive this astonishingly pale and rather desperate-faced young man.

Harry, said Ogilvy, calmly retaining Hélènes hand, you go and play around the yard for a few moments. I have something to tell the Countess dEnver; and then well all have tea.

Mr. Ogilvy! she said, amazed.

But Annan had already vanished; and she looked into a pair of steady eyes that suddenly made her quail.

Hélène, he said, I really do love you.

[Illustration: I am scared blue. Thats why Im holding on to your hand so desperately.]

Please—

No! I love you! Are you going to let me?

I — how on earth — what a perfectly senseless—

I know it. Im half senseless from fright. Yes, I am, Hélène! Now! here! at this very minute, I am scared blue. Thats why Im holding on to your hand so desperately; Im afraid to let go.

She flushed brightly with annoyance, or something or other — but he held fast to her hand and put one arm around her waist.

Sam! she said, exasperated. That was the last perfectly coherent word she uttered for several minutes. And, later, she was too busy to say very much.

* * * * *

When Annan returned, Hélène rose from the couch where she and Ogilvy had been seated and came across the floor, blushing vividly.

I dont know what on earth you think of me, Mr. Annan, and I suppose I will have to learn to endure the consequences of Mr. Ogilvys eccentricities—

Oh, Im terribly glad! said Annan, grinning, and taking her hand in both of his.

They had tea on the veranda. Ogilvy was too excited and far too happy to be dignified, and Hélène was so much embarrassed by his behaviour and so much in love that she made a distractingly pretty picture between the two young men who, as Rita had said, would never, never be old enough to grow up.

Do you know, said Hélène, that your friends the Nevilles have recently been very nice to me? They have called, and have returned my call, and have asked me to dinner. I suppose cordiality takes longer to arrive at maturity in New York State than in any other part of the Union. But when New York people make up their minds to be agreeable, they certainly are delightful.

Theyre a bunch of snobs, said Ogilvy, calmly.

Oh! said Hélène with a distressed glance at Annan.

Hes one, too, observed her affianced, coolly nodding toward Annan. Were a sickening lot, Hélène — until some charming and genuine person like you comes along to jounce us out of our smiling and imbecile self-absorption.

I, said Annan gravely, am probably the most frightful snob that ever wandered, in a moment of temporary aberration, north of lower Fifth Avenue.

Im worse, observed Sam gloomily. Help us, Hélène, toward loftier aspirations. Be our little uplift girl—

You silly things! she said indignantly.

Later two riders passed the house, Cameron and Stephanie Swift, who saluted Hélène most cordially, and waved airy recognition to the two men.

More snobs, commented Sam.

They are very delightful people! retorted Hélène hotly.

Most snobs are when they like you.

Sam! I wont have you express such sentiments!

He bent nearer to her:

Dearest, I never had any sentiments except for you. And only the inconvenient propinquity of that man Annan prevents me from expressing them.

Please, Sam—

Dont be afraid; I wont. He wouldnt care; — but I wont…. Hello! Why look whos here! he exclaimed, rising. Why its the great god Kelly and little Sunshine! — as Neville and Valerie sprang out of Mrs. Colliss touring car and came up the walk.

Hélène went forward to meet them, putting one arm around Valerie and holding out the other to Neville.

When did you arrive, darling? she exclaimed. How do you do, Mr. Neville? Valerie, child, Im perfectly enchanted to see you. But where in the world are you stopping?

At Ashuelyn, said the girl, looking straight into Hélènes eyes. A faint flash of telepathy passed between them; then, slowly, Hélène turned and looked at Neville.

Will you wish us happiness? he said, smiling.

Oh-h, whispered Hélène under her breath— I do — I do — God knows. I wish you everything that makes for happiness in all the world! she stammered, for the wonder of it was still on her.

Then Sams voice sounded close at hand:

Why, he said admiringly, it looks like lovey and dovey!

It is, said Valerie, laughing.

You! — and Kelly!

We two.

Sam in his excitement became a little wild and incongruous:

My wifes gone to the country!
Hooray! Hooray!

he shouted, holding hands with Annan and swinging back and forth.

Sam! exclaimed Hélène, mortified.

Darling? — oh, gee! I forgot what is due to decorum! Please, please forgive me, Hélène! And kindly inform these ladies and gentlemen that you have consented to render me eternally and supremely happy; because if I tried to express to them that delirious fact Id end by standing on my head in the grass—

You dear! whispered Valerie, holding tightly to Hélènes hands.

Isnt it dreadful? murmured Hélène, turning her blue eyes on the man who never would grow old enough to grow up. I had no such intention, I can assure you; and I dont even understand myself yet.

Dont you? said Valerie, laughing tenderly;— then you are like all other women. What is the use of our ever trying to understand ourselves?

Hélène laughed, too:

No use, dear. Leave it to men who say they understand us. Its a mercy somebody does.

Isnt it, nodded Valerie; and they kissed each other, laughing.

My goodness, its like the embrace of the two augurs! said Ogilvy. Theyre laughing at us, Kelly! — at you, and me and Harry! — and at man in general! — innocent man! — so charmingly and guilelessly symbolised by us! Stop it, Hélène! You make me shiver. Youll frighten Annan so that hell never marry if you and Valerie laugh that way at each other.

I wonder, said Hélène, quieting him with a fair hand laid lightly on his sleeve, whether you all would remain and dine with me this evening — just as you are I mean; — and I wont dress—

I insist proh pudeur, muttered Sam. I cant countenance any such saturnalia—

Oh, Sam, do be quiet, dear— She caught herself up with a blush, and everybody smiled.

What do we care! said Sam. Im tired of convention! If I want to call you darling in public, bjinks! I will! Darling — darling — darling — there!—

Sam!

Dearest—

Sam!

Maam?

Hélène looked at Valerie:

Theres no use, she sighed, is there?

No use, sighed Valerie, smiling at the man she loved.

THE END


The Adventures of a Modest Man
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TO

MR. AND MRS. C. WHEATON VAUGHAN

This volume packed with bric-à-brac
I offer you with my affection, — 
The story halts, the rhymes are slack — 
Poor stuff to add to your collection.
Gems you possess from ages back:
It is the modern junk you lack.

We three once moused through marble halls,
Immersed in Art and deep dejection,
Mid golden thrones and choir-stalls
And gems beyond my recollection — 
Yet soft! — my memory recalls
Red labels pasted on the walls!

And so, perhaps, my bric-à-brac
May pass the test of your inspection;
Perhaps you will not send it back,
But place it — if youve no objection — 
Under some nick-nack laden rack
Where platters dangle on a tack.

So if youll take this book from me
And hide it in your cupboards laden
Beside some Dresden filigree
And frivolously fetching maiden — 
Who knows? — that Dresden maid may see
My book — and read it through pardie!

R.W.C.
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Senilis stultitia quae deliratio appellari
solet, senum levium est, non omnium.


AN INADVERTENT POEM

There is a little flow-urr
In our yard it does grow
Where many a happy hou-urr
I watch our rooster crow;
While clothes hang on the clothes-line
And plowing has began
— And the name they call this lit-tul vine
Is just Old Man.

Old Man, Old Man
A-growing in our yard,
Every spring a-coming up
While yet the ground is har-rrd;
Pottering round the chickens pan,
Creeping low and slow,
And why they call it Old Man
I never asked to know.
I never want to know.

Crawling through the chick-weed,
Dragging through the quack,
Pussly, tansy, tick-weed
Almost break his back.
Catnip, cockle, dock prevent
His travelling all they can,
But still he goes the ways hes went,
Poor Old Man!

Old Man, Old Man,
Whats the use of you?
No one wants to see you, like
As if you hadnt grew.
You aint no good to nothing
So far as I can see,
Unless some maiden fair will sing
These lines Ive wrote to thee.
And sing em soft to me.

Some maiden fa-hair
With { ra-haven } hair
{ go-holden }
Will si-hing this so-hong
To me-hee-ee!




CHAPTER I

CONCERNING TWO GENTLEMEN FROM LONG ISLAND, DESTINY, AND A POT OF BLACK PAINT
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HELLO, OLD MAN! he began.

Gillian, I said, dont call me Old Man. At twenty, it flattered me; at thirty, it was all right; at forty, I suspected double entendre; and now I dont like it.

Of course, if you feel that way, he protested, smiling.

Well, I do, dammit! — the last a German phrase. I am rather strong on languages.

Now another thing that is irritating — Ive got ahead of my story, partly, perhaps, because I hesitate to come to the point.

For I have a certain delicacy in admitting that my second visit abroad, after twenty years, was due to a pig. So now that the secret is out — the pig also — Ill begin properly.



I purchased the porker at a Long Island cattle show; why, I dont know, except that my neighbor, Gillian Schuyler Van Dieman, put me up to it.

We are an inoffensive community maintaining a hunt club and the traditions of a by-gone generation. To the latter our children refuse to subscribe.

Our houses are what are popularly known as fine old Colonial mansions. They were built recently. So was the pig. You see, I can never get away from that pig, although — but the paradox might injure the story. It has sufficiently injured me — the pig and the story, both.

The architecture of the pig was a kind of degenerate Chippendale, modified by Louis XVI and traces of Bavarian baroque. And his squeal resembled the atmospheric preliminaries for a Texas norther.

Van Dieman said I ought to buy him. I bought him. My men built him a chaste bower to leeward of an edifice dedicated to cows.



Here I sometimes came to contemplate him while my horse was being saddled.

That particular morning, when Van Dieman saluted me so suspiciously at the country club, I had been gazing at the pig.

And now, as we settled down to our morning game of chess, I said:

Van, that pig of mine seems to be in nowise remarkable. Why the devil do you suppose I bought him?

How do I know?

You ought to. You suggested that I buy him. Why did you?

To see whether you would.

I said rather warmly: Did you think me weak-minded enough to do whatever you suggested?

The fact remains that you did, he said calmly, pushing the kings knight to queens bishop six.

Did what? I snapped.

What you didnt really want to do.

Buy the pig?

Exactly.

I thought a moment, took a pawn with satisfaction, considered.

Van, I said, why do you suppose I bought that pig?

Ennui.



A man doesnt buy pigs to escape from ennui!

You cant predict what a man will do to escape it, he said, smiling. The trouble with you is that youre been here too long; youre in a rut; youre gone stale. Year in, year out, you do the same things in the same way, rise at the same time, retire at the same hour, see the same people, drive, motor, ride, potter about your lawns and gardens, come here to the club — and its enough to petrify anybodys intellect.

Do you mean to say that mine — —

Partly. Dont get mad. No man who lives year after year in a Long Island community could escape it. What you need is to go abroad. What you require is a good dose of Paris.

For twenty odd years I have avoided Paris, I said, restlessly. Why should I go back there?

Havent you been there in twenty years?

No.

Why?

Well, for one thing, to avoid meeting the entire United States.

All right, said Van Dieman, if you want to become an old uncle foozle, continue to take root in Long Island. He announced mate in two moves. After I had silently conceded it, he leaned back in his chair and lighted a cigarette.



Its my opinion, he said, that youve already gone too stale to take care of your own pig.

Even years of intimacy scarcely justified this.

When the day comes, said I, that I find myself no longer competent to look after my own affairs, Ill take your advice and get out of Long Island.

He looked up with a smile. Suppose somebody stole that pig, for instance.

They couldnt.

Suppose they did, under your very nose.

If anything happens to that pig, I said— anything untoward, due to any negligence or stupidity of mine, Ill admit that I need waking up.... Now get that pig if you can!

Will you promise to go to Paris for a jolly little jaunt if anything does happen to your pig? he asked.

Why the devil do you want me to go to Paris?

Do you good, intellectually.

Then I got mad.

Van, I said, if anybody can get that pig away from me, Ill do anything you suggest for the next six months.

À nous deux, alors! he said. He speaks French too fast for me to translate. Its a foolish way to talk a foreign language. But he has never yet been able to put it over me.

À la guerre comme à la guerre, I replied carelessly. Its a phrase one can use in reply to any remark that was ever uttered in French. I use it constantly.



That afternoon I went and took a good look at my pig. Later, as I was walking on the main street of Oyster Bay, a man touched his hat and asked me for a job. Instantly it occurred to me to hire him as night watchman for the pig. He had excellent references, and his countenance expressed a capacity for honest and faithful service. That night before I went to bed, I walked around to the sty. My man was there on duty.

That, thought I, will hold Van Dieman for a while.

When my daughters had retired and all the servants were abed, I did a thing I have not done in years — not since I was a freshman at Harvard: I sat up with my pipe and an unexpurged translation of Henry James until nearly eleven oclock. However, by midnight I was asleep.

It was full starlight when I awoke and jumped softly out of bed. Somebody was tapping at the front door. I put on a dressing-gown and slippers and waited; but no servants were aroused by the persistent rapping.

After a moment I went to the window, raised it gently and looked out. A farmer with a lantern stood below.

Say, squire, he said, when he beheld my head, I guess Ill have to ask for help. Im on my way to market and my pig broke loose and I cant ketch him nohow.

Hush! I whispered; Ill come down.

Very cautiously I unbarred the front door and stepped out into the lovely April starlight. In the road beyond my hedge stood a farm-wagon containing an empty crate. Near it moved the farmer, and just beyond his outstretched hands sported a playful pig. He was a black pig. Mine was white. Besides I went around to the pen and saw, in the darkness, my Oyster Bay retainer still on guard. So, it being a genuine case, I returned to the road.

The farmers dilemma touched me. What in the world was so utterly hopeless to pursue, unaided, as a coy pig at midnight.

If you will just stand there, squire, and sorter spread out your skirts, Ill git him in a jiffy, said the panting farmer.

I did as I was bidden. The farmer approached; the pig pranced between his legs.



By gum! exclaimed the protected of Ceres.

But, after half an hour, the pig became over-confident, and the tiller of phosphites seized him and bore him, shrieking, to the wooden crate in the wagon, there depositing him, fastening the door, and climbing into his seat with warm thanks to me for my aid.

I told the Brother to the Ox that he was welcome. Then, with heart serenely warmed by brotherly love and a knowledge of my own condescension, I retired to sleep soundly until Higgins came to shave me at eight oclock next morning.

Beg pardon, sir, said Higgins, stirring his lather as I returned from the bath to submit my chin to his razor— beg pardon, sir, but — but the pig, sir — —

What pig? I asked sharply. Had Higgins beheld me pursuing that midnight porker? And if he had, was he going to tell about it?

What pig, sir? Why, the pig, sir.

I do not understand you, Higgins, I said coldly.

Beg pardon, sir, but Miss Alida asked me to tell you, that the pig — —

What pig? I repeated exasperated.

Why — why — ours, sir.

I turned to stare at him. My pig? I asked.

Yes, sir — hes gone, sir — —

Gone! I thundered.



Stolen, sir, out o the pen last night.

Stunned, I could only stare at Higgins. Stolen? My pig? Last night?

Some one, said Higgins, went and opened that lovely fancy sty, sir; and the pig he bolted. It takes a handy thief to stop and steal a pig, sir. There must ha been two on em to catch that pig!

Wheres that miserable ruffian I hired to watch the sty? I demanded hotly.

He has gone back to work for Mr. Van Dieman, sir. His hands was all over black paint, and I see him a-wipin of em onto your white picket fence.

The calmness of despair came over me. I saw it, now. I had been called out of bed to help catch my own pig. For nearly half an hour I had dodged about there in front of my own house, too stupid to suspect, too stupid even to recognize my own pig in the disguised and capricious porker shying and caracolling about in the moonlight. Good heavens! Van Dieman was right. A man who helps to steal his own pig is fit for nothing but Paris or a sanitarium.

Shave me speedily, Higgins, I said. I am not very well, and it is difficult for me to preserve sufficient composure to sit still. And, Higgins, it is not at all necessary for you to refer to that pig hereafter. You understand? Very well. Go to the telephone and call up the Cunard office.



Presently I was in communication with Bowling Green.

That morning in the breakfast-room, when I had kissed my daughter Alida, aged eighteen, and my daughter Dulcima, aged nineteen, the younger said: Papa, do you know that our pig has been stolen?

Alida, I replied, I myself disposed of him — which was the dreadful truth.

You sold him? asked Dulcima in surprise.

N — not exactly. These grape-fruit are too sour!

You gave him away? inquired Alida.

Yes — after a fashion. Is this the same coffee we have been using? It has a peculiar — —

Who did you give him to? persisted my younger child.

A — man.

What man?

Nobody you know, child.

But — —

Stop! said I firmly. It is a subject too complicated to discuss.

Oh, pooh! said Dulcima; everybody discusses everything in Oyster Bay. And besides I want to know — —

About the pig! broke in Alida.

And that man to whom you gave the pig — —



Alida, said I, with misleading mildness, how would you like to go to Paris?

Oh! papa — —

And you, Dulcima?

Darling papa!

When? cried Alida.

Wednesday, I replied with false urbanity.

Oh! The darling! they cried in rapture, and made toward me.

Wait! I said with a hideous smile. We have not yet left Sandy Hook! And I solemnly promise you both that if either of you ever again ask me one question concerning that pig — nay, if you so much as look askance at me over the breakfast bacon — neither you nor I will ever leave Sandy Hook alive!

They have kept their promises — or I should never have trodden the deck of the S.S. Cambodia, the pride of the great Cunard Line, with my daughter Dulcima on one side and my daughter Alida on the other side of me, and my old friend Van Dieman waving me adieu from a crowded pier, where hundreds of handkerchiefs flutter in the breeze.

Au revoir et bon voyage! he called up to me.

Toujours la politesse, I muttered, nodding sagely.

That was a funny reply to make, papa, said Dulcima.



Not at all, I replied, with animation; to know a language is to know when to use its idioms. They both looked a little blank, but continued to wave their handkerchiefs.

À bien-tôt! called Alida softly, as the towering black sides of the steamer slipped along the wooden wharf.

Van Dieman raised his hat on the pier below, and answered: À bien-tôt? Cest la mort, jusquà bien-tôt! Donc, vîve la vie, Mademoiselle!

There is no necessity in chattering like a Frenchman when you talk French, I observed to Alida. Could you make out what Van Dieman said to you?

Y — yes, she admitted, with a slight blush.

I glanced at Dulcima. There was a mischievous light in her blue eyes.

Pooh! I thought; Van Dieman is forty if hes a day.

While the ship slid on past Castle William and poked her nose toward the forts at the Narrows, I watched the distant pier which we had left. It was still black with people, moving like ants. And, as I looked, I muttered ever: Pooh! Van Diemans forty. Theres nothing in it, nothing in it, nothing whatever.

Off Fort Hamilton I noticed that Alida had a tear in one of her brown eyes. Theres nothing in it, I repeated obstinately.

Off Sandy Hook we ran into a sea-storm. In a few minutes many of the passengers went below; in a few more minutes the remainder of the passengers went below; and I was on the way below with my daughter Alida on one arm and my daughter Dulcima on the other.

There is nothing in it, I reflected, as the ship shuddered, pitched, and we involuntarily began running down a toboggan slide, taking little timorous steps. Then the deck flew up and caught the soles of our shoes before we were ready to put our feet down. Alida, I said, do you feel bored?

There was no mistaking the tears in her eyes now. Theres nothing in it. Theres nothing in anything, I muttered faintly. And I was right as far as it concerned the passengers on the pitching Cambodia.
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CHAPTER II

A CHAPTER DEPICTING A RATHER GARRULOUS REUNION
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THE SECOND DAY we ran out of the storm. I remember on that day that I wore a rather doggy suit of gray — a trifle too doggy for a man of my years. In my button-hole reposed a white carnation, and as I strolled into the smoking-room I was humming under my breath an air from Miss Helyet — a thing I had not thought of in twenty years.

Well, upon my word! exclaimed a man who looked up from his novel as I entered the doorway. Gad! You havent changed in twenty years! — except that your moustache is — —

Sure! And my temples, Williams! Besides, I have two grown-up daughters aboard! How are you, anyway, you Latin Quarter come-back?

We settled ourselves, hands still warmly clasped.

Youre not going back to Paris? I asked.

Why, man, I live there.

By George, so you do! I forgot.

There was a silence — that smiling, retrospective silence which ends inevitably in a sigh not entirely painful.

Are any of the old men left there? I asked.

Some.

I — I suppose the city has changed a lot. Men whove been over since, say so.

It hasnt changed, radically.

Hasnt it, Williams? I asked wistfully.

No. The old café is exactly the same. The Luxembourg Quarter will seem familiar to you — —

Im not going there, I said hastily.

He smiled; I could see him doing it, askance. But my features remained dignified and my attitude detached.

I wonder, I began carelessly, whether — —

She got married, he said casually; Im glad. She was a sweet little thing.



She was exceedingly charming, I said, selecting a cigar. And the other?

Which?

I forget her name.

Oh, you mean Delancys?

Yes.

I dont know whatever became of her, he said.

Whatever became of Delancy?

Oh, he did what we all usually do — he came back, married, and spent the better part of his life in trying to keep his daughter from marrying that young Harroll.

Sir Peters son?

Yes. I was a guest at the Delancys at the time, and I nearly died. Harroll confided in me, Catharine Delancy confided in me, John Delancy told me his woes. Its an amusing story. Do you want to hear it?

Go ahead, I said. My sympathies are already with Delancy. Ive a pair of daughters myself, and Im trying to shoo away every sort of man and keep em for myself a little longer.

Williams smiled:

Well, you listen to what those two did to John Delancy. It was some.

I lit my cigar; he lit his; and I settled back, looking at him attentively as he began with a wave of his gloved hand, a story of peculiar interest to a man with two unusually attractive daughters:



Now, although Harroll had been refused a dozen times — not by Miss Delancy, but by her father — the young mans naturally optimistic spirits suffered only temporary depression; and a few evenings later he asked for her again, making it a bakers dozen — an uncanny record.

No, said Mr. Delancy.

Wont you let me have her when I become tenth vice-president of the Half-Moon Title Guarantee and Trust — —

No, I wont.

When will you let me try for her?

There was no reply.

Well, sir, said the young man cheerfully, there must be some way, of course.

Really, Jim, I dont see what way, said Mr. Delancy, without emotion. I dont want you for a son-in-law, and Im not going to have you. Thats one of the reasons I allow you the run of the house. My daughter sees too much of you to care for you. Its a theory of my own, and a good one, too.

Why dont you want me for a son-in-law? asked the young man, for the hundredth time.



Can you give me one single reason why I should want you? asked Mr. Delancy wearily.

Harroll stood buried in meditation for a few moments. No, he said, I cant recall any important reasons at the moment.

I can supply you with one — your sense of honor — but it doesnt count in this case, because you wouldnt be in my house if you didnt have any.

Harroll looked at the fire.

Ive told you a hundred times that when my little girl marries, she marries one of her own kind. I dont like Englishmen. And that is all there is to it, Jim.

Dont you like me?

Im not infatuated with you.

Well, said Harroll, slowly pacing the rug in front of the fire, its curious, isnt it? — but, do you know, I think that I am going to marry Catharine one of these days?

Oh, I think not, replied Mr. Delancy amiably. And perhaps this is a good opportunity to say good-by for a while. You know we go to Palm Beach to-morrow?

Catharine told me, said the young man, placidly. So Ive wired for quarters at The Breakers — for two weeks.

The two men smiled at one another.



You take your vacation late, said Mr. Delancy.

Not too late, I trust.

You think you can afford Palm Beach, Jim?

No; but Im going.

Mr. Delancy rose and stood thoughtfully twirling his monocle by the string. Then he threw away his cigar, concealed a yawn, and glanced gravely at the clock on the mantel.

May I go in and say good-night to Catharine, sir? asked young Harroll.

Mr. Delancy looked bored, but nodded civilly enough.

And, Jim, he drawled, as the young man started toward the drawing-room, I wouldnt go to Palm Beach if I were you.

Yes, you would, sir — if you were I.

Young man, said Mr. Delancy, mildly, Im damned if I have you for a son-in-law! Good-night.

They shook hands. Harroll walked into the drawing-room and found it empty. The music-room, however, was lighted, and Catharine Delancy sat tucked up in a deep window-seat, studying a map of southern Florida and feeding bonbons to an enormous white Persian cat.

Jim, she said, raising her dark eyes as he sauntered up, you and father have lately fallen into the disreputable habit of sitting behind closed doors and gossiping. You have done it thirteen times in three months. Dont be such pigs; scandal, like other pleasures, was meant to be shared.

At a gesture of invitation he seated himself beside her and lifted the Persian pussy to his lap.

Well, she inquired, are you really going with us?

I cant go when you do, but Im going to The Breakers for a week or two — solely to keep an eye on your behavior.

That is jolly! she said, flushing with pleasure. Was father pleased when you told him?

He didnt say he was pleased.

He is always reticent, she said, quickly. But wont it be too jolly for words! Well travel miles and miles together in bicycle-chairs, and well yacht and bathe and ride and golf, and catch amber-jack and sharks, and — youll persuade father to let me gamble just once at the club — wont you?

Not much! Where did you hear that sort of talk, Catharine?

Dont tweak Omars tail and Ill tell you — there! youve done it again, and I wont tell you.

He fell to stroking the cats fur, gazing the while into space with an absent eye that piqued her curiosity. For a year now he had acquired that trick of suddenly detaching himself from earth and gazing speculatively toward heaven, lost in a revery far from flattering to the ignored onlooker. And now he was doing it again under her very nose. What was he thinking about? He seemed, all at once, a thousand miles removed from her. Where were his thoughts?

Touched in her amour propre, she quietly resumed the map of southern Florida; but even the rustle of the paper did not disturb his self-centred and provoking meditation.

She looked at him, looked at the map, considered him again, and finally watched him.

Suddenly, for the first time in her life, she thought him dangerously attractive. Surprised and interested, she regarded him in this new light, impersonally for the moment. So far away had he apparently drifted in his meditation that it seemed to her as though she were observing a stranger — a most interesting and most unusual young man.

He turned and looked her straight in the eyes.

Twenty-two, and her first season half over, and to be caught blushing like a school-girl!

There was no constraint; her self-possession cooled her cheeks — and he was not looking at her, after all: he was looking through her, at something his fancy focused far, far beyond her.



Never had she thought any man half as attractive as this old friend in a new light — this handsome, well-built, careless young fellow absorbed in thoughts which excluded her. No doubt he was so habituated to herself in all her moods that nothing except the friendliest indifference could ever —— 

To her consternation another tint of warm color slowly spread over neck and cheek. He rose at the same moment, dropped the cat back among the cushions, and smiling down at her, held out his hand. She took it, met his eyes with an effort; but what message she divined in them Heaven alone knows, for all at once her heart stood still and a strange thrill left her fingers nerveless in his hand.

He was saying slowly, Then I shall see you at Palm Beach next week?

Yes.... You will come, wont you?

Yes, I will come.

But if you — change your mind?

I never change. May I write you?

Good-night.... You may write me if you wish.

I will write, every day — if you dont mind.

No — I dont mind, she said thoughtfully.

She withdrew her hand and stood perfectly still as he left the room. She heard a servant open the door, she heard Harrolls quick step echo on the stoop, then the door closed.

A second later Mr. Delancy in the library was aroused from complacent meditation by the swish of a silken skirt, and glancing up, beheld a tall, prettily formed girl looking at him with a sober and rather colorless face.

Father, she said, Im in love with Jim Harroll!

Mr. Delancy groped for his monocle, screwed it into his left eye, and examined his daughter.

Its true, and I thought Id better tell you, she said.

Yes, he agreed, its as well to let me know. Ah — er — when and how did it occur?

I dont know, father. I was feeding Omar bonbons and looking over the map of South Florida, and thinking about nothing in particular, when Jim came in. He said he was going to Palm Beach, and I said, How jolly! and he sat down and picked up Omar, and — I dont know how it was, but I began to think him very attractive, and the first thing I knew — it — happened!

Oh! So thats the way it happened?

I think it was, father.

No doubt youll outgrow it.

Do you think so?



I havent a doubt of it, little daughter.

I have.

Mr. Delancy dropped his monocle and looked at the fire. The fire was all right.

Do you — do you suppose that Jim is — does — thinks — knows — —

I never speculate on what Jim is, does, thinks, or knows, said her father, thoughtfully, stirring the embers and spoiling a perfectly good fire. When he looked up again she had gone.

One theory smashed! observed Mr. Delancy. Ill try another, with separation as the main ingredient.

He sat down before the fire and lighted a fresh cigar, which wasnt good for him.

Must avoid making a martyr of Jim or there will be trouble, he mused. There remains another way — make a martyr of myself.

He sat swinging his monocle around his forefinger, gazing vacantly at the pattern the shadows cast across the hearth.

Avalon! he said, abruptly. Avalon! The back-to-nature business, grass-cure and all. It cant harm either Catharine or me, I fancy — or any other pair of donkeys!
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CHAPTER III

TROUBLE FOR TWO
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A NOTE FOUND by Young Harroll on his Dresser the Evening of his Arrival at Palm Beach.

11.30 a.m.

Dear Jim — Everything is spoiled, after all! Fathers failing health has suddenly become a serious matter, and we are going to try the nature cure, or whatever they call it, at Avalon Island. I had no idea he was really ill. Evidently he is alarmed, for we have only been here six days, and in a few minutes we are to start for Avalon. Isnt it perfectly horrid? And to think that you are coming this evening and expecting to find us here!

Father says you cant come to Avalon; that only invalids are received (I didnt know I was one, but it seems Im to take the treatment, too!), and he says that nobody is received for less than a months treatment, so I suppose that bars you even if you were self-sacrificing enough to endure a nature cure for the pleasure of spending two weeks with [me, crossed out] us.

Im actually on the verge of tears when I think of all we had planned to do together! And theres my maid at the door, knocking. Good-by. You will write, wont you?

Catharine Delancy.



Mr. James Harroll to Miss Catharine Delancy, Avalon, Balboa County, Florida.

Holy Cross Light, February 15.

Dear Catharine — Your father was right: they refuse to take me at Avalon. As soon as I found your note I telegraphed to Avalon for accommodations. It seems Avalon is an island, and they have to wait for the steamers to carry telegrams over from the mainland. So the reply has just reached me that they wont take me for less than a month; and my limit from business is two weeks or give up my position with your father.

Yesterday I came out here to Holy Cross Spring to shoot ducks. Id scarcely begun shooting, at dawn, when along came a couple of men through the fog, rowing like the mischief plump into my decoys, and I shouted out, What the deuce are you about? and they begged my pardon, and said they had thought the point unoccupied, and that the fog was thicker than several things — which was true.

So I invited them into the blind to — oh, the usual ceremony — and they came, and they turned out to be Jack Selden — the chap I told you about who was so decent to me in Paris — and his guide.

So we had — ceremonies — several of them — and Selden stayed to shoot with me over my decoys, and our bag was fifty-three, all big duck except fifteen bluebills.

Selden is a godsend to me. Were going to stay out here to-night at the lighthouse, and shoot all to-morrow if it doesnt blow too hard. Its blowing great guns now. Im here in the lighthouse, writing in the glow of a lamp in the keepers living-room, with his good little wife sewing by the fire and a half-dozen of his kids tumbling about on the floor. Its a pretty sight; I love children and firesides and that sort of thing. Theyve got hold of Selden now, and are making him tell stories of adventure. Hes been all over the world, and is perfectly crazy to get married. Says he would prefer a widow with yellow hair and blue eyes. Do you know any? Hes a nice chap.

Catharine, I wish I were in Avalon. They could put me in a strait-jacket and I wouldnt care as long as [you were, crossed out] I could be with [you, crossed out] your father and you in Avalon.

Its growing late, and Selden and I should be on the ducking-grounds to-morrow before dawn. The keepers wife says it will blow too hard, but Selden only smiles. Hes a cool one, and if he has the nerve to go out Ill go, too.

With sincere regards to your father and every wish for his speedy recovery, I remain

Yours faithfully,
James Harroll.



Lines Scribbled on the Leaf of a Note-book and Found in a Bottle in the Pocket of an old Shooting-coat a Year Later.

Atlantic Ocean,
Miles South of Holy Cross Light,
February 16.

Catharine — I think this is the end. Selden and I have been blown out to sea in a rowboat, and its leaking. I only want to say good-by. Telegraph Seldens mother, Lenox, Massachusetts. I have nobody to notify. Good-by.

James Harroll.



Telegram to James Harroll, Received and Opened by the Keeper while Search-boats Were still Out after Mr. Harroll and Mr. Selden, Two Days Missing.

James Harroll, Holy Cross Light, Florida, East Coast:

Dont run any risks. Be careful for our sakes. Terrible storm on the coast reported here. Wire me that you are safe.

Catharine Delancy,
Avalon, Florida.



Telegrams Addressed to Young Harroll, and Opened by the Keeper of the Lighthouse after the Search-boats Had Returned.

No. 1.

Why dont you telegraph us? Your silence and the reports of the storm alarm us. Reply at once.

Catharine.

No. 2.

Wire Catharine, Jim. You surely were not ass enough to go out in such a storm.

S. Delancy.



No. 3.

For pitys sake telegraph to me that you are safe. I cannot sleep.

Catharine.



Telegram to Miss Catharine Delancy, Avalon, Florida.

Holy Cross Light.

Miss Catharine Delancy:

Rowboat containing Mr. Harroll and Mr. Selden blown out to sea. Search-boats returned without finding any trace of them.

Caswell, Keeper.



Telegram from Mr. Delancy to Keeper of Holy Cross Light.

Caswell:

Charter a fast ocean-going tug and as many launches as necessary. Dont give up the search. Spare no expense. Check mailed to you to-day.

I will give ten thousand dollars to the man who rescues James Harroll. You may draw on me for any amount necessary. Keep me constantly informed of your progress by wire.

Stephen Delancy.





In from the open sea drifted the castaways, the sun rising in tropic splendor behind them, before them a far strip of snowy surf edging green shores.

Selden sat in the bow, bailing; Harroll dug vigorously into the Atlantic with both oars; a heavy flood-tide was doing the rest. Presently Selden picked up the ducking-glass and examined the shore.

Harroll rested his oars, took a pull at the mineral water, and sighed deeply. Except for the scare and the confounded leak its been rather amusing, hasnt it? he said.

Its all right.... Hope you didnt set that farewell message afloat.

What message?

Oh — I thought I saw you scribbling in your notebook and — —

And what?

And stick the leaf into the bottle of gun-oil. If I was mistaken, kindly give me my bottle of gun-oil.

Pooh! said Harroll. The storm was magnificent. Cant a man jot down impressions? Open a can of sardines, will you? And pass me the bread, you idiot!

Selden constructed a sandwich and passed it aft. When we near those ducks, he said, wed better give them a broadside — our larders getting low. Ill load for us both.

He fished about among the cartridge-sacks for some dry shells, loaded the guns, and laid them ready.

Bluebills, observed Harroll, as the boat drew near. How tame they are! Look, Selden! It would be murder to shoot.

The boat, drifting rapidly, passed in among the raft of ducks; here and there a glistening silver-breasted bird paddled lazily out of the way, but the bulk of the flock floated serenely on either side, riding the swell, bright golden eyes fearlessly observing the intruders.

Oh, a man cant shoot at things that act like that! exclaimed Selden petulantly. Shoo! Shoo — o! he cried, waving his gun in hopes that a scurry and rise might justify assassination. But the birds only watched him in perfect confidence. The boat drove on; the young men sat staring across the waves, guns idly balanced across their knees. Presently Harroll finished his sandwich and resumed the oars.

Better bail some more, he said. What are you looking at? — for Selden, using the ducking-glass, had begun to chuckle.

Well, upon my word! he said slowly— of all luck! Where do you suppose we are?



Well, where the devil are we?

Off Avalon!

Avalon! repeated Harroll, stupidly. Why, man, its a hundred miles south of Holy Cross!

Well, weve made it, I tell you. I can see one of their dinky little temples shining among the trees. Hark! There go the bells ringing for meditation!

A mellow chime came across the water.

It cant be Avalon, repeated Harroll, not daring to hope for such fortune. What do you know about Avalon, anyway?

What Ive heard.

Whats that?

Why, its a resort for played-out people whove gone the pace. When a girl dances herself into the fidgets, or a Newport matron goes to pieces, or a Wall Street man begins to talk to himself, hither they toddle. Its the fashionable round-up for smashed nerves and wibbly-wobbly intellects — a sort of back-to-nature enterprise run by a doctor. He makes em all wear garments cut in the style of the humble bed-sheet, and then he turns em out to grass; and they may roll on it or frisk on it or eat it if they like. Incidentally, I believe, theyre obliged to wallow in the ocean several times a day, run races afoot, chuck the classic discus, go barefooted and sandal-shod, wear wreaths of flowers instead of hats, meditate in silence when the temple bells ring, eat grain and fruit and drink milk, and pay enormous bills to the quack who runs the place. It must be a merry life, Harroll. No tobacco, no billiards, no bridge. And hit the downy at nine-thirty by the curfew!

Good Lord! muttered Harroll.

Thats Avalon, repeated Selden. And were almost there. Look sharp! Stand by for a ducking! This surf means trouble ahead!

It certainly did; the boat soared skyward on the crest of the swell; a smashing roller hurled it into the surf, smothering craft and crew in hissing foam. A second later two heads appeared, and two half-suffocated young men floundered up the beach and dropped, dripping and speechless, on the sand.

They lay inert for a while, salt water oozing at every pore. Harroll was the first to sit up.

Right? he inquired.

All right. Wheres the boat?

Ashore below us. He rose, dripping, and made off toward the battered boat, which lay in the shoals, heeled over. Selden followed; together they dragged the wreck up high and dry; then they sat down on the sand, eying one another.

Its a fine day, said Selden, with a vacant grin. He rolled over on his back, clutching handfuls of hot sand. Isnt this immense? he said. My! how nice and dry and solid everything is! Roll on your back, Harroll! Youll enjoy it more that way.

But Harroll got up and began dragging the guns and cartridge-sacks from the boat.

Ive some friends here, he said briefly. Come on.

Are your friends hospitably inclined to the shipwrecked? Im about ready to be killed with hospitality, observed Selden, shouldering gun and sack and slopping along in his wet boots.

They entered a thicket of sweet-bay and palmetto, breast-high, and forced a path through toward a bit of vivid green lawn, which gave underfoot like velvet.

Theres a patient now — in his toga, said Selden, in a low voice. Better hit him with a piteous tale of shipwreck, hadnt we?

The patient was seated on a carved bench of marble under the shade of a live oak. His attitude suggested ennui; he yawned at intervals; at intervals he dug in the turf with idle bare toes.

The back of that gentlemans head, said Harroll, resembles the back of a head I know.

Oh! One of those friends you mentioned?

Well — I never saw him in toga and sandals, wearing a wreath of flowers on his head. Lets take a front view.



The squeaky, sloppy sound of Seldens hip boots aroused the gentleman in the toga from his attitude of bored meditation.

How do you do, sir? said Harroll, blandly, I thought Id come to Avalon.

The old gentleman fumbled in his toga, found a monocle, screwed it firmly into his eye, and inspected Harroll from head to heel.

Youre rather wet, Jim, he said, steadying his voice.

Harroll admitted it. This is my old friend, Jack Selden — the Lenox Seldens, you know, sir. And, to Selden, he reverently named Mr. Delancy.

How do? said Mr. Delancy. Youre wet, too.

There was a silence. Mr. Delancy executed a facial contortion which released the monocle. Then he touched his faded eyes with the hem of his handkerchief. The lashes and furrowed cheeks were moist.

Youre so devilish abrupt, Jim, he said. Did you get any telegrams from us?

Telegrams? No, sir. When?

No matter, said Mr. Delancy.

Another silence, and Harroll said: Fact is, sir, we were blown out to sea, and thats how we came here. I fancy Selden wouldnt mind an invitation to dinner and a chance to dry his clothes.



Selden smiled hopefully and modestly as Mr. Delancy surveyed him.

Pray accept my hospitality, gentlemen, said Mr. Delancy, with a grim smile. Ive been ass enough to take a villa in this forsaken place. The food I have to offer you might be relished by squirrels, perhaps; the clothing resembles my own, and can be furnished you by the simple process of removing the sheets from your beds.

He rose, flung the flap of his toga over one shoulder, and passed his arm through Harrolls.

Dont you like it here? asked Harroll.

Like it! repeated Mr. Delancy.

But — why did you come?

I came, said Mr. Delancy slowly, because I desired to be rid of you.

Selden instinctively fell back out of earshot. Harroll reddened.

I thought your theory was — —

You smashed that theory — now youve shattered this — you and Catharine between you.

Harroll looked thoughtfully at Selden, who stood watching two pretty girls playing handball on the green.

Young man, said Mr. Delancy, do you realize what Ive been through in one week? I have been obliged to wear this unspeakable garment, Ive been obliged to endure every species of tomfoolery, Ive been fed on bird seed, deprived of cigars, and sent to bed at half past nine. And Im as sound in limb and body as you are. And all because I desired to be rid of you. I had two theories! both are smashed. I refuse to entertain any more theories concerning anything!

Harroll laughed; then his attention became concentrated on the exquisite landscape, where amid green foliage white villas of Georgia marble glimmered, buried in blossoming thickets of oleander, wistaria, and Cherokee roses — where through the trees a placid lake lay reflecting the violet sky — where fallow-deer wandered, lipping young maple buds — where beneath a pergola heavily draped with golden jasmine a white-robed figure moved in the shade — a still, sunny world of green and gold and violet exhaling incense under a cloudless sky.

I would like to see Catharine, he said, slowly, with your permission — and in view of the fate of the theories.

Jim, said Mr. Delancy, you are doubtless unconscious of the trouble you have created in my family.

Trouble, sir? repeated the young man, flushing up.



Trouble for two. My daughter and I believed you drowned.

Harroll stood perfectly still. Mr. Delancy took a step or two forward, turned, and came back across the lawn. She is sitting under that pergola yonder, looking out to sea, and Im afraid shes crying her eyes out for something she wants. Its probably not good for her, either. But — such as it is — she may have it.

The two men looked at one another steadily.

Im rather glad you were not drowned, said Mr. Delancy, but Im not infatuated with you.

They shook hands solemnly, then Mr. Delancy walked over and joined Selden, who appeared to be fascinated by an attractive girl in Greek robes and sandals who was playing handball on the green.
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Young man, said Mr. Delancy, theres always trouble for two in this world. That young woman with yellow hair and violet eyes who is playing handball with her sister, and who appears to hypnotize you, is here to recuperate from the loss of an elderly husband.

A widow with yellow hair and blue eyes! murmured Selden, entranced.

Precisely. Your train, however, leaves to-night — unless you mean to remain here on a diet of bird-seed.



Selden smiled absently. Bird-seed had no terror for him.

Besides, he said, Im rather good at handball.

A moment later he looked around, presumably for Harroll. That young man was already half-way to the jasmine-covered arbor, where a young girl sat, dry-eyed, deathly pale, staring out to sea.

The sea was blue and smiling; the soft thunder of the surf came up to her. She heard the gulls mewing in the sky and the hum of bees in the wind-stirred blossoms; she saw a crested osprey plunge into the shallows and a great tarpon fling its mass of silver into the sun. Paroquets gleaming like living jewels rustled and preened in the china-trees; black and gold butterflies, covered with pollen, crawled over and over the massed orange bloom. Ah, the mask of youth that the sly world wore to mock her! Ah, the living lie of the sky, and the false, smooth sea fawning at her feet!

Little persuasive breezes came whispering, plucking at the white hem of her robe to curry favor; the ingratiating surf purred, blinking with a million iridescent bubbles. The smug smile of nature appalled her; its hypocrisy sickened her; and she bent her dark eyes fiercely on the sea and clinched her little hands.



Give up my dead! she whispered. Give up my dead!

Catharine!

Dazed, she rose to her sandalled feet, the white folds of her robe falling straight and slim.

Catharine!

Her voiceless lips repeated his name; she swayed, steadying herself by the arm around her waist.

Then trouble for two began.



As Williams ended, I looked at him with indignation.

As far as I can see, I said, you are acting as attorney for the defense. Thats a fine story to tell a father of two attractive daughters. You neednt repeat it to them.

But it happened, old man — —

Dont call me old man, either. Ill explain to you why. And I did, peevishly.

After that I saw less of Williams, from choice. He has a literary way with him in telling a story — and I didnt wish Alida and Dulcima to sympathize with young Harroll and that little ninny, Catharine Delancy. So I kept clear of Williams until we arrived in Paris.
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CHAPTER IV

WHEREIN A MODEST MAN IS BULLIED AND A LITERARY MAN PRACTICES STYLE
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WHAT WAS YOUR first impression of Paris, Mr. Van Twiller? inquired the young man from East Boston, as I was lighting my cigar in the corridor of the Hôtel des Michetons after breakfast.

The first thing I noticed, said I, was the entire United States walking down the Boulevard des Italiens.

And your second impression, sir? he asked somewhat uncertainly.

The entire United States walking back again. He lighted a cigarette and tried to appear cheerful. He knew I possessed two daughters. A man in possession of such knowledge will endure much.

Presently the stout young man from Chicago came up to request a light for his cigar. See Paris and die, eh? he observed with odious affability.

I doubt that the city can be as unhealthy as that, I said coldly.

Defeated, he joined forces with the young man from East Boston, and they retired to the terrace to sit and hate me.

My daughter Alida, my daughter Dulcima, and I spent our first day in Paris ong voitoor as the denizen of East Boston informed me later.

What is your first impression, Alida? I asked, as our taxi rolled smoothly down the Avenue de lOpera.

Paris? An enormous blossom carved out of stone! — a huge architectural Renaissance rose with white stone petals!

I looked at my pretty daughter with pride.

That is what Mr. Van Dieman says, she added conscientiously.

My enthusiasm cooled at once.

Van Dieman exaggerates, I said. Dulcima, what do you find to characterize Paris?

The gowns! she cried. Oh, papa! did you see that girl driving past just now?

I opened my guidebook in silence. I had seen her.

The sunshine flooded everything; the scent of flowers filled the soft air; the city was a garden, sweet with green leaves, embroidered with green grass — a garden, too, in architecture, carved out in silvery gray foliage of stone. The streets are as smooth and clean as a steamers deck, with little clear rivulets running in gutters that seem as inviting as country brooks. It did not resemble Manhattan.

Paris!

Paris is a big city full of red-legged soldiers.

Paris is a forest of pink and white chestnut blossoms under which the inhabitants sit without their hats.

Paris is a collection of vistas; at the end of every vista is a misty masterpiece of architecture; on the summit of every monument is a masterpiece of sculpture.

Paris is a city of several millions of inhabitants, every inhabitant holding both hands out to you for a tip.

Paris is a park, smothered in foliage, under which asphalted streets lead to Paradise.

Paris is a sanitarium so skillfully conducted that nobody can tell the patients from the physicians; and all the inmates are firmly convinced that the outside world is mad.

I looked back at the gilded mass of the Opera — that great pile of stone set lightly there as the toe of a ballet-girls satin slipper —— 



What are you thinking, papa? asked Alida.

Nothing, I said hastily, amazed at my own frivolity. Notice, said I, the exquisite harmony of the sky-line. Here in Paris the Government regulates the height of buildings. Nothing inharmonious can be built; the selfishness and indifference of private ownership which in New York erects skyscrapers around our loveliest architectural remains, the City Hall, would not be tolerated here, where artistic ensemble is as necessary to people as the bread they eat.

Dear me, where have I read that? exclaimed Alida innocently.

I said nothing more.

We were now passing through that wing of the Louvre which faces the Carousal, and we turned sharply to the right under the little arc, and straight past the Tuileries Gardens, all blooming with tulips and hyacinths, past the quaint weather-stained statues of an epoch as dead as its own sculptors, past the long arcades of the Rivoli, under which human spiders lurk for the tourist of Cook, and out into the Place de la Concorde — the finest square in the world.

The sun glittered on the brass inlaid base on which towered the monolyth. The splashing of the great fountains filled the air with a fresh sweet sound. Round us, in a vast circle, sat the Cities of France, with Strasburg smothered in crêpe and funeral wreaths, each still stone figure crowned with battlemented crowns and bearing the carved symbols of their ancient power on time-indented escutcheons, all of stone.

The fresh wet pavement blazed in the sunshine; men wheeled handcarts filled with violets or piled high with yellow jonquils and silvery hyacinths.

Violet, white, and yellow — these are the colors which Paris wears in springtime, twined in her chaplet of tender green.

I said this aloud to Dulcima, who replied that they were wearing blue in Paris this spring, and that she would like to know how soon we were going to the dressmakers.

Now at last we were rolling up the Champs Elysées, with the Arc de Triomphe, a bridge of pearl at the end of the finest vista in the world. Past us galloped gay cavalry officers, out for a morning canter in the Bois de Boulogne; past us whizzed automobiles of every hue, shape and species.

Past us, too, trotted shoals of people well diluted by our fellow countrymen, yet a truly Parisian crowd for all that. Hundreds of uniforms dotted the throngs; cuirassiers in short blue stable jackets, sabres hooked under their left elbows, little piou-piou lads, in baggy red trousers and shakos bound with yellow; hussars jingling along, wearing jackets of robins-egg blue faced with white; chasseurs à Cheval, wearing turquoise blue braided with black; then came the priests in black, well groomed as jackdaws in April; policemen in sombre uniforms, wearing sword bayonets; gendarmes off duty — for the Republican Guard takes the place of the Gendarmerie within the walls of Paris; smart officers from the Fontainebleau artillery school, in cherry-red and black; Saint-Cyr soldiers in crude blues and reds, with the blue shako smothered under plumes; then Sisters, in their dark habits and white coifs, with sweet, serene faces looking out on the sinful world they spend their lives in praying for.

Dulcima, I said, what particular characteristic strikes you when you watch these passing throngs of women?

Their necks; every Parisienne is a beauty from behind — such exquisite necks and hair.

Their ankles, added Alida innocently; they are the best-shod women in the world!

I had noticed something of the sort; in fact, there is no escape for a mans eyes in Paris. Look where he will, he is bound to bring up against two neat little shoes trotting along demurely about their own frivolous business. One cannot help wondering what that business may be or where those little polished shoes are going so lightly, tap! tap! across the polished asphalt. And there are thousands on thousands of such shoes, passing, repassing, twinkling everywhere, exquisite, shapely, gay little shoes of Paris, pattering through boulevard and avenue, square, and street until the whole city takes the cadence, keeping time, day and night, to the little tripping feet of the Parisienne — bless her, heart and sole!

Of what are you thinking, papa? asked Alida.

Nothing, child, nothing, I muttered.

We left our taxi and mounted to the top of the Arc de Triomphe. The world around us was bathed in a delicate haze; silver-gray and emerald the view stretched on every side from the great Basilica on Montmârtre to the silent Fortress of Mont-Valerien; from the vast dome of the Pantheon, springing up like a silver bubble in the sky, to the dull golden dome of the Invalides, and the dome of the Val-de-Grâce.

Spite of the Sainte Chapel, with its gilded lace-work, spite of the bizarre Tour Saint-Jacques, spite of the lean monster raised by Monsieur Eiffel, straddling the vase Esplanade in the west, the solid twin towers of Nôtre-Dame dominated the spreading city by their sheer majesty — dominated Saint-Sulpice, dominated the Trocadero, dominated even the Pantheon.

From those towers, said I, Quasimodo looked down and saw the slim body of Esmeralda hanging on the gibbet.

What became of her goat? asked Alida, who was fond of pets.

That reminds me, began Dulcima, that now we are safely in Paris we might be allowed to ask papa about that — —

There is a steamer which sails for New York to-morrow, I said calmly. Any mention of that pig will ensure us staterooms in half an hour.

Considerably subdued, the girls meekly opened their Baedekers and patronized the view, while I lighted a cigar and mused.

It was my second cigar that morning. Certainly I was a changed man — but was it a change for the better? Within me I felt something stirring — I knew not what.

It was that long-buried germ of gayety, that latent uncultivated and embryotic germ which lies dormant in all Anglo-Saxons; and usually dies dormant or is drowned in solitary cocktails at a solemn club.

Certainly I was changing. Van Dieman was right. Doubtless any change could not be the worse for a man who has not sufficient intelligence to take care of his own pig.

There is, said Dulcima, referring to her guidebook, a café near here in the Bois de Boulogne, called the Café des Fleurs de Chine. I should so love to breakfast at a Chinese café.

With chopsticks! added Alida, soulfully clasping her gloved hands.

Your Café Chinois is doubtless a rendezvous for Apaches, I said, but well try it if you wish.

I am wondering, now, just what sort of a place that café is, set like a jewel among the green trees of the Bois. I know it is expensive, but not very expensive; I know, also, that the dainty young persons who sipped mint on the terrace appeared to disregard certain conventionalities which I had been led to believe were never disregarded in France.

The safest way was to pretend a grave abstraction when their bright eyes wandered toward one; and I did this, without exactly knowing why I did.

I wish, said I to Dulcima, that Van Dieman were here. He understands all this surface life one sees in the parks and streets.

Do you really wish that Mr. Van Dieman were here? asked Alida, softly coloring.

I looked at her gravely.

Because, she said, I believe he is coming about the middle of May.

Oh, he is, is he? I said, without enthusiasm. Well, we shall doubtless be in the Rhine by the middle of May.



My gowns couldnt be finished until June any way, said Dulcima, laying her gloved fingers on Alidas chair.

So they were allies, then.

I didnt know you had ordered any gowns, I said superciliously.

I havent — yet, she said coolly.

Neither have I, began Alida; but I refused to hear any more.

When you are at your modistes you may talk gowns until you faint away, said I; but now let us try to take an intelligent interest in this famous and ancient capital of European civilization and liberty — —

Did you notice that girls gown? motioned Alida to Dulcima.

I also looked. But it was not the beauty of the gown that I found so remarkable.

I wonder, thought I— but no matter. I wish that idiot Van Dieman were here.



That evening, after my daughters had retired, I determined to sit up later than I ought to. The reckless ideas which Paris inspired in me, alarmed me now and then. But I was game.

So I seated myself in the moonlit court of the hotel and lighted an unwise cigar and ordered what concerns nobody except the man who swallowed it, and, crossing my legs, looked amiably around.

Williams sat at the next table.

Hello, old sport, he said affably.

Williams, I said, guess who I was thinking about a moment ago.

A girl?

No, of course not. I was thinking of Jim Landon. What ever became of him?

Jim? Oh, hes all right.

Successful?

Very. You ought to have heard of him over there; but I suppose you dont keep up with art news.

No, I admitted, ashamed— its rather difficult to keep up with anything on Long Island. Does Jim Landon live here?

In Normandy, with his wife.

Oh, he got married. Was it that wealthy St. Louis girl who — —

No; she married into the British Peerage. No, Landon didnt do anything of that sort. Quite the contrary.

He — he didnt marry his model, did he?

Yes — in a way.

In a way?



Williams summoned a waiter who shifted his equipment to my table.

Its rather an unusual story, he said. Would you care to hear it?

Does it portray, with your well known literary skill, the confusion of a parent? I inquired cautiously. If it does, dont tell it.

It doesnt.

Oh. Nobody puts it all over the old man?

No, not in this particular instance. Shall I begin?

Shoot, I said.

He began with his usual graceful gesture:



Landon was dead broke.

As it had not been convenient for him to breakfast that morning, he was irritable. The mockery of handsome hangings and antique furniture in the outer studio increased his irritation as he walked through it into the rough, inner workshop, which was hung with dusty casts and dreary with clay and plaster.

Here Ellis found him, an hour later, smoking a cigarette to deceive his appetite, and sulkily wetting down the clay bust of a sheep-faced old lady — an order of the post-mortem variety which he was executing from a gruesome photograph.



How, inquired Ellis, is the coy Muse treating you these palmy, balmy days?

Landon swore and squirted a spongeful of water over the old ladys side curls.

My! my! As bad as that? commented Ellis, raising his eyebrows. I thought you expected to be paid for that tombstone.

Man, Ive been eating, drinking, and sleeping on that tombstone all winter. Last night I gnawed off the Hic Jacet and washed it down with the date. Theres nothing left.

Youve — ah — breakfasted, dear friend?

Thats all right — —

Have you?

No. But theres a man from Fourth Avenue coming to buy some of that superfluous magnificence in the show studio. Besides, Ill be paid for this old lady in a day or two — Where are you going?

Out, said Ellis, briefly.

Landon, left alone, threw a bit of wet clay at the doorknob, stood irresolutely, first on one foot, then on the other; then with a hearty scowl at the sheep-faced old lady washed her complacent face with a dripping sponge.



Williams! I interrupted violently, how do you know all those details?



My Lord, man! he retorted; I write for a living. Ive got to know them.

Go on, then, I said.

He went on:



A few moments later Ellis came in with rolls, milk and fruit.

Thats very decent of you, said Landon, but the other cut him short, excitedly.

Jim, who is the divinity I just met in your hallway? Yours?

What divinity?

Her hair, said Ellis, a little wildly, is the color of Tuscan gold; her eyes, ultra marine; and the skin of her is just pure snow with a brushful of carmine across the lips — and the Great Sculptor Himself must have moulded her body — —

Landon shrugged and buttered a roll. You let her alone, he said.

Reveal to me instantly her name, titles, and quality! shouted Ellis, unsheathing a Japanese sword.

Her name, said Landon, is OConnor; her quality is that of a shopgirl. She is motherless and alone, and inhabits a kennel across the hall. Dont make eyes at her. Shell probably believe whatever the first gentlemanly blackguard tells her.



Ellis said: Why may I not — in a delicately detached and gayly impersonal, yet delightfully and evasively irrational manner, calculated to deceive nobody — —

That would sound very funny in the Latin Quarter. This is New York. He rose, frowning. Presently he picked up the sponge. Better let a lonely heart alone, unless youre in earnest, he said, and flung the sponge back into a bucket of water, dried his hands, and looked around.

Have you sold any pictures yet?

Not one. I thought I had a Copper King nailed to the easel, but Fate separated us on a clinch and he got away and disappeared behind the bars of his safe deposit. How goes the market with you?

Dead. I can live on my furniture for a while.

I thought you were going in on that competition for the Department of Peace at Washington.

I am, if I have enough money left to hire a model.

Ellis rose, twirled his walking-stick meditatively, glanced at his carefully brushed hat, and placed it gravely on his head.

Soon, he said cheerfully, it will be time for straw hats. But where Im going to get one I dont know. Poverty used to be considered funny in the Quarter; but its no idle jest in this town. Well — Ill let your best girl alone, Jim, if you feel that way about it.

They laughed and shook hands.

In the corridor Ellis looked hard at the closed door opposite, and his volatile heart gave a tortured thump; he twirled his stick and sauntered out into Stuyvesant Square.
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CHAPTER V

DREAMLAND
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AS WINTER FADED into spring the first tracery of green fringed the branches in Stuyvesant Square. The municipal authorities decorated the grass with tulips and later with geraniums. Later still, cannas and foliage plants were planted, over which two fountains spurted aqua Crotonis.

But in spite of tasteless horticulture it is a quaint old square, a little sad and shabby, perhaps, yet mercifully green inside its two iron-railed parallelograms. Above the great sycamores and elms the truncated towers of St. Georges brood heavily; along the short, leafy reach of Rutherford Place an old-time Quaker meeting-house keeps gentle vigil; northward, aged mansions peer at the square through time-dimmed windows; south, above the Sisters of The Assumption, a painted Virgin clasps her stone hands and looks down on the little children of the poor.

Along the east side of the square runs Livingston Place; behind it an elevated railroad roars; in front lies the square, shabby, unkempt, but lovely always, when night lends to it her mystery. For at night the trees loom gigantic; lights sparkle over lawn and fountain; the illuminated dial of St. Georges hangs yellow as a harvest moon above the foliage; and the pleasant bell sounds from the towers, changing, for a moment, the streets incessant monotone to a harmony.

Into this square went Landon; oftener, as the summer grew hotter and work grew scarcer.

Once, at the close of a scorching afternoon, his pretty neighbour from across the corridor came slowly into the square and rested for a few moments on the same bench he occupied.

So lovely and fresh and sweet she seemed in the early dusk that he, for an instant, was tempted from his parched loneliness to speak to her; but before he could bring himself to it she turned, recognized him, rose and went back to the house without a second glance.

Weve been neighbours for a year, he thought, and she has never been civil enough to look at me yet — and Ive been too civil to look at her. I was an ass.

He was wrong; she had looked at him often, when unafraid that his eyes might surprise her.

He was amusingly wrong. Waking, she remembered him; during the long day she thought of him; at night, when she returned from business, the radiance from his studio lamp streaming through the transom had for her all the thrilling fascination that a lighted shop window, at Christmas, has for a lonesome child passing in darkness.

From the dim monotony of her own life she had, at times, caught glimpses through his open door of splendours scarcely guessed. In her eyes an enchanted world lay just beyond his studios threshold; a bright, warm, mellow wonderland, indistinct in the golden lamplight, where only a detail here and there half revealed a figured tapestry or carved foliation — perhaps some soft miracle of ancient Eastern weaving on the floor, perhaps a mysterious marble shape veiled in ruddy shadow — enough to set her youthful imagination on fire, enough to check her breath and start the pulses racing as she turned the key in her own door and reëntered the white dusk of her own life once more.

The three most important events of her brief career had occurred within the twelvemonth — her mothers death, her coming here to live — and love. That also had happened. But she did not call it love; it did not occur to her to consider him in any possible, tangible relation to herself.

She never even expected to know him, to speak to him, or that he could possibly care to speak to her. As far as the east is from the west, so far apart were their two worlds. For them the gusty corridor was wider than interstellar voids; she had not even a thought that a miracle might bridge the infinite from her tiny world to his, which seemed to her so bright and splendid; she had never advanced farther than the happiness of lying still after the days work, and thinking, innocently, of what she knew about him and what she timidly divined.

At such times, stretched across her bed, the backs of her hands resting on her closed lids, she pondered on that alluring wonderland, his studio — of the mystery that so fittingly surrounded his artists life. She saw him always amid the tints and hues of ancient textiles, sometimes dreaming, sometimes achieving with fiery inspiration — but precisely how or what he achieved remained to her part of his mystery. She cherished only the confused vision of the youth of him, and its glorious energy and wisdom.

He could be very human, too, she thought; and often the smile curved her lips and cheeks at the recollection of the noisy gayety coming in gusts through his transom on those nights when his friends were gathered there — laughter and song — the incense of tobacco drifting into her own white room from the corridor. She loved it; the odor seemed spicy with a delicate hint of sweet-brier, and she opened her transom wider to let it in.

Usually she fell asleep, the distant uproar of gayety lulling her into happier slumbers. And for days and nights afterward its recollection made life easier and pleasanter, as though she lived with amusing memories of events in which she herself had participated.

All day long, in a fashionable dry-goods shop, she sold cobweb finery and frail, intimate, lacy stuffs to very fine ladies, who usually drew a surprised breath at her beauty, and sometimes dealt with her as though they were dealing with one of their own caste.

At night, tired, she looked forward to her return, when, behind her own closed door, she could rest or read a little, or lie still and think of Landon. But even in the daring magic of waking dreams she had scarcely ventured any acquaintance with him; in dreamland they were as yet only just aware of one another. He had lately — oh, breathless and audacious imagination of hers! — smiled at her in the corridors of dreamland; and she had been a good many days trying to decide what she was going to do about it. In her phantom world matters were going well with her.

Meanwhile, except for the stupefying heat, the actual world was also going well with her. She had saved a little money, enough to give her ten days of luxury and fresh air when the time came. She needed it; the city had been hard on her. Yet the pleasure of going was not unmixed; for, as the day of her release drew nearer, she realized how, within the year, he had, in her dreams, insensibly become to her a part of her real life, and that she would miss him sorely. Which gave her courage to hasten their acquaintance in dreamland; and so it came about that he spoke to her one night as she lay dreaming, awake on her pillow; and she felt her cheeks burn in the dark as though it had all been real.

Yet he was very gentle with her in dreamland — quite wonderful — indeed, all that the most stilted vision of a young girl could desire.

Less unquiet, now that they knew each other, she looked forward to the real separation with comparative resignation.

Then came that unexpected episode when she seated herself on the same bench with him, unintentionally braving him in the flesh.

All that night she thought about it in consternation — piteously explaining it to him in dreamland. He understood — in dreamland — but did he understand in real life? Would he think she had meant to give him a chance to speak — horror of crimson dismay! Would he think her absurd to leave so abruptly when he caught her eye? And oh, she cared so much what he might think, so much more than she supposed she dared care!

All day long it made her miserable as she moved listlessly behind the counter; at night the heated pavements almost stunned her as she walked home to save the pennies.

She saw no light in his studio as she slipped through the corridor into her stifling room. Later, she bathed and dressed in a thinner gown, but it, also, was in black, in memory of her mother, and seemed to sere her body. The room grew hotter; she went out to the passage; no light threatened her from his transom, so she ventured to leave her door open.

But even this brought no relief; the heat became unendurable; and she rose at last, pinned on her big black hat of straw, and went out into the dusk.

Through the gates of the square she saw the poor surging into the park. The police had opened the scant bits of lawn to them. Men, women, children, lay half-naked on the grass, fighting for breath. And, after a little while, she crossed the street and went in among them.

The splash of the fountain was refreshing. She wandered at random, past the illuminated façade of the Lying-in Hospital, past the painted Virgin, then crossed Second Avenue, entered the gates again, and turned aimlessly by the second fountain. There seemed to be no resting-place for her on the crowded benches.

Beyond the fountain a shadowy sycamore stood in the centre of a strip of lawn. She went toward it, hesitated, glancing at the motionless, recumbent figures near by, then ventured to seat herself on the grass and lean back against the tree. Presently, she unpinned her hat, lifted a white face to the night, and closed her eyes.

How long she sat there she did not know when again she opened her tired lids.

A figure stood near her. For a moment she confused dream and reality and smiled at him; then sat up, rigid, breathless, as the figure stirred and came forward.

She remembered attempting to rise, remembered nothing else very distinctly — not even his first words, though his voice was gentle and pleasant, just as it was in dreamland.



Do you mind my speaking to you? he was asking now.

No, she said faintly.

He raised his head and looked out across the feverish city, passing one thin hand across his eyes. Then, with a slight movement of his shoulders, he seated himself on the ground at her feet.

We have been neighbours so long, he said, that I thought perhaps I might dare to speak to you to-night. My name is Landon — James Landon. I think I know your last name.

OConnor — Ellie OConnor — Eleanor, I mean, she added, unafraid. A curious peace seemed to possess her at the sound of his voice. There was a stillness in it that reassured.

The silence between them was ringed with the distant roar of the city. He looked around him at the shadowy forms flung across bench and lawn; his absent glance swept the surrounding walls of masonry and iron, all a-glitter with tiny, lighted windows. Overhead a tarnished moon looked down into the vast trap where five million souls lay caught, gasping for air — he among the others — and this young girl beside him — trapped, helpless, foredoomed. The city had got them all! But he sat up the straighter, giving the same slightly-impatient shake to his shoulders.



I came, he said, to ask you one or two questions — if I may.

Ask them, she answered, as in a dream.

Then — you go to business, do you not?

Yes.

He nodded: And now Im going to venture another question which may sound impertinent, but I do not mean it so. May I?

Yes, she said in a low, hushed voice, as though a clearer tone might break some spell.

It is about your salary. I do not suppose it is very large.

My wages? Shall I tell you? she asked, so innocently that he flushed up.

No, no! — I merely wish to — to find out from you whether you might care to take a chance of increasing your salary.

I dont think I know what you mean, she said, looking at him.

I know you dont, he said, patiently; let me begin a little farther back. I am a sculptor. You know, of course, what that is — —

Yes. I am educated. She even found courage to smile at him.

His answering smile covered both confusion and surprise; then perplexity etched a crease between his brows.



That makes it rather harder for me — he hesitated— or easier; I dont know which.

What makes it harder? she asked.

Your being — I dont know — different — from what I imagined — —

Educated?

Y-yes — —

She laughed deliciously in her new-born confidence.

What is it you wish to ask?

Ill tell you, he said. I need a model — and Im too poor to pay for one. Ive pledged everything in my studio. A chance has come to me. Its only a chance, however. But I cant take it because I cannot afford a model.

There was a silence; then she inquired what he meant by a model. And he told her — not everything, not clearly.

You mean that you wish me to sit for my portrait in marble?

There are two figures to be executed for the new Department of Peace in Washington, he explained, and they are to be called Soul and Body. Six sculptors have been invited to compete. I am one. We have a year before us.

She remained silent.

It is perfectly apparent, of course, that you are exquis — admirably fitted — he stammered under her direct gaze, then went on; I scarcely dared dream of such a model even if I had the means to afford— He could get no further.

Are you really poor? she asked in gentle wonder.

At present — yes.

I never dreamed it, she said. I thought — otherwise.

Oh, it is nothing; some day things will come out right. Only — I have a chance now — if you — if you would help me.... I could win with you; I know it. And if I do win — with your aid — I will double your present salary. And that is what Ive come here to say. Is that fair?

He waited, watching her intently. She had dropped her eyes, sitting there very silent at the foot of the tree, cradling the big straw hat in her lap.

Whatever you decide to be fair— he began again, but she looked up wistfully.

I was not thinking of that, she said; I was only — sorry.

Sorry?

That you are poor.

He misunderstood her. I know; I wish I could offer you something beside a chance — —

Oh-h, she whispered, but so low that he heard only a long, indrawn breath.



She sat motionless, eyes on the grass. When again she lifted them their pure beauty held him.

What is it you wish? she asked. That I should be your model for the — this prize which you desire to strive for?

Yes; for that.

How can I? I work all day.

I could use you at night and on Saturday afternoons, and all day Sunday. And — have you had your yearly vacation?

She drew a quietly tired breath. No, she said.

Then — I will give you two hundred dollars extra for those ten days, he went on eagerly — so eagerly that he forgot the contingency on which hung any payment at all. As for her, payment was not even in her thoughts.

Through the deep, sweet content which came to her with the chance of serving him, ran an undercurrent of confused pain that he could so blindly misunderstand her. If she thought at all of the amazing possibility of such a fortune as he offered, she knew that she would not accept it from him. But this, and the pain of his misunderstanding, scarcely stirred the current of a strange, new happiness that flowed through every vein.

Do you think I could really help you?

If you will. His voice trembled.



Are you sure — quite sure? If you are — I will do what you wish.

He sprang up buoyant, transfigured.

If I win it will be you! he said. Could you come into the studio a moment? Ill show you the two sketches I have made for Soul and Body.

On the prospect of a chance — the chance that had come at last — he was completely forgetting that she must be prepared to comprehend what he required of her; he forgot that she could know nothing of a sculptors ways and methods of production. On the way to the studio, however, he tardily remembered, and it rather scared him.

Do you know any painters or sculptors? he asked, keeping impatient pace beside her.

I know a woman who makes casts of hands and arms, she said shyly. She stopped me in the street once and asked permission to cast my hands. Would you call her a sculptor?

N — well, perhaps she may be. We sculptors often use casts of the human body. He plunged into it more frankly: You know, of course, that to become a sculptor or a painter, one has to model and paint from living people.

Yes, she said, undisturbed.

And, he continued, it would be impossible for a sculptor to produce the beautiful marbles you have seen — er — around — unless he could pose a living model to copy from.

An unquiet little pulse began to beat in her breast; she looked up at him, but he was smiling so amiably that she smiled, too.

Mortally afraid of frightening her, he could not exactly estimate how much she divined of what was to be required of her.

He continued patiently: Unless a student dissects he can never become a surgeon. It is the same with us; our inspiration and originality must be founded on a solid study of the human body. That is why we must always have before us as perfect a living model as we can find.

Do — do you think— she stopped, pink and confused.

I think, he said, quietly impersonal, that, speaking as a sculptor, you are as perfect and as beautiful a model as ever the old Greek masters saw, alive or in their dreams.

I — did not — know it, she faltered, thrilling from head to foot.

They entered the corridor together. Her breath came faster as he unlocked his door and, turning up a lamp, invited her to enter.

At last in the magic world! And with him!

Figured tapestries hung from the golden mystery of the ceiling; ancient dyes glowed in the soft rugs under foot; the mellow light glimmered on dull foliations. She stood still, looking about her as in a trance.

All this I will buy back again with your help, he said, laughingly; but his unsteady voice betrayed the tension to which he was keyed. A slow excitement was gaining on her, too.

I will redeem all these things, never fear, he said, gayly.

Oh — if you only can.... It is too cruel to take such things from you.

The emotion in her eyes and voice surprised him for one troubled moment. Then the selfishness of the artist ignored all else save the work and the opportunity.

You will help me, wont you? he asked. It is a promise?

Yes — I will.

Is it a promise?

Yes, she said, wondering.

Then please sit here. I will bring the sketches. They merely represent my first idea; they are done without a living model. He was off, lighting a match as he hastened. A tapestry fell back into place; she lifted her blue eyes to the faded figures of saints and seraphim stirring when the fabric moved.
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CHAPTER VI

SOUL AND BODY
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AS IN A blessed vision, doubting the reality of it all, she sat looking upward until his step on some outer floor aroused her to the wondrous reality.

He came, holding two clay figures. The first was an exquisite winged shape, standing with delicate limbs parallel, arms extended, palms outward. The head was lifted a little, poised exquisitely on the perfect neck. Its loveliness thrilled her.

Is it an angel? she asked, innocently.

No.... I thought you understood — this is only a sketch I made. And this is the other. And he placed on a table the second figure, a smooth, youthful, sensuous shape, looking aside and down at her own white fingers playing with her hair.

Is it Eve? she inquired, wondering.

These, he said slowly, are the first two sketches, done without a model, for my two figures Soul and Body.



She looked at him, not comprehending.

I — I must have a living model — for these, he stammered. Didnt you understand? I want you to work from.

From brow to throat the scarlet stain deepened and spread. She turned, laid one small hand on the back of the chair, faltered, sank onto it, covering her face.

I thought you understood, he repeated stupidly. Forgive me — I thought you understood what sort of help I needed. He dropped on one knee beside her. I am so sorry. Try to reason a little. You — you must know I meant no offense — that I never could wish to offend you. Look at me, please; I am not that sort of a man. Cant you realize how desperate I was — how I dared hazard the chance that you might help me?

She rose, her face still covered.

Cant you comprehend? he pleaded, that I meant no offense?

Y-yes. Let me go.

Can you forgive me?

I — yes.

And you cannot — help me?

H-help you?... Oh, no, no, no! She broke down, sobbing in the chair, her golden head buried in her arms.



Confused, miserable, he watched her. Already the old helpless feeling had come surging back, that there was to be no chance for him in the world, no hope of all he had dared to believe in, no future. Watching her he felt his own courage falling with her tears, his own will drooping as she drooped there — slender and white in her thin, black gown.

Again he spoke, for the moment forgetting himself.

Dont cry, because there is nothing to cry about. You know I did not mean to hurt you; I know that you would help me if you could. Isnt it true?

Y-yes, she sobbed.

It was only a sculptor who asked you, not a man at all. You understand what I mean? — only a poor devil of a sculptor, carried away by the glamour of a chance for better fortune that seemed to open before him for a moment. So you must not feel distressed or sensitive or ashamed — —

She sat up, wet eyed, cheeks aflame.

I am thinking of you! she cried, almost fiercely, not of myself; and you dont understand! Do you think I would cry over myself? I — it is because I cannot help you!

He found no words to answer as she rose and moved toward the door. She crossed the threshold, turned and looked at him. Then she entered her own doorway.



And the world went badly for her that night, and, after that, day and night, the world went badly.

Always the confusion of shame and dread returned to burn her; but that was the least; for in the long hours, lying amid the fragments of her shattered dreams, the knowledge that he needed her and that she could not respond, overwhelmed her.

The house, the corridor, her room became unendurable; she desired to go — anywhere — and try to forget. But she could not; she could not leave, she could not forget, she could not go to him and offer the only aid he desired, she could not forgive herself.

In vain, in vain, white with the agony of courage, she strove to teach herself that she was nothing, her body nothing, that the cost was nothing, compared to the terrible importance of his necessity. She knew in her heart that she could have died for him; but — but — her courage could go no further.

In terrible silence she walked her room, thinking of him as one in peril, as one ruined for lack of the aid she withheld. Sometimes she passed hours on her knees, tearless, wordless; sometimes sheerest fear set her creeping to the door to peer out, dreading lest his closed door concealed a tragedy.

And always, burning like twin gray flames before her eyes, she saw the figures he had made, Soul and Body. Every detail remained clear; their terrible beauty haunted her. Night after night, rigid on her beds edge, she stretched her bared, white arms, staring at them, then flung them hopelessly across her eyes, whispering, I cannot — O God — I cannot — even for him.

And there came a day — a Saturday — when the silence of the house, of her room, the silence in her soul, became insupportable.

All day she walked in the icy, roaring streets, driving herself forward toward the phantom of forgetfulness which fled before her like her shadow. And at the edge of noon she found herself — where she knew she must come one day — seeking the woman who made plaster casts of hands and arms and shapely feet.

For a little while they talked together. The woman surprised, smiling sometimes, but always very gentle; the girl flushed, stammering, distressed in forming her naïve questions.

Yes, it could be done; it had been done. But it was a long process; it must be executed in sections, then set together limb by limb, for there were many difficulties — and it was not pleasant to endure, even sometimes painful.

I do not mind the pain, said the girl. Will it scar me?

No, not that.... But, another thing; it would be expensive.

I have my vacation money, and a little more. She named the sum timidly.

Yes, it was enough. And when could she come for the first casts to be taken?

She was ready now.

A little later, turning a lovely, flushed face over her bare shoulder: One figure stood like this, and, after a pause, the other this way.... If you make them from me, can a sculptor work from life casts such as these?

A sculptor could.

About dusk she crept home, trembling in every nerve. Her vacation had begun.

She had been promoted to a position as expert lace buyer, which permitted larger liberty. From choice she had taken no vacation during the summer. Now her vacation, which she requested for December, lasted ten days; and at the end of it her last penny had been spent, but in a manner so wonderful, so strange, that no maid ever dreamed such things might be.
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And on the last evening of it, which was Christmas Eve, she knelt, crying, before two pedestals from which rose her body and soul as white as death.

An hour later the snowy twins stood in his empty studio, swathed in their corpse-white winding-sheets — unstained cerements, sealing beneath their folds her dead pride, dead hope — all that was delicate and intimate and subtle and sweet — slain and in cerements, for his sake.

And now she must go before he returned. Her small trunk was ready; her small account settled. With strangely weak and unsteady hands she stood before the glass knotting her veil.

Since that night together last summer she had not spoken to him, merely returning his low greeting in the corridor with a silent little inclination of her head. But, although she had had no speech with him, she had learned that he was teaching at the League now, and she knew his hours and his movements well enough to time her own by them.

He was not due for another hour; she looked out into the snowy darkness, drawing on her gloves and buttoning the scant fur collar close about her throat.

The old janitor came to say good-by.

An God be with you, miss, this Christmas Eve — taking the coin irresolutely, but pocketing it for fear of hurting her.



His fingers, numbed and aged, fumbling in the pocket encountered another object.

Musha, thin, Im afther forgettin phwat Im here fr to tell ye, miss, he rambled on. Misther Landon wishes ye fr to know that he do be lavin the house — the old man moistened his lips in an effort to remember with all the elegance required of him— an Misther Landon is wishful fr to say a genteel good luck to ye, miss.

The girl shook her head.

Tell Mr. Landon good-by for me, Patrick. Say — from me — God bless him.... Will you remember?... And a — a happy Christmas.

I will, Miss.

She touched her eyes with her handkerchief hastily, and held out her hand to the old man.

I think that is all, she whispered.

She was mistaken; the janitor was holding out a note to her.

In case ye found it onconvaynient fr to see Misther Landon, I was to projooce the letter, Miss.

She took it; a shiver passed over her.

When the old man had shambled off down the passage she reëntered her room, held the envelope a moment close under the lighted lamp, then nervously tore it wide.

You will read this in case you refuse to say good-by to me. But I only wanted to offer you a little gift at Christmastide — not in reparation, for I meant no injury — but in deepest respect for you. And so I ask you once more to wait for me. Will you?

Minute after minute she sat there, dumb, confused, nerves at the breaking point, her heart and soul crying out for him. Then the memory of what was awaiting him in his studio choked her with fright. She sprang to her feet, and at the same moment the outer gate clanged.

Terror froze her; then she remembered that it was too early for him; it must be the expressman for her trunk. And she went to the door and opened it.

Oh-h! she breathed, shrinking back; but Landon had seen his letter in her hand, and he followed her into the room.

He was paler than she: his voice was failing him, too, as he laid his gift on the bare table — only a little book, prettily bound.

Will you take it? he asked in a colorless voice; but she could not answer, could not move.

I wish you a happy Christmas, he whispered. Good-by.

She strove to meet his eyes, strove to speak, lifted her slim hand to stay him. It fell, strength spent, in both of his.



Suddenly Time went all wrong, reeling off centuries in seconds. And through the endless interstellar space that stretched between her world and his she heard his voice bridging it: I love you — I love you dearly.... Once more I am the beggar — a beggar at Christmastide, asking your mercy — asking more, your love. Dear, is it plain this time? Is all clear, dearest among women?

She looked up into his eyes; his hands tightened over hers.

Can you love me? he said.

Yes, answered her eyes and the fragrant mouth assented, quivering under his lips.

Then, without will or effort of her own, from very far away, her voice stole back to her faintly.

Is all this true? I have dreamed so long — so long — of loving you — —

He drew her closer; she laid both hands against his coat and hid her face between them.

He whispered:

It was your unselfishness, your sweetness, and — you — all of you — yes — your beauty — the loveliness of you, too! I could not put it from me; I knew that night that I loved you — and to-day they said you were going — so I came with my Christmas gift — the sorry, sorry gift — myself — —

Ah! she whispered, clinging closer. And what of my gift — my twin gifts — there, in your studio! Oh, you dont know, you dont know — —

Dearest!

No — you can never know how much easier it had been for me to die than to love — as I have loved a man this day.



Confound you, Williams, I said, blinking.

But he did not hear me, sitting there in a literary revery, mentally repolishing the carefully considered paragraphs with which he had just regaled me.

Williams?

What?

So — theyre living in Normandy.

Who?

Jim Landon and that girl, dammit! I said, crossly.

Yes — oh, yes, of course. Children — bunches of em — and all that.

Williams?

What?

Was she so pretty?

Certainly, he said, absently. Dont bother me now; Ive got an idea for another story.
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CHAPTER VII

THE BITER, THE BITTEN, AND THE UN-BITTEN
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MAIS TOUT LE monde, began the chasseur of the Hôtel des Michetons— mais, monsieur, tout le grand monde — —

Exactly, said I, complacently. Le grand monde means the great world; and, I added, the world is a planet of no unusual magnitude, inhabited by bipeds whose entire existence is passed in attempting to get something for nothing.

The chasseur of the Hôtel des Michetons bowed, doubtfully.

You request me, I continued, not to forget you when I go away. Why should I not forget you? Are you historical, are you antique, are you rococo, are you a Rosacrucian?

The chasseur, amiably perplexed, twirled his gold-banded cap between his fingers.

Have you, I asked, ever done one solitary thing for me besides touching your expensive cap?

The chasseur touched his cap, smiled, and hopefully held out his large empty hand.

Go to the devil, I said gently; it is not for what you have done but for what you have not done that I give you this silver piece, and I paid the tribute which I despised myself for paying. Still, his gay smile and prompt salute are certainly worth something to see, but what their precise value may be you can only determine when, on returning to New York, you hear a gripman curse a woman for crossing the sacred tracks of the Metropolitan Street Railroad Company. So, with my daughter Dulcima and my daughter Alida, and with a wagon-load of baggage, I left the gorgeously gilded Hôtel des Michetons — for these three reasons:

Number one: it was full of Americans.

Number two: that entire section of Paris resembled a slice of the Waldorf-Astoria.

Number three: I wanted to be rid of the New York Herald. Surely somewhere in Paris there existed French newspapers, French people, and French speech. I meant to discover them or write and complain to the Outlook.

The new hotel I had selected was called the Hôtel de lUnivers. I had noticed it while wandering out of the Luxembourg Gardens. It appeared to be a well situated, modest, clean hotel, and not only thoroughly respectable — which the great gilded Hôtel des Michetons was not — but also typically and thoroughly French. So I took an apartment on the first floor and laid my plans to dine out every evening with my daughters.

They were naturally not favourably impressed with the Hôtel de lUnivers, but I insisted on trying it for a week, desiring that my daughters should have at least a brief experience in a typical French hotel.

On the third day of our stay my daughters asked me why the guests at the Hôtel de lUnivers all appeared to be afflicted in one way or another. I myself had noticed that many of the guests wore court-plaster on hands and faces, and some even had their hands bandaged in slings.

I thought, too, that the passers-by in the street eyed the modest hotel with an interest somewhat out of proportion to its importance. But I set that down to French alertness and inbred curiosity, and dismissed the subject from my mind. The hotel was pretty clean and highly respectable. Titled names were not wanting among the guests, and the perfect courtesy of the proprietor, his servants, and of the guests was most refreshing after the carelessness and bad manners of the crowds at the Hôtel des Michetons.

Can it be possible? said Alida, as we three strolled out of our hotel into the Boulevard St. Michel.

What? I asked.

That we are in the Latin Quarter? Why this boulevard is beautiful, and I had always pictured the Latin Quarter as very dreadful.

Its the inhabitants that are dreadful, said I with a shudder as a black-eyed young girl, in passing, gave me an amused and exceedingly saucy smile.

The Quarter! It is beautiful — one of the most beautiful portions of Paris. The Luxembourg Gardens are the centre and heart of the Latin Quarter — these ancient gardens, with their groves of swaying chestnuts all in bloom, quaint weather-beaten statues in a grim semicircle looking out over the flowering almonds on the terrace to the great blue basin of the fountain where toy yachts battle with waves almost an inch high.

Here the big drab-colored pigeons strut and coo in the sunshine, here the carp splash in the mossy fountain of Marie de Medici, here come the nursemaids with their squalling charges, to sit on the marble benches and coquette with the red-trousered soldiers, who are the proper and natural prey of all nursemaids in all climes.

What is that banging and squeaking? asked Alida, as we entered the foliage of the southern terrace. Not Punch and Judy — oh, I havent seen Punch since I was centuries younger! Do let us go, papa!

Around the painted puppet box children sat, open-mouthed. Back of them crowded parents and nurses and pretty girls and gay young officers, while, from the pulpit, Punch held forth amid screams of infantile delight, or banged his friends with his stick in the same old fashion that delighted us all — centuries since.

Such a handsome officer, said Alida under her breath.

The officer in question, a dragoon, was looking at Dulcima in that slightly mischievous yet well-bred manner peculiar to European officers.

Dulcima did not appear to observe him.

Why — why, that is Monsieur de Barsac, who came over on our ship! said Alida, plucking me by the sleeve. Dont you remember how nice he was when we were so — so sea — miserable? You really ought to bow to him, papa. If you dont, I will.

I looked at the dragoon and caught his eye — such a bright, intelligent, mischievous eye! — and I could not avoid bowing.

Up he came, sword clanking, white-gloved hand glued to the polished visor of his crimson cap, and — the girls were delighted.

Now what do you suppose that Frenchman did? He gave up his entire day to showing us the beauties of the Rive Gauche.

Under his generous guidance my daughters saw what few tourists see intelligently — the New Sorbonne, with its magnificent mural decorations by Puvis de Chavannes; we saw the great white-domed Observatory, piled up in the sky like an Eastern temple, and the beautiful old palace of the Luxembourg. Also, we beheld the Republican Guards, à cheval, marching out of their barracks on the Rue de Tournon; and a splendid glittering company of cavalry they were, with their silver helmets, orange-red facings, white gauntlets, and high, polished boots — the picked men of all the French forces, as far as physique is concerned.

In the late afternoon haze the dome of the Pantheon, towering over the Latin Quarter, turned to purest cobalt in the sky. Under its majestic shadow the Boulevard St. Michel ran all green and gold with gas-jets already lighted in lamps and restaurants and the scores of students cafés which line the main artery of the Quartier Latin.

I wish, said Alida, that it were perfectly proper for us to walk along those terraces.

Captain de Barsac appeared extremely doubtful, but entirely at our disposal.

You know what our students are, monsieur, he said, twisting his short blond moustache; however — if monsieur wishes —— ?

So, with my daughters in the centre, and Captain de Barsac and myself thrown out in strong flanking parties, we began our march.

The famous cafés of the Latin Quarter were all ablaze with electricity and gas and colored incandescent globes. On the terraces hundreds of tables and chairs stood, occupied by students in every imaginable civilian costume, although the straight-brimmed stovepipe and the béret appeared to be the favorite headgear. At least a third of the throng was made up of military students from the Polytechnic, from Fontainebleau, and from Saint-Cyr. Set in the crowded terraces like bunches of blossoms were chattering groups of girls — bright-eyed, vivacious, beribboned and befrilled young persons, sipping the petit-verre or Amer-Picon, gossiping, babbling, laughing like dainty exotic birds. To and fro sped the bald-headed, white-aproned waiters, balancing trays full of glasses brimming with red and blue and amber liquids.

Here was the Café dHarcourt, all a-glitter, with music playing somewhere inside — the favorite resort of the medical students from the Sorbonne, according to Captain de Barsac. Here was the Café de la Source, with its cascade of falling water and its miniature mill-wheel turning under a crimson glow of light; here was the famous Café Vachette, celebrated as the centre of all Latin Quarter mischief; and, opposite to it, blazed the lights of the Café des Bleaus, so called because haunted almost exclusively by artillery officers from the great school of Fontainebleau.

Up the boulevard and down the boulevard moved the big double-decked tram-cars, horns sounding incessantly; cabs dashed up to the cafés, deposited their loads of students or pretty women, then darted away toward the river, their lamps shining like stars.

It was truly a fairy scene, with the electric lights playing on the foliage of the trees, turning the warm tender green of the chestnut leaves to a wonderful pale bluish tint, and etching the pavements underfoot with exquisite Chinese shadows.



It is a shame that this lovely scene should not be entirely respectable, said Alida, resentfully.

Vice, murmured de Barsac to me, could not exist unless it were made attractive.

As far as the surface of the life before us was concerned, there was nothing visible to shock anybody; and, under escort, there is no earthly reason why decent women of any age should not enjoy the spectacle of the Boul Mich. on a night in springtime.

An innocent woman, married or unmarried, ought not to detect anything unpleasant in the St. Michel district; but, alas! what is known as Smart Society is so preternaturally wise in these piping times o wisdom, that the child is not only truly the father of the man, but also his instructor and interpreter — to that same mans astonishment and horror. It may always have been so — even before the days when our theatres were first licensed to instruct our children in object lessons of the seven deadly sins — but I cannot recollect the time when, as a youngster, I was tolerantly familiar with the scenes now nightly offered to our children through the courtesy of our New York theatre managers.

Slowly we turned to retrace our steps, strolling up the boulevard through the fragrant May evening, until we came to the gilded railing which encircles the Luxembourg Gardens from the School of Mines to the Palais-du-Sénat.

Here Captain De Barsac took leave of us with all the delightful and engaging courtesy of a well-bred Frenchman; and he seemed to be grateful for the privilege of showing us about over a district as tiresomely familiar to him as his own barracks.

I could do no less than ask him to call on us, though his devotion to Dulcima both on shipboard and here made me a trifle wary.

We are stopping, said I, at the Hôtel de lUnivers — —

He started and gazed at me so earnestly that I asked him why he did so.

The — the Hôtel de lUnivers? he repeated, looking from me to Dulcima and from Dulcima to Alida.

Is it not respectable? I demanded, somewhat alarmed.

 — But — but perfectly, monsieur. It is, of course, the very best hotel of that kind — —

What kind? I asked.

Why — for the purpose. Ah, monsieur, I had no idea that you came to Paris for that. I am so sorry, so deeply grieved to hear it. But of course all will be well — —

He stopped and gazed earnestly at Dulcima.

It is not — not you, mademoiselle, is it?



My children and I stared at each other in consternation.

What in heavens name is the matter with that hotel? I asked.

Captain de Barsac looked startled.

Is there anything wrong with the guests there? asked Dulcima, faintly.

No — oh, no — only, of course, they are all under treatment — —

Under treatment! I cried nervously. For what!!!

Is it possible, muttered the captain, that you went to that hotel not knowing? Did you not notice anything peculiar about the guests there?

They all seem to wear court-plaster or carry their arms in slings, faltered Dulcima.

And they come from all over the world — Russia, Belgium, Spain, murmured Alida nervously. What do they want?

Thank heaven! cried De Barsac, radiantly; then you are not there for the treatment!

Treatment for what? I groaned.

Hydrophobia!

I wound my arms around my shrinking children.

It is the hotel where all the best people go who come to Paris for Pasteurs treatment, he said, trying to look grave; but Dulcima threw back her pretty head and burst into an uncontrollable gale of laughter; and there we stood on the sidewalk, laughing and laughing while passing students grinned in sympathy and a cloaked policeman on the corner smiled discreetly and rubbed his chin.

That evening, after my progeny were safely asleep, casting a furtive glance around me I slunk off to my old café — the Café Jaune. I hadnt been there in over twenty years; I passed among crowded tables, skulked through the entrance, and slid into my old corner as though I had never missed an evening there.

They brought me a Bock. As I lifted the icy glass to my lips, over the foam I beheld Williams, smiling.

Eh bien, mon vieux? he said, pleasantly.

By gad, Williams, this seems natural — especially with you sitting next.

It sure does, he said.

I pointed toward a leather settee. Archie used to sit over there with his best girl. Do you remember? And that was Dillons seat — and Smithy and Palmyre — Oh, Lord! — And Seabury always had that other corner.... I paused, lost in happy reminiscences. What has become of Jack Seabury? I inquired.

The usual.

Married?



Oh, very much.

Where does he live.

In Philadelphia.

I mused for a while.

So hes married, too, I said, thoughtfully. Well — its a funny life, isnt it, Williams.

Ive never seen a funnier. Seaburys marriage was funny too — I mean his courtship.

I looked up at Williams, suspiciously.

Is this one of your professional literary stories?

Its a true one. Whats the harm in my enveloping it in a professional glamour?

None, I said, resignedly; go ahead.

All right, mon vieux.
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CHAPTER VIII

A MATTER OF PRONUNCIATION
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THIS IS A story of the Mystic Three — Fate, Chance, and Destiny; and what happens to people who trifle with them.

It begins with a young man running after a train. He had to run.

The connection at Westport Junction was normally a close one, but now, even before the incoming train had entirely stopped, the local on the other line began to move out, while the engineers of the two locomotives, leaning from their cab windows, exchanged sooty grins. It was none of their business — this squabble between the two roads which was making the term, Junction, as applied to Westport, a snare and a derision.

So the roads squabbled, and young Seabury ran. Other passengers ran, too, amid the gibes of newsboys and the patronizing applause of station loafers.

He heard them; he also heard squeaks emitted by females whose highest speed was a dignified and scuttering waddle. Meanwhile he was running, and running hard through the falling snow; the ice under foot did not aid him; his overcoat and suit-case handicapped him; the passengers on the moving train smiled at him behind frosty windows.

One very thin man smoking a cigar rubbed his thumb on the pane in order to see better; he was laughing, and Seabury wished him evil.

There were only two cars, and the last one was already rolling by him. And at one of the windows of this car he saw a pretty girl in chinchilla furs watching him curiously. Then she also smiled.

It may have been the frank amusement of a pretty woman, and it may have been the sorrowful apathy of a red-nosed brakeman tying the loose end of the signal rope on the rear platform; doubtless one or the other spurred him to a desperate flying leap which landed him and his suit-case on the rear platform of the last car. And there he stuck, too mad to speak, until a whirlwind of snow and cinders drove him to shelter inside.

The choice of cars was limited to a combination baggage and smoker and a more fragrant passenger coach. He selected a place in the latter across the aisle from the attractive girl in chinchilla furs who had smiled at his misfortunes — not very maliciously. Now, as he seated himself, she glanced up at him without the slightest visible interest, and returned to her study of the winter landscape.

The car was hot; he was hot. Burning thoughts concerning the insolence of railroads made him hotter; the knowledge that he had furnished amusement for the passengers of two trains did not cool him.

Meanwhile everybody in the car had become tired of staring at him; a little boy across the aisle giggled his last giggle; several men resumed their newspapers; a shopgirl remembered her gum and began chewing it again.

A large mottled man with a damp moustache, seated opposite him, said: Vell, Mister, you runned pooty quvick alretty py dot Vestport train!

It seems to me, observed Seabury, touching his heated face with his handkerchief, that the public ought to do something.

Yaw; der bublic it runs, said the large man, resuming his eyeglasses and holding his newspaper nearer to the window in the fading light.

Seabury smiled to himself and ventured to glance across the aisle in time to see the dawning smile in the blue eyes of his neighbor die out instantly as he turned. It was the second smile he had extinguished since his appearance aboard the train.

The conductor, a fat, unbuttoned, untidy official, wearing spectacles and a walrus moustache, came straddling down the aisle. He looked over the tops of his spectacles at Seabury doubtfully.

I managed to jump aboard, explained the young man, smiling.

Tickuts! returned the conductor without interest.

I havent a ticket; Ill pay — —

Sure, said the conductor; vere you ged owid?

What?

Vere do you ged owid?

Oh, where do I get out? Im going to Beverly — —

Peverly? Sefenty-vive cends.

Not to Peverly, to Beverly — —

Yaw, Peverly — —

No, no; Beverly! not Peverly — —

Aind I said Peverly alretty? Sefenty-vive — —



Look here; theres a Beverly and a Peverly on this line, and I dont want to go to Peverly and I do want to go to Beverly — —

You go py Peverly und you dond go py Beverly alretty! Sure! Sefenty-vive ce — —

The young man cast an exasperated glance across the aisle in time to catch a glimpse of two deliciously blue eyes suffused with mirth. And instantly, as before, the mirth died out. As an extinguisher of smiles he was a success, anyway; and he turned again to the placid conductor who was in the act of punching a ticket.

Wait! Hold on! Dont do that until I get this matter straight! Now, do you understand where I wish to go?

You go py Peverly — —

No, Beverly! Beverly! Beverly, he repeated in patiently studied accents.

The large mottled man with the damp moustache looked up gravely over his newspaper: Yaw, der gonductor he also says Peverly.

But Peverly isnt Beverly — —

Aind I said it blenty enough dimes? demanded the conductor, becoming irritable.

But you havent said it right yet! insisted Seabury.

The conductor was growing madder and madder. Peverly! Peverly!! Peverly!!! In Gottes Himmel, dond you English yet alretty understandt? Sefenty-vive cends! Und — here he jammed a seat check into the rattling windows-sill— Und ven I sez Peverly it iss Peverly, und ven I sez Beverly it iss Beverly, und ven I sez sefenty-vive cends so iss it sefenty-vi — —

Seabury thrust three silver quarters at him; it was impossible to pursue the subject; madness lay in that direction. And when the affronted conductor, mumbling muffled indignation, had straddled off down the aisle, the young man took a cautious glance at the check in the window-sill. But on it was printed only, Please show this to the conductor, so he got no satisfaction there. He had mislaid his time-table, too, and the large mottled man opposite had none, and began an endless and patient explanation which naturally resulted in nothing, as his labials were similar to the conductors; even more so.
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CHAPTER IX

FATE
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TURNING TO THE man behind him Seabury attempted to extract a little information, and the man was very affable and anxious to be of help, but all he could do was to nod and utter Teutonic gutturals through a bushy beard with a deep, buzzing sound, and Seabury sank back, beaten and dejected.

Good Lord! he muttered to himself, is the entire Fatherland travelling on this accursed car! I — Ive half a mind — —

He stole a doubtful sidelong glance at his blue-eyed neighbor across the aisle, but she was looking out of her own window this time, her cheeks buried in the fur of her chinchilla muff.



And after all, he reflected, if I ask her, she might turn out to be of the same nationality. But it was not exactly that which prevented him.

The train was slowing down; sundry hoarse toots from the locomotive indicated a station somewhere in the vicinity.

Plue Pirt Lake! Change heraus für Bleasant Falley! shouted the conductor, opening the forward door. He lingered long enough to glare balefully at Seabury, then, as nobody apparently cared either to get out at Blue Bird Lake or change for Pleasant Valley, he slammed the door and jerked the signal rope; the locomotive emitted a scornful Teutonic grunt; the train moved forward into the deepening twilight of the December night.

The snow was now falling more heavily — it was light enough to see that — a fine gray powder sifting down out of obscurity, blowing past the windows in misty streamers.

The bulky man opposite breathed on the pane, rubbed it with a thumb like a pincushion, and peered out.

Der next station iss Beverly, he said.

The next is Peverly?

No, der next iss Beverly; und der nextest iss Peverly.

Then, if I am going to Beverly, I get out at the next station, dont I? stammered the perplexed young fellow, trying to be polite.

The man became peevish. Nun, wass ist es? he growled. I dell you Peverly und you say Beverly. Dond I know vat it iss I say alretty?

Yes — but I dont — —

Also, you ged owid vere you tam blease! retorted the incensed passenger, and resumed his newspaper, hunching himself around to present nothing to Seabury except a vast expanse of neck and shoulder.

Seabury, painfully embarrassed, let it go at that. Probably the poor man had managed to enunciate the name of the station properly; no doubt the next stop was Beverly, after all. He was due there at 6.17. He looked at his watch. It was a quarter past six already. The next stop must be Beverly — supposing the train to be on time.

And already the guttural warning of the locomotive sounded from the darkness ahead; already he sensed the gritting resistance of the brakes.

Permitting himself a farewell and perfectly inoffensive glance across the aisle, he perceived her of the blue eyes and chinchilla furs preparing for departure; and, what he had not before noticed, her maid in the seat behind her, gathering a dainty satchel, umbrella, and suit-case marked C.G.



So she was going to Beverly, too! He hoped she might be bound for the Christmas Eve frolic at the Austins. It was perfectly possible — in fact, probable.

He was a young man whose optimism colored his personal wishes so vividly that sometimes what he desired became presently, in his imagination, a charming and delightful probability. And already his misgivings concerning the proper name of the next station had vanished. He wanted Beverly to be the next station, and already it was, for him. Also, he had quite made up his mind that she of the chinchillas was bound for the Austins.

A cynical blast from the locomotive; a jerking pull of brakes, and, from the forward smoker, entered the fat conductor.

Beverly! Beverly! he shouted.

So he, too, had managed to master his Ps and Bs, concluded the young man, smiling to himself as he rose, invested himself with his heavy coat, and picked up his suit-case.

The young lady of the chinchillas had already left the car, followed by her maid, before he stepped into the aisle ready for departure.

A shadow of misgiving fell upon him when, glancing politely at his fellow-passenger, he encountered only a huge sneer, and concluded that the nod of courtesy was superfluous.

Also he hesitated as he passed the fat conductor, who was glaring at him, mouth agape — hesitated a moment only, then, realizing the dreadful possibilities of reopening the subject, swallowed his question in silence.

Its got to be Beverly, now, he thought, making his way to the snowy platform and looking about him for some sign of a conveyance which might be destined for him. There were several sleighs and depot-wagons there — a number of footmen bustling about in furs.

Ill just glance at the name of the station to be sure, he thought to himself, peering up through the thickly descending snow where the name of the station ought to be. And, as he stepped out to get a good view, he backed into a fur-robed footman, who touched his hat in hasty apology.

Oh, Bailey! Is that you? said Seabury, relieved to encounter one of Mrs. Austins men.

Yes, sir. Mr. Seabury, sir! Were you expected —— ?

Certainly, nodded the young man gayly, abandoning his suit-case to the footman and following him to a big depot-sleigh.

And there, sure enough, was his lady of the chinchillas, nestling under the robes to her pretty chin, and her maid on the box with the coachman — a strangely fat coachman — no doubt a new one to replace old Martin.

When Seabury came up the young lady turned and looked at him, and he took off his hat politely, and she acknowledged his presence very gravely and he seated himself decorously, and the footman swung to the rumble.

Then the chiming silver sleigh-bells rang out through the snow, the magnificent pair of plumed horses swung around the circle under the bleared lights of the station and away they speeded into snowy darkness.

A decent interval of silence elapsed before he considered himself at liberty to use a travellers privilege. Then he said something sufficiently commonplace to permit her the choice of conversing or remaining silent. She hesitated; she had never been particularly wedded to silence. Besides, she was scarcely twenty — much too young to be wedded to anything. So she said something, with perfect composure, which left the choice to him. And his choice was obvious.

I have no idea how far it is; have you? he asked.

Yes, she said coolly.



This is a jolly sleigh, he continued with unimpaired cheerfulness.

She thought it comfortable. And for a while the conversation clung so closely around the sleigh that it might have been run over had not he dragged it into another path.

Isnt it amazing how indifferent railroads are to the convenience of their passengers?

She turned her blue eyes on him; there was the faintest glimmer in their depths.

I know you saw me running after that train, he said, laughingly attempting to break the ice.

I?

Certainly. And it amused you, I think.

She raised her eyebrows a trifle. What is there amusing about that?

But you did smile — at least I thought so.

Evidently she had no comment to offer. She was hard to talk to. But he tried again.

The fact is, I never expected to catch your — that train. It was only when I saw — saw — he floundered on the verge of saying you, but veered off hastily— when I saw that brakemans expression of tired contempt, I simply sailed through the air like a — a — like a — one of those — er you know — —

Do you mean kangaroos? she ventured so listlessly that the quick flush of chagrin on his face died out again; because it was quite impossible that such infantine coldness and candour could be secretly trifling with his dignity.

It was a long jump, he concluded gayly, but I did some jumping at Harvard and I made it and managed to hold on.

You were very fortunate, she said, smiling for the first time.

And, looking at her, he thought he was; and he admitted it so blandly that he overdid the part. But he didnt know that.

I fancy, he continued, that everybody on that train except you and I were Germans. Such a type as sat opposite me — —

Which car were you in? she asked simply.

Why — in your car — —

In my car?

Why — er — yes, he explained; you were sitting across the aisle, you know.

Was I? she asked with pleasant surprise; across the aisle from you?

He grew red; he had certainly supposed that she had noticed him enough to identify him again. Evidently she had not. Mistakes like that are annoying. Every man instinctively supposes himself enough of an entity to be noticed by a pretty woman.



I had no end of trouble of finding out where Beverly was, he said after a minute.

Oh! And how did you find out?

I didnt until I backed into Bailey, yonder.... Do you know that I had a curious sort of presentiment that I should find you in this sleigh?

That is strange, she said. When did you have it?

In the car — long before you got off.

She thought it most remarkable — rather listlessly.

Those things happen, you know, he went on; like thinking of a person you dont expect to see, and looking up and suddenly seeing that very person walking along.

How does that resemble your case? she asked.

It didnt. He realised it even before he began to try to explain the similarity. It really didnt matter one way or the other; it was nothing to turn red about, but he was turning. Somehow or other she managed to say things that never permitted that easy, graceful flow of language which characterised him in his normal state. Somehow or other, he felt that he was not doing himself justice. He could converse well enough with people as a rule. Something in that topsy-turvy and maddeningly foolish colloquy with those Germans must have twisted his tongue or unbalanced his logic.

As a matter of fact, he said, theres no similarity between the two cases except the basic idea of premonition.

She had been watching him disentangle himself with bright eyes in which something was sparkling — perhaps sympathy and perhaps not. It may have been the glimmer of malice. Perhaps she thought him just a trifle too ornamental — for he certainly was a very good-looking youth — perhaps something in the entire episode appealed to her sense of mischief. Probably even she herself could not explain just why she had thought it funny to see him running for his train, and later entangling himself in a futile word-fest with the conductor and the large mottled man.

So, she said thoughtfully, you were obsessed by a premonition.

Not — er — exactly obsessed, he said suspiciously. Then his face cleared. How could anybody be suspicious of such sweetly inquiring frankness? You see, he admitted, that I — well, I rather hoped you would be going to the Austins.

The Austins! she repeated.

Yes. I — I couldnt help speculating — —

About me? she asked. Why should you?



I — there was no reason, of course, only I k-kept seeing you without trying to — —

Me?

Certainly. I couldnt help seeing you, could I?

Not if you were looking at me, she murmured, pressing her muff to her face. Perhaps she was cold.

Again it occurred to him that there was something foolish in her reply. Certainly she was a little difficult to talk to. But then she was young — very young and — close enough to being a beauty to excuse herself from any overstrenuous claim to intellectuality.

Yes, he said kindly and patiently, I did see you, and I did hope that you were going to the Austins. And then I bumped into somebody and there you were. I dont mean, as she raised her pretty eyebrows— mean that you were Bailey. Good Lord, what is the matter with my tongue! he said, flushing with annoyance. I dont talk this way usually.

Dont you? she managed to whisper behind her muff.

No, I dont. That conductors jargon seems to have inoculated me. You will probably not believe it, but I can talk the English tongue sometimes — —

She was laughing now — a clear, delicious, irrepressible little peal that rang sweetly in the frosty air, harmonising with the chiming sleigh-bells. And he laughed, too, still uncomfortably flushed.

Do you think it would help if we began all over again? she asked, looking wickedly at him over her muff. Let me see — you had an obsession which turned into a premonition that bumped Bailey and you found it wasnt Bailey at all, but a stranger in chinchillas who was going to — where did you say she was going? Oh, to the Austins! That is clear, isnt it?

About as clear as anything thats happened to me to-night, he said.

A snowy night does make a difference, she reflected.

A — a difference?

Yes — doesnt it? she asked innocently.

I — in what?

In clearness. Things are clearer by daylight?

I dont see — I — exactly how — as a matter of fact I dont follow you at all, he said desperately. You say things — and they sound all right — but somehow my answers seem queer. Do you suppose that German conversation has mentally twisted me?

Her eyes above the fluffy fur of her muff were bright as stars, but she did not laugh.

Suppose, she said, demurely, that you choose a subject of conversation and try to make sense of it. If you are mentally twisted it will be good practice.

And you will — you wont say things — I mean things not germane to the subject?

Did you say German?

No, germane.

Oh! Have I been irrelevant, too?

Well, you mixed up mental clarity with snowy nights. Of course it was a little joke — I saw that soon enough; Id have seen it at once, only I am rather upset and nervous after that German experience.
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CHAPTER X

CHANCE
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SHE CONSIDERED HIM with guileless eyes. He was too good-looking, too attractive, too young, and far too much pleased with himself. That was the impression he gave her. And, as he was, in addition, plainly one of her own sort, a man she was likely to meet anywhere — a well-bred, well-mannered and agreeable young fellow, probably a recent undergraduate, which might account for his really inoffensive breeziness — she felt perfectly at ease with him and safe enough to continue imprudently her mischief.

If you are going to begin at the beginning, she said, perhaps it might steady your nerves to repeat your own name very slowly and distinctly. Physicians recommend it sometimes, she added seriously.

My name is John Seabury, he said, laughing. Am I lucid?



Lucid so far, she said gravely. I knew a Lily Seabury — —

My sister. Shes in Paris.

Yes, I knew that, too, mused the girl, looking at him in a different light — different in this way that his credentials were now unquestionable, and she could be as mischievous as she pleased with the minimum of imprudence.

Do you ever take the advice of physicians, he asked naïvely, about repeating names?

Seldom, she said. I dont require the treatment.

I was only wondering — —

You were wondering what C.G. stood for on my satchel? I will be very glad to tell you, Mr. Seabury. C stands for Cecil, and G for Gay; Cecil Gay. Is that lucid?

Cecil! he said; thats a mans name.

How rude! It is my name. Now, do you think your mental calibre requires any more re-boring?

Oh, you know about calibres and things. Do you shoot? I can talk about dogs and guns. Listen to me, Miss Gay. The subject shifted from shooting to fishing, and from hunting to driving four-in-hand, and eventually came back to the horses and the quaint depot-sleigh which was whirling them so swiftly toward their destination.



Jack Austin and I were in Paris, he observed.

Oh — recently?

Last year.

I thought so.

Why? he asked.

Oh, I suppose it was one of those obsessed premonitions — —

You are laughing at me, Miss Gay.

Am I? Why?

Why? How on earth is a man to know why? I dont know why you do it, but you do — all the time.

Not all the time, Mr. Seabury, because I dont know you well enough.

But you know my sister!

Yes. She is a dear.

Wont that introduce me? And, besides, you know Jack Austin — —

No, I dont.

Isnt that odd? he said. You dont know Jack Austin and I dont know Mrs. Austin. It was nice of her to ask me. They say she is one of the best ever.

It was certainly nice of her to ask you, said the girl, eyes brightening over her muff.

I was in Europe when they were married, he said. I suppose you were there.



No, I wasnt. That sounds rather strange, doesnt it?

Why, yes, rather! he replied, looking up at her in his boyish, perplexed way. And for a moment her heart failed her; he was nice, but also he was a living temptation. Never before in all her brief life had she been tempted to do to anybody what she was doing to him. She had often been imprudent in a circumspect way — conventionally unconventional at times — even a little daring. At sheer audacity she had drawn the line, and now the impulse to cross that line had been too much for her. But even she did not know exactly why temptation had overcome her.

There was something that she ought to tell him — and tell him at once. Yet, after all, it was really already too late to tell him — had been too late from the first. Fate, Chance and Destiny, the Mystic Three, disguised, as usual, one as a German conductor; one as a large mottled man; the other as a furry footman had been bumped by Seabury and jeered at by a girl wearing dark blue eyes and chinchillas. And now the affronted Three were taking exclusive charge of John Seabury and Cecil Gay. She was partly aware of this; she did not feel inclined to interfere where interference could do no good. And that being the case, why not extract amusement from matters as they stood? Alas, it is not well to laugh at the Mystic Three! But Cecil Gay didnt know that. You see, even she didnt know everything.



You will like Jack Austin, he asserted.

Really?

Im willing to bet — —

Oh, wait till we know one another officially before we begin to make wagers.... Still, I might, perhaps safely wager that I shall not find your friend Jack Austin very agreeable to-night.

So they settled the terms of the wager; cigarettes versus the inevitable bonbons.

Everybody likes Jack Austin on sight, he said triumphantly, so you may as well send the cigarettes when you are ready; and he mentioned the brand.

You will never smoke those cigarettes, she mused aloud, looking dreamily at him, her muff pressed alongside of her pretty cheek. Tell me, Mr. Seabury, are you vindictive?

Not very.

Revengeful?

Well — no, I dont think so, he replied. Why?

Im much relieved, she said, simply.

Why?



Because Ive done a dreadful thing — perfectly dreadful.

To me?

She nodded.

Perplexed and curious, he attempted to learn what she meant, but she parried everything smiling. And now, the faster the horses sped, the faster her pulses beat, and the more uncertain and repentant she became until her uncertainty increased to a miniature panic, and, thoroughly scared, she relapsed into a silence from which he found it beyond his powers to lure her.

For already a bright light was streaming out toward them from somewhere ahead. In its rays the falling snow turned golden, every separate flake distinct as they passed a great gate with the lodge beside it and went spinning away along a splendid wooded avenue and then straight up toward a great house, every window ablaze with light.

John Seabury jumped out and offered his aid to Cecil Gay as several servants appeared under the porte-cochère.

I had no idea that Jack Austin lived so splendidly, he whispered to Miss Gay, as they entered the big hall.

But she was past speech now — a thoroughly scared girl; and she lost no time in following a maid into the elevator, whither Seabury presently followed her in tow of a man-servant.

Luxury! Great Scott, thought Seabury. This dubbing a palace a cottage is the worse sort of affectation, and Ill tell Jack Austin so, too.

The elevator stopped; the doors clicked open; Seabury turned smilingly to Cecil Gay, but she hurried past him, crimson-cheeked, head bent, and he followed his pilot to his room.

Dinner is hannounced at awf awfter height, sir, announced the man with dignity.

Thank you, said Seabury, watching a valet do sleight-of-hand tricks with the contents of his suit-case. And when he was alone he hopped nimbly out of his apparel and into a bath and out again in a high state of excitement, talking to himself all the while he was dressing.

Good old Jack! The Mrs. must have had the means to do this sort of thing so well. Im delighted! — de — lighted!... If ever a man deserved affluence, its Jack Austin! It suits him. It will do him good. It becomes him.... Plucky fellow to go on grinding at the law!... Only thing to do, of course — decent thing to do — self-respect and all that.... But, by jingo! — he looked about him as he stood buttoning his collar. Hah! stepping to the wall and examining a picture— Great Jenkins! — why, heres a real Fortuny — in a bedroom!

He cared for good pictures, and he stood before the exquisite aquarelle as long as he dared. Then, glancing at his watch, he completed his toilet, opened his door, and, scorning the lift, fled blithely down the great staircase on pleasing bent — and on being pleased.

A big drawing-room, charmingly lighted, and gay already with the chatter and laughter of a very jolly throng — this is what confronted him as a servant offered him a tray containing cards.

I dont see my name here, he said, examining the slim envelopes.

Beg pardon, sir — what name, sir?

Mr. Seabury.

The servant looked and Seabury looked in vain.

An oversight, commented the young fellow, coolly. Ill ask Mrs. Austin about it. And he walked in, and, singling out the hostess, advanced with smiling confidence, thinking to himself: She is pretty; Jacks right. But — but, by George! — she looks like Cecil Gay!

His hostess received him very charmingly, saying that it was so good of him to come; and he said it was so good of her to have asked him, and then they said several similar things. He spoke of Jack — mentioning him and continuing to another subject; and she smiled a trifle uncertainly. Her smile was still more vague and uncertain when he laughingly mentioned the dinner-cards; and she said it was a vexing oversight and would be immediately arranged — glancing rather sharply at an amiable gentleman standing near her. And this amiable gentleman came up to Seabury and shook hands very cordially, and said several agreeable things to which Seabury responded, until new arrivals separated him from his hostess and the amiable gentleman, and he fell back and glanced about him. And, after a little while an odd expression came into his eyes; he stood very still; a slight flush slowly spread over his face which had grown firmer. In a few moments the color went as it had come, slowly; the faint glitter died out in his eyes.

There were several people he knew among the guests; he nodded quietly to young Van Guilder, to Brimwell and others, then crossed to speak to Catherine Hyland and Dorothy Minster. He was very agreeable, but a little distrait. He seemed to have something on his mind.

Meanwhile his hostess was saying to her husband: Who is that, Jim? And her husband said: You can search me. Didnt you ask him? And his wife responded: Hes talking to nearly everybody. Its curious, isnt it? Here she was interrupted by the flushed entrance of her unmarried sister, Cecil Gay.

Meanwhile, Seabury was saying coolly: I havent seen Jack yet.

Jack? repeated Dorothy Minster. Which Jack?

Jack Austin.

Oh, said Miss Minster, who did not know him; is he to be here?

But Seabury only smiled vaguely. His mind, his eyes, his attention were fixed upon a vision of loveliness in the foreground — a charmingly flushed young girl who knew everybody and was evidently a tremendous favorite, judging from the gay greetings, the little volleys of laughter, and the animated stirring of groups among which she passed.

Watching her, quite oblivious to his surroundings, the servant at his elbow was obliged to cough discreetly half a dozen times and repeat Beg pardon, sir, before he turned to notice the silver salver extended.

Oh — thank you, he said, picking up an envelope directed, Mr. Seabury, and opening it. Then a trifle surprised but smiling, he turned to find the girl whose name was written on the card. She was speaking to the hostess and the amiable man who had first greeted him. And this is what he didnt hear as he watched her, waiting grimly for a chance at her:

Cecil! Who is that very young man?

Betty, how should I know — —

Look here, Cis, from the amiable gentleman; this is some of your deviltry — —

Oh, thank you, Jim!

Yes, it is. Who is he and where did you rope him?

Jim!

Cecil! What nonsense is this? demanded her hostess and elder sister. How did he get here and who is he?

I did not bring him, Betty. He simply came?

How?

In the depot-sleigh, of course — —

With you?

Certainly. He wanted to come. He would come! I couldnt turn him out, could I — after he climbed in?

Host and hostess glared at their flushed and defiant relative, who tried to look saucy, but only looked scared. He doesnt know hes made a mistake, she faltered; and theres no need to tell him yet — is there?... I put my name down on his card; hell take me in.... Jim, dont, for Heavens sake, say anything if he calls Betty Mrs. Austin. Oh, Jim, be decent, please! I was a fool to do it; I dont know what possessed me! Wait until to-morrow before you say anything! Besides, he may be furious! Please wait until Im out of the house. Hell breakfast late, I hope; and I promise you Ill be up early and off by the seven oclock train — —

In Heavens name, who is he? broke in the amiable man so fiercely that Cecil jumped.

Hes only Lily Seaburys brother, she said, meekly, and he thinks hes at the Austins — and he might as well be, because he knows half the people here, and Ive simply got to keep him out of their way so that nobody can tell him where he is. Oh, Betty — Ive spoiled my own Christmas fun, and his, too! Is there any way to get him to the Austins now?

The Jack Austins of Beverly! exclaimed her sister, incredulously. Of course not!

And you let him think he was on his way there? demanded her brother-in-law. Well — you — are — the — limit!

So is he, murmured the abashed maid, slinking back to give place to a new and last arrival. Then she turned her guilty face in a sort of panic of premonition. She was a true prophetess; Seabury had seen his chance and was coming. And thats what comes of mocking the Mystic Three and cutting capers before High Heaven.
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CHAPTER XI

DESTINY
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HE HAD TAKEN her in and was apparently climbing rapidly through the seven Heavens of rapture — having arrived as far as the third unchecked and without mishap. It is not probable that she kept pace with him: she had other things to think of.

Dinner was served at small tables; and it required all her will, all her limited experience, every atom of her intelligence, to keep him from talking about things that meant exposure for her. Never apparently had he been so flattered by any individual girls attention; she was gay, witty, audacious, charming, leading and carrying every theme to a scintillating conclusion.



The other four people at their table he had not before met — she had seen to that — and it proved to be a very jolly group, and there was a steady, gay tumult of voices around it, swept by little gusts of laughter; and he knew perfectly well that he had never had such a good time as he was having — had never been so clever, so interesting, so quick with his wit, so amusing. He had never seen such a girl as had been allotted to him — never! Besides, something else had nerved him to do his best. And he was doing it.

Its a curious thing, he said, with that odd new smile of his, what a resemblance there is between you and Mrs. Austin.

What Mrs. Austin? began the girl opposite; but got no further, for Cecil Gay was appealing to him to act as arbiter in a disputed Bridge question; and he did so with nice discrimination and a logical explanation which tided matters over that time. But it was a close call; and the color had not all returned to Cecils cheeks when he finished, with great credit to his own reputation as a Bridge expert.

But the very deuce seemed to possess him to talk on subjects from which she strove to lead him.

These are the other breaks he made, and as far as he got with each break — stopped neatly every time in time:

Curious I havent seen Jack Aus — —

Mrs. Austin does resemble — —

This is the first time I have ever been in Bev — —

And each time she managed to repair the break unnoticed. But it was telling on her; she couldnt last another round — she knew that. Only the figurative bell could save her now. And she could almost hear it as her sister rose.

Saved! But — but — what might some of these men say to him if he lingered here for coffee and cigarettes?

You wont, will you? she said desperately, as all rose.

Wont — what? he asked.

Stay — long.

He rapidly made his way from the third into the fourth Heaven. She watched him.

No, indeed, he said under his breath.

She lingered, fascinated by her own peril. Could she get him away at once?

I — I wonder, Mr. Seabury, what you would think if I — if I suggested that you smoke — smoke — on the stairs — now — with me?

He hastily scrambled out of the fourth Heaven into the fifth. She saw him do it.



Id rather smoke there than anywhere in the world — —

Quick, then! Saunter over to the door — stroll about a little first — no, dont do even that! — I — I mean — youd better hurry. Please! She cast a rapid look about her; she could not linger another moment. Then, concentrating all the sweetness and audacity in her, and turning to him, she gave him one last look. It was sufficient to send him in one wild, flying leap from the fifth Heaven plump into the sixth. The sixth Heaven was on the stairs; and his legs carried him thither at a slow and indifferent saunter, though it required every scrap of his self-control to prevent his legs from breaking into a triumphant trot. Yet all the while that odd smile flickered, went out, and flickered in his eyes.

She was there, very fluffy, very brilliant, and flustered and adorable, the light from the sconces playing over her bare arms and shoulders and spinning all sorts of aureoles around her bright hair. Hah! She had him alone now. She was safe; she could breathe again. And he might harp on the Austins all he chose. Let him!

No, I cant have cigarettes, she explained, because it isnt good for my voice. Im supposed to possess a voice, you know.

Its about the sweetest voice I ever heard, he said so sincerely that the bright tint in her cheeks deepened.

That is nicer than a compliment, she said, looking at him with a little laugh of pleasure. He nodded, watching the smoke rings drifting through the hall.

Do you know something? he said.

Not very much. What?

If I were a great matrimonial prize — —

You are, arent you?

If I was, he continued, ignoring her, like a king or a grand duke — —

Exactly.

Id invite a grand competition for my hand and heart — —

Wed all go, Mr. Seabury — —

 —— And then Id stroll about among them all — —

Certainly — among the competing millions.

Among the millions — blindfolded — —

Blinfo — —

Yes.

Why?

 —— Blindfolded! he repeated with emphasis. I would choose a voice! — before everything else in the world.

Oh, she said, rather faintly.



A voice, he mused, looking hard at the end of his cigarette which had gone out: and the odd smile began to flicker in his eyes again.

Mischief prompting, she began: I wonder what chance I should have in your competition? First prize I couldnt aspire to, but — there would be a sort of booby prize — wouldnt there, Mr. Seabury?

There would be only one prize — —

Oh!

And that would be the booby prize; the prize booby. And he smiled his odd smile and laid his hand rather gracefully over his heart. You have won him, Miss Gay.

She looked at him prepared to laugh, but, curiously enough, there was less of the booby about him as she saw him there than she had expected — a tall, clean-cut, attractive young fellow, with a well-shaped head and nice ears — a man, not a boy, after all — pleasant, amiably self-possessed, and of her own sort, as far as breeding showed.

Gone was the indescribably indefinite suggestion of too good looks, of latent self-sufficiency. He no longer struck her as being pleased with himself, of being a shade — just a shade — too sure of himself. A change, certainly; and to his advantage. Kindness, sympathy, recognition make wonderful changes in some people.



Ill tell you what Id do if I were queen, and — she glanced at him— a matrimonial prize.... Shall I?

Why be both? he asked.

That rings hollow, Mr. Seabury, after your tribute to my voice!... Suppose I were queen. Id hold a caucus, too. Please say youd come.

Oh, I am already there!

That wont help you; it isnt first come, first served at my caucus!... So, suppose millions of suitors were all sitting around twisting their fingers in abashed hopeful silence.

Exactly.

What do you think Id do, Mr. Seabury?

Run. I should.

No; I should make them a speech — a long one — oh, dreadfully long and wearisome. I should talk and talk and talk, and repeat myself, and pile platitude on platitude, and maunder on and on and on. And about luncheon-time I should have a delicious repast served me, and Id continue my speech as I ate. And after that Id ramble on and on until dinner-time. And I should dine magnificently up there on the dais, and, between courses, Id continue my speech — —

Youd choose the last man to go to sleep, he said simply.



How did you guess it! she exclaimed, vexed. I — its too bad for you to know everything, Mr. Seabury.

I thought you were convinced that I didnt know anything? he said, looking up at her. His voice was quiet — too quiet; his face grave, unsmiling, firm.

I? Mr. Seabury, I dont understand you.

He folded his hands and rested his chin on the knuckles. But I understand you, Miss Gay. Tell me — the odd smile flickered and went out— Tell me, in whose house am I?

Sheer shame paralyzed her; wave on wave of it crimsoned her to the hair. She sat there in deathly silence; he coolly lighted another cigarette, dropped one elbow on his knee, propping his chin in his open palm.

Im curious to know — if you dont mind, he added pleasantly.

Oh — h! she breathed, covering her eyes suddenly with both hands. She pressed the lids for a moment steadily, then her hands fell to her lap, and she faced him, cheeks aflame.

I — I have no excuse, she stammered— nothing to say for myself ... except I did not understand what a — a common — dreadful — insulting thing I was doing — —



He waited; then: I am not angry, Miss Gay.

N-not angry? You are! You must be! It was too mean — too contemptible — —

Please dont. Besides, I took possession of your sleigh. Bailey did the business for me. I didnt know he had left the Austins, of course.

She looked up quickly; there was a dimness in her eyes, partly from earnestness; I did not know you had made a mistake until you spoke of the Austins, she said. And then something whispered to me not to tell you — to let you go on — something possessed me to commit this folly — —

Oh, no; I committed it. Besides, we were more than half-way here, were we not?

Ye-yes.

And theres only one more train for Beverly, and I couldnt possibly have made that, even if we had turned back!

Y-yes. Mr. Seabury, are you trying to defend me?

You need no defense. You were involved through no fault of your own in a rather ridiculous situation. And you simply, and like a philosopher, extracted what amusement there was in it.

Mr. Seabury! You shall not be so — so generous. I have cut a wretchedly undignified figure — —

You couldnt!



I could — I have — Im doing it!

You are doing something else, Miss Gay.

W-what?

Making it very, very hard for me to go.

But you cant go! You mustnt! Do you think Id let you go — now? Not if the Austins lived next door! I mean it, Mr. Seabury. I — I simply must make amends — all I can — —

Amends? You have.

I? How?

By being here with me.

Th-that is — is very sweet of you, Mr. Seabury, but I — but they — but you — Oh! I dont know what Im trying to say, except that I like you — they will like you — and everybody knows Lily Seabury. Please, please forgive — —

Im going to telephone to Beverly.... Will you wait — here?

Ye-yes. Wh-what are you going to telephone? You cant go, you know. Please dont try — will you?

No, he said, looking down at her.

Things were happening swiftly — everything was happening in an instant — life, youth, time, all were whirling and spinning around her in bewildering rapidity; and her pulses, too, leaping responsive, drummed cadence to her throbbing brain.



She saw him mount the stairs and disappear — no doubt to his room, for there was a telephone there. Then, before she realized the lapse of time, he was back again, seating himself quietly beside her on the broad stair.

Shall I tell you what I am going to do? he said after a silence through which the confused sense of rushing unreality had held her mute.

Wh-what are you going to do?

Walk to Beverly.

Mr. Seabury! You promised — —

Did I?

You did! It is snowing terribly.... It is miles and miles and the snow is already too deep. Besides, do you think I — we would let you walk! But you shall not go — and there are horses enough, too! No, no, no! I — I wish you would let me try to make up something to you — if I — all that I can possibly make up.

At the end of the hall above theres a window, he said slowly. Prove to me that the snow is too deep.

Prove it? She sprang up, gathering her silken skirts and was on the landing above before he could rise.
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He found her, smiling, triumphant, beside the big casement at the end of the hallway.



Now are you convinced? she said. Just look at the snowdrifts. Are you satisfied?

No, he said, quietly — too quietly by far. She looked up at him, a quick protest framed on her red lips. Something — perhaps the odd glimmer in his eyes — committed her to silence. From silence the stillness grew into tension; and again the rushing sense of unreality surged over them both, leaving their senses swimming.

There is only one thing in the world I care for now, he said.

Ye-yes.

And that is to have you think well of me.

I — I do.

 — And each day — think better of me.

I — will — probably — —

And in the end — —

She neither stirred nor turned her eyes.

 — In the end — Listen to me.

I am wi-willing to.

Because it will be then as it is now; as it was when even I didnt know it — as it must be always, for me. Only one person in the world can ever matter to me — now.... Theres no escape from it for me.

Do — do you wish to — escape?

Cecil! he said under his breath.





Theyre dancing, below, she said leaning over the gallery, one soft white hand on the polished rail, the other abandoned to him — carelessly — as though she were quite unconscious where it lay.

They are dancing, she repeated, turning toward him — which brought them face to face, both her hands resting listlessly in his.

A silence, then:

Do you know, she said, that this is a very serious matter?

I know.

And that its probably one of those dreadful, terrible and sudden strokes of Fate?

I know.

And that — that it serves me right?

He was smiling; and she smiled back at him, the starry beauty of her eyes dimming a trifle.

You say that you have chosen a Voice, she said; and — do you think that you would be the last man to go to sleep?

The very last.

Then — I suppose I must make my choice.... I will ... some day.... And, are you going to dance with me?

He raised her hands, joining them together between his; and she watched him gravely, a tremor touching her lips. In silence their hands fell apart; he stepped nearer; she lifted her head a little — a very little — closing her lids; he bent and kissed her lips, very lightly.

That was all; they opened their eyes upon one another, somewhat dazed. A bell, very far off, was sounding faintly through the falling snow — faintly, persistently, the first bell for Christmas morning.

Then she took the edges of her silken gown between thumb and forefinger, and slowly, very slowly, sank low with flushed cheeks, sweeping him an old-time curtsey.

I — I wish you a Merry Christmas, she said.... And thank you for your wish.... And you may take me down, now — rising to her slim and lovely height— and I think we had better dance as hard as we can and try to forget what our families are likely to think of what weve done.... Dont you?

Yes, he said seriously, I do.



And thats what comes of running after trains, and talking to fat conductors, and wearing chinchilla furs, and flouting the Mystic Three! added Williams throwing away his cigar.
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CHAPTER XII

IN WHICH A MODEST MAN MAUNDERS
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IN MY OPINION, said I, a man who comes to see Paris in three months is a fool, and kin to that celebrated ass who circum-perambulated the globe in eighty days. See all, see nothing. A man might camp a lifetime in the Louvre and learn little about it before he left for Père Lachaise. Yet here comes the United States in a gigantic mônome to see the city in three weeks, when three years is too short a time in which to appreciate the Carnavalet Museum alone! Im going home.

Oh, papa! said Alida.

Yes, I am, I snapped. Id rather be tried and convicted in Oyster Bay on the charge of stealing my own pig than confess I had seen Paris in three months.

We had driven out to the Trocadero that day, and were now comfortably seated in the tower of that somewhat shabby palace, for the purpose of obtaining a birds eye view of the Rive Droite or right bank of the Seine.

Elegant, modern, spotless, the Rive Droite spread out at our feet, silver-gray squares of Renaissance architecture inlaid with the delicate green of parks, circles, squares, and those endless double and quadruple lines of trees which make Paris slums more attractive than Fifth Avenue. Far as the eye could see stretched the exquisite monotony of the Rive Droite, discreetly and artistically broken by domes and spires of uncatalogued monuments, in virgin territory, unknown and unsuspected to those spiritual vandals whose hordes raged through the boulevards, waving ten thousand blood-red Baedekers at the paralyzed Parisians.

Well, said I, now that we have seen the Rive Droite, lets cast a birds-eye glance over Europe and Asia and go back to the hotel for luncheon.

My sarcasm was lost on my daughters because they had moved out of earshot. Alida was looking through a telescope held for her by a friend of Captain de Barsac, an officer of artillery named Captain Vicômte Torchon de Cluny. He was all over scarlet and black and gold; when he walked his sabre made noises, and his ringing spurs reminded me of the sound of sleigh-bells in Oyster Bay.

My daughter Dulcima was observing the fortress of Mont-Valerien through a tiny pair of jewelled opera-glasses, held for her by Captain de Barsac. It was astonishing to see how tirelessly De Barsac held those opera-glasses, which must have weighed at least an ounce. But French officers are inured to hardships and fatigue.

Is that a fortress? asked Dulcima ironically. I see nothing but some low stone houses.

Next to Gibraltar, said De Barsac, it is the most powerful fortress in the world, mademoiselle. It garrisons thousands of men; its stores are enormous; it dominates not only Paris, but all France.

But where are the cannon? asked Dulcima.

Ah — exactly — where? That is what other nations pay millions to find out — and cannot. Will you take my word for it that there are one or two cannon there — and permit me to avoid particulars?

You might tell me where just one little unimportant cannon is? said my daughter, with the naïve curiosity which amuses the opposite and still more curious sex.



And endanger France? asked De Barsac, with owl-like solemnity.

Thank you, pouted Dulcima, perfectly aware that he was laughing.

Their voices became low, and relapsed into that buzzing murmur which always defeats its own ends by arousing parental vigilance.

Let us visit the aquarium, said I in a distinct and disagreeable voice. Doubtless the voice from the wilderness was gratuitously unwelcome to Messieurs De Barsac and Torchon de Cluny, but they appeared to welcome the idea with a conciliatory alacrity noticeable in young men when intruded upon by the parent of pretty daughters. Dear me, how fond they appeared to be of me; what delightful information they volunteered concerning the Trocadero, the Alexander Bridge, the Champ de Mars.



The aquarium of the Trocadero is underground. To reach it you simply walk down a hole in France and find yourself under the earth, listening to the silvery prattle of a little brook which runs over its bed of pebbles above your head, pouring down little waterfalls into endless basins of glass which line the damp arcades as far as you can see. The arcades themselves are dim, the tanks, set in the solid rock, are illuminated from above by holes in the ground, through which pours the yellow sunshine of France.

Looking upward through the glass faces of the tanks you can see the surface of the water with bubbles afloat, you can see the waterfall tumbling in; you can catch glimpses of green grass and bushes, and a bit of blue sky.

Into the tanks fall insects from the world above, and the fish sail up to the surface and lazily suck in the hapless fly or spider that tumbles onto the surface of the water.

It is a fresh-water aquarium. All the fresh-water fish of France are represented here by fine specimens — pike, barbels, tench, dace, perch, gudgeons, sea-trout, salmon, brown-trout, and that lovely delicate trout-like fish called lOmbre de Chevallier. What it is I do not know, but it resembles our beautiful American brook-trout in shape and marking; and is probably a hybrid, cultivated by these clever French specialists in fish-propagation.

Coming to a long crystal-clear tank, I touched the glass with my finger-tip, and a slender, delicate fish, colored like mother-of-pearl, slowly turned to stare at me.

This, said I, is that aristocrat of the waters called the Grayling. Notice its huge dorsal fin, its tender and diminutive mouth. It takes a fly like a trout, but the angler who would bring it to net must work gently and patiently, else the tender mouth tears and the fish is lost. Is it not the most beautiful of all fishes?

Here and there a lusty trout;
Here and there a Grayling—

Ah, Tennyson knew. And that reminds me, Alida, I continued, preparing to recount a personal adventure with a grayling in Austria— that reminds me — —

I turned around to find I had been addressing the empty and somewhat humid atmosphere. My daughter Alida stood some distance away, gazing absently at a tank full of small fry; and Captain Vicômte Torchon de Cluny stood beside her, talking. Perhaps he was explaining the habits of the fish in the tank.

My daughter Dulcima and Captain de Barsac I beheld far down the arcades, strolling along without the faintest pretence of looking at anything but each other.

Very well, thought I to myself, this aquarium is exactly the place I expect to avoid in future— And I cheerfully joined my daughters as though they and their escorts had long missed me.

Now, of course, they all expressed an enthusiastic desire to visit every tank and hear me explain the nature of their contents; but it was too late.

No, said I, it is damp enough here to float all the fishes in the Seine. And besides, as we are to see the Rive Droite, we should hasten, so that we may have at least half an hour to devote to the remainder of France.

From the bowels of the earth we emerged into the sunshine, to partake of an exceedingly modest luncheon in the Trocadero restaurant, under the great waterfall.

Across the river a regiment of red-legged infantry marched, drums and bugles sounding.

All that territory over there, said De Barsac, is given up to barracks. It is an entire quarter of the city, occupied almost exclusively by the military. There the streets run between miles of monotonous barracks, through miles of arid parade grounds, where all day long the piou-pious drill in the dust; where the cavalry exercise; where the field-artillery go clanking along the dreary streets toward their own exercise ground beyond the Usine de Gaz. All day long that quarter of the city echoes with drums beating and trumpets sounding, and the trample of passing cavalry, and the clank and rattle of cannon. Truly, in the midst of peace we prepare for — something else — we French.



It is strange, said I, that you have time to be the greatest sculptors, architects, and painters in the world.

In France, monsieur, we never lack time. It is only in America that you corner time and dispense it at a profit.

Time, said I, is at once our most valuable and valueless commodity. Our millionaires seldom have sufficient time to avoid indigestion. Yet, although time is apparently so precious, there are among us men who spend it in reading the New York Herald editorials. I myself am often short of time, yet I take a Long Island newspaper and sometimes even read it.

We had been walking through the gardens, while speaking, toward a large crowd of people which had collected along the river. In the centre of the crowd stood a taxicab, on the box of which danced the cabby, gesticulating.

When we arrived at the scene of disturbance the first person I saw distinctly was our acquaintance, the young man from East Boston, hatless, dishevelled, all over dust, in the grasp of two agents de police.

He has been run over by a taxi, observed De Barsac. They are going to arrest him.

Well, why dont they do it? I said, indignantly, supposing that De Barsac meant the chauffeur was to be arrested.

They have done so.

No, they havent! They are holding the man who has been run over!

Exactly. He has been run over and they are arresting him.

Who? I demanded, bewildered.

Why, the man who has been run over!

But why, in Heavens name!

Why? Because he allowed himself to be run over!

What! I cried. They arrest the man who has been run over, and not the man who ran over him?

It is the law, said De Barsac, coolly.

Do you mean to tell me that the runner is left free, while the runnee is arrested? I asked in deadly calmness, reducing my question to legal and laconic language impossible to misinterpret.

Exactly. The person who permits a vehicle to run over him in defiance of the French law, which says that nobody ought to let himself be run over, is liable to arrest, imprisonment, and fine — unless, of course, so badly injured that recovery is impossible.

Now at last I understood the Dreyfus Affaire. Now I began to comprehend the laws of the Bandarlog. Now I could follow the subtle logic of the philosophy embodied in Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass!

This was the country for me! Why, certainly; these people here could understand a man who was guilty of stealing his own pig.

I think I should like to live in Paris again, I said to my daughters; then I approached the young man from East Boston and bade him cheer up.

He was not hurt; he was only rumpled and dusty and hopping mad.

I shall pay their darned fine, he said. Then Im going to hire a cab and drive it myself, and hunt up that cabman who ran over me, by Judas!



That night I met Williams at the Café Jaune by previous and crafty agreement; and it certainly was nice to be together after all these years in the same old seats in the same café, and discuss the days that we never could live again — and wouldnt want to if we could — alas!

The talk fell on Ellis and Jones, and immediately I perceived that Williams had skillfully steered the conversation toward those two young men — and I knew devilish well he had a story to tell me about them.



So I cut short his side-stepping and circling, and told him to be about it as I wanted to devote one or two hours that night to a matter which I had recently neglected — Sleep.

That Jones, he said, was a funny fellow. He and Ellis didnt meet over here; Ellis was before his time. But they became excellent friends under rather unusual circumstances.

Ellis, you know, was always getting some trout fishing when he was over here. He was a good deal of a general sportsman. As for Jones — well, you remember that he had no use for anything more strenuous than a motor tour.

I remember, I said.
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CHAPTER XIII

A CHANCE ACQUAINTANCE
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WELL, THEN, THE way that Ellis and Jones met each other — and several other things — was this. It chanced to be in the northern forests, I believe — both were fishing, neither knew the other nor was even aware of their mutual proximity.

Then the wind changed abruptly, blowing now from the south; and with the change of wind Ellis fancied that he smelled green wood burning. A few minutes later he was sure of it; he stood knee-deep in the stream sniffing uneasily, then he lifted his trout-rod, reeled in his line, and waded silently shoreward, his keen nose twitching.

Ah! There it was — that misty bluish bloom belting a clump of hemlocks. And the acrid odor grew, impregnating the filtered forest air. He listened, restless eyes searching. The noise of the stream filled his ears; he tightened the straps of his pack, shortened his trout rod, leaving line and cast on, and crawled up the ravine, shoulder-deep in fragrant undergrowth, until the dull clash of flashing spray and the tumult of the falls were almost lost in the leafy depths behind.

Ranker, stronger, came the pungent odor of smoke; halting to listen he heard the hissing whisper of green wood afire; then, crawling up over an enormous boulder, he saw, just beyond and below, a man in tweeds, squatting on his haunches, and attempting to toss a flapjack over a badly constructed camp-fire.

The two young men caught sight of one another at the same instant; alert, mistrustful, each stared at the other in questioning silence while the first instinct of unpleasant surprise lasted.

How are you? said the man, cautiously.

Good-morning, replied Ellis. When the wind turned I scented your fire down the stream. Thought Id see what was burning.

Are you up here fishing? inquired he of the tweeds.

Yes; came here by canoe to the forks below. I am out for a week by myself. The Caranay water is my old-time trail.... Looks like a storm, doesnt it?

Anything doing with the trout?



Not much; two in the falls pool that come an ounce short of the pound. I should be glad to divide — if you are shy on trout.

Again they regarded one another carefully.

My name, said the man by the fire, is Jones — but that cant be helped now. So if youll overlook such matters Ill be glad of a trout if you can spare one.

My name is Ellis; help yourself.

The man by the fire glanced at the burnt flapjack, scraped it free from the pan, tossed it into the bushes, and straightened to his full height.

Come into camp, Mr. Ellis, he said, politely. The freemasonry of caste operates very quickly in the wilderness; Ellis slid down the boulder on the re-enforced seat of his knickerbockers, landing, with hob-nailed shoes foremost, almost at the edge of the fire. Then he laid his rod aside, slipped the pack to the ground, unslung his creel, and, fishing out a handkerchief, mopped his sunburnt countenance.

Anything else youre short of, Mr. Jones? he asked, pleasantly. Im just in from the settlements, and I can let you have a pinch of almost anything.

Have you plenty of salt? inquired Jones, wistfully.



Plenty; isnt there anything else? Bacon? Sugar?

Matches?

Ellis looked at him keenly; good woodsmen dont run short of matches; good woodsmen dont build such fires.

Certainly, he said. Did you have an accident?

No — that is, several boxes got wet, and Ive been obliged to sit around this confounded fire for fear it might go out — didnt dare fish very far from it.

He looked gloomily around, rubbed his forehead as though trying to recollect something, and finally sat down on a log.

Fact is, he said, I dont know very much about the woods. Do you? Everythings gone wrong; I tore my canoe in the Ledge Rapids yesterday. Im in a fix.

Ellis laughed; and his laugh was so pleasant, so entirely without offence, that young Jones laughed, too, for a while, then checked himself to adjust his eyeglasses, which his mirth had displaced.

Can you cook? he asked, so seriously that Ellis only nodded, still laughing.

Then, for Heavens love, would you, when you cook your own breakfast over that fire, cook enough for two?



Why, man, I believe youre hungry, said Ellis, sharply.

Hungry? Well, I dont know whether you would call it exactly hunger, because I have eaten several things which I cooked. I ought not to be hungry; I tried to toss a flapjack, but it got stuck to the pan. Fact is, Im a rotten cook, and I guess its simply that Im half starved for a decent meal.

Why, see here, said Ellis, rising to his feet, I can fix up something pretty quick if you like.

I do like. Yonder is my cornmeal, coffee, some damp sugar, flour, and whats left of the pork. You see I left it in a corner of the lean-to, and while I was asleep a porcupine got busy with it; then I hung it on a tree, and some more porcupines invited their relatives, and they all climbed up and nearly finished it. Did you suppose that a porcupine could climb a tree?

Ive heard so, said Ellis, gravely, busy with the stores which he was unrolling from his own blanket. The guilelessness of this stray brother appalled him. Here was a babe in the woods. A new sort of babe, too, for, in the experience of Ellis, the incompetent woodsman is ever the loudest-mouthed, the tyro, the most conceited. But this forest-squatting innocent not only knew nothing of the elements of woodcraft, but had called a strangers attention to his ignorance with a simplicity that silenced mirth, forestalled contempt, and aroused a curious respect for the unfortunate.

He is no liar, anyway, thought Ellis, placing a back-log, mending the fire, emptying the coffee pot, and settling the kettle to boil. And while he went about culinary matters with a method born of habit, Jones watched him, aided when he saw a chance; and they chatted on most animatedly together as the preparations for breakfast advanced.

The very first day I arrived in the woods, said Jones, I fell into the stream and got most of my matches wet. Ive had a devil of a time since.

Its a good idea to keep reserve matches in a water-tight glass bottle, observed Ellis, carelessly, and without appearing to instruct anybody about anything.

Ill remember that. What is a good way to keep pork from porcupines?

Ellis mentioned several popular methods, stirred the batter, shoved a hot plate nearer the ashes, and presently began the manufacture of flapjacks.

Dont you toss em? inquired Jones, watching the process intently.

Oh, they can be tossed — like this! But it is easier for me to turn them with a knife — like this. I have an idea that they toss flapjacks less often in the woods than they do in fiction.

I gathered my idea from a book, said Jones, bitterly; it told how to build a fire without matches. Some day I shall destroy the author.

Presently Jones remarked in a low, intense voice: Oh, the fragrance of that coffee and bacon! which was all he said, but its significance was pathetically unmistakable.

Pitch in, man, urged Ellis, looking back over his shoulder. Ill be with you in a second. But when his tower of browned and smoking flapjacks was ready, and he came over to the log, he found that his host, being his host, had waited. That settled his convictions concerning Jones; and that was doubtless why, inside of half an hour, he found himself calling him Jones and not Mr. Jones, and Jones calling him Ellis. They were a pair of well knit, clean-limbed young men, throat and face burnt deeply by wind and sun. Jones did not have much hair; Elliss was thick and short, and wavy at the temples. They were agreeable to look at.

Have another batch of flapjacks? inquired Ellis, persuasively.

Jones groaned with satisfaction at the prospect, and applied himself to a crisp trout garnished with bacon.



Ive tried and tried, he said, but I cannot catch any trout. When I found that I could not I was horrified, Ellis, because, you see, I had supposed that the forest and stream were going to furnish me with subsistence. Nature hasnt done a thing to me since Ive tried to shake hands with her.

I wonder, said Ellis, why you came into the woods alone?

Jones coyly pounced upon another flapjack, folded it neatly and inserted one end of it into his mouth. This he chewed reflectively; and when it had vanished according to Fletcher, he said:

If I tell you why I came here Ill begin to get angry. This breakfast is too heavenly to spoil. Pass the bacon and help yourself.

Ellis, however, had already satisfied his hunger. He set the kettle on the coals again, dumped into it cup and plate and fork, wiped his sheath-knife carefully, and, curling up at the foot of a hemlock, lighted his pipe, returning the flaming branch to the back-log.

Jones munched on; smile after smile spread placidly over his youthful face, dislodging his eyeglasses every time. He resumed them, and ate flapjacks.

The first time my canoe upset, he said, I lost my book of artificial flies. I brought a box of angle-worms with me, too, but they fell into the stream the second time I upset. So I have been trying to snare one of those big trout under the ledge below — —

Elliss horrified glance cut him short; he shrugged his shoulders.

My friend, I know its dead low-down, but it was a matter of pure hunger with me. At all events, its just as well that I caught nothing; I couldnt have cooked it if I had.

He sighed at the last flapjack, decided he did not require it, and settling down with his back against the log blissfully lighted his pipe.

For ten minutes they smoked without speaking, dreamily gazing at the blue sky through the trees. Friendly little forest birds came around, dropping from twig to branch; two chipmunks crept into the case of eggs to fill their pouched chops with the oats that the eggs were packed in. The young men watched them lazily.

The simpler life is the true existence, commented Ellis, drawing a long, deep breath.

What the devil is the simpler life? demanded Jones, with so much energy that the chipmunks raced away in mad abandon, and the flock of black-capped birds scattered to neigbouring branches, remarking in unison, Chick-a-dee-dee-dee.



Why, youre leading the simpler life now, said Ellis, laughing, are you not?

Am I? No, Im not. Im not leading a simple life; Im leading a pace-killing, nerve-racking, complex one. I tell you, Ellis, that it has taken just one week in the woods to reveal to me the complexity of simplicity!

Oh, you dont like the life?

I like it all right, but its too complex. Listen to me. You asked me why anybody ever let me escape into the woods. Ill tell you.... Youre a New Yorker, are you not?

Ellis nodded.

All right. First look on this picture: I live in the Sixties, near enough to the Park to see it. Its green, and I like it. Besides, there are geraniums and other posies in my back yard, and I can see them when the laundress isnt too busy with the clothes-line. So much for the mise en scène; me in a twenty-by-one-hundred house, perfectly contented; Park a stones toss west, back yard a few feet north. My habits? Simple enough to draw tears from a lambkin! I breakfast at nine — an egg, fruit, coffee and — I hate to admit it — the Sun. At eleven I go down-town to see if theres anything doing. There never is, so I smoke one cigar with my partner and then we lunch together. I then walk uptown — walk, mind you. At the club I look at the ticker, or out of the window. Later I play cowboy or billiards for an hour. I take one cocktail — one, if you please. I converse. He waved his pipe; Ellis nodded solemnly.

Then, continued Jones, what do I do?

I dont know, replied Ellis.

Ill tell you. I call a cab — one taxi, or one hansom, as the state of the weather may suggest — I drive through the Park, pleasantly aware of the verdure, the squirrels, and the babies; I arrive at my home; I mount to the library and there I select from my limited collection some accursed book Ive always heard of but have never read — not fiction, but something stupefying and worth while. This I read for exactly one hour. I then need a drink. I then dress; and if Im dining out, out I go — if not, I dine at home. Twice a week I attend the theatre, but I neutralise that by doing penance at the opera every Monday during the season.... There, Ellis, is the story of a simple life! Look on that picture. Now look on this: Me in the backwoods, fly-bitten, smoke-choked, a half-charred flapjack in my fist, a porcupine-gnawed rind of pork on a stick, attempting to broil the same at a fire, the smoke of which blinds me. Me, again, belly down, peering hungrily over the bank of a stream, attempting to snatch a trout with a bare hook, my glasses slipping off repeatedly, the spectre of starvation scourging on me. Me, once more, frantic with indigestion and mosquitoes, lurking under a blanket, the root of a tree bruising my backbone; me in the morning, done up, shaving in icy water and cutting my chin; me, half shaved, searching for a scrap of nourishment, gauntly prowling among cold and greasy fry-pans! Ellis! Which is the simpler life, in Heavens name?

Elliss laughter was the laughter of a woodsman, full, infectious, but almost noiseless. The birds came back and teetered on adjacent twigs, cheeping in friendly unison; a chipmunk, chops distended, popped up from the case of eggs like a striped jack-in-a-box, not at all afraid of a man who laughed that way.

How did you ever come into the woods? he asked at length.

Lunatic friends and fool books persuaded me I was missing something. I read all about how to tell a woodcock from a peacock; how to dig holes in the ground and raise little pea vines, and how to make two blades of grass grow where the laundress had set a devastating shoe. Then I tired of it. But friends urged me on, and one idiot said that I looked like the victim of a rare disease and gave me a shotgun — whether to shoot myself or the dicky birds Im not perfectly certain yet. Besides, as I have a perfect hatred of taking life, I had no temptation to shoot guides in Maine or niggers in South Carolina, where the quail come from. Still, I was awake to the new idea. I read more books on bats and woodchucks; I smelled every flower I saw; I tried to keep up, he said, earnestly; by Heaven, I did my best! And now, look at me! Nature hands me the frozen mitt!

Ellis could only laugh, cradling his knees in his clasped and sun-tanned hands.

I am fond of Nature; I admire the geraniums in my backyard, continued Jones, excitedly. I like a simple life, too; but I dont wish to pursue a live thing and eat it for my dinner. The idea is perfectly obnoxious to me. I like flowers on a table or in the Park, but I dont want to know their names, or the names of the creatures that buzz and crawl over them, or the names of the birds that feed on the buzzy things! I dont; I know I dont, and I wont! Nature has strung me; I shall knock Nature hereafter. This is all for mine. Ill lock up and leave the key of the fields to the next Come-on lured into the good green goods by that most accomplished steerer, Mrs. Nature. Ive got my gilt brick, Ellis — Im going home to buy a card to hang over my desk; and on it will be the wisest words ever written:

Whos Loony Now?

But, my dear fellow — —

No, you dont. Youre an accomplice of this Nature dame; I can tell by the way you cook and catch trout and keep your matches in bottles. One large and brilliant brick is enough for one New York man. The asphalt for mine — and a Turkish bath.

After a grinning silence, Ellis arose, stretched, tapped his pipe against a tree trunk, and sauntered over to where his rod lay. Come on; Ill guarantee you a trout in the first reach, he said, affably, slipping ferrule into socket, disentangling the cast and setting the line free.

So they strolled off toward the long amber reach which lay a few yards below the camp, Jones explaining that he didnt wish to take life from anything except a mosquito.

Weve got to eat; wed better stock up while we can, because its going to rain, observed Ellis.

Going to rain? How do you know?

I smell it. Besides, look there — yonder above the mountains. Do you see the sky behind the Golden Dome?
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CHAPTER XIV

A STATE OF MIND
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UP THE NARROW valley, over the unbroken sweep of treetops, arose tumbled peaks; and above the Golden Dome, pushing straight upward into the flawless blue of heaven, towered a cloud, its inky convolutions edged with silver.

Jones inspected the thunderhead with disapproval; Ellis offered his rod, and, being refused, began some clever casting, the artistic beauty of which was lost upon Jones.

One trout only investigated the red-and-white fly; and, that fish safely creeled, Ellis turned to his companion:

Three years ago, when I last came here, this reach was more prolific. But theres a pool above that Ill warrant. Shall we move?

As they passed on upstream Jones said: Theres no pool above, only a rapid.



Youre in error, said Ellis, confidently. Ive known every pool on the Caranay for years.

But there is no pool above — unless you mean to trespass.

Trespass! repeated Ellis, aghast. Trespass in the free Caranay forests! You — you dont mean to say that any preserve has been established on the Caranay! I havent been here for three years.... Do you?

Look there, said Jones, pointing to a high fence of netted wire which rose above the undergrowth and cut the banks of the stream in two with a barrier eight feet high; thats what stopped me. Theres their home-designed trespass notice hanging to the fence. Read it; its worth perusal.

Speechless, but still incredulous, Ellis strode to the barrier and looked up. And this is what he read printed in mincing Art Nouveau type upon a swinging zinc sign fashioned to imitate something or other which was no doubt very precious:

Oyez!

Ye simple livers of ye simpler life have raised thys barrier against ye World, ye Flesh and ye Devyl. Turn back in Peace and leave us to our Nunnery.

Ye Maids and Dames of Vassar.



What the devil is that nonsense? demanded Ellis hoarsely.

Explained on our next tree, remarked Jones, wiping his eyeglasses indifferently.

An ordinary trespass notice printed on white linen was nailed to the flank of a great pine; and, below this, a special warning, done in red on a white board:

Notice!

This property belongs to the Vassar College Summer School. Fishing, shooting, trapping, the felling of trees, the picking of wild flowers, and every form of trespass, being strictly forbidden, all violators of this ordinance under the law will be prosecuted. One hundred dollars reward is offered for evidence leading to the detection and conviction of any trespasser upon this property.

The Directors of the Vassar Summer School.

Well? inquired Jones, as Ellis stood motionless, staring at the sign. The latter slowly turned an enraged visage toward his companion.

What are you going to do? repeated Jones, curiously.

Do? Im going to fish the Caranay. Come on.

Trespass on Vassar? asked Jones.

Im going to fish the Caranay, my old and favorite and beloved stream, retorted Ellis, doggedly. Do you suppose a dinky zinc sign in this forest can stop me? Come on, Jones. Ill show you a trout worth tossing this Caranay Belle to. And he looped on a silver-and-salmon-tinted fly and waded out into the rapids.

Jones lighted his pipe and followed him, giving his views of several matters in a voice pitched above the whispering rush of the ripples:

Thats all very well, Ellis, but suppose we are pinched and fined? A nice place, these forests, for a simple liver to lead a simple life in! Simple life! What? And some of these writers define the simple life as merely a state of mind. Thats right, too; I was in a state of mind until I met you, let me tell you! Theyre perfectly correct; it is a state of mind.

He muttered to himself, casting an anxious eye on the thundercloud which stretched almost to the zenith over the Golden Dome and shadowed Lynx Peak like a pall.

Rain, too, he commented, wading in Elliss wake. Theres a most devilish look about that cloud. I wish I were a woodchuck — or a shiner, or an earnest young thing from Vassar. What are we to do if pinched with the goods on us, Ellis?



The other laughed a disagreeable laugh and splashed forward.

Because, continued Jones, wiping the spray from his glasses, the woods yonder may be teeming with these same young things from Vassar. Old uns, too — theres a faculty for that Summer School. You can never tell what a member of a ladies Summer School faculty would do to you. I dare say they might run after you and frisk you for a kiss — out here in the backwoods.

Do you know anything about this absurd Summer School? asked Ellis, halting to wait for his companion.

Only what the newspapers print.

And whats that? Ive not noticed anything about it.

Why, they all tell about the scope of the Vassar Summer School. Its founded — and he grinned maliciously— on the simple life.

How? snapped Ellis, clambering up out of the water to the flat, sandy shore of an exquisite pool some forty rods in length.

Why, this way: The Vassar undergraduates, who formerly, after commencement, scattered into all the complexities of a silly, unprofitable, good old summer time, now have a chance to acquire simplicity and a taste for the rudimentary pleasures and pursuits they have overlooked in their twentieth-century gallop after the complex.

Ellis sullenly freed his line and glanced up at the clouds. It was already raining on the Golden Dome.

So, continued Jones, the Summer School took to the woods along with the rest of the simple-minded. I hear they have a library; doubtless it contains the Outlook and the Rollo books. They have courses in the earlier and simpler languages — the dead uns — Sanskrit, Greek, Latin; English, too, before it grew pin-feathers. They have a grand-stand built of logs out yonder where the mosquito hummeth; and some trees and a pond which they call a theatre devoted to the portrayal of the great primitive and simple passions and emotions. They have also dammed up the stream to make a real lake when they give tank-dramas like Lohengrin and the Rheingold; and the papers say they have a pair of live swans hitched to a boat — that is, a yellow reporter swears they have, but he was discovered taking snapshots at some Rhine-wine daughters, and hustled out of the woods — —

He paused to watch Ellis hook and play and presently land a splendid trout weighing close to two pounds.

Its an outrage, an infernal outrage, for such people to dam the Caranay and invade this God-given forest with their unspeakable tin signs! said Ellis, casting again.

But theyre only looking for a simpler life — just like you.

Ellis said something.

That, replied Jones, is a simple and ancient word expressing tersely one of the simplest and most primitive passions. You know, the simple life is merely a state of mind; youre acquiring it; I recognize the symptoms.

Ellis made another observation, more or less mandatory.

Yes, that is a locality purely mythical, according to our later exponents of theology; therefore I cannot accept the suggestion to go there — —

Confound it! exclaimed Ellis, laughing, as he landed a trout, let up on your joking. Im mad all through, and its beginning to rain. When that thunder comes nearer it will end the fishing, too. Look at Lynx Peak! Did you see that play of lightning? Theres a corker of a storm brewing. I hope, he added, savagely, it will carry away their confounded dam and their ridiculous lake. The nerve of women to dam a trout stream like the Caranay.... What was that you said?

I said, hissed Jones in a weird whisper, that there are two girls standing behind us and taking our pictures with a kodak! Dont look around, man! Theyll snap-shoot us for evidence!

But the caution was too late; Ellis had turned. There came a click of a kodak shutter; Jones turned in spite of himself; another click sounded.

Stang! breathed Jones as two young girls stepped from the shelter of a juniper brush and calmly confronted the astonished trespassers.

I am very sorry to trouble you, said the taller one severely, but this is private property.

Ellis took off his cap; Jones did the same.

I saw your signs, said Ellis, pleasantly. Jones whispered to him: The taller one is a corker! and Ellis replied under his breath: The other is attractive, too.

You admit that you deliberately trespassed? inquired the shorter girl very gravely.

Not upon you — only upon what you call your property, said Ellis, gaily. You see, we really need the trout in our business — which is to keep soul and body on friendly terms.

No answering smile touched the pretty grey eyes fixed on his. She said gravely: I am very sorry that this has happened.

Were sorry, too, smiled Jones, although we can scarcely regret the charming accident which permits us — —



But it wouldnt do; the taller girl stared at him coldly from a pair of ornamental brown eyes.

Presently she said: We students are supposed to report cases like this. If you have deliberately chosen to test the law governing the protection of private property no doubt our Summer School authorities will be willing to gratify you before a proper tribunal.... May I ask your names? She drew a notebook from the pocket of her kilted skirt, standing gracefully with pencil poised, dark eyes focused upon Jones. And, as she waited, the thunder boomed behind the Golden Dome.

Its going to rain cats and dogs, said Jones, anxiously and you havent an umbrella — —

The dark-eyed girl gazed at him scornfully. Do you refuse your name?

No — oh, not at all! said Jones hastily; my name is Jones — —

The scorn deepened. And — is this Mr. Smith? she inquired, looking at Ellis.

My name is Jones, said Jones so earnestly that his glasses fell off. And whats worse, its John Jones.

Something in his eye engaged her attention — perhaps the unwinking innocence of it. She wrote John Jones on her pad, noted his town address, and turned to Ellis, who was looking fixedly, but not offensively, at the girl with the expressive grey eyes.

If you have a pad Ill surrender to you, he said, amiably. There is glory enough for all here, as our admiral once remarked.

The grey eyes glimmered; a quiver touched the scarlet mouth. But a crash of nearer thunder whitened the smile on her lips.

Helen, Im going! she said hastily to her of the brown eyes.

That storm, said Ellis calmly, has a long way to travel before it strikes the Caranay valley. He pointed with his rod, tracing in the sky the route of the crowding clouds. Every storm that hatches behind the Golden Dome swings south along the Black Water first, then curves and comes around by the west and sweeps the Caranay. You have plenty of time to take my name.

But — but the play? I was thinking of the play, she said, looking anxiously at the brown eyes, which were raised to the sky in silent misgiving.

If you dont mind my saying so, said Ellis, there is ample time for your outdoor theatricals — if you mean that. You need not look for that storm on the upper Caranay before late this afternoon. Even then it may break behind the mountains and you may see no rain — only a flood in the river.



Do you really think so? she asked.

I do; I can almost answer for it. You see, the Caranay has been my haunt for many years, and I know almost to a certainty what is likely to happen here.

That is jolly! she exclaimed, greatly relieved. Helen, I really think we should be starting — —

But Helen, pencil poised, gazed obdurately at Ellis out of brown eyes which were scarcely fashioned for such impartial and inexorable work.

If your name is not Smith I should be very glad to note it, she said.

So he laughed and told her who he was and where he lived; and she wrote it down, somewhat shakily.

Of course, she said, you cannot be the artist — James Lowell Ellis, the artist — the great — —

She hesitated; brown eyes and grey eyes, very wide now, were concentrated on him. Jones, too, stared, and Ellis laughed.

Are you? blurted out Jones. Great Heaven! I never supposed — —

Ellis joined in a quartet of silence, then laughed again, a short, embarrassed laugh.

You dont look like anything famous, you know, said Jones reproachfully. Why didnt you tell me who you are? Why, man, I own two of your pictures!



To brown-eyes, known so far as Helen, Ellis said: We painters are a bad lot, you see — but dont let that prejudice you against Mr. Jones; he really doesnt know me very well. Besides, I dragged him into this villainy; didnt I, Jones? You didnt want to trespass, you know.

Oh, come! said Jones; I own two of your pictures — the Amourette and the Corrida. That ought to convict me of almost anything.

Grey-eyes said: We — my father — has the Espagnolita, Mr. Ellis. She blushed when she finished.

Why, then, you must be Miss Sandys! said Ellis quickly. Mr. Kenneth Sandys owns that picture.

The brown eyes, which had widened, then sparkled, then softened as matters developed, now became uncompromisingly beautiful.

I am dreadfully sorry, she said, looking at her notebook. I trust that the school authorities may not press matters. Then she raised her eyes to see what Joness expression might resemble. It resembled absolutely nothing.

After a silence Miss Sandys said: Do you think Helen, that we are — that we ought to report this — —

Yes, Molly, I do.

Im only an architect; fine me, but spare my friend, Ellis, said Jones far too playfully to placate the brown-eyed Helen. She returned his glance with a scrutiny devoid of expression. The thunder boomed along the flanks of Lynx Peak.

We — we are very sorry, whispered Miss Sandys.

I am, too, replied Ellis — not meaning anything concerning his legal predicament.

Brown-eyes looked at Jones; there was a little inclination of her pretty head as she passed them. A moment later the two young men stood alone, caps in hand, gazing fixedly into the gathering dimness of Caranay forest.
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CHAPTER XV

FLOTSAM AND JETSAM
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ELLIS, SAID JONES, earnestly, as they climbed to the camp and stood gazing at the whitening ashes of their fire, the simple life is a state of mind. Im in it, now. And — do you know, Ellis, that — I — I could learn to like it?

Ellis prodded the back-log, and tossed on some dry sticks.

Great Heaven! breathed Jones, did you ever see such eyes, Ellis?

The grey ones? Theyre very noticeable — —

I meant — well, let it go at that. Here be two of us have lost a thousand shillings to-day.

And the ladies were not in buckram, rejoined Ellis, starting a blaze. Jones, can you prepare trout for the pan with the aid of a knife? Here, rub salt in em — and leave all but two in that big tin — dry, mind, then cover it and sink it in the spring, or something furry will come nosing and clawing at it. Ill have things ready by the time youre back.

About our canoes, began Jones. Ive daubed mine with white lead, but I cut it up badly. Hadnt we better attend to them before the storm breaks?

Get yours into camp. Ill fetch mine; its cached just below the forks. This storm may tear things.

A quarter of an hour later two vigorous young men swung into camp, lowered the canoes from their heads and shoulders, carried the strapped kits, poles and paddles into the lean-to, and turned the light crafts bottom up as flanking shelters to headquarters.

No use fishing; that thunder is spoiling the Caranay, muttered Ellis, moving about and setting the camp in order. This is a fine lean-to, he added; its big enough for a regiment.

I told you I was an architect, said Jones, surveying the open-faced shanty with pride. I had nothing else to do, so I spent the time in making this. Im a corker on the classic. Shall I take an axe and cut some wood in the Ionic or Doric style?

Ellis, squatting among the provisions, busily bringing order out of chaos, told him what sort of wood to cut; and an hour later, when the echoing thwacks of the axe ceased and Jones came in loaded with firewood, the camp was in order; hambones, stale bedding, tin cans, the heads and spinal processes of trout had been removed, dishes polished, towels washed and drying, and a pleasant aroma of balsam tips mingled with the spicy scent of the fire.

Whew! said Jones, sniffing; it smells pleasant now.

Your camp, observed Ellis, had all the fragrance of a dog-fox in March. How heavy the air is. Listen to that thunder! Theres the deuce to pay on the upper waters of the Caranay by this time.

Do you think well get it?

Not the rain and wind; the electrical storms usually swing off, following the Big Oswaya. But we may have a flood. He arose and picked up his rod. The thunder has probably blanked me, but if youll tend camp Ill try to pick up some fish in a binnikill I know of where the trout are habituated to the roar of the fork falls. We may need every fish we can get if the flood proves a bad one.

Jones said it would suit him perfectly to sit still. He curled up close enough to the fire for comfort as well as æsthetic pleasure, removed his eyeglasses, fished out a flask of aromatic mosquito ointment, and solemnly began a facial toilet, in the manner of a comfortable house cat anointing her countenance with one paw.

Ellis, he said, blinking up at that young man very amiably, it would be agreeable to see a little more of — of Miss Sandys; wouldnt it? And the other — —

We could easily do that.

Eh? How?

By engaging an attorney to defend ourselves in court, said Ellis grimly.

Pooh! You dont suppose that brown-eyed girl — —

Yes, I do! She means mischief. If it had rested with the other — —

Youre mistaken, said Jones, warmly. I am perfectly persuaded that if I had had half an hours playful conversation with the brown-eyed one — —

You tried playfulness and fell down, observed Ellis, coldly. If I could have spoken to Miss Sandys — —

What! A girl with steel-grey eyes like two poniards? A lot of mercy she would show us! My dear fellow, trust in the brown eye every time! The warm, humane, brown eye — the emotional, the melting, the tender brown — —

Dont trust it! Didnt she kodak twice? You and I are now in her Rogues Gallery. Besides, didnt she take notes on her pad? I never observed anything humane in brown eyes.

Jones polished his nose with the mosquito salve.



How do you know what she wanted my picture for? he asked, annoyed. Perhaps she means to keep it for herself — if that grey-eyed one lets her alone — —

Let the grey-eyed one alone yourself, retorted Ellis, warmly.

Youd better, too. Any expert in human character can tell you which of those girls means mischief.

If you think youre an expert— began Ellis, irritated, then stopped short. Jones followed his eyes.

Look at that stream, said Ellis, dropping his rod against the lean-to. Theres been a cloudburst in the mountains. Theres no rain here, but look at that stream! Yellow and bank-full! Hark! Hear the falls. I have an idea the woods will be awash below us in an hour.

They descended to the ledge which an hour ago had overhung the stream. Now the water was level with it, lapping over it, rising perceptibly in the few seconds they stood there. Alders and willows along the banks, almost covered, staggered in the discolored water; drift of all sorts came tumbling past, rotten branches, piles of brush afloat, ferns and shrubs uprooted; the torrent was thick with flakes of bark and forest mould and green-leaved twigs torn from the stream-side.



From the lower reaches a deer came galloping toward the ridges; a fox stole furtively into the open, hesitated, and slunk off up the valley.

And now the shallow gorge began to roar under the rising flood; tumbling castles of piled-up foam whirled into view; the amber waves washed through the fringing beech growth, slopping into hollows, setting the dead leaves afloat. A sucking sound filled the woods; millions of tiny bubbles purred in the shallow overflow; here and there dead branches stirred, swung and floated.

Our camp is going to be an island pretty soon, observed Ellis; just look at — —

But Jones caught him by the arm. What is that? he demanded shakily. Are there things like that in these woods?

At the same instant Ellis caught sight of something in midstream bearing down on them in a smother of foam — an enormous lizard-like creature floundering throat-deep in the flood.

What is it, Ellis? Look! Its got a tail ten feet long! Great Heaven, look at it!

I see it, said Ellis, hoarsely. I never saw such a thing — —

Its opening its jaws! gasped Jones.

Ellis, a trifle white around the cheekbones, stared in frozen silence at the fearsome creature as it swept down on them. A crested wave rolled it over; four fearsome claws waved in the air; then the creature righted itself and swung in toward the bank.

Upon my word! stammered Ellis; its part of their theatrical property. Lord! how real it looked out yonder. I knew it couldnt be alive, but — Jones, see how my hands are shaking. Would you believe a man could be rattled like that?

Believe it? I should say I could! Look at the thing wabbling there in the shallows as though it were trying to move its flippers! Look at it, Ellis; see how it seems to wriggle and paddle — —

The words froze on his lips; the immense creature was moving; the scaled claws churned the shallows; a spasm shook the head; the jaws gaped.

Help! said a very sweet and frightened voice.

Ellis got hold of one claw, Jones the other, almost before they comprehended — certainly before, deep in the scaly creatures maw, they discovered the frightened but lovely features of the grey-eyed girl who had snap-shot them.

Please pull, she said; I cant swim in this!

Almost hysterically they soothed her as they tugged and steered the thing into the flooded forest.

Mr. Ellis — please — please dont pull quite so hard, she called out.

Oh, did I hurt you? he cried so tenderly that, even in the shock of emotions, Jones was ashamed of him.

No, you dont hurt me, Mr. Ellis; Im all right inside here, but I — I — you must not pull this papier-mâché dragon to pieces — —

What do I care for the dragon if you are in danger? cried Ellis, excitedly.

But it was a frightened and vexed voice that answered almost tearfully: If you pull too hard on the pasteboard legs something dreadful may happen. I — this dragon is — is about the only clothing I have on!

Ellis dropped the flipper, seized it again, and gazed into the scared eyes of Jones.

For Heavens sake, go easy, he hissed, or the thing will come apart!

Jones, in a cold perspiration, stood knee-deep in the flood, not daring to touch the flipper again.

You help here, he whispered, hoarsely. If she stands up, now, you can support her to camp, cant you?

Ellis bent over and looked into the gaping jaws of Fafnir the Dragon.

Miss Sandys, he said seriously, do you think you could get on your hind — on your feet?

The legs of the monster splashed, groping for the bottom; Ellis passed his arm around the scaly body; Fafnir arose, rather wabbly, and took one dripping step forward.
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I fancy we can manage it now, Jones, said Ellis, cheerfully, turning around; but Jones did not answer; he was running away, dashing and splashing down the flooded forest. Beyond, rocking wildly in a gilded boat, sat two people and a placid swan.

Good Lord! faltered Ellis, as the dragon turned with a little shriek. Is the whole Summer School being washed away?

No, she said excitedly, but the dam broke. Helen and Professor Rawson tried to save the swan-boat — we were giving tableaux from Lohengrin and The Rheingold — and — oh! oh! oh! such a torrent came! Helen — there she is in armour — Helen tried to paddle the boat, but the swans pulled the other way, and they flapped so wildly that Helen called for help. Then one of the Rhine-maidens — Professor Rawson — waded in and got aboard, but the paddle broke and they were adrift. Then one of those horrid swans got loose, and everybody screamed, and the water rose higher and higher, and nobody helped anybody, so, so — as I swim well, I jumped in without waiting to undress — you see I had been acting the dragon, Fafnir, and I went in just as I was; but the papier-mâché dragon kept turning turtle with me, and first I knew I was being spun around like a top.

There was a silence; they stood watching Jones scrambling after the swan-boat, which had come to grief in shallow water. Professor Rawson, the Rhine-maiden, gave one raucous and perfunctory shriek as Jones floundered alongside — for the garb of the normal Rhine-daughter is scanty, and Professor Rawsons costume, as well as her maidenly physique, was almost anything except redundant.

As for Helen, sometime known as brown-eyes, she rose to her slim height, all glittering in tin armour, and gave Jones a smile of heavenly gratitude that shot him through and through his Norfolk jacket.

Dont look! said Professor Rawson, in a voice which, between the emotions of recent terror and present bashfulness, had dwindled to a squeak. Dont look; Im going to jump. And jump she did, taking to the water with a trifle less grace than the ordinary Rhine-maiden.

There was a spattering splash, a smothered squawk which may have been emitted by the swan, and the next moment Professor Rawson was churning toward dry land, her wreath of artificial seaweed over one eye, her spectacles glittering amid her dank tresses.

Jones looked up at brown-eyes balancing in the bow of the painted boat.

I can get you ashore quite dry — if you dont mind, he said.

She considered the water; she considered Jones; she looked carefully at the wallowing Rhine-daughter.

Are you sure you can? she asked.

Perfectly certain, breathed Jones.

I am rather heavy — —

The infatuated man laughed.

Well, then, Ill carry the swan, she said calmly; and, seizing that dignified and astonished bird, she walked demurely off the prow of the gaudy boat into the arms of Jones.

To Ellis and the grey-eyed dragon, and to Professor Rawson, who had crawled to a dry spot on the ridge, there was a dreadful fascination in watching that swaying pyramid of Jones, Lohengrin, and swan tottering landward, knee-deep through the flood. The pyramid swayed dangerously at times; but the girl in the tin armour clasped Jones around the neck and clung to the off leg of the swan, and Jones staggered on, half-strangled by the arm and buffeted by the flapping bird, until his oozing shoes struck dry land.

Hurrah! cried Ellis, his enthusiasm breaking out after an agonizing moment of suspense; and Miss
Sandys, forgetting her plight, waved her lizard claws and hailed rescuer and rescued with a clear-voiced cheer as they came up excited and breathless, hustling before them the outraged swan, who waddled furiously forward, craning its neck and snapping.

What is that? muttered Jones aside to Ellis as the dragon and Lohengrin embraced hysterically. He glanced toward the Rhine-maiden, who was hiding behind a tree.

Rhine wine with the cork pulled, replied Ellis, gravely. Go up to camp and get her your poncho. Ill do what I can to make things comfortable in camp.

The girl in armour was saying, You poor, brave dear! How perfectly splendid it was of you to plunge into the flood with all that pasteboard dragon-skin tied to you — like Horatius at the bridge. Molly, Im simply overcome at your bravery!

And all the while she was saying this, Molly Sandys was saying: Helen, how did you ever dare to try to save the boat, with those horrid swans flapping and nipping at you every second! It was the most courageous thing I ever heard of, and I simply revere you, Helen Gay!

Jones, returning from camp with his poncho, said: Theres a jolly fire in camp and plenty of provisions; and sidled toward the tree behind which Professor Rawson was attempting to prevent several yards of cheese cloth from adhering too closely to her outline.

Go away! said that spinster, severely, peering out at him with a visage terminating in a length of swan-like neck which might have been attractive if feathered.

Im only bringing you a poncho, said Jones, blushing.

Ellis heard a smothered giggle behind him, but when he turned Molly Sandys had shrunk into her dragon-skin, and Helen Gay had lowered the vizor of her helmet.

I think we had better go to the camp-fire, he said gravely. Its only a step.

We think so, too, they said. Thank you for asking us, Mr. Ellis.

So Ellis led the way; after him slopped the dragon, its scaled tail dragging sticks and dead leaves in its wake; next waddled the swan, perforce, prodded forward by the brown-eyed maid in her tin armor. Professor Rawson, mercifully disguised in a rubber poncho, under which her thin shins twinkled, came in the rear, gallantly conducted by Jones in oozing shoes.
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CHAPTER XVI

THE SIMPLEST SOLUTION OF AN ANCIENT PROBLEM
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IN THE SILENCE befitting such an extraordinary occasion the company formed a circle about the camp-fire.

Presently Professor Rawson looked sharply at the damp dragon. Child! she exclaimed, you ought to take that off this instant!

But — but I havent very much on, protested Molly Sandys with a shiver. Im only dressed as a — a page.

It cant be helped, retorted the professor with decision; that dragon is nothing but soaking pulp except where the tail is on fire!

Ellis hastily set his foot on the sparks, just as Molly Sandys jumped. There was a tearing, ripping sound, a stifled scream, and three-quarters of a page in blue satin and lisle thread, wearing the head and shoulders of a dragon, shrank down behind Professor Rawsons poncho-draped figure.

Heres my poncho, cried Ellis, hastily; I am awfully sorry I ripped your gown — I mean your pasteboard tail — but you switched it into the fire and it was burning.

Have you something for me? inquired Miss Gay, coloring, but calm; Im not very comfortable, either.

Joness enraptured eyes lingered on the slim shape in mail; he hated to do it, but he brought a Navajo blanket and draped in it the most distractingly pretty figure his rather nearsighted eyes had ever encountered.

There, explained Ellis, courteously, is the shanty. Ive hung a blanket over it. Jones and I will sleep here by the fire.

Sleep! faltered Molly Sandys. I think we ought to be starting — —

The forests are flooded; we cant get you back to the Summer School to-night, said Ellis.

Professor Rawson shuddered. Do you mean that we are cut off from civilization entirely? she asked.

Look! replied Ellis.

The ridge on which the camp lay had become an island; below it roared a spreading flood under a column of mist and spray; all about them the water soused and washed through the forest; below them from the forks came the pounding thunder of the falls.



Theres nothing to be alarmed at, of course, he said, looking at Molly Sandys.

The grey eyes looked back into his. Isnt there, really? she asked.

Isnt there? questioned Miss Grays brown eyes of Joness pleasant, nearsighted ones.

No, signalled the orbs of Jones through his mud-spattered eyeglasses.

Im hungry, observed Professor Rawson in a patient but plaintive voice, like the note of a widowed guinea-hen.

So they all sat down on the soft pine-needles, while Ellis began his culinary sleight-of-hand; and in due time trout were frying merrily, bacon sputtered, ash-cakes and coffee exhaled agreeable odors, and mounds of diaphanous flapjacks tottered in hot and steaming fragrance on either flank.

There were but two plates; Jones constructed bark platters for Professor Rawson, Ellis and himself; Helen Gay shared knife and fork with Jones; Molly Sandys condescended to do the same for Ellis; Professor Rawson had a set of those articles to herself.

And there, in the pleasant glow of the fire, Molly Sandys, cross-legged beside Ellis, drank out of his tin cup and ate his flapjacks; and Helen Gay said shyly that never had she tasted such a banquet as this forest fare washed down with bumpers of icy, aromatic spring water. As for Professor Rawson, she lifted the hem of her poncho and discreetly dried that portion of the Rhine-maidens clothing which needed it; and while she sizzled contentedly, she ate flapjack on flapjack, and trout after trout, until merriment grew within her and she laughed when the younger people laughed, and felt a delightful thrill of recklessness tingling the soles of her stockings. And why not?

Its a very simple matter, after all, declared Jones; its nothing but a state of mind. I thought I was leading a simple life before I came here, but I wasnt. Why? Merely because I was not in a state of mind. But — and here he looked full at Helen Gay— but no sooner had I begun to appreciate the charm of the forest — she blushed vividly no sooner had I realised what these awful solitudes might contain, than, instantly, I found myself in a state of mind. Then, and then only, I understood what heavenly perfection might be included in that frayed and frazzled phrase, The Simple Life.

I understood it long ago, said Ellis, dreamily.

Did you? asked Molly Sandys.

Yes — long ago — about six hours ago — he lowered his voice, for Molly Sandys had turned her head away from the firelight toward the cooler shadow of the forest.



What happened, she asked, carelessly, six hours ago?

I first saw you.

No, she said calmly; I first saw you and took your picture! She spoke coolly enough, but her color was bright.

Ah, but before that shutter clicked, convicting me of a misdemeanor, your picture had found a place — —

Mr. Ellis!

Please let me — —

No!

Please — —

A silence.

Then you must speak lower, she said, and pretend to be watching the stream.

Professor Rawson gleefully scraped her plate and snuggled up in her poncho. She was very happy. When she could eat no more she asked Jones what his theory might be concerning Wagners influence on Richard Strauss, and Jones said he liked waltzes, but didnt know that the man who wrote The Simple Life had anything to do with that sort of thing. And Professor Rawson laughed and laughed, and quoted a Greek proverb; and presently arose and went into the shanty, dropping the blanket behind her.



Dont sit up late! she called sleepily.

Oh, no! came the breathless duet.

And dont forget to feed the swan!

Oh, no!

A few minutes later a gentle, mellow, muffled monotone vibrated in the evening air. It was the swan-song of Professor Rawson.

Ellis laid fresh logs on the blaze, lighted a cigarette, and returned to his seat beside Molly Sandys, who sat, swathed in her poncho, leaning back against the base of a huge pine.

Jones is right, he said; the simple life — the older and simpler emotions, the primal desire — is a state of mind.

Molly Sandys was silent.

And a state of — heart.

Miss Sandys raised her eyebrows.

Why be insincere? persisted Ellis.

Im not!

No — no — I didnt mean you. I meant everybody — —

Im somebody — —

Indeed you are! — much too warmly; and Molly Sandys looked up at the evening star.

The simple life, said Ellis, is an existence replete with sincerity. Impulse may play a pretty part in it; the capacity for the enjoyment of simple things grows out of impulse; and impulse is a childs reasoning. Therefore, impulse, being unsullied, unaffected in its source, is to be respected, cherished, guided into a higher development, so that it may become a sweet reasonableness, an unerring philosophy. Am I right, Miss Sandys?

I think you are.

Well, then, following out my theorem logically, what is a man to do when, without an instants warning, he finds himself — —

There was a pause, a long one.

Finds himself where? asked Molly Sandys.

In love.

I — I dont know, she said, faintly. Doesnt the simple life teach him what is — is proper — on such brief acquaintance — —

I didnt say the acquaintance was brief. I only said the love was sudden.

Oh — then I — I dont know — —

M-Mo-Mi-M-M — —

He wanted to say Molly, and he didnt want to say Miss Sandys, and he couldnt keep his mouth shut, so that was the phonetic result — a muttering monotone which embarrassed them both and maddened him till he stammered out: The moment I saw you I — I cant help it; its the simplest thing to do, anyhow — to tell you — —



Me!

You, M-M-Mo-Mi-M — — He couldnt say it.

Try, she whispered, stifling with laughter.

Molly! Like a cork from a popgun came the adored yet dreaded name.

Molly turned scarlet as Miss Gay and Jones looked up in pure amazement from the farther side of the camp-fire.

Dont you know how to make love? she whispered in a fierce little voice; dont you? If you dont I am going off to bed.

Molly! That was better — in fact, it was so low that she could scarcely hear him. But she said: Doesnt Helen Gay look charming in her tin armour? She is the dearest, sweetest girl, Mr. Ellis. Shes my cousin. Do you think her pretty?

Do you know, whispered Ellis, that I am in dead earnest?

Why, I — I hope so.

Then tell me what chance I stand. I am in love; it came awfully quickly, as quickly as you snapped that kodak — but it has come to stay — —

But I am not in — love.

That is why I speak. I cant endure it to let you go — Heaven knows where — —

Only to New York, she said, demurely, and, in a low voice, she named the street and the number. In an interval of sanity you shall have an opportunity to reflect on what you have said to me, Mr. Ellis. Being a — a painter — and a rather famous one — for so young a man — you are, no doubt, impulsive — in love with love — not with a girl you met six hours ago.

But if I am in love with her?

We will argue that question another time.

In New York?

She looked at him, a gay smile curving her lips. Suddenly the clear, grey eyes filled; a soft, impulsive hand touched his for an instant, then dropped.

Be careful, she said, unsteadily; so far, I also have only been in love with love.

Stunned by the rush of emotion he rose to his feet as she rose, eye meeting eye in audacious silence.

Then she was gone, leaving him there — gone like a flash into the camp-hut; he saw the blanket twitching where she had passed behind it; he heard the muffled swan-song of her blanket-mate; he turned his enchanted eyes upon Jones. Jones, his elbows on the ground, chin on his palms, was looking up into the rapt face of Helen Gay, who sat by the fire, her mailed knees gathered up in her slim hands, the reflection of the blaze playing scarlet over her glittering tin armour.

Why may I not call you Helen? he was saying.



Why should you, Mr. Jones?

The infatuated pair were oblivious of him. Should he sneeze? No; his own case was too recent; their attitude fascinated him; he sat down softly to see how it was done.

If — some day — I might be fortunate enough to call you more than Helen — —

Mr. Jones!

I cant help it; I love you so — so undauntedly that I have got to tell you something about it! You dont mind, do you?

But I do mind.

Very much?

Ellis thought: Is that the way a man looks when he says things like that? He shuddered, then a tremor of happiness seized him. Molly Sandys had emerged from the hut.

Passing the fire, she came straight to Ellis. Its horrid in there. Dont you hear her? Its muffled, I know, because shes taken the swan to bed with her, and its asleep, too, and acting as though Professor Rawsons head were a nest-egg. I am not sleepy; I — I believe I shall sit up by this delightful fire all night. Make me a nest of blankets.

Jones and Helen were looking across the fire at them in silence; Ellis unrolled some blankets, made a nest at the foot of the pine full in the fire-glow. Swathed to her smooth white throat, Molly sank into them.

Now, she said, innocently, we can talk. Helen! Ask Mr. Jones to make some coffee. Oh, thank you, Mr. Jones! Isnt this perfectly delicious! So simple, so primitive, so sincere — she looked at Ellis— so jolly. If the simple life is only a state of mind I can understand how easy it is to follow it to sheerest happiness. And in a low voice, to Ellis: Can you find happiness in it, too?

Across the fire Helen called softly to them: Do you want some toasted cheese, too? Mr. Jones knows how to make it.

A little later, Jones, toasting bread and cheese, heard a sweet voice softly begin the Swan-Song. It was Helen. Mollys lovely, velvet voice joined in; Ellis cautiously tried his barytone; Jones wisely remained mute, and the cheese sizzled a discreet tremolo. It was indeed the swan-song of the heart-whole and fancy-free — the swan-song of the unawakened. For the old order of things was passing away — had passed. And with the moon mounting in silvered splendor over the forest, the newer order of life — the simpler, the sweeter — became so plain to them that they secretly wondered, as they ate their toast and cheese, how they could have lived so long, endured so long, the old and dull complexity of a life through the eventless days of which their hearts had never quickened to the oldest, the most primitive, the simplest of appeals.

And so, there, under the burnished moon, soberly sharing their toasted cheese, the muffled swan-song of the incubating maiden thrilling their enraptured ears, began for them that state of mind in the inviolate mystery of which the passion for the simpler life is hatched.

If we only had a banjo! sighed Helen.

I have a jews-harp, ventured Jones. I am not very musical, but every creature likes to emit some sort of melody.

Ellis laughed.

Why not? asked Helen Gay, quickly; after all, what simpler instrument can you wish for? And she laughed at Jones in a way that left him light-headed.

So there, in the moonlight and the shadows of the primeval pines, Jones — simplest of men with simplest of names — produced the simplest of all musical instruments, and, looking once into the beautiful eyes of Helen, quietly began the simplest of all melodies — the Spanish Fandango.

And for these four the simple life began.



I waited for a few moments, but Williams seemed to consider that there was nothing more to add. So I said:

Did they marry those two girls?

He glanced at me in a preoccupied manner without apparently understanding.

Did they marry em? I repeated, impatiently.

What? Oh, yes, of course.

Then why didnt you say so?

I didnt have to say so. Didnt you notice the form in which I ended?

Whats that got to do with it? Youre not telling me a short story, youre telling me what really happened. And what really happens never ends artistically.

It does when I tell it, he said, with a self-satisfied smile. Let Fate do its worst; let old man Destiny get in his work; let Chance fix up things to suit herself. I wait until that trio finishes, then I step in and tell the truth in my own way. And, by gad! when I get through, Fate, Chance, and Destiny set up a yell of impotent fury and Truth looks at herself in the mirror in delighted astonishment, amazed to discover in herself attractions which she never suspected.

In other words, said I, Fate no longer has the final say-so.

Not while the short-story writer exists, he grinned. Its up to him. Fate slaps your face midway in a pretty romance. All right. But when I make a record of the matter I pick, choose, sort, re-assort my box of words, and when things are going too rapidly I wink at Fate with my tongue in my cheek and round up everybody so amiably that nobody knows exactly what did happen — and nobody even stops to think because everybody has already finished the matter in their own minds to their own satisfaction.
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CHAPTER XVII

SHOWING HOW IT IS POSSIBLE FOR ANY MAN TO MAKE OF HIMSELF A CHUMP
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AFTER A WHILE I repeated: They did marry, didnt they?

What do you think?

Im perfectly certain they did.

Well, then, what more do you want? he laughed.

Another of your reminiscences disguised as fiction, I said, tinkling my spoon on the edge of my tumbler to attract the waiter.

Two more, I said, lighting a caporal cigarette, the penetrating aroma of which drifted lazily through forgotten years, drawing memory with it in its fragrant back-draught.

Do you remember Seaburys brother? he asked.



Beaux Arts? Certainly. Architect, wasnt he?

Yes, but he came into a lot of money and started for home to hit a siding.

Little chump, I said; I remember him. There was a promising architect spoiled.

Oh, I dont know. He is doing a lot to his money.

Good?

Of course. Otherwise I should have said that his money is doing a lot to him.

Cut out these fine shades and go back to galley-proof, I said, sullenly. What about him, anyway?

Williams said, slowly: A thing happened to that man which had no right to happen anywhere except in a musical comedy. But, he shrugged his shoulders, everybodys lives are really full of equally grotesque episodes. The trouble is that the world is too serious to discover any absurdity in itself. We writers have to do that for it. For example, there was Seaburys brother. Trouble began the moment he saw her.

Saw who? I interrupted.

Saw her! Shut up!

I did so. He continued:





They encountered one another under the electric lights in the wooden labyrinth which forms the ferry terminal of the Sixth Avenue Elevated Railroad, she hastening one way, he hurrying the opposite. There was ample room for them to pass each other; it may have been because she was unusually pretty, it may have been his absent-mindedness, but he made one of those mistakes which everybody makes once in a lifetime: he turned to the left, realised what he was doing, wheeled hastily to the right — as she, too, turned — only to meet her face to face, politely dodge, meet again, lose his head and begin a heart-breaking contra-dance, until, vexed and bewildered, she stood perfectly still, and he, redder than she, took the opportunity to slink past her and escape.

Hey! said a sarcastic voice, as, blinded with chagrin, he found himself attempting to force a locked wooden gate. You want to go the other way, unless youre hunting for the third rail.

No, I dont, he said, wrathfully; I want to go uptown.

Thats what I said; you want to go the other way, even if you dont know where you want to go, yawned the gateman disdainfully.

Seabury collected his scattered wits and gazed about him. Being a New Yorker, and acquainted with the terminal labyrinth, he very quickly discovered his error, and, gripping suit-case and golf-bag more firmly, he turned and retraced his steps at the natural speed of a good New Yorker, which is a sort of a meaningless lope.

Jammed into the familiar ticket line, he peered ahead through the yellow glare of light and saw the charming girl with whom he had danced his foolish contra-dance just receiving her ticket from the boxed automaton. Also, to his satisfaction, he observed her disappear through the turnstile into the crush surging forward alongside of the cars, and, when he presently deposited his own ticket in the choppers box, he had no more expectation of ever again seeing her than he had of doing something again to annoy and embarrass her.

But even in Manhattan Destiny works overtime, and Fate gets busy in a manner that no man knoweth; and so, personally though invisibly conducted, Seabury lugged his suit-case and golf-bag aboard a train, threaded his way into a stuffy car and took the only empty seat remaining; and a few seconds later, glancing casually at his right-hand neighbour, he blushed to find himself squeezed into a seat beside his unusually attractive partner in the recent contra-dance.

That she had already seen him, the calm indifference in her blue eyes, the poise of her flushed face, were evidence conclusive.

He shrank back, giving her all the room he could, set his bag of golf-clubs between his knees, and looked innocent. First, as all New Yorkers do, he read the line of advertisements opposite with the usual personal sense of resentment; then he carelessly scanned the people across the aisle. As usual, they resembled everybody he had never particularly noticed; he fished out the evening paper, remembered that he had read it on the ferryboat, stuck it into his golf-bag, and contemplated the battered ends of his golf-clubs.

Station after station flashed yellow lamps along the line of car windows; passengers went and passengers took their places; in one of the streets below he caught a glimpse of a fire engine vomiting sparks and black smoke; in another an ambulance with a squalid assemblage crowded around a policeman who was emerging from a drug store.

He had pretty nearly succeeded in forgetting the girl and his mortification; he cast a calmly casual glance over his well-fitting trousers and shoes. The edge of a shoe-lace lay exposed, and he leisurely remedied this untidy accident, leaning over and tying the lace securely with a double knot.

Fourteenth, Eighteenth, Twenty-third, ran the stations. He gathered his golf-bag instinctively and sat alert, prepared to rise and leave the car with dignity.

Twenty-eighth! It was his station. Just as he rose the attractive girl beside him sprang up, and at the same instant his right leg was jerked from under him and he sat down in his seat with violence. Before he comprehended what had happened, the girl, with a startled exclamation, fell back into her seat, and he felt a spasmodic wrench at his foot again.

Astonished, he struggled to rise once more, but something held him — his foot seemed to be caught; and as he turned he encountered her bewildered face and felt another desperate tug which brought him abruptly into his seat again.

What on earth is the matter? he asked.
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I — I dont know, she stammered; my shoe seems to be tied to yours.

Tied! he cried, bending down in a panic, wasnt that my shoe-lace? His golf-bag fell, he seized it and set it against the seat between them. Hold it a moment, he groaned. I tied your shoe-lace to mine!

You tied it! she repeated, furiously.

I saw a shoe-lace — I thought it was mine — I tied it fast — in a d-d-double knot — —



Untie it at once! she said, crimson to the roots of her hair.

Great Heavens, madam! I didnt mean to do it! Ill fix it in a moment — —

Dont, she whispered, fiercely; the people opposite are looking at us! Do you wish to hold us both up to ridicule? He straightened up, thoroughly flurried.

But — this is my station— he began.

It is mine, too. Id rather sit here all night than have those people see you untie your shoe from mine! How — how could you — —

Ive explained that I didnt mean to do it, he returned, dropping into the breathless undertone in which she spoke. Happening to glance down, I saw a shoe-lace end and thought my shoe was untied — —

She looked at him scornfully.

And I tied it tight, thats all. Im horribly mortified; this is the second time Ive appeared to disadvantage — —

People in New York usually turn to the right; even horses — —

I doubt, he said, that you can make me feel much worse than I feel now, but its a sort of a horrible relief to know what a fool you think me.

She said nothing, sitting there, cooling her hot face in the breeze from the forward door; he, numb with chagrin, stole an apprehensive glance at the passengers opposite. Nobody appeared to have observed their plight, and he ventured to say so in a low voice.

Are you certain? she asked, her own voice not quite steady.

Perfectly. Look! Nobody is eying our feet.

Her own small feet were well tucked up under her gown; she instinctively drew them further in; he felt a little tug; they both coloured furiously.

This is simply unspeakable, she said, looking straight ahead of her through two bright tears of mortification.

Suppose, he whispered, you edge your foot a trifle this way — I think I can cut the knot with my penknife— He glanced about him stealthily. Shall I try?

Not now. Wait until those people go.

But some of them may live in Harlem.

I — I cant help it. Do you suppose Im going to let you lean over before all those people and try to untie our shoes?

Do you mean to sit here until theyre all gone? he asked, appalled.

I do. Terrible as the situation is, weve got to conceal it.



Even if some of them go to the end of the line?

I dont care! She turned on him with a hint of that pretty fierceness again. Do you know what youve done? Youve affronted and mortified me and humiliated me beyond endurance. I have a guest to dine with me: I shall not arrive before midnight!

Do you suppose, he said miserably, that anything you say can add to my degradation? Cant you imagine how a man must feel who first of all makes a four-footed fool of himself before the most attractive girl he — —

Dont say that! she cried, hotly.

Yes, I will! You are! And I dodged and tumbled about like a headless chicken and ran into the wrong gate. I wish Id climbed out on the third rail! And then, when I hoped Id never see you again, I found myself beside you, and — Good Heavens! I lost no time in beginning my capers again and doing the most abandoned deed a man ever accomplished on earth!

She appeared to be absorbed in contemplation of a breakfast-food advertisement; her color was still high; at times she worried her under lip with her white teeth, but her breath rose and fell under the fluffy bosom of her gown with more regularity, and the two bright tears in her eyes had dried unshed. Wrath may have dried them.



I wish it were possible, he said very humbly, for you to see the humour — —

Humour! she repeated, menacingly.

No — I didnt mean that, I meant the — the — —

You did! You meant the humour of the situation. I will answer you. I do not see the humour of it!

You are quite right, he admitted, looking furtively at the edge of her gown which concealed his right foot. It is, as you say, simply ghastly to be tied together by the feet. Dont you suppose I could — without awakening suspicion — cut the — the laces with a penknife?

I beg you will attempt nothing whatever until this car is empty.

Certainly, he said. I will do anything in the world I can to spare you.

She did not reply, and he sat there nervously balanced on the edge of his seat, watching the lights of Harlem flash into view below. He had been hungry; he was no longer. Appetite had been succeeded by a gnawing anxiety. Again and again warm waves of shame overwhelmed him, alternating with a sort of wild-eyed pity for the young girl who sat so rigidly beside him, face averted. Once a mad desire to laugh seized him; he wondered whether it might be a premonition of hysteria, and shuddered. It did not seem as though he could possibly endure it another second to be tied by the foot to this silently suffering and lovely companion.

Do you think, he said, hoarsely, at the next station that if we rose together — and kept step — —

She shook her head.

A — a sort of lock-step, he explained, timidly.

I would if I thought it possible, she replied under her breath; but I dare not. Suppose you should miss step! You are likely to do anything if its only sufficiently foolish.

You could take my arm and pretend you are my lame sister, he ventured.

Suppose the train started. Suppose, by any one of a thousand possible accidents, you should become panic-stricken. What sort of a spectacle would we furnish the passengers of this car? No! No! No! The worst of it is almost over. My guest is there — astounded at my absence. Before I am even half-way back to Twenty-eighth Street she will have become sufficiently affronted to leave the house. I might as well go on to the end of the road. She turned toward him hastily: Where is the end of this road?

Somewhere in the Bronx, I believe, he said, vaguely.



That is hours from Twenty-eighth Street, isnt it?

I believe so.

The train whirled on; stations were far between, now. He sat so silent, so utterly broken and downcast, that after a long while she turned to him with a hint of softness in her stern reserve.

Of course, she said, I do not suppose you deliberately intended to tie our feet together. I am not absurd. But the astonishment, the horror of finding what you had done exasperated me for a moment. Im cool enough now; besides, it is perfectly plain that you are the sort of man one is — is accustomed to know.

I hope not! he said, devoutly.

Oh, I mean— She hesitated, and the glimmer of a smile touched her eyes, instantly extinguished, however.

I understand, he said. You mean that its lucky your shoe-laces are tied to the shoe-lace of a man of your own sort. I hope to Heaven you may find a little comfort in that.

I do, she said, with the uncertain violet light in her eyes again. Its bad enough, goodness knows, but I — I am very sure you did not mean — —

You are perfectly right; I mean well, as they say of all chumps. And the worst of it is, he added, wildly, I never before knew that I was a chump! I never before saw any symptoms. Would you believe me, I never in all my life have been such an idiot as I was in those first few minutes that I crossed your path. How on earth to account for it; how to explain, to ask pardon, to — to ever forget it! As long as I live I shall wake at night with the dreadful chagrin burning my ears off. Isnt it the limit? And I — I shouldnt have felt so crushed if it had been anybody excepting you — —

I do not understand, she said gravely.

I do, he muttered.
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CHAPTER XVIII

THE MASTER KNOT OF HUMAN FATE
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THE CONVERSATION DROPPED there: she gazed thoughtfully out upon the Teutonic magnificence of One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street by gaslight; he, arms folded, relapsed into bitter contemplation of the breakfast-food. So immersed he became in the picture of an unctuous little boy stuffing himself to repletion under the admiring smirk of a benevolent parent that he forgot his manacles, and attempting to stretch his cramped leg, returned to his senses in a hurry.

I think, she suggested, quietly, that, if you care to stretch, I wouldnt mind it, either. Can you do it discreetly?

Ill try, he said in a whisper. Shall I count three?

She nodded.



One, two, three, he counted, and they cautiously stretched their legs.

I now know how the Siamese twins felt, he said, sullenly. No wonder they died young.

She laughed — a curious, little laugh which was one of the most agreeable sounds he had ever heard.

I take it for granted, he said, that you will always cherish for me a wholesome and natural hatred.

I shall never see you again, she replied, simply.

That silenced him for a while; he fished about in his intellect to find mitigating circumstances. There was none that he knew of.

Suppose — under pleasanter auspices, we should some day meet? he suggested.

We never shall.

How do you know?

It is scarcely worth while speculating upon such an improbability, she said, coldly.

But — suppose — —

She turned toward him. You desire to know what my attitude would be toward you?

Yes, I do.

It would be one of absolutely amiable indifference — if you really wish to know, she said so sweetly that he was quite sure his entire body shrank at least an inch.



By the way, she added, the last passenger has left this car.

By Jove! he exclaimed, sitting bolt upright. Nows our time. Would you mind — —

With the very greatest pleasure, she said, quickly; please count one, two, three.

He counted; there came a discreet movement, and from under the hem of her gown there appeared a dainty shoe, accompanied by a larger masculine companion. He bent down, his fingers seemed to be all thumbs, and he grew redder and redder.

Perhaps I can do it, she said, stripping off her gloves and bending over. A stray tendril of bright hair brushed his cheek as their heads almost came together.

Goodness, what a dreadful knot! she breathed, her smooth fingers busy. The perfume of her hair, her gloves, her gown thrilled him; he looked at her face, now flushed with effort; his eyes fell on her delicate hands, her distractingly pretty foot, in its small, polished shoe.

Patience, she said, calmly; this knot must give way — —

If it doesnt — —

Madness lies that way, she breathed. Wait! Dont dare to move your foot!



We are approaching a station; shall I cut it? he asked.

No — wait! I think I have solved it. There! she cried with a breathless laugh. We are free!

There was not an instant to lose, for the train had already stopped; they arose with one accord and hurried out into the silvery Harlem moonlight — which does not, perhaps, differ from normal moonlight, although it seemed to him to do astonishing tricks with her hair and figure there on the deserted platform, turning her into the loveliest and most unreal creature he had ever seen in all his life.

There ought to be a train pretty soon, he said cheerfully.

She did not answer.

Do you mind my speaking to you now that we are — —

Untethered? she said with a sudden little flurry of laughter. Oh, no; why should I care what happens to me now, after taking a railroad journey tied to the shoe-strings of an absent-minded stranger?

Please dont speak so — so heartlessly — —

Heartlessly? What have hearts to do with this evenings lunacy? she asked, coolly.

He had an idea, an instinctive premonition, but it was no explanation to offer her.



Far away up the track the starlike headlight of a train glittered: he called her attention to it, and she nodded. Neither spoke for a long while; the headlight grew larger and yellower; the vicious little train came whizzing in, slowed, halted with a jolt. He put her aboard and followed into a car absolutely empty save for themselves. When they had gravely seated themselves side by side she looked around at him and said without particular severity: I can see no reason for our going back together; can you?

Yes, he answered with such inoffensive and guileless conviction that she was silent.

He went on presently: Monstrous as my stupidity is, monumental ass as I must appear to you, I am, as a matter of fact, rather a decent fellow — the sort of man a girl need not flay alive to punish.

I do not desire to punish you. I do not expect to know you — —

Do you mean expect, or desire?

I mean both, if you insist. There was a sudden glimmer in her clear eyes that warned him; but he went on:

I beg you to give me a chance to prove myself not such a clown as you think me.

But I dont think about you at all! she explained.



Wont you give me a chance?

How?

Somebody you — we both know — I mean to say — —

You mean, will I sit here and compare notes with you to find out whether we both know Tom, Dick, and Harry? No, I will not.

I mean — so that — if you dont mind — somebody can vouch for me — —

No, she said, decisively.

I mean — I would be so grateful — and I admire you tremendously — —

Please do not say that.

No — I wont, of course; I dont admire anybody very much, and I didnt dream of being offensive — only — I — now that Ive known you — —

You dont know me, she observed, icily.

No, of course, I dont know you at all; Im only talking to you — —

A nice comment upon us both, she observed; could anything be more pitifully common?

But being tied together, how could we avoid talking about it? he pleaded. When youre tied up like that to a person, its per — permitted to speak, you know — —

We talked entirely too much, she said with decision. Now we are not tied at all, and I do not see what decent excuse we can have for conversing about anything.... Do you?

Yes, I do.

What excuse? she asked.

Well, for one thing, a sense of humour. A nice spectacle we should be, you in one otherwise empty car, I in another, bored to death — —

Do you think, she said, impatiently, that I require anybodys society to save myself from ennui?

No — but I require — —

That is impertinent!

I didnt mean to be; you must know that! he said.

She looked out of the window.

I wonder, he began in a cheerful and speculative tone, taking courage from her silence— I wonder whether you know — —

I will not discuss people I know with you, she said.

Then let us discuss people I know, he rejoined, amiably.

Please dont.

Please let me — —

No.

Are you never going to forgive me? he asked.

I shall forget, she said, meaningly.



Me?

Certainly.

Please dont — —

You are always lingering dangerously close to the border of impertinence, she said. I do not wish to be rude or ungracious. I have been unpardonably annoyed, and — when I consider my present false situation — I am annoyed still more. Let me be unmistakably clear and concise; I do not feel any — anger — toward you; I have no feeling whatever toward you; and I do not ever expect to see you again. Let it rest so. I will drop you my best curtsey when you lift your hat to me at Twenty-ninth Street. Can a guilty man ask more?

Your punishment is severe, he said, flushing.

My punishment? Who am I punishing, if you please?

Me.

What folly! I entertain no human emotions toward you; I have no desire to punish you. How could I punish you — if I wished to?

By doing what you are doing.

And what is that? she asked rather softly.

Denying me any hope of ever knowing you.

You are unfair, she said, biting her lip. I do not deny you that hope, as you choose to call it. Consider a moment. Had you merely seen me on the train you could not have either hoped or even desired ever to know me. Suppose for a moment— she flushed, but her voice was cool and composed suppose you were attracted to me — thought me agreeable to look at? You surely would never have dreamed of speaking to me and asking such a thing. Why, then, should you take unfair advantage of an accident and ask it now? You have no right to — nor have I to accord you what you say you desire.

She spoke very sweetly, meeting his eyes without hesitation.

May I reply to you? he asked soberly.

Yes — if you wish.

You will not take it as an affront?

Not — not if— She looked at him. No, she said.

Then this is my reply: Wherever I might have seen you I should instantly have desired to know you. That desire would have caused you no inquietude; I should have remained near you without offense, perfectly certain in my own mind that somehow and somewhere I must manage to know you; and to that end — always without offense, and without your knowledge — I should have left the train when you did, satisfied myself where you lived, and then I should have scoured the city, and moved heaven and earth to find the proper person who might properly ask your permission to receive me. That is what I should have done if I had remained thirty seconds in the same car with you.... Are you offended?

No, she said.

They journeyed on for some time, saying nothing; she, young face bent, sensitive lips adroop, perhaps considering what he said; he, cradling his golf-sticks, trying to keep his eyes off her and succeeding very badly.

I wonder what your name is? she said, looking up at him.

James Seabury, he replied so quickly that it was almost pathetic.

She mused, frowning a little: Where have I heard your name? she asked with an absent-minded glance at him.

Oh — er — around, I suppose, he suggested, vaguely.

But I have heard it. Are you famous?

Oh, no, he said quickly. Im an architect, or ought to be. Fact is, Im so confoundedly busy golfing and sailing and fishing and shooting and hunting that I have very little time for business.

What a confession! she exclaimed, laughing outright; and the beauty that transfigured her took his breath away. But her laughter was brief, her eyes grew more serious than ever: So you are not in business?

No.

I am employed, she said calmly, looking at him.

Are you? he said, astonished.

So, you see, she added gaily, I should have very little time to see anybody — —

You mean me?

Yes, you, for example.

You dont work all the while, do you? he asked.

Usually.

All the time?

I dine — at intervals.

Thats the very thing! he said with enthusiasm.

She looked at him gravely.

Dont you see, he went on, as soon as youll let me know you my sister will call, and then youll call, and then my sister will invite — —

She was suddenly laughing again — a curious laugh, quite free and unguarded.

Of course, youll tell your sister how we met, she suggested; shell be so anxious to know me when she hears all about it.

Do you suppose, he said coolly, that I dont know one of my own sort whenever or however I happen to meet her?



Men cannot always tell; I grant you women seldom fail in placing one another at first glance; but men rarely possess that instinct.... Besides, I tell you I am employed.

What of it? Even if you wore the exceedingly ornamental uniform of a parlor-maid it could not worry me.

Do you think your sister would hasten to call on a saleswoman at Blumenshines? she asked carelessly.

Nobody wants her to, he retorted, amused.

Or on a parlor-maid — for example?

Let her see you first; you cant shock her after that.... Are you? he inquired gently — so gently, so pleasantly, that she gave him a swift look that set his heart galloping.

Do you really desire to know me? she asked. But before he could answer she sprang up, saying: Good gracious! This is Twenty-eighth Street! It seems impossible!

He could not believe it, either, but he fled after her, suit-case and golf-bag swinging; the gates slammed, they descended the stairs and emerged on Twenty-eighth Street. I live on Twenty-ninth Street, she said; shall we say good-bye here?

I should think not! he replied with a scornful decision that amazed her, but, curiously enough, did not offend her. They walked up Twenty-eighth Street to Fifth Avenue, crossed, turned north under the white flare of electricity, then entered Twenty-ninth Street slowly, side by side, saying nothing.
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CHAPTER XIX

THE TIME AND THE PLACE
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SHE HALTED AT the portal of an old-fashioned house which had been turned into an apartment hotel — a great brownstone mansion set back from the street. A severely respectable porter in livery appeared and bowed to her, but when his apoplectic eyes encountered Seaburys his shaven jaw dropped and a curious spasm appeared to affect his knees.

She did not notice it; she turned to Seabury and, looking him straight in the face, held out her hand.

Good-night, she said. Be chivalrous enough to find out who I am — without sacrificing me.... You — you have not displeased me.

He took her hand, held it a moment, then released it.



I live here, he said calmly.

A trifle disconcerted, she searched his face. That is curious, she said uneasily.

Oh, not very. I have bachelor apartments here; Ive been away from town for three months. Here is my pass-key, he added, laughing, and to the strangely paralyzed porter he tossed his luggage with a nod and a pleasant: You didnt expect me for another month, William, did you?

That explains it, she said smiling, a tint of excitement in her pretty cheeks. Ive been here only for a day or two.

They were entering now, side by side; he followed her into the elevator. The little red-haired boy, all over freckles and gilt buttons, who presided within the cage, gaped in a sort of stupor when he saw Seabury.

Well, Tommy, inquired that young gentleman, whats the matter?

What floor? stammered Tommy, gazing wildly from one to the other.

The usual one, in my case, said Seabury, surprised.

The usual one, in my case, said the girl, looking curiously at the agitated lad. The cage shot up to the third floor; they both rose, and he handed her out. Before either could turn the elevator hurriedly dropped, leaving them standing there together. Then, to the consternation of Seabury, the girl quietly rang at one of the only two apartments on the floor, and the next instant a rather smart-looking English maid opened the door.

Seabury stared; he turned and examined the corridor; he saw the number on the door of the elevator shaft; he saw the number over the door.

There seems to be, he began slowly, something alarming the matter with me to-night. I suppose — I suppose its approaching dementia, but do you know that I have a delusion that this apartment is mine?

Yours! faltered the girl, turning pale.

Well — it was once — before I left town. Either that or incipient lunacy explains my hallucination.

The maid stood at the door gazing at him in undisguised astonishment. Her pretty mistress looked at her, looked at Seabury, turned and cast an agitated glance along the corridor — just in time to catch a glimpse of the curly black whiskers and the white and ghastly face of the proprietor peering at them around the corner. Whiskers and pallor instantly vanished. She looked at Seabury.

Please come in a moment, Mr. Seabury, she said calmly. He followed her into the familiar room decorated with his own furniture, and lined with his own books, hung with his own pictures. At a gesture from her he seated himself in his own armchair; she sat limply in a chair facing him.

Are these your rooms? she asked unsteadily.

I thought so, once. Probably theres something the matter with me.

You did not desire to rent them furnished during your absence?

Not that I know of.

And you have returned a month before they expected you, and I — oh, this is infamous! she cried, clenching her white hands. How dared that wretched man rent this place to me? How dared he!

A long and stunning silence fell upon them — participated in by the British maid.

Then Seabury began to laugh. He looked at the maid, he looked at her angry and very lovely young mistress, looked at the tables littered with typewriters and stationery, he caught sight of his own dining-room with the little table laid for two. His gayety disconcerted her — he rose, paced the room and returned.

It seems my landlord has tried to turn a thrifty penny by leasing you my rooms! he said, soberly. Is that it?

She was close to tears, controlling her voice and keeping her self-possession with a visible effort. I — I am treasurer and secretary for the new wing to — to St. Berolds Hospital, she managed to say. We — the women interested, needed an office — we employ several typewriters, and — oh, goodness! What on earth will your sister think!

My sister? Why, shes at Seal Harbor — —

Your sister was there visiting my mother. I came on to town to see our architects; I wired her to come. She — she was to dine with me here to-night! Sherry was notified!

My sister?

Certainly. What on earth did she think when she found me installed in your rooms? And thats bad enough, but I invited her to dine and go over the hospital matters — shes one of the vice presidents — and then — then you tied our feet together and its — what time is it? she demanded of her maid.

It is midnight, mem, replied the maid in sepulchral tones.

Is that man from Sherrys still there?

He is, mem.

Her mistress laid her charming head in her hands and covered her agreeable features with a handkerchief of delicate and rather valuable lace.

The silence at last was broken by Seabury addressing the maid: Is that dinner spoiled?



Quite, sir.

Her mistress looked up hastily: Mr. Seabury, you are not going to — —

Yes, I am; this is the time and the place! And he rose with decision and walked straight to the kitchen, where a stony-faced individual sat amid the culinary ruins, a statue of despair.

What I want you to do, said Seabury, is to fix up a salad and some of the cold duck, and attend to the champagne. Meanwhile I think Ill go downstairs; I have an engagement to kill a man.

However, a moment later he thought better of it; she was standing by the mirror — his own mirror — touching her eyes with her lace handkerchief and patting her hair with the prettiest, whitest hands.

Kill him? Never: Ill canonize him! muttered Seabury, enchanted. Behind him he heard the clink of glass and china, the pleasant sound of ice. She heard it, too, and turned.

Of all the audacity! she said in a low voice, looking at him under her level brows. But there was something in her eyes that gave him courage — and in his that gave her courage.... Besides, they were dreadfully hungry.





You refuse to tell me?

I do, she said. If you have not wit enough to find out my name without betraying me to your sister you do not deserve to know my name — or me.

It was nearly two oclock, they had risen, and the gay little flowery table remained between them; the salad and duck were all gone. But the froth purred in their frail glasses, breaking musically in the candle-lit silence.

Will you tell me your name before I go?

I will not. Her bright eyes and fair young face defied him.

Very well; as soon as I learn it I shall be more generous — for I have something to tell you; and Ill do it, too!

Are you sure you will? she asked, flushing up.

Yes, I am sure.

I may not care to hear what you have to say, Mr. Seabury.

They regarded one another intently, curiously. Presently her slender hand fell as by accident on the stem of her wine-glass; he lifted his glass: very, very slowly. She raised hers, looking at him over it.

To — what I shall tell you — when I learn your name! he said, deliberately.

Faint fire burned in her cheeks; her eyes fell, then were slowly raised to his; in silence, still looking at one another, they drank the toast.



Dammit! I said, impatiently, is that all?

Yes, he said, that will be about all. Im going home to bed.
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CHAPTER XX

DOWN THE SEINE
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MY DAUGHTER ALIDA and my daughter Dulcima had gone to drive with the United States Ambassador and his daughter that morning, leaving me at the Hôtel with instructions as to my behaviour in their absence, and injunctions not to let myself be run over by any cab, omnibus, automobile, or bicycle whatever.

Considerably impressed by their solicitude, I retired to the smoking-room, believing myself safe there from any form of vehicular peril. But the young man from Chicago sauntered in and took a seat close beside me, with benevolent intentions toward relieving my isolation.

I preferred any species of juggernaut to his rough riding over the English language, so I left him murkily enveloped in the fumes of his own cigar and sauntered out into the street.

The sky was cloudless; the air was purest balm. Through fresh clean streets I wandered under the cool shadows of flowering chestnuts, and presently found myself on the quay near the Pont des Arts, leaning over and looking at the river slipping past between its walls of granite.

In a solemn row below me sat some two dozen fishermen dozing over their sport. Their long white bamboo poles sagged, their red and white quill-floats bobbed serenely on the tide. Truly here was a company of those fabled Lotus-eaters, steeped in slumber; a dreamy, passionless band of brothers drowsing in the sunshine.

Looking east along the grey stone quays I could see hundreds and hundreds of others, slumbering over their fishpoles; looking west, the scenery was similar.

The fishing must be good here, I observed to an aged man, leaning on the quay-wall beside me.

Comme ça, he said.

I leaned there lazily, waiting to see the first fish caught. I am an angler myself, and understand patience; but when I had waited an hour by my watch I looked suspiciously at the aged man beside me. He was asleep, so I touched him.



He roused himself without resentment. Have you, said I, sarcastically, ever seen better fishing than this, in the Seine?

Yes, he said; I once saw a fish caught.

And when was that? I asked.

That, said the aged man, was in 1853.

I strolled down to the lower quay, smoking. As I passed the row of anglers I looked at them closely. They all were asleep.

Just above was anchored one of those floating lavoirs in which the washerwomen of Paris congregate to beat your linen into rags with flat wooden paddles, and soap the rags snow-white at the cost of a few pennies.

The soapsuds from the washing floated off among the lines of the slumbering fishermen. Perhaps that was one reason why the fish were absent from the scenery. On the other hand, however, I was given to understand that a large sewer emptied into the river near the Pont des Arts, and that the fishing was best in such choice spots. Still something certainly was wrong somewhere, for either the sewer and the soapsuds had killed the fish, or they had all migrated up the sewer on an inland and subterranean picnic to meet the elite among the rats of Paris, and spend the balance of the day.

The river was alive with little white saucy steamboats, rushing up and down the Seine with the speed of torpedo craft. There was a boat-landing within a few paces of where I stood, so, when a boat came along and stopped to discharge a few passengers, I stepped aboard, bound for almost anywhere, and not over-anxious to get there too quickly. Neither did I care to learn my own destination, and when the ticket agent in naval uniform came along to inquire where I might be going, I told him to sell me a pink ticket because it looked pretty. As all Frenchmen believe that all Americans are a little mad, my request, far from surprising the ticket agent, simply confirmed his national theory; and he gave me my ticket very kindly, with an air of protection such as one involuntarily assumes toward children and invalids.

You are going to Saint Cloud, he said. Ill tell you when to get off the boat.

Thank you, said I.

You ought to be going the other way, he added.

Why? I asked.

Because Charenton lies the other way, he replied, politely, and passed on to sell his tickets.

Now I had forgotten much concerning Paris in my twenty years of absence.

There was a pretty girl sitting on the bench beside me, with elbows resting on the railing behind. I glanced at her. She was smiling.

Pardon, madame, said I, knowing enough to flatter her, though she had mademoiselle written all over her complexion of peaches and cream— pardon, madame, but may I, a stranger, venture to address you for a word of information?

You may, monsieur, she said, with a smile which showed an edge of white teeth under her scarlet lips.

Then, if you please, where is Charenton?

Up the river, she replied, smiling still.

And what, said I, is the principal feature of the town of Charenton?

The Lunatic Asylum, monsieur.

I thanked her and looked the other way.

Our boat was now flying past the Louvre. Above in the streets I could see cabs and carriages passing, and the heads and shoulders of people walking on the endless stone terraces. Below, along the river bank, our boat passed between an almost unbroken double line of dozing fishermen.

Now we shot out from the ranks of lavoirs and bathhouses, and darted on past the Champ de Mars; past the ugly sprawling Eiffel Tower, past the twin towers of the Trocadero, and out under the huge stone viaduct of the Point du Jour.

Here the banks of the river were green and inviting. Cafés, pretty suburban dance-houses, restaurants, and tiny hotels lined the shores. I read on the signs such names as The Anglers Retreat, At the Great Gudgeon, The Fishermans Paradise, and I saw sign-boards advertising fishing, and boats to let.

I should think, said I, turning to my pretty neighbor, that it would pay to remove these fishermans signs to Charenton.

Why? she asked.

Because, said I, nobody except a Charentonian would ever believe that any fish inhabit this river.

Saint Cloud! Saint Cloud! called out the ticket-agent as the boat swung in to a little wooden floating pier on the left bank of the river.

The ticket-agent carefully assisted me over the bridge to the landing-dock, and I whispered to him that I was the Duke of Flatbush and would be glad to receive him any day in Prospect Park.

Then, made merry at my own wit, I strolled off up the steps that led to the bank above.

There, perched high above the river, I found a most delightful little rustic restaurant where I at once ordered luncheon served for me on the terrace, in the open air.

The bald waiter sped softly away to deliver my order, and I sipped an Amer-Picon, and bared my head to the warm breeze which swept up the river from distant meadows deep in clover.

There appeared to be few people on the terrace. One young girl, however, whom I had seen on the boat, I noticed particularly because she seemed to be noticing me. Then, fearing that my stare might be misunderstood, I turned away and soon forgot her when the bald waiter returned with an omelet, bread and butter, radishes and a flask of white wine.

Such an omelet! such wine! such butter! and the breeze from the west blowing sweet as perfume from a nectarine, and the green trees waving and whispering, and the blessed yellow sunshine over all —— 

Pardon, monsieur.

I turned. It was my pretty little Parisienne of the steamboat, seated at the next small table, demurely chipping an egg.

I beg your pardon, said I, hastily, for the leg of my chair was pinning her gown to the ground.

It is nothing, she said brightly, with a mischievous glance under her eyes.

My child, said I, it was very stupid of me, and I am certainly old enough to know better.

Doubtless, monsieur; and yet you do not appear to be very, very old.

I am very aged, said I— almost forty-five. And I smiled a retrospective smile, watching the bubbles breaking in my wine-glass.

Memory began to work, deftly, among the debris of past years. I saw myself a student of eighteen, gayly promenading Paris with my tutor, living a monotonous colourless life in a city of which I knew nothing and saw nothing save through the windows of my English pension or in the featureless streets of the American quarter, under escort of my tutor and my asthmatic aunt, Miss Janet Van Twiller.

That year spent in Paris, to acquire the language in a house where nothing but English was spoken, had still a vague, tender charm for me, because in that year I was young. I grew older when I shook the tutor, side-stepped my aunt, and moved across the river.

Once, only once, had the placid serenity of that year been broken. It was one day — a day like this in spring — when, for some reason, even now utterly unknown to me, I deliberately walked out of the house alone in defiance of my tutor and my aunt, and wandered all day long through unknown squares and parks and streets intoxicated with my own freedom. And I remember, that day — which was the twin of this — sitting on the terrace of a tiny café in the Latin Quarter, I drifted into idle conversation with a demure little maid who was sipping a red syrup out of a tall thin glass.

Twenty-seven years ago! And here I was again, in the scented spring sunshine, with the same west wind whispering of youth and freedom, and my heart not a day older.

My child, said I to the little maid, twenty-seven years ago you drank pink strawberry syrup in a tall iced glass.

I do not understand you, monsieur, she faltered.

You cannot, mademoiselle. I am drinking to the memory of my dead youth.

And I touched my lips to the glass.

I wonder, she said, under her breath, what I am to do with the rest of the day?

I could have told you, said I— twenty-seven years ago.

Perhaps you could tell me better now? she said, innocently.

I looked out into the east where the gold dome of the Tomb rose glimmering through a pale-blue haze. Under that dome lies an Emperor in his crypt of porphyry, said I. Deeper than his dust, bedded in its stiff shroud of gold, lies my dead youth, sleeping forever in the heart of this fair young world of spring.

I touched my glass idly, then lifted it.



Yet, said I, the pale sunshine of winter lies not unkindly on snow and ice, sometimes. I drink to your youth and beauty, my child.

Is that all? she asked, wonder-eyed.

I thought a moment: No, not all. Williams isnt the only autocratic interpreter of Fate, Chance, and Destiny.

Williams! she repeated, perplexed.

You dont know him. He writes stories for a living. But hell never write the story I might very easily tell you in the sunshine here.

After a pause she said: Are you going to?

I think I will, I said. And my eyes fixed smiling upon the sunny horizon, I began:



Now, part of this story is to be vague as a mirrored face at dusk; and part is to be as precise as the reflection of green trees in the glass of the stream; and all is to be as capricious as the flight of that wonderful butterfly of the South which is called Ajax by the reverent, and The White Devil by the profane. Incidentally, it is the story of Jones and the Dryad.

The profession of Jones was derided by the world at large. He collected butterflies; and it may be imagined what the American public thought of him when they did not think he was demented. But a large, over-nourished and blasé millionaire, wearied of collecting pigeon-blood rubies, first editions and Rembrandts, through sheer ennui one day commissioned Jones to gather for him the most magnificent and complete collection of American butterflies that could possibly be secured — not only single perfect specimens of the two sexes in each species, but series on series of every kind, showing local varieties, seasonal variations in size and colour, strange examples of albinism and polymorphic phenomena — in fact, this large, benevolent and intellectual capitalist wanted something which nobody else had, so he selected Jones and damned the expense. Nobody else had Jones: that pleased him; Jones was to secure specimens that nobody else had: and that would be doubly gratifying. Therefore he provided Jones with a five-year contract, an agreeable salary, turned him loose on a suspicious nation, and went back to hunt up safe investments for an income the size of which had begun to annoy him.



This part of the story is clear enough, is it not, my child?

Are you Jones?

Dont ask questions, I said, seriously.

The few delirious capers cut by Jones subsequent to the signing of the contract consisted of a debauch at the Astor Library, a mad evening with seven aged gentlemen at the Entomological Society, and the purchase of a ticket to Florida. This last spasm was his undoing; he went for butterflies, and the first thing he did was to trip over the maliciously extended foot of Fate and fall plump into the open arms of Destiny. And in a week he was playing golf. This part is sufficiently vague, I hope. Is it?

She said it was; so I continued:



The Dryad, with her sleeves rolled up above her pretty elbows, was preparing to assault a golf ball; Jones regarded the proceedings with that inscrutable expression which, no doubt, is bestowed upon certain creatures as a weapon for self-protection.

Dont talk to me while Im driving, said the Dryad.

No, said Jones.

Dont even say no! insisted the Dryad.

A sharp thwack shattered the silence; the golf ball sailed away toward the fifth green, landing in a gully. Oh, bother! exclaimed the Dryad, petulantly, as the small black caddie pattered forward, irons rattling in his quiver. Now, Mr. Jones, it is up to you — doubtless a classically mythological form of admonition common to Dryads but now obsolete.

The Dryad, receiving no reply, looked around and beheld Jones, net poised, advancing on tiptoe across the green.

What is it — a snake? inquired the Dryad in an unsteady voice.

It is The White Devil! whispered Jones.

The Dryads skirts were short enough as it was, but she hastily picked them up. She had a right to. Does it bite? she whispered, looking carefully around in the grass. But all she could see was a strangely beautiful butterfly settled on a blue wild blossom which swayed gently in the wind on the edge of the jungle. So she dropped her skirts. She had a right to.

Now, within a few moments of the hour when Jones had first laid eyes on her, and she on Jones, he had confided to her his family history, his ambitions, his ethical convictions, and his theories concerning the four known forms of the exquisite Ajax butterfly of Florida. She had been young enough to listen without yawning — which places her age somewhere close to eighteen. Besides, she had remembered almost everything that Jones had said, which confirms a diagnosis of her disease. There could be no doubt about it; the Dryad was afflicted with extreme Youth, for she now recognized the butterfly from the eulogy of Jones, and her innocent heart began a steady tattoo upon her ribs as Jones, on tiptoe, crept nearer and nearer, net outstretched.

The moment was solemn; breathless, hatless, bare-armed, the Dryad advanced, skirts spread as though to shoo chickens.

Dont, whispered Jones.

But the damage had been accomplished; Ajax jerked his pearl and ashen banded wings, shot with the fiery crimson bar, flashed into the air, and was gone like the last glimmer of a fading sun-spot.

Oh, dear! Oh, dear! cried the Dryad, clasping her highly ornamental hands; what on earth will you think of my stupidity?

Nothing, said Jones, resolutely, swallowing hard and gazing at the tangled jungle.

It was too stupid, insisted the Dryad; and, as the silence of Jones assented, she added, but it is not very nice of you to say so.

Why, I didnt, cried Jones.

You did, said the Dryad, tears of vexation in her blue eyes. And to pay for your discourtesy you shall make me a silk net and I shall give up golf and spend my entire time in hunting for White Devils, to make amends.

The suggested penance appeared to attract Jones.



Give up golf — which I am perfectly mad about, repeated the Dryad, just because you were horrid when I tried to help you.

That will be delightful, said Jones, naïvely. We will hunt Ajax together — all day, every day — —

Oh, I shall catch — something — the first time I try, observed the Dryad, airily. She teed up a practice ball, hit it a vicious whack, followed its flight with narrowing blue eyes, and, turning placidly upon Jones, smiled a dangerous smile.

If I dont catch an Ajax before you do Ill forfeit anything you please, she said.

Ill take it, said Jones.

But, cried the Dryad, what do you offer against it?

Whatever I ask from you, he said, deliberately.

You are somewhat vague, Mr. Jones.

I wont be when I win.

Tell me what you want — if you win!

What? With this caddie hanging around and listening? The Dryad, wide-eyed and flushed, regarded him in amazement.

Jones picked up a pinch of wet sand from the box, moulded it with great care into a tiny truncated cone, set it on the tee, set his ball on top of it, whipped the air persuasively with his driver once or twice, and, settling himself into the attitude popularly attributed to the Colossus of Rhodes, hit the ball for the longest, cleanest drive he had ever perpetrated.

Dryad, he said, politely, it is now up to you.



Of all the exquisite creatures that float through the winter sunshine of the semi-tropics this is the most exquisite and spirituelle. Long, slender, swallow-tailed wings, tinted with pearl and primrose, crossed with ashy stripes and double-barred with glowing crimson — this is the shy, forest-haunting creature that the Dryad sought to snare, and sought in vain.

Sometimes, standing on the long, white shell roads, where myriads of glittering dragon-flies sailed, far away a pale flash would catch the sun for an instant; and Ready! Look out! would cry the Dryad. Vanity! Swifter than a swallow the Ajax passed, a pearly blurr against the glare of the white road; swish! swish! the silken nets swung in vain.

Oh, bother, sighed the Dryad.

Again, in the dim corridors of the forest, where tall palms clustered and green live oaks spread transparent shadows across palmetto thickets, far in some sunlit glade a tiny wing-flash would bring the Dryads forest cry: Quick! Oh, quick! But the woodland ghost was gone.

Oh, bother, bother! sighed the Dryad. There are flowers — the sparkleberry is in blossom — there is bloom on the China tree, but this phantom never stops! Can nothing stop it?

Day after day, guarding the long, white road, the Dryad saw the phantom pass — always flying north; day after day in the dim forest, the hurrying, pale-winged, tireless creatures fled away, darting always along some fixed yet invisible aërial path. Nothing lured them, neither the perfumed clusters of the China-berry, nor the white forest flowers; nothing checked them, neither the woven curtain of creepers across the forest barrier, nor the jungle walled with palms.

To the net of the Dryad and of Jones had fallen half a thousand jewelled victims; the exquisite bronzed Berenice, the velvet and yellow Palamedes, the great orange-winged creatures brilliant as lighted lanterns. But in the gemmed symmetry of the casket the opalescent heart was missing; and the Dryad, uncomforted, haunted the woodlands, roaming in defiance of the turquoise-tinted lizards and the possible serpent whose mouth is lined with snow-white membranes — prowling in contempt of that coiled horror that lies waiting, S shaped, a mass of matted grey and velvet diamond pattern from which two lidless eyes glitter unwinking.

How on earth did anybody ever catch an Ajax? inquired the Dryad at the close of one fruitless, bootless days pursuit.

I suppose, said Jones, that every year or so the Ajax alights. That was irony.

On what? insisted the Dryad.

Oh, on — something, said Jones, vaguely. Butterflies are, no doubt, like the human species; flowers tempt some butterflies, mud-puddles attract others. One or the other will attract our Ajax some day.

That night Jones, with book open upon his knees, sat in the lamplight of the great veranda and read tales of Ajax to the Dryad; how that, in the tropics, Ajax assumes four forms, masquerading as Floridensis in winter and as Telamonides in summer, and how he wears the exquisite livery of Marcellus, too, and even assumes, according to a gentleman named Walsh, a fourth form. Beautiful pictures of Ajax illumined the page where were also engraved the signs of Mars and of Venus. The Dryad looked at these; Jones looked at her; the rest of the hotel looked at them. Jones read on.

Sleepy-eyed the Dryad listened; outside in the burnished moonlight the whippoorwills spirit call challenged the star-set silence; and far away in the blue night she heard the deep breathing of the sea. Presently the Dryad slept in her rocking-chair, curved wrist propping her head; Jones was chagrined. He need not have been, for the Dryad was dreaming of him.



There came a day late in April when, knee deep in palmetto scrub, the Dryad and Jones stood leaning upon their nets and scanning the wilderness for the swift-winged forest phantom they had sought so long. Ajax was on the wing; glimpse after glimpse they had of him, a pale shadow in the sun, a misty spot in the shadow, then nothing but miles of palmetto scrub and the pink stems of tall pines.

Suddenly an Ajax darted into the sunny glade where they stood, and a ragged, faded brother Ajax fluttered up from the ground and, Ajax-like, defied the living lightning.

Wing beating wing they closed in battle, whirling round and round one another above the palmetto thicket. The ragged and battered butterfly won, the other darted away with the speed of a panic-stricken jacksnipe, and his shabby opponent quietly settled down on a sun-warmed twig.

Then it was that inspiration seized the Dryad: Mr. Jones, you trick wild ducks into gunshot range by setting painted wooden ducks afloat close to the shore where you lie hidden. Catch that ragged Ajax, place him upon a leaf, and who knows?



Decoy a butterfly? Decoy the forest phantom drunk with the exhilaration of his own mad flight! It was the invention of a new sport.

Scarcely appearing to move at all, so cautious was his progress, Jones slowly drew near the basking and battle-tattered creature that had once been Ajax. There was a swift drop of the silken net, a flutter, and all was over. In the palm of Joness hand, dead, lay the faded and torn insect with scarce a vestige of former beauty on the motionless wings.

Doubting, yet stirred to hope, he placed the dead butterfly on a palmetto frond, wings expanded to catch the sun; and then, standing within easy net-stroke, the excited Dryad and Jones strained their eyes to catch the first far glimpse of Ajax in the wilderness.

What was that distant flash of light? A dragon-fly sailing? There it is again! And there again! Nearer, nearer, following the same invisible aërial path.

Quick! whispered the Dryad. A magnificent Ajax flashed across the glade, turned an acute angle in mid-air, and in an instant hung hovering over the lifeless insect on the palm leaf.

Swish-h! A wild fluttering in the net, a soft cry of excitement from the Dryad, and there, dead, in the palm of the hand of Jones, lay the first perfect specimen, exquisite, flawless, beautiful beyond words.

Before the Dryad could place the lovely creature in safety another Ajax darted into the glade, sheered straight for the decoy, and the next instant was fluttering, a netted captive.

Then the excitement grew; again and again Ajax appeared in the vicinity; and the tension only increased as the forest phantom, unseeing or unheeding the decoy, darted on in a mad ecstasy of flight.

No hunter, crouched in the reeds, could find keener excitement watching near his decoys than the Dryad found that April day, motionless, almost breathless, scanning the forest depths for the misty-winged phantom of the tropic wilderness. One in six turned to the decoy; there were long, silent intervals of waiting and of strained expectancy; there were false alarms as a distant drifting dragon-fly glimmered in the sun; but one by one the swift-winged victims dashed at the decoy and were taken in their strength and pride and all their unsullied beauty. And when the sport of that April morning was over, and when Denis, the Ethiopian, turned the horses heads homeward, Ajax Floridensis, Ajax Marcellus and Ajax Telamonides were no longer mysteries to the Dryad and to Jones.

But there was a deeper mystery to solve before returning to the vast caravansary across the river; and while they hesitated to attack it, I, mademoiselle, having met and defeated Ajax in fair and open trial of cunning and of wit, think fit to throw a ray of modern light upon this archaic tale.

It is true that Ajax, of the family of Papilio, rivals the wind in flight, and seldom, in spring and summer, deigns to alight. Yet I have seen Ajax Telamonides alight in the middle of the roadway, and, netting him, have found him fresh from the chrysalis, and therefore weak and inexperienced. Ajax Floridensis I have taken with a net as he feasted on the bunches of white sparkleberry on the edge of the jungle.

Rarely have I seen Ajax seduced by the wild phlox blossoms, but I have sometimes caught him sipping there.

As for the decoy, I have used it and taken with it scores and scores of Ajax butterflies which otherwise I could not have hoped to capture. This is not all; the great Tiger Swallowtail of the orange groves can be decoyed by a dead comrade of either sex; so, too, can the royal, velvet-robed Palamedes butterfly; and when the imperial Turnus sails high among the magnolias topmost branches, a pebble cast into the air near him will sometimes bring him fluttering down, following the stone as it falls to the ground. These three butterflies, however, are generally easily decoyed, and all love flowers. Yet, in experimenting with decoys, I have never seen an Ajax decoy to any dead butterfly except an Ajax; and the dead butterfly may be of either sex, and as battered as you please.

It is supposed by some that butterflies can distinguish colour and form at no greater distance than five feet; and experiments in decoying appear to bear out this theory. Butterflies decoy to their own species, even to faded and imperfect ones.

Of half a dozen specimens set out on leaves and twigs, among which were Papilio Palamedes, Cresphontes, and Turnus, Ajax decoyed only to an imperfect and faded Ajax, and finally, when among that brilliant array of specimens a single upper wing of a dead Ajax was placed on a broad leaf, Ajax came to it, ignoring the other perfect specimens.

Yet Ajax will fight in single combat with any live butterfly, and so will Palamedes, Turnus, and Cresphontes.

If a female Luna moth is placed in a cage of mosquito netting and hung out of the window at night she is almost certain to attract all the male Luna moths in the neighbourhood before morning. In this case, as it is in the case of the other moths of the same group, it is the odor that attracts.



But in the case of a dead Ajax butterfly it appears to be colour even more than form; and it can scarcely be odor, because the Ajax butterflies of both sexes decoy to a dead and dried butterfly of either sex. With this abstruse observation, mademoiselle, I, personally, retire into the jungle to peep out at a passing vehicle driven by an Ethiopian known as Denis, and containing two young people of sexes diametrically opposed. And I am pleasantly conscious that I can no longer conceal their identity from you, mademoiselle.

No, she said, I know who they are. Please continue about them.

So I smiled and continued:

And after all these weeks, during which I have so faithfully accompanied you, are you actually going to insist that I lost my bet? asked the Dryad in a low voice.

But you didnt, did you? said the pitiless Jones.

I let you catch the first Ajax. I might have prevented you; I might have even caught it myself!

But you didnt, did you? said the pitiless Jones.

Because, continued the Dryad, flushing, I was generous enough to think only of capturing the butterflies, while all the time it appears you were thinking of something else. How sordid! she added, scornfully.

You admit I won the bet? persisted that meanest of men.

I admit nothing, Mr. Jones.

Didnt I win the bet?

Silence.

Didnt I — —

Goodness, yes! cried the Dryad. Now what are you going to do about it?

You said, observed Jones, that you would forfeit anything I desired. Didnt you?

The Dryad looked at him, then looked away.

Didnt you?

Silence.

Di — —

Yes, I did.

Then I am to ask what I desire?

No answer.

So, continued Jones in a low voice, I do ask it.

Still no answer.

Will you — —

Mr. Jones, she said, turning a face toward him on which was written utter consternation.

Will you, continued Jones, permit me to name the first new butterfly that I capture, after you?



Her eyes widened.

Is — is that all you desire? she faltered. Suddenly her eyes filled.

Absolutely all, said Jones simply— to name a new species of butterfly after my wife — —

However, that was the simplest part of the whole matter; the trouble was all ahead, waiting for them on the veranda — two hundred pounds of wealthy trouble sitting in a rocking-chair, tatting, and keeping tabs upon the great clock and upon the trolley cars as they arrived in decorous procession from the golf links.



There was a long, long silence.

Is — is that all? inquired my little neighbour.

Cant you guess the rest?

But she only sighed, looking down at the lace handkerchief which she had been absently twisting in her lap.

You know, said I, what keys unlock the meaning of all stories?

She nodded.

The keys of The Past, I said.

She sighed, looking down into her smooth little empty hands:

I threw them away, long ago, she said. For me there remains only one more door. And that unlocks of itself.

And we sat there, thinking, through the still summer afternoon.
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CHAPTER XXI

IN A BELGIAN GARDEN
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THAT EVENING I found Williams curled up in his corner at the Café Jaune.

You are sun-burned, he said, inspecting me.

A little. Ive been in Florida.

What?

With the ghosts of years ago. But it seemed very realistic to me as I sat in the sun and recalled it. Possibly it was even real enough to sun-burn me a little.

He eyed me with considerable chagrin. Perhaps he thought that he had the monopoly of poetic fancies. It was most agreeable to me to touch him up. Theyre a jealous bunch, those whittlers of fact into fiction.

However, he brightened as he drew a letter from his pocket:

You remember Kingsbury, of course? he asked.

Perfectly.

And his friend Smith?

Certainly.

Ive a letter here from Kingsbury. He expects to be in Paris this autumn.

Id like to see him, said I, but Im going home before Autumn.

Havent you seen him in all these years?

Not once.

And you never heard — —

Oh, go on, Williams, and tell your story. Im perfectly willing to listen. Cut out all that coy business and tear off a few page-proofs. Besides, I added, maliciously, I know how its done, now.

How do you know?

Because I did a little in that line myself this afternoon. Let me tell you something; there isnt a profession in all the world which can be so easily and quickly acquired as yours. Therefore pin no more orders and ribbons and stars and medals on yourself. The only difference between you and your public is that they have no time to practice your profession in addition to their own.

Which took him down a peg or two, until we both took down another peg or two. But when I called the waiter and ordered a third, he became more cheerful.

Youre a jollier, he said, arent you?

I did a little this afternoon. Go on about Kingsbury and Smithy. After all, Williams, you really do it much better than I.

Which mollified him amazingly, and he began with a brisk confidence in his powers of narration:



When Kingsbury had finished his course at the University of Paris, there appeared to be little or nothing further in the way of human knowledge for him to acquire. However, on the chance of disinterring a fragment or two of amorphous information which he might find use for in his projected book, The Economy of Marriage, he allowed himself another year of travel, taking the precaution to invite Smith — the flippancy of Smith being calculated to neutralise any over-intellectual activity in himself.

He needed a rest; he had had the world on his hands too long — ever since his twentieth year. Smith was the man to give him mental repose. There was no use attempting to discuss social economy with Smith, or of interesting that trivial and inert mind in race suicide. Smith was flippant. Often and often Kingsbury thought: How can he have passed through The University of Paris and remained flippant? But neither Sorbonne nor Pantheon produced marked effect upon Smith, and although it is true that Paris horridly appealed to him, in the remainder of Europe he found nothing better to do than to unpack his trout-rod and make for the nearest puddle wherever they found themselves, whether in the Alps, the Tyrol, the Vosges, or the forests of Belgium, where they at present occupied a stucco-covered villa with servants, stables, hot-houses, and a likely trout stream for Smith to dabble in, at a sum per month so ridiculously reasonable that I shall not mention it for fear of depopulating my native land.

Besides, they had the youthful and widowed Countess of Semois for their neighbour.

And so it came about that, in this leafy, sunny land of cream and honey, one very lovely morning, young Kingsbury, booted and spurred and still flushed from his early gallop through the soft wood-roads of the forest, found Smith at breakfast under the grape-arbour, immersed in a popular novel and a bowl of strawberries.

Hello, said Smith, politely, pushing the fruit across the table. The berries are fine; I took a corking trout an hour ago; well have it directly.

I saw the Countess, said Kingsbury, carelessly unbuttoning his gloves as he stood there.

Oh, you did? Well, which one is the Countess, the girl with the dark hair, or that stunning red-haired beauty?

How could I tell? I couldnt ride up and ask, could I? They were driving, as usual. The King was out, too; I wish hed wear a decent hat.

With the moral welfare of two hemispheres on your hands, you ought not to feel responsible for the Kings derby, observed Smith.

Any exaggeration of fact always perplexed Kingsbury. He flattened out his gloves, stuck his riding-crop into his left boot, and looked at Smith through his monocle.

For all the talk about the King, he said, the peasantry salute him as reverently as though he were their father.

To which Smith, in his flippancy, replied:

The children for their monarch pray,
Each buxom lass and laddie;
A thousand reasons good have they
To call the King their daddy.

Kingsbury retired to make his toilet; returned presently smelling less of the stables, seated himself, drowned a dozen luscious strawberries in cream, tasted one, and cast a patronising eye upon the trout, which had been prepared à la Meunière.

Corker, isnt he? observed Smith, contemplating the fish with pardonable pride. Hes poached, I regret to inform you.

Poached?

Oh, not like an egg; I mean that I took him in private waters. It was a disgusting case of poaching.

What on earth did you do that for?

Now, Ill explain that in a minute. You know where our stream flows under the arch in the wall which separates our grounds from the park next door? Well, I was casting away on our side, never thinking of mischief, when, flip! flop! spatter! splash! and, if you please, right under the water-arch in the wall this scandalous trout jumped. Of course, I put it to him good and plenty, but the criminal creature, on purpose to tempt me, backed off down stream and clean through the arch into our neighbours water.

Is it poaching if I go over after him? thought I. And, Kingsbury, do you know I had no time to debate that moral question, because, before I could reply to myself, I found myself hoisting a ladder to the top of the wall and lowering it on the other side — there are no steps on the other side. And what do you think? Before I could rouse myself with the cry of Trespasser! Help! I found myself climbing down into the park and casting a fly with sinful accuracy.

Is it right? I asked myself in an agony of doubt. But, alas, Kingsbury, before I had a ghost of a chance to answer myself in the negative I had hooked that trout fast; and there was the deuce to pay, for Id forgotten my landing-net!

He shook his head, helped Kingsbury to a portion of the trout, and refilled his own cup. Isnt it awful, he said.

Its on a par with most of your performances, observed the other, coldly. I suppose you continued your foolish conduct with that girl, too.

What girl?

And I suppose you kissed her again! Did you?

Kiss a girl? stammered Smith. Where have you been prowling?

Along the boundary wall on my side, if you want to know. A week ago I chanced to be out by moonlight, and I saw you kiss her, Smith, across the top of the park wall. It is your proper rôle, of course, to deny it, but let me tell you that I think its a pretty undignified business of yours, kissing the Countess of Semoiss servants — —



What the deuce — —

Well, who was it you kissed over the top of the wall, then?

I dont know, said Smith, sullenly.

You dont know! It wasnt the Countess, was it?

Of course it wasnt the Countess. I tell you I dont know who it was.

Nonsense!

No, it isnt. What happened was this: I climbed up the niches to sit on the wall by moonlight and watch the trout jump; and just as my head cleared the wall the head of a girl came up on the other side — right against the moon, so it was just a shadow — a sort of silhouette. It was an agreeable silhouette; I couldnt really see her features.

That was no reason for kissing them, was it?

No — oh, not at all. The way that came about was most extraordinary. You see, we were both amazed to find our two noses so close together, and I said — something foolish — and she laughed — the prettiest, disconcerted little laugh, and that moon was there, and suddenly, to my astonishment, I realised that I was going to kiss her if she didnt move.... And — she didnt.

You mean to say — —



Yes, I do; I havent the faintest notion who it was I kissed. It couldnt have been the Countess, because Ive neither fought any duels nor have I been arrested. I refuse to believe it could have been the cook, because there was something about that kiss indescribably aromatic — and, Kingsbury, she didnt say a word — she scarcely breathed. Now a cook would have screamed, you know — —

I dont know, interrupted Kingsbury.

No, no, of course — neither do I.

Idiot! said Kingsbury wrathfully. Suppose it had been the Countess! Think of the consequences! Keep away from that wall and dont attempt to ape the depravity of a morally sick continent. You shocked me in Paris; youre mortifying me here. If you think Im going to be identified with your ragged morals you are mistaken.

Thats right; dont stand for em. Ive been reading novels, and I need a jar from an intelligence absolutely devoid of imagination.

Youll get it if you dont behave yourself, said Kingsbury complacently. The Countess of Semois probably knows who we are, and ten to one well meet her at that charity bazar at Semois-les-Bains this afternoon.

Im not going, said Smith, breaking an egg.

Not going? You said you would go. Our Ambassador will be there, and we can meet the Countess if we want to.

I dont want to. Suppose, after all, I had kissed her! No, Im not going, I tell you.

Very well; thats your own affair, observed the other, serenely occupied with the trout. Perhaps youre right, too; perhaps the happy scullion whom you honoured may have complained about you to her mistress.

Smith sullenly tinkled the bell for more toast; a doll-faced maid in cap and apron brought it.

Probably, said Kingsbury in English, that is the species you fondled — —

Smith opened his novel and pretended to read; Kingsbury picked up the morning paper, propped it against a carafe, sipped his coffee, and inspected the headlines through his single eyeglass. For a few minutes peace and order hovered over the American breakfast; the men were young and in excellent appetite; the fragrance of the flowers was not too intrusive; discreet breezes stirred the leaves; and well-behaved little birds sang judiciously in several surrounding bushes.

As Kingsburys eyes wandered over the paper, gradually focussing up a small paragraph, a frown began to gather on his youthful features.

Heres a nice business! he said, disgusted.



Smith looked up indifferently. Well, what is it? he asked, and then, seeing the expression on his friends face, added: Oh, Ill bet I know!

This, said Kingsbury, paying him no attention, is simply sickening.

A young life bartered for a coronet? inquired Smith, blandly.

Yes. Isnt it shameful? What on earth are our women thinking of? Are you aware, Smith, that over ninety-seven and three tenths per cent of such marriages are unhappy? Are you? Why, I could sit here and give you statistics — —

Dont, all the same.

Statistics that would shock even you. And I say solemnly, that I, as an American, as a humanitarian, as a student of social economics — —

Help! Help! complained Smith, addressing the butter.

Social economics, repeated the other, firmly, as a patriot, a man, and a future father, I am astounded at the women of my native land! Race suicide is not alone what menaces us; it is the exportation of our finest and most vigorous stock to upbuild a bloodless and alien aristocracy at our expense.

Smith reached for the toast-rack.

And if theres one thing that irritates me, continued Kingsbury, its the spectacle of wholesome American girls marrying titles. Every time they do it I get madder, too. Short-sighted people like you shrug their shoulders, but I tell you, Smith, its a terrible menace to our country. Beauty, virtue, wealth, all are being drawn away from America into the aristocratic purlieus of England and the Continent.

Then I think you ought to see about it at once, said Smith, presenting himself with another slice of toast.

Kingsbury applied marmalade to a muffin and flattened out the newspaper.

I tell you what, he said, some American ought to give them a dose of their own medicine.

How?

By coming over here and marrying a few of their titled women.

Smith sipped his coffee, keeping his novel open with the other hand: We do that sort of thing very frequently in literature, I notice. Theres an American doing it now in this novel. Ive read lots of novels like it, too. He laid his head on one side, musing. As far as I can calculate from the romantic literature I have absorbed, I should say that we Americans have already carried off practically all of the available titled beauties of Europe.



My friend, said Kingsbury, coldly, do you realise that I am serious?

About what?

About this scandalous chase after titles. In the book on which I am now engaged I am embodying the following economic propositions: For every good, sweet, wholesome American girl taken from America to bolster up a degenerate title, we men of America ought to see to it that a physically sound and titled young woman be imported and married to one of us.

Why a titled one?

So that Europe shall feel it the more keenly, replied Kingsbury sternly. Ive often pondered the matter. If only one American could be found sufficiently self-sacrificing to step forward and set the example by doing it, I am convinced, Smith, that the tardy wheels of justice would begin to revolve and rouse a nation too long imposed upon.

Why dont you do something in that way yourself? Theres a fine physical specimen of the Belgian nobility in the villa next door.

I dont know her, said Kingsbury, turning a delicate shell pink.

You will when you go to the bazar. Stop fiddling with that newspaper and answer me like a man.

But Kingsbury only reopened the newspaper and blandly scanned the columns. Presently he began muttering aloud as he skimmed paragraph after paragraph; but his mutterings were ignored by Smith, who, coffee-cup in hand, was again buried in his novel.

Ive a mind to try it, repeated Kingsbury in a higher key. It is the duty of every decent American to improve his own race. If we want physical perfection in anything dont we select the best type obtainable? Why dont we do it in marrying? I tell you, Smith, this is the time for individual courage, honesty and decency. Our duty is clear; we must meet the impoverishment, which these titled marriages threaten, with a restless counter-raid into the enemys country. When a European takes from us one of our best, let us take from Europe her best, health for health, wealth for wealth, title for title! By Heaven, Smith, Im going to write a volume on this.

Oh, youre going to write about it.

I am.

And then what? asked Smith taking the newspaper from Kingsbury and opening it.

What then? Why — why, some of us ought to give our country an example. Im willing to do it — when I have time — —

Heres your chance, then, urged Smith, studying the society column. Heres all about the charity bazar at Semois-les-Bains this afternoon. The Countess sells dolls there. Our Ambassador will be on hand, and you can meet her easily enough. The rest, he added, politely, will, of course, be easy.

Kingsbury lighted a cigar, leaned back in his chair, and flung one booted leg over the other.

If I were not here in Belgium for a rest— he began.

You are — but not alone for bodily and mental repose. Think how it would rest your conscience to offset that marriage which has irritated you by marrying the Countess of Semois — by presenting to your surprised and admiring country a superb and titled wife for patriotic purposes.

I dont know which she is, retorted Kingsbury, intensely annoyed. If shes the tall girl with dark hair and lots colour I could manage to fall in love easily enough. I may add, Smith, that you have an extraordinary way of messing up the English language.

He arose, walking out toward the gate, where the smiling little postman came trotting up to meet him, fishing out a dozen letters and papers.

Letters from home, Smith, he observed, strolling back to the arbour. Heres one for you — he laid it beside Smiths plate— and heres one from my sister — Ill just glance at it if youll excuse me. He opened it and read placidly for a few moments. Then, of a sudden a terrible change came into his face; he hastily clapped his monocle to his eye, glared at the written page, set his teeth, and crumpled it furiously in his hand.

Smith, he said, hoarsely, my sister writes that shes engaged to marry an — an Englishman!

What of it? inquired Smith.

What of it? I tell you my sister — my sister — my sister — is going to marry a British title!

Shes probably in love, isnt she? Whats the harm — —

Harm?

For a full minute Kingsbury stood petrified, glaring at space, then he cast his cigar violently among the roses.

I have a mind, he said, to get into a top hat and frock coat and drive to Semois-les-Bains.... You say she sells dolls?

Shes due to sell em, according to the morning paper.

For a few moments more Kingsbury paced the lawn; colour, due to wrath or rising excitement, touched his smooth, handsome face, deepening the mask of tan. He was good to look upon, and one of the most earnest young men the gods had ever slighted.



You think Im all theory, dont you? he said, nervously. You shrug those flippant shoulders of yours when I tell you what course an American who honors his country should pursue. Now Ill prove to you whether or not Im sincere. I am deliberately going to marry the Countess of Semois; and this afternoon I shall take the necessary measures to fall in love with her. That, he added, excitedly, can be accomplished if she is the dark-haired girl weve seen driving.

Now, I dont suppose you really intend to do such a — —

Yes, I do! It sounds preposterous, but its logical. Im going to practice what I expect to spend my life in preaching; thats all. Not that I want to marry just now — I dont; its inconvenient. I dont want to fall in love, I dont want to marry, I dont want to have a dozen children, he said, irritably; but Im going to, Smith! Im going to, for the sake of my country. Pro patria et gloria!

Right away?

What rot you talk, sometimes! But Im ready to make my words mean something; Im ready to marry the Countess of Semois. There is no possible room for doubt; any man can marry any woman he wants to; that is my absolute conviction. Anyhow, I shall ask her.



As soon as you meet her?

Certainly not. I expect to take several days about it — —

Why employ several days in sweet dissembling?

Confound it, Im not going to dissemble! Im going to let her know that I admire her the moment I meet her. Im going to tell her about my theory of scientific marriages. If she is sensible — if she is the woman America requires — if she is the dark-haired girl — shell understand. He turned squarely on Smith: As for you, if you were the sort of American that you ought to be you would pick out some ornamental and wholesome young Belgian aristocrat and marry her in the shortest time that decency permits! Thats what youd do if you had a scintilla of patriotism in your lazy make-up!

No, I wouldnt — —

You would! Look at yourself — a great, hulking, wealthy, idle young man, who stands around in puddles catching fish while Europe runs off our loveliest women under your bovine nose. Shame on you! Have you no desire to be up and doing?

Oh, of course, said Smith, unruffled; if several passion-smitten duchesses should climb over the big wall yonder and chase me into the garden — —

Kingsbury swung on his spurred heels and strode into the house.
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CHAPTER XXII

A YOUTHFUL PATRIOT
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SMITH SAUNTERED OUT to the terrace, looked at the sky, sniffed the roses, and sat down in the shadow of a cherry tree, cocking his feet up and resting his novel on his knees. Several hours later, aroused by the mellow clash of harness and noise of wheels, he looked out over the terrace wall just in time to catch a glimpse of the victoria of his neighbour, gold and green livery, strawberry roans, flashing wheels and all; and quite alone under her brilliant sunshade, the dark-haired girl whom Kingsbury had decided to marry as soon as he could arrange to fall in love with her.



I fancy shes the Countess, all right, mused Smith; but, to me, the girl with red hair is vastly — more — more alluring — —

The sound of wheels again broke the thread of his sleepy meditation; their dog-cart was at the gate; and presently he perceived Kingsbury, hatted and gloved to perfection, get in, take the reins from the coachman, loop his whip, assume the posture popularly attributed to pupils of Howlett, and go whirling away through the lazy sunshine of a perfect Belgian afternoon.

The beast has lunched without me, muttered Smith, yawning and looking at his watch. Then he got up, stretched, tinkled the bell, and when the doll-faced maid arrived, requested an omelet à la Semois and a bottle of claret.

He got it in due time, absorbed it lazily, casting a weatherwise eye on the sky at intervals with a view to afternoon fishing; but the sun was too bright; besides, his book had become interesting in a somewhat maudlin fashion, inasmuch as the lovers must come to a clinch in the next chapter or not at all.

You cant tell in modern novels, he muttered; a girl has a way of side-stepping just as the bell rings: but the main guy ought to make good within the next page or two. If he doesnt hes a dub!



With which comment he sought his hammock for an hours needed repose; but he had slumbered longer than that when he found himself sitting bolt upright, the telephone bell ringing in his ears.

Comfortably awake now, he slid from the hammock, and, entering the house, stepped into the smoking-room.

Hello! he said, unhooking the receiver.

Kingsburys voice replied: Im here in Semois-les-Bains, at the charity bazar. Can you distinguish what I say?

Perfectly, my Romeo! Proceed.

Im in a fix. Our Ambassador didnt come, and I dont know anybody to take me over and present me.

Buy a doll, idiot!

Confound it, Ive already bought ten! That doesnt give me the privilege of doing anything but buying ten more. Shes busy; about five million people are crowding around her.

Buy every doll she has! Put her out of business, man! Then if you cant fix it somehow youre a cuckoo. Is the Countess the dark-haired girl?

Certainly.

How do you know?

Isnt she here selling dolls? Didnt the paper say she was going to?



Yes — but hadnt you better find out for certain before you — —

I am certain; anyway, I dont care. Smith, she is the most radiantly — —

All right; ring off — —

Wait! I wanted to tell you that she has the prettiest way of smiling every time I buy a doll. And then, while she wraps up the infernal thing in ribbons and tissue we chat a little. Id like to murder our Ambassador! Do you think that if I bought her entire stock — —

Yes, I do!

What do you think?

What you do.

But I dont think anything at all. I am asking you — —

Try it, anyhow.

All right. Hold the wire, Smith. Ill report progress — —

What! Stand here and wait — —

Dont be selfish. Ill return in a moment.

The moment stretched into a buzzing, crackling half hour, punctuated by impatient inquiries from Central. Suddenly an excited: Hello, Smith!

Hello, you infernal — —

Ive done it! Ive bought every doll! Shes the sweetest thing; I told her I had a plan for endowing a ward in any old hospital she might name, and she thinks we ought to talk it over, so Im going to sit out on the terrace with her — Smith!

What?

Oh, I thought youd gone! I only wanted to say that she is far, far lovelier than I had supposed. I cant wait here talking with you any longer. Good-by!

Is she the Countess? shouted Smith incredulously. But Kingsbury had rung off.
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CHAPTER XXIII

ON THE WALL
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SMITH RETIRED TO his room to bathe, clothed himself in snowy linen and fresh tennis flannels, and descended again, book under his arm, to saunter forth through heavy tangles of cinnamon-tinted Flemish roses and great sweet-scented peonies, musing on love and fate.

Kingsbury and his theories! The Countess of Semois will think him crazy. Shell think us both crazy! And I am not sure that were not; youth is madness; half the world is lunatic! Take me, for example; I never did a more unexpected thing than kissing that shadow across the wall. I dont know why, I dont know how, but I did it; and I am out of jail yet. Certainly it must have been the cook. Oh, Heavens! If cooks kiss that way, what, what must the indiscretion of a Countess resemble?... She did kiss back.... At least there was a soft, tremulous, perfumed flutter — a hint of delicate counter-pressure — —

But he had arrived at the wall by that time.

How like a woodland paradise! he murmured sentimentally, youthful face upraised to the trees. How sweet the zephyr! How softly sing the dicky-birds! I wonder — I wonder— But what it was that perplexed him he did not say; he stood eying the top of the wall as the furtive turkey eyes its selected roost before coyly hopping thither.

Whats the use? If I see her Ill only take fright and skulk homeward. Why do I return again and again to the scene of guilt? Is it Countess or cook that draws me, or some one less exalted in the culinary confine? Why, why should love get busy with me? Is this the price I pay for that guileless kiss? Am I to be forever it in loves gay game of tag?

He ascended the steplike niche in the wall, peeped fearfully over into his neighbours chasse. Tree and tangle slept in the golden light of afternoon; a cock-pheasant strutted out of a thicket, surveyed the solitude with brilliant eyes, and strutted back again; a baby rabbit frisked across the carrefour into the ferny warren beyond; and Bubble, bubble, flowed the stream, like an old song through a dream.

Sprawling there flat on top of the sun-warmed stucco wall, white sunlight barring the pages of his book, he lifted his head to listen. There was a leafy stirring somewhere, perhaps the pheasant rustling in the underbrush. The sing-song of the stream threaded the silence; and as he listened it seemed to grow louder, filling the woods with low, harmonious sounds. In the shallows he heard laughter; in the pouring waterfalls, echoes like wind-blown voices calling. Small grey and saffron tinted birds, passing from twig to twig, peered at him fearlessly; a heavy green lizard vanished between the stones with an iridescent wriggle. Suddenly a branch snapped and the underbrush crackled.

Probably a deer, thought Smith, turning to look. Close inspection of the thicket revealed nothing; he dropped his chin on his hands, crossed his legs, and opened his book.

The book was about one of those Americans who trouble the peace of mind of Princesses; and this was the place to read it, here in the enchanted stillness of the ancient Belgian forest, here where the sunshine spread its net on fretted waters, where lost pools glimmered with azure when the breeze stirred overhead — here where his neighbor was a Countess and some one in her household wore a mass of gold-red hair Greek fashion — and Aphrodite was not whiter of neck nor bluer eyed than she.



The romance that he read was designed to be thickly satisfying to American readers, for it described a typical American so accurately that Smith did not recognize the type. Until he had been enlightened by fiction he never imagined Americans were so attractive to exotic nobility. So he read on, gratified, cloyed, wondering how the Princess, although she happened to be encumbered with a husband, could stand for anything but ultimate surrender to the Stars and Stripes; and trustfully leaving it to another to see that it was done morally.

Hypnotized by the approaching crisis, he had begun already to finger the next page, when a slight crash in the bushes close by and the swish of parting foliage startled him from romance to reality.

But he had looked up too late; to slink away was impossible; to move was to reveal himself. It was she! And she was not ten feet distant.

One thing was certain: whether or not she was the shadowy partner of his kiss, she could not be the Countess, because she was fishing, unattended, hatless, the sleeves of her shirtwaist rolled up above her white elbows, a book and a short landing-net tucked under her left arm. Countesses dont go fishing unattended; gillies carry things. Besides, the Countess of Semois was in Semois-les-Bains selling dolls to Kingsbury.



The sun glowed on her splendid red hair; she switched the slender rod about rather awkwardly, and every time the cast of flies became entangled in a nodding willow she set her red lips tight and with an impatient Mais, cest trop bête! Mais, cest vraiment trop — —

It was evident that she had not seen him where he lay on the wall; the chances were she would pass on — indeed her back was already toward him — when the unexpected happened: a trout leaped for a gnat and fell back into the pool with a resounding splash, sending ring on ring of sunny wavelets toward the shore.

Ah! Te voilà! she said aloud, swinging her line free for a cast.

Smith saw what was coming and tried to dodge, but the silk line whistled on the back-cast, and the next moment his cap was snatched from his head and deposited some twenty feet out in the centre of the pool.

The amazement of the fair angler was equal to his own as she looked hastily back over her shoulder and discovered him on the wall.

There is usually something undignified about a man whose hat has been knocked off; to laugh is as fatal as to show irritation; and Smith did neither, but quietly dropped over to her side of the wall, saying, Im awfully sorry I spoiled your cast. Dont mind the cap; that trout was a big one, and he may rise again.

He had spoken in English, and she answered in very pretty English: I am so sorry — could I help you to recover your hat?

Thank you; if you would let me take your rod a moment.

Willingly, monsieur.

She handed him the rod; he loosened the line, measured the distance with practiced eye, turned to look behind him, and, seeing there was scant room for a long back-cast, began sending loop after loop of silken line forward across the water, using the Spey method, of which none except an expert is master.

The first cast struck half-way, but in line; the next, still in line, slipped over the cap, but failed to hook. Then, as he recovered, there was a boiling rush in the water, a flash of pink and silver, and the rod staggered.

I — I beg your pardon! he exclaimed aghast; I have hooked your trout!

Play him, she said quickly. The elfin shriek of the reel answered; he gave the fish every ounce the quivering rod could spare, the great trout surged deeply, swerved, circled and bored slowly upstream.



This fish is magnificent, said Smith, guiltily. You really must take the rod — —

I shall not, indeed.

But this is not fair!

It is perfectly fair, monsieur — and a wonderful lesson in angling to me. Oh, I beg you to be careful! There is a sunken tree limb beyond!

Her cheeks were the colour of wild roses, her blue eyes burned like stars.

Hes down; I cant stir him, said Smith. Hes down like a salmon!

She linked her hands behind her back. What is to be done? she asked calmly.

If you would gather a handful of those pebbles and throw one at a time into the pool where he is lying — —

Before he finished speaking she had knelt, filled her palms with golden gravel, and stood ready at the waters edge.

Now? she nodded, inquiringly.

Yes, one at a time; try to hit him.

The first pebble produced no effect; neither did the second, nor yet the third.

Throw a handful at him, he suggested, and braced himself for the result. A spray of gravel fell; the great fish sulked motionless.



Theres a way— began Smith, feeling in his pockets for his key-ring. It was not there.

Could I be of any use? she asked, looking up at Smith very guilelessly.

Why, if I had something — a key-ring or anything that I could hang over the taut line — something that would slide down and jog him gently — —

A hairpin? she asked.

Im afraid its too light.

She reflected a moment; her bent forefinger brushed her velvet lips. Then she began to unfasten a long gold pin at her throat.

Oh, not that! exclaimed Smith, anxiously. It might slip off.

It cant; theres a safety clasp. Anyway, we must have that trout!

But I could not permit — —

It is I who permit myself, monsieur.

No, no, it is too generous of you — —

Please! She held the pin toward him; he shook his head; she hesitated, then with a quick movement she snapped the clasp over the taut line and sent it spinning toward the invisible fish.

He saw the gold glimmer become a spark under water, die out in dusky depths; then came a rushing upheaval of spray, a flash, the rod quivered to the reel-plate, and the fight began in fury. The rod was so slim, so light — scarce three ounces — that he could but stand on the defensive at first. Little by little the struggle became give and take, then imperceptibly he forced the issue, steadily, delicately, for the tackle was gossamer, and he fought for the safety of the golden clasp as well as for his honour as an angler.

Do you know how to net a trout? he asked presently. She came and stood at his shoulder, net poised, blue eyes intent upon the circling fish.

I place it behind him, do I not? she asked coolly.

Yes — when I give the word — —

One more swerve, a half circle sheering homeward, nearer, nearer —— 

A moment later the huge trout lay on the moss; iridescent tints played over its broad surface, shimmering hues deepened, waxing, warning; the spots glowed like rubies set in bronze.

Kneeling there, left hand resting on the rod, Smith looked up at her over his shoulder; but all she said was: Ah, the poor, brave thing! The gallant fish! This is wrong — all wrong. I wish we had not taken a life we cannot give again.

Shall I put the trout back madame?

She looked at him surprised.

Would you? she asked incredulously.

If you desire it.



But it is your fish.

It is yours, madame.

Will it live? Oh, try to make it live!

He lifted the beautiful fish in both hands, and, walking to the waters edge, laid it in the stream. For a while it floated there, gold and silver belly turned to the sky, gills slowly inflating and collapsing. Presently a fin stirred; the spasmodic movement of the gill-covers ceased, and the breathing grew quiet and steady. Smith touched the pectoral fins; the fish strove to turn over; he steadied the dorsal fin, then the caudal, righting the fish. Slowly, very slowly, the great trout moved off, farther, farther, sinking into cool, refreshing depths; there was a dull glitter under the water, a shadow gliding, then nothing except the green obscurity of the pool criss-crossed with surface sunshine.

When Smith turned around the girl was pensively regarding the water. His cap had stranded on a shoal almost at his feet; he recovered it, wrung the drops from it, and stood twirling it thoughtfully in the sunlight.

Ive ruined it, havent I? she asked.

Oh, no; its a shooting-cap. Like Tartarin, I shall probably ventilate it later in true Midi fashion.

She laughed; then, with the flushed composure of uneasiness: Thank you for a lesson in angling. I have learned a great deal — enough at least to know that I shall not care to destroy life, even in a fish.

That is as it should be, he replied coolly. Men find little charm in women who kill.

That is scarcely in accord with the English novels I read — and I read many, she said laughing.

It is true, nevertheless. Saint Hubert save us from the woman who can watch the spark of life fade out in the eye of any living thing.

Are you not a little eccentric, monsieur?

If you say so. Eccentricity is the full-blown blossom of mediocrity.
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CHAPTER XXIV

A JOURNEY TO THE MOON

[image: img310.jpg]

THERE WAS A silence so politely indifferent on her part that he felt it to be the signal for his dismissal. And he took his leave with a formality so attractive, and a good humour so informal, that before she meant to she had spoken again — a phrase politely meaningless in itself, yet — if he chose to take it so — acting as a stay of execution.

I was wondering, he said, amiably, how I was going to climb back over the wall.

A sudden caprice tinged with malice dawned in the most guileless of smiles as she raised her eyes to his:

You forgot your ladder this time, didnt you?

Would he ever stop getting redder? His ears were afire, and felt enormous.

I am afraid you misunderstood me, she said, and her smile became pitilessly sweet. I am quite sure a distinguished foreign angler could scarcely condescend to notice trespass signs in a half-ruined old park — —

His crimson distress softened her, perhaps, for she hesitated, then added impulsively: I did not mean it, monsieur; I have gone too far — —

No, you have not gone too far, he said. Ive disgraced myself and deserve no mercy.

You are mistaken; the trout may have come from your side of the wall — —

It did, but that is a miserable excuse. Nothing can palliate my conduct. Its a curious thing, he added, bitterly, that a fellow who is decent enough at home immediately begins to do things in Europe.

What things, monsieur?

Ill-bred things; I might as well say it. Theoretically, poaching is romantic; practically, its a misdemeanor — the old conflict between realism and romance, madame — as typified by a book I am at present reading — a copy of the same book which I notice you are now carrying under your arm.

She glanced at him, curious, irresolute, waiting for him to continue. And as he did not, but stood moodily twirling his cap like a sulky schoolboy, she leaned back against a tree, saying: You are very severe on romance, monsieur.

You are very lenient with reality, madame.



How do you know? I may be far more angry with you than you suspect. Indeed, every time I have seen you on the wall— she hesitated, paling a trifle. She had made a mistake, unless he was more stupid than she dared hope.

But until this morning I had done nothing to anger you? he said, looking up sharply. Her features wore the indifference of perfect repose; his latent alarm subsided. She had made no mistake in his stupidity.

And now, perfectly conscious of the irregularity of the proceedings, perhaps a trifle exhilarated by it, she permitted curiosity to stir behind the curtain, ready for the proper cue.

Of course, he said, colouring, I know you perfectly well by sight — —

And I you, monsieur — perfectly well. One notices strangers, particularly when reading so frequently about them in romance. This book — she opened it leisurely and examined an illustration— appears to describe the American quite perfectly. So, having read so much about Americans, I was a trifle curious to see one.

He did not know what to say; her youthful face was so innocent that suspicion subsided.

That American you are reading about is merely a phantom of romance, he said honestly. His type, if he ever did exist, would become such a public nuisance in Europe that the police would take charge of him — after a few kings and dukes had finished thrashing him.

I do not believe you, she said, with a hint of surprise and defiance. Besides, if it were true, what sense is there in destroying the pleasure of illusion? Romance is at least amusing; reality alone is a sorry scarecrow clothed in the faded rags of dreams. Do you think you do well to destroy the tinted film of romance through which every woman ever born gazes at man — and pardons him because the rainbow dims her vision?

She leaned back against the silver birch once more and laid her white hand flat on the open pages of the book:

Monsieur, if life were truly like this, fewer tears would fall from womens eyes — eyes which man, in his wisdom, takes pains to clear — to his own destruction!

She struck the book a light blow, smiling up at him:

Here in these pages are spring and youth eternal — blue skies and roses, love and love and love unending, and once more love, and the worlds young heart afire! Close the book and what remains? She closed the covers very gently. What remains? she asked, raising her blue eyes to him.

You remain, madame.

She flushed with displeasure.

And yet, he said, smiling, if the hero of that book replied as I have you would have smiled. That is the false light the moon of romance sheds in competition with the living sun. He shrugged his broad shoulders, laughing: The contrast between the heroine of that romance and you proves which is the lovelier, reality or romance — —

She bit her lips and looked at him narrowly, the high colour pulsating and dying in her cheeks. Under cover of the very shield that should have protected her he was using weapons which she herself had sanctioned — the impalpable weapons of romance.

Dusk, too, had already laid its bloom on hill and forest and had spun a haze along the stream — dusk, the accomplice of all the dim, jewelled forms that people the tinted shadows of romance. Why — if he had displeased her — did she not dismiss him? It is not with a question that a woman gives a man his congé.

Why do you speak as you do? she asked, gravely. Why, merely because you are clever, do you twist words into compliments. We are scarcely on such a footing, monsieur.

What I said I meant, he replied, slowly.



Have I accorded you permission to say or mean?

No; that is the fashion of romance — a pretty one. But in life, sometimes, a mans heart beats out the words his lips deliver untricked with verbal tinsel.

Again she coloured, but met his eyes steadily enough.

This is all wrong, she said; you know it; I know it. If, in the woman standing here alone with you, I scarcely recognise myself, you, monsieur, will fail to remember her — if chance wills it that we meet again.

My memory, he said in a low voice, is controlled by your mind. What you forget I cannot recall.

She said, impulsively, A gallant man speaks as you speak — in agreeable books of fiction as in reality. Oh, monsieur — and she laughed a pretty, troubled laugh— how can you expect me now to disbelieve in my Americans of romance?

She had scarcely meant to say just that; she did not realise exactly what she had said until she read it in his face — read it, saw that he did not mean to misunderstand her, and, in the nervous flood of relief, stretched out her hand to him. He took it, laid his lips to the fragrant fingers, and relinquished it. Meanwhile his heart was choking him like the clutch of justice.

Good-by, she said, her outstretched hand suspended as he had released it, then slowly falling. A moments silence; the glow faded from the sky, and from her face, too; then suddenly the blue eyes glimmered with purest malice:

Having neglected to bring your ladder this time, monsieur, pray accept the use of mine. And she pointed to a rustic ladder lying half-buried in the weedy tangle behind him.

He gave himself a moment to steady his voice: I supposed there was a ladder here — somewhere, he said, quietly.

Oh! And why did you suppose— She spoke too hurriedly, and she began again, pleasantly indifferent: The foresters use a ladder for pruning, not for climbing walls.

He strolled over to the thicket, lifted the light ladder, and set it against the wall. When he had done this he stepped back, examining the effect attentively; then, as though not satisfied, shifted it a trifle, surveyed the result, moved it again, dissatisfied.

Let me see, he mused aloud, I want to place it exactly where it was that night— He looked back at her interrogatively. Was it about where I have placed it?



Her face was inscrutable.

Or, he continued, thoughtfully, was it an inch or two this way? I could tell exactly if the moon were up. Still — he considered the ladder attentively— I might be able to fix it with some accuracy if you would help me. Will you?

I do not understand, she said.

Oh, it is nothing — still, if you wouldnt mind aiding me to settle a matter that interests me — would you?

With pleasure, monsieur, she said, indifferently. What shall I do?

So he mounted the ladder, crossed the wall, and stood on a stone niche on his side, looking down at the ladder. Now, he said, if you would be so amiable, madame, as to stand on the ladder for one moment you could aid me immensely.

Mount that ladder, monsieur?

She caught his eyes fixed on her; for just an instant she hesitated, then met them steadily enough; indeed, a growing and innocent curiosity widened her gaze, and she smiled and lifted her pretty shoulders — just a trifle, and her skirts a trifle, too; and, with a grace that made him tremble, she mounted the ladder, step by step, until her head and shoulders were on a level with his own across the wall.

And now? she asked, raising her eyebrows.



The moon, he said, unsteadily, ought to be about — there!

Where? She turned her eyes inquiringly skyward.

But his heart had him by the throat again, and he was past all speech.

Well, monsieur? She waited in sweetest patience. Presently: Have you finished your astronomical calculations? And may I descend? He tried to speak, but was so long about it that she said very kindly: You are trying to locate the moon, are you not?

No, madame — only a shadow.

A shadow, monsieur? — laughing.

A shadow — a silhouette.

Of what?

Of a — a womans head against the moon.

Monsieur, for a realist you are astonishingly romantic. Oh, you see I was right! You do belong in a book.

You, also, he said, scarcely recognising his own voice. Men — in books — do well to risk all for one word, one glance from you; men — in books — do well to die for you, who reign without a peer in all romance — —

Monsieur, she faltered.

But he had found his voice — or one something like it — and he said: You are right to rebuke me; romance is the shadow, life the substance; and you live; and as long as you live, living men must love you; as I love you, Countess of Semois.

Oh, she breathed, tremulously, oh, — you think that? You think I am the Countess of Semois? And that is why — —

For a moment her wide eyes hardened, then flashed brilliant with tears.

Is that your romance, monsieur? — the romance of a Countess! Is your declaration for mistress or servant? — for the Countess or for her secretary — who sometimes makes her gowns, too? Ah, the sorry romance! Your declaration deserved an audience more fitting — —

My declaration was made a week ago! The moon and you were audience enough. I love you.

Monsieur, I — I beg you to release my hand — —

No; you must listen — for the veil of romance is rent and we are face to face in the living world! Do you think a real man cares what title you wear, if you but wear his name? Countess that you are not — if you say you are not — but woman that you are, is there anything in Heaven or earth that can make love more than love? Veil your beautiful true eyes with romance, and answer me; look with clear, untroubled eyes upon throbbing, pulsating life; and answer me! Love is no more, no less, than love. I ask for yours; I gave you mine a week ago — in our first kiss.

Her face was white as a flower; the level beauty of her eyes set him trembling.

Give me one chance, he breathed. I am not mad enough to hope that the lightning struck us both at a single flash. Give me, in your charity, a chance — a little aid where I stand stunned, blinded, alone — you who can still see clearly!

She did not stir or speak or cease to watch him from unwavering eyes; he leaned forward, drawing her inert hands together between his own; but she freed them, shivering.

Will you not say one word to me? he faltered.

Three, monsieur. Her eyes closed, she covered them with her slender hands: I — love — you.



Before the moon appeared she had taken leave of him, her hot, young face pressed to his, striving to say something for which she found no words. In tremulous silence she turned in his arms, unclasping his hands and yielding her own in fragrant adieu.

Do you not know, oh, most wonderful of lovers — do you not know? her eyes were saying, but her lips were motionless; she waited, reluctant, trembling. No, he could not understand — he did not care, and the knowledge of it suffused her very soul with a radiance that transfigured her.

So she left him, the promise of the moon silvering the trees. And he stood there on the wall, watching the lights break out in the windows of her house — stood there while his soul drifted above the world of moonlit shadow floating at his feet.

Smith!

Half aroused, he turned and looked down. The moonlight glimmered on Kingsburys single eyeglass. After a moment his senses returned; he descended to the ground and peered at Kingsbury, rubbing his eyes.

With one accord they started toward the house, moving slowly, shoulder to shoulder.

Not that I personally care, began Kingsbury. I am sorry only on account of my country. I was, perhaps, precipitate; but I purchased one hundred and seven dolls of Mademoiselle Plessis — her private secretary — —

What!

With whom, continued Kingsbury, thoughtfully, I am agreeably in love. Such matters, Smith, cannot be wholly controlled by a sense of duty to ones country. Beauty and rank seldom coincide except in fiction. It appears — he removed his single eyeglass, polished it with his handkerchief, replaced it, and examined the moon— it appears, he continued blandly, that it is the Countess of Semois who is — ah — so to speak, afflicted with red hair.... The moon — ahem — is preternaturally bright this evening, Smith.

After a moment Smith halted and turned, raising his steady eyes to that pale mirror of living fire above the forest.

Well, began Kingsbury, irritably, cant you say something?

Nothing more than I have said to her already — though she were Empress of the World! murmured Smith, staring fixedly at the moon.

Empress of what? I do not follow you.

No, said Smith, dreamily, you must not try to. It is a long journey to the summer moon — a long, long journey. I started when I was a child; I reached it a week ago; I returned to-night. And do you know what I discovered there? Why, man, I discovered the veil of Isis, and I looked behind it. And what do you suppose I found? A child, Kingsbury, a winged child, who laughingly handed me the keys of Eden! What do you think of that?

But Smith had taken too many liberties with the English language, and Kingsbury was far too mad to speak.
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CHAPTER XXV

THE ARMY OF PARIS
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I WAS SMOKING peacefully in the conservatory of the hotel, when a bellboy brought me the card of Captain le Vicômte de Cluny.

In due time Monsieur the Viscount himself appeared, elegant, graceful, smart; black and scarlet uniform glittering with triple-gold arabesques on sleeve and Képi, spurs chiming with every step.

We chatted amiably for a few moments; then the Captain, standing very erect and stiff, made me a beautiful bow and delivered the following remarkable question:

Monsieur Van Twillaire, I am come to-day according to the American custom, to beg your permission to pay my addresses to mademoiselle, your daughter.

I inhaled the smoke of my cigarette in my astonishment. That was bad for me. After a silence I asked:

Which daughter?

Mademoiselle Dulcima, monsieur.

After another silence I said:

I will give you an answer to-morrow at this hour.

We bowed to each other, solemnly shook hands, and parted.

I was smoking restlessly in the conservatory of the hotel when a bellboy brought me the card of Captain le Vicômte de Barsac.

In due time the Vicômte himself appeared, elegant, graceful, smart; black, scarlet, and white uniform glittering with triple-gold arabesques on sleeve and Képi, spurs chiming with every step.

We chatted amiably for a few moments; then the Captain, standing very erect and stiff, made me a beautiful bow and delivered the following remarkable question:

Monsieur Van Twillaire, I am come to-day according to the American custom, to beg your permission to pay my addresses to mademoiselle, your daughter.



I dropped my cigarette into the empty fireplace.

Which daughter? I asked, coldly.

Mademoiselle Dulcima, monsieur.

After a silence I said:

I will give you an answer to-morrow at this hour.

We bowed to each other, solemnly shook hands, and parted.

I was smoking violently in the conservatory of the hotel, when a bellboy brought me a card of my old friend, Gillian Van Dieman.

In due time Van Dieman appeared, radiant, smiling, faultlessly groomed.

Well, said I, its about time you came over from Long Island, isnt it? My daughters expected you last week.

I know, he said, smiling; I couldnt get away, Peter. Didnt Alida explain?

Explain what? I asked.

About our engagement.

In my amazement I swallowed some smoke that was not wholesome for me.

Didnt she tell you she is engaged to marry me? he asked, laughing.

After a long silence, in which I thought of many things, including the formal offers of Captains de Barsac and Torchon de Cluny, I said I had not heard of it, and added sarcastically that I hoped both he and Alida would pardon my ignorance on any matters which concerned myself.

Didnt you know that Alida came over here to buy her trousseau? he inquired coolly.

I did not, and I said so.

Didnt you know about the little plot that she and I laid to get you to bring her to Paris? he persisted, much amused.

I glared at him.

Why, Peter, he said, when you declared to me in the clubhouse that nothing could get you to Paris unless, through your own stupidity, something happened to your pig — —

I turned on him as red as a beet.

I know you stole that pig, Van!

Yes, he muttered guiltily.

Then, said I earnestly, for Gods sake let it rest where it is, and marry Alida whenever you like!

With your blessing, Peter? asked Van Dieman, solemnly.

With my blessing — dammit!

We shook hands in silence.

Where is Alida? he asked presently.

In her room, surrounded by thousands of dressmakers, hatmakers, mantua-makers, furriers, experts in shoes, lingerie, jewelry, and other inexpensive trifles, said I with satisfaction.

But the infatuated man never winced.

You will attend to that sort of thing in the future, I remarked.

The reckless man grinned in unfeigned delight.

Come, said I, wearily, Alida is in for all day with her trousseau. Ive a cab at the door; come on! I was going out to watch the parade at Longchamps. Now youve got to go with me and tell me something about this temperamental French army that seems more numerous in Paris than the civilians.

What do you want to see soldiers for? he objected.

Because, said I, I had some slight experience with the army this morning just before you arrived; and I want to take a birds-eye view of the whole affair.

But I — —

Oh, well return for dinner and then you can see Alida, I added. But only in my company. You see we are in France, Van, and she is the jeune fille of romance.

Fudge! he muttered, following me out to the cab.



We will drive by the Pont Neuf, he suggested. You know the proverb?

No, said I; what proverb?

The bridegroom who passes by the Pont Neuf will always meet a priest, a soldier, and a white horse. The priest will bless his marriage, the soldier will defend it, the white horse will bear his burdens through life.

As a matter of fact, passing the Pont Neuf, we did see a priest, a soldier, and a white horse. But it is a rare thing not to meet this combination on the largest, longest, oldest, and busiest bridge in Paris. All three mascots are as common in Paris as are English sparrows in the Bois de Boulogne.

I bought a book on the quay, then re-entered the taxi and directed the driver to take us to the race-course at Longchamps.

Our way led up the Champs Elysées, and, while we whirled along, Van Dieman very kindly told me as much about the French army as I now write, and for the accuracy of which I refer to my future son-in-law.

There are, in permanent garrison in Paris, about thirty thousand troops stationed. This does not include the famous Republican Guard corps, which is in reality a sort of municipal gendarmerie, composed of several battalions of infantry, several squadrons of gorgeous cavalry, and a world-famous band, which corresponds in functions to our own Marine Band at Washington.

The barracks of the regular troops are scattered about the city, and occupy strategic positions as the armouries of our National Guard are supposed to do. All palaces, museums of importance, and government buildings are guarded day and night by infantry. The cavalry guard only their own barracks; the marines, engineers, and artillery the same.

At night the infantry and cavalry of the Republican Guard post sentinels at all theatres, balls, and public functions. In front of the Opera only are the cavalry mounted on their horses, except when public functions occur at the Elysées or the Hôtel de Ville.

In the dozen great fortresses that surround the walls of Paris, thousands of fortress artillery are stationed. In the suburbs and outlying villages artillery and regiments of heavy and light cavalry have their permanent barracks — dragoons, cuirassiers, chasseurs-à-cheval, field batteries, and mounted batteries. At Saint Cloud are dragoons and remount troopers; at Versailles the engineers and cuirassiers rule the region; and the entire Department of the Seine is patrolled by gendarmes, mounted and on foot.



When we reached the beautiful meadow of Longchamps, with its grand-stand covered with waving flags and the sunshine glowing on thousands of brilliant parasols, we left the taxi, and found a place on what a New Yorker would call the bleachers. The bleachers were covered with pretty women, so we were not in bad company. As for the great central stand, where the President of the Republic sat surrounded by shoals of brilliant officers, it was a mass of colour from flagstaff to pelouse.

The band of the Republican Guards was thundering out one of Sousas marches; the vast green plain glittered with masses of troops. Suddenly three cannon-shots followed one another in quick order; the band ended its march with a long double roll of drums; the Minister of War had arrived.

Theyre coming, said Van Dieman. Look! Here come the Saint-Cyrians. They lead the march one year, and the Polytechnic leads it the next. But I wish they could see West Point — just once.

The cadets from Saint-Cyr came marching past, solid ranks of scarlet, blue, and silver. They marched pretty well; they ride better, I am told. After them came the Polytechnic, in black and red and gold, the queer cocked hats of the cadets forming a quaint contrast to the toy soldier headgear of the Saint-Cyr soldiers. Following came battalion after battalion of engineers in sombre uniforms of red and dark blue, then a bizarre battalion of Turcos or Algerian Riflemen in turbans and pale blue Turkish uniforms, then a company of Zouaves in scarlet and white and blue, then some special corps which was not very remarkable for anything except the bad fit of its clothing.

After them marched solid columns of line infantry, great endless masses of dull red and blue, passing steadily until the eye wearied of the monotony.

Trumpets were sounding now; and suddenly, the superb French artillery passed at a trot, battery after battery, the six guns and six caissons of each in mathematically perfect alignment, all the gunners mounted, and not a man sitting on limber or caisson.

In my excitement I rose and joined the roar of cheers which greeted the artillerymen as battery after battery passed, six guns abreast.

Sit down, said Van Dieman, laughing. Look! Here come the cavalry!

In two long double ranks, ten thousand horsemen were galloping diagonally across the plain — Hussars in pale robins-egg blue and black and scarlet, Chasseurs-à-cheval in light blue and silver tunics, Dragoons armed with long lances from which fluttered a forest of red-and-white pennons, Cuirassiers cased in steel helmets and corselets — all coming at a gallop, sweeping on with the earth shaking under the thunder of forty thousand horses hoofs, faster, faster, while in the excitement the vast throng of spectators leaped up on the benches to see.

There was a rumble, a rolling shock, a blast from a hundred trumpets. Halt!

Then, with the sound of the rushing of an ocean, ten thousand swords swept from their steel scabbards, and a thundering cheer shook the very sky: Vive la Républic!



That evening we dined together at the Hôtel — Alida, Dulcima, Van Dieman, and I.

Alida wore a new ring set with a brilliant that matched her shining, happy eyes. I hoped Van Dieman might appear foolish and ill at ease, but he did not.

There is, said he, a certain rare brand of champagne in the secret cellars of this famous café. It is pink as a rose in colour, and drier than a British cigar. It is the only wine, except the Czars Tokay, fit to drink to the happiness of the only perfect woman in the world.

And her equally perfect sister, father and fiancé, said I. So pray order this wonderful wine, Van, and let me note the brand; for I very much fear that we shall need another bottle at no distant date.

Why? asked Dulcima, colouring to her hair.



Because, said I, the French army is expected to encamp to-morrow before this hotel.

Cavalry or artillery? she asked faintly.

Both, said I; so let us thank Heaven that we escape the infantry, at least. Alida, my dear, your health, happiness, and long, long life!

We drank the toast standing.


Blue-Bird Weather
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IT WAS NOW almost too dark to distinguish objects; duskier and vaguer became the flat world of marshes, set here and there with cypress and bounded only by far horizons; and at last land and water disappeared behind the gathered curtains of the night. There was no sound from the waste except the wind among the withered reeds and the furrowing splash of wheel and hoof over the submerged causeway.

The boy who was driving had scarcely spoken since he strapped Marches gun cases and valise to the rear of the rickety wagon at the railroad station. Marche, too, remained silent, preoccupied with his own reflections. Wrapped in his fur-lined coat, arms folded, he sat doubled forward, feeling the Southern swamp-chill busy with his bones. Now and then he was obliged to relight his pipe, but the cold bit at his fingers, and he hurried to protect himself again with heavy gloves.

The small, rough hands of the boy who was driving were naked, and finally Marche mentioned it, asking the child if he were not cold.

No, sir, he said, with a colorless brevity that might have been shyness or merely the dull indifference of the very poor, accustomed to discomfort.

Dont you feel cold at all? persisted Marche kindly.

No, sir.

I suppose you are hardened to this sort of weather?

Yes, sir.

By the light of a flaming match, Marche glanced sideways at him as he drew his pipe into a glow once more, and for an instant the boys gray eyes flickered toward his in the flaring light. Then darkness masked them both again.

Are you Mr. Herolds son? inquired the young man.

Yes, sir, almost sullenly.

How old are you?

Eleven.

Youre a big boy, all right. I have never seen your father. He is at the clubhouse, no doubt.

Yes, sir, scarcely audible.

And you and he live there all alone, I suppose?

Yes, sir. A moment later the boy added jerkily, And my sister, as though truth had given him a sudden nudge.

Oh, you have a sister, too?

Yes, sir.

That makes it very jolly for you, I fancy, said Marche pleasantly. There was no reply to the indirect question.

His pipe had gone out again, and he knocked the ashes from it and pocketed it. For a while they drove on in silence, then Marche peered impatiently through the darkness, right and left, in an effort to see; and gave it up.

You must know this road pretty well to be able to keep it, he said. As for me, I cant see anything except a dirty little gray star up aloft.

The horse knows the road.

Im glad of that. Have you any idea how near we are to the house?

Half a mile. Thats Rattler Creek, yonder.

How the dickens can you tell? asked Marche curiously. You cant see anything in the dark, can you?

I dont know how I can tell, said the boy indifferently.

Marche smiled. A sixth sense, probably. What did you say your name is?

Jim.

And youre eleven? Youll be old enough to have a gun very soon, Jim. How would you like to shoot a real, live wild duck?

I have shot plenty.

Marche laughed. Good for you, Jimmy. What did the gun do to you? Kick you flat on your back?

The boy said gravely: Fathers gun is too big for me. I have to rest it on the edge of the blind when I fire.

Do you shoot from the blinds?

Yes, sir.

Marche relapsed into smiling silence. In a few moments he was thinking of other things — of this muddy island which had once been the property of a club consisting of five carefully selected and wealthy members, and which, through death and resignation, had now reverted to him. Why he had ever bought in the shares, as one by one the other members either died or dropped out, he did not exactly know. He didnt care very much for duck shooting. In five years he had not visited the club; and why he had come here this year for a weeks sport he scarcely knew, except that he had either to go somewhere for a rest or ultimately be carried, kicking, into what his slangy doctor called the funny house.

So here he was, on a cold February night, and already nearly at his destination; for now he could make out a light across the marsh, and from dark and infinite distances the east wind bore the solemn rumor of the sea, muttering of wrecks and death along the Atlantic sands beyond the inland sounds.

Well, Jim, he said, I never thought Id survive this drive, but here we are, and still alive. Are you frozen solid, you poor boy?

The boy smiled, shyly, in negation, as they drove into the bar of light from the kitchen window and stopped. Marche got down very stiffly. The kitchen door opened at the same moment, and a womans figure appeared in the lamplight — a young girl, slender, bare armed, drying her fingers as she came down the steps to offer a small, weather-roughened hand to Marche.

My brother will show you to your room, she said. Supper will be ready in a few minutes.

So he thanked her and went away with Jim, relieving the boy of the valise and one gun-case, and presently came to the quarters prepared for him. The room was rough, with its unceiled walls of yellow pine, a chair, washstand, bed, and a nail or two for his wardrobe. It had been the affectation of the wealthy men composing the Foam Island Duck Club to exist almost primitively when on the business of duck shooting, in contradistinction to the overfed luxury of other millionaires inhabiting other more luxuriously appointed shooting-boxes along the Chesapeake.

The Foam Island Club went in heavily for simplicity, as far as the two-story shanty of a clubhouse was concerned; but their island was one of the most desirable in the entire region, and their live decoys the most perfectly trained and cared for.

Marche, washing his tingling fingers and visage in icy water, rather wished, for a moment, that the club had installed modern plumbing; but delectable odors from the kitchen put him into better humor, and presently he went off down the creaking and unpainted stairs to warm himself at a big stove until summoned to the table.

He was summoned in a few moments by the same girl who had greeted him; and she also waited on him at table,placing before him in turn his steaming soup, a platter of fried bass and smoking sweet potatoes, then the inevitable broiled canvas-back duck with rice, and finally home-made preserves — wild grapes, exquisitely fragrant in their thin, golden syrup.

Marche was that kind of a friendly young man who is naturally gay-hearted and also a little curious — sometimes to the verge of indiscretion. For his curiosity and inquiring interest in his fellow-men was easily aroused — particularly when they were less fortunately situated than he in a world where it is a favorite fiction that all are created equal. He was, in fact, that particular species of human nuisance known as a humanitarian; but he never dreamed he was a nuisance, and certainly never meant to be.

Warmth and food and the prospects of to-morrows shooting, and a slender, low-voiced young girl, made cheerful his recently frost-nipped soul, and he was inclined to expand and become talkative there in the lamplight.

Has the shooting been pretty good? he asked pleasantly, plying knife and fork in the service of a raging appetite.

It has been.

What do you think of the prospects for to-morrow?

She said gravely: I am afraid it will be blue-bird weather.
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It was a new, but graphic, expression to him; and he often remembered it afterward, and how quaintly it fell from her lips as she stood there in the light of the kerosene lamp, slim, self-possessed, in her faded gingham gown and apron, the shapely middle finger of one little weather-tanned hand resting on the edge of the cloth.

You are Miss Herold, I suppose? he said, looking up at her with his pleasant smile.

Yes.

You are not Southern?

No, she said briefly. And he then remembered that the Hon. Cicero W. Gilkins, when he was president of the now defunct club, had installed a Northern man as resident chief game-protector and superintendent at the Foam Island Club House.

Marche had never even seen Herold; but, through lack of personal interest, and also because he needed somebody to look out for the property, he had continued to pay this man Herold his inconsiderable salary every year, scarcely knowing, himself, why he did not put the Foam Island shooting on the market and close up the matter for good.

Its been five years since I was here, Miss Herold, he said, smiling. That was in the old days of the club, when Judge Gilkins and Colonel Vyse used to come here shooting every season. But you dont remember them, I fancy.

I remember them.

Really! You must have been quite a child.

I was thirteen.

Oh, then you are eighteen, now, he said humorously.

Her grave, young lips were only slightly responsive to his smile.

You have been here a long time, he said. Do you find it lonely?

Sometimes, she admitted.

What do you do for recreation?

I dont think I know what you mean, Mr. Marche.

I mean for pleasure.

She looked at him out of her clear, gray eyes, then turned her gaze on the window. But she could not see through it; the pane only reflected her face darkly; and to her, for a moment, it seemed that way with her whole pent-up life, here in the Virginia marshes — no outlet, no outlook, and wherever she turned her wistful eyes only her own imprisoned self to confront her out of the dull obscurity.

I suppose, he said, watching her, that you sometimes go to Norfolk for a holiday?

No.

Or to Old Point, or Baltimore, perhaps?

She had her under lip between her teeth, now, and was looking so fixedly at the window that he thought she had not heard him.

He rose from the table, and as she turned to meet his pleasant eyes he smilingly thanked her for waiting on him.

And now, he said, if you will say to your father that Id like to have a little talk with him — —

Father is ill in bed, she said, in a low voice.

Oh, Im sorry. I hope it isnt anything serious.

I — think not.

Will he be able to see me to-morrow?

I am afraid not, Mr. Marche. He — he asked me to say to you that you might safely transact any business with me. I know all about it, she said, speaking a little hurriedly. I keep the accounts, and I have every item and every bill ready for your inspection; and I can tell you exactly what condition the property is in and what lumber has been cut and what repairs have been necessary. Whenever you are ready for me, I will come into the sitting room, she added, because Jim and I have had our supper.

Very well, he said, smiling, I am ready now, if you are.

So she went away to rinse her hands and lay aside her apron, and in a few minutes she entered the sitting room. He rose and placed a chair for her, and she thanked him, flushing a little, and then he resumed his seat, watching her sorting over the papers in her lap.

Presently she crossed one knee over the other, and one slim, prettily shaped foot, in its shabby shoe, swung clear of its shadow on the floor. Then she handed him a sheaf of bills for his inspection, and, pencil in hand, followed the totals as he read them off aloud.

For half an hour they compared and checked off items, and he found her accounts accurate to a penny.

Father bought three geese and a gander from Ike Helm, she said. They were rather expensive, but two were mated, and they call very well when tied out separated. Do you think it was too expensive? she added timidly, showing him the bill.

No, he said, smiling. I think its all right. Mated decoys are what we need, and you can wing-tip a dozen before you get one that will talk at the right time.

That is true, she said eagerly. We try our best to keep up the decoys and have nothing but talkers. Our geese are nearly all right, and our ducks are good, but our swans are so vexing! They seem to be such fools, and they usually behave like silly cygnets. You will see to-morrow.

While she was speaking, her brother came quietly into the room with an open book in his hands, and Marche, glancing at it curiously, saw that it was a Latin grammar.

Where do you go to school, Jim? he asked.

Father teaches me.
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Marche, rather astonished at the calibre of his superintendent, glanced from the boy to his sister in silence. The girls head remained steadily lowered over the papers on her knee, but he saw her foot swinging in nervous rhythm, and he was conscious of her silent impatience at something or other, perhaps at the interruption in their business discussion.

Well, he said pleasantly, what comes next, Miss Herold?

She handed him a list of the decoys. He read it gravely, nodded, and returned it.

You may count them for yourself to-morrow, she said.

Not at all. I trust you entirely, he replied laughingly.

Then they went over the remaining matters, the condition of the pine timber, the repairs to the boats and blinds and stools, items for snaps, swivels, paint, cement, wire, none of which interested Marche as much as the silent boy reading his Latin grammar by the smoky lamp interested him, or the boys sister bending over the papers on her knee, pencil poised in her pretty, weather-roughened hand.

I sent the shells from New York by express, he said. Did they arrive?

I left two hundred in your room, said the boy, looking up.

Oh, thank you, Jim. And, turning to his sister, who had raised her head, inquiringly, I suppose somebody will call me at the screech of dawn, wont they?

Do you know the new law? she asked.

No. I dont like laws, anyway, he said smilingly.

She smiled, too, gathering up her papers preparatory to departure. Nobody is allowed, she said, to put off from shore until the sun is above the horizon line. And the wardens are very strict. Then she rose. Will you excuse me? I have the dishes to do.

The boy laid aside his book and stood up, but his sister said:

Stay and study, Jim. I dont need any help.

And Jim resumed his seat with heightened color. A moment later, however, he went out to the kitchen.

Look here, Molly, he said, whad you want to give me away for? Hell think Im a sissy, helping you do dishes and things.

My dear, my dear! she exclaimed contritely, I didnt think of it. Please forgive me, Jim. Anyway, you dont really care what this man thinks about any of us — —

Yes, I do! Anyway, a fellow doesnt want another fellow to think he washes dishes.

You darling! Forgive me. I wasnt thinking. It was too stupid of me.

It really was, said the boy, in his sweet, dignified voice, and Id been telling him that Id shot ducks, too.
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His sister caught him around the neck and kissed his blonde head. Im so sorry, Jim. He wont think of it again. If he does, hell only respect a boy who is so good to his sister. And, she added, cautioning him with lifted finger, dont talk too much to him, Jim, no matter how nice and kind he is. I know how lonely you are and how pleasant it is to talk to a man like Mr. Marche; but remember that father doesnt wish us to say anything about ourselves or about him, so we must be careful.

Why doesnt father want us to speak about him or ourselves to Mr. Marche? asked the boy.

His sister had gone back to her dishes. Now, looking around over her shoulder, she said seriously, That is fathers affair, dear, not ours.

But dont you know why?

Shame on you, Jim! What father cares to tell us he will tell us; but its exceedingly bad manners to ask.

Is father really very ill?

I told you that to ask me such things is improper, said the girl, coloring. He has told us that he does not feel well, and that he prefers to remain in his room for a few days. That is enough for us, isnt it?

Yes, said the boy thoughtfully.




II
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MARCHE, BURIED UNDER a mountain of bed clothes, dreamed that people were rapping noisily on his door, and grinned in his dream, meaning to let them rap until they tired of it. Suddenly a voice sounded through his defiant slumbers, clear and charming as a golden ray parting thick clouds. The next moment he found himself awake, bolt upright in the icy dusk of his room, listening.

Mr. Marche! Wont you please wake up and answer? came the clear, young voice again.

I beg your pardon! he cried. Ill be down in a minute!

He heard her going away downstairs, and for a few seconds he squatted there, huddled in coverings to the chin, and eying the darkness in a sort of despair. The feverish drive of Wall Street, late suppers, and too much good fellowship had not physically hardened Marche. He was accustomed to have his bath tempered comfortably for his particular brand of physique. Breakfast, also, was a most carefully ordered informality with him.

The bitter chill smote him. Cursing the simple life, he crawled gingerly out of bed, suffered acutely while hunting for a match, lighted the kerosene lamp with stiffened fingers, and looked about him, shivering. Then, with a suppressed anathema, he stepped into his folding tub and emptied the arctic contents of the water pitcher over himself.

Half an hour later he appeared at the breakfast table, hungrier than he had been in years. There was nobody there to wait on him, but the dishes and coffee pot were piping hot, and he madly ate eggs and razor-back, and drank quantities of coffee, and finally set fire to a cigarette, feeling younger and happier than he had felt for ages.

Of one thing he was excitedly conscious: that dreadful and persistent dragging feeling at the nape of his neck had vanished. It didnt seem possible that it could have disappeared overnight, but it had, for the present, at least.

He went into the sitting room. Nobody was there, either, so he broke his sealed shell boxes, filled his case with sixes and fives and double Bs, drew his expensive ducking gun from its case and took a look at it, buckled the straps of his hip boots to his belt, felt in the various pockets of his shooting coat to see whether matches, pipe, tobacco, vaseline, oil, shell extractor, knife, handkerchief, gloves, were in their proper places; found them so, and, lighting another cigarette, strolled contentedly around the small and almost bare room, bestowing a contented and patronizing glance upon each humble article and decoration as he passed.

Evidently this photograph, in an oval frame of old-time water gilt, was a portrait of Miss Herolds mother. What a charming face, with its delicate, high-bred nose and lips! The boy, Jim, had her mouth and nose, and his sister her eyes, slightly tilted to a slant at the outer corners — beautifully shaped eyes, he remembered.

He lingered a moment, then strolled on, viewing with tolerant indifference the few poor ornaments on the mantel, the chromos of wild ducks and shore birds, and found himself again by the lamp-lit table from which he had started his explorations.

On it were Jims Latin book, a Bible, and several last years magazines.

Idly he turned the flyleaf of the schoolbook. Written there was the boys name— Jim, from Daddy.

As he was closing the cover a sudden instinct arrested his hand, and, not knowing exactly why, he reopened the book and read the inscription again. He read it again, too, with a vague sensation of familiarity with it, or with the book, or something somehow connected with it, he could not tell exactly what; but a slightly uncomfortable feeling remained as he laid aside the book and stood with brows knitted and eyes absently bent on the stove.

The next moment Jim came in, wearing a faded overcoat which he had outgrown.

Hello! said Marche, looking up. Are you ready for me, Jim?

Yes, sir.

What sort of a chance have I?

Im afraid it is blue-bird weather, said the boy diffidently.

Marche scowled, then smiled. Your sister said it would probably be that kind of weather. Well, we all have to take a sporting chance with things in general, dont we, Jim?

Yes, sir.

Marche picked up his gun case and cartridge box. The boy offered to take them, but the young man shook his head.

Lead on, old sport! he said cheerily. Im a beast of more burdens than you know anything about. Hows your father, by the way?

I think father is about the same.

Doesnt he need a doctor?

No, sir, I think not.

What is it, Jim? Fever?

I dont know, said the boy, in a low voice. He led the way, and Marche followed him out of doors.

A gray light made plain the desolation of the scene, although the sun had not yet risen. To the south and west the sombre pine woods stretched away; eastward, a few last years cornstalks stood, withered in the clearing, through which a rutted road ran down to the water.

It isnt the finest farming land in the world, is it, Jim? he said humorously.

I havent seen any other land, said the boy quietly.

Dont you remember the Northern country at all?

No, sir — except Central Park.

Oh, you were New-Yorkers?

Yes, sir. Father — — and he fell abruptly silent.

They were walking together down the rutted road, and Marche glanced around at him.

What were you going to say about your father, Jim?

Nothing. Then truth jogged his arm. I mean I was only going to say that father and mother and all of us lived there.

In New York?

Yes, sir.

Is your — your mother living?

No, sir.

I think I saw her picture in the sitting room, he said gently. She must have been everything a mother should be.

Yes, sir.

Was it long ago, Jim?

When she died?

Yes.

Yes, very long ago. Six years ago.

Before you came here, then?

Yes, sir.

After they had walked in silence for a little while, Marche said, I suppose you have arranged for somebody to take me out?

Yes, sir.

They emerged from the lane to the shore at the same moment, and Marche glanced about for the expected bayman.

Oh, there he is! he said, as a figure came from behind a dory and waded leisurely shoreward through the shallows — a slight figure in hip boots and wool shooting hood and coat, who came lightly across the sands to meet him. And, astonished, he looked into the gray eyes of Molly Herold.

Father could not take you, she said, without embarrassment, and Jim isnt quite big enough to manage the swans and geese. Do you mind my acting as your bayman?

Mind? he repeated. No, of course not. Only — it seems rather rough on you. Couldnt you have hired a bayman for me?

I will, if you wish, she said, her cheeks reddening. But, really, if youll let me, I am perfectly accustomed to baymans work.

Do you want to do it?

She said, without self-consciousness, If it is the same to you, Mr. Marche, I had rather that the baymans wages came to us.

Certainly — of course, he said hurriedly. Then, smiling: You look the part. I took you for a young man, at first. Now, tell me how I can help you.

Jim can do that. Still, if you dont mind handling the decoys — —

Not at all, he said, going up to the fenced inclosures which ran from a rod or two inland down into the shallow water, making three separate yards for geese, swans, and ducks.

Jim was already in the duck pen, hustling the several dozen mallard and black ducks into an inland corral. The indignant birds, quacking a concerted protest, waddled up from the shore, and, one by one, the boy seized the suitable ones, and passed them over the fence to Marche. He handed them to Molly Herold, who waded out to the dory, a duck tucked under either arm, and slipped them deftly into the decoy-crates forward and aft.

The geese were harder to manage — great, sleek, pastel-tinted birds whose wing blows had the force of a mans fist — and they flapped and struggled and buffeted Jim till his blonde head spun; but at last Marche and Molly had them crated in the dory.

Then the wild swans turn came — great, white creatures with black beaks and feet; and Molly and Marche were laughing as they struggled to catch them and carry them aboard.

But at last every decoy was squatting in the crates; the mast had been stepped, guns laid aboard, luncheon stowed away. Marche set his shoulder to the stern; the girl sprang aboard, and he followed; the triangular sail filled, and the boat glided out into the sound, straight into the glittering lens of the rising sun.

A great winter gull flapped across their bows; in the lee of Starfish Island, long strings of wild ducks rose like shredded clouds, and, swarming in the sky, swinging, drifting, sheered eastward, out toward the unseen Atlantic.

Bluebills and sprigs, said the girl, resting her elbow on the tiller. There are geese on the shoal, yonder. Theyve come out from Currituck. Oh, Im afraid its to be blue-bird weather, Mr. Marche.

Im afraid it is, he assented, smiling. What do you do in that case, Miss Herold?

Go to sleep in the blind, she admitted, with a faint smile, the first delicate approach to anything resembling the careless confidence of camaraderie that had yet come from her.

See the ducks! she said, as bunch after bunch parted from the water, distantly, yet all around them, and, gathering like clouds of dusky bees, whirled away through the sky until they seemed like bands of smoke high drifting. Presently she turned and looked back, signaling adieu to the shore, where her brother lifted his arm in response, then turned away inland.

Thats a nice boy, said Marche briefly, and glanced up to see in his sisters face the swift and exquisite transformation that requires no words as answer.

You seem to like him, said he, laughing.

Molly Herolds gray eyes softened; pride, that had made the love in them brilliant, faded until they grew almost sombre. Silent, her aloof gaze remained fixed on the horizon; her lips rested on each other in sensitive curves. There was no sound save the curling of foam under the bows.

Marche looked elsewhere; then looked at her again. She sat motionless, gray eyes remote, one little, wind-roughened hand on the tiller. The steady breeze filled the sail; the dory stood straight away toward the blinding glory of the sunrise.

Through the unreal golden light, raft after raft of wild ducks rose and whirled into the east; blue herons flopped across the water; a silver-headed eagle, low over the waves, winged his way heavily toward some goal, doggedly intent upon his own business.

Outside Starfish Shoal the girl eased the sheet as the wind freshened. Far away on Golden Bar thousands of wild geese, which had been tipping their sterns skyward in plunging quest of nourishment, resumed a more stately and normal posture, as though at a spoken command; and the long ranks, swimming, and led by age and wisdom, slowly moved away into the glittering east.

At last, off the starboard bow, the low, reedy levels of Foam Island came into view, and in a few minutes more the dory lay in the shallows, oars, mast, and rag stowed; and the two young people splashed busily about in their hip boots, carrying guns, ammunition, and food into the blind.

Then Molly Herold, standing on the mud bank, flung, one by one, a squadron of wooden, painted, canvasback decoys into the water, where they righted themselves, and presently rode the waves, bobbing and steering with startling fidelity to the real things.

Then it came the turn of the real things. Marche and Molly, a struggling bird tucked under each arm, waded out along the lanes of stools, feeling about under the icy water until their fingers encountered the wire-cored cords. Then, to the leg rings of each madly flapping duck and swan and goose they snapped on the leads, and the tethered birds, released, beat the water into foam and flapped and splashed and tugged, until, finally reconciled, they began to souse themselves with great content, and either mounted their stools or swam calmly about as far as their tethers permitted.

Marche, struggling knee-deep in the water, his arms full of wildly flapping gander, hailed Molly for instructions.

Thats a mated bird! she called out to him. Peg him outside by himself!

So Marche pegged out the furious old gander, whose name was Uncle Dudley, and in a few minutes that dignified and insulted bird, missing his spouse, began to talk about it.

Every wifely feeling outraged, his spouse replied loudly from the extreme end of the inner lane, telling her husband, and every duck, goose, and swan in the vicinity, what she thought of such an inhuman separation.

Molly laughed, and so did Marche. Duck after duck, goose after goose, joined indignantly in the conversation. The mallard drakes twisted their emerald-green heads and began that low, half gurgling, half quacking conversation in which their mottled brown and gray mates joined with louder quacks. The geese conversed freely; but the long-necked swans held their peace, occupied with the problem of picking to pieces the snaps on their anklets.

Now, said Molly breathlessly, as the last madly protesting bird had been stooled, lets get into the blind as soon as we can, Mr. Marche. There may be ducks in Currituck still, and every minute counts now.

So Marche towed the dory around to the westward and drew it into a channel where it might lie concealed under the reeds.

When he came across to the blind he found Molly there, seated on the plank in the cemented pit behind the screen of reeds and rushes, laying out for him his cartridges.

There they were, in neat rows on the rail, fives, sixes, and a few of swanshot, ranged in front of him. And his 12-gauge, all ready, save for the loading, lay across the pit to his right. So he dropped his booted feet into the wooden tub where a foot-warmer lay, picked up the gun, slid a pair of sixes into it, laid it beside him, and turned toward Miss Herold.

The wool collar of her sweater was turned up about her delicately molded throat and face. The wild-rose color ran riot in her cheeks, and her eyes, sky tinted now, were wide open under the dark lashes, and the wind stirred her hair till it rippled bronze and gold under the edge of her shooting hood. She, too, was perfectly ready. A cheap, heavy, and rather rusty gun lay beside her; a heap of cheap cartridges before her.

She turned, and, catching Marches eyes, smiled adorably, with a slight nod of comradeship. Then, the smile still faintly curving her lips, she crossed her legs in the pit, and, warming her hands in the pockets of her coat, leaned back, resting against the rail behind.

You havent a foot-warmer, he said.

Im not cold — only my fingers — a little — stooling those birds.

They spoke in low voices, under their breath.

He fished from his pocket a flat Japanese hand-warmer, lighted the paper-cased punk, snapped it shut, and passed it to her. But she demurred.

You need it yourself.

No, Im all right. Please take it.

So she shyly took it, dropped it into her pocket, and rested her shapely little hand on it. How delightful! she said presently, shifting it to the other pocket. Dont you really need it, Mr. Marche?

No. Does it warm you?

It is delicious. I was a little chilled. She drew out one bare hand and looked at it thoughtfully. Then, with a little sigh, and quite unconscious of his gaze, she touched her lips to the wind-roughened skin, as though in atonement for her maltreatment of herself.

Even as it now was the shape and beauty of the hand held Marche fascinated; it was so small, yet so firm and strong and competent, so full of youthful character, such a delicately fashioned little hand, and so pathetic, somehow — this womans hand, with its fineness of texture and undamaged purity under the chapped and cruelly bruised, tender skin.

She pocketed it again, looking out from under the wind-blown hair clustering from the edge of her shooting hood. Blue-bird weather, she said, in her low and very sweet voice. If no birds swing in by ten oclock we might as well sleep until four.

Marche leaned forward and scanned the water and sky alternately. Nothing stirred, save their lazily preening decoys. Uncle Dudley was still conversing with his wife at intervals; the swans and the cygnets fed or worried their leash snaps; the ducks paddled, or dozed on the stools, balanced on one leg.

Far away, on Golden Bar, half a thousand wild geese floated, feeding; beyond, like snowflakes dotting the water, a few wild swans drifted. There were ducks, too, off Starfish Island again, but nothing flying in the blue except a slow hawk or some wandering gull, or now and then an eagle — sometimes a mature bird, in all the splendor of white head and tail, sometimes a young bird, seemingly larger, and all gray from crest to shank.

Once an eagle threatened the decoys, and Uncle Dudley swore so lustily at him, and every duck and goose set up such a clamor, that Molly Herold picked up her gun for the emergency. But the magnificent eagle, beating up into the wind with bronze wings aglisten, suddenly sheered off; and, as he passed, Marche could see his bold head turn toward the blind where the sun had flashed him its telegraphic warning on the barrel of Mollys lifted gun.

Fine! he whispered. Splendid! Im glad you didnt kill him.

Im glad I didnt have to, she said.

Do you think you could have?

She turned toward him, wondering whether he might be serious; then smiled as he smiled.

At the same instant, coming apparently from nowhere, four canvasbacks suddenly appeared over the clamoring decoys, so close in that, as they came driving by the blind and rose slightly, wings bowed, Marche could almost see their beady little eyes set in the chestnut red of the turning heads. Mechanically his gun spoke twice; rap-rap, echoed Miss Herolds gun, and splash! splash! down whirled two gray-and-red ducks; then a third, uncertain, slowed down, far out beyond the decoys, and slanted sideways to the water. The fourth went on.

Duffer that I am, said Marche good-humoredly. That was a clean double of yours, Miss Herold! — clean-cut work.

She said, slightly knitting her straight brows: I should have crossed two of them and killed the one you missed. I think Id better get the boat.

No, Ill go out after that kicker, he said, ashamed of his slovenly work.

Five minutes later he returned with his kicker and her two ducks — great, fat, heavy canvasbacks, beautiful in their red, black, and drab plumage.

What about blue-bird weather, now? he laughed.

But she only smiled and said, Im very much afraid.

For a long while they sat there, alert behind their wall of rustling reeds, watching sky and water. False alarms were not infrequent from their decoys. Sometimes the outbreak of quacking and honking was occasioned by some wandering gull, sometimes by a circling hawk or some eagle loitering in mid-heaven on broad and leisurely wings, reluctant to remain, unwilling to go; sometimes to a pair or two of widgeon or pintails speeding eastward high in the blue. But the sparkling, cloudless hours sped away, and no duck or goose or swan invaded the vicinity. Only one sly old black duck dropped into the reeds far back on the island; and Marche went after him with serious designs upon his fraudulent old life.

When the young man returned, twenty minutes later, perfectly innocent of duck murder, he found the girl curled up in her corner of the pit, eyes closed, tired little head cradled in the curve of her left arm. She waked as he slid into the blind, and smiled at him, pretending not to have been asleep.

Did you get him?

No. He went off at two hundred yards.

Blue-bird weather, she sighed; and again they exchanged smiles. He noticed that her eyes had somehow become exceedingly blue instead of the clear gray which he had supposed was their color. And, after her brief slumber, there seemed to be a sort of dewy freshness about them, and about her slightly pink cheeks, which, at that time, he had no idea were at all perilous to him. All he was conscious of was a sensation of pleasure in looking at her, and a slight surprise in the revelation of elements in her which, he began to decide, constituted real beauty.

Thats a quaint expression— blue-bird weather, he said. Its a perfect description of a spring-like day in winter. Is it a local expression?

Yes — I think so. Theres a song about it, along the coast — she laughed uncertainly— a rather foolish song.

What is it?

If I remember — she hesitated, thinking for a moment, then, with a laugh which he thought a little bashful— its really too silly to repeat!

Please sing it!

Very well — if you wish.

And in a low, pretty, half-laughing voice, she sang:

Quiet sea and quiet sky,
Idle sail and anchored boat,
Just a snowflake gull afloat,
Drifting like a feather — 
And the gray hawk crying,
And a mans heart sighing — 
That is blue-bird weather: — 
And the high hawk crying,
And a maids heart sighing
Till lass and lover come together, — 
This is blue-bird weather.

She turned her head and looked steadily out across the waste of water. I told you it was silly, she said, very calmly.




III

[image: img326.jpg]

BLUE-BIRD WEATHER CONTINUED. Every day for a week Marche and Molly Herold put out for Foam Island under summer skies, and with a soft wind filling the sail; and in all the water-world there was no visible sign of winter, save the dead reeds on muddy islands and the far and wintry menace of the Atlantic crashing icily beyond the eastern dunes.

Few ducks and no geese or swans came to the blind. There was nothing for them to do except to talk together or sit dozing in the sun. And, imperceptibly, between them the elements of a pretty intimacy unfolded like spring buds on unfamiliar branches; but what they might develop into he did not know, and she had not even considered.

She had a quaint capacity for sleeping in the sunshine while he was away on the island prowling hopefully after black ducks. And one morning, when he returned to find her asleep at her post, a bunch of widgeon left the stools right under her nose before he had a chance to shoot.

She did not awake. The sun fell warmly upon her, searching the perfections of the childlike face and throat, gilding the palm of one little, sun-tanned hand lying, partly open, on her knee. A spring-like wind stirred a single strand of bright hair; lips slightly parted, she lay there, face to the sky, and Marche thought that he had never looked upon anything in all the world more pure and peaceful.

At noon the girl had not awakened. But something in John B. Marche had. He looked in horrified surprise at the decoys, then looked at Molly Herold; then he gazed in profound astonishment at Uncle Dudley, who made a cryptic remark to the wife of his bosom, and then tipped upside down.

Marche examined the sky and water so carefully that he did not see them; then, sideways, and with an increasing sensation of consternation, he looked again at the sleeping girl.

His was not even a friendly gaze, now; there was more than dawning alarm in it — an irritated curiosity which grew more intense as the seconds throbbed out, absurdly timed by a most remarkable obligato from his heart.

He gazed stonily upon this stranger into whose life he had drifted only a week before, whose slumbers he felt that he was now unwarrantedly invading with a mental presumption that scared him; and yet, as often as he looked elsewhere, he looked back at her again, confused by the slowly dawning recognition of a fascination which he was utterly powerless to check or even control.

One thing was already certain; he wanted to know her, to learn from her own lips intimately about herself, about her thoughts, her desires, her tastes, her aspirations — even her slightest fancies.

Absorbed, charmed by her quiet breathing, fascinated into immobility, he sat there gazing at her, trying to reconcile the steadily strengthening desire to know her with what he already knew of her — of this sleeping stranger, this shabby child of a poor man, dressed in the boots and shooting coat of that wretchedly poor man — his own superintendent, a sick man whom he had never even seen.

What manner of man could her father be — this man Herold — to have a child of this sort, this finely molded, fine-grained, delicate, exquisitely made girl, lying asleep here in a wind-stirred blind, with the Creators own honest sun searching out and making triumphant a beauty such as his wise and city-worn eyes had never encountered, even under the mercies of softened candlelight.

An imbecile repetition of speech kept recurring and even stirring his lips, Shed make them all look like thirty cents. And he colored painfully at the crudeness of his obsessing thoughts, angrily, after a moment, shaking them from him.

A cartridge rolled from the shelf and splashed into the pit water; the girl unclosed her gray eyes, met his gaze, smiled dreamily; then, flushing a little, sat up straight.

Fifteen widgeon went off when I returned to the blind, he said, unsmiling.

I beg your pardon. I am — I am terribly sorry, she stammered, with a vivid blush of confusion.

But the first smile from her unclosing eyes had already done damage enough; the blush merely disorganized a little more what was already chaos in a young mans mind.

Has — has anything else come in to the stools? she asked timidly.

No, he said, relenting.

But he was wrong. Something had come into the blind — a winged, fluttering thing, out of the empyrean — and even Uncle Dudley had not seen or heard it, and never a honk or a quack warned anybody, or heralded the unseen coming of the winged thing.

Marche sat staring out across the water.

I — am so very sorry, repeated the girl, in a low voice. Are you offended with me?

He turned and looked at her, and spoke steadily enough: Of course Im not. I was glad you had a nap. There has been nothing doing — except those stupid widgeon — not a feather stirring.

Then you are not angry with me?

Why, you absurd girl! he said, laughing and stretching out one hand to her.

Into her face flashed an exquisite smile; daintily she reached out and dropped her hand into his. They exchanged a friendly shake, still smiling.

All the same, she said, it was horrid of me. And I think I boasted to you about my knowledge of a baymans duties.

You are all right, he said, a clean shot, a thoroughbred. I ask no better comrade than you. I never again shall have such a comrade.

But — I am your bayman, not your comrade, she exclaimed, forcing a little laugh. Youll have better guides than I, Mr. Marche.

Do you reject the equal alliance I offer, Miss Herold?

I? She flushed. It is very kind of you to put it that way. But I am only your guide — but it is pleasant to have you speak that way.

What way?

The way you spoke about — your baymans daughter.

He said, smilingly cool on the surface, but in a chaotic, almost idiotic inward condition: Ive sat here for days, wishing all the while that I might really know you. Would you care to let me, Miss Herold?

Know me? she repeated. I dont think I understand.

Could you and your father and brother regard me as a guest — as a friend visiting the family?

Why?

Because, he said, Im the same kind of a man that you are a girl and that your brother is a boy. Why, you know it, dont you? I know it. I knew it as soon as I heard you speak, and when your brother came into the room that first night with his Latin book, and when I saw your mothers picture. So I know what your father must be. Am I not right?

She lifted her proud little head and looked at him. We are what you think us, she said.

Then let us stand in that relation, Miss Herold. Will you?

She looked at him, perplexed, gray eyes clear and thoughtful. Do you mean that you really want me for a friend? she asked calmly, but her sensitive lip quivered a little.

Yes.

Do men make personal friends among their employees? Do they? I ask because I dont know.

What was your father before he came here? he inquired bluntly.

She looked up, startled, then the color came slowly back to her cheeks. Isnt that a little impertinent, Mr. Marche?

Good heavens! Yes, of course it is! he exclaimed, turning very red. Will you forgive me? I didnt mean to be rude or anything like it! I merely meant that whatever reverses have happened to bring such a girl as you down into this God-forsaken place have not altered what you were and what you are. Can you forgive me?

Yes. Ill tell you something. I wanted to be a little more significant to you than merely a paid guide. So did Jim. We — it is rather lonely for us. You are the first real man who has come into our lives in five years. Do you understand, Mr. Marche?

Of course I do.

Are you sure you do? We would like to feel that we could talk to you — Jim would. It is pleasant to hear a man from the real world speaking. Not that the people here are unkind, only — she looked up at him almost wistfully— we are like you, Mr. Marche — and we feel starved, sometimes.

He did not trust himself to speak, even to look at her, just at the moment. Not heretofore sentimental, but always impressionable, he was young enough to understand, wise enough not to misunderstand.

After a while, leaning back in the blind, he began, almost casually, talking about things in that Northern world which had once been hers, assuming their common interest in matters purely local, in details, of metropolitan affairs, in the changing physiognomy of the monstrous city, its superficial aspects, its complex phases.

Timidly, at first, she ventured a question now and then, and after a while, as her reserve melted, she asked more boldly, and even offered her own comments on men and things, so that, for the first time, he had a glimpse of her mind at work — brief, charming surprises, momentary views of a young girls eager intelligence, visions of her sad and solitary self, more guessed at than revealed in anything she said or left unsaid.

And now they were talking together with free and unfeigned interest and pleasure, scarcely turning for a glance at the water or sky, save when old Uncle Dudley made insulting remarks to some slow-drifting gull or soaring bird of prey.

All the pent-up and natural enthusiasm of years was fairly bubbling to her lips; all the long-suppressed necessity of speech with one of her own kind who was not of her own kin.

It seemed as though they conversed and exchanged views on every topic which concerned heaven and earth, flashing from one subject to another which had nothing at all to do with anything yet discussed.

Out around them the flat leagues of water turned glassy and calm as a millpond; the ducks and geese were asleep on their stools; even old Uncle Dudley stood sentinel, with one leg buried in the downy plumage of his belly, but his weather eye remained brilliantly open to any stir in the blue vault above.

They ate their luncheon there together, he serving her with hot coffee from the vacuum bottle, she plying him with sandwiches.

And now, to her beauty was added an adorable friendliness and confidence, free from the slightest taint of self-consciousness or the least blemish of coquetry. Intelligent, yet modest to the verge of shyness, eager yet reserved, warm hearted yet charmingly impersonal with him, he realized that she was finding, with him, only the happiness of speech with mankind in the abstract. And so she poured out to him her heart, long stifled in the abyss of her isolation; and, gazing into his eyes, she was gazing merely toward all that was bright and happy and youthful and responsive, and he was its symbol, God-sent from those busy haunts of men which already, to her, had become only memories of a blessed vision.
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And all the while the undercurrent of his own thoughts ran on unceasingly: What can I do for her? I am falling in love — in love, surely, hopelessly. What can I do for her — for her brother — her father? I am falling in love — in love — in love.

The long, still, sunny afternoon slipped away. Gradually the water turned to pearl, inlaid with gold, then with glowing rose. And now, far to the north, the first thrilling clangor of wild geese, high in the blue, came to their ears, and they shrank apart and lay back, staring upward. Nearer, nearer, came the sky trumpets, answering faintly each to each — nearer, nearer, till high over the blind swept the misty wedge; and old Uncle Dudley flapped his wings and stretched his neck, calling up to his wild comrades of earthly delights unnumbered here under the shadow of death. And every wild goose answered him, and the decoys flapped and clamored a siren welcome; but the flying wedge glided onward through the blue.

Theyve begun to move, whispered the girl. But, oh, dear! It is blue-bird weather. Hark! Do you hear the swans? I can hear swans coming out of the north!

Marche could not yet hear them, but the tethered swans and geese heard, and a magnificent chorus rose from the water. Then, far away as fairyland, faintly out of the sky, came a new murmur — not the martial clangor of wild geese, but something wilder, more exquisitely unearthly — nearer, nearer, enrapturing its weird, celestial beauty. And now, through the blue, with great, snowy wings slowly beating, the swans passed over like angels; and like angels passing, hailing each other as they winged their way, drifting on broad, white pinions, they called, each to the other in their sweet, unreal voices, gossiping, garrulous, high in the sky. And far away they floated on until they became only a silver ribbon undulating against the azure; and even then Marche could hear the soft tumult of their calling: Heu! Heu! Hiou! Hiou-oo! until sound and snowy flecks vanished together in mid-heaven.

Again, coming from the far north, the trumpets of the sky squadron were sounding; they passed, wedge after wedge, sometimes in steady formation, sometimes like a wavering band of witches, and again in shifting battalions, sternly officered, passing through intricate aërial maneuvers, and greeted by Uncle Dudley and the other decoys with wild beseeching mixed with applause.

Snowy, angelic companies of swans came alternately with the geese; then a whimpering, whispering flight of wild ducks, water-fowl in thousands and tens of thousands, rushing onward through the aërial lanes.

But none came to the blind. Occasionally a wedge of geese wavered, irresolute at the frantic persuasions of Uncle Dudley, but their leader always dragged them back to their course, and the sagging, hesitating ranks passed on.

Sometimes, in a nearer flight of swans, some long-necked, snowy creature would bend its head to look curiously down at the tethered swans on the water, but always they continued on, settling some two miles south of Foaming Shoals, until there was half a mile of wild swans afloat there, looking like a long, low bank of snow, touched with faintest pink by the glow of the westering sun.




IV
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MARCHE, PACING THE shabby sitting room after supper, an unlighted cigarette between his fingers, listened to Jim recite his Latin lesson.

Atque ea qui ad efeminandos animos pertinent important, repeated the boy; and Marche nodded absently.

Do you understand what that means, Jim?

Not exactly, sir.

Marche explained, then added smilingly: But there is nothing luxurious to corrupt manhood among the coast marshes down here. Barring fever and moccasins, Jim, you ought to emerge, some day, into the larger world equipped for trouble.

I shall go out some day, said the boy.

Marche glanced up at the portrait of the boys mother in its pale-gilt oval. Near it, another nail had been driven, and on the faded wall paper was an oval discoloration, as though another picture had once hung there.

I wish I might see your father before I go North, said Marche, half to himself. Isnt he well enough to let me talk to him for a few minutes?

I will ask him, said the boy.

Marche paced the ragged carpet until the return of Jimmy.

Father is sorry, and asks you to please excuse him, he said.

Marche had picked up the boys schoolbook and was looking at the writing on the flyleaf again. Then he raised his head, eyes narrowing on the boy as though searching for some elusive memory connected with him — with his name in the Latin book — perhaps with the writing, which, somehow, had stirred in him, once more, the same odd and uncomfortable sensation which he had experienced when he first saw it.

Jim, he said, where did you live when you lived in New York?

In Eighty-seventh Street.

West?

Yes, sir.

Do you remember the house — the number?

No, sir.
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Jim, he said, where did you live?

Was it a private house?

I dont know. It was very tall. We lived on one floor and used an elevator.

I see. It was an apartment house.

The boy stood, with blonde head lowered, silently turning over the leaves of an old magazine.

Marche walked out to the porch; his brows were bent slightly inward, and he bit the end of his unlighted cigarette until the thing became useless. Then he flung it away. A few stars watched him above the black ramparts of the pines; a gentle wind was abroad, bringing inland the restless voice of the sea.

In Marches mind a persistent thought was groping in darkness, vainly striving to touch and awaken memories of things forgotten. What was it he was trying to remember? What manner of episode, and how connected with this place, with the boys book, with the portrait of his mother in its oval frame? Had he seen that portrait before? Perhaps he had seen it here, five years ago; yet that could not be, because Herold had not been here then.

Was it the writing on the flyleaf that had stirred some forgotten memory? It had seemed to him familiar, somehow — yet not like the handwriting in Herolds business letters to him. Yet it was Herolds writing— Jim, from Daddy — that was the inscription. And that inscription had riveted his attention from the first moment he saw it.

Who was Herold? Who was this man whose undoubtable breeding and personal cultivation had stamped his children with the same unmistakable distinction?

Somehow or other there had been a great fall in the world for him — a terrible tumble from higher estate to land him here in this desolation of swamp-bound silence — here where only the dark pines broke the vast sky line, where the only sound was the far rumor of the sea. Sick, probably with coast fever, poor, dependent, no doubt, on the salary Marche paid him, isolated from all in the world that made the world endurable to intelligence, responsible for two growing children — one already a woman — what must be the thoughts of such a man on a night like this, for instance?

I want to see that man, he kept repeating to himself. I want to see him; and Im going to.

Restless, but now always listening for the sound of a light tread which he had come to know so well — alas! — he began to walk to and fro, with keen glances toward the illuminated kitchen window every time he passed it. Sometimes his mind was chaotic; sometimes clear. The emotions which had awakened in him within the week were complex enough to stagger a more intelligent man. And Marche was not a fool; he was the typical product of his environment — the result of school and college, and a New York business life carried on in keenest competition with men as remorseless in business as the social code permitted. Also, he went to church on Sundays, read a Republican newspaper, and belonged to several unexceptionable clubs.

That was the kind of a man he had been only a week ago — a good fellow in the usual sense among men, acceptable to women, kind hearted, not too cynical, and every idea in his head modeled upon the opinions he heard expressed in that limited area wherein he had been born and bred.

That was the kind of a man he had been a week ago. What was he now — to-night — here in this waste corner of the world with the light from a kitchen window blazing on him as though it were the flashing splendor streaming through the barred portals of paradise? Was it possible that he, John Benton Marche, could be actually in love — in love with the daughter of his own game warden — with a girl who served him at supper in apron and gingham, who served him further in hip boots and ragged jacket — this modern Rosalind of the marshes, as fresh and innocent, as modest and ardent, as she of the Arden glades?

The kitchen door opened, and Molly Herold came down the steps and straight toward him, unthinkingly, almost instinctively, laying her hands in his as he met her under the leafless China tree in the yard.

I was longer than usual to-night, she said, trying to soften my hands with that cold cream you so kindly sent for. She lifted them in the starlight with a little laugh. Theyre a trifle better, I think, she said, but theyre always in water, you know, either there, she glanced around at the kitchen, or yonder with the decoys. But thank you all the same, she added brightly. Are you going to have another delightful talk, now?

Do you care to?

Of course. The idea of my not caring to talk to you, she said, laughing at the absurdity. Shall we go into the sitting room, or walk in the starlight? There are no snakes out, yet, she assured him, though if this weather holds, the moccasins will come out.

Well walk down to the shore, he said.

One moment, then. She turned and sped to the house, reappearing, after a few minutes, wearing her ragged shooting coat.

Is your father comfortable? he asked.

Yes, thank you.

Do you think he might want you?

No. Jim sleeps next to him, and he is preparing for bed, now. She smiled. What a darling my brother is, isnt he, Mr. Marche?

Hes a fine boy.

They moved on together, down the rutted lane, between dismantled fences and ragged, leafless hedges. She was lithe and light and sure footed, but once or twice, as they skirted puddles, he supported her; and the touch of his hand on her body almost unnerved him. Never had he dreamed that contact with any woman could so thrill, so exquisitely shock. And every instant he was falling deeper and deeper in love with her. He knew it — realized it — made no effort to avoid it, fight it off, control it. It was only his speech and manner that he held desperately under bit and curb, letting his heart go to everlasting smash and his reason run riot. And what on earth would be the end he could not imagine, for he was leaving for the North in the morning, and he had not yet told her.

As they came out upon the shore, the dory loomed up, beached, a dark silhouette against the starlit water. She laid her hands on the stern and vaulted lightly to her perch, sliding along to make room for Marche.

From far away in the sound came the confused murmur of wild fowl feeding. Except for that, and the ceaseless monotone of the outer sea, there was no sound, not even the lap of water against the bow.

Marche, who had been leaning forward, head bent as though watching the water, turned to the girl abruptly. I want to do something for — Jim, he said.

The girl looked up at him, not understanding.

Will your father let me?

I dont know what you mean.

I mean that I want to send him to a good school — a good boys school in the North.

She caught her breath, was silent for a moment, then, amazed: Would you do that? Oh, Ive wished for it — dreamed of it! But — how can you? You are so kind — so good to us — but how could we — accept?

Thats why I want to see your father.

For that! Was it really for that, Mr. Marche?

Yes — partly. He swallowed and looked the other way, for the girls excited face was very near his own as she bent forward to search his eyes for the least change of expression — bent nearer as though to reassure herself that he meant it seriously. For an instant her soft breath made the night air fragrant; he felt it, faint and fresh on his cheek, and turned sharply, biting his lips lest he lose all self-control.

Could you and your father spare him? he asked carelessly.

Oh, if you only would give him that chance! she cried. But — tell me — how can we accept such a thing of you? Is it possible?

Would you accept it? he asked, turning toward her.

The question startled her. She looked at him, striving to think clearly, trying to see this offered miracle through calm, impartial eyes.

I — I would do anything — almost — for Jim, she said. Id have no pride left, if his chances lay in the balance. But men — my father — may be different.

He said slowly: Suppose I offered the same chance to you?

What! she said crisply.

Suppose I offered you a college finishing, Miss Herold. Would you accept?

She slowly grew scarlet under his gaze. That would be insulting, she said, in a low voice.

Why, when only kindness is meant — as I mean it for Jim?

It is not the same. I am a grown woman capable of caring for myself. Such an offer, however kindly meant, could only hurt me, humiliate me — and — I thought you found me companionable as I am. Friends do not offer to better each other — in such a way.

I have not offered it to you, Miss Herold.

She looked up, still flushed and brilliant eyed; then her face changed softly. I know it. I was foolishly sensitive. I know you couldnt offer such a thing to me. But I wish I knew whether we could accept for Jim. He is such a darling — so intelligent and perfectly crazy for an education. Ive saved a little — thats why I wanted you to hire me for your bayman. You see I dont spend anything on myself, she added, with a blush.

Marche was fighting hard for self-restraint; he was young and romantic, and his heart was very full. What Id like to do, he said, would be to send Jim to some first-rate school until he is ready for college. Then Id like to see him through college, and, if he cared for it, start him with me in business.

Oh, she cried softly, is it possible! Is there — can any man really do such heavenly things? Have you any idea what you are saying? Do you realize what you are doing to me — with every word you utter?

What am I doing to — to you? he asked unsteadily.

Making me your slave, she said, in a low voice, thrilling with generous passion. Even for the thought — even if father will not accept — what you have said to me to-night has put me in your debt forever. Truly — truly, I know what friendship is, now.

She clasped her hands tightly and said something else, sweetly incoherent; and, in the starlight, Marche saw the tears sparkling on her lashes.

With that he sprang nervously to the shore and began to tramp up and down the shingle, his mind in a whirl, every sense, common or the contrary, clamoring for finality — urging him to tell her the truth — tell her that he loved her, that he wanted her — her alone, out of all the world of women — that it was for love and for her, and for love of her, that he offered anything, did anything, thought anything now under the high stars or under the circling sun.

And now, as he tramped savagely to and fro, he realized that he had begun wrong; that he should have told her he loved her first of all, and then acted, not promised.

Would she look on his offer scornfully, now? Would she see, in what he asked of her, a bribe desired for the offer he had made in her brothers behalf? She did not love him. How could she, in a week? Never had there been even a hint of sentiment between them. What would she think — this young girl, so tranquilly confident in her friendship for him — what would she think of him and his love? He knew there was nothing mercenary or material in her character; he knew she was young, sweet tempered, reticent concerning herself, clean hearted, and proud. How could he come blundering through the boundaries of her friendship with such an avowal, at a moments notice?

He returned slowly to the boat and stood looking up at her; and he saw that she was smiling down at him in the starlight.

Why did you start off so abruptly and tramp up and down? she asked.

He looked up at her. Shall we walk back, now? he said.

She extended her hands to him, and he swung her to the beach. For a moment he retained her hands; she looked at him, smiling, thrilling with all that he had said, meeting his eyes frankly and tenderly.

You are like some glorious magic prince to me, she said, appearing among us here to win our hearts with a word.

Have I won yours with what I have said?

Mine? Oh, dont you know it? Do you think — even if it doesnt come true — that I can ever forget what you have wished to do for Jim?

Still holding her hands, he lifted them, joined her fingers, and laid his lips to them. She bent her head and caught her breath in surprise.

I am going North to-morrow, he said.

For a moment she did not comprehend his words. Then, a trifle dazed, she looked up at him. To-morrow?

Yes.

Are you coming back?

Perhaps — next year.

Next — year!

Do you — find it — a long time?

Her straight brows bent inward a little, the startled gray eyes became clear and steady. Of course I knew that you must go — some time. But I had no idea that it would be so soon. Somehow, I have thought of you as being — here — —

Do you care?

Her honest eyes widened. Care? she repeated.

Yes. How greatly do you care?

The straight brows contracted still more as she stood considering him — so close that the fresh and subtle youth of her freshened the night again with its faint perfume.

Again he touched her hands with his lips, she watching him palely, out of clear, gray eyes; then, as they turned away together, he encircled her slender waist with his arm.

That she was conscious of it, and not disturbed by it, was part of her new mystery to him. Only once, as they walked, when his circling clasp tightened, did she rest her own hand over his where it held her body imprisoned. But she said nothing; nor had he spoken when the belt of pines loomed against the stars once more.

Then, though neither had spoken, they stopped. He turned to face her, drew her into his arms, and the beating of his heart almost suffocated him as he looked into her eyes, clear, unshrinking eyes of gray, with a childs question in their starry depths.

And he answered the question as in a dream: I love you. I want you for my wife. I want you to love me. You are the first woman I have cared for. All that you are I want — no more than you are. You, as you are now, are all that I care for in the world. Life is young for us both, yet. Let us grow up together — if you can love me. Can you?

I dont know.

Can you not care for me a little, Molly?

I do. I know — nothing about — love — real love.

Can you not imagine it, dear?

I — it is what I have imagined — a man — like you — coming this way into my loneliness. I recognize it. I have dreamed that it was like this. What is it that I should do — if this is really to come true?

Love me.

I would — if I knew how. I dont know how, she said wistfully. My heart is so full — already — of your goodness — I — and then this dream I have dreamed — that a man like you should come here and say this to me — —

Is it in you to love me?

Ill try — if youll tell me what to do — how to show it — to understand — —

He drew her closer, unresisting, and looked deep into her young eyes, and kissed them, and then her lips, till they grew warmer and her breath came fragrant and uneven.

Can you love me?

Yes, she whispered.

Are you sure?

Y-yes.

For a moments exquisite silence she rested her flushed face against his shoulder, then lifted it, averted, and stepped aside, out of the circle of his arms. Head lowered, she stood there, motionless in the starlight, arms hanging straight; then, as he came to her, she lifted her proud little head and laid both her hands in his.

Of those things, she said, that a woman should be to the man she loves, and say to that man, I am ignorant. Even how to speak to you — now — I do not know. It is all a dream to me — except that, in my heart, I know that I do love you. But I think that was so from the beginning, and after you have gone away I should have realized it some day.

You darling! he whispered. Again she surrendered to him, exquisite in her ignorance, passive at first, then tremulously responsive. And at last her head drooped and fell on his shoulder, and he held her for a little longer, then released her.

Trembling, she crept up the stairway to her room, treading lightly along the dark entry, dazed, fatigued, with the wonder of it all. Then, as she laid her hand on the knob of her bedroom door, the door of her fathers room opened abruptly.

Molly?

Yes, dear, she answered vaguely.

He stood staring at her on the threshold, fully dressed, and she looked back at him, her eyes slightly confused by the light.

Where have you been? he said.

With Mr. Marche.

Where?

To the dory — and back.

What did he say to you, child?

She came silently across the threshold and put her arms around his neck; and the man lost every atom of his color.

What did he say? he repeated harshly.
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That he loves me.

What!

It is true, father.

The man held her at arms length roughly. Good God! he groaned, how long has this been going on?

Only to-night. What do you mean, father?

He tells you that he — he is in love with you? With you? repeated Herold unsteadily.

Yes. It is true, too.

You mean he asked you to marry him!

Yes. And I said I would.

You love him!

The mans pallor frightened her silent. Then he dropped her arms, which he had been clutching, and stood staring at nothing, gnawing at his colorless lips.

The girl watched him with dawning terror and finally ventured to speak. Dear, what is the matter? Are you displeased with me? Do you think that he is not a man I should care for? You dont know him, dear. You have only to see him, to speak with him, hear his voice, look into his eyes — —

Good God! groaned Herold, closing his sunken eyes. Then, almost feeling his way out and along the dark passageway, he descended the stairs, heavily.

Marche, cleaning his gun in the sitting-room, looked up in surprise, then rose, laying aside stock, fore-end, and barrel, as Herold came into the room. The next instant, stepping nearer, he stared into Herolds face in silence. And so they met and confronted each other after many years.

Are you Herold? said the young man, in a low voice.

That is my name — now.

You have been in my employment — for five years?

Yes. Judge Gilkins gave me the chance. I could not suppose that the club would ever become your property.

The younger mans face hardened. But when it did become my property, why had you the indecency to stay?

Where else could I go?

You had the whole world to — operate in.

Herolds thin face flushed. It was fitter that I should work for you, he said. I have served you faithfully for five years.

And unfaithfully for ten! Wasnt it enough that Vyse and I let you go without prosecuting you? Wasnt it enough that we pocketed our loss for your wifes sake?

He checked himself in a flash of memory, turned, and looked at the picture on the wall. Now he knew, now he understood why his former associates handwriting had seemed familiar after all these years.

And suddenly he remembered that this man was Jims father — and the father of the young girl he was in love with; and the shock drove every drop of blood out of his heart and cheeks. Ghastly, staring, he stood confronting Herold; and the latter, leaning heavily, shoulder against the wall, stared back at him.

I could have gone on working for you, he said, trying to save enough to make restitution — some day. I have already saved part of it. Look at me — look at my children — at the way we live, and youll understand how I have saved. But I have saved part of what I took. Ill give you that much before you go — before I go, too.

His breath came heavily, unevenly; he cleared his eyes with a work-stained hand, fashioned for pens and ledgers.

You were abroad when I — did what I did. Vyse was merciless. I told him I could put it back if hed give me the chance. But a thief was a thief to him — particularly when his own pocket was involved. He meant to send me to prison. The judge held him — he was his father-in-law — and he was an old man with a wife and children of his own.

Herold was silent for a moment, and his gaze became vague and remote, then he lifted his head sharply:

A man makes one slip like that and the world damns him forever. And I tell you, Marche, that I am not dishonest by nature or in my character. God alone knows why I took those securities, meaning, of course, to return them, as all the poor, damned fools do mean when they do what I did. But Vyse made it a condition that I was to leave the country, and there was no chance of restitution unless I could remain in New York and do what I knew how to do — no chance, Marche — and so fortune ebbed, and my wife died, and the old judge saw me working on the water-front in Norfolk one day, and gave me this place. That is all.

Why did you feign illness? asked Marche, in an altered voice.

You know why.

You thought Id discharge you?

Of course.

Marche stepped nearer. Why did you come to me here to-night?

Herold flushed deeply. It was your right to know — and my daughters right — before she broke her heart.

I see. You naturally suppose that I would scarcely care to marry the daughter of a — — He stopped short, and Herold set his teeth.

Say it, he said, and let this end matters for all of us. Except that I have saved seven thousand dollars toward — what I took. I will draw you a check for it now.

He walked steadily to the table, laid out a thin checkbook, and with his fountain-pen wrote out a check for seven thousand dollars on a Norfolk bank.

There you are, Marche, he said wearily. I made most of it buying and selling pine timber in this district. It seemed a little like expiation, too, working here for you, unknown to you. I wont stay, now, of course. Ill try to pay back the rest — little by little — somehow.

The way to pay it back, said Marche, is to do the work you are fitted for.

Herold looked up. How can I?

Why not?

I could not go back to New York. I have no money to go with, even if I could find a place for myself again.

Your place is open to you.

Herold stared at him.

Marche repeated the assertion profanely. Damnation, he said, if youd talked this way to me five years ago, Id never have stood in your way. All I heard of the matter was what Vyse told me. Im not associated with him any more; Ill stand for his minding his own affairs. The thing for you to do, Courtney, is to get into the game again and clean up what you owe Vyse. Heres seven thousand; you can borrow the rest from me. And then well go into things again and hustle. It was a good combination, Courtney — wed have been rich men — except for the slip you made. Come on in with me again. Or would you rather continue to inhabit your own private hell?

Do you know what you are saying, Marche? said the other hoarsely.

Sure, I do. I guess youve done full time for a first offense. Clean off the slate, Courtney. You and Vyse and I know it — nobody else — Gilkins is dead. Come on, man! That boy of yours is a corker! I love him — that little brother, Jim, of mine; and as for — Molly — — His voice broke and he turned sharply aside, saying: Its certainly blue-bird weather, Courtney, and we all might as well go North. Come out under the stars, and well talk it over.



It was almost dawn when they returned. Marches hand lay lightly on Courtneys shoulder for a moment, as they parted.

Above, as Courtney stood feeling blindly for his door, Mollys door swung softly ajar, and the girl came out in her night-dress.

Father, she whispered, is it all right?

All right, thank God, little daughter.

And — I may care for him?

Surely — surely, darling, because he is the finest specimen of manhood that walks this merciless earth.

I knew it, she whispered gaily. If youll lend me your wrapper a moment, Ill go to his door and say good-night to him again.

Her father looked at her, picked up his tattered dressing-gown from his bed, and wrapped her in it to the chin, then kissed her forehead.

So she trotted away to Marches door and tapped softly; and when he came and opened the door, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him.

Good night, she whispered. I do love you, and I shall pray all night that I may be everything that you would wish to have me. Good night, once more — dearest of men — good night.


The Streets of Ascalon
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Tell it not in Gath, publish it not in the streets of Ascalon. 


CHAPTER I
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IT BEING RENT day, and Saturday, the staff of the Irish Legation, with the exception of Westguard, began to migrate uptown for the monthly conference, returning one by one from that mysterious financial jungle popularly known as Downtown. As for Westguard, he had been in his apartment all day as usual. He worked where he resided.

A little before five oclock John Desmond Lacy, Jr., came in, went directly to his rooms on the top floor, fished out a check-book, and tried to persuade himself that he had a pleasing balance at the bank — not because he was likely to have any balance either there or in his youthful brain, but because he had to have one somewhere. God being good to the Irish he found he had not overdrawn his account.

Roger OHara knocked on his door, later, and receiving no response called out: Are you in there, Jack?

No, said Lacy, scratching away with his pen in passionate hopes of discovering a still bigger balance.

Sportin your oak, old Skeezicks? inquired OHara, affectionately, delivering a kick at the door.

Let me alone, you wild Irishman! shouted Lacy. If I cant dig out an extra hundred somewhere the State Superintendent is likely to sport my oak for keeps!

A big, lumbering, broad-shouldered young fellow was coming up the stairs behind OHara, a blank book and some papers tucked under his arm, and OHara nodded to him and opened Mr. Lacys door without further parleying.

Heres Westguard, now, he said; and as we cant shoot landlords in the close season well have to make arrangements to pay for bed and board, Jack.

Lacy glanced up from the sheet of figures before him, then waved his guests to seats and lighted a cigarette.

Hooray, he remarked to Westguard; I can draw you a check, Karl, and live to tell the tale. And he rose and gave his place at the desk to the man addressed, who seated himself heavily, as though tired.

Before we go over the accounts, he began, I want to say a word or two — —

Hadnt you better wait till Quarren comes in? interrupted OHara, smoking and stretching out his long legs.

No; I want to talk to you two fellows first. And Ill tell you at once whats the matter: Quarrens check came back marked no funds. This is the third time; and one of us ought to talk to him.

Its only a slip, said Lacy— its the tendency in him that considers the lilies of the field — —

It isnt square, said Westguard doggedly.

Nonsense, Karl, Rix means to be square — —

Thats all right, too, but he isnt succeeding. It humiliates me; it hurts like hell to have to call his attention to such oversights.

Oh, hes the gay tra-la-la, said OHara, indulgently; do you think he bothers his elegant noddle about such trifles as checks? Besides hes almost as Irish as I am — God bless his mother and damn all landlords, Lester Caldera included.

What does Quarren do with all his money, then? mused Lacy— soaking the public in Tappan-Zee Park and sitting up so close and snug to the rich and great!

Its his business, said Westguard, to see that any check he draws is properly covered. Overdrafts may be funny in a woman, and in novels, but once is too often for any man. And this makes three times for Rix.

Ah, thin, lave the poor la-ad be! ye could-blooded Sassenach! said Lacy, pretending to the brogue. Phwat the divil!— tis the cashier ye should blame whin Rix tells him to pay, an he refuses to projuice the long-green wad!

But Westguard, unsmiling, consulted his memoranda, then, holding up his sheet of figures:

Theres a quorum here, he said. Rix can read this over when he comes in, if he likes. Heres the situation. And he read off the items of liabilities and assets, showing exactly, and to a penny, how the house had been run for the past month.

Everything was there, rent, servants wages, repairs, provisions, bills for heating and lighting, extras, incidentals — all disbursements and receipts; then, pausing for comments, and hearing none, he closed the ledger with a sharp slap.

The roofs leakin, observed OHara without particular interest.

Write to the landlord, said Lacy— the stingy millionaire.

He wont fix it, returned the other. Did you ever hear of Lester Caldera spendin a cent?

On himself, yes.

Thats not spendin; it all goes inside or outside of him somewhere. He stretched his legs, crossed them, sucked on his empty pipe, and looked around at Westguard, who was still fussing over the figures.

Are you goin to the Wycherlys, Karl?

I think so.

What costume?

None of your business, retorted Westguard pleasantly.

Im going as the family Banshee, observed Lacy.

Did you ever hear me screech, Karl? And, pointing his nose skyward and ruffling up his auburn hair he emitted a yell so unendurable that it brought Westguard to his feet, protesting.

Shut up! he said. Do you want to have this house pinched, you crazy Milesian?

Get out of my rooms if you dont like it, said Lacy. If Im going to a masked dance as a Banshee Ive got to practice screaming, havent I?

I, said OHara, am goin as a bingle.

Whats a bingle?

Nobody knows. Neither do I; and its killin me to think up a costume.... Dick Quarrens goin, isnt he?

Does he ever miss anything? said Lacy.

Hes missing most of his life, said Westguard so sharply that the others opened their eyes.

A flush had settled under Westguards cheek-bones; he was still jotting down figures with a flat silver pencil, but presently he looked up.

Its the cold and uncomplimentary truth about Ricky, he said. That set he runs with is making an utter fool of him.

That set, repeated Lacy, grinning. Why, we all have wealthy relatives in it — wealthy, charming, and respectable — hm!

Which is why were at liberty to curse it out, observed OHara, complacently. We all know what it is. Karl is right. If a man is goin to make anythin of himself he cant run with that expensive pack. One may venture to visit the kennels now and then, and look over the new litters — perhaps do a little huntin once in a while — just enough — so that the M. F. H. recognises your coat tails when you come a cropper. But nix for wire or water! Me for the gate, please. Ah, do you think a man can stand what the papers call the realm of society very long?

Rix is doing well.

Westguard said: Theyve gradually been getting a strangle-hold on him. Women are crazy about that sort of man — with his good looks and good humour and his infernally easy way of obliging a hundred people at once.... Look back a few years! Before he joined that whipper-snapper junior club he was full of decent ambition, full of go, unspoiled, fresh from college and as promising a youngster as anybody ever met. Where is his ambition now? What future has he? — except possibly to marry a million at forty-five and settle down with a comfortable grunt in the trough. Its coming, I tell you. Look what he was four years ago — a boy with clear eyes and a clear skin, frank, clean set, clean minded. Look at him now — sallow, wiry, unprofitably wise, rangé, disillusioned — oh, hell! theyve mauled him to a shadow of a rag!

Lacy lighted another cigarette and winked at OHara. Karls off again, he said. Now were going to get the Bible and the Sword for fair!

Doesnt everybody need them both! said Westguard, smiling. Then his heavy features altered: I care a good deal for Dick Quarren, he said. Thats why his loose and careless financial methods make me mad — thats why this loose and careless transformation of a decent, sincere, innocent boy into an experienced, easy-going, cynical man makes me tired. Ive got to stand for it, I suppose, but I dont want to. Hes a gifted, clever, lovable fellow, but he hasnt any money and any right to leisure, and these people are turning him into one of those dancing things that leads cotillions and arranges tableaux, and plays social diplomat and forgets secrets and has his pockets full of boudoir keys — good Lord! I hate to say it, but theyre making a tame cat of him — theyre using him ignobly, I tell you — and thats the truth — if he had a friend with courage enough to tell him! Ive tried, but I cant talk this way to him.

There was a silence: then OHara crossed one lank leg over the other, gingerly, and contemplated his left shoe.

Karl, he said, character never really changes; it only develops. Whats born in the cradle is lowered into the grave, as some Russian guy said. Youre a writer, and you know what I say is true.

Granted. But Quarrens character isnt developing; its being stifled, strangled. He could have been a professional man — a lawyer, and a brilliant one — or an engineer, or a physician — any old thing. Hes in real estate — if you can call it that. All right; why doesnt he do something in it? Ill tell you why, he added, angrily answering his own question; these silly women are turning Quarrens ambition into laziness, his ideals into mockery, his convictions into cynicism — —

He stopped short. The door opened, and Quarren sauntered in.

Couldnt help hearing part of your sermon, Karl, he said laughing. Go ahead; I dont mind the Bible and the Sword — its good for Jack Lacy, too — and that scoundrel OHara. Hit us again, old Ironsides. Were no good. And he sat down on the edge of Lacys bed, and presently stretched out on it, gracefully, arms under his blond head.

Youve been catchin it, Ricky, said OHara with a grin. Karl says that fashionable society is a bally wampire a-gorgin of hisself at the expense of bright young men like you. Whats the come-back to that, sonny?

Thanks old fellow, said Quarren laughing and slightly lifting his head to look across at Westguard. Go ahead and talk hell and brimstone. A fight is the only free luxury in the Irish Legation. Ill swat you with a pillow when I get mad enough.

Westguard bent his heavy head and looked down at the yellow check on the table.

Rix, he said, Ive got to tell you that you have forgotten to make a deposit at your bank.

Oh, Lord! exclaimed Quarren with weary but amiable vexation— that is the third time. What are you fellows going to do? Put me out of the Legation?

Why the devil are you so careless? growled Westguard.

I honestly dont know. I didnt suppose I was so short. I thought I had a balance.

Rot! The minute a man begins to think he has a balance he knows damn well that he hasnt! I dont care, Rix — but, take it from me, youll have a mortifying experience one of these days.

I guess thats right, said Quarren with a kind of careless contrition. I never seem to be more than a lap or two ahead of old lady Ruin. And I break the speed-laws, too.

No youngster ever beat that old woman in a foot-race, observed Lacy. Pay up and give her enough carfare to travel the other way; thats your only chance, Ricky.

Oh, certainly. No fellow need be in debt if he pays up, you Hibernian idiot!

Do you want some money? asked Westguard bluntly.

Sure, Karl, oodles of it! But not from you, old chap.

You know you can have it from me, too, dont you? said OHara.

Quarren nodded cordially: Ill get it; no fear. Im terribly sorry about that check. But it will be all right to-morrow, Karl.

Lacy thought to himself with a grin: Hell kill somebody at Auction to square himself — thats what Ricky means to do. God be good to the wealthy this winter night!

OHara, lank, carefully scrubbed, carefully turned out as one of his own hunters, stood up with a yawn and glanced at his watch.

Didnt somebody say somebody was comin in to tea? he asked generally.

My cousin, Mrs. Wycherly, said Westguard— and a friend of hers — Ive forgotten — —

Mrs. Leeds, observed Lacy. And she is reputed to be a radiant peach. Did any of you fellows ever meet her in the old days?

Nobody there had ever seen her.

Did Mrs. Wycherly say she is a looker? asked OHara, sceptically.

Westguard shrugged: You know what to expect when one woman tells you that another woman is good-looking. Probably she has a face that would kill a caterpillar.

Quarren laughed lazily from the bed:

I hear shes pretty. Shes come out of the West. You know, of course, who she was.

Reggie Leedss wife, said OHara, slowly.

There was a silence. Perhaps the men were thinking of the late Reginald Leeds, and of the deep damnation of his taking off.

Have you never seen her? asked Lacy.

Nobody ever has. Shes never before been here, said Quarren, yawning.

Then come down and set the kettle on, Ricky. She may be the peachiest kind of a peach in a special crate directed to your address and marked Perishable! Rush! With care! So well have to be very careful in rushing her — —

Oh, for Heavens sake stop that lady-patter, protested OHara, linking his arm in Lacys and sauntering toward the door. That sort of conversation is Rickys line of tea-talk. Youll reduce him to a pitiable silence if you take away his only asset.

Westguard gathered up his papers, pausing a moment at the doorway:

Coming? he asked briefly of Quarren who was laughing.

Certainly hes coming, said Lacy returning and attempting to drag him from the bed. Come on, you tea-cup-rattling, macaroon-crunching, caste-smitten, fashion-bitten Arbiter Elegantiarum!

They fought for a moment, then Lacy staggered back under repeated wallops from one of his own pillows, and presently retired to his bath-room to brush his thick red hair. This hair was his pride and sorrow: it defied him in a brilliant cowlick until plastered flat with water. However, well soaked, his hair darkened to what he considered a chestnut colour. And that made him very proud.

When he had soaked and subdued his ruddy locks he came out to where Westguard still stood.

Are you coming, Rix? demanded the latter again.

Not unless you particularly want me, returned Quarren, yawning amiably. I could take a nap if that red-headed Mick would get out of here.

Westguard said: Suit yourself, and followed Lacy and OHara down the stairs.

The two latter young fellows turned aside into OHaras apartments to further remake a killing and deadly toilet. Westguard continued on to the first floor which he inhabited, and where he found a Japanese servant already preparing the tea paraphernalia. A few minutes later Mrs. Wycherly arrived with Mrs. Leeds.

All women, experienced or otherwise, never quite lose their curiosity concerning a bachelors quarters. The haunts of men interest woman, fascinating the married as well as the unwedded. Deep in their gentle souls they know that the most luxurious masculine abode could easily be made twice as comfortable by the kindly advice of any woman. Toleration, curiosity, sympathy are the emotions which stir feminine hearts when inspecting the solitary lair of the human male.

So these are the new rooms, said Molly Wycherly, patronisingly, after OHara and Lacy had appeared and everybody had been presented to everybody else. Strelsa, do look at those early Edwards prints! Its utterly impossible to find any of them now for sale anywhere.

Strelsa Leeds looked up at the Botticelli Madonna and at Madame Royale; and the three men looked at her as though hypnotised.

So this was Reginald Leedss wife — this distractingly pretty woman — even yet scarcely more than a girl — with her delicate colour and vivid lips and unspoiled eyes — dark eyes — a kind of purplish gray, very purely and exquisitely shaped. But in their grayish-violet depths there was murder. And the assassination of Lacy and OHara had already been accomplished.

Her hat, gown, gloves, furs were black — as though the tragic shadow of two years ago still fell across her slender body.

She looked around at the room; Molly Wycherly, pouring tea, nodded to Westguard, and he handed the cup to Mrs. Leeds.

She said, smilingly: And — do you three unprotected men live in this big house all by yourselves?

There are four of us in the Legation, said Lacy, and several servants to beat off the suffragettes who become enamoured of us.

The — legation? she repeated, amused at the term.

Our friends call this house the Irish Legation, he explained. Were all Irish by descent except Westguard whos a Sassenach — and Dick Quarren, who is only half Irish.

And who is Dick Quarren? she asked innocently.

Oh, Strelsa! cautioned Molly Wycherly— you really mustnt argue yourself unknown.

But I am unknown, insisted the girl, laughing and looking at the men in turn with an engaging candour that bowled them over again, one by one. I dont know who Mr. Quarren is, so why not admit it? Is he such a very wonderful personage, Mr. Lacy?

Not at all, Mrs. Leeds. He and I share the top floor of the Legation. We are, as a matter of record, the two financial wrecks of this establishment, so naturally we go to the garret. Poverty is my only distinction; Mr. Quarren, however, also leads the grand march at Lyric Hall now and then I believe — —

What is Lyric Hall? Ought I to know?

Everybody was laughing, and Molly Wycherly said:

Richard Quarren, known variously as Rix, Ricky, and Dick Quarren, is an exceedingly popular and indispensable young man in this town. Youll meet him, Strelsa, and probably adore him. We all do.

Must I wait very long? asked Strelsa, laughing. Id like to have the adoration begin.

Lacy said to OHara: Go up and pull that pitiable dub off the bed, Roger. The lady wishes to inspect him.

Thats not very civil of Rix, said Mrs. Wycherly; but I fancy I know why he requires slumber. She added, glancing around mischievously at the three men who were all looking languishingly at Mrs. Leeds: Hell be sorry when you three gentlemen describe Strelsa to him. I can prophesy that much.

Certainly, said Lacy, airily; were all at Mrs. Leedss feet! Even the blind bat of Drumgool could see that! So why deny it?

Youre not denying it, Mr. Lacy, said Strelsa, laughing. But I realise perfectly that I am in the Irish Legation. So I shall carefully salt everything you say to me.

If you think Ive kissed the blessed pebble you ought to listen to that other bankrupt upstairs, said Lacy.

As far as pretty speeches are concerned you seem to be perfectly solvent, said Strelsa gaily, looking around her at the various adornments of this masculine abode. I wonder where you dine, she added with curiosity unabashed.

Weve a fine dining-room below, he said proudly, havent we, Roger? And as soon as Dick Quarren and I are sufficiently solvent to warrant it, the Legation is going to give a series of brilliant banquets; will you come, Mrs. Leeds?

When you are solvent, perhaps, said Strelsa, smiling.

Westguard and I will give you a banquet at an hours notice, said OHara, eagerly. Will you accept?

Such overwhelming offers of hospitality! she protested. I had believed the contrary about New Yorkers. You see Ive just emerged from the West, and I dont really know what to think of such bewildering cordiality.

Karl, said Mrs. Wycherly, are you going to show us over the house? If you are we must hurry, as Strelsa and I are to decorate the Calderas box this evening, and it takes me an hour to paint my face. She turned a fresh, winsome countenance to Westguard, who laughed, rose, and took his pretty cousin by the hand.

Under triple escort Mrs. Wycherly and Mrs. Leeds examined the Legation from kitchen to garret — and Strelsa, inadvertently glancing in at a room just as Westguard started to close the door, caught sight of a recumbent shape on a bed — just a glimpse of a blond, symmetrical head and a well-coupled figure, graceful even in the careless relaxation of sleep.

Westguard asked her pardon: Thats Quarren. He was probably up till daylight.

He was, said Molly Wycherly; and by the same token so was I. Thank you so much, Karl.... Thank you, Mr. OHara — and you, too, Jack! — offering her hand— Weve had a splendid party.... Strelsa, we really ought to go at once — —

Will you come again?

We will come again if you ask us, said Strelsa; were perfectly fascinated by the Legation.

And its personnel? hinted Lacy. Do you like us, Mrs. Leeds?

Ive only seen three of you, parried Strelsa, much amused.

We refuse to commit ourselves, said Molly. Good-bye. I suppose you all are coming to my house-warming.

They all looked at Mrs. Leeds and said that they were coming — said so fervently.

Molly laughed: she had no envy in her make-up, perhaps because she was too pretty herself.

Oh, yes, she said, replying to their unasked questions, Mrs. Leeds will be there — and I plainly see my miserable fate. But what can a wretched woman expect from the Irish? Not constancy. Strelsa, take warning. They loved me once!



After Westguard had put them in their limousine, he came back to find Quarren in his sitting-room, wearing a dressing-gown, and Lacy madly detailing to him the charms of Strelsa Leeds:

Take it from me, Dicky, shes some queen! You didnt miss a thing but the prettiest woman in town! And theres a something about her — a kind of a sort of a something — —

You appear to be in love, dear friend, observed Quarren kindly.

I am. Sos every man here who met her. We dont deny it! We glory in our fall! What was that costume of hers, Karl? Mourning?

Fancy a glorious creature like her wearin black for that nasty little cad, observed OHara disgustedly.

Its probably fashion, not grief, remarked Westguard.

I guess its nix for the weeps, said OHara— after all she probably went through with Reggie Leeds, I fancy she had no tears left over.

I want to talk, cried Lacy; I want to tell Rix what he missed. Id got as far as her gown, I think — —

Go on, smiled Quarren.

Anyway, said Lacy, she wore a sort of mourning as far as her veil went, and her furs and gown and gloves were black, and her purse was gun-metal and black opals — rather brisk? Yes? — And all the dingles on her were gun-metal — everything black and sober — and that ruddy gold head — and — those eyes! — a kind of a purple-gray, Ricky, slanting a little, with long black lashes — I noticed em — and her lips were very vivid — not paint, but a kind of noticeably healthy scarlet — and that straight nose — and the fresh fragrant youth of her — —

For Heavens sake, Jack — —

Sure. Im through with em all. Im wise to the sex. That was merely a word picture. Im talking like a writer, thats all. Thats how you boobs talk, isnt it, Karl?

Always, said Westguard gravely.

Me for Mrs. Leeds, remarked OHara frankly. Id ask her to marry me on the drop of a hat.

Well, Ill drop no hat for you! said Lacy. And therell be plenty of lunatics in this town wholl go madder than you or me before they forget Mrs. Leeds. Wait! Town is going to sit up and take notice when this new planet swims into its social ken. Hows that epigram, Karl?

Westguard said thoughtfully: Therell be notoriety, too, Im afraid. If nobody knows her everybody knows about that wretched boy she married.

Quarren added: I have always understood that the girl did not want to marry him. It was her mothers doings.

OHara scowled. I also have heard that the mother engineered it.... What was Mrs. Leedss name? I forget — —

Strelsa Lanark, said Quarren who never forgot anything.

Ugh, grunted Westguard. Fancy a mother throwing her daughter at the head of a boy like Reggie Leeds! — as vicious and unclean a little whelp as ever — Oh, whats the use? — and de mortius nihil — et cetera, cock-a-doodle-do!

That poor girl had two entire years of him, observed Lacy. She doesnt look more than twenty now — and hes been in — been dead two years. Good Heavens! What a child she must have been when she married him!

Westguard nodded: She had two years of him — and I suppose he seldom drew a perfectly sober breath.... He dragged her all over the world with him — she standing for his rotten behaviour, trying to play the game with the cards hopelessly stacked against her. Vincent Wier met them in Naples; Mallison ran across them in Egypt; so did Lydon in Vienna. They said it was heartbreaking to see her trying to keep up appearances — trying to smile under his nagging or his drunken insults in public places. Lydon told me that she behaved like a brick — stuck to Reggie, tried to shield him, excuse him, make something out of the miserable pup who was doing his best to drag her to his own level and deprave her. But I guess she was too young or too unhappy or something, because theres no depravity in the girl who was here a few minutes ago. Ill swear to that.

After a moment Lacy said: Well, he got his at last!

What was comin to him, added OHara, with satisfaction.

Lacy added, curiously: How can a man misbehave when he has such a woman for a wife?

I wonder, observed Quarren, how many solid citizens read the account in the papers and remained scared longer than six weeks?

Lord help the wives of men, growled Westguard.... If any of you fellows are dressing for dinner youd better be about it.... Wait a moment, Rix! — as Quarren, the last to leave, was already passing the threshold.

The young fellow turned, smiling: the others went on; Westguard stood silent for a moment, then:

Youre about the only man I care for very much, he said bluntly. If I am continually giving you the Bible and the Sword its the best I have to give.

Quarren replied laughingly.

Dont worry, old fellow. I take what you say all right. And I really mean to cut out a lot of fussing and begin to hustle.... Only, isnt it a wise thing to keep next to possible clients?

The people you train with dont buy lots in Tappan-Zee Park.

But I may induce them to go into more fashionable enterprises — —

Not they! The eagle yells on every dollar they finger. If theres any bleeding to be done theyll do it, my son.

Lester Caldera has already asked me about acreage in Westchester.

Did he do more than ask?

No.

Did you charge him for the consultation?

Of course not.

Then he got your professional opinion for nothing.

But he, or others, may try to assemble several farms — —

Why dont they then? — instead of dragging you about at their heels from house to house, from card-room to ball-room, from café to opera, from one week-end to the next! — robbing you of time, of leisure, of opportunity, of ambition — spoiling you — making a bally monkey of you! Youre always in some fat womans opera box or on some fat mans yacht or coach, or doing some damn thing — with your name figuring in everything from Newport to Hot Springs — and — and how can you ever turn into anything except a tame cat!

Quarrens face reddened slightly.

Id be perfectly willing to sit in an office all day and all night if anybody would give me any business. But whats the use of chewing pencils and watching traffic on Forty-second Street?

Then go into another business!

I havent any money.

Ill lend it to you!

I cant risk your money, Karl. Im too uncertain of myself. If anybody else offered to stake me Id try the gamble. ... He looked up at Westguard, ashamed, troubled, and showing it like a boy. Im afraid I dont amount to anything, Karl. Im afraid Im no good except in the kind of thing I seem to have a talent for.

Fetching and carrying for the fashionable and wealthy, sneered Westguard.

Quarrens face flushed again: I suppose thats it.

Westguard glared at him: I wish I could shake it out of you!

I guess the poisons there, said Quarren in a low voice. The worst of it is I like it — except when I understand your contempt.

You like to fetch and carry and go about with your pocket full of boudoir keys!

People give me as much as I give them.

They dont! said the other angrily. Theyve taken a decent fellow and put him in livery!

Quarren bit his lip as the blood leaped to his face.

Dont talk that way, Karl, he said quietly. Even you have no business to take that tone with me.

There was a silence. After a few moments Westguard came over and held out his hand. Quarren took it, looked at him.

I tell you, he said, theres nothing to me. Its your kindness, Karl, that sees in me possibilities that never were.

Theyre there. Ill do my duty almost to the point of breaking our friendship. But — Ill have to stop short of that point.

A quick smile came over Quarrens face, gay, affectionate:

You couldnt do that, Karl.... And dont worry. Ill cut out a lot of frills and try to do things that are worth while. I mean it, really. Dont worry, old fellow.

All right, said Westguard, smiling.




CHAPTER II
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A MASKED DANCE, which for so long has been out of fashion in the world that pretends to it, was the experiment selected by Molly Wycherly for the warming up of her new house on Park Avenue.

The snowy avenue for blocks was a mass of motors and carriages; a platoon of police took charge of the vehicular mess. Outside of the storm-coated lines the penniless world of shreds and patches craned a thousand necks as the glittering costumes passed from brougham and limousine under the awnings into the great house.

Already in the new ball-room, along the edges of the whirl, masqueraders in tumultuous throngs were crowding forward to watch the dancers or drifting into the eddies and set-backs where ranks of overloaded gilt chairs creaked under jewelled dowagers, and where rickety old beaux impersonated tinselled courtiers on wavering but devoted legs.

Aloft in their rococo sky gallery a popular orchestra fiddled frenziedly; the great curtains of living green set with thousands of gardenias swayed in the air currents like Chinese tapestries; a harmonious tumult swept the big new ball-room from end to end — a composite uproar in which were mingled the rushing noise of silk, clatter of sole and heel, laughter and cries of capering maskers gathered from the four quarters of fashionable Gath to grace the opening of the House of Wycherly. They were all there, dowager, matron, débutante, old beaux, young gallant, dancing, laughing, coquetting, flirting. Young eyes mocked the masked eyes that wooed them; adolescence tormented maturity; the toothless ogled the toothsome. Unmasking alone could set right this topsy-turvy world of carnival.

A sinuous Harlequin, his skin-tight lozenge-patterned dress shimmering like the red and gold skin of a Malay snake, came weaving his way through the edges of the maelstrom, his eyes under the black half-mask glittering maliciously at the victims of his lathe-sword. With it he recklessly slapped whatever tempted him, patting gently the rounded arms and shoulders of nymph and shepherdess, using more vigour on the plump contours of fat and elderly courtiers, spinning on the points of his pump-toes, his limber lathe-sword curved in both hands above his head, leaping lithely over a chair here and there, and landing always as lightly as a cat on silent feet — a wiry, symmetrical figure under the rakish bi-corne, instinct with mischief and grace infernal.

Encountering a burly masker dressed like one of Cromwells ponderous Ironsides, he hit him a resounding whack over his aluminum cuirass, and whispered:

That Ironside rig doesnt conceal you: it reveals you, Karl! Out with your Bible and your Sword and preach the wrath to come!

It will come all right, said Westguard. Do you know how many hundred thousand dollars are wasted here to-night?... And yesterday a woman died of hunger in Carmine Street. Dont worry about the wrath of God as long as people die of cold and hunger in the streets of Ascalon.

Thats not as bad as dying of inanition — which would happen to the majority here if they didnt have things like this to amuse em. For decencys sake, Karl, pity the perplexities of the rich for a change!

Westguard grunted something under his casque; then, adjusting his aluminum mask:

Are you having a good time, Dicky? I suppose you are.

Oh, Im gay enough, returned the Harlequin airily— but theres never much genuine gaiety among the overfed. And he slapped a passing gallant with his wooden sword, spun around on his toes, bent over gracefully and stood on his hands, legs twinkling above him in the air. Then, with a bound he was on his nimble feet again, and, linking his arm in the arm of the Cromwellian trooper, strolled along the ranks of fanning dowagers, glancing amiably into their masked faces.

Same old battle-line, he observed to his companion— their jewels give them away. Same old tiaras, same old ladies — all fat, all fifty, all fanning away like the damned. Your aunt has on about a ton of emeralds. I think she does it for the purpose of banting, dont you, Karl — —

The uproar drowned his voice: Westguard, colossal in his armour, gazed gloomily around at the gorgeous spectacle for which his cousin Molly Wycherly was responsible.
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Its monkey-shines like this that breed anarchists, he growled. Did you notice that rubbering crowd outside the police lines in the snow? Molly and Jim ought to see it.

Oh, cut it out, Karl, retorted the Harlequin gaily; therell be rich and poor in the world as long as the bally old show runs — therell be reserved seats and gallery seats and standing room only, and ninety-nine percent of the world cooling its shabby heels outside.

I dont care to discuss the problem with you, observed Westguard. After a moment he added: Im going to dance once or twice and get out.... I suppose youll flit about doing the agreeable and fashionable until daylight.

I suppose so, said the Harlequin, tranquilly. Why not? Also you ought to find material here for one of your novels.

A man doesnt have to hunt for material. Its in his bedroom when he wakes; its all around him all day long. Theres no more here than there is outside in the snow; and no less.... But dancing all night isnt going to help your business, Ricky.

It wont hurt any business Im likely to do.

Isnt your Tappan-Zee Park panning out?

Fizzling out. Nobodys bought any building sites.

Why not?

How the deuce do I know, Karl! I dont want to talk business, here — —

He ceased speaking as three or four white masked Bacchantes in fluttering raiment came dancing by to the wild music of Philemon and Baucis. Shaking their be-ribboned tambourines, flowery garlands and lynx-skins flying from their shoulders, they sped away on fleet little feet, hotly pursued by adorers.

Come on, said the Harlequin briskly; I think one of those skylarkers ought to prove amusing! Shall I catch you one?

But he found no encouragement in the swift courtship he attempted; for the Bacchantes, loudly protesting at his interference, banged him over his head and shoulders with their resounding tambourines and danced away unheeding his blandishments.

Flappers, observed a painted and powdered clown whose voice betrayed him as OHara; this town is overstocked with fudge-fed broilers. Theyre always playin about under foot, spoilin your huntin; and if you touch em they ki-yi no end.

I suppose youre looking for Mrs. Leeds, said Westguard, smiling.

I fancy every man here is doin the same thing, replied the clown. Whats her costume? Do you know, Ironsides?

I wouldnt tell you if I did, said Westguard frankly.

The Harlequin shrugged.

This world, he remarked, is principally encumbered with women, and naturally a man supposes the choice is unlimited. But as you live to drift from girl to girl youll discover that there are just two kinds; the kind you can kiss and the kind you cant. So finally you marry the latter. Does Mrs. Leeds flirt?

Will a fish swim? rejoined the clown. You bet she will flirt. Havent you met her?

I? No, said the Harlequin carelessly. Which secretly amused both Westguard and OHara, for it had been whispered about that the new beauty not only had taken no pains to meet Quarren, but had pointedly ignored an opportunity when the choice lay with her, remarking that dancing men were one of the social necessities which everybody took for granted — like flowers and champagne. And the comment had been carried straight to Quarren, who had laughed at the time — and had never forgotten it, nor the apparently causeless contempt that evidently had inspired it.

The clown brandished his bunch of toy balloons, and gazed about him:

Anybody who likes can go and tell Mrs. Leeds that Im her declared suitor. I dont care who knows it. Im foolish about her. Shes different from any woman I ever saw. And if I dont find her pretty soon Ill smash every balloon over your head, Ricky!

The Harlequin laughed. Women, he said, are cut out in various and amusing patterns like animal crackers, but the fundamental paste never varies, and the same pastry cook seasoned it.

Thats a sickly and degenerate sentiment, observed Westguard.

You might say that about the unfledged, added OHara— like those kittenish Bacchantes. Winifred Miller and the youngest Vernon girl were two of those Flappers, I think. But theres no real jollity among the satiated, he added despondently. A mask, a hungry stomach, and empty pockets are the proper ingredients for gaiety — take it from me, Karl. And he wandered off, beating everybody with his bunch of toy balloons.

Quarren leaped to the seat of a chair and squatted there drawing his shimmering legs up under him like a great jewelled spider.

Bet you ten that the voluminous domino yonder envelops my aunt, Mrs. Sprowl, whispered Westguard.

Youre betting on a certainty and a fat ankle.

Sure. Ive seen her ankles going upstairs too often.... What the devil is the old lady wearing under that domino?

Wait till you see her later, said Quarren, delightedly. She has come as Brunhilda.

I dont want to see three hundred pounds of relative as Brunhilda, growled Westguard.

You will, to-morrow. Shes given her photograph to a Herald man.

What did you let her do it for? demanded Westguard wrathfully.

Could I help it?

You could have stopped her. She thinks your opinion is the last lisp in fashionable art problems.

There are some things you cant tell a woman, said Quarren. One of em concerns her weight.

Are you afraid of Mrs. Sprowl?

The Harlequin laughed:

Where would I be if I incurred your aunts displeasure, dear friend?

Out of the monkey house for good I suppose, admitted Westguard. Lord, Ricky, what a lot you have had to swallow for the sake of staying put among these people!

Quarren sat meditating under his mask, cross-legged, twirling his sword, the crash of the floor orchestra dinning in his close-set ears.

Yes, he said without resentment, Ive endured my share. Thats one reason why I dont want to let several years of humiliation go for nothing. Ive earned whatever place I have. And I mean to keep it.

Westguard turned on him half angrily, hesitated, then remained silent. What was the use? If Quarren had not been guilty of actually fawning, toadying, currying favour, he had certainly permitted himself to be rudely used. He had learned very thoroughly his art in the school of the courtier — learned how and when to be blind, silent, deaf; how to offer, how to yield, when and how to demand and exact. Which, to Westguard, meant the prostitution of intelligence. And he loathed the game like a man who is free to play it if he cares to. Of those who are denied participation, few really hate it.

But he said nothing more; and the Harlequin, indolently stretching his glittering limbs, dropped a light hand on Westguards cuirassed shoulder:

Dont be forever spoiling things for me, Karl. I really do enjoy the game as it lies.

It does lie — that is the trouble, Rix.

I cant afford to criticise it.... Listen; Im a mediocre man; Id never count among real men. I count in the set which I amuse and which accepts me. Let me enjoy it, cant you?

An aged dandy, masked, painted, wizened, and dressed like Henri II, tottered by with a young girl on his arm, his shrill, falsetto giggle piercing the racket around them.

Do you wish to live to be like that? asked Westguard sharply.

Oh, Ill die long before that, said Quarren cheerfully, and leaped lightly to his feet. I shall now accomplish a little dancing, he said, pointing with his wooden sword at the tossing throng. Venus send me a pretty married woman who really loves her husband.... By Bacchus! Those dancers are going it! Come on, Karl. Leave us foot it!

Many maskers were throwing confetti now: multi-tinted serpents shot out across the clamorous gulf; bunches of roses flung high, rising in swift arcs of flight, crossed and recrossed. All along the edges of the dance, like froth and autumn leaves cast up from a whirlpool, fluffy feminine derelicts and gorgeous masculine escorts were flung pell-mell out of the maelstrom and left stranded or drifting breathless among the eddies setting in toward the supper-room.

Suddenly, as the Harlequin bent forward to plunge into the crush, the very centre of the whirlpool parted, and out of it floated a fluttering, jingling, dazzling figure all gold — slender, bare-armed and bare of throat and shoulders, auriferous, scintillating from crown to ankle — for her sleeveless tabard was cloth-of-gold, and her mask was gold; so were her jewelled shoes and the gemmed fillet that bound her locks; and her thick hair clustering against her cheeks had the lustre of precious metal.

Jingling, fluttering, gems clashing musically, the Byzantine dancer, besieged by adorers, deftly evaded their pressing gallantries — evaded the Harlequin, too, with laughing mockery, skilfully disengaging herself from the throng of suitors stumbling around her, crowded and buffeted on every side.
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After her like a flash sped Harlequin: for an instant, just ahead of him, she appeared in plain sight, glimmering brightly against the green and swaying tapestry of living leaves and flowers, then even as her pursuers looked at her, she vanished before their very eyes.

They ran about distractedly hunting for her, Turk, Drum Major, Indian Chief, and Charles the First, then reluctantly gave up the quest and drifted off to seek for another ideal. All women are ideal under the piquant promise of the mask.

A pretty shepherdess, lingering near, whispered close to Quarrens shoulder behind her fan:

Check to you, Harlequin! That golden dancer was the only girl in town who hasnt taken any pains to meet you!

He turned his head, warily, divining Molly Wycherly under the disguise, realising, too, that she recognised him.

Youll never find her now, laughed the shepherdess. Besides she does not care a rap about meeting a mere Harlequin. Its refreshing to see you so thoroughly snubbed once in a while. And she danced gaily away, arms akimbo, her garlanded crook over her shoulder; and her taunting laughter floated back to him where he stood irresolute, wondering how the golden dancer could have so completely vanished.

Suddenly he recollected going over the house before its completion with Jim Wycherly, who had been his own architect, and the memory of a certain peculiarity in the construction of the ball-room flashed into his mind. The only possible explanation for her disappearance was that somebody had pointed out to her the low door behind the third pillar, and she was now in the gilded swallows-nest aloft.

It was a whim of Wycherly — this concealed stair — he recalled it perfectly now — and, parting the living tapestry of blossoms, he laid his hand on the ivory and gilded paneling, pressing the heart of one carved rose after another, until with a click! a tiny door swung inward, revealing a narrow spiral of stairs, lighted rosily by electricity.

He stepped inside, closed the door, and listened, then mounted noiselessly. Half way up he caught the aroma of a cigarette; and, a second later he stepped out onto a tiny latticed balcony, completely screened.

The golden dancer, who evidently had been gazing down on the carnival scene below from behind the lattice, whirled around to confront him in a little flurry of cigarette smoke.

For a moment they faced each other, then:

How did you know where to find me, Harlequin?

Id have died if I hadnt found you, fairest, loveliest — —

That is no answer! Answer me!

Why did you flee? he asked. Answer that, first.

She glanced at her cigarette and shrugged her shoulders:

You see why I fled, dont you? Now answer me.

The Harlequin presented the hilt of his sword which was set with a tiny mirror.

You see why I fled after you, he said, dont you?

All the same, she insisted, smilingly, I have been informed on excellent authority that I am the only one, except the family, who knows of this balcony. And here comes a Harlequin blundering in! You are not Mr. Wycherly; and youre certainly not Molly.

Alas! My ultimate ends are not as shapely.

Then who are you? She added, laughing: Theyre shapely enough, too.

I am only a poor wandering, love-smitten Harlequin— he said, scorned, despised, and mocked by beauty — —

Love-smitten? she repeated.

Can you doubt it, now?

She laughed gaily and leaned back against the balconys velvet rail:

You lose no time in declaring yourself, do you, Harlequin? — that is, if you are hinting that I have smitten you with the pretty passion.

Through and through, beautiful dancer — —

How do you know that I am beautiful under this mask?

I know many things. Thats my compensation for being only a poor mountebank of a Harlequin — magic penetration — the clairvoyance of radium.

Did you expect to find me at the top of those cork-screw stairs?

I did.

Why?

Inference. Every toad hides a jewel in its head. So I argued that somewhere in the ugliness of darkest Philistia a gem must be hidden; and Ive searched for years — up and down throughout the haunts of men from Gath to Ascalon. And — behold! My quest is ended at your pretty feet! — Rose-Diamond of the World!

He sank lithely on one knee; she laughed deliciously, looking down at his masked face.

Who are you, Harlequin? — whose wits and legs seem to be equally supple and symmetrical?

Tell it not in Gath; Publish it not in the streets of Ascalon; I am that man for whom you were destined before either you or I were born. Are you frightened?

The Byzantine dancer laughed and shook her head till all the golden metal on her was set chiming.

He said, still on one knee at her feet:

Exquisite phantom of an Empire dead, from what emblazoned sarcophagus have you danced forth across our modern oceans to bewitch the Philistia of to-day? Who clothed you in scarlet delicately? Who put ornaments of gold upon your apparel — —

You court me with Scripture as smoothly as Heavens great Enemy, she said— and to your own ends, as does he. Are you leagued with him, O agile and intrusive Harlequin, to steal away my peace of mind?

Lithely, silently he leaped up to the balustrade and, gathering his ankles under him, squatted there, cross-legged, peering sideways at her through the slanting eye-holes.

If that screen behind you gives way, she warned him, you will have accomplished your last harlequinade.

He glanced coolly over his shoulder:

How far is it to the floor below, do you suppose?

Far enough to make a good harlequin out of a live one, she said.... Please be careful; I really mean it.

Child, he said solemnly, do you suppose that I mind falling a hundred feet or so on my head? Ive already fallen infinitely farther than that this evening.

And it didnt kill you? she exclaimed, clasping her hands, dramatically.

No. Because our destiny must first be accomplished before I die.

Ours?

Yours and mine, pretty dancer! Ive already fulfilled my destiny by falling in love with you at first sight. That was a long fall, wasnt it?

Very. Am I to fulfil mine in a similar manner?

You are.

Will it — kill me, do you think?

I dont think so. Try it.

Will it hurt? — this terrible fall? And how far must I descend to fall in love with you?

Sometimes falling in love does hurt, he said gravely, when the fall is a long one.

Is this to be a long one?

You may think so.

Then I decline to tumble. Please go somewhere about your business, Master Harlequin. Im inclined to like you.

Dancer, my lifes business is wherever you happen to be.

Why are you so sure?

Magic, he said seriously. I deal in it.

Wonderful! Your accomplishments overwhelm me. Perhaps, through the aid of magic, you can even tell me who I am!

I think I can.

Is that another threat of magic?

Its a bet, too, if you like.

Are you offering to bet me that, before I unmask, you will be able to discover who I am?

Yes. Will you make it a wager? She stood, silent, irresolute, cautious but curious; then:

Do you mean that you can find out who I am? Now? Here in this balcony?

Certainly.

That is sheer nonsense, she said with decision. Ill bet you anything you like.

What stakes?

Why theres nothing to bet except the usual, is there?

You mean flowers, gloves, stockings, bon-bons?

Yes.

The Harlequin, smiling at her askance, drew from the hilt of his lathe-sword a fresh cigarette, lighted it, looked across at the level chandelier, and sent a ring of smoke toward the twinkling wilderness of prisms hanging in mid-air.

Lets be original or perish, he said. Ill bet you a day out of my life against a day out of yours that I discover who you are in ten minutes.

I wont accept such a silly wager! What would you do with me for a day?

The Harlequin bent his masked head. Over his body the lozenges of scarlet and gold slid crinkling as though with suppressed and serpentine mirth.

What are you laughing at? she demanded half vexed, half amused.

Your fears, pretty dancer.

I am not afraid!

Very well. Prove it! I have offered to bet you a day out of my life that Ill tell you who you are. Are you afraid to wager a day out of yours that I cant do it?

She shook her head so that the burnished locks clustered against her cheeks, and all over her slim figure the jingling gold rang melodiously.

I havent long to live, she observed. A day out of life is too much to risk.

Why dont you think that you have long to live?

I havent. I know it.

How do you know?

I just know.... Besides, I dont wish to live very long.

You dont wish to live long?

Only as long as Im young enough to be forgetful. Old age is a horror — in some cases. I dont desire ever to be forty. After forty they say one lives on memory. I dont wish to.

Through the slits of his mask his curious eyes watched her steadily.

Youre not yet twenty-four, he said.

Not quite. That is a good guess, Harlequin.

And you dont want to live to be old?

No, I dont wish to.

But you are rather keen on living while youre young.

Ive never thought much about it. If I live, its all right; if I die, I dont think Ill mind it.... Im sure I shouldnt.

Her cigarette had gone out. She tossed it aside and daintily consented to exchange cigarettes with him, offering her little gold case.

Youre carefully inspecting my initials, arent you? she observed, amused. But that monogram will not help you, Master Harlequin.

Marriage alters only the final initial. Are you, by any unhappy chance — —

Thats for you to find out! I didnt say I was! I believe you are making me tell you things!

She threw back the lustrous hair that shadowed her cheeks and leaned forward, her shadowed eyes fixed intently upon him through the apertures of her golden mask.

Im beginning to wonder uneasily who you may be, Monsieur Harlequin! You alarm me a little.

Aha! he said. Ive told you I deal in magic! That you dont know who I am, even after that confession, makes me reasonably certain who you are.

Youre trying to scare me, she said, disdainfully.

Ill do it, yet.

I wonder.

Youll wonder more than ever in a few moments.... Im going to tell you who you are. But first of all I want you to fix the forfeit — —

Why — I dont know.... What do you want of me? she asked, mockingly.

Whatever you care to risk.

Then youll have to name it. Because I dont particularly care to offer you anything.... And please hasten — Ill be missed presently — —

Wont you bet one day out of your life?

No, I wont. I told you I wouldnt.

Then — one hour. Just a single hour?

An hour?

Yes, sixty minutes, payable on demand: If I win, you will place at my disposal one entire hour out of your life. Will you dare that much, pretty dancer?

She laughed, looked up at him; then readjusting her mask, she nodded disdainfully. Because, she observed, it is quite impossible for you ever to guess who I am. So do your very worst.

He sprang from the balustrade, landing lightly, his left hand spread over his heart, his bi-corne flourished in the other.

You are Strelsa Leeds! he said in a low voice.

The golden dancer straightened up to her full height, astounded, and a bright flood of colour stained her cheeks under the masks curved edge.

It — it is impossible that you should know— she began, exasperated. How could you? Only one person knew what I was to wear to-night! I came by myself with my maid. It — it is magic! It is infernal — abominable magic — —

She checked herself, still standing very straight, the gorgeous, blossom-woven cloth-of-gold rippling; the jewels shooting light from the fillet that bound her hair.

After a silence:

How did you know? she asked, striving to smile through the flushed chagrin. It is perfectly horrid of you — anyhow — —

Curiosity checked her again; she stood gazing at him in silence, striving to pierce the eye-slits of that black skin-mask — trying to interpret the expression of the mischievous mobile mouth below it — or, perhaps the malice was all in those slanting slits behind which two strange eyes sparkled steadily out at her from the shadow.

Strelsa Leeds, he repeated, and flourished one hand in graceful emphasis as she coloured hotly again. And he saw the teeth catch at her under lip.

It is outrageous, she declared. Tell me instantly who you are!

First, he insisted, mischievously, I claim the forfeit.

The — the forfeit! she faltered.

Did you not lose your wager?

She nodded reluctantly, searching the disguised features before her in vain for a clew to his identity. Then, a trifle uneasily:

Yes, of course I lost my wager. But — I did not clearly understand what you meant by an hour out of my life.

It is to be an hour at my disposal, he explained with another grotesque bow. I think that was the wager?

Y-yes.

Unless, he remarked carelessly, you desire the — ah — privilege and indisputable prerogative of your delightful sex.

The privilege of my sex? What is that? she asked, dangerously polite.

Why, to change your divine mind — repudiate the obligation — —

Harlequin!

Madame? with an elaborate and wriggling bow.

I pay what I owe — always.... Always! Do you understand?

The Harlequin bowed again in arabesques, very low, yet with a singular and almost devilish grace:

Madame concedes that the poor Harlequin has won his wager?

Yes, I do — and you dont appear to be particularly humble, either.

Madame insists on paying? he inquired suavely.

Yes, of course I do! she said, uneasily. I promised you an hour out of my life. Am I to pay it now?

You pay by the minute — one minute a day for sixty days. I am going to take the first minute now. Perhaps I may ask for the other fifty-nine, also.

How?

Shall I show you how?

Very well.

A magic pass or two, first, he said gaily, crooking one spangled knee and spinning around. Then he whipped out his lathe-sword, held it above his head, coolly passed a glittering arm around her waist, and looked down into her flushed face.

You will have to count out the sixty seconds, he said. I shall be otherwise occupied, and I cant trust myself to do two things at once.

What are you about to do? Sink through a trap-door with me?

I am about to salute you with the magic kiss. After that youll be my Columbine forever.

That is not included in the bet! Is it? she asked in real consternation.

I may do as I please with my hour, may I not?

Was it the bet that you were to be at liberty to — to kiss me?

I control absolutely an hour out of your life, do I not? I may use it as I please. You had better count out sixty seconds.

She looked down, biting her lip, and touched one hand against her cheeks, alternately, as though to cool them with the snowy contact.

He waited in silence for her reply.

Very well, she said resolutely, if you elect to use the first minute of your hour as frivolously as that, I must submit, I suppose.

And she began to count aloud, rapidly: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, ni — —

Her face was averted; he could see the tip of one small ear all aflame. Presently she ventured a swift glance around at him and saw that he was laughing.

Ten, eleven, twelve, she counted nervously, still watching him; thirteen, fourteen, fifteen— panic threatened her; she doubled both hands in the effort of self-control and timed her counting as though the rapid beating of the tempo could hasten her immunity— sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, one, two, three — —

Play fair! he exclaimed.

I am trying to. Cant I say it that way up to ten, and then say thirty?

Oh, certainly. Ive still half a minute. Youd better hurry! I may begin at any moment.

Four — five — six — seven — m-m-m — thirty! she cried, and the swift numbers fled from her lips fairly stumbling over one another, tumbling the sequence of hurrying numerals into one breathless gasp of: Forty!

His arm slid away from her waist; he stepped backward, and stood, watching her, one finger crooked, supporting his chin, the ironical smile hovering ever on his lips.

Fifty! she counted excitedly, her hands beating time to the counting;  — fifty-one — two — three — four — m-m-m — sixty! — and she whirled around to face him with an impulsively triumphant gesture which terminated in a swift curtsey, arms flung wide apart.

Voila! she said, breathlessly, Ive paid my bet! Am I not a good sport, Harlequin? Own that I am and I will forgive your outrageous impudence!

You are a most excellent sport, madame! he conceded, grinning.

Relief from the tension cooled her cheeks; she laughed bewitchingly and looked at him, exultant, unafraid.

I frightened you well with my desperate counting, didnt I? You completely forgot to do — anything, didnt you? Voyons! Admit it!

You completely terrorized me, he admitted.

Besides, she said, while I was so busily counting the seconds aloud you couldnt very well have kissed me, could you? That was strategy. You couldnt have managed it, could you?

Not very easily.

I really did nonplus you, didnt I? she insisted, aware of his amusement.

Oh, entirely, he said. I became an abject idiot.

She stood breathing more evenly now, the pretty colour coming and going in her cheeks. Considering him, looking alternately at his masked eyes and at his expressive lips where a kind of silent and infernal mirth still flickered, a sudden doubt assailed her. And presently, with a dainty shrug, she turned and glanced down through the gilt lattice toward the floor below.

I suppose, she said, tauntingly, you hope Ill believe that you refrained from kissing me out of some belated consideration for decency. But I know perfectly well that I perplexed you, and confused you and intimidated you.

This is, of course, the true solution of my motives in not kissing you.

She turned toward him:

What motive?

My motive for not kissing you. My only motive was consideration for you, and for the sacred conventions of Sainte Grundy.

I believe, she said scornfully, you are really trying to make me think that you could have done it, and didnt!

You are too clever to believe me a martyr to principle, madame!

She looked at him, stamped her foot till the bangles clashed.

Why didnt you kiss me, then? — if you wish to spoil my victory?

You yourself have told me why.

Am I wrong? Could you — didnt I surprise you — in fact, paralyse you — with astonishment?

He laughed delighted; and she stamped her ringing foot again.

I see, she said; I am supposed to be doubly in your debt, now. Id rather you had kissed me and we were quits!

It isnt too late you know.

It is too late. Its all over.

Madame, I have fifty-nine other minutes in which to meet your kindly expressed wishes. Did you forget?

What! she exclaimed, aghast.

One hour less one minute is still coming to me.

Am I — have I — is this ridiculous performance going to happen again? she asked, appalled.

Fifty-nine times, he laughed, doubling one spangled leg under the other and whirling on his toe till he resembled a kaleidoscopic teetotum. Then he drew his sword, cut right and left, slapped it back into its sheath, and bowed his wriggling bow, one hand over his heart.

Dont look so troubled, madame, he said. I release you from your debt. You need never pay me what you owe me.

Up went her small head, fiercely, under its flashing hair:

Thank you. I pay my debts! she said crisply.

You decline to accept your release?

Yes, I do! — from you!

Youll see this thing through! — if it takes all winter?

Of course; trying to smile, and not succeeding.

He touched her arm and pointed out across the hot, perfumed gulf to the gilded clock on high:

You have seen it through! It is now one minute to midnight. We have been here exactly one hour, lacking a minute, since our bet was on.... And Ive wanted to kiss you all the while.

Confused, she looked at the clock under its elaborate azure and ormolu foliations, then turned toward him, still uncertain of her immunity.

Do you mean that you have really used the hour as you saw fit? she asked. Have I done my part honestly? — Like a good sportsman? Have I really?

He bowed, laughingly:

I cheerfully concede it. You are a good sport.

And — all that time— she began— all that time — —

I had my chances — sixty of them.

And didnt take them?

Only wanted to — but didnt.

You think that I — —

A woman never forgets a man who has kissed her. I took the rather hopeless chance that you might remember me without that. But its a long shot. I expect that youll forget me.

Do you want me to remember you? she asked, curiously.

Yes. But you wont.

How do you know?

I know — from the expression of your mouth, perhaps. You are too pretty, too popular to remember a poor Harlequin.

But you never have seen my face? Have you?

No.

Then why do you continually say that I am pretty?

I can divine what you must be.

Then — how — why did you refrain from— She laughed lightly, and looked up at him, mockingly. Really, Harlequin, you are funny. Do you realise it?

She laughed again and the slight flush came back into her cheeks.

But youre nice, anyway.... Perhaps if you had seen my face you might have let me go unkissed all the quicker.... Masks cover horrible surprises.... And, then again, if you had seen it, perhaps you might never have let me go at all! she added, audaciously.

In the gilded balcony opposite, the orchestra had now ceased playing; the whirl and noise of the dancers filled the immense momentary quiet. Then soft chimes from the great clock sounded midnight amid cries of, Unmask! masks off, everybody!

The Harlequin turned and drawing the black vizard from his face, bent low and saluted her hand; and she, responding gaily with a curtsey, looked up into the features of an utter stranger.

She stood silent a moment, the surprised smile stamped on her lips; then, in her turn, she slipped the mask from her eyes.

Voila! she cried. Cest moi!

After a moment he said, half to himself;

I knew well enough that you must be unusual. But I hadnt any idea — any — idea — —

Then — you are not disappointed in me, monsieur?

My only regret is that I had my hour, and wasted it. Those hours never sound twice for wandering harlequins.

Poor Harlequin! she said saucily— Im sorry, but even your magic cant recall a vanished hour! Poor, poor Harlequin! You were too generous to me!

And now you are going to forget me, he said. That is to be my reward.

Why — I dont think — I dont expect to forget you. I suppose I am likely to know you some day.... Who are you, please? Somebody very grand in New York?

My name is Quarren.

There was a silence; she glanced down at the ball-room floor through the lattice screen, then slowly turned around to look at him again.

Have you ever heard of me? he asked, smiling.

Yes.

Are you disappointed?

Y-es. Pleasantly.... I supposed you to be — different.

He laughed:

Has the world been knocking me very dreadfully to you, Mrs. Leeds?

No.... Ones impressions form without any reason — and vaguely — from — nothing in particular. — I thought you were a very different sort of man. — I am glad you are not.

That is charming of you.

Its honest. I had no desire to meet the type of man I supposed you to be. Am I too frank?

No, indeed, he said, laughing, but Im horribly afraid that I really am the kind of man you imagined me.

You are not.

How do you know?

No, she said, shaking her pretty head, you cant be.

He said, quoting her own words amiably: Im merely one of the necessary incidents of any social environment — like flowers and champagne — —

Mr. Quarren!

In her distress she laid an impulsive hand on his sleeve; he lifted it, laid it across the back of his own hand, and bowing, saluted it lightly, gaily.

I am not offended, he said;  — I am what you supposed me.

Please dont say it! You are not. I didnt know you; I was — prejudiced — —

Youll find me out sooner or later, he said laughing, so I might as well admit that your cap fitted me.

It doesnt fit! she retorted; I was a perfect fool to say that!

As long as you like me, he returned, does it make any difference what I am?

Of course it does! Im not likely to find a man agreeable unless hes worth noticing.

Am I?

Oh, gentle angler, I refuse to nibble. Be content that an hour out of my life has sped very swiftly in your company!

She turned and laid her hand on the little gilt door. He opened it for her.

Youve been very nice to me, she said. I wont forget you.

Youll certainly forget me for that very reason. If I hadnt been nice Id have been the exception. And you would have remembered.

She said with an odd smile:

Do you suppose that pleasant things have been so common in my life that only the unpleasant episode makes any impression on my memory?

To really remember me as I want you to, you ought to have had something unpardonable to forgive me.

Perhaps I have! she said, daringly; and slipped past him and down the narrow stairs, her loup-mask fluttering from her elbow.

At the foot of the stairs she turned, looking back at him over her bare shoulder:

Ive mortally offended at least three important men by hiding up there with you. That is conceding something to your attractions, isnt it?

Everything. Will you let me find you some supper — and let the mortally offended suitors sit and whistle a bit longer?

Poor suitors — theyve probably been performing heel-tattoos for an hour.... Very well, then — I feel unusually shameless to-night — and Ill go with you. But dont be disagreeable to me if a neglected and glowering young man rushes up and drags me away by the back hair.

Who for example?

Barent Van Dyne, for instance.

Oh, well side-step that youthful Knickerbocker, said Quarren, gaily. Leave it to me, Mrs. Leeds.

To behave so outrageously to Mr. Van Dyne is peculiarly horrid and wicked of me, she said. But you dont realise that — and — the fact remains that you did not take your forfeit. And Ive a lot to make up for that, havent I? she added so naïvely that they both gave way to laughter unrestrained.

The light touch of her arm on his, now guiding him amid the noisy, rollicking throngs, now yielding to his guidance, ceased as he threaded a way through the crush to a corner, and seated her at a table for two.

In a few moments he came back with all kinds of delectable things; went for more, returned laden, shamelessly pulled several palms between them and the noisy outer world, and seated himself beside her.

With napkin and plate on the low table beside her, she permitted him to serve her. As he filled her champagne glass she lifted it and looked across it at him:

How did you discover my identity? she asked. Im devoured by curiosity.

Shall I tell you?

Please.

Ill take a tumble in your estimation if I tell you.

I dont think you will. Try it anyway.

Very well then. Somebody told me.

And you let me bet with you! And you bet on a certainty!

I did.

Oh! she exclaimed reproachfully, is that good sportsmanship, Mr. Quarren?

No; very bad. And that was why I didnt take the forfeit. Now you understand.

She sat considering him, the champagne breaking in her glass.

Yes, I do understand now. A good sportsman couldnt take a forfeit which he won betting on a certainty.... That wasnt a real wager, was it?

No, it wasnt.

If it had been, I — I dont suppose youd have let me go.

Indeed not!

They laughed, watching each other, curiously.

Which ought to teach me never again to make any such highly original and sporting wagers, she said. Anyway, you were perfectly nice about it. Of course you couldnt very well have been otherwise. Tell me, did you really suppose me to be attractive? You couldnt judge. How could you — under that mask?

Do you think that your mouth could have possibly belonged to any other kind of a face except your own? he said coolly.

Is my mouth unusual?

Very.

How is it unusual?

I havent analysed the matter, but it is somehow so indescribable that I guessed very easily what the other features must be.

Oh, flattery! Oh, impudence! Do you remember when Falstaff said that the lion could always recognise the true prince? Shame on you, Mr. Quarren. You are not only a very adroit flatterer but a perfectly good sportsman after all — and the most gifted tormentor I ever knew in all my life. And I like you fine! She laughed, and made a quick little gesture, partly arrested as he met her more than half way, touching the rim of his glass to hers. To our friendship, he said.

Our friendship, she repeated, gaily, if the gods speed it.

 — And — its consequences, he added. Dont forget those.

What are they likely to be?

Who knows? Thats the gamble! But let us recognise all kinds of possibilities, and drink to them, too. Shall we?

What do you mean by the consequences of friendship? she repeated, hesitating.

That is the interesting thing about a new friendship, he explained. Nobody can ever predict what the consequences are to be. Are you afraid to drink to the sporting chances, hazards, accidents, and possibilities of our new friendship, Mrs. Leeds? That is a perfectly good sporting proposition.

She considered him, interested, her eyes full of smiling curiosity, perfectly conscious of the swift challenge of his lifted glass.

After a few seconds hesitation she struck the ringing rim of her glass against his:

To our new friendship, Monsieur Harlequin! she said lightly— with every sporting chance, worldly hazard, and heavenly possibility in it!
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For the first time the smile faded from his face, and something in his altered features arrested her glass at her very lips.

How suddenly serious you seem, she said. Have I said anything?

He drained his glass; after a second she tasted hers, looked at him, finished it, still watching him.

Really, she said; you made me feel for a moment as though you and I were performing a solemn rite. That was a new phase of you to me — that exceedingly sudden and youthful gravity.

He remained silent. Into his mind, just for a second, and while in the act of setting the glass to his lips, there had flashed a flicker of pale clairvoyance. It seemed to illumine something within him which he had never believed in — another self.

For that single instant he caught a glimpse of it, then it faded like a spark in a confused dream.

He raised his head and looked gravely across at Strelsa Leeds; and level-eyed, smiling, inquisitive, she returned his gaze.

Could this brief contact with her have evoked in him a far-buried something which had never before given sign of existence? And could it have been anything resembling aspiration that had glimmered so palely out of an ordered and sordid commonplace personality which, with all its talent for frivolity, he had accepted as his own?

Without reason a slight flush came into his cheeks.

Why do you regard me so owlishly? she asked, amused. I repeat that you made me feel as though we were performing a sort of solemn rite when we drank our toast.

You couldnt feel that way with such a thoroughly frivolous man as I am. Could you?

Im rather frivolous myself, she admitted, laughing. I really cant imagine why you made me feel so serious — or why you looked as though you were. Ive no talent for solemnity. Have you?

I dont think so, he said. What a terrible din everybody is making! How hot and stifling it is here — with all those cloying gardenias.... A man said, this evening, that this sort of thing makes for anarchy.... Its rather beastly of me to sit here criticising my hosts magnificence.... Do you know — its curious, too — but I wish that, for the next hour or two, you and I were somewhere alone under a good wide sky — where there was no noise. Its an odd idea, isnt it, Mrs. Leeds. And probably you dont share it with me.

She remained silent, thoughtful, her violet-gray eyes humorously considering him.

How do you know I dont? she said at last. Im not enamoured of noise, either.

Theres another thing, he went on, smiling— its rather curious, too — but somehow Ive a sort of a vague idea that Ive a lot of things to talk to you about. Its odd, isnt it?

Well you know, she reminded him, you couldnt very well have a lot of things to talk to me about considering the fact that weve known each other only an hour or so.

It doesnt seem logical.... And yet, theres that inexplicable sensation of being on the verge of fairly bursting into millions of words for your benefit — words which all my life have been bottled up in me, accumulating, waiting for this opportunity.

They both were laughing, yet already a slight tension threatened both — had menaced them, vaguely, from the very first. It seemed to impend ever so slightly, like a margin of faintest shadow edging sunlight; yet it was always there.

I havent time for millions of words this evening, she said. Wont some remain fresh and sparkling and epigrammatic until — until — —

To-morrow? Theyll possibly keep that long.

I didnt say to-morrow.

I did.

Im perfectly aware of the subtle suggestion and subtler flattery, Mr. Quarren.

Then, may I see you to-morrow?

Utterly impossible — pitiably hopeless. You see I am frank about the heart-rending disappointment it is to me — and must be to you. But after I am awake I am in the hands of Mrs. Lannis. And theres no room for you in that pretty cradle.

The next day, then?

Were going to Florida for three weeks.

You?

Molly and Jim and I.

Palm Beach?

Ultimately.

And then?

Oh! Have you the effrontery to tell me to my face that youll be in the same mind about me three weeks hence?

I have.

Do you expect me to believe you?

I dont know — what to expect — of you, of myself, he said so quietly that she looked up quickly.

Mr. Quarren! Are you a sentimental man? I had mentally absolved you from that preconception of mine — among other apparently unmerited ideas concerning you.

I suppose youll arise and flee if I tell you that youre different from other women, he said.

You wouldnt be such an idiot as to tell me that, would you?

I might be. Im just beginning to realise my capacity for imbecility. Youre different in this way anyhow; no woman ever before induced me to pull a solemn countenance.

I dont induce you! I ask you not to.

I try not to; but, somehow, theres something so — so real about you — —

Are you accustomed to foregather with the disembodied?

Im beginning to think that my world is rather thickly populated with ghosts — phantoms of a more real world.

He looked at her soberly; she had thought him younger than he now seemed. A slight irritation silenced her for a moment, then, impatiently:

You speak cynically and I dislike it. What reason have you to express world-weary sentiments? — you who are young, who probably have never known real sorrow, deep unhappiness! I have little patience with a morbid view of anything, Mr. Quarren. I merely warn you — in the event of your ever desiring to obtain my good graces.

I do desire them.

Then be yourself.

I dont know what I am. I thought I knew. Your advent has disorganised both my complacency and my resignation.

What do you mean?

Must I answer?

Of course! she said, laughing.

Then — the Harlequin who followed you up those stairs, never came down again.

Oh! she said, unenlightened.

Im wondering who it was who came down out of that balcony in the wake of the golden dancer, he added.

You and I — you very absurd young man. What are you trying to say?

I — wonder, he said, smiling, what I am trying to say.




CHAPTER III
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SUNSHINE ILLUMINATED THE rose-silk curtains of Mrs. Leedss bedroom with parallel slats of light and cast a frail and tremulous net of gold across her bed. The sparrows in the Japanese ivy seemed to be unusually boisterous, and their persistent metallic chatter disturbed Strelsa who presently unclosed her gray eyes upon her own reflected features in the wall-glass opposite.

Face still flushed with slumber, she lay there considering her mirrored features with humorous, sleepy eyes; then she sat up, stretched her arms, yawned, patted her red lips with her palm, pressed her knuckles over her eyelids, and presently slipped out of bed. Her bath was ready; so was her maid.

A little later, cross-legged on the bed once more, she sat sipping her chocolate and studying the morning papers with an interest and satisfaction unjaded.

Coupled with the naïve curiosity of a kitten remained her unspoiled capacity for pleasure, and the interest of a child in a world unfolding daily in a sequence of miracles under her intent and delighted eyes.

Bare of throat and arm and shoulder, the lustrous hair shadowing her face, she now appeared unexpectedly frail, even thin, as though the fuller curves of the mould in which she was being formed had not yet been filled up.

Fully dressed, gown and furs lent to her something of a youthful maturity which was entirely deceptive; for here, in bed, the golden daylight revealed childish contours accented so delicately that they seemed almost sexless. And in her intent gray eyes and in her undeveloped mind was all that completed the bodily and mental harmony — youth unawakened as yet except to a confused memory of pain — and the dreamy and passionless unconsciousness of an unusually late adolescence.

At twenty-four Strelsa still looked upon her morning chocolate with a healthy appetite; and the excitement of seeing her own name and picture in the daily press had as yet lost none of its delightful thrill.

All the morning papers reported the Wycherlys house-warming with cloying detail. And she adored it. What paragraphs particularly concerned herself, her capable maid had enclosed in inky brackets. These Strelsa read first of all, warm with pleasure at every stereotyped tribute to her loveliness.

The comments she perused were of all sorts, even the ungrammatical sort, but she read them all with profound interest, and loved every one, even the most fulsome. For life, and its kinder experience, was just beginning for her after a shabby childhood, a lonely girlhood, and a marriage unspeakable, the memory of which already had become to her as vaguely poignant as the dull recollection of a nightmare.

So her appetite for kindness, even the newspaper variety, was keen and not at all discriminating; and the reaction from two years solitude — two years of endurance, of shrinking from public comment — had developed in her a fierce longing for pleasure and for play-fellows. Her fellow-men had responded with an enthusiasm which still surprised her delightfully at moments.



The clever Swedish maid now removed the four-legged tray from her knees; Strelsa, propped on her pillows, was still intent on her newspapers, satisfying a natural curiosity concerning what the world thought about her costume of the night before, her beauty, herself, and the people she knew. At last, agreeably satiated, she lowered the newspaper and lay back, dreamy-eyed, faintly smiling, lost in pleasant retrospection.
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Had she really appeared as charming last night as these exceedingly kind New York newspapers pretended? Did this jolly world really consider her so beautiful? She wished to believe it. She tried to. Perhaps it was really true — because all these daily paragraphs, which had begun with her advent into certain New York sets, must really have been founded on something unusual about her.

And it could not be her fortune which continued to inspire such journalistic loyalty and devotion, because she had none — scarcely enough money in fact to manage with, dress with, pay her servants, and maintain her pretty little house in the East Eighties.

It could not be her wit; she had no more than the average American girl. Nor was there anything else in her — neither her cultivation, attainments, nor talents — to entitle her to distinction. So apparently it must be her beauty that evoked paragraphs which had already made her a fashion in the metropolis — was making her a cult — even perhaps a notoriety.



Because those people who had personally known Reginald Leeds, were exceedingly curious concerning this young girl who had been a nobody, as far as New York was concerned, until her name became legally coupled with the name of one of the richest and most dissipated scions of an old and honourable New York family.

The public which had read with characteristic eagerness all about the miserable finish of Reginald Leeds, found its abominable curiosity piqued by his youthful widows appearance in town.

It is the newspapers business to give the public what it wants — at least that appears to be the popular impression; and so they gave the public all it wanted about Strelsa Leeds, in daily chunks. And then some. Which, in the beginning, she shrank from, horrified, frightened, astonished — because, in the beginning, every mention of her name was coupled with a glossary in full explanation of who she was, entailing a condensed review of a sordid story which, for two years, she had striven to obliterate from her mind. But these post-mortems lasted only a week or so. Except for a sporadic eruption of the case in a provincial paper now and then, which somebody always thoughtfully sent to her, the press finally let the tragedy alone, contenting its intellectual public with daily chronicles of young Mrs. Leedss social activities.

A million boarding houses throughout the land, read about her beauty with avidity; and fat old women in soiled pink wrappers began to mention her intimately to each other as Strelsa Leeds — the first hall-mark of social fame — and there was loud discussion, in a million humble homes, about the fashionable men who were paying her marked attention; and the chances she had for bagging earls and dukes were maintained and combated, below stairs and above, with an eagerness, envy, and back-stairs knowledge truly and profoundly democratic.



Her morning mail had begun to assume almost fashionable proportions, but she could not yet reconcile herself to the idea of even such a clever maid as her own assuming power of social secretary. So she still read and answered all her letters — or rather neglected to notice the majority, which invested her with a kind of awe to some and made others furious and unwillingly respectful.

Letters, bills, notes, invitations, advertisements were scattered over the bedclothes as she lay there, thinking over the pleasures and excitement of last nights folly — thinking of Quarren, among others, and of the swift intimacy that had sprung up between them — like a witch-flower over night — thinking of her imprudence, and of the cold displeasure of Barent Van Dyne who, toward daylight, had found her almost nose to nose with Quarren, absorbed in exchanging with that young man ideas and perfectly futile notions about everything on top, inside, and underneath the habitable globe.

She blushed as she remembered her flimsy excuses to Van Dyne — she had the grace to blush over that memory — and how any of the dignity incident to the occasion had been all Van Dynes — and how, as she took his irreproachable arm and parted ceremoniously with Quarren, she had imprudently extended her hand behind her as her escort bore her away — a childish impulse — the innocent coquetry of a village belle — she flushed again at the recollection — and at the memory of Quarrens lips on her finger-tips — and how her hand had closed on the gardenia he pressed into it —— 

She turned her head on the pillow; the flower she had taken from him lay beside her on her night table, limp, discoloured, malodorous; and she picked it up, daintily, and flung it into the fireplace.

At the same moment the telephone rang downstairs in the library. Presently her maid knocked, announcing Mr. Quarren on the wire.

Im not at home, said Strelsa, surprised, or rather trying to feel a certain astonishment. What really surprised her was that she felt none.

Her maid was already closing the door behind her when Strelsa said:

Wait a moment, Freda. And, after thinking, she smiled to herself and added: You may set my transmitter on the table beside me, and hang up the receiver in the library.... Be sure to hang it up at once.

Then, sitting up in bed, she unhooked the receiver and set it to her ear.

Mr. Quarren, she began coldly, and without preliminary amenities, have you any possible excuse for awaking me at such an unearthly hour as mid-day?

Good Lord, he exclaimed contritely, did I do that?

She had no more passion for the exact truth than the average woman, and she quibbled:

Do you think I would say so if it were not true? she demanded.

No, of course not — —

Well, then! An indignant pause. But, she added honestly, I was not exactly what you might call asleep, although it practically amounts to the same thing. I was reposing.... Are you feeling quite fit this morning? she added demurely.

Id be all right if I could see you — —

You cant! What an idea!

Why not? What are you going to do?

Theres no particular reason why I should detail my daily duties, obligations, and engagements to you; is there? — But Im an unusually kind-hearted person, and not easily offended by peoples inquisitiveness. So Ill overlook your bad manners. First, then, I am lunching at the Province Club, then I am going to a matinée at the Casino, afterward dropping in for tea at the Sprowls, dining at the Calderas, going to the Opera with the Vernons, and afterward, with them, to a dance at the Van Dynes.... So, will you kindly inform me where you enter the scene?

She could hear him laugh over the telephone.

What are you doing just now? he asked.

I am seated upon my innocent nocturnal couch, draped in exceedingly intimate attire, conversing over the telephone with the original Paul Pry.

Could anything induce you to array yourself more conventionally, receive me, and let me take you to your luncheon at the Province Club?

But I dont wish to see you.

Is that perfectly true?

Perfectly. Ive just thrown your gardenia into the fireplace. Doesnt that prove it?

Oh, no. Because its too early, yet, for either of us to treasure such things — —

What horrid impertinence!

Isnt it! But your heavenly gift of humour will transform my impudence into a harmless and diverting sincerity. Please let me see you, Mrs. Leeds — just for a few moments.

Why?

Because you are going South and there are three restless weeks ahead of me — —

This time he could hear her clear, far laughter:

What has my going to Florida to do with your restlessness?

Your very question irrevocably links cause and effect — —

Dont be absurd, Mr. Quarren!

Absurdity is the badge of all our Guild — —

What Guild do you belong to?

The associated order of ardent suitors — —

Mr. Quarren! You are becoming ridiculous; do you know it?

No, I dont realise it, but they say all the rest of the world considers suitors ridiculous — —

Do you expect me to listen to such nonsense at such an hour in the morning?

Its half past twelve; and my weak solution of nonsense is suitable to the time of day — —

Am I to understand that the solution becomes stronger as the day advances?

Exactly; the solution becomes so concentrated and powerful that traces of common-sense begin to appear — —

I didnt notice any last night.

Van Dyne interfered.

Poor Mr. Van Dyne. If youd been civil to him he might have asked you to the dance to-night — if I had suggested it. But you were horridly rude.

I? Rude?

Youre not going to be rude enough to say it was I who behaved badly to him, are you? Oh, the shocking vanity of man! No doubt you are thinking that it was I who, serpent-like, whispered temptation into your innocent ear, and drew you away into a corner, and shoved palms in front of us, and brought silver and fine linen, and rare fruits and sparkling wines; and paid shameless court with an intelligent weather-eye always on the watch for a flouted and justly indignant cavalier!

Yes, he said, you did all those things. And now youre trying to evade the results.

What are the results?

A partly demented young man clamouring to see you at high-noon while the cold cruel cause of his lunacy looks on and laughs.

Im afraid that young man must continue to clamour, she said, immensely amused at the picture he drew. How far away is he at this moment?

In the Legation, a blithering wreck.

Why not in his office frantically immersed in vast business enterprises and cataclysmic speculations?

Im rather afraid that if business immerses him too completely he will be found drowned some day.

You promised — said that you were going to begin a vigorous campaign, she reminded him reproachfully. I asked it of you; and you agreed.

I am beginning life anew — or trying to — by seeking the perennial source of daily spiritual and mundane inspiration — —

Why wont you be serious?

I am. Were you not the source of my new inspiration? Last night did something or other to me — I am not yet perfectly sure what it was. I want to see you to be sure — if only for a — moment — merely to satisfy myself that you are real — —

Will one moment be enough?

Certainly.

One second — or half a one?

Plenty.

Very well — if you promise not to expect or ask for more than that — —

That is terribly nice of you!

It is, overwhelmingly. But really I dont know whether I am nice or merely weak-minded. Because Ive lingered here gossiping so long with you that Ive simply got to fly like a mad creature about my dressing. Good-bye — —

Shall I come up immediately?

Of course not! I expect to be dressing for hours and hours — figuratively speaking.... Perhaps you might start in ten minutes if you are coming in a taxi.

You are an angel — —

That is not telephone vernacular.... And perhaps you had better be prompt, because Mrs. Lannis is coming for me — that is, if you have anything to — to say — that — —

She flushed up, annoyed at her own stupidity, then felt grateful to him as he answered lightly:

Of course; she might misunderstand our informality. Shall I see you in half an hour?

If I can manage it, she said.

She managed it, somehow. At first, really indifferent, and not very much amused, the talk with him had gradually aroused in her the same interest and pleasurable curiosity that she had experienced in exchanging badinage with him the night before. Now she really wanted to see him, and she took enough trouble about it to set her deft maid flying about her offices.

First a fragrant precursor of his advent arrived in the shape of a great bunch of winter violets; and her maid fastened them to her black fox muff. Then the distant door-bell sounded; and in an extraordinarily short space of time, wearing her pretty fur hat, her boa, and carrying a muff that matched both, with his violets pinned to it, she entered the dim drawing-room, halting just beyond the threshold.

Are you not ashamed, she said, severely, to come battering at my door at this hour of the day?

Abjectly.

They exchanged a brief handshake; she seated herself on the arm of a sofa; he stood before the unlighted fireplace, looking at her with a half smiling half curious air which made her laugh outright.

Bien! Cest moi, monsieur, she said. Me voici! Cest moi-même!

I believe you are real after all, he admitted.

Do I seem different?

Yes — and no.

How am I different?

Well, somehow, last night, I got the notion that you were younger, thinner — and not very real — —

Are you presuming to criticise my appearance last night? she asked with mock indignation. Because if you are, I proudly refer you to the enlightened metropolitan morning press.

I read all about you, he said, smiling.

I am glad you did. You will doubtless now be inclined to treat me with the respect due to my years and experience.

I believe, he said, that your gown and hat and furs make a charming difference — —

How perfectly horrid of you! I thought you admired my costume last night!

Oh, Lord, he said— you were sufficiently charming last night. But now, in your fluffy furs, you seem rather taller — less slender perhaps — and tremendously fetching — —

Say that my clothes improve me, and that in reality Im a horrid, thin little beast! she exclaimed, laughing. I know I am, but I havent finished growing yet. Really thats the truth, Mr. Quarren. Would you believe that I have grown an inch since last spring?

I believe it, he said, but would you mind stopping now? You are exactly right.

You know Im thin and flat as a board!

Youre perfect!

Its too late to say that to me — —

It is too early to say more.

Lets dont talk about myself, please.

It has become the only subject in the world that interests me — —

Please, Mr. Quarren! Are you actually attempting to be silly at this hour of the day? The wise inanities of midnight sound perilously flat in the sunshine — flatter than the flattest champagne, which no bread-crumbs can galvanise into a single bubble. Tell me, why did you wish to see me this morning. I mean the real reason? Was it merely to find out whether I was weak-minded enough to receive you?

He looked at her, smiling:

I wanted to see whether you were as real and genuine and wholesome and unspoiled and — and friendly as I thought you were last night.

Am I?

More so.

Are you so sure about my friendliness?

I want to believe in it, he said. It means a lot to me already.

Believe in it then, you very badly spoiled young man, she said, stretching out her hand to him impulsively. I do like you.... And now I think you had better go — unless you want to see Mrs. Lannis.

Retaining her hand for a second he said:

Before you leave town will you let me ask you a question?

I am leaving to-morrow. Youll have to ask it now.

Their hands fell apart; he seemed doubtful, and she awaited his question, smilingly. And as he made no sign of asking she said:

You have my permission to ask it. Is it a very impertinent question?

Very.

How impertinent is it? she inquired curiously.

Unpardonably personal.

After a silence she laughed.

Last night, she said, you told me that I would probably forget you unless I had something unpardonable to forgive you. Isnt this a good opportunity to leave your unpardonable imprint upon my insulted memory?

Excellent, he said. This is my outrageous question: are you engaged to be married?

For a full minute she remained silent in her intense displeasure. After the first swift glance of surprise her gray eyes had dropped, and she sat on the gilded arm of the sofa, studying the floor covering — an ancient Saraband rug, with the inevitable and monotonous river-loop symbol covering its old-rose ground in uninteresting repetition. After a while she lifted her head and met his gaze, quietly.

I am trying to believe that you did not mean to be offensive, she said. And now that I have a shadow of a reason to pardon you, I shall probably do so, ultimately.

But you wont answer me? he said, reddening.

Of course not. Are we on any such footing of intimacy — even of friendship, Mr. Quarren?

No. But you are going away — and my reason for speaking— He checked himself; his reasons were impossible; there was no extenuation to be found in them, no adequate explanation for them, or for his attitude toward this young girl which had crystallised over night — over a sleepless, thrilling night — dazzling him with its wonder and its truth and its purity in the clean rays of the morning sun.

She watched his expression as it changed, troubled, uncertain how to regard him, now.

It isnt very much like you, to ask me such a question, she said.

Before I met you, you thought me one kind of a man; after I met you, you thought me another. Have I turned out to be a third kind?

N-no.

Would I turn into the first kind if I ask you again to answer my question?

She gave him a swift, expressionless glance:

I want to like you; Im trying to, Mr. Quarren. Wont you let me?

I want to have the right to like you, too — perhaps more than you will care to have me — —

Please dont speak that way — I dont know what you mean, anyway — —

That is why I asked you the question — to find out whether I had a right to — —

Right! she repeated. What right? What do you mean? What have you misinterpreted in me that has given you any rights as far as I am concerned? Did you misunderstand our few hours of masked acquaintance — a few moments of perfectly innocent imprudence? — my overlooking certain conventions and listening to you at the telephone this morning — my receiving you here at this silly hour? What has given you any right to say anything to me, Mr. Quarren — to hint of the possibility of anything serious — for the future — or at any time whatever?

I have no right, he said, wincing.

Indeed you have not! she rejoined warmly, flushed and affronted. I am glad that is perfectly clear to you.

No right at all, he repeated— except the personal privilege of recognising what is cleanest and sweetest and most admirable and most unspoiled in life; the right to care for it without knowing exactly why — the desire to be part of it — as have all men who are awakened out of trivial dreams when such a woman as you crosses their limited and foolish horizon.

She sat staring at him, struggling to comprehend what he was saying, perfectly unable to believe, nor even wishing to, yet painfully attentive to his every word.

Mr. Quarren, she said, I was hurt. I imagined presumption where there was none. But I am afraid you are romantic and impulsive to an amazing degree. Yet, both romance and impulse have a place and a reason, not undignified, in human intercourse. — She felt rather superior in turning this phrase, and looked on him a little more kindly —— 

If the compliment which you have left me to infer is purely a romantic one, it is nevertheless unwarranted — and, forgive me, unacceptable. The trouble is — —

She paused to recover her wits and her breath; but he took the latter away again as he said:

I am in love with you; that is the trouble, Mrs. Leeds. And I really have no business to say so until I amount to something.

You have no business to say so anyway after one single evenings acquaintance! she retorted hotly.

Oh, that! If love were a matter of time and convention — like five oclock tea! — but it isnt, you know. It isnt the brevity of our acquaintance that worries me; its what I am — and what you are — and — and the long, long road I have to travel before I am worth your lightest consideration — I never was in love before. Forgive my crudeness. Im only conscious of the — hopelessness of it all.

Breathless, confused, incredulous, she sat there staring at him — listening to and watching this tall, quiet, cool young fellow who was telling her such incomprehensible things in a manner that began to fascinate her. With an effort she collected herself, shook off the almost eerie interest that was already beginning to obsess her, and stood up, flushed but composed.

Shall we not say any more about it? she said quietly. Because there is nothing more to say, Mr. Quarren — except — thank you for — for feeling so amiably toward me — for believing me more than I really am.... And I would like to have your friendship still, if I may — —

You have it.

Even yet?

Why not?... Its selfish of me to say it — but I wish you — could have saved me, he said almost carelessly.

From what, Mr. Quarren? I really do not understand you.

From being what I am — the sort of man you first divined me to be.

What do you mean by saving you? she asked, coldly.

I dont know! — giving me a glimmer of hope I suppose — something to strive for.

One saves ones self, she said.

He turned an altered face toward her: and she looked at him intently.

I guess you are right, he said with a short laugh. If there is anything worth saving, one saves ones self.

I think that is true, she said.... And — if my friendship — if you really care for it — —

He met her gaze:

I honestly dont know. Ive been carried off my feet by you, completely. A man, under such conditions, doesnt know anything — not even enough to hold his tongue — as you may have noticed. I am in love with you. As I am to-day, my love for you would do you no good — I dont know whether yours would do me any good — or your friendship, either. It ought to if I amounted to anything; but I dont — and I dont know.

I wish you would not speak so bitterly — please — —

All right. It wasnt bitterness; it was just whine. ... Ill go, now. You will comprehend, after you think it over, that there is at least nothing of impertinence in my loving you — only a blind unreason — a deadly fear lest the other man in me, suddenly revealed, vanish before I could understand him. Because when I saw you, lifes meaning broke out suddenly — like a star — and thats another stale simile. But one has to climb very far before one can touch even the nearest of the stars.... So forgive my one lucid interval.... I shall probably never have another.... May I take you to your carriage?

Mrs. Lannis is calling for me.

Then — I will take my leave — and the tatters of my reputation — any song can buy it, now — —

Mr. Quarren!

Yes?

I dont want you to go — like this. I want you to go away knowing in your heart that you have been very — nice — agreeable — to a young girl who hasnt perhaps had as much experience as you think — —

Thank God, he said, smiling.

I want you to like me, always, she said. Will you?

I promise, he replied so blithely that for a moment his light irony deceived her. Then something in his eyes left her silent, concerned, unresponsive — only her heart seemed to repeat persistently in childish reiteration, the endless question, Why? Why? Why? And she heard it but found no answer where love was not, and had never been.

I — am sorry, she said in a low voice. I — I try to understand you — but I dont seem to.... I am so very sorry that you — care for me.

He took her gloved hand, and she let him.

I guess Im nothing but a harlequin after all, he said, and theyre legitimate objects for pity. Good-bye, Mrs. Leeds. Youve been very patient and sweet with a blithering lunatic.... Ive committed only another harlequinade of a brand-new sort. But the fall from that balcony would have been less destructive.

She looked at him out of her gray eyes.

One thing, she said, with a tremulous smile, you may be certain that I am not going to forget you very easily.

Another thing, he said, I shall never forget you as long as I live; and — you have my violets, I see. Are they to follow the gardenia?

Only when their time comes, she said, trying to laugh.

So he wished her a happy trip and sojourn in the South, and went away into the city — downtown, by the way to drop into an office chair in an empty office and listen to the click of a typewriter in the outer room, and sit there hour after hour with his chin in his hand staring at nothing out of the clear blue eyes of a boy.

And she went away to her luncheon at the Province Club with Susanne Lannis who wished her to meet some of the governors — very grand ladies — upon whose good will depended Strelsas election to the most aristocratic, comfortable, wisely managed, and thriftiest of all metropolitan clubs.

After luncheon she, with Mrs. Lannis and Chrysos Lacy — a pretty red-haired edition of her brother — went to see Sumurun.

And after they had tea at the redoubtable Mrs. Sprowls, where there were more footmen than guests, more magnificence than comfort, and more wickedness in the gossip than lemon in the tea or Irish in the more popular high-ball.

The old lady, fat, pink, enormous, looked about her out of her little glittering green eyes with a pleased conviction that everybody on earth was mortally afraid of her. And everybody, who happened to be anybody in New York, was exactly that — with a few eccentric exceptions like her nephew, Karl Westguard, and half a dozen heavily upholstered matrons whose social altitude left them nothing to be afraid of except lack of deference and death.

Mrs. Sprowl had a fat, wheezy, and misleading laugh; and it took time for Strelsa to understand that there was anything really venomous in the old lady; but the gossip there that afternoon, and the wheezy delight in driving a last nail into the coffin of some moribund reputation, made plain to her why her hostess was held in such respectful terror.

The talk finally swerved from Molly Wycherlys ball to the Irish Legation, and Mrs. Sprowl leaned toward Strelsa, and panted behind her fan:

A perfect scandal, child. The suppers those young men give there! Orgies, I understand! No pretty actress in town is kept sighing long for invitations. Even — she whispered the name of a lovely and respectable prima-donna with a perfectly good husband and progeny — and nodded so violently that it set her coughing.

[image: img338.jpg]A perfect scandal, child. The suppers those young men give there!

Oh, cried Strelsa, distressed, surely you have been misinformed!

Not in the least, wheezed the old lady. She is no better than the rest of em! And I sent for my nephew Karl, and I brought him up roundly. Karl! said I, what the devil do you mean! Do you want that husband of hers dragging you all into court? And, do you know, my dear, he appeared perfectly astounded — said it wasnt so — just as you said a moment ago. But I can put two and two together, yet; Im not too old and witless to do that! And I warrant you I gave him a tongue trouncing which he wont forget. ... Probably he retailed it to that OHara man, and to young Quarren, too. If he did it wont hurt em, either.

She was speaking now so generally that everybody heard her, and Cyrille Caldera said:

Ricky is certainly innocuous, anyway.

Oh, is he! said Mrs. Sprowl with another wheezy laugh. I fancy I know that boy. Did you say harmless, Susanne? Well, you ought to know, of course — —

Cyrille Caldera blushed brightly although her affair with Quarren had been of the most innocent description.



Theres probably as much ground for indicting Ricky as there is for indicting me, she protested. Hes merely a nice, useful boy — —

Rather vapid, dont you think? observed a thin young woman in sables and an abundance of front teeth.

Who expects anything serious from Ricky? He possesses good manners, and a sweet alacrity, said Chrysos Lacy, and thats a rare combination.

Hes clever enough to be wicked, anyway, said Mrs. Sprowl. Dont tell me that every one of his sentimental affairs have been perfectly harmless.

Has he had many? asked Strelsa before she meant to.

Thousands, child. There was Betty Clyde — whose husband must have been an idiot — and Cynthia Challis — she married Prince Sarnoff, you remember — —

The Sarnoffs are coming in February, observed Chrysos Lacy.

I wonder if the Prince has had a tub since he left, said Mrs. Sprowl. How on earth Cynthia can endure that dried up yellow Tartar — —

Cynthia was in love with Ricky I think, said Susanne Lannis.

Most girls are when they come out, but their mothers wont let em marry him. Poor Ricky.

Poor Ricky, sighed Chrysos; he is so nice, and nobody is likely to marry him.

Why? asked Strelsa.

Because hes — why hes just Ricky. He has no money, you know. Didnt you know it?

No, said Strelsa.

Thats the trouble — partly. Then theres no social advantage for any girl in this set marrying him. Hell have to take a lame duck or go out of his circle for a wife. And that means good-bye Ricky — unless he marries a lame duck.

Some unattractive person of uncertain age and a million, explained Mrs. Lannis as Strelsa turned to her, perplexed.

Ricky, said the lady with abundant teeth, is a lightweight.

The lightness, I think, is in his heels, said Strelsa. Hes intelligent otherwise I fancy.

Yes, but not intellectual.

I think you are possibly mistaken.

The profusely dentate lady looked sharply at Strelsa; Susanne Lannis laughed.

Are you his champion, Strelsa? I thought you had met him last night for the first time.

Mrs. Leeds is probably going the way of all women when they first meet Dicky Quarren, observed Mrs. Sprowl with malicious satisfaction. But you must hurry and get over it, child, before Sir Charles Mallison arrives. At which sally everybody laughed.

Strelsas colour was high, but she merely smiled, not only at the coupling of her name with Quarrens but at the hint of the British officers arrival.

Major Sir Charles Mallison had been over before, why, nobody knew, because he was one of the wealthiest bachelors in England. Now it was understood that he was coming again; and a great many well-meaning people saw that agreeable gentlemans fate in the new beauty, Strelsa Leeds; and did not hesitate to tell her so with the freedom of fashionable banter.

Yes, sighed Chrysos Lacy, sentimentally, when you see Sir Charles youll forget Ricky.

Doubtless, said Strelsa, still laughing. But tell me, Mrs. Sprowl, why does everybody wish to marry me to somebody? Im very happy.

Its our feminine sense of fitness and proportion that protests. In the eternal balance of things material you ought to be as wealthy as you are pretty.

I have enough — almost — —

Ah! the almost betrays the canker feeding on that damask cheek! laughed Mrs. Lannis. No, you must marry millions, Strelsa — youll need them.

You are mistaken. I have enough. Id like to be happy for a while.

The naïve inference concerning the incompatibility of marriage and happiness made them laugh again, forgetting perhaps the tragic shadow of the past which had unconsciously evoked it.

After Strelsa and Mrs. Lannis had gone, a pair of old cats dropped in, one in ermine, the other in sea-otter; and the inevitable discussion of Strelsa Leeds began with a brutality and frankness paralleled only in kennel parlance.

To a criticism of the girls slenderness of physique Mrs. Sprowl laughed loud and long.

Thats whats setting all the men crazy. The worlds as full of curves as I am; plumpness to the verge of redundancy is supposed to be popular among men; a well-filled stocking behind the footlights sets the gaby agape. But your man of the world has other tastes.

Jaded tastes, said somebody.

Maybe theyre jaded and vicious — but theyre his. And maybe that girl has a body and limbs which are little more accented than a boys. But its the last shriek among people who know.

Not such a late one, either, said somebody. Who was the French sculptor who did the Merode?

Before that Lippo fixed the type, observed somebody else.

Personally, remarked a third, I dont fancy pipe-stems. Mrs. Leeds needs padding — to suit my notions.

Wait a year, said Mrs. Sprowl, significantly. The beauty of that girl will be scandalous when she fills out a little more.... If she only had the wits to match what she is going to be! — But theres a streak of something silly in her — I suspect latent sentiment — which is likely to finish her if she doesnt look sharp. Fancy her taking up the cudgels for Ricky, now! — a boy whose wits would be of no earthly account except in doing what he is doing. And hes apparently persuaded that little minx that hes intellectual! Ill have to talk to Ricky.

Youd better talk to your nephew, too, said somebody, laughing.

Who? Karl! exclaimed the old lady, her little green eyes mere sparks in the broad expanse of face. Let me catch him mooning around that girl! Let me catch Ricky philandering in earnest! Ive made up my mind about Strelsa Leeds, and — she glared around her, fanning vigorously— I think nobody is likely to interfere.



That evening, at the opera, Westguard came into her box, and she laid down the law of limits to him so decisively that, taken aback, astonished and chagrined, he found nothing to say for the moment.

When he did recover his voice and temper he informed her very decidedly that hed follow his own fancy as far as any woman was concerned.

But she only laughed derisively and sent him off to bring Quarren who had entered the Vernons box and was bending over Strelsas shoulders.

When Quarren obeyed, which he did not do with the alacrity she had taught him, she informed him with a brevity almost contemptuous that his conduct with Strelsa at the Wycherlys had displeased her.

He said, surprised: Why does it concern you? Mrs. Wycherly is standing sponsor for Mrs. Leeds — —

I shall relieve Molly Wycherly of any responsibility, said the old lady. I like that girl. Can Molly do as much as I can for her?

He remained silent, disturbed, looking out across the glitter at Strelsa.

Men crowded the Vernons box, arriving in shoals and departing with very bad grace when it became necessary to give place to new arrivals.

Do you see? said the old lady, tendering him her opera glass.

What? he asked sullenly.

A new planet. Use your telescope, Rix — and also amass a little common-sense. Yonder sits a future duchess, or a countess, if I care to start things for her. Which I shant — in that direction.

There are no poor duchesses or countesses, of course, he remarked with an unpleasant laugh.

Mrs. Sprowl looked at him, ironically.

I understand the Earl of Dankmere, perfectly, she said— also other people, including young, and sulky boys. So if you clearly understand my wishes, and the girl doesnt make a fool of herself over you or any other callow ineligible, her future will give me something agreeable to occupy me.

The blood stung his face as he stood up — a tall graceful figure among the others in the box — a clean-cut, wholesome boy to all appearances, with that easy and amiable presence which is not distinction but which sometimes is even more agreeable.

Lips compressed, the flush still hot on his face, he stood silent, tasting all the bitterness that his career had stored up for him — sick with contempt for a self that could accept and swallow such things. For he had been well schooled, but scarcely to that contemptible point.

Of course, he said, pleasantly, you understand that I shall do as I please.

Mrs. Sprowl laughed:

Ill see to that, too, Ricky.

Chrysos Lacy leaned forward and began to talk to him, and his training reacted mechanically, for he seemed at once to become his gay and engaging self.

He did not return to the Vernons box nor did he see Strelsa again before she went South.

The next night a note was delivered to him, written from the Wycherlys car, Wind-Flower.

My dear Mr. Quarren:

Why did you not come back to say good-bye? You spoke of doing so. Im afraid Chrysos Lacy is responsible.

The dance at the Van Dynes was very jolly. I am exceedingly sorry you were not there. Thank you for the flowers and bon-bons that were delivered to me in my state-room. My violets are not yet entirely faded, so they have not yet joined your gardenia in the limbo of useless things.

Mr. Westguard came to the train. He is nice.

Mr. OHara and Chrysos and Jack Lacy were there, so in spite of your conspicuous absence the Legation maintained its gay reputation and covered itself with immortal blarney.

This letter was started as a note to thank you for your gifts, but it is becoming a serial as Molly and Jim and I sit here watching the North Carolina landscape fly past our windows like streaks of brown lightened only by the occasional delicious and sunny green of some long-leafed pine.

Theres nothing to see from horizon to horizon except the monotonous repetition of mules and niggers and evil-looking cypress swamps and a few razor-backs and a buzzard flying very high in the blue.

Thank you again for my flowers.... I wonder if you understand that my instinct is to be friends with you?

It was from the very beginning.

And please dont be absurd enough to think that I am going to forget you — or our jolly escapade at the Wycherly ball. You behaved very handsomely once. I know I can count on your kindness to me.

Good-bye, and many many thanks — as Jack Lacy says— fr the manny booggy-rides, an th goom-candy, an the boonches av malagy grrapes!

Sincerely your friend, Strelsa Leeds.

That same day Sir Charles Mallison arrived in New York and went directly to Mrs. Sprowls house. Their interview was rather brief but loudly cordial on the old ladys part:

Hows my sister and Foxy? she asked — meaning Sir Renard and Lady Spinney.

Sir Charles regretted he had not seen them.

And you?

Quite fit, thanks. And he gravely trusted that her own health was satisfactory.

You havent changed your mind? she asked with a smile which the profane might consider more like a grin.

Sir Charles said he had not, and a healthy colour showed under the tan.

All these years, commented the old lady, ironically.

Four, said Sir Charles.

Was it four years ago when you saw her in Egypt?

Four years — last month — the tenth.

And never saw her again?

Never.

Mrs. Sprowl shook with asthmatic mirth:

Such story-book constancy! Why didnt you ask your friend the late Sirdar to have Leeds pitched into the Nile. It would have saved you those four years waiting? You know you havent many years to waste, Sir Charles.

Im forty-five, he said, colouring painfully.

Four years gone to hell, said the old lady with that delicate candour which sometimes characterised her.... And now what do you propose to do with the rest of em? Dawdle away your time?



Face my fate, he admitted touching his moustache and fearfully embarrassed.

Well, if youre in a hurry, youll have to go down South to face it. Shes at Palm Beach for the next three weeks.

Thank you, he said.

She looked up at him, her little opaque green eyes a trifle softened.

I am trying to get you the prettiest woman in America, she said. Im ready to fight off everybody else — beat em to death, she added, her eyes snapping, then suddenly kind again— because, Sir Charles, I like you. And for no other reason on earth!

Which was not the exact truth. It was for another mans sake she was kind to him. And the other man had been dead many years.

Sir Charles thanked her, awkwardly, and fell silent again, pulling his moustache.

Is — Mrs. Leeds — well? he ventured, at length, reddening again.
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Perfectly. Shes a bit wiry just now — thin — leggy, y know. Some fanciers prefer em weedy. But shell plump up. I know the breed.

He shrank from her loud voice and the vulgarity of her comments, and she was aware of it and didnt care a rap. There were plenty of noble ladies as vulgar as she, and more so — and anyway it was not this well-built, sober-faced man of forty-five whom she was serving with all the craft and insolence and brutality and generosity that was in her — it was the son of a dead man who had been much to her. How much nobody in these days gossiped about any longer, for it was a long time ago, a long, long time ago that she had made her curtsey to a young queen and a prince consort. And Sir Charless father had died at Majuba Hill.

Theres a wretched little knock-kneed peer on the cards, she observed; Dankmere. He seems to think she has money or something. If he comes over here, as my sister writes, Ill set him straighter than his own legs. And Ive written Foxy to tell him so.

Dankmere is a very good chap, said Sir Charles, terribly embarrassed.

But not good enough. His level is the Quartier dEurope. Hell find it; no fear.... When do you go South?

To-morrow, he said, so honestly that she grinned again.

Then Ill give you a letter to Molly Wycherly. Her husband is Jim Wycherly — one of your sort — eternally lumbering after something to kill. He has a bungalow on some lagoon where he murders ducks, and no doubt hell go there. But his wife will be stopping at Palm Beach. Ill send you a letter to her in the morning.

Many thanks, said Sir Charles, shyly.




CHAPTER IV
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STRELSA REMAINED SOUTH longer than she had expected to remain, and at the end of the third week Quarren wrote her.

Dear Mrs. Leeds:

Will you accept from me a copy of Karls new book? And are you ever coming back? You are missing an unusually diverting winter; the opera is exceptional, there are some really interesting plays in town and several new and amusing people — Prince and Princess Sarnoff for example; and the Earl of Dankmere, an anxious, and perplexed little man, sadly hard up, and simple-minded enough to say so; which amuses everybody immensely.

Hes pathetically original; plebeian on his mothers side; very good-natured; nothing at all of a sportsman; and painfully short of both intellect and cash — a funny, harmless, distracted little man who runs about asking everybody the best and quickest methods of amassing a comfortable fortune in America. And I must say that people have jollied him rather cruelly.

The Sarnoffs on the other hand are modest and nice people — the Prince is a yellow, dried-up Asiatic who is making a collection of parasites — a shrewd, kindly, and clever little scientist. His wife is a charming girl, intellectual but deliciously feminine. She was Cynthia Challis before her marriage, and always a most attractive and engaging personality. They dined with us at the Legation on Thursday.

Afterward there was a dance at Mrs. Sprowls. I led from one end, Lester Caldera from the other. One or two newspapers criticised the decorations and favours as vulgarly expensive; spoke of a monkey figure — purely imaginary — which they said I introduced into the cotillion, and that the favours were marmosets! — who probably were the intellectual peers of anybody present.

The old lady is in a terrific temper. Im afraid some poor scribblers are going to catch it. I thought it very funny.

Speaking of scribblers and temper reminds me that Karl Westguards new book is stirring up a toy tempest. He has succeeded in offending a dozen people who pretend to recognise themselves or their relatives among the various characters. I dont know whether the novel is really any good, or not. We, who know Karl so intimately, find it hard to realise that perhaps he may be a writer of some importance.

There appears to be considerable excitement about this new book. People seem inclined to discuss it at dinners; Karls publishers are delighted. Karl, on the contrary, is not at all flattered by the kind of a success that menaces him. He is mad all through, but not as mad as his redoubtable aunt, who tells everybody that hes a scribbling lunatic who doesnt know what hes writing, and that she washes her fat and gem-laden hands of him henceforth.

Poor Karl! Hes already thirty-seven; hes written fifteen books, no one of which, he tells me, ever before stirred up anybodys interest. But this newest novel, The Real Thing, has already gone into three editions in two weeks — whatever that actually means — and still the re-orders are pouring in, and his publishers are madly booming it, and several indignant people are threatening Karl with the law of libel, and Karl is partly furious, partly amused, and entirely astonished at the whole affair.

Because you see, the people who think they recognise portraits of themselves or their friends in several of the unattractive characters in the story — are as usual, in error. Karls people are always purely and synthetically composite. Besides everybody who knows Karl Westguard ought to know that hes too decent a fellow, and too good a workman to use models stupidly. Anybody can copy; anybody can reproduce the obvious. Even photographers are artists in these days. Good work is a synthesis founded on truth, and carried logically to a conclusion.

But its useless to try to convince the Philistines. Once possessed with the idea that they or their friends are meant, as they say, Archimedess lever could not pry them loose from their agreeably painful obsession.

Then there are other sorts of humans who are already bothering Karl. This species recognise in every hero or heroine a minute mental and physical analysis of themselves and their own particular, specific, and petty emotions. Proud, happy, flattered, they permit nobody to mistake the supposed tribute which they are entirely self-persuaded that the novelist has offered to them.

And these phases of The Real Thing are fretting and mortifying Karl to the verge of distraction. He awakes to find himself not famous but notorious — not criticised for his workmanship, good or bad, but gabbled about because some ludicrous old Uncle Foozle pretends to discover a similarity between Karls episodes and characters and certain doings of which Uncle F. is personally cognisant.

The great resource of stupidity is and has always been the anagram; and as stupidity is almost invariably suspicious, the hunt for hidden meanings preoccupies the majority of mankind.



Because I have ventured to send you Karls new book is no reason why I also should have presumed to write you a treatise in several volumes.

But I miss you, oddly enough — miss everything I never had of you — your opinions on what interests us both; the delightful discussions of things important, which have never taken place between us. Its odd, isnt it, Mrs. Leeds, that I miss, long for, and even remember so much that has never been?

Molly Wycherly wrote to Mrs. Lannis that you were having a gay time in Florida; that Sir Charles Mallison had joined your party; that youd had luncheons and dinners given you at the Club, at the Inlet, at the Wierss place, Coquina Castle; and that Jim and Sir Charles had bravely slain many ducks. Which is certainly glory enough to go round. In a friendly little note to me you were good enough to ask what I am doing, and to emphasise your request for an answer by underlining your request.

Proud and flattered by your generous interest I hasten to inform you that I am leading the same useful, serious, profitable, purposeful, ambitious, and ennobling life which I was leading when I first met you. Such a laudable existence makes for ones self-respect; and, happy in that consciousness, undisturbed by journalistic accusations concerning marmosets and vulgarity, I concentrate my entire intellectual efforts upon keeping my job, which is to remain deaf, dumb, and blind, and at the same time be ornamental, resourceful, good-tempered, and amusing to those who are not invariably all of these things at the same time.

Is it too much to expect another note from you?

Sincerely yours, Richard Stanley Quarren.

She answered him on the fourth week of her absence.

My dear Mr. Quarren:

Your letter interested me, but there was all through it an undertone of cynicism which rang false — almost a dissonance to an ear which has heard you strike a truer chord.

I do not like what you say of yourself, or of your life. I have talked very seriously with Molly, who adores you; and she evidently thinks you capable of achieving anything you care to undertake. Which is my own opinion — based on twenty-four hours of acquaintance.

I have read Mr. Westguards novel. Everybody here is reading it. Id like to talk to you about it, some day. Mr. Westguards intense bitterness confuses me a little, and seems almost to paralyse any critical judgment I may possess. A crusade in fiction has always seemed to me but a sterile effort. To do a thing is fine; to talk about it in fiction a far less admirable performance — like the small boy, safe in the window, who defies his enemy with out-thrust tongue.

When I was young — a somewhat lonely child, with only a very few books to companion me — I pored over Carlyles French Revolution, and hated Philip Egalité. But that youthful hatred was a little modified because Egalité did actually become personally active. If he had only talked, my hatred would have become contempt for a renegade who did not possess the courage of his convictions. But he voted death to his own caste, facing the tribunal. He talked, but he also acted.

I do not mean this as a parallel between Mr. Westguard and the sanguinary French iconoclast. Mr. Westguard, also, has the courage of his convictions; he lives, I understand, the life which he considers a proper one. It is the life which he preaches in The Real Thing — a somewhat solemn, self-respecting, self-supporting existence, devoted to self-development; a life of upright thinking, and the fulfilment of duty, civil and religious, incident to dignified citizenship. Such a life may be a blameless one; I dont know.

Also it might even be admirable within its limits if Mr. Westguard did not also appoint himself critic, disciplinarian, and prophet of that particular section of society into which accident of birth has dumped him.

Probably there is no section of human society that does not need a wholesome scourging now and then, but somehow, it seems to me, that it could be done less bitterly and with better grace than Mr. Westguard does it in his book. The lash, swung from within, and applied with judgment and discrimination, ought to do a more thorough and convincing piece of work than a knout allied with the clubs of the proletariat, hitting at every head in sight.

Let the prophets and sybils, the augurs and oracles of the Hoi polloi address themselves to them; and let ours talk to us, not about us to the world at large.

A renegade from either side makes an unholy alliance, and, with his first shout from the public pulpit, tightens the master knot which he is trying to untie to the glory of God and for the sake of peace and good will on earth. And the result is Donnybrook Fair.

I hate to speak this way to you of your friend, and about a man I like and, in a measure, really respect. But this is what I think. And my inclination is to tell you the truth, always.

Concerning the artistic value of Mr. Westguards literary performance, I know little. The simplicity of his language recommends the pages to me. The book is easy to read. Perhaps therein lies his art; I do not know.

Now, as I am in an unaccountably serious mood amid all the frivolity of this semi-tropical place, may I not say to you something about yourself? How are you going to silence me?

Well, then; you seem to reason illogically. You make little of yourself, yet you offer me your friendship, by implication, every time you write to me. You seek my society mentally. Do you really believe that my mind is so easily satisfied with intellectual rubbish, or that I am flattered by letters from a nobody?

What do you suppose there is attractive about you, Mr. Quarren — if you really do amount to as little as you pretend? Ive seen handsomer men, monsieur, wealthier men, more intelligent men; men more experienced, men of far greater talents and attainments.

Why do you suppose that I sit here in the Southern sunshine writing to you when there are dozens of men perfectly ready to amuse me? — and qualified to do it, too!

For the sake of your beaux-yeux? Non pas!

But there is a something which the world recognises as a subtle and nameless sympathy. And it stretches an invisible filament between you and the girl who is writing to you.

That tie is not founded on sentiment; I think you know that. And, of things spiritual, you and I have never yet spoken.

Therefore I conclude that the tie must be purely intellectual; that mind calls to mind and finds contentment in the far response.

So, when you pretend to me that you are of no intellectual account, you pay me a scurvy compliment. Quod erat demonstrandum.

With this gentle reproof I seal my long, long letter, and go where the jasmine twineth and the orchestra playeth; for it is tea-time, my friend, and the Park of Peacocks is all a-glitter with plumage. Soft eyes look wealth to eyes that ask again; and all is brazen as a dinner bell!

O friend! do you know that since I have been here I might have attained to fortune, had I cared to select any one of several generous gentlemen who have been good enough to thrust that commodity at me?

To be asked to marry a man no longer distresses me. I am all over the romantic idea of being sorry for wealthy amateurs who make me a plain business proposition, offering to invest a fortune in my good looks. To amateurs, connoisseurs, and collectors, there is no such thing as a fixed market value to anything. An object of art is worth what it can be bought for. I dont yet know how much I am worth. I may yet find out.

There are nice men here, odious men, harmless men, colourless men, worthy men, and the ever-present fool. He is really the happiest, I suppose.

Then, all in a class by himself, is an Englishman, one Sir Charles Mallison. I dont know what to tell you about him except that I feel exceedingly safe and comfortable when I am with him.

He says very little; I say even less. But it is agreeable to be with him.

He is middle-aged, and, I imagine, very wise. Perhaps his reticence makes me think so. He and Mr. Wycherly shoot ducks on the lagoon — and politics into each other.

I must go. You are not here to persuade me to stay and talk nonsense to you against my better judgment. Youre quite helpless, you see. So Im off.

Will you write to me again?

Strelsa Leeds.

A week after Quarren had answered her letter OHara called his attention to a paragraph in a morning paper which hinted at an engagement between Sir Charles Mallison and Mrs. Leeds.

Next days paper denied it on excellent authority; so, naturally, the world at large believed the contrary.

Southern news also revealed the interesting item that the yacht, Yulan, belonging to Mrs. Sprowls hatchet-faced nephew, Langly Sprowl, had sailed from Miami for the West Indies with the owner and Mrs. Leeds and Sir Charles Mallison among the guests.

The Yulan had not as fragrant a reputation as its exotic name might signify, respectable parties being in the minority aboard her, but Langly Sprowl was Langly Sprowl, and few people declined any invitation of his.

He was rather a remarkable young man, thin as a blade, with a voracious appetite and no morals. Nor did he care whether anybody else had any. What he wanted he went after with a cold and unsensitive directness that no newspapers had been courageous enough to characterise. He wouldnt have cared if they had.

Among other things that he had wanted, recently, was another mans wife. The other man being of his own caste made no difference to him; he simply forced him to let his wife divorce him; which, it was understood, that pretty young matron was now doing as rapidly as the laws of Nevada allowed.

Meanwhile Langly Sprowl had met Strelsa Leeds.



The sailing of the Yulan for the West Indies became the topic of dinner and dance gossip; and Quarren heard every interpretation that curiosity and malice could put upon the episode.

He had been feeling rather cheerful that day; a misguided man from Jersey City had suddenly developed a mania for a country home. Quarren personally conducted him all over Tappan-Zee Park on the Hudson, through mud and slush in a skidding touring car, with the result that the man had become a pioneer and had promised to purchase a building site.

So Quarren came back to the Legation that afternoon feeling almost buoyant, and discovered Westguard in all kinds of temper, smoking a huge faïence pipe which he always did when angry, and which had become known as The Weather-breeder.

Jetzt geht das Wetter los! quoted Quarren, dropping into a seat by the fire. Where is this particular area of low depression centred, Karl?

Over my damn book. The papers insist its a livre-à-clef; and I am certain the thing is selling on that account! I tell you its humiliating. Ive done my best as honestly as I know how, and not one critic even mentions the philosophy of the thing; all they notice is the mere story and the supposed resemblance between my characters and living people! Im cursed if I ever — —

Oh, shut up! said Quarren tranquilly. If youre a novelist you write to amuse people, and you ought to be thankful that youve succeeded.

Confound it! roared Westguard, I write to instruct people! not to keep em from yawning!

Then youve made a jolly fluke of it, thats all — because you have accidentally written a corking good story — good enough and interesting enough to make people stand for the cold chunks of philosophical admonition with which youve spread your sandwich — thinly, Heaven be praised!

I write, said Westguard, furious, because Ive a message to deliv — —
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Help! moaned Quarren. You write because its in you to do it; because youve nothing more interesting to do; and because it enables you to make a decent and honourable living!

Do those reasons prevent my having a message to deliver? roared Westguard.

No, they exist in spite of it. Youd write anyway, whether or not you believed you had a message to deliver. Youve written some fifteen novels, and fifteen times you have smothered your story with your message. This time, by accident, the story got its second breath, and romped home, with Message a bad second, and that selling plater, Philosophy, left at the post — —

Go on! — you irreverent tout! growled Westguard; I want my novels read, of course. Any author does. But I wish to Heaven somebody would try to interpret the important lessons which I — —

Oh, preciousness and splash! Tell your story as well as you can, and if its well done therell be latent lessons enough in it.

Are you perhaps instructing me in my own profession? asked the other, smiling.

Heaven knows Im not venturing — —

Heaven knows you are! Also there is something In what you say— He sat smoking, thoughtfully, eyes narrowing in the fire— if I only could manage that! — to arrest the publics attention by the rather cheap medium of the story, and then, cleverly, shoot a few moral pills into em.... Thats one way, of course — —

Like the drums of the Salvation Army.

Westguard looked around at him, suspiciously, but Quarren seemed to be serious enough.

I suppose it doesnt matter much how a fellow collects an audience, so that he does collect one.

Exactly, nodded Quarren. Get your people, then keep em interested and unsuspecting while you inject em full of thinks.

Westguard smoked and pondered; but presently his lips became stern and compressed.

I dont intend to trifle with my convictions or make any truce or any compromise with em, he announced. Im afraid that this last story of mine ran away with me.

It sure did, old Ironsides. Heaven protected her own this time. And in The Real Thing you have ridden farther out among the people with your Bible and your Sword than you ever have penetrated by brandishing both from the immemorial but immobile battlements of righteousness. Truth is a citadel, old fellow; but its garrison should be raiders, not defenders. And they should ride far afield to carry its message. For few journey to that far citadel; you must go to them. And does it make any difference what vehicle you employ in the cause of Truth — so that the message arrives somewhere before your vehicle breaks down of its own heaviness? Novel or poem, sermon or holy writ — its all one, Karl, so that they get there with their burden.

Westguard sat silent a moment, then thumped the table, emphatically.

If I had your wasted talents, he said, I could write anything!

Rot!

As you please. You use your ability rottenly — thats true enough.

My ability, mimicked Quarren.

Yes, your many, many talents, Rix. God knows why He gave them to you; I dont — for you use them ignobly, when you do not utterly neglect them — —

Ive a light and superficial talent for entertaining people; Ive nimble legs, and possess a low order of intelligence known as tact. What more have I?

Youre the best amateur actor in New York, for example.

An amateur, sneered Quarren. That is to say, a man who has the inclinations, but neither the courage, the self-respect, nor the ambition of the professional.... Well, I admit that. I lack something — courage, I think. I prefer what is easy. And Im doing it.

Whats your reward? said Westguard bluntly.

Reward? Oh, I dont know. The inner temple. I have the run of the premises. People like me, trust me, depend upon me more or less. The intrigues and politics of my little world amuse me; now and then I act as ambassador, as envoy of peace, as herald, as secret diplomatic agent.... Reward? Oh, yes — you didnt suppose that my real-estate operations clothed and fed me, did you, Karl?

What does?

Diplomacy, explained Quarren gaily. A successful embassy is rewarded. How? Why, now and then a pretty womans husband makes an investment for me at his own risk; now and then, when my office is successfully accomplished, I have my fee as social attorney or arbiter elegantiarum.... There are, perhaps, fewer separations and divorces on account of me; fewer scandals.

I am sometimes called into consultation, in extremis; I listen, I advise — sometimes I plan and execute; even take the initiative and interfere — as when a foolish boy at the Cataract Club, last week, locked himself into the bath-room with an automatic revolver and a case of half-drunken fright. I had to be very careful; I expected to hear that drumming fusillade at any moment.

But I talked to him, through the keyhole: and at last he opened the door — to take a shot at me, first.

Quarren shrugged and lighted a cigarette.

Of course, he added, his father was only too glad to pay his debts. But boys dont always see things in their true proportions. Neither do women.

Westguard, silent, scowling, pulled at his pipe for a while, then:

Why should you play surgeon and nurse in such a loathsome hospital?

Somebody must. I seem better fitted to do it than the next man.

Yes, said Westguard with a wry face, I fancy somebody must do unpleasant things — even among the lepers of Molokai. But Id prefer real lepers.

The social sort are sometimes sicker, laughed Quarren.

I dont agree with you.... By the way, its all off between my aunt and me.

Im sorry, Karl — —

Im not! I dont want her money. She told me to go to the devil, and I said something similar. Do you know what she wants me to do? he added angrily. Give up writing, live on an allowance from her, and marry Chrysos Lacy! What do you think of that for a cold-blooded and impertinent proposition! We had a fearful family row, he continued with satisfaction— my aunt bellowing so that her footmen actually fled, and I doing the cool and haughty, and letting her bellow her bally head off.

You and she have exchanged civilities before, said Quarren, smiling.

Yes, but this is really serious. Im damned if I give up writing.

Or marry Chrysos Lacy?

Or that, either. Do you think I want a red-headed wife? And Ive never spoken a dozen words to her, either. And Ill pick out my own wife. What does my aunt think I am? I wish I were in love with somebodys parlour-maid. Bjinks! Id marry her, just to see my aunts expression — —

Oh, stop your fulminations, said Quarren, laughing. Thats the way with you artistic people; youre a passionate pack of pups!

Im not as passionate as my aunt! retorted Westguard wrathfully. Do you consider her artistic? Shes a meddlesome, malicious, domineering, insolent, evil old woman, and I told her so.

Quarren managed to stifle his laughter for a moment, but his sense of the ludicrous was keen, and the scene his fancy evoked sent him off into mirth uncontrollable.

Westguard eyed him gloomily; ominous clouds poured from The Weather-breeder.

Perhaps its funny, he said, but she and I cannot stand each other, and this time its all off for keeps. I told her if she sent me another check Id send it back. That settles it, doesnt it?

Youre foolish, Karl — —

Never mind. If I cant keep myself alive in an untrammelled and self-respecting exercise of my profession— His voice ended in a gurgling growl. Then, as though the recollections of his injuries at the hands of his aunt still stung him, he reared up in his chair:

Chrysos Lacy, he roared, is a sweet, innocent girl — not a bale of fashionable merchandise! Besides, he added in a modified tone, I was rather taken by — by Mrs. Leeds.

Quarren slowly raised his eyes.

I was, insisted Westguard sulkily; and I proved myself an ass by saying so to my aunt. Why in Heavens name I was idiot enough to go and tell her, I dont know. Perhaps I had a vague idea that she would be so delighted that shed give me several tons of helpful advice.

Did she?

Did she! She came back at me with Chrysos Lacy, I tell you! And when I merely smiled and attempted to waive away the suggestion, she flew into a passion, called me down, cursed me out — you know her language isnt always in good taste — and then she ordered me to keep away from Mrs. Leeds — as though I ever hung around any womans skirts! Im no Squire of Dames. I tell you, Rix, I was mad clear through. So I told her that Id marry Mrs. Leeds the first chance I got — —

Dont talk about her that way, remonstrated Quarren pleasantly.

About who? My aunt?

I didnt mean your aunt?

Oh. About Mrs. Leeds. Why not? Shes the most attractive woman I ever met — —

Very well. But dont talk about marrying her — as though you had merely to suggest it to her. You know, after all, Mrs. Leeds may have ideas of her own.

Probably she has, admitted Westguard, sulkily. I dont imagine shed care for a man of my sort. Why do you suppose she went off on that cruise with Langly Sprowl?

Quarren said, gravely: I have no idea what reasons Mrs. Leeds has for doing anything.

You correspond.

Who said so?

My aunt.

Quarren flushed up, but said nothing.

Westguard, oblivious of his annoyance, and enveloped in a spreading cloud of tobacco, went on:

Of course if you dont know, I dont. But, by the same token, my aunt was in a towering rage when she heard that Langly had Mrs. Leeds aboard the Yulan.

What! said the other, sharply.

She swore like a trooper, and called Langly all kinds of impolite names. Said shed trim him if he ever tried any of his tricks around Mrs. Leeds — —

What tricks? What does she mean by tricks?

Oh, I suppose she meant any of his blackguardly philandering. There isnt a woman living on whom he is afraid to try his hatchet-faced blandishments.

Quarren dropped back into the depths of his arm-chair. Presently his rigid muscles relaxed. He said coolly:

I dont think Langly Sprowl is likely to misunderstand Mrs. Leeds.

That depends, said Westguard. Hes a rotten specimen, even if he is my cousin. And he knows I think so.

A few minutes later OHara sauntered in. He had been riding in the Park and his boots and spurs were shockingly muddy.

Who is this Sir Charles Mallison, anyway? he asked, using the decanter and then squirting his glass full of carbonic. Is it true that hes goin to marry that charmin Mrs. Leeds? Ill break his bally Sassenach head for him! Ill — —

The rumour was contradicted in this mornings paper, said Quarren coldly.

OHara drank pensively: I see that Langly Sprowl is messin about, too. Mrs. Ledwith had better hurry up out there in Reno — or wherever shes gettin her divorce. I saw Chet Ledwith ridin in the Park. Dankmere was with him. Funny he doesnt seem to lose any caste by sellin his wife to Sprowl.

The whole thing is a filthy mess, growled Westguard; let it alone.

Why dont you make a novel about it? inquired OHara.

Because, you dub! I dont use real episodes or living people! roared Westguard; newspapers and a few chumps to the contrary!

So! — so-o! said OHara, soothingly— whoa — steady, boy! And he pretended to rub down Westguard, hissing the while as do grooms when currying.

Anybody who tells the truth about social conditions in any section of human society is always regarded as a liar, said Westguard. Not that I have any desire to do it, but if I should ever write a novel dealing with social conditions in any fashionable set, Id be disbelieved.

You would be if you devoted your attention to fashionable scandals only, said Quarren.

Why? Arent there plenty of scandalous — —

Plenty. But no more than in any other set or coterie; not as many as there are among more ignorant people. Virtue far outbalances vice among us: a novel, properly proportioned, ought to show that. If it doesnt, its misleading.

Supposing, said Westguard, that I were indecent enough to show up my aunt in fiction. Nobody would believe her possible.

I sometimes doubt her even now, observed OHara, grinning.

Quarren said: Count up the unpleasant characters in your own social vicinity, Karl — just to prove to yourself that there are really very few.

There is Langly — and my aunt — and the Lester Calderas — and the Ledwiths — —

Go on!

Westguard laughed: I guess that ends the list, he said.

It does. Also I dispute the list, said Quarren.

Cyrille Caldera is a pippin, remarked OHara, sentimentally.

What about Mary Ledwith? Is anybody here inclined to sit in judgment?

I, said Westguard grimly.

Why?

Divorce is a dirty business.

Oh. Youd rather she put up with Chester? — the sort of man who was weak enough to let her go?

Yes!

Get out, you old Roundhead! said Quarren, laughing. He rose, laid his hand lightly on Westguards shoulder in passing, and went upstairs to his room, where he wrote a long letter to Strelsa; and then destroyed it. Then he lay down, covering his boyish head with his arms.

When Lacy came in he saw him lying on the bed, and thought he was asleep.




CHAPTER V
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TOWARD THE END of March Strelsa, with the Wycherlys, returned to New York, dead tired. She had been flattered, run after, courted from Palm Beach to Havana; the perpetual social activity, the unbroken fever of change and excitement had already made firmer the soft lineaments of the girls features, had slightly altered the expression of the mouth.

By daylight the fatigues of pleasure were faintly visible — that unmistakable imprint which may perhaps leave the eyes clear and calm, but which edges the hardened contour of the cheek under them with deeper violet shadow.

Not that hers was as yet the battered beauty of exhaustion; she had merely lived every minute to the full all winter long, and had overtaxed her capacity; and the fire had consumed something of her freshness.

Not yet inured, not yet crystallised to that experienced hardness which withstands the fierce flame of living too fast in a world where every minute is demanded and where sleep becomes a forgotten art, the girl was completely tired out, and while she herself did not realise it, her features showed it.

But nervous exhaustion alone could not account for the subtle change in her expression. Eyes and lips were still sweet, even in repose, but there was now a jaded charm about them — something unspoiled had disappeared from them — something of that fearlessness which vanishes after too close and too constant contact with the world of men.

Evidently her mind was quite as weary as her body, though even to herself she had not admitted fatigue; and a tired mind no longer defends itself. Hers had not; and the defence had been, day by day, imperceptibly weakening. So that things to which once she had been able at will to close her mind, and, mentally deaf, let pass unheard, she had heard, and had even thought about. And the effort to defend her ears and mind became less vigorous, less instinctive — partly through sheer weariness.

The wisdom of woman and of man, and of what is called the world, the girl was now learning — unconsciously in the beginning and then with a kind of shamed indifference — but the creation of an artificial interest in anything is a subtle matter; and the ceaseless repetition of things unworthy at last awake that ignoble curiosity always latent in man. Because intelligence was born with it; and unwearied intelligence alone completely suppresses it.

At first she had kept her head fairly level in the whirlwind of adulation. To glimpses of laxity she closed her eyes. Sir Charles was always refreshing to her; but she could see little more of him than of other men — less than she saw of Langly Sprowl, however that happened — and it probably happened through the cleverness of Langly Sprowl.

Again and again she found herself with him separated from the others — sometimes alone with him on deck — and never quite understood how it came about so constantly.

As for Sprowl he made love to her from the first; and he was a trim, carefully groomed and volubly animated young man, full of information, and with a restless, ceaseless range of intelligence which at first dazzled with its false brilliancy.

But it was only a kind of flash-light intelligence. It seemed to miss, occasionally; some cog, some screw somewhere was either absent or badly adjusted or over-strained.

At first Strelsa found the young fellow fascinating. He had been everywhere and had seen everything; his mind was kaleidoscopic; his thought shifted, flashed, jerked, leaped like erratic lightning from one subject to another — from Japanese aeroplanes to a scheme for filling in the East River; from a plan to reconcile church and state in France to an idea for indefinitely prolonging human life. He had written several books about all kinds of things. Nobody read them.

The first time he spoke to her of love was on a magnificent star-set night off Martinique; and she coolly reminded him of the gossip connecting him with a pretty woman in Reno. She could not have done it a month ago.

He denied it so pleasantly, so frankly, that, astonished, she could scarcely choose but believe him.

After that he made ardent, headlong love to her at every opportunity, with a flighty recklessness which began by amusing her. At first, also, she found wholesome laughter a good defence; but there was an under-current of intelligent, relentless vigour in his attack which presently sobered her. And she vaguely realised that he was a man who knew what he wanted. A talk with Molly Wycherly sobered her still more; and she avoided him as politely as she could. But, being her host, it was impossible to keep clear of him. Besides there was about him a certain unwholesome fascination, even for her. No matter how bad a mans record may be, few women doubt their ability to make it a better one.

You little goose, said Molly Wycherly, everybody knows the kind of man he is. Could anything be more brazen than his attentions to you while Mary Ledwith is in Reno?

He says that her being there has nothing to do with him.

Then he lies, said Molly, shrugging her shoulders.

He doesnt speak as though he were trying to deceive anybody, Molly. He is perfectly frank to me. I cant believe that scandal. Besides he is quite open and manly about his unsavoury reputation; makes no excuses; simply says that theres good in every man, and that there is always one woman in the world who can bring it out — —

Oh, mushy! What an out-of-date whine! Hes bad all through I tell you — —

No man is! insisted Strelsa.

What?

No man is. The great masters of fiction always ascribe at least one virtue to their most infamous creations — —

Oh, Strelsa, you talk like a pan of fudge! I tell you that Langly Sprowl is no good at all. I hope you wont have to marry him to find out.

I dont intend to.... How inconsistent you are, Molly. You — and everybody else — believe him to be the most magnificent match in — —

If position and wealth is all you care for, yes. I didnt suppose youd come to that.

Strelsa said candidly: I care for both — I dont know how much.

As much as that?

No; not enough to marry him. And if he is what you say, its hopeless of course.... I dont think he is. Be decent, Molly; everybody is very horrid about him, and — and that is always a matter of sympathetic interest to a generous woman. When the whole world condemns a man it makes him interesting!

Thats a piffling and emotional thing to say! He may be attractive in an uncanny way, because hes agreeable to look at, amusing, and very dangerous — a perfectly cold-blooded, and I think, slightly unbalanced social marauder. And thats the fact about Langly Sprowl. And I wish we were on land, the Yulan and her owner in — well, in the Erie Basin, perhaps.

Whether or not Strelsa believed these things, there still remained in her that curious sense of fascination in Sprowls presence, partly arising, no doubt, from an instinctive sympathy for a young man so universally damned; partly, because she thought that perhaps he really was damned. Therefore, deep in her heart she felt that he must be dangerous; and there is, in that one belief, every element of unwholesome fascination. And a mind fatigued is no longer wholesome.

Then, too, there was always Sir Charles Mallison to turn to for a refreshing moral bath. Safety of soul lay in his vicinity; she felt confidence in the world wherever he traversed it. With him she relaxed and rested; there was repose for her in his silences; strength for her when he spoke; and a serene comradeship which no hint of sentiment had ever vexed.

Perhaps only a few people realised how thoroughly a single winter was equipping Strelsa for the part she seemed destined to play in that narrow world with which she was already identified; and few realised how fast she was learning. Laxity of precept, easy morals, looseness of thought, idle and good-natured acquiescence in social conditions where all standards seemed alike, all ideals merely a matter of personal taste — this was the atmosphere into which she had stepped from two years of Western solitude after a nightmare of violence, cruelty, and depravity unutterable. And naturally it seemed heavenly to her; and each revelation inconsistent with her own fastidious instincts left her less and less surprised, less and less uneasy. And after a while she began to assimilate all that she saw and heard.

A few unworldly instincts remained in her — gratitude for and quick response to any kindness offered from anybody; an inclination to make friends with stray wanderers into her circle, and to cultivate the socially useless.

Taking four oclock tea alone with Mrs. Sprowl the afternoon of her return to town — an honour vouchsafed to few — Strelsa was relating, at that masterful womans request, her various exotic experiences. Mrs. Sprowl had commanded her attendance early. There were reasons. And now partly vexed, partly in unwilling admiration, the old lady sat smiling and all the while thinking to herself impatiently; Baby! Fool! Little ninny! Imbecile! while she listened, fat bejewelled hands folded, small green eyes shining in the expanse of powdered and painted fat.

After a while she could endure it no longer, and she said with a wheeze of good-natured disdain:

Its like a school-girls diary — all those rhapsodies over volcanoes, palm trees, and the colour of the Spanish Main. Never mind geography, child; tell me about the men!
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Men? repeated Strelsa, laughingly— why there were shoals and shoals of them, of every description!

I mean the one man? insisted Mrs. Sprowl encouragingly.

Which, please?

Nonsense! There was one, I suppose.

Oh, I dont think so.... Your nephew, Langly, was exceedingly amiable — —

Hes a plain beast, said his aunt, bluntly. I didnt mean him.

He was very civil to me, insisted Strelsa, colouring.

Probably he didnt have a chance to be otherwise. Hes a rotter, child. Ask anybody. I know perfectly well what hes been up to. Im sorry you went on the Yulan. He had no business to ask you — or any other nice girl — or anybody at all until that Reno scandal is officially made respectable. If it were not for his money— She stopped a moment, adding cynically— and if it were not for mine — certain people wouldnt be tolerated anywhere, I suppose.... How did you like Sir Charles?

Oh, he is charming! she said warmly.

You like him?

I almost adore him.

Why not adore him entirely?



Strelsa laughed frankly: He hasnt asked me to, for one reason. Besides — —

No doubt hell do it.

The girl shook her head, still smiling:

You dont understand at all. There isnt the slightest sentiment between us. Hes only thoroughly nice and agreeable, and he and I are most companionable. I hope nobody will be silly enough to hint anything of that sort to him. It would embarrass him dreadfully.

Mrs. Sprowls smile was blandly tolerant:

The mans in love with you. Didnt you know it?

But you are mistaken, dear Mrs. Sprowl. If it were true I would know it, I think.

Nonsense! He told me so.

Oh, said Strelsa in amazed consternation. She added: If it is so Id rather not speak of it, please.

Mrs. Sprowl eyed her with shifty but keen intelligence. Little idiot, she thought; but her smile remained bland and calmly patronising.

For a second or two longer she studied the girl cautiously, trying to make up her mind whether there was really any character in Strelsas soft beauty — anything firmer than material fastidiousness; anything more real than a natural and dainty reticence. Mrs. Sprowl could ride rough-shod over such details. But she was too wise to ride if there was any chance of a check from higher sources.

If you married him it would be very gratifying to me, she said pleasantly. Come; lets discuss the matter like sensible women. Shall we?

Many people would not have disregarded such a wish. Strelsa flushed and lifted her purple-gray eyes to meet the little green ones scanning her slyly.

I am sorry, she said, but I couldnt discuss such a thing, you see. Dont you see I cant, dear Mrs. Sprowl?

Pooh! Rubbish! Anybody can discuss anything, rejoined the old lady with impersonal and boisterous informality. Im fond of you. Everybody knows it. Im fond of Sir Charles. Hes a fine figure of a man. You match him in everything, except wealth. Its an ideal marriage — —

Please dont! — I simply cannot — —

Ideal, repeated Mrs. Sprowl loudly— an ideal marriage — —

But when there is no love — —

Plenty! Loads of it! Hes mad about you — crazy! — —

I — meant — on my part — —

Good God! shouted the old lady, beating the air with pudgy hands— isnt it luck enough to have love on one side? What does the present generation want! I tell you its ideal, perfect. Hes a good man as men go, and a devilish handsome — —

I know — but — —

And hes got money! shouted the old lady— plenty of it I tell you! And he has the entrée everywhere on the Continent — in England — everywhere! — which Dankmere has not! — if youre considering that little whelp!

Stunned, shrinking from the dreadful asthmatic noises in Mrs. Sprowls voice, Strelsa sat dumb, wincing under the blows of sound, not knowing how to escape.

Im fond of you! shrieked the old lady— I can be of use to you and I want to be. Thats why I asked you to tea! I want to make you happy — and Sir Charles, too! What the devil do you suppose there is in it for me except to oblige hi — you both?

Th-thank you, but — —

Ill bet a shilling that Molly Wycherly let you go about with any little spindle-shanked pill who came hanging around! — And I told her what were my wishes — —

Please — oh, please, Mrs. Sprowl — —

Yes, I did! Its a good match! I want you to consider it! — I insist that — —

Mrs. Sprowl! exclaimed Strelsa, pink with confusion and resentment, I am obliged to you for the interest you display, but it is a matter — —

What!

I am really — grateful — but — —

Answer me, child. Has that cursed nephew of mine made any impression on you? Answer me!

Not the kind you evidently mean! said Strelsa, helplessly.

Is there anybody else?

The outrageous question silenced the girl for a moment. Angry, she still tried to be gentle; tried to remember the age, and the excellent intentions of this excited old lady; and she answered in a low voice:

I care for no man in particular, unless it be Sir Charles — and — —

And who?

Mr. Quarren, I think, she said.

Mrs. Sprowls jowl grew purple with fury:

You — has that boy had the impudence — damn him — —

Strelsa sprang to her feet.

I really cannot remain— she said with decision, but the old lady only bawled:

Sit down! Sit down!

I will not!

Sit down! she roared in a passion. What the devil — —

Strelsa, a little pale, started to pass her — then halted, astounded: for the old lady had burst into a passion of choking gasps. Whether the terrible sounds she made were due to impotent rage or asthma, Strelsa, confused, shocked, embarrassed, but still angry, had no notion; and while Mrs. Sprowl coughed fatly, she stood still, catching muffled fragments of reproaches directed at people who flouted friendship; who had no consideration for age, and no gratitude, no tenderness, no pity.

I — I am grateful, faltered Strelsa, only I cannot — —

I wanted to be a mother to you! Ive tried to be, wheezed the old lady in a fresh paroxysm; and beat the air.

For one swift instant the girl remembered what her real mother had been to her; and her heart hardened.

I care only for your friendship, Mrs. Sprowl; I do not wish you to do anything for me; can we not be friends on that basis?

Mrs. Sprowl swabbed her inflamed eyes and peered around the corner of the handkerchief.

Come here, my dear, she said.

Strelsa went, slowly; and Mrs. Sprowl enveloped her like a fleshy squid, panting.

I only wanted to be good to you, Strelsa. Im just an old fool I suppose — —

Oh, please dont — —

Thats all I am, child, just a sentimental old fool. The poor mans adoration of you touched my heart — and you do like him a little, dont you?

Very much.... Thank you for — for wishing happiness to me. I really dont mean to be ungrateful; I have a horror of ingratitude. Its only that — the idea never occurred to me; and I am incapable of doing such a thing for material reasons, unless — I also really cared for a man — —

Of course, child. Maybe you will care for him some day. I wont interfere any more.... Only — dont lose your heart to any of these young jackals fawning around your skirts. Every set is full of em. Theyre nothing but the capering chorus in this comic opera.... And — dont be angry — but I am an older and wiser woman than you, and I am fond of you, and its my duty to tell you that any of the lesser breed — take young Quarren for example — are of no real account, even in the society which they amuse.

I would scarcely class Mr. Quarren with the sort you mention — —

Why not? Hes of no importance.

Because he is kind, considerate, and unusually intelligent and interesting; and he is very capable of succeeding in whatever he undertakes, said Strelsa, slowly.

Ricky is a nice boy; but what does he undertake? asked Mrs. Sprowl with good-natured contempt. He undertakes the duties, obligations, and details of a useful man in the greater household, which make him acceptable to us; and Im bound to say that he does em very well. But outside of that hes a nobody. And Ill tell you just what hell turn into; shall I? Societys third chief bottlewasher in succession. We had one, who evolved us. Hes dead. We have another. Hes still talking. When he ultimately evaporates into infinity Ricky will be his natural successor. Do you want that kind of a husband?

Did you suppose — —

Dont get angry, Strelsa? I didnt suppose anything. Ricky, like every other man, dangles his good-looking, good-humoured self in your vicinity. Youre inclined to notice him. All I mean is that he isnt worth your pains.... Now you wont be offended by a plain-spoken old woman who wishes only your happiness, will you, my child?

No, said Strelsa, wearily, beginning to feel the fatigue of the scene.

She took her leave a few moments afterward, very unhappy because two of the pleasantest incidents in her life had been badly, if not hopelessly, marred. But Langly Sprowl was not one of them.



That hatchet-faced and immaculate gentleman, divining possibly that Strelsa might be with his aunt, arrived shortly after her departure; learned of it from a servant, and was turning on his heel without even asking for Mrs. Sprowl, when the thought occurred to him that possibly she might know Strelsas destination.

When a servant announced him he found his aunt quite herself, grim, ready for trouble, her small green eyes fairly snapping.

They indulged in no formalities, being alone together, and caring nothing for servants opinions. Their greeting was perfunctory; their inquiries civil. Then there ensued a short silence.

Which way did Mrs. Leeds go? he asked, busily twisting his long moustache.

None of your business, rejoined his aunt.

He looked up in slight surprise, recognised a condition of things which, on second thought, surprised him still more. Because his aunt had never before noticed his affairs — had not even commented on the Ledwith matter to him. He had always felt that she disliked him too thoroughly to care.

I dont think I understood you, he said, watching her out of shifting eyes which protruded a trifle.

I think you will understand me before Ive done with you, returned his aunt, grimly. Its a perfectly plain matter; youve the rest of the female community to chase if you choose. Go and chase em for all I care — hunt from here to Reno if you like! — but I have other plans for Strelsa Leeds. Do you understand? Ive put my private mark on her. Theres no room for yours.

Langlys gaze which had not met hers — and never met anybodys for more than a fraction of a second — shifted. He continued his attentions to his moustache; his eyes roved; he looked at but did not see a hundred things in a second.

You dont know where shes gone? he inquired with characteristic pertinacity and an indifference to what she had said, absolutely stony.

Do you mean trouble for that girl?

I do not.

What do you mean?

Nothing.

Do you want to marry her?

I said that I was considering nothing in particular. We are friends.

Keep away from her! Do you understand?

I really dont know whether I do or not. I suppose you mean Sir Charles.

Mrs. Sprowl turned red:

Suppose what you like, you cold-blooded cad! But by God! — if you annoy that child Ill empty the family wash all over the sidewalk! And let the public pick it over!

He rested his pale, protuberant eyes on her for a brief second:

Will any of your finery figure in it? Any relics or rags once belonging to the late parent of Sir Charles?

Her features were livid; her lips twisted, tortured under the flood of injuries which choked her. Not a word came. Exhausted for a moment she sat there grasping the gilded arms of her chair, livid as the dead save for the hell blazing in her tiny green eyes.

I fancy that settles the laundry question, he said, while his restless glance ceaselessly swept the splendid room and his lean, sunburnt hand steadily caressed his moustache. Then, as though he had forgotten something, he rose and walked out. A footman invested him with hat and overcoat. A moment later the great doors clicked.

In the silence of the huge house there was not a sound except the whispers of servants; and these ceased presently.

All alone, amid the lighted magnificence of the vast room sat the old woman hunched in her chair, bloodless, motionless as a mass of dead flesh. Even the spark in her eyes was gone, the lids closed, the gross lower lip pendulous. Later two maids, being summoned, accompanied her to her boudoir, and were dismissed. Her social secretary, a pretty girl, came and left with instructions to cancel invitations for the evening.

A maid arrived with a choice of headache remedies; then, with the aid of another, disrobed her mistress and got her into bed.

Their offices accomplished, they were ordered to withdraw but to leave one light burning. It glimmered over an old-fashioned photograph on the wall — the portrait of a British officer taken in the days when whiskers, pill-box, and frogged frock-tunic were cultivated in Her British Majestys Service.

From where she lay she looked at him; and Sir Weyward Mallison stared back at her through his monocle.



Strelsa at home, unpinning her hat before the mirror, received word over the telephone that Mrs. Sprowl, being indisposed, regretfully recalled the invitations for the evening.

The girls first sensation was relief, then self-reproach, quite forgetting that if Mrs. Sprowls violent emotions had made that redoubtable old woman ill, they had also thoroughly fatigued the victim of her ill-temper and made her very miserable.

She wrote a perfunctory note of regret and civil inquiry and dispatched it, then surrendered herself to the ministrations of her maid.

The luxury of dining alone for the first time in months, appealed to her. She decided that she was not to be at home to anybody.

Langly Sprowl called about six, and was sent away. Strelsa, curled up on a divan, could hear the staccato racket that his powerful racing-car made in the street outside. The informality of her recent host aboard the Yulan did not entirely please her. She listened to his departure with quiet satisfaction.
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Although it was not her day, several people came and went. Flowers from various smitten youths arrived; orchids from Sprowl; nothing from Quarren. Then for nearly two hours she slept where she lay and awakened laughing aloud at something Quarren had been saying in her dream. But what it was she could not recollect.

At eight her maid came and hooked her into a comfortable and beloved second-year gown; dinner was announced; she descended the stairway in solitary state, still smiling to herself at Quarrens forgotten remark, and passed by the library just as the telephone rang there.

It may have been a flash of clairvoyance — afterward she wondered exactly what it was that made her say to her maid very confidently:

That is Mr. Quarren. Ill speak to him.

It was Mr. Quarren. The amusing coincidence of her dream and her clairvoyance still lingering in her mind, she went leisurely to the telephone and said:

I dont understand how I knew it was you. And Im not sure why I came to the phone, because Im not at home to anybody. But what was it you said to me just now?

When?

A few minutes ago while I was asleep?

About eight oclock?

She laughed: It happened to be a few minutes before eight. How did you know that? I believe you did speak to me in my dream. Did you?



I did.

Really?

I said something aloud to you about eight oclock.

How odd! Did you know I was asleep? But you couldnt — —

No, of course not. I was merely thinking of you.

You were — you happened to be thinking of me? And you said something aloud about me?

About you — and to you.

How delightfully interesting! What was it, please?

Oh, I was only talking nonsense.

Wont it bear repetition?

Im afraid not.

Mr. Quarren! How maddening! Im dying with curiosity. I dreamed that you said something very amusing to me and I awoke, laughing; but now I simply cannot recollect what it was you said.

Ill tell you some day.

Soon? Would you tell me this evening?

How can I?

Thats true. Im not at home to anybody. So you cant drop in, can you?

You are not logical; I could drop in because Im not anybody — —

What!

Im not anybody in particular — —

You know if you begin to talk that way, after all these days, Ill ring off in a rage. You are the only man in the world to whom Im at home even over the telephone, and if that doesnt settle your status with me, what does?... Are you well, Mr. Quarren?

Thank you, perfectly. I called you up to ask you about yourself.

Im tired, somehow.

Oh, we are all that. Nothing more serious threatens you than impending slumber?

I said I was tired, not sleepy. Im wide awake but horribly lazy — and inclined to slump. Where are you; at the Legation?

At the Founders Club — foundered.

What are you doing there?

Absolutely nothing. Reading the Evening Post.

You are dining out I suppose?

No.

She reflected until he spoke again, asking if she was still there.

Oh, yes; Im trying to think whether I want you to come around and share a solitary dinner with me. Do I want you?

Just a little — dont you?

Do you want to come?

Yes.

Very much?

I cant tell you how much — over the telephone.

That sounds both humble and dangerous. Which do you mean to be?

Humble — and very, very grateful, dear lady. May I come?

I — dont know. Dinner was announced a quarter of an hour ago.

It wont take me three minutes — —

If it takes you more youll ring my door-bell in vain, young man.

Ill start now! Good — —
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Wait! I havent decided. Really Im simply stupid with the accumulated fatigues of two months frivolity. Do you mind my being stupid?

You know I dont — —

Shame on you! That was not the answer. Think out the right one on your way over. À bien tôt!

She had been in the drawing-room only a few moments, looking at the huge white orchids that Langly Sprowl had sent and which her butler was arranging, when Quarren was announced; and she partly turned from the orchids, extending her hand behind her in a greeting more confident and intimate than she had ever before given him.

Look at these strange, pansy-shaped Brazilian flowers, she said. Kindly observe that they are actually growing out of that ball of moss and fibre.

She had retained his hand for a fraction of a second longer than conventional acquaintance required, giving it a frank and friendly pressure. Now, loosing it, she found her own fingers retained, and drew them away with a little laugh of self-consciousness.

Sentiment before dinner implies that youll have no room for it after dinner. Here is your cocktail.

Do you remember our first toast? he asked, smiling.

No.

The toast to friendship?

Yes; I remember it.

She touched her lips to her glass, not looking at him. He watched her. After a moment she raised her eyes, met his gaze, returned it with one quite as audacious:

I am drinking that same toast again — after many days, she said.

With all that it entails?

She nodded.

Its chances, hazards, consequences?

She laughed, then, looking at him, deliberately sipped from her glass, the defiant smile in her eyes still daring him and Chance and Destiny together.

When he took her out she was saying: I really cant account for my mood to-night. I believe that seeing you again is reviving me. I was beastly stupid.

My soporific society ought to calm, not exhilarate you.

It never did, particularly. What a long time it is since we have seen each other. I am glad you came.

Seated, she asked the butler to remove the flowers which interrupted her view of Quarren.

You havent said anything about my personal appearance, she observed. Am I very much battered by my merry bouts with pleasure?

Not much.

You wretch! Do you mean to say that I am marked at all?

You look rather tired, Mrs. Leeds.

I know I do. By daylight its particularly visible.... But — do you mind?

Her charming head was bent over her grapefruit: she lifted her gray eyes under level brows, looking across the table at him.

I mind anything that concerns you, he said.

I mean — are you disappointed because Im growing old and haggard?

I think you are even more beautiful than you were.

She laughed gaily and continued her dinner. I had to drag that out of you, poor boy. But you see Im uneasy; because imprudence is stamping the horrid imprint of maturity on me very rapidly; and Im beginning to keep a more jealous eye on my suitors. You were one. Do you deny your guilt?

I do not.

Then I shall never release you. I intend to let no guilty man escape. Am I very much changed, Mr. Quarren? she said a trifle wistfully.

He did not answer immediately. After a few moments she glanced at him again and met his gaze.

Well? she prompted him, laughing; are you not neglecting your manners as a declared suitor?

You have changed.

What a perfect pill you are! she exclaimed, vexed— youre casting yourself for the rôle of the honest friend — and I simply hate it! Young sir, do you not understand that Ive breakfasted, lunched and dined too long on flattery to endure anything more wholesome? If you cant lie to me like a gentleman and a suitor your usefulness in my entourage is ended.

He said: Do you want me to talk shop with you? I get rather tired of my trade, sometimes. Its my trade to lie, you know.

She looked up, quickly, but he was smiling.

They remained rather silent after that. Coffee was served at table; she lighted a cigarette for him and, later, one for herself, strolling off into the drawing-room with it between her fingers, one hand resting lightly on her hip.

She seemed to have an inclination to wander about or linger before the marble fireplace and blow delicate rings of smoke at her own reflection in the mirror.

He stood a little distance behind her, watching her, and she nodded affably to him in the glass:

Im quite changed; you are right. Im not as nice as I was when I first knew you.... Im not as contented; Im restless — I wasnt then.... Amusement is becoming a necessity to me; and Im not particular about the kind — as long as it does amuse me. Tell me something exciting.

A cradle song is what you require.

How impudent of you. Ive a mind to punish you by retiring to that same cradle. Im dreadfully cross, too. Do you realise that?

I realise how tired you are.

And — Ill never again be rested, she said thoughtfully, looking at her mirrored self. I seem to understand that, now, for the first time.... Something in me will always remain a little tired. I wonder what. Do you know?

Conscience? he suggested, laughing.

Do you think so? I thought it was my heart.

Have you acquired one?

She laughed, too, then glanced at him askance in the glass, and turned around toward him, still smiling.

I believe I didnt have any heart when I first knew you. Did I?

I believe not, he said lightly. Has one germinated?

I really dont know. What do you think?

He took her cigarette from her and tossed it, with his own, into the fire. She seated herself on a sofa and bent toward the blaze, her dimpled elbows denting her silken knees, her chin balanced between forefinger and thumb.

Presently she said, not looking at him: Somehow, Ive changed. Im not the woman you knew. Im beginning to realise it. It seems absurd: it was only a few weeks ago. But the world has whirled very swiftly. Each day was a little lifetime in itself; a week a century condensed; Time became only a concentrated essence, one drop of which contained eons of experience.... I wonder whether my silly head was turned a little.... People said too much to me: there were too many of them — and they came too near.... And do you know — looking back at it now as I sit here talking to you — I — it seems absurd — but I believe that I was really a trifle lonely at times.

She interlaced her fingers and rested her chin on the back of them.

I thought of you on various occasions, she added.

He was leaning against the mantel, one foot on the fender.

Her eyes rested on that foot, then lifted slowly until they remained fixed on his face which was shadowed by his hand as though to shield his eyes from the bracket light.

For a time she sat motionless, considering him, interested in his silence and abstraction — in the set of his shoulders, and the unconscious grace of him. Light, touching his short blond hair, made it glossy like a boys where his hand had disarranged it above the forehead. Certainly it was very pleasant to see him again — agreeable to be with him — not exactly restful, perhaps, but distinctly agreeable — for even in the frequent silences that had crept in between them there was no invitation to repose of mind. On the contrary, she was perfectly conscious of a reserve force now awaking — of a growing sense of freshness within her; of physical renewal, of unsuspected latent vigour.

Are you attempting to go to sleep, Mr. Quarren? she inquired at last.

He dropped his hand, smiling: she made an instinctive move — scarcely an invitation, scarcely even perceptible. But he came over and seated himself on the arm of the lounge beside her.

Your letters, he said, did a lot for me.

I wrote very few.... Did they really interest you?

A lot.

How?

They helped that lame old gaffer, Time, to limp along toward the back door of Eternity.

How do you mean?

Otherwise he would never have stirred a step — until to-night.

That is very gallant of you, Mr. Quarren — but a little sentimental — isnt it?

Do you think so?

I dont know. Im a poor judge of real sentiment — being unaccustomed to it.

How many men made you declarations?

Oh; is that real sentiment? I thought it was merely love.

He looked at her. Dont, he said. You mustnt harden. Dont become like the rest.

She said, amused, or pretending to be: You are clever; I have grown hard. To-day I can survey, unmoved, many, many things which I could not even look at yesterday. But it makes life more interesting. Dont you think so?

Do you, Mrs. Leeds?

I think so.... A woman might as well know the worst truths about life — and about men.

Not about men.

Do you prefer her to remain a dupe?

Is anybody happy unless life dupes them?

By life you mean men. You have the seraglio point of view. You probably prefer your women screened and veiled.

We are all born veiled. God knows why we ever tear the film.

Mr. Quarren — are you becoming misanthropic? she exclaimed, laughing. But under his marred eyes of a boy she saw shadows, and the pale induration already stamped on the flesh over the cheek-bones.

What have you been doing with yourself all these weeks? she asked, curiously.

Working at my trade.

You seem thinner.

Fewer crumbs have fallen from the banquet, perhaps. I keep Lent when I must.

You are beginning to speak in a way that you know I dislike — arent you? she asked, turning around in her seat to face him.

He laughed.

You make me very angry, she said; I like you — Im quite happy with you — and suddenly you try to tell me that my friendship is lavished on an unworthy man; that my taste is low, and that youre a kind of a social jackal — an upper servant —— 

I feed on what the pack leaves — and I wash their fragile plates for them, he said lightly.

What else? she asked, furious.

I take out the unfledged for a social airing; I exercise the mature; I smooth the plumage of the aged; I apply first aid to the socially injured; lick the hands that feed me, as in duty bound; tell my brother jackals which hands to lick and which to snap at; curl up and go to sleep in sunny boudoirs without being put out into the backyard; and give first-class vaudeville performances at a moments notice, acting as manager, principals, chorus, prompter, and carpenter.

He laughed so gaily into her unsmiling eyes that suddenly she lost control of herself and her fingers closed tight.

What are you saying! she said, fiercely. Are you telling me that this is the kind of a man I care enough for to write to — to think about — think about a great deal — care enough about to dine with in my own house when I denied myself to everybody else! Is that all you are after all? And am I finding my level by liking you?

He said, slowly: I could have been anything — I could be yet — if you — —

If you are not anything for your own sake you will never be for anybodys! she retorted.... I refuse to believe that you are what you say, anyway. It hurts — it hurts — —

It only hurts me, Mrs. Leeds — —

It hurts me! I do like you. I was glad to see you — you dont know how glad. Your letters to me were — were interesting. You have always been interesting, from the very first — more so than many men — more than most men. And now you admit to me what kind of a man you really are. If I believe it, what am I to think of myself? Can you tell me?

Flushed, exasperated by she knew not what, and more and more in earnest every moment, she leaned forward looking at him, her right hand tightening on the arm of the sofa, the other clenched over her twisted handkerchief.

I could stand anything! — my friendship for you could stand almost anything except what you pretend you are — and what other malicious tongues will say if you continue to repeat it! — And it has been said already about you! Do you know that? People do say that of you. People even say so to me — tell me you are worthless — warn me against — against — —

What?

Caring — taking you seriously! And its because you deliberately exhibit disrespect for yourself! A man — any man is what he chooses to be, and people always believe him what he pretends to be. Is there any harm in pretending to dignity and worth when — when you can be the peer of any man? Whats the use of inviting contempt? This very day a woman spoke of you with contempt. I denied what she said.... Id rather theyd say anything else about you — that you had vices — a vigorous, wilful, unmanageable mans vices! — than to say that of you!

What?

That you amount to nothing.

Do you care what they say, Mrs. Leeds?

Of course! It strikes at my own self-respect!

Do you care — otherwise?

I care — as a friend, naturally — —

Otherwise still?

No!

Could you ever care?

No, she said, nervously.

She sat breathing faster and more irregularly, watching him. He looked up and smiled at her, rested so, a moment, then rose to take his leave.

She stretched out one arm toward the electric bell, but her fingers seemed to miss it, and remained resting against the silk-hung wall.

Are you going? she asked.

Yes.

Must you?

I think Id better.

Very well.

He waited, but she did not touch the bell button. She seemed to be waiting for him to go; so he offered his hand, pleasantly, and turned away toward the hall. And, rising leisurely, she descended the stairs with him in silence.

Good-night, he said again.

Good-night. I am sorry you are going.

Did you wish me to remain a little longer?

I — dont know what I wish....

Her cheeks were deeply flushed; the hand he took into his again seemed burning.

Its fearfully hot in here, she said. Please muffle up warmly because its bitter weather out doors — and she lifted the other hand as though unconsciously and passed her finger tips over his fur collar.

Do you feel feverish?

A little. Do you notice how warm my hand is?

You havent caught malaria in the tropics, have you?

No, you funny man. Im never ill. But its odd how burning hot I seem to be — —

She looked down at her fingers which still lay loosely across his.

They were silent for a while. And, little by little it seemed to her as though within her a curious stillness was growing, responsive to the quiet around her — a serenity stealing over her, invading her mind like a delicate mist — a dreamy mental lethargy, soothing, obscuring sense and thought.

Vaguely she was aware of their contact. He neither spoke nor stirred; and her palm burned softly, meltingly against his.

At last he lifted her hand and laid his lips to it in silence. Small head lowered, she dreamily endured his touch — a slight caress over her forehead — the very ghost of contact; suffered his cheek against hers, closer, never stirring.

Thought drifted, almost dormant, lulled by infinite and rhythmical currents which seemed to set her body swaying, gently; and, listless, non-resistant, conscious of the charm of it, she gradually yielded to the sorcery.

Then, like a shaft of sunlight slanting through a dream and tearing its fabric into tatters, his kiss on her lips awoke her.

She strove to turn her mouth from his — twisted away from him, straining, tearing her body from his arms; and leaned back against the stair-rail, gray eyes expressionless as though dazed. He would have spoken, but she shook her head and closed both ears with her hands; nor would she even look at him, now.

Sight and hearing sealed against him; pale, expressionless, she stood there awaiting his departure. And presently he opened the iron and glass door; a flurry of icy air swept her; she heard the metallic snap of the spring lock, and opened her heavy eyes.

Deadly tired she turned and ascended the stairs to her bedroom and locked the door against her maid.

Thought dragged, then halted with her steps as she dropped onto the seat before the dresser and took her throbbing head in her hands. Cheeks and lips grew hotter; she was aware of strange senses dawning; of strange nerves signalling; stranger responses — of a subtle fragrance in her breath so strange that she became conscious of it.

She straightened up staring at her flushed reflection in the glass while through and through her shot new pulses, and every breath grew tremulously sweet to the verge of pain as she recoiled dismayed from the unknown.

Unknown still! — for she crouched there shrinking from the revelation — from the restless wonder of the awakening, wilfully deaf, blind, ignorant, defying her other self with pallid flashes of self-contempt.

Then fear came — fear of him, fear of herself, defiance of him, and defiance of this other self, glimpsed only as yet, and yet already dreaded with every instinct. But it was a losing battle. Truth is very patient. And at last she looked Truth in the eyes.

So, after all, she was what she had understood others were or must one day become. Unawakened, pure in her inherent contempt for the lesser passion; incredulous that it could ever touch her; out of nothing had sprung the lower menace, full armed, threatening her — out of a moments lassitude, a touch of a mans hand, and his lips on hers! And now all her life was already behind her — childhood, girlhood, wifehood — all, all behind her now; and she, a stranger even to herself, alone on an unknown road; an unknown world before her.

With every instinct inherent and self-inculcated, instincts of modesty, of reticence, of self-control, of pride, she quivered under this fierce humiliation born of self-knowledge — knowledge scornfully admitted and defied with every breath — but no longer denied.

She was as others were — fashioned of that same and common clay, capable of the lesser emotions, shamefully and incredibly conscious of them — so keenly, so incomprehensibly, that, at one unthinkable instant, they had obscured and were actually threatening to obliterate the things of the mind.

Was this the evolution that her winters idleness and gaiety and the fatigues of pleasure had been so subtly preparing for her? Was that strange moment, at the door, the moment that mans enemy had been awaiting, to find her unprepared?

Wretched, humiliated, she bowed her head above the flowers and silver on her dresser — the fairest among the Philistines who had so long unconsciously thanked God that she was not like other women in the homes of Gath and in the sinful streets of Ascalon.




CHAPTER VI

[image: img346.jpg]

STRELSA WAS NO longer at home to Quarren, even over the telephone. He called her up two or three times in as many days, ventured to present himself at her house twice without being received, and finally wrote her a note. But at the end of the month the note still remained unanswered.

However, there was news of her, sometimes involving her with Langly Sprowl, but more often with Sir Charles Mallison. Also, had Quarren not dropped out of everything so completely, he might easily have met her dozens of times in dozens of places. But for a month now he had returned every day from his office to his room in the Legation, and even the members of that important diplomatic body found his door locked, after dinner, though his light sometimes brightened the transom until morning.

Westguard, after the final rupture with his aunt, had become a soured hermit — sourer because of the low motives of the public which was buying his book by the thousands and reading it for the story, exclusively.

His aunt had cast him off; to him she was the overfed embodiment of society, so it pleased him to consider the rupture as one between society and himself. It tasted of martyrdom, and now his own public had vulgarly gone back on him according to his ideals: nobody cared for his economics, his social evils, his moral philosophy; only what he considered the unworthy part of his book was eagerly absorbed and discussed. The proletariat had grossly betrayed him; a hermits exemplary but embittered career was apparently all that remained for his declining years.

So, after dinner, he, too, retired to seclusion behind bolted doors, pondering darkly on a philosophic novel which should be no novel at all but a dignified and crushing rebuke to mankind — a solid slice of moral cake thickly frosted with social economics, heavy with ethical plums, and without any story to it whatever.

Meanwhile his book had passed into the abhorred class of best sellers.

As for Lacy and OHara, both had remarked Quarrens abrupt retirement and his absence from that section of the social puddle which he was accustomed to embellish and splash in. OHara, inclining more toward sporting circles, noticed Quarrens absence less; but Lacy, after the first week, demanded an explanation at the dinner-table.

You spoiled a party for Mrs. Lannis, he said— and Winnifred Miller was almost in tears over the charity tableaux — —

I wrote them both in plenty of time, Jack.

Yes. But who is there to take your place? Whatever you touch is successful. Barent Van Dyne made a dub of himself.

They must break in another pup, said Quarren, amused.

You mean that youre chucking the whole bally thing for keeps?

Practically.

Why? asked OHara, looking up blankly.

Oh, said Quarren laughing, Im curious to find out what business I really am in. Until this week Ive never had time to discover that I was trying to be a broker in real estate. And Ive just found out that Ive been one for almost three years, and never knew it.

Ones own company is the best, growled Westguard. The monkey people sicken you and the public make you ill. Solitude is the only remedy.

Not for me, said Quarren; I could breakfast, lunch, and dine with and on the public; and Im laying plans to do it.

Theyll turn your stomach — —

Oh, dry up, Karl! said OHara; theres a medium between extremes where you can get a good sportin chance at anythin — horse, dog, girl — anythin you fancy. Youd like some of my friends, now, Ricky! — theyre a good sort, all game, all jolly, all interestin as hell — —

I dont want to meet any cock-fighters, growled Westguard.

Theyre all right, too — but there are all kinds of interestin people in my circles — writers like Karl, huntin people, a professional here and there — and then theres that fascinatin Mrs. Wyland-Baily, the best trap-shot — —

Trap-shot, repeated Westguard in disgust, and took his cigar and himself into seclusion.

Quarren also pushed back his chair, preparing to rise.

Doin anythin? inquired OHara, desiring to be kind. Young Calahan and the Harlem Mutt have it out at the Cataract Club to-night, he added persuasively.

Another time, thanks, said Quarren: Ive letters to write.



He wrote them — all the business letters he could think of, concentrating his thoughts as much as possible. Afterward he lay down on the lounge with a book, and remained there for an hour, although he changed books every few minutes. This was becoming a bad habit. But it was difficult reading although it ranged from Kipling to the Book of Common Prayer; and at last he gave it up and, turning over buried his head in the cushions.

This wouldnt do either: he racked his brain for further employment, found excuses for other business letters, wrote them, then attacked a pile of social matters — notes and letters heretofore deliberately neglected to the ragged edge of decency.

He replied to them all, and invariably in the negative.

It gave him something to do to go out to the nearest lamp post and mail his letters. But when again he came back into his room the silence there left him hesitating on his threshold.

But he went in and locked his door, and kept his back turned to the desk where pen and ink were tempting him as usual, and almost beyond endurance now. And at last he weakened, and wrote to her once more:



My dear Mrs. Leeds — 

I feel sure that your failure to answer my note of last week was unintentional.

Some day, when you have a moment, would you write me a line saying that you will be at home to me?

Very sincerely yours, Richard Stanley Quarren.

He took this note to the nearest District Messenger Office; then returned to his room.

After an interminable time the messenger reported for the signature. Mrs. Leeds was not at home and he had left the note as directed.



The night was a white one. He did not feel very well when he sat scanning the morning paper over his coffee. Recently he had formed the custom of reading two columns only in the paper — Real Estate News and Society. In the latter column Strelsa usually figured.

She figured as usual this morning; and he read the fulsome stuff attentively. Also there was a flourish concerning an annual event at the Santa Regina.

And Quarren read this very carefully; and made up his mind as he finished the paragraph.

The conclusion he came to over his coffee and newspaper materialised that afternoon at a Charity Bazaar, where, as he intended, he met Strelsa Leeds face to face. She said, coolly amiable:

Have you been away? One never sees you these days.

I have been nowhere, he said, pleasantly.

She shook her pretty head in reproof:

Is it good policy for a young man to drop out of sight? Our world forgets over-night.

He laughed: Something similar has been intimated to me by others — but less gently. Im afraid Ive offended some people.

Oh, so you have already been disciplined?

Verbally trounced, admonished, and still smarting under the displeasure of the powers that reign. They seem to resent my Sunday out — yet even their other domestics have that. And its the first Ive taken in three years. I think Ill have to give notice to my Missus.

The spectre of servitude still seems to obsess your humour, she observed indifferently.

I am that spectre, Mrs. Leeds.

You certainly look pallid enough for any disembodied rôle. You have not been ill, by any chance? — carelessly.

Not at all, thank you. Rude health and I continue to link arms.

Then it is not by chance that you absent yourself from the various festivities where your part is usually supposed to be a leading one?

All cooks eventually develop a distaste for their own concoctions, he explained gravely.

She lifted her eyebrows: Yet you are here this afternoon.

Oh, yes. Charity has not yet palled on my palate — perhaps because I need so much myself.

I have never considered you an object of charity.

Then I must draw your kind attention to my pitiable case by doing a little begging.... Could I ask your forgiveness, for example? And perhaps obtain it?

Her face flushed. I have nothing to forgive you, Mr. Quarren, she said with decision.

Do you mean that?

Certainly.

I scarcely know how to take your — generosity.

I offer none. There is no occasion for generosity or for the exercise of any virtue, cardinal or otherwise. You have not offended me, nor I you — I trust.... Have I?

No, he said.

Men came up to speak to her; one or two women nodded to her from nearby groups which presently mingled, definitely separating her from Quarren unless either he or she chose to evade the natural trend of things. Neither made the effort. Then Sir Charles Mallison joined her, and Quarren, smilingly accepting that gentlemans advent as his own congé, took his leave of Strelsa and went his way — which chanced, also, to be the way of Mrs. Lester Caldera, very fetching in lilac gown and hat.

Susanne Lannis, lips slightly curling, looked after them, touching Strelsas elbow:

Cyrille simply cannot let Ricky alone, she said. The bill-posters will find a fence for her if she doesnt come to her senses.

Who? asked Strelsa, as one or two people laughed guardedly.

Why, Cyrille Caldera. Elle saffiche, ma chère!

Mrs. Caldera! repeated the girl, surprised.

And Ricky! Are you blind, Strelsa? Its been on for two weeks or more. And shed better not play too confidently with Ricky. You can usually forecast what a wild animal will do, never how a trained one is going to behave.

Such scandal! laughed Chrysos Lacy. How many of us can afford to turn our backs to the rest of the cage even for an instant? Sir Charles, I simply dont dare to go away. Otherwise Id purchase several of those glittering articles yonder — whatever they are. Do you happen to know?

Automatic revolvers. The cartridges are charged with Japanese perfumes. Did you never see one? he asked, turning to Strelsa. But she was not listening; and he transferred his attention to Chrysos.

Several people moved forward to examine the pretty and apparently deadly little weapons; Sir Charles was called upon to explain the Japanese game of perfumes, and everybody began to purchase the paraphernalia, pistols, cartridges, targets, and counters.

Sir Charles came back, presently, to where Strelsa still stood, listlessly examining laces.

All kinds of poor people have blinded themselves making these pretty things, she said, as Sir Charles came up beside her. My only apparent usefulness is to buy them, I suppose.

He offered her one of the automatic pistols.

Its loaded, he cautioned her, solemnly.

What an odd gift! she said, surprised, taking it gingerly into her gloved hand. Is it really for me? And why?

Are you timid about firearms? he asked, jestingly.

No.... I dont know anything about them — except to keep my finger away from the trigger. I know enough to do that.

He supposed that she also was jesting, and her fastidious handling of the weapon amused him. And when she asked him if it was safe to carry in her muff, he assured her very gravely that she might venture to do so. Turn it loose on the first burglar, he added, and his regeneration will begin in all the forty-nine odours of sanctity.

Strelsa smiled without comprehending. Cyrille Caldera was standing just beyond them, apparently interested in antique jewellery, trying the effect of various linked gems against her lilac gown, and inviting Quarrens opinion of the results. Their backs were turned; Rickys blond head seemed to come unreasonably close to Cyrilles at moments. Once Mrs. Caldera thoughtlessly laid a pretty hand on his arm as though in emphasis. Their unheard conversation was evidently amusing them.

Strelsas smile remained unaltered; people were coming constantly to pay their respects to her; and they lingered, attracted and amused by her unusual gaiety, charm, and wit.

Her mind seemed suddenly to have become crystal clear; her gay retorts to lively badinage, and her laughing epigrams were deliciously spontaneous. A slight exhilaration, without apparent reason, was transforming her, swiftly, into an incarnation entirely unknown even to herself.

Conscious of a wonderful mood never before experienced, perfectly aware of her unusual brilliancy and beauty, surprised and interested in the sudden revelation of powers within her still unexercised, she felt herself, for the first time in her life, in contact with things heretofore impalpable — and, in spirit, with delicate fingers, she gathered up instinctively those intangible threads with which man is guided as surely as though driven in chains of steel.

And all the while she was aware of Quarrens boyish head bending almost too near to Cyrille Calderas over the trays of antique jewels; and all the while she was conscious of the transfiguration in process — that not only a new self was being evolved for her out of the débris of the old, but that the world itself was changing around her — and a new Heaven and a new earth were being born — and a new hell.

That evening she fought it out with herself with a sort of deadly intelligence. Alone in her room, seated, and facing her mirrored gaze unflinchingly, she stated her case, minutely, to herself from beginning to end; then called the only witness for the prosecution — herself — and questioned that witness without mercy.

Did she care for Quarren? Apparently. How much? A great deal. Was she in love with him? She could not answer. Wherein did he differ from other men she knew — Sir Charles, for example? She only knew that he was different. Perhaps he was nobler? No. More intelligent? No. Kinder? No. More admirable? No. More gentle, more sincere, less selfish? No. Did he, as a man, compare favorably with other men — Sir Charles for example? The comparison was not in Quarrens favor.

Wherein, then, lay her interest in him? She could not answer. Was she perhaps sorry for him? Very. Why? Because she believed him capable of better things. Then the basis of her regard for him was founded on pity. No; because from the beginning — even before he had unmasked — she had been sensible of an interest in him different from any interest she had ever before felt for any man.

This uncompromisingly honest answer silenced her mentally for some moments; then she lifted her resolute gray eyes to the eyes of the mirrored witness:

If that is true, then the attraction was partly physical? She could not answer. Pressed for a statement she admitted that it might be that.

Then the basis of her regard for him was ignoble? She found pleasure in his intellectual attractions. But the basis had not been intellectual? No. It had been material? Yes. And she had never forgotten the light pressure of that masked Harlequins spangled arm around her while she desperately counted out the seconds of that magic minute forfeited to him? No; she had never forgotten. It was a sensation totally unknown to her before that moment? Yes. Had she experienced it since that time? Yes. When? When he first told her that he loved her. And afterward? Yes. When?

In the cheeks of the mirrored witness a faint fire began to burn: her own face grew pink: but she answered, looking the shadowy witness steadily in the eyes:

When he took my hand at the door — and during — whatever happened — afterward.

And she excused the witness and turned her back to the looking-glass.

The only witness for the defence was the accused — unless her own heart were permitted to testify. Or — and there seemed to be some slight confusion here — was Quarren on trial? Or was she herself?

This threatened to become a serious question; she strove to think clearly, to reason; but only evoked the pale, amused face of Quarren from inner and chaotic consciousness until the visualisation remained fixed, defying obliteration. And she accepted the mental spectre for the witness box.

Ricky, she said, do you really love me?

But the clear-cut, amused face seemed to mock her question with the smile she knew so well — so well, alas!

Why are you unworthy? she said again— you who surely are equipped for a nobler life. What is it in you that I have responded to? If a woman is so colourless as to respond merely to love in the abstract, she is worth nothing better, nothing higher, than what she has evoked. For you are no better than other men, Ricky; indeed you are less admirable than many; and to compare you to Sir Charles is not advantageous to you, poor boy — poor boy.

In vain she strove to visualise Sir Charles; she could not. All she could do was to mentally enumerate his qualities; and she did so, the amused face of Quarren looking on at her from out of empty space.

Ricky, Ricky, she said, am I no better than that? — am I fit only for such a response? — to find the contact of your hand so wonderful? — to thrill with the consciousness of your nearness — to let my senses drift, contented merely by your touch — yielding to the charm of it — suffering even your lips embrace — —

She shuddered slightly, drawing one hand across her eyes, then sitting straight, she faced his smiling phantom, resolute to end it now forever.

If I am such a woman, she said, and you are the kind of man I know you to be — then is it time for me to fast and pray, lest I enter into temptation.... Into the one temptation I have never before known, Ricky — and which, in my complacency and pride I never dreamed that I should encounter.

And it is coming to that!... A girl must be honest with herself or all life is only the same smiling lie. Im ashamed to be honest, Ricky; but I must be. You are not very much of a man — otherwise I might find some reason for caring: and now there is none; and yet — I care — God knows why — or what it is in you that I care for! — But I do — I am beginning to care — and I dont know why; I — dont — know why — —.

She dropped her face in her hands, sitting there bowed low over her knees. And there, hour after hour she fought it out with herself and with the amused spectre ever at her elbow — so close at moments that some unaroused nerve fell a-trembling in its sleep, threatening to awaken those quiet senses that she already feared for their unknown powers.



The season was approaching its end, still kicking now and then spasmodically, but pretty nearly done for. No particularly painful incidents marked its demise except the continued absence of Quarren from social purlieus accustomed to his gay presence and adroit executive abilities.

After several demoralised cotillions had withstood the shock of his absence, and a dozen or more functions had become temporarily disorganised because he declined to occupy himself with their success; and after a number of hostesses had filled in his place at dinner, at theatres, at week-ends, on yachts and coaches; and after an unprecedented defiance of two summonses to the hazardous presence of Mrs. Sprowl, he obeyed a third subpœna, and presented himself with an air of cheerful confidence that instantly enraged her.

The old lady lay abed with nothing more compromising than a toothache; Quarren was conducted to the inner shrine; she glared at him hideously from her pillows; and for one moment he felt seriously inclined to run.

Where have you been? she wheezed.

Nowhere in particu — —

I know damn well youve been nowhere, she burst out. Molly Wycherlys dance went to pieces because she was fool enough to trust things to you. Do you know who led? That great oaf, Barent Van Dyne! He led like a trick elephant, too!

Quarren looked politely distressed.

And there are a dozen hostesses perfectly furious with you, continued the old lady, pounding the pillows with a fat arm— parties of all sorts spoiled, idiocies committed, dinners either commonplace or blank failures — what the devil possesses you to behave this way?

Im tired, he said, politely.

What!

He smiled:

Oh, the place suits, Mrs. Sprowl; I havent any complaint; and the work and wages are easy; and its comfortable below-stairs. But — Im just tired.

What are you talking about?

Im talking about my employers, and Im talking like the social upper-servant that I am — or was. Im merely giving a respectable warning; that is the airy purport of my discourse, Mrs. Sprowl.

Do you know what youre saying?

Yes, I think so, he said, wearily.

Well, then, what the devil are you saying?

Merely that Ive dropped out of service to engage in trade.

You cant! she yelled, sitting up in bed so suddenly that her unquiet tooth took the opportunity to assert itself.

She clapped a pudgy hand to her cheek, squinting furiously at Quarren:

You cant drop out, she shouted. Dont you ever want to amount to anything?

Yes, I do. Thats why Im doing it.

Dont act like a fool! Havent you any ambition?

That also is why, he said pleasantly. I am ambitious to be out of livery and see what my own kind will do to me.

Well, youll see! she threatened— youll see what well do to you — —

Youre not my kind. I always supposed you were, but you all knew better from the day I took service with you — —

Ricky!

It is perfectly true, Mrs. Sprowl. My admittance included a livery and the perennial prerogative of amusing people. But I had no money, no family affiliations with the very amiable people who found me useful. Only, in common with them, I had the inherent taste for idleness and the genius for making it endurable to you all. So you welcomed me very warmly; and you have been very kind to me.... But, somewhere or other — in some forgotten corner of me — an odd and old-fashioned idea awoke the other day.... I think perhaps it awoke when you reminded me that to serve you was one thing and to marry among you something very different.

Ricky! Do you want to drive me to the yelling verge of distraction? I didnt say or intimate or dream any such thing! You know perfectly well youre not only with us but of us. Nobody ever imagined otherwise. But you cant marry any girl you pick out. Sometimes she wont; sometimes her family wont. Its the same everywhere. You have no money. Of course I intend that you shall eventually marry money — What the devil are you laughing at?

I beg your pardon — —

I said that you would marry well. Was that funny? I also said, once — and I repeat it now, that I have my own plans for one or two girls — Strelsa Leeds included. I merely asked you to respect my wishes in that single matter; and bang! you go off and blow up and maroon yourself and sulk until nobody knows whats the matter with you. Dont be a fool. Everybody likes you; every girl cant love you — but Ill bet many of em do.... Pick one out and come to me — if thats your trouble. Go ahead and pick out what you fancy; and ten to one it will be all right, and between you and me well land the little lady!

Youre tremendously kind — —

I know I am. Im always doing kindnesses — and nobody likes me, and theyd bite my head off, every one of em — if they werent afraid it would disagree with them, she added grimly.

Quarren rose and came over to the bedside.

Good-bye, Mrs. Sprowl, he said. And — I like you — somehow — I really do.

The devil you do, said the old lady.

Its a curious fact, he insisted, smiling.

Get out with you, Ricky! And I want you to come — —

No — please.

What?

No.

Why?

I want to see some real people again. Ive forgotten what they resemble.

Thats a damned insolent remark! she gasped.

Not meant to be. You are real enough, Heaven knows. But, and his smile faded— Ive taken a month off to think it out. And, do you know, thinking being an unaccustomed luxury, Ive enjoyed it. Imagine my delight and surprise, Mrs. Sprowl, when I discovered that my leisurely reflections resulted in the discovery that I had a mind — a real one — capable of reason and conclusions. And so when I actually came to a conclusion my joy knew no bounds — —

Ricky! Stop those mental athletics! Do you hear? Ive a toothache and a backache and I cant stand em!

Quarren was laughing now; and presently a grim concession to humour relaxed the old ladys lips till her fat face creased.

All right, she said; go and play with the ragged boy around the corner, my son. Then when youre ready come home and get your face washed.

May I come occasionally to chat with you?

As though youd do that if you didnt have to! she exclaimed incredulously.

I think you know better.

No, I dont! she snapped. I know men and women; thats all I know. And as youre one of the two species I dont expect anything celestial from you.... And youd better go, now.

She turned over on her pillow with a grunt: Quarren laughed, lifted one of her pudgy and heavily ringed hands from the coverlet, and, still smiling, touched the largest diamond with his lips.

I think, he said, that you are one of the very few I really like in your funny unreal world.... Youre so humanly bad.

What! she shouted, floundering to a sitting posture.

But, looking back at her from the door, he found her grinning.




CHAPTER VII
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PREMONITIONS OF SPRING started the annual social exodus; because in the streets of Ascalon and in the busy ways of Gath spring becomes summer over night and all Philistia is smitten by the sun.

And all the meanness and shabbiness and effrontery of the monstrous city, all its civic pretence and tarnished ostentation are suddenly revealed when the summer sun blazes over Ascalon. Wherefore the daintier among the Philistines flee — idler, courtier, dangler and squire of dames — not to return until the first snow-flakes fall and the gray veil of November descends once more over the sorry sham of Ascalon.

Out of the inner temple, his ears still ringing with the noise of the drones, Quarren had gone forth. And already, far away in the outer sunshine, he could see real people at work and at play, millions and millions of them — and a real sky overhead edging far horizons.

He began real life once more in a bad way, financially; his money being hopelessly locked up in Tappan-Zee Park, a wooded and worthless tract of unimproved land along the Hudson which Quarren had supposed Lester Caldera was to finance for him.

Recently, however, that suave young man had smilingly denied making any such promise to anybody; which surprised and disconcerted Quarren who had no money with which to build sewers, roads, and electric plants. And he began to realise how carelessly he had drifted into the enterprise — how carelessly he had drifted into everything and past everything for the last five years.

After a hunt for a capitalist among and outside his circle of friends and acquaintances he began to appreciate his own lunacy even more thoroughly.

Then Lester Caldera, good-naturedly, offered to take the property off his hands for less than a third of what he paid Sprowl for it; and as Quarrens adjoining options were rapidly expiring he was forced to accept. Which put the boy almost entirely out of business; so he closed his handsome office downtown and opened another in the front parlour of an old and rather dingy brown-stone house on the east side of Lexington Avenue near Fiftieth Street and hung out his sign once more over the busy streets of Ascalon.

Richard Stanley Quarren
Real Estate

Also he gave up his quarters at the Irish Legation to the unfeigned grief of the diplomats domiciled there, and established himself in the back parlour and extension of the Lexington Avenue house, ready at all moments now for business or for sleep. Neither bothered him excessively.

He wrote no more notes to Strelsa Leeds — that is, he posted no more, however many he may have composed. Rumours from the inner temple concerning her and Langly Sprowl and Sir Charles Mallison drifted out into the real world every day or so. But he never went back to the temple to verify them. That life was ended for him. Sometimes, sitting alone at his desk, he fancied that he could almost hear the far laughter of the temple revels, and the humming of the drones. But the roar of the street-car, rushing, grinding through the steel-ribbed streets of Ascalon always drowned it, and its far seen phantom glitter became a burning reality where the mid-day sun struck the office sign outside his open window.

Fate, the ugly jade, was making faces at him, all kinds of faces. Just now she wore the gaunt mask of poverty, but Quarren continued to ignore her, because to him, there was no real menace in her skinny grin, no real tragedy in what she threatened.

Real tragedy lay in something very different — perhaps in manhood awaking from ignoble lethargy to learn its own degeneracy in a young girls scornful eyes.

All day long he sat in his office attending to the trivial business that came into it — not enough so far to give him a living.

In the still spring evenings he retired to his quarters in the back parlour, bathed, dressed, looking out at the cats on the back fences. Then he went forth to dine either at the Legation or with some one of the few friends he had cared to retain in that magic-lantern world which he at last had found uninhabitable — a world in which few virile men remain very long — fewer and fewer as the years pass on. For the gilding on the temple dome is peeling off; and the laughter is dying out, and the hum of the drones sounds drowsy like unreal voices heard in summer dreams.

It is the passing of an imbecile society, declaimed Westguard— the dying sounds of its meaningless noise — the first omens of a silence which foretells annihilation. Out of chaos will gradually emerge the elements of a real society — the splendid social and intellectual brotherhood of the future — —

See my forthcoming novel, added Lacy, $1.35 net, for sale at all booksellers or sent post-paid on receipt of — —

You little fashionable fop! growled Westguard— theres a winter coming for all butterflies!

Ive seen em dancing over the snow on a mild and sunny day, retorted Lacy. Karl, my son, the nobly despairing writer with a grouch never yet convinced anybody.

I dont despair, retorted Westguard. This country is getting what it wants and what it deserves, ladled out to it in unappetising gobs. Year after year great incoming waves of ignorance sweep us from ocean to ocean; but I dont forget that those very waves also carry a constantly growing and enlightened class higher and higher toward permanent solidity.

Every annual wave pushes the flotsam of the year before toward the solid land. The acquaintance with sordid things is the first real impulse toward education. Some day there will be no squalor in the land — neither the physical conditions in our slums nor the arid intellectual deserts within the social frontiers.

But the waves will accomplish that — not your very worthy novels, said Lacy, impudently.

If you call me worthy Ill bat you on the head, roared Westguard, sitting up on the sofa where he had been sprawling; and laughter, loud and long, rattled the windows in the Irish Legation.

The May night was hot; a sickly breeze stirred the curtains at the open windows of Westguards living room where the Legation was entertaining informally.

Quarren, Lacy, OHara, and Sir Charles Mallison sat by the window playing poker; the Earl of Dankmere, perched on the piano-stool, was mournfully rattling off a string of melodies acquired along Broadway; Westguard himself, flat on his back, occupied a leather lounge and dispensed philosophy when permitted.

You know, said Lacy, dealing rapidly, youre only a tin-horn philosopher, Karl, but you really could write a good story if you tried. Get your people into action. Thats the game.

OHara nodded. Interestin people, in books and outside, are always doin things, not talkin, he said— like Sir Charles quietly drawin four cards to a kicker and sayin nothin.

 — Like old Dankmere, yonder, playing Madame Sherry and not trying to tell us why human beings enjoy certain sounds known as harmonies, but just keeping busy beating the box — —

 — Like a pretty woman who is contented to be as attractive and cunnin as she can be, and not stoppin to explain the anatomy of romantic love and personal beauty, added OHara.

 — Like — —

For Heavens sake give me a stack of chips and shut up! shouted Westguard, jumping to his feet and striding to the table. Everybody on earth is competent to write a book except an author, but I defy anybody to play my poker hands for me! Come on, Dankmere! Lets clean out this complacent crowd!

Lord Dankmere complied, and seated himself at the table, anxiously remarking to Quarren that he had come to America to acquire capital, not to spend it. Sir Charles laughed and dealt; Westguard drew five cards, attempted to bluff Quarrens full hand, and was scandalously routed.

Again the cards were dealt and OHara bet the limit; and the Earl of Dankmere came back with an agonised burst of chips that scared out Lacy and Sir Charles and left Quarren thinking.

When finally the dust of combat blew clear of the scene Dankmeres stacks were nearly gone, and Quarrens had become symmetrical sky-scrapers.

Lacy said to Dankmere: Now that youve learned how to get poor quickly youre better prepared for the study of riches and how to acquire em. Kindly pass the buck unless your misfortunes have paralysed you.

The whole country, said his lordship, is nothing but one gigantic poker game. I sail on the next steamer. Im bluffed out.

Poor old Dankmere, purred Lacy, wont the ladies love you?

Their demonstrations, said the Earl, are not keeping me awake nights.

Something keeps Quarren awake nights, judging by his transom light. Is it love, Ricky?

A slight colour mounted to Quarrens thin cheeks, but he answered carelessly: I read late sometimes.... How many cards do you want?

Sir Charles Mallison turned his head after a moment and looked at Quarren; and meeting his eye, said pleasantly: I only want one card, Quarren. Please give me the right one.

Which?

The Queen of Hearts.

Dealer draws one also, said the young fellow.

Sir Charles laid down his hand with a smile:

Did you fill? he asked Quarren as everybody else remained out.

I dont mind showing, said Quarren sorting out his cards, faces up.

Which end? inquired OHara.

An interior. And he touched the Queen of Hearts, carelessly.

Crazy playing and lunatics luck, commented Lacy. Dankmere, and you, too, Sir Charles, youd better cut and run for home as fast as your little legs can toddle. Quarren is on the loose.

Sir Charles laughed, glanced at Quarren, then turned to Dankmere.

Its none of my business, he said, but if you really are in the devilish financial straits you pretend to be, why dont you square up things and go into trade?

Square things? repeated the little Earl mournfully; will somebody tell me how? Havent I been trying out everything? Didnt I back a musical comedy of sorts? Didnt I even do a turn in it myself?

Thats what probably smashed it, observed OHara.

He did it very well, laughed Sir Charles.

Dankmere ought to have filled his show full of flossy flappers, insisted Lacy. Who wants to see an Earl dance and sing? Next time Ill manage the company for you, Dankmere — —

Therell be no next time, said Dankmere, scanning his cards. Im done for, he added, dramatically, letting his own ante go.

Youve lost your nerve, said Quarren, smiling.

And everything else, my boy!

Whats the matter with the heiresses, anyway? inquired OHara sympathetically.

The matter is that I dont want the sort that want me. Somebodys ruined the business in the States. I suppose I might possibly induce a Broadway show-girl — —

The little Earl got up and began to wander around, hands in his pockets, repeating:

Id make a pretty good actor, in spite of what OHara said. Its the only thing I like anyway. I can improvise songs, too. Listen to this impromptu, you fellows:

And he bent over the piano, still standing, and beat out a jingling accompaniment:

I sigh for the maiden I never have seen, Ill make her my countess whatever shes been — Typewriter, manicure, heiress or queen, Aged fifty or thirty or lovely eighteen, Redundant and squatty, or scraggy and lean, Generous spendthrift or miserly mean — I sigh for the maiden I never have seen Provided shes padded with wads of Long Green!

Still singing the air he picked up a silk hat and walking-stick and began to dance, rather lightly and gracefully, his sunken, heavy-lidded eyes fixed nonchalantly on space — his nimble little feet making no sound on the floor as he swung, swayed, and capered under the electric light timing his agile steps to his own singing.

Loud applause greeted him; much hand-clapping and cries of Good old Dankmere! Three cheers for the British peerage!

Sir Charles looked slightly bored, sitting back in his chair and waiting for the game to recommence. Which it did with the return of the Earl who had now relieved both his intellect and his legs of an accumulated and Terpischorean incubus.

If I was a bigger ass than I am, said the Earl, Id go into vaudeville and let my creditors howl.

Did they really send you over here? asked OHara, knowing that his lordship made no bones about it.

They certainly did. And a fine mess Ive made of it, havent I? No decent girl wants me — though why, I dont know, because Im decent enough as men go. But your newspapers make fun of me and my title — and I might as well cut away to Dankmere Tarns and let em pick my carcass clean.

Whats Dankmere Tarns? asked OHara.

Mine, except the mortgages on it.

Entailed?

Naturally.

Kept up?

No, shut up.

What sort of a gallery is that of yours at Dankmere Tarns? inquired Sir Charles, turning around.

How the devil do I know, replied his lordship fretfully. I dont know anything about pictures.

Are there not some very valuable ones there?

There are a lot of very dirty ones.

Dont you know their value?

No, I dont. But I fancy the good ones were sold off long ago — twenty years ago I believe. There was a sale — a lot of rubbish of sorts. I took it for granted that Listers people cleaned out everything worth taking.

When you go back, said Sir Charles, inspect that rubbish again. Perhaps Listers people overlooked enough to get you out of your financial difficulties. Pictures that sold for £100 twenty years ago might bring £1,000 to-day. Its merely a suggestion, Dankmere — if youll pardon it.

And a good one, added OHara. I know a lot of interestin people and they tell me that you can sell any rotten old picture over here for any amount of money. Sting em, Dankmere. Get to em!

You might send for some of your pictures, said Lacy, and have a shot at the auction-mad amateur. Hes too easy.

And pay duty and storage and gallery hire and auction fees! — no, thanks, replied the little Earl, cautiously. Ive burnt my bally fingers too often in schemes.

Ive a back room behind my office, said Quarren. You can store them there if you like, without charge.

Besides, if theyre genuine, there will be no duty to pay, explained Sir Charles.

Dankmere sucked on his cigar but made no comment; and the game went on, disastrously for him.

Quarren said casually to Sir Charles:

I suppose you will be off to Newport, soon.

To-morrow. When do you leave town?

I expect to remain in town nearly all summer.

Isnt that rather hard?

No; it doesnt matter much, said the boy indifferently.

Many people are already on the wing, observed Lacy.

The Calderas have gone, I hear, and the Vernons and Mrs. Sprowl, added OHara.

I suppose the Wycherlys will open Witch-Hollow in June, said Quarren carelessly.

Yes. Are you asked?

No.

Doubtless you will be, said Sir Charles. Jim Wycherly is mad about aviation and several men are going to send their biplanes up and try em out.

Im goin, announced OHara.

Quarren drew one card, and filled his house. Sir Charles laid aside his useless hand with a smile and turned to Quarren:

Mrs. Leeds has spoken so often and so pleasantly of you that I have been rather hoping I might some day have the opportunity of knowing you better. I am very glad that the Legation asked me to-night.

Quarren remained absolutely still for a few moments. Then he said:

Mrs. Leeds is very generous in her estimate of me.

She is a woman of rare qualities.

Of unusual qualities and rare charm, said Quarren coolly.... I think, Karl, that Ill make it ten more to draw cards. Are you all staying in?



Before the party broke up — and it was an early one — Lord Dankmere turned to Quarren.

Ill drop in at your office, if I may, some morning, he said. May I?

It will give me both pleasure and diversion, said Quarren laughing. There is not enough business in my office to afford me either. Also you are welcome to send for those pictures and store them in my back parlour until you can find a purchaser.

Its an idea, isnt it? mused his lordship. Now I dont suppose you happen to know anything about such rubbish, do you? — pictures and that sort. What?

Why — yes — I do, in a way.

The devil you do! But then Ive always been told that you know something about everything — —

Very, very little, said Quarren, laughing. In an ignorant world smatterings are reverenced. But the fashionable Philistine of yesterday, who used to boast of his ignorance regarding things artistic and intellectual, is becoming a little ashamed of his ignorance — —

Dankmere, reddening, said bluntly:

That applies to me; doesnt it?

I beg your pardon! — I didnt mean it that way — —

Youre right, anyway. Im damnably ignorant.... See here, Quarren, if I send over for some of those pictures of mine, will you give me your opinion like a good fellow before I make a bally ass of myself by offering probable trash to educated people?

Ill tell you all I know about your pictures, if that is what you mean, said Quarren, much amused.

They shook hands as Sir Charles came up to make his adieux.

Good-bye, he said to Quarren. Im off to Newport to-morrow. And — I — I promised to ask you to come with me.

Where?

Mrs. Sprowl told me to bring you. You know how informal she is.

Quarren, surprised, glanced sharply at Sir Charles. I dont believe she really wants me, he said.

If she didnt she wouldnt have made me promise to bring you. Shes that sort, you know. Wont you come? I am sure that Mrs. Leeds, also, would be glad to see you.

Quarren looked him coolly and unpleasantly in the eyes.

Do you really believe that? he asked, almost insolently.

Sir Charles reddened:

She asked me to say so to you. I heard from her this morning; and I have fulfilled her request.

Thank her for me, returned Quarren, level-eyed and very white.

Which means? insisted Sir Charles quietly.

Absolutely nothing, said Quarren in a voice which makes enemies.



The following day Sir Charles left for Newport where Mrs. Sprowl had opened Skyland, her villa of pink Tennessee marble, to a lively party of young people of which Strelsa Leeds made one. And once more, according to the newspapers, her engagement to Sir Charles was expected to be announced at any moment.

When Quarren picked up the newspapers from his office desk next morning he found the whole story there — a story to which he had become accustomed.

But the next day, the papers repeated the news. And it remained, for the first time, uncontradicted by anybody. All that morning he sat at his desk staring at her picture, reproduced in half-tones on the first page of every newspaper in town — stared at it, and at the neighbouring likeness of Sir Charles in the uniform of his late regiment; read once more of Strelsas first marriage with all its sequence of misery and degradation; read fulsome columns celebrating her beauty, her popularity, her expected engagement to one of the wealthiest Englishmen in the world.
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He read, also, all about Sir Charles Mallison, V.C. — the long record of his military service, his wealth and the dignified simplicity of his life. He read about his immense popularity in England, his vast but unostentatious charities, his political and social status.

To Quarren it all meant nothing more definite than a stupid sequence of printed words; and he dropped his blond head into both hands and gazed out into the sunshine. And presently he remembered the golden dancer laughing at him from under her dainty mask — years and years ago: and then he thought of the woman whose smooth young hands once seemed to melt so sweetly against his — thought of her gray eyes tinged with violet, and her hair and mouth and throat — and her cheek faintly fragrant against his — a moments miracle — and then, the end —— 

He made a quick, aimless movement as though impatiently escaping sudden pain; cleared his sun-dazzled eyes and began, half blindly, to turn over his mornings letters — circulars, bills, business matters — and suddenly came upon a letter from her.

For a while he merely gazed at it, incredulous of its reality.

Then he opened the envelope very deliberately and still, scarcely convinced, unfolded the scented sheaf of note-paper:

Dear Mr. Quarren,

At Mrs. Sprowls suggestion I wrote to Sir Charles asking him to be kind enough to bring you with him when he came to Skyland.

Somehow, I am afraid that my informality may have offended you; and if this is so, I am sorry. We have been such good friends that I supposed I might venture to send you such a message.

But perhaps I ought to have written it to you instead — I dont know. Lately it seems as though many things that I have done have been entirely misunderstood.

Its gray weather here, and the sea looks as though it were bad-tempered; and Ive been rather discontented, too, this morning —— 

I dont really mean that. There is a very jolly party here.... I believe that Im growing a little tired of parties.

Molly has asked me to Witch-Hollow for a quiet week in June, and Im going. She would ask you if I suggested it. Shall I? Because, since we last met, once or twice the thought has occurred to me that perhaps an explanation was overdue. Not that I should make any to you if you and I meet at Witch-Hollow. There isnt any to make — except by my saying that I hope to see you again. Will you be content with that admission of guilt?

I meant to speak to you again that day at the Charity affair, only there were so many people bothering — and you seemed to be so delightfully preoccupied with that pretty Cyrille Caldera. I really had no decent opportunity to speak to you again without making her my mortal enemy — and you, too, perhaps.

May I dare to be a little friendly now and say that I would like to see you? Somehow I feel that even still I may venture to talk to you on a different plane and footing from any which exists between other men and me. You were once so friendly, so kind, so nice to me. You have been nice — always. And if I seem to have acquired any of the hardness, any of the cynical veneer, any of the fashionable scepticism and unbelief which, perhaps, no woman entirely escapes in my environment, it all softens and relaxes and fades and seems to slip away as soon as I begin to talk to you — even on this note-paper. Which is only one way of saying, Please be my friend again!

I sometimes hear about you from others. I am impressively informed that you have given up all frivolous social activity and are now most industriously devoting yourself to your real-estate business. And I am wondering whether this rather bewildering volte-face is to be permanent.

Because I see no reason for anybody going to extremes. Between the hermits cell and the Palace of Delights there is a quiet and happy country. Dont you know that?

Would you care to write to me and tell me a little about yourself? Do you think it odd or capricious of me to write to you? And are you perhaps irritated because of my manners which must have seemed to you discourteous — perhaps rude?

I know of course that you called on me; that you telephoned; that you wrote to me; and that I made no response.

And I am going to make no explanation. Can your friendship, or what may remain of it, stand the strain?

If it can, please write to me. And forgive me whatever injustice I have seemed to do you. I ask it because, although you may not believe it, my regard for you has never become less since the night that a Harlequin and a golden dancer met in the noisy halls of old King Carnival.... Only, the girl who writes you this was younger and happier then than I think she ever will be again.

Your friend — if you wish— Strelsa Leeds.

He wrote her by return mail:

My dear Mrs. Leeds,

When a man has made up his mind to drown without any more fuss, it hurts him to be hauled out and resuscitated and told that he is still alive.

If you mean, ultimately, to let me drown, do it now. Ive been too miserable over you. Also, I was insulting to Sir Charles. Hes too decent to have told you; but I was. And I cant ask his pardon except by mending my manner toward him in future.

Im a nobody; I havent any money; and I love you. That is how the matter stands this day in May. Let me know the worst and Ill drown this time for good and all.

Are you engaged to marry Sir Charles?

R. S. Quarren.



By return mail came a note from her:

Can you not care for me and still be kind to me, Mr. Quarren? If what you say about your regard for me is true — but it is certainly exaggerated, anyway — should not your attitude toward me include a nobler sentiment? I mean friendship. And I know whereof I speak, because I am conscious of a capacity for it — a desire for it — and for you as the object of it. I believe that, if you cared for it, I could give you the very best of me in a friendship of the highest type.

It is in me to give it — a pure, devoted, lofty, untroubled friendship, absolutely free of lesser and material sentiments. Am I sufficiently frank? I want such a friendship. I need it. I have never before offered it to any man — the kind I mean to give you if you wish.

I believe it would satisfy you; I am convinced that yours would satisfy me. You dont know how I have missed such a friendship in you. I have wanted it from the very beginning of our acquaintance. But I had — problems — to solve, first; and I had to let our friendship lie dormant. Now I have solved my perplexities, and all my leisure is for you again, if you will. Do you want it?

Think over what I have written. Keep my letter for a week and then write me. Does my offer not deserve a weeks consideration?

Meanwhile please keep away from deep water. I do not wish you to drown.

Strelsa Leeds.

P. S. — Lord Dankmere is here. He is insufferable. He told Mrs. Sprowl that you and he were going into the antique-picture business. You wouldnt think of going into anything whatever with a man of that sort, would you? Or was it merely a British jest?

He wrote at once:

I have your letter and will keep it a week before replying. But — are you engaged?

She answered:

The papers have had me engaged to Barent Van Dyne, to Langly Sprowl, to Sir Charles. You may take your choice if you are determined to have me engaged to somebody. No doubt you think my being engaged would make our future friendship safer. Ill attend to it immediately if you wish me to.

Evidently she was in a gay and contrary humour when she wrote so flippantly to him. And he replied in kind and quite as lightly. Then, at the weeks end he wrote her again that he had considered her letter, and that he accepted the friendship she offered, and gave her his in return.

She did not reply.

He wrote her again a week later, but had no answer. Another week passed, and, slowly into his senses crept the dread of deep waters closing around him. And after another week he began to wonder, dully, how long it would take a man to drown if he made no struggle.

Meanwhile several dozen crates and packing cases had arrived at the Custom House for the Earl of Dankmere; and, in process of time were delivered at the real-estate office of R. S. Quarren, littering his sleeping quarters and office and overflowing into the extension and backyard.

[image: img348.jpg]All stacked up pell-mell in the back yard and regarded in amazement by the neighbours.



It was the first of June and ordinarily hot when Lord Dankmere and Quarren, stripped to their shirts and armed with pincers, chisels and hammers, attacked the packing cases in the backyard, observed from the back fences by several astonished cats.

His lordship was not expert at manual labour; neither was Quarren; and some little blood was shed from the azure veins of Dankmere and the ruddier integument of the younger man as picture after picture emerged from its crate, some heavily framed, some merely sagging on their ancient un-keyed stretchers.

There were primitives on panels, triptychs, huge canvases in frames carved out of solid wood; pictures in battered Italian frames — some floridly Florentine, some exquisitely inlaid on dull azure and rose — pictures in Spanish frames, Dutch frames, English frames, French frames of the last century; portraits, landscapes, genre, still life — battle pictures, religious subjects, allegorical canvases, mythological — all stacked up pell-mell in the backyard and regarded in amazement by the neighbours, and by two young men who alternately smoked and staunched their wounds under the summer sky.

Dankmere, said Quarren at last, did your people send over your entire collection?

No; but I thought it might be as well to have plenty of rubbish on hand in case a demand should spring up.... What do they look like to you, Quarren — I mean whats your first impression?

They look all right.

Really?

Certainly. They seem to be genuine enough as far as I can see.

But are they otherwise any good?

I think so. Ill go over each canvas very carefully and give you my opinion for what its worth. But, for Heavens sake, Dankmere, where are we going to put all these canvases?

I suppose, said the Earl gloomily, Ill be obliged to store what you havent room for. And as I gradually grow poorer and poorer the day will arrive when I cant pay storage; and theyll sell em under my nose at auction, Quarren. And first I know the papers will blossom out with: A Wonderful Rembrandt discovered in a junk-shop! Ancient picture bought for five dollars and pronounced a gem by experts! Lucky purchaser refuses a hundred thousand dollars cash!

Quarren laughed and turned away into the house; and Dankmere followed, gloomily predicting his own approaching financial annihilation.

From his office Quarren telephoned a picture dealer to send men with heavy wire, hooks, ladders and other paraphernalia; then he and Dankmere made their toilets, resumed their coats, and returned to the sunny office to await events.

After a few moments the Earl said abruptly:

Would you care to go into this venture with me, Quarren?

I? said Quarren, surprised.

Yes. Will you?

Why, I have my own business, Dankmere — —

Is it enough to keep you busy?

No — not yet — but I — —

Then, like a good fellow, help me sell these damned pictures. I havent any money to offer you, Quarren, but if youll be willing to hang the pictures around your office here and in the back parlour and the extension, and if youll talk the merry talk to the lunatics who may come in to look at em and tell em what the bally pictures are and fix the proper prices — why — why, Ill make any arrangement with you that you please. Say a half interest, now. Would that be fair?

Fair? Of course! Its far too liberal an offer — but I — —

Its worth that to me, Quarren — if you can see your way to helping me out — —

But my help isnt worth half what these pictures might very easily bring — even at public auction — —

Why not? Id have to pay an auctioneer, an expert to appraise them — an art dealer to hang them in his gallery for a couple of weeks — either that or rent a place by the year. The only way I can recompense you for your wall space, for talking art talk to visitors, for fixing prices, is to offer you half of what we make. Why not? You pay a pretty stiff rent here, dont you? You also pay a servant. You pay for heat and light, dont you? So if youll turn this floor into a combination gallery of sorts — art and real estate, you see — well go into business, egad! What? The Dankmere galleries! What? By gad Ill have a sign made to hang out there beside your shingle — only Im afraid youll have to pay for it, Quarren, and recompense yourself after we sell the first picture.

But, Dankmere, he protested, very much amused, I dont want to become a picture dealer.

Whats the harm? Take a shot at it, old chap! A young man cant collect too many kinds of experience. Take me for example! — Ive sold dogs and hunters on commission, gone shares in about every rotten scheme anybody ever suggested to me, financed a show, and acted in it — as you know — and, by gad! — here I am now a dealer in old masters! Be a good fellow and come in with me. What?

I dont really know enough about antique pictures to — —

Whats the odds! Neither do I! My dear sir, we must lie like gentlemen for the honour of the Dankmere gallery! What? Along comes a chap walking slowly and painfully for the weight of the money in his pockets— Ho! says he— a genuine Van Dyck! Certainly, you say, very coldly. And, How much? says he, shivering for fear he maynt get it. Three hundred thousand dollars, you say, trying not to yawn in his face — —

Quarren could no longer control his laughter: Dankmere blinked at him amiably.

Well hang them anyhow, Dankmere, he said. As long as there is so little business in the office I dont mind looking after your pictures for you — —

Yours, too, urged the Earl.

No; I cant accept anything — —

Then its all off! exclaimed Dankmere, turning a bright red. Im blessed if Ill accept charity! — even if I am hunting heiresses. Ill marry money if I can, but Im damned if I hold out a tin cup for coppers!

If you feel that way, began Quarren, very much embarrassed, Ill do whatever would make you feel comfortable — —

Half interest or its all off! A Dankmere means what he says — now and then.

One-third interest, then — —

A half! — by gad! Theres a good fellow!

No; one-third is all Ill accept.

Oh, very well. It may amount to ten dollars — it may amount to ten thousand — and ten times that, perhaps. What?

Perhaps, said Quarren, smiling. And, if youre going out, Dankmere, perhaps you had better order a sign painted — anything you like, of course. Because Im afraid I couldnt leave these pictures here indefinitely and we might as well make plans to get rid of some of them as soon as possible.

Right-o! Im off to find a painter. Leave it to me, Quarren. And when the picture-hangers come, have them hung in a poor light — I mean the pictures — God knows they need it — the dimmer the light the better. What? Take care of yourself, old chap. Theres money in sight, believe me!

And the lively little Earl trotted out, swinging his stick and setting his straw hat at an angle slightly rakish.

No business came to the office that sunny afternoon; neither did the picture-hangers. And Quarren, uneasy, and not caring to leave Dankmeres ancestral collection of pictures in the back yard all night lest the cats and a possible shower knock a little superfluous antiquity into them, had just started to go out and hire somebody to help him carry the canvases into the basement, when the office door opened in his very face and Molly Wycherly came in, breezily.

Why, Molly! he exclaimed, surprised; this is exceedingly nice of you — —

Oh, Ricky, Im glad to see you! But I dont want to buy a house or sell one or anything. Im very unhappy — and Im glad to see you — —

She pressed his hand with both her gloved ones; he closed the door and returned to the office; and she seated herself on top of his desk.

You dear boy, she said; you are thin and white and you dont look very happy either. Are you?

Why, of course Im happy — —

I dont believe it! Anyway, I was passing, and I saw your shingle swinging, and I made the chauffeur stop on the impulse of the moment.... How are you, Ricky dear?

First rate. You are even unusually pretty, Molly.

I dont feel so. Strelsa and I came into town for the afternoon — on the most horrid kind of business, Ricky.

Im sorry — —

You will be sorrier when you hear that about all of Strelsas money was in that miserable Adamant Trust Company which is causing so much scandal. You didnt know Strelsas money was in it, did you?

No, he said gravely.

Isnt it dreadful? The child doesnt know whether she will ever get a penny or not. Some of those disgusting men have run away, one shot himself — you read about it! — and now they are trying to pretend that the two creatures they have arrested are insane and irresponsible. I dont care whether they are or not; Id like to kill them. How does their insanity concern Strelsa? For three weeks she hasnt known what to think, what to expect — and even her lawyers cant tell her. I hate lawyers. But I think the chances are that her pretty house will be for sale before long.... Wouldnt it be too tragic if it came into your office — —

Dont say such things, Molly, he said, bending his head over the desk and fumbling with his pen.

Well, I knew youd be sympathetic. Its a shame — a crime! — its absolutely disgusting the way that men gamble with other peoples money and cheat and lie and — and — oh, its a perfectly rotten world and Im tired of it!

Where is Mrs. Leeds? he asked in a low voice.

At Witch-Hollow — in town for this afternoon to see her stupid lawyers. They dont do anything. They say they cant just yet. Theyre lazy or — something worse. Thats my opinion. We go out on the five-three train — Strelsa and I — —

Is she — much affected?

No; and thats the silly part of it. It would simply wreck me. But she hasnt wept a single tear.... I suppose shell have to marry, now— Mrs. Wycherly glanced askance at Quarren, but his face remained gravely expressionless.

Ricky dear?

Yes.

I had a frightful row, on your account, with Mrs. Sprowl.

Im sorry. Why?

I told her I was going to ask you and Strelsa to Witch-Hollow.

Quarren said calmly:

Dont do it then, Molly. Theres no use of your getting in wrong with Mrs. Sprowl.

Mrs. Wycherly laughed:

Oh, I found a way around. I asked Mrs. Sprowl and Sir Charles at the same time.

What do you mean? he said, turning a colourless face to hers.

What I say. Ricky dear, I suppose that Strelsa will have to marry a wealthy man, now — and I believe she realises it, too — but I — I wanted her to marry you, some day — —

He swung around again, confronting her.

You darling! he said under his breath.

Mrs. Wycherlys lip trembled and she dabbed at her eyes.

I wish I could express my feelings like Mrs. Sprowl, but I cant, she said naïvely. Sir Charles will marry her, now; I know perfectly well he will — unless Langly Sprowl — —

Quarren drew his breath sharply.

Not that man, she said.

God knows, Ricky. Hes after Strelsa every minute — and he can make himself agreeable. The worst of it is that Strelsa does not believe what she hears about him. Women are that way, often. The moment the whole world pitches into a man, women are inclined to believe him a martyr — and end by discrediting every unworthy story concerning him.... I dont know, but I think it is already a little that way with Strelsa.... Hes a clever brute — and oh! what a remorseless man!... I said that once to Strelsa, and she said very warmly that I entirely misjudged him.... I wish Mary Ledwith would come back and bring things to a crisis — I do, indeed.

Quarren said, calmly;

You dont think Mrs. Leeds is engaged to Sprowl, do you?

No.... I dont think so. Sometimes I dont know what to think of Strelsa. Im certain that she was not engaged to him four weeks ago when she was at Newport.

Quarren gazed out into the sunlit street. It was just four weeks ago that her letters ceased. Had she stopped writing because of worry over the Adamant Trust? Or was there another reason?

I suppose, said Molly, dabbing at her eyes, that Strelsa cant pick and choose now. I suppose shes got to marry for sordid and sensible and material reasons. But if only she would choose Sir Charles — I think I could be almost reconciled to her losing you — —

Quarren laughed harshly.

An irreparable loss to any woman, he said. I doubt that Mrs. Leeds survives losing me.

Ricky! She cares a great deal for you! So do I. And Strelsa does care for you — —

Not too rashly I hope, he said with another disagreeable laugh.

Oh, that isnt like you, Ricky! Youre not the sneering, fleering nasty kind. If you are badly hurt, take it better than that — —

I cant! he said between set teeth. I care for her; she knows it. I guess she knows, too, that what she once said to me started me into what Im doing now — working, waiting, living like a dog — doing my best to keep my self-respect and obtain hers— He choked, regained his self-control, and went on quietly:

Why do you think I dropped out of everything? To try to develop whatever may be in me — so that I could speak to her as an equal and not as the court jester and favourite mountebank of the degenerate gang she travels with — —

Ricky!

I beg your pardon, he said sullenly.

I am not offended, you poor boy.... I hadnt realised that you were so much in love with her — so deeply concerned — —

I have always been.... She knows it.... He cleared his eyes and turned a dazed gaze on the sunny street once more.

If I could— he stopped; a hopeless look came into his eyes. Then he slowly shook his head.

Oh, Ricky! Ricky! Cant you do something? Cant you make a lot of money very quickly? You see Strelsa has simply got to marry money. Be fair; be just to her. A girl cant exist without money, can she? You know that, dont you?

Ive heard your world say so.

You know its true!

I dont know what is true. I dont know truth from falsehood. I suppose that love requires money to keep it nourished — as roses require manure — —

Ricky!

Im speaking of your world — —

My world! The entire world knows that money is necessary — except perhaps a silly sentimentalist here and there — —

Yes, there are one or two — here and there, he said. But theyre all poor — and prejudiced.

Molly applied her handkerchief to her eyes, viciously.

I hope you are not one, Ricky. Im sure Im not fool enough to expect a girl who has been accustomed to everything to be contented without anything.

Theres her husband as an asset.

Oh, my dear, dont talk slush!

 — And — children — perhaps.

And no money to educate them! You dear boy, there is nothing to do — absolutely nothing — unless its based on money. You know it; I know it. People without it are intolerable — a nuisance to everybody and to themselves. What could Strelsa find in life without the means to enjoy it?

Nothing — perhaps.... But I believe Ill ask her.

Shell tell you the truth, Ricky. Shes an unusually truthful woman.... I must go downtown. Strelsa and I are lunching — she reddened— with Langly.... His aunt would kill me if she heard of it.... I positively do not dare ask Langly to Witch-Hollow because Im so deadly afraid of that fat old woman!... Besides, I dont want him there — although — if Strelsa has to marry him — —

She fell silent and thoughtful, reflecting, perhaps, that if Strelsa was going to take Langly Sprowl, her own country house might as well have the benefit of any fashionable and social glamour incident to the announcement.

Then, glancing at Quarren, her heart smote her, and she flushed:

Come up to Witch-Hollow, Ricky dear, and get her to elope with you if you can! Will you?

Ill come to Witch-Hollow if you ask me.

Thats ducky of you. You are a good sport, Ricky — and always were! Go on and marry her if you can. Other women have stood it.... And, I know its vulgar and low and catty of me — but Id love to see Mrs. Sprowl blow up — and see that hatchet-faced Langly disappointed — yes, I would, and I dont care what you think! Their ancestors were common people, and Heaven knows why a Wycherly of Wycherly should be afraid of the descendants of Dutch rum smugglers!

Quarren looked up with a weary smile.

But you are afraid, he said.

I am, admitted Molly, furiously; and marched out.

As he put her into her car he said:

Write me if you dont change your mind about asking me to Witch-Hollow.

No fear, said the pretty little woman; and, she added, I hope you make mischief and raise the very dickens all around. I sincerely hope you do!

I hope so, too, he said with the ghost of a smile.
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CHAPTER VIII
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A FORTNIGHT LATER Strelsa wrote to Quarren for the first time in nearly two months.

Dear Mr. Quarren,

Molly says that she saw you in town two weeks ago, and that she told you how unexpectedly my worldly affairs have altered since I last wrote to you.

For me, somehow or other, life has been always a sequence of abrupt experiences — a series of extremes — one grotesque exaggeration after another, and all diametrically opposed. And it seems odd that such radically material transformations should so ruthlessly disturb and finally, now, end by completely altering the character of a girl whose real nature is — or was — unaccented and serene to the verge of indifference. For the woman writing this is very different from the one you knew as Strelsa Leeds.

I am not yet sure what the outcome of this Adamant affair will be. Neither, apparently, are my attorneys. But it is absolutely certain that if I ever recover anything at all, it will not amount to very much — not nearly enough to live on.

When they first brought the unpleasant news to me my instinct was to sit down and write you about it. I was horribly scared, and wanted you to know it.

I didnt yield to the impulse as you know — I cannot give you the reasons why. They were merely intuitions at first; later they became reasons as my financial situation developed in all its annoying proportions.

I can tell you only this: before material disaster threatened me out of a clear sky, supposing that matters would always remain with me as they were — that I should never know any serious want, never apprehend actual necessity — I had made up my mind to a course of life which now has become impossible.

It was not, perhaps, a very admirable plan of existence that I had conceived for myself, nothing radical or original. I meant, merely, not to marry, to live well within my income, to divide my time between my friends and myself — that is to give myself more leisure for self-development, tranquil cultivation, and a wider and more serious interest in things worthy.

If by dividing my time between my friends and myself I was to lose touch more or less with the lively and rather exacting society in which I live, I had decided on the sacrifice.

And that, Mr. Quarren, is how matters stood with me until a month ago.

Now everything is altered — even my own character I think. There is in me very little courage — and, alas, much of that cowardice which shrinks from pain and privation of any kind — which cringes the more basely, perhaps, because there has been, in my life, so much of sorrow, so little of material ease and tranquility of mind.

I had been dreaming of a balanced and secure life with leisure to develop mental resources hitherto neglected. And your friendship — our new understanding — meant much of that part of life for me — more than I realised — far more than you do. Can you understand how deep the hurt is? — deeper because now you will learn what a coward I really am and how selfishly I surrender to the menace of material destruction. I am in dire terror of it; I simply do not choose to endure it. That I need not submit to it, inspires in me the low type of equanimity that enables me to face the future with apparent courage. My world applauds it as pluck. I have confessed to you what it really is.

Now you know me, Mr. Quarren — a preacher of lofty ideals while prosperous, a recreant in adversity.

I thought once that the most ignoble sentiments ever entertained by man were those lesser and physical emotions which, in the world, masquerade as love — or as an essential part of it. To me they always seemed intolerable as any part of love, material, unworthy, base. To me love was intellectual — could be nothing less lofty — and should aspire to the spiritual.

I say this because you once tried to make me understand that you loved me.

Marriage of two minds with nothing material to sully an ideal union was what I had dreamed of. I might have cared for you that way when a marriage tainted with lesser emotions repelled me. And now, like all iconoclasts, I end by shattering my own complacent image, and the fragments have fallen to the lowest depth of all.

For I contemplate a mariage de convenance — and I scarcely care whom I marry as long as he removes from me this terror of a sordid and needy future.

All ideals, all desire for higher and better things — for a noble leisure and the quiet pleasures of self-development, have gone — vanished utterly. Fear sickens me night and day — the same dull dread that I have known so many, many years in my life — a blind horror of more unhappiness and pain after two years of silence — that breathless stillness which frightened wounded things know while they lie, panting, dazed listening for the coming footsteps of that remorseless Fate which struck them down from afar.

I tell you this, Mr. Quarren, because it is due to you if you really love me — or if you once did love me — because when you have read this you will no longer care for me.

One evening you made me understand that you cared for me; and I replied to you only by a dazed silence that neither you nor I entirely understood at the time. It was not contempt for you — yet, perhaps, I could not really have cared very deeply for such a man as you then seemed to be. It was not intellectual indifference that silenced me.... And I can say no more about it — except that — something — changed me radically from that moment — and ever since I have been trying to understand myself — to learn something about myself — and of the world I live in — and of men.

When a crisis arrives self-revelation comes in a single flash. My financial crisis arrived as you know; I suddenly saw myself as I am — a woman astonishingly undeveloped and ignorant in many ways, crude, unawakened, stupid — a woman half-blinded with an unreasoning dread of more pain — pain which she thought had at last been left behind her — and a coward all through; and selfish from head to heel.

This is what I really am. And I shall prove it by marrying for reasons entirely material, because I have no courage to ever again face adversity and unhappiness.
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You will not care to write to me; and you will not care to see me again.

I am glad you once cared for me. If you should ever reply to this letter, dont be very unkind to me. I know what I am — and I vaguely surmise what I shall lose by being so. But I have no courage for anything else.

Strelsa Leeds.

That was the letter she wrote to Quarren; and he read it standing by his desk while several noisy workmen were covering every available inch of his walls with Dankmeres family pictures, and the little Earl himself, whistling a lively air, trotted about superintending everything with all the cheerful self-confidence of a family dog regulating everything that goes on in his vicinity.

I say, Quarren — does this old lady hang next to the battered party in black? he demanded briskly.

Quarren looked around; Yes, he said, theyre both by Nicholas Maas according to your list.

I think theyre bally fakes, remarked the Earl, dont you?

Well try to find out, said Quarren, absently.

Dankmere puffed away on his cigar and consulted his list: Reynolds (Sir Joshua). Portrait of Lady Dankmere, he read; portrait of Sir Boggs Dankmere! — string em up aloft over that jolly little lady with no frock on! — Rembrandt (Van Rijn). Born near Leyden, July 15th, 1607 — Oh, who cares as long as it is a Rembrandt! — Is it, Quarren? It isnt a copy, is it?

I hope not, said the young fellow absently.

Egad! So do I. And to the workmen— Philemon and Baucis by Rembrandt! Hang em up next to that Romney — over the Jan Steen ... Quarren?

Yes?

Do you think that St. Michaels Mount is a real Turner?

It looks like it. I cant express opinions off-hand, Dankmere.

I can, said the little Earl; and I say that if that is a Turner I can beat it myself working with tomato catsup, an underdone omelette, and a clothes-brush.... Hello! I like this picture. The list calls it a Watteau— The Fête Champêtre. What do you know about it, Quarren?

Nothing yet. It seems to be genuine enough.

And this pretty girl by Boucher?

I tell you, Dankmere, that I dont know. They all appear to be genuine, after a superficial examination. It takes time to be sure about any picture — and if were going to be certain it will require confabs with authorities — restorers, dealers, experts, curators from various museums — all sorts and conditions of people must be approached and warily consulted — and paid, he added smiling. And that has to be done with circumspection because some are not honest and we dont want anybody to get the impression that we are attempting to bribe anybody for a favourable verdict.

A few minutes later he went across the street and telegraphed to Molly Wycherly:

May I remind you that you asked me to Witch-Hollow?

Quarren.

The following morning after the workmen had departed, he and Dankmere stood contemplating the transformations wrought in the office, back parlour, and extension of Quarrens floor in the shabby old Lexington Avenue house.

The transformation was complete; all woodwork had been painted white, a gray-green paper hung on the walls, the floor stained dark brown and covered with several antique rugs which had come with the pictures — a Fereghan, a Ladik, and an ancient Herez with rose and sapphire lights in it.

At the end of the suite hung another relic of Dankmere Tarns — a Gobelins tapestry about ten by twelve, signed by Audran, the subject of which was Bouchers Venus, Mars, and Vulcan from the picture in the Wallace Collection. Opposite it was suspended an old Persian carpet of the sixteenth century — a magnificent Dankmere heirloom woven in the golden age of ancient Eastern art and displaying amid the soft splendour of its matchless hues the strange and exquisitely arched cloud-forms traced in forgotten dyes amid a wilderness of delicate flowers and vines.

Between these two fabrics, filling the walls from base-board to ceiling, were ranged Dankmeres pictures. Few traces of the real-estate office remained — merely a desk, letter-file, a shelf piled up with maps, and Quarrens shingle outside; but this was now overshadowed by the severely magnificent sign:

THE DANKMERE GALLERY
OF
OLD MASTERS

Algernon Fayre, R. S. Quarren & Co.

For Lord Dankmere, otherwise Algernon Cecil Clarence Fayre, Earl of Dankmere, had decided to dedicate to trade only a portion of his aristocratic appellations. As for the company, it consisted of Quarrens cat, Daisy, and her litter of unweaned kittens.

Do you realise, said Quarren, dropping into the depths of a new easy-chair, that you have almost put me out of business?

Well, you werent in very deeply, you know, commented Dankmere.

No; but last week I went to bed a broker in real estate; and this week I wake up a picture dealer and your partner. Its going to take most of my time. I cant sell a picture unless I know what it is. Ive got to find out — or try to. Do you know what that means?

I fancy it means chucking your real estate, said Dankmere, imperturbably. Why not? This is a better gamble. And if we make anything we ought to make something worth while.

Do you propose that I shall simply drop my entire business — close up everything and go into this thing permanently? demanded Quarren.

It will come to that, ultimately. Dont you want to?

From the beginning Quarren had felt, vaguely, that it would come to that — realised instinctively that in such an enterprise he would be on solid ground — that the idea was pleasant to him — that his tastes fitted him for such an occupation. Experience was lacking, but, somehow, his ignorance did not dismay him.

All his life he had cared for such things, been familiar with them, been curious to learn more, had read enough to understand something of the fascinating problems now confronting him, had, in his hours of leisure, familiarised himself with the best of art in the public and private galleries of the city.

More than that a natural inclination and curiosity had led him among dealers, restorers, brokers of pictures. He knew them all from Fifth Avenue to Lexington, the celebrated and the obscure; he had heard them talk, heard the gossip and scandal of their curious world, watched them buying, selling, restoring, relining, reframing; listened to their discussions concerning their art and the art in which they dealt. And it had always fascinated him although, until Dankmere arrived, it had never occurred to him to make a living out of a heterogeneous mass of partly assimilated knowledge acquired from the sheer love of the subject.

Fortunate the man whose means of livelihood is also his pleasure! Deep in his heart lies the unconscious contentment of certainty.

And somehow, with the advent of Dankmeres pictures, into Quarrens troubled heart had come a vague sensation of ease — a cessation of the old anxiety and unrest — a quiet that he had never before known.

To learn what his wares really were seemed no formidable task; to appreciate and appraise each one only little labours of love. Every problem appeared to him as a separate attraction; the disposal of his stock a delightful and leisurely certainty because he himself would be certain of what he dealt in.

Then, too, his mind had long since invaded a future which day by day grew more alluring in its suggestions. He himself would learn the practical and manual art of restoration — learn how to clean, reline, revarnish; how to identify, how to dissect. Every thread of an ancient canvas should tell him a true story; every grain in an old panel. He would be chief surgeon in his hospital for old and decrepit masterpieces; he would cradle with his own hands — clear the opacity from time-dimmed beauty with savant touch, knit up tenderly the wounds of ages —— 

Dankmere, he said, throwing away his cigarette, Im going into this business from this minute; and I would like to die in harness, at the end, the companion, surgeon, and friend of old-time pictures. Do you think I can make a living at it?

God knows. Do you mean that youre really keen on it?

Dead keen.

Dankmere puffed on his cigar: A chap usually makes out pretty well when hes a bit keen on anything of sorts. Youll be owning the gallery, next, you infernal Yankee!

Quarren laughed: I wont forget that you gave me my first real chance in the world. Youve done it, too; do you realise it, Dankmere?

Very glad Im sure.

So am I! said Quarren with sudden emphasis. I believe Im on the right track now. I believe its in me — in my heart — to work — to work! — he laughed— as the old chronicles say, To the glory of God and the happiness of self and mankind. ... Im grateful to you; do you understand?

Awflly glad, old chap.

You funny Englishman — I believe you are.... And well make this thing go. Down comes my real-estate shingle; Im a part of the Dankmere Galleries now. Ill rent the basement after our first sale and there you and I will fuss and tinker and doctor and nurse any poor old derelict of a picture back to its pristine beauty. What?

Not I, said the little Earl. All Im good for is to furnish the initial stock. You may do what you please with it, and well share profits according to contract. Further than that, Quarren, youll have to count me out.

Dont you care for pictures?

I prefer horses, said the Earl drily— and, after the stable and kennel, my taste inclines toward Vaudeville. And he cocked up one little leg over the other and whistled industriously at a waltz which he was attempting to compose. He possessed a high, maddening, soprano whistle which Quarren found painful to endure; and he was glad when his lordship departed, jauntily twirling his walking-stick and taking fancy dance steps as far as the front door.

Left alone Quarren leaned back in his chair resting his head against the new olive-tinted velvet.

He had nothing to do but sit there and gaze at the pictures and wait for an answer to his telegram.

It came about dusk and he lighted the gas to read it:

Come up to Witch-Hollow to-morrow.

Marie Wycherly.

He could not leave until he had planned for work to go on during his absence. First he arranged with Valasco to identify as nearly as possible, and to appraise, the French and Italian pictures. Then he made an arrangement with Van Boschoven for the Dutch and Flemish; secured Drayton-Quinn for the English; and warned Dankmere not to bother or interfere with these temperamental and irascible gentlemen while in exercise of their professional duties.

Dont whistle, dont do abrupt skirt-dances, dont sing comic songs, dont obscure the air with cigar smoke, dont go to sleep on the sofa and snore, dont drink fizzes and rattle the ice in your glass — —

My God! faltered his lordship, do you mind if I breathe now and then?

Ill be away a few days — Valasco is slow, and the others take their time. Let anybody come in who wants to, but dont sell anything until the experts report to me in writing — —

Suppose some chap rushes in with ten thousand — —

No!

What?

Certainly not. Chaps who rush in with any serious money at all will rush in again all the faster if you make them wait. Dont sell a picture — not even to Valasco or any of the experts — —

Suppose a charming lady — —

Now you understand, dont you? I wouldnt think of selling a single canvas until I have their reports and have made up my own mind that theyre as nearly right as any expert can be who didnt actually see the artist paint the picture. The only trustworthy expert is the man who saw the picture painted — if you can believe his word.

But my dear Quarren, protested Dankmere, seriously bewildered— how could any living expert ever have seen an artist, who died two hundred years ago, paint anything?

Right, said Quarren solemnly; the point is keenly taken. Ergo, there are no real experts, only guessers. When Valasco et al finish their guessing, Ill guess how near they have guessed correctly. Good-bye.... You will be good, wont you, Dankmere?

No fear. Ill keep my weather eye on the shop. Do you want me to sleep here?

Youd better, I think. But dont have rowdy parties here, will you? And dont wander away and leave the door open. By George! I believe Id better stay — —

Rot! Go on and take your vacation, old chap! Back in a week?

Yes; or any time you wire me — —

Not I. Ill have a jolly time by myself.

Dont have too many men here in the evening. The smoke will get into those new curtains — —

Dankmere, in his trousers and undershirt, stretched on the divan, laughed and blew a cloud of smoke at the ceiling. Then, reaching forth he took a palm-leaf fan in one hand, a tall, frosty glass in the other, and applied both in a manner from which he could extract the most benefit.

Bon voyage! he nodded to Quarren. My duties and compliments and all that — and pick me out an heiress of sorts — theres a good fellow — —

As Quarren went out he heard his lordship burst forth into his distressing whistle; and he left him searching piercingly for inspiration to complete his Costers Hornpipe.



On the train Quarren bought the evening papers; and the first item that met his eye was a front-page column devoted to the Dankmere Galleries. Every paper had broken out into glaring scare-heads announcing the recent despoiling of Dankmere Tarns and the venture into trade of Algernon Cecil Clarence Fayre, tenth Earl of Dankmere. The majority of papers were facetious, one or two scathing, but the more respectable journals managed to repress a part of their characteristic antagonism and report the matter with a minimum of venom and a rather exhaustive historical accompaniment:

POOR PEERS EAGER TO SELL HEIRLOOMS

LORD DANKMERES CASE SAID TO BE ONE OF DOZENS
AMONG THE BRITISH ARISTOCRACY

GAMBLING SPIRIT BLAMED

OBSERVERS ASCRIBE POVERTY OF OLD BRITISH FAMILIES
TO THIS CAUSE — MANY RENT ROLLS DECLARED
TO BE MORTGAGED

The opening of the so-called Dankmere galleries on Lexington Avenue will bring into the lime-light once more a sprightly though somewhat world-battered little Peer recently and disastrously connected with the stage and its feminine adjuncts.

The Dankmere galleries blossom in a shabby old house flanked on one side by a Chop-Suey restaurant haunted of celestials, and on the other by an undertakers establishment displaying the following enterprising sign: Mortems Popular $50 Funerals! Bury Your Family at Attractive Prices!

GAMBLING DID IT!

Gambling usually lands the British Peer on his aristocratic uppers. But in this case gambolling behind the footlights is responsible for the present display of the Dankmere family pictures in the converted real-estate offices of young Mr. Quarren of cotillion fame.

Among supposedly well-to-do English nobles the need for ready cash so frequently reaches the acute stage that all manner of schemes are readily resorted to in an effort to raise the wind.

Lord Dankmere openly admits that had he supposed any valuable junk lay concealed in the attics of his mansion, he would, without hesitation, have converted it into ready money long before this.

Lord Dankmeres case is only one typical of dozens of others among the exclusive and highly placed of Mayfair. It is a known fact that since the sale of the Capri Madonna (Titian) for $350,000 to the British Government, by special act of Parliament, Daffydill Palace has gradually been unloaded of all treasures not tied by the entail to the estate. For the same sum ($350,000) the late Earl of Blitherington disposed of his famous Library and the sale of the library was known to be necessary for the provision of living funds for the incoming heir. Just recently the Duke of Putney, reputed to be a man of vast wealth, had a difficulty with a dealer concerning the sale of some of his treasures.

Such cases may be justified by circumstances. The general public hears, however, of only a few isolated cases. The number of private deals that are executed, week in, week out, between impoverished members of the highest nobility — some of them bound, like Lord Blitherington and the Duke of Putney by close official ties to the Court — and the agents of either new-rich Britishers or wealthy Americans has reached its maximum, and by degrees unentailed treasures and heirlooms are passing from owners of many centuries to families that were unheard of a dozen years ago.

THE AWFUL YANKEE

The American is given priority in the matter of purchase, not only because he pays more, as a rule, but also for the reason that the transfer of his prize to the United States removes the possibility of noble sellers being pestered with awkward questions by the inquisitive. For, however unostentatiously home deals are made and transfers effected, society soon learns the facts. So hard up, however, has the better-known aristocracy become, and so willing are they to trade at fancy sums to anxious purchasers, that several curio dealers in the St. Jamess quarter hold unlimited power of attorney to act for plutocratic American principals either in the United States or in this country.

Those who are reasonably entitled to explain the cause of this poverty among old families, whose landed estates are unimpaired in acreage at least, and whose inheritance was of respectable proportions, declare that not since the eighteenth century has the gambling spirit so persistently invaded the inside coteries of high society. The desire to acquire riches quickly seems to have taken hold of the erstwhile staid and conventional upper ten, just as it has seized upon the smart set. The recent booms in oil and rubber have had the effect of transferring many a comfortable rent roll from its owners bankers — miladys just as often as milords — to the chartered mortgagors of the financial world. The panic in America in 1907 showed to what extent the English nobility was interested, not only in gilt-edged securities, but also to what degree it was involved in wildcat finance. The directing geniuses of many of the suspect ventures of to-day in London are often the possessors of names that are writ rubric in the pages of Debrett and Burke.

According to a London radical paper, there are at present over a score of estates in the auction mart which must soon pass from some of the bluest-blooded nobles in Great Britain to men whose fortunes have grown in the past few years from the humblest beginnings, a fact which itself cannot fail to change both the tone and constitution of town and country society.

Quarren read every column, grimly, to the end, wincing when he encountered some casual reference to himself and his recent social activities. Then, lips compressed, boyish gaze fixed on the passing landscape, he sat brooding until at last the conductor opened the door and shouted the name of his station.

The Wycherlys new place, Witch-Hollow, a big rambling farm among the Connecticut hills, was only three hours from New York, and half an hour by automobile from the railroad. The buildings were wooden and not new; a fashionable architect had made the large house colonially endurable with furnaces and electricity as well as with fan-lights and fluted pilasters.

Most of the land remained wild — weed-grown pastures, hard-wood ridges, neglected orchards planted seventy years ago. Molly Wycherly had ordered a brand new old-time garden to be made for her overlooking the wide, unruffled river; also a series of sylvan paths along the wooded shores of the hill-set lake which was inhabited by bass placed there by orders of her husband.

For Heavens sake, he said to his wife, dont try to knock any antiquity into the place; Im sick of fine old ancestral halls put up by building-loan associations. Plenty of paint and varnish for mine, Molly, and a few durable iron fountains and bronze stags on the lawn — —

No, Jim, she said firmly.

So he ordered an aeroplane, a herd of sheep, a shepherd, and two tailless sheep-dogs, and made plans to spend most of his vacation yachting, when he did not spend it in town.

But he was restlessly domiciled at Witch-Hollow, now, and he met Quarren at the station in a bright purple runabout which he drove like lightning, one hand on the steering wheel, the other carelessly waving toward the streaky landscape in affable explanation of the various points of interest.

Quite a little colony of us up here, Quarren, he said. I dont know why anybody picked out this silly country for estates, but Langly Sprowl started a stud farm over yonder, and then poor Chester Ledwith built a house for his wife in the middle of a thousand acres, over there where you see those maple woods! — and then people began to come and pick up worn-out farms and make em into fine old family places — Lester Calderas model dairies are behind that hill; and that leather-headed OHara has a bungalow somewhere — and theres a sort of Hunt Club, too, and a bum pack of Kiyis — —

The wind tore most of his speech from his lips and whirled it out of earshot: Quarren caught a word now and then which interested him. It also interested him to observe how Wycherly shaved annihilation at every turn of the road.

Ive asked some men to bring up their biplanes and have a few flies on me, continued his host— Ive a Stinger monoplane and a Kent biplane myself. I cant get any more sensation out of motoring. Id as soon wheel twins in a go-cart.

Quarren saw him cleverly avoid death with one hand, and laughed.

Who is stopping with you up here? he shouted close to Wycherlys ear.

Nobody — Mrs. Leeds, Chrysos Lacy, and Sir Charles. There are some few neighbours, too — Langly is mousing and prowling about; and that poor Ledwith man is all alone in his big house — fixing to get out of it so his wife can move in from Reno when shes ready for more mischief.... Here we are, Quarren! Your stuff will be in your rooms in a few minutes. Theres my wife, now — —

He waved his hand to Molly but let Quarren go forward alone while he started across the fields toward his hangar where, in grotesque and vicious-looking immobility, reposed his new winged pet, the little Stinger monoplane, wings set as wickedly as an alert wasps.




CHAPTER IX
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AS QUARREN CAME forward between the peonies drooping over the flagged walk, Molly Wycherly, awaiting him on the veranda, laid her forefinger across her lips conjuring caution.

I didnt tell Strelsa that you were coming, she whispered; I didnt suppose the child could possibly object.
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Quarrens features stiffened:

Does she?

Why — this morning I said carelessly to Jim that I meant to ask you, and Strelsa came into my room later and begged me not to ask you until she had left.

Why? inquired the boy, grimly.

I really dont know, Ricky — —

Yes, you do. What has happened?

Youre certainly rude enough — —

What has happened, Molly?

I dont know for certain, I tell you.... Langly Sprowl has been roving around the place a great deal lately. He and Strelsa ride together nearly every day.

Do you think she has come to an understanding with him?

She hasnt told me so. Perhaps she prefers Sir Charles.

Do you believe that?

Frankly, no. Im much more afraid that Langly has persuaded her into some sort of a tacit engagement.... I dont know what the child can be thinking of — unless the universal criticism of Langly Sprowl has convinced her of his martyrdom.... Therell be a pretty situation when Mary Ledwith returns.... I could kill Langly— She doubled both pretty hands and frowned at Quarren, then her swift smile broke out and she placed the tips of her fingers on his shoulders and stooping from the top step deliberately kissed him.

You dear fellow, she said; I dont care what Strelsa thinks; Im glad youve come. And, oh, Ricky! The papers are full of you and Dankmere and your new enterprise! — I laughed and laughed! — forgive me, but the papers were so funny — and I couldnt help laughing — —

Quarren forced a smile.

I have an idea, he said, that our new business is destined to command a good deal of respect sooner or later.

Has Dankmere anything really valuable in his collection?

Im taking that risk, he said, gaily. Wait a few weeks, Molly, before you and Jim try to buy the entire collection.

I can see Jim decorating the new Stinger with old masters, laughed Molly. Come upstairs with me; Ill show you your quarters. Go lightly and dont talk; Strelsa is wandering around the house somewhere with a bad case of blue devils, and Id rather she were over her headache before your appearance adds another distressing jolt.

Has she had another shock recently?

A letter from her lawyers. There wont be anything at all left for her.

Are you sure?

She is. Why, Ricky, the City had half a million on deposit there, and even that foxy young man Langly was caught for twice as much more. Its a ghastly scandal — the entire affair. How many cents on a dollar do you suppose poor little Strelsa is going to recover? Not two!

They paused at the door of his quarters. His luggage had already arrived and a valet was busy unpacking for him.

Sir Charles, Chrysos Lacy, Jim and I are motoring. Well be back for tea. Prowl about, Ricky; the place is yours and everything in it — except that little girl over there — pointing along the corridor to a distant door.

He smiled. She may be, yet, he said lightly. Dont come back too soon.

So Molly went away laughing; and presently through the lace curtains, Quarren saw Jim Wycherly whirl up in a yellow touring car, and Molly, Chrysos, and Sir Charles clamber in for one of those terrific and headlong drives which made Jims hospitality a terror to the majority of his guests.

Quarren watched the car disappear, hopelessly followed by an overfed setter. Then the dust settled; the fat family pet came panting back to lie down on the lawn, dead beat, and Quarren resumed his toilet.

Half an hour later he emerged from his quarters wearing tennis flannels and screwing the stem into a new pipe which he had decided to break in — a tall, well-built, pleasant-eyed young fellow with the city pallor blanching his skin and the breeze stirring his short blond hair.

Hello, old man! he said affably to the fat setter, who thumped his tail on the grass and looked up at Quarren with mild, deerlike eyes.

Were out of the running, we two — arent we? he added. You try very pluckily to keep up with your masters devil-wagon; I run a more hopeless race.... For the golden chariot is too swift for me, and the race is to the swift; and the prize, doggy, is a young girls unhappy heart which is slowly turning from sensitive flesh and blood into pure and senseless gold.

He stood under a tree slowly filling his pipe. The scent of early summer was in the air; the odour of June peonies, and young leaves and clear waters; of grasses and hedges and distant hemlocks.

Leisurely, the fat dog waddling at his heels, he sauntered about the Wycherly place inspecting its renovated attractions — among others the new old-fashioned garden full of new old-fashioned flowers so marvellously developed by modern skill that he recognised scarcely any of them. Petunias, with their great fluted and scalloped blossoms resembled nothing he had known by that name; the peonies seemed to him enormous and exotic; rockets, larkspurs, spiderwort, pinks, all had been so fantastically and grotesquely developed by modern horticulture that Quarren felt as though he were wandering alone among a gardenful of strangers. Only here and there a glimpse of familiar sweet-william or the faint perfume of lemon-verbena brought a friendly warmth into his heart; but, in hostile silence he passed by hydrangea and althea, syringa and preposterous canna, quietly detesting the rose garden where scores of frail and frivolous strangers nodded amid anæmic leaves, or where great, blatant, aniline-coloured blossoms bulged in the sun, seeming to repeat with every strapping bud their Metropolitan price per dozen.

He looked in at the stables and caressed a horse or two; examined the sheepfold; passed by garage and hangar without interest, lingered wistfully by the kennels where a dozen nervous little Blue Beltons, too closely inbred, welcomed his appearance with hysteric emotions.

Beyond the kennels he caught a distant glimpse of blue water glimmering between tall hemlock trees; so he took the lake path and presently rounded a sharp curve where a rustic bench stood, perched high above the rocky shore. Strelsa Leeds, seated there, looked up from the newspaper which she had been reading. Some of the colour faded from her cheeks. There was a seconds silence, then, as though a little bewildered, she looked inquiringly into his smiling eyes and extended her hand toward the hand he offered.
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I didnt know you were coming, she said with pallid self-possession.

I telegraphed for permission. Is your headache better?

Yes. Have you just arrived?

A little while ago. I was told to wander about and enjoy the Wycherlys new ancestral palace. Does a ghost go with the place? Youre rather pale, Mrs. Leeds. Have they engaged you as the family phantom?

She laughed a little, then her gray eyes grew sombre; and, watching, he saw the dusky purple hue deepen in them under the downward sweep of the lashes.



He waited for her to speak, and she did not. Her remote gaze rested on the lake where the base of the rocks fell away sheer into limpid depths; where green trees, reversed in untroubled reflection, tinted the still waters exquisitely, and bits of sky lay level as in a looking-glass.

No fish broke the absolute stillness of the surface, no breeze ruffled it; only the glitter of some drifting dragon-fly accented the intense calm.

Are you — offended? she said at last, her gaze now riveted on the water.

Of course not! he replied cordially.

She lifted her eyes, surveying him in silence.

Why did you suppose so? he asked amiably.

Did you receive my letter?

Of course I did.

You did not answer it.

I didnt know how — then.

His reply seemed to perplex her — so did his light and effortless good-humour.

I know how to answer it now, he added.

She forced a smile:

Isnt it too late to think of answering that letter, Mr. Quarren?

Oh, no, he said pleasantly; a man who is afraid of being too late seldom dares start.... I wonder if anything could induce you to ask me to be seated?

She flushed vividly and moved to the extreme edge of the seat. He took the other end, knocked the ashes from his pipe, and put it in his pocket.

Now, he said, smiling, I am ready to answer your letter.

Really, Mr. Quarren — —

Dont you want me to?

I — dont think — it matters, now — —

But its only civil of me to answer it, he insisted, laughing.

She could not entirely interpret his mood. Of one thing she had been instantly conscious — he had changed since she had seen him — changed radically. There was about him, now, a certain inexplicable air suggesting assurance — an individuality which had not heretofore clearly distinguished him — a hidden hint of strength. Or was she mistaken — abashed — remembering what she had written him in a bitter hour of fear and self-abasement? A thousand times she had regretted writing to him what she had written.

She said, coldly: I think that my letter may very properly remain unanswered.

You think Im too late?

She looked at him steadily:

Yes, you are too late — in every sense.

You are mistaken, he said, cheerfully.

What do you mean?

I mean that all these superficial details which, under the magnifying glass of fear, you and I have regarded with terrified respect, amount to nothing. Real trouble is something else; the wings of tragedy have never yet even brushed either you or me. But unless you let me answer that letter of yours, and listen very carefully to my answer, you and I are going to learn some day what tragedy really is.

Mr. Quarren! she exclaimed, forcing a laugh, are you trying to make me take you seriously?

I certainly am.

That in itself is tragic enough, she laughed.

It really is, he said: because it has come to a time when you have got to take me seriously.

She had settled herself into a bantering attitude toward him and now gaily maintained the lighter vein:

Merely because you and Lord Dankmere have become respectable tradesmen and worthy citizens youve hastened up here to admonish the frivolous, I suppose.

Im so respectable and worthy, he admitted, that I couldnt resist rushing up here to exhibit myself. Look at that bruise! — he held out to her his left hand badly discoloured between thumb and forefinger.

Oh, she exclaimed, half serious, what is it?

A bang with an honest hammer. Dankmere and I were driving picture-nails. Oh, Strelsa! you should have listened to my inadvertent blank verse, celebrating the occasion!

The quick, warm colour stained her cheeks as she heard him use her given name for the first time. She raised her eyes to his in questioning silence, but he was still laughing over his reminiscence and seemed so frankly unconscious of the liberty he had taken that, again, a slight sense of confusion came over her, and she leaned back, uncertain, inwardly wondering what his attitude toward her might really mean.

Do you admit my worthiness as a son of toil? he insisted.

How can I deny it? — with that horrid corroboration on your hand. Ill lend you some witch-hazel — —

Witch-hazel from Witch-Hollow ought to accomplish all kinds of magic, he said. Ill be delighted to have you bind it up.

I didnt offer to; I offered you merely the ingredients.

But you are the principal ingredient. Otherwise theres no virtue in a handkerchief soaked with witch-hazel.

She smiled, then in a low voice: Theres no virtue in me, either.

Is that why you didnt include yourself in your first-aid offer?

Perhaps, she said, quietly, watching him out of her violet-gray eyes — a little curiously and shyly now, because he had moved nearer to her, and her arm, extended along the back of the seat, almost touched his shoulder.

She was considering whether or not to withdraw it when he said:

Have you any idea what a jolly world this old planet can be when it wants to?

She laughed.

He went on: I mean when you want it to be. Because its really up to you.

To me, my slangy friend?

To you, to me, to anybody, Strelsa.

This time he was looking smilingly and deliberately into her eyes; and she could not ignore his unwarranted freedom.

Why do you use my first name, Mr. Quarren? she asked quietly.

Because I always think of you as Strelsa, not as Mrs. Leeds.

Is that a reason? — very gravely.

You can make it so if you will.

She hesitated, watching his expression. Then:

You say that you always think of me — that way. But Im afraid that, even in your thoughts, the repetition of my name has scarcely accustomed you to the use of it.

You mean that I dont think of you very frequently?

Something like that. But please, Mr. Quarren, if you really mean to give me a little of that friendship which I had begun to despair of, dont let our very first reunion degenerate into silly conversation — —

Strelsa — —

No! — please.

When?

She flushed, then, slightly impatient: Do you make it a point, Mr. Quarren?

Not unless you do.

I? What do you mean?

Will you answer me honestly?

Have you ever found me dishonest?

Sometimes — with yourself.

Suddenly the colour surged in her cheeks and she turned her head abruptly. After a few moments silence:

Ask your question, she said in a calm and indifferent voice.

Then — do you ever, by any accident, think of me?

She foresaw at once what was coming, bit her lip, but saw no way to avoid it.

I think of my friends — and you among them.

Do you always think of me as Mr. Quarren?

I — your friends — people are eternally dinning your name into my ears — —

Please answer.

What? She turned toward him disdainfully: Would it gratify you to know that I think of you as Rix, Ricky, Dick — whatever they call you?

Which? he insisted, laughing. And finally she laughed, too, partly in sheer exasperation.

Rix! she said: Now are you satisfied? I dont know why on earth I made such a scene about it. Its the way I think of you — when I happen to remember you. But if you fancy for a moment I am going to call you that, please awake from vain dreams, my airy friend — —

Wont you?

No.

Some day?

Certainly not. Why should I? I dont want to. I dont feel like it. It would be forced, artificial — an effort — and I dont desire — wish — care — —

Good Heavens! he exclaimed, laughing, thats enough, you poor child! Do you think Id permit you to undergo the suffering necessary to the pronunciation of my name?

Amused yet resentful, perplexed, uncertain of this new phase of the man beside her, she leaned back, head slightly lowered; but her gray eyes were swiftly lifted every few moments to watch him. Suddenly she became acutely conscious of her extended arm where her hand now was lightly in touch with the rough cloth of his sleeve; and she checked a violent impulse to withdraw her hand. Then, once more, and after all these months, the same strange sensation passed through her — a thrilling consciousness of his nearness.

Absolutely motionless, confused yet every instinct alert to his slightest word or movement, she sat there, gray eyes partly lowered.

He neither spoke nor moved; his pleasant glance rested absently on her, then wandered toward the quiet lake; and venturing to raise her eyes she saw him smile to himself and wondered uneasily what his moments thought might be.

He said, still smiling: What is it in that curious combination of individualities known as Strelsa Leeds, that rejects one composite specimen known to you as Mister Quarren?

She smiled, uncertainly:

But I dont reject you, Mister Quarren.

Oh, yes, you do. Im sensible of an occult wall between us.

How absurd. Of course there is a wall.

Ive got to climb over it then — —

I dont wish you to!

Strelsa?

W-what?

That wall isnt a golden one, is it?

I — I dont know what you mean.

I mean money, he said; and she blushed from neck to hair.

Please dont say such things — —

No, I wont. Because if you cared enough for me you wouldnt let that kind of a wall remain between us — —

I ask you not to talk about such — —

You wouldnt, he insisted, smiling. Nor is there now any reason why such a man as I am becoming, and ultimately will be, should not tell you that he cares — —

Please — if you please — I had rather not — —

So, he concluded, still smiling, the matter, as it stands, is rather plain. You dont care for me enough. I love you — I dont know how much, yet. When a girl interposes such an occult barrier and a man comes slap up against it, hes too much addled to understand exactly how seriously he is in love with the unknown on the other side.

He spoke in a friendly, almost impersonal way and, as though quite thoughtlessly, dropped his left hand over her right which lay extended along the back of the seat. And the contact seemed to paralyse every nerve in her body.

Because, he continued, leisurely, the unknown does lie on the other side of that barrier — your unknown self, Strelsa — undiscovered as yet by me — —

Her lips moved mechanically:

I wrote you — told you what I am.

Oh, that? He laughed: That was a mood. I dont think you know yourself — —

I do. I am what I wrote you.

Partly perhaps — partly a rather frightened girl, still quivering from a sequence of blows — —

Remembering all the other blows that have marked almost every year of my life! — But those would not count — if I were not selfish, dishonest, and a coward.

His hand closed slightly over hers; for a moment or two the pressure left her restless, ill at ease; but she made no movement. And gradually the contact stirred something within her to vague response. A strange sense of rest subtly invaded her; and she remained silent and motionless, looking down at the still lake below.

What is the barrier? he asked quietly.

There is no barrier to your friendship — if you care to offer it, now that you know me.

But I dont know you. And I care for more than your friendship even after the glimpse I have had of you.

I — care only for friendship, Mr. Quarren.

Could you ever care for more?

No.... I dont wish to.... There is nothing higher.

Could you — if there were?

But she remained silent, disturbed, troubled once more by the light weight of his hand over hers which seemed to be awaking again the new senses that his touch had discovered so long ago — and which had slumbered in her ever since. Was this acquiescence, this listless relaxation, this lassitude which was becoming almost painful — or sweet — she did not understand which — was this also a part of friendship? Was it a part of anything intellectual, spiritual, worthy? — this deepening emotion which, no longer vague and undefined, was threatening her pulses, her even breathing — menacing the delicate nerves in her hand so that already they had begun to warn her, quivering —— 

She withdrew her hand, sharply, and straightened her shoulders with a little quick indrawn breath.

Ive got to tell you something, she said abruptly — scarcely knowing what she was saying.

What, Strelsa?

Im going to marry Langly Sprowl. Ive said I would.

Perhaps he had expected it. For a few moments the smile on his face became fixed and white, then he said, cheerfully:

Im going to fight for you all the same.

What! she exclaimed, crisply.

Fight hard, too, he added. Im on my mettle at last.

You have no chance, Mr. Quarren.

With — him? He shrugged his contempt. I dont consider him at all — —

I dont care to hear you speak that way! she said, hotly.

Oh, I wont. A mans an ass to vilify his rival. But I wasnt even thinking of him, Strelsa. My fight is with you — with your unknown self behind that barrier. Garde à vous!

I decline the combat, Monsieur, she said, trying to speak lightly.

Oh, Im not afraid of you — the visible you that Im looking at and which I know something about. That incarnation of Strelsa Leeds will fight me openly, fairly — and I have an even chance to win — —

Do you think so? she said, lip between her teeth.

Dont you?

No.

I do.... But its your unknown self Im afraid of, Strelsa. God alone knows what it may do to both of us.

There is no other self! What do you mean?

There are two others — not this intellectual, friendly, kindly, visible self that offers friendship and accepts it — not even the occult, aloof, spiritual self that I sometimes see brooding in your gray eyes — —

There is no other! she said, flushing and rising to her feet.

Is it dead?

It never lived!

Then, he said coolly, it will be born as sure as I stand here! — born to complete the trinity. He glanced out over the lake, then swung around sharply: You are wrong. It has been born. And that unknown self is hostile to me; and I know it!

They walked toward the house together, silent for a while. Then she said: I think we have talked some nonsense. Dont you?

You havent.

Youre a generous boy; do you know it?

You say so.

Oh, Ill cheerfully admit it. If you werent youd detest me — perhaps despise me.

Men dont detest or despise a hurt and frightened child.

But a selfish and cowardly woman? What does a man of your sort think of her?

I dont know, he said. Whatever you are I cant help loving you.

She strove to laugh but her mouth suddenly became tremulous. After a while when she could control her lips she said:

I want to talk some more to you — and I dont know how; I dont even know what I want to say except that — that — —

What, Strelsa?

Please be — kind to me. She smiled at him, but her lips still quivered.

He said after a moment: I couldnt be anything else.

Are you very sure?

Yes.

It means a great deal to me, she said.

They reached the house, but the motor party had not yet returned. Tea was served to them on the veranda; the fat setter came and begged for tastes of things that were certain to add to his obesity; and he got them in chunks and bolted them, wagging.

An hour later the telephone rang; it was Molly on the wire and she wanted to speak to Quarren. He could hear her laughing before she spoke:

Ricky dear?

Yes.

Am I an angel or otherwise?

Angel always — but why particularly at this instant?

Stupid! Havent you had her alone all the after-noon?

Yes — you corker!

Well, then!

Molly, I worship you.

Et après?

Ill double that! I adore you also!

Content! What are you two doing?

Strelsa and I have been taking tea.

Oh, is it Strelsa already?

Very unwillingly on her part.

It isnt Ricky, too, is it?

Alas! not yet!

No matter. The child is horribly lonely and depressed. What do you think Ive done, very cleverly?

What?

Flattered Jim and his driving until I induced him to take us all the way to North Linden. We cant possibly get back until dinner. But thats not all.

What more, most wonderful of women?

Ive got him with us, she said with satisfaction. I made Jim stop and pick him up. I knew he was planning to drop in on Strelsa. And I made it such a personal matter that he should come with us to see some fool horses at Acremont that he couldnt wriggle out of it particularly as Strelsa is my guest and hes rather wary of offending me. Now, Ricky, make the best of your time because the beast is dining with us. I couldnt avoid asking him.

Very well, said Quarren grimly.

He went back to the veranda where Strelsa sat behind the tea-table in her frail pink gown looking distractingly pretty and demure.

What had Molly to say to you all that time? she asked.

Was I long away?

Yes, you were!

Im delighted you found the time too long — —

I did not say so! If you think it was short I shall warn Jim Wycherly how time flies with you and Molly.... Oh, dear! Is that a mosquito?

Im afraid it is, said Quarren.

Then indoors I go! exclaimed Strelsa indignantly. You may come with me or remain out here and be slowly assassinated.

And she went in, rather hastily, calling to him to close the screen door.

Quarren glanced around the deserted drawing-room. Through the bay-window late afternoon sunlight poured flooding the room with a ruddy glory.

I wonder if theres enough of this celestial radiance to make a new aureole for you? he said.

So my old one is worn out, is it?

I meant to offer you a double halo.

You do say sweet things — for a rather obstinate young man, she said, flashing a laughing side glance at him. Then she walked slowly through the sunshine into the dimmer music-room, and found a seat at the piano. Her mood changed; she became gay, capricious, even a trifle imperative:

Please lean on the piano. He did so, inquiringly.

Otherwise, she said, youd have attempted to seat yourself on this bench; and there isnt room for both of us without crowding.

If you moved a little — —

But I wont, she said serenely, and dropped her slim hands on the key-board.

She sang one or two modern songs, and he took second part in a pleasant, careless, but acceptable barytone.

The old ones are the best, she commented, running lightly through a medley ranging from The Mikado to Erminie, the Black Hussar, and The Mascotte. They sang the gobble duet from the latter fairly well:
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She.

When on your manly form I gaze
A sense of pleasure passes oer me;

He.

The murmured music of your voice
Is sweeter far than liquid honey!

And so on through the bleating of his sheep and the gobbling of her turkeys until they could scarcely sing for laughing.



Then the mood of the absurd seized her; and she made him sing Johnny Schmoker with her until they could scarcely draw breath for the eternal refrain:

Kanst du spielen?

and the interminable list of musical instruments so easily mastered by that Teutonic musician.

I want to sing you a section of one of those imbecile, colourless, pastel-tinted and very precious Debussy things, she exclaimed; and did so, wandering and meandering on and on through meaningless mazes of sound until he begged for mercy and even had to stay her hands on the key-board with his own.

She stopped then, pretending disappointment and surprise.

Very well, she said; youll have to match my performance with something equally imbecile; and she composed herself to listen.

What shall I do that is sufficiently imbecile? he asked gravely; turn seven solemn handsprings?

That isnt silly enough. Roll over on the rug and play dead.

He prepared to do so but she wouldnt permit him:

No! I dont want to remember you doing such a thing.... All the same I believe you could do it and not lose — lose — —

Dignity?

No — I dont know what I mean. Come, Mr. Quarren; I am waiting for you to do something silly.

Shall I say it or do it?

Either.

Then Ill recite something very, very precious — subtly, intricately, and psychologically precious.

Oh, please do!

Its — its about a lover.

She blushed.

Do you mind?

You are the limit! Of course I dont!

Its about a lady, too.

Naturally.

And love — rash, precipitate, unwarranted, unrequited, and fatal love.

I can stand it if you can, she said with the faintest glimmer of malice in her smile.

All right. The title is: Oh, Love! Oh, Why?

A perfectly good title, she said gravely. I alway says why? to Love.

So he bowed to her and began very seriously:

Oh, Lover in haste, beware of Fate! Wait for a moment while I relate A harrowing tragedy up to date Of innate Hate.

A maiden rocked on her rocking-chair; Her store-curls stirred in the summer air; An amorous Fly espied her there, So rare and fair.

Before she knew where she was at, Hed kissed the maiden where she sat, And she batted him one which slapped him flat Ker-spat! Like that!

Oh, Life! Oh, Death! Oh, swat-in-the-eye! Beyond the Bournes of the By-and-By, Spattered the soul of that amorous Fly. Oh, Love! Oh, Why? 

She pretended to be overcome by the tragic pathos of the poem:

I cannot bear it, she protested; I cant endure the realism of that spattered soul. Why not let her wave him away and have him plunge headlong onto a sheet of fly-paper and die a buzzing martyr?

Then, swift as a weather-vane swinging from north to south her mood changed once more and softened; and her fingers again began idling among the keys, striking vague harmonies.

He came across the room and stood looking down over her shoulder; and after a moment her hands ceased stirring, fell inert on the keys.

A single red shaft of light slanted on the wall. It faded out to pink, lingered; and then the gray evening shadows covered it. The world outside was very still; the room was stiller, save for her heart, which only she could hear, rapid, persistent, beating the reveille.

She heard it and sat motionless; every nerve in her was sounding the alarm; every breath repeated the prophecy; and she did not stir, even when his arm encircled her. Her head, fallen partly back, rested a moment against his shoulder: she met his light caress with unresponsive lips and eyes that looked up blindly into his.

Then her face burned scarlet and she sprang up, retreating as he caught her slender hand:

No! — please. Let me go! This is too serious — even if we did not mean it — —

You know I mean it, he said simply.

You must not! You understand why!... And dont — again! I am not — I do not choose to — to allow — endure — such — things — —

He still held her by one hand and she stood twisting at it and looking at him with cheeks still crimson and eyes still a little dazed.

Please! she repeated — and please! And she came toward him a step, and laid her other hand over the one that still held hers.

Wont you be kind to me? she said under her breath. Be kind to me — and let me go.

Am I unkind?

Yes — yes! You know — you know how it is with me! Let me go my way.... I am going anyhow! she added fiercely; you cant check me — not for one moment!

Check you from what, Strelsa?

From — what I want out of life! — tranquillity, ease, security, happiness — —

Happiness?

Yes — yes! It will be that! I dont need anything except what I shall have. I dont want anything else. Cant you understand? Do you think women feel as — as men do? Do you think the kind of love that men experience is also experienced by women? I dont want it; I dont require it! Ive — Ive always had a contempt for it — and I have still.... Anyway I have offered you the best that is in me to offer any man — friendship. That is the nearest I can come to love. Why cant you take it — and let me alone! What is it to you if I marry and find security and comfort and quiet and protection, as long as I give you my friendship — as long as I never swerve in it — as long as I hold you first among my friends — first among men if you wish! More I cannot offer you — I will not! Now let me go!

Your other self, fighting me, he said, half to himself.

No, I am! What do you mean by my other self! There is no other — —

Its lips rested on mine for a moment!

She blushed scarlet:

Is that what you mean! — the stupid, unworthy, material self — —

The trinity is incomplete without it.

She wrenched her hand free, and stood staring at him breathing unevenly as though frightened.

After a moment he began to pace the floor, hands dropped into his coat pockets, his teeth worrying his under lip:

Im not going to give you up, he said. I love you. Whatever is lacking in you makes no difference to me. My being poor and your being poor makes no difference either. I simply dont care — I dont even care what you think about it. Because I know that we will be worth it to each other — whether you think so or not. And you evidently dont, but I cant help that. If Im any good Ill make you think as I do — —

He swung on his heel and came straight up to her, took her in his arms and kissed her, then, releasing her, turned toward the window, his brows slightly knitted.

Through the panes poured the sunset flood, bathing him from head to foot in ruddy light. He stared into the red West and the muscles tightened under his cheeks.

Cant you care? he said, half to himself.

She stood dumb, still cold and rigid with repulsion from the swift and almost brutal contact. That time nothing in her had responded. Vaguely she felt that what had been there was now dead — that she never could respond again; that, from the lesser emotions, she was clean and free forever.

Cant you care for a man who loves you, Strelsa? he said again, turning toward her.

Is that your idea of love?

He shook his head, hopelessly:

Oh, its everything else, too — everything on earth — and afterward — everything — mind, soul and body — birth, life, death — sky and land and sea — everything that is or was or will be — —

His hands clenched, relaxed; he made a gesture, half checked — looked up at her, looked long and steadily into her expressionless eyes.

You care for money, position, ease, security, tranquillity — more than for love; do you?

Yes.

Is that true?

Yes. Because, unless you mean friendship, I care nothing for love.

That is your answer.

It is.

Then there is something lacking in you.

Perhaps. I have never loved in the manner you mean. I do not wish to. Perhaps I am incapable of it.... I hope I am; I believe — I believe— But she fell silent, standing with eyes lowered and the warm blood once more stinging her cheeks.

Presently she looked up, calm, level-eyed:

I think you had better ask my forgiveness before you go.

He shrugged:

Yes, Ill ask it if you like.

To keep her composure became difficult:

It is your affair, Mr. Quarren — if you still care to preserve our friendship.

Would a kiss shatter it?

She smiled:

A look, a word, the quiver of an eyelash is enough.

It doesnt seem to be very solidly founded, does it?

Friendship is the frailest thing in the world — and the mightiest.... I am waiting for your decision.

He walked up to her again, and she steeled herself, not knowing what to expect.

Will you marry me, Strelsa?

No.

Why?

Because I have told Mr. Sprowl that I will marry him.

Also because you dont love me; is that so?

She said tranquilly: I cant afford to marry you. I wouldnt love you anyway.

Couldnt?

Wouldnt, she said calmly; but her face was crimson.

Oh, he said under his breath— you are capable of love.

I think not, Mr. Quarren; but I am very capable of hate.

And, looking up, he saw it for an instant, clear in her eyes. Then it died out; she turned a trifle pale, walked to the window and stood leaning against it, one hand on the curtain.

She did not seem to hear him when he came up behind her, and he touched her lightly on the arm:

I ask your forgiveness, he said.

It is granted, Mr. Quarren.

Have I ruined our friendship?

I dont know what you have done, she said wearily.

A few moments later the motor arrived; Quarren turned on the electric lights in the room; Strelsa walked across to the piano and seated herself.

She was playing rag-time when the motor party entered; Quarren came forward and shook hands with Chrysos Lacy and Sir Charles; Langly Sprowl passed him with a short nod, saying How are you, Quarren? — and kept straight on to Strelsa.

Rotten luck, he said in his full, careless voice; Id meant to ride over and chance a gallop with you but Wycherly picked me up and started on one of his break-neck tears.... What have you been up to all day?

Nothing — Mr. Quarren came.

I see — showed him about, I expect.

A — little.

Are you feeling fit, Strelsa?

Perfectly.... Why?

You look a bit streaky — —

Thank you!

Pon my word you do — a bit under the weather, you know — —

Womans only friend and protector — a headache, she said, gaily rattling off more rag-time. Where did you go, Langly?

To look over some silly horses — —

Theyre fine nags! remonstrated Molly— and I was perfectly sure that Langly would buy half a dozen.

Not I, said that hatchet-faced young man; and into his sleek and restless features came a glimmer of shrewdness — the sly thrift that lurks in the faces of those who bargain much and wisely in petty wares. It must have been a momentary ancestral gleam from his rum-smuggling ancestors, for Langly Sprowl had never dealt in little things.

Chrysos Lacy was saying: Its adorable to see you again, Ricky. What is this we hear about you and Lord Dankmere setting up shop?

Its true, he laughed. Come in and buy an old master, Chrysos, at bargain prices.

I shall insist on Jim buying several, said Molly.

Her husband laughed derisively:

When I can buy a perfectly good Wright biplane for the same money? Come to earth, Molly!

Youll come to earth if you go sky-skating around the clouds in that horrid little Stinger, Jim, she said. Why couldnt you take out the Stinger for a little exercise? — turning to Sprowl.

Im going to, said Sprowl in his full penetrating voice, not conscious that it required courage to risk a flight with the Stinger. Nobody had ever imputed any lack of that sort of courage to Langly Sprowl. He simply did not understand bodily fear.

Strelsa glanced up at him from the piano:

Its rather risky, isnt it?

He merely stared at her out of his slightly protruding eyes as though she were speaking an unfamiliar language.

Jim, said Quarren, would you mind taking me as a passenger?

Wycherly, reckless enough anyway, balked a little at the proposition:

That Stinger is too light and too tricky Im afraid.

Isnt she built for two?

Well, I suppose she could get off the ground with you and me — —

All right; lets try her?

Jim! I wont let you, said his wife.

Dont be silly, Molly. Rix and I are not going up if she wont take us — —

I forbid you to try! Its senseless!

Her husband laughed and finished his whisky and soda. Then twirling his motor goggles around his fingers he stood looking at Strelsa.

Youre a pretty little peach, he said sentimentally, and Im sorry Molly is here or — —

Do you care? laughed Strelsa, looking around at him over her shoulder. I dont mind being adored by you, Jim.

Dont you, sweetness?

Indeed I dont.

Wycherly started toward her: Langly Sprowl, who neither indulged in badinage nor comprehended it in others, turned a perfectly expressionless face on his host, who said:

You old muffin head, did you ever smile in your life? Youd better try now because Im going to take your best girl away from you!

Which bored Sprowl; and he turned his lean, narrow head away as a sleek and sinister dog turns when laughed at.

Strelsa slipped clear of the piano and vanished, chased heavily by Wycherly.

Molly said: Its time to dress, good people. Langly, your man is upstairs with your outfit. Come, Chrysos, dear — Rix, have you everything you want? she added in a low voice as he stood aside for her to pass: Have you everything, Ricky?

Nothing, he said.

The little minx! Is it Langly?

Yes.

Oh, dear, oh, dear! And, aloud: Jim! Do let Langly try out the Stinger to-morrow.

Her husband, who had given up his search for Strelsa, said that Sprowl was welcome.

People scattered to their respective quarters; Quarren walked slowly to his. Sprowl, passing with his mincing, nervous stride, said: Hows little Dankmere?

All right, replied Quarren briefly.

Cheap little beggar, commented Sprowl.

He happens to be my partner, said the other.

He suits your business no doubt, said Sprowl with a contempt he took no pains to conceal — a contempt which very plainly included Quarren as well as the Earl and the picture business.

Arrived at his door he glanced around to stare absently at Quarren. The latter said, pleasantly:

I dont suppose you meant to be offensive, Sprowl; you simply cant help it; can you?

What?

I mean, you cant help being a bounder. Its just in you, isnt it?

For a moment Sprowls hatchet face was ghastly; he opened his mouth to speak, twice, then jerked open his door and disappeared.




CHAPTER X
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QUARREN HAD BEEN at Witch-Hollow three days when Dankmere called him on the long-distance telephone.

Do you want me to come back? asked the young fellow. I dont mind if you do; Im quite ready to return — —

Not at all, my dear chap, said his lordship. I fancied you might care to hear how matters are going in the Dankmere Galleries.

Of course I do, but I rather hoped nothing in particular would happen for a week or so — —

Plenty has. You know those experts of yours, Valasco, Drayton-Quinn, and that Hollander Van Boschoven. Well, they dont get on. Each has come to me privately, and in turn, and told me that the others were no good — —

Your rôle is to remain amiable and non-committal, said Quarren. Let them talk — —

Valasco and Drayton-Quinn wont speak, and Van Boschoven has notified me that he declines to come to the house as long as either of the others are there.

Very well; arrange to have them there on different days.

I dont think Valasco will come back at all.

Why not?

Because — the fact is — I believe I practically — so to speak — hit him.

What!

Fact, old chap.

Why?

Well, he asked me if I knew more about anything than I did about pictures. I didnt catch his drift for about an hour — but then it came to me, and I got up out of my chair and walked over and punched his head. I dont think hell come back, do you?

No, I dont. What else have you been doing? said Quarren angrily.

Nothing. One picture — the Raeburn portrait — has a bad hole in it.

How did it happen?

Rather extraordinary thing, that! I was giving a most respectable card party — some ladies and gentlemen of sorts — from the Winter Garden I believe — and one of the ladies inadvertently shyed a glass at another lady — —

For Heavens sake, Dankmere — —

Quite right old chap — my fault entirely — I wont do it again. But, do you know, the gallery already has become a most popular resort. People are coming and going all day — a lot of dealers among them I suspect — and there have been a number of theatrical people who want to hire pictures for certain productions to be staged next winter — —

We dont do that sort of thing!

Thats what I thought; but there was one very fetching girl who opens in Ancestors next October — —

No, no, no!

Right-o! Ill tell her at luncheon.... I say, Quarren: Karl Westguard wants the gallery to-night. May I let him have it?

Certainly. What for?

Oh, some idea of his — Ive forgotten what he said.

I believe Id better come down, said Quarren bluntly.

Dont dream of it, old fellow. Everything is doing nicely. My respects to the fair. By-the-bye — anything in my line up there?

Quarren laughed:

Im afraid not, Dankmere.

Very well, said the Earl, airily. Im not worrying now, you know. Good-bye, old sport!

And he rang off.

Quarren meeting Molly in the hall said:

I think Id better leave this afternoon. Dankmere is messing matters.

Are you going to run away? she said in a low voice, glancing sideways at Strelsa who had just passed them wearing her riding habit.

Run away, he repeated, also lowering his voice. From whom?

From Langly Sprowl.

He shrugged and looked out of the window.

It is running away, insisted his pretty hostess. You have a chance I think.

Not the slightest.

You are wrong. Strelsa wept in her sleep all night. How does that strike you?

Not over me, he said grimly; but added: How do you know she did?

Her maid told mine, admitted Molly shamelessly. Now if you are going to criticise my channels of information Ill remind you that Richelieu himself — —

Oh, Molly! Molly! What a funny girl you are! he said, laughing. Youre a sweet, loyal little thing, too — but theres no use— His face became expressionless, almost haggard— theres no use, he repeated under his breath.

Slowly, side by side, they walked out to the veranda, her hand resting lightly just within the crook of his arm, he, absent-mindedly filling his pipe.

Strelsa likes you, she said.

With all the ardour and devotion of a fish, he returned, coolly.

Rix?

What?

Do you know, said Molly, thoughtfully, she is a sort of a fish. She has the emotions of a mollusc as far as your sex is concerned. Some women are that way — more women than men would care to believe.... Do you know, Ricky, if youll let us alone, it is quite natural for us to remain indifferent to considerations of that sort?

She stood watching the young fellow busy with his pipe.

Its only when you keep at us long enough that we respond, she said. Some of us are quickly responsive; it takes many of us a long while to catch fire. Threatened emotion instinctively repels many of us — the more fastidious among us, the finer grained and more delicately nerved, are essentially reserved. Modesty, pride, a natural aloofness, are as much a part of many women as their noses and fingers — —

What becomes of modesty and pride when a girl marries for money? he asked coolly.

Some women can give and accept in cold blood what it would be impossible for them to accord to a more intimate and emotional demand.

No doubt an ethical distinction, he said, but not very clear to me.

I did not argue that such women are admirable or excusable.... But how many modern marriages in our particular vicinity are marriages of inclination, Ricky?

Youre a washed-out lot, he said— youre satiated as schoolgirls. If you have any emotions left theyre twisted ones by the time you are introduced. Most débutantes of your sort make their bow equipped for business, and with the experience of what, practically, has amounted to several seasons.

If any old-fashioned young girls remain in your orbit I dont know where to find them. Why, do you suppose any young girl, not yet out, would bother to go to a party of any sort where there was not champagne and a theatre-box and a supper in prospect? Thats a fine comment on your children, Molly, but you know its true and so does everybody who pretends to know anything about it.

You talk like Karl Westguard, she said, laughing. Anyway, what has all this to do with you and Strelsa Leeds?

Nothing. He shrugged. She is part of your last word in social civilisation — —

She is a very normal, sensitive, proud girl, who has known little except unhappiness all her life, Rix — including two years of marital misery — two years of horror. — And you forget that those two years were the result of a demand purely and brutally emotional — to which, a novice, utterly ignorant, she yielded — pushed on by her mother.... Please be fair to her; remember that her childhood was pinched with poverty, that her girlhood in school was a lonely one, embarrassed by lack of everything which her fashionable schoolmates had as matters of course.

She could not go to the homes of her schoolmates in vacation times, because she could not ask them, in turn, to her own. She was still in school when Reggie Leeds saw her — and misbehaved — and the poor little thing was sent home, guiltless but already half-damned. No wonder her mother chased Reggie Leeds half around the world dragging her daughter by the wrist!

Did it make matters any better to force that drunken cad into a marriage? asked Quarren coldly.

It makes another marriage possible for Strelsa.

Quarren gazed out across the country where a fine misty rain was still falling. Acres of clover stretched away silvered with powdery moisture; robins and bluebirds covered the soaked lawns, and their excited call-notes prophesied blue skies.

It doesnt make any difference one way or the other, said Quarren, half to himself. She will go on in the predestined orbit — —

Not if a stronger body pulls her out of it.

There is nothing to which she responds — except what I have not.

Make what you do possess more powerful, then.

What do I possess?

Kindness. And also manhood, Ricky. Dont you?

Perhaps so — now — after a fashion.... But I am not the man who could ever attract her — —

Wake her, and find out.

Wake her?

Didnt I tell you that many of us are asleep, and that few of us awake easily? Didnt I tell you that nobody likes to be awakened from the warm comfort and idle security of emotionless slumber? — that it is the instinct of many of us to resist — just as I hear my maid speak to me in the morning and then turn over for another forty winks, hating her!

They both laughed.

My maid has instructions to persist until I respond, said Molly. Those are my instructions to you, also.

Suppose, after all, I were knocking at the door of an empty room?

You must take your chances of course.

There was a noise of horses on the gravel: Langly cantered up on a handsome hunter followed by a mounted groom leading Strelsas mare.

Sprowl dismounted and came up to pay his respects to Molly, scarcely troubling himself to recognise Quarrens presence, and turning his back to him immediately, although Molly twice attempted to include him in the conversation.

Strelsa in the library, pulling on her gloves, was silent witness to a pantomime unmistakable; but her pretty lips merely pressed each other tighter, and she sauntered out, crop under one arm, with a careless greeting to Langly.
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He came up offering his hand and she took it, then stood a moment in desultory conversation, facing the others so as to include Quarren.

I thought I overheard you say to Molly that you were going back to town this afternoon, she remarked, casting a brief glance in his direction.

I think Id better go, he said, pleasantly.

A matter of business I suppose? eyebrows slightly lifted.

In a way. Dankmere is alone, poor fellow.

Molly laughed:

It is not good for man to be alone.

Sprowl said:

Theres a housemaid in my employ — shes saved something I understand. You might notify Dankmere— he half wheeled toward Quarren, eyes slightly bulging without a shadow of expression on his sleek, narrow face.

Molly flushed; Quarren glanced at Sprowl, amazed at his insolence out of a clear sky.

What? he said slowly — then stepped back a pace as Strelsa passed close in front of him, apparently perfectly unconscious of any discord:

Will you get me a lump of sugar, Mr. Quarren? My mare must be pampered or shell start that jiggling Kentucky amble and never walk one step.

Quarren swung on his heel and entered the house; Molly, ignoring Strelsa, turned sharply on Sprowl:

If you are insolent to my guests you need not come here, she said briefly.

Langlys restless eyes protruded; he glanced from Molly to Strelsa, then his indifferent gaze wandered over the landscape. It was plain that the rebuke had not made the slightest impression. Molly looked angrily at Strelsa, but the latter, eyes averted, was gazing at her horse. And when Quarren came back with a handful of sugar she took it and, descending the steps, fed it, lump by lump to the two horses.

Langly put her up, shouldered aside the groom, and adjusted heel-loop and habit-loop. Then he mounted, saluted Molly and followed Strelsa at a canter without even noticing his bridle.

What have you done to Langly? asked Molly.

Characterised his bad manners the other day. It wasnt worth while; theres no money in cursing.... And I think, Molly dear, that Ill take an afternoon train — —

I wont let you, said his hostess. I wont have you treated that way under my roof — —

It was outdoors, dear lady, said Quarren, smiling. Its only his rudeness before you that I mind. Where is Sir Charles?

Off with Chrysos somewhere on the river — theres their motor-launch, now.... Ricky!

Yes.

Im angry all through.... Strelsa might have said something — showed her lack of sympathy for Langlys remark by being a little more cordial to you.... I dont like it in her. I dont know whether I am going to like that girl or not — —

Nonsense. There was nothing for her to say or do — —

There was! She is a fish! — unless she gives Langly the dickens this morning.... Will you motor with Jim and me, Ricky dear?

If you like.

She did like. So presently a racing car was brought around, Jim came reluctantly from the hangar, and away they tore into the dull weather now faintly illuminated by the prophecy of the sun.

Everywhere the mist was turning golden; faint smears of blue appeared and disappeared through the vapours passing overhead. Then, all at once the suns glaring lens played across the drenched meadows, and the shadows of tree and hedge and standing cattle streamed out across the herbage.

In spite of the chains the car skidded dangerously at times; mud flew and so did water, and very soon Molly had enough. So they tore back again to the house, Molly to change her muddy clothes and write letters, her husband to return to his beloved Stinger, Quarren to put on a pair of stout shoes and heather spats and go wandering off cross-lots — past woodlands still dripping with golden rain from every leaf, past tiny streams swollen amber where mint and scented grasses swayed half immersed; past hedge and orchard and wild tangles ringing with bird music — past fields of young crops of every kind washed green and fresh above the soaking brown earth.

Swallows settled on the wet road around every puddle; bluebirds fluttered among the fruit trees; the strident battle note of the kingbird was heard, the unlovely call of passing grackle, the loud enthusiasm of nesting robins. Everywhere a rain-cleansed world resounded with the noises of lesser life, flashed with its colour in a million blossoms and in the delicately brilliant wings hovering over them.

Far away he could see the river and the launch, too, where Sir Charles and Chrysos Lacy were circling hither and thither at full speed. Once, across a distant hill, two horses and their riders passed outlined against the sky; but even the eyes of a lover and a hater could not identify anybody at such a distance.

So he strolled on, taking roads when convenient, fields when it suited him, neither knowing nor caring where he was going.

Avoiding a big house amid brand-new and very showy landscape effects he turned aside into a pretty strip of woods; and presently came to a little foot-bridge over a stream.

A man sat there, reading, and as Quarren passed, he looked up.

Is that you, Quarren? he said.

The young fellow stopped and looked down curiously at the sunken, unhealthy face, then, shocked, came forward hastily and shook hands.

Why, Ledwith, he said, what are you doing here? — Oh, I forgot; you live here, dont you?

Thats my house yonder — or was, said the man with a slight motion of his head. And, after a moment: You didnt recognise me. Have I changed much?

Quarren said: You seem to have been — ill.

Yes; I have been. Im ill, all right.... Will you have a seat for a few minutes — unless you are going somewhere in particular — or dont care to talk to me — —

Thank you. Quarren seated himself. It was his instinct to be gentle — even with such a man.

I havent seen much of you, for a couple of years — I havent seen much of anybody, said Ledwith, turning the pages of his book without looking at them. Then, furtively, his sunken eyes rested a moment on Quarren:

You are stopping with — —

The Wycherlys.

Oh, yes.... I havent seen them lately.... They are neighbours — he waved his sickly coloured hand— but Im rather quiet — I read a good deal — as you see. — He moistened his bluish lips every few moments, and his nose seemed to annoy him, too, for he rubbed it continually.

Its a pretty country, said Quarren.

Yes — I thought so once. I built that house.... Theres no use in my keeping up social duties, he said with another slinking glance at Quarren. So Im giving up the house.

Really.

Hasnt — you have heard so, havent you?

He kept twitching his shoulders and shifting his place continually, and his fingers were never still, always at the leaves of his book or rubbing his face which seemed to itch; or he snapped them nervously and continuously as he jerked about in his seat.

I suppose, he said slyly, people talk about me, Quarren.

Do you know anybody immune to gossip? inquired Quarren, smiling.

No; thats true. But I dont care anything for people.... I read, I have my horses and dogs — but Im going to move away. I told you that, didnt I?

I believe you did.

Ledwith stared at his book with lack-lustre eyes, then, almost imperceptibly shifted his gaze craftily askance:

Theres no use pretending to you, Quarren; is there?

Quarren said nothing.

You know all the gossip — all the dirty little faits divers of your world. And youre a sort of doctor and confidential — —

Youre mistaken, Ledwith, he said pleasantly. Im done with it.

How do you mean?

Why, that Ive gone into a better business and Im too busy to be useful and amusing any longer.

Ledwiths dead eyes stared:

I heard you had dropped out — were never seen about. Is that true?

Yes.

Found the game too rotten?

Oh, no. Its no different from any other game — a mixture of the same old good and bad, with good predominating. But theres more to be had out of life in other games.

Yours is slipping phony pictures to the public, with Dankmere working as side partner, isnt it?

Quarren said pleasantly: If youre serious, Ledwith, youre a liar.

After a silence Ledwith said: Do you think theres enough left of me to care what anybody calls me?

Quarren turned: I beg your pardon, Ledwith; I had no business to make you such an answer.

Never mind.... In that last year — when I still knew people — and when they still knew me — you were very kind to me, Quarren.

Why not? You were always decent to me.

Ledwith was now picking at his fingers, and Quarren saw that they were dreadfully scarred and maltreated.

Youve always been kind to me, repeated Ledwith, his extinct eyes fixed on space. Other people would have halted at sight of me and gone the other way — or passed by cutting me dead.... You sat down beside me.

Am I anybody to refuse?

But Ledwith only blinked nervously down at his book, presently fell to twitching the uncut pages again.

Poems, he said— scarcely what youd think Id wish to read, Quarren — poems of youth and love — —

Youre young, Ledwith — if you cared to help yourself — —

Yes, if I cared — if I cared. In this book they all seem to care; youth and happiness care; sorrow and years still care. Listen to this:

You who look forward through the shining tears Of Aprils showers Into the sunrise of the coming years Golden with unborn flowers — I who look backward where the sunset lowers Counting Novembers hours!

But — I dont care. I care no longer, Quarren.

Thats losing your grip.

He raised his ashy visage: Im trying to let go.... But its slow — very slow — with a little pleasure — hells own pleasure— He turned his shoulder, fished something out of his pocket, and pulling back his cuff, bent over. After a few moments he turned around, calmly:

Youve seen that on the stage I fancy.

Otherwise, also.

Quite likely. Ive known a pretty woman— He ended with a weary gesture and dropped his head between his hands.

Quarren, he said, theres only one hurt left in it all. I have two little children.

Quarren was silent.

I suppose — it wont last — that hurt. Theyre with my mother. It was agreed that they should remain with her.... But its the only hurt I feel at all now — except — rarely — when those damned June roses are in bloom.... She wore them a good deal.... Quarren, Im glad it came early to me if it had to come.... Like yellow dogs unsuccessful men are the fastest breeders. The man in permanent hard luck is always the most prolific.... Im glad there are no more children.

His sunken eyes fell to the book, and, thinking of his wife, he read what was not written there — 

Her loveliness with shame and with surprise Froze my swift speech; she turning on my face The star-like sorrows of immortal eyes, Spoke slowly.

I had great beauty; ask thou not my name; No one can be more wise than destiny. Many drew swords and died. Whereer I came I brought calamity.

Quarren bit his lip and looked down at the sunlit brook dancing by under the bridge in amber beauty.

Ledwith said musingly: I dont know who it might have been if it had not been Sprowl. It would have been somebody!... The decree has been made absolute.

Quarren looked up.

Shes coming back here soon, now. Ive had the place put in shape for her.

After a silence Quarren rose and offered his hand.

Ledwith took it: I suppose I shall not see you again?

Im going to town this afternoon. Good-bye.

Looking back at the turn of the path he saw Ledwith, bent nearly double, terribly intent on his half-bared arm.

Returning in time for luncheon he encountered Sir Charles fresh from the river, and Chrysos prettily sun-burned, just entering the house.

We broke down, said the girl; I thought wed never get back, but Sir Charles is quite wonderful and he mended that very horrid machinery with the point of a file. Think of it, Ricky! — the point of a file!

Sir Charles laughed and explained the simplicity of the repairs; and Chrysos, not a whit less impressed, stared at him out of her pretty golden eyes with a gaze perilously resembling adoration.

Afterward, by the bay-window upstairs, Quarren said lightly to Molly:

How about the little Lacy girl and the Baronet?

Shes an idiot, said Molly, shortly.

Im afraid she is.

Of course she is. I wish I hadnt asked her. Why, she goes about like a creature in a trance when Sir Charles is away.... I dont know whether to say anything to her or whether to write to her mother. Shes slated for Roger OHara.

I dont suppose her parents would object to Sir Charles, said Quarren, smiling.

Thats why I hesitate to write. Sir Charles is in love with Strelsa; anybody can see that and everybody knows it. And it isnt likely that a child like Chrysos could swerve him.

Then youd better send him or her away, hadnt you?

I dont know what to do, said Molly, vexed. June is to be quiet and peaceful at Witch-Hollow, and Sir Charles wanted to be here and Mrs. Lacy asked me to have Chrysos because she needed the quiet and calm. And look what shes done!

Its probably only a young girls fancy.

Then it ought to be nipped in the bud. But her mother wants her here and Sir Charles wants to be here and if I write to her mother shell let her remain anyway. Im cross, Ricky. Im tired, too — having dictated letters and signed checks until my head aches. Where have you been?

Prowling.

Well, luncheon is nearly ready, and Strelsa isnt back. Are you going to New York this afternoon?

Yes.

Please dont.

I think its better, he said lightly.

All right. Run away if you want to. Dont say another word to me; Im irritated.

Luncheon was not very gay; Chrysos adored Sir Charles in silence, but so sweetly and unobtrusively that the Baronet was totally unaware of it. Molly, frankly out of temper, made no effort of any sort; her husband in his usual rude health and spirits talked about the Stinger to everybody. Strelsa, who had arrived late, and whose toilet made her later still, seemed inclined to be rather cheerful and animated, but received little encouragement from Molly.

However, she chatted gaily with Sir Charles and with Quarren, and after luncheon invited Sir Charles to read to her and Chrysos, which the grave and handsome Englishman did while they swung in old-fashioned hammocks under the maple trees, enjoying the rare treat of hearing their own language properly spoken.

Molly had a book to herself on the veranda — the newest and wickedest of French yellow-covered fiction; her husband returned to the Stinger; Quarren listened to Sir Charles for a while, then without disturbing the reading, slipped quietly off and wandered toward the kennels.

Here for a while he caressed the nervous, silky Blue Beltons, then strolled on toward the hemlock woods, a morning paper, still unread, sticking out of his pocket.

When he came to the rustic seat which was his objective, he lighted his pipe, unfolded the paper, and forced his attention on the first column.

How long he had been studying the print he did not know when, glancing up at the sound of footsteps on the dry leaves, he saw Strelsa coming in his direction. He could see her very plainly through the hemlocks from where he sat but she could not as yet see him. Then the fat waddling dog ahead of her, barked; and he saw the girl stop short, probably divining that the rustic seat was occupied.

For a few moments she stood there, perhaps waiting for her dog to return; but that fat sybarite had his chin on Quarrens knees; and, presently, Strelsa moved forward, slowly, already certain who it was ahead of her.

Quarren rose as she came around the curve in the path:

If you dont want me here Im quite willing to retire, he said, pleasantly.

That is a ridiculous thing to say, she commented. Then she seated herself and motioned him to resume his place.

I was rather wondering, she continued, whether Id see you before you leave.

Oh, are you driving this afternoon?

No.

Then I should certainly have looked for you and made my adieux.

Would you have remembered to do it?

He laughed:

What a question! I might possibly forget my own name, but not anything concerning you.

She looked down at the paper lying between them on the bench, and, still looking down, said slowly:

I am sorry for what Langly did this morning.... He has expressed his contrition to me — —

That is all right as long as he doesnt express it to me, interrupted Quarren, bluntly.

He means to speak to you — —

Please say to him that your report of his mental anguish is sufficient.

Are you vindictive, Mr. Quarren? she asked, reddening.

Not permanently. But I either like or I dislike. So let the incident close quietly.

Very well — if you care to humiliate me — him — —

Dear Mrs. Leeds, he isnt going to be humiliated, because he doesnt care. And you know I wouldnt humiliate you for all the world — —

You will unless you let Langly express his formal regrets to you — —

He looked up at her:

Would that make it easier for you?

I — perhaps — please do as you see fit, Mr. Quarren.

Very well, he said quietly.

He caressed the dogs head where it lay across his knees, and looked out over the water. Breezes crinkled the surface in every direction and wind-blown dragon-flies glittered like swift meteors darting athwart the sun.

She said in a low voice: I hope your new business venture will be successful.

I know you do. It is very sweet of you to care.

I care — greatly.... As much as I — dare.

He laughed: Dont you dare care about me?

She bit her lip: I have found it slightly venturesome on one or two occasions.

So you dont really dare express your kindly regard for me fearing I might again mistake it for something deeper. He was still laughing, and she lifted her gray eyes in silence for a moment, then:

There is nothing in the world deeper than my regard for you — if you will let it be what it is, and seek to make nothing less spiritual out of it.

Do you mean that? he asked, his face altering.

Mean it? Why of course I do, Mr. Quarren.

I thought I spoiled that for both of us, he said.

I didnt say so. I told you that I didnt know what you had done. Ive had time to reflect. It — our friendship isnt spoiled — if you still value it.

I value it above everything in the world, Strelsa.

There was a silence. The emotion in his face and voice was faintly reflected in hers.

Then let us have peace, she said unsteadily. I have — been — not very happy since you — since we — —

I know. Ive been utterly miserable, too. He lifted one of her hands and kissed it, and she changed colour but left her hand lying inert in his.

Do you mind? he asked.

N-no.

He laid his lips to her fingers again; she stirred uneasily, then rested her other arm on the back of the seat and shaded her eyes.

I think — you had better not — touch me — any more— she said faintly.

Is it disagreeable?

Yes — n-no.... It is — it has nothing to do with friendship— she looked up, flushed, curious: Why do you always want to touch me, Mr. Quarren?

Did you never caress a flower?

Rix! — she caught her breath as his name escaped her for the first time, and he saw her face surging in the loveliest colour. It was your nonsensical answer! — I — it took me by surprise ... and I ask your pardon for being stupid.... And — may I have my hand? I use it occasionally.

He quietly reversed it, laid his lips to the palm, and released her fingers.

Strelsa, he said, Im coming back into the battle again.

Then I am sorry I forgave you.

Are you?

Yes, I am. Yes, yes, yes! Why cant you be to me what I wish to be to you? Why cant you be what I want — what I need — —

Do you know what you need?

Yes, I — —

No, you dont. You need to love — and to be loved. You dont know it, but you do!

That is a — a perfectly brutal thing to say — —

Does it sound so to you?

Yes, it does! It is brutal — common, unworthy of you and of me — —

He took both her hands in a grip that almost hurt her:

Cant you have any understanding, any sympathy with human love? Cant you? Doesnt a mans love mean anything to you but words? Is there anything to be ashamed of in it? — merely because nothing has ever yet awakened you to it?

Nothing ever will, she said steadily. The friendship you can have of me is more than love — cleaner, better, stronger — —

It isnt strong enough to make you renounce what you are planning to do!

No.

Yet love would be strong enough to make you renounce anything!

She said calmly: Call it by its right name. Yes, they say its slaves become irresponsible. I know nothing about it — I could not — I will not! I loathe and detest any hint of it — to me it is degrading — contemptible — —

What are you saying?

I am telling you the truth, she retorted, pale, and breathing faster. Im telling you what I know — what I have learned in a bitter school — during two dreadful years — —

That!

Yes, that! Now you know! Now perhaps you can understand why I crave friendship and hold anything less in horror! Why cant you be kind to me? You are the one man I could ask it of — the only man I ever saw who seemed fitted to give me what I want and need, and to whom I could return what he gave me with all my heart — all my heart — —

She bowed her face over the hands which he still held; suddenly he drew her close into his arms; and she rested so, her head against his shoulder.

I wont talk to you of love any more, he whispered. You poor little girl — you poor little thing. I didnt realise — I dont want to think about it — —

I dont either, she said. You will be kind to me, wont you?

Of course — of course — you little, little girl. Nobody is going to find fault with you, nobody is going to blame you or be unkind or hurt you or demand anything at all of you or tell you that you make mistakes. People are just going to like you, Strelsa, and you neednt love them if you dont want to. You shall feel about everything exactly as you please — about Tom, Dick, and Harry and about me, too.

Her hot face against his shoulder was quivering.

There, he whispered— there, there — you little, little girl. Thats all I want of you after all — only what you want of me. I dont wish to marry you if you dont wish it; I wont — I perhaps couldnt really love you very deeply if you didnt respond. I shall not bother you any more — or worry or nag or insist. What you do is right as far as I am concerned; what you offer I take; and whenever you find yourself unable to respond to anything I offer, say so fearlessly — look so, even, and Ill understand. Is all well between us now, Strelsa?

Yes.... You are so good.... I wanted this.... You dont mean anything, do you by — by your arm around me — —

No more than your face against my shoulder means. He smiled— Which I suppose signifies merely that you feel very secure with me.

I — begin to.... Will you let me?

Yes.... Do you feel restless? Do you want to lift your head?

She moved a little but made no reply. He could see only the full, smooth curve of her cheek against his shoulder. It was rather colourless.

I believe you are worn out, he said.

I have not rested for weeks.

On account of that Trust business?

Yes.... But I was tired before that — I had done too much — lived too much — and Ive felt as though I were being hunted for so long.... And then — I was unhappy about you.

Because I had joined in the hunt, he said.

You were different, but — you made me feel that way, too — a little — —

I understand now.

Do you really?

Yes. Its been a case of men following, crowding after you, urging, importuning you to consider their desires — to care for them in their own way — all sorts I suppose, sad and sentimental, eager and exacting, head-long and boisterous — all at you constantly to give them what is not in you to give — what has never been awakened — what lies stunned, crippled, perhaps mangled in its sleep — —

Killed, she whispered.

Perhaps. He raised his eyes and looked absently out across the sparkling water. Sunlight slanted on his shoulder and her hair, gilding the nape of her white neck where the hair grew blond and fine as a childs. And like a child, still confused by memories of past terror, partly quieted yet still sensitive to every sound or movement, Strelsa lay close to the arm that sheltered her, thinking, wondering that she could endure it, and all the while conscious that the old fear of him was no longer there.

Do you — know about me? she asked in a still, low voice.

About the past?

About my marriage.

Yes.

Everything?

Some things.

You know what the papers said?

Yes.... Dont speak of it — unless you care to, Strelsa.

I want to.... Do you know this is the first time?

Is it?

The first time I have ever spoken of it to anybody.... As long as my mother lived I did not once speak of it to her.

She rested in silence for a while, then:

Could I tell you?

My dear, my dear! — of course you can.

I — its been unsaid so long — there was nobody to tell it to. Ive done my best to forget it — and for days I seem to forget it. But sometimes when I wake at night it is there — the horror of it — the terror sinking deeper into my breast.... I was very young. You knew that?

Yes.

You knew my mother had very slender means?

Yes.

I wouldnt have cared; I was an imaginative child — and could have lived quite happy with my fancies on very, very little.... I was a sensitive and affectionate child — inclined to be demonstrative. You wouldnt believe it, would you?

I can understand it.

Can you? Its odd because I have changed so.... I was quite romantic about my mother — madly in love with her.... There is nothing more to say.... In boarding-school I was perfectly aware that I was being given the best grooming that we could afford. Even then romance persisted. I had the ideas of a coloured picture-book concerning men and love and marriage. I remember, as a very little child, that I had a picture-book showing Cinderellas wedding. It was a very golden sort of picture. It coloured my ideas long after I was grown up.

She moved her head a little, looked up for an instant and smiled; but at his answering smile she turned her cheek to his shoulder, hastily, and lay silent for a while. Presently she continued in a low voice:

It was when we were returning for the April vacation — and the platform was crowded and some of the girls brothers were there. There were two trains in — and much confusion — I dont know how I became separated from Miss Buckley and my schoolmates — I dont know to this day how I found myself on the Baltimore train, and Gladys Leedss brother laughing and talking and the train moving faster and faster.... There is no use saying any more. I was as ignorant as I was innocent — a perfect little fool, frightened, excited, even amused by turns.... He had been attentive to me. We both were fools. Only finally I became badly scared and he talked such nonsense — and I managed to slip away from him and board the train at Baltimore as soon as we arrived there.... If he hadnt found me and returned to New York with me, it might not have been known. But we were recognised on the train and — it was a dreadful thing for me when I arrived home after midnight....

She fell silent; once or twice he looked down at her and saw that her eyes were closed. Then, with a quick, uneven breath:

I think you know the rest, dont you?

I think so.

But she went on in a low, emotionless voice: I was treated like a damaged gown — for which depreciation in value somebody was to be made responsible. I suffered; days and nights seemed unreal. There were lawyers; did you know it?

No.

Yes, she said wearily, it was a bad dream — my mother, others — his family — many people strange and familiar passed through it. Then we travelled; I saw nothing, feeling half dead.... We were married in the Hawaiian Islands.

I know.

Then — the two years began.

After a long while she said again: That was the real nightmare. I passed through the depths as in a trance. There was nothing lower, not even hell.... We travelled in Europe, Africa, and India for two years.... I scarcely remember a soul I saw or one single object. And then — that happened.

I know, dear.

A slight shudder passed over her:

Ive told you, she whispered— Ive told you at last. Shall I tell you more?

Not unless — —

I dont know whether I want to — about the gendarmes — and that terrible woman who screamed when they touched her with the handcuffs — and how ill I was — —

She had begun to tremble so perceptibly that Quarrens arm tightened around her; and presently she became limp and motionless.

This — what I have told you — is a very close bond between us, isnt it? she said.

Very close, Strelsa.

Was I much to blame?

No.

How much?

You should have left him long before.

Why, he was my husband! I had made a contract; I had to keep it and make the best of it.

Is that your idea?

That was all I could see to do about it.

Dont you believe in divorce?

Yes; but I thought hed be killed; I thought he was a little insane. If hed been well mentally and merely cruel and brutal I would have left him. But one cant abandon a helpless person.

Every word you utter, he said, forges a new link in my love for you.

You dont mean — love?

We mean the same I think — differing only in degree.

Thank you. That is nice of you.

He nodded, smiling to himself; then, graver:

Is your little fortune quite gone, Strelsa?

All gone — all of it.

I see.... And something has got to be done.

You know it has.... And Im old before my time — tired, worn out. I cant work — I have no heart, no courage. My heart and strength were burnt out; I havent the will to struggle; I have no capacity to endure. What am I to do?

Not what you plan to do.

Why not? As long as I need help — and the best is offered — —

Wouldnt you take less — and me?

Oh, Rix! I couldnt use you!

She turned and looked up at him, blushed, and dis-engaged herself from his arm.

I — I — you are my friend. I couldnt do that. I have nothing to give anybody — not even you. She smiled, tremulously— And I suspect that as far as your fortune is concerned, you can offer me little more.... But its sweet of you. You are generous, having so little and wishing to share it with me — —

Could you wait for me, Strelsa?

Wait? You mean until you become wealthy? Why, you dear boy, how can I? — even if it were a certainty.

Cant you hold on for a couple of years?

Please tell me how? Why, I cant even pay my attorneys until I sell my house.

He bit his lip and frowned at the sunlit water.

Besides, she said, I havent anything to offer you that I havent already given you — —

I ask no more.

Oh, but you do!

No, I want only what you want, Strelsa — only what you have to offer of your own accord.

They fell silent, leaning forward on their knees, eyes absent, remote.

I dont see how it can be done; do you? she said.

If you could wait — —

But Rix; Ive told him that I would marry him.

Does that count?

Yes — I dont know. I dont know how dishonest I might be.... I dont know what is going to happen. Im so poor, Rix — you dont realise — and Im tired and sad — old before my time — perplexed, burnt out — —

She rested her head on one slender curved hand and closed her eyes. After a while she opened them with a weary smile.

Ill try to think — after you are gone.... What time does your train leave?

He glanced at his watch and rose; and she sprang up, too:

Have I kept you too long?

No; I can make it. Well have to walk rather fast — —

Id rather you left me here.

Would you? Then — good-bye — —

Good-bye.... Will you come up again?

Ill try.

Shall we write?

Will you?

Yes. I have so much to say, now that you are going. I am glad you came. I am glad I told you everything. Please believe that my heart is enlisted in your new enterprise; that I pray for your success and welfare and happiness. Will you always remember that?

Yes, dear.

Then — I mustnt keep you a moment longer. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

They stood a moment, neither stirring; then he put his arms around her; she touched his shoulder once more, lightly with her cheek — a seconds contact; then he kissed her clasped hands and was gone.




CHAPTER XI
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QUARREN ARRIVED IN town about twilight. Taxis were no longer for him nor he for them. Suit-case and walking-stick in hand, he started up Lexington Avenue still excited and exhilarated from his leave-taking with Strelsa. An almost imperceptible fragrance seemed to accompany him, freshening the air around him in the shabby streets of Ascalon; the heat-cursed city grew cooler, sweeter for her memory. Through the avenues lamp-lit dusk passed the pale ghosts of Gath and the phantoms of the Philistines, and he thought their shadowy forms moved less wearily; and that strange faces looked less wanly at him as they grew out of the night— clothed in scarlet and ornaments of gold — and dissolved again into darkness.

Still thrilled, almost buoyant, he walked on, passing the high-piled masonry of the branch Post-Office and the Central Palace on his left. Against high stars the twin Power-House chimneys stood outlined in steel; on the right endless blocks of brown-stone dwellings stretched northward, some already converted into shops where print-sellers, dealers in old books, and here and there antiquaries, had constructed show-windows.

Firemen lounged outside the Eighth Battalion quarters; here and there a grocers or wine-sellers windows remained illuminated where those who were neither well-to-do nor very poor passed to and fro with little packages which seemed a burden under the sultry skies.

At last, ahead, the pseudo-oriental towers of a synagogue varied the flat skyline, and a moment later he could see the New Thought Laundry, the Tonsorial Drawing Rooms, the Undertakers discreetly illuminated windows, and finally the bay-window of his own recent Real-Estate office, now transmogrified into the Dankmere Galleries of Old Masters, Fayre and Quarren, proprietors.

The window appeared to be brilliantly illuminated behind the drawn curtains; and Quarren, surprised and vexed, concluded that the little Englishman was again entertaining. So it perplexed and astonished him to find the Earl sitting on the front steps, his straw hat on the back of his head, smoking. At the same moment from within the house a confused and indescribable murmur was wafted to his ears as though many people were applauding.

What on earth is going on inside? he asked, bewildered.

You told me over the telephone that Karl Westguard might have the gallery for this evening, said the Englishman calmly. So I let him have it.

What did he want of it? Who has he got in there? — demanded Quarren as another ripple of applause sounded from within.

Dankmere thought a moment: I really dont know the audience, Quarren — theyre not a very fragrant lot.

What audience? Who are they?

You Americans would call them a tough-looking bunch — except Westguard and Bleecker De Groot and Mrs. Caldera — —

Cyrille Caldera and De Groot! Whats that silly old Dandy doing down here?

Diffusing sweetness and light among the unwashed; telling them that there are no such things as classes, that wealth is no barrier to brotherhood, that the heart of Fifth Avenue beats as warmly and guilelessly as the heart of Essex Street, and that its wealth-burdened inhabitants have long desired to fraternise with the benchers in Paradise Park.

Who put Westguard up to this? asked Quarren, aghast.

De Groot. Karl is writing a levelling novel calculated to annihilate caste. The Undertaker next door furnished the camp-chairs; the corner grocer the collation; Westguard, Mrs. Caldera, and Bleecker De Groot the mind-food. Go in and look em over.

The front door was standing partly open; the notes of a piano floated through; a high and soulful tenor voice was singing Perfumes of Araby, but Quarren did not notice any as he stepped inside.
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Not daring to leave his suit-case in the hallway he kept on along the passage to the extension where the folding doors were locked. Here he deposited his luggage, locked the door, then walked back to the front parlour and, unobserved, slipped in, seating himself among the battered derelicts of the rear row.

A thin, hirsute young man had just finished scattering the perfumes of Araby; other perfumes nearly finished Quarren; but he held his ground and gazed grimly at an improvised platform where sat in a half-circle and in full evening dress, Karl Westguard, Cyrille Caldera and Bleecker De Groot. Also there was a table supporting a Calla lily.

Westguard was saying very earnestly: The world calls me a novelist. I am not! Thank Heaven, I aspire to something loftier. I am not a mere scribbler of fiction; I am a man with a message — a plain, simple, earnest, warm-hearted humanitarian who has been roused to righteous indignation by the terrible contrast in this miserable city between wealth and poverty — —

Thats right, interrupted a hoarse voice; its all a con game, an the perlice is into it, too!

Thell wit te bulls! Croak em! observed another gentleman thickly.

Westguard, slightly discountenanced by the significant cheers which greeted this sentiment, introduced Bleecker De Groot; and the rotund old Beau came jauntily forward, holding out both immaculate hands with an artlessly comprehensive gesture calculated to make the entire East Side feel that it was reposing upon his beautifully laundered bosom.

Ah, my friends! cried De Groot, if you could only realise how great is the love for humanity within my breast! — If you could only know of the hours and days and even weeks that I have devoted to solving the problems of the poor!

And I have solved them — every one. And this is the answer! — grasping dauntlessly at a dirty hand and shaking it— this! seizing another— and this, and this! And now I ask you, what is this mute answer which I have given you?

De merry mitt, said a voice, promptly. Mr. De Groot smiled with sweetness and indulgence.

I apprehend your quaint and trenchant vernacular, he said. It is the merry mitt — the glad glove, the happy hand! Fifth Avenue clasps palms with Doyers Street — —

Ding! said a weary voice, yer in wrong, boss. Its nix fr the Tongs wit us gents. We transfer to Avenue A.

Mr. De Groot merely smiled indulgently. The rich, he said, are not really happy. His plump, highly coloured features altered; presently a priceless tear glimmered in his monocle eye; and he brushed it away with a kind of noble pity for his own weakness.

Dear, dear friends, he said tremulously, believe me — oh, believe me that the rich are not happy! Only the perspiring labourer knows what is true contentment. The question of poverty is a great social question. With me it is a religion. Oh, I could go on forever on this subject, dear friends, and talk on and on and on — —

Emotion again checked him — or perhaps he had lost the thread of his discourse — or possibly he had attained its limit — but he filled it out by coming down from the platform and shaking hands so vigorously that the gardenia in his lapel presently fell out.

Cyrille Caldera rose, fresh and dainty and smiling, and discoursed single-tax and duplex tenements, getting the two subjects mixed but not minding that. Also she pointed at the Calla lily and explained that the lily was the emblem of purity. Which may have had something to do with something or other.

Then Westguard arose once more and told them all about the higher type of novel he was writing for humanitys sake, and became so interested and absorbed in his own business that the impatient shuffling of shabby feet on the floor alone interrupted him.

Has anybody, inquired De Groot, sweetly, any vital question to ask — any burning inquiry of deeper, loftier import, which has perhaps long remained unanswered in his heart?

A gentleman known usually as Mike the Mink arose and indicated with derisive thumb a picture among the Dankmere collection, optimistically attributed to Correggio:

Is that Salome, mister? he inquired with a leer.

De Groot looked at the canvas, slightly startled.

No, my dear friend; that is a picture painted hundreds of years ago by a great Italian master. It is called Danaë. Jupiter, you know, came to her in a shower of gold — —

They all have to come across with it, remarked the Mink.

Somebody observed that if the police caught the dago who painted it theyd pinch him.

To make a diversion, and with her own fair hands, Cyrille Caldera summoned the derelicts to sandwiches and ginger-ale; and De Groot, dashing more unmanly moisture from his monocle, went about resolutely shaking hands, while Westguard and the hirsute young man sang Comrades with much feeling.

Quarren, still unrecognised, edged his way out and rejoined Dankmere on the front stoop. Neither made any comment on the proceedings.

Later the derelicts, moodily replete, shuffled forth into the night, herded lovingly by De Groot, still shaking hands.

From the corner of the street opposite, Quarren and Dankmere observed their departure, and, later, they beheld De Groot and Mrs. Caldera slip around the block and discreetly disappear into a 1912 touring-car with silver mountings and two men in livery on the box.

Westguard, truer to his principles, took a tram and Quarren and the Earl returned to their gallery with mixed emotions, and opened every window top and bottom.

Its all right in its way, I suppose, said Quarren. Probably De Groot means well, but theres no conversation possible between a man who has just dined rather heavily, and a man who has no chance of dining at all.

Like preaching Christ to the poor from a Fifth Avenue pulpit, said Dankmere, vaguely.

How do you mean?

A church on a side street would seem to serve the purpose. And the poor need the difference.

I dont know about those matters.

No; I dont either. Its easy, cheap, and popular to knock the clergy.... Still, somehow or other, I cant seem to forget that the disciples were poor — and it bothers me a lot, Quarren.

Quarren said: Havent you and I enough to worry us concerning our own morals?

Dankmere, who had been closing up and piling together the Undertakers camp-chairs, looked around at the younger man.

What did you say? he asked.

I said that probably you and I would find no time left to criticise either De Groot or the clergy, if we used our leisure in self-examination.

His lordship went on piling up chairs. When he finished he started wandering around, hands in his pockets. Then he turned out all the electric lamps, drew the bay-window curtains wide so that the silvery radiance from the arc-light opposite made the darkness dimly lustrous.

A little breeze stirred the hair on Quarrens forehead; Dankmere dropped into the depths of an armchair near him. For a while they sat together in darkness and silence, then the Englishman said abruptly:

Youve been very kind to me.

Quarren glanced up surprised.

Why not?

Because nobody else has any decent words to say to me or of me.

Quarren, amused, said: How do you know that I have, Dankmere?

A man knows some things. For example, most people take me for an ass — they dont tell me so but I know it. And if they dont take me for an ass they assume that Im something worse — because I have a title of sorts, no money, an inclination for the stage and the people who make a living out of it.

Also, Quarren reminded him, you are looking for a wealthy wife.

God bless my soul! Am I the only chap in America who happens to be doing that?

No; but youre doing it conspicuously.

You mean Im honest about it?

Quarren laughed: Anyway perhaps thats one reason why I like you. At first I also thought it was merely stupidity.

Dankmere crossed his short legs and lighted his pipe:

The majority of your better people have managed not to know me. Ive met a lot of men of sorts, but they draw the line across their home thresholds — most of them. Is it the taint of vaudeville that their wives sniff at, or my rather celebrated indigence?

Both, Dankmere — and then some.

Oh, I see. Many thanks for telling me. I take it you mean that it was my first wife they shy at.

Quarren remained silent.

She was a bar-maid, remarked the Earl. We were quite happy — until she died.

Quarren made a slight motion of comprehension.

Of course my marrying her damned us both, observed the Earl.

Of course.

Quite so. People would have stood for anything else.... But she wouldnt — you may think it odd.... And I was in love — so there you are.

For a while they smoked in the semi-darkness without exchanging further speech; and finally Dankmere knocked out his pipe, pocketed it, and put on his hat.

You know, he said, Im not really an ass. My tastes and my caste dont happen to coincide — thats all, Quarren.

They walked together to the front stoop.

When do we open shop? asked the Earl, briskly.

As soon as I get the reports from our experts.

Wont business be dead all summer?

We may do some business with agents and dealers.

I see. You and I are to alternate as salesmen?

For a while. When things start I want to rent the basement and open a department for repairing, relining and cleaning; and Id like to be able to do some of the work myself.

You?

Surely. It interests me immensely.

Youre welcome Im sure, said Dankmere drily. But whos to keep the books and attend to correspondence?

Well get somebody. A young woman, who says she is well recommended, advertised in Thursdays papers, and I wrote her from Witch-Hollow to come around Sunday morning.

Thats to-morrow.

Quarren nodded.

So Dankmere trotted jauntily away into the night, and Quarren locked the gallery and went to bed, certain that he was destined to dream of Strelsa. But the sleek, narrow head and slightly protruding eyes of Langly Sprowl was the only vision that peered cautiously at him through his sleep.

The heated silence of a Sunday morning in June awoke him from a somewhat restless night. Bathed and shaved, he crept forth limply to breakfast at the Founders Club where he still retained a membership. There was not a soul there excepting himself and the servants — scarcely a person on the avenues and cross-streets which he traversed going and coming, only one or two old men selling Sunday papers at street-stands, an old hag gleaning in the gutters, and the sparrows.

Clothing was a burden. He had some pongee garments which he put on, installed himself in the gallery with a Sunday paper, an iced lime julep, and a cigarette, and awaited the event of the young lady who had advertised that she knew all about book-keeping, stenography, and typewriting, and could prove it.

[image: img360.jpg]She came about noon — a pale young girl, very slim in her limp black gown.

She came about noon — a pale young girl, very slim in her limp black gown, and, at Quarrens invitation, seated herself at the newly purchased desk of the firm.

Here, at his request she took a page or two of dictation from him and typed it rapidly and accurately.

She had her own system of book-keeping which she explained to the young man who seemed to think it satisfactory. Then he asked her what salary she expected, and she told him, timidly.

All right, he said with a smile, if it suits you it certainly suits me. Will you begin to-morrow?

Whenever you wish, Mr. Quarren.

Well, there wont be very much to do for a while, he said laughingly, except to sit at that desk and look ornamental.

She flushed, then smiled and thanked him for giving her the position, adding with another blush that she would do her best.

Your best, he said amiably, will probably be exactly what we require.... Did you bring any letters?

She hesitated: One, she said gravely. She searched in her reticule, found it, and handed it to Quarren who read it in silence, then returned it to her.

You were stenographer in Mr. Sprowls private office?

Yes.

This letter isnt signed by Mr. Sprowl.

No, by Mr. Kyte, his private secretary.

It seems you were there only six months.

Six months.

And before that where were you?

At home.

Oh; Mr. Sprowl was your first employer!

Yes.

Why did you leave?

The girl hesitated so long that he thought she had not understood, and was about to repeat the question when something in her pallor and in her uplifted eyes checked him.

I dont know why I was sent away, she said in a colourless voice.

He thought for a while, then, carelessly: I take it that there was nothing irregular in your conduct?

No.

Youd tell me if there was, wouldnt you?

She lifted her dark eyes to his. Yes, she said.

How much of an expert he was at judging faces he did not know, but he was perfectly satisfied with himself when she took her leave.

And when Dankmere came in after luncheon he said:

Ive engaged a book-keeper. Her name is Jessie Vining. Shes evidently unhappy, poor, underfed, and the prettiest thing you ever saw out of a business college. So, being unhappy, poor, underfed and pretty, I take it that shes all to the good.

Its a generous world of men, said Dankmere— so I guess she is good.

Im sure of it. She was Sprowls private stenographer — and he sent her away.... There are three reasons why he might have dismissed her. Ive taken my choice of them.

Did he give her a letter?

No.

Oh. Then Ive taken my choice, too.

Kyte ventured to give her a letter, said Quarren. Ive heard that Kyte could be decent sometimes.

I see.

Nothing further was said about the new book-keeper. His lordship went into the back parlour and played the piano until satiated; then mixed himself a lime julep.

That afternoon they went over the reports of the experts very carefully. From these reports and his own conclusions Quarren drafted a catalogue while Dankmere went about sticking adhesive labels on the frames, all numbered. And, as he trotted blithely about his work, he talked to himself and to the pictures:

Heres number nine for you, old lady! If Id had a face like that Id have killed the artist who transferred it to canvas!... Number sixteen for you there in your armour! Somebody in Springfield will buy you for an ancestor and thats what will happen to you.... And you, too, in a bag-wig! — youll be some rich Yankees ancestor before you know it! Thats the way youll end, my smirking friend.... Hello! Tiens! In Gottes namen — whom have we here? Why, its Venus!... And hot weather is no excuse for going about that way!... Listen to this, Quarren, for an impromptu patter-song — 

Venus, dear, you ought to know What the proper caper is — Even Eve, who wasnt slow, Robbed the neighbours graperies! Even Mænads on the go, Fat Bacchantes in a row — Even ladies in a show Wear some threads of naperies! Through the heavens planet-strewn Where a shred of vapour is Quickly clothes herself the Moon! Get you to a modiste soon Where the tissue-paper is, Cut in fashions fit for June — Wear em, dear, for draperies — —

Good heavens! protested Quarren— how long can you run on like that?

Years and years, my dear fellow. Its in me — born in me! Can you beat it? Though I appear to be a peer appearance is a liar; cast for a part apart from caste, departing I climb higher toward the boards to bore the hordes and lord it, sock and buskin dispensing sweetness, art, and light as per our old friend Ruskin — —

Dankmere!

Heaven-born?

Stop!

I remain put.... What number do I stick on this gentleman with streaky features?

Eighteen. Thats a Franz Hals.

Really?

Yes; the records are all here, and the experts agree.

His lordship got down nimbly from the step-ladder and came over to the desk:

Young sir, he said, how much is that picture worth?

All we can get for it. Its not a very good example.

Are you going to tell people that?

If they ask me, said Quarren, smiling.

What price are you going to put on it?

Ten thousand.

And do you think any art-smitten ass will pay that sum for a thing like that?

I think so. If it were only a decent example Id ask ten times that — and probably get it in the end.

Dankmere inspected the picture more respectfully for a few moments, then pasted a label on an exquisite head by Greuze.

Shes a peach, he said. What price is going to waft her from my roof-tree?

The experts say its not a Greuze but a contemporary copy. And theres no pedigree, either.

Oh, said the Earl blankly, is that your opinion, too?

I havent any yet. But theres no such picture by Greuze extant.

You dont think it a copy?

Im inclined not to. Under that thick blackish-yellow varnish I believe Ill find the pearl and rose texture of old Greuze himself. In the meantime its not for sale.

I see. And this battle-scene?

Wouvermans — ruined by restoring. Its not worth much.

And this Virgin?

Pure as the Virgin Herself — not a mark — flawless. Its by The Master of the Death of Mary. Isnt it a beauty? Do you notice St. John holding the three cherries and the Christ-child caressing the goldfinch? Did you ever see such colour?

Its — er — pretty, said his lordship.

And so during the entire afternoon they compiled the price-list and catalogue, marking copies for what they were, noting such pictures as had been ruined by restoring or repainted so completely as to almost obliterate the last original brush stroke. Also Quarren reserved for his own investigations such canvases as he doubted or of which he had hopes — a number that under their crocked, battered, darkened or discoloured surfaces hinted of by-gone glories that might still be living and only imprisoned beneath the thick opacity of dust, soot, varnish, and the repainting of many years ago.

And that night he went to bed happier than he had ever been in all his life — unless his moments with Strelsa Leeds might be termed happy ones.



Monday morning brought, among other things, a cloudless sun, and little Miss Vining quite as spotless and radiant; and within ten minutes the click of the typewriter made the silent picture-plastered rooms almost gay.

In shirtwaist and cuffs she took her place behind the desk with a sort of silent decision which seemed at once to invest her with suzerainty over all that corner of the room; and Dankmere coming in a little later, whistling merrily and twirling his walking-stick, sheered off instinctively on his breezy progress through the rooms, skirting Jessie Vinings domain as though her private ensign flew above it and earthworks, cannon and trespass notices flanked her corner on every side.

In the back parlour he said to Quarren: So that is the girl?

It sure is.

God bless my soul! she acts as though she had just bought in the whole place.

Whats she doing?

Just sitting there, admitted Dankmere.

He seemed to have lost his spirits. Once, certain that he was unobserved except by Quarren, he ventured to balance his stick on his chin, but it was a half-hearted performance; and when he tossed up his straw hat and attempted to catch it on his head, he missed, and the corrugated brim sustained a dent.

A number of people called that morning, quiet, well-dressed, cautious-eyed, soft-spoken gentlemen who moved about noiselessly over the carpets and, on encountering one another, nodded with silent familiarity and smiles scarcely perceptible.

They seemed to require no information concerning the pictures which they swept with glances almost careless on their first rounds of the rooms. But the first leisurely tour always resulted in a second where one or two pictures seemed to claim their closer scrutiny.

Now and then one of these gentlemen would screw a jewellers glass into his eye and remain a few minutes nose almost touching a canvas. Several used the large reading-glass lying on a side table. Before they departed all glanced over the incomplete scale of prices which Jessie Vining had typed and bound in blue covers; but one and all took their leave in amiable silence, saying a non-committal word or two to Quarren in pleasantly modulated voices and passing Jessies desk with a grave inclination of gravely preoccupied faces.

When the last leisurely lingerer had taken his leave Quarren said to Jessie Vining:

Those are representatives of various first-class dealers — confidential buyers, sons — even dealers themselves — like that handsome gray-haired young-looking man who is Max Von Ebers, head of that great house.

But they didnt buy one single thing! said Jessie.

Quarren laughed: People dont buy off-hand. Our triumph is to get them here at all. I wrote to each of them personally.



Nobody else came for a long while; then one or two of the lesser dealers appeared, and now and then a man who might be an agent or a prowling and wealthy amateur or perhaps one of those curious haunters of all art marts who never buy but who never miss assisting at all inaugurations in person — like an ubiquitous and silent dog who turns up wherever more than two people assemble with any purpose in view — or without any.

During the forenoon and early afternoon several women came into the galleries; and they seemed to be a little different from ordinary women, although it would be hard to say wherein they were different except in one instance — a tall, darkly handsome girl whose jewellery was as conspicuously oriental as her brilliant colour.

Later Quarren told Jessie Vining that they were expert buyers on commission or brokers having clients among those very wealthy people who bought pictures now and then because it was fashionable to do so. Also, these same women-brokers represented a number of those unhappy old families who, incognito, were being forced by straitened circumstances to part secretly with heirlooms — family plate, portraits, miniatures, furniture — even with the antique mirrors on the walls and the very fire-dogs on the hearth amid the ashes of a burnt-out race almost extinct.

A few Jews came — representing the extreme types of the most wonderful race of people in the world — one tall, handsome, immaculate young man whose cultivated accent, charming manners, and quiet bearing challenged exception — and one or two representing the other extreme, loud, restless, aggressive, and as impertinent as they dared be, discussing the canvases in noisy voices and with callous manners verging always on the offensive.

These evinced a disposition for cash deals and bargain-wrangling, discouraged good-naturedly by Quarren who referred them to the catalogue; and presently they took themselves off.

Dankmere sidled up to Quarren rather timidly toward the close of the afternoon.

I dont see what bally good I am in this business, he said. I dont mean to shirk, Quarren, but there doesnt seem to be anything for me to do. I think that all these beggars spot me for an ignoramus the moment they lay eyes on me, and the whole thing falls on you.

Quarren said laughingly: Well, didnt you furnish the stock?

We ought to go halves, muttered Dankmere, shyly skirting Jessie Vinings domain where she was writing letters with the Social Register at her elbow.



The last days of June and the first of July were repetitions in a measure of the opening day at the Dankmere Galleries; people came and were received and entertained by Quarren; Dankmere sat about in various chairs or retired furtively to the backyard to smoke at intervals; Jessie Vining with more colour in her pale, oval face, ruled her corner of the room in a sort of sweet and silent dignity.

Dankmere, who, innately, possessed the effrontery of a born comedian, for some reason utterly unknown to himself, was inclined to be afraid of her — afraid of the clear brown eyes indifferently lifted to his when he entered — afraid of the quiet Good-morning, Lord Dankmere, with which she responded to his morning greeting — afraid of her cool skilful little hands busy with pencil, pen, or lettered key — afraid of everything about her from her rippling brown hair and snowy collar to the tips of her little tan shoes — even afraid of the back of her head when it presented only a slender neck and two little rosy, close-set ears. But he didnt mention his state of abasement to Quarren.

A curious thing occurred, too: Jessie had evidently been gay on Sunday; and, Monday noon, while out for lunch, she had left on her desk two Coney Island postal cards decorated with her own photograph. When she returned, one card had vanished; and she searched quietly but thoroughly before she left for home that evening, but she did not find the card. But she said nothing about it.

The dreadful part of the affair was that it was theft — the Earl of Dankmeres first crime.

Why he had taken it he did not know. The awful impulse of kleptomania alone seemed to explain but scarcely palliate his first offence against society.

It was only after he realised that the picture and Jessie Vining vaguely resembled his dead Countess that his lordship began to understand why he had committed a felony before he actually knew what he was doing.
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And one day when Quarren was still out for lunch and Jessie had returned to her correspondence, the terrified Earl suddenly appeared before her holding out the photograph: and she took it, astonished, her lifted eyes mutely inquiring concerning the inwardness of this extraordinary episode.

But Dankmere merely fled to the backyard and remained there all the afternoon smoking his head off; and it was several days before Jessie had an opportunity to find herself alone in his vicinity and to ask him with almost perfect self-possession where he had found the photograph.

I stole it, said Dankmere, turning bright red to his ear-tips.

All she could think of to say was: Why?

It resembles my wife. So do you.

Really, she said coldly.



Several days later she learned by the skilfully careless questioning of Quarren that the Countess of Dankmere had not existed on earth for the last ten years.

This news extenuated the Earls guilt in her eyes to a degree which permitted a slight emotion resembling pity to pervade her. And one day she said to him, casually pleasant— Would you care for that post-card, Lord Dankmere? If it resembles your wife I would be very glad to return it to you.

Dankmere, painfully red again, thanked her so nicely that the slight, instinctive distrust and aversion which, in the beginning, she had entertained for his lordship, suddenly disappeared so entirely that it surprised her when she had leisure to think it over afterward.

So she gave him the post-card, and next day she found a rose in a glass of water on her desk; and that ended the incident for them both except that Dankmere was shyer of her than ever and she was beginning to realise that his aloof and expressionless deportment was due to shyness — which seemed to be inexplicable because otherwise timidity was scarcely the word to characterise his lively little lordship.

Once, looking out of the rear windows, through the lace curtains she saw the Earl of Dankmere in the backyard, gravely turning handsprings on the grass while still smoking his pipe. Once, entering the gallery unexpectedly, she discovered the Earl standing at the piano, playing a rattling breakdown while his nimble little feet performed the same with miraculous agility and professional precision. She withdrew to the front door, hastily, and waited until the piano ceased from rumbling and the Oxfords were at rest, then returned with heightened colour and a stifled desire to laugh which she disguised under an absent-minded nod of greeting.

Meanwhile one or two pictures had been sold to dealers — not important ones — but the sales were significant enough to justify the leasing of the basement. And here Quarren installed himself from morning to noon as apprentice to an old Englishman who, before the failure of his eyesight, had amassed a little fortune as surgeon, physician, and trained nurse to old and decrepit pictures.

Not entirely unequipped in the beginning, Quarren now learned more about his trade — the guarded secrets of mediums and solvents, the composition of ancient and modern canvases, how old and modern colours were ground and prepared, how mixed, how applied.

He learned how the old masters of the various schools of painting prepared a canvas or panel — how the snowy veil was spread and dried, how the under painting was executed in earth-red and bone-black, how the glaze was used and why, what was the medium, what the varnish.

He learned about the baths of sunlight, too — those clarifying immersions practised so openly yet until recently not understood. He comprehended the mechanics, physics, and simple chemistry of that splendid, mysterious inward glow which seemed to slumber under the colours of the old masters like the exquisite warmth in the heart of a gem.

To him, little by little, was revealed the only real wonder of the old masters — their astonishing honesty. He began to understand that, first of all, they were self-respecting artisans, practising their trade of making pictures and painting each picture as well as they knew how; that, like other artisans, their pride was in knowing their trade, in a mastery of their tools, and in executing commissions as honestly as they knew how and leaving the art to take care of itself.

Also he learned — for he was obliged to learn in self-protection — the tricks and deceptions and forgeries of the trade — all that was unworthy about it, all its shabby disguises and imitations and crude artifices and cunning falsehoods.

He examined old canvases painted over with old-new pictures and then relined; canvases showing portions of original colour; old canvases and panels repainted and artificially darkened and cleverly covered with both paint and varnish cracks; canvases that almost defied detection by needle-point or glass or thumb friction or solvent, so ingenious was the forgery simulating age.

Every known adjunct was provided to carry out deception — genuinely old canvases or panels, old stretchers really worm-eaten, aged frames of the period, half-obliterated seals bearing sometimes even the cross-keys of the Vatican. Even, in some cases, pretence that the pictures had been cut from the frame and presumably stolen was carried out by a knife-slashed and irregular ridge where the canvas had actually been so cut and then sewed to a modern toile.

For forgery of art is as old as the Greeks and as new as to-day — the one sinister art that perhaps will never become a lost art; and Quarren and his aged mentor in the basement of the Dankmere Galleries discovered more than enough frauds among the Dankmere family pictures showing how the little Earls forebears had once been gulled before his present lordship lay in his cradle.

To Quarren the work was fascinating and, except for his increasing worry over Strelsa Leeds, would have been all-absorbing to the degree of happiness — or that interested contentment which passes for it on earth.

To see the dull encasing armour of varnish disappear from some ancient masterpiece under the thumb, as the delicate thumb of the Orient polishes lacquer; to dare a solvent when needed, timing its strength to the second lest disaster tarnish forever the exquisite bloom of the shrouded glazing; to cautiously explore for suspected signatures, to brood and ponder over ancient records and alleged pedigrees; to compare prints and mezzotints, photographs and engravings in search for identities; to study threads of canvas, flakes of varnish, flinty globules of paint under the microscope; to learn, little by little, the technical manners and capricious mannerisms significant of the progress periods of each dead master; to pore over endless volumes, monographs, illustrated foreign catalogues of public and private collections — in these things and through them happiness came to Quarren.

Never a summer sun rose over the streets of Ascalon arousing the Philistine to another day of toil but it awoke Quarren to the subdued excitement of another day. Eager, interested, content in his self-respect, he went forth to a daily business which he cared about for its own sake, and was fast learning to care about to the point of infatuation.

He was never tired these days; but the summer heat and lack of air and exercise made him rather thin and pale. Close work with the magnifying glass had left his features slightly careworn, and had begun little converging lines at the outer corners of his eyes. Only one line in his face expressed anything less happy — the commencement of a short perpendicular crease between his eyebrows. Anxious pondering over old canvases was not deepening that faint signature of perplexity — or the forerunner of Cares signs manual nervously etched from the wing of either nostril.




CHAPTER XII
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SINCE QUARREN HAD left Witch-Hollow, he and Strelsa had exchanged half-a-dozen letters of all sorts — gay, impersonal notes, sober epistles reflecting more subdued moods, then letters fairly sparkling with high spirits and the happy optimism of young people discovering that there is more of good than evil in a world still really almost new to them. Then there was a long letter of description and amusing narrative from her, in which, here and there, she became almost sentimental over phases of rural beauty; and he replied at equal length telling her about his new shop-work in detail.

Suddenly, out of a clear sky, there came from her a short, dry, and deliberate letter mentioning once more her critical worldly circumstances and the necessity of confronting them promptly and with intelligence and decision.

To which he answered vigorously, begging her to hold out — either fit herself for employment — or throw her fortunes in with his and take the chances.

Rix dear, she answered, dont you suppose I have thought of that? But I cant do it. There is nothing left in me to go on with. Im burnt out — deadly tired, wanting nothing more than I shall have by marrying as I must marry. For I shall have you, too, as I have always had you. You said so, didnt you?

What difference, then, does it make to you or me whether or not I am married?

If you were sufficiently equipped to take care of me, and if I married you, I could not give you anything more than I have given already — I would not wish to if I could. All that many other women consider part of love — all that lesser side of it and of marriage I could not give to you or to any man — could not endure; because it is not in me and never has been. It is foreign to me, unpleasant, distasteful — even hateful.

So as I can give you nothing more than I have given or ever shall give, and as you have given me all you can — anyway all I care for in you — let me feel free to seek my worldly salvation and find the quiet and rest and surcease from anxiety which comes only under such circumstances.

You wont think unkindly of me, will you, Rix? I dont know very much; I amount to very little. What ideals I had are dead. Why should anybody bother to agree or disagree with my very unaggressive opinions or criticise harshly a life which has been spent mainly in troubling the world as little as possible?



There are a number of people here — among them several friends of Jim Wycherly, all of them aviation-mad. Jim took out the Stinger, smashed the planes and got a fall which was not very serious. Lester Caldera did the same thing to the Kent biplane except that he fell into the river and Sir Charles and Chrysos, in the launch, fished him out — swearing, they say.

Vincent Wier made a fine flight in his Delatour Dragon, sailing round and round like a big hawk for a quarter of an hour, but the wind came up and he couldnt land, and he finally came down thirty miles north of us in a swamp.

Langly took me for a short flight in his Owlet No. 3 — only two miles and not very high, but the sensation was simply horrid. I never even cared for motoring, you see, so the experience left me most unenthusiastic, greatly to Langlys disgust. Really, all I care for is a decently gaited horse — and I prefer to walk him half the time. There is nothing speedy about me, Rix. If I ever had the inclination its gone now.

To the evident displeasure of Sir Charles, Langly took up Chrysos Lacy; and the child adored it. I believe Sir Charles said something cutting to Langly in his quiet and dry way which has, apparently, infuriated my to-be-affianced, for he never goes near Sir Charles, now, and that cold-eyed gentleman completely ignores him. Which is not very agreeable for me.

Oh, Rix, there seems to be so many misunderstandings in this exceedingly small world of ours — rows innumerable, heartburns, recriminations, quarrels secret and open, and endless misunderstandings.

Please dont let any come between us, will you? Somehow, lately, I find myself looking on you as a distant but solid and almost peaceful refuge for my harried thoughts. And Im so very, very tired of being hunted.

Strelsa.

If they hunt you too hard, he wrote to Strelsa, the gateway of my friendship is open to you always: remember that, now and in the days to come.

What you have written leaves me with nothing to answer except this. To all it is given to endure according to their strength; beyond it no one can strive; but short of its limits its a shame to show faint-heartedness.

About the man you are determined to marry I have no further word to say. You know in what repute he is held in your world, and you believe that its censure is unjust. There is good in every man, perhaps, and perhaps the good in this man may show itself only in response to the better qualities in you.

Somehow, without trying, you almost instantly evoke the better qualities in me. You changed my entire life; do you know it? I myself scarcely comprehended why. Perhaps the negative sweetness in you concentrated and brought out the positive strength so long dormant in me. All I know clearly is that you came into my life and found a fool wasting it, capering about in a costume half livery, half motley. My ambition was limited to my cap and bells; my aspirations never reached beyond the tip of my bauble. Then I saw you — and, all by themselves, my rags of motley fell from me, and something resembling a man stepped clear of them.

I am trying to make out of myself all that there is in me to develop. It is not much — scarcely more than the ability to earn a living.

I have come to care for nothing more than the right to look this sunny world straight in the face. Until I knew you I had scarcely seen it except through artificial light — scarce heard its voice; for the laughter of your world and the jingle of my cap and bells drowned it in my asss ears.

I could tell you — for in dark moments I often believe it — that there is only one thing that counts in the world — one thing worth having, worth giving — love!

But in my heart I know it is not so; and the romancers are mistaken; and so is the heart denied.

Better and worth more than love of man or woman is the minds silent approval — whether given in tranquillity or accorded in dumb anguish.

Strelsa dear, I shall always care for you; but I have discovered that love is another matter — higher or lower as you will — but different. And I do not think I shall be able to love the girl who does what you are decided to do. And that does not mean that I criticise you or blame you, or that my sympathy, affection, interest, in you will be less. On the contrary all these emotions may become keener; only one little part will die out, and that without changing the rest — merely that mysterious, curious, elusive and illogical atom in the unstable molecule, which we call love — and which, when separated, leaves the molecule changed only in name. We call it friendship, then.

And this is, I think, what you would most desire. So when you do what you have determined to do, I will really become toward you what you are — and have always been — toward me. And could either of us ask for more?

Only — forgive me — I wish it had been Sir Charles — or almost any other man. But that is for your decision. Strelsa governs and alone is responsible to Strelsa.

Meanwhile do not doubt my affection — do not fear unkindness, judgment, or criticism. I wish I were what you cared for most in the world — after the approval of your own mind. I wish you cared for me not only as you do but with all that has never been aroused in you. For without that I am helpless to fight for you.

So, in your own way, you will live life through, knowing that in me you will always have an unchanged friend — even though the lover died when you became a wife. Is all clear between us now?



If you are ever in town, or passing through to Newport or Bar Harbour, stop and inspect our gallery.

It is really quite pretty and some of the pictures are excellent. You should see it now — sunlight slanting in through the dusty bay-window, Dankmere at a long polished table doing his level best to assemble certain old prints out of a portfolio containing nearly a thousand; pretty little Miss Vining, pencil in hand, checking off at her desk the reference books we require in our eternal hunt for information; I below stairs in overalls if you please, paint and varnish stained, a jewellers glass screwed into my left eye, examining an ancient panel which I strongly hope may have been the work of a gentleman named Bronzino — for its mate is almost certainly the man in armour in the Metropolitan Museum.

Strelsa, it is the most exciting business I ever dreamed of. And the beauty of it is that it leads out into everything — stretches a thousand sensitive tentacles which grasp at knowledge of beauty everywhere — whether it lie in the sombre splendour of the tapestries of Bayeux, of Italy, of Flanders; or deep in the woven magnificence of some dead Sultans palace rug; or in the beauty of the work of silversmiths, goldsmiths, of sculptors in ivory or in wood long dead; or in the untinted marbles of the immortal masters.

Never before did I understand how indissolubly all arts are linked, how closely and eternally knit together in the vast fabric fashioned by man from the beginning of time, and in the cryptograms of which lie buried all that man has ever thought and hoped.



My cat, Daisy, recently presented the Dankmere Galleries with five squeaking kittens of assorted colour and design. Their eyes are now open.

Poor Daisy! It seems only yesterday when, calmly purring on my knee, she heard for the first time in her innocent life a gentleman cat begin an intermezzo on the back fence.

Never before had Daisy heard such amazing language: she rose, astounded, listening; then, giving me one wild glance, fled under the piano. I shied an empty bottle at the moon-lit minstrel; and I supposed that Daisy approved. But man supposes and cat proposes and — Daisys kittens are certainly ornamental. Dankmere carries one in each pocket, Daisy trotting at his heels with an occasional little exclamation of solicitude and pride.

Really were a funny lot here in the Dankmere Galleries — not superficially business-like perhaps, for we close at five and have tea in the extension, Dankmere, Miss Vining, I, Daisy, and her young ones — Daisy and the latter taking their nourishment together in a basket which Miss Vining has lined with blue silk.

In the evenings sometimes Miss Vining remains and dines with Dankmere and myself at some near restaurant; and after dinner Karl Westguard comes in and reads the most recent chapter of his novel — or perhaps Dankmere plays and sings old-time songs for us — or, if the heat makes us feel particularly futile, I perform some of those highly intellectual tricks which once made me acceptable among people I now seldom or never see.

[image: img363.jpg]In the evenings sometimes Miss Vining remains and dines with Dankmere and myself at some near restaurant.

Miss Vining, as I have already told you in other letters, is a sweet, sincere girl with no pretence to anything out of the ordinary yet blessed with a delicate sense of honour and incidentally of humour.

She is quite alone in the world, and, now that she has made up her mind about Dankmere and me I can see that she shyly enjoys our including her in our harmless informalities.

Westguard is immensely interested in her as a type, and he informs me that he is studying her. Which is more or less bosh; but Karl loves to take himself seriously.

Nobody you know has been to see us. It may be because your world is out of town, but Im beginning to believe that the Dankmere Galleries need expect no patronage from that same world. Friendship usually fights shy of the frontiers of business. Old acquaintanceship is forgot very quickly when one side or the other has anything to sell. Only those thrifty imitations of friends venture near in quest of special privilege; and not getting it, go, never to return. Ubi amici, ibi opes!



When you pass through this furnace of Ascalon called New York will you stop among the Philistines long enough to take a cup of tea with us? — Ill show you the pictures; Dankmere will play Shannon Water for you; Miss Vining will talk pretty platitudes to you, Daisy will purr for you, and the painted eyes of Dankmeres ancestors will look down approvingly at you from the wall; and all our little world will know that the loveliest and best of all the greater world is breaking bread with us under our roof, and that one for once, unlike mans dealings with your celestial sisters, our entertainment of you will not be wholly unawares.

R. S. Quarren.

The basement workshop was aromatic with the odours of solvents, mediums, and varnishes when he returned from posting his letter to Strelsa. His old English mentor had departed for good, leaving him to go forward alone in his profession.

And now, as he stood there, looking out into the sunny backyard, for the first time he felt the silence and isolation of the place, and his own loneliness. Doubt crept in whispering the uselessness of working, of saving, of self-denial, of laying by anything for a future that already meant nothing of happiness to him.

For whom, after all, should he save, hoard, gather together, economise? Who was there to labour for? For whom should he endure?

He cared nothing for women; he had really never cared for any woman excepting only this one. He would never marry and have a son. He had no near or distant relatives. For whose sake, then, was he standing here in workmans overalls? What business had he here in the basement of a shabby house in midsummer? Did there remain any vague hope of Strelsa? Perhaps. Hope is the last of ones friends to die. Or was it for himself that he was working now to provide against those evil days when the keepers of the house shall tremble? Perhaps he was unconsciously obeying natures first law.

And yet, slowly within him grew a certainty that these reasons were not the real ones — not the vital impulse that moved his hand steadily through critical and delicate moments as he bent, breathless, over the faded splendours of ancient canvases. No; somehow or other he had already begun to work for the sake of the work itself — whatever that really meant. That was the basic impulse — the occult motive; and, somehow he knew that, once aroused, the desire to strive could never again in him remain wholly quiescent.



Both Dankmere and Miss Vining had gone to lunch, presumably in different directions; Daisy and her youngsters, having been nourished, were asleep; there was not a sound in the house except the soft rubbing of tissue-paper where Quarren was lightly removing the retouching varnish from a relined canvas. Presently the front door-bell rang.

Quarren rinsed his hands and, still wearing overalls and painters blouse, mounted the basement stairs and opened the front door. And Mrs. Sprowl supported by a footman waddled in, panting.

Tell your master I want to see him, she said— I dont mean that fool of an Englishman; I mean Mr. Quar — Good Lord! Ricky, is that you? Here, get me a chair — those front steps nearly killed me. Long ago I swore Id never enter a house which was not basement-built and had an elevator!... Hand me one of those fans. And if theres any water in the house not swarming with typhoid germs, get me a glass of it.

He brought her a tumbler of spring water; she panted and gulped and fanned and panted, her little green eyes roaming around her.

Presently she dismissed the footman, and turned her heavily flushed face on Quarren. The rolls of fat crowded the lace on her neck, perspiration glistened under her sparklike eyes.

How are you? she inquired.

He said, smilingly, that he was well.

You dont look it. You look gaunt.... Well, I never thought youd come to this — that you had it in you to do anything useful.

I believe Ive heard you say so now and then, he said with perfect good-humour.

Why not? Why should I have thought that your talents amounted to more than ornaments?

No reason to suppose so, he admitted, amused.

Not the slightest. Talent usually damns people to an effortless existence. And yours was a pleasant one, too. You had a good time, didnt you?

Oh, very.

There was nothing to do except to come in, kiss the girls all around, and make faces to amuse them, was there?

Not much more, he admitted, laughing.

Mrs. Sprowls little green eyes travelled all over the walls.

Umph, she snorted, I suppose these are some of Dankmeres heirlooms. I never fancied that little bounder — —

Wait!

What!

Wait a moment. I like Dankmere, and he isnt a bounder — —

He is one!

Keep that opinion to yourself, he said bluntly.

The old ladys eyes blazed. Im damned if I do! she retorted— Ill say what — —

Not here! You mustnt be uncivil here. You know well enough how to behave when necessary; and if you dont do it Ill call your carriage.

For fully five minutes Mrs. Sprowl sat there attempting to digest what he had said. The process was awful to behold, but she accomplished it at last with a violent effort.

Ricky, she said, I didnt come here to quarrel with you over an Englishman who — of whom I — have my personal opinion.

He laughed, leaned over and deliberately patted her fat wrist; and she glared at him somewhat as a tigress inspects a favourite but overgrown and presuming cub.

I dont know why you came, he said, but it was nice of you anyway and I am glad to see you.

If thats true, she said, youre one of mighty few. The joy which people feel in my presence is usually exhibited when Im safely out of their houses, or they are out of mine.

She laughed at that; and he did too; and she gulped her glass of water empty and refused more.

Ricky, she began abruptly, youve been up to that Witch-Hollow place of Mollys?

Yes.

Well, what the devil is going on there?

Aviation, he said blandly.

What else? Dont evade an answer! I cant get anything out of that little idiot, Molly; I cant worm anything out of Sir Charles; I cant learn anything from Strelsa Leeds; and as for Langly he wont even answer my letters.

Now I want to know what is going on there? Ive been as short with Strelsa as I dare be — shes got to be led with sugar. Ive almost ordered her to come to me at Newport — but she doesnt come.

Shes resting, said Quarren coolly.

Hasnt she had time to rest in that dingy, dead-and-alive place? And what keeps Langly there? He has nothing to look at except a few brood-mares. Do you suppose he has the bad taste to hang around waiting for Chester Ledwith to get out and Mary Ledwith to return? Or is it something else that glues him there — with the Yulan in the North River?

Quarren shrugged his lack of interest in the subject.

If I thought, muttered the old lady— if I imagined for one moment that Langly was daring to try any of his low, cold-blooded tricks on Strelsa Leeds, Id go up there myself — Id take the next train and tell that girl plainly what kind of a citizen my charming nephew really is!

Quarren was silent.

Why the dickens dont you say something? she demanded. I want to know whether I ought to go up there or not. Have you ever observed — have you ever suspected that there might be anything between Langly and Strelsa Leeds? — any tacit understanding — any interest on her part in him?... Why dont you answer me?

You know, he said, that its none of your business what I believe.

Am I to take that impudence literally?

Exactly as I said it. You asked improper questions; I am obliged to remind you that you cannot expect me to answer them.

Why cant you speak of Langly?

Because what concerns him does not concern me.

I thought you were in love with Strelsa, she said bluntly.

If I were, do you imagine Id discuss it with you?

Ill tell you what! she shouted, purple with rage, you might do a damn sight worse! Id — Id rather see her your wife than his! — and God knows what he wants of her at that — as Mary Ledwith has first call or the world will turn Langly out of doors!

Quarren, slightly paler, looked at her in silence.

I tell you the world will spit in his face, she said between her teeth, if he doesnt make good with Mary Ledwith after what hes done to her and her husband.

He has too much money, said Quarren. Besides theres an ordinance against it.

You watch and see! Some things are too rotten to be endured — —

What? I havent noticed any either abroad or here. Anyway it doesnt concern me.

Dont you care for that girl?

We are friends.

Friends, eh! she mimicked him wickedly, plying her fan like a madwoman; well I fancy I know what sort of friendship has made you look ten years older in half a year. Oh, Ricky, Ricky! — she added with an abrupt change of feeling— Im sorry for you. I like you even when you are impertinent to me — and you know I do! But I — my heart is set on her marrying Sir Charles. You know it is. Could anything on earth be more suitable? — happier for her as well as for him? Isnt he a man where Langly is a — a toad, a cold-blooded worm! — a — a thing!

I tell you my hearts set on it; there is nothing else interests me; I think of nothing else, care for nothing else — —

Why?

What? she said, suddenly on her guard.

Why do you care for it so much?

Why? That is an absurd question.

Then answer it without taking time to search for any reason except the real one.

Ricky, you insolent — —

Never mind. Answer me; why are you so absorbed in this marriage?

She said with a calmly contemptuous shrug: Because Sir Charles is deeply in love with her, and I am fond of them both.

Is that sufficient reason for such strenuous and persistent efforts on your part?

That — and hatred for Langly, she said stolidly.

Just those three reasons?

Certainly. Just those three.

He shook his head.

Do you disbelieve me? she demanded.

I am compelled to — knowing that never in all your life have you made the slightest effort in behalf of friendship — never inconvenienced yourself in the least for the sake of anybody on earth.

She stared at him, amazed, then angry, then burst into a loud laugh; but, even while laughing her fat features suddenly altered as though pain had cut mirth short.

What is the matter? he said.

Nothing.... You are the matter.... Ive always been fool enough to take you for a fool. You were the only one among us clever enough to read us and remain unread. God! If only some of us could see what we look like in the archives of your brain!... Let it go at that; I dont care what I look like as long as its a friendly hand that draws my features.... Im an old woman, remember.... And it is a friendly pencil you wield, isnt it, Ricky?

Yes.

I believe it. I never knew you to do or say a deliberately unkind thing. I never knew you to abuse a confidence, either.... And you were the receptacle for many — Heaven only knows how many trivial, petty, miserable little intrigues you were made aware of, or how many secret kindnesses you have done.... Let that go, too. I want to tell you something.

She motioned him nearer; she was too stout to lean far forward: and he placed his chair beside hers.

Do you know where and when Sir Charles first saw Strelsa Leeds?

Yes.

In Egypt. She was the wife of the charming and accomplished Reggie at the time.

I know.

Did you know that Sir Charles fell in love with her then? That he never forgot her? That when Reggie finally took his last header into the ditch he had been riding for, Sir Charles came to me in America and asked what was best to do? That on my advice he waited until I managed to draw the girl out of her retirement? That then, on my advice, he returned to America to offer himself when the proper time arrived? Did you know these things, Rix?

No, he said.

Then you know them now.

Yes, I— he hesitated, looking straight at her in silence. And after a while a slight colour not due to the heat deepened the florid hue of her features.

I knew Sir Charless father, she said in a voice so modulated — a voice so unexpected and almost pretty, that he could scarcely believe it was she who had spoken.

You said, she went on under her breath, that in all my life friendship has never inspired in me a kindly action. You are wrong, Rix. In the matter of this marriage my only inspiration is friendship — the friendship I had for a man who is dead.... Sir Charles is his only son.

Quarren looked at her in silence.

I was young once, Ricky. I suppose you can scarcely believe that. Life and youth began early for me — and lasted a little more than a year — and then they both burnt out in my heart — leaving the rest of me alive — this dross!— She touched herself on her bosom, then lowered her eyes, and sat thinking for a while.

Daisy walked into the room and seated herself in a bar of sunlight, pleasantly blinking her yellow eyes. Mrs. Sprowl glanced at her absently, and they eyed each other in silence.

Then the larger of the pair drew a thick, uneasy breath, looked up at Quarren, all the cunning and hardness gone from her heavy features.

Ive only been trying to do for a dead mans son what might have pleased that man were he alive, she said. Sir Charles was a little lad when he died. But he left a letter for him to read when he was grown up. I never saw the letter, but Sir Charles has told me that, in it, his father spoke — amiably — of me and said that in me his son would always find a friend.... That is all, Rix. Do you believe me?

Yes.

Then — should I go to Witch-Hollow?

I cant answer you.

Why?

Because — because I care for her too much. And I can do absolutely nothing for her. I could not swerve her or direct her. She alone knows what is in her heart and mind to do. I cannot alter it. She will act according to her strength; none can do otherwise.... And she is tired to the very soul.... You tell me that life and youth in you died within a years space. I believe it.... But with her it took two years to die. And then it died.... Let her alone, in Gods name! The child is weary of pursuit, deathly weary of importunity — tired, sad, frightened at the disaster to her fortune. Let her alone. If she marries it will be because of physical strength lacking — strength of character, of mind — perhaps moral, perhaps spiritual strength — I dont know. All I know is that no man or woman can help her, because the world has bruised her too long and shes afraid of it.

For a long while Mrs. Sprowl sat there in silence; then:

It is strange, she mused, that Strelsa should be afraid of Sir Charles.

I dont think she is.

Then why on earth wont she marry him? He is richer than Langly!

Quarren looked at her oddly:

But Sir Charles is her friend, you see. And so am I.... Friends do not make a convenience of one another.

She could learn to love him. He is a lovable fellow.

I think, said Quarren, that she has given to him and to me all that there is in her to give to any man. And so, perhaps, she could not make the convenience of a husband out of either of us.

What a twisted, ridiculous, morbid — —

Let her alone, he said gently.

Very well.... But Ill be hanged if I let Langly alone! Hes still got me to deal with, thank God! — whatever he dares do to Mary Ledwith — whatever he has done to that wretched creature Chester Ledwith — hes still got a perfectly vigorous aunt to reckon with. And well see, she added— well see what can be done — —

The front door opened noisily.

Thats Dankmere, he said. If you are not going to be civil to him hadnt you better go?

Ill be civil to him, she snorted, but Im going anyway. Good-bye, Ricky. Ill buy a picture of you when the weathers cooler.... How-de-do! — as his lordship entered looking rather hot and mussy— Hope your venture into the realms of art will prove successful, Lord Dankmere. Really, Rix, I must be going — if youll call my man — —

Ill take you down, he said, smilingly offering his support.

So Mrs. Sprowl rolled away in her motor, and Quarren came back, wearied with the perplexities and strain of life, to face once more the lesser problems of the immediate present: one of them was an ancient panel in the basement, and he went downstairs to solve it, leaving Dankmere sorting out old prints and Jessie Vining, who had just returned, writing business letters on her machine.

There were not many business letters to write — one to the Metropolitan Museum people declining to present them with a charming little picture by Netscher which they wanted but did not wish to pay for; one to the Worcester Museum advising that progressive institution that, at the request of their director, four canvases had been shipped to them for inspection; several letters enclosing photographs of pictures desired by foreign experts; and a notification to one or two local millionaires that the Dankmere Galleries never shaded prices or exchanged canvases.

Having accomplished the last of the days work remaining up to that particular minute, Jessie Vining leaned back in her chair, rubbed her pretty eyes, glanced partly around toward Lord Dankmere but checked herself, and, with her lips the slightest shade pursed up into a hint of primness, picked up the library novel which she had been reading during intervals of leisure.

It was mainly about a British Peer. The Peer did not resemble Dankmere in any particular; she had already noticed that. And now, as she read on, and, naturally enough, compared the ideal peer with the real one, the difference became painfully plain to her.

Could that short young man in rather mussy summer clothes, sorting prints over there, be a peer of the British realm? Was this young man, whom she had seen turning handsprings on the grass in the backyard, a belted Earl?

In spite of herself her short upper lip curled slightly as she turned from her book to glance at him. He looked up at the same moment, and smiled on meeting her eye — such a kindly yet diffident smile that she blushed a trifle.

I say, Miss Vining, Ive gone over all these prints and I cant find one that resembles the Hogarth portrait — if it is a Hogarth.

Mr. Quarren thinks it is.

I daresay hes quite right, but theres nothing here to prove it; and he slapped the huge portfolio shut, laid his hands on the table, vaulted to the top of it, and sat down. Miss Vining resumed her reading.

Miss Vining?

Yes? very leisurely.

How old do you think I am?

I beg your pardon — —

How old do you think I am?

Really I hadnt thought about it, Lord Dankmere.

Oh.

Miss Vining resumed her reading.

When the Earl had sat on top of the table long enough he got down and dropped into the depths of an armchair.

Miss Vining, he said.

Yes? incuriously.

Have you thought it out yet?

Thought out what, Lord Dankmere?

How old I am.

Really, she retorted, half laughing, half vexed, do you suppose that my mind is occupied in wondering what your age might be?

Isnt it?

Of course not.

Dont you want to know?

She began to laugh again:

Why, if you wish to tell me of course it will interest me most profoundly. And she made him a graceful little bow.

Im thirty-three, he said.

Thank you so much for telling me.

You are welcome, he returned gravely. Do you think Im too old?

Too old for what?

Oh, for anything interesting.

What do you mean by interesting?

But Lord Dankmere apparently did not know what he did mean for he made no answer.

After a little while he said: Wouldnt it be odd if I ever have income enough to pay off my debts?

What?

He repeated the observation.

I dont know what you mean. You naturally expect to pay them, dont you?

I saw no chance of doing so before Mr. Quarren took hold of these pictures.

She was sorry for him:

Are you very deeply in debt?

He named the total of his liabilities and she straightened her young shoulders, horrified.

Oh, thats nothing, he said. I know plenty of chaps in England who are far worse off.

But — that is terrible! she faltered.

Dankmere waved his hand:

Its not so bad. That show business let me in for a lot.

Why did you ever do it?

I like it, he explained simply.

She flushed: It seems strange for a — a man of your kind to sing comic songs and dance before an audience.

Not at all. Ive a friend, Exford by name — who goes about grinding a barrel-organ.

Why?

He likes to do it.... Ive another pal of sorts who chucked the Guards to become a milliner. He always did like to crochet and trim hats. Why not? — if he likes it!

It is not, said Jessie Vining, my idea of a British peer.

But for Heavens sake, consider the peer! Now and then they have an idea of what theyd like to do. Why not let them do it and be happy?

Then they ought not to have been born to the peerage, she said firmly.

Many of them wouldnt have been had anybody consulted them.

You?

Its brought me nothing but debt, ridicule, abuse, and summonses.

You couldnt resign, could you? she said, smiling.

I am resigned. Oh, well, Id rather be what I am than anything else, I fancy.... If the Topeka Museum trustees purchase that Gainsborough Ill be out of debt fast enough.

And then? she inquired, still smiling.

I dont know. Id like to start another show.

And leave Mr. Quarren?

What use am I? Wed share alike; hed manage the business and Id manage a musical comedy Im writing after hours — —

He jumped up and went to the piano where for the next ten minutes he rattled off some lively and very commonplace music which to Jessie Vining sounded like everything she had ever before heard.

Do you like it? he asked hopefully, swinging around on his stool.

Its — lively.

You dont like it!

I — it seems — very entertaining, she said, reddening.

The Earl sat looking at her in silence for a moment; then he said:

To care for anything and make a failure of it — can you beat it for straight misery, Miss Vining?

Oh, please dont speak that way. I really am no judge of musical composition.

He considered the key-board gloomily; and resting one well-shaped hand on it addressed empty space:

Whats the use of liking to do a thing if you cant do it? Why the deuce should a desire torment a man when theres no chance of accomplishment?

The girl looked at him out of her pretty, distressed eyes but found no words suitable for the particular moment.

Dankmere dropped the other hand on the keys, touched a chord or two softly, then drifted into the old-time melody, Shannon Water.

His voice was a pleasantly modulated barytone when he chose; he sang the quaint and lovely old song in perfect taste. Then, very lightly, he sang The Harp, and afterward an old Breton song made centuries ago.

When he turned Miss Vining was resting her head on both hands, eyes lowered.

Those were the real musicians and poets, he said— not these Strausses and Girls from the Golden West.

Will you sing some more?

Do you like my singing?

Very much.

So he idled for another half hour at the piano, recalling half-forgotten melodies of the Age of Faith, which, like all art of that immortal age, can never again be revived. For art alone was not enough in those days, the creator of the beautiful was also endowed with Faith; all the world was so endowed; and it was such an audience as never again can gather to inspire any maker of beautiful things.

Quarren came up to listen; Jessie prepared tea; and the last golden hour of the afternoon drifted away to the untroubled harmonies of other days.

Later, Jessie, halting on the steps to draw on her gloves, heard Dankmere open the door behind her and come out.

They descended the steps together, and she was already turning north with a nod of good-night, when he said:

Are you walking?

She was, to save carfare.

May I go a little way?

Yes — if — —

Lord Dankmere waited, but she did not complete whatever it was she had meant to say. Then, very slowly she turned northward, and he went, too, grasping his walking-stick with unnecessary firmness and carrying himself with the determination and dignity of a man who is walking beside a pretty girl slightly taller than himself.




CHAPTER XIII
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STRELSA HAD GONE to town with her maid, remained there the entire afternoon, and returned to Witch-Hollow without seeing Quarren or even letting him know she was there.

It was the beginning of the end for her and she knew it; and she had already begun to move doggedly toward the end through the blind confusion of things, no longer seeing, hearing, heeding; impelled mechanically toward the goal which meant to her only the relief of absolute rest.

For her troubles were accumulating and she found in herself no resisting power — only the nervous strength left to get away from them. Troubles of every description were impending; some had already come upon her, like Quarrens last letter which she knew signified that the termination of their friendship was already in sight.

But other things were in sight, too, so she spent the afternoon in town with her lawyers; which lengthy séance resulted in the advertising for immediate sale of her house in town and its contents, her town car, brougham, victoria and three horses.

Through her lawyers, also, every jewel she possessed, all her wardrobe except what she had with her at Witch-Hollow, and her very beautiful collection of old lace, were placed in the hands of certain discreet people to dispose of privately.

Every servant in her employment except her maid was paid and dismissed; her resignation from the Province Club was forwarded, all social engagements for the summer cancelled.

There remained only two other matters to settle; and one of them could be put off — without hope of escape perhaps — but still it could be avoided for a little while longer.

The other was to write to Quarren; and she wrote as follows:

I have been in town; necessity drove me, and I was too unhappy to see you. But this is the result: I can hold out a few months longer — to no purpose, I know — yet, you asked it of me, and I am trying to do it. Meanwhile the pressure never eases; I feel your unhappiness deeply — deeply, Rix! — and it is steadily wearing me out. And the pressure from Molly in your behalf, from Mrs. Sprowl by daily letter in behalf of Sir Charles, from Langly in his own interest never slackens for one moment.

And that is not all; my late husband left no will, and I have steadily refused to make any contest for more than my dower rights.

That has been swept away, now; urgent need has compelled me to offer for sale everything I possess except what wardrobe and unimportant trinkets I have with me.

So many suits have been threatened and even commenced against me — you dont know, Rix — but while there remains any chance of meeting my obligations dollar for dollar I have refused to go through bankruptcy.

I need not, now, I think. But the selling of everything will not leave me very much; and in the end my cowardice will do what you dread, and what I no longer fear, so utterly dead in me is every emotion, every nerve, every moral. Men bound to the wheel have slept; I want that sleep. I long for the insensibility, the endless lethargy that the mortally bruised crave; and that is all I hope or care for now.

Love, as man professes it, would only hurt me — even yours. There can be no response from a soul and body stunned. Nothing must disturb their bruised coma.

The man I intend to marry can evoke nothing in me, will demand nothing of me. That is already mutually understood. Its merely a bargain. He wants me as the ornament for the House of Sprowl. I can carry out the pact without effort, figure as the mistress of his domain, live life through unharassed as though I stood alone in a vague, warm dream, safe from anything real.

Meanwhile, without aim, without hope, without even desire to escape my destiny, I am holding out because you ask it. To what end, my friend? Can you tell me?

One morning Molly came into her room greatly perturbed, and Strelsa, still in bed, laid aside the New Testament which she had been reading, and looked up questioningly at her agitated hostess.

Its your fault, began Molly without preliminaries— that old woman certainly suspects what youre up to with her nephew or she wouldnt bother to come up here — —

Who? said Strelsa, sitting up. Mrs. Sprowl?

Certainly, horse, foot, and dragoons! Shes coming, I tell you, and theres only one motive for her advent!

But where will she stop? asked Strelsa, flushing with dismay.

Where do you suppose?

With Langly?

He wouldnt have her.

She is not to be your guest, is she?

No. She wrote hinting that shed come if asked. I pretended not to understand. I dont want her here. Every servant I have would leave — as a beginning. Besides I dont require the social prestige of such a visitation; and she knows that, too. So what do you think shes done?

I cant imagine, said Strelsa wearily.

Well, shes manœuvred, somehow; and this mornings paper announces that shes to be entertained at South Linden by Mary Ledwith.

Strelsa reddened.

Why should that concern me? she asked calmly.

Concern you, child! How can it help concerning you? Do you see what shes done? — do you count all the birds shes knocked over with one stone. Mary Ledwith returns from Reno and Mrs. Sprowl fixes and secures her social status by visiting her at once. And its a perfectly plain notice to Langly, too, and — forgive me, dear! — to you!

Strelsa scarlet and astonished, sat up rigid, her beautiful head thrown back.

If she means it that way, it is slanderous, she said. The entire story is a base slander! Did you believe it, Molly?

Believe it? Of course I believe it — —

Why should you? Because a lot of vile newspapers have hinted at such a thing? I tell you it is an infamous story without one atom of truth in it — —

How do you know? asked Molly bluntly.

Because Langly says so.

Oh. Did you ask him?

No. He spoke of it himself.

He denied it?

Absolutely on his word of honour.

Then why didnt he sue a few newspapers?

He spoke of that, too. He said that his attorneys had advised him not to bring any actions because the papers had been too clever to lay themselves open to suits for libel.

Oh, said Molly softly.

Strelsa, flushed, breathing rapidly and irregularly, sat there in bed watching her; but Molly avoided her brilliant, level gaze.

Theres no use in talking to you, she said, but why on earth you dont marry Sir Charles — —

Molly! Please dont — —

 — Or Rix — —

Molly! Molly! Cant you let me alone! Cant we be together for ten minutes unless you urge me to marry somebody? Why do you want me to marry anybody! — Why — —

But youre going to marry Langly, you say!

Yes, I am! I am! But cant you let me forget it for a moment or two? I — Im not very well — —

I cant help it, said Molly, grimly. Im sorry, darling, but the moment your engagement to Langly is announced therell be a horrid smash and some people are going to be spattered — —

It isnt announced! said the girl hotly. Only you and Rix know about it except Langly and myself!

Molly Wycherly rose from her chair, went over and seated herself on the foot of the bed:

Tell me something, will you, Strelsa?

What?

Why does Langly desire to keep your engagement to him a secret?

He wishes it for the present.

Why?

For that very reason! said Strelsa, fiercely— because of the injustice the papers have done him in this miserable Ledwith matter. He chooses to wait until it is forgotten — in order to shield me, I suppose, from any libellous comment — —

You talk like a little idiot! said Molly between her teeth. Strelsa, I could shake you — if it would wake you up! Do you suppose for a moment that this Ledwith matter will be forgotten? Do you suppose if there were nothing in it but libel that hed be afraid? You listen to me; that man is not apt to be afraid of anything, but he evidently is afraid, now! Of what, then?

Of my being annoyed by newspaper comment.

And you think its merely that?

Isnt it enough?

Molly laughed:

Were a hardened lot — some of us. But our most deadly fear is that the papers may not notice us. No matter what they say if theyll only say something! — thats our necessity and our unadmitted prayer. Because weve neither brains nor culture nor any distinguishing virtue or ability — and were nothing — absolutely nothing unless the papers create us! Dont tell me that any one among us is afraid of publicity! — not in the particular circle where you and I and Langly and his aunt pursue our eccentric orbits!

Plenty of wealthy and fashionable people dread publicity and shrink from it; plenty of them would gladly remain unchronicled and unsung. But it is not so among the fixed stars and planets and meteors and satellites of our particularly flamboyant constellation. I know. I also know that you dont really belong in it. But youll either become accustomed to it or it will kill you if you dont drop — or soar, as you please — into some other section of eternal space.

She sat swinging her foot, flushed, animated, her eyes and colour brilliant — a slim, exquisitely groomed woman with all the superficial smoothness of a girl save for the wisdom in her eyes and in her smile, alas!

And the others eyes reflected in their clear gray depths no such wisdom, only the haunting knowledge of sorrow and, vaguely, the inexplicable horror of man as he really is — or at least as she had only known him.

Still swinging her pretty foot, a deliberate smile edging her lips, Molly said:

If youll let me, Ill stand by you, darling.
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Strelsa stared at her without comprehension, then dropped her head back on the pillows.

If youll let me stay with you a little while longer — that is all I ask, she said almost drowsily.

Molly sprang up, came around and kissed her, lightly: Of course. That was what I was going to ask of you.



Strelsa closed her eyes. Ill stay, she murmured.

Molly laid her own cool face down beside Strelsas hot cheek, kneeling beside the bed.

Dear, she whispered, let us wait and see what happens. Theres just one thing that has distorted your view — a dreadful experience with one man — two years of hells own horror with one of its wretched inhabitants. I dont believe the impression is going to last a lifetime. I dont believe it is indelible. I believe somehow, some time you will learn that a mans love does not mean horror and degradation; that it is no abuse of friendship which offers love also, to return it with friendship only.

Sir Charles offers that; and you refuse because you do not love him and will not use his friendship to aid yourself to material comfort.

And I suspect you have said the same thing to Rix. Have you?

The girl lay silent, eyes closed.

Never mind; dont answer. I know you well enough to know that you said some such thing to Rix.... And its all right in its way. But the alternative is not what you think it is — not this bargain with Langly for a place to lay your tired head — not this deal to decorate his name and estates in return for personal immunity. You are wrong — Im not immoral, only unmoral — as many of us are — but youve gone all to pieces, dear — morally, mentally, nervously — and its not from cowardice, not from depravity. It is the direct result of the two years of terror and desperate self-control — two years of courage — high moral courage, determination, self-suppression — and of the startling and dreadful climax.

That is the blow you are now feeling — and the reaction even after two years more of half-stunned solitude. You are waking, darling; that is all. And it hurts.

Strelsas bare arm moved a little, moved, groping, and tightened around Mollys neck. And they remained that way for a long while, Molly kneeling on the floor beside her.

Dont you ever cry? she whispered.

Not — now.

It would be better if you could.

There are no tears — I — I am burnt out — all burnt out — —

You need strength.

I havent the desire for it any longer.

Not the desire to face things pluckily?

No — no longer. Everythings dead in me except the longing for — quiet. Ill pay any price for it — except misuse of friends.

How could you misuse Rix by marrying him?

By accepting what I could never return.

Love?

Yes.

Does he ask that?

N-no — not now. But — he wants it. And I havent it to give. So I cant take his — and let him work all his life for my comfort — I cant take it from Sir Charles and accept the position and fortune he offered me once — —

She lay silent a moment, then unclosed her eyes.

Molly, she said, I dont believe that Sir Charles is going to mind very much.

Molly met her eyes for an instant, very near, and a pale flash of telepathy passed between them. Then Strelsa smiled.

You mean Chrysos, said Molly.

Yes.... Dont you think so?

Shes little more than a child.... I dont know. Men are that way — men of Sir Charless age and experience are likely to drift that way.... But if you are done with Sir Charles, what he does no longer interests me — except that the Lacys will become insufferable if — —

Dont talk that way, dear.

I dont like the family — except Chrysos.

Then be glad for her — if it comes true.... Sir Charles is a dear — almost too perfectly ideal to be a man.... I do wish it for his sake.... He was a little unhappy over me I think.

He adores you still, you little villain! whispered Molly, fondling her. But — let poets sing and romancers rave — theres nothing that starves as quickly as love. And Sir Charles has been long fasting — good luck to him and more shame on you!

Strelsa laughed, cleared her brow and eyes of the soft bright hair, and, flinging out both arms, took Molly to her heart in a swift, hard embrace.

There! she said, breathless, I adore you anyhow, Molly.... I feel better, too. Im glad you talked to me.... Do you think Ill get anything for my house?

Yes, when you sell it. Thats the hopeless part of it just at this time of year — —

Perhaps my luck will turn, said Strelsa. You know Ive had an awful lot of the other kind all my life.

They laughed.

Strelsa went on: Perhaps when I sell everything Ill have enough left over to buy a little house up here near you, Molly, and have pigs and chickens and a cow!

How long could you stand that kind of existence, silly?

Strelsa looked gravely back at her, then with a sigh: It seems as though I could stand it forever, now. You know I seem to be changing a little all the while. First, when Mrs. Sprowl found me at Colorado Springs and persuaded me to come to New York I was mad for pleasure — crazy about anything that promised gaiety and amusement — anything to make me forget.

You know I never went anywhere in Colorado Springs; I was too ill — ill most of the time.... And Mrs. Sprowl said she knew my mother — its curious, but mother never said anything about her — and she cared for fashionable people.

So I came to New York last winter — and you know the rest — I got tired physically, first; then so many wanted to marry me — and so many women urged me to do so many things — and I was unhappy about Rix — and then came this awful financial crash — —

Stop thinking of it!

Yes; I mean to. I only wanted you to understand how, one by one, emotions and desires have been killed in me during the last four years.... And even the desire for wealth and position — which I clung to up to yesterday — somehow, now — this morning — has become little more than a dreamy wish.... Id rather have quiet if I could — if theres enough money left to let me rest somewhere — —

There will be, said Molly, watching her.

Do you think so? And — then there would be no necessity for — for — —

Langly!

Strelsa flushed. I wonder, she mused. I wonder whether — but it seems impossible that I should suddenly find I didnt care for everything I cared for this winter. Perhaps Im too tired to care just now.

It might be, said Molly, that something — for example your friendship with Rix — had made other matters seem less important.

The girl looked up quickly, saw nothing in Mollys expression to disturb her, then turned her eyes away, and lay silent, considering.

If her friendship for Quarren had imperceptibly filled her mind, even crowding aside other and most important matters, she did not realise it. She thought of it now, and of him — recalling the letter she had written.

Vaguely she was aware of the difference in her attitude toward life since she wrote that letter only a few days before. To what was it due? To his letter in reply now lying between the leaves of her New Testament on the table beside her? This was his letter:

Hold out, Strelsa! Matters are going well with me. Your tide, too, will turn before you know it. But neither man nor woman is going to aid you, only time, Strelsa, and — something that neither you nor I have bothered about very much — something that has many names in many tongues — but they all mean the same. And the symbol of what they mean is Truth.

Why not study it? We never have. All sages of all times have studied it and found comfort; all saints in all ages have found in it strength.

I find its traces in every ancient picture that I touch. But there are books still older that have lived because of it. And one man died for it — man or God as you will — the former is more fashionable.

Lives that have been lived because of it, given for it, forgiven for its sake, are worth our casual study.

For they say there is no greater thing than Truth. I can imagine no greater. And the search for it is interesting — fascinating — I had no idea how absorbing until recently — until I first saw you, who sent me out into the world to work.

Hold out — and study this curious subject of Truth for a little while. Will you?

If youll only study it a while I promise that it will interest you — not in its formalisms, not in its petty rituals and observances, nor in its endless nomenclature, nor its orthodoxy — but just as you discover it for yourself in the histories of men and women — of saint and sinner — and, above all, in the matchless life of Him who understood them all.

Non tu corpus eras sine pectore!

Lying there, remembering his letter almost word for word, and where it now lay among printed pages incomprehensible to her except by the mechanical processes of formal faith and superficial observance, she wondered how much that, and the scarcely scanned printed page, might have altered her views of life.

Molly kissed her again and went away downstairs.

When she was dressed in her habit she went out to the lawns edge where Langly and the horses had already gathered: he put her up, and they cantered away down the wooded road that led to South Linden.

After their first gallop they slowed to a walk on the farther hill slope, chatting of inconsequential things; and it seemed to her that he was in unusually good spirits — almost gay for him — and his short dry laugh rang out once or twice, which was more than she had heard from him in a week.

From moment to moment she glanced sideways at him, curiously inspecting the sleek-headed symmetry of the man, noticing, as always, his perfectly groomed figure, his narrow head and the well-cut lines of the face and jaw. Once she had seen him — the very first time she had ever met him at Miami — eating a broiled lobster. And somehow his healthy appetite, the clean incision of his sun-bronzed jaw and the working muscles, chewing and swallowing, fascinated her; and she never saw him but she thought of him eating vigorously aboard the Yulan.

Langly, she said, is it going to be disagreeable for you when Mrs. Ledwith returns to South Linden?

He looked at her leisurely, eyes, as always, slightly protruding:

Why?

The newspapers.

Probably, he said.

Then — what are you going to do about it?

About what?

The papers.

Nothing.

Or — about Mrs. Ledwith?

Be civil if I see her.

Of course, she said, reddening. I was wondering whether gossip might be nipped in the bud if you left before she arrives and remained away until she leaves.

His prominent eyes were searching her features all the while she was speaking; now they wandered restlessly over the landscape.

Its my fashion, he said, to face things as they come.

If you dont mind Id rather have you go, she said.

Where?

Anywhere you care to.

He said: I have told you a thousand times that the thing to do is to take Molly Wycherly board the Yulan, and — —

I do not care to do it until our engagement is announced.

Very well, he said, swinging around in his saddle, Ill announce it to-day and well go aboard this evening and clear out.

Wh-what! she faltered.

Theres no use waiting any longer, he said. Mrs. Ledwith and my fool of an aunt are coming to-morrow. Did you know that? Well, they are. And every dirty newspaper in town will make the matter insidiously significant! If my aunt hadnt taken it into her head to visit Mrs. Ledwith at this particular moment, there would have been few comments. As it is therell be plenty — and I dont feel like putting up with them — I dont propose to for my own sake. The time comes, sooner or later, when a man has got to consider himself.

After a short silence Strelsa raised her gray eyes:

Has it occurred to you to consider, me, Langly?

What? Certainly. Havent I been doing that ever since weve been engaged — —

I — wonder, she mused.

What else have I been doing? he insisted— denying myself the pleasure of you when Im half crazy about you — —

What!

A dull flush settled under his prominent cheek-bones: he looked straight ahead of him between his horses ears as he rode, sitting his saddle like the perfect horseman he was, although his mount felt the savage pain of a sudden and reasonless spurring and the wicked curb scarcely controlled him.

Strelsa set her lips, not looking at either horse or man on her right, nor even noticing her own mare who was cutting up in sympathy with the outraged hunter at her withers.

Langly?

Yes?

Has it ever occurred to you how painful such scandalous rumours must be for Mrs. Ledwith?

Can I help them?

Strelsa said, thoughtfully: What a horrible thing for a woman! It was generous of your aunt to show people what she thought of such cruel stories.

Do you think, he said sneeringly, that my excellent aunt was inspired by any such motive? You might as well know — if you dont know already— and his pale eyes rested a moment on the girl beside him— that my aunt is visiting Mrs. Ledwith solely to embarrass me!

How could it embarrass you?

By giving colour to the lies told about me and the Ledwiths, he said in a hard voice— by hinting that Mary Ledwith, free to marry, is accepted by my aunt; and the rest is up to me! Thats what that female relative of mine has just done— His big, white teeth closed with a click and he spurred his horse cruelly again and checked him until the slavering creature almost reared over backward.

If you maltreat that horse again, Langly, Ill leave you. Do you understand? she said, exasperated.

I beg your pardon— Again his jaw fairly snapped, but the horse did not suffer from his displeasure.

What has enraged you so? she demanded.

This whole business. There isnt anything my aunt could have done more vicious, more contemptible, than to visit Mrs. Ledwith at this moment. Ill get it from every quarter, now.

I suppose she will, too.

My aunt? No such luck!

I mean Mrs. Ledwith.

She? Oh, I suppose so.

Strelsa said between tightening lips:

Is there nothing you can do, no kindness, no sacrifice you can make to shield Mrs. Ledwith?

He stared at her, then his eyes roamed restlessly:

How?

I dont know, Langly.... But if there is anything you could do — —

What? My aunt and the papers are determined that I shall marry her! I take it that you are not suggesting that, are you?

I am suggesting nothing, she replied in a low voice.

Well, I am. Im suggesting that you and Molly and I go aboard the Yulan and clear out to-night!

You mean — to announce our engagement first?

Just as you choose, he said without a shade of expression on his features.

You would scarcely propose that I sail with you under any other circumstances, she said sharply.

I leave it to you and Mrs. Wycherly. The main idea is to clear out and let them howl and tear things up.

Howl at Mrs. Ledwith and tear her to tatters while we start around the world on the Yulan? nodded Strelsa. She was rather white, but she laughed; and he, hearing her, turned and laughed, too — a quick bark of a laugh that startled both horses who were unaccustomed to it.

Oh, I guess they wont put her out of business, he said. Shes young and handsome and there are plenty of her sort to marry her — even Dankmere would have a chance there or— he hesitated, and decided to refrain. But she understood perfectly, and lost the remainder of her colour.

You mean Mr. Quarren, she said coolly.

I didnt, he replied, lying. And she was aware of his falsehood, too.

What started those rumours about Mrs. Ledwith and you, Langly? she asked in the same pleasantly even tone, and turned her horses head toward home at the same time. He made his mount pivot showily on his hocks and drew bridle beside her.

Oh, they started at Newport.

How?

How do I know? Ledwith and I were connected in business matters; I saw more or less of them both — and he was too busy to be with his wife every time I happened to be with her. So — you know what they said.

Yes. When you and she were lunching at different tables at the Santa Regina you used to write notes to her, and everybody saw you.

What of it?

Nothing.

That is just it; there was nothing in it.

Except her reputation.... What a silly and careless girl! But a man doesnt think — doesnt care very much I fancy. And then everybody was offensively sorry for Chester Ledwith. But that was not your lookout, was it, Langly?

Sprowl turned his narrow face and looked at her in silence; and after a moment misjudged her.

It was not my fault, he said quietly. I liked his wife and I was friendly with him until his gutter habits annoyed me.

He went to pieces, didnt he?

Once more Sprowl inspected her features, warily. Once more he misjudged her.

Hes gone to smash, he said— but whats that to us?

I wonder, she smiled, but had to control the tremor of her lower lip by catching it between her teeth and looking away from the man beside her. Quickly the hint of tears dried out in her gray eyes — from whatever cause they sprang glimmering there to dim her eyesight. She bent her head, absently arranging, rearranging and shifting her bridle.

The thing to do, he said, curling his long moustache with powerful fingers— is for the Wycherlys to stand by us now — and the others there — that little Lacy girl — and Sir Charles if he chooses. Well have to take the whole lot of them aboard I suppose.

Suppose I go with you alone, she said in a low voice.

He started in his saddle, turned on her a face that was reddening heavily. For an instant she scarcely recognised him, so thick his lips seemed, so congested the veins in forehead and neck. He seemed all mouth and eyes and sanguine colour — and big, even teeth, now, as the lips drew aside disclosing them.

Would you do that, Strelsa?

Why not?

Would you do it — for me?

Her rapid breathing impeded speech; she said something inarticulate; he leaned from his saddle and caught her in his left arm.

By God, he stammered, I knew it! You can have what you like from me — I dont care what it is! — take it — fill out your own checks — only lets get out of here before those damned women ruin us both!

She had strained back and aside from him, and was trying to guide her mare away, but his powerful arm crushed her and his hot breath fell on her face and neck.

You can have it your own way I tell you — I swear to God Ill marry you — —

What!

Almost strangled she wrenched herself free, panting, staring; and he realised his mistake.

We cant get a licence if we leave to-night, he said, breathing heavily. But we can touch at any port and manage that.

You — you would take me — permit me to go — in such a manner? she breathed, still staring at him.

Its necessity, isnt it? Didnt you propose it? It makes no difference to me, Strelsa. I told you Id do anything you wished.

What did you mean — what did you mean by — by— But she could go no further in speech or thought.

The thing to do, he said calmly, is not to fly off our heads or become panic-stricken. Youre doing the latter; I lost control of myself — after what you gave me to hope — after what you said — showing your trust in me, he added, moistening his thick dry lips with his tongue. I lost my self-command — because I am crazy for you, Strelsa — theres no sense in pretending otherwise — and you knew it all the time, you little coquette!

What do you think a mans made of? You wanted a business arrangement and I humoured you; but you knew all the while, and I knew, that — that I am infatuated, absolutely mad about you. He added, boldly: And I have reason to think it doesnt entirely displease you, havent I?

She did not seem to hear him. He laid his gloved hand over hers, and recoiled before her eyes as from a blow.

Are you angry? he asked.

Her teeth were still working on her under lip. She made no answer.

Strelsa — if you really feel nothing for me — if you mean what you have said about a purely business agreement — I will hold to it. I thought for a moment — when you said — something in your smile made me think — —

You need not think any further, she said.

What do you mean?

I mean that I came with you this morning to tell you that I will not marry you.

Thats nonsense! Ive hurt you — made you angry — —

I came for that reason, she repeated. I meant to do it as soon as I had the courage. I meant to do it gently. Now I dont care how I do it. Its enough for you to know that I will not marry you.

Is that final?

Yes.

I dont believe it. I know perfectly well I was — was too impulsive, too ardent — —

She turned her face away with a faint, sick look at the summer fields where scores of birds sang in the sunshine.

See here, he said, his manner changing, I tell you Im sorry. I ask your pardon. Whatever you wish shall be done. Tell me what to do.

After a few moments she turned toward him again.

A few minutes ago I could have told you what to do. I would have told you to marry Mary Ledwith. Also I would have been wrong. Now, as you ask me, I tell you not to marry her.

His eyes were deadly dangerous, but she met them carelessly.

No, she said, dont marry any woman after your attentions have made her conspicuous. It will be pleasanter for her to be torn to pieces by her friends.

You are having your vengeance, he said. Take it to the limit, Strelsa, and then let us be reconciled.

No, it is too late. It was too late even before we started out together. Why — I didnt realise it then — but it was too late long ago — from the day you spoke as you did in my presence to Mr. Quarren. That finished you, Langly — if, indeed, you ever really began to mean anything at all to me.

He made a last effort and the veins stood out on his forehead:

I am sorry I spoke to Quarren as I did. I like him.

She said coolly: You hate him. You and Mr. Caldera almost ruined him in that acreage affair.

You are mistaken. Caldera squeezed him; I did not. I knew nothing about it. My agents attend to such petty matters. What motive have I for disliking Quarren?

She shrugged her shoulders disdainfully: Perhaps because you thought he was devoted to me — and I to him.... And you were right, she added: I am devoted to him because he is a man and a clean one.

Have you ended?

Ended what?

Punishing me.

Her lips curled slightly: I am afraid you are inclined to self-flattery, Langly. We chasten those whom we care for.

Are you silly enough to dismiss me through sheer pique? he said between his teeth.

Pique? I dont understand. Ive merely concluded that I dont need your fortune and I dont want your name. You, personally, never figured in the proposed arrangement.

His visage altered alarmingly:

Who have you got on the string now! he broke out— you little adventuress! What damned fool is damned fool enough to marry you when anybody could get you for less if they care to spend the time on you — —

Suddenly his arm shot out and he wrenched her bridle, dragging her horse around and holding him there.

Are you mad? she whispered, white to the lips. Take your hand off my bridle!

For another word, he said between clinched teeth, Id ride you down and spoil that face of yours! Hold your tongue and listen to me. Ive stood all Im going to from you. Ive done all the cringing and boot-licking that is going to be done. Youre the sort that needs curb and spurs, and youll get them if you cut up with me. Is that plain?

She had carried no crop that morning or she would have used it; her bridle was useless; spurring might have dragged them both down under the horses feet.

For the last time, he said, you listen to me. I love you. I want you. You havent a cent; you could fill out any check you chose to draw over my signature. Now if you are not crazy, or a hopeless fool, behave yourself.

A great sob choked her; she forced it back and sat, waiting, eyes almost closed.

Strelsa, answer me!

There was no reply.

Answer me, for Gods sake!

She opened her eyes.

Will you marry me?

No.

His eyes seemed starting from his head and the deep blood rushed to his face and neck, and he flung her bridle into her face with an inarticulate sound.

Then, slowly, side by side they advanced along the road together. A groom met them at Witch-Hollow; Strelsa slipped from her saddle without aid and, leisurely, erect, smiling, walked up to the veranda where Molly stood reading the morning paper.

Hello dear, she said. Am I very late for luncheon?

Its over. Will you have a tray out here?

May I?

Dont you want to change, first?

Yes, thanks.

Molly glanced up from the paper:

Isnt Langly stopping for luncheon with you?

No.

Molly looked at her curiously:

Did you enjoy your gallop?

We didnt gallop much.

Spooned?

Strelsa shuddered slightly. The elder woman dropped her paper and gazed at her.

You dont mean to say its all off, Strelsa!

Entirely. Please dont lets speak of it again — or of him — if you dont mind — —

I dont! — you darling! — you poor darling! What has that creature done to you?

Dont speak of him, please.

No, I wont. Oh, Im so glad, Strelsa! — I cant tell you how happy, how immensely relieved — and that cat of an aunt of his here to make mischief! — and poor Mary Ledwith — —



Molly, I — I simply cant talk about it — any of it — —

She turned abruptly, entered the house, and ran lightly up the stairs. Molly waited for her, grimly content with the elimination of Langly Sprowl and already planning separate campaigns in behalf of Sir Charles and Quarren.

She was still absorbed in her scheming when Strelsa came down. There was not a trace of any emotion except pleasure in her face. In her heart it was the same; only an immense, immeasurable relief reigned there, calming and exciting her alternately. But her face was yet a trifle pale; her hands still unsteady; and every delicate nerve, slowly relaxing from the tension, was regaining its normal quiet by degrees.

Her appetite was excellent, however. Afterward she and Molly chose neighbouring rockers, and Molly, lighting a cigarette, opened fire:

Is it to be Sir Charles after all, darling? she asked caressingly.
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Strelsa laughed outright, then, astonished that she had not shrunk from a renewal of the eternal pressure, looked at Molly with wide gray eyes.

I dont know whats the matter with me to-day, she said; I seem to be able to laugh. Ive not been very well physically; Ive had a ghastly morning; Im homeless and wretchedly poor — and Im laughing at it all — the whole thing, Molly. What do you suppose is the matter with me?

Youre not in love, are you? asked Molly with calm suspicion.

No, Im not, said the girl with a quiet conviction that disconcerted the elder woman.

Then I dont see why you should be very happy, said Molly honestly.

Strelsa considered: Perhaps its because to-day I feel unusually well. I slept — which I dont usually.

Youre becoming devout, too, said Molly.

Devout? Oh, you saw me reading in my Testament.... Its an interesting book, Molly, she said naïvely. You know, as children, and at school, and in church we dont read it with any intelligence — or listen to it in the right way.... People are odd. We have our moments of contrition, abasement, fright, exaltation; but at bottom we know that our religion and a fair observance of it is a sound policy of insurance. We accept it as we take out insurance in view of eventualities and the chance of future fire — —

Thats flippant, said Molly.

I really didnt mean it so.... I was wondering about it all. Recently, re-reading the New Testament, I was struck by finding so much in it that I had never noticed or understood.... You know, Molly, after all Truth is the greatest thing in the world.

So Ive heard, observed Molly drily.

Oh, Ive heard it, too, but never thought what it meant — until recently. You see Truth, to me, was just telling it as often as possible. I never thought much about it — that it is the basis of everything worthy and beautiful — such as old pictures— she added vaguely— and those things that silversmiths like Benvenuto Cellini did — —

What?

Strelsa coloured: Everything worthy is founded on Truth, she said.

That sounds like Tupper or a copy-book, said Molly, laughing. For surely those profound reflections never emanated originally from you or Rix — did they?

Strelsa, much annoyed, picked up the field glasses and levelled them on the river.

Sir Charles was out there in a launch with Chrysos Lacy. Chrysos fished and Sir Charles baited her hook.

Thats a touching sight, said Strelsa, laughing.

Molly said crossly: Well, if you dont want him, for goodness sake say so! — and let me have some credit with the Lacys for engineering the thing.

Take it, darling! laughed the girl, take the credit and let the cash go — to Chrysos!

How indelicate you can be, Strelsa!

Oh, I am. Im in such rude health that its almost vulgar. After all, Molly, theres an immense relief in getting rid of your last penny and knowing nothing worse can happen to you.

You might die.

I dont care.

Everybody cares whether they live or die.

The girl looked at her, surprised.

I dont, she said,  — really.

Of course you do.

But why should I?

Nonsense, Strelsa. No matter how they crack up Heaven, nobody is in a hurry to go there.

I wasnt thinking of Heaven.... I was just curious to see what else there is — Im in no hurry, but it has always interested me.... Ive had a theory that perhaps to everybody worthy is given, hereafter, exactly the kind of heaven they expect — to Buddhist, Brahman, Mohammedan, Christian — to the Shinto priest as well as to the Sagamore.... Theres plenty of time — Im in no hurry, nor would it be too soon to-morrow for me to find out how near I am to the truth.

Youre morbid, child!

Less this very moment than for years.... Molly, do you know that I am getting well? I wish you knew how well I feel.

But Molly was no longer listening. High above the distant hangars where the men had gathered since early morning, a great hawk-like thing was soaring in circles. And already the distant racket of another huge winged thing came to her ears on the summer wind.

I hope Jim will be careful, she said.




CHAPTER XIV
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INTO THE LONG stables at South Linden, that afternoon, Langly Sprowls trembling horse was led limping, his velvet flanks all torn by spurs and caked with mud, his tender mouth badly lacerated.

As for his master, it seemed that the ruin of the expensive hunter and four hours violent and capricious exercise in his reeking saddle had merely whetted his appetite for more violence; and he had been tramping for an hour up and down the length of the library in his big sprawling house when Mr. Kyte, his confidential secretary, came in without knocking.

Sprowl hearing his step swung on him savagely, but Kyte coolly closed the door behind him and turned the key.

Ledwith is here, he said.

Ledwith, repeated Sprowl, mechanically.

Yes, hes on the veranda. They said you were not at home. He said hed wait. I thought you ought to know. He acts queerly.

Langlys protruding eyes became utterly expressionless.

All right, he said in dismissal.

Kyte still lingered:

Is there anything I can say or do?

If there was Id tell you, wouldnt I?

Kytes lowered gaze stole upward toward his employer, sustained his expressionless glare for a second, then shifted.

Very well, he said unlocking the library door; I thought he might be armed, thats all.

Kyte!

Mr. Kyte turned on the door-sill.

What do you mean by saying that?

Saying what?

That you think this fellow Ledwith may be armed?

Kyte stood silent.

I ask you again, repeated Sprowl, why you infer that this man might have armed himself to visit this house?

Kytes eyes stole upward, were instantly lowered. Sprowl walked over to him.

Youre paid to act, not think; do you understand? he said in a husky, suppressed voice; but his long fingers were twitching.

I understand, said Kyte.

Sprowls lean head jerked; Kyte went; and the master of the house strode back into the library and resumed his pacing.

Boots, spurs, the skirts of his riding coat, even his stock were stained with mud and lather; and there was a spot or two across his sun-tanned cheeks.

Presently he walked to the bay-window which commanded part of the west veranda, and looking out through the lace curtains saw Ledwith sitting there, his sunken eyes fixed on the westering sun.

The mans clothing hung loosely on his frame, showing bony angles at elbow and knee. Burrs and black swamp-mud stuck to his knickerbockers and golf-stockings; he sat very still save for a constant twitching of the muscles.

The necessity for nervous and physical fatigue drove Sprowl back into the library to tramp up and down over the soft old Saraband rugs, up and down, to and fro, and across sometimes, ranging the four walls with the dull, aimless energy of a creature which long caging is rendering mentally unsound.

Then the monotony of the exercise began to irritate instead of allaying his restlessness; he went to the bay-window again, saw Ledwith still sitting there, stared at him with a ferocity almost expressionless, and strode out into the great hallway and through the servant-watched doors to the veranda.

Ledwith looked up, rose. How are you, Langly? he said.

Sprowl nodded, staring him insolently in the face.

There was a pause, then Ledwiths pallid features twitched into a crooked smile.

I wanted to talk over one or two matters with you before I leave, he said.

When are you leaving?

To-night.

Where are you going?

I dont know — to the Acremont Inn for a few days. After that — I dont know.

Sprowl, perfectly aware that his footman was listening, walked out across the lawn, and Ledwith went with him. Neither spoke. Shadows of tall trees lay like velvet on the grass; the crests of the woods beyond grew golden, their depths dusky and bluish. Everywhere robins were noisily at supper, tilting for earthworms on the lawns; golden-winged woodpeckers imitated them; in the late sunlight the grackles necks were rainbow tinted.

On distant hillcrests Sprowl could see his brood-mares feeding, switching their tails against the sky; farther away sheep dotted hillside pastures. Farther still the woods of Witch-Hollow lay banded with sunshine and shadow. And Sprowls protuberant gaze grew fixed and expressionless as he swung on across the meadows and skirted the first grove of oaks, huge outlying pickets of his splendid forest beyond.

We can talk here, said Ledwith in a voice which sounded hoarse and painful; and, swinging around on him, Sprowl saw that he was in distress, fighting for breath and leaning against the trunk of an oak.

What do you want to talk about? said Sprowl.

The struggle for breath left Ledwith mute.

Cant you walk and talk at the same time? demanded Sprowl. I need exercise.

Ive got to rest.

Well, then, what have you got to say? — because Im going on. Whats the matter with you, anyway, he added sneeringly; dope?

Partly, said Ledwith without resentment.

What else?

Anxiety.

Oh. Do you think you have a monopoly of that?

Ledwith, without heeding the sneering question, went on, still resting on his elbow against the tree-trunk:

I want to talk to you, Langly. I want straight talk from you. Do I get it?

Youll get it; go on, said Sprowl contemptuously.

Then — my wife has returned.

Your ex-wife, corrected Sprowl without a shade of expression in voice or features.

Yes, said Ledwith— Mary. I left the house before she arrived, on my way to Acremont across country. She and your aunt drove up together. I saw them from the hill.

Very interesting, said Sprowl. Is that all?

Ledwith detached himself from the tree and stood aside, under it, looking down at the grass.

You are going to marry her of course, he said.

That, retorted Sprowl, is none of your business.

Because, continued Ledwith, not heeding him, that is the only thing possible. There is nothing else for her to do — for you to do. She knows it, you know it, and so do I.

I know all about it, said Sprowl coolly. Is there anything else?

Only your word to confirm what I have just said.

What are you talking about?

Your marriage with Mary.

I think I told you that it was none of your business.

Perhaps you did. But Ive made it my business.

May I ask why?

Yes, you may ask, Langly, and Ill tell you. Its because, recently, there have been rumours concerning you and a Mrs. Leeds. Thats the reason.

Sprowls hands, hanging at his sides, began nervously closing and unclosing:

Is that all, Ledwith?

Thats all — when you have confirmed what I have said concerning the necessity for your marriage with the woman you debauched.

You lie, said Langly.

Ledwith smiled. No, he said wearily, I dont. She admitted it to me.

That is another lie.

Ask her. She didnt care what she said to me any more than she cared, after a while, what she did to me. You made her yours, soul and body; she became only your creature, caring less and less for concealment as her infatuation grew from coquetry to imprudence, from recklessness to effrontery.... Its the women of our sort, who, once misled, stop at nothing — not the men. Prudence to the point of cowardice is the amatory characteristic of your sort.... I dont mean physical cowardice, he added, lifting his sunken eyes and letting them rest on Sprowls powerful frame.

Have you finished? asked the latter.

In a moment, Langly. I am merely reminding you of what has happened. Concerning myself I have nothing to say. Look at me. You know what I was; you see what I am. Im not whining; its all in a lifetime. And the man who is not fitted to take care of what is his, loses. Thats all.

Sprowls head was averted after an involuntary glance at the man before him. His face was red — or it may have been the ruddy evening sun striking flat across it.

Ledwith said: You will marry her, of course. But I merely wish to hear you say so.

Sprowl swung on him, his thick lips receding:

Ill marry whom I choose! Do you understand that?

Of course. But you will choose to marry her.

Do you think so?

Yes. Or — Ill kill you, he said seriously.

Langly stared at him, every vein suddenly dark and swollen; then his bark of a laugh broke loose.

I suppose youve got it in your pocket, he said.

Ledwith fumbled in his coat pocket and produced a dully blued weapon of heavy calibre; and Sprowl walked slowly up to him, slapped his face, took the revolver from him, and flung it into the woods.

Now go home and punch yourself full of dope, he said; swung on his heel, and sauntered off.

Ledwith looked after him, one bloodless hand resting on the cheek which Sprowl had struck — watched him out of sight. Then, patiently, he started to search for the weapon, dropping on all-fours, crawling, peering, parting the ferns and bushes. But the sun was low and the woods dusky, and he could not find what he was looking for. So he sat up on the ground among the dead leaves of other years, drew from his pocket what he needed, and slowly bared his scarred arm to the shoulder.

As for Sprowl, his vigorous tread lengthened to a swinging stride as he shouldered his way through a thicket and out again into the open.

Already he scarcely remembered Ledwith at all, or his menace, or the blow; scarcely even recollected that Mary Ledwith had returned or that his aunt was within driving distance of his own quarters.

A dull hot anguish, partly rage, possessed him, tormenting brain and heart incessantly and giving him no rest. His own clumsy madness in destroying what he believed had been a certainty — his stupidity, his loss of self-control, not only in betraying passion prematurely but in his subsequent violence and brutality, almost drove him insane.

Never before in any affair with women had he forgotten caution in any crisis; his had been a patience unshakable when necessary, a dogged, driving persistence when the time came, the subtlety of absolute inertness when required. But above all and everything else he has been a master of patience, and so a master of himself; and so he had usually won.

And now — now in this crisis — a crisis involving the loss of what he cared for enough to marry — if he must marry to have his way with her — what was to be done?

He tried to think coolly, but the cinders of rage and passion seemed to stir and move with every breath he drew awaking the wild fire within.

He would try to reason and think clearly — try to retrace matters to the beginning and find out why he had blundered when everything was in his own hands.

It was his aunts sudden policy that betrayed him into a premature move — Mary Ledwiths return, and his aunts visit. Mary Ledwith was there to marry him; his aunt to make mischief unless he did what was expected of him.

Leisurely but thoroughly he cursed them both as he walked back across his lawn. But he was already thinking of Strelsa again when, as he entered the wide hall, his aunt waddled across the rugs of the drawing-room, pronouncing his name with unmistakable decision. And, before the servants, he swallowed the greeting he had hoped to give her, and led her into the library.

Mercy on us, Langly! she exclaimed, eyeing his reeking boots and riding-breeches; do you live like a pig up here?

Ive been out, he said briefly. What do you want?

Her little green eyes lighted up, and her smile, which was fading, she forced into a kind of fixed grin.

Your polished and thoughtful inquiry is characteristic of you, she said. Mary is here, and I want you to come over to dinner.

Im not up to it, he said.

I want you to come.

I tell you Im not up to it, he said bluntly.

And I tell you that youd better come.

Better come? he repeated.

Yes, better come. More than that, Langly, youd better behave yourself, or Ill make New York too hot to hold you.

His prominent eyes were expressionless.

Ah? he remarked.

Exactly, my friend. Your race is run. Youve done one thing too publicly to squirm out of the consequences. The town has stood for a good deal from you. When that girl at the Frivolity Theatre shot herself, leaving a letter directed to you, the limit of public patience was nearly reached. You had to go abroad, didnt you? Well, you cant go abroad this time. Neither London nor Paris nor Vienna nor Budapest — no, nor St. Petersburg nor even Constantinople would stand you! Your course is finished. If youve an ounce of brains remaining you know that youre done for this time. So go and dress and come over to dinner.... And dont worry; Ill keep away from you after youre married.

Youll keep your distance before that, he said slowly.

Youre mistaken. Many people are afraid of you, but I never was and never could be. Youre no good; you never were. If you didnt lug my name about with you Id let you go to hell. Youll go there anyway, but youll go married first.

I expect to.

Married to Mary Ledwith, she said looking at him.

He picked up a cigar, examined it, yawned, then glanced at her:

As I had — recently — occasion to tell Chester Ledwith, Ill marry whom I please. Now suppose you clear out.

Are you dining with us?

No.

What time may we expect you to-morrow?

At no time.

Do you intend to marry Mary Ledwith?

No.

Is that final?

Yes!

Do you expect to marry anybody else?

Yes! he shouted, partly rising from his chair, his narrow face distorted. Yes, I do! Now you know, dont you! Is the matter settled at last? Do you understand clearly? — you fat-headed, meddlesome old fool!

He sprang to his feet in an access of fury and began loping up and down the room, gesticulating, almost mouthing out his hatred and abuse — rendered more furious still by the knowledge of his own weakness and disintegration — his downfall from that silent citadel of self-control which had served him so many years as a stronghold for defiance or refuge.

You impertinent old woman! he shouted, if you dont keep your fat nose out of my affairs Ill set a thousand men tampering with the foundations of your investments! Keep your distance and mind your business — I warn you now and for the last time, or else— He swung around on her, and the jaw muscles began to work— or else Ill supply the Yellows with a few facts concerning that Englishmans late father and yourself!

Mrs. Sprowls face went pasty-white; in the fat, colourless expanse only the deathless fury of her eyes seemed alive.

So that fetched you, he observed, coolly. I dont want to give you apoplexy; I dont want you messing up my house. I merely want you to understand that its dangerous to come sniffing and nosing around my threshold. You do understand, I guess.

He continued his promenade but presently came back to her:

You know well enough who I want to marry. If you say or do one thing to interfere Ill see that you figure in the Yellows.

He thought a moment; the colour slowly returned to her face. After a fit of coughing she struggled to rise from her chair. He let her pant and scuffle and kick for a while, then opened the door and summoned her footman.

Im sorry I cannot drive with you this evening, he said quietly, as the footman supported Mrs. Sprowl to her feet, but Ive promised the Wycherlys. Pray offer my compliments and friendly wishes to Mrs. Ledwith.

When she had gone he walked back into the library, picked up the telephone and finally got Molly Wycherly on the wire.

Wont you ask me to dinner? he said. Ive an explanation to make to Mrs. Leeds and Id be awfully obliged to you.

There was a silence, then Molly said, deliberately:

You must be a very absent-minded young man. I saw your aunt for a moment this afternoon and she said that you are dining with her at Mrs. Ledwiths.

She was mistaken— began Sprowl quietly, but Molly cut him short with a laughing good-bye, and hung up the receiver.

That was Langly, she remarked, turning to Strelsa who was already dressed for dinner and who had come into Mollys boudoir to observe the hair-dressing and comprehensive embellishment of that young matrons person by a new maid on probation.

Strelsas upper lip curled faintly, then the happy expression returned, and she watched the decorating of Molly until the maid turned her out in the perfection of grooming from crown to toe.

There was nobody in the music-room. Molly turned again to Strelsa as they entered:

What a brute he is! — asking me to invite him here for dinner when Mary Ledwith has just arrived.

Did he do that?

Yes. And his excuse was that he had an explanation to make you. What a sneaking way of doing it!

Strelsa looked out of the dark window in silence.

Molly said: I wish hed go away, I never can look at him without thinking of Chester Ledwith — and all that wretched affair.... Not that I am sniffy about Mary — the poor little fool.... Anyway, she added naïvely, old lady Sprowl has fixed her status and now we all know how to behave toward her.

Strelsa, arms clasped behind her back, came slowly forward from the window:

What a sorry civilisation, she said thoughtfully, and what sorry codes we frame to govern it.

What? sharply.

Strelsa looked at her, absently.

Nobody seems to be ashamed of anything any more, she said, half to herself. The only thing that embarrasses us is what the outside world may think of us. We dont seem to care what we think of each other.

Molly, a trifle red, asked her warmly what she meant.

Oh, I was just realising what are the motives that govern us — the majority of us — and how primitive they are. So many among us seem to be moral throwbacks — types reappearing out of the mists of an ancient and unmoral past.... Echoes of primitive ages when nobody knew any better — when life was new, and was merely life and nothing else — fighting, treacherous, cringing life which knew of nothing else to do except to eat, sleep, and reproduce itself — bully the weaker, fawn on the stronger, lie, steal, and watch out that death should not interfere with the main chance.

Molly, redder than ever, asked her again what she meant.

I dont know, dear.... How clean the woods and fields seem after a day indoors with many people.

You mean we all need moral baths?

I do.

Molly smiled: For a moment I thought you meant that I do.

Strelsa smiled, too:

Youre a good wife, Molly; and a good friend.... I wish you had a baby.

Im — going to.

They looked at each other a moment; then Strelsa caught her in her arms.

Really?

Molly nodded:

Thats why I worry about Jim taking chances in his aeroplane.

He mustnt! Hes got to stop! What can he be thinking of! cried Strelsa indignantly.

But he — doesnt know.

You havent told him?

No.

Why not?

I — dont know how hell take it.

What?

Molly flushed: We didnt want one. I dont know what hell say. We didnt care for them — —

Strelsas angry beauty checked her with its silent scorn; suddenly her pretty head fell forward on Strelsas breast:

Dont look that way at me! I was a fool. How was I to know — anything? Id never had one.... You cant know whether you want a baby or not until you have one.... I know now. Im crazy about it.... I think it would — would kill me if Jim is annoyed — —

He wont be, darling! whispered Strelsa. Dont mind what he says anyway. Hes only a man. He never even knew as much about it as you did. What do men know, anyway? Jim is a dear — just the regular sort of man interested in business and sport and probably afraid that a baby might interfere with both. What does he know about it?... Besides hes too decent to be annoyed — —

Im afraid — I cant stand — even his indifference— whimpered Molly.

Strelsa, holding her clasped to her breast, started to speak, but a noise of men in the outer hall silenced her — the aviators returning from their hangars and gathering in the billiard-room for a long one before dressing.

Wait, whispered Strelsa, gently disengaging herself— wait just a moment — —

And she was out in the hall in an instant, just in time to touch Jim on the arm as he closed the file toward the billiard-room.

Hello, Sweetness! he said, pivoting on his heels and seizing her hands. Are you coming in to try a cocktail with us?

Jim, she said, I want to tell you something.

Shoot, he said. And if you dont hurry Ill kiss you.

Listen, please. Molly is in the music-room. Make her tell you.

Tell me what?

Ask her, Jim.... And, if you care one atom for her — be happy at what she tells you — and tell her that you are. Will you?

He stared at her, then lost countenance. Then he looked at her in a panicky way and started to go, but she held on to him with determination:

Smile first!

Thunder! I — —

Smile. Oh, Jim, isnt there any decency in men?

His mind was working like mad; he stared at her, then through the astonishment and consternation on his good-looking features a faint grin broke out.

All right, she whispered, and let him go.

Molly, idling at the piano, heard his tread behind her, and looked up over her shoulder.

Hello, Jim, she said, faintly.

Hello, ducky. Strelsa says you have something to tell me.

I — Jim?

So she said. So I cut out a long one to find out what it is. Whats up, ducky?

Mollys gaze grew keener: Did that child tell you?

She said that you had something to tell me.

Did she?

No! Arent you going to tell me either?

He dropped into a chair opposite her; she sat on the piano-stool considering him for a while in silence. Then, dropping her arms with a helpless little gesture:

We are going to have a baby. Are you — annoyed?

For a second he sat as though paralysed, and the next second he had her in his arms, the grin breaking out from utter blankness.

Youre a corker, ducky! he whispered. You for me all the time!

Jim!... Really?

Surest thing you know! Which is it? — boy or — Oh, I beg your pardon, dear — Im not accustomed to the etiquette. But Im delighted, ducky, overwhelmed!

Oh, Jim! Im so glad. And Im crazy about it — perfectly mad about it.... And youre a dear to care — —

Certainly I care! What do you take me for — a wooden Indian! he exclaimed virtuously. Come on and well celebrate — —

But, Jim! We cant tell people.

Oh — thats the christening. I forgot, ducky. No, we cant talk about it of course. But Ill do anything you say — —

Will you?

Will I? Watch me!

Then — then dont take out the Stinger for a while. Do you mind, dear?

What! he said, jaw dropping.

I cant bear it, Jim. I was a good sport before; you know I was. But my nerve has gone. I cant take chances now; I want you to see — it — —

After a moment he nodded.

Sure, he said. Its like Lent. Youve got to offer up something.... If you feel that way— he sighed unconsciously— Ill lock up the hangar until — —

Oh, darling! Will you?

Yes, said that desolate young man, and kissed his wife without a scowl. He had behaved pretty well — about like the majority of husbands outside of popular romances.

The amateur aeronauts left in the morning before anybody was stirring except the servants — Vincent Wier, Lester Caldera, the Van Dynes and the rest, bag, baggage, and, later, two aeroplanes packed and destined for Barent Van Dynes Long Island estate where there was to be some serious flying attempted over the flat and dusty plains of that salubrious island.

Sir Charles Mallison was leaving that same day, later; and there were to be no more of Jims noisy parties; and now under the circumstances, no parties of Mollys, either; because Molly was becoming nervous and despondent and a mania for her husband possessed her — the pretty resurgence of earlier sentiment which, if not more than comfortably dormant, buds charmingly again at a time like this.

Also she wanted Strelsa, and nobody beside these two; and although she liked parties of all sorts including Jims sporting ones, and although she liked Sir Charles immensely, she was looking forward to comfort of an empty house with only her husband to decorate the landscape and Strelsa to whisper to in morbid moments.

For Chrysos was going to Newport, Sir Charles and her maid accompanying her as far as New York from where the Baronet meant to sail the next day.

His luggage had already gone; his man was packing when Sir Charles sauntered out over the dew-wet lawn, a sprig of sweet-william in his lapel, tall, clear-skinned, nice to look upon.

What he really thought of what he had seen in America, of the sort of people who had entertained him, of the grotesque imitation of exotic society — or of a certain sort of it — nobody really knew. Doubtless his estimate was inclined to be a kindly one, for he was essentially that — a philosophical, chivalrous, and modest man; and if his lines had fallen in places where vulgarity, extravagance, and ostentation predominated — if he had encountered little real cultivation, less erudition, and almost nothing worthy of sympathetic interest, he never betrayed either impatience or contempt.

He had come for one reason only — the same reason that had brought him to America for the first time — to ask Strelsa Leeds to marry him.

He was man enough to understand that she did not care for him that way, soldier enough to face his fate, keen enough, long since, to understand that Quarren meant more to the woman he cared for than any other man.

Cool, self-controlled, he watched every chance for an opening in his own behalf. No good chance presented itself. So he made one and offered himself with a dignity and simplicity that won Strelsas esteem but not her heart.

After that he stayed on, not hoping, but merely because he liked her. Later he remained because of a vague instinct that he might as well be on hand while Strelsa went through the phase with Langly Sprowl. But he was a wise man, and weeks ago he had seen the inevitable outcome. Also he had divined Quarrens influence in the atmosphere, had watched for it, sensed it, seen it very gradually materialise in a score of acts and words of which Strelsa herself was totally unconscious.

Then, too, the afternoon before, he had encountered Sprowl riding furiously with reeking spurs, after his mornings gallop with Strelsa; and he had caught a glimpse of the mans face; and that was enough.

So there was really nothing to keep him in America any longer. He wanted to get back to his own kind — into real life again, among people of real position and real elegance, where live topics were discussed, where live things were attempted or accomplished, where whatever was done, material or immaterial, was done thoroughly and well.

There was not one thing in America, now, to keep him there — except a warm and kindly affection for his little friend Chrysos Lacy with whom he had been thrown so constantly at Witch-Hollow.

Strolling across the lawn, he thought of her with warm gratitude. In her fresh and unspoiled youth he had found relief from a love unreturned, a cool, sweet antidote to passion, a balm for loneliness most exquisite and delightful.

The very perfection of comradeship it had been, full of charming surprises as well as a rest both mental and physical. For Chrysos made few demands on his intellect — that is, at first she had made very few. Later — within the past few weeks, he remembered now his surprise to find how much there really was to the young girl — and that perhaps her age and inexperience alone marked any particular intellectual chasm between them.

Thinking of these things he sauntered on across country, and after a while came to the grounds of the Ledwith place, wondering a little that a note from Mrs. Sprowl the evening before should have requested him to present himself at so early an hour.

A man took his card, returned presently saying that Mrs. Ledwith had not yet risen, but that Mrs. Sprowl would receive him.

Conducted to the old ladys apartments he was ushered into a dressing-room done in pastel tints, and which hideously set forth the colouring and proportions of Mrs. Sprowl in lace bed-attire, bolstered up in a big cane-backed chair.

Im ill, she said hoarsely; I have been ill all night — sitting here because I cant lie down. Id strangle if I lay down.

He held her hand in his firm, sun-tanned grasp, looking down compassionately:

Awflly sorry, he said as though he meant it.

The old lady peered up at him:

Youre sailing to-morrow?

To-morrow, he said, gravely.

When do you return?

I have made no plans to return.

You mean to say that youve given up the fight?

There was never any fight, he said.

Mrs. Sprowl scowled:

Has that heartless girl refused you again, Sir Charles?

Dear Mrs. Sprowl, you are too much my partisan. Mrs. Leeds knows better than you or I where her heart is really inclined. And you and I can scarcely question her decision.

Do you think for a moment it is inclined toward that miserable nephew of mine? she demanded.

No, he said.

Then — do you mean young Quarren?

I think I do, he said smiling.

Im glad of it! she said angrily. If it was not to be you Im glad that it may be Rix. It — it would have killed me to see her fall into Langlys hands.... Im ill on account of him — his shocking treatment of me last evening. It was a brutal scene — one of those terrible family scenes! — and he threatened me — cursed me — —

She closed her eyes a moment, trembling all over her fat body; then they snapped open again with the old fire undiminished:

Before Ive finished with Langly hell realise who has hold of him.... But Im not well. Im going to Carlsbad. Shall I see you there?

Im afraid not.

You are going back into everything, I suppose.

Yes.

To forget her, I suppose.

He said pleasantly:

I do not wish to forget her. One prefers to think often of such a woman as Mrs. Leeds. There are not many like her. It is something of a privilege to have cared for her, and the memory is not — painful.

Mrs. Sprowl glared at him; and, as she thought of Langly, of Strelsa, of the collapse of her own schemes, the baffled rage began to smoulder in her tiny green eyes till they dwindled and dwindled to a pair of phosphorescent sparks imbedded in fat.

I did my best, she said hoarsely. Im not defeated if youre not. Say the word and Ill start something— And suddenly she remembered Langlys threat involving the memory of a dead man whose only son now stood before her.

She knew that her words were vain, her boast empty; she knew there was nothing more for her to do — nothing even that Sir Charles might do toward winning Strelsa without also doing the only thing in the world which could really terrify herself. Even at the mere thought of it she trembled again, and fear forced her to speech born of fear:

Perhaps it is best for you to go, she faltered. Absence is a last resort.... It may be well to try it — —

He bent over and took her hand:

There is no longer even a last resort, he said kindly. I am quite reconciled. She is different from any other woman; ours was and is a high type of friendship.... Sometimes, lately, I have wondered whether it ever could have been any more than that to either of us.

Mrs. Sprowl looked up at him, her face so altered and softened that his own grew graver.

You are like your father, she said unsteadily. It was my privilege to share his friendship.... And his friendship was of that kind — high-minded, generous, pure — asking no more than it gave — no more than it gave — —

She laid her cheek against Sir Charless hands, let it rest there an instant, then averting her face motioned his dismissal.

He went with a pleasant and gentle word or two; she sat bolt upright among her silken pillows, lips grimly compressed, but on her tightly closed eyelids tears trembled.

Sir Charles drew a long deep breath in the outer sunshine, filling his lungs with the fragrant morning air. Hedges still glistened with spiders tapestry; the birds which sulked all day in their early moulting-fever still sang a little in the cool of the morning, and he listened to them as he walked while his quiet, impartial eye ranged over the lovely rolling country, dew-washed and exquisite under a cloudless sky.

Far away he saw the chimneys of Langly Sprowls sprawling country-seat, smoke rising from two, but he saw nothing of the angry horseman of the day before. Once, in the distance on the edge of a copse, he saw a man creeping about on all-fours, evidently searching for some lost object in the thicket. Looking back from a long way off he saw him still searching on his hands and knees, and wondered at his patience, half inclined to go back and aid him.

But about that time one of Sprowls young bulls came walking over toward him with such menacing observations and deportment that Sir Charles promptly looked about him for an advance to the rear-front — a manœuvre he had been obliged to learn in the late Transvaal unpleasantness.

And at the same moment he saw Chrysos Lacy.

There was no time for explanations; clearly she was too frightened to stir; so he quietly picked her up on his advance to the rear-front, carrying her in the first-aid style approved by the H. B. M. medical staff, and scaled the five-bar fence as no barrier had ever been scaled at Aldershot or Olympia by any warrior in khaki or scarlet tunic.

Th-thank you, said Chrysos, unwinding her arms from the baronets neck as the bull came trotting up on the other side of the fence and bellowed at them. Not the slightest atom of fright remained, only a wild-rose tint in her cheeks. She considered the bull, absently, patted a tendril of hair into symmetry; but the breeze loosened it again, and she let it blow across her cheek.

We should have been in South Africa together, said Sir Charles. We manœuvre beautifully as a unit.

The girl laughed, then spying more wild strawberries — the quest of which had beguiled her into hostile territory — dropped on her knees and began to explore.

The berries were big and ripe — huge drops of crimson honey hanging heavily, five to a stalk. The meadow-grass was red with them, and Sir Charles, without more ado, got down on all-fours and started to gather them with all the serious and thorough determination characteristic of that warrior.

Youre not to eat any, yet, said Chrysos.

Of course not; theyre for your breakfast I take it, he said.

For yours.

He straightened up on his knees: For mine?

Certainly.

You didnt go wandering afield at this hour to pick wild strawberries for my breakfast! he said incredulously.

Yes, I did, said the girl; and continued exploring, parting the high grass-stems to feel for and detach some berry-loaded stem.

Do you know, he said, returning to his labours, that I am quite overcome by your thought of me?

Why? We are friends.... And it is to be your last breakfast.
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There was not the slightest tremor in her voice, but her pretty face was carefully turned away so that if there was to be anything to notice in the features he could not notice it.

Ill miss you a lot, he said.

And I you, Sir Charles.

Youll be over, I suppose.

I suppose so.

That will be jolly, he said, sitting back on his heels to rest, and to watch her — to find pleasure in her youth and beauty as she moved gracefully amid the fragrant grasses, one little sun-tanned hand clasping a great bouquet of the crimson fruit which nodded heavily amid tufts of trefoil leaves.

In the barred shadow of the pasture-fence they rested from their exertions, she rearranging their bouquets of berries and tying them fast with grass-stems.

It has been a pleasant comradeship, he said.

Yes.

You have found it so, too?

Yes.

She appeared to be so intent, so absorbed on her bouquet tying that he involuntarily leaned nearer to watch her. A fragrance faintly fresh seemed to grow in the air around him as the hill-breeze stirred her hair. If it came from the waving grass-tops, or the honeyed fruit or from her hair, or perhaps from those small, smooth hands, he did not know.

For a long while they sat there without speaking, she steadily intent on her tying. Then, while still busy with a cluster, her slim fingers hesitated, wavered, relaxed; her hands fell to her lap, and she remained so, head bent, motionless.

After a moment he spoke, but she made no answer.

Through and through him shot the thrilling comprehension of that exquisite avowal, childlike in its silent directness, charming in its surprise. A wave of tenderness and awe mounted within him, touching his bronzed cheeks with a deeper colour.

If you will, Chrysos, he said in a still voice.

She lifted her head and looked directly at him, and in her questioning gaze there was nothing of fear — merely the question.

I cant bear to have you go, she said.

I cant go — alone.

Could you — care for me?

I love you, Chrysos.

Her eyes widened in wonder:

You — you dont love me — do you?

Yes, he said, I do. Will you marry me, Chrysos?

Her fascinated gaze met his in silence. He drew her close to his shoulder; she laid her cheek against it.




CHAPTER XV
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TOWARD THE END of the first week in August Strelsa wrote to Quarren:

Sometimes I wonder whether you realise how my attitude toward everything is altering. Things which seemed important no longer appear so in the sunlit tranquillity of this lovely place. Whatever it is that seems to be changing me in various ways is doing it so subtly, yet so inexorably, that I scarcely notice any difference in myself until some morning I awake with such a delicious sense of physical well-being and such a mental happiness apropos of nothing at all except the mere awaking into the world again, that, thinking it over, I cannot logically account for it.

Because, Rix, my worldly affairs seem to be going from bad to worse. I know it perfectly well, yet where is that deadly fear? — where is the dismay, the alternate hours of panic and dull lethargy — the shrinking from a future which only yesterday seemed to threaten me with more than I had strength to endure — menace me with what I had neither the will nor the desire to resist?

Gone, my friend! And I am either a fool or a philosopher, but whichever I am, I am a happy one.

I wish to tell you something. Last winter when they fished me out of my morbid seclusion, I thought that the life I then entered upon was the only panacea for the past, the only oblivion, the only guarantee for the future.

Now I suppose I have gone to the other extreme, because, let me tell you what Ive done. Will you laugh? I cant help it if you do; Ive bought a house! What do you think of that?

The owner took back a mortgage, but I dont care. I paid so very little for it, and thirty acres of woods and fields — and it is a darling house! — built in the eighteenth century and not in good repair, but its mine! mine! mine! — and it may need paint and plumbing and all sorts of things which perhaps make for human happiness and perhaps do not. But I tell you I really dont care.

And how I did it was this: I took what they offered for my laces and jewels — about a third of their value — but it paid every debt and left me with enough to buy my sweet old house up here.

But thats not all! Ive rented my town house furnished for a term of five years at seven thousand dollars a year! Isnt it wonderful?

And that is not all, either. I am going into business, Rix! Dont dare laugh. Jim has made an arrangement with an independent New York florist, and Im going to grow flowers under glass for the Metropolitan market.

And, if I succeed, I may try fruits outdoors and in. My small brain is humming with schemes, millions of them. Isnt it heavenly?

Besides, from my second-story windows I shall be able to see Mollys chimneys above the elms. And Molly is going to remain here all winter, because, Rix — and this is a close secret — a little heir or heiress is coming to make this House of Wycherly an habitation enforced — and a happier habitation than it has been since they bought it.

So you see I shall have neighbours all winter — two neighbours, for Mrs. Ledwith is wretchedly ill and her physicians have advised her to remain here all winter. Poor child — for she is nothing else, Rix — I met her for the first time when I went to call on Mrs. Sprowl. Shes so young and so empty-headed, just a shallow, hare-brained, little thing who had no more moral idea of sin than a humming-bird — nor perhaps has she any now except that the world has hurt her and broken her wings and damaged her plumage; and the sunlight in which she sparkled for a summer has faded to a chill gray twilight! — Oh, Rix, it is really pitiful; and somehow I cant seem to remember whether she was guilty or not, because shes so ill, so broken — lying here amid the splendour of her huge house —— 

You know Mrs. Sprowl is on her way to Carlsbad. You havent written me what took place in your last interview with her; and Ive asked you, twice. Wont you tell me?

Langly, thank goodness, never disturbs us. And, Rix, do you know that he has never been to call on Mary Ledwith? He keeps to his own estate and nobody even sees him. Which is all I ask at any rate.

So Sir Charles called on you and told you about Chrysos? Isnt Sir Charles the most darling man you ever knew? I never knew such a man. There is not one atom of anything small or unworthy in his character. And I tell you very frankly that, thinking about him at times, I am amazed at myself for not falling in love with him.
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Which is proof sufficient that if I couldnt care for him I cannot ever care for any man. Dont you think so?

Now all this letter has been devoted to matters concerning myself and not one line to you and the exciting success you and Lord Dankmere are making of your new business.

Oh, Rix, I am not indifferent; all the time I have been writing to you, that has been surging and laughing in my heart — like some delicious aria that charmingly occupies your mind while you go happily about other matters — happy because the ceaseless melody that enchants you makes you so.

I have read your letter so many times, over and over; and always the same thrill of excitement begins when I come to the part where you begin to suspect that under the daubed surface of that canvas there may be something worth while.

Is it really and truly a Van Dyck? Is there any chance that it is not? Is it possible that all these years none of Dankmeres people suspected what was hidden under the aged paint and varnish of that tiresome old British landscape?

And it remained for you to suspect it! — for you to discover it? Oh, Rix, I am proud of you!

And how perfectly wonderful it is that now you know its history, when it was supposed to have disappeared, where it has remained ever since under its ignoble integument of foolish paint.

No, I promise not to say one word about it until I have your permission. I understand quite well why you desire to keep the matter from the newspapers for the present. But — wont it make you and Lord Dankmere rich? Tell me — please tell me. I dont want money for myself any more, but I do want it for you. You need it; you can do so much with it, use it so intelligently, so gloriously, make the world better with it, — make it more beautiful, and people happier.

What a chasm, Rix, between what we were a year ago, and what we care to be — what we are trying to be to-day! Sometimes I think of it, not unhappily, merely wondering.

Toward what goal were we moving a year ago? What was there to be of such lives? — what at the end? Why, there was, for us, no more significance in living than there is to any overfed animal! — not as much!

Oh, this glorious country of high clouds and far horizons! — and alas! for the Streets of Ascalon where such as I once was go to and fro— clad delicately in scarlet and ornaments of gold.

Tell it not in Gath, publish it not in the Streets of Ascalon — that the pavements of the Philistines have bruised my feet, and their Five Cities weary me, and Philistias high towers are become a burden to my soul. For their gods are too many and too strange for me. So I am decided to remain here — ere they that look out of their windows be darkened and the doors be shut in the Streets— and all the daughters of music shall be brought low.

My poor comrade! Must you remain a prisoner in the Streets of Ascalon? Yet, through your soul I know as free and fresh a breeze is blowing as stirs the curtains at my open window! — You wonderful man to evoke in imagery — to visualise and conceive all that had to be concrete to cure me soul and body of my hurts!



I have been reading Karl Westguards new novel. Rix, there is no story in it, nothing at all that I can discover except a very earnest warming over of several modern philosophers views and conclusions concerning social problems.

I hate to speak unkindly of it; I wanted to like it because I like Karl Westguard. But it isnt fiction and it isnt philosophy, and its treatment of social problems seems to follow methods already obsolete.

Do you think people will buy it? But I dont suppose Karl cares since hes made up his quarrel with his aunt.

Poor old lady! Did you ever see anybody so subdued and forlorn? Something has gone wrong with her. She told me that she had had a most dreadful scene with Langly and that she had not been well since.

Im afraid that sounds like gossip, but I wanted you to know. Is it gossip for me to tell you so much? I tell you about everything. If its gossip, make me stop.



And now — when are you coming to see me? I am still at Mollys, you know. My house is being cleaned and sweetened and papered and chintzed and made livable and lovable.

When? — please.

Your friend and comrade, Strelsa.

Quarren telegraphed:

Ill come the moment I can. Look for me any day this week. Letter follows.

Then he wrote her a long letter, and was still at it when Jessie Vining went to lunch and when Dankmere got onto his little legs and strolled out, also. There was no need to arouse anybodys suspicions by hurrying, so Dankmere waited until he turned the corner before his little legs began to trot. Miss Vining would be at her usual table, anyway — and probably as calmly surprised to see him as she always was. For the repeated accident of their encountering at the same restaurant seemed to furnish an endless source of astonishment to them both. Apparently Jessie Vining could never understand it, and to him it appeared to be a coincidence utterly unfathomable.

Meanwhile Quarren had mailed his letter to Strelsa and had returned to his workshop in the basement where several canvases awaited his attention.

And it was while he was particularly busy that the front door-bell rang and he had to go up and open.

At first he did not recognise the figure standing on the steps in the glare of the sun; then, surprised, he held out his rather grimy hand with that instinct of kindness toward anything that seemed to need it; and the thin pallid hand of Ledwith fell limply into his, contracting nervously the next second.

Come in, said Quarren, pleasantly. Its very nice of you to think of me, Ledwith.

The mans hollow eyes avoided his and roamed restlessly about the gallery, looking at picture after picture and scarcely seeing them. Inside his loose summer clothing his thin, nervous frame was shifting continually even while he stood gazing almost vacantly at the walls of the gallery.

For a little while Quarren endeavoured to interest him in the canvases, meaning only charity to a man who had clearly lost his grip on things; then, afraid of bewildering and distressing a mind so nearly extinct, the young fellow remained silent, merely accompanying Ledwith as he moved purposelessly hither and thither or halted capriciously, staring into space and twitching his scarred fingers.

Youre busy, I suppose, he said.

Yes, I am, said Quarren, frankly. But that neednt make any difference if youd care to come to the basement and talk to me while Im at work.

Ledwith made no reply for a moment, then, abruptly:

Youre always kind to me, Quarren.

Get over that idea, laughed the younger man. Strange as it may seem my natural inclination is to like people. Come on downstairs.

In the littered disorder of the basement he found a chair for his visitor, then, without further excuse, went smilingly about his work, explaining it as it progressed:

Heres an old picture by some Italian gink — impossible to tell by whom it was painted, but not difficult to assign it to a certain date and school.... See what Im doing, Ledwith?

Thats what we call rabbit glue because its made out of rabbits bones — or thats the belief, anyway. Its gilders glue.

Now I dissolve this much of it in hot water — then I glue over the face of the picture three layers of tissue-paper, one on top of the other — so!

Now here is a new chassis or stretcher over which I have stretched a new linen canvas. Yesterday I sponged it as a tailor sponges cloth; and now its dry and tight.

Now Im going to reline this battered old Italian canvas. Its already been relined — perhaps a hundred years ago. So first I take off the old relining canvas — with hot water — this way — cleaning off all the old paste or glue from it with alcohol....

Now heres a pot of paste in which there is also glue and whitening; and I spread it over the back of this old painting, and then, very gingerly, glue it over the new linen canvas on the stretcher.

Now I smooth it with this polished wooden block, and then — just watch me do laundry work!

He picked up a flat-iron which was moderately warm, reversed the relined picture on a marble slab, and began to iron it out with the skill and precaution of an expert laundress doing frills.

Ledwith looked on with a sort of tremulously fixed interest.

In three days, said Quarren, laying the plastered picture away, Ill soak off that tissue paper with warm water. I have to keep it on, you see, so that no flakes of paint shall escape from the painting and no air get in to blister the surface.

He picked up another picture and displayed it:

Heres a picture that I believe to be a study by Greuze. You see I have already relined it and its fixed on its new canvas and stretcher and is thoroughly dry and ready for cleaning. And this is how I begin.

He took a fine sponge, soaked it in a weak solution of alcohol, and very gingerly washed the blackened and dirty canvas. Then he dried it. Then he gave it a coat of varnish.

Looks foolish to varnish over a filthy and discoloured picture like this, doesnt it, Ledwith? But Ill tell you why. When that varnish dries hard I shall place my hand on the face of that canvas and begin very cautiously but steadily to rub the varnished surface with my fingers and thumb. And do you know what will happen? The new varnish has partly united with the old yellow and opaque coating of varnish and dust, and it all will turn to a fine gray powder under the friction and will come away leaving the old paint underneath almost as fresh — very often quite as fresh and delicate as when the picture was first painted.

Sometimes I have to use three or more coats of new varnish before I can remove the old without endangering the delicate glaze underneath. But sooner or later I get it clean.

Then I dig out any old patches or restorations and fill in with a composition of putty, white lead, and a drier, and smooth this with a cork. Then when it is sunned for an hour a day for three weeks or more — or less, sometimes — Im ready to grind my pure colours, mix them, set my palette, and do as honest a piece of restoring as a study of that particular masters methods permits. And that, Ledwith, is only a little part of my fascinating profession.

Sometimes I lift the entire skin of paint from a canvas — picking out the ancient threads from the rotten texture — and transfer it to a new canvas or panel. Sometimes I cross-saw a panel, then chisel to the plaster that lies beneath the painting, and so transfer it to a new and sound support. Sometimes— he laughed— but there are a hundred delicate and interesting surgical operations which I attempt — a thousand exciting problems to solve — experiments without end that tempt me, innovations that allure me — —

He laughed again:

You ought to take up some fad and make a business and even an art out of it!

I? said Ledwith, dully.

Why not? Man, youre young yet, if — if — —

Yes, I know, Quarren.... But my mind is too old — very old and very infirm — dying in me of age — the age that comes through those centuries of pain that men sometimes live through in a few months.

Quarren looked at him hopelessly.

Yet, he said, if only a man wills it, the world is new again.

But — if the will fails?

I dont know, Ledwith.

I do. He drew up his cuff a little way, his dead eyes resting on Quarren, then, in silence, he drew the sleeve over the scars.

Even that can be cured, said the younger man.

If there is a will to cure it, perhaps.

Even a desire is enough.

I have not that desire. Why cure it?

Because, Ledwith, you havent gone your limit yet. Theres more of life; and youre cheating yourself out of it.

Yes, perhaps. But what kind of life? he asked, staring vaguely out into the sunshine of the backyard. Life in hell has no attractions for me.

We make our own hells.

I didnt make mine. They dug the pit and I fell into it — Hells own pit, Quarren — —

You are wrong! You fell into a pit which hurt so much that you supposed it was the pit of hell. And, taking it for granted, you burrowed deeper in blind fury, until it became a real hell. But you dug it. There is no hell that a man does not dig for himself!

In Ledwiths dull eyes a smouldering spark seemed to flash, go out, then glimmer palely.

Quarren, he said, I am not going to live in hell alone. Im going there, shortly, but not alone.

Something new and sinister in his eyes arrested the others attention. He considered the man for a few moments, then, coolly:

I wouldnt, Ledwith.

Why not?

He isnt worth it — even as company in hell.

Do you think Im going to let him live on?

Do you care to sink to his level?

Sink! Can I sink any lower than I am?

Quarren shrugged:

Easily, if you commit murder.

That isnt murder — —

But Quarren cut him short continuing:

Sink lower, you ask? What have you done, anyway — except to commit this crime against yourself? — touching him on the wrist. Im not aware of any other crime committed by you, Ledwith. Youre clean as you stand — except for this damnable insult and injury you offer yourself! Cant you reason? A bullet-stung animal sometimes turns and bites itself. Is that why you are doing it? — to arouse the amusement and contempt of your hunter?

Quarren! By God you shall not say that to me — —

Why not? Have you ever considered what that man must think of you to see you turn and tear at the body he has crippled?

Ledwiths sunken eyes blazed; he straightened himself, took one menacing step forward; and Quarren laid a light, steady hand on his shoulder.

Listen to me, he said; has it never occurred to you that you could deal him no deeper blow than to let him see a man stand up to him, face to face, where a creature lay writhing before, biting into its own vitals?

He smiled into the fixed eyes of the almost mindless man:

If you say the word Ill stand by you, Ledwith. If all you want to do is to punish him, murder isnt the way. What does a dead man care? Cut your own throat and the crime might haunt him — and might not. But kill! — Nonsense. Its all over then — except for the murderer.

He slid his hand quietly to Ledwiths arm, patted it.

To punish him you need a doctor.... Its only a week under the new treatment. You know that, dont you? After that a few months to get back nerve and muscle and common sense.

And then? motioned Ledwith with dry lips.

Then? Oh, anything that you fancy. Its according to a mans personal taste. You can take him by the neck and beat him up in public if you like — or knock him down in the club as often as he gets up. It all depends, Ledwith. Some of us maintain self-respect without violence; some of us seem to require it. Its up to you.

Yes.

Quarren said carelessly: If I were you, I think that Id face the world as soon as I was physically and mentally well enough — the real world I mean, Ledwith — either here or abroad, just as I felt about it.

A man can get over anything except the stigma of dishonesty. And — personally I think he ought to have another chance even after that. But mens ideas differ. As for you, what you become and show that you are, will go ultimately with the world. Beat him up if you like; but, personally, I never even wished to kick a cur. Some men kick em to their satisfaction; its a matter of taste I tell you. Besides — —

He stopped short; and presently Ledwith looked up.

Shall I say it?

Yes. You are kind to me, always.

Then — Ledwith, I dont know exactly how matters stand. I can only try to put myself in your present place and imagine what I ought to do, having arrived where you have landed.... And, do you know, if I were you, and if I listened to my better self, I dont think that Id lay a finger on Langly Sprowl.

Why?

For the sake of the woman who betrayed me — and who is now betrayed in turn by the man who betrayed us both.

Ledwith said through his set teeth: Do you think I care for her? If I nearly kill him, do you imagine I care what the public will say about her?

You are generous enough to care, Ledwith.

I am not! he said, hoarsely. I dont care a damn!

Then why do you care whether or not he keeps his word to her and shares with her a coat of social whitewash?

I — she is only a little fool — alone to face the world now — —

Youre quite right, Ledwith. She ought to have another chance. First offenders are given it by law.... But even if that chance lay in his marrying her, could you better it by killing him if he wont do it? Or by battering him with a dog-whip?

It isnt really much of a chance, considering it on a higher level than the social viewpoint. How much real rehabilitation is there for a woman who marries such a man?

He smiled: Because, he continued, my viewpoint has changed. Things that once seemed important to me seem so no longer. To live cleanly and do your best in the real world is an aspiration more attractive to me than social absolution.

Ledwith remained silent for a long while, then muttered something indistinctly.

Wait a moment, said Quarren, throwing aside his painters blouse and pulling on his coat. Ill ring up a taxi in a second!... You mean it, Ledwith?

The man looked at him vacantly, then nodded.

Youre on! said Quarren, briskly unhooking the telephone.

While they were waiting Ledwith laid a shaking hand on Quarrens sleeve and clung to it. He was trembling like a leaf when they entered the cab, whimpering when they left it in front of a wide brown-stone building composed of several old-time private residences thrown together.

Stand by me, Quarren, he whispered brokenly— you wont go away, will you? You wouldnt leave me to face this all — all alone. Youve been kind to me. I — I can do it — I can try to do it just at this moment — if youll stay close to me — if youll let me keep hold of you — —

Sure thing! said Quarren cheerfully. Ill stay as long as you like. Dont worry about your clothes; Ill send for plenty of linen and things for us both. Youre all right, Ledwith — youve got the nerve. I — —

The door opened to his ring; a pleasant-faced nurse in white ushered them in.

Dr. Lydon will see you in a moment, she said, singling out Ledwith at a glance.



Later that afternoon Quarren telephoned to Dankmere that he would not return for a day or two, and gave careful instructions which Dankmere promised to observe to the letter.

Then he sent a telegram to Strelsa:

Unavoidably detained in town. Hope to be up next week. Am crazy to see your house and its new owner.

R. S. Q.

Dankmere at the other end of the telephone hung up the receiver, looked carefully around him to be certain that Jessie Vining was still in the basement where she had gone to straighten up one or two things for Quarren, then, with a perfectly serious face, he began to dance, softly.

The Earl of Dankmere was light-footed and graceful when paying tribute to Terpsichore; walking-stick balanced in both hands, straw hat on the back of his head, he performed in absolute silence to the rhythm of the tune running through his head, backward, forward, sideways, airy as a ballet-maiden, then off he went into the back room with a refined kick or two at the ceiling.

And there, Jessie Vining, entering the front room unexpectedly, discovered the peer executing his art before the mirror, apparently enamoured of his own grace and agility.

When he caught a glimpse of her in the mirror he stopped very suddenly and came back to find her at her desk, laughing.

For a moment he remained red and disconcerted, but the memory of the fact that he and Miss Vining were to occupy the galleries all alone — exclusive of intrusive customers — for a day or more, assuaged a slight chagrin.

At any rate, he said, it is just as well that you should know me as I am, Miss Vining — with all my faults and frivolous imperfections, isnt it?

Why? asked Miss Vining.

Why — what? repeated the Earl, confused.

Why should I know all your imperfections?

He thought hard for a moment, but seemed to discover no valid reason.

You ask such odd questions, he protested. Now where the deuce do you suppose Quarren has gone? Ill bet hes cut the traces and gone up to see those people at Witch-Hollow.

Perhaps, she said, making a few erasures in her type-written folio and rewriting the blank spaces. Then she glanced over the top of the machine at his lordship, who, as it happened, was gazing at her with such peculiar intensity that it took him an appreciable moment to rouse himself and take his eyes elsewhere.

When do you take your vacation? he asked, carelessly.

I am not going to take one.

Oh, but you ought! Youll go stale, fade, droop — er — and all that, you know!

It is very kind of you to feel interested, she said, smiling, but I dont expect to droop — er — and all that, you know.

He laughed, after a moment, and so did she — a sweet, fearless, little laugh most complimentary to his lordship if he only knew it — a pretty, frank tribute to what had become a friendship — an accord born of confidence on her part, and of several other things on the part of Lord Dankmere.

It had been of slow growth at first — imperceptibly their relations had grown from a footing of distant civility to a companionship almost cordial — but not quite; for she was still shy with him at times, and he with her; and she had her moods of unresponsive reserve, and he was moody, too, at intervals.

You dont like me to make fun of you, do you? she asked.

Dont I laugh as though I like it?

She knitted her pretty brows: I dont quite know. You see youre a British peer — which is really a very wonderful thing — —

Oh, come, he said: it really is rather a wonderful thing, but you dont believe it.

Yes, I do. I stand in awe of you. When you come into the room I seem to hear trumpets sounding in the far distance — —

My boots squeak — —

Nonsense! I do hear a sort of a fairy fanfare playing Hail to the Belted Earl!

I wear braces — —

How common of you to distort my meaning! I dont care, you may do as you like — dance break-downs and hammer the piano, but to me you will ever remain a British peer — poor but noble — —

Wait until we hear from that Van Dyck! You cant call me poor then!

She laughed, then, looking at him earnestly, involuntarily clasped her hands.

Isnt it perfectly wonderful, she breathed with a happy, satisfied sigh.

Are you really very happy about it, Miss Vining?

I? Why shouldnt I be! she said indignantly. Im so proud that our gallery has such a picture. Im so proud of Mr. Quarren for discovering it — and— she laughed— Im proud of you for possessing it. You see I am very impartial; Im proud of the gallery, of everybody connected with it including myself. Shouldnt I be?

We are three very perfect people, he said gravely.

Do you know that we really are? Mr. Quarren is wonderful, and you are — agreeable, and as for me, why when I rise in the morning and look into the glass I say to myself, Who is that rather clever-looking girl who smiles at me every morning in such friendly fashion? And, would you believe it! — she turns out to be Jessie Vining every time!

She was in a gay mood; she rattled away at her machine, glancing over it mischievously at him from time to time. He, having nothing to do except to look at her, did so as often as he dared.

And so they kept the light conversational shuttle-cock flying through the sunny afternoon until it drew near to tea-time. Jessie said very seriously:

No Englishman can exist without tea. Tea is as essential to him as it is to British fiction. A microscopic examination of any novel made by a British subject will show traces of tea-leaves and curates although, as the text-books on chemistry have it, otherwise the substance of the work may be colourless, tasteless, odourless, and gaseous to the verge of the fourth dimension — —

If you dont cease making game of things British and sacred, he threatened, Ill try to stop you in a way that will astonish you.

What will you try to do? she asked, much interested.

He looked her steadily in the eyes:

Ill try to turn you into a British subject. One cant slam ones own country.

How could you turn me into such an object, Lord Dankmere?

Theres only one way.

Innocent for a few moments of his meaning she smilingly and derisively defied him. Then, of a sudden, startled into immobility, the smile froze on her lips.

At the swift change in her expression his own features were slowly and not unbecomingly suffused.

Then, incredulous, and a little nervous, she rose to prepare the tea; and he sprang up to bring the folding table.

The ceremony passed almost in silence; neither he nor she made the effort to return to the lighter, gayer vein. When they spoke at all it was on some matter connected with business; and her voice seemed to him listless, almost tired.

Which was natural enough, for the heat had been trying, and, in spite of the open windows, no breath of coolness stirred the curtains.

So the last minutes of the afternoon passed but the sunshine still reddened the cornices of the houses across the street when she rose to put away the tea-things.

A little later she pinned on her hat and moved toward the front door with a friendly nod to him in silent adieu.

Will you let me walk home with you? he said.

I — think — not, this evening.

Were you going anywhere?

She paused, her gloved hand on the knob, and he came up to her, slowly.

Were you? he repeated.

No.

Then — dont you care to let me walk with you?

She seemed to be thinking; her head was a trifle lowered.

He said: Before you go there is something I wanted to tell you — she made an involuntary movement and the door opened and hung ajar letting in the lively music of a street-organ. Then he leaned over and quietly closed the door.

Im afraid, he said, that Im taking an unwarrantable liberty by interfering in your affairs without consulting you.

She looked up at him, surprised.

It happened yesterday about this hour, he said.

What happened?

Do you remember that you went home about three oclock instead of waiting until this hour as usual?

Yes.

Well, this is what occurred. I left the gallery at this same hour. Ahead of me descending the steps was a young girl who had just delivered a business letter to Mr. Quarren. As she set foot on the pavement a footman attached to an automobile drawn up across the street touched his cap to her and said: Beg pardon, Miss Vining, I am Mr. Sprowls man. Mr. Sprowl would like to see you at the Café Cammargue. The car is waiting.

Miss Vinings colour faded; she stared at Dankmere with widening eyes, and he dropped his hands into his coat-pockets and returned her gaze.

I dont understand you, she said in a low voice.

Neither did the young girl addressed by the footman. Neither did I. But I was interested. So I said to the footman: Bring around your car. I shall have to explain about Miss Vining to Mr. Sprowl.

What! she said breathlessly.

Thats where I interfered, Miss Vining. And the footman looked doubtful, too, but he signalled the chauffeur.... And so I went to the Café Cammargue — —

He hesitated, looking at her white and distressed face, then continued coolly:

Sprowl seemed surprised to see me. He was waiting in a private room.... Hes looking rather badly these days.... We talked a few minutes — —

Pale, angry, every sense of modesty and reserve outraged, the girl faced him, small head erect:

You went there to — to discuss me with that man!

He was silent. She turned suddenly and tried to open the door, but he held it closed.

I did it because I cared for you enough to do it, he said. Dont you understand? Dont you suppose I know that kind of man?

It — it was not your business— she faltered, twisting blindly at the door-knob. Let me go — please — —

I made it my business.... And that man understood that I was making it my business. And he wont attempt to annoy you again.... Can you forgive me?

She turned on him excitedly, her eyes flashing with tears, but the impetuous words of protest died on her lips as her eyes encountered his.

It was because I love you, he said. And, as he spoke, there was about the man a quiet dignity and distinction that silenced her — something of which she may have had vague glimpses at wide intervals in their acquaintances — something which at times she suspected might lie latent in unknown corners of his character. Now it suddenly confronted her; and she recognised it and stood before him without a word to say.

It mended matters a little when he smiled, and the familiar friend reappeared beside her; but she still felt strange and shy; and wondering, half fearfully, she let him lift her gloved hands and stand, holding them, looking into her eyes.

You know what I am, he said. I have nothing to say about myself. But I love you very dearly.... I loved before, once, and married. And she died.... After that I didnt behave very well — until I knew you.... It is really in me to be a decent husband — if you can care for me.... And I dont think were likely to starve — —

I — it isnt that, she said, flushing scarlet.

What?

What you have ... I could only care for — what you are.

Can you do that?

But her calm had vanished, and, head bent and averted, she was attempting to withdraw her hands — and might have freed herself entirely if it had not been for his arm around her.

This new and disconcerting phase of the case brought her so suddenly face to face with him that it frightened her; and he let her go, and followed her back to the empty gallery where she sank down at her desk, resting her arms on the covered type-machine, and buried her quivering face in them.

It was excusable. Such things dont usually happen to typewriters and stenographers although they have happened to barmaids.

When he had been talking eloquently and otherwise for a long time Jessie Vining lifted her pale, tear-stained face from her arms; and his lordship dropped rather gracefully on his knees beside her, and she looked down at him very solemnly and wistfully.

It was shockingly late when they closed the gallery that evening. And their mode of homeward progress was stranger still, for instead of a tram or of the taxi which Lord Dankmere occasionally prevailed upon her to accept, they drifted homeward on a pink cloud through the light-shot streets of Ascalon.




CHAPTER XVI
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TO THE SOLITARY and replete pike, lying motionless in shadow, no still-bait within reach is interesting. But the slightest movement in his vicinity of anything helpless instantly rivets his attention; any creature apparently in distress arouses him to direct and lightning action whether he be gorged or not — even, perhaps, while he is still gashed raw with the punishment for his last attempt.

So it was with Langly Sprowl. He had come into town, sullen, restless, still fretting with checked desire. Within him a dull rage burned; he was ready to injure, ready for anything to distract his mind which, however, had not given up for a moment the dogged determination to recover the ground he had lost with perhaps the only woman in the world he had ever really cared for.

Yet, he was the kind of man who does not know what real love is. That understanding had not been born in him, and he had not acquired it. He was totally incapable of anything except that fierce passion which is aroused by obstacles when in pursuit of whatever evinces a desire to escape.

It was that way with him when, by accident, he saw and recognised Jessie Vining one evening leaving the Dankmere Galleries. And Langly Sprowl never denied himself anything that seemed incapable of self-defence.

He stopped his car and got out and spoke to her, very civilly, and with a sort of kindly frankness which he sometimes used with convincing effect. She refused the proffered car to take her to her destination, but could not very well avoid his escort; and their encounter ended by her accepting his explanations and his extended hand, perplexed, unwilling to misjudge him, but thankful when he departed.

After that he continued to meet her occasionally and walk home with her.

Then he sent his footman and the car for her; and drew Lord Dankmere out of the grab-bag, to his infinite annoyance. Worse, Dankmere had struck him with an impact so terrific that it had knocked him senseless across the table in a private dining-room of the Café Cammargue, where he presently woke up with a most amazing eye to find the terrified proprietor and staff playing Samaritan.

In various papers annoying paragraphs concerning him had begun to appear — hints of how matters stood between him and Mary Ledwith, ugly innuendo, veiled rumours of the breach between him and his aunt consequent upon his untenable position vis-à-vis Mrs. Ledwith.

Until Dankmere had inconvenienced his features he had walked downtown to his office every day, lank, long-legged, sleek head held erect, hatchet face pointed straight in front of him, his restless eyes encountering everybodys but seeing nobody unless directly saluted.

Now, his right eye rivalling a thunder-cloud in tints, he drove one of his racing cars as fast as he dared, swinging through Westchester or scurrying about Long Island. Occasionally he went aboard the Yulan, but a burning restlessness kept him moving; and at last he returned to South Linden in a cold but deadly rage, determined to win back the chances which he supposed he had thrown away in the very moment of victory.

Strelsa Leeds had now taken up her abode in her quaint little house; he learned that immediately; and that evening he went over and came upon her moving about in the dusky garden, so intent on inspecting her flowers that he was within a pace of her before she turned her head and saw him.

Strelsa, he said, can we not be friends again? I ask no more than that.

Too surprised and annoyed to reply she merely gazed at him. And, because, for the first time in his life, perhaps, he really felt every word he uttered, he spoke now with a certain simplicity and self-control that sounded unusual to her ears — so noticeably unlike what she knew of him that it commanded her unwilling attention.

For his unpardonable brutality and violence he asked forgiveness, promising to serve her faithfully and in friendship for the privilege of attempting to win back her respect and regard. He asked only that.

He said that he scarcely knew what to do with his life without the hope of recovering her respect and esteem; he asked for a beggars chance, begged for it with a candour and naïveté almost boyish — so directly to the point tended every instinct in him to recover through caution and patience what he had lost through carelessness and a violence which still astonished him.

The Bermuda lilies were in bloom and Strelsa stood near them, listening to him, touching the tall stalks absently at intervals. And while she listened she became more conscious still of the great change in herself — of her altered attitude toward so much in life that once had seemed to her important. After he had ceased she still stood pensively among the lilies, gray eyes brooding. At length, looking up, she said very quietly:

Why do you care for my friendship, Langly? I am not the kind of woman you think me — not even the kind I once thought myself. To me friendship is no light thing either to ask for or to give. It means more to me than it once did; and I give it very seldom, and sparingly, and to very, very few. But toward everybody I am gently disposed — because, I am much happier than I ever have been in all my life.... Is not my good will sufficient for any possible relation between you and me?

Then you are no longer angry with me?

No — no longer angry.

Can we be friends again? Can you really forgive me, Strelsa?

Why — yes, I could do that.... But, Langly, what have you and I in common as a basis for friendship? What have we ever had in common? Except when we encounter each other by hazard, why should we ever meet at all?

You have not pardoned me, Strelsa, he said patiently.

Does that really make any difference to you? It doesnt to me. It is only because I never think of you that it would be an effort to forgive you. Ill make that effort if you wish, but really, Langly, I never think about you at all.

If that is true, let me be with you sometimes, Strelsa, he said in a low voice.

Why?

Because I am wretchedly unhappy. And I care for you — more than you realise.

She said seriously: You have no right to speak that way to me, Langly.

Could you ever again give me the right to say I love you?

A quick flush of displeasure touched her cheeks; he saw it in the dusk of the garden, and mistook it utterly:

Strelsa — listen to me, dear! I have not slept since our quarrel. I must have been stark mad to say and do what I did.... Dont leave me! Dont go! I beg you to listen a moment — —

She had started to move away from him and his first forward step broke a blossom from its stalk where it hung white in the dusk.

I ask you to go, she said under her breath. There are people here — on the veranda — —

Every sense within him told him to go, pretending resignation. That was his policy. He had come here for martyrdom, cuirassed in patience. Every atom of common sense warned him to go.

But also every physical sense in him was now fully aroused — the silvery star-dusk, the scent of lilies, a slender woman within arms reach — this woman who had once been so nearly his — who was still rightfully his! — these circumstances were arousing him once more to a temerity which his better senses warned him to subdue. Yet if he could only get nearer to her — if he could once get her into his arms — overwhelm her with the storm of passion rising so swiftly within him, almost choking him — so that his voice and limbs already trembled in its furious surge —— 

Strelsa — I love you! For Gods sake show me some mercy! he stammered. I come to you half crazed by the solitude to which your anger has consigned me. I cannot endure it — I need you — I want you — I ask for your compassion — —

Hush! she pleaded, hastily retreating before him through the snowy banks of rockets— I have asked you not to speak to me that way! I ask you to go — to go now! — because — —

Will you listen to me! Will you wait a moment! I am only trying to tell you that I love you, dear — —

He almost caught her, but she sprang aside, frightened, still retreating before him.

I cannot go until you listen to me!— he said thickly, trampling through the flowers to intercept her. Youve got to listen! — do you hear?

She had almost reached the terrace; the shadowy veranda opened widely beyond.

There are people here! Dont you understand? she said once more in a choking voice; but he only advanced, and she fell back before him to the very edge of the porch lattice.

Now listen to me! he said between his teeth. I love you and Ill never give you up — —

Suddenly she turned on him, hands tightly clenched:

Be silent! she whispered fiercely. I tell you what you say is indecent, revolting! If there were a man here hed kill you! Do you understand?

At the same instant his eyes became fixed on a figure in white which took shadowy shape on the dark veranda, rising and coming slowly forward.

Ghostlike as it was he knew it instantly, stood rooted in his tracks while Strelsa stole away from him through the star-lit gloom, farther, farther, slipping forever from him now — he knew that as he stood there staring like a damned man upon that other dim shape in the darkness beyond.

It was his first glimpse of her since her return from Reno. And now, unbidden, memories half strangled were already in full resurrection, gasping in his ears of things that had been — of forgotten passion, of pleasure promised; and, because never tasted, it had been the true and only pleasure for such a man as he — the pleasure of anticipation. But the world had never, would never believe that. Only he, and the phantom there in the dusk before him, knew it to be true.

Slightly reeling he turned away in the darkness. In his haunted ears sounded a young wifes voice, promising, caressing; through and through him shot a thrill of the old excitement, the old desire, urging him again toward belated consummation.

And again the old impatience seized him, the old ruthlessness, the old anger at finding her weak in every way except one, the old contempt which had turned to sullen amazement when she wrote him that she had gone to Reno and that they must wait for their happiness until the courts decreed it legal.

Now as he swung along under the high stars he was thinking of these things. And he felt that he had not tried her enough, had not really exerted himself — that women who are fools require closer watching than clever ones; that he could have overcome her scruples with any real effort and saved her from giving him the slip and sowing a wind in Reno which already had become enough of a breeze to bother him.

With her, for a while, he might be able to distract his mind from this recent obsession tormenting him. To overcome her would interest him; and he had no doubt it could be done — for she was a little fool — silly enough to slap the world in the face and brave public opinion at Reno. No — it was not necessary to marry such a woman. She might think so, but it wasnt.

He had behaved unwisely, too. Why should he not have gone to see her when she returned? By doing so, and acting cleverly, he could have avoided trouble with his aunt, and also these annoying newspaper paragraphs. Also he could have avoided the scene with Ledwith — and the aborted reconciliation just now with Strelsa, where he had stood staring at the apparition of Mary Ledwith as lost souls stand transfixed before the pallid shades of those whom they have destroyed.

At his lodge-gate a half-cowering dog fawned on him and he kicked it aside. The bruised creature fled, and Sprowl turned in at his gates and walked slowly up the cypress-bordered drive.



He thought it all out that night, studied it carefully. What he needed was distraction from the present torment. Mary Ledwith could give that to him. What a fool she had been ever to imagine that she could be anything more than his temporary mistress.

The damned little idiot, he mused— cutting away to Reno before I knew what she was up to — and involving us both in all that talk! What did she flatter herself I wanted, anyway.... But I ought to have called on her at once; now its going to be difficult.

Yet he sullenly welcomed the difficulty — hoped that shed hold out. That was what he wanted, the excitement of it to take his mind from Strelsa — keep him interested and employed until the moment arrived once more when he might venture to see her again. He was, by habit, a patient man. Only in the case of Strelsa Leeds had passion ever prematurely betrayed him; and, pacing his porch there in the darkness, he set his teeth and wondered at himself and cursed himself, unable to reconcile what he knew of himself with what he had done to the only woman he had ever wished to marry as a last resort.



For two weeks Sprowl kept to himself. Few men understood better than he what was the medicinal value of time. Only once had he dared ignore it.

So one evening, late in August, still dressed in knickerbockers and heather-spats, he walked from his lawn across country to make the first move in a new game with Mary Ledwith.

Interested, confident, already amused, and in far better spirits than he had been for many a day, he strode out across the fields, swinging his walking-stick, his restless eyes seeing everything and looking directly at nothing.

Which was a mistake on his part for once, because, crossing a pasture corner, his own bull, advancing silently from a clump of willows, nearly caught him; but Sprowl went over the fence and, turning, brought down his heavy stick across the brutes ringed nose; and the animal bellowed at him and tore up the sod and followed along inside the fence thundering his baffled fury as long as Sprowl remained in sight.

It was not all bad disposition. Sprowl, who cared nothing for animals, hated the bull, and, when nothing more attractive offered, was accustomed to come to the fence, irritate the animal, lure him within range, and strike him. He had done it many times; and, some day, he meant to go into the pasture with a rifle, stand the animals charge, and shoot him.

It was a calm, primrose-tinted sunset where trees and hills and a distant spire loomed golden-black against the yellow west. No trees had yet turned, although, here and there on wooded hills, single discoloured branches broke the green monotony.

No buckwheat had yet been cut, but above the ruddy fields of stalks the snow of the blossoms had become tarnished in promise of maturity — the first premonition of autumn except for a few harvest apples yellow amid green leaves.

He had started without any definite plan, a confident but patient opportunist; and as he approached the Ledwith property and finally sighted the chimneys of the house above the trees, something — some errant thought seemed to amuse him, for he smiled slightly. His smile was as rare as his laughter — and as brief; and there remained no trace of it as he swung up the last hill and stood there gazing ahead.

The sun had set. A delicate purple haze already dimmed distances; and the twilight which falls more swiftly as summer deepens into autumn was already stealing into every hollow and ravine, darkening the alders where the stream stole swampwards. A few laggard crows were still winging toward the woods; a few flocks of blackbirds passed overhead almost unseen against the sky. Somewhere some gardener had been burning leaves and refuse, and the odour made the dusk more autumn-like.

As he crossed the line separating his land from the Ledwith estate he nodded to the daughter of one of his own gardeners who was passing with a collie; and then he turned to look again at the child whose slender grace and freshness interested him.

Look out for that bull, Europa, he said, staring after her as she walked on.

She looked back at him, laughingly, and thanked him and went on quite happily, the collie plodding at her heels. Recently Sprowl had been very pleasant to her.

When she was out of sight he started forward, climbed the fence into the road, followed it to the drive-way, and followed that among the elms and Norway firs to the porch.

It was so dark here among the trees that only the lighted transom guided him up the steps.

To the maid who came to the door he said coolly: Say to Mrs. Ledwith that Mr. Sprowl wishes to see her for a moment on a very important matter.

Mrs. Ledwith is not at home, sir.

What?

Mrs. Ledwith is not at home.

Where is she; out?

Y-yes, sir.

Where?

I dont know, sir — —

Yes, you do. Mrs. Ledwith is at home but has given you instructions concerning me. Isnt that so?

The maid, crimson and embarrassed, made no answer, and he walked past her into the drawing-room.

Light up here, he said.

Please, sir — —

Do as I tell you, my good girl. Here — wheres that button? — there!— as the pretty room sprang into light— Now never mind your instructions but go and say to Mrs. Ledwith that I must see her.

He calmly unfolded a flat packet of fresh bank-notes, selected one, changed it on reflection for another of higher denomination, and handed it to her. The girl hesitated, still irresolute until he lifted his narrow head and stared at her. Then she went away hurriedly.

When she returned to say that Mrs. Ledwith was not at home to Mr. Sprowl he shrugged and bade her inform her mistress that their meeting was not a matter of choice but of necessity, and that he would remain where he was until she received him.

Again the maid went away, evidently frightened, and Sprowl lighted a cigarette and began to saunter about. When he had examined everything in the room he strolled into the farther room. It was unlighted and suited him to sit in; and he installed himself in a comfortable chair and, throwing his cigarette into the fire-place, lighted a cigar.

This was a game he understood — a waiting game. The game was traditional with his forefathers; every one of them had played it; their endless patience had made a fortune to which each in turn had added before he died. Patience and courage — courage of the sort known as personal bravery — had distinguished all his race. He himself had inherited patience, and had used it wisely except in that one inexplicable case! — and personal courage in him had never been lacking, nor had what often accompanies it, coolness, obstinacy, and effrontery.

He had decided to wait until his cigar had been leisurely finished. Then, other measures — perhaps walking upstairs, unannounced, perhaps an unresentful withdrawal, a note by messenger, and another attempt to see her to-morrow — he did not yet know — had arrived at no conclusion — but would make up his mind when he finished his cigar and then do whatever caution dictated.

Once a servant came to the door to look around for him, and when she discovered him in the half-light of the music-room she departed hastily for regions above. This amused Sprowl.

As he lounged there, thoroughly comfortable, he could hear an occasional stir in distant regions of the house, servants moving perhaps, a door opened or closed, faint creaks from the stairs. Once the distant sounds indicated that somebody was using a telephone; once, as he neared the end of his cigar, a gray cat stole in, caught sight of him, halted, her startled eyes fixed on him, then turned and scuttled out into the hall.

Finally he rose, flicked his cigar ashes into the fireplace, stretched his powerful frame, yawned, and glanced at his watch.

And at the same instant somebody entered the front door with a latch-key.

Sprowl stood perfectly still, interested, waiting: and two men, bare-headed and in evening dress, came swiftly but silently into the drawing-room. One was Quarren, the other Chester Ledwith. Quarren took hold of Ledwiths arm and tried to draw him out of the room. Then Ledwith caught sight of Sprowl and started toward him, but Quarren again seized his companion by the shoulder and dragged him back.

I tell you to keep quiet, he said in a low voice— Keep out of this! — go out of the house!

I cant, Quarren! I — —

You promised not to come in until that man had left — —

I know it. I meant to — but, good God! Quarren! I cant stand there — —

He was struggling toward Sprowl and Quarren was trying to push him back into the hall.

You said that you had given up any idea of personal vengeance! he panted. Let me deal with him quietly — —

I didnt know what I was saying, retorted Ledwith, straining away from the man who held him, his eyes fixed on Sprowl. I tell you I cant remain quiet and see that blackguard in this house — —

But hes going I tell you! Hes going without a row — without any noise. Cant you let me manage it — —

He could not drag Ledwith to the door, so he forced him into a chair and stood guard, glancing back across his shoulder at Sprowl.

Youd better go, he said in a low but perfectly distinct voice.

Sprowl, still holding his cigar, sauntered forward into the drawing-room.

I suppose you are armed, he said contemptuously. If you threaten me Ill take away your guns and slap both your faces — ask the other pup how it feels, Quarren.

Ledwith struggled to rise but Quarren had him fast.

Get out of here, Sprowl, he said. Youll have a bad time of it if he gets away from me.

Sprowl stared, hands in his pockets, puffing his cigar.

Ive a notion to kick you both out, he drawled.

It would be a mistake, panted Quarren. Cant you go while theres time, Sprowl! I tell you hell kill you in this room if you dont.

I wont — kill him! — Let go of me, Quarren, gasped Ledwith. I — I wont do murder; Ive promised you that — for her sake — —

Let him loose, Quarren, said Sprowl.
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He waited for a full minute, watching the struggling men in silent contempt. Then with a shrug he went out into the hall, leisurely put on his hat, picked up his stick, opened the door, and sauntered out into the darkness.

Now, breathed Quarren fiercely, you play the man or Im through with you! Hes gone and he wont come back — Ill see to that! And its up to you to show what youre made of!

Ledwith, freed, stood white and breathing hard for a few moments. Then a dull flush suffused his thin face; he looked down, stood with hanging head, until Quarren laid a hand on his shoulder.

Its up to you, Ledwith, he said quietly. I dont blame you for losing your head a moment, but if you mean what you said, I should say that this is your chance.... And if I were you Id simply go upstairs and speak to her.... Shes been through hell.... Shes in it still. But youre out; and you can stay out if you choose. Theres no need to wallow if you dont want to. Youre not in very good shape yet, but youre a man. And now, if you do care for her, I really believe its up to you.... Will you go upstairs?

Ledwith turned and went out into the familiar hall. Then, as though dazed, resting one thin hand on the rail, he mounted the stairway, head hanging, feeling his way blindly back toward all that life had ever held for him, but which he had been too weak to keep or even to defend.

Quarren waited for a while; Ledwith did not return. After a few minutes an excited maid came down, stared at him, then, reassured, opened the door for him with a smile. And he went out into the starlight.

He had been walking for only a few moments when he overtook Sprowl sauntering down a lane; and the latter glanced around and, recognising him, halted.

Wheres the other hero? he asked.

Probably discussing you with the woman he is likely to remarry.

Sprowl shrugged:

Thats what that kind of a man is made for — to marry what others dont have to marry.

You lie, said Quarren quietly.

Sprowl stared at him: then the long-pent fury overwhelmed his common sense again, and again it was in regard to the woman he had lost by his violence.

You know, he said, measuring his words, that youre the same kind of a man, too. And some day, if youre good, you can marry what I dont have to marry — —

He reeled under Quarrens blow, then struck at him blindly with his walking-stick, leaping at him savagely but recoiling, dizzy, half senseless under another blow so terrific that it almost nauseated him.

He stood for a time, supporting himself against a tree; then as his wits returned he lifted his bruised face and stared murderously about him. Quarren was walking toward Witch-Hollow — half way there already and out of earshot as well as sight.

Against the stars something moved on a near hill-top, and Sprowl reeled forward in pursuit, breaking into a heavy and steady run as the thing disappeared in the darkness. But he had seen it move, just beyond that fence, and he seized the top rail and got over and ran forward in the darkness, clutching his stick and calling to Quarren by name.

Where had he gone? He halted to listen, peering around with swollen eyes. Blood dripped from his lips and cheek; he passed his hand over them, glaring, listening. Suddenly he heard a dull sound close behind him in the night; whirled to confront what was coming with an unseen rush, thundering down on him, shaking the very ground.

He made no outcry; there was no escape, nothing to do but to strike; and he struck with every atom of his strength; and went crashing down into darkness. And over his battered body bellowed and raged the bull.



Even the men who found them there in the morning could scarcely drive away the half-crazed brute. And the little daughter of the gardener, who had discovered what was there in the pasture, cowered in the fence corner, crying her heart out for her fathers dead master who had spoken kindly to her since she had grown up and who had even taken her into his arms and kissed her the day before when she had brought him a rare orchid from the greenhouse.



Every newspaper in America gave up the right-hand columns to huge headlines and an account of the tragedy at South Linden. Every paper in the world chronicled it. There were few richer men in the world than Langly Sprowl. The tragedy moved everybody in various ways; stocks, however, did not move either way to the surprise of everybody. On second thoughts, however, the world realised that his wealth had been too solidly invested to cause a flurry. Besides he had a younger brother financing something or other for the Emperor of China. Now he would return. The great race would not become extinct.



That night Quarren went back to the Wycherlys and found Molly waiting for him in the library.

What on earth did Mary Ledwith want of Jim this evening? she asked.

Sprowl was in the house.

What!

Thats why the poor child telephoned. She was probably afraid of him, and wanted Jim there.

Mollys teeth clicked:

Jim would have half-killed him. Its probably a good thing he was in town. What did you do?

Nothing. Sprowl went all right.

What did Mary say to you?

I didnt see her.

You didnt see her?

No.

Mollys eyes grew rounder:

Where is Chester Ledwith? He didnt go with you into the house, did he?

Yes, he did.

But where is he? You — you dont mean to say — —

Yes, I do. He went upstairs and didnt return.... So I waited for a while and then — came back.

They sat silent for a while, then Molly lifted her eyes to his and they were brimming with curiosity.

If they become reconciled, she said, how are people going to take it, Rix?

Characteristically I suppose.

You mean that some will be nasty about it?

Some.

But then — —

Oh, Molly, Molly, he said, smiling, there are more important things than what a few people are likely to think or say. The girl made a fool of herself, and the man weakened and nearly went to pieces. Hes found himself again; hes disposed to help her find herself. It was only one of those messes that the papers report every day. Few get out of such pickles, but I believe these two are going to.... And somehow, do you know — from something Sprowl said to-night, I dont believe that she went the entire limit — took the last ditch.

Molly reddened: Why?

Because, although they do it in popular fiction, men like Sprowl never really boast of their successes. His sort keep silent — when theres anything to conceal.

Did he boast?

He did. I was sure he was lying, and I— he shrugged.

Told him so?

Well, something of that sort.

I believe he was lying, too.... It was just like that romantic little fool to run off to Reno after nothing worse than the imprudence of infatuation. Ive known her a long while, Rix. Shes too shallow for real passion, too selfish to indulge it anyway. His name and fortune did the business for her — little idiot. Really she annoys me.

Quarren smiled: Her late husband seems to like her. Fools feminine have made many a man happy. Youll be nice to her Im sure.

Of course.... Everybody will on Mrs. Sprowls account.

Quarren laughed again, then:

Meanwhile this Ledwith business has prevented my talking to Strelsa over the telephone, he said.

Oh, Rix! You said you were going to surprise her in the morning!

But I want to see her, Molly. I dont want to wait — —

Its after ten and Strelsa has probably retired. Shes a perfect farmer, I tell you — yawns horribly every evening at nine. Why, I cant keep her awake long enough to play a hand at Chinese Khan! Be reasonable, Rix. You had planned to surprise her in the morning.... And — Im lonely without Jim.... Besides, if you are clever enough to burst upon Strelsas view in the morning when the day is young and all before her, and when shes looking her very best, nobody can tell what might happen.... And Ill whisper in your ear that the child has really missed you.... But dont be in a hurry with her, will you, Rix?

No, he said absently.

Molly picked up her knitting.

If Chester Ledwith doesnt return by twelve Im going to have the house locked, she said, stifling a yawn.

At twelve oclock the house was accordingly locked for the night.

Its enough to compromise her, said Molly, crossly. What a pair of fools they are.




CHAPTER XVII
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STRELSA, A PINK apron pinned about her, a trowel in her gloved hand, stood superintending the transplanting of some purple asters which not very difficult exploit was being attempted by a local yokel acting as her hired man.

The garden, a big one with a wall fronting the road, ran back all the way to the terrace in the rear of the house beyond which stretched the western veranda.

And it was out on this veranda that Quarren stepped in the wake of Strelsas maid, and from there he caught his first view of Strelsas garden, and of Strelsa herself, fully armed and caparisoned for the perennial fray with old Dame Nature.

You need not go down there to announce me, he said; Ill speak to Mrs. Leeds myself.

But before he could move, Strelsa, happening to turn around, saw him on the veranda, gazed at him incredulously for a moment, then brandished her trowel with a clear, distant cry of greeting, and came toward him, laughing in her excitement and surprise. They met midway, and she whipped off her glove and gave him her hand in a firm, cool clasp.

Why the dickens didnt you wire! she said. Youre a fraud, Rix! I might easily have been away! — You might have missed me — we might have missed each other.... Is that all you care about seeing me? — after all these weeks!

I wanted to surprise you, he explained feebly.
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Well, you didnt! That is — not much. Id been thinking of you — and I glanced up and saw you. Youre stopping at Mollys I suppose.

Yes.

When did you arrive?

L-last night, he admitted.

What! And didnt call me up! I refuse to believe it of you!

She really seemed indignant, and he followed her into the pretty house where presently she became slightly mollified by his exuberant admiration of the place.

Are you in earnest? she said. Do you really think it so pretty? If you do Ill take you upstairs and show you my room, and the three beautiful spick and span guest rooms. But youll never occupy one! she added, still wrathful at his apparent neglect of her. I dont want anybody here who isnt perfectly devoted to me. And its very plain that you are not.

He mildly insisted that he was but she denied it, hotly.

And I shall never get over it, she added. But you may come upstairs and see what you have missed.

They went over the renovated house thoroughly; she, secretly enchanted at his admiration and praise of everything, pointed out any object that seemed to have escaped his attention merely to hear him approve it. Finally she relented.

You are satisfactory, she said as they returned to the front veranda and seated themselves. And really, Rix, Im so terribly glad to see you that I forgive your neglect.... Are you well? You dont look very well, she added earnestly. Why are you so white?

Im in fine shape, thank you.

I didnt mean your figure, she laughed— Oh, that was a common kind of a joke, wasnt it? But Im only a farmer, Rix. You must expect the ruder and simpler forms of speech from a lady of the woodshed!... Why are you so pale?

Do I seem particularly underdone?

Thats horrid, too. Are you and I going to degenerate just because you work for a living? You are unusually thin, anyway; and the New York pallor is very noticeable. Will you stay and get sun-burnt?

I could stay a few days.

How many?

How many do you want me? Two whole days, Strelsa?

She laughed at him, then looked at him a trifle shyly, but laughed again as she answered:

I want you to stay always, of course. Dont pretend that you dont know it, because you are perfectly aware that I never tire of you. But if you can stay only two days dont let us waste any time — —

Were not wasting it here together, are we?

Dont you want to walk? I havent a horse yet, except for agricultural purposes. Ill rinse my hands and take off this apron— She stood unpinning and untying it, her gray eyes never leaving him in their unabashed delight in him.

Then she disappeared for a few minutes only to reappear wearing a pair of stout little shoes and carrying a walking-stick which she said she used in rough country.

And first they visited her garden where all the old-fashioned autumn flowers were in riotous bloom — scarlet sage, rockets, thickets of gladiolus, heavy borders of asters, marigolds, and coreopsis; and here she gave a few verbal directions to the yokel who gaped toothlessly in reply.

After that, side by side, they swung off together across the hill, she, lithe and slender, setting the springy pace and twirling her walking-stick, he, less accustomed to the open and more so to the smooth hot streets of the city, slackening pace first.

She chided and derided him and bantered him scornfully, then with sudden sweet concern halted, reproaching herself for setting too hot a pace for a city-worn and work-worn man.

But the cool shadows of the woods were near, and she made him rest on the little footbridge — the same bridge where he had encountered Ledwith for the first time in years. He recognised the spot.

After they had seated themselves and Strelsa, resting on the back of the bridge seat, was contentedly dabbling in the stream with her cane, Quarren said, slowly:

Shall I tell you why I did not disturb you last night, Strelsa?

You cant excuse it — —

You shall be judge and jury. Its rather a long story, though — —

I am listening.

Then, it has to do with Ledwith. Hes not very well but hes better than he was. You see he wanted to take a course of treatment to regain his health, and there seemed to be nobody else, so — I offered to see him through.

Thats like you, Rix, she said, looking at him.

Oh, it wasnt anything — I had nothing to do — —

Thats like you, too. Did you pull him through?

He pulled himself through.... It was strenuous for two or three days — and hot as the devil in that sanitarium. ... He laughed. We both were wrecks when we came out two weeks later — oh, a bit groggy, thats really all.... And he had no place to go — and seemed to be inclined to keep hold of my sleeve — so I telephoned Molly. And she said to bring him up. That was nice of her, wasnt it?

Everybody is wonderful except you, she said.

Nonsense, he said, it wasnt I who went through a modified hell. Hes got a lot of backbone, Ledwith.... And so we came up last night.... And — now heres the interesting part, Strelsa! We strolled over to call on Mrs. Ledwith — —

What!

Certainly. I myself didnt see her but— he laughed— she seemed to be at home to her ex-husband.

Rix!

Its a fact. He went back there for breakfast this morning after hed changed his clothes.

After — what?

Yes. It seems that they started out in a canoe about midnight and he didnt turn up at Witch-Hollow until just before breakfast — and then he only stayed long enough to change to boating flannels.... You should see him; hes twenty years younger.... I fancy theyll get along together in future.

Oh, Rix! she said, that was darling of you! You are wonderful even if you dont seem to know it!... And to think — to think that Mary Ledwith is going to be happy again!... Oh, you dont know how it has been with her — the silly, unhappy little thing!

Why, after Mrs. Sprowl left, the girl went all to pieces. Molly and I did what we could — but Molly isnt strong and Mrs. Ledwith was at my house almost all the time — Oh, it was quite dreadful, and Im sure she was really losing her senses — because — I think Ill tell you — I tell you everything— She hesitated, and then, lowering her voice:

She had come to see me, and she was lying on the lounge in my dressing-room, crying; and I was doing my hair. And first I knew she sobbed out that she had killed her husband and wanted to die, and she caught up that pistol that Sir Charles gave me at the Bazaar last winter — it looked like a real one — and the next thing I knew she had fired a charge of Japanese perfume at her temple, and it was all over her face and hair!... Dont laugh, Rix; she thought she had killed herself, and I had a horrid, messy time of it reviving her.

You poor child, he exclaimed trying not to laugh— she had no brains to blow out anyway.... Thats a low thing to say. Ledwith likes her.... I really believe shes been scared into life-long good behaviour.

She wasnt — really — horrid, said Strelsa in a low voice. She told me so.

I dont doubt it, he said. But one way or the other you might as well reproach a humming-bird for its morals. There are such people.

After a short silence she said:

Tell me about people in town.

There are few there. Besides, he added smilingly, I dont see much of your sort of people.

My sort? she repeated, lifting her gray eyes. Am I not your sort, Rix?

Are you? You should see me in my overalls and shirt-sleeves, stained with solvents and varnish, sticky with glue and reeking turpentine, ironing out a canvas with a warm flat-iron!... Am I your kind, Strelsa?

Yes.... Am I your kind?

You always were. You know that.

Yes, I do know it, now. She sat very still, hands folded, considering him with gray and speculative eyes.

From the very beginning, she said, you have never once disappointed me.

What! he exclaimed incredulously.

Never, she repeated.

Why — why, I got in wrong the very first time! he said.

You mean that wager we made?

Yes.

But you behaved like a good sportsman.

Well, I wasnt exactly a bounder. But you were annoyed.

She smiled: Was I?

You seemed to be.

Yet I sat in a corner behind some palms with you until daylight.

They looked at each other and laughed over the reminiscence. Then he said:

I did disappoint you when you found out what sort of a man I was.

No, you didnt.

I proved it, too, he said under his breath.

Her lips were set firmly, almost primly, but she blushed.

You meant to be nice to me, she said. You meant to do me honour.

The honour of offering you such a man as I was, he said with smiling bitterness.

Rix! I was the fool — the silly little prig! I have blushed and blushed to remember how I behaved; how I snubbed you and — good heavens! — even lectured and admonished you! — How I ran away from you with all the self-possession and savoir-faire of a country schoolgirl! What on earth you thought of me in those days I dread to surmise — —

But Strelsa, what was there to do except what you did?

If Id known anything I could have thanked you for caring that way for me and dismissed you as a friend instead of fleeing as though you had affronted me — —

I did affront you.

You didnt intend to.... It would have been easy enough to tell you that I liked you — but not that way.... And all those miserable, lonely, unhappy months could have been spared me — —

Were you unhappy?

Didnt you know it?

I never dreamed you were.

Well, I was — thinking of what I had done to you.... And all those men bothering me, every moment, and everybody at me to marry everybody else — and all I wanted was to be friends with you!... I wasnt sure of what I wanted from the very beginning, of course, but I knew it as soon as I saw you at the Bazaar again.... I was so lonely, Rix — —

She looked up out of clear, fearless eyes; he leaned forward and took her hands in his.

I know what you want, he said quietly. You want my friendship and you have it — every atom of it, Strelsa. I will never overstep the borders again; I understand you thoroughly.... You know what you have done for me — what I was when you came into my life. My gratitude is a living thing. Through you, because of you, the whole unknown world — all of real life — has opened before me. You did it for me, Strelsa.

You did it for yourself and for me, she said in a low voice. What are you trying to tell me, Rix? That I did this for you? When it is you — it was you from the first — it has always been you who led, who awakened first, who showed courage and common sense and patience and the cheerful wisdom which — which saved me — —

The emotion in her voice stirred him thrillingly; her hands lay confidently in his; her gray eyes met his so sweetly, so honestly, that hope awoke for a moment.

Strelsa, he said, however it was with us — however it is now, I think that together we amount to more than we ever could have amounted to apart.

I know it, she said fervently. I was nothing until I began to comprehend you.

What was I before you awoke me?

A man neglecting his nobler self.... But it could not have lasted; your real self could not have long endured that harlequinade we once thought was real life.... Im glad if you think that I — something about me — aroused you.... But if I had not, somebody or some circumstance would have very soon served the same purpose.

Do you think so? he said, stooping to kiss her hands. She looked at him while he did so, confused by the quick pleasure of the contact, then schooled herself to endure it, setting her lips in a grave, firm line.

And it was a most serious face he lifted his eyes to as she quietly withdrew her fingers from his.

You always played the courtier to perfection, she said, trying to speak lightly. Tell me about that accomplished and noble peer, Lord Dankmere. Are you still inclined to like him?

He accepted her light and careless change of tone instantly, and spoke laughingly of Dankmere:

Hes really a mighty nice fellow, Strelsa. Anyway, I like him. And what do you think his lordship has been and gone and done?

Has he become a Russian dancer, Rix?

No, bless his heart! Hes fallen head over ears in love and is engaged and is going to marry!

Who?

Our stenographer!

Rix!

Certainly.... Shes pretty and sweet and good and most worthy; and shes as crazy about Dankmere as he is about her.... Really, Strelsa, shes a charming young girl, and shell make as pretty a countess as any of the Dankmeres have married in many a generation.

Strelsas lip curled: I dont doubt that. They were always a horrid cock-fighting, prize-fighting, dissolute lot, werent they?

Something like that. But the present Dankmere is a good sort — really he is, Strelsa. And as for Jessie Vining, shes sweet. Youll be nice to them, wont you?

She said: Id be nice to them anyway. But now that you ask me to Ill be whatever you wish.

You are a corker, he said almost tenderly; but with a slight smile she kept her hands out of his reach.

We mustnt degenerate into sentimentalism just because were glad to see each other, she said so calmly that he did not notice the tremor in her voice. And by the way, how is Mr. Westguard?

They both laughed.

Speaking of sentiment, said Quarren, Karl now exudes it daily. He and Bleecker De Groot and Mrs. Caldera — to Lesters rage — have started a weekly paper called Brotherhood, consisting of pabulum for the horny-handed.

I couldnt do anything with Karl. Just look at him! Hes really a good story-teller if he chooses. He could write jolly-good novels if he would. But the spectacle of De Groot weeping over a Bowery audience has finished him; and hes hard at work on a volume called The Worlds Woe, and means to publish it himself because no publisher will take it.

Poor Karl, she said, smiling.

No, said Quarren, thats the worst of it. His aunt has settled a million on him.... I tell you, Strelsa, the rich convert has less honour among the poor than the dingiest little dip among the gorgeous corsairs of Wall Street.

I dont know how it happens, but Christ was never yet successfully preached from Fifth Avenue, and the millionaire whose heart bleeds for the poor needs a sterner surgeon than a complacent conscience to really stop the hemorrhage.

Rich men do good, Rix, she said thoughtfully.

But not by teaching or practising the thrift of celestial insurance — not by admonition to orthodoxy and exhortation to worship a Creator who sees to it that no two people are created equal. There is only one thing the rich can give to the poor for Christs sake; and even that will always be taken with suspicion and distrust. No; there are only two ways to live: one is the life of self-discipline; the other is to actually imitate the militant Son of Man whose faith we pretend to profess — but whose life-history we merely parody, turning His crusade into a grotesque carnival. I know of no third course consistent.

To lead an upright life within bounds where your lines have fallen, or to strip and go forth militant, she mused. There is no third course, as you say.... Do you know, Rix, that I have become a wonderfully happy sort of person?

So have I, he said, laughingly.

Its just because we have something to do, isnt it?

That — and the leisure which the idle never have. It seems like a paradox, doesnt it? — to say that the idle never have any time to themselves.

I know what you mean. I expect to work rather hard the rest of my life, she said seriously, and yet I can foresee lots and lots of most delicious leisure awaiting me.

Do you foresee anything else, pretty prophetess?

What else do you mean?

Well, for example, you will be alone here all winter.

Do you mean loneliness? she asked, smiling. I dont expect to suffer from that. Molly will be here all winter and — you will write to me— she turned to him— wont you, Rix?

Certainly. Besides Im coming up to see you every week.

Every week! she repeated, taken a little aback but smiling her sweet, confused smile. Do you realise what you are so gaily engaging to do?

Perfectly. Im going to build up here.

What!

Of course.

A — a house?

He looked at her, hesitated, then looking away:

Either a house or — an addition.

An addition?

If youll let me, Strelsa — some day.

She understood him then. The painful colour stole into her cheeks, faintly burning, and she closed her eyes for a moment to endure it, sitting silent, motionless, her little sun-tanned hands tightly clasped on her knees.

Then, unclosing her eyes she looked at him, delicate lips tightening.

I thought our relations were to remain on a higher plane, she said steadily.

Our relations are to remain what you desire them to be, dear.

I desire them to be what they are — always.

Then that is my wish also, he said with a smile so genuine and gay that, a little confused by his acquiescence, her own response was slow. But presently her smile dawned, a little tremulous and uncertain, and her gray eyes remained wistful though the lips curled deliciously.

I would do anything in the world for you, Rix, except — that, she said in a low voice.

I know you would, you dear girl.

Dont you really believe it?

Of course I do!

But — I cant do that — ever. It would — would spoil you for me.... What in the world would I do if you were spoiled for me, Rix? I havent anybody else.... What would I do here — all alone? I couldnt stay — I wouldnt know what to do — where to go in the world.... It would be lonely — lonely — —

She bent her head, and remained so, gray eyes fixed on her clasped fingers. For a long while she sat bowed over, thinking; once or twice she lifted her eyes to look at him, but her gaze always became confused and remote; and he did not offer to break the silence.

At last she looked up with a movement of decision, her face clearing.

You understand, dont you, Rix? she said, rising.

He nodded, rising also; and they descended the steps together and walked slowly away toward Witch-Hollow.

From the hill-top they noticed one of Sprowls farm-waggons slowly entering the drive, followed on foot by several men and a little girl. Her blond hair and apron fluttered in the breeze. She was too far away for them to see that she was weeping.

I wonder what theyve got in that waggon? said Quarren, curiously.

Strelsas gaze became indifferent, then passed on and rested on the blue range of hills beyond.

Isnt it wonderful about Chrysos, she said.

The quaint little thing, he said almost tenderly. She told Molly what happened — how she sat down under a fence to tie wild strawberries for Sir Charles, and how, all at once, she realised what his going out of her life meant to her — and how the tears choked her to silence until she suddenly found herself in his arms.... Can you see it as it happened, Strelsa? — as pretty a pastoral as ever the older poets— He broke off abruptly, and she looked up, but he was still smiling as though the scene of another mans happiness, so lightly evoked, were a visualisation of his own. And again her gray eyes grew wistful as though shyly pleading for his indulgence and silently asking his pardon for all that she could never be to him or to any man.

So they came across fields and down through fragrant lanes to Witch-Hollow, where the fat setter gambolled ponderously around them with fat barkings and waggings, and where Molly, sewing on the porch, smoothed the frail and tiny garment over her knee and raised her pretty head to survey them with a smiling intelligence that made Strelsa blush.

It isnt so! she found an opportunity to whisper into Mollys ear. If you look at us that way youll simply make him miserable and break my heart.

Molly glanced after Quarren who had wandered indoors to find a cigarette in the smoking-room.

If you dont marry that delectable young man, she said, Ill take a stick and beat you, Strelsa.

I dont want to — I dont want to! protested the girl, getting possession of Mollys hands and covering them with caresses. And, resting her soft lips on Mollys fingers, she looked at her; and the young matron saw tears glimmering under the soft, dark lashes.

I cant love him — that way, whispered the girl. I would if I could.... I couldnt care for him more than I do.... And — and it terrifies me to think of losing him.

Losing him?

Yes — by doing what you — what he — wishes.

You think youll lose him if you marry him?

I — yes. It would spoil him for me — spoil everything for me in the world — —

Well, you listen to me, said Molly, exasperated. When he has stood a certain amount of this silliness from you hell really and actually turn into the sexless comrade you think you want. But hell go elsewhere for a mate. There are plenty suitable in the world. If youd never been born there would have been another for him. If you passed out of his life there would some day be another.

Will we women never learn the truth? — that at best we are incidental to man, but that, when we love, man is the whole bally thing to us?

Let him escape and youll see, Strelsa. Youll get, perhaps, what youre asking for now, but hell get what he is asking for, too — if not from you, from some girl of whom you and I and he perhaps have never heard.

But she exists; dont worry. And any man worth his title is certain to encounter her sooner or later.

The girl, flushed, dumb, watched her out of wide gray eyes in which the unshed tears had dried. The pretty matron slowly shook her head:

Because you once bit into tainted fruit you laid the axe to the entire orchard. What nonsense! Rottenness is the exception; soundness the rule. But you concluded that the hazard of bad fortune — that the unhappy chance of your first and only experience — was not an exception but the universal rule.... Very well; think it! Hell get over it some time, but you never will, Strelsa. Youll remember it all your life.

For I tell you that we women who go to our graves without having missed a single pang — we who die having known happiness and its shadow which is sorrow — the happiness and sorrow which come through love of man alone — die as we should die, in deep content of destiny fulfilled — which is the only peace beyond all understanding.

The girl lowered her head and, resting her cheek on Mollys shoulder, looked down at the baby garment on her knees.

That also? she whispered.

Yes.... Unless we pass that way, also, we can never die content.... But until a month ago I did not know it.... Strelsa — Strelsa! Are you never going to know what love can be?

The girl rose slowly, flushing and whitening by turns, and stood a moment, her hands covering her eyes.

And standing so:

Do you think he will go away — from me — some day?

Yes; he will go — unless — —

Must it be — that way?

It will be that way, Strelsa.

I had never thought of that.

Think of it as the truth. It will be so unless you love him in his own fashion — and for his own sake. Try — if you care for him enough to try.... And if you do, you will love him for your own sake, too.

I — I had thought of — of giving myself — for his sake — because he wishes it.... I dont believe Ill be — much afraid — of him. Do you?

Mollys wise sweet eyes sparkled with silent laughter. Then without another glance at the tall, young girl before her she picked up her sewing, drew the needle from the hem, and smoothed out the lace embroidery on her knees.

After a while she said:

Jims returning on the noon train. Will you and Rix be here to luncheon?

I dont know.

Well, ask him; I have my orders to give if youll stay.

Strelsa walked into the house; Quarren, still hunting about for a cigarette, looked up as she entered the smoking-room.

Where the dickens does Jim keep his cigarettes? he asked. Do you know, Strelsa?

You poor boy! she exclaimed laughingly, have you been searching all this time? The wonder is that you havent perished. Why didnt you ask me for one when we were at — our house?

Your house? he corrected, smiling.

Her gray eyes met his with a frightened sort of courage.

Our house — if you wish— But her lips had begun to tremble and she could not control them or force from them another word for all her courage.

He came over to where she stood, one slim hand resting against the wall; and she looked back bravely into his keen eyes — the clear, direct, questioning eyes of a boy.

I — I will — marry you, she said.

A swift flush touched his face to the temples.

Dont you — want me? she said, tremulously.

If you love me, Strelsa.

Isnt it enough — that you — love — —

No, dear.

She lost her colour.

Rix! Dont you want me? she faltered.

Not unless you want me, Strelsa.

She drew a long unsteady breath. Suddenly the tears sprang to her eyes, and she held out both hands to him, blindly.

I — do love you, she whispered.... Ill give what you give.... Only you must teach me — not to be — afraid.

Her cheek lay close to his shoulder; his arms drew her nearer. And, after he had waited a long while, her gray eyes, which had been watching his face, slowly closed, and she lifted her lips toward his.

THE END
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CHAPTER I

IN FORMA PAUPERIS
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THE FAILURE OF the old-time firm of Edgerton, Tennant & Co. was unusual only because it was an honest one — the bewildered creditors receiving a hundred cents on a dollar from property not legally involved.

Edgerton had been dead for several years; the failure of the firm presently killed old Tennant, who was not only old in years, but also old in fashion — so obsolete, in fact, were the fashions he clung to that he had used his last cent in a matter which he regarded as involving his personal honor.

The ethically laudable but materially ruinous integrity of old Henry Tennant had made matters rather awkward for his orphaned nieces. Similar traditions in the Edgerton family — of which there now remained only a single representative, James Edgerton 3d — devastated that young mans inheritance so completely that he came back to the United States, via Boston, on a cattle steamer and arrived in New York the following day with two dollars in loose silver and a confused determination to see the affair through without borrowing.

He walked from the station to the nearest of his clubs. It was very early, and the few club servants on duty gazed at him with friendly and respectful sympathy.

In the visitors room he sat down, wrote out his resignation, drew up similar valedictories to seven other expensive and fashionable clubs, and then picked up his two suit cases again, declining with a smile the offered assistance from Read, the doorman who had been in service there as long as the club had existed.

Mr. Edgerton, murmured the old man, Mr. Inwood is in the Long Room, sir.

Edgerton thought a moment, then walked to the doorway of the Long Room and looked in. At the same time Inwood glanced up from his newspaper.

Hello! he exclaimed; is that you, Edgerton?

Who the devil do you think it is? replied Edgerton amiably.

They shook hands. Inwood said:

Whats the trouble — a grouch, a hangover, or a lady?

Edgerton laughed, placed his suit cases on the floor, and seated himself in a corner of the club window for the first time in six months — and for the last time in many, many months to come.

Its hot in town, he observed. How are you, Billy?

Blooming. Accept from me a long, cold one with a permanent fizz to it. Yes? No? A Riding Club cocktail, then? What? Nix for the rose-wreathed bowl?

Edgerton shook his head. Nix for the bowl, thanks.

Well, you wont mind if I ring for first-aid materials, will you?

The other politely waved his gloved hand.

A servant arrived and departed with the emergency order. Inwood pushed an unpleasant and polychromatic mess of Sunday newspapers aside and reseated himself in the leather chair.

Im terribly sorry about what happened to you, Jim, he said. So is everybody. We all thought it was to be another gay year of that dear Paris for you — —

I thought so, too, nodded Edgerton; but what a fellow thinks hasnt anything to do with anything. Ive found out that.

Inwood emptied his glass and gazed at the frost on it, sentimentally.

The main thing, he said, is for your friends to stand by you — —

No; the main thing is for them to stand aside — kindly, Billy — while I pass down and out for a while.

My dear fellow — —

While I pass out, repeated Edgerton. I may return; but that will be up to me — and not up to them.

Well, what good is friendship?

Good to believe in — no good otherwise. Let it alone and its the finest thing in the world; use it, and you will have to find another name for it.

He smiled at Inwood.

Friendship must remain always the happiest and most comforting of all — theories, he said. Let it alone; it has a value inestimable in its own place — no value otherwise.

Inwood began to laugh.

Your notion concerning friends and friendship isnt the popular one.

But my friends will sleep the sounder for knowing what are my views concerning friendship.

Thats cynical and unfair, began the other, reddening.

No, its honest; and you notice that even my honesty puts a certain strain on our friendship, retorted Edgerton, still laughing.

Youre only partly in earnest, arent you?

Oh, Im never really in earnest about anything. Thats why Fate extended an unerring and iron hand, grasped me by the slack of my pants, shook me until all my pockets turned inside out, and set me down hard on the trolley tracks of Destiny. Just now Im crawling for the sidewalk and the skirts of Chance.

He laughed again without the slightest bitterness, and looked out of the window.

The view from the club window was soothing: Fifth Avenue lay silent and deserted in the sunshine of an early summer morning.

Inwood said: The papers — everybody — spoke most glowingly of the way your firm settled with its creditors.

Oh, hell! Why should ordinary honesty make such a stir in New York? Dont lets talk about it; Im going home, anyway.

Where?

To my place.

Its been locked up for over a year, hasnt it?

Yes, but theres a janitor — —

Come down to Oyster Bay with me, urged Inwood; come on, Jim, and forget your troubles over Sunday.

As for my troubles, returned the other, rising with a shrug and pulling on his gloves, Ive had leisure on the ocean to classify and pigeonhole the lot of them. I know exactly what Im going to do, and Im going home to begin it.

Begin what? inquired Inwood with a curiosity entirely friendly.

Im going to find out, said Edgerton, whether any of what my friends have called my talents are real enough to get me a job worth three meals a day, or whether theyll merely procure for me the hook.

What are you thinking of trying?

I dont know exactly. I thought of turning some one of my parlor tricks into a future profession — if people will let me.

Writing stories?

Well, that, or painting, or illustrating — music, perhaps. Perhaps I could write a play, or act in some other fellows; or do some damn thing or other— he ended vaguely. And for the first time Inwood saw that his friends eyes were weary, and that his face seemed unusually worn. It was plain enough that James Edgerton 3d had already journeyed many a league with Black Care, and that he had not yet outridden that shadowy horseman.

Jim, said Inwood seriously, why wont you let me help you— But Edgerton checked him in a perfectly friendly manner.

You are helping me, he said; thats why Im going about my business. Success to yours, Billy. Good-by! Ill be back — glancing around the familiar room— sometime or other; back here and around town, everywhere, as usual, he added confidently; and the haunted look faded. He smiled and nodded with a slight gesture of adieu, picked up his suit cases, and, with another friendly shake of his head for the offers of servants assistance, walked out into the sunshine of Fifth Avenue, and west toward his own abode in Fifty-sixth Street.

When he arrived there, he was hot and dusty, and he decided to let Kenna carry up his luggage. So he descended to the area.

Every time he pulled the basement bell he could hear it jingle inside the house somewhere, but nobody responded, and after a while he remounted the area steps to the street and glanced up at the brown-stone façade. Every window was shut, every curtain drawn. That block on Fifty-sixth Street on a Sunday morning in early summer is an unusually silent and deserted region. Edgerton looked up and down the sunny street. After Paris the city of his birth seemed very mean and treeless and shabby in the merciless American sunshine.

Fumbling for his keys he wondered to what meaner and shabbier street he might soon be destined, now that fortune had tripped him up; and how soon he would begin to regret the luxury of this dusty block and the comforts of the house which he was now about to enter. And he fitted his latch-key to the front door and let himself in.

It was a very clumsy and old-fashioned apartment house, stupidly built, five stories high; there was only one apartment to a floor, and no elevator. The dark and stuffy austerity of this out-of-date building depressed him anew as he entered. Its tenants, of course, were away from town for the summer — respectable, middle-aged people — stodgy, wealthy, dull as the carved banisters that guarded the dark, gas-lit well of the staircase. Each family owned its own apartment — had been owners for years. Edgerton inherited his floor from an uncle — widely known among earlier generations as a courtly and delightful old gentleman — an amateur of antiquities and the possessor of many very extraordinary things, including his own private character and disposition.

Carrying his suit cases, which were pasted all over with tricolored labels, the young man climbed the first two flights of stairs, and then, placing his luggage on the landing, halted to recover his breath and spirits.

The outlook for his future loomed as dark as the stair well. He sat down on the top step, lighted a cigarette, and gazed up at the sham stained glass in the skylight above. And now for the first time he began to realize something of the hideousness of his present position, his helplessness, unfitted as he was to cope with financial adversity or make an honest living at anything.

If people had only let him alone when he first emerged from college as mentally naked as anything newly fledged, his more sensible instincts probably would have led him to remain in the ancient firm of his forefathers, Edgerton, Tennant & Co., dealers in iron.

But fate and his friends had done the business for him, finally persuading him to go abroad. He happened, unfortunately, to possess a light, graceful, but not at all unusual, talent for several of the arts; he could tinkle catchy improvisations on a piano, sketch in oil and water colors, model in clay, and write the sort of amateur verse popular in college periodicals. Women often evinced an inclination to paw him and tell him their troubles; fool friends spoke vaguely of genius and achieving something distinctly worth while — which finally spoiled a perfectly good business man, especially after a third-rate periodical had printed one of his drawings, and a fourth-rate one had published a short story by him; and the orchestra at the Colonnade had played one of his waltzes, and Bernstein of the Frivolity Theater had offered to read any libretto he might send.

So he had been ass enough to take a vacation and offer himself two years study abroad; and he had been away almost a year when the firm went to the wall, carrying with it everything he owned on earth except this apartment and its entailed contents, which he could neither cast into the melting pot for his creditors nor even sell for his own benefit. However, the creditors were paid dollar for dollar, and those finer and entirely obsolete points of the Edgerton honor remained silver bright; and the last of the Edgertons was back once more in New York with his apartment, his carvings, tapestries and pictures, which the will forbade him to sell, and two dollars change in his pockets.

Presently he cast his cigarette from him, picked up his suit cases, and started upward, jaw set. It was a good thing for him that he had a jaw like that. It was his only asset now. So far in life, however, he had never used it.

Except the echo of his tread on the uncarpeted staircase, not another sound stirred in the house. Every landing was deserted, every apartment appeared to be empty and locked up for the summer. Dust lay gray on banister and landing; the heated atmosphere reeked with the odor of moth balls and tar paper seeping from locked doors.

On the top floor a gas jet flickered as usual in the corridor which led to his apartment. By its uncertain flame he selected a key from the bunch he carried, and let himself into his own rooms; and the instant he set foot across the threshold he knew that something was wrong.

Whether it had been a slight sound which he fancied he heard in the private passage-way, or whether he imagined some stealthy movement in the golden dusk beyond, he could not determine; but a swift instinct halted and challenged him, and left him listening.

As he stood there, checked, slowly the idea began to possess him that there was somebody else in the apartment. When the slight but sudden chill had left him, and his hair no longer tingled on the verge of rising, he moved forward a step, then again halted. For a moment, still grasping both suit cases, he stood as though at bay, listening, glancing from alcove to corridor, from one dim spot of light to another where a door ajar here and there revealed corners of empty rooms.

Whether or not there was at that moment another living being except himself in the place he did not know, but he did know that otherwise matters were not as he had left them a year ago in his apartment.

For one thing, here, under his feet, was spread his beautiful, antique Daghestan runner, soft as deep velvet, which he had left carefully rolled up, sewed securely in burlap, and stuffed full of camphor balls. For another thing, his ear had caught a low, rhythmical sound from the mantel in his bedroom. It was his frivolous Sèvres clock ticking as indiscreetly as it had ever ticked in the boudoir of its gayly patched and powdered mistress a hundred and fifty years ago — which was disturbing to Edgerton, as he had been away for a year, and had left his apartment locked up with orders to Kenna, the janitor, to keep out until otherwise instructed by letter or cable.

Listening, eyes searching the dusk, he heard somewhere the rustle of a curtain blowing at an open window; and, stepping softly to his dining-room door, he turned the knob cautiously and peered in.

No window seemed to be open there; the place was dark, the furniture still in its linen coverings.

As he moved silently to the butlers pantry, where through loosely closed blinds the sunshine glimmered, making an amber-tinted mystery of the silence, it seemed for a moment to him as though he could still hear somewhere the stir of the curtain; and he turned and retraced his steps through the library.

In the twilight of the place, half revealed as he passed, he began now to catch glimpses of a state of things that puzzled him.

Coming presently to his dressing room, he opened the door, and, sure enough, there was a window open, and beside it a curtain fluttered gayly. But what completely monopolized his attention was a number of fashionable trunks — wardrobe trunks, steamer trunks, hat trunks, shoe trunks — some open, and the expensive-looking contents partly visible; some closed and covered. And on every piece of this undoubtedly feminine luggage were the letters D.T. or S.T.

And on top of the largest trunk sat a live cat.


CHAPTER II

CORPUS DELICTI
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THE CAT WAS pure white and plumy, and Persian. Out of its wonderful sky-blue eyes it looked serenely at Edgerton; and the young man gazed back, astonished. Then, suddenly, he caught a glimpse of the bedroom beyond, and froze to a statue.

The object that appeared to petrify him lay flung across his bed — a trailing garment of cobweb lace touched here and there with rose-tinted ribbons.

For a moment he stared at it hypnotized; then his eyes shifted wildly to his dresser, which seemed to be covered with somebody elses toilet silver and crystal, and — what was that row of cunning little commercial curls! — that chair heaped with fluffy stuffs, lacy, intimate things, faintly fragrant!
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A dainty, unreal shape, exquisite as a tinted phantom stealing through a fairy tale of Old Japan.

With a violent shiver he turned his startled eyes toward the parted tapestry gently stirring in the unfelt summer wind.

From where he stood he could see into the great studio beyond. A small, flowered silk slipper lay near the threshold, high of heel, impertinent, fascinating; beyond, on the corner of a table stood a bowl full of peonies, ivory, pink, and salmon-tinted; and their perfume filled the place.

Somebody had rolled up the studio shades. Sunshine turned the great square window to a sheet of dazzling glory, and against it, picked out in delicate silhouette, a magic shadow was moving — a dainty, unreal shape, exquisite as a tinted phantom stealing through a fairy tale of Old Japan.

Suddenly the figure turned its head and saw him, and stood motionless against the flare of light — a young girl, very slim in her shimmering vestments of blossom-sprayed silk.

The next moment he walked straight into the studio.

Neither spoke. She examined him out of wide and prettily shaped eyes; he inspected her with amazed intentness. Everything about her seemed so unreal, so subtly fragrant — the pink peonies like fluffy powder-puffs above each little close-set ear, the rose-tinted silhouette of her, the flushed cheeks, soft bare arms, the silk-sheathed feet shod in tiny straw sandals tied with vermilion cords.

Who are you? she asked; and her voice seemed to him as charmingly unreal as the rest of the Japanese fairy tale that held him enthralled.

Will you please go out again at once! she said, and he woke up partly.

This — this is perfectly incredible, he said slowly.

It is, indeed, she said, placing a snowy finger upon an electric button and retaining it there.

He regarded her without comprehension, muttering:

I — I simply cannot realize it — that cat — those g-garments — you — —

There is another thing you dont realize, she said with heightened color, that I am steadily ringing the janitors bell — and the janitor is large and violent and Irish, and he is probably halfway upstairs by this time — —

Do you take me for a malefactor? he asked, astounded.

I am not afraid of you in the least, she retorted, still keeping her finger on the bell.

Afraid of me? Of course you are not.

I am not! Although your two suit cases are probably packed with the silver from my dressing stand.

What!

Then — then — what have you put into your suit cases? What are you doing in this apartment? And will you please leave your suit cases and escape immediately?

Her voice betrayed a little unsteadiness now, and Edgerton said:

Please dont be frightened if I seem to remain — —

You are remaining!

Of course, I am. He forced an embarrassed smile. Ive got to; I havent any other place to go. There are all kinds of complications here, and I think you had better listen to me and stop ringing. The janitor is out anyway.

He is not! she retorted, now really frightened; I can hear him coming up the stairway — probably with a p-pistol — —

Edgerton turned red. When I next set eyes on that janitor, he said, Ill probably knock his head off.... Dont be frightened! I only meant it humorously. Really, you must listen to me, because you and I have some rather important matters to settle within the next few minutes.

In his growing perplexity and earnestness he placed his suit cases on the rug and advanced a step toward her, and she shrank away, her hands flat against the wall behind her, the beautiful, frightened eyes fixed on his — and he halted.

I havent the slightest notion who you are, he said, bewildered; but Im pretty sure that Im James Edgerton, and that this is my apartment. But how you happen to be inhabiting it I cant guess, unless that rascally janitor sublet it to you supposing that Id be away for another year and never know it.

You! — James Edgerton! she exclaimed.

My steamer docked yesterday.

You are James Edgerton? — of Edgerton, Tennant & Co.?

He began to laugh.

I was James Edgerton, of Edgerton, Tennant & Co.; I am now only a silent partner in Fate, Destiny & Co.... If you dont mind — if you please — who are you?

Why, Im Diana Tennant!

Who?

Diana Tennant! Havent you ever heard of my sister and me?

You mean youre those two San Francisco nieces? he asked, astonished.

Im one of them. Silvette is sitting on the roof.

On — the roof!

Yes; we have a roof garden — some geraniums and things, and a hammock. Its just a makeshift until we secure employment.... Is it possible that you are really James Edgerton? And didnt you know that we had rented your apartment by the month?

He passed an uncertain hand over his eyes.

Will you let me sit down a moment and talk to you? he said.

Please — of course. I do beg your pardon, Mr. Edgerton.... You must understand how startling it was to look up and see a man standing there with two suit cases.

He began to laugh; and after a moment she ventured to smile in an uncertain, bewildered way, and seated herself in a big velvet chair against the light.

They sat looking at each other, lost in thought: he evidently absorbed in the problem before him; she, unquiet, waiting, the reflex of unhappy little perplexities setting her sensitive lips aquiver at moments.

You did rent this apartment from the janitor? he said at length.

My sister and I — yes. Didnt he have your permission?

No.... But dont worry.... Ill fix it up somehow; well arrange — —

It is perfectly horrid! she exclaimed. What in the world can you think of us? ... But we were quite innocent — it was merely chance. Isnt it strange, Mr. Edgerton! — Silvette and I had walked and walked and walked, looking for some furnished apartment within our means which we might take by the month; and in Fifty-sixth Street we saw the sign, Apartment and Studio to let for the summer, and we inquired, and he let us have it for almost nothing.... And we never even knew that it belonged to you!

To whom did you draw your checks for the rent?

We were to pay the janitor.

Have you done so? he asked sharply.

N-no. We arranged — not to pay — until we could afford it — —

Im glad of that! Dont you pay that scoundrel one penny. As for me, of course I couldnt think of accepting — —

Oh, dear! oh, dear! she said in pretty despair; Ive got to tell you everything now! Several humiliating things — circumstances — very tragic, Mr. Edgerton.

No; you need not tell me a single thing that is likely to distress you.

But Ive got to! You dont understand. That wretched janitor has put us in a position from which there is absolutely no escape. Because I — we ought to go away instantly — b-but we — cant!

Not at all, Miss Tennant. I ought to leave you in possession, and I — Im trying to think out how to — to do it.

How can we ask you to do such a — —

You dont ask; Ive got to find some means — ways — expedients — —

But we cant turn you out of your own place!

No; but Ive got to turn myself out. If youll just let me think — —

I will — oh, I will, Mr. Edgerton; but please, please let me explain the dreadful and humiliating conditions first, so that you wont consider me absolutely shameless.

I dont!

You will unless I tell you — unless I find courage to tell you how it is with my sister and me.

Id like to know, but you must not feel obliged to tell me.

I do feel obliged! I must! Were poor. Weve spent all our money, and we cant go anywhere else very well!

Edgerton glanced at the luxury in the next room, astonished; then his gaze reverted to the silk-clad figure before him.

You dont understand, of course, she said, flushing. How could you suppose us to be almost penniless living here in such a beautiful place with all those new trunks and gowns and pretty things! But that is exactly why we are doing it!

She leaned forward in her chair, the tint of excitement in her cheeks.

After the failure, Silvette and I hadnt anything very much! — you know how everything of uncles went— She stopped abruptly. Why — why, probably everything of yours went, too! Did it?

He laughed: Pretty nearly everything.

Oh! oh! she cried; what a perfectly atrocious complication! Perhaps — perhaps you havent money enough to — to go somewhere else for a while. Have you?

Well, Ill fix it somehow.

Mr. Edgerton! she said excitedly, Silvette and I have got to go!

No, he said laughing, youve only got to go on with your story, Miss Tennant. I am a very interested and sympathetic listener.

Yes, she said desperately, I must go on with that, too. Listen, Mr. Edgerton; we thought a long while and discussed everything, and we concluded to stake everything on an idea that came to Silvette. So we drew out all the money we had and we paid all our just debts, and we parted with our chaperone — who was a perfect d-darling — Ill tell you about her sometime — and we took Argent, our cat, and came straight to New York, and we hunted and hunted for an apartment until we found this! And then — do you know what we did? she demanded excitedly.

I couldnt guess! said Edgerton, smiling.

We bought clothes — beautiful clothes! And everything luxurious that we didnt have we bought — almost frightened to death while we were doing it — and then we advertised!
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We had to spend all our money on clothes.

Advertised!

From here! Can you ever forgive us?

Of course, he said, mystified; but what did you advertise?

Ourselves!

What!

Certainly; and weve had replies, but we havent liked the people so far. Indeed, we advertised in the most respectable daily, weekly and monthly papers— She sprang to her feet, trotted over to the sofa, picked up an illustrated periodical devoted to country life, and searching hastily through the advertising pages, found and read aloud to him, still standing there, the following advertisement:

Two ladies of gentle birth and breeding, cultivated linguists, musicians, thoroughly conversant with contemporary events, efficient at auction bridge, competent to arrange dinners and superintend decorations, desire employment in helping to entertain house parties, week-ends, or unwelcome but financially important relatives and other visitations, at country houses, camps, bungalows, or shooting boxes.

For terms write to or call at Apartment Five — —

She turned her flushed face toward him.

Your address in full follows, she said. Can you ever bring yourself to forgive us?

His astonished gaze met hers. That doesnt worry me, he said.

It is generous and — splendid of you to say so, she faltered. You understand now, dont you? We had to spend all our money on clothes; and we thought ourselves so fortunate in this beautiful apartment because it was certain to impress people, and nobody could possibly suspect us of poverty with that great picture by Goya over the mantel and priceless tapestries and rugs and porcelains in every direction — and our cat to make it look as though we really belonged here. Her voice trembled a moment on the verge of breaking and her eyes grew brilliant as freshly washed stars, but she lifted her resolute little head and caught the tremulous lower lip in her teeth. Then, the crisis over, she dropped the illustrated paper, came slowly back to her chair and sank down, extending her arms along the velvet upholstery in silence.

Between them, on the floor, a sapphire rug stretched its ancient Persian folds. He looked at it gravely, thinking that its hue matched her eyes. Then he considered more important matters, plunging blindly into profound abstraction; and found nothing in the depths except that he had no money to go anywhere, but that he must go nevertheless.

He looked up after a moment.

Would you and your sister think it inhospitable of me if I ask when you — I mean — if I — —

I know what you mean, Mr. Edgerton. Silvette and I are going at once.

You cant. Do you think Id permit it? Please remember, too, that youve advertised from here, and youve simply got to remain here. All I meant to ask was whether you think it might be for a week or two yet, but, of course, you cant tell — and forgive me for asking — but I was merely trying to adjust several matters in my mind to conditions — —

Mr. Edgerton, we cannot remain. There is not in my mind the slightest doubt concerning your financial condition. If you could let us stay until we secured employment, Id ask it of you — because you are James Edgerton; but you cant — she rose with decision— and Im going up to the roof to tell Silvette.

If you stir Ill take those suit cases and depart for good.

You are very generous — the Edgertons always were, I have heard, but we cannot accept — —

He interrupted, smiling: I think the Tennants never needed instruction concerning the finer points of obligation. ... He stood a moment thoughtfully, turning over and over the two dollars in his pocket; then with a laugh he walked across the studio and picked up his suit cases.

Dont do that! she said in a grave voice.

There is nothing else to do, Miss Tennant.

Theres another bedroom.

They stood, not regarding one another, considering there in the sunshine.

Will you wait until I return? she asked, looking up. I want to talk to Silvette.... Id like to have Silvette see you. Will you wait? Because Ive come to one of my quick conclusions — Im celebrated for them, Mr. Edgerton. Will you wait?

Yes, he said, smiling.

So she trotted away in her little straw sandals and flowery vestments and butterfly sash; and he began to pace the studio, hands clasped behind him, trying to think out matters and ways and means — trying to see a way clear which offered an exit from this complication without forcing him to do that one thing of which he had a steadfast horror — borrow money from a friend.

Mingled, too, with his worried cogitations was the thought of Henry Tennants nieces — these young California girls of whom he had vaguely heard without any particular interest. New Yorkers are never interested in relatives they never saw; seldom in any relatives at all. And, long ago, there had been marriage between Tennant and Edgerton — in colonial days, if he remembered correctly; and, to his own slight surprise, he felt it now as an added obligation. It was not enough that he efface himself until they found employment; more than that was due them from an Edgerton. And, as he had nothing to do it with, he wondered how he was to do anything at all for these distant cousins.

Standing there in the sunshine he cast an ironical glance around him at the Beauvais tapestries, the old masters, the carved furniture of Charles IIs time, rugs dyed with the ancient splendor of the East, made during the great epoch when carpets of Ispahan, Damascus — and those matchless hues woven with gold and silver which are called Polish — decorated the palaces of Emperor and Sultan.

Not one thing could he sell under the will of Peter Edgerton to save his body from starvation or his soul from anything else; and he jingled the two dollars in his pocket and thought of his talents, and wondered what market there might be for any of them in a city where bricklayers were paid higher wages than school teachers, and where the wealthy employed others to furnish their new and gorgeous houses with everything from pictures and books to the ancient plate from which they ate.

And, thinking of these things, his ears caught a slight rustle of silk; and he lifted his head as Diana Tennant and her sister Silvette came toward him through the farther room.


CHAPTER III

SUB JUDICE
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ISNT THIS A mess! said Silvette in a clear, unembarrassed voice, giving him her hand. Imagine my excitement up on the roof, Mr. Edgerton, when Diana appeared and told me what a perfectly delightful man had come to evict us!

I didnt say it that way, observed Diana, her ears as pink as the powder-puff peonies above them. My sister, she explained, is one of those girls whose apparent frankness is usually nonsense. Im merely warning you, Mr. Edgerton.

Silvette — a tall, free-limbed, healthy, and plumper edition of her sister — laughed. In the first place, she said, suppose we have luncheon. There is a fruit salad which I prepared after breakfast. Our maid is out, but we know how to do such things, having been made to when schoolgirls.

Youll stay, wont you? asked Diana.

Poor Mr. Edgerton — where else is he to go? said Silvette calmly. Diana, if youll set places for three at that very beautiful and expensive antique table, Ill bring some agreeable things from the refrigerator.

Could I be of any use? inquired Edgerton, smiling.

Indeed, you can be. Talk to Diana and explain to her how respectable we are and you are, and how everything is certain to be properly arranged to everybodys satisfaction. Diana has a very wonderful idea, and shes come to one of her celebrated snap-shot conclusions — a conclusion, Mr. Edgerton, most flattering to you. Ask her. And she went away toward the kitchenette not at all embarrassed by her pretty morning attire nor by the thick braid of golden hair which hung to her girdle.

Diana cast a swift glance at Edgerton, and, seeing him smile, smiled, too, and set about laying places for three with snowy linen, crystal, silver, and the lovely old Spode porcelain which had not its match in all the city.

Its like a play or a novel, she said; the hazard of our coming here the way we did, and of you coming back to America; but, of course, the same cause operated in both cases, so perhaps it isnt so remarkable after all! And — she repressed a laugh— to think that I should mistake you for a malefactor! Did it seem to you that I behaved in a silly manner?

On the contrary, you exhibited great dignity and courage and self-restraint.

Do you really mean it? I was nearly scared blue, and I was perfectly certain youd stuffed your suit cases full of our toilet silver. Wasnt it funny, Mr. Edgerton! And what did you think when you looked into your studio and saw a woman?

I was — somewhat prepared.

Of course — after a glimpse into our bedroom! But that must have astonished you, didnt it?

Slightly. The first thing I saw was a white cat staring at me from the top of a trunk.

She laughed, arranging the covers with deft touch.

And what next did you see?

Garments, he explained briefly.

Oh! Yes, of course.

Also a silk-flowered slipper with a very high heel on the threshold.

Mine, she said. You see, in the days of our affluence, I used to have a maid. I forget, and throw things about sometimes.

Youve a maid now, havent you?

Oh, just a combination cook and waitress until we can find employment. Shes horridly expensive, too, but it cant be helped, because it would create an unfavorable impression if Silvie or I answered the door bell.

Youre quite right, he said; people have a curious aversion to employing those who really need it. Prosperity never lacks employment. Its odd, isnt it?

Its rather cruel, she said under her breath.

Silvette came in bringing a chilled fruit salad, bread and butter, cold chicken, and tea. Well have to put it all on at once. You dont mind, do you, Mr. Edgerton?

He said smilingly but distinctly: Ones own family can do no wrong. That is my creed.

Diana looked up at him.

I wondered whether you knew we were relations, she said, flushing deliriously.

You see, added Silvette, it was not for us to remind you.

Of our kinship? Why not?

Because you might have considered it an added obligation toward us, said Diana, blushing.

I do — a delightful one; and it is very gracious of you to acknowledge it.

But we dont mean to presume on it, interrupted Silvette hastily. Some day we really do mean to regulate our financial obligations toward you.

There are no such obligations. Please remember what roof covers you — —

Mr. Edgerton!

And whose salt — —

Its our salt, anyway, said Diana; I bought it myself!

They seated themselves, laughing; then suddenly Edgerton remembered, and he went away with a hasty excuse, only to return again with a brace of decanters.

My uncles port and sherry, he said.
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My uncles port and sherry, he said.

Silvette jumped up and found half-a-dozen old-time glasses; and the luncheon continued.

Isnt it ridiculous! observed the young fellow, glancing around the studio; here am I surrounded by a fortune in idiotic antiquities, lunching from a table that the Metropolitan Museum inherits after my death, sipping a sherry which came from the cellars of a British monarch — with two dollars and several cents in my pockets, and not the slightest idea where to get more. Isnt it funny!

Silvette forced a smile, then glanced significantly at her sister. Diana said, gravely:

We have several hundred dollars. Would you be kind enough to let us offer you what you require for immediate use until — —

Why, you blessed child! he said, laughing, that isnt what worries me now!

Then — what is it? inquired Silvette.

You and your sister.

What do you mean, Mr. Edgerton?

I mean that Im worried over your prospects!

Why, they are perfectly bright! exclaimed Diana; In a few days somebody will employ us to help entertain a number of stupid and wealthy people. Well make a great deal of money, I expect; dont you, Silvie?

Certainly; but Im wondering what Mr. Edgerton is going to do with two dollars in his pocket and us in his apartment.

So am I, said Diana.

Its perfectly charming of you to care.

What an odd thing to say to us! Is it not very natural to care? Besides your being related, you have also been so considerate and so nice to us that wed care anyway, I think. Dont you, Silvie?

Silvette nodded her golden-crowned head.

The thing to do for the present, she said, is for you to take that farther room. It was Dianes idea, and I entirely agree with her — after seeing you.

That was the sudden conclusion of which I spoke to you, explained Diana. Such things come to me instinctively. I thought to myself, If he mentions the kinship between us, then well ask him to remain. And you did. And we do ask you; dont we, Silvie?

Certainly. If two old maids wish to entertain their masculine cousin for a week or two, whose affair is it? Let Mrs. Grundy shriek; I dont care. Do you, Diane?

No, I dont. Besides, she added naïvely, shes out of town.

They all laughed. The germ of a delightful understanding was beginning to take shape; it had already become nascent and was developing in every frank smile, every candid glance, every unembarrassed question and reply.

We have no parents, said Diana gravely. You have none, have you?

No, he said.

Then it seems natural to me, our being here together; but — and Diana glanced sideways at him— in the East, I believe, people consider relationship of little or no importance.

He sipped his sherry, reflecting.

As a rule, he said; but — and he laughed— if any Easterner even suspected he had two such California cousins, hed start for the Pacific coast without his breakfast!

Did you ever hear anything half as amiable? asked Silvette, laughing.

I never did, replied Diana; especially as were probably his twenty-second cousins.

That distance may lend an enchantment to the obligations of kinship! he said gayly.

Diana looked up, grave as a youthful Japanese goddess.

You dont mean that, do you?

No, I dont, he said, reddening. If I did, the janitor ought to throw me out.

Silvette nodded seriously.

We know you said it in joke; but the only straw to float Dianes idea is our kinship, Mr. Edgerton. And we grasped at it — for your sake.

Please cling to it for your own sakes, too, he said, also very serious now; it may become a plank to float us all.... I realize the point you are straining out of kindness to me. If I accept shelter here for a day or two, I shall know very well what it costs you to offer it.

It doesnt cost us anything, interrupted Diana hastily. Silvette meant only that you should understand why our consciences and common sense sanction your remaining if we remain.

You must remain anyway! he said.

So must you, cousin, said Silvette, laughing. Anyway, youve probably sent your trunks here — havent you?

By jinks! I forgot that! he exclaimed. I believe that racket on the stairs means that my trunks are arriving!

It did mean exactly that. And when Edgerton went out to the landing he encountered two expressmen staggering under the luggage, and, behind them, the terrified janitor who had returned, and who, on the advent of the baggage, had hurried upstairs to summarily evict the illegal lodgers before Edgertons arrival.

Now, at sight of Edgerton himself, the Irishman turned white with horror and clung to the banisters for support; but Edgerton only said pleasantly: Hello, Mike! I hope youve made my cousins comfortable. Ill be here for a day or two. Bring up any mail there may be for me, and see that the landing is properly dusted after this.

He came back to the studio intensely amused.

I thought that guilty Irishman would faint on the stairs when he saw me, he said. I merely said that I hoped hed looked out for my cousins comfort.... You know, he added laughingly, Im anything except angry at him.

Silvette rose from the table and strolled over toward him.

Are you really glad to know us? she asked curiously. Weve heard that New Yorkers are not celebrated for their enthusiasm over poor relatives from the outer darkness.

New Yorkers, he said, are not different from any other creatures segregated in a self-imposed and comfortable captivity. People who have too much of anything are spoiled to that extent — ignorant to that degree — selfish and prejudiced according to the term of their imprisonment. All over the world it is the same; the placidity of self-approval and self-absorption is the result of local isolation. Were not stupid; we merely have so much to look at that we dont care what may take place outside our front gate. But if anybody opens our gate and comes in, hell have no trouble, because hell be as much of a New Yorker as anybody really is.

Silvette laid her head on one side and, drawing the heavy burnished braid of hair over her left shoulder, rebraided the end absently.

Is it, she inquired, because we are merely attractive that you mentioned the relationship?
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Is it because we are merely attractive that you mentioned the relationship?

Im afraid its — partly that, he admitted, reddening and glancing askance at Diana.

Stop tormenting him! said Diana. Hes candid, anyhow. Its very fortunate all around, anyway, she added naïvely; though exactly why she considered it fortunate to meet a man with two dollars in his pocket and the legal right to evict her, she did not explain to herself.

Silvette, caressing her braid with deft fingers, mused aloud: Its very noble of him to claim relationship with two poverty-stricken old maids from the Pacific coast. Dont you think so, Diane? And she glanced up with a bewitching smile that had in it a glint of malice.

Stop tormenting him! repeated Diana. Were pretty and young, and he knows it and we know it. Whats the use in speculating about what he might have done if we were not attractive? Hes perfectly satisfied with his western cousins — arent you? glancing up.

Perfectly, he said.

Diana nodded emphatically.

Do you hear, Silvie? He says he is perfectly satisfied with us, and he is a typical New Yorker. Therefore, we need not be at all disturbed about our capacity for entertaining anybody, if somebody will only offer us employment.

Silvette looked around at him. Id like to have you see us in our afternoon gowns; I believe youd really be rather proud of the relationship.

Good Lord! he exclaimed, half laughing, half annoyed; Im proud of it anyway. What on earth do you think a New Yorker is?

Weve seen some, said Diana meaningly. Several came here in answer to our advertisement. But we knew, of course, that your type existed, too.

Have you been — annoyed?

Silvette laughed. One man, of very red complexion, inquired if Diana would act as his housekeeper. He had several country places, he said.

There was a woman came; we didnt care for her, added Diana thoughtfully. Then, lifting her head, she looked at Edgerton with a gaze so pure and sweet, so exquisitely candid, that he felt his heart stop for a moment. Then the blood mounted to his face — to the roots of his hair.

Take me into your partnership, he said impulsively; will you?

What!

Can you? Is it all right?

I dont know what you mean! said Diana.

Why couldnt I help entertain week-ends with you?

The proposition seemed to astound them all, even the young fellow who had made it.

For a moment they all stood silent; then, pursuing his own impulsive idea toward a plausible conclusion, he said: Why not, after all? It would make a better combination than two young girls alone. Ive clothes — two trunks in there, two more at the customs — London made and duty paid! Why not? Its a good combination. The more I think of it the better I like it!

He began to pace to and fro nervously.

I know a lot of people — the right kind. Im not ashamed to ask them to employ me. There is no reason why a Tennant or an Edgerton should not be in their houses — —

But, said Silvette quietly, the right sort of people, as you call them, have no need of asking anybody to aid them in entertaining. It is very generous of you, Mr. Edgerton, but dont you see that services of our kind will be accepted only by — by newcomers, newly wealthy people — those whose circle is small and not very select.

Yes, that is so, he said so forlornly that Diana watched him curiously, and a delicate color came into her cheeks as he looked up again, eager, radiant.

Thats true, he repeated; but if I cant do anything in that way for us among the right sort, at least the other kind will have a man to reckon with — he glanced at Diana grimly now— when they inquire about housekeepers, and when women whom you do not care for reply to your advertisements.

That is rather a nice thing to say, observed Silvette, looking at him out of her dark eyes. But we know — a number of things. We are not a bit afraid, and — you would not care to — endure the kind of people likely to employ us.

I can endure what you can. Id like to do it.... Would you rather not have me?

Why, I — it would be delightful — charming — but we had not even dreamed of such a thing.

He turned to Diana. Will you let me try?

She said, confused: I hadnt thought of such a thing.... Could it be done?

Why not? asked Silvette, immensely interested. When people come, we can say, We and our cousin, Mr. Edgerton, are associated as social entertainers.

Oh, if you put it that way theyll think he does Punch and Judy and we dance queer dances! exclaimed Diana in consternation.

Edgerton threw back his head and laughed, utterly unable to control his merriment, and Silvette caught the infection, and her clear, delicious laughter filled the sunny studio. She showed her white teeth when she laughed.

Oh, it is perfectly horrid of me to think of such a thing, but I cant help thinking of three trained acrobats, said Silvette, breathless. Does it seem funny for three of us to be associated in entertaining guests? Does it, Mr. Edgerton? Or am I only frivolous?

After their laughter had ceased, and their breath had returned, he said: Wherever we go — whoever employs us — the other guests will suppose us to be guests, too. Only the guilty millionaire from outer darkness with a new house on Fifth Avenue and a newer one in the country will know.

Silvette said: Do you realize that it is perfectly dear of you to propose such a thing?

Diana said nothing.

Silvette went on: I know perfectly well and you know, too — that your name would be worth almost anything to the wealthy snob who employs us.

Diana said nothing.

To have an Edgerton as a guest would elevate our prospective employer to the seventh heaven of snobbery, said Silvette. Diane and I would shine serenely in the reflected relationship — —

Dont make fun of me, he said.

Why, Im not. I really mean it. My instincts have been so warped and materialized and commercialized that here I am seriously proposing to make family capital out of the name of one branch of the family. I really do mean it, Mr. Edgerton.

No, said Diana quietly.

He turned toward her.

Do you vote against me?

Yes.

Dont, please, he said, looking at her.

She met his eye calmly for a moment, then looked at her sister.

Do you think it a decent thing to do? she asked; our making plans to live on Mr. Edgerton?

Good heavens! he said impatiently, my being part of a family combination isnt going to alter your success in any way.

Your name makes it sure.

Your youth and beauty and good breeding make it sure. My name has nothing to do with it.

Then why do you propose it?

He laughed. Because Ive got to make a living, too.

There are less humiliating ways of making a living — for you, said Diana steadily.

He looked first at Silvette, then at her, deliberately, and his face altered.

I want to look out for you, he said, and thats the plain truth.

That, observed Silvette, is the nicest thing hes said yet, Diane. She walked up to him and stood serenely inspecting him.

I vote for you. Diane, lets admit him. Were a poverty-stricken family, and we ought to combine. Besides, I like him to feel the way he does about us — not that its necessary, of course — but its — pleasant.

I havent any cash, said Edgerton, but Ive this apartment, which nobody can take away even if I starve; and Ive some very fine clothes.... Wont you vote for me, Diana? he added so naturally that neither seemed to notice his use of her first name.

Silvette waited a moment, watching her sister; then she said briskly: Lets dress. Well inspect your beautiful British clothing, cousin, and you shall see our prettiest afternoon gowns. Then we can tell better how such a combination would look. Shall we?

Edgerton said to Diana: Dont you want me?

She replied slowly: I — dont — know, looked up at him, straight at him, thoughtfully.

People may come at any time after two oclock, said Silvette. If they find you in flowered silk and a butterfly sash and me in a pigtail, they will certainly expect dances from us and probably Punch and Judy from our cousin.

She laughed, and extended her hand to Edgerton.

I like you, cousin; Diane does, too. When youre dressed in your best, come back to the studio and well arrive at some kind of a conclusion.

Diana nodded to him as she passed with her sister. The questioning gravity of her expression reminded him of a child who has not yet made up its mind to like you. She wore the bluest eyes he had ever seen, and the most enchanting mouth — the unspoiled mouth of childhood.

When they entered their room he went out by the hallway to his.

Standing there, fumbling with tie and collar, his absent gaze followed the checkered sun spots moving on the wall as the curtain moved; and, gradually, there in the half light, the blue eyes seemed to take winsome shape and hue, and he said aloud to himself:

Anyway, somebody ought to look after her.... She cant go roaming about like this.


CHAPTER IV

IN LOCO PARENTIS
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SHAVED, BATHED, AND his person adorned with his most fashionable lounging suit for a summer afternoon, Edgerton sauntered out of his room and met the maid in the hallway. She had returned in time to answer the door; evidently also she had already been enlightened as to his identity, so he passed her with a nod and a smile, and entered the studio just as the door bell rang.

Neither Silvette nor Diana had yet appeared, nor had he been instructed what to say to those who might call in answer to the advertisement. He looked up doubtfully as the maid announced a Mr. Rivett and a Colonel Curmew, and he stepped forward as these two gentlemen were ushered in.

How dyou do? he said pleasantly. My cousins will be in directly. I am James Edgerton 3d.

Colonel Curmew, a jaunty gentleman of less than middle height and age, looked at him out of a pair of eyes slightly inclined to pop. He appeared to be rather a good-looking man at first glance, with a perceptible military cut which, however, seemed to threaten something akin to a strut. He didnt exactly strut when he stepped, but he held himself very erect — the more so perhaps because he seemed to lack something else — perhaps height.

He knew Edgerton perfectly well by sight and reputation; and when he sat down he was still looking at him out of his full, pale eyes.

Mr. Rivett also seated himself — a little man with a walrus mustache who somehow looked as though, under his loosely cut clothes, his slight physique was steel framed.

He put on his glasses and looked at Edgerton out of two little unwinking eyes which reminded the young fellow of holes burned in a blanket.

I came, he said cautiously, in answer to a somewhat unusual advertisement.

Yes, said Edgerton pleasantly, we advertised.

If I recollect, continued Mr. Rivett, you did not figure in the advertisement.

No, replied Edgerton, smiling; my cousins possess the family talents; Im supernumerary — merely thrown in. My services are not worth very much; I ride and shoot, of course, and all that, but I dont talk very well and my dancing is the limit.

I see.

Edgerton nodded serenely.

Colonel Curmew passed a carefully gloved hand over his trimly curled military mustache. Edgerton glanced at him and wondered just what was the matter with his face, which ought to have been good-looking. Perhaps the short, closely cropped side whiskers extending to the lobes of the ears slightly cheapened the mustache, and vulgarized the man a little.

Colonel Curmew said:

I have never had the honor of knowing you, Mr. Edgerton, but your name and face are very familiar to me on Fifth Avenue.

My people have lived on Fifth Avenue for — some time, replied the young fellow, smiling; and caught Mr. Rivetts burnt-brown gaze fixed steadily upon him.

Everybody, said Colonel Curmew, sitting very erect, but not exactly swaggering, everybody in town regretted to hear of your familys financial misfortune, Mr. Edgerton.

Its very good of them to regret it. Naturally, also, that unexpected catastrophe explains my cousins desire for employment as well as my own.

I see, said Mr. Rivett, never taking his eyes off Edgerton.

There was a pause; Colonel Curmew stroked his mustache and stared around at the tapestries and pictures. He evidently realized what they might bring at auction.

You are a lover of the antique, sir, he observed.

Oh, I dont exactly love it. These things belonged to my uncle. The museum gets them ultimately.

Ah! a case of the dead hand?

Mort main, nodded the young man indifferently.

I see, said Mr. Rivett; and suddenly it occurred to Edgerton that this explanation was, perhaps, one of the unuttered questions with which Mr. Rivetts bony countenance seemed crowded. But the little man had not yet asked a single one; and it may have been in response to the steady, silent interrogation of those gimlet eyes that Edgerton was moved to further explanation.

My cousins are Californians; I am a New Yorker, as you know. We have combined forces from economical and family motives. It is necessary that we find employment, so— and he smiled at Mr. Rivett— we have asked for it.

Mr. Rivett sat impassive behind his big, round spectacles. His walrus mustache prevented anybody from seeing his mouth; his eyes now resembled two little charred holes. It was utterly impossible to divine what he might be thinking about, or even whether he was doing anything at all except waiting. Somehow, it occurred to Edgerton that Mr. Rivett had done a great deal of waiting in his career.

Colonel Curmew had now risen, and was strolling about examining the antiquities when the folding doors slid back and Silvette and Diana came into the studio.
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As far as I am concerned, the matter is settled.

Edgerton rose and presented Mr. Rivett and the colonel; the young girls spoke to them with quiet self-possession, and presently everybody was again seated. Except for the colonel, the attitude of everybody suggested a business gathering of people pleasantly receptive to any business proposition, but that jaunty warriors pale eyes popped and his smile was of the sort termed killing; and he curled his mustache continually with caressing fingers, and presently shot his cuffs.

Mr. Rivett broke the silence somewhat abruptly:

As far as I am concerned, the matter is settled.

There was another silence; then Silvette ventured: I beg your pardon. I dont think we understood.

I say, as far as I am concerned, the matter is settled, repeated Mr. Rivett. I ask no further information regarding these young ladies  — turning slightly toward Edgerton— nor about you, sir. I am satisfied, and Mrs. Rivett will be.

Diana and Silvette seemed surprised; Edgerton wore a preoccupied expression, his eyes narrowing on the big eyeglasses of Mr. Rivett which reflected the studio window on their convex surface.

About myself, continued Mr. Rivett with more abruptness, I have a house in New York, which is closed, and one or two others; one in particular where my family is living — my wife, son, and daughter. Its called Adriutha Lodge; I dont know why — my wife named it. Its comfortable and big enough to entertain in.

He looked at Silvette without a particle of expression in his face.

I would like you — both of you young ladies — and your cousin, Mr. Edgerton, to help us entertain. If we knew how to entertain successfully we wouldnt ask anybody to show us how. It is better to be plain about it. We are plain folk from a small town in the West. We know very few people; we mean to know more. Ive come to this city to remain; I want to make as few mistakes as possible socially. What I wish you to do is to help me out. Will you?

After a moment Diana asked: Where is Adriutha Lodge?

In the Berkshires. Will you come?

She glanced at the colonel, but he was staring so fixedly at her that she looked away.

We might consider it, said Silvette, turning toward Edgerton.

Couldnt you consider it at once? asked Mr. Rivett. Evidently this little man with his glasses and his protuberant mustache had his own methods of accelerating business.

You have mentioned no terms, said Edgerton.

Oh! Am I to mention them? I expected you had your own ideas on that subject. Very well, then. And the offer he made left them silent and a little shy. It seemed too much.

Edgerton said laughingly to Diana:

Suppose we consult in your room — if Mr. Rivett doesnt mind our withdrawing for a moment.

Go ahead, nodded Rivett energetically; thats exactly what I want — quick action. I like quick results.

So Silvette and Diana and Edgerton rose and entered the room in single file, closing behind them the folding doors.

Well! breathed Diana, sitting down on the edge of the bed, did you ever before see a man of that kind?

Silvette turned to Edgerton. What do you think of him, cousin?

Why, I rather like that dried-up little chip, he said. Hes about the grade of citizen we expected.

We? repeated Diana meaningly; do you expect to go with us?

Are you going to force me out of this perfectly good combination, Diana?

The girl sat silent on the beds edge regarding him, but not answering.

Theres one thing which ought to be settled now, observed Silvette; if our cousin, Mr. Edgerton, is to remain in this firm, weve got to call him Jim, if only for appearance sake. Otherwise people would chatter.

Jim? repeated Diana; very well, it doesnt embarrass me to call him Jim — or Tom or Bill, for that matter, she added indifferently.

It doesnt worry me, either, said Edgerton; call me anything but early.

Such a poor joke! said Silvette; if we ever call you, cousin, it will be a very late affair — and with nothing under a full house.

Poker! — and you! What an incredible combination! he said.

Diana interrupted coolly: If you please, Mr. Edgerton, what is your valuable and masculine opinion concerning this munificent offer for the summer? And she let her glance rest slowly and sideways on her sister.

Take it, he said; its a good offer.

Is that your vote? inquired Silvette.

Have I a vote? he asked of Diana; but she merely said: I say we try the Rivetts of Adriutha. That is my vote.

Then — so do I say so, nodded Silvette. Is it settled?

Diana looked up at Edgerton.

Are you really expecting to come with us?

If you will let me.

She remained a moment in thought, then sprang lightly to her feet.

Who is going to be our spokesman? she asked; you, sister?

Jim, said Silvette, tranquilly leading the way. It looks better, I think.

So Edgerton politely informed Mr. Rivett of their unanimous decision, and that little man got briskly to his feet.

Im satisfied, he said. Come to Adriutha as soon as you are ready. Bring all the luggage you want to bring; theres plenty of room. Dont bring any servants; there are more than enough there now. My wife and I receive you as guests; my son and daughter are about your ages; nobody can prophesy what youll think of them or they of you.... Colonel — if you are ready.... Good-by, maam, to Silvette, offering a dry little hand; and he took his leave of Diana and of Edgerton, and pulled the colonel unceremoniously out of a most elegant attitude, ruining a jaunty bow which he had not intended to finish so abruptly.

Well, exclaimed Silvette with a sigh and a laugh as the door closed, its settled! Lets forget it.... What do you think of our gowns, cousin James?

Corking, he replied; but my cousin Diana was very fetching in her Japanese dress this morning.

Thats like a man! observed Diana. I was a mess, Silvie — with two ragged peonies over my ears and those old straw sandals of yours — —

You were a vision of Japanese fairyland, he insisted. I may be weak-minded, but I simply cannot get that vision of you out of my head.

Try some tea, as the maid brought it; weak tea and feeble intellects agree.

Oh, Ill try tea or anything else, but if you think Im likely to forget the first moment I ever saw you — a slender, Japanese shadow shape against the sun! — ethereal, vaguely tinted, exquisite — —

You are a poet, Jim, said Silvette admiringly. I read one of your rhymes in Life once, and didnt think so.

Diana made me a poet. If youd seen her as she came stealing across the window, which was all glittering like a Japanese sunburst, youd have become a poet, too! He began to laugh. I even created a name for you, Diana; it came to me — was already on my lips — —

What name? she asked, looking composedly at him.

Japonette! ... I never before heard such a name. I dont believe there ever was such a name before it suddenly twitched at my lips for utterance! Japonette!

Why didnt you utter it if you were so enchanted with your discovery?

Because you seemed to be sufficiently scared as it was.

She shrugged, and handed him his tea. Japonette, she repeated reflectively; I dont know whether or not I care for it. It sounds frivolous.

Which you are not!

She lifted her blue eyes to his.

You think I am, she said.

No, I dont.

You know I am, she said, and presented herself with a small tea cake. Into it she bit once; then raised her eyes, watching her sister manipulating the alcohol lamp.

Do you suppose, she said, that well ever have the slightest personal interest in these Rivett people?

Probably not, said her sister. What of it? I wonder whether that colonel is likely to figure as a guest.

Diana shrugged again. Figure! He seems to be all figure. I thought him rather odious.

Did you? He seemed anxious to be agreeable. Who is he, cousin Jim?

I dont know.... Perhaps I may have heard of him — a militia colonel of some kind, I dont remember. Hes probably a decent sort; I rather like him.

I wonder, said Diana reflectively, whether you are anything of a snob?

Edgerton reddened, then sat still looking at her.

I was going to resent that, he said after a moment, but I cant; because what you just said set me thinking.

Are you unaccustomed to thinking? she asked too innocently; and he reddened again.

Stop tormenting him, said Silvette, pouring herself more tea. Youre a tease, Diane.

You both seem a little in that way, he suggested; you jeer at me and then look pained, and tell each other to stop.

Were too intelligent, said Silvette calmly; thats the trouble with us; and when, by degrees, we add a little more experience to our intelligence well be either exceedingly unpopular or — successfully married.

Why those terrible alternatives? he asked, laughing.

Because the man who is able to endure us will probably be worth the bother of marrying — when weve finished dissecting him. We dont know just how to dissect men yet, but were rapidly learning. Its only a matter of practice and experience.

He laughed again, and so did Silvette, but Diana scarcely smiled, lying back in her velvet armchair and watching Edgerton and her sister alternately with grave, incurious eyes.

How old are you, anyway? he said, looking straight at her.

Twenty-seven, she answered calmly. Dont jump, please.

What! he exclaimed incredulously.

I look about nineteen, dont I?

Certainly you do — about eighteen!

Well, I am twenty-seven; Silvette is twenty-five. Dont bother with compliments.

Good Lord! Are you the elder?

Tread lightly there, cautioned Silvette, amused, or youll presently involve yourself with two indignant spinsters. Youve behaved very cleverly. Let well enough alone.

If you hadnt told me, he began, astonished, Id have taken Silvette for nineteen and you for eighteen. I — well, I simply cant realize it.

How old may you be, cousin? inquired Silvette with a malicious sweetness impossible to describe.

Im thirty-two, he said.

We thought you less, remarked Diana; then she ventured to glance at him, and the enchanting smile broke suddenly from her lips and eyes.

Dont you know we do like you, cousin James, or we wouldnt torment you? said Silvette, laughing.

A woman at twenty-seven is centuries older than a man at thirty, added Diana, except, of course, in some things. Theoretically, Silvie and I are highly instructed; practically, the man of thirty is more specifically intelligent, which is no compliment to the man of thirty.

Edgerton, still astonished, sat back in his chair, considering.

Do you know, he said, I never suspected I had two such relatives in the world, who wear the appearance of débutantes with an assurance that convinces until their wit and wisdom convict them. Where were you educated, anyway?

In a southern boarding school and in a western university. After that, Silvette studied law and was admitted to the bar. I am entitled to practice medicine, she added demurely. Does that scare you?

Do you think it has spoiled us? asked Silvette so naïvely that he made no attempt to control his laughter.

Why on earth dont you do those two things? he managed to ask at last. If youre entitled to exercise professions, why dont you?

We only studied out of curiosity, explained Diana. We never intended to follow it up. Of course, we expected to remain always in pleasant financial circumstances.

Anyway, added Silvette, its too late now to sit in an office and wait for clients and patients. Besides, its a stuffy life. We dance better, and we decorate a drawing-room to more advantage than an office building.

You have thoroughly scared me, he said, looking at them admiringly.

Diana glanced up, then flushed.

I was afraid for a moment that you meant it, she said.

I do. What was it you asked me a few moments ago — whether or not I was something of a snob? And I was about to resent it — politely, of course — when it occurred to me that there was, after all, no more finished snob than the man who is so convinced of his own position that he can afford to like everybody; and I told you I liked that militia gentleman. I really didnt; I thought him the limit.... Diana, you seem to be a sort of truth compeller.

Im a liar, occasionally — to speak with accuracy instead of elegance, said Diana frankly. Ive managed to convey to you an idea that I am indifferent to your joining the firm of Tennant and Tennant. As a matter of fact, Im flattered and happy. Its my conscience that protests.

Your — what?

Conscience. Never mind — you wont understand, and I wont tell you.... After all, you are thirty-two, even if you happen to be an Edgerton.

Are you jeering at me?

No, I am not. Im flattered because you wear a distinguished name; Im happy because Im entirely inclined to like you. In fact, Im a kind of a happy, little snob myself. There! were all tarred with the same snobbish brush, cousin. Shall we take off our masks for a while and cool our faces?

She rose with a gay little laugh and a bewitching gesture as though sweeping from her face an invisible vizard.

Behold me as I am, cousin! Just what you have already divined me, with your eyes too humorous and too wise for a man of thirty — frivolous, feminine, not insensible to flattery, wise only in theory, a novice in practice — —

She hesitated, looking at him, the bright color in her cheeks.

What silenced and incensed me was that you divined it. I would have liked to have played a part with you vis-à-vis — —

Youre playing it now, observed Silvette. Jim doesnt know what you are now; even I have doubts.

Diana laughed deliciously.

Do I puzzle you, cousin?

Are you trying to?

Of course.

Well, youve succeeded. Youre perfectly right, Silvette; I dont know anything about her now. Are there any more roles you can assume, Japonette?

Many, monsieur. One of them is Japonette, if I choose.

Play it, he said, if you ever want to tie me to your Obi.

You behave, observed Silvette tranquilly, like two rather ordinary young persons flirting.

We are, nodded Diana, but it wont last, Silvie. Its only my kimono and his thirty-odd years and the unconventionality that attracts him. She strolled about airily waving her fan. Not that I mind being picked up — —

Di! Youll give him a perfectly horrid impression of yourself!

Why, he knows I didnt mind it. Its past helping now.

How can a man pick up, as you so disgustingly put it, his own cousin?

That was a triumph, wasnt it, Jim? she asked innocently. It remained for an Edgerton to accomplish the weird and impossible; but an Edgerton can do anything in New York — nest ce pas? Bien, sure! Sure, Mike!

Diana!

Dearest, I feel slangy; and cousin James is so thoroughly a man of the world that he doesnt care. He wouldnt care what I did. I could perform a pas seul or a flip-flap or a cart wheel, and he wouldnt care. Its done in the best circles here, isnt it, cousin?

Frequently, he said gravely, varied occasionally by voloplaning down the banisters.

She looked about her wistfully.

There are no banisters here. Perhaps there are at the Rivetts. Do you think it would entertain his guests? You know we are employed for that purpose.

You and I ought to practice some acrobatic turns, he suggested. Do you think you could learn to throw a double somersault standing on my shoulders?

I can try — —

Di! what on earth are you talking about! said Silvette, turning from the piano to encounter their unrestrained laughter.

Oh, dear, said Diana, I didnt know I could ever be silly again. I thought that losing all our money a year ago had frightened it out of me; but its there, cousin Jim — the same frivolity which you instantly discovered in me, and which the Rivetts will probably and properly quench.... Silvie, this studio floor is delightfully waxed.... Cousin, do you dance?

Rottenly.

Never mind.... Silvie, dear — one little waltz, please? Please? Thank you. Pull away that rug, cousin. Are you ready?

She laid her arm on his, her hand in his; Silvette, playing, turned her head to watch them.

He is a rotten dancer, she said critically.

I cant help that, said Diana; it was the time and the hour. I needed it! ... Jim, dont step on my toe, please, and dont think of stopping. You do well enough, really, you do.... No man who counts dances like a Turveydrop.... We use dancing men for dancing purposes only.... Of course you are flattered; I meant to flatter you, so you wouldnt be horrid enough to stop.... Please finish glaring at me; you are really giving me a great deal of pleasure.

I begin to wonder whether I was not created for that, Japonette.

To amuse me? Unintentionally? perhaps.

So that you notice me at all, it doesnt matter, he said under his breath.

Goodness! what meekness! Only that youre a typical man and dont mean it, Id hate you for it.... A meek man — from him, good Lord, deliver us! ... No, cousin, there is that in your eye which — and in your general make-up — —

What?

Oh, I dont know — thirty-odd masculine years — very masculine! — or Id not be dancing with you, or Id not be in this house at this moment; or, rather, you wouldnt. Stop mincing along in a horrid sort of self-satisfied prance! ... And dont hop, either! Are you tiring?

No, he said bravely.

Ill let you go in a moment, before you swoon and I have to drag you to a chair.... You dance well enough. I like it, really ... and — thank you very much indeed!

They parted, breathless. She stood a moment waving her fan against her bright cheeks and touching her hair with cleft fingers. He extracted a handkerchief from his sleeve and used it frankly.

Its hot in here, he said; show me your roof garden.

Silvette, she called over her shoulder, will you come up to the roof?

Silvette nodded and continued playing an air from Armide; and they waited for her a moment, then went out into the hallway and up to the roof.

The garden of a thousand delights! she said with a sweep of her hand and a curtsey. The Japanese fairy, Japonette, welcomes the true prophet of her frivolity.

He looked around at the flowers in pots — geraniums, verbenas, fuchsias, heliotrope — homely, old-fashioned blossoms.

I bought them from a peddler; I stopped his wagon in the street and made him carry them up here. They only cost two dollars; and I was economical at the market, she explained.

He glanced up at the awning gay with yellow and white stripes.

Macys, she admitted guiltily; Ill starve you at dinner to-night to pay for it.

He looked at her rather queerly, she thought.

There are things Id starve for — and people.

And awnings, cousin?

Yours.

Thats very nice and gallant and obvious, she said in such a tormenting tone that he broke out almost impatiently:

Japonette, cant you ever take me seriously?

I hope not, cousin.

For an instant the smile remained stamped on their lips; then the slight strain became perceptible, a moment only, for she turned lightly away and seated herself on the edge of a big hanging seat.

More Macy, she nodded ruefully. Well all have to fast to-morrow.... You may sit here, too, if you wish.

A family of starlings were nesting in the cornices of the roof across the way, and the two young people watched the old birds for a while flying to the park and returning with food for their invisible young.

Horrid, isnt it? observed Diana. But thats the way of things. No sooner are you married and happy than — zip! the scene changes, and you turn into a wretched purveyor of nourishment for the next generation. Carpe diem!

Cede Deo! Its probably good fun, commented Edgerton.

What? Slaving for others just when you are all ready for real happiness?

Thats happiness, or nobody would do it — not even those birds.

Its instinct!

Maybe with birds. Instincts are all right for birds, but we humans are usually arrested when we follow our instincts.

She laughed. That is true; its neither instinct nor happiness that makes us slaves to babies: — its duty.

If that were all it is, he said, the state would be nourishing the majority of infants. No; its probably fun, Diana. Thats the only possible explanation.

She shrugged her dainty shoulders and looked at the westering sun above Staten Island; and in the gesture she seemed, in pantomime, to discard all feminine duties, cares, and responsibilities forever. Then as she rested there, cheek on hand, her blue eyes grew vaguer.

I am glad you came into our lives, she said; I mean it this time.

I am glad, too, he said seriously.

You are now; I can see that.... How soon will you be sorry?

Why?

She turned toward him.

How soon will the novelty tire you?

I have not considered you as a novelty.

But I am; Im a mechanical toy. My paint soon comes off, cousin.

Youre my own kin. Theres no novelty, as you call it, in kinship, nothing evanescent.

She said: Do you really and deliberately desire to stand by that extremely tenuous and attenuated tie? An attitude of that sort entails duties. You may have much to overlook in us — even much to forgive. Are you aware of your responsibilities?

I assumed them when I asked to be admitted to your partnership.

Why did you ask to join?

The real reason?

She hesitated, looking at him.

Yes, the real one.

You.

What exactly do you mean by that answer?

I dont know, myself, Japonette, he said laughingly; Ive tried to analyze it, too. The instinct of relationship may have counted.

I hope it did, said she.

I hope so. God knows, and men are selfish.... And that counted, too.

What?

Selfishness.

I dont believe there is very much in you.

That is where your heart is still a childs heart, Japonette.

Oh, Im no altruist, but theres selfishness and selfishness.... What were we talking about? Oh! why you desired to join — —

No, we got past that.

Oh, yes; well, then, you say it was because of me. Why?

I told you I didnt know exactly why; but the root of it all was you.... And when you told me about some people who had come here — that fellow who spoke about a housekeeper — —

Jim Edgerton!

What!

I believe — but you cant be as nice as that! You simply cant!

Oh, Im not nice, he protested, reddening; but she interrupted:

You are! I certainly believe you thought that Silvie and I required somebody masculine in our vicinity — to throw the housekeeping man downstairs, for example. Did you?

No. I only — —

Did you?

Of course not.

Do you know, she said seriously, youre a perfect dear in one way, and I dont know what you are in others. Now be flattered, for that makes you interesting. And you know its all up with a woman who finds a man interesting.

She was laughing at him now, and he scarcely knew how to take what she said except to take it with a grin.

Youre a terrible torment, Diana, he said. My value in my own estimation, since Ive known you, has fluctuated between a dollar and a half and thirty cents.

You said you had two dollars! I believe youre one of these wealthy men who are always singing poor!

How many other kinds of things do you think I am? he asked resignedly.

I dont know. I think Ill amuse myself by finding out.

Meanwhile, he said, smiling, remember I am always what I was when I first set eyes on you — no! — the next second after I had seen you.

A lightning change, cousin?

Like lightning, Diana.

The lightning of the gods?

Dianas own shaft.... The sun shall not smite thee by day, nor the moon by night, but I stand betwixt the rising sun of Japan and — you, Diana. Somebodys shot me, thats all.

You are perfectly delightful, but do you realize that Im dissecting you all the while?

You once said — —

Never mind that, she interrupted hastily; and blushed until it infuriated her to calmness. And to heal the sting with the cause of it she said:

Youre perfectly right, cousin; any man who can endure our scalpel will be worth seizing and dragging to the parson. But — you are perfectly safe for a while. It takes a lifetime to properly dissect a man of your sort. Ill be eighty before I make up my mind about you.

Eighty years is not beyond the statute of limitations.

Youd marry me at eighty! Do you know youre beginning to trouble me? I told you I was thoroughly feminine, and susceptible to flattery. I am; its too bad Im so intelligent that Ive really got to satisfy that intelligence by spending years and years in dissecting you. Otherwise, Id run away with you now.

In your Japanese silks and little straw sandals?

Oh, yes, if you were sentimental enough to insist.

I would.

She shrugged. I knew you were a dreamer — captivated by a vision. Suppose you had to see me pinning on store curls?

Id help pin em.

Well, there are plenty of other things to disillusion you. I adore onions.

So do I, he said.

They laughed together.

She was near enough for him to be aware of the faint scent of her breath, or it may have been a fragrance from her gown which stirred slightly in the evening breeze, or the delicate fresh perfume of her hair and skin — something indefinable, some exquisite emanation of youth which had stolen subtly into his senses — something of her, and as distinctly and inviolably hers as the occult atmosphere of a virgin planet.

Cousin, she said, I thought we were to remove our masks in the family circle. They seem to be on as closely as ever.

He looked at her a moment.

We never will remove them, he said.

Never?

Never, Japonette.

Why not?

Because, for example, in my case I want you to believe me everything Id like to be. I know what I am. All people know what they are.... Does anybody ever really unmask? ... Could they if they wished to? There would be only another mask beneath.... We cant ever get rid of masks.... I dont care how hard we try, how honestly we try, how intimate two people become, how deeply they may love — theres always a mask, and it grows there; and our own eyes are the slits. Even a mother with her first born in her arms looks down into its eyes in vain — those blue and transparent veils of a secret soul which sits behind them, impenetrable, inviolable.

After a silence she said:

Silvette was right; you are a poet, Jim.... How dusky it is growing over the river. Silvette is probably superintending dinner preparations. Shall we go down?


CHAPTER V

DE MOTU PROPRIO
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THEY ARRIVED AT Adriutha two days later in a roaring downpour of June rain. A maid conducted Silvette and Diana to their rooms, a valet piloted Edgerton to another wing of the house devoted to bachelors quarters over the vast billiard room.

At the eastern end of the house Silvette stood beside the window while the maid assigned to them undressed her. Diana, already in her pajamas and sandals, lay flat on the bed, one knee crossed over, swinging her slim, bare foot and looking out at the rain.

It was a wet outlook across the meadows, over a low range of rocky and wooded hills, behind which the invisible sun had already set. In the drenched foreground, beyond the meadows matted edge, the Deerfield River tossed and foamed, swollen a deeper amber by the rain — a wide, swift stream set with spray-dashed bowlders, and bordered alternately by ledges dripping with verdure and sandy stretches full of low rain-beaten willows. The world, through its limpid veil of rain, looked like a silvery aquarelle framed by a window.

Tea was presently served. Silvette in her silk lounging suit came over and seated herself on the edge of the bed; the maid finished drawing the bath, and retired until again summoned.

Well, sighed Silvette, pouring the tea, here we are, Di. How do you feel about it now?

Depressed, said Diana briefly.

So do I, somehow.... I wish we were back in New York, with just enough to live on.

Diana swung her foot gently, but made no reply.

Presently she kicked off her sandal, lay thinking a moment, and then sat up and accepted the cup of tea offered by her sister. They sipped their tea in silence for a while, nibbled toast and cakes until sufficiently refreshed.

After all, observed Silvette, what we are doing for a living is purely a matter of personal taste. It ought not to depress us.

We should have told him! That is the only thing that worries me, remarked Diana. Still, it is really none of his business what we do for a living.

After all, repeated Silvette, what is there to tell him? Keno, Nevada, has nothing to learn from New York in frivolity, I fancy. There are several pretty women in every set whod starve if they didnt play cards better than their neighbors.

I rather wish wed told him about our year there; yet, what is there to tell? Probably it resembled plenty of years with which he is perfectly familiar.

Do we have to account to Jim Edgerton anyway? asked Silvette impatiently.

He wanted to come with us, mused Diana. When he wants to go, hell go fast enough, I fancy. It isnt what he might think, or his possible disapproval, that worries me; its that he ought to have been told more about us in the beginning.... But how were we to tell him?

He didnt ask, did he?

No; but, somehow or other, we ought to have put him au courant, and then he could have had his choice about recognizing the relationship or ignoring it. Thats what bothers me a little.

How could we possibly have told him all about ourselves the first afternoon we ever set eyes on him?

There were two other afternoons; one is just ending.... I dont know; I might easily have created a situation in which it would have seemed natural enough to mention our programme to him.

Why didnt you, Di?

Cowardice, said the girl frankly; and she stretched herself out flat on the bed again.

Do you think as much of Jim Edgertons opinion as that?

I seem to.... I didnt want to take the risk of his disapproval. Im beginning to realize that weve been dishonest with him.

That is an ugly word, little sister.

I dont know any way to soften it. A girl is either honest or the contrary. I was not honest with Jim Edgerton.

He might not disapprove, after all. He is no provincial.

Yes — and he might disapprove. Men of his kind who stand for almost anything in outsiders are finicky about their own relatives. They really dont care what imprudence other people commit; they may even admire it — even do it themselves — but theres a difference as soon as it involves one of the family. Ive an idea he is like that.

Isnt it stretching a thin tie of kinship too far to speak of Jim Edgerton and ourselves in a family sense? Are you and I not rather inclined to abuse that word cousin, Diana?

He first used it to us, she said warmly; it is his choice. Hes a very impulsive and generous boy; do you know it?

Yes, I do.... Isnt it a thousand pities?

What about?

His losing everything — being so wretchedly poor.... And our being poor, too.

Yes, said Diana simply.

And hell never, never recoup. He is full of talent, and nothing else. What a pity! He isnt the successful sort. Its a pity, isnt it, Di?

Yes.

Because he is already quite mad about you, Di — hes a perfect boy about you... How can men of his age retain their niceness and charm and freshness, after what they usually pass through. With all his undesirable wisdom and his masculine worldly experiences, hes practically as innocent as we are.

Diana suddenly sat up cross-legged on the bed and gathered her ankles in her hands.
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I wonder just how innocent we really are, she said.

I wonder just how innocent we really are, she said, with all those things which we have been obliged to know about in our higher education? And — speaking of education — there was our last year in Keno. That year did some curious things to us. Do you realize our development, our worldly evolution since the beginning of last year — how familiar we became with that doubtful worldly wisdom which is supposed to be part of the make-up of a woman of the world? ... Do you realize that it was a year of laissez faire, of revelation, of laxity and acquiescence in relaxation, a year of paradox, of ceremony sans façon, of schooling oneself to overlook and accept, of an education in morals and their immoral variations? How aloof have we kept ourselves from what we have learned to tolerate? — and how much was due to fastidiousness, how much to expediency, how much to common sense, and how much to spiritual conviction?

Does your conscience really trouble you? asked Silvette anxiously.

No; only in regard to Jim Edgerton. Id rather he knew how we regard life before he reclaims relationship in public; thats all.

Silvette said: We are merely wiser; merely less provincial and more honest and tolerant of a world that isnt any too goody-goody. Weve learned to distinguish between mock modesty, false shame, hypocrisy, and honest conviction. Take Keno, for instance; before we lived there we were inclined to look askance on what the world accepts with indifference and perfect good nature. I mean, on the rather lurid gayeties of a little world where attractive divorcées make up the bulk of society — where the eternal cry in the ballroom is Change partners! Ladies change! — and where nobody plays cards except for stakes. After all, Keno is merely a section of New York temporarily transplanted. Hed probably feel at home there.

Diana turned, deliberately rolled across the bed, landing lightly on her feet.

All right, she said; only, some day somebody will tell Jim Edgerton that those two cousins of his are outpacing propriety. Were just a dash too pretty, Silvie, and weve simply got to be careful. Theres one enemy you and I will always have to reckon with — our own sex.

She walked to the window, looked out, and stood watching the rain, her childish mouth troubled. And, presently, speaking again without turning around:

Our programme, as we have arranged it, was to be a general one — to win out, go in for everything, play the game as hard as it can be played, meet the gayer world face to face squarely, and take from it honestly all it has to offer.

Except love.

Except — that.

Love, per se, we cant afford, said Silvette gayly; however, it may even be included. Who knows? Material masculine eligibility need not necessarily exclude that agreeable passion, need it? Many a worthy heart beats beneath the waistcoat of the plutocrat.

The chances are against any deal in hearts, as far as we are concerned.

Youre not thinking of Jim Edgerton, are you, Di?

Diana stood, hands clasped behind her back, staring at the rain. Suddenly she pivoted on her sandals.

Yes, I am thinking of him. Im thinking of him all the time.

That is very unwise, said Silvette gently.

I am thinking of him, but its only thinking.... I like him. I never liked any man better, or as well, perhaps.... And Ive known him three days. Give me a day or two grace, and Ill stop thinking about him.

You were quite mad over young Inwood in Keno, mused Silvette.

Yes.... I realize that I like men. I enjoy them; if I had my way, Id carry on like the deuce with every man who took my fancy, before I come to the final decision and spoil life for myself.

You carry on like the deuce now, sister, said Silvette, laughing.

I dont do it enough, retorted Diana fiercely; what have I got to look forward to, after all? — a homeless life of social employment, an old age of gossip and cards! — or, if I win out, a loveless middle age wearing some wealthy mans name and pearls, and all the rest dashed out — the brightness, the youth of things, the hope of things, children — —

You dont want children! exclaimed Silvette, horrified; grubby little things! I thought you hated them!

Grubby little things, repeated the girl slowly; so I do, in theory.

You dont know anything about them practically.

Except at the Maternity Hospital.... Oh, Silvie, it is ghastly.... Its horrid! horrid! — its devilishly unfair! ... Young girls in the springtide of youth crept in and out of that dreadful place like the white ghosts of murdered souls! If maternity didnt slay them, it killed the better part of them. Then the world ended for them — youth, hope, freedom ended with the first thin cry of the tyrant that dooms all women.... Yes, I — hate children! She stood a moment, slim hands on her hips, head lowered with the brown locks clustering against her cheeks; then, looking up:

But I mean to have one of my own sometime. Life to the full, dregs and all, before I die. That is my programme.

Silvette laughed. This is a new and recent development, isnt it?

Im developing like lightning.

Lightning develops quickly, but it doesnt last, dear.

Diana, lost in retrospection again, smiled vaguely. Then, lifting her pretty eyes:

Did you ever see starlings feeding their young? A pair nested opposite the studio. I found their evolutions rather interesting.

No doubt, said her sister. Is that what has aroused the maternal instinct? Come, who is to bathe first. Pull down the shade and turn on the electricity, and ring for the maid, dear. She ought to lay out our gowns at once.

Diana did as she was bidden; then, on impulse, sat down at the little fly-away desk and scribbled a note:

Take it to Mr. Edgerton, she said to the maid.

Edgerton, dressing leisurely, read the note where he stood under the electric cluster:

DEAR JIM: The rain, the world, and things oppress me. So do you sometimes.... Theres a long future ahead of me. I dread it — who was eager for the plunge a few days since. I seem to be standing on the threshold of things in general, waiting for my cue to enter, but with little heart for the stage now. Alas, I am already tired before the overture has ended.

If we dance to-night, ask me. Probably Im the only girl in the house who could stand a dance with you — and Im not so certain about myself.... But if we play Bridge, continue not to sit at our table. I ask it of you for reasons which are none of your business. Indulge my whim, please.

JAPONETTE.

He finished dressing, then scribbled a note to her, and sent it by the valet:

Japonette, dear, Im as rotten at cards as I am dancing. I wont permit indiscreet infatuation to interfere with your Bridge.... And, by the way, in this sort of a house the chances are theyll play for stakes — probably high stakes. My limit is a cent a point — or was in days of affluence — but our host will scarcely expect us to risk our salaries, I fancy. So even if you have no objection to playing for stakes — which probably, however, you have — you need not feel obliged to. Our duties here do not include losing money to Mr. Rivetts assorted guests, you know. Feel perfectly at liberty to let the table carry you and Silvette.

Shall I wait and go down with you both?

J.E.

She read the note; then handed it silently to Silvette, who read it also in silence.

You see, said Diana, its exactly what I told you. He doesnt wish us to play for stakes.

He says nothing here about his wishes.... Besides, it would be an impertinence for him to make any such suggestion to either you or me.

His attitude is plain enough — if you think it impertinent.

I dont think it is. He indicates that he supposes we do not play for stakes, and adds that, anyway, we need not if we dont wish to. That is all the note expresses. Anyway, it doesnt matter, does it?

Diana shook her disheveled head, seated herself and wrote a hasty answer, sending it away by the valet, who was waiting outside the door.

Dont wait for us; were not hooked up yet. Were quite accustomed to play for stakes, you funny boy, so that need cause you no uneasiness.... And please dont forget to ask me, if they dance.

Edgerton stood thinking for a moment before his fireplace after reading the missive; then struck a match and lit the two notes, holding them together until almost consumed, and lingered still to watch the edge of yellow flame on the hearth licking up the remaining margins of the paper.

Then he went downstairs and into a green and gold drawing-room, where his hostess received him shyly, almost timidly — a small gray-haired woman all over jewels whose thin little hand trembled slightly in his.

It was a frail hand, fragile of bone, yet never the hand of generations of leisure, for the joints were hard and accented, and the fingers rather worn than thin — as though once not unaccustomed to household labor; and, without knowing just why, he retained the diamond-laden hand in his firm, warm clasp for a moment as though to reassure her.

It is nice of you to ask us, he said gently. You have made everything very easy and comfortable for us. My cousins will be down in a few moments; they asked me to come first.

The little gray woman looked up into his pleasant, well-cut face as though confused; he smiled down at her, still retaining her hand.

My husband has told me who you are, she said. I didnt expect you to be just like this.... You and your cousins are our very welcome and honored guests.... Our guests, she repeated almost tremulously, and none more welcome under our roof.

It is gracious and kind of you to say so, he said, touched by the simplicity and the mild, faded face upturned.

Then Mr. Rivett came forward, cautiously treading the velvet, his two burned-brown eyes fixed behind the big concave eyeglasses.

Its wet weather, he said, shaking hands. I hope your quarters are comfortable.

Most luxurious, thank you — with a beautiful outlook.

Mrs. Rivetts gentle voice sounded at his elbow presenting him to her daughter and son, and after that to several others who, for the moment, he made no effort to distinguish one from another except that he recognized Colonel Curmew in superb form and obtrusive pearl studs decorating a fluted shirt front.

A moment later Silvette and Diana entered, slender and youthful, with all the softly flushed charm of eighteen and the winning composure of a wider experience than eighteen years can ever lend.

Colonel Curmew presently outflanked Silvette, forcing her skillfully into a momentary retreat toward the recess of a window, where he blockaded her and curled his mustache with satisfaction and shot his cuffs, and prepared to drive in her outer pickets.

Diana remained in quiet conversation with Mrs. Rivett, the latter shy, wistful, and ill at ease by turns; the former sweet and deferential, yet all the while composedly taking the measure of the others in the room, and of the room itself, vaguely aware in her apparently smiling preoccupation that she was winning a perplexed and timid heart.

Cocktails were served — unusual ones that had a scent like the original Ricky, that is, the aromatic odor of wild blossoms.

The little gray woman barely tasted hers, with that same inborn instinct, perhaps, that impelled those old-time hostesses in the days when viands and wines sometimes proved fatal.

Then Edgerton relieved her of her scarcely touched glass; took Dianas, too, which was still half full. Mrs. Rivett rose and gave him her arm, to his surprise; Mr. Rivett took in Diana, his son Silvette. The name of Edgerton had counted heavily.
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Mr. Rivett took in Diana, his son Silvette.

In the dining room everything was grossly overdone except the cookery — the sort of thing most calculated to annoy and bore the very man most accustomed to it in town; profusion akin to the plethora which offends; effort impossible to disguise which stirs even in the most good-natured and generous an unwilling contempt.

Edgerton let his eyes rest for a moment, outside the silver and crystal-set circle of light, on gold, heavy carving, gilded tapestry and picture, and withdrew his gaze gravely. Men servants swarmed, bothering him; the scent of greenhouse blossoms, forced before their time; the heavy magnificence out of place — all slightly disgusted him, though much of it was about what he had expected of such people.

Little Miss Rivett, on his left, dissected her terrapin with the healthy attention of youth and hunger; and presently he turned to look at her with amused but wholly amiable curiosity.

He saw a small, plump, dainty maid, with exceedingly clear and bright brown eyes, and a softly brilliant complexion, looking back at him with unconcealed interest.

There was a moments silence, then they both smiled.

Do you think youll like us? she asked saucily; or do you hate us already?

Not the slightest doubt of my liking you, Miss Rivett; but how about your liking us?

Your cousins are most bewitching and bewildering.... You seem to be nice — are you?

Very, he said, laughing. Im glad you gave me an opportunity of saying so, because otherwise it might not have been perfectly clear to you.

I am rather fastidious, she said. How well do you dance?

My grace in that praiseworthy pastime is ursine.

Really?

Unbearably.

You are very British, arent you?

Do you refer to my little play upon words?

No, generally; that was merely a touch of local color. Naturally, also, you fishshootridetohoundsandplaypolo; do you?

Also gawf, dear lady.

Perfectly symmetrical and indistinguishable from others of your kind. I thought so. Crocky, too?

Certainly, crocky, he admitted; also no bank account. You may call me mlud with impunity.

Perhaps youre not entirely qualified. How do you stand on the heiress question, Mr. Edgerton?

I cant qualify there.

Then youre a sham. Besides, youre neither clever nor gallant. I am an heiress.

Then I qualify at once as a fortune hunter, he said, laughing, and Ill cable for my solicitors.

What are you saying? asked Mrs. Rivett in her gentle, uncertain voice.

Mother, Mr. Edgerton and I are going to be friends. Perhaps he isnt sure of it, but I am. Tell him what happens when I am sure of anything.

Dear, perhaps Mr. Edgerton doesnt quite understand your manner of saying things.

Thats just it; he does understand! He is going to turn out exceedingly nice, mother; watch him!

Christine! Please be a little less personal and abrupt.

They turned, smiling, toward the other end of the table where much laughter sounded. Evidently Diana and Silvette were becoming very popular, and, somehow, it occurred to Edgerton that perhaps this great room had not often resounded with mirth.

But the chatter and laughter were incessant now; so were the servants ministrations, and Edgerton was glad enough to give his arm to the faded little woman beside him and take her to her great, gilded chair in the drawing-room, and follow the men to another room, where blue smoke from cigars presently floated to the ceiling.

Jack Rivett, rather too plump and smooth, moved into a chair beside Edgerton; and the latter, who had prejudged him from his appearance, was slightly surprised to find the youth widely read, widely traveled, with a mind and even a wit entirely his own, and an original but sometimes callow comment for any subject brought up.

In a desultory conversation it presently transpired that young Rivett was a candidate for the Patroons Club.

Youre a member, I believe; are you not? he asked Edgerton.

I have resigned.

Oh! I thought that was the one club from which nobody ever resigned. I beg your pardon, Edgerton! he added, turning red; dont think me a cad.

No offense, smiled Edgerton; I resigned because I couldnt afford it. Its a good club; hope you make it soon.

I hope I do.... But were rather recent additions — if we are additions — to New York. You never can tell what New Yorkers will do to people like us, he added laughingly.

New York is practically composed of recent residents, said Edgerton, smiling.

Theyre the most pitiless to newcomers. I wouldnt be very much afraid if we had only your sort to encounter. If you old residents like a man, he gets his hat check ultimately, and passes in; but it lies with the sidewalk speculators now. The seats of the mighty are in their hands.

Edgerton was much amused.

Not entirely, he said; even we older residents are asked about now and then.

Into which of the three circles — Smart, Knickerbocker, or Old Testament?

Edgerton was laughing so frankly that Rivett senior turned his convex glasses on him; and, deciding that the laughter was genuine and not included in services, went on with his business conversation with a Mr. Snaith — a large, soft-skinned gentleman deeply immersed in oil and cotton.

Colonel Curmew came over briskly, expelling smoke.

What are you youngsters playing this evening? Auction or Chinese Kahn?

However, they choose to make up the tables, said Jack Rivett lazily. Then, as though on an after thought: I doubt whether Mr. Edgerton bothers with cards; do you?

I dont mind, except that Ive cut out playing for stakes, replied Edgerton, perfectly aware of Jack Rivetts kindly consideration in giving him a chance to escape gracefully, and a trifle amused, too, that the young man should suppose he cared what anybody in the place might think of him.

Servants were now arranging the old-fashioned colonial card tables in the noticeably old-fashioned colonial card room. A young girl or two appeared at the arched doorway, lingering on the threshold as several of the men came out to gossip.

Then the hostess appeared with the others; groups formed, shifted, and gradually subsided into seats; seals of fresh packs were broken, scores penciled, the first hands dealt at auction.

Diana, Colonel Curmew, a very pretty Mrs. Wemyss, and Mr. Rivett sat together; at another table Silvette, Mr. Snaith, Christine Rivett, and a Mr. Dineen — a gentleman weighing some two hundred pounds and wearing an attractive snub nose and a pair of merry gray-blue eyes.

And the awful hush of auction descended without a sound.

Edgerton and his hostess and a Judge Wicklow and a Mrs. Lorrimore — a fair, fat, blue-eyed thing with a cupid-bow mouth as sweet as the smile that abode there — settled themselves to Chinese Kahn, a game spelled in various ways and played in several more.

Stakes? inquired Mrs. Lorrimore with businesslike directness.

Your pleasure, replied Judge Wicklow in the deep, thick voice celebrated and feared where judicial procedures are thickest and most unimportant.

Neither Mr. Edgerton nor I care to gamble — I think, said Mrs. Rivett timidly.

The judge turned his bovine countenance on Edgerton. The only anomaly in it seemed to be his eyebrows. Cows have no eyebrows.

Im sorry, said Edgerton.

The judge seemed sorry, too, but he shuffled the two packs in his enormous and hairy hands, dealt, and deposited the surplus in a pile with a single card separate and face upward — the ace of hearts.

Mrs. Lorrimore promptly picked it up, laid down three aces, four fours, a small sequence interiorly made possible by a joker, and sat back triumphantly with her depleted suit in her gemmed fingers, which were pressed comfortably to an ample bosom.

Discard, rumbled the judge.

Oh, I beg pardon! She laughed, and laid down a nine.

Nobody ever wants a nine, somehow. The judge snorted, helped himself, discarded, and turned his heavy countenance on his hostess.

Dear me, she said in her humble little voice, I — Im afraid — afraid Im going out!

What! thundered his honor. Nobody ever goes out first hand, madam!

But she timidly did that very thing to the suppressed fury of his honor, who had cherished a long sequence, according to rule, and was further nursing the other joker and three kings.

Its too bad, she ventured, looking around at Edgerton, whose entire hand was being minutely counted by Mrs. Lorrimore.

I dont mind! said the young fellow, laughing; and he leaned a trifle nearer and added under his breath: But suppose I had played for stakes!

Into her timid and faded eyes came the ghost of a glimmer — the momentary sparkle of fun, and went out very quickly.

But it had been there for a second; and thereafter Edgerton found a curious pleasure in making it come back at intervals. She even laughed — even ventured to provoke his laughter — rather scared at trying until his quick mirth set her at momentary ease again.

Luck bedeviled his honor; the fair Mrs. Lorrimore won steadily without the least respect for the law and no consideration at all for the sanctity of the bench; and the judge became peevish. He was a very rich man.

Presently he had enough of it — letters to write for the morning mail — and got himself out and upstairs with the dignity of a fly-pestered ox.

Horrid old screw, observed Mrs. Lorrimore in Edgertons ear, and laughed her peculiarly sweet and captivating laugh as a servant returned with his honors check in an angrily scrawled envelope.

Mrs. Rivett had passed into a farther room, where the high gilded pipes of an organ glimmered in the subdued light. Edgerton saw her seated there — a thin, bejeweled little figure beneath the tall gothic majesty of the pipes.

After a while the low harmony of an old-time hymn stole into the card room.

Those at the bridge tables remained silent and absorbed, except Mr. Rivett, who cautiously turned his sphinxlike countenance toward the farther dusk where his wife was seated.

Edgerton stood behind Dianas chair, watching. Presently he went over to Silvette, lingered for a while, then came back to Diana again.

An hour later Mr. Rivett said abruptly: Does anybody care to dance?

The effect was like a pistol shot on lotus eaters. Slowly the players came out of their absorption; color returned faintly to white, tense faces.

I suppose I may ask it? added Mr. Rivett dryly. Im a heavy loser.

Sure thing, dad, said Jack with a laugh. Im about even, and I venture to ask it, too. Does anybody here want to dance? You surely wont object, he added mischievously to Silvette.

I have no right to say anything at all, she laughed.

Every right — the right of the conqueror! Accept my bow and spear — and speak! ... How is it with your sister?

Im afraid I havent any voice in the matter, either, said Diana serenely. It is for the losers to decide.

They decided to dance. Mrs. Rivett came from the dim music room and stood watching them with her little worn hands folded, while servants lighted and cleared the larger drawing-room, designed for a ballroom, with its little gilded balcony aloft and the great concert grand in its carved and gilded foliations sprawling like a bedizened elephant in the corner.

A servant was sent for mademoiselle — evidently somebody who lived somewhere in the house whose duties included dance music. Meanwhile Edgerton sat down at the piano, and began a fascinating Spanish waltz.

Traitor, whispered a fresh, young voice at his elbow, and he looked up into the winning eyes of Diana.

Hello, he said; how went the battle?

The cards?

Yes.

As usual, thank you.

Oh! And how do they usually go with you, fair cousin?

Well enough, she said briefly.

She stood leaning on the piano.

You play cleverly, she observed.

Oh, yes — cleverly. Theres nothing else to anything I do.

Isnt that enough?

Is it, Diana?

Enough as far as music is concerned, she said impatiently. Did you ever see a musical virtuoso whom a real man didnt want to kick? And as for you, she added, you are a traitor. You said you would ask me to dance. Now, if you ask me, I wont!

Still playing, he continued to look up at her smilingly.

What do you really care about me anyway? he said. I wish youd tell me, Diana.

Honestly, or flippantly?

Honestly.

Masks off, you mean?

Yes — as far off as theyll come.

I care a lot about you.

You say it too frankly, he laughed.

What I say, I say.... Did you find Christine Rivett agreeable at dinner?

Shes interesting.

Is that all! evidently disappointed.

Well, shes very fetching.

That is far more serious.

Indeed, it is. Ive qualified as an aspirant for her hand and fortune already.

I dont doubt it, she returned calmly. Thats one reason her father decided to employ us.

She said it unsmiling, and after he had looked up at her once or twice he said: Of course you are joking.

Ob, yes; its one kind of a jest. Meanwhile here comes a young person in black — doubtless mademoiselle.... Im not going to dance with you; dont compose your features in that smug fashion. Youre a traitor, and I wont.

She turned on her heel and advanced leisurely toward Colonel Curmew, who immediately began to twirl his mustache and shoot his cuffs, when, without warning, she sheered off into the receptive arms of Jack Rivett, and was presently drifting across the room in a Viennese waltz.

Others were dancing now; Edgerton went over and asked his hostess — an old New York custom now obsolete — who colored and smiled at him, explaining that she had renounced that art with the advent of rheumatism. So, after a while, he took out her daughter Christine — also an obsolete custom — who soon, however, had enough of him as a dancer, and took him into the conservatory.

The others danced until supper time; midnight found them separating on the stairs. Edgerton and Christine Rivett had rather a prolonged leave-taking, then shook hands cordially in plain view of everybody.

Diana, passing with Silvette, said a careless good night to him. Silvette, retaining her sisters arm, detained him for a moment in conversation; then they went away together, Diana dismissing him with an inattentive nod.

But, as he was prepared for his pillow, a servant brought an envelope to his door and tucked it under the sill.

Inside was a single line:

Good night, Jim.

The handwriting was now familiar to him.


CHAPTER VI

PACTA CONVENTA
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GUESTS ARRIVED AND guests departed from Adriutha, but the original gathering remained.

The people who came and went were about the kind that Edgerton had expected to encounter — people identified with nothing in particular except money, and not always with that.

For, into the social mess at Adriutha an author or two was occasionally stirred as seasoning; sometimes an artist became temporarily englutenized over a week-end, emerging on Monday well fed and satiated with hope of material results from cohabitation with wealth — which never materialized.

Edgerton was inclined to take them all as cheerfully as he found them — at their face value; and they were not always pretty.

Loyalty to obligation was inherent in his race, perhaps the strongest trait in him; and all his inclinations toward what was easiest, his content with the superficial, his tendency to drift, had not yet radically altered this trait, nor perhaps other qualities latent under the froth.

For a few days in the beginning, humorous curiosity, the novelty of his anomalous position, the very rawness of the experience, amused him; but the veneer of everything soon wore thin, revealing the duller surface underneath. Then came uneasiness and impatience; but loyalty to his bargain and to his kindred were matters of course, and he determined to find in these people something to interest him and render his sojourn among them at least endurable.

After that first stormy night in June, the splendor of a limpid, rain-washed morning had revealed to him the gross outward impossibility of this place of millions — the vast, new villa, red-tiled and yellow-walled, hideous in its multiplicity of roofs, angles, terraces and bays, with outlying works of rubble, concrete, and railroad-station floral embellishment.

Scarring the green crypt of nature, staining the glass of the stream with painted reflections of its architectural deformities, Adriutha Lodge sprawled monsterlike and naked in the summer sunshine.

Garage, hothouses, stables, barns, a farm, a model dairy, like grewsome spawn of a common architectural dam, affronted the woods and meadows of this little valley set among the remote Berkshires.

There was no reticence left in that desecrated valley all vibrant with the scream of discordant color, texture, and design. Motor cars, too, were noisy along the road; all day the silver-mounted trappings of horses flashed in the sun. Staccato echoes from power boats on the artificial lake offended. The House of Rivett challenged the Eternal patience with a hundred lightning rods.

Edgerton, walking his horse beside Dianas, suddenly drew bridle with an uncontrollable gesture of disgust.

Listen to me, he said; where mans despoiling labor pollutes nature, sadness and resignation make heavy the hearts of her true lovers, but where mans abominable ignorance desecrates, reigns a more shocking desolation which no modest heart ever forgives!

Diana, surprised by the sudden and unexpected outburst, drew bridle beside his standing horse.

A moment previous they had been amiably exchanging idle gossip from their saddles, gradually falling back behind the others — Silvette, Christine, Jack, and Colonel Curmew — who had cantered on forward; and now, suddenly out of a clear sky, not apropos of anything, Edgerton had flashed out the bolt of his contempt for the House of Rivett — for his ox, his ass, his servants, and all that was Rivetts.

Jim, she remarked, isnt it rather bad taste of you to say that?

Why? I am paid for being here. But he realized that she was right, and it made him sullen.

His roof shelters you none the less, she said quietly.

Yours is rather a fine-drawn sense of hospitality, it seems to me, he retorted.

I cant snap at the hand that feeds me.

Good Lord! May a man not have his own ideas?

Under lock and key, yes.

All right, he said, reddening; only I supposed I could be frank with you.

Are we actually on any such footing? she asked quietly.

I thought so — even a footing on which I permit myself to accept such a rebuke from you.

She turned in her saddle.

Permit yourself? she repeated. Do you mean condescend?

I mean what I say, he retorted sulkily, still smarting under her rebuke.

Her cheeks were bright with anger, her lips compressed as though silence had become an effort. Presently, however, she looked across at him with perfect sweetness and composure.

No, you dont mean what you say, Jim. If you did, you would be at a disadvantage with me, and you dont want to be that; nor do I wish to be, ever.

He said obstinately: Im getting sick of this Adriutha business.

I predicted you would.

Well, I am.... It isnt false pride; I dont care what they think about me. If I chose to be a waiter in a Broadway café, their opinion wouldnt concern me.... Im simply weary of the place, the majority of the people — what they think and do, their private life, their mere coming in and going out.... It isnt the pitiable absurdity of their offensive environment alone, the horror of the architecture, the gilded entrails of their abode — its the whole bally combination! ... Im sick — sick! And thats the truth, Diana.

I think, she said, smiling, that you are also a little bit bored with us.

He looked up at her, perplexed, already beginning to be very much ashamed of his outburst, already conscious of a painful reaction from his unrestraint.

Diana, he said impulsively, Im just a plain brute, and rather a vulgar one; but, do you know, there isnt anybody else in the world Id have permitted to hear that outburst — whether you take it as a compliment or not.

You mean you dont care what I think of you?

He thought for a moment. I cant mean that, of course.

You might, very easily.

I couldnt; I do care what you think of me. Probably what I meant was that I — dare say things to you; that Ive a sort of instinct that I can come to you in an emergency — —

In other words, that Ill stand anything from you? she said, smiling. I dont know about that, my friend.

He looked at her curiously. I believe youll stand a good deal from me — and still like me. I, somehow, count on it.

She met his gaze directly, unsmiling now.

A hair divides my sentiments concerning you, she said. Extremes lie on either side.

Extremes?

I think so. It would take very little to fix definitely my opinion of you.

Sobered, but still curious, he sat his saddle more firmly while the horses paced forward, shoulder against shoulder, along the forest road.

I didnt suppose you had any very violent opinions concerning me one way or another, he said lightly.

I havent — yet.

Or would ever develop them, either, he added, laughing.

I probably never shall.

He said, after another silence: What was it about a hair dividing your sentiments, and that extremes lay on either side?

I said that, Jim.

Extremes of what?

Dislike — friendship — I suppose.... Im a person addicted to extremes.

Hatred is one extreme. Did you mean that, Japonette?

It is conceivable, fair sir.

And — the other extreme?

Which?

The opposite extreme to hate.... Is that conceivable, too?

Do you mean love? she asked coolly.

Yes, love, for example.

Well, for example, ask yourself how likely I am to entertain that sentimental extreme in your regard.

Oh, he said; then all you threaten me with is hatred!

Absolutely all, cousin James.

Hobsons choice for mine. No matter how agreeable I may be, placid friendship is my only reward; and if Im not agreeable, hatred. Is that it?

Are you not satisfied? she asked, lifting her prettily shaped eyes.

He made no reply.

Yet, he had been satisfied, except at intervals during the first flush of their unconventional friendship, when she was still a fascinating novelty to him, when the charming memory of the surprise was still vivid.

But since then, recently in fact, other matters, somehow, had intervened — the dawning distaste for his own position, the apparent absence of any future prospect, the gradual conviction that he had no real capacity for decently earning a living, no ability — perhaps no character.

His silence seemed to be her answer now; she spurred forward, accepting it. He put his horse to a canter, to a gallop, and they raced away through the woods until they came in sight of the others. Colonel Curmew joined her; Edgerton rode forward with Christine Rivett.

That afternoon there was some tennis played; a number of commonplace and very rich people departed, leaving as residue the original house party which Edgerton and his cousins had found there on their arrival, and who now knew one another well enough to separate into sympathetic groups.

Thus, Judge Wicklow, Mrs. Rivett, and Mrs. Lorrimore played Chinese Kahn under the terrace awning; Colonel Follis Curmew, who had been rash enough to discard his coat and reveal an unlooked-for excess of abdomen, played tennis with Silvette against Jack Rivett and Mrs. Wemyss; Mr. Rivett and Mr. Snaith indulged in laborious clock golf and talked of oil; and Christine and Edgerton, down by the rivers edge, continued a conversation begun the evening previous, and which was near enough to meaning something to stimulate their attention.

From his clock golf on the lawn above, Mr. Rivett turned his convex glasses on them occasionally; from one card table on the terrace, her mother, drawing the white wool shawl closer around her slight shoulders, watched her daughter from moment to moment.

Later, the game ended, Mrs. Lorrimore victorious, and his honor unusually peevish. Mrs. Rivett rose and, advancing to the terrace edge, gazed down at the river bank, where her daughter and Edgerton still sat in the floating canoe, holding it inshore by grasping willow branches overhead.

For a few moments the little old lady watched them, one hand gathering the fleece shawl over the magnificent sapphire at her breast; then she turned quietly away into the house, wandering through it from one gorgeous room to another, until at last she came to the high organ.

Here her husband found her in the semi-dusk, sitting motionless and silent under the tall pipes, hands folded in her lap.

Well, mother? he said in a voice which nobody else ever had the privilege of listening to.

She lifted her head, smiled, and laid one hand over his as he seated himself beside her in the demi-twilight.

Are you happy? he asked, patting the worn fingers.

Yes, Jacob — when you and the children are.

Does that damn Sims bother you?

No, the housekeeper did not bother her; neither did Noonan, general superintendent.

Are you sure you are feeling perfectly well?

Yes, dear.

And you are enjoying the people?

Yes.... The Tennant girls are so kind to me.

Why the devil shouldnt they be? he said harshly. They never met a better woman!

Jacob, dear, dont speak that way.

Well, then — dont be so eternally surprised if people are nice to you, mother. Theyd better be!

She smiled. I am a rather plain and unattractive old woman to young people — to most people. I have little to say, but Diana Tennant and her sister are very sweet to me. Poor, motherless girls! I wonder — it troubles me — sometimes — a great deal — —

What? he asked grimly.

Their being so entirely alone, and so unusually attractive.... And theyre good girls, Jacob.

I assume that they are, he said dryly.

They are; a woman knows at once.... Theyve made everybody — all our guests — enjoy their visits so much. Dont you think so?

Theyve earned their salaries.... People seem to like em.... Im wondering how much Jack likes the younger one — Silvette.

Have you thought so, too?

Im asking you, Sarah.

There was a silence; then she said timidly:

Do you know anything more about them?

Theyre rather learned, he said grimly. One, I understand, is entitled to practice medicine — the other law.... They scarcely look it.

Those babies!

Certainly. Snaith was at Keno on business last winter; he heard of em there. Also — Ive inquired.

You have learned nothing to their discredit, I am sure, she said confidently.

No; as the fast world wags, theyre respectable enough — —

Fast! Jacob!

Oh, Sarah, I didnt mean it in any sinister sense.... Theyre merely rather gay — into everything everywhere — dancing all night, riding, motoring all over the shop.... Theyre pretty girls, and good ones, too, I guess.... But the world has gone by us, mother. Its developed speed. Thats what I mean by fast.

If it were not for the childrens sake, I would be glad to be left behind, she said, smiling.

So would I. Damn this gim-crack fol-de-rol!

Jacob!

Excuse me.... Well do what we ought to; the children want New York, and Im going to give it to them if I can.... So I guess youd better caution Jack about that girl.

About Miss Tennant?

Silvette; yes. Tell him to keep away.

But she is Mr. Edgertons cousin.

Its too far off to count; besides, its not a good enough gamble. As far as that goes, Im not satisfied that Jim Edgerton is good enough.

Oh, Jacob! You said — —

If Id stuck to all Ive said, youd still be doing the family cooking, dear. Jim Edgerton does, or did, go everywhere in New York.... I wonder how far he could take our daughter with him? ... Wait, Sarah — Im not reflecting on Christine; Im only speculating. How do I know about the customs and habits of the New York fauna? I want to go slow. I dont care how little money he has, or even how much he might have had; Ill do that part. But, first, I want to know exactly where he can take Christine. The knot hole may be too big for her.

They sent you a report from New York, dear. You have a full list of all his relatives.

I know — I know. If he had none, I wouldnt be afraid. Its a mans relatives who act nasty, not his friends.... Does Christine seem to like him?

The child is frankly devoted to him.... I dont know if it means anything more than friendship. Christine is a strange girl. There was young Inwood — —

Everybodys beau! Glad she shipped him.... But to return to Jack — whats your opinion?

I dont know. He is with Silvette so much; he is such a dear boy — —

Tell him plainly we dont want her. I like her myself, but theres better material.... Other things aside, I dont want my boy to marry a girl who plays cards the way she does.

Jacob! You dont mean — —

No, no! Shes as square as a die; but she wins too much, stakes too much — smokes too much, drinks too many cocktails — she and her sister, too. Why, theyve won steadily at cards from the beginning. Theyve a genius for it. I never saw such playing. Poor cards dont worry them; and they never take the shadow of advantage, never whine, never ask questions; theres never an impatient word, a look of protest — and the judge and the colonel are beasts to play with! — and if there ever seems to be the slightest doubt or indication of a dispute over any point, those girls instantly concede it — cheerfully, too! Theyre clean-cut sports — thoroughbred.... But, by God! I dont want Jack to marry a gambler!

He stood up, his glasses glistening, his little burned eyes fixed on space.

No, he said; Ive done all the gambling that will be done in this family. Ill do a little more — enough to put the bits on one or two men in New York whose wives could make it easy for my children, if they cared to. Then Im done, mother.

She bent her head, and her lips moved.

What? he said, hand to his ear.

I was only thinking, Jacob, that I would be happy when you have finished with — business.

Dont worry, dear. He put one arm around her — a thin arm in its loose coat sleeve, thin as a tempered steel rod. She laid her faded face against it, comforted by its inflexibility.

Some day, she said, when the children are happy — with their families — —

Yes, yes, he nodded; a smaller house for you and me — just a little one. He smiled; few people ever had seen him smile. Just a little house for two little old people, he said; only one horse to take us about, one servant to feed us — eh, Sarah?

She looked around her, smiling vaguely at the magnificence.

I like to dust, she said, coloring up prettily, and to make jelly.... Ive wanted to a long while.

You shall do it; I swear you shall. By God! Ill be glad when that chef is fired!

You know, Jacob, she said timidly, with knitting and dusting and — and a little kitchen work — and you — the day passes very nicely.

Some day youll make some more of those crullers! he predicted; mark my words!

And the cinnamon shells, she added, slightly excited.

Oh, Lord! Why cant that fool of a chef make em! he burst out. Well, Ill wait.... It gives us something more to wait for, doesnt it?

He laughed. Only his wife had ever heard the dry cackle which was his manifestation of mirth.

Contented, she lifted her face, and he kissed her.

He went to New York that evening to remain over Wednesday as usual.

In the small company remaining at Adriutha a certain intimacy had developed, enough to make any effort at entertainment superfluous. There was now a decided inclination to laziness in the evening, and a preference for the billiard room and its easy informality.

It was a big room with open fires and the inevitable trophies of somebody elses chase — the heads of big game mounted, staring at nothing out of their glass eyes; weapons of a vanished age on the oaken wainscoting, modern guns in racks as well as cues, and leather lounges and seats and wide-armed chairs everywhere.

Hither Mrs. Rivett now brought her embroidery or knitting; and around her, within a radius more or less distant, the others gathered or circled in temporary orbits, and games were played and music made and youth flirted and age gossiped much as they did when she was a young girl in Mills Corners, and her husband taught in the red schoolhouse next door.

Sometimes Diana came and sat beside her and knitted a tie destined, she admitted, for nobody in particular; sometimes Edgerton drew his chair beside hers and told her of student life in Paris — watching always for her delightfully timid smile, the shy laugh that she sometimes ventured, the curiously pretty flush that came at times into her cheeks, making them and the faded eyes almost beautiful.

Once or twice it happened that Christine settled herself on a footstool on the other side of her mother to listen, too; and the little old lady experienced a furtive content with the situation as Edgerton and her daughter exchanged pleasantries and volleys of gay badinage across her knitting.

But listen as demurely as she might, feign inattention and unconsciousness as she might, she could detect in neither her daughter nor in Edgerton any hint of a subtler understanding, any omen of anything for the future beyond a frank camaraderie and the undisguised pleasure in it.

And she sighed sometimes — not understanding, not venturing even to admit to herself the desire that was beginning to establish itself in her gentle breast.

As for Edgerton and Christine, they were now on terms of intimacy almost careless. With Diana he was different.

The day of his bitter outbreak when riding with Diana, Edgerton, terribly ashamed of himself, had gone once more to her and admitted that her rebuke was a just one; that he was an ungrateful dog, disloyal to the hand that fed him, and not worthy of Dianas regard.

And the girl had forgiven him very sweetly, not with much enthusiasm, for his rapidly advancing intimacy with Christine had begun to perplex her, nor could she exactly understand his apparently happy acquiescence in conditions lately so irritating.

Not that he neglected her; in his amiable way he was charming to her and to Silvette; was often with them; drove, rode, walked with them; and often, when the opportunity happened, met them in family conclave to discuss future prospects for business.

But his intimacy with Christine advanced very swiftly; so rapidly that Diana became fully aware of it only when it was already in complete flower.... And she wondered a little — and, looking at the girl, wondered less. Also, knowing Edgerton less than she supposed she did, the wonder as to his motive began to trouble her.

Whatever Diana really thought of Edgerton, she did not think him unusually strong in character; was not absolutely convinced of his sincerity — was not any too sure of his motives. Yet, to doubt him always hurt her, and to question his sincerity now made her ashamed of herself. But Christine Rivett was very, very rich, and the only thing she did not have was a name like Edgertons to insure her future for all time. Thinking of this, the girl was ashamed to think it, and put it resolutely from her mind; but it returned at intervals, even when he was most charming to her sister and herself.

Meanwhile a silent but decisive little duel had been fought in her vicinity, and Jack Rivett definitely replaced Colonel Follis Curmew at Silvettes side; and that warrior, being unfamiliar with the fortunes of war, first sulked, then began to appear frequently in Dianas vicinity — sending out, as it were, pickets of observation and foraging parties, and finally appearing in superb force with warlike intentions not to be misunderstood, although Diana contrived entirely to misunderstand them.

Do you know, she said to Silvette one night as they were preparing for bed, I believe that he is actually falling in love with me.

He was; but, nevertheless, Diana entirely misunderstood him.

And so the early summer days passed at Adriutha, and Edgerton, always prone to accommodate himself to circumstances, found it easier and easier to keep his pact with Mr. Rivett.

Perhaps he was too easily colored by his surroundings; for this place and these people — toward whom, under other circumstances, his instinct would have been antagonistic — were becoming very agreeable to him, and he had handy no standards of comparison from his own world — merely memories, which are always inadequate.

He never became entirely reconciled to the architecture of Adriutha, but the interior magnificence disturbed him less and less; besides, he had very little real love for decoration, and knew little about its harmonies. All the art that was in him consisted in a cleverness and facility for expressing what was actually of slight importance.

So he became amiably reconciled to his surroundings, to his own position. Probably the lack of responsibility and the pleasant idleness had much to do with it.

Still, he really liked Jack Rivett and Christine. In prosperous days the chances would have been against his ever giving himself the opportunity of liking them. But chance had taken charge of his career for the moment; he had met them, and liked them — was inclined to like Rivett senior, too, and began to experience a certain tenderness toward his frail little hostess — something he had never noticed in himself since his mothers death many years ago.

For the others he had no particular feelings. He knew, without troubling himself to think about it, that Colonel Curmew was what his own friends would call a bounder; and the remaining guests were of no greater importance to him than strangers inclined to be civil.

As for Silvette and Diana, they were not only kindred, and so to be automatically cherished, but they also were very charming and delightful young girls; and Diana aroused his curiosity.

During the first days of their acquaintance, the circumstances of his encounter with Diana had inclined him to sentiment. Now that had been merged into a nice friendship — a friendship so frank and pleasant that, in his idea, it permitted privileges of an intimacy which at first perplexed and disturbed Diana, and which, presently, she began to silently resent without exactly knowing why.

What her ideas concerning Edgerton really were, she herself had not entirely decided. She had been as vividly conscious of the charm of their first encounter as had he; being a woman, she still remembered it vividly, whereas, with him, it had dissolved into the mistiest of dream-tinted memories — charming, but vague.

Too, she remembered his attitude toward her in those first three days in the studio — the golden magic of them, the little roof garden, the starlings, the sunset beyond the river. Under such circumstances, the things men say and look, men usually forget; but women remember longer.

Then she remembered, too, the first days of their arrival at Adriutha.... There was nothing in particular to recall — a note or two from her to him, from him to her.... Perhaps a something in his voice and eyes which, somehow, had died out since.... Yet, had it been anything in particular? And, granting that it had, what had she done to encourage it?

She had fallen into the habit of thinking about these things in her bedroom while preparing for the night. She often thought, too, about this new friendship of his for Christine Rivett. It perplexed her, saddened, irritated her by turns, and it distressed her to even question his motives.

But Silvette said one evening, after they had undressed and the maid had left:

Wouldnt it be odd if Jim married that girl?
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Wouldnt it be odd if Jim married that girl?

Married — her? repeated Diana, startled out of a reverie not entirely happy.

Hes becoming very attentive to her. She is pretty, of course, Silvette smiled.

Why shouldnt he marry her if he finds that he cares for her? asked Diana with some heat.

I was merely surprised that he should care for her in that way. She is not his sort.

Sort! sort! What does that matter! said Diana hotly. It never stopped a thoroughbred from mating. He can afford to love where he chooses, I fancy.

Or marry what he chooses, anyway.

Silvie! Do you imagine hed do a thing like that — not loving her!

I dont know, said Silvette coolly; hes a dear boy, and nice to us, but I dont credit him with superhuman qualities.... And she inherits millions.

It isnt in him to do it.... And there are plenty of his own sort who would be glad enough — —

Why do you become so animated, Di? Have you noticed any particular strength of character in Jim Edgerton?

Yes.... He is as true as steel, underneath the amiable exterior of a drifter and dilettante.... He has ideals.... I am not one of them — I know that.

Do you care particularly?

No.... I dont know whether I do or not.... I never seem to know what to say to him these days. We talk together like two men. Id like to know what he thinks about me — the kind of woman I am, compared to others in his own set.... Id like to know what he thinks about my gambling and cocktails and cigarettes, which you and I have got to stop! What he really thinks of our position in this house — in the world! I dont believe he thinks much of it.

Does his position differ from ours? asked Silvette gently; why are you so excited, little sister?

Im not excited.... Things — various matters have occurred to me — recently; and Ive made up my mind that I dont like to see him here. This is no place for him, no position. He is capable of doing better things, more important things, nobler things. He slips into a life like this too easily; he is too easily reconciled, too quickly content.

Silvette seated herself on a rocking chair and, leaning back, sat rocking and inspecting her sister, who stood by the bed, her brown locks clustering against her cheeks.

There is something to Jim, she insisted. He can do things — respectable, dignified things — and make his living. It humiliates me to see him here in such a capacity — —

As ours? added Silvette, smiling.

Yes, as ours. He is a man, and it does not become him.

We are respectively physician and lawyer, but our talents and fortunes lie in this profession.

Diana flushed. If we were anything except the frivolous, ease-loving, and pleasure-craving little beasts that we are, we wouldnt be here.

No; wed starve, respectably, in our several offices. Do you want Jim to starve?

I dont know, said Diana, almost fiercely; Id rather see him in want, I think, than doing this kind of thing.

I dont believe he will do it very long — on a salary, laughed Silvette. Christine evidently adores him.

Diana was silent; her sister laughed, and rose, putting one arm around her.

Dont be sentimental over Jim Edgerton, she said; he is a lightweight, Di.

You are wrong; and I am not sentimental.

Well, I believe you did get over it; but youre a loyal and generous little thing, Di, and youre worrying over a man who is entirely capable of looking out for himself.

Thats what I want him to do.

Hes doing it, very gracefully. Later, with equal and fetching grace hell let some wealthy girl do it for him.

That would be contemptible; he isnt.

Now, does the world so consider an advantageous marriage, little sister? Besides, that is exactly what we have planned for ourselves, isnt it?

We? What are we, anyway, compared to a man who can count in the world! flashed out Diana, surprised at her own vehemence, aware that her sister was even more astonished and chagrined.

What on earth are you saying? she exclaimed. Are you in love with that man?

No.

One might infer as much.

You may infer it if you choose.

Di!

What?

Why do you speak to me that way?

Because — I dont — know.

She turned and moved toward the bed, encountered the soft, open arms of her sister. They closed around her; she laid her head on Silvettes shoulder.

Darling! Little Di! whispered Silvette in sorrowful consternation. Has this really happened to you?

I dont know — I dont know.... I am not happy; I dont understand.... At moments I cannot believe it.... He is not my ideal of a man; I am stronger in many ways — I am wiser than he. He is only a boy, Silvie — careless, ease loving, with nothing but smatterings — nothing but the social experience of a man of his class behind him. Nothing real has ever happened to him in life.... And, somehow, I know — I know that if it only did, he would become a man — a real man. I know it; I cant bear to see him waste his life — fall into easy ways of thinking — make no effort.... I want him to strive; I want him to fight life.... He ought to. The making of him is in a battle with circumstances. This life is ruin to him — this house, these people, any people who will employ him in such a capacity!

She caught her breath, almost in a sob.

I have cared for him — a little — from the very first.... I am not — fitted for him — in many ways.

Di!

I am not! I care for him unselfishly. I dont know why I should, but I do; and he ought not to marry me even if he — ever — wished to.

You are talking wildly, darling! You — not good enough for him! What a silly — —

Not good enough, I tell you! repeated the girl fiercely. I care too much for what he finds agreeable — all this ease and relaxation.... I wish I were different. I wish I could arouse him; Id do it. Id do it somehow — Id do it now if I could — —

She caught her breath, stood perfectly motionless a moment, then Silvette felt her tremble slightly.

After a while she lifted her head from her sisters shoulder.

I am going to do what I can for him, she said excitedly. I am going to see what can be done to arouse the man in him. All he needs is the initial shock — a — a stinging one.

What do you mean? If there was anything in him, the shock of the firms failure would have brought it out.

It was not enough. It was only the loss of money! There are worse things — —

Di! What are you going to do?

Suddenly the girls face grew radiant.

I know now, she said breathlessly.

What?

But Diana only kissed her sister, laughing, flushed, excited, and, extending her arm, turned off the light, plunging the room and her brilliant cheeks in darkness.


CHAPTER VII

FLOS VENERIS
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EDGERTON AND CHRISTINE, ensconced in the corners of a window seat, and partly visible through the leaded panes, were too deeply absorbed in each other to be aware of the curious glances shot toward them from the tennis court outside, where Silvette, Colonel Curmew, Mrs. Lorrimore, and Jack Rivett were playing, while Diana, perched aloft with her knitting in the umpires seat, resolutely ignored the spectacle in the window, which was plainer to her than to anybody else.

Perfectly oblivious to any extraneous interest they aroused, sitting almost nose to nose and knee to knee in the deep recess, Christine and Edgerton remained in close consultation, preoccupied, possibly indifferent, to view or comment. Christine bent forward, and drew a carnation through his buttonhole, saying:

Anyway, you are a perfect dear, Jim Edgerton. Somehow or other, I havent any blushes for what Ive taken so many weeks to tell you. I never thought I could know anybody well enough to say such a thing to, but you are different; theres nobody like you, Jim. Do you wonder I adore you?

You sweet little thing, Ive a mind to kiss you for that!

I may let you at the psychological moment. Do you think me absolutely shameless? — but Ive asked you that before about a dozen times.... You dont think so, do you?

If other women displayed the common honesty and common sense that you display, thered be a good deal less unhappiness in the world.

But how can other women, when there is only one Jim Edgerton! Oh, I liked you so much — as soon as I saw you; and before I had known you a week, I was ready to tell you anything — and now Ive done it!

It took several weeks before you came to the point, he said, laughing.

I know, but, oh! it was such a terrible thing to do! — I dont even now understand how I ever came to tell you.

You didnt; I extracted it, seeing that you were in pain.

She blushed.

Yes, it was pain.... Not one of my own family suspected it. Father doesnt dream of such a thing; Jack doesnt, of course. As for dear little mother, you know what she thinks about you and me.

Edgerton smiled almost tenderly.

She is very nice to me, he said. I almost wish I could verify her charming theory.

Concerning us?

Certainly.... As it is, I believe Im more than half in love with you, anyway, Christine.

She blushed again, looking at him with her pretty, frank, brown eyes; and they both laughed happily.

Its the first time in all my life that Ive been of any use in the world, he said.

You did ask father? she inquired, still charmingly flushed; didnt you?

I certainly did. He said: Is young Inwood such a particular friend of yours? I said: He is! He said: All right; ask my wife. So I asked your mother, and she said: Oh, please, Mr. Edgerton, invite anybody you wish to. So I wrote Billy Inwood, and your bully little mother inclosed my letter in the sweetest note of her own; and now he has telegraphed — —

Telegraphed?

Ive just received the message.

He fished it out of his coat pocket, and handed it to her, and she read:

On my way!

BILL.

Is that all? she asked, half laughing, half excited.

He telegraphed your mother the substance of a moderate-sized letter. Shes probably in her room now, reading it. She showed it to me in amazement, but I didnt have time to follow all his polite and grateful meanderings.

I wish to see it! said the girl excitedly.

Go ahead; your mother has it. I was anxious to let you know how matters had turned out, first.

Youre a dear! she repeated, and her voice was not any too steady. I am happy; I am happier than Ive been for— She checked herself, and bent her head for a moment; he pretended to reread the telegram.

It will be all right now, he observed.

I wish I knew, she said under her breath.

Dont you?

She lifted her honest eyes to his. How can I know, Jim? I dont know how men are. It all happened over a year ago.... I was no wiser than a schoolgirl. What experience had I — with such episodes — such conditions — or with anything?

You did act like a schoolgirl — to send him about his business, said Edgerton with a shrug.

I wouldnt have if I hadnt — hadnt — —

Cared for him?

Loved him, she said steadily.

Youre a corker, Christine! he said in genuine admiration.

Am I? Thank you, Jim.

Yes, you are; and so is Billy Inwood — the real Billy. Young men like to chase about with married women. They love to delude themselves into the pleasing belief that they are sad dogs — —

There was more to it than that, said the girl; he went to Keno to see her. That is what confounded me.

While she was getting her divorce?

Yes.

Then you can bet that there was nothing in it, you little goose.... Who was she, anyway?

A Mrs. Atherstane. Do you know her?

No, said Edgerton; and you certainly did act like a schoolgirl.

I know I did, and I was twenty.... I asked him to come, to Hot Springs; she requested him to go to Keno. He took his choice; he had a perfect right to.... And then I wrote him that letter, dismissing him.

Ought never to have done it, sweetness, said Edgerton gravely. There are no fetters to hold a man like absolute freedom. He was probably bound to her in various ways, innocently enough, of course; but she was probably lonely and in trouble — and — noblesse oblige. I tell you a young man has to pay for sympathizing with an unhappily married woman! And she usually sees that he does.

Christine sat back, nursing her knees, eyes downcast.

He was right, she said. She was his friend.

Perhaps he was more right than you realize, Christine. When a mans man friend is battered and used up, the man still clings to him — anyway, until he borrows money; but when his woman friend becomes slightly the worse for wear, he is inclined to discard her as naïvely as he would a worn-out coat. That is the rule — romance to the contrary.... Inwood proved the exception, thats all.

Yes, said the girl in a low voice.

He proved the exception to me, too, said Edgerton, smiling.

To you, Jim?

Certainly; wanted to lend me money when I arrived in town on my uppers.

The girl smiled.

Oh, hes all right, said Edgerton; Ive known him since he was six and I twelve.

He — is — all — right, repeated Christine slowly; but — am I, Jim?

You know you are — kleine Fischerin!

But I wrote him that wretched letter. If it hurt him as it hurt me— She ceased abruptly, and turned her face toward the window.

You were years younger, then.

One year, tremulously.

Years, sweetness.... Do you think your father will ever stand for him?

He scarcely knows him. He did not understand why Mr. Inwood never came to Hot Springs, or why I never again saw him. Probably he supposes I lost interest.

So your father believes that you are all over that affair, doesnt he?

Yes; but he probably remembers that Mr. Inwood was to have come to Hot Springs, and didnt. Fathers usually remember such things, and sometimes ask why.

Well, Christine, he said, smiling, youll have to fix it with your father; and I think you can.

Why do you think so?

Because there is much of your father in you — steel under the velvet skin of that pretty figure, or I miss my guess.

The girl said thoughtfully: I am, perhaps, more like father than Jack is.... That is not really what concerns me.... Has Mr. Inwood changed — in appearance?

Within a year? No! Nor otherwise, Ill wager.

Do you — think — —

I dont know; I dont know, little girl. Men are protean creatures; God knows what incarnation theyll assume next! ... But if a woman really cares for a man, and if he isnt in love with anybody else, it ought to be a cinch — even if he had as many incarnations as Albert Chevallier!

Jim!

Well, I know my sex, he said; the cleverest of them are boobs in the hands of yours — —

Jim! You are becoming horrid!

That means Im becoming truthful. Hooray! I see Bills happy finish. He picked up her soft little hand and kissed it. Velvet and steel, he said— the hand that rocks the world! Yes? No? Good-by, you little wretch! Im going canoeing with my cousin Diana.

Did you say that mother has that telegram? she asked naïvely, sliding from the window-sill to the floor.

Yes; and its a mile long — a bally serial, Christine — to be continued this evening, I expect.

They clasped hands at the threshold; then she ran upstairs, and he sauntered out to the tennis court, where Diana still sat on her high perch knitting the silken tie, although below her the game had ended and the players had gone to the terrace for iced tea.

Well, of all pretty monuments! he exclaimed. You have the other one on the Madison Square tower beaten to a froth!

Beware of my arrows, she said, smiling, as the wind blew her scarf into a silvery arc from her shoulders.

Arrows? No, Im wrong; you look like the Angel of the Central Park Fountain.

I feel like the dickens, she said, folding her knitting and descending the steps.

Headache?

No; I merely sat up too late, and Im sleepy. Its perfectly horrid that you cant stop when youre winning.... What did you wish me to do, Jim — canoe with you?

I thought you wanted to.

Is that why you asked me?

I wanted to, also. Why do you always put me in wrong, Diana?

Jim, do I put you in wrong, as you call it?

Sometimes.

Well, its horrid of me. Forgive me. I do try to be such good friends with you, and somehow I dont succeed.

You — we are good friends, he said; you know perfectly well how I feel about you.

They had walked as far as the rivers edge, where several green-hulled canvas canoes lay on the grass.

Suppose we walk, she said; shall we? Im too lazy to paddle. Im sleepy, Jim. A walk ought to wake me up.

I know a ledge where you can take a cat nap, he said. Accept forty winks from me, and well paddle afterwards.

So they strolled along the river path, fragrant with mint and vine and blossom; and presently the cool green of the woods enveloped them, and their feet pressed the moist, springy leaves of a forest path that led over little brooks and up a slope of young growth, all checkered with sun spots, to a vast overhanging ledge of rocks.

Just look at that moss! exclaimed Diana. I believe Ill sit down on it this minute. Jim, do sit down. Its like velvet, and theres miles of it; and here is the most enchanting silver birch tree for my back to rest on, and some wood lilies to look at.... Isnt this heavenly!

Out of sight, he said lazily, stretching himself at her feet and glancing up at her. Go ahead with your cat nap. Ill time you half an hour.

After a moment he laughed, and her eyebrows went up in a silent question.

He said: I never noticed it before. Its odd.

Noticed what?

How funny they are in outline — your eyes, I mean.

Thank you, Jim.

Oh, theyre most engaging eyes, Diana.

More thanks, thank you!

I mean that they tip up a trifle — just a trifle, Japonette.

They dont!

They do. Like a pretty Japanese girls. Only yours are blue.... Theyre very blue — unusually — like the sky — that sort of blue.

Young man, she said with mock seriousness, dont you know what comes of speculating in ladies eyes?

Bankruptcy of the heart, he nodded.

Then choose some safer and preferred stock, please.

He lay smiling up at her, watching the shades of expression varying in her youthful face — watching the delicate shape of her mouth, which had always fascinated him with its unspoiled purity.

Do you know, he said, partly to himself, that when I first set eyes on you, Japonette, I knew I had never seen anything half as beautiful.

You didnt think so long, she returned, laughing. Christine is goddess of beauty just now.

I have always thought so, he repeated.

Then — why dont you ever say it to me?

His smile changed a little.

What would be the use of my telling you that you are beautiful?

Use?

What good would it do for me to become sentimental over your beauty?

Lots of good — to me, Jim. You cant tell a girl too often that she is pretty — when you really think so.... And I almost believe you do think so. She glanced at him sideways, laughed a little, then her blue eyes wandered and she leaned back, pensive, twisting a green oak leaf between idle fingers.

Do you know, he said after a moment, that, just now, you are like Japonette again. I havent seen you so like the real Japonette for a long while.

How can I be Japonette again? I lack the sandals and butterfly sash and the peonies over my ears, Jim. And — that was about all you saw in Japonette, wasnt it?

Almost all. Her face was only a shadowy flower against the sunshine, and its enchantment turned the world to fairyland.

Alas! the spell was temporary. The victim of my spells fled to the roof, and told me stories about starlings and — and children.... But, somehow, I let him get away from me, and I dont know how to find him again.

Edgerton watched her. She had plaited a sash out of green oak leaves and fitted it around her slender waist; and now, absently, she was placing in her hair, above each little close-set ear, a scarlet wood lily.

Presently she caught his eye, and made him a pretty gesture.
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Presently she caught his eye, and made him a pretty gesture.

You see I am trying my best to return with you to yesterday.... It is a long path — back over the hours and minutes to yesterday, back to a land of dreamy suns and forgotten skies, and unremembered thoughts.... Shall I try to guide you?

Yes, he said, not smiling.

We may lose our way among the phantoms, she warned him gayly; then became preternaturally solemn, resting her chin in one hand.

Her seriousness enchanted him — her youthful grace as she bent slightly above him, one warning finger uplifted as when a nurse speaks of mysteries to a child in the quiet of twilight.

Join hands with me in spirit, and Ill try to lead you, she said.... Now, follow me, while we make our way through the throng of strange faces, treading a path silently, discreetly, avoiding this pretty girl with her bright brown eyes.

Christine, he thought, and started to speak.

Hush! she cautioned him; for we mustnt speak yet — not until were in the land of yesterday.... And we are passing over the minutes and hours and days and weeks — and its like treading on formless mist; so hold tightly to my hand, and follow me — through a golden ballroom, around a great gilded piano, then out into the June rain, Jim.... Have you let go my hand?

No.

Then we are very near the land of yesterday.... I thought I heard a starling whistle. Surely! and there is the sunset over the river — and now we are in the house, Jim. And it is not sunset, after all; it is sunrise — the sunburst of Japan! And there, against it — —

You! he said in a voice not very firm.

Hush! Those two figures we see are only phantoms. Let us stand here by the door and listen to what they might have said.

They did say things!

Ah! but it is to what they might have said that we must try to listen. Be very silent, now. Look at that girl in her silk and sandals and the flowers in her hair! Look at that young fellow, rooted to the floor, amazed at the apparition! Can you hear what he might have said to her in his astonishment?

He might have said: Your loveliness confounds me. You are the most beautiful vision I have ever dreamed. ... What does she say, Japonette?

She says: For a moment I was afraid youd filled your suit cases with our silver; but you are so obviously nice that I am not alarmed any more. Im merely ashamed to be caught here in this theatrical dress. What might he have said to that, Jim?

He might have said: Is it a heavenly possibility that you are real, and not a vision? Allah is merciful to the believer in dreams. Your name is Youth and Beauty; I will call you Japonette, but the high white gods have named you Diana. ... And what does she say, Japonette?

She might have answered: O youth with the engaging smile, out of my breast you have charmed the winged heart, and it is fluttering there above you, restless, uncertain — just beyond your reach. ... And what does — might he have answered, Jim?

He might have said: I love you, but my outward self does not know it yet — will not know it, even on the roof garden — even when the sun hangs low and the starlings pipe, and all the west is a glory of gold and rose; and I shall never know it until you lead me back from to-morrow, through the magic path of days and hours, to the true world of yesterday. ... What answer does she make Diana?

His voice had grown very unsteady; he lay there looking at her, the smile stamped on his lips. And her faint smile had become fixed, too.

She made no answer, said Diana.

She might have.... Remember, all this is what they might have said.

And did not.... I dont know what she might have said. ... Suddenly she flung the green sash of leaves from her body, tore the scarlet wood lilies from her hair, and flung them away with a gay, little laugh.

What an idle, silly pair we are, she said. Ive had my nap. Im awake, now.

Was all that a dream?

You know it was.... It began with a fable — which sent me off to sleep.

It ended in truth — and an awakening — for one of us.

Jim, youre not pretending to be serious, are you? Goodness! she added impatiently; cant I pretend with you, and not be misunderstood?

He sat up, sprang to his feet, and began to pace the moss.

She, resting against the silver birch, watched him, already a little frightened, her heart beginning to beat high and fast.

Suddenly he came back and, resting on one knee, bent over beside her.

Did you mean nothing of that? Nothing?

Nothing; why should you be silly enough to suppose — —

I did suppose for a moment.

Jim, you are not pretending to court me, are you?

Not pretending.... No, Im not doing it.... How can a beggar think of such a thing as courtship?

Beggars court most ardently — sometimes, she said, laughing tremulously. But its not hearts they usually court.

He knelt there, thinking a moment, head bent. Then he looked up at her.

I have no reason to believe that you care for me, he said— more than for any other man, I mean.

You have no reason to believe so, she repeated, now thoroughly alarmed at what shed done; and yet it was what she had deliberately set out to do. Her breath came unevenly. She strove to retain her composure, to recover the ground he seemed to have gained.

Jim, she said, you are too easily affected by your surroundings. A few trees, a summer sky, and a girl are destruction to you.

You dont think that, he said quietly.

I do, indeed. Witness my fate, and the plight of Christine.

He said, watching her: Do you suppose that there is any sentimentality between Christine Rivett and me?

Oh, Jim! dont shuffle — —

She is in love with another man, he said.

Nonsense! But a strange thrill shot through and through her, and, confused, she bent forward, looking him straight in the face.

Diana! Diana! he said under his breath, did you care?

I? she said, reddening. Jim, I am not a baby.... I thought — as everybody thought — but it was of no consequence — except that she is a sweet girl, and you are my friend.

She recovered herself with a little laugh — or would have, had his hand not closed on hers. She gave it a friendly and vigorous pressure, and attempted to drop it; but he placed the other hand over it, inclosing her slender fingers, which frightened her into pretense of unconsciousness.

Now she stood on the threshold. Now she was on the eve of that daybreak from which she had prayed that the shadows might flee away; and she shrank from the coming light, afraid, while dawn threatened her with what, as yet, she had left undone. And even through the confused sense of expectancy and consternation ran a fierce flame of happiness.

Then, unable to endure it longer, she flung the mask from her, facing the tempest she had sown.

Let me go, Jim, she said in a colorless voice.

But he held her hand closely imprisoned, and the next moment her body. The rapid racket of her heart seemed to stifle her; she tried to speak — lay inert, crushed against his shoulder, dumb, scarlet, under his kiss.

I love you, he said; Ive always loved you.... Im a blackguard to say it — penniless nobody that I am — without much chance to be anything else, apparently. But I say it for better or worse.... I love you. You like me, but you think lightly of me.... With sufficient reason, God knows.... And I have no right to touch you — no right in decency or law, Diana.

She forced herself away from him, but, somehow, held his hands clasped convulsively in hers.

You — shouldnt have kissed me, she managed to say. You mustnt do it again — ever.

He laid his face against their clasped hands; her own tightened.

Nevertheless, he said, I love you.

You mustnt speak that way— She dropped her flushed face; he lifted it, and kissed her again.

When he released her, she leaned back against the silver birch, head lowered, silent and did not move her hands from the moss as he bent and kissed them, too.

When at last she found her voice, she spoke so low that he bent his head closer to listen.

That is the one imprudence I have never before committed — contact with any man. You must not do it to me again.... I dont know how to take it. I cant love you. You know that. She looked up at him. Dont you know it?

Yes, he said stubbornly.

You do know that I cant; dont you? And that you cannot really love me?

I suppose it ought to be that way; but it isnt.

And now the moment had come to make her desire a certainty — and finish what she had set herself to do — for this mans sake. She said:

You cant care for me, Jim! What am I anyway? A shallow, pleasure-loving nobody, who sells her frivolous social gifts because it is pleasanter and easier to make a living that way than to exercise a decent profession. How can such a man as you really fall in love with such a woman?

She rose to her feet and stood leaning against the tree; and he rose, too, releasing her fingers.

She touched her hair, passed her hands slowly over her eyes, let them fall idly by her side; then, after a moment, looked up at him, faintly smiling.

Melodrama is no use, is it? she said. You are not impressed by it; I cant act it. Life is less serious than the stage. Shall we come back together along the road to yesterday, and find our old, safe footing? ... And — shall I forgive you what youve done this summer day?

I want you to marry me, he said between compressed lips. Ill make good, yet.

What! she exclaimed in apparent amazement. You!

Will you marry me?

How she forced the light laughter she never understood; and she saw her gayety bring the blood to his face like a whip lash.

Marry! No, I wont marry you, she laughed. Mercy on the man! Does he suppose I wish to marry a professional entertainer? — a generally useful gentleman — a big, strong, healthy, well-built, intelligent fellow, too indolent to rouse himself and make a respectable living? — too self-indulgent to start in a manly career and fight the world — take it by the throat and shake a decent living out of its sinful old pockets?

A deeper flush of astonishment and mortification swept his face, settling to the roots of his hair.

She did not seem to notice it or his silence.

Nonsense, she laughed; a girl, with any humor, simply couldnt love such a man, even if she wanted to, Jim. Because, how can she respect him? ... Youre a dear, generous fellow — nice to everybody, perfectly sweet to Silvette and to me, and I do like you — even love you, in a certain sense — and I didnt really mind being kissed any more than as though Silvette had done it. But Im simply not fashioned to lose my head over a man who is hired by the month to be socially pleasant. She laughed again, and laid her hand carelessly on his arm; and under her touch she felt it was rigid and hard as iron.

You see, dont you? she said sweetly. Youre not grown up yet, Jim. It takes more than you yet are to satisfy me.

He managed to force his voice out of his quivering throat.

Youre right, he said. I didnt know what I was talking about. You are worth trying for.

They turned away together; she slipped one hand confidently through his arm, leaning on him lightly as they walked.

Youre not hopelessly offended, are you, Jim?

No — good God, no.

Id love you if I could, she said soothingly, but the instincts of mating with anything resembling servitude are wanting in me. Besides, two slaves are enough for one family — Silvette and I.... You are not hurt or angry at my very horrid frankness?

No.... What you said is all right. He lifted his eyes and looked his punishment squarely in the face; and her heart failed her, so that she turned her head swiftly, the tears stinging her throat.

They walked soberly on through the meadow up to the house. She gave him her hand at parting; then went leisurely to her room to dress for dinner.

And Silvette found her there alone on her knees beside the window, partly undressed, her head buried in her arms, the brown locks clustering against her pale and tear-stained face.

Diana! she exclaimed softly. What is the matter, child?
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Diana! she exclaimed softly.

The girl got up wearily, keeping her face out of the flood of light from the electric brackets.

Nothing much, she said; Ive only been very horrid to Jim.

I thought you were going to be kinder, said Silvette, astonished.

I have been; but he doesnt know it.

Her sister stood silent, looking at her with sorrowful eyes.

Dont sympathize with me; I — I cant bear it, Silvie.

No — if you dont wish it, dear.... Shall I fix your bath? ... And — who do you suppose is downstairs?

Diana looked up inquiringly.

The man you flirted with so outrageously at Keno!

Which? asked Diana naïvely.

Billy Inwood!

Diana brightened a little.

At least, she said with sad satisfaction, I can occupy my mind with him for a while. He got away before he was thoroughly disciplined. I believe there was another girl somewhere.... I think Ill obliterate her — unless I approve of her. Theres the making of a man in that boy, Silvette.

But she decided otherwise a few moments before dinner was announced, when Inwood made his appearance in the drawing-room and greeted his hostess. Then, catching sight of her, he came hastily toward her with both hands outstretched.

Diana! he exclaimed; isnt this jolly! Im terribly glad to see you again... And Silvette! Oh, this is simply too delightful! I — —

Speech stopped, perhaps froze on his lips; then he turned fiery red as he stepped forward to greet Mrs. Wemyss. A year ago she had been a comparatively slim and pretty divorcée; to-day even the embarrassing opulence and prodigality of her charms had not altered the doll-like perfection of her features. He knew her instantly, and, in his brain, chaos menaced him.

How do you do, he said; this is most delightful and surprising. Lilly — —

Charming, murmured Mrs. Wemyss; and, under her smile, she lowered her voice: Im Lilly Wemyss; Ive taken my maiden name. Dont forget, and call me Mrs. Atherstane.

He nodded, the fixed smile imprinted on his features; and it remained there as they stood in conversation until dinner was announced.

He took in Christine. The girls arm rested lightly as a feather on his sleeve. During dinner she talked to him pleasantly, but without animation; and, somehow, all seemed to go wrong with him, for he found scarcely anything to say to Christine — anything that was not trite and banal. And his haunted eyes reverted again and again to Mrs. Wemyss.

Oh, Lord! he thought, what a horrible mess; and is Lilly going to expect me to — to — —

But his scared wits could speculate no farther, and he sat beside Christine, worried, unhappy, penitent, too miserable to enjoy the moment to which he had looked forward so impetuously all day long — a moment which, two days ago, he dared not believe would ever again come into his life.


CHAPTER VIII

MILLE MODI VENERIS
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A NUMBER OF matters had been slightly disturbing Colonel Curmews intellect and digestion. One thing, he had lost money at cards — a thing he hated as heartily as Judge Wicklow hated it. Another matter — Jack Rivett had fairly driven him out of Silvettes vicinity. True, an easily transferred devotion to her sister already consoled him; the one was as ornamental as the other, but he liked young Rivett no better.

He desired to ingratiate himself with Jack because the boy had never liked him, and he neither understood why nor became reconciled to it; and he was always making advances and assuming, under the jocular familiarity of an older man, that there existed between himself and Jack a delightful and cordial understanding, which Jack coolly ignored; and the colonel disliked him the more.

Then, there was another matter which occupied him — had occupied him, now, for several years. He meant to marry Christine Rivett some day. For the present he was satisfied to treat her with the same jovial familiarity with which he treated her brother; and now it seemed to him that Christine, whom he feared might become too much interested in Edgerton, was veering toward this young Inwood fellow who had just arrived.

Colonel Curmew was not actually alarmed; he was merely bored, and now and then a trifle uneasy, because he had to take this and other matters into his calculations in being attentive to Diana Tennant.

No, he was not worried. He Lad become cheerfully convinced that both these matters could be properly attended to. Let Christine have her fling and grow up. Her fortune kept pace with her, anyway.

But about Diana Tennant he had not yet entirely made up his mind — and yet he had made it up, too, after a fashion.

There were, including Dianas youth and beauty, several things about her which were likely to attract the attention of such a man as Follis Curmew. First of all, she was poor. Also, she was self-supporting and alone in the world except for a similarly situated sister who didnt count, and a very distant relative who didnt really count, either.

She was beautiful and clever; men appreciate such women. Such women, he also believed, deeply appreciated the kind of things they could not afford.... And, furthermore, he did not hesitate to believe that such women were perfectly capable of appreciating middle-aged military gentlemen of discretion, fortune, and liberality in reason.

So he contrived to get as close to Diana as he could on all occasions; and very often, to her surprise, she found him at her heels or seated unnaturally near her, pale eyes slightly protruding, his curling mustache and little side whiskers faintly redolent of brilliantine.

Amused, and not yet uneasy, she mentioned his assiduity to her sister, and thought nothing further of it; nor did Silvette, preoccupied with an episode of her own which threatened to become something approaching a problem.

Instinct told her that Jack Rivett preferred her to anybody at Adriutha; and she liked him well enough to find his attention agreeable. But little by little it became more marked — to her, if not to others — and she experienced a slight uneasiness concerning this very rich and idle only son, the ambition of whose father had now become plain to her.

So Silvette at first very pleasantly discouraged him, and kept out of tête-à-têtes as much as possible, in which maneuvers she was not very successful. For the girl found in this lazy, witty, good-humored, self-indulgent young fellow a cool and confident adversary — resistless because of his charming manner toward her and his unvarying cheerfulness under rebuffs which were becoming more frequent and more severe — and, alas, more useless.

About a week after Inwoods arrival, while writing a letter in the rose-garden pavilion, a shadow checkered the lattice work and fell across her note paper; and, glancing up, she beheld Jack Rivett, hands in his coat pockets, the breeze ruffling his blond hair.
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Glancing up, she beheld Jack Rivett.

Im writing, she said, annoyed.

Ill sit down on the sundial, he rejoined with a bow and a smile as though accepting a delightful invitation.

But Ill be writing about two hours, she observed coldly.

Writing about two hours? he repeated. But why write about hours at all, dear lady. An hour is an arbitrary division of time, interesting only to the unhappy.

Very witty, she said. Go and scratch it on the sundial.

And she resumed her letter, trying not to be aware of the blond young man seated just outside the summer house, where the sun gilded his hair and the wind mussed it into a most becoming mop.

Several times she bit the pearl tip of her penholder, frowning; but he always seemed to catch her eye at such moments, and her deepening frown only produced on his face an expression which was so very humble that it became almost mischievous.

Jack!

He hurriedly rose, and looked all around him among the roses as though eagerly searching for the person who had called him.

Jack! she repeated emphatically.

He pretended to discover her for the first time, and hurried joyously to the lattice door.

Jack — you perfect idiot! I want to write, and I simply cant, with you sitting around in that martyred manner.

How far away shall I retire? he inquired, so sad and crestfallen, that between amusement and annoyance she did not reply, but merely sat tapping with her pen and inspecting her letter.

As she did not speak again, very cautiously — and holding up one hand as an unwelcome dog holds up one beseeching paw to ward off calamity — he ventured to seat himself on a bench outside the summer house.

She was perfectly aware of the inimitable pantomime, and a violent desire to laugh seized her, but she only bit her lip and resolutely dipped her pen into the ink once more.

She wrote obstinately, knowing all the while that shed have to rewrite it. His excessive stillness began to get on her nerves; and, after a quarter of an hours preternatural silence, she could endure it no longer.

Jack!

Dear lady? he replied patiently.

Why dont you say something?

I was forbidden the exquisite consolation of noise.

Its horribly hot and still out here. Why dont the birds sing?

Theyre moulting, dear lady. All their little pin feathers have become unfastened, and their bills are probably full of pins while they make themselves tidy again.

So that is why they dont sing in July? she said.

That is why, he explained seriously.

Well, then, why dont you sing? You are not untidy.

Nothing could suit my pensive and melancholy mood better, he said sadly.

A moment later, sitting outside her door, he began with deep emotion to sing one of Kirks melting melodies:

With head bowed low a dentist stood

Before his office chair;

A handsome lady customer

Into his eyes did stare.

He tried to fake a careless smile

And hide his drooping jaw,

But all in vain because his guilt

Was plainly to be saw.

His voice was choked with shame and fear,

He said, Forgive me, miss!

But when he begged her pardon there

The lady then did hiss:

Chorus.

Take back them teeth you made me! I

Wont wear them in my face!

Go hang them in your parlor as

A badge of your disgrace.

You swore them crowns was solid gold!

Youre false — like teeth and men!

Take back them teeth, you lobster!

Never speak to me again!

Take back — take ba-ack — take ba-a-a — —



Jack! she exclaimed, that is the most — most degraded thing I ever heard you utter!

Im accustoming you, by degrees, to my repertoire. With infinite precautions you will, in time, be able to endure much worse than this, he explained kindly. Now, what shall we try next, dear lady? I have a little song called: Only a pint of shoe strings!

Dont you dare attempt it! ... Jack, please go away. Wont you, when I ask it?

She mutters the unthinkable, he said, shaking his head. My music has unseated her reason. By and by she will begin to moan and revive.

Its perfectly outrageous, she said, tearing up what she had written, and moving aside a little so that sufficient space remained for — her sister, perhaps. So he entered the summer house and waited for an invitation, bland, cheerful, irresistible.

I had no idea I was so pitiably weak-minded, she said.

He accepted the avowal as his invitation, and seated himself.

Silvette, he said genially, what are we going to do to-day?

Who?

Why, you and I. Who cares what the others do in this mad world, dear lady?

I dont know about the world, she said, but theres one girl in it who is mad; and shes going to her room to write letters.

When?

Now!

Dont.

Indeed, I shall!

Shall, or will? he inquired, guilelessly, People mix up those two auxiliaries so persistently that theres no telling what anybody really means in these days.

She considered a moment, then turned and looked at him.

Jack, she said sweetly, dont follow me about?

I? Follow you! Thats more madness, dear lady. Who on earth ever whispered to you that I could ever do such a — —

Wont you be serious, please?

Her pretty, dark eyes were serious enough, even appealing. He became solemn at once.

You have forced me to say this, she ventured. I didnt wish to; I thought youd understand, but you dont seem to. So I am compelled to say to you that — it is — better taste for you to — not to — —

She hesitated, glanced up at him, colored brightly.

You know perfectly well what I mean! And there you sit, letting me try to tell you as nicely as I can — —

About what, dear lady?

About you and me! she said, incensed. You know perfectly well that Ive been obliged to avoid being alone with you.

Why?

Because, she said, intensely annoyed, I am employed by your parents, and you are an only son of Mr. Jacob Rivett.... Is that unmistakable?

He said nothing.

She went on: You know I like you, Jack. You seem to like me. If you do, youll understand that this — this continually seeking me out, separating me from the others, isnt fair to me.... Im trying not to talk nonsense about it. I know you mean nothing but kindness; but it isnt wise, and it is not agreeable, either. So let us enjoy our very delightful friendship as freely among others as we do when alone together— She stopped abruptly, blushed to her hair, furious at herself, astonished that her tongue could have blundered so. The next instant she understood that he was too decent to notice her blunder. Indeed, to look at him, she almost persuaded herself that he had not even heard her speak, so coolly remote were his eyes, so preoccupied his air as he sat facing the far hills, blue in the July haze.

Presently he looked up at her.

What was it you were lecturing me about? he asked cheerfully.

About our twosing, Jack.

Did you say you did prefer it, or otherwise?

Otherwise — you monkey! she said, laughing, free of the restraint and of the bright color that had made even her neck hot.

Very well, he said briskly; keep your distance! Dont start running after me the moment I come in sight across the landscape. Will you promise?

I promise, she said solemnly.

Thank you. I shall have a little leisure now. Ill have so much I wont know what to do with it. Can you advise me?

I cannot.

Then Ill have to think for myself.... Ill have to do something, of course.... Suppose you and I take a canoe — —

Canoes hold only two, Jack.

By Jove! What am I thinking of! Thank you for saving me from incredible suffering.... So suppose we dont take a canoe, you and I, but we take the red runabout?

Jack!

What?

The red runabout holds two, only.

I must be demented! he said with a shudder.... Silvette, Ill tell you what well do — well take a walk, you and I. Theres room all around us for millions of other people. They can come if they like; if they dont, why, its up to them!

No, Jack.

Wont it do?

No. Why wont you be a little bit serious about a matter that, after all, concerns me very nearly.

I am serious, he said. It concerns me, too.

No, it doesnt.

Indeed, it does. Two people are not to go twosing any more; Im one of those people. Therefore, it concerns me, doesnt it?

She looked at him, confused, half smiling, half reluctant.

Dont you know, she said, that your attention to me is worrying your father and mother?

He thought a moment, then slowly turned toward her a sober and youthful face, from which all humor had departed; and she looked back at him out of grave young eyes that met his very sweetly, but inexorably.

Do you mean it, Silvette?

About your parents?

Yes.

Yes, I do, Jack.

He said, partly to himself: I had not noticed it.

I have. Its a womans business to notice such things. Otherwise, shell find herself in trouble.... Inclination is a silly guide, Jack.

For me?

For — us both.... I will be frank with you all the way through. I do like you. I enjoy our tête-à-têtes. They are perfectly honest and harmless, and without significance — the significance, alas, that others will surely attach to them.... It isnt that theres anything wrong with you and me, Jack.... Its the World that is wrong.... But — its the World; and you and I must conform to its prejudices as long as we inhabit it — at least I must.

I suppose you must, he said. Then, leaning a little nearer, he took her hand, held it lightly across his palm, looked at it a moment, then at her.

Will you let me tell father and mother that I am in love with you, and wish to marry you? he said.

Jack! she exclaimed in consternation.

Will you let me?

No, I wont! ... Jack! Dont be foolish. I had no idea you had arrived as far as that. I had no reason to think so — to suppose for one moment — because it has always been the jolliest and most unsentimental — and — you never even touched me before.

Her color brightened, and her breath came irregularly. She tried to laugh, and failed.

You know perfectly well that they have other ambitions for you.

I know.... How is it with you, Silvette?

With me? What do you mean?

Could you care for me?

I — I havent even thought about such a — I havent really, Jack. You know that, dont you? You must try to look back on our very brief friendship — try to recollect how brief it has been — try to remember — remember how happy and amusing and confident that friendship has been — with no suspicion of sentiment to embarrass or vex — —

I know.... Isnt there any hope for me?

Hope? No.... Dont put it that way, Jack.... I dont love you.... I oughtnt to, and, thank Heaven, I dont. And you dont really love me — you dear, sweet fellow! Its just part of your niceness — your generous attitude toward a girl — —

Im in love with you.... But that mustnt worry you. It had to be. You need feel no self-reproach. You didnt do anything — you were just yourself — and I — he laughed a little— started in to love you as soon as I saw you.... Im glad you know it, anyway. We wont say anything more about it — —

Jack, we will! Do you understand that you have distressed me dreadfully? Do you realize what a girls responsibilities are when a nice man loves her? Do you think she can merely shrug her shoulders and go about her daily frivolities without another thought?

She rose to her feet, looking at him earnestly.

Oh, Jack! Jack! she said, nervously clasping and unclasping her hands; why did you do this? Why did you?

He forced a laugh. I wont do it again — ever, he said. Promise you never to fall-in-love-again-hope-I-may-dien-cross mheart.

But there were no smiles left in her now.

If you dont behave, he threatened, Ill lock us both inside and sing songs to you! ... But the smile died out on his face. I was a gink to tell you. Dont feel unhappy about it, again the engaging humor glimmered in his eyes. Cheer up, Silvette; you may fall in love with me yet!

She looked up, the smile dawning, distressed, yet sweet.

Dont let me, Jack.... Because Im all right, so far.... And you know what your father wishes for you. I want to deal honorably by him.

All right, he said quietly.

They walked slowly back to the house together, and the girl went directly to her room, where she found her sister mending stockings.


CHAPTER IX

NON SEQUITUR

[image: img394.jpg]

SILVETTE DROPPED INTO an armchair, crossed her knees, and sat swinging her foot and gazing through the open window in silence until Dianas head, lifted from time to time in smiling interrogation, could be no longer ignored.

Jack Rivett has asked me to marry him, she said in an expressionless voice.

Diana laughed in frank surprise:

That infant!

Yes.

What an absurdity!

Her sister said nothing.

How did it come — out of a clear sky?

Yes.... I knew he liked me. I had no idea he wanted to marry me.

Youre not going to, are you?

No.

I should think not. It would be sheer cradle snatching.

Hes a year older than I am.

In years, yes; but, intellectually, he ought to be playing marbles. Moreover, that sort of a boy never grows up.

I dont think he will.... God bestows that gift sometimes.

What gift?

The gift of eternal youth.... I havent it.... But I believe it can be shared. She gazed thoughtfully at the distant hills. Years and years slip from me when that boy and I talk nonsense together.

Better talk sense with him, and wake up, sweetness, or youll relapse into your second childhood.

I have just been talking sense to him.... Im awake, she said dreamily.

Do you mean to admit that the interview has seriously affected you?

Oh, I dont know yet.

Better investigate, said Diana. You know what his parents expect of their children. And if we are to remain here, I think, dear, that you had better see a little less of Jack Rivett than you have been seeing. Dont you?

I am sure of it.

Otherwise, continued Diana calmly, it would be playing the game fairer for you and me to seek another business engagement. These people have been very honorable toward us. We can scarcely permit them to outdo us.

Silvette looked up calmly, her cheek resting on her hand.

How dishonorable would it be? she asked.

What?

To — let him fall in love with me?

Ask yourself. You know their social ambitions.

I know; but, after all, you and I started out to make of life a successful business proposition. I thought a desirable marriage was to be part of the programme.

Do you consider Jack Rivett desirable? He could take you nowhere. With all his wealth, where could you take him? And anyway, its not playing the game, Silvie. Its kidnaping. She laughed. Take a man of your size — and of the world, little sister; and if he isnt of the world, and is poor, defy him to take you! — give him battle — put up a good fight with foot, horse, and artillery. The best one of you will always win, and the other get whats coming.

Silvette went to the desk, supplied herself with pen and paper, and prepared to resume her interrupted correspondence. Presently she looked around, pen poised.
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Presently she looked around, pen poised.

Did the best man win between you and Jim Edgerton? she asked.

Diana bent lower over her sewing.

Im afraid so, Silvie.

Then you won.

I think so.... I have fought it over every day since — alone.

You poor little thing, said Silvette softly.

Diana looked up with a slight smile. Perhaps you misunderstood me, dear. I told you I was winning.... Which means, I think, that Jim Edgerton isnt going to remain very long at Adriutha.

Where is he going?

I dont know that he is going at all; he doesnt know it, either.... But, somehow, I dare believe that he is going.

Where?

Into a mans world to engage in a mans business.

It isnt in him, Diana.... You are taking a great responsibility on your shoulders. Do you realize that you are?

Yes.

And that a man with no more force of character and real ability than he has may starve? That the world will probably break his heart, anyway.

Let it, then.... Only a real mans heart breaks. Ill know hes one if it does; and so will he. And thats worth all the rest.

Thats a stern creed, little sister, considering the pleasure-loving lips that utter it.

Out of the mouth of fools, wisdom. It doesnt matter what I am. The thing that is important is what he shall become.

If he become what you desire, he may have little further interest in you.

He will have none, if he becomes what he could become, said the girl steadily. Did you suppose my — ambition for him was selfish?

Little breaker of images, are you going to shatter your own under his very eyes?

He will be the iconoclast some day.... Probably Ill be married before that — as soon, anyway, as its best for him.... Ive plenty of time. ... She smiled without a trace of mirth in her eyes. Mr. Snaith has already indicated his noiseless entry into the lists. He and Colonel Curmew are at lance points. Materially speaking, a girl ought to consider both of them.

But, child, we have many another business engagement before us yet, I trust.... You wouldnt think of taking the first — the first — —

Million offered? asked Diana, laughing. No, of course not, silly. Im merely observing the manners and customs of the creature man.

Silvette laughed, too. How are you getting on with Billy Inwood? she asked demurely— speaking of more agreeable matters.

Perfectly; after the initial shock at encountering me here, he behaved most reasonably. I have an idea that he came here on Christines account, and he seemed to be rather nervous as to his obligations to me, but I set that right at the first opportunity. I said: Billy, if I dont tell you, somebody else will, that Silvette and I are here practicing our profession, which is — to be amiable to the guests and help entertain them. So Im going to be just as amiable to you as I know how, but it need not frighten you because I have no designs on you.

They both laughed. Diana, mending her stocking, continued:

I think he was very much relieved, though he pretended not to be. I wonder if he did come here to see Christine? The girl is cool enough with him, and he is inclined to follow her about in an aimless sort of way, as though he had something on his mind.

He seems to be equally attentive to Christine and Mrs. Wemyss, observed Silvette. It appears that he and that ample beauty are old friends.

Who is Mrs. Wemyss, anyway?

Silvette smiled. I asked Mrs. Rivett, saying that there was something familiar about Mrs. Wemyss, and that I had an idea I had seen her somewhere; but Mrs. Rivett didnt know who she was. She had met her last winter at the Plaza, which is the kind of thing one might have expected — even of Mrs. Rivett, who is as dear a little woman as ever wore sapphires at breakfast.... What a horrid, cynical thing Im turning into! ... And now Im going to turn into an imitation of a young girl dressing for luncheon. Heigho! I wish other people were what they ought to be and I were what Id like to be. The world would wag very well, then.

Luncheon was the usual animated, gossipy, and amusing function that Silvette and Diana and Jack Rivett always made it, and at which Colonel Curmew assiduously assisted according to his notions of jollity.

Edgerton for the last week or so had remained rather silent among the others, amiable and nice always and perfectly receptive when spoken to, but not volunteering very much, and not, according to Colonel Curmews idea, earning his salary. However, as the colonel didnt like him, that fact may have colored his judgment when he spoke to Mr. Rivett about it after luncheon in the privacy of that silent mans study.

Hes turned into what I knew he was — a damned snob! said the colonel, sitting with widened legs, a rich cigar tucked in under his military mustache, and furtively loosening the rear buckle of his white waistcoat.

He doesnt pay for his keep, he went on. What use to you is a man who sits around looking unapproachable?

I have no difficulty in approaching him, observed Mr. Rivett.

You pay him. To look at him, one would think he paid you.

He pays me his services.

Ah, but he doesnt! Hes off with that little Diana girl half the time.

Thats their affair.

By gad! Is it? Theyre both here on a salary if it comes to that, Jake.... Say, did it ever strike you as funny — this cousin business he puts up?

Mr. Rivetts burned-brown eyes fixed themselves on the jaunty colonel.

How?

Oh, nothing.... Theyre rather distant relatives, thats all.... Not but what she seems to be straight — as far as I know.

What does anybody else know about her?

Oh, nothing — nothing, said the colonel, waving his cigar and heavy seal ring. But its curious.... You cant really say a word against an Edgerton, rich or poor; but, as far as I can see the girl is only a little adventuress looking for trouble.... Shell probably get it some day, he added with a tenor laugh peculiarly ungrateful to the auditory mechanism of Mr. Rivett.

The colonel puffed his cigar in smiling silence for a while; then, expelling another laugh and a large volume of blue smoke, slapped his knee, straightened his tie and waistcoat and shot his cuffs.
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The colonel puffed his cigar in smiling silence.

Shell be all right to take about town, eh, Jake? he said.

Mr. Rivett said nothing.

Now, theres old Parke Ellingford, continued the colonel; hes never had as good looking a girl, and, bgad! Ive seen em all — known most of em, he added with a leer. And take any of the men you and I know — Wallowby, Dankland, and that hatchet-faced Van Wyne! Theyve never had any better-looking girl than that little Diana.

Mr. Rivett said nothing.

Bgad! said the colonel, with a laugh that approached the falsetto, if she doesnt cut a dash in town this winter, I miss my guess.

Oh — are you to be in town? inquired Mr. Rivett.

I? No; Palm Beach, said the colonel hastily, watching the other out of his pale and protruding eyes. And then — I dont go in for such capers, he explained with a pained expression. What a man jokes about, he never bothers with.

Ive joked many a man out of half a million, observed Rivett grimly.

Thats different.... Im a settled citizen. He looked cautiously at Rivett, hesitated, then said carelessly: I mean to marry, some day.

Do you?

I do, certainly.... And I flatter myself that the woman I marry will receive her equivalent, sir.

Her moral equivalent?

Certainly. Perhaps not her — ah — financial equivalent. He looked up at Rivett to see how he took it. Rivett neither took it nor rejected it, apparently, and the colonel probed further.

I expect to wait a year or two — —

Arent you getting on, Follis?

No, sir, I am not getting on! said the colonel shortly. I am forty-five. No man is fit to marry before hes forty-seven, in my opinion. At that age hes able to treat his wife intelligently. Intelligence is what a young girl most deeply appreciates in a man.

A — young girl?

I prefer a youthful wife. Youth is susceptible of being moulded. I propose to make a perfect specimen of womanhood out of whatever charming and adolescent material fortune bestows upon me. The colonel slightly lifted his eyes until they protruded toward the ceiling. I shall consider my wife as a sacred trust, a soul for which I am responsible.

Very good idea, said Rivett without the slightest trace of expression on his face. Why not marry the little Diana — and mould her into the ideal?

Marry her! blurted out Curmew. What! Marry a hired — a paid — employee!

His countenance became crimson and congested, and his eyes popped and popped.

Rivett rose. My wife worked in her uncles kitchen when I married her, he said indifferently, and walked out.

On the stairway he joined Diana, also descending.

Well, he said, looking at her through his round glasses, you look happy enough.

I am, thank you, said the girl, smiling.

Dont thank me for it, he said dryly.

Youre to be thanked, too, she laughed— or ought to be. But you dont like it, I know, so I tell your wife how very pleasant you are making Adriutha for my sister and myself.

Do you find it pleasant?

Yes, I do.

Like the people?

They had halted on the stairs.

She looked up at him.

Some of them I like, she said frankly.

Which?

That is bad manners! ... But I like you and your wife and Christine and Jack.

All of us?

Unreservedly — except in your case.

Whats the matter with me? he asked grimly.

Why, I dont know you very well, she said, so how can — —

Come and talk it over, he said.

They resumed the descent of the stairway together, and, side by side, walked out to a seat on the terrace overlooking the river.

Sit down, maam, he said, dusting the marble bench with his drab-colored soft hat. She seated herself with decorum, inwardly amused. He dusted a place for himself, and sat down beside her.

Now, he said, whats the matter with me, Miss Tennant?

She laughed deliciously. Nothing that I have ever discovered.

Youre not much of an explorer, are you?

A rather good one, Mr. Rivett. But — you know there are still certain peaks in the world that defy approach, she added audaciously.

Im a peak, am I?

He came so near to smiling that the girl watched him with increasing interest.

You know, she said, that you are not exactly talkative, Mr. Rivett. How is a girl to form any definite idea of a — a — sphinx?

Thats two names youve called me already — he looked at his watch— in the last four minutes — a peak and a sphinx.

She was laughing so unrestrainedly now that the corners of his eyes began to wrinkle a trifle.

He said: What do you think of a self-made man who was once schoolmaster, day laborer, donkey-engine tender, foreman — all kinds of things, and whose wife was washing out a wood shed when he first met her?

Is that you?

It is. What do you think of such a mans chances in New York?

Financial?

Social.

I dont know New York.

Youre highly connected there?

It is a very distant connection.... Mr. Edgerton chooses to acknowledge it.

Hes a snob, isnt he?

Not in the slightest, she said pleasantly; but the blood mounted to her cheeks and betrayed her.

You like him?

Naturally.

Unnaturally, too?

Kinship has little to do with my liking him.

Hes rather easy-going, isnt he?

She flushed up again, and turned her clear eyes on his little brown ones.

Dont you like him? she asked.

Isnt he easy-going?

He has not yet found himself. He is an intelligent, warm-hearted, high-minded man, capable of taking an honorable position in the world.... And I do not doubt that he will one day take and keep it.

He was in iron, was he not — Edgerton, Tennant & Co.?

Yes.

Mr. Rivett thought for a while. By the way, he said, I neglected to answer your question. Ill answer it now. I like Mr. Edgerton.

Thank you, said Diana, not perfectly aware of what she said.

Mr. Rivett sat buried in meditation for fully five minutes; at the end of that period he turned his glasses on her.

I want to gossip with you, he said abruptly.
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I want to gossip with you, he said abruptly.

She began to laugh again.

How did you discover that I am such a dreadful gossip? Begin at once, please. I adore picking to pieces my absent acquaintances.

Yes — tearing em to tatters, the way you demolished Mr. Edgerton just now, he said grimly. Well, Ill begin the scandal bee. Where did you know Mr. Inwood?

In Keno, Nevada, she said coolly, wondering what was impending.

Know him long?

One winter.

In Keno?

In Keno.

Like him?

Immensely.

Oh! So youre going to tear him to tatters, too?

Just as I demolished Mr. Edgerton. Theyre the two nicest men I ever knew. Its odd, isnt it, that I didnt know they were such intimate friends before Mr. Inwood came here?

Are they?

I understand so.

And you didnt know it?

How should I? I never saw Mr. Inwood except that winter in Keno; and I dont know my cousin intimately.

How well do you know your cousin?

The girl sat thinking for a moment, then looked up frankly.

Perhaps you can judge, she said, and told him the history of her friendship with Edgerton from their meeting in his studio to their arrival at Adriutha. And Mr. Rivett listened without a shade of expression on his face, but his little dark eyes seemed to bore her through and through.

That, she said, is the situation. She hesitated, then meeting his gaze candidly, but with a slight increase of color in her cheeks:

I told you this because I wanted to be fair to Mr. Edgerton — in case — in the event of you — your family — people here not considering us of much importance. Mr. Edgerton is not responsible for us.... I think he came from some boyish impulse — some chivalrous notion that my sister and I, being alone, might receive perhaps more consideration if a man of our family accompanied us.

I see.

I wanted you to see. Im glad Ive had an opportunity to make the matter plain that Mr. Edgerton is in no way responsible for any shortcomings on our part.

Nobody complains of you.

Oh, no; everybody is nice to us. But — we — do things — which — women of his family — perhaps would not do.

Smoke?

Yes. Cocktails, too. Also we gamble, dreadfully.

Wouldnt his people?

I dont know, said the girl. I dont know New York. One reads about these rather harmless vices being universal there. But Silvette and I are really provincial. Provincials usually go too far in either direction. It was only that I did not wish people to judge Mr. Edgerton from us.

Mr. Rivett scraped the gravel with his cane for a moment, then:

So you like Inwood?

Very much.

Wasnt he mixed up in some mess or other?

I never heard so, she said, surprised.

Oh! What was he doing in Keno?

She laughed. Visiting, as we were, I suppose. You know we werent being divorced.

Glad to hear it.

You didnt think so! she exclaimed.

His eyes twinkled.

No, he said, I didnt. But you cant throw a stone into a crowd and give odds on its not hitting a divorced person.

Does divorce shock you?

Not in the least; Im past shocks, young lady. Who is Mrs. Wemyss?

Your own guest?

He winced. Im asking you. We made her acquaintance at the Plaza last winter.... It seems that she and young Inwood knew each other in Keno.

That is where Ive seen her! said Diana with innocent conviction. I knew Id seen her somewhere.... But she was very much slighter — oh, very much — and extremely pretty.

Divorcée?

Isnt she a widow?

I guess so.... No matter. ... He stood up briskly; she rose, too, understanding that the interview was ended — feeling slightly uncomfortable because she had permitted herself to be so thoroughly pumped. Yet there seemed to be nothing significant in the operation or results.

Im going for a ride with my wife — he meant drive— just a buggy and an old plug. She and I enjoy it, Miss Tennant.

To her surprise he took her hand between his own dry little palms and pressed it.

Youre a good girl, he said; you and your sister — and Edgerton — hes all right — youre good children — and all off the same tree, little lady — all off the same old block in the beginning — thats plain as preaching.... Do you really like my Christine?

Yes, I do.

And Jack?

Exceedingly.

Thats right; they like you, too. They ought to. Theyre good children, and so are you. Good-by.


CHAPTER X

COMPOS MENTIS
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AS DIANA PUT her pony to a full gallop and rode him off, Edgertons mount fell, and the young fellow lay sprawling on the sod.

He was on his feet immediately; so was his polo pony. When Diana pulled up, whirled her mount and came scurrying back, Edgerton had picked up his mallet and stood resting against his saddle.

All right, Jim? she asked briefly.

All right, thanks.

The color had left his face under the tan, and his expression was queer.

You look rather white, she insisted. Did Parsnip kick you?

Its nothing, he said, smiling. Put Jack in; Ive got some business to talk over with Mr. Rivett.

Youre sure youre all right?

What a fuss you are! he said, leading Parsnip across the field toward a groom.

The girl looked after him, saw the groom slip a white wool polo coat over the young mans shoulders and take the pony, saw Edgerton drop his hands into the pockets and stroll across the field toward the terrace; then, lifting her mallet, she hailed Jack Rivett in a clear, ringing call, and cantered away up field.

As Mr. Rivett senior stood waiting for his wife at the foot of the terrace steps, wrapped in his old-fashioned linen duster and pulling on a pair of worn driving gloves, Edgerton, in white from head to foot, came across the lawn, the youthful antithesis of the older man — tall, powerfully built, his smooth skin and short, thick hair burned by the summer sun — a graceful, leisurely figure agreeable to see on anybodys lawn.

Good morning! he said pleasantly, stopping on the gravel drive.

Good morning, Mr. Edgerton. Are the young people amusing themselves?

I think so — thoroughly.

You came a cropper?

I sometimes do.

You are amusing yourself?

I always do.

So do I, nodded Rivett, buttoning his gloves. Never was bored in my life — poor compliment to oneself, Mr. Edgerton, to find life a bore.

Edgerton smiled and stood with his left hand in his coat pocket, looking out at the flat field beyond, where half a dozen young people on lively ponies swung their mallets and cantered leisurely about in pretense of practice.

Presently Diana, Christine, and Inwood swung their ponies, and came driving pell-mell down the field after the ball.

Your cousins seem to be up to anything, commented Rivett.

They were bred to everything worth while.

Oh! Is polo worth while, as you call it?

Do you wish to start such a complex discussion? asked Edgerton, laughing.

No; my wife will be here in a moment.... Youre looking very pale, young man, he added abruptly. Did that pony hurt you?

A little.... Mr. Rivett, do you need my services any longer?

I dont need anybodys services, said the little man dryly. I never needed anybody in all my life — except my wife. Theres no such thing as a necessary man. No man ever lived who couldnt be replaced.... Whats the matter?

Edgerton said slowly: I thought Id go back to town and hunt up a job.

Why?

Because theres no reason for my being here. There never was any reason. You knew it when I asked you to take me, but I didnt — because I didnt know you and your family.

Thats a compliment, isnt it?

Its just the truth. Im glad my cousins are with you.... Id like to go back now.

Tired of us?

You dont have to ask that.

More compliments, said Rivett. What is wrong, then?

I am.

Hadnt noticed it.

Edgerton smiled faintly. More compliments? ... Mr. Rivett, I want to go to town and hunt up a job, and get in the game. Thats all.

Cant you wait a month and see us through the October shooting?

Edgerton stepped nearer.

I would, merely because you ask me, but I cant. I just want to get away quietly, and not bother anybody.... Ive broken my arm.

Mr. Rivett swung sharply and his eye-glasses glittered.

Which? he demanded.

The left.... Ill just run down to town and have it fixed up. Dont say anything about it until Ive left.

Wont you stay here and let us look after you?

I knew youd say that. Youve been very nice to me. Ask me again as a guest. Ill be glad to come as a friend if you care for me that way.

Mr. Rivetts unchanging eyes watched him.

Well ask you. My wife likes you. So do I.... I dont want to interfere with a man who knows his own mind.... But do you think you can stand the journey?

Edgertons white lips were compressed.

Yes, he said.

Very well; well stop at Fern Center. Billings can reduce the fracture.

Are you going with me?

I certainly am, said the elder man.

With a valets aid he got into his clothes. His swollen wrist lay in a sling.

I wont bother the others now, he said to Mrs. Rivett who was on the edge of tears because he would not remain and let her take care of him. Please say good-by for me when they come in, and say that Im all right and hope to see them all again.... Good-by! ... Its been a real happiness to know you — and yours. Will you let me continue the friendship?

Please do, she said tremulously. Jacob, you will tell Holmes to drive carefully, wont you?

Yes, mother. Billings is going to put him in good shape.

So they drove away in a big red touring car, Edgerton sick with pain, but perfectly cheerful; Rivett taciturn, twirling his gloved thumbs, seeming to muse gloomily in his walrus mustache.

Dr. Billings reduced the fracture — a simple one — Edgerton refusing anæsthetics. He fainted during the short operation, and came to with his head on Rivetts shoulder.

Half an hour later he was on his way to New York, lying back in a chair in the drawing-room car, feverish lids closed. Rivett sat in the chair opposite.

I was going, anyway, he said briefly in reply to the young fellows protest.

And together they made the journey, not only to the city, but to Edgertons apartment, where Rivett quietly turned himself into a valet, helped the young man to bed, called up his physician, Dr. Ellis, lingered to learn what condition the patient was in, and silently vanished. And for two or three days Edgerton forgot about him, for Ellis kept him pretty quiet, and the nurse who had been summoned knew her business.

He managed, however, to write his bread-and-jam letter to Mrs. Rivett, and another to Diana:

MY DEAR COUSIN:

Theyve probably told you that Ive been ass enough to snap a bone in my left arm. Its nothing, as you hunting people understand. I was a bit stupid with it, so I ran down to town to have it fixed up — and, incidentally, hunt up a job; and I wasnt up to explaining and saying by-by to everybody, so I just slunk off — ill mannered pup that I am; but people are indulgent to dogs.

This is just a line to take leave of you and Silvette, and to ask you to remember that, in any and all interims, this apartment is a family joint, so dont go elsewhere and pay perfectly good rent. Your room and Silvettes is always ready for you — useless unless you use it.

When I nail a job, Ill report to the family. If you make new plans, may I hear from you?

Wishing you both a jolly and successful autumn,

Your cousin,

JAMES EDGERTON 3d.

Her reply came by return mail:

Jim, dear, I feel very badly about your injury. It was my fault; I cannoned into you. You behaved as only a man of your sort always does. I wont say any more about it.

By this time I hope you are freer from pain. The first two days are the limit; I know from experience and two mended ribs. But — I hate to think of you in bed this glorious autumn day — and the little fool who sent you there idling in the sunshine of these lovely hills.

Jim, dear, it is generous and entirely like you to ask us to make your place our headquarters between engagements.

If we do it, it will be only because we all would be happier en famille. Even we, hardened materialists that we are, could not bring ourselves to use you. You know that, dont you? So I have assumed that your offer is not only a kindness, but a genuine expression of regard for us; and we return to the full whatever you feel for us.

Jim, there are many things that I am denying myself to say to you; and I find self-denial hard. Its a worthy and laudable virtue which Silvette and I are trying to acquire in our old age, and it isnt easy.

Theres no news. Mrs. Wemyss seems to have fascinated your friend, Mr. Inwood. Hes a curious sort of man — rather melancholy of temperament, I fancy.

We play a languid sort of polo now and then, dawdle in canoes, and sit up too late at cards.

A lot of men are coming for the shooting. Mr. Rivetts manager turned out several thousand pheasants and Hungarian partridges, it seems. The latter, they say, have vanished; the former seem disposed to wander into the front yard.

Mrs. Lorrimore has departed with much of Judge Wicklows salary. Her stouter and prettier friend, Mrs. Wemyss, despoiled almost everybody except Silvette and me. This letter is degenerating into gossip. It had to, or I might have been even more indiscreet.

Jim, you are a good type of citizen when youre at your best. Let me lecture you, wont you? Anyway, youre helpless and in bed and miles away, and you cant prevent me.

So — be yourself. Go into a mans business. Disregard your accomplishments, your cleverness at paraphrasing art. It doesnt count in real life, all this facility with paint and pen and paper — your gay imitation of painter, writer, composer. Theyre little gifts, Jim — meant for an hour of light leisure among the leisured — pleasant, but unimportant accomplishments. When you court some nice girl, some day, youll understand their full value — which is to amuse her, and later, I prophesy, the jolly little family of a home-returning business man.

The years are before you still, Jim. Open the battle when youre well enough. You will win out, for you are really not the man I have known. I wish I might have been a woman to bring out what you really are. Some woman will. Meanwhile give a friendly hand and a generous lift to a fellow who deserves your respect and consideration — your other self.

Good-by and good luck.

Your cousin,

DIANA TENNANT.

In a few days Edgerton began to experience the intolerable sensations of a bone which is mending itself.

He had become very restless and impatient; and, finally, the doctor let him wear his arm in a sling and go out to hunt for a job.

He had no trouble in securing one — a small clerkship with Close & Co., ornamental iron work. He might have done even better. All iron men knew who James Edgerton 3d must be. Many friends of the old firm of Edgerton, Tennant & Co. might have offered him easier work and higher salary, but he not only went to none of them — he even avoided them. He had decided to discover what he really was worth.

It rather surprised him to find out that the big, blue-eyed, snub-nosed Irishman, Mr. Dineen, whom he had met at Adriutha, was a director in Close & Co. Later, he discovered that Mr. Dineen was also interested in his own old firm, Edgerton, Tennant & Co., now reconstructed, but still bearing the ancient name. And after a while he learned that Mr. Dineen seemed to be interested in almost every house in New York that dealt in structural or ornamental iron.

Edgertons duties began with ledger work. And the evening that he drew his first pay, he wrote Diana:

DEAR Di:

Im getting fifteen dollars a week with Close & Co., ornamental iron. I have my first weeks wages in my pocket. As I pay no rent, I can live on it.

Its not uninteresting work. Somebody said something about my going into the designing department as a draughtsman. Thats pretty quick advancement — if it comes. Ill let you know if it does.

My arm is about well. Its still mummified, of course, but that maddening sensation is gone. Town isnt so bad. Of course, its rather hot and dusty, and, as usual, it looks dingy and mean in its characteristic October shabbiness — meaner for the glorious blue overhead and the pitiless sun exposing its few withered trees and its many architectural shams in the remorseless light of high heaven.

But I am peculiarly happy. I have no servant; I dine at a French restaurant for seventy-five cents, and I prepare my own breakfast in the studio. Crackers and milk compose my luncheon at the price of ten pennies. And I never felt better. All this in case you are interested in such details.

To answer your letter — I did not intend to write until I had nailed down a job and received my first pay envelope. Now I feel that I may.

First, regarding your comments upon my artistic ability, you are perfectly right. I ought to have known it; I did know it, deep inside of me. Im not the stuff that artists are made of. Eviter les contrefaçons! I was an imitation. I was not even a good amateur; Im not even equipped to really appreciate the best work in others. All I had was a monkey-like cleverness and the blank facility of a receptive parrot; and I was idiot enough to contemplate an idle life of dabbling and fiddling with professions that better men dignify.

I tell you, Di, I bid fair to turn into one of those horrors — a cultivated talker! — the lowest type of incompetent. Drawing-rooms, studios, cafés are full of them, all telling one another what is what and how to do it. I was heading straight that way. My peers and companions would have been smatterers, instructors in arts which the instructors couldnt master — or they wouldnt have become instructors! — men of one picture, or none at all; of one book, one story, or of none at all, or of dozens, all still in their minds, or in unpublished manuscripts; men of one waltz, or several grand operas — I mean ideas for grand operas — all failures, all men who had mistaken their professions, self-deceived men, incompetent, hopeless, pitiable.

You said in your letter that one day I might meet a woman who could appreciate, at their real value, my very slim talents. Havent I met her, Di? Those clear eyes of yours pierced the flimsy fabric long since; the trenchant sweetness of your tongue cut more than one knot for me.

If you demur, my answer is that I am here. Who sent me? A flanneled satrap, already insidiously beguiled by idleness, already reconciled to the status quo — how long before, and by what process of evolution, would my real self have awakened? Or would the degeneracy have ended only with life?

I dont know; all I know is that you sent me about my business in the world. I walked to it in my sleep; awake, I follow it. Thus far, so far, Diana of the far white gods!

Yours is the stronger character, so far. Let us await events. It may be, as you say, that the years will twist my path toward the possible woman you predict for me. I dined with Dr. Ellis last evening. His daughter will certainly grow up to be such a woman as you and I delight in. I told her that I hoped my path would twist toward her. She said she hoped so, too, very shyly. She is only fifteen — alas!

In the meanwhile my path runs straight to Close & Co., and I shall continue to travel it every day with my shovel and dinner pail — thanks to you, my loyal little cousin, who were plucky enough and merciful enough to tell me the merciless truth.

Give my love to Silvette. My remembrances to all. Accept for yourself my friendship. Do you remember those photographs I made of you as Japonette the day after we first met? Ive developed them. Here is one.

Yours sincerely,

JAMES EDGERTON 3d.

Which letter resulted in an immediate interchange of notes:

DEAR JIM:

Fifteen and eighteen are not far apart. A man can help Chance to twist his path through life. The resulting route is called the Path of Destiny. I think you have already started to travel it. I hope you are better.

DIANA.

He replied:

DEAR DI:

You meant that path which leads to Close & Co., didnt you?

J. E. 3d.

She answered:

DEAR JIM:

No, I meant the other path you mentioned. Follow it for the next three years. Mr. Inwood says that little Miss Ellis is the most beautiful and winsome and intelligent and cultivated child he ever knew. Life is all before you, Jim.

DIANA.

He wrote:

Im in the designing department as draughtsman! Mr. Rivetts friend, Mr. Dineen, dropped in to have a chat with me. Hes a very decent fellow.... You dont think that Mr. Rivett has inspired him to show me any unmerited favors, do you? It would make havoc of my present complacency. Try to find out.

JIM.

She answered:

Mr. Rivett isnt to be pumped. I tried it. Ill never try it again. Anyway, Jim, no favor can inject brains into a man; it can only stimulate what intellect he has. Dont worry about favors. Neither Mr. Rivett nor Mr. Dineen are the men to injure their own affairs by the incompetent service of others. You can be perfectly certain that you are worth what is offered you if they have anything to do with it.

Why dont you fall in love with Christine? Shes one of the sweetest girls I ever knew. I supposed she and you were on delightful terms once. Also, once, I thought she was inclined toward Mr. Inwood. But he seems to be monopolized by Mrs. Wemyss; and the poor child comes into my room in a forlorn sort of way — so white and limp these days that Im wondering what this change in her means. Does it mean your absence? Youd tell me, wouldnt you? But I know youre not the sort of man to win a young girls heart, and then coolly walk out of her life. It looks to me as though she had something on her mind. Dr. Billings has been here several times, and her mother is worried sick.

Thats all the gossip, except that the shooting is in full blast here. A number of men came up for it — the usual sort of men who shoot, except one. Hes a Mr. Wallace, and very nice and a poor shot. He and I go out together sometimes, and he is forever making fun of himself and his perfectly rotten marksmanship, and he and I dont care two raps whether we get anything or not.

Mr. Inwood is the saddest young man I ever had the pleasure (?) of trying to animate. Are all your friends as melancholy and temperamental? He haunts the terrace like a lost soul until Mrs. Wemyss annexes him. Christine does not seem to care for him; she doesnt seem to care for anybody these days.

Colonel Curmew is a funny man. He has, apparently, devoted himself to me, and I have the greatest difficulty in getting away from him long enough to take a stroll with Mr. Wallace. Such a funny, strutty, sentimentally elaborate little man! — with a rather horrid habit of staring. But hes a crack shot, and popular here with the men.

Good night,

DIANA.

She wrote next day, also:

Jim! My little Christine is in love — thats whats the matter! I know it; Im absolutely sure of it. And with — oh, ye humorous gods and dryads! — with your melancholy friend, Mr. Inwood.

And I want to tell you, Jim, that I dont like Mrs. Wemyss. Shes fat and selfish and — why does she drag that boy about with her all the time? I dont believe he likes it. I dont believe hes so enamored of her. Maybe his low spirits come from too much of that fair and ample lady. Im going to find out. I wont have my little Christine ignored by any melancholy idiot who ever lived.

Write me what you know about Mr. Inwood.

How is Chance, and the twisted path, and little Miss Ellis?

Scott Wallace and I managed to shoot a grouse. We both fired, and neither of us were inclined to claim the poor, dead, little thing. A keeper put it in his pocket. Mr. Wallace and I are going to take up target shooting hereafter.

DIANA.

He wrote: Inwood is all right. Who is Mrs. Wemyss?

JIM.

A week later he heard from her: Ive found out from people in Keno. She was a Mrs. Atherstane — divorced hubby, and resumed her maiden name of Wemyss with the prefix Mrs. Did you ever hear of her? Scott Wallace and I detest her.

DIANA.

He did not reply, partly because the constant recurrence of Wallaces name in her letters had begun to annoy him — partly because what he had to say must be said to Inwood; and at that miserable young man he launched the following:

DEAR BILLY:

Youre a fine specimen. What are you, anyway — a lap dog or a Chow pup? Get rid of that woman! I dont care whether or not you made an ass of yourself over her by sympathizing with her. Old Atherstane had no more mistresses than the majority of church pillars and public benefactors in town; and, anyway, it was not up to you to dry her weeps.

Dont make any mistake — the ci-devant Mrs. Atherstane can look out for herself. She needs no consideration from you; she doesnt deserve any, either. What kind of a woman is she, anyhow — taking advantage of a chivalrous and conscientious boy who never did more than hold her hand and pat it, at most, when she told him she was lonely and unhappy, and needed a good mans moral support?

Rot! Youre not responsible for her. Youre not in honor bound to sit around and await her pleasure, now that shes free to marry. She wouldnt have you, anyway.

You probably made an ass of yourself — probably talked too much. Youre not in honor bound, I tell you. And dont make any mistake — shes not going to marry. Shes having too good a time. I know that kind of woman, Billy. They never put their heads into the noose a second time; but they harpoon all the men they can, and they trail around with a lot of silly ginks like you.

If you dont believe me, Ill tell you how to put yourself out of your misery. Ask her to marry you; ask her flatly. Youll wake up, then. I know what Im saying. You do what I tell you, and then get back to first principles, and clear up all this nightmare between a sweet and plucky little girl and your own dam-fool self. Clear it up, I tell you. I know you, Billy. You have nothing to confess in regard to Mrs. Wemyss. Of course, you wouldnt confess, anyway; but, thank God! theres nothing to say except that you were a silly ass, and have learned better.

Now, Ive told you how to get clear of this petty and miserable affair. If you dont do it, for Christines sake as well as for your own, youre no man.

JIM EDGERTON.


CHAPTER XI

QUOD ERAT FACIENDUM
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WITH THE DAILY advent of men arriving for the flight-shooting, now imminent, Lillian Wemyss seemed to grow prettier and slimmer every day until the perfectly visible metamorphosis had produced radiant and brand-new creature.

For the men who were now accumulating in billiard room and card room, who haunted stable and garage and kennel, were the sort of men who inspired the very breath of life in a woman of her sort — big, handsome, ruddy-faced, thick-necked men with large, indiscriminating tastes and an eternal readiness for anything from a half-broken horse to an unbroken woman, but heartily preferring them both bridlewise and registered.

They tramped all over the place, on the terrace, over the lawn, in to dinner; and the house echoed with large bantering voices, loud unfeigned laughter — and they rode hard and drank hard and played for heavy stakes, and were up and tramping all over the place by sunrise, sniffing for the frost which would bring the first night flight of woodcock from the north into the far-famed coverts of the Adriutha hills.

And the best-looking, most humorous, and most reckless among them was Scott Wallace, a young giant of infinite jest, who began by pleasing himself with Diana and, out of the sheer perversity of humorous animal spirits, pretended to her that he scarcely knew one end of a shotgun from the other, which gave him a pretext for dawdling over the country with her, and making love to her until such time as the flight might send him seriously afield.

So, as he cared nothing for the scattered pheasants and wilder and scarcer grouse, he amused himself and Diana by playing Winkle, now and then consoling himself with a difficult shot, which satisfied him and left the girl none the wiser.

But on Wallace Mrs. Wemyss had her blue eyes fixed with all the veiled alertness and objectless intensity of the sort of woman she was — a woman who would never be dunce enough to marry again.

In the meanwhile, already exceedingly popular with the shooting fraternity, she kept a mechanical hold on Inwood for no more reason than the matter-of-fact impulse which had prompted her to snap a leash on his collar the moment she set eyes on him after many months separation.

To take him away from Christine had not been her object; she had no idea that he was interested in anybody except herself. She was perfectly confident that, given half a chance, men preferred her to any other woman; and there was really no particular malice in her desire to give Scott Wallace an opportunity to follow at her heels instead of Dianas.

For Mrs. Wemyss really needed nothing of men except admiration and uninterrupted attention. No deeper passion had ever moved her. She was ignorant of love, although apparently fashioned for it; immune to its lawlessness, although lid and ear and lip seemed to chorus the contrary. In the slightly veiled eyes there was really no promise, no significance in the full, sweet mouth — nothing to her except the superficial provocation which all men mistook, and the laughing and ready friendship offered so prettily that no man ever refused.

Inwood, searching the house and terrace over for Christine, discovering her at last in the moonlit rose garden, and, not daring to join her after all, so faint hearted he had become, walked moodily into the billiard room where a noisy lot of people were enjoying themselves.

Wallace, standing between Diana and Lillian Wemyss, his broad back against a billiard table, was evidently having a splendid time; and Inwood halted, irresolute, one hand in his pocket crushing Edgertons letter into a wad.

Lillian Wemyss caught sight of him, smiled instinctively, but her blue eyes reverted to Wallace. There was something in her attitude, as she stood in the full splendor of her somewhat ample beauty, that subtly repelled Inwood; and he swung on his heel, somber young head bent, moving toward the door by which he had entered.

Mr. Inwood! called Diana across the hubbub, will you play bottle pool with us?

He turned, smiling to her.

Thanks, Im not up to it, and resumed his way out.

Billy! said Mrs. Wemyss, I wish you to play!

No, thanks, he returned coolly, and continued toward the door.

It was his first exhibition of insubordination, and Lillian Wemyss, surprised, did not propose to stand it, particularly in the presence of these two people. Scott Wallace seemed to be almost ready for his leash; it was a bad example for him, this insubordination of young Inwood.

She looked anxiously at Diana.

Im afraid Billy Inwood is not well, she said. Ive thought so for several days. Those swamps where you men shoot must be full of malaria.

Not a bit, said Wallace, laughing.

How do you know? asked Diana. You never go into them, you lazy thing!

Mrs. Wemyss hesitated, listening to the banter that passed between Diana and Scott Wallace, which slightly excluded her for the moment.

Then she made up her mind that her authority over Inwood must be asserted at once, and that she had time enough to eliminate Diana later.

She turned and saw Inwood passing the windows outside on the terrace. The next moment she was on the terrace, too, and he turned slowly to confront her.

Billy, she said gently, are you feeling perfectly well?

Perfectly, thanks.

Then why didnt you remain at my request?

I didnt care to.

But I asked you, she said, surprised.

Yes, I know you did.

Well? she asked, astonished.

He had been looking away from her out over the misty moonlit river. Now he turned.

Lillian, he said, do you honestly care for me?

Billy, what a question!

Yes, its one kind of question.... Do you?

You know I do. How can you ask such a — —

Do you love me?

What!

Do you?

Billy, what on earth is — —

Wait, please. Let me ask you again, Lillian. Are you honestly in love with me?

I dont know what you mean by suddenly and abruptly questioning — demanding — —

Please answer.

You have no right to doubt it. You know perfectly well what we have been to each other — even before — —

What have we been?

I supposed we had been in love, she said with sad dignity. I wrote you while I was abroad, and — I dont write many letters.

Then you are in love with me.... We are in love. Is that true as you understand it?

You silly boy — of course!

He stood stock still for a moment, tasting all the misery he had stored up for himself. Finally, he found his voice.

If that is so, he said, we ought to be engaged.

Oh, Billy! Are you jealous?

She laughed, radiant, delighted to feel the leash tighten in her soft little hand once more.

No, he said, I am not jealous; but, if we are to marry, it is time people understood it.

Do you mean these people?

I mean everybody.

You dont mean to announce our engagement this winter? she asked uneasily.

I mean to announce it now.

Here!

Here — to-night.

I — I dont wish to, she faltered. You are unreasonable.

Is there any reason why people shouldnt know it?

My dear boy, one doesnt announce such important matters on the impulse of the moment.

If Im going to marry you, I want people to know it now! he said.

Ive explained that I did not wish it.

Why?

Why? There are a million perfectly good reasons.

Give me one, Lillian.

She stood considering, her crookd finger under her chin, blue eyes taking his measure from time to time. Evidently happiness too long deferred had made him unmanageable. She never thought of doubting her power. Probably he needed discipline. It was most annoying to be annoyed at such a time, with all these men here, and Scott Wallace already left too long alone with Diana at the billiard table. Discipline was certainly what Inwood needed.

Billy, she said, come in and play bottle pool.

Am I to tell them that we are to be married?

No, she said petulantly.

When may I tell them?

Not at all. Do you think a year of liberty is sufficient for a woman who has suffered what I have? I dont wish to marry you or anybody — yet. I havent made up my mind to do it at all, she added with a tiny flash of rare anger, for her not very sensitive nerves were beginning to feel the pressure.

Lillian, I want to know now. It is only square to me to — —

Billy, if you continue to insist, you will end by seriously offending me. You have annoyed me enough already.

By asking you to set a definite date for our impending marriage?

It is not impending! she retorted, exasperated, as Diana and Wallace came out together and walked toward the farther end of the terrace.

Do you refuse to marry me?

Yes, I do; I am sorry. I really cannot help how you feel about it. This year of liberty has been a year of happiness. I dont wish to marry. I dont know when I may wish to. I am perfectly contented; and thats the truth, Billy.

So — you refuse me?

For the present — yes.

No; you must answer me for all time, to-night.

She nodded. Very well, then; I refuse definitely — and for all time.... And, Billy Inwood, you have brought this calamity upon yourself.

But Lillians anger was always short-lived; she was already sorry for him. Besides, she was convinced that he would continue to dangle. It had been her experience with men that they were never reconciled to the unobtainable.

So with one of her swift, smiling changes of feeling she held out her hand to Inwood. He took it.

Are you very angry? she asked.

No.

Do we part — friends?

We do, indeed, he said so sincerely that the smile faded on her face, and into her limited mind flickered a momentary doubt. But, no, it was not possible; for Lillian had never really been able to doubt herself. Certain, once more, that this young man would appear at heel when whistled for, she returned his friendly pressure with an encouraging one, laughed, and turned lightly toward the house. He accompanied her to the door and bowed her in.

Then the strength seemed to ooze out of his back and legs; he dropped on to a marble bench, and sat there in the moonlight, his face buried in his hands.

How long he had been there he did not know, when a light touch and a soft voice close to his ear aroused him, and, looking up, he saw Diana inspecting him.

As dejected as all that, Mr. Inwood? she asked, as he rose to his feet.

Not dejected, Miss Tennant.

Why, then, these attitude? Wherefore those woe, young sir?

I dont know, he said listlessly.

But she did — or thought she did; so she took his arm in friendly fashion and strolled about with him in the moonlight until she pretended that the beauty of the night tempted her toward the garden.

He was alarmed for an instant, and hung back, scanning the rose garden with anxious eyes; but he could see nothing of Christine, and presently succumbed to Dianas whim.

To and fro among the late roses they paced, the girl light-heartedly rallying him on his soberness and lack of animation, until he laughed a little and squared his shoulders, and drew in a full deep breath of the soft air.

I thought every man flirted if offered an opportunity, said Diana, but Ive flung myself at your head in vain, young man. Evidently theres some caterpillar at work on that damask cheek, or Id be more generously appreciated.

He laughed again, and tried to tell her how deeply he was appreciating her, but she shook her head and finally dropped his arm.

Im going to the house, she said. Theres an arbor across the garden. If youll wait for me there, perhaps Ill return. Will you?

Certainly, he said.

So she turned and sped away among the roses, and he stood and watched her until she crossed the terrace and vanished into the house.

For a few minutes he remained where he was standing; then, with a sigh, he swung on his heel and started toward the arbor, fumbling for his cigarette case as he walked.

At the entrance he paused to strike a light — and remained motionless until the match burned close to his fingers. Then it fell on the gravel; he dropped the cigarette beside it.

As he entered the arbor, a white figure, lying full length on a swinging seat, lifted its head from its arms, then sat up hastily.

Is that you, Miss Rivett?

Yes. ... She rose to her feet, holding to one of the swinging chains. Moonlight fell across her white, confused face.

May I remain? he asked unsteadily. Would you rather have me go?

No.... I am going.... My gown is damp.... I will go immediately.

Were you asleep?

She hesitated; but there was in her only honesty.

No, she said.

Then you must have heard my step on the gravel?

She shook her head.

Then what were you doing out here all alone with your head buried in your arms?

Thinking, she said.... Would you care to walk to the house with me, Mr. Inwood?

Would you mind remaining here a little while?

My gown is damp with dew.

Then perhaps we had better go?

I think so.

Neither stirred.

It is so warm and beautiful to-night, he said, that I cant imagine anybody taking cold out here.

It is a bad outlook for the flight shooters.

Yes, indeed. There is no frost in this wind.

It may shift overnight, she said. If to-morrow is a magnificent and cloudless day, with just a hint of silver in the horizon blue, then it means a frost and a flight to-morrow night.

And that, he said, would mean an end to — the roses.

Yes.

An end to anybody sitting out here again this year.

Probably.

So it seems a pity, he went on, not to enjoy it while we may, Miss Rivett.

I have enjoyed it — for an hour.

You are not very generous.

Why? You may remain another hour if you wish? she said, smiling.

Alone?

I was alone during my hour.

I have been alone for an entire year, he said under his breath.

What?

She had heard him, but her abrupt question seemed to have been beaten out sharply from her startled heart.

He made no reply; she stood, one hand clasping the chain, not looking at him, conscious of the clamor of her heart.

Miss Rivett, he said, am I too much of a fool — too hopeless a thing for you to listen to?

What do you mean? she said faintly.

I mean that — this night, now, for the first time since I knew you — I can use, decently, honorably, whatever liberty of speech you permit me.

Presently her white hand relaxed, the chain slipped through her fingers; she sank down on the swinging seat.

After a moment he stepped toward her. She raised her head in the moonlight, and he saw the tears in her eyes.

Christine, he said under his breath.

Are we free to speak to each other? she faltered.

Thank God, yes!

Thank God, she whispered.

But for a long, long while they did not use the inestimable privilege of free, articulate speech. There seemed to be no need of it further than apparently irrelevant fragments such as, My darling! and, Oh, Billy, if you only knew!

Far away beyond them Diana came out on the terrace with young Wallace, and gazed very earnestly down at the rose garden.

Shall we walk there? he said persuasively.
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Oh, dear, she said, theres somebody down there already.

Suddenly Dianas face sparkled. Oh, dear, she said, theres somebody down there already — two of them! And — and it looks to me as though they were spooning. What a world this is, Mr. Wallace! I think Id better go in and play bottle pool.

That night she wrote to Edgerton:

DEAR JIM:

You have not answered my letter — but men were made to pardon.

Somehow — and I dont quite know how — that wretched and melancholy Inwood man, fortified by a gentle push from me, contrived to get up sufficient momentum to carry my little Christine by assault. The darling has just been in here to whisper her happiness to me. We wept together, which is our feminine fashion of uttering three cheers.

There is, of course, papa to inform. I dont envy Christine. Papa has a will of his own, but so has his infant daughter.

Even yet I cant understand why this Inwood boy has lost all this time dingling and dangling around Mrs. Wemyss. Evidently he wasnt doing it because he was having a good time. I was inclined to suppose him either blighted or a mooner.

But you should see the change in your intimate friend now! Why, Jim, he fairly pranced up to me as I was saying good night, and he wrung my hand and said, Thanks, awflly, Miss Tennant! And all I had done was to give him a rendezvous with me in an arbor, and then go off to walk with Scott Wallace.

Scotts a nice boy. Youd like him; hes a terrible tease. It seems that hes really a dead wing shot, and has just been jollying me all this time. I really enjoy him, which is more than I can say for the remainder of the sporting fraternity now investing this place. Theyre a hard young lot, without, perhaps, being really very hard; but they are a loud, careless, irresponsible bunch of wealthy young men who, as far as I can learn, spend their entire time in shooting at something or other, including clay birds.

They seem to be Wall Street men when occupied at all, and all betray a very healthy respect for Mr. Rivett. People say he is a factor to be reckoned with in New York; but I dont care. Hes nice to me, and his wife is adorable. As for Christine, I dearly love her, Jim. No girl is more fitted for happiness, and Im glad shes got her Inwood boy at last.

And now, Jim, dear, there are two matters which very sorely perplex me; and, somehow, I turn to you to help me solve them.... No, only one of them, because I shall not bother about the other matter yet.

But about the matter which is really nearer my heart, Jim — we must leave this place; and the reason is this: Jack Rivett is making himself miserable over Silvette.

Silvette doesnt love him; at least, I dont think she does. She couldnt do it honorably, anyway. She told me so, and I quite see it, because she and I are employed here under the Rivetts roof, practically in a position of trust, and dedicated to their service.

It is not a loyal thing to permit the son of the house to lose his head, and Silvette tries so hard not to let him. But hes doing it, and she cant keep him from being nice to her; and she and I know perfectly well what his fathers plans for him are, and that they include a fashionable marriage.

Of course, that argues well for Christine. The Inwoods are fashionable people, are they not? But poor Silvie! Alas! her connection with your race isnt near enough to impress Jacks father; besides, Silvette doesnt love him, and the boy is in a bad way all around.

Now, what ought we to do? If we offer to sever social and business relations with Mr. Rivett, he will ask why we do it.

Shall we tell him? Is that square to poor Jack? Or shall we lie? Or shall we simply remain and let Jack suffer and make Silvie miserable?

Oh, wise young sir, inform a suppliant at your knee!

There is nothing more to tell you about, except that your progress makes me very happy. You are doing only what you would ultimately have done without any impudent advice from me. You have found yourself, Jim; you are climbing the rungs very quickly.

Jim, I am not yet very old — but I might easily be younger.... I was thinking the other day — and to-night — that sometime I shall be too old and unattractive to practice this not very dignified profession; and Im disinclined to do anything more strenuous. I dont want to struggle and grub and starve along respectably as a feminine physician. Its too late for that, anyway.

So I dont know what to do, ultimately, unless I accomplish what I started out to do — marry a wealthy man. I mean the first agreeable one I encounter.

Well, I wont bother with that problem to-night; my head aches a little.

Good night, Jim.

JAPONETTE.

Diana finished her letter, sealed and stamped it, and kissed the superscription. She always did when she wrote his name.

Then she laid her aching temples on her arms and, leaning limply on the desk, thought about him.

Hers was a strange, sweet pride in him — a fierce jealousy lest he should not take the place in the world to which he was entitled, and prove himself every inch a man.

Nor did she pretend to hide from herself what his return among his own friends must ultimately mean. If the love he had offered her had not been totally extinguished by her light mockery and smiling insolence, then this return to his own set would do it ultimately. The standards that measured women there would be fatal to her; nor could he choose but apply them, sooner or later.

She knew this when she sent him back among his own sort. She realized perfectly that if any love for her survived her irony and flippancy — her airy but trenchant scorn — it could not survive very long when he came to his cool-headed and reasoning self, and looked around him at the women, and at the families and relatives of the women among whom he had always lived.

Already he had spoken of little Aliss Ellis — a mere child, of course — yet — yet it was a straw prophesying a change in the wind to her.

She knew; she had accomplished what she had desired. She had done this thing to herself, to her whole life, for his sake. What more could she wish for?

Sick at heart, she lifted her throbbing head and kissed his name once more where she had written it on the envelope. Then she placed it on the desk, and lay down on the bed to wait for Silvette before ringing for the maid who attended them; and after a little while she fell asleep.


CHAPTER XII

NUNC AUT NUNQUAM
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WARM WEATHER CONTINUED; no flight occurred. The men thrashed about with the dogs after grouse and a few native woodcock bred in the willows along the river, or rode, motored, and played cards. One or two had to give up, and return to the city.

Colonel Curmew was at his best on these gay occasions — gallant, jocose, busy, everybodys friend, including Jack Rivetts, who quietly began to hate him.

In the midst of the general tension and expectancy concerning the long-awaited flight, Christine one morning entered her fathers study and found the author of her being conferring with Mr. Dineen.

This wont do, Christine, he said. Im busy.

No, it wont do, she admitted, looking so significantly at Mr. Dineen that the jolly, big Irishman laughed.

You want me to go out! he said, shaking an enormous forefinger at her.

Please — for a few minutes.

Sure, said Mr. Dineen with an amused glance at Rivett, who sat inspecting his offspring with a face entirely devoid of expression.

When the big Mr. Dineen had closed the door behind him, Christine, a trifle pale, walked resolutely to her father and laid her hand on his shoulder.

Dad?

What?

Ive practically asked Billy Inwood to marry me.

Her fathers eyes bored through and through her.

Who did the asking, Chrissy?

Both of us.

What? he barked.

It wasnt asking, exactly. I have loved him for a year, and he has loved me. There has been a misunderstanding.

About what?

His daughters eyes never flinched.

About a point of honor, father, she said quietly.

He grunted.

She went on, still resting her hand on his shoulder.

We were very unhappy; but the point of honor involved straightened itself out.... I happened to be in the rose arbor that evening. He came in by accident.... After we had talked a little, he told me that he was free to speak if I would listen to him.... Then, somehow, we merely looked at each other, and — and presently — presently we kissed each other.... I dont remember much else ... except that I said I would marry him — before he asked me — —

Did you also set the date? inquired her father sarcastically.

No.... Mother and I are considering.... Are you happy over it, dad?

Not violently.

Why?

I dont know anything about him, he snapped.

Yes, you know that Im in love with him.

Certainly; of course. Very worthy young man, no doubt.

Also, continued his daughter calmly, you know that Jim Edgerton is his closest friend.

That, said Rivett, counts some.

And mother likes him, concluded the girl.

Her father sat staring at her in silence. Suddenly she put her arms around his neck, and the little man hid his spectacles on her breast for a second.

Thank you, dad, darling, she whispered.

Chrissy — Chrissy — so soon! I wanted you awhile yet. ... He jerked his head free, produced a handkerchief, and began busily to polish his eyeglasses.

All right, he said brusquely, Ill talk it over with your mother.... She knows.... She knows more than I do. They wouldnt believe that in Wall Street, but its true.

Dad?

Yes, child.

Couldnt we live with you and mother?

Sure. Dyou think Id let any young jackanapes take you entirely away? You tell him Ill scalp him if he talks that kind of thing to you. ... He laughed harshly. But Im a fool, Chrissy; you and I are talking foolish.... You wont come back to stay. You wont want to.

I will!

No, dear; you dont know yet.... Your mother and I made our own home. It was a rough one, Chrissy, but it was ours. Youll do the same ultimately. Its part of the game.... Tell your young man to come here.

The girl slipped away; in a few moments Inwood knocked and entered. Mr. Rivett gave him a level and murderous look.

How about that complication you got yourself into? he asked harshly.

Inwood turned scarlet.

Im out of it.

With honor?

Honorably.

What was it?

You dont mean to ask me that?

Yes, I do! ... But I didnt expect an answer.... Can you support my little girl decently?

Decently.

Not in the style to which I have accustomed her?

No, sir.

All right, he snapped.

After a silence the young fellow said:

Do you disapprove of me?

How the devil can I? I dont know you. If you make my little girl a good husband, Ill love you like a son; if you dont, Ill — kill you. You look all right; but theres no use talking.... You show me what stuff youre made of, and Ill do my part.

All right, said Inwood, smiling.

Something in his smile interested Rivett.

Was your mother a Lawrence? he demanded suddenly.

She was born Elizabeth Lawrence.

Betty Lawrence, he repeated, staring at the younger man.

Did you know her? asked Inwood.

I taught her in school.... Betty Lawrence.... Only two people ever smiled like that — you and your mother.... You have good blood in you, Inwood.... I know your father — in Wall Street. We are on good terms.... Dont ever be a fool again, will you?

No, sir.

They shook hands seriously. As Inwood left, Dineen came in.

Rivett looked at Dineen without speaking for a full minute, then he said slowly:

My daughter is going to be married.

God bless my soul! ejaculated the big Irishman— not that child!

Yes; I guess she means business, John.

When? — in the name of the saints!

When shes ready, I presume.... Shes a good girl.... Theyre good children. Theyve stayed as long as they could. Their time is nearly up.... But the smallest hut is a big barn when the children have taken wing.... I wish I could have seen more of my father and mother.... But I had to go out into a lean world and hunt a living.

The best of us have passed that way, observed Dineen; and, after a moment: Whos the lucky divil, Jacob?

Young Inwood.

Stuart Inwoods boy?

Thats the one.

Dineen lit a cigar and, drawing it into vaporous action, ruminated with enormous thumbs joined.

Its good stock, he said, finally; none better betwixt the Bowling Green and Patroon Van Courtlandts old shebang. Theres money, too; and an opera box and a bit of a shack at Newport. What kind of a lad is it?

He can look me in the face, said Rivett. Otherwise he looks like everybody else of his sort, and probably resembles them, too. Ah! — he broke out angrily— these sleek-headed, tailor-made, smooth-faced young pups from New York, with their pleasant manners when they want anything, and their ways and means and by-ways and ten-cent brains — God! Dineen, do they really ever turn into men? Answer me that! Youve lived long enough to see a new-born snob grow to be thirty. Do they ever turn into anything except the harmless fools theyre born?

Dineen slowly revolved his thumbs and squinted at a sunbeam, while the smoke from the cigar in his cheek rose to the ceiling in a straight, thin column.
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Dineen slowly revolved his thumbs and squinted at a sunbeam.

Some of them become men, he said deliberately. The most o them is born spots and rots; or, if theyre not, college addles em. But, God be praised! if it wasnt for them the good people of Reno, Palm Beach, and Paris, France, would starve entirely.... Jacob, they say theres a use even for the San José scale; and cursing would become a lost art barring the mosquito.

What do you know about young Inwood? asked Rivett.

Nothing; hes a broker.

Then weve nothing to learn, I guess, said Rivett dryly, unless he gets into the papers.... Well, my wife likes him.... Shes always right, John. Ill go and talk to her presently.... What were you saying about young Edgerton before my daughter came?

I said that hes the same as all the Edgertons. By jimmy! I started him on ink wells to see would he stand for it, and he was there every morning at seven; and he cleaned those ink wells and desks till nobody knew them — with his busted arm and all. Then I set him at the ledgers, and I let him stew for a week. A week was enough to see a good man wasting his fist and eyes at fifteen per.

Gwan into the designing room, I said to him, using Doolan as meejum for my remarks; and I let him stew there with his compass and his tracing paper, doping out the work of worse than he.

Then I gave Williamson the kitty-wink. Give us a pair of gates for a gentlemans estate, said Williamson, very damn polite, knowing who was backin the lad for a place.... Theyre using the sketch now.

I told you so, said Rivett calmly.

Ah, go on! I told you so! Let it go at that, Jacob. So I talked to Everly, and Everly sent him into the laboratory. When he isnt there hes nosing around the shops, or asking questions of Cost and McCorkle over in Jersey, or hes investigating the Holmes Construction plant.

Hes got his eye on the game.

Sure; its in him. Theres iron in every Edgerton. Theyre all full of ore. Hes taken longer to open his eyes than the usual litter, thats all.... Got playing the art game, you say — like a kitten with a paper ball.... Theres art in him, too, I guess. Those gates were all right.... But — you mean to give him his chance?

Rivett nodded. I am Edgerton, Tennant & Co. Id like to have Edgerton go back there some day.... They were square people.... I might have used them a little easier.... My wife likes Edgerton.... She wishes it.

She wants him to have his chance, mused Dineen.

What she wants, I want, said Rivett.... And I might have been easier on Edgerton, Tennant & Co.... I would have been — if we hadnt needed the plant.

Dineen nodded gravely.

Sure! A poor corporal of industry like you, Jake, needs what he can pick up out o the ash can.

For a full minute neither spoke. A slight flush faded from Rivetts cheek bones.

You damned Irishman, he said, wincing, when are you going back?

To-night, I think.... Theres an ash can I havent raked over — the Carrol-Baker Company.

Youd better fix that, said Rivett dryly; there may be a lump of slag or two we can use for filling in ballast.

Dineen winked, rose, deposited the ashes from his cigar on the window ledge, and sauntered forth — to meet Jack walking swiftly and firmly toward his fathers study.

Hello, young man! exclaimed Dineen, is the house afire, or has the brown jug below run dry?

No fear, said the young man, smiling, but continuing on his way. Dineen looked after him with shrewd, blue eyes.

Im a monkey, he said to himself, if that young man isnt on some such errand as took his sister to the same place an hour ago. If he is, God help him! for Jacobs still sore all over with the news from the front stoop.

Jack knocked, and his father, who had settled himself for five minutes hard thinking, rapped out: Whos there?

Its Jack. May I come in?

Come on, said his father grimly, I am— but catching sight of his sons face he stopped short.

Father?

What? snapped Rivett senior, instinctively squaring his shoulders.

May I talk to you as two men ought to talk together, or must I assume the attitude of a child to its father?

Talk as you feel. I had a notion that you were still my son — maybe Im mistaken. In that case you may try to bully me if you care to. Go on.

I didnt mean that, dad.

I know you didnt; but youve come in here with your mind already made up that I wont do what you want me to do. Thats no good, Jack. Go into everything cocksure that youll win out. Its the only way you stand any chance at all. Proceed.

The boy sat down and gazed absently out of the window; after a few moments he turned his head and looked at his father.

Dad, he said, Im in love.

Rivett senior regarded him in angry amazement, for a second only; then the grim mask of a face resumed its weasel-eyed and expressionless immobility.

Babies have to go through teething, too, he observed.

Jack said pleasantly: Wouldnt you rather I came to you and told you about it?

Yes; a boy is all right who tells his parents. Who is the girl?

Silvette.

An unaccustomed color dyed Mr. Rivetts pallid temples.

Oh! Have you informed her?

Yes.

Rivetts teeth met under the walrus mustache, parted, met, and ground together; but his son saw only the jaw muscles move slightly in the lean face.

Silvette is a — an interesting young girl, said Rivett with an effort; but she is one of my employees, and not the sort of woman I wish my son to marry.

So she says, observed Jack quietly.

Who says what?

Silvette said exactly what you have just said — that she is your employee, and her sense of honor will not permit her to listen to me.

Oh! ... She said that, did she? ... Oh! ... Did she tell you to tell me her answer?

No; she told me that if I uttered one word on the subject to you, she would leave your service in twenty-four hours.

His fathers eyes fairly bored into him like augers.

And yet youve done it?

Ive taken the chance — yes.

Why?

Because I love her.

Youll have that kind of pip several times before you pick the right one, Jack.

No; Im like you.

Whats that?

I say that I am like you, dad.... I dont believe there was ever anybody but mother. Was there?

How about that little Beaumont girl you met at Hot Springs? asked his father.

I taught her to shoot a pistol. I liked her, but that was all. Silvette is different.

Somehow, the memory of a girl he had once taught came into Mr. Rivetts mind — Betty Lawrence — who smiled as nobody else ever had smiled except her own son — years afterwards — years and years afterwards.

He raised his sunken head and looked hard at his son.

I dont want you to marry her, Jack, he said.

Why?

I had other plans for you. There are girls in New York who — —

There are girls everywhere, but only one Silvette Tennant; and I am like you, father.

You dont show it now, retorted Rivett sharply. Do you think Id spoil my chances — no, my certainty in New York, as you are trying to do?

You only got as far as Mills Corners, dad; and you had not even seen New York.

I dont want you to marry her, repeated his father doggedly.

Why? — once more.

Because — I dont know anything about her. She gambles, too!

Would you care whether the girl you meant to pick out for me plays cards for stakes?

I certainly— He stopped abruptly, then: She smokes and drinks like a man!

Get some woman to ask you to dine with her at the Convent Club some evening, said Jack, smiling.

Who is Silvette Tennant, anyway? demanded his father.

You ought to know something about the Tennants, dad. You reorganized their firm.

I never heard of her or her sister before I hired them, said his father, reddening.

Dad, be square with me. Do you like her?

What?

Do you like Silvette?

I like her sister.

And Silvette?

Yes, damn it, I do!

Jack laughed.

So do I, he said; but she has refused me.

She knew enough to do it; she is a girl of sense. Certainly, I like her. She knows well enough that she has no right to encourage you.

She knows something else, too.

Whats that?

She knows that she doesnt care for me anyway, said the boy with a quiet simplicity that, somehow, left a confused and restless resentment in Mr. Rivetts breast.

Doesnt care for you? repeated his father slowly. Shed care for you fast enough if she dared.

Dared! Jack laughed. If she had cared for me, shed have told me — and sent me about my business all the same; dont worry about that. But she doesnt care about me.... I think, sweet and generous as she is, she does not consider our family as particularly desirable for an alliance.

What! My employee!

Why, dad, our employing her puts us at her mercy. Didnt you realize that?

The elder man sat silent, glaring at his son through his great convex spectacles.

So that is why this girl wouldnt listen to you? he said.

Her reason was that she, being in your employment, occupied a position of trust, and that it would be dishonest in her to take advantage of it by encouraging your only son.

Did she say that?

Almost word for word.

When?

Long ago.

Oh! So this has been going on a long while?

Ive bothered her a long while; Ive contrived to make her miserable. She does her best to keep away from me. I dont know what to do, said the boy miserably.

Well, youve done it now, anyway; youve come to me, and told me against her orders. Now, shell go — if I tell her.

I shall tell her; I couldnt do this without being honest enough to tell her that Ive done it.

But — you say shell go away.

She certainly will, unless you ask her to remain.

I?

Yes; you, dad.

Do you think Im going to deliberately bite my own head off?

Jack smiled forlornly. If you dont ask her to stay, youll be biting my head off; but I wont need a head if she goes, so bite away, dad, if youre going to.

Rivett stared at him in stony silence.

Do you know what your sister has done?

Yes; Inwood is a corker. Im terribly glad.

Oh, are you!

Arent you?

Confound it! how do I know whether Im glad or not to see the house emptying itself of all your mother and I care for— He stopped with a dry catch in his throat, then resumed more cautiously:

I thought Chrissys tale of woe was sufficient for one morning, but here you come galloping in with one that beats hers to a batter! How do you suppose I like it? I expected to have my children with me for a while.... Yesterday you were in the cradle.... To-day youre up and off and out into the world with a girl I never saw before last June! Jack! Jack! what the devils the matter with everything!

Isnt everything about as it was when you were my age, father?

No, it isnt. If anybody had predicted these times, hed have been locked up for a lunatic! What with luxury, and fashions, and folderol, and high finance, and cards, and cocktails, and cigarettes — —

I dont mean the details, dad; but isnt it all about the same — the birth, growth, courtship, parting? Isnt it?

The older man was silent.

Jack rose and stood by the window watching the big clouds drifting across the sky.

Jack, said his father, why did you come here to tell me this?

Mother said I had better.

Your mother! he exclaimed, horrified.

Yes; I told her first, of course — even before I spoke to Silvette.

She never said — one — word to me, murmured Rivett vacantly.

She promised not to before I would tell her.

Do you mean to say that your mother approves?

She said she would if you did.... And all I ask of you is to invite Silvette to overlook what Ive said and done, and request her to remain.

If she doesnt care for you, said Mr. Rivett, what do you want her to remain for?

Jacks eye met his fathers.

So that I can have a chance to win her, he said doggedly, with my parents full approval.

Rivett rose, furious.

You stay here until Ive talked to your mother! he barked, and went out slamming the door.

Jack sat down prepared to wait, but it was not five minutes before his father came in.

Ive seen your mother. Clear out of here! That young lady of yours is coming.

Here?

Yes, here. If you dont go out, Ill drop you out of the window — old as I am.

Dad! Youre a brick!

Well, youll get that brick in the neck if you dont hustle!

Jack laughed and held out his hand; his father took it, tried to speak — only succeeded in swearing. The boy went out. When the girl entered, Mr. Rivett was standing by the window, wiping his glasses for the second time that morning.

He turned, nodded, placed a chair for Silvette, but remained standing.

I dont suppose youve any notion why Ive asked you to come in here. Have you?

Not the slightest, she said, smiling.

I suppose you think its on business?

Naturally.

Why naturally.

Because, said Silvette, laughing, our relations are on a business basis.

Do you consider them entirely so?

I — am obliged to, am I not?

Dont you like us? he asked bluntly.

What an odd question! Of course, I do. Im in love with your wife.

Not with me?

She laughed gayly. Youve evidently discovered that Diana and I like you immensely.

Do you? Really?

Of course; youve been very charming to us. As for Christine, we care a great deal for her — very sincerely and deeply, Mr. Rivett.

What about Jack? asked Mr. Rivett casually.

A slight tinge of color rose and spread in the girls pretty cheeks.

Everybody likes Jack, she said briefly.

Do you?

Certainly.

Thats what I wanted to find out. Thats why I asked you to come here.

The girl looked at him, startled, incredulous of her own hearing.

I dont understand, she said.

Then Ill be plainer. Jack has told me that he wishes to marry you.

The crimson stained her from throat to temple, but she rose with perfect self-possession.

I think, she said quietly, that this severs our business relations.

Not unless you wish it.

I do wish it.

Why?

Because I warned Jack that one word of this matter to you would mean my leaving Adriutha.

Why?

Because I am employed here by you, and Jack is your son, she said coldly.

Do you mean to leave us?

I must.

You need not.

You are very kind, but my service is of no further value.

I ask you to remain, he said slowly. You have already rendered me service I could never pay for. I ask you to remain with us — as our guest, if you must; as Jacks betrothed, if you will.

She flushed again, brightly, astonished.

But — but I dont — I am not in love — with Jack! she stammered. He knows it. I have told him so.... I like him immensely.... he is a dear boy — generous, clever, charming, considerate.... I never liked any man better.... But I dont love him, Mr. Rivett.

Thats up to him, isnt it? asked Rivett dryly. I cant make you love my boy; neither can his mother. Mothers can do most things. Probably Jack is young enough to think she can make you love him; but I cant help that, Miss Tennant. All I can do is to ask you to remain.... And to say — that if you ever come to care for Jack, my only boy, his mother will welcome you as our daughter — and so will I.

Then Silvette did a curious thing. She sat down at Mr. Rivetts desk and bent her head over the blotter, and sat so, with her small handkerchief against her eyes.

There was not a sound from her nor from Mr. Rivett.

For a long while she sat there, finally burying her face in her handkerchief and both hands.

Mr. Rivett bent over her presently.

Silvette?

She merely nodded in sign that she had heard him.

He said quietly: You are in love with Jack.

She sat motionless.

Your loyalty to honor deceived a very gentle heart, he said; you loved him all the time.
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Your loyalty to honor deceived a very gentle heart, he said.

She made no sign, no movement.

We could ask no better woman for our daughter, he said. I was very blind. Jack knew, but his mother knew best of all. My wife is very wise, Silvette — far wiser than I.... And I have — I am in debt — to the name you bear. I thought by giving you my boy I was canceling it.... You put me under obligations I am unable to meet — unless you can accept my — affection — as collateral. Can you, child?

Her hand moved slightly — moved farther across the polished surface of the desk. His hand fell over it.

Thank you, he said.

They remained silent for a few moments; then he gently relinquished her hand and went out, leaving the door just ajar.

When Silvette lifted her head from the desk, she knew that Jack had entered.

Tall and quiet, he stood looking at her; tall and pale, she rose, looked at him steadily, came toward him as he moved toward her, and laid both hands fearlessly in his.

I didnt know, she said. I wouldnt let myself even think of you.... Do you want me, Jack?

Then down he went on one knee, and kissed hers, and her hands, and her gown; and, confused, she drew away, then waited as he rose waited, looking at him as his arm encircled her.

Very gravely they exchanged their first kiss.

That seemed to break the divine spell, for they found their tongues very quickly now, and, sitting perched on his fathers desk, side by side, feet hanging, and hand in hand, they succumbed to the rapture of garrulity, asking Loves same old questions with all the ardor of neophytes, and answering as Love has answered for many a century, and will answer for many more — tritely, passionately, and with that incurable redundance of which lovers alone are masters.


CHAPTER XIII

CUI MALO
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FOR THE PRESENT, it was decided between Mr. Rivett and his wife that the engagements of both their children should be kept secret.

Except those immediately concerned, only the parents, Diana, and Mr. Dineen knew; and Edgerton, as the nearest male relative of Silvette, was to be informed.

It had been left to Diana to inform him. Silvette wrote a hasty and cordial note for her sister to inclose; then Diana took her writing materials up to the mossy ledge in the woods from where Edgerton and she had once taken the Path to Yesterday on that sun-drenched morning so long — so long ago.

She had never been there since. Once, strolling with Scott Wallace, he had espied the ledge, climbed thither, and called to her to join him in a new-found wonderland.

But it was not new-found to her, and the wonder of it had departed; and she continued on along the river bank below, heedless of his enthusiasm and persuasion.

Now something drew her there. What the sentiment was she did not analyze. Perhaps it was because the girl knew no spot as intimate, no fitter place in which to write him of her sisters happiness.

The place had changed with the season; yellowing leaves clothed the trees; the beds of moss had turned to vast reaches of golden velvet; naked branches crossed and recrossed above in delicate network against the sky.

Here was the silver birch against which she had leaned when his arms were round her and her lips touched his; there he had lain at her feet, stretched across that bed of gilded moss — only a boy then, smiling, idle, unawakened.

She seated herself exactly as she had sat that day, and looked at the empty place where once, so long ago, life had begun and ended for her — the place of self-sacrifice, the altar where her heart had died to appease the Fates and mollify the mischief of the far white gods.

Among the yellow leaves a blue jay screamed through the stillness; and presently she saw him for a moment, a flash of azure and silver, high-winging from his invaded sanctuary.

Behind him he left a silence, deeper for the constant whisper of falling leaves, stranger for the far sighing of the unseen stream below.

She bent over and searched for the imprint of her fingers in the moss where he had kissed them unrebuked. Many a sun and moon and rain had smoothed out that delicate sign manual long since. Only upon her heart the imprint of his lips remained.

Then — for the path was easy to her; alas! too easy — she sent her spirit back along the Road to Yesterday; and soon she heard the starlings piping and saw the sky all rose and gold above the river; and she saw him, and heard his voice, talking of starlings and of children.

If a single bright tear fell, the moss buried it; and when at last she could see her letter paper through glimmering lashes, she inked her pen and set her small, sun-tanned hand resolutely to the task before her:

Jim, dear, Silvette is going to marry Jack Rivett. She is supremely happy. I inclose her note to you.

Only the families concerned know about it yet. It is to be announced in December. The date of the wedding has not yet been fixed.

I write you this pleasant news because you are our nearest relative.

In my last letter I told you that Silvette did not love him. I was wrong; she did love him all the while, but she was too decent to know it. So how on earth was I to suspect it? I didnt, and she didnt, and if it hadnt been for Jack kicking over the traces and cantering away out of bounds, there probably would have been a tragedy in the family; for Silvette and I had your kind and sensible letter, saying that the only honorable thing to do was to take the first opportunity to withdraw from Adriutha, and we had decided you were right.

But man proposes, Jim, and the far gods laugh at him — not unkindly, sometimes. My little sister is radiantly happy. Jack is a dear; so is his sister and parents.

It amuses me to realize that I have come to be a purveyor of marital news to you. First, it was Christine and Mr. Inwood; now its Silvette and Jack. The nearest I can come to rounding out the classical triad of the blessed is to inform you, monsieur, that the symptoms of Colonel Curmew are becoming acute. He tried to take my hand in the billiard room — not my bridge hand, either.

He retains my hand too long when he helps me into a canoe. The other day I was horribly tempted to tip him into the river; he said such silly things and popped his eyes and went into rhapsodies over my ankles — which was slightly infringing les convenances, wasnt it?

But hes merely a foolish, pompous, well-meaning man, slightly silly about all women, but with a very kind heart, I fancy. He is always doing things for me, always strutting around me and shooting his cuffs and curling his mustaches. Half the time I dont understand his talk — his jokes and apparently witty innuendoes, which perhaps are very funny, for he laughs at them himself, and I have to smile and pretend I am not stupid.

No flight has occurred, although there was a white frost Saturday night.

The shooting brotherhood are anxious and gloomy. Some even declare that a flight did occur Saturday night; that the birds remained with us over Sunday, when nobody could shoot, and left Sunday night, which was bitter cold and froze water in the garden.

I dont know about such things — and dont care very much. It seems to me that these big, red-faced men make a ridiculous to-do about the migrations of a few small birds.

Scott Wallace is the laziest man — which reminds me in time, Jim, to speak about your apparent attitude toward Scott. I merely wrote you that you would like him if you knew him.

To my surprise, you wrote that you, personally, had no use for the kind of man I described.

Was that a snub for me or for Scott? Im sorry I spoke of him. To me he is a nice, wholesome, amusing fellow, so friendly to everybody that, somehow, your letter — what you said in it about a man you never met — hurt me. You would like him if you knew him. So, with this feminine prerogative, I close my lips about Scott Wallace for the present and the future.

I am glad your arm is practically well; but what makes me entirely contented is what you say of your constant and bewildering promotions. Best of all is what I read between the lines — that you really love the business — the business of generations of Edgertons; and you, the last of them — but not the last, God willing! — are plunging into the game up to your neck, interested, optimistic, enthusiastic, fitting yourself for that dignified place which is yours, Jim, by every right.

Now that its over, and the mist blown clear of your path forever, I want to confess to you how dreadfully I felt to see you here in such a capacity. More than that, your light talk about the arts, your light and graceful accomplishments in them, your tendency to drift back toward a career for which you are no more fitted than I — all these things troubled me deeply, so that, sometimes, I even dreamed of them, and finally came to regard your facility with actual fear, so jealous was I for your real career, so anxious was I that you should become your real self.

I suppose you will scarcely believe it, Jim, when I tell you that this feeling began from the very moment when you offered to go with Silvette and me to Adriutha. Somehow, blindly, I understood even then that it was not the thing for you to do; and, remember, I knew you scarcely at all.

Yet my instinct resented your going, and if I did not actually protest, perhaps you may recollect that my attitude was not cordial; that you had to ask me many times for my vote; that, after all, I never cast it, but simply refrained from voting at all.

I suppose this was cowardly in me; yet, Jim, what else could I have done? I scarcely knew you; I dared not appear ungrateful after your kindness to Silvette and to me.

Forgive this self-defense. I merely wanted you to know; I only wish you to understand that, at heart anyway, I have been, from the beginning, loyal to the best interests of a friend and a kinsman who was most kind to two girls alone in the world.

This is a still, golden, autumn world — autumn no longer, alas! for we are already well along in November. But autumn lingers in this land of hills and waters, and the frost was not severe enough to blacken the late roses. If the weather is unseasonable, it is also charming, and I love it. Russet and gold always did fascinate me — like the hangings and tapestries in your studio, with the dusty sunlight falling over all.

Eh bien, monsieur, I must conclude my monologue. You are a brave man if you have read as far as the name you gave me once — centuries ago.

JAPONETTE.

She closed and sealed her letter, wrote his name on the envelope, rested awhile, blue eyes seeing nothing; then, touching the envelope with her lips, she laid it between the leaves of her portfolio.

Since that day in this very place, Edgerton had spoken no more of love to her. She knew that he never would again, that what had begun here on the Path to Yesterday had ended where the path ended. Never again would he retrace those steps with her; never again travel them alone. For it was a lost road to him, a blind trail already overgrown with briars. The days made it fainter, the months were hiding it, the years would obliterate it for him. But for her, alas — she had many a pilgrimage yet to make along that briar-grown path; and many a scar, yet unmade, must heal before that path closed before her pilgrim feet, and shut out forever from her eyes the hidden shrine it led to, where the sky was rosy above the river and the starlings called through the golden light of Paradise.

And now, as she stood up, the subtle scent of autumn hung heavy in the air — a faint odor of ripening, hinting of decay and death. Summer had gone indeed — on earth and in her heart.

Never again would life be the same to her after this day, in this place, alone with memory; never again would she be the same. How old her heart had become — how old — how old! O amari dies! O flebiles noctes!

She rode that afternoon with Colonel Curmew, accepting him instead of another because she thought his chatter might leave her freer to follow her own thoughts.

But after a while it seemed to her as though she could no longer endure them, and that the colonels inanities were preferable.

They were riding down a mountain road, the horses picking a cautious way among the scattered stones.

He was paying court to her, as usual, and she had been riding on, smiling absently, preoccupied with her own thoughts and mentally oblivious to him, when there came a clatter of stones from behind, and Scott Wallace galloped recklessly up at the risk of his horses neck as well as his own.

Halloo! he said cheerfully; hope Im not smashing a twosome, colonel.

The colonel glanced sourly at him. Diana laughed with pleasure: Not at all, Scott! Colonel Curmew and I are old acquaintances, and the resources of sentiment were long ago exhausted between us. Where are you going?

Nowhere; I just felt like a gallop. All the chaps are kickin over the flight, which either isnt goin to materialize or passed over Sunday and made boobs of the bunch of us. Where are you goin?

Nowhere in particular; come with us. My nerves needed soothing, so I took the colonel along.

As a tonic or quieter? asked Wallace so seriously that Diana threw back her pretty head and the woodlands were melodious.

The colonel laughed loudly, too, and began to hate young Wallace with a hatred that passes all understanding.

Wallace turned to her. Whats wrong with your nerves? I supposed you hadnt any.

I didnt know it either, Scott. Probably Ive played with cards and cigarettes too hard. For all the sunshine, to-day has been a gray one for me.... Shall we gallop?

She launched her horse into a trot, a canter, then into a dead run. Behind her tore the two men through the afternoon sunlight, on, on, until their winded mounts topped the homeward crest of the hill and they looked down on the meadows of Adriutha.

They wended their way down the mountain in silence — Diana, grave and apparently tired; Wallace smiling slightly, and glancing at her from moment to moment; Colonel Curmew pop-eyed, expressionless, curling his mustache with gloved fingers.

He was furious with Diana, with Wallace, with himself. Yet even he could not see how he might have resented the young mans intrusion otherwise than by the lack of cordiality which he had certainly manifested. Besides Diana had invited him to remain with them. Of what low tricks women are capable! Because she knew well enough that he had desired and sought a tête-à-tête.

Curling his mustache tighter, he rode on, a good figure in the saddle always — ruminating, considering, angry because of the interruption.

For Colonel Follis Curmew had for days, now, been carefully preparing the way for something he meant to say to Diana. He was a cautious man with women; he reconnoitered by degrees, inch by inch, carefully watching effect. Hint, innuendo, double meanings, sly feelers, veiled intent, was the strategy he usually employed at first, skirmishing as close to the dead line as he dared; furtive, alert, ready always for a brilliant and resistless climax at the psychological moment.

A few minutes ago he had believed that the psychological moment was approaching. He had said one or two things so cleverly that not the least resentment had altered her smile; but how was he to know that, if she had heard him at all, she had not in the least understood him? It takes more than one to play a game of that kind. The trouble was that her smiling inattention had deceived him — had always deceived him. He was entirely persuaded that she had drifted into the game long ago.

Surely, surely the psychological moment had been close at hand when that big fool of a boy had come clattering downhill and smashed their approaching understanding into smithereens for the moment. The colonel silently damned him as he rode. It took time and patience to gather up and piece together the fragments and smithereens; it took skill and watchfulness to choose another such propitious day and hour — to select the scenery and the moment for what he meant to say to this young girl.

As he dismounted her at the foot of the terrace he pressed her arm significantly, and said under his breath:

Can we get away for a moment together this evening?

Wallace was close by, and the colonel spoke so low and pinched so discreetly that she neither understood nor noticed his amenities, so she merely nodded smilingly, thanked him for his escort, and ran up the steps beside Wallace.

Ill be in the billiard room later, if that interests you, she called back over her shoulder to Wallace as she ascended the stairs.

It certainly does! he replied promptly, and went away to change.

Diana continued on to her own room, disturbing Jack and Silvette on the stairs, and gaily jeering at them as she banged the door. A curious reaction had set in from the sadness of the morning — a feverish desire to escape from herself, from the misery that lay always heavy in her breast, the relentless hours that weighted her heart so that its dull beating had become a burden.

The bath refreshed her; so did the tea. She put on her little Japanese gown and her straw sandals, and curled up by the window, sipping her tea and watching the declining sun.

Dusk came swiftly, and with it Silvette who bent over and kissed her, and tasted the tea, and wandered about the rooms gossiping, too full of the joy of living to endure silence in herself or in anybody else.

Pangs of swift remorse and self-reproach stabbed her at intervals when she thought of her own happiness and remembered Dianas late unhappy affair.

How far Diana had cured herself, she did not know, but she knew that her sister was still more or less unhappy about Edgerton.

Did you send him my note? she inquired.

Yes: I wrote him, and inclosed it.

Hes a dear boy.... How well he must be doing! He ought to go down on his knees and thank you every day of his life for what he is turning out to be.

He would have turned out all right anyway, sooner or later.

Well, hes a horrid pig if he isnt grateful to you.... I dont suppose he has the slightest idea what his regeneration cost you.

Dont talk that way, Silvie.

What way? Im merely saying — —

Dont say it, dear.... If it cost me anything, he is never going to know it.

Silvette looked at her wistfully. If I could only see you as happy as I am, Di.... Sometimes I can scarcely bear to be as happy as I am, and remember that you are not sharing it.

True, said Diana, smiling; Jack cant marry us both, so we cant share your happiness, dear.

Silvette came and sat on the arm of the chair, drawing one arm about Dianas neck.

Do you still care for him very much? she asked sorrowfully.

Very much.

Do you think it will last?

Yes.

What are you going to do?

Nothing.

Isnt there something to do?

Nothing.

Perhaps, all this time he really cares for you.

There is not the slightest possibility. I had my chance; he cared for me — at that moment — when he told me so.... Those men out there — she made a vague gesture toward the unseen hills— are no more deadly cool when they shoot than was I when I deliberately killed in him whatever love he may have had for me.... I slew it, I tell you. There is no resurrection for dead things.

Silvette sighed heavily, and laid her smooth cheek against her sisters hair.

Still, she murmured half to herself, there are miracles.

There were.

There may be others yet.

No; I wounded his pride.

You aroused it.

By wounding it, and at the expense of what fell dead beside it. Love died that day, little sister, and for that death there is no reincarnation.

Again the feverish desire for escape came over her, seeming to burn through every vein, and she sprang to her feet and rang for the maid.

Im likely to do almost anything to-night, she said. Shall I make it a double event when youre ready?

A double — what?

Double event — double wedding? I can easily do so. Is it a good way to drown your griefs, Silvie? Because the prospect of being alone after you and Jack marry actually terrifies me.

You little goose, youll live with us!

I see myself doing it! — the superfluous spinster to be reckoned with, counted in at dinners, mollified by kindness, secretly feared for her acidulated tongue, to be employed later in either bribing or disciplining the children.

Di!

What?

If — in the — the — —

Course of human events — —

Jack and I have children, continued Silvette, flushing, well also have nurses to look out for the grubby little things.

Grubby! You dont know what youre saying. Youll be the most adoring — and adorable mother — —

Well, please dont talk about it.... I dont care for children now.... I dont know how Ill feel later.

Diana stood in the middle of the room — the smile fading from her face, her small hands clenching.

Ive learned to like children, she said. Ive learned to love them, somehow — even babies.... I want one of my own, she added fiercely. I wish for one very much; and if I cant have one — and its impossible, of course — I — Ill marry some man and have one!

Good heavens! exclaimed Silvette, horrified, what are you talking about? Ill let you have one of mine!

I dont want yours! How do you know youll have any? How do you know youll have more than one?

Her eyebrows were bent inward, her lips compressed; she turned her head and stared out at the stars — from where, they say, all babies come, and where they all return at last.

You know, she said calmly, that I wouldnt really do such a thing — even to have what I care for so much.... And yet — if a woman is tired, hopeless, alone, isnt marrying some man a help to her? Cant she stand the passing years better? Doesnt it give her some respite from the eternal pain — here — she laid a slim hand on her breast— doesnt it give her something to live for, especially if children should come? I dont know, Silvie; I ask you because Im tired and confused with the pain of it.

My darling!

She dropped her head on Silvettes shoulder for a moment; then, as the maid knocked, lifted it calmly and bade her come in.

That night at dinner she was very gay — a charming, sparkling, bewildering creature. Through and through Colonel Curmew shot intermittent pangs of jealousy and doubt, mercifully assuaged by hope; through and through Scott Wallace her blue eyes seemed to penetrate, exposing to her laughing gaze his youthful and very susceptible heart.
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That night at dinner she was very gay — a charming, sparkling, bewildering creature.

Certainly Im bowled over, he admitted cheerfully to himself. She is the cunninest thing that ever missed a pheasant; but shes found me, all right, with both barrels, and the skys full of feathers, and Im on the sod, kickin.

Me managed to tell her so that evening, in language sportsmanlike and picturesque, before they cut for partners at auction. She was standing on the stairs, two steps up; he below her, with his handsome face lifted.

All youve got to do is to send your dogs forward, and retrieve me, Diana. Im grassed in the open in plain sight.

Suppose I should take you up, Scott?

Is it a go?

She smiled down at him.

Take care, young man. Im approaching spinsterhood at a terrifying speed. How do you know that I may not clutch wildly at you?

For Heavens sake, clutch! he urged her.

How? Shall I roll up my eyes and whisper, Oh, Scott! — or shall I take a flying leap at you from here, and rope you before you can get away? Instruct me, please, because I really dont know as much about such customs as perhaps you think I do.

Take the flyer, Diana; Ill catch you. Are you ready? Come on; be a sport!

I cant be a sport, Scott. I try; I make a brave effort to be cigaretteful and naughty, but — Im ashamed to say it isnt in me. Now youll run, I suppose.

After you — yes.... Diana, I do love you. I havent said it right, thats all. Will you marry me and make somethin out of me besides a loafin lout in puttees?

Oh, Scott, youre so beautiful in puttees! I wouldnt make anything else out of you if I could; you must be perfectly gorgeous in pink.

Come down to the next hunt ball and see. Theyre a fine bunch at Meadowbrook. Youll like em; maybe youll learn to like me.

I do now, you scatter-brain! I adore you, Scott; but, you know, love is a different game.

Thatll come all right, he protested. When youre the missus, and you see me come a cropper over five bars, youll suddenly wake up to find you love hubby. And I wont be hurt, but youll think I am, and youll pull up and scramble down and look me over, and cover my pale and beautiful face with kisses and — Ill play foxy and let you, he ended with pleased satisfaction.

The smile on her face had suddenly become fixed: for what he was saying had conjured up a vision of the polo field, and a young fellow in white picking himself up from the trampled sod.

Wallace, looking around to see that the hall was empty, sprang up the two steps and took her hand in his.

Diana, I do love you dearly, he said. Will you take me on for a trial gallop?

Do you mean an engagement? she said, looking him over.

Yes, I do; will you?

What kind of an engagement?

The regular — with a sparkler on the side. Will you, Di?

No, you very slangy young man, I wont.

Well, then — then — what kind of an engagement do you suggest? he asked cheerfully. Just the circingle and halter kind?

What kind is that, Scott?

Oh, an understanding that youre not bitted and bridled yet.

You mean that the engagement lasts during my pleasure?

Yes, thats it.

And ends in marriage — or a very, very kind note? she asked, laughing.

Sure thing! Am I on?

She considered him, smilingly.

If you like, she said.

Oh, I do like! Its awflly good of you, Diana.... Would you be gracious enough to wear a sparkler?

Not yet, Scott.

Oh, thats all right — whenever you say. He looked up at her, blushing. Do you mind if I kiss you?

She looked at him for a second, then impulsively bent forward and kissed him squarely.

You nice boy, she said gently; you nice, nice boy. I wish the world were fuller of your sort.... I dont love you, Scott.... I dont suppose I shall.... But if you knew what I feel for you, I believe you wouldnt exchange it for any love I could ever give you.... Shall we go into the billiard room? Im playing at Colonel Curmews table, and hes probably perfectly furious at being kept waiting.

She gave his hand a friendly pressure as he released it, laughed, blushed, and turned away toward the billiard room, where the clamor was already audible.

They parted at the door, where she met her sister in conversation with Mr. Rivett.

Diana, she said, Mr. Rivett and I are going to town on the early train. You know he goes every week, and Ive simply got to do some shopping. Will you come with us?

Dianas heart gave a bound. To her, New York had become merely the abiding place of Edgerton, and every mention of it started her pulses.

Oh, do come, Di, urged her sister. If youll come, well have Jim to dinner at the Plaza. All the theaters are open, too, and we can have a jolly time.

How on earth is Jack going to bear it? asked Diana, laughing.

Bear it? Did you suppose Jack wasnt coming? asked Silvette so naïvely that the corners of Mr. Rivetts eyes cracked into wrinkles.

All right, Ill come, said Diana, with never a thought for Scott Wallace; but, thinking of Edgerton, she had meant to go from the first.

As Silvette, on her future father-in-laws arm, walked on toward the drawing-room, Colonel Curmew appeared from the billiard room.

Oh, said Diana, I am so sorry to have kept you waiting. I was talking to my sister about going to town to-morrow.

I want to see you before you go, said Curmew in a low voice. It cant be done now — theyre waiting for us, and Mrs. Wemyss is developing a temper. When can I see you?

Why, I dont know, she said, smiling. What have you to say to me that cannot be said now?

The colonels eyes popped, and he leered at her, not doubting her coquetry.

On the terrace after cards, he said, curling his mustache. Is that understood?

Indeed, it is not, Colonel Curmew! she said, amused. I shall retire early, because I have an early train to catch.

The colonels face darkened. There were limits to coquetry.

When did you decide to go?

A few minutes ago.

You knew I had something to say to you?

I knew nothing of the sort. And what has it to do with my going to town, anyway?

The colonel had only a few moments to decide.

How long will you be in town?

I dont know.

Where will you be?

He wearied her, and to be rid of him she thoughtlessly gave him the address at the Plaza.

Ill be in town for a day or two, he said, leering at her once more.

If she heard, she paid no heed, for she was already entering the billiard room with a gay gesture and a smile for Wallace, who waved his hand in reply, and looked volumes at her across the hubbub.


CHAPTER XIV

DESUNT CÆTERA
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SILVETTE AND DIANA, in one of Mr. Rivetts town limousines, had shopped to their hearts satisfaction, inspected fashions for the coming winter in hats and furs and gowns and various intimate affairs of flimsier fabric, had whirled away down town to lunch with Mr. Rivett and Mr. Dineen at the Iron and Steel Club, then whirled up town again to resume the delicious exploration of those glittering Fifth Avenue shops which line that thoroughfare from Madison Square to the gilded battle horse and its rider in two almost unbroken ranks.

In that magic land, where trousseaux are assembled and garnered by pretty brides to be, Silvette lingered, fascinated; but her rapid, intelligent survey was only preliminary as yet. She and Diana were merely en vidette; official inspection and an advance in force would follow later.

But, oh, the jewels and the furs and the lovely laces and the heavenly hats!

Every shop was now in full swing toward the culminating, scintillating transformation of Christmas; the avenue was crowded with flashing automobiles and carriages, the florists windows were beautiful, the sidewalks crowded.

Men sold violets everywhere at street corners or offered enormous, orange-tinted chrysanthemums nodding on long stems; giant policemen on foot kept busy ward at every crossing; superb mounted police calmly stemmed the twin torrents and, with lifted hand, quieted the maelstrom. Far to the south, in snowy magnificence against the sky, the huge marble tower brooded under its golden lantern above the citys roar; northward the naked trees of the park turned ruddy and golden in the eye of the level sun.

And all of it the two young girls beheld, and part of it they were — sometimes afoot in the throng, sometimes in their limousine, looking out with enchanted eyes upon all this magic — magic only, alas! to the unspoiled eyes of youth.

From time to time Silvette had stopped at any convenient place to telephone Edgerton, calling him up at his various points of possible contact. She had telegraphed him the morning that they left Adriutha, which was the day before, but, as time passed, it became evident that he had not yet received the telegram.

Some days ago he had gone to Pittsburg at Mr. Dineens suggestion. On his way back he was to stop at Philadelphia and Jersey City.

Rivett said at luncheon that hed probably return to his rooms before dining, and find their telegram in time to join them at the Plaza for dinner.

But he didnt come, nor did any word arrive from him; and Silvette and Jack went off to the New Theater to see The Thunderbolt matchlessly staged and acted in a matchless theater; and Rivett offered to take Diana anywhere.

But the girl was sick at heart under her smiling, feverish gayety, and the brilliant darkness of the streets seemed to mock her as she looked out into them.

Also, there was a chance that Edgerton might arrive late and telephone to somebody — perhaps even to her.

It was merely a chance, but her chances were few these days, and she durst not pass one by, no matter how unlikely it looked.

So she thanked Mr. Rivett, and preferred her room in the pretty suite to which he had invited Silvette and herself; and there she sat in her silken dinner gown, sunk into the velvety depths of a chair, watching the city lights from the window, waiting, listening — always listening with a hope that died and lived with her unquiet breathing; fading, flowering, waxing, waning, dead and alive between two heartbeats — the hope forever new — the only living thing which cannot die while the sad world endures.

Below her, far below, the lights of motors ran swiftly like passing meteors; the lights of carriages and hansoms streamed to and fro, yellower and slower; the lighted windows of street cars glided across her line of vision in endless, level repetition.

To the west the gemmed façade of the New Theater sparkled above the trees; northward the lighted streets spread away like linked jewels under the winter stars.

Into the high silence where she lay and looked out into the night, only a faint rumor of the city mounted from below; a tongue of flame rustled on the hearth; the clock ticked.

Suddenly, silence was shattered in her ears; she sprang to her feet, one hand against her heart, her stunned senses deafened by the clamor of the telephone.

The next instant she was at the receiver — the receiver pressed convulsively to her ear.

Yes, she said faintly.

* * * * * *

Yes; this is Miss Tennant.

* * * * * *

Yes — Diana Tennant. Who is it?

* * * * * *

Yes; I will hold the wire.

She rested against the shelf, relaxing from the tension; then, rigid, electrified:

Yes! Is that you, Jim?

Of course! he replied. Are you at the Plaza?

Yes — all alone. Oh, Jim! I am so glad to hear your voice!

Its bully of you to say it. Im delighted to hear yours. I have just come in and found Silvettes telegram on my desk. Shall I come around?

Will you?

She could hear him laughing, then:

Watch me, he said, if the dust doesnt obscure the spectacle, Ill be with you in five minutes. Is that right, Diana?

It is perfectly right.

As though dazed she hung up the receiver in its nickel wishbone, and began walking aimlessly up and down the room trying to collect her wits and calm her senses. Outwardly composed, inwardly facing chaos, she threw open the window and turned her face to the coolness of the winter stars.

Then behind her the telephone sounded again. It was only the announcement of his arrival, and she closed the door of her room and went into the pretty parlor, where a maid was already turning on the electric lights.

His ring sounded; the maid admitted him to the outer hall, took his hat and coat, and ushered him in. Diana rose to receive him with smiling composure as the maid retired to the bedroom.

This is very prompt of you, Jim — and promptness is the most subtle of flatteries.... How thin and white you look! ... Are you perfectly well?

Perfectly. I need not ask that question of you, Rose of the Berkshires!

Do I really look well?

Flawless and dewy fresh — a trifle slim, perhaps. Dont they keep you in pheasants?

They do, kind sir. Its fashion, not slenderness, you behold. Never mind how its accomplished. But, Jim, you dont look well. Are they working you to death?

Not so youd notice my decease, he said laughingly. Im in the game, up to the neck, and swimming strongly. Its a fine game, Diana. No doubt generations of Edgertons on high look down on me and sing in unison the Anvil Chorus. Its a great game — this iron one. The iron is in me; Im lanced through and through — its flowing in my blood; its in my bones. Iron! iron! There is nothing to compare with it in all the world, Diana.

Let me see your arm, Jim.

Shall I take off my coat and — —

No; Ill just feel it — very gently.

Its mended. Squeeze all you please.

Was it here?

Higher.

Here?

Lower.

Here?

Higher.

Jim, I believe youre just letting me fondle your old arm and waste oceans of sympathy on it!

They laughed; he showed her where the fracture had occurred. She, gravely curious, explored his sleeve with timid fingers.

Doesnt hurt at all, Jim?

Damp weather, he said briefly. How long do you remain in town, Diana?

Only over to-morrow.

Good Lord! Is that all?

Weve been here two days.

And I was in Pittsburg, dammit!

You certainly were, my friend; but, could I help that? I did my best. We wired you, and we have telephoned you steadily every minute since weve been here.... Jim, do you know, in the excitement weve quite forgotten to sit down.

They laughed again; he placed a chair for her, but she chose the lounge, and made a place for him beside her. Within the half hour a physical transformation had changed her to a flushed and radiant young girl, shy and audacious by turns, brilliant of eye and lip, and charmingly alert to his every word and smile. From her shoulders the robe of care seemed to have fallen, shriveling, as it fell, in the soft fire of her youth and spring-tide, leaving visible only her fresh, unstained, and winsome beauty.

She told him all that had occurred at Adriutha — all except what had happened between herself and young Wallace; and for the time she really forgot that such a man existed.

Then she asked eager questions; and he laid open the first pages of his new life before her proud, happy, sympathetic eyes, tracing it paragraph by paragraph for her since he had entered into mans estate, and had put away childish things.

The clock ticked; the tongue of flame flickered low among its ashes. They talked on, heeding nothing except each other.

I thought you and Silvette were to use the apartment when you come to town. Your room is ready; but here you are in white marble and palatial grandeur overlooking the park. Explain those phenomena, pretty maid!

Were guests of Mr. Rivett, Jim. Otherwise, no palatial grandeur for us. We wanted to go to the studio apartment; I was perfectly crazy to go. But we saw it would hurt Mr. Rivetts feelings, and that he had set his kind old heart on entertaining us.... Oh, Jim, I dont want to seem ungrateful, but if older people only knew that the less they entertain the young, the better they are beloved!

Thats a rather sad truth, but its the truth, he said. Rivett handed me one black eye, too, bless his heart. I had so counted on your being in the apartment.... Well, youll come sometime— He hesitated, looked at her, troubled.

When is Silvette to be married?

They think in the spring; they havent settled it yet.

Then you and she will be in the apartment this winter?

If you want us, she said almost shyly.

Want you! It will be paradise! Ill make my salary go as far as it will.

Indeed, you wont! Silvette and I chip in pro rata, or we refuse your marble halls!

Im afraid Ill have to agree, Japonette. My poverty, not my will, consents!

After a moment she said: It is a long while since you have called me that.

What?

Japonette. I like it. Theres a sort of an irresponsible frou-frou to the name which suits me. Thats all I am, Jim, she added with a laugh— just a swish of scented skirts.

He glanced up at her, half smiling.

I know what you are, he said.

Do you? I dont. Reveal me to myself, O Cagliostro!

Not now.

Why?

Not now, he repeated.

When? she insisted.

Some particularly sunny day in June, perhaps.

June! Listen to this man! The very nearest June is seven months off!

And I dont believe it will be next June, either, he said with a grin.

Jim!

Yes?

Youre a plain masculine brute! You say you know what I am. If you do, tell me now! I maintain that Im only a silken rustle and a hint of scent. Am I a louder episode than that, Jim?

The vault of heaven rings with you! he assured her, laughing.

Harmoniously?

Entrancingly.

Well, thats better, she nodded dubiously. Evidently Im not the kind of a noise that gets arrested. Jim, when the others come in, shall we have supper?

Tons of it, dear lady. Theyll have to push me out of this hotel before I consent to go.

Do you mean it?

Militantly — truculently!

Are you glad to see me?

He glanced at her with an odd expression, then turned aside to set his cigarette afire.

Yes, Im glad, he said.

She took one of his cigarettes, lighted it, savored it daintily, then leaned back watching mm. Their eyes encountered, and they smiled.

Where are the others, Diana?

Jack and Silvette are at the New Theater. Mr. Rivett and Mr. Dineen are sitting somewhere, cheek by jowl, looking wealthy.

How does one look wealthy?

You always do, Jim.

Thank fortune for that. It ought to land me somewhere on the grandstand.

Havent you noticed, she said, that some people always look wealthy? I dont know exactly what it is about them; it has nothing to do with breeding, or clothes, or careful grooming.

Neither has wealth, he smiled.

Thats trite; youre becoming too prosperous to remain clever. But, oh, Jim! isnt it fine! she exclaimed impulsively.

What is fine?

Why, your success, of course! Your splendid interest in the business — your fitting yourself for a position of honor among your peers! It is fine! fine! And it is the happiest thing that has ever happened in my life!

He looked at her.

You dear girl, he said quietly.

I? It was none of my doing. Youre mistaken if you think so. Once you said something of that sort in a letter to me; but it isnt true, Jim. You have found yourself; the credit is yours alone.

I give credit to the far white gods.... In that Olympian Pantheon one is known as Diana.

She of the Ephesians — yes. She was great, wasnt she? Did you ever hear of the fly who said, I lie on my back in space, balancing the world on my six legs? The fly was quite right; theres no top or bottom point to this sphere — or to your logic, Jim.

He smiled quietly.

Did you ever hear of that Chinese goddess of the lotus, Kwan-Yin, who, from her blossom throne in the Happy Isles, rescues lost souls?

With how many incarnations are you going to endow me, Jim?

Do you think I am endowing you with anything you do not already possess?

What do I possess? she laughed; blue eyes and a fair skin and a heart as mercenary as a Persian pussys. Warmed in the sunshine of life, I radiate purrs; but Im a slit-eyed opportunist in storm and stress.

After a moment he said:

What are your plans when Silvette marries?

I suppose Ill marry somebody, she said, thinking of Wallace for the first time. Old age alone doesnt attract me; in fact, Ive been hedging already, she added.

Hedging?

Practically; Ive told a man Id marry him if it suited me to do so some day; but, meanwhile, he must consider himself padlocked. Isnt that a nice, thrifty, feminine contract?

Are you serious?

Entirely.

Who is he?

She glanced at him uncertainly.

I think youve heard me speak of him, Jim.

Wallace?

That is the youth.

Are you in love with him?

Oh, more than that, Jim. I like him.

Enough to marry him?

Not at present.... But you never can tell. I await the event. I havent anything else to do.

He nodded, smiling.

I rather imagined him to be the sort of man youd come to care for.... Ive heard one or two men speak of him recently.

You mean that you made inquiries?

A tint of red touched the city pallor of his skin.

Yes, I took that, liberty.

It was a friendly one. The reports were excellent, of course.

Excellent. He must be a good deal of a man.

Her eyes were fixed on him, expressionless, considering. The slightest smile edged her lips.

He is young — and nice.... I dont know how much of a man he may become.... I know nothing about him, and havent studied him very minutely yet.

You will — before you marry him.

I may not.... A girl often misuses a microscope. I think I have, frequently. Do you remember King Gamas song? — 

And interested motives

Im delighted to detect!



No, Jim; my snooping days are about over. Dissection wearies; the clinic is a bore. Im beginning to be content with the surface of things; Im tending toward impressionism and the elimination of detail — toward the blessed serenity of stupidity. There is rest, there.

Rest, he repeated, smiling. Of what are you already tired?

I am tired of intelligence. Its too exacting. It forms a liaison with conscience, and affronts inclination. Im tired of rule and precept with which an occult and inborn tyranny shackles me. Im tired of more than that — but isnt that sufficient to fatigue a girl?

Heavy chains, he said, looking at the figures on the carpet, tracing them with an incurious eye.

So I think Ill file away a few links.

You cant.

He rose, walked to the window, drew the curtain, and looked out at the November stars. Limpid, inexorable, the countless eyes of the night met his. Whatever message they held for him he seemed to understand it, for, presently he came quietly back to her.

Yes, he said, its a good game, after all. The main thing is to get into it and stay there — in medeas res — squarely. He looked up, smiling. Your superb interference put me there. Why do you deny it?

Does it please you that I should not deny it?

Yes, Diana.

Then I affirm and deny nothing — which makes me sufficient of a nonentity to suit you, I hope.

I am suited.

A moment later the bell rang, and Silvette and Jack, followed by Mr. Rivett, came laughing through the hall and into the little parlor.

Jim! At last! cried Silvette, giving him both hands.

How are you, cousin! How are you, Mr. Rivett! Hello, Jack! he said as they surrounded him with lively greetings.

How goes it? inquired Mr. Rivett dryly.

First rate.

Did you see McMillan in Pittsburgh?

By jove, I did! He was tremendously interesting — and exceedingly cordial to me.

Mr. Rivett nodded. He might have said that he kept McMillan in his vest pocket, but he only stared at Edgerton through his big, round glasses.

They all had supper together, later; Jack and Silvette bubbled enthusiasm over the play and the splendid cast; Dineen came in and talked business to Rivett in casual undertones; Diana and Edgerton were quieter, even inclined to silence.

Meanwhile Jack was consulting Silvette about theater plans for the following evening, and Edgerton said that he would return from business in time to join them.

Youll be in Jersey, wont you? asked Rivett.

Yes.

Well, try to get back in time to dress and join us at dinner.

I dont believe I can do that.

Rivett looked at him. Try, he said briefly.

But Edgerton said aside to Diana:

I cant get back to the studio before eight.... By the way, you have a key, you know, if you wish to go there at any time.

Thank you, Jim. I may look in to-morrow sometime. I want to see— She flushed, and hesitated; then calmly: We left two trunks there, you know.

He nodded. Go and rummage. The janitor has orders. He has taken splendid care of that big white cat of yours. Youll find everything in order, and quite comfortable.

So he made his adieux and went his way; and Mr. Dineen followed, and Jack and his father retired to their suite, and Silvette and Diana went to theirs.

Little sister, whispered Silvette, leaning over Dianas pillow, where she lay, eyes closed; are you any happier than you were this morning?

Yes.

Very much?

Very much.

And that was all. Silvette looked down at the white face and closed eyes, sighed, and extinguished the night light.

The eyes of happiness close only in sleep, or in the arms of the best beloved.

Silvettes excited heart began to sing with the first ray of the morning sun. Also she arose, dressed, and breakfasted with her equally reckless affianced, which showed that theirs was a hopeless case, and a recent one.

Dineen came and took Rivett away. Diana tasted a grape fruit in bed, and lay thinking until noon brought luncheon and her maid pro tem.

Jack and Silvette, unable to persuade her, drifted off somewhere into the sparkling confusion of the metropolis, promising to return and take her for a drive through the Park.

About five oclock she summoned her maid.

Please say that I have gone to the studio apartment to get some things from my trunks, she said; and wrote out the address in case either Mr. Rivett or Mr. Dineen wished to communicate with her.

Then, in furs, walking skirt and veil, and her tired little heart already outstripping her feet, she went out into the sunset world upon the pilgrimage so long desired, so long and wistfully deferred.

Her pulse beat fast as she entered his street. The sight of the house filled her with sudden trepidation, but she knew that he was not there. She had nearly three hours alone before her, unless the others, returning to find her note, might telephone and interrupt her.

Her key turned smoothly in the lock; she crossed the threshold, holding her breath.

A dull, mellow light filled the studio. In the stillness a faint fragrance of tobacco hung in the air. Step by step she advanced, looking at each familiar object as she came to it and passed it — pausing to lay a gloved hand on the sofa where, ages ago, two very young people sat, touching with lingering fingers the empty silver bowl which once, on a summer day, had been almost hidden under a fragrant load of peonies.

Something behind her — and it was not a sound — made her turn. The white cat sat looking at her with no recognition in its solemn eyes; and when she moved forward, hand outstretched in wistful appeal, it calmly retreated into the demi light of the bedroom beyond.

The well of desolation was filling fast now; she sank into a wide chair by the tea table and, lifting her veil, touched her eyes with her handkerchief. Then, disciplined, controlled, she lay back looking into the bedroom where she and her sister had slept and awakened through those three magic days which even Fate allowed before foreclosing on her destiny forever.

Pink bars of sunlight slanted on the wall, warming the painted armor of a forgotten dead man — forgotten no more than some among the living. A great lady, painted in her jewels, seemed to flush and smile as a rosy bar crept across her cheek. Doubtless she, too, had loved before she died.

The girl extended her arm listlessly along the upholstered arm of her chair, and looked at her white-gloved hand.

In the hollow of that hand she had once held Love, and had smilingly released it. Out of that little palm Love had flown far beyond her ken; and there was no returning for that winged thing.

Then, very quietly, she bowed her head, eyes sheltered by her hand, and remained so, motionless, for a long while.

The outer bell had sounded twice before she realized that it was the bell of the apartment. Dazed, she rose, stood a moment collecting herself, then walked to the door and opened it.

Colonel Curmew stepped jauntily in.

So astonished was she that she scarcely understood what he was about before they both were on the studio threshold — she instinctively retreating, he advancing, wreathed in a smile so remarkable that it fascinated her.

What an odd thing of you to do, she said, still confused by the suddenness of his invasion, groping instinctively for the reason.

You left word at the Plaza; I understood, he said, his eyes fairly popping at her, then palely roving around the place.
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So this is your apartment? he said.

So this is your apartment? he said. What a discreet and charming little nest!

I think you dont understand, she said; this is Mr. Edgertons apartment.

He looked at her oddly, then burst into laughter.

You clever girl! he chuckled.

What! she said, bewildered.

But he only smirked at her.

Look here, little girl, he said, suppose you begin to make your eyes behave, and come down to actualities. You know what I want; I know what you want. Weve been wasting time all summer. Im no fool; neither are you, as you show by selecting this nice, little nook for a good, sensible talk.

She only stared at him, thinking he had gone mad, and he laughed and twirled his mustache.

Nix for the baby stare, he said reprovingly. I tell you I know what a girl like you wants — privacy, discretion, and the usual ... And Ive got it, little girl — wads of it!

The grotesqueness of the dream seemed to make her stupid; she tried to find some sense and reason in what this man was saying to her, strove to comprehend him, his visit, his words.

Are you asking me to — marry you, she said, confused.

Marry you! he repeated, his expressive features suddenly blank, then jocular again.

Then — what — —

And, suddenly staring into the sinister smirk, she comprehended, and turned ashy white.

Even he could not mistake the genuineness of that white horror.

You — you d-dont understand, he stammered, his effrontery shaken.... I — perhaps I didnt understand you, either.... But I thought — I supposed — —

His top hat fell clattering on the floor; he stooped and picked it up, lifting a redder and more impudent countenance to confront her.

After all, he said with a sneer, I had a right to think you knew what you were about — a girl, alone, who lives on her wits.

He hesitated, malignant now, writhing internally under her pallid contempt.

By God! he said, youre nothing better than any other hired woman! I helped hire you myself. And added, between his teeth: You little clawing cat! I know damned well youre an adventuress, but your game is beyond me — —

He swung insolently on his heel, and found himself looking straight into the eyes of Jacob Rivett.

Go out! said Mr. Rivett in a low voice.

The colonel stared at him, confounded.

Go out! repeated Rivett softly.

The colonel, flushed and utterly discountenanced, started toward the door. Mr. Rivett followed him out into the hall, closing the door behind him.

Diana stood stock still, as though turned to stone. There had been a crash outside; then, in rather rapid but irregular succession, a series of thuds. It was Colonel Curmews impact with wall and floor; Mr. Dineen had been patiently knocking him down until that battered and half-senseless warrior took the count. Then one careful and heavy kick sent him down the first of the flights of stairs, and a moment later Diana heard the door bell.

She opened; Mr. Rivett walked in slowly, as though abstracted; Mr. Dineen came behind, straightening his scarf-pin.

You left the door ajar, so we walked in, observed Rivett, ignoring his previous entrance. He strolled about, glancing up at the pictures and tapestries. Then his manner changed.

Well, my dear, he said briskly, Mr. Dineen and I stopped at the hotel, and your maid told us you had come here to get things out of your trunks. So, if youve finished rummaging, the car is below, and Jack and Silvette are waiting tea for us at the St. Regis.

Thank you, she said in a low voice.

Had you rather not come?

I had rather not — if you dont mind.

He walked over to her, took both her hands, and looked into her eyes.

I am at your service, my dear, he said.

I know it.... My heart will always be in yours.

His face grew grimmer.

I guess we understand each other, child.... Next to my own — Silvette — and you.... Shall the car wait for you?

I will walk back.

Dinner at seven, he said, releasing her hands.

She nodded, forcing a smile.

At seven, she repeated, offering her hand to Mr. Dineen, who squeezed it shamelessly while unfeigned admiration transfigured his broad face.

So they left her there in the studio, standing in the dusk, head held high, and in her eyes that dauntless courage that remains though lips quiver and the hot tears sting the straining throat.

Cautiously, lest self-control slip the leash, she reseated herself and lay back in the chair, closing her eyes. Whatever battle raged within her was fought out there in darkness and in silence. She lay motionless, never stirring save for the slow clenching and relaxing of her fingers; and at last even that ceased.

Then the steel nerves and iron will that had mastered the storm and soothed it, turned traitor, tricking her, furtively relaxing in the wake of exhaustion.

In the dark the white cat stole in, hesitated, looked at her; then, satisfied, stretched out on a Persian rug in front of her.

Long ago all sound had ceased in her ears; her heart beat quietly, her breath came and went as evenly and softly as the respiration of a sleeping child.

Through the tall windows the starlight touched her; at her feet the white cat dozed, dreaming of nothing.

Confused, the brilliancy of electric light in her eyes, Diana found herself sitting bolt upright, clutching the arms of her chair, and staring at a dark figure which leaned over her — a man, laughing, still amazed, still a little incredulous.

Jim! she faltered.

Certainly. What do you mean by going to sleep in my favorite chair?

Oh, dear! Oh, Jim! she wailed, dropping back helplessly into the depths of the chair, I must be perfectly crazy to do such a thing! What time is it? I came in here to — to get something — she pressed her hands to her temples— to find — to look — Oh, I dont know what Im talking about!

Her hands dropped; she gazed hopelessly up at him.

Did you ever hear of such a perfect fool? she said. What time is it? — if you think I can bear the information.

Its only eight.

Eight! Jim, dear, will you go to that telephone and inform Mr. Rivett that I have not been run over, murdered, or arrested?

He went over and telephoned, adding: Dont wait for either of us. Leave the tickets on Dianas dresser. Well be along pretty soon.

What did you mean, Jim? she asked, struggling with her veil.

Its so late, he said, that youd better wait for me to get into my jeans, and then Ill take you over and you can get into yours, and then well dine together, and go in for the last act if we have time.

Ive spoiled your evening, she said.

Do you think so?

Oh, I know it. Did Mr. Rivett think me an utter lunatic?

He didnt say so over the wire.

What did he say, Jim?

Nothing that meant anything.

Tell me!

All he said was for me to take care of you. You perceive the irony, dont you?

Irony? she repeated, looking at him.

Why? Arent you capable of doing it?

Do you need anybody to look after you? he asked, smiling.

Slowly she lifted her eyes to his; his smile died out. Never had he looked into such a desolate face.

What is it? he said, astonished; what on earth is the matter, Diana? Has anything happened?

Nothing — unusual — I suppose.

You are not ill, are you?

The tears were slowly blinding her, and she turned her head, standing so, fighting for self-mastery.

Diana — —

She motioned him to silence. He stood it as long as he could, then stepped over beside her and touched her arm.

Tell me, dear? he said under his breath.

She strove to speak — could not, yet; motioned him aside, but he would have none of such commands.

You took my troubles on your slender shoulders, he said; may I not help you to carry one or two of yours? ... And, as she made no answer: Dear, if you have not loved me, you have done for me, perhaps, even more than love might have done.

She had dried her eyes; now she turned to him quietly.

It was love.... But dont mistake it, Jim.... It was a love that asked for nothing that it had not — desired nothing that you had not already given.... I thought it best to tell you — because — it is a world of men; and women — sometimes — are held — lightly in it — —

Her lip quivered, but she, somehow, managed to meet his eyes and smile.

All that happened long ago, Jim.

Did love — die?

Yours, she said, smiling. I slew it very neatly for you.

I mean yours, Diana?

Mine? Why, I gave you something better than that, she began gaily. Then her face altered; she fell silent, watching him — at first incredulous, then a little dazed.

Didnt you know that I loved you? he said.

You mean — last summer.... Yes.

Now! Didnt you know it?

I — no.

Far in the chaos of her brain she heard his words echoing, reëchoing in confused reiteration.

He was saying, slowly: There has never been a moment since that day that my life has not been yours — that you have not possessed my heart, my mind, filled them, owned them, overwhelmingly inspired me with love and adoration for you alone. What I am, and will be, I am, and shall be by grace of you.

But gratitude is not the love of man for woman; it is not even part of it; it is a separate passion — a shrine by itself. I worship you there in my own fashion.

But you, Diana — Japonette— He flung one arm around her body. She placed a firm hand on his wrist as though to break the clasp, looked at him, and began to tremble.

Can you love me, Japonette?

Can you?

Yes.

Her hand tightened over his wrist as he drew her close, crushing her to him. She looked up blindly into his eyes as he kissed her; then her lids unclosed and her silent lips moved, forming his name.

They neither dressed for the theater nor went to it. They dined together at an outrageous hour in an unfashionable haunt of his.

Silvette, Jack, Mr. Rivett, and Mr. Dineen found them at supper in the little parlor when they arrived from the play.

Di! cried Silvette, what on earth has possessed you and Jim?

Her voice failed her at sight of her sisters face.

That! she exclaimed; has that happened? Darling! My little Di — my little, little girl! she murmured, dropping on her knees beside her.

Mr. Dineen looked foolishly at Mr. Rivett.

Say it later, John, whispered Mr. Rivett dryly. Well go downstairs for a while.

You wont! said Diana, turning laughingly on them. You will wish us happiness, and drink to it, too. She rose, flushed and radiant. Silvette sprang to her feet and kissed her; Jack seized her with determination, and made no ceremony about it.

Then Diana walked straight up to Mr. Rivett, and held out both hands; and the little man kissed her grimly.

Mr. Dineens blue eye sparkled; she looked at the big, jolly Irishman, audaciously delighted.

What man has done, man may do, she said.

Faith, Ill see if a woman can do it, too! he said, saluting her with all the reckless grace of his race.

Then Edgertons hand was shaken and his shoulder patted, and Jack summoned legions of waiters from the regions below.

Rivetts burned-brown eyes bored through and through Edgerton as he took his hand.

I thought youd do it, he said.

Did you? I wasnt very hopeful myself, said the young fellow, laughing.

I was.... Theyre good children — good children — like my own.... If you will excuse me, I will go and telegraph my wife.... It will be a happiness to her — a great happiness.

Jack thrust a glass into his hand. Whats this? demanded his father.

We are to drink health to them, dad.

Mr. Rivett inspected his glass, hesitated, while all waited; then, lifting it:
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Health, happiness, prosperity to them.

Theyre good children, he said. Health, happiness, prosperity to them — and — to the house of Edgerton, Tennant and Company! ... Break your glasses!

THE END


The Gay Rebellion
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TO

SUZANNE CARROLL

Though J. H. jeer

And Smith incline to frown,

I do not fear

To write these verses down

And publish them in town.

The solemn world knows well that Im no poet;

So what care I if two gay scoffers know it?

Buck up, my Muse!

Wing high thy skyward way,

And dont refuse

To let me say my say

As bravely as I may.

To praise a lady fair I father verses,

Which Admiration cradles, Homage nurses.

For you, Suzanne,

Long since have won my heart;

You break it, too,

And leave the same to smart full sore

Whenever you depart for Baltimore.

Youre charming; — and in metre I endeavour

To say you are as winsome as youre clever.



Winsome and wise,

Subtle in maidens lore,

With wondrous eyes — 

Alas for Baltimore,

That grows this rose no more!

As for Manhattan, that benign old vulture

Wins one more prize in fancy horticulture.

So now to you

I dedicate this tale;

Its neither new

Nor altogether stale, — 

Nor can completely fail,

For your bright name as sponsor for my story

Assures the author of reflected glory.

R. W. C.
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PREFACE
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THESE STORIES, MADEMOISELLE, as your intuition tells you, are for old-fashioned young people only; and should be read in the Golden Future, some snowy evening by the fire after a home dinner à deux. Your predestined husband, mademoiselle, is to extend his god-like figure upon a sofa, with an ash-tray convenient. You are to do the reading, curled up in the big velvet wing-chair, with the lamp at your left elbow and the fender under your pretty feet. As for me, I shall venture to smile at you now and then from the printed page — but with discretion, mademoiselle, not inconveniencing your party à deux. For, to be rid of me, you have merely to close this book.
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FOREWORD

[image: img412.jpg]

THE ATTENTION OF the civilized world is, at present, concentrated upon The Science of Eugenics. The author sincerely trusts that this important contribution to the data now being so earnestly nosed out and gathered, may aid his fellow students, scientifically, politically and anthropologically.



Miris modis Di ludos faciunt hominibus!

R. W. C.
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Facta canam; sed erunt qui me finxisse loquantur. — Ovid.
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I
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THE YEAR HAD been, as everybody knows, a momentous and sinister year for the masculine sex; marriages and births in the United States alone had fallen off nearly eighty per cent.; the establishment of Suffragette Unions in every city, town, and village of the country, their obedience to the dictation of the Central National Female Franchise Federation; the financial distress of the florists, caterers, milliners and modistes incident to the almost total suspension of social functions throughout the great cities of the land, threatened eventually to paralyse the nations business.

Clergymen were in a pitiable condition for lack of fees and teas; the marriage license bureau was open only Mondays and Saturdays; the social columns of the newspapers were abolished. All over the Union young men were finding time hanging heavy on their hands after business hours because there was little to do now that every town had its Franchise Clubs magnificently fitted with every requisite that a rapidly advancing sex could possibly demand.

The pressure upon the men of the Republic was becoming tremendous; but, as everybody knows, they held out with a courage worthy, perhaps, of a better cause, and women were still denied the franchise in the face of impending national disaster.

But the Central Federation of Amalgamated Females was to deliver a more deadly blow at man than any yet attempted, a blow that for cruelty and audacity remains unparalleled in the annals of that restless sex.

As everybody now knows, this terrible policy was to be inaugurated in secret; a trial was to be made of the idea in New York State; neither the state nor federal governments had the faintest suspicion of what impended; not a single newspaper had any inkling.

Even Augustus Melnor, owner and editor of that greatest of New York daily newspapers, the Morning Star, continued to pay overwhelming attention to his personal appearance, confident that the great feminine revolt was on its last shapely legs, and that once more womankind would be kind to any kind of mankind, and flirt and frivol and marry, and provide progeny, and rock the cradle as in the good old days of yore.

So it happened one raw, windy day in May, Mr. Melnor entered his private office in the huge Morning Star building, in an unusually cheerful frame of mind and sent for the city editor, Mr. Trinkle.

An exceedingly pretty girl smiled at me on my way down town, Trinkle, he said exultantly. That begins to look as though the backbone of this suffragette strike was broken. What?

Youve got a dent in your derby; it may have been that, said Mr. Trinkle.

Mr. Melnor hastily removed his hat and punched out the dent.

Im not so sure it was that, he said, flushing up.

Mr. Trinkle gazed gloomily out of the window.

For an hour they talked business; then Mr. Melnor was ready to go.

How are my nephews getting on? he asked.

Something rotten, replied Mr. Trinkle truthfully.

Whats the matter with em?

Everything — except a talent for business.

You mean to say they exhibit no aptitude?

Not the slightest.

Mr. Melnor seized his overcoat from the hook.

Mr. Trinkle offered to hold it for him. The offer irritated the wealthy owner of the Star, who suspected that the city editor meant to intimate that he, Mr. Melnor, was too old to get into his own overcoat without assistance.

Never mind! he said ungratefully. He fussed at the carnation in his buttonhole, picked up his doggy walking stick, glanced over his carefully pressed trousers and light coloured spats, strolled across to the mirror, and leisurely drew on his new gloves.

Mr. Trinkle, he began more complacently, what I want you to always bear in mind is that my pup nephews require a thorough grilling! I want you to bully em! Suppress em! Squelch, nag, worry, sit on em!

I have, said the city editor with satisfaction. They loathe me.

Do it some more, then! I wont permit any nepotism in this office! If you dont keep after em theyll turn into little beastly journalists instead of into decent, self-respecting newspaper men! Have either of my nephews attempted to write any more poetry for the Saturday supplement?

Young Sayre got away with some verses.

Wha dye do with em? growled Mr. Melnor.

Printed em.

Printed them! Are — you — craz-y?

Dont worry. Sayre got no signature out of me.

But why did you print?

Because those verses were too devilish good to lose. You must have read them. It was that poem Amourette.

Did he do that?

Yes; and the entire sentimental press of the country is now copying it without credit.

My nephew wrote Amourette? repeated Mr. Melnor with mingled emotions.

He sure did. That poem seemed to deal a direct blow at this suffragette strike. Several women subscribers sent in mash notes. I had a mind to take advantage of one or two myself.

Pride and duty contended in the breast of Augustus Melnor; duty won.

Thats what I told you! he snapped; those pups will begin to write for the magazines if you dont look out!

Well I tell you that theyve no nose for news — no real instinct — and they might as well write for the backs of the magazines.

Theyve got to acquire news instinct! Bang it into em, Trinkle! Rub their noses in it! Ill have those pups understand that if ever they expect to see any inheritance from me theyll have to prepare themselves to step into my shoes! Theyll have to know the whole business — from window-washer to desk! — and theyve got to like it, too — every bit of it! You keep em at it if it kills em, Trinkle. Understand?

Itll kill more than those gifted young literary gentlemen, said Trinkle darkly.

What do you mean by that?

It will kill a few dozen good stories. Were going to murder a big one now. But its your funeral.

That Adirondack story?

Exactly. Its as good as dead.

Trinkle! Listen to me. How are we going to make men of those pups if we dont rouse their pride? I tell you a man grows to meet the opportunity. The bigger the opportunity the bigger he grows — or he blows up! Put those boys up against the biggest job of the year and its worth five years liberal education to them. Thats my policy. Isnt it a good one?

Mr. Trinkle said: Its your paper. I dont give a damn.

Mr. Melnor glared at him.

You do what I tell you, he growled. You start in and slam em around the way they say Belasco slammed Leslie Carter! Ill have no nepotism here!

He went out by a private entrance, walking with the jaunty energy that characterised him. Mr. Trinkle looked after him. Talk of nepotism! he muttered, then struck the desk savagely.

To the overzealous young man who came in with an exuberant step he snarled:

Showemin! And dont you go volplaning around this office or Ill destroy you!

A moment afterward the youthful nephews of the great Mr. Melnor appeared. They closed and locked the door behind them as they were tersely bidden, then stood in a row, politely and attentively receptive — well-bred, pleasant-faced, expensive-looking young fellows, typical of the metropolis. Mr. Trinkle eyed them with disfavour.

So at last youre ready to start, eh? he rasped out. I thought perhaps youd gone to Newport for the summer to think it over. You are ready, are you not?

Yes, sir, we hope to — —

Well, dammit! yes is enough! Cut out the we hope to! And try not to look at me patiently, Mr. Sayre. I dont want anybody to be patient with me. I dislike it. I prefer to incite impatience in people. Impatience is a form of energy. I like energy! Energy is important in this business. The main thing is to get a move on; and then, first you know, youll begin to hustle. Try it for a change.

He continued to inspect them gloomily for a few moments; then:

To successfully cover this story, he continued, you both ought to be expert woodsmen, thoroughly inured to hardship, conversant with woodcraft and nature. Are you?

Weve been reading up, began Langdon confidently; we have a dozen pocket volumes to take into the woods with us.

Havent I already warned you that every ounce of superfluous luggage will weigh a ton in the woods? interrupted the city editor scornfully. Are you two youthful guys under the impression that you can stroll through the wilderness loaded down with a five-foot shelf of assorted junk?

Sayre arranged that, said Langdon. He has invented a wonderful system, Mr. Trinkle. You know that thin, white stuff, which resembles sheets of paper, that they give goldfish to eat. Well, Sayre and I tasted it; and it wasnt very bad; so we had them make up twelve thousand sheets of it, flavoured with vanilla, and then we got Dribble & Co., the publishers, to print one set of their Nature Library on the sheets and bind em up in edible cassava covers. As soon as we thoroughly master a volume we can masticate it, pages, binding, everything. William, show Mr. Trinkle your note-book, he added, turning to Sayre, who hastily produced a pad and displayed it with pardonable pride.

Made entirely of fish food, sugar, pemmican, and cassava, he said modestly. Takes pencil, ink, stylograph, indelible pencil, crayon, chalk—

The city editor regarded the two young men and then the edible pad in amazement.

What? he barked. Say it again!

Its made of perfectly good fish-wafer, Mr. Trinkle. We had it analysed by Professor Smawl, and he says it is mildly nutritious. So we added other ingredients — —

You mean to say that this pad is fit to eat?

Certainly, said Langdon. Bite into it, William, and show him.

Sayre bit out a page from the pad and began to masticate it. The city editor regarded him with intense hostility.

Oh, very well, he said. I havent any further suggestions to offer. Your uncle has picked you for the job. But its my private opinion that here is where you make good or hunt another outlet for your genius — even if your uncle does own the Star.

Then he rose and laid his hands on their shoulders:

Its a wild and desolate region, he said, with an irony they did not immediately perceive; nothing but woods and rocks and air and earth and mountains and madly rushing torrents and weird, silent lakes — nothing but trails, macadam roads, and sign-posts and hotels and camps and tourists, and telephones. If you find yourself in any very terrible solitudes, abandon everything and make for the nearest fashionable five-dollar-a-day igloo. It may be almost a mile away, but try to reach it, and God bless you.

As the dawning suspicion that they were being trifled with became an embarrassed certainty, the city editors grim visage cracked into a grimmer grin.

I dont think that you young gentlemen are cut out for a newspaper career, but you do, and others higher up say to let you try it. So youre going in to find at least one of those four men, dead or alive. The police havent been able to find them, but you will, of course. The game-wardens, fire-wardens, guides, constables, farmers, lumbermen, sheriffs, cant discover hair or hide of them; but no doubt you can. The wild and dismal state forest is now full of detectives, amateur and professional; its full of hotel keepers, trout fishermen, and private camps which are provided with elevators, electric light, squash courts, modern plumbing, and footmen in knee-breeches; and all of these dinky ginks are hunting for four young and wealthy men who have, at regular intervals of one week each, suddenly and completely disappeared from the face of nature and the awful solitudes of the Adirondacks. I take it for granted that you have the necessary data concerning their several and respective vanishings?

Yes, sir, said Langdon, who was becoming redder and redder under the bland flow of the Desks irony.

Suppose you run over the main points before you dash recklessly out into the woods via Broadway.

William, said Langdon with boyish dignity, would you be kind enough to run over your notes for Mr. Trinkle?

It will afford me much pleasure to do so, replied Sayre, also very red and dignified.

Out of his pocket he drew what appeared to be an attenuated ham sandwich. Opening it with a slight smile of triumph, as Mr. Trinkles eyes protruded, he turned a page of fish-wafer paper and read aloud the pencilled memoranda:

May 1st, 1910.

Reginald Willett, a wealthy amateur, author of Rough Life Photography, Snapshots at Trees, Hunting the Wild Bat with the Camera, etc., etc., left his summer camp on the Gilded Dome, taking with him his kodak for the purpose of securing photographs of the wilder flowers of the wilderness.

He never returned. His butler and second man discovered his camera in the trail.

No other trace of him has yet been discovered. He was young, well built, handsome, and in excellent physical condition.

Sayre turned the page outward so that Mr. Trinkle could see it.

Heres his photograph, he said, and his dimensions.

Mr. Trinkle nodded: Go on, he said; and Sayre resumed, turning the page:

May 8th: James Carrick, a minor poet, young, well built, handsome, and in excellent physical condition, disappeared from a boat on Dingmans Pond. The boat was found. It contained a note-book in which was neatly written the following graceful poem:

While gliding oer thy fair expanse

And gazing at the shore beyond,

What simple joys the soul entrance

Evoked by rowing on Dingmans Pond.

The joy I here have found shall be

Dear to my heart till life forsake,

And often shall I think of thee,

Thou mildly beauteous Dingmans Lake.

Stop! said Mr. Trinkle, infuriated. Sayre looked up.

The poem gets the hook! he snarled. Go on!

The next, continued young Sayre, referring to his edible note-book, is the case of De Lancy Smith. On May 16th he left his camp, taking with him his rod with the intention of trying for some of the larger, wilder, and more dangerous trout which it is feared still infest the remoter streams of the State forest.

His luncheon, consisting of truffled patés and champagne, was found by a searching party, but De Lancy Smith has never again been seen or heard of. He was young, well built, handsome, and — —

In excellent physical condition! snapped Mr. Trinkle. Thats the third Adonis youve described. Quit it!

But that is the exact description of those three young men — —

Every one of em?

Every one. They all seem to have been exceptionally handsome and healthy.

Well, does that suggest any clue to you? Think! Use your mind. Do you see any clue?

In what?

In the probably similar fate of so much masculine beauty?

The young men looked at him, perplexed, silent.

Mr. Trinkle waved his hands in desperation.

Wake up! he shouted. Doesnt it strike you as odd that every one of them so far has been Gibsonian perfection itself? Doesnt that seem funny? Doesnt it suggest some connection with the present Franchise strike?

It is odd, said Langdon, thoughtfully.

You notice, bellowed Mr. Trinkle, that no young man disappears who isnt a physical Adonis, do you? No thin-shanked, stoop-shouldered, scant-haired highbrow has yet vanished. You notice that, dont you, Sayre? Open your mouth and speak! Say anything! Say pip! if you like — only say something!

The young man nodded, bewildered, and his mouth remained open.

All right, all right — as long as you do notice it, yelled the city editor, it looks safe for you; I guess you both will come back, all right — in case any of these suffragettes have become desperate and have started kidnapping operations.

Langdon was rather thin; he glanced sideways at Sayre, who wore glasses and whose locks were prematurely scant.

Go on, William, he said, with a crisp precision of diction which betrayed irritation and Harvard.

Sayre examined his notes, and presently read from them:

The fourth and last victim of the Adirondack wilderness disappeared very recently — May 24th. His name was Alphonso W. Green, a wealthy amateur artist. When last seen he was followed by his valet, who carried a white umbrella, a folding stool, a box of colours, and several canvases. After luncheon the valet went back to the Gilded Dome Hotel to fetch some cigarettes. When he returned to where he had left his master painting a picture of something, which he thinks was a tree, but which may have been cows in bathing, Mr. Green had vanished. . . . Hum — hum! — ahem! He was young, well built, handsome, and — —

Kill it! thundered the city editor, purple with passion.

But its the official descrip — —

I dont believe it! I wont! I cant! How the devil can a whole bunch of perfect Apollos disappear that way? There are not four such men in this State, anyway — outside of fiction and the stage — —

Im only reading you the official — —

Mr. Trinkle gulped; the chewing muscles worked in his cheeks, then calmness came, and his low and anxiously lined brow cleared.

All right, he said. Show me, thats all I ask. Go ahead and find just one of these disappearing Apollos. Thats all I ask.

He shook an inky finger at them impressively, timing its wagging to his parting admonition:

We want two things, do you understand? We want a story, and we want to print it before any other paper. Never mind reporting progress and the natural scenery; never mind telegraphing the condition of the local colour or the dialect of northern New York, or your adventures with nature, or how you went up against big game, or any other kind of game. I dont want to hear from you until youve got something to say. All youre to do is to prowl and mouse and slink and lurk and hunt and snoop and explore those woods until you find one or more of these Adonises; and then get the story to us by chain-lightning, if, he added indifferently, it breaks both your silly necks to do it.

They passed out with calm dignity, saying Good-bye, sir, in haughtily modulated voices.

As they closed the door they heard him grunt a parting injury.

What an animal! observed Sayre. If it wasnt for the glory of being on the N. Y. Star — —

Sure, said Langdon, its a great paper; besides, weve got to — if we want to remain next to Uncle Augustus.

It was a great newspaper; for ethical authority its editorials might be compared only to the Heralds; for disinterested principle the Sun alone could compare with it; it had all the lively enterprise and virile, restless energy of the Tribune; all the gay, inconsequent, and frothy sparkle of the Evening Post; all the risky popularity of the Outlook. It was a very, very great New York daily. What on earth has become of it!
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LANGDON, VERY GREASY with fly ointment, very sleepy from a mosquitoful night, squatted cross-legged by the camp fire, nodding drowsily. Sayre fought off mosquitoes with one grimy hand; with the other he turned flapjacks on the blade of his hunting-knife. All around them lay the desolate Adirondack wilderness. The wire fence of a game preserve obstructed their advance. It was almost three-quarters of a mile to the nearest hotel. Here and there in the forest immense boulders reared their prehistoric bulk. Many bore the inscription: Votes for Women!

I tell you I did see her, repeated Sayre, setting the coffee-pot on the ashes and inspecting the frying pork.

The chances are, yawned Langdon, rousing himself and feebly sucking at his empty pipe, that you fell asleep waiting for a bite — as I did just now. Now Ive got my bite and Im awake. It was a horse-fly. Arent those flapjacks ready?

If youre so hungry, help yourself to a ream of fish-wafer, snapped Sayre. Im not a Hindoo god, so I cant cook everything at once.

Langdon waked up still more.

I want to tell you, he said fiercely, that Id rather gnaw circles in a daisy field than eat any more of your accursed fish-wafer. Do you realise that Ive already consumed six entire pads, one ledger, and two note-books?

Sayre struck frantically at a mosquito.

I wonder, he said, whether it might help matters to fry it?

That mosquito?

No, you idiot! A fish-wafer.

Youd better get busy and fry a few trout.

Where are they?

In some of these devilish brooks. Its up to you to catch a few.

Didnt I try? demanded Sayre; didnt I fish all the afternoon?

All I know about it is that you came back here last night with a farthest north story and no fish. Youre an explorer, all right.

Look here, Curtis! Dont you believe I saw her?

Sure. When I fall asleep I sometimes see the same kind — all winners, too.

I was not asleep!

You said yourself that you were dead tired of waiting for a trout to become peevish and bite.

I was. But I didnt fall asleep. I did see that girl. I watched her for several minutes. . . . Breakfasts ready.

Langdon looked mournfully at the flapjacks. He picked up one which was only half scorched, buttered it, poured himself a cup of sickly coffee, and began to eat with an effort.

You say, he began, that you first noticed her when you were talking out loud to yourself to keep yourself awake?

While waiting for a trout to bite, said Sayre, swallowing a lump of food violently. I was amusing myself by repeating aloud my poem, Amourette:

Where is the girl of yesterday?

The kind that snuggled up?

In vain I walk along Broadway — 

Where is the girl of yesterday,

Whose pretty — —

All right! Go on with the facts!

Well, thats what I was repeating, said Sayre, tartly, and its as good verse as you can do!

Langdon bit into another flapjack with resignation. Sayre swallowed a cup of coffee, dodging an immersed June-beetle.

I was just repeating that poem aloud, he said, shuddering. The woods were very still — except for the flies and mosquitoes; sunlight lay warm and golden on the mossy tree-trunks — —

Cut it. Youre not on space rates.

I was trying to give you a picture of the scene — —

You did; the local colour about the mosquitoes convinced me. Go on about the girl.

An obstinate expression hardened Sayres face; the breeze stirred a lock on his handsome but prematurely bald forehead; he gazed menacingly at his companion through his gold pince-nez.

Ill blue-pencil my own stuff, he said. If you want to hear how it happened youll listen to the literary part, too.

Go on, then, said Langdon, sullenly.

I will. . . . The sunlight fell softly upon the trees of the ancient wood; bosky depths cast velvety shadows — —

What is a bosky depth? What is boskiness? By heaven, Ive waited years to ask; and nows my chance? You tell me what bosky is, or — —

Do you want to hear about that girl?

Yes, but — —

Then you fill your face full of flapjack and shut up.

Langdon bit rabidly at a flapjack and beat the earth with his heels.

The stream, continued Sayre, purled. He coldly watched the literary effect upon Langdon, then went on:

Now, theres enough descriptive colour to give you a proper mental picture. If you had left me alone Id have finished it ten minutes ago. The rest moves with accelerated rhythm. It begins with the cracking of a stick in the forest. Hark! A sharp crack is — —

Every bum novel begins that way.

Well, the real thing did, too! And it startled me. How did I know what it might have been? It might have been a bear — —

Or a cow.

You talk, said Sayre angrily, like William Dean Howells! Havent you any romance in you?

Not what you call romance. Pass the flapjacks.

Sayre passed them.

My attention, he said, instantly became riveted upon the bushes. I strove to pierce them with a piercing glance. Suddenly — —

Sure! Suddenly always comes next.

Suddenly the thicket stirred; the leaves were stealthily parted; and — —

A naked savage in full war paint — —

Naked nothing! A young girl in full war paint and a perfectly fitting gown stepped noiselessly out.

Out of what? you gink!

The bushes, dammit! She held in her hand a curious contrivance which I could not absolutely identify. It might have been a hammock; it might have been a fish-net.

Perhaps it was a combination, suggested Langdon cheerfully. Good idea; she to help you catch a trout; you to help her sit in the hammock; afterward — —

Sayre, absorbed in retrospection, squatted beside the fire, a burnt flapjack suspended below his lips, which were slightly touched with a tenderly reminiscent smile.

What are you smirking about now? demanded Langdon.

She was such a pretty girl, mused Sayre, dreamily.

Did you sit in the hammock with her?

No, I didnt. Im not sure it was a hammock. I dont know what it was. She remained in sight only a moment.

Didnt you speak to her?

No. . . . We just looked. She looked at me; I gazed at her. She was so unusually pretty, Curtis; and her grave, grey eyes seemed to meet mine and melt deep into me. Somehow — —

In plainer terms, suggested Langdon, she gave you the eye. What?

Thats a peculiarly coarse observation.

Then tell it your own way.

I will. The sunlight fell softly upon the trees of the ancient wood — —

Woodnt that bark you! shouted Langdon, furious. Go on with the dolly dialogue or Ill punch your head, you third-rate best seller!

But there was no dialogue, Curt. It began and ended in a duet of silence, he added sentimentally.

Didnt you say anything? Didnt you try to make a date? Arent you going to see her again?

I dont know. I am not sure what sweet occult telepathy might have passed between us, Curtis. . . . Somehow I believe that all is not yet ended. . . . . Pass the pork! . . . I like to think that somehow, some day, somewhere — —

Stop that! Youre ending it the way women end short stories in the thirty-five-centers. What I want to know is, why you think that your encounter with this girl has anything to do with our finding Reginald Willett.

There was a basin of warm water simmering on the ashes; Sayre used it as a finger-bowl, dried his hands on his shirt, lighted his pipe, and then slowly drew from his hip pocket a flat leather pocket-book. Curt, he said, Im not selfish. Im perfectly willing to share glory with you. You know that, dont you?

Sure, muttered Langdon. Youre a bum cook, but otherwise moral enough.

Sayre opened the pocket-book and produced a photograph.

Everybody who is searching for Willett, he said, examined the few clues he left. Like hundreds of others, you and I, when we first entered these woods, went to his camp on Gilded Dome, prowled all over it, and examined the camera which had been picked up in the trail, didnt we?

We did. It was a sad scene — his distracted old father — —

Hm! Did you see his distracted old father, Curt?

I? No, of course not. Like everybody else, I respected the grief of that aged and stricken gentleman — —

I didnt.

Hey? Why, you yellow dingo — —

Curt, as I was snooping about the Italian Garden I happened to glance up at the mansion — I mean the camp — and I saw by the window a rather jolly old buck with a waxed moustache and a monocle, smoking a good cigar and perusing his after-breakfast newspaper. A gardener told me that this tranquil old bird was Willett Senior, who had arrived the evening before from Europe via New York. So I went straight into that house and I disregarded the butler, second man, valet, and seven assorted servants; and Mr. Willett Senior heard the noise and came to the dining-room door. Well, what the devils the matter? he said. I said: I only want to ask you one question, sir. Why are you not in a state of terrible mental agitation over the tragic disappearance of your son?

Because, he replied, coolly, I know my son, Reginald. If the newspapers and the public will let him alone hell come back when he gets ready.

Are you not alarmed?

Not in the least.

Then why did you return from Europe and hasten up here?

Too many newspaper men hanging around. He glanced insultingly at the silver.

I let that go. Mr. Willett, I said, they found your sons camera on the trail. Your butler exhibits it to the police and reporters and tells them a glib story. He told it to me, also. But what I want to know is, why nobody has thought of developing the films.

My butler, said Mr. Willett, eyeing me, did develop the films.

Was there anything on them?

Some trees.

May I see them?

He scrutinised me.

After youve seen them will you take your friend and go away and remain? he asked wearily.

Yes, I said.

He walked into the breakfast room, opened a silver box, and returned with half a dozen photographs. The first five presented as many views of foliage; I used a jewellers glass on them, but discovered nothing else.

Was there anything to jar you on the sixth photograph? inquired Langdon, interested.

Sayre made an impressive gesture; he was a trifle inclined toward the picturesque and histrionic.

Curt, on the ground under a tree in the sixth photograph lay something which, until last evening, did not seem to me important. He paused dramatically.

Well, what was it? A bandersnatch? asked Langdon irritably.

Examine it!

Langdon took the photograph. It looks like a — a hammock.

What that girl held in her hand last night resembled a hammock.

Hey?

Sayre leaned over his shoulder and laid the stem of his pipe on the extreme edge of the photograph.

If you look long enough and hard enough, he said, you will just be able to make out the vague outline of a slender human hand among the leaves, holding the end of the hammock. See it?

Langdon looked long and steadily. Presently he fished out a jewellers glass, screwed it into his eye, and looked again.

Do you think thats a human hand?

I do.

Its a slim one — a childs, or a young girls.

It is. She had be-u-tiful hands.

Who?

That girl I saw last evening.

Langdon slowly turned and looked at Sayre.

Well, what do you make of it?

Nothing yet — except a million different little romances.

Of course, youd do that anyway. But what scientific inference do you draw? Heres a thing that looks like a hammock lying on the ground. One end seems to be lifted; perhaps that is a hand. Well, what about it?

Im going to find out.

How?

By — fishing, said Sayre quietly, rising and picking up his rod.

Youre going back there in hopes of — —

In hopes.

After a silence Langdon said: You say she was unusually pretty?

Unusually.

Shall I — go with you, William?

No, said Sayre coldly.
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SAYRE HAD BEEN fishing for some time with the usual result when the slightest rustle of foliage caught his ear. He looked up. She was standing directly behind him.

He got to his feet immediately and pulled off his cap. That was too bad; he was better looking with it on his head.

I wondered whether youd come again, he said, so simply and naturally that the girl, whose grey eyes had become intent on his scanty hair with a surprised and pained expression, looked directly into his smiling and agreeable face.

Did you come to fish this pool? he asked. You are very welcome to. I cant catch anything.

Why do you think that I am out fishing? she asked in a curiously clear, still voice — very sweet and young — but a voice that seemed to grow out of the silence instead of to interrupt it.

You are fishing, are you not? or at least you came here to fish last evening? he said.

Why do you think so?

You had a net.

He expected her to say that it was a hammock which she was trailing through the woods in search of two convenient saplings on which to hang it.

She said: Yes, it was a net.

Did my being here drive you away from your favourite pool?

She looked at him candidly. You are not a sportsman, are you?

N — no, he admitted, turning red. Why?

People who take trout in nets are fined and imprisoned.

Oh! But you said you had a net.

It wasnt a fish net.

He waited. She offered no further explanation. Sometimes she looked at him, rather gravely, he thought; sometimes she looked at the stream. There was not the slightest hint of embarrassment in her manner as she stood there — a straight, tall, young thing, grey-eyed, red-lipped, slim, with that fresh slender smoothness of youth; clad in grey wool, hatless, thick burnished hair rippling into a heavy knot at the nape of the whitest neck he had ever seen.

The stiller she stood, apparently wrapped in serious inward contemplation, the stiller he remained, as though the spell of her serene self-absorption consigned him to silence. Once he ventured, stealthily, to smack a mosquito, but at the echoing whack there was, in her slowly turned face, the calm surprise of a disturbed goddess; and he felt like saying excuse me.

Do they bite you? she asked, lifting her divine eyebrows a trifle.

Bite me! Good heavens, dont they bite you? But I dont suppose they dare — —

What?

I didnt mean dare exactly, he tried to explain, feeling his ears turning a fiery red, and wondering why on earth he should have made such a foolish remark.

What did you mean?

N — nothing. I dont know. I say things and — and sometimes, he added in a burst of confidence, they dont seem to mean anything at all. To himself he groaned through ground teeth: What an ass I am. What on earth is the matter with me?

She considered him in silence, candidly; and redder and redder grew his ears as he saw that she was quietly inspecting him from head to foot with an interest perfectly unembarrassed, innocently intent upon her inspection.

Then, having finished him down to his feet, she lifted her eyes, caught his, looked a moment straight into them, then sighed a little.

Do you know, she said, I ought not to have come here again.

Why? he asked, astonished.

Theres no use in my telling you. There was no use in my coming. Oh, I realise that perfectly well now. And I think Id better go — —

She lingered a moment, glanced at the stream running gold in the afternoon light, then turned away, bidding him good-bye in a low voice.

Are you g-going? he blurted out, not knowing exactly what he was saying.

She moved on in silence. He looked after her. A perfectly illogical feeling of despair overwhelmed him.

For Heavens sake, dont go away! he said.

She moved on a pace, another, more slowly, hesitated, halted, leisurely looked back over her shoulder.

What did you say? she asked.

I said — I said — I said — — but he began to stammer fearfully and could get no farther.

Perhaps she thought he was threatened with some kind of seizure; anyway, something about him apparently interested her enough to slowly retrace her steps.

What is the matter, Mr. Sayre? she asked.

Why, thats funny! he said; you know my name?

Yes, I know your name.

Could — would — should — might — — he could get no farther.

What?

M-might I — would it be — could you — —

Are you trying to ask me what is my name?

Yes, he said; did you think I was reciting a lesson in grammar?

Suddenly the rare smile played delicately along the edges of her upcurled mouth.

No, she said, I knew you were embarrassed. It wasnt nice of me. But, and her face grew grave, there is no use in my telling you my name.

Why?

Because we shall not meet again.

Wont you ever let me — give me a chance — because — you know, somehow — seeing you yesterday — and to-day — this way — —

Yes, I know what you mean.

Do you?

Yes. I came back, too, she said seriously.

A strange, inexplicable tingling pervaded him.

You came — came — —

Yes. I should not have done it, because I saw you perfectly plainly yesterday. But — somehow I hoped — somehow — —

What!

That there had been a mistake.

You thought you knew me?

Oh, no. I knew perfectly well I had never before seen you. That made no difference. It wasnt that. But I thought — hoped — I had made a mistake. In fact, she said, with a slight effort, I was dishonest with myself. I knew all the time that it was useless. And as soon as I saw you with your cap off — —

W-what! he faltered.

A slight blush, perfectly distinct in her creamy skin, grew, then waned.

I am sorry, she said. Of course, you do not understand what I am saying; and I can not explain. . . . And I think I had — better — go.

Please dont.

That is an added reason for my going.

What is?

Your saying please dont.

He looked at her, bewildered, and slowly passed his hand across his eyes.

Somehow, he said, this is all like magic to me. Here in the wilderness I hear a stick crack — —

I meant you to hear it. I could have moved without a sound.

And, looking up, I see the most beautif — I see — you. Then I dream of you.

Did you?

Every moment — between mosquitoes! And then to-day I returned, hoping.

She lost a trifle of her colour.

Hoping — what?

T-t-to s-s-see you, he stammered.

I must go, she said under her breath, almost hurriedly; this must stop now!

Wont you — cant you — couldnt I — —

No. No — no — no — Mr. Sayre.

He said: Ive simply got to see you again. I know what Im asking — saying — hoping — wishing — isnt usual — conventional — advisable, b-b-but I cant help it.

Standing there facing him she slowly shook her head.

There is no use, she said. It is perfectly horrid of me to have come back. I somehow was afraid — from the expression of your face yesterday — —

Afraid of what?

She hesitated; then, lifting her grey eyes, fearlessly:

Afraid that you might wish to see me again. . . . Because I felt the same way.

Do you mean, he cried, that I — that you — that we — Oh, Lord! Im not eloquent, but every faltering, stuttering, stammering, fool of a word I do say means a million things — —

Oh, I know it, Mr. Sayre. I know it. I have no business here; I must not remain — —

If you go, you know Ill do some absurd thing — like poking my head under water and holding it there, or walking backward off that ledge. Do you know — if you should suddenly go away now, and if that ended it — —

Ended — what?

You know, he said.

She may have known, for she stood very still, with head lowered and downcast eyes. As for Sayre, what common sense he possessed had gone. The thrilling unreality of it all — the exquisite irrational, illogical intoxication of the moment — her beauty — the mystery of her — and of the still, sunlit woods, had made of them both, and the forest world around them, an enchanted dream which he was living, every breath a rapture, every heart-beat an excited summons from the occult.

Mr. Sayre, she said, with an effort, I shall not tell you my name; but if you ever again should happen to think of me, think of my name as the name of the girl in that poem which I heard you reciting yesterday.

Amourette?

Yes. That was the name of the poem and of the girl. You may call me Amourette — when you are thinking of me alone by yourself.

Did you like that poem?

Why do you ask?

Because — I wrote it.

You! She lost a little of her colour.

Yes, he said, I wrote it — Amourette.

Then — then I had better go away as fast as I can, she murmured.

With an enraptured smile verging perilously upon the infatuated, if not fatuous, he repeated her name aloud; and she looked at him out of soft grey eyes that seemed at once fascinated and distressed.

Please let me go, she said.

He was not detaining her.

Wont you? she asked, pitifully.

No, I wont, said William Sayre, suddenly invaded by an instinct that he possessed authority in the matter. We must talk this thing over.

Oh, but there isnt any use — really, truly there isnt! Wont you believe me?

No, he said as honestly as he could through the humming exaltation that sang in him until, to himself, he sounded like a beehive.

There was a fallen log all over moss behind her.

We ought to be seated to properly consider this matter, he said.

I must not think of it! I must go instantly.

When they were seated, and he had nearly twisted his head off trying to meet her downcast eyes, he resumed a normal and less parrot-like posture, and folded his arms portentously.

To begin, he said, I came here fishing. I heard a stick crack — —

She looked up.

That was my fault. It was all my fault. I dont know how I ever came to do it. I never did such a thing in my life. We merely heard that you and Mr. Langdon were in the woods — —

Who heard?

We. Never mind the others. Ill say that I heard you were here. And — and I took my — my net and came to — to — —

To what?

To — investigate.

Investigate what? Me?

Y-yes. I cant explain. But I came, honestly, naturally, unsuspiciously. And as soon as I saw you I was quite sure that you were not what — what certain people wanted, even if you were the author of Amourette — —
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To begin, he said, I came here fishing.

I was not what you wanted? he repeated, bewildered.

I mean that — that you were not what — what they required — —

They? Who are they? And what, in Heavens name, did they require?

I dont want to tell you, Mr. Sayre. All I shall say is that I knew immediately that they didnt want you, because you are not up to the University standard. And you wont understand that. I ought to have gone quietly away. . . . I dont know why I didnt. I was so interested in listening to you recite, and in looking at you. I loved your poem, Amourette. . . . And two hours slipped by — —

You stood there in the bushes looking at me for two hours, and listening to my poem — and liking it?

Yes, I did. . . . I dont know why. . . . And then, somehow, without any apparent reason, I wanted you to see me . . . without any apparent reason . . . and so I stepped on a dry stick. . . . And to-day I came back . . . without any apparent reason. . . . I dont know what on earth has happened to make me — make me — forget — —

Forget what?

Everything — except — —

Except what?

She looked up at him with clear grey eyes, a trifle daunted.

Forget everything except that I — like you, Mr. Sayre.

He said: That is the sweetest and most fearless thing a woman ever said. I am absurdly happy over it.

She waited, looking down at her linked fingers.

And, he said, for the first time in all my life I have cared more for what a woman has said to me than I care for anything on earth.

There was a good deal of the poet in William Sayre.

Do you mean it? she asked, tremulously.

I mean more.

I — I think you had better not say — more.

Why?

Because of what I told you. There is no use in your — your finding me — interesting.

Are you married? he asked, so guilelessly that she blushed and denied it with haste.

His head was spinning in a sea of pink clouds. Harps were playing somewhere; it may have been the breeze in the pines.

Amourette, he repeated in a sort of divine daze.

I am — going, she said, in a low voice.

Do you desire to render me miserable for life? he asked so seriously that at first she scarcely realised what he had said. Then blush and pallor came and went; she caught her breath, looked up at him, beseechingly.

Everything is wrong, she said in the ghost of a voice. Things are hurrying me — trying to drive me headlong. I must go. Let me go, now.

And she sat very still, and closed her eyes. A second later she opened them.

Why did you come? she asked almost fiercely. There was no use in it! Why did you come into these woods for that foolish newspaper? By this time the Associated Press, the police, and the families of the men you are looking for have received letters from every one of the four missing young men, saying that they are perfectly well and happy and expect to return — after their honeymoons.

Flushed, excited, beautiful in her animation, she faced the astounded young man who stared at her wildly through his eye-glasses.

After a while he managed to ask whether she wished him to believe that these four young men had each eloped with their soul mates.

She bit her lip. To be accurate, she said in a low voice, somebody eloped with each one of them.

How? I dont understand!

I dont wish you to. . . . Good-bye.

You mean, he demanded, incredulously, that four girls ran away with these four big, hulking young men?

Practically.

Thats ridiculous! Besides, its impossible! Besides — women dont run men off like cattle rustlers. Man is the active agent in elopements, woman the passive agent.

She did not answer.

Isnt she?

She made no reply.

He said: Amourette, shall I illustrate what I mean — with you as the passive agent?

The girl bent over a little, then with a sudden movement she dropped her head in her hands. A moment later he saw a single tear fall between her fingers.

He looked east, west, north, south, and finally up into the sky. Seeing nobody, the silly expression left his otherwise interesting face; a graver, gentler light grew in his eyes. And he put one arm around her supple waist.

Something is dreadfully wrong, he said; all this must be explained — our strange encounter, our speaking, our talking at cross purposes, our candid interest in each other — the sudden, swift, unfeigned friendship that was born the instant that our eyes encountered — —

I know it. It was born. Oh, I know it. I know it, and I could not help it — somehow — somehow — —

It — it was almost like — like — love at first sight, he whispered.

It was — something like it — I am afraid — —

Do you think it was love?

I dont know. . . . Do you?

I dont know. . . . You mustnt cry. Put your head down — here. You mustnt be distressed.

I am, dreadfully.

You mustnt be.

I cant help it — now.

Could you help it if you — loved me?

Oh, no! Oh, no! It would distress me beyond measure to — to love you. Oh, it must not be — it must not happen to me — —

It is already happening to me.

Dont let it! Dont let it happen to either of us! Please — please — —

But — it is happening all the while, Amourette.

She drew a swift, startled sigh.

Is that what it is that is happening to me, too, Mr. Sayre?

Yes. I think so.

Oh, oh, oh! she sobbed, hiding her face closer to his shoulder.

Amourette! Darling! Dea — —

L-listen. Because now Ive got to tell you all about the disappearance of those perfectly horrid young specimens of physical perfection. And after that you will abhor me!

Abhor you! Dearest — dearest and most divine of women!

Wait! she sobbed. Ive got myself and you into the most awful scrape you ever dreamed of by falling in love with you at first sight!

And she turned her face closer to his shoulder and slipped one desperate little hand into his.
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ABOUT TWO OCLOCK that afternoon Sayre rushed into camp with his scanty hair on end.

Langdon, who had been attempting to boil a blank-book for dinner, gazed at him in consternation.

What is it? Bears, William? he asked fearfully. D-d-dont be f-f-frightened; Ill stand by you.

It isnt bears, you simp! Ive just unearthed the most colossal conspiracy of the century! Curtis, things are happening in these woods that are incredible, abominable, horrible — —

What is happening? faltered Langdon, turning paler. Murder?

Worse! Theyve got Willett and the others! She admitted it to me — —

Hey?

Willett and Carrick and the others! shouted Sayre, gesticulating. Theyve caught em all! She said so! I — —

They? She? Whos caught what? Whos they? What it is? Whos she? What are you talking about, anyway?

Amourette told me — —

Amourette? Who the deuce is Amourette?

I dont know. Shut up! My heads spinning like a gyroscope. All I know is that I want to marry her and she wont let me — and I believe she would if I had a reliable hair-restorer and wasnt near-sighted — but she ran away and got inside the fence and locked the gate.

Are you drunk? demanded Langdon, or merely frolicsome?

I dont know. I guess I am. Im about everything else. What do I know about anything anyway? Nothing!

He began to run around in circles; Langdon, having seen similar symptoms in demented cats, regarded him with growing alarm.

I tell you its an outrageous social condition which tolerates such doings! shouted Sayre. Its a perfectly monstrous state of things! Nine handsome men out of ten are fatheads! I told her so! I tried to point out to her — but she wouldnt listen — she wouldnt listen!

Langdon stared at him, jaw agape. Then:

Quit that ghost-dancing and talk sense, he ventured.

Do you think that men are going to stand for it? yelled Sayre, waving his hands, ordinary, decent, God-fearing, everyday young men like you and me? If this cataclysmic cult gains ground among American women — if these exasperating suffragettes really intend to carry out any such programme, everybody on earth will resemble everybody else — like those wax figures marked neat, imported, and nobby! And I told Amourette that, too; but she wouldnt listen — she wouldnt lis — My God! Why am I bald?

He swung his arms like a pair of flails and advanced distractedly upon Langdon, who immediately retreated.

Come back here, he said. I want to picture to you the horrors that are going on in your native land! You ought to know. Youve got to know!

Certainly, old man, quavered Langdon, keeping a tree between them. But dont come any closer or Ill scream.

Do you think Im nutty?

Oh, not at all — not at all, said Langdon soothingly. Probably the wafers disagreed with you.

Curtis, wouldnt it rock any mans equilibrium to fall head over heels in love with a girl inside of ten minutes? I merely ask you, man to man.

It sure would, dear friend — —

And then to see that divine girl almost ready to love you in return — see it perfectly, plainly? And have her tell you that she could learn to care for you if your hair wasnt so thin and you didnt wear eye-glasses? By Jinks! That was too much! Ill leave it to you — wasnt it?

Langdon swallowed hard and watched his friend fixedly.

And then, continued Sayre, grinding his teeth, then she told me about Willett!

Hey?

Oh, the whole thing is knocked in the head from a newspaper standpoint. Theyve all written home. Theyre married — or on the point of it — —

What!

But that isnt what bothers me. What do I care about this job, or any other job, since Ive seen the only girl on earth that I could ever stay home nights for! And to think that she ran away from me and Im never to see her again because Im near-sighted and partly bald!

He waved his arms distractedly.

But, by the gods and demons! he cried, Im not going to stand for her going hunting with that man-net! If she catches any insufferable pup in it Ill go insane!

Langdons eyes rolled and he breathed heavily.

Old man, he ventured, kindly, dont you think youd better lie down and try to take a nice little nap — —

Sayre instantly chased him around the tree and caught him.

Curt, he said savagely, get over the idea that theres anything the matter with me mentally except love and righteous indignation. I am in love; and it hurts. Im indignant, because those people are treating my sex with an outrageous and high-handed effrontery that would bring the blush of impotent rage to any masculine cheek!

What people? said the other warily. You neednt answer till you get your wits back.

Theyre back, Curt; that twelve-foot fence of heavy elephant-proof wire which we noticed in the forest day before yesterday isnt the fencing to a game park. It encloses a thousand acres belonging to the New Race University. Did you know that?

Whats The New Race University? asked Langdon, astonished.

You wont believe it — but, Curtis, its a reservation for the — the p-p-propagation of a new and s-s-symmetrically p-p-proportioned race of g-g-god-like human beings! Its a deliberate attempt at cold-blooded scientific selection — an insult to every bald-headed, near-sighted, thin-shanked young man in the United States!

William, said the other, coaxingly, you had better lie down and let me make some wafer soup for you.

You listen to me. Im getting calmer now. I want to tell you about these New Race women and their University and Amourette and Reginald Willett and the whole devilish business.

Is there — is there really such a thing, William? You would not tell me a bind like that just to make a goat of me, would you?

No, I wouldnt. There is such a thing.

Did you see it?

No, I — —

How do you know?

Amourette told me — shamelessly, defiantly, adorably! It was organised in secret out of the most advanced and determined as well as the most healthy, vigorous, and physically beautiful of all the suffragettes in North America. One of their number happened to own a thousand acres here before the State took the rest for its park. And here they have come, dozens and dozens of them — to attend the first summer session of the New Race University.

Is — is there actually a University in these woods?

There is.

Buildings? demanded Langdon, amazed.

No, burrows. Isnt that the limit? Curt, believe me, they live in caves. Its their idea of being vigorous and simple and primitive. Their cult is the cave woman. They have classes; they study and recite and exercise and cook and play auction bridge. Their object is to hasten not only political enfranchisement, but the era of a physical and intellectual equality which will permit them to mate as they choose and people this republic with perfect progeny. Every girl there is pledged to mate only with the very pick of physical masculine perfection. Their pledge is to build up a new, god-like race on earth, which ultimately will dominate, crush out, survive, and replace all humanity which has become degenerate. Nothing mentally or physically or politically imperfect is permitted inside that wire fence. My eye-glasses bar me out; your shanks exclude you — also your politics, because youre a democrat.

Thats monstrous! exclaimed Langdon, indignantly.

More monstrous still, these disciples of the New Race movement are militant! Their audacity is unbelievable! Certain ones among them, adepts in woodcraft, have now begun to range this forest with nets. What do you think of that! And when they encounter a young fellow who agrees with the remorseless standard of perfection set up by the University, they stalk him and net him! Theyve got four so far. And now its Amourettes turn to go out!

Langdons teeth chattered.

W-w-what are they g-going to do with their captures?

Marry them!

Willett? And Carrick and — —

Yes. Isnt it awful, Curt?

Was she the girl with the net in the photo? I mean, was that her hand?

No; that was a friend of hers who bagged Willett. Amourette started out yesterday for the first time after — well, I suppose youd call it big game. She saw me, stalked me, got near enough to see my glasses, and let me go. And to-day, thinking that she might have been mistaken and that perhaps I only wore sun-glasses, she came back. But I was ass enough to take off my cap to her, and she saw my hair — saw where it wasnt — and that settled it.

What a mortifying thing to happen to you, William.

I should think so. Theres nothing unusual the matter with me. Cæsar was bald. Its idiotic to bar a man out because he has fewer hairs than the next man. And the exasperating part of it is that I believe I could win her if I had half a chance.

Of course you could. If shes any good as a sport, shed rather have you, hairless myopiac that you are, than a tailors dummy.

Sayre said: Isnt it a terrible thing, Curtis, to think of that sweet, lovely young girl pledged to a scientific life like that? P-pledged to p-p-propagate p-p-perfection?

What a mean-spirited creature that fellow Willett must be, observed Langdon in disgust; and the other three — Ugh!

Why?

To tamely submit to being kidnapped and wood and wed that way — endure the degradation of a captivity among all those young girls — —

Sayre said: Would you call for help if kidnapped?

Langdon gazed into space: I wonder, he murmured.

Sayre looked at him searchingly.

I dont believe youd make the welkin ring with your yelps. Its probably the same with those four men.

Probably.

I dont suppose those suffragettes of the New Race University really require any fence there to keep those men in.

No; only to keep the rest of us out.

The chances are that Willett and that poet Carrick and De Lancy Smith and Alphonso W. Green couldnt be chased out of that University.

Those are the chances. How I hate those four men. Its curious, William, that no man can ever tolerate the idea of any other man ever getting solid with any looker. I always did dislike to see another man with a pretty girl. . . . William?

What?

Think of the concentrated beauty in that University! Think of that rich round-up of creamy dreams! Consider that mellifluous marmalade! And — we cant have any — because you are slightly bald and near-sighted and I am thin and scholarly! He ran at the camp-kettle and kicked it.

After a painful silence Sayre said timidly: Dont laugh, but is there any known substance which will bring in hair?

You mean bring it out?

Well, dammit, grow it! Is there?

There are too many bald monarchs and millionaires to prove the contrary. Nor is there anything that can make my thin shanks fatter.

 — Id be willing to go about without glasses, said Sayre humbly. I told her so.

Couldnt you deceive her with a wig? It wouldnt matter afterward. After youre once married let her shriek.

Amourette saw my head. And he hung it in bitter dejection.

Come on, said Langdon cheerily. Lets peek through their fence and see what happens. Much has been done with a merry eye in this world of haughty ladies.

As they turned away into the woods Sayre clenched his fists.

Id like to knock the collective blocks off those four young men inside that fence. And — to think — to think of Amourette going out again to-morrow, man hunting, with her net! I cant endure it, Curt — I simply cant.

Langdon looked at his friend in deep commiseration.

I wish I could help you, William — but I dont see — I — dont — exactly — see — — He hesitated. Of course I could go to Utica and pay a wig-maker and costumer to make me up into the kind of Charlie-Gussie theyre looking for at that University. . . . And when your best girl goes out hunting, shell see me and net me, and you can be in hiding near by, and rush out and net her.

In their excitement they seized each other and danced.

Why not? exclaimed Langdon. Shall I try? Trust me to come back a specimen of sickening symmetry — the kind of man women write about and draw pictures of — pink and white and silky-whiskered! Shall I? And Ill bring you a net to catch her in! Is it a go, William?

Sayre broke down and began to cry.

Heaven bless you, friend, he sobbed. And if ever I get that girl inside a net shell learn something about natural selection that they p-p-probably forgot to teach in their accursed New Race University!
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ONE WEEK LATER Curtis Langdon sat on the banks of a trout stream fishing, apparently deeply absorbed in his business; but he was listening so hard that his ears hurt him.

A few yards away, ambushed behind a rock on which was painted Votes for Women, lurked William Sayre. A net lay on the ground beside him, fashioned with ring and detachable handle like a gigantic butterfly net.

He, too, tremendously excited, was listening and watching the human bait — Langdon being cast for the bait.

Perfect and nauseating beauty now marked that young gentleman. Features and figure were symmetrical; his eyebrows had been pencilled into exact arcs, his mouth was a Cupids bow, his cheeks were softly rosy, and a silky and sickly moustache shadowed his rosy lips. Under his fashionable outing shirt he wore a rubber chest improver; his cunningly padded shoulders recalled the exquisite sartorial creations of Mart, Haffner, and Sharx; his patent puttees gave him a calf to which his personal shanks had never aspired; thick, golden-brown hair, false as a womans vows, was tossed carelessly from a brow, snowy with pearl powder. And he wore a lilac-edged handkerchief in his left cuff.

Both young men truly felt that if any undergraduate of the New Race University was out stalking shed have at least one try at such a bait. Nothing feminine and earnest could resist that glutinous agglomeration of charms.

But they had now been there since before dawn; nothing had broken the sun-lit quiet of forest and water, not even a trout; and they listened in vain for the snapping of the classical twig.

Lunch time came; they ate a pad apiece. Neither dared to smoke, Sayre because it might reveal his hiding place, Langdon because smoking might be considered an imperfection in the University.

Sunlight fell warm on the banks of the stream, the leaves rustled, big white clouds floated in the blue above. Nothing came near Langdon except a few mosquitoes, who couldnt bite through the make-up; and a small and inquisitive bird that inspected him with disdain and said, cheep — che-ep! so many times that Langdon took it as a personal comment and almost blushed.

He thought to himself: If it wasnt that William is actually becoming ill over his unhappy love affair Im damned if Id let even a dicky-bird see me in this rig. Ugh! What a head of hair! The average girls ideal is what every healthy man wants to kick. I wouldnt blame any decent fellow for booting me into the brook on sight.

He bit into his pad and sat chewing reflectively and dabbling his line in the water.

Poor old William, he mused. This business is likely to end us both. If we stay here we lose our jobs; if we go back William is likely to increase the nut crop. I never supposed men took love as seriously as that. Ive heard that it sometimes occurred — what is it Shakespeare says: How Love doth make nuts of us all!

He chewed his pad and swung his feet, philosophically.

Why the devil doesnt some girl come and try to steal a kiss? he muttered. It might perhaps be well to call their attention to my helpless presence and unguarded condition.

So he sang for a while, swinging his legs: Somebodys watching and waiting for me! munching his luncheon between verses; and, as nobody came, he bawled louder and louder the refrain: Somebodys darling, darling, dah-ling! until a hoarse voice from behind the rock silenced him:

Shut up that hurdy-gurdy voice of yours! A defect like that will count ten points against you! Can it!

Oh, very well, said Langdon, offended; but everybody doesnt feel the way you do about music.

Silence resumed her classical occupation in the forest; the stream continued to sparkle and make its own kind of music; the trout, having become accustomed to the queer thing on the bank and the baited hook among the pebbles, gathered in the ripples stemming the current with winnowing fins.

A very young rabbit sat up in a fern patch and examined Langdon with dark, moist eyes. He sat there for several minutes, and might have remained for several more if a sound, unheard by Langdon and by Sayre, had not set the bunch of whiskers on his restless nose twitching, and sent him scurrying off over the moss.

The sound was no sound to human ears; Langdon heard it not; Sayre, drowsy in the scented heat, dozed behind his rock.

A shadow fell across the moss; then another; two slim shapes moved stealthily among the trees across the brook.

For ten minutes the foremost figure stood looking at Langdon. Occasionally she used an opera glass, which, from time to time, she passed back over her shoulder to her companion.

Ethra, she whispered at last, he seems to be practically perfect.

Im wondering about those puttees, dear — shanks in puttees are deceptive.

Those are exquisite calves, said Amourette sadly. Im sure theyll measure up to regulation. And his chest seems up to proof.

What beautiful eyebrows, murmured Ethra.

But Amourette found no pleasure in them, nor in the golden-brown hair, nor the bloom of youth and perfect health pervading their unconscious quarry. Perhaps she was thinking of a certain near-sighted, thin-haired young man — and how she had slammed the gate of the wire fence in his face — after their first kiss.

She drew a deep, painful breath and lifted her head resolutely.

I suppose Id better begin to stalk him, Ethra, she said.

Yes; hes a very good specimen. Be careful, dear. Strike a circle and come up behind him. When youre ready, mew like a cat-bird and Ill let him catch a glimpse of me. And as soon as he begins to — to rubber, she said, with a haughty glance at the unconscious angler, steal up and net him, and Ill come across and help tie him up.

Amourette sighed, standing there irresolute. Then she straightened her drooping shoulders, seized her net very firmly, and, with infinite caution, began to stalk her quarry.

Once the stalking had fairly begun, the girl became absorbed in the game. All memory of Sayre, if there indeed had been any to make her falter in her purpose, now departed. She was a huntress pure and simple, silent, furtive, adroit, intent upon her quarry. There came a kind of fierceness into her concentration; the joy of the chase thrilled her as she crept noiselessly through the woods, describing a circle, crossing the stream far above the sleepy fisherman, gliding, stealing nearer, nearer, until at length she stood in the thicket behind him.

For a moment she waited silently, freeing her net and gathering it in her right hand ready for a deadly cast. Then, pursing up her red lips, she mewed like a cat-bird, three times.

Instantly, across the stream, she saw Ethra step out of the willows into plain view; saw Langdon wake up, stare, get up, and regard the beautiful vision across the stream with concentrated and delighted attention.

Then Amourette stole swiftly forward over the moss, swinging the heavy silken net in her right hand, closer, closer. Suddenly the net whistled in the air, glistened, lengthened, and fell, enmeshing Langdon; and, at the same instant something behind her whistled and fell slap; and she found herself struggling in the folds of an enormous butterfly net.

Ethra! Help! she cried, terrified, trying to keep her balance in the web which enveloped her, striving to tear a way free through the meshes; but she was only wrapped up the tighter; two brutal masculine arms lifted her, held her cradled and entangled, freed the handle from the net, and bore her swiftly away.

Darling, whispered William Sayre, d-dont kick.

You! she gasped, struggling frantically.

The real thing, dearest of women! The old-fashioned, original cave man. Will you come quietly? Theres a license bureau in the next village. Or shall I be obliged to keep right on carrying you?

Oh, oh, oh! she sobbed; what disgrace! what humiliation; what shame! Oh, Ethra! Ethra! What in the world am I to do?

Thats where the mistake arose, said William gently; you dont have to do anything — except put both arms around my neck and — be careful not to knock off my glasses.

Glasses! Ethra! Ethra! Where are you? Dont you see what is becoming of me? You — you had b-better hurry, too, she added with a sob, because the man who is carrying me off is the man I told you about. Ethra! Where are you?

A convenient echo replied in similar terms. Meanwhile Sayre was walking faster and faster through the woods.

For a while she lay motionless and silent, cradled in his arms. And after a long, long time she tried feebly to adjust the disordered ondulations on her hair.

Then a very small, still voice said:

Mr. Sayre?

Darling!

She seemed to recognise this as her name.

Mr. Sayre, w-what are you going to do with me?

Marry you.

B-b-by f-f-force?

That is up to you, darling.

Against my will?

That also is up to you.

And — and my inclination?

No, not against that, Amourette.

Do you dare believe I love you?

I should worry.

Do you know you are hurting me, physically, spiritually, mentally?

I suppose I am.

Do you realise that you are a brute?

I sure do. Were all of us a little in that line, Amourette.

After a long silence she turned her face so that it rested against his shoulder — nestled closer, and lay very still.
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ALL OVER THE United States conditions were becoming terrible, hundreds and hundreds of thousands of militant women, wives, widows, matrons, maidens, and stenographers had gone on strike. Non-intercourse with man was to be the punishment for any longer withholding the franchise; husbands, fathers, uncles, fiancés, bachelors, and authors held frantic mass meetings to determine what course to pursue in the imminence of rapidly impending industrial, political, and social disaster.

But, although mens sufferings threatened to be frightful; although for months now nobody of the gentler sex had condescended to pay them the slightest attention; although their wives replied to them only with monosyllables and scornful smiles, and their sweethearts were never at home to them, let it be remembered to their eternal credit that not one thought of surrender ever entered their limited minds.

And so it was with young Langdon, who was left in a condition neither dignified nor picturesque — a martyr to friendship and a victim to his own rather frivolous idea of practical humour.

Hopelessly entangled in the net which enveloped him from head to foot, he flopped about among the dead leaves on the bank of the stream, struggling and kicking like a fly in a cobweb. This he considered humorous.

The lithe figure across the brook continued to view his gyrations with mingled emotions.

She was a boyish young thing with a full-lipped, sensitive mouth, eyes like bluish-black velvet, and clipped hair of a dull gold colour that curled thickly all over a small and beautifully shaped head in little burnished boucles dor — which description ought to hold the reader for a while.

She wore gray wool kilts, riding breeches laced in about the knee, suede puttees and tan shoes; and she carried a Russian game pouch beautifully embroidered across her right shoulder.

For a minute or two she watched the entangled young man, eyes still wide with the excitement of the chase, full delicate lips softly parted; and her intent and earnest face reflected modest triumph charmingly modified by an involuntary sympathy — the natural tribute of a generous sportswoman to the quarry successfully stalked and bagged.

Cautiously, now, but without hesitation she advanced to the edge of the stream, picked her way cleverly across it on the stones, and, leaping lightly to the bank, stood looking down at Langdon, who had ceased his contortions and now lay flat on his back, gazing skyward, a grin on his otherwise attractive countenance.

He smiled up at her through the meshes of the net when he encountered her curious eyes, expecting immediate release.

There was no answering smile from her as she coolly examined his symmetrical features and perfect physical proportions through the folds of the net.

No, there could be no longer any doubt in her mind that this young man was what the New Race University required for breeding purposes.

No such specimen as this could hope to escape instant marriage. Here were features so mathematically flawless that they became practically featureless; here was bodily balance so ideal that the ultimate standards of Greek perfection seemed lop-sided in comparison. No, there could be no doubt about it; this young man was certainly required for the purpose of scientific propagation; willy-nilly he was destined to be one of the ancestors of that future and god-like race which must, one day, people the earth to replace the bigoted and degenerate population which at present encumbered it.

She regarded him without the slightest personal interest now. His symmetry wearied her profoundly.

When are you going to let me out? he asked cheerfully.

She looked at him almost insolently under slightly lifted brows.

Presently, she said; and began to fumble in her satchel. In a few moments she produced two bottles, a roll of antiseptic cotton, and a hypodermic needle.

Will you come with me voluntarily? she inquired, stepping nearer and looking down at him, or must I use force?

He might have been humorously willing to go; he really desired to see this amusing adventure to the finish. But man resents coercion.

Force? he repeated.

Exactly, she replied, displaying her pocket pharmacy.

What are those things you have in your hand? he asked, trying to see.

Chloroform and a hypodermic needle. If you do not wish to come with me voluntarily you may take your choice.

He laughed long and loud and derisively.

Thats ridiculous, he said. Be kind enough to undo this net. I might have been willing to go with you and look em over — your friends, you know; but I dont care for your idea of humour.

Your reply is typically man-like and tyrannical. For centuries man has enjoyed and abused the option of doing what he pleased. Now men are going to do what we please, whether or not it suits them.

So Ive understood, he said, laughing; but this revolt has been on for a year and I havent noticed any men doing what they did not wish to do.

We have four who are doing it. They are in training for their honeymoons. You are to be the fifth to begin training, she said coolly.

He laughed again derisively, and lay watching her. She walked up close beside him and seated herself on the rock marked Votes for Women.

I suppose, she said, tauntingly, that you were rather astonished to wake up from your fishing nap, and find yourself — — she considered the effect of her words, gazing at him insolently from under slightly lowered lashes— find yourself all balled up in a fish net.

He only grinned at her.

What are you laughing at? she demanded, unsmiling.

Lying here flat on my back, I am smiling at Woman! at every individual woman on earth! at this ridiculous feminine uprising, this suffragette revolution — at your National Female Federation Committee; the thousands of local unions; this strike of your entire sex; this general boycott of my sex! What has it accomplished? He tried to wave his hand.

You parade and make speeches in the streets, throw bricks, slap the faces of a few State Congressmen, and finally proclaim a general strike and boycott.

And whats the result? All social functions and ceremonies are suspended; caterers, florists, confectioners, cabmen, ruined; theatres, restaurants, department stores, novelists, milliners, in financial throes; a falling off of over eighty per cent. in marriages and births — and you are no nearer a vote than you were before the great strike paralysed the business of this Republic.

The young lady had been growing pinker and pinker.

Oh! . . . And is that why you are laughing? she asked.

Yes. Its the funniest strike that ever happened to a serious-minded sex. Because you know your sex, as a sex, is a trifle destitute of a sense of humour — —

That expression, she cut in with bitter satisfaction, definitely determines your intellectual and social limits, Mr. Langdon. You are what you appear to be — one of those dreary bothers whose stock phrase is a sense of humour — the kind of young man who has acquired a florid imitation of cultivation, a sort of near-polish; the type of person who uses the word brainy for capable, and mentality for intelligence; the dreadful kind of person who speaks of a subject as meaty instead of properly employing the words substance or material; the sort of — —

Langdon, red and wrathful, sat up on the ground, peering at her through the enveloping net.

Never in my life, he said, have I been spoken to in such terms of feminine contempt. Stop it! Cant you appreciate a joke?

Mr. Langdon, the day is past when women will either countenance or take part in any disrespectful witticisms, slurs, or jests at the expense of their own sex. Once — and that not very long ago — they did it. Comic papers made my sex the subject of cartoons and witticisms; the stage dared to spread the contemptible misinformation; women either smiled or remained indifferent. The impression became general and fixed that women were gallinaceous, that a hen-like philosophy characterised the sex; that they were, at best, second-rate humans, tagging rather gratefully at the heels of the Lords of Creation, unconcerned with the greater and vital questions of the world.

Now your sex has discovered its mistake. After countless centuries of intellectual and physical bondage Woman has calmly risen to assert herself — not as the peer of man, but as his superior!

What! exclaimed Langdon, angrily.

Certainly. Since prehistoric times man has attempted to govern and shape the destinies of all things living on this earth. He has made of his reign a miserable fizzle. It is our turn now to try our hands.

And so, at last, woman steps forward, tipping the symbols of despotic power — sceptre and crown — from the nerveless hand and dishonoured brow of her recent lord and master! And down he goes under her feet — where he belongs.

Langdon, unable to endure such language, attempted to sit up, but the net interfered and he lay clawing at the meshes while the girl calmly continued:

The human race, as it is at present, is a disgrace to the world it inhabits. We women have now decided to repeople the earth scientifically with a race as wholesome in body as our instruction shall render it in mind. Those among us women who are adjudged physically and mentally perfect for this great and sacred work have pledged ourselves to the sacrifice — pro bono publico.

We shall pick out, from your degenerate sex, such physically perfect individuals as chance to remain; we shall regard our marriages with them as purely scientific and cold-blooded affairs; we have begun, for the purposes of re-populating the world by capturing four symmetrical young men. You are the fifth. The Regents of the New Race University will select for you several girls who, theoretically, are best qualified to become the mothers of your — —

Stop! shouted Langdon, tearing violently at the net. I dont want you to talk that way to me!

What way?

You know perfectly well, he retorted, blushing vividly. I wont stand it!

What a slave to prudery and smug convention you are, she observed with amused contempt. Nobody in the University is going to shock your modesty.

Well, what are they going to do?

Turn you loose in the preserve after the Regents have inspected you.

And then?

Oh, I suppose two or three girls will be selected.

To do w-what?

To pay you marked attention.

M-m-marked what?

Attention. Two or three girls will begin to court you.

How?

Oh, the usual way — by sending you flowers and books and bon-bons, and asking permission to call on you in your cave, she said carelessly.

There was an embarrassed pause, then:

Will you be one of those — those aspirants to my hand? he inquired.

She said indifferently: I hope not. Im sure I dont desire to be the mother of — —

Stop! I tell you to stop conversing on such topics! he yelled, struggling and squirming and finally rolling over, all fours in the air.

I want to get up! he shouted. My position is undignified! Anybodyd think I was a prize animal. I dont like this poultry talk! Im a man! Im no bench-winner. And if ever I marry and p-p-produce p-p-progeny, it will be somebody I select, not somebody who selects me!

The girl looked at him sternly.

No, she said. For centuries man has mated from sentiment and filled the earth with mental and physical degeneracy. Now woman steps in. It is her turn. And she flings aside precedent, prejudice, and sentiment — for the good of the human race! and joining hands with Science marches forward inexorably toward the millennium!

The girl was so earnest, so naïve, so emotionally stirred by the picture evoked that she enacted in pretty gestures the allegory of womanhood trampling upon sentimental emotion and turning toward Science with arms outstretched.

Langdon, who had managed to sit up, regarded her with terrified interest.

Would you be amiable enough to remove this net? he asked, shivering.

I shall take you before the Board of Regents of the New Race University. They will assign you a cave.

This joke has gone far enough, he said. Please take off this net.

No. I am going to show the Regents what I caught.

Me?

Certainly.

But, my poor child, he said, I am not what I seem. The joke is entirely on woman — poor, derided, deluded, down-trodden, humourless woman! Why, all this symmetry of mine — all these endearing young charms, are — are — —

He hesitated, looked at her, reflected, wavered. She was so pretty — somehow he didnt want to tell her. He felt furtively of his rubber chest improver, his flexible pneumatic calves, his golden brown wig, his pencilled brows, silky moustache, and carefully fashioned rosebud mouth. . . . A sudden and curious distaste for confessing to her that all the beauties were unreal came over him.

Meanwhile, paying him no further attention for the moment, she was trying hard to uncork the bottle of chloroform.

When she succeeded, she soaked the roll of antiseptic cotton, folded it in a handkerchief, and re-corked the bottle. Then, eyeing him coldly, holding the saturated handkerchief with one hand, her pretty nose with the other, she said with nasal difficulty:

Dow, Bister Lagdod, bake up your bind dot to struggle — —

Are you actually going to do it? he asked, incredulously.

I ab! she replied firmly.

Nonsense! You are not accustomed to give chloroform!

Do; but Ive read up od the subject — —

What! he exclaimed, horrified. Look out what youre doing, child! Dont you dare try that on me!

Ive got to, she insisted. Please dod bake be dervous or we bay have ad accidend — —

Take that stuff away! he yelled. Youll give me too much and then I wont wake up at all!

Ill be as careful as I cad, she promised him. Dow be still — —

But this is monstrous! he retorted, flopping about in the leaves like a stranded fish and frantically endeavouring to dodge the wet and reeking handkerchief.

Let go of my nose! Help! He — he — hah — h — um! bz-z-z-z — — and he suddenly relaxed and fell back a limp, loose-limbed mass among the leaves.

Pale and resolute the girl knelt beside him, freed him from the net, and, bending nearer, gazed earnestly into his unconscious features. Still gazing, she drew a postmans whistle from her satchel, set it to her lips, and was about to summon the student on duty at the distant gate to help bring in the quarry, when something about the features of the recumbent young man arrested her attention.

The postmans whistle fell from her pretty lips; her startled eyes widened as she bent closer to examine the perfections which had captivated her from a scientific standpoint.

At that instant consciousness began to return; he gave a sudden spasmodic and comprehensive flop; there was a report like a pistol. His chest improver had exploded.

Terrified, trembling, she dropped on her knees beside him; never before had she heard of a young man being blown to pieces by chloroform. Then, almost hysterical, she ran to the stream, filled her leather satchel with water, and, running back again, emptied it upon his upturned countenance.

Horror on horror! His golden brown hair — his very scalp seemed to be parting from his forehead — eyebrows, silky moustache, lips — his entire face seemed to be coming off; and, as she shrieked and tottered to her feet, he began to sputter and kick so violently that both pneumatic calves blew up like the reports of a double-barreled shotgun.

And Ethra reeled back against a tree and cowered there, covering her shocked eyes with shaking fingers.
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IT IS A surprising and trying moment for a girl who throws water upon a young mans face to see that face begin to dissolve and come off, feature by feature, in polychromatic splendour.

She did not faint; her intellect reeled for a moment; then she dropped her hands from her eyes and saw him sitting up on the ground, blinking at her gravely from a streaked and gaudy countenance. His wig was tilted over one eye; rouge and pearl powder made his cheeks and chin very gay; and his handsome, silky moustache hung by one corner from his upper lip. It was too much. She sat down limply on a mossy log and wept.

His senses returned gradually; after a while he got up and walked down to the edge of the brook with all the dignity that unsteady legs permitted.

Fascinated, she watched him at his ablutions where he squatted by the waters edge, scrubbing away as industriously as a washer-racoon. It did not occur to her to flee; curiosity dominated — an overpowering desire to see what he really resembled in puris naturalibus.

After a while he stood up, hurled the damp wig into the woods, wiped his hands on his knickerbockers and his face on his sleeve, and, bending over, examined his collapsed calves.

And all the while, as the fumes of the chloroform disappeared and he began to realise what had been done to him, he was becoming madder and madder.

She recognised the wrath in his face as he swung on his heel and came toward her.

It is your own fault! she said, resolutely, for playing a silly trick like — — But she observed his advance very dubiously, straightening up to her full slender height to confront him, but not rising to her feet. Her knees were still very shaky.

He halted close in front of her. Something in the interrogative yet fearless beauty of her upward gaze checked the torrent of indignant eloquence under which he was labouring, and, presently, left him even mentally mute, his lips parted stupidly.

She said: According to the old order of things a well-bred man would ask my pardon. But a decently-bred man, in the first place, wouldnt have done such a thing to me. So your apology would only be a paradox — —

What! he exclaimed, stung into protest. Am I to understand that after netting me and chloroforming me and nearly drowning me — —

My mistake was perfectly natural. Do you suppose that I would even dream of trailing you as you really are?

He gazed at her bewildered; passed his unsteady hand over his countenance, then sat down abruptly beside her on the mossy log and buried his head in his hands.

She looked at him haughtily, sitting up very straight; he continued beside her in silence, face in his hands as though overwhelmed. Nothing was said for several minutes — until the clear disdain of her gaze changed, imperceptibly; and the rigidity of her spinal column relaxed.

I am very sorry this has happened, she said. There was, however, no sympathy in her tone. He made no movement to speak.

I am sorry, she repeated after a moment. It is hard to suffer humiliation.

Yes, he said, it is.

But you deserved it.

How? I didnt fashion my face and figure.

She mistook him: Somebody did.

Yes; my parents.

What!

Oh, I dont mean that silly make-up, he said, raising his head.

What do you mean?

I mean my own face and figure. What you did to me — your netting me, doping me, and all that wasnt a patch on what you said afterward.

What do you mean? What did I say?

You asked me if I supposed that you would dream of netting a man with a face and f-figure like — —

Mr. Langdon!

Didnt you?

I — you — we — —

You did! And can any man suffer any humiliation to compare with words like those? I merely ask you.

With eyes dilated, breath coming quickly, she stared at him, scarcely yet comprehending the blow which her words had dealt to one of the lords of creation.

Mr. Langdon, she said, do you suppose that I am the sort of girl to deliberately criticise either your features or your figure?

But you did.

I merely meant that you should infer — —

I inferred it all right, he said bitterly.

Perplexed, not knowing how to encounter such an unexpected reproach, vaguely distressed by it, she instinctively attempted to clear herself.

Please listen. I hadnt any idea of mortifying you by explaining that you are not qualified by nature to interest the modern woman in — —

He turned a bright red.

Do you suppose such a condemnation — such a total ostracism — is agreeable to a man? . . . Is there anything worse you can say about a man than to inform him that no woman could possibly take the slightest interest in him?

I didnt say that. I said the modern woman — —

Youre all modern.

It is reported that there are still a few women sufficiently old-fashioned to — —

They dont interest me. He looked up at her. What youve said has — simply — and completely — spoiled — my life, he said slowly.

What I said?

Yes.

What have — what could — what I — how — where — who is — — and she checked herself, eyes on his.

Yes, he repeated with a curious sort of satisfaction, you have spoiled my entire life for me.

What an utterly — what a wildly absurd and impossible — —

And you know it! he insisted, with gloomy triumph.

Know what?

That youve spoiled — —

Stop! Will you explain to me how — —

Is it necessary?

Necessary? Of course it is! You have made a most grave and serious and — and heartless charge against a woman — —

Yes, a heartless one — against you!

I? Heartless?

Cold, deliberate, cruel, unfeeling, merciless, remorseless — —

Mr. Langdon!

Didnt you practically tell me that no woman could endure the sight of a face and figure like mine?

No, I did not. What a — a cruel accusation!

What did you mean, then?

That — that you are not exactly — qualified to — to become an ancestor of the physically perfect race which — —

What is wrong with me, then?

She looked at him helplessly. What do you mean?

I mean where am I below proof? Where am I lacking? What points count me out?

Her sensitive underlip began to tremble.

I — I dont want to criticise you — — she faltered.

Please do. I beg of you. There are beauty doctors in town, he added earnestly. They can fix up a fellow — and I can go to a gymnasium, and take up deep-breathing and — —

But, Mr. Langdon, do you want to — to be — captured — —

He looked into her bright and melting eyes.

Yes, he said. Id like to give you another chance at me.

Me? After what I did to you?

Will you?

Why, what a perfectly astonishing — —

Not very. Look me over and tell me what points count against me. I know Im not good-looking, but Id like to go into training for the bench — I mean — —

Mr. Langdon, she said slowly, surely you would not care to develop the featureless symmetry and the — the monotonous perfection necessary to — —

Yes, I would. I wish to become superficially monotonous. Im too varied; I realise that. I want to resemble that make-up I wore — —

That! Goodness! What a horrid idea — —

Horrid? Didnt you like it well enough to net me?

I — there was nothing expressive of my personal taste in my capturing you — I mean the kind of a man you appeared to be. It was my duty — a purely scientific matter — —

I dont care what it was. You went after me. You wouldnt go after me as I now appear. I want you to tell me what is lacking in me which would prevent you going after me again — from a purely scientific standpoint.

She sat breathing irregularly, rather rapidly, pretty head bent, apparently considering her hands, which lay idly in her lap. Then she lifted her blue eyes and inspected him. And it was curious, too, that, now when she came to examine him, she did not seem to discover any faults.

My nose doesnt suit you, does it? he asked candidly.

Why, yes, she said innocently, it suits me.

Thats funny, he reflected. How about my ears?

They seem to be all right, she admitted.

Do you think so?

They seem to me to be perfectly good ears.

Thats odd. What is there queer about my face?

She looked in vain for imperfections.

Why, do you know, Mr. Langdon, I dont seem to notice anything that is not entirely and agreeably classical.

But — my legs are thin.

Not very.

Arent they too thin?

Not too thin. . . . Perhaps you might ride a bicycle for a few days — —

I will! he exclaimed with a boyish enthusiasm which lighted up his face so attractively that she found it fascinating to watch.

Do you know, she said slowly, the chances are that I would have netted you anyway. It just occurred to me.

Without my make-up? he asked, in delighted surprise.

I think so. Why not? she replied, looking at him with growing interest. I dont see anything the matter with you.

My chest improver exploded, he ventured, being naturally honest.

I dont think you require it.

Dont you? That is the nicest thing you ever said to me.

Its only the truth, she said, flushing a trifle in her intense interest. And, as far as your legs are concerned, I really do not believe you need a bicycle or anything else. . . . In fact — in fact — I dont see why you shouldnt go with me to the University if — if you — care to — —

You darling!

Mr. Langdon! Wh-what a perfectly odd thing to s-say to me!

I didnt mean it, he said with enthusiasm; I really didnt mean it. What I meant was — you know — dont you?

She did not reply. She was absorbed in contemplating one small thumb.

Im all ready to go, he ventured.

She said nothing.

Shall we?

She looked up, looked into his youthful eyes. After a moment she rose, a trifle pale. And he followed beside her through the sun-lit woods.
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AT THE GATE of the New Race University and Masculine Beauty Preserve the pretty gate-keeper on duty looked at Langdon, then at his fair captor, in unfeigned astonishment.

Why, Ethra! she said, is that all youve brought home?

Did you think I was going to net a dozen? asked Ethra Leslie, warmly. Please unlock the gate. Mr. Langdon is tired and hungry, and I want the Regents to finish with him quickly so that he can have some luncheon.

The gate-keeper, a distractingly pretty red-haired girl, regarded Langdon with dubious hazel eyes.

Hell never pass the examination, she whispered to Ethra. What on earth are you thinking of?

What are you thinking of, Marcella? You must be perfectly blind not to see that he complies with every possible requisite! The Regents inspection is bound to be only a brief formality. Be good enough to unbar the gates.

Marcella slowly drew the massive bolts; hostile criticism was in the gaze with which she swept Langdon.

Well, of all the insignificant looking young men, she murmured to herself as Ethra and her acquisition walked away along the path, side by side.
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THE COLLECTIVE AND individual charms of the Board of Regents so utterly over-powered Langdon that he scarcely realised what was happening to him.

First, at their request, he sat cross-legged on the ground; and they walked round and round him, inspecting him. Under such conditions no man could be at his best; there was a silly expression on his otherwise attractive face, which, as their attitude toward him seemed to waver between indifference and disapproval, became unconsciously appealing.

Kindly rise, Mr. Langdon, said Miss Challis, chairman of the board.

Langdon got up, and his ears turned red with a sudden and burning self-consciousness.

Please walk past us two or three times, varying your speed.

He walked in the various styles to which he had been accustomed, changing speed at intervals and running the entire gamut between a graceful boulevard saunter and a lost-dog sprint.

Now, said the beautiful chairman, be good enough to run past us several times.

He complied and they studied his kangaroo-like action. Miss Vining even bent over and felt of his ankles doubtfully, and to his vivid confusion Miss Darrell strolled up, made him sit down on a log, placed one soft, white finger on his mouth, and, opening it coolly, examined the interior. Then they drew together, consulting in whispers, then Miss Challis came with a stethoscope and listened to his pneumatic machinery, while Miss Vining carelessly pinched his biceps and tried his reflexes. After which Miss Darrell pushed a thermometer into his mouth, measured his pulses and blood pressure, tested his sight and hearing and his sense of smell. The latter was intensely keen, as he was very hungry.

Then Miss Challis came and stood behind him and examined, phrenologically, the bumps on his head, while Miss Vining, seated at his feet, read his palm, and Miss Darrell produced a dream book and a pack of cards, and carefully cast his horoscope. But, except that it transpired that he was going to take a journey, that somebody was going to leave him money, and that a dark lady was coming over the sea to trouble him, nothing particularly exciting was discovered concerning him.

Miss Challis, relinquishing his head, produced a crystal and gazed into it. She did not say what she saw there. Miss Vining tried to hypnotise him and came near hypnotising herself. Which scared and irritated her; and she let him very carefully alone after that.

And all the while Ethra sat on a tree stump, hands tightly clasped in her lap, looking on with pathetic eagerness and timidly searching the pretty faces of the Board of Regents for any hopeful signs.

Presently the Board retired to a neighbouring cave to confer; and Langdon drew a deep breath of relief.

Well, he said, smiling at Ethra, what do you think?

It will be horrid of them if they dont award you a blue ribbon, she said.

Good heavens! he faltered, do they give ribbons?

Certainly, first, second, third, and honourable mention. It is the scientific and proper method of classification.

Fury empurpled his visage.

Thats the limit! he shouted, but she silenced him with a gesture, nodding her head toward the surrounding woods; and among the trees he caught sight of scores and scores of pretty girls furtively observing the proceedings.

Dont let them see you display any temper or youll lose their good will, Mr. Langdon. Please recollect that there is no sentiment in this proceeding; it is a scientific matter to be scientifically recorded — purely a matter of eugenics.

Langdon gazed around him at the distant and charming faces peeping at him from behind trees and bushes. Everywhere bright eyes met his mischievously, gaily. An immense sense of happiness began to invade him. The enraptured and fatuous smile on his features now became almost idiotic as here and there, among the trees, he caught glimpses of still more young girls strolling about, arms interlacing one anothers waists. The prospect dazzled him; his wits spun like a humming top.

Are — are many ladies likely to come and — and court me? he asked timidly of Ethra.

A quick little pang shot through her; but she said with a forced smile: Why do you ask? Are you a coquette, Mr. Langdon?

Oh, no! But, for example, I wouldnt mind being rushed by that willowy blonde over there. Id also like to meet the svelte one with store puffs and sorrel hair. She is a looker, isnt she?

She is certainly very pretty, said Ethra, biting her lips with unfeigned vexation.

He gazed entranced at the distant throng for a while.

And that little grey-eyed romp — the very young and slim one, he continued enthusiastically. Me for a hammock with her in the goosy-goosy moonlight. . . . And I hope Im going to meet a lot more — every one of em. . . . What on earth is that? he exclaimed, changing countenance and leaning forward. By Jinks, its a man!

Certainly. There are four men here. You knew that.

I forgot, he said, glowering at the unwelcome sight of his own sex.

Ethra said: Oh, yes, there are those first four men we caught — Mr. Willett, Mr. Carrick, Mr. Smith, and Mr. Green. She added carelessly: I have been paying rather marked attention to Alphonso W. Green.

To whom? he asked, with a disagreeable sensation drenching out the sparks of joy in his bosom.

To Alphonso W. Green. . . . And Ive jollied De Lancy Smith with bon-bons a bit, too. They are having a lot of attention paid them — and theyre rather spoiled. But, of course, any girl can marry any one of them if she really wants to.

Langdon gazed miserably at her; she seemed to be pleasantly immersed in her own reflections and paid no further heed to him. Then he cast a scowling glance in the direction of the young man who was gathering wild flowers and arranging them in a little basket.

Ethra, he began — and stopped short under the sudden and unexpected unfriendliness of her glance. Miss Leslie, he resumed, reddening, I wouldnt have come here unless I thought — hoped — believed — that you would pay me m-m-marked — —

Mr. Langdon!

What?

Men do not assume the initiative here. They make no advances; they wait until a girl pays them attentions so unmistakable that — —

Well, I did come here because of you! he blurted out angrily.

That is an exceedingly indelicate avowal! she retorted. If the Regents hear you talk that way you wont be permitted to receive any girl unchaperoned.

He gazed at her, bewildered; she stood a moment frowning and looking in the direction of the cave whither the Board of Regents had retired.

Theyre calling me, she exclaimed as a figure appeared at the cave entrance and beckoned her.

I wont be long, Mr. Langdon. I am perfectly confident that you have passed the inspection! And she walked swiftly across to the edge of the thicket where the three Regents stood outside their cave.

As she came up one of them put her arm around her.

My poor child, she said, that man will never do.

W-what! faltered the girl, turning pale.

Why, no. How in the world could you make such a mistake?

Ethra looked piteously from one to another.

What is the matter with him? she asked. I cant see anything the matter with him. If his legs are a trifle — refined in contour — a bicycle will help — —

But, Ethra, this is not a hospital, dear. This is not a sanitarium. We dont want any imperfect living creature inside this preserve.

W-w-what is your decision? asked the girl; and her underlip began to quiver, but she controlled it.

The first vote, said Miss Challis, was for his instant eviction, Miss Vining dissenting. The second vote was for his expulsion with the privilege of taking another examination in three months — Miss Darrell dissenting — —

I think hes the limit, said Miss Darrell.

Why, Jessica! exclaimed Ethra, swallowing a sob.

The next vote, continued Betty Challis, was whether he might not remain here a day or two for closer observation. Jessica hasnt voted yet, but Phyllis Vining and I are willing — —

Oh, Jessica! pleaded Ethra, catching her hands and pressing them to her own breast, I — I beg you will let him remain — if only for a few days! Please, please, dear. I know his calves will grow if scientifically massaged; and if he is hygienically fed he will improve — —

Miss Darrell looked curiously at her; under her hands the girls heart was beating wildly.

Well, then, Betty, she said to Miss Challis, I vote we keep him under observation for a day or two. Give him the yellow ribbon. And, bending, she kissed Ethra lightly on the lips, whispering:

Im afraid we wont be able to keep him, dear. But if youd like to have a little fun with him and jolly him along, why — why, I was a flirt myself in the old days of the old regime.

That is all I want, said Ethra, dimpling with delight. I want to see how far I can go with him just for the fun of it.

Miss Darrell smiled tenderly at the girl and strolled off to join the other Regents; and Ethra, her thoughtful eyes fixed on Langdon, came slowly back, the yellow ribbon trailing in her hand.

Langdon leaped to his feet to meet her, gazing delightedly at the yellow ribbon.

I qualified, of course! he said joyously. When is it customary to begin the courting?

You havent qualified, said the girl, watching the effect of her words on the young man. This is merely the probation ribbon.

An immense astonishment silenced him. She drew the big orange-coloured ribbon through his button-hole, tied it into a bow, patted it out into flamboyant smartness, and, stepping back, gazed at him without any particular expression in her dark blue eyes.

Then, then I may be chased away at any moment? he asked unsteadily.

I am afraid so.

Thunderstruck, he stared at her: What on earth are we to do? he groaned.

We?

You and I?

How does it concern me? asked the girl coldly.

Doesnt it?

She looked him calmly in the eye and shook her head.

No, Mr. Langdon. However, as you are to remain here for a day or two under observation, no doubt you will receive some attention.

Ethra! Isnt it possible that you might learn to care — —

Hush! That is no way to talk!

Well — well, I cant wait for you to — —

You must wait! You have nothing to say about such things until some girl asks you. And that isnt very likely. Those four perfectly handsome young men have been here for weeks now, and, although they have received lots of attention, not one girl has yet made any of them an actual declaration. The girls here are having too good a time to do anything more serious than a little fussing — just enough to frisk a kiss now and then and keep the men amused — —

That is monstrous! said Langdon, very red. When a mans really in love — —

Nonsense! Men are flirts — every one of them!

She laughed, made him a little gesture of adieu, refused to let him follow her, and coolly sauntered off among the trees, heedless of his remonstrances at being left to himself.

He watched her until she disappeared, then, with misgivings, walked toward a tennis court, where the four men were playing a rather dawdling and indifferent game and keeping a lively eye out for the advent of some girl.

They appeared to be rather good-looking fellows, not in any way extraordinary, remarkable neither for symmetry of feature nor of limb.

Langdon stood at the edge of the court looking at them and secretly comparing their beauty with such charms as he was shyly inclined to attribute to himself. There could be no doubt that he compared favourably with them. If he was some, they were not so much.

One, a tall young fellow with blond, closely clipped hair, nodded pleasantly to him, and presently came over to speak to him.

I suppose you are a new recruit. Glad to see you. Were all anxious to have enough men captured to get up two ball nines. My name is Reginald Willett.

Mine is Curtis Langdon.

Come over and meet the others, said Willett pleasantly.

Langdon followed him, and was presently on excellent terms with James Carrick, De Lancy Smith, and Alphonso W. Green, amiable, clean cut, everyday young fellows.

To them he related the circumstances of his capture, and they all laughed heartily. Then he told them that he was here merely on probation for a day or two, naïvely displaying the yellow ribbon.

Willett laughed. Oh, thats all right. They usually say that. We all came in on probation; the Regents couldnt agree, and some girl always swings the deciding vote as a special favour to herself.

You dont think theyll kick me out?

Not much! laughed Willett. First of all, your captor would object — not necessarily for sentimental reasons, but because she caught you; you are hers, her game; she says to herself: A poor thing, but mine own! and hangs to you like grim death. Besides, no woman ever lets any man loose voluntarily. And women havent changed radically, Mr. Langdon. Dont worry; you can stay, all right.

Here comes Betty Challis, said Carrick, glancing at Alphonso W. Green. Its you for a stroll, I guess.

Mr. Green looked conscious; more conscious still when the pretty Miss Challis strolled up, presented him with a bouquet, and stood for a few moments conversing with everybody, perfectly at her ease. Other girls came up and engaged the young men in lively conversation. Presently Miss Challis made a play for hers:

Would you care to canoe, Mr. Green? she asked casually, turning to him with a slight blush which she could not control.

Green blushed, too, and consented in a low voice.

As they were departing, Miss Vining rode up on horseback, leading another horse, which De Lancy Smith, at her request, nimbly mounted; and away they galloped down a cool forest road, everybody looking after them.

Miss Darrell cut out and roped Willett presently and took him to walk in the direction of a pretty cascade.

A charming girl, a Miss Trenor, arrived with a hammock, book, and bon-bons, and led Carrick away somewhere by virtue of a previous agreement, and the remaining girls pretended not to care, and strolled serenely off in pretty bunches, leaving Langdon standing, first on one foot, then on the other, waiting to be spoken to.

Abandoned, he wandered about the tennis court, kicking the balls moodily. Tiring of this, he sat down under a tree and twirled his thumbs.

Once or twice some slender figure passed, glancing brightly at him, and he looked as shyly receptive as he could, but to no purpose. Gloom settled over him; hunger tormented him; he gazed disconsolately at the yellow ribbon in his button-hole, and twiddled his thumbs.

And all the while, from the shadow of a distant cave, Ethra was watching him with great content. She knew he was hungry; she let him remain so. By absent treatment she was reducing him to a proper frame of mind.

The word had been passed that he was Ethras quarry; mischievous bright eyes glanced at him, but no lips unclosed to speak to him; little feet strolled near him, even lingered a moment, but trotted on.

His sentiments varied from apathy to pathos, from self-pity to mortification, from hungry despair to an indignation no longer endurable.

He had enough of it — plenty. Anger overwhelmed him; hunger smothered sentiment; he rose in wrath and stalked off toward a girl who was strolling along, reading a treatise on eugenics.

Will you be good enough to tell me how to get out? he asked.

Out? she repeated. Have you a pass to go out?

No, I havent. Where do I obtain one?

Only the girl who captured you can give you a pass, she said, amused.

Very well; where can I find her?

Who was it netted you?

A Miss Leslie, he snapped.

Oh! Ethra Leslies cave is over in those rocks, said the girl, among those leafy ledges.

Thanks, he said briefly, and marched off, scowling.

Ethra saw him coming, and his stride and expression scared her. Not knowing exactly what to do, and not anticipating such a frame of mind in him, she turned over in her hammock and pretended to be asleep, as his figure loomed up in the mouth of the cave.

Miss Leslie! His voice was stentorian.

She awoke languidly, and did it very well, making a charming picture as she sat up in her hammock, a trifle confused, sweet blue eyes scarcely yet unclosed.

Mr. Langdon! she exclaimed in soft surprise.

He looked her squarely, menacingly, in the eyes.

I suppose, he said, that all this is a grim parody on the past when women did the waiting until it was mens pleasure to make the next move. I suppose that my recent appraisement parallels the social inspection of a debutante — that my present hunger is paying for the wistful intellectual starvation to which men once doomed your sex; that my isolation represents the isolation from all that was vital in the times when womens opportunities were few and restricted; that my probation among you symbolises the toleration of my sex for whatever specimen of your sex they captured and set their mark on as belonging to them, and on view to the world during good behaviour.

He stared at her flushed face, thoughtfully.

The allegory is all right, he said, but youve cast the wrong man for the goat. Im going.

Y-you cant go, she stammered, colouring painfully, unless I give you a pass.

I see; it resembles divorce. My sex had to give yours a cause for escape, or you couldnt escape. And in here you must give me a pass to freedom, or I remain here and starve. Is that it?

She crimsoned to her hair, but said nothing.

Give me that pass, he said.

If I do every girl here will gossip — —

I dont care what they say. Im going.

She sat very still in the hammock, eyes vacant, chin on hand, considering. It was not turning out as she had planned. She had starved him too long.

Mr. Langdon, she said in a low voice, if it is only because you are hungry — —

Im not; Im past mere hunger. You disciplined me because I took a human and natural interest in the pretty inhabitants of this new world. And I told you that I never would have entered it except for you. But you made me pay for a perfectly harmless and happy curiosity. Well, Ive starved and paid. Now I want to go. . . . Either I go or therell be something doing — because I wont remain here and go hungry much longer.

S-something — doing? she faltered.

Exactly. With the first — —

You can go if you wish, she said, flushing scarlet and springing out of the hammock.

He waited, jaws set, while she seated herself at a table and wrote out the pass.

Thank you, he said, in such a rage that he could scarcely control his voice.

She may not have heard him; she sat rigid at the table, looking very hard into space — sat motionless as he took a curt leave of her, never turning her head — listened to his tread as he strode off through the ferns, then laid her brow between snowy hands which matched the face that trembled in them.

As for him, he swung away along the path by which he had come, unstrung by turns, by turns violently desiring her unhappiness, and again anticipating approaching freedom with reckless satisfaction.

Then a strange buoyancy came over him as he arrived in sight of the gate, where the red-haired girl sat on a camp stool, yawning and knitting a silk necktie — for eventualities, perhaps; perhaps for herself, Lord knows. She lifted her grey eyes as he came swinging up — deep, clear, grey eyes that met his and presently seemed ready to answer his. So his eyes asked; and, after a long interval, came the reply, as though she had unconsciously been waiting a long, long while for the question.

I suppose you will wish to keep this, he said in a low voice, offering her the pass. You will probably desire to preserve it under lock and key.

She rose to her slender height, took it in her childish hands, hesitated, then, looking up at him, slowly tore the pass to fragments and loosed them from her palm into the current of the south wind blowing.

That does not matter, she said, if you are going to love me.

There was a moments silence, then she held out her left hand. He took it; with her right hand, standing on tiptoe, she reached up and unbarred the gates. And they passed out together into the infernal splendour of the sunset forest.
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THE RIOTS IN London culminated in an episode so cataclysmic that it sobered the civilised world. Young Lord Marque, replying to a question in the House of Lords, said: As long as the British peerage can summon muscular vigour sufficient to keep a monocle in its eye and extract satisfaction from a cigarette, no human woman in the British Empire shall ever cast a bally ballot for any bally purpose whatever. What!

And the House of Lords rose to its wavering legs and cheered him with an enthusiasm almost loud enough to be heard above ordinary conversation.

But that unwise and youthful and masculine defiance was the young mans swan-song. A male suffragette rushed with the news to Miss Pondora Bottomly; Lord Marque was followed as he left the house; and that very afternoon he was observed fleeing in a series of startled and graceful bounds through Regent Park, closely pursued by several ladies of birth, maturity, and fashion carrying solid silver hair-brushes.

The Queen, chronicling the somewhat intimate and exclusive affair a week later, mentioned that: Among those present was the lovely Lady Diana Guernsey wearing tweeds, leather spats, and waving a Directoire Banner embroidered with the popular device, Votes for Women, in bright yellow and bottle green on an old rose ground; and that she had far outdistanced the aged Marchioness of Dingledell, Lady Spatterdash, the Hon. Miss Mousely, the Duchess of Rolinstone, Baroness Mosscroppe, and others; and that, when last seen, she and the Earl of Marque were headed westward. A week later no news of either pursuer or pursued having been received, considerable uneasiness was manifested in court and suffragette circles, and it was freely rumoured that Lady Guernsey had made a rather rash but thoroughly characteristic vow that she would never relinquish the trail until she had forced Lord Marque to eat his own words, written in frosting upon a plum cake of her own manufacture.

Marque may have heard of this vow, and perhaps entertained lively doubts concerning Lady Dianas abilities as a pastry cook. At any rate, he kept straight on westward in a series of kangaroo-like leaps until darkness mercifully blotted out the picture.

Remaining in hiding under a hedge long enough to realise that London was extremely unsafe for him, he decided to continue west as far as the United States, consoling himself with the certainty that his creditors would have forced his emigration anyway before very long, and that he might as well take the present opportunity to pick out his dollar princess while in exile.

But circumstances altered his views; the great popular feminine upheaval in America was now in full swing; the eugenic principle had been declared; all human infirmity and degenerate imperfections were to be abolished through marriages based no longer upon sentiment and personal inclination, but upon the scientific selection of mates for the purpose of establishing the ideally flawless human race.

This was a pretty bad business for Lord Marque. The day after his arrival he was a witness of the suffragette riots when the Mayor, the Governor, and every symmetrical city, county, and State official was captured and led blushing to the marriage license bureau. He had seen the terrible panic in Long Acre, where thousands of handsome young men were being chased in every direction by beautiful and swift-footed suffragettes. From his window in the Hotel Astor he had gazed with horror upon this bachelors St. Bartholomew, and, distracted, had retired under his bed for the balance of the evening, almost losing consciousness when a bell-hop knocked at his door with a supply of towels.

Only one thought comforted him; the ocean rolled majestically between the Lady Diana, her pastry, and the last of the house of Marque.

Never should that terrible and athletic young woman discover his whereabouts if he had to remain away from London forever; never, never would he eat that pastry!

As he lay under his bed, stroking his short moustache and occasionally sneezing, he remembered with a shudder his flight from those solid silver hair-brushes through Regents Park; he recalled how, behind him, long after the heavier feminine aristocracy had given up the chase, one youthful, fleet, supple, and fearsome girl had hung to his trail — a tall, lithe, incarnation of her goddess namesake.

She had been too far away for him to distinguish her features; only in Liverpool, where one dark night he ventured out to buy a copy of the Queen and eagerly read the details of the function, did he learn the name of his closest pursuer.

Later, furtively haunting the smoking room on the Caramania, he learned from the gossip there of Lady Dianas vow that she would never rest until Lord Marque had eaten her plum cake with its frosted inscription — this inscription consisting of the flippant words of his own rash speech delivered in the upper house of Parliament.

Now, lying on his back under the bed, while outside in Long Acre the dreadful work was going on, he lighted a cigarette and pondered the situation. He didnt believe that Lady Diana would attempt to trail him to America. That was one comfort. But, in view of the suffragette disturbances going on outside his windows, he saw little prospect of a dollar princess for the present. Meanwhile, how was he to exist?

The vague and British convictions concerning the rapid accumulation of wealth on a ranch of any kind comforted Marque. He also believed them.

And three months later he had managed to survive a personal acquaintance with the following episodes:

First, one large revolver bullet through hat with request to answer affably when addressed by white men.

Second, one infuriated cow.

Third, one indigestion incubated by cumulative series of pie and complicated by attentions from one large centipede.

Fourth, one contusion from a Montana boot with suggestion concerning monocle.

Fifth, one 45-70 Winchester projectile severing string of monocle, accompanied by laughter and Navajo blanket.

Sixth, comprehensive corporal casualties incident upon international altercation concerning relative importance of Guy Fawkes and July 4th.

Seventh, physical debility due to excessive local popularity following personal encounter with one rustler.

Eighth, complete prostration in consequence of frequent attempts to render thanks for toasts offered him at banquet in celebration of his impending departure for the East.

Ninth, general collapse following bump of coal and forcible ejection from freight train near Albany, New York.
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THE DUTIES OF young Lord Marque, the new man on the Willett estate at Caranay, left him at leisure only after six oclock, his day being almost entirely occupied in driving a large lawn mower.

Life, for John Marque — as he now called himself — had become exquisitely simple; eating, sleeping, driving a lawn mower — these three manly sports so entirely occupied the twenty-four hours that he had scarcely time to do much weeding — and no time at all to sympathise with himself because he was too busy by day and too sleepy at night.

Sundays he might have taken off for the purpose of condoling with himself, had it not been for the new telephone operator.

She was a recent incumbent at the railroad station — a tall, clear-skinned, yellow-haired girl of twenty-five who sat at her desk all day saying in a low, prettily modulated voice, hello — hello — hello — hello to unseen creatures of whom John Marque wotted not.

Three things concerning her he had noticed: She wore pink gingham; she never seemed to see him when he came down to the little sunburnt platform and seated himself on the edge, feet dangling over the rails; he had never seen her except when she was seated at the pine table which was ornamented by her instrument and switchboard. She had a bed-room and kitchen in the rear. But he never saw her go into them or emerge; never saw her except seated at her switchboard, either reading or sewing, or, with the silvery and Greek-like band encircling her hair and supporting the receiver close to her small ears, repeating in her low, modulated voice: hello — hello — hello — hello.

He wondered how tall she might be. He had never seen her standing or walking. He wondered what her direct gaze might be like. Only her profile had he yet beheld — a sweet, youthful, profile nobly outlined under the gold of her hair; but under the partly lowered lashes as she sat sewing or reading or summoning centrals from the vast expanses of North America, he divined eyes of a soft lilac-blue. And he chewed his pipe-stem and kicked his feet and thought about them.

Few trains stopped at Caranay except for water; the station, an old-time farm house of small dimensions, overlooking the track and Willow Brook, contained ticket office, telephone, and telegraph in one — all presided over by the telephone operator. Sometimes as many as two people in a week bought railroad tickets; sometimes a month would pass without anybody either sending or receiving a telegram. Telephone calls were a little more frequent.

So the girl had little to do there at her sunny open window, where mignonette and heliotrope and nasturtiums bloomed in pots, and the big bumble bees came buzzing and plundering the little window garden. And, except on Sundays, Marque had little leisure to observe her, although in the long late June evenings it was still light at eight oclock, and he had, without understanding how or why, formed the habit of coming down to the deserted station platform to smoke his pipe and sometimes to fish in the shallow waters of Willow Brook, and watch the ripples turn from gold to purple, and listen to a certain bird that sat singing every day at sunset on the tip of a fir-balsam across the stream — a black and white bird with a rosy pink chest.

So lovely the evening song of this bird that Marque, often watching the girl askance, wondered that the surprising beauty of the melody never caused her to lift her head from book or sewing, or even rise from the table and come out to the doorway to listen.

But she never did; and whether or not the birds singing appealed to her, he could not determine.

Nobody in the little gossiping hamlet of Caranay seemed to know more than her name; he himself knew only a few people — men who, like himself, worked on the Willett place with hoe and rake and spraying cart and barrow — comrades of roller and mower and weed-fork and mole-trap — dull-witted cullers of dandelion and rose-beetle. And mostly their names were Hiram.

These had their own kind in the female line to go with — Caranay being far from the metropolis, and as yet untroubled by the spreading feminine revolution. Only stray echoes of the doings had as yet penetrated to Caranay daisy fields; no untoward consequences had as yet ensued except that old Si Dinglebats wife, after reading the remains of a New York paper found on the railroad track, had suddenly, and apparently in a fit of mental aberration, attacked Si with a mop, accompanying the onslaught with the reiterated inquiry: Air wimmen to hev their rights?

That was the only manifestation of the welt-weh in Caranay — that and the other welt on Sis dome-like and knobby forehead.

He encountered Marque that evening after supper as that young man, in clean blue jeans, carrying a fish-pole and smoking his pipe, was wandering in circles preparatory to a drift in the general direction of the railroad station.

Evenin, neighbour! he said.

Good evening, said the young man.

Goin sparkin? inquired Si, overflowing with natural curiosity and tobacco.

What?

Be you goin a-sparkin?

Nonsense! said Marque, reddening. I dont know any girls in Caranay.

Waal, I callate you know that gal down to the depot, dont ye?

No, I dont.

Hey? Im a leetle deef.

No! shouted Marque, I dont.

Dont what?

Dont know her, dammit!

Aw, quit yer cussin, said Si, with a gummy wink. Folks has been talkin ever since the fustest time you set onto that there platform and that Eden gal fooled ye with her lookin glass.

What are you talking about? said Marque impatiently.

Issy Eden and her pretendin not to see nobody — an her a lookin into the leetle glass behind her table and a seein of ye all the time! I know she kin see because she ketched Hi Orvilles boy a-hookin apples outen the barl that—

You mean she is able to see anybody on the platform, said Marque, confused and astounded.

You bet she kin. I know because I peeked in the winder an I seen her a-lookin at you when you was fishin — —

But the young fellow had recovered himself: All right, he interrupted; that isnt your business or mine. Who gave you that crack on the lid?

By gum, he said, Hetty done it. I was that took! Forty year, and she aint never throwed smuch as a dish pan at me. I want lookin for no sech thing at my time o life, young man. So when I come in to wash up for supper, I sez to my woman, Hello, Het, sez I, an she up an screeched an fetched me a clip.

Lord amighty! sez I. Look out what ye doin, sez I. Air wimmen to hev their rights? sez she, makin for me some more. Is wimmen to be free? she sez.

Yew bet, sez I, grabbin onto her. Ill make free with ye, sez I. An I up an tuk an spanked Hetty — the first time in forty year, young man! An it done her good, I guess, for she aint never cooked like she cooked supper to-night. God amighty, what biscuits them was!

Marque listened indifferently, scarcely following the details of the domestic episode because his mind was full of the girl at the station and the amazing discovery that all these days she could have seen him perfectly well at any moment if she had chosen to take the trouble, without moving more than her dark, silky lashes. Had she ever taken that trouble? He did not know, of course. He would like to have known.

He nodded absently to the hero of the welt-weh clash, and, pipe in one hand, pole in the other, walked slowly down the road, crossed the track, and seated himself on the platforms edge.

She was at her desk, reading. And the young man felt himself turning red as he realised that, if she had chosen, she could have seen him sitting here every evening with his eyes fixed — yes, sentimentally fixed upon the back of her head and her pretty white neck and the lovely contour of her delicately curved cheek.

All by himself he sat there and blushed, head lowered, apparently fussing with his line and hook and trying to keep his eyes off her, without much success.

His angling methods were simple; he crossed the grass-grown track, set his pole in position, and returned to seat himself on the platforms edge, where he could see his floating cork and — her. Then, as usual, he relapsed into meditation.

If only just once she had ever betrayed the slightest knowledge of his presence in her vicinity he might, little by little, cautiously, and by degrees, have ventured to speak to her.

But she never had evinced the slightest shadow of interest in anything as far as he had noticed.

Now, as he sat there, the burnt out pipe between his teeth, watching alternately his rod and his divinity, the rose-breasted grosbeak began to sing in the pink light of sunset. Clear, pure, sweet, the song rang joyously from the tip of the balsams silver-green spire. He rested his head on one hand and listened.

The song of this bird, the odour of heliotrope, the ruddy sunlight netting the ripples — these, for him, must forever suggest her.

He had curious fancies about her and himself. He knew that, if she ever did turn and look at him out of those lilac-tinted eyes, he must fall in love with her, irrevocably. He admitted to himself that already he was in love with all he could see of her — the white neck and dull gold hair, the fair cheeks curve, the glimpse of her hand as she deliberately turned a page in the book she was reading.

But that evening passed as had the others; night came; she lowered her curtain; a faint tracery of lamplight glimmered around the edges; and, as always, he lighted his pipe and took his fish, and shouldered his pole and went home to die the little death we call sleep until the sun of toil should glitter above the eastern hills once more.

A few days later he decided to make an ass of himself, having been sent with a wagon to Moss Centre, a neighbouring metropolis.

First he sent a telegram to himself at Caranay, signing it William Smith. Then he went to the drug store telephone, and called up Caranay.

Hello! What number, please? came a far, sweet voice; and Marque trembled: No number. I want to speak to Mr. Marque — Mr. John Marque.

He isnt here.

Are you sure?

Perfectly. I saw him driving one of Mr. Willetts wagons across the track this morning.

Oh, thats too bad. Could I — might I — ask a little information of you?

Certainly.

What sort of a fellow is this John Marque? He doesnt amount to much I understand.

What do you mean?

Well, I might want to employ him, but I dont believe he is the sort of man to trust — —

You are mistaken! she said crisply.

You mean he is all right?

Absolutely.

Honest?

Of course.

Capable?

Certainly.

Sober?

Perfectly.

M-moral?

Unquestionably! she said indignantly.

Are you sure?

I am.

How do you know?

I have means of information which I am not at liberty to disclose. Who is this speaking?

William Smith of Minnow Hollow.

Are you going to take Mr. Marque to Minnow Hollow?

I may.

You cant. Mr. Willett employs him.

Suppose I offer him better wages — —

He is perfectly satisfied here.

But I — —

No! Mr. Marque does not care to leave Caranay.

But — —

I am sorry. It is useless to even suggest it to him. Good-bye!

With cheeks flushed and a slightly worried expression she resumed her sewing through the golden stillness of the afternoon. Now and then the clank of wagon wheels crossing the metals caused her to glance swiftly into her mirror to see what was going on behind her. And at last she saw Marque drive up, cross the track, then, giving the reins to the boy who sat beside him, turn and walk directly toward the station. And her heart gave a bound.

For the first time he came directly to her window; she saw and heard him, knew he was waiting behind the mignonette and heliotrope, and went on serenely sewing.

Miss Eden?

She waited another moment — time enough to place her sewing leisurely on the table. Then, very slowly she turned in her chair and looked at him out of her dark lilac-hued eyes.

He heard himself saying, as in a dream:

Is there a telegram for me?

And, as her delicate lifted brows questioned him:

I am John Marque, he said.

She picked up the telegram which lay on her table and handed it to him.

Thank you, he said. After he had gone she realised that she had not spoken.
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WHENEVER HE WENT to Moss Centre with the wagon he telephoned and telegraphed to himself, and about a month after he had begun this idiot performance he ventured to speak to her.

It occurred late in July, just before sunset. He had placed his rod, lighted his pipe, and seated himself on the platforms edge, when, all of a sudden, and without any apparent reason, a dizzy sort of recklessness seized him, and he got up and walked over to her window.

Good evening, he said.

She looked around leisurely.

Good evening, she said in a low voice.

I was wondering, he went on, scared almost to death, whether you would mind if I spoke to you?

After a few seconds she said:

Well? Have you decided?

Badly frightened, he managed to find voice enough to express his continued uncertainty.

Why did you care to speak to me? she asked.

I — we — you — — and he stuck fast.

Had you anything to say to me? she asked in a lower — and he thought a gentler — voice.

Ive a lot to say to you, he said, finding his voice again.

Really? What about?

He looked at her so appealingly, so miserably, that the faintest possible smile touched her lips.

Can I do anything for you, Mr. Marque?

If — if youd only let me speak to you — —

But I am letting you.

I mean — to-morrow, too — —

To-morrow? To-morrow is a very, very long way off. It is somewhere beyond those eastern hills — but a very, very long way off! — as far as the East is from the West. No; I know nothing about to-morrow, so how can I promise anything to anybody?

Will your promise cover to-day?

Yes. . . . The sun has nearly set, Mr. Marque.

Then perhaps when to-morrow is to-day you will be able to promise — —

Perhaps. Have you caught any fish?

After a moment he said: How did you know I was fishing? You didnt turn to look.

She said coolly: How did you know I didnt?

You never do.

She said nothing.

At her window, elbows on the sill, the blossoms in her window-box brushing his sunburnt face, he stood, legs crossed, pipe in hand, the sunset wind stirring the curly hair at his temples.

Did you hear the bird this evening? he asked.

Yes. Isnt he a perfect darling!

Her sudden unbending was so gracious, so sweet that, bewildered, he remained silent for a while, recovering his breath. And finally:

I never knew whether or not you noticed his singing, he said.

How could you suppose any woman indifferent to such music? she asked indignantly. She was beginning to realise how her silence had starved her all these months, and the sheer happiness of speech was exciting her. Into her face came a faint glow like a reflection from the pink clouds above the West.

That little bird, she said, sings me awake every morning. I can hear his happy, delicious song above the rushing chorus of dawn from every thicket. He dominates the cheery confusion by the clear, crystalline purity of his voice.

It scarcely surprised him to find himself conversing with a cultivated woman — scarcely found it unexpected that, in her, speech matched beauty, making for him a charming and slightly bewildering harmony.

Her slim hands lay in her lap sometimes; sometimes, restless, they touched her bright hair or caressed the polished instruments on the table before her. But, happy miracle! her face and body remained turned toward him where he stood leaning on her window-sill.

There is a fish nibbling your hook, I think, she said.

He regarded his bobbing cork vaguely, then went across the track and secured the plump perch. At intervals during their conversation he caught three more.

Now, she said, I think I had better say good-night.

Would you let me give you my fish?

She replied, hesitating: I will let you give me two if you really wish to.

Will you bring a pan?

No, she said hastily; just leave them under my window when you go.

Neither spoke again for a few moments, until he said with an effort:

I have wanted to talk to you ever since I first saw you. Do you mind my saying so?

She shook her head uncertainly.

He lingered a moment longer, then took his leave. Far away into the dusk she watched him until the trees across the bridge hid him. Then the faint smile died on her lips and in her eyes; her mouth drooped a little; she rested one hand on the table, rose with a slight effort, and lowered the shade. Listening intently, and hearing no sound, she bent over and groped on the floor for something. Then she straightened herself to her full height and, leaning on her rubber-tipped cane, walked to the door.
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HE CAME EVERY day; and every day, at sundown, she sat sewing by the window behind her heliotrope and mignonette waiting.

Sometimes he caught perch and dace and chub, and she accepted half, never more. Sometimes he caught nothing; and then her clear, humorous eyes bantered him, and sometimes she even rallied him. For it had come to pass in these sunset moments that she was learning to permit herself a friendliness and a confidence for him which was very pleasant to her while it lasted, but, after he had gone, left her with soft lips drooping and gaze remote.

Because matters with her, with them both, she feared, were not tending in the right direction. It was not well for her to see him every day — well enough for him, perhaps, but not for her.

Some day — some sunset evening, with the West flecked gold and the zenith stained with pink, and the pink-throated bird singing of Paradise, and the brook talking in golden tones to its pebbles — some such moment at the end of day she would end all of their days for them both — all of their days for all time.

But not just yet; she had been silent so long, waiting, hoping, trusting, biding her time, that to her his voice and her own at eventide was a happiness yet too new to destroy.

That evening, as he stood at her window, the barrier of mignonette fragrant between them, he said rather abruptly:

Are you ill?

No, she said startled.

Oh, I am relieved.

Why did you ask?

Because every Tuesday I have seen the doctor from Moss Centre come in here.

In flushed silence she turned to her table and, folding her hands, gazed steadily at nothing.

Marque looked at her, then looked away. The big, handsome young physician from Moss Centre had been worrying him for a long while now, but he repeated, half to himself: I am very much relieved. I was becoming a little anxious — he came so regularly.

He is a friend, she said, not looking at him.

He forced a smile. Well, then, there is no reason for me to worry about you.

There never was any reason — was there?

No, no reason.

You dont say it cheerfully, Mr. Marque. You speak as though it might have been a pleasure for you to worry over my general health and welfare.

I think of little else, he said.

There was a silence. Between them, along the barrier of heliotrope and mignonette, the little dusk moths came hovering on misty wings; the sun had set, but the zenith was bright crimson. Perhaps it was the reflection from that high radiance that seemed to tint her face with a softer carmine.

She looked out into the West across the stream, thinking now that for them both the end of things was drawing very near. And, to meet fate half way with serenity — nay, to greet destiny while still far off, with a smile, she unconsciously straightened in her chair and lifted her proud little head.

Lord Marque, she said quietly, why do you not go back to England?

For a moment what she had said held no meaning for him. Then comprehension smote him like lightning; and, thunderstruck, he remained as he was without moving a muscle, still resting against her window-sill, his lean, sun-browned face illuminated under the zeniths fiery glory.

Who are you? he said, under his breath.

Only an English girl who happened to have seen you in London.

When?

She turned deliberately and, resting one arm across the back of her chair, looked him steadily in the eyes.

I am twenty-five. Since I was twenty your face has been familiar to me.

They exchanged a long and intent gaze.

I never before saw you, he said.

Perhaps.

Have I?

Who can know what a fashionable young man really looks at — through a monocle.

I dont wear it any more. I lost it out West, he said, reddening.

You lost your top hat once, too, she said.

He grew red as fire.

So youve heard of that, too?

I saw it.

You! Saw me attacked? he demanded angrily, while the shame burnt hotter on his cheeks.

Yes. You ran like the devil.

For a moment he remained mute and furious; then shrugged: What was I to do?

Run, she admitted. It was the only way.

He managed to smile. And you were a witness to that?

She nodded, eyes remote, her teeth nipping at the velvet of her underlip. He, too, remained lost in gloomy retrospection for a while, but finally looked up with a more genuine smile.

I wonder whatever became of that fleet-footed girl who hung to my heels long after the more solidly constructed aristocracy gave up?

Lady Diana Guernsey?

Thats the one. What became of her?

Why do you ask?

Because she gave me the run of my life. She was a good sport, that girl. I couldnt shake her off; I took to a taxi and she after me in another; my taxi broke down in the suburbs and I started across country, she after me. And the last I saw of her was just after I leaped a hedge and she was coming over it after me — a wonderful athletic young figure in midair silhouetted against the sky line. . . . That was the last I saw of her. I fancy she must have pulled up dead beat — or perhaps she came a cropper.

She did, said the girl in a low voice.

Is that so? he said, interested. Hope it didnt damage her.

She broke her thigh.

Oh, thats too bad! he exclaimed. If Id guessed any such thing Id have come back. . . . The poor little thing! I mean that, though she was nearly six feet, I seem to think of her as little — and, of course, Im six — two and a half. . . . Good little sport, that Diana girl! She got over it all right, I hope.

It lamed her for life, Lord Marque.

Shocked, for a moment he could find no words to characterise his feelings. Then:

Oh, dammitall! I say, its a rotten shame, isnt it? And all on account of me — that superb young thing taking hedges like a hunter! Oh, come now, you know I — it hurts me all the way through. I wish Id let her catch me! What would she have done to me? I wouldnt mind being pulled about a bit — or anything — if it would have prevented her injury. By gad, you know, Id even have eaten her plum cake, frosting and all, to have saved her such a fate.

The girls eyes searched his. That was not the most tragic part of it, Lord Marque.

God bless us! Was there anything more?

Yes. . . . She was in love with you.

With — with me? he repeated, bewildered.

Yes. As a young, romantic girl she fell in love with you. She was a curious child — like all the Guernseys, a strange mixture of impulse and constancy, of romance and determination. If she had fallen in love with Satan she would have remained constant. But she only fell in love with young Marque. . . . And she loves him to this day.

That — thats utterly impossible! he stammered. Didnt she become a suffragette and carry a banner and chase me and vow to make me eat my own words frosted on a terrible plum cake?

Yes. And all the while she went on loving you.

How do you know? he demanded, incredulously.

She confided in me.

In you!

I knew her well, Lord Marque. . . . Not as well as I thought I did, perhaps; yet, perhaps better than — many — perhaps better than anybody. . . . We were brought up together.

You were her governess?

I — attempted to act in a similar capacity. . . . She was difficult to teach — very, very difficult to govern. . . . I am afraid I did not do my best with her.

Why did you leave her to come here? he asked.

She made no reply.

Where is she now?

She looked out into the cinders of the West, making no answer.

He gazed at her in silence for a long time; then:

Is she really lame?

Yes.

Very?

It is hip disease.

But — but that can be cured! he exclaimed. It is now perfectly curable. Why doesnt she go to Vienna or to New York — —

She is going.

She ought to lose no time!

She is going. She only learned the nature of her trouble very recently.

You mean she has been lame all this time and didnt know what threatened her?

She was — too busy to ask. Finally, because she did not get well, she called in a physician. But she is a very determined girl; she refused to believe what the physician told her — until — very recently — —

See here, he said, are you in constant communication with her?

Constant.

Then tell her you know me. Tell her how terribly sorry I am. Tell — tell her that Ill do anything to — to — tell her, he burst out excitedly, that Ill eat her plum cake if that will do her any good — or amuse her — or anything! Tell her to bake it and frost it and fill it full of glue, for all I care — and express it to you; and Ill eat every crumb of that silly speech I made — —

Wait! she exclaimed. Do you realise what youre saying? Do you realise what youre offering to do for a girl — a lame girl — who is already in love with you?

His youthful face fell.

By gad, he said, do you think I ought to marry her? How on earth can I when Im — Im dead in love with — somebody myself?

You — in love? she said faintly.

He gazed across the brook at the darkening foliage.

Oh, yes, he said with a pleasant sort of hopelessness, but I fancy she cares for another man.

W-why do you think so?

He comes to see her.

Is that a reason?

She wont talk about him.

When a woman wont talk about a man is it always because she cares for him in that way?

Isnt it?

No.

They had lifted their heads now, facing each other in the violet dusk. Between them the scent of heliotrope grew sweeter. He said:

Ive been all kinds of a fool. For all I know women have as many rights on earth as men have. All I wish is that the plucky girl who took that hedge, banner in hand, were well and happy and married to a really decent fellow.

But — she loves you.

And I — he looked up, encountering her blue eyes— am already hopelessly in love. What shall I do?

She said under her breath: God knows. . . . I can not blame you for not wishing to marry a lame girl — —

It isnt that!

But you wouldnt anyhow — —

I would if I loved her!

You couldnt — love a — a cripple! It would not be love; it would be pity — —

He said slowly: I wish that you were that lame girl. Then youd understand me.

For a while she sat bolt upright, clasped hands tightening in her lap. Then, turning slowly toward him, she said:

I am going to say good-night. . . . And thank you — for Dianas sake. . . . And I am going to say more — I am going to say good-bye.

Good-bye! Where are you going?

To New York.

When?

Before I see you again.

There is no train until — —

I shall drive to Moss Centre.

Where that — that doctor lives — —

Yes. I am going to New York with him, Lord Marque.

He stood as though stunned for a moment; then set his teeth, clenched his hands, and pulled himself together.

I think I understand, he said quietly. And — I wish you — happiness.

She stretched out her hand to him above the heliotrope.

I — wish it — to you — — suddenly her voice broke; again her teeth caught at her underlip like a child who struggles with emotion. You — dont understand, she said. Wait a little while before you — come to any — unhappy — conclusions.

After a moment she made a slight effort to disengage her hand — another — then turned in her chair and dropped her head on the table, her right hand still remaining in his. Presently he released it; and she placed both hands on the edge of the table and her forehead upon them.

I am coming in, he said.

She straightened up swiftly at his words.

Please dont! she said in a startled voice, still tremulous.

But he was gone from the dark window, and, frightened, she bent over, caught up her walking stick, and took one impulsive step toward the door. And stood stock still in the middle of the floor as he entered.

His eyes met hers, fell on the supporting cane; and she covered her face with her left arm, standing there motionless.

Good God! he breathed. You!

She began to cry like a child.

I didnt want you to know, she wailed. Oh, I didnt want you to know. I thought there was no use — no hope — until yesterday. . . . I — wanted to go to New York with the doctor and be made all sound and well again b-before — before I let you love me — —

Oh, Diana — Diana! he whispered, with his arms around her. Oh, Diana — Diana — my little girl Diana!

Which was silly enough, she being six feet — almost as tall as he.

Turn your back, she whispered. I want to go to my desk — and I cant bear to have you see me walk.

You darling — —

No, no, no! Please let them cure me first. . . . Turn your back.

He kissed her hands, held her at arms length a second, then turned on his heel and stood motionless.

He heard her move almost noiselessly away; heard a desk open and close; heard the chair by the window move as she seated herself.

Come here, she said in a curious, choked voice.

He turned, went swiftly to her side.

Great heavens! he said. When did you bake that cake?

Y-yesterday.

Why?

B-because I was going away to New York and would never perhaps see you again unless I was entirely cured. And I meant to leave this for you — so you would know that I had followed you even here — so you would know I had made a plucky try at you — through all these months—

You — you corker!

D-do you really mean it?

Mean it! I tell you, Diana, you women put it all over the lords of creation — or any lord ever created! Mean it! You bet I do, sweetness! Ill take back everything I ever said about women. Theyre the real thing in the world! And the best thing for the world is to let them run it!

But — dear — — she faltered, lifting her beautiful eyes to him, if men are going to feel that way about it, we wont want to run anything at all. . . . It was only because you wouldnt let us that we wanted to.

He said in impassioned tones:

Let the bally world run itself, Diana. What do we care — you and I?

No, she said, we dont care now.

Then that rash and infatuated young man, losing his head entirely, drew from his jeans a large jack-knife, and, before she could prevent him, he had sliced off an enormous hunk of plum cake heavily frosted with his own words.

Dont, dear! she begged him. I couldnt ask that of you — —

I will! he said, and bit into it.

Dont! she begged him; please dont! I havent had much experience with pastry. It may give you dreadful dreams!

Let it! he said. What do I care for dreams while you remain real! Diana — Diana — huntress of bigger game than ever fled through the age of fable!

And he bolted a section of frosting and began to chew vigorously upon another, while she slipped both hands into his, regarding him with tender solicitude.

Have no fears for me, dearest, he said indistinctly; fortified by months of pie I dread no food ever prepared by youth and beauty. Even the secret dishes of the Medici — —

John!

W-what, darling?

After all — I dont cook so badly.

So, in the gloaming, he swallowed the last crumb and gathered her into his strong young arms, and drew her golden head down close to his.

Take it from me, he whispered, relapsing into the noble idioms of his adopted country, youre all to the mustard, Diana; your eats were bully and I liked em fine!
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THE SITUATION IN Great Britain was becoming deplorable; the Home Secretary had been chased into the Serpentine; the Prime Minister and a dozen members of Parliament had taken permanent refuge in the vaults of the Bank of England; a vast army of suffragettes was parading the streets of London, singing, cheering, and eating bon-bons. Statues, monuments, palaces were defaced with the words Votes for Women, and it was not an uncommon sight to see some handsome young man rushing distractedly through Piccadilly pursued by scores of fleet-footed suffragettes of the eugenic wing of their party, intent on his capture for the purposes of scientific propagation.

No young man who conformed to the standard of masculine beauty set by the eugenist suffragettes was safe any longer. Scientific marriage between perfectly healthy people was now a firmly established principle of the suffragette propaganda; they began to chase attractive young men on sight with the avowed determination of marrying them to physically qualified individuals of their own sex and party, irrespective of social or educational suitability.

This had already entailed much hardship; the young Marquis of Putney was chased through Cadogan Place, caught, taken away in a taxi, and married willy-nilly to a big, handsome, strapping girl who sold dumb-bells in the new American department store. No matter who the man might be professionally and socially, if he was young and well-built and athletic he was chased on sight and, if captured, married to some wholesome and athletic young suffragette in spite of his piteous protests.

We will found, cried Mrs. Blinkerly Dank-some-Hankly triumphantly, a perfect human race and teach it the immortal principles of womans rights. So, if we cant persuade Parliament to come out for us, well take Parliament by the slack of its degraded trousers, some day, and throw it out!

This terrible menace delivered in Trafalgar Square was cabled to the Outlook, which instantly issued its first extra; and New York, already in the preliminary throes of a feminine revolution, went wild.

That day the handsome young Governor of New York, attended by his ornamental young Military Secretary in full uniform, had arrived at the Waldorf-Astoria to confer with the attractive young Mayor of the metropolis concerning a bill to be introduced into the legislature, permitting the franchise to women under certain conditions. And on the same day a monster suffragette parade was scheduled.

Some provisions of the proposed measure, somehow or other, had become known to the National Federation of Women; and as the Governor, his Military Secretary, and the Mayor sat in earnest conference in a private room at the Waldorf, the most terrible riot that New York ever saw began on Fifth Avenue just as the head of the parade, led by the suffragette band of 100 pieces, arrived at the hotel.

The Governor, Mayor, and Secretary rushed to the windows; acres of banners waved wildly below; cheer after cheer rent the raw March atmosphere; in every direction handsome young men were fleeing, pursued by eugenists. Under their very windows the shocked politicians beheld an exceedingly good-looking youth seized by several vigorous and beautiful suffragettes, dragged into a taxi, and hurried away toward a scientific marriage, kicking and struggling. This was nothing new, alas. More than one attractive young man had already been followed and spoken to in Manhattan.

Mr. Dill, president of the Board of Aldermen, and the handsomest incumbent of the office that the city ever beheld, had been courted so persistently that, fearful of being picked up, he remained in hiding disguised as a Broadway fortune teller, where the Mayor came at intervals to consult him on pretense of having his palms read.

But now the suffragettes threw off all restraint; men, frightened and confused, were being not only spoken to on Fifth Avenue, but were being seized and forcibly conducted in taxicabs toward the marriage license bureau.

It was a very St. Bartholomew for bachelors.

John, said the Governor to his capable young Military Secretary, take off that uniform. Im going to flee in disguise.

What does your excellency expect me to flee in — dishabille? stammered the Military Secretary.

I dont care what you flee in, said the Governor bluntly; but I will not have it said that the Governor of the great State of New York was seized by a dozen buxom eugenists and hurried away to become the founder of a physically and politically perfect race of politicians. Get out of those gold-laced jeans!

Ill flee disguised as a chambermaid, muttered the handsome, rosy-cheeked young Mayor. And he rang for one.

While the Governor and his Secretary were exchanging clothes they heard the Mayor in the hallway arguing with a large German chambermaid in an earnest and fatherly manner, punctuated by coy screams from the maid.

By and by he came back to the room, perspiring.

I bought her clothes, he said; shell throw them over the transom.

The clothing arrived presently by way of the transom; the Governor and the Secretary tried to aid the Mayor to get into the various sections of clothing, but as they all were bachelors and young they naturally were not aware of the functions of the various objects scattered over the floor.

The Governor picked up a bunch of curls attached to a cup-shaped turban swirl.

Good heavens! he said. The girl has scalped herself for your sake, John!

I bought that, too, said the Mayor, sullenly. Do you know which way it goes on, George?

They fixed it so that two curls fell down and dangled on either side of his Honours nose.

Meanwhile the unfortunate Military Secretary had dressed in the top hat and cutaway of the Governor.

He said huskily, If I cant outrun them theyll catch me and try to start raising statesmen.

Its your duty to defend me, observed the Governor.

Yes, with my life, but not with my p-progeny—

Then youd better run faster than youve ever run in all your life, said the Governor coldly.

At that moment there came a telephone call.

Lady at the desk to speak to the Governor, came a voice.

Hello, who is it? asked his excellency coyly.

Professor Elizabeth Challis! came a very sweet but determined voice.

At the terrible name of the new President of the National Federation of American Women the Governor jumped with nervousness. Anonymous letters had warned him that she was after him for eugenic purposes.

What do you want? he asked tremulously.

In the name of the Federation I demand that you instantly destroy the draft of that infamous bill which you are preparing to rush through at Albany.

I wont, said the Governor.

If you dont, she said, the committee on eugenics will seize you.

Let em catch me first, he replied, boldly; and rang off.

Now, John, he said briskly, as soon as they catch sight of you in my top hat and cutaway theyll start for you. And I advise you to leg it if you want to remain single.

The unfortunate Military Secretary gulped with fright, buttoned his cutaway coat, crammed his top hat over his ears, and gazed fearfully out of the window, where in the avenue below the riot was still in lively progress. Terrified young men fled in every direction, pursued by vigorous and youthful beauty, while the suffragette band played and thousands of suffragettes cheered wildly.

Isnt it awful! groaned the Mayor, arranging the lace cap on his turban-swirl and shaking out his skirts. The police are no use. The suffragettes kidnap the good-looking ones. Are you ready for the sortie, Governor?

The Governor in the handsome uniform of his Military Secretary adjusted his sword and put on the gold-laced cap. Then, thrusting the draft of the obnoxious bill into the bosom of his tunic, he strode from the room, followed by his Secretary and the unfortunate Mayor, who attempted in vain to avoid treading on his own trailing skirts.

George, said the Mayor, spitting out a curl that kept persistently getting into his mouth every time he opened it, Ill be in a pickle unless I can reach Dills rooms. . . . Wait! Theres a pin sticking into me — —

Too late, said the Governor; it will spur you to run all the faster. . . . Where is Dills?

The Mayor whispered the directions, spitting out his curl at intervals when it incommoded him; the Governor walked faster to escape.

Down in the elevator they went, gazed at by terror-stricken bell-hops and scared porters.

As the cheering and band playing grew louder and more distinct the Secretary quailed, but the Governor admonished him:

Youve simply got to save me, he said. Pro bono publico! Come on now. Make a dash for a taxi and the single life! One — two — three!

The next moment the Secretarys top hat was carried away by a brick; the Mayors turban-swirl went the same way, amid showers of confetti and a yell of fury from a thousand suffragettes who saw in his piteous attempt to disguise himself, by aid of a turban-swirl, an insult to womanhood the world over.

A perfect blizzard of missiles rained on the terrified politicians; the Secretary and the Mayor burst into a frantic canter up Thirty-fourth Street, pursued by a thousand strikingly handsome women. The Governor ran west.
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THE GOVERNOR OF the great State of New York was now running up Broadway with his borrowed sword between his legs and his borrowed uniform covered with confetti — footing it as earnestly as though he were running behind his ticket with New York County yet to hear from.

After him sped bricks, vegetables, spot-eggs, and several exceedingly fashionable suffragettes, their perfectly gloved hands full of horsewhips, banners, and farm produce.

But his excellency was now running strongly; one by one his eager and beautiful pursuers gave up the chase and fell out, panting and flushed from the exciting and exhilarating sport, until, at Forty-second Street, only one fleet-footed young girl remained at his heels.

The order of precedence then shifted as follows: First, the young and handsome Governor running like a lost dog at a fair and clutching the draft of the obnoxious bill to his gold-laced bosom; second, one distractingly lovely young girl, big, wholesome-looking, athletic, and pink of cheeks, swinging a ci-devant cat by the tail as menacingly as David balanced the loaded sling; third, several agitated policemen whistling and rapping for assistance; fourth, the hoi polloi of the Via Blanca; fifth, a small polychromatic dog; sixth, the idle wind toying carelessly with the dust and refuse and hats and skirts of all Broadway.
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Only one fleet-footed young girl remained at his heels.

This municipal dust storm, mingling with the brooding metropolitan gasoline fog, produced a sirocco of which no Libyan desert needed to be ashamed; and it alternately blotted out and revealed the interesting Marathonian procession, until one capricious and suffocating flurry, full of whirling newspapers and derbies, completely blotted out the Governor and the young lady at his heels.

And when, a moment later, the miniature tornado had subsided into a series of playful sidewalk eddys, only the policemen, the hoi polloi, and the dog were still going; the Governor and the beautiful suffragette had completely disappeared.

They had, it is true, chosen a very good time and place for such an occult performance; Long Acre at its busiest.

Several mounted policemen had now joined in the frantic festivities. They galloped hurriedly in every direction. The crowd cheered and pursued the police, the small dog barked in eddying circles till he resembled an expiring pinwheel.

Meanwhile a curious thing had occurred; the youthful Governor was now chasing the suffragette. It occurred abruptly, and in the following manner:

No sooner had the dust cloud spread a momentary fog around the radiant young man — like a hurricane eclipse of the sun — than he darted into the narrow and dark hallway of an old-fashioned office building devoted to theatrical agencies, all-night lawyers, and astrologists, and started up the stairs. But his unaccustomed sword tripped him up, and as he fell flat with a startling outcrash of accoutrements, there came a flurry of delicately perfumed skirts, the type-written papers were snatched from his gloved hands, and the perfumed skirts went scurrying away through the dusky corridor which ought to have opened on the next cross street. And didnt.

After her ran the Governor, now goaded to courage by the loss of his papers, and she, finding herself in a cul-de-sac, turned at bay, launched the cat at his head, and attempted to spring past him. But he caught the whirling feline in one white-gloved hand and barred her way with the other; and she turned once more in desperation to seek an egress which did not exist.

A flight of precipitate and rickety stairs led upward into an obscurity rendered deeper by a single gas jet burning low on the landing above.

Up this she sprang, two at a time, the young man at her heels; up, up, passing floor after floor, until a dirty skylight overhead warned her that the race was ending.

On the top corridor there was a door ajar; she sprang for it, opened it, tried to slam and lock it behind her, then, exhausted, she shrank backward into the room and sank into a red velvet chair, holding the bunch of papers tightly to her heaving breast.

There was another chair — a gilt one. Into it fell his excellency, gasping, speechless, his spurred and booted legs trailing, his borrowed uniform all over confetti and dust from his tumble on the stairs.

Minute after minute elapsed as they lay there, fighting for breath, watching each other.

She was the first to stir; and instantly he dragged himself to his feet, staggered over to the door, locked it, dropped the key into his pocket, returned to his chair, and collapsed once more.

After a few moments he glanced down at the cat which he was still clutching. A slight shiver passed over him, then, as he inspected it more closely, over his features crept an ironical smile.

For the cat was not even a ci-devant cat; it had never been a cat; it was only an imitation of a defunct one made out of floss and chenille, like a teddy-bear; and he smiled at her scornfully and dangled it by its black and white tail.

Pooh, he panted; I suppose even your bricks and vegetables and eggs were cotillion favours full of confetti.

They were, she admitted defiantly. Which did not prevent their serving their purposes.

As what?

As symbols!

Symbols? he retorted in derision.

Yes, symbols! The three most ancient symbols of an insulted peoples fury — the egg, the turnip, and the cat.

Mala gallina, malum ovum, he laughed, adjusting his sword and picking several streamers of confetti from his tunic. Did they hurl spot-eggs in ancient Rome, fair maid?

They did; and cats — ex necessitate rei, she observed with composure.

Ex nihilo felis fit — a cat-fit for nothing, he retorted, flippantly.

Half disdainfully she straightened out the slight disorder of her own apparel, still breathing fast, and keeping tight hold of the bundle of papers.

How soon are you going to let me have them? he asked good-humouredly.

Never.

I cant permit you to leave this room until you hand them to me.

Then I shall never leave this room.

You certainly shall not leave it until I have those papers.

Then Ill remain here all my life! she said defiantly.

What do you expect to do when the people who live here return?

She shrugged her pretty shoulders, and presently cast an involuntary and uneasy glance around the room.

It was not a place to reassure any girl; gilt stars were pasted all over walls and ceilings, where also a tinsel sun and moon appeared. The constellations were interspersed with bats.

The remaining decorations consisted of a cozy corner, some pasteboard trophies, red cotton velvet hangings, several plaster casts of human hands, and a frieze of half-burnt cigarettes along the mantel-edge.

Are you going to give me those papers? he repeated, secretly amused.

No.

What do you expect to do with them?

Deliver them to Professor Elizabeth Challis, President of the National Federation of Independent Women of America.

Is this a private enterprise of yours, he asked curiously, or just a — a playful impulse, or the militant fruition of a vast and feminine conspiracy?

She smiled slightly.

I suppose you mean to be impertinent, but I shall not evade answering you, Captain Jones. I am acting under orders.

Bettys? he inquired, flippantly.

The orders of Professor Elizabeth Challis, she said, with heightened colour.

Exactly. It is a conspiracy, then, complicated by riot, assault, disorderly conduct, and highway robbery — isnt it?

You may call it what you choose.

Oh, Ill leave that to the courts.

She said disdainfully: We recognize no laws in the making of which we have had no part.

Theres no use in discussing that, said the Governor blandly; but Id like to know what you suffragettes find so distasteful in that proposed bill which the Mayor and — and the Governor of New York have had drafted.

It is reactionary — a miserable subterfuge — a treacherous attempt to return to the old order of things! A conspiracy to re-shackle, re-enslave American womanhood with the sordid chains of domestic cares! To drive her back into the kitchen, the laundry, the nursery — back into the dark ages of dependence and acquiescence and non-resistance — back into the degraded epochs of sentimental relations with the tyrant man!

She leaned forward in her excitement and her sable boa slid back as she made a gesture with her expensive muff.

Once, she said, woman was so ignorant that she married for love! Now the national revolt has come. Neither sentiment nor impulse nor emotion shall ever again play any part in our relations with man!

He said, trying to speak ironically: Thats a gay outlook, isnt it?

The outlook, Captain Jones, is straight into a glorious millennium. Marriage, in the future, is to mean the regeneration of the human race through cold-blooded selection in mating. Only the physically and mentally perfect will hereafter be selected as specimens for scientific propagation. All others must remain unmated — pro bono publico — and so ultimately human imperfection shall utterly disappear from this world!

Her pretty enthusiasm, her earnestness, the delicious colour in her cheeks, began to fascinate him. Then uneasiness returned.

Do you know, he said cautiously, that the Governor of New York has received anonymous letters informing him that Professor Elizabeth Challis considers him a proper specimen for the — the t-t-terrible purposes of s-s-scientific p-p-propagation?

Some traitor in our camp, she said, wrote those letters.

It — it isnt true, then, is it?

What isnt true?

That the Governor of the great State of New York is in any danger of being seized for any such purpose?

She looked at him with a curious veiled expression in her pretty eyes, as though she were near-sighted.

I think, she said, Professor Challis means to seize him.

The Governor gazed at her, horrified for a moment, then his political craft came to his aid, and he laughed.

What does she look like? he inquired. Is she rather a tough old lady?

No; shes young and — athletic.

Barrel-shaped?

Oh, shes as tall as the Governor is — about six feet, I believe.

Nonsense! he exclaimed, paling.

Six feet, she repeated carelessly; rowed stroke at Vassar; carried off the standing long jump, pole vault, and ten-mile swimming — —

This — this is terrible, murmured the young man, passing one gloved hand over his dampening brow. Then, with a desperate attempt at a smile, he leaned forward and said confidentially:

As a matter of fact, just between you and me, the Governor is an invalid.

Impossible! she retorted, her clear blue eyes on his.

Alas! It is only too true. Hes got a very, very rare disease, said the young man sadly. Promise you wont tell?

Y-yes, said the girl. Her face had lost some of its colour.

Then I will confide in you, said the young man impressively. The Governor is threatened with a serious cardiac affection, known as Lamours disease.

She looked down, remained silent for a moment, then lifted her pure gaze to him.

Is that true — Captain Jones?

As true as that I am his Military Secretary.

Her features remained expressionless, but the colour came back as though the worst of the shock were over.

I see, she said seriously. Professor Challis ought to know of this sad condition of affairs. I have heard of Lamours disease.

Indeed, she ought to be told at once, he said, delighted. Youll inform her, wont you?

If you wish.

Thank you! Thank you! he said fervently. You are certainly the most charmingly reasonable of your delightful sex. The Governor will be tremendously obliged to you — —

Is the Governor — are his — his affections — to use an obsolete expression — fixed upon any particular — —

Oh, no! he said, smiling; the Governor isnt in love — except — er — generally. Hes a gay bird. The Governor never, in all his career, saw a single specimen of your sex which — well, which interested him as much — well, for example, he added in a burst of confidence, as much even as you interest me!

Which, of course, is not at all, she said, laughing.

Oh, no — no, not at all — — he hesitated, biting his moustache and looking at her.

Ill tell you one thing, he said; if the Governor ever did get entirely well — er — recovered — you know what I mean?

Cured of his cardiac trouble? — this disease known as Lamours disease?

Exactly. If he ever did recover, he — Im quite sure he would be — — and here he hesitated, gazing at her in silence. As for her, she had turned her head and was gazing out of the window.

I wonder what your name is? he said, so naïvely that the colour tinted even the tip of the small ear turned toward him.

My name, she said, is Mary Smith. Like you, I am Militant Secretary to Professor Elizabeth Challis, President of the Federation of American Women.

I hope we will remain on pleasant terms, he ventured.

I hope so, Captain Jones.

Non-combatants?

I trust so.

Even f-friends?

She bent her distractingly pretty head in acquiescence.

Then youll give me back the papers?

Im sorry.

Sorry for taking them?

No, sorry for keeping them.

You dont mean to say that you are going to keep them, Miss Smith?

Im afraid I must. My duty forces me to deliver them to Professor Challis.

But why does this terrible and strapping young lady desire to swipe the draft of this bill?

Because it contains the evidence of a wicked conspiracy between the Governor of New York, the Mayor of this city, and an abandoned legislature. The women of America ought to know what threatens them before this bill is perfected and introduced. And before they will permit it to be debated and passed they are determined to march on Albany, half a million strong, as did the heroines of Versailles!

She stretched out her white gloved hand with an excited but graceful gesture; he eyed her moodily, swinging the chenille cat by its fluffy tail.

What do they suspect is in that bill? he said at last.

We are not yet perfectly sure. We believe it is an insidious attempt to sow dissension in the ranks of our sex — a bill cunningly devised to create jealousy and unworthy distrust among us — an ingenious and inhuman conspiracy to disorganize the National Federation of Free and Independent Women.

Nonsense, he said. The bill, when perfected, is designed to give you what you want.

What!

Certainly; votes for women.

On what terms? she asked, incredulously.

Terms? Oh, no particular terms. I wouldnt call them terms, he said craftily; that sounds like masculine dictation.

It certainly does.

Of course. There are no terms in it. Its a — a sort of a civil service idea — a kind of a qualification for the franchise — —

Oh!

Yes, he continued pleasantly, it a — er — suggests that a vote be accorded to any woman who, in competition with others of that election district, passes the examinations — —

What examinations?

He twirled the cat carelessly.

Oh, the examination papers are on various subjects. One is chemistry.

Chemistry?

Yes — that part of organic chemistry which includes the scientific preparation of — er — food.

Her eyes flashed; he twirled the cat absently.

Yes, he said, chemistry is one of the subjects. Physics is another — physical phenomena.

What kind?

Oh, the — the proposition that nature abhors a vacuum. Youre to prove it — youre given a certain area — say a bed-room full of dust. Then you apply to it — —

I see, she said; you mean we apply to it a vacuum cleaner, dont you?

Or, he admitted courteously, you may solve it through the science of dynamics — —

Of course — using a broom. Her eyes were beautiful but frosty.

Do you know, he said, as pleasantly as he dared, that you, for instance, would be sure to pass.

Because Im intelligent enough to comprehend the subtleties of this — bill?

Exactly. He swung the cat in a circle.

Thank you. And what else do these examination papers contain?

Physics mostly — the properties of solid bodies. For example, you choose a button — any ordinary button, he explained frankly, as though taking her into his confidence; say, for instance, the plain bone button of commerce — —

And sew it onto some masculine shirt, she nodded as he sank back apparently overcome with admiration at her intelligence. And that, she added, no doubt is intended to illustrate the phenomenon of adhesion.

You are perfectly correct, he said with enthusiasm.

What else is there? she asked.

Oh, nothing — nothing very much. A few experiments in bacteriology — —

Sterilizing nursing bottles?

How on earth did you ever guess? he cried, overwhelmed, but perfectly alert to the kindling anger in her blue eyes. Why, of course that is it. It is included in the science of embryotics—

What science?

Embryotics. For instance, you take an embryo of any kind — say a — a baby. Then you show exactly how to dress, undress, wash, feed, and finally bring that baby to triumphant maturity. Its interesting, isnt it, Miss Smith?

She said nothing. He twirled the cat furiously until its tail gave way and it flew into a corner.

Captain Jones, she said, as I understand it, this bill is a codified conspiracy to turn every woman of this State into a — a washer of clothes, a cleaner of floors, a bearer of children — and a Haus-frau!

I — I would not put it that way, he protested.

And her reward, she went on, not noticing his interruption, is permission to vote — to use the inalienable liberty with which already Heaven has endowed her.

Tears flashed in her eyes; she held her small head proudly and not one fell.

Captain Jones, she said, do you realize what centuries of suppression are doing to my sex? Do you understand that woman is degenerating into an immobility — an inertia — a molluskular condition of receptive passivity which is rendering us, year by year, more unfitted to either think or act for ourselves? Even in the matter of marriage we are not permitted by custom to assume the initiative. We may only shake our heads until the man we are inclined toward asks us, when he is entirely ready to ask. Then, like a row of Chinese dolls, we nod our heads. I tell you, she said, tremulously, we are becoming like that horrid, degenerate, wingless moth which is born, mates, and dies in one spot — a living mechanical incubator — a poor, deformed, senseless thing that has through generations lost not only the use, but even the rudiments of the wings which she once possessed. But the male moth flies more strongly and frivolously than ever. There is nothing the matter with the development of his wings, Captain Jones.
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IT WAS NOW growing rather dark in the room.

Im terribly sorry you feel this way, he said.

She had averted her eyes and was now seated, chin in hand, looking out of the window.

Do you know, he said, this is a rotten condition of affairs.

What do you mean? she asked.

This attitude of women.

Is it more odious than the attitude of men?

After all, he said, man is born with the biceps. He was made to do the fighting.

Not all of the intellectual fighting.

No, of course not. But — you dont want him to rock the cradle, do you?

Cradles are no longer rocked, Captain Jones. I dont think you would be qualified to pass this examination with which you menace us.

He began to be interested. She turned from the window, saw he was interested, hesitated, then:

I wish I could talk to you — to such a man as you seem to be — sensibly, without rancour, without personal enmity or prejudice — —

Cant you?

Why, yes. I can. But — I am not sure what your attitude — —

It is friendly, he said, looking at her. I am perfectly hap — I mean willing to listen to you. Only, sooner or later, you must return to me those papers.

Why?

The Governor entrusted them to me officially — —

She said smiling: But you — your Governor I mean — can frame another similar bill.

Im a soldier in uniform, he said dramatically. My duty is to guard those papers with my life!

I am a soldier, too, she said proudly, in the Army of Human Progress.

Very well, he said, if you regard it that way.

I do. Only brute violence can deprive me of these papers.

That, he said, is out of the question.

It is no more shameful than the mental violence to which you have subjected us through centuries. Anyway, youre not strong enough to get them from me.

Do you expect me to seize you and twist your arm until you drop those papers?

You can never have them otherwise. Try it!

He sat silent for a while, alternately twisting his moustache and the cats tail. Presently he flung the latter away, rose, inspected the stars on the wall, and then began to pace to and fro, his gloved hands behind his back, spurs and sword clanking.

Its getting late, he said as he passed her. Continuing his promenade he added as he passed her again. Ive had no luncheon. Have you?

He poked around the room, examining the fantastic furnishings in all their magnificence of cotton velvet and red cheesecloth.

If this is Dills room its a horrible place, he thought to himself, sitting down by a table and shuffling a pack of cards.

Shall I cast your horoscope? he asked amiably. Heres a chart.

No, thank you.

Presently he said: Its getting beastly cold in this room.

Really! she murmured.

He came back and sat down in the gilded chair. It was now so dusky in the room that he couldnt see her very plainly.

So he folded his arms and abandoned himself to gloomy patience until the room became very dark. Then he got up, struck a match, and lighted the gas.

By Jupiter! he muttered, Im hungry.

For nearly five minutes she let the remark go apparently unnoticed. But the complaint he had made is the one general and comprehensive appeal that no woman ever born can altogether ignore. In the depths of her something always responds, however faintly. And in the soul of this young girl it was answering now — the subtle, occult response of woman to the eternal and endless need of man — hunger of one kind or another.

Im sorry, she said, so sincerely that the sweetness in her voice startled him.

Why — why, do you know I believe you really are! he said in grateful surprise.

I am a great many things that you have no idea I am, she said, smiling.

What is one of them?

Im afraid Im a — a fool.

She came forward and stood looking at him.

Ive been thinking, she said, that I can do you no kinder service than to destroy those papers and let you go home.

For a moment he thought she was joking, then something in her expression changed his opinion and he took a step forward, eyes fixed on her face.

Yes, he said, it would be the kindest thing you can do for me. Shall I tell you why? Its because Im hopelessly near-sighted. I wear glasses when Im alone in my study, where nobody can see me.

What in the world has that to do with my leaving you? she asked, colouring up.

Suffragettes would never marry a near-sighted man, would they?

They ought not to.

You wouldnt, would you?

Why do you ask — such a thing?

I want to know.

But how does your myopia concern me? she said faintly.

Couldnt it — ever? he asked, reddening.

No, she said, turning pale.

Then wed better not stay here; and Im going to be as generous as you are, he said, advancing toward her. Im going to let you go home.

She backed away, thrusting the papers behind her; his arm slipped around her, after them, strove to grasp them, to hold and restrain her, but there was a strength in her tall, firm young body which matched his own; she resisted, turned, twisted, confronted him with high colour, and lips compressed, and they came to a deadlock, breathing fast and irregularly.

Again, coolly, dexterously, he pitted his adroitness, then his sheer strength against hers; and it came again to a deadlock.

Suddenly she crookd one smooth knee inside of his; her arms slid around him like lightning; he felt himself rising into the air, descending — there came a crash, a magnificent display of ocular fireworks, and nothing further concerned him until he discovered himself lying flat on the floor and heard somebody sobbing incoherencies beside him.

He was mean enough to keep his eyes shut while she, on her knees beside him, slopped water on his forehead and begged him to speak to her, and told him her heart was broken and she desired to die and repose in mortuary simplicity beside him forever.

Certain terms she employed in addressing what she feared were only his mortal remains caused him to prick up his ears. He certainly was one of the meanest of men.

Dear, she sobbed, I — I have l-loved you ever since your lithographs were displayed during the election! Only speak to me! Only open those beloved eyes! I dont care whether they are near-sighted! Oh, please, please wake up! she cried brokenly. Ill give you back your papers. What do I care about that old bill? Im p-perfectly willing to do all those things! Oh, oh, oh! How conscience does make Haus-fraus of us all!

His meanness now became contemptible; he felt her trembling hands on his brow; the fragrant, tearful face nearer, nearer, until her hot, flushed cheeks and quivering lips touched his. And yet, incredible as it seems, and to the everlasting shame of all his sex, he kept eyes and mouth shut until a lively knocking on the door brought him bolt upright.

She uttered a little cry and shrank away from him on her knees, the tears glimmering in her startled and wide open eyes.

Good heavens, darling! he said seriously; how on earth are we going to explain this?

They scrambled hastily to their feet and gazed at each other while kicks and blows began to rain on the door.

I believe its Dill, he whispered; and I seem to hear the Mayors voice, too.

Help! Help! For heavens sake! screamed the Mayor, let us in, George! Theres a mob of suffragettes coming up the stairs!

The Governor unlocked the door and jerked it open, just as several unusually beautiful girls seized Mr. Dill and the Military Secretary.

The Mayor, however, rushed blindly into the room, his turban-swirl was over one eye, his skirt was missing, his apron hung by one pin.

He ran headlong for a sofa and tried to scramble under it, but lovely and vigorous arms seized his shins and drew him triumphantly forth.

Hurrah! they cried delightedly, we have carried the entire ticket!

Hurrah! echoed a sweet but tremulous voice, and a firm young arm was slipped through the Governors.

He turned to meet her beautiful, level gaze.

Check! she said.

Make it check-mate, he said steadily.

Mate you?

Will you?

She bent her superb head a moment, then lifted her splendid eyes to his.

Of course I will, she said, as steadily as her quickening heart permitted. Why do you suppose I ran after you?

Why? whispered that infatuated man.

Because, she said, naïvely, I was afraid some other girl would get you. . . . A girl never can be sure what another girl might do to a man. . . . And I wanted you for myself.

Thank God, he said, that six-foot Professor Challis will never get me, anyway.

She bent her adorable face close to his.

Your excellency, she murmured, I am Professor Challis!

At that instant a pretty and excited suffragette dashed up the stairs and saluted.

Professor, she cried, all over the city desirable young men are being pursued and married by the thousands! We have swept the State, with Brooklyn and West Point yet to hear from! Her glance fell upon the Governor; she laughed glee-fully.

Shall I call a taxi, Professor? she asked.

An exquisite and modest pride transformed the features of Professor Betty Challis to a beauty almost celestial.

Let George do it, she said tenderly.
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A FEW MINUTES later, amid a hideous scene of riot, where young men were fleeing distractedly in every direction, where excited young girls were dragging them, struggling and screaming, into cabs, where even the police were rushing hither and thither in desperate search for a place to hide in, the Governor of New York and Professor Elizabeth Challis might have been seen whirling downtown in a taxicab toward the marriage license bureau.

Her golden head lay close to his; his moustache rested against her delicately flushed cheek. A moment later she sat up straight in dire consternation.

Oh, those papers! The draft of the bill! she exclaimed. Where is it?

Did you want it, Betty? he asked, surprised.

Why — why, no. Didnt you want it, George?

I? Not at all.

Then why on earth did you keep me imprisoned in that room so long if you didnt want those papers?

He said slowly: Why didnt you give them up to me if you didnt really want them, Betty?

She shook her pretty head. I dont know. . . . But Im afraid it was only partly obstinacy.

It was only partly that with me, he said.

They smiled.

I just wanted to detain you, I suppose, he admitted.

George, you wouldnt expect me to match that horrid confession — would you?

No, I wouldnt ask it of you.

He laid his cheek against hers and whispered: Darling, do you think our great love justifies our concealing my myopia?

George, she murmured, I think it does. . . . Besides, Im dreadfully near-sighted myself.

You!

Dear, every one of us has got something the matter with her. Miss Vining, who caught the Mayor, wears a rat herself. . . . Do you mean to say that men believe there ever was a perfect woman?

He kissed her slowly. I believe it, he said.
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AS THE EXTREMES of fashionable feminine costume appear first on Fifth Avenue in late November, and in early December are imitated in Harlem, and finally in January pervade the metropolitan purlieus, so all the great cities of the Union, writhing in the throes of a fashionable suffragette revolution, presently inoculated the towns; and the towns infected the villages, and the villages the hamlets, and the hamlets passed the contagion along into the open country, where isolated farms and dicky-birds alone remained uninfected and receptive.

It was even asserted by enthusiastic suffragettes that flocks of feminine dicky-birds had begun to assault masculine birds of the same variety; and that the American landscape was full of agitated male birds, lacking rear plumage, flying distractedly in every direction or squatting disconsolately in lonely trees, counting their tail feathers.

Mr. Borroughs and our late great President were excitedly inclined to believe it, but the most famous and calm of explorers, who had recently returned from exile to his camp on top of Mt. McKinley, warned the scientific world on a type-writer not to credit anything that anybody said until he had corroborated it in the magazines. And he left that week for another trip to the pole to find out what the attitude of the polecats might be concerning the matter in question.

Meanwhile the cities were full of trouble and forcibly selected bridegrooms. From 60,000 marriages recorded in New York City for the twelve months of the previous year, in the few months of the eugenic revolution the number of weddings had reached the enormous figures of 180,000, not including Flatbush.

Thousands and thousands of marriageable young men were hiding in their clubs or in the shrubbery of Central Park, waiting for a chance to make their escape to the country and remain incognito in hay lofts until the eugenic revolution had ended itself in a dazzling display of divorce.

Westchester, the Catskills, and even the country farther north were full of young business men and professional men fleeing headlong from their jobs in Wall Street, Broadway, and Fifth Avenue, and hiring out to farmers and boarding house keepers under assumed names. One could jump a young man out of almost any likely thicket north of the Bronx; they were as plentiful and as shy as deer in the Catskills; corn field, scrub, marsh, and almost any patch of woods in the State, if carefully beaten up, would have yielded at least one or two flocks of skulking young men.

Now, as there was no close season, and marriageable youths in New York City became scarcer, those militant suffragettes devoted to eugenic principles began to make excursions into the suburbs in search of bevies and singles — which had escaped the exciting days of the great Long Acre drive and the bachelors St. Bartholomew. And, as the April days turned into May days, and the May days into June days, parties of pretty, laughing, athletic girls penetrated farther and farther into the country, joyously rummaging the woods and routing out and scattering into flight the lurking denizens. For every den had its denizen, and Diana roamed the earth once more.

There was excellent sport to be had along the Hudson. Some young ladies went in automobiles; some in yachts; some by train, to points north, where the landscape looked more promising and wilder — but probably not as wild as the startled masculine countenances peering furtively from hillside thickets as some gay camping party of distractingly pretty girls appeared, carrying as excess baggage one clergywoman and a bundle of marriage licenses, with the bridegrooms name represented only by a question mark.

It was on an unusually beautiful day in early June that two briar-mangled and weather-beaten young men, bearing every evidence of Wall Street and excessive fright, might have been seen sitting up like a brace of startled rabbits in a patch of ferns which grew along the edges of a brook at the foot of a charmingly wooded slope among the Westchester hills. In every direction stretched hills, woods, and Italians. The calm remote sky was blue and unvexed by anything except factory smoke; not a sound was visible, not a noise was to be seen.

Bacon was frying unctuously in a pan on the coals beside them; their suit-cases lay near. They sat up in the fern patch, coffee cups suspended, eyes wild, listening intently.

Brown, whispered Vance, did you hear anything except the hum of automobiles?

I sure did, nodded Brown, craning his neck like a turkey in a briar-patch and glaring around.

If — if theyve got dogs, said Vance, theyll flush us before — hark! Great guns! Look at that bench show!

Browns hair rose on end. They have got dogs, he whispered, a toy bull, a Mexican, a Chow, two Pomms — and, by Jupiter! theyve got a marmoset! Look at em! Hark! You can hear those unnatural girls laughing! Me for a quick getaway. Come on!

They — they may come from some college, faltered Vance; they may run us down. Shall we trust to our protective colouring and squat close?

Do you want to stay here until that miserable Chow comes poking his orange-coloured head into the ferns and laughs at us with his blue tongue?

Vance wrung his hands, hurling coffee all over Brown in his agonised indecision.

Good heavens! he moaned. I dont want to be married! I cant afford it! Do you think those girls can outrun us?

If they can, said Brown, theyll want me more than I want my liberty. Look out! Theres their bat-eared bull! See him sniff! The wretched mutt has winded the bacon! Weve got to make a break for it now! Come on! Beat it, son!

Up out of the covert crashed the two young fellows, and went prancing away through the woods, suit-cases in hand. A chorus of excited yelps and barks greeted the racket they made in their flight; a shrill whistle rang out, then a pretty and excited voice:

Mark! Quick, Gladys! There are two of them! Mark left!

Are they any good? cried Gladys. Oh, where are they, dear?

I only caught a glimpse of them. They looked like fine ones, in splendid condition. Millicent! Quick, where are you?

Here! came a third voice. Oh, Constance! one is too perfectly splendid for anything! Chow-Chow is at his heels! Look out! Mark right!

Run! panted Constance, leaping a fallen log.

The lovely June woodland was now echoing with the happy cries of the chase, the ki-yi of excited lap-dogs, the breathless voices of the young girls, the heavy crashing racket of stampeding young men rushing headlong through bramble and thicket with a noise like a hurricane amid dead leaves.

Vances legs, terror weakened, wobbled as he fled; and after ten minutes he took to a tree with a despairing scream.

Brown, looking back from the edge of a mountain pasture, saw the dogs leaping frantically at his friends legs as he shinned rapidly up the trunk, and disappeared into the clustering foliage; saw three flushed young girls come running up with cries of innocent delight; saw one of them release a slender, black, furry, spidery thing which immediately ran up the tree; heard distracted yells from Vance:

For heavens sake, take away that marmoset! I cant bear em — I hate em, ladies! Ouch! Hes all over me! Hes trying to get into my pocket! Take him away, for the love of Mike, and Ill come down!

But Brown waited to hear no more. Horror now lent him her infernal wings; he fairly fluttered across the mountain side, sailed down the farther slope, and into a lonely country road. Along this he cantered, observed only by surprised cattle, until, exhausted, he slackened his pace to a walk.

Rickety fences and the remains of old stone walls flanked him on either hand; the clearings were few, the cultivated patches fewer. He encountered no houses. On a distant hillside stood a weather-beaten barn, the sky shining blue through its roof rafters.

Beyond this the road forked; one branch narrowed to a grassy cattle path and presently ended at a pair of bars. Inside the bars was a stone barn; beside the barn a house of the century before last — a low, square stone house, half stripped of its ancient stucco skin, a high-roofed one-story affair, with sagging dormers peering from the slates and little oblong loop-holes under the eaves, from which the straw of birds nests fluttered in the breeze.

Surely this ancient place, even if inhabited — as he saw it was — must be sufficiently remote from the outer world to insure his safety. For here the mountain road ended at the barn-yard bars; here the low wooded hills walled in this little world of house, barn, and orchard, making a silent, sunny place under the blue sky, sweet with late lilac bloom and the hum of bees. No factory smoke was visible, no Italians.

He looked at the aged house. A black cat sat on the porch thoughtfully polishing her countenance with the back of one paw. Three diminutive parti-coloured kittens frisked and rolled and toddled around her; and occasionally she seized one and washed it energetically against the grain.

Brown looked at the door with its iron knocker, at the delicately spread fan-light over it, at the side-lights, at the half-pillars with their Ionic capitals, at the ancient clumps of lilacs flanking the stone step — great, heavy-stemmed and gnarled old bushes now all hung with perfumed clusters of palest lavender bloom.

Leaning there on the picket fence he inhaled their freshness, gazing up into the sunny foliage of the ancient trees, elms, maples, and one oak so aged and so magnificent that, awed, his eyes turned uneasily again toward the house to reassure himself that it was still inhabited.

Cat and kittens were comfortable evidence, also a hen or two loitering near, and the pleasant sound from a dozen bee-hives, and a wild rose in a china bowl, dimly visible on an inner window-sill.

There were two characters he might assume; he might go to the back door and request a job; he might bang on the front door with that iron knocker, shaped like a mermaid, and ask for country board.

Of one thing, somehow or other, he was convincing himself; this crumbling house and its occupants knew as much about the recent high-jinks in New York as did the man who built it in the days when loop-holes were an essential part of local architecture, and the painted Sagamore passed like a spectre through the flanking forests.

So Brown, carrying his suit-case, opened the gate, walked up the path, seized the knocker, and announced himself with resolution.
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WHILE HE WAITED the cat looked up at him, curiously but pleasantly. Hello, old lady, he said; and she arched her back and rubbed lightly against his nigh leg while the kittens tumbled over his shoes and played frantically with the frayed bottoms of his trousers.

This preliminary welcome seemed to comfort him out of all proportion to its significance; he gazed complacently about at the trees and flowers, drew in deep breaths of the lilacs fragrance, and waited, listening contentedly for the coming foot-fall.

He had not heard it when the door opened and a young girl appeared on the threshold, standing with one hand resting on the inner knob; the other touching the pocket of her apron, in which was a ball of yarn stuck through with two needles.

She was slim and red-haired and slightly freckled, and her mouth was perhaps a shade large, and it curled slightly at the corners; and her eyes were quite perfectly made, except that one was hazel-brown and the other hazel-grey.

Hat in hand, Brown bowed; and then she did a thing which interested him; she lifted the edges of her apron between slender white thumbs and forefingers and dropped him the prettiest courtesy he had ever seen off the stage.

I came to inquire, he said, whether you ever take summer boarders.

What are boarders? she asked. I never heard of them except in naval battles.

Thank heaven, he thought; this is remote, all right; and I have discovered pristine innocence in the nest.

Modern boarders, he explained politely, are unpleasant people who come from the city to enjoy the country, and who, having no real homes, pay farmers to lodge and feed them for a few days of vacation and dyspepsia.

You mean is this a tavern? she asked, unsmiling.

No, I dont. I mean, will you let me live here a little while as though I were a guest, and then permit me to settle my reckoning in accordance with your own views upon the subject?

She hesitated as though perplexed.

Suppose you ask your father or mother, he suggested.

They are absent.

Will they return this morning?

I dont know exactly when they expect to return.

Well, couldnt you assume the responsibility? he asked, smiling.

She looked at him for a few moments, and it seemed to him as though, in the fearless gravity of her regard, somehow, somewhere, perhaps in the curled corners of her lips, perhaps in her pretty and unusual eyes, there lurked a little demon of laughter. Yet it could not be so; there were only serenity and a childs direct sweetness in the gaze.

What is your name? she asked.

John Brown 4th.

Mine is Elizabeth Tennant. Where do you live?

In — New York, he admitted, watching her furtively.

I was there once — at a ball — many years ago, she observed.

Not very many years ago, I imagine, he said, smiling at her youthful reminiscence.

Many, many years ago, she said thoughtfully. I shall go again some day.

Of course, he murmured politely, its a thing to do and get done — like going abroad.

She looked up at him quickly.

Years ago I knew a boy — with your easy humour and your trick of speech. He resembled you otherwise; and he wore your name becomingly.

He tried to recall knowing her in his extreme youth, but made no definite connection.

You wouldnt remember, she said gravely; but I think I know you now. Who is your father?

My father? he repeated, surprised and smiling. My father is John Brown 3rd.

And his father?

My grandfather? he asked, very much amused. Oh, he was John Brown 2nd. And his father was Captain John Brown of Westchester; but I dont want to talk D. A. R. talk to you about my great grandfather — —

He fought at Pound Ridge, said the girl, slowly.

Yes, said Brown, astonished.

Tarletons cavalry — the brutal hussars of the legion — killed him on the Stamford Road, she said; and he lay there in the field all day with one dead arm over his face and his broken pistol in his hand, and the terrible galloping fight drove past down the stony New Canaan road — and the smoke from the meeting house afire rolled blacker and blacker and redder and redder — —

With a quickly drawn breath she covered her face with both hands and stood a moment silent; and Brown stared at her, astonished, doubting his eyes and ears.

The next moment she dropped her hands and looked at him with a tremulous smile.

What in the world can you be thinking of me? she said. Alone in this old house, here among the remoter hills of Westchester. I live so vividly in the past that these almost forgotten tragedies seem very real to me and touch me closely. To me the present is only a shadow; the past is life itself. Can you understand?

I see, he said, intensely relieved concerning her mental stability; you are a Daughter of the American Revolution or a Society of Colonial Wars or — er — something equally — er — interesting and desirable — —

I am a Daughter of the American Revolution, she said proudly.

Exactly, he smiled with an inward shudder. A — a very interesting — er — and — exceedingly — and — all that sort of thing, he nodded amiably. Dont take much interest in it myself — being a broker and rather busy — —

I am sorry.

He looked up quickly and met her strange eyes, one hazel-grey, one hazel-brown.

I — Ill be delighted to take an interest in anything you — in — er — this Revolutionary business if you — if you dont mind telling me about it, he stammered. Evenings, now, if you have time to spare — —

She smiled, opened the door wider, and looked humorously down at him where he stood fidgeting on the step.

Will you come in? she asked serenely.

[image: img434.jpg]





[image: img459.jpg]


XX

[image: img452.jpg]

HE WENT, FIRST depositing his suit-case on the step outside by the cats, and followed her into a large, comfortable sitting room.

By jove, he said, you know this is really mighty pretty! What a corking collection of old furniture! Where in the world did you find — or perhaps this is the original furniture of the place?

She said, looking around the room as though slightly perplexed: This furniture was made to order for me in Boston.

Then it isnt genuine, he said, disappointed. But its a very clever imitation of antique colonial. It is really a wonderful copy.

I dont think it is a copy.

It certainly doesnt look like it; but it must be if it was made in Boston for you. Theyre ingenious fellows, these modern makers of colonial furniture. Every antique shop in New York is loaded up with excellent copies of this sort — only not nearly as well done.

She assented, apparently with no very clear understanding of what he meant.

What a charming setting this old house makes for such things, he said.

She nodded, looking doubtfully at the rag carpet.

The Manor House was much finer, she observed. Come to the window and Ill show you where it stood. They were fine folk, the Lockwoods, Hunts, and Fanchers.

They rose and she laid one pretty hand on his sleeve and guided him into a corner of the window, where he could see.

Hello, he said uneasily, there is a main travelled road! I thought that here we were at the very ends of civilisation!

That is the Bedford road, she said. Over there, beyond those chestnuts, is the Stamford road. Can you see those tall old poplars? Beyond the elms I mean — there — where the crows are flying?

Yes. Eight tall poplars.

The Manor House stood there. Tarleton burnt it — set it afire with all its beautiful furniture and silver and linen! His hussars ran through it, setting it afire and shooting at the mirrors and slashing the silks and pictures! And when the Majors young wife entered the smoking doorway to try to save a pitiful little trinket or two, an officer — never mind who, for his descendants may be living to-day in England — struck her with the flat of his sword and cut her and struck her to her knees! That is the truth!

He said politely: You are intensely interested in — er — colonial and revolutionary history.

Yes. What else have I to think of — here?

I suppose many interesting memories of those times cluster around this old place, he said, violently stifling a yawn. He had risen early and run far. Hunger and slumber contended for his mastery.

Many, she said simply. Just by the gate yonder they captured young Alsop Hunt and sent him away to the Provost Prison in New York. In the road below John Buckhout, one of our dragoons, was trying to get away from one of Tarletons dragoons of the 17th Regiment; and the British trooper shouted, Surrender, you damned rebel, or Ill blow your brains out! and the next moment he fired a bullet through Buckhouts helmet. There, said the dragoon, you damned rebel, a little more and I should have blown your brains out! Yes, damn you, replied John, and a little more and you wouldnt have touched me!

Brown looked at her amused and astonished to hear such free words slip so eagerly from a mouth which, as he looked at it, seemed to him the sweet mouth of a child.

Where did you ever hear such details? he asked.

People told me. Besides, the house is full of New York newspapers. You may read them if you wish. I often do. Many details of the fight are there.

Reading such things out of old newspapers published at the time certainly must bring those events very vividly before you.

Yes. . . . It is painful, too. The surprise and rout of Sheldons 2nd dragoons — the loss of their standard; the capture, wounding, and death of more than two score — and — oh! that young death there in the wheat! the boy lying in the sun with one arm across his face and the broken pistol in his hand! and his wife — the wife of a month — dragging him back to this house — with the sunset light on his dead face!

To this house?

She dropped her hand lightly on his shoulder and pointed.

Tarletons troopers came stamping and cursing in by that very door after they had burned Judge Lockwoods and the meeting house — but they left her alone with her dead, here on the floor where you and I are standing. . . . She was only seventeen; she died a few months later in child-birth. God dealt very gently with her.

He looked around him in the pleasant light of the room, striving to comprehend that such things had happened in such a sleepy, peaceful place. Sunlight fell through the curtains, casting the wild roses shadow across the sill; the scent of lilacs filled the silence.

Its curious — and sad, he said in a low voice. How odd that I should come here to the very spot where that old ancestor of mine died — —

He was only twenty when he died, she interrupted.

I know. But somehow a fellow seems to think of any ancestor as a snuffy old codger — —

He was very handsome, she said, flushing up.

There was a silence; then she looked around at him with a glint of humour in her pretty eyes — one hazel-brown, one hazel tinged with grey; and the delicious mouth no longer drooped.

Cant you imagine him as young as you are? gay, humorous, full of mischievous life, and the love of life? something of a dandy in his uniform — and his queue tied smartly à la Française! — gallant — oh, gallant and brave in the dragoons helmet and jack-boots of Sheldons Horse! Why, he used to come jingling and clattering into this room and catch his young wife and plague and banter and caress her till she fled for refuge, and he after her, like a pair of school children released — through the bed-rooms, out by the kitchen, and into the garden, till he caught her again in the orchard yonder and held her tight and made her press her palms together and recite:

I love thee

I love thee

Through all the week and Sunday

— until for laughing and folly — I — they — —

To his amazement her voice broke; into her strange eyes sprang tears, and she turned swiftly away and went and stood by the curtained window.

Well, by gad! he thought, of all morbid little things! affected to tears by what happened to somebody else a hundred and thirty odd years ago! Women are sure the limit!

And in more suitable terms he asked her why she should make herself unhappy.

She said: I am happy. It is only when I am here that I am lonely and the dead past lives again among these wooded hills.

Are you not — usually — here? he asked, surprised. I thought you lived here.

No. I live elsewhere, usually. I am too unhappy here. I never remain very long.

Then why do you ever come here? he asked, amused.

I dont know. I am very happy elsewhere. But — I come. Women do such things.

I dont exactly understand why.

A womans thoughts return eternally to one place and one person. One memory is her ruling passion.

What is that memory?

The Place and the Man.

I dont know what you mean.

I mean that a woman, in spirit, journeys eternally to the old, old rendezvous with love; makes, with her soul, the eternal pilgrimage back to the spot where Love and she were first acquainted. And, moreover, a woman may even leave the man with whom she is happy to go all alone for a while back to the spot where first she knew happiness because of him. . . . You dont understand, do you?

Brown was a broker. He did not understand.

She looked at him, smiling, sighing a little — and, in spite of her fresh and slender youth — and she was certainly not yet twenty — he felt curiously young and crude under the gentle mockery of her unmatched eyes — one hazel-brown, one hazel tinged with grey.

Then, still smiling wisely, intimately to herself, she went away into an inner room; and through the doorway he saw her slim young figure moving hither and thither, busy at shelf and cupboard. Presently she came back carrying an old silver tray on which stood a decanter and a plate of curious little cakes. He took it from her and placed it on a tip-table. Then she seated herself on the ancient sofa, and summoned him to a place beside her.

Currant wine, she said laughingly; and old-fashioned cake. Will you accept — under this roof of mine?

He was dreadfully hungry; the wine was mild and delicious, the crisp cakes heavenly, and he ate and ate in a kind of ecstasy, not perfectly certain what was thrilling him most deeply, the wine or the cakes or this slender maids fresh young beauty.

On one rounded cheek a bar of sunlight lay, gilding the delicate skin and turning the curling strands of hair to coils of fire.

He thought to himself, with his mouth a trifle fuller than convention expects, that he would not wish to resist falling in love with a girl like this. She would never have to chase him very far. . . . In fact, he was perfectly ready to be captured and led blushing to the altar.

Once, as he munched away, he remembered the miserable fate of his late companion Vance, and shuddered; but, looking around at the young girl beside him, his fascinated eyes became happily enthralled, and matrimony no longer resembled doom.

What are these strange happenings in New York of which I hear vague rumours? she enquired, folding her hands in her lap and looking innocently at him.

His jaw fell.

Have you heard about — what is going on in town? he asked. I thought you didnt know.

They say that the women there are ambitious to govern the country and are even resolved to choose their own husbands.

Something of that sort, he muttered uneasily.

That is a very strange condition of affairs, she murmured, brooding eyes remote.

Its a darned sight worse than strange! he blurted out — then asked pardon for his inelegant vehemence; but she only smiled dreamily and sipped her currant wine in the sunshine.

Shall we talk of something pleasanter? he said, still uneasy,  — er — about those jolly old colonial days. . . . Thats rather an odd gown you wear — er — pretty you know — but — is it not in the style of — er — those days of — of yore — and all that?

It was made then.

A genuine antique! he exclaimed. I suppose you found it in the garret. There must be a lot of interesting things up there behind those flat loop-holes.

Chests full, she nodded. We save everything.

He said: You look wonderfully charming in the costume of those days. It suits you so perfectly that — as a matter of fact, I didnt even notice your dress when I first saw you — but its a wonder!

Men seldom notice womens clothes, do they?

That is true. Still, its curious I didnt notice such a gown as that.

Is it very gay and fine? she asked, colouring deliciously. I love these clothes.

They are the garments of perfection — robing it!

Oh, what a gallant thing to say to me. . . . Do you truly find me so — so agreeable?

Agreeable! You — I dont think Id better say it — —

Oh, I beg you!

May I?
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Pray, observe my unmatched eyes.

Her cheeks and lips were brilliant, her eyes sparkling; she leaned a trifle toward him, frail glass in hand.

May not a pretty woman listen without offense if a gallant man praises her beauty?

You are exactly that — a beauty! he said excitedly. The most bewitching, exquisite, matchless — —

Oh, I beg of you, be moderate, she laughed — and picked up a fan from somewhere and spread it, laughing at him over its painted edge.

Pray, observe my unmatched eyes before you speak again of me as matchless.

Your eyes are matchlessly beautiful! — more wonderfully beautiful than any others in all the world! he cried.

Yet the currant wine was very, very mild.

Such eyes, he continued excitedly, are the most strangely lovely eyes I ever saw or ever shall see. Nobody in all the world, except you, has such eyes. I — I am going quite mad about them — about you — about everything. . . . I — the plain fact is that I love — such eyes — and — and every harmonious and lovely feature that — that b-b-belongs to them — and to — to you!

She closed her painted fan slowly, slowly left her seat, took from the blue bowl on the window-sill the wild rose blooming there, turned and looked back at him, half smiling, waiting.

He sprang to his feet, scarcely knowing now what he was about; she waited, tall, slender, and fresh as the lovely flower she held.

Then, as he came close to her, she drew the wild rose through the lapel of his coat, and he bent his head and touched his lips to the blossom.

When she and you — and Love — shall meet at last, you will first know her by her eyes, she began; and the next instant the smile froze on her face and she caught his arm in both hands and clung there, white to the lips.
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LISTEN! SHE WHISPERED; did you hear that?

What? he asked, dazed.

On the Bedford road! do you hear the horses? Do you hear them running?

W-what horses?

Tarletons! she gasped, pressing her white face between her hands. Cant you hear their iron scabbards rattle? Cant you hear their bugle horn? Where is Jack? Where is Jack?

A flurry of mellow music burst out among the trees, followed by a loud report.

Oh, God! she whispered, the British!

Brown stared at her.

Why, thats only an automobile horn — and their tire just blew out, he began, astonished.

But she sprang past him, calling, Jack! Jack! Where are you? and he heard the door fly open and her childish cry of terror outside in the sunshine.

The next second he followed her, running through the hall and out through the door to the porch; and at the same moment a big red touring car came to a standstill before the house; the chauffeur descended to put on a new tire, and a young girl in motor duster and hood sprang lightly from the tonneau to the tangled grass. As she turned to look at the house she caught sight of him.

Brown took an uncertain step forward; and she came straight toward him.

Neither spoke as they met face to face. He looked at her, passed his hand over his eyes, bewildered, and looked again.

She was slim and red-haired and slightly freckled, and her mouth was perhaps a shade large, and it curled slightly at the corners, and her eyes were quite perfectly made except that one was hazel-brown and the other a hazel-grey.

She looked at him, and it seemed to him as though, in the fearless gravity of her regard, somewhere, somehow — perhaps in the curled corners of her lips, perhaps in her pretty and unusual eyes — there lurked a little demon of laughter. Yet it could not be so — there were only serenity and a childs direct sweetness in her gaze.

I suppose you have come to look at this old-time place? she said. People often come. You are perfectly welcome.

And, as he made no answer:

If you care to see the inside of the house I will be very glad to show it to you, she added pleasantly.

Is — is it yours? he managed to say, or — or your sisters?

She smiled. You mistake me for somebody else. I have no sister. This is the old Brown place — a very, very old house. It belonged to my great grandmother. If you are interested I will be glad to show you the interior. I brought the key with me.

But people — relatives of yours — are living there now, he stammered.

Oh, no, she said, smiling, the house is empty. We are thinking of putting it in shape again. If you care to come in I can show you the quaint old fireplaces and wainscoting — if you dont mind dust.

She mounted the step lightly and, fitting the key and unlocking the door — which he thought he had left open — entered.

Come in, she called to him in a friendly manner.

He crossed the threshold to her side and halted, stunned. An empty house, silent, shadowy, desolate, confronted him.

The girl beside him shook out her skirts and glanced at her dusty gloves.

A vacuum cleaner is what this place requires, she said. But isnt it a quaint old house?

He pressed his shaking hands to his closed eyes, then forced them to open upon the terrible desolation where she had stood a moment since — and saw bare boards under foot, bare walls, cobwebs, dust.

The girl was tiptoeing around the four walls examining the condition of the woodwork.

It only needs electric lights and a furnace in the cellar and some kalsomine and pretty wall paper — —

She turned to glance back at him, and stood so, regarding him with amused curiosity — for he had dropped on his knees in the dust, groping in an odd blind way for a flower that had just fallen from his coat.

There are millions of them by the roadside, she said as he stumbled to his feet and drew the frail blossom through his buttonhole with unsteady fingers.

Yes, he said, there are other roses in the world. Then he drew a deep, quiet breath and smiled at her.

She smiled, too.

This was her room, she explained, the room where she first met her husband, the room into which she came a bride, the room where she died, poor thing. Oh, I forgot that you dont know who she was!

Elizabeth Tennant, he answered calmly.

Why — how did you know?

God knows, he said; and bent his head, touching the petals of the wild rose with his lips. Then he looked up straight into her eyes — one was hazel-brown, one hazel tinged with grey.
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AS THEY LEFT the house an hour later, walking down the path slowly, shoulder to shoulder, she said:

Mr. Brown, I want you to like that house.

A sudden and subtly hideous idea glided into his brain.

You dont believe in suffragettes, do you? he said, forcing a hollow laugh.

Why, I am one. Didnt you know it?

You!

Certainly. Goodness! how you did run! But, she added with innocent satisfaction, I think I have secured every bit as good a one as the one Gladys chased out of a tree with her horrid marmoset.





[image: img466.jpg]


XXIII

[image: img463.jpg]

THE EUGENIC REVOLUTION might fairly be said to have begun with the ignominious weddings of Messrs. Reginald Willett, James Carrick, De Lancy Smith, and Alphonso W. Green.

Its crisis culminated in the Long Acre riots. But the great suffragette revolution was now coming to its abrupt and predestined end; the reaction, already long overdue, gathered force with incredible rapidity and exploded from Yonkers to Coney Island, in a furious counter-revolution. The revolt of the Unfit was on at last.

Mobs of maddened spinsters paraded the streets of the five boroughs demanding spouses. Maidens of uncertain age and attractions who, in the hysterical enthusiasm of the eugenic revolution, had offered themselves the pleasures of martyrdom by vowing celibacy and by standing aside while physically perfect sister suffragettes pounced upon and married all flawless specimens of the opposite sex, now began to demand for themselves the leavings among the mature, thin-shanked, and bald-headed.

In vain their beautiful comrades attempted to explain the eugenistic principles — to point out that the very essence of the entire cult lay in non-reproduction by the physically unfit, and in the ultimate extinction of the thin, bald, and meagre among the human race.

But thousands and thousands of the love-maddened rose up and denounced the Beauty Trust, demanded a return to the former conditions of fair competition in the open shop of matrimony.

They were timidly encouraged by thousands of middle-aged gentlemen who denied that either excessive meagreness or baldness was hereditary; they even dared to assert that the suffragette revolution had been a mistake, and pointed out that only an average of one in every hundred women had taken the trouble to exercise her privilege at the polls in the recent election, and that ninety per cent. of those who voted marked their ballots wrong or forgot to mark them at all, or else invalidated them by writing suggestions to the candidates on the backs of the ballots.

A week of terrible confusion ensued, and, in the very midst of it, news came from London that Miss Pondora Bottomly, who, after throwing bricks all day through the back windows of Windsor Castle, had been arrested by a very thin Scotch policeman, had suddenly seized the policeman and married him in spite of his terrified cries.

A shout of protest arose from every human man in the civilised world; a groan of dismay burst from every human woman. It was the beginning of the end; the old order of things was already in sight; men, long hidden, reappeared in public places; wives shyly began to respond to the cautious good-mornings of their long ignored husbands, the wealthy and socially desirable but otherwise unattractive plucked up spirits; florists, caterers, modistes, ministers came out of seclusion and began to prowl around the débris of their ruined professions with a view to starting out again in business; and here and there the forgotten art of flirting was furtively resurrected and resumed in the awaking metropolis.

Perfection, said Americas greatest orator on the floor of the Senate, is endurable only because unattainable. The only things on earth that make this world interesting are its sporting chances, its misfortunes, and its mutts!

And within a month after the delivery of this classic the American nation had resumed its normal, haphazard aspect. The revolution, the riots on Fifth Avenue and Long Acre, the bachelors St. Bartholomew were all forgotten; Tammany Hall and the Republican State Organization yawned, stretched, rubbed their eyes, awoke, and sat up licking their hungry chops; the gentlemen in charge of the Bureau of Special Privileges opened the long-locked drawers of that piece of furniture, and looked over the ledgers; trusts, monopolies, systems came out of their cyclone cellars; turf associations dredged the dump-docks for charters, whither a feminine municipal administration had consigned them; all-night cafés, dance-halls, gambling houses reopened, and the electric lights sparkled once more on painted cheeks and tinted lips.

The good old days of yore were returning fast on the heels of the retreat of woman; capital shook hands with privilege; the prices of staples soared; joints, dives, and hospitals were fast filling up; jails and prisons and asylums looked forward to full houses. It was the same old world again — the same dear old interesting, exciting, grafting, murdering, diseased planet, spinning along through space — just as far as usual from other worlds and probably so arranged in order that other worlds might not suffer from its aroma.

And over it its special, man-designed god was expected to keep watch and deal out hell or paradise as the man-made regulations which governed the deity and his abode required.

So once again the golden days of yore began; congregations worshipped in Fifth Avenue churches and children starved on Avenue A; splendid hospitals were erected, palatial villas were built in the country; and department stores paid Mamie and Maud seven dollars a week — but competed in vain, sometimes, with smiling and considerate individuals who offered them more, including enough to eat.

The worlds god was back in his heaven; the world would, therefore, go very well; and woman, at last, was returning to her own sphere to mind her own business — and a gifted husband, especially created as her physical and mental lord and master by a deity universally regarded as masculine in sex.
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SHE KNEW SO little about the metropolis that, on her first visit, a year before, she had asked the driver of the taxicab to recommend a respectable hotel for a lady travelling alone; and he had driven her to the Hotel Aurora Borealis — that great, gay palace of Indiana limestone and plate glass towering above the maelstrom of Long Acre.

When, her business transacted, she returned to the Westchester farm, still timid, perplexed, and partly stunned by the glitter and noise of her recent metropolitan abode, she determined never again to stop at that hotel.

But when the time came for her to go again the long list of hotels confused her. She did not know one from the other; she shrank from experimenting; and, at least, she knew something about the Aurora Borealis and she would not feel like an utter stranger there.

That was the only reason she went back there that time. And the next time she came to town that was the principal reason she returned to the Aurora Borealis. But the next time, she made up her mind to go elsewhere; and in the roaring street she turned coward, and went to the only place she knew. And the time after that she fought a fierce little combat with herself all the way down in the train; and, with flushed cheeks, hating herself, ordered the cabman to take her to the Hotel Aurora Borealis.

But it was not until several trips after that one — on a rainy morning in May — that she found courage to say to the maid at the cloak-room door:

Who is that young man? I always see him in the lobby when I come here.

The maid cast an intelligent glance toward a tall, well-built young fellow who stood pulling on his gloves near the desk.

Huh! she sniffed; he aint much.

What do you mean? asked the girl.

Why, hes a capper, mem.

A — a what?

A capper — a gambler.

The girl flushed scarlet. The maid handed her a check for her rain-coat and said: They hang around swell hotels, they do, and pick up acquaintance with likely looking and lonely boobs. Then the first thing the lonely boob knows hes had a good dinner with a new acquaintance and is strolling into a quiet but elegant looking house in the West Forties or Fifties. And the maid laughed, continuing her deft offices in the dressing-room, and the girl looked into the glass at her own crimson cheeks and sickened eyes.

At luncheon he sat at a little table by a window, alone, indolently preoccupied with a newspaper and a fruit salad. She, across the room, kept her troubled eyes away. Yet it was as though she saw him — perhaps the mental embodiment of him was the more vivid for her resolutely averted head.

Every detail of his appearance was painfully familiar to her — his dark eyes, his smooth face which always seemed a trifle sun-tanned, the fastidious and perfect taste of his dress in harmony with his boyish charm and quiet distinction — and the youth of him — the wholesome and self-possessed youth — that seemed to her the most dreadful thing about him in the new light of her knowledge. For he could scarcely be twenty-five.

Every movement he made had long since fascinated her; his unconscious grace had been, to her, the unstudied assurance of a man of the world bred to a social environment about which she knew only through reading.

Never had she seen him but straightway she began to wonder who and what exalted person in the unknown metropolitan social circle he might be.

She had often wondered, speculated; sometimes dreamily she had endowed him with name and position — with qualities, too — ideal qualities suggested by his air of personal distinction — delightful qualities suggested by his dark, pleasant eyes, and by the slight suspicion of humour lurking so often on the edges of his smoothly shaven lips.

He was so clean-looking, so nice — and he had the shoulders and the hands and the features of good breeding! And, after all — after all, he was a gambler! — a derelict whose sinister living was gained by his wits; a trailer and haunter and bleeder of men! Worse — a decoy sent out by others!

She had little appetite for luncheon; he seemed to have less. But she remembered that she had never seen him eat very much — and never drink anything stronger than tea.

At least, she thought with a mental quiver, he has that to his credit.

The quiver surprised her; she was scarcely prepared for any emotion concerning him except the natural shock of disillusion and the natural pity of a young girl for anything ignoble and hopelessly unworthy.

Hopelessly? She wondered. Was it possible that God could ever find the means of grace for such a man? It could be done, of course; it were a sin for her to doubt it. Yet she could not see how.

Still, he was young enough to have parents living somewhere; unmarred enough to invite confidence if he cared to. . . . And suddenly it struck her that to invite confidence was part of his business; his charm part of his terrible equipment.

She sat there breathing faster, thinking.

His charm was part of his equipment — an infernal weapon! She understood it now. Long since, innocently speculating, she had from the very beginning and without even thinking, conceded to him her confidence in his worthiness. And — the man was a gambler!

For a few moments she hated him hotly. After a while there was more sorrow than heat in her hatred, more contempt for his profession than for him. . . . And somebody had led him astray; that was certain, because no man of his age — and appearance — could have deliberately and of his own initiative gone so dreadfully and cruelly wrong in the world.

Would God pity him? Would some means be found for his salvation? Would salvation come? It must; she could not doubt it — after she had lifted her eyes once more and looked at him where he sat immersed in his newspaper, a pleasant smile on his lips.

A bar of sunlight fell across his head, striping his shoulder; the scarlet flowers on the table were becoming to him. And, oh! he seemed so harmless — so delightfully decent; there where the sunlight fell across his shoulder and spread in a golden net across the white cloth under his elbows.

She rose, curiously weary; a lassitude lay upon her as she left the room and went out into the city about her business — which was to see her lawyer concerning the few remaining details of her inheritance.

The inheritance was the big, prosperous Westchester farm where she lived — had always lived with her grandfather since her parents death. It was turning out to be very valuable because of the mania of the wealthy for Westchester acreage and a revival in a hundred villages of the magnificence of the old Patroons.

Outside of her own house and farm she had land to sell to the landed and republican gentry; and she sold it and they bought it with an avidity that placed her financial independence beyond doubt.

All the morning she transacted business downtown with the lawyer. In the afternoon she went to a matinée all by herself, and would have had a most blissful day had it not been for the unquiet memory of a young man who, she had learned that morning, was fairly certain of eternal damnation.

That evening she went back to Westchester absent-minded and depressed.
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IT WAS IN early June when she arrived in town again. He was in the lobby as usual; he lunched at the table by the window as usual. There seemed to be nothing changed about him except that he was a handsomer man than she had supposed him.

She ate very little luncheon. As usual, he glanced at her once — a perfectly pleasant and inoffensive glance — and resumed his luncheon and his newspaper. He was always quiet, always alone. There seemed to be a curious sort of stillness which radiated from him, laying a spell upon his environment for a few paces on every side of him. She had felt this; she felt it now.

Downtown her business was finally transacted; she went to a matinée all by herself, and found herself staring beyond the painted curtain and the mummers — beyond the bedizened scenery — out into the world somewhere and into two dark, boyish eyes that looked so pleasantly back at her. And suddenly her own eyes filled; she bent her head and touched them with her handkerchief.

No, she must never again come to the Hotel Aurora Borealis. There were reasons. Besides, it was no longer necessary for her to come to town at all. She must not come any more. . . . And yet, if she could only know what became of him — whether salvation ever found him —— 

The curtain fell; she rose and pinned on her hat, gathered her trifles, and moved out with the others into the afternoon sunshine of Broadway.

That evening she dined in her room. She had brought no luggage. About ten oclock the cab was announced.

As she walked through the nearly deserted lobby she looked around for him. He stood near the door, talking to the hotel detective.

Halting a moment to button her gloves, she heard the detective say:

Never mind the whys and whats! You fade away! Understand?

By what authority do you forbid me entrance to this hotel? asked the young man coolly.

Well, its good enough for you that I tell you to keep out!

I can not comply with your suggestion. I have an appointment here in half an hour.

Now you go along quietly, said the detective. Weve had our eyes on you. We know all about you. And when the hotel gets wise to a guy like you we tip him off and he beats it!

We can discuss that to-morrow; I tell you I have an appointment — —

Gwan out o here! growled the detective.

The young man quietly fell into step beside him, but on the sidewalk he turned on him, white and desperate.

I tell you Ive got to keep that appointment. He stood aside as the girl passed him, head lowered, and halted to wait for her cab. I tell you Ive got to go back — —

Here, you! The detective seized his arm as he attempted to pass; the young man wheeled and flung him aside, and the next instant reeled back as the detective struck him again with his billy, knocking him halfway into the street.

You damned dead-beat! he panted, Ill show you!

The young man stood swaying, his hands against his head; porters, cabmen, and the detective saw him stagger and fall heavily. And the next moment the girl was kneeling beside him.

Let him alone, lady, said somebody. That bum isnt hurt.

The bum, in fact, was getting to his feet, groping for some support; and the girls arm was offered and he leaned on it a moment, clearing his eyes with a gloved hand. Suddenly he made a movement so quick that she never understood how she wrenched the short, dull-blue weapon from his hand.

Pick up your hat! she gasped. Do what I tell you!

He looked at her, dazed, then the blood blotted his dark eyes again. She stooped swiftly, caught up his hat, and, holding tightly to his arm, opened the other door of the taxicab.

Theyll kill you here, she whispered. Come with me. Ive got to talk to you!

Lady — are you crazy? demanded the tall head-porter, aghast.

But she had got him into the cab. Drive on, she said through clenched teeth. And the chauffeur laughed and started east.

In the swaying cab the man beside her sat bent over, his face in his hands, blood striping the fingers of his gloves. With a shudder she placed the automatic weapon on the cushion beside her and shrank back, staring at him.

But his senses seemed to be returning, for presently he sat up, found his handkerchief, staunched the rather insignificant abrasion, and settled back into his corner. Without looking at her he said:

Would you mind if I thank you? You have been very kind.

She could not utter a word.

Presently he turned; and as he looked at her for the first time a faint flicker of humour seemed to touch his eyes.

Where are we going — if you dont mind? he said pleasantly.

Then the breathless words came, haltingly.

Ive got to tell you something; Ive got to! I cant stand aside — I cant pass by on the other side!

Thank you, he said, smiling, but Lazarus is all right now.

I mean — something else! Her voice fell to a whisper. I must speak!

He looked pleasantly perplexed, smiling.

Is there anything — except a broken head — that could possibly permit me the opportunity of listening to you?

I — have seen you before.

And I you.

She leaned against her window, head resting on her hand, her heart a chaos.

Where are you going when — when I leave you? she said.

He did not answer.

Where? She turned to look at him. Are you going back to that hotel? And, as he made no reply: Do you wish to become a murderer, too? she said tremulously. I have your pistol. I ask you not to go back there.

After a moment he said: No, I wont go back. . . . Where is the pistol?

You shall not have it.

I think perhaps it would be safer with me.

No!

Very well.

And — I — I ask you to keep away from that man! She grew unconsciously dramatic. I ask you — if you have any memory which you hold sacred — to promise me on that memory not to — to — —

I wont shoot him, he said, watching her curiously. Is that what you mean?

Y-yes.

Then I promise — on my most sacred memory — the memory of a young girl who saved me from committing — what I meant to do. . . . And I thank her very deeply.

She said: I did save you from — that!

You did — God knows. He himself was trembling a little; his face had turned very white.

Then — then — — she forced her courage — lifted her frightened eyes, braving mockery and misconstruction— then — is there a chance of my — helping you — further?

For a moment her flushed face and timid question perplexed him; then the quick blood reddened his face, and he stared at her in silence.

I — I cant help it, she faltered. I believe in you — and in — salvation. . . . Please dont say anything to — hurt me.

No, he said, still staring, no, of course not. And — and thank you. You are very kind. . . . You are very kind. . . . I suppose you heard somebody say — what I am.

Yes. . . . But that was long ago.

Oh, you knew — you have known — for some time?

Yes.

He sat thinking for a while.

Presently they both noticed that the cab had stopped — had probably been standing for some time in front of the station; and that several red-capped porters were watching them.

My name is Lily Hollis, she said, and I live at Whitebrook Farm, Westchester. . . . I am not coming to New York again — and never again to that hotel. . . . But I would like to talk to you — a little.

He thought a moment.

Do you want a gambler to call on you, Miss Hollis?

Yes, she said.

Then he will do it. When?

To-morrow.

He passed his hand over his marred young face.

Yes, he said quietly, to-morrow.

He looked up and met her eyes, smiled, opened the door, and stepped to the sidewalk. Then he went with her to her train. She turned at the gates and held out her hand to him; and, hat in hand, he bent his battered head and touched her gloves with twitching lips.

To-morrow?

Certainly.

She said, wistfully: May I trust in you?

Yes. Tell me that you trust me.

I trust you, she said; and laid the pistol in his hands.

His face altered subtly. I did not mean in that way, he said.

How could I trust you more?

With — yourself.

That is a — lesser trust, she said faintly. It is for you that I have been afraid.

He saw the colour deepen in her cheeks, looked, bit his lip in silence.

To-morrow? she said under her breath.

Yes.

Good-bye till then.

Good-bye.
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THE NEXT DAY he didnt appear, but a letter did.

I merely lied to you, he wrote. All gamblers are liars. You should have passed by on the other side.

Yes, that is what she should have done; she realised it now alone there in the sunny parlour with his letter.

There was no chance for him; or, if there was, she had not been chosen as the instrument of his salvation.

Slowly she turned her head and looked around her at her preparations — the pitiful little preparations for him — the childish stage setting for the scene of his salvation.

The spotless parlour had been re-dusted, cleaned, rubbed to its old-time polish. Bible and prayer-book on the mahogany centre-table had been arranged and re-arranged so many times that she no longer knew whether or not her art concealed art, and was innocently fearful that he might suspect the mise-en-scène and fight shy of her preparations for his regeneration.

Again and again she had re-arranged the flowers and books and rumpled the un-read morning newspaper to give to the scene a careless and casual every-day allure; again and again she had straightened the rugs, then tried them in less symmetrical fashion. She let the kitten in to give a more home-like air to the room, but it squalled to go out, and she had to release it.

Also, from the best spare room she had brought Holman Hunts Shadow of the Cross — and it had taxed her slender strength to hang it in place of the old French mezzotint of Bacchus and Ariadne.

But the most difficult task was to disseminate among the stiff pieces of furniture and the four duplicate sofa cushions an atmosphere of pleasant and casual disorder — as though guests had left them where they were — as though the rigid chairs were accustomed to much and intimate usage.

But the effect troubled her; every formal bit of furniture seemed to be arranged as for an ambuscade; the cushions on the carved sofa sat in a row, like dwarfs waiting; the secretary watched, every diamond pane a glittering eye. And on the wall the four portraits of her parents and grand-parents were behaving strangely, for she seemed never to be out of range of their unwinking painted eyes.

From other rooms she had brought in ornaments, books, little odds and ends — and the unaccustomed concentration of household gods caused her much doubt and uncertainty, so fearful was she that his wise dark eyes might smilingly detect her effort.

There had been much to do in the short time pending his arrival — the gravel path to be raked, the lawn to be rolled and cut, the carefully weeded flower beds to be searched for the tiniest spear of green which did not belong there, the veranda to be swept again, and all the potted plants to be re-arranged and the dead leaves and blossoms to be removed.

Then there were great sheafs of iris to gather; and that, and the cutting of peonies and June roses, were matters to go about with thought and discretion, so that no unsightly spaces in bloom and foliage should be apparent to those dark, wise eyes of his that had looked on so many things in life — so many, many things of which she knew nothing.

Also she was to offer him tea; and the baking of old-fashioned biscuits and sweets was a matter for prayerful consideration. And Hetty, the hired girl, had spent all the morning on her grand-mothers silver, and William Pillsbury, executor of chores, had washed the doorstep and polished the windows and swept the maple-pods and poplar silk from the roof-gutters, and was now down on his knees with shears, trimming the grass under the picket-fence.

And he was not coming after all. He was never coming.

For a little while she failed to realise it; there was a numb sensation in her breast, a dull confusion in her mind. She sat alone in the parlour, in her pretty new gown, looking straight ahead of her, seeing nothing — not even his letter in her hand.

And she sat there for a long while; the numbness became painful; the tension a dull endurance. Fatigue came, too; she rested her head wearily on the back of the chair and closed her eyes. But the tall clocks ticking slowly became unendurable — and the odour of the roses hurt her.

Suddenly, through and through her shot a pang of fright; she had just remembered that she had given him back his pistol.

On her feet now, startled as though listening, she stood, lips slightly parted, and the soft colour gone from them. Then she went to the window and looked down the road; and came back to stand by the centre-table, her clasped hands resting on the Bible.

For a while fear had its way with her; the silent shock of it whitened her face and left her with fair head bowed above her clasped hands.

Once or twice she opened the Bible and tried to understand, choosing what she cared for most — reading of Lazarus, too. And she read about miracles — those symbolic superfluities attributed to a life which in itself was the greatest of all miracles.

And ever through the word of God glittered the memory of the pistol till fear made her faint, and she rose, her hands against her breast, and walked unsteadily out under the trees.

A bird or two had begun its sunset carol; the tree-trunks were stained with the level crimson light. Far away her gaze rested on the blue hills. Beyond them lay the accursed city.

The dull reiteration in her brain throbbed on unceasingly; she had given him his pistol; he had lied to her; she had trusted him; he had lied; and the accursed city lay beyond those hills — and he was there — with his pistol; and he had lied to her — lied! lied! God help them both!

Across her clover fields the ruddy sunlight lay in broad undulating bands, gilding blossom and curling trefoil. On every side of her the farm stretched away over a rolling country set with woods; sweet came the freshening air from the hills; she heard her collie barking at the cattle along the pasture brook; a robin carolled loudly from the orchard; orioles answered; gusts of twittering martins swept and soared and circled the chimneys.

Erect, anguished hands clenched, she stood there, wide eyes seeing nothing, and in her shrinking ears only the terrible reiteration of her growing fears.

Then the level sun struck her body with a bar of light; all the world around her smouldered rose and crimson. But after a little the shadows fell through the fading light; and she turned her head, shivering, and went back to the house — back to the room she had prepared for him, and sat there watching the shapes of dusk invade it; the vague grey ghosts that came crawling from corners and alcoves to gather at her feet and wait and wait there with her for him who would never come into her life again.
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MISS LILY?

She lifted her head from the sofa cushion in the dark, dazzled by the sudden lamp-light.

What is it? she asked, averting her face.

Theres a gentleman says hed like to see you — —

The girl turned, still dully confused; then, rigid, sat bolt upright.

Who?

A gentleman — said you dont know his name. Shall I show him in?

She managed to nod; her heart was beating so violently that she pressed her hand over it.

He saw her sitting that way when he entered.

She did not rise; pain and happiness, mingled, confusing her for a moment; and he was already seated near her, looking at her with an intentness almost expressionless.

You see, he said, what the honour of a gambler is worth. I have lied to you twice already.

His words brought her to her senses. She rose with an effort and, as he stood up, she gave him her hand.

Dont think me rude, she said. I was resting — not expecting you — and the lamp and — your coming — confused me.

You were not expecting me, he said, retaining her hand an instant. Then she withdrew it; they seated themselves.

I dont know, she said, perhaps I was expecting you — and didnt realise it.

Had you thought — much about it?

Yes, she said.

Then it seemed as though something sealed her lips, and that nothing could ever again unseal them. All that she had to say to him vanished from her mind; she could not recall a single phrase she had prepared to lead up to all she must somehow say to him.

He talked quietly to her for a while about nothing in particular. Once she saw him turn and look around the room; and a moment afterward he spoke of the old-time charm of the place and the pretty setting such a room made for the old-fashioned flowers.

He spoke about gardens as though he had known many; he spoke of trees and of land and of stock; and, as he spoke in his pleasant, grave young voice, he noticed the portraits on the wall; and he spoke of pictures as though he had known many, and he spoke of foreign cities, and of old-world scenes. And she listened in silence and in such content that the happiness of it seemed to invade her utterly and leave her physically numb.

From time to time his dark eyes wandered from her to the objects in the room; they rested for a moment on the centre-table with its Book, lingered, passed on. For a little while he did not look at her — as though first it were necessary to come to a conclusion. Whatever the conclusion might have been, it seemed to make his eyes and mouth alternately grave and amused — but only very faintly amused — as though the subject he was considering held him closely attentive.

And at last he looked up at her, gently, not all the curiosity yet quenched.

You are kind enough to wish to know about me; and too well bred to ask — now that the time is come. Shall I speak of myself?

Her voiceless lips found a word.

Then — It began in college — after my uncle died and left nothing for me to go on with. . . . I worked my way through — by my wits. . . . Up to that time it was only luck and card-sense — and luck again — the ability to hold the best cards at the best time — hold them honestly, I mean. It happens — I dont know why or what laws govern it. Some men hold them — always hold them — with intervals of bad fortune — but only intervals.

He gazed thoughtfully at the rag carpet, passed a well-shaped hand over his forehead.

Yes, it is the truth. . . . And so, Fortune linked arms with me . . . and I drifted into it — gradually — not all at once . . . lower — always a little lower — until — what you saw occurred.

She would not meet his eyes, perhaps with an idea of sparing him.

He said: You know nothing of such things, of course. . . . I am — on a commission basis for doing what — they threw me out of that hotel for doing. . . . Of course, a man can fall lower — but not much lower. . . . The business from which I receive commissions is not honest — a square game, as they say. Some games may be square for a while; no games are perfectly square all the time. . . . I have heard of honest gamblers; I never saw one. . . . There may be some; but Im afraid theyre like good Indians. . . . And that is the way in which Life and I are situated.

After a while she managed to look at him.

Could you tell me — are you — your circumstances — —

I am not in want, he said gently.

Then it is not — not necessity — —

No. It is easier and more interesting than for me to earn a decent living.

Is that the only reason?

Yes, I think so.

Have you no — regrets?

Sometimes. . . . I am not immune to shame. . . . I wonder whether you know what it cost me to come here.

A dull flush mounted to his forehead, but he faced her steadily enough.

You saw me kicked out of a hotel by an Irish servant because I was not fit to be tolerated among reputable people. . . . And you did not pass by on the other side. . . . Under your clear eyes my spirit died a thousand shameful deaths while I went with you to your destination. . . . The contempt of the whole world burnt me; and your compassion drove every flame into me — — He checked himself, swallowed, forced a smile, and went on in his low, pleasant voice: I am afraid I have been dramatic. . . . All I meant to say is that my humiliation, witnessed by you, is a heavier price to pay — a more painful reckoning with Fate, than I had really ever looked for.

I — I had no contempt for you, she faltered.

You could not escape it; but it is kind of you to say that.

You dont understand. I had no contempt. I was — it — the dread of harm to you — frightened me. . . . And afterward I was only so sorry for you — and wanted to — to help — —

He nodded. The larger charity, he said. You may read all about it there in that Bible, but — the world takes it out in reading about it. . . . I do not mean to speak bitterly. . . . There is nothing wrong with me as far as the world goes — I mean my world. . . . Only — in the other and real world there is — you. . . . You, who did not pass by on the other side; and to whom the Scriptures there are merely the manual which you practice — for the sake of Christ.

You think me better — far better than I am.

I know what you are. I know what it cost you to even let me lean on you, there in the glare of the electric light — there where men stood leering and sneering and misjudging you! — and my blood on your pretty gown — —

Oh — I did not think — care about that — or the men — —

You cared about them. It is a growing torture to you. Even in the generous flush of mercy you thought of it; you said you would never go back to that hotel. I knew why you said it. I knew what, even then, you suffered — what of fear and shame and outraged modesty. I know what you stood for, there in the street with a half-senseless crook hanging to your arm — tugging for a weapon which would have sent two more mongrels to hell — —

You shall not say that! she cried, white and trembling. You did not know what you were doing — —

He interrupted: For they know not what they do. . . . You are right. . . . We dont really know, any of us. But few, except such as you, believe it — few except such as you — and the Master who taught you. . . . And that is all, I think. . . . I cant thank you; I cant even try. . . . It is too close to melodrama now — not on your side, dear little lady!

He rose.

Are you — going?

Yes.

Where?

He turned unconsciously and looked through the windows into the southern darkness.

I — want you to stay, she said.

He turned and bent toward her with his youthful and engaging manner.

It is sweet and good of you; but you know it is best that I go.

Why?

Because — it might be that some of your friends would know me. . . . It is for your sake I am going.

I wish you to stay.

I know it. It makes me wonderfully happy.

Wont you?

I must not.

What are you going to do in the city?

There was a silence; then: The same? she faltered.

I am afraid so.

Why?

What else is there?

Everything. . . . And I — ask it of you.

He looked at her with troubled eyes.

Im afraid you dont know what you are asking — —

I do know! I ask — your soul of God!

For a long while he stood there as though turned to stone. Then, as though rousing from a dream, he walked slowly to the window, looked long into the south. At last he turned.

She sat on the edge of the sofa, her face in her hands, deathly silent, waiting.

Tell me, she whispered, not looking up as he bent over her.

About that matter of a stray soul? he said pleasantly. Its all right — if you care to — bother with it. . . .

Her hands dropped, and when she looked up he saw the tears standing in her grey eyes.

Do you mean it? she asked, trembling.

God knows what I mean, he said unsteadily; and I shall never know unless you tell me.

And he sat down beside her, resting his elbows on his knees and his head between his hands, wondering what he could do with life and with the young soul already in his dark keeping. And, after a while, the anxiety of responsibility, being totally new, wearied him; perplexed, he lifted his head, seeking her eyes; and saw the compassion in her face and the slow smile trembling on her lips. And suddenly he understood which of them was better fitted for a keeper of souls.

Will you be patient? he said.

Can you ask?

He shook his head, looking vacantly at the lamp-light.

Because Ive gone all wrong somehow . . . since I was a boy. . . . You will be patient with me — wont you?

Yes, she said.
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IN ALL ROMANCES

And poets fancies

Where Cupid prances,

Embowered in flowers,

The tale advances

Mid circumstances

That check loves chances

Through tragic hours.

The readers doleful now,

The lovers soulful now,

At least a bowlful now

Of tears are poured.

The villain makes a hit,

The reader throws a fit,

The author grins a bit

And draws his sword!

Strikes down Fates lances,

Avoids mischances,

And deftly cans his

Loquacious lore

Mid ardent glances

And lovers trances

And wedding dances

Forevermore.
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TO

ELSIE CHAMBERS

Il est des noeuds secrets, il est des sympathies
Dont par le doux rapport les Ames assorties
Sattachent lune à lautre et se laissent piquer
Par ces je ne sais quoi quon ne peut expliquer.

Rodogune.
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A lady to see you, sir, said Farris.

Desboro, lying on the sofa, glanced up over his book.

A lady?

Yes, sir.

Well, who is she, Farris?

She refused her name, Mr. James.

Desboro swung his legs to the carpet and sat up.

What kind of lady is she? he asked; a perfect one, or the real thing?

I dont know, sir. Its hard to tell these days; one dresses like tother.

Desboro laid aside his book and arose leisurely.

Where is she?

In the reception room, sir.

Did you ever before see her?

I dont know, Mr. James — what with her veil and furs — —

How did she come?

In one of Ransoms hacks from the station. Theres a trunk outside, too.

What the devil — —

Yes, sir. Thats what made me go to the door. Nobody rang. I heard the stompin and the noise; and I went out, and she just kind of walked in. Yes, sir.



Is the hack out there yet?

No, sir. Ransoms man he left the trunk and drove off. I heard her tell him he could go.

Desboro remained silent for a few moments, looking hard at the fireplace; then he tossed his cigarette onto the embers, dropped the amber mouthpiece into the pocket of his dinner jacket, dismissed Farris with a pleasant nod, and walked very slowly along the hall, as though in no haste to meet his visitor before he could come to some conclusion concerning her identity. For among all the women he had known, intimately or otherwise, he could remember very few reckless enough, or brainless enough, or sufficiently self-assured, to pay him an impromptu visit in the country at such an hour of the night.

The reception room, with its early Victorian furniture, appeared to be empty, at first glance; but the next instant he saw somebody in the curtained embrasure of a window — a shadowy figure which did not seem inclined to leave obscurity — the figure of a woman in veil and furs, her face half hidden in her muff.

He hesitated a second, then walked toward her; and she lifted her head.

Elena! he said, astonished.

Are you angry, Jim?

What are you doing here?

I didnt know what to do, said Mrs. Clydesdale, wearily, and it came over me all at once that I couldnt stand him any longer.

What has he done?

Nothing. Hes just the same — never quite sober — always following me about, always under foot, always grinning — and buying sixteenth century enamels — and — I cant stand it! I — — Her voice broke.



Come into the library, he said curtly.

She found her handkerchief, held it tightly against her eyes, and reached out toward him to be guided.

In the library fireplace a few embers were still alive. He laid a log across the coals and used the bellows until the flames started. After that he dusted his hands, lighted a cigarette, and stood for a moment watching the mounting blaze.



She had cast aside her furs and was resting on one elbow, twisting her handkerchief to rags between her gloved hands, and staring at the fire. One or two tears gathered and fell.

Hell divorce me now, wont he? she asked unsteadily.

Why?

Because nobody would believe the truth — after this.

She rested her pretty cheek against the cushion and gazed at the fire with wide eyes still tearfully brilliant.

You have me on your hands, she said. What are you going to do with me?

Send you home.

You cant. Ive disgraced myself. Wont you stand by me, Jim?

I cant stand by you if I let you stay here.

Why not?

Because that would be destroying you.

Are you going to send me away?

Certainly.

Where are you going to send me?

Home.

Home! she repeated, beginning to cry again. Why do you call his house home? Its no more my home than he is my husband — —

He is your husband! What do you mean by talking this way?

He isnt my husband. I told him I didnt care for him when he asked me to marry him. He only grinned. It was a perfectly cold-blooded bargain. I didnt sell him everything!

You married him.



Partly.

What!

She flushed crimson.

I sold him the right to call me his wife and to — to make me so if I ever came to — care for him. That was the bargain — if youve got to know. The clergy did their part — —

Do you mean — —

Yes! she said, exasperated. I mean that it is no marriage, in spite of law and clergy. And it never will be, because I hate him!

Desboro looked at her in utter contempt.

Do you know, he said, what a rotten thing you have done?

Rotten!

Do you think it admirable?

I didnt sell myself wholesale. It might have been worse.

You are wrong. Nothing worse could have happened.

Then I dont care what else happens to me, she said, drawing off her gloves and unpinning her hat. I shall not go back to him.

You cant stay here.

I will, she said excitedly. Im going to break with him — whether or not I can count on your loyalty to me — — Her voice broke childishly, and she bowed her head.

He caught his lip between his teeth for a moment. Then he said savagely:

You ought not to have come here. There isnt one single thing to excuse it. Besides, you have just reminded me of my loyalty to you. Cant you understand that that includes your husband? Also, it isnt in me to forget that I once asked you to be my wife. Do you think Id let you stand for anything less after that? Do you think Im going to blacken my own face? I never asked any other woman to marry me, and this settles it — I never will! Youve finished yourself and your sex for me!

She was crying now, her head in her hands, and the bronze-red hair dishevelled, sagging between her long, white fingers.

He remained aloof, knowing her, and always afraid of her and of himself together — a very deadly combination for mischief. And she remained bowed in the attitude of despair, her lithe young body shaken.

His was naturally a lightly irresponsible disposition, and it came very easily for him to console beauty in distress — or out of it, for that matter. Why he was now so fastidious with his conscience in regard to Mrs. Clydesdale he himself scarcely understood, except that he had once asked her to marry him; and that he knew her husband. These two facts seemed to keep him steady. Also, he rather liked her burly husband; and he had almost recovered from the very real pangs which had pierced him when she suddenly flung him over and married Clydesdales millions.

One of the logs had burned out. He rose to replace it with another. When he returned to the sofa, she looked up at him so pitifully that he bent over and caressed her hair. And she put one arm around his neck, crying, uncomforted.

It wont do, he said; it wont do. And you know it wont, dont you? This whole business is dead wrong — dead rotten. But you mustnt cry, do you hear? Dont be frightened. If theres trouble, Ill stand by you, of course. Hush, dear, the house is full of servants. Loosen your arms, Elena! It isnt a square deal to your husband — or to you, or even to me. Unless people have an even chance with me — men or women — theres nothing dangerous about me. I never dealt with any man whose eyes were not wide open — nor with any woman, either. Carys are shut; yours are blinded.

She sprang up and walked to the fire and stood there, her hands nervously clenching and unclenching.

When I tell you that my eyes are wide open — that I dont care what I do — —

But your husbands eyes are not open!

They ought to be. I left a note saying where I was going — that rather than be his wife Id prefer to be your — —

Stop! You dont know what youre talking about — you little idiot! he broke out, furious. The very words you use dont mean anything to you — except that youve read them in some fools novel, or heard them on a degenerate stage — —

My words will mean something to him, if I can make them! she retorted hysterically,  — and if you really care for me — —

Through the throbbing silence Desboro seemed to see Clydesdale, bulky, partly sober, with his eternal grin and permanently-flushed skin, rambling about among his porcelains and enamels and jades and ivories, like a drugged elephant in a bric-a-brac shop. And yet, there had always been a certain kindly harmlessness and good nature about him that had always appealed to men.



He said, incredulously: Did you write to him what you have just said to me?

Yes.

You actually left such a note for him?

Yes, I did.

The silence lasted long enough for her to become uneasy. Again and again she lifted her tear-swollen face to look at him, where he stood before the fire, but he did not even glance at her; and at last she murmured his name, and he turned.

I guess youve done for us both, he said. Youre probably right; nobody would believe the truth after this.

She began to cry again silently.

He said: You never gave your husband a chance. He was in love with you and you never gave him a chance. And youre giving yourself none, now. And as for me — he laughed unpleasantly— well, Ill leave it to you, Elena.

I — I thought — if I burned my bridges and came to you — —

What did you think?

That youd stand by me, Jim.

Have I any other choice? he asked, with a laugh. We seem to be a properly damned couple.

Do — do you care for any other woman?

No.

Then — then — —

Oh, I am quite free to stand the consequences with you.

Will you?



Can we escape them?

You could.

Im not in the habit of leaving a sinking ship, he said curtly.

Then — you will marry me — when — — She stopped short and turned very white. After a moment the doorbell rang again.

Desboro glanced at the clock, then shrugged.

Wh — who is it? she faltered.

Its probably somebody after you, Elena.

It cant be. He wouldnt come, would he?

The bell sounded again.

What are you going to do? she breathed.

Do? Let him in.

Who do you think it is?

Your husband, of course.

Then — why are you going to let him in?

To talk it over with him.

But — but I dont know what hell do. I dont know him, I tell you. What do I know about him — except that hes big and red? How do I know what might be hidden behind that fixed grin of his?

Well, well find out in a minute or two, said Desboro coolly.

Jim! You must stand by me now!

Ive done it so far, havent I? You neednt worry.

You wont let him take me back! He cant, can he?

Not if you refuse to go. But you wont refuse — if hes man enough to ask you to return.

But — suppose he wont ask me to go back?

In that case Ill stand for what youve done. Ill marry you if he means to disgrace you. Now lets see what he does mean.

She caught his sleeve as he passed her, then let it go. The steady ringing of the bell was confusing and terrifying her, and she glanced about her like a trapped creature, listening to the distant jingling of chains and the click of bolts as Desboro undid the outer door.

Silence, then a far sound in the hall, footsteps coming nearer, nearer; and she dropped stiffly on the sofa as Desboro entered, followed by Cary Clydesdale in fur motor cap, coat and steaming goggles.

Desboro motioned her husband to a chair, but the man stood looking at his wife through his goggles, with a silly, fixed grin stamped on his features. Then he drew off the goggles and one fur gauntlet, fumbled in his overcoat, produced the crumpled note which she had left for him, laid it on the table between them, and sat down heavily, filling the leather armchair with his bulk. His bare red hand steamed. After a moments silence, he pointed at the note.

Well, she said, with an effort, what of it! Its true — what this letter says.

It isnt true yet, is it? asked Clydesdale simply.

What do you mean?

But Desboro understood him, and answered for her with a calm shake of his head. Then the wife understood, too, and the deep colour dyed her skin from throat to brow.

Why do you come here — after reading that? She pointed at the letter. Didnt you read it?

Clydesdale passed his hand slowly over his perplexed eyes.

I came to take you home. The car is here.

Didnt you understand what I wrote? Isnt it plain enough? she demanded excitedly.



No. Youd better get ready, Elena.

Is that as much of a man as you are — when I tell you Id rather be Mr. Desboros — —

Something behind the fixed grin on her husbands face made her hesitate and falter. Then he swung heavily around and looked at Desboro.

How much are you in this, anyway? he asked, still grinning.

Do you expect an answer?

I think Ill get one.

I think you wont get one out of me.

Oh. So youre at the bottom of it all, are you?

No doubt. A woman doesnt do such a thing unpersuaded. If you dont know enough to look after your own wife, there are plenty of men wholl apply for the job — as I did.

Youre a very rotten scoundrel, arent you? said Clydesdale, grinning.

Oh, so-so.

Clydesdale sat very still, his grin unchanged, and Desboro looked him over coolly.

Now, what do you want to do? You and Mrs. Clydesdale can remain here to-night if you wish. There are plenty of bedrooms — —

Clydesdale rose, bulking huge and menacing in his furs; but Desboro, sitting on the edge of the table, continued to swing one foot gently, smiling at danger.

And Clydesdale hesitated, then veered around toward his wife, with the heavy movement of a perplexed and tortured bear.

Get your furs on, he said, in a dull voice.

Do you wish me to go home?



Get your furs on!

Do you wish me to go home, Cary?

Yes. Good God! What do you suppose I came here for?

She walked over to Desboro and held out her hand:

No wonder women like you. Good-bye — and if I come again — may I remain?

Dont come, he said, smiling, and holding her coat for her.

Clydesdale strode forward, took the fur garment from Desboros hands, and held it open. His wife looked up at him, shrugged her shoulders, and suffered him to invest her with the coat.

After a moment Desboro said:

Clydesdale, I am not your enemy. I wish you good luck.

You go to hell, said Clydesdale thickly.

Mrs. Clydesdale moved toward the door, her husband on one side, Desboro on the other, and so, along the hall in silence, and out to the porch, where the glare of the acetylenes lighted up the frozen drive.

It feels like rain, observed Desboro. Not a very gay outlook for Christmas. All the same, I wish you a happy one, Elena. And, really, I believe you could have it if you cared to.

Thank you, Jim. You have been mistakenly kind to me. I am afraid you will have to be crueller some day. Good-bye — till then.

Clydesdale had descended to the drive and was conferring with the chauffeur. Now he turned and looked up at his wife. She went down the steps beside Desboro, and he nodded good-night. Clydesdale put her into the limousine and then got in after her.

A few moments later the red tail-lamp of the motor disappeared among the trees bordering the drive, and Desboro turned and walked back into the house.

That, he said aloud to himself, settles the damned species for me! Let the next one look out for herself!

He sauntered back into the library. The letter that she had left for her husband still lay on the table, apparently forgotten.

A fine specimen of logic, he said. She doesnt get on with him, so she decides to use Jim to jimmy the lock of wedlock! A white man can understand the Orientals better.

He glanced at the clock, and decided that there was no sense in going to bed, so he composed himself on the haircloth sofa once more, lighted a cigarette, and began to read, coolly using the note she had left, as a bookmark.

It was dawn before he closed the book and went away to bathe and change his attire.

While breakfasting he glanced out and saw that it had begun to rain. A green Christmas for day after to-morrow! And, thinking of Christmas, he thought of a girl he knew who usually wore blue, and what sort of a gift he had better send her when he went to the city that morning.

But he didnt go. He called up a jeweler and gave directions what to send and where to send it.

Then, listless, depressed, he idled about the great house, putting off instinctively the paramount issue — the necessary investigation of his finances. But he had evaded it too long to attempt it lightly now. It was only a question of days before hed have to take up in deadly earnest the question of how to pay his debts. He knew it; and it made him yawn with disgust.



After luncheon he wrote a letter to one Jean Louis Nevers, a New York dealer in antiques, saying that he would drop in some day after Christmas to consult Mr. Nevers on a matter of private business.

And that is as far as he got with his very vague plan for paying off an accumulation of debts which, at last, were seriously annoying him.

The remainder of the day he spent tramping about the woods of Westchester with a pack of nondescript dogs belonging to him. He liked to walk in the rain; he liked his mongrels.

In the evening he resumed his attitude of unstudied elegance on the sofa, also his book, using Mrs. Clydesdales note again to mark his place.

Mrs. Quant ventured to knock, bringing some magic drops, which he smilingly refused. Farris announced dinner, and he dined as usual, surrounded by dogs and cats, all very cordial toward the master of Silverwood, who was unvaryingly so just and so kind to them.

After dinner he lighted a pipe, thought idly of the girl in blue, hoped shed like his gift of aquamarines, and picked up his book again, yawning.

He had had about enough of Silverwood, and he was realising it. He had had more than enough of women, too.

The next day, riding one of his weedy hunters over Silverwood estate, he encountered the daughter of a neighbor, an old playmate of his when summer days were half a year long, and yesterdays immediately became embedded in the middle of the middle ages.

She was riding a fretful, handsome Kentucky three-year-old, and sitting nonchalantly to his exasperating and jiggling gait.

The girl was one Daisy Hammerton — the sort men call square and white, and a good fellow; but she was softly rounded and dark, and very feminine.

She bade him good morning in a friendly voice; and her voice and manner might well have been different, for Desboro had not behaved very civilly toward her or toward her family, or to any of his Westchester neighbors for that matter; and the rumours of his behaviour in New York were anything but pleasant to a young girls ears. So her cordiality was the more to her credit.

He made rather shame-faced inquiries about her and her parents, but she lightly put him at his ease, and they turned into the woods together on the old and unembarrassed terms of comradeship.

Captain Herrendene is back. Did you know it? she asked.

Nice old bird, commented Desboro. I must look him up. Where did he come from — Luzon?

Yes. He wrote us. Why dont you ask him up for the skating, Jim?

What skating? said Desboro, with a laugh. It will be a green Christmas, Daisy — its going to rain again. Besides, he added, I shant be here much longer.

Oh, Im sorry.

He reddened. You always were the sweetest thing in Westchester. Fancy your being sorry that Im going back to town when Ive never once ridden over to see you as long as Ive been here!

She laughed. Weve known each other too long to let such things make any real difference. But you have been a trifle negligent.

Daisy, dear, Im that way in everything. If anybody asked me to name the one person I would not neglect, Id name you. But you see what happens — even to you! I dont know — I dont seem to have any character. I dont know whats the matter with me — —

Im afraid that you have no beliefs, Jim.

How can I have any when the world is so rotten after nineteen hundred years of Christianity?

I have not found it rotten.

No, because you live in a clean and wholesome circle.

Why dont you, too? You can live where you please, cant you?

He laughed and waved his hand toward the horizon.

You know what the Desboros have always been. You neednt pretend you dont. All Westchester has it in for us. But relief is in sight, he added, with mock seriousness. Im the last of em, and your children, Daisy, wont have to endure the morally painful necessity of tolerating anybody of my name in the county.

She smiled: Jim, you could be so nice if you only would.

What! With no beliefs?

Theyre so easily acquired.

Not in New York town, Daisy.

Perhaps not among the people you affect. But such people really count for so little — they are only a small but noisy section of a vast and quiet and wholesome community. And the noise and cynicism are both based on idleness, Jim. Nobody who is busy is destitute of beliefs. Nobody who is responsible can avoid ideals.

Quite right, he said. I am idle and irresponsible. But, Daisy, its as much part of me as are my legs and arms, and head and body. I am not stupid; I have plenty of mental resources; I am never bored; I enjoy my drift through life in an empty tub as much as the man who pulls furiously through it in a rowboat loaded with ambitions, ballasted with brightly moral resolves, and buffeted by the cross seas of duty and conscience. Thats rather neat, isnt it?

You cant drift safely very long without ballast, said the girl, smiling.

Watch me.

She did not answer that she had been watching him for the last few years, or tell him how it had hurt her to hear his name linked with the gossip of fashionably vapid doings among idle and vapid people. For his had been an inheritance of ability and culture, and the leisure to develop both. Out of idleness and easy virtue had at last emerged three generations of Desboros full of energy and almost ruthless ability — his great-grandfather, grandfather and father — but he, the fourth generation, was throwing back into the melting pot all that his father and grandfathers had carried from it — even the material part of it. Land and fortune, were beginning to disappear, together with the sturdy mental and moral qualities of a race that had almost overcome its vicious origin under the vicious Stuarts. Only the physical stamina as yet seemed to remain intact; for Desboro was good to look upon.

An odd thing happened the other night — or, rather, early in the morning, she said. We were awakened by a hammering at the door and a horn blowing — and guess who it was?

Not Gabriel — though you look immortally angelic to-day — —

Thank you, Jim. No; it was Cary and Elena Clydesdale, saying that their car had broken down. What a ridiculous hour to be motoring! Elena was half dead with the cold, too. It seems theyd been to a party somewhere and were foolish enough to try to motor back to town. They stopped with us and took the noon train to town. Elena told me to give you her love; thats what reminded me.

Give her mine when you see her, he said pleasantly.



When he returned to his house he sat down with a notion of trying to bring order out of the chaos into which his affairs had tumbled. But the mere sight of his desk, choked with unanswered letters and unpaid bills, sickened him, and he threw himself on the sofa and picked up his book, determined to rid himself of Silverwood House and all its curious, astonishing and costly contents.

Tell Riley to be on hand Monday, he said to Mrs. Quant that evening. I want the cases in the wing rooms and the stuff in the armoury cleaned up, because I expect a Mr. Nevers to come here and recatalogue the entire collection next week.

Will you be at home, Mr. James? she asked anxiously.

No. Im going South, duck-shooting. See that Mr. Nevers is comfortable if he chooses to remain here; for it will take him a week or two to do his work in the armoury, I suppose. So youll have to start both furnaces to-morrow, and keep open fires going, or the man will freeze solid. You understand, dont you?

Yes, sir. And if you are going away, Mr. James, I could pack a little bottle of magic drops — —

By all means, he said, with good-humoured resignation.

He spent the evening fussing over his guns and ammunition, determined to go to New York in the morning. But he didnt; indecision had become a habit; he knew it, wondered a little at himself for his lack of decision.

He was deadly weary of Silverwood, but too lazy to leave; and it made him think of the laziest dog on record, who yelped all day because he had sat down on a tack and was too lazy to get up.

So it was not until the middle of Christmas week that Desboro summoned up sufficient energy to start for New York. And when at last he was on the train, he made up his mind that he wouldnt return to Silverwood in a hurry.

But that plan was one of the mice-like plans men make so confidently under the eternal skies.




CHAPTER II
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DESBORO ARRIVED IN town on a late train. It was raining, so he drove to his rooms, exchanged his overcoat for a raincoat, and went out into the downpour again, undisturbed, disdaining an umbrella.

In a quarter of an hours vigorous walking he came to the celebrated antique shop of Louis Nevers, and entered, letting in a gust of wind and rain at his heels.

Everywhere in the semi-gloom of the place objects loomed mysteriously, their outlines lost in shadow except where, here and there, a gleam of wintry daylight touched a jewel or fell across some gilded god, lotus-throned, brooding alone.

When Desboros eyes became accustomed to the obscurity, he saw that there was armour there, complete suits, Spanish and Milanese, and an odd Morion or two; and there were jewels in old-time settings, tapestries, silver, ivories, Hispano-Moresque lustre, jades, crystals.

The subdued splendour of Chinese and Japanese armour, lacquered in turquoise, and scarlet and gold, glimmered on lay figures masked by grotesque helmets; an Ispahan rug, softly luminous, trailed across a table beside him, and on it lay a dead Sultans scimitar, curved like the new moon, its slim blade inset with magic characters, the hilt wrought as delicately as the folded frond of a fern, graceful, exquisite, gem-incrusted.

There were a few people about the shop, customers and clerks, moving shapes in the dull light. Presently a little old salesman wearing a skull cap approached him.



Rainy weather for Christmas week, sir. Can I be of service?

Thanks, said Desboro. I came here by appointment on a matter of private business.

Certainly, sir. I think Miss Nevers is not engaged. Kindly give me your card and I will find out.

But I wish to see Mr. Nevers himself.

Mr. Nevers is dead, sir.

Oh! I didnt know — —

Yes, sir. Mr. Nevers died two years ago. And, as Desboro remained silent and thoughtful: Perhaps you might wish to see Miss Nevers? She has charge of everything now, including all our confidential affairs.

No doubt, said Desboro pleasantly, but this is an affair requiring personal judgment and expert advice — —

I understand, sir. The gentlemen who came to see Mr. Nevers about matters requiring expert opinions now consult Miss Nevers personally.

Who is Miss Nevers?

His daughter, sir. He added, with quaint pride: The great jewelers of Fifth Avenue consult her; experts in our business often seek her advice. The Museum authorities have been pleased to speak highly of her monograph on Hurtado de Mendoza.

Desboro hesitated for a moment, then gave his card to the old salesman, who trotted away with it down the unlighted vista of the shop.

The young mans pleasantly indifferent glance rested on one object after another, not unintelligently, but without particular interest. Yet there were some very wonderful and very rare and beautiful things to be seen in the celebrated shop of the late Jean Louis Nevers.



So he stood, leaning on his walking stick, the upturned collar of his raincoat framing a face which was too colourless and worn for a man of his age; and presently the little old salesman came trotting back, the tassel on his neat silk cap bobbing with every step.

Miss Nevers will be very glad to see you in her private office. This way, if you please, sir.

Desboro followed to the rear of the long, dusky shop, turned to the left through two more rooms full of shadowy objects dimly discerned, then traversed a tiled passage to where electric lights burned over a doorway.

The old man opened the door; Desboro entered and found himself in a square picture gallery, lighted from above, and hung all around with dark velvet curtains to protect the pictures on sale. As he closed the door behind him a woman at a distant desk turned her head, but remained seated, pen poised, looking across the room at him as he advanced. Her black gown blended so deceptively with the hangings that at first he could distinguish only the white face and throat and hands against the shadows behind her.

Will you kindly announce me to Miss Nevers? he said, looking around for a chair.

I am Miss Nevers.

She closed the ledger in which she had been writing, laid aside her pen and rose. As she came forward he found himself looking at a tall girl, slim to thinness, except for the rounded oval of her face under a loose crown of yellow hair, from which a stray lock sagged untidily, curling across her cheek.



He thought: A blue-stocking prodigy of learning, with her hair in a mess, and painted at that. But he said politely, yet with that hint of idle amusement in his voice which often sounded through his speech with women:

Are you the Miss Nevers who has taken over this antique business, and who writes monographs on Hurtado de Mendoza?

Yes.

You appear to be very young to succeed such a distinguished authority as your father, Miss Nevers.

His observation did not seem to disturb her, nor did the faintest hint of mockery in his pleasant voice. She waited quietly for him to state his business.

He said: I came here to ask somebodys advice about engaging an expert to appraise and catalogue my collection.

And even while he was speaking he was conscious that never before had he seen such a white skin and such red lips — if they were natural. And he began to think that they might be.

He said, noticing the bright lock astray on her cheek once more:

I suppose that I may speak to you in confidence — just as I would have spoken to your father.

She was still looking at him with the charm of youthful inquiry in her eyes.

Certainly, she said.

She glanced down at his card which still lay on her blotter, stood a moment with her hand resting on the desk, then indicated a chair at her elbow and seated herself.

He took the chair.



I wrote you that Id drop in sometime this week. The note was directed to your father. I did not know he was not living.

You are the Mr. Desboro who owns the collection of armour? she asked.

I am that James Philip Desboro who lives at Silverwood, he said. Evidently you have heard of the Desboro collection of arms and armour.

Everybody has, I think.

He said, carelessly: Museums, amateur collectors, and students know it, and I suppose most dealers in antiques have heard of it.

Yes, all of them, I believe.

My house, he went on, Silverwood, is in darkest Westchester, and my recent grandfather, who made the collection, built a wing to contain it. Its there as he left it. My father made no additions to it. Nor, he added, have I. Now I want to ask you whether a lot of those things have not increased in value since my grandfathers day?

No doubt.

And the collection is valuable?

I think it must be — very.

And to determine its value I ought to have an expert go there and catalogue it and appraise it?

Certainly.

Who? Thats what Ive come here to find out.

Perhaps you might wish us to do it.

Is that still part of your business?

It is.

Well, he said, after a moments thought, I am going to sell the Desboro collection.

Oh, Im sorry! she exclaimed, under her breath; and looked up to find him surprised and beginning to be amused again.

Your attitude is not very professional — for a dealer in antiques, he said quizzically.

I am something else, too, Mr. Desboro. She had flushed a little, not responding to his lighter tone.

I am very sure you are, he said. Those who really know about and care for such collections must feel sorry to see them dispersed.

I had hoped that the Museum might have the Desboro collection some day, she said, in a low voice.

He said: I am sorry it is not to be so, and had the grace to redden a trifle.

She played with her pen, waiting for him to continue; and she was so young, and fresh, and pretty that he was in no hurry to finish. Besides, there was something about her face that had been interesting him — an expression which made him think sometimes that she was smiling, or on the verge of it. But the slightly upcurled corners of her mouth had been fashioned so by her Maker, or perhaps had become so from some inborn gaiety of heart, leaving a faint, sweet imprint on her lips.

To watch her was becoming a pleasure. He wondered what her smile might be like — all the while pretending an absent-minded air which cloaked his idle curiosity.

She waited, undisturbed, for him to come to some conclusion. And all the while he was thinking that her lips were perhaps just a trifle too full — that there was more of Aphrodite in her face than of any saint he remembered; but her figure was thin enough for any saint. Perhaps a course of banquets — perhaps a régime under a diet list warranted to improve —— 



Did you ever see the Desboro collection, Miss Nevers? he asked vaguely.

No.

What expert will you send to catalogue and appraise it?

I could go.

You! he said, surprised and smiling.

That is my profession.

I knew, of course, that it was your fathers. But I never supposed that you — —

Did you wish to have an appraisement made, Mr. Desboro? she interrupted dryly.

Why, yes, I suppose so. Otherwise, I wouldnt know what to ask for anything.

Have you really decided to sell that superb collection? she demanded.

What else can I do? he inquired gayly. I suppose the Museum ought to have it, but I cant afford to give it away or to keep it. In other words — and brutal ones — I need money.

She said gravely: I am sorry.

And he knew she didnt mean that she was sorry because he needed money, but because the Museum was not to have the arms, armour, jades, and ivories. Yet, somehow, her I am sorry sounded rather sweet to him.

For a while he sat silent, one knee crossed over the other, twisting the silver crook of his stick. From moment to moment she raised her eyes from the blotter to let them rest inquiringly on him, then went on tracing arabesques over her blotter with an inkless pen. One slender hand was bracketed on her hip, and he noticed the fingers, smooth and rounded as a childs. Nor could he keep his eyes from her profile, with its delicate, short nose, ever so slightly arched, and its lips, just a trifle too sensuous — and that soft lock astray again against her cheek. No, her hair was not dyed, either. And it was as though she divined his thought, for she looked up suddenly from her blotter and he instantly gazed elsewhere, feeling guilty and impertinent — sentiments not often experienced by that young man.

Ill tell you what Ill do, Miss Nevers, he concluded, Ill write you a letter to my housekeeper, Mrs. Quant. Shall I? And youll go up and look over the collection and let me know what you think of it!

Do you not expect to be there?

Ought I to be?

I really cant answer you, but it seems to me rather important that the owner of a collection should be present when the appraiser begins work.

The fact is, he said, Im booked for a silly shooting trip. Im supposed to start to-morrow.

Then perhaps you had better write the letter. My full name is Jacqueline Nevers — if you require it. You may use my desk.

She rose; he thanked her, seated himself, and began a letter to Mrs. Quant, charging her to admit, entertain, and otherwise particularly cherish one Miss Jacqueline Nevers, and give her the keys to the armoury.

While he was busy, Jacqueline Nevers paced the room backward and forward, her pretty head thoughtfully bent, hands clasped behind her, moving leisurely, absorbed in her cogitations.

Desboro ended his letter and sat for a moment watching her until, happening to glance at him, she discovered his idleness.

Have you finished? she asked.

A trifle out of countenance he rose and explained that he had, and laid the letter on her blotter. Realising that she was expecting him to take his leave, he also realised that he didnt want to. And he began to spar with Destiny for time.

I suppose this matter will require several visits from you, he inquired.

Yes, several.

It takes some time to catalogue and appraise such a collection, doesnt it?

Yes.

She answered him very sweetly but impersonally, and there seemed to be in her brief replies no encouragement for him to linger. So he started to pick up his hat, thinking as fast as he could all the while; and his facile wits saved him at the last moment.

Well, upon my word! he exclaimed. Do you know that you and I have not yet discussed terms?

We make our usual charges, she said.

And what are those?

She explained briefly.

That is for cataloguing and appraising only?

Yes.

And if you sell the collection?

We take our usual commission.

And you think you can sell it for me?

Ill have to — wont I?

He laughed. But can you?



Yes.

As the curt affirmative fell from her lips, suddenly, under all her delicate, youthful charm, Desboro divined the note of hidden strength, the self-confidence of capability — oddly at variance with her allure of lovely immaturity. Yet he might have surmised it, for though her figure was that of a girl, her face, for all its soft, fresh beauty, was a womans, and already firmly moulded in noble lines which even the scarlet fulness of the lips could not deny. For if she had the mouth of Aphrodite, she had her brow, also.

He had not been able to make her smile, although the upcurled corners of her mouth seemed always to promise something. He wondered what her expression might be like when animated — even annoyed. And his idle curiosity led him on to the edges of impertinence.

May I say something that I have in mind and not offend you? he asked.

Yes — if you wish. She lifted her eyes.

Do you think you are old enough and experienced enough to catalogue and appraise such an important collection as this one? I thought perhaps you might prefer not to take such a responsibility upon yourself, but would rather choose to employ some veteran expert.

She was silent.

Have I offended you?

She walked slowly to the end of the room, turned, and, passing him a third time, looked up at him and laughed — a most enchanting little laugh — a revelation as delightful as it was unexpected.

I believe you really want to do it yourself! he exclaimed.



Want to? Im dying to! I dont think there is anything in the world I had rather try! she said, with a sudden flush and sparkle of recklessness that transfigured her. Do you suppose anybody in my business would willingly miss the chance of personally handling such a transaction? Of course I want to. Not only because it would be a most creditable transaction for this house — not only because it would be a profitable business undertaking, but — and the swift, engaging smile parted her lips once more— in a way I feel as though my own ability had been questioned — —

By me? he protested. Did I actually dare question your ability?

Something very like it. So, naturally, I would seize an opportunity to vindicate myself — if you offer it — —

I do offer it, he said.

I accept.

There was a moments indecisive silence. He picked up his hat and stick, lingering still; then:

Good-bye, Miss Nevers. When are you going up to Silverwood?

To-morrow, if it is quite convenient.

Entirely. I may be there. Perhaps I can fix it — put off that shooting party for a day or two.

I hope so.

I hope so, too.

He walked reluctantly toward the door, turned and came all the way back.

Perhaps you had rather I remained away from Silverwood.

Why?



But, of course, he said, there is a nice old housekeeper there, and a lot of servants — —

She laughed. Thank you very much, Mr. Desboro. It is very nice of you, but I had not considered that at all. Business women must disregard such conventions, if theyre to compete with men. Id like you to be there, because I may have questions to ask.

Certainly — its very good of you. I — Ill try to be there — —

Because I might have some very important questions to ask you, she repeated.

Of course. Ive got to be there. Havent I?

It might be better for your interests.

Then Ill be there. Well, good-bye, Miss Nevers.

Good-bye, Mr. Desboro.

And thank you for undertaking it, he said cordially.

Thank you for asking me.

Oh, Im — Im really delighted. Its most kind of you. Good-bye, Miss Nevers.

Good-bye, Mr. Desboro.

He had to go that time; and he went still retaining a confused vision of blue eyes and vivid lips, and of a single lock of hair astray once more across a smooth, white cheek.

When he had gone, Jacqueline seated herself at her desk and picked up her pen. She remained so for a while, then emerged abruptly from a fit of abstraction and sorted some papers unnecessarily. When she had arranged them to her fancy, she rearranged them. Then the little Louis XVI desk interested her, and she examined the inset placques of flowered Sèvres in detail, as though the little desk of tulip, satinwood and walnut had not stood there since she was a child.

Later she noticed his card on her blotter; and, face framed in her hands, she studied it so long that the card became a glimmering white patch and vanished; and before her remote gaze his phantom grew out of space, seated there in the empty chair beside her — the loosened collar of his raincoat revealing to her the most attractive face of any man she had ever looked upon in her twenty-two years of life.

Toward evening the electric lamps were lighted in the shop; rain fell more heavily outside; few people entered. She was busy with ledgers and files of old catalogues recording auction sales, the name of the purchaser and the prices pencilled on the margins in her fathers curious handwriting. Also her card index aided her. Under the head of Desboro she was able to note what objects of interest or of art her father had bought for her recent visitors grandfather, and the prices paid — little, indeed, in those days, compared with what the same objects would now bring. And, continuing her search, she finally came upon an uncompleted catalogue of the Desboro collection. It was in manuscript — her fathers peculiar French chirography — neat and accurate as far as it went.

Everything bearing upon the Desboro collection she bundled together and strapped with rubber bands; then, one by one, the clerks and salesmen came to report to her before closing up. She locked the safe, shut her desk, and went out to the shop, where she remained until the shutters were clamped and the last salesman had bade her a cheery good night. Then, bolting the door and double-locking it, she went back along the passage and up the stairs, where she had the two upper floors to herself, and a cook and chambermaid to keep house for her.

In the gaslight of the upper apartment she seemed even more slender than by daylight — her eyes bluer, her lips more scarlet. She glanced into the mirror of her dresser as she passed, pausing to twist up the unruly lock that had defied her since childhood.

Everywhere in the room Christmas was still in evidence — a tiny tree, with frivolous, glittering things still twisted and suspended among the branches, calendars, sachets, handkerchiefs still gaily tied in ribbons, flowering shrubs swathed in tissue and bows of tulle — these from her salesmen, and she had carefully but pleasantly maintained the line of demarcation by presenting each with a gold piece.

But there were other gifts — gloves and stockings, and bon-bons, and books, from the friends who were girls when she too was a child at school; and a set of volumes from Cary Clydesdale whose collection of jades she was cataloguing. The volumes were very beautiful and expensive. The gift had surprised her.

Among her childhood friends was her social niche; the circumference of their circle the limits of her social environment. They came to her and she went to them; their pastimes and pleasures were hers; and if there was not, perhaps, among them her intellectual equal, she had not yet felt the need of such companionship, but had been satisfied to have them hold her as a good companion who otherwise possessed much strange and perhaps useless knowledge quite beyond their compass. And she was shyly content with her intellectual isolation.

So, amid these people, she had found a place prepared for her when she emerged from childhood. What lay outside of this circle she surmised with the intermittent curiosity of ignorance, or of a bystander who watches a pageant for a moment and hastens on, preoccupied with matters more familiar.

All young girls think of pleasures; she had thought of them always when the days task was ended, and she had sought them with all the ardour of youth, with a desire unwearied, and a thirst unquenched.

In her, mental and physical pleasure were wholesomely balanced; the keen delight of intellectual experience, the happiness of research and attainment, went hand in hand with a rather fastidious appetite for having the best time that circumstances permitted.

She danced when she had a chance, went to theatres and restaurants with her friends, bathed at Manhattan in summer, when gay parties were organised, and did the thousand innocent things that thousands of young business girls do whose lines are cast in the metropolis.

Since her fathers death she had been intensely lonely; only a desperate and steady application to business had pulled her through the first year without a breakdown.

The second year she rejoined her friends and went about again with them. Now, the third year since her fathers death was already dawning; and her last prayer as the old year died had been that the new one would bring her friends and happiness.

Seated before the wood fire in her bedroom, leisurely undressing, she thought of Desboro and the business that concerned him. He was so very good looking — in the out-world manner — the manner of those who dwelt outside her orbit.

She had not been very friendly with him at first. She had wanted to be; instinct counselled reserve, and she had listened — until the very last. He had a way of laughing at her in every word — in even an ordinary business conversation. She had been conscious all the while of his half-listless interest in her, of an idle curiosity, which, before it had grown offensive, had become friendly and at times almost boyish in its naïve self-disclosure. And it made her smile to remember how very long it took him to take his leave.

But — a man of that kind — a man of the out-world — with the something in his face that betrays shadows which she had never seen cast — and never would see — he was no boy. For in his face was the faint imprint of that pallid wisdom which warned. Women in his own world might ignore the warning; perhaps it did not menace them. But instinct told her that it might be different outside that world.

She nestled into her fire-warmed bath-robe and sat pensively fitting and refitting her bare feet into her slippers.

Men were odd; alike and unalike. Since her fathers death, she had had to be careful. Wealthy gentlemen, old and young, amateurs of armour, ivories, porcelains, jewels, all clients of her father, had sometimes sent for her too many times on too many pretexts; and sometimes their paternal manner toward her had made her uncomfortable. Desboro was of that same caste. Perhaps he was not like them otherwise.



When she had bathed and dressed, she dined alone, not having any invitation for the evening. After dinner she talked on the telephone to her little friend, Cynthia Lessler, whose late fathers business had been to set jewels and repair antique watches and clocks. Incidentally, he drank and chased his daughter about with a hatchet until she fled for good one evening, which afforded him an opportunity to drink himself very comfortably to death in six months.

Hello, Cynthia! called Jacqueline, softly.

Hello! Is it you, Jacqueline, dear?

Yes. Dont you want to come over and eat chocolates and gossip?

Cant do it. Im just starting for the hall.

I thought youd finished rehearsing.

Ive got to be on hand all the same. How are you, sweetness, anyway?

Blooming, my dear. Im crazy to tell you about my good luck. I have a splendid commission with which to begin the new year.

Good for you! What is it?

I cant tell you yet — laughingly— its confidential business — —

Oh, I know. Some old, fat man wants you to catalogue his collection.

No! He isnt fat, either. You are the limit, Cynthia!

All the same, look out for him, retorted Cynthia. I know man and his kind. Office experience is a liberal education; the theatre a post-graduate course. Are you coming to the dance to-morrow night?

Yes. I suppose the usual people will be there?

Some new ones. Theres an awfully good-looking newspaper man from Yonkers. He has a car in town, too.

Something — some new and unaccustomed impatience — she did not understand exactly what — prompted Jacqueline to say scornfully:

His name is Eddie, isnt it?



No. Why do you ask?

A sudden vision of Desboro, laughing at her under every word of an unsmiling and commonplace conversation, annoyed her.

Oh, Cynthia, dear, every good-looking man we meet is usually named Ed and comes from places like Yonkers.

Cynthia, slightly perplexed, said slangily that she didnt get her; and Jacqueline admitted that she herself didnt know what she had meant.

They gossiped for a while, then Cynthia ended:

Ill see you to-morrow night, wont I? And listen, you little white mouse, I get what you mean by Eddie.

Do you?

Yes. Shall I see you at the dance?

Yes, and Eddie, too. Good-bye.

Jacqueline laughed again, then shivered slightly and hung up the receiver.

Back before her bedroom fire once more, Grenvilles volume on ancient armour across her knees, she turned the illuminated pages absently, and gazed into the flames. What she saw among them apparently did not amuse her, for after a while she frowned, shrugged her shoulders, and resumed her reading.

But the XV century knights, in their gilded or silvered harness, had Desboros lithe figure, and the lifted vizors of their helmets always disclosed his face. Shields emblazoned with quarterings, plumed armets, the golden morions, banner, pennon, embroidered surtout, and the brilliant trappings of battle horse and palfry, became only a confused blur of colour under her eyes, framing a face that looked back at her out of youthful eyes, marred by the shadow of a wisdom she knew about — alas — but did not know.



The man of whom she was thinking had walked back to the club through a driving rain, still under the fascination of the interview, still excited by its novelty and by her unusual beauty. He could not quite account for his exhilaration either, because, in New York, beauty is anything but unusual among the hundreds of thousands of young women who work for a living — for that is one of the seven wonders of the city — and it is the rule rather than the exception that, in this new race which is evolving itself out of an unknown amalgam, there is scarcely a young face in which some trace of it is not apparent at a glance.

Which is why, perhaps, he regarded his present exhilaration humorously, or meant to; perhaps why he chose to think of her as Stray Lock, instead of Miss Nevers, and why he repeated confidently to himself: Shes thin as a Virgin by the Master of the Death of Mary. And yet that haunting expression of her face — the sweetness of the lips upcurled at the corners — the surprising and lovely revelation of her laughter — these impressions persisted as he swung on through the rain, through the hurrying throngs just released from shops and great department stores, and onward up the wet and glimmering avenue to his destination, which was the Olympian Club.

In the cloak room there were men he knew, being divested of wet hats and coats; in reading room, card room, lounge, billiard hall, squash court, and gymnasium, men greeted him with that friendly punctiliousness which indicates popularity; from the splashed edge of the great swimming pool men hailed him; clerks and club servants saluted him smilingly as he sauntered about through the place, still driven into motion by an inexplicable and unaccustomed restlessness. Cairns discovered him coming out of the billiard room:

Have a snifter? he suggested affably. Ill find Ledyard and play you nigger or rabbit afterward, if you like.

Desboro laid a hand on his friends shoulder:

Jack, Ive a business engagement at Silverwood to-morrow, and I believe Id better go home to-night.

Heavens! Youve just been there! And what about the shooting trip?

I can join you day after to-morrow.

Oh, come, Jim, are you going to spoil our card quartette on the train? Reggie Ledyard will kill you.

He might, at that, said Desboro pleasantly. But Ive got to be at Silverwood to-morrow. Its a matter of business, Jack.

You and business! Lord! The amazing alliance! What are you going to do — sell a few superannuated Westchester hens at auction? By heck! Youre a fake farmer and a pitiable piker, thats what you are. And Stuyve Van Alstyne had a wire to-night that the ducks and geese are coming in to the guns by millions — —

Go ahead and shoot em, then! Ill probably be along in time to pick up the game for you.

You wont go with us?

Not to-morrow. A man cant neglect his own business every day in the year.



Then you wont be in Baltimore for the Assembly, and you wont go to Georgia, and you wont do a thing that you expected to. Oh, youre the gay, quick-change artist! And dont tell me its business, either, he added suspiciously.

I do tell you exactly that.

You mean to say that nothing except sheer, dry business keeps you here?

The colour slowly settled under Desboros cheek bones:

Its a matter with enough serious business in it to keep me busy to-morrow — —

Selecting pearls? In which show and which row does she cavort, dear friend — speaking in an exquisitely colloquial metaphor!

Desboro shrugged: Ill play you a dozen games of rabbit before we dress for dinner. Come on, you suspicious sport!

Which show? repeated Cairns obstinately. He did not mean it literally, footlight affairs being unfashionable. But Desboros easy popularity with women originated continual gossip, friendly and otherwise; and his name was often connected harmlessly with that of some attractive woman in his own class — like Mrs. Clydesdale, for instance — and sometimes with some pretty unknown in some class not specified. But the surmise was idle, and the gossip vague, and neither the one nor the other disturbed Desboro, who continued to saunter through life keeping his personal affairs pleasantly to himself.

He linked his arm in Cairnss and guided him toward the billiard room. But there were no tables vacant for rabbit, which absurd game, being hard on the cloth, was limited to two decrepit pool tables.

So Cairns again suggested his celebrated snifter, and then the young men separated, Desboro to go across the street to his elaborate rooms and dress, already a little less interested in his business trip to Silverwood, already regretting the gay party bound South for two weeks of pleasure.

And when he had emerged from a cold shower which, with the exception of sleep, is the wisest counsellor in the world, now that he stood in fresh linen and evening dress on the threshold of another night, he began to wonder at his late exhilaration.

To him the approach of every night was always fraught with mysterious possibilities, and with a belief in Chance forever new. Adventure dawned with the electric lights; opportunity awoke with the evening whistles warning all labourers to rest. Opportunity for what? He did not know; he had not even surmised; but perhaps it was that something, that subtle, evanescent, volatile something for which the world itself waits instinctively, and has been waiting since the first day dawned. Maybe it is happiness for which the world has waited with patient instinct uneradicated; maybe it is death; and after all, the two may be inseparable.



Desboro, looking into the coals of a dying fire, heard the clock striking the hour. The night was before him — those strange hours in which anything could happen before another sun gilded the sky pinnacles of the earth.

Another hour sounded and found him listless, absent-eyed, still gazing into a dying fire.




CHAPTER III
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AT ELEVEN OCLOCK the next morning Miss Nevers had not arrived at Silverwood.

It was still raining hard, the brown Westchester fields, the leafless trees, hedges, paths, roads, were soaked; pools stood in hollows with the dead grass awash; ditches brimmed, river and brook ran amber riot, and alder swamps widened into lakes.

The chances were now that she would not come at all. Desboro had met both morning trains, but she was not visible, and all the passengers had departed leaving him wandering alone along the dripping platform.

For a while he stood moodily on the village bridge beyond, listening to the noisy racket of the swollen brook; and after a little it occurred to him that there was laughter in the noises of the water, like the mirth of the gods mocking him.

Laugh on, high ones! he said. I begin to believe myself the ass that I appear to you.

Presently he wandered back to the station platform, where he idled about, playing with a stray and nondescript dog or two, and caressing the station-masters cat; then, when he had about decided to get into his car and go home, it suddenly occurred to him that he might telephone to New York for information. And he did so, and learned that Miss Nevers had departed that morning on business, for a destination unknown, and would not return before evening.

Also, the station-master informed him that the morning express now deposited passengers at Silverwood Station, on request — an innovation of which he had not before heard; and this put him into excellent spirits.

Aha! he said to himself, considerably elated. Perhaps Im not such an ass as I appear. Let the high gods laugh!

So he lighted a cigarette, played with the wastrel dogs some more, flattered the cat till she nearly rubbed her head off against his legs, took a small and solemn child onto his knee and presented it with a silver dollar, while its overburdened German mother publicly nourished another.

You are really a remarkable child, he gravely assured the infant on his knee. You possess a most extraordinary mind! — the child not having uttered a word or betrayed a vestige of human expression upon its slightly soiled features.

Presently the near whistle of the Connecticut Express brought him to his feet. He lifted the astonishingly gifted infant and walked out; and when the express rolled past and stopped, he set it on the day-coach platform beside its stolid parent, and waved to it an impressive adieu.

At the same moment, descending from the train, a tall young girl, in waterproofs, witnessed the proceedings, recognised Desboro, and smiled at the little ceremony taking place.

Yours? she inquired, as, hat off, hand extended, he came forward to welcome her — and the next moment blushed at her impulsive informality.

Oh, all kids seem to be mine, somehow or other, he said. Im awfully glad you came. I was afraid you wouldnt.



Why?

Because I didnt believe you really existed, for one thing. And then the weather — —

Do you suppose mere weather could keep me from the Desboro collection? You have much to learn about me.

Ill begin lessons at once, he said gaily, if you dont mind giving them. Do you?

She smiled non-committally, and looked around her at the departing vehicles.

We have a limousine waiting for us behind the station, he said. Its five muddy miles.

I had been wondering all the way up in the train just how I was to get to Silverwood — —

You didnt suppose Id leave you to find your way, did you?

Business people dont expect limousines, she said, with an unmistakable accent that sounded priggish even to herself — so prim, indeed, that he laughed outright; and she finally laughed, too.

This is very jolly, isnt it? he remarked, as they sped away through the rain.

She conceded that it was.

Its going to be a most delightful day, he predicted.

She thought it was likely to be a busy day.

And delightful, too, he insisted politely.

Why particularly delightful, Mr. Desboro?

I thought you were looking forward with keen pleasure to your work in the Desboro collection!

She caught a latent glimmer of mischief in his eye, and remained silent, not yet quite certain that she liked this constant running fire of words that always seemed to conceal a hint of laughter at her expense.

Had they been longer acquainted, and on a different footing, she knew that whatever he said would have provoked a response in kind from her. But friendship is not usually born from a single business interview; nor is it born perfect, like a fairy ring, over night. And it was only last night, she made herself remember, that she first laid eyes on Desboro. Yet it seemed curious that whatever he said seemed to awaken in her its echo; and, though she knew it was an absurd idea, the idea persisted that she already began to understand this young man better than she had ever understood any other of his sex.

He was talking now at random, idly but agreeably, about nothing in particular. She, muffled in the fur robe, looked out through the limousine windows into the rain, and saw brown fields set with pools in every furrow, and squares of winter wheat, intensely green.

And now the silver birch woods, which had given the house its name, began to appear as outlying clumps across the hills; and in a few moments the car swung into a gateway under groves of solemnly-dripping Norway spruces, then up a wide avenue, lined with ranks of leafless, hardwood trees and thickets of laurel and rhododendron, and finally stopped before a house made of grayish-brown stone, in the rather inoffensive architecture of early eighteen hundred.

Mrs. Quant, in best bib and tucker, received them in the hallway, having been instructed by Desboro concerning her attitude toward the expected guest. But when she became aware of the slender youth of the girl, she forgot her sniffs and misgivings, and she waddled, and bobbed, and curtsied, overflowing with a desire to fondle, and cherish, and instruct, which only fear of Desboro choked off.

But as soon as Jacqueline had followed her to the room assigned, and had been divested of wet outer-clothing, and served with hot tea, Mrs. Quant became loquacious and confidential concerning her own personal ailments and sorrows, and the history and misfortunes of the Desboro family.

Jacqueline wished to decline the cup of tea, but Mrs. Quant insisted; and the girl yielded.

Air you sure you feel well, Miss Nevers? she asked anxiously.

Why, of course.

Dont be too sure, said Mrs. Quant ominously. Sometimes them that feels bestest is sickest. Ive seen a sight of sickness in my day, dearie — typod, mostly. You aint never had typod, now, hev you?

Typhoid?

Yesm, typod!

No, I never did.

Then you take an old womans advice, Miss Nevers, and dont you go and git it!

Jacqueline promised gravely; but Mrs. Quant was now fairly launched on her favourite topic.

Ive been forty-two years in this place — and Quant — my man — he was head farmer here when he was took. Typod, it was, dearie — and you wont never git it if youll listen to me — and Quant, a man that never quarreled with his vittles, but he was for going off without em that morning. Sez he, Cassie, I dont feel good this mornin! — and a piece of pie and a pork chop layin there onto his plate. My vittles dont set right, sez he; I aint a mite peckish. Sez I, Quant, you lay right down, and dont you stir a inch! Youve gone and got a mild form of typod, sez I, knowing about sickness as I allus had a gift, my father bein a natural bone-setter. And those was my very words, dearie, a mild form of typod. And I was right and he was took. And when folks aint well, its mostly that theyve got a mild form of typod which some call malairy — —

There was no stopping her; Jacqueline tasted her hot tea and listened sympathetically to that woman of many sorrows. And, sipping her tea, she was obliged to assist at the obsequies of Quant, the nativity of young Desboro, the dissolution of his grandparents and parents, and many, many minor details, such as the freezing of water-pipes in 1907, the menace of the chestnut blight, mysterious maladies which had affected cattle and chickens on the farm — every variety of death, destruction, dissolution, and despondency that had been Mrs. Quants portion to witness.

And how she gloried in detailing her dismal career; and presently pessimistic prophecies for the future became plainer as her undammed eloquence flowed on:

And Mr. James, he aint well, neither, she said in a hoarse whisper. He dont know it, and he wont listen to me, dearie, but I know hes got a mild form of typod — hes that unwell the mornings when hes been out late in the city. Say what youre a mind to, typod is typod! And if you haint got it youre likely to git it most any minute; but he wont swaller the teas and broths and suffusions I bring him, and hell be took like everybody else one of these days, dearie — which he wouldnt if hed listen to me — —

Mrs. Quant, came Desboros voice from the landing.

Y — yes, sir, stammered that guilty and agitated Cassandra.

Jacqueline set aside her teacup and came to the stairs; their glances met in the suppressed amusement of mutual comprehension, and he conducted her to the hallway below, where a big log fire was blazing.

What was it — death, destruction, and general woe, as usual? he asked.

And typod, she whispered. It appears that you have it!

Poor old soul! She means all right; but imagine me here with her all day, dodging infusions and broths and red flannel! Warm your hands at the blaze, Miss Nevers, and Ill find the armoury keys. It will be a little colder in there.

She spread her hands to the flames, conscious of his subtle change of manner toward her, now that she was actually under his roof — and liked him for it — not in the least surprised that she was comprehending still another phase of this young mans most interesting personality.

For, without reasoning, her slight misgivings concerning him were vanishing; instinct told her she might even permit herself a friendlier manner, and she looked up smilingly when he came back swinging a bunch of keys.

These belong to the Quant, he explained,  — honest old soul! Every gem and ivory and lump of jade in the collection is at her mercy, for here are the keys to every case. Now, Miss Nevers, what do you require? Pencil and pad?

I have my note-book, thanks — a new one in your honour.

He said he was flattered and led the way through a wide corridor to the eastern wing; unlocked a pair of massive doors, and swung them wide. And, beside him, she walked into the armoury of the famous Desboro collection.

Straight ahead of her, paved with black marble, lay a lane through a double rank of armed and mounted men in complete armour; and she could scarcely suppress a little cry of surprise and admiration.

This is magnificent! she exclaimed; and he saw her cheeks brighten, and her breath coming faster.

It is fine, he said soberly.

It is, indeed, Mr. Desboro! That is a noble array of armour. I feel like some legendary princess of long ago, passing her chivalry in review as I move between these double ranks. What a wonderful collection! All Spanish and Milanese mail, isnt it? Your grandfather specialised?

I believe he did. I dont know very much about the collection, technically.

Dont you care for it?

Why, yes — more, perhaps, than I realised — now that you are actually here to take it away.

But Im not going to put it into a magic pocket and flee to New York with it!

She spoke gaily, and his face, which had become a little grave, relaxed into its habitual expression of careless good humour.

They had slowly traversed the long lane, and now, turning, came back through groups of men-at-arms, pikemen, billmen, arquebussiers, crossbowmen, archers, halbardiers, slingers — all the multitudinous arms of a polyglot service, each apparently equipped with his proper weapon and properly accoutred for trouble.

Once or twice she glanced at the trophies aloft on the walls, every group bunched behind its shield and radiating from it under the drooping remnants of banners emblazoned with arms, crests, insignia, devices, and quarterings long since forgotten, except by such people as herself.
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She moved gracefully, leisurely, pausing now and then before some panoplied manikin, Desboro sauntering beside her. Now and then she stopped to inspect an ancient piece of ordnance, wonderfully wrought and chased, now and then halted on tip-toe to lift some slitted visor and peer into the dusky cavern of the helmet, where a painted face stared back at her out of painted eyes.

Who scours all this mail? she asked.

Our old armourer. My grandfather trained him. But hes very old and rheumatic now, and I dont let him exert himself. I think he sleeps all winter, like a woodchuck, and fishes all summer.

You ought to have another armourer.

I cant turn Michael out to starve, can I?

She swung around swiftly: I didnt mean that! and saw he was laughing at her.

I know you didnt, he said. But I cant afford two armourers. Thats the reason Im disposing of these tin-clothed tenants of mine — to economise and cut expenses.

She moved on, evidently desiring to obtain a general impression of the task before her, now and then examining the glass-encased labels at the feet of the figures, and occasionally shaking her head. Already the errant lock curled across her cheek.





Whats the trouble? he inquired. Arent these gentlemen correctly ticketed?

Some are not. That suit of gilded mail is not Spanish; its German. It is not very difficult to make such a mistake sometimes.

Steam heat had been put in, but the vast hall was chilly except close to the long ranks of oxidised pipes lining the walls. They stood a moment, leaning against them and looking out across the place, all glittering with the mail-clad figures.

Ive easily three weeks work before me among these mounted figures alone, to say nothing of the men on foot and the trophies and artillery, she said. Do you know it is going to be rather expensive for you, Mr. Desboro?

This did not appear to disturb him.

Because, she went on, a great many mistakes have been made in labelling, and some mistakes in assembling the complete suits of mail and in assigning weapons. For example, that mounted man in front of you is wearing tilting armour and a helmet that doesnt belong to it. Thats a childish mistake.

Well put the proper lid on him, said Desboro. Show it to me and Ill put it all over him now.

Its up there aloft with the trophies, I think — the fifth group.

Theres a ladder on wheels for a closer view of the weapons. Shall I trundle it in?

He went out into the hallway and presently came back pushing a clanking extension ladder with a railed top to it. Then he affixed the crank and began to grind until it rose to the desired height.



All I ask of you is not to tumble off it, he said. Do you promise?

She promised with mock seriousness: Because I need all my brains, you see.

Youve a lot of em, havent you, Miss Nevers?

No, not many.

He shrugged: I wonder, then, what a quantitative analysis of mine might produce.

She said: You are as clever as you take the trouble to be— and stopped herself short, unwilling to drift into personalities.

Its the interest that is lacking in me, he said,  — or perhaps the incentive.

She made no comment.

Dont you think so?

I dont know.

 — And dont care, he added.

She flushed, half turned in protest, but remained silent.

I beg your pardon, he said, I didnt mean to force your interest in myself. Tell me, is there anything I can do for your comfort before I go? And shall I go and leave you to abstruse and intellectual meditation, or do I disturb you by tagging about at your heels?

His easy, light tone relieved her. She looked around her at the armed figures:

You dont disturb me. I was trying to think where to begin. To-morrow Ill bring up some reference books — —

Perhaps you can find what you want in my grandfathers library. Ill show you where it is when you are ready.

I wonder if he has Grenvilles monograph on Spanish and Milanese mail?

Ill see.

He went away and remained for ten minutes. She was minutely examining the sword belonging to a rather battered suit of armour when he returned with the book.

You see, she said, you are useful. I did well to suggest that you remain here. Now, look, Mr. Desboro. This is German armour, and here is a Spanish sword of a different century along with it! Thats all wrong, you know. Antonius was the sword-maker; here is his name on the hexagonal, gilded iron hilt— Antonius Me Fecit.

Youll put that all right, he said confidently. Wont you?

Thats why you asked me here, isnt it?

He may have been on the point of an indiscreet rejoinder, for he closed his lips suddenly and began to examine another sword. It belonged to the only female equestrian figure in the collection — a beautifully shaped suit of womans armour, astride a painted war-horse, the cuirass of Milan plates.

The Countess of Oroposa, he said. It was her peculiar privilege, after the Counts death, to ride in full armour and carry a naked sword across her knees when the Spanish Court made a solemn entry into cities. Which will be about all from me, he added with a laugh. Are you ready for luncheon?

Quite, thank you. But you said that you didnt know much about this collection. Let me see that sword, please.
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He drew it from its scabbard and presented the hilt. She took it, studied it, then read aloud the device in verse:

Paz Comigo Nunca Veo Y Siempre Guera Dese. (There is never peace with me; my desire is always war!)

Her clear young voice repeating the old swords motto seemed to ring a little through the silence — as though it were the clean-cut voice of the blade itself.

What a fine motto, he said guilelessly. And you interpret it as though it were your own.

I like the sound of it. There is no compromise in it.

Why not assume it for your own? There is never peace with me; my desire is always war! Why not adopt it?

Do you mean that such a militant motto suits me? she asked, amused, and caught the half-laughing, half malicious glimmer in his eyes, and knew in an instant he had divined her attitude toward himself, and toward to her own self, too — war on them both, lest they succumb to the friendship that threatened. Silent, preoccupied, she went back with him through the armoury, through the hallway, into a rather commonplace dining-room, where a table had already been laid for two.

Desboro jingled a small silver bell, and presently luncheon was announced. She ate with the healthy appetite of the young, and he pretended to. Several cats and dogs of unaristocratic degree came purring and wagging about the table, and he indulged them with an impartiality that interested her, playing no favourites, but allotting to each its portion, and serenely chastising the greedy.

What wonderful impartiality! she ventured.

I couldnt do it; Id be sure to prefer one of them.

Why entertain preference for anything or anybody?

Thats nonsense.

No; its sense. Because, if anything happens to one, there are the others to console you. Its pleasanter to like impartially.

She was occupied with her fruit cup; presently she glanced up at him:

Is that your policy?

Isnt it a safe one?

Yes. Is it yours?

Wisdom suggests it to me — has always urged it. Im not sure that it always works. For example, I prefer champagne to milk, but I try not to.

You always contrive to twist sense into nonsense.

You dont mind, do you?

No; but dont you ever take anything seriously?

Myself.

Im afraid you dont.

Indeed, I do! See how my financial mishaps sent me flying to you for help!

She said: You dont even take seriously what you call your financial mishaps.

But I take the remedy for them most reverently and most thankfully.

The remedy?

You.

A slight colour stained her cheeks; for she did not see just how to avoid the footing they had almost reached — the understanding which, somehow, had been impending from the moment they met. Intuition had warned her against it. And now here it was.



How could she have avoided it, when it was perfectly evident from the first that he found her interesting — that his voice and intonation and bearing were always subtly offering friendship, no matter what he said to her, whether in jest or earnest, in light-hearted idleness or in all the decorum of the perfunctory and commonplace.

To have made more out of it than was in it would have been no sillier than to priggishly discountenance his harmless good humour. To be prim would have been ridiculous. Besides, everything innocent in her found an instinctive pleasure, even in her own misgivings concerning this man and the unsettled problem of her personal relations with him — unsolved with her, at least; but he appeared to have settled it for himself.

As they walked back to the armoury together, she was trying to think it out; and she concluded that she might dare be toward him as unconcernedly friendly as he would ever think of being toward her. And it gave her a little thrill of pride to feel that she was equipped to carry through her part in a light, gay, ephemeral friendship with one belonging to a world about which she knew nothing at all.

That ought to be her attitude — friendly, spirited, pretending to a savoir faire only surmised by her own good taste — lest he find her stupid and narrow, ignorant and dull. And it occurred to her very forcibly that she would not like that.

So — let him admire her.

His motives, perhaps, were as innocent as hers. Let him say the unexpected and disconcerting things it amused him to say. She knew well enough how to parry them, once her mind was made up not to entirely ignore them; and that would be much better. That, no doubt, was the manner in which women of his own world met the easy badinage of men; and she determined to let him discover that she was interesting if she chose to be.

She had produced her note-book and pencil when they entered the armoury. He carried Grenvilles celebrated monograph, and she consulted it from time to time, bending her dainty head beside his shoulder, and turning the pages of the volume with a smooth and narrow hand that fascinated him.

From time to time, too, she made entries in her note-book, such as: Armet, Spanish, late XV century. Tilting harness probably made by Helmschmid; espaliers, manteau darmes, coude, left cuisse and colleret missing. War armour, Milanese, XIV century; probably made by the Negrolis; rere-brace, gorget, rondel missing; sword made probably by Martinez, Toledo. Armour made in Germany, middle of XVI century, probably designed by Diego de Arroyo; cuisses laminated.

They stopped before a horseman, clad from head to spurs in superb mail. On a ground of blackened steel the pieces were embossed with gold grotesqueries; the cuirass was formed by overlapping horizontal plates, the three upper ones composing a gorget of solid gold. Nymphs, satyrs, gods, goddesses and cupids in exquisite design and composition framed the lorica; cuisses and tassettes carried out the lorica pattern; coudes, arm-guards, and genouillères were dolphin masks, gilded.

Parade armour, she said under her breath, not war armour, as it has been labelled. It is armour de luxe, and probably royal, too. Do you see the collar of the Golden Fleece on the gorget? And there hangs the fleece itself, borne by two cupids as a canopy for Venus rising from the sea. That is probably Sigmans XVI century work. Is it not royally magnificent!

Lord! What a lot of lore you seem to have acquired! he said.

But I was trained to this profession by the ablest teacher in America— her voice fell charmingly,  — by my father. Do you wonder that I know a little about it?

They moved on in silence to where a man-at-arms stood leaning both clasped hands over the gilded pommel of a sword.

She said quickly: That sword belongs to parade armour! How stupid to give it to this pikeman! Dont you see? The blade is diamond sectioned; Horn of Solingens mark is on the ricasse. And, oh, what a wonderful hilt! It is a miracle!

The hilt was really a miracle; carved in gold relief, Italian renaissance style, the guard centre was decorated with black arabesques on a gold ground; quillons curved down, ending in cupids heads of exquisite beauty.

The guard was engraved with a cartouche enclosing the Three Graces; and from it sprang a beautiful counter-guard formed out of two lovely Caryatids united. The grip was made of heliotrope amethyst inset with gold; the pommel constructed by two volutes which encompassed a tiny naked nymph with emeralds for her eyes.

What a masterpiece! she breathed. It can be matched only in the Royal Armoury of Madrid.



Have you been abroad, Miss Nevers?

Yes, several times with my father. It was part of my education in business.

He said: Yours is a French name?

Father was French.

He must have been a very cultivated man.

Self-cultivated.

Perhaps, he said, there once was a de written before Nevers.

She laughed: No. Fathers family were always bourgeois shopkeepers — as I am.

He looked at the dainty girl beside him, with her features and slender limbs and bearing of an aristocrat.

Too bad, he said, pretending disillusion. I expected youd tell me how your ancestors died on the scaffold, remarking in laudable chorus, Vive le Roi!

She laughed and sparkled deliciously: Alas, no, monsieur. But, ma foi! Some among them may have worked the guillotine for Sanson or drummed for Santerre.

You seem to me to symbolise all the grace and charm that perished on the Place de Grève.

She laughed: Look again, and see if it is not their Nemesis I more closely resemble.

And as she said it so gaily, an odd idea struck him that she did embody something less obvious, something more vital, than the symbol of an aristocratic régime perishing en masse against the blood-red sky of Paris.

He did not know what it was about her that seemed to symbolise all that is forever young and fresh and imperishable. Perhaps it was only the evolution of the real world he saw in her opening into blossom and disclosing such as she to justify the darkness and woe of the long travail.

She had left him standing alone with Grenvilles book open in his hands, and was now examining a figure wearing a coat of fine steel mail, with a black corselet protecting back and breast decorated with horizontal bands.

Do you notice the difference? she asked. In German armour the bands are vertical. This is Milanese, and I think the Negrolis made it. See how exquisitely the morion is decorated with these lions heads in gold for cheek pieces, and these bands of gold damascene over the skull-piece, that meet to form Minervas face above the brow! Im sure its the Negrolis work. Wait! Ah, here is the inscription! P. Iacobi et Fratr Negroli Faciebant MDXXXIX. Bring me Grenvilles book, please.

She took it, ran over the pages rapidly, found what she wanted, and then stepped forward and laid her white hand on the shoulder of another grim, mailed figure.

This is foot-armour, she said, and does not belong with that morion. Its neither Milanese nor yet of Augsburg make; its Italian, but who made it I dont know. You see its a superb combination of parade armour and war mail, with all the gorgeous design of the former and the smoothness and toughness of the latter. Really, Mr. Desboro, this investigation is becoming exciting. I never before saw such a suit of foot-armour.

Perhaps it belonged to the catcher of some ancient baseball club, he suggested.



She turned, laughing, but exasperated: Im not going to let you remain near me, she said. You annihilate every atom of romance; you are an anachronism here, anyway.

I know it; but you fit in delightfully with tournaments and pageants and things — —

Go up on that ladder and sit! resolutely pointing.

He went. Perched aloft, he lighted a cigarette and surveyed the prospect.

Mark Twain killed all this sort of thing for me, he observed.

She said indignantly: Its the only thing I never have forgiven him.

He told the truth.

I know it — I know it. But, oh, how could he write what he did about King Arthurs Court! And what is the use of truth, anyway, unless it leaves us ennobling illusions?

Ennobling illusions! She did not know it; but except for them she never would have existed, nor others like her that are yet to come in myriads.

Desboro waved his cigarette gracefully and declaimed:

The knights are dust,
Their good swords bust;
Their souls are up the spout we trust—

Mr. Desboro!

Mademoiselle?

That silly parody on a noble verse is not humorous.

Truth seldom is. The men who wore those suits of mail were everything that nobody now admires — brutal, selfish, ruthless — —



Mr. Desboro!

Mademoiselle?

Are there not a number of such gentlemen still existing on earth?

New Yorks full of them, he admitted cheerfully, but they conceal what they really are on account of the police.

Is that all that five hundred years has taught men — concealment?

Yes, and five thousand, he muttered; but said aloud: It hasnt anything to do with admiring the iron hats and clothes they wore. If youll let me come down Ill admire em — —

No.

I want to carry your book for you.

No.

 — And listen to everything you say about the vertical stripes on their Dutch trousers — —

Very well, she consented, laughing; you may descend and examine these gold inlaid and checkered trousers. They were probably made for a fashionable dandy by Alonso Garcia, five hundred years ago; and you will observe that they are still beautifully creased.

So they passed on, side by side, while she sketched out her preliminary work. And sometimes he was idly flippant and irresponsible, and sometimes she thrilled unexpectedly at his quick, warm response to some impulsive appeal that he share her admiration.

Under the careless surface, she divined a sort of perverse intelligence; she was certain that what appealed to her he, also, understood when he chose to; because he understood so much — much that she had not even imagined — much of life, and of the world, and of the men and women in it. But, having lived a life so full, so different from her own, perhaps his interest was less easily aroused; perhaps it might be even a little fatigued by the endless pageant moving with him amid scenes of brightness and happiness which seemed to her as far away from herself and as unreal as scenes in the painted arras hanging on the walls.

They had been speaking of operas in which armour, incorrectly designed and worn, was tolerated by public ignorance; and, thinking of the horseshoe, where all that is wealthy, and intelligent, and wonderful, and aristocratic in New York is supposed to congregate, she had mentally placed him there among those elegant and distant young men who are to be seen sauntering from one gilded box to another, or, gracefully posed, decorating and further embellishing boxes already replete with jeweled and feminine beauty; or in the curtained depths, mysterious silhouettes motionless against the dull red glow.

And, if those gold-encrusted boxes had been celestial balconies, full of blessed damosels leaning over heavens edge, they would have seemed no farther away, no more accessible to her, than they seemed from where she sometimes sat or stood, all alone, to listen to Farrar and Caruso.



The light in the armoury was growing a little dim. She bent more closely over her note-book, the printed pages of Mr. Grenville, and the shimmering, inlaid, and embossed armour.

Shall we have tea? he suggested.



Tea? Oh, thank you, Mr. Desboro; but when the light fails, Ill have to go.

It was failing fast. She used the delicate tips of her fingers more often in examining engraved, inlaid, and embossed surfaces.

I never had electricity put into the armoury, he said. Im sorry now — for your sake.

Im sorry, too. I could have worked until six.

There! he said, laughing. You have admitted it! What are you going to do for nearly two hours if you dont take tea? Your train doesnt leave until six. Did you propose to go to the station and sit there?

Her confused laughter was very sweet, and she admitted that she had nothing to do after the light failed except to fold her hands and wait for the train.

Then wont you have tea?

Id — rather not!

He said: You could take it alone in your room if you liked — and rest a little. Mrs. Quant will call you.

She looked up at him after a moment, and her cheeks were very pink and her eyes brilliant.

Id rather take it with you, Mr. Desboro. Why shouldnt I say so?

No words came to him, and not much breath, so totally unexpected was her reply.

Still looking at him, the faint smile fading into seriousness, she repeated:

Why shouldnt I say so? Is there any reason? You know better than I what a girl alone may do. And I really would like to have some tea — and have it with you.

He didnt smile; he was too clever — perhaps too decent.



Its quite all right, he said. Well have it served in the library where theres a fine fire.

So they slowly crossed the armoury and traversed the hallway, where she left him for a moment and ran up stairs to her room. When she rejoined him in the library, he noticed that the insurgent lock of hair had been deftly tucked in among its lustrous comrades; but the first shake of her head dislodged it again, and there it was, threatening him, as usual, from its soft, warm ambush against her cheek.

Cant you do anything with it? he asked, sympathetically, as she seated herself and poured the tea.

Do anything with what?

That lock of hair. Its loose again, and it will do murder some day.

She laughed with scarcely a trace of confusion, and handed him his cup.

Thats the first thing I noticed about you, he added.

That lock of hair? I cant do anything with it. Isnt it horribly messy?

Its dangerous.

How absurd!

Are you ever known as Stray Lock among your intimates?

I should think not, she said scornfully. It sounds like a childrens picture-book story.

But you look like one.

Mr. Desboro! she protested. Havent you any common sense?

You look, he said reflectively, as though you came from the same bookshelf as Gold Locks, The Robber Kitten, and A Princess Far Away, and all those immortal volumes of the days that are no more. Would you mind if I label you Stray Lock, and put you on the shelf among the other immortals?

Her frank laughter rang out sweetly:

I very much object to being labeled and shelved — particularly shelved.

Ill promise to read you every day — —

No, thank you!

Ill promise to take you everywhere with me — —

In your pocket? No, thank you. I object to being either shelved or pocketed — to be consulted at pleasure — or when youre bored.

They both had been laughing a good deal, and were slightly excited by their game of harmless double entendre. But now, perhaps it was becoming a trifle too obvious, and Jacqueline checked herself to glance back mentally and see how far she had gone along the path of friendship.

She could not determine; for the path has many twists and turnings, and she had sped forward lightly and swiftly, and was still conscious of the exhilaration of the pace in his gay and irresponsible company.

Her smile changed and died out; she leaned back in her leather chair, gazing absently at the fiery reflections crimsoning the andirons on the hearth, and hearing afar, on some distant roof, the steady downpour of the winter rain.

Subtly the quiet and warmth of the room invaded her with a sense of content, not due, perhaps, to them alone. And dreamily conscious that this might be so, she lifted her eyes and looked across the table at him.

I wonder, she said, if this is all right?

What?

Our — situation — here.

Situations are what we make them.

But, she asked candidly, could you call this a business situation?

He laughed unrestrainedly, and finally she ventured to smile, secretly reassured.
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Are business and friendship incompatible? he inquired.

I dont know. Are they? I have to be careful in the shop, with younger customers and clerks. To treat them with more than pleasant civility would spoil them for business. My father taught me that. He served in the French Army.

Do you think, he said gravely, that you are spoiling me for business purposes?

She smiled: I was thinking — wondering whether you did not more accurately represent the corps of officers and I the line. I am only a temporary employee of yours, Mr. Desboro, and some day you may be angry at what I do and you may say, Tonnerre de Dieu! to me — which I wouldnt like if we were friends, but which Id otherwise endure.

Were friends already; what are you going to do about it?

She knew it was so now, for better or worse, and she looked at him shyly, a little troubled by what the end of this day had brought her.

Silent, absent-eyed, she began to wonder what such men as he really thought of a girl of her sort. It could happen that his attitude toward her might become like that of the only men of his kind she had ever encountered — wealthy clients of her father, young and old, and all of them inclined to offer her attentions which instinct warned her to ignore.

As for Desboro, even from the beginning she felt that his attitude toward her depended upon herself; and, warranted or not, this sense of security with him now, left her leisure to study him. And she concluded that probably he was like the other men of his class whom she had known — a receptive opportunist, inevitably her antagonist at heart, but not to be feared except under deliberate provocation from her. And that excuse he would never have.

Aware of his admiration almost from the very first, perplexed, curious, uncertain, and disturbed by turns, she was finally convinced that the matter lay entirely with her; that she might accept a little, venture a little in safety; and, perfectly certain of herself, enjoy as much of what his friendship offered as her own clear wits and common sense permitted. For she had found, so far, no metal in any man unalloyed. Two years experience alone with men had educated her; and whatever the alloy in Desboro might be that lowered his value, she thought it less objectionable than the similar amalgam out of which were fashioned the harmless youths in whose noisy company she danced, and dined, and bathed, and witnessed Broadway shows; the Eddies and Joes of the metropolis, replicas in mind and body of clothing advertisements in street cars.

Her blue eyes, wandering from the ruddy andirons, were arrested by the clock. What had happened? Was the clock still going? She listened, and heard it ticking.

Is that the right time? she demanded incredulously.

He said, so low she could scarcely hear him: Yes, Stray Lock. Must I close the story book and lay it away until another day?

She rose, brushing the bright strand from her cheek; he stood up, pulled the tassel of an old-time bell rope, and, when the butler came, ordered the car.

She went away to her room, where Mrs. Quant swathed her in rain garments and veils, and secretly pressed into her hand a bottle containing a suffusion warranted to discourage any insidious advances of typod.

A spoonful before meals, dearie, she whispered hoarsely; and dont tell Mr. James — hed be that disgusted with me for doin of a Christian duty. Ill have some of my magic drops ready when you come to-morrow, and you can just lock the door and set and rock and enjy them onto a lump of sugar.



A little dismayed, but contriving to look serious, Jacqueline thanked her and fled. Desboro put her into the car and climbed in beside her.

You neednt, you know, she protested. There are no highwaymen, are there?

None more to be dreaded than myself.

Then why do you go to the station with me?

He did not answer. She presently settled into her corner, and he wrapped her in the fur robe. Neither spoke; the lamplight flashed ahead through the falling rain; all else was darkness — the widest world of darkness, it seemed to her fancy, that she ever looked out upon, for it seemed to leave this man and herself alone in the centre of things.

Conscious of him beside her, she was curiously content not to look at him or to disturb the silence encompassing them. The sense of speed, the rush through obscurity, seemed part of it — part of a confused and pleasurable irresponsibility.

Later, standing under the dripping eaves of the station platform with him, watching the approaching headlight of the distant locomotive, she said:

You have made it a very delightful day for me. I wanted to thank you.

He was silent; the distant locomotive whistled, and the vista of wet rails began to glisten red in the swift approach.

I dont want you to go to town alone on that train, he said abruptly.

What? in utter surprise.



Will you let me go with you, Miss Nevers?

Nonsense! I wander about everywhere alone. Please dont spoil it all. Dont even go aboard to find a seat for me.

The long train thundered by, brakes gripping, slowed, stopped. She sprang aboard, turned on the steps and offered her hand:

Good-bye, Mr. Desboro.

To-morrow? he asked.

Yes.

They exchanged no further words; she stood a moment on the platform, as the cars glided slowly past him and on into the rainy night. All the way to New York she remained motionless in the corner of the seat, her cheek resting against her gloved palm, thinking of what had happened — closing her blue eyes, sometimes, to bring it nearer and make more real a day of life already ended.




CHAPTER IV
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WHEN THE DOORBELL rang the maid of all work pushed the button and stood waiting at the top of the stairs. There was a pause, a moments whispering, then light footsteps flying through the corridor, and:

Where on earth have you been for a week? asked Cynthia Lessler, coming into Jacquelines little parlour, where the latter sat knitting a white wool skating jacket for herself.

Jacqueline laid aside the knitting and greeted her visitor with a warm, quick embrace.

Oh, Ive been everywhere, she said. Out in Westchester, mostly. To-day being Sunday, Im at home.

What were you doing in the country, sweetness?

Business.

What kind?

Oh, cataloguing a collection. Take the armchair and sit near the stove, dear. And here are the chocolates. Put your feet on the fender as I do. It was frightfully cold in Westchester yesterday — everything frozen solid — and we — I skated all over the flooded fields and swamps. It was simply glorious, Cynthia — —

I thought you were out there on business, remarked Cynthia dryly.

I was. I merely took an hour at noon for luncheon.

Did you?



Certainly. Even a bricklayer has an hour at noon to himself.

Whose collection are you cataloguing?

It belongs to a Mr. Desboro, said Jacqueline carelessly.

Where is it?

In his house — a big, old house about five miles from the station — —

How do you get there?

They send a car for me — —

Who?

They — Mr. Desboro.

They? Is he plural?

Dont be foolish, said Jacqueline. It is his car and his collection, and Im having a perfectly good time with both.

And with him, too? Yes?

If you knew him you wouldnt talk that way.

I know who he is.

Do you? said Jacqueline calmly.

Yes, I do. Hes the Jim Desboro whose name you see in the fashionable columns. I know something about that young man, she added emphatically.

Jacqueline looked up at her with dawning displeasure. Cynthia, undisturbed, bit into a chocolate and waved one pretty hand:

Read the Tattler, as I do, and youll see what sort of a man your young man is.

I dont care to read such a — —

I do. It tells you funny things about society. Every week or two theres something about him. You cant exactly understand it — they put it in a funny way — but you can guess. Besides, hes always going around town with Reggie Ledyard, and Stuyve Van Alstyne, and — Jack Cairns — —

Dont speak that way — as though you usually lunched with them. I hate it.

How do you know I dont lunch with some of them? Besides everybody calls them Reggie, and Stuyve, and Jack — —

Everybody except their mothers, probably. I dont want to hear about them, anyway.

Why not, darling?

Because you and I dont know them and never will — —

Cynthia said maliciously: You may meet them through your friend, Jimmy Desboro — —

That is the limit! exclaimed Jacqueline, flushing; and her pretty companion leaned back in her armchair and laughed until Jacquelines unwilling smile began to glimmer in her wrath-darkened eyes.

Dont torment me, Cynthia, she said. You know quite well that its a business matter with me entirely.

Was it a business matter with that Dawley man? You had to get me to go with you into that den of his whenever you went at all.

Jacqueline shrugged and resumed her knitting: What a horrid thing he was, she murmured.

Cynthia assented philosophically: But most men bother a girl sooner or later, she concluded. You dont read about it in novels, but its true. Go down town and take dictation for a living. Its an education in how to look out for yourself.

Its a rotten state of things, said Jacqueline under her breath.

Yes. Its funny, too. So many men are that way. What do they care? Do you suppose wed be that way, too, if we were men?
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No. There are nice men, too.

Yes — dead ones.

Nonsense!

With very few exceptions, Jacqueline. There are horrid, horrid ones, and nice, horrid ones, and dead ones and dead ones — but only a few nice, nice ones. Ive known some. You think your Mr. Desboro is one, dont you?

I havent thought about him — —

Honestly, Jacqueline?

I tell you I havent! Hes nice to me. Thats all I know.



Is he too nice?

No. Besides, hes under his own roof. And it depends on a girl, anyway.

Not always. If we behave ourselves were dead ones; if we dont wed better be. Isnt it a rotten deal, Jacqueline! Just one fresh man after another dropped into the discards because he gets too gay. And being employed by the kind whod never marry us spoils us for the others. You could marry one of your clients, I suppose, but I never could in a million years.

You and I will never marry such men, said Jacqueline coolly. Perhaps we wouldnt if they asked us.

You might. Youre educated and bright, and — you look the part, with all the things you know — and your trips to Europe — and the kind of beauty yours is. Why not? If I were you, she added, Id kill a man who thought me good enough to hold hands with, but not good enough to marry.

I dont hold hands, observed Jacqueline scornfully.

I do. Ive done it when it was all right; and Ive done it when I had no business to; and the chances are Ill do it again without getting hurt. And then Ill finally marry the sort of man you call Ed, she added disgustedly.

Jacqueline laughed, and looked intently at her: Youre so pretty, Cynthia — and so silly sometimes.

Cynthia stretched her young figure full length in the chair, yawning and crooking both arms back under her curly brown head. Her eyes, too, were brown, and had in them always a half-veiled languor that few men could encounter undisturbed.

A week ago, she said, you told me over the telephone that you would be at the dance. I never laid eyes on you.

I came home too tired. It was my first day at Silverwood. I overdid it, I suppose.

Silverwood?

Where I go to business in Westchester, she explained patiently.

Oh, Mr. Desboros place! with laughing malice.

Yes, Mr. Desboros place.

The hint of latent impatience in Jacquelines voice was not lost on Cynthia; and she resumed her tormenting inquisition:

How long is it going to take you to catalogue Mr. Desboros collection?

I have several weeks work, I think — I dont know exactly.

All winter, perhaps?

Possibly.

Is he always there, darling?

Jacqueline was visibly annoyed: He has happened to be, so far. I believe he is going South very soon — if that interests you.

Phone me when he goes, retorted Cynthia, unbelievingly.

What makes you say such things! exclaimed Jacqueline. I tell you he isnt that kind of a man.

Read the Tattler, dearest!

I wont.

Dont you ever read it?

No. Why should I?



Curiosity.

I havent any.

Cynthia laughed incredulously:

People who have no curiosity are either idiots or they have already found out. Now, you are not an idiot.

Jacqueline smiled: And I havent found out, either.

Then youre just as full of curiosity as the rest of us.

Not of unworthy curiosity — —

I never knew a good person who wasnt. Im good, am I not, Jacqueline?

Of course.

Well, then, Im full of all kinds of curiosities — worthy and unworthy. I want to know about everything!

Everything good.

Good and bad. God lets both exist. I want to know about them.

Why be curious about what is bad? It doesnt concern us.

If you know what concerns you only, youll never know anything. Now, when I read a newspaper I read about fashionable weddings, millionaires, shows, murders — I read everything — not because Im going to be fashionably married, or become a millionaire or a murderer, but because all these things exist and happen, and I want to know all about them because Im not an idiot, and I havent already found out. And so thats why I buy the Tattler whenever I have five cents to spend on it!

Its a pity youre not more curious about things worth while, commented Jacqueline serenely.



Cynthia reddened: Dear, I havent the education or brain to be interested in the things that occupy you.

I didnt mean that, protested Jacqueline, embarrassed. I only — —

I know, dear. You are too sweet to say it; but its true. The bunch you play with knows it. We all realise that you are way ahead of us — that youre different — —

Please dont say that — or think it.

But its true. You really belong with the others— she made a gay little gesture— over there in the Fifth Avenue district, where art gets gay with fashion; where lady highbrows wear tiaras; where the Jims and Jacks and Reggies float about and hand each other new ones between quarts; where you belong, darling — wherever you finally land!

Jacqueline was laughing: But I dont wish to land there! I never wanted to.

All girls do! We all dream about it!

Here is one girl who really doesnt. Of course, Id like to have a few friends of that kind. Id rather like to visit houses where nobody has to think of money, and where young people are jolly, and educated, and dress well, and talk about interesting things — —

Dear, we all would like it. Thats what Im saying. Only theres a chance for you because you know something — but none for us. We understand that perfectly well — and we dream on all the same. Wed miss a lot if we didnt dream.

Jacqueline said mockingly: Ill invite you to my Fifth Avenue residence the minute I marry what you call a Reggie.

Ill come if youll stand for me. Im not afraid of any Reggie in the bench show!

They laughed; Cynthia stretched out a lazy hand for another chocolate; Jacqueline knitted, the smile still hovering on her scarlet lips.

Bending over her work, she said: You wont misunderstand when I tell you how much I enjoy being at Silverwood, and how nice Mr. Desboro has been.

Has been.

Is, and surely will continue to be, insisted Jacqueline tranquilly. Shall I tell you about Silverwood?

Cynthia nodded.

Well, then, Mr. Desboro has such a funny old housekeeper there, who gives me magic drops on lumps of sugar. The drops are aromatic and harmless, so I take them to please her. And he has an old, old butler, who is too feeble to be very useful; and an old, old armourer, who comes once a week and potters about with a bit of chamois; and a parlour maid who is sixty and wears glasses; and a laundress still older. And a whole troop of dogs and cats come to luncheon with us. Sometimes the butler goes to sleep in the pantry, and Mr. Desboro and I sit and talk. And if he doesnt wake up, Mr. Desboro hunts about for somebody to wait on us. Of course there are other servants there, and farmers and gardeners, too. Mr. Desboro has a great deal of land. And so, she chattered on quite happily and irrelevantly, we go skating for half an hour after lunch before I resume my cataloguing. He skates very well; we are learning to waltz on skates — —

Who does the teaching?



He does. I dont skate very well; and unless it were for him Id have such tumbles! And once we went sleighing — that is, he drove me to the station — in rather a roundabout way. And the country was so beautiful! And the stars — oh, millions and millions, Cynthia! It was as cold as the North Pole, but I loved it — and I had on his other fur coat and gloves. He is very nice to me. I wanted you to understand the sort of man he is.

Perhaps he is the original hundredth man, remarked Cynthia skeptically.

Most men are hundredth men when the nine and ninety girls behave themselves. Its the hundredth girl who makes the nine and ninety men horrid.

Thats what you believe, is it?

I do.

Dream on, dear. She went to a glass, pinned her pretty hat, slipped into the smart fur coat that Jacqueline held for her, and began to draw on her gloves.

Cant you stay to dinner, asked Jacqueline.

Thank you, sweetness, but Im dining at the Beaux Arts.

With any people I know?

You dont know that particular people, said Cynthia, smiling, but you know a friend of his.

Who?

Mr. Desboro.

Really! she said, colouring.

Cynthia frowned at her: Dont become sentimental over that young man!

No, of course not.

Because I dont think hes very much good.

He is — but I wont, explained Jacqueline laughing. I know quite well how to take care of myself.



Do you?

Yes; dont you?

I — dont — know.

Cynthia! Of course you know!

Do I? Well, perhaps I do. Perhaps all girls know how to take care of themselves. But sometimes — especially when their home life is the limit — — She hesitated, slowly twisting a hairpin through the buttonhole of one glove. Then she buttoned it decisively. When things got so bad at home two years ago, and I went with that show — you didnt see it — you were in mourning — but it ran on Broadway all winter. And I met one or two Reggies at suppers, and another man — the same sort — only his name happened to be Jack — and I want to tell you it was hard work not to like him.

Jacqueline stood, slim and straight, and silent, listening unsmilingly.

Cynthia went on leisurely:

He was a friend of Mr. Desboro — the same kind of man, I suppose. Thats why I read the Tattler — to see what they say about him.

Wh-what do they say?

Oh, things — funny sorts of things, about his being attentive to this girl, and being seen frequently with that girl. I dont know what they mean exactly — they always make it sound queer — as though all the men and women in society are fast. And this man, too — perhaps he is.

But what do you care, dear?

Nothing. It was hard work not to like him. You dont understand how it was; youve always lived at home. But home was hell for me; and I was getting fifteen per; and it grew horribly cold that winter. I had no fire. Besides — it was so hard not to like him. I used to come to see you. Do you remember how I used to come here and cry?

I — I thought it was because you had been so unhappy at home.

Partly. The rest was — the other thing.

You did like him, then!

Not — too much.

I understand that. But its over now, isnt it?

Cynthia stood idly turning her muff between her white-gloved hands.

Oh, yes, she said, after a moment, its over. But Im thinking how nearly over it was with me, once or twice that winter. I thought I knew how to take care of myself. But a girl never knows, Jacqueline. Cold, hunger, debt, shabby clothes are bad enough; loneliness is worse. Yet, these are not enough, by themselves. But if we like a man, with all that to worry over — then its pretty hard on us.

How could you care for a bad man?

Bad? Did I say he was? I meant he was like other men. A girl becomes accustomed to men.

And likes them, notwithstanding?

Some of them. It depends. If you like a man you seem to like him anyhow. You may get angry, too, and still like him. Theres so much of the child in them. Ive learned that. Theyre bad; but when you like one of them, he seems to belong to you, somehow — badness and all. I must be going, dear.

Still, neither moved; Cynthia idly twirled her muff; Jacqueline, her slender hands clasped behind her, stood gazing silently at the floor.

Cynthia said: Thats the trouble with us all. Im afraid you like this man, Desboro. I tell you that he isnt much good; but if you already like him, youll go on liking him, no matter what I say or what he does. For its that way with us, Jacqueline. And where in the world would men find a living soul to excuse them if it were not for us? That seems to be about all were for — to forgive men what they are — and what they do.

I dont forgive them, said Jacqueline fiercely;  — or women, either.

Oh, nobody forgives women! But you will find excuses for some man some day — if you like him. I guess even the best of them require it. But the general run of them have got to have excuses made for them, or no woman would stand for her own honeymoon, and marriages would last about a week. Good-bye, dear.

They kissed.

At the head of the stairs outside, Jacqueline kissed her again.

How is the play going? she inquired.

Oh, its going.

Is there any chance for you to get a better part?

No chance I care to take. Max Schindler is like all the rest of them.

Jacquelines features betrayed her wonder and disgust, but she said nothing; and presently Cynthia turned and started down the stairs.

Good-night, dear, she called back, with a gay little flourish of her muff. Theyre all alike — only we always forgive the one we care for!




CHAPTER V
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ON MONDAY, DESBORO waited all the morning for her, meeting every train. At noon, she had not arrived. Finally, he called up her office and was informed that Miss Nevers had been detained in town on business, and that their Mr. Kirk had telephoned him that morning to that effect.

He asked to speak to Miss Nevers personally; she had gone out, it appeared, and might not return until the middle of the afternoon.

So Desboro went home in his car and summoned Farris, the aged butler, who was pottering about in the greenhouses, which he much preferred to attending to his own business.

Did anybody telephone this morning? asked the master.

Farris had forgotten to mention it — was very sorry — and stood like an aged hound, head partly lowered and averted, already blinking under the awaited reprimand. But all Desboro said was:

Dont do it again, Farris; there are some things I wont overlook.

He sat for a while in the library where a sheaf of her notes lay on the table beside a pile of books — Grenville, Vanderdyne, Herraras splendid folios — just as she had left them on Saturday afternoon for the long, happy sleigh-ride that ended just in time for him to swing her aboard her train.

He had plenty to do beside sitting there with keen, gray eyes fixed on the pile of manuscript she had left unfinished; he always had plenty to do, and seldom did it.

His first impulse had been to go to town. Her absence was making the place irksome. He went to the long windows and stood there, hands in his pockets, smoking and looking out over the familiar landscape — a rolling country, white with snow, naked branches glittering with ice under the gilded blue of a cloudless sky, and to the north and west, low, wooded mountains — really nothing more than hills, but impressively steep and blue in the distance.

A woodpecker, one of the few feathered winter residents, flickered through the trees, flashed past, and clung to an oak, sticking motionless to the bark for a minute or two, bright eyes inspecting Desboro, before beginning a rapid, jerky exploration for sustenance.

The master of Silverwood watched him, then, hands driven deeper into his pockets, strolled away, glancing aimlessly at familiar objects — the stiff and rather picturesque portraits of his grandparents in the dress of 1820; the atrocious portraits of his parents in the awful costume of 1870; his own portrait, life size, mounted on a pony.

He stood looking at the funny little boy, with the half contemptuous, half curious interest which a man in the pride of his strength and youth sometimes feels for the absurdly clothed innocence of what he was. And, as usual when noticing the picture, he made a slight, involuntary effort to comprehend that he had been once like that; and could not.

At the end of the library, better portraits hung — his great-grandmother, by Gilbert Stuart, still fresh-coloured and clear under the dim yellow varnish which veiled but could not wither the delicate complexion and ardent mouth, and the pink rosebud set where the folds of her white kerchief crossed on her breast.

And there was her husband, too, by an unknown or forgotten painter — the sturdy member of the Provincial Assembly, and major in Colonel Thomass Westchester Regiment — a fine old fellow in his queue-ribbon and powdered hair standing in the conventional fortress port-hole, framed by it, and looking straight out of the picture with eyes so much like Desboros that it amused people. His easy attitude, too, the idle grace of the posture, irresistibly recalled Desboro, and at the moment more than ever. But he had been a man of vigour and of wit and action; and he was lying out there in the snow, under an old brown headstone embellished with cherubim; and the last of his name lounged here, in sight, from the windows, of the spot where the first house of Desboro in America had stood, and had collapsed amid the flames started by Tarletons blood-maddened troopers.

To and fro sauntered Desboro, passing, unnoticed, old-time framed engravings of the Desboros in Charles the Seconds time, elegant, idle, handsome men in periwigs and half-armour, and all looking out at the world through port-holes with a hint of the races bodily grace in their half insolent attitudes.

But office and preferment, peace and war, intrigue and plot, vigour and idleness, had narrowed down through the generations into a last inheritance for this young man; and the very last of all the Desboros now idled aimlessly among the phantoms of a race that perhaps had better be extinguished.

He could not make up his mind to go to town or to remain in the vague hope that she might come in the afternoon.

He had plenty to do — if he could make up his mind to begin — accounts to go over, household expenses, farm expenses, stable reports, agents memoranda concerning tenants and leases, endless lists of necessary repairs. And there was business concerning the estate neglected, taxes, loans, improvements to attend to — the thousand and one details which irritated him to consider; but which, although he maintained an agent in town, must ultimately come to himself for the final verdict.

What he wanted was to be rid of it all — sell everything, pension his fathers servants, and be rid of the entire complex business which, he pretended to himself, was slowly ruining him. But he knew in his heart where the trouble lay, and that the carelessness, extravagance, the disinclination for self-denial, the impatient and good-humoured aversion to economy, the profound distaste for financial detail, were steadily wrecking one of the best and one of the last of the old-time Westchester estates.

In his heart he knew, too, that all he wanted was to concentrate sufficient capital to give him the income he thought he needed.

No man ever had the income he thought he needed. And why Desboro required it, he himself didnt know exactly; but he wanted sufficient to keep him comfortable — enough so that he could feel he might do anything he chose, when, how, and where he chose, without fear or care for the future. And no man ever lived to enjoy such a state of mind, or to do these things with impunity.





But Desboros mind was bent on it; he seated himself at the library table and began to figure it out. Land in Westchester brought high prices — not exactly in that section, but near enough to make his acreage valuable. Then, the house, stable, garage, greenhouses, the three farms, barns, cattle houses, water supply, the timber, power sites, meadow, pasture — all these ought to make a pretty figure. And he jotted it down for the hundredth time in the last two years.

Then there was the Desboro collection. That ought to bring —— 
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He hesitated, his pencil finally fell on the table, rolled to the edge and dropped; and he sat thinking of Jacqueline Nevers, and of the week that had ended as the lights of her train faded far away into the winter night.

He sat so still and so long that old Farris came twice to announce luncheon. After a silent meal in company with the dogs and cats of low degree, he lighted a cigarette and went back into the library to resume his meditations.

Whatever they were, they ceased abruptly whenever the distant telephone rang, and he waited almost breathlessly for somebody to come and say that he was wanted on the wire. But the messages must have been to the cook or butler, from butcher, baker, and gentlemen of similar professions, for nobody disturbed him, and he was left free to sink back into the leather corner of the lounge and continue his meditations. Once the furtive apparition of Mrs. Quant disturbed him, hovering ominously at the library door, bearing tumbler and spoon.

I wont take it, he said decisively.



There was a silence, then:

Isnt the young lady coming, Mr. James?

I dont know. No, probably not to-day.

Is — is the child sick? she stammered.

No, of course not. I expect shell be here in the morning.



She was not there in the morning. Mr. Mirk, the little old salesman in the silk skull-cap, telephoned to Farris that Miss Nevers was again detained in town on business at Mr. Clydesdales, and that she might employ a Mr. Sissly to continue her work at Silverwood, if Mr. Desboro did not object. Mr. Desboro was to call her up at three oclock if he desired further information.

Desboro went into the library and sat down. For a while his idle reflections, uncontrolled, wandered around the main issue, errant satellites circling a central thought which was slowly emerging from chaos and taking definite weight and shape. And the thought was of Jacqueline Nevers.

Why was he waiting here until noon to talk to this girl? Why was he here at all? Why had he not gone South with the others? A passing fancy might be enough to arouse his curiosity; but why did not the fancy pass? What did he want to say to her? What did he want of her? Why was he spending time thinking about her — disarranging his routine and habits to be here when she came? What did he want of her? She was agreeable to talk to, interesting to watch, pretty, attractive. Did he want her friendship? To what end? Hed never see her anywhere unless he sought her out; he would never meet her in any circle to which he had been accustomed, respectable or otherwise. Besides, for conversation he preferred men to women.

What did he want with her or her friendship — or her blue eyes and bright hair — or the slim, girlish grace of her? What was there to do? How many more weeks did he intend to idle about at her heels, follow her, look at her, converse with her, make a habit of her until, now, he found that to suddenly break the habit of only a weeks indulgence was annoying him!

And suppose the habit were to grow. Into what would it grow? And how unpleasant would it be to break when, in the natural course of events, circumstances made the habit inconvenient?

And, always, the main, central thought was growing, persisting. What did he want of her? He was not in love with her any more than he was always lightly in love with feminine beauty. Besides, if he were, what would it mean? Another affair, with all its initial charm and gaiety, its moments of frivolity, its moments of seriousness, its sudden crisis, its combats, perplexities, irresolution, the faint thrill of its deeper significance startling both to clearer vision; and then the end, whatever it might be, light or solemn, irresponsible or care-ridden, gay or sombre, for one or the other.

What did he want? Did he wish to disturb her tranquility? Was he trying to awaken her to some response? And what did he offer her to respond to? The flattery of his meaningless attentions, or the honour of falling in love with a Desboro, whose left hand only would be offered to support both slim white hands of hers?

He ought to have gone South, and he knew it, now. Last week he had told himself — and her occasionally — that he was going South in a week. And here he was, his head on his hands and his elbows on the table, looking vacantly at the pile of manuscript she had left there, and thinking of the things that should not happen to them both.

And who the devil was this fellow Sissly? Why had she suddenly changed her mind and suggested a creature named Sissly? Why didnt she finish the cataloguing herself? She had been enthusiastic about it. Besides, she had enjoyed the skating and sleighing, and the luncheons and teas, and the cats and dogs — and even Mrs. Quant. She had said so, too. And now she was too busy to come any more.

Had he done anything? Had he been remiss, or had he ventured too many attentions? He couldnt recall having done anything except to show her plainly enough that he enjoyed being with her. Nor had she concealed her bright pleasure in his companionship. And they had become such good comrades, understanding each others moods so instinctively now — and they had really found such unfeigned amusement in each other that it seemed a pity — a pity —— 

Damn it, he said, if she cares no more about it than that, she can send Sissly, and Ill go South!

But the impatience of hurt vanity died away; the desire to see her grew; the habit of a single week was already unpleasant to break. And it would be unpleasant to try to forget her, even among his own friends, even in the South, or in drawing-rooms, or at the opera, or at dances, or in any of his haunts and in any sort of company.

He might forget her if he had only known her better, discovered more of her real self, unveiled a little of her deeper nature. There was so much unexplored — so much that interested him, mainly, perhaps, because he had not discovered it. For theirs had been the lightest and gayest of friendships, with nothing visible to threaten a deeper entente; merely, on her part, a happy enjoyment and a laughing parrying in the eternal combat that never entirely ends, even when it means nothing. And on his side it had been the effortless attentions of a man aware of her young and unspoiled charm — conscious of an unusual situation which always fascinates all men.

He had had no intention, no idea, no policy except to drift as far as the tides of destiny carried him in her company. The situation was agreeable; if it became less so, he could take to the oars and row where he liked.

But the tides had carried him to the edge of waters less clear; he was vaguely aware of it now, aware, too, that troubled seas lay somewhere behind the veil.

The library clock struck three times. He got up and went to the telephone booth. Miss Nevers was there; would speak to him if he could wait a moment. He waited. Finally, a far voice called, greeting him pleasantly, and explaining that matters which antedated her business at Silverwood had demanded her personal attention in town. To his request for particulars, she said that she had work to do among the jades and Chinese porcelains belonging to a Mr. Clydesdale.

I know him, said Desboro curtly. When do you finish?



I have finished for the present. Later there is further work to be done at Mr. Clydesdales. I had to make certain arrangements before I went to you — being already under contract to Mr. Clydesdale, and at his service when he wanted me.

There was a silence. Then he asked her when she was coming to Silverwood.

Did you not receive my message? she asked.

About — whats his name? Sissly? Yes, I did, but I dont want him. I want you or nobody!

You are unreasonable, Mr. Desboro. Lionel Sissly is a very celebrated connoisseur.

Dont you want to come?

I have so many matters here — —

Dont you want to? he persisted.

Why, of course, Id like to. It is most interesting work. But Mr. Sissly — —

Oh, hang Mr. Sissly! Do you suppose he interests me? You said that this work might take you weeks. You said you loved it. You apparently expected to be busy with it until it was finished. Now, you propose to send a man called Sissly! Why?

Dont you know that I have other things — —

What have I done, Miss Nevers?

I dont understand you.

What have I done to drive you away?

How absurd! Nothing! And youve been so kind to me — —

Youve been kind to me. Why are you no longer?

I — its a question — of business — matters which demand — —



Will you come once more?

No reply.

Will you? he repeated.

Is there any reason — —

Yes.

Another pause, then:

Yes, Ill come — if theres a reason — —

When?

To-morrow?

Do you promise?

Yes.

Then Ill meet you as usual.

Thank you.

He said: How is your skating jacket coming along?

I have — stopped work on it.

Why?

I do not expect to — have time — for skating.

Didnt you ever expect to come up here again? he asked with a slight shiver.

I thought that Mr. Sissly could do what was necessary.

Didnt it occur to you that you were ending a friendship rather abruptly?

She was silent.

Dont you think it was a trifle brusque, Miss Nevers?

Does the acquaintanceship of a week count so much with you, Mr. Desboro?

You know it does.

No. I did not know it. If I had supposed so, I would have written a polite letter regretting that I could no longer personally attend to the business in hand.



Doesnt it count at all with you? he asked.

What?

Our friendship.

Our acquaintanceship of a single week? Why, yes. I remember it with pleasure — your kindness, and Mrs. Quants — —

How on earth can you talk to me that way?

I dont understand you.

Then Ill say, bluntly, that it meant a lot to me, and that the place is intolerable when youre not here. That is specific, isnt it?

Very. You mean that, being accustomed to having somebody to amuse you, your own resources are insufficient.

Are you serious?

Perfectly. That is why you are kind enough to miss my coming and going — because I amuse you.

Do you think that way about me?

I do when I think of you. You know sometimes Im thinking of other things, too, Mr. Desboro.

He bit his lip, waited for a moment, then:

If you feel that way, youll scarcely care to come up to-morrow. Whatever arrangement you make about cataloguing the collection will be all right. If I am not here, communications addressed to the Olympian Club will be forwarded — —

Mr. Desboro!

Yes?

Forgive me — wont you?

There was a moments interval, fraught heavily with the possibilities of Chance, then the silent currents of Fate flowed on toward her appointed destiny and his — whatever it was to be, wherever it lay, behind the unstirring, inviolable veil.



Have you forgiven me?

And you me? he asked.

I have nothing to forgive; truly, I havent. Why did you think I had? Because I have been talking flippantly? You have been so uniformly considerate and kind to me — you must know that it was nothing you said or did that made me think — wonder — whether — perhaps — —

What? he insisted. But she declined further explanation in a voice so different, so much gayer and happier than it had sounded before, that he was content to let matters rest — perhaps dimly surmising something approaching the truth.

She, too, noticed the difference in his voice as he said:

Then may I have the car there as usual to-morrow morning?

Please.

He drew an unconscious sigh of relief. She said something more that he could scarcely hear, so low and distant sounded her voice, and he asked her to repeat it.

I only said that I would be happy to go back, came the far voice.

Quick, unconsidered words trembled on his lips for utterance; perhaps fear of undoing what had been done restrained him.

Not as happy as I will be to see you, he said, with an effort.

Thank you. Good-bye, Mr. Desboro.

Good-bye.





The sudden accession of high spirits filled him with delightful impatience. He ranged the house restlessly, traversing the hallway and silent rooms. A happy inclination for miscellaneous conversation impelled him to long-deferred interviews with people on the place. He talked business to Mrs. Quant, to Michael, the armourer; he put on snow-shoes and went cross lots to talk to his deaf head-farmer, Vail. Then he came back and set himself resolutely to his accounts; and after dinner he wrote letters, a yellow pup dozing on his lap, a cat purring on his desk, and occasionally patting with tentative paw the letter-paper when it rustled.

A mania for cleaning up matters which had accumulated took possession of him — and it all seemed to concern, in some occult fashion, the coming of Jacqueline on the morrow — as though he wished to begin again with a clean slate and a conscience undisturbed. But what he was to begin he did not specify to himself.

Bills — heavy ones — he paid lightly, drawing check after check to cover necessities or extravagances, going straight through the long list of liabilities incurred from top to bottom.

Later, the total troubled him, and he made himself do a thing to which he was averse — balance his check-book. The result dismayed him, and he sat for a while eyeing the sheets of carelessly scratched figures, and stroking the yellow pup on his knees.

What do I want with all these clubs and things? he said impatiently. I never use em.

On the spur of impulse, he began to write resignations, wholesale, ridding himself of all kinds of incumbrances — shooting clubs in Virginia and Georgia and North Carolina, to which he had paid dues and assessments for years, and to which he had never been; fishing clubs in Maine and Canada and Nova Scotia and California; New York clubs, including the Cataract, the Old Fort, the Palisades, the Cap and Bells, keeping only the three clubs to which men of his sort are supposed to belong — the Patroons, the Olympian, and his college club. But everything else went — yacht clubs, riding clubs, golf clubs, country clubs of every sort — everything except his membership in those civic, educational, artistic, and charitable associations to which such New York families as his owed a moral and perpetual tribute.

It was nearly midnight when the last envelope was sealed and stamped, and he leaned back with a long, deep breath of relief. To-morrow he would apply the axe again and lop off such extravagances as saddle-horses in town, and the two cars he kept there. They should go to the auction rooms; hed sell his Long Island bungalow, too, and the schooner and the power boats, and his hunters down at Cedar Valley; and with them would go groom and chauffeur, captain and mechanic, and the thousand maddening expenses that were adding daily to a total debt that had begun secretly to appal him.

In his desk he knew there was an accumulated mass of unpaid bills. He remembered them now and decided he didnt want to think about them. Besides, hed clear them away pretty soon — settle accounts with tailor, bootmaker, haberdasher — with furrier, modiste and jeweler — and a dull red settled under his cheek bones as he remembered these latter bills, which he would scarcely care to exhibit to the world at large.

Ass that Ive been, he muttered, absently stroking the yellow pup. Which reflection started another train of thought, and he went to a desk, unlocked it, pulled out the large drawer, and carried it with its contents to the fireplace.

The ashes were still alive and the first packet of letters presently caught fire. On them he laid a silken slipper of Mrs. Clydesdales and watched it shrivel and burn. Next, he tossed handfuls of unassorted trifles, letters, fans, one or two other slippers, gloves of different sizes, dried remnants of flowers, programmes scribbled over; and when the rubbish burned hotly, he added photographs and more letters without even glancing at them, except where, amid the flames, he caught a momentary glimpse of some familiar signature, or saw some pretty, laughing phantom of the past glow, whiten to ashes, and evaporate.

Fire is a great purifier; he felt as though the flames had washed his hands. Much edified by the moral toilet, and not concerned that all such ablutions are entirely superficial, he watched with satisfaction the last bit of ribbon shrivel, the last envelope flash into flame. Then he replaced the desk drawer, leaving the key in it — because there was now no reason why all the world and its relatives should not rummage if they liked.

He remembered some letters and photographs and odds and ends scattered about his rooms in town, and made a mental note to clear them out of his life, too.

Mentally detached, he stood aloof in spirit and viewed with interest the spectacle of his own regeneration, and calmly admired it.

Ill cut out all kinds of things, he said to himself. A devout girl in Lent will have nothing on me. Nix for the bowl! Nix for the fat pat hand! Throw up the sponge! Drop the asbestos curtain! He made pretence to open an imaginary door: Ladies, pass out quietly, please; the show is over.

The cat woke up and regarded him gravely; he said to her:

You dont even need a pocket-book, do you? And you are quite right; having things is a nuisance. The less one owns the happier one is. Do you think Ill have sense enough to remember this to-morrow, and not be ass enough to acquire more — a responsibility, for example? Do you think I can be trusted to mind my business when she comes to-morrow? And not say something that Ill be surely sorry for some day — or something shell be sorry for? Because shes so pretty, pussy — so disturbingly pretty — and so sweet. And I ought to know by this time that intelligence and beauty are a deadly combination I had better let alone until I find them in the other sort of girl. Thats the trouble, pussy. He lifted the sleepy cat and held it at arms length, where it dangled, purring all the while. Thats the trouble, kitty. I havent the slightest intentions; and as for friends, men prefer men. And thats the truth, between you and me. Its rather rotten, isnt it, pussy? But Ill be careful, and if I see that she is capable of caring for me, Ill go South before it hurts either of us. That will be the square thing to do, I suppose — and neither of us the worse for another week together.

He placed the cat on the floor, where it marched to and fro with tail erect, inviting further attentions. But Desboro walked about, turning out the electric lights, and presently took himself off to bed, fixed in a resolution that the coming week should be his last with this unusual girl. For, after all, he concluded she had not moved his facile imagination very much more than had other girls of various sorts, whose souvenirs lay now in cinders on his hearth, and long since had turned to ashes in his heart.

What was the use? Such affairs ended one way or another — but they always ended. All he wanted to find out, all he was curious about, was whether such an unusual girl could be moved to response — he merely wanted to know, and then he would let her alone, and no harm done — nothing to disturb the faint fragrance of a pretty souvenir that he and she might carry for a while — a week or two — perhaps a month — before they both forgot.

And, conscious of his good intentions, feeling tranquil, complacent, and slightly noble, he composed himself to slumber, thinking how much happier this world would be if men invariably behaved with the self-control that occasionally characterised himself.



In the city, Jacqueline lay awake on her pillow, unable to find a refuge in sleep from the doubts, questions, misgivings assailing her.

Wearied, impatient, vexed, by turns, that her impulse and decision should keep her sleepless — that the thought of going back to Silverwood should so excite her, she turned restlessly in her bed, unwilling to understand, humiliated in heart, ashamed, vaguely afraid.

Why should she have responded to an appeal from such a man as Desboro? Her own calm judgment had been that they had seen enough of each other — for the present, anyway. Because she knew, in her scared soul, that she had not meant it to be final — that some obscure idea remained of seeing him again, somewhere.

Yet, something in his voice over the wire — and something more disturbing still when he spoke so coolly about going South — had swayed her in her purpose to remain aloof for a while. But there was no reason, after all, for her to take it so absurdly. She would go once more, and then permit a long interval to elapse before she saw him again. If she actually had, as she began to believe, an inclination for his society, she would show herself that she could control that inclination perfectly.

Why should any man venture to summon her — for it was a virtual summons over the wire — and there had been arrogance in it, too. His curt acquiescence in her decision, and his own arbitrary decision to go South had startled her out of her calmly prepared rôle of business woman. She was trying to recall exactly what she had said to him afterward to make his voice change once more, and her own respond so happily.

Why should seeing him be any unusual happiness to her — knowing who and what he had been and was — a man of the out-world with which she had not one thing in common — a man who could mean nothing to her — could not even remain a friend because their two lives would never even run within sight of each other.

She would never know anybody he knew. They would never meet anywhere except at Silverwood. How could they, once the business between them was transacted? She couldnt go to Silverwood except on business; he would never think of coming here to see her. Could she ask him — venture, perhaps, to invite him to dinner with some of her friends? Which friends? Cynthia and — who else? The girls she knew would bore him; hed have only contempt for the men.



Then what did all this perplexity mean that was keeping her awake? And why was she going back to Silverwood? Why! Why! Was it to see with her own eyes the admiration for herself in his? She had seen it more than once. Was it to learn more about this man and his liking for her — to venture a guess, perhaps, as to how far that liking might carry him with a little encouragement — which she would not offer, of course?

She began to wonder how much he really did like her — how greatly he might care if she never were to see him again. Her mind answered her, but her heart appealed wistfully from the clear decision.

Lying there, blue eyes open in the darkness, head cradled on her crossed arms, she ventured to recall his features, summoning them shyly out of space; and she smiled, feeling the tension subtly relaxing.

Then she drifted for a while, watching his expression, a little dreading lest even his phantom laugh at her out of those eyes too wise.

Visions came to her awake to reassure her; he and she in a sleigh together under the winter stars — he and she in the sunlight, their skates flashing over the frozen meadows — he and she in the armoury, heads together over some wonder of ancient craftsmanship — he and she at luncheon — in the library — always he and she together in happy companionship. Her eyelids fluttered and drooped; and sleep came, and dreams — wonderful, exquisite, past belief — and still of him and of herself together, always together in a magic world that could not be except for such as they.




CHAPTER VI
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WHEN THE SOMBRE morning broke at last, Jacqueline awoke, sprang from her bed, and fluttered away about her dressing as blithely as an April linnet in a hurry.

She had just time to breakfast and catch her train, with the help of heaven and a taxicab, and she managed to do it about the same moment that Desboro, half a hundred miles away, glanced out of his dressing-room window and saw the tall trees standing like spectres in the winter fog, and the gravel on the drive shining wet and muddy through melting snow. But he turned to the mirror again, whistling a gay air, and twisted his necktie into a smarter knot. Then he went out to the greenhouses and snipped off enough carnations to make a great sheaf of clove-scented blossoms for Jacquelines room; and after that he proceeded through the other sections of the fragrant glass galleries, cutting, right and left, whatever he considered beautiful enough to do her fresh, young beauty honour.

At the station, he saw her standing on the platform of the drawing-room car as the train thundered in, veil and raincoat blowing, just as he had seen her there the first time she arrived at Silverwood station.

The car steps were sheathed in ice; she had already ventured down a little way when he reached her and offered aid; and she permitted him to swing her to the cinder-strewn ground.

Are you really here! he exclaimed, oblivious of interested glances from trainmen and passengers.



They exchanged an impulsive hand-clasp. Both were unusually animated.

Are you well? she asked, as though she had been away for months.

Yes. Are you? Its perfectly fine of you to come — still retaining her hand— I wonder if you know how glad I am to see you! I wonder if you really do!

She started to say something, hesitated, blushed, then their hands parted, and she answered lightly:

What a very cordial welcome for a business girl on a horrid day! You mustnt spoil me, Mr. Desboro.

I was afraid you might not come, he said; and indiscreet impulse prompted her to answer, as she had first answered him there on the platform two weeks ago:

Do you suppose that mere weather could have kept me away from the famous Desboro collection?

The charming malice in her voice, the delightful impertinence of her reply, so obviously at variance with fact, enchanted him. She was conscious of its effect on him, and, already slightly excited, ventured to laugh at her own thrust as though challenging his self-conceit to believe that she had even grazed herself with the two-edged weapon.

Do I count for absolutely nothing? he said.

Do you flatter yourself that I returned to see you?

Let me believe it for just one second.

I dont doubt that you will secretly and triumphantly believe it all the time.

If I dared — —

Is that sort of courage lacking in you, Mr. Desboro? I have heard otherwise. And how long are we going to remain here on this foggy platform?

Here was an entirely new footing; but in the delightful glow of youthful indiscretion she still maintained her balance lightly, mockingly.

Please tell me, she said, as they entered the car, and he drew the big fur robe around her, just how easily you believe in your own overpowering attractions. Do women encourage you in such modest faith in yourself? Or are you merely created that way?

The house has been a howling wilderness without you, he said. I admit my loneliness, anyway.

I admit nothing. Besides, I wasnt.

Is that true?

She laughed tormentingly, eyes and cheeks brilliant, now undisguisedly on guard — her first acknowledgment that in this man she condescended to divine the hereditary adversary.

I mean to punish, said her eyes.

What an attack from a clear sky on a harmless young man, he said, at last.

No, an attack from the fog on an insufferable egoist — an ambush, Mr. Desboro. And I thought a little sword-play might do your complacent wits a service. Has it?

But you begin by a dozen thrusts, then beat down my guard, and cuff me about with blade and pommel — —

I had to. Now, does your vanity believe that my return to Silverwood was influenced by your piteous appeal over the wire — and your bad temper, too?

No, he said solemnly.

Well, then! I came here partly to put my notes in better shape for Mr. Sissly, partly to clear up odds and ends and leave him a clear field to plow — in your persistent company, she added, with such engaging malice that even the name of Sissly, which he hated, made him laugh.

You wont do that, he said confidently.

Do what, Mr. Desboro?

Turn me over to anything named Sissly.

Indeed, I will — you and your celebrated collection! Of course you could go South, but, judging from your devotion to the study of ancient armour — —

You dont mean it, do you?

What? About your devotion?

No, about Sissly.

Yes, I do. Listen to me, Mr. Desboro. I made up my mind that sleighing, and skating, and luncheon and tea, and — you, are not good for a busy girls business career. Im going to be very practical and very frank with you. I dont belong here except on business, and you make it so pleasant and unbusinesslike for me that my conscience protests. You see, if the time I now take to lunch with you, tea with you, skate, sleigh, talk, listen, in your very engaging company is properly employed, I can attend to yards and yards of business in town. And Im going to. I mean it, please, as he began to smile.

His smile died out. He said, quietly:

Doesnt our friendship count for anything?

She looked at him; shrugged her shoulders:

Oh, Mr. Desboro, she said pleasantly, does it, really?

The blue eyes were clear and beautiful, and a little grave; only the upcurled corners of her mouth promised anything.

The car drew up at the house; she sprang out and ran upstairs to her room. He heard her in animated confab with Mrs. Quant for a few minutes, then she came down in her black business gown, with narrow edges of lawn at collar and cuffs, and the bright lock already astray on her cheek. A white carnation was tucked into her waist; the severe black of her dress, as always, made her cheeks and lips and golden hair more brilliant by contrast.

Now, she said, for my notes. And what are you going to do while Im busy?

Watch you, if I may. Youve heard about the proverbial cat?

Care killed it, didnt it?

Yes; but it had a good look at the Queen first.

A smile touched her eyes and lips — a little wistfully.

You know, Mr. Desboro, that I like to waste time with you. Flatter your vanity with that confession. And even if things were — different — but they couldnt ever be — and I must work very hard if Im ever going to have any leisure in my old age. But come to the library for this last day, and smoke as usual. And you may talk to amuse me, if you wish. Dont mind if Im too busy to answer your folly in kind.

They went together to the library; she placed the mass of notes in front of her and began to sort them — turned for a second and looked around at him with adorable malice, then bent again to the task before her.

Miss Nevers!

Yes?

You will come to Silverwood again, wont you?

She wrote busily with a pencil.



Wont you?

She made some marginal notes and he looked at the charming profile in troubled silence.
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About ten minutes later she turned leisurely, tucking up the errant strand of hair with her pencil:

Did you say anything recently, Mr. Desboro?

Out of the depths, yes. The voice in the wilderness as usual went unheeded. I wished to explain to you how we might give up our skating and sleighing and everything except the bare necessities — and you could still come to Silverwood on business — —

What are the bare necessities?



Your being here is one — —

Answer me seriously, please.

Food, then. We must eat.

She conceded that much.

Weve got to motor to and from the station!

She admitted that, too.

Those, he pointed out, are the bare necessities. We can give up everything else.

She sat looking at him, playing absently with her pencil. After a while, she turned to her desk again, and, bending over it, began to make meaningless marks with her pencil on the yellow pad.

What is the object, she said, of trying to make me forget that I wouldnt be here at all except on business?

Do you think of that every minute?

I — must.

It isnt necessary.

It is imperative, Mr. Desboro — and you know it.

She wrote steadily for a while, strapped a bundle of notes with an elastic band, laid it aside, and turned around, resting her arm on the back of the chair. Blue eyes level with his, she inspected him curiously. And, if the tension of excitement still remained, all her high spirits and the indiscreet impulses of a gay self-confidence had vanished. But curiosity remained — the eternal, insatiable curiosity of the young.

How much did this man really mean of what he said to her? What did his liking for her signify other than the natural instinct of an idle young man for any pretty girl? What was he going to do about it? For she seemed to be conscious that, sooner or later, somewhere, sometime, he would do something further about it.

Did he mean to make love to her sometime? Was he doing it now? It resembled the preliminaries; she recognised them — had been aware of them almost from the very first.

Men had made love to her before — men in her own world, men in his world. She had learned something since her father died — not a great deal; perhaps more from hearsay than from experience. But some unpleasant knowledge had been acquired at first hand; two clients of her fathers had contributed, and a student, named Harroun, and an amateur of soft paste statuettes, the Rev. Bertie Dawley.

Innocently and wholesomely equipped to encounter evil, cool and clear eyed mistress of herself so far, she had felt, with happy contempt, that her fate was her own to control, and had wondered what the word temptation could mean to any woman.

What Cynthia had admitted made her a little wiser, but still incredulous. Cold, hunger, debts, loneliness — these were not enough, as Cynthia herself had said. Nor, after all, was Cynthias liking for Cairns. Which proved conclusively that woman is the arbiter of her own destiny.

Desboro, one knee crossed over the other, sat looking into the fire, which burned in the same fireplace where he had recently immolated the frivolous souvenirs of the past.

Perhaps some gay ghost of that scented sacrifice took shape for a moment in the curling smoke, for he suddenly frowned and passed his hand over his eyes in boyish impatience.

Something — the turn of his head and shoulders — the shape of them — she did not know what — seemed to set her heart beating loudly, ridiculously, without any apparent reason on earth. Too much surprised to be disturbed, she laid her slim hand on her breast, then against her throat, till her pulses grew calmer.

Resting her chin on her arm, she gazed over her shoulder into the fire. He had laid another log across the flames; she watched the bark catch fire, dully conscious, now, that her ideas were becoming as irresponsible and as reasonless as the sudden stirring of her heart had been.

For she was thinking how odd it would be if, like Cynthia, she too, ever came to care about a man of Desboros sort. Shed see to it that she didnt; that was all. There were other men. Better still, there were to be no men; for her mind fastidiously refused to consider the only sort with whom she felt secure — her intellectual inferiors whose moral worthiness bored her to extinction.

Musing there, half turned on her chair, she saw Desboro rise, still looking intently into the fire, and stand so, his well-made, graceful figure, in silhouette, edged with the crimson glow.

What do you see in it, Mr. Desboro?

He turned instantly and came over to her:

A bath of flames would be very popular, he said, if burning didnt hurt. I was just thinking about it — how to invent — —

She quoted: But I was thinking of a plan to dye ones whiskers green.

He said: I suppose you think me as futile as that old man a-settin on a gate.

Your pursuits seem to be about as useful as his.



Why should I pursue things? I dont want em.

You are hopeless. There is pleasure even in pursuit of anything, no matter whether you ever attain it or not. I will never attain wisdom, but its a pleasure to pursue it.

Its a pleasure even to pursue pleasure — and its the only pleasure in pleasure, he said, so gravely that for a moment she thought with horror that he was trying to be precious. Then the latent glimmer in his eyes set them laughing, and she rose and went over to the sofa and curled up in one corner, abandoning all pretense of industry.

Once, she said, I knew a poet who emitted such precious thoughts. He was the funniest thing; he had the round, pale, ancient eyes of an African parrot, a pasty countenance, and a derby hat resting on top of a great bunch of colourless curly hair. And thats the way he talked, Mr. Desboro!

He seated himself on the other arm of the sofa:

Did you adore him?

At first. He was a celebrity. He did write some pretty things.

What woke you up?

She blushed.

I thought so, observed Desboro.

Thought what?

That he came out of his trance and made love to you.

How did you know? Wasnt it dreadful! And hed always told me that he had never experienced an emotion except when adoring the moon. He was a very dreadful young man — perfectly horrid in his ideas — and I sent him about his business very quickly; and I remember being a little frightened and watching him from the window as he walked off down the street in his soiled drab overcoat and the derby hat on his frizzly hair, and his trousers too high on his ankles — —

Desboro was so immensely amused at the picture she drew that her pretty brows unbent and she smiled, too.

What did he want of you? he asked.

I didnt fully understand at the time — — she hesitated, then, with an angry blush: He asked me to go to Italy with him. And he said he couldnt marry me because he had already espoused the moon!

Desboros laughter rang through the old library; and Jacqueline was not quite certain whether she liked the way he took the matter or not.

I know him, said Desboro. Ive seen him about town kissing womens hands, in company with a larger and fatter one. Isnt his name Munger?

Yes, she said.

Certainly. And the fat ones name is Waudle. They were a hot team at fashionable literary stunts — the Back Alley Club, you know.

No, I dont know.

Oh, its just silly; a number of fashionable and wealthy young men and women pin on aprons, now and then, and paint and model lumps of wet clay in several severely bare studios over some unfragrant stables. They proudly call it The Back Alley Club.

Why do you sneer at it?

Because it isnt the real thing. Its a strutting ground for things like Munger and Waudle, and all the rag-tag that is always sniffing and snuffling at the back doors of the fine arts.

At least, she said, they sniff.



He said, good-humouredly: Yes, and I dont even do that. Is that what you mean?

She considered him: Havent you any profession?

Im a farmer.

Why arent you busy with it, then?

I have been, disastrously. There was a sickening deficit this autumn.

She said, with pretty scorn: Ill wager I could make your farm pay.

He smiled lazily, and indulgently. After a moment he said:

So the spouse of the moon wanted you to go to Italy with him?

She nodded absently: A girl meets queer men in the world.

Did you ever meet any others?

She looked up listlessly: Yes, several.

As funny as the poet?

If you call him funny.

I wonder who they were, he mused.

Did you ever hear of the Reverend Bertie Dawley?

No.

He was one.

That kind?

Oh, yes. He collects soft paste figurines; he was a client of fathers; but I found very soon that I couldnt go near him. He has a wife and children, too, and he keeps sending his wife to call on me. You know hes a good-looking young man, too, and I liked him; but I never dreamed — —

Sure, he said, disgusted at his own sex — with the exception of himself.

That seems to be the way of it, she said thoughtfully. You cant be friends with men; they all annoy you sooner or later in one way or another!

Annoy you? Do you mean make love to you?

Yes.

I dont; do I?

She bent her head and sat playing with the petals of the white carnation drooping on her breast.

No, she said calmly. You dont annoy me.

Would it seriously annoy you if I did make love to you some day? he asked, lightly.

Instinct was whispering hurriedly to her: Here it is at last. Do something about it, and do it quick! She waited until her heart beat more regularly, then:

You couldnt annoy — make love — to a girl you really dont care for. That is very simple, isnt it?

Suppose I did care for you.

She looked up at him with troubled eyes, then lowered them to the blossom from which her fingers were detaching petal after petal.

If you did really care, you wouldnt tell me, Mr. Desboro.

Why not?

Because it would not be fair to me. A flush of anger — or she thought it was, brightened her cheeks. This is nonsense, she said abruptly. And Ill tell you another thing; I cant come here again. You know I cant. We talk foolishness — dont you know it? And theres another reason, anyway.

What reason?

The real reason, she said, clenching both hands. You know what it is and so do I — and — and Im tired of pretending that the truth isnt true.

What is the truth?



She had turned her back on him and was staring out of the windows into the mist.

The truth is, she answered deliberately, that you and I can not be friends.

Why?

Because we cant be! Because — men are always men. There isnt any way for men and women to be friends. Forgive me for saying it. But it is quite true. A business woman in your employment — cant forget that a real friendship with you is impossible. That is why, from the very beginning, I wanted it to be purely a matter of business between us. I didnt really wish to skate with you, or do anything of that kind with you. Id rather not lunch with you; I — I had rather you drew the line — and let me draw it clearly, cleanly, and without mistake — as I draw it between myself and my employees. If you wish, I can continue to come here on that basis until my work is finished. Otherwise, I shall not come again.

Her back was still toward him.

Very well, he said, bluntly.

She heard him rise and walk toward the door; sat listening without turning her head, already regretting what she had said. And now she became conscious that her honesty with herself and with him had been a mistake, entailing humiliation for her — the humiliation of letting him understand that she couldnt afford to care for him, and that she did already. She had thought of him first, and of herself last — had conceded a hopeless situation in order that her decision might not hurt his vanity.

It had been a bad mistake. And now he might be thinking that she had tried to force him into an attitude toward herself which she could not expect, or — God knew what he might be thinking.



Dismayed and uncertain, she stood up nervously as he reëntered the room and came toward her, holding out his hand.

Im going to town, he said pleasantly. I wont bother you any more. Remain; come and go as you like without further fear of my annoying you. The servants are properly instructed. They will be at your orders. Im sorry — I meant to be more agreeable. Good-bye, Miss Nevers.

She laid her hand in his, lifelessly, then withdrew it. Dumb, dreadfully confused, she looked up at him; then, as he turned coolly away, an inarticulate sound of protest escaped her lips. He halted and turned around.

It isnt fair — what you are doing — Mr. Desboro.

What else is there to do?

Why do you ask me? Why must the burden of decision always rest with me?

But my decision is that I had better go. I cant remain here without — annoying you.

Why cant you remain here as my employer? Why cant we enjoy matter-of-fact business relations? I ask no more than that — I want no more. I am afraid you think I do expect more — that I expect friendship. It is impossible, unsuitable — and I dont even wish for it — —

I do, he said.

How can we be friends, from a social standpoint? There is nothing to build on, no foundation — nothing for friendship to subsist on — —

Could you and I meet anywhere in the world and become less than friends? he asked. Tell me honestly. It is impossible, and you and I both know it.



And, as she made no reply: Friends — more than friends, possibly; never less. And you know it, and so do I, he said under his breath.

She turned sharply toward the window and looked out across the foggy hills.

If that is what you believe, Mr. Desboro, perhaps you had better go.

Do you send me?

Always the decision seems to lie with me. Why do you not decide for yourself?

I will; and for you, too, if you will let me relieve you of the burden.

I can carry my own burdens.

Her back was still toward him. After a moment she rested her head against the curtained embrasure, as though tired.

He hesitated; there were good impulses in him, but he went over to her, and scarcely meaning to, put one arm lightly around her waist.

She laid her hands over her face, standing so, golden head lowered and her heart so violent that she could scarcely breathe.

Jacqueline.

A scarcely perceptible movement of her head, in sign that she listened.

Are we going to let anything frighten us? He had not meant to say that, either. He was adrift, knew it, and meant to drop anchor in a moment. Tell me honestly, he added, dont you want us to be friends?

She said, her hands still over her face:

I didnt know how much I wanted it. I dont see, even now, how it can be. Your own friends are different. But Ill try — if you wish it.

I do wish it. Why do you think my friends are so different from you? Because some happen to be fashionable and wealthy and idle? Besides, a man has many different kinds of friends — —

She thought to herself: But he never forgets to distinguish between them. And here it is at last — almost. And I — I do care for him! And here I am — like Cynthia — asking myself to pardon him.

She looked up at him out of her hands, a little pale, then down at his arm, resting loosely around her waist.

Dont hold me so, please, she said, in a low voice.

Of course not. But instead he merely took her slender hands between his own, which were not very steady, and looked her straight in the eyes. Such men can do it, somehow. Besides, he really meant to control himself and cast anchor in a moment or two.

Will you trust me with your friendship? he said.

I — seem to be doing it. I dont exactly understand what I am doing. Would you answer me one question?

If I can, Jacqueline.

Then, friendship is possible between a man and a woman, isnt it? she insisted wistfully.

I dont know.

What! Why dont you know? Its merely a matter of mutual interest and respect, isnt it?

Ive heard so.

Then isnt a friendship between us possible without anything threatening to spoil it? Isnt it to be just a matter of enjoying together what interests each? Isnt it? Because I dont mind waiving social conditions that cant be helped, and conventions that we simply cant observe.

Yes, you wonderful girl, he said under his breath, meaning to anchor at once. But he drifted on.

You know, she said, forcing a little laugh, I am rather wonderful, to be so honest with a man like you. Theres so much about you that I dont care for.

He laughed, enchanted, still retaining her hands between his own, the palms joined together, flat.

Youre so wonderful, he said, that you make the most wonderful masterpiece in the Desboro collection look like a forgery.

She strove to speak lightly again: Even the gilding on my hair is real. You didnt think so once, did you?

Youre all real. You are the most real thing Ive ever seen in the world!

She tried to laugh: You mustnt believe that Ive never before been real when Ive been with you. And I may not be real again, for a long time. Make the most of this moment of expansive honesty, Mr. Desboro. Ill remember presently that you are an hereditary enemy.

Have I ever acted that part?

Not toward me.

He reddened: Toward whom?

Oh, she said, with sudden impatience, do you suppose I have any illusions concerning the sort of man you are? But what do I care, as long as you are nice to me? she laughed, more confidently. Men! she repeated. I know something about them! And, knowing them, also, I nevertheless mean to make a friend of one of them. Do you think Ill succeed?

He smiled, then bent lightly and kissed her joined hands.



Luncheon is served, came the emotionless voice of Farris from the doorway. Their hands fell apart; Jacqueline blushed to her hair and gave Desboro a lovely, abashed look.

She need not have been disturbed. Farris had seen such things before.



That evening, Desboro went back to New York with her and took her to her own door in a taxicab.

Are you quite sure you cant dine with me? he asked again, as they lingered on her doorstep.

I could — but — —

But you wont!

One of her hands lay lightly on the knob of the partly open door, and she stood so, resting and looking down the dark street toward the distant glare of electricity where Broadway crossed at right angles.

We have been together all day, Mr. Desboro. Id rather not dine with you — yet.

Are you going to dine all alone up there? glancing aloft at the lighted windows above the dusky old shop.

Yes. Besides, you and I have wasted so much time to-day that I shall go down stairs to the office and do a little work after dinner. You see a girl always has to pay for her transgressions.

Im terribly sorry, he said contritely. Dont work to-night!

Dont be sorry. Ive really enjoyed to-days laziness. Only it mustnt be like this to-morrow. And anyway, I knew Id have to make it up to-night.

Im terribly sorry, he said again, almost tenderly.



But you mustnt be, Mr. Desboro. It was worth it — —

He looked up, surprised, flushing with emotion; and the quick colour in her cheeks responded. They remained very still, and confused, and silent, as fire answered fire; suddenly aware how fast they had been drifting.

She turned, nervously, pushed open the door, and entered the vestibule; he held the door ajar for her while she fitted her key with unsteady fingers.

So — thank you, she said, half turning around, but I wont dine with you — to-night.

Then, perhaps, to-morrow — —

Dont come into town with me to-morrow, Mr. Desboro.

Im coming in anyway.

Why?

Theres an affair — a kind of a dance. There are always plenty of things to take me into town in the evenings.

Is that why you came in to-night? She knew she should not have said it.

He hesitated, then, with a laugh: I came in to town because it gave me an hour longer with you. Are you going to send me away now? And her folly was answered in kind.

She said, confused and trying to smile: You say things that you dont mean. Evening, for us, must always mean good-night.

Why, Jacqueline?

Because. Also, it is my hour of freedom. You wouldnt take that away from me, would you?

What do you do in the evenings?



Sew, read, study, attend to the thousand wretched little details which concern my small household. And, sometimes, when I have wasted the day, I make it up at night. Because, whether I have enjoyed it or not, this day has been wasted.

But sometimes you dine out and go to the theatre and to dances and things?

Yes, she said gravely. But you know there is no meeting ground there for us, dont you?

Couldnt you ask me to something?

Yes — I could. But you wouldnt care for the people. You know it. They are not like the people to whom you are accustomed. They would only bore you.

So do many people I know.

Not in the same way. Why do you ask me? You know it is better not. She added smilingly: There is neither wealth nor fashion nor intellectual nor social distinction to be expected among my friends — —

She hesitated, and added quietly: You understand that I am not criticising them. I am merely explaining them to you. Otherwise, Id ask you to dinner with a few people — I can only have four at a time, my dining room is so small — —

Ask me, Jacqueline! he insisted.

She shook her head; but he continued to coax and argue until she had half promised. And now she stood, facing him irresolutely, conscious of the steady drift that was forcing her into uncharted channels with this persuasive pilot who seemed to know no more of what lay ahead of them than did she.

But there was to be no common destination; she understood that. Sooner or later she must turn back toward the harbour they had left so irresponsibly together, her brief voyage over, her last adventure with this man ended for all time.



And now, as the burden of decision still seemed to rest upon her, she offered him her hand, saying good-night; and he took it once more and held it between both of his. Instantly the impending constraint closed in upon them; his face became grave, hers serious, almost apprehensive.

You have — have made me very happy, he said. Do you know it, Jacqueline?

Yes.

A curious lassitude was invading her; she leaned sideways against the door frame, as though tired, and stood so, one hand abandoned to him, gazing into the lamp-lit street.

Good-night, dear, he whispered.

Good-night.

She still gazed into the lamp-lit darkness beyond him, her hand limp in his; and he saw her blue eyes, heavy lidded and dreamy, and the strand of hair curling gold against her cheek.

When he kissed her, she dropped her head, covering her face with her forearm, not otherwise stirring — as though the magic pageant of her fate which had been gathering for two weeks had begun to move at last, passing vision-like through her mind with a muffled uproar — sweeping on, on, brilliant, disarrayed, timed by the deafening beating of her heart.

Dully she realised that it was here at last — all that she had dreaded — if dread be partly made of hope!

Are you crying? he said, unsteadily.

She lifted her face from her arm, like a dazed child awaking.



You darling, he whispered.

Eyes remote, she stood watching unseen things in the darkness beyond him.

Must I go, Jacqueline?

Yes.

You are very tired, arent you?

Yes.

You wont sit up and work, will you?

No.

Will you go straight to bed?

She nodded slowly, yielding to him as he drew her into his arms.

To-morrow, then? he asked under his breath.

Yes.

And the next day, and the next, and next, and — always, Jacqueline? he demanded, almost fiercely.

After a moment she slowly turned her head and looked at him. There was no answer, and no question in her gaze, only the still, expressionless clairvoyance of a soul that sees but does not heed.

There was no misunderstanding in her eyes, nothing wistful, nothing afraid or hurt — nothing of doubt. What had happened to others in the world was happening now to her. She understood it; that was all — as though the millions of her sisters who had passed that way had left to her the dread legacy of familiarity with the smooth, wide path they had trodden since time began on earth. And here it was, at last! Her own calmness surprised her.

He detained her for another moment in a swift embrace; inert, unresponsive, she stood looking down at the crushed gardenia in his buttonhole, dully conscious of being bruised. Then he let her go; her hand fell from his arm; she turned and faced the familiar stairs and mounted them.

Dinner waited for her; whether she ate or not, she could not afterward remember. About eleven oclock, she rose wearily from the bed where she had been lying, and began to undress.



As for Desboro, he had gone straight to his rooms very much excited and unbalanced by the emotions of the moment.

He was a man not easily moved to genuine expression. Having acquired certain sorts of worldly wisdom in a career more or less erratic, experience had left him unconvinced and even cynical — or he thought it had.

But now, for the moment, all that lay latent in him of that impetuous and heedless vigour which may become strength, if properly directed, was awakening. Every recurring memory of her had already begun to tamper with his self-control; for the emotions of the moments just ended had been confusingly real; and, whatever they were arousing in him, now clamoured for some sort of expression.

The very thought of her, now, began to act on him like some freshening perfume alternately stimulating and enervating. He made the effort again and again, and could not put her from his mind, could not forget the lowered head and the slender, yielding grace of her, and her fragrance, and her silence.

Dressing in his rooms, growing more restless every moment, he began to walk the floor like some tormented thing that seeks alleviation in purposeless activity.



He said, half aloud, to himself:

I cant go on this way. This is damn foolish! Ive got to find out where its landing me. It will land her, too — somewhere. Id better keep away from her, go off somewhere, get out, stop seeing her, stop remembering her! — if shes what I think she is.

Scowling, he went to the window and jerked aside the curtain. Across the street, the Olympian Club sparkled with electricity.

Good Lord! he muttered. What a tempest in a teapot! What the devils the matter with me? Cant I kiss a girl now and then and keep my senses?

It seemed that he couldnt, in the present instance, for after he had bitten the amber stem of his pipe clean through, he threw the bowl into the fireplace. It had taken him two years to colour it.

Idiot! he said aloud. What are you sorry about? You know damn well there are only two kinds of women, and its up to them what sort they are — not up to any man who ever lived! What are you sorry for? For her?

He stared across the street at the Olympian Club. He was expected there.

If she only wasnt so — so expressionless and — silent about it. Its like killing something that lets you do it. Thats a crazy thing to think of!

Suddenly he found he had a fight on his hands. He had never had one like it; didnt know exactly what to do, except to repeat over and over:

It isnt square — it isnt square. She knows it, too. Shes frightened. She knows it isnt square. Theres nothing ahead but hell to pay! She knows it. And she doesnt defend herself. There are only two kinds of women. It is up to them, too. But its like killing something that lets you kill it. Good God! What a damn fool I am!

Later he repeated it. Later still he found himself leaning over his desk, groping blindly about for a pen, and cursing breathlessly as though he had not a moment to lose.

He wrote:

Dear Little Jacqueline: Im not going to see you again. Where the fool courage to write this comes from I dont know. But you will now learn that there is nothing to me after all — not even enough of positive and negative to make me worth forgiveness. And so I let it go at that. Good-bye.

Desboro.

In the same half blind, half dazed way, cursing something all the while, he managed to seal, stamp, and direct the letter, and get himself out of the house with it.

A club servant at the Olympian mailed it; he continued on his way to the dining room, and stumbled into a chair between Cairns and Reggie Ledyard, who were feasting noisily and unwisely with Stuyvesant Van Alstyne; and the racket and confusion seemed to help him. He was conscious of laughing and talking and drinking a great deal — conscious, too, of the annoyance of other men at other tables. Finally, one of the governors came over and very pleasantly told him to shut up or go elsewhere.

They all went, with cheerfulness unimpaired by gubernatorial admonition. There was a large dinner dance for debutantes at the Barkleys. This function they deigned to decorate with their presence for a while, Cairns and Van Alstyne behaving well enough, considering the manners of the times; Desboro, a dull fire smouldering in his veins, wandered about, haunted by a ghost whose soft breath touched his cheek.

His manners were good when he chose; they were always faultless when he was drunk. Perfectly steady on his legs, very pale, and a trifle over polite, the drunker he was the more courtly he invariably became, measuredly graceful, in speech reticent. Only his pallor and the lines about his mouth betrayed the tension.

Later, one or two men familiar with the house strolled into the distant billiard room and discovered him standing there looking blankly into space.

Ledyard, bad tempered when he had dined too well, announced that he had had enough of that debutante party:

Look at em, he said to Desboro. Horrible little fluffs just out of the incubator — with their silly brains and rotten manners, and their Bunny Hugs and Turkey Trots and Dying Chickens, and the champagne flaming in their baby cheeks! Why, their mothers are letting em dance like filles de Brasserie! Men used to know where to go for that sort of thing — —

Cairns, balancing gravely on heels and toes, waved one hand comprehensively.

Problem was, he said, how to keep the young at home. Bunny Hug solves it. See? All the comforts of the Tenderloin at home. Thas splaination.

Come on to supper, said Ledyard. Your Blue Girl will be there, Jim.

By all means, said Desboro courteously. My car is entirely at your disposal. But he made no movement.



Come to supper, insisted Ledyard.

Commer supper, echoed Cairns gravely. Whazzer mazzer? Commer supper!

Nothing, said Desboro, could give me greater pleasure. He rose, bowed courteously to Ledyard, included Cairns in a graceful salute, and reseated himself.

Ledyard lost his temper and began to shout at him.

I beg your pardon for my inexcusable absent-mindedness, said Desboro, getting slowly onto his feet once more. With graceful precision, he made his way to his hostess and took faultless leave of her, Cairns and Ledyard attempting vainly to imitate his poise, urbanity and self-possession.

The icy air of the street did Cairns good and aided Ledyard. So they got themselves out across the sidewalk and ultimately into Desboros town car, which was waiting, as usual.

Little bunny-hugging, bread-and-butter beasts, muttered Ledyard to himself. Lord! Dont they want us to draw the line between them and the sort were to meet at supper?

Theyre jus fools, said Cairns. No harm in em! And Im not going to supper. Ill take you there an gome!

Whats the matter with you? demanded Ledyard.

No — Im through, thats all. You sult nice lil debutantes. Rotten bad taste. Nice lil debbys.

Come on, you jinx!

That girl in blue. Will she be there — the one who does the lute solo in The Maid of Shiraz?

Yes, but shes crazy about Desboro.



I waive all pretension to the charming condescension of that very lovely young lady, and cheerfully concede your claims, said Desboro, raising his hat and wrecking it against the roof of the automobile.

As you wish, dear friend. But why so suddenly the solitary recluse?

A personal reason, I assure you.

I see, remarked Ledyard. And what may be the name and quality of this personal reason? And is she a blonde?

Desboro shrugged his polite impatience. But when the others got out at the Santa Regina he followed. Cairns was inclined to shed a few tears over Ledyards insults to the debbys.

Sure, said the latter, soothingly. The brimming beaker for you, dear friend, and it will pass away. Hark! I hear the fairy feetsteps of a houri! as they landed from the elevator and encountered a group of laughing, bright-eyed young girls in the hallway, seeking the private supper room.

One of them was certainly the girl in blue. The others appeared to Desboro as merely numerous and, later, exceedingly noisy. But noise and movement seemed to make endurable the dull pain thudding ceaselessly in his heart. Music and roses, flushed faces, the ringing harmony of crystal and silver, and the gaiety à diable of the girl beside him would ease it — must ease it, somehow. For it had to be first eased, then killed. There was no sense, no reason, no excuse for going on this way — enduring such a hurt. And just at present the remedy seemed to lie in a gay uproar and many brilliant lights, and in the tinted lips of the girl beside him, babbling nonsense while her dark eyes laughed, promising all they laughed at — if he cared to ask an answer to the riddle.



But he never asked it.

Later somebody offered a toast to Desboro, but when they looked around for him in the uproar, glasses aloft, he had disappeared.




CHAPTER VII
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THERE WAS NO acknowledgment of his note to Jacqueline the day following; none the next day, or the next. It was only when telephoning to Silverwood he learned by chance from Mrs. Quant that Jacqueline had been at the house every day as usual, busy in the armoury with the work that took her there.

He had fully expected that she would send a substitute; had assumed that she would not wish to return and take the chance of his being there.

What she had thought of his note to her, what she might be thinking of him, had made him so miserable that even the unwisdom of excess could not dull the pain of it or subdue the restless passion ever menacing him with a shameful repudiation of the words he had written her. He had fought one weakness with another, and there was no strength in him now. He knew it, but stood on guard.

For he knew, too, in his heart that he had nothing to offer her except a sentiment which, in the history of man, has never been anything except temporary. With it, of course, and part of it, was a gentler inclination — love, probably, of one sort or another — with it went also genuine admiration and intellectual interest, and sympathy, and tenderness of some unanalysed kind.

But he knew that he had no intention of marrying anybody — never, at least, of marrying out of his own social environment. That he understood fully; had wit and honesty enough to admit to himself. And so there was no way — nothing, now, anyway. He had settled that definitely — settled it for her and for himself, unrequested; settled, in fact, everything except how to escape the aftermath of restless pain for which there seemed to be no remedy so far — not even the professional services of old Doctor Time. However, it had been only three days — three sedative pills from the old gentlemans inexhaustible supply. It is the regularity of taking it, more than the medicine itself which cures.

On the fourth day, he emerged from the unhappy seclusion of his rooms and ventured into the Olympian Club, where he deliberately attempted to anæsthetise his badly battered senses. But he couldnt. Cairns found him there, sitting alone in the library — it was not an intellectual club — and saw what Desboro had been doing to himself by the white tensity of his features.

Look here, he said. If theres really anything the matter with you, why dont you go into business and forget it? You cant fool real trouble with what you buy in bottles!

What business shall I go into? asked Desboro, unoffended.

Stocks or literature. All the ginks who cant do anything else go into stocks or literature.

Desboro waved away the alternatives with amiable urbanity.

Then run for your farms and grow things for market. You could do that, couldnt you? Even a Dutchess County millionaire can run a milk-route.

I dont desire to grow milk, explained Desboro pleasantly.



Cairns regarded him with a grin of anxiety.

Youre jingled, he concluded. That is, you are as jingled as you ever get. Why?

No reason, thanks.

It isnt some girl, is it? You never take them seriously. All the same, is it?

Desboro smiled: Do you think its likely, dear friend?

No, I dont. But whatever youre worrying about isnt improving your personal beauty. Since you hit this hamlet youve been on one continuous tootlebat. Why dont you go back to Westchester and hoe potatoes?

One doesnt hoe them in January, you know, said Desboro, always deprecatingly polite. Please cease to trouble yourself about me. Im quite all right, thanks.

Youve resigned from a lot of clubs and things, I hear.

Admirably reported, dear friend, and perfectly true.

Why?

Motives of economy; nothing more serious, John.

Youre not in any financial trouble, are you?

I — ah — possibly have been a trifle indiscreet in my expenditures — a little unfortunate in my investments, perhaps. You are very kind to ask me. It may afford you some gratification to learn that eventually I anticipate an agreeable return to affluence.

Cairns laughed: You are jingled all right, he said. I recognise the urbane symptoms of your Desboro ancestors.

You flatter them and me, said Desboro, bowing. They were the limit, and Im nearing it.

Pardon! You have arrived, sir, said Cairns, returning the salute with exaggerated gravity.

They parted with pomp and circumstance, Desboro to saunter back to his rooms and lie limply in his arm chair beside an empty fireplace until sleep overcame him where he sat. And he looked very young, and white, and somewhat battered as he lay there in the fading winter daylight.

The ringing racket of his telephone bell aroused him in total darkness. Still confused by sleep, he groped for the electric light switch, could not find it; but presently his unsteady hand encountered the telephone, and he unhooked the receiver and set it to his ear.

At first his imagination lied to him, and he thought it was Jacquelines distant voice, though he knew in his heart it could not be.

Jim, repeated the voice, what are you doing this evening?

Nothing. I was asleep. Its you, Elena, isnt it?

Of course. To whom are you in the habit of talking every evening at seven by special request?

I didnt know it was seven.

Thats flattering to me. Listen, Jim, Im coming to see you.

Ive told you a thousand times it cant be done — —

Do you mean that no woman has ever been in your apartments?

You cant come, he repeated obstinately. If you do, it ends my interest in your various sorrows. I mean it, Elena.

She laughed: I only wanted to be sure that you are still afraid of caring too much for me. Somebody told me a very horrid thing about you. It was probably a lie — as long as you are still afraid of me.

He closed his eyes patiently and leaned his elbow on the desk, waiting for her to go on or to ring off.

Was it a lie, Jim?

Was what a lie?

That you are entertaining a very pretty girl at Silverwood House — unchaperoned?

Do you think it likely?

Why not? They say youve done it before.

Nobody has been there except on business. And, after all, you know, it doesnt — —

Yes, it does concern me! Oh, Jim, are you being horrid — when Im so unhappy and helpless — —

Be careful what you say over the wire!

I dont care who hears me. If you mean anybody in your apartment house, they know my voice already. I want to see you, Jim — —

No!

You said youd be friendly to me!

I am — by keeping away from you.

Do you mean that I am never to see you at all?

You know well enough that it isnt best, under the circumstances.

You could come here if you only would. He is not in town to-night — —

Confound it, do you think Im that sort?

I think you are very absurd and not very consistent, considering the things that they say you are not too fastidious to do — —

Will you please be a little more reticent over the telephone!

Then take me out to dinner somewhere, where we can talk!

Im sorry, but it wont do.

I thought youd say that. Very well, then, listen: they are singing Ariane to-night; its an 8:15 curtain. Ill be in the Barkleys box very early; nobody else will arrive before nine. Will you come to me at eight?

Yes, Ill do that for a moment.

Thank you, dear. I just want to be happy for a few minutes. You dont mind, do you?

It will be very jolly, he said vaguely.



The galleries were already filling, but there were very few people in the orchestra and nobody at all to be seen in the boxes when Desboro paused before a door marked with the Barkleys name. After a seconds hesitation, he turned the knob, stepped in, and found Mrs. Clydesdale already seated in the tiny foyer, under the hanging shadow of her ermine coat — a charming and youthful figure, eyes and cheeks bright with trepidation and excitement.

What the dickens do you suppose prompted Mrs. Hammerton to arrive at such an hour? she said, extending her hand to Desboro. That very wicked old cat got out of somebodys car just as I did, and I could feel her beady eyes boring into my back all the way up the staircase.

Do you mean Aunt Hannah?

Yes, I do! What does she mean by coming here at such an unearthly hour? Dont go out into the box, Jim. She can see you from the orchestra. Ill wager that her opera glasses have been sweeping the house every second since she saw me!



If she sees me she wont talk, he said, coolly. Im one of her exempts — —

Wait, Jim! What are you going to do?

Let her see us both. I tell you she never talks about me, or anybody with whom I happen to be. Its the best way to avoid gossip, Elena — —

I dont want to risk it, Jim! Please dont! Im in abject terror of that woman — —

But Desboro had already stepped out to the box, and his keen, amused eyes very soon discovered the levelled glasses of Mrs. Hammerton.

Come here, Elena!

Had I better?

Certainly. I want her to see you. Thats it! Thats enough. She wont say a word about you now.

Mrs. Clydesdale shrank back into the dim, rosy half-light of the box; Desboro looked down at Mrs. Hammerton and smiled; then rejoined his flushed companion.

Dont worry; Aunt Hannahs fangs are extracted for this evening. Elena, you are looking pretty enough to endanger the record of an aged saint! There goes that meaningless overture! What is it you have to say to me?

Why are you so brusque with me, Jim?

Im not. But I dont want the Barkleys and their guests to find us here together.

Betty knows I care for you — —

Oh, Lord! he said impatiently. You always did care for anything that is just out of reach when you stand on tip-toe. You always were that way, Elena. When we were free to see each other you would have none of me.



She was looking down while he spoke, smoothing one silken knee with her white-gloved hand. After a moment, she lifted her head. To his surprise, her eyes were brilliant with unshed tears.

You dont love me any more, do you, Jim?

I — I have — it is about as it always will be with me. Circumstances have altered things.

Is that all?

He thought for a moment, and his eyes grew sombre.

Jim! Are you going to marry somebody? she said suddenly.

He looked up with a startled laugh, not entirely agreeable.

Marry? No.

Is there any girl you want to marry?

No. God forbid!

Why do you say that? Is it because of what you know about marriages — like mine?

Probably. And then some.

There are happy ones.

Yes, Ive read about them.

But there really are, Jim.

Mention one.

She mentioned several among people both knew. He smiled. Then she said, wearily:

There are plenty of decent people and decent marriages in the world. The people we play with are no good. Its only restlessness, idleness, and discontent that kills everything among people of our sort. I know Im that way, too. But I dont believe I would be if I had married you.

You are mistaken.

Why? Dont you believe any marriage can be happy?

Elena, have you ever heard of a honeymoon that lasts? Do you know how long any two people can endure each other without merciful assistance from a third? Dont you know that, sooner or later, any two people ever born are certain to talk each other out — pump each other dry — love each other to satiation — and ultimately recoil, each into the mysterious seclusion of its own individuality, from whence it emerged temporarily in order that the human race might not perish from the earth!

What miserable lesson have you learned to teach you such a creed? she asked. I tell you the world is full of happy marriages — full of honoured husbands and beloved wives, and children worshipped and adored — —

Children, yes, they come the nearest to making the conventional contract endurable. I wish to God you had some!

Jim!

He said, almost savagely: If you can, and dont, youll make a hell for yourself with any man, sooner or later — mark my words! And it isnt worth while to enact the hypocrisy of marriage with nothing more than legal license in view! Why bother with priest or clergyman? That contract wont last. And its less trouble not to make one at all than to go West and break one.

Do you know you are talking very horridly to me? she said.



Yes — I suppose I am. Ive got to be going now, anyway — —

As he spoke, the glittering house became dark; the curtain opened upon a dim scene of shadowy splendour, into which, exquisite and bewitchingly immortal as any goddess in the heavenly galaxy, glided Farrar, in the shimmering panoply of Ariane.
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Desboro stood staring down at the magic picture. Mrs. Clydesdale, too, had risen. Below them the beauty of Farrars matchless voice possessed the vast obscurity, searching the darkness like a ray of crystal light. One by one the stone crypts opened, disclosing their tinted waterfalls of jewels.

Ive got to go, he whispered. Your people will be arriving.

They moved silently to the door.

Jim?

Yes.

There is no other woman; is there?

Not now.

Oh! Was there?

There might have been.

You mean — to — to marry?

No.

Then — I suppose I cant help that sort. Men are — that way. Was it that girl at Silverwood?

No, he said, lying.

Oh! Who was that girl at Silverwood?

A business acquaintance.

I hear she is unusually pretty.

Yes, very.

You found it necessary to be at Silverwood when she was there?



Once or twice.

It is no longer necessary?

No longer necessary.

So you wont see her again?

No.

Im glad. It hurt, Jim. Some people I know at Willow Lake saw her. They said she was unusually beautiful.

Elena, he said, will you kindly come to your senses? Im not going to marry anybody; but that doesnt concern you. I advise you to attend to your own lifes business — which is to have children and bring them up more decently than the present generation are being brought up in this fool of a town! If nothing else will make your husband endurable, children will come nearest to it — —

Jim — please — —

For heavens sake, dont cry! he whispered.

I — wont. Dear, dont you realise that you are all I have in the world — —

We havent got each other, I tell you, and were not going to have each other — —

Yes — but dont take anybody else — marry anyone — —

I wont. Control yourself!

Promise me!

Yes, I do. Go forward into the box; those people will be arriving — —

Do you promise?

Yes, if you want me to. Go forward; nobody can see you in the dark. Good-bye — —

Good-bye, dear. And thank you — —

He coolly ignored the upturned face; she caught his hand in a flash of impatient passion, then, with a whispered word, turned and went forward, mistress of herself again, to sit there for an hour or two and witness a mystery that has haunted the human heart for aeons, unexpressed.

On the fifth day, Desboro remained indoors and wrote business letters until late in the afternoon.



Toward evening he telephoned to Mrs. Quant to find out whether everything was being done to render Miss Neverss daily sojourn at Silverwood House agreeable.

He learned that everything was being done, that the young lady in question had just departed for New York, and, furthermore, that she had inquired of Mrs. Quant whether Mr. Desboro was not coming soon to Silverwood, desiring to be informed because she had one or two business matters on which to consult him.

Hold the wire, he said, and left it for a few moments swift pacing to and fro. Then he came again to the telephone.

Ask Miss Nevers to be kind enough to write me about the matters she has in mind, because I can not leave town at present.

Yes, Mr. James. Are you well, sir?

Perfectly.

Thank you, sir. If you feel chilly like at night — —

But I dont. Good-night!

He dressed, dined at the club, and remained there reading the papers until he had enough of their complacent ignorance. Then he went home, still doggedly refusing to attempt to analyse the indirect message from Jacqueline.

If it had any significance other than its apparent purport, he grimly refused to consider even such a possibility. And, deadly weary at last, he fell asleep and slept until late in the morning.

It was snowing hard when he awoke. His ablutions ended, he rang for breakfast. On his tray was a note from the girl in blue; he read it and dropped it into his pocket, remembering the fireplace sacrifice of a few days ago at Silverwood, and realising that such frivolous souvenirs were beginning to accumulate again.

He breakfasted without interest, unfolded the morning paper, glanced over the headlines, and saw that there was a little more murder, divorce, and boot-licking than he cared for, laid it aside, and lighted a cigarette. As he dropped the burnt match on the tray, he noticed under it another letter which he had overlooked among the bills and advertisements composing the bulk of the morning mail.

For a little while he held the envelope in his hand, not looking at it; then, with careless deliberation, he cut it open, using a paper knife, and drew out the letter. As he slowly opened it his hands shook in spite of him.

My Dear Mr. Desboro: I telephoned Mrs. Quant last night and learned that she had given you my message over the wire only a few minutes before; and that you had sent word you could not come to Silverwood, but that I might communicate with you by letter.

This is what I had to say to you: There is a suit of armour here which is in a very bad condition. It will be expensive to have it repaired by a good armourer. Did you wish to include it in the sale as it is, or have it repaired? It is No. 41 in the old list; No. 69 in my catalogue, now almost completed and ready for the printer. It is that rather unusual suit of black plate-mail, called Brigandine Armour, a XV century suit from Aragon; and the quilted under-jacket has been ruined by moths and has gone completely to pieces. It is a very valuable suit.

Would you tell me what to do?

Very sincerely yours,
Jacqueline Nevers.

An hour later he still sat there with the letter in his hand, gazing at nothing. And until the telephone beside him rang twice he had not stirred.

Who is it? he asked finally.

At the reply his face altered subtly, and he bowed his head to listen.

The distant voice spoke again, and:

Silverwood? he asked.

Yes, heres your party.

An interval filled with a vague whirring, then:

Mr. Desboro?

Yes. Good-morning, Miss Nevers.

Good-morning. Have you a note from me?

Yes, thank you. It came this morning. I was just reading it — again.

I thought I ought to consult you in such a matter.

Certainly.

Then — what are your wishes?

My wishes are yours.

I cannot decide such a matter. It will be very expensive — —

If it is worth the cost to you, it is worth it to me.

I dont know what you mean. The burden of decision lies with you this time, doesnt it?

With us both. Unless you wish me to assume it.

But it is yours to assume!

If you wish, then. But I may ask your opinion, may I not?



There was a silence, then:

Whatever you do I approve. I have no — opinion.

You do not approve all I do.

The rejoinder came faintly: How do you know?

I — wrote to you. Do you approve my writing to you?

Yes. If you do.

And do you approve of what I wrote?

Not of all that you wrote.

I wrote that I would not see you again.

Yes.

Do you think that is best?

I — do not think about it.

He said: That, also, is best. Dont think of it at all. And about the armour, do exactly what you would do if you were in my place. Good-bye.

Mr. Desboro — —

Yes.

Could you wait a moment? I am trying to think — —

Dont try, Jacqueline!

Please wait — for me!

There was a silence; a tiny spot of blood reddened his bitten lip before she spoke again; then:

I wished to tell you something. I knew why you wrote. Is it right for me to tell you that I understood you? I wanted to write and say so, and — say something else — about how I felt — but it seems I cant. Only — we could be friends more easily now — if you wish.

You have not understood! he said.

Yes, I have, Mr. Desboro. But we can be friends?



Could you be mine, after what I have written?

I thought I couldnt, at first. But that day was a — long one. And when a girl is much alone she becomes very honest with herself. And it all was entirely new to me. I didnt know what I ought to have done about it — only what I wished to do.

And — what is that, Jacqueline?

Make things as they were — before — —

Before I wrote?

Yes.

All up to that time you wish might be again as it was? All?

No answer.

All? he repeated.

Dont ask me. I dont know — I dont know what I think any more.

How deeply do you suppose I feel about it?

I did not know you felt anything very deeply.

There was a long pause, then her voice again:

You know — you need not be afraid. I did not know enough to be until you wrote. But I understand, now.

He said: It will be all right, then. It will be quite all right, Jacqueline. Ill come up on the noon train.



His car met him at the station. The snow had melted and the wet macadam road glittered under a declining winter sun, as the car rolled smoothly away through the still valleys of Westchester.

Mrs. Quant, in best bib and tucker and lilac ribbons, welcomed him, and almost wept at his pallor; but he shrugged impatiently and sprang up the low steps. Here the necessity for self-control stopped him short on his way to the armoury. He turned to Mrs. Quant with an effort:



Is everything all right?

No, Mr. James. Phibby broke a cup and saucer Saturday, and there is new kittens in the laundry — which makes nine cats — —

Oh, all right! Miss Nevers is here?

Yes, sir — in the liberry — which aint been dusted right by that Phibby minx — —

Tell Phoebe to dust it! he said sternly. Do you suppose Miss Nevers cares to handle dirty books! His restless glance fell on the clock: Tell Farris Im here and that Miss Nevers and I will lunch as soon as its served. And say to Miss Nevers that Ill be down in a few minutes. He turned and mounted the stairs to his room, and found it full of white, clove-scented carnations.

Mrs. Quant came panting after him:

Miss Nevers, she cut them in the greenhouse, and told me to put em in your room, sayin as how clove pinks is sanitary. Would you — would you try a few m-m-magic drops, Mr. James, sir? Miss Nevers takes em regular.

Oh, Lord! he exclaimed, laughing in sheer exuberance of spirits. Ill swallow anything you like, only hurry!

She dosed him with great content, he, both hands in soap-suds, turning his head to receive the potion. And at last, ablutions finished, he ran down the stairs, checked himself, and managed to stroll leisurely through the hall and into the library.

She was writing; looked up, suddenly pale under her golden crown of hair; and the red lips quivered, but her eyes were steady.

She bent her head again, both hands abandoned to him, sitting in silence while his lips rested against her fingers.

Is all well with you, Jacqueline?

Yes. And with you?

All is well with me. I missed you — if you know what that really means.

Did you?

Yes. Wont you even look at me?

In a moment. Do you see all these piles of manuscript? All that is your new catalogue — and mine, she added, with a faint smile; but her head remained averted.

You wonderful girl! he said softly. You wonderful girl!

Thank you. It was a labor of — pleasure. Colour stole to the tips of her ears. I have worked — worked — every minute since — —



Yes.

Really, I have — every minute. But somehow, it didnt seem to tire me. To-day — now — I begin to feel a little tired. She rested her cheek on one hand, still looking away from him.

I took a peep into the porcelain and jade rooms, she said, just a glance over what lies before me. Mrs. Quant very kindly gave me the keys. Did you mind?

Do I mind anything that it pleases you to do? What did you find in the jade room?

She smiled: Jadeite, of course; and lapis and crystals — the usual.

Any good ones?

Some are miracles. I dont really know, yet; I gave just one swift glance and fled — because you see I havent finished in the armoury, and I ought not to permit myself the pleasures of curiosity.

The pleasures of curiosity and of anticipation are the only real ones. Sages have said it.

She shook her head.

Isnt it true? he insisted.

She looked up at him at last, frank-eyed but flushed:
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Which is the real pleasure, she asked, seeing each other, or anticipating the — the resumption of the entente cordial?

Youve smashed the sages and their philosophy, he nodded, studying the exquisite, upturned features unsmilingly. To be with you is the greater — content. Its been a long time, hasnt it?

She nodded thoughtfully: Five days and a half.





You — counted them, too?

Yes.

This wouldnt do. He rose and walked over to the fire, which needed a log or two; she turned and looked after him with little expression in her face except that the blue of her eyes had deepened to a lilac tint, and the flush on her cheeks still remained.

You know, she said, I didnt mean to take you from any business in New York — or pleasures — —

He shuddered slightly.

Did I? she asked.

No.

I only wished you to come — when you had time — —

I know, Jacqueline. Dont show me your soul in every word you utter.

What?

He turned on his heel and came back to her, and she shrank a little, not knowing why; but he came no nearer than her desk.
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The thing to do, he said, speaking with forced animation and at random, is for us both to keep very busy. I think Ill go into farming — raise some dinky thing or other — thats what Ill do. Ill go in for the country squire business — thats what Ill do. And Ill have my neighbours in. Im never here long enough to ask em. Theyre a funny lot; theyre all right, though — deadly respectable. Ill give a few parties — ask some people from town, too. Betty Barkley could run the conventional end of it. And youd come floating in with other unattached girls — —

You want me!

He said, astonished: Well, why on earth do you suppose Im taking the trouble to ask the others?

You want me — to come — where your friends — —

Dont you care to?

I — dont know. The surprise of it still widened her eyes and parted her lips a little. She looked up at him, perplexed, encountered something in his eyes which made her cheeks redden again.

What would they think? she asked.

Is there anything to think?

N-no. But they dont know who I am. And I have nobody to vouch for me.

You ought to have a companion.

I dont want any — —

Of course; but you ought to have one. Can you afford one?

I dont know. I dont know what they — they cost — —

Let me fix that up, he said, with animation. Let me think it out. I know a lot of people — I know some indigent and respectable old terrors who ought to fill the bill and hold their tongues as long as their salary is paid — —

Oh, please dont, Mr. Desboro!

He seated himself on the arm of her chair:

Jacqueline, dear, its only for your sake — —

But I did understand your letter!

I know — I know. I just want to see you with other people. I just want to have them see you — —

But I dont need a chaperon. Business women are understood, arent they? Even women whom you know go in for house decoration, and cigarette manufacturing, and tea rooms, and hats and gowns.

But they were socially known before they went in for these things. Its the way of the world, Jacqueline — nothing but suspicion when intelligence and beauty step forward from the ranks. And what do you suppose would happen if a man of my sort attempts to vouch for any woman?

Then dont — please dont try! I dont care for it — truly I dont. It was nice of you to wish it, Mr. Desboro, but — Id rather be just what I am and — your friend.

It cant be, he said, under his breath. But she heard him, looked up dismayed, and remained mute, crimsoning to the temples.

This oughtnt to go on, he said, doggedly.

She said: You have not understood me. I am different from you. You are not to blame for thinking that we are alike at heart; but, nevertheless, it is a mistake. I can be what I will — not what I once seemed to be — for a moment — with you— Her head sank lower and remained bowed; and he saw her slender hands tightening on the arm of the chair.

I — Ive got to be honest, she said under her breath. Ive got to be — in every way. I know it perfectly well, Mr. Desboro. Men seem to be different — I dont know why. But they seem to be, usually. And all I want is to remain friends with you — and to remember that we are friends when I am at work somewhere. I just want to be what I am, a business woman with sufficient character and intelligence to be your friend quietly — not even for one evening in competition with women belonging to a different life — women with wit and beauty and charm and savoir faire — —

Jacqueline! he broke out impulsively. I want you to be my guest here. Wont you let me arrange with some old gorgon to chaperon you? I can do it! And with the gorgons head on your moral shield you can silence anybody!



He began to laugh; she sat twisting her fingers on her lap and looking up at him in a lovely, distressed sort of way, so adorably perplexed and yet so pliable, so soft and so apprehensive, that his laughter died on his lips, and he sat looking down at her in silence.

After a while he spoke again, almost mechanically:

Im trying to think how we can best be on equal terms, Jacqueline. That is all. After your work is done here, I want to see you here and elsewhere — I want you to come back at intervals, as my guest. Other people will ask you. Other people must be here, too, when you are. I know some who will accept you on your merits — if you are properly chaperoned. That is all I am thinking about. Its fairer to you.

But even to himself his motive was not clear — only the rather confused idea persisted that women in his own world knew how to take care of themselves, whatever they chose to do about it — that Jacqueline would stand a fairer chance with herself, and with him, whatever his intentions might really be. It would be a squarer deal, that was all.

She sat thinking, one slim forefinger crookd under her chin; and he saw her blue eyes deep in thought, and the errant lock curling against her cheek. Then she raised her head and looked at him:

Do you think it best?

Yes — you adorable little thing!

She managed to sustain his gaze:

Could you find a lady gorgon?

Im sure I can. Shall I?



Yes.

A moment later Farris announced luncheon. A swarm of cats greeted them at the door, purring and waiving multi-coloured tails, and escorted them to the table, from whence they knew came the delectable things calculated to satisfy the inner cat.




CHAPTER VIII
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THE COUNTRYSIDE ADJACENT to Silverwood was eminently and self-consciously respectable. The fat, substantial estates still belonged to families whose forefathers had first taken title to them. There were, of course, a number of colonial houses, also a colonial inn, The Desboro Arms, built to look as genuine as possible, although only two years old, steam heated, and electric lighted.

But things colonial were the traditional capital of Silverwood, and its thrifty and respectable inhabitants meant to maintain the atmosphere. To that end they had solemnly subscribed a very small sum for an inn sign to swing in front of The Desboro Arms; the wheelwright painted it; somebody fired a shotgunful of antiquity into it, and American weather was rapidly doing the rest, with a gratifying result which no degenerate European weather could have accomplished in half a century of rain and sunshine.

The majority of the mansions in Silverwood township were as inoffensively commonplace as the Desboro house. Few pre-Revolutionary structures survived; the British had burned the countryside from Major Lockwoods mansion at Pound Ridge all the way to Bedford Village and across to the Connecticut line. With few exceptions, Silverwood houses had shared the common fate when Tarleton and DeLancy galloped amuck among the Westchester hills; but here and there some sad old mansion still remained and was reverently cherished, as was also the graveyard, straggling up the hill, set with odd old headstones, upon which most remarkable cherubim smirked under a gladly permitted accumulation of lichen.



Age, thrift, substance, respectability — these were the ideals of Silverwood; and Desboro and his doings would never have been tolerated there had it not been that a forbear of his, a certain dissolute half-pay captain, had founded the community in 1680. This sacred colonial fact had been Desboros social salvation, for which, however, he did not seem to care very much. Good women continued to be acidly civil to him on this account, and also because Silverwood House and its estates could no more be dropped from the revered galaxy of the county than could a star be cast out of their countrys flag for frivolous behavior.

So worthy men endured him, and irreproachable women grieved for him, although it was rumoured that he gave parties now and then which real actresses had actually attended. Also, though he always maintained the Desboro pew in church, he never decorated it with his person. Nor could the countryside count on him socially, except at eccentric intervals when his careless, graceful presence made the Westchester gaiety seem rather stiff and pallid, and gave the thin, sour claret an unwonted edge. And another and radical incompatibility; the Desboros were the only family of Cavalier descent in the township. And deep in the hearts of Silverwood folk the Desboros had ever seemed a godless race.

Now, there had been already some gossip among the Westchester hills concerning recent doings at Silverwood House. Even when it became known that the pretty girl who sped to and fro in Desboros limousine, between house and station, was a celebrated art expert, and was engaged in cataloguing the famous Desboro collection, God-fearing people asked each other why Desboro should find it necessary to meet her at the station in the morning, and escort her back in the evening; and whether it were actually obligatory for him to be present while the cataloguing was in progress.

Westchester womanhood was beginning to look wan and worried; substantial gentlemen gazed inquiringly at each other over the evening chess-board; several flippant young men almost winked at each other. But these latter had been accustomed to New York, and were always under suspicion in their own families.

Therefore, it was with relief and surprise that Silverwood began to observe Desboro in furs, driving a rakish runabout, and careering about Westchester with Vail, his head farmer, seated beside him, evidently intent on committing future agriculture — palpably planning for two grass-blades where only one, or a mullein, had hitherto flourished within the memory of living man.

Fertiliser in large loads was driven into the fallow fields of the Desboros; brush and hedges and fences were being put in order. People beheld these radical preliminaries during afternoon drives in their automobiles; local tradesmen reported purchases of chemicals for soil enriching, and the sale of all sorts of farm utensils to Desboros agent.

At the Country Club all this was gravely discussed; patriarchs mentioned it over their checkers; maidens at bowls or squash or billiards listened to the exciting tale, wide-eyed; hockey, ski, or skating parties gossiped recklessly about it. The conclusion was that Desboro had already sowed his wilder oats; and the worthy community stood watching for the prodigals return, intending to meet him while yet he was far off.



He dropped in at the Country Club one day, causing a little less flutter than a hawk in a hen-yard. Within a week he had drifted casually into the drawing-rooms of almost all his fathers old friends for a cup of tea or an informal chat — or for nothing in particular except to saunter into his proper place among them with all of the Desboro grace and amiable insouciance which they had learned to tolerate but never entirely to approve or understand.

It was not quite so casually that he stopped at the Hammertons. And he was given tea and buns by Mrs. Hammerton, perfectly unsuspicious of his motives. Her husband came rambling in from the hothouses, presently, where he spent most of his serious life in pinching back roses and chrysanthemums; and he extended to Desboro a large, flat and placid hand.

Aunt Hannah and Daisy are out — somewhere— he explained vaguely. You must have passed them on the way.

Yes, I saw Daisy in the distance, exercising an old lady, said Desboro carelessly. He did not add that the sight of Aunt Hannah marching across the Westchester horizon had inspired him with an idea.

From her lair in town, she had come hither, for no love of her nephew and his family, nor yet for Westchester, but solely for economys bitter sake. She made such pilgrimages at intervals every year, upsetting the Hammerton household with her sarcasms, her harsh, high-keyed laughter, her hardened ways of defining the word spade — for Aunt Hannah was a terror that Westchester dreaded but never dreamed of ignoring, she being a wayward daughter of the sacred soil, strangely and weirdly warped from long transplanting among the gay and godless of Gotham town. And though her means, after her husbands scared soul had taken flight, were painfully attenuated, the high priests and captains among the gay and godless feared her, and she bullied them; and she and they continued to foregather from sheer tradition, but with mutual and sincere dislike. For Aunt Hannahs name would always figure among the names of certain metropolitan dowagers, dragons, gorgons, and holy harridans; always be connected with certain traditional social events as long as the old lady lived. And she meant to survive indefinitely, if she had anything to say about it.

She came in presently with Daisy Hammerton. The latter gave her hand frankly to her childhoods comrade; the former said:

Hah! James Desboro! very disagreeably, and started to nourish herself at once with tea and muffins.

James Desboro, she repeated scornfully, darting a wicked glance at him where he stood smiling at her, James Desboro, turning plow-boy in Westchester! Whats the real motive? Thats what interests me. Im a bad old woman — I know it! All over paint and powder, and with too small a foot and too trim a figger to be anything except wicked. Lindley knows it; it makes his fingers tremble when he pinches crysanthemums; Susan knows it; so does Daisy. And I admit it. And thats why Im suspicious of you, James; Im so wicked myself. Come, now; why play the honest yokel? Eh? You good-looking good-for-nothing!

My motive, he said amiably, is to make a living and learn what it feels like.

Been stock-gambling again?

Yes, dear lady.

Lose much? she sniffed.

Not a very great deal.

Hah! And now youve got to raise the wind, somehow?

He repeated, good-humouredly: I want to make a living.

The trim little old lady darted another glance at him.

Ha — ha! she laughed, without giving any reason for the disagreeable burst of mirth; and started in on another muffin.

I think, said Mr. Hammerton, vaguely, that James will make an excellent agriculturist — —

Excellent fiddlesticks! observed Aunt Hannah. Hed make a good three-card man.

Daisy Hammerton said aside to Desboro:

Isnt she a terror!

Oh, she likes me! he said, amused.

I know she does, immensely. She makes me take her for an hours walk every day — and Im so tired of exercising her and listening to her — unconventional stories — about you.

Shes a bad old thing, said Desboro affectionately, and, in his natural voice: Arent you, Aunt Hannah? But there isnt a smarter foot, or a prettier hand, or a trimmer waist in all Gotham, is there?

Philanderer! she retorted, in a high-pitched voice. What about that Van Alstyne supper at the Santa Regina?

Which one? he asked coolly. Stuyve is always giving em.

Read the Tattler! said the old lady, seizing more muffins.

Mrs. Hammerton closed her tight lips and glanced uneasily at her daughter. Daisy sipped her tea demurely. She had read all about it, and burned the paper in her bedroom grate.

Desboro gracefully ignored the subject; the old lady laughed shrilly once or twice, and the conversation drifted toward the more decorous themes of pinching back roses and mixing plant-food, and preparing nourishment for various precocious horticultural prodigies now developing in Lindley Hammertons hothouses.

Daisy Hammerton, a dark young girl, with superb eyes and figure, chatted unconcernedly with Desboro, making a charming winter picture in her scarlet felt hat and jacket, from which the black furs had fallen back. She went in for things violent and vigorous, and no nonsense; rode as hard as she could in such a country, played every game that demanded quick eye and flexible muscle — and, in secret, alas, wrote verses and short stories unanimously rejected by even the stodgier periodicals. But nobody suspected her of such weakness — not even her own mother.

Desboro swallowed his tea and took leave of his rose-pinching host and hostess, and their sole and lovely progeny, also, perhaps, the result of scientific concentration. Aunt Hannah retained his hand:

Where are you going now, James?

Nowhere — home, he said, pretending embarrassment, which was enough to interest Aunt Hannah in the trap.



Oh! Nowhere — home! she mimicked him. Where is nowhere home? Somewhere out? Ive a mind to go with you. What do you say to that, young man?

Come along, he said, a shade too promptly; and the little, bright, mink-like eyes sparkled with malice. The trap was sprung, and Aunt Hannah was in it. But she didnt yet suspect it.

Slip on my fur coat for me, she said. Ill take a spin with you in your runabout.

You overwhelm me, he protested, holding up the fur coat.

I may do that yet, my clever friend! Come on! No shilly-shallying! Susan! Tell your maid to lay out that Paquin gown which broke my financial backbone last month! Ill bring James back to dinner — or know the reason why!

Ill tell you why not, now, said Desboro. Im going to town early this evening.

Home, nowhere, and then to town, commented Aunt Hannah loudly. A multi-nefarious destination. James, if you run into the Ewigkeit by way of a wire fence or a tree, Ill come every night and haunt you! But dont poke along as Lindley pokes, or Ill take the wheel myself.

The deaf head-farmer, Vail, who had kept the engine going for fear of freezing, left the wheel and crawled resignedly into the tonneau.

Aunt Hannah and Desboro stowed themselves aboard; the swift car went off like a firecracker, then sped away into the darkness at such a pace that presently Aunt Hannah put her marmot-like face close to Desboros ear and swore at him.



Didnt you want speed? he asked, slowing down.

Where are you going, James — home, or nowhere?

Nowhere.

Well, we arrived there long ago. Now, go home — your home.

Sure, but Ive got to catch that train — —

Oh, youll catch it — or something else. James?

Madame?

Some day I want to take a look at that young woman who is cataloguing your collection.

Thats just what I want you to do now, he said cheerfully. Im taking her to New York this evening.

Aunt Hannah, astonished and out of countenance, remained mute, her sharp nose buried in her furs. She had been trapped, and she knew it. Then her eyes glittered:

Youre being talked about, she said with satisfaction. So is she! Ha!

Much? he asked coolly.

No. The good folk are only asking each other why you meet her at the station with your car. They think she carries antique gems in her satchel. Later theyll suspect who the real jewel is. Ha!

I like her; thats why I meet her, he said coolly.

You like her?

I sure do. She is some girl, dear lady.

Do you think your pretense of guileless candour is disarming me, young man?

I havent the slightest hope of disarming you or of concealing anything from you.

Follows, she rejoined ironically, that theres nothing to conceal. Bah!

Quite right; there is nothing to conceal.

What do you want with her, then?

Initially, I want her to catalogue my collection; subsequently, I wish to remain friends with her. The latter wish is becoming a problem. Ive an idea that you might solve it.

Friends with her, repeated Aunt Hannah. Oh, my!

And angels whisper
Lo! the pretty pair!

I suppose! Is that the hymn-tune, James?

Precisely.

What does she resemble — Venus, or Rosa Bonheur?

Look at her and make up your mind.

Is she very pretty?

I think so. Shes thin.

Then what do you see unusual about her?

Everything, I think.

Everything — he thinks! Oh, my sense of humour!

That, said Desboro, is partly what I count on.

Have you any remote and asinine notions of educating her and marrying her, and foisting her on your friends? There are a few fools still alive on earth, you know.

So Ive heard. I havent the remotest idea of marrying her; she is better fitted to educate me than I am her. Not guilty on these two counts. But I had thought of foisting some of my friends on her. You, for example.

Aunt Hannah glared at him — that is, her tiny eyes became almost luminous, like the eyes of small animals at night, surprised by a sudden light.

I know what youre meditating! she snapped.

I suppose you do, by this time.

Youre very impudent. Do you know it?

Lord, Aunt Hannah, so are you! he drawled. But it takes genius to get away with it.

The old lady was highly delighted, but she concealed it and began such a rapid-fire tirade against him that he was almost afraid it might bewilder him enough to affect his steering.

Talk to me of disinterested friendship between you and a girl of that sort! she ended. Not that Id care, if I found material in her to amuse me, and a monthly insult drawn to my order against a solvent bank balance! What is she, James; a pretty blue-stocking whom nobody understands except you?

Make up your own mind, he repeated, as he brought around the car and stopped before his own doorstep. Im not trying to tell you anything. She is here. Look at her. If you like her, be her friend — and mine.

Jacqueline had waited tea for him; the table was in the library, kettle simmering over the silver lamp; and the girl was standing before the fire, one foot on the fender, her hands loosely linked behind her back.

She glanced up with unfeigned pleasure as his step sounded outside along the stone hallway; and the smile still remained, curving her lips, but died out in her eyes, as Mrs. Hammerton marched in, halted, and stared at her unwinkingly.

Desboro presented them; Jacqueline came forward, offering a shy hand to Aunt Hannah, and, bending her superb young head, looked down into the beady eyes which were now fairly electric with intelligence.

Desboro began, easily:

I asked Mrs. Hammerton to have tea with — —

I asked myself, remarked Aunt Hannah, laying her other hand over Jacquelines — she did not know just why — perhaps because she was vain of her hands, as well as of her feet and figger.

She seated herself on the sofa and drew Jacqueline down beside her.

This young man tells me that you are cataloguing his grandfathers accumulation of ancient tin-ware.

Yes, said Jacqueline, already afraid of her. And the old lady divined it, too, with not quite as much pleasure as it usually gave her to inspire trepidation in others.

Her shrill voice was a little modified when she said:

Where did you learn to do such things? Its not usual, you know.

You have heard of Jean Louis Nevers, suggested Desboro.

Yes— Mrs. Hammerton turned and looked at the girl again. Oh! she said. Ive heard Cary Clydesdale speak of you, havent I?

Jacqueline made a slight, very slight, but instinctive movement away from the old lady, on whom nothing that happened was lost.

Mr. Clydesdale, said Mrs. Hammerton, told several people where I was present that you knew more about antiquities in art than anybody else in New York since your father died. Thats what he said about you.

Jacqueline said: Mr. Clydesdale has been very kind to me.

Kindness to people is also a Clydesdale tradition — isnt it, James? said the old lady. How kind Elena has always been to you!

The covert impudence of Aunt Hannah, and her innocent countenance, had no significance for Jacqueline — would have had no meaning at all except for the dark flush of anger that mounted so suddenly to Desboros forehead.

He said steadily: The Clydesdales are very old friends, and are naturally kind. Why you dont like them I never understood.

Perhaps you can understand why one of them doesnt like me, James.

Oh! I can understand why many people are not crazy about you, Aunt Hannah, he said, composedly.

Which is going some, said the old lady, with a brisk and unabashed employment of the vernacular. Then, turning to Jacqueline: Are you going to give this young man some tea, my child? He requires a tonic.

Jacqueline rose and seated herself at the table, thankful to escape. Tea was soon ready; Aunt Hannah, whose capacity for browsing was infinite, began on jam and biscuits without apology. And Jacqueline and Desboro exchanged their first furtive glances — dismayed and questioning on the girls part, smilingly reassuring on Desboros. Aunt Hannah, looking intently into her teacup, missed nothing.

Come to see me! she said so abruptly that even Desboro started.
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I — I beg your pardon, said Jacqueline, not understanding.

Come to see me in town. Ive a rotten little place in a fashionable apartment house — one of the Park Avenue kind, which they number instead of calling it the Buena Vista or the Hiawatha. Will you come?

Thank you.

The old lady looked at her grimly:

What does thank you mean? Yes or no? Because I really want you. Dont you wish to come?

I would be very glad to come — only, you know, I am in business — and go out very little — —

Except on business, added Desboro, looking Aunt Hannah unblushingly in the eye until she wanted to pinch him. Instead, she seized another biscuit, which Farris presented on a tray, smoking hot, and applied jam to it vigorously. After she had consumed it, she rose and marched around the room, passing the portraits and book shelves in review. Half turning toward Jacqueline:

I havent been in the musty old mansion for years; that young man never asks me. But I used to know the house. It was this sort of house that drove me out of Westchester, and I vowed Id marry a New York man or nobody. Do you know, child, that there is a sort of simpering smugness about a house like this that makes me inclined to kick dents in the furniture?

Jacqueline ventured to smile; Desboros smile responded in sympathy.

Im going home, announced Aunt Hannah. Good-bye, Miss Nevers. I dont want you to drive me, James; Id rather have your man take me back. Besides, youve a train to catch, I understand — — She turned and looked at Jacqueline, who had risen, and they stood silently inspecting each other. Then, with a grim nod, as though partly of comprehension, partly in adieu, Aunt Hannah sailed out. Desboro tucked her in beside Vail. The latter being quite deaf, they talked freely under his very nose.

James!

Yes, dear lady.

You gave yourself away about Elena Clydesdale. Havent you any control over your countenance?

Sometimes. But dont do that again before her! The story is a lie, anyway.

So Ive heard — from you. Tell me, James, do you think this little Nevers girl dislikes me?

Do you want her to?

No. Youre a very clever young one, arent you? Really quite an expert! Do you know, I dont think that girl would care for what I might have to offer her. Theres more to her than to most people.

How do you know? She scarcely spoke a word.

The old lady laughed scornfully:

I know people by what they dont say. Thats why I know you so much better than you think I do — you and Elena Clydesdale. And I dont think youre much good, James — or some of your married friends, either.

She settled down among the robes, with a bright, impertinent glance at him. He shrugged, standing bareheaded by the mud-guard, a lithe, handsome young fellow.  — A Desboro all over, she thought, with a mental sniff of admiration.

Are you going to speak to Miss Nevers? she asked, abruptly.



About what!

About employing me, you idiot!

Yes, if you like. If she comes up here as my guest, shell need a gorgon.

Ill gorgon you, she retorted, wrathfully.

Thanks. So youll accept the — er — job?

Of course, if she wishes. I need the money. Its purely mercenary on my part.

Thats understood.

Are you going to tell her Im mercenary?

Naturally.

Well, then — dont — if you dont mind. Do you think I want every living creature to detest me?

I dont detest you. And you have an unterrified tabby-cat at home, havent you?

She could have boxed his ears as he leaned over and deliberately kissed her cheek.

I love you because youre so bad, he whispered; and, stepping lightly aside, nodded to Vail to go ahead.

The limousine, acetylenes shining, rolled up as the other car departed. He went back to the library and found Jacqueline pinning on her hat.

Well? he inquired gaily.

Why did you bring her, Mr. Desboro?

Didnt you like her?

Who is she?

A Mrs. Hannah Hammerton. She knows everybody. Most people are afraid of her. Shes poor as a guinea-pig.

She was beautifully gowned.

She always is. Poor Aunt Hannah!

Is she your aunt?



No, shes Lindley Hammertons aunt — a neighbour of mine. I call her that; it made her very mad in the beginning, but she rather likes it now. Youll go to call on her, wont you?

Jacqueline turned to him, drawing on her gloves:

Mr. Desboro, I dont wish to be rude; and, anyway, she will forget that she asked me in another half-hour. Why should I go to see her?

Because shes one species of gorgon. Now, do you understand?

What!

Of course. It isnt a case of pin-money with her; its a case of clothing, rent, and nourishment. A microscopic income, supplemented by gifts, commissions, and odd social jobs, keeps her going. What you and I want of her is for her to be seen at various times with you. Shell do the rest in talking about you— my unusually talented young friend, Miss Nevers, and that sort of thing. It will deceive nobody; but youll eventually meet some people — she knows all kinds. The main point is that when I ask you here shell bring you. People will understand that you are another of her social enterprises, for which shes paid. But it wont count against you. It will depend on yourself entirely how you are received. And not a soul will be able to say a word— he laughed,  — except that I am very devoted to the beautiful Miss Nevers — as everybody else will be.

Jacqueline remained motionless for a few moments, an incomprehensible expression on her face; then she went over to him and took one of his hands in her gloved ones, and stood looking down at it in silence.

Well, he asked, smiling.



She said, still looking down at his hand lying between her own:

You have behaved in the sweetest way to me— Her voice grew unsteady, and she turned her head sharply away.

Jacqueline! he exclaimed under his breath. Its a broken reed youre trusting. Dont, dear. Im like all the others.

She shook her head slightly, still looking away from him. After a short silence, her voice returned to her control again.

You are very kind to me, Mr. Desboro. When a man sees that a girl likes him — and is kind to her — it is wonderful to her.

He tried to take a lighter tone.

Its the case of the beast born in captivity, Jacqueline. Im only going through the tricks convention has taught me. But every instinct remains unaltered.

That is civilisation, isnt it?

Oh, I dont know what it is — you wonderful little thing!

He caught her hand, then encircled her waist, drawing her close. After a moment, she dropped her big, fluffy muff on his shoulder and hid her flushed face in the fur.

Dont trust me, will you? he said, bluntly.

No.

Because I — Im an unaccountable beast.

We — both have to account — sometime — to somebody. Dont we? she said in a muffled voice.

That would never check me.

It would — me.

Spiritual responsibility?



Yes.

Is that all?

What else is there to remember — when a girl — cares for a man.

Do you really care very much?

Perhaps she considered the question superfluous, for she remained silent until his nerveless arm released her. Then she lifted her face from the muff. It was pale but smiling when he met her eyes.

Ill go to see Mrs. Hammerton, some day, she said, because it would hurt too much not to be able to come here when you ask me — and other people — like the — the Clydesdales. You were thinking of me when you thought of this, werent you?

In a way. A girl has got to reckon with what people say.

She nodded, pale and expressionless, slowly brushing up the violets fastened to her muff.

Farris appeared, announced the time, and held Desboros coat. They had just margin enough to make their train.




CHAPTER IX
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Aunt Hannah returned to her tiny apartment on Park Avenue, financially benefitted by her Westchester sojourn, having extracted a bolt of Chinese loot-silk for a gown from her nephews dismayed wife, and the usual check from her nephew.

Lindley, a slow, pallid, and thrifty soul, had always viewed Aunt Hannahs event with unfeigned alarm, because, somehow or other, at the close of every visit he found himself presenting her with a check. And it almost killed him.

Years ago he had done it for the first time. He had never intended to; certainly never meant to continue. Every time she appeared he vowed to himself that he wouldnt. But before her visit ended, the pressure of custom became too much for him; a deadly sense of obligation toward this dreadful woman — of personal responsibility for her indigence — possessed him, became gradually an obsession, until he exorcised it by the present of a check.

She never spoke of it — never seemed to hint at it — always seemed surprised and doubtful of accepting; but some devilish spell certainly permeated the atmosphere in her immediate vicinity, drawing perfectly good money out of his innermost and tightly buttoned breast-pockets and leaving it certified and carelessly crumpled in her velvet reticule.

It happened with a sickening regularity which now he had come to view with the modified internal fury of resignation. It had simply become a terrible custom, and, with all his respectable inertia and thrifty caution, adherence to custom ruled Lindley Hammerton. For years he had pinched roses; for years he had drawn checks for Aunt Hannah. Nothing but corporeal dissolution could terminate these customs.

As for Aunt Hannah, she banked her check and had her bolt of silk made into a gown, and trotted briskly about her business with perennial self-confidence in her own ability to get on.

Once or twice during the following fortnight she remembered Jacqueline, and mentally tabulated her case as a possible source of future income; but social duties were many and acridly agreeable, and pecuniary pickings plenty. Up to her small, thin ears in intrigue, harmless and not quite so harmless, she made hay busily while the social sun shone; and it was near the end of February before a stagnation in pleasure and business brought Jacquelines existence into her mind again.

She called up Silverwood, and eventually got Desboro on the wire.

Do you know, she said, that your golden-headed and rather attenuated inamorata has never had the civility to call on me!

She has been too busy.

Too busy gadding about Silverwood with you!

She hasnt been here since you saw her.

What!

Its quite true. An important collection is to be sold under the hammer on the premises; she had the contract to engineer that matter before she undertook to catalogue my stuff.

Oh! Havent you seen her since?



Yes.

Not at Silverwood?

No, only at her office.

He could hear her sniff and mutter something, then:

I thought you were going to give some parties at Silverwood, and ask me to bring your pretty friend, she said.

I am. She has the jades and crystals to catalogue. What I want, as soon as she gets rid of Clydesdale, is for her to resume work here — come up and remain as my guest until the cataloguing is finished. So you see Ill have to have you, too.

Thats a cordial and disinterested invitation, James!

Will you come? Ill ask half a dozen people. You can kill a few at cards, too.

When?

The first Thursday in March. Its a business proposition, but its between you and me, and she is not to suspect it.

Very well, said Aunt Hannah cheerfully. Ill arrange my engagements accordingly. And do try to have a gay party, James; and dont ask the Clydesdales. You know how Westchester gets on my nerves. And I always hated her.

You are very unjust to her and to him — —

You cant tell me anything about Cary Clydesdale, or about his wife, either, she interrupted tartly, and rang off in a temper. And Desboro went back to his interrupted business with Vail.

Since Jacqueline had been compelled to suspend temporarily her inventory at Silverwood in favor of prior engagements, Desboro had been to the city only twice, and both times to see her.

He had seen her in her office, remained on both occasions for an hour only, and had then taken the evening train back to Silverwood. But every evening he had written her of the day just ended — told her about the plans for farming, now maturing, of the quiet life at Silverwood, how gradually he was reëstablishing neighbourly relations with the countryside, how much of a country squire he was becoming.

 — And the whole thing with malice aforethought, he wrote.  — Every blessed move only a strategy in order that, to do you honour, I may stand soberly and well before the community when you are among my guests.

In tow of Aunt Hannah; engaged for part of the day in your business among the jades, crystals, and porcelains of a celebrated collection; one of a house party; and the guest of a young man who has returned very seriously to till the soil of his forefathers; all that anybody can possibly think of it will be that your host is quite as captivated by your grace, wisdom, and beauty as everybody else will be.

And what do you think of that, Jacqueline?



I think, she wrote, that no other man has ever been as nice to me. I do not really care about the other people, but I quite understand that you and I could not see each other as freely as we have been doing, without detriment to me. I like you — superfluous admission! And I should miss seeing you — humble confession! And so I suppose it is best that everybody should know who and what I am — a business woman well-bred enough to sit at table with your friends, with sufficient self-confidence to enter and leave a room properly, to maintain my grasp on the conversational ball, and to toss it lightly to my vis-à-vis when the time comes.

All this is worth doing and enduring for the sake of being your guest. Without conscientious scruples, apprehensions, perplexities, and fears I could never again come to Silverwood and be there alone with you as I have been. Always I have been secretly unhappy and afraid after a day with you at Silverwood. Sooner or later it would have had to end. It can not go on — as it has been going. I know it. The plea of business is soon worn threadbare if carelessly used.

And so — caring for your friendship as I do — and it having become such a factor in my life — I find it easy to do what you ask me; and I have arranged to go with Mrs. Hammerton to Silverwood on the first Thursday in March, to practice my profession, enjoy the guests at your house party, and cultivate our friendship with a clear conscience and a tranquil and happy mind.

It was just that little element of protection I needed to make me more happy than I have ever been. Somehow, I couldnt care for you as frankly and freely as I wanted to. And some things have happened — you know what I mean. I didnt reproach you, or pretend surprise or anger. I felt neither — only a confused sense of unhappiness. But — I cared for you enough to submit.

Now I go to you with a sense of security that is delightful. You dont understand how a girl situated as I am feels when she knows that she is in a position where any woman has the right to regard her with suspicion. Skating, motoring, with you, I could not bear to pass people you knew and to whom you bowed — women — even farmers wives.

But now it will be different; I feel so warmly confident at heart, so secure, that I shall perhaps dare to say and do and be much that you never suspected was in me. The warm sun of approval makes a very different person of me. A girl, who, in her heart, does not approve of what she is doing, and who is always expecting to encounter other women who would not approve, is never at her best — isnt even herself — and isnt really happy, even with a man she likes exceedingly. You will, I think, see a somewhat different girl on Thursday.



If your words are sometimes a little misty, he wrote, your soul shines through everything you say, with a directness entirely heavenly. Life, for us, begins on Thursday, under cover no longer, but in the open. And the field will be as fair for you as for me. That is as it should be; that is as far as I care to look. But somehow, after all is done and said that ever will be said and done between you and me, I am conscious that when we two emerge from the dream called living, you will lead and direct us both — even if you never do so here on earth.

I am not given to this sort of stuff.

Jacqueline, dear, Id like to amuse my guests with something unusual. Could you help me out?



She answered: Ill do anything in the world I can to make your house party pleasant for you and your guests. So Ive asked Mr. Sissly to give a recital. It is quite the oddest thing; you dont listen to a symphony which he plays on the organ; you see it. He will send the organ, electrical attachments, lights, portable stage and screen, to Silverwood; and his men will install everything in the armoury.

Then, if it would amuse your guests, I could tell them a little about your jades and crystals, and do it in a rather unusual way. I think youd rather like it. Shall I?



He wrote some days later: What a darling you are! Anything you do will be charming. Sisslys men have arrived and are raising a racket in the armoury with hammer and saw.

The stage will look quite wonderful between the wide double rank of equestrian figures in armour.

Aunt Hannah writes that you called on her and that you and she are coming up on the train together, which is delightfully sensible, and exactly as it should be. Heaven alone knows how long you are going to be able to endure her. Its rather odd, you know, but I like her and always have, though shes made things disagreeable for me more than once in my life.

Your room is ready; Aunt Hannahs adjoins. Quarters for other guests are ready also. Have you any idea how I look forward to your coming?



Three days later his guests arrived on the first three morning trains — a jolly crowd of young people — nineteen of them — who filled his automobiles and horse-drawn vehicles. Their luggage followed in vans, from which protruded skis and hockey sticks. There being no porter, the butler of Silverwood House received them in front of the lodge at the outer gates, offering the guest cup, a Desboro custom of many generations, originating in England, although the lodge had stood empty and the gates open since his grandfathers time.
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Desboro welcomed them on his own doorstep; and there was, for a moment, an unconscious and unwonted grace in his manner and bearing — an undefined echo in his voice of other and more courtly times, as he gave his arm to Aunt Hannah and led her inside the hall.

There it exhaled and vanished as Mrs. Quant and the maids smilingly conducted the guests to their various quarters — vanished with the smiling formality of his greeting to Jacqueline.

The men returned first, clad in their knickerbockers and skating jackets. Cocktails awaited them in the billiard-room, and they gathered there in noisy curiosity over this celebrated house not often opened to anybody except its owner.

Who is the dream, Jim? demanded Reginald Ledyard. I mean the wonder with the gold hair, that Mrs. Hammerton has in tow?

A friend of Aunt Hannahs — an expert in antique art — and as clever and charming as she is pretty, said Desboro pleasantly.

High-brow! Oh, help! muttered Ledyard. Wheres your library? I want to read up.

She can talk like other people, remarked Van Alstyne. I got next on the train — old lady Hammerton stood for me. She can flirt some, Ill tell you those.

Bertie Barkley extracted the olive from a Bronx and considered it seriously.

The old lady is on a salary, of course. Nobody ever heard of anybody named Neve

rs, he remarked.

Theyll hear of somebody named Nevers now, observed Captain Herrendene with emphasis, or, he added in modest self-depreciation, I am all kinds of a liar.

Where did you know her, Jim? inquired Ledyard curiously.

Oh, Miss Neverss firm has charge of cataloguing my armour and jades. Theyre at it still. Thats how I first met her — in a business way. And when I found her to be a friend of Aunt Hannahs, I asked them both up here as my guests.

You always had an eye for beauty, said Cairns. What do you suppose Mrs. Hammertons game is?

Why, to make Miss Nevers known where she really ought to belong, replied Desboro frankly.

How high does she plan to climb? asked Barkley. Above the vegetating line?

Probably not as far as the line of perpetual stupidity, said Desboro. Miss Nevers appears to be a very busy, and very intelligent, and self-sufficient young lady, and I imagine she would have neither time nor inclination to decorate any of the restless, gilt-encrusted sets.

Van Alstyne said: Shes got the goods to deliver almost anywhere Mrs. Hammerton chooses — F.O.B. what?

Shes some dream, admitted Ledyard as they all moved toward the library.

There were a lot of gay young girls there in skating costumes; Ledyards sister Marie, with her large figure and pretty but slightly stupid face; Helsa Steyr, blonde, athletic, and red-haired; Athalie Vannis, with her handsome, dark face, so often shadowed by discontent; Barkleys animated little wife, Elizabeth, grey-eyed and freckled and brimming with mischief of the schoolboy quality; the stately Katharine Frere; Aunt Hannah; and Jacqueline.

All except the latter two had been doing something to cocktails of various species; Jacqueline took nothing; Aunt Hannah, Scotch whiskey with relish.

Its about the last of the skating, said Desboro, so wed better take what we can get as soon as luncheon is over. Pick your partners and dont squabble. Me for Mrs. Hammerton! and he led her out.

At table he noticed that Captain Herrendene had secured Jacqueline, and that Reggie Ledyard, on the other side, was already neglecting his own partner in his eager, good-looking and slightly loutish fashion of paying court to the newest and prettiest girl.

Aunt Hannahs glance continually flickered sideways at Desboro, but when she discovered that he was aware of her covert scrutiny, she said under her breath:

Ive been shopping with her; the little thing didnt know how to clothe herself luxuriously in the more intimate details. Id like to see anybodys maid patronise her now! Yours dont know enough — but shell go where there are those who do know, sooner or later. What do you think of her?

What I always think, he said coolly. She is the most interesting girl I ever met.

Shes too clever to care very much for what I can offer her, said Mrs. Hammerton drily. Glitter and tinsel would never dazzle her, James; pretense, complacency, bluff, bragg, shed devilish soon see through it all with those clear, intelligent eyes — see at the bottom what lies squirming there — anxiety, self-distrust, eternal dread, undying envy, the secret insecurity of those who imitate the real — which does not exist in America — and who know in their hopeless hearts that they are only shams, like that two-year-old antique tavern yonder, made quaint to order.

He said smilingly: Shell soon have enough of your particular familiars. But, little by little, shell find herself in accord with people who seek her as frankly as she seeks them. Natural selection, you know. Your only usefulness is to give her the opportunity, and youve begun to do it, bless your heart.

She flashed a malicious glance at him; under cover of the gay hubbub she said:

I may do more than that, James.

Really.

Yes; I may open her eyes to men of your sort.

Her eyes are open already, I suppose.

Not very wide. For example — youd never marry her. Would you?

Dont talk that way, he said coldly.

No, I dont have to talk at all. I know. If you ever marry, I know what deadly species of female it will be. Youre probably right; youre that kind, too — no real substance to you, James. And so I think Ill have to look after my intellectual protégée, and be very sure that her pretty eyes are wide open.

He turned toward her; their glances met level and hard:

Let matters alone, he said. I have myself in hand.

You have in hand a horse with a runaway record, James.



Cairns, on her left, spoke to her; she turned and answered, then presented her well-shaped back to that young gentleman and again crossed glances with Desboro, who was waiting, cool as steel.

Come, James, she said in a low voice, what do you mean to do? A man always means something or nothing; and the latter is the more dangerous.

As that was exactly what Desboro told himself he had always meant, he winced and remained silent.

Oh, you — the lot of you! she said with smiling contempt. Ill equip that girl to take care of herself before Im through with her. Watch me.

It is part of your business. Equip her to take care of herself as thoroughly as anybody you know. Then it will be up to her — as it is up to all women, after all — and to all men.

Oh, is it? Youve all the irresponsibility and moral rottenness of your Cavalier ancestors in you; do you know it, James? The Puritan, at least, never doubted that he was his brothers keeper.

Desboro said doggedly: With the individual alone rests what that individual will be.

Is that your mature belief? she asked ironically.

It is, dear lady.

Lord! To think of a world full of loosened creatures like you! A civilised society swarming with callow and irresponsible opportunists, amateur Jesuits, idle intelligences reinfected with the toxins of their own philosophy! But, she shrugged, I am indicting man himself — nations and nations of him. Besides, we women have always known this. And hybrids are hybrids. If theres any claret in the house, tell Farris to fetch some. Dont be angry, James. Man and woman once were different species, and the world has teemed with their hybrids since the first mating.



Mrs. Barkley leaned across the table toward him:

Whats the matter, James? You look dangerous.

His face cleared and he smiled:

Nobody is really dangerous except to themselves, Betty.

She quoted saucily: Il ny a personne qui ne soit dangereux pour quelquun!

Mrs. Hammerton added: Il faut tout attendre et tout craindre du temps et des hommes.

Reggie Ledyard, much flattered, admitted the wholesale indictment against his sex:

How can we help it? Man, possessing always dual personality, is naturally inclined toward a double life.

Mans chief study has been man for so long, observed Mrs. Hammerton, that the world has passed by, leaving him behind, still engrossed in counting his thumbs. Name your French philosopher who can beat that reflection, she added to Desboro, who smiled absently.
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From moment to moment he had been watching Jacqueline and the men always leaning toward her — Reggie Ledyard persistently bringing to bear on her the full splendour of his straw-blond and slightly coarse beauty; Cairns, receptive and débonnaire as usual; Herrendene, with his keen smile and sallow visage lined with the memory of things that had left their marks — all the men there had yielded to the delicate attraction of her.

Desboro said to Mrs. Hammerton: Now you realise where she really belongs.

Better than you do, she retorted drily.

After luncheon there were vehicles to convey them to the pond, a small sheet of water down in the Desboro woods. And while a declining sun glittered through the trees, the wooded shores echoed with the clatter and scrape of skates and the rattle of hockey-sticks crossed in lively combat.

But inshore the ice had rotted; the end of such sport was already in sight. Along the gravelly inlet, where water rippled, a dozen fingerling trout lay half hidden among the pebbles; over a bank of soft, sun-warmed snow, gnats danced in the sunset light; a few tree-buds had turned sticky.

Later, Vail came and built a bonfire; Farris arrived with tea baskets full of old-fashioned things, such as turnovers and flip in stone jugs of a century ago.

Except for a word or two at intervals, Desboro had found no chance to talk to Jacqueline. Now and then their glances encountered, lingered, shifted, with scarcely a ghost of a smile in forced response to importunities. So he had played an impartial game of hockey, skated with any girl who seemed to be receptive, cut intricate figures with Mrs. Hammerton in a cove covered with velvet-smooth black ice, superintended the bonfire construction, directed Farris with the tea.

Now, absently executing a grape-vine, he was gliding along the outer ranks of his guests with the mechanical patrolling instinct of a collie, when Jacqueline detached herself from a fire-lit group and made him a gay little sign to halt.

Picking her way through the soft snow on the points of her skates, she took to the ice and joined him. They linked hands and swung out into the starlight.





Are you enjoying it? he asked.

Thats why I signalled you. I never have had such a good time. I wanted you to know it.

You like my friends?

She looked up: They are all so charming to me! I didnt expect people to be cordial.

You need expect nothing else wherever you go and whomever you meet — barring the inevitable which no attractive girl can avoid arousing. Do you get on with Aunt Hannah?

She laughed: Isnt it odd? I call her that, too. She asked me to. And do you know, she has been a perfect dear about everything. We shopped together; I never had quite ventured to buy certain fascinating things to wear. And we had such a good time lunching at the Ritz, where I had never dared go. Such beautiful women! Such gowns! Such jewels!

They halted and looked back across the ice at the distant fire and the dark forms moving about it.

Youve bowled over every man here, as a matter of course, he said lightly. If youll tell me how you like the women Ill know whether they like you.

Oh, I like them; they are as nice to me as they are to each other! she exclaimed,  — except, perhaps, one or two — —

Marie Ledyard is hopelessly spoiled; Athalie Vannis is usually discontented, he said philosophically. Dont expect either of them to give three cheers for another girls popularity.

They crossed hands and swept toward the centre of the pond on the outer edge. Jacquelines skating skirt was short enough for her to manage a Dutch roll, steadied and guided by Desboro; then they exchanged it for other figures, not intricate.



Your friend, Mr. Sissly, is dining with us, he observed.

Hes really very nice, she said. Just a little too — artistic — for you, perhaps, and for the men here — except Captain Herrendene — —

Herrendene is a fine fellow, he said.

I like him so much, she admitted.

He was silent for a moment, turned toward her as though to speak, but evidently reconsidered the impulse.

He is not very young, is he? she asked.

Herrendene? No.

I thought not. Sometimes in repose his face seems sad. But what kind eyes he has!

Hes a fine fellow, said Desboro without emphasis.

Before they came within the firelight, he asked her whether she had really decided to give them a little lecture on jades and crystals; and she said that she had.

It wont be too technical or too dry, I hope, she added laughingly. I told Captain Herrendene what I was going to say and do, and he liked the idea.

Wont you tell me, too, Jacqueline?

No, I want you to be surprised. Besides, I havent time; weve been together too long already. Doesnt ones host have to be impartially attentive? And I think that pretty little Miss Steyr is signalling you.

Herrendene came out on the ice toward them:

The cars are here, he said, and Mrs. Hammerton is cold.

Dinner was an uproariously lively function, served amid a perfect eruption of bewildering gowns and jewels and flowers. Desbo

ro had never before seen Jacqueline in a dinner gown, or even attempted to visualise her beauty amid such surroundings in contrast with other women.

She fitted exquisitely into the charming mosaic; from crown to toe she was part of it, an essential factor that, once realised, became indispensable to the harmony.

Perhaps, he told himself, she did not really dominate with the fresh delicacy of her beauty; perhaps it was only what he saw in her and what he knew of her that made the others shadowy and commonplace to him.
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Yet, in all the curious eyes repeatedly turned toward her, he saw admiration, willing or conceded, recognised every unspoken tribute of her own sex as well as the less reserved surrender of his; saw her suddenly developed into a blossom of unabashed and youthful loveliness under what she had once called the warm sun of approval; and sat in vague and uneasy wonder, witnessing the transfiguration.

Sissly was there, allotted to Katharine Frere; and that stately girl, usually credited among her friends with artistic aspirations, apparently found him interesting.

So all went well enough, whether gaily or seriously, even with Aunt Hannah, who had discovered under Desboros smiling composure all kinds of food for reflection and malicious diversion.

For such a small party it was certainly a gay one — at least people were beginning to think so half way through dinner — which merely meant that everybody was being properly appreciated by everybodys neighbours, and that made everybody feel unusually witty, and irrepressible, and a little inclined to be silly toward the end.



But then the after-dinner guests began to arrive — calm, perfectly poised and substantial Westchester propositions who had been bidden to assist at an unusual programme, and to dance afterward.

The stodgy old house rang with chatter and laughter; hall, stairs, library, and billiard-room resounded delightfully; you could scare up a pretty girl from almost any cover — if you were gunning for that variety of girl.

Reggie Ledyard had managed to corner Jacqueline on the stairs, but couldnt monopolise her nor protect himself against the shameless intrusion of Cairns, who spoiled the game until Herrendene raided the trio and carried her off to the billiard-room on a most flimsy pretext.

Here, very properly, a Westchester youth of sterling worth got her away and was making toward the library with her when Desboro unhooked a hunting horn from the wall and filled the house with deafening blasts as signal that the show was about to begin in the armoury.

The armoury had been strung with incandescent lights, which played over the huge mounted figures in mail, and glanced in a million reflections from the weapons on the wall. A curtained and raised stage faced seats for a hundred people, which filled the long, wide aisle between the equestrian shapes; and into these the audience was pouring, excited and mystified by the odd-looking and elaborate electrical attachments flanking the stage in front of the curtained dressing-rooms.

Jacqueline, passing Desboro, whispered:



Im so thrilled and excited. I know people will find Mr. Sisslys lecture interesting, but do you think theyll like mine?

How do I know, you little villain? Youve told Herrendene what you are going to do, but you havent given me even a hint!

I know it; I wanted to — to please you— Her light hand fell for a moment on his sleeve, and he saw the blue eyes a little wistful.

You darling, he whispered.

Thank you. It isnt the proper thing to say to me — but Ive quite recovered my courage.

Have you quite recovered all the scattered fragments of your heart? I am afraid some of these men may carry portions of it away with them.

I dont think so, monsieur. Really, I must hurry and dress — —

Dress?

Certainly; also make up!

But I thought you were to give us a little talk on Chinese jades.

But I must do it in my own way, Mr. Des — —

Wait! They were in the rear of the dressing-room and he took her hand.

I call you Jacqueline, unreproved. Is my name more difficult for you?

Do you wish me to? In cold blood?

Not in cold blood.

He took her into his arms; she bent her head gravely, but he felt her restless fingers worrying his sleeve.

Jacqueline?

Yes — Jim.



The swift fire in his face answered the flush in hers; he drew her nearer, but she averted her dainty head in silence and stood so, her hand always restless on his arm.

You havent changed toward me in these few weeks, have you, Jacqueline?

Do you think I have?

He was silent. After a moment she glanced up at him with adorable shyness. He kissed her, but her lips were cold and unresponsive, and she bent her head, still picking nervously at the cloth of his sleeve.

I must go, she said.

I know it. He released her waist.

She drew a quick, short breath and looked up smiling; then sighed again, and once more her blue eyes became aloof and thoughtful.

He stood leaning against the side of the dressing-room, watching her.

Finally she said with composure: I must go. Please like what I shall do. It will be done to please you — Jim.

He opened the dressing-room door for her; she entered, turned to look back at him for an instant, then closed the door.

He went back to his place among the audience.

A moment later a temple gong struck three times; the green curtains parted, revealing a white screen, and Mr. Lionel Sissly advancing with a skip to the footlights. The audience looked again at its programme cards and again read:

No. 1: A Soundless Symphony ... Lionel Sissly.

Colour, lisped Mr. Sissly, is not only precious for its own sake, but also because it is the blessed transmogrification of sound. And sound is sacred because all vibrations, audible or inaudible, are in miraculous harmony with that holiest of all phenomena, silence!

Help! whispered Ledyard to Cairns, with resignation.

Any audible rate of regular air vibrations is a musical note, continued Mr. Sissly. If you double that vibratory speed, you have the first note of the octave above it. Now, the spectrum band is the colour counterpart of the musical octave; the ether vibrates with double the speed at the violet end of the spectrum band that it does at the opposite extremity, or red end. Let me show you the chromatic scales in colour and music — the latter the equivalent of the former, revealing how the intervals correspond when C represents red. And he flashed upon the screen a series of brilliant colours.

Remember, he said, that it is with colour as it is with sound — there is a long range of vibrations below and above the first and last visible colour and the first and last audible note — a long, long range beyond compass of the human eye and ear. Probably the music of the spheres is composed of such harmonies, he simpered.

Modern occidental music is evolved in conformity with an arbitrary scale, he resumed earnestly. An octave consists of seven whole tones and five half-tones. Combinations and sequences of notes or tints affect us emotionally — pleasurably when harmonious, painfully when discordant. But, and his voice shook with soulful emotion, the holiest and the most precious alliance ever dreamed of beyond the Gates of Heaven lies in the sacred intermingling of harmonious colour and harmonious silence. Let me play for you, upon my colour organ, my soundless symphony which I call Weather. Always in the world there will be weather. We have it constantly; there is so much of it that nobody knows how much there is; and I do not see very clearly how there ever could be any less than there is. Weather, then, being the only earthly condition which is eternal, becomes precious beyond human comprehension; and I have tried to interpret it as a symphony of silence and of colour divinely intermingled.

Ledyard whispered to Betty Barkley: Ill go mad and bite if he says another word!

She cautioned him with a light touch of her gloved hand, and strove very hard to remain serious as Mr. Sissly minced over to his organ, seated himself, and gazed upward.

All at once every light in the house went out.

For a while the great screen remained invisible, then a faint sheen possessed its surface, blotted out at eccentric intervals by a deep and thunderous tint which finally absorbed it and slowly became a coldly profound and depthless blue.

The blue was not permanent; almost imperceptible pulsations were stirring and modifying it toward a warmer and less decisive hue, and through it throbbed and ebbed elusive sensations of palest turquoise, primrose and shell-pink. This waned and deepened into a yellow which threatened to become orange.

Suddenly all was washed out in unaccented grey; the grey gradually became instinct with rose and gold; the gold was split by a violet streak; then virile scarlet tumbled through crashing scales of green, amethyst, crimson, into a chaos of chromatic dissonance, and vanished engulfed in shimmering darkness.

The lights flashed up, disclosing Mr. Sissly, very pale and damp of features, facing the footlights again.

That, he faltered, amid a stillness so profound that it seemed to fill the ear like a hollow roar,— that is weather. If you approve it, the most precious expression of your sympathy will be absolute silence.

Fortunately, not even Reggie Ledyard dropped.

Mr. Sissly passed a lank and lily hand across his large pale eyes.

Like the Japanese, he lisped, I bring to you my most precious thought-treasures one at a time — and never more than two between the rising of the orb of day and the veiling of it at eventide. I offer you, on the altar of my colour organ, a transposition of Von Schwiggles symphony in A minor; and I can only say that it is replete with a meaning so exquisitely precious that no human intelligence has yet penetrated it.

Out went the lights. Presently the screen became visible. Upon it there seemed to be no colour, no hint of any tint, no quality, no value. It was merely visible, and remained so for three mortal minutes. Then the lights broke out, revealing Mr. Sissly half fainting at his organ, and two young women in Greek robes waving bunches of violets at him. And the curtain fell.

There only remains, whispered Ledyard, the funny-house for me.

If you make me laugh Ill never forgive you, Mrs. Barkley warned him under her breath. But — oh, do look at Mrs. Hammerton!

Aunt Hannahs visage resembled that of a cornered and enraged mink surrounded by enemies.



If that man comes near me, she said to Desboro, I shall destroy him with hatpins. Youd better keep him away. Im morally and nervously disorganised.

Sissly had come off the stage and now stood in the wide aisle, surrounded by the earnest and intellectual womanhood of Westchester, eagerly seeking more light.

But there was little in Mr. Sisslys large and washed-out eyes; even less, perhaps, than illuminated his intellect. He gazed wanly upon adoration, edging his way toward Miss Frere, who, at dinner, had rashly admitted that she understood him.

Was it satisfying? he lisped, when he had attained to her vicinity.

It was most — remarkable, she said, bewildered. So absolutely new to me that I can find nothing as yet to say to you, except thank you.

Why say it? Why not merely look it? Your silence would be very, very precious to me, he said in a low voice. And the stately Miss Frere blushed.

The audience, under the stimulus of the lights, recovered very quickly from its semi-stupor, and everybody was now discussing with animation the unique experience of the past half-hour. New York chattered; Westchester discussed; that was the difference. Both had expected a new kind of cabaret show; neither had found the weird performance disappointing. Flippant and unintellectual young men felt safe in the certainty that neither their pretty partners nor the more serious representatives of the substantial county knew one whit more about soundless symphonies than did they.
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So laughter and noise filled the armoury with a gaily subdued uproar, silenced only when Katharine Freres harp was brought in, and the tall, handsome girl, without any preliminaries, went forward and seated herself, drew the gilded instrument back against her 

right shoulder, set her feet to the pedals, her fingers to the strings, and wandered capriciously from Le Donne Curiose and the far, brief echoes of its barcarolle, into Koenigskinder, and on through Versiegelt, till she lost herself in a dreamy Bavarian folk-song which died out as sunset dies on the far alms of the Red Valepp.

Great applause; no cabaret yet. The audience looked at the programme and read:

A Thousand Years B.C. ... Miss Nevers.

And Reggie Ledyard was becoming restless, thinking perhaps that a little ragtime of the spheres might melt the rapidly forming intellectual ice, and was saying so to anybody whod listen, when ding-dong-dang! ding-dong! echoed the oriental gong. Out went the lights, the curtain split open and was gathered at the wings; a shimmering radiance grew upon the stage disclosing a huge gold and green dragon of porcelain on its faïence pedestal. And there, high cradled between the forepaws of the ancient Mongolian monster, sat a slim figure in silken robes of turquoise, rose, and scarlet, a Chinese lute across her knees, slim feet pendant below the rainbow skirt.

Her head-dress was wrought fantastically of open-work gold, inlaid with a thousand tiny metallic blue feathers, accented by fiery gems; across the silky folds of her slitted tunic were embroidered in iris tints the single-winged birds whirling around each other between floating clouds; little clog-like shoes of silk and gold, embroidered with moss-green arabesques inset with orange and scarlet, shod the feet.

Ancient Cathay, exquisitely, immortally young, sat in jewelled silks and flowers under the huge and snarling dragon. And presently, string by string, her idle lute awoke, picked with the plectrum, note after note in strange and unfamiliar intervals; and, looking straight in front of her, she sang at random, to the sorrows of her lute, verses from The Maker of Moons, sung by Chinese lovers a thousand years ago:

Like to a Dragon in the Sky
The fierce Sun flames from East to West;
The flower of Love within my breast
Blooms only when the Moon is high
And Thou art nigh.

The dropping notes of her lute answered her, rippled on, and were lost like a little rill trickling into darkness.

The Day burns like a Dragons flight
Until Thou comest in the night
With thy cool Moon of gold — 
Then I unfold.

A faint stirring of the strings, silence; then she struck with her plectrum the weird opening chord of that sixth century song called The Night Revel; and sang to the end the ancient verses set to modern music by an unknown composer:

Along the River scarlet Lanterns glimmer,
Where gilded Boats and darkling Waters shimmer;
Laughter with Singing blends;
But Love begins and ends
Forever with a sigh — 
A whispered sigh.

In fire-lit pools the crimson Carp are swirling;
The painted peacocks shining plumes are furling;
Now in the torch-light by the Gate
A thousand Lutes begin the Fête
With one triumphant Cry!
Why should Love sigh?

The curtain slowly closed on the echoes of her lute; there came an interval of absolute silence, then an uproar of cries and of people getting to their feet, calling out: Go on! Go on! Dont stop! No applause except this excited clamour for more, and the racket of moving chairs.

Good Lord! muttered Captain Herrendene. Did you ever see anything as beautiful as that girl?

And: Where did she learn such things? demanded people excitedly of one another. It must be the real business! How does she know?

The noise became louder and more emphatic; calls for her reappearance redoubled and persisted until the gong again sounded, the lights went out, and the curtains twitched once more and parted.

She slid down from her cradled perch between the forelegs of the shadowy dragon and came to the edge of the footlights.

I was going to show you one or two jades from the Desboro collection, and tell you a little about them, she began, but my lute and I will say for you another song of ancient China, if you like. It was made by Kao-Shih about seven hundred years after the birth of Christ. He was one of the Tang poets — and not a very cheerful one. This is his song.

And she recited for them: There was a king of Liang.

After that she stepped back; but they would not have it, to the point of enthusiastic rudeness.



She recited for them Mêng Hao-Jans A Friend Expected, from The Maker of Moons, and the quatrains of the lovely, naïve little Spring Dream, written by Tsen-Tsan in the eighth century.

But they demanded still more. She laid aside her lute and intoned for them the noble lines of Chinas most famous writer:

Thou that hast seen six kingdoms pass away — —

Then, warming to her audience, and herself thrilled with the spirit of the ancient splendour, she moved forward in her whispering silks, and, slightly bending, her finger lifted like one who hushes children with a magic tale, she spoke to them of Fei-yen, mistress of the Emperor; and told them how Tai-Chên became an empress; sang for them the song of Yu Lao, the Song of the Moon Moth:

The great Night Moth that bears her name
Is winged in green,
Pale as the June moons silver flame
Her silken sheen:
No other flame they know, these twain
Where dark dews rain — 
This great Night Moth that bears her name
And my sweet Queen;
So let me light my Lantern flame
And breathe Her name.

She held her audience in the palm of her smooth little hand; she knew it, and tasted power. She told them of the Blue Mongols song, reciting:

From the Gray Plains I ride,
Where the gray hawks wheel,
In armour of lacquered hide,
Sabre and shield of steel;
The lance in my stirrup rattles,
And the quiver and bow at my back
Clatter! I sing of Battles,
Of Cities put to the sack!
Where is the Lord of the West,
The Golden Emperors son?
I swung my Mongol sabre; — 
He and the Dead are one.
For the tawny Lion of the Iort
And the Sun of the World are One!

Then she told them the old Chinese tale called The Never-Ending Wrong — the immortal tragedy of that immortal maid, a reed in motion and a rose in flame, from where she alights in the white hibiscus bower to where death is drumming at the door and ten thousand battle-chariots on the wing come clashing to a halt; and the trapped King, her lover, sends her forth

Lily pale,
Between tall avenues of spears, to die.

And so, amid the sullen soldiery, white as a flower, and all alone in soul, she shines through tall avenues of spears, to die.

The King has sought the darkness of his hands, standing in stricken grief, then turns and gazes at what lies there at his feet amid its scattered

 — Ornaments of gold,
One with the dust; and none to gather them; — 
Hair-pins of jade and many a costly gem,
Kingfishers wings and golden beads scarce cold.

Lingering a moment in the faint reflection of the low-turned footlights, she stood looking out over the silent audience; and perhaps her eyes found what they had been seeking, for she smiled and stepped back as the curtain closed. And no uproar of applause could lure her forth again until the lights had been long blazing and the dancers were whirling over the armoury floor, and she had washed the paint from lid and lip and cheek, and put off her rustling antique silken splendour to bewitch another century scarce begun.

Desboro, waiting at her dressing-room door for her, led her forth.

You have done so much for me, he whispered. Is there anything in all the world I can do for you, Jacqueline?

She was laughing, flushed by the flattery and compliments from every side, but she heard him; and after a moment her face altered subtly. But she answered lightly:

Can I ask for more than a dance or two with you? Is not that honour enough? Her voice was gay and mocking, but the smile had faded from eye and lip; only the curved sweetness of the mouth remained.

They caught the musics beat and swung away together among the other dancers, he piloting her with great adroitness between the avenues of armoured figures.

When he had the opportunity, he said: What may I send you that you would care for?

Send me? She laughed lightly again. Let me see! Well, then, perhaps you may one day send me — send me forth between tall avenues of spears, to die.

What! he said sharply.

The song is still ringing in my head — thats all. Send me any inexpensive thing you wish — a white carnation — I dont really care— she looked away from him— as long as it comes from you.




CHAPTER X
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DESBOROS GUESTS WERE determined to turn the house out of the windows; its stodgy respectability incited them; every smug, smooth portrait goaded them to unusual effort, and they racked their brains to invent novelties.

On one day they opened all the windows in the disused west wing, flooded the ground floor, hung the great stone room with paper lanterns, and held an ice carnival. As masks and costumes had been made entirely out of paper, there were several startling effects and abrupt retirements to repair damages; but the dancing on skates in the lantern light was very pretty, and even the youth and pride of Westchester found the pace not unsuitably rapid.

On another day, Desboros feminine guests sent to town for enough green flannel to construct caricatures of hunting coats for everybody.

The remains of a stagnant pack of harriers vegetated on a neighbouring estate; Desboro managed to mount his guests on his own live-stock, including mules, farm horses, polo ponies, and a yoke of oxen; and the county saw a hunting that they were not likely to forget.

Reggie Ledyard was magnificent astride an ox, with a paper megaphone for a hunting horn, rubber boots, and his hastily basted coat split from skirt to collar. The harriers ran wherever they pleased, and the astonished farm mules wouldnt run at all. There was hysterical excitement when one cotton-tail rabbit was started behind a barn and instantly lost under it.



The hunt dinner was a weird and deafening affair, and the Weber-Field ball costumes unbelievable.

Owing to reaction and exhaustion, repentant girls came to Jacqueline requesting an interim of intellectual recuperation; so she obligingly announced a lecture in the jade room, and talked to them very prettily about jades and porcelains, suiting her words to their intellectual capacity, which could grasp Kang-he porcelains and Celedon and Sang-de-bœuf, but balked at the three religions, and found blanc de Chine uninspiring. So she told them about the famille vert and the famille rose; about the Kang Hsi period, which they liked, and how the imperial kilns at Kiangsi developed the wonderful clair de lune turquoise blue and peach bloom, for which some of their friends or relatives had paid through their various and assorted noses.

All of this her audience found interesting because they recognised in the exquisite examples from Desboros collection, with which Jacqueline illustrated her impromptu lecture, objects both fashionable and expensive; and what is both fashionable and expensive appeals very forcibly to mediocrity.

I saw a jar like that one at the Clydesdales, said Reggie Ledyard, a trifle excited at his own unexpected intelligence. How much is it worth, Miss Nevers?

She laughed and looked at the vase between her slender fingers.

Really, she said, it isnt worth very much. But wealthy people have established fictitious values for many rather crude and commonplace things. If people had the courage to buy only what appealed to them personally, there would be a mighty crash in tumbling values.

Wed all wake up and find ourselves stuck, remarked Van Alstyne, who possessed some pictures which he had come to loathe, but for which he had paid terrific prices. Jim, do you want to buy any primitives, guaranteed genuine?

Theres the thrifty Dutch trader for you, said Reggie. Im loaded with rickety old furniture, too. They got me to furnish my place with antiques! But you dont see me trying to sell em to my host at a house party!

Stop your disputing, said Desboro pleasantly, and ask Miss Nevers for her professional opinion later. The chances are that you both have been properly stuck, and I never had any sympathy for wealthy ignorance, anyway.

But Ledyard and Van Alstyne, being very wealthy, became frightfully depressed over the unfeeling jibes of Desboro; and Jacqueline seemed to be by way of acquiring a pair of new clients.

In fact, both young men at various moments approached her on the subject, but Desboro informed them that they might with equal propriety ask a physician to prescribe for them at a dance, and that Miss Nevers office was open from nine until five.

Gad, remarked Ledyard to Van Alstyne, with increasing respect, she is some girl, believe me, Stuyve. Only if she ever married up with a man of our kind — good-night! Shed quit him in a week.

Van Alstyne touched his forehead significantly.

Sure, he said. Nothing doing inside our conks. But why the Lord made her such a peach outside as well as inside is driving me to Jersey! Most of em are so awful to look at, dont yknow. Come on, anyway. I cant keep away from her.



Shes somewhere with the others playing baseball golf, said Reggie, gloomily, following his friend. Isnt it terrible to see a girl in the world like that — apparently created to make some good gink happy — and suddenly find out that she has even more brains than beauty! My God, Stuyve, its hard on a man like me.

Are you really hard hit?

Am I? And how about you?

Its the real thing here, admitted Van Alstyne. But whats the use?

They agreed that there was no use; but during the dance that evening both young men managed to make their intentions clear to Jacqueline.

Reggie Ledyard had persuaded her to a few minutes promenade in the greenhouse; and there, standing amid thickets of spicy carnations, the girl listened to her first proposal from a man of that outer world about which, until a few days ago, she had known nothing.

The boy was not eloquent; he made a clumsy attempt to kiss her and was defeated. He seemed to her very big, and blond, and handsome as he stood there; and she felt a little pity for him, too, partly because his ideas were so few and his vocabulary so limited.

Perplexed, silent, sorry for him, yet still conscious of a little thrill of wonder and content that a man of the outer world had found her eligible, she debated within herself how best to spare him. And, as usual, the truth presented itself to her as the only explanation.

You see, she said, lifting her troubled eyes, I am in love with some one else.



Good God! he muttered. After a silence he said humbly: Would it be unpardonable if I — would you tell me whether you are engaged?

She blushed with surprise at the idea.

Oh, no, she said, startled. I — dont expect to be.

What? he exclaimed incredulously. Is there a man on earth ass enough not to fall in love with you if you ever condescended to smile at him twice?

But the ideas which he was evoking seemed to distress her, and she averted her face and stood twisting a long-stemmed carnation with nervous fingers.

Not even to herself, either before or since Desboros letter which had revealed him so unmistakably, had the girl ventured in her inmost thoughts to think the things which this big, blond, loutish boy had babbled.

What Desboro was, she understood. She had had the choice of dismissing him from her mind, with scorn and outraged pride as aids to help the sacrifice, or of accepting him as he was — as she knew him to be — for the sake of something about him as yet inexplicable even to herself.

And she had chosen.

But now a man of Desboros world had asked her to be his wife. More than that; he had assumed that she was fitted to be the wife of anybody.



They walked back together. She was adorable with him, kind, timidly sympathetic and smilingly silent by turns, venturing even to rally him a little, console him a little, moved by an impulse toward friendship wholly unfeigned.

All I have to say is, he muttered, that youre a peach and a corker; and Im going to invent some way of marrying you, even if it lands me in an East Side night-school.

Even he joined in her gay laughter; and presently Van Alstyne, who had been glowering at them, managed to get her away. But she would have nothing further to do with greenhouses, or dark landings, or libraries; so he asked her bluntly while they were dancing; and she shook her head, and very soon dropped his arm.

There was a bay-window near them; she made a slight gesture of irritation; and there, in the partly curtained seclusion, he learned that she was grateful and happy that he liked her so much; that she liked him very much, but that she loved somebody else.

He took it rather badly at first; she began to understand that few girls would have lightly declined a Van Alstyne; and he was inclined to be patronising, sulky and dignified — an impossible combination — for it ditched him finally, and left him kissing her hands and declaring constancy eternal.

That night, at parting, Desboro retained her offered hand a trifle longer than convention required, and looked at her more curiously than usual.

Are you enjoying the party, Jacqueline?

Every minute of it. I have never been as happy.

I suppose you realise that everybody is quite mad about you.

Everybody is nice to me! People are so much kinder than I imagined.

Are they? How do you get on with the gorgon?



Mrs. Hammerton? Do you know she is perfectly sweet? I never dreamed she could be so gentle and thoughtful and considerate. Why — and it seems almost ridiculous to say it — she seems to have the ideas of a mother about whatever concerns me. She actually fusses over me sometimes — and — it is — agreeable.

An inexplicable shyness suddenly overcame her, and she said good-night hastily, and mounted the stairs to her room.

Later, when she was prepared for bed, Mrs. Hammerton knocked and came in.

Jacqueline, she said bluntly, what was Reggie Ledyard saying to you this evening? Ill box his ears if he proposed to you. Did he?

I — I am afraid he did.

You didnt take him?

No.

I should think not! Id as soon expect you to marry a stable groom. He has all the beauty and healthy colour of one. Also the distinguished mental capacity. You dont want that kind.

I dont want any kind.

Im glad of it. Did any other fool hint anything more of that sort?

Mr. Van Alstyne.

Oho! Stuyvesant, too? Well, what did you say to him? asked the old lady, with animation.

I said no.

What?

Of course, I said no. I am not in love with Mr. Van Alstyne.

Child! Do you realise that you had the opportunity of your life!



Jacquelines smile was confused and deprecating.

But when a girl doesnt care for a man — —

Do you mean to marry for love?

The girl sat silent a moment, then shook her head.

I shall not marry, she said.

Nonsense! And if you feel that way, what am I good for? What earthly use am I to you? Will you kindly inform me?

She had seated herself on the beds edge, leaning over the girl where she lay on her pillows.

Answer me, she insisted. Of what use am I to you?

For a full minute the girl lay there looking up at her without stirring. Then a smile glimmered in her eyes; she lifted both arms and laid them on the older womans shoulders.

You are useful — this way, she said; and kissed her lightly on the forehead.

The effect on Aunt Hannah was abrupt; she caught the girl to her breast and held her there fiercely and in silence for a moment; then, releasing her, tucked her in with mute violence, turned off the light and marched out without a word.



Day after day Desboros guests continued to turn the house inside out, ransacking it from garret to cellar.

We dont intend to do anything in this house that anybody has ever done here, or at any house party, explained Reggie Ledyard to Jacqueline. So if any lady cares to walk down stairs on her head the incident will be quite in order.

Can she slide down the banisters instead? asked Helsa Steyr.



Oh, youll have to slide up to be original, said Betty Barkley.

How can anybody slide up the banisters? demanded Reggie hotly.

Youve the intellect of a terrapin, said Betty scornfully. Its because nobody has ever done it that it ought to be done here.

Desboro, seated on the pool table, told her she could do whatever she desired, including arson, as long as she didnt disturb the Aqueduct Police.

Katharine Frere said to Jacqueline: Everything you do is so original. Cant you invent something new for us to do?

She might suggest that you all try to think, said Mrs. Hammerton tartly. That would be novelty enough.

Cairns seized the megaphone and shouted: Help! Help! Aunt Hannah is after us!

Captain Herrendene, seated beside Desboro with a half smile on his face, glanced across at Jacqueline who stood in the embrasure of a window, a billiard cue resting across her shoulders.

Please invent something for us, Miss Nevers, he said.

Why dont you play hide and seek? sneered Mrs. Hammerton, busily knitting a tie. Its suited to your intellects.

Let Miss Nevers suggest a new way of playing the oldest game ever invented, added Betty Barkley. There is no possibility of inventing anything new; everything was first done in the year one. Even protoplasmic cells played hide-and-seek together.

What rot! said Reggie. You cant play that in a new way.

You could play it in a sporting way, said Cairns.

Hows that, old top?

Well, for example, you conceal yourself, and whatever girl finds you has got to marry you. Hows that for a reckless suggestion?

But it had given Reggie something resembling an idea.

Let us be hot sports, he said, with animation; draw lots to see which girl will hide somewhere in the house; make a time-limit of one hour; and if any man finds her shell marry him. There isnt a girl here, he added, jeeringly, who has the sporting nerve to try it!

A chorus of protests greeted the challenge. Athalie Vannis declared that she was crazy to marry somebody; but she insisted that the men would only pretend to search, and were really too cowardly to hunt in earnest. Cairns retorted that the girl in concealment would never permit a real live man to miss her hiding place while she possessed lungs to reveal it.

There isnt, repeated Reggie, a girl who has the nerve! Not one! He inspected them scornfully through the wrong end of the megaphone. Phony sports, he added. No nerves and all fidgets. Look at me; I dont want to get married; but Im game for an hour. There isnt a girl here to call my bluff! And he ventured to glance at Jacqueline.

Theyve had a chance to look at you by daylight, Reggie, and that is fatal, said Cairns. Now, if they were only sure that Id discover em, or the god-like captain yonder, or the beautiful Mr. Desboro — —

Ive half a mind to do it, said Helsa Steyr. Marie, will you draw lots to see who hides?

Why doesnt a man hide? drawled Miss Ledyard. Im very sure I could drag him to the altar in ten minutes.

Cairns had found a sheet of paper, torn it into slips, and written down every womans name, including Aunt Hannahs.

Shes retired to her room in disgust, said Jacqueline, laughing.

Is she included? faltered Reggie.

Youve brought it on yourself, said Cairns. Are you going to renig just because Aunt Hannah is a possible prize? Are you really a tin sport?

No, by heck! Come on, Katharine! to Miss Frere. But Betty Barkley cant figure in this, or there may be bigamy done.

That makes it a better sporting proposition, said Betty coolly. I insist on figuring; Bertie can take his chances.

Then Im jingled if I dont play, too, said Barkley. And Im not sure Ill hunt very hard if its Betty who hides.

The pretty little woman turned up her nose at her husband and sent a dazzling smile at Desboro.

Ill whistle three times, like the daughter in the poem, she said. Please beat my husband to it.

Cairns waved the pool basket aloft: Come ladies! he cried. Somebody reach up and draw; and may heaven smile upon your wedding day!

Betty Barkley, standing on tip-toe, reached up, stirred the folded ballots with tentative fingers, grasped one, drew it forth, and flourished it.



Goodness! How my heart really beats! she said. I dont know whether I want to open it or not. I hadnt contemplated bigamy.

If its my name, Im done for, said Katharine Frere calmly. Im nearly six feet, and I cant conceal them all.

Open it, said Athalie Vannis, with a shiver. After all theres the divorce court! And she looked defiantly at Cairns.

Betty turned over the ballot between forefinger and thumb and regarded it with dainty aversion.

Well, she said, if Im in for a scandal, I might as well know it. Will you be kind to me, Jim, and not flirt with my maid?

She opened the ballot, examined the name written there, turned and passed it to Jacqueline, who flushed brightly as a delighted shout greeted her.

The question is, said Reggie Ledyard excitedly, are you a sport, Miss Nevers, or are you not? Kindly answer with appropriate gestures.

The girl stood with her golden head drooping, staring at the bit of paper in her hand; then, as Desboro watched her, she glanced up with that sudden, reckless smile which he had seen once before — the first day he met her — and made a gay little gesture of acceptance.

Youre not really going to do it, are you? said Betty, incredulously. You dont have to; theyre every one of them short sports themselves!

I am not, said Jacqueline, smiling.

But, argued Katharine Frere, suppose Reggie should find you. Youd never marry him, would you?

Great Heavens! shouted Ledyard. She might have a worse fate. Theres Desboro!



You dont really mean it, do you, Miss Nevers? asked Captain Herrendene.

Yes, I do, said Jacqueline. I always was a gambler by nature.

The tint of excitement was bright on her cheeks; she shot a daring glance at Ledyard, looked at Van Alstyne and laughed, but her back remained turned toward Desboro.

He said: If the papers ever get wind of this theyll print it as a serious item.

I am perfectly serious, she said, looking coolly at him over her shoulder. If there is a man here clever enough to find me, Ill marry him in a minute. But — and she laughed in Desboros face— there isnt. So nobody need really lose one moment in anxiety. And if a girl finds me its all off, of course. May I have twenty minutes? And will you time me, Mr. Ledyard? And will you all remain in this room with the door closed?

If nobody finds you, cried Cairns, as she crossed the threshold, we each forfeit whatever you ask of us?

She paused at the door, looking back: Is that understood?

Everybody cried: Yes! Certainly!

She nodded and disappeared.

For twenty minutes they waited; then, as Reggie closed his watch, a general stampede ensued. Amazed servants shrank aside as Cairns, blowing fearful blasts on the megaphone, cheered on the excited human pack; everywhere Desboros cats and dogs fled before the invasion; room after room was ransacked, maids routed, butler and valet defied. Even Aunt Hannahs sanctuary was menaced until that lady sat up on her bed and swore steadily at Ledyard, who had scaled the transom.



Desboro, hunting by himself, entered the armoury, looked suspiciously at the armoured figures, shook a few, opened the vizors of others, and peered at the painted faces inside the helmets.

Others joined him, prying curiously, gathering in groups amid the motionless army of mailed men. Then, as more than half of the allotted hour had already expired, Ledyard suggested an attic party, where trunks full of early XIXth century clothing might be rifled with pleasing results.

We may find her up there in a chest, like the celebrated bride, remarked Aunt Hannah, who had reappeared from her retreat. Its the lesser of several tragedies that might happen, she added insolently, to Desboro.

To the attic! thundered Cairns through his megaphone; and they started.

But Desboro still lingered at the armoury door, looking back. The noise of the chase died away in the interior of the main house; the armoury became very still under the flood of pale winter sunshine.

He glanced along the steel ranks of men-at-arms; he looked up at the stately mounted figures; dazzling sunlight glittered over helmet and cuirass and across the armoured flanks of horses.

Could it be possible that she was seated up there, hidden inside some suit of blazing mail, astride a battle-horse?

Cautiously he came back, skirting the magnificent and motionless ranks, hesitated and halted.



Of course the whole thing had been proposed and accepted in jest; he told himself that. And yet — if some other man did discover her — the foundation of the jest might serve for a more permanent understanding. He didnt want her to have any intimate understanding with anybody until he and she understood each other, and he understood himself.

He didnt want another man to find and claim the forfeit, even in jest, because he didnt know what might happen. No man was ever qualified to foretell what another man might do; and men already were behaving toward her with a persistency and seriousness unmistakable — men like Herrendene, who meant what he looked and said; and young Hammerton, Daisys brother, eager, inexperienced and susceptible; and Bertie Barkley, a little, hard-faced snob, with an unerring instinct for anybody who promised to be popular among desirable people, was beginning to test her metal with the acid of his experience.

Desboro stood quite still, looking almost warily about him and thinking faster and faster, trying to recollect who it was who had dragged in the silly subject of marriage. That blond and hulking ass Ledyard, wasnt it?

He began to walk, slowly passing the horsemen in review.

Suppose a blond animal like Reggie Ledyard offered himself in earnest. Was she the kind of girl who would nail the worldly opportunity? And Herrendene — that quiet, self-contained, keen-eyed man of forty-five. You could never tell what Herrendene was thinking about anything, or what he was capable of doing. And his admiration for Jacqueline was undisguised, and his attentions frankly persistent. Last night, too, when they were coasting under the new moon, there was half an hours disappearance for which neither Herrendene nor Jacqueline had even pretended to account, though bantered and challenged — to Desboros vague discomfort. And the incident had left Desboro a trifle cool toward her that morning; and she had pretended not to be aware of the slight constraint between them, which made him sulky.



He had reached the end of the double lane of horsemen. Now he pivoted and retraced his steps, hands clasped behind his back, absently scanning the men-at-arms, preoccupied with his own reflections.

How seriously had she taken the rôle she was playing somewhere at that moment? Only fools accepted actual hazards when dared. He himself was apt to be that kind of a fool. Was she? Would she really have abided by the terms if discovered by Herrendene, for example, or Dicky Hammerton — if they were mad enough to take it seriously?

He thought of that sudden and delicious flash of recklessness in her eyes. He had seen it twice now.

By God! he thought. I believe she would! She is the sort that sees a thing through to the bitter end.

He glanced up, startled, as though something, somewhere in the vast, silent place, had moved. But he heard nothing, and there was no movement anywhere among the armoured effigies.

Suppose she were here hidden somewhere within a hollow suit of steel. She must be! Else why was he lingering? Why was he not hunting her with the pack? And still, if she actually were here, why was he not searching for her under every suit of sunlit mail? Could it be because he did not really want to find her — with this silly jest of marriage dragged in — a thing not to be mentioned between her and him even in jest?

Was it that he had become convinced in his heart that she must be here, and was he merely standing guard like a jealous, sullen dog, watching lest some other fool come blundering back from a false trail to discover the right one — and perhaps her?

Suddenly, without reason, he became certain that she and he were there in the armoury alone together. He knew it somehow, felt it, divined it in every quickening pulse beat.

He heard the preliminary click of the armoury clock, indicating five minutes grace before the hour struck. He looked up at the old dial, where it was set against the wall — an ancient piece in azure and gold under a foliated crest borne by some long dead dignitary.

Four more minutes now. And suppose she should stir in her place, setting her harness clashing? Had the thought of marrying him ever entered her head? Was it in such a girl to challenge the possibility, make it as near a serious question as it ever could be? It had never existed for them, even as a question. It was not a dead issue, because it had never lived. If she made one movement now, if she so much as lifted her finger, this occult thing would be alive. He knew it — knew that it lay with her; and stood silent, unstirring, listening for the slightest sound. There was no sound.

It lacked now only a minute to the hour. He looked at the face of the lofty clock; and, looking, all in a moment it flashed upon him where she was concealed.

Wheeling in his tracks, on the impulse of the moment he walked straight back to the great painted wooden charger, sheathed in steel and cloth of gold, bearing on high a slender, mounted figure in full armour — the dainty Milanese mail Of the Countess of Oroposa.

The superb young figure sat its saddle, hollow backed, graceful, both delicate gauntlets resting easily over the war-bridle on the gem-set pommel. Sunbeams turned the long spurs to two golden flames, and splintered into fire across the helmets splendid crest. He could not pierce the dusk behind the closed vizor; but in every heart-beat, every nerve, he felt her living presence within that hollow shell of inlaid steel and gold.

For a moment he stood staring up at her, then glanced mechanically toward the high clock. Thirty seconds! Time to speak if he would; time for her to move, if in her heart there ever had been the thought which he had never uttered, never meant to voice. Twenty seconds! Through that slitted vizor, also, the clock was in full view. She could read the flight of time as well as he. Now she must move — if ever she meant to challenge in him that to which he never would respond.

He waited now, looking at the clock, now at the still figure above him. Ten seconds! Five!

Jacqueline! he cried impulsively.

There was no movement, no answer from the slitted helmet.

Jacqueline! Are you there?

No sound.

Then the lofty gold and azure clock struck. And when the last of the twelve resounding strokes rang echoing through the sunlit armoury, the mailed figure stirred in its saddle, stretched both stirrups, raised its arms and flexed them.



You nearly caught me, she said calmly. I was afraid youd see my eyes through the helmet slits. Was it your lack of enterprise that saved me — or your prudence?

I spoke to you before the hour was up. It seems to me that I have won.

Not at all. You might just as well have stood in the cellar and howled my name. That isnt discovering me, you know.

I felt in my heart that you were there, he said, in a low voice.

She laughed. What a man feels in his heart doesnt count. Do you realise that Im nearly dead sitting for an hour here? This helmet is abominably hot! How in the world could that poor countess have stood it?

Shall I climb up beside you and unlace your helmet? he asked.

No, thank you. Mrs. Quant will get me out of it. She rose in the stirrups, swung one steel-shod leg over, and leaped to the floor beside him, clashing from crest to spur.

What a silly game it was, anyway! she commented, lifting her vizor and lowering the beaver. Her face was deliciously flushed, and the gold hair straggled across her cheeks.

Its quite wonderful how the armour of the countess fits me, she said. I wonder what she looked like. Ill wager, anyway, that she never played as risky a game in her armour as I have played this morning.

You didnt really mean to abide by the decision, did you? he asked.



Do you think I did?

No, of course not.

She smiled. Perhaps you are correct. But Ive always been afraid Id do something radical and irrevocable, and live out life in misery to pay for it. Probably I wouldnt. I must take off these gauntlets, anyway. Thank you — as he relieved her of them and tossed them under the feet of the wooden horse.

Last Thursday, he said, you fascinated everybody with your lute and your Chinese robes. Heaven help the men when they see you in armour! Ill perform my act of fealty now. And he lifted her hands and kissed them lightly where the gauntlets had left pink imprints on the smooth white skin.

As always when he touched her, she became silent; and, as always, he seemed to divine the instant change in her to unresponsiveness under physical contact. It was not resistance, it was a sort of inertia — an endurance which seemed to stir in him a subtle brutality, awaking depths which must not be troubled — unless he meant to cut his cables once for all and drift headlong toward the rocks of chance.

You and Herrendene behaved shockingly last night, he said lightly. Where on earth did you go?

Is it to you that I must whisper je maccuse? she asked smilingly.

To whom if not to me, Jacqueline?

Please — and what exactly then may be your status? Dont answer, she added, flushing scarlet. I didnt mean to say that. Because I know what is your status with me.

How do you know?



You once made it clear to me, and I decided that your friendship was worth everything to me — whatever you yourself might be.

Whatever I might be? he repeated, reddening.

Yes. You are what you are — what you wrote me you were. I understood you. But — do you notice that it has made any difference in my friendship? Because it has not.

The dull colour deepened over his face. They were standing near the closed door now; she laid one hand on the knob, then ventured to raise her eyes.

It has made no difference, she repeated. Please dont think it has.

His arms had imprisoned her waist; she dropped her head and her hand slipped from the knob of the great oak door as he drew her toward him.

In armour! she protested, trying to speak lightly, but avoiding his eyes.

Is that anything new? he said. You are always instantly in armour when my lightest touch falls on you. Why?

He lifted her drooping head until it rested against his arm.

Isnt it anything at all to you when I kiss you? he asked unsteadily.

She did not answer.

Isnt it, Jacqueline?

But she only closed her eyes, and her lips remained coldly unresponsive to his.

After a moment he said: Cant you care for me at all — in this way? Answer me!

I — care for you.

This way?



Over her closed lids a tremor passed, scarcely perceptible.

Dont you know how — how deeply I — care for you? he managed to say, feeling prudence and discretion violently tugging at their cables. Dont you know it, Jacqueline?

Yes. I know you — care for me.

Good God! he said, trying to choke back the very words he uttered. Cant you respond — when you know I find you so adorable! When — when you must know that I love you! Isnt there anything in you to respond?

I — care for you. If I did not, could I endure — what you do?

A sort of blind passion seized and possessed him; he kissed again and again the fragrant, unresponsive lips. Presently she lifted her head, loosened his clasp at her waist, stepped clear of the circle of his arms.

You see, she managed to say calmly, that I do care for you. So — may I go now?

He opened the door for her and they moved slowly out into the hall.

You do not show that you care very much, Jacqueline.

How can a girl show it more honestly? Could you tell me?

I have never stirred you to any tenderness — never!

She moved beside him with head lowered, hands resting on her plated hips, the bright hair in disorder across her cheeks. Presently she said in a low voice:

I wish you could see into my heart.



I wish I could! And I wish you could see into mine. That would settle it one way or another!

No, she said, because I can see into your heart. And it settles nothing for me — except that I would like to — remain.

Remain? Where?

There — in your heart.

He strove to speak coolly: Then you can see into it?

Yes.

And you know that you are there alone?

Yes — I think so.

And now that you have looked into it and know what is there, do you care to remain in the heart of — of such a man as I am?

Yes. What you are I — forgive.

An outburst of merriment came from the library, and several figures clad in the finery of the early nineteenth century came bustling out into the hall.

[image: img498.jpg]Cheer after cheer rang through the hallway

Evidently his guests had rifled the chests and trunks in the attic and had attired themselves to their hearts content. At sight of Desboro approaching accompanied by a slim figure in complete armour, they set up a shout of apprehension and then cheer after cheer rang through the hallway.

Do you know, cried Betty Barkley, you are the most darling thing in armour that ever happened! I want to get into some steel trousers like yours immediately! Are there any in the armoury that will fit me, Jim?

Did you discover her? demanded Reggie Ledyard, aghast.

Not within the time limit, old chap, said Desboro, pretending deep chagrin.





Then you dont have to marry him, do you, Miss Nevers? exclaimed Cairns, gleefully.

I dont have to marry anybody, Mr. Cairns. And isnt it humiliating? she returned, laughingly, edging her way toward the stairs amid the noisy and admiring group surrounding her.

No! No! cried Katharine Frere. You cant escape! You are too lovely that way, and you certainly must come to lunch in your armour!

Id perish! protested Jacqueline. No Christian martyr was ever more absolutely cooked than am I in this suit of mail.

Helsa Steyr started for her, but Jacqueline sprang to the stairs and ran up, pursued by Helsa and Betty.

Isnt she the cunningest, sweetest thing! sighed Athalie Vannis, looking after her. Im simply and sentimentally mad over her. Why didnt you have brains enough to discover her, Jim, and make her marry you?

Id have knocked em out if he had had enough brains for that, muttered Ledyard. But the horrible thing is that I havent any brains, either, and Miss Nevers has nothing but!

A girl like that marries diplomats and dukes, and discoverers and artists and things, commented Betty. Youre just a good-looking simp, Reggie. So is Jim.

Ledyard retorted wrathfully; Desboro, who had been summoned to the telephone, glanced at Aunt Hannah as he walked away, and was rather disturbed at the malice in the old ladys menacing smile.

But what Daisy Hammerton said to him over the telephone disturbed him still more.



Jim! Elena and Cary Clydesdale are stopping with us. May I bring them to dinner this evening?

For a moment he was at a loss, then he said, with forced cordiality:

Why, of course, Daisy. But have you spoken to them about it? Ive an idea that they might find my party a bore.

Oh, no! Elena wished me to ask you to invite them. And Cary was listening.

Did he care to come?

I suppose so.

What did he say?

He grinned. He always does what Elena asks him to do.

Oh! Then bring them by all means.

Thank you, Jim.

And that was all; and Desboro, astonished and troubled for a few moments, began to see in the incident not only the dawn of an understanding between Clydesdale and his wife, but something resembling a vindication for himself in this offer to renew a friendship so abruptly terminated. More than that, he saw in it a return of Elena to her senses, and it pleased him so much that when he passed Aunt Hannah in the hall he was almost smiling.

What pleases you so thoroughly, James — yourself? she asked grimly.

But he only smiled at her and sauntered on, exchanging friendly body-blows with Reggie Ledyard as he passed.

Reggie, said Mrs. Hammerton, with misleading mildness, come and exercise me for a few moments — theres a dear. And she linked arms with him and began to march up and down the hall vigorously.



Shes very charming, isnt she? observed Aunt Hannah blandly.

Who?

Miss Nevers.

Shes a dream, said Reggie, with emphasis.

Such a thoroughbred air, commented the old lady.

Rather!

And yet — shes only a shop-keeper.

Eh?

Didnt you know that Miss Nevers keeps an antique shop?

What of it? he said, turning red. I peddle stocks. My grandfather made snuff. What do I care what Miss Nevers does?

Of course. Only — would you marry her?

Huh! Like a shot! But I see her letting me! Once I was even ass enough to think I could kiss her, but it seems she wont even stand for that! And Herrendene makes me sick — the old owl — sneaking off with her whenever he can get the chance! They all make me sick! he added, lighting a cigarette. I wish to goodness I had a teaspoonful of intellect, and Id give em a run for her. Because I have the looks, if I do say it, he added, modestly.

Looks never counted seriously with a woman yet, said Mrs. Hammerton maliciously. Also, Ive seen better looking coachmen than you.

Thanks. What are you going to do with her anyway?

I dont have to do anything. Shell do whatever is necessary.



Thats right, too. Lord, but shell cut a swathe! Even that dissipated creature Cairns sits up and takes notice. I should think Desboro would, too — more than he does.

I understand theres a girl in blue, somewhere, observed Mrs. Hammerton.

Thats a different kind of girl, said the young man, with contempt, and quite oblivious to his own naïve self-revelation. Mrs. Hammerton shrugged her trim shoulders.

Also, he said, there is Elena Clydesdale — speaking of scandal and James Desboro in the same breath.

Do you believe that story?

Yes. But that sort of affair never counts seriously with a man who wants to marry.

Really? How charming! But perhaps it might count against him with the girl he wants to marry. Young girls are sometimes fastidious, you know.

They never hear about such things until somebody tells em, after theyre married. Then its rather too late to throw any pre-nuptial fits, he added, with a grin.

Reginald, said Mrs. Hammerton, day by day I am humbly learning how to appreciate the innate delicacy, chivalry, and honourable sentiments of your sex. You yourself are a wonderful example. For instance, when rumour couples Elena Clydesdales name with James Desboros, does it occur to you to question the scandal? No; you take it for granted, and very kindly explain to me how easily Mrs. Clydesdale can be thrown over if her alleged lover decides hed like to marry somebody.

Thats whats done, he said sulkily. When a man — —



You dont have to tell me! she fairly hissed, turning on him so suddenly that he almost fell backward. Dont you think I know what is the code among your sort — among the species of men you find sympathetic? You and Jack Cairns and James Desboro — and Cary Clydesdale, too? Let him reproach himself if his wife misbehaves! And I dont blame her if she does, and I dont believe she does! Do you hear me, you yellow-haired, blue-eyed little beast?

Ledyard stood open-mouthed, red to the roots of his blond hair, and the tiny, baleful black eyes of Mrs. Hammerton seemed to hypnotise him.

Youre all alike, she said with withering contempt. Real men are out in the world, doing things, not crawling around over the carpet under foot, or sitting in clubs, or dancing with a pack of women, or idling from polo field to tennis court, from stable to steam-yacht. Youve no real blood in you; its only Scotch and soda gone flat. Youve the passions of overfed lap dogs with atrophied appetites. Theres not a real man here — except Captain Herrendene — and hes going back to his post in a week. You others have no posts. And do you think that men of your sort are fitted to talk about marrying such a girl as Miss Nevers? Let me catch one of you trying it! Shes in my charge. But that doesnt count. Shell recognise a real man when she sees one, and glittering counterfeits wont attract her.

Great heavens! faltered Reggie. What a horrible lambasting! I — Ive heard you could do it; but this is going some — really, you know, its going some! And Im not all those things that you say, either! he added, in naïve resentment. I may be no good, but Im not as rotten as all that.

He stood with lips pursed up into a half-angry, half-injured pout, like a big, blond, blue-eyed yokel facing school-room punishment.

Mrs. Hammertons harsh face relaxed; and finally a smile wrinkled her eyes.

I suppose men cant help being what they are — a mixture of precocious child and trained beast. The best of em have both of these in em. And you are far from the best. Reggie, come here to me!

He came, after a moments hesitation, doubtfully.

Lord! she said. How we cherish the worst of you! I sometimes think we dont know enough to appreciate the best. Otherwise, perhaps theyd give us more of their society. But, generally, all we draw is your sort; and we cast our nets in vain into the real world — where Captain Herrendene is going on Monday. Reggie, dear?

What? he said suspiciously.

Was I severe with you and your friends?

Great heavens! There isnt another woman Id take such a drubbing from!

But you do take it, she said, with one of her rare and generous smiles which few people ever saw, and of which few could believe her facially capable.

And she slipped her arm through his and led him slowly toward the library where already Farris was announcing luncheon.

By heck! he repeated later, in the billiard room, to a group of interested listeners. Aunt Hannah is all that they say she is. She suddenly let out into me, and I give ymword she had me over the ropes in one punch — tellin me what beasts men are — and how were not fit to associate with nice girls — no bjinks — nor fit to marry em, either.

Cairns laughed unfeelingly.

Oh, you can laugh! muttered Ledyard. But to be lit into that way hurts a mans self-respect. Youd better be careful or youll be in for a dose of Aunt Hannah, too. She evidently has no use for any of us — barrin the Captain, perhaps.

That gentleman smiled and picked up his hockey stick.

Theres enough ice left — if you dont mind a wetting, he said. Shall we start?

Desboro rose, saying carelessly: The Hammertons and Clydesdales are coming over. Ill have to wait for them.

Bertie Barkley turned his hard little smooth-shaven face toward him.

Where are the Clydesdales?

I believe theyre stopping with the Hammertons for a week or two — I really dont know. You can ask them, as theyll be here to dinner.

Cairns laid aside a cue with which he had been punching pool-balls; Van Alstyne unhooked his skate-bag, and the others followed his example in silence. Nobody said anything further about the Clydesdales to Desboro.

Out in the hall a gay group of young girls in their skating skirts were gathering, among them Jacqueline, now under the spell of happiness in their companionship.

Truly, even in these few days, the warm sunlight of approval had done wonders for her. She had blossomed out deliriously and exquisitely in her half-shy friendships with these young girls, responding diffidently at first to their overtures, then frankly and with a charming self-possession based on the confidence that she was really quite all right if everybody only thought so.

Everybody seemed to think so; Athalie Vanniss friendship for her verged on the sentimental, for the young girl was enraptured at the idea that Jacqueline actually earned her own living. Marie Ledyard lazily admired and envied her slight but exceedingly fashionable figure; Helsa Steyr passionately adored her; Katharine Frere was profoundly impressed by her intellectual attainments; Betty Barkley saw in her a social success, with Aunt Hannah to pilot her — that is, every opportunity for wealth or position, or even both, through the marriage to which, Betty cheerfully conceded, her beauty entitled her.

So everybody of her own sex was exceedingly nice to her; and the men already were only too anxious to be. And what more could a young girl want?

As the jolly party started out across the snow, in random and chattering groups made up by hazard, Jacqueline turned from Captain Herrendene, with whom she found herself walking, and looked back at Desboro, who had remained standing bareheaded on the steps.

Arent you coming? she called out to him, in her clear young voice.

He shook his head, smiling.

Please excuse me a moment, she murmured to Herrendene, and ran back along the middle drive. Desboro started forward to meet her at the same moment, and they met under the dripping spruces.

Why arent you coming with us? she asked.

I cant very well. I have to wait here for some people who might arrive early.

You are going to remain here all alone?

Yes, until they come. You see they are dining here, and I cant let them arrive and find the house empty.

Do you want me to stay with you? Mrs. Hammerton is in her room, and it would be perfectly proper.

He said, reddening with surprise and pleasure: Its very sweet of you. I — had no idea youd offer to do such a thing — —

Why shouldnt I? Besides, Id rather be where you are than anywhere else.

With me, Jacqueline?

Are you really surprised to hear me admit it?

A little.

Why, if you please?

Because you never before have been demonstrative, even in speech.

She blushed: Not as demonstrative as you are. But you know that I might learn to be.

He looked at her curiously, but with more or less self-control.

Do you really care for me that way, Jacqueline?

I know of no way in which I dont care for you, she said quickly.

Does your caring for me amount to — love? he asked deliberately.

I — think so — yes.

The emotion in his face was now palely reflected in hers; their voices were no longer quite steady under the sudden strain of self-repression.

Say it, Jacqueline, if it is true, he whispered. His face was tense and white, but not as pale as hers. Say it! he whispered again.

I cant — in words. But it is true — what you asked me.

That you love me?

Yes. I thought you knew it long ago.

They stood very still, facing each other, breathing more rapidly. Her fate was upon her, and she knew it.

Captain Herrendene, who had waited, watched them for a moment more, then, lighting a cigarette, sauntered on carelessly, swinging his hockey-stick in circles.

Desboro said in a low, distinct voice, and without a tremor: I am more in love with you than ever, Jacqueline. But that is as much as I shall ever say to you — nothing more than that.

I know it.

Yes, I know you do. Shall I leave you in peace? It can still be done. Or — shall I tell you again that I love you?

Yes — if you wish, tell me — that.

Is love enough for you, Jacqueline?

Ask yourself, Jim. With what you give I must be content — or starve.

Do you realise — what it means for us? He could scarcely speak now.

Yes — I know. She turned and looked back. Herrendene was now a long way off, walking slowly and alone. Then she turned once more to Desboro, absently, as though absorbed in her own reflections. Herrendene had asked her to marry him that morning. She was thinking of it now.

Then, in her remote gaze the brief dream faded, her eyes cleared, and she looked up at the silent man beside her.

Shall I remain here with you? she asked.

He made an effort to speak, but his voice was no longer under command. She waited, watching him; then they both turned and slowly entered the house together. Her hand had fallen into his, and when they reached the library he lifted it to his lips and noticed that her fingers were trembling. He laid his other hand over them, as though to quiet the tremor; and looked into her face and saw how colourless it had become.

My darling! But the time had not yet come when he could tolerate his own words; contempt for them choked him for a moment, and he only took her into his arms in silence.

She strove to think, to speak, to master her emotion; but for a moment his mounting passion subdued her and she remained silent, quivering in his embrace.

Then, with an effort, she found her voice and loosened his arms.

Listen, she whispered. You must listen. I know what you are — how you love me. But you are wrong! If I could only make you see it! If you would not think me selfish, self-seeking — believe unworthy motives of me — —

What do you mean? he asked, suddenly chilled.

I mean that I am worth more to you than — than to be — what you wish me to be to you. You wont misunderstand, will you? I am not bargaining, not begging, not trading. I love you! I couldnt bargain; I could only take your terms — or leave them. And I have not decided. But — may I say something — for your sake more than for my own?



Yes, he said, coolly.

Then — for your sake — far more than for mine — if you do really love me — make more of me than you have thought of doing! I know I shall be worth it to you. Could you consider it?

After a terrible silence, he said: I can — get out of your life — dog that I am! I can leave you in peace. And that is all.

If that is all you can do — dont leave me — in peace. I — I will take the chances of remaining — honest — —

The hint of fear in her eyes and in her voice startled him.

There is a martyrdom, she said, which I might not be able to endure forever. I dont know. I shall never love another man. And all my life I have wanted love. It is here; and I may not be brave enough to deny it and live my life out in ignorance of it. But, Jim, if you only could understand — if you only knew what I can be to you — to the world for your sake — what I can become merely because I love you — what I am capable of for the sake of your pride in — in me — and — — She turned very white. Because it is better for your sake, Jim. I am not thinking of myself, and how wonderful it would be for me — truly I am not. Dont you believe me? Only — there is so much to me — I am really so much of a woman — that it would begin to trouble you if ever I became anything — anything less than your — wife. And you would feel sorry for me — and I couldnt truthfully console you because all the while Id know in my heart what you had thrown away that might have belonged to us both.

Your life? he said, with dry lips.

Oh, Jim! I mean more than your life and mine! For our lives — yours and mine — would not be all you would throw away and deny. Before we die we would want children. Ought I not to say it? She turned away, blind with tears, and dropped onto the sofa. Im wondering if Im in my right mind, she sobbed, for yesterday I did not even dare think of these things I am saying to you now! But — somehow — even while Captain Herrendene was speaking — it all flashed into my mind. I dont know how I knew it, but I suddenly understood that you belonged to me — just as you are, Jim — all the good, all the evil in you — everything — even your intentions toward me — how you may deal with me — all, all belonged to me! And so I went back to you, to help you. And now I have said this thing — for your sake alone, not for my own — only so that in years to come you may not have me on your conscience. For if you do not marry me — and I let myself really love you — you will wish that the beginning was to be begun again, and that we had loved each other — otherwise.

He came over and stood looking down at her for a moment. His lips were twitching.

Would you marry me now, he managed to say, now, after you know what a contemptible cad I am?

You are only a man. I love you, Jim. I will marry you — if youll let me — —

Suddenly she covered her eyes with her hands. He seated himself beside her, sick with self-contempt, dumb, not daring to touch her where she crouched, trembling in every limb.

For a long while they remained so, in utter silence; then the doorbell startled them. Jacqueline fled to her room; Desboro composed himself with a desperate effort and went out into the hall.

He welcomed his guests on the steps when Farris opened the door, outwardly master of himself once more.

We came over early, Jim, explained Daisy, because Uncle John is giving a dinner and father and mother need the car. Do you mind?

He laughed and shook hands with her and Elena, who looked intently and unsmilingly into his face, and then let her expressionless glance linger for a moment on her husband, who was holding out a huge hand to Desboro.

Im glad to see you, Clydesdale, said Desboro pleasantly, and took that bulky gentlemans outstretched hand, who mumbled something incoherent; but the fixed grin remained. And that was the discomforting — yes, the dismaying — characteristic of the man — his grin never seemed to be affected by his emotions.

Mrs. Quant bobbed away upstairs, piloting Daisy and Elena. Clydesdale followed Desboro to the library — the same room where he had discovered his wife that evening, and had learned in what esteem she held the law that bound her to him. Both men thought of it now — could not avoid remembering it. Also, by accident, they were seated very nearly as they had been seated that night, Clydesdale filling the armchair with his massive figure, Desboro sitting on the edge of the table, one foot resting on the floor.

Farris brought whiskey; both men shook their heads.



Will you have a cigar, Clydesdale? asked the younger man.

Thanks.

They smoked in silence for a few moments, then:

Im glad you came, said Desboro simply.

Yes. Men dont usually raise that sort of hell with each other unless a woman starts it.

Dont talk that way about your wife, said Desboro sharply.

See here, young man, I have no illusions concerning my wife. What happened here was her doing, not yours. I knew it at the time — if I didnt admit it. You behaved well — and youve behaved well ever since — only it hurt me too much to tell you so before to-day.

Thats all right, Clydesdale — —

Yes, it is going to be all right now, I guess. A curious expression flitted across his red features, softening the grin for a moment. I always liked you, Desboro; and Elena and I were staying with the Hammertons, so she told that Daisy girl to ask you to invite us. Thats all there is to it.

Good business! said Desboro, smiling. Im glad its all clear between us.

Yes, its clear sailing now, I guess. Again the curiously softening expression made his heavy red features almost attractive, and he remained silent for a while, occupied with thoughts that seemed to be pleasant ones.

Then, abruptly emerging from his revery, he grinned at Desboro:

So Mrs. Hammerton has our pretty friend Miss Nevers in tow, he said. Fine girl, Desboro. Shes been at my collection, you know, fixing it up for the hammer.



So you are really going to sell? inquired Desboro.

I dont know. I was going to. But Im taking a new interest in my hobby since — — he reddened, then added very simply, since Elena and I have been getting on better together.

Sure, nodded Desboro, gravely understanding him.

Yes — its about like that, Desboro. Things were rotten bad up to that night. And afterward, too, for a while. Theyre clearing up a little better, I think. Were going to get on together, I believe. I dont know much about women; never liked em much — except Elena. Its funny about Miss Nevers, isnt it?

What do you mean?

Mrs. Hammertons being so crazy about her. Shes a good girl, and a pretty one. Elena is wild to meet her.

Didnt your wife ever meet her at your house? asked Desboro dryly.

When she was there appraising my jim-cracks? No. Elena has no use for my gallery or anybody who goes into it. Besides, until this morning she didnt even know that Miss Nevers was the same expert you employed. Now she wants to meet her.

Desboro slowly raised his eyes and looked at Clydesdale. The unvaried grin baffled him, and presently he glanced elsewhere.

Clydesdale, smoking, slowly crossed one ponderous leg over the other. Desboro continued to gaze out of the window. Neither spoke again until Daisy Hammerton came in with Elena. If the young wife remembered the somewhat lurid circumstances of her last appearance in that room, her animated and smiling face betrayed no indication of embarrassment.



When is that gay company of yours going to return, Jim? she demanded. I am devoured by curiosity to meet this beautiful Miss Nevers. Fancy her coming to my house half a dozen times this winter and I never suspecting that my husbands porcelain gallery concealed such a combination of genius and beauty! I could have bitten somebodys head off in vexation, she rattled on, when I found out who she was. So I made Daisy ask you to invite us to meet her. Is she so unusually wonderful, Jim?

I believe so, he said drily.

They say every man who meets her falls in love with her immediately — and that most of the women do, too, appealing to Daisy, who nodded smiling corroboration.

She is very lovely and very clever, Elena. I think I never saw anything more charming than that rainbow dance she did for us last night in Chinese costume, turning to Desboro, The Rainbow Skirt, I think it is called?

A dance some centuries old, said Desboro, and let his careless glance rest on Elena for a moment.

She looked, said Daisy, like some exquisite Chinese figure made of rose-quartz, crystal and green jade.

Jade? said Clydesdale, immediately interested. That girl knows jades, I can tell you. By gad! The first thing she did when she walked into my gallery was to saw into a few glass ones with a file; and good-night to about a thousand dollars in Japanese phony!

That was pleasant, said Desboro, laughing.



Wasnt it! And my rose-quartz Fêng-huang! The Chia-Ching period of the Ming dynasty! Do you get me, Desboro? It was Jap!

Really?

Clydesdale brought down his huge fist with a thump on the table:

I wouldnt believe it! I told Miss Nevers she didnt know her business! I asked her to consider the fact that the crystallisation was rhombohedral, the prisms six-sided, hardness 7, specific gravity 2.6, no trace of cleavage, immune to the three acids or the blow-pipe alone, and reacted with soda in the flame. I thought I knew it all, you see. First she called my attention to the colour. Sure, I said, its a little faded; but rose-quartz fades when exposed to light! Yes, said she, but moisture restores it. So we tried it. Nix doing! Only a faint rusty stain becoming visible and infecting that delicious rose colour. Help! said I. What the devil is it? Jap funny business, said she. Your rose-quartz phoenix of the Ming dynasty is common yellow crystal carved in Japan and dyed that beautiful rose tint with something, the composition of which my chemist is investigating! Wasnt it horrible, Desboro?

Daisys brown eyes were very wide open, and she exclaimed softly:

What a beautiful knowledge she has of a beautiful profession! And to Desboro: Can you imagine anything in the world more fascinating than to use such knowledge? And how in the world did she acquire it? She is so very young to know so much!

Her father began her training as a child, said Desboro. There was a slight burning sensation in his face, and a hotter pride within him. After a second or two he felt Elenas gaze; but did not choose to encounter it at the moment, and was turning to speak to Daisy Hammerton when Jacqueline entered the library.

Clydesdale lumbered to his feet and tramped over to shake hands with her; Daisy greeted her cordially; she and Elena were presented, and stood smiling at each other for a seconds silence. Then Mrs. Clydesdale moved a single step forward, and Jacqueline crossed to her and offered her hand, looking straight into her eyes so frankly and intently that Elenas colour rose and for once in her life her tongue remained silent.

Your husband and I are already business acquaintances, said Jacqueline. I know your very beautiful gallery, too, and have had the privilege of identifying and classifying many of the jades and porcelains.

Elenas eyes were level and cool as she said: If I had known who you were I would have received you myself. You must not think me rude. Mr. Desboros unnecessary reticence concerning you is to blame; not I.

Jacquelines smile became mechanical: Mr. Desboros reticence concerning a business acquaintance was very natural. A busy woman neither expects nor even thinks about social amenities under business circumstances.
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Elenas flush deepened: Business is kinder to men than women sometimes believe — if it permits acquaintance with such delightful people as yourself.

Jacqueline said calmly: All business has its compensations, — she smiled and made a friendly little salute with her head to Clydesdale and Desboro,— as you will witness for me. And I am employed by other clients who also are considerate and kind. So you see the woman who works has scarcely any time to suffer from social isolation.



Daisy said lightly: Nobody who is happily employed worries over social matters. Intelligence and sweet temper bring more friends than a busy girl knows what to do with. Isnt that so, Miss Nevers?

Jacqueline turned to Elena with a little laugh: Its an axiom that nobody can have too many friends. I want all I can have, Mrs. Clydesdale, and am most grateful when people like me.

And when they dont, asked Elena, smiling, what do you do then, Miss Nevers?

What is there to do, Mrs. Clydesdale? she said gaily. What would you do about it?

But Elena seemed not to have heard her, for she was already turning to Desboro, flushed, almost feverish in her animation:

So many things have happened since I saw you, Jim — — she hesitated, then added daringly, at the opera. Do you remember Ariane?

I think you were in the Barkleys box, he said coolly.

Your memory is marvellous! In point of fact, I was there. And since then so many, many things have happened that Id like to compare notes with you — sometime.

Im quite ready now, he said.

Do you think your daily record fit for public scrutiny, Jim? she laughed.

I dont mind sharing it with anybody here, he retorted gaily, if you have no objection.

His voice and hers, and their laughter seemed so perfectly frank that thrust and parry pa

ssed as without significance. She and Desboro were still lightly rallying each other; Clydesdale was explaining to Daisy that lapis lazuli was the sapphire of the ancients, while Jacqueline was showing her a bit under a magnifying glass, when the noise of sleighs and motors outside signalled the return of the skating party.

As Desboro passed her, Elena said under her breath: I want a moment alone with you this evening.

Its impossible, he motioned with his lips; and passed on with a smile of welcome for his returning guests.

Later, in the billiard room, where they all had gathered before the impromptu dance which usually terminated the evening, Elena found another chance for a word aside: Jim, I must speak to you alone, please.

It cant be done. You see that for yourself, dont you?

It can be done. Go to your room and Ill come — —

Are you mad?

Almost. I tell you youd better find some way — —

What has happened?

I mean to have you tell me, Jim.

A dull flush came into his face: Oh! Well, Ill tell you now, if you like.

Her heart seemed to stop for a second, then almost suffocated her, and she instinctively put her hand to her throat.

He was leaning over the pool table, idly spinning the ivory balls; she, seated on the edge, one pretty, bare arm propping her body, appeared to be watching him as idly. All around them rang the laughter and animated chatter of his guests, sipping their after-dinner coffee and cordial around the huge fireplace.



Dont say — that you are going to — Jim — — she breathed. It isnt true — it mustnt be — —

He interrupted deliberately: What are you trying to do to me? Make a servant out of me? Chain me up while you pass your life deciding at leisure whether to live with your husband or involve yourself and me in scandal?

Are you in love with that girl — after what you have promised me?

Are you sane or crazy?

You once told me you would never marry. I have rested secure in the knowledge that when the inevitable crash came you would be free to stand by me!

You have a perfectly good husband. You and he are on better terms — you are getting on all right together. Do you expect to keep me tied to the table-leg in case of eventualities? he said, in a savage whisper. How many men do you wish to control?

One! I thought a Desboro never lied.

Have I lied to you?

If you marry Miss Nevers you will have lied to me, Jim.

Very well. Then youll release me from that fool of a promise. I remember I did say that I would never marry. Ive changed my mind, thats all. Ive changed otherwise, too — please God! The cad you knew as James Desboro is not exactly what youre looking at now. Its in me to be something remotely resembling a man. I learned how to try from her, if you want to know. What I was cant be helped. What Im to make of the débris of what I am concerns myself. If you ever had a shred of real liking for me youll show it now.





Jim! Is this how you betray me — after persuading me to continue a shameful and ghastly farce with Cary Clydesdale! You have betrayed me — for your own ends! You have made my life a living lie again — so that you could evade responsibility — —

Was I ever responsible for you?

You asked me to marry you — —

Before you married Cary. Good God! Does that entail hard labour for life?

You promised not to marry — —

What is it to you what I do — if you treat your husband decently?

I have tried — — She crimsoned. I — I endured degradation to which I will never again submit — whatever the law may be — whatever marriage is supposed to include! Do you think you can force me to — to that — for your own selfish ends — with your silly and unsolicited advice on domesticity and — and children — when my heart is elsewhere — when you have it, and you know you possess it — and all that I am — every bit of me. Jim! Dont be cruel to me who have been trying to live as you wished, merely to satisfy a moral notion of your own! Dont betray me now — at such a time — when its a matter of days, hours, before I tell Cary that the farce is ended. Are you going to leave me to face things alone? You cant! I wont let you! I am — —
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Be careful, he said, spinning the 13 ball into a pocket. People are watching us. Toss that cue-ball back to me, please. Laugh a little when you do it.

For a second she balanced the white ivory ball in a hand which matched it; then the mad impulse to dash it into his smiling face passed with a shudder, and she laughed and sent it caroming swiftly from cushion to cushion, until it darted into his hand.

Jim, she said, you are not really serious. I know it, too; and because I do know it, I have been able to endure the things you have done — your idle fancies for a pretty face and figure — your indiscretions, ephemeral courtships, passing inclinations. But this is different — —

Yes, it is different, he said. And so am I, Elena. Let us be about the honest business of life, in Gods name, and clear our hearts and souls of the morbid and unwholesome mess that lately entangled us.

Is that how you speak of what we have been to each other? she asked, very pale.

He was silent.

Jim, dear, she said timidly, wont you give me ten minutes alone with you?

He scarcely heard her. He spun the last parti-coloured ball into a corner pocket, straightened his shoulders, and looked at Jacqueline where she sat in the corner of the fireplace. Herrendene, cross-legged on the rug at her feet, was doing Malay card tricks to amuse her; but from moment to moment her blue eyes stole across the room toward Desboro and Mrs. Clydesdale where they leaned together over the distant pool table. Suddenly she caught his eye and smiled a pale response to the message in his gaze.

After a moment he said quietly to Elena: I am deeply and reverently in love — for the first and only time in my life. It is proper that you should know it. And now you do know it. There is absolutely nothing further to be said between us.

There is — more than you think, she whispered, white to the lips.




CHAPTER XI
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NOBODY, APPARENTLY, WAS yet astir; not a breakfast tray had yet tinkled along the dusky corridors when Desboro, descending the stairs in the dim morning light, encountered Jacqueline coming from the general direction of the east wing, her arms loaded with freshly cut white carnations.

Good morning, he whispered, in smiling surprise, taking her and her carnations into his arms very reverently, almost timidly.

She endured the contact shyly and seriously, as usual, bending her head aside to avoid his lips.

Do you suppose, he said laughingly, that you could ever bring yourself to kiss me, Jacqueline?

She did not answer, and presently he released her, saying: You never have yet; and now that were engaged — —

Engaged!

You know we are!

Is that what you think, Jim?

Certainly! I asked you to marry me — —

No, dear, I asked you. But I wasnt certain you had quite accepted me — —

Are you laughing at me?

I dont know — I dont know what I am doing any more; laughter and tears seem so close to each other — sometimes — and I can never be certain which it is going to be any more.

Her eyes remained grave, but her lips were sweet and humourous as she stood there on the stairs, her chin resting on the sheaf of carnations clasped to her breast.



What is troubling you, Jacqueline? he asked, after a moments silence.

Nothing. If you will hold these flowers a moment Ill decorate you.

He took the fragrant sheaf from her; she selected a magnificent white blossom, drew the stem through the lapel of his coat, patted the flower into a position which suited her, regarded the effect critically, then glanced up out of her winning blue eyes and found him watching her dreamily.

I try to realise it, and I cant, he said vaguely. Can you, dear?

Realise what? she asked, in a low voice.

That we are engaged.

Are you so sure of me, Jim?

Do you suppose I could live life through without you now?

I dont know. Try it for two minutes anyway; these flowers must stand in water. Will you wait here for me?

He stepped forward to aid her, but she passed him lightly, avoiding his touch, and sped across the corridor. In a few minutes she returned and they descended the stairs together, and entered the empty library. She leaned back against the table, both slender hands resting on the edge behind her, and gazed out at the sparrows in the snow. And she did not even appear to notice his arm, which ventured around her waist, or his lips resting against the lock of bright hair curling on her cheek, so absorbed she seemed to be in her silent reflections.

After a few moments she said, still looking out of the window: I must tell you something now.



Are you going to tell me that you love me?

Yes — perhaps I had better begin that way.

Then begin, dearest.

I — I love you.

His arm tightened around her, but she gently released herself.

There is a — a little more to say, Jim. I love you enough to give you back your promise.

My promise!

To marry me, she said steadily. I scarcely knew what I was saying yesterday — I was so excited, so much in love with you — so fearful that you might sometime be unhappy if things continued with us as they threatened to continue. Im afraid I overvalued myself — made you suspect that I am more than I really am — or can ever be. Besides, I frightened you — and myself — unnecessarily. I never could be in any danger of — of loving you — unwisely. It was not perfectly fair to you to hint such a thing — because, after all, there is a third choice for you. A worthy one. For you could let me go my way out of your life, which is already so full, and which would fill again very easily, even if my absence left a little void for a while. And if it was any kind of pity you felt for me — for what I said to you — that stirred you to — ask of me what I begged you to ask — then I give you back your promise. I have not slept for thinking over it. I must give it back.

He remained silent for a while, then his arms slipped down around her body and he dropped on one knee beside her and laid his face close against her. She had to bend over to hear what he was saying, he spoke so low and with such difficulty.

How can you care for me? he said. How can you? Dont you understand what a beast I was — what lesser impulse possessed me — —

Hush, Jim! Am I different?

Good God! Yes!

No, dear.

You dont know what youre saying!

You dont know. Do you suppose I am immune to — to the — lesser love — at moments — —

He lifted his head and looked up at her, dismayed.

You!

I. How else could I understand you?

Because you are so far above everything unworthy.

No, dear. If I were, you would only have angered and frightened me — not made me sorry for us both. Because women and men are something alike at moments; only, somehow, women seem to realise that — somehow — they are guardians of — of something — of civilisation, perhaps. And it is their instinct to curb and silence and ignore whatever unworthy threatens it or them. It is that way with us, Jim.

She looked out of the window at the sky and the trees, and stood thinking for a while. Then: Did you suppose it is always easy for a girl in love — whose instinct is to love — and to give? Especially such a girl as I am, especially when she is so dreadfully afraid that her lover may think her cold-blooded — self-seeking — perhaps a — a schemer — —

She covered her face with her hand — the quick, adorable gesture he knew so well.

I — did ask you to marry me, she said, in a stifled voice, but I am not a schemer; my motive was not self-interest. It was for you I asked it, Jim, far more than for myself — or I never could have found the courage — perhaps not even the wish. Because, somehow, I am too proud to wish for anything that is not offered.

As he said nothing, she broke out suddenly with a little sob of protest in her voice: I am not a self-seeking, calculating woman! I am not naturally cold and unresponsive! I am — inclined to be — otherwise. And you had better know it. But you wont believe it, I am afraid, because I — I have never responded to — to you.

Tears fell between her fingers over the flushed cheeks. She spoke with increasing effort: You dont understand; and I cant explain — except to say that to be demonstrative seemed unworthy in me.

He put his arms around her shoulders very gently; she rested her forehead against his shoulder.

Dont think me calculating and cold-blooded — or a fool, she whispered. Probably everybody kisses or is kissed. I know it as well as you do. But I havent the — effrontery — to permit myself — such emotions. I couldnt, Jim. Id hate myself. And I thought of that, too, when I asked you to marry me. Because if you had refused — and — matters had gone on — you would have been sorry for me sooner or later — or perhaps hated me. Because I would have been — been too much ashamed of myself to have — loved you — unwisely.

He stood with head bent, listening; and, as he listened, the comparison between this young girl and himself forced itself into his unwilling mind — how that all she believed and desired ennobled her, and how what had always governed him had made of him nothing more admirable than what he was born, a human animal. For what he began as he still was — only cleverer.



What else was he — except a trained animal, sufficiently educated to keep out of jail? What had he done with his inheritance? His body was sane and healthy; he had been at pains to cultivate that. How was it with his mind? How was it with his spiritual beliefs? Had he cultivated and added to either? He had been endowed with a brain. Had he made of it anything except an instrument for idle caprice and indolent passions to play upon?

Do you understand me now? she whispered, touching wet lashes with her handkerchief.

He replied impetuously, hotly; her hands dropped from her face and she looked up at him with sweet, confused eyes, blushing vividly under his praise of her.

He spoke of himself, too, with all the quick, impassioned impulse of youthful emotion, not sparing himself, promising better things, vowing them before the shrine of her innocence. Yet, a stronger character might have registered such vows in silence. And his fervour and incoherence left her mute; and after he had ceased to protest too much she stood quiet for a while, striving to search herself so that nothing unworthy should remain — so that heart and soul should be clean under the magic veil of happiness descending before her enraptured eyes.

Gently his arms encircled her; her clasped hands rested on his shoulder, and she gazed out at the blue sky and sun-warmed snow as at a corner of paradise revealed.

Later, when the household was astir, she went out with him into the greenhouse, where the enchanted stillness of growing things thrilled her, and the fragrance and sunlight made the mystery of love and its miracle even more exquisitely unreal to her.

At first they did not speak; her hand lay loosely in his, her blue eyes remained remote; and together they slowly paced the long, glass-sheeted galleries between misty, scented mounds of bloom, to and fro, under the flood of pallid winter sunshine, pale as the yellow jasmine flowers overhead.

After a while a fat gardener came into one of the further wings. Presently the sound of shovelled coal from the furnace-pit aroused them from their dream; and they looked at each other gravely.

After a moment, he said: Does it make a difference to you, Jacqueline, what I was before I knew you?

No.

I was only wondering what you really think of me.

You know already, Jim.

He shook his head slowly.

Jim! Of course you know! she insisted hotly. What you may have been before I knew you I refuse to consider. Anyway, it was you — part of you — and belongs to me now! Because I choose to make it mine — all that you were and are — good and evil! For I wont give up one atom of you — even to the devil himself!

He tried to laugh: What a fierce little partisan you are, he said.

Very — where it concerns you, she said, unsmiling.

Dear — I had better tell you now; you may hear things about me — —

I wont listen to them!



No; but one sometimes hears without listening. People may say things. They will say things. I wish I could spare you. If I had known — if I had only known — that you were in the world — —

Dont, Jim! It — it isnt best for me to hear. It doesnt concern me, she insisted excitedly. And if anybody dares say one word to me — —

Wait, dear. All I want to be sure of is that you do love me enough to — to go on loving me. I want to be certain, and I want you to be certain before you are a bride — —

She was growing very much excited, and suddenly near to tears, for the one thing that endangered her self-control seemed to be his doubt of her.

There is nothing that I havent forgiven you, she said. Nothing! There is nothing I wont forgive — except — one thing — —

What?

I cant say it. I cant even think it. All I know is that now I couldnt forgive it. Suddenly she became perfectly quiet.

I know what you mean, he said.

Yes. It is what no wife can forgive. She looked at him, clear eyed, intelligent, calm; for the moment without any illusion; and he seemed to feel that, in the light of what she knew of him, she was coolly weighing the danger of the experiment. Never had he seen so cold and lustrous a brow, such limpid clarity of eye, searching, fearless, direct. Then, in an instant, it all seemed to melt into flushed and winsome loveliness; and she was murmuring that she loved him, and asking pardon for even one seconds hesitation.

It never could be; it is unthinkable, she whispered. And it is too late anyway for me — I would love you now, whatever you killed in me. Because I must go on loving you, Jim; for that is the way it is with me, and I know it now. As long as there is life in me Ill strive for you in my own fashion — even against yourself — to keep you for mine, to please you, to be to you and to the world what you wish me to be — for your honour and your happiness — which also must be my own — the only happiness, now, that I can ever understand.

He held her in his arms, smoothing the bright hair, touching the white brow with his lips at moments, happy because he was so deeply in love, fearful because of it — and, deep in his soul, miserable, afraid lest aught out of his past life return again to mock her — lest some echo of folly offend her ears — some shadow fall — some phantom of dead days rise from their future hearth to stand between them.

It is that way with a man who has lived idly and irresponsibly, and who has gone lightly about the pleasure of life and not its business. For sometimes there arrives an hour of unbidden clairvoyance — not necessarily a spiritual awakening — but a moment of balanced intelligence and sanity and clear vision. And when it arrives, the road to yesterday suddenly becomes visible for its entire length; and when a man looks back he sees it stretching away behind him, peopled with every shape that has ever traversed it, and every spectre that ever has haunted it.

Sorrow for what need not have been, regret and shame for what had been — and the bitterness of the folly — the knowledge, too late, of what he could have been to the girl he held now in his arms — how he could have met her on more equal terms had he saved his youth and strength and innocence and pride for her alone — how he could have given it unsullied into her keeping. All this Desboro was beginning to realise now. And many men have realised it when the tardy understanding came too late. For what has been is still and will be always; and shall appear here or hereafter, or after that — somewhere, sometime, inevitably, inexorably. There is no such thing as expunging what has been, or of erasing what is to be. All records stand; hope lies only in lengthening the endless chapters — chapters which will not be finished when the sun dies, and the moon fails, and the stars go out forever.



Walking slowly back together, they passed Herrendene in the wing hall, and his fine and somewhat melancholy face lighted up at the encounter.

Im so sorry you are going to-day, said Jacqueline, with all her impulsive and sweet sincerity. Everybody will miss you and wish you here again.

To be regretted is one of the few real pleasures in life, he said, smiling. His quick eye had rested on Desboro and then reverted to her, and his intuition was warning him with all the brutality and finality of reason that his last hope of her must end.

Desboro said: I hate to have you go, Herrendene, but I suppose you must.

Must you? echoed Jacqueline, wistful for the moment. But the irresistible radiance of happiness had subtly transfigured her, and Herrendene looked into her eyes and saw the new-born beauty in them, shyly apparent.

Yes, he said, I must be about the business of life — the business of life, Miss Nevers. Everybody is engaged in it; it has many names, but its all the same business. You, for example, pass judgment on beautiful things; Desboro, here, is a farmer, and I play soldier with sword and drum. But its all the same business — the business of life; and one can work at it or idle through it, but never escape it, because, at the last, every soul in the world must die in harness. And the idlest are the heaviest laden. He laughed. Thats quite a sermon, isnt it, Miss Nevers? And shall I make my adieux now? Were you going anywhere? You see I am leaving Silverwood directly after breakfast — —

As though Mr. Desboro and I would go off anywhere and not say good-bye to you! she exclaimed indignantly, quite unconscious of being too obvious.

So they all three returned to the breakfast room together, where Clydesdale, who had come over from the Hammertons for breakfast, was already tramping hungrily around the covered dishes on the sideboard, hot plate in hand, evidently meditating a wholesale assault. He grinned affably as Jacqueline and Desboro came in, and they all helped themselves from the warmers, returning laden to the table with whatever suited their fancy. Other guests, to whom no trays had been sent, arrived one after another to prowl around the browse and join in the conversation if they chose, or sulk, as is the fashion with some perfectly worthy souls at breakfast-tide.

This thaw settles the skating for good and all, remarked Reggie Ledyard. Will you go fishing with me, Miss Nevers? Its our last day, you know.

Cairns growled over his grape-fruit: You cant make dates with Miss Nevers at the breakfast table. It isnt done. I was going to ask her to do something with me, anyway.



I hate breakfast, said Van Alstyne. When I see it I always wish I were dead or that everybody else was. Zooks! This cocktail helps some! Try one, Miss Nevers.

Theres reason in your grouch, remarked Bertie Barkley, with his hard-eyed smile, considering what Aunt Hannah and I did to you and Helsa at auction last night.

Aunt Hannah will live in luxury for a year on it, added Cairns maliciously. Doesnt it make you happy, Stuyve?

Oh — blub! muttered Van Alstyne, hating everybody and himself — and most of all hating to think of his losses and of the lady who caused them. Only the really rich know how card losses rankle.

Cairns glanced banteringly across at Jacqueline. It was his form of wit to quiz her because she neither indulged in cocktails nor cigarettes, nor played cards for stakes. He lifted his eyebrows and tapped the frosted shaker beside him significantly.

Ive a new kind of mountain dew, warranted to wake the dead, Miss Nevers. I call it the Aunt Hannah, in her honour — honour to whom honour is dew, he added impudently. Wont you let me make you a cocktail?

Wait until Aunt Hannah hears how you have honoured her and tempted me, laughed Jacqueline.

I never tempted maid or wife
Or suffragette in all my life — —

sang Ledyard, beating time on Van Alstyne, who silently scowled his displeasure.

Presently Ledyard selected a grape-fruit, with a sour smile at one of Desboros cats which had confidently leaped into his lap.

Is this a zoo den in the Bronx, or a breakfast room, Desboro? I only ask because Im all over cats.

Bertie Barkley snapped his napkin at an intrusive yellow pup who was sniffing and wagging at his elbow.

Jacqueline comforted the retreating animal, bending over and crooning in his floppy ear:

They gotta stop kickin my dawg aroun.

What do you care what they do to Jims live stock, Miss Nevers? demanded Ledyard suspiciously.

She laughed, but to her annoyance a warmer colour brightened her cheeks.

Heaven help us! exclaimed Reggie. Miss Nevers is blushing at the breakfast table. Gentlemen, are we done for without even suspecting it? And by that — that — pointing a furious finger at Desboro— that!

Certainly, said Desboro, smiling. Did you imagine Id ever let Miss Nevers escape from Silverwood?

Ledyard heaved a sigh of relief: Gad, he muttered, I suspected you both for a moment. Anyway, it doesnt matter. Every man here would have murdered you in turn. Come on, Miss Nevers; youve made a big splash with me, and Ill play you a game of rabbit — or anything on earth, if youll let me run along beside you.

No, Im driving with Captain Herrendene to the station, she said; and that melancholy soldier looked up in grateful surprise.

And she did go with him; and everybody came out on the front steps to wish him bon voyage.



Are you coming back, Miss Nevers? asked Ledyard, in pretended alarm.

I dont know. Is Manila worth seeing, Captain Herrendene? she asked, laughingly.

If you sail for Manila with that tin soldier Ill go after you in a hydroplane! called Reggie after them, as the car rolled away. He added frankly, for everybodys benefit: I hate any man who even looks at her, and I dont care who knows it. But whats the use? Going to night-school might help me, but I doubt it. No; shes for a better line of goods than the samples at Silverwood. She shines too far above us. Mark that, James Desboro! And take what comfort you can in your reflected glory. For had she not been the spotlight, youd look exactly like the rest of us. And that isnt flattering anybody, Im thinking.

It was to be the last day of the party. Everybody was leaving directly after luncheon, and now everybody seemed inclined to do nothing in particular. Mrs. Clydesdale came over from the Hammertons. The air was soft and springlike; the snow in the fields was melting and full of golden pools. People seemed to be inclined to stroll about outdoors without their hats; a lively snowball battle began between Cary Clydesdale on one side and Cairns and Reggie Ledyard on the other — and gradually was participated in by everybody except Aunt Hannah, who grimly watched it from the library window. But her weather eye never left Mrs. Clydesdale.

She was still standing at the window when somebody entered the library behind her, and somebody else followed. She knew who they were; the curtains screened her. For one second the temptation to listen beset her, but she put it away with a sniff, and had already turned to disclose herself when she heard Mrs. Clydesdale say something that stiffened her into a rigid silence.

What followed stiffened her still more — and there were only a few words, too — only:

For Gods sake, what are you thinking of? from Desboro; and from Elena Clydesdale:

This has got to end — I cant stand it, Jim — —

Stand what?

Him! And what you are doing!

Be careful! Do you want people to overhear us? he said, in a low voice of concentrated anger.

Then where — —

I dont know. Wait until these people leave — —

To-night?

How can we see each other to-night!

Cary is going to New York — —

Voices approaching through the hall warned him:

All right, to-night, he said, desperately. Go out into the hall.

To-night, Jim?

Yes.

She turned and walked out into the hall. He heard her voice calmly joining in the chatter now approaching, and, without any reason, he walked to the window. And found Mrs. Hammerton there.

Astonishment and anger left him dumb and scarlet to the roots of his hair.

It isnt my fault, she hissed. You and that other fool had already committed yourselves before I could stir to warn you. What do I care for your vile little intrigues, anyway! I dont have to listen behind curtains to learn what anybody could have seen at the Metropolitan Opera — —



You are absolutely mistaken — —

No doubt, James. But whether I am or not makes absolutely no difference to me — or to Jacqueline Nevers — —

What do you mean by that?

What I say, exactly. It will make no difference to Jacqueline, because you are going to keep your distance.

Do you think so?

If you dont keep away from her Ill tell her a few things. Listen to me very carefully, James. You think Im fond of you, dont you? Well, I am. But Ive taken a fancy to Jacqueline Nevers that — well, if I were not childless I might feel it less deeply. Ive put my arms around her once and for all. Now do you understand?

I tell you, he said steadily, you are mistaken in believing — —

Very well. Granted. What of it? One dirty little intrigue more or less doesnt alter what you are and have been. The plain point of the matter is this, James: you are not fit to aspire seriously to Jacqueline Nevers. Are you? I ask you, now, honestly; are you?

Does that concern you?

She fairly snapped her teeth and her eyes sparkled:

Yes; it concerns me! Keep away! I warn you — you and the rest of the Jacks and Reggies and similar assorted pups. Your hunting ground is elsewhere.

A sort of cold fury possessed him: You had better not say anything to Miss Nevers about what you overheard in this room, he said in a colourless voice.



Ill use my own judgment, she retorted tartly.

Use mine. It is perhaps better. Dont interfere.

Dont be a fool, James.

Will you listen to me — —

About Elena Clydesdale? she asked maliciously.

There is nothing to tell about her.

Naturally. I never heard the Desboros were blackguards — only a trifle airy, James — a trifle gallant! Dear child, dont anger me. You know it wouldnt be well for you.

I ask you merely to mind your business.

That I shall do. My lifes business is Jacqueline. You yourself made her so — — Malice indescribable snapped in her tiny black eyes, and she laughed harshly. You made that motherless girl my business. Ask yourself if youve ever, inadvertently, done as decent a thing?

Do you understand that I wish to marry her? he asked, white with passion.

You! What do I care what your patronising intentions may be? And, James, if you drive me to it — — she fairly glared at him,  — Ill destroy even your acquaintanceship with her. And I possess the means to do it!

Try it! he motioned with dry lips.

A moment later the animated chatter of young people filled the room, and among them sounded Jacquelines voice.

Oh! she said, laughing, when she saw Mrs. Hammerton and Desboro coming from the embrasure of the window. Have you been flirting again, Aunt Hannah!

Yes, said the old lady grimly, and I think Ive taken him into camp.

Then its my turn, said Jacqueline. Come on, Mr. Desboro, you cant escape me. Im going to beat you a game of rabbit!

Everybody drifted into the billiard-room at their heels, and found them already at their stations on either side of the pool table, each one covering the side pocket with left hand spread wide. Jacqueline had the cue-ball; it lay on the cloth in front of her, and her slim right hand covered it.

Ready? she asked of Desboro.

Ready, he said, watching her.

She made a feint; he sprang to the left; she shot the ball toward the right corner pocket, missed, carromed, and tried to recover it; but Desboros arm shot out across the cloth and he seized it and shot it at her left corner pocket. It went in with a plunk!

One for Jim! said Reggie gravely, and, picking up a cue, scored with a button overhead.

Plunk! went the ball again into the same pocket; and Jacqueline gave a little cry of dismay as Desboro leaned far over the table, threatening, feinting, moving the ball so fast she could scarcely follow his hand. Then she thought she saw the crisis coming, sprang toward the left corner pocket, gave a cry of terror, and plunk! went the ball into her side pocket.

Flushed, golden hair in pretty disorder, she sprang back on guard again, and the onlookers watched the movement of her hands, fascinated by their grace and beauty as she defended her side of the table and, finally, snatched the ball from the very jaws of the right corner.

It was a breathless, exciting game, even for rabbit, and was fought to a furious finish; but she went down to defeat, and Desboro came around the table to condole with her, and together they stepped aside to leave the arena free for Katharine Frere and Reggie.

Im so sorry, dear, he said under his breath.

Its what I want, Jim. Never let me take the lead again — in anything.

His laugh was not genuine. He glanced across the room and saw Aunt Hannah pretending not to watch him. Near her stood Elena Clydesdale beside her husband, making no such pretence.

He said in a low voice: Jacqueline, would you marry me as soon as I can get a license — if I asked you to do it?

She blushed furiously; then walked over to the window and gazed out, dismayed and astounded. He followed.

Will you, dear? I have the very best of reasons for asking you.

Could you tell me the reasons, Jim? she asked, still dazed.

I had rather not — if you dont mind. Will you trust me when I say it is better for us to marry quietly and at once?

She looked up at him dumbly, the scarlet slowly fading from brow and cheek.

Do you trust me? he repeated.

Yes — I trust you.

Will you marry me, then, as soon as I can arrange for it?

She was silent.



Will you? he urged.

Jim — darling — I wanted to be equipped — I wanted to have some pretty things, in order to — to be at my very best — for you. A girl is a bride only once in her life; a man remembers her as she came to him first.

Dearest, as I saw you first, so I will always think of you.

Oh, Jim! In that black gown and cuffs and collar!

You dont understand men, dear. No coronation robe ever could compete with that dress in my affections. You always are perfect; I never saw you when you werent bewitching — —

But, dear, there are other things — —

Well buy them together!

Jim, must we do it this way? I dont mean that I wished for any ostentation — —

I did! I would have wished for a ceremony suited to your beauty and — —

No, no! I didnt expect — —

But I did — damn it! he said between his teeth. I wished it; I expected it. Dont you think I know what a girl ought to have? Indeed I do, Jacqueline. And in New York town another century will never see a bride to compare with you! But, my darling, I cannot risk it!

Risk it?

Dont ask me any more.

No.

And — will you do it — for my sake?

Yes.

There was a silence between them; he lighted a cigarette, turned coolly around, and glanced across the room. Elena instantly averted her gaze. Mrs. Hammerton sustained his pleasant inspection with an unchanging stare almost insolent.



After a moment he smiled at her. It was a mistake to do it.



After luncheon, Elena Clydesdale found an opportunity for a word with him.

Will you remember that you have an engagement to-night? she said in a guarded voice.

I shall break it, he replied.

What!

This is going to end here and now! Your business is with your husband. Hes a decent fellow; hes devoted to you. I wont even discuss it with you. Break with him if you want to, but dont count on me!

I cant break with him unless I can count on you. Are you going to lie to me, Jim?

You can call it what you like. But if you break with him it will end our friendship.

I tell you Ive got to break with him. Ive got to do it now — at once!

Why?

Because — because Ive got to. I cant go on fencing with him.

Oh!

She crimsoned and set her little white teeth.

Ive got to leave him or be what — I wont be!

Then break with him, he said contemptuously, and give a decent man another chance in life!

I cant — unless you — —

Good God! Id sooner cut my throat. My sympathy is for your husband. Youre convicting yourself, I tell you! Ive always had a dim idea that he was all right. Now I know it — and my obligations to you are ended.



Then — you leave me — to him? Answer me, Jim. You refuse to stand between me and my — my degradation? Is that what you mean to do? Knowing I have no other means of escaping it except through you — except by defying the world with you!

She broke off with a sob.

Elena, he said, your one salvation in this world is to have children! It will mean happiness and honour for you both — mutual respect, and, if not romantic love, at least a cordial understanding and mutual toleration. If you have such a chance, dont throw it away. Your husband is a slow, intelligent, kind, and patient man, who has borne much from you because he is honestly in love with you. Dont mistake his consideration for weakness, his patience for acquiescence. What kindness you have pretended to show him recently has given him courage. He is trying to make good because he believes that he can win you. This is clear reason; it is logic, Elena.

She turned on him in a flash of tears and exasperation.

Logic! Do you think a woman wants that? she stammered. Do you think a woman arrives at any conclusion through the kind of reasoning that satisfies men? What difference does what you say make to me, when I hate him and I love you? How does your logic help me to escape what is — is abhorrent to me! Do you suppose your reasoning makes it more endurable? Oh, Jim! For heavens sake dont leave me to that — that man! Let me come here this evening after he has gone, and try to explain to you how I — —



No.

You wont!

No. I am going to town with Mrs. Hammerton and Miss Nevers on the evening train. And some day I am going to marry Miss Nevers.




CHAPTER XII
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DURING HER WEEKS absence from town Jacquelines mail had accumulated; a number of business matters had come into the office, the disposal of which now awaited her decision — requests from wealthy connoisseurs for expert opinion, offers to dispose of collections entire or in part, invitations to dealers secret conferences, urgent demands for appraisers, questions concerning origin or authenticity, commissions to buy, sell, advertise, or send searchers throughout the markets at home or abroad for anything from a tiny shrine of Limoges enamel to a complete suit of equestrian armour to fill a gap in a series belonging to some rich mans museum.

On the evening of her arrival at the office, she was beset by her clerks and salesmen, bringing to her hundreds of petty routine details requiring her personal examination. Also, it appeared that one of her clients had been outrageously swindled by a precious pair of fly-by-nights; and the matter required immediate investigation. So she was obliged to telephone to Mrs. Hammerton that she could not dine with her at the Ritz, and to Desboro that she could not see him for a day or two. In Desboros case, a postscript added: Except for a minute, dearest, whenever you come.

She did not even take the time to dine that evening, but settled down at her office desk as soon as the retail shop below was closed; and, with the tea urn and a rack of toast at her elbow, plunged straight into the delightfully interesting chaos confronting her.

As far as the shop was concerned, the New Year, as usual, had brought to that part of the business a lull in activity. It always happened so after New Years; and the stagnation steadily increased as spring approached, until by summer time the retail business was practically dead.

But a quiet market did not mean that there was nothing for her to do. Warehouse sales must be watched, auctions, public and private, in town and country, must be attended by one or more of her representatives; private clients inclined to sell always required tactful handling and careful consideration; her confidential agents must always be alert.

Also, always her people were continually searching for various objects ardently desired by all species of acquisitive clients; she must keep in constant touch with everything that was happening in her business abroad; she must keep abreast of her times at home, which required much cleverness, intuition, and current reading, and much study in the Museum and among private collections to which she had access. She was a very, very busy girl, almost too busy at moments to remember that she had fallen in love.

That night she worked alone in her office until long after midnight; and all the next day until noon she was busy listening to or instructing salesmen, clerks, dealers, experts, auctioneers, and clients. Also, the swindle and the swindlers were worrying her extremely.

Luncheon had been served on a tray beside her desk, and she was still absent-mindedly going over the carbon files of business letters, which she had dictated and dispatched that morning, when Desboros card was brought to her. She sent word that she would receive him.

Will you lunch with me, Jim? she asked demurely, when he had appeared and shaken hands vigorously. Ive a fruit salad and some perfectly delicious sherbet! Please sit on the desk top and help me consume the banquet.

Do you call that a banquet, darling? he demanded. Come out to the Ritz with me this instant — —

Dearest! I cant! Oh, you dont know what an exciting and interesting mess my business affairs are in! A girl always has to pay for her pleasure. But in this case its a pleasure to pay. Bring up that chair and share my luncheon like a good fellow, so we can chat together for a few minutes. Its all the time I can give you to-day, dearest.

He pulled up a chair and seated himself, experiencing somewhat mixed emotions in the presence of such bewildering business capability.

You make me feel embarrassed and ashamed, he said. Rotten loafer that I am! And you so energetic and industrious — you darling thing!

But, dear, your farmer cant plow frozen ground, you know; all your men can do just now is to mend fences and dump fertiliser and lime and gypsum over everything. And I believe they were doing that when I left.

If, he said, I were a real instead of a phony farmer, Id read catalogues about wire fences; Id find plenty to do if I were not a wretched sham. Its only, I hope, because youre in town that I cant drive myself back where I belong. I ought to be sitting in a wood-shed, in overalls, whittling sticks and yelling bucolic wisdom at Ezra Vail —— Oh, you neednt laugh, darling, but thats where I ought to be, and what I ought to be doing if Im ever going to support a wife!

Jim! Youre not going to support a wife! You absurd boy!

What! he demanded, losing countenance.

Did you think you were obliged to support me? How ridiculous! Id be perfectly miserable — —

Jacqueline! What on earth do you mean? We are going to live on my income.

Indeed we are not! What use would I be to you if I brought you nothing except an idle, useless, lazy girl to support! Its unthinkable!

Do you expect to remain in business? he asked, incredulously.

Certainly I expect it!

But — darling — —

Jim! I love my business. It was fathers business; it represents my childhood, my girlhood, my maturity. Every detail of it is inextricably linked with memories of him — the dearest memories, the tenderest associations of my life! Do you wish me to give them up?

How can you be my wife, Jacqueline, and still remain a business woman?

Dear, I am certainly going to marry you. Permit me to arrange the rest. It will not interfere with my being your devoted and happy wife. It wouldnt ever interfere with — with my being a — a perfectly good mother — if thats what you fear. If it did, do you suppose Id hesitate to choose?

No, he said, adoring her.

Indeed, I wouldnt! But remaining in business will give me what every girl should have as a right — an object in life apart from her love for her husband — and children — apart from her proper domestic duties. It is her right to engage in the business of life; it makes the contract between you and me fairer. I love you more than anything in the world, but I simply couldnt keep my self-respect and depend on you for everything I have.

But, my darling, everything I have is already yours.

Yes, I know. We can pretend it is. I know I could have it — just as you could have this rather complicated business of mine — if you want it.

Oh, Lord! he exclaimed. Imagine the fury of a connoisseur who engaged me to identify his priceless penates!

He was laughing, too, now. They had finished their fruit salad and sherbet; she lighted a cigarette for him, taking a dainty puff and handing it to him with an adorable shudder.

I dont like it! I dont like any vices! How women can enjoy what men enjoy is a mystery to me. Smoke slowly, darling, because when that cigarette is finished you must make a very graceful bow and say good-bye to me until to-morrow.

This is simply devilish, Jacqueline! I never see you any more.

Nonsense! You have plenty to do to amuse you — havent you, dear?

But the things that once occupied his leisure so casually and so agreeably no longer attracted him.

I dont want to read seed catalogues, he protested. Couldnt I be of use to you, Jacqueline? Ill do anything you say — take off my coat and sweep out your office, or go behind the counter in the shop and sell gilded gods — —



Imagine the elegant Mr. Desboro selling antiquities to the dangerous monomaniacs who haunt such shops as mine! Dear, theyd either drive you crazy or have you arrested for fraud inside of ten minutes. No; you will make a perfectly good husband, Jim, but you were never created to decorate an antique shop.

He tried to smile, but only flushed rather painfully. A sudden and wholly inexplicable sense of inferiority possessed him.

You know, he said, Im not going to stand around idle while you run a prosperous business concern. And anyway, I cant see it, Jacqueline. You and I are going to have a lot of social obligations to — —

We are likely to have all kinds of obligations, she interrupted serenely, and our lives are certain to be very full, and you and I are going to be equal to every opportunity, every demand, every responsibility — and still have leisure to love each other, and to be to each other everything that either could desire.

After all, he said, serious and unconvinced, there are only twenty-four hours in a day for us to be together.

Yes, darling, but there will be no wasted time in those twenty-four hours. That is where we save a sufficient number of minutes to attend to the business of life.

Do you mean that you intend to come into this office every day?

For a while, yes. Less frequently when I have trained my people a little longer. What do you suppose my father was doing all his life? What do you suppose I have been doing these last three years? Why, Jim, except that hitherto I have loved to fuss over details, this office and this business could almost run itself for six months at a time. Some day, except for special clients here and there, Lionel Sissly will do what expert work I now am doing; and this desk will be his; and his present position will be filled by Mr. Mirk. That is how it is planned. And if you had given me two or three months, I might have been able to go on a bridal trip with you!

We are going, arent we? he asked, appalled.

If Ive got to marry you offhand, she said seriously, our wedding trip will have to wait. Dont you know, dear, that it always costs heavily to do anything in a hurry? At this time of year, and under the present conditions of business, and considering my contracts and obligations, it would be utterly impossible for me to go away again until summer.

He sprang up irritated, yet feeling utterly helpless under her friendly but level gaze. Already he began to realise the true significance of her position and his own in the world; how utterly at a moral disadvantage he stood before this young girl — moral, intellectual, spiritual — he was beginning to comprehend it all now.

A dull flush of anger made his face hot and altered his expression to sullenness. Where was all this leading them, anyway — this reversal of rôles, this self-dependent attitude of hers — this calm self-reliance — this freedom of decision?

Once he had supposed there was something in her to protect, to guide, advise, make allowance for — perhaps to persuade, possibly, even, to instruct. Such has been the immemorial attitude of man; it had been instinctively, and more or less unconsciously, his.



And now, in spite of her youth, her soft pliability, her almost childish grace and beauty, he was experiencing a half-dazed sensation as though, in full and confident career, he had come, slap! into collision with an occult barrier. And the impact was confusing him and even beginning to hurt him.

He looked around him uneasily. Everything in the office, somehow, seemed to be in subtle league with her to irritate him — her desk, her loaded letter-files, her stacks of ledgers — all these accused and offended him. But most of all his own helpless inferiority made him angry and ashamed — the inferiority of idleness confronted by industry; of aimlessness face to face with purpose; of irresolution and degeneracy scrutinised by fearlessness, confidence, and happy and innocent aspiration. And the combination silenced him.

And every mute second that he stood there, he felt as though something imperceptible, intangible, was slipping away from him — perhaps his mans immemorial right to lead, to decide, to direct the common destiny of this slim, sweet-lipped young girl and himself.

For it was she who was serenely deciding — who had already laid out the business of life for herself without hesitation, without resort to him, to his mans wisdom, experience, prejudices, wishes, desires. Moreover, she was leaving him absolutely free to decide his own business in life for himself; and that made her position unassailable. For if she had presumed to advise him, to suggest, even hint at anything interfering with his own personal liberty to decide for himself, he might have found some foothold, some niche, something to sustain him, to justify him, in assuming mans immemorial right to leadership.



Dear, she said wistfully, you look at me with such very troubled eyes. Is there anything I have said that you disapprove?

I had not expected you to remain in business, was all he found to say.

If my remaining in business ever interferes with your happiness or with my duty to you, I will give it up. You know that, dont you?

He reddened again.

It looks queer, he muttered,  — your being in business and I — playing farmer — like one of those loafing husbands of celebrated actresses.

Jim! she exclaimed, scarlet to the ears. What a horrid simile!

Its myself Im cursing out, he said, almost angrily. I cant cut such a figure. Dont you understand, Jacqueline? I havent anything to occupy me! Do you expect me to hang around somewhere while you work? I tell you, Ive got to find something to do as soon as were married — or I couldnt look you in the face.

That is for you to decide. Isnt it? she asked sweetly.

Yes, but on what am I to decide?

Whatever you decide, dont do it in a hurry, dear, she said, smiling.

The sullen sense of resentment returned, reddening his face again:

I wouldnt have to hurry if youd give up this business and live on our income and be free to travel and knock about with me — —

Cant you understand that I will be free to be with you — free in mind, in conscience, in body, to travel with you, be with you, be to you whatever you desire — but only if I keep my self-respect! And I cant keep that if I neglect the business of life, which, in my case, lies partly here in this office.

She rose and laid one slim, pretty hand on his shoulder. She rarely permitted herself to touch him voluntarily.

Dont you wish me to be happy? she asked gently.

Its all I wish in the world, Jacqueline.

But I couldnt be happy and remain idle; remain dependent on you for anything — except love. Life to the full — every moment filled — that is what living means to me. And only one single thing never can fill ones life — not intellectual research alone; not spiritual remoteness; nor yet the pursuit of pleasure; nor the swift and endless hunt for happiness; nor even love, dearest among men! Only the business of life can quite fill life to the brimming for me; and that business is made up of everything worthy — of the pleasures of effort, duty, aspiration, and noble repose, but never of the pleasures of idleness. Jim, have I bored you with a sermon? Forgive me; I am preaching only to instruct myself.

He took her hand from his shoulder and stood holding it and looking at her with a strange expression. So dazed, yet so terribly intent he seemed at moments that she laid her other hand over his, pressing it in smiling anxiety.

What is it, dearest? she murmured. Dont you approve of me as much as you thought you did? Am I disappointing you already?

Good God! he muttered to himself. If there is a heaven, and your sort inhabit it, hell was reformed long ago.

What are you muttering all to yourself, Jim? she insisted. What troubles you?

Ill tell you. Youve picked the wrong man. Im absolutely unfit for you. I know about all those decent things you believe in — all the things you are! But I dont know about them from personal experience; I never did anything decent because it was my duty to do it — except by accident. I never took a spiritual interest in anything or anybody, including myself! I never made a worthy effort; I never earned one seconds worth of noble repose. And now — if theres anything in me to begin on — its probably my duty to release you until I have made something of myself, before I come whining around asking you to marry a man not fit to marry — —

My darling! she protested, half laughing, half in tears, and closing his angry lips with both her hands. I want you, not a saint or a holy man, or an archangel fresh from paradise! I want you as you are — as you have been — as you are going to be dear! Did any girl who ever lived find pleasure in perfection? Even in art it is undesirable. Thats the beauty of aspiration; the pleasures of effort never pall. I dont know whether Im laughing or crying, Jim! You look so solemn and miserable, and — and funny! But if you try to look dignified now, Ill certainly laugh! You dear, blessed, overgrown boy — just as bad as you possibly can be! Just as funny and unreasonable and perverse as are all boys! But Jacqueline loves you dearly — oh, dearly — and she trusts you with her heart and her happiness and with every beauty yet undreamed and unrevealed that a girl could learn to desire on earth! Are you contented? Oh, Jim! Jim! If you knew how I adore you! You must go, dear. It will mean a long nights work for me if you dont. But its so hard to let you go — when I — love you so! When I love you so! Good-bye. Yes, to-morrow. Dont call at noon; Mrs. Hammerton is coming for a five-minute chat. And I do want you to myself for the few moments we may have together. Come about five and we can have tea here beside my desk.



He came next day at five. The day after that he arrived at the same hour, bringing with him her ring; and, as he slipped it over her finger, for the first time her self-control slipped, too, and she bent swiftly and kissed the jewel that he was holding.

Then, flushed and abashed, she shrank away, an exquisite picture of confusion, and stood turning and turning the ring around, her head obstinately lowered, absolutely unresponsive again to his arm around her and his cheek resting close against hers.

What a beauty of a ring, Jim! she managed to say at last. No other engagement ring ever existed half as lovely and splendid as my betrothal ring. I am sorry for all the empresses and queens and princesses who can never hope to possess a ring to equal the ring of Jacqueline Nevers, dealer in antiquities.

Nor can they hope to possess such a hand to adorn it, he said,  — the most beautiful, the purest, whitest, softest, most innocent hand in the world! The magic hand of Jacqueline!

Do you like it? she asked, shyly conscious of its beauty.

It is matchless, darling. Let empresses shriek with envy.

Im listening very intently, but I dont hear them. Jim. Also, Ive seen a shop-girl with far lovelier hands. But please go on thinking so and hearing crowned heads shriek. I rather like your imagination.

He laughed from sheer happiness:

Ive got something to whisper to you. Shall I?

What?

Shall I whisper it?

She inclined her small head daintily, then:

Oh! she exclaimed, startled and blushing to the tips of her ears.

Will you be ready?

I — yes. Yes — Ill be ready — —

Does it make you happy?

I cant realise — I didnt know it was to be so soon — so immediate — —

Well go to Silverwood. We can catch the evening express — —

Dearest!

You can go away with me for one week, cant you?

I cant go now! she faltered.

For how long can you go, Jacqueline?

I — Ive got to be back on Tuesday morning.

Tuesday!

Isnt it dreadful, Jim. But I cant avoid it if we are to be married on Monday next. I must deal honourably by my clients who trust me. I warned you that our wedding trip would have to be postponed if you married me this way — didnt I, dear?



Yes.

She stood looking at him timidly, almost fearfully, as he took two or three quick, nervous steps across the floor, turned and came back to her.

All right, he said. Our wedding trip will have to wait, then; but our wedding wont. Well be married Monday, go to Silverwood, and come back Tuesday — if its a matter of honour. I never again mean to interfere with your lifes business, Jacqueline. You know what is best; you are free and entitled to the right of decision.

Yes. But because I must decide about things that concern myself alone, you dont think I adore you any the less, do you, Jim?

Nor do I love you the less, Jacqueline, because I can decide nothing for you, do nothing for you.

Jim! You can decide everything for me — do everything! And you have done everything for me — by giving me my freedom to decide for myself!

I gave it to you, Jacqueline?

Did you think I would have taken it if you had refused it?

But you said your happiness depended on it.

Which is why you gave it to me, isnt it? she asked seriously.

He laughed. You wonderful girl, to make me believe that any generosity of mine is responsible for your freedom!

But it is! Otherwise, I would have obeyed you and been disgraced in my own estimation.

Do you mean that mine is to be the final decision always?



Why, of course, Jim.

He laughed again. Empty authority, dear — a shadowy symbol of traditional but obsolete prerogative.

You are wrong. Your decision is final. But — as I know it will always be for my happiness, I can always appeal from your prejudice to your intelligence, she added naïvely. And for a moment was surprised at his unrestrained laughter.

What does it matter? she admitted, laughing, too. Between you and me the right thing always will be done sooner or later.

His laughter died out; he said soberly: Always, God willing. It may be a little hard for me to learn — as its hard, now, for example, to say good-bye.

Jim!

You know I must, darling.

But I dont mind sitting up a few minutes later to-night — —

I know you dont. But heres where I exercise my harmlessly arbitrary authority for your happiness and for the sake of your good digestion.

What a brute you are!

I know it. Back to your desk, darling! And go to bed early.

I wanted you to stay — —

Ha! So you begin to feel the tyranny of man! Im going! Ive got a job, too, if you want to know.

What!

Certainly! How long did you suppose I could stand it to see you at that desk and then go and sit in a silly club?

What do you mean, darling? she asked, radiant.



I mean that Jack Cairns, who is a broker, has offered me a job at a small but perfectly proper salary, with the usual commission on all business I bring in to the office. And Ive taken it!

But, dear — —

Oh, Vail can run my farm without any advice from me. Im going to give him more authority and hold him responsible. If the place can pay for itself and let us keep the armour and jades, thats all I ask of it. But I am asking more of myself — since I have begun to really know you. And Im going to work for our bread and butter, and earn enough to support us both and lay something aside. You know weve got to think of that, because — — He looked very serious, hesitated, bent and whispered something that sent the bright colour flying in her cheeks; then he caught her hand and kissed the ring-finger.

Good-bye, she murmured, clinging for an instant to his hand.

The next moment he was gone; and she stood alone for a while by her desk, his ring resting against her lips, her eyes closed.



Sunday she spent with him. They went together to St. Johns Cathedral in the morning — the first time he had been inside a church in years. And he was in considerable awe of the place and of her until they finally emerged into the sunshine of Morningside Park.

Under a magnificent and cloudless sky, they walked together, silent or loquacious by turns, bold and shy, confident and timid. And she was a little surprised to find that, in the imminence of marriage, her trepidation was composure itself compared to the anxiety which seemed to assail him. All he had thought of was the license and the clergyman; and they had attended to those matters together. But she had wished him to have Jack Cairns present, and had told him that she desired to ask some friend of her girlhood to be her bridesmaid.

Have you done so? he inquired, as they descended the heights of Morningside, the beautiful weather tempting them to a long homeward stroll through Central Park.

Yes, Jim, I must tell you about her. She, like myself, is not a girl that men of your sort might expect to meet — —

The loss is ours, Jacqueline.

That is very sweet of you. Only I had better tell you about Cynthia Lessler — —

Who? he asked, astonished.

Cynthia Lessler, my girlhood friend.

She is an actress, isnt she?

Yes. Her home life was very unhappy. But I think she has much talent, too.

She has.

I am glad you think so. Anyway, she is my oldest friend, and I have asked her to be my bridesmaid to-morrow.

He continued silent beside her so long that she said timidly:

Do you mind, Jim?

I was only thinking — how it might look in the papers — and there are other girls you already know whose names would mean a lot — —

Yes, I know. But I dont want to pretend to be what I am not, even in the papers. I suppose I do need all the social corroboration I can have. I know what you mean, dear. But there were reasons. I thought it all over. Cynthia is an old friend, not very happy, not the fortunate and blessed girl that your love is making of me. But she is good and sweet and loyal to me, and I cant abandon old friends, especially one who is not very fortunate — and I — I thought perhaps it might help her a little — in various ways — to be my bridesmaid.

That is like you, he said, reddening. You never say or do anything but there lies in it some primary lesson in decency to me.

You goose! Isnt it natural for a girl to wish for her oldest friend at such a time? Thats really all there is to the matter. And I do hope you will like Cynthia.

He nodded, preoccupied. After a few moments he said:

Did you know that Jack Cairns had met her?

Yes.

Oh! His troubled eyes sought hers, then shifted.

That was another reason I wish to ask her, she said in a low voice.

What reason?

Because Mr. Cairns knew her only as a very young, very lonely, very unhappy girl, inexperienced, friendless, poor, almost shelterless; and engaged in a profession upon which it is almost traditional for men to prey. And I wish him to know her again as a girl who is slowly advancing in an honest profession — as a modest, sweet, self-respecting woman — and as my friend.



And mine, he said.

You — darling! she whispered.




CHAPTER XIII
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THEY WERE MARRIED in the morning at St. Georges in Stuyvesant Square.

Gay little flurries of snow, like wind-blown petals from an apple bough, were turning golden in the warm outbreak of brilliant sunshine; and there was blue sky overhead and shining wet pavements under foot as Jacqueline and Desboro came out of the shadows of the old-time church into the fresh splendour of the early morning.

The solemn beauty of the service still possessed and enthralled them. Except for a low word or two, they were inclined to silence.

But the mating sparrows were not; everywhere the little things, brown wings a-quiver, chattered and chirped in the throes of courtship; now and then, from some high façade rang out the clear, sweet whistle of a starling; and along the warm, wet streets ragged children were selling violets and narcissus, and yellow tulips tinted as delicately as the pale spring sunshine.

A ragged little girl came to stare at Jacqueline, the last unsold bunch of wilted violets lying on her tray; and Jacqueline laid the cluster over the prayer-book which she was carrying, while Desboro slipped a golden coin into the childs soiled hand.

Down the street his chauffeur was cranking the car; and while they waited for it to draw up along the curb, Jacqueline separated a few violets from the faintly fragrant cluster and placed them between the leaves of her prayer-book.



After a few moments he said, under his breath:

Do you realise that we are married, Jacqueline?

No. Do you?

Im trying to comprehend it, but I cant seem to. How soft the breeze blows! It is already spring in Stuyvesant Square.

The Square is lovely! They will be setting out hyacinths soon, I think. She shivered. Its strange, she said, but I feel rather cold. Am I horridly pale, Jim?

You are a trifle colourless — but even prettier than I ever saw you, he whispered, turning up the collar of her fur coat around her throat. You havent taken cold, have you?

No; it is — natural — I suppose. Miracles frighten one at first.

Their eyes met; she tried to smile. After a moment he said nervously:

I sent out the announcements. The evening papers will have them.

I want to see them, Jim.

You shall. I have ordered all this evenings and to-morrow mornings papers. They will be sent to Silverwood.

The car rolled up along the curb and stopped.

Cant I take you to your office? he whispered.

No, dear.

She laid one slim hand on his arm and stood for a moment looking at him.

How pale you are! he said again, under his breath.

Brides are apt to be. Its only a swift and confused dream to me yet — all that has happened to us to-day; and even this sunshine seems unreal — like the first day of spring in paradise!

She bent her proud little head and stood in silence as though unseen hands still hovered above her, and unseen lips were still pronouncing her his wife. Then, lifting her eyes, winningly and divinely beautiful, she looked again on this man whom the world was to call her husband.

Will you be ready at five? he whispered.

Yes.

They lingered a moment longer; he said:

I dont know how I am going to endure life without you until five oclock.

She said seriously: I cant bear to leave you, Jim. But you know you have almost as many things to do as I have.

As though a man could attend to things on his wedding day!

This girl has to. I dont know how I am ever going to go through the last odds and ends of business — but its got to be managed somehow. Do you really think we had better go up to Silverwood in the car? Wont this snow make the roads bad? It may not have melted in the country.

Oh, its all right! And Ill have you to myself in the car — —

Suppose we are ditched? She shivered again, then forced a little laugh. Do you know, it doesnt seem possible to me that I am going to be your wife to-morrow, too, and the next day, and the next, and always, year after year. Somehow, it seems as though our dream were already ending — that I shall not see you at five oclock — that it is all unreal — —



The smile faded, and into her blue eyes came something resembling fear — gone instantly — but the hint of it had been there, whatever it was; and the ghost of it still lingered in her white, flower-like face.

She whispered, forcing the smile again: Happiness sometimes frightens; and it is making me a little afraid, I think. Come for me at five, Jim, and try to make me comprehend that nothing in the world can ever harm us. Tell your man where to take me — but only to the corner of my street, please.

He opened the limousine door; she stepped in, and he wrapped the robe around her. A cloud over the sun had turned the world grey for a moment. Again she seemed to feel the sudden chill in the air, and tried to shake it off.

Look at Mr. Cairns and Cynthia, she whispered, leaning forward from her seat and looking toward the church.

He turned. Cairns and Miss Lessler had emerged from the portico and were lingering there in earnest consultation, quite oblivious of them.

Do you like her, Jim? she asked.

He smiled.

I didnt notice her very much — or Jack either. A man isnt likely to notice anybody at such a time — except the girl he is marrying — —

Look at her now. Dont you think her expression is very sweet?

Its all right. Dear, do you suppose I can fix my attention on — —

You absurd boy! Are you really as much in love with me as that? Please be nice to her. Would you mind going back and speaking to her when I drive away?



All right, he said.

Their glances lingered for a moment more; then he drew a quick, sharp breath, closed the limousine door, and spoke briefly to the chauffeur.

As long as the car remained in sight across the square, he watched it; then, when it had disappeared, he turned toward the church. But Cairns and Cynthia were already far down the street, walking side by side, very leisurely, apparently absorbed in conversation. They must have seen him. Perhaps they had something more interesting to say to each other than to him.

He followed them irresolutely for a few steps, then, as the idea persisted that they might not desire his company, he turned and started west across the sunny, wet pavement.



It was quite true that Cairns and Cynthia had seen him; also it was a fact that neither had particularly wanted him to join them at that exact moment.

Meeting at St. Georges for the first time in two years, and although prepared for the encounter, these two, who had once known each other so well, experienced a slight shock when they met. The momentary contact of her outstretched hand and his hand left them both very silent; even the formal commonplaces had failed them after the first swift, curious glance had been exchanged.

Cairns noticed that she had grown taller and slenderer. And though there seemed to be no more of maturity to her than to the young girl he had once known, her poise and self-control were now in marked contrast to the impulsive and slightly nervous Cynthia he had found so amusing in callower days.



Once or twice during the ceremony he had ventured to glance sideways at her. In the golden half-light of the altar there seemed to be an unfamiliar dignity and sweetness about the girl that became her. And in the delicate oval of her face he thought he discerned those finer, nobler contours made by endurance, by self-denial, and by sorrow.

Later, when he saw her kiss Jacqueline, something in the sweet sincerity of the salute suddenly set a hidden chord vibrating within him; and, to his surprise, he found speech difficult for a moment, checked by emotions for which there seemed no reason.

And at last Jacqueline and Desboro went away, and Cynthia slowly turned to him, offering her hand in adieu.

Mr. Cairns, she said quietly, this is the last place on earth that you and I ever thought to meet. Perhaps it is to be our last meeting place. So — I will say good-bye — —

May I not walk home with you? Or, if you prefer to drive, my car is here — — he began.

Thank you; its only to the theatre — if you care to walk with me — —

Are you rehearsing?

There is a rehearsal called for eleven.

Shall we drive or walk, Cynthia?

I prefer to walk. Please dont feel that you ought to go back with me.

He said, reddening: I do not remember that my sense of duty toward you has ever been persistent enough to embarrass either of us.

Of course not. Why should you ever have felt that you owed any duty to me?

I did not say that I ever felt it.

Of course not. You owed me none.

That is a different matter. Obligations once sat very lightly on my shoulders.

You owe me none, she repeated smilingly, as they emerged from the church into the warm March sunshine.

He was saying: But isnt friendship an obligation, Cynthia?

She laughed: Friendship is merely an imaginary creation, and exists only until the imagination wearies. That is not original, she added. It is in the new Barrie comedy we are rehearsing.

She turned her pretty head and glanced down the street where Jacqueline and Desboro still stood beside the car. Cairns car was also waiting, and its owner made a signal to the chauffeur that he did not need him.

Looking at Jacqueline, Cynthia said:

Long ago I knew that she was fitted for a marriage such as this — or a better one, she added in a lower voice.

A better one? he repeated, surprised.

Yes, she nodded calmly. Can you not imagine a more desirable marriage for a girl?

Dont you like Desboro? he demanded.

I like him — considering the fact that I scarcely know him. He has very handsome and very reckless eyes, but a good mouth. To look at him for the first time a woman would be inclined to like him — but he might hesitate to trust him. I had hoped Jacqueline might marry a professional man — considerably older than Mr. Desboro. That is all I meant.



He said, looking at her smilingly but curiously: Have you any idea, Cynthia, how entirely you have changed in two years?

She shook her head: I havent changed.

Indeed you have — —

Only superficially. What I was born I shall always be. Years teach endurance and self-control — if they teach anything. All one can learn is how to control and direct what one already is.

The years have taught you a lot, he murmured, astonished.

I have been to school to many masters, Mr. Cairns; I have studied under Sorrow; graduated under Poverty and Loneliness; and I am now taking a finishing course with Experience. Truly enough, I should have learned something, as you say, by this time. Besides, you, also, once were kind enough to be interested in my education. Why should I not have learned something?

He winced and bit his lip, watching Desboro and Jacqueline below. And, after a moment:

Shall we walk? she suggested, smilingly.

He fell into step beside her. Half way down the block she glanced back. Desboro was already crossing the square; the limousine had disappeared.

I wonder sometimes, she remarked, what has become of all those amusing people we once knew so well — Marianne Valdez, Jessie Dain, Reggie Ledyard, Van Alstyne. Do you ever see them any more?

Yes.



And are they quite as gay and crazy as ever?

Theyre a bit wild — sometimes.

Do they ever speak of me? I — wonder, she mused, aloud.

Yes. They know, of course, what a clever girl you have turned into. It isnt usual, you know, to graduate from a girlie show into the legit. And I was talking to Schindler the other evening; and he had to admit that he had seen nothing extraordinary in you when you were with his noisy shows. Its funny, isnt it?

Slightly.

Besides, you were such a wild little thing — dont you remember what crazy things we used to do, you and I — —

Did I? Yes, I remember. In those days a good dinner acted on me like champagne. You see I was very often hungry, and when I wasnt starved it went to my head.

You need not have wanted for anything! he said sharply.

Oh, no! But I preferred the pangs of hunger to the pangs of conscience, she retorted gaily.

I didnt mean that. There was no string to what I offered you, and you know it! And you know it now!

Certainly I do, she said calmly. You mean to be very kind, Jack.

Then why the devil didnt — —

Why didnt I accept food and warmth and raiment and lodging from a generous and harebrained young man? Ill tell you now, if you wish. It was because my conscience forbade me to accept all and offer nothing in return.

Nonsense! I didnt ask — —

I know you didnt. But I couldnt give, so I wouldnt take. Besides, we were together too much. I knew it. I think even you began to realise it, too. The situation was impossible. So I went on the road.

You never answered any of those letters of mine.

Mentally I answered every one.

A lot of good that did me!

It did us both a lot of good. I meant to write to you some day — when my life had become busy enough to make it difficult for me to find time to write.

He looked up at her sharply, and she laughed and swung her muff.

I suppose, he said, now that the town talks about you a little, you will have no time to waste on mere Johnnies.

Well, I dont know. When a mere Johnnie is also a Jack, it makes a difference — doesnt it? Do you think that you would care to see me again?

Of course I do.

The tickets, she said demurely, are three dollars — two weeks in advance — —

I know that by experience.

Oh! Then you have seen The Better Way?

Certainly.

Do you like — the show?

You are the best of it. Yes, I like it.

Its my first chance. Did you know that? If poor little Graham hadnt been so ill, Id never have had a look in. They wouldnt give me anything — except in a way I couldnt accept it. I tell you, Jack, I was desperate. There seemed to be absolutely no chance unless I — paid.

Why didnt you write me and let me — —

You know why.

It would have been reward enough to see you make good — and put it all over that bald-headed, dog-faced — —

My employer, please remember, she said, pretending to reprove him. And, Jack, hes amusingly decent to me now. Men are really beginning to be kind. Walbaums people have written to me, and ORourke sent for me, and Im just beginning to make professional enemies, too, which is the surest sign that Im almost out of the ranks. If I could only study! Now is the time! I know it; I feel it keenly — I realise how much I lack in education! You see I only went to high-school. Its a mercy that my English isnt hopeless — —

Its good! Its better than I ever supposed it would be — —

I know. I used to be careless. But what can you expect? After I left home you know the sort of girls I was thrown among. Fortunately, father was educated — if he was nothing else. My degeneracy wasnt permanent. Also, I had been thrown with Jacqueline, and with you — —

Fine educational model I am!

And, she continued, not heeding him, when I met you, and men like you, I was determined that whatever else happened to me my English should not degenerate. Jacqueline helped me so much. I tried to study, too, when I was not on the road with the show. But if only I could study now — study seriously for a year or two!

What do you wish to study, Cynthia? he asked carelessly.

English! Also French and German and Italian. I would like to study what girls in college study. Then Id like to learn stage dancing thoroughly. And, of course, Im simply crazy to take a course in dramatic art — —

But you already know a lot! Every paper spoke well of you — —

Oh, Jack! Does that mean anything — when I know that I dont know anything!

Rot! Can you beat professional experience as an educator?

Im not quite ready for it — —

Very well. If you feel that way, will you be a good sort, Cynthia, and let me — —

No!

I ask you merely to let me take a flyer!

No, Jack.

Why cant I take a flyer? Why cant I have the pleasure of speculating on a perfectly sure thing? Its a million to nothing that youll make good. For the love of Mike, Cynthia, borrow the needful and — —

From you?

Naturally.

No, Jack!

Why not? Why cut off your nose to spite your face? What difference does it make where you get it as long as its a decent deal? You cant afford to take two or three years off to complete your education — —

Begin it, you mean.

I mean finish it! You cant afford to; but if youll borrow the money youll make good in exactly one-tenth of the time youd otherwise take to arrive — —

Jack, I wont discuss it with you. I know you are generous and kind — —

Im not! Im anything but! For heavens sake let a man indulge his vanity, Cynthia. Imagine my pride when you are famous! Picture my bursting vanity as I sit in front and tell everybody near me that the credit is all mine; that if it were not for me you would be nowhere!

Its so like you, she said sweetly. You always were an inordinate boaster, so I am not going to encourage you.

Cant you let me make you a business loan at exorbitant interest without expiring of mortification?

They had reached the theatre; a few loafers sunning themselves by the stage entrance leered at them.

Hush, Jack! I cant discuss it with you. But you know how grateful I am, dont you?

No, I dont — — he said sulkily.

You are cross now, but youll see it as I do half an hour hence.

No, I wont! he insisted.

She laughed: You havent changed, at all events, have you? It takes me back years to see that rather becoming scowl gather over the bridge of your ornamental nose. But it is very nice to know that you havent entirely forgotten me; that we are still friends.

Where are you living, Cynthia?

She told him, adding: Do you really mean to come?

Watch me! he said, almost savagely, took off his hat, shook her hand until her fingers ached, and marched off still scowling.

The stage loafers shifted quids and looked after him with sneers.

Trun out! observed one.

All off! nodded another.

The third merely spat and slowly closed his disillusioned and leisure-weary eyes.



Cairns energetic pace soon brought him to the Olympian Club, where he was accustomed to lunch, it being convenient to his office, which was on Forty-sixth Street.

Desboro, who, at Jacquelines request, had gone back to business, appeared presently and joined Cairns at a small table.

Anything doing at the office? inquired the latter. I suppose you were too nervous and upset to notice the market though.

Well, ask yourself how much youd feel like business after marrying the most glorious and wonderful — —

Ring off! I concede everything. It is going to make some splash in the papers. Yes? Lord! I wish you could have had a ripping big wedding though! Wouldnt she have looked the part? Oh, no!

It couldnt be helped, said Desboro in a low, chagrined voice. Id have given the head off my shoulders to have had the sort of a wedding to which she was entitled. But — I couldnt.

Cairns nodded, not, however, understanding; and as Desboro offered no explanation, he remained unenlightened.

Rather odd, he remarked, that she didnt wish to have Aunt Hannah with her at the fatal moment. Theyre such desperate chums these days.

She did want her. I wouldnt have her.

Is that so?

It is. Ill tell you why some day. In fact, I dont mind telling you now. Aunt Hannah has it in for me. Shes a devil sometimes. You know it and I do. She has it in for me just now. Shes wrong; shes made a mistake; but I couldnt tell her anything. You cant tell that sort of a woman anything, once shes made up her mind. And the fact is, Jack, shes already made up her mind that I was not to marry Jacqueline. And I was afraid of her. And thats why I married Jacqueline this way.

Cairns stared.

So now, added Desboro, you know how it happened.

Quite so. Rotten of her, wasnt it?

She didnt mean it that way. She got a fool idea into her head, thats all. Only I was afraid shed tell it to Jacqueline.

I see.

Thats what scared me. I didnt know what she might tell Jacqueline. She threatened to tell her — things. And it would have involved a perfectly innocent woman and myself — put me in a corner where I couldnt decently explain the real facts to Jacqueline. Now, thank God, its too late for Aunt Hannah to make mischief.

Cairns nodded, thinking of Mrs. Clydesdale. And whatever he personally was inclined to believe, he knew that gossip was not dealing very leniently with that young wife and the man who sat on the other side of the table, nervously pulling to pieces his unlighted cigarette.





But it needed no rumour, no hearsay evidence, no lifted eyebrows, no shrugs, no dubious smiles, no half-hearted defence of Elena Clydesdale, to thoroughly convince Mrs. Hammerton of Desboros utter unfitness as a husband for the motherless girl she had begun to love with a devotion so fierce that at present it could brook no rival at all of either sex.

For Mrs. Hammerton had never before loved. She had once supposed that she loved her late husband, but soon came to regard him as a poor sort of thing. She had been extremely fond of Desboro, too, in her own way, but in the vivid fire of this new devotion to Jacqueline, any tenderness she ever might have cherished for that young man was already consumed and sacrificed to a cinder in the fiercer flame.

Into her loneliness, into her childless solitude, into the hardness, cynicism, and barren emptiness of her latter years, a young girl had stepped from nowhere, and she had suddenly filled her whole life with the swift enchantment of love.

A word or two, a smile, the magic of two arms upon her bony shoulders, the shy touch of youthful lips — these were the very simple ingredients which apparently had transmuted the brass and tinsel and moral squalor of Aunt Hannahs life into charming reality.

From sudden tenderness to grim love, to jealous, watchful, passionate adoration — these were the steps Mrs. Hammerton had taken in the brief interval of time that had elapsed since she had first seen Jacqueline.

Into the clear, truthful eyes she had looked, and had seen within only an honest mind and a clean young soul. Wisdom, too, only lacking in experience, she divined there; and less of wisdom than of intelligence; and less of that than of courage. And it all was so clear, so perfectly apparent to the cold and experienced scrutiny of the woman of the world, that, for a while, she could not entirely believe what she understood at the first glance.

When she was convinced, she surrendered. And never before in all her unbelieving, ironical, and material career had she experienced such a thrill of overwhelming delight as when, that evening at Silverwood, Jacqueline had drawn her head down and had touched her dry forehead with warm, young lips.

Everything about the girl fascinated her — her independence and courage; her adorable bashfulness in matters where experience had made others callous — in such little things, for example, as the response to an invitation, the meeting with fashionable strangers — but it was only the nice, friendly, and thoroughbred shyness of inexperience, not the awkwardness of under-breeding or of that meaner vanity called self-consciousness.

Poor herself, predatory, clever, hard as nails, her beady eyes ever alert for the main chance, she felt for the first time in her life the real bitterness of comparative poverty — which is the inability to give where one loves.

She had no illusions; she knew that what she had to offer the girl would soon pall; that Jacqueline would choose her own friends among the sane and simple and sincere, irrespective of social and worldly considerations; that no glitter, no sham, no tinsel could permanently hold her attention; no lesser ambition seduce her; no folly ever awake her laughter more than once. What the girl saw she would understand; and, in future, she would choose for herself what she cared to see and know of a new world now gradually opening before her.

But in the meantime Jacqueline must see before she could learn, and before she could make up her mind what to discard and what to retain.

So Mrs. Hammerton had planned that Jacqueline should be very busy during March and April; and her patience was sorely tried when she found that, for a week or two, the girl could give her only a very few minutes every other day.

At first it was a grim consolation to her that Jacqueline still remained too busy to see anybody, because that meant that Desboro, too, would be obliged to keep his distance.

For at first Mrs. Hammerton did not believe that the girl could be seriously interested in Desboro; in fact, she had an idea that, so far, all the sentiment was on Desboros side. And both Jacquelines reticence and her calm cordiality in speaking of Desboro were at first mistaken by Aunt Hannah for the symptoms of a friendship not sentimentally significant.

But the old ladys doubts soon became aroused; she began to watch Jacqueline askance — began to test her, using all her sly cleverness and skill. Slowly her uncertainty, uneasiness, and suspicion changed to anger and alarm.

If she had been more than angry and suspicious — if she had been positive, she would not have hesitated an instant. For on one matter she was coldly determined; the girl should not marry Desboro, or any such man as Desboro. It made no difference to her whether Desboro might be really in love with her. He was not fit for her; he was a man of weak character, idle, useless, without purpose or ability, who would never amount to anything or be anything except what he already was — an agreeable, graceful, amusing, acceptable item in the sort of society which he decorated.

She knew and despised that breed of youth; New York was full of them, and they were even less endurable to her than the similar species extant in England and on the Continent; for the New York sort were destitute of the traditions which had created the real kind — and there was no excuse for them, not even the sanction of custom. They were merely imitation of a more genuine degeneracy. And she held them in contempt.

She told Jacqueline this, as she was saying good-night on Saturday, and was alarmed and silenced by the girls deep flush of colour; and she went home in her scrubby brougham, scared and furious by turns, and determined to settle Desboros business for him without further hesitation.

Sunday Jacqueline could not see her; and the suspicion that the girl might be with Desboro almost drove the old lady crazy. Monday, too, Jacqueline told her over the telephone would be a very busy day; and Aunt Hannah acquiesced grimly, determined to waste no further time at the telephone and take no more chances, but go straight to Jacqueline and take her into her arms and tell her what a mother would tell her about Desboro, and how, at that very hour perhaps, he was with Mrs. Clydesdale; and what the world suspected, and what she herself knew of an intrigue that had been shamelessly carried into the very house which had sheltered Jacqueline within a day or two.

So on Monday morning Mrs. Hammerton went to see Jacqueline; and, learning that the girl had gone out early, marched home again, sat down at her desk, and wrote her a letter.

When she had finished she honestly believed that she had also finished Desboro; and, grimly persuaded that she had done a mothers duty by the motherless, she summoned a messenger and sent off the letter to a girl, who, at that very moment, had returned to her desk, a wife.

The rapid reaction from the thrilling experience of the morning had made Jacqueline nervous and unfit for business, even before she arrived at her office. But she entered the office resolutely and seated herself at her desk, summoning all her reserve of self-control to aid her in concentrating her mind on the business in hand.

First she read her mornings mail and dictated her answers to a red-headed stenographer. Next she received Lionel Sissly, disposed of his ladylike business with her; sent for Mr. Mirk, went over with him his report of the shop sales, revised and approved the list of prices to be ticketed on new acquisitions, re-read the sheaf of dictated letters laid before her by the red-headed stenographer, signed them, and sent down for the first client on the appointment-list.

The first on the list was a Mr. Hyman Dobky; and his three months note had gone to protest, and Mr. Dobky wept.

She was not very severe with him, because he was a Lexington Avenue dealer just beginning in a small way, and she believed him to be honest at heart. He retired comforted, swabbing his eyes with his cuff.

Then came a furtive pair, Orrin Munger, the Cubist poet, and his loud-voiced, swaggering confrère, Adalbert Waudle, author of Black Roses and other phenomena which, some people whispered, resembled blackmail.

It had been with greatest reluctance, and only because it was a matter concerning a client, that she had consented to receive the dubious pair. She had not forgotten her experience with the Cubist, and his suggestion for an informal Italian trip, and had never again desired or expected to see him.

He now offered her an abnormally flat and damp hand; and hers went behind her back and remained there clasped together, as she stood inspecting Mr. Munger with level eyes that harboured lightning.

She said quietly: My client, Mr. Clydesdale, recently requested my opinion concerning certain jades, crystals and Chinese porcelains purchased by him from you and from Mr. Waudle. I have, so far, examined some twenty specimens. Every specimen examined by me is a forgery.
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Mr. Waudle, taken completely by surprise, gaped at her like a fat and expiring fish; the poet turned a dull and muddy red, and said not a word.

So, added Jacqueline coldly, at Mr. Clydesdales request I have asked you to come here and explain the situation to me.

Waudle, writer of Pithy Points for the infamous Tattler, recovered his wits first.





Miss Nevers, he said menacingly, do you mean to insinuate that I am a swindler?

Are you, Mr. Waudle?

Thats actionable. Do you understand?

Perfectly. Please explain the forgeries.

The poet, who had sunk down upon a chair, now arose and began to make elaborate gestures preliminary to a fluency of speech which had never yet deserted him in any crisis where a lady was involved.

My dear child — — he began.

What! cut in Jacqueline crisply.

My — my dear and — and honored, but very youthful and inexperienced young lady, he stammered, a trifle out of countenance under the fierce glimmer in her eyes, do you, for one moment, suppose that such a writer as Mr. Waudle would imperil his social and literary reputation for the sake of a few wretched dollars!

Fifteen thousand, commented Jacqueline quietly.

Exactly. Fifteen thousand contemptible dollars — inartistically designed, he added, betraying a tendency to wander from the main point; and was generously proceeding to instruct her in the art of coin design when she brought him back to the point with a shock.

You, also, are involved in this questionable transaction, she said coldly. Can you explain these forgeries?

F-forgeries! he repeated, forcibly injecting indignation into the exclamation; but his eyes grew very round, as though frightened, and a spinal limpness appeared which threatened the stability of his knees.

But the poets fluency had not yet deserted him; he opened both arms in a gesture suggesting absolute confidence in a suspicious and inartistic world.

I am quite guiltless of deception, he said, using a slight tremolo. Permit me to protest against your inexperienced judgment in the matter of these ancient and precious specimens of Chinese art; I protest! he exclaimed earnestly. I protest in the name of that symbol of mystery and beauty — that occult lunar something, my dear young lady, which we both worship, and which the world calls the moon — —

I beg your pardon — — she interrupted; but the poet was launched and she could not check him.

I protest, he continued shrilly, in the name of Art! In the name of all that is worth while, all that matters, all that counts, all that is meaningful, sacred, precious beyond price — —

Mr. Munger!

I protest in the name of — —

Mr. Munger!

Eh! he said, coming to and rolling his round, washed-out eyes toward her.

Be kind enough to listen, she said curtly. I am compelled to interrupt you because to-day I am a very busy person. So I am going to be as brief with you as possible. This, then, is the situation as I understand it. A month or so ago you and your friend, Mr. Waudle, notified Mr. Clydesdale that you had just returned from Pekin with a very unusual collection of ancient Chinese art, purchased by you, as you stated, from a certain Chinese prince.

The faint note of scorn in her voice did not escape the poet, who turned redder and muddier and made a picturesque gesture of world-wide appeal; but no words came from either manufacturer of literary phrases; Waudle only closed his cod-like mouth, and the eyes set in his fat face became small and cunning like something in the farthest corner of a trap.

Jacqueline continued gravely: At your solicitation, I understand, and depending upon your representations, my client, Mr. Clydesdale, purchased from you this collection — —

We offered no guarantees with it, interrupted Waudle thickly. Besides, his wife advised him to buy the collection. I am an old and valued friend of Mrs. Clydesdale. She would never dream of demanding a guarantee from me! Ask her if — —

What is a guarantee? inquired Jacqueline. Im quite certain that you dont know, Mr. Waudle. And did you and Mr. Munger regard your statement concerning the Chinese prince as poetic license? Or as diverting fiction? Or what? You were not writing romance, you know. You were engaged in business. So I must ask you again who is this prince?

There was a prince, retorted Waudle sullenly. Can you prove there wasnt?

There are several princes in China. And now I am obliged to ask you to state distinctly exactly how many of these porcelains, jades and crystals which you sold to Mr. Clydesdale were actually purchased by you from this particular Chinese prince?

Most of them, said Waudle, defiantly. Prove the contrary if you can!

Not all of them, then — as you assured Mr. Clydesdale?

I didnt say all.

I am afraid you did, Mr. Waudle. I am afraid you even wrote it — over your own signature.



Very well, said Waudle, with a large and careless sweep of his hand, if any doubt remains in Mr. Clydesdales mind, I am fully prepared to take back whatever specimens may not actually have come from the prince — —

There were some, then, which did not?

One or two, I believe.

And who is this Chinese prince, Mr. Waudle? she repeated, not smiling. What is his name?

Munger answered; he knew exactly what answer to make, and how to deliver it with flowing gestures. He had practised it long enough:

When I was travelling with His Excellency Tang-Kai-Sun by rail from Szechuan to Pekin to visit Prince — —

The railroad is not built, interrupted the girl drily. You could not have travelled that way.

Both men regarded her as though paralysed by her effrontery.

Continue, please, she nodded.

The poet swallowed nothing very fast and hard, and waved his damp hand at her:

Tuan-Fang, Viceroy of Wuchang — —

He happens to be Viceroy of Nanking, observed the girl.

Waudle, frightened, lost his temper and turned on her, exasperated:

Be careful! Your insinuations involve our honour and are actionable! Do you realise what you are saying?

Perfectly.

I fear not. Do you imagine you are competent to speak with authority about China and its people and its complex and mysterious art when you have never been in the country?

I have seen a little of China, Mr. Waudle. But I do not pretend to speak with undue authority about it.

You say youve been in China? His tone of disbelief was loud and bullying.

I was in China with my father when I was a girl of sixteen.

Oh! Perhaps you speak Chinese! he sneered.

She looked at him gravely, not answering.

He laughed: Now, Miss Nevers, you have intimated that we are liars and swindlers. Lets see how much you know for an expert! You pretend to be an authority on things Chinese. You will then understand me when I say: Jen chih chu, Hsing pen shan — —

I do understand you, Mr. Waudle, she cut in contemptuously. You are repeating the three-word-classic, which every school-child in China knows, and it merely means Men when born are naturally good. I think I may qualify in Chinese as far as San Tzu Ching and his nursery rhymes. And I think we have had enough of this dodging — —

The author flushed hotly.

Do you speak Wenli? he demanded, completely flustered.

Do you? she retorted impatiently.

I do, he asserted boldly.

Indeed!

I may even say that I speak very fluently the — the literary language of China — or Wenli, as it is commonly called.

That is odd, she said, because the literary language of China, commonly called Wenli, is not and never has been spoken. It is only a written language, Mr. Waudle.

The Cubist had now gone quite to pieces. From his colourless mop of bushy hair to the fringe on his ankle-high trousers, he presented a study in deep dejection. Only his round, pale, parrot-like eyes remained on duty, staring unwinkingly at her.

Were you ever actually in China? she asked, looking around at him.

The terrified poet feebly pointed to the author of Black Roses.

Oh! she said. Were you in China, Mr. Waudle, or only in Japan?

But Mr. Waudle found nothing further to say.

Because, she said, in Japan sometimes one is deceived into buying alleged Chinese jades and crystals and porcelains. I am afraid that you were deceived. I hope you were honestly deceived. What you have sold to Mr. Clydesdale as jade is not jade. And the porcelains are not what you represented them to be.

Thats where you make a mistake! shouted Waudle loudly. Ive had the inscription on every vase translated, and I can prove it! How much of an expert are you? Hey?

If you were an expert, she explained wearily, you would understand that inscriptions on Chinese porcelains are not trustworthy. Even hundreds of years ago forgeries were perpetrated by the Chinese who desired to have their works of art mistaken for still more ancient masterpieces; and so the ancient and modern makers of porcelains inscribed them accordingly. Only when an antique porcelain itself conforms to the inscription it bears do we venture to accept that inscription. Never otherwise.

Waudle, hypnotised, stood blinking at her, bereft of speech, almost of reason.

The poet piped feebly: It was not our fault! We were brutally deceived in Japan. And, oh! The bitter deception to me! The cruelty of the awakening! He got up out of his chair; words and gestures were once again at his command; tears streaked his pasty cheeks.

Miss Nevers! My dear and honoured young lady! You know — you among all women must realise how precious to me is the moon! Sacred, worshipped, adored — desired far more than the desire for gold — yea, than much fine gold! Sweeter, also, than honey in the honeycomb! he sobbed. And it was a pair of moon vases, black as midnight, pearl-orbed, lacquered, mystic, wonderful, that lured me — —

A damned Japanese in Tokio worked them off on us! broke out the author of Black Roses, hoarsely. That was the beginning. What are you going to do about it? Youve got us all right, Miss Nevers. The Jap did us. We did the next man. If you want to send us up, I suppose you can! I dont care. I cant keep soul and body together by selling what I write. I tell you Ive starved half my life — and when I hear about the stuff that sells — all these damned best sellers — all this cheap fiction that people buy — while they neglect me — it breaks my heart — —

He turned sharply and passed his hand over his face. It was not an attitude; for a fraction of a second it was the real thing. Yet, even while the astonished poet was peeping sideways at his guilty companion, a verse suggested itself to him; and, quite unconsciously, he began to fumble in his pockets for a pencil, while the tears still glistened on his cheeks.

Mr. Waudle, said Jacqueline, I am really sorry for you. Because this is a very serious affair.

There was a silence; then she reseated herself at her desk.

My client, Mr. Clydesdale, is not vindictive. He has no desire to humiliate you publicly. But he is justly indignant. And I know he will insist that you return to him what money he paid you for your collection.

Waudle started dramatically, forgetting his genuine emotion of the moment before.

Does this rich man mean to ruin me! he demanded, making his resonant voice tremble.

On the contrary, she explained gently, all he wants is the money he paid you.

As that was the only sort of ruin which Mr. Waudle had been fearing, he pressed his clenched fists into his eyes. He had never before possessed so much money. The mere idea of relinquishing it infuriated him; and he turned savagely on Jacqueline, hesitated, saw it was useless. For there remained nothing further to say to such a she-devil of an expert. He had always detested women anyway; whenever he had any money they had gotten it in one way or another. The seven thousand, his share, would have gone the same way. Now it was going back into a fat, rich mans capacious pockets — unless Mrs. Clydesdale might be persuaded to intervene. She could say that she wanted the collection. Why not? She had aided him before in emergencies — unwillingly, it is true — but what of that? No doubt shed do it again — if he scared her sufficiently.



Jacqueline waited a moment longer; then rose from her desk in signal that the interview was at an end.

Waudle slouched out first, his oblong, evil head hanging in a picturesque attitude of noble sorrow. The Cubist shambled after him, wrapped in abstraction, his round, pale, bird-like eyes partly sheathed under bluish eyelids that seemed ancient and wrinkled.

He was already quite oblivious to his own moral degradation; his mind was completely obsessed by the dramatic spectacle which the despair of his friend had afforded him, and by the idea for a poem with which the episode had inspired him.

He was still absently fishing for a pencil and bit of paper when his companion jogged his elbow:

If we fight this business, and if that damn girl sets Clydesdale after us, well have to get out. But I dont think it will come to that.

Can you stop her, Adalbert — and retain the money?

By God! Im beginning to think I can. I believe Ill drop in to see Mrs. Clydesdale about it now. She is a very faithful friend of mine, he added gently. And sometimes a woman will rush in to help a fellow where angels fear to tread.

The poet looked at him, then looked away, frightened.

Be careful, he said, nervously.

Dont worry. I know women. And I have an idea.

The poet of the Cubists shrugged; then, with a vague gesture:



My mistress, the moon, he said, dreamily, is more to me than any idea on earth or in Heaven.

Very fine, sneered Waudle, but why dont you make her keep you in pin money?

Adalbert, retorted the poet, if you wish to prostitute your art, do so. Anybody can make a mistress of his art and then live off her. But the inviolable moon — —

Oh, hell! snapped the author of Black Roses.

And they wandered on into the busy avenue, side by side, Waudle savagely biting his heavy under-lip, both fists rammed deep into his overcoat pockets; the Cubist wandering along beside him, a little derby hat crowning the bunch of frizzled hair on his head, his soiled drab trousers, ankle high, flapping in the wind.

Jacqueline glanced at them as they passed the window at the end of the corridor, and turned hastily away, remembering the old, unhappy days after her fathers death, and how once from a window she had seen the poet as she saw him now, frizzled, soiled, drab, disappearing into murky perspective.

She turned wearily to her desk again. A sense of depression had been impending — but she knew it was only the reaction from excitement and fought it nervously.

They brought luncheon to her desk, but she sent away the tray untouched. People came by appointment and departed, only to give place to others, all equally persistent and wholly absorbed in their own affairs; and she listened patiently, forcing her tired mind to sympathise and comprehend. And, in time, everybody went away satisfied or otherwise, but in no doubt concerning the answer she had given, favourable or unfavourable to their desires. For that was her way in the business of life.

At last, once more looking over her appointment list, she found that only Clydesdale remained; and almost at the same moment, and greatly to her surprise, Mrs. Clydesdale was announced.

Is Mr. Clydesdale with her? she asked the clerk, who had also handed her a letter with the visiting card of Mrs. Clydesdale.

The lady is alone, he said.

Jacqueline glanced at the card again. Then, thoughtfully:

Please say to Mrs. Clydesdale that I will receive her, she said; laid the card on the desk and picked up the letter.

It was a very thick letter and had arrived by messenger.

The address on the envelope was in Mrs. Hammertons familiar and vigorous back-stroke writing, and she had marked it Private! Personal! Important! As almost every letter from her to Jacqueline bore similar emphatic warnings, the girl smiled to herself and leisurely split the envelope with a paper knife.

She was still intent on the letter, and was still seated at her desk when Mrs. Clydesdale entered. And Jacqueline slowly looked up, dazed and deathly white, as the woman about whom she had at that moment been reading came forward to greet her. Then, with a supreme effort, she rose from her chair, managing to find the ghost of a voice to welcome Elena, who seemed unusually vivacious, and voluble to the verge of excitement.
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My dear! she exclaimed. What a perfectly charming office! Its really too sweet for words, Miss Nevers! Its enough to drive us all into trade! Are you very much surprised to see me here?

A — little.

Its odd — the coincidence that brought me, said Elena gaily,  — and just a trifle embarrassing to me. And as it is rather a confidential matter — — She drew her chair closer to the desk. May I speak to you in fullest candour and — and implicit confidence, Miss Nevers?

Yes.

Then — there is a friend of mine in very serious trouble — a man I knew slightly before I was married. Since then I — have come to know him — better. And I am here now to ask you to help him.

Yes.

Shall I tell you his name at once?

If you wish.

Then — his name is Adalbert Waudle.

Jacqueline looked up at her in weary surprise.

Elena laughed feverishly: Adalbert is only a boy — a bad one, perhaps, but — you know that genius is queer — always unbalanced. He came to see me at noon to-day. Its a horrid mess, isnt it — what he did to my husband? I know all about it; and I know that Cary is wild, and that it was an outrageous thing for Adalbert to do. But — —

Her voice trembled a little and she forced a laugh to conceal it: Adalbert is an old friend, Miss Nevers. I knew him as a boy. But even so, Cary couldnt understand if I pleaded for him. My husband means to send him to jail if he does not return the money. And — and I am sorry for Mrs. Waudle. Besides, I like the porcelains. And I want you to persuade Cary to keep them.

Through the whirling chaos of her thoughts, Jacqueline still strove to understand what this excited woman was saying; made a desperate effort to fix her attention on the words and not on the flushed and restless young wife who was uttering them.

Will you persuade Cary to keep the collection, Miss Nevers?

That is for you to do, Mrs. Clydesdale.

I tried. I called him up at his office and asked him to keep the jades and porcelains because I liked them. But he was very obstinate. What you have told him about — about being swindled has made him furious. That is why I came here. Something must be done.



I dont think I understand you.

There is nothing to understand. I want to keep the collection. I ask you to convince my husband — —

How?

I d — dont know, stammered Elena, crimson again. You ought to know how to — to do it.

If Mr. Waudle returns your husbands money, no further action will be taken.

He can not, said Elena, in a low voice.

Why?

He has spent it.

Did he tell you that?

Yes.

Then I am afraid that Mr. Clydesdale will have him arrested.

There was an ominous silence. Jacqueline forced her eyes away from the terrible fascination of Elenas ghastly face, and said:

I am sorry. But I can do nothing for you, Mrs. Clydesdale. The decision rests with your husband.

You must help me!

I cannot.

You must! repeated Elena.

How?

I — I dont care how you do it! But you must prevent my husband from prosecuting Mr. Waudle! It — it has got to be done — somehow.

What do you mean?

Elenas face was burning and her lips quivered:

It has got to be done! I cant tell you why.



Can you not tell your husband?

No.

Jacqueline was quivering, too, clinging desperately to her self-control under the menace of an impending horror which had already partly stunned her.

Are you — afraid of this man? she asked, with stiffening lips.

Elena bowed her head in desperation.

What is it? Blackmail?

Yes. He once learned something. I have paid him — not to — to write it for the — the Tattler. And to-day he came to me straight from your office and made me understand that I would have to stop my husband from — taking any action — even to recover the money — —

Jacqueline sat nervously clenching and unclenching her hands over the letter which lay under them on the blotter.

What scandal is it you fear, Mrs. Clydesdale? she asked, in an icy voice.

Elena coloured furiously: Is it necessary for me to incriminate myself before you help me? I thought you more generous!

I can not help you. There is no way to do so.

Yes, there is!

How?

By — by telling my husband that the — the jades are not forgeries!

Jacquelines ashy cheeks blazed into colour.

Mrs. Clydesdale, she said, I would not do it to save myself — not even to save the dearest friend I have! And do you think I will lie to spare you?

In the excitement and terror of what now was instantly impending, the girl had risen, clutching Mrs. Hammertons letter in her hand.

You need not tell me why you — you are afraid, she stammered, her lovely lips already distorted with fear and horror, because I — I know! Do you understand? I know what you are — what you have done — what you are doing!

She fumbled in the pages of Mrs. Hammertons letter, found an enclosure, and held it out to Elena with shaking fingers.

It was Elenas note to her husband, written on the night she left him, brought by her husband to Silverwood, left on the library table, used as a bookmark by Desboro, discovered and kept by its finder, Mrs. Hammerton, for future emergencies.

Elena re-read it now with sickened senses, and knew that in the eyes of this young girl she was utterly and irretrievably damned.

Did you write that? whispered Jacqueline, with lips scarcely under control.

I — you do not understand — —

Did you know that when I was a guest under Mr. Desboros roof everything that he and you said in the library was overheard? Do you know that you have been watched — not by me — but even long before I knew you — watched even at the opera — —

Elena drew a quick, terrified breath; then the surging shame mantled her from brow to throat.

That was Mrs. Hammerton! she murmured. I warned Jim — but he trusted her.

Jacqueline turned cold all over.

He is your — lover, she said mechanically.

Elena looked at her, hesitated, came a step nearer, still staring. Her visage and her bearing altered subtly. For a moment they gazed at each other. Then Elena said, in a soft, but deadly, voice:



Suppose he is my lover! Does that concern you? And, as the girl made no stir or sound: However, if you think it does, you will scarcely care to know either of us any longer. I am quite satisfied. Do what you please about the man who has blackmailed me. I dont care now. I was frightened for a moment — but I dont care any longer. Because the end of all this nightmare is in sight; and I think Mr. Desboro and I are beginning to awake at last.



Until a few minutes before five Jacqueline remained seated at her desk, motionless, her head buried in her arms. Then she got to her feet somehow, and to her room, where, scarcely conscious of what she was doing, she bathed her face and arranged her hair, and strove to pinch and rub a little colour into her ghastly cheeks.




CHAPTER XIV
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DESBORO CAME FOR her in his car at five and found her standing alone in her office, dressed in a blue travelling dress, hatted and closely veiled. He partly lifted the veil, kissed the cold, unresponsive lips, the pallid cheek, the white-gloved fingers.

Is Her Royal Shyness ready? he whispered.

Yes, Jim.

All her affairs of state accomplished? he asked laughingly.

Yes — the days work is done.

Was it a hard day for you, sweetheart?

Yes — hard.

I am so sorry, he murmured.

She rearranged her veil in silence.



Again, as the big car rolled away northward, and they were alone once more in the comfortable limousine, he took possession of her unresisting hand, whispering:

I am so sorry you have had a hard day, dear. You really look very pale and tired.

It was a — tiresome day.

He lifted her hand to his lips: Do you love me, Jacqueline?

Yes.

Above everything?

Yes.

And you know that I love you above everything in the world?



She was silent.

Jacqueline! he urged. Dont you know it?

I — think you — care for me.

He laughed: Will Your Royal Shyness never unbend! Is that all the credit you give me for my worship and adoration?

She said, after a silence: If it lies with me, you really will love me some day.

Dearest! he protested, laughing but perplexed. Dont you know that I love you now — that I am absolutely mad about you?

She did not answer, and he waited, striving to see her expression through the veil. But when he offered to lift it, she gently avoided him.

Did you go to business? she asked quietly.

I? Oh, yes, I went back to the office. But Lord! Jacqueline, I couldnt keep my attention on the tape or on the silly orders people fired at me over the wire. So I left young Seely in charge and went to lunch with Jack Cairns; and then he and I returned to the office, where Ive been fidgeting about ever since. I think its been the longest day I ever lived.

It has been a long day, she assented gravely. Did Mr. Cairns speak to you of Cynthia?

He mentioned her, I believe.

Do you remember what he said about her?

Well, yes. I think he spoke about her very nicely — about her being interesting and ambitious and talented — something of that sort — but how could I keep my mind on what he was saying about another girl?

Jacqueline looked out of the window across a waste of swamp and trestle and squalid buildings toward University Heights. She said presently, without turning:



Some day, may I ask Cynthia to visit me?

Dearest girl! Of course! Isnt it your house — —

Silverwood?

Certainly — —

No, Jim.

What on earth do you mean?

What I say. Silverwood is not yet even partly mine. It must remain entirely yours — until I know you — better.

Why on earth do you say such silly — —

What is yours must remain yours, she repeated, in a low voice, just as my shop, and office, and my apartment must remain mine — for a time.

For how long?

I can not tell.

Do you mean for always?

I dont know.

And I dont understand you, dear, he said impatiently.

You will, Jim.

He smiled uneasily: For how long must we twain, who are now one, maintain solitary sovereignty over our separate domains?

Until I know you better.

And how long is that going to take? he asked, smilingly apprehensive and deeply perplexed by her quiet and serious attitude toward him.

I dont know how long, I wish I did.

Jacqueline, dear, has anything unpleasant happened to disturb you since I last saw you?

She made no reply.



Wont you tell me, dear, he insisted uneasily.

I will tell you this, Jim. Whatever may have occurred to disturb me is already a matter of the past. Life and its business lie before us; that is all I know. This is our beginning, Jim; and happiness depends on what we make of our lives from now on — from now on.

The stray lock of golden hair had fallen across her cheek, accenting the skins pallor through the veil. She rested her elbow on the window ledge, her tired head on her hand, and gazed at the sunset behind the Palisades. Far below, over the grey and wrinkled river, smoke from a steamboat drifted, a streak of bronze and purple, in the sunset light.

What has happened? he muttered under his breath. And, turning toward her: You must tell me, Jacqueline. It is now my right to know.

Dont ask me.

His face hardened; for a moment the lean muscles of the jaw worked visibly.

Has anybody said anything about me to you?

No reply.

Has — has Mrs. Hammerton been to see you?

No.

He was silent for a moment, then:

Ill tell you now, Jacqueline; she did not wish me to marry you. Did you know it?

I know it.

I believe, he said, that she has been capable of warning you against me. Did she?

No reply.

And yet you married me? he said, after a silence.

She said nothing.



So you could not have believed her, whatever she may have said, he concluded calmly.

Jim?

Yes, dear.

I married you because I loved you. I love you still. Remember it when you are impatient with me — when you are hurt — perhaps angry — —

Angry with you, my darling!

You are going to be — very often — I am afraid.

Angry?

I — dont know. I dont know how it will be with us. If only you will remember that I love you — no matter how I seem — —

Dear, if you tell me that you do love me, I will know that it must be so!

I tell you that I do. I could never love anybody else. You are all that I have in the world; all I care for. You are absolutely everything to me. I loved you and married you; I took you for mine just as you were and are. And if I didnt quite understand all that — that you are — I took you, nevertheless — for better or for worse — and I mean to hold you. And I know now that, knowing more about you, I would do the same thing if it were to be done again. I would marry you to-morrow — knowing what I know.

What more do you know about me than you did this morning, Jacqueline? he asked, terribly troubled.

But she refused to answer.

He said, reddening: If you have heard any gossip concerning Mrs. Clydesdale, it is false. Was that what you heard? Because it is an absolute lie.

But she had learned from Mrs. Clydesdales reckless lips the contrary, and she rested her aching head on her hand and stared out at the endless lines of houses along Broadway, as the car swung into Yonkers, veered to the west past the ancient manor house, then rolled northward again toward Hastings.

Dont you believe me? he asked at length. That gossip is a lie — if that is what you heard.

She thought: This is how gentlemen are supposed to behave under such circumstances. And she shivered.

Are you cold? he asked, with an effort.

A little.

He drew the fur robe closer around her, and leaned back in his corner, deeply worried, impatient, but helpless in the face of her evident weariness and reticence, which he could not seem to penetrate or comprehend. Only that something ominous had happened — that something was dreadfully wrong — he now thoroughly understood.

In the purposeless career of a man of his sort, there is much that it is well to forget. And in Desboros brief career there were many things that he would not care to have such a girl as Jacqueline hear about — so much, alas! of folly and stupidity, so much of idleness, so much unworthy, that now in his increasing chagrin and mortification, in the painful reaction from happy pride to alarm and self-contempt, he could not even guess what had occurred, or for which particular folly he was beginning to pay.

Long since, both in his rooms in town, and at Silverwood, he had destroyed the silly souvenirs of idleness and folly. He thought now of the burning sacrifice he had so carelessly made that day in the library — and how the flames had shrivelled up letter and fan, photograph and slipper. And he could not remember that he had left a rag of lace or a perfumed envelope unburned.

Had the ghosts of their owners risen to confront him on his own hearthstone, standing already between him and this young girl he had married?

What whisper had reached her guiltless ears? What rumour, what breath of innuendo? Must a man still be harassed who has done with folly for all time — who aspires to better things — who strives to change his whole mode of life merely for the sake of the woman he loves — merely to be more worthy of her?

As he sat there so silently in the car beside her, his dark thoughts travelled back again along the weary, endless road to yesterday. Since he had known and loved her, his thoughts had often and unwillingly sought that shadowy road where the only company were ghosts — phantoms of dead years that sometimes smiled, sometimes reproached, sometimes menaced him with suddenly remembered eyes and voiceless but familiar words forever printed on his memory.

Out of that grey vista, out of that immaterial waste where only impalpable shapes peopled the void, vanished, grew out of nothing only to reappear, something had come to trouble the peace of mind of the woman he loved — some spectre of folly had arisen and had whispered in her ear, so that, at the mockery, the light had died out in her fearless eyes and her pure mind was clouded and her tender heart was weighted with this thing — whatever it might be — this echo of folly which had returned to mock them both.

Dearest, he said, drawing her to him so that her cold cheek rested against his, whatever I was, I am no longer. You said you could forgive.



I do — forgive.

Can you not forget, too?

I will try — with your help.

How can I help you? Tell me.

By letting me love you — as wisely as I can — in my own fashion. By letting me learn more of you — more about men. I dont understand men. I thought I did — but I dont. By letting me find out what is the wisest and the best and the most unselfish way to love you. For I dont know yet. I dont know. All I know is that I am married to the man I loved — the man I still love. But how I am going to love him I — I dont yet know.

He was silent; the hot flush on his face did not seem to warm her cheek where it rested so coldly against his.

I want to hold you because it is best for us both, she said, as though speaking to herself.

But — you need make no effort to hold me, Jacqueline! e protested, amazed.

I want to hold you, Jim, she repeated. You are my husband. I — I must hold you. And I dont know how I am to do it. I dont know how.

My darling! Who has been talking to you? What have they said?

It has got to be done, somehow, she interrupted, wearily. I must learn how to hold you; and you must give me time, Jim — —

Give you time! he repeated, exasperated.

Yes — to learn how to love you best — so I can serve you best. That is why I married you — not selfishly, Jim — and I thought I knew — I thought I knew — —

Her cheek slipped from his and rested on his shoulder. He put his arm around her and she covered her face with her gloved hands.

I love you dearly, dearly, he whispered brokenly. If the whisper of any past stupidity of mine has hurt you, God knows best what punishment He visits on me at this moment! If there were any torture I could endure to spare you, Jacqueline, I would beg for it — welcome it! It is a bitter and a hopeless and a ridiculous thing to say; but if I had only known there was such a woman as you in the world I would have understood better how to live. I suppose many a man understands it when it is too late. I realise now, for the first time, how changeless, how irrevocably fixed, are the truths youth learns to smile at — the immutable laws youth scoffs at — —

He choked, controlled his voice, and went on:

If youth could only understand it, the truths of childhood are the only truths. The first laws we learn are the eternal ones. And their only meaning is self-discipline. But youth is restive and mistakes curiosity for intelligence, insubordination for the courage of independence. The stupidity of orthodoxy incites revolt. To disregard becomes less difficult; to forget becomes a habit. To think for ones self seems admirable; but when youth attempts that, it thinks only what it pleases or does not think at all. I am not trying to find excuses or to evade my responsibility, dear. I had every chance, no excuse for what I have — sometimes — been. And now — on this day — this most blessed and most solemn day of my life — I can only say to you I am sorry, and that I mean so to live — always — that no man or woman can reproach me.

She lay very silent against his shoulder. Blindly striving to understand him, and men — blindly searching for some clue to the path of duty — the path she must find somehow and follow for his sake — through the obscurity and mental confusion she seemed to hear at moments Elena Clydesdales shameless and merciless words, and the deadly repetition seemed to stun her.

Vainly she strove against the recurring horror; once or twice, unconsciously, her hands crept upward and closed her ears, as though she could shut out what was dinning in her brain.

With every reserve atom of mental strength and self-control she battled against this thing which was stupefying her, fought it off, held it, drove it back — not very far, but far enough to give her breathing room. But no sooner did she attempt to fix her mind on the man beside her, and begin once more to grope for the clue to duty — how most unselfishly she might serve him for his salvation and her own — than the horror she had driven back stirred stealthily and crawled nearer. And the battle was on once more.

Twilight had fallen over the Westchester hills; a familiar country lay along the road they travelled. In the early darkness, glancing from the windows he divined unseen landmarks, counted the miles unconsciously as the car sped across invisible bridges that clattered or resounded under the heavy wheels.

The stars came out; against them woodlands and hills took shadowy shape, marking for him remembered haunts. And at last, far across the hills the lighted windows of Silverwood glimmered all a-row; the wet gravel crunched under the slowing wheels, tall Norway spruces towered phantomlike on every side; the car stopped.

Home, he whispered to her; and she rested her arm on his shoulder and drew herself erect.

Every servant and employee on the Desboro estate was there to receive them; she offered her slim hand and spoke to every one. Then, on her husbands arm, and her proud little head held high, she entered the House of Desboro for the first time bearing the family name — entered smiling, with death in her heart.



At last the dinner was at an end. Farris served the coffee and set the silver lamp and cigarettes on the library table, and retired.

Luminous red shadows from the fireplace played over wall and ceiling — the same fireplace where Desboro had made his offering — as though flame could purify and ashes end the things that men have done!

In her frail dinner gown of lace, she lay in a great chair before the blaze, gazing at nothing. He, seated on the rug beside her chair, held her limp hand and rested his face against it, staring at the ashes on the hearth.

And this was marriage! Thus he was beginning his wedded life — here in the house of his fathers, here at the same hearthstone where the dead brides of dead forebears had sat as his bride was sitting now.

But had any bride ever before faced that hearth so silent, so motionless, so pale as was this young girl whose fingers rested so limply in his and whose cold palm grew no warmer against his cheek?

What had he done to her? What had he done to himself — that the joy of things had died out in her eyes — that speech had died on her lips — that nothing in her seemed alive, nothing responded, nothing stirred.

Now, all the bitterness that life and its unwisdom had stored up for him through the swift and reckless years, he tasted. For that cup may not pass. Somewhere, sooner or later, the same lips that have so lightly emptied sweeter draughts must drain this one. None may refuse it, none wave it away until the cup be empty.

Jacqueline?

She moved slightly in her chair.

Tell me, he said, what is it that can make amends?

They — are made.

But the hurt is still there. What can heal it, dear?

I — dont know.

Time?

Perhaps.

Love?

Yes — in time.

How long?

I do not know, Jim.

Then — what is there for me to do?

She was silent.

Could you tell me, Jacqueline?

Yes. Have patience — with me.

With you?

It will be necessary.

How do you mean, dear?

I mean you must have patience with me — in many ways. And still be in love with me. And still be loyal to me — and — faithful. I dont know whether a man can do these things. I dont know men. But I know myself — and what I require of men — and of you.

What you require of me I can be if you love me.

Then never doubt it. And when I know that you have become what I require you to be, you could not doubt my loving you even if you wished to. Then you will know; until then — you must believe.

He sat thinking before the hearth, the slow flush rising to his temples and remaining.

What is it you mean to do, Jacqueline? he asked, in a low voice.

Nothing, except what I have always done. The business of life remains unchanged; it is always there to be done.

I mean — are you going to — change — toward me?

I have not changed.

Your confidence in me has gone.

I have recovered it.

You believe in me still?

Oh, yes — yes! Her little hand inside his clenched convulsively and her voice broke.

Kneeling beside her, he drew her into his arms and felt her breath suddenly hot and feverish against his shoulder. But if there had been tears in her eyes they dried unshed, for he saw no traces of them when he kissed her.

In Gods name, he whispered, let the past bury its accursed dead and give me a chance. I love you, worship you, adore you. Give me my chance in life again, Jacqueline!

I — I give it to you — as far as in me lies. But it rests with you, Jim, what you will be.

His own philosophy returned to mock him out of the stainless mouth of this young girl! But he said passionately:

How can I be arbiter of my own fate unless I have all you can give me of love and faith and unswerving loyalty?

I give you these.

Then — as a sign — return the kiss I give you — now.

There was no response.

Can you not, Jacqueline?

Not — yet.

You — you can not respond!

Not — that way — yet.

Is — have I — has what you know of me killed all feeling, all tenderness in you?

No.

Then — why can you not respond — —

I can not, Jim — I can not.

He flushed hotly: Do you — do I inspire you with — do I repel you — physically?

She caught his hand, cheeks afire, dismayed, striving to check him:

Please — dont say such — it is — not — true — —

It seems to be — —

No! I — I ask you — not to say it — think it — —

How can I help thinking it — thinking that you only care for me — that the only attraction on your part is — is intellectual — —

She disengaged her hand from his and shrank away into the velvet depths of her chair.

I cant help it, he said. Ive got to say what I think. Never since I have told you I loved you have you ever hinted at any response, even to the lightest caress. We are married. Whatever — however foolish I may have been — God knows you have made me pay for it this day. How long am I to continue paying? I tell you a man cant remain repentant too long under the stern and chilling eyes of retribution. If you are going to treat me as though I were physically unfit to touch, I can make no further protest. But, Jacqueline, no man was ever aided by a punishment that wounds his self-respect.

I must consider mine, too, she said, in a ghost of a voice.

Very well, he said, if you think you must maintain it at the expense of mine — —

Jim!

The low cry left her lips trembling.

What? he said, angrily.

Have — have you already forgotten what I said?

What did you say?

I asked — I asked you to be patient with me — because — I love you — —

But the words halted; she bowed her head in her hands, quivering, scarcely conscious that he was on his knees again at her feet, scarcely hearing his broken words of repentance and shame for the sorry and contemptible rôle he had been playing.

No tears came to help her even then, only a dry, still agony possessed her. But the crisis passed and wore away; sight and hearing and the sense of touch returned to her. She saw his head bowed in contrition on her knees, heard his voice, bitter in self-accusation, felt his hands crisping over hers, crushing them till her new rings cut her.

For a while she looked down at him as though dazed; then the real pain from her wedding ring aroused her and she gently withdrew that hand and rested it on his thick, short, curly hair.

For a long while they remained so

. He had ceased to speak; her brooding gaze rested on him, unchanged save for the subtle tenderness of the lips, which still quivered at moments.

Clocks somewhere in the house were striking midnight. A little later a log fell from the dying fire, breaking in ashes.

He felt her stir, change her position slightly; and he lifted his head. After a moment she laid her hand on his arm, and he aided her to rise.

As they moved slowly, side by side, through the house, they saw that it was filled with flowers everywhere, twisted ropes of them on the banisters, too, where they ascended.

Her own maid, who had arrived by train, rose from a seat in the upper corridor to meet her. The two rooms, which were connected by a sitting room, disclosed themselves, almost smothered in flowers.

Jacqueline stood in the sitting room for a moment, gazing vaguely around her at the flowers and steadying herself by one hand on the centre-table, which a great bowlful of white carnations almost covered.

Then, as her maid reappeared at the door of her room, she turned and looked at Desboro.

There was a silence; his face was very white, hers was deathly.

He said: Shall we say good-night?

It is — for you — to say.

Then — good-night, Jacqueline.

Good-night.
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She turned, took a step or two — looked back, hesitated, then slowly retraced her steps to where he was standing by the flower-covered table.

From the mass of blossoms she drew a white carnation, touched it to her lips, and, eyes still lowered, offered it to him. In her palm, beside it, lay a key. But he took only the blossom, touching it to his lips as she had done.

She looked at the key, lying in her trembling hand, then lifted her confused eyes to his once more, whispering:

Good-night — and thank you.

Good-night, he said, until to-morrow.

And they went their separate ways.




CHAPTER XV
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UNE NUIT BLANCHE — and the young seem less able to withstand its corroding alchemy than the old. It had left its terrible and pallid mark on Desboro; and on Jacqueline it had set its phantom sign. That youthfully flushed and bright-eyed loveliness which always characterised the girl had whitened to ashes over night.

And now, as she entered the sunny breakfast room in her delicate Chinese morning robes, the change in her was startlingly apparent; for the dead-gold lustre of her hair accented the pallor of a new and strange and transparent beauty; the eyes, tinted by the deeper shadows under them, looked larger and more violet; and she seemed smaller and more slender; and there was a snowy quality to the skin that made the vivid lips appear painted.

Desboro came forward from the recess of the window; and whether in his haggard and altered features she read of his long nights vigil, or whether in his eyes she learned again how she herself had changed, was not plain to either of them; but her eyes suddenly filled and she turned sharply and stood with the back of one slender hand across her eyes.

Neither had spoken; neither spoke for a full minute. Then she walked to the window and looked out. The mating sparrows were very noisy.

Not a tear fell; she touched her eyes with a bit of lace, drew a long, deep, steady breath and turned toward him.

It is all over — forgive me, Jim. I did not mean to greet you this way. I wont do it again — —

She offered her hand with a faint smile, and he lifted it and touched it to his lips.

Its all over, all ended, she repeated. Such a curious phenomenon happened to me at sunrise this morning.

What?

I was born, she said, laughing. Isnt it odd to be born at my age? So as soon as I realised what had happened, I went and looked out of the window; and there was the world, Jim — a big, round, wonderful planet, all over hills and trees and valleys and brooks! I dont know how I recognised it, having just been born into it, but somehow I did. And I knew the sun, too, the minute I saw it shining on my window and felt it on my face and throat. Isnt that a wonderful way to begin life?

There was not a tremor in her voice, nothing tremulous in the sweet humour of the lips; and, to his surprise, in her eyes little demons of gaiety seemed to be dancing all at once till they sparkled almost mockingly.

Dear, he said, under his breath, I wondered whether you would ever speak to me again.

Speak to you! You silly boy, I expect to do little else for the rest of my life! I intend to converse and argue and importune and insist and nag and nag. Oh, Jim! Please ring for breakfast. I had no luncheon yesterday and less dinner.

A slight colour glowed under the white skin of her cheeks as Farris entered with the fruit; she lifted a translucent cluster of grapes from the dish, snipped it in half with the silver scissors, glanced at her husband and laughed.
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Thats how hungry I am, Jim. I warned you. Of what are you thinking — with that slight and rather fascinating smile crinkling your eyes?

She bit into grape after grape, watching him across the table.

Share with me whatever amuses you, please! she insisted. Never with my consent shall you ever again laugh alone.

You havent seen last evenings and this mornings papers, he said, amused.

Have they arrived? Oh, Jim! I wish to see them, please!



He went into his room and brought out a sheaf of clippings.

Isnt this all of the papers that you cared to see, Jacqueline?

Of course! What do they say about us? Are they brief or redundant, laconic or diffuse? And are they nice to us?

She was already immersed in a quarter column account of A Romantic Wedding at old St. Georges; and she read with dilated eyes all about the wealthy, fashionable, and well-known clubman, which she understood must mean her youthful husband, and all about Silverwood and the celebrated collections, and about his lineage and his social activities. And by and by she read about herself, and her charm and beauty and personal accomplishments, and was amazed to learn that she, too, was not only wealthy and fashionable, but that she was a descendant of an ancient and noble family in France, entirely extinguished by the guillotine during the Revolution, except for her immediate progenitors.

Clipping after clipping she read to the end; then the simple notices under Weddings. Then she looked at Desboro.

I — I didnt realise what a very grand young man I had married, she said, with a shy smile. But I am very willing to admit it. Why do they say such foolish and untrue things about me?

They meant to honour you by lying about you when the truth about you is far more noble and more wonderful, he said.

Do you think so?



Do you doubt it?

She remained silent, turning over the clippings in her hand; then, glancing up, found him smiling again.

Please share with me — because I know your thoughts are pleasant.

It was seeing you in these pretty Chinese robes, he smiled, which made me think of that evening in the armoury.

Oh — when I sat under the dragon, with my lute, and said for your guests some legends of old Cathay?

Yes. Seeing you here — in your Chinese robes — made me think of their astonishment when you first dawned on their mental and social horizon. They are worthy people, he added, with a shrug.

They are as God made them, she said, demurely.

Only they have always forgotten, as I have, that God merely begins us — and we are expected to do the rest. For, once made, He merely winds us up, sets our hearts ticking, and places us on top of the world. Where we walk to, and how, is our own funeral henceforward. Is that your idea of divine responsibility?

I think He continues to protect us after we start to toddle; and after that, too, if we ask Him, she answered, in a low voice.

Do you believe in prayer, dear?

Yes — in unselfish prayer. Not in the acquisitive variety. Such petitions seem ignoble to me.

I understand.

She said, gravely: To pray — not for ones self — except that one cause no sorrow — that seems to me a logical petition. But I dont know. And after all, what one does, not what one talks about, counts.

She was occupied with her grapes, glancing up at him from moment to moment with sweet, sincere eyes, sometimes curious, sometimes shy, but always intent on this tall, boyish young fellow who, she vainly tried to realise, belonged to her.

In his morning jacket, somehow, he had become entirely another person; his thick, closely brushed hair, the occult air of freshness from ablutions that left a faint fragrance about him, accented their new intimacy, the strangeness of which threatened at moments to silence her. Nor could she realise that she belonged there at all — there, in her frail morning draperies, at breakfast with him in a house which belonged to him.

Yet, one thing she was becoming vaguely aware of; this tall, young fellow, in his mans intimate attire, was quietly and unvaryingly considerate of her; had entirely changed from the man she seemed to have known; had suddenly changed yesterday at midnight. And now she was aware that he still remained what he had been when he took the white blossom from her hand the night before, and left in her trembling palm, untouched, the symbol of authority which now was his forever.

Even in the fatigue of body and the deadlier mental weariness — in the confused chaos of her very soul, that moment was clearly imprinted on her mind — must remain forever recorded while life lasted.

She divided another grape; there were no seeds; the skin melted in her mouth.

Men, she said absently, are good. When he laughed, she came to herself and looked at him with shy, humourous eyes. They are good, Jim. Even the Chinese knew it thousands of years ago. Have you never heard me recite the three-word-classic of San Tzu Ching? Then listen, white man!



Jen chih chu
Hsing pen shan
Hsing hsiang chin
Hsi hsiang yuan
Kou pu chiao
Hsing nai chien
Chiao chih tao
Kuei i chuan — —

She sat swaying slightly to the rhythm, like a smiling child who recites a rhyme of the nursery, accenting the termination of every line by softly striking her palms together; and the silken Chinese sleeves slipped back, revealing her white arms to the shoulder.

Softly she smote her smooth little palms together, gracefully she swayed; her silks rustled like the sound of slender reeds in a summer wind, and her cadenced voice was softer. Never had he seen her so exquisite.

She stopped capriciously.

All that is Chinese to me, he said. You make me feel solitary and ignorant.

And she laughed and tossed the lustrous hair from her cheeks.

This is all it means, dear:

Men at their birth
Are naturally good.
Their natures are much the same;
Their habits become widely different.
If they are not taught,
Their natures will deteriorate.
The right way in teaching
Is to attach the utmost importance to thoroughness —— 

And so forth, and so forth, she ended gaily.



Where on earth did you learn Chinese? he remonstrated. You know enough without that to scare me to death! Slowly but surely you are overwhelming me, Jacqueline, and some day I shall leave the house, dig a woodchuck hole out on the hill, and crawl into it permanently.

Then Ill have to crawl in, too, wont I? But, alas, Jim! The three-word-classic is my limit. When father took me to Shanghai, I learned it — three hundred and fifty-six lines of it! But its all the Chinese I know — except a stray phrase or two. Cheer up, dear; we wont have to look for our shadows on that hill.

Breakfast was soon accomplished; she looked shyly across at him; he nodded, and they rose.

The question is, she said, when am I going to find time to read the remainder of the morning paper, and keep myself properly informed from day to day, if you make breakfast so agreeable for me?

Have I done that?

You know you have, she said lightly. Suppose you read the paper aloud to me, while I stroll about for the sake of my figure.

They laughed; he picked up the paper and began to read the headlines, and she walked about the room, her hands bracketed on her hips, listening sometimes, sometimes absorbed in her own reflections, now and then glancing out of the window or pausing to rearrange a bowl of flowers.

Little by little, however, her leisurely progress from one point of interest to another became more haphazard, and she moved restlessly, with a tendency to drift in his direction.

Perhaps she realised that, for she halted suddenly.



Jim, I have enough of politics, thank you. And its almost time to put on more conventional apparel, isnt it? I have a long and hard day before me at the office.

As hard as yesterday? he asked, unthinkingly; then reddened.

She had moved to the window as she spoke; but he had seen the quick, unconscious gesture of pain as her hand flew to her breast; and her smiling courage when she turned toward him did not deceive him.

That was a hard day, Jim. But I think the worst is over. And you may read your paper if you wish until I am ready. You have only to put on your business coat, havent you?

So he tried to fix his mind on the paper, and, failing, laid it aside and went to his room to make ready.

When he was prepared, he returned to their sitting room. She was not there, and the door of her bedroom was open and the window-curtains fluttering.

So he descended to the library, where he found her playing with his assortment of animals, a cat tucked under either arm and a yellow pup on her knees.

They all came to say good-morning, she explained, and how could I think of my clothing? Would you ask Farris to fetch a whisk-broom?

Desboro rang: A whisk-broom for — for Mrs. Desboro, he said.

Mrs. Desboro!

She had looked up startled; it was the first time she had heard it from his lips, and even the reiteration of her maid had not accustomed her to hear herself so named.

Both had blushed before Farris, both had thrilled as the words had fallen from Desboros unaccustomed lips; but both attempted to appear perfectly tranquil and undisturbed by what had shocked them as no bomb explosion possibly could. And the old man came back with the whisk-broom, and Desboro dusted the cat fur and puppy hairs from Jacquelines brand-new gown.

They were going to town by train, not having time to spare.

It will be full of commuters, he said, teasingly. You dont know what a godsend a bride is to commuters. I pity you.

I shall point my nose particularly high, monsieur. Do you suppose Ill know anybody aboard?

What if you dont! Theyll know who you are! And theyll all read their papers and stare at you from time to time, comparing you with what the papers say about you — —

Jim! Stop tormenting me. Do I look sallow and horrid? I believe Ill run up to my room and do a little friction on my cheeks — —

With nail polish?

How do you know? Please, Jim, it isnt nice to know so much about the makeshifts indulged in by my sex.

She stood pinching her cheeks and the tiny lobes of her close-set ears, regarding him with beautiful but hostile eyes.

You know too much, young man. You dont wish to make me afraid of you, do you? Anyway, you are no expert! Once you thought my hair was painted, and my lips, too. If Id known what you were thinking Id have made short work of you that rainy afternoon — —

You did.



She laughed: You can say nice things, too. Did you really begin to — to care for me that actual afternoon?

That actual afternoon.

A — about what time — if you happen to remember, she asked carelessly.

About the same second that I first set eyes on you.

Oh, Jim, you couldnt!

Couldnt what?

Care for me the actual second you first set eyes on me. Could you?

I did.

Was it that very second?

Absolutely.

You didnt show it.

Well, you know I couldnt very well kneel down and make you a declaration before I knew your name, could I, dear?

You did it altogether too soon as it was. Jim, what did you think of me?

You ought to know by this time.

I dont. I suppose you took one look at me and decided that I was all ready to fall into your arms. Didnt you?

You havent done it yet, he said lightly.

There was a pause; the colour came into her face, and his own reddened. But she pretended to be pleasantly unconscious of the significance, and only interested in reminiscence.

Do you know what I thought of you, Jim, when you first came in?



Not much, I fancy, he conceded.

Will it spoil you if I tell you?

Have you spoiled me very much, Jacqueline?

Of course I have, she said hastily. Listen, and Ill tell you what I thought of you when you first came in. I looked up, and of course I knew at a glance that you were nice; and I was very much impressed — —

The deuce you were! he laughed, unbelievingly.

I was!

You didnt show it.

Only an idiot of a girl would. But I was — very — greatly — impressed, she continued, with a delightfully pompous emphasis on every word, very — greatly — impressed by the tall and fashionable and elegant and agreeably symmetrical Mr. Desboro, owner of the celebrated collection of arms and armour — —

I knew it!

Knew what?

You never even took the trouble to look at me until you found out that the armour belonged to me — —

That is what ought to have been true. But it wasnt.

Did you actually — —

Yes, I did. Not the very second I laid eyes on you — — she added, blushing slightly, but — when you went away — and afterward — that evening when I was trying to read Grenville on Armour.

You thought of me, Jacqueline?
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Yes — and tried not to. But it was no use; I seemed to see you laughing at me under every helmet in Grenvilles plates. It was rather odd, wasnt it, Jim? And to think — to think that now — —

Her smile grew vaguer; she dropped her 

head thoughtfully and rested one hand on the library table, where once her catalogue notes had been piled up — where once Elenas letter to her husband had fallen from Clydesdales heavy hand.

Then, gradually into her remote gaze came something else, something Desboro had learned to dread; and she raised her head abruptly and gazed straight at him with steady, questioning eyes in which there was a hint of trouble of some kind — perhaps unbelief.

I suppose you are going to your office, she said.

After I have taken you to yours, dear.

You will be at leisure before I am, wont you?

Unless you knock off work at four oclock. Can you?

I can not. What will you do until five, Jim?

There will be nothing for me to do except wait for you.

Where will you wait?

He shrugged: At the club, I suppose.

The car rolled up past the library windows.

I suppose, she said carelessly, that it would be too stupid for you to wait chez moi.

In your office? No, indeed — —

I meant in my apartment. You could smoke and read — but perhaps you wouldnt care to.

They went out into the hall, where her maid held her ulster for her and Farris put Desboro into his coat.

Then they entered the car which swung around the oval and glided away toward Silverwood station.

To tell you the truth, dear, he said, it would be rather slow for me to sit in an empty room until you were ready to join me.

Of course. Youd find it more amusing at your club.

Id rather be with you at your office.

Thank you. But some of my clients stipulate that no third person shall be present when their business is discussed.

All right, he said, shortly.

The faint warmth of their mornings rapprochement seemed somehow to have turned colder, now that they were about to separate for the day. Both felt it; neither understood it. But the constraint which perhaps they thought too indefinite to analyse persisted. She did not fully understand it, except that, in the aftermath of the storm which had nigh devastated her young heart, her physical nearness to him seemed to help the tiny seed of faith which she had replanted in agony and tears the night before.

To see him, hear his voice, somehow aided her; and the charm of his personality for a while had reawakened and encouraged in her the courage to love him. The winning smile in his eyes had, for the time, laid the phantoms of doubt; memory had become less sensitive; the demon of distrust which she had fought off so gallantly lay somewhere inert and almost forgotten in the dim chamber of her mind.

But not dead — no; for somewhere in obscurity she had been conscious for an instant that her enemy was stirring.

Must this always be so? Was faith in this man really dead? Was it only the image of faith which her loyalty and courage had set up once more for an altar amid the ruins of her young heart?

And always, always, even when she seemed unaware, even when she had unconsciously deceived herself, her consciousness of the other woman remained alive, like a spark, whitened at moments by its own ashes, yet burning terribly when touched.

Slowly she began to understand that her supposed new belief in this man would endure only while he was within her sight; that the mornings warmth had slowly chilled as the hour of their separation approached; that her mind was becoming troubled and confused, and her heart uncertain and apprehensive.

And as she thought of the future — years and years of it — there seemed no rest for her, only endless effort and strife, only the external exercise of mental and spiritual courage to fight back the creeping shadow which must always threaten her — the shadow that Doubt casts, and which men call Fear.

Shall we go to town in the car? he said, looking at his watch. We have time; the train wont be in for twenty minutes.

If you like.

He picked up the speaking tube and gave his orders, then lay back again to watch the familiar landscape with worried eyes that saw other things than hills and trees and wintry fields and the meaningless abodes of men.

So this was what Fate had done to him — this! And every unconsidered act of his had been slyly, blandly, maliciously leading him into this valley of humiliation.

He had sometimes thought of marrying, never very definitely, except that, if love were to be the motive, he would have ample time, after that happened, to reform before his wedding day. Also, he had expected to remain in a laudable and permanent state of regeneration, marital treachery not happening to suit his fastidious taste.

That was what he had intended in the improbable event of marriage. And now, suddenly, from a clear sky, the bolt had found him; love, courtship, marriage, had followed with a rapidity he could scarcely realise; and had left him stranded on the shores of yesterday, discredited, distrusted, deeply, wretchedly in love; not only unable to meet on equal terms the young girl who had become his wife, but the involuntary executioner of her tender faith in him!

To this condition the laws of compensation consigned him. The man-made laws which made his complaisance possible could not help him now; the unwritten social law which acknowledges a double standard of purity for man and woman he must invoke in vain. Before the tribunal of her clear, sweet eyes, and before the chastity of her heart and mind, the ignoble beliefs, the lying precedents, the false standards must fall.

There had been no shelter there for him, and he had known it. Reticence, repentance, humble vows for the future — these had been left to him, he supposed.

But the long, dim road to yesterday was thronged with ghosts, and his destiny came swiftly upon him. Tortured, humiliated, helpless, he saw the lash that cut him fall also upon her.

Sooner or later, all that is secret of good or of evil shall be made manifest, here or elsewhere; and the suffering may not be abated. And he began to understand that reticence can not forever hide what has been; that no silence can screen it; no secrecy conceal it; that reaction invariably succeeds action; and not a finger is ever lifted that the universe does not experience the effect.



How he or fate might have spared her, he did not know. What she had learned about him he could not surmise. As far as Elena was concerned, he had been no worse than a fastidious fool dangling about a weaker and less fastidious one. If gossip of that nature had brought this grief upon her, it was damnable.

All he could do was to deny it. He had denied it. But denial, alas, was limited to that particular episode. He could not make it more sweeping; he was not on equal ground with her; he was at a disadvantage. Only spiritual equality dare face its peer, fearless, serene, and of its secrets unafraid.

Yet — she had surmised what he had been; she had known. And, insensibly, he began to feel a vague resentment toward her, almost a bitterness. Because she had accepted him without any illusion concerning him. That had been understood between them. She knew he loved her; she loved him. Already better things had been in sight for him, loftier aspirations, the stirring of ambition. And suddenly, almost at the altar itself, this thing had happened — whatever it was! And all her confidence in him, all her acquiescence in what had been, all her brave words and promises — all except the mere naked love in her breast had crashed earthward under its occult impact, leaving their altar on their wedding night shattered, fireless, and desolate.

He set his teeth and the muscles in his cheeks hardened.

By God! he thought. Ill find out what this thing is, and who has done it. She knew what I was. There is a limit to humiliation. Either she shall again accept me and believe in me, or — or — —



But there seemed to present itself no alternative which he could tolerate; and the thread of thought snapped short.

They were entering the city limits now, and he began to realise that neither had spoken for nearly an hour.

He ventured to glance sideways at her. The exquisitely sad profile against the window thrilled him painfully, almost to the verge of anger. Unwedded, she had been nearer to him. Even in his arms, shy and utterly unresponsive, she had been closer, a more vital thing, than ever she had been since the law had made her his wife.

For a moment the brutality in him stirred, and he felt the heat of blood in his face, and his heart grew restless and beat faster. All that is latent in man of impatience with pain, of intolerance, of passion, of violence, throbbed in every vein.

Then she turned and looked at him. And it was ended as suddenly as it began. Only his sense of helplessness and his resentment remained — resentment against fate, against the unknown people who had done this thing to him and to her; against himself and his folly; even subtly, yet illogically, against her.

I was thinking, she said, that we might at least lunch together — if you would care to.

Would you? he asked coldly.

If you would.

His lip began to tremble and he caught it between his teeth; then his anger flared, and before he meant to he had said:

A jolly luncheon it would be, wouldnt it?



What?

I said it would be a jolly affair — considering the situation.

What is the situation, Jim? she asked, very pale.

Oh, what Ive made of it, I suppose — a failure!

I — I thought we were trying to remake it into a success.

Can we?

We must, Jim.

How?

She was silent.

Ill tell you how we can not make a success out of it, he said hotly, and thats by doing what we have been doing.

We have — have had scarcely time yet to do anything very much.

Weve done enough to widen the breach between us — however weve managed to accomplish it. Thats all I know, Jacqueline.

I thought the breach was closing.

I thought so, too, this morning.

Wounds can not heal over night, she said, in a low voice.

Wounds can not heal at all if continually irritated.

I know it. Give me a little time, Jim. It is all so new to me, and there is no precedent to follow — and I havent very much wisdom. I am only trying to find myself so I shall know how best to serve you — —

I dont want to be served, Jacqueline! I want you to love me — —

I do.

You do in a hurt, reproachful, frightened, dont-touch-me sort of way — —



Jim!

Im sorry; I dont know what Im saying. There isnt anything for me to say, I suppose. But I dont seem to have the spirit of endurance in me — humble submission isnt my line; delay makes me impatient. I want things to be settled, no matter what the cost. When I repent, I repent like the devil — just as hard and as fast as I can. Then its over and done with. But nobody else seems to notice my regeneration.

For a moment her face was a study in mixed emotions, then a troubled smile curved her lips, but her eyes were unconvinced.

You are only a boy, arent you? she said gently. I know it, somehow, but there is still a little awe of you left in me, and I cant quite understand. Wont you be patient with me, Jim?

He bent over and caught her hand.

Only love me, Jacqueline — —

Oh, I do! I do! And I dont know what to do about it! All my thoughts are concentrated on it, how best to make it strong, enduring, noble! How best to shelter it, bind up its wounds, guard it, defend it. I — I know in my heart that Ive got to defend it — —

What do you mean, my darling?

I dont know — I dont know, Jim. Only — if I knew — if I could always know — —

She turned her head swiftly and stared out of the window. On the glass, vaguely, Elenas shadowy features seemed to smile at her.

Was that what tortured her? Was that what she wished to know when she and this man separated for the day — where the woman was? Had her confidence in him been so utterly, so shamefully destroyed that it had lowered her to an ignoble level — hurled down her dignity and self-respect to grovel amid unworthy and contemptible emotions? Was it the vulgar vice of jealousy that was beginning to fasten itself upon her?

Sickened, she closed her eyes a moment; but on the lids was still imprinted the face of the woman; and her words began to ring in her brain. And thought began to gallop again, uncurbed, frantic, stampeding. How could he have done it? How could he have carried on this terrible affair after he had met her, after he had known her, loved her, won her? How could he have received that woman as a guest under the same roof that sheltered her? How could he have made a secret rendezvous with the woman scarcely an hour after he had asked her to marry him?

Even if anybody had come to her and told her of these things she could have found it in her heart to find excuses, to forgive him; she could have believed that he had received Elena and arranged a secret meeting with her merely to tell her that their intrigue was at an end.

She could have accustomed herself to endure the knowledge of this concrete instance. And, whatever else he might have done in the past she could endure; because, to her, it was something too abstract, too vague and foreign to her to seem real.

But the attitude and words of Elena Clydesdale — the unmistakable impression she coolly conveyed that this thing was not yet ended, had poisoned the very spring of her faith in him. And the welling waters were still as bitter as death to her.

What did faith matter to her in the world if she could not trust this man? Of what use was it other than to believe in him? And now she could not. She had tried, and she could not. Only when he was near her — only when she might see him, hear him, could she ever again feel sure of him. And now they were to separate for the day. And — where was he going? And where was the other woman?

And her heart almost stopped in her breast as she thought of the days and days and years and years to come in which she must continue to ask herself these questions.

Yet, in the same quick, agonised breath, she knew she was going to fight for him — do battle in behalf of that broken and fireless altar where love lay wounded.

There were many ways of doing battle, but only one right way. And she had thought of many — confused, frightened, unknowing, praying for unselfishness and for light to guide her.

But there were so many ways; and the easiest had been to forgive him, surrender utterly, cling to him, love him with every tenderness and grace and accomplishment and art and instinct that was hers — with all of her ardent youth, all of her dawning emotion, all of her undeveloped passion.

That had been the easier way in the crisis which stunned and terrified her — to seek shelter, not give it; to surrender, not to withhold.

But whether through wisdom or instinct, she seemed to see farther than the moment — to divine, somehow, that his salvation and hers lay not only in forgiveness and love, but in her power to give or withhold; her freedom to exact what justly was her due; in the preservation of her individuality with all its prerogative, its liberty of choice, its self-respect unshaken, its authority unweakened and undiminished.



To yield when he was not qualified to receive such supreme surrender boded ill for her, and ultimately for him; for it made of her merely an instrument.

Somehow she seemed to know that sometime, for her, would come a moment of final victory; and in that moment only her utter surrender could make the victory eternal and complete.

And until that moment came she would not surrender prematurely. She had a fight on her hands; she knew it; she must do her best, though her own heart were a sword that pierced her with every throb. For his sake she would deny; for his sake remain aloof from the lesser love, inviolate, powerful, mistress of herself and of her destiny.

And yet — she was his wife. And, after all was said and done, she understood that no dual sovereignty ever is possible; that one or the other must have the final decision; and that if, when it came to that, his ultimate authority failed him, then their spiritual union was a failure, though the material one might endure for a while.

And so, believing this, honest with herself and with him, she had offered him her fealty — a white blossom and her key lying beside it in the palm of her hand — in acknowledgment that the supreme decision lay with him.

He had not failed her; the final authority still lay with him. Only that knowledge had sustained her during the long night.

The car stopped at her establishment; she came out of her painful abstraction with a slight start, flushed, and looked at him.

Will you lunch with me, Jim?



I think Ill lunch at the club, he said, coolly.

Very well. Will you bring the car around at five?

The car will be here for you.

And — you? She tried to smile.

Probably.

Oh! If you have any engagements — —

I might make one between now and five, he said carelessly. If I do, Ill come up on the train.

She had not been prepared for this attitude. But there was nothing to say. He got out and aided her to descend, and took her to the door. His manners were always faultless.

I hope you will come for me, she said, almost timidly.

I hope so, he said.

And that was all; she offered her hand; he took it, smiled, and replaced his hat after the shop door closed behind her.

Then he went back to the car.

Drive me to Mrs. Hammertons, he said curtly; got in, and slammed the door.




CHAPTER XVI
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A SURPRISED AND very doubtful maid admitted him to Mrs. Hammertons tiny reception room and took his card; and he fidgeted there impatiently until the maid returned to conduct him.

Mrs. Hammerton sat at coffee in the combination breakfast and dining room of her pretty little apartment. He had never seen her wear glasses, but a pair, presumably hers, was lying across the morning paper on the edge of the table.

Windows behind her threw her face into shadow against the sunlight, and he could not clearly distinguish her features. A canary sang persistently in the sunshine; a friendly cat yawned on the window sill.

Have some coffee, James? she asked, without greeting him.

Thanks, Ive breakfasted.

Very well. Theres a chair. She motioned dismissal to the maid. And close the door! she added curtly.

The maid vanished, closing the door. Aunt Hannah poured more coffee for herself; now she began to browse on toast and bacon.

Have you seen the papers? he asked bluntly.

Her eyes snapped fire: That was a brave thing you did! I never knew any of the Desboros were cowards.

He looked at her in angry astonishment.

Well, what do you call it if it isnt cowardice — to slink off and marry a defenseless girl like that!



Did you expect me to give you a chance to destroy me and poison Jacquelines mind? If I had been guilty of the thing with which you charge me, what I have done would have been cowardly. Otherwise, it is justified.

You have been guilty of enough without that particular thing to rule you out.

If, he said, controlling his anger, you really were appointed Gods deputy on earth, youd have to rule out the majority of men who attempt to marry.

Id do it, too, she remarked.

Fortunately, he went on, your authority for meddling is only self delegated. You once threatened me. You gave me warning like a fair adversary. But even rattlesnakes do that!

He could see her features more plainly now, having become accustomed to the light; and her scornful expression and the brilliant danger in her beady eyes did not escape him. She darted at a bit of toast and swallowed it.

So, he ended calmly, I merely accepted the warning and acted accordingly — if you call that cowardly.

I see. You were much too clever for me. In other words, you forestalled me, didnt you?

Ask yourself, Aunt Hannah.

No, I ask you. You did forestall me, didnt you, Jim?

I think it amounts to that.

Oh! Then why are you here at this hour of the morning, after your wedding night?

There was a silence. Presently she put on her glasses and glanced at the paper. When he had his temper and his voice under absolute control again, he said very quietly:





Somebody is trying to make my wife unhappy. May I ask if it is you?

Certainly you may ask, James. Ask as many times as you like. She continued to scan the paper.

I do ask, he insisted.
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She laid aside the paper and took off her glasses:

Very well; failing to obtain the desired information from me, why dont you ask your — wife?

I have asked her, he said, in a low voice.

Oh, I see! Jacqueline also refuses the desired information. So you come to inquire of me. Is that it?

Yes, that is it.

You go behind your wifes back — —

Dont talk that way, please.

Indeed! Now, listen very attentively, James, because that is exactly the way I am going to talk to you. And Ill begin by telling you plainly just what you have done. You — and you know what you are — have married clandestinely a young, innocent, inexperienced girl. You, who are not fit to decide the fate of a new-born yellow pup, have assumed the irrevocable responsibility of this girls future — arranged it yourself in the teeth of the eternal fitness and decency of things! You, James Desboro, a good-for-nothing idler, irresponsible spendthrift, half bankrupt, without ambition, without a profession, without distinction except that you have good looks and misleading manners and a line of ancestors which would make an Englishman laugh.

When you did this thing you knew you were not fit to tie her shoes. You knew, too, that those who really love her and who might have shielded her except for this — this treachery, had warned you to keep your distance. You knew more than that; you knew that our little Jacqueline had all her life before her; that for the first time in her brief career the world was opening its arms to her; that she was certain to be popular, sure to be welcomed, respected, liked, loved. You knew that now she was going to have her chance; that men of distinction, of attainment, of lofty ideals and irreproachable private lives — men well to do materially, too — men of wealth, ambitious men, forceful men who count, certainly would seek her, surround her, prefer her, give her what she had a right to have — the society of her intellectual peers — the exercise of a free, untrammeled judgment, and, ultimately, the opportunity to select from among real men the man most worthy of such a woman as she is.

Mrs. Hammerton laid one shapely hand on the table, fingers clenched, and, half rising, fairly glared at Desboro.

You have cheated her out of what was her due! You have stolen her future! You have robbed her of a happy and worthy career to link her life with your career — your career — or whatever you call the futile parody on life which men of your sort enact, disgracing God that He knew no more than to create you! And my righteous anger against you is not wholly personal — not because you have swindled me alone — taken from me the only person I have really ever cared for — killed her confidence in me, her tenderness — but because you have cheated her, and the world, too! For she is a rare woman — a rare, sweet woman, James. And that is what you have done to the civilisation that has tolerated you!

He had risen, astounded; but as her denunciation of him became fiercer, and the concentrated fury in her eyes more deadly, a slightly dazed feeling began to dull his own rage, and he found himself listening as though a mere spectator at the terrible arraignment of another man.

He remained standing. But she had finished; and she was shaking a little when she resumed her chair; and still he stood there, pallid, staring at space. For several minutes neither of them stirred. Finally she said, in a harsh but modified voice:

I will tell you this much. Since I have known that she is married I have not interfered. On the contrary, I have written her offering her my love, my sympathy, and my devotion as long as I live. But it is a terrible and wicked thing that you have done. And I can see little chance for her, little hope, and less of happiness — when she fully realises what she has done, and what you have done to her — when she really understands how low she has stooped and to what level she has descended to find the man she has married.

He merely gazed at her without expression. She shook her head.

Hers will become a solitary life, intellectually and spiritually. There is nothing in you to mate with it. Only materially are you of the slightest use — and I think I am not mistaken when I say your usefulness even there is pitiably limited, and that what you have to offer her will not particularly attract her. For she is a rare woman, James — a species of being absolutely different from you. And it had been well for you, also, if you had been wise enough to let her alone. High altitudes dont agree with you; and not even the merry company on Mount Olympus — let alone the graver gathering higher up — are suitable for such as you and your mundane kind.

He nodded, scarcely conscious of his mechanical acquiescence in what she said. Hat and stick in hand, he moved slowly toward the door. She, watching his departure, said in a lower voice:

You and I are of the same species. I am no better than you, James. But — she is different. And you and I are capable of recognising that there is a difference. It seems odd, almost ridiculous to find out at this late date that it is not an alliance with fashion, wealth, family, social connections, that can do honour to Jacqueline Nevers, bourgeoise daughter of a French shop-keeper; it is Jacqueline who honours the caste to which, alas, she has not risen, but into which she has descended. God knows how far such a sour and soggy loaf can be leavened by such as she — or what she can do for you! Perhaps — —

She checked herself and shook her head. He walked back to her, made his adieux mechanically, then went out slowly, like a man in a trance.

Down in the sunny street the car was waiting; he entered and sat there, giving no orders, until the chauffeur, leaning wide from his seat and still holding open the door, ventured to remind him.

Oh, yes! Then — you may drive me to Mrs. Clydesdales.



But the woman whose big and handsome house was now his destination, had forbidden her servants to disturb her that morning; so when Desboro presented himself, only his card was received at the door.

Elena, in the drawing-room, hearing the bell, had sprung to her feet and stepped into the upper hall to listen.

She heard Desboros voice and shivered, heard her butler say that she was not at home, heard the bronze doors clash behind him.

Then, with death in her heart, she went back noiselessly into the drawing-room where Mr. Waudle, who was squatting on a delicate French chair, retaining his seat, coolly awaited a resumption of the interrupted conference. As a matter of fact, he resumed it himself before she was seated on the sofa at his elbow.

As I was telling you, he continued, Ive got to make a living. Why shouldnt you help me? We were friends once. You found me amusing enough in the old days — —

Until you became impudent!

Who provoked me? Women need never fear familiarity unless they encourage it!

It was absolutely innocent on my part — —

Oh, hell! he said, disgustedly. Its always the mans fault! When you pull a cats tail and the animal scratches, its the cats fault. All right, then; granted! But the fact remains that if you hadnt looked sideways at me it never would have entered my head to make any advances to you. Which was a lie. All men made advances to Elena.

Leave it so, she said, with the angry flush deepening in her cheeks.

Sure, Ill leave it; but Im not going to leave you. Not yet, Elena. You owe me something for what youve done to me.

Oh! Is that the excuse? she nodded scornfully; but her heart was palpitating with fear, and her lips had become dry again.

He surveyed her insolently under his heavy eyelids.

Come, he said, what are you going to do about it? You are the fortunate one; you have everything — I nothing. And, plainly, Im sick of it. What are you going to do?

Suppose, she said, steadily, that I tell my husband what you are doing? Had you considered that possibility?

Tell him if you like.

She shrugged.

What you are doing is blackmail, isnt it? she asked disdainfully.

Call it what you please, he said. Suit yourself, Elena. But there is a bunch of manuscript in the Tattlers office which goes into print the moment you play any of your catty games on me. Understand?

She said, very pale: Will you not tell me — give me some hint about what you have written?

He laughed: Better question your own memory, little lady. Maybe it isnt about you and Desboro at all; maybe its something else.

There was nothing else.

There was — me!

You?

Sure, he said cheerfully. What happened in Philadelphia, if put skillfully before any jury, would finish you.

Nothing happened! And you know it! she exclaimed, revolted.





But juries — and the public — dont know. All they can do is to hear the story and then make up their minds. If you choose to let them hear your story — —

There was nothing! I did nothing! Nothing — — she faltered.

But God knows the facts look ugly, he retorted, with smirking composure. Youre a clever girl; ask yourself what youd think if the facts about you and young Desboro — you and me — were skillfully brought out?

She sat dumb, frightened, twisting her fingers; then, in the sudden anger born of torture:

If I am disgraced, what will happen to you! she flashed out — and knew in the same breath that the woman invariably perishes where the man usually survives; and sat silent and pallid again, her wide eyes restlessly roaming about her as though seeking refuge.

Also, he said, if you sue the Tattler for slander, theres Munger, you know. He saw us in Philadelphia that night — —

What!

Certainly. And if a jury learned that you and I were in the same — —

I did not dream you were to be in the same hotel — in those rooms — you miserable — —

Easy, little lady! Easy, now! Never mind what you did or didnt dream. Youre up against reality, now. So never mind about me at all. Let that Philadelphia business go; it isnt essential. Ive enough to work on without that!
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I do not believe you, she said, between her teeth.

Oh! Are you really going to defy me?



Perhaps.

I see, he said, thoughtfully, rising and looking instinctively around. He had the quick, alert side-glance which often characterises lesser adepts in his profession.

Then, half way to the door, he turned on her again:

Look here, Elena, Im tired of this! You fix it so that your husband keeps those porcelains, or Ill go down town now and turn in that manuscript! Come on! Which is it?

Go, if you like!

There ensued a breathless silence; his fat hand was on the door, pushing it already, when a stifled exclamation from her halted him. After a moment he turned warily.

Im desperate, he said. Pay, or I show you up. Which is it to be?

I — how do I know? What proof have I that you can damage me — —

He came all the way back, moistening his thick lips, for he had played his last card at the door; and, for a second, he supposed that he was beaten.

Now, see here, he said, I dont want to do this. I dont want to smash anybody, let alone a woman. But, by God! Ill do it if you dont come across. So make up your mind, Elena.

She strove to sustain his gaze and he leered at her. Finally he sat down beside her:

I said I wouldnt give you any proofs. But I guess I will. Ill prove to you that Ive got you good and plenty, little lady. Will that satisfy you?

Prove it! she strove to say; but her lips scarcely obeyed her.

All right. Do you remember one evening, just before Christmas, when you and your husband had been on the outs?



She bit her lip in silence.

Do you? he insisted.

Perhaps.

All right, so far, he sneered. Did he perhaps tell you that he had an appointment at the Kiln Club with a man who was interested in porcelains and jades?

No.

Well, he did. He had an appointment for that night. I was the man.

She understood nothing.

So, he said, I waited three hours at the Kiln Club and your husband didnt show up. Then I telephoned his house. You and he were probably having your family row just then, for the maid said he was there, but was too busy to come to the telephone. So I said that Id come up to the house in half an hour.

Still she did not comprehend.

Wait a bit, little lady, he continued, with sly enjoyment of his own literary methods. The climax comes where it belongs, not where you expect it. So now well read you a chapter in which a bitter wind blows heavily, and a solitary taxicab might have been seen outward bound across the wintry wastes of Gotham Town. Get me?

She merely looked at him.

In that low, black, rakish taxi, he went on, sat an enterprising man bent upon selling to your husband the very porcelains which he subsequently bought. In other words, I sat in that taxi. I stopped in front of this house; I saw you leave the house and go scurrying away like a scared rabbit. And then I went up the steps, rang, was admitted, told to wait in the library. I waited.



Where? The word burst from her involuntarily.

In the library, he repeated. Its a nice, cosy, comfortable place, isnt it? Fine fat sofas, soft cushions, fire in the grate — oh, a very comfortable place, indeed! I thought so, anyway, while I was waiting for your husband to come down stairs.

It appeared that he had finally received my telephone message — presumably after you and he had finished your row — and had left word that I was to be admitted. Thats why they let me in. So I waited very, v — ery comfortably in the library; and somebody had thoughtfully set out cigars, and whisky, and lemon, and sugar, and a jug of hot water. It was a cold night, if you remember.

He paused long enough to leer at her.

Odd, he remarked, how pleasantly things happen sometimes. And, as I sat there in that big leather chair — you must know which one I mean, Elena — it is the fattest and most comforting — I smoked my cigar and sipped my hot grog, and gazed innocently around. And what do you suppose my innocent eyes encountered — just like that?

W — what? she breathed.

Why, a letter! he said, jovially slapping his fat thigh, a real letter lying right in the middle of the table — badly sealed, Elena — very carelessly sealed — just the gummed point of the envelope clinging to the body of it. Now, wasnt that a peculiar thing for an enterprising young man to discover, I ask you?

He leered and leered into her white face; then, satisfied, he went on:



The writing was yours, dearie. I recognised it. It was addressed to your own husband, who lived under the same roof. And I had seen you creep out, close the front door softly, and scurry away into the night. He made a wide gesture with his fat hands.

Naturally, he said, I thought I ought to summon a servant to call your husband, so I could tell him what I had seen you do. But — there was a quicker way to learn what your departure meant — whether you were at that moment making for the river or for Maxims — anyway, I knew there was no time to be lost. So — —

She shrank away and half rose, strangling a cry of protest.

Sure I did! he said coolly. I read your note very carefully, then licked the envelope and resealed it, and put it into my pocket. After all, Mr. Desboro is a man. It was none of my business to interfere. So I let him have what was coming to him — and you, too. He shrugged and waved his hand. Your husband came down later; we talked jades and porcelains and prices until I nearly yawned my head off. And when it was time to go, I slipped the letter back on the table. After all, you and Desboro had had your fling; why shouldnt hubby have an inning?

He lay back in his chair and laughed at the cowering woman, who had dropped her arms on the back of her chair and buried her face in them. Something about the situation struck him as being very funny. He regarded her for a few moments, then rose and walked to the door. There he turned.

Fix it for me! Understand? he said sharply; and went out.



As the bronze doors closed behind Mr. Waudle, Elena started and lifted her frightened face from her arms. For a second or two she sat there, listening, then rose and walked swiftly and noiselessly to the bay window. Mr. Waudle was waddling down the street. Across the way, keeping a parallel course, walked the Cubist poet, his ankle-high trousers flapping. They did not even glance at each other until they reached the corner of Madison Avenue. Here they both boarded the same car going south. Mr. Waudle was laughing.

She came back into the drawing-room and stood, clasped hands twisting in sheer agony.

To whom could she turn now? What was there to do? Since January she had given this man so much money that almost nothing remained of her allowance.

How could she go to her husband again? Never had she betrayed the slightest sympathy for him or any interest in his hobby until his anger was awakened by the swindle of which he had been a victim.

Then, for the first time, under the menacing pressure from Waudle, she had attempted finesse — manœuvred as skillfully as possible in the short space of time allotted her, cleverly betrayed an awakening interest in her husbands collection, pretended to a sudden caprice for the forgeries recently acquired, and carried off very well her astonishment when informed that the jades and porcelains were swindling imitations made in Japan.

It had been useless for her to declare that, whatever they were, she liked them. Her husband would have none of them in spite of his evident delight in her sudden interest. He promised to undertake her schooling in the proper appreciation of all things Chinese — promised to be her devoted mentor and companion in the eternal hunt for specimens. Which was scarcely wh

at she wanted.

But he flatly refused to encourage her in her admiration for these forgeries or to tolerate such junk under his roof.
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What was she to do? She had gone, half mad with fear, to throw herself upon the sympathy and mercy of Jacqueline Nevers. Terrified, tortured, desperate, she had even thought to bribe the girl to pronounce the forgeries genuine. Then, suddenly, at the mere mention of Desboro, she had gone all to pieces. And when it became clear to her that there was already an understanding between this girl and the man she had counted on as her last resort, fear and anger completed her demoralisation.

She remembered the terrible scene now, remembered what she had said — her shameless attitude — the shameful lie which her words and her attitude had forced Jacqueline to understand.

Why she had acted such a monstrous falsehood she scarcely knew; whether it had been done to cut the suspected bond between Desboro and Jacqueline before it grew too strong to sever — whether it had been sheer hysteria under the new shock — whether it was reckless despair that had hardened her to a point where she meant to take the final plunge and trust to Desboros chivalry, she did not know then; she did not know now.

But the avalanche she had loosened that night in December, when she wrote her note and went to Silverwood, was still thundering along behind her, gathering new force every day, until the menacing roar of it never ceased in her ears.

And now it had swept her last possible resource away — Desboro. All her humiliation, all her shame, the lie she had acted, had not availed. This girl had married him after all. Like a lightning stroke the news of their wedding had fallen on her. And on the very heels of it slunk the blackmailer with his terrifying bag of secrets.

Where was she to go? To her husband? It was useless. To Desboro? It was too late. Even now, perhaps, he was listening scornfully to his young wifes account of that last interview. She could see the contempt in his face — contempt for her — for the woman who had lied to avow her own dishonour.

Why had he come to see her then? To threaten her? To warn her? To spurn her? Yet, that was not like Desboro. Why had he come? What she had said and intimated to Jacqueline was done after the girl was a wife. Could it be possible that Jacqueline was visiting her anger on Desboro, having learned too late that which would have prevented her from marrying him at all?

Elena crept to the sofa and sank down in a heap, cowering there in one corner, striving to think.

What would come of it? Would this proud and chaste young girl, accepting the acted lie as truth, resent it? By leaving Desboro? By beginning a suit for divorce — and naming —— 

Elena cringed, stifling a cry of terror. What had she done? Every force she had evoked was concentrating into one black cloud over her head, threatening her utter destruction. Everything she had done since that December night was helping the forces gathering to annihilate her. Even Desboro, once a refuge, was now part of this tempest about to be unloosened.



Truly she had sowed the wind, and the work of her small white hands was already established upon her.

Never in her life had she really ever cared for any man. Her caprice for Desboro, founded on the lesser motives, had been the nearest approach.

It had cost her all her self-control, all her courage, to play the diplomat with her husband for the sake of obtaining his consent to keep the forged porcelains. And after all it had been in vain.

In spite of her white misery and wretchedness, now, as she sat there in the drawing-room alone, her cheeks crimsoned hotly at the memory of her arts and wiles and calineries; of her new shyness with the man she had never before spared; of her clever attitude toward him, the apparent dawn of tenderness, the faint provocation in her lifted eyes — God! It should have been her profession, for she had taken to it like a woman of the streets — had submitted like one, earning her pay. And, like many, had been cheated in the end.

She rose unsteadily, cooling her cheeks in her hands and gazing vacantly in front of her.

She had not been well for a few days; had meant to see her physician. But in the rush of events enveloping her there had been no moment to think of mere bodily ills.

Now, dizzy, trembling, and faintly nauseated, she stood supporting her weight on a gilded chair, closing her eyes for a moment to let the swimming wretchedness pass.

It passed after a while, leaving her so utterly miserable that she leaned over and rang for a maid.

Order the car — the Sphex limousine, she said. And bring me my hat and furs.

Yes, madame.

And — my jewel box. Here is the key — — detaching a tiny gold one from its chain in her bosom. And if Mr. Clydesdale comes in, say to him that I have gone to the doctors.

Yes, madame.

And — I shall take some jewels to — the safe deposit — one or two pieces which I dont wear.

The maid was silent.

Do you understand about the — jewels?

Yes, madame.

She went away. Presently she returned with Elenas hat and furs and jewel box. The private garage adjoined the house; the car rolled out before she was ready.

On the way down town she was afraid she would faint — almost wished she would. The chauffeurs instructions landed her at a jewelers where she was not known.

A few moments later, in a private office, a grey old gentleman very gently refused to consider the purchase of any jewelry from her unless he knew her name, residence, and other essentials which she flatly declined to give.

So a polite clerk put her into her car and she directed the chauffeur to Dr. Allens office, because she felt really too ill for the moment to continue her search. Later she would manage to find somebody who would buy sufficient of her jewelry to give her — and Mr. Waudle — the seven thousand dollars necessary to avoid exposure.

Dr. Allen was in — just returned. Only one patient was ahead of her. Presently she was summoned, rose with an effort, and went in.

The physician was a very old man; and after he had questioned her for a few moments he smiled. And at the same instant she began to understand; got to her feet blindly, stood swaying for a moment, then dropped as he caught her.

Neither the physician nor the trained nurse who came in at his summons seemed to be very greatly worried. As they eased the young wife and quietly set about reviving her, they chatted carelessly. Later Elena opened her eyes. Later still the nurse went home with her in her limousine.




CHAPTER XVII
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ABOUT MIDDAY CLYDESDALE, who had returned to his house from a morning visit to his attorney in Liberty Street, was summoned to the telephone.

Is that you, Desboro? he asked.

Yes. I stopped this morning to speak to your wife a moment, but very naturally she was not at home to me at such an hour in the morning. I have just called her on the telephone, but her maid says she has gone out.

Yes. She is not very well. I understand she has gone to see Dr. Allen. But she ought to be back pretty soon. Wont you come up to the house, Desboro?

There was a short pause, then Desboros voice again, in reply:

I believe I will come up, Clydesdale. And I think Ill talk to you instead of to your wife.

Just as it suits you. Very glad to see you anyway. Ill be in the rear extension fussing about among the porcelains.

Ill be with you in ten minutes.



In less time than that Desboro arrived, and was piloted through the house and into the gallery by an active maid. At the end of one of the aisles lined by glass cases, the huge bulk of Cary Clydesdale loomed, his red face creased with his eternal grin.

Hello, Desboro! he called. Come this way. Ive one or two things here which will match any of yours at Silverwood, I think.

And, as Desboro approached, Clydesdale strode forward, offering him an enormous hand.

Glad to see you, he grinned. Congratulations on your marriage! Fine girl, that! I dont know any to match her. He waved a comprehensive arm. All this stuff is her arrangement. Gad! But I had it rottenly displayed. And the collection was full of fakes, too. But she came floating in here one morning, and what she did to my junk-heap was a plenty, believe me! And the huge fellow grinned and grinned until Desboros sombre face altered and became less rigid.

A maid appeared with a table and a frosted cocktail shaker.

Youll stop and lunch with us, said Clydesdale, filling two glasses. Elena wont be very long. Dont know just what ails her, but shes nervous and run down. I guess its the spring thats coming. Well, heres to all bad men; they need the boost and we dont. Prosit!

He emptied his glass, set it aside, and from the open case beside him extracted an exquisite jar of the Kang-He, famille noire, done in five colours during the best period of the work.

God knows Im not proud, he said, but can you beat it, Desboro?

Desboro took the beautiful jar, and, carefully guarding the cover, turned it slowly. Birds, roses, pear blossoms, lilies, exquisite in composition and colour, passed under his troubled eyes. He caressed the paste mechanically.

It is very fine, he said.



Have you anything to beat it?

I dont think so.

How are yours marked? inquired the big man, taking the jar into his own enormous paws as lovingly as a Kadiak bear embraces her progeny. This magnificent damn thing is a forgery. Look! Heres the mark of the Emperor Ching-hwa! Isnt that the limit? And the forgery is every bit as fine as the originals made before 1660 — only it happened to be the fashion in China in 1660 to collect Ching-hwa jars, so the maker of this piece deliberately forged an earlier date. Can you beat it?

Desboro smiled as though he were listening; and Clydesdale gingerly replaced the jar and as carefully produced another.

Ming! he said. Seventeenth century Manchu Tartar. Ive some earlier Ming ranging between 1400 A.D. and 1600; but it cant touch this, Desboro. In fact, I think the eighteenth century Ming is even finer; and, as far as that goes, there is magnificent work being done now — although the occidental markets seldom see it. But — Ming for mine, every time! How do you feel about it, old top?

Desboro looked at the vase. The soft beauty of the blue underglaze, the silvery thickets of magnolia bloom amid which a magnificent, pheasant-hued phœnix stepped daintily, meant at the moment absolutely nothing to him.

Nor did the poudre-bleu jar, triumphantly exhibited by the infatuated owner — a splendid specimen painted on the overglaze. And the weeds and shells and fiery golden fishes swimming had been dimmed a little by rubbing, so that the dusky aquatic depths loomed more convincingly.

Clydesdale, said Desboro in a low voice, I want to say one or two things to you. Another time it would give me pleasure to go over these porcelains with you. Do you mind my interrupting you?

The big man grinned.

Shoot, he said, replacing the powder-blue and carefully closing and locking the case. Then, dropping the keys into his pocket, he came over to where Desboro was seated beside the flimsy folding card-table, shook the cocktail shaker, offered to fill Desboros glass, and at a gesture of refusal refilled his own.

This wont do a thing to my appetite, he remarked genially. Go ahead, Desboro. And he settled himself to listen, with occasional furtive, sidelong glances at his beloved porcelains.

Desboro said: Clydesdale, you and I have known each other for a number of years. We havent seen much of each other, except at the club, or meeting casually here and there. It merely happened so; if accident had thrown us together, the chances are that we would have liked each other — perhaps sought each others company now and then — as much as men do in this haphazard town, anyway. Dont you think so?

Clydesdale nodded.

But we have been on perfectly friendly terms, always — with one exception, said Desboro.

Yes — with one exception. But that is all over now — —

I am afraid it isnt.

Clydesdales grin remained unaltered when he said: Well, what the hell — — and stopped abruptly.

Its about that one exception of which I wish to speak, continued Desboro, after a moments thought. I dont want to say very much — just one or two things which I hope you already know and believe. And all I have to say is this, Clydesdale; whatever I may have been — whatever I may be now, that sort of treachery is not in me. I make no merit of it — it may be mere fastidiousness on my part which would prevent me from meditating treachery toward an acquaintance or a friend.

Clydesdale scrutinised him in silence.

Never, since Elena was your wife, have I thought of her except as your wife.

Clydesdale only grinned.

I want to be as clear as I can on this subject, continued the other, because — and I must say it to you — there have been rumours concerning — me.

And concerning her, said Clydesdale simply. Dont blink matters, Desboro.

No, I wont. The rumours have included her, of course. But what those rumours hint, Clydesdale, is an absolute lie. I blame myself in a measure; I should not have come here so often — should not have continued to see Elena so informally. I was in love with her once; I did ask her to marry me. She took you. Try to believe me, Clydesdale, when I tell you that though for me there did still linger about her that inexplicable charm which attracted me, which makes your wife so attractive to everybody, never for a moment did it occur to me not to acquiesce in the finality of her choice. Never did I meditate any wrong toward you or toward her. I did dangle. That was where I blame myself. Because where a better man might have done it uncriticised, I was, it seems, open to suspicion.



Youre no worse than the next, said Clydesdale in a deep growl. Hells bells! I dont blame you! And there would have been nothing to it anyway if Elena had not lost her head that night and bolted. I was rough with you all right; but you behaved handsomely; and I knew where the trouble was. Because, Desboro, my wife dislikes me.

I thought — —

No! Lets have the truth, damn it! Thats the truth! My wife dislikes me. It may be that she is crazy about you; I dont know. But I am inclined to think — after these months of hell, Desboro — that she really is not crazy about you, or about any man; that it is only her dislike of me that possesses her to — to deal with me as she has done.

He was still grinning, but his heavy lower lip twitched, and suddenly the horror of it broke on Desboro — that this great, gross, red-faced creature was suffering in every atom of his unwieldy bulk; that the fixed grin was covering anguish; that the mans heart was breaking there, now, where he sat, the rictus mortis stamped on his quivering face.

Clydesdale, he said, unsteadily, I came here meaning to say only what I have said — that you never had anything to doubt in me — but that rumours still coupled my name with Elenas. That was all I meant to say. But Ill say more. Im sorry that things are not going well with you and Elena. I would do anything in the world that lay within my power to help make yours a happy marriage. But — marriages all seem to go wrong. For years — witnessing what I have — what everybody among our sort of people cannot choose but witness — I made up my mind that marriage was no good.



He passed his hand slowly over his eyes; waited a moment, then:

But I was wrong. Thats what the matter is — that is how the matter lies between the sort of people we are and marriage. It is we who are wrong; theres nothing wrong about marriage, absolutely nothing. Only many of us are not fit for it. And some of us take it as a preventive, as a moral medicine — as though anybody could endure an eternal dosing! And some of us seek it as a refuge — a refuge from every ill, every discomfort, every annoyance and apprehension that assails the human race — as though the institution of marriage were a vast and fortified storehouse in which everything we have ever lacked and desired were lying about loose for us to pick up and pocket.

He bent forward across the table and began to play absently with his empty glass.

Marriage is all right, he said. But only those fit to enter possess the keys to the magic institution. And they find there what they expected. The rest of us jimmy our way in, and find ourselves in an empty mansion, Clydesdale.

For a long while they sat there in silence; Desboro fiddling with his empty glass, the other, motionless, his ponderous hands clasped on his knees. At length, Desboro spoke again: I do not know how it is with you, but I am not escaping anything that I have ever done.

Im getting mine, said Clydesdale heavily.

After a few moments, what Desboro had said filtered into his brain; and he turned and looked at the younger man.



Have these rumours — — he began. And Desboro nodded:

These rumours — or others. These happen not to have been true.

Thats tough on her, said Clydesdale gravely.

Thats where it is toughest on us. I think we could stand anything except that they should suffer through us. And the horrible part of it is that we never meant to — never dreamed that we should ever be held responsible for the days we lived so lightly — gay, careless, irresponsible days — God! Is there any punishment to compare with it, Clydesdale?



None.

Desboro rose and stood with his hand across his forehead, as though it ached.
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You and Elena and I are products of the same kind of civilisation. Jacqueline — my wife — is the result of a different training in a very different civilisation.

And the rottenness of ours is making her ill.

Desboro nodded. After a moment he stirred restlessly.

Well, he said, I must go to the office. I havent been there yet.

Clydesdale got onto his feet.

Wont you stay?

No.

As you wish. And — Im sorry, Desboro. However, you have a better chance than I — to make good. My wife — dislikes me.

He went as far as the door with his guest, and when Desboro had departed he wandered aimlessly back into the house and ultimately found himself among his porcelains once more — his only refuge from a grief and care that never ceased, never even for a moment eased those massive shoulders of their dreadful weight.

From where he stood, he heard the doorbell sounding distantly. Doubtless his wife had returned. Doubtless, too, as long as there was no guest, Elena would prefer to lunch alone in her own quarters, unless she had an engagement to lunch at the Ritz or elsewhere.

He had no illusion that she desired to see him, or that she cared whether or not he inquired what her physician had said; but he closed and locked his glass cases once more and walked heavily into the main body of the house and descended to the door.

To the man on duty there he said: Did Mrs. Clydesdale come in?

Yes, sir.

Thank you.

He hesitated, turned irresolutely, and remounted the stairs. To a maid passing he said:

Is Mrs. Clydesdale lunching at home?

Yes, sir. Mrs. Clydesdale is not well, sir.

Has she gone to her room?

Yes, sir.

Please go to her and say that I am sorry and — and inquire if there is anything I can do.

The maid departed and the master of the house wandered into the music-room — perhaps because Elenas tall, gilded harp was there — the only thing in the place that ever reminded him of her, or held for him anything of her personality.
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Now, in the rose dusk of the drawn curtains, he stood beside it, not touching it — never dreaming of touching it without permission, any more than he would have touched his wife.

Somebody knocked; he turned, and the maid came forward.

Mrs. Clydesdale desires to see you, sir.

He stared for a second, then his heart beat heavily with alarm.

Where is Mrs. Clydesdale?

In her bedroom, sir.

Unwell?



Yes, sir.

In bed?

I think so, sir. Mrs. Clydesdales maid spoke to me.

Very well. Thank you.

He went out and mounted the stairs, striding up silently to the hall above, where his wifes maid quietly opened the door for him, then went away to her own little chintz-lined den.

Elena was lying on her bed in a frilly, lacy, clinging thing of rose tint. The silk curtains had been drawn, but squares of sunlight quartered them, turning the dusk of the pretty room to a golden gloom.

She opened her eyes and looked up at him as he advanced.

Im terribly sorry, he said; and his heavy voice shook in spite of him.

She motioned toward the only armchair — an ivory-covered affair, the cane bottom covered by a rose cushion.

Bring it here — nearer, she said.

He did so, and seated himself beside the bed cautiously.

She lay silent after that; once or twice she pressed the palms of both hands over her eyes as though they pained her, but when he ventured to inquire, she shook her head. It was only when he spoke of calling up Dr. Allen again that she detained him in his chair with a gesture:

Wait! Ive got to tell you something! I dont know what you will do about it. Youve had trouble enough — with me. But this is — is — unspeakable — —

What on earth is the matter? A

rent you ill? he began.

Yes; that, too. But — there is something else. I thought it had made me ill — but — — She began to shiver, and he laid his hand on hers and found it burning.

I tell you Allen ought to come at once — — he began again.

No, no, no! You dont know what youre talking about. I — Im frightened — thats what is the matter! Thats one of the things thats the matter. Wait a moment. Ill tell you. Ill have to tell you, now. I suppose youll — divorce me.

There was a silence; then:

Go on, he said, in his heavy, hopeless voice.

She moistened her lips with her tongue:

Its — my fault. I — I did not care for you — that is how it — began. No; it began before that — before I knew you. And there were two men. You remember them. They were the rage with our sort — like other fads, for a while — such as marmosets, and — things. One of these things was the poet, Orrin Munger. He called himself a Cubist — whatever that may be. The other was the writer, Adalbert Waudle.

Clydesdales grin was terrible.

No, she said wearily, I was only a more venturesome fool than other women who petted them — nothing worse. They went about kissing womens hands and reading verses to them. Some women let them have the run of their boudoirs — like any poodle. Then there came that literary and semi-bohemian bal-masque in Philadelphia. It was the day before the Assembly. I was going on for that, but mother wouldnt let me go on away earlier for the bal-masque. So — I went.



What?

I lied. I pretended to be stopping with the Hammertons in Westchester. And I bribed my maid to lie, too. But I went.

Alone?

No. Waudle went with me.

Good God, Elena!

I know. I was simply insane. I went with him to that ball and left before the unmasking. Nobody knew me. So I went to the Bellevue-Stratford for the night. I — I never dreamed that he would go there, too.

Did he?

Yes. He had the rooms adjoining. I only knew it when — when I awoke in the dark and heard him tapping on the door and calling in that thick, soft voice — — She shuddered and clenched her hands, closing her feverish eyes for a moment.

Her husband stared at her, motionless in his chair.

She unclosed her eyes wearily: That was all — except — the other one — the little one with the frizzy hair — Munger. He saw me there. He knew that Waudle had the adjoining rooms. So then, very early, I came back to New York, badly scared, and met my maid at the station and pretended to mother that I had just arrived from Westchester. And that night I went back to the Assembly. But — ever since that night I — I have been — paying money to Adalbert Waudle. Not much before I married you, because I had very little to pay. But all my allowance has gone that way — and now — now he wants more. And I havent it. And Im sick — —

The terrible expression on her husbands face frightened her, and, for a moment, she faltered. But there was more to tell, and she must tell it though his unchained wrath destroy her.

Youll have to wait until I finish, she muttered. Theres more — and worse. Because he came here the night I — went to Silverwood. He saw me leave the house; he unsealed and read the note I left on the library table for you. He knows what I said — about Jim Desboro. He knows I went to him. And he is trying to make me pay him — to keep it out of the — the Tattler.

Clydesdales congested face was awful; she looked into it, thought that she read her doom. But the courage of despair forced her on.

There is worse — far worse, she said with dry lips. I had no money to give; he wished to keep the seven thousand which was his share of what you paid for the forged porcelains. He came to me and made me understand that if you insisted on his returning that money he would write me up for the Tattler and disgrace me so that you would divorce me. I — I must be honest with you at such a time as this, Cary. I wouldnt have cared if — if Jim Desboro would have married me afterward. But he had ceased to care for me. He — was in love with — Miss Nevers; or she was with him. And I disliked her. But — I was low enough to go to her in my dire extremity and — and ask her to pronounce those forged porcelains genuine — so that you would keep them. And I did it — meaning to bribe her.

Clydesdales expression was frightful.

Yes — I did this thing. And worse. I — I wish youd kill me after I tell you! I — something she said — in the midst of my anguish and terror — something about Jim Desboro, I think — I am not sure — seemed to drive me insane. And she was married to him all the while, and I didnt know it. And — to drive her away from him, I — I made her understand that — that I was — his — mistress — —

Good God!

Wait — for Gods sake, wait! I dont care what you do to me afterward. Only — only tell that woman I wasnt — tell her I never was. Promise me that, whatever you are going to do to me — promise me youll tell her that I never was any mans mistress! Because — because — I am — ill. And they say — Dr. Allen says I — I am going to — to have a baby.

The man reared upright and stood swaying there, ashy faced, his visage distorted. Suddenly the features were flooded with rushing crimson; he dropped on his knees and caught her in his arms with a groan; and she shut her eyes, thinking the world was ending.

After a long while she opened them, still half stunned with terror; saw his quivering lips resting on her tightly locked hands; stared for a while, striving to comprehend his wet face and his caress.

And, after a while, timidly, uncertainly, wondering, she ventured to withdraw one hand, still watching him with fascinated eyes.

She had always feared him physically — feared his bulk, and his massive strength, and his grin. Otherwise, she had held him in intellectual contempt.

Very cautiously, very gently, she withdrew her hand, watching him all the while. He had not annihilated her. What did he mean to do with this woman who had hated him and who now was about to disgrace him? What did he mean to do? What was he doing now — with his lips quivering against her other hand, all wet with his tears?

Cary? she said.

He lifted a passion-marred visage; and there seemed for a moment something noble in the high poise of his ugly head. And, without knowing what she was doing, or why, she slowly lifted her free hand and let it rest lightly on his massive shoulder. And, as she looked into his eyes, a strange expression began to dawn in her own — and it became stranger and stranger — something he had never before seen there — something so bewildering, so wonderful, that his heart seemed to cease.

Suddenly her eyes filled and her face flushed from throat to hair and the next instant she swayed forward, was caught, and crushed to his breast.

Oh! she wept ceaselessly. Oh, oh, Cary! I didnt know — I didnt know. I — I want to be a — a good mother. Ill try to be better; Ill try to be better. You are so good — you are so good to me — so kind — so kind — to protect me — after what Ive done — after what Ive done!




CHAPTER XVIII
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DESBORO PASSED A miserable afternoon at the office. If there had been any business to take his mind off himself it might have been easier for him; but for a long time now there had been nothing stirring in Wall Street; the public kept away; business was dead.

After hours he went to the club, feeling physically wretched. Man after man came up and congratulated him on his marriage — some whom he knew scarcely more intimately than to bow to, spoke to him. He was a very great favourite.

In the beginning, it was merely a stimulant that he thought he needed; later he declined no suggestion, and even made a few, with an eye on the clock. For at five he was to meet Jacqueline.

Toward five his demeanour had altered to that gravely urbane and too courteous manner indicative of excess; and his flushed face had become white and tense.

Cairns found him in the card room at six, saw at a glance how matters stood with him, and drew him into a corner of the window with scant ceremony.

Whats the matter with you? he said sharply. You told me that you were to meet your wife at five!

Desboros manner became impressively courteous.

Inadvertently, he said, I have somehow or other mislaid the clock. Once it stood somewhere in this vicinity, but — —

Damn it! There it is! Look at it!



Desboro looked gravely in the direction where Cairns was pointing.

That undoubtedly is a clock, he said. But now a far more serious problem confronts us, John. Having located a clock with a certain amount of accuracy, what is the next step to take in finding out the exact time?

Dont you know how to tell the time? demanded Cairns, furious.

Pardon. I know how to tell it, provided I once know what it is — —

Are you drunk?

I have never, said Desboro, courteously, experienced intoxication. At present I am perfectly cognisant of contemporary events now passing in my immediate vicinity — —

Where were you to meet your wife?

At the depository of her multitudinous and intricate affairs of business — in other words, at her office, dear friend.

You cant go to her this way.

It were unwise, perhaps, said Desboro, pleasantly.

Cairns gripped his arm: You go to the baths; do you hear? Tell Louis to massage the edge off you. Im going to speak to your wife.

So Desboro sauntered off toward the elevator and Cairns called up Jacquelines office.

It appeared that Jacqueline had left. Should they switch him on to her private apartments above?

In a moment his call was answered.

Is this Mrs. Desboro? he asked. And at the same instant recognised Cynthia Lesslers voice.



She returned his greeting briefly.

Jacqueline thought that perhaps she had misunderstood Mr. Desboro, so she has gone to the station. Did he go there?

N — no. He had an appointment and — —

Where?

At the club — the Olympian Club — —

Is he there?

Yes — —

Then tell him to go at once to the station, or he will miss his wife and the 6:15 train, too!

I — he — Jim isnt feeling very well — —

Is he ill!

N — no. Oh, no! Hes merely tired — over-worked — —

What!

Oh, hes just taking a cold plunge and a rub-down — —

Mr. Cairns!

Yes.

Take a taxi and come here before Jacqueline returns.

Did you wish — —

Yes. How soon can you get here?

Five minutes.

Ill wait.

A rotten piece of business, muttered Cairns, taking hat and stick from the cloak room.

The starter had a taxi ready. Except for the usual block on Fifth Avenue, they would have made it in four minutes. It took them ten.

Cynthia met him on the landing and silently ushered him into Jacquelines pretty little parlour. She still wore her hat and coa

t; a fur boa lay on a sofa.
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Now, she said, leaning forward in her chair as soon as he was seated, what is the meaning of this?

Of what? he asked, pretending mild surprise.

Of Mr. Desboros behaviour! He was married yesterday to the dearest, sweetest, loveliest girl in the world. To-day, I stop at her office to see her — and I find that she is unhappy. She couldnt hide it from me! I love her! And all her smiles and forced gaiety and clever maneuvering were terrible to me — heart-breaking. She is dreadfully unhappy. Why?

I didnt know it, said Cairns honestly.

Is that true?

Absolutely.

Very well. But you know why he didnt meet Jacqueline at five, dont you?

He looked at her miserably: Yes, I know. I wouldnt let him.

Is he intoxicated?

No. He has had more than he should have.

What a cur! she said between her teeth.

Cairns bit his lip and nervously twirled his walking stick.

See here, Cynthia, Jim isnt a cur, you know.

What do you call a man who has done what hes done?

I — I tell you it has me guessing. Because it isnt like Jim Desboro. Hes never that way — not once in years. Only when hes up against it does he ever do that. And hes perfectly mad about his wife. Dont make any mistake there; hes dead in love with her — crazy about her. But — he came into the office about one to-day, looking like the deuce — so changed, so white, so all in, that I thought he had the grippe or something.



Cynthia said: Theyve had a quarrel. Oh, what is it — what could it be, Jack? You know it will break her heart. Its breaking mine now. I cant bear it — I simply cant — —

Havent the least idea whats wrong, said Cairns, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, and beating the hearth with his walking stick.

Cant Mr. Desboro come here pretty soon?

Oh, yes, I think so. Ill go back and look him over — —

Cynthias eyes suddenly glistened with tears, and she bowed her head.

My dear child, expostulated Cairns, its nothing to weep over. Its a — one of those things likely to happen to any man — —

But I cant bear to have it happen to Jacquelines husband. Oh, I wish she had never seen him, never heard of him! He is a thousand, thousand miles beneath her. He isnt worth — —

For heavens sake, Cynthia, dont think that!

Think it! I know it! Of what value is that sort of man compared to a girl like Jacqueline! Of what use is that sort of man anyway! I know them, she said bitterly, Ive had my lesson in that school. One and all, young and old, rich or poor — comparatively poor — they are the same. The same ideas haunt their idle and selfish minds, the same motives move them, the same impulses rule them, and they reason with their emotions, not with their brains. Arrogant, insolent, condescending, self-centred, self-indulgent, and utterly predatory! That is the type! And they belong where people prey upon one another, not among the clean and sweet and innocent. They belong where there is no question of marriage or of home or of duty; they belong where lights are many and brilliant, where there is money, and plenty of it! Where there is noise, and too much of it! That is where that sort of man belongs. And nobody knows it as well as such a girl as I! Nobody, nobody! Her lip quivered and she choked back the tears.

And — and now — such a man has taken my little friend — my little girl — Jacqueline — —

Do you think hes as rotten as what you say?

Yes. Yes!

Then — what must you think of me?

She glanced up, blotting her wet lashes with her handkerchief.

What do you mean, Jack?

I suppose Im included among the sort of men you have been so graphically describing?

She did not answer.

Am I not included?

She shook her head slightly.

Why not? If your description fits Jim Desboro and Reggie Ledyard, and that set, it must naturally fit me, also.

But she shook her head almost imperceptibly.

Why do you exclude me, Cynthia?

But she had nothing to say about him. Long ago — long, long since, she had made excuses for all that he should have been and was not. It was not a matter for discussion; she and her heart had settled it between them without calling in Logic as umpire, and without recourse to Reason for an opinion.



The worst of it is, he said, rising and picking up his hat, some of your general description does fit me.

I — did not mean it that way — —

But it does fit, Cynthia; doesnt it?

No.

What! incredulously.

She said in a low voice: You were very kind to me, Jack; and — not like other men. Do you think I can ever forget that?

He forced a laugh: Great actresses are expected to forget things. Besides, there isnt anything to remember — except that — we were friends.

Real friends. I know it now. Because the world is full of the other kind. But a real friend does not — destroy. Good-bye.

Shall I see you again? he asked, troubled.

If you wish. I gave you my address yesterday.

Will you really be at home to me, Cynthia?

Try, she said, unsmiling.

She went to the landing with him.

Will you see that Mr. Desboro comes here as soon as he is — fit?

Yes.

Very well. Ill tell Jacqueline he was not feeling well and fell asleep at the club. Its one of those lies that may be forgiven— she shrugged  — but anyway Ill risk it.

So he went away, and she watched his departure, standing by the old-time stair-well until she heard the lower door clang. Then, grieved and angry, she seated herself and nervously awaited Jacquelines reappearance.

The girl returned ten minutes later, pale and plainly worried, but carrying it off lightly enough.

Cynthia! she exclaimed, smilingly. Where do you suppose that husband of mine can be! He isnt at the station. I boarded the train, but he was not on it! Isnt it odd? I — I dont suppose anything could have happened to him — any accident — because the motor drivers are so reckless — —

You darling thing! laughed Cynthia. Your young man is perfectly safe — —

Oh, of course I — I believe so — —

He is! Hes at his club.

What!

Its perfectly simple, said Cynthia coolly, he went there from his office, feeling a bit under the weather — —

Is he ill?

No, no! He was merely tired, I believe. And he stretched out and fell asleep and failed to wake up. Thats all.

Jacqueline looked at her in relieved astonishment for a moment.

Did he telephone?

Yes — or rather, Mr. Cairns did — —

Mr. Cairns! Why did Mr. Cairns telephone? Why didnt my husband telephone? Cynthia — look at me!

Cynthia met her eye undaunted.

Why, repeated Jacqueline, didnt my husband telephone to me? Is he too ill? Is that it? Are you concealing it? Are you, Cynthia?

Cynthia smiled: Hes a casual young man, darling. I believe hes taking a cold plunge or something. Hell probably be here in a few minutes. So Ill say good-night. She picked up her fur neckpiece, glanced at the mirror, fluffed a curl or two, and turned to Jacqueline. Dont spoil him, ducky, she whispered, putting her hands on the young wifes shoulders and looking her deep in the eyes.

Jacqueline flushed painfully.

How do you mean, Cynthia?

The latter said: There are a million ways of spoiling a man beside giving up to him.

I dont give up to him, said Jacqueline in a colourless voice.

Cynthia looked at her gravely:

Its hard to know what to do, dear. When a girl gives up to a man she spoils him sometimes; when she doesnt she sometimes spoils him. Its hard to know what to do — very hard.

Jacquelines gaze grew troubled and remote.

How to love a man wisely — thats a very hard thing for a girl to learn, murmured Cynthia. But — the main thing — the important thing, is to love him, I think. And I suppose we have to take our chances of spoiling him.

The main thing, said Jacqueline slowly, is that he should know you do love him; isnt it?

Yes. But the problem is, how best to show it. And that requires wisdom, dear. And where is a girl to acquire that kind of wisdom? What experience has she? What does she know? Ah, we dont know. There lies the trouble. By instinct, disposition, natural reticence, and training, we are disposed to offer too little, perhaps; But often, in fear that our reticence may not be understood, we offer too much.

I — am afraid of that.



Of offering too much?

Yes.

They stood, thoughtful a moment, not looking at each other.

Cynthia said in a low voice: Be careful of him, ducky. His is not the stronger character. Perhaps he needs more than you give.

What!

I — I think that perhaps he is not the kind of man to be spoiled by giving. And — it is possible to starve some men by the well-meant kindness of reserve.

All women — modest women — are reserved.

Is a mothers reserve praiseworthy when her child comes to her for intimate companionship — for tenderness perhaps — and puts its little arms around her neck?

Jacqueline stared, then blushed furiously.

Why do you suppose that I am likely to be lacking in sympathy, Cynthia?

You are not. I know you too well, ducky. But you might easily be exquisitely undemonstrative.

All women — are — undemonstrative.

Not always.

An honest, chaste — —

No.

Jacqueline, deeply flushed, began in a low voice:

To discourage the lesser emotions — —

No! To separate them, class them as lesser, makes them so. They are merely atoms in the molecule — a tiny fragment of perfection. To be too conscious of them makes them too important; to accept them with the rest as part of the ensemble is the only way.

Cynthia!



Yes, dear.

Who has been educating you to talk this way?

Necessity. There is no real room for ignorance in my profession. So I dont go to parties any more; I try to educate myself. There are cultivated people in the company. They have been very kind to me. And my carelessness in English — my lack of polish — these were not inherited. My father was an educated man, if he was nothing else. You know that. Your father knew it. All I needed was to be awakened. And I am awake.

She looked honestly into the honest eyes that met hers, and shook her head.

No self-deception can aid us to lie down to pleasant dreams, Jacqueline. And the most terrible of all deceptions is self-righteousness. Let me know myself, and I can help myself. And I know now how it would be with me if the happiness of marriage ever came to me. I would give — give everything good in me, everything needed — strip myself of my best! Because, dear, we always have more to give than they; and they need it all — all we can give them — every one.

After a silence they kissed each other; and, when Cynthia had departed, Jacqueline closed the door and returned to her chair. Seated there in deep and unhappy thought, while the slow minutes passed without him, little by little her uneasiness returned.

Eight oclock rang from her little mantel clock. She started up and went to the window. The street lamps were shining over pavements and sidewalks deserted. Very far in the west she could catch the low roar of Broadway, endless, accentless, monotonous, interrupted only by the whiz of motors on Fifth Avenue. Now and then a wayfarer passed through the silent street below; rarely a taxicab; but neither wayfarer nor vehicle stopped at her door.

She did not realise how long she had been standing there, when from behind the mantel clock startled her again, ringing out nine. She came back into the centre of the room, and, hands clasped, stared at the dial.

She had not eaten since morning; there had been no opportunity in the press of accumulated business. She felt a trifle faint, mostly from a vague anxiety. She did not wish to call up the club; instinct forbade it; but at a quarter to ten she went to the telephone, and learned that Desboro had gone out between eight and nine. Then she asked for Cairns, and found that he also had gone away.

Sick at heart she hung up the receiver, turned aimlessly into the room again, and stood there, staring at the clock.

What had happened to her husband? What did it mean? Had she anything to do with his strange conduct? In her deep trouble and perplexity — still bewildered by the terrible hurt she had received — had her aloofness, her sadness, impossible to disguise, wounded him so deeply that he had already turned away from her?

She had meant only kindness to him — was seeking only her own convalescence, desperately determined to love and to hold this man. Hadnt he understood it? Could he not give her time to recover? How could he expect more of her — a bride, confronted in the very first hours of her wedded life by her husbands self-avowed mistress!

She stood, hesitating, clenching and unclenching her white and slender hands, striving to think, succeeding only in enduring, until endurance itself was rapidly becoming impossible.

Why was he hurting her so? Why? Why? Yet, never once was her anger aroused against this man. Somehow, he was not responsible. He was a man as God made him — one in the endless universe of men — the only one in that limitless host existing for her. He was hers — the best of him and the worst. And the worst was to be forgiven and protected, and the best was to thank God for.

She knew fear — the anxious solicitude that mothers know, awaiting the return of an errant child. She knew pain — the hurt dismay of a soul, deep wounded by its fellow, feeling a fresher and newer wound with every dragging second.

Her servant came, asking in an awed whisper whether her mistress would not eat something.

Jacquelines proud little head went up.

Mr. Desboro has been detained unexpectedly. I will ring for you when he comes.

But at midnight she rang, saying that she required nothing further, and that the maid could retire after unhooking her gown.

Now, in her loosened chamber-robe, she sat before the dresser combing out the thick, lustrous hair clustering in masses of gold around her white face and shoulders.

She scarcely knew what she was about — knew not at all what she was going to do with the rest of the night.

Her hair done, she lay back limply in her chintz armchair, haunted eyes fixed on the clock; and, after staring became unendurable, she picked up a book and opened it mechanically. It was Grenville, on Spanish Armour. Suddenly she remembered sitting here before with this same volume on her knees, the rain beating against the windows, a bright fire in the grate — and Fate at her elbow, bending in the firelight beside her as one by one she turned the illuminated pages, only to encounter under every jeweled helmet Desboros smiling eyes. And, as her fingers crisped on the pages at the memory, it seemed to her at one moment that it had all taken place many, many years ago; and, in the next moment, that it had happened only yesterday.

How young she had been then — never having known sorrow except when her father died. And that sorrow was different; there was nothing in it hopeless or terrifying, believing, as she believed, in the souls survival; nothing to pain, wound, menace her, or to awake in depths unsounded a hell of dreadful apprehension.

How young she had been when last she sat here with this well-worn volume on her knees!

Nothing of love had she ever known, only the affection of a child for her father. But — now she knew. The torture of every throbbing minute was enlightening her.

Her hands, tightly clasped together, rested on the pages of the open book; and she was staring at nothing when, without warning, the doorbell rang.

She rose straight up and pressed her left hand to her side, pale lips parted, listening; then she sprang to the door, opened it, pulled the handle controlling the wire which lifted the street-door latch. Far below in the darkness she heard the click, click, click of the latch, the opening and closing of the door, steps across the hall on the stairs, mounting nearer and nearer. And when she knew that it was he she left the door open and returned to her armchair and lay back almost stifled by the beating of her heart. But when the shaft of light across the corridor fell on him and he stood on her threshold, her heart almost stopped beating. His face was drawn and pinched and colourless; his eyes were strange, his very presence seemed curiously unfamiliar — more so still when he forced a smile and bent over her, lifting her limp fingers to his lips.

What has been the matter, Jim? she tried to say, but her voice almost broke.

He closed the door and stood looking around him for a moment. Then, with a glance at her, and with just that shade of deference toward her which he never lost, he seated himself.

The matter is, he said quietly, that I drank to excess at the club and was not fit to keep my appointment with you.

What! she said faintly.

That was it, Jacqueline. Cairns did his best for us both. But — I knew it would be for the last time; I knew you would never again have to endure such things from me.

What do you mean?

Just what I have said, Jacqueline. You wont have it to endure again. But I had to have time to recover my senses and think it out. That is why I didnt come before. So I let Cairns believe I was coming here.

Where did you go?



To my rooms. I had to face it; I had to think it all over before I came here. I would have telephoned you, but you could not have understood. What time is it?

Two oclock.

Im sorry. I wont keep you long — —

What do you mean? Where are you going?

To my rooms, I suppose. I merely came here to tell you what is the only thing for us to do. You know it already. I have just realised it.

I dont understand what — —

Oh, yes, you do, Jacqueline. You now have no illusions left concerning me. Nor have I any left concerning what I am and what I have done. Curious, he added very quietly, that people had to tell me what I am and what I have done to you before I could understand it.

What have you — done — to me?

Married you. And within that very hour, almost, brought sorrow and shame on you. Oh, the magic mirror has been held up to me to-day, Jacqueline; and in it everything I have done to you since the moment I first saw you has been reflected there in its real colours.

I stepped across the straight, clean pathway of your life, telling myself the lie that I had no intentions of any sort concerning you. And, as time passed, however indefinite my motives, they became at least vaguely sinister. You were aware of this; I pretended not to be. And at last you — you saved me the infamy of self-revelation by speaking as you did. You engaged yourself to marry me. And I let you. And, not daring to let you stand the test which an announcement of our engagement would surely mean, and fearing to lose you, dreading to see you turn against me, I was cowardly enough to marry you as I did, and trust that love and devotion would hold you.



He leaned forward in his chair and shook his head.

No use, he said quietly. Love and devotion never become a coward. Both mean nothing unless based on honesty. And I was dishonest with you. I should have told you I was afraid that what might be said to you about me would alter you toward me. I should have told you that I dared not stand the test. But all I said to you was that it was better for us to marry as we did. And you trusted me.

Her pale, fascinated face never moved, nor did her eyes leave his for a second. He sustained her gaze gravely, and with a drawn composure that seemed akin to dignity.

I came here to tell you this, he said, to admit that I cheated you, cheated the world out of you, robbed you of your independence under false pretenses, married you as I did because I was afraid Id lose you otherwise. My justification was that I loved you — as though that could excuse anything. Only could I be excused for marrying you if our engagement had been openly announced and you had found it in you to withstand and forgive whatever ill you heard of me. But I did not give you that chance. I married you. And within that very hour you learned something — whatever it was — that changed you utterly toward me, and is threatening to ruin your happiness — to annihilate within you the very joy of living.

He shook his head again, slowly.

That wont do, Jacqueline. Happiness is as much your right as is life itself. The world has a right to you, too; because you have lived nobly, and your work has been for the betterment of things. Whoever knows you honours you and loves you. It is such a woman as you who is of importance in the world. Men and women are better for you. You are needed. While I — —

He made a quick gesture; his lip trembled, but he smiled.

So, he said, I have thought it all out — there alone in my rooms to-night. There will be no more trouble, no anxiety for you. Ill step out of your life very quietly, Jacqueline, without any stir or fuss or any inconvenience to you, more than waiting for my continued absence to become flagrant and permanent enough to satisfy the legal requirements. And in a little while you will have your liberty again; the liberty and, very soon, the tranquillity of mind and the happiness out of which I have managed to swindle you.

She had been seated motionless, leaning forward in her chair to listen. After a few moments of silence which followed, the constraint of her attitude suddenly weakened her, and she slowly sank back into the depths of her big chair.

And that, she said aloud to herself, is what he has come here to tell me.

Yes, Jacqueline.

She turned her head toward him, her cheek resting flat against the upholstered chintz back.

One thing you have not told me, Jim.

What is that? he asked in a strained voice.

How I am to live without you.

There was a silence. When his self-control seemed assured once more, he said:



Do you mean that the damage I have done is irreparable?

What you have done cannot be undone. You have made me — love you. Her lip trembled in a pitiful attempt to smile. Are you, after all, about to send me forth between tall avenues of spears, to die?

Do you still think you care for such a man as I am? he said hoarsely.

She nodded:

And if you leave me it will be the same, Jim. Wherever you are — living alone or married to another woman — or whether you are living at all, or dead, it will always be the same with me. Love is love. Nothing you say now can alter it. Words — yours or the words of others — merely wound me, and do not cripple my love for you. Nor can deeds do so. I know that, now. They can slay only me, not my love, Jim — for I think, with me, it is really and truly immortal.

His head dropped between his hands. She saw his body trembling at moments. After a little while she rose, and, stepping to his side, bent over him, letting her hand rest lightly on his hair.

All I ask of you is to be patient, she whispered. And you dont understand — you dont seem to understand me, dear. I am learning very fast — much faster and more thoroughly than I believed possible. Cynthia was here this evening. She helped me so much. She taught me a great deal — a very great deal. And your goodness — your unselfishness in coming to me this way — with your boyish amends, your unconsidered and impulsive offers of restitution — restitution of single blessedness — — She smiled; and, deep within her breast, a faint thrill stirred her like a far premonition.



Timidly, scarcely daring, she ventured by degrees to encircle his head with her arm, letting her cool fingers rest over the tense, and feverish hands that covered his face.

What a boy is this grown man! she whispered. What a foolish, emotional, impulsive boy! And such an unhappy one; and such a tired one!

And, once more hesitating, and with infinite precaution, lest he become suddenly too conscious of this new and shy demonstration, she ventured to seat herself on the arm of his chair and bend closer to him.

You must go back to your rooms, dear, she murmured. It is morning, and we both are in need of sleep, I think. So you must say good-night to me and go back to — to pleasant dreams. And to-morrow we will go to Silverwood for over Sunday. Two whole days together, dear — —

Her soft cheek rested against his; her voice died out. Slowly, guided by the most delicate pressure, his head moved toward her shoulder, resisted, fell forward on her breast. For one instants ecstasy she drew his face against her, tightly, almost fearfully, then sprang to her feet, breathless, blushing from throat to brow, and stepped back.

He was on his feet, too, flushed, dazed, moving toward her.

She stretched out both hands swiftly.

Good-night, dearest — dearest of men. You have made me happy again. You are making me happier every moment. Only — be patient with me. And it will all come true — what we have dreamed.

Her fragrant hands were crushed against his lips, and her heart was beating faster and faster, and she was saying she scarcely knew what.

All will be well with us. I no longer doubt it. You must not. I — I am the girl you desire. I will be, always — always. Only be gentle and patient with me — only that — only that.

How can I take you this way — and keep you — after what I have done? he stammered. How can I let your generosity and mercy rob you of what is your due — —

Love is my due, I think. But only you can give it. And if you withhold it, Jim, I am robbed indeed.

Your pity — your sweetness — —

My pity is for myself if you prove unkind.

I? Unkind! Good God — —

Oh! He is good, Jim! And He will be. Never doubt it again. And lie down to pleasant dreams. Will you come for me to-morrow at five?

Yes.

And never again distrust yourself or me?

He drew a deep, unsteady breath.

Good-night, she whispered.




CHAPTER XIX
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JACQUELINE HAD BEEN half an hour late at her office and the routine business was not yet quite finished when Captain Herrendene was announced at the telephone.

I thought you had sailed! she exclaimed in surprise, as he greeted her over the wire.

He laughed: Im ordered to Governors Island. Jolly, isnt it?

Fine! she said cordially. We shall see you sometimes, I suppose.

Im asked to the Lindley Hammertons for the week-end. Are you to be at Silverwood by any happy chance?

Indeed we are. We are going up to-night.

Good business! he said. And — may I wish you happiness, Mrs. Desboro? Your husband is a perfectly bully fellow — lots of quality in that young man — loads of reserve and driving force! Tell him I congratulate him with all my heart. You know what I think of you!

Its very sweet of you to speak this way about us, she said. You may surmise what I think of my husband. So thank you for wishing us happiness. And you will come over with Daisy, wont you? We are going to be at home until Monday.

Indeed I will come! he said heartily.

She hung up the receiver, smiling but a trifle flushed; and in her blue eyes there lingered something resembling tenderness as she turned once more to the pile of typewritten letters awaiting her signature. She had cared a great deal for this mans devotion; and since she had refused him she cared for his friendship even more than before. And, being feminine, capable, and very tender-hearted, she already was experiencing the characteristic and ominous solicitude of her sex for the future consolation and ultimate happiness of this young and unmarried man. Might it not be accomplished through Daisy Hammerton? What could be more suitable, more perfect?

Her sensitive lips were edged with a faint smile as she signed her name to the first business letter. It began to look dark for Captain Herrendene. No doubt, somewhere aloft, the cherubim were already giggling. When a nice girl refuses a man, his business with her has only just begun.

She continued to sign her letters, the ominous smile always hovering on her upcurled lips. And, pursuing that train of thought, she came, unwittingly, upon another, so impossible, yet so delightful and exciting that every feminine fibre in her responded to the invitation to meddle. She could scarcely wait to begin, so possessed was she by the alluringly hopeless proposition evolved from her inner consciousness; and, as soon as the last letter had been signed, and her stenographer had taken away the correspondence, she flew to the telephone and called up Cynthia Lessler.

Is it you, dear? she asked excitedly; and Cynthia, at the other end of the wire, caught the happy ring in her voice, for she answered:

You sound very gay this morning. Are you, dear?

Yes, darling. Tell me, what are you doing over Sunday?



Cynthia hesitated, then she answered calmly:

Mr. Cairns is coming in the morning to take me to the Metropolitan Museum.

What a funny idea!

Why is it funny? He suggested that we go and look at the Chinese porcelains so that we could listen more intelligently to you.

As though I were accustomed to lecture my friends! How absurd, Cynthia. You cant go. I want you at Silverwood.

Thank you, dear, but Ive promised him — —

Then come up on the noon train!

In the afternoon, explained Cynthia, still more calmly, Mr. Cairns and I are to read together a new play which has not yet been put in rehearsal.

But, darling! I do want you for Sunday! Why cant you come up for this week-end, and postpone the Museum meanderings? Please ask him to let you off.

There was a pause, then Cynthia said in a still, small voice:

Mr. Cairns is here. You may ask him.

Cairns came to the telephone and said that he would consult the wishes and the convenience of Miss Lessler.

There ensued another pause, ostensibly for consultation, during which Jacqueline experienced a wicked and almost overwhelming desire to laugh.

Presently Cynthia called her:

We think, she said with pretty emphasis, that it would be very jolly to visit you. We can go to the museum any other Sunday, Mr. Cairns says.

But the spirit of mischief still possessed Jacqueline, and she refused to respond to the hint.

So you are coming? she exclaimed with enthusiasm.

If you want us, darling.

Thats delightful! You know Jim and I havent had a chance yet to entertain our bridesmaid. We want her to be our very first guest. Thank you so much, darling, for coming. And please say to Mr. Cairns that it is perfectly dear of him to let you off — —

But he is coming, too, isnt he? exclaimed Cynthia anxiously. You are asking us both, arent you. What are you laughing at, you little wretch!

But Jacquelines laughter died out and she said hastily:

Bring him with you, dear, and turned to confront Mrs. Hammerton, who arrived by appointment and exactly on the minute.

The clerk who, under orders, had brought the old lady directly to the office, retired, closing the door behind him. Jacqueline hung up the telephone receiver, rose from her chair and gazed silently at the woman whose letter to her had first shattered her dream of happiness. Then, with a little gesture:

Wont you please be seated? she said quietly.

Aunt Hannahs face was grim as she sat down on the chair indicated.
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You have no further interest in me, have you? she demanded.

Jacqueline did not answer.

I ought to have come here before, said Aunt Hannah. I ought to have come here immediately and explained to you that when I wrote that letter I hadnt the vaguest notion that you were already married. Do you think Id have been such a fool if Id known it, Jacqueline?

Jacqueline lifted her troubled eyes: I do not think you should have interfered at all.

Good heavens! I know that! I knew it when I did it. Its the one hopelessly idiotic act of my life. Never, never was anything gained or anything altered by interfering where real love is. I knew it, child. Its an axiom — a perfectly self-evident proposition — an absolutely hopeless effort. But I chanced it. Your mother, if she were alive, would have chanced it. Dont blame me too much; be a little sorry for me. Because I loved you when I did it. And many, many of the most terrible mistakes in life are made because of love, Jacqueline. The mistakes of hate are fewer.

Aunt Hannahs folded hands tightened on the gun-metal reticule across her knees.



Its too late to say Im sorry, she said. Besides, Id do it again.

What!

Yes, I would. So would your mother. I am sorry; but I would do it again! I love you enough to do it again — and — and suffer what I am suffering in consequence.

Jacqueline looked at her in angry bewilderment, and the spark in the little black eyes died out.

Child, she said wearily, we childless women who love are capable of the same self-sacrifice that mothers understand. I wrote you to save you, practically certain that I was giving you up by doing it — and that with every word of warning I was signing my own death warrant in your affections. But I couldnt sit still and let you go to the altar unwarned. Had I cared less for you, yes! I could have let you take your chances undisturbed by me. But — you took them anyway — took them before my warning could do anything except anger you. Otherwise, it would have hurt and angered you, too. I have no illusions; what I said would have availed nothing. Only — it was my duty to say it. I never was crazy about doing my duty. But I did it this time.

She found a fresh handkerchief in her reticule and rolled it nervously into a wad.

So — that is all, Jacqueline. Ive made a bad mess of it. Ive made a far worse one than I supposed possible. You are unhappy. James is perfectly wretched. The boy came to me furious, bewildered, almost exasperated, to find out what had been said about him and who had said it. And — and I told him what I thought of him. I did! And when he had gone, I — cried myself sick — sick, I tell you.



And thats why Im here. It has given me courage to come here. I know I am discredited; that what I say will be condemned in advance; that you are too hurt, too hostile to me to be influenced. But — I must say my say before I go out of your life — and his — forever. And what I came to say to you is this. Forgive that boy! Pardon absolutely everything he has done; eliminate it; annihilate the memory of it if you can! Memory can be stunned, if not destroyed. I know; Ive had to do it often. So I say to you, begin again with him. Give that boy his chance to grow up to your stature. In all the world I believe you are the only woman who can ennoble him and make of him something fine — if not your peer, at least its masculine equivalent. I do not mean to be bitter. But I cannot help my opinion of things masculine. Forgive him, Jacqueline. Many men are better than he; many, many are worse. But the best among them are not so very much better than your boy Jim. Forgive him and help him to grow up. And — that is all — I think — —

She rose and turned sharply away. Jacqueline rose and crossed the room to open the door for her. They met there. Aunt Hannahs ugly little face remained averted while she waited for the open door to free her.

Mr. Desboro and I are going to be happy, said Jacqueline in a strained voice.

It lies with you, snapped Aunt Hannah.

Yes — a great deal seems to lie with me. The burden of decision seems to lie with me very often. Somehow I cant escape it. And I am not wise, not experienced enough — —

You are good. Thats wisdom enough for decision.

But — do you know — I am not very good.

Why not?

Because I understand much that is evil. How can real innocence be so unworthily wise?

Innocence isnt goodness by a long shot! said Aunt Hannah bluntly. The good know — and refrain.

There was a silence; the elder woman in her black gown stood waiting, her head still obstinately averted. Suddenly she felt the girls soft arms around her neck, quivered, caught her in a fierce embrace.

I — I want you to care for Jim, faltered the girl. I want you to know what he really is — the dearest and most generous of men. I want you to discover the real nobility in him. He is only a boy, as yet, Aunt Hannah. And he — he must not be — cruelly — punished.

When Aunt Hannah had marched out, still inclined to dab at her eyes, but deeply and thankfully happy, Jacqueline called up her husband at his office.

Jim, dear, she said, I have had a visit from Aunt Hannah. And shes terribly unhappy because she thinks you and I are; so I told her that we are not unhappy, and I scolded her for saying those outrageous things to you. And she took it so meekly, and — and she does really care for us — and — and Ive made up with her. Was it disloyal to you to forgive her?

No, he said quietly. What she said to me was the truth.

I dont know what she said to you, dear. She didnt tell me. But I gathered from her that it was something intensely disagreeable. So dont ever tell me — because I might begin to dislike her again. And — it wasnt true, anyway. She knows that now. So — we will be friendly to her, wont we?

Of course. She adores you anyway — —

If she doesnt adore you, too, I wont care for her! said the girl hotly.

He laughed; she could hear him distinctly; and she realised with a little thrill that it was the same engaging laugh which she had first associated with the delightful, graceful, charming young fellow who was now her husband.

What are you doing, Jim? she asked, smiling in sympathy.

Theres absolutely nothing doing in the office, dear.

Then — could you come over here?

Oh, Jacqueline! Do you tempt me?

No, she said hastily. I suppose you ought to be there in the office, whether theres anything to do or not. Listen, Jim. Ive invited Cynthia and Jack Cairns for the week-end. Was it all right?

Of course.

You dont really mind, do you?

Not a bit, dear.

We can be by ourselves if we wish. Theyre going to read a play together, she explained naïvely, and they wont bother us — —

She checked herself, blushing furiously. He, at his end of the wire, could scarcely speak for the quick tumult of his heart, but he managed to say calmly enough:

Weve got the entire estate to roam over if they bore us.



Will you take me for a walk on Sunday?

Yes, if you would care to go.

Havent I invited you to take me?

Have you really, Jacqueline?

Yes. Good-bye. I will be waiting for you at five.

She returned to her desk, the flush slowly cooling in her cheeks; and she was just resuming her seat when a clerk brought Clydesdales card.

I could see Mr. Clydesdale now, she said, glancing over the appointment list on her desk. Her smile had died out with the colour in her cheeks, and her beautiful eyes grew serious and stern. For the name that this man bore was associated in her mind with terrible and unspeakable things. Never again could she hear that name with equanimity; never recall it unmoved. Yet, now, she made an effort to put from her all that menaced her composure at the mere mention of that name — strove to think only of the client and kindly amateur who had treated her always with unvarying courtesy and consideration.

He came in grinning, as usual, and she took his extended and highly-coloured paw, smiling her greeting.

Is it a little social visit, Mr. Clydesdale, or have you discovered some miracle of ancient Cathay which you covet?

Its — my wife.

Her smile fled and her features altered to an expressionless and colourless mask. For a second there was a gleam of fear in her eyes, then they grew cold and clear and blue as arctic ice.

He remained standing, the grin stamped on his sanguine features. Presently he said, heavily:



I have come to you to make what reparation I can — in my wifes name — in her behalf. Our deep humiliation, deeper contrition, are the only reparation we can offer you. It is hard for me to speak. My wife is at home, ill. And she can not rest until she has told you, through me, that — that what she said to you the last time she saw you — here, in this office — was an untruth.

Jacqueline, dazed, merely stared at him. He bent his head and seemed to be searching in his mind for words. He found them after a while.

Yes, he said in a low voice, what my wife said, and what she permitted you to infer — concerning herself and — Mr. Desboro — was utterly untrue. God alone knows why she said it. But she did. I could plead extenuation for her — if your patience permits. She is naturally very nervous; she did care a great deal for Mr. Desboro; she did, at that time, really dislike me, he added with a quiet dignity which made every word he uttered ring out clear as a shot. And Jacqueline seemed to feel their impact on her very heart.

He said: There are other circumstances — painful ones. She had been for months — even years — in fear of blackmail — terrorised by it until she became morbid. I did not know this. I was not aware that an indiscreet but wholly innocent escapade of her youth had furnished this blackmailer with a weapon. I understand now, why, caring as she did for Mr. Desboro, and excited, harassed, terrified, exasperated, she was willing to make an end of it with him rather than face possible disgrace with me for whom she did not care. It is no excuse. She offers none. I offer none for her. Nothing — no mental, no physical state could excuse what she has done. Only — I wish — and she wishes you to know that she has been guilty of permitting you to believe a monstrous untruth which would have consigned her to infamy had it been true, and absolutely damned the man you have married.

She strove to comprehend this thing that he was saying — tried to realise that he was absolutely clearing her husband of the terrible and nameless shadow which, she knew now, never could have entirely fled away, except for the mercy of God and the words of humiliation now sounding in her ears.

She stared at him. And the terrible thing was that he was grinning still — grinning through all the agony of his shame and dreadful abasement. And she longed to turn away — to shut out his face from her sight. But dared not.

That is all, he said heavily. Perhaps there is a little more to say — but it will leave you indifferent, very naturally. Yet, may I say that this — this heart-breaking crisis in her life, and — in mine — has — brought us together? And — a little more. My wife is to become a mother. Which is why I venture to hope that you will be merciful to us both in your thoughts. I do not ask for your pardon, which you could never give — —

Mr. Clydesdale! She had risen, trembling, both little hands flat on the desk top to steady her, and was looking straight at him.
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I — my thoughts — — she stammered are not cruel. Say so to your wife. I — I have never thought mercilessly. Every instinct within me is otherwise. And I know what suffering is. And I do not wish it for anybody. Say so to your wife, and that I wish her — happiness — with her baby.



She was trembling so that he could scarcely control between his two huge fists the little hand that he saluted in wordless gratitude and grief.

Then, without looking at her again, or speaking, he went his way. And she dropped back into her chair, the tears of sheer happiness and excitement flowing unchecked.

But she was permitted no time to collect her thoughts, no solitude for happy tears, and, at the clerks sharp knocking, she dried her eyes hastily and bade him enter.

The card he laid on her desk seemed to amaze her.

That man! she said slowly. Is he here, Mr. Mirk?



Yes, madam. He asks for one minute only, saying that it is a matter of most desperate importance to you — —

To me?

Yes, madam.

Again she looked at Mr. Waudles card.

Bring him, she said crisply. And the blue lightning flashed in her eyes.

When Mr. Waudle came in and the clerk had gone and closed the door, Jacqueline said quietly:

Ill give you one minute, Mr. Waudle. Proceed.

I think, he said, looking at her out of his inflamed eyes, that youll feel inclined to give me more than that when you understand what Ive got in this packet. And he drew from his overcoat pocket a roll of galley proofs.

What is it? she asked, looking calmly into his dangerous red eyes.

Its a story, set up and in type — as you see. And its about your husband and Mrs. Clydesdale — if you want to know.

A shaft of fear struck straight through her. Then, in an instant the blanched cheeks flushed and the blue eyes cleared and sparkled.

What is it you wish? she asked in a curiously still voice.

Ill tell you; dont worry. I want you to stop this man Clydesdale, and stop him short. I dont care how you do it; do it, thats all. Hes bought and paid for certain goods delivered to him by me. Now hes squealing. He wants his money back. And — if he gets it back this story goes in. Want me to read it to you?

No. What is it you wish me to do — deceive Mr. Clydesdale? Make him believe that the remainder of the jades and rose-quartz carvings are genuine?

It looks good to me, said Mr. Waudle more cheerfully. It sounds all right. You threw us down; its up to you to pick us up.

I see, she said pleasantly. And unless I do you are intending to publish that — story?

Sure as hell! he nodded.

She remained silent and thoughtful so long that he began to hitch about in his chair and cast furtive, sidelong glances at her and at the curtained walls around the room. Suddenly his face grew ghastly.

Look here! he whispered hoarsely. Is this a plant?

What?

Is there anybody else in this room? He lurched to his feet and waddled hastily around the four walls, flinging aside the green velvet curtains. Only the concealed pictures were revealed; and he went back to his chair, removing the cold sweat from his forehead and face with his sleeve.

By God! he said. For a moment I thought you had done me good and plenty. But it wouldnt have helped you! Theyve got this story in the office, and the minute Im pinched, in it goes! Understand?

No, she said serenely, but it doesnt really matter. You may go now, Mr. Waudle.

Hey?

Must I ring for a clerk to put you out?

Oh! So thats the game, is it? Well, I tell you that you cant bluff me, little lady! Lets settle it now.

No, she said. I must have time to consider.



How long?

An hour or two.

Youll make up your mind in two hours?

Yes.

All right, he said, almost jovially. That suits me. Call me up on the phone and tell me what you decide. My number is on my card.

She looked at the card. It bore his telephone number and his house address.

He seemed inclined to linger, evidently with the idea of tightening his grip on her by either persuasion or bullying, as her attitude might warrant. But she touched the bell and Mr. Mirk appeared; and the author of Black Roses took himself off perforce, with many a knowing leer, both threatening and blandishing.

As soon as he had gone, she called up her husband. Very quietly, but guardedly, she conversed with him for a few moments.

When she hung up the receiver she was laughing. But it was otherwise with Desboro.

Cairns, he said, turning from the telephone to his associate, theres a silly fellow bothering my wife. If you dont mind my leaving the office for a few minutes Ill step around and speak to him. His usually agreeable features had grown colourless and ugly, but his voice sounded casual enough.

What are you going to do, Jim? Murder?

Desboro laughed.

Ill be gone only a few minutes, he said.

It could be done in a few minutes, mused Cairns. Do you want me to go with you?

No, thanks. He picked up his hat, nodded curtly, and went out.



Mr. Waudle and Mr. Munger maintained a den, literary and otherwise, in one of the new studio buildings just east of Lexington Avenue. This was the address Mr. Waudle had left for Jacqueline; to this destination Desboro now addressed himself. Thither an itinerant taxicab bore him on shaky springs. He paid the predatory chauffeur, turned to enter the building, and met Clydesdale face to face, entering the same doorway.

Hello! said the latter with a cheerful grin. Where are you bound?

Oh, theres a man hereabouts with whom I have a few moments business.

Same here, observed Clydesdale.

They entered the building together, and both walked straight through to the elevator.

Mr. Waudle, said Clydesdale briefly to the youth in charge. You need not announce me.

Desboro looked at him curiously, and caught Clydesdales eyes furtively measuring him.

Odd, he said pleasantly, but my business is with the same man.

I was wondering.

They exchanged perfectly inexpressive glances.

Couldnt your business wait? inquired Desboro politely.

Sorry, Desboro, but I was a little ahead of you in the entry, I think.

The car stopped.

Studio twenty, said the boy; slammed the gates, and shot down into dimly lighted depths again, leaving the two men together.

I am wondering, mused Clydesdale gently, whether by any chance your business with this — ah — Mr. Waudle resembles my business with him.

They looked at each other.

Desboro nodded: Very probably, he said in a low voice.

Oh! Then perhaps you might care to be present at the business meeting, said Clydesdale, as a spectator, merely, of course.

Thanks, awfully. But might I not persuade you to remain as a spectator — —

Very good of you, Desboro, but I need the — ah — exercise. Really, Ive gone quite stale this winter. Dont even keep up my squash.

Mistake, said Desboro gravely. Fraid youll overdo it, old chap.

Oh, Ill have a shy at it, said Clydesdale cheerfully. Very glad to have you score, if you like.

If you insist, replied the younger man courteously.

There was a bell outside Studio No. 20. Desboro punched it with the ferrule of his walking stick; and when the door opened, somewhat cautiously, Clydesdale inserted his huge foot between the door and the sill.

There was a brief and frantic scuffle; then the poet fled, his bunch of frizzled hair on end, and the two men entered the apartment.

To the left a big studio loomed, set with artistic furniture and bric-a-brac and Mr. Waudle — the latter in motion. In fact, he was at that moment in the process of rushing at Mr. Clydesdale, and under full head-way.

Whenever Mr. Waudle finally obtained sufficient momentum to rush, he appeared to be a rather serious proposition; for he was as tall as Clydesdale and very much fatter, and his initial velocity, combined with his impact force per square inch might have rivalled the dynamic problems of the proving ground.

Clydesdale took one step forward to welcome him, and Waudle went down, like thunder.

Then he got up, went down immediately; got up, went down, stayed down for an appreciable moment; arose, smote the air, was smitten with a smack so terrific that the poet, who was running round and round the four walls, squeaked in sympathy.

Waudle sat up on the floor, his features now an unrecognisable mess. He was crying.

I say, Desboro, catch that poet for me — theres a good chap, said Clydesdale, breathing rather hard.

The Cubist, who had been running round and round like a frantic rabbit, screamed and ran the faster.

Oh, just shy some bric-a-brac at him and come home, said Desboro in disgust.

But Clydesdale caught him, seated himself, jerked the devotee of the moon across his ponderous knees, and, grinning, hoisted on high the heavy hand of justice. And the post-impressionistic literature of the future shrieked.

Very precious, isnt it? panted Clydesdale. You dirty little mop of hair, I think Ill spank you into the future. Want a try at this moon-pup, Desboro? No? Quite right; you dont need the exercise. Whew! And he rolled the writhing poet off his knees and onto the floor, sat up breathing hard and grinning around him.

Now for the club and a cold plunge — eh, Desboro? I tell you it puts life into a man, doesnt it? Perhaps, while Im about it, I might as well beat up the other one a little more — —

My God! blubbered Waudle.

Oh, very well — if you feel that way about it, grinned Clydesdale. But you understand that you wont have any sensation to feel with at all if you ever again even think of the name of Mrs. Clydesdale.

He got up, still panting jovially, pleased as a great Dane puppy who has shaken an old shoe to fragments.

At the door he paused and glanced back.

Take it from me, he said genially, if we ever come back, well kill.



In the street once more, they lingered on the sidewalk for a moment or two before separating. Clydesdale drew off his split and ruined gloves, rolled them together and tossed them into the passing handcart of a street sweeper.

Unpleasant job, he commented.

I dont think youll have it to do over again, smiled Desboro.

No, I think not. And thank you for yielding so gracefully to me. It was my job. But you didnt miss anything; it was like hitting a feather bed. No sport in it — but had to be done. Well, glad to have seen you again, Desboro.

They exchanged grips; both flushed a trifle, hesitated, nodded pleasantly to each other, and separated.

At the office Cairns inspected him curiously as he entered, but, as Desboro said nothing, he asked no questions. A client or two sauntered in and out. At one oclock they lunched together.

I understand youre coming up for the week-end, said Desboro.

Your wife was good enough to ask me.

Glad youre coming. Old Herrendene has been ordered to Governors Island. He expects to stop with the Lindley Hammertons over Sunday.

That Daisy girls a corker, remarked Cairns,  — only Ive always been rather afraid of her.

Shes a fine girl.

Rather in Herrendenes class — lots of character, nodded Cairns thoughtfully. Having none myself, she always had me backed up against the rail.

After a silence, Desboro said: That was a ghastly break of mine last night.

Rotten, said Cairns bluntly.

The painful colour rose to Desboros temples.

It will be the last, Jack. I lived a thousand years last night.

I lived a few hundred myself, said Cairns reproachfully. And what a thoroughbred your wife is!

Desboro nodded and drew a deep, unsteady breath.

Well, he said, after a few moments, it is a terrible thing for a man to learn what he really is. But if he doesnt learn it hes lost.

Cairns assented with a jerk of his head.

But whos to hold up the mirror to a man? he asked. When his father and mother shove it under his nose he wont look; when clergy or laymen offer him a looking-glass he shuts his eyes and tries to kick them. Thats the modern youngster — the product of this modern town with its modern modes of thought.

The old order of things was the best, said Desboro. Has anybody given us anything better than what they reasoned us into discarding — the old gentleness of manners, the quaint, stiff formalisms now out of date, the shyness and reticence of former days, the serenity, the faith which is now unfashionable, the old-time reverence?

I dont know, said Cairns, what weve gained in the discard. I look now at the cards they offer us to take up, and there is nothing on them. And the game has forced us to throw away what we had. He caressed his chin thoughtfully. The only way to do is to return to first principles, cut a fresh pack, never mind new rules and innovations, but play the game according to the decalogue. And nobody can call you down. He reddened, and added honestly: Thats not entirely my own, Jim. There are some similar lines in a new play which Miss Lessler and I were reading this morning.

Reading? Where?

Oh, we walked through the Park together rather early — took it easy, you know. She read aloud as we walked.

She is coming for the week-end, said Desboro.

I believe so.

Desboro, lighting a cigarette, permitted his very expressionless glance to rest on his friend for the briefest fraction of a second.

The papers, he said, speak of her work with respect.

Miss Lessler, said Cairns, is a most unusual girl.

Neither men referred to the early days of their acquaintance with Cynthia Lessler. As though by tacit agreement those days seemed to have been entirely forgotten.

A rarely intelligent and lovely comedienne, mused Cairns, poking the cigar ashes on the tray and finally laying aside his cigar. Well, Jim, I suppose the office yawns for us. But it wont have anything on my yawn when I get there!

They went back across Fifth Avenue in the brilliant afternoon sunshine, to dawdle about the office and fuss away the afternoon in pretense that the awakening of the Street from its long lethargy was imminent.

At half past three Cairns took himself off, leaving Desboro studying the sunshine on the ceiling. At five the latter awoke from his day dream, stood up, shook himself, drew a deep breath, and straightened his shoulders. Before him, now delicately blurred and charmingly indistinct, still floated the vision of his day-dream; and, with a slight effort, he could still visualise, as he moved out into the city and through its noise and glitter, south, into that quieter street where his day-dreams vision lived and moved and had her earthly being.

Mr. Mirk came smiling and bowing from the dim interior. There was no particular reason for the demonstration, but Desboro shook his hand cordially.

Mrs. Desboro is in her office, said Mr. Mirk. You know the way, sir — if you please — —

He knew the way. It was not likely that he would ever forget the path that he had followed that winter day.

At his knock she opened the door herself.

I dont know how I knew it was your knock, she said, giving ground as he entered. There was an expression in his face that made her own brighten, as though perhaps she had not been entirely certain in what humour he might arrive.



The car will be here in a few minutes, he said. Thats a tremendously pretty hat of yours.

Do you like it? I saw it the other day. And somehow I felt extravagant this afternoon and telephoned for it. Do you really like it, Jim?

Its a beauty.

Im so glad — so relieved. Sometimes I catch you looking at me, Jim, and I wonder how critical you really are. I want you to like what I wear. Youll always tell me when you dont, wont you?

No fear of my not agreeing with your taste, he said cheerfully. By the way — and apropos of nothing — Waudle wont bother you any more.

Oh!

I believe Clydesdale interviewed him — and the other one — the poet. He laughed. Afterward there was not enough remaining for me to interview.

Jacquelines serious eyes, intensely blue, were lifted to his.

We wont speak of them again, ever, she said in a low voice.

Right, as always, he rejoined gaily.

She still stood looking at him out of grave and beautiful eyes, which seemed strangely shy and tender to him. Then, slowly shaking her head she said, half to herself:

I have much to answer for — more than you must ever know. But I shall answer for it; never fear.

What are you murmuring there all by yourself, Jacqueline? he said smilingly; and ventured to take her gloved hand into his. She, too, smiled, faintly, and stood silent, pretty head bent, absorbed in her own thoughts.





A moment later a clerk tapped and announced their car. She looked up at her husband, and the confused colour in her face responded to the quick pressure of his hands.

Are you quite ready to go? he asked.

Yes — ready always — to go where — you lead.

Her flushed face reflected the emotion in his as they went out together into the last rays of the setting sun.

Have we time to motor to Silverwood? she asked.

Would you care to?

Id love to.

So he spoke to the chauffeur and entered the car after her.

It was a strange journey for them both, with the memory of their last journey together still so fresh, so pitilessly clear, in their minds. In this car, over this road, beside this man, she had travelled with a breaking heart and a mind haunted by horror unspeakable.

To him the memory of that journey was no less terrible. They spoke to each other tranquilly but seriously, and in voices unconsciously lowered. And there were many lapses into stillness — many long intervals of silence. But during the longest of these, when the Westchester hills loomed duskily ahead, she slipped her hand into his and left it there until the lights of Silverwood glimmered low on the hill and the gate lanterns flashed in their eyes as the car swung into the fir-bordered drive and rolled up to the house.

Home, she said, partly to herself; and he turned toward her in quick gratitude.

Once more the threatened emotion confused her, but she evaded it, forcing a gaiety not in accord with her mood, as he aided her to descend.

Certainly its my home, monsieur, as well as yours, she repeated, and youll feel the steel under the velvet hand of femininity as soon as I assume the reins of government. For example, you can not entertain your cats and dogs in the red drawing-room any more. Now do you feel the steel?

They went to their sitting-room laughing.

About midnight she rose from the sofa. They had been discussing plans for the future, repairs, alterations, improvements for Silverwood House — and how to do many, many wonderful things at vast expense; and how to practice rigid economy and do nothing at all.
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It had been agreed that he was to give up his rooms in town and use hers whenever they remained in New York over night. And, as she rose, he was still figuring out, with pencil and pad, how much they would save by this arrangement. Now he looked up, saw her standing, and rose too.

She looked at him with sweet, sleepy, humourous eyes.

Isnt it disgraceful and absurd? she said. But if I dont have my sleep I simply become stupid and dreary and useless beyond words.

Why did you let me keep you up? he said gently.

Because I wanted to stay up with you, she said. She had moved to the centre table where the white carnations, as usual, filled the bowl. Her slender hand touched them caressingly, lingered, and presently detached a blossom.

She lifted it dreamily, inhaling the fragrance and looking over its scented chalice at him.

Good-night, Jim, she said.

Good-night, dearest. He came over to her, hesitated, reddening; then bent and kissed her hand and the white flower it held.

At her own door she lingered, turning to look after him as he crossed his threshold; then slowly entered her room, her lips resting on the blossom which he had kissed.




CHAPTER XX
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ON SATURDAY AFTERNOON Cynthia arrived at Silverwood House, with Cairns in tow; and they were welcomed under the trees by their host and hostess. Which was all very delightful until Cynthia and Jacqueline paired off with each other and disappeared, calmly abandoning Cairns and Desboro to their own devices, leaving them to gaze at each other in the library with bored and increasing indifference.

You know, Jim, explained the former, in unfeigned disgust, I have quite enough of you every day, and I havent come sixty miles to see more of you.

I sympathise with your sentiments, said Desboro, laughing, but Miss Lessler has never before seen the place, and, of course, Jacqueline is dying to show it to her. And, Jack — did you ever see two more engaging young girls than the two who have just deserted us? Really, partiality aside, does any house in town contain two more dignified, intelligent, charming — —

No, it doesnt! said Cairns bluntly. Nor any two women more upright and chaste. Its a fine text, isnt it, though? he added morosely.

How do you mean?

That their goodness is due to their characters, not to environment or to any material advantages. Has it ever occurred to you how doubly disgraceful it is for people, with every chance in the world, not to make good?

Yes.



It has to me frequently of late. And I wonder what Id have turned into, given Cynthias worldly chances. He shook his head, muttering to himself: Its fine, fine — to be what she is after what she has had to stack up against!

Desboro winced. Presently he said in a low voice:

The worst she had to encounter were men of our sort. Thats a truth we cant blink. It wasnt loneliness or poverty or hunger that were dangerous; it was men.

Dont, said Cairns, rising impatiently and striding about the room. I know all about that. But its over, God be praised. And Im seeing things differently now — very, very differently. You are, too, I take it. So, for the love of Mike, lets be pleasant about it. I hate gloom. Cant a fellow regenerate himself and remain cheerful?

Desboro laughed uncertainly, listening to the gay voices on the stairs, where Jacqueline and Cynthia were garrulously exploring the house together.



Darling, its too lovely! exclaimed Cynthia, every few minutes, while Jacqueline was conducting her from one room to another, upstairs, down again, through the hall and corridor, accompanied by an adoring multitude of low-born dogs and nondescript cats, all running beside her with tails stuck upright.

And so, very happily together, they visited the kitchen, laundry, storeroom, drying room, engine room, cellars; made the fragrant tour of the greenhouses and a less fragrant visit to the garage; inspected the water supply; gingerly traversed the gravel paths of the kitchen garden, peeped into tool houses, carpenters quarters; gravely surveyed compost heaps, manure pits, and cold frames.



Jacqueline pointed out the distant farm, with its barns, stables, dairy, and chicken runs, from the lantern of the windmill, whither they had climbed; and Cynthia looked out over the rolling country to the blue hills edging the Hudson, and down into gray woodlands where patches of fire signalled the swelling maple buds; and edging willows were palely green. Over brown earth and new grass robins were running; and bluebirds fluttered from tree to fencepost.

Cynthias arm stole around Jacquelines waist.

I am so glad for you — so glad, so proud, she whispered. Do you remember, once, long ago, I prophesied this for you? That you would one day take your proper place in the world?

Do you know, mused Jacqueline, I dont really believe that the place matters so much — as long as one is all right. That sounds horribly priggish — but isnt it so, Cynthia?

Few ever attain that self-sufficient philosophy, said Cynthia, laughing. You can spoil a gem by cheap setting.

But it remains a gem. Oh, Cynthia! Am I such a prig as I sound?

They were both laughing so gaily that the flock of pigeons on the roof were startled into flight and swung around them in whimpering circles.

As they started to descend the steep stairs, Jacqueline said casually:

Do you continue to find Mr. Cairns as agreeable and interesting as ever?

Oh, yes, nodded the girl carelessly.



Jim likes him immensely.

He is a very pleasant companion, said Cynthia.

When they were strolling toward the house, she added:

He thinks you are very wonderful, Jacqueline. But then everybody does.

The girl blushed: The only thing wonderful about me is my happiness, she said.

Cynthia looked up into her eyes.

Are you?

Happy? Of course.

Is that quite true, dear?

Yes, said Jacqueline under her breath.

And — there is no flaw?

None — now.

Cynthia impulsively caught up one of her hands and kissed it.

In the library they found beside their deserted swains two visitors, Daisy Hammerton and Captain Herrendene.

Fine treatment! protested Cairns, looking at Cynthia, as Jacqueline came forward with charming friendliness and greeted her guests and made Cynthia known to them. Fine treatment! he repeated scornfully,  — leaving Jim and me to yawn at each other until Daisy and the Captain yonder — —

Jack, interrupted his pretty hostess, if you push that button somebody will bring tea.

Twice means that Scotch is to be included, remarked Desboro. You didnt know that, did you, dear?

The only thing I know about your house, monsieur, is that your cats and dogs must not pervade the red drawing-room, she said laughing. Look at Captain Herrendenes beautiful cutaway coat! Its all covered with fur and puppy hair! And now he cant go into the drawing-room, either!

Cairns looked ruefully at a black and white cat which had jumped onto his knees and was purring herself to sleep there.

If enough of em climb on me Ill have a motor coat for next winter, he said with resignation.

Tea was served; the chatter and laughter became general. Daisy Hammerton, always enamoured of literature, and secretly addicted to its creation, spoke of Orrin Mungers new volume which Herrendene had been reading to her that morning under the trees.

Such a queer book, she said, turning to Jacqueline,  — and Im not yet quite certain whether its silly or profound. Captain Herrendene makes fun of it — but it seems as though there must be some meaning in it.

There isnt, said Herrendene. It consists of a wad of verse, blank, inverted, and symbolic. Carbolic is what it requires.

Isnt that the moon-youth who writes over the heads of the public and far ahead of em into the next century? inquired Cairns.

When an author, said Herrendene, thinks he is writing ahead of his readers, the chances are that he hasnt yet caught up with them.

The only flaw in Daisy Hammertons good sense was a mistaken respect for printed pages. She said, reverently:

When a poet like Orrin Munger refers to himself as a Cubist and a Futurist, it must have some occult significance. Besides, he went about a good deal last winter, and I met him.

What did you think of him? asked Desboro drily.



I scarcely knew. He is odd. He kissed everybodys hand and spoke with such obscurity about his work — referred to it in such veiled terms that, somehow, it all seemed a wonderful mystery to me.

Desboro smiled: The man who is preëminent in his profession, he said quietly, never makes a mystery of it. He may be too tired to talk about it, too saturated with it, after the days work, to discuss it; but never fool enough to pretend that there is anything occult in it or in the success he has made of it. Only incompetency is self-conscious and secretive; only the ass strikes attitudes.

Jacqueline looked at him with pride unutterable. She thought as he did.

He smiled at her, encouraged, and went on:

The complacent tickler of phrases, the pseudo-intellectual scrambler after subtleties that do not exist, the smirking creators of the tortuous, the writhing explorers of the obvious, who pretend to find depths where there are shallows, the unusual where only the commonplace and wholesome exist — these will always parody real effort, and ape real talent in all creative professions, and do more damage than mere ignorance or even mere viciousness could ever accomplish. And, to my mind, that is all there is and all there ever will be to men like Munger.

Daisy laughed and looked at Herrendene.

Then Ive wasted your morning! she said, pretending contrition.

He looked her straight in the eye.

I hadnt thought of it that way, he said pleasantly.



Cairns, tired of feigning an interest in matters literary, tinkled the ice in his glass and looked appealingly at Cynthia. And his eyes said very plainly: Shall we go for a walk?

But she only smiled, affecting not to understand; and the discussion of things literary continued.

It was very pleasant there in the house; late sunshine slanted across the hall; a springlike breeze fluttered the curtains, and the evening song of the robins had begun, ringing cheerily among the Norway spruces and over the fresh green lawns.

Its a shame to sit indoors on a day like this, said Desboro lazily.

Everybody agreed, but nobody stirred, except Cairns, who fidgeted and looked at Cynthia.

Perhaps that maidens heart softened, for she rose presently, and drifted off into the music room. Cairns followed. The others listened to her piano playing, conversing, too, at intervals, until Daisy gave the signal to go, and Herrendene rose.

So the adieux were said, and a wood ramble for the morrow suggested. Then Daisy and her Captain went away across the fields on foot, and Cynthia returned to the piano, Cairns following at heel, as usual.

Jacqueline and Desboro, lingering by the open door, saw the distant hills turn to purest cobalt, and the girdling woodlands clothe themselves in purple haze. Dusk came stealing across the meadows, and her frail ghosts floated already over the alder-hidden brook. A near robin sang loudly. A star came out between naked branches and looked at them.

How still the world has grown, breathed Jacqueline. Except for its silence, night with all its beauties would be unendurable.

I believe we both need quiet, he said.

Yes, quiet — and each other.

Her voice had fallen so exquisitely low that he bent his head to catch her words. But when he understood what she had said, he turned and looked at her; and, still gazing on the coming night, she leaned a little nearer to him, resting her cheek lightly against his shoulder.

That is what we need, she whispered,  — silence, and each other. Dont you think so, Jim?

I need you — your love and faith and — forgiveness, he said huskily.

You have them all. Now give me yours, Jim.

I give you all — except forgiveness. I have nothing to forgive.

You dear boy — you dont know — you will never know how much you have to forgive me. But if I told you, I know youd do it. So — let it rest — forgotten forever. How fragrant the night is growing! And I can hear the brook at intervals when the wind changes — very far away — very far — as far as fairyland — as far as the abode of the Maker of Moons.

Who was he, dear?

Yu Lao. Its Chinese — and remote — lost in mystery eternal — where the white soul of her abides who went forth between tall avenues of spears, to die. And that is where all things go at last, Jim — even the world and the moon and stars — all things — even love — returning to the source of all.

His arm had fallen around her waist. Presently, in the dusk, he felt her cool, fresh hand seeking for his, drawing his arm imperceptibly closer.



In the unlighted music room Cynthias piano was silent.

Presently Jacquelines cheek touched his, rested against it.

I never knew I could feel so safe, she murmured. I am — absolutely — contented.

Do you love me?

Yes.

You have no fear of me now?

No. But dont kiss me — yet, she whispered, tightening his arm around her.

He laughed softly: Your Royal Shyness is so wonderful — so wonderful — so worshipful and adorable! When may I kiss you?

When — we are alone.

Will you respond — when we are alone?

But she only pressed her flushed cheek against his shoulder, clinging there in silence, eyes closed.

A few seconds later they started guiltily apart, as Cairns came striding excitedly out of the darkness:

Im going to get married! Im going to get married! he repeated breathlessly. Ive asked her, but she is crying! Isnt it wonderful! Isnt it wonderful! Isnt it won — —

You! exclaimed Jacqueline, and Cynthia! The darling!

I said she was one! I called her that, too! said Cairns, excitedly. And she began to cry. So I came out here — and I think shes going to accept me in a minute or two! Isnt it wonderful! Isnt it won — —

You lunatic! cried Desboro, seizing and shaking him,  — you incoherent idiot! If that girl is in there crying all alone, what are you doing out here?



I dont know, said Cairns vacantly. I dont know what Im doing. All this is too wonderful for me. I thought she knew me too well to care for me. But she only began to cry. And I am going — —

He bolted back into the dark music room. Desboro and Jacqueline gazed at each other.

That man is mad! snapped her husband. But — I believe she means to take him. Dont you?

Why — I suppose so, she managed to answer, stifling a violent inclination to laugh.

They listened shamelessly. They stood there for a long while, listening. And at last two shadowy figures appeared coming toward them very slowly. One walked quietly into Jacquelines arms; the other attempted it with Desboro, and was repulsed.

Youre not French, you know, said the master of the house, shaking hands with him viciously. Never did I see such a blooming idiot as you can be — but if Cynthia can stand you, Ill have to try.

Jacqueline whispered: Cynthia and I want to be alone for a little while. Take him away, Jim.

So Desboro lugged off the happy but demoralised suitor and planted him in a library chair vigorously.

Now, he said, how about it? Has she accepted you?

She hasnt said a word yet. Ive done nothing but talk and shes done nothing but listen. It knocked me galley west, too. But it happened before I realised it. She was playing on the piano, and suddenly I knew that I wanted to marry her. And I said You darling! And she grew white and began to cry.

Did you ask her to marry you?



About a thousand times.

Didnt she say anything?

Not a word.

Thats odd, said Desboro, troubled.

A few minutes later the clock struck.

Come on, anyway, he said, weve scarcely time to dress.

In his room later, tying his tie, Cairns uncertainty clouded his own happiness a little; and when he emerged to wait in the sitting-room for Jacqueline, he was still worrying over it.

When Jacqueline opened her door and saw his perplexed and anxious face, she came forward in her pretty dinner gown, startled, wondering.

What is it, Jim? she asked, her heart, still sensitive from the old, healed wounds, sinking again in spite of her.

Im worried about that girl — —

What girl!

Cynthia — —

Oh! That! Jim, you frightened me! She laid one hand on her heart for a moment, breathed deeply her relief, then looked at him and laughed.

Silly! Of course she loves him.

Jack says that she didnt utter a word — —

She uttered several to me. Rather foolish ones, Jim — about her lifes business — the stage — and love. As though love and the business of life were incompatible! Anyway, shed choose him.

Is she going to accept him?

Of course she is. I — I dont mean it in criticism — and I love Cynthia — but I think she is a trifle temperamental — as well as being the dearest, sweetest girl in the world — —

She took his arm with a pretty confidence of ownership that secretly thrilled him, and they went down stairs together, she talking all the while.

Didnt I tell you? she whispered, as they caught a glimpse of the library in passing, where Cairns stood holding Cynthias hands between his own and kissing them. Wait, Jim, darling! You mustnt interrupt them — —

Im going to! he said, exasperated. I want to know what theyre going to do — —

Jim!

Oh, all right, dear. Only they gave me a good scare when I wanted to be alone with you.

She pressed his arm slightly:

You havent noticed my gown.

Its a dream! He kissed her shoulder lace, and she flushed and caught his arm, then laughed, disconcerted by her own shyness.

Farris presented himself with a tray of cocktails.

Jack! Come on! called Desboro; and, as that gentleman sauntered into view with Cynthia on his arm, something in the girls delicious and abashed beauty convinced her host. He stretched out his hand; she took it, looking at him out of confused but sincere eyes.

Is it all right to wish you happiness, Cynthia?

It is quite all right — thank you.

And to drink this H.P.W. to your health and happiness?

That, she said laughingly, is far more serious. But — you may do so, please.

The ceremony ended, Desboro said to Jacqueline, deprecatingly:



This promises to be a jolly, but a rather noisy, dinner. Do you mind?

And it was both — an exceedingly jolly and unusually noisy dinner for four. Jacqueline and Cynthia both consented to taste the champagne in honour of this occasion only; then set aside their glasses, inflexible in their prejudice. Which boded well for everybody concerned, especially to two young men to whom any countenance of that sort might ultimately have proved no kindness.

And Jacqueline was as wise as she was beautiful; and Cynthias intuition matched her youthful loveliness, making logic superfluous.

Feeling desperately frivolous after coffee, they lugged out an old-time card table and played an old-time game of cards — piquet — gambling so recklessly that Desboro lost several cents to Cairns before the evening was over, and Jacqueline felt that she had been dreadfully and rather delightfully imprudent.

Then midnight sounded from the distant stable clock, and every timepiece in the house echoed the far Westminster chimes.

Good-nights were said; Jacqueline went away with Cynthia to the latters room; Desboro accompanied Cairns, and endured the latters rhapsodies as long as he could, ultimately escaping.

In their sitting-room Jacqueline was standing beside the bowl of white carnations, looking down at them. When he entered she did not raise her head until he took her into his arms. Then she looked up into his eyes and lifted her face. And for the first time her warm lips responded to his kiss.



She trembled a little as he held her, and laid her cheek against his breast, both hands resting on his shoulders. After a while he was aware that her heart was beating as though she were frightened.

Dearest, he whispered.

There was no answer.

Dearest?

He could feel her trembling.

After a long while he said, very gently: Come back and say good-night to me when you are ready, dear. And quietly released her.

And she went away slowly to her room, not looking at him. And did not return.

So at one oclock he turned off the lights and went into his own room. It was bright with moonlight. On his dresser lay a white carnation and a key. But he did not see them.

Far away in the woods he heard the stream rushing, bank full, through the darkness, and he listened as he moved about in the moonlight. Tranquil, he looked out at the night for a moment, then quietly composed himself to slumber, not doubting, serene, happy, convinced that her love was his.

For a long while he thought of her; and, thinking, dreamed of her at last — so vividly that into his vision stole the perfume of her hair and the faint fresh scent of her hands, as when he had kissed the slender fingers. And the warmth of her, too, seemed real, and the sweetness of her breath.

His eyes unclosed. She lay there, in her frail Chinese robe, curled up beside him in the moonlight, her splendid hair framing a face as pale as the flower that had fallen from her half-closed hand. And at first he thought she was asleep.



Then, in the moonlight, her eyes opened divinely, met his, lingered unafraid, and were slowly veiled again. Neither stirred until, at last, her arms stole up around his neck and her lips whispered his name as though it were a holy name, loved, honoured, and adored.

THE END
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TO

PENELOPE SEARS

DEBUTANTE

To rhyme your name With something lovely, fresh and young, And sing the same In measures heretofore unsung, Is far beyond me, Im afraid; Ill not attempt it, dearest maid.

No, not in verse, Synthetic, stately, classic, chaste, Shall I rehearse — Although in perfectly good taste — A catalogue of every grace That you inherit from your race.

Gracious and kind, The gods your beauty gave to you, And with a mind These same kind gods endowed you, too; That charming union is, I fear, Somewhat uncommon on this sphere.

I have no doubt That scores of poets chant your fame; No doubt, about A million suitors press their claim; And fashion, elegance and wit Are at your feet inclined to sit.

Penelope, The fire-light flickers to and fro: In you I see The winsome child I used to know — My little Maiden of Romance Still whirling in your Shadow Dance.

Though woman-grown, To my unreconciled surprise I gladly own The same light lies within your eyes — The same sweet candour which beguiled Your rhymster when you were a child.

And so I come, With limping verse to you again, Amid the hum Of that young world wherein you reign — Only a moment to appear And say: Your rhymster loves you, dear.

R. W. C.
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ALWAYS ANIMATED BY a desire to contribute in a small way toward scientific investigation, the author offers this humble volume to a more serious audience than he has so far ventured to address.

For all those who have outgrown the superficial amusement of mere fiction this volume, replete with purpose, is written in hopes that it may stimulate students to original research in certain obscure realms of science, the borderlands of which, hitherto, have been scarcely crossed.

There is perhaps no division of science as important, none so little understood, as the science of Crystal Gazing.

A vast field of individual research opens before the earnest, patient, and sober minded investigator who shall study the subject and discover those occult laws which govern the intimate relations between crystals, playing cards, cigarettes, soiled pink wrappers, and the Police.



Amor nihil est celerius!
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THERE WAS A new crescent moon in the west which, with the star above it, made an agreeable oriental combination.

In the haze over bay and river enough rose and purple remained to veil the awakening glitter of the monstrous city sprawling supine between river, sound, and sea. And its incessant monotone pulsated, groaning, dying, ceaseless, interminable in the light-shot depths of its darkening streets.

The sky-drawing-room windows of the Countess Athalie were all wide open, but the only light in the room came from a crystal sphere poised on a tripod. It had the quality and lustre of moon-light, and we had never been able to find out its source, for no electric wires were visible, and one could move the tripod about the room.

The crystal sphere itself appeared to be luminous, yet it remained perfectly transparent, whatever the source of its silvery phosphorescence.

At any rate, it was the only light in the room except the dulled glimmer of our cigarettes, and its mild, mysterious light enabled us to see one another as through a glass darkly.

There were a number of men there that evening. I dont remember, now, who they all were. Some had dined early; others, during the evening, strolled away into the city to dine somewhere or other, drifting back afterward for coffee and sweetmeats and cigarettes in the sky-drawing-room of the Countess Athalie.

As usual the girl was curled up by the open window among her silken cushions, one smooth little gem-laden hand playing with the green jade god, her still dark eyes, which slanted a little, fixed dreamily upon infinite distance — or so it always seemed to us.

Through the rusty and corrugated arabesques of the iron balcony she could see, if she chose, the yellow flare where Sixth Avenue crossed the shabby street to the eastward. Beyond that, and parallel, a brighter glow marked Broadway. Further east street lamps stretched away into converging perspective, which vanished to a point in the faint nebular radiance above the East River.

All this the Countess Athalie could see if she chose. Perhaps she did see it. We never seemed to know just what she was looking at even when she turned her dark eyes on us or on her crystal sphere cradled upon its slender tripod.

But the sphere seemed to understand, for sometimes, under her still gaze, it clouded magnificently like a black opal — another thing we never understood, and therefore made light of.

They have placed policemen before several houses on this street, remarked the Countess Athalie.

Stafford, tall and slim in his evening dress, relieved her of her coffee cup.

Has anybody bothered you? he asked.

Not yet.

Young Duane picked up a pack of cards at his elbow and shuffled them, languidly.

Where is the Ace of Diamonds, Athalie? he asked.

Any card you try to draw will be the Ace of Diamonds, replied the girl indifferently.

Cant I escape drawing it?

No.

We all turned and looked at Duane. He quickly spread the pack, fan-shaped, backs up. After a moments choosing he drew a card, looked at it, held it up for us to see. It was the Ace of Diamonds.

Would you mind trying that again, Athalie? I asked. And Duane replaced the card and shuffled the pack.

But its gone, now, said the girl.

I replaced it in the pack, explained Duane.

No, you gave it to me, she said.

We all smiled. Duane searched through the pack in his hands, once, twice; then he laughed. The girl held up one empty hand. Then, somehow or other, there was the Ace of Diamonds between her delicate little thumb and forefinger.

She held it a moment or two for our inspection; then, curving her wrist, sent it scaling out into the darkness. It soared away above the street, tipped up, and describing an aerial ellipse, returned straight to the balcony where she caught it in her fingers.

Twice she did this; but the third time, high in the air, the card burst into violet flame and vanished.

That, remarked Stafford, is one thing which I wish to learn how to do.

Two hundred dollars, said the Countess Athalie,  — in two lessons; also, your word of honour.

Monday, nodded Stafford, taking out a note-book and making a memorandum,  — at five in the afternoon.

Monday and Wednesday at five, said the girl, lighting a cigarette and gazing dreamily at nothing.

From somewhere in the room came a voice.

Did they ever catch that crook, Athalie?

Which?

The Fifty-ninth Street safe-blower?

Yes.

Did you find him?

She nodded.

How? In your crystal? I asked.

Yes, he was there.

Its odd, mused Duane, that you can never do anything of advantage to yourself by gazing into your crystal.

Its the invariable limit to clairvoyance, she remarked.

A sort of penalty for being super-gifted, added Stafford.

Perhaps.... We cant help ourselves.

Its too bad, I volunteered.

Oh, I dont care, she said, with a slight shrug of her pretty shoulders.

Come, said somebody, teasingly, wouldnt you like to know how soon you are going to fall in love, and with whom?

She laughed, dropped her cigarette into a silver bowl, stretched her arms above her head, straightened her slender figure, turned her head and looked at us.

No, she said, I do not wish to know. Light is swift; Thought is swifter; but Love is the swiftest thing in Life, and if it is now travelling toward me, it will strike me soon enough to suit me.

Stafford leaned forward and arranged the cushions for her; she sank back among them, her dark eyes still on us.

Hours are slow, she said; years are slower, but the slowest thing in Life is Love. If it is now travelling toward me, it will reach me soon enough to suit me.

I, said Duane, prefer quick action, O Athalie, the Beautiful!

Athalie, lovely and incomparable, said Stafford, I, also, prefer quick action.

Play Scheherazade for us, Athalie, I said, else we slay you with our compliments.

A voice or two from distant corners repeated the menace. A match flared and a fresh cigarette glowed faintly.

Somebody brought the tripod with its crystal sphere and set it down in the middle of the room. Its mild rays fell on the marble basin of the tiny fountain, — Duanes offering. The goldfish which I had given her were floating there fast asleep.

When we had placed sweetmeats and cigarettes convenient for her, we all, in turn, with circumstance and ceremony, bent over her left hand where it rested listlessly among the cushions, saluting the emerald on her third finger with our lips.

Then the dim circle closed around her, nearer.

Of all the visions which have passed before your eyes within the depths of that crystal globe, said Duane,  — of all the histories of men and women which, unsuspected by them, you have witnessed, seated here in this silent, silk-hung place, we desire to hear only those in which Fate has been swiftest, Opportunity a loosened arrow, Destiny a flash of lightning.

But the victims of quick action must be nameless, except as I choose to mask them, she said, looking dreamily into her crystal.

After a moments silence Duane said in a low voice:

Does anybody notice the odour of orange blossoms?

We all noticed the fragrance.

I seem to catch a whiff of the sea, also, ventured Stafford. Am I right?

Yes, she nodded, you will notice the odour of the semi-tropics, even if you miss the point of everything I tell you.

In other words, said I, we are but a material bunch, Athalie, and may be addressed and amused only through our physical senses. Very well: transpose from the spiritual for us if you please a little story of quick action which has happened here in the crystal under your matchless eyes!
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WITH HER SILVER tongs she selected a sweetmeat. When it had melted in her sweeter mouth, she lighted a cigarette, saluted us with a gay little gesture and smilingly began:

Dont ask me how I know what these people said; that is my concern, not yours. Dont ask me how I know what unspoken thoughts animated these people; that is my affair. Nor how I seem to be perfectly acquainted with their past histories; for that is part of my profession.

And still the wonder grew, commented the novelist tritely, that one small head could carry all she knew!

Why, asked Stafford, do you refuse to reveal your secret? Do you no longer trust us, Athalie?

She answered: Comment prétendons-nous quun autre garde notre secret, si nous navons pas pu le garder nous-même?

Nobody replied.

Now, she said, laughingly, I will tell you all that I know about the Orange Puppy.



Plans for her first debut began before her birth. When it became reasonably certain that she was destined to decorate the earth, she was entered on the waiting lists of two schools — The Dinglenook School for Boys, and The Idlebrook Institute for Young Ladies — her parents taking no chances, but playing both ends coming and going.

When ultimately she made her first earthly appearance, and it was apparent that she was destined to embellish the planet in the guise of a girl, the process of grooming her for her second debut, some eighteen years in the future, began. She lived in sanitary and sterilized seclusion, eating by the ounce, sleeping through accurately measured minutes, every atom of her anatomy inspected daily, every pore of her skin explored, every garment she wore weighed, every respiration, pulse beat, and fluctuation of bodily temperature carefully noted and discussed.

When she appeared her hair was black. After she shed this, it came in red; when she was eight her hair was coppery, lashes black, eyes blue, and her skin snow and wild-strawberry tints in agreeably delicate nuances. Several millions were set aside to grow up with her and for her. Also, the list of foreign and aristocratic babyhood was scanned and several dozen possibilities checked off — the list running from the progeny of down-and-out monarchs with a sporting chance for a crown, to the more solid infant aristocracy of Britain.

At the age of nine, the only symptom of intellect that had yet appeared in her was a superbly developed temper. That year she eluded a governess and two trained nurses in the park, and was discovered playing with some unsterilized children near the duck-pond, both hands full of slime and pollywogs.

It was the only crack in the routine through which she ever crawled. Lessons daily in riding, driving, dancing, fencing, gymnastics, squash, tennis, skating, plugged every avenue of escape between morning school and evening sleep, after a mental bath in sterilized literature. Once, out of the window she saw a fire. This event, with several runaways on the bridle-path, included the sensations of her life up to her release from special instructors, and her entry into Idlebrook Institute.

Here she did all she could to misbehave in a blind and instinctive fashion, but opportunities were pitiably few; and by the time she had graduated, honest deviltry seemed to have been starved out of her; and a half years finishing abroad apparently eliminated it, leaving only a half-confused desire to be let alone. But solitude was the luxury always denied her.

Unlike the usual debutante, who is a social veteran two years before her presentation, and who at eighteen lacks no experience except intellectual, Miss Cassillis had become neither a judge of champagne nor an expert in the various cabaret steps popular at country houses and the more exclusive dives.

Mother, she said calmly, on her eighteenth birthday, do you know that I am known among my associates as a dead one? At which that fat and hard-eyed matron laughed, surveying her symmetrical daughter with grim content.

Let me tell you something, she said. America, socially, is only one vast cabaret, mostly consisting of performers. The spectators are few. Youre one. Conditions are reversed across the water; the audience is in the majority.... How do you like young Willowmere?

The girl replied that she liked Lord Willowmere. She might have added that she was prepared to like anything in trousers that would give her a few hours off.

Do you think, said her mother, you can be trusted to play in the social cabaret all next winter, and then marry Willowmere?

Said Cecil: I am perfectly ready to marry anybody before luncheon, if you will let me.

I do not wish you to feel that way.

Mother, I do! All I want is to be let alone long enough to learn something for myself.

What do you not know? What have you not learned? What accomplishment do you lack, little daughter? What is it you wish?

The girl glanced out of the window. A young and extremely well-built man went striding down the avenue about his business. He looked a little like a man she had seen playing ball on the Harvard team a year ago. She sighed unconsciously.

Ive learned about everything there is to learn, I suppose.... Except — where do men go when they walk so busily about their business?

Down town, said her mother, laughing.

What do they do there?

A million things concerning millions.

But I dont see how theres anything left for them to do after their education is completed. What is there left for me to do, except to marry and have a few children?

What do you want to do?

Nothing.... Id like to have something to do which would make me look busy and make me walk rather fast — like that young man who was hurrying down town all by himself. Then Id like to be let alone while Im busy with my own affairs.

When you marry Willowmere youll be busy enough. She might have added: And lonely enough.

Ill be occupied in telling others how to busy themselves with my affairs. But there wont be anything for me to do, will there?

Yes, dear child; it will be one steady fight to better a good position. It will afford you constant exercise.

The tall young girl bit her lip and shook her pretty head in silence. She felt instinctively that she knew how to do that. But that was not the exercise she wanted. She looked out into the February sunshine and saw the blue shadows on the snow and the sidewalks dark and wet, and the little gutter arabs throwing snow-balls, and a yellow pup barking blissfully. And, apropos of nothing at all, she suddenly remembered how she had run away when she was nine; and a rush of blind desire surged within her. What it meant she did not know, did not trouble to consider, but it stirred her until the soft fire burned in her cheeks, and left her twisting her white fingers, lips parted, staring across the wintry park into the blue tracery of trees. To Miss Cassillis adolescence came late.

They sang Le Donne Curiose at the opera that evening; she sat in her fathers box; numbers of youthful, sleek-headed, white-shirted young men came between the acts. She talked to all with the ardor of the young and unsatisfied; and, mentally and spiritually still unsatisfied, buried in fur, she was whirled back through snowy streets to the great grey mansion of her nativity, and the silence of her white-hung chamber.

All through February the preparatory régime continued, with preliminary canters at theatre and opera, informal party practice, and trial dinners. Always she gave herself completely to every moment with a wistful and unquenched faith, eager novice in her quest of what was lacking in her life; ardent enthusiast in her restless searching for the remedy. And, unsatisfied, lingering mentally by the door of Chance, lest she miss somewhere the magic that satisfies and quiets — lest the gates of Opportunity swing open after she had turned away — reluctantly she returned to the companionship of her own solitary mind and undeveloped soul, and sat down to starve with them in spirit, wondering wherein might lie the reason for this new hunger that assailed her, mind and body.

She ran up her private flag the next winter, amid a thousand other gay and flaunting colours breaking out all over town. The newspapers roared a salute to the wealthiest debutante; and an enthusiastic press, not yet housebroken but agile with much exercise in leaping and fawning, leaped now about the debutantes slippers, grinning, slavering and panting. Later, led by instinct and its Celebrated Nose, it bounded toward young Lord Willowmere, jumped and fawned about him, slightly soiling him, until in midwinter the engagement it had announced was corroborated, and a million shop-girls and old women were in a furor.

He was a ruddy-faced young man who wore his bowler hat toward the back of his head, a small, pointed moustache, and who walked always as though he were shod in riding boots.

He would have made a healthy studgroom for any gentlemans stable. Person and intellect were always thoroughly scrubbed as with saddle-soap. Had he been able to afford it, his stables would have been second to none in England.

Soon he would be able to afford it.

To his intimates, including his fiancée, he was known as Stirrups. All day long he was in the saddle or on the box, every evening at the Cataract Club or at a cabaret. Between times he called upon Miss Cassillis — usually finding her out. When he found her not at home, he called elsewhere, very casually.

Two continents were deeply stirred over the impending alliance.
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YOUNG JONES, IN wildest Florida, had never heard of it or of her, or of her income. His own fortune amounted to six hundred dollars, and he had been born in Brooklyn, and what his salary might be only he and the Smithsonian Institution knew.

He was an industrious young man, no better than you or I, accepting thankfully every opportunity for mischief which the Dead Lake region afforded. No opportunities of that kind ever presenting themselves in that region, he went once a month to Miami in the Orange Puppy, and drank too many swizzles and so forth, et cetera.

Having accomplished this, he returned to the wharf, put the Orange Puppy into commission, hoisted sail, and squared away for Matanzas Inlet, finding himself too weak-minded to go home by a more direct route.

He had been on his monthly pilgrimage to Miami, and was homeward bound noisily, using his auxiliary power so that silence should not descend upon him too abruptly. He had been, for half an hour now, immersed in a species of solitaire known as The Idiots Delight, when he caught himself cheating himself, and indignantly scattered the pack to the four winds — three of which, however, were not blowing. One card, the deuce of hearts, fluttered seaward like a white butterfly. Beyond it he caught sight of another white speck, shining like a gulls breast.

It was a big yacht steaming in from the open sea; and her bill of lading included Miss Cassillis and Willowmere. But Jones could not know that. So he merely blinked at the distant Chihuahua, yawned, flipped the last card overboard, and swung the Orange Puppy into the inlet, which brimmed rather peacefully, the tide being nearly at flood.

Far away on the deck of the Chihuahua the quick-fire racket of Joness auxiliary was amazingly audible. Miss Cassillis, from her deck-chair, could see the Orange Puppy, a fleck of glimmering white across a sapphire sea. How was she to divine that one Delancy Jones was aboard of her? All she saw when the two boats came near each other was a noisy little craft progressing toward the lagoon, emitting an earsplitting racket; and a tall, lank young man clad in flannels lounging at the tiller and smoking a cigarette.

Around her on the snowy deck were disposed the guests of her parents, mostly corpulent, swizzles at every elbow, gracefully relaxing after a morning devoted to arduous idleness. The Victor on deck, which had furnished the incentive to her turkey-trotting with Lord Willowmere, was still exuding a syncopated melody. Across the water, Jones heard it and stood looking at the great yacht as the Orange Puppy kicked her way through the intensely blue water under an azure sky.

Willowmere lounged over to the rail and gazed wearily at the sand dunes and palmettos. Presently Miss Cassillis slipped from her deck-chair to her white-shod feet, and walked over to where he stood. He said something about the possibilities of havin a bit of shootin, with a vague wave of his highly-coloured hand toward the palmetto forests beyond the lagoon.

If the girl heard him she made no comment. After a while, as the distance between the Chihuahua and the Orange Puppy lengthened, she levelled her sea glasses at the latter craft, and found that the young man at the helm was also examining her through his binoculars.

While she inspected him, several unrelated ideas passed through her head; she thought he was very much sunburned and that his hatless head was attractive, with its short yellow hair crisped by the sun. Without any particular reason, apparently, she recollected a young man she had seen the winter before, striding down the wintry avenue about his business. He might have been this young man for all she knew. Like the other, this one wore yellow hair. Then, with no logic in the sequence of her thoughts, suddenly the memory of how she had run away when she was nine years old set her pulses beating, filling her heart with the strange, wistful, thrilling, overwhelming longing which she had supposed would never again assail her, now that she was engaged to be married. And once more the soft fire burned in her cheeks.

Stirrups, she said, scarcely knowing what she was saying, I dont think Ill marry you after all. Its just occurred to me.

Oh, I say! protested Willowmere languidly, never for a moment mistrusting that the point of her remark was buried in some species of American humour. He always submitted to American humour. There was nothing else to do, except to understand it.

Stirrups, dear?

What?

Youre very pink and healthy, arent you?

He shrugged his accustomed shrug of resignation.

Oh, I say — come, now — — he murmured, lighting a cigarette.

What a horrid smash there would be if I didnt make good, wouldnt there, Stirrups? She mused, her blue eyes resting on him, too coldly.

Rather, he replied, comfortably settling his arms on the rail.

It might happen, you know. Suppose I fell overboard?

Fish you out, ducky.

Suppose I — ran away?

Ow.

What would you do, Stirrups? Why, youd go back to town and try to pick another winner. Wouldnt you?

He laughed.

Naturally that is what you would do, isnt it? She considered him curiously for a moment, then smiled. How funny! she said, almost breathlessly.

Rather, he murmured, and flicked his cigarette overboard.

The Orange Puppy had disappeared beyond the thicket of palmettos across the point. The air was very warm and still.

Her father waddled forward presently, wearing the impressive summer regalia of a commodore in the Siwanois Yacht Club. His daughters blue eyes rested on the portly waistline of her parent — then on his fluffy chop-whiskers. A vacant, hunted look came into her eyes.

Father, she said almost listlessly, Im going to run away again.

When do you start? inquired that facetious man.

Now, I think. What is there over there? — turning her face again toward the distant lagoon, with its endless forests of water-oak, cedar, and palmetto.

Over there, said her father, reside several species of snakes and alligators. Also other reptiles, a number of birds, and animals, and much microbic mud.

She bit her lip. I see, she said, nodding.

Willowmere said: We should find some shootin along the lagoon. Look at the ducks.

Mr. Cassillis yawned; he had eaten too heavily of duck to be interested. Very thoughtfully he presented himself with a cigar, turned it over and over between his soft fingers, and yawned again. Then, nodding solemnly as though in emphasis of a profound idea of which he had just been happily delivered, he waddled slowly back along the deck.

His daughter looked after him until he disappeared; gazed around her at the dawdling assortment of guests aboard, then lifted her quiet eyes to Willowmere.

Ducky, she said, I cant stand it. Im going to run away.

Come on, then, he said, linking his arm in hers.

The Victor still exuded the Tango.

She hesitated. Then freeing herself:

Oh, not with you, Stirrups! I wish to go away somewhere entirely alone. Could you understand? she added wistfully.

He stifled a yawn. American humour bored him excessively.

Youll be back in a day or two? he inquired. And laughed violently when the subtlety of his own wit struck him.

In a day or two or not at all. Good-bye, Stirrups.

Bye.

The sun blazed on her coppery hair and on the white skin that never burned, as she walked slowly across the yachts deck and disappeared below.

While she was writing in her cabin, the Chihuahua dropped her anchors. Miss Cassillis listened to the piping, the thud of feet on deck, the rattle and distant sound of voices. Then she continued her note:

I merely desire to run away. I dont know why, Mother, dear. But the longing to bolt has been incubating for many years. And now its too strong to resist. I dont quite understand how it came to a crisis on deck just now, but I looked at Stirrups, whose skin is too pink, and at Father, who had lunched too sumptuously, and at the people on deck, all digesting in a row — and then at the green woods on shore, and the strip of white where a fairy surf was piling up foam into magic castles and snowy battlements, ephemeral, exquisite. And all at once it came over me that I must go.

Dont be alarmed. I shall provision a deck canoe, take a tent, some rugs and books, and paddle into that lagoon. If you will just let me alone for two or three days, I promise Ill return safe and sound, and satisfied. For something has got to be done in regard to that longing of mine. But really, I think that if you and Father wont understand, and if you send snooping people after me, I wont come back at all, and Ill never marry Stirrups. Please understand me, Mother, dear.

Cecil.

This effusion she pinned to her pillow, then rang for the steward and ordered the canoe to be brought alongside, provisioned for a three days shooting trip.

So open, frank, and guileless were her orders that nobody who took them suspected anything unusual; and in the full heat and glare of the afternoon siesta, when parents, fiancé, and assorted guests were all asleep and in full process of digestion and the crew of the Chihuahua was drowsing from stem to stern, a brace of sailors innocently connived at her escape, aided her into the canoe, and, doubting nothing, watched her paddle away through the inlet, and into the distant lagoon, which lay sparkling in golden and turquoise tints, set with palms like a stupid picture in a childs geography.

Later, the Chihuahua fired a frantic gun. Later still, two boats left the yacht, commanded respectively by one angry parent and one fiancé, profoundly bored.
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WHEN MISS CASSILLIS heard the gun, it sounded very far away. But it irritated as well as scared her. She pushed the canoe energetically through a screen of foliage overhanging the bank of the lagoon, it being merely her immediate instinct to hide herself.

To her surprise and pleasure, she discovered herself in a narrow, deep lead, which had been entirely concealed by the leaves, and which wound away through an illimitable vista of reeds, widening as she paddled forward, until it seemed like a glassy river bordered by live-oak, water-oak, pine, and palmetto, curving out into a flat and endless land of forests.

Here was liberty at last! No pursuit need now be feared, for the entrance to this paradise which she had forced by a chance impulse could never be suspected by parent or fiancé.

A little breeze blew her hair and loosened it; silently her paddle dipped, swept astern in a swirl of bubbles, flashed dripping, and dipped again.

Ahead of her a snake-bird slipped from a dead branch into the water; a cormorant perched on the whitened skeleton of a mango, made hideous efforts to swallow a mullet before her approach disorganized his manœuvres.

So silently the canoe stole along that the fat alligators, dozing in the saw-grass, dozed on until she stirred them purposely with a low tap of her paddle against the thwarts; then they rose, great lumbering bodies propped high on squatty legs, waddled swiftly to the banks edge, and slid headlong into the water.

Everywhere dragon-flies glittered over the saw-grass; wild ducks with golden eyes and heads like balls of brown plush swam leisurely out of the way; a few mallard, pretending to be frightened, splashed and clattered into flight, the sunlight jewelling the emerald heads of the drakes.

Wonderful, wonderful, her heart was singing to itself, while her enchanted eyes missed nothing — neither the feebly flying and strangely shaped, velvety black butterflies, the narrow wings of which were striped with violent yellow; nor the metallic blue and crestless jays that sat on saplings, watching her; nor the pelicans fishing with natures orange and iridescent net in the shallows; nor the tall, slate-blue birds that marched in dignified retreat through the sedge, picking up their stilt-like legs with the precision of German foot-soldiers on parade.

These and other phenomena made her drop her paddle at intervals and clap her hands softly in an ecstasy beyond mere exclamation. How restfully green was the world; how limpid the water; how royally blue the heavens! Listening, she could hear the soft stirring of palmetto fronds in the forests; the celestial song of a little bird that sat on a sparkle-berry bush, its delicate long-curved bill tilted skyward. Then the deep note of splendour flashed across the scheme of sound and colour as a crimson cardinal alighted near her, crest erect.

But more wonderful than all was that at last, after eighteen years, she was utterly alone; and liberty was showering its inestimable gifts upon her in breathless prodigality — liberty to see with her own eyes and judge with her own senses; liberty to linger capriciously amid mental fancies, to move on impulsively to others; liberty to reflect unurged and unrestricted; liberty to choose, to reject, to ignore.
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They inspected each other, apparently bereft of the power of speech.

Now and then a brilliant swimming snake filled her with interest and curiosity. Once, on a flat, low bush, she saw a dull, heavy, blunt-bodied serpent lying asleep in the sun like an old and swollen section of rubber hose. But when she ventured to touch the bush with her paddle, the snake reared high and yawned at her with jaws which seemed to be lined in white satin. Which fortunately made her uneasy, and she meddled no more with the Little Death of the southern swamps.

She was now passing very close to the edge of the hammock, where palmettos overhung the water; and as the cool, dim woodlands seemed to invite her, she looked about her leisurely for an agreeable landing place. There were plenty to choose from; and she selected a little sandy point under a red cedar tree, drove her canoe upon it, and calmly stepped ashore. And found herself looking into the countenance of Jones.

For a full minute they inspected each other, apparently bereft of the power of speech.

She said, finally: About a year ago last February, did you happen to walk down Fifth Avenue — very busily? Did you?

It took him an appreciable time to concentrate for mental retrospection.

Yes, he said, I did.

You were going down town, werent you?

Yes.

On business?

Yes, he said, bewildered.

I wonder, she said timidly, if you would tell me what that business was? Do you mind? Because, really, I dont mean to be impertinent.

He made an effort to reflect. It was difficult to reflect and to keep his eyes on her but also it is impolite to converse with anybody and look elsewhere. This he had been taught at his mothers knee — and sometimes over it.

My business down town, he said very slowly, was with an officer of the Smithsonian Institution who had come on from Washington to see something which I had brought with me from Florida.

Would you mind telling me what it was you brought with you from Florida? she asked wistfully.

No. It was malaria.

What!

It was malaria, he repeated politely.

I — I dont see how you could — could show it to him, she murmured, perplexed.

Well, Ill tell you how I showed it to him. I made a little incision in my skin with a lancet; he made a smear or two — —

A — what?

A smear — he put a few drops of my blood on some glass plates.

Why?

To examine them under the microscope.

Why?

So that he might determine what particular kind of malaria I had brought back with me.

Did he find out? she asked, deeply interested.

Yes, said Jones, displaying mild symptoms of enthusiasm, he discovered that I was fairly swarming with a perfectly new and undescribed species of bacillus. That bacillus, he added, with modest diffidence, is now named after me.

She looked at him very earnestly, dropped her blue eyes, raised them again after a moment:

It must be — pleasant — to give ones name to a bacillus.

It is an agreeable and exciting privilege. When I look into the culture tubes I feel an intimate relationship with those bacilli which I have never felt for any human being.

You — you are a — — she hesitated, with a slight but charming colour in her cheeks, a naturalist, I presume? And she added hastily, No doubt you are a famous one, and my question must sound ignorant and absurd to you. But as I do not know your name — —

It is Jones, he said gloomily,  — and I am not famous.

Mine is Cecil Cassillis; and neither am I, she said. But I thought when naturalists gave their names to butterflies and microbes that everything concerned immediately became celebrated.

Jones smiled; and she thought his expression very attractive.

No, he said, fame crowns the man who, celebrated only for his wealth, names hotels, tug-boats, and art galleries after himself. Thus are Immortals made.

She laughed, standing there gracefully as a boy, her hands resting on her narrow hips. She laughed again. A tug-boat, a hotel, and a cigar were named after her father.

Fame is an extraordinary thing, she said. But liberty is still more wonderful, isnt it?

Liberty is only comparative, he said, smiling. There is really no such thing as absolute freedom.

You have all the freedom you desire, havent you?

Well — I enjoy the only approach to absolute liberty I ever heard of.

What kind of liberty is that?

Freedom to think as I please, no matter what Im obliged to do.

But you do what you please, too, dont you?

Oh, no! he said smiling. The man was never born who did what he pleased.

Why not? You choose your own work, dont you?

Yes. But once the liberty of choice is exercised, freedom ends. I choose my profession. There my liberty ends, because instantly I am enslaved by the conditions which make my choice a profession.

She was deeply interested. A mossy log lay near them; she seated herself to listen, her elbow on her knee, and her chin cupped in her hand. But Jones became silent.

Were you not in that funny little boat that passed the inlet about three hours ago? she asked.

The Orange Puppy? Yes.

What an odd name for a boat — the Orange Puppy!

An orange puppy, he explained, is the name given in the Florida orange groves to the caterpillar of a large swallow-tail butterfly, which feeds on orange leaves. The butterfly it turns into is known to entomologists as Papilio cresphontes and Papilio thoas. The latter is a misnomer.

She gazed upon this young man in undisguised admiration.

Once, she said, when I was nine years old, I ran away from a governess and two trained nurses. They found me with both hands full of muddy pollywogs. It has nothing to do with what you are saying, but I thought Id tell you.

He insisted that the episode she recalled was most interesting and unusual, considered purely as a human document.

Would you tell me what you are doing down here in these forests? she asked,  — as we are discussing human documents.

Yes, he said. I am investigating several thousand small caterpillars which are feeding on the scrub-palmetto.

Is that your business?

Exactly. If you will remain very still for a moment and listen very intently you can hear the noise which these caterpillars make while they are eating.

She thought of the Chihuahua, and it occurred to her that she had rather tired of seeing things eat. However, except in Europe, she had never heard things eat. So she listened.

He said: These caterpillars are in their third moult — that is, they have changed their skin three times since emerging from the egg — and are now busily chewing the immature fruit of the scrub-palmetto. You can hear them very plainly.

She sat silent, spellbound; and presently in the woodland stillness, all around her she heard the delicate and continuous sound — the steady, sustained noise of thousands of tiny jaws, all crunching, all busily working together. And when she realized what the elfin rustle really meant, she turned her delighted and grateful eyes on Jones. And the beauty of them made him exceedingly thoughtful.

Will you explain to me, she whispered, why you are studying these caterpillars, Mr. Jones?

Because they are spreading out over the forests. Until recently this particular species of caterpillar, and the pretty little moth into which it ultimately turns, were entirely confined to a narrow strip of jungle, only a few miles long, lying on the Halifax River. Nowhere else in all the world could these little creatures be found. But recently they have been reported from the Dead Lake country. So the Smithsonian Institution sent me down here to study them, and find out whither they were spreading, and whether any natural parasitic enemies had yet appeared to check them.

She gazed at him, fascinated.

Have any appeared? she asked, under her breath.

I have not yet found a single creature that preys upon them.

Isnt it a very arduous and difficult task to watch these thousands of little caterpillars all day long?

It is quite impossible for me to do it thoroughly all alone.

Would you like to have me help you? she asked innocently.

Which rather bowled him over, but he said:

Id b-b-be d-d-delighted — only you havent time, have you?

I have three days. Ive brought a tent, you see, and everything necessary — rugs, magazines, blankets, toilet articles, bon-bons, books — everything, in fact, to last three days.... I wonder how that tent is put up. Do you know?

He went over to the canoe and gazed at the tent.

I think I could pitch it for you, he said.

Oh, thanks so much! May I help you? I think Ill put it here on this pretty stretch of white sand by the waters edge.

Im afraid that wouldnt do, he said, gravely.

Why?

Because the lagoon is tidal. Youd be awash sooner or later.

I see. Well, then, anywhere in the woods will do — —

Not anywhere, he said, smiling. High water leaves few dry places in this forest; in fact — Im afraid that my shack is perched on the only spot which is absolutely dry at all times. It is a shell mound — the only one in the Dead Lake region.

Isnt there room for my tent beside yours? she asked, a trifle anxiously.

Y-es, he said, in a voice as matter of fact as her own. How many will there be in your party?

In my party! Why, only myself, she said, with smiling animation.

Oh, I see! But he didnt.

They lugged the tent back among the trees to the low shell mound, where in the centre of a ring of pines and evergreen oaks his open-faced shack stood, thatched with palmetto fans. She gazed upon the wash drying on the line, upon a brace of dead ducks hanging from the eaves, upon the smoky kettle and the ashes of the fire. Purest delight sparkled in her blue eyes.

Erecting her silk tent with practiced hands, he said carelessly:

In case you cared to send any word to the yacht — —

Did I say that I came from the yacht? she asked; and her straight eyebrows bent a trifle inward.

Didnt you?

Will you promise me something, Mr. Jones?

The things he was prepared to promise her choked him for a second, but when he regained control of his vocal powers he said, very pleasantly, that he would gladly promise her anything.

Then dont ask me where I came from. Let me stay three days. Then Ill go very quietly away, and never trouble you again. Is it a promise?

Yes, he said, not looking at her. His face had become very serious; she noticed it — and how well his head was set on his shoulders, and how his clipped hair was burned to the color of crisp hay.

You were Harvard, of course, she said, unthinkingly.

Yes. He mentioned the year.

Not crew?

No.

Baseball?

Varsity pitcher, he nodded, surprised.

Then this is the third time Ive seen you.... I wonder what it is about you — — She remained silent, watching him burying her water bottles in the cool marl.

When all was in order, he smiled, made her a little formal bow, and evinced a disposition to retire and leave her in possession.

I thought we were going to work at once! she said uneasily. I am quite ready. And, as he did not seem to comprehend, I was going to help you to examine the little caterpillars, one by one; and the minute I saw anything trying to bite them I was going to call you. Didnt you understand? she added wistfully.

That will be fine! he said, with an enthusiasm very poorly controlled.

You will show me where the little creatures are hiding, wont you?

Indeed I will! Here they are, all about us! He made a sweeping gesture over the low undergrowth of scrub-palmetto; and the next moment:

I see them! she exclaimed, delighted. Oh, what funny, scrubby, busy little creatures! They are everywhere — everywhere! Why, there seem to be thousands and thousands of them! And all are eating the tiny green bunches of fruit!

They bent together over a group of feeding larvæ; he handed her a pocket microscope like his own; and, enchanted, she studied the tiny things while he briefly described their various stages of development from the little eggs to the pretty, pearl-tinted moth so charmingly striped with delicate, brown lines — a rare prize in the cabinet of any collector.
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THROUGH THE GOLDEN forest light of afternoon, they moved from shrub to shrub; and he taught her to be on the watch for any possible foes of the neat and busy little caterpillars, warning her to watch for birds, spiders, beetles, ichneumon flies, possibly squirrels or even hornets. She nodded her comprehension; he went one way, she the other. For nearly ten minutes they remained separated, and it seemed ages to one of them anyway.

But the caterpillars appeared to be immune. Nothing whatever interfered with them; wandering beetles left them unmolested; no birds even noticed them; no gauzy-winged and parasitic flies investigated them.

Mr. Jones! she called.

He was at her side in an instant.

I only wanted to know where you were, she said happily.

The sun hung red over the lagoon when they sauntered back to camp. She went into her tent with a cheerful nod to him, which said:

Ive had a splendid time, and Ill rejoin you in a few moments.

When she emerged in fresh white flannels, she found him writing in a blank-book.

I wonder if I might see? she said. If its scientific, I mean.

It is, entirely.

So she seated herself on the ground beside him, and read over his shoulder the entries he was making in his field book concerning the days doings. When he had finished his entry, she said:

You have not mentioned my coming to you, and how we looked for ichneumon flies together.

I — — He was silent.

She added timidly: I know I count for absolutely nothing in the important experiences of a naturalist, but — I did look very hard for ichneumon flies. Couldnt you write in your field book that I tried very hard to help you?

He wrote gravely:

Miss Cassillis most generously volunteered her invaluable aid, and spared no effort to discover any possible foe that might prove to be parasitic upon these larvæ. But so far without success.

Thank you, she said, in a very low voice. And after a short silence: It was not mere vanity, Mr. Jones. Do you understand?

I know it was not vanity, even if I do not entirely understand.

Shall I tell you?

Please.

It was the first thing that I have ever been permitted to do all by myself. It meant so much to me.... And I wished to have a little record of it — even if you think it is of no scientific importance.

It is of more importance than — — But he managed to stop himself, slightly startled. She had lifted her head from the pages of the field book to look at him. When his voice failed, and while the red burned brilliantly in his ears, she resumed her perusal of his journal, gravely. After a while, though she turned the pages as if she were really reading, he concluded that her mind was elsewhere. It was.

Presently he rose, mended the fire, filled the kettle, and unhooked the brace of wild ducks from the eaves where they swung, and marched off with them toward the water.

When he returned, the ducks were plucked and split for broiling. He found her seated as he had left her, dreaming awake, idle hands folded on the pages of his open field book.

For dinner they had broiled mallard, coffee, ash-cakes, and bon-bons. After it she smoked a cigarette with him.

Later she informed him that it was her first, and that she liked it, and requested another.

Dont, he said, smiling.

Why?

It spoils a girls voice, ultimately.

But its very agreeable.

Will you promise not to? he asked, lightly.

Suddenly her blue eyes became serious.

Yes, she said, if you wish.

The woods grew darker. Far across the lagoon a tiger-owl woke up and began to yelp like a half-strangled hobgoblin.

She sat silent for a little while, then very quietly and frankly put her hand on Joness. It was shaking.

I am afraid of that sound, she said calmly.

It is only a big owl, he reassured her, retaining her hand.

Is that what it is? How very dark the woods are! I had no idea that there could be such utter darkness. I am not sure that I care for it.

There is nothing to harm you in these woods.

No bears and wolves and panthers?

There are a few — and all very anxious to keep away from anything human.

Are you sure?

Absolutely.

Do you mind if I leave my hand where it is?

It appeared that he had no insurmountable objections.

After the seventh tiger-owl had awakened and the inky blackness quivered with the witch-like shouting and hellish tumult, he felt her shoulder pressing against his. And bending to look into her face saw that all the colour in it had fled.

You mustnt be frightened, he said earnestly.

But I am. Im sorry.... Ill try to accustom myself to it.... The darkness is a — a trifle terrifying — isnt it?

Its beautiful, too, he said, looking up at the firelit foliage overhead. She looked up also, her slender throat glimmering rosy in the embers glare. After a moment she nodded:

It is wonderful.... If I only had a little time to accustom myself to it I am sure I should love it.... Oh! What was that very loud splash out there in the dark?

A big fish playing in the lagoon; or perhaps wild ducks feeding.

After a few minutes he felt her soft hand tighten within his.

It sounds as though some great creature were prowling around our fire, she whispered. Do you hear its stealthy tread?

Noises in the forest are exaggerated, he said carelessly. It may be a squirrel or some little furry creature out hunting for his supper. Please dont be afraid.

Then it isnt a bear?

No, dear, he said, so naturally and unthinkingly that for a full second neither realised the awful break of Delancy Jones.

When they did they said nothing about it. But it was some time before speech was resumed. She was the first to recover. Perhaps the demoralisation was largely his. It usually is that way.

She said: This has been the most perfect day of my entire life. Im even glad I am a little scared. It is delicious to be a trifle afraid. But Im not, now — very much.... Is there any established
hour for bedtime in the woods?

Inclination sounds the hour.

Isnt that wonderful! she sighed, her eyes on the fire. Inclination rules in the forest.... And here I am.

The firelight on her copper-tinted hair masked her lovely eyes in a soft shadow. Her shoulder stirred rhythmically as she breathed.

And here you live all alone, she mused, half to herself.... I once saw you pitch a game against Yale.... And the next time I saw you walking very busily down Fifth Avenue.... And now — you are — here.... That is wonderful.... Everything seems to be wonderful in this place.... Wh-what is that flapping noise, please?

Two herons fighting in the sedge.

You know everything.... That is the most wonderful of all. And yet you say you are not famous?

Nobody ever heard of me outside the Smithsonian.

But — you must become famous. To-morrow I shall look very hard for an ichneumon fly for you — —

But your discovery will make you famous, Miss Cassillis — —

Why — why, its for you that I am going to search so hard! Did you suppose I would dream of claiming any of the glory!

He said, striving to speak coolly:

It is very generous and sweet of you.... And, after all, I hardly suppose that you need any added lustre or any additional happiness in a life which must be so full, so complete, and so care-free.

She was silent for a while, then:

Is your life then so full of care, Mr. Jones?

Oh, no, he said; I get on somehow.

Tell me, she insisted.

What am I to tell you?

Why it is that your life is care-ridden.

But it isnt — —

Tell me!

He said, gaily enough: To labour for others is sometimes a little irksome.... I am not discontented.... Only, if I had means — if I had barely sufficient — there are so many fascinating and exciting lines of independent research to follow — to make a name in — — He broke off with a light laugh, leaned forward and laid another log on the fire.

You can not afford it? she asked, in a low voice; and for the moment astonishment ruled her to discover that this very perfect specimen of intelligent and gifted manhood was struggling under such an amazingly trifling disadvantage. Only from reading and from hearsay had she been even vaguely acquainted with the existence of poverty.

No, he said pleasantly, I can not yet afford myself the happiness of independent research.

When will you be able to afford it?

Neither were embarrassed; he looked thoughtfully into the fire; and for a while she watched him in his brown study.

Will it be soon? she asked, under her breath.

No, dear.

That time a full minute intervened before either realised how he had answered. And both remained exceedingly still until she said calmly:

I thought you were the very ideal embodiment of personal liberty. And now I find that wretched and petty and ignoble circumstances fetter even such a man as you are. It — it is — is heartbreaking.

It wont last forever, he said, controlling his voice.

But the years are going — the best years, Mr. Jones. And your lifes work beckons you. And you are equipped for it, and you can not take it!

Some day — — But he could say no more then, with her hand tightening in his.

To — to rise superior to circumstances — that is god-like, isnt it? she said.

Yes. He laughed. But on six hundred dollars a year a man cant rise very high above circumstances.

The shock left her silent. Any gown of hers cost more than that. Then the awfulness of it all rose before her in its true and hideous proportions. And there was nothing for her to do about it, nothing, absolutely nothing, except to endure the degradation of her wealth and remember that the merest tithe of it could have made this man beside her immortally famous — if, perhaps, no more wonderful than he already was in her eyes.

Was there no way to aid him? She could look for ichneumon flies in the morning. And on the morning after that. And the next morning she would say good-bye and go away forever — out of this enchanted forest, out of his life, back to the Chihuahua, and to her guests who ate often and digested all day long — back to her father, her mother — back to Stirrups —— 

He felt her hand close on his convulsively, and turned to encounter her flushed and determined face.

You like me, dont you? she said.

Yes. After a moment he said: Yes — absolutely.

Do you like me enough to — to let me help you in your research work — to be patient enough to teach me a little until I catch up with you?... So we can go on together?... I know I am presumptuous — perhaps importunate — but I thought — somehow — if you did like me well enough — it would be — very agreeable — —

It would be!... And I — like you enough for — anything. But you could not remain here — —

I dont mean here.

Where, then?

Where? She looked vaguely about her in the firelight. Why, everywhere. Wherever you go to make your researches.

Dear, I would go to Ceylon if I could.

I also, she said.

He turned a little pale, looking at her in silence. She said calmly: What would you do in Ceylon?

Study the unknown life-histories of the rarer Ornithoptera.

She knew no more than a kitten what he meant. But she wanted to know, and, moreover, was perfectly capable of comprehending.

Whatever you desire to study, she said, would prove delightful to me.... If you want me. Do you?

Want you! Then he bit his lip.

Dont you? Tell me frankly if you dont. But I think, somehow, you would not make a mistake if you did want me. I really am intelligent. I didnt know it until I talked with you. Now, I know it. But I have never been able to give expression to it or cultivate it.... And, somehow, I know I would not be a drag on you — if you would teach me a little in the beginning.

He said: What can I teach you, Cecil? Not the heavenly frankness that you already use so sweetly. Not the smiling and serene nobility which carries your head so daintily and so fearlessly. Not the calm purity of thought, nor the serene goodness of mind that has graciously included a poor devil like me in your broad and generous sympathies — —

Please! she faltered, flushing. I am not what you say — though to hear you say such things is a great happiness — a pleasure — very intense — and wonderful — and new. But I am nothing, nothing — unless I should become useful to you. I could amount to something — with — you — — She checked herself; looked at him as though a trifle frightened. Unless, she added with an effort, you are in love with somebody else. I didnt think of that. Are you?

No, he said. Are you?

No.... I have never been in love.... This is the nearest I have come to it.

And I.

She smiled faintly.

If we — —

Oh, yes, he said, calmly, if we are to pass the balance of our existence in combined research, it would be rather necessary for us to marry.

Do you mind?

On the contrary. Do you?

Not in the least. Do you really mean it? It wouldnt be disagreeable, would it? You are above marrying for mere sentiment, arent you? Because, somehow, I seem to know you like me.... And it would be death for me — a mental death — to go back now to — to Stirrups — —

Where?

To — why do you ask? Couldnt you take me on faith?

He said, unsteadily: If you rose up out of the silvery lagoon, just born from the starlight and the mist, I would take you.

You — you are a poet, too, she faltered. You seem to be about everything desirable.

Im only a man very, very deep in — love.

In love!... I thought — —

Ah, but you need think no more. You know now, Cecil.

She remained silent, thinking for a long while. Then, very quietly:

Yes, I know.... It is that way with me also. For I no sooner find my liberty than I lose it — in the same moment — to you. We must never again be separated.... Do you feel as I do?

Absolutely.... But it must be so.

Why? she asked, troubled.

For one thing, I shall have to work harder now.

Why?

Dont you know we can not marry on what I have?

Oh! Is that the reason? She laughed, sprang lightly to her feet, stood looking down at him. He got up, slowly.

I bring you, she said, six hundred dollars a year. And a little more. Which sweeps away that obstacle. Doesnt it?

I could not ask you to live on that — —

I can live on what you live on! I should wish to. It would make me utterly and supremely happy.

Her flushed, young face confronted his as she took a short, eager step toward him.

I am not making love to you, she said,  — at least, I dont think I am. All I desire is to help — to give you myself — my youth, energy, ambition, intelligence — and what I have — which is of no use to me unless it is useful to you. Wont you take these things from me?

Do you give me your heart, too, Cecil?

She smiled faintly, knowing now that she had already given it. She did not answer, but her under lip trembled, and she caught it between her teeth as he took her hands and kissed them in silence.
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MIAMI IS NOT very far, is it? she asked, as she sprang aboard the Orange Puppy.

Not very, dear.

We could get a license immediately, couldnt we?

I think so.

And then it will not take us very long to get married, will it?

Not very.

What a wonderful night! she murmured, looking up at the stars. She turned toward the shore. What a wonderful place for a honeymoon!... And we can continue business, too, and watch our caterpillars all day long! Oh, it is all too wonderful, wonderful! She kissed her hand to the unseen camp. We will be back to-morrow! she called softly. Then a sudden thought struck her. You never can get the Orange Puppy through that narrow lead, can you?

Oh, there is an easier way out, he said, taking the tiller as the sail filled.

Her head dropped back against his knees. Now and then her lips moved, murmuring in sheerest happiness the thoughts that drifted through her enchanted mind.

I wonder when it began, she whispered,  — at the ball-game — or on Fifth Avenue — or when I saw you here? It seems to me as if I always had been in love with you.

Outside in the ocean, the breeze stiffened and the perfume was tinged with salt.

Lying back against his knees, her eyes fixed dreamily on the stars, she murmured:

Stirrups will be surprised.

What are you talking about down there all by yourself? he whispered, bending over her.

She looked up into his eyes. Suddenly her own filled; and she put up both arms, linking them around his neck.

And so the Orange Puppy sailed away into the viewless, formless, starry mystery of all romance.



After a silence the young novelist, who had been poking the goldfish, said slowly: Thats pretty poor fiction, Athalie, but, as a matter of simple fact and inartistic truth, recording sentimental celerity, it stands unequalled.

Straight facts make poor fiction, remarked Duane.

It all depends on who makes the fiction out of them, I ventured.

Not always, said Athalie. There are facts which when straightly told are far stranger than fiction. I noticed a case of that sort in my crystal last winter. And to the youthful novelist she said: Dont try to guess who the people were if I tell it, will you?

No, he promised.

Please fix my cushions, she said to nobody in particular. And after the stampede was over she selected another cigarette, thoughtfully, but did not light it.
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YOU ARE QUEER folk, you writers of fiction, she mused aloud. No monarch ordained of God takes himself more seriously; no actor lives more absolutely in a world made out of his imagination.

She lighted her cigarette: You often speak of your most important book, — as though any fiction ever written were important. Painters speak of their most important pictures; sculptors, composers, creative creatures of every species employ the adjective. And it is all very silly. Facts only can be characterised as important; figments of the creative imagination are as unimportant — — she blew a dainty ring of smoke toward the crystal globe— as that! Tout ce quont fait les hommes, les hommes peuvent le détruire. Il ny a de caractères inéffaçables que ceux qu imprime la nature. There has never been but one important author.

I said smilingly: To quote the gentleman you think important enough to quote, Athalie, Tout est bien sortant des mains de lAuteur des choses: tout dégénere entre les mains de lhomme.

Said the novelist simply: Imagination alone makes facts important. Cette superbe puissance, ennemie de la raison!

O Athalie, whispered Duane, night-blooming, exquisite blossom of the arid municipal desert, recount for us these facts which you possess and which, in your delightful opinion, are stranger than fiction, and more important.

And Athalie, choosing another sweetmeat, looked at us until it had dissolved in her fragrant mouth. Then she spoke very gravely, while her dark eyes laughed at us:



When young Lord Willowmeres fiancée ran away from him and married Delancy Jones, that bereaved nobleman experienced a certain portion of the universal shock which this social seismic disturbance spread far and wide over two hemispheres.

That such a girl should marry beneath her naturally disgusted everybody. So both Jones and his wife were properly damned.

England read its morning paper, shrugged its derision, and remarked that nobody ought to be surprised at anything that happened in the States. The States swallowed the rebuke and squirmed.

Now, among the sturdy yeomanry, gentry, and nobility of those same British and impressive Isles there was an earnest gentleman whose ample waist and means and scholarly tastes inclined him to a sedentary life of research. The study of human nature in its various native and exotic phases had for forty years obsessed his insular intellect. Philologist, anthropologist, calm philosopher, and benignant observer, this gentleman, who had never visited the United States, determined to do so now. For, he reasoned — and very properly — a country where such a thing could happen to a British nobleman and a Peer of the Realm must be worth exploring, and its curious inhabitants merited, perhaps, the impersonally judicial inspection of an F. R. B. A. whose gigantic work on the folk manners of the world had now reached its twentieth volume, without as yet including the United States. So he determined to devote several chapters in the forthcoming and twenty-first volume to the recent colonies of Great Britain.

Now, when the Duke of Pillchester concluded to do anything, that thing was invariably and thoroughly done. And so, before it entirely realised the honour in store for it, the United States was buttoning its collar, tying its white tie, and rushing down stairs to open its front door to the Duke of Pillchester, the Duchess of Pillchester, and the Lady Alene Innesly, their youthful and ornamental daughter.

For a number of months after its arrival, the Ducal party inspected the Yankee continent through a lens made for purposes of scientific investigation only. The massed wealth of the nation met their Graces in solid divisions of social worth. The shock was mutual.

Then the massed poverty of the continent was exhibited, leaving the poverty indifferent and slightly bored, and the Ducal party taking notes.

It was his Graces determination to study the folk-ways of Americans; and what the Duke wished the Duchess dutifully desired. The Lady Alene Innesly, however, was dragged most reluctantly from function to function, from palace to purlieu, from theatre to cathedral, from Coney Island to Newport. She was havin a rotten time.

All day long she had nothing to look at but an overdressed and alien race whose voices distressed her; day after day she had nothing to say except, How dy do, and Mother, shall we have tea? Week after week she had nothing to think of except the bare, unkempt ugliness of the cities she saw; the raw waste and sordid uglification of what once had been matchless natural resources; dirty rivers, ruined woodlands, flimsy buildings, ignorant architecture. The ostentatious and wretched hotels depressed her; the poor railroads and bad manners disgusted her.

Listless, uninterested, Britishly enduring what she could not escape, the little Lady Alene had made not the slightest effort to mitigate the circumstances of her temporary fate. She was civilly incurious concerning the people she met; their social customs, amusements, pastimes, duties, various species of business or of leisure interested her not a whit. All the men looked alike to her; all the women were over-gowned, tiresomely pretty, and might learn one day how to behave themselves after they had found out how to make their voices behave.

Meanwhile, requiring summer clothing — tweeds and shooting boots being not what the climate seemed to require in July — she discovered with languid surprise that for the first time in her limited life she was well gowned. A few moments afterward another surprise faintly thrilled her, for, chancing to glance at herself after a Yankee hairdresser had finished her hair, she discovered to her astonishment that she was pretty.

For several days this fact preyed upon her mind, alternately troubling and fascinating her. There were several men at home who would certainly sit up; Willowmere among others.

As for considering her newly discovered beauty any advantage in America, the idea had not entered her mind. Why should it? All the men looked alike; all wore sleek hair, hats on the backs of their heads, clothing that fitted like a costers trousers. She had absolutely no use for them, and properly.

However, she continued to cultivate her beauty and to adorn it with Yankee clothing and headgear befitting; which filled up considerable time during the day, leaving her fewer empty hours to fill with tea and three-volumed novels from the British Isles.

Now, it had never occurred to the Lady Alene Innesly to read anything except British fact and fiction. She had never been sufficiently interested even to open an American book. Why should she, as long as the three props of her national literature endured intact — curates, tea, and thoroughbred horses?

But there came a time during the ensuing winter when the last of the three-volumed novels had been assimilated, the last serious tome digested; and there stretched out before her a bookless prospect which presently began to dismay her with the aridness of its perspective.

The catastrophe occurred while the Ducal party was investigating the strange folk-customs of those Americans who gathered during the winter in gigantic Florida hotels and lived there, uncomfortably lodged, vilely fed, and shamelessly robbed, while third-rate orchestras play cabaret music and enervating breezes stir the cabbage-palmettos till they rustle like bath-room rubber plants.

It was a bad place and a bad time of year for a young and British girl to be deprived of her native and soporific fiction; for the livelier and Frenchier of British novelists were self-denied her, because somebody had said they were not unlike Americans.

Now she was, in the uncouth vernacular of the country, up against it for fair! She didnt know what it was called, but she realised how it felt to be against something.

Three days she endured it, dozing in her room, half awake when the sea-breeze rattled the Venetian blinds, or the niggers were noisy at baseball.

On the fourth day she arose, went to the window, gazed disgustedly out over the tawdry villas of Verbena Inlet, then rang for her maid.

Bunn, she said, here are three sovereigns. You will please buy for me one specimen of every book on sale in the corridor of this hotel. And, Bunn! — —

Yes, my lady.

What was it you were eating the other day?

Chewing-gum, my lady.

Is it — agreeable?

Yes, my lady.

Is it nourishing?

No, my lady. It is not intended to be eaten; it is to be chewed.

Then one does not swallow it when one supposes it to be sufficiently masticated?

No, my lady.

What does one do with it?

Beg pardon, my lady — one spits it out.

Ow, said the girl.
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SHE WAS LYING on the bed when a relay of servants staggered in bearing gaudy piles of the most recent and popular novels, and placed them in tottering profusion upon the adjacent furniture.

The Lady Alene turned her head where it lay lazily pillowed on her left arm, and glanced indifferently at the multi-coloured battlement of books. The majority of the covers were embellished with the heads of young women, all endowed with vaudeville-like beauty — it having been discovered by intelligent publishers that a girls head on any book sells it.

On some covers were displayed coloured pictures of handsome and athletic American young men, usually kissing beautiful young ladies who wore crowns, ermines, and foreign orders over dinner dresses. Sometimes, however, they were kicking Kings. That seemed rather odd to the Lady Alene, and she sat up on the bed and reached out her hand. It encountered a book on which rested a small, oblong package. She took book and package. On the pink wrapper of the latter she read this verse:

Why are my teeth so white and bright? Because I chew with all my might The gum that fills me with delight And keeps me healthy day and night. Five cents.

The Lady Alenes unaccustomed fingers became occupied with the pink wrapper. Presently she withdrew from it a thin and brittle object, examined it, and gravely placed it in her mouth.

For a while the perplexed and apprehensive expression remained upon her face, but it faded gradually, and after a few minutes her lovely features settled into an expression resembling contentment. And, delicately, discreetly, at leisurely intervals, her fresh, sweet lips moved as though she were murmuring a prayer.

All that afternoon she perused the first American novel she had ever read. And the cumulative effect of the fiction upon her literal mind was amazing as she turned page after page, and, gradually gathering mental and nervous speed, dashed from one chapter, bang! into another, only to be occultly adjured to take the car ahead — which she now did quite naturally, and on the run.

Never, never had she imagined such things could be! Always heretofore, to her, fiction had been a strict reflection of actuality in which a dull imagination was licensed to walk about if it kept off the grass. And it always did in the only novels to which she had been accustomed.

But good heavens! Here was a realism at work in these pages so astonishing yet so convincing, so subtle yet so natural, so matter of fact yet so astoundingly new to her that the book she was reading was already changing the entire complexion of the Yankee continent for her.

It had to do with a young, penniless, and athletic American who went to Europe, tipped a king off his throne, pushed a few dukes, counts, and barons out of the way, reorganized the army, and went home taking with him a beautiful and exclusive princess with honest intentions.

The inhabitants of several villages wept at his departure; the abashed nobility made unsuccessful attempts to shoot him; otherwise the trip to the Cunard Line pier was uneventful, and diplomatic circles paid no attention to the incident.

When the Lady Alene finished the story her oval face ached; but this was no time to consider aches. So with a charming abandon she relieved her pretty teeth of the morceau, replaced it with another, helped herself to a second novel, settled back on her pillow, and opened the enchanted pages.

And zip! Instantly she became acquainted with another athletic and penniless American who was raising the devil in the Balkans.

Never in her life had she dreamed that any nation contained such fearless, fascinating, resourceful, epigrammatic, and desirable young men! And here she was in the very midst of them, and never had realised it until now.

Where were they? All around her, no doubt. When, a few days later, she had read some bakers dozen novels, and in each one of them had discovered similar athletic, penniless, and omniscient American young men, her opinion was confirmed, and she could no longer doubt that, like the fiction of her own country, the romances of American novelists must have a substantial foundation in solid fact.

There could be no use in quibbling. The situation had become exciting. Her youthful imagination was now fired; her Saxon blood thoroughly stirred. She knew perfectly well that there were in her own country no young men like these she had read about — not a man-jack among them who would ever dream of dashing about the world cuffing the ears of reprehensible monarchs, meting out condign punishment to refractory nobility, reconstructing governments and states and armies, and escaping with a princess every time.

Not that she actually believed that such episodes were of common occurrence. Young as she was she knew better. But somehow it seemed very clear to her that a race of writers who were so unanimous on the subject and a nation which so complacently read of these events without denying their plausibility, must within itself harbour germs and seeds of romance and reckless deeds which no doubt had produced a number of young men thoroughly capable of doing a few of the exciting things she had read about.

Now she regretted she had not noticed the men she had met; now she was indeed sorry she had not at least taken pains to learn to distinguish them one from the other. She wished that she had investigated this reckless, chivalrous, energetic, and distinguishing trait of the American young man.

It seemed odd, too, that Pa-pa had never investigated it; that Ma-ma had never appeared to notice it.

She mentioned it at dinner carelessly, in the midst of a natural and British silence. Neither parent enlightened her. One said, Fancy! And the other said, Ow.

And so, as both parents departed the following morning to investigate the tarpon fishing at Miami, the little Lady Alene made private preparations to investigate and closely observe the astonishing, reckless, and romantic tendencies of the American young man. Her tour of discovery she scheduled for five oclock that afternoon.

Just how these investigations were to be accomplished she did not see very clearly. She had carefully refrained from knowing anybody in the hotel. So how to go about it she did not know; but she knew enough after luncheon to have her hair done by somebody besides her maid, selected the most American gown in her repertoire, took a sunshade hitherto disdained, and glanced in the mirror at a picture in white, with gold hair, violet eyes, and a skin of snow and roses.

Further she did not know how to equip herself, except by going out doors at five oclock. And at five oclock she went.

From the tennis courts young men and girls looked at her. On the golf links youth turned to observe her slim and dainty progress. She was stared at from porch and veranda, from dock and deck, from garden and walk and orange grove and hedge of scarlet hibiscus.

From every shop window in the village, folk looked out at her; from automobile, wheeled chair, bicycle, and horse-drawn vehicle she was inspected. But she knew nobody; not one bright nod greeted her; not one straw hat was lifted; not one nigger grinned. She knew nobody. And, alas! everybody knew her. A cold wave seemed to have settled over Verbena Inlet.

Yet her father was not unpopular, nor was her mother either; and although they asked too many questions, their perfectly impersonal and scientific mission in Verbena Inlet was understood.

But the Lady Alene Innesly was not understood, although her indifference was noted and her exclusiveness amusedly resented. However, nobody interfered with her or her seclusion. The fact that she desired to know nobody had been very quickly accepted. Youth and the world at Verbena Inlet went on without her; the sun continued to rise and set as usual; and the nigger waiters played baseball.

She stood watching them now for a few minutes, her parasol tilted over her lovely shoulders. Tiring of this, she sauntered on, having not the slightest idea where she was going, but very calmly she made up her mind to speak to the first agreeable looking young man she encountered, as none of them seemed at all inclined to speak to her.

Under her arm she had tucked a novel written by one Smith. She had read it half through. The story concerned a young and athletic and penniless man from Michigan and a Balkan Princess. She had read as far as the first love scene. The young man from Michigan was still kissing the Princess when she left off reading. And her imagination was still on fire.

She had wandered down to the lagoon without finding anybody sufficiently attractive to speak to. The water was blue and pretty and very inviting. So she hired a motor-boat, seated herself in the stern, and dabbled her fingers in the water as the engineer took her whizzing across the lagoon and out into the azure waste, headed straight for the distant silvery inlet.



[image: img536.jpg]


IX

[image: img533.jpg]

SHE READ, GAZED at the gulls and wild ducks, placed a bit of gum between her rose-leaf lips, read a little, glanced up to mark the majestic flight of eight pelicans, sighed discreetly, savoured the gum, deposited it in a cunning corner adjacent to her left and snowy cheek, and spoke to the boatman.

Did you ever read this book? she asked.

Me! No, maam.

It is very interesting. Do you read much?

No, maam.

This is a very extraordinary book, she said. I strongly advise you to read it.

The boatman glanced ironically at the scarlet bound volume which bore the portrait of a pretty girl on its covers.

Is it that book by John Smith theyre sellin so many of down to the hotel? he inquired slowly.

I believe it was written by one Smith, she said, turning over the volume to look. Yes, John Smith is the authors name. No doubt he is very famous in America.

He lives down here in winter.

Really! she exclaimed with considerable animation.

Oh, yes. I take him shooting and fishing. He has a shack on the Inlet Point.

Where?

Over there, where them gulls is flying.

The girl looked earnestly at the point. All she saw were snowy dunes and wild grasses and seabirds whirling.

He writes them books over there, remarked the boatman.

How extremely interesting!

They say he makes a world o money by it. Hes rich as mud.

Really!

Yaasm. I often seen him a settin onto a camp chair out beyond them dunes a-writing pieces like billy-bedam. Yesm.

Do you think he is there now? she asked with a slight catch in her breath.

Well, we kin soon find out — — He swung the tiller; the little boat rushed in a seething circle toward the point, veered westward, then south.

Yaasm, said the boatman presently. Mr. Smith hes reclinin out there onto his stummick. I guess hes just a thinkin. He thinks moren five million niggers, he does. Gor-a-mighty! I never see such a man for thinkin! He jest lies onto his stummick an studies an ruminates like billy-bedam. Yaasm. Would you want I should land you sos you can take a peek at him?

Might I?

Sure, Miss. Go up over them dunes and take a peek at him. He wont mind. Ten to nothin he wont even see ye.

There was a little dock built of coquina. A power boat, a sloop, several row-boats, and a canoe lay there, riding the little, limpid, azure-tinted wavelets. Under their keels swam gar-pike, their fins and backs also shimmering with blue and turquoise green.

Lady Alene rose; her boatman aided her, and she sprang lightly to the coquina dock and walked straight over the low dune in front of her.

There was nothing whatever in sight except beach-grapes and scrubby tufts of palmetto, and flocks of grey, long-legged, long-billed birds running to avoid her. But they did not run very fast or very far, and she saw them at a little distance loitering, with many a bright and apparently friendly glance at her.

There was another dune in front. She mounted it. Straight ahead of her, perhaps half a mile distant, stood a whitewashed bungalow under a cluster of palms and palmettos.

From where she stood she could see a cove — merely a tiny crescent of sand edged by a thin blade of cobalt water, and curtained by the palmetto forest. And on this little crescent beach, in the shade of the palms, a young man lay at full length, very intent upon his occupation, which was, apparently, to dig holes in the sand with a childs toy shovel.

He was clad in white flannels; beside him she noticed a red tin pail, such as children use for gathering shells. Near this stood two camp-chairs, one of which was piled with pads of yellow paper and a few books. She thought his legs very eloquent. Sometimes they lay in picturesque repose, crossed behind him; at other moments they waved in the air or sprawled widely, appearing to express the varying emotions which possessed his deep absorption in the occult task under his nose.

Now, what in the world can he be doing? thought Lady Alene Innesly, watching him. And she remained motionless on top of the dune for ten minutes to find out. He continued to sprawl and dig holes in the sand.

Learning nothing, and her interest increasing inversely, she began to walk toward him. It was her disposition to investigate whatever interested her. Already she was conscious of a deep interest in his legs.

From time to time low dunes intervened to hide the little cove, but always when she crossed them, pushing her way through fragrant thickets of sweet bay and sparkle-berry shrub, cove and occupant came into view again. And his legs continued to wave. The nearer she drew the less she comprehended the nature of his occupation, and the more she decided to find out what he could be about, lying there flat on his stomach and digging and patting the sand.

Also her naturally calm and British heart was beating irregularly and fast, because she realised the fact that she was approaching the vicinity of one of those American young men who did things in books that she never dreamed could be done anywhere. Nay — under her arm was a novel written by this very man, in which the hero was still kissing a Balkan Princess, page 169. And it occurred to her vaguely that her own good taste and modesty ought to make an end of such a situation; and that she ought to finish the page quickly and turn to the next chapter to relieve the pressure on the Princess.

Confused a trifle by a haunting sense of her own responsibility, by the actual imminence of such an author, and by her intense curiosity concerning what he was now doing, she walked across the dunes down through little valleys all golden with the flowers of a flat, spreading vine. The blossoms were larger and lovelier than the largest golden portulacca, but she scarcely noticed their beauty as she resolutely approached the cove, moving forward under the cool shadow of the border forest.

He did not seem to be aware of her approach, even when she came up and stood by the camp-chairs, parasol tilted, looking down at him with grave, lilac-blue eyes.

But she did not look at him as much as she gazed at what he was doing. And what he was doing appeared perfectly clear to her now.

With the aid of his toy shovel, his little red pail, and several assorted shells, he had constructed out of sand a walled city. Houses, streets, squares, market place, covered ways, curtain, keep, tower, turret, crenelated battlement, all were there. A driftwood drawbridge bridged the moat, guarded by lead soldiers in Boznovian uniform.

And lead soldiers were everywhere in the miniature city; the keep bristled with their bayonets; squads of them marched through street and square; they sat at dinner in the market place; their cannon winked and blinked in the westering sun on every battlement.

And after a little while she discovered two lead figures which were not military; a civilian wearing a bowler hat; a feminine figure wearing a crown and ermines. The one stood on the edge of the moat outside the drawbridge: the other, in crown and ermines, was apparently observing him of the bowler hat from the top of a soldier-infested tower.

It was plain enough to her now. This amazing young man was working out in concrete detail some incident of an unwritten novel. And the magnificent realism of it fascinated the Lady Alene. Genius only possesses such a capacity for detail.
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The magnificent realism of it fascinated the Lady Alene.

Without even arousing young Smith from his absorbed preoccupation, she seated herself on the unincumbered camp-chair, laid her book on her knees, rested both elbows on it, propped her chin on both clasped hands, and watched the proceedings.

The lead figure in the bowler hat seemed to be in a bad way. Several dozen Boznovian soldiers were aiming an assortment of firearms at him; cavalry were coming at a gallop, too, not to mention a three-gun battery on a dead run.

The problem seemed to be how, in the face of such a situation, was the lead gentleman in the bowler hat to get away, much less penetrate the city?

Flight seemed hopeless, but presently Smith picked him up, marched him along the edge of the moat, and gave him a shove into it.

Hes swimming, said Smith, aloud to himself. Bang! Bang! But they dont hit him.... Yes, they do; they graze his shoulder. It is the only wound possible to polite fiction. There is consequently a streak of red in the water. Bang — bang — bang! Crack — crack! The cavalry empty their pistols. Boom! A field piece opens —— Where the devil is that battery — —

Smith reached over, drew horses, cannoniers, gun and caisson over the drawbridge, galloped them along the moat, halted, unlimbered, trained the guns on the bowler hatted swimmer, and remarked, Boom!

The shell, he murmured with satisfaction, missed him and blew up in the casemates. Did it kill anybody? No; that interferes with the action.... He dives, swims under water to an ancient drain. Smith stuck a peg where the supposed drain emptied into the moat.

That drain, continued Smith thoughtfully, connects with the royal residence.... Wheres that Princess? Can she see him dive into it? Or does she merely suspect he is making for it? Or — or — doesnt she know anything about it?

She doesnt know anything about it! exclaimed Lady Alene Innesly. The tint of excitement glowed in her cheeks. Her lilac-tinted eyes burned with a soft, blue fire.
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SLOWLY AS A partly paralysed crab, Smith raised himself to a sitting posture and looked over his shoulder into the loveliest face that he had ever beheld, except on the paper wrappers of his own books.

Im sorry, said the Lady Alene. Shouldnt I have spoken?

The smoke and turmoil of battle still confused Smiths brain; visualisation of wall and tower and crowns and ermines made the Lady Alenes fresh, wholesome beauty very unreal to him for a moment or two.

When his eyes found their focus and his mind returned to actuality, he climbed to his feet, hat in hand, and made his manners to her. Then, tumbling books and pads from the other camp-chair, he reseated himself with a half smiling, half shamed glance at her, and a May I? to which she responded, Please! And might I talk to you for a few moments?

Smith shot a keen glance at the book on her knees. Resignation and pride altered his features, but when again he looked at the Lady Alene he experienced a pleasure in his resignation which hitherto no curious tourist, no enterprising reporter had ever aroused. Smilingly he composed himself for the impending interview.

Until now, said the girl earnestly, I think I have not been entirely convinced by your novels. Somehow or other I could not bring myself to comprehend the amazing realism of your plots. But now I understand the basis of great and fundamental truth on which you build so plausibly your splendid novels of love and life.

What? said Smith.

To see you, she continued, constructing the scenes of which later you are to write, has been a wonderful revelation to me. It has been a privilege the importance of which I can scarcely estimate. Your devotion to the details of your art, your endless patience, your almost austere absorption in truth and realism, have not only astounded me but have entirely convinced me. The greatest thing in the world is Truth. Now I realise it!

She made a pretty gesture of enthusiasm:

What a wonderful nation of young men is yours, Mr. Smith! What qualities! What fearlessness — initiative — idealism — daring — ! What invention, what recklessness, what romance — —

Her voice failed her; she sat with lips parted, a soft glow in her cheeks, gazing upon Smith with fascinated eyes. And Smith gazed back at her without a word.

I dont believe, she said, that in all England there exists a single man capable even of conceiving the career for which so many young Americans seem to be equipped.

After a moment Smith said very quietly:

I am sorry, but do you know I dont quite understand you?

I mean, she said, that you Americans have a capacity for conceiving, understanding, and performing everything you write about.

Why do you think so? asked Smith, a trifle red.

Because if Englishmen could understand and do such things, our novelists would write about them. They never write about them. But you Americans do. You write thousands of most delightful novels about young men who do things unheard of, undreamed of, in England. Therefore, it is very clear to me that you Americans are quite capable of doing what you write about, and what your readers so ardently admire.

I see, said Smith calmly. His ear-tips still burned.

No doubt, said the girl, many of the astonishing things you Americans write about are really done. Many astounding episodes in fiction are of not uncommon occurrence in real life.

What kind of episodes? asked Smith gravely.

Why, any of them you write about. They all are astonishing enough. For example, your young men do not seem to know what fear is.

No, said Smith, they dont.

And when they love, said the girl, nothing can stop them.

Nothing.

Nothing! she repeated, the soft glow coming into her cheeks again.  — Nothing! Neither rank nor wealth nor political considerations nor family prejudices, nor even the military!

Smith bit his lip in silence. He had heard of irony; never had he dreamed it could be so crushing: he had heard of sarcasm; but the quiet sarcasm of this unknown young girl was annihilating him. Critics had carved him in his time; but the fine mincemeat which this pretty stranger was making of him promised to leave nothing more either to carve or to roast.

Do you mind my talking to you? she asked, noting the strained expression of his features.

No, he said, go ahead.

Because if I am tiring you — —

He said he was not tired.

 — or if it bores you to discuss your art with a foreigner who so truly admires it — —

He shot a glance at her, then forced a laugh.

I am not offended, he said. What paper do you represent?

I? she said, bewildered.

Yes. You are a newspaper woman, are you not?

Do you mean a reporter?

Naturally.

No, she said very seriously, I am not a reporter. What an odd idea!

Do you think it odd?

Why, yes. Do not many admirers of your works express their pleasure in them to you?

He studied her lovely face coolly and in detail — the dainty arch of the questioning eyebrows, the sensitive curve of the mouth, the clear, sweet eyes. Could it be possible that such candour masked irony? Could all this be the very essence of the art of acting, concealing the most murderous sarcasm ever dreamed of by a terrified author?

And suddenly his face went red all over, and he understood that the essence of this young girl was a candour so utterly free of self-consciousness — a frankness so absolutely truthful, that the simplicity of her had been a miracle too exquisite for him to comprehend.

You do like what I write! he exclaimed.

Her blue eyes widened: Of course I do, she said, amazed. Didnt you understand me?

No, he said, cooling his burning face in the rising sea-wind. I thought you were laughing at me.

Im sorry if I was stupid, she said.

I was stupid.

You! She laughed a little.

The sinking sun peered through the palm forest behind them and flung a beam of blinding light at her.

Am I interrupting your work, Mr. Smith? I mean, I know I am, but — —

Please dont go away.

Thank you.... I have noticed what agreeable manners you Americans have in novels. Naturally you are even more kindly and polite in real life.

Have you met many Americans?

No, only you. In the beginning I did not feel interested in Americans.

Why?

The young men all seemed to resemble one another, she said frankly, like Chinese. But now that I really know an American I am intensely interested.

You notice no Mongolian monotony in me? he inquired gravely.

Oh, no — — She coloured; then discovering that he was laughing, she laughed, too, rather faintly.

That was a joke, wasnt it? she said.

Yes, that was a joke.

Because, she said, there is no Mongolian uniformity about you. On the contrary, you remind me in every way of one of your own heroes.

Oh, really now! he protested; but she insisted with serious enthusiasm.

You are the counterpart of the hero in this book, she repeated, resting one hand lightly on the volume under her elbow. You wear white flannels, you are tall, well built, straight, with very regular features and a fasci —— a smile, she corrected herself calmly, which one naturally associates with your features.

Also, she continued, your voice is cultivated and modulated with just enough of the American accent to make it piquantly agreeable. And what you say is fasci —— is well expressed and interesting. Therefore, as I have said, to me you resemble one of your own heroes.

There was enough hot colour in his face to make it boyishly bashful.

And you appear to be as modest as one of your own heroes, she added, studying him. That is truly delightful.

But really, I am nothing like any of my heroes, he explained, terribly embarrassed.

Why do you say that, Mr. Smith?

Because its true. I dont even resemble em superficially.

She made a quick, graceful gesture: Why do you say that, when here you are before me, the exact and exciting counterpart of the reckless and fasci —— the reckless and interesting men you write about?

He said nothing. She closed the parasol and considered him in silence for a moment or two. Then:

And I have no doubt that you are capable of doing the very things that your heroes do so adroitly and so charmingly.

What, for example? he asked, reddening to his temples.

Reconstructing armies, for instance.

Filibustering?

Is that what it is called?

Its called that in the countries south of the United States.

Well, would you not be capable of overturning a government and of reconstructing the army, Mr. Smith?

Capable?

Yes.

Well, he said cautiously, if it was the thing I wanted to do, perhaps I might have a try at it.

I knew it, she exclaimed triumphantly.

But, he explained, I never desired to overturn any government.

You probably have never seen any that you thought worth while overturning.

Her confident rejoinder perplexed him and he remained silent.

Also, she continued, still more confidently, I am certain that if you were in love, no obstacles would prove too great for you to surmount. Would they?

Really, he said, I dont know. Im not very enterprising.

That is the answer of a delightfully modest man. Your own hero would return me such an answer, Mr. Smith. But I — and your heroine also — understand you — I mean your hero.

Do you? he asked gravely.

Certainly. I, as well as your heroine, understand that no obstacles could check you if you loved her — neither political considerations, diplomatic exigencies, family prejudices, nor her own rank, no matter what it might be. Is not that true?

Eager, enthusiastic, impersonally but warmly interested, she leaned a little toward him, intent on his reply.

He looked into the lovely, flushed face in silence for a while. Then:

Yes, he said, it is true. If I loved, nothing could check me except — — he shrugged.

Death? She nodded, fascinated.

He nodded. He had meant to say the police.

She said exultantly: I knew it, Mr. Smith! I was certain that you are the living embodiment of your own heroes! The moment I set eyes on you playing in the sand with your lead soldiers, I was sure of it!

Thrilled, she considered him, her soft eyes brilliant with undisguised admiration.

I wish I could actually see it! she said under her breath.

See what?

See you, in real life, as one of your own heroes — doing some of the things they do so cleverly, so winningly — careless of convention, reckless of consequences, oblivious to all considerations except only the affair in hand. That, she said excitedly, would be glorious, and well worth a trip to the States!

How far, he asked, have you read in that book of mine?

In this book? She opened it, impulsively, ran over the pages, hesitated, stopped.

He was — was kissing the Balkan Princess, she said. I left them — in statu quo.

I see.... Did he do that well?

I — suppose so.

Have you no opinion?

I think he did it — very — thoroughly, Mr. Smith.

It ought to be done thoroughly if done at all, he said reflectively.

Otherwise, she nodded, it would be offensive.

To the reader?

To her, too. Wouldnt it?

You know better than I.

No, I dont know. A nice girl can not imagine herself being kissed — except under very extraordinary circumstances, and by a very extraordinary man.... Such a man as you have drawn in this book.

Had you been that Balkan Princess, what would you have done? he asked, rather pale.

I? she said, startled.

Yes, you.

She sat considering, blue eyes lost in candid reverie. Then the faintest smile curved her lips; she looked up at Smith with winning simplicity.

In your story, Mr. Smith, does the Balkan Princess return his kiss?

Not in that chapter.

I think I would have returned it — in that — chapter. Then, for the first time, she blushed.

The naïve avowal set the heart and intellect of Mr. Smith afire. But he only dropped his well-shaped head and didnt look at her. Which was rather nice of him.

Romance, he said after a moment or two, is all well enough. But real life is stranger than fiction.

Not in the British Isles, she said with decision. It is tea and curates and kennels and stables — as our writers depict it.

No, you are mistaken! Everywhere it is stranger than fiction, he insisted— more surprising, more charming, more wonderful. Even here in America — here in Florida — here on this tiny point of sand jutting into the Atlantic, life is more beautiful, more miraculous than any fiction ever written.

Why do you say that? she asked.

I am afraid I cant tell you why I say it.

Why cant you tell me?

Only in books could what I might have to tell you be logically told — and listened to — —

Only in books? But books in America reflect actual life, she said. Therefore, you can tell me what you have to tell. Cant you?

Can I? he asked.

Yes.... Far in the inmost recesses of her calm and maiden heart something stirred, and her breath ceased for a second.... Innocent, not comprehending why her breath missed, she looked at him with the question still in her blue eyes.

Shall I tell you why real life is stranger than fiction? he asked unsteadily.

Tell me — yes — if — —

It is stranger, he said, because it is often more headlong and romantic. Shall we take ourselves, for example?

You and me?

Yes. To illustrate what I mean.

She inclined her head, her eyes fixed on his.

Very well, he said. Even in the most skillfully constructed story — supposing that you and I were hero and heroine — no author would have the impudence to make us avow our love within a few minutes of our first meeting.

No, she said.

In the first chapter, he continued, certain known methods of construction are usually followed. Time is essential — the lapse of time. How to handle it cleverly is a novelists business. But even the most skillful novelist would scarcely dare make me, for example, tell you that I am in love with you. Would he?

No, she said.

And in real life, even if a man does fall in love so suddenly, he does not usually say so, does he? he asked.

No, she said.

But he does fall in love sometimes more suddenly than in fiction. And occasionally he declares himself. In real life this actually happens. And that is stranger than any fiction. Isnt it?

Yes, she said.

One kind of fiction, he continued very unsteadily, is that in which, when he falls in love — he doesnt say so — I mean in such a case as ours — supposing I had already fallen in love with you. I could not say so to you. No man could say it to any girl. He remains mute. He observes very formally every convention. He smiles, hat in hand, as the girl passes out of his life forever.... Doesnt he? And that is one kind of fiction — the tragic kind.

She had been looking down at the book in her lap. After a moment she lifted her troubled eyes to his.

I do — not know what men do — in real life, she said. What would they do in the — other kind of fiction?

In the other kind of fiction there would be another chapter.

Yes.... You mean that for us there is only this one chapter.

Only one chapter.

Or — might it not be called a short story, Mr. Smith?

Yes — one kind of short story.

Which kind?

The kind that ends unhappily.

But this one is not going to end unhappily, is it?

You are about to walk out of the story when it ends.

Yes — but — — She bit her lip, flushed and perplexed, already dreadfully confused between the personal and the impersonal — between fact and fancy.

You see, he said, the short story which deals with — love — can end only as ours is going to end — or the contrary.

How is ours going to end? she asked with candid curiosity.

It must be constructed very carefully, he said, because this is realism.

You must be very skillful, too, she said. I do not see how you are to avoid — —

What?

A — an — unhappy — ending.

He looked gravely at his sand castle. No, he said, I dont see how it can be avoided.

After a long silence she murmured, half to herself:

Still, this is America — after all.

He shrugged, still studying his sand castle.

I wish I had somebody to help me work it out, he said, half to himself.

A collaborator?

Yes.

Im so sorry that I could not be useful.

Would you try?

What is the use? I am utterly unskilled and inexperienced.

Id be very glad to have you try, he repeated.
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AFTER A MOMENT she rose, went over and knelt down in the sand before the miniature city, studying the situation. All she could see of the lead hero in the bowler hat were his legs protruding from the drain.

Is this battery of artillery still shelling him? she inquired, looking over her shoulder at Smith.

He went over and dropped on his knees beside her.

You see, he explained, our hero is still under water.

All this time! she exclaimed in consternation. Hell drown, wont he?

Hell drown unless he can crawl into that drain.

Then he must crawl into it immediately, she said with decision.

So he of the bowler was marched along a series of pegs indicating the subterranean drain, and set down in the court of the castle.

Good heavens! exclaimed the Lady Alene. We cant leave him here! They will know him by his bowler hat!

No, said Smith gloomily, we cant leave him here. But what can we do? If he runs out theyll fire at him by platoons.

Couldnt they miss him? pleaded the girl.

Im afraid not. He has already lived through several showers of bullets.

But he cant die here! — here under the very eyes of the Princess! she insisted.

Then, said Smith, the Princess will have to pull him through. Its up to her now.

The girl knelt there in excited silence, studying the problem intently.

It was bad business. The battlements bristled with bayonets; outside, cavalry, infantry, artillery were massed to destroy the gentleman in the bowler hat.

Presently the flush deepened on the girls cheeks; she took the bowler hat between her gloved fingers and set its owner in the middle of the moat again.

Doesnt he crawl into the drain? asked Smith anxiously.

No. But the soldiers in the castle think he does. So, she continued with animation, the brutal commander rushes downstairs, seizes a candle, and enters the drain from the castle court with about a thousand soldiers!

But — —

With about ten thousand soldiers! she repeated firmly. And no sooner — no sooner — does their brutal and cowardly commander enter that drain with his lighted candle than the Princess runs downstairs, seizes a hatchet, severs the gas main with a single blow, and pokes the end of the pipe into the drain!

B-but — — stammered Smith, I think — —

Oh, please wait! You dont understand what is coming.

What is coming? ventured Smith timidly, instinctively closing both ears with his fingers.

Bang! said Lady Alene triumphantly. And struck the city of sand with her small, gloved hand.

After a silence, still kneeling there, they turned and looked at each other through the red sunset light.

The explosion of gas killed them both, said Smith, in an awed voice.

No.

What?

No. The explosion killed everybody in the city except those two young lovers, she said.

But why?

Because!

By what logic — —

I desire it to be so, Mr. Smith. And she picked up the bowler hat and the Princess and calmly set them side by side amid the ruins.

After a moment Smith reached over and turned the two lead figures so that they faced each other.

There was a long silence. The red sunset light faded from the sand.

Then, very slowly, the girl reached out, took the bowler hat between her small thumb and forefinger, and gently inclined the gentleman forward at the slightest of perceptible angles.

After a moment Smith inclined him still farther forward. Then, with infinite precaution, he tipped forward the Princess, so that between her lips and the lips of the bowler hat only the width of a grass blade remained.

The Lady Alene looked up at him over her left shoulder, hesitated, looked at bowler hat and at the Princess. Then, supporting her weight on one hand, with the other she merely touched the Princess — delicately — so that not even a blade of grass could have been slipped between their painted lips.

She was a trifle pale as she sank back on her knees in the sand. Smith was paler.

After both her gloved hands had rested across his palm for five full minutes, his fingers closed over them, tightly, and he leaned forward a little. She, too, swayed forward a trifle. Her eyes were closed when he kissed her.

Now, whatever misgivings and afterthoughts the Lady Alene Innesly may have had, she was nevertheless certain that to resist Smith was to fight against the stars in their courses. For not only was she in the toils of an American, but more hopeless still, an American who chronicled the most daring and headlong idiosyncrasies of the sort of young men of whom he was very certainly an irresistible example.

To her there was something Shakespearean about the relentless sequence of events since the moment when she had first succumbed to the small, oblong pink package, and her first American novel.

And, thinking Shakespeareanly as she stood in the purple evening light, with his arm clasping her waist, she looked up at him from her charming abstraction:

If twere done, she murmured, when tis done, then twere well it were done quickly. And then, gazing deep into his eyes, a noble idiom of her adopted country fell from her lips:

Dearest, she said, my father wont do a thing to you.

And so she ran away with him to Miami where the authorities, civil and religious, are accustomed to quick action.

It was only fifty miles by train, and preliminary telephoning did the rest.

The big chartered launch that left for Verbena Inlet next morning poked its nose out of the rainbow mist into the full glory of the rising sun. Her golden head lay on his shoulder.

Sideways, with delicious indolence, she glanced at a small boat which they were passing close aboard. A fat gentleman, a fat lady, and a boatman occupied the boat. The fat gentleman was fast to a tarpon.

Up out of the dazzling Atlantic shot three hundred pounds of quivering silver. Splash!

Why, Dad! exclaimed the girl.

Her father and mother looked over their shoulders at her in wooden amazement.

We are married — — called out their pretty daughter across the sunlit water. I will tell you all about it when you land your fish. Look sharp, Dad! Mind your reel!

Who is that damned rascal? demanded the Duke.

My husband, Dad! Dont let him get away! — the fish, I mean. Put the drag on! Check!

Said his Grace of Pillchester in a voice of mellow thunder:

If I were not fast to my first tarpon — —

Reel in! cried Smith sharply, reel or you lose him!

The Duke reeled with all the abandon of a squirrel in a wheel.

Dearest, said Mrs. John Smith to her petrified mother, we will see you soon at Verbena. And dont let Dad over-play that fish. He always over-plays a salmon, you know.

The Duchess folded her fat hands and watched her departing offspring until the chartered launch was a speck on the horizon. Then she looked at her husband.

Fancy! she said.

Nevertheless, remarked the youthful novelist, coldly, there is nothing on earth as ignoble as a best-seller.

I wonder, ventured Duane, whether you know which books actually do sell the best.

Or which books of bygone days were the best-sellers?

Some among them are still best-sellers, added Athalie.

A truly important book — — began the novelist, but Athalie interrupted him:

O solemn child, she said, write on! — and thank the gods for their important gifts to you of hand and mind! So that you keep tired eyes awake that otherwise would droop to brood on pain or sorrow you have done well; and what you have written to this end will come nearer being important than anything you ever write.

True, by the nine muses! exclaimed Stafford with emphasis. Athalie glanced at him out of sweetly humourous eyes.

There is a tenth muse, she said. Did you never hear of her?

Never! Where did you discover her, Athalie?

Where I discover many, many things, my friend.

In your crystal? I said. She nodded slowly while the sweetmeat was dissolving in her mouth.

Through the summer silence a bell here and there in the dusky city sounded the hour.

The tenth muse, she repeated, and I believe there are other sisters, also. Many a star is suspected before its unseen existence is proven.... Please — a glass of water?
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SHE SIPPED THE water pensively as we all returned to our places. Then, placing the partly empty glass beside her jar of sweetmeats, she opened her incomparable lips.



It is a fine thing when a young man, born to travel the speedway of luxury, voluntarily leaves it to hew out a pathway for himself through life. Brown thought so, too. And at twenty-four he resolutely graduated from Harvard, stepped out into the world, and looked about him very sternly.

All was not well with the world. Brown knew it. He was there to correct whatever was wrong. And he had chosen Good Literature as the vehicle for self expression.

Now, the nine sister goddesses are born flirts; and every one of them immediately glanced sideways at Brown, who was a nice young man with modesty, principles, and a deep and reverent belief in Good Literature.

The nine daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne seemed very attractive to him until the tenth and most recent addition to the Olympian family sauntered by with a flirt of her narrow skirt — the jade!

One glance into the starry blue wells of her baby eyes bowled him over. Henceforth she was to be his steady — Thalomene, a casual daughter of Zeus, and muse of all that is sacredly obvious in the literature of modern realism.

From early infancy Browns had been a career of richest promise. His mothers desk was full of his earlier impressions of life. He had, in course of time, edited his school paper, his college paper; and, as an undergraduate, he had appeared in the contributors columns of various periodicals.

His was not only a wealthy but a cultivated lineage as well. The love of literature was born in him.

To love literature is all right in its way; to love it too well is to mistake the appreciative for the creative genius. Reverence and devotion are no equipment for creative authorship. It is not enough to have something to say about what other people have said. And the inspiration which comes from what others have done is never the true one. But Brown didnt know these things. They were not revealed unto him at Harvard; no inward instinct made them plain to him.

He began by foregathering with authors. Many, many authors foregather, from various causes — tradition, inclination, general shiftlessness. When they do that they produce a sort of serum called literary atmosphere, which is said to be delightful. And so Brown found it. However, there are authors who seem to be too busy with their profession to foregather and exhale atmosphere. But these are doubtless either literary hacks or the degraded producers of best-sellers. They are not authors, either; they are merely writers.

Now, in all the world there is only one thing funnier than an author; and that is a number of them. But Brown didnt know that, either.

All authors are reformers. Said one of them to Brown in the Empyrean Club:

When an author in his own heart ceases to be a reformer he begins to be a menace!

It was a fine sentiment, and Brown wrote it in his note-book. Afterward, the more he analyzed it the less it seemed to mean.

Another author informed him that the proper study for man is man. Hed heard that before, but the repetition steeled his resolve. And his resolve was to reproduce in literature exactly what he observed about him; nothing more, nothing less.

There was to be no concession to imagination, none to convention, none to that insidious form of human weakness known as good taste. As for art, Brown already knew what Art really was.

There was art enough for anybody in sheer truth, enough in the realism made up of photographic detail, recorded uncompromisingly in ordered processional sequence. After all, there was really no beauty in the world except the beauty of absolute truth. All other alleged beauty was only some form of weakness. Thus Brown, after inhaling literary atmosphere.

Like the majority of young men, Brown realised that only a man, and a perfectly fearless, honest, and unprejudiced one, was properly equipped to study woman and tell the entire truth about her in literature.

So he began his first great novel— The Unquiet Sex — and he made heavy weather of it that autumn — what with contributing to the literary atmosphere every afternoon and evening at various clubs and cafés — not to mention the social purlieus into which he ventured with the immortal lustre already phosphorescent on his brow. Which left him little time for mere writing. It is hard to be an author and a writer, too.

The proper study for man being woman, Brown studied her solemnly and earnestly. He studied his mother and his sisters, boring them to the verge of distraction; he attempted to dissect the motives which governed the behaviour of assorted feminine relatives, scaring several of the more aged and timorous, agitating others, and infuriating one or two — until his father ordered him to desist.

House-maids, parlour-maids, ladies-maids, waitresses, all fought very shy of him; for true to his art, he had cast convention aside and had striven to fathom the souls and discover the hidden motives imbedded in Milesian, Scandinavian and Briton.

The thing for me to do, said Brown rather bitterly to his father, is to go out into the world and investigate far and wide.

Investigate what? asked his father.

Woman! said Brown sturdily.

Theres only one trouble about that.

Whats that?

Woman, said his father, is likely to do the investigating. This household knows more about you than you do about it.

Brown smiled. So did his father.

Son, said the latter, what have you learned about women without knowing anything about them?

Nothing, naturally, said Brown.

Then you will never have anything more than that to say about them, remarked Brown senior.

Why not?

Because the only thing possible for a man to say about them is what his imagination dictates. Hell never learn any more concerning women than that.

Imagination is not literature, said Brown junior, with polite toleration.

Imagination is often the truer truth, said the old gentleman.

Father, that is rot.

Yes, my son — and it is almost Good Literature, too. Go ahead, shake us if you like. But, if you do, youll come back married.
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SO BROWN, WHO was nourishing a theory, shook his family and, requiring mental solitude to develop his idea, he went to Verbena Inlet. Not to the enormous and expensive caravansary swarming with wealth, ennui, envy, and fashion; not even to its sister hotel similarly infested. But to West Verbena, where for a mile along the white shell road modest hotels, boarding houses, and cottages nestled behind mosquito screens under the dingy cabbage-palmettos.

Here was stranded the winter driftwood from the North — that peculiar flotsam and jetsam which summered in similar resorts in the North, rocked in rocking chairs on dreary rural verandas, congregated at the village post-office, awaited its men folk every week-end from the filthy and sweltering metropolis.

It was at a shabby but pretentious hostelry called the Villa Hibiscus that Brown took up his quarters. Several rusty cabbage-palmettos waved above the whitish, sandy soil surrounding it; one or two discouraged orange trees fruited despondently near the veranda. And the place swarmed with human beings from all over the United States, lured from inclement climes, into the land of the orange and the palm — wistfully seeking in the land of advertised perpetual sunshine what the restless world has never yet discovered anywhere — surcease from care, from longing, from the unkindliness of its fellow seekers.

Dowdiness filled the veranda rocking chairs; unlovely hands were folded; faded eyes gazed vacantly at the white road, at the oranges; enviously at the flashing wheels and fluttering lingerie from the great Hotel Verbena.

Womanhood was there in all its ages and average phases; infancy, youth, middle age, age — all were there in the rusty villas and hotels ranged for a mile along the smooth shell road.

The region, thought Brown to himself, was rich in material. And the reflection helped him somewhat with his dinner, which needed a fillip or two.

In his faultless dinner jacket he sauntered out after the evening meal; and the idea which possessed and even thrilled him aided him to forget what he had eaten.

The lagoon glimmered mysteriously in the starlight; the royal palms bordering it rustled high in the night breeze from the sea. Perfume from oleander hedges smote softly the olfactories of Brown; the southern whip-poor-wills hurried whisper thrilled the darkness with a deeper mystery.

Here was the place to study woman. There could be no doubt about that. Here, untrammelled, uninterrupted, unvexed by the jarring of the world, he could place his model, turn her loose, and observe her.

To concentrate all his powers of analytical observation upon a single specimen of woman was his plan. Painters and sculptors used models. He meant to use one, too.

It would be simple. First, he must discover what he wanted. This accomplished, he had decided to make a plain business proposition to her. She was to go about her own affairs and her pleasure without embarrassment or self-consciousness — behave naturally; do whatever it pleased her to do. But he was to be permitted to observe her, follow her, make what notes he chose; and, as a resumé of each day, they were to meet in some quiet spot in order that he might question her as he chose, concerning whatever interested him, or whatever in her movements or behaviour had seemed to him involved or inexplicable.

Thus and thus only, he had decided, could light be shed upon the mysterious twilight veiling the inner woman! Thus only might carefully concealed motives be detected, cause and effect co-ordinated, the very source of all feminine logic, reason, and emotion be laid bare and dissected at leisure.

Never had anybody written such a novel as he would be equipped to write. The ultimate word concerning woman was about to be written.

Inwardly excited, outwardly calm, he had seated himself on the coquina wall which ran along the lagoon under the Royal Palms. He was about to study his subject as the great masters studied, coolly, impersonally, with clear and merciless intelligence, setting down with calm simplicity nothing except facts.

All that was worthy and unworthy should be recorded — the good with the evil — nothing should be too ephemeral, too minute, to escape his searching analysis.

And all the while, though Brown was not aware of it, the memory of a face he had seen in the dining-room grew vaguely and faded, waxing and waning alternately, like a phantom illustration accompanying his thoughts.

As for the model he should choose to study, she ought to be thoroughly feminine, he thought; young, probably blonde, well formed, not very deeply experienced, and with every human capacity for good and bad alike.

He would approach her frankly, tell her what he required, offer her the pay of an artists model, three dollars a day; and, if she accepted, she could have her head and do what she liked. All that concerned him was to make his observations and record them.

In the blue starlight people passed and re-passed like ghosts along the shell-road — the white summer gowns of young girls were constantly appearing in the dusk, taking vague shape, vanishing. On the lagoon, a guitar sounded very far away. The suave scent of oleander grew sweeter.

Spectral groups passed in clinging lingerie; here and there a ghost lingered to lean over the coquina wall, her lost gaze faintly accented by some level star. One of these, a slender young thing, paused near to Brown, resting gracefully against the wall.

All around her the whip-poor-wills were calling breathlessly; the perfume of oleander grew sweeter.

As for the girl herself, she resembled the tenth muse. Brown had never attempted to visualise his mistress; it had been enough for him that she was Thalomene, daughter of Zeus, and divinely fair.

But now, as he recognised the face he had noticed that evening in the dining-room, somehow he thought of his muse for the first time, concretely. Perhaps because the girl by the coquina wall was young, slim, golden haired, and Greek.

His impulse, without bothering to reason, was to hop from the wall and go over to where she was standing.

She looked around calmly as he approached, gave him a little nod in recognition of his lifted hat.

Im John Brown, 4th, he said. Im stopping at the Villa Hibiscus. Do you mind my saying so?

No, I dont mind, she said.

There is a vast amount of nonsense in formality and convention, said Brown. If you dont mind ignoring such details, I have something important to say to you.

She looked at him unsmilingly. Probably it was the starlight in her eyes that made them glimmer as though with hidden laughter.

I am, said Brown, pleasantly, an author.

Really, she said.

When I say that I am an author, continued Brown seriously, I mean in the higher sense.

Oh. What is the higher sense, Mr. Brown? she asked.

The higher sense does not necessarily imply authorship. I do not mean that I am a mere writer. I have written very little.

Oh, she said.

Very little, repeated Brown combatively. You will look in vain among the crowded counters piled high with contemporary fiction for anything from my pen.

Then perhaps I had better not look, she said so simply that Brown was a trifle disappointed in her.

Some day, however, he said, you may search, and, perhaps, not wholly in vain.

Oh, you are writing a book!

Yes, he said, I am, so to speak, at work on a novel.

Might one, with discretion, make further inquiry concerning your novel, Mr. Brown?

You may.

Thank you, she said, apparently a trifle disconcerted by the privilege so promptly granted.

You may, repeated Brown. Shall I explain why?

Please.

You will not mistake me, I am sure. Will you?

She turned her pretty face toward him.

I dont think so, she said after a moment. The starlight was meddling with her eyes again.
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SO BROWN TOLD her about his theory; how he desired to employ a model, how he desired to study her; what were his ideas of the terms suitable.

He talked fluently, earnestly, and agreeably; and his pretty audience listened with so much apparent intelligence and good taste that her very attitude subtly exhilarated Brown, until he became slightly aware that he was expressing himself eloquently.

He had, it seemed, much to say concerning the profession and practice of good literature. It seemed, too, that he knew a great deal about it, both theoretically and practically. His esteem and reverence for it were unmistakable; his enthusiasm worthy of his courage.

He talked for a long while, partly about literature, partly about himself. And he was at intervals a trifle surprised that he had so much to say, and wondered at the valuable accumulations of which he was unburdening himself with such vast content.

The girl had turned her back to the lagoon and stood leaning against the coquina wall, facing him, her slender hands resting on the coping.

Never had he had such a listener. At the clubs and cafés other literary men always wanted to talk. But here under the great southern stars nobody interrupted the limpid flow of his long dammed eloquence. And he ended leisurely, as he had begun, yet auto-intoxicated, thrillingly conscious of the spell which he had laid upon himself, upon his young listener — conscious, too, of the spell that the soft air and the perfume and the stars had spun over a world grown suddenly and incredibly lovely and young.

She said in a low voice: I need the money very much.... And I dont mind your studying me.

Do you really mean it? he exclaimed, enchanted.

Yes. But there is one trouble.

What is it? he asked apprehensively.

I must have my mornings to myself.

He said: Under the terms I must be permitted to ask you any questions I choose. You understand that, dont you?

Yes, she said.

Then — why must you have your mornings to yourself?

I have work to do.

What work? What are you?

She flushed a trifle, then, accepting the rules of the game, smiled at Brown.

I am a school-teacher, she said. Ill health from overwork drove me South to convalesce. I am trying to support myself here by working in the mornings.

I am sorry, he said gently. Then, aware of his concession to a very human weakness, he added with businesslike decision: What is the nature of your mornings work?

I — write, she admitted.

Stories?

Yes.

Fiction?

Anything, Mr. Brown. I send notes to fashion papers, concerning the costumes at the Hotel Verbena; I write for various household papers special articles which would not interest you at all. I write little stories for the womens and childrens columns in various newspapers. You see what I do is not literature, and could not interest you.

If you are to act for me in the capacity of a model, he said firmly, I am absolutely bound to study every phase of you, every minutest detail.

Oh.

Not one minute of the day must pass without my observing you, he said. Unless you are broad-minded enough to comprehend me you may think my close and unremitting observation impertinent.

You dont mean to be impertinent, I am sure, she faltered, already surprised, apprehensive, and abashed by the prospect.

Of course I dont mean to be impertinent, he said smilingly, but all great observers pursue their studies unremittingly day and night — —

You couldnt do that! she exclaimed.

No, he admitted, troubled, that would not be feasible. You require, of course, a certain amount of slumber.

Naturally, she said.

I ought, he said thoughtfully, to study that phase of you, also.

What phase, Mr. Brown?

When you are sleeping.

But that is impossible!

Convention, he said disdainfully, makes it so. A literary student is fettered.

But it is perfectly possible for you to imagine what I look like when Im asleep, Mr. Brown.

Imagination is to play no part in my literary work, he said coldly. What I set down are facts.

But is that art?

There is more art in facts than there are facts in art, he said.

I dont quite know what you mean.

He didnt, either, when he came to analyse what he had said; and he turned very red and admitted it.

I mean to be honest and truthful, he said. What I just said sounded clever, but meant nothing. I admit it. I mean to be perfectly pitiless with myself. Anything tainted with imagination; anything hinting of romance; any weak concession to prejudice, convention, good taste, I refuse to be guilty of. Realism is what I aim at; raw facts, however unpleasant!

I dont believe you will find anything very unpleasant about me, she said.

No, I dont think I shall. But I mean to detect every imperfection, every weakness, every secret vanity, every unworthy impulse. That is why I desire to study you so implacably. Are you willing to submit?

She bit her lip and looked thoughtfully at the stars.

You know, she said, that while it may be all very well for you to say anything for arts sake, I cant say it. I cant do it, either.

Why not?

Because I cant. You know perfectly well that you cant follow me about taking notes every minute of the twenty-four hours.

He said very earnestly: Sir John Lubbock sat up day and night, never taking his eyes off the little colony of ants which he had under observation in a glass box!

Do you propose to sit up day and night to keep me under observation? she asked, flushed and astounded.

Not at first. But as my studies advance, and you become accustomed to the perfectly respectful but coldly impersonal nature of my observations, your mind, I trust, will become so broadened that you will find nothing objectionable in what at first might scare you. An artists model, for example — —

But I am not an artists model! she exclaimed, with a slight shiver.

To be a proper model at all, he said, you must concede all for art, and remain sublimely unconscious of self. You do not matter. I do not matter. Only my work counts. And that must be honest, truthful, accurate, minute, exact — a perfect record of a womans mind and personality.

For a few moments they both remained silent. And after a little the starlight began to play tricks with her eyes again, so that they seemed sparkling with hidden laughter. But her face was grave.

She said: I really do need the money. I will do what I can.... And if in spite of my courage I ever shrink — our contract shall terminate at once.

And what shall I do then? inquired Brown.

The starlight glimmered in her eyes. She said very gravely:

In case the demands of your realism and your art are too much for my courage, Mr. Brown — you will have to find another model to study.

But another model might prove as conventional as you!

In that case, she said, while her sensitive lower lip trembled, and the starlight in her eyes grew softly brilliant, in that case, Mr. Brown, I am afraid that there would be only one course to pursue with that other model.

What course is that? he asked, deeply interested.

Im afraid youd have to marry her.

Good Lord! he said. I cant marry every girl I mean to study!

Oh! Do you mean to study very many?

I have my entire life and career before me.

Yes. That is true. But — women are much alike. One model, thoroughly studied, might serve for them all — with a little imagination.

I have no use for imagination in fiction, said Brown firmly. After a moments silence, he added: Is it settled, then?

About our — contract?

Yes.

She considered for a long while, then, looking up, she nodded.

Thats fine! exclaimed Brown, with enthusiasm.

They walked back to the Villa Hibiscus together, slowly, through the blue starlight. Brown asked her name, and she told him.

No, he said gaily, your name is Thalomene, and you are the tenth muse. For truly I think I have never before been so thoroughly inspired by a talk with anyone.

She laughed. He had done almost all the talking. And he continued it, very happily, as by common consent they seated themselves on the veranda.
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THE INHABITANTS OF the Villa Hibiscus retired. But Brown talked on, quite unconscious that the low-voiced questions and softly modulated replies were magic which incited him to a perfect ecstasy of self-revelation.

Perhaps he thought he was studying her — for the compact by mutual consent was already in force — and certainly his eyes were constantly upon her, taking, as no doubt he supposed, a cold and impersonal measure of her symmetry. Calmly, and with utter detachment, he measured her slender waist, her soft little hands; noting the fresh, sweet lips, the clear, prettily shaped eyes, the delicate throat, the perfect little Greek head with its thick, golden hair.

And all the while he held forth about literature and its true purpose; about what art really is; about his own art, his own literature, and his own self.

And the girl was really fascinated.

She had seen, at a distance, such men. When Brown had named himself to her, she had recognised the name with awe, as a fashionable and wealthy name known to Gotham.

Yet, had Brown known it, neither his eloquence nor his theories, nor his aims, were what fascinated her. But it was his boyish enthusiasm, his boyish intolerance, his immaturity, his happy certainty of the importance of what concerned himself.

He was so much a boy, so much a man, such a candid, unreasonable, eager, selfish, impulsive, portentous, and delightfully illogical mixture of boy and man that the combination fascinated every atom of womanhood in her — and at moments as the night wore on, she found herself listening perilously close to the very point of sympathy.

He appeared to pay no heed to the flight of time. The big stars frosted Heaven; the lagoon was silvered by them; night winds stirred the orange bloom; oleanders exhaled a bewitching perfume.

As he lay there in his rocking chair beside her, it seemed to him that he had known her intimately for years — so wonderfully does the charm of self-revelation act upon human reason. For she had said almost nothing about herself. Yet, it was becoming plainer to him every moment that never in all his life had he known any woman as he already knew this young girl.

It is wonderful, he said, lying back in his chair and looking up at the stars, how subtle is sympathy, and how I recognise yours. I think I understand you perfectly already.

Do you? she said.

Yes, I feel sure I do. Somehow, I know that secretly and in your own heart you are in full tide of sympathy with me and with my lifes work.

I thought you had no imagination, she said.

I havent. Do you mean that I only imagine that you are in sympathy with me?

No, she said. I am.

After a few moments she laughed deliciously. He never knew why. Nor was she ever perfectly sure why she had laughed, though they discussed the matter very gravely.

A new youth seemed to have invaded her, an exquisite sense of lightness, of power. Vaguely she was conscious of ability, of a wonderful and undreamed of capacity. Within her heart she seemed to feel the subtle stir of a new courage, a certainty of the future, of indefinable but splendid things.

The manuscript of the novel which she had sent North two weeks ago seemed to her a winged thing soaring to certain victory in the empyrean. Suddenly, by some magic, doubt, fear, distress, were allayed — and it was like surcease from a steady pain, with all the blessed and heavenly languor relaxing her mind and body.

And all the while Brown talked on.

Lying there in her chair she listened to him while the thoughts in her eased mind moved in delicate accompaniment.

Somehow she understood that never in her life had she been so happy — with this boy babbling beside her, and her own thoughts responding almost tenderly to his youth, his inconsistencies, to the arrogance typical of his sex. He was so wrong! — so far from the track, so utterly astray, so pitiably confident! Who but she should know, who had worked and studied and failed and searched, always writing, however — which is the only way in the world to learn how to write — or to learn that there is no use in writing.

Her hand lay along the flat arm of her rocking-chair; and once, when he had earnestly sustained a perfectly untenable theory concerning success in literature, unconsciously she laid her fresh, smooth hand on his arm in impulsive protest.

No, she said, dont think that way. You are quite wrong. That is the road to failure!

It was her first expression of disagreement, and he looked at her amazed.

I am afraid you think I dont know anything about real literature and realism, she said, but I do know a little.

Every man must work out his salvation in his own way, he insisted, still surprised at her dissent.

Yes, but one should be equipped by long practice in the art before definitely choosing ones final course.

I am practiced.

I dont mean theoretically, she murmured.

He laughed: Oh, you mean mere writing, he said, gaily confident. That, according to my theory, is not necessary to real experience. Literature is something loftier.

In her feminine heart every instinct of womanhood was aroused — pity for the youth of him, sympathy for his obtuseness, solicitude for his obstinacy, tenderness for the fascinating combination of boy and man, which might call itself by any name it chose — even author — and go blundering along without a helping hand amid shrugs and smiles to a goal marked Failure.

I wonder, she said almost timidly, whether you could ever listen to me.

Always, he said, bending nearer to see her expression. Which having seen, he perhaps forgot to note in his little booklet, for he continued to look at her.

I havent very much to say, she said. Only — to learn any art or trade or profession it is necessary to work at it unremittingly. But to discuss it never helped anybody.

My dear child, he said, I know that what you say was the old idea. But, he shrugged, I do not agree with it.

I am so sorry, she said.

Sorry? Why are you sorry?

I dont know.... Perhaps because I like you.

It was not very much to say — not a very significant declaration; but the simplicity and sweetness of it — her voice — the head bent a little in the starlight — all fixed Browns attention. He sat very still there in the luminous dusk of the white veranda; the dew dripped steadily like rain; the lagoon glittered.

Then, subtly, taking Brown unawares, his most treacherous enemy crept upon him with a stealth incredible, and, before Brown knew it, was in full possession of his brain. The enemy was Imagination.

Minute after minute slipped away in the scented dusk, and found Browns position unchanged, where he lay in his chair looking at her.

The girl also was very silent.

With what wonderful attributes his enemy, Imagination, was busily endowing the girl beside him in the starlight, there is no knowing. His muse was Thalomene, slim daughter of Zeus; and whether she was really still on Olympus or here beside him he scarcely knew, so perfectly did this young girl inspire him, so exquisitely did she fill the bill.

It is odd, he said, after a long while, that merely a few hours with you should inspire me more than I have ever been inspired in all my life.

That, she said unsteadily, is your imagination.

At the hateful word, imagination, Brown seemed to awake from the spell. Then he sat up straight, rather abruptly.

The thing to do, he said, still confused by his awakening, is to consider you impersonally and make notes of everything. And he fumbled for pencil and note-book, and, rising, stepped across to the front door, where a light was burning.

Standing under it he resolutely composed his thoughts; but to save his life he could remember nothing of which to make a memorandum.

This worried him, and finally alarmed him. And so long did he stand there, note-book open, pencil poised, and a sickly expression of dismay imprinted upon his otherwise agreeable features, that the girl rose at last from her chair, glanced in through the door at him, and then came forward.

What is the matter? she asked.

The matter is, said Brown, that I dont seem to have anything to write about.

You are tired, she said. I think we both are a little tired.

I am not. Anyway, I have something to write about now. Wait a moment till I make a note of how you walk — the easy, graceful, flowing motion, so exquisitely light and — —

But I dont walk like that! she said, laughing.

 — Graciously as a youthful goddess, muttered Brown, scribbling away busily in his note-book. Tell me; what motive had you just now in rising and coming to ask me what was the matter — with such a sweetly apprehensive expression in your eyes?

My — my motive? she repeated, astonished.

Yes. You had one, hadnt you?

Why — I dont know. You looked worried; so I came.

The motive, said Brown, was feminine solicitude — an emotion natural to nice women. Thank you. And he made a note of it.

But motives and emotions are different things, she said timidly. I had no motive for coming to ask you why you seemed troubled.

Wasnt your motive to learn why?

Y-yes, I suppose so.

He laid his head on one side and inspected her critically.

And if anything had been amiss with me you would have been sorry, wouldnt you?

Yes.

Why?

Why? Because — one is sorry when a friend — when anyone — —

I am your friend, he said. So why not say it?

And I am yours — if you wish, she said.

Yes, I do. He began to write: Its rather odd how friendship begins. We both seem to want to be friends. And to her he said: How does it make you feel — the idea of our being friends? What emotions does it arouse in you?

She looked at him in sorrowful surprise. I thought it was real friendship you meant, she murmured, not the sort to make a note about.

But Ive got to make notes of everything. Dont you see? Certainly our friendship is real enough — but Ive got to study it minutely and make notes concerning it. Its necessary to make records of everything — how you walk, stand, speak, look, how you go upstairs — —

I am going now, she said.

He followed, scribbling furiously; and it is difficult to go upstairs, watch a lady go upstairs, and write about the way she does it all at the same time.

Good-night, she said, opening her door.

Good-night, he said, absently, and so intent on his scribbling that he followed her through the door into her room.
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SHE GOES UPSTAIRS as though she were floating up, he wrote, with enthusiasm; her lovely figure, poised on tip-toe, seems to soar upward, ascending as naturally and gracefully as the immortals ascended the golden stairs of Jacob — —

In full flood of his treacherous imagination he seated himself on a chair beside her bed, rested the note-book on his knees, and scribbled madly, utterly oblivious to her. And it was only when he had finished, for sheer lack of material, that he recollected himself, looked up, saw how she had shrunk away from him against the wall — how the scarlet had dyed her face to her temples.

Why — why do you come — into my bedroom? she faltered. Does our friendship count for no more than that with you?

What? he said, bewildered.

That you do what you have no right to do. Art — art is not enough to — to — excuse — disrespect — —

Suddenly the tears sprang to her eyes, and she covered her flushed face with both hands.

For a moment Brown stood petrified. Then a deeper flush than hers settled heavily over his features.

Im sorry, he said.

She made no response.

I didnt mean to hurt you. I do respect you, he said.

No response.

Brown gazed at her, gazed at his note-book.

Then he hurled the note-book across the room and walked over to her as she lifted her lovely head, startled and tearful.

You are right, he said, swallowing nothing very desperately. You can not be studied this way. Will you — marry me?

What!

Will you marry me?

Why? she gasped.

Because I — want to study you.

No! she said, looking him straight in the eyes.

Brown thought hard for a full minute.

Would you marry me because I love you? he asked timidly.

The question seemed to be more than she could answer. Besides, the tears sprang to her blue eyes again, and her under lip began to tremble, and she covered her face with both hands. Which made it impossible for him to kiss her.

Isnt it wonderful? he said earnestly, trembling from head to foot. Isnt it wonderful, dear?

Yes, she whispered. The word, uttered against his shoulder, was stifled. He bent his head nearer, murmuring:

Thalomene — Thalomene — embodiment of Truth! How wonderful it is to me that at last I find in you that absolute Truth I worship.

I am — the embodiment — of your — imagination, she said. But you will never, never believe it — most adorable of boys — dearest — dearest of men.

And, lifting her stately and divine young head, she looked innocently at Brown while he imprinted his first and most chaste kiss upon the fresh, sweet lips of the tenth muse, Thalomene, daughter of Zeus.



Athalie, said the youthful novelist more in sorrow than in anger, you are making game of everything I hold most important.

Provide yourself with newer and truer gods, dear child, said the girl, laughing. After youve worshipped them long enough somebody will also poke fun at them. Whereupon, if you are fortunate enough to be one of those who continues to mature until he matures himself into the Ewigkeit, you will instantly quit those same over-mauled and worn out gods for newer and truer ones.

And so on indefinitely, I added.

In literature, began the novelist, the great masters must stand as parents for us in our first infantile steps — —

No, said the girl, all worthy aspirants enter the field of literature as orphans. Opportunity and Fates alone stand for them in loco parentis. And the child of these is known as Destiny.

No cubist could beat that, Athalie, remarked Duane. Im ashamed of you — or proud — I dont know which.

Dear child, she said, you will never know the true inwardness of any sentiment you entertain concerning me until I explain it to you.

Smitten again hip and thigh, said Stafford. Fair lady, I am far too wary to tell you what I think of the art of incoherence as practised occasionally by the prettiest Priestess in the Temple.

Athalie looked at me as the sweetmeat melted on her tongue.

You promised me a dog, she remarked.

Ive picked him out. Hell be weaned in another week.

What species of pup is he? inquired Duane.

An Iceland terrier, I answered. They use them for digging out walrus and seals.

Thank you, said Duane pleasantly.

After all, observed the girl, lifting her glass of water, it does not concern Mr. Duane what sort of a dog you have chosen for me.

She sipped it leisurely, looking over the delicate crystal rim at Duane.

You are young, she said. Lenfance est le sommeil de la raison.

How would you like to have an Angora kitten? he asked, reddening slightly.

But infancy, she added, is always adorable.... I think I might like a white one with blue eyes.

Puppies, kittens, children, remarked Stafford— theyre all tolerable while theyre young.

All of these, said the girl softly, I should like to have.

And she gazed inquiringly at the crystal. But it could tell her nothing of herself or of her hopes. She turned and looked out into the dark city, a trifle wearily, it seemed to me.
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AFTER A SILENCE, she lay back among her cushions and glanced at us with a faint smile.

One day last winter, she said, after the last client had gone and office hours were over, I sat here thinking, wondering what in the world could be worse for a girl than to have no parents.... And I happened to glance into my crystal, and saw there an incident beginning to evolve that cheered me up, because it was a parody on my more morbid train of thought. After all, the same Chance that gives a child to its parents gives the parents to that child. You may think this is Tupper, she added, but it is Athalie. And that being the case, nobody will laugh.

Nobody did laugh.

Thank you, she said sweetly. Now I will tell you what I saw in my crystal when I happened to be feeling unusually alone in the world. And with a pretty nod to us, collectively, she began.



The bulk of the cargo and a few bodies were coming ashore at the eastern end of the island, and that is where the throngs were — people from the Light House, fishermen from the inlet, and hundreds of winter tourists from St. Augustine, in white flannels and summer gowns, all attracted to Ibis Island by the grewsome spectacle of the wreck.

The West Indian hurricane had done its terrific business and had gone, leaving a turquoise sky untroubled by a cloud, and a sea of snow and cobalt.

Nothing living had been washed ashore from the wreck. As for the brig, she had vanished — if there had been anything left of her to disappear except the wreckage, human and otherwise, that had come tumbling ashore through the surf all night long.

So young Gray, seeing that there was nothing for him to do, and not caring for the spectacle at the eastern end of the island, turned on his heel and walked west through thickets of sweet bay, palmetto, and beach-grape.

He wore the lightest weight solaro, with a helmet and close-fitting puttees of the same. Two straps crossed his breast, the one supporting a well filled haversack, the other a water bottle. Except for fire arms he was equipped for darkest Africa, or for anything else on earth — at least he supposed so. He was wrong; he was not equipped for what he was about to encounter on Ibis Island.

It happened in this manner: traversing the seaward dunes, because the beach no longer afforded him even a narrow margin for a footing, shoulder deep in a tangle of beach-grapes, he chanced to glance at the little sandy cove which he was skirting, and saw there an empty fruit crate tumbling in the smother of foam, and a very small setter puppy clinging to it frantically, with every claw clutching, and his drenched tail between his legs.

Even while Gray was forcing his eager way through the tangle, he was aware of somebody else moving forward through the high scrub just west of him; and as he sprang out onto the beach and laid his hand on the stranded fruit crate, another hand, slimmer and whiter than his, fell on the crate as he dragged it out of the foamy shallows and up across the dry sand, just as a tremendous roller smashed into clouds of foam behind it.

I beg your pardon, said a breathless voice at his elbow, but I think I saw this little dog first.

Gray already was reaching for the shivering little thing, but two other hands deprived him of the puppy; and he looked up, impatient and annoyed, into the excited brown eyes of a young girl.

She had taken the dripping, clawing little creature to her breast, where it shivered and moaned and whined, shoving its cold nose up under her chin.

I beg your pardon, said Gray, firmly, but I am really very certain that I first discovered that dog.

I am sorry you think so, she said, clasping the creature all the tighter.

I do think so, insisted Gray. I know it!

I am very sorry, she repeated. Over the puppys shivering back her brown eyes gazed upon Gray. They were very pretty, but hostile.

There can be no question about the ownership of this pup, persisted Gray. Of course, I am sorry if you really think you discovered the dog. Because you didnt.

I did discover him, she said, calmly.

I beg your pardon. I was walking through the beach-grapes — —

I beg yours! I also was crossing the sweet-bay scrub when I happened to glance down at the cove and saw this poor little dog in the water.

That is exactly what I did! I happened to glance down, and there I saw this little dog. Instantly I sprang — —

So did I! — I beg your pardon for interrupting you!

I was merely explaining that I first saw the dog, and next I noticed you. But first of all I saw the dog.

That is the exact sequence in my own observations, she rejoined calmly. First of all I saw the dog in the water, then I heard a crash in the bush, and saw something floundering about in the tangle.

And, continued Gray, much annoyed by her persistency, no sooner had I caught hold of the crate than you came up and laid your hand on it, also. You surely must remember that I had my hand on the crate before you did!

I am very sorry you think so. The contrary was the case. I took firm hold of the crate, and then you aided me to draw it up out of the water.

It is extraordinary, he said, how mistaken you are concerning the actual sequence of events. Not that I doubt for a moment that you really suppose you discovered the dog. Probably you were a little excited — —

I was perfectly cool. Possibly you were a trifle excited.

Not in the least, he retorted with calm exasperation. I never become agitated.

The puppy continued to shiver and drive its nose up under the girls chin.

Poor little thing! Poor little shipwrecked baby! she crooned. And, to Gray: I dont know why this puppy should be so cold. The water is warm enough.

Put it in the hot sand, he said. We can rub it dry.

She hesitated, flushing perhaps at her own suspicions; but nevertheless she said:

You would not attempt to take it if I put it down, would you?

I dont intend to snatch it, he said with dignity. Men dont snatch.

So they went inland a few paces where the sand was hot and loose and deep; and there they knelt down and put the puppy on the sand.
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I am in possession of the dog and you merely claim possession.

Scrub him thoroughly, she suggested, pouring heaping handfuls of hot, silvery sand over the little creature.

Gray did likewise, and together they rubbed and scrubbed and rolled the puppy about until the dog began to roll on his back all by himself, twisting and wriggling and waving his big, padded paws.

What he wants is water, asserted Gray, unstrapping his haversack and bottle. From the one he produced an aluminum pannikin; from the other he filled it with water. The puppy drank it all while Gray and the brown-eyed girl looked on intently.

Then Gray produced some beef sandwiches, and the famished little creature leaped and whirled and danced as Gray fed him cautiously, bit by bit.

Do you think that is perfectly fair? asked the girl gravely.

Fair? repeated Gray guiltily.

Yes. Who first feeds a strange dog is recognised as the reigning authority.

Very well, you may feed him, too. But that does not alter the facts in the case.

The facts, said the girl, taking a sandwich from Gray, are that I am in possession of the dog and you merely claim possession.

They fed him alternately and in silence — until their opinion became unanimous that it was dangerous, for the present, to feed him any more.

The puppy begged and pleaded and cajoled and danced — a most appealing and bewitching little creature, silvery white and blue-ticked, with a tiny tan point over each eye and a black and tan saddle.

Lavarack, observed Gray.

English, she nodded.

It wagged not only its little, whippy tail, but in doing so wriggled its entire hind quarters, showing no preference for either of its rescuers, but bestowing winning and engaging favours impartially.

The girl could endure it no longer, but snatched the puppy to her with a soft little cry, and cuddled it tight. Gray looked on gloomily. Then, when she released it, he took it and caressed it in masculine fashion. There was no discernible difference in its affectionate responses.

After the dog had lavished enthusiasm and affection on its saviours to the point of physical exhaustion, it curled up on the hot sand between them. At first, when they moved or spoke, the little, silky head was quickly lifted, and the brown eyes turned alertly from one to the other of the two beings most beloved on earth. But presently only the whippy tail stirred in recognition of their voices. And finally the little dog slept in the hot sunshine.
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FOR A LONG while, seated on either side of the slumbering puppy, they remained silent, in fascinated contemplation of what they had rescued.

Finally Gray said slowly: It may seem odd to you that I should be so firm and uncompromising concerning my right to a very small dog which may be duplicated in the North for a few dollars.

She lifted her brown eyes to his, then let them fall again on the dog.

The reason is this, said Gray. The native dogs I dislike intensely. Dogs imported from the North soon die in this region. But this little pup was evidently born on shipboard and on tropical seas. I think hes very likely to survive the climate. And as I am obliged to reside here for a while, and as I am to live all alone, this pup is a godsend to me.

The girl, still resting her eyes on the sleeping puppy, said very quietly:

I do not desire to appear selfish, but a girl is twice as lonely as a man. And as I fortunately first discovered the dog it seems to me absolutely right and just that I should keep him.

Gray sat pouring sand through his fingers and casting an occasional oblique glance at the girl. She was not sunburned, so she must be a recent arrival. She spoke with a northern accent, which determined her origin.

What was she doing down here on this absurd island? Why didnt she go back to St. Augustine where she belonged?

You know, he said craftily, I can buy a very nice little dog indeed for you in St. Augustine.

I am not stopping in St. Augustine. Besides, there are only horrid little lap-dogs there.

Dont you like lap-dogs — Pomms, Pekinese, Maltese? he inquired persuasively.

No.

You are unlike the majority of girls then. What sort of dog do you like?

Setters, she explained with decision.

And as he bit his lip in annoyed silence she added:

Setter puppies are what I adore.

Im sorry, he said bluntly.

She added, not heeding his observation: I am mad about setter puppies, particularly English setter puppies. And when I try to realise that I discovered a shipwrecked one all by myself, and rescued it, I can scarcely believe in such an adorable miracle.

It was on the tip of his tongue to offer to purchase the pup, but a quick glance at the girl checked him. She was evidently perfectly sincere, and the quality of her was unmistakable.

Already, within these few minutes, her skin had begun to burn a delicate rose tint from the suns fierce reflection on the white sands. Her hair was a splendid golden brown, her eyes darker, or perhaps the long, dark lashes made them seem so. She was daintily and prettily made, head, throat, shoulders, and limbs; she wore a summer gown so waistless and limp that it conformed to the corsetless fashions in vogue, making evident here and there the contours of her slim and supple figure.

From the tip of her white shoe to the tip of her hat she was the futile and exquisite essence of Gotham.

Gray realised it because he lived there himself. But he could not understand where all her determination and obstinacy came from, for she seemed so young and inexperienced, and there was about her a childish dewiness of eye and lip that suggested a blossoms fragrance.

She was very lovely; and that was all very well in its way, but Gray had come down there on stern business, and how long his business might last, and how long he was to inhabit a palmetto bungalow above the coquina quarry he did not know. The coquina quarry was as hot as the infernal pit. Also, snakes frequented it.

No black servant — promised him faithfully in St. Augustine the day before — had yet arrived. A few supplies had been sent over from St. Augustine, and he was camping in his little house of logs, along with wood-ticks, blue lizards, white ants, gophers, hornets, and several chestnut-colored scorpions.

I wouldnt mind yielding the dog to you, he admitted, if I were not so horribly lonely on this miserable island. When evening comes, you will go back to luxury and comfort somewhere or other, with dinner awaiting you and servants to do everything, and a nice bed to retire to. Thats a pleasant picture, isnt it?

Very, she replied, with a slight shrug.

Now, he said, please gaze mentally upon this other picture. I am obliged to go back to a shack haunted by every species of creature that this wretched island harbours.

There will be no dinner for me except what I can scoop out of a tin; no servants to do one bally thing for me; no bed.

Listen attentively, he continued, becoming slightly dramatic as he remembered more clearly the horrors of the preceding night — his first on Ibis Island. I shall go into that devilish bungalow and look around like a scared dog, standing very carefully in the exact centre of the room. And what will be the first object that my unwilling eyes encounter? A scorpion! Perhaps two, crawling out from the Spanish moss with which the chinks of that miserable abode are stuffed. I shall slay it — or them — as the case may be. Then a blue-tailed lizard will frisk over the ceiling — or perhaps one of those big, heavy ones with blunt, red heads. Doubtless at that same instant I shall discover a wood-tick advancing up one of my trousers legs. Spiders will begin to move across the walls. Perhaps a snake or two will then develop from some shadowy corner.

He waved his arm impressively and pointed at the sleeping puppy.

Under such circumstances, he said pathetically, would you care to deprive me of this little companion sent by Providence for me to rescue out of the sea?

She, too, had been steadily pouring sand between her white fingers during the moving recital of his woes. Now she looked up, controlling a shudder.

Your circumstances, with all their attendant horrors, are my own, she began. I, also, since last night, inhabit a picturesque but most horrid bungalow not very far from here; and every one of the creatures you describe, and several others also, inhabit it with me. Do you wonder I want some companionship? Do you wonder that I am inclined to cling to this little dog — whether or not it may seem ill bred and selfish to you?

He said: I suppose all the houses in this latitude harbour tarantulas, centipedes, and similar things, but you must remember that you do not live alone as I do — —

Yes, I do!

What?

Certainly. I engaged two black servants in St. Augustine, but they have not arrived, and I was obliged to remain all alone in that frightful place last night.

Thats very odd, he said uneasily. Where is this bungalow of yours?

She started to speak, checked herself as at a sudden and unpleasant thought, looked up at him searchingly; and found his steel-grey eyes as searchingly fixed on her.

Where is your bungalow? she asked, watching him intently.

Mine is situated at the west end of a coquina quarry. Where is yours?

Mine, she answered unsteadily but defiantly, is situated on the eastern edge of a coquina quarry.

Why did you choose a quarry bungalow?

Why did you choose one?

Because the coquina quarry happens to belong to me.

The quarry, she retorted, belongs to me.

He was almost too disgusted to speak, but he contrived to say, quietly and civilly:

You are Constance Leslie, are you not?

Yes.... You are Johnson Gray?

Yes, I am, he answered, checking his exasperation and forcing a smile. Its rather odd, isnt it — rather unfortunate, Im afraid.

It is unfortunate for you, Mr. Gray, she returned firmly. Im sorry — really sorry that this long journey is in vain.

So am I, he said, with lips compressed.

For a few moments they sat very still, not looking at each other.

Presently he said: It was a fool of a will. He was a most disagreeable old man.

I never saw him.

Nor I. They say he was a terror. But he had a sense of humour — a grim and acrid one — the cynics idea of wit. No doubt he enjoyed it. No doubt he is enjoying this very scene between you and me — if hes anywhere within sight or hearing — —

Dont say that! she exclaimed, almost violently. It is horrible enough on this island without hinting of ghosts.

Ghosts? Of course there are ghosts. But Id rather have my bungalow full of em than full of scorpions.

We differ, she said coldly.

Silence fell again, and again was broken by Gray.

Certainly the old fellow had a sense of humour, he insisted; the will he left was one huge joke on every relative who had expectations. Imagine all that buzzard family of his who got nothing to amount to anything; and all those distant relatives who expected nothing and got almost everything!

Do you think that was humourous?

Yes; dont you? And I think what he did about you and me was really very funny. Dont you?

Why is it funny for a very horrid old man to make a will full of grim jokes and jests, and take that occasion to tell everybody exactly what he thinks of everybody?

He said nothing disagreeable about us that I recollect, remarked Gray, laughing.

Pouring sand between her fingers, she said:

I remember very well how he mentioned us. He said that he had never seen either one of us, and was glad of it. He said that as I was an orphan with no money, and that as you were similarly situated, and that as neither you nor I had brains enough to ever make any, he would leave his coquina quarry to that one of us who had brains enough to get here first and stake the claim. Do you call that an agreeable manner of making a bequest?

Gray laughed easily: I dont care what he thought about my intellectual capacity.

I suppose that I dont either. And anyway the bequest may be valuable.

There is no doubt about that, said Gray.

She let her brown eyes rest thoughtfully on the ocean.

I think, she said, that I shall dispose of it at once.

The dog? he asked politely.

Her pretty, hostile eyes met his:

The quarry, she replied calmly.

Good Lord! he exclaimed. Do you think also that you arrived at the quarry before I arrived?

You will find my stake with its written notice sticking in the sand on the eastern edge of the quarry, about a hundred yards south of my bungalow!

My notice is very carefully staked on the western edge of the quarry about the same distance from my bungalow, he said. I placed it there yesterday evening.

I also placed my notice there yesterday evening!

By what train did you come?

By the Verbena Special. It arrived at St. Augustine yesterday at four oclock in the afternoon.

I also came on that train.

I, she said, waited in St. Augustine only long enough to telephone for servants, and then I jumped into a victoria and drove over the causeway to the eastern end of the quarry.

I did exactly the same, he insisted, only I drove to the western end of the quarry. What time did you set your notice?

I dont know exactly. It was just about dusk.

It was just about dusk when I drove in my stake!

After a moments idling in the sand with her slim fingers, she looked up at him a trifle pale.

I suppose this means a lawsuit.

Im afraid it does.

Im sorry. If I wasnt in such desperate need of money — — But she said no more, and he also remained silent for a while. Then:

I shall write to my attorney to come down, he said soberly. You had better do the same this evening.

She nodded.

Its got to be settled, of course, he continued; because Im too poor to concede the quarry to you.

It is that way with me also. I do not like to appear so selfish to you, but what am I to do, Mr. Gray?

What am I to do? I honestly believe that I staked the quarry before you did.... And my financial situation does not permit me to relinquish my claim on the quarry.

What a horrid will that was! she exclaimed, the quick tears of vexation springing into her brown eyes. If you knew how hard Ive worked, Mr. Gray — all these years having nothing that other girls have — being obliged to work my way through college, and then take a position as governess — and just as it seemed that relief was in sight — you come into sight! — you! — and you even try to take away my little dog — the only thing I — I ever really cared for since I have — have been alone in the world — —

Gray sprang up nervously: Im sorry — terribly sorry for you! You may keep the dog anyway.

She had turned away her face sharply as the quick tears started. Now she looked around at him in unfeigned surprise.

But — what will you do?

Oh, I can stand being alone. I dont mind. Theres no doubt about it; you must have the dog — — He glanced down at the little creature and caught his breath sharply as the puppy opened one eye and wagged its absurd tail feebly.

The girl rose lightly and gracefully from the sand, refusing his assistance, and stood looking down at the puppy. The little thing was on its clumsy feet, wagging and wriggling with happiness, and gazing up adoringly from Gray to Constance Leslie.

The girl looked at the dog, then at Gray.

It — it seems too cruel, she said. I cant bear to take him away from you.

Oh, thats all right. Ill get on very well alone.

You are generous. You are very generous. But after the way you expressed yourself concerning the dog, I dont feel that I can possibly take him.

You really must. I dont blame you at all for falling in love with him. Besides, one adores what one rescues, above everything in the world.

But — but I thought that you thought you had rescued him? she faltered.

It was a close call. I think perhaps that you arrived just a fraction of a second sooner than I did.

Do you really? Or do you say that to be kind? Besides, I am not at all sure. It is perfectly possible — even, perhaps, probable that you saw him before I did.

No, I dont think so. I think hes your dog, Miss Leslie. I surrender all claim to him — —

No! I can not permit you to do such a thing! Forgive me. I was excited and a little vexed.... I know you would be very unhappy if I took the little thing — —

Please take him. I do love him already, but that is why it gives me a p-p-peculiar pleasure to relinquish all claims in y-your favour.

Thank you. It is — is charming of you — exceedingly nice of you — but how can I accept such a real sacrifice?... You would be perfectly wretched to-night without him.

So would you, Miss Leslie.

I shall be wretched anyway. So it doesnt really matter.

It does matter! If this little dog can alleviate your unhappiness in the slightest degree, I insist most firmly that you take him!

The girl stood irresolute, lifted her brown eyes to his, lowered them, and gazed longingly at the puppy.

Do you suppose he will follow me?

Try!

So she walked one way and Gray started in the opposite direction, and the bewildered puppy, who at first supposed it was all in play, dashed from one back to the other, until the widening distance between them perplexed and finally began to trouble him.

Nevertheless, he continued to run back and forth from Gray to Constance Leslie as long as his rather wavering legs held out. Then, unable to decide, he stood panting midway between them, whining at moments, until, unable to understand or endure the spectacle of his two best beloveds vanishing in opposite directions, he put up his nose and howled.

Then both best beloveds came back running, and Constance snatched him to her breast and covered him with caresses.

What on earth are we to do? she said in consternation. We nearly broke his heart that time.

I dont know what to do, he admitted, much perplexed. This pup seems to be impartial in his new-born affections.

I thought, she said, with an admirable effort at self-denial, that he rather showed a preference for you!

Why?

Because when he was sitting there howling his little heart out, he seemed to look toward you a little oftener than he gazed in my direction.

Gray rose nobly to the self-effacing level of his generous adversary:

No, the balance was, if anything, in your favour. Im very certain that he will be happier with you. T-take him!

The girl buried her pretty face in the puppys coat as though it had been a fluffy muff.

What a pity, she said, in a muffled voice, that he is compelled to make a choice. It will break his heart; I know it will. He is too young.

Hell very soon forget me, once he is alone with you in your bungalow.

The girl shook her head and stood caressing the puppy. The soft, white hand, resting on the dogs head, fascinated Gray.

Perhaps, he ventured, I had better walk as far as your bungalow with you.... It may spare the dog a certain amount of superficial anguish.

She nodded, dreamy-eyed there in the sunshine. And of what she might be thinking he could form no idea.
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HE FELL INTO step beside her, and they walked up from the little cover through the beach-grapes and out among the scrubby dunes, where in the heated silence the perfume of sweet-bay and pines mingled with the odour of the sea.

Everywhere the great sulphur-coloured butterflies were flying, making gorgeous combinations with the smaller, orange butterflies and the great, velvet-winged Palamedes swallow-tail.

Lizards frisked and raced away before them, emerald tinted, green with sky-blue tails, grey and red; the little gophers scurried into their burrows along the tangled hammocks edges. Over the palm-trees feathery crests sailed a black vulture, its palmated wing-tips spread like inky fingers against the blue. Somewhere in the saw-grass a bittern boomed and boomed; and the seagulls clamour rang incessantly above the thunder of the surf.

I wonder, she murmured, whether my sunburn makes me drowsy.

Its the climate. Youll feel sleepy for a week before you are acclimated, he said.... Why dont you put down the puppy and let him follow?

She did so; and the little creature frisked and leaped and padded joyously about among the bayberry bushes, already possessed with the canine determination to investigate all the alluring smells in the world, and miss none of them.

After a little while they arrived at the bungalow which Constance had chosen. The girl pushed open the unlocked door; the puppy pranced in like a diminutive hobby-horse, flushed a big lizard, and went into fits of excitement till the solitary cabin rang with his treble barking.

They watched him through the doorway, laughingly; then Gray looked at the claim notice stuck upright in the sand. Presently he walked to the edge of the coquina quarry and looked down into it.

Thousands of dollars worth of the shell deposit lay already exposed. There were great strata of it; ledges, shelves, vast masses in every direction. The quarry had been worked very little, and that little had been accomplished stupidly. Either in the rough, or merely as lumps of conglomerate for crushing, the coquina in sight alone was very, very valuable. There could be no doubt of that.

Also, he understood that the strata deposited there continued at least for half a mile to the westward, where his own bungalow marked its probable termination.

He turned after a few minutes inspection, and walked slowly back to where Constance was standing by the open door. A slight constraint, amounting almost to embarrassment, ensued for a few minutes, but the puppy dissipated it when he leaped at a butterfly, fell on his nose with a thump, and howled dismally until reassured by his anxious foster-parents, who caught him up and generously passed him to each other, petting him vigourously.

Twice Gray said good-bye to Constance Leslie and started to go on toward his own bungalow, but the puppy invariably began a frantic series of circles embracing them both, and he had to come back to keep the dog from the demoralisation of utter exhaustion.

You know, he said, this is going to be awkward. I believe that dog thinks we are mar — thinks we are sister and brother. Dont you?

She replied with a slight flush on her fair face, that the dog undoubtedly cherished some such idea.

Take him inside, said Gray firmly. Then Ill beat it.

So she took the puppy inside and closed the door, with a smiling nod of adieu to Gray. But he had not gone very far when he heard her clear, far call; and, turning, saw her beckon frantically.

Back he came at top speed.

Oh, dear, she exclaimed. Oh, dear! Hes tearing round and round the room moaning and whining and barking. Im very certain he will have fits if you dont speak to him.

Gray opened the door cautiously, and the little dog came out, projected like a bolt from a catapult, fairly flinging his quivering little body into Grays arms.

The reunion was elaborate and mutually satisfying. Constance furtively touched her brown eyes with a corner of her handkerchief.

What on earth are we to do? she asked, unfeignedly affected. I would give him to you in a minute if you think he would be contented without me.

We can try it.

So Constance started westward, across the dunes, and Gray went into the bungalow with the dog. But it required only a second or two to convince him that it wouldnt do, and he opened the door and called frantically to Constance.

There is no use in trying that sort of thing, he admitted, when Constance hastened back to a touching reunion with the imprisoned dog. Strategy is our only hope. Ill sit here on the threshold with you, and as soon as he goes to sleep Ill slink away.

So side by side they seated themselves on the sandy threshold of the bungalow, and the little dog, happy and contented, curled up on the floor of the room, tucked his blunt muzzle into his flank, and took a series of naps with one eye always open. He was young, but suspicion had already done its demoralising work with him, and he intended to keep at least one eye on his best beloveds.

She in her fresh and clinging gown, with the first delicate sunmask tinting her unaccustomed skin, sat silent and distrait, her idle fingers linked in her lap. And, glancing askance at her now and then, the droop of her under lip seemed to him pathetic, like that of a tired child in trouble.

When he was not looking at her he was immersed in perplexed cogitation. The ownership of the dog he had already settled in his mind; the ownership of the quarry he had supposed he had settled.

Therefore, why was he so troubled about it? Why was he so worried about her, wondering what she would do in the matter?

The only solution left seemed to lie in a recourse to the law — unless — unless —— 

But he couldnt — he simply couldnt, merely for a sentimental impulse, give up to a stranger what he honestly considered an inheritance. That would be carrying sentimentalism too far.

And yet — and yet! He needed the inheritance desperately. Matters financial had gone all wrong with him. How could he turn his back on offered salvation just because a youthful and pretty girl also required a financial lift in a cold-blooded and calculating world?

And yet — and yet! He would sleep over it, of course. But he honestly saw no prospect of changing his opinion concerning the ownership of the quarry.

As he sat there biting a stem of sweet-bay and listening to the cardinals piping from the forest, he looked down into the heated coquina pit.

A snake was coiled up on one of the ledges, basking.

Miss Leslie!

She lifted her head and straightened her drooping shoulders, looking at him from eyes made drowsy and beautiful by the tropic heat.

I only wanted to say, he began gravely, that it is not safe for you to go into the quarry alone — in case you had any such intention.

Why?

There are snakes there. Do you see that one? Well, hes harmless, I think — a king-snake, if I am not mistaken. But its a good place for rattlers.

Then you should be careful, too.

Oh, Im careful enough, but you might not know when to be on your guard. This island is a snaky one. Its famous for its diamond-back rattlers and the size of them. Their fangs are an inch long, and it usually means death to be struck by one of them.

The girl nodded thoughtfully.

He said with a new anxiety: As a matter of fact, you really ought not to be down here all alone.

I know it. But it meant a race for ownership, and I had to come at a minutes notice.

You should have brought a maid.

My dear Mr. Gray, I have no maid.

Oh, I forgot, he muttered— but, somehow, you look as though you had been born to several.

I am the daughter of a very poor professor.

He fidgetted with his sweet-bay twig, considering the aromatic leaves with a troubled and concentrated scowl.

You know, he said, this wretched island is celebrated for its unpleasant fauna. Scorpions and wood-ticks are numerous. The sting of the one is horribly painful, and might be dangerous; the villainous habits of the other might throw you into a fever.

But what can I do? she inquired calmly.

There are other kinds of snakes, too, he went on with increasing solicitude for this girl for whom, suddenly, he began to consider himself responsible. Theres a vicious snake called a moccasin; and he wont get out of your way or warn you. And theres a wicked little serpent with rings of black, scarlet, and yellow around his body. He pretends to be harmless, but if he gets your finger into his mouth hell chew it full of a venom which is precisely the same sort of venom as that of the deadly East Indian cobra.

But — what can I do? she repeated pitifully. If I go to St. Augustine and leave you here in possession, it might invalidate my claim.

He was silent, knowing no more about the law than did she, and afraid to deny her tentative assertion.

If it lay with me, he said, Id call a truce until you could go to St. Augustine and return again with the proper people to look out for you.

Even if you were kind enough to do that, I could not afford even a servant under present — and unexpected — conditions.

Why?

Because it has suddenly developed that I shall be obliged to engage a lawyer. And I had not expected that.

He reddened to his hair but said nothing. After a while the girl looked over her shoulder. The puppy slept, this time with both eyes closed.

When she turned again to Gray, he nodded his comprehension and rose to his feet cautiously.

Im going to take a walk on the beach and think this thing all out, he whispered, taking the slim, half-offered hand in adieu. Dont go out in the scrub after sun-down. Rattlers move then. Dont go near any swamp; moccasins are the colour of sun-baked mud, and you cant see them. Dont touch any pretty little snake marked scarlet, black, and yellow — —

How absurd! she whispered. As though I were likely to fondle snakes!

Im terribly worried about you, he insisted, retaining her hand.

Please dont be.

How can I help it — what with these bungalows full of scorpions and — —

Yours is, too, she said anxiously. You will be very careful, wont you?

Yes, of course.... Im — Im uncertain about you. Thats what is troubling me — —

Please dont bother about me. Ive had to look out for myself for years.

Have you? he said, almost tenderly. Then he drew a quick, determined breath.

Youll be careful, wont you?

Yes.

Are you armed?

I have a shot-gun inside.

Thats all right. Dont open your door to any stranger.... You know I simply hate to leave you alone this way — —

But I have the dog, she reminded him, with a pretty flush of gratitude.

He had retained her hand longer than the easiest convention required or permitted. So he released it, hesitated, then with a visible effort he turned on his heel and strode away westward across the scrub.

The sun hung low behind the tall, parti-coloured shaft of the Light House, towering smooth and round high above the forest.

He looked up at Ibis Light, at the circling buzzards above it, then walked on, scarcely knowing where he was going, until he walked into the door of his own bungalow, and several large spiders scattered into flight across the floor.

Theres no use, he said aloud to an audience of lizards clinging to the silvery bark of the log-room. I cant take that quarry. I cant do it — whether it belongs to me or not. How can a big, strong, lumbering young man do a thing like that? No. No. No!

He picked up a pencil and a sheet of paper:

Oh, Lord! I really do need the money, but I cant do it.

And he wrote:

Dear Miss Leslie:

You arrived on the scene before I did. I am now convinced of this. I shall not dispute the ownership of the quarry. It is yours. This statement over my signature is your guarantee that I shall never interfere with your title to the coquina quarry on Ibis Island.



So now Ive got to return to New York and go to work. Im going across to Augustine in a few moments; and while Im there Ill engage a white woman as companion for you, and a white servant, and have them drive over at once so they will reach your bungalow before evening. With undisputed title to the quarry, you can easily afford their wages.

Good-bye. I wish you every happiness and success. Please give my love to the dog.

Yours very truly,
Johnson Gray.

Its the only way out of it, he muttered. Ill leave it with her and bolt before she reads it. There is nothing else to do, absolutely nothing.

As he came out of his cabin, the sun hung low and red above the palm forest, and a few bats were already flying like tiny black devils above the scrub.

There was a strip of beach near his cabin, and he went down to it and began to tramp up and down with a vague idea of composing himself so that he might accomplish what he had to do gracefully, gaily, and with no suspicion of striking an attitude for gods and men to admire his moral resignation and his heroic renunciation.

No; hed do the thing lightly, smilingly, determined that she should not think that it was a sacrifice. No; she must believe that a sense of fairness alone moved him to an honest recognition of her claims. He must make it plain to her that he really believed she had arrived at the quarry before he had.

And so he meant to leave her the letter, say good-bye, and go.

When this was all settled in his mind he looked at the ocean very soberly, then turned his back on the Atlantic and walked back to his cabin to gather up his effects.

As he approached the closed door a desolate howl from the interior greeted him: he sprang to the door and flung it open; and the puppy rushed into his arms.

Then, pinned to the scorpion-infested wall, he saw a sheet of writing, and he read:

Dear Mr. Gray:

He woke up and howled for you. It was too tragic for me. I love him but I give him to you. I give the quarry to you, also. Under the circumstances it would be impossible for me to enjoy it, even if the law awarded it to me. Nobody could ever really know which one of us first arrived and staked the claim. No doubt you did.

I am sorry I came into your life and made trouble for you and for the puppy.



So I leave you in peaceful possession. It really is a happiness for me to do it.

I am going North at once. Good-bye; and please give my love to the dog. Poor little darling, he thought we both stood in loco parentis. But hell get over his grief for me.

Yours truly,
Constance Leslie.

The puppy at his feet was howling uncomforted for the best beloved who was so strangely missing from the delightful combination which he had so joyously accepted in loco parentis.
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GRAY GATHERED THE dog into his arms and strode swiftly out into the sunshot, purple light of early evening.

What a girl! he muttered to himself. What a girl! What a corking specimen of her sex!

Presently he came in sight of her, and the puppy scrambled violently until set down. Then he bolted for Constance Leslie, and it was only when the little thing leaped frantically upon her that she turned with a soft, breathless little cry. And saw Gray coming toward her out of the rose and golden sunset.

Neither spoke as he came up and looked into her brown eyes and saw the traces of tears there still. The puppy leaped deliriously about them. And for a long while her slim hands lay limply in his. He looked at the ocean; she at the darkening forest.

And after a little while he drew the note from his pocket.

I had written this when I found yours, he said. And he held it for her while she read it, bending nearer in the dim, rosy light.

After she read it she took it from him gently, folded it, and slipped it into the bosom of her gown.

Neither said anything. One of her hands still remained in his, listlessly at first — then the fingers crisped as his other arm encircled her.

They were both gazing vaguely at the ocean now. Presently they moved slowly toward it through the fragrant dusk. Her hair, loosened a little, brushed his sunburned cheek.

And around them gambolled the wise little dog, no longer apprehensive, but unutterably content with what the God of all good little doggies had so mercifully sent to him in loco parentis.



That, said the novelist, is another slice of fact which would never do for fiction. Besides I once read a story somewhere or other about a dog bringing two people together.

The theme, I observed, is thousands of years old.

Thats the trouble with all truth, nodded Duane. Its old as Time itself, and needs a new suit of clothes every time it is exhibited to instruct people.

What with new manners, new fashions, new dances, and the moral levelling itself gradually to the level of the unmoral, said Stafford, nobody on the street would turn around to look at the naked truth in these days.

Truth must be fashionably gowned to attract, I admitted.

We of the eccentric nobility understand that, said the little Countess Athalie, glancing out of the window; and to me she added: Lean over and see whether they have stationed a policeman in front of the Princess Zimbamzims residence.

I went out on the balcony and glanced down the block. Yes, I said.

Poor old Princess, murmured the girl. She detests moving.

All frauds do, remarked Duane.

She isnt a fraud, said Athalie quietly.

Our silence indicated our surprise. After a few moments the girl added:

Whatever else she may be she is not a fraud in her profession. I think I had better give you an example of her professional probity. It interested me considerably as I followed it in my crystal. She knew all the while that I was watching her as well as the very people she herself was watching; and once or twice she looked up at me out of my crystal and grinned.

Can she see us now? I inquired uneasily.

No.

Why not? asked Duane.

I shall not tell you why.

Not that I care whether she sees me or not, he added.

Do you care, Harry, whether I see you occasionally in my crystal? smiled Athalie.

Duane flushed brightly and reminded her that she was too honourable to follow the movements of her personal friends unless requested to do so by them.

That is quite true, rejoined the girl, simply. But once I saw you when I did not mean to.

Well? he demanded, redder still.

You were merely asleep in your own bed, she said, laughing and accepting a lighted match from me. Then as the fragrant thread of smoke twisted in ghostly ringlets across her smooth young cheeks she settled back among her cushions.
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THIS, SHE SAID, will acquaint you in a measure with the trustworthiness of the Princess Zimbamzim. And, if the policeman in front of her house could hear what I am going to tell you, hed never remain there while his legs had power to run away with him.



They met by accident on Madison Square, and shook hands for the first time in many years. High in the Metropolitan Tower the chimes celebrated the occasion by sounding the half hour.

It seems incredible, exclaimed George Z. Green, that you could have become so famous! You never displayed any remarkable ability in school.

I never displayed any ability at all. But you did, said Williams admiringly. How beautifully you used to write your name on the blackboard! How neat and scholarly you were in everything.

I know it, said Green gloomily. And you flunked in almost everything.

In everything, admitted Williams, deeply mortified.

And yet, said Green, here we are at thirty odd; and Im merely a broker, and — look what you are! Why, I cant go anywhere but I find one of your novels staring me in the face. Ive been in Borneo: theyre there! Theyre in Australia and China and Patagonia. Why the devil do you suppose people buy the stories you write?

Im sure I dont know, said Williams modestly.

I dont know either, though I read them myself sometimes — I dont know why. Theyre all very well in their way — if you care for that sort of book — but the things you tell about, Williams, never could have happened. Im not knocking you; Im a realist, thats all. And when I read a short story by you in which a young man sees a pretty girl, and begins to talk to her without being introduced to her, and then marries her before luncheon — and finds hes married a Balkan Princess — good-night! I just wonder why people stand for your books; thats all.

So do I, said Williams, much embarrassed. I wouldnt stand for them myself.

Why, continued Green warmly, I read a story of yours in some magazine the other day, in which a young man sees a pretty girl for the first time in his life and is married to her inside of three quarters of an hour! And I ask you, Williams, how you would feel after spending fifteen cents on such a story?

Im terribly sorry, old man, murmured Williams. Heres your fifteen — if you like — —

Dammit, said Green indignantly, it isnt that theyre not readable stories! I had fifteen cents worth all right. But it makes a man sore to see what happens to the young men in your stories — and all the queens they collect — and then to go about town and never see anything of that sort!

There are millions of pretty girls in town, ventured Williams. I dont think I exaggerate in that respect.

But theyd call an officer if young men in real life behaved as they do in your stories. As a matter of fact and record, theres no more romance in New York than there is in the annual meeting of the British Academy of Ancient Assyrian Inscriptions. And you know it, Williams!

I think it depends on the individual man, said Williams timidly.

How?

If theres any romance in a man himself, hes apt to find the world rather full of it.

Do you mean to say there isnt any romance in me? demanded George Z. Green hotly.

I dont know, George. Is there?

Plenty. Pl-en-ty! Im always looking for romance. I look for it when I go down town to business; I look for it when I go home. Do I find it? No! Nothing ever happens to me. Nothing beautiful and wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice ever tries to pick me up. Explain that!

Williams, much abashed, ventured no explanation.

And to think, continued Green, that you, my old school friend, should become a celebrity merely by writing such stories! Why, youre as celebrated as any brand of breakfast food!

You dont have to read my books, you know, protested Williams mildly.

I dont have to — I know it. But I do. Everybody does. And nobody knows why. So, meeting you again after all these unromantic years, I thought Id just ask you whether by any chance you happen to know of any particular section of the city where a plain, everyday broker might make a hit with the sort of girl you write about. Do you?

Any section of this city is romantic enough — if you only approach it in the proper spirit, asserted Williams.

You mean if my attitude toward romance is correct Im likely to encounter it almost anywhere?

That is my theory, admitted Williams bashfully.

Oh! Well, what is the proper attitude? Take me, for example. Ive just been to the bank. I carry, at this moment, rather a large sum of money in my inside overcoat pocket. My purpose in drawing it was to blow it. Now, tell me how to blow it romantically.

How can I tell you such a thing, George — —

Its your business. You tell people such things in books. Now, tell me, face to face, man to man, how to get thoroughly mixed up in the sort of romance you write — the kind of romance that has made William McWilliam Williams famous!

Im sorry — —

What! You wont! You admit that what you write is bunk? You confess that you dont know where there are any stray queens with whom I might become happily entangled within the next fifteen minutes?

I admit no such thing, said Williams with dignity. If your attitude is correct, in ten minutes you can be up against anything on earth!

Where?

Anywhere!

Very well! Here we are on Madison Square. Theres Admiral Farragut; theres the Marble Tower. Do you mean that if I walk from this spot for ten minutes — no matter in what direction — Ill walk straight into Romance up to my neck?

If your attitude is correct, yes. But youve got to know the elements of Romance when you see them.

What are the elements of Romance? What do they resemble? demanded George Z. Green.

Williams said, in a low, impressive voice:

Anything that seems to you unusual is very likely to be an element in a possible romance. If you see anything extraordinary during the next ten minutes, follow it up. And ninety-nine chances in a hundred it will lead you into complications. Interfering with other peoples business usually does, he added pleasantly.

But, said Green, suppose during the next ten minutes, or twenty minutes, or the next twenty-four hours I dont see anything unusual.

It will be your own fault if you dont. The Unusual is occurring all about us, every second. A trained eye can always see it.

But suppose the Unusual doesnt occur for the next ten minutes, insisted Green, exasperated. Suppose the Unusual is taking a vacation? It would be just my luck.

Then, said Williams, you will have to imagine that everything you see is unusual. Or else, he added blandly, you yourself will have to start something. That is where the creative mind comes in. When theres nothing doing it starts something.

Does it ever get arrested? inquired Green ironically. The creative mind! Sure! Thats where all this bally romance is! — in the creative mind. I knew it. Good-bye.

They shook hands; Williams went down town.
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THIS PICTURE IS not concerned with his destination. Or even whether he ever got there.

But it is very directly concerned with George Z. Green, and the direction he took when he parted from his old school friend.

As he walked up town he said to himself, Bunk! several times. After a few moments he fished out his watch.

I know Im an ass, he said to himself, but Ill take a chance. Ill give myself exactly ten minutes to continue making an ass of myself. And if I see the faintest symptom of Romance — if I notice anything at all peculiar and unusual in any person or any thing during the next ten minutes, I wont let it get away — believe me!

He walked up Broadway instead of Fifth Avenue. After a block or two he turned west at hazard, crossed Sixth Avenue and continued.

He was walking in one of the upper Twenties — he had not particularly noticed which. Commercial houses nearly filled the street, although a few old-time residences of brownstone still remained. Once well-to-do and comfortable homes, they had degenerated into chop sueys, boarding houses, the abodes of music publishers, artificial flower makers, and mediums.

It was now a shabby, unkempt street, and Green already was considering it a hopeless hunting ground, and had even turned to retrace his steps toward Sixth Avenue, when the door of a neighbouring house opened and down the shabby, brownstone stoop came hurrying an exceedingly pretty girl.

Now, the unusual part of the incident lay in the incongruity of the street and the girl. For the street and the house out of which she emerged so hastily were mean and ignoble; but the girl herself fairly radiated upper Fifth Avenue from the perfectly appointed and expensive simplicity of hat and gown to the obviously aristocratic and dainty face and figure.

Is she a symptom? thought Green to himself. Is she an element? That is sure a rotten looking joint she came out of.

Moved by a sudden and unusual impulse of intelligence, he ran up the brownstone stoop and read the dirty white card pasted on the façade above the door bell.

THE PRINCESS ZIMBAMZIM
TRANCE MEDIUM. FORTUNES.

Taken aback, he looked after the pretty girl who was now hurrying up the street as though the devil were at her dainty heels.

Could she be the Princess Zimbamzim? Common sense rejected the idea, as did the sudden jerk of soiled lace curtains at the parlour window, and the apparition of a fat lady in a dingy, pink tea-gown. That must be the Princess Zimbamzim and the pretty girl had ventured into these purlieus to consult her. Why?

This is certainly a symptom of romance! thought the young man excitedly. And he started after the pretty girl at a Fifth Avenue amble.

He overtook and passed her at Sixth Avenue, and managed to glance at her without being offensive. To his consternation, she was touching her tear-stained eyes with her handkerchief. She did not notice him.

What could be the matter? With what mystery was he already in touch?

Tremendously interested he fell back a few paces and lighted a cigarette, allowing her to pass him; then he followed her. Never before in his life had he done such a scandalous thing.

On Broadway she hailed a taxi, got into it, and sped uptown. There was another taxi available; Green took it and gave the driver a five dollar tip to keep the first taxi in view.

Which was very easy, for it soon stopped at a handsome apartment house on Park Avenue; the girl sprang out, and entered the building almost running.

For a moment George Z. Green thought that all was lost. But the taxi she had taken remained, evidently waiting for her; and sure enough, in a few minutes out she came, hurrying, enveloped in a rough tweed travelling coat and carrying a little satchel. Slam! went the door of her taxi; and away she sped, and Green after her in his taxi.

Again the chase proved to be very short. Her taxi stopped at the Pennsylvania Station; out she sprang, paid the driver, and hurried straight for the station restaurant, Green following at a fashionable lope.

She took a small table by a window; Green took the next one. It was not because she noticed him and found his gaze offensive, but because she felt a draught that she rose and took the table behind Green, exactly where he could not see her unless he twisted his neck into attitudes unseemly.

He wouldnt do such things, being really a rather nice young man; and it was too late for him to change his table without attracting her attention, because the waiter already had brought him whatever he had ordered for tea — muffins, buns, crumpets — he neither knew nor cared.

So he ate them with jam, which he detested; and drank his tea and listened with all his ears for the slightest movement behind him which might indicate that she was leaving.

Only once did he permit himself to turn around, under pretense of looking for a waiter; and he saw two blue eyes still brilliant with unshed tears and a very lovely but unhappy mouth all ready to quiver over its toast and marmalade.

What on earth could be the matter with that girl? What terrible tragedy could it be that was still continuing to mar her eyes and twitch her sensitive, red lips?

Green, sipping his tea, trembled pleasantly all over as he realised that at last he was setting his foot upon the very threshold of Romance. And he determined to cross that threshold if neither good manners, good taste, nor the police interfered.

And what a wonderful girl for his leading lady! What eyes! What hair! What lovely little hands, with the gloves hastily rolled up from the wrist! Why should she be unhappy? Hed like to knock the block off any man who —— 

Green came to himself with a thrill of happiness: her pretty voice was sounding in exquisite modulations behind him as she asked the waiter for m-more m-marmalade.

In a sort of trance, Green demolished bun after bun. Normally, he loathed the indigestible. After what had seemed to him an interminable length of time, he ventured to turn around again in pretense of calling a waiter.

Her chair was empty!

At first he thought she had disappeared past all hope of recovery; but the next instant he caught sight of her hastening out toward the ticket boxes.

Flinging a five-dollar bill on the table, he hastily invited the waiter to keep the change; sprang to his feet, and turned to seize his overcoat. It was gone from the hook where he had hung it just behind him.

Astonished, he glanced at the disappearing girl, and saw his overcoat over her arm. For a moment he supposed that she had mistaken it for her own ulster, but no! She was wearing her own coat, too.

A cold and sickening sensation assailed the pit of Greens stomach. Was it not a mistake, after all? Was this lovely young girl a professional criminal? Had she or some of her band observed Green coming out of the bank and thrusting a fat wallet into the inside pocket of his overcoat?

He was walking now, as fast as he was thinking, keeping the girl in view amid the throngs passing through the vast rotunda.

When she stopped at a ticket booth he entered the brass railed space behind her.

She did not appear to know exactly where she was going, for she seemed by turns distrait and agitated; and he heard her ask the ticket agent when the next train left for the extreme South.

Learning that it left in a few minutes, and finding that she could secure a stateroom, she took it, paid for it, and hastily left without a glance behind her at Green.

Meanwhile Green had very calmly slipped one hand into the breast pocket of his own overcoat, where it trailed loosely over her left arm, meaning to extract his wallet without anybody observing him. The wallet was not there. He was greatly inclined to run after her, but he didnt. He watched her depart, then:

Is there another stateroom left on the Verbena Special? he inquired of the ticket agent, coolly enough.

One. Do you wish it?

Yes.

The ticket agent made out the coupons and shoved the loose change under the grille, saying:

Better hurry, sir. Youve less than a minute.

He ran for his train and managed to swing aboard just as the coloured porters were closing the vestibules and the train was in motion.

A trifle bewildered at what he had done, and by the rapidity with which he had done it, he sank down in the vacant observation car to collect his thoughts.

He was on board the Verbena Special — the southern train-de-luxe — bound for Jacksonville, St. Augustine, Palm Beach, Verbena Inlet, or Miami — or for Nassau, Cuba, and the remainder of the West Indies — just as he chose.

He had no other luggage than a walking-stick. Even his overcoat was in possession of somebody else. That was the situation that now faced George Z. Green.

But as the train emerged from the river tube, and he realised all this, he grew calmer; and the calmer he grew the happier he grew.

He was no longer on the threshold of Romance; he had crossed it, and already he was being whirled away blindly into the Unusual and the Unknown!

Exultingly he gazed out of the windows upon the uninspiring scenery of New Jersey. A wonderful sense of physical lightness and mental freedom took delightful possession of him. Opportunity had not beckoned him in vain. Chance had glanced sideways at him, and he had recognised the pretty flirt. His was certainly some brain!

And now, still clinging to the skirts of Chance, he was being whisked away, pell mell, headlong toward Destiny, in the trail of a slender, strange young girl who had swiped his overcoat and who seemed continually inclined to tears.

The incident of the overcoat no longer troubled him. That garment of his was not unlike the rough travelling coat she herself wore. And it might have been natural to her, in her distress of mind and very evident emotion, to have seized it by mistake and made off with it, forgetting that she still wore her own.

Of course it was a mistake pure and simple. He had only to look at the girl and understand that. One glance at her sweet, highbred features was sufficient to exonerate her as a purloiner of gentlemens garments.

Green crossed his legs, folded his arms, and reflected. The overcoat was another and most important element in this nascent Romance.

The difficulty lay in knowing how to use the overcoat to advantage in furthering and further complicating a situation already delightful.

Of course he could do the obvious: he could approach her and take off his hat and do the well-bred and civil and explain to her the mistake.

But suppose she merely said: Im sorry, handed over his coat, and continued to read her magazine. That would end it. And it mustnt end until he found out why she had emerged with tears in her beautiful eyes from the abode of the Princess Zimbamzim.

Besides, he was sure of getting his coat, his wallet, and its contents. His name and address were in the wallet; also both were sewed inside the inner pocket of the overcoat.

What would ultimately happen would be this: sooner or later shed come to, wake up, dry her pretty eyes, look about, and find that she had two overcoats in her possession.

It would probably distress her dreadfully, particularly when she discovered the wallet and the money. But, wherever she was going, as soon as she reached there shed send overcoat and money back to his address — doubtless with a pretty and contrite note of regret.

Yes, but that wouldnt do! What good would the overcoat and the money be to him, if he were South and she shipped them North? And yet he was afraid to risk an abrupt ending to his Romance by explaining to her the mistake.

No; hed merely follow her for the present. He couldnt help it very well, being aboard the same train. So it would not be difficult to keep his eye on her as well as his overcoat, and think out at his leisure how best to tend, guard, cherish, and nourish the delicate and unopened bud of Romance.

Meanwhile, there were other matters he must consider; so he wrote out a telegram to Washington ordering certain necessary articles to be brought aboard the Verbena Special on its arrival there. The porter took charge of it.

That night at dinner he looked for the girl in vain. She did not enter the dining-car while he was there. Haunting the corridors afterward he saw no sign of her anywhere until, having received his necessaries in a brand new travelling satchel, and on his way to his stateroom, he caught a glimpse of her, pale and agitated, in conversation with the porter at her partly opened door.

She did not even glance at him as he entered his stateroom, but he could not avoid hearing what she was saying because her enunciation was so exquisitely distinct.

Porter, she said in her low, sweet voice, I have, somehow, made a very dreadful mistake somewhere. I have a mans overcoat here which does not belong to me. The cloth is exactly like the cloth of my own travelling ulster, and I must have forgotten that I had mine on when I took this.

Aint de gemman abohd de Speshul, Miss? inquired the porter.

Im afraid not. Im certain that I must have taken it in the station restaurant and brought it aboard the train.

Aint nuffn in de pockets, is dey? asked the porter.

Yes; theres a wallet strapped with a rubber band. I didnt feel at liberty to open it. But I suppose I ought to in order to find out the owners name if possible.

De gemmans name aint sewed inside de pocket, is it, Miss?

I didnt look, she said.

So the porter took the coat, turned it inside out, explored the inside pocket, found the label, and read:

Snipps Brothers: December, 1913. George Z. Green.

A stifled exclamation from the girl checked him. Green also protruded his head cautiously from his own doorway.

The girl, standing partly in the aisle, was now leaning limply against the door-sill, her hand pressed convulsively to her breast, her face white and frightened.

Is you ill, Miss? asked the porter anxiously.

I — no. Z — what name was that you read?

George Z. Green, Miss — —

It — it cant be! Look again! It cant be!

Her face was ashen to the lips; she closed her eyes for a second, swayed; then her hand clutched the door-sill; she straightened up with an effort and opened her eyes, which now seemed dilated by some powerful emotion.

Let me see that name! she said, controlling her voice with an obvious effort.

The porter turned the pocket inside out for her inspection. There it was:

George Z. Green: 1008-1/2 Fifth Avenue, New York.

If you knows de gemman, Miss, suggested the porter, you all kin take dishere garmint back yosef when you comes Noth.

Thank you.... Then — I wont trouble you.... Ill — Ill ta-t-take it back myself — when I go North.

I kin ship it if you wishes, Miss.

She said excitedly: If you ship it from somewhere South, he — Mr. Green — would see where it came from by the parcels postmark on the express tag — wouldnt he?

Yaas, Miss.

Then I dont want you to ship it! Ill do it myself.... How can I ship it without giving Mr. Green a clue— she shuddered,  — a clue to my whereabouts?

Does you know de gemman, Miss?

No! she said, with another shudder,— and I do not wish to. I — I particularly do not wish ever to know him — or even to see him. And above all I do not wish Mr. Green to come South and investigate the circumstances concerning this overcoat. He might take it into his head to do such a thing. It — its horrible enough that I have — that I actually have in my possession the overcoat of the very man on whose account I left New York at ten minutes notice — —

Her pretty voice broke and her eyes filled.

You — you dont understand, porter, she added, almost hysterically, but my possession of this overcoat — of all the billions and billions of overcoats in all the world — is a t-terrible and astounding b-blow to me!

Is — is you afeard o dishere overcoat, Miss? inquired the astonished darkey.

Yes! she said. Yes, I am! Im horribly afraid of that overcoat! I — Id like to throw it from the train window, but I — I cant do that, of course! It would be stealing — —

Her voice broke again with nervous tears:

I d-dont want the coat! And I cant throw it away! And if its shipped to him from the South he may come down here and investigate. Hes in New York now. Thats why I am on my way South! I — I want him to remain in New York until — until all — d-danger is over. And by the first of April it will be over. And then Ill come North — and bring him his coat — —

The bewildered darkey stared at her and at the coat which she had unconsciously clutched to her breast.

Do you think, she said, that M-Mr. Green will need the coat this winter? Do you suppose anything would happen to him if he doesnt have it for a while — pneumonia or anything? Oh! she exclaimed in a quivering voice, I wish he and his overcoat were at the South Pole!

Green withdrew his head and pressed both palms to his temples. Could he trust his ears? Was he going mad? Holding his dizzy head in both hands he heard the girl say that she herself would attend to shipping the coat; heard the perplexed darkey take his leave and go; heard her stateroom door close.

Seated in his stateroom he gazed vacantly at the couch opposite, so completely bewildered with his first over-dose of Romance that his brain seemed to spin like a frantic squirrel in a wheel, and his thoughts knocked and jumbled against each other until it truly seemed to him that all his senses were fizzling out like wet firecrackers.

What on earth had he ever done to inspire such horror in the mind of this young girl?

What terrible injury had he committed against her or hers that the very sound of his name terrified her — the mere sight of his overcoat left her almost hysterical?

Helplessly, half stupefied, he cast about in his wrecked mind to discover any memory or record of any injury done to anybody during his particularly blameless career on earth.

In school he had punched the noses of several schoolmates, and had been similarly smitten in return. That was the extent of physical injury ever done to anybody.

Of grave moral wrong he knew he was guiltless. True, he had frequently skinned the assembly at convivial poker parties. But also he had often opened jacks only to be mercilessly deprived of them amid the unfeeling and brutal laughter of his companions. No, he was not guilty of criminal gambling.

Had he ever done a wrong to anybody in business? Never. His firms name was the symbol for probity.

He dashed his hands to his brow distractedly. What in Heavens name had he done to fill the very soul of this young girl with fear and loathing? What in the name of a merciful Providence had he, George Z. Green, banker and broker, ever done to drive this young and innocent girl out of the City of New York!

To collect and marshal his disordered thoughts was difficult but he accomplished it with the aid of cigarettes. To a commonplace intellect there is no aid like a cigarette.

At first he was inclined to believe that the girl had merely mistaken him for another man with a similar name. George Z. Green was not an unusual name.

But his address in town was also written inside his coat pocket; and she had read it. Therefore, it was painfully evident to him that her detestation and fear was for him.

What on earth had inspired such an attitude of mind toward himself in a girl he had seen for the first time that afternoon? He could not imagine. And another strange feature of the affair was that she had not particularly noticed him. Therefore, if she entertained such a horror of him, why had she not exhibited some trace of it when he was in her vicinity?

Certainly she had not exhibited it by crying. He exonerated himself on that score, for she had been on the verge of tears when he first beheld her hurrying out of the parlours of the Princess Zimbamzim.

It gradually became plain to him that, although there could be no doubt that this girl was afraid of him, and cordially disliked him, yet strangely enough, she did not know him by sight.

Consequently, her attitude must be inspired by something she had heard concerning him. What?

He puffed his cigarette and groaned. As far as he could remember, he had never harmed a fly.
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THAT NIGHT HE turned in, greatly depressed. Bad dreams assailed his slumbers — menacing ones like the visions that annoyed Eugene Aram.

And every time he awoke and sat up in his bunk, shaken by the swaying car, he realised that Romance had also its tragic phases — a sample of which he was now enduring. And yet, miserable as he was, a horrid sort of joy neutralised the misery when he recollected that it was Romance, after all, and that he, George Z. Green, was in it up to his neck.

A grey morning — a wet and pallid sky lowering over the brown North Carolina fields — this was his waking view from his tumbled bunk.

Neither his toilet nor his breakfast dispelled the gloom; certainly the speeding landscape did not.

He sat grimly in the observation car, reviewing a dispiriting landscape set with swamps, razorbacks, buzzards, and niggers.

Luncheon aided him very little. She had not appeared at all. Either her own misery and fright were starving her to death or she preferred to take her meals in her stateroom. He hoped fervently the latter might be the case; that murder might not be added to whatever else he evidently was suspected of committing.

Like the ticket he had seen her purchase, his own ticket took him as far as Ormond. Of course he could go on if she did. She could go to the West Indies and ultimately to Brazil. So could he. They were on the main travelled road to almost anywhere.

Nevertheless, he was on the watch at St. Augustine; and when he saw her come forth hastily and get into a bus emblazoned with the name and escutcheon of the Hotel Royal Orchid, he got in also.

The bus was full. Glancing at the other occupants of the bus, she included him in her brief review, and to his great relief he saw her incurious blue eyes pass calmly to the next countenance.

A dreadful, almost hysterical impulse assailed him to suddenly rise and say: I am George Z. Green! — merely to observe the cataclysmic effect on her.

But it did not seem so funny to him on after thoughts, for the chances appeared to be that she could not survive the shock. Which scared him; and he looked about nervously for fear somebody who knew him might be among the passengers, and might address him by name.

In due time the contents of the bus trooped into the vast corridors of the Hotel Royal Orchid. One by one they registered; and on the ledger Green read her name with palpitating heart — Miss Marie Wiltz and Maid. And heard her say to the clerk that her maid had been delayed and would arrive on the next train.

It never occurred to this unimaginative man to sign any name but his own to the register that was shoved toward him. Which perfectly proves his guilelessness and goodness.

He went to his room, cleansed from his person the stains of travel, and, having no outer clothes to change to, smoked a cigarette and gazed moodily from the window.

Now, his window gave on the drive-encircled fountain before the front entrance to the hotel; and, as he was standing there immersed in tobacco smoke and gloom, he was astonished to see the girl herself come out hastily, travelling satchel in hand, and spring lightly into a cab. It was one of those victorias which are stationed for hire in front of such southern hotels; he could see her perfectly plainly; saw the darkey coachman flourish his whip; saw the vehicle roll away.

The next instant he seized his new satchel, swept his brand new toilet articles into it, snapped it, picked up hat and cane, and dashed down stairs to the desk.

Here he paid his bill, ran out, and leaped into a waiting victoria.

Where did that other cab drive? he demanded breathlessly to his negro coachman. Didnt you hear what the young lady said to her driver?

Yaas, suh. De young lady done say shes in a powful hurry, suh. She low she gotta git to Ormond.

Ormond! Theres no train!

Milk-train, suh.

What! Is she going to Ormond on a milk-train?

Yaas, suh.

All right, then. Drive me to the station.

It was not very far. She was standing alone on the deserted platform, her bag at her feet, his overcoat lying across it. Her head was bent, and she did not notice him at first. Never had he seen a youthful figure so exquisitely eloquent of despair.

The milk-train was about an hour overdue, which would make it about due in the South. Green seated himself on a wooden bench and folded his hands over the silver crook of his walking-stick. The situation was now perfectly clear to him. She had come down from her room, and had seen his name on the register, had been seized by a terrible panic, and had fled.

Had he been alone and unobserved, he might have attempted to knock his brains out with his walking-stick. He desired to, earnestly, when he realised what an ass he had been to sign the register.

She had begun to pace the platform, nervously, halting and leaning forward from time to time to scan impatiently the long, glittering perspective of the metals.

It had begun to grow dusk. Lanterns on switches and semaphores flashed out red, green, blue, white, stringing their jewelled sparks far away into the distance.

To and fro she paced the empty platform, passing and repassing him. And he began to notice presently that she looked at him rather intently each time.

He wondered whether she suspected his identity. Guiltless of anything that he could remember having done, nevertheless he shivered guiltily every time she glanced at him.

Then the unexpected happened; and he fairly shook in his shoes as she marched deliberately up to him.

I beg your pardon, she said in a very sweet and anxious voice, but might I ask if you happen to be going to Ormond?

He was on his feet, hat in hand, by this time; his heart and pulses badly stampeded; but he managed to answer calmly that he was going to Ormond.

There is only a milk-train, I understand, she said.

So I understand.

Do you think there will be any difficulty in my obtaining permission to travel on it? The station-master says that permission is not given to ladies unaccompanied.

She looked at him almost imploringly.

I really must go on that train, she said in a low voice. It is desperately necessary. Could you — could you manage to arrange it for me? I would be so grateful! — so deeply grateful!

Ill do what I can, said that unimaginative man. Probably bribery can fix it — —

There might be — if — if — you would be willing — if you didnt object — I know it sounds very strange — but my case is so desperate — — She checked herself, flushing a delicate pink. And he waited.

Then, very resolutely she looked up at him:

Would you — could you p-pretend that I am — am — your sister?

Certainly, he said. An immense happiness seized him. He was not only up to his neck in Romance. It was already over his head, and he was out of his depth, and swimming.

Certainly, he repeated quietly, controlling his joy by a supreme effort. That would be the simplest way out of it, after all.

She said earnestly, almost solemnly: If you will do this generous thing for — for a stranger — in very deep perplexity and trouble — that stranger will remain in your debt while life lasts!

She had not intended to be dramatic; she may not have thought she was; but the tears again glimmered in her lovely eyes, and the situation seemed tense enough to George Z. Green.

Moreover, he felt that complications already were arising — complications which he had often read of and sometimes dreamed of. Because, as he stood there in the southern dusk, looking at this slim, young girl, he began to realise that never before in all his life had he gazed upon anything half as beautiful.

Very far away a locomotive whistled: they both turned, and saw the distant headlight glittering on the horizon like a tiny star.

W-would it be best for us to t-take your name or mine — in case they ask us? she stammered, flushing deeply.

Perhaps, he said pleasantly, you might be more likely to remember yours in an emergency.

I think so, she said naïvely; it is rather difficult for me to deceive anybody. My name is Marie Wiltz.

Then I am Mr. Wiltz, your brother, for an hour or two.

If you please, she murmured.

It had been on the tip of his tongue to add, Mr. George Z. Wiltz, but he managed to check himself.

The great, lumbering train came rolling in; the station agent looked very sharply through his spectacles at Miss Wiltz when he saw her with Green, but being a Southerner, he gallantly assumed that it was all right.

One of the train crew placed two wooden chairs for them in the partly empty baggage car; and there they sat, side by side, while the big, heavy milk cans were loaded aboard, and a few parcels shoved into their car. Then the locomotive tooted leisurely; there came a jolt, a resonant clash; and the train was under way.
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FOR A WHILE the baggage master fussed about the car, sorting out packages for Ormond; then, courteously inquiring whether he could do anything for them, and learning that he could not, he went forward into his own den, leaving Marie Wiltz and George Z. Green alone in a baggage car dimly illumined by a small and smoky lamp.

Being well-bred young people, they broke the tension of the situation gracefully and naturally, pretending to find it amusing to travel in a milk train to a fashionable southern resort.

And now that the train was actually under way and speeding southward through the night, her relief from anxiety was very plain to him. He could see her relax; see the frightened and hunted look in her eyes die out, the natural and delicious colour return to her cheeks.

As they conversed with amiable circumspection and pleasant formality, he looked at her whenever he dared without seeming to be impertinent; and he discovered that the face she had worn since he had first seen her was not her natural expression; that her features in repose or in fearless animation were winning and almost gay.

She had a delightful mouth, sweet and humourous; a delicate nose and chin, and two very blue and beautiful eyes that looked at him at moments so confidently, so engagingly, that the knowledge of what her expression would be if she knew who he was smote him at moments, chilling his very marrow.

What an astonishing situation! How he would have scorned a short story with such a situation in it! And he thought of Williams — poor old Williams! — and mentally begged his pardon.

For he understood now that real life was far stranger than fiction. He realised at last that Romance loitered ever around the corner; that Opportunity was always gently nudging ones elbow.

There lay his overcoat on the floor, trailing over her satchel. He looked at it so fixedly that she noticed the direction of his gaze, glanced down, blushed furiously.

It may seem odd to you that I am travelling with a mans overcoat, she said, but it will seem odder yet when I tell you that I dont know how I came by it.

That is odd, he admitted smilingly. To whom does it belong?

Her features betrayed the complicated emotions that successively possessed her — perplexity, anxiety, bashfulness.

After a moment she said in a low voice: You have done so much for me already — you have been so exceedingly nice to me — that I hesitate to ask of you anything more — —

Please ask! he urged. It will be really a happiness for me to serve you.

Surprised at his earnestness and the unembarrassed warmth of his reply, she looked up at him gratefully after a moment.

Would you, she said, take charge of that overcoat for me and send it back to its owner?

He laughed nervously: Is that all? Why, of course I shall! Ill guarantee that it is restored to its rightful owner if you wish.

Will you? If you do that — — she drew a long, sighing breath, it will be a relief to me — such a wonderful relief! She clasped her gloved hands tightly on her knee, smiled at him breathlessly.

I dont suppose you will ever know what you have done for me. I could never adequately express my deep, deep gratitude to you — —

But — I am doing nothing except shipping back an overcoat — —

Ah — if you only knew what you really are doing for me! You are helping me in the direst hour of need I ever knew. You are aiding me to regain control over my own destiny! You are standing by me in the nick of time, sheltering me, encouraging me, giving me a moments respite until I can become mistress of my own fate once more.

The girl had ended with a warmth, earnestness and emotion which she seemed to be unable to control. Evidently she had been very much shaken, and in the blessed relief from the strain the reaction was gathering intensity.

They sat in silence for a few moments; then she looked up, nervously twisting her gloved fingers.

I am sorry, she said in a low voice, not to exhibit reticence and proper self-control before a — a stranger.... But I — I have been — rather badly — frightened.

Nothing need frighten you now, he said.

I thought so, too. I thought that as soon as I left New York it would be all right. But — but the first thing I saw in my stateroom was that overcoat! And the next thing that occurred was — was almost — stupefying. Until I boarded this milk-train, I think I must have been almost irresponsible from sheer fright.

What frightened you? he asked, trembling internally.

I — I cant tell you. It would do no good. You could not help me.

Yet you say I have already aided you.

Yes.... That is true.... And you will send that overcoat back, wont you?

Yes, he said. To remember it, Id better put it on, I think.

The southern night had turned chilly, and he was glad to bundle into his own overcoat again.

From where will you ship it? she asked anxiously.

From Ormond — —

Please dont!

Why?

Because, she said desperately, the owner of that coat might trace it to Ormond and — and come down there.

Where is he?

She paled and clasped her hands tighter:

I — I thought — I had every reason to believe that he was in New York. B-but he isnt. He is in St. Augustine!

You evidently dont wish to meet him.

No — oh, no, I dont wish to meet him — ever!

Oh. Am I to understand that this — this fellow, he said fiercely, is following you?

I dont know — oh, I really dont know, she said, her blue eyes wide with apprehension. All I know is that I do not desire to see him — or to have him see me.... He must not see me; it must not be — it shall not be! I — its a very terrible thing; — I dont know exactly what Im — Im fighting against — because its — its simply too dreadful — —

Emotion checked her, and for a moment she covered her eyes with her gloved hands, sitting in silence.

Cant I help you? he asked gently.

She dropped her hands and stared at him.

I dont know. Do you think you could? It all seems so — like a bad dream. Ill have to tell you about it if you are to help me — wont I?

If you think it best, he said with an inward quiver.

Thats it. I dont know whether it is best to ask your advice. Yet, I dont know exactly what else to do, she added in a bewildered way, passing one hand slowly over her eyes. Shall I tell you?

Perhaps youd better.

I think I will!... I — I left New York in a panic at a few moments notice. I thought Id go to Ormond and hide there for a while, and then, if — if matters looked threatening, I could go to Miami and take a steamer for the West Indies, and from there — if necessary — I could go to Brazil — —

But why? he demanded, secretly terrified at his own question.

She looked at him blankly a moment: Oh; I forgot. It — it all began without any warning; and instantly I began to run away.

From what?

From — from the owner of that overcoat!

Who is he?

His name, she said resolutely, is George Z. Green. And I am running away from him.... And I am afraid youll think it very odd when I tell you that although I am running away from him I do not know him, and I have never seen him.

Wh-what is the matter with him? inquired Green, with a sickly attempt at smiling.

He wants to marry me! she exclaimed indignantly. That is what is the matter with him.

Are you sure? he asked, astounded.

Perfectly. And the oddest thing of all is that I do not think he has ever seen me — or ever even heard of me.

But how can — —

Ill tell you. I must tell you now, anyway. It began the evening before I left New York. I — I live alone — with a companion — having no parents. I gave a dinner dance the evening before I — I ran away; — there was music, too; professional dancers; — a crystal-gazing fortune teller — and a lot of people — loads of them.

She drew a short, quick breath, and shook her pretty head.

Everybodys been talking about the Princess Zimbamzim this winter. So I had her there.... She — she is uncanny — positively terrifying. A dozen women were scared almost ill when they came out of her curtained corner.

And — and then she demanded me.... I had no belief in such things.... I went into that curtained corner, never for one moment dreaming that what she might say would matter anything to me.... In ten minutes she had me scared and trembling like a leaf.... I didnt want to stay; I wanted to go. I — couldnt, somehow. My limbs were stiff — I couldnt control them — I couldnt get up! All my will power — was — was paralysed!

The girls colour had fled; she looked at Green with wide eyes dark with the memory of fear.

She told me to come to her for an hours crystal gazing the following afternoon. I — I didnt want to go. But I couldnt seem to keep away.

Then a terrible thing happened. I — I looked into that crystal and I saw there — saw with my own eyes — myself being married to a — a perfectly strange man! I saw myself as clearly as in a looking glass; — but I could see only his back. He — he wore an overcoat — like that one I gave to you to send back. Think of it! Married to a man who was wearing an overcoat!

And there was a clergyman who looked sleepy, and — and two strangers as witnesses — and there was I — I! — getting married to this man.... And the terrible thing about it was that I looked at him as though I — I l-loved him — —

Her emotions overcame her for a moment, but she swallowed desperately, lifted her head, and forced herself to continue:

Then the Princess Zimbamzim began to laugh, very horridly: and I asked her, furiously, who that man was. And she said: His name seems to be George Z. Green; he is a banker and broker; and he lives at 1008-1/2 Fifth Avenue.

Am I marrying him? I cried. Am I marrying a strange broker who wears an overcoat at the ceremony?

And she laughed her horrid laugh again and said: You certainly are, Miss Wiltz. You can not escape it. It is your destiny.

When am I to do it? I demanded, trembling with fright and indignation. And she told me that it was certain to occur within either three months or three days.... And — can you imagine my n-natural feelings of horror — and repugnance? Can you not now understand the panic that seized me — when there, all the time in the crystal, I could actually see myself doing what that dreadful woman prophesied?

I dont blame you for running, he said, stunned.

I do not blame myself. I ran. I fled, distracted, from that terrible house! I left word for my maid to pack and follow me to Ormond. I caught the first train I could catch. For the next three months I propose to continue my flight if — if necessary. And I fear it will be necessary.

Finding his overcoat in your stateroom must have been a dreadful shock to you, he said, pityingly.

Imagine! But when, not an hour ago, I saw his name on the register at the Hotel Royal Orchid — directly under my name! — can you — oh, can you imagine my utter terror?

Her voice broke and she leaned up against the side of the car, so white, so quivering, so utterly demoralised by fear, that, alarmed, he took her trembling hands firmly in his.

You mustnt give way, he said. This wont do. You must show courage.

How can I show courage when Im f-frightened?

You must not be frightened, because — because I am going to stand by you. I am going to stand by you very firmly. I am going to see this matter through.

Are you? It is so — so kind of you — so good — so generous.... Because its uncanny enough to frighten even a man. You see we dont know what were fighting. Were threatened by — by the occult! By unseen f-forces.... How could that man be in St. Augustine?

He drew a long breath. I am going to tell you something.... May I?

She turned in silence to look at him. Something in his eyes disturbed her, and he felt her little, gloved hands tighten spasmodically within his own.

It isnt anything to frighten you, he said. It may even relieve you. Shall I tell you?

Her lips formed a voiceless word of consent.

Then Ill tell you.... I know George Z. Green.

W-what?

I know him very well. He is — is an exceedingly — er — nice fellow.

But I dont care! Im not going to marry him!... Am I? Do you think I am?

And she fell a-trembling so violently that, alarmed, he drew her to his shoulder, soothing her like a child, explaining that in the twentieth century no girl was going to marry anybody against her will.

Like a child she cowered against him, her hands tightening within his. The car swayed and rattled on its clanging trucks; the feeble lamp glimmered.

If I thought, she said, that George Z. Green was destined to marry me under such outrageous and humiliating circumstances, I — I believe I would marry the first decent man I encountered — merely to confound the Princess Zimbamzim — and every wicked crystal-gazer in the world! I — I simply hate them!

He said: Then you believe in them.

How can I help it? Look at me! Look at me here, in full light — asking protection of you!... And I dont care! I — think I am becoming more angry than — than frightened. I think it is your kindness that has given me courage. Somehow, I feel safe with you. I am sure that I can rely on you; cant I?

Yes, he said miserably.

I was very sure I could when I saw you sitting there on the platform before the milk-train came in.... I dont know how it was — I was not afraid to speak to you.... Something about you made me confident.... I said to myself, He is good! I know it! And so I spoke to you.

Conscience was tearing him inwardly to shreds, as the fox tore the Spartan. How could he pose as the sort of man she believed him to be, and endure the self-contempt now almost overwhelming him?

I — Im not good, he blurted out, miserably.

She turned and looked at him seriously for a moment. Then, for the first time aware of his arm encircling her, and her hands in his, she flushed brightly and freed herself, straightening up in her little wooden chair.

You need not tell me that, she said. I know you are good.

As a m-matter of f-fact, he stammered. Im a scoundrel!

What?

I cant bear to have you know it — b-but I am!

How can you say that? — when youve been so perfectly sweet to me? she exclaimed.

And after a moments silence she laughed deliciously.

Only to look at you is enough, she said, for a girl to feel absolute confidence in you.

Do you feel that?

I?... Yes.... Yes, I do. I would trust you without hesitation. I have trusted you, have I not? And after all, it is not so strange. You are the sort of man to whom I am accustomed. We are both of the same sort.

No, he said gloomily, Im really a pariah.

You! Why do you say such things, after you have been so — perfectly charming to a frightened girl?

Im a pariah, he repeated. Im a social outcast! I — I know it, now. And he leaned his head wearily on both palms.

The girl looked at him in consternation.

Are you unhappy? she asked.

Wretched.

Oh, she said softly, I didnt know that.... I am so sorry.... And to think that you took all my troubles on your shoulders, too, — burdened with your own! I — I knew you were that kind of man, she added warmly.

He only shook his head, face buried in his hands.

I am so sorry, she repeated gently. Would it help you if you told me?

He did not answer.

Because, she said sweetly, it would make me very happy if I could be of even the very slightest use to you!

No response.

Because you have been so kind.

No response.

 — And so p-pleasant and c-cordial and — —

No response.

She looked at the young fellow who sat there with head bowed in his hands; and her blue eyes grew wistful.

Are you in physical pain?

Mental, he said in a muffled voice.

I am sorry. Dont you believe that I am? she asked pitifully.

You would not be sorry if you knew why I am suffering, he muttered.

How can you say that? she exclaimed warmly. Do you think I am ungrateful? Do you think I am insensible to delicate and generous emotions? Do you suppose I could ever forget what you have done for me?

Suppose, he said in a muffled voice, I turned out to be a — a villain?

You couldnt!

Suppose it were true that I am one?

She said, with the warmth of total inexperience with villains, What you have been to me is only what concerns me. You have been good, generous, noble! And I — like you.

You must not like me.

I do! I do like you! I shall continue to do so — always — —

You can not!

What? Indeed I can! I like you very much. I defy you to prevent me!

I dont want to prevent you — but you mustnt do it.

She sat silent for a moment. Then her lip trembled.

Why may I not like you? she asked unsteadily.

I am not worth it.

He didnt know it, but he had given her the most fascinating answer that a man can give a young girl.

If you are not worth it, she said tremulously, you can become so.

No, I never can.

Why do you say that? No matter what a man has done — a young man — such as you — he can become worthy again of a girls friendship — if he wishes to.

I never could become worthy of yours.

Why? What have you done? I dont care anyway. If you — if you want my — my friendship you can have it.

No, he groaned, I am sunk too low to even dream of it! You dont know — you dont know what youre saying. I am beyond the pale!

He clutched his temples and shuddered. For a moment she gazed at him piteously, then her timid hand touched his arm.

I cant bear to see you in despair, she faltered,  — you who have been so good to me. Please dont be unhappy — because — I want you to be happy — —

I can never be that.

Why?

Because — I am in love!

What?

With a girl who — hates me.

Oh, she said faintly. Then the surprise in her eyes faded vaguely into wistfulness, and into something almost tender as she gazed at his bowed head.

Any girl, she said, scarcely knowing what she was saying, who could not love such a man as you is an absolutely negligible quantity.

His hands fell from his face and he sat up.

Could you?

What? she said, not understanding.

Could you do what — what I — mentioned just now?

She looked curiously at him for a moment, not comprehending. Suddenly a rose flush stained her face.

I dont think you mean to say that to me, she said quietly.

Yes, he said, I do mean to say it.... Because, since I first saw you, I have — have dared to — to be in love with you.

With me! We — you have not known me an hour!

I have known you three days.

What?

I am George Z. Green!
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MINUTE AFTER MINUTE throbbed in silence, timed by the loud rhythm of the roaring wheels. He did not dare lift his head to look at her, though her stillness scared him. Awful and grotesque thoughts assailed him. He wondered whether she had survived the blow — and like an assassin he dared not look to see what he had done, but crouched there, overwhelmed with misery such as he never dreamed that a human heart could endure.

A century seemed to have passed before, far ahead, the locomotive whistled warningly for the Ormond station.

He understood what it meant, and clutched his temples, striving to gather courage sufficient to lift his head and face her blazing contempt — or her insensible and inanimate but beautiful young form lying in a merciful faint on the floor of the baggage car.

And at last he lifted his head.

She had risen and was standing by the locked side doors, touching her eye-lashes with her handkerchief.

When he rose, the train was slowing down. Presently the baggage master came in, yawning; the side doors were unbolted and flung back as the car glided along a high, wooden platform.

They were standing side by side now; she did not look at him, but when the car stopped she laid her hand lightly on his arm.

Trembling in every fibre, he drew the little, gloved hand through his arm and aided her to descend.

Are you unhappy? he whispered tremulously.

No.... What are we to do?

Am I to say?

Yes, she said faintly.

Shall I register as your brother?

She blushed and looked at him in a lovely and distressed way.

What are we to do? she faltered.

They entered the main hall of the great hotel at that moment, and she turned to look around her.

Oh! she exclaimed, clutching his arm. Do you see that man? Do you see him?

Which man — dearest? — —

That one over there! That is the clergyman I saw in the crystal. Oh, dear! Oh, dear! Is it going to come true right away?

I think it is, he said. Are you afraid?

She drew a deep, shuddering breath, lifted her eyes to his:

N-no, she said.

Ten minutes later it was being done around the corner of the great veranda, where nobody was. The moon glimmered on the Halifax; the palmettos sighed in the chilly sea-wind; the still, night air was scented with orange bloom and the odour of the sea.

He wore his overcoat, and he used the plain, gold band which had decorated his little finger. The clergyman was brief and businesslike; the two clerks made dignified witnesses.

When it was done, and they were left alone, standing on the moonlit veranda, he said:

Shall we send a present to the Princess Zimbamzim?

Yes.... A beautiful one.

He drew her to him; she laid both hands on his shoulders. When he kissed her, her face was cold and white as marble.

Are you afraid? he whispered.

The marble flushed pink.

No, she said.



That, said Stafford, was certainly quick action. Ten minutes is a pretty short time for Fate to begin business.

Fate, remarked Duane, once got busy with me inside of ten seconds. He looked at Athalie.

Ut solent poetae, she rejoined, calmly.

I said: Verba placent et vox, et quod corrumpere non est; Quoque minor spes est, hoc magis ille cupit.

In a low voice Duane replied to me, looking at her: Vera incessu patuit Dea.

Slowly the girl blushed, lowering her dark eyes to the green jade god resting in the rosy palm of her left hand.

Physician, cure thyself, muttered Stafford, slowly twisting a cigarette to shreds in his nervous hands.

I rose, walked over to the small marble fountain and looked down at the sleeping goldfish. Here and there from the dusky magnificence of their colour a single scale glittered like a living spark under water.

Are you preaching to them? asked Athalie, raising her eyes from the green god in her palm.

No matter where a man turns his eyes, said I, they may not long remain undisturbed by the vision of gold. I was not preaching, Athalie; I was reflecting upon my poverty.

It is an incurable ailment, said somebody; the millionaire knows it; the gods themselves suffered from it. From the bleaching carcass of the peon to the mausoleum of the emperor, the worlds highway winds through its victims graves.

Athalie, said I, is it possible for you to look into your crystal and discover hidden treasure?

Not for my own benefit.

For others?

I have done it.

Could you locate a few millions for us? inquired the novelist.

Yes, widely distributed among you. Your right hand is heavy as gold; your brain jingles with it.

I do not write for money, he said bluntly.

That is why, she said, smiling and placing a sweetmeat between her lips.

I had the privilege of lighting a match for her.
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WHEN THE TIP of her cigarette glowed rosy in the pearl-tinted gloom, the shadowy circle at her feet drew a little nearer.

This is the story of Valdez, she said. Listen attentively, you who hunger!



On the first day it rained torrents; the light was very dull in the galleries; fashion kept away. Only a few monomaniacs braved the weather, left dripping mackintoshes and umbrellas in the coat room, and spent the dull March morning in mousing about among the priceless treasures on view to those who had cards of admission. The sale was to take place three days later. Heikem was the auctioneer.

The collection to be disposed of was the celebrated library of Professor Octavo de Folio — a small one; but it was composed almost exclusively of rarities. A million and a half had been refused by the heirs, who preferred to take chances at auction.

And there were Caxtons, first edition Shakespeares, illuminated manuscripts, volumes printed privately for various kings and queens, bound sketch books containing exquisite aquarelles and chalk drawings by Bargue, Fortuny, Drouais, Boucher, John Downman; there were autographed monographs in manuscript; priceless order books of revolutionary generals, private diaries kept by men and women celebrated and notorious the world over.

But the heirs apparently preferred yachts and automobiles.

The library was displayed in locked glass cases, an attendant seated by each case, armed with a key and discretionary powers.

From where James White sat beside his particular case, he had a view of the next case and of the young girl seated beside it.

She was very pretty. No doubt, being out of a job, like himself, she was glad to take this temporary position. She was so pretty she made his head ache. Or it might have been the ventilation.

It rained furiously; a steady roar on the glass roof overhead filled the long and almost empty gallery of Mr. Heikem, the celebrated auctioneer, with a monotone as dull and incessant as the business voice of that great man.

Here and there a spectacled old gentleman nosed his way from case to case, making at intervals cabalistic pencil marks on the margin of his catalogue — which specimen of compiled literature alone cost five dollars.

It was a very dull day for James White, and also, apparently, for the pretty girl in charge of the adjoining case. Nobody even asked either of them to unlock the cases; and it began to appear to young White that the books and manuscripts confided to his charge were not by any means the chefs-doeuvre of the collection.

They were a dingy looking lot of books, anyway. He glanced over the private list furnished him, read the titles, histories and pedigrees of the volumes, stifled a yawn, fidgetted in his chair, stared at the rain-battered glass roof overhead, mused lightly upon his misfortunes, shrugged his broad shoulders, and glanced at the girl across the aisle.

She also was reading her private list. It seemed to bore her.

He looked at her as long as decency permitted, then gazed elsewhere. She was exceedingly pretty in her way, red haired, white skinned; and her eyes seemed to be a very lovely Sevres blue. Except in porcelain he thought he had never seen anything as dainty. He knew perfectly well that he could very easily fall in love with her. Also he knew hed never have the opportunity.

Duller and duller grew the light; louder roared the March rain. Even monomaniacs no longer came into the galleries, and the half dozen who had arrived left by luncheon time.

When it was Whites turn to go out to lunch, he went to Childs and returned in half an hour. Then the girl across the aisle went out — probably to a similar and sumptuous banquet. She came back very shortly, reseated herself, and glanced around the empty galleries.

There seemed to be absolutely nothing for anybody to do, except to sit there and listen to the rain.

White pondered on his late failure in affairs. Recently out of Yale, and more recently still established in business, he had gone down in the general slump, lacking sufficient capital to tide him over. His settlement with his creditors left him with fifteen hundred dollars. He was now waiting for an opportunity to invest it in an enterprise. He believed in enterprises. Also, he was firmly convinced that Opportunity knocked no more than once in a lifetime, and he was always cocking his ear to catch the first timid rap. It was knocking then but he did not hear it, for it was no louder than the gentle beating of his red-haired neighbours heart.

But Opportunity is a jolly jade. She knocks every little while — but one must possess good hearing.

Having nothing better to do as he sat there, White drifted into mental speculation — that being the only sort available.

He dreamed of buying a lot in New York for fifteen hundred dollars and selling it a few years later for fifty thousand. He had a well developed imagination; wonderful were the lucky strikes he made in these day dreams; marvellous the financial returns. He was a very Napoleon of finance when he was dozing. Many are.

The girl across the aisle also seemed to be immersed in day dreams. Her Sevres blue eyes had become vague; her listless little hands lay in her lap unstirring. She was pleasant to look at.

After an hour or so it was plain to White that she had had enough of her dreams. She sighed very gently, straightened up in her chair, looked at the rain-swept roof, patted a yawn into modest suppression, and gazed about her with speculative and engaging eyes.

Then, as though driven to desperation, she turned, looked into the glass case beside her for a few minutes, and then, fitting her key to the door, opened it, selected a volume at hazard, and composed herself to read.

For a while White watched her lazily, but presently with more interest, as her features gradually grew more animated and her attention seemed to be concentrated on the book.

As the minutes passed it became plain to White that the girl found the dingy little volume exceedingly interesting. And after a while she appeared to be completely absorbed in it; her blue eyes were rivetted on the pages; her face was flushed, her sensitive lips expressive of the emotion that seemed to be possessing her more and more.

White wondered what this book might be which she found so breathlessly interesting. It was small, dingy, bound in warped covers of old leather, and anything but beautiful. And by and by he caught a glimpse of the title— The Journal of Pedro Valdez.

The title, somehow, seemed to be familiar to him; he glanced into his own case, and after a few minutes searching he caught sight of another copy of the same book, dingy, soiled, leather-bound, unlovely.

He looked over his private list until he found it. And this is what he read concerning it:

Valdez, Pedro — Journal of. Translated by Thomas Bangs, of Philadelphia, in 1760. With map. Two copies, much worn and damaged by water. Several pages missing from each book.

Pedro Valdez was a soldier of fortune serving with Cortez in Mexico and with De Soto in Florida. Nothing more is known of him, except that he perished somewhere in the semi-tropical forests of America.

Thomas Bangs, an Englishman, pretended to have discovered and translated the journal kept by Valdez. After the journal had been translated — if, indeed, such a document ever really existed — Bangs pretended that it was accidentally destroyed.

Bangs translation and map are considered to be works of pure imagination. They were published from manuscript after the death of the author.



Bangs died in St. Augustine of yellow fever, about 1760-61, while preparing for an exploring expedition into the Florida wilderness.

Mildly edified, White glanced again at the girl across the aisle, and was surprised to see how her interest in the volume had altered her features. Tense, breathless, utterly absorbed in the book, she bent over the faded print, leaning close, for the sickly light that filtered through the glass roof scarcely illumined the yellow pages at all.

The curiosity of White was now aroused; he opened the glass case beside him, fished out his copy of the book, opened it, and began to read.

For the first few minutes his interest was anything but deep: he read the well-known pages where Bangs recounts how he discovered the journal of Valdez — and it sounded exceedingly fishy — a rather poorly written fairy-tale done by a man with little invention and less imagination, so worn out, hackneyed and trite were the incidents, so obvious the coincidences.

White shrugged his shoulders and turned from the preface to what purported to be the translation.

Almost immediately it struck him that this part of the book was not written by the same man. Here was fluency, elegance of expression, ease, the simplicity of a soldier who had something to say and but a short time in which to say it. Even the apparent clumsiness of the translation had not deformed the work.

Little by little the young man became intensely interested, then absorbed. And after a while the colour came into his face; he glanced nervously around him; suppressed excitement made his hands unsteady as he unfolded the enclosed map.

From time to time he referred to the map as he read; the rain roared on the glass roof; the light grew dimmer and dimmer.

At five oclock the galleries closed for the day. And that evening, sitting in his hall-bedroom, White made up his mind that he must buy The Journal of Valdez if it took every penny that remained to him.

The next day was fair and cold; fashion graced the Octavo de Folio exhibition; White had no time to re-read any passages or to re-examine the map, because people were continually asking to see and handle the books in his case.

Across the aisle he noticed that his pretty neighbour was similarly occupied. And he was rather glad, because he felt, vaguely, that it was just as well she did not occupy her time in reading The Journal of Valdez. Girls usually have imagination. The book might stir her up as it had stirred him. And to no purpose.

Also, he was glad that nobody asked to look at the Valdez copy in his own case. He didnt want people to look at it. There were reasons — among others, he wanted to buy it himself. He meant to if fifteen hundred dollars would buy it.

White had not the remotest idea what the book might bring at auction. He dared not inquire whether the volume was a rare one, dreading even to call the attention of his fellow employees to it. A word might arouse their curiosity.

All day long he attended to his duties there, and at five he went home, highly excited, determined to arrive at the galleries next morning in time enough to read the book a little before the first of the public came.

And he did get there very early. The only other employee who had arrived before him was the red-haired girl. She sat by her case reading The Journal of Valdez. Once she looked up at him with calm, clear, intelligent eyes. He did not see her; he hastily unlocked his case and drew out the coveted book. Then he sat down and began to devour it. And so utterly and instantly was he lost amid those yellow, time-faded pages that he did not even glance across the aisle at his ornamental neighbour. If he had looked he would have noticed that she also was buried in The Journal of Valdez. And it might have made him a trifle uneasy to see her look from her book to him and from him to the volume he was perusing so excitedly.

It being the last day that the library was to be on view before the sale, fashion and monomania rubbed elbows in the Heikem Galleries, crowding the well known salons morning and afternoon. And all day long White and his neighbour across the aisle were busy taking out books and manuscripts for inspection, so that they had no time for luncheon, and less for Valdez.

And that night they were paid off and dismissed; and the auctioneer and his corps of assistants took charge.

The sale took place the following morning and afternoon. White drew from the bank his fifteen hundred dollars, breakfasted on bread and milk, and went to the galleries more excited than he had ever been before in his long life of twenty-three years. And that is some time.

It was a long shot at Fortune he meant to take — a really desperate chance. One throw would settle it — win or lose. And the idea scared him badly, and he was trembling a little when he took his seat amid the perfumed gowns of fashion and the white whiskers of high finance, and the shabby vestments of monomania.

Once or twice he wondered whether he was crazy. Yet, every throb of his fast-beating heart seemed to summon him to do and dare; and he felt, without even attempting to explain the feeling to himself, that now at last Opportunity was loudly rapping at his door, and that if he did not let her in he would regret it as long as he lived.

As he glanced fearfully about him he caught sight of his pretty neighbour who had held sway across the aisle. So she, too, had come to watch the sale! Probably for the excitement of hearing an auctioneer talk in thousands.

He was a little surprised, nevertheless, for she did not look bookish — nor even intellectual enough to mar her prettiness. Yet, wherever she went she would look adorable. He understood that, now.

It was a day of alarms for him, of fears, shocks, and frights innumerable. With terror he heard the auctioneer talking in terms of thousands; with horror he witnessed the bids on certain books advance by thousands at a clip. Five thousand, ten thousand, twenty thousand were bid, seen, raised, called, hiked, until his head spun and despair seized him.

What did he know about Valdez? Either volume might bring fifty thousand dollars for all he knew. Had he fifty thousand he felt, somehow, that he would have bid it to the last penny for the book. And he came to the conclusion that he was really crazy. Yet there he sat, glued to his chair, listening, shuddering, teeth alternately chattering or grimly locked, while the very air seemed to reek of millions, and the incessant gabble of the auctioneer drove him almost out of his wits.

Nearer and nearer approached the catalogued numbers of the two copies of Valdez; pale and desperate he sat there, his heart almost suffocating him as the moment drew near. And now the time had come; now the celebrated Mr. Heikem began his suave preliminary chatter; now he was asking confidently for a bid.

A silence ensued — and whether it was the silence of awe at the priceless treasure or the silence of indifference White did not know. But after the auctioneer had again asked for a bid he found his voice and offered ten dollars. His ears were scarlet when he did it.

Fifteen, said a sweet but tremulous voice not far from White, and he looked around in astonishment. It was his red-haired vis-a-vis.

Twenty! he retorted, still labouring under his astonishment.

Twenty-five! came the same sweet voice.

There was a silence. No other voices said anything. Evidently nobody wanted Valdez except himself and his red-haired neighbour.

Thirty! he called out at the psychological moment.

The girl turned in her chair and looked at him. She seemed to be unusually pale.

Thirty-five! she said, still gazing at White in a frightened sort of way.

Forty, he said; rose at the same moment and walked over to where the girl was sitting.

She looked up at him as he bent over her chair; both were very serious.

You and I are the only two people bidding, he said. There are two copies of the book. Dont bid against me and you can buy in the other one for next to nothing — judging from the course this one is taking.

Very well, she said quietly.

A moment later the first copy of Valdez was knocked down to James White. An indifferent audience paid little attention to the transaction.

Two minutes later the second copy fell to Miss Jean Sandys for five dollars — there being no other bidder.

White had already left the galleries. Lingering at the entrance he saw Miss Sandys pass him, and he lifted his hat. The slightest inclination of her pretty head acknowledged it. The next moment they were lost to each others view in the crowded street.

Clutching his battered book to his chest, not even daring to drop it into his overcoat for fear of pickpockets, the young fellow started up Broadway at a swinging pace which presently brought him to the offices of the Florida Spanish Grants Company; and here, at his request, he was ushered into a private room; a map of Seminole County spread on the highly polished table before him, and a suave gentleman placed at his disposal.

Florida, volunteered the suave gentleman, is the land of perpetual sunshine — the land of milk and honey, as it were, the land of the orange — —

One moment, please, said White.

Sir?

They looked at each other for a second or two, then White smiled:

I dont want dope, he said pleasantly, I merely want a few facts — if your company deals in them.

Florida, began the suave gentleman, watching the effect of his words, is the garden of the world. Then he stopped, discouraged, for White was grinning at him.

It wont do, said White amiably.

No? queried the suave gentleman, the ghost of a grin on his own smooth countenance.

No, it wont do. Now, if you will restrain your very natural enthusiasm and let me ask a few questions — —

Go ahead, said the suave gentleman, whose name was Munsell. But I dont believe we have anything to suit you in Seminole County.

Oh, I dont know, returned White coolly, is it all under water?

There are a few shell mounds. The highest is nearly ten inches above water. We call them hills.

I might wish to acquire one of those mountain ranges, remarked White seriously.

After a moment they both laughed.

Are you in the game yourself? inquired Mr. Munsell.

Well, my game is a trifle different.

Oh. Do you care to be more explicit?

White shook his head:

No; whats the use? But Ill say this: it isnt the Perpetual Sunshine and Orange Grove game, or how to become a millionaire in three years.

No? grinned Munsell, lifting his expressive eyebrows.

White bent over the map for a few moments.

Here, he said carelessly, is the Spanish Causeway and the Coakachee River. Its all swamp and jungle, I suppose — although I see you have it plotted into orange groves, truck gardens, pineapple plantations, and villas.

Munsell made a last but hopeless effort. Some day, he began, with dignity — but Whites calm wink discouraged further attempts. Then the young man tapped with his pencil lots numbered from 200 to 210, slowly, going over them again for emphasis.

Are those what you want? asked Munsell.

Those are what I want.

All right. Only I cant give you 210.

Why not?

Yesterday a party took a strip along the Causeway including half of 210 up to 220.

Cant I get all of 210?

Ill ask the party. Where can I address you?

White stood up. Have everything ready Tuesday. Ill be in with the cash.
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AND ON TUESDAY he kept his word and the land was his for a few hundred dollars — all except the half of Lot No. 210, which it appeared the party declined to sell, refusing to consider any profit whatever.

Its like a woman, remarked Munsell.

Is your party a woman?

Yes. I guess shes into some game or other, too. Say, what is this Seminole County game, Mr. White? — if you dont mind my asking, now that you have taken title to your — hm! — orange grove.

Why do you think there is any particular game afoot? inquired the young man curiously.

Oh, come! You know what youre buying. And that young lady knew, too. Youve both bought a few acres of cypress swamp and you know it. What do you think is in it?

Snakes, said White coolly.

Oh, I know, said Munsell. You think theres marl and phosphoric rock.

And isnt there? asked White innocently.

How should I know? replied Munsell as innocently; the inference being that he knew perfectly well that there was nothing worth purchasing in the Causeway swamp.

But when White went away he was a trifle worried, and he wondered uneasily why anybody else at that particular time should happen to invest in swampy real estate along the Spanish Causeway.

He knew the Spanish Causeway. In youthful and prosperous days, when his parents were alive, they had once wintered at Verbena Inlet.

And on several occasions he had been taken on excursions to the so-called Spanish Causeway — a dike-shaped path, partly ruined, made of marl and shell, which traversed the endless swamps of Seminole County, and was supposed to have been built by De Soto and his Spaniards.

But whoever built it, Spaniard, Seminole, or the prehistoric people antedating both, there it still was, a ruined remnant of highway penetrating the otherwise impassable swamps.

For miles across the wilderness of cypress, palmetto, oak, and depthless mud it stretched — a crumbling but dry runway for deer, panther, bear, black wolf, and Seminole. And excursion parties from the great hotels at Verbena often picnicked at its intersection with the forest road, but ventured no farther along the dismal, forbidding, and snake-infested ridge which ran anywhere between six inches and six feet above the level of the evil-looking marsh flanking it on either side.

In the care-free days of school, of affluence, and of youth, White had been taken to gaze upon this alleged relic of Spanish glory. He now remembered it very clearly.

And that night, aboard the luxurious Verbena Special, he lay in his bunk and dreamed dreams awake, which almost overwhelmed him with their magnificence. But when he slept his dreams were uneasy, interspersed with vague visions of women who came in regiments through flowering jungles to drive him out of his own property. It was a horrid sort of nightmare, for they pelted him with iron-bound copies of Valdez, knocking him almost senseless into the mud. And it seemed to him that he might have perished there had not his little red-haired neighbour extended a slender, helping hand in the nick of time.

Dreaming of her he awoke, still shaking with the experience. And all that day he read in his book and pored over the map attached to it, until the locomotive whistled for St. Augustine, and he was obliged to disembark for the night.

However, next morning he was on his way to Verbena, the train flying through a steady whirlwind of driving sand. And everywhere in the sunshine stretched the flat-woods, magnificently green — endless miles of pine and oak and palmetto, set with brilliant glades of vast, flat fields of wild phlox over which butterflies hovered.

At Verbena Station he disembarked with his luggage, which consisted of a complete tropical camping outfit, tinned food, shot-gun, rifle, rods, spade, shovel, pick, crow. In his hand he carried an innocent looking satchel, gingerly. It contained dynamite in sticks, and the means to explode it safely.

To a hackman he said: Im not going to any hotel. What I want is a wagon, a team of mules, and a driver to take me and my outfit to Coakachee Creek on the Spanish Causeway. Can you fix it for me?

The hackman said he could. And in half an hour he drove up in his mule wagon to the deserted station, where White sat all alone amid his mountainous paraphernalia.

When the wagon had been loaded, and they had been driving through the woods for nearly half an hour in silence, the drivers curiosity got the better of him, and he ventured to enquire of White why everybody was going to the Spanish Causeway.

Which question startled the young man very disagreeably until he learned that everybody merely meant himself and one other person taken thither by the same driver the day before.

Further, he learned that this person was a woman from the North, completely equipped for camping as was he. Which made him more uneasy than ever, for he of course identified her with Mr. Munsells client, whose land, including half of Lot 210, adjoined his own. Who she might be and why she had come down here to Seminole County he could not imagine, because Munsell had intimated that she knew what she was buying.

No doubt she meant to play a similar game to Munsells, and had come down to take a look at her villainous property before advertising possibilities of perpetual sunshine.

Yet, why had she brought a camping outfit? Ordinary land swindlers remained comfortably aloof from the worthless property they advertised. What was she intending to do there?

Instead of a swindler was she, perhaps, the swindlee? Had she bought the property in good faith? Didnt she know it was under water? Had she come down here with her pitiful camping equipment prepared to rough it and set out orange trees? Poor thing!

Was she all alone? he inquired of his cracker driver.

Yaas, suh.

Poor thing. Did she seem young and inexperienced?

Yaas, suh— scusin she all has right smart o red har.

What? exclaimed White excitedly. You say she is young, and that she seemed inexperienced, except for her red hair!

Yaas, suh. She all has a right smart hank of red har on her haid. I aint never knowed nobody with red har what aint had a heap mo sperience than the mostest.

D-d-did you say that you drove her over to the Spanish Causeway yesterday? stammered the dismayed young man.

Yaas, suh.

Horrified thoughts filled his mind. For there could be scarcely any doubt that this intruder was his red-haired neighbour across the aisle at the library sale.

No doubt at all that he already crossed her trail at Munsells agency. Also, she had bid in one of the only two copies of Valdez.

First he had seen her reading it with every symptom of profound interest. Then she had gone to the sale and bid in one of the copies. Then he had heard from Munsell about a woman who had bought land along the Causeway the day before he had made his own purchase.

And now once more he had struck her swift, direct trail, only to learn that she was still one day in advance of him!

In his mental panic he remembered that his title was secure. That thought comforted him for a few moments, until he began to wonder whether the land he had acquired was really sufficient to cover a certain section of perhaps half an acre along the Causeway.

According to his calculations he had given himself ample margin in every direction, for the spot he desired to control ought to lie somewhere about midway between Lot 200 and Lot 210.

Had he miscalculated? Had she miscalculated? Why had she purchased that strip from half of Lot 210 to Lot 220?

There could be only one answer: this clever and astoundingly enterprising young girl had read Valdez, had decided to take a chance, had proved her sporting spirit by backing her judgment, and had started straight as an arrow for the terrifying territory in question.

Hers had been first choice of Mr. Munsells lots; she had deliberately chosen the numbers from half of 210 to 220. She was perfectly ignorant that he, White, had any serious intentions in Seminole County. Therefore, it had been her judgment, based on calculations from the Valdez map, that half of Lot 210 and the intervening territory including Lot 220, would be ample for her to control a certain spot — the very spot which he himself expected to control.

Either he or she had miscalculated. Which?

Dreadfully worried, he sat in silence beside his taciturn driver, gazing at the flanking forest through which the white road wound.

The only habitation they passed was fruit-drying ranch No. 7, in the wilderness — just this one sunny oasis in the solemn half-light of the woods.

White did not remember the road, although when a child he must have traversed it to the Causeway. Nor when he came in sight of the Causeway did he recognise it, where it ran through a glade of high, silvery grass set sparsely with tall palmettos.

But here it was, and the cracker turned his mules into it, swinging sharply to the left along Coakachee Creek and proceeding for about two miles, where a shell mound enabled him to turn his team.

A wagon could proceed no farther because the crumbling Causeway narrowed to a foot-path beyond. So here they unloaded; the cracker rested his mules for a while, then said a brief good-bye to White and shook the reins.

When he had driven out of sight, White started to drag his tent and tent-poles along the dike top toward his own property, which ought to lie just ahead — somewhere near the curve that the Causeway made a hundred yards beyond. For he had discovered a weather-beaten shingle nailed to a water-oak, where he had disembarked his luggage; and on it were the remains of the painted number 198.

Lugging tent and poles, he started along the Causeway, keeping a respectful eye out for snakes. So intent was he on avoiding the playful attentions of rattler or moccasin that it was only when he almost ran into it that he discovered another tent pitched directly in his path.

Of course he had expected to find her encamped there on the Causeway, but he was surprised, nevertheless, and his tent-poles fell, clattering.

A second later the flap of her tent was pushed aside, and his red-haired neighbour of the galleries stepped out, plainly startled.
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SHE SEEMED TO be still more startled when she saw him: her blue eyes dilated; the colour which had ebbed came back, suffusing her pretty features. But when she recognised him, fear, dismay, astonishment, and anxiety blended in swift confusion, leaving her silent, crimson, rooted to the spot.

White took off his hat and walked up to where she stood.

Im sorry, Miss Sandys, he said. Only a few hours ago did I learn who it was camping here on the Causeway. And — Im afraid I know why you are here.... Because the same reason that brought you started me the next day.

She had recovered her composure. She said very gravely:

I wondered when I saw you reading Valdez whether, by any possibility, you might think of coming here. And when you bought the other copy I was still more afraid.... But I had already secured an option on my lots.

I know it, he said, chagrined.

Were you, she inquired, the client of Mr. Munsell who tried to buy from me the other half of Lot 210?

Yes.

I wondered. But of course I would not sell it. What lots have you bought?

I took No. 200 to the northern half of No. 210.

Why? she asked, surprised.

Because, he said, reddening, my calculations tell me that this gives me ample margin.

She looked at him in calm disapproval, shaking her head; but her blue eyes softened.

Im sorry, she said. You have miscalculated, Mr. White. The spot lies somewhere within the plot numbered from half of 210 to 220.

I am very much afraid that you have miscalculated, Miss Sandys. I did not even attempt to purchase your plot — except half of 210.

Nor did I even consider your plot, Mr. White, she said sorrowfully, and I had my choice. Really I am very sorry for you, but you have made a complete miscalculation.

I dont see how I could. I worked it out from the Valdez map.

So did I.

She had the volume under her arm; he had his in his pocket.

Let me show you, he began, drawing it out and opening it. Would you mind looking at the map for a moment?

Her dainty head a trifle on one side, she looked over his shoulder as he unfolded the map for her.

Here, he said, plucking a dead grass stem and tracing the Causeway on the map, here lie my lots — including, as you see, the spot marked by Valdez with a Maltese cross.... Im sorry; but how in the world could you have made your mistake?

He turned to glance at the girl and saw her amazement and misunderstood it.

Its too bad, he added, feeling profoundly sorry for her.

Do you know, she said in a voice quivering with emotion, that a very terrible thing has happened to us?

To us?

To both of us. I — we — oh, please look at my map! It is — it is different from yours!

With nervous fingers she opened the book, spread out the map, and held it under his horrified eyes.

Do you see! she exclaimed. According to this map, my lots include the Maltese cross of Valdez! I — I — p-please excuse me — — She turned abruptly and entered her tent; but he had caught the glimmer of sudden tears in her eyes and had seen the pitiful lips trembling.

On his own account he was sufficiently scared; now it flashed upon him that this plucky young thing had probably spent her last penny on the chance that Bangs had told the truth about The Journal of Pedro Valdez.

That the two maps differed was a staggering blow to him; and his knees seemed rather weak at the moment, so he sat down on his unpacked tent and dropped his face in his palms.

Lord, what a mess! His last cent was invested; hers, too, no doubt. He hadnt even railroad fare North. Probably she hadnt either.

He had gambled and lost. There was scarcely a chance that he had not lost. And the same fearful odds were against her.

The poor little thing! he muttered, staring at her tent. And after a moment he sprang to his feet and walked over to it. The flap was open; she sat inside on a camp-chair, her red head in her arms, doubled over in an attitude of tragic despair.

Miss Sandys?

She looked up hastily, the quick colour dyeing her pale cheeks, her long, black lashes glimmering with tears.

Do you mind talking it over with me? he asked.

N-no.

May I come in?

P-please.

He seated himself cross-legged on the threshold.

Theres only one thing to do, he said, and that is to go ahead. We must go ahead. Of course the hazard is against us. Let us face the chance that Bangs was only a clever romancer. Well, weve already discounted that. Then let us face the discrepancy in our two maps. Its bad, Ill admit. It almost knocks the last atom of confidence out of me. It has floored you. But you must not take the count. You must get up.

He paused, looking around him with troubled eyes; then somehow the sight of her pathetic figure — the soft, helpless youth of her — suddenly seemed to prop up his back-bone.

Miss Sandys, I am going to stand by you anyway! I suppose, like myself, you have invested your last dollar in this business?

Y-yes.

He glanced at the pick, shovel and spade in the corner of her tent, then at her hands.

Who, he asked politely, was going to wield these?

She let her eyes rest on the massive implements of honest toil, then looked confusedly at him.

I was.

Did you ever try to dig with any of these things?

N-no. But if I had to do it I knew I could.

He said, pleasantly: You have all kinds of courage. Did you bring a shot-gun?

Yes.

Do you know how to load and fire it?

The clerk in the shop instructed me.

You are the pluckiest girl I ever laid eyes on.... You camped here all alone last night, I suppose?

Yes.

How about it? he asked, smilingly. Were you afraid?

She coloured, cast a swift glance at him, saw that his attitude was perfectly respectful and sympathetic, and said:

Yes, I was horribly afraid.

Did anything annoy you?

S-something bellowed out there in the swamp — — She shuddered unaffectedly at the recollection.

A bull-alligator, he remarked.

What?

Yes, he nodded, it is terrifying, but they let you alone. I once heard one bellow on the Tomoka when I was a boy.

After a while she said with tremulous lips:

There seem to be snakes here, too.

Didnt you expect any?

Mr. Munsell said there were not any.

Did he?

Not, she explained resolutely, that the presence of snakes would have deterred me. They frighten me terribly, but — I would have come just the same.

You are sheer pluck, he said.

I dont know.... I am very poor.... There seemed to be a chance.... I took it — — Tears sprang to her eyes again, and she brushed them away impatiently.

Yes, she said, the only way is to go on, as you say, Mr. White. Everything in the world that I have is invested here.

It is the same with me, he admitted dejectedly.

They looked at each other curiously for a moment.

Isnt it strange? she murmured.

Strange as The Journal of Valdez.... I have an idea. I wonder what you might think of it.

She waited; he reflected for another moment, then, smiling:

This is a perfectly rotten place for you, he said. You could not do manual labour here in this swamp under a nearly vertical sun and keep your health for twenty-four hours. Ive been in Trinidad. I know a little about the tropics and semi-tropics. Suppose you and I form a company?

What?

Call it the Valdez Company, or the Association of the Maltese Cross, he continued cheerfully. You will do the cooking, washing, housekeeping for two tents, and the mending. I will do the digging and the dynamiting. And well go ahead doggedly, and face this thing and see it through to the last ditch. What do you think of it? Your claim as plotted out is no more, no less, valuable than mine. Both claims may be worthless. The chances are that they are absolutely valueless. But there is a chance, too, that we might win out. Shall we try it together?

She did not answer.

And, he continued, if the Maltese cross happens to be included within my claim, I share equally with you. If it chances to lie within your claim, perhaps I might ask a third — —

Mr. White!

Yes?

You will take two thirds!

What?

Two thirds, she repeated firmly, because your heavier labour entitles you to that proportion!

My dear Miss Sandys, you are unworldly and inexperienced in your generosity — —

So are you! The idea of your modestly venturing to ask a third! And offering me a half if the Maltese cross lie inside your own territory! That is not the way to do business, Mr. White!

She had become so earnest in her admonition, so charmingly emphatic, that he smiled in spite of himself.

She flushed, noticing this, and said: Altruism is a luxury in business matters; selfishness of the justifiable sort a necessity. Who will look out for your interests if you do not?

You seem to be doing it.

Her colour deepened: I am only suggesting that you do not make a foolish bargain with me.

Which proves, he said, that you are not much better at business than am I. Otherwise youd have taken me up.

Im a very good business woman, she insisted, warmly, but Im too much of the other kind of woman to be unfair!

Commercially, he said, we both are sadly behind the times. To-day the world is eliminating its appendix; to-morrow it will be operated on for another obsolete and annoying appendage. I mean its conscience, he added, so seriously that for a moment her own gravity remained unaltered. Then, like a faint ray of sunlight, across her face the smile glimmered. It was a winning smile, fresh and unspoiled as the lips it touched.

You will take half — wont you? she asked.

Yes, I will. Is it a bargain?

If you care to make it so, Mr. White.

He said he did, and they shook hands very formally. Then he went out and pitched his tent beside hers, set it in order, lugged up the remainder of his equipment, buried the jars of spring water, and, entering his tent, changed to flannel shirt, sun-helmet, and khaki.
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A LITTLE LATER he called to her: she emerged from her tent, and together they sat down on the edge of the Causeway, with the two maps spread over their knees.

That both maps very accurately represented the topography of the immediate vicinity there could be no doubt; the only discrepancy seemed to lie in the situation of the Maltese cross. On Whites map the cross fell well within his half of Lot 210; in Jean Sandys map it was situated between her half of 210 and 220.

Plot it out as they might, using Mr. Munsells diagram, the result was always the same; and after a while they gave up the useless attempt to reconcile the differences in the two maps.

From where they were sitting together on the Causeways edge, they were facing due west. At their feet rippled the clear, deep waters of the swamp, lapping against the base of the Causeway like transparent little waves in a northern lake. A slight current disclosed the channel where it flowed out of the north western edges of the swamp, which was set with tall cypress trees, their flaring bases like silvery pyramids deep set in the shining ooze.

East of them the Coakachee flowed through thickets of saw-grass and green brier, between a forest of oak, pine, and cedar, bordered on the western side by palm and palmetto — all exactly as drawn in the map of Pedro Valdez.

The afternoon was cloudless and warm; an exquisite scent of blossoms came from the forest when a light breeze rippled the water. Somewhere in those green and tangled depths jasmine hung its fairy gold from arching branches, and wild oranges were in bloom. At intervals, when the breeze set from the east, the heavenly fragrance of magnolia grew more pronounced.

After a little searching he discovered the huge tree, far towering above oak and pine and palm, set with lustrous clusters, ivory and palest gold, exhaling incense.

Wonderful, she said under her breath, when he pointed it out to her. This enchanted land is one endless miracle to me.

You have never before been in the South?

I have been nowhere.

Oh. I thought perhaps when you were a child — —

We were too poor. My mother taught piano.

I see, he said gravely.

I had no childhood, she said. After the public school, it was the book section in department stores.... They let me go last week. That is how I came to be in the Heikem galleries.

He clasped his hands around one knee and looked out across the semi-tropical landscape.

Orange-coloured butterflies with wings like lighted lanterns fluttered along the edges of the flowering shrubs; a lovely purplish-black one with four large, white polka dots on his wings flitted persistently about them.

Over the sun-baked Causeway blue-tailed lizards raced and chased each other, frisking up tree trunks, flashing across branches: a snowy heron rose like some winged thing from Heaven, and floated away into the silvery light. And like living jewels the gorgeous wood-ducks glided in and out where the water sparkled among the cypress trees.

Think, he said, of those men in armour toiling through these swamps under a vertical sun! Think of them, starved, haggard, fever racked, staggering toward their El Dorado! — their steel mail scorching their bodies, the briers and poison-grass festering their flesh; moccasin, rattler, and copperhead menacing them with death at every step; the poisoned arrows of the Indians whizzing from every glade!

Blood and gold, she nodded, and the deathless bravery of avarice! That was Spain. And it inflamed the sunset of Spanish glory.

He mused for a while: To think of De Soto being here — here on this very spot! — here on this ancient Causeway, amid these forests! — towering in his armour! His plated mail must have made a burning hell for his body!

She looked down at the cool, blue water at her feet. He, too, gazed at it, curiously. For a few feet the depths were visible, then a translucent gloom, glimmering with emerald lights, obscured further penetration of his vision. Deep down in that water was what they sought — if it truly existed at all.

After a few moments silence he rose, drew the hunting-knife at his belt, severed a tall, swamp-maple sapling, trimmed it, and, returning to the waters edge, deliberately sounded the channel. He could not touch bottom there, or even at the base of the Causeway.

Miss Sandys, he said, there is plenty of room for such a structure as the Maltese cross is supposed to mark.

I wonder, she murmured.

Oh, theres room enough, he repeated, with an uneasy laugh. Suppose we begin operations!

When?

Now!

She looked up at him, flushed and smiling:

It is going to take weeks and weeks, isnt it?

I thought so before I came down here. But — I dont see why we shouldnt blow a hole through this Causeway in a few minutes.

What!

She rose to her feet, slightly excited, not understanding.

I could set off enough dynamite right here, he said, stamping his heel into the white dust,  — enough dynamite to open up that channel into the Coakachee. Why dont I do it?

Pink with excitement she said breathlessly: Did you bring dynamite?

Didnt you?

I — I never even thought of it. F-fire crackers frighten me. I thought it would be all I could do to fire off my shot-gun. And she bit her lip with vexation.

Why, he said, it would take a gang of men a week to cut through this Causeway, besides building a coffer-dam. He looked at her curiously. How did you expect to begin operations all alone?

I — I expected to dig.

He looked at her delicate little hands:

You meant to dig your way through with pick and shovel?

Yes — if it took a year.

And how did you expect to construct your coffer-dam?

I didnt know about a coffer-dam, she admitted, blushing. After a moment she lifted her pretty, distressed eyes to his: I — I had no knowledge — only courage, she said.... And I needed money.

A responsive flush of sympathy and pity passed over him; she was so plucky, so adorably helpless. Even now he knew she was unconscious of the peril into which her confidence and folly had led her — a peril averted only by the mere accident of his own arrival.

He said lightly: Shall we try to solve this thing now? Shall we take a chance, set our charges, and blow a hole in this Causeway big enough to drain that water off in an hour?

Could you do that? she exclaimed, delighted.

I think so.

Then tell me what to do to help you.

He turned toward her, hesitated, controlling the impulsive reply.

To help me, he said, smilingly, please keep away from the dynamite.

Oh, I will, she nodded seriously. What else am I to do?

Would you mind preparing dinner?

She looked up at him a little shyly: No.... And I am very glad that I am not to dine alone.

So am I, he said. And I am very glad that it is with you I am to dine.

You never even looked at me in the galleries, she said.

Then — how could I know you were reading Valdez if I never looked at you?

Oh, you may have looked at the book I was reading.

I did, he said,  — and at the hands that held it.

Never dreaming that they meant to wield a pick-axe, she laughed, and encompass your discomfiture. But after all they did neither the one nor the other; did they?

He looked at the smooth little hands cupped in the shallow pockets of her white flannel Norfolk. They fascinated him.

To think, he said, half to himself,  — to think of those hands wielding a pick-axe!

She smiled, head slightly on one side, and bent, contemplating her right hand.

You know, she said, I certainly would have done it.

You would have been crippled in an hour.

Her head went up, but she was still smiling as she said: Id have gone through with it — somehow.

Yes, he said slowly. I believe you would.

Not, she added, blushing, that I mean to vaunt myself or my courage — —

No: I understand. You are not that kind.... Its rather extraordinary how well I — I think I know you already.

Perhaps you do know me — already.

I really believe I do.

Its very likely. I am just what I seem to be. There is no mystery about me. I am what I appear to be.

You are also very direct.

Yes. Its my nature to be direct. I am not a bit politic or diplomatic or circuitous.

So I noticed, he said smilingly, when you discussed finance with me. You were not a bit politic.

She smiled, too, a little embarrassed: How could I be anything but frank in return for your very unworldly generosity? she said. Because what you offered was unworldly. Anyway, I should have been direct with you; I knew what I wanted; I knew what you wanted. All I had to do was to make up my mind. And I did so.

Did you make up your mind about me, also?

Yes, about you, also.

They both smiled.

She was so straight and slender and pretty in her white flannels and white outing hat — her attitude so confident, so charmingly determined, that she seemed to him even younger than she really was — a delightful, illogical, fresh and fearless school-girl, translated by some flash of magic from her school hither, and set down unruffled and unstartled upon her light, white-shod feet.

Even now it amazed him to realise that she really understood nothing of the lonely perils lately confronting her in this desolate place.

For if there were nothing actually to fear from the wild beasts of the region, that which the beasts themselves feared might have confronted her at any moment. He shuddered as he thought of it.

And what would she have done if suddenly clutched by fever? What would she have done if a white-mouthed moccasin had struck her ankle — or if it had been the diamond-set Death himself?

You dont mind my speaking plainly, do you? he said bluntly.

Why, no, of course not. She looked at him inquiringly.

Dont stray far away from me, will you?

What?

Dont wander away by yourself, out of sight, while we are engaged in this business.

She looked serious and perplexed for a moment, then turned a delicate pink and began to laugh in a pretty, embarrassed way.

Are you afraid Ill get into mischief? Do you know it is very kind of you to feel that way?... And rather unexpected — in a man who — sat for three days across the aisle from me — and never even looked in my direction. Tell me, what am I to be afraid of in this place?

There are snakes about, he said with emphasis.

Oh, yes; Ive seen some swimming.

There are four poisonous species among them, he continued. Thats one of the reasons for your keeping near me.

She nodded, a trifle awed.

So you will, wont you?

Yes, she said, taking his words so literally that, when they turned to walk toward the tents, she came up close beside him, naïvely as a child, and laid one hand on his sleeve as they started back across the Causeway.

Suppose either one of us is bitten? she asked after a silence.

I have lancets, tourniquets, and anti-venom in my tent.

Her smooth hand tightened a little on his arm. She had not realised that the danger was more than a vague possibility.

You have spring water, of course, he said.

No.... I boiled a little from the swamp before I drank it.

He turned to her sternly and drew her arm through his with an unconscious movement of protection.

Are you sure that water was properly boiled — thoroughly boiled? he demanded.

It bubbled.

Listen to me! Hereafter when you are thirsty you will use my spring water. Is that understood?

Yes.... And thank you.

You dont want to get break-bone fever, do you?

No-o! she said hastily. I will do everything you wish.

Ill hang your hammock for you, he said. Always look in your shoes for scorpions and spiders before you put them on. Never step over a fallen log before you first look on the other side. Rattlers lie there. Never go near a swamp without looking for moccasins.

Dont let the direct sunlight fall on your bare head; dont eat fruit for a week; dont ever go to sleep unless you have a blanket on. You wont do any of these things, will you? he inquired anxiously, almost tenderly.

I promise. And I never dreamed that there was anything to apprehend except alligators! she said, tightening her arm around his own.

Alligators wont bother you — unless you run across a big one in the woods. Then keep clear of him.

I will! she said earnestly.

And dont sit about on old logs or lean against trees.

Why? Lizards?

Oh, theyre not harmful. But wood-ticks might give you a miserable week or two.

Oh, dear, oh, dear, she murmured, I am so glad you came here! And quite innocently she pressed his arm. She did it because she was grateful. She had a very direct way with her.
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WHEN THEY CAME to their tents he went into hers, slung her hammock properly, shook a scorpion out of her slippers, and set his heel on it; drove a non-poisonous but noisy puff-adder from under her foot-rug, the creature hissing like a boiling kettle and distending its grey and black neck.

Terrified but outwardly calm, she stood beside him, now clutching his arm very closely; and at last her tent was in order, the last spider and lizard hustled out, the oil cook-stove burning, the tinned goods ready, the aluminum batterie-de-cuisine ranged at her elbow.

I wonder, he said, hesitating, whether I dare leave you long enough to go and dig some holes with a crow-bar.

Why, of course! she said. You cant have me tagging at your heels every minute, you know.

He laughed: Its I who do the tagging.

It isnt disagreeable, she said shyly.

I dont mean to dog every step you take, he continued, but now, when you are out of my sight, I — I cant help feeling a trifle anxious.

But you mustnt feel responsible for me. I came down here on my own initiative. I certainly deserve whatever happens to me. Dont I?

What comfort would that be to me if anything unpleasant did happen to you?

Why, she asked frankly, should you feel as responsible for my welfare as that? After all, I am only a stranger, you know.

He said: Do you really feel like a stranger? Do you really feel that I am one?

She considered the proposition for a few moments.

No, she said, I dont. And perhaps it is natural for us to take a friendly interest in each other.

It comes perfectly natural to me to take a v-very v-vivid interest in you, he said. What with snakes and scorpions and wood-ticks and unboiled water and the actinic rays of the sun, I cant very well help worrying about you. After all, he added lucidly, youre a girl, you know.

She admitted the accusation with a smile so sweet that there could be no doubt of her sex.

However, she said, you should entertain no apprehensions concerning me. I have none concerning you. I think you know your business.

Of course, he said, going into his tent and returning loaded with crow-bar, pick-axe, dynamite, battery, and wires.

She laid aside the aluminum cooking-utensils with which she had been fussing and rose from her knees as he passed her with a pleasant nod of au revoir.

Youll be careful with that dynamite, wont you? she said anxiously. You know it goes off at all sorts of unexpected moments.

I think I understand how to handle it, he reassured her.

Are you quite certain?

Oh, yes. But perhaps youd better not come any nearer — —

Mr. White!

What!

It is dangerous! I dont like to have you go away alone with that dynamite. You make me very anxious.

You neednt be. If — in the very remote event of anything going wrong — now dont forget what I say! — but in case of an accident to me, youll be all right if you start back to Verbena at once — instantly — and take the right-hand road — —

Mr. White!

Yes?

I was not thinking of myself! I was concerned about you!

Me? — personally?

Of course! You say you have me on your mind. Do you think I am devoid of human feeling?

Were you — really — thinking about me? he repeated slowly. That was very nice of you.... I didnt quite understand.... Ill be careful with the dynamite.

Perhaps Id better go with you, she suggested irresolutely.

Why?

I could hold a green umbrella over you while you are digging holes. You yourself say that the sun is dangerous.

My sun-helmet makes it all right, he said, deeply touched.

You wont take it off, will you?

No.

And youll look all around you for snakes before you take the next step, wont you? she insisted.

He promised, thrilled by her frank solicitude.

A little way up the path he paused, looked around, and saw her standing there looking after him.

Youre sure youll be all right? he called back to her.

Yes. Are you sure you will be?

Oh, yes!

They made two quick gestures of adieu, and he resumed the path. Presently he turned again. She was still standing there looking after him. They made two gestures of farewell and he resumed the path. After a while he looked back. She — but whats the use!

When he came to the spot marked for destruction, he laid down his paraphernalia, seized the crow-bar, and began to dig, scarcely conscious of what he was about because he had become so deeply absorbed in other things — in an-other thing — a human one with red hair and otherwise divinely endowed.

The swift onset of this heavenly emotion was making him giddy — or perhaps it was unaccustomed manual labor under a semi-tropical sun.

Anyway he went about his work blindly but vigorously, seeing nothing of the surrounding landscape or of the immediate ground into which he rammed his crow-bar, so constantly did the charming vision of her piquant features shut out all else.

And all the time he was worrying, too. He thought of snakes biting her distractingly pretty ankles; he thought of wood-ticks and of her snowy neck; of scorpions and of the delicate little hands.

How on earth was he ever going to endure the strain if already, in these few hours, his anxiety about her welfare was assuming such deep and portentous proportions! How was he going to stand the worry until she was safe in the snakeless, tickless North again!

She couldnt remain here! She must go North. His mind seemed already tottering under its new and constantly increasing load of responsibility; and he dug away fiercely with his bar, making twice as many holes as he had meant to.

For he had suddenly determined to be done with the job and get her into some safe place, and he meant to set off a charge of dynamite that would do the business without fail.

Charging and tamping the holes, he used caution, even in spite of his increasing impatience to return and see how she was; arguing very justly with himself that if he blew himself up he couldnt very well learn how she was.

So he attached the wires very carefully, made his connections, picked up the big reel and the remainder of his tools, and walked toward the distant tents, unreeling his wire as he moved along.

She was making soup, but she heard the jangle of his equipment, sprang to her feet, and ran out to meet him.

He let fall everything and held out both hands. In them she laid her own.

Im so glad to see you! he said warmly. Im so thankful that youre all right!

Im so glad you came back, she said frankly. I have been most uneasy about you.

Ive been very anxious, too, he said. Then, drawing an unfeigned sigh of relief: It does seem good to get back again! He had been away nearly half an hour.

She examined the wire and the battery gingerly, asking him innumerable questions about it.

Do you suppose, she ended, that it will be safe for you to set off the charge from this camp?

Oh, perfectly, he nodded.

Of course, she said, half to herself, well both be blown up if it isnt safe. And that is something!

And she came up very close when he said he was ready to fire, and laid her hand on his arm. The hand was steady enough. But when he glanced at her he saw how white she had become.

Why, Jean! he said gently. Are you frightened?

No.... I wont mind it if I may stand rather near you. And she closed her eyes and placed both hands over her ears.

Do you think Id fire this charge, he demanded warmly, if there was the slightest possible danger to you? Take down your hands and listen.

Her closed eyelids quivered: Well both — there wont be anything left of either of us if anything does happen, she said tremulously. I am not afraid.... Only tell me when to close my ears.

Do you really think there is danger?

I dont know.

He looked at her standing there, pale, plucky, eyes tightly shut, her pretty fingers resting lightly on her ears.

He said: Would you think me crazy if I tell you something?

W-What?

Would you think me insane, Jean?

I dont think I would.

You wouldnt consider me utterly mad?

N-no.

No — what?

No, I wouldnt consider you mad — —

No — what? he persisted.

And after a moment her pallor was tinted with a delicate rose.

No — what? he insisted again.

No — Jim, she answered under breath.

Then — close your ears, Jean, dear.

She closed them; his arm encircled her waist. She bore it nobly.

You may fire when you are ready — James! she said faintly.

A thunder-clap answered her; the Causeway seemed to spring up under their feet; the world reeled.

Presently she heard his voice sounding calmly: Are you all right, Jean?

Yes.... I was thinking of you — as long as I could think at all. I was ready to go — anywhere — with you.

I have been ready for that, he said unsteadily, from the moment I heard your voice. But it is — is wonderful of you!

She opened her blue eyes, dreamily looking up into his. Then the colour surged into her face.

If — if you had spoken to me across the aisle, she said, it would have begun even sooner, I think.... Because I cant imagine myself not — caring for you.

He took her into his arms:

Dont worry, he said, Ill make a place for you in the world, even if that Maltese cross means nothing.

She looked into his eyes fearlessly: I know you will, she said.

Then he kissed her and she put both arms around his neck and offered her fresh, young lips again.
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TOWARD SUNSET HE came to, partially, passed his hand across his enchanted eyes, and rose from the hammock beside her.

Dearest, he said, that swamp ought to be partly drained by this time. Suppose we walk over before dinner and take a look?

Still confused by the sweetness of her dream, she sat up, and he drew her to her feet, where she stood twisting up her beautiful hair, half smiling, shy, adorable.

Then together they walked slowly out along the Causeway, so absorbed in each other that already they had forgotten the explosion, and even the Maltese cross itself.

It was only when they were halted by the great gap in the Causeway that Jean Sandys glanced to the left, over a vast bed of shining mud, where before blue wavelets had lapped the base of the Causeway.

Then her vaguely smiling eyes flew wide open; she caught her lovers arm in an excited clasp.

O Jim! she exclaimed. Look! Look! It is true! It is true! Look at the bed of the lake!

They stood trembling and staring at the low, squat, windowless coquina house, reeking with the silt of centuries, crawling with stranded water creatures.

The stones that had blocked the door had fallen before the shock of the dynamite.

Good God! he whispered. Do you see what is inside?

But Jean Sandys, calmly looking untold wealth in its glittering face, sighed, smiled, and turned her blue gaze on her lover, finding in his eyes the only miracle that now had power to hold her undivided attention.

For it is that way with some girls.



But the novelist, unable to endure a dose of his own technique, could no longer control his impatience:

What in Gods name was there in that stone house! he burst out.

Oh, Lord! muttered Stafford, it is two hours after midnight.

He rose, bent over the girls hand, and kissed the emerald on the third finger.

Figure after figure, tall, shadowy, leisurely followed his example, while her little hand lay listlessly on the silken cushions and her dreaming eyes seemed to see nobody.

Duane and I remained for a while seated, then in silence, — which Athalie finally broke for us:

Patience, she said, is the art of hoping.... Good-night.

I rose; she looked up at me, lifted her slim arm and placed the palm of her hand against my lips.

And so I took my leave; thinking.


The Hidden Children
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TO MY MOTHER

Whatever merit may lie in this book is due to her wisdom,
her sympathy and her teaching


AUTHORS PREFACE
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NO UNDUE LIBERTIES with history have been attempted in this romance. Few characters in the story are purely imaginary. Doubtless the fastidious reader will distinguish these intruders at a glance, and very properly ignore them. For they, and what they never were, and what they never did, merely sugar-coat a dose disguised, and gild the solid pill of fact with tinselled fiction.

But from the flames of Poundridge town ablaze, to the rolling smoke of Catharines-town, Romance but limps along a trail hewed out for her more dainty feet by History, and measured inch by inch across the bloody archives of the nation.

The milestones that once marked that dark and dreadful trail were dead men, red and white. Today a spider-web of highways spreads over that Dark Empire of the League, enmeshing half a thousand towns now all a-buzz by day and all a-glow by night.

Empire, League, forest, are vanished; of the nations which formed the Confederacy only altered fragments now remain. But their memory and their great traditions have not perished; cities, mountains, valleys, rivers, lakes, and ponds are endowed with added beauty from the lovely names they wear — a tragic yet a charming legacy from Kanonsis and Kanonsionni, the brave and mighty people of the Long House, and those outside its walls who helped to prop or undermine it, Huron and Algonquin.

Perhaps of all national alliances ever formed, the Great Peace, which is called the League of the Iroquois, was as noble as any. For it was a league formed solely to impose peace. Those who took up arms against the Long House were received as allies when conquered — save only the treacherous Cat Nation, or Eries, who were utterly annihilated by the knife and hatchet or by adoption and ultimate absorption in the Seneca Nation.

As for the Lenni-Lenape, when they kept faith with the League they remained undisturbed as one of the props of the Long House, and their role in the Confederacy was embassadorial, diplomatic and advisory — in other words, the role of the Iroquois married women. And in the Confederacy the position of women was one of importance and dignity, and they exercised a franchise which no white nation has ever yet accorded to its women.

But when the Delawares broke faith, then the lash fell and the term women as applied to them carried a very different meaning when spat out by Canienga lips or snarled by Senecas.

Yet, of the Lenape, certain tribes, offshoots, and clans remained impassive either to Iroquois threats or proffered friendship. They, like certain lithe, proud forest animals to whom restriction means death, were untamable. Their necks could endure no yoke, political or purely ornamental. And so they perished far from the Onondaga firelight, far from the open doors of the Long House, self-exiled, self-sufficient, irreconcilable, and foredoomed. And of these the Mohicans were the noblest.

In the four romances — of which, though written last of all, this is the third, chronologically speaking — the author is very conscious of error and shortcoming. But the theme was surely worth attempting; and if the failure to convince be only partial then is the writer grateful to the Fates, and well content to leave it to the next and better man.

BROADALBIN, Early Spring, 1913.




NOTE

[image: img562.jpg]

DURING THE SERIAL publication of The Hidden Children the author received the following interesting letters relating to the authorship of the patriotic verses quoted in Chapter X., These letters are published herewith for the general reader as well as for students of American history.

R. W. C.



149 WEST EIGHTY-EIGHTH STREET,
NEW YORK CITY.

MRS. HELEN DODGE KNEELAND:

DEAR MADAM: Some time ago I accidentally came across the verses written by Samuel Dodge and used by R. W. Chambers in story Hidden Children. I wrote to him, inviting him to come and look at the original manuscript, which has come down to me from my mother, whose maiden name was Helen Dodge Cocks, a great-granddaughter of Samuel Dodge, of Poughkeepsie, the author of them.

So far Mr. Chambers has not come, but he answered my note, inclosing your note to him. I have written to him, suggesting that he insert a footnote giving the authorship of the verses, that it would gratify the descendants of Samuel Dodge, as well as be a tribute to a patriotic citizen.

These verses have been published a number of times. About three years ago by chance I read them in the December National Magazine, (Boston), entitled A Revolutionary Puzzle, and stating that the author was unknown. Considering it my duty to place the honor where it belonged, I wrote to the editor, giving the facts, which he courteously published in the September number, 1911, .

Should you be in New York any time, I will take pleasure in showing you the original manuscripts.

Very truly yours,
ROBERT S. MORRIS, M.D.



MR. ROBERT CHAMBERS, 
New York.

DEAR SIR: I have not replied to your gracious letter, as I relied upon Dr. Morris to prove to you the authorship of the verses you used in your story of The Hidden Children. I now inclose a letter from him, hoping that you will carry out his suggestion. Is it asking too much for you to insert a footnote in the next magazine or in the story when it comes out in book form? I think with Dr. Morris that this should be done as a tribute to a patriotic citizen.

Trusting that you will appreciate the interest we have shown in this matter, I am

Sincerely yours,
HELEN DODGE KNEELAND.
May 21st, 1914.
Ann Arbor, Michigan.
MRS. FRANK G. KNEELAND,
727 E. University Avenue.



THE LONG HOUSE

Onenh jatthondek sewarih-wisa-anongh-kwe kaya-renh-kowah!
Onenh wa-karigh-wa-kayon-ne.
Onenh ne okne joska-wayendon.
Yetsi-siwan-enyadanion ne
Sewari-wisa-anonqueh.



Now listen, ye who established the Great League!
Now it has become old.
Now there is nothing but wilderness.
Ye are in your graves who established it.

At the Woods Edge.



NENE KARENNA

When the West kindles red and low,
Across the sunsets sombre glow,
The black crows fly — the black crows fly!
High pines are swaying to and fro
In evil winds that blow and blow.
The stealthy dusk draws nigh — draws nigh,
Till the sly sun at last goes down,
And shadows fall on Catharines-town.



Oswaya swaying to and fro.



By the Dark Empires Western gate
Eight stately, painted Sachems wait
For Amochol — for Amochol!
Hazel and samphire consecrate
The magic blaze that burns like Hate,
While the deep witch-drums roll — and roll.
Sorceress, shake thy dark hair down!
The Red Priest comes from Catharines-town.



Ha-ai! Karenna! Fate is Fate.



Now let the Giants clothed in stone
Stalk from Biskoonah; while, new grown,
The Severed Heads fly high — fly high!
White-throat, White-throat, thy doom is known!
O Blazing Soul that soars alone
Like a Swift Arrow to the sky,
High winging — fling thy Wampum down,
Lest the sky fall on Catharines-town.



White-throat, White-throat, thy course is flown.

R. W. C.






CHAPTER I

THE BEDFORD ROAD
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IN THE MIDDLE of the Bedford Road we three drew bridle. Boyd lounged in his reeking saddle, gazing at the tavern and at what remained of the tavern sign, which seemed to have been a new one, yet now dangled mournfully by one hinge, shot to splinters.

The freshly painted house itself, marred with buckshot, bore dignified witness to the violence done it. A few glazed windows still remained unbroken; the remainder had been filled with blue paper such as comes wrapped about a sugar cone, so that the misused house seemed to be watching us out of patched and battered eyes.

It was evident, too, that a fire had been wantonly set at the northeast angle of the house, where sill and siding were deeply charred from baseboard to eaves.

Nor had this same fire happened very long since, for under the eaves white-faced hornets were still hard at work repairing their partly scorched nest. And I silently pointed them out to Lieutenant Boyd.

Also, he nodded, I can still smell the smoky wood. The damage is fresh enough. Look at your map.

He pushed his horse straight up to the closed door, continuing to examine the dismantled sign which hung motionless, there being no wind stirring.

This should be Hayss Tavern, he said, unless they lied to us at Ossining. Can you make anything of the sign, Mr. Loskiel?

Nothing, sir. But we are on the highway to Poundridge, for behind us lies the North Castle Church road. All is drawn on my map as we see it here before us; and this should be the fine dwelling of that great villain Holmes, now used as a tavern by Benjamin Hays.

Rap on the door, said Boyd; and our rifleman escort rode forward and drove his rifle-butt at the door, Theres a man hiding within and peering at us behind the third window, I whispered.

I see him, said Boyd coolly.

Through the heated silence around us we could hear the hornets buzzing aloft under the smoke-stained eaves. There was no other sound in the July sunshine.

The solemn tavern stared at us out of its injured eyes, and we three men of the Northland gazed back as solemnly, sobered once more to encounter the trail of the Red Beast so freshly printed here among the pleasant Westchester hills.

And to us the silent house seemed to say: Gentlemen, gentlemen! Look at the plight Im in — you who come from the blackened North! And with never a word of lip our heavy thoughts responded: We know, old house! We know! But at least you still stand; and in the ashes of our Northland not a roof or a spire remains aloft between the dwelling of Deborah Glenn and the ford at the middle fort.

Boyd broke silence with an effort; and his voice was once more cool and careless, if a little forced:

So its this way hereabouts, too, he said with a shrug and a sign to me to dismount. Which I did stiffly; and our rifleman escort scrambled from his sweatty saddle and gathered all three bridles in his mighty, sunburnt fist.

Either there is a man or a ghost within, I said again, Whatever it is has moved.

A man, said Boyd, or what the inhumanity of man has left of him.

And it was true, for now there came to the door and opened it a thin fellow wearing horn spectacles, who stood silent and cringing before us. Slowly rubbing his workworn hands, he made us a landlords bow as listless and as perfunctory as ever I have seen in any ordinary. But his welcome was spoken in a whisper.

God have mercy on this house, said Boyd loudly. Now, whats amiss, friend? Is there death within these honest walls, that you move about on tiptoe?

There is death a-plenty in Westchester, sir, said the man, in a voice as colorless as his drab smalls and faded hair. Yet what he said showed us that he had noted our dress, too, and knew us for strangers.

Cowboys and skinners, eh? inquired Boyd, unbuckling his belt.

And leather-cape, too, sir.

My lieutenant laughed, showing his white teeth; laid belt, hatchet, and heavy knife on a wine-stained table, and placed his rifle against it. Then, slipping cartridge sack, bullet pouch, and powder horn from his shoulders, stood eased, yawning and stretching his fine, powerful frame.

I take it that you see few of our corps here below, he observed indulgently.

The landlords lack-lustre eyes rested on me for an instant, then on Boyd:

Few, sir.

Do you know the uniform, landlord?

Rifles, he said indifferently.

Yes, but whose, man? Whose? insisted Boyd impatiently.

The other shook his head.

Morgans! exclaimed Boyd loudly. Damnation, sir! You should know Morgans! Sixth Company, sir; Major Parr! And a likelier regiment and a better company never wore green thrums on frock or coon-tail on cap!

Yes, sir, said the man vacantly.

Boyd laughed a little:

And look that you hint as much to the idle young bucks hereabouts — say it to some of your Westchester squirrel hunters — — He laid his hand on the landlords shoulder. Theres a good fellow, he added, with that youthful and winning smile which so often carried home with it his reckless will — where women were concerned— were down from Albany and we wish the Bedford folk to know it. And if the gallant fellows hereabout desire a taste of true glory — the genuine article — why, send them to me, landlord — Thomas Boyd, of Derry, Pennsylvania, lieutenant, 6th company of Morgans — or to my comrade here, Mr. Loskiel, ensign in the same corps.

He clapped the man heartily on the shoulder and stood looking around at the stripped and dishevelled room, his handsome head a little on one side, as though in frankest admiration. And the worn and pallid landlord gazed back at him with his faded, lack-lustre eyes — eyes that we both understood, alas — eyes made dull with years of fear, made old and hopeless with unshed tears, stupid from sleepless nights, haunted with memories of all they had looked upon since His Excellency marched out of the city to the south of us, where the red rag now fluttered on fort and shipping from Kings Bridge to the Hook.

Nothing more was said. Our landlord went away very quietly. An hostler, presently appearing from somewhere, passed the broken windows, and we saw our rifleman go away with him, leading the three tired horses. We were still yawning and drowsing, stretched out in our hickory chairs, and only kept awake by the flies, when our landlord returned and set before us what food he had. The fare was scanty enough, but we ate hungrily, and drank deeply of the fresh small beer which he fetched in a Liverpool jug.

When we two were alone again, Boyd whispered:

As well let them think were here with no other object than recruiting. And so we are, after a fashion; but neither this state nor Pennsylvania is like to fill its quota here. Where is your map, once more?

I drew the coiled linen roll from the breast of my rifle shirt and spread it out. We studied it, heads together.

Here lies Poundridge, nodded Boyd, placing his finger on the spot so marked. Roads a-plenty, too. Well, its odd, Loskiel, but in this cursed, debatable land I feel more ill at ease than I have ever felt in the Iroquois country.

You are still thinking of our landlords deathly face, I said. Lord! What a very shadow of true manhood crawls about this house!

Aye — and I am mindful of every other face and countenance I have so far seen in this strange, debatable land. All have in them something of the same expression. And therein lies the horror of it all, Mr. Loskiel God knows we expect to see deathly faces in the North, where little children lie scalped in the ashes of our frontier — where they even scalp the family hound that guards the cradle. But here in this sleepy, open countryside, with its gentle hills and fertile valleys, broad fields and neat stone walls, its winding roads and orchards, and every pretty farmhouse standing as though no war were in the land, all seems so peaceful, so secure, that the faces of the people sicken me. And ever I am asking myself, where lies this other hell on earth, which only faces such as these could have looked upon?

It is sad, I said, under my breath. Even when a lass smiles on us it seems to start the tears in my throat.

Sad! Yes, sir, it is. I supposed we had seen sufficient of human degradation in the North not to come here to find the same cringing expression stamped on every countenance. Im sick of it, I tell you. Why, the British are doing worse than merely filling their prisons with us and scalping us with their savages! They are slowly but surely marking our people, body and face and mind, with the cursed imprint of slavery. Theyre stamping a nations very features with the hopeless lineaments of serfdom. It is the ineradicable scars of former slavery that make the New Englander whine through his nose. We of the fighting line bear no such marks, but the peaceful people are beginning to — they who can do nothing except endure and suffer.

It is not so everywhere, I said, not yet, anyway.

It is so in the North. And we have found it so since we entered the Neutral Ground. Like our own people on the frontier, these Westchester folk fear everybody. You yourself know how we have found them. To every question they try to give an answer that may please; or if they despair of pleasing they answer cautiously, in order not to anger. The only sentiment left alive in them seems to be fear; all else of human passion appears to be dead. Why, Loskiel, the very power of will has deserted them; they are not civil to us, but obsequious; not obliging but subservient. They yield with apathy and very quietly what you ask, and what they apparently suppose is impossible for them to retain. If you treat them kindly they receive it coldly, not gratefully, but as though you were compensating them for evil done them by you. Their countenances and motions have lost every trace of animation. It is not serenity but apathy; every emotion, feeling, thought, passion, which is not merely instinctive has fled their minds forever. And this is the greatest crime that Britain has wrought upon us. He struck the table lightly with doubled fist, Mr. Loskiel, he said, I ask you — can we find recruits for our regiment in such a place as this? Damme, sir, but I think the entire land has lost its manhood.

We sat staring out into the sunshine through a bullet-shattered window.

And all this country here seems so fair and peaceful, he murmured half to himself, so sweet and still and kindly to me after the twilight of endless forests where men are done to death in the dusk. But hell in broad sunshine is the more horrible.

Look closer at this country, I said. The highways are deserted and silent, the very wagon ruts overgrown with grass. Not a scythe has swung in those hay fields; the gardens that lie in the sun are but tangles of weeds; no sheep stir on the hills, no cattle stand in these deep meadows, no wagons pass, no wayfarers. It may be that the wild birds are moulting, but save at dawn and for a few moments at sundown they seem deathly silent to me.

He had relapsed again into his moody, brooding attitude, elbows on the table, his handsome head supported by both hands. And it was not like him to be downcast. After a while he smiled.

Egad, he said, it is too melancholy for me here in the open; and I begin to long for the dusk of trees and for the honest scalp yell to cheer me up. One knows what to expect in county Tryon — but not here, Loskiel — not here.

Our business here is like to be ended tomorrow, I remarked.

Thank God for that, he said heartily, rising and buckling on his war belt. He added: As for any recruits we have been ordered to pick up en passant, I see small chance of that accomplishment hereabout. Will you summon the landlord, Mr. Loskiel?

I discovered the man standing at the open door, his warn hands clasped behind him, and staring stupidly at the cloudless sky. He followed me back to the taproom, and we reckoned with him. Somehow, I thought he had not expected to be paid a penny — yet he did not thank us.

Are you not Benjamin Hays? inquired Boyd, carelessly retying his purse.

The fellow seemed startled to hear his own name pronounced so loudly, but answered very quietly that he was.

This house belongs to a great villain, one James Holmes, does it not? demanded Boyd.

Yes, sir, he whispered.

How do you come to keep an ordinary here?

The town authorities required an ordinary. I took it in charge, as they desired.

Oh! Where is this rascal, Holmes?

Gone below, sir, some time since.

I have heard so. Was he not formerly Colonel of the 4th regiment?

Yes, sir.

And deserted his men, eh? And they made him Lieutenant-Colonel below, did they not?

Yes, sir.

Colonel — of what? snarled Boyd in disgust.

Of the Westchester Refugee Irregulars.

Oh! Well, look out for him and his refugees. Hell be back here one of these days, Im thinking.

He has been back.

What did he do?

The man said listlessly: It was like other visits. They robbed, tortured, and killed. Some they burnt with hot ashes, some they hung, cut down, and hung again when they revived. Most of the sheep, cattle, and horses were driven off. Last year thousands of bushels of fruit decayed in the orchards; the ripened grain lay rotting where wind and rain had laid it; no hay was cut, no grain milled.

Was this done by the banditti from the lower party?

Yes, sir; and by the leather-caps, too. The leather-caps stood guard while the Tories plundered and killed. It is usually that way, sir. And our own renegades are as bad. We in Westchester have to entertain them all.

But they burn no houses?

Not yet, sir. They have promised to do so next time.

Are there no troops here?

Yes, sir.

What troops?

Colonel Thomass Regiment and Sheldons Horse and the Minute Men.

Well, what the devil are they about to permit this banditti to terrify and ravage a peaceful land? demanded Boyd.

The country is of great extent, said the man mildly. It would require many troops to cover it. And His Excellency has very, very few.

Yes, said Boyd, that is true. We know how it is in the North — with hundreds of miles to guard and but a handful of men. And it must be that way. He made no effort to throw off his seriousness and nodded toward me with a forced smile. I am twenty-two years of age, he said, and Mr. Loskiel here is no older, and we fully expect that when we both are past forty we will still be fighting in this same old war. Meanwhile, he added laughing, every patriot should find some lass to wed and breed the soldiers we shall require some sixteen years hence.

The mans smile was painful; he smiled because he thought we expected it; and I turned away disheartened, ashamed, burning with a fierce resentment against the fate that in three years had turned us into what we were — we Americans who had never known the lash — we who had never learned to fear a master.

Boyd said: There is a gentleman, one Major Ebenezer Lockwood, hereabouts. Do you know him?

No, sir.

What? Why, that seems strange!

The mans face paled, and he remained silent for a few moments. Then, furtively, his eyes began for the hundredth time to note the details of our forest dress, stealing stealthily from the fringe on legging and hunting shirt to the Indian beadwork on moccasin and baldrick, devouring every detail as though to convince himself. I think our pewter buttons did it for him.

Boyd said gravely: You seem to doubt us, Mr. Hays, and read in the mans unsteady eyes distrust of everything on earth — and little faith in God.

I do not blame you, said I gently. Three years of hell burn deep.

Yes, he said, three years. And, as you say, sir, there was fire.

He stood quietly silent for a space, then, looking timidly at me, he rolled back his sleeves, first one, then the other, to the shoulders. Then he undid the bandages.

What is all that? asked Boyd harshly.

The seal of the marauders, sir.

They burnt you? God, man, you are but one living sore! Did any white man do that to you?

With hot horse-shoes. It will never quite heal, they say.

I saw the lieutenant shudder. The only thing he ever feared was fire — if it could be said of him that he feared anything. And he had told me that, were he taken by the Iroquois, he had a pistol always ready to blow out his brains.

Boyd had begun to pace the room, doubling and undoubling his nervous fingers. The landlord replaced the oil-soaked rags, rolled down his sleeves again, and silently awaited our pleasure.

Why do you hesitate to tell us where we may find Major Lockwood? I asked gently.

For the first time the man looked me full in the face. And after a moment I saw his expression alter, as though some spark — something already half dead within him was faintly reviving.

They have set a price on Major Lockwoods head, he said; and Boyd halted to listen — and the man looked him in the eyes for a moment.

My lieutenant carried his commission with him, though contrary to advice and practice among men engaged on such a mission as were we. It was folded in his beaded shot-pouch, and now he drew it out and displayed it.

After a silence, Hays said:

The old Lockwood Manor House stands on the south side of the village of Poundridge. It is the headquarters and rendezvous of Sheldons Horse. The Major is there.

Poundridge lies to the east of Bedford?

Yes, sir, about five miles.

Where is the map, Loskiel?

Again I drew it from my hunting shirt; we examined it, and Hays pointed out the two routes.

Boyd looked up at Hays absently, and said: Do you know Luther Kinnicut?

This time all the colour fled the mans face, and it was some moments before the sudden, unreasoning rush of terror in that bruised mind had subsided sufficiently for him to compose his thoughts. Little by little, however, he came to himself again, dimly conscious that he trusted us — perhaps the first strangers or even neighbours whom he had trusted in years.

Yes, sir, I know him, he said in a low voice.

Where is he?

Below — on our service.

But it was Luther Kinnicut, the spy, whom we had come to interview, as well as to see Major Lockwood, and Boyd frowned thoughtfully.

I said: The Indians hereabout are Mohican, are they not, Mr. Hays?

They were, he replied; and his very apathy gave the answer a sadder significance.

Have they all gone off? asked Boyd, misunderstanding.

There were very few Mohicans to go. But they have gone.

Below?

Oh, no, sir. They and the Stockbridge Indians, and the Siwanois are friendly to our party.

There was a Sagamore, I said, of the Siwanois, named Mayaro. We believe that Luther Kinnicut knows where this Sagamore is to be found. But how are we to first find Kinnicut?

Sir, he said, you must ask Major Lockwood that. I know not one Indian from the next, only that the savages hereabout are said to be favourable to our party.

Clearly there was nothing more to learn from this man. So we thanked him and strapped on our accoutrements, while he went away to the barn to bring up our horses. And presently our giant rifleman appeared leading the horses, and still munching a bough-apple, scarce ripe, which he dropped into the bosom of his hunting shirt when he discovered us watching him.

Boyd laughed: Munch away, Jack, and welcome, he said, only mind thy manners when we sight regular troops. Ill have nobody reproaching Morgans corps that the men lack proper respect — though many people seem to think us but a parcel of militia where officer and man herd cheek by jowl.

On mounting, he turned in his saddle and asked Hays what we had to fear on our road, if indeed we were to apprehend anything.

There is some talk of the Legion Cavalry, sir — Major Tarletons command.

Anything definite?

No, sir — only the talk when men of our party meet. And Major Lockwood has a price on his head.

Oh! Is that all?

That is all, sir.

Boyd nodded laughingly, wheeled his horse, and we rode slowly out into the Bedford Road, the mounted rifleman dogging our heels.

From every house in Bedford we knew that we were watched as we rode; and what they thought of us in our flaunting rifle dress, or what they took us to be — enemy or friend — I cannot imagine, the uniform of our corps being strange in these parts. However, they must have known us for foresters and riflemen of one party or tother; and, as we advanced, and there being only three of us, and on a highway, too, very near to the rendezvous of an American dragoon regiment, the good folk not only peeped out at us from between partly closed shutters, but even ventured to open their doors and stand gazing after we had ridden by.

Every pretty maid he saw seemed to comfort Boyd prodigiously, which was always the case; and as here and there a woman smiled faintly at him the last vestige of sober humour left him and he was more like the reckless, handsome young man I had come to care for a great deal, if not wholly to esteem.

The difference in rank between us permitted him to relax if he chose; and though His Excellency and our good Baron were ever dinning discipline and careful respect for rank into the armys republican ears, there was among us nothing like the aristocratic and rigid sentiment which ruled the corps of officers in the British service.

Still, we were not as silly and ignorant as we were at Bunker Hill, having learned something of authority and respect in these three years, and how necessary to discipline was a proper maintenance of rank. For once — though it seems incredible — men and officers were practically on a footing of ignorant familiarity; and I have heard, and fully believe, that the majority of our reverses and misfortunes arose because no officer represented authority, nor knew how to enforce discipline because lacking that military respect upon which all real discipline must be founded.

Of all the officers in my corps and in my company, perhaps Lieutenant Boyd was slowest to learn the lesson and most prone to relax, not toward the rank and file — yet, he was often a shade too easy there, also — but with other officers. Those ranking him were not always pleased; those whom he ranked felt vaguely the mistake.

As for me, I liked him greatly; yet, somehow, never could bring myself to a careless comradeship, even in the woods or on lonely scouts where formality and circumstance seemed out of place, even absurd. He was so much of a boy, too — handsome, active, perfectly fearless, and almost always gay — that if at times he seemed a little selfish or ruthless in his pleasures, not sufficiently mindful of others or of consequences, I found it easy to forgive and overlook. Yet, fond as I was of him, I never had become familiar with him — why, I do not know. Perhaps because he ranked me; and perhaps there was no particular reason for that instinct of aloofness which I think was part of me at that age, and, except in a single instance, still remains as the slightest and almost impalpable barrier to a perfect familiarity with any person in the world.

Loskiel, he said in my ear, did you see that little maid in the orchard, how shyly she smiled on us?

On you, I nodded, laughing.

Oh, you always say that, he retorted.

And I always did say that, and it always pleased him.

On this accursed journey south, he complained, the necessity for speed has spoiled our chances for any roadside sweethearts. Lord! But its been a long, dull trail, he added frankly. Why, look you, Loskiel, even in the wilderness somehow I always have contrived to discover a sweetheart of some sort or other — yes, even in the Iroquois country, cleared or bush, somehow or other, sooner or later, I stumble on some pretty maid who flutters up in the very wilderness like a partridge from under my feet!

That is your reputation, I remarked.

Oh, damme, no! he protested. Dont say it is my reputation!

But he had that reputation, whether he realised it or not; though as far as I had seen there was no real harm in the man — only a willingness to make love to any petticoat, if its wearer were pretty. But my own notions had ever inclined me toward quality. Which is not strange, I myself being of unknown parentage and birth, high or low, nobody knew; nor had anybody ever told me how I came by my strange name, Euan Loskiel, save that they found the same stitched in silk upon my shift.

For it is best, perhaps, that I say now how it was with me from the beginning, which, until this memoir is read, only one man knew — and one other. For I was discovered sleeping beside a stranded St. Regis canoe, where the Mohawk River washes Guy Park gardens. And my dead mother lay beside me.

He who cared for me, reared me and educated me, was no other than Guy Johnson of Guy Park. Why he did so I learned only after many days; and at the proper time and place I will tell you who I am and why he was kind to me. For his was not a warm and kindly character, nor a gentle nature, nor was he an educated man himself, nor perhaps even a gentleman, though of that landed gentry which Tryon County knew so well, and also a nephew of the great Sir William, and became his son-in-law.

I say he was not liked in Tryon County, though many feared him more than they feared young Walter Butler later; yet he was always and invariably kind to me. And when with the Butlers, and Sir John, and Colonel Claus, and the other Tories he fled to Canada, there to hatch most hellish reprisals upon the people of Tryon who had driven him forth, he wrote to me where I was at Harvard College in Cambridge to bid me farewell.

He said to me in that letter that he did not ask me to declare for the King in the struggle already beginning; he merely requested, if I could not conscientiously so declare, at least that I remain passive, and attend quietly to my studies at Cambridge until the war blew over, as it quickly must, and these insolent people were taught their lesson.

The lesson, after three years and more, was still in progress; Guy Park had fallen into the hands of the Committee of Sequestration and was already sold; Guy Johnson roamed a refugee in Canada, and I, since the first crack of a British musket, had learned how matters stood between my heart and conscience, and had carried a rifle and at times my regiments standard ever since.

I had no home except my regiment, no friends except Guy Johnsons, and those I had made at College and in the regiment; and the former would likely now have greeted me with rifle or hatchet, whichever came easier to hand.

So to me my rifle regiment and my company had become my only home; the officers my parents; my comrades the only friends I had.

I wrote to Guy Johnson, acquainting him of my intention before I enlisted, and the letter went to him with other correspondence under a flag.

In time I had a reply from him, and he wrote as though something stronger than hatred for the cause I had embraced was forcing him to speak to me gently.

God knows it was a strange, sad letter, full of bitterness under which smouldered something more terrible, which, as he wrote, he strangled. And so he ended, saying that, through him, no harm should ever menace me; and that in the fullness of time, when this vile rebellion had been ended, he would vouch for the mercy of His Most Christian Majesty as far as I was concerned, even though all others hung in chains.

Thus I had left it all — not then knowing who I was or why Guy Johnson had been kind to me; nor ever expecting to hear from him again.



Thinking of these things as I rode beside Lieutenant Boyd through the calm Westchester sunshine, all that part of my life — which indeed was all of my life except these last three battle years — seemed already so far sway, so dim and unreal, that I could scarce realise I had not been always in the army — had not always lived from day to day, from hour to hour, not knowing one night where I should pillow my head the next.

For at nineteen I shouldered my rifle; and now, at Boyds age, two and twenty, my shoulder had become so accustomed to its not unpleasant weight that, at moments, thinking, I realised that I would not know what to do in the world had I not my officers, my company, and my rifle to companion me through life.

And herein lies the real danger of all armies and of all soldiering. Only the strong character and exceptional man is ever fitted for any other life after the army becomes a closed career to him.

I now remarked as much to Boyd, who frowned, seeming to consider the matter for the first time.

Aye, he nodded, its true enough, Loskiel. And I for one dont know what use I could make of the blessings of peace for which we are so madly fighting, and which we all protest that we desire.

The blessings of peace might permit you more leisure with the ladies, I suggested smilingly. And he threw back his handsome head and laughed.

Lord! he exclaimed. What chance have I, a poor rifleman, who may not even wear his hair clubbed and powdered.

Only field and staff now powdered in our corps. I said: Heaven hasten your advancement, sir.

Not that Id care a fig, he protested, if I had your yellow, curly head, you rogue. But with my dark hair unpowdered and uncurled, and no side locks, I tell you, Loskiel, I earn every kiss that is given me — or forgiven. Heigho! Peace would truly be a blessing if she brought powder and pretty clothing to a crop-head, buck-skinned devil like me.

We were now riding through a country which had become uneven and somewhat higher. A vast wooded hill lay on our left; the Bedford highway skirted it. On our right ran a stream, and there was some swampy land which followed. Rock outcrops became more frequent, and the hard-wood growth of oak, hickory and chestnut seemed heavier and more extensive than in Bedford town. But there were orchards; the soil seemed to be fertile and the farms thrifty, and it was a pleasant land save for the ominous stillness over all and the grass-grown highway. Roads and lanes, paths and pastures remained utterly deserted of man and beast.

This, if our map misled us not, should be the edges of the town of Poundridge; and within a mile or so more we began to see a house here and there. These farms became more frequent as we advanced. After a few moments riding we saw the first cattle that we had seen in many days. And now we began to find this part of the Westchester country very different, as we drew nearer to the village, for here and there we saw sheep feeding in the distance, and men mowing who leaned on their scythes to see us pass, and even saluted us from afar.

It seemed as though a sense of security reigned here, though nobody failed to mark our passing or even to anticipate it from far off. But nobody appeared to be afraid of us, and we concluded that the near vicinity of Colonel Sheldons Horse accounted for what we saw.

It was pleasant to see women spinning beside windows in which flowers bloomed, and children gazing shyly at us from behind stone walls and palings. Also, in barnyards we saw fowls, which was more than we had seen West of us — and now and again a family cat dozing on some doorstep freshly swept.

I had forgotten there was such calm and peace in the world, said Boyd. And the women look not unkindly on us — do you think, Loskiel?

But I was intent on watching a parcel of white ducks leaving a little pond, all walking a-row and quacking, and wriggling their fat tails. How absurd a thing to suddenly close my throat so that I could not find my voice to answer Boyd; for ever before me grew the almost forgotten vision of Guy Park, and of our white waterfowl on the river behind the house, where I had seen them so often from my chamber window leaving the waters edge at sundown.

A mile outside the town a leather-helmeted dragoon barred our way, but we soon satisfied him.

We passed by the Northwest road, crossed the Stamford highway, and, consulting our map, turned back and entered it, riding south through the village.

Here a few village folk were abroad; half a dozen of Sheldons dragoons lounged outside the tavern, to the rail of which their horses were tied; and we saw other men with guns, doubtless militia, though few wore any fragment of uniform, save as their hats were cocked or sprigged with green.

Nobody hailed us, not even the soldiers; there was no levity, no jest directed toward our giant rifleman, only a courteous but sober salute as we rode through Poundridge town and out along the New Canaan highway where houses soon became fewer and soldiers both afoot and ahorse more frequent.

We crossed a stream and two roads, then came into a street with many houses which ran south, then, at four corners, turned sharp to the east. And there, across a little brook, we saw a handsome manor house around which some three score cavalry horses were picketed.

Yard, lawn, stables and barns were swarming with people — dragoons of Sheldons Regiment, men of Colonel Thomass foot regiment, militia officers, village gentlemen whose carriages stood waiting; and some of these same carriages must have come from a distance, perhaps even from Ridgefield, to judge by the mud and dust that clotted them.

Beyond the house, on a road which I afterward learned ran toward Lewisboro, between the Three Lakes, Cross Pond, and Boutons, a military convoy was passing, raising a prodigious cloud of dust. I could see, and faintly hear, sheep and cattle; there was a far crack of whips, a shouting of drovers and teamsters, and, through the dust, we caught the sparkle of a bayonet here and there.

Somewhere, doubtless, some half starved brigade of ours was gnawing its nails and awaiting this same convoy; and I silently prayed God to lead it safely to its destination.

Pretty women everywhere! whispered Boyd in my ear. Our friend the Major seems to have a houseful. The devil take me if I leave this town tomorrow!

As we rode into the yard and dismounted, and our rifleman took the bridles, across the crowded roadway we could see a noble house with its front doors wide open and a group of ladies and children there and many gentlemen saluting them as they entered or left the house.

A respectable company, I heard Boyd mutter to himself, as he stood slapping the dust from hunting-shirt and leggings and smoothing the fringe. And, Damme, Loskiel, he said, were like to cut a most contemptible figure among such grand folk — what with our leather breeches, and saddle-reek for the only musk we wear. Lord! But yonder stands a handsome girl — and my condition mortifies me so that I could slink off to the mews for shame and lie on straw with the hostlers.

There was, I knew, something genuine in his pretense of hurt vanity, even under the merry mask he wore; but I only laughed.

A great many people moved about, many, I could see, having arrived from the distant country; and there was a great noise of hammering, too, from a meadow below, where, a soldier told us, they were erecting barracks for Sheldons and for other troops shortly expected.

There is even talk of a fort for the ridge yonder, he said. One may see the Sound from there.

We glanced up at the ridge, then gazed curiously around, and finally walked down along the stone wall to a pasture. Here, where they were building the barracks, there had been a camp; and the place was still smelling stale enough. Tents were now being loaded on ox wagons; and a company of Colonel Thomass regiment was filing out along the road after the convoy which we had seen moving through the dust toward Lewisboro.

People stood about looking on; some poked at the embers of the smoky fires, some moused and prowled about to see what scrap they might pick up.

Boyds roving gaze had been arrested by a little scene enacting just around the corner of the partly-erected barracks, where half a dozen soldiers had gathered around some camp-women, whose sullen attitude discouraged their gallantries. She was dressed in shabby finery. On her hair, which was powdered, she wore a jaunty chip hat tied under her chin with soiled blue ribbons, and a kerchief of ragged lace hid her bosom, pinned with a withered rose. The scene was sordid enough; and, indifferent, I gazed elsewhere.

A shilling to a penny they kiss her yet! he said to me presently, and for the second time I noticed the comedy — if you choose to call it so — for the wench was now struggling fiercely amid the laughing men.

A pound to a penny! repeated Boyd; Do you take me, Loskiel?

The next moment I had pushed in among them, forcing the hilarious circle to open; and I heard her quick, uneven breathing as I elbowed my way to her, and turned on the men good-humoredly.

Come, boys, be off! I said. Leave rough sport to the lower party. Shes sobbing. I glanced at her. Why, shes but a child, after all! Cant you see, boys? Now, off with you all in a hurry!

There had evidently been some discipline drilled into Colonel Thomass regiments the men seemed instantly to know me for an officer, whether by my dress or voice I know not, yet Morgans rifle frock could be scarcely familiar to them.

A mischievous sergeant saluted me, grinning, saying it was but idle sport and no harm meant; and so, some laughing, others seeming to be ashamed, they made haste to clear out. I followed them, with a nod of reassurance to the wench, who might have been their drab for aught I knew, all camps being full of such poultry.

Gallantly done! exclaimed Boyd derisively, as I came slowly back to where he stood. But had I been fortunate enough to think of intervening, egad, I believe I would have claimed what she refused the rest, Loskiel!

From a ruddied camp drab? I asked scornfully.

Her cheeks and lips are not painted. Ive discovered that, he insisted, staring back at her.

Lord! said I. Would you linger here making sheeps eyes at yonder ragged baggage? Come, sir, if you please.

I tell you, I would give a half years pay to see her washed and clothed becomingly!

You never will, said I impatiently, and jogged his elbow to make him move. For he was ever a prey to strange and wayward fancies which hitherto I had only smiled at. But now, somehow — perhaps because there might have been some excuse for this one — perhaps because what a man rescues he will not willingly leave to another — even such a poor young thing as this plaything of the camp — for either of these reasons, or for none at all, this ogling of her did not please me.

Most unwillingly he yielded to the steady pressure of my elbow; and we moved on, he turning his handsome head continually. After a while he laughed.

Nevertheless, said he, there stands the rarest essence of real beauty I have ever seen, in lady born or beggar; and I am an ass to go my way and leave it for the next who passes.

I said nothing.

He grumbled for a while below his breath, then:

Yes, sir! Sheer beauty — by the roadside yonder — in ragged ribbons and a withered rose. Only — such Puritans as you perceive it not.

After a silence, and as we entered the gateway to the manor house:

I swear she wore no paint, Loskiel — whatever she is like enough to be.

Good heavens! said I. Are you brooding on her still?

Yet, I myself was thinking of her, too; and because of it a strange, slow anger was possessing me.

Thank God, thought I to myself, no woman of the common class could win a second glance from me. In which, I added with satisfaction, I am unlike most other men.

A Philistine thought the same, one day — if I remember right.


CHAPTER II

POUNDRIDGE
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WE NOW APPROACHED the door of the manor house, where we named ourselves to the sentry, who presently fetched an officer of Minute Men, who looked us over somewhat coldly.

You wish to see Major Lockwood? he asked.

Yes, said Boyd, and you may say to him that we are come from headquarters express to speak with him on private business.

From whom in Albany do you come, sir?

Well, sir, if you must have it, from General Clinton, returned Boyd in a lower voice. But we would not wish it gossipped aloud.

The man seemed to be perplexed, but he went away again, leaving us standing in the crowded hall where officers, ladies of the family, and black servants were continually passing and repassing.

Very soon a door opened on our left, and we caught a glimpse of a handsome room full of officers and civilians, where maps were scattered in confusion over tables, chairs, and even on the floor. An officer in buff and blue came out of the room, glanced keenly at us, made a slight though courteous inclination, but instead of coming forward to greet us turned into another room on the right, which was a parlour.

Then the minute officer returned, directed us where to place our rifles, insisted firmly that we also leave under his care our war axes and the pistol which Boyd carried, and then ushered us into the parlour. And it occurred to me that the gentleman on whose head the British had set a price was very considerably inclined toward prudence.

Now this same gentleman, Major Lockwood, who had been seated behind a table when we entered the parlour, rose and received us most blandly, although I noted that he kept the table between himself and us, and also that the table drawer was open, where I could have sworn that the papers so carelessly heaped about covered a brace of pistols.

For to this sorry pass the Westchester folk had come, that they trusted no stranger, nor were like to for many a weary day to come. Nor could I blame this gentleman with a heavy price on his head, and, as I heard later, already the object of numerous and violent attempts in which, at times, entire regiments had been employed to take him.

But after he had carefully read the letter which Boyd bore from our General of Brigade, he asked us to be seated, and shut the table drawer, and came over to the silk-covered sofa on which we had seated ourselves.

Do you know the contents of this letter? he asked Boyd bluntly.

Yes, Major Lockwood.

And does Mr. Loskiel know, also?

Yes, sir, I answered.

The Major sat musing, turning over and over the letter between thumb and forefinger.

He was a man, I should say, of forty or a trifle more, with brown eyes which sometimes twinkled as though secretly amused, even when his face was gravest and most composed; a gentleman of middle height, of good figure and straight, and of manners so simple that the charm of them struck one afterward as a pleasant memory.

Gentlemen, he said, looking up at us from his momentary abstraction, for the first part of General Clintons letter I must be brief with you and very frank. There are no recruits to be had in this vicinity for Colonel Morgans Rifles. Riflemen are of the elite; and our best characters and best shots are all enlisted — or dead or in prison — — He made a significant gesture toward the south. And we thought of the Prison Ships and the Provost, and sat silent.

There is, he added, but one way, and that is to pick riflemen from our regiments here; and I am not sure that the law permits it in the infantry. It would be our loss, if we lose our best shots to your distinguished corps; but of course that is not to be considered if the interests of the land demand it. However, if I am not mistaken, a recruiting party is to follow you.

Yes, Major.

Then, sir, you may report accordingly. And now for the other matters. General Clinton, in this letter, recommends that we speak very freely together. So I will be quite frank, gentlemen. The man you seek, Luther Kinnicut, is a spy whom our Committee of Safety maintains within the lines of the lower party. If it be necessary I can communicate with him, but it may take a week. Might I ask why you desire to question him so particularly?

Boyd said: There is a Siwanois Indian, one Mayaro, a Sagamore, with whom we have need to speak. General Clinton believes that this man Kinnicut knows his whereabouts.

I believe so, too, said the Major smiling. But I ask your pardon, gentlemen; the Sagamore, Mayaro, although a Siwanois, was adopted by the Mohicans, and should be rated one.

Do you know him, sir?

Very well indeed. May I inquire what it is you desire of Mayaro?

This, said Boyd slowly; and this is the real secret with which I am charged — a secret not to be entrusted to paper — a secret which you, sir, and even my comrade, Mr. Loskiel, now learn for the first time. May I speak with safety in this room, Major?

The Major rose, opened the door into the hall, dismissed the sentry, closed and locked the door, and returned to us.

I am, he said smiling, almost ashamed to make so much circumstance over a small matter of which you have doubtless heard. I mean that the lower party has seen fit to distinguish me by placing a price upon my very humble head; and as I am not only Major in Colonel Thomass regiment, but also a magistrate, and also, with my friend Lewis Morris, a member of the Provincial Assembly, and of the Committee of Safety, I could not humour the lower party by permitting them to capture so many important persons in one net, he added, laughing. Now, sir, pray proceed. I am honoured by General Clintons confidence.

Then, sir, said Boyd very gravely, this is the present matter as it stands. His Excellency has decided on a daring stroke to be delivered immediately; General Sullivan has been selected to deal it, General Clinton is to assist. A powerful army is gathering at Albany, and another at Easton and Tioga. The enemy know well enough that we are concentrating, and they have guessed where the blow is to be struck. But, sir, they have guessed wrong!

Not Canada, then? inquired the Major quietly.

No, sir. We demonstrate northward; that is all. Then we wheel west by south and plunge straight into the wilderness, swift as an arrow files, directly at the heart of the Long House!

Sir! he exclaimed, astonished.

Straight at the heart o! the Iroquois Confederacy, Major! That is what is to be done — clean out, scour out, crush, annihilate those hell-born nations which have so long been terrorizing the Northland. Major Lockwood, you have read in the New England and Pennsylvania papers how we have been threatened, how we have been struck, how we have fought and suffered. But you, sir, have only heard; you have not seen. So I must tell you now that it is far worse with us than we have admitted. The frontier of New York State is already in ashes; the scalp yell rings in our forests day and night; and the red destructives under Brant, and the painted Tories under Walter Butler, spare neither age nor sex — for I myself have seen scalps taken from the tender heads of cradled infants — nay, I have seen them scalp the very hound on guard at the cabin door! And that is how it goes with us, sir. God save you, here, from the blue-eyed Indians!

He stopped, hesitated, then, softly smiting one fist within the other:

But now I think their doom is sounding — Seneca, lying Cayuga, traitorous Onondaga, Mohawk, painted renegade — all are to go down into utter annihilation. Nor is that all. We mean to sweep their empire from end to end, burn every town, every castle, every orchard, every grain field — lay waste, blacken, ravage, leave nothing save wind-blown ashes of that great Confederacy, and of the vast granary which has fed the British northern armies so long. Nothing must remain of the Long House; the Senecas shall die at the Western door; the Keepers of the Eastern door shall die. Only the Oneida may be spared — as many as have remained neutral or loyal to us — they and such of the Tuscaroras and Lenni-Lenape as have not struck us; and the Stockbridge and White Plains tribes, and the remnants of the Mohicans.

And that is why we have come here for riflemen, and that is why we are here to find the Sagamore, Mayaro. For our Oneidas have told us that he knows where the castles of the Long House lie, and that he can guide our army unerringly to that dark, obscure and fearsome Catharines-town where the hag, Montour, reigns in her shaggy wilderness.

There was a long silence; and I for one, amazed at what I had heard — for I had made certain that we were to have struck at Canada — was striving to reconcile this astounding news with all my preconceived ideas. Yet, that is ever the way with us in the regiments; we march, not knowing whither; we camp at night not knowing why. Unseen authority moves us, halts us; unseen powers watch us, waking and sleeping, think for us, direct our rising and our lying down, our going forth and our return — nay, the invisible empire envelops us utterly in sickness and in health, ruling when and how much we eat and sleep, controlling every hour and prescribing our occupation for every minute. Only our thoughts remain free; and these, as we are not dumb, unthinking beasts, must rove afield to seek for the why and wherefore, garnering conclusions which seldom if ever are corroborated.

So I; for I had for months now made sure that our two armies in the North were to be flung pell mell on Quebec and on Niagara. Only regarding the latter place had I nearly hit the mark; for it seemed reasonable that our army, having once swept the Long House, could scarcely halt ere we had cleaned out that rats nest of Indians and painted Tories which is known as Fort Niagara, and from which every dreadful raid of the destructives into Tryon County had been planned and executed.

Thinking of these things, my deep abstraction was broken by the pleasant voice of Major Lockwood.

Mr. Boyd, he said, I realise now how great is your need of riflemen to fill the States quota. If there is anything I or my associates can do, under the law, it shall be done; and when we are able to concentrate, and when your recruiting party arrives, I will do what I can, if permitted, to select from the dragoons of Sheldon and Moylan, and from my own regiment such men as may, by marksmanship and character, qualify for the corps délite.

He rose and began to pace the handsome parlour, evidently worried and perplexed; and presently he halted before us, who had of course risen in respect.

Gentlemen, he said, I must lay bare to you our military necessity, embarrassment, and mortification in this country of Westchester, so that you may clearly understand the difficulty of furnishing the recruits you ask for.

South of us, from New York to North Castle, our enemy is in possession. We are attempting to hold this line; but it is a vast country. We can count on very few Continental troops; our militia has its various rendezvous, and it turns out at every call. The few companies of my regiment of foot are widely scattered; one company left here as escort to the military train an hour ago. Sheldons 2nd Light Dragoons are scattered all over the country. Two troops and headquarters remain now here at my house.

He waved his hand westward: So desperate is our condition, gentlemen, that Colonel Moylans Dragoons have been ordered here, and are at this moment, I suppose, on the march to join us. And — I ask you, gentlemen — considering that in New York City, just below us, there are ten thousand British regulars, not counting the partizan corps, the irregulars, the Tory militia, the numberless companies of marauders — I ask you how you can expect to draw recruits from the handful of men who have been holding — or striving to hold — this line for the last three years!

Boyd shook his head in silence. As for me, it was not my place to speak, nor had I anything to suggest.

After a moment the Major said, more cheerfully:

Well, well, gentlemen, who knows after all? We may find ways and means. And now, one other matter remains to be settled, and I think I may aid you.

He went to the door and opened it. The sentry who stood across the hall came to him instantly and took his orders; and in a few moments there entered the room four gentlemen to whom we were made known by Major Lockwood. One of these was our Captain of Minute Men. They were, in order, Colonel Sheldon, a fretful gentleman with a face which seemed to me weak, almost stupid; Colonel Thomas, an iron-grey, silent officer, stern but civil; Captain William Fancher, a Justice of the Peace, Judge of the Court of Common Pleas, and holding his commission as Captain of Minute Men; and a Mr. Alsop Hunt, a Quaker, son-in-law of Major Lockwood, and a most quiet and courteous gentleman.

With one accord we drew chairs around the handsome centre table, where silver candlesticks glimmered and a few books lay in their fine, gilded bindings.

It was very evident to us that in the hands of these five gentlemen lay the present safety of Westchester County, military and civil. And to them Major Lockwood made known our needs — not, however, disturbing them in their preconceived notion, so common everywhere, that the blow to be struck from the North was to be aimed at the Canadas.

Colonel Sheldons weak features turned red and he said almost peevishly that no recruits could be picked up in Westchester, and that we had had our journey for our pains. Anyway, hed be damned if hed permit recruiting for riflemen among his dragoons, it being contrary to law and common sense.

Ive a dozen young fellows who might qualify, said Colonel Thomas bluntly, but if the law permits Mr. Boyd to take them my regiments volleys wouldnt stop a charge of chipmunks!

We all laughed a little, and Captain Fancher said:

Minute Men are Minute Men, Mr. Boyd. You are welcome to any you can enlist from my company.

Alsop Hunt, being a Quaker, and personally opposed to physical violence, offered no suggestion until the second object of our visit was made known. Then he said, very quietly:

Mayaro, the Mohican Sagamore, is in this vicinity.

How do you know that, Alsop? asked Major Lockwood quickly.

I saw him yesterday.

Here in Poundridge?

Mr. Hunt glanced at Colonel Thomas, then with a slight colour mounting to his temples:

The Sagamore was talking to one of the camp-women last evening — toward sundown on the Rock Hills. We were walking abroad for the air, my wife and I — — he turned to Major Lockwood: Betsy whispered to me, There is a handsome wench talking to an Indian! And I saw the Sagamore standing in the sunset light, conversing with one of the camp-women who hang about Colonel Thomass regiment..

Would you know the slattern again? asked Colonel Thomas, scowling.

I think so, Colonel. And to tell the truth she was scarce a slattern, whatever else she may be — a young thing — and it seemed sad to us — to my wife and me.

And handsome? inquired Boyd, smiling at me.

I may not deny it, sir, said Mr. Hunt primly. The child possessed considerable comeliness.

Why, said Boyd to me, laughingly, she may be the wench you so gallantly rescued an hour since. And he told the story gayly enough, and with no harm meant; but it embarrassed and annoyed me.

If the wench knows where the Sagamore may be found, said Major Lockwood, it might be well for Mr. Loskiel to look about and try to find her.

Would you know her again? inquired Colonel Thomas.

No, sir, I — — And I stopped short, because what I was about to say was not true. For, when I had sent the soldiers about their business and had rejoined Boyd — and when Boyd had bidden me turn again because the girl was handsome, there had been no need to turn. I had seen her; and I knew that when he said she was beautiful he said what was true. And the reason I did not turn, to look again was because beauty in such a woman should inspire no interest in me.

I now corrected myself, saying coolly enough:

Yes, Colonel Thomas, on second thought I think I might know her if I see her.

Perhaps, suggested Captain Fancher, the wench has gone a-gypsying after the convoy.

These drabs change lovers over night, observed Colonel Thomas grimly. Doubtless Sheldons troopers are already consoling her.

Colonel Sheldon, who had been fiddling uneasily with his sword-knot, exclaimed peevishly:

Good God, sir! Am I also to play chaplain to my command?

There was a curious look in Colonel Thomass eyes which seemed to say: You might play it as well as you play the Colonel; but Sheldon was too stupid and too vain, I think, to perceive any affront.

And, Where do you lodge, gentlemen? inquired our Major, addressing us both; and when he learned that we were roofless he insisted that we remain under his roof, nor would he hear of any excuses touching the present unsuitability of our condition and attire.

Gentlemen, gentlemen! I will not accept a refusal, he said. We are plain folk and live plainly, and both bed and board are at your disposal. Lord, sir! And what would Clinton think were I to send two officers of his corps délite to a village ordinary!

We had all risen and were moving toward the door. A black servant came when the Major pulled the bell card, and showed Boyd and myself to two pretty chambers, small, but very neat, where the linen on the beds smelled fresh and sweet, and the westering sun struck golden through chintz curtains drawn aside.

Gad! said Boyd, eying the bed. Its long since my person has been intimately acquainted with sheet and pillow. What a pretty nest, Loskiel. Lord! And heres a vase of posies, too! The touch feminine — who could mistake it in the sweet, fresh whiteness of this little roam!

Presently came our rifleman, Jack Mount, bearing our saddle-bags; and we stripped and washed us clean, and put on fresh linen and our best uniforms of soft doeskin, which differed from the others only in that they were clean and new, and that the thrums were gayer and the Iroquois beadwork more flamboyant.

If I but had my hair in a snug club, and well powdered, sighed Boyd, lacing his shirt. And I tell you, Loskiel, though I would not boast, this accursed rifle-shirt and these gaudy leggings conceal a supple body and a leg as neatly turned as any figure more fortunately clothed in silken coat and stockings!

I began to laugh, and he laughed, too, vowing he envied me my hair, which was yellow and which curled of itself so that it needed no powder.

I can see him yet, standing there in the sunshine, both hands gripping his dark hair in pretense of grief, and vowing that he had a mind to scalp himself for very vexation. Alas! That I remember now such idle words, spoken in the pride and strength and gayety of youth! And always when I think of him I remember his dread of fire — the only fear he ever knew. These things — his brown eyes and quick, gay smile — his lithe and supple person — and his love of women — these I remember always, even while already much that concerned this man and me begins to fade with the stealthy years.

While the sun still hung high in the west, and ere any hint of evening was heard either in the robins note or from the high-soaring martins, we had dressed. Boyd went away first, saying carelessly that he meant to look to the horses before paying his respects to the ladies. A little later I descended, a black servant conducting me to the family sitting room.

Here our gallant Major made me known to his lady and to his numerous family — six young children, and still a seventh, the pretty maid whom we had seen on approaching the house, who proved to be a married daughter. Betsy, they called her — and she was only seventeen, but had been two years the wife of Alsop Hunt.

As for the Majors lady, who seemed scarce thirty and was six years older, she so charmed me with her grace, and with the bright courage she so sweetly maintained in a home which every hour of the day and night menaced, that even Mrs. Hunt, with her gay spirits, imperious beauty, and more youthful attractions, no more than shared my admiration for her mother.

In half an hour Lieutenant Boyd came in, was presented, and paid his homage gayly, as he always did. Yet, I thought a slight cloud rested on his brow, but this soon passed, and I forgot it.

So we talked of this and that as lightly as though no danger threatened this house; and Boyd was quickly at his best with the ladies. As for me, I courted the children. And I remember there were two little maids of fourteen and eleven, Ruhannah and Hannah, sweet and fresh as wild June roses, who showed me the tow cloth for our army which they were spinning, and blushed at my praise of their industry. And there was Mary, ten, and Clarissa, eight, and two little boys, one a baby — all save the last two children carding or spinning flax and tow.

It was not easy to understand that this blooming matron could be mother of all of these, so youthful she seemed in her Quaker-cut gown of dove-colour — though it was her handsome, high-spirited daughter who should have worn the sober garb.

Not I, said she, laughing at Boyd. Id sooner don jack-boots and be a dragoon — and we would completely represent a holy cause, my husband with his broad-brim and I with my sword. What do you say, Mr. Boyd?

I beg of you first to consider the rifle-frock if you must enlist! urged Boyd, with such fervour that we all laughed at his gallant effort to recruit such beauty for our corps; for even a mental picture of Betsy Hunt in rifle-frock seemed too adorable. Mr. Hunt, entering, smiled in his quiet, embarrassed way; and I thought that this wise and gentle-mannered man must have more than a handful in his spirited young wife, whose dress was anything but plain.

I had taken the tiny maid, Clarissa, upon my knees and was telling her of the beauty of our Northland, and of that great, dusky green ocean of giant pines, vast as the sea and as silent and uncharted, when Major Lockwood bent over me saying in a quiet voice that it might be well for me to look about in the town for the wench who knew the whereabouts of Mayaro.

While there is still daylight, he added, as I set Clarissa on the floor and stood up, and if she be yet here you should find her before supper time. We sup at six, Mr. Loskiel.

I bowed, took leave of the ladies, exchanged an irritated glance for Boyds significant grin, and went out to the porch, putting on my light round cap of moleskin. I liked neither my present errand, nor Boyds smile either.

Now, I had not thought to take with me my side-arms, but a slave waited at the door with my belt. And as I buckled it and hung war-axe and heavy hunting blade, I began to comprehend something of the imminent danger which so apparently lurked about this country. For all military men hereabouts went armed; and even in the house I had noticed that Major Lockwood wore his sword, as did the other officers — some even carrying their pistols.

The considerable throng of people whom we had first seen in the neighborhood of the house had scattered or gone off when the infantry had left. Carpenters were still sawing and hammering on the flimsy new barracks down in the meadow, and there seemed to be a few people there. But on strolling thither I saw nothing of the wench; so turned on my heel and walked briskly up the road.

About the village itself there was nothing to be seen of the girl, nor did I know how to make inquiries — perhaps dreading to do so lest my quest be misunderstood or made a jest of by some impertinent fellow.

In the west a wide bank of cloud had pushed up over the horizon and was already halving the low-hanging sun, which presently it entirely swallowed; and the countryside grew luminously grey and that intense green tinged the grass, which is with us the forerunner of an approaching storm.

But I thought it far off, not then knowing the Hudsons midsummer habits, nor the rapid violence of the July storms it hatches and drives roaring among the eastern hills and across the silvery Sound.

So, with a careless glance aloft, I pursued my errand, strolling hither and thither through the pleasant streets and lanes of old Poundridge, always approaching any groups of soldiers that I saw because I thought it likely that the wench might haunt her kind.

I did not find her; and presently I began to believe it likely that she had indeed gone off a-gypsying after the escort companies toward Lewisboro.

There is a road which, skirting the Stone Hills, runs east by north between Cross Pond and the Three Lakes; and, pursuing it, I came on a vidette of Sheldons regiment, most carelessly set where he could see nothing, and yet be seen a mile away.

Supposing he would halt me, I walked up to him; and he continued to munch the green bough-apple he was eating, making me a most slovenly salute.

Under his leather helmet I saw that my dragoon was but a child of fifteen — scarce strong enough to swing the heavy sabre at his pommel or manage the sawed-off musket which he bore, the butt resting wearily on his thigh. And it made me sober indeed to see to what a pass our country had come, that we enlisted boys and were obliged to trust to their ignorance for our protection.

It will rain before sundown, he said, munching on his apple; best seek shelter, sir. When it comes it will come hard.

Where runs this road? I asked.

To Boutonville.

And what is Boutonville?

Its where the Boutons live — a mile or two north, sir. Theyre a wild parcel.

Are they of our party?

Oh, yes, sir. But they hunt the leather-caps as we hunt quail — scare up a company, fire, and then track down the scattered.

Oh; irregulars.

No, sir, not skinners. They farm it until the British plague them beyond endurance. Then, he added significantly, they go a-hunting with their dogs.

I had already turned to retrace my steps when it occurred to me that perhaps an inquiry of this lad might not be misunderstood.

So I walked up to his horse and stood caressing the sorry animal while I described to him the wench I was seeking.

Yes, sir, he said seriously, thats the one the boys are ever plaguing to make her rage.

Do you know her?

By sight, yes, sir.

She is one of the camp followers, I take it, said I carelessly.

I dont know. The boys are ever plaguing her. She came from the North they say. All I know is that in April she was first seen here, loitering about the camp where the White Plains Indians were embodied. But she did not go off with the Continentals.

She was loitering this afternoon by the camp of Colonel Thomass men, I said.

Very like, sir. Did the men plague her?

Yes.

He bit into his apple, unconcerned:

They are all after her. But I never saw her kind to any man — whatever she may be.

Why, I did not know, but what he said gave me satisfaction.

You do not know which way she went? I asked.

No, sir. I have been here but the half hour. She knows the Bouton boys yonder. I have seen her coming and going on this road, sometimes with an Indian — —

With a Sagamore?

He continued his munching. Having swallowed what he chewed, he said:

I know nothing of savages or Sagamores. The Indian may have been a Sagamore.

Do you know where he is to be found?

No, sir, I do not.

Perhaps this young girl knows?

Doubtless she does, seeing she journeys about with him on the ridge yonder, which we call the Rock Hills.

Do you know her name, soldier?

They call her Lois, I believe.

And that was all the news I could get of her; and I thanked the boy and slowly started to retrace my steps toward the village.

Already in the air there was something of that stillness which heralds storms; no leaves on bush and tree were now stirring; land and sky had grown sombre all around me; and the grass glimmered intensely green.

Where the road skirted the Stone Hills were no houses, nothing, in fact, of human habitation to be seen save low on the flank of the rocky rampart a ruined sugar house on the edge of a maple ridge, I do not know what made me raise my head to give it a second glance, but I did; and saw among the rocks near it a woman moving.

Nor do I know, even now, how at that distance and in the dusk of a coming storm I could perceive that it was she whom I was now seeking. But so certain was I of this that, without even taking thought to consider, I left the highway, turned to the right, and began to mount the hillside where traces of a path or sheep-walk were faintly visible under foot among the brambles. Once or twice I glanced upward to see whether she observed me, but the scrubby foliage now hid her as well as the sap-house, and I hastened because the light was growing very dim now, and once or twice, far away, I thought I heard the muttering of thunder.

It was not long before I perceived the ramshackle sap-house ahead of me among the maples. Then I caught sight of her whom I was seeking.

It was plain that she had not yet discovered me, though she heard me moving in the thicket. She stood in a half-crouching, listening attitude, then slowly began to retreat, not cowering, but sullenly and with a certain defiance in her lithe movement, like some disturbed and graceful animal which is capable of defending itself but prefers to get away peaceably if permitted.

I stepped out into the clearing and called to her through the increasing gloom; and for a moment thought she had gone. Then I saw her, dimly, watching me from the obscurity of the dark doorway.

You need have no fear of me, I called to her pleasantly. You know me now, do you not?

She made no answer; and I approached the doorway and stood peering into her face through the falling twilight. And for a moment I thought I had been mistaken; but it was she after all.

Yet now she wore neither the shabby chip hat with its soiled blue ribbon tied beneath her chin, nor any trace of hair powder, nor dotted kerchief cross-fastened at her breast and pinned with the withered rose.

And she seemed younger and slimmer and more childish than I had thought her, her bosom without its kerchief meagre or unformed, and her cheeks not painted either, but much burned by the July sun. Nor were her eyes black, as I had supposed, but a dark, clear grey with black lashes; and her unpowdered hair seemed to be a reddish-chestnut and scarce longer than my own, but more curly.

Child, I said, smiling at her, I know not why, I have been searching for you ever since I first saw you — —

And: What do you want of me? said she, scarce moving her lips.

A favour.

Best mount your cobblers mare and go a-jogging back, my pretty lad.

The calm venom in her voice and her insolent grey eyes took me aback more than her saucy words.

Doubtless, I said, you have not recognized in me the officer who was at some slight pains to be of service — —

What is it you desire? said she, so rudely that I felt my face burn hot.

See here, my lass, said I sharply, you seem to misunderstand my errand here.

And am like to, said she, unless you make your errand short and plainer — though I have learned that the errands which bring such men as you to me are not too easily misunderstood.

Such men as I — —

You and your friend with the bold, black eyes. Ask him how much change he had of me when he came back.

I did not know he had seen you again, said I, still redder. And saw that she believed me not.

Birds sing; men lie, said she. So if — —

Be silent! Do you hear! I cut her short with such contempt that I saw the painful colour whip her cheeks and her eyes quiver.

Small doubt that what she had learned of men had not sweetened her nor taught her confidence. But whatever she had been, and whatever she was, after all concerned not me that I should take pains to silence her so brutally.

I am sorry I spoke as I did, said I,  — however mistaken you are concerning my seeking you here.

She said nothing.

Also, I added, with a sudden resurgance of bitterness that surprised myself, my conduct earlier in your behalf might have led you to a wiser judgment.

I am wise enough — after my own fashion, she said indifferently.

Does a man save and then return to destroy?

Many a hunter has saved many a spotted fawn from wolf and fox — so he might kill it himself, one day.

You do yourself much flattery, young woman, I said, so unpleasantly that again the hot colour touched her throat and brow.

I reason as I have been taught, she said defiantly. Doubtless you are self-instructed.

No; men have taught me. You witnessed, I believe, one lesson. And your comrade gave me still another.

I care to witness nothing, I said, furious; far less desire to attempt your education. Is all plain now?

Your words are, she said, with quiet contempt.

My words are one with my intention, said I, angrily; far in spite of my own indifference and contempt, hers was somehow arousing me with its separate sting hidden in every word she uttered. And now, I continued, all being plain and open between us, let me acquaint you with the sole object of my visit here to you.

She shrugged her shabby shoulders and waited, her eyes, her expression, her very attitude indifferent, yet dully watchful.

You know the Sagamore, Mayaro? I asked.

You say so.

Where is he to be found? I continued patiently.

Why do you desire to know?

The drab was exasperating me, and I think I looked it, for the slightest curl of her sullen lips hinted a scornful smile.

Come, come, my lass, said I, with all the patience I could still command, there is a storm approaching, and I do not wish to get wet. Answer my civil question and Ill thank you and be off about my business. Where is this Sagamore to be found?

Why do you wish to know?

Because I desire to consult him concerning certain matters.

What matters?

Matters which do not concern you! I snapped out.

Are you sure of that, pretty boy?

Am I sure? I repeated, furious. What do you mean? Will you answer an honest question or not?

Why do you desire to see this Sagamore? she repeated so obstinately that I fairly clenched my teeth.

Answer me, I said. Or had you rather I fetched a file of men up here?

Fetch a regiment, and I shall tell you nothing unless I choose.

Good God, what folly! I exclaimed. For whom and for what do you take me, then, that you refuse to answer the polite and harmless question of an American officer!

You had not so named yourself.

Very well, then; I am Euan Loskiel, Ensign in Morgans rifle regiment!

You say so.

Do you doubt it?

Birds sing, she said. Suddenly she stepped from the dark doorway, came to where I stood, bent forward and looked me very earnestly in the eyes — so closely that something — her nearness — I know not what — seemed to stop my heart and breath for a second.

Then, far on the western hills lightning glimmered; and after a long while it thundered.

Do you wish me to find this Sagamore for you? she asked very quietly.

Will you do so?

A drop of rain fell; another, which struck her just where the cheek curved under the long black lashes, fringing them with brilliancy like tears.

Where do you lodge? she asked, after a silent scrutiny of me.

This night I am a guest at Major Lockwoods. Tomorrow I travel north again with my comrade, Lieutenant Boyd.

She was looking steadily at me all the time; finally she said:

Somehow, I believe you to be a friend to liberty. I know it — somehow.

It is very likely, in this rifle dress I wear, said I smiling.

Yet a man may dress as he pleases.

You mistrust me for a spy?

If you are, why, you are but one more among many hereabouts. I think you have not been in Westchester very long. It does not matter. No boy with the face you wear was born to betray anything more important than a woman.

I turned hot and scarlet with chagrin at her cool presumption — and would not for worlds have had her see how the impudence stung and shamed me.

For a full minute she stood there watching me; then:

I ask pardon, she said very gravely.

And somehow, when she said it I seemed to experience a sense of inferiority — which was absurd and monstrous, considering what she doubtless was.

It had now begun to rain in very earnest; and was like to rain harder ere the storm passed. My clothes being my best, I instinctively stepped into the doorway; and, of a sudden, she was there too, barring my entry, flushed and dangerous, demanding the reason of my intrusion.

Why, said I astonished, may I not seek shelter from a storm in a ruined sugar-house, without asking by your leave?

This sap-house is my own dwelling! she said hotly. It is where I live!

Oh, Lord, said I, bewildered,  — if you are like to take offense at everything I say, or look, or do, Ill find a hospitable tree somewhere — —

One moment, sir — —

Well?

She stood looking at me in the doorway, then slowly dropped her eyes, and in the same law voice I had heard once before:

I ask your pardon once again, she said. Please to come inside — and close the door. An open door draws lightning.

It was already drawing the rain in violent gusts.

The thunder began to bang with that metallic and fizzling tone which it takes on when the bolts fall very near; flash after flash of violet light illuminated the shack at intervals, and the rafters trembled as the black shadows buried us.

Have you a light hereabout? I asked.

No,

For ten minutes or more the noise of the storm made it difficult to hear or speak. I could scarce see her now in the gloom. And so we waited there in silence until the roar of the rain began to die away, and it slowly grew lighter outside and the thunder grew more distant.

I went to the door, looked out into the dripping woods, and turned to her.

When will you bring the Sagamore to me? I demanded.

I have not promised.

But you will?

She waited a while, then:

Yes, I will bring him.

When?

Tonight.

You promise?

Yes.

And if it rains again

It will rain all night, but I shall send you the Sagamore. Best go, sir. The real tempest is yet to break. It hangs yonder above the Hudson. But you have time to gain the Lockwood House.

I said to her, with a slight but reassuring smile, most kindly intended:

Now that I am no longer misunderstood by you, I may inform you that in what you do for me you serve our common country. It did not seem a pompous speech to me.

If I doubted that, she said, I had rather pass the knife you wear around my throat than trouble myself to oblige you.

Her words, and the quiet, almost childish voice, seemed so oddly at variance that I almost laughed; but changed my mind.

I should never ask a service of you for myself alone, I said so curtly that the next moment I was afraid I had angered her, and fearing she might not keep her word to me, smiled and frankly offered her my hand.

Very slowly she put forth her own — a hand stained and roughened, but slim and small. And so I went away through the dripping bush, and down the rocky hill. A slight sense of fatigue invaded me; and I did not then understand that it came from my steady and sustained efforts to ignore what any eyes could not choose but see — this young girls beauty — yes, despite her sorry mien and her rags — a beauty that was fashioned to trouble men; and which was steadily invading my senses whether I would or no.

Walking along the road and springing over the puddles, I thought to myself that it was small wonder such a wench was pestered in a common soldiers camp. For she had about her everything to allure the grosser class — a something — indescribable perhaps — but which even such a man as I had become unwillingly aware of. And I must have been very conscious of it, for it made me restless and vaguely ashamed that I should condescend so far as even to notice it. More than that, it annoyed me not a little that I should bestow any thought upon this creature at all; but what irritated me most was that Boyd had so demeaned himself as to seek her out behind my back.

When I came to the manor house, it had already begun to rain again; and even as I entered the house, a tempest of rain and wind burst once more over the hills with a violence I had scarcely expected.

Encountering Major Lockwood and Lieutenant Boyd in the hall, I scowled at the latter askance, but remembered my manners, and smoothed my face and told them of my success.

Rain or no, said I, she has promised me to send this Sagamore here tonight. And I am confident she will keep her word.

Which means, said Boyd, with an unfeigned sigh, that we travel north tomorrow. Lord! How sick am I of saddle and nag and the open road. Your kindly hospitality, Major, has already softened me so that I scarce know how to face the wilderness again.

And at supper, that evening, Boyd frankly bemoaned his lot, and Mrs. Lockwood condoled with him; but Betsy Hunt turned up her pretty nose, declaring that young men were best off in the woods, which kept them out o mischief. She did not know the woods.

And after supper, as she and my deceitful but handsome lieutenant lingered by the stairs, I heard her repeat it again, utterly refusing to say she was sorry or that she commiserated his desperate lot. But on her lips hovered a slight and provoking smile, and her eyes were very brilliant under her powdered hair.

All women liked Boyd; none was insensible to his charm. Handsome, gay, amusing — and tender, alas! — too often — few remained indifferent to this young man, and many there were who found him difficult to forget after he had gone his careless way. But I was damning him most heartily for the prank he played me.

I sat in the parlour talking to Mrs. Lockwood. The babies were long since in bed; the elder children now came to make their reverences to their mother and father, and so very dutifully to every guest. A fat black woman in turban and gold ear-hoops fetched them away; and the house seemed to lose a trifle of its brightness with the childrens going.

Major Lockwood sat writing letters on a card-table, a cluster of tall candles at his elbow; Mr. Hunt was reading; his wife and Boyd still lingered on the stairs, and their light, quick laughter sounded prettily at moments.

Mrs. Lockwood, I remember, had been sewing while she and I conversed together. The French alliance was our topic; and she was still speaking of the pleasure it had given all when Lewis Morris brought to her house young Lafayette. Then, of a sudden, she turned her head sharply, as though listening.

Through the roar of the storm I thought I heard the gallop of a horse. Major Lockwood lifted his eyes from his letters, fixing them on the rain-washed window.

Certainly a horseman had now pulled up at our very porch; Mr. Hunt laid aside his book very deliberately and walked to the parlour door, and a moment later the noise of the metal knocker outside rang loudly through the house.

We were now all rising and moving out into the hall, as though a common instinct of coming trouble impelled us. The black servant opened; a drenched messenger stood there, blinking in the candle light.

Major Lockwood went to him instantly, and drew him in the door; and they spoke together in low and rapid tones.

Mrs. Lockwood murmured in my ear:

Its one of Luthers men. There is bad news for us from below, I warrant you.

We heard the Major say:

You will instantly acquaint Colonels Thomas and Sheldon with this news. Tell Captain Fancher, too, in passing.

The messenger turned away into the storm, and Major Lockwood called after him:

Is there no news of Moylans regiment?

None, sir, came the panting answer; there ensued a seconds silence, a clatter of slippery hoofs, then only the loud, dull roar of the rain filled the silence.

The Major, who still stood at the door, turned around and glanced at his wife.

What is it, dear — if we may know? asked she, quite calmly.

Yes, he said, you should know, Hannah. And it may not be true, but — somehow, I think it is. Tarleton is out.

Is he headed this way, Ebenezer? asked Mr. Hunt, after a shocked silence.

Why — yes, so they say. Luther Kinnicut sends the warning. It seems to be true.

Tarleton has heard, no doubt, that Sheldons Horse is concentrating here, said Mr. Hunt. But I think it better for thee to leave, Ebenezer.

Mrs. Lockwood went over to her husband and laid her hand on his sleeve lightly. The act, and her expression, were heart-breaking, and not to be mistaken. She knew; and we also now surmised that if the Legion Cavalry was out, it was for the purpose of taking the man who stood there before our eyes. Doubtless he was quite aware of it, too, but made no mention of it.

Alsop, he said, turning to his son-in-law, best take the more damaging of the papers and conceal them as usual. I shall presently be busied with Thomas and Sheldon, and may have no time for such details.

Will they make a stand, do you think? I whispered to Boyd, or shall we be sent a-packing?

If there be not too many of them I make a guess that Sheldons Horse will stand.

And what is to be our attitude?

Stand with them, said he, laughing, though he knew well that we had been cautioned to do our errand and keep clear of all brawls.


CHAPTER III

VIEW HALLOO!
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IT RAINED, RAINED, rained, and the darkness and wind combined with the uproar of the storm to make venturing abroad well nigh impossible. Yet, an orderly, riding at hazard, managed to come up with a hundred of the Continental foot, convoying the train, and, turning them in their slopping tracks, start back with them through a road running shin-high in mud and water.

Messengers, also, were dispatched to call out the district militia, and they plodded all night with their lanterns, over field and path and lonely country road.

As for Colonel Sheldon, booted, sashed, and helmeted, he sat apathetic and inert in the hall, obstinately refusing to mount his men.

For, says he, it will only soak their powder and their skins, and nobody but a fool would ride hither in such a storm. And Tarleton is no fool, nor am I, either; and thats flat! It was not as flat as his own forehead.

Do you mean that I am a fool to march my men back here from Lewisboro? demanded Colonel Thomas sharply, making to rise from his seat by the empty fireplace.

Duels had sprung from less provocation than had been given by Colonel Sheldon. Mr. Hunt very mildly interposed; and a painful scene was narrowly averted because of Colonel Thomass cold contempt for Sheldon, which I think Captain Fancher shared.

Major Lockwood, coming in at the moment, flung aside his dripping riding cloak.

Sir, said he to Sheldon, the rumour that the Legion is abroad has reached your men, and they are saddling in my barns.

What damned nonsense! exclaimed Sheldon, in a pet; and, rising, strode heavily to the door, but met there his Major, one Benjamin Tallmadge, coming in, all over mud.

This fiery young dragoons plume, helmet, and cloak were dripping, and he impatiently dashed the water from feathers and folds.

Sir! began Colonel Sheldon loudly, I have as yet given no order to saddle!

And, By God, sir, says Tallmadge, the orders must have come from somebody, for theyre doing it!

Sir — sir! stammered Sheldon, What dye mean by that?

Ah! says Tallmadge coolly, I mean what I say. Orders must have been given by somebody.

No doubt; for the orders came from himself, the clever trooper that he was — and so he left Sheldon a-fuming and Major Lockwood and Mr. Hunt most earnestly persuading him to sanction this common and simple precaution.

Why he conducted so stupidly I never knew. It required all the gentle composure of Mr. Hunt and all the vigorous logic of Major Lockwood to prevent him from ordering his men to off-saddle and retire to the straw above the mangers.

Major Tallmadge and a cornet passed through the hall with their regimental standard, but Sheldon pettishly bade them to place it in the parlour and await further orders — for no reason whatever, apparently, save to exhibit a petty tyranny.

And all the while a very forest of candles remained lighted throughout the house; only the little children were asleep; the family servants and slaves remained awake, not daring to go to bed or even to close their eyes to all these rumours and uncertainties.

Colonel Thomas, his iron-grey head sunk on his breast, paced the hall, awaiting the arrival of the two escort companies of his command, yet scarcely hoping for such good fortune, I think, for his keen eyes encountered mine from time to time, and he made me gestures expressive of angry resignation.

As for Sheldon, he pouted and sulked on a sofa, and drank mulled wine, peevishly assuring everybody who cared to listen that no attack was to be apprehended in such a storm, and that Colonel Tarleton and his men now lay snug abed in New York town, a-grinning in their dreams.

A few drenched and woe-begone militia men, the pans of their muskets wrapped in rags, reported, and were taken in charge by Captain Fancher as a cattle guard for Major Lockwoods herd.

None of Major Lockwoods messengers were yet returned. Our rifleman had saddled our own horses, and had brought them up under one of a row of sheds which had recently been erected near the house. A pair of smoky lanterns hung under the dripping rafters; and by their light I perceived the fine horses of Major Lockwood, and of Colonels Sheldon and Thomas also, standing near ours, bridled and saddled and held by slaves.

Mrs. Lockwood sat near the parlour door, quietly sewing, but from time to time I saw her raise her eyes and watch her husband. Doubtless she was thinking of those forty golden guineas which were to be paid for the delivery of his head — perhaps she was thinking of Bloody Cunningham, and the Provost, and the noose that dangled in a painted pagoda betwixt the almshouse and the jail in that accursed British city south of us.

Mrs. Hunt had far less to fear for her quiet lord and master, who combatted the lower party only with his brains. So she found more leisure to listen to Boyds whispered fooleries, and to caution him with lifted finger, glancing at him sideways; and I saw her bite her lips at times to hide the smile, and tap her slender foot, and bend closer over her tabouret while her needle flew the faster.

As for me, my Sagamore had not arrived; and I finally cast a cloak about me and went out to the horse-sheds, where our rifleman lolled, chewing a lump of spruce and holding our three horses.

Well, Jack, said I, this is rare weather for Colonel Tarletons fox hunting.

They say he hunts an ass, sir, too, said Jack Mount under his breath. And I think it must be so, for there be five score of Colonel Sheldons dragoons in yonder barns, drawing at jack-straws or conning their thumbs — and not a vidette out — not so much as a militia picket, save for the minute men which Colonel Thomas and Major Lockwood have sent out afoot.

There was a certain freedom in our corps, but it never warranted such impudent presumption as this; and I sharply rebuked the huge fellow for his implied disrespect toward Colonel Sheldon.

Very well, sir. I will bite off this unmilitary tongue o mine and feed it to your horse. Then, sir, if you but ask him, he will tell you very plainly that none of his four-footed comrades in the barn have carried a single vidette on their backs even as far as Poundridge village, let alone Mile-Square.

I could scarcely avoid smiling.

Do you then, for one, believe that Colonel Tarleton will venture abroad on such a night?

I believe as you do, said the rifleman coolly,  — being some three years or more a soldier of my country.

Oh! And what do I believe, Jack?

Being an officer who commands as good a soldier as I am, you, sir, believe as I do.

I was obliged to laugh.

Well, Jack — so you agree with me that the Legion Cavalry is out?

It is as sure that nested snakes eggs never hatched out rattlers as it is certain that this wild night will hatch out Tarleton!

And why is it so certain in your mind, Jack Mount?

Lord, Mr. Loskiel, he said with a lazy laugh, you know how Mr. Boyd would conduct were he this same Major Tarleton! You know what Major Parr would do — and what you and I and every officer and every man of Morgans corps would do on such a night to men of Sheldons kidney!

You mean the unexpected.

Yes, sir. And this red fox on horseback, Tarleton, has ever done the same, and will continue till we stop his loping with a bit o lead.

I nodded and looked out into the rain-swept darkness. And I knew that our videttes should long since have been set far out on every road twixt here and Bedford village.

Captain Fancher passed with a lantern, and I ventured to accost him and mention very modestly my present misgivings concerning our present situation.

Sir, said the Captain, dryly, I am more concerned in this matter than are you; and I have taken it upon myself to protest to Major Tallmadge, who is at this moment gone once more to Colonel Sheldon with very serious representations.

Lieutenant Boyd and I have volunteered as a scout of three, I said, but Colonel Sheldon has declined our services with scant politeness.

Fancher stood far a moment, his rain-smeared lantern hanging motionless at his side.

Tarleton may not ride tonight, he said, and moved off a step or two; then, turning: But, damn him, I think he will, said he. And walked away, swinging his light as furiously as a panther thrashes his tail.

By the pointers of my watch it now approached three oclock in the morning, and the storm was nothing abating. I had entirely despaired of the Sagamores coming, and was beginning to consider the sorry pickle which this alarm must leave us in if Tarletons Legion came upon us now; and that with our widely scattered handfuls we could only pull foot and await another day to find our Sagamore; when, of a sudden there came a-creeping through the darkness, out o the very maw of the storm, a slender shape, wrapped to the eyes in a ragged scarlet cape. I knew her; but I do not know how I knew her.

It is you! I exclaimed, hastening forward to draw her under shelter.

She came obediently with me, slipping in between the lanterns and among the horses, moving silently at my elbow to the farther shed, which was empty.

You use me very kindly, I said, to venture abroad tonight on my behalf.

I am abroad, she said, on behalf of my country.

Only her eyes I could see over the edge of the scarlet cloak, and they regarded me very coldly.

I meant it so, I said hastily, What of the Sagamore? Will he come?

He will come as I promised you.

Here? I said, delighted. This very night?

Yes, here, this night.

How good — how generous you have been! I exclaimed with a warmth and sincerity that invaded every fibre of me. And have you come through this wild storm all the long way afoot?

Yes, she said, calmly, afoot. Since when, sir, have beggars ridden to a tryst except in pretty fables?

Had I known it, I would have taken horse and gone for you and brought you here riding pillion behind me.

Had I desired you to come for me, Mr. Loskiel, I should not have troubled you here.

She loosened the shabby scarlet cloak so that it dropped from below her eyes and left the features exposed. Enough of lantern light from the other shed fell on her face for me to see her smooth, cool cheeks all dewy with the rain, as I had seen them once before in the gloom of the coming storm.

She turned her head, glancing back at the other shed where men and horses stood in grotesque shadow shapes under the windy lantern light; then she looked cautiously around the shed where we stood.

Come nearer, she motioned.

And once again, as before, my nearness to her seemed for a moment to meddle with my heart and check it; then, as though to gain the beats they lost, every little pulse began to hurry faster.

She said in a low voice:

The Sagamore is now closeted with Major Lockwood. I left him at the porch and came out here to warn you. Best go to him now, sir. And I will bid you a — good night.

Has he business also with Major Lockwood?

He has indeed. You will learn presently that the Sagamore came by North Castle, and that the roads south of the church are full of riders — hundreds of them — in jack-boots and helmets.

Were their jackets red?

He could not tell. They were too closely cloaked,

Colonel Moylans dragoons? I said anxiously. Do you think so?

The Sagamore did not think so, and dared not ask, but started instantly cross-country with the information. I had been waiting to intercept him and bring him here to you, as I promised you, but missed him on the Bedford road, where he should have passed. Therefore, I hastened hither to confess to you my failure, and chanced to overtake him but a moment since, as he crossed the dooryard yonder.

Even in my growing anxiety, I was conscious of the faithfulness that this poor girl had displayed — this ragged child who had stood in the storm all night long on the Bedford road to intercept the Indian. Faithful, indeed! For, having missed him, she had made her way here on foot merely to tell me that she could not keep her word to me.

Has the Sagamore spoken with Colonel Sheldon? I asked gently.

I do not know.

Will you tarry here till I return?

Have you further use of me, Mr. Loskiel?

Her direct simplicity checked me. After all, now that she had done her errand, what further use had I for her? I did not even know why I had asked her to tarry here until my return; and searched my mind seeking the reason. For it must have been that I had some good reason in my mind.

Why, yes, I said, scarce knowing why, I have further use for you. Tarry for a moment and I shall return. And, I added mentally, by that time I shall have discovered the reason.

She said nothing; I hastened back to the house, where even from the outside I could hear the loud voice of Sheldon vowing that if what this Indian said were true, the cavalry he had discovered at North Castle must be Moylans and no other.

I entered and listened a moment to Major Lockwood, urging this obstinate man to send out his patrols; then I walked over to the window where Boyd stood in whispered consultation with an Indian.

The savage towered at least six feet in his soaking moccasins; he wore neither lock nor plume, nor paint of any kind that I could see, carried neither gun nor blanket, nor even a hatchet. There was only a heavy knife at the beaded girdle, which belted his hunting shirt and breeches of muddy tow-cloth.

As I approached them, the Mohican turned his head and shot a searching glance at me. Boyd said:

This is the great Sagamore, Mayaro, Mr. Loskiel; and I have attempted to persuade him to come north with us tomorrow. Perhaps your eloquence will succeed where my plain speech has failed. And to the tall Sagamore he said: My brother, this is Ensign Loskiel, of Colonel Morgans command — my comrade and good friend. What this mans lips tell you has first been taught them by his heart. Squirrels chatter, brooks babble, and the tongues of the Iroquois are split. But this is a man, Sagamore, such as are few among men. For he lies not even to women. And though his countenance was very grave, I saw his eyes laughing at me.

The Indian made no movement until I held out my hand. Then his sinewy fingers touched mine, warily at first, like the exploring antennae of a nervous butterfly. And presently his steady gaze began to disturb me.

Does my brother the Sagamore believe he has seen me somewhere heretofore? I asked, smilingly. Perhaps it may have been so — at Johnson Hall — or at Guy Park, perhaps, where came many chiefs and sachems and Sagamores in the great days of the great Sir William — the days that are no more, O Sagamore!

And: My brothers given name? inquired the savage bluntly.

Euan — Euan Loskiel, once of the family of Guy Johnson, but now, for these three long battle years, officer in Colonel Morgans regiment, I said. Has the wise Sagamore ever seen me before this moment?

The savages eyes wavered, then sought the floor.

Mayaro has forgotten, he replied very quietly, using the Delaware phrase — a tongue of which I scarcely understood a word. But I knew he had seen me somewhere, and preferred not to admit it. Indian caution, thought I, and I said:

Is my brother Siwanois or Mohican?

A cunning expression came into his features:

If a Siwanois marries a Mohican woman, of what nation are the children, my new brother, Loskiel?

Mohican, I said in surprise,— or so it is among the Iroquois, and the next moment could have bitten off my tongue for vexation that I should have so clumsily reminded a Sagamore of a subject nation of his servitude, by assuming that the Lenni-Lenape had conformed even to the racial customs of their conquerors.

The hot flush now staining my face did not escape him, and what he thought of my stupid answer to him or of my embarrassment, I did not know. His calm countenance had not altered — not even had his eyes changed, which features are quickest to alter when Indians betray emotion.

I said in a mortified voice:

The Siwanois Sagamore will believe that his new brother, Loskiel, meant no offense. And I saw that the compliment had told.

Mayaro has heard, he said, without the slightest emphasis of resentment. Then, proudly and delicately yielding me reason, and drawing his superb figure to its full and stately height: When a Mohican Sagamore listens, all Algonquins listen, and the Siwanois clan grow silent in the still places. When a real man speaks, real men listen with respect. Only the Canienga continue to chirp and chatter; only the Long House is full of squirrel sounds and the noise of jays. His lip curled contemptuously. Let the echoes of the Long House answer the Kanonsis. Mayaros ears are open.

Boyd, with a triumphant glance at me, said eagerly:

Is not this hour the hour for the great Siwanois clan of the Lenni-Lenape to bid defiance to the Iroquois? Is it not time that the Mohawks listen to the reading of those ancient belts, and count their dishonoured dead with brookside pebbles from the headwaters of the Sacandaga to the Delaware Capes?

Can squirrels count? retorted Mayaro disdainfully. Does my white brother understand what the blue-jays say one to another in the yellowing October woods? Not in the Kanonsis, nor yet in the Kanonsionni may the Mohicans read to the Mohawks the ancient wampum records. The Lenni-Lenape are Algonquin, not Huron-Iroquois. Let those degraded Delawares who still sit in the Long House count their white belts while, from both doors of the Confederacy, Seneca and Mohawk belt-bearers hurl their red wampum to the four corners of the world.

The Mohicans, while they wait, may read of glory and great deeds, I said, but the belts in their hands are not white. How can this be, my brother?

The Sagamores eyes flashed:

The belts we remember are red! he said. We Mohicans have never understood Iroquois wampum. Let the Lenape of the Kansonsionni bear Iroquois belts!

In the Long House, said I, the light is dim. Perhaps the Caniengas ambassadors can no longer perceive the red belts in the archives of the Lenape.

It had so far been a careful and cautious exchange of subtlest metaphor between this proud and sensitive Mohican and me; I striving to win him to our cause by recalling the ancient greatness and the proud freedom of his tribe, yet most carefully avoiding undue pressure or any direct appeal for an immediate answer to Boyds request. But already I had so thoroughly prepared the ground; and the Sagamores responses had been so encouraging, that the time seemed to have come to put the direct and final question. And now, to avoid the traditional twenty-four hours delay which an Indian invariably believes is due his own dignity before replying to a vitally important demand, I boldly cast precedent and custom to the four winds, and once more seized on allegory to aid me in this hour of instant need.

I began by saluting him with the most insidious and stately compliment I could possibly offer to a Sagamore of a conquered race — a race which already was nearly extinct — investing this Mohican Sagamore with the prerogatives of his very conquerors by the subtlety of my opening phrase:

O Sagamore! Roya-neh! Noble of the three free clans of a free Mohican people! Our people have need of you. The path is dark to Catharines-town. Terror haunts those frightful shades. Roya-nef! We need you!

Brother! Is there occasion for belts between us to confirm a brothers words, when this leathern girth I wear around my body carries a red wampum which all may see and read — my war axe and my knife?

I raised my right arm slowly, and drew with my forefinger a great circle in the air around us:

Brother! Listen attentively! Since a Sagamore has read the belt I yesterday delivered, the day-sun has circled us where we now stand. It is another day, O Roya-neh! In yonder fireplace new ashes whiten, new embers redden. We have slept (touching my eyelids and then laying my right hand lightly over his); we have eaten (again touching his lips and then my own); and now — now here — now, in this place and on this day, I have returned to the Mohican fire — the Fire of Tamanund! Now I am seated (touching both knees). Now my ears are open. Let the Sagamore of the Mohicans answer my belt delivered! I have spoken, O Roya-neh!

For a full five minutes of intense silence I knew that my bold appeal was being balanced in the scales by one of a people to whom tradition is a religion. One scale was weighted with the immemorial customs and usages of a great and proud people; the other with a white mans subtle and flattering recognition of these customs, conveyed in metaphor, which all Indians adore, and appealing to imagination — an appeal to which no Huron, no Iroquois, no Algonquin, is ever deaf.

In the breathless silence of suspense the irritable, high-pitched voice of Colonel Sheldon came to my ears. It seemed that after all he had sent out a few troopers and that one had just returned to report a large body of horsemen which had passed the Bedford road at a gallop, apparently headed for Ridgefield. But I scarcely noted what was being discussed in the further end of the hall, so intent was I on the Sagamores reply — if, indeed, he meant to answer me at all. I could even feel Boyds body quivering with suppressed excitement as our elbows chanced to come in contact; as for me, I scarce made out to control myself at all, and any nether lip was nearly bitten through ere the Mohican lifted his symmetrical head and looked me full and honestly in the eyes.

Brother, he said, in a curiously hushed voice, on this day I come to you here, at this fire, to acquaint you with my answer; answering my brothers words of yesterday.

I could hear Boyds deep breath of profound relief. Thank God! I thought.

The Sagamore spoke again, very quietly:

Brother, the road is dark to Catharines-town. There are no stars there, no moon, no sun — only a bloody mist in the forest. For to that dreadful empire of the Iroquois only blind trails lead. And from them ghosts of the Long House arise and stand. Only a thick darkness is there — an endless gloom to which the Mohican hatchets long, long ago dispatched the severed souls they struck! In every trail they stand, these ghosts of the Kanonsi, Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga — ghosts of the Tuscarora. The Mohawk beasts who wear the guise of men are there. Mayaro spits upon them! And upon their League! And upon their Atotarho the Siwanois spit!

Suddenly his arm shot out and he grasped the hilt of my knife, drew it from my belt, and then slowly returned it. I drew his knife and rendered it again.

Brother, he said, I have this day heard your voice coming to me out of the Northland! I have read the message on the belt you bore and wear; your voice has not lied to my ears; your message is clear as running springs to my eyes. I can see through to their pleasant depths. No snake lies hidden under them. So now — now, I say — if my brothers sight is dimmed on the trail to Catharines-town, Mayaro will teach him how to see under the night-sun as owls see, so that behind us, the steps of many men shall not stumble, and the darkness of the Long House shall become redder than dawn, lighted by the flames of a thousand rifles!

Brother! A Sagamore never lies. I have drawn my brothers knife! Brother, I have spoken!

And so it was done in that house and in the dark of dawn. Boyd silently gave him his hands, and so did I; then Boyd led him aside with a slight motion of dismissal to me.

As I walked toward the front door, which was now striding open, I saw Major Tallmadge go out ahead of me, run to the mounting-block, and climb into his saddle. Colonel Sheldon followed him to the doorway, and called after him:

Take a dozen men with you, and meet Colonel Moylan! A dozen will be sufficient, Major!

Then he turned back into the house, saying to Major Lockwood and Mr. Hunt he was positive that the large body of dragoons in rapid motion, which had been seen and reported by one of our videttes a few minutes since, could be no other than Moylans expected regiment; and that he would mount his own men presently and draw them up in front of the Meeting House.

The rain had now nearly ceased; a cloudy, greyish horizon became visible, and the dim light spreading from a watery sky made objects dimly discernible out of doors.

I hastened back to the shed where I had left the strange maid swathed in her scarlet cape; and found her there, slowly pacing the trampled sod before it.

As I came up with her, she said:

Why are the light dragoons riding on the Bedford road? Is aught amiss?

A very large body of horse has passed our videttes, making toward Ridgefield. Colonel Sheldon thinks it must be Moylans regiment.

Do you?

It may be so.

And if it be the leather-caps?

Then we must find ourselves in a sorry pickle.

As I spoke, the little bugle-horn of Sheldons Horse blew boots and saddles, and four score dragoons scrambled into their saddles down by the barns, and came riding up the sloppy road, their horses slipping badly and floundering through the puddles and across the stream, where, led by a captain, the whole troop took the Meeting House road at a stiff canter.

We watched them out of sight, then she said:

I have awaited your pleasure, Mr. Loskiel. Pray, in what further manner can I be of service to — my country?

I have come back to tell you, said I, that you can be of no further use. Our errand to the Sagamore has now ended, and most happily. You have served your country better than you can ever understand. I have come to say so, and to thank you with — with a heart — very full.

Have I then done well? she asked slowly.

Indeed you have! I replied, with such a warmth of feeling that it surprised myself.

Then why may I not understand this thing that I have done — for my country?

I wish I might tell you.

May you not?

No, I dare not.

She bit her lip, gazing at nothing over the ragged collar of her cape, and stood so, musing. And after a while she seemed to come to herself, wearily, and she cast a tragic upward glance at me. Then, dropping her eyes, and with the slightest inclination of her head, not looking at me at all, she started across the trampled grass.

Wait — — I was by her side again in the same breath.

Well, sir? And she confronted me with cool mien and lifted brows. Under them her grey eyes hinted of a disdain which I had seen in them more than once.

May I not suitably express my gratitude to you? I said.

You have already done so.

I have tried to do so properly, but it is not easy for me to say how grateful to you we men of the Northland are — how deeply we must ever remain in your debt. Yet — I will attempt to express our thanks — if you care to listen.

After a pause: Then — if there is nothing more to say—

There is, I tell you. Will you not listen?

I have been thanked — suitably.... I will say adieu, sir.

Would you — would you so far favour me as to make known to me your name? I said, stammering a little.

Lois is my name, she said indifferently.

No more than that?

No more than that.

How it was now going with me I did not clearly understand, but it appeared to be my instinct not to let her slip away into the world without something more friendly said — some truer gratitude expressed — some warmth.

Lois, I said very gravely, what we Americans give to our country demands no ignoble reward. Therefore, I offer none of any sort. Yet, because you have been a good comrade to me — and because now we are about to go our different ways into the world before us — I ask of you two things. May I do so?

After a moment, looking away from me across the meadow:

Ask, she said.

Then the first is — will you take my hand in adieu — and let us part as good soldiers part?

Still gazing absently across the meadow, she extended her hand. I retained it for a moment, then released it. Her arm fell inert by her side, but mine tingled to the shoulder.

And one more thing, I said, while this strange and curious reluctance to let her go was now steadily invading me.

Yes?

Will you wear a comrades token — in memory of an hour or two with him?

What!

She spoke with a quick intake of breath and her grey eyes were on me now, piercing me to the roots of speech and motive.

I wore a heavy ring beaten out of gold; Guy Johnson gave it. This I took from my trembling finger, scarce knowing why I was doing it at all, and stooping and lifting her little, wind-roughened hand, put it on the first finger I encountered — blindly, now, and clumsily past all belief, my hand was shaking so absurdly.

If my face were now as red as it was hot, hers, on the contrary, had become very strange and still and white. For a moment I seemed to read distrust, scorn, even hatred, in her level stare, and something of fear, too, in every quickening breath that moved the scarlet mantle on her breast. Then, in a flash, she had turned her back on me and was standing there in the grey dawn, with both hands over her face, straight and still as a young pine. But my ring was shining on her finger.

Emotion of a nature to which I was an utter stranger was meddling with my breath and pulses, now checking, now speeding both so that I stood with mind disconcerted in a silly sort of daze.

At length I gathered sufficient composure to step to her side again.

Once more, little comrade, good-bye, I said. This ends it all.

Again she turned her shoulder to me, but I heard her low reply:

Good-bye — Mr. Loskiel.

And so it ended.

A moment later I found myself walking aimlessly across the grass in no particular direction. Three times I turned in my tracks to watch her. Then she disappeared beyond the brookside willows.

I remember now that I had turned and was walking slowly back to where our horses stood, moving listlessly through the freshly mowed meadow between drenched haystacks — the first I had seen that year — and God alone knows where were my thoughts a-gypsying, when, very far away, I heard a gun-shot.

At first I could perceive nothing, then on the distant Bedford road I saw one of our dragoons running his horse and bending low in his saddle.

Another dragoon appeared, riding a diable — and a dozen more behind these; and on their heels a-galloping, a great body of red-jacketed horsemen — hundreds of them — the foremost shooting from their saddles, the great mass of them swinging their heavy cutlasses and spurring furiously after our flying men.

I had seen far more than was necessary, and I ran for my horse. Other officers came running, too — Sheldon, Thomas, Lockwood, and my Lieutenant Boyd.

As we clutched bridle and stirrup and popped upward into out saddles, it seemed that the red-coats must cut us off, but we spurred out of the meadow into the Meeting House road, and Boyd cried furiously in my ear:

See what this damned Sheldon has done for us now! God! What disgrace is ours!

I saw Colonel Sheldon presently, pale as death, and heard him exclaim:

Oh, Christ! I shall be broke for this! I shall be broke!

I made out to say to Boyd:

The enemy are coming in hundreds, sir, and we have scarce four score men mounted by the Meeting House.

Theyll never stand, either, he panted. But if they do well see this matter to an end.

Our orders? I asked.

Damn our orders, said he. Well see this matter to an end.

We rode hard, but already some of Tallmadges terror-stricken patrol were overhauling us, and the clangor of the British cavalry broke louder and louder on our ears as we came in sight of the Meeting House. Sheldons four score troopers heard the uproar of the coming storm, wavered, broke, and whirled their horses about into a most disorderly flight along the Stamford road. Everybody ran — there was no other choice for officers and men — and close on our heels came pelting the 17th British Dragoons, the Hussars, and Mounted Yagers of the Legion; and behind these galloped their mounted infantry.

A mad anxiety to get away from this terrible and overwhelming force thundering on our heels under full charge possessed us all, I think, and this paramount necessity held shame and fury in abeyance. There was nothing on earth for us to do but to ride and try to keep our horses from falling headlong on the rocky, slippery road; for it was now a very hell of trampling horsemen, riding frantically knee against knee, buffeted, driven, crowded, crushed, slipping; and trooper after trooper went down with a crash under the terrible hoofs, horse and rider battered instantly into eternity.

For full three-quarters of a mile they ran us full speed, and we drove on headlong; then at the junction of the New Canaan road our horsemen separated, and I found myself riding in the rear beside Boyd and Jack Mount once more. Turning to look back, I perceived the Legion Cavalry were slowing to a trot to rest their hard-blown horses; and gradually our men did the same. But the Hussars continued to come on, and we continued our retreat, matching our speed to theirs.

They let drive at us once with their heavy pistols, and we in the rear returned their fire, emptying one saddle and knocking two horses into the roadside bushes.

Then they ran us hard again, and strove to flank us, but the rocky country was too stiff for their riders, and they could not make out to cut us off or attain our flanks.

What a disgrace! What a disgrace! was all Boyd found to say; and I knew he meant the shameful surprise, not the retreat of our eighty light horsemen before the thundering charge of their heavy hundreds.

Our troopers did not seem really frightened; they now jogged along doggedly, but coolly enough. We had with us on the New Canaan road some twenty light dragoons, not including Boyd, myself, and Jack Mount — one captain, one cornet and a trumpeter lad, the remainder being rank and file, and several mounted militiamen.

The captain, riding in the rear with us, was ever twisting his hatless head to scowl back at the Hussars; and he talked continually in a loud, confident voice to reassure his men.

Theyre dropping off by tens and twenties, he said. If they keep to that habit well give em a charge. Wait till the odds lessen. Steady there, boys! This cattle chase is not ended. Well fetch em a crack yet. Well get a chance at their mounted infantry yet. All in Gods time, boys. Never doubt it.

The bugle-horns of the Legion were now sounding their derisive, fox-hunting calls, and behind us we could hear the far laughter and shouting: Yoicks! Forrard! Stole away — stole away!

My cheeks began to burn; Boyd gnawed his lips continually, and I saw our dragoons turning angrily in their saddles as they understood the insult of the British trumpets.

Half a mile farther on there ran a sandy, narrow cross road into the woods on either side of us.

The captain drew bridle, stood up in his stirrups, and looked back. For some time, now, the taunting trumpets had not jeered us, and the pursuit seemed to have slackened after nearly three hard miles of running. But they still followed us, though it was some minutes before their red jackets came bobbing up again over the sandy crest of the hill behind us.

All our men who had been looking back were now wheeled; and we divided, half backing into the sandy road to the right, half taking the left-hand road under command of Lieutenant Boyd.

They are not too many, said the dragoon captain coolly, beckoning to his little bugle-horn.

Willows hid us until their advanced troopers were close to where we sat — so close that one of our excited dragoons, spurring suddenly forward into the main road, beat down a Hussars guard, flung his arms around him, and tore him from his saddle. Both fell from their horses and began to fight fisticuffs in the sandy ditch.

We charged instantly, and the enemy ran for it, our troopers raising the view halloo in their turn and whipping out their sabres. And all the way back to the Stamford road we ran them, and so excited became our dragoons that we could scarce hold them when we came in sight once more of the British main body now reforming under the rolling smoke of Poundridge village, which they had set on fire.

But further advance was madness, even when the remainder of our light troop came cantering down the Stamford road to rejoin us and watch the burning town, for we could now muster but two score and ten riders, having lost nearly thirty dead or missing.

A dozen of Captain Fanchers militia came up, sober farmers of the village that lay below us buried in smoke; and our dragoons listened to the tales of these men, some of whom had been in the village when the onset came, and had remained there, skulking about to pick off the enemy until their main farces returned.

Tarleton was in a great rage, I warrant you, said one big, raw-boned militiaman. He rode up to Major Lockwoods house with his dragoons, and says he: Burn me this arch rebels nest! And the next minute the Yagers were running in and out, setting fire to the curtains and lighting bundles of hay in every room. And I saw the Majors lady stand there on her doorstep and demand the reason for such barbarity — the house already afire behind her. Mrs. Hunt and the servants came out with the children in their arms. And, By God, madam, says Tarleton, when shots are fired at my men from houses by the inhabitants of any town in America, Ill burn the town and hang the men if I can get em. Some Hussars came up, driving before them the Majors fine herd of imported cattle — and a troop of his brood mares — the same he has so often had to hide in the Rock Hills. Stand clear, madam! bawls Tarleton. Ill suffer nothing to be removed from that house! At this the Majors lady gives one long look after her children, which Betsy Hunt and the blacks are carrying through the orchard; then she calmly enters the burning house and comes out again with a big silver platter and a load of linen from the dining-room in her arms. And at that a trooper draws his sabre and strikes her with the flat o the blade — God, what a blow! — so that the lady falls to her knees and the heavy silver platter rolls out on the grass and the fine linen is in the mud. I saw her blacks lift her and get her off through the orchard. I sneaked out of the brook willows, took a long shot at the beast who struck her, and then pulled foot.

There was a shacked silence among the officers who had gathered to listen. Until this moment our white enemies had offered no violence to ladies. So this brutality toward the Majors lady astounded us.

Somebody said in a low voice:

Theyve fired the church, now.

Major Lockwoods house was also burning furiously, as also were his barns and stables, his sheds, and the new, unfinished barracks. We could see it all very plainly from the hilltop where we had gathered.

Alsop Hunt was taken, said a militiaman. They robbed him of his watch and purse, damning him for a rebel broad-brim. Hes off to the Provost, I fear.

They took Mr. Reed, too, said another. They had a dozen neighbours under guard when I left.

Sheldon, looking like death, sat his saddle a little apart. No one spoke to him. For even a deeper disgrace had now befallen the dragoons in the loss of their standard left behind in Lockwoods house.

What a pitiful mess! whispered Boyd. Is there nothing to be done but sit here and see the red beasts yonder sack the town?

Before I could answer, I caught the sound of distant firing on the Lewisboro road. Colonel Thomas reared stiffly in his saddle, and:

Those are my own men! he said loudly, or I lie like a Tory!

A hill half a mile north of us suddenly became dark with men; we saw the glitter of their muskets, saw the long belt of white smoke encircle them, saw red-jacketed men run out of a farmhouse, mount, and gallop toward the burning town.

Along the road below us a column of Continental infantry appeared on the run, cheering us with their hats.

A roar from our dragoons answered them; our bugle-horn spoke, and I saw Major Tallmadge, with a trumpeter at his back, rein in while the troopers were reforming and calling off amid a whirlwind of rearing horses and excited men.

Below in the village, the British had heard and perfectly understood the volley from Thomass regiment, and the cavalry and mounted infantry of the Legion were assembling in the smoke, and already beginning a rapid retreat by the Bedford road.

As Boyd and I went clattering down the hill, we saw Major Lockwood with Thomass men, and we rode up to him. He passed his sword to the left hand, and leaning across in his saddle, exchanged a grip with us. His face was ghastly.

I know — I know, he said hurriedly. I have seen my wife and children. My wife is not badly injured. All are in safety. Thank you, gentlemen.

We wheeled our horses and fell in beside our infantry, now pressing forward on a heavy run, so that Colonel Thomas and Major Lockwood had to canter their horses.

Firing instantly broke out as we entered the smoky zone where the houses were burning. Into it, an our left, galloped Sheldons light dragoons, who, having but five muskets in the command, went at the Yagers with naked sabres; and suddenly found themselves in touch with the entire Legion cavalry, who set up a Loud bawling:

Surrender, you damned rebels! Pull up, there! Halt!

I saw a trooper, one Jared Hoyt, split the skull of a pursuing British dragoon straight across the mouth with a back-handed stroke, as he escaped from the melee; and another, one John Buckhout, duck his head as a dragoon fired at him, and, still ducking and loudly cursing the fellow, rejoin us as we sheered off from the masses of red-jacketed riders, wheeled, and went at the mounted Yagers, who did not stand our charge.

There was much smoke, and the thick, suffocating gloom was lighted only by streaming sparks, so that in the confusion and explosion of muskets it was difficult to manoeuvre successfully and at the same time keep clear of Tarletons overwhelming main body.

This body was now in full but orderly retreat, driving with it cattle, horses, and some two dozen prisoners, mostly peaceable inhabitants who had taken no part in the affair. Also, they had a wagon piled with the helmets, weapons, and accoutrements of Sheldons dead riders; and one of their Hussars bore Sheldons captured standard in his stirrup.

To charge this mass of men was not possible with the two score horsemen left us; and they retreated faster than our militia and Continentals could travel. So all we could do was to hang on their rear and let drive at them from our saddles.

As far as we rode with them, we saw a dozen of their riders fall either dead or wounded from their horses, and saw their comrades lift them into one of the wagons. Also we saw our dragoons and militia take three prisoners and three horses before we finally turned bridle after our last long shot at their rear guard.

For our business here lay not in this affair, and Boyd had disobeyed his orders in not avoiding all fighting. He knew well enough that the bullets from our three rifles were of little consequence to our country compared to the safe accomplishment of our mission hither, and our safe return with the Siwanois. Fortune had connived at our disobedience, for no one of us bore so much as a scratch, though all three of us might very easily have been done to death in the mad flight from the Meeting House, amid that plunging hell of horsemen.

Fortune, too, hung to our stirrup leathers as we trotted into Poundridge, for, among a throng of village folk who stood gazing at the smoking ashes of the Lockwood house, we saw our Siwanois standing, tall, impassive, wrapped in his blanket.



And late that afternoon we rode out of the half-ruined village, northward. Our saddle-bags were full; our animals rested; and, beside us, strode the Sagamore, fully armed and accoutred, lock braided, body oiled and painted for war — truly a terrific shape in the falling dusk.

On the naked breast of this Mohican warrior of the Siwanois clan, which is called by the Delawares The Clan of the Magic Wolf, outlined in scarlet, I saw the emblem of his own international clan — as I supposed — a bear.

And of a sudden, within me, vaguely, something stirred — some faint memory, as though I had once before beheld that symbol on a dark and naked breast, outlined in scarlet. Where had I seen it before? At Guy Park? At Johnson Hall? Fort Johnson? Butlersbury? Somewhere I had seen that symbol, and in that same paint. Yes, it might easily have been. Every nation of the Confederacy possessed a clan that wore the bear. And yet — and yet — this bear seemed somehow different — and yet familiar — strangely familiar to me — but in a manner which awoke within me an unrest as subtle as it was curious.

I drew bridle, and as the Sagamore came up, I said uneasily:

Brother, and ensign of the great bear clan of many nations, why is the symbol that you wear familiar to me — and yet so strangely unfamiliar?

He shot a glance of lightning intelligence at me, then instantly his features became smoothly composed and blank again.

Has my brother never before seen the Spirit Bear? he asked coldly.

Is that a clan, Mayaro?

Among the Siwanois only. That is strange, I muttered. I have never before seen a Siwanois. Where could I have seen a Siwanois? Where?

But he only shook his head.

Boyd and Mount had pricked forward; I still lingered by the Mohican. And presently I said:

That was a brave little maid who bore our message to you.

He made no answer.

I have been wondering, I continued carelessly, whether she has no friends — so poor she seems — so sad and friendless, Have you any knowledge of her?

The Indian glanced at me warily, My brother Loskiel should ask these questions of the maid herself.

But I shall never see her again, Sagamore. How can I ask her, then?

The Indian remained silent. And, perhaps because I vaguely entertained some future hope of loosening his tongue in her regard, I now said nothing more concerning her, deeming that best. But I was still thinking of her as I rode northward through the deepening dusk.

A great weariness possessed me, no doubt fatigue from the days excitement and anxiety. Also, for some hours, that curious battle-hunger had been gnawing at my belly so that I had liked to starve there in my saddle ere Boyd gave the signal to off-saddle for the night.


CHAPTER IV

A TRYST
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ABOVE THE WHITE Plains the territory was supposed to be our own. Below, seventeen thousand red-coats held the city of New York; and their partisans, irregulars, militia, refugee-corps, and Legion-horsemen, harried the lines. Yet, except the enemys cruisers which sometimes strayed far up the Hudson, like impudent hawks circling within the very home-yard, we saw nothing of red-rag or leather-cap north of our lines, save only once, when Lieutenant-Colonel Simcoe nearly caught us.

His Excellencys army lay in position all around us, now, from West Point down the river; and our light-horsemen patrolled as far south as the unhappy country from which we had retired through the smoke of Bedfords burning farms and the blaze of church and manor at Poundridge. That hilly strip was then our southern frontier, bravely defended by Thomas and Lockwood, shamefully neglected by Sheldon, as we had seen. For which he was broke, poor devil, and a better man set there to watch the red fox Tarleton, to harry Emmeriek, and to throw the fear o God into that headlong blockhead, Simcoe, a brave man, but so possessed by hatred for Mr. Washington that every move he made was like a goaded bull — his halts merely the bewilderment of baffled fury, his charges blind and bellowing.

I know how he conducted, not from hearsay alone, but because at sunrise on our second day northward, before we struck the river-road, we had like to have had a brush with him, his flankers running afoul of us not far beyond a fortified post heavily held by our Continentals.

It was the glimpse of cannon and levelled bayonets that bewildered him; and his bawling charge sheered wide o the shabby Continental battle-line, through which we galloped into safety, our Indian sticking to my crupper like a tree-cat with every claw. And I remember still the grim laughter that greeted us from those unshaven, powder-blackened ranks, and how they laughed, too, as they fired by platoons at the far glimmer of Simcoes helmets through the chestnut trees.

And in the meantime, all the while, even from the very first evening when we off-saddled in the rocky Westchester woods and made our first flying-camp, I had become uneasy concerning the Siwanois — uncertain concerning his loyalty to the very verge of suspicion.

I said nothing of this to Lieutenant Boyd, having nothing definite to communicate. Nor did I even hint my suspicions, because distrust in the mind of such a man as Boyd would be very difficult to eradicate, and the slightest mishandling of our delicate situation might alienate the Sagamore forever.

Yet, of one thing I had become almost convinced: the Siwanois, while we slept, met and held communication with somebody outside our camp.

On the first night this had happened; for, awaking and missing the Sagamore, who had been left on guard, I lay a-watching under my blanket, and when he came in to the fire once more, it seemed to me that far in the woods I heard the faint sound of another person retiring stealthily through the tell-tale bushes that choke all second growth hereabouts.

On the second day we crossed to the other side of the Hudson in flat boats, with our horses. But on that night it was the same, I feigning sleep when it came time for the Siwanois to relieve the man on guard. And once again, after he had silently inspected us all, the Sagamore stole away into leafy depths, but halted as before within earshot still. And once again some nascent sense within me seemed to become aware of another human being somewhere moving in the woods outside our fire.

How I divined it I do not know, because this time I could hear no sound in the starry obscurity of the Western Catskills, save only those familiar forest sounds which never cease by night — unseen stirrings of sleeping birds, the ruffle, of feathers, the sudden rustle of some furry thing alarmed, the scratchings and pickings in rotting windfalls, the whisper of some falling leaf severed by insects or relaxing its brief clasp of the mother stem in the precocity of a maturity premature.

Yet, so strong now had become my suspicions that I was already preparing to unroll my blanket, rise, and creep after the Siwanois, when his light and rapid footfall sounded on the leaves close to my head; and, as before, while again I feigned sleep, far in the thicket somebody moved, cautiously retreating into tangled depths. But whether I really heard or only guessed, I do not know down to this very day.

On the third night it rained and we made a bark hut. Perhaps the Siwanois did his talking with this unseen visitor while away in pretense of peeling bark, for he did not creep abroad that night. But, somehow, I knew he had kept some tryst.

Now, on this fourth day, and our journey drawing to its end, I resolved to follow the Siwanois if he stirred from our fire, and discover for myself with what manner of visitor he held these stealthy councils.

During the long days march I lagged and watched and listened in vain for any follower along our route. Sometimes I even played at flanker, sometimes rode far on ahead, and, at times, stuck to the Indian hour after hour, seeming not to watch him, but with every sense alert to surprise some glance, some significant movement, some cunning and treacherous signal, to convince me that the forest had eyes that marked us, and ears which heard us, and that the Siwanois knew it, and aided and abetted under our very gaze.

But I had seen him do nothing that indicated him to be in secret communication with anybody. He marked neither tree nor stone, nor leaf nor moss, as far as I could see; dropped nothing, made no sound at all save when he gravely answered some observation that we offered. Once, even, I found a pretext to go back on the trail, searching to find some sign he might have left behind him: and had my journey for my pains.

Now, had this same Indian been an Iroquois I might have formed some reasonable judgment concerning his capacity for treachery; but I had seen few Delawares in my life, and had never heard them speak at all, save to boast in their cups of Uncas, Tamanund, and Miontonomoh. As for a Siwanois Mohican, this Sagamore of the Magic Clan was the first of his tribe and ensign that I had ever beheld. And with every motive and every interest and desire in the world to believe him honest — and even in my secret heart believing him to be so — yet I could not close eyes and ears to what so stealthily was passing in the midnight woods around me. And truly it was duty, nor any motive baser, that set me after him that starlit night, when, as before, being on guard, he left the fire about midnight: and I out of my blanket and after him in a trice.

The day was the 7th of July, a Wednesday, I remember, as I had writ it in my journal, my habit being to set down every evening, or as near the date as convenient, a few words which briefly recorded the days events.

The night before we had camped in the woods along the Catskill road leading toward Cobus-kill; this night, being fine and warm, we made open camp along a stream, within a few miles journey of the Middle Fort; and, soupaan being eaten, let the coals die and whiten into ashes. This, partly because we needed not the warmth, partly from precaution. For although on the open roads our troops in detachments were now concentrating, moving on Otsego Lake and the upper waters of the Delaware and Susquehanna, this was no friendly country, and we knew it. So the less firelight, the snugger we might lie in case of some stray scalping party from the west or north.

Now, as I say, no sooner did the Siwanois leave his post and go a-roving than I went after him, with infinite precaution; and I flatter myself that I made no more noise on the brookside moss than the moon-cast shadow of a flying cloud. Guy Johnson was no skilful woodsman, but his Indians were; and of them I learned my craft. And scout detail in Morgans Rifles, too, was a rare school to finish any man and match him with the best who ran the woods.

Too near his heels I dared not venture, as long as his tall form passed like a shadow against the white light that the stars let in through the forest cleft, where ran the noisy stream. But presently he turned off, and for a moment I thought to lose him in the utter blackness of the primeval trees. And surely would have had I not seen close to me a vast and smoothly slanting ledge of rock which the stars shining on made silvery, and on which no tree could grow, scarce even a tuft of fern, so like a floor it lay in a wide oval amid the forest gloom.

Somewhere upon that dim and sparkling esplanade the Siwanois had now seated himself. For a while, straining my eyes where I lay flat among the taller fringing ferns, I could just make out a blot in the greyness where he sat upright, like a watching catamount under the stars.

Then, across the dimness, another blot moved to join him; and I felt my hair stir as chilling certainty shocked from me my lingering hope that I had been mistaken.

Faintly — oh, scarce audible at all — the murmur of two voices came to me there where I lay under the misty lustre of the stars. Nearer, nearer I crept, nearer, nearer, until I lay flat as a shadow there, stark on the shelf of rock. And, as though they had heard me, and as if to spite me, their voices sank to whispers. Yet, I knew of a certainty that I had neither been observed nor heard.

Hushed voices, whispers, undertones as soft as summer night winds — that was all I heard, all I could make of it; and sniffed treason as I lay there, making no question of the foulness of this midnight tryst.

It was an hour, I think, they sat there, two ghostly figures formless against the woods; then one rose, and presently I saw it was the Sagamore.

Noiselessly he retraced his steps across the silvery esplanade of rock; and if my vague, flat outline were even visible to him I passed for a shadow or a cleft beneath his notice — perhaps for a fallen branch or heap of fern and withered leaf — I know not. But I let him go, unstirring, my eyes riveted upon the other shape, seated there like some grey wraith upon a giants tombstone, under the high stars.

Beyond the ferns I saw the shadow of the Sagamore against the stream pass toward our camp. Then I addressed myself to the business before me; loosened knife and hatchet in their beaded sheaths, stirred, moved forward inch by inch, closer, closer, then to the left to get behind, nearer, ever nearer, till the time had come for me to act. I rose silently to my moccasined feet, softly drew my heavy knife against events, and lightly struck the ringing blade against my hatchet.

Instantly the grey shape bounded upright, and I heard a whispering cry of terror stifled to a sob.

And then a stunning silence fell between us twain.

For I was staring upon the maid who had brought the Sagamore to us, and she was looking back at me, still swaying on her feet and all a-tremble from the dreadful fear that still possessed her.

Lois? I made out to whisper.

She placed one hand against her side, fighting for breath; and when she gained it sighed deeply once or twice, with a low sound like the whimpering wings of doves.

At her feet I saw a cup of water shining, a fragment of corn bread and meat. Near these lay a bundle with straps on it.

In Gods name, I said in a ghostly voice, what does this mean? Why have you followed us these four days past? Are you mad to risk a scalping party, or, on the open road, hazard the rough gallantries of soldiers bivouacs? If you had business in these parts, and desired to come, why did you not tell me so and travel with us?

I did not wish to ask that privilege of — — She hesitated, then bent her head.  —— of any man. What harm have I caused you by following?

I said, still amazed and wondering:

I understand it all now. The Sagamore brings you food. Is that true?

Yes, she said sullenly.

And you have kept in touch with us ever since we started?

With Mayaro.

Why?

I have told you that I had no wish to travel in your company.

But for protection — —

Protection! I have heard that, too, from men. It is ever on mens lips — that word meaning damnation. I thank you, Mr. Loskiel, I require no protection.

Do you distrust Lieutenant Boyd or me? Or what?

Men! And you twain are two of them.

You fear such men as we are! I demanded impatiently.

I know nothing of you, she answered, save that you are men.

Do you mean Mr. Boyd — and his thoughtless gallantry — —

I mean men! All men! And he differs in nothing from the rest that I can see. Which is why I travel without your leave on my own affairs and by myself — spite of the Iroquois. She added bitterly; And it is known to civilization that the Iroquois are to be trusted where the white man is not!

Her meaning was plain enough now. What this young girl had seen and suffered and resented amid a world of men I did not know. Boyds late gallantry, idle, and even ignoble as it had appeared to me, had poisoned her against me also, confirming apparently all she ever had known of men.

If this young, lonely, ragged thing were what her attitude and words made plain, she had long endured her beauty as a punishment. What her business might be in lingering around barracks and soldiers camps I could not guess; but women who haunted such resorts seldom complained of the rough gallantries offered. And if their charms faded, they painted lip and cheek, and schooled the quivering mouth to smile again.

What her business might now be in following our little detail northward I could not surmise. Here was no barracks wench! But wench or gypsy or what not, it was impossible that I should leave her here alone. Even the thought of it set one cold.

Come into camp this night, I said.

I will not.

You must do so. I may not leave you here alone.

I can care for myself.

Yes — as you cared for yourself when I crept up behind you. And if I had been a savage — then what?

A quick end, she said coolly.

Or a wretched captivity — perhaps marriage to some villainous Iroquois — —

Yes, sir; but nothing worse than marriage!

Child! I exclaimed. Where have you lived to belie the pitiful youth of you with such a worldly-worn and bitter tongue? I tell you all men are not of that stripe! Do you not believe me?

Birds sing, sir.

Will you come into camp? I repeated hotly.

And if I will not?

Then, by heaven, Ill carry you in my arms! Will you come?

She laughed at me, dangerously calm, seated herself, picked up the partly eaten food, and began to consume it with all the insolent leisure in the world.

I stood watching her for a few moments, then sat down cross-legged before her.

Why do you doubt me, Lois? I asked.

Dear sir, I do not doubt you, she answered with faintest malice.

I tell you I am not of that stripe! I said angrily.

Then you are not a man at all. I tell you I have talked with men as good as you, and heard them protest as you do — yes, with all the gentle condescension that you use, all of your confidence and masterful advice. Sooner or later all have proved the same, she shrugged;  —— proved themselves men, in plainer words.

She sat eating thoughtfully, looking aloft now and then at the thick splendor of the firmament.

Then, breaking a bit of corn bread, she said gravely:

I do not mean that you have not been kind, as men mean kindness. I do not even mean that I blame men. God made them different from us. And had He made me one, doubtless I had been as all men are, taking the road through life as gaily, sword on thigh and hat in hand to every pretty baggage that a kindly fate made wayfarer with me. No, I have never blamed a man; only the silly minx who listens.

After a short silence, I said: Who, in the name of heaven, are you, Lois?

Does that concern you?

I would have it concern me — if you wish.

Dear sir, she said very coolly, I wish nothing of the kind.

You do not trust me.

Why, yes, as I trust every man — except a red one.

Yet, I tell you that all that animates me is a desire to render you a comrades service — —

And I thank you, Mr. Loskiel, because, like other men, you mean it generously and well. Yet, you are an officer in the corps délite; and you would be ashamed to have the humblest bugler in your regiment see you with such a one as I.

She broke another morsel from her bread:

You dare not cross a camp-parade beside me. At least the plaything of an officer should walk in silk, whatever clothes a soldiers trull. Sir, do you suppose I do not know?

She looked up at the stare, and then quietly at me.

The open comradeship of any man with me but marks us both. Only his taste is criticized, not his morals. But the worlds judgment leaves me nothing to cover me except the silk or rags I chance to wear. And if I am brave and fine it would be said of me, The hussys gown is brave and fine! And if I go in tatters, What slattern have we here, flaunting her boldness in the very sun? So a comradeship with any man is all one to me. And I go my way, neither a burden nor a plaything, a scandal only to myself, involving no man high or low save where their advances wrong us both in the worlds eyes — as did those of your friend, yonder by a dead fire asleep.

All men are not so fashioned. Can you not believe me?

You say so, sir.

Yes; and I say that I am not.

Birds sing.

Lois, will you let me aid you?

In what? The Sagamore feeds me; and the Middle Fort is not so far.

And at the Middle Fort how will you live?

As I have lived; wash for the soldiers; sew for them — contrive to find a living as I journey.

Whither?

It is my own affair.

May I not aid?

You could not if you would; you would not if you could.

Ask me, Lois.

No. She shook her head. Then, slowly: I do thank you for the wish, Mr. Loskiel. But the Siwanois himself refuses what I ask. And you would, also, did you know my wish.

What is your wish?

She shook her head: It is useless to voice it — useless.

She gathered the scant fragments of her meal, wrapped them in a bit of silver birch-bark, unrolled her bundle, and placed them there. Then she drained the tin cup of its chilly water, and, still sitting there cross-legged on the rock, tied the little cup to her girdle. It seemed to me, there in the dusk, that she smiled very faintly; and if it was so it was the first smile I had had of her when she said:

I travel light, Mr. Loskiel. But otherwise there is nothing light about me.

Lois, I pray you, listen. As I am a man, I can not leave you here.

For that reason, sir, you will presently take your leave.

No, I shall remain if you will not come into camp with us.

She said impatiently:

I lie safer here than you around your fire. You mean well; now take your leave of me — with whatever flight of fancy, she added mockingly, that my present condition invests me with in the eyes of a very young man.

The rudeness of the fling burnt my face, but I answered civilly:

A scalping party may be anywhere in these woods. It is the season; and neither Oneida Lake nor Fort Niagara itself are so distant that their far-hurled hatchets may not strike us here.

I will not go with you, said she, making of her bundle a pillow. Then, very coolly, she extended her slim body and laid her head on the bundle.

I made no answer, nor any movement for fully an hour. Then, very stealthily, I leaned forward to see if she truly slept. And found her eyes wide open.

You waste time mounting sentry over me, she said in a low voice. Best employ your leisure in the sleep you need.

I can not sleep.

Nor I — if you remain here awake beside me.

She raised herself on her elbow, peering through the darkness toward the stream.

The Siwanois has been standing yonder by the stream watching us this full hour past. Let him mount sentry if he wishes.

You have a tree-cats eyes, I said. I see nothing.

Then I rose and unbuckled my belt. Hatchet and knife dangled from it. I stooped and laid it beside her. Then, stepping backward a pace or two, I unlaced my hunting shirt of doe-skin, drew it off, and, rolling it into a soft pillow, lay down, cradling my cheek among the thrums.

I do not know how long I lay there before I fell asleep from very weariness of the new and deep emotions, as strange to me as they were unwelcome. The restlessness, the misgivings which, since I first had seen this maid, had subtly invaded me, now, grown stronger, assailed me with an apprehension I could neither put from me nor explain. Nor was this vague fear for her alone; for, at moments, it seemed as though it were for myself I feared — fearing myself.

So far in my brief life, I had borne myself cleanly and upright, though the times were loose enough, God knows, and the master of Guy Park had read me no lesson or set me no example above the morals and the customs of his class and of the age.

It may have been pride — I know not what it was, that I could notice the doings of Sir John and of young Walter Butler and remain aloof, even indifferent. Yet, this was so. Never had a womans beauty stirred me otherwise than blamelessly, never had I entertained any sentiment toward fashionable folly other than aversion and a kind of shamed contempt.

Nor had I been blind at Guy Park and Butlersbury and Tribes Hill, nor in Albany, either. I knew Clarissa Putnam; I also knew Susannah Wormwood and her sister Elizabeth, and all that pretty company; and many another pretty minx and laughing, light-minded lass in county Tryon. And a few in Cambridge, too. So I was no niais, no naive country fool, unless to remain aloof were folly. And I often wondered to myself how this might really be, when Boyd rallied me and messmates laughed.

And now, as I lay there under the clustered stars, my head pillowed on my deer-skin shirt, my mind fell a-groping for reason to bear me out in my strained and strange perplexity.

Why, from the time I first had spoken to her, should thoughts of this strange and ragged maid have so possessed me that each day my memory of her returned, haunting me, puzzling me, plaguing my curiosity till imagination awoke, spurring my revery to the very border of an unknown land where rides Romance, in armour, vizor down.

Until this night I had not crossed that border, nor ever thought to, or dreamed of doing it. No beggar-maiden-seeking king was I by nature, nor ever felt for shabby dress and common folk aught but the mixture of pity and aversion which breeds a kind of charity. And, I once supposed, were the Queen of Sheba herself to pass me in a slatterns rags, only her rags could I ever see, for all her beauty.

But how was it now with me that, from the very first, I had been first conscious of this maid herself, then of her rags. How was it that I felt no charity, nor pity of that sort, only a vague desire that she should understand me better — know that I meant her kindness — God knows what I wished of her, and why her grey eyes haunted me, and why I could not seem to put her from my mind.

That now she fully possessed my mind I convinced myself was due to my very natural curiosity concerning her; forgetting that a week ago I should not have condescended to curiosity.

Who and what was she? She had been schooled; that was plain in voice and manner. And, though she used me with scant courtesy, I was convinced she had been schooled in manners, too, and was no stranger to usages and customs which mark indelibly where birth and breeding do not always.

Why was she here? Why alone? Where were her natural protectors then? What would be her fate a-gypsying through a land blackened with war, or haunting camps and forts, penniless, in rags — and her beauty ever a flaming danger to herself, despite her tatters and because of them.

I slept at last; I do not know how long. The stars still glittered overhead when I awoke, remembered, and suddenly sat upright.

She was gone. I might have known it. But over me there came a rush of fear and anger and hurt pride; and died, leaving a strange, dull aching.

Over my arm I threw my rifle-frock, looked dully about to find my belt, discovered it at my feet. As I buckled it, from the hatchet-sling something fell; and I stooped to pick it up.

It was a wild-rose stem bearing a bud unclosed. And to a thorn a shred of silver birch-bark clung impaled. On it was scratched with a knifes keen point a message which I could not read until once more I crept in to our fire, which Mount had lighted for our breakfast.

And there I read her message: A rose for your ring, comrade. And be not angry with me.

I read it again, then curled it to a tiny cylinder and placed it in my pouch, glancing sideways at the reclining Mohican. Boyd began to murmur and stretch in his blanket, then relaxed once more.

So I lay down, leaving Jack Mount a-cooking ashen cakes, and yawning.


CHAPTER V

THE GATHERING

[image: img562.jpg]

NOW, NO SOONER had we broken camp, covered our fire, packed, saddled, and mounted, than all around us, as we advanced, the wilderness began to wear an aspect very different to that brooding solitude which hitherto had been familiar to us — our shelter and our menace also.

For we had proceeded on our deeply-trodden war trail no more than a mile or two before we encountered the raw evidences of an armys occupation. Everywhere spotted leads, game trails, and runways had been hacked, trimmed, and widened into more open wood-walks; foot-paths enlarged to permit the passage of mounted men; cattle-roads cleared, levelled, made smoother for wagons and artillery; log bridges built across the rapid streams that darkled westward, swamps and swales paved with logs, and windfalls hewn in twain and the huge abattis dragged wide apart or burnt to ashes where it lay. Yet, still the high debris bristling from some fallen forest giant sprawling athwart the highway often delayed us. Our details had not yet cleared out the road entirely.

We were, however, within a wolf-hounds easy run to Cherry Valley, Fort Hunter, and the Mohawk — the outer edges of my own country. Northeast of us lay Schenectady behind its fort; north of us lay my former home, Guy Park, and near it old Fort Johnson and Johnson Hall. Farther still to the northward stretched the Vale and silvery Sacandaga with its pretty Fish House settlement now in ashes; and Summer House Point and Fondas Bush were but heaps of cinders, too, the brave Broadalbin yeomen prisoners, their women and children fled to Johnstown, save old man Stoner and his boys, and that Tory villain Charlie Cady who went off with Sir John.

Truly I should know something of these hills and brooks and forests that we now traversed, and of the silent, solitary roads that crept into the wilderness, penetrating to distant, lonely farms or grist mills where some hardy fellow had cleared the bush and built his cabin on the very borders of that dark and fearsome empire which we were gathering to enter and destroy.

Here it lay, close on our left flank — so close that its strange gigantic shadow fell upon us, like a vast hand, stealthy and chill.

And it was odd, but on the edges of these trackless shades, here, even with fresh evidences on every side that our own people lately passed this way — yes, even when we began to meet or overtake men of our own color — the stupendous desolation yielded nothing of its brooding mystery and dumb magnificence.

Westward, the green monotony of trees stretched boundless as an ocean, and as trackless and uncharted — gigantic forests in the depths of which twilight had brooded since first the world was made.

Here, save for the puny, man-made trail — save for the tiny scars left by his pygmy hacking at some high forest monument, all this magic shadow-land still bore the imprint of our Lords own fingers.

The stillness and the infinite majesty, the haunting fragrance clinging to the craftsmanship of hands miraculous; all the sweet odour and untainted beauty which enveloped it in the making, and which had remained after creations handiwork was done, seemed still to linger in this dim solitude. And it was as though the twilight through the wooded aisles was faintly tinctured still, where the sweet-scented garments of the Lord had passed.

There was no underbrush, no clinging sprays or fairy brambles intertwined under the solemn arches of the trees; only the immemorial strata of dead leaves spread one above another in endless coverlets of crumbling gold; only a green and knee-deep robe of moss clothing the vast bases of the living columns.

And into this enchanted green and golden dusk no sunlight penetrated, save along the thread-like roads, or where stark-naked rocks towered skyward, or where, in profound and velvet depths, crystalline streams and rivers widened between their Indian willow bottoms. And these were always set with wild flowers, every bud and blossom gilded by the sun.

As we journeyed on, the first wayfarer we encountered after passing our outer line of pickets was an express rider from General Sullivans staff, one James Cook, who told us that the right division of the army, General James Clintons New York brigade, which was ours, was still slowly concentrating in the vicinity of Otsego Lake; that innumerable and endless difficulties in obtaining forage and provisions had delayed everything; that the main division, Sullivans, was now arriving at Easton and Wyoming; and that, furthermore, the enemy had become vastly agitated over these ominous preparations of ours, but still believed, from their very magnitude, that we were preparing for an advance into Canada.

Ha-ha! said Boyd merrily. So much the better, for if they continue to believe that, they will keep their cursed scalping parties snug at home.

No, sir, said the express soberly. Brant and his Mohawks are out somewhere or other, and so is Walter Butler and his painted crew.

In this same district?

No doubt of it, sir. Indians fired on our pickets last week. It will go hard with the outlying farms and settlements. Small doubt, too, that they will strike heavily and strive to draw this army from whatever plan it meditated.

Then, said Boyd with a careless laugh, it is for us to strike more heavily still and draw them with the very wind of our advance into a common vortex of destruction with the Iroquois.

The express rode on, and Boyd, in excellent humour, continued talking to me, saying that he knew our Commander-in-Chief, and that he was an officer not to be lightly swayed or turned from the main purpose, but would hew to the line, no matter what destruction raged and flamed about him.

No, Loskiel, they may murder and burn to right and left of us, and it may wring his heart and ours to hear the agonized appeals for aid; but if I judge our General, he will not be halted or drawn aside until the monstrous, loathesome body of this foul empire lies chopped to bits, writhing and dying in the flames of Catharines-town.

He must truly be a man of iron, said I, if we win through.

We will win through, Loskiel, he said gaily,  — to Catharines-town or paradise — to hell or heaven. And what a tale to tell our children — we who survive!

An odd expression came into his handsome face, and he said in a low and dreamy voice:

I think that almost every man will live to tell that story — yet, I can never hear myself telling the tale in years to come.

On paths and new-made highways we began to encounter people and cattle — now a long line of oxen laden with military stores or with canoes and flatboats, and conducted by batt-men in smock and frock, now a sweating company of military surveyors from headquarters, burdened with compass, chain, and Jacob-staff, already running their lines into the wilderness. Here trudged the frightened family of some settler, making toward the forts; there a company of troops came gaily marching out on some detail, or perhaps, with fixed bayonets, herded sheep and cattle down some rutted road.

It seemed scarce possible that we were already within scouting range of that never-to-be-forgotten region of Wyoming, where just one year ago old John Butler with his Rangers, his hell-born Senecas, and Johnsons Greens, had done their bloody business; where, in The Shades of Death, a hundred frightened women and little children had perished in that ghastly darkness. Also, we were but a few miles from that scene of terror where, through the wintry dawn at Cherry Valley, young Walter Butler damned his soul for all eternity while men, women, and children, old and young, died horribly amid the dripping knives and bayonets of his painted fiends, or fell under the butchering hatchets of his Senecas.

I could see that Boyd also was thinking of this ghastly business, as I caught his sombre eye. He seemed to shudder, then:

Patience, he muttered grimly, with a significant nod toward the Siwanois, who strode silently between our horses. We have our guide at last. A Siwanois hates the Iroquois no more fiercely than do we white-skins. Wait till he leads our van within rifle-range of Catharines-town! And if Walter Butler be there, or that bloodless beast Sir John, or Brant, or any of that hell-brood, and if we let them get away, may God punish us with the prisoners fire! Amen.

Never before had I heard him speak that way, or with such savage feeling; and his manner of expression, and the uncanny words he used concerning fire caused me to shudder, too — knowing that if he had ever dreaded anything it was the stake, and the lingering death that lasted till the very soul lay burnt to cinders before the tortured body died. We exchanged no further conversation; many people passed and repassed us; the woods opened somewhat; the jolly noise of axes resounded near at hand among the trees.

Just ahead of us the road from Mattisses Grist Mill and Stoney Kill joined ours, where stood the Low Dutch Church. Above us lay the Middle Fort, and the roads to Cherry Valley and Schenectady forked beyond it by the Lutheran Church and the Lower Fort. We took the Cherry Valley Road.

Here, through this partly cleared and planted valley of the Scoharie Kill, between the river and the lake, was now gathering a great concourse of troops and of people; and all the roads were lively with their comings and goings. Every woodland rang with the racket of their saws and axes; over the log bridges rumbled their loaded transport wagons; road and trail were filled with their crowding cattle; the wheels of Eckersons and Beckers grist mills clattered and creaked under the splash of icy, limpid waters, and everywhere men were hammering and sawing and splitting, erecting soldiers huts, huts for settlers, sheds, stables, store-houses, and barracks to shelter this motley congregation assembling here under the cannon of the Upper Fort, the Lower, and the Middle.

As we rode along, many faces we passed were familiar to us; we encountered officers from our own corps and from other regiments, with whom we were acquainted, and who greeted us gaily or otherwise, according to their temper and disposition. But everybody — officers, troops, batt-men — looked curiously at our Siwanois Indian, who returned the compliment not at all, but with stately stride and expressionless visage moved straight ahead of him, as though he noticed nothing.

Twice since we had started at daybreak that morning, I had managed to lag behind and question him concerning the maid who now shared well-nigh every thought of mine — asking if he knew who she was, and where she came from, and why she journeyed, and whither.

He answered — when he replied at all — that he had no knowledge of these things. And I knew he lied, but did not know how I might make him speak.

Nor would he tell me how and when she had slipped away from me the night before, or where she had likely gone, pretending that I had been mistaken when I told him I had seen him watching us beside the star-illumined stream.

Mayaro slept, he said quite calmly. The soldier, Mount, stood fire-guard. Of what my brother Loskiel and this strange maiden did under the Oneida Dancers and the Belt of Tamanund, Mayaro has no knowledge.

Why should he lie? I did not know. And even were I to attempt to confound his statement by an appeal to Mount, the rifleman must corroborate him, because doubtless the wily Siwanois had not awakened Mount to do his shift at sentry until the maid had vanished, leaving me sleeping.

Mayaro, I said, I ask these things only because I pity her and wish her well. It is for her safety I fear. Could you tell me where she may have gone?

Fowls to the home-yard; the wild bird to the wood, he said gravely. Where do the rosy-throated pigeons go in winter? Does my brother Loskiel know where?

Sagamore, I said earnestly, this maid is no wild gypsy thing — no rose-tinted forest pigeon. She has been bred at home, mannered and schooled. She knows the cote, I tell you, and not the bush, where the wild hawk hangs mewing in the sky. Why has she fled to the wilderness alone?

The Indian said cunningly:

Why has my brother Loskiel abandoned roof and fire for a bed on the forest moss?

A man must do battle for his own people, Sagamore.

A white maid may do what pleases her, too, for aught I know, he said indifferently.

Why does it please her to roam abroad alone?

How should I know?

You do know!

Loskiel, he said, if I know why, perhaps I know of other matters, too. Ask me some day — before they send you into battle.

What matters do you know of?

Ask me no more, Loskiel — until your conch-horns blowing in the forest summon Morgans men to battle. Then ask; and a Sagamore will answer — a Siwanois Mohican — of the magic clan. Hiero!

That ended it; he had spoken, and I was not fool enough to urge him to another word.

And now, as I rode, my mind was still occupied with my growing concern for the poor child I had come to pity so. Within me a furtive tenderness was growing which sometimes shamed, sometimes angered me, or left me self-contemptuous, restless, or dully astonished that my pride permitted it. For in my heart such sentiments for such a maid as this — tenderness, consciousness of some subtlety about her that attracted me — should have no place. There was every reason why I should pity her and offer aid; none why her grey eyes should hold my own; none why the frail body of her in her rags should quicken any pulse of mine; none why my nearness to her should stop my heart and breath.

Yet, all day long her face and slim shape haunted me — a certain sullen sweetness of the lips, too — and I remembered the lithe grace of her little hands as she broke the morsels of that midnight meal and lifted the cup of chilly water in which I saw the star-light dancing. And Lord! thought I, amazed at my own folly. What madness lies in these midsummer solitudes, that I should harbor such fantastic thoughts?

Seldom, as yet, had dream of woman vexed me — and when I dreamed at all it was but a tinselled figment that I saw — the echo, doubtless, of some tale I read concerning raven hair and rosy lips, and of a vague but wondrous fairness adorned most suitably in silks and jewels.

Dimly I was resigned toward some such goal, first being full of honours won with sword and spur, laden with riches, too, and territories stretching to those sunset hills piled up like sapphires north of Frenchmans Creek.

Out of the castled glory of the dawn, doubtless, I thought, would step one day my vision — to admire my fame and riches. And her Id marry — after our good King had knighted me.

Alas! For our good King had proved a bloody knave; my visionary lands and riches all had vanished; instead of silk attire and sword, I wore a rifle-shirt and skinning-knife; and out of the dawn-born glory of the hills had stepped no silken damsel of romance to pause and worship me — only a slender, ragged, grey-eyed waif who came indifferent as the chilly wind in spring; who went as April shadows go, leaving no trace behind.

We were riding by the High Dutch Church at last, and beyond, between the roads to Duansboro and Cobus-Kill, we saw the tents and huts of the New York brigade — or as much of it as had arrived — from which we expected soon to be detached.

On a cleared hill beyond the Lower Fort, where the Albany Road runs beside the Fox-Kill, we saw the headquarters flag of the 4th brigade, and Major Nicholas Fish at his tent door, talking to McCrea, our brigade surgeon.

Along the stream were the huts lately tenanted by Colonel Philip Van Cortlandts Second New York Regiment, which had gone off toward Wyalusing. Schotts riflemen camped there now, and, as we rode by, the soldiers stared at our Indian. Then we passed Gansevoorts Third Regiment, under tents and making ready to march; and the log cantonment of Colonel Lambs artillery, where the cannoneers saluted, then, for no reason, cheered us. Beyond were camped Aldens Regiment, I think, and in the rear the Fourth and Fifth New York. A fort flew our own regimental flag beside the pretty banner of our new nation.

Oho! said Boyd, with an oath. Im damned if I care for barracks when a bed in the open is good enough. Why the devil have they moved us indoors, do you think?

I knew no more than did he, and liked our new quarters no better.

At the fort gate the sentry saluted, and we dismounted. Our junior ensign, Benjamin Chambers, a smart young dandy, met us at the guard-house, directed Boyd to Captain Simpsons log quarters, and then led the Sagamore inside.

Is this our Moses? whispered the young ensign in my ear. Egad, Loskiel, he looks a treacherous devil, in his paint, to lead us to the promised land.

He is staunch, I think, said I. But for heavens sake, Benny, are we to sleep in filthy barracks in July?

Not you, I hear, he said, laughing,  —— though theyre clean enough, by the way! But the Majors orders were to build a hut for you and this pretty and fragrant aborigine down by the river, and lodge him there under your eye and nose and rifle. I admit very freely, Loskiel, no man in Morgans envies you your bed-fellow! And he whisked his nose with a scented handkerchief.

They would envy me if they knew this Sagamore as I think I know him, said I, delighted that I was not to lie in barracks foul or clean. Where is this same humble hut, my fashionable friend?

Ill show you presently. I think that Jimmy Parr desires to see your gentle savage, he added flippantly.

We seated ourselves on the gate-bench to await the Majors summons; the dandified young ensign crossed the parade, mincing toward the quarters of Major Parr. And I saw him take a pinch o the scented snuff he affected, and whisk his supercilious nose again with his laced hanker. It seemed odd that a man like that should have saved our Captain Simpsons life at Saratoga.

Riflemen, drovers, batt-men, frontier farmers, and some of the dirty flotsam — trappers, forest-runners, and the like — were continually moving about the parade, going and coming on petty, sordid business of their own; and there were women there, too — pallid refugees from distant farms, and now domiciled within the stockade; gaunt wives of neighbouring settlers, bringing baskets of eggs or pails of milk to sell; and here and there some painted camp-wanton lingering by the gateway on mischief bent, or gossiping with some sister trull, their bold eyes ever roving.

Presently our mincing ensign came to us again, saying that the Sagamore and I were to report ourselves to the Major.

Jimmy Parr is in good humour, he whispered. Leave him in that temper, for mercys sake, Loskiel; hes been scarcely amiable since you left to catch this six-foot savage for him.

He was a brave soldier, our Major, a splendid officer, and a kind and Christian man, but in no wise inclined to overlook the delinquencies of youthful ensigns; and he had rapped our knuckles soundly more than once. But we all loved him in our small mess of five — Captain Simpson, Lieutenant Boyd, and we two ensigns; and I think he knew it. Had we disliked him, among ourselves we would have dubbed him James, intending thereby disrespect; but to us he was Jimmy, flippantly, perhaps, but with a sure affection under all our impudence. And I think, too, that he knew we spoke of him among ourselves as Jimmy, and did not mind.

Well, sir, he said sternly, as I entered with the Sagamore and gave him the officers salute, I have a good report of you from Lieutenant Boyd. I am gratified, Mr. Loskiel, that my confidence in your ability and in your knowledge of the Indians was not misplaced. And you may inform me now, sir, how it is proper for me to address this Indian guide.

I glanced at Captain Simpson and Lieutenant Boyd, hesitating for a moment. Then I said:

Mayaro is a Sagamore, Major — a noble and an ensign of a unique clan — the Siwanois, or magic clan, of the Mohican tribe of the great Delaware nation. You may address him as an equal. Our General Schuyler would so address him. The corps of officers in this regiment can scarce do less, I think.

Major Parr nodded, quietly offered his hand to the silent Siwanois, and, holding that warriors sinewy fist in an iron grip that matched it, named him to Captain Simpson. Then, looking at me, he said slowly, in English:

Mayaro is a great chief among his people — great in war, wise in council and debate. The Sagamore of the Siwanois Mohicans is welcome in this army and at the headquarters of this regiment. He is now one of us; his pay is the pay of a captain in the rifles. By order of General Clinton, commanding the Fourth, or New York, Brigade, I am requested to say to the Mohican Sagamore that valuable presents will be offered him for his services by General Sullivan, commander-in-chief of this army. These will be given when the Mohican successfully conducts this army to the Genessee Castle and to Catharines-town. I have spoken.

And to me he added bluntly:

Translate, Mr. Loskiel.

I think the Sagamore has understood, sir, said I. Is it not so, Sagamore?

Mayaro has understood, said the Indian quietly.

Does the great Mohican Sagamore accept?

My elder brother, replied the Sagamore calmly, Mayaro has pledged his word to his younger brother Loskiel. A Mohican Sagamore never lies. Loskiel is my friend. Why should I lie to him? A Sagamore speaks the truth.

Which was true in a measure, at least as far as wanton or idle lying is concerned, or cowardly lying either, But he had lied to me concerning his knowledge of the strange maid, Lois, which kind of untruth all Indians consider more civil than a direct refusal to answer a question.

Boyd stood by, smiling, as the Major very politely informed me of the disposition he had made of the Sagamore and myself, recommended Mayaro to my most civil attention, and added that, for the present, I was relieved from routine duty with my battalion.

If the Siwanois perceived any undue precaution in the Majors manner of lodging him, he did not betray by the quiver of an eyelash that he comprehended he was practically under guard. He stalked forth and across the parade beside me, head high, bearing dignified and tranquil.

At the outer gate our junior ensign languidly dusted a speck of snuff from his wristband, and indicated the roof of our hut, which was visible above the feathery river willows. So we proceeded thither, I resigning my horse to the soldier, Mount, who had been holding him, and who was now detailed to act as soldier-servant to me still.

Jack, said I, if there be fresh-baked bread in the regimental ovens yonder, fetch a loaf, in Gods name. I could gnaw black-birch and reindeer moss, so famished am I — and the Sagamore, too, no doubt, could rattle a flam with a wooden spoon.

But our chief baker was a Low-Dutch dog from Albany; and it was not until I had bathed me in the Mohawk, burrowed into my soldiers chest, and put on clean clothing that Jack Mount managed to steal the loaf he had asked for in vain. And this, with a bit of salt beef and a bowl of fresh milk, satisfied the Siwanois and myself.

I had been relieved of all routine duty, and was henceforth detailed to foregather with, amuse, instruct and casually keep an eye on my Mohican. In other words, my only duty, for the present, was to act as mentor to the Sagamore, keep him pleasantly affected toward our cause, see that he was not tampered with, and that he had his bellyful three times a day. Also, I was to extract from him in advance any information concerning the Iroquois country that he might have knowledge of.

It was a warm and pleasant afternoon along the river where the batteaux, loaded with stores and soldiers, were passing up, and Oneida canoes danced across the sparkling water toward Fort Plain.

Many of our soldiers were bathing, sporting like schoolboys in the water; Lambs artillerymen had their horses out to let them swim; many of the troops were washing their shirts along the gravelly reaches, or, seated cross-legged on the bank, were mending rents with needle and thread. Half a dozen Oneida Indians sat gravely smoking and blinking at the scene — no doubt belonging to our corps of runners, scouts, and guides, for all were shaved, oiled, and painted for war, and, under their loosened blankets, I could see their lean and supple bodies, stark naked, except for clout and ankle moccasin.

I sat in the willow-shade before the door of our hut, cross-legged, too, writing in my journal of what had occurred since last I set down the details of the day. This finished, I pouched quill, ink-horn, and journal, and sat a-thinking for a while of that strange maid, and what mischance might come of her woodland roving all alone — with Indian Butler out, and all that vile and painted, blue-eyed crew under McDonald.

Sombre thoughts assailed me there on that sunny July afternoon; I rested my elbow on my knee, forehead pressed against my palm, pondering. And ever within my breast was I conscious of a faint, dull aching — a steady and perceptible apprehension which kept me restless, giving my mind no peace, my brooding thoughts no rest.

That this shabby, wandering girl had so gained me, spite of the rudeness with which she used me, I could never seem to understand; for she had done nothing to win even my pity, and she was but a ragged gypsy thing, and had conducted with scant courtesy.

Why had I given her my ring? Was it only because I pitied her and desired to offer her a gift she might sell when necessary? Why had I used her as a comrade — who had been but the comrade of an hour? Why had I been so loath to part with her whom I scarce had met? What was it in her that had fixed my attention? What allure? What unusual quality? What grace of mind or person?

A slender, grey-eyed gypsy-thing in rags! And I could no longer rid my mind of her!

What possessed me? To what lesser nature in me was such a woman as this appealing? I would have been ashamed to have any officer or man of my corps see me abroad in company with her. I knew it well enough. I knew that if in this girl anything was truly appealing to my unquiet heart I should silence even the slightest threat of any response — discourage, ignore, exterminate the last unruly trace of sentiment in her regard.

Yet I remained there motionless, thinking, thinking — her faded rosebud lying in my hand, drooping but still fragrant.

Dismiss her from my thoughts I could not. The steady, relentless desire to see her; the continual apprehension that some mischance might overtake her, left me no peace of mind, so that the memory of her, not yet a pleasure even, nagged, nagged, nagged, till every weary nerve in me became unsteady.

I stretched out above the river bank, composing my body to rest — sleep perhaps. But flies and sun kept me awake, even if I could have quieted my mind.

So up again, and walked to the hut door, where within I beheld the Sagamore gravely repainting himself with the terrific emblems of death. He was seated cross-legged on the floor, my camp mirror before him — a superb specimen of manhood, naked save for clout, beaded sporran, and a pair of thigh moccasins, the most wonderful I had ever seen.

I admired his war-girdle and moccasins, speaking somewhat carelessly of the beautiful shell-work designs as wampum — an Iroquois term.

Seawan, he said coldly, correcting me and using the softer Siwanois term. Then, with that true courtesy which ever seeks to ease a merited rebuke, he spoke pleasantly concerning shell-beads, and how they were made and from what, and how it was that the purple beads were the gold, the white beads the silver, and the black beads the copper equivalents in English coinage. And so we conducted very politely and agreeably there in the hut, the while he painted himself like a ghastly death, and brightened the scarlet clan-symbol tatooed on his breast by touching its outlines with his brilliant paint. Also, he rebraided his scalp-lock with great care, doubtless desiring that it should appear a genteel trophy if taken from him, and be an honour to his conqueror and himself.

These matters presently accomplished, he drew from their soft and beaded sheaths hatchet and knife, and fell to shining them up as industriously as a full-fed cat polishes her fur.

Mayaro, said I, amused, is a battle then near at hand that you make so complete a preparation for it?

A half-smile appeared for a moment on his lips:

It is always well to be prepared for life or death, Loskiel, my younger brother.

Oho! said I, smiling. You understood the express rider when he said that Indians had fired on our pickets a week ago!

The stern and noble countenance of the Sagamore relaxed into the sunniest of smiles.

My little brother is very wise. He has discovered that the Siwanois have ears like white men.

Aye — but, Sagamore, I was not at all certain that you understood in English more than yes and no.

Is it because, he inquired with a merry glance at me, my brother has only heard as yet the answer no from Mayaro?

I bit my lip, reddened, and then laughed at the slyly taunting reference to my lack of all success in questioning him concerning the little maiden, Lois.

At the same time, I realized on what a friendly footing I already stood with this Mohican. Few white men ever see an Iroquois or a Delaware laugh; few ever witness any relaxation in them or see their coldly dignified features alter, except in scorn, suspicion, pride, and anger. Only in time of peace and amid their own intimates or families do our Eastern forest Indians put off the expressionless and dignified mask they wear, and become what no white man believes them capable of becoming — human, tender, affectionate, gay, witty, talkative, as the moment suits.

At Guy Park, even, I had never seen an Iroquois relax in dignity and hauteur, though, of course, it was also true that Guy Johnson was never a man to inspire personal confidence or any intimacy. Nor was Walter Butler either; and Brant and his Mohawks detested and despised him.

But I had been told that Indians — I mean the forest Indians, not the vile and filthy nomad butchers of the prairies — were like ourselves in our own families; and that, naturally, they were a kindly, warm-hearted, gay, and affectionate people, fond of their wives and children, and loyal to their friends.

Now, I could not but notice how, from the beginning, this Siwanois had conducted, and how, when first we met, his eye and hand met mine. And ever since, also — even when I was watching him so closely — in my heart I really found it well-nigh impossible to doubt him.

He spoke always to me in a manner very different to that of any Indian I had ever known. And now it seemed to me that from the very first I had vaguely realized a sense of unwonted comradeship with this Siwanois.

At all events, it was plain enough now that, for some reason unknown to me, this Mohican not only liked me, but so far trusted me — entertained, in fact, so unusual a confidence in me — that he even permitted himself to relax and speak to me playfully, and with the light familiarity of an elder brother.

Sagamore, I said, my heart is very anxious for the safety of this little forest-running maid. If I could find her, speak to her again, I think I might aid her.

Mayaros features became smooth and blank.

What maiden is this my younger brother fears for? he asked mildly.

Her name is Lois. You know well whom I mean.

Hai! he exclaimed, laughing softly. Is it still the rosy-throated pigeon of the forest for whom my little brother Loskiel is spreading nets?

My face reddened again, but I said, smilingly:

If Mayaro laughs at what I say, all must be well with her. My elder brothers heart is charitable to the homeless.

And to children, also, he said very quietly. And added, with a gleam of humour, All children, O Loskiel, my littlest brother! Is not my heart open to you?

And mine to you, Mayaro, my elder brother.

Yet, you watched me at the fire, every night, he said, with keenest delight sparkling in his dark eyes.

And yet I tracked and caught you after all! I said, smiling through my slight chagrin.

Is my little brother very sure I did not know he followed me? he asked, amused.

Did you know, Mayaro?

The Siwanois made a movement of slight, but good-humoured, disdain:

Can my brother who has no wings track and follow the October swallow?

Then you were willing that I should see the person to whom you brought food under the midnight stars?

My brother has spoken.

Why were you willing that I should see?

Where there are wild pigeons there are hawks, Loskiel. But perhaps the rosy throat could not understand the language of a Siwanois.

You warned her not to rove alone?

He inclined his head quietly.

She refused to heed you! Is that true? She left Westchester in spite of your disapproval?

Loskiel does not lie.

She must be mad! I said, with some heat. Had she not managed to keep our camp in view, what had become of her now, Sagamore? I added, reluctantly admitting by implication yet another defeat for me.

Of course I know that you must have kept in communication with her — though how you did so I do not know.

The Siwanois smiled slyly.

Who is she? What is she, Mayaro? Is she, after all, but a camp-gypsy of the better class? I can not believe it — yet — she roves the world in tatters, haunting barracks and camps. Can you not tell me something concerning her?

The Indian made no reply.

Has she made you promise not to?

He did not answer, but I saw very plainly that this was so.

Mystified, perplexed, and more deeply troubled than I cared to admit to myself, I rose from the door-sill, buckled on belt, knife, and hatchet, and stood looking out over the river in silence for a while.

The Siwanois said pleasantly, yet with a hidden hint of malice:

If my brother desires to walk abroad in the pleasant weather, Mayaro will not run away. Say so to Major Parr.

I blushed furiously at the mocking revelation that he had noted and understood the precautions of Major Parr.

Mayaro, I said, I trust you. See! You are confided to me, I am responsible for you. If you leave I shall be disgraced. But — Siwanois are free people! The Sagamore is my elder brother who will not blacken my face or cast contempt upon my uniform. See! I trust my brother Mayaro, I go.

The Sagamore looked me square in the eye with a face which was utterly blank and expressionless. Then he gathered his legs under him, sprang noiselessly to his feet, laid his right hand on the hilt of my knife, and his left one on his own, drew both bright blades with a simultaneous and graceful movement, and drove his knife into my sheath, mine into his own.

My heart stood still; I had never expected even to witness such an act — never dared believe that I should participate in it.

The Siwanois drew my knife from his sheath, touched the skin of his wrist with the keen edge. I followed his example; on our wrists two bright spots of blood beaded the skin.

Then the Sagamore filled a tin cup with clean water and extended his wrist. A single drop of blood fell into it. I did the same.

Then in silence still, he lifted the cup to his lips, tasted it, and passed it to me. I wet my lips, offered it to him again. And very solemnly he sprinkled the scarcely tinted contents over the grass at the door-sill.

So was accomplished between this Mohican and myself the rite of blood brotherhood — an alliance of implicit trust and mutual confidence which only death could end.


CHAPTER VI

THE SPRING WAIONTHA
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IT HAPPENED THE following afternoon that, having written in my journal, and dressed me in my best, I left the Mohican in the hut a-painting and shining up his weapons, and walked abroad to watch the remaining troops and the artillery start for Otsego Lake.

A foot regiment — Colonel Gansevoorts — had struck tents and marched with its drums and colours early that morning, carrying also the regimental wagons and batteaux. However, I had been told that this veteran regiment was not to go with the army into the Iroquois country, but was to remain as a protection to Tryon County. But now Colonel Lambs remaining section of artillery was to march to the lake; and whether this indicated that our army at last was fairly in motion, nobody knew. Yet, it seemed scarcely likely, because Lieutenant Boyd had been ordered out with a scout of twenty men toward the West branch of the Delaware, and he told me that he expected to be absent for several days. Besides, it was no secret that arms had not yet been issued and distributed to all the recruits in the foot regiments; that Schotts riflemen had not yet drawn their equipment, and that as yet we had not collected half the provisions required for an extensive campaign, although nearly every day the batteaux came up the river with stores from Schenectady and posts below.

Strolling up from the river that afternoon, very fine in my best, and, I confess, content with myself except for the lack of hair powder, queue, and ribbon, which ever disconcerted me, I saw already the two guns of the battalion of artillery moving out of their cantonment, the limbers, chests, and the forge well horsed and bright with polish and paint, the men somewhat patched and ragged, but with queues smartly tied and heads well floured.

Had our cannoneers been properly and newly uniformed, it had been a fine and stirring sight, with the artillery bugle-horn sounding the march, and the camp trumpets answering, and Colonel Lamb riding ahead with his mounted officers, very fine and nobly horsed, the flag flying smartly and most beautiful against the foliage of the terraced woods.

A motley assembly had gathered to see them march out; our General Clinton and his staff, in the blue and buff of the New York Line, had come over, and all the officers and soldiers off duty, too, as well as the people of the vicinity, and a horde of workmen, batteaux-men, and forest runners, including a dozen Oneida Indians of the guides.

Poor Aldens 6th Massachusetts foot regiment, which was just leaving for the lake on its usual road-mending detail, stood in spiritless silence to see the artillery pass; their Major, Whiting, as well as the sullen rank and file, seeming still to feel the disgrace of Cherry Valley, where their former colonel lost his silly life, and Major Stacia was taken, and still remained a prisoner.

As for us of Morgans, we were very sorry for the mortified New Englanders, yet not at all forgetful of their carping and insolent attitude toward the ragged New York Line — where at least the majority of our officers were gentlemen and where proper and military regard for rank was most decently maintained. Gad! To hear your New Englander talk, a man might think that this same war was being maintained and fought by New England alone. And, damn them, they got Schuyler laid aside after all. But the New York Line went about its grim and patient business, unheeding their New England arrogance as long as His Excellency understood the truth concerning the wretched situation. And I for one marvelled that the sniffling prentices of Massachusetts and the Connecticut barbers and tin-peddlers had the effrontery to boast of New England valour while that arch-malcontent, Ethan Allen, and his petty and selfish yokels of Vermont, openly defied New York and Congress, nor scrupled to conduct most treasonably, to their everlasting and black disgrace. No Ticonderoga, no Bennington, could wipe out that outrageous treachery, or efface the villainy of what was done to Schuyler — the man who knew no fear, the officer without reproach.

The artillery jolted and clinked away down the rutty road which their wheels and horses cut into new and deeper furrows; a veil of violet dust hung in their wake, through which harness, cannon, and drawn cutlass glittered and glimmered like sunlit ripples through a mist.

Then came our riflemen marching as escort, smart and gay in their brown forest-dress, the green thrums rippling and flying from sleeve and leggin and open double-cape, and the raccoon-tails all a-bobbing behind their caps like the tails that April lambkins wriggle.

Always the sight of my own corps thrilled me. I thanked God for those big, sun-masked men with their long, silent, gliding stride, their shirts open to their mighty chests, and the heavy rifles all swinging in glancing unison on their caped shoulders, carried as lightly as so many reeds.

I stood at salute as our Major and Captain Simpson strode by; grinned ever so little as Boyd came swinging along, his naked cutlass drawn, scarlet fringes tossing on his painted cape. He whispered as he passed:

Murphy and Elerson took two scalps last night. Theyre drying on hoops in the barracks. Look and see if they be truly Seneca.

At that I was both startled and disgusted; but it was well-nigh impossible to prevent certain of our riflemen who had once been wood-runners from treating the Iroquois as the Iroquois treated them. And they continued to scalp them as naturally as they once had clipped pads and ears from panther and wolf. Mount and the rifleman Renard no longer did it, and I had thought to have persuaded Murphy and Elerson to conduct more becoming. But it seemed that I had failed.

My mind was filled with resentful thoughts as I entered the Lower Fort and started across the swarming parade toward the barracks, meaning to have a look at these ghastly trophies and judge to what nation they belonged.

People of every walk in life were passing and repassing where our regimental wagons were being loaded, and I threaded my way with same difficulty amid a busy throng, noticing nobody, unless it were one of my own corps who saluted my cockade.

Halfway across, a young woman bearing a gunny-sack full of linen garments and blankets to be washed blocked my passage, and being a woman I naturally gave her right of way. And the next instant saw it was Lois.

She had averted her head, and was now hurriedly passing on, and I turned sharply on my heel and came up beside her.

Lois, I managed to say with a voice that was fairly steady, have you forgotten me?

Her head remained resolutely averted; and as I continued beside her, she said, without looking at me:

Do you not understand that you are disgracing yourself by speaking to me on the parade? Pass on, sir, for your own sake.

I desire to speak to you, I said obstinately.

No. Pass on before any officers see you!

My face, I know, was fiery red, and for an instant all the ridicule, the taunts, the shame which I might well be storing up for myself, burned there for anyone to see. But stronger than fear of ridicule rose a desperate determination not to lose this maid again, and whether what I was doing was worthy, and for her sake, or unworthy, and for my own, I did not understand or even question.

I wish to talk with you, I said doggedly. I shall not let you go this time.

Are you mad to so conduct under the eyes of the whole fort? she whispered. Go your way!

Id be madder yet to let you get away again. My way is yours.

She halted, cheeks blazing, and looked at me for the first time.

I ask you not to persist, she said,  —— for my sake if not for yours. What an officer or a soldier says to a girl in this fort makes her a trull in the eyes of any man who sees. Do you so desire to brand me, Mr. Loskiel?

No, I said between my teeth, and turned to leave her. And, I think, it was something in my face that made her whisper low and hurriedly:

Waiontha Spring! If you needs must see me for a moment more, come there!

I scarcely heard, so tight emotion had me by the throat, and walked on blindly, all a-quiver. Yet, in my ears the strange wards sounded: Waiontha — Waiontha — come to the Spring Waiontha — if you needs must see me.

On a settle before the green-log barrack, some of Schotts riflemen were idling, and now stood, seeing an officer.

Boys, I said, where is this latest foolery of Tim Murphy hung to dry?

They seemed ashamed, but told me, As I moved on, I said carelessly, partly turning:

Where is the Spring Waiontha?

On the Lake Trail, sir — first branch of the Stoney-Kill.

Is there a house there?

Rannocks.

A path to find it?

A sheep walk only. Rannock is dead. The destructives murdered him when they burned Cherry Valley. Mrs. Rannock brings us eggs and milk.

I walked on and entered the smoky barracks, and the first thing I saw was a pair o scalps, stretched and hooped, a-dangling from the rafters.

Doubtless, Murphy and Elerson meant to sew them to their bullet pouches when cured and painted. And there was one reckless fellow in my company who wore a baldrick fringed with Shawanese scalps; but as these same Shawanese had murdered his father, mother, grandmother, and three little brothers, no officer rebuked him, although it was a horrid and savage trophy; but if the wearing of it were any comfort to him I do not know.

I looked closely at the ornamented scalps, despite my repugnance. They were not Mohawk, not Cayuga, nor Onondaga. Nor did they seem to me like Seneca, being not oiled and braided clean, but tagged at the root with the claws of a tree-lynx. They were not Oneida, not Lenape. Therefore, they must be Seneca scalps. Which meant that Walter Butler and that spawn of satan, Sayanquarata, were now prowling around our outer pickets. For the ferocious Senecas and their tireless war-chief, Sayanquarata, were Butlers people; the Mohawks and Joseph Brant holding the younger Butler in deep contempt for the cruelty he did practice at Cherry Valley.

Suddenly a shaft of fear struck me like a swift arrow in the breast, as I thought of Butler and of his Mountain Snakes, and of that mad child, Lois, a-gypsying whither her silly inclination led her; and Death in the forest-dusk watching her with a hundred staring eyes.

This time, I muttered, I shall put a stop to all her forest-running! And, at the thought, I turned and passed swiftly through the doorway, across the thronged parade, out of the gate.

Hastening my pace along the Lake Road, meeting many people at first, then fewer, then nobody at all, I presently crossed the first little brook that feeds the Stoney-Kill, leaping from stone to stone. Here in the woods lay the Oneida camp. I saw some squaws there sewing.

The sheep walk branched a dozen yards beyond, running northward through what had been a stump field. It was already grown head-high in weeds and wild flowers, and saplings of bird-cherry, which spring up wherever fire has passed. A few high corn-stalks showed what had been planted there a year ago.

After a few moments following the path, I found that the field ended abruptly, and the solid walls of the forest rose once more like green cliffs towering on every side. And at their base I saw a house of logs, enclosed within a low brush fence, and before it a field of brush.

Shirts and soldiers blankets lay here and there a-drying on the bushes; a wretched garden-patch showed intensely green between a waste of fire-blackened stumps. I saw chickens in a coop, and a cow switching forest flies. A cloud of butterflies flew up as I approached, where the running water of a tiny rill made muddy hollows on the path. This doubtless must be the outlet to Waiontha Spring, for there to the left a green lane had been bruised through the elder thicket; and this I followed, shouldering my way amid fragrant blossom and sun-hot foliage, then through an alder run, and suddenly out across a gravelly reach where water glimmered in a still and golden pool.

Lois knelt there on the bank. The soldiers linen I had seen in her arms was piled beside her. In a willow basket, newly woven, I saw a heap of clean, wet shirts and tow-cloth rifle-frocks.

She heard me behind her — I took care that she should — but she made no sign that she had heard or knew that I was there. Even when I spoke she continued busy with her suds and shirts; and I walked around the gravelly basin and seated myself near her, cross-legged on the sand, both hands clasping my knees.

Well? she asked, still scrubbing, and her hair was fallen in curls about her brow — hair thicker and brighter, though scarce longer, than my own. But Lord! The wild-rose beauty that flushed her cheeks as she laboured there! And when she at last looked up at me her eyes seemed like two grey stars, full of reflections from the golden pool.

I have come, said I, to speak most seriously.

What is it you wish?

A comrades privilege.

And what may that be, sir?

The right to be heard; the right to be answered — and a comrades privilege to offer aid.

I need no aid.

None living can truthfully say that, said I pleasantly.

Oh! Do you then require charity from this pleasant world we live in?

I did not offer charity to you.

You spoke of aid, she said coldly.

Lois — is there in our brief companionship no memory that may warrant my speaking as honestly as I speak to you?

I know of none, Do you?

I had been looking at her chilled pink fingers. My ring was gone.

A ring for a rose is my only warrant, I said.

She continued to soap the linen and to scrub in silence. After she had finished the garment and wrung it dry, she straightened her supple figure where she was kneeling, and, turning toward me, searched in her bosom with one little, wet hand, drawing from it a faded ribbon on which my ring hung.

Do you desire to have it of me again? she asked, without any expression on her sun-freckled face.

What? The ring?

Aye! Desire it! I repeated, turning red. No more than you desire the withered bud you left beside me while I slept.

What bud, sir?

Did you not leave me a rose-bud?

I?

And a bit of silver birch-bark scratched with a knife point?

Now that I think of it, perhaps I may have done so — or some such thing — scarce knowing what I was about — and being sleepy. What was it that I wrote? I can not now remember — being so sleepy when I did it.

And that is all you thought about it, Lois?

How can one think when half asleep

Here is your rose, I said angrily. I will take my ring again.

She opened her grey eyes at that.

Lord! she murmured in an innocent and leisurely surprise. You have it still, my rose? Are roses scarce where you inhabit, sir? For if you find the flower so rare and curious I would not rob you of it — no! And, bending, soaked and soaped another shirt.

Why do you mock me, Lois?

I! Mock you! La! Sir, you surely jest.

You do so! You have done so ever since we met. I ask you why? I repeated, curbing my temper.

Lord! she murmured, shaking her head. The young man is surely going stark! A girl in my condition — such a girl as I mock at an officer and a gentleman? No, it is beyond all bounds; and this young man is suffering from the sun.

Were it not, said I angrily, that common humanity brought me here and bids me remain for the moment, I would not endure this.

Heaven save us all! she sighed. How very young is this young man who comes complaining here that he is mocked — when all I ventured was to marvel that he had found a wild rose-bud so rare and precious!

I said to myself: Damn! Damn! in fierce vexation, yet knew not how to take her nor how to save my dignity. And she, with head averted, was laughing silently; I could see that, too; and never in my life had I been so flouted to my face.

Listen to me! I broke out bluntly. I know not who or what you are, why you are here, whither you are bound. But this I do know, that beyond our pickets there is peril in these woods, and it is madness for man or maid to go alone as you do.

The laughter had died out in her face. After a moment it became grave.

Was it to tell me this that you spoke to me in the fort, Mr. Loskiel? she asked.

Yes, Two days ago our pickets were fired on by Indians. Last night two riflemen of our corps took as many Seneca scalps. Do you suppose that when I heard of these affairs I did not think of you — remembering what was done but yesterday at Cherry Valley?

Did you — remember — me?

Good God, yes! I exclaimed, my nerves on edge again at the mere memory of her rashness. I came here as a comrade — wishing to be of service, and — you have used me — —

Vilely, she said, looking serenely at me.

I did not say that, Lois — —

I say it, Mr. Loskiel. And yet — I told you where to find me. That is much for me to tell to any man. Let that count a little to my damaged credit with you.... And — I still wear the ring you gave.... And left a rose for you, Let these things count a little in my favour. For you can scarcely guess how much of courage it had cost me. She knelt there, her bared arms hanging by her side, the sun bright on her curls, staring at me out of those strange, grey eyes.

Since I have been alone, she said in a low voice, no man — unless by a miracle it be you — has offered me a service or a kindness except that he awaited his reward. Soon or late their various songs became the same familiar air. It is the only song Ive heard from men — with endless variations, truly, often and cunningly disguised — yet ever the same and sorry theme.... Men are what God made them; God has seemed to fashion me to their liking — I scarce know how — seeing I walk in rags, unkempt, and stained with wind and rain, and leaf and earth and sun.

She made a childish gesture, sweeping the curls aside with both her hands:

I sheared my hair! Look at me, sir — a wild thing in a ragged shift and tattered gown — all burnt and roughened with the sun and wind — not even clean to look on — yet that I am! — and with no friend to speak to save an Indian.... I ask you, sir, what it is in me — and what lack of pride must lie in men that I can not trust myself to the company of one among them — not one! Be he officer, or common soldier — all are the same.

She dropped her head, and, thoughtfully, her hands again crept up and wandered over her cheeks and hair, the while her grey eyes, fixed and remote, seemed lost in speculation. Then she looked up again:

Why should I think to find you different? she asked, Is any man different from his fellows, humble or great? Is it not man himself, not only men, that I must face as I have faced you — with silence, or with sullen speech, or with a hardness far beyond my years, and a gaiety that means nothing more kind than insolence?

Again her head fell on her breast, and her hands linked themselves on her knees as she knelt there in silence.

Lois, I said, trying to think clearly, I do not know that other men and I are different. Once I believed so. But — lately — I do not know. Yet, I know this: selfish or otherwise, I can not endure the thought of you in peril.

She looked at me very gravely; then dropped her head once more.

I dont know, I said desperately, I wish to be honest — tell you no lie — tell none to myself. I — your beauty — has touched me — or whatever it is about you that attracts. And, whatever gown you go in, I scarcely see it — somehow — finding you so — so strangely — lovely — in speech also — and in — every way.... And now that I have not lied to you — or to myself — in spite of what I have said, let me be useful to you. For I can be; and perhaps these other sentiments will pass away — —

She looked up so suddenly that I ceased speaking, fearful of a rebuff; but saw only the grave, grey eyes looking straight into mine, and a sudden, deeper colour waning from her cheeks.

Whatever I am, said I, I can be what I will. Else I were no man. If your — beauty — has moved me, that need not concern you — and surely not alarm you. A womans beauty is her own affair. Men take their chance with it — as I take mine with yours — that it do me no deep damage. And if it do, or do not, our friendship is still another matter; for it means that I wish you well, desire to aid you, ease your burdens, make you secure and safe, vary your solitude with a friendly word — I mean, Lois, to be to you a real comrade, if you will. Will you?

After a moment she said:

What was it that you said about my — beauty?

I take my chances that it do me no deep damage.

Oh! Am I to take my chance, too?

What chance?

That — your kindness do me — no damage?

What senseless talk is this you utter?

She shook her head slowly, then:

What a strange boy! I do not fear you.

Fear me? I repeated, flushing hotly. What is there to fear? I am neither yokel nor beast.

They say a gentleman should be more dreaded.

I stared at her, then laughed:

Ask yourself how far you need have dread of me — when, if you desire it, you can leave me dumb, dismayed, lip-bound by your mocking tongue — which God knows well I fear.

Is my tongue so bitter then? I did not know it.

I know it, said I with angry emphasis. And I tell you very freely that — —

She stole a curious glance at me. Something halted me — an expression I had never yet seen there in her face, twitching at her lips — hovering on them now — parting them in a smile so sweet and winning that, silenced by the gracious transformation, unexpected, I caught my breath, astonished.

What is your given name? she asked, still dimpling at me, and her eyes now but two blue wells of light.

Euan, I said, foolish as a flattered schoolboy, and as awkward.

Euan, she said, still smiling at me, I think that I could be your friend — if you do truly wish it. What is it you desire of me? Ask me once more, and make it very clear and plain.

Only your confidence; that is all I ask.

Oh! Is that all you ask of me? she mimicked mockingly; but so sweet her smile, and soft her voice, that I did not mind her words.

Remember, said I, that I am older than you. You are to tell me all that troubles you.

When?

Now.

No. I have my washing to complete, And you must go. Besides, I have mending, darning, and my knitting yet to do. It all means bed and bait to me.

Will you not tell me why you are alone here, Lois?

Tell you what? Tell you why I loiter by our soldiers camps like any painted drab? I will tell you this much; I need no longer play that shameless role.

You need not use those words in the same breath when speaking of yourself, I answered hotly.

Then — you do not credit ill of me? she asked, a bright but somewhat fixed and painful smile on her red lips.

No! said I bluntly. Nor did I ever.

And yet I look the part, and seem to play it, too. And still you believe me honest?

I know you are.

Then why should I be here alone — if I am honest, Euan?

I do not know; tell me.

But — are you quite certain that you do not ask because you doubt me?

I said impatiently: I ask, knowing already you are good above reproach. I ask so I may understand how best to aid you.

A lovely colour stole into her cheeks.

You are kind, Euan. And it is true — though— and she shrugged her shoulders, what other man would credit it? She lifted her head a little and looked at me with clear, proud eyes:

Well, let them say what they may in fort and barracks twixt this frontier and Philadelphia. The truth remains that I have been no mans mistress and am no trull. Euan, I have starved that I might remain exactly what I am at this moment. I swear to you that I stand here unsullied and unstained under this untainted sky which the same God made who fashioned me. I have known shame and grief and terror; I have lain cold and ill and sleepless; I have wandered roofless, hunted, threatened, mocked, beset by men and vice. Soldiers have used me roughly — you yourself saw, there at the Poundridge barracks! And only you among all men saw truly. Why should I not give to you my friendship, unashamed?

Give it, I said, more deeply moved than ever I had been.

I do! I do! Rightly or wrongly, now, at last, and in the end, I give my honest heart and friendship to a man! And with a quick and winning gesture she offered me her hand; and I took it firmly in my clasp, and fell a-trembling so I could not find a word to utter.

Come to me to-night, Euan, she said. I lodge yonder. There is a poor widow there — a Mrs. Rannock — who took me in. They killed her husband in November. I am striving to repay her for the food and shelter she affords me. I have been given mending and washing at the fort. You see I am no leech to fasten on a body and nourish me for nothing. So I do what I am able. Will you come to me this night?

Yes. But I could not yet speak steadily.

Come then; I — I will tell you something of my miserable condition — if you desire to know.... Truly I think, speaking to no one, this long and unhappy silence has eaten and corroded part of me within — so ill am I at moments with the pain and shame Ive borne so long — so long, Euan! Ah — you do not — know.... And it may be that when you do come to-night I have repented of my purposes — locked up my wounded heart again. But I shall try to tell you — something. For I need somebody — need kindly council very sorely, Euan. And even the Sagamore now fails me — on the threshold — —

What?

He means it for the best; he fears for me. I will tell you how it is with me when you come to-night. I truly desire to tell you — I — I need to tell you. Will you come to me?

On my honour, Lois.

Then — if you please, will you leave me now? I must do my washing and mending — and — — she smiled, if you only knew how desperately I need what money I may earn. My garments, Euan, are like to fall from me if these green cockspur thorns give way.

But, Lois, I said, I have brought you money! And I fished from any hunting shirt a great, thick packet of those poor paper dollars, now in such contempt that scarce five hundred of them counted for a dozen good, hard shillings.

What are you doing? she said, so coldly that I ceased counting the little squares of currency and looked up at her surprised.

I am sharing my pay with you, said I. I have no silver — only these.

I can not take — money!

What?

Did you suppose I could?

Comrades have a common purse; Why not?

For a few moments her face wore the same strange expression, then, of a sudden her eyes filled and closed convulsively, and she turned her head, motioning me to leave her.

Will you not share with me? I asked, very hot about the ears.

She shook her head and I saw her shoulders heave once or twice.

Lois, I said gravely, did you fear I hoped for some — reward? Child — little comrade — only the happiness of aiding you is what I ask for. Share with me then, I beg you. I am not poor.

No — I can not, Euan, she answered in a stifled voice. Is there any shame to you in sharing with me?

Wait, she whispered. Wait till you hear. And — thank you — for — your kindness.

I will be here to-night, I said. And when we know each other better we will share a common purse.

She did not answer me.

I lingered for a moment, desiring to reassure and comfort her, but knew not how. And so, as she did not turn, I finally went away through the sunlit willows, leaving her kneeling there alone beside the golden pool, her bright head drooping and her hands still covering her face.

As I walked back slowly to the fort, I pondered how to be of aid to her; and knew not how. Had there been the ladies of any officers with the army now, I should have laid her desperate case before them; but all had gone back to Albany before our scout of three returned from Westchester.

Here on the river, within our lines, while the army remained, she would be safe enough from forest peril. Yet I burned and raged to think of the baser peril ever threatening her among men of her own speech and colour. I suppose, considering her condition, they had a right to think her that which she was not and never had been. For honesty and maiden virtue never haunted camps. Only two kinds of women tramped with regiments — the wives of soldiers, and their mistresses.

Yet, somehow her safety must be now arranged, her worth and virtue clearly understood, her needs and dire necessities made known, so that when our army moved she might find a shelter, kind and respectable, within the Middle Fort, or at Schenectady, or anywhere inside our lines.

My pay was small; yet, having no soul dependent on my bounty and needing little myself, I had saved these pitiable dollars that our Congress paid us. Besides, I had a snug account with my solicitor in Albany. She might live on that. I did not need it; seldom drew a penny; my pay more than sufficing. And, after the war had ended — ended —— 

Just here my heart beat out o step, and thought was halted for a moment. But with the warm thought and warmer blood tingling me once again, I knew and never doubted that we had not done with one another yet, nor were like to, war or no war. For in all the world, and through all the years of youth, I had never before encountered any woman who had shared with me my waking thoughts and the last and conscious moment ere I slept. But from the time I lost this woman out of my life, something seemed also missing from the world. And when again I found her, life and the world seemed balanced and well rounded once again. And in my breast a strange calm rested me.

As I walked along the rutty lake road, all hatched and gashed by the artillery, I made up my mind to one matter. She must have clothes! thought I, and thats flat! Perhaps not such as befitted her, but something immediate, and not in tatters — something stout that threatened not to part and leave her naked. For the brier-torn rags she wore scarce seemed to hold together; and her small, shy feet peeped through her gaping shoon in snowy hide-and-seek.

Now, coming hither from the fort, I had already noticed on the Stoney-Kill where our Oneidas lay encamped. So when I sighted the first painted tree and saw the stone pipe hanging, I made for it, and found there the Indians smoking pipes and not in war paint; and their women and children were busy with their gossip, near at hand.

As I had guessed, there by the fire lay a soft and heavy pack of doeskins, open, and a pretty Oneida matron sewing Dutch wampum on a painted sporran for her warrior lord.

The lean and silent warriors came up as I approached, sullenly at first, not knowing what treatment to expect — more shame to the skin we take our pride in!

One after another took the hand I offered in self-respecting silence.

Brothers, I said, I come to buy. Sooner or later your young men will put on red paint and oil their bodies. Even now I see your rifles and your hatchets have been polished. Sooner or later the army will move four hundred miles through a wilderness so dark that neither sun nor moon nor stars can penetrate. The old men, the women, the children, and the littlest ones still strapped to the cradle-board, must then remain behind. Is it the truth I speak, my brothers?

It is the truth, they answered very quietly, Then, said I, they will require food and money to buy with. Is it not true, Oneidas?

It is true, brother.

I smiled and turned toward the women who were listening, and who now looked up at me with merry faces.

I have, said I, four hundred dollars. It is for the Oneida maid or matron who will sell to me her pretty bridal dress of doeskin — the dress which she has made and laid aside and never worn. I buy her marriage dress. And she will make another for herself against the hour of need.

Two or three girls leaped laughing to their feet; but, Wait! said I. This is for my little sister; and I must judge you where you stand, Oneida forest flowers, so I may know which one among you is most like my little sister in height and girth and narrow feet.

Is our elder brothers little sister fat and comely? inquired one giggling and over-plump Oneida maid.

Not plump, I said; and they all giggled.

Another short one stood on tip-toe, asking bashfully if she were not the proper height to suit me.

But there was a third, graceful and slender, who had risen with the rest, and who seemed to me nearer a match to Lois. Also, her naked, dusky feet were small and shapely.

At a smiling nod from me she hastened into the family lodge and presently reappeared with the cherished clothing. Fresh and soft and new, she cast the garments on the moss and spread them daintily and proudly to my view for me to mark her wondrous handiwork. And it was truly pretty — from the soft, wampum-broidered shirt with its hanging thrums, to the clinging skirt and delicate thigh-moccasins, wonderfully fringed with purple and inset in most curious designs with painted quills and beads and blue diamond-fronds from feathers of a little jay-birds wing.

Bit by bit I counted out the currency; and it took some little time. But when it was done she took it eagerly enough, laughing her thanks and dancing away toward her lodge. And if her dusky sisters envied her they smiled on me no less merrily as I took my leave of them. And very courteously a stately chief escorted me to the campfires edge. The Oneidas were ever gentlemen; and their women gently bred.

Once more at my own hut door, I entered, with a nod to Mayaro, who sat smoking there in freshened war paint. One quick and penetrating glance he darted at the Oneida garment on my arm, but except for that betrayed no curiosity.

Well, Mayaro, said I, in excellent spirits, you still wear war paint hopefully, I see. But this army will never start within the week.

The Siwanois smiled to himself and smoked. Then he passed the pipe to me. I drew it twice, rendered it.

Come, said I, have you then news that we take the war-trail soon?

The war-trail is always open for those who seek it. When my younger brother makes ready for a trail, does he summon it to come to him by magic, or does he seek it on his two legs?

Are you hoping to go out with the scout to-night? I asked. That would not do.

I go to-night with my brother Loskiel — to take the air, he said slyly.

That may not be, I protested, disconcerted. I have business abroad to-night.

And I, he said very seriously; but he glanced again at the pretty garments on my arm and gave me a merry look.

Yes, said I, smilingly, they are for her. The little lady hath no shoon, no skirt that holds together, save by the grace of cockspur thorns that bind the tatters. Those I have bought of an Oneida girl. And if they do not please her, yet these at least will hold together. And I shall presently write a letter to Albany and send it by the next batteau to my solicitor, who will purchase for her garments far more suitable, and send them to the fort where soon, I trust, she will be lodged in fashion more befitting.

The Sagamores face had become smooth and expressionless. I laid aside the garments, fished out quill and inkhorn, and, lying flat on the ground, wrote my letter to Albany, describing carefully the maid who was to be fitted, her height, the smallness of her waist and foot as well as I remembered. I wrote, too, that she was thin, but not too thin. Also I bespoke a box of French hair-powder for her, and buckled shoes of Paddington, and stockings, and a kerchief.

You know better than do I, I wrote, having a sister to care for, how women dress. They should have shifts, and hair-pegs, and a scarf, and fan, and stays, and scent, and hankers, and a small laced hat, not gilded; cloak, foot-mantle, sun-mask, and a chip hat to tie beneath the chin, and one such as they call after the pretty Mistress Gunning. If women wear banyans, I know not, but whatever they do wear in their own privacy at morning chocolate, in the French fashion, and whatever they do sleep in, buy and box and send to me. And all the money banked with you, put it in her name as well as mine, so that her draughts on it may all be honoured. And this is her name — —

I stopped, dismayed, I did not know her name! And I was about to sign for her full power to share my every penny! Yet, my amazing madness did not strike me as amazing or grotesque, that, within the hour, a maid in a condition such as hers was to divide my tidy fortune with me. Nay, more — for when I signed this letter she would be free to take what she desired and even leave me destitute.

I laughed at the thought — so midsummer mad was I upon that sunny July afternoon; and within me, like a hidden thicket full of birds, my heart was singing wondrous tunes I never knew one note of.

O Sagamore, I said, lifting my head, tell me her surname now, because I need it for this business. And I forgot to ask her at the Spring Waiontha.

For a full minute the Indians countenance turned full on me remained moon-blank. Then, like lightning, flashed his smile.

Loskiel, my friend, and now my own blood-brother, what magic singing birds have so enchanted your two ears. She is but a child, lonely and ragged — a tattered leaf still green, torn from the stem by storm and stress, blown through the woodlands and whirled here and yonder by every breath of wind. Is it fit that my brother Loskiel should notice such a woman?

She is in need, my brother.

Give, and pass on, Loskiel.

That is not giving, O my brother.

Is it to give alone, Loskiel? Or is it to give — that she may render all?

Yes, honestly to give. Not to take.

And yet you know her not, Loskiel.

But I shall know her yet! She has so promised. If she is friendless, she shall be our friend. For you and I are one, O Sagamore! If she is cold, naked, or hungry, we will build for her a fire, and cover her, and give her meat. Our lodge shall be her lodge; our friends hers, her enemies ours. I know not how this all has come to me, Mayaro, my friend — even as I know not how your friendship came to me, or how now our honour is lodged forever in each others keeping. But it is true. Our blood has made us of one race and parentage.

It is the truth, he said.

Then tell me her name, that I may write it to my friend in Albany.

I do not know it, he said quietly.

She never told you?

Never, he said. Listen, Loskiel. What I now tell to you with heart all open and my tongue unloosened, is all I know of her. It was in winter that she came to Philipsburgh, all wrapped in her red cloak. The White Plains Indians were there, and she was ever at their camp asking the same and endless question.

What question, Mayaro?

That I shall also tell you, for I overheard it. But none among the White Plains company could answer her; no, nor no Congress soldier that she asked.

The soldiers were not unkind; they offered food and fire — as soldiers do, Loskiel, he added, with a flash of Contempt for men who sought what no Siwanois, no Iroquois, ever did seek of any maiden or any chaste and decent woman, white or red.

I know, I said. Continue.

I offered shelter, he said simply. I am a Siwanois. No women need to dread Mohicans. She learned this truth from me for the first time, I think. Afterward, pitying her, I watched her how she went from camp to camp. Some gave her mending to do, some washing, enabling her to live. I drew clothing and arms and rations as a Hudson guide enrolled, and together she and I made out to live. Then, in the spring, Major Lockwood summoned me to carry intelligence between the lines. And she came with me, asking at every camp the same strange question; and ever the soldiers laughed and plagued and courted her, offering food and fire and shelter — but not the answer to her question. And one day — the day you came to Poundridge-town — and she had sought for me through that wild storm — I met her by the house as I came from North Castle with news of horsemen riding in the rain.

He leaned forward, looking at me steadily.

Loskiel, he said, when first I heard your name from her, and that it was you who wanted Mayaro, suddenly it seemed to me that magic was being made. And — I myself gave her her answer — the answer to the question she had asked at every camp.

Good God! said I, did you, then know the answer all the while? And never told her? But at the same moment I understood how perfectly characteristic of an Indian had been his conduct.

I knew, he said tranquilly, but I did not know why this maiden wished to know. Therefore was I silent.

Why did you not ask her? But before he spake I knew why too.

Does a Sagamore ask idle questions of a woman? he said coldly. Do the Siwanois babble?

No. And yet — and yet — —

Birds sing, maidens chatter. A Mohican considers ere his tongue is loosed.

Aye — it is your nature, Sagamore.... But tell me — what was it in the mention of my name that made you think of magic?

Loskiel, you came two hundred miles to ask of me the question that this maid had asked in every camp.

What question?

Where lay the trail to Catharines-town, he said.

Did she ask that? I demanded in astonishment.

It was ever the burden of her piping — this rosy-throated pigeon of the woods.

That is most strange, said I.

It is doubtless sorcery that she should ask of me an interview with you who came two hundred miles to ask of me the very question.

But, Mayaro, she did not then know why I had come to seek you.

I knew as quickly as I heard your name.

How could you know before you saw me and I had once made plain my business?

Birds come and go; but eagles see their natal nest once more before they die.

I do not understand you, Mayaro.

He made no answer.

Merely to hear my name from this childs lips, you say you guessed my business with you?

Surely, Loskiel — surely. It was all done by magic. And, at once, I knew that I should also speak to her, there in the storm, and answer her her question.

And did you do so?

Yes, Loskiel. I said to her: Little sad rosy-throated pigeon of the woods, the vale Yndaia lies by a hidden river in the West. Some call it Catharines-town.

I shook my head, perplexed, and understanding nothing.

Yndaia? Did you say Yndaia, Mayaro?

Then, as he looked me steadily in the eye, my gaze became uneasy, shifted, fell by an accident upon the blood-red bear reared on his hind legs, pictured upon his breast. And through and through me passed a shock, like the dull thrill of some forgotten thing clutched suddenly by memory — yet clutched in vain.

Vain was the struggle, too, for the faint gleam passed from my mind as it had come; and if the name Yndaia had disturbed me, or seeing the scarlet ensign on his breast, or perhaps both coupled, had seemed to stir some distant memory, I did not know. Only it seemed as though, in mental darkness, I had felt the presence of some living and familiar thing — been conscious of its nearness for an instant ere it had vanished utterly.

The Sagamores face had become a smooth, blank mask again.

What has this maid, Lois, to do with Catharines-town? I asked. Devils live there in darkness.

She did not say.

You do not know?

No, Loskiel.

But, said I, troubled, why did she journey hither?

Because she now believes that only I in all the world could guide her to the vale Yndaia; and that one day I will pity her and take her there.

Doubtless, I said anxiously, she has heard at the forts or hereabouts that we are to march on Catharines-town.

She knows it now, Loskiel

And means to follow? I exclaimed in horror.

My brother speaks the truth.

God! What urges the child thither?

I do not know, Loskiel. It seems as though a madness were upon her that she must go to Catharines-town. I tell you there is sorcery in all this. I say it — I, a Sagamore of the Enchanted Wolf. Who should know magic when it stirs but I, of the Siwanois — the Magic Clan? Say what you will, my comrade and blood-brother, there is sorcery abroad; and well I know who wrought it, spinning with spiders webs there by the lost Lake of Kendaia — — He shuddered slightly. There by the black waters of the lake — that hag — and all her spawn!

Catharine Montour!

The Toad-woman herself — and all her spawn.

The Senecas?

And the others, he said in a low voice.

A sudden and terrible misgiving assailed me. I swallowed, and then said slowly:

Two scalps were taken late last night by Murphy and Elerson. And the scalps were not of the Mohawk. Not Oneida, nor Onondaga, nor Cayuga. Mayaro! I gasped. So help me God, those scalps are never Seneca!

Erie! he exclaimed with a mixture of rage and horror. And I saw his sinewy hand quivering on his knife-hilt. Listen, Loskiel! I knew it! No one has told me. I have sat here all the day alone, making my steel bright and my paint fresher, and singing to myself my peoples songs. And ever as I sat at the lodge door, something in the summer wind mocked at me and whispered to me of demons. And when I rose and stood at gaze, troubled, and minding every river-breeze, faintly I seemed to scent the taint of evil. If those two scalps be Erie, then where the Cat-People creep their Sorcerer will be found.

Amochol, I repeated under my breath. And shivered.

For, deep in the secret shadows of that dreadful place where this vile hag, Catharine Montour, ruled it in Catharines-town, dwelt also all that now remained of the Cat-Nation — Eries — People of the Cat — a dozen, it was rumoured, scarcely more — and demons all, serving that horrid warlock, Amochol, the Sorcerer of the Senecas.

What dreadful rites this red priest and his Eries practiced there, none knew, unless it were true that the False Faces knew. But rumour whispered with a thousand tongues of horrors viewless, nameless, inconceivable; and that far to the westward Biskoonah yawned, so close indeed to the worlds surface that the waters boiling deep in hell burst into burning fountains in the magic garden where the red priest made his sorcery, alone.

These things I had heard, but vaguely, here and there — a word perhaps at Johnson Hall, a whisper at Fort Johnson, rumours discussed at Guy Park and Schenectady when I was young. But ever the same horror of it filled me, though I believed it not, knowing full well there were no witches, sorcerers, or warlocks in the world; yet, in my soul disturbed concerning what might pass deep in the shadows of that viewless Empire.

Mayaro, I said seriously, do you go instantly to the fort and view those scalps.

Were the braids fastened at the roots with tree-cat claws?

Aye!

No need to view them, then, Loskiel.

Are they truly Erie?

Cats! He spat the word from his lips and his eyes blazed.

And — Amochol! I asked unsteadily.

The Cat People creep with the Seneca high priest, mewing under the moon.

Then — he is surely here?

Aye, Loskiel.

God! said I, now all a-quiver; only to slay him! Only to end this demon-thing, this poison spawn of the Woman-Toad! Only to glimpse his scarlet rags fairly along my rifle sight!

No bullets touch him.

That is nonsense, Mayaro — —

No, Loskiel.

I tell you he is human! There are no sorcerers on earth. There never were — except the Witch of Endor — —

I never heard of her. But the Witch of Catharines-town is living. And her warlock offspring, Amochol! He squared his broad shoulders, shaking them. What do I care? he said. I am a Sagamore of the Enchanted Clan! He struck the painted symbol on his chest. What do I care for this red priests sorcery — I, who wear the great Witch Bear rearing in scarlet here across my breast!

Let the Cat People make their magic! Let Amochol sacrifice to Leshi in Biskoonah! Let their accursed Atensi watch the Mohicans from behind the moon. Mayaro is a Sagamore and his clan are Sachems; and the clan was old — old — old, O little brother, before their Hiawatha came to them and made their League for them, and returned again to The Master of Life in his silver cloud-canoe!

And I say to you, O my blood-brother, that between this sorcerer and me is now a war such as no Mohican ever waged and no man living, white or red, has ever seen. His magic will I fight with magic; his knife and hatchet shall be turned on mine! And I shall deceive and trick and mock him — him and his Erie Cats, till one by one their scalps shall swing above a clean Mohican fire. O Loskiel, my brother, and my other self, a warrior and a Sagamore has spoken. Go, now, to your evening tryst in peace and leave me. For in my ears the Seven Chiefs are whispering — The Thunderers. And Tamanund must hear my speech and read my heart. And the long roll of our Mohican dead must be recited — here and alone by me — the only one who has that right since Uncas died and the Mohican priesthood ended, save for the Sagamores of the Magic Clan.

Go, now, my brother. Go in peace.


CHAPTER VII

LOIS
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WHEN I CAME to the log house by the Spring Waiontha, lantern in hand and my packet tucked beneath my arm, it was twilight, and the starless skies threatened rain. Road and field and forest were foggy and silent; and I thought of the first time I had ever set eyes on Lois, in the late afternoon stillness which heralded a coming storm.

I had with me, as I say, a camp lantern which enabled me to make my way through the thicket to the Spring Waiontha. Not finding her there, I retraced my steps and crossed the charred and dreary clearing to the house of logs.

No light burned within; doubtless this widow woman was far too poor to afford a light of any sort. But my lantern still glimmered, and I went up to the splintered door and rapped.

Lois opened it, her knitting gathered in her hand, and stood aside for me to enter.

At first, so dusky was the room that I perceived no other occupant beside ourselves. Then Lois said: Mrs. Rannock, Mr. Loskiel, of whom I spoke at supper, is to be made known to you.

Then first I saw a slight and ghostly figure rise, take shape in the shadows, and move slowly into my lanterns feeble beams —— a frail and pallid woman, who made her reverence as though dazed, and uttered not a word.

Lois whispered in my ear:

She scarcely seems to know she is alive, since Cherry Valley. A Tory slew her little sister with a hatchet; then her husband fell; and then, before her eyes, a blue-eyed Indian pinned her baby to its cradle with a bayonet.

I crossed the room to where she stood, offering my hand; and she laid her thin and work-worn fingers listlessly in mine.

Madam, I said gently, there are today two thousand widows such as you betwixt Oriska and Schenectady. And, to our cause, each one of you is worth a regiment of men, your sorrows sacred to us all, strengthening our vows, steeling us to a fierce endeavour. No innocent death in this long war has been in vain; no mothers agony. Yet, only God can comfort such as you.

She shook her head slowly.

No God can comfort me, she said, in a voice so lifeless that it sounded flat as the words that sleepers utter, dreaming of trouble.

Shall we be seated outside on the door-sill? whispered Lois. The only seat within is on the settle, where she sits.

Is this the only room?

Yes — save for the mouse-loft, where I sleep on last years corn-husks. Shall we sit outside? We can speak very low. She will not heed us.

Pity for all this stark and naked wretchedness left me silent; then, as the lanterns rays fell on this young girls rags, I remembered my packet.

Yes, we will sit outside. But first, I bring you a little gift — —

She looked up quickly and drew back a step, Oh, but such a little gift, Lois — a nothing — a mere jest of mine which we shall enjoy between us. Take it as I offer it, lightly, and without constraint.

Reluctantly she permitted me to lay the packet in her arms, displeasure still darkening her brow. Then I set my lantern on the puncheon floor and stepped outside, closing the hatchet-battered door behind me.

How long I paced the foggy strip of clearing I do not know. The mist had thickened to rain when I heard the door creak; and, turning in my tracks, caught the lanterns sparkle on the threshold, and the dull gleam of her Oneida finery.

I picked up the lantern and held it high above us.

Smiling and bashful she stood there in her clinging skirt and wampum-broidered vest, her slender, rounded limbs moulded into soft knee-moccasins of fawn-skin, and the Virgins Girdle knotted across her thighs in silver-tasselled seawan.

And, Lord! said I, surprised by the lovely revelation. What a miracle are you in your forest masquerade!

Am I truly fine to please you, Euan?

I said, disturbed, but striving to speak lightly:

Little Oneida goddess in your bridal dress, the Seven Dancers are laughing at me from your eyes; and the Day-Sun and the Night-Sun hang from your sacred girdle, making it flash like silvery showers of seawan. Salute, O Watcher at the Gates of Dawn! Onwa oyah! Na-i! A-i! Lois! And I drew my light war-hatchet from its sheath and raised it sparkling, in salute.

She laughed a little, blushed a little, and bent her dainty head to view her finery once more, examining it gravely to the last red quill sewed to the beaded toe-point.

Then, still serious, she lifted her grey eyes to me:

I seem to find no words to thank you, Euan. But my heart is — very — full — — She hesitated, then stretched forth her hand to me, smiling; and as I touched it ceremoniously with finger-tip and lip:

Ai-me! she exclaimed, withdrawing under shelter. It is raining, Euan! Your rifle-shirt is wet already, and you are like to take a chill! Come under shelter instantly!

Fancy a man of Morgans with a chill! I said, but nevertheless obeyed her, set the lantern on the puncheon floor, brushed the fine drops from thrums and hatchet-sheath, rubbed the bright-edged little axe with buck-skinned elbow, and wiped my heavy knife from hilt to blade.

As I looked up, busy with my side-arms, I caught her eye. We smiled at each other; then, as though a common instinct stirred us to caution, we turned and looked silently toward the settle in the corner, where the widow sat brooding alone.

May we speak freely here, Lois? I whispered.

She cast a cautious glance at the shadowy figure, then, lowering her voice and leaning nearer:

I scarcely know whether she truly heeds and hears. She may not — yet — she may. And I do not care to share my confidences with anyone — save you. I promised to tell you something about myself.... I mean to, some day.

Then you will not tell me now?

How can I, Euan?

We stood silent, thinking. Presently my eyes fell on the rough ladder leading to the loft above. She followed my gaze, hesitated, shot a keen and almost hostile glance at me, softened and coloured, then stole across the room to the ladders foot.

I lifted the lantern, followed her, and mounted, lighting the way for her along low-hanging eaves among the rustling husks. She dropped the trap-door silently, above the ladder, took the lantern from my hand, set it on the floor, and seated herself beside it on the husks, her cheeks still brightly flushed.

Is this then your intimate abode? I asked, half-smiling.

Could I desire a snugger one? she answered gaily. Here is both warmth and shelter; and a clean bed of husks; and if I am lonely, there be friendly little mice to bear me company o nights. And here my mice and I lie close and listen to the owls.

And you were reared in comfort! I said with sudden bitterness.

She looked up quickly, then, shrugging her shoulders:

There is still some comfort for those who can remember their brief day of ease — none for those who never knew it. I have had days of comfort.

What age are you, Lois?

Twenty, I think.

Scarce that! I insisted.

Do I not seem so? she asked, smiling.

Eighteen at most — save for the — sadness — in your eyes that now and then surprises me — if it be sadness that I read there.

Perhaps it is the wisdom I have learned — a knowledge that means sadness, Euan. Do my eyes betray it, then, so plainly?

Sometimes, I said, A faint sound from below arrested our attention.

Lois whispered:

It is Mrs. Rannock weeping. She often weeps like that at night. And so would I, Euan, had I beheld the horrors which this poor thing was born to look upon — God comfort her! Have you never heard how the destructives slew her husband, her baby, and her little sister eight years old? The baby lay in its cradle smiling up at its murderers. Even the cruel Senecas turned aside, forbearing to harm it. But one of Walter Butlers painted Tories spies it and bawls out: This also will grow to be a rebel! And with that he speared the little smiling creature on his bayonet, tossed it, and caught it — Oh, Euan — Euan! Shuddering, she flung her arm across her face as though to shut out the vision.

That villainy, said I, was done by Newberry or Chrysler, if I remember. And Newberry we caught and hung before we went to Westchester. I saw him hang with that wretched Lieutenant Hare. God! how we cheered by regiments marching back to camp!

Through the intense stillness I could still hear the woman sobbing in the dark below.

Lois — little Lois, I whispered, touching her trembling arm with a hand quite as unsteady.

She dropped her arm from her face, looking up at me with eyes widened still in horror.

I said: Do you then wonder that the thought of you, roaming these woods alone, is become a living dread to me, so that I think of nothing else?

She smiled wanly, and sat thinking for a while, her pale face pressed between her hands. Presently she looked up.

Are we so truly friends then, Euan? At the Spring Waiontha it almost seemed as though it could come true.

You know it has come true.

Do I?

Do you not know it, little Lois?

I seem to know it, somehow.... Tell me, Euan, does a true and deathless friendship with a man — with you — mean that I am to strip my heart of every secret, hiding nothing from you?

Dare you do it, Lois? I said laughingly, yet thrilled with the candour of her words.

I could not let you think me better than I am. That would be stealing friendship from you. But if you give it when you really know me — that will be dear and wonderful — — She drew a swift breath and smiled.

Surprised, then touched, I met the winning honesty of her gaze in silence.

Unless you truly know me — unless you know to whom you give your friendship — you can not give it rightly. Can you, Euan? You must learn all that I am and have been, Is not this necessary?

I — I ask you nothing, I stammered. All that I know of you is wonderful enough — — Suddenly the danger of the moment opened out before me, checking my very thoughts.

She laid both hands against her temple, pressing them there till her cheeks cooled. So she pondered for a while, her gaze remote. Then, looking fearlessly at me:

Euan, I am of that sad company of children born without name. I have lately dared to guess who was my father. Presently I will tell you who he was. Her grey and troubled eyes gazed into space now, dreamily. He died long since. But my mother is living. And I believe she lives near Catharines-town to-day!

What! Why do you think so? I exclaimed, astounded.

Is not the Vale Yndaia there, near Catharines-town?

Yes. But why — —

Then listen, Euan. Every year upon a certain day — the twelfth of May — no matter where I chance to be, always outside my door I find two little beaded moccasins. I have had them thirteen times in thirteen years. And every year — save the last two — the moccasins have been made a little larger, as though to fit my growing years. Now, for the last two years, they have remained the same in size, fitting me perfectly. And — I never yet have worn them more than to fit them on and take them off.

Why? I asked vaguely.

I save them for my journey.

What journey?

The long trail through the Long House — straight through it, Euan, to the Western Door. That is the trail I dream of.

Who leaves these strange moccasins at your threshold every year?

I do not know.

From where do you suppose they come? I asked, amazed.

From Catharines-town.

Do you believe your mother sends them?

Oh, Euan, I know it now! Until two years ago I did not understand. But now I know it!

Why are you so certain Lois? Is any written message sent with them?

Always within one of each pair of moccasins is sewed a strip of silver birch. Always the message written is the same; and this is what is always written:

Swift moccasins for little feet as swift against the day that the long trail is safe. Then, in the Vale Yndaia, little Lois, seek her who bore you, saved you, lost you, but who love you always.

Pray every day for him who died in the Regiment de la Reine.

Pray too for her who waits for you, in far Yndaia.

What a strange message! I exclaimed.

I must heed it, she said under her breath. The trail is open, and my hour is come.

But, Lois, that trail means death!

Your army makes it safe at last. And now the time is come when I must follow it.

Is that why you have followed us?

Yes, that is why. Until that night in the storm at Poundridge-town I had never learned where the Vale Yndaia lay. Month after month I haunted camps, asking for information concerning Yndaia and the Regiment de la Reine. But of Yndaia I learned nothing, until the Sagamore informed me that Yndaia lay near Catharines-town. And, learning you were of the army, and that the army was bound thither, I followed you.

Why did you not tell me this at Poundridge? You should have camped with us, I said.

Because of my fear of men — except red men. And I had already quite enough of your Lieutenant Boyd.

I looked at her seriously; and she comprehended the unasked questions that were troubling me.

Shall I tell you more? Shall I tell you how I have learned my dread of men — how it has been with me since my foster parents found me lying at their door strapped to a painted cradle-board?

You!

Aye; that was my shameful beginning, so they told me afterward — long afterward. For I supposed they were my parents — till two years ago. Now shall I tell you all, Euan? And risk losing a friendship you might have given in your ignorance of me?

Quick, hot, unconsidered words flew to my lips — so sweet and fearless were her eyes. But I only muttered:

Tell me all.

From the beginning, then — to scour my heart out for you! So, first and earliest my consciousness awoke to the sound of drums. I am sure of this because when I hear them it seems as though they were the first sounds that I ever heard.... And once, lately, they were like to be the last.... And next I can remember playing with a painted mask of wood, and how the paint tasted, and its odour.... Then, nothing more can I remember until I was a little child with — him I thought to be my father. I may not name him. You will understand presently why I do not.

She looked down, pulling idly at the thrums along her beaded leggins.

I told you I was near your age — twenty. But I do not really know how old I am, I guess that I am twenty — thereabouts.

You look sixteen; not more — except the haunting sorrow — —

I can remember full that length of time.... I must be twenty, Euan. When I was perhaps seven years old — or thereabout — I went to school — first in Schenectady to a Mistress Lydon; where were a dozen children near my age. And pretty Mistress Lydon taught us A — B — C and manners — and nothing else that I remember now. Then for a long while I was at home — which meant a hundred different lodgings — for we were ever moving on from place to place, where his employment led him, from one house to another, staying at one tavern only while his task remained unfinished, then to the road again, north, south, west, or east, wherever his fancy sped before to beckon him.... He was a strange man, Euan.

Your foster father?

Aye. And my foster mother, too, was a strange woman.

Were they not kind to you?

Y-es, after their own fashion. They both were vastly different to other folk. I was fed and clothed when anyone remembered to do it, And when they had been fortunate, they sent me to the nearest school to be rid of me, I think. I have attended many schools, Euan — in Germantown, in Philadelphia, in Boston, in New York. I stayed not long in school at New York because there our affairs went badly. And no one invited us in that city — as often we were asked to stay as guests while the work lasted — not very welcome guests, yet tolerated.

What was your foster fathers business?

He painted portraits.... I do not know how well he painted. But he cared for nothing else, except his wife. When he spoke at all it was to her of Raphael, and of Titian, and particularly of our Benjamin West, who had his first three colours of the Indians, they say.

I have heard so, too.

She nodded absently, fingering her leggin-fringe; then, with a sudden, indrawn breath:

We were no more than roving gypsies, you see, living from hand to mouth, and moving on, always moving from town to town, remaining in one place while there were portraits to paint — or tavern-signs, or wagons — anything to keep us clothed and fed. Then there came a day in Albany when matters mended over night, and the Patroon most kindly commanded portraits of himself and family. It started our brief prosperity.

Other and thrifty Dutchmen now began to bargain for their portraits. We took an old house on Pearl Street, and I was sent to school at Mrs. Pardees Academy for young ladies as a day pupil, returning home at evening. About that time my foster mother became ill. I remember that she lay on a couch all day, watching her husband paint. He and his art were all she cared for. Me she seldom seemed to see — scarcely noticed when she saw me — almost never spake to me, and there were days and weeks, when I saw nobody in that silent house, and sat at meat alone — when, indeed, anyone remembered I was a hungry, growing child, and made provision for me.

Schoolmates, at first, asked me to their homes. I would not go because I could not ask them to my home in turn. And so grew up to womanhood alone, and shy, and silent among my fellows; alone at home among the shadows of that old Dutch house; ever alone. Always a haunted twilight seemed to veil the living world from me, save when I walked abroad along the river, thinking, thinking.

Yet, in one sense I was not alone, Euan, for I was fanciful; and roamed accompanied by those bright visions that unawakened souls conjure for company; companioned by all creatures of the mind, from saint to devil. Ai-me! For there were moments when I would have welcomed devils, so that they rid me of my solitude, at hells own price!

She drew a long, light breath, smiled at me; then:

My foster mother died. And when she died the end also began for him. I was taken from my school. So dreadfully was he broken that for months he lay abed never speaking, scarcely eating. And all day long during those dreary months I sat alone in that hushed house of death.

Debt came first; then sheriffs; then suddenly came this war upon us. But nothing aroused him from his lethargy; and all day long he brooded there in silence, day after day, until our creditors would endure no longer, and the bailiff menaced him. Confused and frightened, I implored him to leave the city — jails seeming to me far more terrible than death — and at last persuaded him to the old life once more.

So, to avoid a debtors prison, we took the open road again. But war was ravishing the land; there was no work for him to do. We starved slowly southward, day by day, shivered and starved from town to town across the counter.

Near to a camp of Continental troops there was a farm house. They took me there as maid-at-all-work, out of charity, I think. My father wandered over to the camp, and there, God alone knows why, enlisted — I shall not tell you in what regiment. But it was Continental Line — a gaunt, fierce, powder-blackened company, disciplined with iron. And presently a dreadful thing befell us. For one morning before sunrise, as I stood scouring the milk-pans by the flare of a tallow-dip, came to me a yawning sergeant of this same regiment to tell me that, as my foster father was to be shot at sunrise, therefore, he desired to see me. And I remember how he yawned and yawned, this lank and bony sergeant, showing within his mouth his yellow fangs!

Oh, Euan! When I arrived, my foster father — who I then supposed was my own father — lay in a tent a condemned deserter, seeming not even to care, or to comprehend his dreadful plight. All the defence he ever made, they say was that he had tired of dirty camps and foolish drums, and wished to paint again. Euan, it was terrible. He did not understand. He was a visionary — a man of endless silences, dreamy of eye, gentle and vague of mind — no soldier, nor fitted to understand a military life at all.

I remember the smoky lantern burning red within the tent, and the vast shadows it cast; and how he stood there, looking tranquilly at nothing while I, frightened, sobbed on his breast. Lois, he said, smiling, there is a bright company aloft, and watching me. Raphael and Titian are of them. And West will come some day. And, God! he murmured, wonderingly, What fellowship will be there! What knowledge to be acquired a half hour hence — and leave this petty sphere to its own vexed and petty wrangling, its kings and congresses, and its foolish noise of drums.

For a while he paid me no attention, save in an absent-minded way to pat my arm and say, There, there, child! Theres nothing to it — no, not anything to weep for. In less than half an hour my wife and I will be together, listening while Raphael speaks — or Christ, perhaps, or Leonardo.

Twice the brigade chaplain came to the tent, but seeing me retired. The third time he appeared my foster father said: Hes come to talk to me of Christ and Raphael. It is pleasant to hear his kind assurance that the journey to them is a swift one, done in the twinkling of an eye.... So — I will say good-bye. Now go, my child.

Locked in my desperate embrace, his wandering gaze came back and met my terror-stricken eyes. And after another moment a slow colour came into his wasted face. Lois, he said, before I go to join that matchless company, I think you ought to know that which will cause you to grieve less for me.... And so I tell you that I am not your father.... We found you at our door in Caughnwagha, strapped to a Seneca cradle-board. Nor had you any name. We did not seek you, but, having you so, bowed to Gods will and suffered you to remain with us. We strove to do our duty by you — — His vague gaze wandered toward the tent door where the armed guard stood, terrible and grim and ragged. Then he unloosened my suddenly limp arms about him, muttering to himself of something hed forgotten; and, rummaging in his pockets found it presently — a packet laced in deerskin. This, he said, is all we ever knew of you. It should be yours. Good-bye.

I strove to speak, but he no longer heard me, and asked the guard impatiently why the Chaplain tarried. And so I crept forth into the dark of dawn, more dead than living. And presently the rising sun blinded my tear-drowned eyes, where I was kneeling in a field under a tall tree.... I heard the dead-march rolling from the drums, and saw them passing, black against the sunrise.... Then, filing slowly as the seconds dragged, a thousand years passed in processional during the next half hour — ending in a far rattle of musketry and a light smoke blowing east across the fields — —

She passed her fingers across her brow, clearing it of the clinging curls.

They played a noisy march — afterward. I saw the ragged ranks wheel and manoeuvre, stepping out Briskly to the jolly drums and fifes.... I stood by the grave while the detail filled it cheerily.... Then I went back to the farm house, through the morning dew and sunshine.

When I had opened my packet and had understood its contents, I made of my clothes a bundle and took the highway to ask of all the world where lay the road to the vale Yndaia, and where might be found the Regiment de la Reine. Wherever was a camp of soldiers, there I loitered, asking the same question, day after day, month after month. I asked of Indians — our Hudson guides, and the brigaded White Plains Indians. None seemed to know — or if they did they made no answer. And the soldiers did not know, and only laughed, taking me for some camp wanton — —

Again she passed her slender hand slowly across her eyes, shaking her head.

That I am not wholly bad amazes me at times.... I wonder if you know how hunger tampers with the will? I mean more than mere hunger; I mean that dreadful craving never completely satisfied — so that the ceaseless famine gnaws and gnaws while the sick mind still sickens, brooding over what the body seems to need of meat and drink and warmth — day after day, night after night, endless and terrible. She flushed, but continued calmly: I had nigh sold myself to some young officer — some gay and heedless boy — a dozen times that winter — for a bit of bread — and so I might lie warm.... The army starved at Valley Forge.... God knows where and how I lived and famished through all that bitter blackness.... An artillery horse had trodden on my hip where I lay huddled in a cow-barn under the straw close to the horses, for the sake of warmth. I hobbled for a month.... And so ill was I become in mind as well as body that had any man been kind — God knows what had happened! And once I even crept abroad meaning to take what offered. Do you deem me vile, Euan?

No — no— I could not utter another word.

She sighed, gazing at space.

And the cold! Well — this is July, and I must try to put it from my mind. But at times it seems to be still in my bones — deep bitten to the very marrow. Ai-me! I have seen two years of centuries. Their scars remain.

She rocked slightly forward and backward where she sat, her fingers interlaced, twisting and clenching with her memories.

Ai-me! Hunger and cold and men! Hunger and — men. But it was solitude that nigh undid me. That was the worst of all — the endless silence.

The rain now swept the roof of bark above us, gust after gust swishing across the eaves. Beyond the outer circle of the lantern light a mouse moved, venturing no nearer.

Lois?

She lifted her head. All that is ended now. Strive to forget.

She made no response.

Ended, I said firmly. And this is how it ends. I have with my solicitor, Mr. Simon Hake, of Albany, two thousand pounds hard sterling. How I first came by it I do not know. But Guy Johnson placed it there for me, saying that it was mine by right. Now, today, I have written to Mr. Hake a letter. In this letter I have commanded some few trifles to be bought for you, such as all women naturally require.

Euan! she exclaimed sharply.

I will not listen! said I excitedly. Do you listen now to me, for I mean to have my way with you — say what you may — —

I know — I know — but you have done too much already — —

I have done nothing! Listen! I have bespoken trifles of no value — nothing more — stockings, and shifts, and stays, and powder-puffs, and other articles — —

I will not suffer this! she said, an angry colour in her cheeks.

You suffer now — for lack even of handkerchiefs! I must insist — —

Euan! My shifts and stays and stockings are none of your affair! she answered hotly.

I make them mine!

No — nor is it your privilege to offer them!

My — what?

Privilege! she said haughtily, flushing clear to her curly hair; and left me checked. She added: What you offer is impertinence — however kindly meant. No friendship warrants it, and I refuse.

I know not what it was — perhaps my hurt and burning silence under the sudden lash of her rebuff — but presently I felt her hand steal over mine and tighten. And looked up, scowling, to see her eyes brimming with tears and merriment.

How much of me must you have, Euan? Even my privacy and pride? You have given me friendship; you have clothed me to your fancy. You have had scant payment in exchange — only a poor girls gratitude. What have I left to offer in return if you bestow more gifts? Give me no more — so that you take from me no more than — gratitude.

Comrades neither give nor take, Lois. What they possess belongs to both in common.

I know — it is so said — but — you have had of me for all your bounty only my thanks — and — — she smiled tremulously,  —— a wild rose-bud. And you have given so much — so much — and I am far too poor to render — —

What have I asked of you! I said impatiently.

Nothing. And so I am the more inclined to give — I know not what.

Shall I tell you what to offer me? Then offer me the privilege of giving. It is the rarest gift within your power.

She sat looking at me while the soft colour waned and deepened in her cheeks.

I — give, she said in a voice scarce audible.

Then, said I, very happily, I am free to tell you that I have commanded for your comfort a host of pretty things, and a big box of wood and brass, with a stout hide outside, to keep your clothing in! The lady of Captain Cresson, of the levies, has a noble one. Yours is its mate. And into yours will fit your gowns and shoon, patches and powder, and the hundred articles which every woman needs by day and night. Also Ive named you to Mr. Hake, so that, first writing for me upon a slip of paper that I may send it to him — then writing your request to him, you may make draughts for what you need upon our money, which now lies with him. Do you understand me, Lois? You will need money when the army leaves.

Her head moved slightly, acquiescent.

So far so good, then. Now, when this army moves into the wilderness, and when I go, and you remain, you will have clothing that befits you; you will have means to properly maintain you; and I shall send you by batteau to Mr. Hake, who will find lodging suitable for you — and be your friend, and recommend you to his friends not only for my sake, but, when he sets his eyes on you, for your own sake. I smiled, and added:

Hiero! Little rosy-throated pigeon of the woods! Loskiel has spoken!

Now, as I ended, this same and silly wild-thing fell silently a-crying; and never had I dreamed that any maid could be so full o tears, when by all rights she should have sat dimpling there, happy and gay, and eager as I.

Out o countenance again, and vexed in my mind, I sat silent, fidgetting, made strange and cold and awkward by her tears. The warm flush of self-approval chilled in my heart; and by and by a vague resentment grew there.

Euan? she ventured, lifting her wet eyes.

What? said I ungraciously.

H — have you a hanker? Else I use my scandalous skirt again — —

And the next instant we both were laughing there, she still in tears, I with blithe heart to see her now surrender at discretion, with her grey eyes smiling at me through a starry mist of tears, and the sweet mouth tremulous with her low-voiced thanks.

Ai-me! she said. What manner of boy is this, to hector me and have his will? And now he sits there laughing, and convinced that when the army marches I shall wear his finery and do his bidding. And so I shall — if I remain behind.

Lois! You can not go to Catharines-town! Thats flat!

Ive wandered hungry and ragged for two years, asking the way. Do you suppose I have endured in vain? Do you suppose I shall give up now?

Lois! I said seriously, if it is true that the Senecas hold any white captives, their liberation is at hand. But that business concerns the army. And I promise you that if your mother be truly there among those unhappy prisoners she shall be brought back safely from the Vale Yndaia. I will tell Major Parr of this; he shall inform the General. Have no fear or doubt, dear maid. If she is there, and human power can save her, then is she saved already, by Gods grace.

She said in a quiet voice:

I must go with you. And that is why — or partly why — I asked you here tonight. Find me some way to go to Catharines-town. For I must go!

Why not inquire of me the road to hell? I asked impatiently. She said between her teeth:

Oh, any man might show me that. And guide me, too. Many have offered, Euan.

What!

I ask your pardon. Two years of camps blunts any womans speech.

Lois, said I uneasily, why do you wish to go to Catharines-town, when an armed force is going?

She sat considering, then, in a low, firm voice:

To tell you why, is why I asked you here.... And first I must show you what my packet held.... Shall I show you, Euan?

Surely, little comrade.

She drew the packet from her bosom, unlaced the thong, unrolled the deer-hide covering.

Here is a roll of bark, she said. This I have never had interpreted. Can you read it for me, Euan?

And there in the lantern light I read it, while she looked down over my shoulder.



KADON!

Aesa-yat-yen-enghdon, Lois!
Etho!
[And here was painted a white dog lying dead, its tongue hanging
out sideways.]
Hen-skerigh-watonte.
Jatthon-ten-yonk, Lois!
Jin-isaya-dawen-ken-wed-e-wayen.
[Here was drawn in outline the foot and claws of a forest lynx.]
Niyi-eskah-haghs, na-yegh-nyasa-kenra-dake, niya-wennonh! [Then a
white symbol.]

For a long time I gazed at the writing in shocked silence. Then I asked her if she suspected what was written there in the Canienga dialect.

I never have had it read. Indians refuse, shake their heads, and look askance at me, and tell me nothing; interpreters laugh at me, saying there is no meaning in the lines. Is there, Euan?

Yes, I said.

You can interpret?

Yes.

Will you?

I was silent, pondering the fearful meaning which had been rendered plainer and more hideous by the painted symbols.

It has to do with the magic of the Seneca priesthood, I muttered. Here is a foul screed — and yet a message, too, to you.

Then, with an effort I found courage to read, as it was written:

I speak! Thou, Lois, mightest have been destroyed! Thus! (Here the white dog.) But I will frustrate their purpose. Keep listening to me, Lois. That which has befallen you we place it here (or, we draw it here — i. e., the severed foot and claws of a lynx). Being born white (literally, being born having a white neck), this happened. And the ghastly sign of Leshi ended it.

But what does it all signify? she asked, bewildered.

And even as she spoke, out of the dull and menacing horror of the symbols, into my mind, leaped terrible comprehension.

I said coolly: It must have been Amochol — and his Erie sorcerers! How came you in Catharines-town?

I? In Catharines-town! she faltered. Was I, then, ever there?

I pointed at the drawing of the dead white dog.

Somebody saved you from that hellish sacrifice. I tell you it is plain enough to read. The rite is practiced only by the red sorcerers of the Senecas.... Look! It was because your neck was white! Look again! Here is the symbol of the Cat-People — the Eries — the acolytes of Amochol — here! This spread lynx-pad with every separate claw extended! Yet, it is drawn severed — in symbol of your escape. Lois! Lois! It is plain enough. I follow it all — almost all — nearly — but not quite — —

I hesitated, studying the bark intently, pausing to look at her with a new and keenly searching question in my gaze.

You have not shown me all, I said.

All that is written in the Iroquois tongue. But there were other things in the packet with this bark letter. She opened it again upon her lap.

Here is a soldiers belt-buckle, she said, offering it to me for my inspection.

It was made of silver and there were still traces of French gilt upon the device.

Regiment de la Reine, I read. What regiment is that, Lois? Im sure Ive heard of it somewhere. Oh! Now I remember. It was a very celebrated French regiment — cut all to pieces at Lake George by Sir William Johnson in 55. This is an officers belt-buckle.

Was the regiment, then, totally destroyed?

Utterly. In France they made the regiment again with new men and new officers, and call it still by the same celebrated name.

You say Sir William Johnsons men cut it to pieces — the Regiment de la Reine? she asked.

His Indians, British and Provincials, left nothing of it after that bloody day.

She sat thoughtful for a while, then, bestirring herself, drew from the deerhide packet a miniature on ivory, cracked across, and held together only by the narrow oval frame of gold.

There was no need to look twice. This man, whoever he might be, was this girls father; and nobody who had ever seen her and this miniature could ever doubt it.

She did not speak, nor did I, conscious that her eyes had never left my face and must have read my startled mind with perfect ease.

Presently I turned the portrait over. There was a lock of hair there under the glass — bright, curly hair exactly like her own. And at first I saw nothing else. Then, as the glass-backed locket glanced in the lantern-light, I saw that on the glass something had been inscribed with a diamond. This is what I read, written across the glass:

Jean Coeur a son coeur cheri.

I looked up at her.

Jean Coeur, I repeated. That is no name for a man — — Suddenly I remembered, years ago — years and years since — hearing Guy Johnson cursing some such man. Then in an instant all came back to me; and she seemed to divine it, for her small hand clutched my arm and her eyes were widening as I turned to meet them.

Lois, I said unsteadily, there was a man called Jean Coeur, deputy to the adventurer, Joncaire. Joncaire was the great captain who all but saved this Western Continent to France. Captain Joncaire was feared, detested, but respected by Sir William Johnson because he held all Canada and the Hurons and Algonquins in the hollow of his hand, and had even gained part of the Long House — the Senecas. His clever deputy was called Jean Coeur. Never did two men know the Indians as these two did.

I thought a moment, then: Somewhere I heard that Captain Joncaire had a daughter. But she married another man — one Louis de Contrecoeur — — I hesitated, glanced again at the name scratched on the glass over the lock of hair, and shook my head.

Jean Coeur — Louis de Contrecoeur. The names scarce hang together — yet — —

Look at this! she whispered in a low, tense voice, and laid a bit of printing in my hand.

It was a stained and engraved sheet of paper — a fly-leaf detached from a book of Voltaire. And above the scroll-encompassed title was written in faded ink: Le Capitaine Vicomte Louis Jean de Contrecoeur du Regiment de la Reine. And under that, in a womans fine handwriting: Mon coeur, malgre; mon coeur, se rendre a Contrecoeur, dit Jean Coeur; coeur contre coeur.

That, she said, is the same writing that the birch bark bears, sewed in my moccasins.

Then, I said excitedly, your mother was born Mademoiselle Joncaire, and you are Lois de Contrecoeur!

She sat with eyes lowered, fingering the stained and faded page. After a moment she said:

I wrote to France — to the Headquarters of the Regiment de la Reine — asking about my — father.

You had an answer?

Aye, the answer came.... Merely a word or two.... The Vicomte Louis Jean de Contrecoeur fell at Lake George in 55 — — She lifted her clear eyes to mine. And died — unmarried.

A chill passed through me, then the reaction came, taking me by the throat, setting my veins afire.

Then — by God! I stammered. If de Contrecoeur died unmarried, his child shall not!

Euan! I do not credit what they wrote. If my father married here perhaps they had not heard.

Lois! Dearest of maids — whichever is the truth I wish to marry you!

But she stopped her ears with both palms, giving me a frightened look; and checked, but burning still, I stared at her.

Is that then all you are? she asked. A wisp of tow to catch the first spark that flies? A brand ever smouldering, which the first breath o woman stirs to flame?

Never have I loved before — —

Love! Euan, are you mad?

We both were breathing fast and brokenly.

What is it then, if it be not love! I asked angrily.

What is it? she repeated slowly. Yet I seemed to feel in her very voice a faint, cool current of contempt. Why, it is what always urges men to speak, I fancy — their natural fire — their easily provoked emotions.... I had believed you different.

Did you not desire my friendship? I asked in hot chagrin.

Not if it be of this kind, Euan.

You would not have me love you?

Love! And the fine edge of her contempt cut clean. Love! she repeated coolly. And we scarcely know each other; have never passed a day together; have never broken bread; know nothing, nothing of each others minds and finer qualities; have awakened nothing in each other yet except emotions. Friendships have their deeps and shallows, but are deathless only while they endure. Love hath no shallows, Euan, and endures often when friendship dies.... I speak, having no knowledge. But I believe it. And, believing nobly of true love — in ignorance of it, but still in awe — and having been assailed by clamours of a shameful passion calling itself love — and having builded in my heart and mind a very lofty altar for the truth, how can I feel otherwise than sorry that you spoke — hotly, unthinkingly, as you did to me?

I was silent.

She rose, lifted the lantern, laid open the trap-door.

Come, she whispered, beckoning.

I followed her as she descended, took the lantern from her hand, glanced at the shadowy heap, asleep perhaps, on the corner settle, then walked to the door and opened it. A thousand, thousand stars were sparkling overhead.

On the sill she whispered:

When will you come again?

Do you want me? I said sullenly.

She made no answer for a moment; suddenly she caught my hand and pressed it, crushing it between both of hers; and turning I saw her almost helpless with her laughter.

Oh, what an infant have I found in this tall gentleman of Morgans corps! said she. A boy one moment and a man the next — silly and wise in the same breath — headlong, headstrong, tender, and generous, petty and childish, grave and kind — the sacred and wondrous being, in point of fact, known to the world as man! And now he asks, with solemn mien and sadly ruffled and reproachful dignity whether a poor, friendless, homeless, nameless girl desires his company again!

She dropped my hand, caught at her skirts edge, and made me a mocking reverence.

Dear sir, she said, I pray you come again to visit me tomorrow, while I am mending regimental shirts at tuppence each — —

Lois! I said sadly. How can you use me so!

She began to laugh again.

Oh, Euan, I can not endure it if youre solemn and sorry for yourself — —

That is too much! I exclaimed, furious, and marched out, boiling, under the high stars. And every star o them, I think, was laughing at the sorriest ass who ever fell in love.

Nevertheless, that night I wrote her name in my letter to Mr. Hake; and the ink on it was scarce sanded when an Oneida runner had it and was driving his canoe down the Mohawk River at a speed that promised to win for him the bonus in hard money which I had promised for a swift journey and a swift return.

And far into the July morning I talked with the Sagamore of Amochol and of Catharines-town; and he listened while he sat tirelessly polishing his scalping-knife and hatchet.


CHAPTER VIII

OLD FRIENDS
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THE SUNRISE GUN awoke me. I rolled out of my blanket, saw the white cannon-smoke floating above the trees, ran down to the river, and plunged in.

When I returned, the Sagamore had already broken his fast, and once more was engaged in painting himself — this time in a most ghastly combination of black and white, the startling parti-coloured decorations splitting his visage into two equal sections, so that his eyes gleamed from a black and sticky mask, and his mouth and chin and jaw were like the features of a weather-bleached skull.

More war, O Mayaro, my brother? I asked in a bantering voice. Every day you prepare for battle with a confidence forever new; every night the army snores in peace. Yet, at dawn, when you have greeted the sun, you renew your war-paint. Such praiseworthy perseverance ought to be rewarded.

It has already been rewarded, remarked the Indian, with quiet humour.

In what manner? I asked, puzzled.

In the manner that all warriors desire to be rewarded, he replied, secretly amused.

I thought, said I, that the reward all warriors desire is a scalp taken in battle.

He cast a sly glance at me and went on painting.

Mayaro, said I, disturbed, is it possible that you have been out forest-running while Ive slept?

He shot a quick look at me, full of delighted malice.

And Ho! said he. My brother sleeps sounder than a winter bear. Three Erie scalps hang stretched, hooped, and curing in the morning sun, behind the bush-hut. Little brother, has the Sagamore done well?

Straightway I whirled on my heel and walked out and around the hut. Strung like drying fish on a willow wand three scalps hung in the sunshine, the soft July breeze stirring the dead hair. And as soon as I saw them I knew they were indeed Erie scalps.

Repressing my resentment and disgust, I lingered a moment to examine them, then returned to the hut, where the Siwanois, grave as a catamount at his toilet, squatted in a patch of sunshine, polishing his features.

So youve done this business every night as soon as I slept, said I. Youve crept beyond our outer pickets, risking your life, imperilling the success of this army, merely to satisfy your vanity. This is not well, Mayaro.

He said proudly: Mayaro is safe. What warrior of the Cat-People need a Sagamore of the Siwanois dread?

Do you count them warriors then, or wizards?

Demons have teeth and claws. Look upon their scalp-locks, Loskiel!

I strove to subdue my rising anger.

You are the only reliable guide in the army today who can take us straight to Catharines-town, I said. If we lose you we must trust to Hanierri and his praying Oneidas, who do not know the way even to Wyalusing as well as you do. Is this just to the army? Is it just to me, O Sagamore? My formal orders are that you shall rest and run no risk until this army starts from Lake Otsego. My brother Mayaro knew this. I trusted him and set no sentry at the hut door. Is this well, brother?

The Sagamore looked at me with eyes utterly void of expression.

Is Mayaro a prisoner, then? he asked quietly.

Instantly I knew that he was not to be dealt with that way. The slightest suspicion of any personal restraint or of any military pressure brought to bear on him might alienate him from our cause, if not, perhaps, from me personally.

I said: The Siwanois are free people. No lodge door is locked on them, not even in the Long House. They are at liberty to come and go as the eight winds rise and wane — to sleep when they choose, to wake when it pleases them, to go forth by day or night, to follow the war-trail, to strike their enemies where they find them.

But now, to one of them — to the Mohican Mayaro, Sagamore of the Siwanois, Sachem of the Enchanted Clan, is given the greatest mission ever offered to any Delaware since Tamenund put on his snowy panoply of feathers and flew through the forest and upward into the air-ocean of eternal light.

A great army of his embattled brothers trusts in him to guide them so that the Iroquois Confederacy shall be pierced from Gate to Gate, and the Long House go roaring up in flames.

There are many valiant deeds to be accomplished on this coming march — deeds worthy of a war-chief of the Lenni-Lenape — deeds fitted to do honour to a Sagamore of the Magic Wolf.

I only ask of my friend and blood-brother that he reserve himself for these great deeds and not risk a chance bullet in ambush for the sake of an Erie scalp or two — for the sake of a patch of mangy fur which grows on these Devil-Cats of Amochol.

At first his countenance was smooth and blank; as I proceeded, he became gravely attentive; then, as I ended, he gave me a quick, unembarrassed, and merry look.

Loskiel, he said laughingly, Mayaro plays with the Cat-People. A childs skill only is needed to take their half-shed fur and dash them squalling and spitting and kicking into Biskoonah!

He resumed his painting with a shrug of contempt, adding:

Amochol rages in vain. Upon this wizard a Mohican spits! One by one his scalped acolytes tumble and thump among the dead and bloody forest leaves. The Siwanois laugh at them. Let the red sorcerer of the Senecas make strong magic so that his cats return to life, and the vile fur grows once more where a Mohican has ripped it out!

Each night you go forth and scalp. Each morning you paint. Is this to continue, Sagamore?

My brother sees, he said proudly. Cats were made for skinning.

There was nothing to do about it; no more to be said. I now comprehended this, as I stood lacing my rifle-shirt and watching him at his weird self-embellishment.

The war-paint you have worn each day has seemed to me somewhat unusual, I said curiously.

He glanced sharply up at me, scowled, then said gravely:

When a Sagamore of the Mohicans paints for a war against warriors, the paint is different. But, he added, and his eyes blazed, and the very scalp-lock seemed to bristle on his shaven head, when a Lenape Sachem of the Enchanted Clan paints for war with Seneca sorcerers, he wears also the clean symbols of his sacred priesthood, so that he may fight bad magic with good magic, sorcery with sorcery, and defy this scarlet priest — this vile, sly Warlock Amochol!

Truly there was no more for me to say. I dared not let him believe that his movements were either watched or under the slightest shadow of restraint. I knew it was useless to urge on him the desirability of inaction until the army moved. Be might perhaps have understood me and listened to me, were the warfare he was now engaged in only the red knight-errantry of an Indian seeking glory. But he had long since won his spurs.

And this feud with Amochol was something far more deadly than mere warfare; it was the clash of a Mohican Sagamore of the Sacred Clan with the dreadful and abhorred priesthood of the Senecas — the hatred and infuriated contempt of a noble and ordained priest for the black-magic of a sorcerer — orthodoxy, militant and terrible, scourging blasphemy and crushing its perverted acolytes at the very feet of their Antichrist.

I began to understand this strange, stealthy slaughter in the dark, which only the eyes of the midnight sky looked down on, while I lay soundly sleeping. I knew that nothing I could say would now keep this Siwanois at my side at night. Yet, he had been given me to guard. What should I do? Major Parr might not understand — might even order the Sagamore confined to barracks under guard. The slightest mistake in dealing with the Siwanois might prove fatal to all our hopes of him.

All the responsibility, therefore, must rest on me; and I must use my judgment and abide by the consequences.

Had it been, as I have said, any other nation but the Senecas, I am certain that I could have restrained the Indian. But the combination of Seneca, Erie, and Amochol prowling around our picket-line was too much for the outraged Sagamore of the Spirit Wolf. And I now comprehended it thoroughly.

As I sat thinking at our bush-hut door, the endless lines of wagons were still passing toward Otsego Lake, piled high with stores, and I saw Schotts riflemen filing along in escort, their tow-cloth rifle-frocks wide open to their sweating chests.

Almost all the troops had already marched to the lake and had pitched tents there, while Aldens chastened regiment was damming the waters so that when our boats were ready the dam might be broken and the high water carry our batteaux over miles of shallow water to Tioga Point, where our main army now was concentrating.

When were the Rifles to march? I did not know. Sitting there in the sun, moodily stripping a daisy of its petals, I thought of Lois, troubled, wondering how her security and well-being might be established.

The hour could not be very distant now before our corps marched to the lake. What would she do? What would become of her if she still refused to be advised by me?

As for her silly desire to go to Catharines-town, the more I thought about it the less serious consideration did I give it. The thing was, of course, impossible. No soldiers wives were to be permitted to go as far as Wyalusing or Wyoming. Even here, at this encampment, the officers ladies had left, although perhaps many of them might have remained longer with their husbands had it been known that the departure of the troops for Otsego Lake was to be delayed by the slow arrival of cattle and provisions.

In the meantime, the two companies of my regiment attached to this brigade were still out on scout with Major Parr; and when they returned I made no doubt that we would shoulder packs, harness our wagons, and take the lake road next morning.

And what would become of Lois? Perplexed and dejected, I wandered about the willow-run, pondering the situation; sat for a while on the river-bank to watch the batteaux and the Oneida canoes; then, ever restless with my deepening solicitude for Lois, I walked over to the fort. And the first man I laid eyes on was Lieutenant Boyd, conversing with some ladies on the parade.

He did not see me. He had evidently returned from the main body with a small scout the night before, and now was up and dressed in his best, spick and span and gay, fairly shining in the sunlight as he stood leaning against a log prop, talking with these ladies where they were seated on one of the rustic settles lately made by Aldens men.

Venturing nearer, I found that I knew all of the ladies, for one was the handsome wife of Captain Bleecker, of the 3rd New York, and another proved to be Angelina Lansing, wife of Gerrit Lansing, Ensign in the same regiment.

The third lady was a complete surprise to me, she being that pretty and vivacious Magdalene Helmer — called Lana — the confidante of Clarissa Putnam — a bright-eyed, laughing beauty from Tribes Hill, whom I had known very well at Guy Park, where she often stayed with her friend, Miss Putnam, when Sir John Johnson was there.

As I recognised them, Boyd chanced to glance around, and saw me. He smiled and spoke to the ladies; all lifted their heads and looked in my direction; and Lana Helmer waved her handkerchief and coolly blew me a kiss from her finger-tips.

So, cap in hand, I crossed the parade, made my best bow and respects to each in turn, replaced my cap, and saluted Lieutenant Boyd, who returned my salute with pretended hauteur, then grinned and offered his hand.

See what a bower of beauty is blossomed over night in these dreary barracks, Loskiel. There seems to be some happiness left in the world for the poor rifleman.

Do you remain? I asked of Mrs. Bleecker.

Indeed we do, she said, laughing, provided that my husbands regiment remains. As soon as we understood that they had not been ordered into the Indian country we packed our boxes and came up by batteau last night. The news about my husbands regiment is true, is it not?

Colonel Gansevoorts regiment is not to join General Sullivan, but is to be held to guard the Valley. I had the news yesterday for certain.

What luck! said Boyd, his handsome eyes fixed on Lana Helmer, who shot at him a glance as daring. And it made me uneasy to see she meant to play coquette with such a man as Boyd; and I remembered her high spirits and bright daring at the somewhat loose gatherings at Guy Park, where every evening too much wine was drunk, and Sir John and Clarissa made no secret of the flame that burned between them.

Yet, of Lana Helmer never a suspicious word had been breathed that ever I had heard — for it seemed she could dare where others dared not; say and do and be what another woman might not, as though her wit and beauty licensed what had utterly damned another. Nor did her devotion and close companionship with Clarissa ever seem to raise a question as to her own personal behaviour. And well I remember a gay company being at cards and wine one day in the summer house on the river hew she answered a disrespect of Sir John with a contemptuous rebuke which sent the muddy blood into his face and left him ashamed — the only time I ever saw him so.

Ensign Chambers came a-mincing up, was presented to the ladies, languidly made preparations for taking Mrs. Lansing by storm; and the first deadly grace he pictured for her was his macaroni manner of taking snuff — with which fascinating ceremony he had turned many a silly head in New York ere we marched out and the British marched in.

I talked for a while with Mrs. Bleecker of this and that, striving the while to catch Lana Helmers eye. For not only did her coquetry with Boyd make me uneasy, knowing them both as I did, but on my own account I desired to speak to her in private when opportunity afforded. Alone and singly either of these people stood in no danger from the outer world. Pitted against each other, what their recklessness might lead to I did not know. For since Boyds attempted gallantries toward Lois — he believing her to be as youthful and depraved as seemed the case — a deep and growing distrust for this man which I had never before felt had steadily invaded my friendship for him. Also, he had already an affair with a handsome wench at the Middle Fort, one Dolly Glenn, and the poor young thing was plainly mad about him.

I heard Mrs. Lansing propose a stroll to the river before dinner, on the chance of meeting her husbands regiment returning, which suggestion seemed to suit all; and in the confusion of chatter and laughter and the tying of a sun-mask by Mrs. Bleecker, aided by Boyd and by the exquisite courtier, I cleverly contrived to supplant Boyd with Lana Helmer, and not only stuck to her side, but managed to secure the rear of the strolling column.

All this manoeuvre did not escape her, and as we fell a few paces behind, she looked up at me with a most deadly challenge in her violet eyes.

Now, she said, that you have driven off your rival, I am resigned to be courted.... Heaven knows you wasted opportunities enough at Guy Park.

I laughed.

How strange it is, Lana, I said, to be here with you; I in rifle dress and thrums, hatchet, and knife at my Mohawk girdle; you in chip hat and ribbons and dainty gown, lifting your French petticoat over the muddy ruts cut on the Kings Highway by rebel artillery!

Who would have dreamed it three years ago? she said, her face now sober enough.

I thought your people were Tory, said I.

Not mine, Euan; Clarissas.

Where is that child? I asked pityingly.

Clarissa? Poor lamb — shes in Albany still.

I did not speak, but it was as though she divined my unasked question.

Aye, she is in love with him yet. I never could understand how that could be after he married Polly Watts. But she has not changed.... And that beast, Sir John, installed her in the Albany house.

I said: Hes somewhere out yonder with the marauders against whom we are to march. Theyre all awaiting us, it is said; the whole crew — Johnsons Greens, Butlers Rangers, McDonalds painted Tories, Brants Mohawks — and the Senecas with their war-chiefs and their sorcerer, Amochol — truly a motley devils brood, Lana; and I pray only that one of Morgans men may sight Walter Butler or Sir John over his rifles end.

To think, she murmured, that you and I have dined and wined with these same gentlemen you now so ardently desire to slay.... And young Walter Butler, too! I saw his mother and his sister in Albany a week ago — two sad and pitiable women, Euan, for every furtive glance cast after them seemed to shout aloud the infamy of their son and brother, the Murderer of Cherry Valley.

To my mind, said I, he is not sane at all, but gone stark blood-mad. Heaven! How impossible it seems that this young man with his handsome face and figure, his dreamy melancholy, his charming voice and manners, his skill in verse and music, can be this same Walter Butler whose name is cursed wherever righteousness and honour exist in human breasts. Why, even Joseph Brant has spurned him, they say, since Cherry Valley! Even his own father stood aghast before such infamy. Old John Butler, when he heard the news, dashed his hands to his temples, groaning out: I would have crawled from this place to Cherry Valley on my hands and knees to save those people; and why my son did not spare them, God only knows.

Lana shook her pretty head.

I can not seem to believe it of him even yet. I try to think of Walter as a murderer of little children, and it is not possible. Why, it seems but yesterday that I stood plaguing him on the stone doorstep at Guy Park — calling him Walter Ninny and Walter Noodle to vex him. You remember, Euan, that his full name is Walter N. Butler, and that he never would tell us what the N. stands for, but we guessed it stood for Nellis, in honour of Nellis Fonda.... Lord! What a world o trouble for us all in these three years!

I had supposed you married long ago, Lana. The young Patroon was very ardent.

I? The sorry supposition! I marry — in the face of the sad and miserable examples all my friends afford me! Not I, Euan, unless — — She smiled at me with pretty malice.  —— you enter the lists. Do you then enter? I reddened and laughed, and she, always enchanted to plague and provoke me, began her art forthwith, first innocently slipping her arm through mine, as though to support her flagging steps, then, as if by accident, letting one light finger slip along my sleeve to touch my hand and linger lightly.

Years ago, when we were but seventeen, she had delighted to tease and embarrass me with her sweetly malicious coquetry, ever on the watch to observe my features redden. I remember she sometimes offered to exchange kisses with me; but I was a ninny, and a serious and hopeless one at that, and would have none of her.

I believe we were thinking of the same thing now, and when I caught her eye the gay malice of it was not to be mistaken.

Lanette, said I, take care! I am a soldier since you had your saucy way with me. You know that the military are not to be dealt with lightly. And I am grown up in these three years.

Grown soberer, perhaps. You always did conduct like a pious Broad-brim, Euan.

Ive a mind to kiss you now, said I, vexed.

Kiss away, kind sir. You have me in the rear o! them. Nows your opportunity!

Doubtless youd cry out.

Doubtless I wouldnt.

Wait for some moonlit evening when were unobserved — —

Broad-brim!

I laughed, and so did she, saying:

I warrant you that your pretty Lieutenant Boyd had never waited for my challenge twice!

Best look out for Boyd, said I. Hes of your own careless, reckless kind, Lanette. Sparks fly when flint and steel encounter.

Cold sparks, friend Broad-brim!

Not too cold to set tinder afire.

Am I then tinder? You should know me better.

In every one of us, said I, there is an element which, when it meets its fellow in another, unites with it, turning instantly to fire and burning to the very soul.

How wise have you become in alchemy and metaphysics! she exclaimed in mock admiration.

Oh, I am not wise in anything, and you know it, Lana.

I dont know it. Youve been wise enough to keep clear of me, if that be truly wisdom. Come, Euan, what do you think? Do you and I contain these fellow elements, that you seem to dread our mutual conflagration if you kiss me?

You know me better.

Do I? No, I dont. Young sir, caper not too confidently in your coat of many colours! If you flout me once too often I may go after you, as a Mohawk follows a scalp too often flaunted by the head that wears it!

I tried to sustain her delighted gaze and reddened, and the impudent little beauty laughed and clung to my arm in a very ecstasy of malice, made breathless by her own mirth.

Come, court me prettily, Euan. It is my due after all these grey and Quaker years when I made eyes at you from the age of twelve, and won only a scowl or two for my condescension.

But we had reached the river bank, and there the group came once more together, the ladies curious to see the batteaux arriving, loaded with valley sheep, we officers pointing out to them the canoes of our corps of Oneida guides, and Hanierri and the Reverend Mr. Kirkland reading their Testaments under the shade of the trees, gravely absorbed in God.

A good man, said I, and brave. But his honest Stockbridge Indians know no more of Catharines-town than do the converted Oneidas yonder.

Boyd nodded: I prophesy they quit us one and all within an arrow-flight of Wyalusing. Do you take me, Loskiel?

No, you are right, I said. The fear of the Long House chains them, and their long servitude has worn like fetters to their very bones. Redcoats they can face, and have done so gallantly. But there is in them a fear of the Five Nations past all understanding of a white man.

I spoke to a diminished audience, for already Boyd and Lana Helmer had strolled a little way together, clearly much interested in each others conversation. Presently our precious senior Consign sauntered the other way with pretty Mistress Lansing on his arm. As for me, I was contented to see them go — had been only waiting for it. And what I had thought I might venture to say to Lana Helmer by warrant of old acquaintance, I was now glad that I had not said at all — the years having in no wise subdued the mischief in her, nor her custom of plaguing me. And how much she had ever really meant I could not truly guess. No, it had been anything but wise to speak to her of Lois. But now I meant to mention Lois to Mrs. Bleecker.

We had seated ourselves on the sun-crisped Indian grass, and for a while I let her chatter of Guy Park and our pleasant acquaintance there, and of Albany, too, where we had met sometimes at the Ten Broecks, the Schuylers, and the Patroons. And all the while I was debating within my mind how this proud and handsome, newly-married girl might receive my halting story. For it would not do to conceal anything vital to the case. Her clear, wise eyes would see instantly through any evasion, not to say deception — even a harmless deception. No; if she were to be of any aid in this deeply-perplexing business, I must tell her the story of Lois — not betraying anything that the girl might shrink from having others know, but stating her case and her condition as briefly and as honestly as I might.

And no sooner did I come to this conclusion than I spoke; and after the first word or two Mrs. Bleecker put off her sun-mask and turned, looking me directly in the eyes.

I said that the young ladys name was Lois de Contrecoeur — and if it were not that it was nothing, and human creatures require a name! But this I did not say to her, nor thought it necessary to mention any doubt as to the girls parentage, only to say she was the child of captives taken by the Senecas after the Lake George rout.

I told of her dreary girlhood, saying merely that her foster parents were now dead and that the child had conceived the senseless project of penetrating to Catharines-town, where she believed her mother, at least, was still held captive.

The tall, handsome girl beside me listened without a word, her intent gaze never leaving me; and when I had done, and the last word in my brief for Lois had been uttered, she bent her head in thought, and so continued minute after minute while I sat there waiting.

At last she looked up at me again, suddenly, as though to surprise my secret reflections; and if she did so I do not know, for she smiled and held out her hand to me with so pretty a confidence that my lips trembled as I pressed them to her fingers. And now something within her seemed to have been reassured, for her eyes and her lips became faintly humorous.

And where is this most forlorn and errant damsel, Sir Euan? she inquired. For if I doubt her when I see her, no more than I doubt you when I look at you, something should be done in her behalf without delay.... The poor, unhappy child! And what a little fool! The Lord looks after his lambs, surely, surely — drat the little hussy! It mads me to even think of her danger. Did a body ever hear the like of it! A-gypsying all alone — loitering around this armys camp! Mercy! And what a little minx it is to so conduct — what with our godless, cursing headlong soldiery, and the loud, swaggering forest-runners! Lord! But it chills me to the bone! The silly, saucy baggage!

She shuddered there in the hot sunshine, then shot at me a look so keen and penetrating that I felt my ears go red. Which sudden distress on my part again curved her lips into an indulgent smile.

I always thought I knew you, Euan Loskiel, she said. I think so still.... As for your fairy damsel in distress — hm — when may I see her?

In a low voice I confessed the late raggedness of Lois, and how she now wore an Oneida dress until the boxes, which I had commanded, might arrive from Albany. I had to tell her this, had to explain how I had won from Lois this privilege of giving, spite of her pride.

If I could bring her to you, said I, fittingly equipped and clothed, the pride in her would suffer less. Were you to go with me now in your pretty silk and scarf, and patch and powder, and stand before her in the wretched hut which shelters her — the taint of charity would poison everything. For she is like you, Mrs. Bleecker, lacking only what does not make, but merely and prettily confirms your quality and breeding — clothing and shelter, and the means to live fittingly.... For it is not condescension, not the lesser charity I ask, or she could receive; it is the countenance that birth lends to its equal in dire adversity.

Curious and various were the emotions which passed in rapid succession over her pretty features; and not all seemed agreeable. Then suddenly her eyes reflected a hidden laughter, and presently it came forth, a merry peal, and sweet withal.

Oh, Euan, what a boy you are! Had I been any other woman — but let it go. You are as translucent as a woodland brook, and — at times you babble like one, confident that your music pleases everyone who hears it.... I pray you let me judge whether the errant lady be what a poets soul would have her.... I am not speaking with any unkind thought or doubt.... But woman must judge woman. It is the one thing no man can ever do for her. And the less he interferes during the judgment the better.

Then Ill say no more, said I, forcing a smile.

Oh, say all you please, as long as you do not tell me what you think about her. Tell me facts, not what your romantic heart surmises. And if she were the queen of Sheba in disguise, or if she were a titled Saint James drab, no honest woman but who would see through and through her, and, ere she rose from her low reverence, would know her truly for exactly what she is.

Lord! said I. Is that the way you read us, also?

No. Women may read women. But never one who lived has read truly any man, humble or high. Say that to the next pretty baggage who vows she reads you like a book! And in her secret heart she will know you say the truth — and know it, raging even while her smile remains unaltered. For it is true, Euan; true concerning you men, also. Not one among you all has ever really read us right. The difference is this; we know we can not read you, but scorn to admit it; you honestly believe that you can read us, and often boast of doing it. Which sex is the greater fool, judge you? I have my own opinion.

We both laughed; after a moment she put on her sun-mask and I tied it.

Where do you and Mrs. Lansing lodge until your husbands regiment returns? I asked.

They have given us the old Croghan house. What it lacks in elegance of appointment it gains in hospitality. If we had a dish of tea to brew for you gentlemen we would do it; but Indian willow makes a vile and bitter tea, and I had as lief go tealess, as I do and expect to continue until our husbands teach the Tory King his manners.

She rose, giving me her pretty hand to aid her, shook out her dainty skirts, put up her quizzing glass, and inspected me, smilingly.

Bring her when you think it time, she said. Somehow I already believe that she may be something of what your fancy paints her. And that would be a miracle.

Truly she is a miracle, I said earnestly.

Then remember not to say it to Angelina Lansing — and above all never hint as much to Lana Helmer. Women are human; and pretty women perhaps a little less than human. Leave them to me. For if this romantic damsel be truly what you picture her, Ill have to tell a pretty fib or two concerning her and you, I warrant you. Leave that saucy baggage, Lanette, to me, Euan. And you keep clear of her, too. Shes murderous to mens peace of mind — more fatal than ever since Clarissa played the fool.

I was assassinated by Lana long ago, said I, smiling. I am proof.

Nevertheless, beware! she whispered, as Boyd and Lana came sauntering up. And there seemed to me to be now about them both a careless indifference, almost studied, and in noticeable contrast to their bright animation when they had left us half an hour ago.

Such a professional heart-breaker as your Mr. Boyd is, observed Lana coolly to us both. I never before encountered such assurance. What he must be in queue and powder, silk and small-sword, I dare not surmise. A pitying heaven has protected me so far, and, she added, looking deliberately at Boyd, I ought to be grateful, ought I not, sir?

Boyd made her a too low and over-courtly bow.

Always the gallant and victorious adversary salutes the vanquished as you, fair lady, have saluted me — imputing to my insignificant prowess the very skill and address which has overthrown me.

Are you overthrown?

Prone in the dust, mademoiselle! Draw Mr. Loskiels knife and end me now in mercy.

Then I will strike.... Who is the handsome wench who passed us but a moment since, and who looked at you with her very heart trembling in her eyes?

How should I know?

They stood looking smilingly at each other; and their smile did not seem quite genuine to me, but too clear, and a trifle hard, as though somehow it was a sort of mask for some subtler defiance. I reflected uneasily that no real understanding could be possible between these two in such a brief acquaintance; and, reassured, turned to greet our macaroni Ensign and Mistress Angelina Lansing, now approaching us.

That our regimental fop had sufficient diverted her was patent, she being over-flushed and smiling, and at gay swords points already with him, while he whisked his nose with his laced hanker and scattered the perfume of his snuff to the four winds.

So, two and two, we walked along the road to Croghans house, where was a negro wench to aid them and a soldier-servant to serve them. And the odd bits of furniture that had been used at our Generals headquarters had been taken there to eke out with rough make-shifts, fashioned by Aldens men, a very scanty establishment for these three ladies.

Lana Helmer, to my surprise, motioned me to walk beside her; and all the way to Croghans house she continued close to me, seeming to purposely avoid Boyd. And he the same, save that once or twice he looked at her, which was more than she did to him, I swear.

She was now very serious and sweet with me on our way to Croghans, not jeering at me or at any of her teasing tricks, but conversing reasonably and prettily, and with that careless confidence which to a man is always pleasant and sometimes touching.

Of the old days we spoke much; the past was our theme — which is not an unusual topic for the young, although they live, generally, only in the future. And it was Do you recall this? and Do you remember that? and Do you mind the day when this and that occurred? Incidents we both had nigh forgotten were recalled gravely or smilingly, but there was no laughter — none, somehow, seemed to be left either in her heart or mine.

Twice I spoke of Clarissa, wishing, with kindliest intention, to hear more of the unhappy child; but in neither instance did Lana appear to notice what I had said, continuing silent until I, too, grew reticent, feeling vaguely that something had somehow snapped our mutual thread of sympathy.

At the door of Croghans house we gathered to make our adieux, then first went mincing our Ensign about his precious business; and then Boyd took himself off, as though with an effort; and Lana and Angelina Lansing went indoors.

Bring her to me when I am alone, whispered Betty Bleecker, with a very friendly smile. And let the others believe that you stand for nothing in this affair.

And so I went away, thinking of many things — too many and too perplexing, perhaps, for the intellect of a very young man deeply in love — a man who knows he is in love, and yet remains incredulous that it is indeed love which so utterly bewilders and afflicts him.


CHAPTER IX

MID-SUMMER
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SINCE OUR ARRIVAL from Westchester the weather had been more or less unsettled — fog, rain, chilling winds alternating with days of midsummer heat. But now the exhausting temperature of July remained constant; fiery days of sunshine were succeeded by nights so hot and suffocating that life seemed well-nigh insupportable under tents or in barracks, and officers and men, almost naked, lay panting along the river bank through the dreadful hours of darkness which brought no relief from the fiery furnace of the day.

Schotts riflemen mounted guard stripped to the waist; the Oneidas and Stockbridge scouts strode about unclothed save for the narrow clout and sporran; and all day and all night our soldiers splashed in the river where our horses also stood belly deep, heads hanging, under the willows.

During that brief but scorching period I went to Mrs. Rannocks every evening after dark, and usually found Lois lying in the open under the stars, the garret being like an oven, so she said.

Here we had made up our quarrel, and here, on the patch of uncut English grass, we lay listlessly, speaking only at intervals, gasping for air and coolness, which neither darkness nor stars had brought to this sun-cursed forest-land.

But for the last two nights I had not found Lois waiting for me, nor did Mrs. Rannock seem to know whither she had gone, which caused me much uneasiness.

The third evening I went to find her at Mrs. Rannocks before the after-glow had died from the coppery zenith, and I encountered her moving toward the Spring path, just entering the massed elder bloom. Her face was dewy with perspiration, pale, and somewhat haggard.

Lois, why have you avoided me? I exclaimed. All manner of vague forebodings have assailed me these two days past.

Listen to this silly lad! she said impatiently. As though a few hours absence lessen loyalty and devotion!

But where have you been?

Where I may not take you, Euan.

And where is that? I asked bluntly.

Lord! What a catechism is this for a free girl to answer willy-nilly! If you must know, I have played the maid of ancient Greece these two nights past. Otherwise, I had died, I think.

And seeing my perplexed mien, she began to laugh.

Euan, you are stupid! Did not the Grecian maids spend half their lives in the bath?

The slight flush of laughter faded from her face; the white fatigue came back; and she passed the back of one hand wearily across her brow, clearing it of the damp curls.

The deadly sultriness of these nights, she sighed. I was no longer able to endure the heat under the eaves among my dusty husks. So lately I have stolen at night to the Spring Waiontha to bathe in the still, cold pools. Oh, Euan, it is most delicious! I have slept there until dawn, lying up to my throat in the crystal flood. She laughed again. And once, lying so, asleep, my body slipped and in I slid, deep, deep in, and awoke in a dreadful fright half drowned.

Is it wise to sleep so in the Water? I asked uneasily.

Oh! Am I ever wise? she said wearily. And the blood beats in my veins these heated nights so that I am like to suffocate. I made a bed for me by Mrs. Rannock, but she sobbed in her sleep all night and I could not close my eyes, So I thought of the Spring Waiontha, and the next instant was on my way there, feeling the path with naked feet through the starlight, and dropped my clothing from me in the darkness and sank into the cool, sweet pool. Oh, it was heaven, Euan! I would you might come also.

I can walk as far as the pool with you, at all events, said I.

Wonderful! And will you?

Do I ever await asking to follow you anywhere? said I sentimentally.

But she only laughed at me and led the way across the dreary strip of clearing, moving with a swift confidence in her knowledge of the place, which imitating, I ran foul of a charred stump, and she heard what I said.

Poor lad! she exclaimed contritely, slipping her hand into mine. I should have guided you. Does it pain you?

Not much.

Our hands were clasped, and she pressed mine with all the sweet freedom of a comradeship which means nothing deeper. For I now had learned from her own lips, sadly enough, how it was with her — how she regarded our friendship. It was to her a deep and living thing — a noble emotion, not a passion — a belief founded on gratitude and reason, not a confused, blind longing and delight possessing every waking moment, ever creating for itself a thousand tender dreams or fanciful and grotesque apprehensions.

Clear-headed so far, reasonable in her affection, gay or tender as the mood happened, convinced that what I declared to be my love for her was but a boys exaggeration for the same sentiments she entertained toward me, how could she have rightly understood the symptoms of this amazing malady that possessed me — these reasonless extremes of ardour, of dejection, of a happiness so keen and thrilling that it pained sometimes, and even at moments seemed to make me almost drunk.

Nor did I myself entirely comprehend what ailed me, never having been able to imagine myself in love, or ever dreamed that I possessed the capacity for such a violent devotion to any woman. I think now, at that period, somewhere under all the very real excitement and emotion of an adolescent encountering for the first time the sweet appeal of youthful mind and body, that I seemed to feel there might be in it all something not imperishable. And caught myself looking furtively and a little fearfully at her, at times, striving to conceive myself indifferent.



When we came to the Spring Waiontha I had walked straight into the water except for her, so dark it was around us. And:

How can you ever get back alone? said she.

Oho! said I, laughing, I left the willow-tips a-dangle, breaking them with my left hand. I am woodsman enough to feel my way out.

But not woodsman enough to spare your shins in the clearing, she said saucily.

Shall we sit and talk? I said.

Oh, Euan! And my bath! I am fairly melting as I stand here.

But I have not seen you for two entire nights, Lois.

I know, poor boy, but you seem to have survived.

When I do not see you every day I am most miserable.

So am I — but I am reasonable, too. I say to myself, if I dont see Euan today I will nevertheless see him to-morrow, or the day after, or the next, God willing — —

Lois!

What?

How can you reason so coldly?

I — reason coldly? There is nothing cold in me where you are concerned. But I have to console myself for not seeing you — —

I am inconsolable, said I fervently.

No more than am I, she retorted hotly, as though jealous that I should arrogate to myself a warmer feeling concerning her than she entertained for me.

I care so much for you, Lois, said I.

And I for you.

Not as I care for you.

Exactly as you care for me. Do you think me insensible to gratitude and affection?

I do not desire your gratitude for a few articles — —

It isnt for them — though Im grateful for those things too! Its gratitude to God for giving me you, Euan Loskiel! And you ought to take shame to yourself for doubting it!

I said nothing, being unable to see her in the darkness, much less perceive what expression she wore for her rebuke to me. Then as I stood silent, I felt her little hands groping on my arm; and my own closed on them and I laid my lips to them.

Ai-me! she said softly. Why do we fight and fret each other? Why do I, who adore you so, let you vex me and stir me to say what I do not mean at all. Always remember, Euan — always, always — that whatever I am unkind enough to say or do to vex you, in my secret mind I know that no other man on earth is comparable to you — and that you reign first in my heart — first, and all by yourself, alone.

And will you try to love me some day, Lois?

I do.

I mean — —

Oh, Euan, I do — I do! Only — you know — not in the manner you once spoke of — —

But I love you in that manner.

No, you do not! If you did, doubtless I would respond; no doubt at all that I also would confess such sentiments in your regard. But it isnt true for either of us. Youre a man. All men are prone to harp on those strings.... But — there is no harmony in them to me.... I know my own mind, although you say I dont — and — I do know yours, too. And if a day ever comes that neither you nor I are longer able to think clearly and calmly with our minds, but begin to reason with our emotions, then I shall consider that we are really entering into a state of love — such as you sometimes have mentioned to me — and will honestly admit as much to you.... And if you then desire to wed me, no doubt that I shall desire it, too. And I promise in that event to love you — oh, to death, Euan! she said, pressing my hands convulsively. If ever I love — that way — it truly will be love! Are you content with what I say?

I must be.

What an ungracious answer! I could beat you soundly for it! Euan, you sometimes vex me so that I could presently push you into that pool.... I do not mean it, dearest lad. You know you already have my heart — perhaps only a childs heart yet, though I have seen ages pass away.... And my eyes have known tears.... Perhaps for that reason I am come out into this new sunshine which you have made for me, to play as children play — having never done so in my youth. Bear with me, Euan. You would not want me if there were nothing in me to respond to you. If there ever is, it will not remain silent. But first I want my play-day in the sunshine you have promised me — the sunlight of a comrades kindness. Be not too blunt with me. You have my heart, I tell you. Let it lie quiet and safe in your keeping, like some strange, frail chrysalis. I myself know there is a miracle within it; but what that miracle may be, I may not guess till it reveals itself.

I am a fool, I said. God never before sent any man such a comrade as He has sent in you to me.

That was said sweetly and loyally. Thank you. If hearts are to be awakened and won, I think it might be done that way — with such pleasant phrases — given always time.

Presently she withdrew her hands and slipped away from me in the dark.

Be careful, said I, or you will slip overboard.

I mean to presently.

Then — must I go so soon?

She did not answer. Once I thought I heard her moving softly, but the sound came from the wrong direction.

Lois!

No reply.

Lois! I repeated uneasily.

There was a ripple in the pool, silence, then somewhere in the darkness a faint splash.

Good Lord! said I. Have you fallen in?

Not fallen in. But I am truly in, Euan. I couldnt endure it any longer; and you didnt seem to want to go.... So please remain where you now are.

Do you mean to say — — I began incredulously.

And, Yes, I do! she said, defiant. And I think this ought to teach you what a comrades perfect confidence can be. Never complain to me of my want of trust in you again.

In astonished and uneasy silence, I stood listening. The unseen pool rippled in the darkness with a silvery sound, as though a great fish were swirling there in the pallid lustre of the stars.

After a while she laughed outright — the light, mischievous laughter of a child.

I feel like one of those smooth and lurking naiads which haunt lost pools — or like some ambushed water-sprite meditating malice, and slyly alert to do you a harm. Have a care, else I transform you into a fish and chase you under the water, and pinch and torment you!

And presently her voice came again from the more distant darkness somewhere:

Has the box which you commanded arrived yet, Euan?

It is at my hut. A wagon will bring it to you in the morning.

I could hear her clap her wet little hands; and she cried out softly:

Oh! and Oh! Then she said: I did not understand at first how much I wished for everything you offered. Only when I saw the ladies at Croghans house, as I was coming with my mending from the fort — then I knew I wanted everything you have bespoken for me.... Everything, dear lad! Oh, you dont know how truly grateful I shall be. No, you dont, Euan! And if the box is really come, when am I going with you to be made known to Mistress Bleecker?

I think it is better that I first bring her to you.

Would she condescend to come?

I think so.

There was a pause. I seated myself. Then the soft and indecisive sound of ripples stirred by an idle hand broke the heated silence.

You say they all are your good friends? she remarked thoughtfully.

I know them all. Lana Helmer I have known intimately since we were children.

Then why is it not better to present me to her first — if you know her so very well?

Mrs. Bleecker is older.

Oh! Is this Miss Helmer then so young?

Your age.

Oh! My age.... And pretty?

The world thinks so.

Oh! And what do you think, Euan?

Yes, she is pretty, said I carelessly.

There was a long silence. I sat there, my knees gathered in my arms, staring up at the stars.

Then, faintly came her voice:

Good-night, Euan.

I rose, laid hold of the willow bush that scraped my shoulders, felt over it until I found the dangling broken branch; stepped forward, groping, until I touched the next broken branch. Then, knowing I was on my trail, I turned around and called back softly through the darkness:

Good-night, little Lois!

Good-night, and sweet dreams, Euan. I will be dressed and waiting for you in the morning to go to Mrs. Bleecker, or to receive her as you and she think fitting.... Is there a looking glass in that same wonder-box?

Two, Lois.

You dear and generous lad!... And are there hair-pegs? Heaven knows if my clipped poll will hold them. Anyway, I can powder and patch, and — oh, Euan! Is there lip-red and curd-lily lotion for the skin? Not that I shall love you any less if there be none — —

I bespoke of Mr. Hake, said I, laughing, a full beauty battery, such as I once saw Betty Schuyler show to Walter Butler, having but then received it from New York. And all I know, Lois, is that it was full of boxes, jars, and flasks, and smelled like a garden in late June. And if Mr. Hake has not chosen with discretion I shall go South and scalp him!

Euan, I adore you!

You adore your battery, said I, not convinced.

That, too. But you more than my mirrors, and my lip-red, and the lily lotion — more than my darling shifts and stays and shoon and gowns!... I had never dreamed I could accept them from you. But you had become so dear to me — and I could read you through and through — and found you so like myself — and it gave me a new pleasure to humble my pride to your desires. That is how it came about. Also, I saw those ladies.... And I do not think I shall be great friends with your Lana Helmer — even when I am fine and brave in gown and powder to face her on equal terms — —

Lois, what in the world are you babbling?

Let me babble, Euan. Never have I been so happy, so content, so excited yet so confident.... Listen; do you dread tomorrow?

I?

Yes — that I might not do you honour before your fashionable friends?... And I say to you, have no fear. If my gowns are truly what I think they are, I shall conduct without a tremour — particularly if your Lana be there, and that careless, rakish friend of yours, Lieutenant Boyd.

Do you remember what you are to say to Boyd if he seems in any wise to think he has met you elsewhere?

I can avoid a lie and deal with him, she said with calm contempt. But there is not a chance hed know me in my powder.

There was a silence. Then the unseen water rippled and splashed.

Poor Euan! she said. I wish you might dare swim here in this heavenly place with me. But we are not god and goddess, and the fabled age is vanished.... Good-night, dear lad.... And one thing more.... All you are to me — all you have done for me — dont you understand that I could not take it from you unless, in my secret heart, I knew that one day I must be to you all you desire — and all I, too, shall learn to wish for?

It is written, I said unsteadily. It must come to pass.

It must come, she said, in the hushed voice of a child who dreams, wide-eyed awake, murmuring of wonders.



I slept on the river-sand, not soundly, for all night long men and horses splashed in the water all around me, and I was conscious of many people stirring, of voices, the dip of paddles, and of the slow batteaux passing with the wavelets slapping on their bows. Then, the next I knew — bang! And the morning gun jarred me awake.

I had bathed and dressed, but had not yet breakfasted when one of our regimental wagons came to take the box to Lois — a fine and noble box indeed, in its parti-coloured cowhide cover, and a pretty pattern of brass nails all over it, making here a star and there a sunburst, around the brass plate engraven with her name: Lois de Contrecoeur.

Then the wagon drove away, and the Sagamore and I broke bread together, seated in the willow shade, the heat in our bush-hut being insupportable.

No more scalps, Mayaro? I taunted him, having already inspected the unpleasant trophies behind the hut. How is this, then? Are the Cats all skinned?

He smiled serenely. They have crept westward to lick their scars, Loskiel. A child may safely play in the forest now from the upper castle and Torloch to the Minnisink.

Has Amochol gone?

To make strong magic for his dead Cats, little brother. The Siwanois hatchets are still sticking in the heads of Hiokatoos Senecas. Let their eight Sachems try to pull them out.

So you have managed to wound a Seneca or two?

Three, Loskiel — but the rifle was one of Sir Williams, and carried to the left, and only a half-ounce ball. My brother Loskiel will make proper requisition of the Commissary of Issues and draw a weapon fit for a Mohican warrior.

Indeed I will, said I, smilingly, knowing well enough that the four-foot, Indian-trade, smooth bore was no weapon for this warrior; nor was it any kindness in such times as these to so arm our corps of Oneida scouts.

After breakfast I went to the fort and found that Major Parr and his command had come in the night before from their long and very arduous scout beyond the Canajoharrie Castle.

The Major received me, inquiring particularly whether I had contrived to keep the Sagamore well affected toward our cause; and seemed much pleased when I told him that this Siwanois and I had practiced the rite of blood-brotherhood.

Excellent, said he. And I dont mind admitting to you that I place very little reliance on the mission Indians as guides — neither on the Stockbridge runners nor on the Oneidas, who have come to us more in fear of the Long House than out of any particular loyalty or desire to aid us.

That is true, sir. They had as soon enter hell as Catharines-town.

The Major nodded and continued to open and read the letters which had arrived during his absence.

May I draw one of our rifles for my Mohican, sir? I asked.

We have very few. Schotts men have not yet all drawn their arms.

Nevertheless — —

You think it necessary?

I think it best to properly arm the only reliable guide this army has in its service, Major.

Very well, Mr. Loskiel.... And see that you keep this fellow in good humour. Use your own wit and knowledge; do as you deem best. All I ask of you is to keep this wild beast full fed and properly flattered until we march.

Yes, sir, I said gravely, thinking to myself in a sad sort of wonder how utterly the majority of white men mistook their red brethren of the forest, and how blind they were not to impute to them the same humanity that they arrogated to themselves.

So much could have been done had men of my blood and colour dealt nobly with a noble people. Yet, even Major Parr, who was no fool and who was far more enlightened than many, spoke of a Mohican Sagamore as this wild beast, and seriously advised me to keep him full fed and properly flattered!

Yes, sir, I repeated, saluting, and almost inclined to laugh in his face.

So I first made requisition for the lang rifle, then reported to my captain, although being on special detail under Major Parrs personal orders, this was nothing more than a mere courtesy.

The parade already swarmed with our men mustering for inspection; I met Lieutenant Boyd, and we conversed for a while, he lamenting the impossibility of making a boating party with the ladies, being on duty until three oclock. And:

Who is this new guest of Mrs. Bleecker? he asked curiously. I understand that you are acquainted with her. What is her name? A Miss de Contrecoeur?

I had not been prepared for that, never expecting that Mrs. Bleecker had already started to prepare the way; but I kept my countenance and answered coolly enough that I had the honour of knowing Miss de Contrecoeur.

She came by batteau from Albany?

Her box, said I, has just arrived from Albany by batteau.

Is the lady young and handsome? he asked, smiling.

Both, Mr. Boyd.

Well, he said, with a polite oath, she must be something more, too, if she hopes to rival Lana Helmer.

So it had already come to such terms of intimacy that he now spoke of her as Lana. For the last few days I had not been to Croghans house to pay my respects, the heat leaving me disinclined to stir from the shade of the river trees. Evidently it had not debarred Boyd from presenting himself, or her from receiving him, although a note brought to me from Mrs. Bleecker by her black wench said that both she and Angelina Lansing were ill with the heat and kept their rooms.

We are bidden to cake and wine at five, said I. Are you going?

He said he would be present, and so I left him buckling on his belt, and the conch-horns blast echoing over the parade, sounding the assembly.

At the gate I encountered Lana and Mrs. Lansing and our precious Ensign, come to view the inspection, and exchanged a gay greeting with them.

Then, mending my pace, I hastened to Croghans house, and found Mrs. Bleecker pacing the foot-path and nibbling fennel.

How agreeably cool it is growing, she said as I bent over her fingers. I truly believe we are to have an endurable day at last. She smiled at me as I straightened up, and continued to regard me very intently, still slightly smiling.

What has disturbed your usual equanimity, Euan? You seem as flushed and impatient as — as a lover at a tryst, for example.

At that I coloured so hotly that she laughed and took my arm, saying:

There is no sport in plaguing so honest a heart as yours, dear lad. Come; shall we walk over to call upon your fairy princess? Or had you rather bring her here to me?

She also leaves it to your pleasure, I said; Naturally, said Mrs. Bleecker, with a touch of hauteur; then, softening, smiled as much at herself as at me, I think.

Come, she said gaily. Sans cérémonie, nest-ce pas?

And we sauntered down the road.

Her box arrived last evening, said I. God send that Mr. Hake has chosen to please her.

Is he married?

No.

Lord! said she gravely. Then it is well enough that you pray.... Perhaps, however, and she gave me a mischievous look, you have entrusted such commissions to Mr. Hake before.

I never have! I said earnestly, then was obliged to join in her delighted laughter.

I knew you had not, Euan. But had I asked that question of your friend, Mr. Boyd, and had he answered me as you did, I might have thought he lied.

I said nothing.

He is at our house every day, and every moment when he is not on duty, she remarked.

What gallant man would not do the like, if privileged? I said lightly.

Lana talks with him too much. Angelina and I have kept our rooms, as I wrote you, truly dreading a stroke of the sun. But Lana! Lord! She was up and out and about with her lieutenant; and he had an Oneida to take them both boating — and then he had the canoe only, and paddled it himself.... They were gone too long to suit me, she added curtly.

When?

Every night. I wish I knew where they go in their canoe. But I can do nothing with Lana.... You, perhaps, might say a friendly word to Mr. Boyd — if you are on that footing with him — to consider Lanas reputation a little more, and his own amusement a little less.

I said slowly: Whatever footing I am on with him, I will say that to him, if you wish.

I dont wish you to provoke him.

I shall take pains not to.

She said impatiently: There are far too many army duels now. It sickens me to hear of them. Besides, Lana did ever raise the devil beyond bounds with any man she could ensnare — and no harm done.

No harm, I said. Walter Butler had a hurt of her bright eyes, and sulked for months. And many another, Mrs. Bleecker. But somehow, Mr. Boyd—

She nodded: Yes — hes too much like her — but, being a man, scarcely as innocent of intention, Ive said as much to her, and left her pouting — the silly little jade.

We said nothing more, having come in sight of the low house of logs where Lois dwelt.

The poor child, said Mrs. Bleecker softly. Lord! What a kennel for a human being!

As we approached we saw Mrs. Rannock crossing the clearing in the distance, laden with wash from the fort; and I briefly acquainted my handsome companion with her tragic history. Then, coming to the door, I knocked. A lovely figure opened for us.

So astonished was I — it having somehow gone from my mind that Lois could be so changed, that for a moment I failed to recognise her in this flushed and radiant young creature advancing in willowy beauty from the threshold.

As she sank very low in her pretty reverence, I saw her curly hair all dusted with French powder, under the chip hat with its lilac ribbons tied beneath her chin — and the beauty-patch on her cheek I saw, and how snowy her hands were, where her fingers held her flowered gown spread.

Then, recovering, she rose gracefully from her reverence, and I saw her clear grey eyes star-brilliant as I had never seen them, and a breathless little smile edging her lips.

On Mrs. Bleecker the effect she produced was odd, for that proud and handsome young matron had flushed brightly at first, lips compressed and almost stern; and her courtesy had been none too supple either.

Then in a stupid way I went forward to make my compliments and bend low over the little hand; and as I recovered myself I found her eyes on me for the first time — and for a brief second they lingered, soft and wonderful, sweet, tender, wistful. But the next moment they were clear and brilliant again with controlled excitement, as Mrs. Bleecker stepped forward, putting out both hands impulsively. Afterward she said to me:

It was her eyes, and the look she gave you, Euan, that convinced me.

But now, to Lois, she said very sweetly:

I am certain that we are to become friends if you wish it as much as I do.

Lois laid her hands in hers.

I do wish it, she said.

Then the happy accomplishment is easy, said Mrs. Bleecker, smiling. I had expected to yield to you very readily my interest and sympathy, but I had scarce expected to yield my heart to you at our first meeting.

Lois stood mute, the smile still stamped on her lips. Suddenly the tears sprang to her eyes, and she turned away hastily; and Mrs. Bleeckers arm went round her waist.

They walked into the house together, and I, still dazed and mazed with the enchanted revelation of her new loveliness, wandered about among the charred stumps, my thoughts a heavenly chaos, as though a million angels were singing in my ears. I could even have seen them, save for a wondrous rosy mist that rolled around them.

How long I wandered I do not know, but presently the door opened, and Lois beckoned me, and I went in to find Mrs. Bleecker down on her knees on the puncheon floor, among the mass of pretty finery overflowing from the box.

Did Mr. Hakes selection please you? I asked, Oh, Euan, how can I make you understand! Everything is too beautiful to be real, and I am certain that a dreadful Cinderella awakening is in store for me.

Yes — but she wore the slipper in the end.

Lois gave me a shy, sweet look, then, suddenly animated, turned eagerly once more to discuss her wardrobe with her new friend.

Your Mr. Hake has excellent taste, Euan, observed Mrs. Bleecker. Or, she added laughingly, perhaps your late prayer helped. And to Lois she said mischievously: You know, my dear, that Mr. Loskiel was accustomed to petition God very earnestly that your wardrobe should please you.

Lois looked at me, the smile curving her lips into a happy tenderness.

He is so wonderful, she said, with no embarrassment. And I saw Mrs. Bleecker look up at her, then smilingly at me, with the slightest possible nod of approbation.

For two hours and more that pair of women remained happy among the ribbons and laces; and every separate article Lois brought to me naively, for me to share her pleasure. And once or twice I saw Mrs. Bleecker watching us intently; and when discovered she only laughed, but with such sweetness and good will that it left me happy and reassured.

We have arranged that Miss de Contrecoeur is to share my room with me at Croghans, said Mrs. Bleecker. And, Euan, I think you should send a wagon for her box at once. The distance is short; we will stroll home together.

I took my leave of them, contented, and walked back to the fort alone, my heart full of thankfulness for what God had done for her that day.


CHAPTER X

IN GARRISON
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THE END OF the month was approaching, and as yet we had received no marching orders, although every evening the heavy-laden batteaux continued to arrive from Albany, and every morning the slow wagon train left for the lake, escorted by details from Schotts irregulars, and Franklins Wyoming militia.

But our veteran rifle battalion did not stir, although all the other regular regiments had marched to Otsego; and Colonel Gansevoorts 3rd N. Y. Regiment of the Line, which was now under orders to remain and guard the Valley, had not yet returned, although early in the week an Oneida runner had come in with letters for Mrs. Bleecker and Mrs. Lansing from their husbands, saying that the regiment was on its way to the fort, and that they, the ladies, should continue at Croghans as long as Morgans Rifles were remaining there in garrison.

Cooler weather had set in with an occasional day of heavy summer rain; and now our garrison life became exceedingly comfortable, especially agreeable because of the ladies hospitality at Croghans new house.

Except for Lois and for them my duties on special detail would have become most irksome to me, shut off from the regiment as I was, with only the Mohican to keep an eye on, and nothing else whatever to do except to write at sundown every evening in my daily journal.

Not that I had not come to care a great deal for the Siwanois; indeed, I was gradually becoming conscious of a very genuine affection for this tall Mohican, who, in the calm confidence of our blood-brotherhood, was daily revealing his personality to me in a hundred naive and different ways, and with a simplicity that alternately touched and amused me.

For, after his own beliefs and his own customs, he was every inch a man — courteous, considerate, proud, generous, loyal, and brave. Which seem to me to be the general qualifications for a gentleman.

Except the Seneca Mountain Snakes, the nations of the Long House, considering their beliefs, customs, and limited opportunities, were not a whit inferior to us as men. And the Mohicans have always been their peers.

For, contrary to the general and ignorant belief, except for the Senecas, the Iroquois were civilised people; their Empire had more moral reasons for its existence than any other empire I ever heard of; because the League which bound these nations into a confederacy, and which was called by them The Great Peace, had been established, not for the purpose of waging war, but to prevent it.

Until men of my own blood and colour had taught them treachery and ferocity and deceit, they had been, as a confederacy, guiltless of these things. Before the advent of the white man, a lie among the Iroquois was punished by death; also, among them, unchastity was scarcely known so rare was it. Even now, that brutal form of violence toward women, white or red, either in time of war or peace, was absolutely non-existent. No captive woman needed to fear that. Only the painted Tories — the blue-eyed Indians — remained to teach the Iroquois that such wickedness existed. For, as they said of themselves, the People of the Morning were real men.

They had a federal constitution; they had civil and political ceremonies as wisely conceived and as dignified as they were impressive, romantic, and beautiful. Their literature, historical and imaginative, was handed down from generation to generation; and if memory were at fault, there were the wampum belts in their archives to corroborate tradition.

Their federal, national, tribal, sept, and clan systems were devised solely to prevent international decadence and fraternal strife; their secret societies were not sinister; their festivals and dances not immodest; their priesthood not ignoble. They were sedentary and metropolitan people — dwellers in towns — not nomads; they had cattle and fowls, orchards and grain-fields, gardens for vegetables, corrals for breeding stock. They had many towns — some even of two hundred houses, of which dwellings many were cellared, framed, and glazed.

They had their well-built and heavily stockaded forts which, because the first Frenchmen called them chateaux, were still known to us as castles.

Their family life was, typically, irreproachable; they were tender and indulgent husbands and fathers, charitable neighbours, gay and good-humoured among their friends; and their women were deferred to, respected, and honoured, and had a distinct and important role to play in the social and political practices of the Confederacy.

If they, by necessity, were compelled to decimate the Eries, crush the Hurons, and subdue the Lenape and make women of them, the latter term meant only that the Lenape could not be trusted to bear arms as allies.

Yet, with truest consideration and courtesy toward these conquered ones, and with a kindly desire to disguise and mitigate a necessary and humiliating restriction, the Iroquois had recognised their priesthood and their clans; had invested the Lenape with the fire-rights at Federal Councils; and had even devised for them a diplomatic role. They were henceforward the ambassadors of the Confederacy, the diplomats and political envoys of the Long House.

And if the Delawares never forgot or forgave their position as a subject nation, yet had the Iroquois done all they dared to soften a nominal servitude which they believed was vitally necessary to the peace and well-being of the entire Iroquois Confederacy.

Of this kind of people, then, were the Iroquois, naturally — not, alas, wholly so after the white man had drugged them with rum, cheated them, massacred them, taught them every vice, inoculated them with every disease.

For I must bear witness to the truth of this, spite of the incredulity of my own countrymen; and, moreover, it is true that the Mohicans were, in all virtuous and noble things, the peers of the civilised people of the Long House.

Those vile, horse-riding, murdering, thieving nomad Indians of the plains — those homeless, wandering, plundering violators of women and butchers of children, had nothing whatever in common with our forest Indians of the East — were a totally different race of people, mentally, spiritually, and physically. And these two species must ever remain distinct — the Gens des Prairies and the Gens du Bois.

Only the Senecas resembled the degraded robbers of the Western plains in having naturally evil and debased propensities, and entertaining similar gross and monstrous customs and most wicked superstitions. But in the Long House the Senecas were really aliens; every nation felt this, from the Canienga and Oneida peoples, whose skin was almost as white as our own, to the dusky Onondaga, Tuscarora, and Cayuga — darker people, but no less civilised than the tall, stalwart, and handsome keepers of the Eastern Gate.

I have ventured to say this much concerning the Iroquois so that it may better be understood among my own countrymen how it was possible for me, a white man of unmixed blood, to love and respect a red man of blood as pure and unmixed as mine. A dog-trader learns many things about dogs by dealing in them; an interpreter who deals with men never, ultimately, mistakes a real man, white or red.

My isolation from the regiment, as I say, was now more than compensated by the presence of the ladies at Croghans house. And Lois had now been lodged with them for more than a week. How much of her sad history Mrs. Bleecker had seen fit to impart to Lana Helmer and Angelina Lansing I did not know. But it seemed to be generally understood in the garrison that Lois had arrived from Albany on Mrs. Bleeckers invitation, and that the girl was to remain permanently under her protection.

The romantic fact that Lois was the orphan of white captives to the Senecas, and had living neither kith nor kin, impressed Angelina sentimentally, and Lana with an insatiable curiosity, if not with suspicion.

As for Boyd, he had not recognised her at all, in her powder, patches, and pretty gowns. That was perfectly plain to Lois and to me. And I could understand it, too, for I hardly recognised her myself. And after the novelty of meeting her had worn off he paid her no particular attention — no doubt because of his headlong, impatient, and undisguised infatuation for Lana, which, with her own propensity for daring indiscretion, embarrassed us all more or less.

No warrant had been given me to interfere; I was on no such intimate terms with Boyd; and as for Lana, she heeded Mrs. Bleeckers cautious sermons as lightly as a bluebird, drifting, heeds the soft air that thrills with his careless flight-song.

What officers there were, regular and militia, who had not yet gone to Otsego Lake, came frequently to Croghans to pay their respects; and every afternoon there were most agreeable parties at Croghans; nor was our merriment any less restrained for our lack of chairs and tables and crockery to contain the cakes and nougats, syllabubs and custards, that the black wench, Gusta, contrived for us. Neither were there glasses sufficient to hold the sweet native wines, or enough cups to give each a dish of the rare tea which had come from France, and which Mr. Hake had sent to me from Albany, the thoughtful soul!

If I did not entirely realise it at the time, nevertheless it was a very happy week for me. To see Lois at last where she belonged; to see her welcomed, respected, and admired by the ladies and gentlemen at Croghans — courted, flattered, sought after in a company so respectable, and so naturally and sweetly holding her own among them without timidity or effort, was to me a pleasure so wonderful that even the quick, light shafts of jealousy — which ignoble but fiery darts were ever buzzing about my asss ears, sometimes stinging me — could not fatally wound my satisfaction or my deep thankfulness that her dreadful and wretched trials were ended at last, after so many years.

What seemed to Angelina and Lana an exceedingly quick intimacy between Lois and me sentimentally interested the former, and, as I have said, aroused the mischievous, yet not unkindly, curiosity of the latter. Like all people who are deep in intrigue themselves, any hint of it in others excited her sophisticated curiosity. So when we concluded it might be safe to call each other Lois and Euan, Lanas curiosity leaped over all bounds to the barriers of impertinence.

There was, as usual, a respectable company gathered at Croghans that afternoon; and a floating-island and tea and a punch. Lois, in her usual corner by the northern window, was so beset and surrounded by officers of ours, and Schotts, Franklins, and Spaldings, and staff-officers halted for the day, that I had quite despaired of a word with her for the present; and had somewhat sulkily seated myself on the stairs to bide my time. What between love, jealousy, and hurt pride that she had not instantly left her irksome poppinjays at the mere sight of me, and flown to me under the noses of them all, I was in two minds whether I would remain in the house or no — so absurd and horridly unbalanced is a young mans mind when love begins meddling with and readjusting its accustomed mechanism. Long, long were my ears in those first days of my hearts undoing!

Solemnly brooding on womans coldness, fickleness, and general ingratitude, and silently hating every gallant who crowded about her to hold her cup, her fan, her plate, pick up her handkerchief or a bud fallen from her corsage, I could not, however, for the life of me keep my eyes from the cold-blooded little jilt.

She had evidently been out walking before I arrived, for she still wore her coquette garden-hat — the chipstraw affair, with the lilac ribbons tied in a bow under her rounded chin; and a white, thin gown, most ravishing, and all bestrewn with sprigs and posies, which displayed her smooth and delicately moulded throat above the low-pinned kerchief, and her lovely arms from the creamy elbow lace down to her finger tips.

The French hair-powder she wore was not sprinkled in any vulgar profusion; it merely frosted the rich curls, making her pink checks pinker and her grey eyes a darker and purpler grey, and rendering her lips fresh and dewy in vivid contrast. And she wore a patch on her smooth left cheek-bone. And it was a most deadly thing to do, causing me a sentimental anguish unspeakable.

As I sat there worshipping, enchanted, resentful, martyred, alternately aching with loneliness and devotion, and at the same time heartily detesting every man on whom she chanced to smile, comes a sly and fragrant breath in my ear. And, turning, I discover Lana perched on a step of the stairs above me, her mocking eyes brilliant with unkind delight.

Poor swain a-sighing! said she. Love is sure a thorny way, Euan.

Have a care for your own skirts then, said I ungraciously.

My skirts!

Yours, Lanette. Your petticoat needs mending now.

If love no more than rend my petticoat I ought to be content, she said coolly.

Silenced by her effrontery, which truly passed all bounds, I merely glared at her, and presently she laughed outright.

Broad-brim, said she, I was not born yesterday. Have no worries concerning me, but look to yourself, for I think you have been sorely hit at last. And God knows such wounds go hard with a truly worthy and good young man.

I make nothing of your nonsense, said I coldly.

What? Nothing? And yonder sits its pretty and romantic inspiration? I am glad I have lived to see the maid who dealt you your first wound!

Do you fancy that I am in love? said I defiantly.

Why not admit what your lop-ears and moony mien yell aloud to the world entire?

Have you no common sense, Lana? Do you imagine a man can fall in love in a brief week?

I have been wondering, said she coolly, whether you have ever before seen her.

Continue to wonder, said I bluntly.

I do.... Because you call her Lois so readily — and you came near it the first day you had apparently set eyes on her. Also, she calls you Euan with a tripping lack of hesitation — even with a certain natural tenderness—

I turned on her, exasperated:

Come, said I, controlling my temper with difficulty, I am tired of playing butt to your silly arrows.

Oh, how you squirm, Euan! Cupid and I are shooting you full as a porcupine!

If Cupid is truly shooting, said I with malice, you had best hunt cover, Lana. For I think already a spent shaft or two has bruised you, flying at hazard from his bow.

She smilingly ignored what I had said.

Tell me, she persisted, are you not at her pretty feet already? Is not your very soul down on its worthy marrow-bones before this girl?

Is not every gallant gentleman who comes to Croghans at the feet of Miss de Contrecoeur?

One or two are in the neighbourhood of my feet, she remarked.

Aye, and too near to please me, said I.

Who, for example?

Boyd — for example, I replied, giving her a hearty scowl.

Oh! she drawled airily. He is not yet near enough my ankles to please me.

You little fool, said I between my teeth, do you think you can play alley-taw and cats-cradle with a man like that?

Then a cold temper flashed in her eyes.

A man like that, she repeated. And pray, dear friend, what manner of man may be a man like that?

One who can over-match you at your own silly sport — and carry the game to its sinister finish! I warn you, have a care of yourself, Lanette. Sir John is a tyro to this man.

She said hotly: If I should say to him what you have but now said to me, he would have you out for your impertinence!

If he continues to conduct as he has begun, said I, the chances are that I may have him out for his effrontery.

What! Who gave you the privilege of interfering in my affairs, you silly ninny?

So that you display ordinary prudence, I have no desire to interfere, I retorted angrily.

And if I do not! If I am imprudent! If I choose to be audacious, reckless, shameless! Is it your affair?

Suppose I make it mine?

You are both silly and insulting; do you know it?

Flushed, breathing rapidly, we sat facing each other; and I could have shaken the little vixen, so furious was I at myself as well as at her.

Very well, said I, continue to play with hell-fire if you like. Im done with you and with him, too.

And I with you, she said between her teeth. And if you were not the honest-meaning marplot that you are, Mr. Boyd should teach you a lesson!

Ill teach him one now, said I, springing to my feet and gone quite blind with rage so that I was obliged to stand still a moment before I could discover Boyd where he stood by the open door, trying to converse with Mrs. Lansing, but watching us both with unfeigned amazement.

Euan!

Lanas voice arrested me, and I halted and turned, striving to remember decency and that I was conducting like a very boor. This was neither the time nor place to force a quarrel on any man.... And Lana was right. I had no earthly warrant to interfere if she gave me none; perhaps no spiritual warrant either.

Still shaken and confused by the sudden fury which had invaded me, and now sullenly mortified by my own violence and bad manners, I stood with one hand resting on the banisters, forcing myself to look at Lana and take the punishment that her scornful eyes were dealing me.

Are you coming to your senses? she asked coldly.

Yes, I said. I ask your pardon.

A moment more we gazed at each other, then suddenly her under lip trembled and her eyes filled.

Forgive me, she stammered. You are a better friend to me than — many.... I am not angry, Euan.

At that I could scarce control my own voice:

Lanette — little Lana! Find it in your generous heart to offer me my pardon, for I have conducted like a yokel and a fool! But — but I really do love you.

I know it, Euan. I did not know it was in me to use you so cruelly. Let us be friends again. Will you?

Will you, Lana?

Willingly — oh, with all my heart! And — I am not very happy, Euan. Bear with me a little.... There is a letter come from Clarissa; perhaps it is that which edges my tongue and temper — the poor child is so sad and lonely, so wretchedly unhappy — and Sir John riding the West with all his hellish crew! And she has no news of him — and asks it of me — —

She descended a step and stood on the stair beside me, looking up at me very sweetly, and resting her hand lightly on my shoulder — a caress so frank and unconcealed that it meant no more then its innocent significance implied. But at that moment, by chance, I encountered Loiss eyes fixed on me in cold surprise. And, being a fool, and already unnerved, I turned red as a pippin, as though I were guilty, and looked elsewhere till the heat cooled from my cheeks.

You dear boy, said Lana gently. If there were more men like you and fewer like — Sir John, thered be no Clarissas in the world. She hesitated, then smiled audaciously. Perhaps no Lanas either.... There! Go and court your sweetheart. For she gave me a look but now which boded ill for me or for any other maid or matron who dares lay finger on a single thrum of your rifle-shirt.

You are wrong, said I. She cares nothing for me in that manner.

What? How do you know, you astounding boy?

I know it well enough.

Lana shot a swift and curious look straight across the room at Lois, who now did not seem to be aware of her.

She is beautiful... and — not made of marble, said Lana softly to herself. Good God, no! Scarcely made of marble.... And some man will awaken her one day.... And when he does he will unchain Aphrodite herself — or I guess wrong. She turned to me smiling. That girl yonder has never loved.

Why do you think so?

I know it; but I can not tell you why I know it. Women divine where men reason; and we are oftener right than you.... Are you truly in love with her?

I can not speak of such things to you, I muttered.

Lord! Is it as serious as that already? Is it arrived at the holy and sacred stage?

Lana! For heavens sake — —

I am not jeering; I am realising the solemn fact that you have progressed a certain distance in love and are arrived at a definite and well-known milestone.... And I am merely wondering how far she has progressed — or if she has as yet journeyed any particular distance at all — or any more than set out upon the road. For the look she shot at me convinces me that she has started — in fact, has reached that turn in the thorny path where she is less inclined to defend herself than her own possessions. You seem to be one of them.

Boyd, who had awaited the termination of our tete-a-tete with an impatience perfectly apparent to anybody who chanced to observe him, now seemed able to endure it no longer; and as he approached us I felt Lanas hand on my arm tremble slightly; but the cool smile still curved her lips.

She received him with a shaft of light raillery, and he laughed and retorted in kind, and then we three sauntered over to the table where was the floating island in a huge stone bowl of Indian ware.

Around this, and the tea and punch, everybody was now gathering, and there was much talking and laughing and offering of refreshment to the ladies, and drinking of humourous or gallant toasts.

I remember that Boyd, being called upon, instantly contrived some impromptu verses amid general approbation — for his intelligence was as lithe and graceful as his body was agile. And our foppish Ensign, who was no dolt by a long shot either, made a most deft rondeau in flattery of the ladies, turning it so neatly and unexpectedly that we all drew our side-arms and, thrusting them aloft, cheered both him and the fair subjects of his nimble verses.

I would have been glad to shine in that lively and amusing competition, but possessed no such desirable talents, and so when called upon contrived merely a commonplace toast which all applauded as in duty bound.

And I saw Lois looking at me with an odd, smiling expression, not one thing or another, yet scarcely cordial.

And now, says Boyd, each lady in turn should offer an impromptu toast in verse.

Whereupon they all protested that the thing was impossible. But he was already somewhat flushed with the punch and with his own success; and says he, with that occasional and over-flourishing bow of his:

To divinity nothing is impossible; therefore, the ladies, ever divine, may venture all things.

Which is why I venture to decline, remarked Lana. But he was set upon it, and would not be denied; and he began a most flowery little speech with the ladies as his inspiration:

Poetry and grace in mind and body is theirs by nature, said he, and they have but to open the rosy petals of their lips to enthrall us all with gems of — —

Lord! said Mrs. Bleecker, laughing, I have never writ a verse in my life save on my sampler; and if I were to open the rosy petals of my lips, I should never have done a-giggling. But Ill do it, Mr. Boyd, if you think it will enthrall you.

As for me, quoth Angelina Lansing, I require a workshop to manufacture my gems. It follows that they are no true gems at all, but shop-made paste. Ask Lana Helmer; she is far more adept in sugaring refusals.

All turned smilingly toward Lana, who shrugged her shoulders, saying carelessly:

I must decline!
The Muses nine
No sisters are of mine.
Must I repine
Because Im not divine,
And may not versify some pretty story
To prove to you my own immortal glory?
Make no mistake. Accept; dont offer verses.
Kisses received are mercies — given, curses!

Said Boyd instantly:

A thousand poems for your couplets! Do you trade with me, Miss Helmer?

Let me hear your thousand first, retorted the coquette disdainfully, ere I make up my mind to be damned.

Major Parr said grimly:

With what are we others to trade, who can make no verses? Is there not some more common form of wampum that you might consider?

A kind and unselfish heart is sound currency, said Lana smiling and turning her back on Boyd; which brought her to face Lois.

Do make a toast in verse for these importunate gentlemen, she said, and bring the last laggard to your feet.

I? exclaimed Lois in laughing surprise. Then her face altered subtly. I may not dream to rival you in beauty. Why should I challenge you in wit?

Why not? Your very name implies a nationality in which elegance, graceful wit, and taste are all inherent. And she curtsied very low to Lois.

For a moment the girl stood motionless, her slender forefinger crookd in thought across her lips. Then she glanced at me; the pink spots on her cheeks deepened, and her lips parted in a breathless smile.

It will give me a pleasure to do honour to any wish expressed by anybody, she said. Am I to compose a toast, Euan?

I gazed at her in surprise; Major Parr said loudly: Thats the proper spirit!

And, Write for us a toast to love! cried Boyd.

But Lana coolly proposed a toast to please all, which, she explained, a toast to love would not by any means.

And surely that is easy for you, she added sweetly, who of your proper self please all who ever knew you.

Write us a patriotic toast! suggested Captain Simpson,  —— A jolly toast that all true Americans can drink under the nose of the British King himself.

Thats it! cried Captain Franklin. A toast so cunningly devised that our poor fellows in the Provost below, and on that floating hell, the Jersey, may offer it boldly and unrebuked in the very teeth of their jailors! Lord! But that would be a rare bit o verse — if it could be accomplished, he added dubiously.

Lois stood there smiling, thinking, the tint of excitement still brilliant in her cheeks.

No, I could not hope to contrive such a verse — — she mused aloud. Yet — I might try — — She lifted her grey eyes to mine as though awaiting my decision.

Try, said I — I dont know why, because I never dreamed she had a talent for such trifles.

For a second, as her eyes met mine, I had the sensation of standing there entirely alone with her. Then the clamour around us grew on my ears, and the figures of the others again took shape on every side.

And Try! they cried. Try! Try!

Yes, she said slowly. I will try — — She looked up at me.  —— If you wish it.

Try, I said.

Very quietly she turned and passed behind the punch bowl and into the next room, but did not close the door. And anybody could see her there, seated at the rough pine table, quill in hand, and sometimes motionless, absorbed in her own thoughts, sometimes scratching away at the sheet of paper under her nose with all the proper frenzy of a very poet.

We had emptied the punch bowl before she reappeared, holding out to me the paper which was still wet with ink. And they welcomed her lustily, glasses aloft, but I was in a cold fright for fear she had writ nothing extraordinary, and they might think meanly of her mind, which, after all, I myself knew little of save that it was sweet and generous.

But she seemed in no manner perturbed, waiting smilingly for the noise to quiet. Then she said:

This is a toast that our poor tyrant-ridden countrymen may dare to offer at any banquet under any flag, and under the very cannon of New York.

She stood still, absent-eyed, thinking for a moment; then, looking up at us:

It is really two poems in one. If you read it straight across the page as it is written, then does it seem to be a boastful, hateful Tory verse, vilifying all patriots, even His Excellency — God forgive the thought!

But in the middle of every line there is a comma, splitting the line into two parts. And if you draw a line down through every one of these commas, dividing the written verse into two halves, each separate half will be a poem of itself, and the secret and concealed meaning of the whole will then be apparent.

She laid the paper in my hands; instantly everybody, a-tiptoe with curiosity, clustered around to see. And this is what we all read — the prettiest and most cunningly devised and disguised verse that ever was writ — or so it seems to me:

Hark — hark the trumpet sounds, the din of wars alarms
Oer seas and solid grounds, doth call us all to arms,
Who for King George doth stand, their honour soon shall shine,
Their ruin is at hand, who with the Congress join.
The acts of Parliament, in them I much delight,
I hate their cursed intent, who for the Congress fight.
The Tories of the day, they are my daily toast,
They soon will sneak away, who independence boast,
Who non-resistant hold, they have my hand and heart,
May they for slaves be sold, who act the Whiggish part.
On Mansfield, North and Bute, may daily blessings pour
Confusions and dispute, on Congress evermore,
To North and British lord, may honours still be done,
I wish a block and cord, to General Washington.

Then Major Parr took the paper, and raising one hand, and with a strange solemnity on his war-scarred visage, he pronounced aloud the lines of the two halves, reading first a couplet from the left hand side of the dividing commas, then a couplet from the right, and so down the double column, revealing the hidden and patriotic poem:

Hark — hark the trumpet sounds
Oer seas and solid grounds!
The din of wars alarms
Doth call us all to arms!
Who for King George doth stand
Their ruin is at hand:
Their honour soon shall shine
Who with the Congress join:
The acts of Parliament
I hate their cursed intent!
In them I much delight
Who for the Congress fight.
The Tories of the day
They soon will sneak away:
They are my daily toast
Who independence boast.
Who non-resistant hold
May they for slaves be sold.
They have my hand and heart
Who act the Whiggish part.
On Mansfield, North, and Bute,
Confusion and dispute.
May daily blessings pour
On Congress evermore.
To North and British lord,
I wish a block and cord!
May honours still be done
To General Washington!

As his ringing voice subsided, there fell a perfect silence, then a very roar of cheering filled it, and the hemlock rafters rang. And I saw the colour fly to Loiss face like a bright ensign breaking from its staff and opening in flower-like beauty.

Then every one must needs drink her health and praise her skill and wit and address — save I alone, who seemed to have no words for her, or even to tell myself of my astonishment at her accomplishment, somehow so unexpected.

Yet, why might I not have expected accomplishments from such a pliant intelligence — from a young and flexible mind that had not lacked schooling, irregular as it was? Far by her own confession to me, her education had been obtained, while it lasted, in schools as good as any in the land, if, indeed, all were as excellent as Mrs. Pardees Young Ladies Seminary in Albany, or the school kept by the Misses Primrose.

And Major Parr, the senior officer present, must have a glass of wine with her all alone, and offer her his arm to the threshold, where Lana and Boyd were busily plaiting a wreath of green maple-leaves for her, which they presently placed around her chip-straw hat. And we all acclaimed her.

As for Major Parr, that campaign-battered veteran had out his tablets and was painfully copying the verses — he being no scholar — while Boyd read them aloud to us all again in most excellent taste, and Lois laughed and blushed, protesting that her modest effort was not worthy such consideration.

Egad! said Major Parr loudly. I maintain that verses such as these are worth a veteran battalion to any army on earth! You are an aid, an honour, and an inspiration to your country, Miss de Contrecoeur, and I shall take care that His Excellency receives a copy of these same verses — —

Oh, Major Parr! she protested in dismay. I should perish with shame if His Excellency were to be so beset by every sorry scribbler.

A copy for His Excellency! Hurrah! cried Captain Simpson. Who volunteers?

I will make it, said I, with jealous authority.

And I will aid you with quill, sand, and paper, said Lana. Come with me, Euan.

Lois, who had at first smiled at me, now looked at us both, while the smile stiffened on her flushed face as Lana caught me by the hand and drew me toward the other room where the pine camp-table stood.

While I was writing in my clear and painstaking chirography, which I try not to take a too great pride in because of its fine shading and skillful flourishes, the guests of the afternoon were making their adieux and taking their departure, some afoot, others on horseback.

When I had finished my copy and had returned to the main room, nothing remained of the afternoon party save Boyd and Lana, whispering together by a window, and the black wench, Gusta, clearing away the debris of the afternoon.

Outside in the late sunshine, I could see Mrs. Bleecker and Mrs. Lansing strolling to and fro, arm in arm, but I looked around in vain for Lois.

She is doubtless gone a-boating with her elegant senior Ensign, said Lana sweetly, from the window. If you run fast you may kill him yet, Euan.

I was looking for nobody, said I stiffly, and marched out, ridding them of my company — which I think was what they both desired.

Now, among other and importunate young fops, the senior Ensign and his frippery and his marked attention to Lois, and his mincing but unfeigned devotion to her, had irritated me to the very verge of madness.

Twice, to my proper knowledge, this fellow had had her in an Oneida canoe, and with a guitar at that; and, damn him, he sang with taste and discretion. Also, when not on duty, he was ever to be found lisping compliments into her ear, or, in cool possession of her arm, promenading her to flaunt her beauty — and his good fortune — before the entire fort. And I had had enough of it.

So when I learned that she was off again with him, such a rage and wretchedness possessed me that I knew not what to do. Common sense yelled in my ear that no man of that stripe could seriously impress her; but where is the understanding in a very young man so violently sick with love as was I? All men who approached her I instantly suspected and mentally damned — even honest old Simpson — aye, even Major Parr himself. And I wonder now I had not done something to invite court-martial. For my common sense had been abruptly and completely upset, and I was at that period in a truly unhappy and contemptible plight.

I could not seem to steer my footsteps clear of the river bank, nor deny myself the fierce and melancholy pleasure of gazing at their canoe from afar, so I finally walked in that direction, cursing my own weakness and meditating quarrels and fatal duels.

But when I arrived on the river bank, I could not discover her in any of the canoes that danced in the rosy ripples of the declining sun. So, mooning and miserable, I lagged along the bank toward my bush-hut; and presently, to my sudden surprise, discovered the very lady of whom I had been thinking so intently — not dogged as usual by that insufferable Ensign, but in earnest conversation with the Sagamore.

And, as I gazed at them outlined against the evening sky, I remembered what Betsy Hunt had said at Poundridge — how she had encountered them together on the hill which overlooked the Sound.

Long before I reached them or they had discovered me, the Sagamore turned and took his departure, with a dignified gesture of refusal; and Lois looked after him for a moment, her hand to her cheek, then turned and gazed straight into the smouldering West, where, stretching away under its million giant pines, the vast empire of the Long House lay, slowly darkening against the crimson sunset.

She did not notice me as I came toward her through the waving Indian grass, and even when I spoke her name she did not seem startled, but turned very deliberately, her eyes still reflecting the brooding thoughts that immersed her.

What is it that you and this Mohican have still to say to each other? I asked apprehensively.

The vague expression of her features changed; she answered with heightened colour:

The Sagamore is my friend as well as yours. Is it strange that I should speak with him when it pleases me to do so?

There was an indirectness in her gaze, as well as in her reply, that troubled me, but I said amiably:

What has become of your mincing escort? Is he gone to secure a canoe?

He is on duty and gone to the fort.

Where he belongs, I growled, and not eternally at your heels.

She raised her eyes and looked at me curiously.

Are you jealous? she demanded, beginning to smile; then, suddenly the smile vanished and she shot at me a darker look, and stood considering me with lips slightly compressed, hostile and beautiful.

As for that fop of an Ensign — — I began — but she took the word from my mouth:

A fiddle-stick! It is I who have cause to complain of you, not you of me! You throw dust in my eyes by accusing where you should stand otherwise accused. And you know it!

I? Accused of what?

If you dont know, then I need not humiliate myself to inform you. But I think you do know, for you looked guilty enough — —

Guilty of what?

Of what? I dont know what you may be guilty of. But you sat on the stairs with your simpering inamorata — and your courtship quarrels and your tender reconciliations were plain enough to — to sicken anybody — —

Lois! That is no proper way to speak of — —

It is your own affair — and hers! I ask your pardon — but she flaunted her intimacy with you so openly and indiscreetly — —

There is no common sense in what you say! I exclaimed angrily. If I — —

Was she not ever drowning her very soul in your sheeps eyes? And even not scrupling to shamelessly caress you in the face of all — —

Caress me!

Did she not stand for ten full minutes with her hand upon your shoulder, and a-sighing and simpering — —

That was no caress! It was full innocent and — —

Is she so innocent? Indeed! I had scarcely thought it of her, she said disdainfully.

She is a true, good girl, innocent of any evil intention whatsoever — —

I pray you, Euan, spare me your excited rhapsodies. If you prefer this most bewitching — minx — —

She is no minx! I retorted hotly; and Lois as hotly faced me, pink to her ears with exasperation.

You do favour her! You do! You do! Say what you will, you are ever listening for the flutter of her petticoats on the stairs, ever at her French heels, ever at moony gaze with her — and a scant inch betwixt your noses! So that you come not again to me vowing what you have vowed to me — I care not how you and she conduct — —

I do prefer you! I cried, furious to be so misconstrued. I love only one, and that one is you!

Oh, Euan, yours is a most broad and catholic heart; and any pretty penitent can find her refuge there; and any petticoat can flutter it!

Yours can. Even your fluttering rags did that!

She flushed: Oh, if I were truly weak and silly enough to listen to you — —

You never do. You give me no hope.

I do give you hope! I am ever ladling it out to you as they ladle soupaan to the militia! I say to you continually that never have I so devotedly loved any man — —

That is not love! I said, furious.

I do not pretend it to be that same boiling and sputtering sentiment which men call love — —

Then if it be not true love, why do you care what I whisper to any woman?

I do not care, she said, biting the rose-leaf lower lip. You may whisper any treason you please to any h-heartless woman who snares your f-fancy.

You do not truly care?

I have said it. No, I do not care! Court whom you please! But if you do, my faith in man is dead, and thats flat!

What!

Certainly.... After your burning vows so lately made to me. But men have no shame. I know that much.

But, said I, bewildered, you say that you care nothing for my vows!

Did I say so?

Yes — you — —

No, I did not say so!... I — I love your vows.

How can you love my vows and not me? I demanded angrily.

I dont know I can do it, but I do.... But I will love them no longer if you make the selfsame vows to her.

Now, said I, perplexed and exasperated, what does it profit a man when a maid confesses that she loves to hear his vows, but loves not him who makes them?

For me to love even your vows, said she, looking at me sideways, is something gained for you — or so it seems to me. And were I minded to play the coquette — as some do — —

You play it every minute!

I? When, pray?

When I came to Croghans this afternoon there were you the centre of em all; and one ass in boots and spurs to wave your fan for you — oh, la! And another of Franklins, in his Wyandotte finery, to fetch and carry; and a dozen more young fools all ogling and sighing at your feet — —

Her lips parted in a quick, nervous laugh:

Was that the way I seemed? Truly, Euan? Were you jealous? And I scarce heeding one o them, but my eyes on the doorway, watching for you!

Oh, Lois! How can you say that to me — —

Because it was so! Why did you not come to me at once? I was waiting!

There were so many — and you seemed so gay with them — so careless — not even glancing at me — —

I saw you none the less. I never let you escape the range of my vision.

I never dreamed you noticed me. And every time you smiled on one of them I grew the gloomier — —

And what does my gaiety mean — save that the source of happiness lies rooted in you? What do other men count, only that in their admiration I read some recompense for you, who made me admirable. These gowns I wear are yours — these shoon and buckles and silken stockings — these bows of lace and furbelows — this little patch making my rose cheeks rosier — this frost of powder on my hair! All these I wear, Euan, so that mans delight in me may do you honour. All I am to please them — my gaiety, my small wit, which makes for them crude verses, my modesty, my decorum, my mind and person, which seem not unacceptable to a respectable society — all these are but dormant qualities that you have awakened and inspired — —

She broke off short, tears filling her eyes:

Of what am I made, then, if my first and dearest and deepest thought be not for you? And such a man as this is jealous!

I caught her hands, but she bent swiftly and laid her hot cheek for an instant against my hand which held them.

If there is in me a Cinderella, she said unsteadily, it is you who have discovered it — liberated it — and who have willed that it shall live. Did you suppose that it was in me to make those verses unless you told me that I could do it? You said, Try, and instantly I dared try.... Is that not something to stir your pride? A girl as absolutely yours as that? And do not the lesser and commonplace emotions seem trivial in comparison — all the heats and passions and sentimental vapours — the sighs and vows and languishing all the inevitable trappings and masqueradings which bedizzen what men know as love — do they not all seem mean and petty compared to our deep, sweet knowledge of each other?

You are wonderful, I said humbly. But love is no unreal, unworthy thing, either; no sham, no trite cut-and-dried convention, made silly by sighs and vapours.

Oh, Euan, it is! I am so much more to you in my soul than if I merely loved you. You are so much more to me — the very well-spring of my desire and pride — my reason for pleasing, my happy consolation and my gratitude.... Seat yourself here on the pleasant, scented grasses and let me endeavour to explain it once and for all time. Will you?

It is this, she continued, taking my hand between hers, when we were seated, and examining it very intently, as though the screed she recited were written there on my palm. We are so marvelously matched in every measurement and feature, mental and bodily almost — and I am so truly becoming a vital part of you and you of me, that the miracle is too perfect, too lofty, too serenely complete to vex it with the lesser magic — the passions and the various petty vexations they entail.

For I would become — to honour you — all that your pride would have me. I would please the world for your sake, conquer it both with mind and person. And you must endeavour to better yourself, day by day, nobly and with high aim, so that the source of my inspiration remain ever pure and fresh, and I attain to heights unthinkable save for your faith in me and mine in you.

She smiled at me, and I said:

Aye; but to what end?

To what end, Euan? Why, for our spiritual and worldly profit.

Yes, but I love you — —

No, no! Not in that manner — —

But it is so.

No, it is not! We are to be above mere sentiment. Reason rules us.

Are we not to wed?

Oh — as for that — — She thought for a while, closely considering my palm. Yes — that might some day be a part of it.... When we have attained to every honour and consideration, and our thoughts and desires are purged and lifted to serene and lofty heights of contemplation. Then it would be natural for us to marry, I suppose.

Meanwhile, said I, youth flies; and I may not lay a finger on you to caress you.

Not to caress me — as that woman did to you — —

Lois!

I can not help it. There is in her — in all such women — a sly, smooth, sleek and graceful beast, ever seeming to invite or offer a caress — —

She is sweet and womanly; a warm friend of many years.

Oh! And am I not — womanly?

Are you, entirely?

She looked at me troubled:

How would you have me be more womanly?

Be less a comrade, more a sweetheart.

Familiar?

My heart was beating fast:

Familiar to my arms. I love you.

I — do not permit myself to desire your arms. Can I help saying so — if you ask me?

When I love you so — —

No. Why are you, after all, like other men, when I once hoped — —

Other men love. All men love. How can I be different — —

You are more finely made. You comprehend higher thoughts. You can command your lesser passions.

You say that very lightly, who have no need to command yours!

How do you know? she said in a low voice.

Because you have none to curb — else you could better understand the greater ones.

She sat with head lowered, playing with a blade of grass. After a while she looked up at me, a trifle confused.

Until I knew you, I entertained but one living passion — to find my mother and hold her in my arms — and have of her all that I had ached for through many empty and loveless years. Since I have known you that desire has never changed. She is my living passion, and my need.

She bent her head again and sat playing with the scented grasses. Then, half to herself, she said:

I think I am still loyal to her if I have placed you beside her in my heart. For I have not yet invested you with a passion less innocent than that which burns for her.

She lifted her head slowly, propping herself up on one arm, and looked intently at me.

What do you know about me, that you say I am unwomanly and cold? Her voice was low, but the words rang a little.

Do not deceive yourself, she said. I am fashioned for love as thoroughly as are you — for love sacred or profane. But who am I to dare put on my crown of womanhood? Let me first know myself — let me know what I am, and if I truly have even a right to the very name I wear. Let me see my own mother face to face — hold her first of all in my embrace — give my lips first to her, yield to her my first caresses.... Else, and her face paled, I do not know what I might become — I do not know, I tell you — having been all my life deprived of intimacy — never having known familiar kindness or its lightest caress — and half dead sometimes of the need of it!

She straightened up, clenching her hands, then smiled her breathless little smile.

Think of it, Euan! For twenty years I have wanted her caresses — or such harmless kindness of somebody — almost of anybody! My foster-mother never kissed me, never put her arm about me — or even laid her hand lightly upon my shoulder — as did that girl do to you on the stairs.... I tell you, to see her do it went through me like a Shawanese arrow — —

She forced a mirthless smile, and clasped her fingers across her knee:

So bitterly have I missed affection all my life, she added calmly. ...And now you come into my life! Why, Euan — and my sentiments were truly pure and blameless when you were there that night with me on the rock under the clustered stars — and I left for you a rose — and my heart with it! — so dear and welcome was your sudden presence that I could have let you fold me in your arms, and so fallen asleep beside you, I was that deathly weary of my solitude and ragged isolation.

She made a listless gesture:

It is too late for us to yield to demonstration of your affection now, anyway — not until I find myself safe in the arms that bore me first. God knows how deeply it would affect me if you conquered me, or what I would do for very gratitude and happiness under the first close caress.... Stir not anything of that in me, Euan. Let me not even dream of it. It were not well for me — not well for me. For whether I love you as I do, or — otherwise and less purely — it would be all the same — and I should become — something — which I am not — wedded or otherwise — not my free self, but to my lesser self a slave, without ambition, pride — wavering in that fixed resolve which has brought me hither.... And I should live and die your lesser satellite, unhappy to the very end.

After a silence, I said heavily:

Then you have not renounced your purpose?

No.

You still desire to go to Catharines-town?

I must go.

That was the burden of your conversation with the Sagamore but now?

Yes.

He refused to aid you?

He refused.

Why, then, are you not content to wait here — or at Albany?

She sat for a long while with head lowered, then, looking up quietly:

Another pair of moccasins was left outside my door last night.

What! At Croghans? Inside our line! I exclaimed incredulously.

Aye. But this time the message sewed within them differed from all the others. And on the shred of bark was written: Swift moccasins for little feet as swift. The long trail opens. Come!

You think your mother wrote it? I asked, astounded.

Yes.... She wrote the others.

Well?

This writing is the same.

The same hand that wrote the other messages throughout the years?

The same.

Have you told the Sagamore of this?

I told him but now — and for the first time.

You told him everything?

Yes — concerning my first finding — and the messages that came every year with the moccasins.

And did you show him the Indian writing also?

Yes.

What did he say?

Nothing. But there flashed up suddenly in his eyes a reddish light that frightened me, and his face became so hideous and terrible that I could have cried out. But I contrived to maintain my composure, and I said: What do you make of it, O Sagamore? And he spat out a word I did not clearly understand — —

Amochol?

Yes — it sounded like that. What did he mean, Euan?

I will presently ask him, said I, thoroughly alarmed. And in the meanwhile, you must now be persuaded to remain at this post. You are contented and happy here. When we march, you will go back to Schenectady or to Albany with the ladies of the garrison, and wait there some word of our fate.

If we win through, I swear to you that if your mother be there in Catharines-town I will bring news of her, or, God willing, bring her herself to you.

I rose and aided her to stand; and her hands remained limply in mine.

I had rather take you from her arms, I said in a low voice,  —— if you ever deign to give yourself to me.

That is sweetly said.... Such giving leaves the giver unashamed.

Could you promise yourself to me?

She stood with head averted, watching the last faint stain of color fade from the west.

Would you have me at any cost, Euan?

Any cost.

Suppose that when I find my mother — I find no name for myself — save hers?

You shall have mine then.

Dear lad!... But — suppose, even then I do not love you — as men mean love.

So that you love no other man, I should still want you.

Am I then so vital to you?

Utterly.

To how many other women have you spoken thus? she asked gravely.

To none.

Truly?

Truly, Lois.

She said in a low voice:

Other men have said it to me.... I have heard them swear it with tears in their eyes and calling God to witness. And I knew all the while that they were lying — perjuring their souls for the sake of a ragged, unripe jade, and a wild nights frolic.... Well — God made men.... I know myself, too.... To love you as you wish is to care less for you than I already do. I would not willingly.... Yet, I may try if you wish it.... So that is all the promise I dare make you. Come — take me home now — if you care to walk as far with me.

And I who am asking you to walk through life with me? I said, forcing a laugh.

We turned; she took my arm, and together we moved slowly back through the falling dusk.

And, as we approached her door, came a sudden and furious sound of galloping behind us, and we sprang to the side of the road as the express thundered by in a storm of dust and driving pebbles.

News, she whispered. Do they bring good news as fast as bad?

It may mean our marching orders, I said, dejected.

We had now arrived at Croghans, and she was withdrawing her arm from mine, when the hollow sound of a conch-horn went echoing and booming through the dusk.

It does mean your marching orders! she exclaimed, startled.

It most certainly means something, said I. Good-night — I must run for the fort — —

Are you going to —— to leave me?

That horn is calling out Morgans men — —

Am I not to see you again?

Why, yes — I expect so — but if — —

Oh! Is there an if? Euan, are you going away forever?

Dear maid, I dont know yet what has happened — —

I do! You are going!... To your death, perhaps — for all I know — —

Hush! And good-night — —

She held to my offered hand tightly:

Dont go — dont go — —

I will return and tell you if — —

If! That means you will not return! I shall never see you again!

I had flung one arm around her, and she stood with one hand clenched against her lips, looking blankly into my face.

Good-bye, I said, and kissed her clenched hand so violently that it slipped sideways on her cheek, bruising her lips.

She gave a faint gasp and swayed where she stood, very white in the face.

I have hurt you, I stammered; but my words were lost in a frightful uproar bursting from the fort; and:

God! she whispered, cowering against me, as the horrid howling swelled on the affrighted air.

It is only the Oneidas scalp-yell, said I. They know the news. Their death-halloo means that the corps of guides is ordered out. Good-bye! You have means to support you now till I return. Wait for me; love me if it is in you to love such a man. Whatever the event, my devotion will not alter. I leave you in Gods keeping, dear. Good-bye.

Her hand was still at her bruised lips; I bent forward; she moved it aside. But I kissed only her hand.

Then I turned and ran toward the fort; and in the torch-light at the gate encountered Boyd, who said to me gleefully:

Its you and your corps of guides! The express is from Clinton. Hanierri remains; the Sagamore goes with you; but the regiment is not marching yet awhile. Lord help us! Listen to those beastly Oneidas in their paint! Did you ever hear such a wolf-pack howling! Well, Loskiel, a safe and pleasant scout to you. He offered his hand. Ill be strolling back to Croghans. Fare you safely!

And you, I said, not thinking, however, of him. But I thought of Lana, and wished to God that Boyd were with us on this midnight march, and Lana safe in Albany once more.

As I entered the fort, through the smoky flare of torches, I saw Dolly Glenn waiting there; and as I passed she gave a frightened exclamation.

Did you wish to speak to me? I asked.

Is — is Lieutenant Boyd going with you? she stammered.

No, child.

She thanked me with a pitiful sort of smile, and shrank back into the darkness.

I remained but a few moments with Major Parr and Captain Simpson; a rifleman of my own company, Harry Kent, brought me my pack and rifle — merely sufficient ammunition and a few necessaries — for we were to travel lightly. Then Captain Simpson went away to inspect the Oneida scouts.

I wish you well, said the Major quietly. Guard the Mohican as you would the apple of your eye, and — God go with you, Euan Loskiel.

I saluted, turned squarely, and walked out across the parade to the postern. Here I saw Captain Simpson inspecting the four guides, one of whom, to me, seemed unnecessarily burdened with hunting shirt and blanket.

Running my eye along their file, where they stood in the uncertain torchlight, I saw at once that the guides selected by Major Parr were not all Oneidas. Two of them seemed to be; a third was a Stockbridge Indian; but the fourth — he with the hunting-shirt and double blanket, wore unfamiliar paint.

What are you? said I in the Oneida dialect, trying to gain a square look at him in the shifty light.

Wyandotte, he said quietly.

Hell! said I, turning to Captain Simpson. Who sends me a Wyandotte?

General Clinton, replied Simpson in surprise. The Wyandotte came from Fortress Pitt. Colonel Broadhead, commanding our left wing, sent him, most highly recommending him for his knowledge of the Susquehanna and Tioga.

I took another hard look at the Wyandotte.

You should travel lighter, said I. Split that Niagara blanket and roll your hunting-shirt.

The savage looked at me a moment, then his sinewy arms flew up and he snatched the deerskin shirt from his naked body. The next instant his knife fairly leaped from its beaded sheath; there was a flash of steel, a ripping sound, and his blue and scarlet blanket lay divided. Half of it he flung to a rifleman, and the other half, with his shirt, he rolled and tied to his pack.

Such zeal and obedience pleased me, and I smiled and nodded to him. He showed his teeth at me, which I fancied was his mode of smiling. But it was somewhat hideous, as his nose had been broken, and the unpleasant dent in it made horridly conspicuous by a gash of blood-red paint.

I buckled my belt and pack and picked up my rifle. Captain Simpson shook hands with me. At the same moment, the rifleman sent to our bush-hut to summon the Mohican returned with him. And a finer sight I never saw; for the tall and magnificently formed Siwanois was in scarlet war-paint from crown to toe, oiled, shaven save for the lock, and crested with a single scarlet plume — and heaven knows where he got it, for it was not dyed, but natural.

His scarlet and white beaded sporran swung to his knees; his ankle moccasins were quilled and feathered in red and white; the Erie scalps hung from his girdle, hooped in red, and he bore only a light pack-slung, besides his rifle and short red blanket.

Salute, O Sagamore! Roya-neh! I said in a low voice, passing him.

He smiled, then his features became utterly blank, as one by one the eyes of the other Indians flashed on his for a moment, then shifted warily elsewhere.

I made a quick gesture, turned, and started, heading the file out into the darkness.

And as we advanced noiselessly and swung west into the Otsego road, I was aware of a shadow on my right — soft hands outstretched — a faint whisper as I kissed her tightening fingers. Then I ran on to head that painted file once more, and for a time continued to lead at hazard, blinded with tears.

And it was some minutes before I was conscious of the Mohicans hand upon my arm, guiding my uncertain feet through the star-shot dark.


CHAPTER XI

A SCOUT OF SIX
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WE WERE NOW penetrating that sad and devastated region laid waste so recently by Brant, Butler, and McDonald, from Cobus-Kill on the pleasant river Askalege, to Minnisink on the silvery Delaware — a vast and mournful territory which had been populous and prosperous a twelvemonth since, and was now the very abomination of desolation.

Cherry Valley lay a sunken mass of blood-wet cinders; Wyoming had gone up in a whirlwind of smoke, and the wretched Connecticut inhabitants were dead or fled; Andrustown was now no more, Springfield, Handsome Brook, Bowmans, Newtown-Martin — all these pretty English villages were vanished; the forest seedlings already sprouted in the blackened cellars, and the spotted tree-cats squalled from the girdled orchards under the July moon.

Where horses, cows, sheep, men, women, and children had lain dead all over the trampled fields, the tall English grass now waved, yellowing to fragrant hay; horses, barns, sheds — nay, even fences, wagons, ploughs, and haycocks had been laid in cinders. There remained not one thing that could burn which had not been burned. Only breeze-stirred ashes marked these silent places, with here and there a bit of iron from wagon or plough, rusting in the dew, or a steel button from some dead mans coat, or a bone gone chalky white — dumb witnesses that the wrath of England had passed wrapped in the lightning of Divine Right.

But Great Britains flaming glory had swept still farther westward, for German Flatts was gone except for its church and one house, which were too near the forts for the destructives to burn. But they had laid in ashes more than a hundred humble homes, barns, and mills, and driven off more than a thousand cattle, horses, sheep, and oxen, leaving the barnyard creatures dead or dying, and ten thousand skipples of grain afire.

So it was no wonder that the provisioning of our forces at Otsego had been slow, and that we now had five hundred wagons flying steadily between Canajoharie and the lake, to move our stores as they arrived by batteaux from below. And there were some foolish and impatient folk in Congress, so I heard, who cried out at our delay; and one more sinister jackass, who had said that our army would never move until a few generals had been court-martialed and shot. And our Major Parr said that he wished to God we had the Congress with us so that for once they might have their bellyful of stratagem and parched corn.

But it is ever so with those home-loving and unsurpassed butcher-generals, baker-brigadiers, candlestick-colonels, who, yawning in bed, win for us victories while we are merely planning them — and, rolling over, go to sleep with a consciousness of work well done, the candle snuffed, and the cat locked out for the night.



About eleven oclock on the first night out, I halted my scout of six and lay so, fireless, until sun-up. We were not far, then, from the head of the lake; and when we marched at dawn next morning we encountered a company of Aldens men mending roads as usual; and later came upon an entire Continental regiment and a company of Irregular Rifles, who were marching down to the lake to try out their guns. Long after we quitted them we heard their heavy firing, and could distinguish between the loud and solid Bang! of the muskets and the sharper, whip-lash crack of the long rifles.

The territory that now lay before us was a dense and sunless wilderness, save for the forest openings made by rivers, lakes, and streams. And it was truly the enemys own country, where he roamed unchecked except for the pickets of General Sullivans army, which was still slowly concentrating at Tioga Point whither my scout of six was now addressed. And the last of our people that we saw was a detail of Aldens regiment demolishing beaver dams near the lakes outlet which, they informed us, the beavers rebuilt as fast as they were destroyed, to the rage and confusion of our engineers. We saw nothing of the industrious little animals, who are accustomed to labor while human beings sleep, but we saw their felled logs and cunningly devised dams, which a number of our men were attacking with pick and bar, standing in the water to their arm-pits.

Beyond them, at the Burris Farm, we passed our outlying pickets — Irregular Riflemen from the Scoharie and Sacandaga, tall, lean, wiry men, whose leaf-brown rifle-dress so perfectly blended with the tree-trunks that we were aware of them only when they halted us. And, Lord! To see them scowl at my Indians as they let us through, so that I almost expected a volley in our backs, and was relieved when we were rid o them.

When, later, we passed Yokams Place, we were fairly facing that vast solitude of twilight which lay between us and the main armys outposts at the mouth of the Tioga. Except for a very few places on the Ouleout, and the Iroquois towns, the region was uninhabited. But the forest was beautiful after its own somewhat appalling fashion, which was stupendous, majestic, and awe-inspiring to the verge of apprehension.

Under these limitless lanes of enormous trees no sunlight fell, no underbrush grew. All was still and vague and dusky as in pillared aisles. There were no birds, no animals, nothing living except the giant columns which bore a woven canopy of leaves so dense that no glimmer of blue shone through. Centuries had spread the soundless carpet that we trod; eons had laid up the high-sprung arches which vanished far above us where vault and column were dimly merged, losing all form in depthless shadow.

There was an Indian path all the way from the lake, good in places, in others invisible. We did not use it, fearing an ambush.

The Mohican led us; I followed him; the last Oneida marked the trees for a new and better trail, and a straighter one not following every bend in the river. And so, in silence we moved southward over gently sloping ground which our wagons and artillery might easily follow while the batteaux fell down the river and our infantry marched on either bank, using the path where it existed.

Toward ten oclock we came within sound of the river again, its softly rushing roar filling the woods; and after a while, far through the forest dusk, we saw the thin, golden streak of sunlight marking its lonely course.

The trail that the Mohican now selected swung ever nearer to the river, and at last, we could see low willows gilded by the sun, and a patch of blue above, and a bird flying.

Treading in file, rifles at trail, and knife and hatchet loosened, we moved on swiftly just within that strip of dusk that divides the forest from the river shrub; and I saw the silver water flowing deep and smooth, where batteaux as well as canoes might pass with unvexed keels; and, over my right shoulder, above the trees, a baby peak, azure and amethyst in a cobalt sky; and a high eagle soaring all alone.

The Mohican had halted; an Oneida ran down to the sandy shore and waded out into mid-stream; another Oneida was peeling a square of bark from a towering pine. I rubbed the white square dry with my sleeve, and with a wood-coal from my pouch I wrote on it:



Ford, three feet at low water.

The Stockbridge Indian who had stepped behind a river boulder and laid his rifle in rest across the top, still stood there watching the young Oneida in midstream who, in turn, was intently examining the river bank opposite.

Nothing stirred there, save some butterflies whirling around each other over a bed of purple milkweed, but we all watched the crossing, rifles at a ready, as the youthful Oneida waded slowly out into the full sunshine, the spray glittering like beaded topazes on his yellow paint.

Presently he came to a halt, nosing the farther shore like a lean and suspicious hound at gaze; and stood so minute after minute.

Mayaro, crouching beside me, slowly nodded.

He has seen something, I whispered.

And I, too, returned the Mohican quietly.

I looked in vain until the Sagamore, laying his naked arm along my cheek, sighted for me a patch of sand and water close inshore — a tiny bay where the current clutched what floated, and spun it slowly around in the sunshine.

A dead fish, lying partly on the shore, partly in the water, was floating there. I saw it, and for a moment paid it no heed; then in a flash I comprehended. For the silvery river-trout lying there carried a forked willow-twig between gill and gill-cover. Nor was this all; the fish was fresh-caught, for the gills had not puffed out, nor the supple body stiffened. Every little wavelet rippled its slim and limber length; and a thread of blood trailed from the throat-latch out over the surface of the water.

Suddenly the young Oneida in mid-stream shrank aside, flattening his yellow painted body against a boulder, and almost at the same instant a rifle spoke.

I heard the bullet smack against the boulder; then the Mohican leaped past me. For an instant the ford boiled under the silent rush of the Oneidas, the Stockbridge Indian, and the Mohican; then they were across; and I saw the willows sway and toss where they were chasing something human that bounded away through the thicket. I could even mark, without seeing a living soul, where they caught it and where it was fighting madly but in utter silence while they were doing it to death — so eloquent were the feathery willow-tops of the tragedy that agitated each separate slender stem to frenzy.

Suddenly I turned and looked at the Wyandotte, squatting motionless beside me. Why he had remained when the red pack started, I could not understand, and with that confused thought in mind I rose, ran down to the waters edge, the Wyandotte following without a word.

A few yards below the ford a giant walnut tree had fallen, spanning the stream to a gravel-spit; I crossed like a squirrel on this, the burly Wyandotte padding over at my heels, sprang to the bottom sand, and ran up the willow-gully.

They were already dragging out what they had killed; and I came up to them and looked down on the slain man who had so rashly brought destruction upon his own head.

He wore no paint; he was not a warrior but a hunter. St. Regis, said the Mohican briefly.

The poor fool, I said sadly.

The young Oneida in yellow clapped the scalp against a tree-trunk carelessly, as though we could not easily see by his blazing eyes and quivering nostrils that this was his first scalp taken in war. Then he washed the blade of his knife in the river, wiped it dry and sheathed it, and squatted down to braid the dead hair into the hunters-lock.

We found his still smouldering fire and some split fish baking in green leaves; nets, hooks, spears, and a bark shoulder-basket. And he had been a Kings savage truly enough, foraging, no doubt, for Brant or Butler, who had great difficulty in maintaining themselves in a territory which they had so utterly laid waste — for we found in his tobacco pouch a few shillings and pennies, and some pewter buttons stamped, Butlers Rangers. Also I discovered a line of writing signed by old John Butler himself, recommending the St. Regis to one Captain Service, an uncle of Sir John Johnson, and a great villain who recently had been shot dead by David Elerson, one of my own riflemen, while attempting to brain Tim Murphy with an axe.

The poor fool, I repeated, turning away, Had he not meddled with war when his business lay only in hunting, he had gone free or, if we had caught him, only as a prisoner to headquarters.

Mayaro shrugged his contempt of the St. Regis hunter; the Oneida youth sat industriously braiding his first trophy; the others had rekindled the embers of the dead mans fire and were now parching his raw corn and dividing the baked river-trout into six portions.

Mayaro and I ate apart, seated together upon a knoll whence we could look down upon the river and upon the fire, which I now ordered to be covered.

From where I sat I could see the burly Wyandotte, squatting with the others at his feed, and from time to time my glance returned to him. Somehow, though I knew not why, there was about this Indian an indefinable something not entirely reassuring to me; yet, just what it might be I was not able to say.

Truly enough he had a most villainous countenance, what with his native swarthiness and his broken and dented nose, so horridly embellished with a gash of red paint. He was broad and squat and fearfully powerful, being but a bulk of gristly muscle; and when he leaped a gully or a brook, he seemed to strike the earth like a ball of rubber and slightly rebound an the light impact. I have seen a sinewy panther so rebound when hurled from a high tree-top.

The Oneida youth had now braided and oiled his scalp and was stretching it on a willow hoop, very busy with the pride and importance of his work. I glanced at Mayaro and caught a gleam of faint amusement in his eyes; but his features remained expressionless enough, and it seemed to me that his covert glance rested on the Wyandotte more often than on anybody.

The Mohican, as was customary among all Indians when painted for war, had also repainted his clan ensign, although it was tatooed on his breast; and the great Ghost Bear rearing on its hind quarters was now brilliantly outlined in scarlet. But he also wore what I had never seen any other Indian wear when painted for any ceremony in North America. For, just below the scarlet bear, was drawn in sapphire blue the ensign of his strange clan-nation — the Spirit Wolf, or Were-Wolf. And a double ensign worn by any priest, hunter, or warrior I had never before beheld. No Delaware wore it unless belonging to the Wolf Clan of the Lenni-Lenape, or unless he was a Siwanois Mohican and a Sagamore. For there existed nowhere at that time any social and political society among any Indian nation which combined clan and tribal, and, in a measure, national identity, except only among the Siwanois people, who were all three at the same time.

As I salted my parched corn and ate it, sitting cross-legged on my hillock, my eyes wandered from one Indian to another, reading their clan insignia; and I saw that my Oneida youth wore the little turtle, as did his comrade; that the Stockbridge Indian had painted a Christian Cross over his tattooed clan-totem — no doubt the work of the Reverend Mr. Kirkland — and that the squatting Wyandotte wore the Hawk in brilliant yellow.

What is yonder fellows name? I asked Mayaro, dropping my voice.

Black-Snake, replied the Mohican quietly.

Oh! He seems to wear the Hawk.

The Sagamores face grew smooth and blank, and he made no comment.

Its a Western clan, is it not, Mayaro?

It is Western, Loskiel.

That clan does not exist among the Eastern nations?

Clans die out, clans are born, clans are altered with the years, Loskiel.

I never heard of the Hawk Clan at Guy Park, said I.

He said, with elaborate carelessness:

It exists among the Senecas.

And apparently among the Wyandottes.

Apparently.

I said in a low voice:

Yonder Huron differs from any Indian I ever knew. Yet, in what he differs I can not say. I have seen Senecas like him physically. But Senecas and Hurons not only fought but interbred. This Wyandotte may have Seneca blood in him.

The Sagamore made no answer, and after a moment I said:

Why not confess, Mayaro, that you also have been perplexed concerning this stranger from Fort Pitt? Why not admit that from the moment he joined us you have had your eye on him — have been furtively studying him?

Mayaro has two eyes. For what are they unless to observe?

And what has my brother observed?

That no two people are perfectly similar, he said blandly.

Very well, I said, vexed, but quite aware that no questions of mine could force the Sagamore to speak unless he was entirely ready. I suppose that there exist no real grounds on which to suspect this Wyandotte. But you know as well as do I that he crossed not the river with the others when they did to death that wretched St. Regis hunter. Also, that there are Wyandottes in our service at Fortress Pitt, I did not know before.

I waited a moment, but the Mohican said nothing, and I saw his eyes, veiled like a dreaming bird of prey, so immersed did he seem to be in his own and secret reflections.

Presently I rose, went down to the fire, felt with my fingers among the ashes to be certain no living spark remained, chatted a moment with the Oneida youth, praising him till under all his modesty I saw he was like to burst with pride; then gave the signal for departure.

Nevertheless, I added, addressing them all, this is not a scalping party; it is the six eyes of an army spying out a way through this wilderness, so that our wagons, artillery, horses, and cattle may pass in safety to Tioga Point.

Let the Sagamore strike each tree to be marked, as he leads forward. Let the Mole repeat the blow unless otherwise checked. Then shall the Oneida, Grey-Feather, mark clearly the tree so doubly designated. The Oneida, Tahoontowhee, covers our right flank, marching abreast of the Mohican; the Wyandotte, Black-Snake, covers our left flank, keeping the river bank in view. March!

All that afternoon we moved along south and west, keeping in touch with the Susquehanna, which here is called Oak Creek, though it is the self-same stream. And we scouted the river region thoroughly, routing out nothing save startled deer that bounded from their balsam beds and went off crashing through the osiers, or a band of wild turkeys that, bewildered, ran headlong among us so that Tahoontowhee knocked over two with his rifle butt, and, slinging them to his shoulders, went forward buried in plumage like same monstrous feathered goblin of the forest.

The sun was now dropping into the West; the woods on our right had darkened; on our left a pink light netted the river ripples. Filing in perfect silence, save for the light sound of a hatchet and the slithering of sappy bark, I had noticed, or thought I noticed, that the progress of the Wyandotte was less quiet than ours, where he ranged our left flank, supposedly keeping within the forest shadow.

Once or twice I thought I heard a small stone fall to the willow gully, as though accidentally dislodged by his swiftly passing moccasins. Once, at any rate, I caught the glimmer of the sun striking some bit of metal on him, where he had incautiously ranged outside the protecting shadow belt.

That these things were purely accidental I felt sure, yet I did not care to have them repeated. And for a long while there was neither sound nor sun-glitter from him. Then, without even a glance or a word for me, the Mohican quietly dropped back from the lead, waited until the last Oneida had passed, and moved swiftly on a diagonal course to the left, which brought him in the tracks of the Wyandotte.

He continued on that course for a while, I taking his place in the lead, and the Wyandotte unconscious that he was followed. Then the Sagamore came gliding into our file again, and as he passed me to resume his lead, he whispered:

Halt, and return along the bank. The Black-Snake has overrun a ford where there are signs for my brother to read and consider.

I turned sharply and lifted my hand; and as the file halted I caught a glimpse of the Oneida, Tahoontowhee, on our right, and motioned him to cross, head the Wyandotte, and return with him. And when in a few moments he came toward us, followed by the Huron, I said, addressing them all:

There should be a ford hereabouts, if I am not badly mistaken, and I think we have accidentally overrun it. Did you see nothing that might indicate it, Black-Snake, my brother?

There was a furtive flicker of the Wyandottes eyes which seemed to include everybody before him, then he said very coolly that he had seen no riffle that might indicate shallow water, but that there was a ford not far below, and we ought to strike it before sunset.

Halt here, said I, pretending to remain still unconvinced. Sagamore, do you come with me a rod or so upstream.

There is no ford within a rod or two, said the Wyandotte stolidly.

And, after we had left the others, the Mohican murmured, as we hastened on:

No, not with one rod or two, but the third rod marks it.

Presently, speeding under the outer fringe of trees, I caught sight of a thin line across the water, slanting from shore to shore — not a ripple, but as though the edge of an invisible reef slightly affected the smooth-flowing, glassy surface of the stream.

He might have overlooked that, said I.

The Sagamores visage became very smooth; and we climbed down among the willows toward the sand below, and there the Mohican dropped on his hands and knees.

Directly under his eyes I saw the faint print of a moccasin. Startled, I said nothing; the Mohican studied the print for a few moments, then, crouching, crept forward among the sand-willows. I followed; and at long intervals I could make out the string of moccasin tracks, still visible in the loose, dry sand.

Could it be the St. Regis? I whispered. He may have been here spearing fish. These tracks are not new.... And the Wyandotte might have overlooked these, too.

Maybe St. Regis, he said.

We had now crept nearly to the edge of the water, the dry and scarcely discernible tracks leading us. But they were no fresher in the damp sand. However, the Mohican did not seem satisfied, so we pulled off our thigh-moccasins and waded out.

Although the water looked deep enough along the unseen reef, yet we found nowhere more than four feet, and so crossed to the other side. But before I could set foot on the shelving sand the Mohican pulled me back into the water and pointed. There was no doubting the sign we looked upon. A canoe had landed here within an hour, had been pushed off again with a paddle without anybody landing. It was as plain as the nose on your face.

Which way had it gone, upstream or down? If it had gone upstream, the Wyandotte must have seen it and passed it without reporting it. In other words, he was a traitor. But if the canoe had gone downstream from this spot, or from some spot on the left bank a little above it, there was nothing to prove that the Wyandotte had seen it. In fact, there was every probability that he had not seen it at all. And I said as much to the Sagamore.

Maybe, he replied calmly.

We now cautiously recrossed the stream, scarcely liking our exposed position, but there was no help for it. After we had dressed, I marked the trees from the ford across the old path, which was visible here, and so through to our main, spotted trail; the Mohican peeled a square of bark, I wiped the white spot dry, and wrote with my wood-coal the depth of water at the crossing; then we moved swiftly forward to join the halted scouts.

Mayaro said to me: We have discovered old moccasin tracks, but no ford and no canoe marks. It is not necessary for the Black-Snake to know.

Very well, said I calmly. Do you suspect him!

Maybe. Maybe not. But — he once wore his hair in a ridge.

What!

I looked down on him while he ate fish at the St. Regis fire. He has not shaved his head since two weeks. There is a thin line dividing his head, where the hairs at their roots are bent backward. Much oil and brushing make hairs grow that way.

But — what Indians wear their hair that way — like the curved ridge on a dragoons helmet?

The Eries.

I stared at him without comprehension, for I knew an Erie scalp when I saw one.

Not the warriors, he added quietly.

What in heavens name do you mean? I demanded. But we were already within sight of the others, and I heeded the cautioning touch of his hand on my arm, and was silent.

When we came up to them I said:

There are no riffles to indicate a ford — which was true enough— and on the sand were only moccasin tracks a week old.

The Black-Snake saw them, said the Wyandotte, so frankly and calmly that my growing but indefinite suspicions of his loyalty were arrested for the moment.

Why did not the Black-Snake report them? I asked.

They were St. Regis, and a week old, as my brother says. And he smiled at us all so confidingly that I could no longer believe ill of him.

Nevertheless, said I, we will range out on either flank as far as the ford which should be less than a mile down stream. And I placed the Wyandotte between both Oneidas and on the forest side; and as the valley was dry and open under its huge standing timber, I myself led, notching the trail and keeping a lively eye to the left, wherever I caught a glimpse of water sparkling.

Presently the Mohican halted in view of the river-bank, making a sign for me to join him, which I did, briefly bidding the Stockbridge Mole to notch the trees in my stead.

A canoe has passed, said the Sagamore calmly.

What! You saw it?

No, Loskiel. But there was spray on a boulder in a calm pool.

Perhaps a deer crossed, or a mink or otter crawled across the stone.

No; the drops were many, but they lay like the first drops of a rain, separate and distinct.

A great fish leaping might have spattered it.

There was no wash against the rock from any fish-swirl.

Then you believe that there is a canoe ahead of us going with the current?

An hour ahead — less, I think.

Why an hour?

The sun is low; the river boulders are not hot. Water might dry on them in an hour or less. These drops were nearly dry, save one or two where the sun made them shine.

A careless paddle-stroke did it, I said in a low voice.

No Indian is careless.

What do you mean by that?

I mean, Loskiel, that the boulder was splashed purposely, or that there are white men in that canoe.

Splashed purposely? I said, bewildered.

Perhaps. The Black-Snake had the river watch — until you changed our stations.

You think it might have been a sign for him from possible confederates.

Maybe. Maybe clumsy white men.

What white men? No forest runners dare range these woods at such a time as this. Do you mean a scalping party of Butlers men?

Maybe.

We had been walking swiftly while we spoke together in low and guarded tones; now I nodded my comprehension, sheered off to the right, took the trail-lead, replacing the Stockbridge Mole, and signalled the nearest Oneida, Grey-Feather, to join Mayaro on the left flank. This made it necessary for me to call the Wyandotte into touch, which I did; and the other Oneida, the Night-Hawk, or Tahoontowhee, closed in from the extreme outer flank.

The presence of that canoe worried me, nor could I find any explanation for it. None of our surveyors was out — no scouts had gone in that direction. Of course I knew that we were likely to run across scouts or scalping parties of the enemy almost anywhere between the outlet to Otsego Lake and Tioga Point, yet somehow had not expected to encounter them until we had at least reached the Ouleout.

Another thing; if this phantom canoe was now within an hour of us, and going with the current, it must at one time have been very, very close to us — in fact, just ahead and within sight of the Wyandotte, if, indeed, it had not come silently downstream from behind us and shot past us in plain view of the Black-Snake.

Was the Wyandotte a traitor? For only he could have seen this. And I own that I felt more comfortable having him on our right flank in the forest, and away from the river; and as I notched my trees I kept him in view, sideways, and pondered an the little that I knew of him, but came to no conclusion. For of all things in the world I know less of treachery and its wiles than of any other stratagem; and so utterly do I misunderstand it, and so profound is my horror of it, that I never can credit it to anybody until I see them hanged by the neck for it or shot in hollow square, a-sitting upon their coffins.

Presently I saw the Sagamore stop and make signs to me that the ford was in sight. Immediately I signalled the Wyandotte and the farther Oneida to close in; and a few moments later we were gathered in the forest shadow above the river, lying on our bellies and gazing far down stream at the distant line of ripples running blood-red under the sunset light.

Was there an ambush there, prepared for us? God knew. Yet, we must approach and examine that ford, and pass it, too, and resume our march on the right bank of the river to avoid the hemlock swamps and rocky hills ahead, which no wagons or artillery could hope to pass.

My first and naturally cautious thought was to creep nearer and then send the Wyandotte out under cover of our clustered rifles. But if he were truly in any collusion with an unseen enemy they would never fire on him, and so it would be useless to despatch him on such a mission.

Wait for the moon, said the Sagamore very quietly.

His low, melodious voice startled me from my thoughts, and I looked around at him inquiringly.

I will go, said the Wyandotte, smiling.

One man will never draw fire from an ambush, said the Grey-Feather cunningly. The wild drake swims first into the net; the flock follows.

Why does my younger brother of the Oneida believe that we need fear any ambush at yonder ford? asked the Wyandotte so frankly that again I felt that I could credit no ill of any man who spoke so fairly.

Listen to the crows, returned the Oneida. Their evening call to council is long and deliberate — Kaah! Kaah! Kaah — h! What are they saying now, Black-Snake, my elder brother?

I glanced at the Mohican in startled silence, for we all were listening very intently to the distant crows.

They have discovered an owl, perhaps, said the Wyandotte, smiling, and are tormenting him.

Or a Mountain Snake, said the Sagamore blandly.

Now, what the Sagamore said so innocently had two meanings. He might have meant that the cawing of the crows indicated that they were objecting to a rattlesnake sunning on some rock. Also he might have meant to say that their short, querulous cawing betrayed the presence of Seneca Indians in ambush.

Or a Mountain Snake, repeated the Siwanois, with a perfectly blank face. The red door of the West is still open.

Or a bear, said the Grey-Feather, cunningly slurring the Canienga word and swallowing the last syllable so that it might possibly have meant Mohawk.

The Wyandotte turned good-humouredly to the Mohican, not pretending to misunderstand this subtle double entendre and play upon words.

You, Sagamore of the Loups, he said, carrying out the metaphor, are closer to the four-footed people than are we Wyandottes.

That is true, said the Grey-Feather. My elder brother, the Black-Snake, wears the two-legged hawk.

Which, again, if it was meant that way, hinted that the Hawk was an alien clan, and neither recognized nor understood by the Oneida. Also, by addressing the Wyandotte as elder brother, the Oneida conveyed a broad hint of blood relationship between Huron and Seneca. Yet, there need have been nothing definitely offensive in that hint, because among all the nations a certain amalgamation always took place after an international conflict.

The Wyandotte did not lose his temper, nor even, apparently, perceive how slyly he was being baited by all except myself.

What is the opinion of the Loup, O Sagamore? he asked lightly.

Does my brother the Black-Snake desire to know the Sagamores opinion concerning the cawing of yonder crows?

The Wyandotte inclined his ugly head.

I think, said the Mohican deliberately, that there may be a tree-cat in their vicinity.

A dead silence followed. The Wyandottes countenance was still smiling, but I thought the smile had stiffened and become fixed, though not a tremour moved him. Yet, what the Mohican had said — always with two meanings, and one quite natural and innocent — meant, if taken in its sinister sense, that not only might there be Senecas lying in ambush at the ford, but also emissaries from the Red Priest Amochol himself. For the forest lynx, or tree-cat, was the emblem of these people; and every Indian present knew it.

Still, also, every man there had seen crows gather around and scold a lynx lying flattened out on some arching limb.

Whether now there was any particular suspicion of this Wyandotte among the other Indians; whether it was merely their unquenchable and native distrust of any Huron whatever; whether the subtle chaff were playful or partly serious, I could not determine from their manner or expression. All spoke pleasantly and quietly, and with open or expressionless countenances. And the Wyandotte still smiled, although what was going on under that urbane mask of his I had no notion whatsoever.

I turned cautiously, and looked behind us. We were gathered in a kind of natural and moss-grown rocky pulpit, some thirty feet above the stream, and with an open view down its course to the distant riffles. Beyond them the river swung southward, walling our view with its flanking palisade of living green.

We camp here, I said quietly. No fire, of course. Two sentinels — the Night Hawk and the Black-Snake. The guard will be relieved every two hours. Wake me at the first change of watch.

I laid my watch on a rock where all could see it, and, opening my sack, fished out a bit of dried beef and a handful of parched corn.

Mayaro shared with me on my motioned invitation; the others fell to in their respective and characteristic manners, the Oneidas eating like gentlemen and talking together in their low and musical voices; the Wyandotte gobbling and stuffing his cheeks like a chipmunk. The Stockbridge Mole, noiseless and mum as the occult and furry animal which gave to him his name, nibbled sparingly all alone by himself, and read in his Algonquin Testament between bites.

The last level sun rays stripped with crimson gold the outer edges of the woods; the stream ran purple and fire, and the ceaseless sighing of its waters sounded soft as foliage stirring on high pines.

I said to the Mole in a low voice:

Brother in Christ, do you find consolation and peace in your Testament when the whole land lies writhing under the talons and bloody beak of war?

The Stockbridge warrior looked up quietly:

I read the promise of the Prince of Peace, brother, who came to the world not bearing a sword.

He came to fulfill, not to destroy, I said.

So it is written, brother.

And yet you and I, His followers, go forth armed to slay.

To prepare a place for Him — His humble instruments — lest His hands be soiled with the justice of Gods wrath. What is it that we wade in blood, so that He pass with feet unsoiled?

My brother has spoken.

The burning eyes of the calm fanatic were fastened on me, then they serenely reverted to the printed page on his knees; and he continued reading and nibbling at his parched and salted corn. If ever a convert broke bread with the Lord, this red disciple now sat supping in His presence, under the immemorial eaves of His leafy temple.

The Grey-Feather, who had been listening, said quietly:

We Iroquois alone, among all Indians, have always acknowledged one Spirit. We call Him the Master of Life; you Christians call Him God. And does it truly avail anything with Tharon, O my brother Loskiel, if I wear the Turtle, or if my brother the Mole paints out the Beaver on his breast with a Christian cross?

So that your religion be good and you live up to it, sign and symbol avail nothing with God or with Tharon, said I.

Men wear what they love best, said the Mole, lightly touching his cross.

But under cross and clan ensign, said I, lies a mans secret heart. Does the Master of Life judge any man by the colour of his skin or the paint he wears, or the clothing? Christs friends were often beggars. Did Tharon ever ask of any man what moccasins he wore?

The Sagamore said gravely:

Uncas went naked to the Holder of the Heavens.

It was a wonderful speech for a Sagamore and an Algonquin, for he used the Iroquois term to designate the Holder of Heaven. The perfect courtesy of a Christian gentleman could go no further. And I thought of our trivial and petty and warring sects, and was silent and ashamed.

The Wyandotte wiped his powerful jaw with a handful of dead leaves, and looked coldly around at the little circle of men who differed with one another so profoundly in their religious beliefs.

Is this then the hour and the place to discuss such matters, and irritate the Unseen?

All eyes were instantly turned on the pagan; the Oneidas seemed troubled; the Sagamore serious. Only the Christian Indian remained placid and indifferent, his Testament suspended in his hand. But he also was listening.

As for me, I knew as well as did the others what the pagan and burly Wyandotte meant.

To every Indian — even to many who had been supposedly converted — air, earth, and water still remained thronged with demons. The vast and sunless wilderness was peopled with goblins and fairies. No natural phenomenon occurred except by their agency. Where the sun went after it had set, where the moon hid, the stars, the four great winds, the eight thunders — all remained mysteries to these red children of the forest. And to these mysteries demons held the keys. For no star fell, showering the night with incandescence, no comet blazed aloft, its streaming hair sweeping from zenith to horizon, no eclipse devoured sun or moon, no sunrise painted the Long House golden, no sunset stained its lodge-poles crimson, no waters ran, no winds blew, no clouds piled up quivering with lightning, no thunder rumbled, except that it was done by demons.

Fur, feather, and silver-scale also had souls, and slyly took council together when alone; the great trees talked to one another in forest depths; moonlit rocks conversed in secret; and peak whispered to peak above the flowing currents of the mist.

It was useless to dispute such matters with them, while every phenomenon of nature remained to them a mystery. For they had brains and a matchless imagination, and they were obliged to solve these things for themselves as best they knew how, each people according to its personal characteristics.

So, among the Onondagas, Oneidas, and Mohawks, evil demons were few, and good fairies many; among the Cayugas good and bad seemed fairly balanced; but among the sullen, brutal, and bestial Senecas, devils, witches, demons, and goblins were in the vast majority. And their perverted Erie priesthood, which had debauched some of their own Sachems, was a stench in the nostrils of any orthodox Sachem, and, to an ordained Sagamore, an offense and sacrilege unspeakable.



I sat looking hard at the Wyandotte, inclined to speak, yet unwilling to meddle where intervention must be useless.

His small, unwinking eyes met mine.

There are demons, he said in a low voice.

Demons in human form, I nodded. Some were at Cherry Valley a year ago.

There are witches, he said.

I shook my head: None.

And Giants of Stone, and Flying Heads, and the Dead Hunter, and the Lake Serpent, he persisted sullenly.

There never were either giants or witches, I replied.

The Mole looked up from his Testament in surprise, but said nothing. Yet, by his expression I knew he was thinking of the Witch of Endor, and the Dukes of Edom, and the giants of the scriptures. But it seemed hopeless to modify his religious teachings by any self-developed theories of mine.

All I desired to do was to keep this pagan Huron from tampering with my warriors nerves. And it required but little of the supernatural to accomplish this.

No Indian, however brave and faithful and wise in battle, however cunning and tireless and unerring on forest trail or on uncharted waters, could remain entirely undisturbed by any menace of invisible evil. For they were an impulsive race, ever curbing their impulses and blindly seeking for reason. But what appealed to their emotions and their imagination still affected them most profoundly, and hampered the slow, gradual, but steady development of a noble race emerging by its own efforts from absolute and utter ignorance.



I said quietly: After all, the Master of Life stands sentry while the guiltless sleep!

Amen, said the Mole, lifting his calm eyes to the roof of leaves above.

An owl began to hoot — one of those great, fierce cat-owls of the North. Every Indian listened.

The Sagamore said pleasantly to the Wyandotte:

It is as though he were calling the lynxes together — as Amochol the Accursed summons his Cat-People to the sacrifice.

I know nothing of Amochol and his sacrifices, said the Wyandotte carelessly.

Yet you Wyandottes border the Western Gate.

The Huron shrugged.

Hear the Eared One squall, said Grey-Feather, as the great owl yelled through the darkening forest.

One would think to hear an Erie speaking, said the Sagamore, looking steadily at the Black-Snake. But the latter seemed totally unaware of what amounted now to a persistent baiting.

They say, continued the Sagamore, that the Erie priesthood learned from the Nez Perces a strange and barbarous fashion.

What fashion? asked Grey-Feather, so innocently that I could not determine whether he was playing into the Sagamores hands.

The fashion of wearing the hair in a short, stiff ridge, said the Mohican. Has the Black-Snake ever seen it worn that way?

Never, said the Huron. And there was neither in his voice nor on his features the slightest tremour that we could discover in the fading light of the afterglow.

I rose to put an end to this, for my own nerves were now on edge; and I directed the two sentinels to their posts, the Wyandotte and the Oneida, Tahoontowhee.

Then I lay down beside the Mohican. All the Indians had unrolled and put on their hunting shirts; I spread my light blanket and pillowed my head on my pack.

In range of my vision the Mole had dropped to his knees and was praying with clasped hands. Shamed, I arose and knelt also, to say in silence my evening prayer, so often slurred over while I lay prone, or even entirely neglected.

Then I returned to my blanket to lie awake and think of Lois, until at last I dreamed of her. But the dream was terrible, and I awoke, sweating, and found the Sagamore seated upright in the darkness beside me.

Is it time to change the guard? I asked, still shivering from the horror of my dream.

You have scarce yet closed your eyes, Loskiel.

Why are you seated upright wide awake, my brother?

There is evil in the wind.

There is no wind stirring.

A witch-wind came slyly while you slept. Did you not dream, Loskiel? In spite of me I shivered again.

That is foolishness, said I. The Wyandottes silly talk has made us wakeful. Our sentinels watch. Sleep, Mayaro.

Have you need of sleep, Loskiel?

I? No. Sleep you, then, and I will sit awake if it reassures you.

The Sagamore set his mouth close to my ear:

The Wyandotte is not posted where you placed him.

What? How do you know?

I went out to see. He sits on a rock close to the water.

Damn him, I muttered angrily. Ill teach him — —

No!

The Mohicans iron grip held me in my place.

The Night-Hawk understands. Let the Wyandotte remain unrebuked and undisturbed while I creep down to yonder ford.

I do not intend to reconnoitre the ford until dawn, I whispered.

Let me go, Loskiel.

Alone?

Secretly and alone. The Siwanois is a magic clan. Their Sagamores see and hear where others perceive nothing. Let me go, Loskiel.

Then I go, also.

No.

What of our blood-brotherhood, then?

There was a silence; then the Mohican rose, and taking my hand in his drew me noiselessly to my feet beside him.

By sense of touch alone we lifted our rifles from our blankets, blew the powder from the pans, reprimed. Then, laying my left arm lightly on his shoulder, I followed his silent figure over the moss and down among the huge and phantom trees faintly outlined against the starlit water.


CHAPTER XII

AT THE FORD
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WHEN AT LENGTH from the forests edge we saw star-beams splintering over broken water, cutting the flat, translucent darkness of the river with necklaces of light, we halted; for this was the ford foaming there in obscurity with its silvery, mellow voice, unheeded in the wilderness, yet calling ever as that far voice called through the shadows of ages dead.

Now, from where we stood the faint line of sparkles seemed to run a little way into the darkness and vanish. But the indications were sufficient to mark the spot where we should enter the water; and, stepping with infinite precaution, we descended to the gravel. Here we stripped to the clout and laid our rifles on our moccasins, covering the pans with our hunting shirts. Then we strapped on our war-belts, loosening knife and hatchet, pulled over our feet our spare ankle-moccasins of oiled moose-hide soled with the coarse hair of the great, blundering beast himself.

I led, setting foot in the icy water, and moving out into the shadow with no more noise than a chubs swirl or a minnows spatter-leap when a great chain-pike snaps at him.

Feeling my way over bed stones and bottom gravel with my feet, striving in vain to pierce the dense obscurity, I moved forward with infinite caution, balancing as best I might against the current. Ankle-deep, shin-deep, knee-deep we waded out. Presently the icy current chilled my thighs, rising to my waistline. But it grew no deeper.

Yet, here so swift was the current that I scarcely dared move, and was peering around to find the Sagamore, when a shape loomed up on my left. And I reached out and rested my hand on the shadowy shoulder, and stood so, swaying against the stream.

Suddenly a voice said, in the Seneca dialect:

Is it thou, Butler?

And every drop of blood froze in my body.

God knows how I found voice to answer Yes, and how I found courage to let my hand remain upon my enemys shoulder.

It is I, Hiokatoo, said the low voice.

Move forward, I said; and dropped my hand from his shoulder.

Somehow, although I could see nothing, all around me in the water I felt the presence of living creatures. At the same moment somebody came close to me from behind, and the Sagamore breathed his name in my ear.

I managed to retain my presence of mind, and, laying my mouth against his ear in the darkness, I whispered:

The Seneca Hiokatoo and his warriors — all around us in the water. He mistakes me for Walter Butler, They have been reconnoitring our camp.

I felt the body of the Mohican stiffen under my grasp, Then he said quietly:

Stand still till all have passed us.

Yes; but let no Seneca hear your Algonquin speech. If any speak I will answer for you.

It is well, said the Sagamore quietly. And I heard him cautiously loosening his hatchet.

Presently a dark form took shape in the gloom and passed us without speaking; then another, and another, and another, all wading forward with scarce a ripple sounding against their painted bodies. Then one came up who spoke also in Seneca dialect, saying to the Mohican that the canoe was to be sent up stream on observation, and asking the whereabouts of McDonald.

So they were all there, the bloody crew! But once more I found voice to order the Seneca across, saying that I would attend to the canoe when the time came to employ it.

This Indian seemed to understand very little English, and he hesitated; but I laid my hand flat on his naked back, and gave him a slight shove toward the farther shore. And he went on, muttering.

Two more passed. We waited in nervous silence for the next, not knowing how many had been sent to prowl around our camp. And as no more came, I whispered to the Sagamore:

Let us go back. If more are to come, and if there be among them Butler or McDonald or any white man, he will never mistake me for any of his fellows after he hears me speak.

The Sagamore turned, the water swirling to his waist. I followed. We encountered nobody until the water began to shoal. Then, in mid-stream, a dark figure loomed out of the night, confronting us, and I heard him say in the Seneca language:

Halt and turn. You travel the wrong way!

Go forward and mind your business! I said in English.

The shadowy figure seemed astounded, remaining motionless there in the ford. Suddenly he bent forward as though to see my features, and at the same instant the Sagamore seized him and jerked his head under water.

But he could not hold him, for the fellow was oiled, and floundered up in the same instant. No doubt the water he had swallowed kept the yell safe in his throat, but his hatchet was out and high-swung as the Sagamore grasped his wrist, holding his arm in the air. Then, holding him so, the Mohican passed his knife through the mans heart, striking with swiftness incredible again and again; and as his victim collapsed, he eased him down into the water, turned him over, and took his shoulders between his knees.

God! I whispered. Dont wait for that!

But the Siwanois warrior was not to be denied; and in a second or two the wet scalp flapped at his belt.

Rolling over and over with the current, the limp body slipped down stream and disappeared into deeper shadows. We waded swiftly toward our own shore, crawled across the gravel, drew on our clothing, and stole up into the woods above.

Theyll know it by sunrise, I said. How many did you count?

Thirteen in that war-party, Loskiel. And if Butler and McDonald be with them, that makes fifteen — and doubtless other renegades besides.

Then we had best pull foot, said I. And I drew my knife and blazed the ford; and, as well as I might without seeing, wrote the depth of water on the scar.

I heard the Mohicans low laughter.

The Senecas will see it and destroy it. But it will drive them frantic, he said.

Whatever they do to this tree will but mark the ford more plainly, said I.

And the Mohican laughed and laughed and patted my shoulder, as we moved fast on our back trail. I think he was excited, veteran though he was, at his taking of a Seneca warriors scalp. Had you not jerked him under water when he leaned forward over your shoulder to see what manner of man was speaking English, said I, doubtless he had awakened the forest with his warning yell in another moment.

Let him yell at the fishes, now, said the Mohican, laughing. No doubt the eels will understand him; they are no more slippery than he.

Save for the vague forms of the trees dimly discerned against the water, the darkness was impenetrable; and except for these guides, even an Indian could scarcely have moved at all. We followed the bank, keeping just within the shadows; and I was ever scanning the spots of starlit water for that same canoe which I had learned was to go upstream to watch us.

Presently the Siwanois checked me and whispered:

Yonder squats your Wyandotte sentinel.

Where? I can not see him.

On that flat rock by the deep water, seeming a part of it.

Are you certain?

Yes, Loskiel.

You saw him move?

No. But a Siwanois of the Magic Clan makes nothing of darkness. He sees where he chooses to see.

Mayaro, said I, what do you make of this Wyandotte?

He has quitted his post without orders for a spot by the deep water. A canoe could come there, and he could speak to those within it.

That might damn a white soldier, but an Indian is different.

He is a Wyandotte — or says he is.

Yes, but he came with credentials from Fortress Pitt.

Once, said the Sagamore, he wore his hair in a ridge.

If the Eries learned that from the Nez Perces, why might not the Wyandottes also learn it?

He wears the Hawk.

Yes, I know it.

He saw the moccasin tracks in the sand at the other ford, Loskiel, and remained silent.

I know it.

And I believe, also, that he saw the canoe.

Then, said I, you mean that this Wyandotte is a traitor.

If he be a Wyandotte at all.

What?

He may be Huron; he may be a Seneca-Huron. But we Indians think differently, Loskiel.

What do you think?

We do not know for certain. But — and the Mohicans voice became quietly ferocious— if a war-arrow ever struck this Wyandotte between the shoulders I think every tree-cat in the Long House would squall at the condoling council.

You think this Wyandotte an Erie in disguise? I asked incredulously.

We Indians of different nations are asking that question of each other, Loskiel.

What is the mind of the Grey-Feather concerning this? I asked, horrified.

Oneida and Stockbridge begin to believe as I believe.

That this creature is a spy engaged to lead us to our deaths? Do they believe that this self-styled Wyandotte is an infamous Erie?

We so believe, Loskiel. We are not yet certain.

But you who have taken Erie scalps should know — —

We know an Erie by his paint and lock; by his arms and moccasins. But when an Erie wears none of these it is not easy to determine exactly what he might be. There is, in the Western nation, much impure blood, much mixing of captive and adopted prisoners with the Seneca conquerors. If an Erie wear cats claws at the root of his scalp-lock, even a blind Quaker might know him. If one of their vile priests wear his hair in a ridge, then, unless he be a Nez Perce, there need be no doubt. But this man dresses and paints and conducts like no Erie I have ever seen. And yet I believe him one, and a Sachem at that!

Then, by God! said I in a cold fury. I will go down to the stream and put him under arrest until such time as his true colours may be properly determined!

Loskiel, if yonder Indian once saw in your eye that you meant to take him, he would slip between your hands like a spotted trout and be off down stream to his comrades. Go not toward him angry, or with anything in your manner and voice that he might distrust.

I never learned to smile in the face of a traitor!

Learn now, then. Brother, you are young; and war is long. And of many aspects are they who take arms in their hands to slay. Strength is good; quickness and a true eye to the rifle-sight are good. But best of all in war are the calmness and patience of wisdom. A Sagamore has spoken.

What would you have me do?

Nothing, yet.

But we must make a night march of it, and I could not endure that infamous creatures company, even if it were safe for us to take him with us.

My brother may remain tranquil. The Grey-Feather and I are watching him. The praying Indian and Tahoontowhee understand also. When we once are certain, the Erie dies.

When you are certain, said I in a fury, I will have him properly tried by military court and hung as high as Amherst hung two of his fellow devils. I wish to God he had executed the entire nation while he was about it. For once Sir William Johnson was wrong to interfere.

The Sagamore laughed and laid one hand on my shoulder:

Is it a custom for an Ensign to pass judgment on a Major-General, O Loskiel, my dear but much younger brother?

I blushed hot with annoyance and shame. Of all things on earth, self-control was the most necessary quality to any officer commanding Indians.

The Sagamore is right, I said in a mortified voice.

The Sagamore has lived longer than his younger brother, he rejoined gently.

And is far wiser, said I.

A little wiser in some few things concerning human life, Loskiel.... Does my brother desire that Mayaro shall bring in the Wyandotte?

Bring him, I said; and walked forward toward our camp.

Tahoontowhee stopped me with his challenge, then sprang forward at the sound of my voice.

Men in the woods, he whispered, creeping up from the South. They saw no fire and prowled no nearer than panthers prowl when they know a camp is awake.

Senecas, I said briefly. We make a night march of it. Remain on guard here. The Grey-Feather will bring your pack to you when we pick you up.

As I ascended the rocky pulpit, both the Grey-Feather and the Stockbridge were standing erect and wide awake, packs strapped and slung, rifles in hand.

Senecas, I said. Too many for us.

Are we not to strike? asked the Oneida wistfully, as the Mohican came swiftly up the rock followed by the Wyandotte, who seemed inclined to lag.

Why did you quit your post? I asked him bluntly.

There was a better post and more to see on the rock, he said simply.

You made a mistake. Your business is to obey your commanding officer. Do you understand?

The Black-Snake understands.

Did you discover nothing from your rock?

Nothing. Deer moved in the woods.

Red deer, I said coolly.

A July deer is in the red coat always.

The deer you heard are red the whole year round.

Eho! The Black-Snake understands.

Very well. Tie your pack, sling it, and shoulder your rifle. We march immediately.

He seemed to be willing enough, and tied his points with alacrity. Nor could I, watching him as well I might in so dark a spot, see anything suspicious in any movement he made.

The Sagamore leads, I said; the Black-Snake follows; I follow him; after me the Mole; and the Oneidas close the rear.... Attention!... Trail arms! File!

And as we climbed out of our pulpit and descended over the moss to the soundless carpet of moist leaves:

Silence, I said. A sound may mean the death of us all. Cover your rifle-pans with your blankets. No matter what happens, no man is to fire without orders — —

I stopped abruptly and laid my hand on the Black-Snakes hatchet-sheath, feeling it all over with my finger-tips in the dark.

Damnation! I said. There are tin points on the fringe! You might better wear a cow-bell! Where did you get it?

It was in my pack.

You have not worn it before. Why do you wear it now?

It is looser in time of need.

Very well. Stand still. I whipped out my knife and, bunching the faintly tinkling thrums in my fingers, severed the tin points and tossed them into the darkness.

I can understand, said I, a horse-riding Indian of the plains galloping into battle all over cow-bells, but never before have I heard of any forest Indian wearing such a fringe in time of war.

The rebuke seemed to stun the Wyandotte. He kept his face averted while I spoke, then at my brief word stepped forward into his place between myself and the Mohican.

March! I said in a low voice.

The Sagamore led us in a wide arc north, then west; and there was no hope of concealing or covering our trail, for in the darkness no man could see exactly where the man in front of him set foot, nor hope to avoid the wet sand of rivulets or the soft moss which took the imprint of every moccasin as warm wax yields to the seal.

That there was in the primeval woods no underbrush, save along streams or where the windfall had crashed earthward, made travelling in silence possible.

The forest giants branched high; no limbs threatened us; or, if there were any, the Sagamore truly had the sight of all night-creatures, for not once did a crested head brush the frailest twig; not once did a moccasined foot crash softly through dead and fallen wood.

The slope toward the river valley became steeper; we travelled along a heavily-wooded hillside at an angle that steadily increased. After an hour of this, we began to feel rock under foot, and our moccasins crushed patches of reindeer moss, dry as powder.

It was in such a place as this, or by wading through running water, that there could be any hope of hiding our trail; and as we began to traverse a vast, flat shoulder of naked rock, I saw that the Mohican meant to check and perplex any pursuit next morning.

What was my disgust, then, to observe that the Wyandottes moccasins were soaking wet, and that he left at every step his mark for the morning sun to dry at leisure.

Stooping stealthily, I laid my hand flat in his wet tracks, and felt the grit of sand. Accidentally or otherwise, he had stepped into some spring brook which we had crossed in the darkness. Clearly the man was a fool, or something else.

And I was obliged to halt the file and wait until the Wyandotte had changed to spare moccasins; which I am bound to say he seemed to do willingly enough. And my belief in his crass stupidity grew, relieving me of fiercer sentiments which I had begun to harbour as I thought of all we knew or suspected concerning this man.

So it was forward once more across the naked, star-lit rock, where blueberry bushes grew from crevices, and here and there some tall evergreen, the roots of which were slowly sundering the rock into soil.

Rattlesnakes were unpleasantly numerous here — this country being notorious for them, especially where rocks abound. But so that they sprung their goblin rattles in the dark to warn us, we had less fear of them than of that slyer and no less deadly cousin of theirs, which moved abroad at night as they did, but was often too lazy or too vicious to warn us.

The Mohican sprang aside for one, and ere I could prevent him, the Wyandotte had crushed it. And how to rebuke him I scarcely knew, for what he had done seemed natural enough. Yet, though the Mohican seized the twisting thing and flung it far into the blueberry scrub, the marks of a bloody heel were now somewhere on the rocks for the rising sun to dry but not to obliterate. God alone knew whether such repeated evidence of stupidity meant anything worse. But now I was resolved to have done with this Indian at the first opportunity, and risk the chance of clearing myself of any charge concerning disobedience of orders as soon as I could report to General Sullivan with my command.

The travelling now, save for the dread of snakes, was pleasant and open. We had been gradually ascending during the last two hours, and now we found ourselves traversing the lengthening crest of a rocky and treeless ridge, with valleys on either side of us, choked with motionless lakes of mist, which seemed like vast snow fields under the splendour of the stars.

I think we all were weary enough to drop in our tracks and sleep as we fell. But I gave no order to halt, nor did I dream of interfering with the Sagamore, or even ask him a single question. It was promising to give me a ruder schooling than my regiment could offer me — this travelling with men who could outrun and outmarch the vast majority of white men.

Yet, I had been trained under Major Parr, and with such men in my command as Elerson, Mount, and Murphy; and I had run with Oneidas before and scouted far and wide with the best of them.

It was the rock-running that tired us, and I for one was grateful when we left the starlit obscurity of the ridge and began to swing downward, first through berry scrub and ground-hemlock, then through a thin belt of birches into the dense blackness of the towering forest.

Down, ever down we moved on a wide-slanting and easy circle, such as the high hawk swings when he is but a speck in the midsummer sky.

Presently the ground under our feet became level. A low, murmuring sound stole out of the darkness, pleasantly filling our ears as we advanced. A moment later, the Mohican halted; and we caught a faint gleam in the darkness.

Sisquehanne, he said.

If, was the Susquehanna. Tired as I was I could not forbear a smile when this Mohican saluted the noble river by its Algonquin name in the presence of those haughty Iroquois who owned it. And it seemed to me as though I could hear the feathered crests stiffen on the two Oneida heads; for this was Oneida country, and they had been maliciously reminded that the Lenape had once named for them their river under circumstances in which no Iroquois took any pride. Little evidences of the subtle but ever-living friction between my Mohican and the two Oneidas were plenty, but never more maliciously playful than this. And presently I heard the Sagamore politely mention the Ouleout by its Iroquois name, Aulyoulet, which means a voice that continues; and while I sent the Night-Hawk down to the water to try for a crossing, Mohican and Oneida conversed very amiably, the topic being our enemies, and how it was that on the Ouleout and in Pennsylvania they had so often spared the people of that state and had directed their full fury toward New York.

The Oneida said it was because the Iroquois had no quarrel with Penns people, who themselves disliked the intruding Yankee and New Yorker; but they were infuriated against us because we had driven the Iroquois from their New York lands and had punished them so dreadfully at Oriskany. And he further said that Cherry Valley would not have been made such a shambles except that Colonel Clyde and Colonel Campbell lived there, who had done them so much injury at Oriskany.

I myself thought that this was the truth, for no Iroquois ever forgave us Oriskany; and what we were now about to do to them must forever leave an implacable and unquenchable hatred between the Long House and the people of New York.

For on this river which we now followed, and between us and Tioga, where our main army lay, were the pretty Iroquois towns, Ingaren, Owaga, Chenang, and Owega, with their well-built and well-cellared houses, their tanneries, mills, fields of corn and potatoes, orchards, and pleasant gardens full of watermelons, muskmelons, peas, beans, squashes — in fact, everything growing that might ornament the estate of a proud man of my own colour. Thus had the Mohican described these towns to me. And now, as I sat weary, thinking, I knew that even before our army at Otsego joined the Tioga army, it would utterly destroy these towns on its way down; ruin the fields, and burn and girdle the orchards.

And this was not even the beginning of our destined march of destruction and death from one end of the Long House to the other!

Now our Oneida crept back to us, saying that the river was so low we could cross up to our arm-pits; and stood there naked, a slender and perfect statue, all adrip, and balancing pack and rifle on his head.

Wearily we picked our way down to the willows, stripped, hoisted rifles and packs, and went into the icy water. It seemed almost impossible for me to find courage and energy to dress, even after that chilling and invigorating plunge; but at last I was into my moccasins and shirt again. The Sagamore strode lightly to the lead; the Wyandotte started for the rear, but I shoved him next to the Mohican and in front of me, hating him suddenly, so abrupt and profound was my conviction that his stupidity was a studied treachery and not the consequences of a loutish mind.

That is your place, I said sharply.

You gave no orders.

Nor did I rescind my last order, which was that you march behind the Sagamore.

Is that to be the order of march? he asked.

What do you mean by questioning your officer? I demanded.

I am no soldier, but an Indian! he said sullenly.

You are employed and paid as a guide by General Sullivan, are you not? Very well. Then obey my orders to the letter, or Ill put you under arrest!

That was not the way to talk to any Indian; but such a great loathing and contempt far this Wyandotte had seized me, so certain in my mind was I that he was disloyal and that every stupid act of his had been done a-purpose, that I could scarce control my desire to take him by that thick, bull-throat of his and kick him into the river.

For every stupid act or omission of his — or any single one of them — might yet send us all to our deaths. And their aggregate now incensed me; for I could not see how we were entirely to escape their consequences.

Again and again I was on the point of ordering a halt and having the fellow tried; but I dreaded the effect of such summary proceedings on the Oneidas and the Stockbridge, whose sense of justice was keen, and who might view with alarm such punishment meted out to mere stupidity.

It was very evident that neither they nor my Mohican had come to any definite conclusion concerning the Wyandotte. And until they did so, and until I had the unerring authority of my Indians opinions, I did not care to go on record as either a brutal or a hasty officer. Indians entertain profound contempt for the man who arrives hastily and lightly at conclusions, without permitting himself leisure for deep and dignified reflection.

And I was well aware that with these Indians the success of any enterprise depended entirely upon their opinion of me, upon my personal influence with them.

Dawn was breaking before the Sagamore turned his head toward me. I gave the signal to halt.

The Ouleout, whispered Tahoontowhee in my ear. Here is its confluence with the Susquehanna.

The Mohican nodded, saying that we now stood on a peninsula.

I tried to make out the character of the hillock where we stood, but it was not yet light enough to see whether the place was capable of defence, although it would seem to be, having two streams to flank it.

Sagamore, said I, you and I will stand guard for the first two hours. Sleep, you others.

One after another unrolled his blanket and dropped where he stood. The Mohican came quietly toward me and sat down to watch the Susquehanna, his rifle across his knees. As for me, I dared not sit, much less lie flat, for fear sleep would overpower me. So I leaned against a rock, resting heavily on my rifle, and strained my sleepy eyes toward the invisible Ouleout. A level stream of mist, slowly whitening, marked its course; and The Voice that Continues sounded dreamily among the trees that bordered its shallow flood of crystal.

Toward sunrise I caught the first glimmer of water; in fact, so near was I that I could hear the feeding trout splashing along the reaches, and the deer, one by one, retreating from the shore.

Birds that haunt woodland edges were singing, spite of their moulting fever; and I heard the Scarlet Tanager, the sweet call of the Crimson Cardinal, the peeping of the Recollet chasing gnats above the water, the lovely, linked notes of the White-throat trailing to a minor infinitely prolonged.

Greyer, greyer grew the woods; louder sang the birds; suddenly a dazzling shaft of pink struck the forest; the first shred of mist curled, detached itself, and floated slowly upward. The sun had risen.

Against the blinding glory, looming gigantic in the mist, I saw the Sagamore, an awful apparition in his paint, turn to salute the rising sun. Then, the mysterious office of his priesthood done, he lifted his rifle, tossed the heavy piece lightly to his shoulder, and strode toward me.

I shook the sleeping Oneidas, and, as they sprang to their feet, I pointed out their posts to them, laid my rifle on my sack, and dropped where I stood like a lump of lead.



I was aroused toward nine by the Mohican, and sat up as wide awake as a disturbed tree-cat, instantly ready for trouble.

An Oneida on the Ouleout, he said.

Where?

Yonder — just across.

Friendly?

He has made the sign.

An ambassador?

A runner, not a belt-bearer.

Bring him to me.

Strung along the banks of the Ouleout, each behind a tree, I saw my Indians crouching, rifles ready. Then, on the farther bank, at the waters shallow edge, I saw the strange Indian — a tall, spare young fellow, absolutely naked except clout, ankle moccasins, hatchet-girdle, and pouch; and wearing no paint except a white disc on his forehead the size of a shilling. A single ragged frond hung from his scalp lock.

Answering the signal of the Mohican, he sprang lightly into the stream and crossed the shallow water. My Oneidas seemed to know him, for they accosted him smilingly, and Tahoontowhee turned and accompanied him back toward the spot where I was standing, naively exhibiting to the stranger his first scalp. Which seemed to please the dusty and brier-torn runner, for he was all smiles and animation until he caught sight of me. Then instantly the mask of blankness smoothed his features, so that when I confronted him he was utterly without expression.

I held out my hand, saying quietly:

Welcome, brother.

I thank my brother for his welcome, he said, taking my offered hand.

My brother is hungry, I said. He shall eat. He is weary because he has came a long distance. He shall rest unquestioned. I seated myself and motioned him to follow my example.

The tall, lank fellow looked earnestly at me; Tahoontowhee lighted a pipe, drew a deep, full inhalation from it, passed it to me. I drew twice, passed it to the runner. Then Tahoontowhee laid a square of bark on the strangers knees; I poured on it from my sack a little parched corn, well salted, and laid beside it a bit of dry and twisted meat. Tahoontowhee did the same. Then, very gravely and in silence we ate our morning meal with this stranger, as though he had been a friend of many years.

The birds sing sweetly, observed Tahoontowhee politely.

The weather is fine, said I urbanely.

The Master of Life pities the world He fashioned. All should give thanks to Him at sunrise, said the runner quietly.

The brief meal ended, Tahoontowhee laid his sack for a pillow; the strange Oneida stretched out on the ground, laid his dusty head on it, and closed his eyes. The next moment he opened them and rose to his feet. The ceremony and hospitality devolving upon me had been formally and perfectly accomplished.

As I rose, free now to question him without losing dignity in his eyes, he slipped the pouch he wore around in front, where his heavy knife and hatchet hung, and drew from it some letters.

Holding these unopened in my hand, I asked him who he was and from whom and whence he came.

I am Red Wings, a Thaowethon Oneida of Ironderoga, runner for General Clinton — and my credentials are this wampum string, so that you shall know that I speak the truth! And he whipped a string of red and black wampum from his pouch and handed it to me.

Holding the shining coil in my hands, I looked at him searchingly.

By what path did you come?

By no path. I left Otsego as you left, crossed the river where you had crossed, recrossed where you did not recross, but where a canoe had landed.

And then?

I saw the Mengwe, he said politely, as the Sagamore came up beside him.

Mayaro smiled his appreciation of the Algonquin term, then he spat, saying:

The Mengwe were Sinako and Mowawak. One has joined the Eel Clan.

The Red Wings saw him. The Cat-People of the Sinako sat in a circle around that scalpless thing and sang like catamounts over their dead!

It is impossible to convey the scorn, contempt, insult, and loathing expressed by the Mohican and the Oneida, unless one truly understand the subtlety of the words they used in speaking of their common enemies.

The Red Wings came by the Charlotte River? I asked.

By the Cherry, Quenevas, and Charlotte to the Ouleout. The Mengwe fired on me as I stood on a high cliff and mocked them.

Did they follow you?

Can my brother Loskiel trail feathered wings through the high air paths? A little way I let them follow, then took wing, leaving them to whine and squall on the Susquehanna.

And Butler and McDonald? I demanded, smiling.

I do not know. I saw white mens tracks on the Charlotte, not two hours old. They pointed toward the Delaware. The Minisink lies there.

I nodded. Now let the Red Wings fold his feathers and go to rest, I said, until I have read my letters and considered them.

The Oneida immediately threw himself on the ground and drew his pouch under his head. Before I could open my first letter, he was asleep and breathing quietly as a child. And, on his naked shoulder, I saw a smear of balsam plastered over with a hazel leaf, where a bullet had left its furrow. He had not even mentioned that he had been hit.

The first letter was from my General Clinton:



Have a care, he wrote, that your Indians prove faithful. The Wyandotte I assigned to your command made a poor impression among our Oneida guides. This I hear from Major Parr, who came to tell me so after you had left. Remember, too, that you and your Mohican are most necessary to General Sullivan. Interpreters trained by Guy Johnson are anything but plenty; and another Mohican who knows the truest route to Catharines-town is not to be had for whistling.



This letter decided me to rid myself of the Wyandotte. Here was sufficient authority; time enough had elapsed since he had joined us for me to come to a decision. Even my Indians could not consider my judgment hasty now.

I cast a cold glance at him, where he stood in the distance leaning against a huge walnut tree and apparently keeping watch across the Ouleout. The Grey-Feather was watching there, too, and I had no doubt that his wary eyes were fixed as often on the Wyandotte as on the wooded shore across the stream.

A second letter was from Major Parr, and said:

An Oneida girl called Drooping Wings, of whom you bought some trumpery or other, came to the fort after you had left, and told me that among the party in their camp was an adopted Seneca who had seen and recognized your Wyandotte as a Seneca and not as a Huron.

Not that this information necessarily means that the Indian called Black-Snake is a traitor. He brought proper credentials from the officer commanding at Pitt. But it is best that you know of this, and that you feel free to use your judgment accordingly.



Yes, said I to myself, Ill use it.

I took another long look at the suspect, then opened my third and last letter. It was from Lois; and my heart beat the general so violently that for a moment it stopped my breath:



Euan Loskiel, my comrade, and my dear friend: Since you have gone, news has come that our General Wayne, with twelve hundred light infantry, stormed and took Stony Point on the Hudson on the 15th of this past month. All the stores, arms, ammunition, and guns are ours, with more than five hundred prisoners. The joy at this post is wonderful to behold; our soldiers are mad with delight and cheer all day long.

Lieutenant Beatty tells me that we have taken fourteen pieces of good ordnance, seven hundred stand of arms, tents, rum, cheese, wine, and a number of other articles most agreeable to recount.

On Wednesday morning last a sad affair; at Troop Beating three men were brought out to be shot, all found guilty of desertion, one from the 4th Pennsylvania, one from the 6th Massachusetts, and one from the 3rd New York. The troops were drawn up on the grand parade. Two of the men were reprieved by the General; the third was shot.... It meant more to me, kneeling in my room with both hands over my ears to shut out the volley, than it meant to those who witnessed the awful scene. Marching back, the fifes and drums played Soldiers Joy. I had forgotten to stop my ears, and heard them.

On Tuesday rain fell. News came at noon that Indians had surprised and killed thirty-six haymakers near Fort Schuyler; and that other Indians had taken fifteen or seventeen of our men who were gathering blueberries at Sabbath Day Point. Whereupon Colonel Gansevoort immediately marched for Canajoharie with his regiment, which had but just arrived; and in consequence Betty Bleecker and Angelina are desolate.

As you see from this letter, we have left Croghans new house, and are living at Otsego in a fine Bush House, and near to the place where Croghans old house stood before it was destroyed.

Sunday, after an all night rain, clear skies; and all the officers were being schooled in saluting with the sword, the General looking on. In the afternoon the Chaplain, Parson Gano, as the soldiers call him, gave us a sermon. I went with Betty and Angelina. Miss Helmer went on the lake in a batteau with Mr. Boyd. The Rifles tried their guns on the lake, shooting at marks. Murphy and Elerson made no misses.

On Monday the officers had a punch, most respectable and gay. We ladies went with Major Parr, Lieutenant Boyd, and the Ensign you so detest, to view the hilarity, but not to join, it being a sociable occasion for officers only, the kegs of rum being offered by General Clinton — a gentleman not famed for his generosity in such matters.

This, Euan, is all the general news I have to offer, save that the army expects its marching orders at any moment now.

Euan, I am troubled in my heart. First, I must acquaint you that Lana Helmer and I have become friends. The night you left I was sitting in my room, thinking; and Lana came in and drew my head on her shoulder. We said nothing to each other all that night, but slept together in my room. And since then we have come to know each other very well in the way women understand each other. I love her dearly.

Euan, she will not admit it, but she is mad about Lieutenant Boyd — and it is as though she had never before loved and knows not how to conduct. Which is strange, as she has been so courted and is deeply versed in experience, and has lived more free of restraint than most women I ever heard of. Yet, it has taken her like a pernicious fever; and I do neither like nor trust that man, for all his good looks, and his wit and manners, and the exceedingly great courage and military sagacity which none denies him.

Yesterday Lana came to my little room in our Bush House, where I sleep on a bed of balsam, and we sat there, the others being out, and she told me about Clarissa, and wept in the telling. What folly will not a woman commit for love! And Sir John riding the wilderness with his murdering crew! May the Lord protect and aid all women from such birds o passage and of prey! And I thought I had seen the pin-feathers of some such plumage on this man Boyd. But he may moult to a prettier colour. I hope so — but in my heart I dare not believe it. For he is of that tribe of men who would have their will of every pretty petticoat they notice. Some are less unscrupulous than others, that is the only difference. And he seems still to harbour a few scruples, judging from what I see of him and her, and what I know of her.

Yet, if a man bear not his good intention plainly written on his face, and yet protests he dies unless you love him, what scruples he may entertain will wither to ashes in the fiercer flame. And how after all does he really differ from the others?

Euan, I am sick of dread and worry, what with you out in the West with your painted scouts, and Mr. Boyd telling me that he has his doubts concerning the reliability of one o them! And what with Lana so white and unhappy, and coming into my bed to cry against my breast at night — —



Here the letter ended abruptly, and underneath in hurried writing:



Major Parr calls to say that an Oneida runner is ordered to try to find you with despatches from headquarters. I had expected to send this letter by some one in your own regiment when it marched. But now I shall intrust it to the runner.

I know not how to close my letter — how to say farewell — how to let you know how truly my heart is yours. And becomes more so every hour. Nor can you understand how humbly I thank God for you — that you are what you are — and not like Sir John and — other men.

Women are of a multitude of kinds — until they love. Then they are of but two kinds. Of one of these kinds shall I be when I love. Not that I doubt myself, yet, who can say what I shall be? Only three, Euan — God, the man who loves me, and myself.



I sit here waiting for a rifleman to take my letter to the General who has promised to commit it to the runner.

A regiment is trying its muskets at the lake. I hear the firing.

I have a tallow dip and wax and sand, ready to close my letter instantly. No one comes.



Lana comes, very tired and pale. Her eyes frighten me, they seem so tragic. I learn that the army marches on the 9th. Yet, you went earlier, and I do not think my eyes resembled hers.



Soldiers passing, drums beating. A Pennsylvania regiment. Lana lies on my bed, her face to the wall, scarce breathing at all, as far as I can see. Conch-horns blowing — the strange and melancholy music of your regiment. It seems to fill my heart with dread unutterable.



The runner is here! Euan — Euan! Come back to me! 
Lois de Contrecoeur.

My eyes fell from the letter to the sleeping runner stretched out at my feet, then shifted vaguely toward the river.

After a while I drew my tablets, quill, and ink-horn from my pouch, and setting it on my knees wrote to her with a heart on fire, yet perfectly controlled.

And after I had ended, I sealed the sheet with balsam, pricking the globule from the tree behind me, and setting over it a leaf of partridge-berry. Also I wrote letters to General Clinton and to Major Parr, sealed them as I had sealed the other, and set a tiny, shining leaf on each.

Then, very gently I bent forward and aroused the Oneida runner. He sat up, rubbed his eyes, then got to his feet smiling. And I consigned to him my letters.

The Mohican, on guard by the Susquehanna, was watching me; and as soon as the Red Wings had started on his return, and was well across the Ouleout, I signalled the Sagamore to come to me, leaving the Mole and Tahoontowhee by the Susquehanna.

Blood-brother of mine, I said as he came up, I ask counsel of a wiser head and a broader experience than my own. What is to be done with this Wyandotte?

Must that be decided now, Loskiel?

Now. Because the Unadilla lies below not far away, and beyond that the Tioga. And I am charged to get myself thither in company with you as soon us may be. Now, what is a Sagamores opinion of this Wyandotte?

Erie, he said quietly.

You believe it?

I know it, Loskiel.

And the others — the Oneidas and the Stockbridge?

They are as certain as I am.

Good God! Then why have you not told me this before, Mayaro?

Is there haste?

Haste? Have I not said that we march immediately? And you would have let me give my order and include that villain in it!

Why not? It is an easier and safer way to take a prisoner to Tioga Point than to drag him thither tied.

But he may escape — —

The Sagamore gave me an ironic glance.

Is it likely, he said softly, when we are watching?

But he may manage to do us a harm. You saw how cunningly he has kept up communication with our enemies, to leave a trail for them to follow.

He has done us what harm he is able, said the Sagamore coolly.

I hesitated, then asked him what he meant.

Why, he said, their scouts have followed us. There are two of them now across the Susquehanna.

Thunderstruck, I stared at the river, where its sunlit surface glittered level through the trees.

Do the others know this? I asked.

Surely, Loskiel.

I looked at my Indians where they lay flat behind their trees, rifles poised, eyes intent on the territory in front of them.

If my brother does not desire to bring the Wyandotte to General Sullivan, I will go to him now and kill him, said the Mohican carelessly.

He ought to hang, I said between my teeth.

Yes. It is the most dreadful death a Seneca can die. He would prefer the stake and two days torture. Loskiel is right. The Erie has been a priest of Amochol. Let him die by the rope he dreads more than the stake. For all Indians fear the rope, Loskiel, which chokes them so that they can not sing their death-song. There is not one of us who has not courage to sing his death-song at the stake; but who can sing when he is being choked to death by a rope?

I nodded, looking uneasily toward the river where the two Seneca spies lurked unseen as yet by me.

Let the men sling their packs, I said.

They have done so, Loskiel.

Very well. Our order of march will be the same as yesterday. We keep the Wyandotte between us.

That is wisdom.

Is it to be a running fight, Mayaro?

Perhaps, if their main body comes up.

Then we had best start across the Ouleout, unless you mean to ford the Susquehanna.

The Sagamore shook his head with a grimace, saying that it would be easier to swim the Susquehanna at Tioga than to ford it here.

Very quietly we drew in or picked up our pickets, including the ruffianly Wyandotte, or Erie, as he was now judged to be, and, filing as we had filed the night before we crossed the Ouleout and entered the forest.

Two hours later the Oneida in the rear, Tahoontowhee, reported that the Seneca scouts were on our heels, and asked permission to try for a scalp.

By noon he had taken his second scalp, and had received his first wound, a mere scratch from a half-ounce ball, below the knee. But he wore it and the scalp with a dignity unequalled by any monarch loaded with jewelled orders.

Some day, said the Sagamore in my ear, Tahoontowhee will accept the antlers and the quiver.

He would be greater yet if he accepted Christ, said the Stockbridge quietly.

We had halted to breathe, and were resting on our rifles as the Mohican said this; and I was looking at the Stockbridge who so quietly had confessed his Master, when of a sudden the Wyandotte, who had been leaning against a tree, straightened up, turned his head over his shoulder, stared intently at something which we could not see, and then pointed in silence.

So naturally was it done that we all turned also. Then, like a thunder-bolt, his hatchet flew, shearing the raccoons tail from my cap, and struck the Stockbridge Indian full between the eyes, dashing his soul into eternity.


CHAPTER XIII

THE HIDDEN CHILDREN
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SO SILENTLY, SUDDENLY, and with such incredible swiftness had this happened, and so utterly unprepared were we for this devilish audacity, that the Erie had shoved his trade-rifle against my ribs and fired before anybody comprehended what he was about.

But he had driven the muzzle so violently against me that the blow knocked me breathless and flat on my face, and his rifle, slipping along with the running swivel of my pouch buckle, was discharged, blowing the pouch-flap to fragments, and setting fire to my thrums without even scorching my body.

As, partly stunned, I lay on the moss, choking in the powder smoke, my head still ringing with the crash of the old smooth-bore, man after man leaped over me like frantic deer, racing at full speed toward the river. And I swayed to my knees, to my feet, and staggered after them, beating out the fire on my smoking fringes as I ran.

The Erie took the bank at one bound, struck the river sand like a ball, and bounded on. Both Oneidas shot at him, and I tried to wing him in mid-stream, but my hands were unsteady from the shock, and he went under like a diver-duck, drifted to the surface under the willows far below, and was out and among them before we could fire again.

The sight of him tore a yell of fury from the Oneidas throats; but the Mohican, rifle a-trail, was speeding low and swiftly, and we sprang forward in his tracks.

A few moments later the Sagamore gave tongue to the fierce, hysterical view-halloo of his Wolf Clan; the Oneidas answered till the forest rang with the dreadful tumult of the pack-cry. Then, as I ran up breathless to where they were crouching, a more terrible whoop burst from them. The quarry was at bay.

It was where the river turned south, making a vast and glassy bay. A smooth cliff hung over it, wet and shining with the water from hidden springs, and sheering down into profound and limpid depths.

High on the face of the cliff, squatted on a narrow shelf, and hidden by the rocky formation, our quarry had taken cover. The twisted strands of a wild grapevine, severed by his knife, hung dangling below his eyrie, betraying his mode of ascent. He had gone up hand over hand, aided by his powerful shoulder muscles and by his feet, which must have stuck like the feet of flies to the perpendicular wall of rock.

To follow him, even with the aid of the vine he had severed, had been hopeless in the face of his rifle fire. A thousand men could not have taken him that way, while his powder and lead held out, for they would have been obliged to ascend one by one in slow and painful file, and he had but to shove his gun-muzzle in their faces as they appeared.

The war-yelps of the Oneidas had subtly changed their timbre so that ever amid the shrill yelling I marked the guttural snarls of baffled rage. The Mohican lay on his belly behind a tree, silent, but his eyes were like coals in their red intensity.

Presently the Oneidas, lying prone at our side, ceased their tumult and became silent. And for a long while we lay waiting for a shot.

All this time the Erie had given no sign of life, and I had begun to hope that he had been hit and would ultimately perish there, as wild things perish in solitude and silence.

Then the Mohican said in my ear:

Unless we can stir him to move and expose himself, we must lose him. For his fellows will surely track us to this place.

Good God! By what unfortunate accident should such a hiding place exist so near! I said miserably.

The Sagamores stern visage slightly relaxed.

It is no accident, Loskiel. Do you not suppose he knew it was here? Else he had never dared attempt what he did.

The vile Witch-cat has been here many a time, said the Grey-Feather, his ferocious gaze fixed on the cliff.

Is the Mole dead? I asked.

He is with his God — Tharon or Christ, whichever it may be, Loskiel.

The Mole must not be scalped, said Tahoontowhee softly. If the Senecas pass that way they will have at last one thing to boast of.

I said to the Mohican:

Hold the Erie. The Night-Hawk and I will go back and bury our dead against Seneca profanation.

Let the Grey-Feather go, Loskiel.

No. The Mole was Christian. Does a Christian fail his own kind at the last?

Loskiel has spoken, said the Mohican gravely. The Grey-Feather and I will hold the filthy cat.

So we went back together across the river, the young Oneida and I; and we hid the Mole deep in the bed of a rotting log, and laid his Testament on his breast over the painted cross, and his weapons beside him. Then, working cautiously, we rolled back the log, replaced the dead leaves, brushed up the deep green pile of the moss, and smoothed all as craftily us we might, so that no Seneca prowling might suspect that a grave was here, and disinter the dead to take his scalp.

Over the blood-wet leaves where he had fallen, we made a fire of dry twigs, letting it burn enough to deceive. Then we covered it as hunters cover their ashes; the Oneida took the Eries hatchet; and we hastened back to the others.

They were still lying exactly where we left them. Neither the Erie nor they had stirred or spoken. And, as I settled down in my ambush beside the Mohican, I asked him again whether there was any possible way to provoke the Erie so that he might stir and expose some portion of his limbs or body.

The Night-Hawk, who carried strapped to his back the quiver of an Oneida adolescent containing a boys short bow and a dozen game arrows, consulted with the Grey-Feather in a low voice.

Presently he wriggled off to where some sun-dried birch-bark fluttered in the river breeze, returned with it, shredded it with care, strung his bow, tipped an arrow with the bark, and held it out to me.

I struck flint to steel, lighted my tinder, and set the shred of bark afire.

Then the Night-Hawk knelt, bent his bow, and the blazing arrow soared whistling with flame, and fell behind the rock on the shelf.

Arrow after arrow followed, whizzing upward and dropping accurately; but the wet mosses of the cliff extinguished the flashes.

As the last arrow fell, flared a moment, then merely smoked, an insulting laugh came from aloft, and my Indians uttered fierce exclamations and cuddled their rifle-stocks close to their cheeks, fairly trembling for a shot.

Dogs of Oneidas! called the Erie. Go howl for your dead pig of a Stockbridge slave.

The Mole wears his scalp with Tharon! retorted the Grey-Feather, choking with fury. But Tahoontowhees hatchet is still sticking in the Senecas heads!

For which the Night-Hawk shall burn at the Seneca stake, sobbing his death-song! shouted the Erie, so fiercely that for a moment we lay silent, hoping that by some ungovernable movement he might expose himself.

Taunt him! I whispered; and the Mohican said with a derisive laugh:

Four scalp-tufts from the mangy Cats of Amochol trim my hatchet-sheath. When the young men ask me what this sparse and sickly fur may be, I shall strip it off and cast it at their feet, saying it is but Erie filth to spit upon.

Liar of a conquered nation! roared the Erie, for every priest of Amochol who fell by Otsego under your cowardly butchers knife, a Siwanois Sagamore shall burn three days, and yet live to die the fourth! The day that August dies, so shall the Sagamore die at the Festival of Dreams in Catharines-town!

I shall remember, said I in a low voice to the Sagamore, that the Onon-hou-aroria is to be celebrated in Catharines-town on the last day of August.

He nodded, then:

A Mohican Sagamore insults a dirty priest of Amochol! I do you honour by offering you battle, with knife, with hatchet, with rifle, with naked hands! Choose, spawn of Atensi — still-born kitten of Iuskeha, choose! Not one soul except myself will raise hand against you. By Tharon, I swear it! Choose! And the victor passes freely and whither he wills!

The Erie mocked him from his high perch:

Squirrels talk! Long since has your Tharon been hurled headlong into Biskoonah by Atensi and her flaming grandson!

At this awful blasphemy, the Mohican fairly blanched so that under his paint his skin grew ashy for a moment.

The Grey-Feather shouted:

Lying and degraded priest! Mowawak Cannibal of a Sinako Cat! It is Atensi herself who burns with Iuskeha in Biskoonah; and the sacrilegious fires lick your altars!

The Erie laughed horribly:

Where is your fool of a stripling called Loskiel? Is he there with you? Or did my hatchet fetch him such a clip that he died of fright and a bullet in his belly?

He is unharmed, replied the Mohican, tauntingly. A squaw shoots better than a Cat!

A lie! I saw my rifle blow a hole in his body!

Hatchet and rifle failed. The Ensign, Loskiel, laughed, asking what forest-flies were buzzing at his ear. Loskiel spits on Cats, and brushes their flying hatchets from his ears as others brush mosquitos!

Let him speak, then, to prove it! shouted the Erie, incredulously.

But I remained silent.

Then the Eries ferocious laugh rang out from the cliff.

Now, you Mohican slave and you Oneida dogs, you shall know the power of Amochol. For what was done to Loskiel and to the Praying Mole, will be done to you all on the last day of this month, when the Dream Feast is held at Catharines-town! You shall die. And others shall die — not as you, but on the red altar of the Great Sachem Amochol! Strangled, disemboweled, sacrificed to clothe Atensi!

The Grey-Feather, unable any longer to retain his self-control, was getting to his feet, staring wildly up at the cliff; but the Mohican drew him back into his form and held him there with powerful grip.

Listen, he hissed, to what this warlock blabbs.

The Erie laughed, evidently awaiting a retort. None came, and he laughed again triumphantly.

Amochols arm is long, O you Oneida dogs who howl outside the Long House gates! Amochols eyes are like the white-crested eagles eyes, seeing everything, and his ears are like the red bucks ears, so that nothing stirs unheard by him.

Phantoms arise and walk at night; Amochol sees. Under earth and water, demons are breathing; Amochol hears. Then we Eries listen, too, and make the altar fires burn hotter. For the ghosts of the night and the demons that stir must be fed.

He waited again, doubtless expecting some exclamation of protest against his monstrous profession. After a moment he went on:

Spectres and demons must be fed — but not on the foul flesh of dogs like you! We cut your throats to feed the Flying Heads.

He paused; and as no reply was forthcoming, the sorcerer laughed scornfully.

Your blood becomes water! You cringe at the power of Amochol. But the red altar is not for you. Listen, dogs! Had I not found it necessary to slay your stripling, Loskiel, he had been burned and strangled an that altar!... And there is another at Otsego who shall die strangled on the altar of Amochol — the maiden called Lois! Long have we followed her. Long is the arm of the Red Priest — when his White Sorceress dreams for him!

And now you know, you Mohican mongrel, why Amochol was at Otsego. His arm reaches even into the barracks of Clinton! Because to Atensi the sacrifice of these two would be grateful — the maiden Lois and your Loskiel. Only the pure and guarded pleasure her. And these two are Hidden Children. One has died. The other shall not escape us. She shall die strangled by Amochol upon his own altar!

I sat up, sick with horror and surprise, and stared at the Mohican for an explanation. He and the Oneidas were now looking at me very gravely and in silence. And after a moment my head dropped.

I knew well enough what the brutal Erie meant by Hidden Children. But that I was one I never dreamed, nor had it occurred to me that Lois was one, in spite of her strange history. For among the Iroquois and their adopted captives there are both girls and boys who are spoken of as Hidden Persons or Hidden Children. They are called Ta-neh-u-weh-too, which means, hidden in the husks, like ears of corn.

And the reason is this: a mother, for one cause or another, or perhaps for none at all, decides to make of her unborn baby a Hidden Child. And so, when born, the child is instantly given to distant foster-parents, and by them hidden; and remains so concealed until adolescence. And, being considered from birth pure and unpolluted, a girl and a boy thus hidden are expected to marry, return to their people when informed by their foster-parents of the truth, and bring a fresh, innocent, and uncontaminated strain into their clan and tribe.

What the Erie said seemed to stun me. What did this foul creature know of me? What knowledge had this murdering beast of Lois? And Amochol — what in Gods name did the Red Sorcerer know of us, or of our history?

Even the horrid threat against Lois seemed so fantastic, so unreal, so meaningless, that at the moment, it did not impress me even with its unspeakable wickedness.

The Sagamore touched my arm as though with awe and pity, and I lifted my head.

Is this true, brother? he asked gently.

I do not know if it is, I said, dazed.

Then — it is the truth.

Why do you say that, Mayaro?

I know it, now. I suspected it when your eyes first fell on the Ghost-bear rearing on my breast. I thought I knew you, there at Major Lockwoods house in Poundridge. It was your name, Loskiel, and your knowledge of your red brothers, that stirred my suspicions. And when I learned that Guy Johnson had sheltered you, then I was surer still.

Who, then, am I? I asked, bewildered.

The three Indians were staring at me as though that murderer aloft on his eyrie did not exist. I, too, had forgotten him for the moment; and it was only the loud explosion of his smooth-bore that shocked us to the instant necessity of the situation.

The bullet screamed through the leaves above us; we clapped our rifles to our cheeks, striving to glimpse him. Nothing moved on the rocky shelf.

He fired to signal his friends, whispered the Mohican. He must believe them to be within hearing distance.

I set my teeth and stared savagely at the cliff.

If that is so, said I, we must leave him here and pull foot.

There was a tense silence, then, as we rose, an infuriated yell burst from the Oneidas, and in their impotence they fired blindly at the cliff, awaking a very hell of echo.

Through the clattering confusion of the double discharge, the demoniac laughter of the Erie rang, and my Oneidas, retreating, hurled back insult and anathema, promising to return and annihilate every living sorcerer in the Dark Empire, including Amochol himself.

Ha-e! he shouted after us, giving the evil spirits cry. Ha-e! Ha-ee! From his shelf he cast a painted stick after us, which came hurtling down and landed in the water. And he screamed as he heard us threshing over the shallows: Koue! Askennon eskatoniot!

The thing he had cast after us was floating, slowly turning round and round in the water; and it seemed to be a stick something thicker than an arrow and as long, and painted in concentric rings of black, vermillion, and yellow.

Then, as we gave it wide berth, to our astonishment it suddenly crinkled up and was alive, and lifted a tiny, evil head from the water, running out at us a snakes tongue that flickered.

That this was magic my Indians never doubted. They gave the thing one horrified glance, turned, and fairly leaped through the water till the shallow flood roared as though a herd of deer were passing over.

As for me, I ran, too, and felt curiously weak and shaken; though I suspected that this wriggling thing now swimming back to shore was the poison snake of the Ksaurora, and no Antouhonoran witchcraft at all, as I had seen skins of the brilliant and oddly marked little serpent at Guy Park, whither some wandering Southern Tuscaroras had brought them.

But the bestial creature of the cliff had now so inspired us all with loathing that it was as though our very breath was poisoned; and in swift and silent file we pushed forward, as if the very region — land, water, the air itself — had become impure, and we must rid ourselves of the place itself to breathe.

No war-party burning to distinguish itself ever travelled more swiftly. Sooner than I expected, we crossed the small creek which joins the river from the east, opposite the Old England District, and saw the ruins of Unadilla across the water.

Here was a known ford; and we crossed to Old Unadilla, where that pretty river and the Butternut run south into the broadening Susquehanna.

At this place we halted to eat; and I was of two minds whether to go by the West Branch of the Delaware, by Owaga and Ingaren across the Stanwix Treaty Line to Wyalusing, and from thence up the river to the Chemung and Tioga Point; or to risk the Chenango country and travel southwest by Owego, and so cutting off that great southern loop that the Susquehanna makes through the country of the Esaurora.

But when I asked the opinion of my Indians, they were of one mind against my two, saying that to follow the river was the easiest, swiftest, and safest course to Tioga Point.

They knew better than did I. This side of Tioga the Oneidas knew the ground as well as the Siwanois; but beyond, toward Catharines-town, only my Siwanois knew. Indeed, if my Oneidas remained with me at all beyond Tioga I might deem myself lucky, in such dread and detestation did they hold that gloomy region where the Wyoming Witch brooded her deadly crew, and where the Toad Woman, her horrible sister, fed the secret and midnight fires of hell with the Red Priest, Amochol.

A grey hawk was circling above us mewing. Truly, our nerves had been somewhat shattered, for as we rose and resumed pack and sack, a distant partridge drumming on his log startled us all; and it was as though we had thought to hear the witch-drums rolling at the Onon-hou-aroria, and the hawk mewing seemed like the Sorcerers calling Hiou! Hiou! Hiou! And the Unadilla made a clatter over its stones like the False-Faces rattling their wooden masks.

Eheu! sighed the pines above us as we sped on; and ever I thought of Okwencha and the Dead Hunter. And the upward roar of a partridge covey bursting in thunder through the river willows was like the flight of the hideous Flying Heads.

On we went, every sound and movement of the forest seeming to spur us forward and add flight-feathers to our speeding feet. For in my Indians, ascendant now, was the dull horror of the supernatural; and as for me my hatred of the Sorcerers was tightening every nerve to the point of breaking.

As I travelled that trail through the strange, eternal twilight of the great trees, I vowed to myself that Amochol should die; that the Sagamore and I would guide a thousand rifles to his pagan altar and lay this foul priesthood prone upon it as the last sacrifice.

Then I recalled the Black-Snakes threat against Lois; and shuddered; then the astounding reason he had given for the Red Priests design upon us both set me dully wondering again.

Fear that his emissaries might penetrate our lines stirred me; and I remembered the moccasins she had received, and the messages sewed within them. If a red messenger had found her every year and had left at her door, unseen, a pair of moccasins, why might not an invisible assassin find her, too? Already, within our very encampment, she had received another pair of moccasins and a message entirely different from the customary one.

Whoever had brought it had come and gone unseen.

Distressed, perplexed, half sick with fear for her, I plodded on behind the Mohican, striving to drive from me the sombre thoughts assailing me, trying to reassure myself with the knowledge that she was safe at Otsego with her new friends, and that very shortly now she would be still safer in Albany, and under the shrewd and kindly eye of Mr. Hake.

The sun had set; the pallid daylight lingering along the forest edges by the river grew sickly and died. And after a little the Mohican halted on a hillock, and we cart our packs from us and peered around.

The forms of rocks took dim shape all about us, huge slabs and benches of stone, from which great bushes of laurel and rhododendron spread, forming beyond us an entangled and impenetrable jungle.

And under these we crawled and lay, listening for snakes. But there seemed to be none there, though our rocky fastness was a very likely place. And after we had eaten and emptied our canteens, the two Oneidas went out on guard to the eastern limit of the rocks; and the Sagamore and I lay on our sides, facing each other in the dark. And for a while we lay there, neither of us speaking. Finally I said under my breath:

Then I am one of the Hidden People.

Yes, brother, he replied very gently.

Tell me why you believe this to be true. Tell me all you know.

For a little while the Mohican lay there very silent, and I did not stir. And presently he said:

It was in 57, Loskiel, when I first laid eyes on you.

What!

I am more than twice your age. You were then three years old.

In my astonishment it occurred to me that instead of twenty-two I was now twenty-five years of age, if what the Mohican said were true.

Listen, Loskiel, blood-brother of mine, for you shall hear the truth now — the truth which Guy Johnson never told you.

It was in 57; Munro lay at Fort William Henry; Webb at Fort Edward; and Montcalm came down from the lakes with his white-coats and Hurons and shook his sword at Munro and spat upon Webb.

Then came Sir William Johnson to Webb with half a thousand Iroquois. And because Sir William was the only white man we Delawares trusted, and in spite of his Iroquois, three Mohicans offered their services — the Great Serpent, young Uncas, and I, Mayaro, Sagamore of the Siwanois.

He paused, then with infinite contempt:

Webb was a coward. Nor could Sir William kick him forward. He lay shivering behind the guns at Edward; and Fort William Henry fell. And the white-coats could do nothing with their Hurons; the prisoners fell under their knives and hatchets — soldiers, women, little children.

When Montcalm had gone, Webb let us loose. And, following the trail of murder, in a thicket among the rocks we came upon a young woman with a child, very weak from privation. Guy Johnson and I discovered them — he a mere youth at that time.

And the young woman told him how it had been with her — that her husband and herself had been taken by the St. Regis three years before — that they had slain her husband but had offered her no violence; that her child had been born a few weeks later and that the St. Regis chief who took her had permitted her to make of it a Hidden Person.

For three years the fierce St. Regis chief wooed her, offering her the first place in his lodge. For three years she refused him, living in a bush-hut alone with her child, outside the St. Regis village, fed by them, and her solitude respected. Then Munro came and his soldiers scattered the St. Regis and took her and her baby to the fort. And the St. Regis chief sent word that he would kill her if she ever married.

So painfully intent was I on his every low-spoken word that I scarce dared breathe as the story of my mother slowly unfolded.

Guy Johnson and I took the young woman and her child to Edward, he said. Her name was Marie Loskiel, and she told us that she was the widow of a Scotch fur trader, one Ian Loskiel, of Saint Sacrament.

There was another silence, as though he were not willing to continue. Then in a quiet voice I bade him speak; and he spoke, very gravely:

Your mothers religion and Guy Johnsons were different. If that were the reason she would not marry him I do not know. Only that when he went away, leaving her at Edward, they both wept. I was standing by his stirrup; I saw him — and her.

And — he rode away, Loskiel.... Why she tried to follow him the next spring, I do not know.... Perhaps she found that love was stronger than religion.... And after all the only difference seemed to be that she prayed to the mother of the God he prayed to.... We spoke of it together, the Great Serpent, young Uncas, and I. And Uncas told us this. But the Serpent and I could make nothing of it.

And while Guy Johnson was at Edward, only he and I and your mother ever saw or touched you.... And ever you were tracing with your baby fingers the great Ghost Bear rearing on my breast — —

Ah! I exclaimed sharply. That is what I have struggled to remember!

He drew a deep, unsteady breath:

Do you better understand our blood-brotherhood now, Loskiel?

I understand — profoundly.

That is well. That is as it should be, O my blood-brother, pure from birth, and at adolescence undefiled. Of such Hidden Ones were the White-Plumed Sagamores. Of such was Tamanund, the Silver-Plumed; and the great Uncas, with his snowy-winged and feathered head — Hidden People, Loskiel — without stain, without reproach.

And as it was to be recorded on the eternal wampum, you were found at Guy Johnsons landing place asleep beside a stranded St. Regis canoe; and your dead mother lay beside you with a half ounce ball through her heart. The St. Regis chief had spoken.

Why do you think he slew her? I whispered.

Strike flint. It is safe here.

I drew myself to my elbow, struck fire and blew the tinder to a glow.

This is yours, he said. And laid in my hand a tiny, lacquered folder striped with the pattern of a Scotch tartan.

Wondering, I opened it. Within was a bit of wool in which still remained three rusted needles. And across the inside cover was written in faded ink:

Marie Loskiel.

How came you by this? I stammered, the quick tears blinding me.

I took it from the St. Regis hunter whom Tahoontowhee slew.

Was he my mothers murderer!

Who knows? said the Sagamore softly. Yet, this needle-book is a poor thing for an Indian to treasure — and carry in a pouch around his neck for twenty years.

The glow-worm spark in my tinder grew dull and went out. For a long while I lay there, thinking, awed by the ways of God — so certain, so inscrutable. And understood how at the last all things must be revealed — even the momentary and lightest impulse, and every deepest and most secret thought.

Lying there, I asked of the Master of Life His compassion on us all, and said my tremulous and silent thanks to Him for the dear, sad secret that His mercy had revealed.

And, my lips resting on my mothers needle-book, I thought of Lois, and how like mine in a measure was her strange history, not yet fully revealed.

Sagamore, my elder brother? I said at last.

Mayaro listens.

How is it then with Lois de Contrecoeur that you already knew she was of the Hidden Children?

I knew it when I first laid eyes on her, Loskiel.

By what sign?

The moccasins. She lay under a cow-shed asleep in her red cloak, her head on her arms. Beside her the kerchief tied around her bundle lay unknotted, revealing the moccasins that lay within. I saw, and knew. And for that reason have I been her friend.

You told her this?

Why should I tell her?

There was no answer to this. An Indian is an Indian.

I said after a moment:

What mark is there on the moccasins that you knew them?

The wings, worked in white wampum. A mother makes a pair with wings each year for her Hidden One, so that they will bring her little child to her one day, swiftly and surely as the swallow that returns with spring.

Has she told you of these moccasins — how every year a pair of them is left for her, no matter where she may be lodged?

She has told me. She has shown me the letter on bark which was found with her; the relics of her father; this last pair of moccasins, and the new message written within. And she asked me to guide her to Catharines-town. And I have refused.

No, Loskiel, I have never doubted that she was of the Hidden People. And for that reason have I been patient and kind when she has beset me with her pleading that I show to her the trail to Catharines-town.

But I will not. For although in rifle dress she might go with us — nay, nor do I even doubt that she might endure the war-path as well as any stripling eager for honour and his first scalp taken — I will not have her blood upon my hands.

For if she stir thither — if she venture within the Great Shadow — the ghouls of Amochol will know it. And they will take her and slay her on their altar, spite of us all — spite of you and me and your generals and colonels, and all your troops and riflemen — spite of your whole army and its mighty armament, I say it — I, a Siwanois Mohican of the Enchanted Clan. A Sagamore has spoken.

Chill after chill crept over me so that I shook as I lay there in the darkness Who is this maiden, Lois? I asked.

Do you not guess, Loskiel?

Vaguely.

Then listen, brother. Her grandfather was the great Jean Coeur who married the white daughter of the Chevalier de Clauzun. Her mother was Mlle. Jeanne Coeur; her father the young Vicomte de Contrecoeur, of the Regiment de la Reine — not that stupid Captain Contrecoeur of the regiment of Languedoc, who, had it depended on him, would never have ventured to attack Braddock at all.

This is true, because I knew them both — both of these Contrecoeur captains. And the picture she showed to me was that of the officer in the Regiment de la Reine.

I saw that regiment die almost to a man. I saw Dieskau fall; I saw that gay young officer, de Contrecoeur, who had nicknamed himself Jean Coeur, laugh at our Iroquois as he stood almost alone — almost the last man living, among his fallen white-coats.

And I saw him dead, Loskiel — the smile still on his dead lips, and his eyes still open and clear and seeming to laugh up at the white clouds sailing, which he could not see.

That was the man she showed me painted on polished bone.

And — her mother? I asked.

I can only guess, Loskiel, for I never saw her. But I believe she must have been with the army. Somehow, Sir Williams Senecas got hold of her and took her to Catharines-town. And if the little Lois was born there or at Yndaia, or perhaps among the Lakes before the mother was made prisoner, I do not know. Only this I gather, that when the Cats of Amochol heard there was a child, they demanded it for a sacrifice. And there must have been some Seneca there — doubtless some adopted Seneca of a birth more civilized — who told the mother, and who was persuaded by her to make of it a Hidden One.

How long it lay concealed, and in whose care, how can I know? But it is certain that Amochol learned that it had been hidden, and sent his Cat-People out to prowl and watch. Then, doubtless did the mother send it from her by the faithful one whose bark letter was found by the new foster-parents when they found the little Lois.

And this is how it has happened, brother. And that the Cat-People now know she is alive, and who she is, does not amaze me. For they are sorcerers, and if one of them did not steal after the messenger when he left Yndaia with the poor mothers yearly gift of moccasins, then it was discovered by witchcraft.

For Amochol never forgets. And whom the Red Priest chooses for his altar sooner or later will surely die there, unless the Sorcerer dies first and his Cat-People are slain and skinned, and the vile altar is destroyed among the ashes of its accursed fire!

Then, with the help of an outraged God, these righteous things shall come to pass! I said between clenched teeth.

The Sagamore sat with his crested head bowed. And if he were in ghostly communication with the Mighty Dead I do not know, for I heard him breathe the name of Tamanund, and then remain silent as though listening for an answer.

I had been asleep but a few moments, it seemed to me, when the Grey-Feather awoke me for my turn at guard duty; and the Mohican and I rose from our blankets, reprimed our rifles, crept out from under the laurel and across the shadowy rock-strewn knoll to our posts.

The rocky slope below us was almost clear to the river, save for a bush or two.

Nothing stirred, no animals, not a leaf. And after a while the profound stillness began to affect me, partly because the day had been one to try my nerves, partly because the silence was uncanny, even to me. And I knew how dread of the supernatural had already tampered with the steadiness of my red comrades — men who were otherwise utterly fearless; and I dreaded the effect on the Mohican, whose mind now was surcharged with hideous and goblin superstitions.

In the night silence of a forest, always there are faint sounds to be heard which, if emphasizing the stillness, somehow soften it too. Leaves fall, unseen, whispering downward from high trees, and settling among their dead fellows with a faintly comfortable rustle. Small animals move in the dark, passing and repassing warily; one hears the high feathered ruffling and the plaint of sleepy birds; breezes play with the young leaves; water murmurs.

But here there was no single sound to mitigate the stillness; and, had I dared in my mossy nest behind the rocks, I would have contrived same slight stirring sound, merely to make the silence more endurable.

I could see the river, but could not hear it. From where I lay, close to the ground, the trees stood out in shadowy clusters against the vague and hazy mist that spread low over the water.

And, as I lay watching it, without the slightest warning, a head was lifted from behind a bush. It was the head of a wolf in silhouette against the water.

Curiously I watched it; and as I looked, from another bush another head was lifted — the round, flattened head and tasselled ears of the great grey lynx. And before I could realize the strangeness of their proximity to each other, these two heads were joined by a third — the snarling features of a wolverine.

Then a startling and incredible thing happened; the head of the big timber-wolf rose still higher, little by little, slowly, stealthily, above the bush. And I saw to my horror that it had the body of a man. And, already overstrained as I was, it was a mercy that I did not faint where I lay behind my rock, so ghastly did this monstrous vision seem to me.


CHAPTER XIV

NAI TIOGA!
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HOW MY PROPER senses resisted the swoon that threatened them I do not know; but when the lynx, too, lifted a menacing and flattened head on human shoulders; and when the wolverine also stood out in human-like shadow against the foggy water, I knew that these ghostly things that stirred my hair were no hobgoblins at all, but living men. And the clogged current of my blood flowed free again, and the sweat on my skin cooled.

The furry ears of the wolf-man, pricked up against the vaguely lustrous background of the river, fascinated me. For all the world those pointed ears seemed to be listening. But I knew they were dead and dried; that a mans eyes were gazing through the sightless sockets of the beast.

From somewhere in the darkness the Mohican came gliding on his belly over the velvet carpet of the moss.

Andastes, he whispered scornfully; they wear the heads of the beasts whose courage they lack. Fling a stone among them and they will scatter.

As I felt around me in the darkness for a fragment of loose rock, the Mohican arrested my arm.

Wait, Loskiel. The Andastes hang on the heels of fiercer prowlers, smelling about dead bones like foxes after a battle. Real men can not be far away.

We lay watching the strange and grotesque creatures in the starlight; and truly they seemed to smell their way as beasts smell; and they were as light-footed and as noiseless, slinking from bush to bush, lurking motionless in shadows, nosing, listening, prowling on velvet pads to the very edges of our rock escarpment.

They have the noses of wild things, whispered the Mohican uneasily. Somewhere they have found something that belongs to one of us, and, having once smelled it, have followed.

I thought for a moment.

Do you believe they found the charred fragments of my pouch-flap? Could they scent my scorched thrums from where I now lie? Only a hound could do that! It is not given to men to scent a trail as beasts scent it running perdu.

The Mohican said softly:

Men of the settlement detect no odour where those of the open perceive a multitude of pungent smells.

That is true, I said.

It is true, Loskiel. As a dog scents water in a wilderness and comes to it from afar, so can I also. Like a dog, too, can I wind the hidden partridge brood — though never the nesting hen — nor can a mink do that much either. But keen as the perfume of a bee-tree, and certain as the rank smell of a dog-fox in March — which even a white man can detect — are the odours of the wilderness to him whose only home it is. And even as a lad, and for the sport of it, have I followed and found by its scent alone the great night-butterfly, marked brown and crimson, and larger than a little bat, whose head bears tiny ferns, and whose wings are painted with the four quarters of the moon. Like crushed sumac is the odour of it, and in winter it hides in a bag of silk.

I nodded, my eyes following the cautious movements of the Andastes below; and again and again I saw their heads thrown buck, noses to the stars, as though sniffing and endeavouring to wind us. And to me it was horrid and unhuman.

For an hour they were around the river edge and the foot of the hillock, trotting silently and uneasily hither and thither, always seemingly at fault. Then, apparently made bold by finding no trace of what they hunted, they ranged this way and that at a sort of gallop, and we could even hear their fierce and whining speech as they huddled a moment to take counsel.

Suddenly their movements ceased, and I clutched the Mohicans arm, as a swift file of shadows passed in silhouette along the rivers brink, one after another moving west — fifteen ghostly figures dimly seem but unmistakable.

Senecas, breathed the Mohican.

The war party defiled at a trot, disappearing against the fringing gloom. And after them loped the Andastes pack, scurrying, hurrying, running into thickets and out again, but ever hastening along the flanks of their silent and murderous masters, who seemed to notice them not at all.

When they had gone, the Mohican aroused the Oneidas, and all night long we lay there behind the rocks, rifles in rest, watching the river.

What we awaited came with the dawn, and, in the first grey pallour of the breaking day, we saw their advanced guard; Cayugas and Senecas of the fierce war-chief Hiokatoo, every Indian stripped, oiled, head shaved, and body painted for war; first a single Cayuga, scouting swiftly; then three furtive Senecas, then six, then a dozen, followed by their main body.

Doubtless they had depended on the Andastes and advanced guard of Senecas for flankers, for the main body passed without even a glance up at the hilly ground where we lay watching them.

Then there was a break in the line, an interval of many minutes before their pack horses appeared, escorted by green-coated soldiers.

And in the ghostly light of dawn, I saw Sir John Johnson riding at the head of his men, his pale hair unpowdered, his heavy, colourless face sunk on his breast. After him, in double file, marched his regiment of Greens; then came more Indians — Owagas, I think — then that shameless villain, McDonald, in bonnet and tartan, and the heavy claymore a-swing on his saddle-bow, and his blue-eyed Indians swarming in the rear.

Lord, what a crew! And as though that were not enough to affront the rising sun, comes riding young Walter Butler, in his funereal cloak, white as a corpse under the black disorder of his hair, and staring at nothing like a damned man. On his horses heels his ruffianly Rangers marched in careless disorder but with powerful, swinging strides that set their slanting muskets gleaming like ripples glinting athwart a windy pond, and their canteens all a-bobbing.

Then, hunched on his horse, rode old John Butler — squat, swarthy, weather-roughened, balancing on his saddle with the grace of a chopping block; and after him more Rangers crowding close behind.

Behind these, quite alone, stalked an Indian swathed in a scarlet blanket edged with gold, on which a silver gorget glittered. He seemed scarce darker than I in colour; and if he wore paint I saw none. There was only a scarlet band of cloth around his temples, and the flight-feather of the white-crested eagle set there low above the left ear and slanting backward.

Brant! I whispered to the Sagamore; and I saw him stiffen to very stone beside me; and heard his teeth grate in his jaws.

Then, last of all, came the Keepers of the Eastern Gate, the flower of the warriors of the Long House — the Mohawks.

They passed in the barbaric magnificence of paint and feather and shining steel, a hundred lithe, light-stepping warriors, rifles swinging a-trail, and gorgeous beaded sporrans tossing at every stride.

An interval, then the first wary figure of the lurking rear-guard, another, half a dozen, smooth-bore rifles at a ready, scanning river and thicket. Every one of them looked up at our craggy knoll as they glided along its base; two hesitated, ran half way up over the rock escarpment, loitered for a few moments, then slunk off, hastening to join their fellows.

After a long while a single Seneca came speeding, and disappeared in the wake of the others.

The motley Army of the West had passed.



And it was a terrible and an infamous sight to me, who had known these men under other circumstances to see the remnant of the landed gentry of Tryon County now riding the wilderness like very vagabonds, squired by a grotesque horde of bloody renegades.

To what a doleful pass had these gentlemen come, who lately had so lorded it among us — these proud and testy autocrats of County Tryon, with their vast estates, their baronial halls, their servants, henchmen, tenantry, armed retainers, slaves?

Where were all these people now? Where were their ladies in their London silks and powder? Where were their mistresses, their distinguished guests? Where was my Lord Dunmore now — the great Murray, Earl of Dunmore and Brent Meester to unhappy Norfolk! And, alas, where was the great and good Sir William — and where was Sir Williams friend, Lady Grant, and the fearless Duchess of Gordon, and the dark and lovely Lady Johnson, and the pretty ladies of Guy Johnson, of Colonel Butler, of Colonel Claus? Where was Sir Johns pitifully youthful and unfortunate lady, and her handsome brother, crippled at Oriskany, and the gentle, dark-eyed sister of Walter Butler, and his haughty mother? All either dead or prisoners, or homeless refugees, or exiles living on the scant bounty of the Government they had suffered for so loyally.

The merciless Committee of Sequestration had seized Johnson Hall, Fort Johnson, Guy Park, Butlersbury; Fish House was burned; Summer House Point lay in ashes, and the charming town built by Sir William was now a rebel garrison, and the jail he erected was their citadel, flying a flag that he had never heard of when he died.

All was gone — gone the kilted Highlanders from the guard house at the Hall; gone the Royal Americans with all their bugle-horns and clarions and scarlet pageantry; gone the many feathered chieftains who had gathered so often at Guy Park, or the Fort, or the Hall. Mansions, lands, families, servants, all were scattered and vanished; and of all that Tryon County glory only these harassed and haggard horsemen remained, haunting the forest purlieus of their former kingdoms with hatred in their hearts, and their hands red with murder. Truly, the Red Beast we hunted these three years through was a most poisonous thing, that it should belch forth such pests as Lord George Germaine, and Loring, and Cunningham, and turn the baronets and gentry of County Tryon into murdering and misshapen ghouls!



When the sun rose we slung pack and pulled foot. And all that day we travelled without mischance; and the next day it was the same, encountering nothing more menacing than peeled and painted trees, where some scouting war-party of the enemy had written threats and boasts, warning the Boston people away from the grizzly fastnesses of the dread Long House, and promising a horrid vengeance for every mile of the Dark Empire we profaned.

And so, toward sundown, the first picket of General Sullivans army challenged us; and my Indians shouted: Nai Tioga! And presently we heard the evening gun very near.

Signs of their occupation became more frequent every minute now; there were batteaux and rafts being unloaded at landing places, heavily guarded by Continental soldiery; canoes at carrying places, brush huts erected along the trail, felled trees, bushes cut and lying in piles, roads being widened and cleared, and men everywhere going cheerily about their various affairs.

We encountered the cattle-guard near to a natural meadow along a tiny binikill, and they gave us an account of how Brant had fallen upon Minisink and had slain more than a hundred of our people along the Delaware and Neversink. And I saw my Indians listening with grim countenances while their eyes glowed like coals. As soon as we forded the river, we passed a part of Colonel Proctors artillery, parleyed in a clearing, where a fine block-fort was being erected; and there were many regimental wagons and officers horses and batt-horses and cattle to be seen there, and great piles of stores in barrels, sacks, skins, and willow baskets.

As we passed the tents of a foot regiment, the 3rd New Hampshire Line, one of their six Ensigns, Bradbury Richards, recognized me and came across the road to shake my hand, and to inform me that a small scout was to go out to reconnoitre the Indian town of Chemung; and that we would doubtless march thither on the morrow.

With Richards came also my old friend Ezra Buell, lately lieutenant in my own regiment, but now a captain in the 3rd New York Continentals, and a nephew of that Ezra Buell who ran the Stanwix survey in 69 and married a pretty Esaurora girl while marking the Treaty Line.

Well! says Ezra, shaking my hand, and: How are you lazy people up the river, and what are you doing there?

Damming the lake, said I, whilst you damn us for making you wait.

Bradbury Richards laughed, saying that they themselves had but just come up, admitting, however, that there had been some little cursing concerning our delay.

It has been that way with us, too, said I, but it is the rebel Grants we curse, and the Ethan Allens and John Starks, and treacherous Green Mountain Boys, who would shoot us in the backs or make a dicker with Sir Henry sooner than lift a finger to obey the laws of the State they are betraying.

So hot and yet so young! said Buell, laughing, and after a long trail, too— glancing at my Indians, and another in view already! But you were ever an uncompromising youngster, Loskiel.

Your regiment has marched for Canajoharie, I said. When do you go a-tagging after it?

This evening with the headquarters guide, Heoikim, and the express rider, James Cooke. Lord, what a dreary business!

Better learn the news we have concerning your back trail before you start. Ask Captain Franklin to mention it to the General.

Certainly, said Buell. I would to God my regiment were ordered here with the rest of them, Im that sick of the three forts and the scalping-party fighting on the Schoharie.

Its what you are likely to get for a long while yet, said I. And now will you or Richards guide me and my party to headquarters?

Will you mess with us? said Richards. Ill speak to Colonel Dearborn.

I said I would with pleasure, if free to do so, and we walked on through the glorious sunset light, past camp after camp, very smoky with green fires. And I saw three more block-houses being builded, and armed with cannon.

The music of Colonel Proctors Artillery Regiment was playing Yankee Doodle near headquarters as we sighted the Generals marquee, and the martial sounds enthralled me.

One of the Generals aides-de-camp, a certain Captain Dayton, met us most politely, detained my Indians with tobacco and pipes, and conducted me straight to the General, who, he assured me, happened to be alone. Having seen our General on various occasions, I recognized him at once, although he was in his banyan, having, I judged, been bathing himself in a small, wooden bowl full of warm water, which stood on the puncheon flooring near, very sloppy.

He received me most civilly and listened to my report with interest and politeness, whilst I gave him what news I had of Clinton and how it was with us at the Lake, and all that had happened to my scout of six — the death of the St. Regis and the two Iroquois, the treachery of the Erie and his escape, the murder of the Stockbridge — and how we witnessed the defile of Indian Butlers motley but sinister array headed northwest on the Great Warrior Trail. Also, I gave him as true and just an account as I could give of the number of soldiers, renegades, Indians, and batt-horses in that fantastic and infamous command.

Where are your Indians? he asked bluntly.

I informed him, and he sent his aide to fetch them.

General Sullivan understood Indians; and I am not at all sure that my services as interpreter were necessary; but as he said nothing to the contrary, I played my part, presenting to him the stately Sagamore, then the Grey-Feather, then the young warrior, Tahoontowhee, who fairly quivered with pride as I mentioned the scalps he had taken on his first war-path.

With each of my Indians the General shook hands, and on each was pleased to bestow a word of praise and a promise of reward. For a while, through medium of me, he conversed with them, and particularly with the Sagamore, concerning the trail to Catharines-town; and, seeming convinced and satisfied, dismissed us very graciously, telling an aide to place two bush-huts at our disposal, and otherwise see that we lacked nothing that could be obtained for our comfort and good cheer.

As I saluted, he said in a low voice that he preferred I should remain with the Mohican and Oneidas until the evening meal was over. Which I took to indicate that any rum served to my Indians must be measured out by me.

So that night I supped with my red comrades in front of our bush-huts, instead of joining Colonel Dearborns mess. And I was glad I did so; and I allowed them only a gill of rum. After penning my report by the light of a very vile torch, and filing it at headquarters, I was so tired that I could scarce muster courage to write in my diary. But I did, setting down the days events without shirking, though I yawned like a volcano at every pen-stroke.

Captains Franklin and Buell, in high spirits, came just as I finished, desiring to learn what I had to say of the road to Otsego; but when I informed them they went away looking far more serious than when they arrived.

A few minutes later I saw the scout march out, bound for Chemung — a small detachment of the 2nd Jersey, one Stockbridge Indian, and a Coureur-de-Bois in very elegant deerskin shirt and gorgeous leggins. Captain Cummins led them.

As they left, Captain Dayton arrived to take me again to the General. There was a throng of officers in the marquee when I was announced, but evidently by some preconcerted understanding all retired as soon as I entered.

When we were alone, the General very kindly pointed to a camp stool at his elbow and requested me to be seated; and for a little while he said nothing, but remained leaning with both elbows on his camp table, seeming to study space as though it were peopled with unpleasant pictures.

However, presently his symmetrical features recovered pleasantly from abstraction, and he said:

Mr. Loskiel, it is said of you that, except for the Oneida Sachem, Spenser, you are perhaps the most accomplished interpreter Guy Johnson employed.

No, I said, there are many better interpreters, my General, but few, perhaps, who understand the most intimate and social conditions of the Long House better than do I.

You are modest in your great knowledge, Mr. Loskiel.

No, General, only, knowing as much as I do, I also perceive how much more there is that I do not know. Which makes me wary of committing myself too confidently, and has taught me that to vaunt ones knowledge is a dangerous folly.

General Sullivan laughed that frank, manly, and very winning laugh of his. Then his features gradually became sombre again.

Colonel Broadhead, at Fortress Pitt, sent you a supposed Wyandotte who might have been your undoing, he said abruptly. He is a cautious officer, too, yet see how he was deceived! Are you also likely to be deceived in any of your Indians?

No, sir.

Oh! You are confident, then, in this matter!

As far as concerns the Indians now under my command.

You vouch for them?

With my honour, General.

Very well, sir.... And your Mohican Loup — he can perform what he has promised? Guide us straight to Catharines-town, I mean?

He has said it.

Aye — but what is your opinion of that promise?

A Siwanois Sagamore never lies.

You trust him?

Perfectly. We are blood-brothers, he and I.

Oho! said the General, nodding. That was cunningly done, sir.

No, sir. The idea was his own.

General Sullivan laughed again, playing with the polished gorget at his throat.

Do you never take any credit for your accomplishments, Mr. Loskiel? he inquired.

How can I claim credit for that which was not of my own and proper plotting, sir?

Oh, it can be done, said the General, laughing more heartily. Ask some of our brigadiers and colonels, Mr. Loskiel, who desire advancement every time that heaven interposes to save them from their own stupidities! Well, well, let it go, sir! It is on a different matter that I have summoned you here — a very different business, Mr. Loskiel — one which I do not thoroughly comprehend.

All I know is this: that we Continentals are warring with Britain and her allies of the Long House, that our few Oneida and Stockbridge Indians are fighting with us. But it seems that between the Indians of King George and those who espouse our cause there is a deeper and bloodier and more mysterious feud.

Yes, General.

What is it? he asked bluntly.

A religious feud — terrible, implacable. But this is only between the degraded and perverted priesthood of the Senecas and our Oneidas and Mohicans, whose Sachems and Sagamores have been outraged and affronted by the blasphemous mockeries of Amochol.

I have heard something of this.

No doubt, sir. And it is true. The Senecas are different. They belong not in the Long House. They are an alien people at heart, and seem more nearly akin to the Western Indians, save that they share with the Confederacy its common Huron-Iroquois speech. For although their ensigns sit at the most sacred rite of the Confederacy, perhaps not daring in Federal Council to reveal what they truly are, I am convinced, sir, that of the Seneca Sachems the majority are at heart pagans. I do not mean non-Christians, of course; they are that anyway; but I mean they are degenerated from the more noble faith of the Iroquois, who, after all, acknowledge one God as we do, and have become the brutally superstitious slaves of their vile and perverted priests.

It is the spawn of Frontenac that has done this. What the Wyoming Witch did at Wyoming her demons will do hereafter. Witchcraft, the frenzied worship of goblins, ghouls, and devils, the sacrifice to Biskoonah, all these have little by little taken the place of the grotesque but harmless rites practiced at the Onon-hou-aroria. Amochol has made it sinister and terrible beyond words; and it is making of the Senecas a swarm of fiends from hell itself.

This, sir, is the truth. The orthodox priesthood of the Long House shudders and looks askance, but dares not interfere. As for Sir John, and Butler, and McDonald, what do they care as long as their Senecas are inflamed to fury, and fight the more ruthlessly? No, sir, only the priesthood of our own allies has dared to accept the challenge from Amochol and his People of the Cat. Between these it is now a war of utter extermination. And must be so until not one Erie survives, and until Amochol lies dead upon his proper altar!

The General said in a low voice:

I had not supposed that this business were so vital.

Yes, sir, it is vital to the existence of the Iroquois as a federated people who shall remain harmless after we have subdued them, that Amochol and his acolytes die in the very ashes they have so horribly profaned. Amherst hung two of them. The nation lay stunned until he left this country. Had he remained and executed a dozen more Sachems with the rope, the world, I think, had never heard of Amochol.

The General looked hard at me:

Can you reach Amochol, Mr. Loskiel?

That is what I would say to you, sir. I think I can reach him at Catharines-town with my Indians and a detachment from my own regiment, and crush him before he is alarmed by the advance of this army. I have spoken with my Indians, and they believe this can be accomplished, because we have learned that on the last day of this month the secret and debased rites of the Onon-hou-aroria will be practiced at Catharines-town; and every Sorcerer will be there.

Do you propose to go out in advance on this business?

It must be done that way, sir, if we can hope to destroy this Sorcerer. The Seneca scouts most certainly watch this encampment from every hilltop. And the day this army stirs on its march to Catharines-town and Kendaia, the news will run into the North like lightning. You, sir, can hope to encounter no armed resistance as you march northward burning town after town, save only if Butler makes a stand or attempts an ambuscade in force.

Otherwise, no Seneca will await your coming — I mean there will be no considerable force of Senecas to oppose you in their towns, only the usual scalping parties hanging just outside the smoke veil. All will retire before you. And how is Amochol to be destroyed at Catharines-town unless he be struck at secretly before your advance is near enough to frighten him?

What people would you take with you?

My Indians, Lieutenant Boyd, and thirty riflemen.

Is that not too few?

In all swift and secret marches, sir, a few do better service than many — as you have taught your own people many a time.

That is quite true. But they never seem to learn the lesson. I am somewhat astonished that you have seemed to learn it, and lay it practically to heart. He smiled, drummed on the table with a Faber pencil, then, knitting his brows, drew to him a sheet of paper and wrote on it slowly, pausing from time to time in troubled reflection. Once he glanced up at me coldly, and:

Who is to lead this expedition? he asked bluntly.

Why, Lieutenant Boyd, sir, said I, wondering.

Oh! You have no ambitions then?

Mr. Boyd ranks me, I said, smiling. Who else should lead?

I see. Well, sir, you understand that a new commission lies all neatly folded for you in Catharines-town. Even such a modest man as you, Mr. Loskiel, could scarce doubt that, he added laughingly.

No, sir, I do not doubt it.

That is well, then. Orders will be sent you in due time — not until General Clintons army arrives, however.

He looked at me pleasantly: I have robbed you of the sleep most justly due you. But I think perhaps you may not regret this conference. Good-night, sir.

I saluted and went out. An orderly with a torch lighted me to my quarters. Inside the bush-hut assigned to the Mohican and myself, the red torch-light flickered over the recumbent Sagamore, swathed in his blanket, motionless. But even as I looked one of his eyes opened a little way, glimmering like a jewel in the ruddy darkness, then closed again.

So I stretched myself out in my blanket beside the Sagamore, and, thinking of Lois, fell presently into a sweet and dreamless sleep.



At six oclock the morning gun awoke me with its startling and annoying thunder. The Sagamore sat up in his blanket, wearing that half-irritated, half-shamed expression always to be seen on an Indians countenance when cannon are fired. An Indian has no stomach for artillery, and hates sight and sound of the metal monsters.

For a few moments I bantered him sleepily, then dropped back into my blanket. What cared I for their insolent morning gun! I snapped my fingers at it.

And so I lolled on my back, half asleep, yet not wholly, and soon tired of this, and, wrapping me in my blanket and drawing on ankle moccasins, went down to the Chemung where its crystal current clattered over the stones, and found me a clear, deep pool to flounder in.

Before I plunged, noticing several fine trout lying there, I played a scurvy trick on them, tickling three big ones; and had a fourth out of water, but was careless, and he slipped back.

Some Continental soldiers who had been watching me, mouths agape, went to another pool to try their skill; but while I would not boast, it is not everybody who can tickle a speckled trout; and after my bath the soldiers were still at it, and damning their eyes, their luck, and the pretty fish which so saucily flouted them.

So I flung em a big trout and went back to camp whistling, and there found that my Indians had fed and were now gravely renewing their paint.

Tahoontowhee dressed and cooked my fish for me, each in a bass-wood leaf, and when they were done and smelling most fragrant, we all made a delicious feast, with corn bread from the ovens and salt pork and a great jug of milk from the armys herd.

At eight oclock another gun was fired. This was the daily signal, I learned, to stack tents and load pack-horses. And another gun fired at ten oclock meant March. With all these guns, and a fourth at sundown, I saw an unhappy time ahead for my Indians. Truly, I think the sound makes them sick. They all pulled wry faces now, and I had my jest at their expense, ours being a most happy little family, so amiably did the Mohican and Oneidas foregather; and also, there being among them a Sagamore and a Chief of the noble Oneida clan, I could meet them on an equality of footing which infringed nothing on military etiquette. There were doubtless many interpreters in camp, but few, if any, I suppose, who had had the advantage of such training as I under Guy Johnson, who himself, after Sir Williams death, was appointed Indian Superintendent under the Crown for all North America, Guy Johnson knew the Iroquois. And if he lacked the character, personal charm, and knowledge that Sir William possessed, yet in the politics and diplomacy of Indian affairs his knowledge and practice were vast, and his services most valuable to his King.

Under him I had been schooled, and also under the veteran deputies, Colonel Croghan, Colonel Butler, and Colonel Claus; and had learned much from old Cadwallader Colden, too, who came often to Guy Park, as did our good General Philip Schuyler in these peaceful days.

So I knew how to treat any Indian I had ever seen, save only the outlandish creatures of the Senecas. Else, perhaps, I had sooner penetrated the villainy of the Erie. Yet, even my own Indians had not been altogether certain of the traitors identity until almost at the very end.

At ten another gun was fired, but only a small detachment of infantry marched, the other regiments unpacking and pitching tents again, and the usual routine of camp life, with its multitudinous duties and details, was resumed.

I reported at headquarters, to which my guides were now attached, and there were orders for me to hold myself and Indians in readiness for a night march to Chemung.

All that day I spent in acquainting myself with the camp which had been pitched, as I say, on the neck of land bounded by the Susquehanna and the Chemung, with a small creek, called Cayuga by some, Seneca Creek by others, intersecting it and flowing south into the Susquehanna. It was but a trout brook.

This site of the old Indian town of Tioga seemed to me very lovely. The waters were silvery and sweet, the flats composed of rich, dark soil, the forests beautiful with a great variety of noble and gigantic trees — white pines on the hills; on the level country enormous black-walnuts, oaks, button-woods, and nut trees of many species, growing wide apart, yet so roofing the forest with foliage that very little sunlight penetrated, and only the flats were open and bright with waving Indian grass, now so ripe that our sheep, cattle, and horses found in it a nourishment scarcely sufficient for beasts so exercised and driven.

That day, as I say, I walked about the camp and adjacent river-country, seeking out my friends in the various regiments to gossip with them. And was invited to a Rum Punch given by all the officers at the Artillery Lines to celebrate the victory of General Wayne at Stony Point.

Colonel Proctors artillery band discoursed most noble music for us; and there was much hilarity and cheering, and many very boisterous.

These social parties in our army, where rum-punch was the favourite beverage, were gay and lively; but there was a headache in every cup of it, they say. I, being an interpreter, held aloof because I must ever set an example to my red comrades. And this day had all I could do to confine them to proper rations. For all spirit is a very poison to any Indian. And of all the crimes of which men of my colour stand attainted, the offering of this death-cup to our red brothers is, I think, the wickedest and the most contemptible.

For when we white men become merely exhilarated in the performance of such social usages as politeness requires of us, the Indian becomes murderous. And I remember at this Artillery Punch many officers danced a Shawanese dance, and General Hand, of the Light Troops, did lead this war-dance, which caused me discomfiture, I not at all pleased to see officers who ranked me cut school-boy capers round a midday fire.

And it was like very school-lads that many of us behaved, making of this serious and hazardous expedition a silly pleasure jaunt. I have since thought that perhaps the sombre and majestic menace of a sunless and unknown forest reacted a little on us all, and that many found a nervous relief in brief relaxations and harmless folly, and in antics performed on its grim and dusky edges.

For no one, I think, doubted there was trouble waiting for us within these silent shades. And the tension had never lessened for this army, what with waiting for the Right Wing, which had not yet apparently stirred from Otsego; and the inadequacy of provisions, not known to the men but whispered among the officers; and the shots already exchanged this very morning along the river between our outposts and prowling scouts of the enemy; and the daily loss of pack-animals and cattle, strayed or stolen; and of men, too, scalped since they left Wyoming, sometimes within gunshot of headquarters.

But work on the four block-forts, just begun, progressed rapidly; and, alas, the corps of invalids destined to garrison them had, since the army left Easton, increased too fast to please anybody, what with wounds, accidents in camp from careless handling of firearms, kicks from animals, and the various diseases certain to appear where many people congregate.

There were a number of regiments under tents or awaiting the unfinished log barracks at Tioga Point; in the First Brigade there were four from New Jersey; in the Second Brigade three from New Hampshire; in the Third two from Pennsylvania, and an artillery regiment; and what with other corps and the train, boatmen, guides, workmen, servants, etc., it made a great and curious spectacle even before our Right Wing joined.

Every regiment carried its colours and its music, fifes, drums, and bugle-horns; and sometimes these played on the march when a light detachment went forward for a days scout, or to forage or to destroy. But best of all music I ever heard, I loved now to hear the band of Colonel Proctors artillery regiment, filling me as it did with solemn, yet pleasurable, emotions, and seemingly teaching me how dear had Lois become to me.

The scout, sent out the day before, returned in the afternoon with an account that Chemung was held by the enemy, which caused a bustle in camp, particularly among the light troop.

Headquarters was very busy all day long, and sometimes even gay, for the gentlemen of General Sullivans family were not only sufficient, but amiable and delightful. And there I had the honour of being made known to his aides-de-camp, Mr. Pierce, Mr. Van Cortlandt, and Major Hoops. I already knew Captain Dayton. Also, of the staff I met there Captain Topham, our Commissary of Militia Stores, Captain Lodge, our surveyor, Colonels Antis and Bond, Conductors of Boats, Dr. Hogan, Chief Surgeon, Lieutenant R. Pemberton, Judge Advocate, Lieutenant Colonel Frasier, Colonel Hooper, Lieutenant Colonel Barber, Adjutant General, the Reverend S. Kirkland, Chaplain, and others most agreeable but too numerous to mention. Still, I have writ them all down in my diary, as I try always to do, so that if God gives me wife and children some day they may find, perhaps, an hour of leisure, when to peruse a blotted page of what husband and father saw in the great war might not prove too tedious or disagreeable.

In this manner, then, the afternoon of that August day passed, and what with these occupations, and the catching of several trouts, which I love to do with hook and line and alder pole, and what with sending to Lois a letter by an express who went to Clinton toward evening, the time did not seem irksome.

Yet, it had passed more happily had I heard from Lois. But no runners came; and if any were sent out from Otsego and taken by the enemy I know not, only that none came through that day, Thursday, August the 12th.

One thing in camp had disagreeably surprised me, that there were women and children here, and like to remain in the block forts after the army had departed from its base for the long march through the Seneca country.

This I could not understand or reconcile with any proper measure of safety, as the cannon in the block-houses were not to be many or of any great calibre, and only the corps of invalids were to remain to defend them.

I had told Lois that no women would be permitted at Tioga Point. That these were the orders that had been generally understood at Otsego.

And now, lo and behold, here were women arrived from Easton, Bethlehem, Wyalusing, and Wyoming, including the wives and children of several non-commissioned officers and soldiers from the district; widows of murdered settlers, washerwomen, and several tailoresses — in all a very considerable number.

And I hoped to heaven that Lois might not hear of this mischievous business and discover in it an excuse for coming as the guest of any lady at Otsego, or, in fact, make any further attempt to stir until the Right Wing marched and the batteaux took the ladies of Captain Bleecker, Ensign Lansing, and Lana, and herself to Albany.



After sundown an officer came to me and said that the entire army was ordered to march at eight that evening, excepting troops sufficient to guard our camp; that there would be no alarm sounded, and that we were to observe secrecy and silence.

Also, it appeared that a gill of rum per man had been authorized, but I refused for myself and my Indians, thinking to myself that the General might have made it less difficult for me if he had confined his indulgence to the troops.

About eight oclock a Stockbridge Indian — the one who had been with the scout to Chemung — came to me with a note from Dominie Kirkland.

I gave him my hand, and he told me that his name was Yellow Moth, and that he was a Christian. Also, he inquired about the Mole, and I was obliged to relate the circumstances of that poor converts murder.

Gods will, said the Yellow Moth very quietly. You, my brother, and I may see a thousand fall, and ten thousand on our right hand, and it shall not come nigh us.

Amen, said I, much moved by this simple fellows tranquil faith.

I made him known to the Sagamore and to the two Oneidas, who received him with a grave sincerity which expressed very plainly their respect for a people of which the Mole had been for them a respectable example.

Like the Mole, the Yellow Moth wore no paint except a white cross limned on his breast over a clan sign indecipherable. And if, in truth, there had ever really been a totem under the white paint I do not know, for like the Algonquins, these peoples had but a loose political, social, religious, and tribal organization, which never approached the perfection of the Iroquois system in any manner or detail.

About eight oclock came Captain Carbury, of the 11th Pennsylvania, to us, and we immediately set out, marching swiftly up the Chemung River, the Sagamore and the Yellow Moth leading, then Captain Carbury and myself, then the Oneidas.

Behind us in the dusk we saw the Light Troops falling in, who always lead the army. All marched without packs, blankets, horses, or any impedimenta. And, though the distance was not very great, so hilly, rocky, and rough was the path through the hot, dark night, and so narrow and difficult were the mountain passes, that we were often obliged to rest the men. Also there were many swamps to pass, and as the men carried the cohorn by hand, our progress was slow. Besides these difficulties and trials, a fog came up, thickening toward dawn, which added to the hazards of our march.

So the dawn came and found us still marching through the mist, and it was not until six oclock that we of the guides heard a Seneca dog barking far ahead, and so knew that Chemung was near.

Back sped Tahoontowhee to hasten the troops; I ran forward with Captain Carbury and the Sagamore, passing several outlying huts, then some barns and houses which loomed huge as medieval castles in the fog, but were really very small.

Look out! cried Carbury. There is their town right ahead!

It lay straight ahead of us, a fine town of over a hundred houses built on both sides of the pretty river. The casements of some of these houses were glazed and the roofs shingled; smoke drifted lazily from the chimneys; and all around were great open fields of grain, maize, and hay, orchards and gardens, in which were ripening peas, beans, squashes, pumpkins, watermelons, muskmelons.

Good God! said I. This is a fine place, Carbury!

Its like a dozen others we have laid in ashes, said he, and like scores more that we shall treat in a like manner. Look sharp! Here some our light troops.

The light infantry of Hand arrived on a smart run — a torrent of red-faced, sweating, excited fellows, pouring headlong into the town, cheering as they ran.

General Hand, catching sight of me, signalled with his sword and shouted to know what had become of the enemy.

Theyre gone off! I shouted back. My Indians are on their heels and well soon have news of their whereabouts.

Then the soldiery began smashing in doors and windows right and left, laughing and swearing, and dragging out of the houses everything they contained.

So precipitate had been the enemys flight that they had left everything — food still cooking, all their household and personal utensils; and I saw in the road great piles of kettles, plates, knives, deerskins, beaver-pelts, bearhides, packs of furs, and bolts of striped linen, to which heaps our soldiers were adding every minute.

Others came to fire the town; and it was sad to see these humble homes puff up in a cloud of smoke and sparks, then burst into vivid flame. In the orchards our men were plying their axes or girdling the heavily-fruited trees; field after field of grain was fired, and the flames swept like tides across them.

The corn was in the milk, and what our men could not burn, using the houses for kilns, they trampled and cut with their hangers — whole regiments marching through these fields, destroying the most noble corn I ever saw, for it was so high that it topped the head of a man on horseback.

So high, also, stood the hay, and it was sad to see it burn.

And now, all around in this forest paradise, our army was gathered, destroying, raging, devastating the fairest land that I had seen in many a day. All the country was aflame; smoke rolled up, fouling the blue sky, burying woodlands, blotting out the fields and streams.

From the knoll to which I had moved to watch the progress of my scouts, I could see an entire New Jersey regiment chasing horses and cattle; another regiment piling up canoes, fish-weirs, and the hewn logs of bridges, to make a mighty fire; still other regiments trampling out the last vestige of green stuff in the pretty gardens.

Not a shot had yet been fired; there was no sound save the excited and terrifying roar of a vast armed mob obliterating in its fury the very well-springs that enabled its enemies to exist.

Cattle, sheep, horses were being driven off down the trail by which we had come; men everywhere were stuffing their empty sacks with green vegetables and household plunder; the town fairly whistled with flame, and the smoke rose in a great cloud-shape very high, and hung above us, tenting us from the sun.

In the midst of this uproar the Grey-Feather came speeding to me with news that the enemy was a little way upstream and seemed inclined to make a stand. I immediately informed the General; and soon the bugle-horns of the light infantry sounded, and away we raced ahead of them.

I remember seeing an entire company marching with muskmelons pinned on their bayonets, all laughing and excited; and I heard General Sullivan bawl at them:

You damned unmilitary rascals, do you mean to open fire on em with vegetables?

Everybody was laughing, and the General grinned as Hands bugle-horns played us in.

But it was another matter when the Seneca rifles cracked, and a sergeant and a drummer lad of the 11th Pennsylvania fell. The smooth-bores cracked again, and four more soldiers tumbled forward sprawling, the melons on their bayonets rolling off into the bushes.

Carbury, marching forward beside me, dropped across my path; and as I stooped over him gave me a ghastly look.

Dont let them scalp me, he said — but his own men came running and picked him up, and I ran forward with the others toward a wooded hill where puffs of smoke spotted the bushes.

Then the long, rippling volleys of Hands men crashed out, one after another, and after a little of this their bugle-horns sounded the charge.

But the Senecas did not wait; and it was like chasing weasels in a stone wall, for even my Indians could not come up with them.

However, about two oclock, returning to that part of the town across the river, which Colonel Dearborns men were now setting afire, we received a smart volley from some ambushed Senecas, and Adjutant Huston and a guide fell.

It was here that the Sagamore made his kill — just beyond the first house, in some alders; and he came back with a Seneca scalp at his girdle, as did the Grey-Feather also.

Hiokatoos warriors, remarked the Oneida briefly, wringing out his scalp and tying it to his belt.

I looked up at the hills in sickened silence. Doubtless Butlers men were watching us in our work of destruction, not daring to interfere until the regulars arrived from Fort Niagara. But when they did arrive, it meant a battle. We all knew that. And knew, too, that a battle lost in the heart of that dark wilderness meant the destruction of every living soul among us.

About two oclock, having eaten nothing except what green and uncooked stuff we had picked up in field and garden, our marching signal sounded and we moved off; driving our captured stock, every soldier laden with green food and other plunder, and taking with us our dead and wounded.

Chemung had been, but was no longer. And if, like Thendara, it was ever again to be I do not know, only that such a horrid and pitiful desolation I had never witnessed in all my life before. For it was not the enemy, but the innocent earth we had mutilated, stamping an armed heel into its smiling and upturned face. And what we had done sickened me.

Yet, this was scarcely the beginning of that terrible punishment which was to pass through the Long House in flame and smoke, from the Eastern Door to the Door of the West, scouring it fiercely from one end to the other, and leaving no living thing within — only a few dead men prone among its blood-soaked ashes.

*Etho ni-ya-wenonh!

[*Thus it befell!]

By six that evening the army was back in its camp at Tioga Point. All the fever and excitement of the swift foray had passed, and the inevitable reaction had set in. The men were haggard, weary, sombre, and harassed. There was no elation after success either among officers or privates; only a sullen grimness, the sullenness of repletion after an orgy — the grimness of disgust for an unwelcome duty only yet begun.

Because this sturdy soldiery was largely composed of tillers of the soil, of pioneer farmers who understood good land, good husbandry, good crops, and the stern privations necessary to wrest a single rod of land from the iron jaws of the wilderness.

To stamp upon, burn, girdle, destroy, annihilate, give back to the forest what human courage and self-denial had wrested from it, was to them in their souls abhorrent.

Save for the excitement of the chase, the peril ever present, the certainty that failure meant death in its most dreadful forms, it might have been impossible for these men to destroy the fruits of the earth, even though produced by their mortal enemies, and designed, ultimately, to nourish them.

Even my Indians sat silent and morose, stretching, braiding, and hooping their Seneca scalps. And I heard them conversing among themselves, mentioning frequently the Three Sisters* they had destroyed; and they spoke ever with a hint of tenderness and regret in their tones which left me silent and unhappy.

[*Corn, squash, and bean were so spoken of affectionately, as they always were planted together by the Iroquois.]

To slay in the heat and fury of combat is one matter; to scar and cripple the tender features of humanitys common mother is a different affair. And I make no doubt that every blow that bit into the laden fruit trees of Chemung stabbed more deeply the men who so mercilessly swung the axes.

Well might the great Cayuga chieftain repeat the terrible prophecy of Toga-na-etah the Beautiful:

When the White Throats shall come, then, if ye be divided, ye will pull down the Long House, fell the tall Tree of Peace, and quench the Onondaga Fire forever.

As I stood by the rushing current of the Thiohero,* on the profaned and desolate threshold of the Dark Empire, I thought of O-cau-nee, the Enchantress, and of Na-wenu the Blessed, and of Hiawatha floating in his white canoe into the far haven where the Master of Life stood waiting.

[*Seneca River.]

And now, for these doomed people of the Kannonsi, but one rite remained to be accomplished. And the solemn thunder of the last drum-roll must summon them to the great Festival of the Dead.


CHAPTER XV

BLOCK-HOUSE NO. 2

[image: img562.jpg]

ON THE 14TH the army lay supine. There was no news from Otsego. One man fell dead in camp of heart disease. The cattle-guard was fired on. On the 15th a corporal and four privates, while herding our cattle, were fired on, the Senecas killing and scalping one and wounding another. On the 16th came a runner from Clinton with news that the Otsego army was on the march and not very far distant from the Ouleout; and a detachment of eight hundred men, under Brigadier General Poor, was sent forward to meet our Right Wing and escort it back to this camp.

By one of the escort, a drummer lad, I sent a letter directed to Lois, hoping it might be relayed to Otsego and from thence by batteau to Albany. The Oneida runner had brought no letters, much to the disgust of the army, and no despatches except the brief line to our General commanding. The Brigadiers were furious. So also was I that no letters came for me.

On the 17th our soldier-herdsmen were again fired on, and, as before, one poor fellow was killed and partly scalped, and one wounded. The Yellow Moth, Tahoontowhee, and the Grey-Feather went out at night on retaliation bent, but returned with neither trophies nor news, save what we all knew, that the Seneca scouts were now swarming like hornets all around us ready to sting to death anyone who strayed out of bounds.

On the 18th the entire camp lay dull, patiently expectant of Clinton. He did not come. It rained all night.

On Thursday, the 19th, it still rained steadily, but with no violence — a fine, sweet, refreshing summer shower, made golden and beautiful at intervals by the momentary prophecy of the sun; yet he did not wholly reveal himself, though he smiled through the mist at us in friendly fashion.

I had been out fishing for trouts very early, the rain making it favourable for such pleasant sport, and my Indians and I had finished a breakfast of corn porridge and the sweet-fleshed fishes that I took from the brook where it falls into the Susquehanna.

It was still very early — near to five oclock, I think — for the morning gun had not yet bellowed, and the camp lay very still in the gentle and fragrant rain.

A few moments before five I saw a company of Jersey troops march silently down to the river, hang their cartouche-boxes on their bayonets, and ford the stream, one holding to another, and belly deep in the swollen flood.

Thinks I to myself, they are going to protect our cattle-guards; and I turned and walked down to the ford to watch the crossing.

Then I saw why they had crossed: there were some people come down to the landing place on the other bank in two batteaux and an Oneida canoe — soldiers, boatmen, and two women; and our men were fording the river to protect the crossing of this small flotilla.

I seated myself, wondering what foolhardy people these might be, and trying to see more plainly the women in the two batteaux. As the boatmen poled nearer, it seemed to me that some of the people looked marvelously like the riflemen of my own corps; and a few moments later I sprang to my feet astounded, for of the two women in the nearest batteau one was Lois de Contrecoeur and the other Lana Helmer.

Suddenly the Oneida canoe shot out from the farther shore, passed both batteaux, paddles flashing, and came darting toward the landing where I stood. Two riflemen were in it; one rose as the canoes nose grated on the gravel, cast aside the bow-paddle, balanced himself toward the bow with both hands, and leaped ashore, waving at me a gay greeting.

My God! said I excitedly, as Boyd ran lightly up the slope. Are you stark mad to bring ladies into this damnable place?

There are other women, too. Why, even that pretty jade, Dolly Glenn, is coming! What could I do? The General himself permitted it. Miss de Contrecoeur and Lana heard that a number of women were already here, and so come for a frolic they must.

Who accompanies them? I see no older woman yonder.

Mrs. Sabin, the lady of Captain Sabin, Staff Commissary of Issues.

Where is she, then?

We left her with the army at the Ouleout.

Where do you propose to quarter these ladies?

We understand that you have four block-forts mounting cannon. That would argue barracks. Therefore, I dont think the danger is very considerable. Do you?

There is danger, of course, I said. The entire Seneca nation is here with Indian Butler and Brant.

Well, then, well turn your Butler into a turn-spit, and make of your wild Brant a domestic gander!

He spoke coolly, a slight smile on his eager, handsome features. And I wondered how he could make a jest of this business, and how he could have permitted so mad a prank if he truly entertained any very deep regard for Lana Helmer.

Danger, I repeated coldly. Yes, there is a-plenty of that hereabouts, what with the Seneca scalping parties combing the woods around us, and the cattle-guard fired upon in plain sight of headquarters.

Well, there were and still are some few scalping parties hanging around Otsego. I myself see no real reason why the ladies should not pay us a visit here, have their frolic, and later return with the heavier artillery down the river to Easton. Or, if they choose, they shall await our return from Catharines-town.

And if we do not return? Have you thought of that, Boyd?

You shall not conjure me with any such forebodings! he laughed. This raid of ours will be no very great or fearsome affair. Theyll run — your Brants and Butlers — I warrant you. And well follow and burn their towns. Then, like the French king of old, down hill well all go strutting, you and I and the army, Loskiel; and no great harm done to anybody or anything, save to the Senecas squash harvest, and the sensitive feelings of Walter Butler!

While he was speaking, I kept my eye on the slow batteau which led. Three boatmen poled it; Lois and Lana sat in the middle; behind them crouched two riflemen, long weapons ready, the ringed coon-tail floating in the breeze.

Neither of the ladies had yet recognized me; Lana leaned lightly against Lois, her cheek resting on her companions shoulder.

A black rage against Boyd rose suddenly in my breast; and so savage and abrupt was the emotion that I could scarce stifle and subdue it.

It is wrong for them to come, I said with an effort to speak calmly,  —— utterly and wickedly wrong. Our block-forts are not finished. And when they are they will be more or less vulnerable. I can not understand why you did not make every effort to prevent their coming here.

I made every proper effort, he said carelessly. What man is vain enough to believe he can influence a determined woman?

I did not like what he said, and so made him no answer.

Is your camp still asleep? he asked, yawning.

Yes. The morning gun is usually fired at six.

Can you lodge us and bait us until I make my report?

I can lodge the ladies and give breakfast to you all. How near is our main army?

Between twenty and thirty miles above — one can scarce tell the way this accursed river winds about. Our men are exhausted. Theyll not arrive tonight. General Poors men from this camp met us last night. Clinton desired me to take a few riflemen and push forward; and the ladies — except the fat one — begged so prettily to go with us that he consented. So we took two empty batteaux and a canoe and came on in advance, with no effort whatever.

That was a rash business! I said, controlling my anger. The river woods along the Ouleout swarm with Seneca scouts. Didnt you understand that?

So I told em, he said, laughing, but do you know, Loskiel, between you and me I believe that your pretty inamorata really loves the thrill of danger. And I know damned well that Lana Helmer loves it. For when we came through without so much as sighting a muskrat, What! says she, Not a savage to be seen and not a shot fired! Lord, says she, I had as lief take the air on Bowling Green — there being some real peril of beaux and macaronis!

Everything this man said now conspired to enrage me; and it was a struggle for me to restrain the bitter affront ever twitching at my lips for utterance. Perhaps I might not have restrained it any longer had I not seen Lois lean suddenly forward in her seat, shade her eyes with her hands, then stand up beside one of the boatmen. And I knew she recognized me.

Instantly within me all anger, rancour, and even dread melted in the warmer and more generous emotion which nigh overwhelmed me, so that for an instant I could scarce see her for the glimmering of my eyes.

But that passed; I went down to the shore and stood there while the clumsy boat swung inshore, the misty waves slapping at the bow and side. The landing planks lay on the gravel. Boyd and I laid them. Lana, wrapped in her camblet, crossed them first, giving me her hand with a pale smile. I laid my lips to it; she passed, Boyd moving forward beside her.

Then came Lois in her scarlet capuchin, eager and shy at the same time, smiling, yet with fearfulness and tenderness so strangely blended that ever her laughing eyes seemed close to tears and the lips that smiled were tremulous.

I came — you see.... Are you angry? she asked as I bent low over her little hand. You will not chide me — will you, Euan?

No. What is done is done. Are you well, Lois?

Perfect in health, my friend. And if you truly are glad to see me, then I am content. But I am also very wet, Euan, spite of my capuchin. Lana and I have a common box. It belongs to her. May our boatmen carry it ashore?

I gave brief directions to the men, returned the smiling salute of my wet riflemen from the other boat now drawing heavily inshore, and climbed the grassy bank with Lois to where Lana and Boyd stood under the trees awaiting us.

I have but one bush-hut to offer you at present, I said. Proper provision in barracks will be made, no doubt, as soon as the General learns who it is who has honoured him so unexpectedly with a visit.

Thats why we came, Euan — to honour General Sullivan, said Lois demurely. Did we not, Lanette?

Then again I noticed that the old fire, the old gaiety in Lana Helmer had been almost quenched. For instead of a saucy reply she only smiled; and even her eyes seemed spiritless as they rested on me a moment, then turned wearily elsewhere.

You are much fatigued, I said to Lois.

I? No. But my poor Lana slept very badly in the boat. Before dawn we went ashore for an hours rest. That seemed sufficient for me, but Lana, poor dove, did not profit, I fear. Did you, dearest?

Very little, said Lana, forcing a gaiety she surely did not inspire in others with her haunted eyes that looked at everything, yet saw nothing — or so it seemed to me.

As we came to our bush-huts, Lois caught sight of the Sagamore for the first time, and held out both hands with a pretty cry of recognition:

Nai, Mayaro!

The Sagamore turned in silent astonishment; though when he saw Boyd there also his features became smooth and blank again. But he came forward with stately grace to welcome her; and, bending his crested head, took her hands and laid them lightly over his heart.

Nai, Lois! he exclaimed emphatically.

Itoh, Mayaro! she replied gaily, pressing his hands in hers. I am that contented to see you! Are you not amazed to see me here? she insisted, mischievously amused at his unaltered features.

The Sagamore said smilingly:

When she wills it, who can follow the Rosy-throated Pigeon in her swift flight? Not the Enchantress in the moon. Tharon alone, O Rosy-throated One!

The wild pigeon has outwitted you all, has she not, Mayaro, my friend?

Nakwah! Let my brother Loskiel deny it, then. I, a Sagamore, know better than to deny a fire its ashes, or a wild pigeon its magic flight.

Boyd now spoke to the Mohican, who returned his greeting courteously, but very gravely. I then made the Mohican known to Lana, who gave him a lifeless hand from the green folds of her camblet. My Oneidas, who had finished their somewhat ominous painting, came from the other hut in company with the Yellow Moth, the latter now painted for the first time in a brilliant and poisonous yellow. All these people I made acquainted one with another. Lois was very gracious to them all, using what Indian words she knew in her winning greetings — and using them quite wrongly — God bless her!

Then the Yellow Moth hung my new blue blanket, which I had lately drawn from our Commissary of Issues, across the door of my hut; two huge boatmen came up with Lanas box, swung between them, and deposited it within the hut.

By the time you are ready, said I, we will have a breakfast for you such as only the streams of this country can afford.



The six oclock gun awoke the camp and found me already at the Generals tent, awaiting permission to see him.

He seemed surprised that Clinton had allowed any ladies to accompany the Otsego army, but it was evident that the happiness and relief he experienced at learning that Clinton was on the Ouleout had put him into a most excellent humour. And he straightway sent an officer with orders to remove Lanas box to Block-Fort No. 2 in the new fort, where were already domiciled the wives of two sergeants and a corporal, and gave me an order assigning to Lois and Lana a rough loft there.

But the Generals chief concern and curiosity was for Boyd and the eight riflemen who had come through from the Ouleout as the first advanced guard of that impatiently awaited Otsego army; and I heard Boyd telling him very gaily that they were bringing more than two hundred batteaux, loaded with provisions. And, this, I think, was the best news any man could have brought to our Commander at that moment. One thing I do know; from that time Boyd was an indulged favourite of our General, who admired his many admirable qualities, his gay spirits, his dashing enterprise, his utter fearlessness; and who overlooked his military failings, which were rashness to the point of folly, and a tendency to obey orders in a manner which best suited his own ideas. Captain Cummings was a far safer man.

I say this with nothing in my heart but kindness for Boyd. God knows I desire to do him justice — would wish it for him even more than for myself. And I not only was not envious of his good fortune in so pleasing our General, but was glad of it, hoping that this honour might carry with it a new and graver responsibility sufficiently heavy to curb in him what was least admirable and bring out in him those nobler qualities so desirable in officer and man.

When I returned to my hut there were any fish smoking hot on their bark plates, and Lana and Lois in dry woollen dresses, worsted stockings, and stout, buckled shoon, already at porridge.

So I sat down with them and ate, and it was, or seemed to be, a happy company there before our little hut, with officers and troops passing to and fro and glancing curiously at us, and our Indians squatted behind us all a-row, and shining up knife and hatchet and rifle; and the bugle-horns of the various regiments sounding prettily at intervals, and the fifers and drummers down by the river at distant morning practice.

You love best the bellowing conch-horn of the rifles, observed Lana to Lois, with a touch of her old-time impudence.

I? exclaimed Lois.

You once told me that every blast of it sets you a-trembling, insisted Lana. Naturally I take it that you quiver with delight — having some friend in that corps — —

Lana! Have done, you little baggage!

Lord! said Lana. Twas Major Parr I meant. What does an infant Ensign concern such aged dames as you and I?

Lois, lovely under her mounting colour, continued busy with her porridge. Lana said in my ear:

She is a wild thing, Euan, and endures neither plaguing nor wooing easily. How I have gained her I do not know.... Perhaps because I am aging very fast these days, and she hath a heart as tender as a forest doves.

Lois looked up, seeing us whispering together.

Uncouth manners! said she. I am greatly ashamed of you both.

I thought to myself, wondering, how utter a change had come over the characters of these two in twice as many weeks! Lois had now something of that quick and mischievous gaiety that once was Lanas; and the troubled eyes that once belonged to Lois now were hers no longer, but Lanas. It seemed very strange and sad to me.

Had I a dozen beaux, quoth Lois airily, I might ask of one o them another bit of trout. And, Oh! she exclaimed, in affected surprise, as I aided her. It would seem that I have at least one young man who aspires to that ridiculous title. Do you covet it, Euan? And humbly?

Do I merit it? I asked, laughing.

Upon my honour, she exclaimed, turning to Lana, I believe the poor young gentleman thinks he does merit the title. Did you ever hear of such insufferable conceit? And merely because he offers me a bit of trout.

I caught them, too, said I. That should secure me in my title.

Oh! You caught them too, did you! And so you deem yourself entitled to be a beau of mine? Lana, do you very kindly explain to the unfortunate Ensign that you and I were accustomed at Otsego to a popularity and an adulation of which he has no conception. Colonels and majors were at our feet. Inform him very gently, Lana.

Yes, said Lana, you behaved very indiscreetly at Otsego Camp, dear one — sitting alone for hours and hours over this young gentlemans letters — —

Traitor! exclaimed Lois, blushing. It was a letter from his solicitor, Mr. Hake, that you found me doting on!

Did you then hear from Mr. Hake? I asked, laughing and very happy.

Indeed I did, by every post! That respectable Albany gentleman seemed to feel it his duty to write me by every batteau and inquire concerning my health, happiness, and pleasure, and if I lacked anything on earth to please me. Was it not most extraordinary behaviour, Euan?

She was laughing when she spoke, and for a moment her eyes grew strangely tender, but they brightened immediately and she tossed her head.

Oh, Lana! said she. I think I may seriously consider Mr. Hake and his very evident intentions. So I shall require no more beaux, Euan, and thank you kindly for volunteering. Besides, if I want em, this camp seems moderately furnished with handsome and gallant young officers, she added airily, glancing around her. Lana! Do you please observe that tall captain with the red facings! And the other staff-major yonder in blue and buff! Is he not beautiful as Apollo? And I make no doubt that this agreeable young Ensign of ours will presently make them known to us for our proper diversion.

Somehow, now, with the prospect of all these officers besetting her with their civilities and polite assiduities, nothing of the old and silly jealousy seemed to stir within me. Perhaps because, although for days I had not seen her, I knew her better. And also I had begun to know myself. Even though she loved not me in the manner I desired, yet the lesser, cruder, and more unworthy solicitude which at first seemed to have possessed me in her regard was now gone. And if inexperience and youth had inspired me with unworthy jealousies I do not know; but I do know that I now felt myself older — years older than when first I knew Lois; and perhaps my being so honestly in love with her wrought the respectable change in me. For real love ages the mind, even when it makes more youthful the body, and so controls both body and mind. And I think it was something that way with me.

Presently, as we sat chattering there, came men to take away Lanas box to Block-House No. 2 on the peninsula. So Lana went into the bush-hut and refilled and locked the box, and then we all walked together to the military works which were being erected on a cleared knoll overlooking both rivers, and upon which artillerymen were now mounting the three-pounder and the cohorn, or grasshopper, as our men had named it, because our artillery officers had taken it from its wooden carriage and had mounted it on a tripod. And at every discharge it jumped into the air and kicked over backward.

This miniature fortress, now called Fort Sullivan, was about three hundred feet square, with strong block-forts at the four corners, so situated as to command both rivers; and these fortifications were now so nearly completed that the men of the invalid corps who were to garrison the place had already marched into their barracks, and were now paraded for inspection.

The forts had been very solidly constructed of great logs, the serrated palisade, deeply and solidly embedded, rose twelve feet high. A rifle platform ran inside this, connecting the rough barracks and stables, which also were built of logs, the crevices stuffed with moss and smeared and plastered with blue clay from the creek.

These, with the curtain, block-forts, and a deep ditch over which was a log bridge, composed the military works at Tioga; and this was the place into which we now walked, a sentry directing us to Block-House No. 2, which overlooked the Chemung.

And no sooner had we entered and climbed the ladder to the womens quarters overhead, than:

What luxury! exclaimed Lois, looking down at her bed of fresh-cut balsam, over which their blankets had been cast. Could any reasonable woman demand more? With a full view of the pretty river in the rain, and a real puncheon floor, and a bed of perfume to dream on, and a brave loop to shoot from! What more could a vain maid ask? She glanced at me with sweet and humorous eyes, saying: Fort Orange is no safer than this log bastion, so scowl on me no more, Euan, but presently take Lanette and me to the parapet where other and lovelier wonders are doubtless to be seen.

What further wonders? asked Lana indifferently.

Why, sky and earth and river, dear, and the little dicky birds all a-preening under this sweet, sunny veil of rain. Is not all this mystery of nature wonderful enough to lure us to the rifle-platform?

Said Lana listlessly: I had liefer court a deeper mystery.

Which, dear one?

Sleep, said Lana briefly; and I saw how pale she was, kneeling there beside the opened box and sorting out the simple clothing they had brought with them.

For a few minutes longer we conversed, talking of Otsego and of our friends there; and I learned how Colonel Gansevoort had left with his regiment and Lieutenant-Colonel Willet, and was marching hither with Clinton after all.

A soldier brought a wooden bowl, an iron sap-kettle full of sweet water, a hewn bench, and nailed up a blanket cutting the room in two. Their quarters were now furnished.

I pushed aside the blanket, walked to the inner loop, and gazed down on the miniature parade where the invalids were now being inspected by Colonel Shreve. When I returned, Lana had changed to a levete and was lying on her balsam couch, cheek on hand, looking up at Lois, who knelt beside her on the puncheon floor, smoothing back her thick, bright hair. And in the eyes of these two was an expression the like of which I had never before seen, and I stepped back instinctively, like a man who intrudes on privacy unawares.

Come in, Euan! cried Lois, with a gaiety which seemed slightly forced; and I came, awkwardly, not meeting their eyes, and made for the ladder to get myself below.

Whereat both laughed. Lois rose and went behind the blanket to the loop, and Lana said, with a trace of her former levity:

Broad-brim! Do you fly blushing from my levete? The Queen of France receives in scanter attire, I hear. Sit you on yonder bench and play courtier amiably for once.

She seemed so frail and white and young, lying there, her fair hair unpowdered and tumbled about her face — so childlike and helpless — that a strange and inexplicable apprehension filled me; and, scarce thinking what I did, I went over to her and knelt down beside her, putting one arm around her shoulders.

Her expression, which had been smiling and vaguely audacious, changed subtly. She lay looking up at me very wistfully for a moment, then lifted her hands a little way. I laid them to my lips, looking over them down into her altered eyes.

Always, she said under her breath, always you have been kind and true, Euan, even when I have used you with scant courtesy.

You have never used me ill.

No — only to plague you as a girl torments what she truly loves.... Lois and I have spoken much of you together — — She turned her head. Where are you, sweeting?

Lois came from behind the blanket and knelt down so close to me that the fragrance of her freshened the air; and once again, as it happened at the first days meeting in Westchester, the same thrill invaded me. And I thought of the wild rose that starlight night, and how fitly was it her symbol and her flower.

Lana looked at us both, unsmiling; then drew her hands from mine and crookd her arms behind her neck, cradling her head on them, looking at us both all the while. Presently her lids drooped on her white cheeks.

When we rose on tiptoe, I thought she was asleep, but Lois was not certain; and as we crept out onto the rifle-platform and seated ourselves in a sheltered corner under the parapet, she said uneasily:

Lanette is a strange maid, Euan. At first I knew she disliked me. Then, of a sudden, one day she came to me and clung like a child afraid. And we loved from that minute.... It is strange.

Is she ill?

In mind, I think.

Why?

I do not know, Euan.

Is it love, think you — her disorder?

I do not know, I tell you. Once I thought it was — that. But knew not how to be certain.

Does Boyd still court her?

No — I do not know, she said with a troubled look.

Is it that affair which makes her unhappy?

I thought so once. They were ever together. Then she avoided him — or seemed to. It was Betty Bleecker who interfered between them. For Mrs. Bleecker was very wrathful, Euan, and Lanas indiscretions madded her.... There was a scene.... So Boyd came no more, save when other officers came, which was every day. Somehow I have never been certain that he and Lana did not meet in secret when none suspected.

Have you proof? I asked, cold with rage.

She shook her head, and her gaze grew vague and remote. After a while she seemed to put away her apprehensions, and, smiling, she turned to me, challenging me with her clear, sunny eyes:

Come, Euan, you shall do me reason, now that my curly pate is innocent of powder, no French red to tint my lips and hide my freckles, and but a linsey-woolsey gown instead of chintz and silk to cover me! So tell me honestly, does not the enchantment break that for a little while seemed to hold you near me?

Do you forget, said I, that I first saw my enchantress in rags and tattered shoon?

Oh! she said, tossing her pretty head. Extremes attract all men. But now in this sober and common guise of every day, I am neither Cinderella nor yet the Princess — merely a frowsy, rustic, freckled maid with a mouth somewhat too large for beauty, and the clipped and curly poll of a careless boy. And I desire to know, once for all, how I now suit you, Euan.

You are perfection — once for all.

I? What obstinate foolishness you utter! In all seriousness—

You are — more beautiful than ever — in all seriousness!

What folly! She began to laugh nervously, then shrugged her shoulders, adding: This young man is plainly partizan and deaf to reason.

Being in love.

You! In love! What nonsense!

Do you doubt it?

Oh! she said carelessly. You are in love with love — as all men are — and not particularly in love with me. Men, my dear Euan, are gamblers. When first you saw me in tatters, you laid a wager with yourself that Id please you in silks. A gay hazard! A sporting wager! And straight you dressed me up to suit you; and being a man, and therefore conceited, you could scarcely admit that you had lost your wager to your better senses. Could you? But now you shall admit that in this frowsy, woollen gown the magic of both Cinderella and the Princess vanishes with yesterdays enchantment, and, instead of Chloe, pink and simpering, only a sturdy comrade stands revealed who now, as guerdon for the future, strikes hands with you — like this! Koue! And with the clear and joyous cry on her lips she struck my palm violently with hers, nor winced under my quick-closing grip.

Is all now clear and plain between us, Euan? she inquired. And it seemed to me that her eagerness and fervour rang false.

You can not love me, then? I asked in a low voice.

I? What has love to do with us — here in the woods — and I without knowledge and experience — —

You do not love me, then?

I can not.

Why?

She made no answer, but bit her lip.

You need not reply, said I. Yet — that night I left Otsego — and when I passed you in the dark — I thought — —

My heart was full that night! What comrade could feel less and still possess a human heart? she said almost sullenly.

Your letter — and mine — encouraged me to believe — —

I know, she said, with the curt and almost breathless impatience of haste, but have I ever denied our bond of intimacy, Euan? Closer bond have I with no man. But it must be a comrades bond between us.... I meant to make that plain to you — and doubtless, my heart being full — and I but a girl — conveyed to you — by what I said — and did — —

Lois! Is it not in you to love me as a woman loves a man?

I told you that when the time arrived I would doubtless be what you wish me to be — —

You can love me, then?

How do I know? You perplex and vex me. Who else would I love but you? Who else is there in the world — except my mother?

There was a silence; then I said:

Has this passionate quest of her so wholly absorbed and controlled you that all else counts as nothing?

Yes, yes! You know it. You knew it at Otsego! Nothing else matters. I will not permit anything else to matter! And, lest you deem me cold, thankless, inhuman, ask of yourself, Euan, why such a lonely girl as I should close her eyes and stop her ears and lock her heart and — and turn her face away when the man — to whom she owes all — to whom she is — utterly devoted — urges her toward emotions — toward matters strange to her — and too profound as yet. So I ask you, for a time, to let what sleeps within us both lie sleeping, undisturbed. There is a love more natural, more imperious, more passionate still; and — it has led me here! And I will not confuse it with any other sentiment; nor share it with any man — not even with you — dear as you have become to me — lonely as I am, — no, not even with you will I share it! For I have vowed that I shall never slake my thirst with love save first in her dear embrace.... After these wistful, stark, and barren years — loveless, weary, naked, and unkind — — Suddenly she covered her face with her hands, bowing her head to her knees.

Yet you bid me hope, Lois? I asked under my breath.

She nodded.

You make me happy beyond words, I whispered.

She looked up from her hands:

Is that all you required to make you happy?

Can I ask more?

I — I thought men were more ruthless — more imperious and hotly impatient with the mistress of their hearts — if truly I am mistress of yours, as you tell me.

I am impatient only for your happiness; ruthless only to secure it.

For my happiness? Not for your own?

How can that come to me save when yours comes to you?

Oh!... I did not understand. I had not thought it mattered very greatly to men, so that they found their happiness — so that they found contentment in their sweethearts yielding.... Then my surrender would mean nothing to you unless I yielded happily?

Nothing. Good God! In what school have you learned of love!

She nodded thoughtfully, looking me in the eyes.

What you tell me, Euan, is pleasant to think on. It reassures and comforts; nay, it is the sweetest thing you ever said to me — that you could find no happiness in my yielding unless I yield happily.... Why, Euan, that alone would win me — were it time. It clears up much that I have never understood concerning you.... Men have not used me gently.... And then you came.... And I thought you must be like the others, being a man, except that you are the only one to whom I was at all inclined — perhaps because you were from the beginning gentler and more honest with me.... What a way to win a womans heart! To seek her happiness first of all!... Could you give me to another — if my happiness required it?

What else could I do, Lois?

Would you do that! she demanded hotly.

Have I any choice?

Not if your strange creed be sincere. Is it sincere?

There is no other creed for those who really love.

You are wrong, she said angrily, looking at me with tightened lips.

How wrong?

Because — I would not give you to another woman, though you cried out for her till the heavens fell!

I began to laugh, but her eyes still harboured lightning.

You should not go to her, whether or not you loved her! she repeated. I would not have it. I would not endure it!

Yet — if I loved another — —

No! That is treason! Your happiness should be in me. And if you wavered I would hold you prisoner against your treacherous and very self!

How could you hold me?

What? Why — why — I — — She sat biting her scarlet lips and thinking, with straight brows deeply knitted, her greyish-purple eyes fixed hard on me. Then a slight colour stained her cheeks, and she looked elsewhere, murmuring: I do not know how I would hold you prisoner. But I know I should do it, somehow.

I know it, too, said I, looking at my ring she wore.

She blushed hotly: It is well that you do, Euan. Death is the dire penalty if my prisoner escapes! She hesitated, bit her lip, then added faintly: Death for me, I mean. After a moment she slowly lifted her eyes to mine, and so still and clear were they that it seemed my regard plunged to the very depths of her.

You do love me then, I said, taking her hand in mine.

Her face paled, and she caught her breath.

Will you not wait — a little while — before you court me? she faltered. Will you not wait because I ask it of you?

Yes, I will wait.

Nor speak of love — until — —

Nor speak of love until you bid me speak.

Nor — caress me — nor touch me — nor look in my eyes — this way — — Her hand had melted somehow closely into mine. We both were trembling now; and she withdrew her hand and slowly pressed it close against her heart, gazing at me in a white and childish wonder, as though dumb and reproachful of some wound that I had dealt her. And as I saw her there, so hurt and white and sweet, all quivering under the first swift consciousness of love, I trembled, too, with the fierce desire to take her in my arms and whisper what was raging in my heart of passionate assurance and devotion.

And I said nothing, nor did she. But presently the wild-rose tint crept back into her pale cheeks, and her head dropped, and she sat with eyes remote and vaguely sweet, her hands listless in her lap.

And I, my heart in furious protest, condemned to batter at its walls in a vain summons to the silent lips that should have voiced its every beat, remained mute in futile and impotent adoration of the miracle love had wrought under my very eyes.

Consigned to silence, condemned to patience super-human, I scarce knew how to conduct. And so cruelly the restraint cut and checked me that what with my perplexity, my happiness, and my wretchedness, I was in a plight.

No doubt the spectacle that my features presented — a very playground for my varying emotions — was somewhat startling to a maid so new at love. For, glancing with veiled eyes at me, presently her own eyes flew open wide. And:

Euan! she faltered. Is aught amiss with you? Are you ill, dear lad? And have not told me?

Whereat I was confused and hot and vexed; and I told her very plainly what it was that ailed me. And now mark! In place of an understanding and sympathy and a nice appreciation of my honourable discomfort, she laughed; and as her cheeks cooled she laughed the more, tossing back her pretty head while her mirth, now uncontrolled, rippled forth till the wild birds, excited, joined in with restless chirping, and a squirrel sprung his elfin rattle overhead.

And that, said I, furious, is what I get for deferring to your wishes! Ive a mind to kiss you now!

Breathless, her hands pressed to her breast, she looked at me, and made as though to speak, but laughter seized her and she surrendered to it helplessly.

Whereat I sprang to my feet and marched to the parapet, and she after me, laying her hand on my arm.

Dear lad — I do not mean unkindness.... But it is all so new to me — and you are so tall a man to pull such funny faces — as though love was a stomach pain — — She swayed, helpless again with laughter, still clinging to my arm.

If you truly find my features ridiculous — — I began, but her hand instantly closed my lips. I kissed it, however, with angry satisfaction, and she took it away hurriedly.

Are you ashamed — you great, sulky and hulking boy — to take my harmless pleasantry so uncouthly? And how is this? says she, stamping her foot. May I not laugh a little at my lover if I choose? I will have you know, Euan, that I do what pleases me with mine own, and am not to sit in dread of your displeasure if I have a mind to laugh.

It hurt me that you should make a mockery — —

I made no mockery! I laughed. And you shall know that one day, please God, I shall laugh at you, plague you, torment you, and — — She looked at me smilingly, hesitating; then in a low voice: All my caprices you shall endure as in duty bound.... Because your reward shall be — the adoration of one who is at heart — your slave already.... And your desires will ever be her own — are hers already, Euan.... Have I made amends?

More fully than — —

Then be content, she said hastily, and pull me no more lugubrious faces to fright me. Lord! What a vexing paradox is this young man who sits and glowers and gnaws his lips in the very moment of his victory, while I, his victim, tranquil and happy in defeat, sit calmly telling my thoughts like holy beads to salve my new-born soul. Ai-me! There are many things yet to be learned in this mad world of men.

We leaned over the parapet, shoulder to shoulder, looking down upon the river. The rain had ceased, but the sun gleamed only at intervals, and briefly.

After a moment she turned and looked at me with her beautiful and candid eyes — the most honest eyes I ever looked upon.

Euan, she said in a quiet voice, I know how hard it is for us to remain silent in the first flush of what has so sweetly happened to us both. I know how natural it is for you to speak of it and for me to listen. But if I were to listen, now, and when one dear word of yours had followed another, and the next another still; and when our hands had met, and then our lips — alas, dear lad, I had become so wholly yours, and you had so wholly filled my mind and heart that — I do not know, but I deeply fear — something of my virgin resolution might relax. The inflexible will — the undeviating obstinacy with which I have pursued my quest as far as this forest place, might falter, be swerved, perhaps, by this new and other passion — for I am as yet ignorant of its force and possibilities. I would not have it master me until I am free to yield. And that freedom can come happily and honourably to me only when I set my foot in Catharines-town. Do you understand me, Euan?

Yes.

Then — we will not speak of love. Or even let the language of our eyes trouble each other with all we may not say and venture.... You will not kiss me, will you? Before I ask it of you?

No.

Under no provocation? Will you — even if I should ask it?

No.

I will tell you why, Euan. I have promised myself — it is odd, too, for I first thought of it the day I first laid eyes on you. I said to myself that, as God had kept me pure in spite of all — I should wish that the first one ever to touch my lips should be my mother. And I made that vow — having no doubt of keeping it — until I saw you again — —

When?

When you came to me in Westchester before the storm.

Then! I exclaimed, amazed.

Is it not strange, Euan? I know not how it was with me or why, all suddenly, I seemed to know — seemed to catch a sudden glimmer of my destiny — a brief, confusing gleam. And only seemed to fear and hate you — yet, it was not hate or fear, either.... And when I came to you in the rain — there at the stable shed — and when you followed, and gave your ring — such hell and heaven as awakened in my heart you could not fathom — nor could I — nor can I yet understand.... Do you think I loved you even then? Not knowing that I loved you?

How could you love me then?

God knows.... And afterward, on the rock in the moonlight — as you lay there asleep — oh, I knew not what so moved me to leave you my message and a wild-rose lying there.... It was my destiny — my destiny! I seemed to fathom it.... For when you spoke to me on the parade at the Middle Fort, such a thrill of happiness possessed me — —

You rebuked and rebuked me, sweeting!

Because all my solicitude was for you, and how it might disgrace you.

I could have knelt there at your ragged feet, in sight of all the fort!

Could you truly, Euan?

As willingly as I kneel at prayer!

How dear and gallant and sweet you are to me — — She broke off in dismay. Ai-me! Heaven pity us both, for we are saying what should wait to be said, and have talked of love only while vowing not to do so!... Let loose my hand, Euan — that somehow has stolen into yours. Ai-me! This is a very maze I seem to travel in, with every pitfall hiding all I would avoid, and everywhere ambush laid for me.... Listen, dear lad, I am more pitifully at your mercy than I dreamed of. Be faithful to my faithless self that falters. Point out the path from your own strength and compassion.... I — I must find my way to Catharines-town before I can give myself to thoughts of you — to dreams of all that you inspire in me.

Listen, Lois. This fort is as far as you may go.

What!

Truly, dear maid. It is not alone the perils of an unknown country that must check you here. There is a danger that you know not of — that you never even heard of.

A danger?

Worse. A threat of terrors hellish, inconceivable, terrible beyond words.

What do you mean? The hatchet? The stake? Dear lad, may I not then venture what you soldiers brave so lightly?

It is not what we brave that threatens you!

What then? she asked, startled.

Dear did you ever learn that you are a Hidden Child?

What is that, Euan?

Then you do not know?

She shook her head.

And so I told her; told her also all that we had guessed concerning her; how that her captive mother, terrified by Amochol and his red acolytes, had concealed her, consecrated her, and, somehow, had found a runner to carry her beyond the doors of the Long House to safety.

This runner must have written the Iroquois message which I had read amid the corn-husks of her garret. It was all utterly plain and horrible now, to her and to myself.

As for the moccasins, the same faithful runner must have carried them to her, year after year, and taken back with him to the desolate mother the assurance that her child was living and still undiscovered and unharmed by Amochol.

All this I made plain to her; and I also told her that I, too, was of the Hidden Ones; and made it most clear to her who I really was. And I told her of the Cat-People, and of the Erie, and how the Sorcerer had defied us and boasted that the Hidden Child should yet die strangled upon the altar of Red Amochol.

She was quiet and very pale while I was speaking, and at moments her grey eyes widened with the unearthly horror of the thing; but never a tremour touched her, nor did lid or lips quiver or her gaze falter.

And when I had done she remained silent, looking out over the river at our feet, which was now all crinkling with the suns bright network through the tracery of leaves.

There is a danger to you, I said, which will not cease until this army has left the Red Priest dead amid the sacrilegious ashes of his own vile altar. My Indians have made a vow to leave no Erie, no blasphemous and perverted priest alive. Amochol, the Wyoming Witch, the Toad-Woman — all that accursed spawn of Frontenac must die.

Major Parr is of the same opinion; Clinton sees the importance of this, having had the sense to learn of Amherst how to stop the Seneca demons with a stout hempen rope. Two Sachems he hung, and the whole nation cowed down in terror of him while his authority remained.

But Amherst left us; and the yelps of the Toad-Woman aroused the Sorcerers from their torpor. But I swear to you by St. Catharine, who is the saint of the Iroquois also, that the sway of Amochol shall end, and that he shall lie on his own bloody altar, nor die there before he sees the flames of Catharines-town touch the very heaven of an affronted God!

Can you do this?

With Gods help and General Sullivans, I said cheerfully. For I daily pray to the One, and I have the promise of the other that before our marching army alarms Catharines-town, I and my Indians and Boyd and his riflemen shall strike the Red Priest there at the Onon-hou-aroria.

What is that, Euan?

Their devil-rites — an honest feast which they have perverted. It was the Dream Feast, Lois, but Amochol has made of it an orgy unspeakable, where human sacrifices are offered to the Moon Witch, Atensi, and to Leshi and the Stone-Throwers, and the Little People — many of which were not goblins and ghouls until Amochol so decreed them.

When is this feast to be held in Catharines-town?

On the last day of this month. Until then you must not leave this camp; and after the army marches you must not go outside this fort. Amochols arm is long. His acolytes are watching. And now I think you understand at last.

She nodded. Presently she rested her pale cheek on her arms and looked at the reddening edges of the woods. Northwest lay Catharines-town, so Mayaro said. And into the northwest her grey eyes now gazed, calmly and steadily, while the sun went out behind the forest and the high heavens were plumed with fire.

Under us the river ran, all pink and primrose, save where deep, glassy shadows bounded it under either bank. The tips of the trees glowed with rosy flame, faded to ashes, then, burnt out, stood once more dark and serrated against the evening sky.

Suddenly an unearthly cry rang out from somewhere close to the river bank up stream. Instantly a sentry on the parapet near us fired his piece.

Oh, God! What is it! faltered Lois, grasping my arm. But I sprang for the ladder and ran down it; and the scattered soldiers and officers below on the parade were already running some grasping their muskets, others drawing pistols and hangers.

We could hear musketry firing ahead, and drums beating to arms in our camp behind us.

The cattle-guard! panted an officer at my elbow as we ran up stream along the river-bank. The Senecas have made their kill again, God curse them!

It was so. Out of the woods came running our frightened cattle, with the guard plodding heavily on their flanks; and in the rear two of our soldiers urged them on with kicks and blow; two more retreated backward, facing the dusky forest with levelled muskets, and a third staggered beside them, half carrying, half trailing a man whose head hung down crimsoning the leaves as it dragged over them.

He had been smoking a cob pipe when the silent assassins hatchet struck him, and the pipe now remained clenched between his set teeth. At first, for the dead leaves stuck to him, we could not see that he had been scalped, but when we turned him over the loose and horrible features, all wrinkled where the severed brow-muscles had released the skin, left us in no doubt.

This man never uttered that abominable cry, I said, shuddering. Is there yet another missing from the guard?

Oh, no, sir, said the soldier who had dragged him. That there was a heifer bawling when them devils cut her throat.

He stood scratching his head and gazing blankly down at his dead comrade.

Jesus, he drawled. What be I a-goin for to tell his woman now?


CHAPTER XVI

LANA HELMER
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OUR SUNDAY MORNING gun had scarce been fired when from up the river came the answering thunder of artillery. Thirteen times did the distant cannon bellow their salute, announcing Clintons advance, our camp swarmed like an excited hive, mounted officers galloping, foot officers running, troops tumbling out as the drums rattled the general in every regimental bivouac.

Colonel Proctors artillery band marched out toward the landing place as I entered No. 2 Block-House and ran up the ladder, and I heard the ford-guard hurrahing and the garrison troops on the unfinished parapets answering them with cheer after cheer.

At my loud rapping on the flooring, Lois opened the trap for me, her lovely, youthful features flushed with excitement; Lana, behind her, beckoned me; and I sprang up into the loft and paid my duty to them both.

What a noble earthquake of artillery up the river! said Lois. Butler has no cannon, has he?

Not even a grasshopper! said I gaily. Those cannon shot are Clintons how dye do!

Poors guns, were they not? asked Lana, striving to smile. And that means you march away and leave us with The World Turned Upside Down! And she shrugged her shoulders and whistled a bar of the old-time British air.

Come to the parapet! said Lois impatiently. For the last few minutes there has been a sound in the woods — very far away, Euan — yet, if one could hear so far I would swear that I heard the conch-horn of your rifles!

Did I not tell you she knew it well? said Lana with her pallid smile, as we opened the massive guard-door, squeezed through the covered way, and came out along the rifle-platform among our noisy soldiers.

Listen! murmured Lois, close at my elbow. There! It comes again! Do you not hear it, Euan! That low, long, sustained and heart-thrilling undertone droning in the air through all this tumult!

And presently I heard the sound — the wondrous melancholy, yet seductive music of our conch-horn. Its magic call set my every pulse a-throbbing. All the alluring mystery and solitude, all the sorrow of the wilderness were in those long-drawn blasts; all the enchantment of the woodland, too, calling, calling to the sons of the forest, riflemen, hunter, Coureur-de-Bois.

For its elfin monotone was the very voice of the forest itself — the deep, sweet whisper of virgin wilds, sacred, impenetrable, undefiled, tempting forever the sons of men.

And now, across the misty river, there was a great tumult of shouting as the first Otsego batteaux came into view; louder boomed our jolly cohorn, leaping high in its sulphurous powder-cloud; and the artillery band at the landing began to play Iunadilla, which so deeply pleasured me that I forgot and caught Loiss hands between my own and pressed them there while her shoulder trembled against mine, and her breath came faster as the music swung into The Huron with a barbaric clash of cymbals.

It was a wondrous spectacle to see the navy of our Right Wing coming on, the waves slapping on bow and quarter — two hundred and ten loaded batteaux in line falling grandly down with the smooth and sunlit current, three men to every boat. Then, opposite, a wild flurry of bugle-horns announced our light infantry; and on they came, our merry General Hand riding ahead. And we saw him dismount, fling his bridle to an orderly, and lifting his sword and belt above his head, wade straight into the ford. And Asa Chapman and Justus Gaylord guided him.

After these came the light troops in their cocked hats, guided by Frederick Eveland; then a dun-coloured and dusty column emerged from the brilliant green of the woods, a mass of tossing fringes and ringed coon-tails and flashing rifle-barrels.

The Rifles! hurrah for Morgans men! Ha-i! The Eleventh Virginia! roared the soldiery all about us, while Lois tightened her arm around mine and almost crushed my fingers with her own.

There is Major Parr — and Captain Simpson — oh, and yonder minces my macaroni Ensign! cried Lois, as the brown column swung straight into the ford, every rifle lifted, powder-horn and cartouche-box high swinging and glittering in the sun.

I turned to look for Lana; and first caught sight of the handsome wench, Dolly Glenn. And, following her restless gaze, I saw that Boyd had come up to the rifle-platform to join Lana, and that they stood together at a little distance from us. Also, I noticed that Lanas hand was resting an his arm. In sharp contrast to the excited, cheering soldiery thronging the platform, the attitude of these two seemed dull and spiritless; and Boyd looked more frequently at her than on the stirring pageant below; and once, under cover of the movement and tumult, I saw her pale cheek press for a moment against his green fringed shoulder cape — lightly — only for one brief moment. Yonder was no coquetry, no caprice of audacity. There was a heart there as heavy as the cheek was pale. It was love and nothing less — the pitiful devotion of a lass in love whose lover marches on the morrow. Lord — Lord! Had we but known!

As I stood beside Lois, I could not refrain from glancing toward them at moments, not meaning to spy, yet somehow held fascinated and troubled by what I had seen; for it seemed plain to me that if there was love there, little of happiness flavored it. Also, whenever I looked at them always I saw Dolly Glenn watching Boyd out of her darkly beautiful and hostile eyes.

And afterward, when our big riflemen marched on to the parade below, and we all hastened down, and the whole fort was a hubbub of cries and cheers and the jolly voices of friends greeting friends — even then I could scarce keep my eyes from these two and from the Glenn girl. And I was glad when a large, fat dame came a-waddling, who proved to be Mrs. Sabin; and she had a cold and baleful eye for Boyd, which his gay spirits and airy blandishments neither softened nor abated.

Lois made me known to her very innocently and discreetly, and I made her my best manners; but to my mortification, the disdain in her gaze increased, as did her stiffness with Boyd and her chilling hauteur. Lord! Here was no friend to men — at least, no friend to young men! That I comprehended in a trice; and my chagrin was nothing mended as I caught a sly glance from the merry and slightly malicious eyes of Boyd.

Her husband is a fussy fat-head and shes a basalisk, he whispered. I thought shed bite my head of when the ladies came on under my protection.

She was more square and heavily solid than fat, like a squat block-house; and as I stole another glance at her I wondered how she was to mount the ladder and get her through the trap above. And by heaven! When the moment came to try it, she could not. She attempted it thrice; and the third effort hung her there, wedged in, squeaking like a fat doe-rabbit — and Boyd and I, stifling with laughter, now pushing, now tugging at her fat ankles. And finally got her out upon the ladder platform, crimson and speechless in her fury; and we lingered not, but fled together, not daring to face the lady at whose pudgy and nether limbs we had pulled so heartily.

Lord! said Boyd. If she complains of us to her Commissary husband, therell be a new issue not included in his department!

And it doubled us with laughter to think ont, so that for lack o breath I sat down upon a log to hold my aching sides.

Now, shell be ever on their heels, muttered Boyd, hen-like, malevolent, and unaccountable. No man dare face and flout that lady, whose husband also is utterly subjected. It was Betty Bleecker who set her on me. Well, so no more of yonder ladies save in her bristling presence.

Yet, as it happened, one thing barred Mistress Sabin from a perpetual domination and sleepless supervision of her charges, and that was the trap-door. Through it she could not force herself, nor could she come around by the guard-door, for the covered way would not admit her ample proportions. She could but mount her guard at the ladders foot. And there were two exits to that garret room.

That day I would have messed with my own people, Major Parr inviting me, but that our General had all the Otsego officers to dine with him at headquarters, and a huge punch afterward, from which I begged to be excused, as it was best that I look to my Indians when any rum was served in camp.

Boyd came later to the bush-hut, overflushed with punch, saying that he had drawn sixty pair of shoes for his men, to spite old Sabin, and meant to distribute them with music playing; and that afterward I was to join him at the fort as he had orders for himself and for me from the General, and desired to confer with me concerning them.

Later came word from him that he had a headache and would confer with me on the morrow. Neither did I see Lois again that evening, a gill of rum having been issued to every man, and I sticking close as a wood-tick to my red comrades — indeed, I had them out after sunset to watch the cattle-guard, who were in a sorry pickle, sixty head having strayed and two soldiers missing. And the manoeuvres of that same guard did ever sicken me.

It proved another bloody story, too, for first we found an ox with throat cut; and, it being good meat, we ordered it taken in. And then, in the bushes ahead, a soldier begins a-bawling that the devil is in his horses, and that they have run back into the woods.

I heard him chasing them, and shouted for him to wait, but the poor fool pays no heed, but runs on after his three horses; and soon he screams out:

God amighty! And, Christ have mercy!

With that I blow my rangers whistle, and my Indians pass me like phantoms in the dusk, and I hot-foot after them; but it was too late to save young Elliott, who lay there dead and already scalped, doubled up in the bed of a little brook, his clenched hand across his eyes and a Seneca knife in his smooth, boyish throat.

Late that night the Sagamore started, chased, and quickly cornered something in a clump of laurel close to the river bank; and my Indians gathered around like fiercely-whining hounds. It was starlight, but too dark to see, except what was shadowed against the river; so we all lay flat, waiting, listening for whatever it was, deer or bear or man.

Then the Night Hawk, who stood guard at the river, uttered the shrill Oneida view-halloo; and into the thicket we all sprang crashing, and strove to catch the creature alive; but the Sagamore had to strike to save his own skull; and out of the bushes we dragged one of Amochols greasy-skinned assassins, still writhing, twisting, and clawing as we flung him heavily and like a scotched snake upon the river sand, where the Mohican struck him lifeless and ripped the scalp from his oiled and shaven head.

The Eries lifeless fist still clutched the painted casse-tete with which he had aimed a silently murderous blow at the Sagamore. Grey-Feather drew the death-maul from the dead warriors grasp, and handed it to the Siwanois.

Then Tahoontowhee, straightening his slim, naked figure to its full and graceful height, raised himself on tiptoe and, placing his hollowed hands to his cheeks, raised the shuddering echoes with the most terrific note an Indian can utter.

As the forest rang with the fierce Oneida scalp-yell, very far away along the low-browed mountain flank we could hear the far tinkle of hoof and pebble, where the stolen horses moved; and out of the intense blackness of the hills came faintly the answering defiance of the Senecas, and the hideous miauling of the Eries, quavering, shuddering, dying into the tremendous stillness of the Dark Empire which we had insulted, challenged, and which we were now about to brave.

Once more Tahoontowhees piercing defiance split the quivering silence; once more the whining panther cry of the Cat-People floated back through the far darkness.

Then we turned away toward our pickets; and, as we filed into our lines, I could smell the paint and oil on the scalp that the Siwanois had taken. And it smelled rank enough, God wot!



About nine on Monday morning the entire camp was alarmed by irregular and heavy firing along the river; but it proved to be my riflemen clearing their pieces; which did mortify General Clinton, and was the subject of a blunt order from headquarters, and a blunter rebuke from Major Parr to Boyd, who, I am inclined to think, did do this out of sheer deviltry. For that schoolboy delight of mischief which never, while he lived, was entirely quenched, was ever sparkling in those handsome and roving eyes of his. For which our riflemen adored him, being by every instinct reckless and irresponsible themselves, and only held to discipline by their worship of Daniel Morgan, and the upright character and the iron rigour of Major Parr.

Not that the 11th Virginia ever shrank from duty. No regiment in the Continental army had a prouder record. But the men of that corps were drawn mostly from those free-limbed, free-thinking, powerful, headlong, and sometimes ruthless backwoodsmen who carried law into regions where none but Natures had ever before existed. And the law they carried was their own.

It was a reproach to us that we scalped our red enemies. No officer in the corps could prevent these men from answering an Indians insult with another of the same kind. And there remained always men in that command who took their scalps as carelessly as they clipped a catamount of ears and pads.

As for my special detail, I understood perfectly that I could no more prevent my Indians from scalping enemies of their own race than I could whistle a wolf-pack up wind. But I could stop their lifting the hair from a dead man of my own race, and had made them understand very plainly that any such attempt would be instantly punished as a personal insult to myself. Which every warrior understood. And I have often wondered why other officers commanding Indians, and who were ever complaining that they could not prevent scalping of white enemies, did not employ this argument, and enforce it, too. For had one of my men, no matter which one, disobeyed, I would have had him triced up in a twinkling and given a hundred lashes.

Which meant, also, that I would have had to kill him sooner or later.

There was a stink of rum in camp that morning and it is a quaffing beverage which while I like to drink it in punch, the smell of it abhors me. And ever and anon my Indians lifted their noses, sniffling the tainted air; so that I was glad when a note was handed me from Boyd saying that we were to take a forest stroll with my Indians around the herd-guard, during which time he would unfold to me his plans.

So I started for the fort, my little party carrying rifles and sidearms but no packs; and there waited across the ditch in the sunshine my Indians, cross-legged in a row on the grass, and gravely cracking and munching the sweet, green hazelnuts with which these woods abound.

On the parade inside the fort, and out o the tail of my eye, I saw Mistress Sabin knitting on a rustic settle at the base of Block-house No. 2, and Captain Sabin beside her writing fussily in a large, leather-bound book.

She did not know that the dovecote overhead was now empty, and that the pigeons had flown; nor did I myself suspect such a business, even when from the woods behind me came the low sound of a rangers whistle blown very softly. I turned my head and saw Boyd beckoning; and arose and went thither, my Indians trotting at my heels.

Then, as I came up and stood to offer the officers salute, Lois stepped from behind a tree, laughing and laying her finger across her lips, but extending her other hand to me.

And there was Lana, too, paler it seemed to me than ever, yet sweet and simple in her greeting.

The ladies desire to see our cattle, said Boyd, The herd-guard is doubled, our pickets trebled, and the rounds pass every half hour. So it is safe enough, I think.

Yet, scarce the country for a picnic, I said, looking uneasily at Lois.

Oh, Broad-brim, Broad-brim! quoth she. Is there any spice in life to compare to a little dash o danger?

Whereat I smiled at her heartily, and said to Boyd:

We pass not outside our lines, of course.

Oh, no! he answered carelessly. Which left me still reluctant and unconvinced. But he walked forward with Lana through the open forest, and I followed beside Lois; and, without any signal from me my Indians quietly glided out ahead, silently extending as flankers on either side.

Do you notice what they are about? said I sourly. Even here within whisper of the fort?

Are you not happy to see me, Euan? she cooed close to my ear.

Not here; inside that log curtain yonder.

But there is a dragon yonder, she whispered, with mischief adorable in her sparkling eyes; then slipped hastily beyond my reach, saying: Oh, Euan! Forget not our vows, but let our conduct remain seemly still, else I return.

I had no choice, for we were now passing our inner pickets, where a line of bush-huts, widely set, circled the main camp. There were some few people wandering along this line — officers, servants, boatmen, soldiers off duty, one or two women.

Just within the lines there was a group of people from which a fiddle sounded; and I saw Boyd and Lana turn thither; and we followed them.

Coming up to see who was making such scare-crow music, Lana said in a low voice to us:

Its an old, old man — more than a hundred years old, he tells us — who has lived on the Ouleout undisturbed among the Indians until yesterday, when we burnt the village. And now he has come to us for food and protection. Is it not pitiful?

I had a hard dollar in my pouch, and went to him and offered it. Boyd had Continental money, and gave him a handful.

He was not very feeble, this ancient creature, yet, except among Indians who live sometimes for more than a hundred years, I think I never before saw such an aged visage, all cracked into a thousand wrinkles, and his little, bluish eyes peering out at us through a sort of film.

To smile, he displayed his shrivelled gums, then picked up his fiddle with an agility somewhat surprising, and drew the bow harshly, saying in his cracked voice that he would, to oblige us, sing for us a ballad made in 1690; and that he himself had ridden in the company of horse therein described, being at that time thirteen years of age.

And Lord! But it was a doleful ballad, yet our soldiers listened, fascinated, to his squeaking voice and fiddle; and I saw the tears standing in Loiss eyes, and Lanas lips a-quiver. As for Boyd, he yawned, and I most devoutly wished us all elsewhere, yet lost no word of his distressing tale:

God prosper long our King and Queen,
 Our lives and safeties all;
A sad misfortune once there did
 Schenectady befall.

From forth the woods of Canady
 The Frenchmen tooke their way,
The people of Schenectady
 To captivate and slay.

They march for two and twenty daies,
 All thro ye deepest snow;
And on a dismal winter night
 They strucke ye cruel blow.

The lightsome sunne that rules the day
 Had gone down in the West;
And eke the drowsie villagers
 Had sought and found their reste.

They thought they were in safetie all,
 Nor dreamt not of the foe;
But att midnight they all swoke
 In wonderment and woe.

For they were in their pleasant beddes,
 And soundlie sleeping, when
Each door was sudden open broke
 By six or seven menne!

The menne and women, younge and olde,
 And eke the girls and boys,
All started up in great affright
 Att the alarming noise.

They then were murthered in their beddes
 Without shame or remorse;
And soon the floors and streets were strewd
 With many a bleeding corse.

The village soon began to blaze,
 Which shewd the horrid sight;
But, O, I scarce can beare to tell
 The misries of that night.

They threw the infants in the fire,
 The menne they did not spare;
But killed all which they could find,
 Tho aged or tho fair.

. . . . . .



. . . . . .

But some run off to Albany
 And told the doleful tale;
Yett, tho we gave our chearful aid,
 It did not much avail.

And we were horribly afraid,
 And shook with terror, when
They gave account the Frenchmen were
 More than a thousand menne.

The news came on a Sabbath morn,
 Just att ye break o day;
And with my companie of horse
 I galloped away.

Our soldiers fell upon their reare,
 And killed twenty-five;
Our young menne were so much enragd
 They took scarce one alive.

DAillebout them did command,
 Which were but thievish rogues,
Else why did they consent to goe
 With bloodye Indian dogges?

And here I end my long ballad,
 The which you just heard said;
And wish that it may stay on earth
 Long after I be dead.

The old man bowed his palsied head over his fiddle, struck with his wrinkled thumb a string or two; and I saw tears falling from his almost sightless eyes.

Around him, under the giant trees, his homely audience stood silent and spellbound. Many of his hearers had seen with their own eyes horrors that compared with the infamous butchery at Schenectady almost a hundred years ago. Doubtless that was what fascinated us all.

But Boyd, on whom nothing doleful made anything except an irritable impression, drew us away, saying that it was tiresome enough to fight battles without being forced to listen to the account of em afterward; at which, it being true enough, I laughed. And Lois looked up winking away her tears with a quick smile. As for Lana, her face was tragic and colourless as death itself. Seeing which, Boyd said cheerfully:

What is there in all the world to sigh about, Lanette? Death is far away and the woods are green.

The woods are green, repeated Lana under her breath, yet, there are many within call who shall not live to see one leaf fall.

Why, what a very dirge you sing this sunny morning! he protested, still laughing; and I, too, was surprised and disturbed, for never had I heard Lana Helmer speak in such a manner.

Twas that dreary old fiddler, he added with a shrug. Now, God save us all, from croaking birds of every plumage, and give us to live for the golden moment.

And for the future, said Lois.

The devil take the future, said Boyd, his quick, careless laugh ringing out again. Today I am lieutenant, and Loskiel, here, is ensign. Tomorrow we may be captains or corpses. But is that a reason for pulling a long face and confessing every sin?

Have you, then, aught to confess? asked Lois, in pretense of surprise.

I? Not a peccadillo, my pretty maid — not a single one. What I do, I do; and ask no leniency for the doing. Therefore, I have nothing to confess.

Lana stopped, bent low over a forest blossom, and touched her face to it. Her cheeks were burning. All about us these frail, snowy blossoms grew, and Lois gathered one here and yonder while Boyd and I threw ourselves down on a vast, deep bed of moss, under which a thread of icy water trickled.

Ahead of us, in plain view, stood one of our outer picket guards, and below in a wide and bowl-shaped hollow, running south to the river, we could see cattle moving amid the trees, and the rifle-barrel of a herd guard shining here and there.

My Indians on either flank advanced to the picket line, and squatted there, paying no heed to the challenge of the sentinels, until Boyd was obliged to go forward and satisfy the sullen Pennsylvania soldiery on duty there.

He came back in his graceful, swinging stride, chewing a twig of black-birch, his thumbs hooked in his belt, damning all Pennsylvanians for surly dogs.

I pointed out that many of them were as loyal as any man among us; and he said he meant the Quakers only, and cursed them for rascals, every one. Again I reminded him that Alsop Hunt was a Quaker; and he said that he meant not the Westchester folk, but John Penns people, Tories, every one, who would have hired ruffians to do to the Connecticut people in Forty Fort what later was done to them by Indians and Tory rangers.

Lana protested in behalf of the Shippens in Philadelphia, but Boyd said they were all tarred with the same brush, and all were selfish and murderous, lacking only the courage to bite — yes, every Quaker in Penns Proprietary — the Shippens, Griscoms, Pembertons, Norrises, Whartons, Baileys, Barkers, Storys—Every damned one o them! he said, devised that scheme for the wanton and cruel massacre of the Wyoming settlers, and meant to turn it to their own pecuniary profit!

He was more than partly right; yet, knowing many of these to be friends and kinsmen to Lana Helmer, he might have more gracefully remained silent. But Boyd had not that instinctive dread of hurting others with ill-considered facts; he blurted out all truths, whether timely or untimely, wherever and whenever it suited him.

For the Tory Quakers he mentioned I had no more respect than had he, they being neither fish, flesh, nor fowl, but a smooth, sanctimonious and treacherous lot, more calculated to work us mischief because of their superior education and financial means. Indeed, they generally remained undisturbed by the ferocious Iroquois allies of our late and gentle King; secure in their property and lives while all around them men, women, and little children fell under the dripping hatchets.

Had I my say, remarked Boyd loudly, Id take a regiment and scour me out these rattlesnakes from the Proprietary, and pack em off to prison, bag and baggage!

Lana had knelt, making a cup of her hand, and was drinking from the silvery thread of water at our feet. Now, as Boyd spoke, she straightened up and cast a shower of sparkling drops in his face, saying calmly that she prayed God he might have the like done for him when next he needed a cooling off.

Lanette, said he, disconcerted but laughing, do you mean in hell or at the Iroquois stake?

Whereupon Lana flushed and said somewhat violently that he should not make a jest of either hell or stake; and that she for one marvelled at his ill-timed pleasantries and unbecoming jests.

So here was a pretty quarrel already sur le tapis; but neither I nor Lois interposed, and Lana, pink and angry, seated herself on the moss and gazed steadily at our watchful Indians. But in her fixed gaze I saw the faint glimmer of tears.

After a moment Boyd got up, went down to her, and asked her pardon. She made no answer; they remained looking at each other for another second, then both smiled, and Boyd lay down at her feet, resting his elbow on the moss and his cheek on his hand, so that he could converse with me across her shoulder.

And first he cautioned both Lana and Lois to keep secret whatever was to be said between us two, then, nodding gaily at me:

You were quite right, Loskiel, in speaking to the General about the proper trap for this Wizard-Sachem Amochol, who is inflaming the entire Seneca nation to such a fury.

I know no other way to take and destroy him, said I.

There is no other way. It must be done secretly, and by a small party manoeuvring ahead and independently of our main force.

Are you to command? I asked.

I am to have that honour, he said eagerly, and I take you, your savages, and twenty riflemen — —

What is this? said Lana sharply; but he lifted an impatient hand and went on in his quick, interested manner, to detail to me the plan he had conceived for striking Amochol at Catharines-town, in the very midst of the Onon-hou-aroria.

Last night, he said, I sent out Hanierri and Iaowania, the headquarters scouts; and Im sorry I did, for they came in this morning with their tails between their legs, saying the forest swarmed with the Seneca scouts, and it was death to stir.

And I was that disgusted — what with their cowardice and the aftermath of that headquarters punch — that I bade them go paint and sing their death-songs — —

Oh, Lord! You should not lose your temper with an Indian! I said, vexed at his indiscretion.

I know it. Ill not interfere with your tame wolves, Loskiel. But Hanierri madded me; and now hes told Dominie Kirklands praying Indians, and not one o them will stir from Tioga — the chicken-hearted knaves! What do you think of that, Loskiel?

I am sorry. But we really need no other Indians than my Sagamore, the two Oneidas, and the Stockbridge, Yellow Moth, to do Amochols business for him, if you and your twenty riflemen are going.

I think as you do; and so I told the General, who wanted Major Parr to command and the entire battalion to march. Oh, Lord! says I. Best bring Colonel Proctors artillery band, also! And was frightened afterward at what I said, with so little reflection and respect; but the General, who had turned red as a pippin, burst out laughing and says he: You are a damnably disrespectful young man, sir, but you and your friend Loskiel may suit yourselves concerning the taking of this same Amochol. Only have a care to take or destroy him, for if you do not, by God, you shall be detailed to the batteaux and cool your heels in Fort Sullivan until we return!

We both laughed heartily, and Boyd added:

He said it to fright me for my impudence. Trust that man to know a man when he sees one!

Meaning yourself? said I, convulsed.

And you, too, Loskiel, he said so naively that Lois, too, laughed, exclaiming:

What modest opinions of themselves have these two boys! Do you hear them, Lana, dubbing each other men?

I hear, said Lana listlessly.

Boyd plucked a long, feathery stalk, and with its tip caressed Lanas cheeks.

Spiders! said he. Spinning a goblin veil for you!

I wish the veil of Fate were as transparent, said she.

Would you see behind it if you could?

She said under her breath:

I sometimes dream I see behind it now.

What do you see? he asked.

She shook her head; but we all begged her to disclose her dreams, saying laughingly that as dreams were the most important things in the lives of all Indians, our close association with them had rendered us credulous.

Come, Lanette, urged Boyd, tell us what it is you see in dreams behind the veil.

She hesitated, shuddered:

Flames — always flames. And a man in black with leaden buttons, whose face is always hidden in his cloak. But, oh! I know — I seem to know that he has no face at all, but is like a skull under his black cloak.

A merry dream, said Boyd, laughing.

Is there more to it? asked Lois seriously.

Yes.... Lieutenant Boyd is there, and he makes a sign — like this — —

What! exclaimed Boyd, sitting up, astounded. Where did you learn that sign?

In my dream. What does it mean?

Make it no more, Lana, he said, in a curiously disturbed voice. For wherever you have learned it — if truly from a dream, or from some careless fellow — of my own — — He hesitated, glanced at me. You are not a Mason, Loskiel. And Lana has just given the Masonic signal of distress — having seen me give it in a dream. It is odd. He sat very silent for a moment, then lay down again at Lanas feet; and for a little while they conversed in whispers, as though forgetting that we were there at all, his handsome head resting against her knees, and her hand touching the hair on his forehead lightly at intervals.

After a few moments I rose and, with Lois, walked forward toward our picket line, from where we could see very plainly the great cattle herd among the trees along the river.

She said in a low and troubled voice:

It has come so far, then, that Lana makes no longer a disguise of her sentiments before you and me. It seems as though they had bewitched each other — and find scant happiness in the mutual infatuation.

I said nothing.

Is he not free to marry her? asked Lois.

Why, yes — I suppose he is — if she will have him, I said, startled by the direct question. Why not?

I dont know. Once, at Otsego Camp I overheard bitter words between them — not from him, for he only laughed at what she said. It was in the dusk, close to our tent; and either they were careless or thought I slept.... And I heard her say that he was neither free nor fit to speak of marriage. And he laughed and vowed that he was as free and fit as was any man. No, says she, there are other men like Euan Loskiel in the world. Exceptions prove the case, says he, laughing; and there was a great sob in her voice as she answered that such men as he were born to damn women. And he retorted coolly that it was such women as she who ever furnished the provocation, but that only women could lose their own souls, and that it was the same with men; but neither of em could or ever had contributed one iota toward the destruction of any soul except their own.... Then Lana came into our tent and stood looking down at me where I lay; and dimly through my lashes I could perceive the shadow of Boyd behind her on the tent wall, wavering, gigantic, towering to the ridge-pole as he set the camp-torch in its socket on the flooring. She passed her slim hand across her eyes. It was like an unreal scene — a fevered vision of two phantoms in the smoky, lurid lustre of the torch. Boyd stood there dark against the light, edged with flickering flame as with a mantle, figure and visage scintilant with Lucifers own beauty — and Lana, her proud head drooping, and her sad, young eyes fixed on me — Oh, Euan! She stood pressing down both eyelids with her fingers, motionless; then, with a quick-drawn breath and a brusque gesture, flung her arms wide and let them drop to her sides. How can men follow what they call their fortune, headlong, unheeding, ranging through the world as a hot-jowled hound ranges for rabbits? Are they never satiated? Are they never done with the ruthless madness? Does the endless chase with its intervals of killing never pall?

Hounds are hounds, I said slowly. And the hound will chase his thousandth hare with all the unslaked eagerness that thrilled him when his first quarry fled before him.

Why?

But I shook my head in silence.

Are you that way?

I have not been.

The instinct then is not within you?

Yes, the instinct is.... But some hounds are trained to range only as far as their mistress, Old Dame Reason, permits. Others slip leash and take to the runways to range uncontrolled and mastered only by a dark and second self, urging them ever forward.... There are but two kinds of men, Lois — the self-disciplined, and the unbroken. But the raw nature of the two differed nothing at their birth.

She stood looking down at the distant cattle along the river for a while without speaking; then her hand, which hung beside her, sought mine and softly rested within my clasp.

It is wonderful, she murmured, that it has been Gods pleasure I should come to you unblemished — after all that I have lived to learn and see. But more wonderful and blessed still it is to me to find you what you are amid this restless, lawless, ruthless world of soldiery — upright and pure in heart.... It seems almost, with us, as though our mothers had truly made of us two Hidden Children, white and mysterious within the enchanted husks, which only our own hands may strip from us, and reveal ourselves unsullied as God made us, each to the other — on our wedding morn.

I lifted her little hand and laid my lips to it, touching the ring. Then she bent timidly and kissed the rough gold circlet where my lips had rested. Somehow, a shaft of sunlight had penetrated the green roof above, and slanted across her hair, so that the lovely contour of her head was delicately edged with light.

* Nene-nea-wen-ne, Lois! I whispered passionately.

[* This thing shall happen, Lois!]

* Nen-ya-wen-ne, O Loskiel! Teni-non-wes.

[* It shall happen, O Loskiel! We love, thou and I.]

We stood yet a while together there, and I saw her lift her eyes and gaze straight ahead of us beyond our picket line, and remain so, gazing as though her regard could penetrate those dim and silent forest aisles to the red altar far beyond in unseen Catharines-town.

When must you go? she asked under her breath.

The army is making ready today.

To march into the Indian country?

I nodded.

When does it march?

On Friday. But that is not to be known at present.

I understand. By what route do you go?

By Chemung.

And then?

At Chemung we leave the army, Boyd and I. You heard.

Yes, Euan.

I said, forcing myself to speak lightly:

You are not to be afraid for us, Little Rosy Pigeon of the Forest. Follow me with your swift-winged thoughts and no harm shall come to me.

Must you go?

I laughed: * Ka-teri-oseres, Lois.

[* I am going to this war, Lois.]

* Wa-ka-ton-te-tsihon, she said calmly. Wa-ka-ta-tiats-kon.

[* I understand perfectly. I am resigned.]

Then I gave way to my increasing surprise:

Wonder-child! I exclaimed. When and where have you learned to understand and answer me in the tongue of the Long House?

* Kio-ten-se, she said with a faint smile.

[* I am working for somebody.]

For whom?

For my mother, Euan. Did you suppose I could neglect anything that might be useful in my lifes quest? Who knows when I might need the tongue I am slowly learning to speak?... Oh, and I know so little, yet. Something of Algonquin the Mohican taught me; and with it a little of the Huron tongue. And now for nearly a month every day I have learned a little from the Oneidas at Otsego — from the Oneida girl whose bridal dress you bought to give to me. Do you remember her? The maid called Drooping Wings?

Yes — but — I do not understand. To what end is all this? When and where is your knowledge of the Iroquois tongue likely to aid you?

She gave me a curious, veiled look — then turned her face away.

You do not dream of following our army, do you? I demanded. Not one woman would be permitted to go. It is utterly useless for you to expect it, folly to dream of such a thing.... You and Lana are to go to Easton as soon as the heavier artillery is sent down the river, which will be the day we start — Friday. This frontier gypsying is ended — all this coquetting with danger is over now. The fort here is no place for you and Lana. Your visit, brief as it has been, is rash and unwarranted. And I tell you very plainly, Lois, that I shall never rest until you are at Easton, which is a stone town and within the borders of civilization. The artillery will be sent down by boat, and all the women and children are to go also. Neither Boyd nor I have told this to you and Lana, but — — I glanced over my shoulder. I think he is telling her now.

Lois slowly turned and looked toward them. Evidently they no longer cared what others saw or thought, for Lanas cheek lay pressed against his shoulder, and his arm encircled her body.



We walked back, all together, to the fort, and left Lois and Lana at the postern; then Boyd and I continued on to my bush-hut, the Indians following.

Muffled drums of a regiment were passing, and an escort with reversed arms, to bury poor Kimball, Captain in Colonel Cillys command, shot this morning through the heart by the accidental discharge of a musket in the careless hands of one of his own men.

We stood at salute while the slow cortege passed.

Said Boyd thoughtfully:

Well, Kimballs done with all earthly worries. There are those who might envy him.

You are not one, I said bluntly.

I? No. I have not yet played hard enough in the jolly blind mans buff — which others call the game of life. I wear the bandage still, and still my hands clutch at the empty air, and in my ears the worlds sweet laughter rings — — He smiled, then shrugged. The charm of Fortunes bag is not what you pull from it, but what remains within.

Boyd, I said abruptly. Who is that handsome wench that followed us from Otsego?

Dolly Glenn?

That is her name.

Lord, how she pesters me! he said fretfully. I chanced upon her at the Middle Fort one evening — down by the river. And what are our wenches coming to, he exclaimed impatiently, that a kiss on a summers night should mean to them more than a kiss on a night in summer!

She is a laundress, is she not?

How do I know? A tailoress, too, I believe, for she has patched and mended for me; and she madded me because she would take no pay. There are times, he added, when sentiment is inconvenient — —

Poor thing, I said.

My God, why? When I slipped my arm around her she put up her face to be kissed. It was give and take, and no harm done — and the moon a-laughing at us both. And why the devil she should look at me reproachfully is more than I can comprehend.

It seems a cruel business, said I.

Cruel!

Aye — to awake a heart and pass your way a-whistling.

Now, Loskiel, he began, plainly vexed, I am not cruel by nature, and you know it well enough. Men kiss and go their way — —

But women linger still.

Not those Ive known.

Yet, here is one — —

A silly fancy that will pass with her. Lord! Do you think a gentleman accountable to every pretty chit of a girl he notices on his way through life?

Some dare believe so.

He stared at me, then laughed.

You are different to other men, of course, he said gaily. We all understand that. So let it go — —

One moment, Boyd. There is a matter I must speak of — because friendship and loyalty to a childhood friend both warrant it. Can you tell me why Lana Helmer is unhappy?

A dark red flush surged up to the roots of his hair, and the muscles in his jaw tightened. He remained a moment mute and motionless, staring at me. But if my question, for the first moment, had enraged him, that quickly died out; and into his eyes there came a haggard look such as I had never seen there.

He said slowly:

Were you not the man you are, Loskiel, I had answered in a manner you might scarcely relish. Now, I answer you that if Lana is unhappy I am more so. And that our unhappiness is totally unnecessary — if she would but listen to what I say to her.

And what is it that you say to her? I inquired as coolly as though his answer might not very easily be a slap with his fringed sleeve across my face.

I have asked her to marry me, he said. Do you understand why I tell you this?

I shook my head.

To avoid killing you at twenty paces across the river.... I had rather tell you than do that.

So that you have told me, said I, the reason for your telling matters nothing. And my business with you ends with your answer.... Only — she is my friend, Boyd — a playmate of pleasant days. And if you can efface that wretchedness from her face — brighten the quenched sparkle of her eyes, paint her cheeks with rose again — do it, in Gods name, and make of me a friend for life.

Shall I tell you what has gone amiss — from the very first there at Otsego?

No — that concerns not me — —

Yes, I shall tell you! Its that she knew about — the wench here — Dolly Glenn.

Is that why she refuses you and elects to remain unhappy? I said incredulously.

Yes — I can say no more.... You are right, Loskiel, and such men as I are wrong — utterly and wretchedly wrong. Sooner or later comes the bolt of lightning. Hell! To think that wench should hurl it!

But what bolt had she to hurl? said I, astonished.

He reddened, bit his lip savagely, made as though to speak, then, with a violent gesture, turned away.

A few moments later a cannon shot sounded. It was the signal for striking tents and packing up; and in every regiment hurry and confusion reigned and the whole camp swarmed with busy soldiery.

But toward evening orders came to unpack and pitch tents again; and whether it had been an exercise to test the quickness of our army for marching, or whether some accident postponed the advance, I do not know.

All that evening, being on duty with my Indians to watch the cattle-guard, I did not see Lois.

The next day I was ordered to take the Indians a mile or two toward Chemung and lie there till relieved; so we went very early and remained near the creek on observation, seeing nothing, until evening, when the relief came with Hanierri and three Stockbridges. These gave us an account that another soldier had been shot in camp by the accidental discharge of a musket, and that the Light Troops had marched out of their old encampment and had pitched tents one hundred rods in advance.

Also, they informed us that the flying hospital and stores had been removed to the fort, and that Colonel Shreve had taken over the command of that place.

By reason of the darkness, we were late in getting into camp, so again that day I saw nothing of Lois.

On Wednesday it rained heavily about eleven oclock, and the troops made no movement. Some Oneidas came in and went to headquarters. My Indians did not seem to know them.

I was on duty all day at headquarters, translating into Iroquois for the General a speech which he meant to deliver to the Tuscaroras on his return through Easton. The rain ceased late in the afternoon. Later, an express came through from Fort Pitt; and before evening orders had gone out that the entire army was to march at eight oclock in the morning.

Morning came with a booming of cannon. We did not stir.

Toward eleven, however, the army began to march out as though departing in earnest; but as Major Parr remained with the Rifles, I knew something had gone amiss.

Yet, the other regiments, including my own, marched away gaily enough, with music sounding and colours displayed; and the garrison, boatmen, artillerymen, and all the civil servants and women and children waved them adieu from the parapets of the fort.

But high water at Tioga ford, a mile or two above, soon checked them, and there they remained that night. As I was again on duty with Hanierri and the Dominie, I saw not Lois that day.

Friday was fair and sunny, and the ground dried out. And all the morning I was with Dominie Kirkland and Hanierri, translating, transcribing, and writing out the various speeches and addresses left for me by General Sullivan.

Runners came in toward noon with news that our main forces had encamped at the pass before Chemung, and were there awaiting us.

Murphy, the rifleman, came saying that our detail was packing up at the fort, that Major Parr had sent word for Lieutenant Boyd to strike tents and pull foot, and that the boats were now making ready to drop down the river with the non-combatants.

My pack, and those of my Indians, had been prepared for days, and there was little for me to do to make ready. Some batt-men carried my military chest to the fort, where it was bestowed with the officers baggage until we returned.

Then I hastened away to the fort and discovered our twenty riflemen paraded there, and Boyd inspecting them and their packs. His face seemed very haggard under its dark coat of sunburn, but he returned my salute with a smile, and presently came over to where I stood, saying coolly enough:

I have made my adieux to the ladies. They are at the landing place expecting you. Best not linger. We should reach Chemung by dusk.

My Indians are ready, said I.

Very well, he said absently, and returned to his men, continuing his careful inspection.

As I passed the log bridge, I saw Dolly Glenn standing there with a frightened look on her face, but she paid no heed to me, and I went on still haunted by the girls expression.

A throng of people — civilians and soldiers — were at the landing. The redoubtable Mrs. Sabin was bustling about a batteau, terrorizing its crew and bullying the servants, who were stowing away her property. Looking about me, I finally discovered Lois and Lana standing on the shore a little way down stream, and hastened to them.

Lana was as white as a ghost, but to my surprise Lois seemed cheerful and in gayest spirits, and laughed when I saluted her hand. And it relieved me greatly to find her so animated and full of confidence that all would be well with us, and the parting but a brief one.

I know in my heart it will be brief, she said smilingly, and permitting both her hands to remain in mine. Soon, very soon, we shall be again together, Euan, and this interrupted fairy tale, so prettily begun by you and me, shall be once more resumed.

To no fairy finish, I said, but in sober reality.

She looked at Lana, laughing:

What a lad is this, dear! How can a fairy tale be ever real? Yet, he is a magician like Okwencha, this tall young Ensign of mine, and I make no doubt that his wizardry can change fancy to fact in the twinkling of an eye. Indeed, I think I, too, am something of a witch. Shall I make magic for you, Euan? What most of anything on earth would you care to see tonight?

You, Lois.

Hai-e! That is easy. I will some night send to you my spirit, and it shall be so like me and so vivid nay, so warm and breathing — that you shall think to even touch it.... Shall I do this with a spell?

I only have to close my eyes and see you. Make it that I can also touch you.

It shall be done.

We both were smiling, and I for one was forcing my gay spirits, for now that the moment had arrived, I knew that chance might well make of our gay adieux an endless separation.

Lana had wandered a little way apart; I glanced at Lois, then turned and joined her. She laid her hand on my arm, as though her knees could scarcely prop her, and turned to me a deathly face.

Euan, she breathed, I have said adieu to him. Somehow, I know that he and I shall never meet again.... Tell him I pray for him — for his soul.... And mine.... And that before he goes he shall do the thing I bid him do.... And if he will not — tell him I ask Gods mercy on him.... Tell him that, Euan.

Yes, I said, awed.

She stood resting her arm on mine to support her, closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and looked at me. And in her eyes I saw her heart was breaking as she stood there.

Lana! Lanette! Little comrade! What is this dreadful thing that crushes you? Could you not tell me? I whispered.

Ask him, Euan.

Lana, why will you not marry him, if you love him so?

She shuddered and closed her eyes.

Neither of us spoke again. Lois, watching us, came slowly toward us, and linked her arm in Lanas.

Our batteau is waiting, she said quietly.

I continued to preserve my spirits as we walked together down to the shore where Mrs. Sabin stood glaring at me, then turned her broad back and waddled across the planks.

Lana followed; Lois clung a second to my hands, smiling still; then I released her and she sprang lightly aboard.

And now batteau after batteau swung out into the stream, and all in line dropped slowly down the river, pole and paddle flashing, kerchiefs fluttering.

For a long way I could see the boat that carried Lois gliding in the channel close along shore, and the escort following along the bank above, with the sunshine glancing on their slanting rifles. Then a bend in the river hid them; and I turned away and walked slowly toward the fort.

By the gate my Indians were waiting. The Sagamore had my pack and rifle for me. On the rifle-platform above, the soldiers of the garrison stood looking down at us.

And now I heard the short, ringing word of command, and out of the gate marched our twenty riflemen, Boyd striding lightly ahead.

Then, as he set foot on the log bridge, I saw Dolly Glenn standing there, confronting him, blocking his way, her arms extended and her eyes fixed on him.

Are you mad? he said curtly.

If you go, she retorted unsteadily, leaving me behind you here — unwedded — God will punish you.

The column had came to a halt. There was a dead silence on parapet and parade while three hundred pair of eyes watched those two there on the bridge of logs.

Dolly, you are mad! he said, with the angry colour flashing in his face and staining throat and brow.

Will you do me justice before you go?

Will you stand aside? he said between his teeth.

Yes — I will stand aside.... And may you remember me when you burn at the last reckoning with God!

Tention! Trail arms! By the left flank — march! he cried, his voice trembling with rage.

The shuffling velvet tread of his riflemen fell on the bridge; and they passed, rifles at a trail, and fringes blowing in the freshening breeze.

Without a word I fell in behind. After me loped my Indians in perfect silence.


CHAPTER XVII

THE BATTLE OF CHEMUNG
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TOWARD SUNDOWN WE hailed our bullock guard below the ruins of Old Chemung, and passed forward through the army to the throat of the pass, where the Rifles lay.

The artillery was already in a sorry mess, nine guns stalled and an ammunition wagon overturned in the ford. And I heard the infantry cursing the drivers and saying that we had lost thousands of cartridges. Stewarts bullock-guard was in a plight, too, forty head having strayed.

At the outlet to the pass Major Parr met us, cautioning silence. No fires burned and the woods were very still, so that we could hear in front of us the distant movement of men; and supposed that the enemy had come down to Chemung in force. But Major Parr told us that our scouts could make nothing of these incessant noises, reporting only a boatload of Sir John Johnsons green-coated soldiers on the river, and a few Indians in two canoes; and that he had no knowledge whether Sir John, the two Butlers, McDonald, and Brant lay truly in front of us, or whether these people were only a mixed scalping party of blue-eyed Indians, Senecas, and other ragamuffin marauders bent on a more distant foray, and now merely lingering along our front over night to spy out what we might be about.

Also, he informed us that a little way ahead, on the Great Warrior trail, lay an Indian town which our scouts reported to be abandoned; and said that he had desired to post our pickets there, but that orders from General Hand had prevented that precaution until the General commanding arrived at the front.

Some few minutes after our appearance in camp, and while we were eating supper, there came a ruddy glimmer of torches from behind us, lighting up the leaves overhead; and Generals Sullivan, Clinton, Hand, and Poor rode up and drew bridle beside Major Parr, listening intently to the ominous sounds in front of us.

And, What the devil do you make of it, Major? says Sullivan, in a low voice. It sounds like a log-rolling in March.

My scouts give me no explanation, says Parr grimly. I think the rascals are terrified.

Send Boyd and that young interpreter, said Sullivan curtly.

So, as nobody could understand exactly what these noises indicated, and as headquarters scouts could obtain no information, Lieutenant Boyd and I, with my Indians, left our supper of fresh roast corn and beans and went forward at once. We moved out of the defile with every precaution, passing the throat of the rocky pass and wading the little trout-brook over which our trail led, the Chemung River now lying almost south of us. Low mountains rose to the north and west, very dark and clear against the stars; and directly ahead of us we saw the small Indian town surrounded by corn fields; and found it utterly deserted, save for bats and owls; and not even an Indian dog a-prowling there.

A little way beyond it we crossed another brook close to where it entered the river, opposite an island. Here the Chemung makes a great bend, flowing in more than half a circle; and there are little hills to the north, around which we crept, hearing always the stirring and movements of men ahead of us, and utterly unable to comprehend what they were so busily about.

Just beyond the island another and larger creek enters the river; and here, no longer daring to follow the Seneca trail, we turned southwest, slinking across the river flats, through the high Indian grass, until we came to a hardwood ridge, from whence some of these sounds proceeded.

We heard voices very plainly, the splintering of saplings, and a heavier, thumping sound, which the Mohican whispered to us was like hewn logs being dragged over the ground and then piled up. A few moments later, Tahoontowhee, who had crept on ahead, glided up to us and whispered that there was a high breastwork of logs on the ridge, and that many men were cutting bushes, sharpening the stems, and planting them to screen this breastwork so that it could not be seen from the Seneca trail north of us, along which lay our armys line of march. A pretty ambuscade, in truth! But Braddocks breed had passed.

Silently, stealthily, scarcely breathing, we got out of that dangerous place, recrossed the grassy flats, and took to the river willows the entire way back. At the mouth of the pass, where my battalion lay asleep, we found Major Parr anxiously awaiting us. He sent Captain Simpson back with the information.

Before I could unlace my shirt, drag my pack under my head, and compose myself to sleep, Boyd, who had stretched himself out beside me, touched my arm.

Are you minded to sleep, Loskiel?

I own that I am somewhat inclined that way, said I.

As you please.

Why? Are you unwell?

He lay silent for a few moments, then:

What a mortifying business was that at the Tioga fort, he said under his breath. The entire garrison saw it, did they not, Loskiel? Colonel Shreve and all?

Yes, I fear so,

It will be common gossip tomorrow, he said bitterly. What a miserable affair to happen to an officer of Morgans!

A sad affair, I said.

It will come to her ears, no doubt. Shreves batt-men will carry it down the river.

I was silent.

Rumour runs the woods like lightning, he said. She will surely hear of this disgraceful scene. She will hear of it at Easton.... Strange, he muttered, strange how the old truths hold!... Our sins shall find us out.... I never before believed that, Loskiel — not in a wilderness, anyway.... I had rather be here dead and scalped than have had that happen and know that she must hear of it one day.

He lay motionless for a while, then turned heavily on his side, facing me across the heap of dead leaves.

Somehow or other, he said, she heard of that miserable business — heard of it even at Otsego.... That is why she would not marry me, Loskiel. Did you ever hear the like! That a man must be so utterly and hopelessly damned for a moments careless folly — lose everything in the world for a thoughtless moonlight frolic! Where lies the justice in such a judgment?

It is not the world that judges you severely. The world cares little what a mans way may be with a maid.

But — Lana cares. It has ended everything for her.

I said in a low voice:

You ended everything for Dolly Glenn.

How was I to know she was no light o love — this camp tailoress — this silly little wench who — but let it go! Had she but whimpered, and seemed abashed and unfamiliar with a kiss —— Well, let it go.... But I could cut my tongue out that I ever spoke to her. God! How lightly steps a man into a trap of his own contriving!... And here I lie tonight, caring not whether I live or die in tomorrows battle already dawning on the Chemung. And yonder, south of us, in the black starlight, drift the batteaux, dropping down to Easton under the very sky that shines above us here.... If Lana be asleep at this moment I do not know.... She tells me I have broke her heart — but yet will have none of me.... Tells me my duty lies elsewhere; that I shall make amends. How can a man make amends when his heart lies not in the deed?... Am I then to be fettered to a passing whim for all eternity? Does an instants idle folly entail endless responsibility? Do I merit punishment everlasting for a silly amourette that lasted no longer than the July moon? Tell me, Loskiel, you who are called among us blameless and unstained, is there no hope for a guilty man to shrive himself and walk henceforward upright?

I can not answer you, I said dully. Nor do I know how, of such a business, a man may be shriven, or what should be his amends.... It all seems pitiful and sad to me — a matter perplexing, unhappy, and far beyond my solving.... I know it is the fashion of the times to regard such affairs lightly, making of them nothing.... Much I have heard, little learned, save that the old lessons seem to be the truest; the old laws the best. And that our cynical and modern disregard of them make ones salvation none the surer, ones happiness none the safer.

I heard Boyd sigh heavily, where he lay; but he said nothing more that I heard; for I slept soon afterward, and was awakened only at dawn.

Everywhere in the rocky pass the yawning riflemen were falling in and calling off; a detail of surly Jersey men, carrying ropes, passed us, cursing the artillery which, it appeared, was in a sorry plight again, the nine guns all stalled behind us, and an entire New Jersey brigade detailed to pull them out o the mud and over the rocks of the narrowing defile.

Boyd shared my breakfast, seeming to have recovered something of his old-time spirits. And if the camp that night had gossiped concerning what took place at Tioga Fort, it seemed to make no difference to his friends, who one and all greeted him with the same fellowship and affection that he had ever inspired among fighting men. No man, I think, was more beloved and admired in this Western army, by officers and men alike; for in him were naturally combined all those brilliant qualities of daring, fearlessness, and gaiety in the face of peril, which endear, and which men strive to emulate. In no enterprise had he ever failed to perform the part allotted him; never had he faltered in the hundred battles fought by Morgans veteran corps; never had he seemed dismayed. And if sometimes he did a little more than he was asked to do, his superior officers forgave this handsome, impetuous young man — the more readily, perhaps, because, so far, no disaster had befallen when he exceeded the orders given him.

My Indians had eaten, and were touching up their paint when Major Parr came up, wearing a magnificent new suit of fringed buckskins, and ordered us to guide the rifle battalion. A moment later our conch-horn boomed out its thrilling and melodious warning. Far in the rear I heard the drums and bugle-horns of the light infantry sounding the general.

As we went forward in the early daylight, the nature of the ambuscade prepared for us became very plain to me; and I pointed out to Major Parr where the unseen enemy rested, his right flank protected by the river, his left extending north along the hog-bank, so that his lines enveloped the trail on which we marched, threatening our entire army in a most cunning and evil manner. Truly there was no fox like Butler in the Northland!

All was very still about us as we marched; the river mist hung along the woods; a few birds sang; the tops of the Indian corn rustled.

Toward eight oclock the conch-horn blew; our riflemen halted and deployed in perfect silence, facing the unseen works on the wooded ridge ahead. Another division of troops swung to the left, continuing the movement to the river in splendid order, where they also halted and formed a line of battle, facing north. And still the unseen enemy gave no sign; birds sang; the mist drifted up through the trees.

From where we lay we could see our artillery horses straining, plunging, stumbling up a high knoll in the centre of our line, while Maxwells division halted and extended behind our riflemen to support the artillery, and Clintons four splendid New York regiments hurried forward on a double, regiment after regiment dropping their packs behind our lines and running north through the open woods, their officers all finely mounted and cantering ahead, swords drawn.

A few moments later, General Sullivan passed along our front on horseback, and drew bridle for a moment where Boyd and I were standing at salute.

Now is your opportunity, young gentlemen, he said in a low voice. If you would gain Catharines-town and destroy Amochol before we drive this motley Tory army headlong through it, you should start immediately. And have a care; Butlers entire army and Brants Mohawks are now intrenched in front of us; and it is a pitched battle were facing — God be thanked!

He spurred forward with a friendly gesture toward us, as we saluted; and his staff officers followed him at a canter while our riflemen turned their heads curiously to watch the brilliant cavalcade.

Where the devil are their log works? demanded Major Parr, using his field glasses. I can see naught but green on that ridge ahead.

Boyd painted at the crest; but our Major could see nothing; and I called to Timothy Murphy and Dave Elerson to climb trees and spy out if the works were still occupied.

Murphy came down presently from the dizzy top of a huge black-walnut tree, reporting that he had been able to see into the river angle of their works; had for a while distinguished nothing, but presently discovered Indians, crouched motionless, the brilliancy of their paint, which at first he had mistaken for patches of autumn leaves, betraying them when they moved.

Now, God be praised! said Major Parr grimly. For we shall this day furnish these Western-Gate Keepers with material for a Condolence Feast such as no Seneca ever dreamed of. And if you gentlemen can surprise and destroy Amochol, it will be a most blessed day for our unhappy country.

General Hand, in his patched and faded uniform of blue and buff, drew his long, heavy sword and walked his horse over to Major Parr.

Well, sir, he said, we must amuse them, I suppose, until the New Yorkers gain their left. Push your men forward and draw their fire, Major.

There came a low order; the soft shuffle of many mocassined feet; silence. Presently, ahead of us, a single rifle-shot shattered the stillness.

Instantly a mighty roar of Tory musketry filled the forest; and their Indians, realizing that the ambuscade had been discovered, came leaping down the wooded ridge, yelling and firing all along our front; and our rifles began to speak quicker and quicker from every rock and tuft and fallen log.

Are we to miss this? said Boyd, restlessly. Listen to that firing! The devil take this fellow Amochol and his Eries! I wish we were yonder with our own people. I wish at least that I could see what our New Yorkers are about!

Behind us, Boyds twenty riflemen stood craning their sunburnt necks; and my Indians, terribly excited, fairly quivered where they crouched beside us. But all we could see was the rifle smoke sifting through the trees, and early sunshine slanting on the misty river.

The fierce yelling of the unseen Mohawks and Senecas on the wooded ridge above us had become one continuous and hideous scream, shrill and piercing above the racket of musketry and rifle fire; sometimes the dreadful volume of sound surged nearer as though they were charging, or showing themselves in order to draw us into a frontal attack on their pits and log breastworks; but always after a little while the yelping tumult receded, and our rifle fire slackened while the musketry from the breastworks grew more furious, crashing out volley on volley, while the entire ridge steamed like a volcano in action. Further to the north we heard more musketry break out, as our New York regiments passed rapidly toward Butlers left flank. And by the running fire we could follow their hurried progress.

Hell! said Boyd, furiously, flinging his rifle to his shoulder. Come on, Loskiel, or well miss this accursed Amochol also. And he gave the signal to march.

As we skirted the high knoll where our artillery was planted, the first howitzer shot shook the forest, and my Indians cringed as they ran beside me. High towering rose the shell, screaming like a living thing, and plunged with a shriek into the woods on the ridge, exploding there with a most infernal bang.

Up through the trees gushed a very fountain of smoke, through which we could dimly see dark objects falling; but whether these were the limbs of trees or of men we could not tell.

Crash! A howitzer hurled its five and a half inch shell high into the sunshine. Boom! Another shot from a three-pounder. Bang! The little cohorn added its miniature bellow to the bigger guns, which now began to thunder regularly, one after another, shaking the ground we trod. The ridge was ruddy with the red lightning of exploding shells. Very far away in the forest we could hear entire regiments, as they climbed the slopes, cheering above the continuous racket of musketry; the yelling of the Senecas and Mohawks grew wavering, becoming ragged and thinner.

It was hard for us all, I think, to turn our backs on the first real battle we had seen in months — hard for Boyd, for me, and for our twenty riflemen; harder, perhaps, for our Indians, who could hear the yells of their most deadly enemies, and who knew that they were within striking distance at last.

As we marched in single file, I leading with my Indians, I said aloud, in the Iroquois tongue:

If in this Battle of the Chemung the Mountain Snake be left writhing, yet unless we crush his head at Catharines-town, the serpent will live to strike again. For though a hundred arrows stick in the Western Serpents body, his poison lies in his fangs; his fangs are rooted in his head; and the head still hisses at God and man from the shaggy depths of Catharines-town. It is for us of the elect to slay him there — for us few and chosen ones honoured by this mandate from our commander. Why, then, should the thunder of Proctors guns arouse in us envy for those who join in battle? Let the iron guns do their part; let the men of New York, of Jersey, of Virginia, of New Hampshire, of Pennsylvania, do the great part allotted them. Let us in our hearts pray God to speed them. For if we do our part as worthily, only then shall their labour be not in vain. Their true title to glory is in our keeping, locked inevitably with our own. If we fail, they have failed. Judge, therefore, O Sagamore, judge, you Yellow Moth, and you Oneidas — Grey-Feather, with your war-chiefs feather and your Sachems ensign, Tahoontowhee, chieftain to be — judge, all of you, where the real glory lies — whether behind us in the rifle smoke or before us in the red glare of Amochols accursed altar!

They had been listening to every word as I walked beside them. The Mohican made answer first:

It was hard for us to leave the Chemung, O Loskiel, my brother — with the dog-yelps at the Sinako and Mowawaks insulting our ears. But it was wiser. I, a Sagamore, say it!

It is Gods will, said the Yellow Moth. But his eyes were still red with his fierce excitement; and the distant cannonade steadily continued as we marched.

I am Roya-neh! said the Grey-Feather. What wisdom counsels I understand, He who would wear the scaly girdle must first know where the fangs lie buried.... But to hear the Antouhonoran scalp-yelp, and to turn ones back, is very hard, O my friend, Loskiel.

The Night-Hawk controlled his youthful features, forcing a merry smile as my eye fell on him.

Koue! he exclaimed softly. I have made promise to my thirsty hatchet, O Loskiel! Else it might have leaped from its sheath and bitten some one.

A good hatchet and a good dog bite only under orders, I said. My younger brothers hatchet has acquired glory; now it is acquiring wisdom.

Boyd came up along the line, his deerskin shirt open to the breastbone, the green fringe blowing in the hill wind.

Far below us in the river valley sounded the uproar of the battle — a dull, confused, and distant thunder — for now we could no longer hear the musketry and rifle fire, only the boom-booming of the guns and the endless roar of echoes.

Here on a high hills spur, with a brisk wind blowing in our faces, the heavy rumble of forest warfare became deadened; and we looked out over the naked ridge of rock, across the forests of this broken country, into a sea of green which stretched from horizon to horizon, accented only by the silver glimmer of lakes and the low mountain peaks east, west, and south of us.

Below us lay a creek, its glittering thread visible here and there. The Great Warrior trail crossed it somewhere in that ravine.

I drew the Mohican aside.

Sagamore, said I, now is your time come. Now we depend on you. If it lay with us, not one white man here, not one Indian, could take us straight to Catharines-town; for the Great Warrior trail runs not thither. Are you, then, confident that you know the way?

I know the way, Loskiel.

Is there then a trail that leads from the Great Warrior trail below?

There are many.

And you know the right one?

I have spoken, brother.

I am satisfied. But we must clearly mark the trail for our surveyors and for the army.

We will mark it, he said meaningly, so that no Seneca dog can ever mistake which way we passed.

I did not exactly understand him, but I nodded to Boyd and he gave the signal, and we began the descent through the warm twilight of an open forest that sloped to the creek a thousand feet below us.

Down and down we went, partly sliding, and plowing up the moss and leaves knee-deep, careless how we left our trail, as there was none to follow, save the debris of a flying army or the flanking scouts of a victorious one.

Below us the foaming rifles of the creek showed white in the woodland gloom, and presently we heard its windy voice amid rocks and fallen trees, soughing all alone through leafy solitudes; and its cool, damp breath mounted to us as we descended.

The Indians dropped prone to slake their thirst; the riflemen squatted and used their cups of bark or leather, pouring the sweet, icy water over their cropped heads and wrists.

Off packs! said Boyd quietly, and drew a bit of bread and meat from his beaded wallet. And so the Mohican and I left them all eating by the stream, and crossed to the western bank. Here the Sagamore pointed to the opposite slope; I gave a low whistle, and Boyd looked across the water at me.

Then I drew my hatchet and notched a tree so that he saw what I did; he nodded comprehension; we went on, notching trees at intervals, and so ascended the slope ahead until we arrived at the top.

Here the forest lay flat beyond, and the Great Warrior trail ran through it — a narrow path fifteen inches wide, perhaps, and worn nearly a foot deep, and patted as hard as rock by the light feet of generations — men and wild beasts — which had traversed it for centuries.

North and south the deeply graven war trail ran straight through the wilderness. The Mohican bent low above it, scrutinizing it in the subdued light, then stepped lightly into it, and I behind him.

For a little way we followed it, seeing other and narrower trails branching from it right and left, running I knew not whither — the narrow, delicate lanes made by game — deer and bear, fox and hare — all spreading out into the dusk of the unknown forest.

Presently we came to a trail which seemed wet, as though swampy land were not far away; and into this the Mohican turned, slashing a great scar on the nearest tree as he entered it.

There was a mossy stream ahead, and the banks of it were dark and soft. Here we rested high and dry on the huge roots of an oak, and ate our midday meal.

In a little while the remainder of our party came gliding through the trees, Boyd ahead.

Is this the Catharines-town trail? he asked. By God, theyll never get their artillery through here. Mark it, all the same, he added indifferently, and seated himself beside me, dropping his rifle across his knees with a gesture of weariness.

Are you tired? I asked.

He looked up at me with a wan smile.

Weary of myself, Loskiel, and of a life lived too lightly and now nigh ended.

Nigh ended! I repeated.

I go not back again, he said, sombrely.

I glanced sharply at him, where he sat brooding over his rifle; and there was in his face an expression such as I had never before seen there — something unnatural that altered him altogether, as death alters the features, leaving them strangely unfamiliar. And even as I looked, the expression passed. He lifted his eyes to mine, and even smiled.

There is, he said, a viewless farm which companions even the swiftest on the last long trail, a phantom-pilot which leads only toward that Shadowed Valley of endless rest. In my ears all day — close, close to my ear, I have heard the whisper of this unseen ghost — everywhere I have heard it, amid the din of the artillery, on windy hill-tops, in the long silence of the forest, through the noise of torrents in lost ravines, by flowing rivers sparkling in the sun — everywhere my pilot whispers to me. I can not escape, Loskiel; whatever trail I take, that is the trail; whichever way I turn, that is the way. And ever my phantom pilots me — forward or back, aside or around — it is all one to him and to me, for at the end of every trail I take, nearer and nearer draw I to mine end.

I had heard of premonitions before a battle; had known officers and soldiers to utter them — brave men, too, yet obsessed by the conviction of their approaching death. Sometimes they die; sometimes escape, and the premonition ends forever. But until the moment of peril is passed, or they fall as they had foretold, no argument will move them, no assurance cheer them. But our corps had been in many battles during the last three years, and I had never before seen Boyd this way.

He said, brooding on his rifle:

The one true passion of my life has been Lana Helmer. It began ignobly; it continues through all this pain and bewilderment, a pure, clean current, running to the deep, still sea of dreams.... There it is lost; I follow it no further.... And were I here today as upright and as stainless as are you, Loskiel, still I could follow it no further than that sea of dreams. Nor would my viewless pilot lead me elsewhere than to the destiny of silence that awaits me; and none the less would I hear his whisper in my ears.... My race is run.

I said: Is it vain to appeal to your reason when your heart is heavy?

Had I another chance, he said, I would lighten the load of sin I bear — the heavy load I bear with me into the unknown.

God gives us all our chance.

He gave me my last chance at Tioga Fort. And I cursed it in my heart and put it aside.

One day you will return,

Never again, Loskiel.... I am no coward. I dare face the wrath to come. It is not that; but — I am sorry I did not spare when I might have been more generous.... The little thing was ignorant.... Doves mate like that.... And somewhere — somehow — I shall be required to answer for it all — shall be condemned to make amends.... I wonder how the dead make their amends?... For me to burn in hell avails her nothing.... If she thought it she would weep uncomforted.... No; there is a justice. But how it operates I shall never understand until it summons me to hear my sentence.

You will return and do what a contrite heart bids you to do, I said.

If that might be, he said gently, that would I do — for the childs sake and for hers.

Good God! I said under my breath.

Did you not surmise it?

No.

Well, then, now you know how deeply I am damned.... God gave me a last chance. There was a chaplain at the fort.

Kirkland.

Yes, Gann went forward.... But — Gods grace was not within me.... And to see her angered me — that and the blinding hurt I had when Lana left — heart-broken, wretched, still loving me, but consigning me to my duty.... So I denied her at the bridge.... And from that moment has my unseen pilot walked beside me, and I know he leads me swiftly to my end.

I raised my troubled eyes and glanced toward my Indians. They had stripped great squares of bark from half a dozen trees, and were busily painting upon them, in red and blue, insulting signs and symbols — a dead tree-cat, scalped, and full of arrows; a snake severed into sections; a Seneca tied to a post and a broken wampum belt at his feet. And on every tree they had also painted the symbol of their own clans and nation — pointed stones and the stars of the Pleiades; a witch-wolf and an enchanted bear; a yellow moth alighted on a white cross; a night-hawk, perfectly recognizable, soaring high above a sun, setting, bisecting the line of the horizon.

Every scalp taken was duly enumerated and painted there, together with every captured weapon. Such a gallery of art in the wilderness I had never before beheld.

Boyds riflemen sat around, cross-legged on the moss, watching the Indians at their labour — all except Murphy and Elerson, who, true to their habits, had each selected a tree to decorate, and were hard at work with their hunting knives on the bark.

On Murphys tree I read: To hell with Walter Butler.

Elerson, who no doubt had scraped the outlines of this legend with his knife-point before Murphy carved it, had produced another message on his own tree, not a whit more complimentary: Dam Butler, Brant, Hiakotoo, and McDonald for bloody rogues and murtherin rascals all!

They were ever like this, these two great overgrown boys, already celebrated so terribly in song and legend. And the rank and file of Morgans resembled them — brave to a fault, innately lawless, of scant education save what the forest had taught them, headstrong, quick to anger, quick to forgive, violent in every emotion through the entire gamut from love to hatred.

Boyd rose, glanced quietly at me, then made his signal. And in a few moments the riflemen were on the trail again, spotting it wherever a new path led away, trotting steadily forward in single file, my Indians ranging wide on either flank.

Late in the afternoon we came to the height of land, where the little water-courses all ran north; and here we halted, dropped packs, and the men sat down while the Sagamore and I once more went forward to the headwaters of a stream, beside which the narrow and swampy trail ran due north. And here the nature of the country changed entirely, for beyond it was all one vast swamp, as still and dark as death.

A little way along this blackish stream Mayaro halted, and for a while stood motionless, his powerful arms folded, gazing straight in front of him with the half-closed eyes of a dreaming wolf.

Never had I looked upon so sinister a country or a swamp so vast and desolate. It seemed more black than dusky, and the gloom lay not in the obscure light of thick-set spruce, pine, and hemlock, but in the shaggy, monstrous, and forbidding growth which appeared to be soiled with some common dye, water, earth, tree-trunks, foliage — all wore the same inky livery, and seemed wrought of rusty iron, so still the huge trees stood, with every melancholy branch a-droop.

Sign of life there was none; the current of the narrow stream ran like smooth oil; nor was its motion visible where it wound between soft, black banks of depthless swamp through immemorial shadows.

The Mohicans voice came to me, low in the silence, sounding dull and remote; nor did his dreaming eyes move in their vague intensity.

This is the land of Amochol, he said. Here, through these viewless shades, his sway begins, as this stream begins, whose source is darkness and whose current moves slowly like thick blood. Here is the haunt of witch and sorcerer — of the hag Catrine, of the Wyoming Fiend, of Amochol — of Amochol! Here run the Andastes, hunting through the dusk like wolves and foxes — running, smelling, listening, ever hunting. Here slink the Cat-People under a moon which is hidden forever by this matted forest roof. This is the Dark Empire, O Loskiel! Behold!

A slight shudder chilled me, but I said calmly enough:

Where lies Catharines-town, O Sagamore?

This thick, dark stream runs through it.

Through Catharines-town?

Aye.

And then?

Along the vast chain of inland seas — first into the Lake of the Senecas, then to that of the Cayugas, fed by Owasco, by Onondaga, by Oneida, until it is called Oswego, and flows north by the great fort into the sea Ontario.

And where lies Catharines-town?

Nine miles beyond us, northward.

And the trail?

None, Loskiel, save for the maze of game trails where long leaps are made from tussock to swale, from root to rotting log across black pools of mud, and quivering quicksands whose depths are white as snow under the skin of mud, set with tarnished rainbow bubbles.

But — those who come after us, Mayaro! The army — the wagons, horses, artillery, cattle — nay, the men themselves! How are they to pass?

He pointed east, then west: For six miles, flanking this swamp, run ridges of high hills northward. By these must the army march to Catharines-town, the pioneers opening a road for the artillery. This you shall make plain to Boyd presently, for he must march that way, marking plain the trail north on the eastern ridge of hills, then west. Thus shall Boyd move to cut off Amochol from the lake, while you and I and the Oneidas and the Yellow Moth must thread this swamp and comb it clean to head him from the rivers south of us.

Is there a path along the ridge?

No path, Loskiel. So Boyd shall march by compass, slowly, seeking over the level way, and open woods, with the artillery and wagons ever in his thoughts. Six miles due north shall he march; then, where the hills end a swamp begins — thick, miry, set with maple, brier, and tamarack. But through this he must blaze his trail, and the pioneers who are to follow shall lay their wagon-path across felled trees, northward still, across the forests that border the flats of Catharines-town; and then, still northward for a mile; and so swing west, severing the lake trail. Thus we shall trap Amochol between us.

Slowly we walked back together to the height of land, where our little party lay looking down at the dark country below. I sat down beside Boyd, cleared from the soil the leaves for a little space, drew my knife, and with its point traced out the map.

He listened in silence, while I went over all that the Sagamore had taught me; and around us squatted our Indians, motionless, fiercely intent upon my every word and gesture.

Today is Sunday, I said. By this hour, Butlers people should be in headlong flight. Our army will not follow them at once, because it will take all day tomorrow for our men to destroy the corn along the Chemung. But on Tuesday our army will surely march, laying waste the Indian towns and fields. Therefore, giving them ample time for this, they should arrive at this spot on Wednesday.

I have so calculated, said Boyd, listlessly.

But Wednesday is the first day of September; and if we are to strike Amochol at all it must be done during the Onon-hou-aroria. And that ends on Tuesday. Therefore, must you move within the hour. And by tomorrow evening you shall have blazed your hill-trail and shall be lying with your men beside the stream and across the lake trail, north of Catharines-town.

He nodded.

Tonight, said I, I and my Indians lie here on this height of land, watching the swamp below, that nothing creep out of it. On Monday morning, we move through it, straight northward, following the stream, and by Monday night we scout to Catharines-town.

That is clear, he said, lifting his handsome head from his hands. And the signal should come from me. Listen, Loskiel; you shall expect that signal between midnight of Monday and dawn.

He rose, and I stood up; and for a moment we looked each other steadily in the eye. Then he smiled faintly, shaking his head:

Not this time, Loskiel, he said in a low voice. My spectral pilot gives no sign. Death lies beyond the fires of Catharines-town. I know, Loskiel — I know.

I also, said I in a low voice, taking his outstretched hand, for you shall live to make material amends as you have made them spiritually. Only the act of deep contrition lies between you and Gods swift pardon. It were a sin to doubt it.

But he slowly shook his head, the faint smile lingering still. Then his grip closed suddenly on my hand, released it, and he swung on his heel.

Attention! he said crisply. Sling packs! Fall in! Tr-r-rail arms! March!


CHAPTER XVIII

THE RITE OF THE HIDDEN CHILDREN
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MY INDIANS AND I stood watching our riflemen as they swung to the east and trotted out of sight among the trees. Then, at a curt nod from me, the Indians lengthened their line, extending it westward along the height of land, and so spreading out that they entirely commanded the only outlet to the swamp below, by encircling both the trail and the headwaters of the evil-looking little stream.

Through the unbroken thatch of matted foliage overhead no faintest ray of sunlight filtered — not even where the stream coiled its slimy way among the tamaracks and spruces. But south of us, along the ascending trail by which we had come, the westering sun glowed red across a ledge of rock, from which the hill fell sheer away, plunging into profound green depths, where unseen waters flowed southward to the Susquehanna.

Around the massive elbow of this ledge, our back-trail, ascending into view, curved under shouldering boulders. Blueberry scrub, already turning gold and crimson, grew sparsely on the crag — cover enough for any watcher of the trail. And thither I crept and stretched me out flat in the bushes, where I could see the trail we had lately traversed, and look along it far to our rear as clearly as one sees through a dim and pillared corridor.

West of me, a purplish ridge ran north, the sun shining low through a pine-clad notch. Southwest of me, little blue peaks pricked the primrose sky; south-east lay endless forests, their green already veiled in an ashy blue bloom. Far down, under me, wound the narrow back-trail through the gulf below.

Presently, beside me came creeping the lithe Mohican, and lay down prone, smooth and golden, and shining like a sleek panther in the sun.

Is all well guarded, brother? I whispered.

Not even a wood-mouse could creep from the swamp unless our warriors see it.

And when dark comes?

Our ears must be our eyes, Loskiel.... But neither the Cat-People nor the Andastes will venture out of that morass, save only by the trail. And we shall have two watchers on it through the night.

There is no other outlet?

None, except by the ridge Boyd travels. He blocks that pass with his twenty men.

Then we should have their egress blocked, except only in the north?

Yes — unless they learn of this by magic, muttered the Mohican.

It was utterly useless for me to decry or ridicule his superstitions; and there was but one way to combat them.

If witchcraft there truly be in Catharines-town, said I, it is bad magic, and therefore weak; and can avail nothing against true priesthood. What could the degraded acolytes of this Red Priest do against a consecrated Sagamore of the Lenape — against an ensign of the Enchanted Clan? Else why do you wear your crest — or the great Ghost Bear there rearing upon your breast?

It is true, he murmured uneasily. What spell can Amochol lay upon us? What magic can he make to escape us? For the trail from Catharines-town is stopped by a Siwanois Sagamore and a Mohican warrior! It is closed by an Oneida Sachem who stand watching. When the Ghost Bear and the Were-Wolf watch, then the whole forest watches with them — Loup, Blue Wolf, and Bear. Where, then, can the Forest Cats slink out? Where can the filthy Carcajou escape?

Mayaro has spoken. It is a holy barrier that locks and bolts this door of secret evils. Under Tharon shall this trap remain inviolate till the last sorcerer be taken in it, the last demon be dead!

* Yo-ya-ne-re! he said, deliberately employing the Canienga expression with a fierce scorn that, for a moment, made his noble features terrible. Then he spat as though to wash from his mouth the taste of the hated language that had soiled it, even when used in contempt and derision; and he said in the suave tongue of his own people: Pray to your white God, Holder of Heaven, Master of Life and Death, that into our hands be delivered these scoffers who mock at Him and at Tharon — these Cat-murderers of little children, these pollutors of the Three Fires. And in the morning I shall arise and look into the rising sun, and ask the same of the far god who made of me a Mohican, a Siwanois, and a Sagamore. Let these things be done, brother, ere our hatchets redden in the flames of Catharines-town. For, he added, naively, it is well that God should know what we are about, lest He misunderstand our purpose.

[* It is well!]

I assented gravely.

The sun hung level, now, sending its blinding light straight into our eyes; and for precautions sake we edged away under the blue shadows of the shrubbery, in case some far prowler note the light spots where our faces showed against the wall of green behind us.

How far from Catharines-town, I asked, lies the Vale Yndaia, of which our little Lois has spoken?

It is the next valley to the westward. A pass runs through and a little brook. Pleasant it is, Loskiel, with grassy glades and half a hundred little springs which we call Eyes of the Inland Seas.

You know, I said, that in this valley all the hopes of Lois de Contrecoeur are centred.

I know, Loskiel, he answered gravely.

Do you believe her mother lives there still?

How shall I know, brother? If it were with these depraved and perverted Senecas as it is with other nations, the mother of a Hidden Child had lived there unmolested. Her lodge would have remained her sanctuary; her person had been respected; her Hidden One undisturbed down to this very hour. But see how the accursed Senecas have dealt with her, so that to save her child from Amochol she sent it far beyond the borders of the Long House itself! What shame upon the Iroquois that the Senecas have defiled their purest law! May Leshi seize them all! So how, then, shall I know whether this white captive mother lives in the Vale Yndaia still — or if she lives at all? Or if they have not made of her a priestess — a sorceress — perhaps The Dreaming Prophetess of the Onon-hou-aroria! — by reason of her throat being white!

What! I exclaimed, startled.

Did not the Erie boast a Prophetess to confound us all?

I did not comprehend.

Did he not squat, squalling at us from his cave, deriding every secret plan we entertained, and boasting that the Senecas had now a prophetess who could reveal to them everything their white enemies were plotting — because her own throat was white?

I looked at him in silent horror.

Hai-ee! he said grimly. If she still lives at all it is because she dreams for Amochol. And this, Loskiel, has long remained my opinion. Else they had slain her on their altars long ago — strangled her as soon as ever she sent her child beyond their reach. For what she did broke sanctuary. According to the code of the Long House, the child belonged to the nation in which the mother was a captive. And by the mothers act this child was dedicated to a stainless marriage with some other child who also had been hidden. But the Red Sorcerer has perverted this ancient law; and when he would have taken the child to sacrifice it, then did the mother break the law of sanctuary and send her child away, knowing, perhaps, that the punishment for this is death.

So you ask me whether or not she still lives. And I say to you that I do not know; only I judge by the boasting of that vile Erie Cat that she has bought her life of them by dreaming for their Red Priest. And if she has done this thing, and has deceived them until this day, then it is very plain to me that they believe her to be a witch. For it is true, Loskiel, that those who dream wield heavy influences among all Indians — and among the Iroquois in particular. Yet, with all this, I doubt not that, if she truly be alive, her life hangs by a single thread, ever menaced by the bloody knife of Amochol.

I can not understand, said I, why she sent out no appeal during her long captivity. Before this war broke, had her messengers to Lois gone to Sir William Johnson, or to Guy Johnson, with word that the Senecas held in their country a white woman captive, she had been released within a fortnight, I warrant you!

Loskiel, had that appeal gone out, and a belt been sent to Catharines-town from Johnstown or Guy Park, the Senecas would have killed her instantly and endured the consequences — even though Amherst himself was thundering on their Western Gate.

Are you sure, Mayaro?

Certain, Loskiel. She could not have lived a single moment after the Senecas learned that she had sent out word of her captivity. That is their law, which even Amochol could not break.

It was a mercy that our little Lois appealed not to His Excellency, so that the word ran through Canada by flag to Haldimand.

She might have done this, said the Sagamore quietly. She asked me at Poundridge how this might be accomplished. But when I made it clear to her that it meant her mothers death, she said no more about it.

But pushed on blindly by herself, I exclaimed, braving the sombre Northland forests with her little ragged feet — half naked, hungry, friendless, and alone, facing each terror calmly, possessed only of her single purpose! O Sagamore of a warrior clan that makes a history of brave deeds done, can you read in the records of your most ancient wampum a braver history than this?

He said: Let what this maid has done be written in the archives of the white men, where are gathered the records of brave but unwise deeds. So shall those who come after you know how to praise and where to pity our little rosy pigeon of the forest. No rash young warrior of my own people, bound to the stake itself can boast of greater bravery than this. And you, blood-brother to a Siwanois, shall witness what I say.

After a silence I said: They must have passed Wyoming already. At this hour our little Lois may be secure under the guns of Easton. Do you not think so, Mayaro?

As he made no answer, I glanced around at him and found him staring fixedly at the trail below us.

What do you see on our back-trail? I whispered.

A man, Loskiel — if it be not a deer.

A moment and I also saw something moving far below us among the trees. As yet it was only a mere spot in the dim light of the trail, slowly ascending the height of land. Nearer, nearer it came, until at length we could see that it was a man. But no rifle slanted across his shoulder.

He must be one of our own people, I said, puzzled. Somebody sends us a messenger. Is he white or Indian?

White, said the Sagamore briefly, his eyes still riveted on the approaching figure, which now I could see was clothed in deerskin shirt and leggins.

He carries neither pack nor rifle; only a knife and pouch. He is a wood-running fool! I said, disgusted. Why do they send us such a forest-running battman, when they have Oneidas at headquarters, and Coureurs-de-Bois to spare who understand their business?

I make nothing of him, murmured the Mohican, his eyes fairly glittering with excitement and perplexity.

Is he, perhaps, some fugitive from Butlers rangers? I whispered, utterly at a loss to account for such a silly spectacle. The pitiful idiot! Did you ever gaze upon the like, Mayaro — unless he be some French mission priest. Otherwise, yonder walks the greatest of Gods fools!

Then he is easily taken, muttered Mayaro. Fix thy flint, Loskiel, and prime. Here is a business I do not understand.

Once the man halted and looked up at our ledge of rock, where the last sun rays still lingered, then lightly continued the ascent. And I, turning to the Mohican for some possible explanation of this amazing sight, ere we crept out to closer ambush, found Mayaro staring through the trees with a glassy and singular expression which changed swiftly to astonishment, and then to utter blankness.

Etho! he exclaimed, bluntly, springing to his feet behind the nearer trees, regardless whether or not the stranger saw him. Go forward now, Loskiel. This is a fools business — and badly begun. Now, let a white mans wisdom finish it.

I, too, had risen in surprise, stepping backward also, in order that the trees might screen me. And at the same moment the stranger rounded the jutting shoulder of our crag, and came suddenly face to face with me in midtrail.

Euan!

So astounded was I that my rifle fell clattering from my nerveless hand as she sprang forward and caught my shoulders with both her hands. And I saw her grey eyes filling and her lips quivering with words she could not utter.

Lois! I repeated, as though stupefied. Lois!

Oh, Euan! Euan! I thought I would never, never come up with you! she whimpered. I left the batteau where it touched at Towanda Creek, and hid in the woods and dressed me in the Oneida dress you gave me. Then, by the first batt-man who passed, I sent a message to Lana saying that I was going back to — to join you. Are you displeased?

Her trembling hands clasped my shoulders tighter, and her face drew closer, so that her sweet, excited breath fell on my cheek.

Listen! she stammered. I desire to tell you everything! I will tell you all, Euan! I ran back along the trail, meeting the boat-guard, batt-men, and the sick horses all along the way to Tioga, where they took me over on a raft of logs.... I paid them three hard shillings. Then Colonel Shreve heard of what I had been about, and sent a soldier after me, but I avoided the fort, Euan, and went boldly up through the deserted camps until I came to where the army had crossed. Some teamsters mending transport wagons gave me bread and meat enough to fill my pouch; and one of them, a kindly giant, took me over the Chemung dry shod, I clinging to his broad back like a very cat — and all o them a-laughing fit to burst!... Are you displeased, dear lad?... Then, just at night, I came up with the rear-guard, where they were searching for strayed cattle; and I stowed myself away in a broken-down wagon, full of powder — quietly, like a mouse, no one dreaming that I was not the slender youth I looked. So none molested me where I lay amid the powder casks and sacking.

She smiled wistfully, and stood caressing my arms with her eager little hands, as though to calm the wrath to come.

I heard your regiments pretty conch-horn in the morning, she said, and slipped out of my wagon and edged forward amid all that swearing, sweating confusion, noticed not at all by anybody, save when a red-head Jersey sergeant bawled at me to man a rope and haul at the mired cannon with the others. But I was deaf just then, Euan, and got free o them with nothing worse than a sound cursing from the sergeant; and away across the creek I legged it, where I hid in the bush until the firing began and the horrid shouting on the ridge. Then it was that, badly scared, I crept through the Indian grass like a hunted hare, and saw Lieutenant Boyd there, and his men, halted across the trail. And very soon our cannon began, and then it was that I saw you and your Indians filing out to the right. So I followed you. Oh, Euan, are you very angry? Because, dear lad, I have had so lonely a trail, what with keeping clear of your party so that you might not catch me and send me back, and what with losing you after you had left the main, trodden trail! Save for the marks you left on trees, I had been utterly lost — and must have perished, no doubt — — She looked at me with melting eyes.

Think on that, Euan, ere you grow too angry and are cruel with me.

Cruel? Lois, you have been more heartless than I ever — —

There! I knew it! Your anger is about to burst its dreadful bounds — —

Child! What is there to say or do now? What is there left for me, save to offer you what scant protection I may — good God! — and take you forward with us in the morning? This is a cruel, unmerited perplexity you have caused me, Lois. What unkind inspiration prompted you to do this rash, mad, foolish thing! How could you so conduct? What can you hope to accomplish in all this wicked and bloody business that now confronts us? How can I do my duty — how perform it to the letter — with you beside me — with my very heart chilling to water at thought of your peril — —

Hush, dearest lad, she whispered, tightening her fingers on my sleeve. All in the world I care for lies in this place where we now stand — or near it. Have I not told you that I must go to Catharines-town? How could I remain behind when every tie I have in all the world was tugging at my heart to draw me hither? You ask me what I can do — what I can hope to accomplish. God knows — but my mother and my lover are here — and how could I stay away if there was a humble chance that I might do some little thing to aid her — to aid you, Euan?

Why do you scowl at me? Try me, Test me. I am tough as an Indian youth, strong and straight and supple — and as tireless. See — I am not wearied with the trail! I am not afraid. I can do what you do. If you fast I can fast, too; when you go thirsty I can endure it also; and you may not even hope to out-travel me, Euan, for I am innured to sleeplessness, to hunger, to fatigue, by two years vagabondage — hardened of limb and firm of body, self-taught in self-denial, in quiet endurance, in stealth, and patience. Oh, Euan! Make me your comrade, as you would take a younger brother, to school him in the hardy ways of life you know so well! I will be no burden to you; I will serve you humbly and faithfully; prove docile, obedient, and grateful to the end. And if the end comes in the guise of death — Euan — Euan! Why may I not share that also with you? For the worlds joy dies when you die, and my body might as well die with it!

So eager and earnest her argument, so tightly she clung to my arms, so pleading and sweet her ardent face, upturned, with the tears scarcely dry under her lashes, that I found nought to answer her, and could only look into her eyes — deep, deep into those grey-blue wells of truth — troubled to silence by her present plight and mine.

I could not take her back now, and also keep my tryst with Boyd at Catharines-town. I could not leave her here by this trail, even guarded — had I the guards to spare — for soon in our wake would come thundering the maddened debris of the Chemung battle, pell-mell, headlong through the forests, desperate, with terror leading and fury lashing at their heels.

I laid my hands heavily upon her firm, young shoulders, and strove to think the while I studied her; but the enchantment of her confused my mind, and I saw only the crisp and clustering curls, and clear, young eyes looking into mine, and the lips scarce parted, hanging breathless on my words.

O boy-girl comrade! I said in a low, unsteady voice. Little boy-girl born to do endless mischief in this wide and wind-swept forest world of men! What am I to say to you, who have your will of everyone beneath the sun? Who am I to halt the Starry Dancers, or bar your wayward trail when Tharon himself has hidden you, and the Little People carry to you winged moccasins for flying feet as light and swift! For truly I begin to think it has been long since woven in the silvery and eternal wampum — belt after belt, string twisted around string — that you shall go to Catharines-town unscathed.

Where she was born returns the rosy Forest Pigeon to her native tree for mating. White-Throat — White-Throat — your course is flown! For this is Amochols frontier; and by tomorrow night we enter Catharines-town — thou and I, little Lois — two Hidden Children — one hidden by the Western Gate, one by the Eastern Gates dark threshold, hidden in the husks....How shall it be with us now, O little rosy spirit of the home-wood? My Indians will ask. What shall I say to them concerning you?

All laws break of themselves before us twain, who, having been hidden, are prepared for mating — where we will — and when.... And if the long flight be truly ended — and the home forests guard our secret — and if Tharon be God also — and His stars the altar lights — and his river-mist my veil — — She faltered, and her clear gaze became confused. Why should your Indians question you? she asked.

The last ray of the sun reddened the forest, lingered, faded, and went out in ashes. I said:

God and Tharon are one. Priest and Sagamore, clergyman and Sachem, minister, ensign, Roya-neh — red men or white, all are consecrated before the Master of Life. If in these Indians eyes you are still to remain sacred, then must you promise yourself to me, little Lois. And let the Sagamore perform the rite at once.

Betroth myself, Euan?

Yes, under the Rite of the Hidden Children. Will you do this — so that my Indians can lay your hands upon their hearts? Else they may turn from you now — perhaps prove hostile.

I had desired to have you take me from my mothers arms.

And so I will, in marriage — if she be alive to give you.

Then — what is this we do?

It is our White Bridal.

Summon the Sagamore, she said faintly.

And so it was done there, I prompting her with her responses, and the mysterious rite witnessed by the priesthood of two nations — Sachem and Sagamore, Iroquois and Algonquin, with the tall lodge-poles of the pines confirming it, and the pale ghost-flowers on the moss fulfilling it, and the stars coming one by one to nail our lodge door with silver nails, and the night winds, enchanted, chanting the Karenna of the Uncut Corn.

And now the final and most sacred symbol of betrothal was at hand; and the Oneida Sachem drew away, and the Yellow Moth and the Night Hawk stood aside, with heads quietly averted, leaving the Sagamore alone before us. For only a Sagamore of the Enchanted Clan might stand as witness to the mystery, where now the awful, viewless form of Tharon was supposed to stand, white winged and plumed, and robed like the Eight Thunders in snowy white.

Listen, Loskiel, he said, my younger brother, blood-brother to a Siwanois. Listen, also, O Rosy-Throated Pigeon of the Woods — home from the unseen flight to mate at last!

He plucked four ghost-flowers, and cast the pale blossoms one by one to the four great winds.

O untainted winds that blow the Indian corn, he said, winds of the wilderness, winds of the sounding skies — clean and pure as ye are, not one of you has blown the green and silken blankets loose from these, our Hidden Children, nestling unseen, untouched, unstained, close cradled in a green embrace. Nor wind, nor rain, nor hail, not the fierce heat of many summers have revealed these Hidden Ones, stripped them of the folded verdure that conceals them still, each wrapped within the green leaves of the corn.

Continue to listen, winds of the sounding skies. Let the Eight White-plumed Thunders listen. An ensign of the Magic Clan bears witness under Tharon. A Sagamore veils his face. Let Tharon hear these children when they speak. Let Tamenund listen!

Standing straight and tall there in the starlight, he drew his blanket across his eyes. The Oneidas and the Stockbridge did the same.

Slowly, timidly, in compliance with my whispered bidding, the slender, trembling hands of Lois unlaced my throat-points to the shoulder, baring my chest. Then she said aloud, but in a voice scarce audible, I prompting every word:

It is true! Under the folded leaves a Hidden Youth is sleeping. I bid him sleep awhile. I promise to disturb no leaf. This is the White Bridal. I close what I have scarcely parted. I bid him sleep this night. When — when — —

I whispered, prompting her, and she found her voice, continuing:

When at his lodge door they shall come softly and lay shadows to bar it, a moon to seal it, and many stars to nail it fast, then, in the dark within, I shall hear the painted quiver rattle as he puts it off; and the antlers fall clashing to the ground. Only the green and tender cloak of innocence shall endure — a little while — then, falling, enfold us twain embraced where only one had slept before. A promised bride has spoken.

She bowed her head, took my hands in hers, laid them lightly on her heart; then straightened up, with a long-drawn, quivering breath, and stood, eyes closed, as I unlaced her throat-points, parting the fawn-skin cape till the soft thrums lay on her snowy shoulders.

It is true, I whispered. Under the folded leaves a Hidden Maid lies sleeping. I bid her sleep awhile; I bid her dream in innocence through this White Bridal night. I promise to disturb no leaf that sheathes her. I now refold and close again what I have scarcely touched and opened. I bid her sleep.

When on my lodge door they nail the Oneida stars, and seal my door with the moon of Tharon, and lay long shadows there to bar it; then I, within the darkness there, shall hear the tender rustle of her clinging husks, parting to cradle two where one alone had slept since she was born.

Gently I drew the points, closing the cape around her slender throat, knotted the laces, smoothed out the thrums, took her small hands and laid them on my breast.

One by one the stately Indians came to make their homage, bending their war-crests proudly and placing her hands upon their painted breasts. Then they went away in silence, each to his proper post, no doubt. Yet, to be certain, I desired to make my rounds, and bade Lois await me there. But I had not proceeded three paces when lo! Of a sudden she was at my side, laughing her soft defiance at me in the darkness.

No orders do I take save what I give myself, she said. Which is no mutiny, Euan, and no insubordination either, seeing that you and I are one — or are like to be when the brigade chaplain passes — if the Tories meddle not with his honest scalp! Come! Honest Euan, shall we make our rounds together? Or must I go alone?

And she linked her arm in mine and put one foot forward, looking up at me with all the light mischief of the very boy she seemed in her soft rifle-dress and leggins, and the bright hair crisply curling round her moleskin cap.

Have a care of the trees, then, little minx, I said.

Pooh! Can you not see in the dark?

Can you?

Surely. When you and I went to the Spring Waiontha, I needed not your lantern light to guide me.

I see not well by night, I admitted.

You do see well by night — through my two eyes! Are we not one? How often must I repeat it that you and I are one! One! One! O Loskiel — stealer of hearts, if you could only know how often on my knees I am before you — how truly I adore, how humbly, scarcely daring to believe my heart that tells me such a tale of magic and enchantment — after these barren, loveless years. Mark! Yonder stands the Grey-Feather! Is that his post?

Wonder-eyes, I see him not! Wait — aye, you are right. And he is at his post. Pass to the left, little minx.

And so we made the rounds, finding every Indian except the Sagamore at his post. He lay asleep. And after we had returned to our southern ledge of rock, and I had spread my blanket for her and laid my pack to pillow her, I picked up my rifle and rose from my knees.

And you? she asked.

I stand guard across the trail below.

Why? When all except the Siwanois are watching! The Night Hawk is there. Stretch yourself here beside me and try to sleep. Your watch will come too soon to suit you, or me either, for that matter.

Do you mean to go on guard with me?

Do you dream that I shall let you stand your guard alone, young sir?

This is folly, Lois—

Euan, you vex me. Lie beside me. Here is sufficient blanket room and pillow. And if you do not sleep presently and let me sleep too, our wits will all be sadly addled when they summon us.

So I stretched myself out beside her and looked up, open eyed, into darkness.

Sleep well, she whispered, smothering a little laugh.

Sleep safely, Lois.

That is why I desired you — so I might sleep safely, knowing myself safe when you are, too. And you are safe only when you are at my side. Do you follow my philosophy?

I said presently: This is our White Bridal, Lois. The ceremony completes itself by dawn.

Save that the Sagamore is but a heathen priest, truly I feel myself already wedded to you, so solemn was our pretty rite.... Dare you kiss me, Euan? You never have. Christians betrothed may kiss each other once, I think.

Not such as we — if the rite means anything to us.

Why?

Not on the White Bridal night — if we regard this rite as sacred.

I feel its sacredness. That is why I thought no sin if you should kiss me — on such a night.

She sat up in her blanket; and I sat up, too.

* Tekasenthos, she said.

[* I am weeping.]

* Chetena, you are laughing!

[* Mouse.]

* Neah. Tekasenthos! she insisted.

[* No, I am weeping.]

Why?

You do not love me, she remarked, kicking off one ankle moccasin.

* Kenonwea-sasita-ha-wiyo, chetenaha! I said, laughing.

[* I love your beautiful foot, little mouse.]

* Akasita? Katontats. But is that all of me you love?

[* My foot? I consent.]

The other one also.

The other one also.

* Neah-wenh-a, O Loskiel. I shall presently slay you and go to sleep.

[* I thank you.]

There fell a silence, then:

Do you not know in your heart how it is with me? I said unsteadily.

She lay down, facing me.

In my heart I know, beloved above all men! But I am like a child with you — desiring to please, ardent, confused, unaccustomed. And everything you say delights me — and all you do — or refrain from doing — thrills me with content.... It was so true and sweet of you to leave my lips untouched. I adore you for it — but then I had adored you if you had kissed me, also. Always, your decision pleasures me.

After a long while I spoke cautiously. She lay asleep, her lips scarce parted; but in her sleep she seemed to hear my voice, for one arm stole out in the dark and closed around my neck.

And so we lay until the dark forms gliding from the forest summoned me to mount my guard, and Lois awoke with a little sigh, sat upright, then sprang to her feet to face the coming dawn alone with me.


CHAPTER XIX

AMOCHOL

[image: img562.jpg]

BY DAYBREAK WE had salted our parched corn, soaked, and eaten it, and my Indians were already freshening their paint. The Sagamore, stripped for battle, barring clout and sporran, stood tall and powerfully magnificent in his white and vermilion hue of war. On his broad chest the scarlet Ghost Bear reared; on his crest the scarlet feathers slanted low. The Yellow Moth was unbelievably hideous in the poisonous hue of a toad-stool; his crest and all his skin glistened yellow, shining like the sulphurous belly of a snake. But the Grey-Feather was ghastly; his bony features were painted like a skull, spine, ribs, and limb-bones traced out heavily in yellowish white so that he seemed a stalking and articulated skeleton as he moved in the dim twilight of the trees. And I could see that he was very proud of the effect.

As for the young and ambitious Night Hawk, he had simply made one murderous symbol of himself — a single and terrific emblem of his entire body, for he was painted black from head to foot like an Iroquois executioner, and his skin glistened as the plumage of a sleek crow shines in the sunlight of a field. Every scalp-lock was neatly braided and oiled; every crown shaven; every knife and war-axe and rifle-barrel glimmered silver bright under the industrious rubbing; flints had been renewed; with finest priming powder pans reprimed; and now all my Indians squatted amiably together in perfect accord, very loquacious in their guarded voices, Iroquois, Mohican, and Stockbridge, foregathering as though there had never been a feud in all the world.

Through the early dusk of morning, Lois had stolen away, having discovered a spring pool to bathe in, the creek water being dark and bitter; and I had freshened myself, too, when she returned, her soft cheeks abloom, and the crisp curls still wet with spray.

When we had eaten, the Sagamore rose and moved noiselessly down the height of land to the trail level, where our path entered the ghostly gloom of the evergreens. I followed; Lois followed me, springing lightly from tussock to rotting log, from root to bunchy swale, swift, silent footed, dainty as a lithe and graceful panther crossing a morass dry-footed.

Behind her trotted in order the Yellow Moth, Tohoontowhee, and lastly the Grey-Feather— Like Father Death herding us all to destruction, whispered Lois in my ear, as I halted while the Sagamore surveyed the trail ahead with cautious eyes.

As we moved forward once more, I glanced around at Lois and thought I never had seen such fresh and splendid vigor in any woman. Nor had I ever seen her in such a bright and happy spirit, as though the nearness to the long sought goal was changing her every moment, under my very eyes, into a lovelier and more radiant being than ever had trod this war-scarred world.

While we had eaten our hasty morning meal, I had told her what I had learned of the Vale Yndaia; and this had excited her more than anything I ever saw to happen to her, so that her grey eyes sparkled with brilliant azure lights, and the soft colour flew from throat to brow, waxing and waning with every quick-drawn breath.

She wore also, and for the first time, the moccasins for flying feet — and ere she put them on she showed them to me with eager and tender pride, kissing each soft and beaded shoe before she drew it over her slender foot. Around her throat, lying against her heart, nestled her fathers faded picture. And as we sped I could hear her murmuring to herself:

Jean Coeur! Jean Coeur! Enfin! Me voici en chemin!

North, always north we journeyed, moving swiftly on a level runway, or, at fault, checked until the Sagamore found the path, sometimes picking our dangerous ways over the glistening bog, from swale to log, now leaping for some solid root or bunch of weed, now swinging across quicksands, hanging to tested branches by our hands.

Duller grew the light as the foliage overhead became denser, until we could scarce see the warning glimmer of the bog. Closer, taller, more unkempt grew the hemlocks on every hand. In the ghostly twilight we could not distinguish their separate spectral trunks, so close they grew together. And it seemed like two solid walls through which wound a dusky corridor of mud and bitter tasting water.

Then, far ahead a level gleam caught my eye. Nearer it grew and brighter; and presently out of the grewsome darkness of the swamp we stepped into a lovely oval intervale of green ferns and grasses, set with oak trees, and a clear, sweet thread of water dashing through it, and spraying the tall ferns along its banks so that they quivered and glistened with the sparkling drops. And here we saw a little bird flitting — the first we had seen that day.

At the western end of the oval glade a path ran straight away as far as we could see, seeming to pierce the western wall of the hills. The little brook followed at.

As Lois knelt to drink, the Sagamore whispered to me:

This is the pass to the Vale Yndaia! You shall not tell her yet — not till we have dealt with Amochol.

Not till we have dealt with Amochol, I repeated, staring at the narrow opening which crossed this black and desolate region like a streak of sunshine across burnt land.

Tahoontowhee examined the trail; nothing had passed since the last rain, save deer and fox.

So I went over to where Lois was bathing her flushed face in the tiny stream, and lay down to drink beside her.

The water is cold and sweet, she said, not like that bitter water in the swamp. She held her cupped hands for me to drink from. And I kissed the fragrant cup.

As we rose and I shouldered my rifle, the Grey-Feather began to sing in a low, musical, chanting voice; and all the Indians turned merry faces toward Lois and me as they nodded time to the refrain:

Continue to listen and hear the truth,
Maiden Hidden and Hidden Youth.
The song of those who are more than men!
*Thi-ya-en-sa-y-e-ken!

[* They will (live to) see it again!]

It is the chant of the Stone Throwers — the Little People! said Mayaro, laughing. Ye two are fit to hear it.

They are singing the Song of the Hidden Children, I whispered to Lois. Is it not strangely pretty?

It is wild music, but sweet, she murmured,  — the music of the Little People — che-kah-a-hen-wah.

Can you catch the words?

Aye, but do not understand them every one.

Some day I will make them into an English song for you. Listen! The Voices are beginning! Listen attentively to the Chant of *Ta-neh-u-weh-too!

[* Hidden in the Husks.]

The Night Hawk was singing now, as he walked through the sunlit glade, hip-deep in scented ferns and jewel-weed. Two brilliant humming-birds whirled around him as he strode.

A VOICE

Who shall find my Hidden Maid
Where the tasselled corn is growing?
Let them seek her in Kandaia,
Let them seek her in Oswaya,
Where the giant pines are growing,
Let them seek and be afraid!
Where the Adriutha flowing
Splashes through the forest glade,
Where the Kennyetto flowing
Thunders through the hemlock shade,
Let them seek and be afraid,
From Oswaya To Yndaia,
All the way to Carenay!

ANOTHER VOICE

Who shall find my Hidden Son
Where the tasselled corn is growing?
Let them seek my Hidden One
From the Silver Horicon
North along the Saguenay,
Where the Huron cocks are crowing,
Where the Huron maids are mowing
Hay along the Saguenay;
Where the Mohawk maids are hoeing
Corn along the Carenay,
Let them seek my Hidden Son,
West across the inland seas,
South to where the cypress trees
Quench the flaming scarlet flora
Of the painted Esaurora,
Drenched in rivers to their knees!
*Honowehto! Like Thendara!
[* They have vanished.]
Let them hunt to Danascara
Back along the Saguenay,
On the trail to Carenay,
Through the Silver Horicon
Till the night and day are one!
Where the Adriutha flowing
Sings below Oswaya glowing.
Where the sunset of Kandaia
Paints the meadows of Yndaia,
Let them seek my Hidden Son
Till the sun and moon are one!

*TE-KI-E-HO-KEN
[* Two Voices (together).]

* Nai Shehawa! She lies sleeping,
[* Behold thy children!]
Where the green leaves closely fold her!
He shall wake first and behold her
Who is given to his keeping;
He shall strip her of her leaves
Where she sleeps amid the sheaves,
Snowy white, without a stain,
Nothing marred of wind or rain.
So from slumber she shall waken,
And behold the green robe shaken
From his shoulders to her own!
*Ye-ji-se-way-ad-kerone!
[* So ye two are laid together.]

The pretty song of the Hidden Children softened to a murmur and died out as our trail entered the swamp once more, north of the oval glade. And into its sombre twilight we passed out of the brief gleam of sunshine. Once more the dark and bitter water coiled its tortuous channel through the slime; huge, gray evergreens, shaggy and forbidding, towered above, closing in closer and closer on every side, crowding us into an ever-narrowing trail.

But this trail, since we had left the sunny glade, had become harder under foot, and far more easy to travel; and we made fast time along it, so that early in the afternoon we suddenly came out into that vast belt of firm ground and rocky, set with tremendous oaks and pines and hemlocks, on the northern edge of which lies Catharines-town, on both banks of the stream.

And here the stream rushed out through this country as though frightened, running with a mournful sound into the northern forest; and the pines were never still, sighing and moaning high above us, so that the never ceasing plaint of wind and water filled the place.

And here, on a low, bushy ridge, we lay all day, seeing in the forest not one living thing, nor any movement in that dim solitude, save where the grey and wraith-like water tossed a flat crest against some fallen tree, or its dull and sullen surface gleamed like lead athwart the valley far ahead.

My Indians squatted, or sprawled prone along the ridge; Lois lay flat on her stomach beside me, her chin resting on her clasped hands. We talked of many things that afternoon — of life as we had found it, and what it promised us — of death, if we must find it here in these woods before I made her mine. And of how long was the spirits trail to God — if truly it were but a swift, upward flight like to the rushing of an arrow already flashing out of sight ere the twanging buzz of the bow-string died on the air. Or if it were perhaps a long, slow, painful journey through thick night, toilsome, blindly groping, wings adroop trailing against bruised heels. Or if we two must pass by hell, within sight and hearing of the thunderous darkness, and feel the rushing wind of the pit hot on ones face.

Sometimes, like a very child, she prattled of happiness, which she had never experienced, but meant to savour, wedded or not — talked to me there of all she had never known and would now know and realize within her mothers tender arms.

And sometimes, Euan, dreaming of her I scarce see how, within my heart, I can find room for you also. Yet, I know well there is room for both of you, and that one without the other would leave my happiness but half complete.... I wonder if I resemble her? Will she know me — and I her? How shall we meet, Euan — after more than a score of years? She will see my moccasins, and cry out! She will see my face and know me, calling me by name! Oh, happiness! Oh, miracle! Will the night never come!

Dear maid and tender! You should not build your hopes too high, so that they crush you utterly if they must fall to earth again.

I know. Amochol may have slain her. We will learn all when you take Amochol — when God delivers him into your hands this night.... How will you do it, Euan?

Take him, you mean?

Aye.

We lie south, just outside the fire-rings edge. Boyd watches them from the north. His signal to us begins the business. We leap straight for the altar and take Amochol at its very foot, the while Boyds heavy rifles deal death on every side, keeping the others busy while we are securing Amochol. Then we all start south for the army, God willing, and meet our own people on the high-ridge east of us.

But Yndaia!

That we will scour the instant we have Amochol.

You promise?

Dearest, I promise solemnly. Yet — I think — if your mother lives — she may be here in Catharines-town tonight. This is the Dream Feast, Lois. I and my Indians believe that she has bought her life of Amochol by dreaming for them. And if this be true, and she has indeed become their Prophetess and Interpreter of Dreams, then this night she will be surely here to read their dreams for them.

Will we see her before you begin the attack?

Little Lois, how can I tell you such things? We are to creep up close to the central fire — as close as we dare.

Will there be crowds of people there?

Many people.

Warriors?

Not many. They are with Hiokatoo and Brant. There will be hunters and Sachems, and the Cat-People, and the Andastes pack, and many women. The False Faces will not be there, nor the Wyoming Witch, nor the Toad Woman, because all these are now with Hiokatoo and Walter Butler. For which I thank God and am very grateful.

How shall I know her in this fire-lit throng? murmured Lois, staring ahead of her where the evening dusk had now veiled the nearer trees with purple.

Before I could reply, the Sagamore rose from his place on my left, and we all sprang lightly to our feet, looked to our priming, covered our pans, and trailed arms.

Now! he muttered, passing in front of me and taking the lead; and we all filed after him through the open forest, moving rapidly, almost on a run, for half a mile, then swung sharply out to the right, where the trees grew slimmer and thinner, and plunged into a thicket of hazel and osier.

I smell smoke, whispered Lois, keeping close to me.

I nodded. Presently we halted and stood in silence, minute after minute, while the purple dusk deepened swiftly around us, and overhead a few stars came out palely, as though frightened.

Then Mayaro dropped noiselessly to the ground and began to crawl forward over the velvet moss; and we followed his example, feeling our way with our right hands to avoid dry branches and rocks. From time to time we paused to regain our strength and breathe; and the last time we did so the aromatic smell of birch-smoke blew strong in our nostrils, and there came to our ears a subdued murmur like the stirring of pine-tops in a steady breeze. But there were no pines around us now, only osier, hazel, and grey-birch, and the deep moss under foot.

A house! whispered the Yellow Moth, pointing.

There it stood, dark and shadowy against the north. Another loomed dimly beyond it; a haystack rose to the left.

We were in Catharines-town.

And now, as we crawled forward, we could see open country on our left, and many unlighted houses and fields of corn, dim and level against the encircling forest. The murmur on our right had become a sustained and distinct sound, now swelling in the volume of many voices, now subsiding, then waxing to a dull tumult. And against the borders of the woods, like a shining crimson curtain shifting, we could see the red reflection of a fire sweeping across the solid foliage.

With infinite precautions, we moved through the thicket toward it, the glare growing yellower and more brilliant as we advanced. And now we remained motionless and very still.

Massed against the flare of light were crowded many people in a vast, uneven circle ringing a great central fire, except at the southern end. And here, where the ring was open so that we could see the huge fire itself, stood a great, stone slab on end, between two round mounds of earth. It was the altar of Amochol, and we knew it instantly, where it stood between the ancient mounds raised by the Alligewi.

The drums had not yet begun while we were still creeping up, but they began now, muttering like summer thunder, the painted drummers marching into the circle and around it twice before they took their places to the left of the altar, squatting there and ceaselessly beating their hollow sounding drums. Then, in file, the eight Sachems of the dishonoured Senecas filed into the fiery circle, chanting and timing their slow steps to the mournful measure of their chant. All wore the Sachems crest painted white; their bodies were most barbarously striped with black and white, and their blankets were pure white, crossed by a single blood-red band.

What they chanted I could not make out, but that it was some blasphemy which silently enraged my Indians was plain enough; and I laid a quieting hand on the Sagamores shaking arm, cautioning him; and he touched the Oneidas and the Stockbridge, one by one, in warning.

Opposite us, the ruddy firelight played over the massed savages, women, children, and old men mostly, gleaming on glistening eyes, sparkling on wampum and metal ornaments. To the right and left of us a few knives and hatchets caught the firelight, and many multi-coloured plumes and blankets glowed in its shifting brilliancy.

The eight Sachems stood, tall and motionless, behind the altar; the drumming never ceased, and from around the massed circle rose a low sing-song chant, keeping time to the hollow rhythm of the drums:

* Onenh are oya
 Egh-des-ho-ti-ya-do-re-don
Nene ronenh
 Ken-ki-ne ne-nya-wenne!

[* Now again they decided and said: This shall be done!]

Above this rumbling undertone sounded the distant howling of dogs in Catharines-town; and presently the great forest owls woke up, yelping like goblins across the misty intervale. Strangely enough, the dulled pandemonium, joined in by dog and owl and drum and chanting savages, made but a single wild and melancholy monotone seeming to suit the time and place as though it were the voice of this fierce wilderness itself.

Now into the circle, one by one, came those who had dreamed and must be answered — not as in the old-time and merry Feast of Dreams, where the rites were harmless and the mirth and jollity innocent, if rough — for Amochol had perverted the ancient and innocent ceremony, making of a fourteen-day feast a sinister rite which ended in a single night.

I understood this more clearly now, as I lay watching the proceedings, for I had seen this feast in company with Guy Johnson on the Kennyetto, and found in it nothing offensive and no revolting license or blasphemy, though others may say this is not true.

Yet, how can a rite which begins with three days religious services, including confession of sins on wampum, be otherwise than decent? As for the rest of the feast, the horse-play, skylarking, dancing, guessing contests — the little childrens dance on the tenth day, the Dance for Four on the eleventh, the Dance for the Eight Thunders on the thirteenth — the noisy, violent, but innocent romping of the False Faces — all this I had seen in the East, and found no evil in it and no debauchery.

But what was now already going on I had never seen at any Iroquois feast or rite, and what Amochol had made of this festival I dared not conjecture as I gazed at the Dreamers now advancing into the circle with an abandon and an effrontery scarcely decent.

Six young girls came first, naked except for a breadth of fawn-skin falling from waist to instep. Their bodies were painted vermilion from brow to ankle; they carried in their hands red harvest apples, which they tossed one to another as they move lightly across the open space in a slow, springy, yet not ungraceful dance.

Behind them came a slim maid, wearing only a black fox-head, and the soft pelt dangling from her belt, and the tail behind. She was painted a ruddy yellow everywhere except a broad line of white in front, like a foxs belly; and, like a fox, too, her feet and hands were painted black.

Following her came eight girls plumed in spotless white and clothed only in white feathers — aping the Thunders, doubtless; but even to me, a white man and a Christian, it was a sinister and evil sight to see this mockery as they danced forward, arms entwined, and the snowy plumes floating out in the firelight, disclosing the white painted bodies which the firelight tinted with rose and amber lights.

Then came dancing other girls, dressed in most offensive mockery of the harmless and ancient rite — first the Fire Keeper, crowned with oak leaves instead of wild cherry, and wearing a sewed garment made of oak twigs and tufted leaves, from which the acorns hung. Followed two girls in cloaks of shimmering pine-needles, and wearing wooden masks, dragging after them the carcasses of two white dogs, to Clothe the Moon Witch! they cried to the burly Erie acolyte who followed them, his heavy knife shining in his hand.

Then the Erie disemboweled the strangled dogs, cast their entrails into the fire, and kicked aside the carcasses, shouting:

Atensi stands naked upon the Moon! What shall she wear to cover her?

The soft hide of a Hidden Child! answered a Sachem from behind the altar. We have so dreamed it.

It shall be done! cried the Erie; and, lifting himself on tip toe, he threw back his brutal head and gave the Panther Cry so that his voice rang hideously through the night.

Instantly into the circle came scurrying the Andastes, some wearing the heads of bulls, some of wolves, foxes, bears, their bodies painted horribly in raw reds and yellows, and running about like a pack of loosened hounds. All their movements were wild and aimless, and like animals, and they seemed to smell their way as they ran about hither and thither, sniffing, listening, but seldom looking long or directly at any one thing.

I was sorely afraid that some among them might come roving and muzzling into the bushes where we lay; but they did not, gradually gathering into an uneasy pack and settling on their haunches near the dancing girls, who played with them, and tormented them with branches of hazel, samphire and green osier.

Suddenly a young girl, jewelled with multi-coloured diamonds of paint, and jingling all over with little bells, came dancing into the ring, beating a tiny, painted drum as she advanced. She wore only a narrow sporran of blue-birds feathers to her knees, glistening blue moccasins of the same plumage, and a feathered head dress of the scarlet fire-bird. Behind her filed the Cat-People, Amochols hideous acolytes, each wearing the Nez Perce ridge of porcupine-like hair, the lynx-skin cloak and necklace of claws; and all howling to the measure of the little painted drum. I could feel Mayaro beside me, quivering with eagerness and fury; but the time was not yet, and he knew it, as did his enraged comrades.

For behind the Eries, moving slowly, came a slender shape, shrouded in white. Her head was bent in the shadow of her cowl; her white wool vestments trailed behind her. Both hands were clasped together under her loose robe. On her cowl was a wreath of nightshade, with its dull purple fruit and blossoms clustering around her shadowed brow.

Who is that? whispered Lois, beginning to tremble, God knows, I said. Wait!

The shrouded shape moved straight to the great stone altar and stood there a moment facing it; then, veiling her face with her robe, she turned, mounted the left hand mound, and seated herself, head bowed.

Toward her, advancing all alone, was now approaching a figure, painted, clothed, and plumed in scarlet. Everything was scarlet about him, his moccasins, his naked skin, the fantastic cloak and blanket, girdle, knife-hilt, axe shaft, and the rattling quiver on his back — nay, the very arrows in it were set with scarlet feathers, and the looped bowstring was whipped with crimson sinew.

The Andastes came moaning, cringing, fawning, and leaping about his knees; he noticed them not at all; the Cat-People, seated in a semicircle, looked up humbly as he passed; he ignored them.

Slowly he moved to the altar and laid first his hand upon it, then unslung his bow and quiver and laid them there. A great silence fell upon the throng. And we knew we were looking at last upon the Scarlet Priest.

Yes, this was Amochol, the Red Sachem, the vile, blaspheming, murderous, and degraded chief who had made of a pure religion a horror, and of a whole people a nation of unspeakable assassins.

As the firelight flashed full in his face, I saw that his features were not painted; that they were delicate and regular, and that the skin was pale, betraying his French ancestry.

And good God! What a brood of demons had that madman, Frontenac, begot to turn loose upon this Western World! For there appeared to be a Montour in every bit of devils work we ever heard of — and it seemed as though there was no end to their number. One, praise God, had been slain before Wyoming — which some said enraged the Witch, his mother, to the fearsome deeds she did there — and one was this mans sister, Lyn Montour — a sleek, lithe girl of the forest, beautiful and depraved. But the Toad Woman, mother of Amochol, was absent, and of all the Montours only this strange priest had remained at Catharines-town. And him we were now about to take or slay.

Amochol! whispered the Sagamore in my ear.

I know, I said. It is strange. He is not like a monster, after all.

He is beautiful, whispered Lois.

I stared at the pale, calm face over which the firelight played. The features seemed almost perfect, scarcely cruel, yet there was in the eyes a haunting beauty that was almost terrible when they became fixed.

To his scarlet moccasins crept the Andastes, one by one, and squatted there in silence.

Then a single warrior entered the ring. He was clad in the ancient arrow-proof armour of the Iroquois, woven of sinew and wood. His face was painted jet black, and he wore black plumes. He mounted the eastern mound, strung his bow, set an arrow to the string, and seated himself.

The red acolytes came forward, and the slim Prophetess bent her head till the long, dark hair uncoiled and fell down, clouding her to the waist in shadow.

Hereckenes! cried Amochol in a clear voice; and at the sound of their ancient name the Cat-People began a miauling chant.

Antauhonorans! cried Amochol.

Every Seneca took up the chant, and the drums timed it softly and steadily.

Prophetess! said Amochol in a ringing voice. I have dreamed that the Moon Witch and her grandson Iuskeha shall be clothed. With what, then, shall they be clothed, O Woman of the Night Sky? Explain to my people this dream that I have dreamed.

The slim, white-cowled figure answered slowly, with bowed head, brooding motionless in the shadow of her hair:

Two dogs lie yonder for Atensi and her grandson. Let them be painted with the sun and moon. So shall the dream of Amochol come true!

Sorceress! he retorted fiercely. Shall I not offer to Atensi and Iuskeha two Hidden Children, that white robes may be made of their unblemished skins to clothe the Sun and Moon?

Into the eternal wampum it is woven that the soft, white skins shall clothe their bodies till the husks fall from the silken corn.

And then, Witch of the East? Shall I not offer them when the husks are stripped?

I see no further than you dream, O Amochol!

He stretched out his arm toward her, menacingly:

Yet they shall both be strangled here upon this stone! he said. Look, Witch! Can you not see them lying there together? I have dreamed it.

She silently pointed at the two dead dogs.

Look again! he cried in a loud voice. What do you see?

She made no reply.

Answer! he said sharply.

I have looked. And I see only the eternal wampum lying at my feet — lacking a single belt.

With a furious gesture the Red Priest turned and stared at the dancing girls who raised their bare arms, crying:

We have dreamed, O Amochol! Let your Sorceress explain our dreams to us!

And one after another, as their turns came, they leaped up from the ground and sprang forward. The first, a tawny, slender, mocking thing, flung wide her arms.

Look, Sorceress! I dreamed of a felled sapling and a wolverine! What means my dream?

And the slim, white figure, head bowed in her dark hair, answered quietly:

O dancer of the Na-usin, who wears okwencha at the Onon-hou-aroria, yet is no Seneca, the felled sapling is thou thyself. Heed lest the wolverine shall scent a human touch upon thy breast! And she pointed at the Andastes.

A dead silence followed, then the girl, horror struck, shrank back, her hands covering her face.

Another sprang forward and cried:

Sorceress! I dreamed of falling water and a red cloud at sunset hanging like a plume!

Water falls, daughter of Mountain Snakes. Every drop you saw was a dead man falling. And the red cloud was red by reason of blood; and the plume was the crest of a war chief.

What chief! said Amochol, turning his deadly eyes on her.

A Gate-Keeper of the West.

The shuddering silence was broken by the eager voice of another girl, bounding from her place — a flash of azure and jewelled paint.

And I, O Sorceress! I dreamed of night, and a love song under the million stars. And of a great stag standing in the water.

Had the stag no antlers, little daughter?

None, for it was spring time.

You dreamed of night. It shall be night for a long while — for ages and ages, ere the stags wide antlers crown his head again. For the antlers were lying upon a new made grave. And the million stars were the lights of camp-fires. And the love-song was the Karenna. And the water you beheld was the river culled Chemung.

The girl seemed stunned, standing there plucking at her fingers, scarlet lips parted, and her startled eyes fixed upon the white-draped sibyl.

Executioner! Bend your bow! cried Amochol, with a terrible stare at the Sorceress.

The man in woven armour raised his bow, bent it, drawing the arrow to the tip. At the same instant the Prophetess rose to her feet, flung back her cowl, and looked Amochol steadily in the eyes from the shadow of her hair.

So, for a full minute in utter silence, they stared at each other; then Amochol said between his teeth:

Have a care that you read truly what my people dream!

Shall I lie? she asked in even tones. And, quivering with impotent rage and superstition, the Red Priest found no word to answer.

O Amochol, she said, let the armoured executioner loose his shaft. It is poisoned. Never since the Cat-People were overthrown has a poisoned arrow been used within the Long House. Never since the Atotarho covered his face from Hiawatha — never since the snakes were combed from his hair — has a Priest of the Long House dared to doubt the Prophetess of the Seneca nation. Doubt — and die!

Amochols face was like pale brown marble; twice he half turned toward the executioner, but gave no signal. Finally, he laid his hand flat on the altar; the executioner unbent his bow and the arrow drooped from the painted haft and dangled there, its hammered iron war-head glinting in the firelight.

Then the Prophetess turned and stood looking out over the throng through the thick, aromatic smoke from the birch-fire, and presently her clear voice rang through the deathly silence:

O People of the Evening Sky! Far on the Chemung lie many dead men. I see them lying there in green coats and in red, in feathers and in paint! Through forests, through mountains, through darkness, have my eyes beheld this thing. There is a new thunder in the hills, and red fire flowers high in the pines, and a hail falls, driving earthward in iron drops that slay all living things.

New clouds hang low along the river; and they are not of the water mist that comes at twilight and ascends with the sun. Nor is this new thunder in the hills the voice of the Eight White Plumed Ones; nor is the boiling of the waters the stirring of the Serpent Bride.

Red run the riffles, yet the sun is high; and those who would cross at the ford have laid them down to dam the waters with their bodies.

And I see fires along the flats; I see flames everywhere, towns on fire, corn burning, hay kindling to ashes under a white ocean of smoke — the Three Sisters scorched, trampled, and defiled! She lifted one arm; her spellbound audience never stirred.

Listen! she cried, I hear the crashing of many feet in northward flight! I hear horses galloping, and the rattle of swords. Many who run are stumbling, falling, lying still and crushed and wet with blood. I, Sorceress of the Senecas, see and hear these things; and as I see and hear, so must I speak my warning to you all!

She whirled on Amochol, flinging back her hair. Her skin was as white us my own!

With a stifled cry Lois sprang to her feet; but I caught her and held her fast.

Good God! I whispered to the Sagamore. Where is Boyd?

The executioner had risen, and was bending his bow; the Sorceress turned deathly pale but her blue eyes flashed, never swerving from the cruel stare of Amochol.

Where is Boyd? I whispered helplessly. They mean to murder her!

Kill that executioner! panted Lois, struggling in my arms. In Gods name, slay him where he stands!

It means our death, said the Sagamore.

The Night Hawk came crouching close to my shoulder. He had unslung and strung his little painted bow of an adolescent, and was fitting the nock of a slim arrow to the string.

He looked up at me; I nodded; and as the executioner clapped his heels together, straightened himself, and drew the arrow to his ear, we heard a low twang! And saw the black hand of the Seneca pinned to his own bow by the Night Hawks shaft.

So noiselessly was it done that the fascinated throng could not at first understand what had happened to the executioner, who sprang into the air, screamed, and stood clawing and plucking at the arrow while his bow hung dripping with blood, yet nailed to his shrinking palm.

Amochol, frozen to a scarlet statue, stared at the contortions of the executioner for a moment, then, livid, wheeled on the Prophetess, shaking from head to foot.

Is this your accursed magic? he shouted. Is this your witchcraft, Sorceress of Biskoonah? Is it thus you strike when threatened? Then you shall burn! Take her, Andastes!

But the Andastes, astounded and terrified, only cowered together in a swaying pack.

Restraining Lois with all my strength, I said to the Mohican:

If Boyd comes not before they take her, concentrate your fire on Amochol, for we can not hope to make him prisoner — —

Hark! motioned the Sagamore, grasping my arm. I heard also, and so did the others. The woods on our left were full of noises, the trample of people running, the noise of crackling underbrush.

We all thought the same thing, and stood waiting to see Boyds onset break from the forest. The Red Priest also heard it, for he had turned where he stood, his rigid arm still menacing the White Sorceress.

Suddenly, into the firelit circle staggered a British soldier, hatless, dishevelled, his scarlet uniform in rags.

For a moment he stood staring about him, swaying where he stood, then with a hopeless gesture he flung his musket from him and passed a shaking hand across his eyes.

O Amochol! cried the Sorceress, pointing a slim and steady finger at the bloody soldier. Have I dreamed lies or have I dreamed the truth? Hearken! The woods are full of people running! Do you hear? And have I lied to you, O Amochol?

From whence do you come? cried Amochol, striding toward the soldier.

From the Chemung. Except for the dead we all are coming — Butler and Brant and all. Bring out your corn, Seneca! The army starves.

Amochol stared at the soldier, at the executioner still writhing and struggling to loose his hand from the bloody arrow, at the Sorceress who had veiled her face.

Witch! he cried, get you to Yndaia. If you stir elsewhere you shall burn!

He had meant to say more, I think, but at that moment, from the southern woods men came reeling out into the fire-circle — ghastly, bloody, ragged creatures in shreds of uniforms, green, red, and brown — men and officers of Sir Johns regiment, men of Butlers Rangers, British regulars. On their heels glided the Seneca warriors, warriors of the Cayugas, Onondagas, Caniengas, Esauroras, and here and there a traitorous Oneida, and even a few Hurons.

Pell-mell this mob of fighting men came surging through the fire-circle, and straight into Catharines-town, while I and my Indians crouched there, appalled and astounded.

I saw Sir John Johnson come up with the officers of his two battalions and a captain, a sergeant, a corporal, and fifteen British regulars.

Clear me out this ring of mummers! he said in his cold, penetrating voice. And thou, Amochol, if this damned town of thine be stocked, bring out the provisions and set these Eries a-roasting corn!

I saw McDonald storming and cursing at his irregulars, where the poor brutes had gathered into a wavering rank; I saw young Walter Butler haranguing his Rangers and Senecas; I saw Brant, calm, noble, stately, standing supported by two Caniengas while a third examined his wounded leg.

The whole place was a tumult of swarming savages and white men; already the Seneca women, crowding among the men, were raising the death wail. The dancing girls huddled together in a frightened and half-naked group; the Andastes cowered apart; the servile Eries were staggering out of the corn fields laden with ripe ears; and the famished soldiers were shouting and cursing at them and tearing the corn from their arms to gnaw the raw and milky grains.

How we were to withdraw and escape destruction I did not clearly see, for our path must cross the eastern belt of forest, and it was still swarming with fugitives arriving, limping, dragging themselves in from the disaster of the Chemung.

Hopeless to dream of taking or slaying Amochol now; hopeless to think of warning Boyd or even of finding him. Somewhere in the North he had met with obstacles which delayed him. He must scout for himself, now, for the entire Tory army was between him and us.

There is but one way now, whispered the Mohican.

By Yndaia, I said.

My Indians were of the same opinion.

I should have gone there anyway, said Lois, still all a-quiver, and shivering close to my shoulder. I put my arm around her; every muscle of her body was rigid, taut, yet trembling, as a smooth and finely turned pointer trembles with eagerness and powerful self-control.

Amochol has driven her thither, she whispered. Shall we not be on our way?

Can you lead, Mayaro? I whispered.

The Mohican turned and crawled southward on his hands and knees, moving slowly.

For Gods sake let them hear no sound in this belt of bush, I whispered to Lois.

I am calm, Euan. I am not afraid.

Then fallow the Sagamore.

One by one we turned and crept away southward; and I was ever fearful that some gleam from the fire, catching our rifle-barrels or axe-heads, might betray us. But we gained the denser growth undiscovered, then rose to our feet in the open forest and hurried forward in file, crowding close to keep in touch.

Once Lois turned and called back in a low, breathless voice;

I thank Tahoontowhee from my heart for his true eye and his avenging arrow.

The young warrior laughed; but I knew he was the proudest youth in all the West that night.

The great cat-owls were shrieking and yelping through the forest as we sped southward. My Indians, silent and morose, their vengeance unslaked and now indefinitely deferred, moved at a dog trot through the forest, led by the Sagamore, whose eyes saw as clearly in the dark as my own by day.

And after a little while we noticed the stars above us, and felt ferns and grass under our feet, and came out into that same glade from whence runs the trail to Yndaia through the western hill cleft.

People ahead! whispered the Sagamore. Their Sorceress and six Eries!

Are you certain? I breathed, loosening my hatchet.

Certain, Loskiel. Yonder they are halted within the ferns. They are at the stream, drinking.

I caught Lois by the wrist.

Come with me — hurry! I said, as the Indians darted away and began to creep out and around the vague and moving group of shadows. And as we sped forward I whispered brokenly my instructions, conjuring her to obey.

We were right among them before they dreamed of our coming; not a war-cry was uttered; there was no sound save the crashing blows of hatchets, the heavy, panting breathing of those locked in a death struggle, the deep groan and coughing as a knife slipped home.

I flung a clawing Erie from me ere his blood drenched me, and he fell floundering, knifed through and through, and tearing a hole in my rifle-cape with his teeth as he fell. Two others lay under foot; my Oneidas were slaying another in the ferns, and the Sagamores hatchet, swinging like lightning, dashed another into eternity.

The last one ran, but stumbled, with three arrows in his burly neck and spine; and the Night Hawks hatchet flew, severing the thread of life far him and hurling him on his face. Instantly the young Oneida leaped upon the dead mans shoulders, pulled back his heavy head, and tore the scalp off with a stifled cry of triumph.

The Black-Snake! said the Sagamore at my side, breathing heavily from his bloody combat, and dashing the red drops from the scalp he swung. Look yonder, Loskiel! Our little Rosy Pigeon has returned at last!

I had seen it already, but I turned to look. And I saw the White Sorceress and my sweetheart close locked in each others arms — so close and motionless that they seemed but a single snowy shape there under the lustre of the stars.


CHAPTER XX

YNDAIA
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AT THE MOUTH of the pass which led to the Vale Yndaia I lay with my Indians that night, two mounting guard, then one, then two more, and the sentinels changed every three hours throughout the night. But all were excited and all slept lightly.

Within the Vale Yndaia, perhaps a hundred yards from the mouth of the pass, stood the lonely little house of bark in which Madame de Contrecoeur had lived alone for twenty years.

And here, that night, Lois lay with her mother; and no living thing nearer the dim house than we who mounted guard — except for the little birds asleep that Madame de Contrecoeur had tamed, and the small forest creatures which had learned to come fearlessly at this lonely womans low-voiced call. And these things I learned not then, but afterwards.

Never had I seen such utter loneliness — for it had been less a solitude, it seemed to me, had the little house not stood there under the pale lustre of the stars.

On every side lofty hills enclosed the valley, heavily timbered to their crests; and through the intervale the rill ran, dashing out of the pass and away into that level, wooded strip to the fern-glade which lay midway between the height of land and Catharines-town; and there joined the large stream which flowed north. I could see in the darkness little of the secret and hidden valley called Yndaia, only the heights silhouetted against the stars, a vague foreground sheeted with mist, and the dark little house standing there all alone under the stars.

All night long the great tiger-owls yelped and hallooed across the valley; all night the spectral whip-poor-will whispered its husky, frightened warning. And long after midnight a tiny bird awoke and sang monotonously for an hour or more.

Awaiting an attack from Catharines-town at any moment, we dared not make a fire or even light a torch. Rotten trunks which had fallen across the stream we dragged out and piled up across the mouth of the pass to make a defence; but we could do no more than that; and, our efforts ended, my Indians sat in a circle cross-legged, quietly hooping and stretching their freshly taken scalps by the dim light of the stars, and humming their various airs of triumph in low, contented, and purring voices. All laboured under subdued excitement, the brief and almost silent slaughter in the ferns having thoroughly aroused them. But the tension showed only in moments of abrupt gaiety, as when Mayaro challenged them to pronounce his name, and they could not, there being no letter M in the Iroquois language — neither P nor B either, for that matter — so they failed at Butler too, and Philip Schuyler, which aroused all to nervous merriment.

The Yellow Moth finished braiding his trophy first, went to the stream, and washed the blood from his weapons and his hands, polished up knife and hatchet, freshened his priming and covered it, and then, being a Christian, said his prayers on his knees, rolled over on his blanket, and instantly fell asleep.

One by one the others followed his example, excepting the Sagamore, who yawning with repressed excitement, picked up his rifle, mounted the abattis, and squatted there, his chin on a log, motionless and intent as a hunting cat in long grass. I joined him; and there we sat unstirring, listening, peering ahead into the mist-shot darkness, until our three hours vigil ended.

Then we noiselessly summoned the Grey-Feather, and he crept up to the log defence, rifle in hand, to sit there alone until his three hours duty was finished, when the Yellow Moth and Tahoontowhee should take his place.

It was already after sunrise when I was awakened by the tinkle of a cow-bell. A broad, pinkish shaft of sunshine slanted through the pass into the hidden valley; and for the first time in my life I now beheld the Vale Yndaia in all the dewy loveliness of dawn. A milch cow fed along the brook, flank-deep in fern. Chickens wandered in its wake, snapping at gnats and tiny, unseen creatures under the leaves.

Dainty shreds of fog rose along the stream, films of mist floated among sun-tipped ferns and bramble sprays. The little valley, cup-shaped and green, rang with the loud singing of birds. The pleasant noises of the brook filled my ears. All the western hills were now rosy where the rising sun struck their crests; north and south a purplish plum-bloom still tinted velvet slopes, which stretched away against a saffron sky untroubled by a cloud.

But the pretty valley and its green grass and ferns and hills held my attention only at moments, for my eyes ever reverted to the low bark house, with its single chimney of clay, now stained orange by the sun.

All the impatience and tenderness and not ignoble curiosity so long restrained assailed me now, as I gazed upon that solitary dwelling, where the unhappy mother of Lois de Contrecoeur had endured captivity for more than twenty years.

Vines of the flowering scarlet bean ran up the bark sides of the house, and over the low doorway; and everywhere around grew wild flowers and thickets of laurel and rhododendron, as in a cultivated park. And I saw that she had bordered a walk of brook-pebbles with azaleas and marsh-honeysuckles, making a little path to the brook over which was a log bridge with hand rails.

But laurel, azalea, and rhododendron bloomed no longer; the flowers that now blossomed in a riot of azure, purple, and gold on every side were the lovely wild asters and golden-rod; and no pretty garden set with formal beds and garnished artfully seemed to compare with this wild garden in the Vale Yndaia.

As the sun warmed the ground, the sappy perfume of tree and fern and grass mounted, scenting the pure, cool air with warm and balm-like odours. Gauzy winged creatures awoke, flitted, or hung glittering to some frail stem. The birds brief autumn music died away; only the dry chirring of a distant squirrel broke the silence, and the faint tinkle of the cow-bell.

My Indians, now all awake, were either industriously painting their features or washing their wounds and scratches and filling them with balsam and bruised witch-hazel, or were eating the last of our parched corn and stringy shreds of leathery venison. All seemed as complacent as a party of cats licking their rumpled fur; and examining their bites, scratches, bruises, and knife wounds, I found no serious injury among them, and nothing to stiffen for very long the limbs of men in such a hardy condition.

The youthful Night Hawk was particularly proud of an ugly knife-slash, with which the Black Snake had decorated his chest — nay, I suspected him of introducing sumac juice to make it larger and more showy — but said nothing, as these people knew well enough how to care for their bodies.

Doubtless they were full as curious as was I concerning Madame de Contrecoeur — perhaps more so, because not one of them but believed her the Sorceress which unhappy circumstances had obliged her to pretend to be. Pagan or Christian, no Indian is ever rid of superstition.

Yet, devoured by curiosity, not one of them betrayed it, forbearing, at least in my presence, even to mention the White Prophetess of the Senecas, though they voiced their disappointment freely enough concerning the escape of Amochol.

So we ate our corn and dried meat, and drank at the pretty rill, and cleansed us of mud and blood, each after his own fashion — discussing the scalping of the Eries the while, the righteous death of the Black-Snake, the rout of Butlers army, and how its unexpected arrival had saved Amochol. For none among us doubted that, another half hour at most, and we had heard the cracking signal of Boyds rifles across the hideous and fiery space.

We were not a whit alarmed concerning Boyd and his party. Reconnoitring Catharines-town from the north, they must have very quickly discovered the swarm of partly crippled hornets, so unexpectedly infesting the nest; and we felt sure that they had returned in safety to watch and keep in touch with the beaten army.

Yet, beaten at Chemung, exhausted after a rapid and disorderly retreat, this same defeated Tory army was still formidable and dangerous. We had seen enough of them to understand that. Fewer men than these at Catharines-town had ambuscaded Braddock; fewer still had destroyed another British expedition; while in the north Abercrombie had been whipped by an enemy less than a quarter as strong as his own force.

No, we veteran riflemen knew that this motley army of Butler and McDonald, if it had indeed lost a few rattles, had however parted with none of its poison fangs. Also, Amochol still lived. And it had been still another Montour of the wily and accursed Frontenac breed— Anasthose the Huron — who had encompassed the destruction of Braddock.

That the night had passed without a sign of an enemy, and the dawn had heralded no yelling onset, we could account for either because no scouts from Catharines-town had as yet discovered the scalped bodies of the Eries in the glade, or because our own pursuing army was so close that no time could be taken by the Senecas to attack a narrow pass held by five resolute men.

Now that the sun had risen I worried not at all over our future prospects, believing that we would hear from our advancing army by afternoon; and the Sagamore was of my opinion.

And even while we were discussing these chances, leaning against our log abattis in the sunshine, far away across the sunlit flat-woods we saw a man come out among the ferns from the southward, and lie down. And then another man came creeping from the south, and another, and yet another, the sunlight running red along their rifle barrels.

After them went both Oneidas, gliding swiftly out and speeding forward just within the encircling cover, taking every precaution, although we were almost certain that the distant scouts were ours.

And they proved to be my own men — a handful of Morgans — pushing far in advance to reconnoitre Catharines-town from the south, although our main army was marching by the western ridges, where Boyd had marked a path for them.

A corporal in my corps, named Baily, came back with the Oneidas, climbed with them over the logs, sprang down inside, and saluted me coolly enough.

His scout of four, he admitted, had made a bad job of the swamp trail — and his muddy and disordered dress corroborated this. But the news he brought was interesting.

He had not seen Boyd. The Battle of the Chemung had ended in a disorderly rout of Butlers army, partly because we had outflanked their works, partly because Butlers Indians could not be held to face our artillery fire, though Brant displayed great bravery in rallying them. We had lost few men and fewer officers; grain-fields, hay-stacks, and Indian towns were afire everywhere along our line of march.

Detachments followed every water-course, to wipe out the lesser towns, gardens, orchards, and harvest fields on either flank, and gather up the last stray head of the enemys cattle. The whole Iroquois Empire was now kindling into flames and the track our army left behind it was a blackened desolation, as horrible to those who wrought it as to the wretched and homeless fugitives who had once inhabited it.

He added to me in a lower voice, glancing at my Indians with the ineradicable distrust of the average woodsman, that our advanced guard had discovered white captives in several of the Indian towns — in one a young mother with a child at her breast. She, her husband, and five children had been taken at Wyoming. The Indians and Tories had murdered all save her and her baby. Her name was Mrs. Lester.

In one town, he said, they found a pretty little white child, terribly emaciated, sitting on the grass and playing with a chicken. It could speak only the Iroquois language. Doubtless its mother had been murdered long since. So starved was the little thing that had our officers not restrained it the child might have killed itself by too much eating.

Also, they found a white prisoner — a man taken at Wyoming, one Luke Sweatland; and it was said in the army that another young white girl had been found in company with her little brother, both painted like Indians, and that still another white child was discovered, which Captain Machin had instantly adopted for his own.

The Corporal further said that our army was proceeding slowly, much time being consumed in laying the axe to the plum, peach, and apple orchards; and that it was a sad sight to see the heavily fruited trees fall over, crushing the ripe fruit into the mud.

He thought that the advanced guard of our army might be up by evening to burn Catharines-town, but was not certain. Then he asked permission to go back and rejoin the scout which he commanded; which permission I gave, though it was not necessary; and away he went, running like a young deer that has lagged from the herd — a tall, fine, wholesome young fellow, and as sturdy and active as any I ever saw in rifle-dress and ruffles.

My Indians lay down on their bellies, stretching themselves out in the sun across the logs, and, save for the subdued but fierce glimmer under their lazy lids, they seemed as pleasant and harmless as four tawny pumas a-sunning on the rocks.

As for me, I wandered restlessly along the brook, as far as the bridge, and, seating myself here, fished out writing materials and my journal from my pouch, and filled in the events of the preceding days as briefly and exactly as I knew how. Also I made a map of Catharines-town and of Yndaia from memory, resolving to correct it later when Mr. Lodge and his surveyors came up, if opportunity permitted.

As I sat there musing and watching the chickens loitering around the dooryard, I chanced to remember the milch cow.

Casting about for a receptacle, I discovered several earthen jars of Seneca make set in willow baskets and standing by the stream. These I washed in the icy water, then slinging two of them on my shoulder I went in quest of the cow.

She proved tame enough and glad, apparently, to be relieved of her milk, I kneeling to accomplish the business, having had experience with the grass-guard of our army on more than one occasion.

Lord! How sweet the fragrance of the milk to a man who had seen none in many days. And so I carried back my jars and set them by the door of the bark house, covering each with a flat stone. And as I turned away, I saw smoke coming from the chimney; and heard the shutters on the southern window being gently opened.

Lord! What a sudden leap my heart gave as the door before me moved with the soft sliding of the great oak bolt, and was slowly opened wide to the morning sunshine.

For a moment I thought it was Lois who stood there so white and still, looking at me with grey, unfathomable eyes; then I stepped forward uncertainly, bending in silence over the narrow, sun-tanned hand that lay inert under the respectful but trembling salute I offered.

Euan Loskiel, she murmured in the French tongue, laying her other hand over mine and looking me deep in the eyes. Euan Loskiel, a soldier of the United States! May God ever mount guard beside you for all your goodness to my little daughter.

Tears filled her eyes; her pale, smooth cheeks were wet.

Lois is still asleep, she said. Come quietly with her mother and you shall see her where she sleeps.

Cap in hand, coon-tail dragging, I entered the single room on silent, moccasined feet, set my rifle in a corner, and went over to the couch of tumbled fawn-skin and silky pelts.

As I stood looking down at the sweetly flushed face, her mother lifted my brier-scarred hand and pressed her lips to it; and I, hot and crimson with happiness and embarrassment, found not a word to utter.

My little daughters champion! she murmured. Brave, and pure of heart! Ah, Monsieur, chivalry indeed is of no nation! It is a broader nobility which knows neither race nor creed nor ancestry nor birth.... How the child adores you!

And you, Madame. Has ever history preserved another such example of dauntless resolution and filial piety as Lois de Contrecoeur has shown us all?

Her mothers beautiful head lifted a little:

The blood of France runs in her veins, Monsieur. Then, for the first time, a pale smile touched her pallour. Quand meme! No de Contrecoeur tires of endeavour while life endures.... Twenty-two years, Monsieur. Look upon her!... And for one and twenty years I have forced myself to live in hope of this moment! Do you understand? She made a vague gesture and shook her head. Nobody can understand — not even I, though I have lived the history of many ages.

Still keeping my hand in hers, she stood there silent, looking down at her daughter. Then, silently, she knelt beside her on the soft fawnskin, drawing me gently to my knees beside her.

And you are to take her from me, she murmured.

Madame — —

Hush, soldier! It must be. I give her to you in gratitude — and tears.... My task is ended; yours at last begins. Out of my arms you shall take her as she promised. What has been said shall be done this day in the Vale Yndaia.... May God be with us all.

Madame — when I take her — one arm of mine must remain empty — as half her heart would be — if neither may hold you also to the end.

She bent her head; her grey eyes closed, and I saw the tears steal out along the long, soft lashes.

Son, if you should come to love me — —

Madame, I love you now.

She covered her face with her slim hands; I drew it against my shoulder. A moment later Lois unclosed her eyes, looked up at us; then rose to her knees in her white shift and put both bare arms around her mothers neck. And, kneeling so, turned her head, offering her untouched lips to me. Thus, for the first time in our lives, we kissed each other.



There was milk, ash-bread, corn, and fresh laid eggs for all our party when Lois went to the door and called, in a clear, sweet voice:

* Nai! Mayaro! Yon-kwa-ken-nison!

[* Oh, Mayaro! We are all assembled!]

Never have I seen any Indian eat as did my four warriors — the Yellow Moth cleaning his bark platter, where he sat on guard upon the logs at the pass, the others in a circle at our threshold.

Had we a siege to endure in this place, there was a store of plenty here, not only in apple-pit and corn-pit, but in the good, dry cellar with which the house was provided.

Truly, the Senecas had kept their Prophetess well provided; and now, before the snow of a not distant winter choked this pass, the place had been provisioned from the harvest against Novembers wants and stress.

And it secretly amused me to note the ever latent fear born of respect which my Indians endeavoured not to betray when in the presence of Madame de Contrecoeur; nor could her gentle dignity and sweetness toward them completely reassure them. To them a sorceress was a sorceress, and must ever remain a fearsome and an awesome personage, even though it were plain that she was disposed toward them most agreeably.

So they replied to her cautiously, briefly, but very respectfully, nor could her graciousness to the youthful Night Hawk for his unerring arrow, nor her quiet kindness toward the others, completely reassure them. They were not accustomed to converse, much less to take their breakfast, with a Sorceress of Amochol, and though this dread fact did nothing alter their appetites, it discouraged any freedom of conversation.

Lois and her mother and I understood this; Lois and I dared not laugh or rally them; Madame de Contrecoeur, well versed, God knows, in Indian manners and customs, calmly and pleasantly accepted the situation; and I think perhaps quietly enjoyed it.

But neither mother nor daughter could keep their eyes from each other for any length of time, nor did their soft hand-clasp loosen save for a moment now and then.

Later, Lois came to me, laid both hands over mine, looked at me a moment in silence too eloquent to misunderstand, then drew her mother with her into the little house. And I went back on guard to join my awed red brethren.

So the soft September day wore away with nothing untoward to alarm us, until late in the afternoon we saw smoke rising above the hills to the southwest. This meant that our devastating army was well on its way, and, as usual, laying waste the Indian towns and hamlets which its flanking riflemen discovered; and we all jumped up on our breastworks to see better.

For an hour we watched the smoke staining the pure blue sky; saw where new clouds of smoke were rising, always a little further northward. At evening it rolled, glowing with sombre tints, in the red beams of the setting sun; then dusk came and we could see the reflection on it of great fires raging underneath.

And where we were watching it came a far, dull sound which shook the ground, growing louder and nearer, increasing to a rushing, thundering gallop; and presently we heard our riflemen running through the flat-woods after the frightened herds of horses which were bred in Catharines-town for the British service, and which had now been discovered and frightened by our advance.

Leaving the Mohican and the Oneidas on guard, I went out with the Stockbridge, and soon came in touch with our light troops, stealing westward through the flat-woods to surround Catharines-town.

When I returned to our breastworks, Lois and her mother were standing there, looking at the fiery smoke in the sky, listening to the noise of the unseen soldiery. But on my explaining the situation, they went back to the little house together, after bidding us all good night.

So I set the first watch for the coming night, rolled myself in my blanket, and went to sleep with the lightest heart I had carried in my breast for many a day.

At dawn I was awakened by the noise of horses and cattle and the shouting of the grass-guard, where they were rounding to the half-wild stock from Catharines-town, and our own hoofed creatures which had strayed in the flat-woods.

A great cloud of smoke was belching up above the trees to the northward; and we knew that Catharines-town was on fire, and the last lurking enemy gone.

Long before Lois was astir, I had made my way through our swarming soldiery to Catharines-town, where there was the usual orderly confusion of details pulling down houses or firing them, troops cutting the standing corn, hacking apple-trees, kindling the stacked hay into roaring columns of flame.

Regiment after regiment paraded along the stream, discharged its muskets, filling the forests with crashing echoes and frightening our cattle into flight again; but they were firing only to clean out their pieces, for the last of our enemies had pulled foot before sunset, and the last howling Indian dog had whipped his tail between his legs and trotted after them.

Suddenly in the smoke I saw General Sullivan, mounted, and talking with Boyd; and I hastened to them and reported, standing at salute.

So that damned Red Sachem escaped you? said the General, biting his lip and looking now at me, now at Boyd.

Boyd said, glancing curiously at me:

When we came up we found the entire Tory army here. I must admit, sir, that we were an hour late, having been blocked by the passage of two hundred Hurons and Iroquois who crossed our trail, cutting us from the north.

What became of them?

They joined Butler, Brant, and Hiokatoo at this place, General.

Then the General asked for my report; and I gave it as exactly as I could, the General listening most attentively to my narrative, and Boyd deeply and sombrely interested.

When I ended he said:

We have taken also a half-breed, one Madame Sacho. You say that Madame de Contrecoeur is at the Vale Yndaia with her daughter?

Guarded by my Indians, General.

Very well, sir. Today we send back ten wagons, our wounded, and four guns of the heavier artillery, all under proper escort. You will notify Madame de Contrecoeur that there will be a wagon for her and her daughter.

Yes, General.

He gathered his bridle, leaned from his saddle, and looked coldly at Boyd and me.

Gentlemen, he said, I shall expect you to take Amochol, dead or alive, before this command marches into the Chinisee Castle. How you are to accomplish this business is your own affair. I leave you full liberty, except, turning to Boyd, you, sir, are not to encumber yourself again with any such force as you now have with you. Twenty men are too many for a swift and secret affair. Four is the limit — and four of Mr. Loskiels Indians.

He sat still, gnawing at his lip for a moment, then:

I am sorry that, through no fault apparently of your own, this Sorcerer, Amochol, escaped. But, gentlemen, the service recognizes only success. I am always ready to listen to how nearly you failed, when you have succeeded; I have no interest in hearing how nearly you succeeded when you have failed. That is all, gentlemen.

We stood at salute while he wheeled, and, followed by his considerable staff, walked his fine horse away toward the train of artillery which stood near by, the gun-teams harnessed and saddled, the guns limbered up, drivers and cannoneers in their saddles and seats.

Well, said Boyd heavily, shall we be about this matter of Amochol?

Yes.... Will you aid me in placing Madame de Contrecoeur and her daughter in the wagon assigned them?

He nodded, and together we started back toward the Vale Yndaia in silence.

After a long while he looked up at me and said:

I know her now.

What?

I recognize your pretty Lois de Contrecoeur. For weeks I have been troubled, thinking of her and how I should have known her face. And last night, lying north of Catharines-town, it came to me suddenly.

I was silent.

She is the ragged maid of the Westchester hills, he said.

She is the noblest maid that ever breathed in North America, I said.

Yes, Loskiel.... And, that being true, you are the fittest match for her the world could offer.

I looked up, surprised, and flushed; and saw how colourless and wasted his face had grown, and how in his eyes all light seemed quenched. Never have I gazed upon so hopeless and haunted a visage as he turned to me.

I walk the forests like a damned man, he said, already conscious of the first hot breath of hell.... Well — I had my chance, Loskiel.

You have it still.

But he said no more, walking beside me with downcast countenance and brooding eyes fixed on our long shadows that led us slowly west.


CHAPTER XXI

CHINISEE CASTLE

[image: img562.jpg]

FOR TWELVE DAYS our army, marching west by north, tore its terrible way straight through the smoking vitals of the Iroquois Empire, leaving behind it nearly forty towns and villages and more than two hundred cabins on fire; thousands and thousands of bushels of grain burning, thousands of apple, peach, pear, and plum trees destroyed, thousands of acres of pumpkins, beans, peas, corn, potatoes, beets, turnips, carrots, watermelons, muskmelons, strawberry, black-berry, raspberry shrubs crushed and rotting in the trampled gardens under the hot September sun.

In the Susquehanna and Chinisee Valleys, not a roof survived unburnt, not a fruit tree or an ear of corn remained standing, not a domestic animal, not a fowl, was left. And, save for the aged squaw we left at Chiquaha in a new hut of bark, with provisions sufficient for her needs, not one living soul now inhabited the charred ruins of the Long House behind us, except our fierce soldiery. And they, tramping doggedly forward, voluntarily and cheerfully placing themselves on half rations, were now terribly resolved to make an end for all time of the secret and fruitful Empire which had nourished so long the merciless marauders, red and white, who had made of our frontiers but one vast slaughter-house and bloody desolation.

Town after town fell in ashes as our torches flared; Kendaia, Kanadesaga, Gothsunquin, Skoi-yase, Kanandaigua, Haniai, Kanasa; acre after acre was annihilated. So vast was one field of corn that it took two thousand men more than six hours to destroy it. And the end was not yet, nor our stern business with our enemies ended.

As always on the march, the division of light troops led; the advance was piloted by my guides, reinforced by Boyd with four riflemen of Morgans — Tim Murphy, David Elerson, and Garrett Putnam, privates, and Michael Parker, sergeant.

Close behind us, and pretty well ahead of the rifle battalion, under Major Parr, and the pioneers, followed Mr. Lodge, the surveyor, and his party — Thomas Grant with the Jacob-staff, four chain-carriers, and Corporal Calhawn. Usually we remained in touch with them while they ran their lines through the wilderness, but sometimes we were stealing forward, far ahead and in touch with the retreating Tory army, patiently and persistently contriving plans to get at Amochol. But the painted hordes of Senecas enveloped the Sorcerer and his acolytes as with a living blanket; and, prowling outside their picket fires at night, not one ridged-crest did we see during those twelve days of swift pursuit.

Boyd, during the last few days, had become very silent and morose; and his men and my Indians believed that he was brooding over his failure to take the Red Priest at Catharines-town. But my own heavy heart told me a different story; and the burden of depression which this young officer bore so silently seemed to weight me also with vague and sinister apprehensions.

I remember, just before sunset, that our small scout of ten were halted by a burnt log bridge over a sluggish inlet to a lake. The miry trail to the Chinisee Castle led over it, swung westward along the lake, rising to a steep bluff which was gashed with a number of deep and rocky ravines.

It was plain that the retreating Tory army had passed over this bridge, and that their rearguard had set it afire.

I said to Boyd, pointing across the southern end of the lake:

From what I have read of Braddocks Field, yonder terrain most astonishingly resembles it. What an ambuscade could Butler lay for our army yonder, within shot of this crossing!

Pray God he lays it, said Boyd between his teeth.

Yet, we could get at him better beyond those rocky gashes, I muttered, using my spyglass.

Butler is there, said the Mohican, calmly.

Both Boyd and I searched the wooded bluffs in vain for any sign of life, but the Sagamore and the other Indians quietly maintained their opinion, because, they explained, though patches of wild rice grew along the shore, the wild ducks and geese had left their feeding coves and were lying half a mile out in open water. Also, the blue-jays had set up a screaming in the yellowing woods along the western shore, and the tall, blue herons had left their shoreward sentry posts, and now mounted guard far to the northward among the reeds, where solitary black ducks dropped in at intervals, quacking loudly.

Boyd nodded; the Oneidas drew their hatchets and blazed the trees; and we all sat down in the woods to await the coming of our advanced guard.

After a little while, our pioneers appeared, rifles slung, axes glittering on their shoulders, and immediately began to fell trees and rebuild the log bridge. Hard on their heels came my rifle battalion; and in the red sunshine we watched the setting of the string of outposts.

Far back along the trail behind us we could hear the halted army making camp; flurries of cheery music from the light infantry bugle-horns, the distant rolling of drums, the rangers penetrating whistle, lashes of wagoners cracking, the melancholy bellow of the beef herd.

Major Parr came and talked with us for a few minutes, and went away convinced that Butlers people lay watching us across the creek. Ensign Chambers came a-mincing through the woods, a-whisking the snuff from his nose with the only laced hanker in the army; and:

Dear me! says he. Do you really think we shall have a battle, Loskiel? How very interesting and enjoyable it will be.

Who drilled your pretty hide, Benjamin? said I bluntly, noting that he wore his left arm in a splint.

Lord! says he. Twas a scratch from a half-ounce ball at the Chemung. Dear, dear, how very disappointing was that affair, Loskiel! Most annoying of them not to stand our charge! And, Dear, dear, dear, he murmured, mincing off again with all the air of a Wall Street beau ogling the pretty dames on Hanover Square.

Where is this damned Castle? growled Boyd. Chinisee, Chenussio, Genesee — whatever it is called? The name keeps buzzing in my head — nay, for the last three days I have dreamed of it and awakened to hear it sounding in my ears, as though beside me some one stooped and whispered it.

I pulled out our small map, which we had long since learned to distrust, yet even our General had no better one.

Here was marked the Chinisee Castle, near the confluence of Canaseraga Creek and the Chinisee River; and I showed the place to Boyd, who looked at it curiously.

Mayaro, however, shook his crested head:

No, Loskiel, he said. The Chinisee Castle stands now on the western shore. The Great Town should stand here! — placing his finger on an empty spot on the map. And here, two miles above, is another town.

And you had better tell that to the General when he comes, remarked Boyd. And to me he said: If we are to take Amochol at all, it will be this night or at dawn at the Chinisee Castle.

I am also of that opinion, said I.

I shall want twenty riflemen, he said.

If it can not be done with four, and my Indians, we need not attempt it.

Why? he asked sullenly.

The General has so ordered.

Yes, but if I am to catch Amochol I must do it in my own way. I know how to do it. And if I risk taking my twenty riflemen, and am successful, the General will not care how it was accomplished.

I said nothing, because Boyd ranked me, but what he proposed made me very uneasy. More than once he had interpreted orders after his own fashion, and, being always successful in his enterprises, nothing was said to him in reproof.

My Indians had made a fire, I desiring to let the enemy suppose that we suspected nothing of his ambuscade so close at hand; and around this we lay, munching our meagre meal of green corn roasted on the coals, and ripe apples to finish.

As we ended, the sun set behind the western bluffs, and our evening gun boomed good-night in the forest south of us. And presently came, picking their way through the trail-mire, our General, handsomely horsed as usual, attended by Major Adam Hoops, of his staff, and several others.

We instantly waited on him and told him what we knew and suspected; and I showed him my map and warned him of the discrepancy between its marked places and the report of the Mohican Sagamore.

Damnation! he said. Every map I have had lies in detail, misleading and delaying me when every hour empties our wagons of provisions. Were it not for your Indians, Mr. Loskiel, and that Sagamore in particular, we had missed half the game as it lies.

He sat his saddle in silence for a while, looking at the unfinished log bridge and up at the bluffs opposite.

I feel confident that Butler is there, he said bluntly. But what I wish to know is where this accursed Chinisee Castle stands. Boyd, take four men, move rapidly just before midnight, find out where this castle stands, and report to me at sunrise.

Boyd saluted, hesitated, then asked permission to speak. And when the General accorded it, he explained his plan to take Amochol at the Chinisee Castle, and that this matter would neither delay nor interfere with a prompt execution of his present orders.

Very well, nodded the General, but take no more than four men, and Mr. Loskiel and his Indians with you; and report to me at sunrise.

I heard him say this; Major Hoops heard him also. So I supposed that Boyd would obey these orders to the letter.

When the mounted party had moved away, Boyd and I went back to the fire and lay down on our blankets. We were on the edge of the trees; it was still daylight; the pioneers were still at work; and my Indians were freshening their paint, rebraiding their scalp-locks, and shining up hatchet, rifle, and knife.

Look at those bloodhounds, muttered Boyd. They did not hear what we were talking about, but they know by premonition.

I do not have any faith in premonitions, said I.

Why?

I have dreamed I was scalped, and my hair still grows.

You are not out of the woods yet, he said, sombrely.

That does not worry me.

Nor me. Yet, I do believe in premonition.

That is old wives babble.

Maybe, Loskiel. Yet, I know I shall not leave this wilderness alive.

Lord! said I, attempting to jest. You should set up as a rival to Amochol and tell us all our fortunes.

He smiled — and the effort distorted his pale, handsome face.

I think it will happen at Chinisee, he said quietly.

What will happen?

The end of the world for me, Loskiel.

It is not like you, Boyd, to speak in such a manner. Only lately have I ever heard from you a single note of such foreboding.

Only lately have I been dowered with the ominous clairvoyance. I am changed, Loskiel.

Not in courage.

No, he said with a shrug of his broad shoulders that set ruffles and thrums a-dancing on his rifle-dress.

We were silent for a while, watching the Indians at their polishing. Then he said in a low but pleasant voice:

How proud and happy must you be with your affianced. What a splendour of happiness lies before you both! An unblemished past, an innocent passion, a future stretching out unstained before you — what more can God bestow on man and maid?... May bright angels guard you both, Loskiel.

I made to thank him for the wish, but suddenly found I could not control my voice, so lay there in silence and with throat contracted, looking at this man whose marred young life lay all behind him, and whose future, even to me, lowered strangely and ominously veiled.

And as we lay there, into our fire-circle came a dusty, mud-splashed, and naked runner, plucking from his light skin-pouch two letters, one for Boyd and one for me.

I read mine by the flickering fire; it was dated from Tioga Point:



Euan Loskiel, my honoured and affianced husband, and my lover, worshipped and adored, I send you by this runner my dearest affections, my duties, and my most sacred sentiments.

You must know that this day we have arrived at the Fort at Tioga Point without any accident or mischance of any description, and, indeed, not encountering one living creature between Catharines-town and this post.

My beloved mother desires her particular and tender remembrances to be conveyed to you, her honoured son-in-law to be, and further commands that I express to you, as befittingly as I know how, her deep and ever-living gratitude and thanks for your past conduct in regard to me, and your present and noble-minded generosity concerning the dispositions you have made for us to remain under the amiable protection of Mr. Hake in Albany.

Dear lad, what can I say for myself? You are so glorious, so wonderful — and in you it does seem that all the virtues, graces, and accomplishments are so perfectly embodied, that at moments, thinking of you, I become afraid, wondering what it is in me that you can accept in exchange for the so perfect love you give me.

I fear that you may smile on perusing this epistle, deeming it, perhaps, a trifle flowery in expression — but, Euan, I am so torn between the wild passion I entertain for you, and a desire to address you modestly and politely in terms of correspondence, as taught in the best schools, that I know not entirely how to conduct. I would not have you think me cold, or too stiffly laced in the formalities of polite usage, so that you might not divine my heart a-beating under the dress that covers me, be it rifle-frock or silken caushet. I would not have you consider me over-bold, light-minded, or insensible to the deep and sacred tie that already binds me to you evermore — which even, I think, the other and tender tie which priest and church shall one day impose, could not make more perfect or more secure.

So I must strive to please you by writing with elegance befitting, yet permitting you to perceive the ardent heart of her who thinks of you through every blessed moment of the day.

I pray, as my dear mother prays, that God, all armoured, and with His bright sword drawn, stand sentinel on your right hand throughout the dangers and the trials of this most just and bloody war. For your return I pray and wait.

Your humble and dutiful and obedient and adoring wife to be, 
Lois de Contrecoeur.

Post scriptum: The memory of our kiss fades not from my lips. I will be content when circumstances permit us the liberty to repeat it.



When I had read the letter again and again, I folded it and laid it in the bosom of my rifle-shirt. Boyd still brooded over his letter, the red firelight bathing his face to the temples.

After a long while he raised his eyes, saw me looking at him, stared at me for a moment, then quietly extended the letter toward me.

You wish me to read it? I asked.

Yes, read it, Loskiel, before I burn it, he said drearily. I do not desire to have it discovered on my body after death.

I took the single sheet of paper and read:



Lieutenant Thomas Boyd,
 Rifle Corps,
 Sir:

For the last time, I venture to importune you in behalf of one for whose present despair you are entirely responsible. Pitying her unhappy condition, I have taken her as companion to me since we are arrived at Easton, and shall do what lies within my power to make her young life as endurable as may be.

You, sir, on your return from the present campaign, have it in your power to make the only reparation possible. I trust that your heart and your sense of honour will so incline you.

As for me, Mr. Boyd, I make no complaint, desire no sympathy, expect none. What I did was my fault alone. Knowing that I was falling in love with you, and at the same time aware what kind of man you had been and must still be, I permitted myself to drift into deeper waters, too weak of will to make an end, too miserable to put myself beyond the persuasion of your voice and manner. And perhaps I might never have found courage to give you up entirely had I not been startled into comprehension by what I learned concerning the poor child in whose behalf I now am writing.

That instantly sobered me, ending any slightest spark of hope that I might have in my secret heart still guarded. For, with my new and terrible knowledge, I understood that I must pass instantly and completely out of your life; and you out of mine. Only your duty remained — not to me, but to this other and more unhappy one. And that path I pray that you will follow when a convenient opportunity arises.

I am, sir y obt, etc., etc.

Magdalene Helmer.

P. S. If you love me, Tom, do your full duty in the name of God!

Lana.

I handed the letter back to him in silence. He stared at it, not seeing the written lines, I think, save as a blurr; and after a long while he leaned forward and laid it on the coals.

If I am not already foredoomed, he said to me, what Lana bids me do that I shall do. It is best, is it not, Loskiel?

A clergyman is fitter to reply to you than I.

Do you not think it best that I marry Dolly Glenn?

God knows. It is all too melancholy and too terrible for me to comprehend the right and wrong of it, or how a penitence is best made. Yet, as you ask me, it seems to me that what she will one day become should claim your duty and your future. The weakest ever has the strongest claim.

Yes, it-is true. I stand tonight so fettered to an unborn soul that nothing can unloose me.... I wish that I might live.

You will live! You must live!

Aye, must and will are twins of different complexions, Loskiel.... Yet, if I live, I shall live decently and honestly hereafter in the sight of God and — Lana Helmer.



We said nothing more. About ten oclock Boyd rose and went away all alone. Half an hour later he came back, followed by some score and more of men, a dozen of our own battalion, half a dozen musket-men of the 4th Pennsylvania Regiment, three others, two Indians, Hanierri, the headquarters Oneida guide, and Yoiakim, a Stockbridge.

Volunteers, he said, looking sideways at me. I know how to take Amochol; but I must take him in my own manner.

I ventured to remind him of the Generals instructions that we find the Chinisee Castle and report at sunrise.

Damn it, I know it, he retorted impatiently, but I have my own plans; and the General will bear me out when I fling Amochols scalp at his feet.

The Grey-Feather drew me aside and said in a low, earnest voice:

We are too many to surprise Amochol. Before Wyoming, with only three others I went to Thenondiago, the Castle of the Three Clans — The Bear, The Wolf, and The Turtle — and there we took and slew Skull-Face, brother of Amochol, and wounded Telenemut, the husband of Catrine Montour. By Waiandaia we stretched the scalp of Skull-Face; at Thaowethon we painted it with Huron and Seneca tear-drops; at Yaowania we peeled three trees and wrote on each the story so that the Three Clans might read and howl their anguish. Thus should it be done tonight if we are to deal with Amochol!

Once more I ventured to protest to Boyd.

Leave it to me, Loskiel, he said pleasantly. And I could say no more.

At eleven our party of twenty-nine set out, Hanierri, the Oneida, from headquarters, guiding us; and I could not understand why Boyd had chosen him, for I was certain he knew less about this region than did Mayaro, However, when I spoke to Boyd, he replied that the General had so ordered, and that Hanierri had full instructions concerning the route from the commander himself.

As General Sullivan was often misinformed by his maps and his scouts, I was nothing reassured by Boyds reply, and marched with my Indians, feeling in my heart afraid. And, without vaunting myself, nor meaning to claim any general immunity from fear, I can truly say that for the first time in my life I set forth upon an expedition with the most melancholy forebodings possible to a man of ordinary courage and self-respect.

We followed the hard-travelled war-trail in single file; and Hanierri did not lose his way, but instead of taking, as he should have done, the unused path which led to the Chinisee Castle, he passed it and continued on.

I protested most earnestly to Boyd; the Sagamore corroborated my opinion when summoned. But Hanierri remained obstinate, declaring that he had positive information that the Chinisee Castle lay in the direction we were taking.

Boyd seemed strangely indifferent and dull, making apparently no effort to sift the matter further. So strange and apathetic had his manner become, so unlike himself was he, that I could make nothing of him, and stood in uneasy wonderment while the Mohican and the Oneida, Hanierri, were gravely disputing.

Come, he said, in his husky and altered voice, let us have done with this difference in opinion. Let the Oneida guide us — as we cannot have two guides opinions. March!

In the darkness we crept past Butlers right flank, silently and undiscovered; nor could we discover any sign of the enemy, though now not one among us doubted that he lay hidden along the bluffs, waiting for our army to move at sunrise into the deadly trap that the nature of the place had so perfectly provided.

All night long we moved on the hard and trodden trail; and toward dawn we reached a town. Reconnoitering the place, we found it utterly abandoned. If the Chinisee Castle lay beyond it, we could not determine, but Hanierri insisted that it was there. So Boyd sent back four men to Sullivan to report on what we had done; and we lay in the woods on the outskirts of the village, to wait for daylight.

When dawn whitened the east, it became plain to us all that we had taken the wrong direction. The Chinisee Castle was not here. Nothing lay before us but a deserted village.

I knew not what to make of Boyd, for the discovery of our mistake seemed to produce no impression on him. He stood at the edge of the woods, gazing vacantly across the little clearing where the Indian houses straggled on either side of the trail.

We have made a bad mistake, I said in a low voice.

Yes, a bad one, he said listlessly.

Shall we not start on our return? I asked.

There is no hurry.

I beg your pardon, but I have to remind you that you are to report at sunrise.

Aye — if that were possible, Loskiel.

Possible! I repeated, blankly. Why not?

Because, he said in a dull voice, I shall never see another sunrise save this one that is coming presently. Let me have my fill of it unvexed by Generals and orders.

You are not well, Boyd, I said, troubled.

As well as I shall ever be — but not as ill, Loskiel.

At that moment the Sagamore laid his hand on my shoulder and pointed. I saw nothing for a moment; then Boyd and Murphy sprang forward, rifles in hand, and Mayaro after them, and I after them, running into the village at top speed. For I had caught a glimpse of a most unusual sight; four Iroquois Indians on horseback, riding into the northern edge of the town. Never before, save on two or three occasions, had I ever seen an Iroquois mounted on a horse.

We ran hard to get a shot at them, and beyond the second house came in full view of our enemies. Murphy fired immediately, knocking the leading Indian from his horse; I fired, breaking the arm of the next rider; both my Indians fired and missed; and the Iroquois were off at full speed. Boyd had not fired.

We ran to where the dead man was lying, and the Mohican recognized him as an Erie named Sanadaya. Murphy coolly took his scalp, with an impudent wink at the Sagamore and a grin at Boyd and me.

In the meanwhile, our riflemen and Indians had rushed the town and were busy tearing open the doors of the houses and setting fire to them. In vain I urged Boyd to start back, pointing out that this was no place for us to linger in, and that our army would burn this village in due time.

But he merely shrugged his shoulders and loitered about, watching his men at their destruction; and I stood by, a witness to his strange and inexplicable delay, a prey to the most poignant anxiety because the entire Tory army lay between us and our own army, and this smoke signal must draw upon us a very swarm of savages to our inevitable destruction.

At last Boyd sounded the recall on his rangers whistle, and ordered me to take my Indians and reconnoiter our back trail. And no sooner had I entered the woods than I saw an Indian standing about a hundred yards to the right of the trail, and looking up at the smoke which was blowing southward through the tree-tops.

His scarlet cloak was thrown back; he was a magnificent warrior, in his brilliant paint, matching the flaming autumn leaves in colour. My Indians had not noticed him where he stood against a crimson and yellow maple bush. I laid my rifle level and fired. He staggered, stood a moment, turning his crested head with a bewildered air, then swayed, sank at the knee joints, dropped to them, and very slowly laid his stately length upon the moss, extending himself like one who prepared for slumber.

We ran up to where he lay with his eyes closed; he was still breathing. A great pity for him seized me; and I seated myself on the moss beside him, staring into his pallid face.

And as I sat beside him while he was dying, he opened his eyes, and looked at me. And I knew that he knew I had killed him. After a few moments he died.

Amochol! I said under my breath. God alone knows why I am sorry for this dead priest. And as I rose and stared about me, I caught sight of two pointed ears behind a bush; then two more pricked up sharply; then the head of a wolf popped up over a fallen log. But as I began to reload my rifle, there came a great scurrying and scattering in the thickets, and I heard the Andastes running off, leaving their dead master to me and to my people, who were now arriving.

I do not know who took his scalp; but it was taken by some Indian or Ranger who came crowding around to look down upon this painted dead man in his scarlet cloak.

Amochol is dead, I said to Boyd.

He looked at me with lack-lustre eyes, nodding. We marched on along the trail by which we had arrived.

For five miles we proceeded in silence, my Indians flanking the file of riflemen. Then Boyd gave the signal to halt, and sent forward the Sagamore, the Grey-Feather, and Tahoontowhee to inform the General that we would await the army in this place.

The Indians, so coolly taken from my command, had gone ere I came up from the rear to find what Boyd had done.

Are you mad? I exclaimed, losing my temper, Do you propose to halt here at the very mouth of the hornets nest?

He did not rebuke me for such gross lack of discipline and respect — in fact, he seemed scarcely to heed at all what I said, but seated himself at the foot of a pine tree and lit his pipe. As I stood biting my lip and looking around at the woods encircling us, he beckoned two of his men, gave them some orders in a low voice, crossed one leg over the other, and continued to smoke the carved and painted Oneida pipe he carried in his shot-pouch.

I saw the two riflemen shoulder their long weapons and go forward in obedience to his orders; and when again I approached him he said:

They will make plain to Sullivan what your Indians may garble in repeating — that I mean to await the army in this place and save my party these useless miles of travelling. Do you object?

Our men are not tired, I said, astonished, and our advanced guard can not be very far away. Do you not think it more prudent for us to continue the movement toward our own people?

Very well — if you like, he said indifferently.

After a few minutes inaction, he rose, sounded his whistle; the men got to their feet, fell in, and started, rifles a-trail. But we had proceeded scarcely a dozen rods into the big timber when we discovered our two riflemen, who had so recently left us, running back toward us and looking over their shoulders as they ran. When they saw us, they halted and shouted for us to hasten, as there were several Seneca Indians standing beside the trail ahead.

In a flash of intuition it came to me that here was a cleared runway to some trap.

Dont leave the trail! I said to Boyd. Dont be drawn out of it now. For Gods sake hold your men and dont give chase to those Indians.

Press on! said Boyd curtly; and our little column trotted forward.

Something crashed in a near thicket and went off like a deer. The men, greatly excited, strove to catch a glimpse of the running creature, but the bush was too dense.

Suddenly a rifleman, who was leading our rapid advance, caught sight of the same Senecas who had alarmed him and his companion; and he started toward them with a savage shout, followed by a dozen others.

Hanierri turned to Boyd and begged him earnestly not to permit any pursuit. But Boyd pushed him aside impatiently, and blew the view-halloo on his rangers whistle; and in a moment we all were scattering in full pursuit of five lithe and agile Senecas, all in full war-paint, who appeared to be in a panic, for they ran through the thickets like terrified sheep, huddling and crowding on one anothers heels.

Boyd! I panted, catching up with him. This whole business looks like a trap to me. Whistle your men back to the trail, for I am certain that these Senecas are drawing us toward their main body.

Well catch one of them first, he said; and shouted to Murphy to fire and cripple the nearest. But the flying Senecas had now vanished into a heavily-wooded gully, and there was nothing for Murphy to fire at.

I swung in my tracks, confronting Boyd.

Will you halt your people before it is too late? I demanded. Where are your proper senses? You behave like a man who has lost his mental balance!

He gave me a dazed look, where he had been within his rights had he cut me down with his hatchet.

What did you say? he stammered, passing his hand over his eyes as though something had obscured his sight.

I asked you to sound the recall. Those Indians we chase are leading us whither they will. What in Gods name ails you, Boyd? Have you never before seen an ambush?

He stood motionless, as though stupefied, staring straight ahead of him. Then he said, hesitatingly, that he desired Tim Murphy to cripple one of the Senecas and fetch him in so that we might interrogate him.

Such infants babble astounded and sickened me, and I was about to retort when a shout from one of our men drew our attention to the gully below. And there were our terrified Indians peering out cunningly at us like so many foxes playing tag with an unbroken puppy pack.

Come, sir, said I in deepest anxiety, the game is too plain for anybody but a fool to follow. Sound your recall!

He set his whistle to his lips, and as I stood there, thunderstruck and helpless, the shrill call rang out: Forward! Hark-away!

Instantly our entire party leaped forward; the Indians vanished; and we ran on headlong, pell-mell, hellward into the trap prepared for our destruction.

The explosion of a heavy rifle on our right was what first halted us, I think. One of the soldiers from the 4th Pennsylvania was down in the dead leaves kicking and scuffling about all over blood. Before he had rolled over twice, a ragged but loud volley on our left went through our disordered files, knocking over two more soldiers. The screaming of one poor fellow seemed to bring Boyd to his senses. He blew the recall, and our men fell back, and, carrying the dead and wounded, began to ascend the wooded knoll down which we had been running when so abruptly checked.

There was no more firing for the moment; we reached the top of the knoll, laid our dead and wounded behind trees, loaded, freshened our priming, and stood awaiting orders.

Then, all around us, completely encircling the foot of our knoll, woods, thickets, scattered bushes, seemed to be literally moving in the vague forest light.

My God! exclaimed Elerson to Murphy. The woods are crawling with savages!

A dreadful and utter silence fell among us; Boyd, pale as a corpse, motioned his men to take posts, forming a small circle with our dead and wounded in the centre.

I saw Hanierri, the Oneida guide, fling aside his blanket, strip his painted body to the beaded clout, draw himself up to his full and superb height, muttering, his eyes fixed on the hundreds of dark shapes stealing quietly among the thickets below our little hill.

The two Stockbridge Indians, the Yellow Moth and Yoiakim, pressed lightly against me on either side, like two great, noble dogs, afraid, yet trusting their master, and still dauntless in the threatening face of duty.

Through the terrible stillness which had fallen upon us all, I could hear the Oneida guide muttering his death-song; and presently my two Christian Indians commenced in low voices to recite the prayers for the dying.

The next moment, Murphy and Elerson began to fire, slowly and deliberately; and for a little while these two deadly and unerring rifles were the only pieces that spoke from our knoll. Then my distant target showed for a moment; I fired, reloaded, waited; fired again; and our little circle of doomed men began to cheer as a brilliantly painted warrior sprang from the thicket below, shouted defiance, and crumpled up as though smitten by lightning when Murphys rifle roared out its fatal retort.

Then, for almost every soul that stood there, the end of the world began; for a thousand men swarmed out of the thickets below, completely surrounding us; and like a hurricane shrilling through naked woods swept the death-halloo of five hundred Iroquois in their naked paint.

On every side the knoll was black with them as they came leaping forward, hatchets glittering; while over their heads the leaden hail of Tory musketry pelted us from north and south and east and west.

Down crashed Yoiakim at my side, his rifle exploding in mid-air as he fell dead and rolled over and over down the slope toward the masses of his enemies below.

As a Seneca seized the rolling body, set his foot on the dead shoulders and jerked back the head to scalp him, the Yellow Moth leaped forward, launching his hatchet. It flew, sparkling, and struck the scalper full in the face. The next instant the Yellow Moth was among them, snarling, stabbing, raging, almost covered by Senecas who were wounding one another in their eagerness to slay him.

For a moment it seemed to me that there was a chance in this melee for us to cut our way through, and I caught Boyd by the arm and pointed. A volley into our very backs staggered and almost stupefied us; through the swirling powder gloom, our men began to fall dead all around me. I saw Sergeant Hungerman drop; privates Harvey, Conrey, Jim McElroy, Jack Miller, Benny Curtin and poor Jack Putnam.

Murphy, clubbing his rifle, was bawling to his comrade, Elerson:

To hell wid this, Davey! Av we dont pull foot were a pair o dead ducks!

For Gods sake, Boyd! I shouted. Break through there beside the Yellow Moth!

Boyd, wielding his clubbed rifle, cleared a circle amid the crowding savages; Sergeant Parker ran out into the yelling crush; the two gigantic riflemen, Murphy and Elerson, swinging their terrible weapons like flails, smashed their way forward; behind them, using knife, hatchet, and stock, I led out the last men living on that knoll — Ned McDonald, Garrett Putnam, Jack Youse, and a French coureur-de-bois whose name I have never learned.

All around us raged and yelled the maddened Seneca pack, slashing each other again and again in their crazed attempts to reach us. The Yellow Moth was stabbed through and through a hundred times, yet the ghastly corpse still kept its feet, so terrible was the crushing pressure on every side.

Suddenly, tearing a path through the frenzied mob, I saw a mob of cursing, sweating, green-coated soldiers and rangers, struggling toward us — saw one of Butlers rangers seize Sergeant Parker by the collar of his hunting shirt, bawling out:

Hurrah! Hurrah! Prisoner taken from Morgans corps!

Another, an officer of British regulars, I think, threw himself on Boyd, shouting:

By heaven! Its Boyd of Derry! Are you not Tom Boyd, of Derry, Pennsylvania?

Yes, you bloody-backed Tory! retorted Boyd, struggling to knife him under his gorget. And Im Boyd of Morgans, too!

I aimed a blow at the red-coated officer, but my rifle stock broke off across the skull of an Indian; and I began to beat a path toward Boyd with the steel barrel of my weapon, Murphy and Elerson raging forward beside me in such a very whirlwind of half-crazed fury that the Indians gave way and leaped aside, trying to shoot at us.

Headlong through this momentary opening rushed Garrett Putnam, his rifle-dress torn from his naked body, his heavy knife dripping in the huge fist that clutched it. After him leaped Ned McDonald, the coureur-de-bois, and Jack Youse, letting drive right and left with their hatchets. And, as the painted crowd ahead recoiled and shrank aside, Murphy, Elerson, and I went through, smashing out the way with our heavy weapons.

How we got through God only knows. I heard Murphy bellowing to Elerson:

Were out! Were out! Pull foot, Davey, or the dirty Scutts will take your hair!

A Pennsylvania soldier, running heavily down hill ahead of me, was shot, sprang high into the air in one agonized bound, like a stricken hare, and fell forward under my very feet, so that I leaped over him as I ran. The Canadian coureur-de-bois was hit, but the bullet stung him to a speed incredible, and he flew on, screaming with pain, his broken arm flapping.

Behind me I dared not look, but I knew the Seneca warriors were after us at full speed. Bullets whined and whizzed beside us, striking the trees on every side. A long slope of open woods now slanted away below us.

As I ran, far ahead of me, among the trees, I saw men moving, yet dared not change my course. Then, as I drew nearer, I recognized Mr. Lodge, our surveyor, and Thomas Grant with the Jacob-staff, the four chain-bearers with the chain, and Corporal Calhawn, all standing stock still and gazing up the slope toward us.

The next moment Grant dropped his Jacob-staff, turned and ran; the chain-men flung away their implements, and Mr. Lodge and the entire party, being totally unarmed, turned and fled, we on their heels, and behind us a score of yelling Senecas, now driven to frenzy by the sight of so much terrified game in flight.

I saw poor Calhawn fall; I saw Grant run into the swamp below, shouting for help. Mr. Lodge, closely chased by a young warrior, ran toward a distant sentinel, and so eager was the Seneca to slay him that he chased the fleeing surveyor past the sentinel, and was shot in the back by the amazed soldier.

And now, all along the edge of the morass where our pickets were posted, the bang! bang! bang! of musketry began. Murphy and Elerson bounded into safety; Ned McDonald, Garrett Putnam, the coureur-de-bais, and Jack Youse went staggering and reeling into the swamp. I attempted to follow them, but three Senecas cut me out, and, with bursting heart, I sheered off and ran parallel with them, striving to reach our lines, the sentinels firing at my pursuers and running forward to intercept them. Yet, so intent were these Seneca bloodhounds on my destruction that they never swerved under the running fire of musketry; and I was forced out and driven into the woods again to the northwest of our lines.

Farther and farther away sounded the musketry in my ears, until the pounding pulses deadened and finally obliterated the sound. I could no longer carry the shattered and bloody fragment of my rifle, and dropped it. Bullet-pouch, shot-pouch, powder-horn, water-bottle, hatchet I let fall, keeping only my knife, belt, and the thin, flat wallet which contained my letters from Lois and my journal. Even my cap I flung away, moving always forward on a dog-trot, and ever twisting my sweat-drenched head to look behind.

Several times I caught distant glimpses of my pursuers, and saw that they walked sometimes, as though exhausted. Yet, I dared not bear to the South, not knowing how many of them had continued on westward to cut me off from a return; so I jogged on northward, my heart nigh broken with misery and foreboding, sickened to the very soul with the memory of our slaughtered men upon the knoll. For of some thirty-odd riflemen, Indians, line soldiers, and scouts that Boyd had led out the night before, only Elerson, Murphy, McDonald, Youse, the coureur-de-bois, and I remained alive or untaken. Boyd was a prisoner, together with Sergeant Parker; all the others were dead to a man, excepting possibly my three Indians, Mayaro, Grey-Feather, and Tahoontowhee, who Boyd had sent in to report us before we had sighted the Senecas, and who might possibly have escaped the ambuscade.

As I plodded on, I dared not let my imagination dwell on Boyd and Parker, for a dreadful instinct told me that the dead men on the knoll were better off. Yet, I tried to remember that a red-coated officer had taken Boyd, and one of Sir Johns soldiers had captured Michael Parker. But I could find no comfort, no hope in this thought, because Walter Butler was there, and Hiokatoo, and McDonald, and all that bloody band. The Senecas would surely demand the prisoners. There was not one soul to speak a word for them, unless Brant were near. That noble and humane warrior alone could save them from the Seneca stake. And I feared he was at the burnt bridge with his Mohawks, facing our army as he always faced it, dauntless, adroit, resourceful, and terrible.

A little stony stream ran down beside the trackless course I travelled and I seized the chance of confusing the tireless men who tracked me, and took to the stones, springing from one step to the next, taking care not to wet my moccasins, dislodge moss or lichen, or in any manner mark the stones I trod on or break or disturb the branches and leaves above me.

The stream ran almost north as did all the little water-courses hereabouts, and for a long while I followed it, until at last, to my great relief, it divided; and I followed the branch that ran northeast. Again this branch forked; I took the eastern course until, on the right bank, I saw long, naked beds of rock stretching into low crags and curving eastward.

Over this rock no Seneca could hope to track a cautious and hunted man. I walked sometimes, sometimes trotted; and so jogged on, bearing ever to the east and south, meaning to cross the Chinisee River north of the confluence, and pass clear around the head of the lake.

Here I made my mistake by assuming that, as our pioneers must still be working on the burnt bridge, the enemy that had merely enveloped our party by curling around us his right flank, would again swing back to their bluffs along the lake, and, though hope of ambuscade was over, dispute the passage of the stream and the morass with our own people.

But as I came out among the trees along the river bank, to my astonishment and alarm I saw an Indian house, and smoke curling from the chimney. So taken aback was I that I ran south to a great oak tree and stood behind it, striving to collect my thoughts and make out my proper bearings. But off again scattered every idea I had in my head, and I looked about me in a very panic, for I heard close at hand the barking of Indian dogs and a vast murmur of voices; and, peering out again from behind my tree I could see other houses close to the strip of forest where I hid, and the narrow lane between them was crowded with people.

Where I was, what this town might be, I could not surmise; nor did I perceive any way out of this wasps nest where I was now landed, except to retrace my trail. And that I dared not do.

There was now a great shouting in the village as though some person had just made a speech and his audience remained in two nods concerning its import.

Truly, this seemed to be no place for me; the woods were very open — a sugar bush in all the gorgeous glory of scarlet, yellow, and purple foliage, heavily fringed with thickets of bushes and young hardwood growth, which for the moment had hid the town from me, and no doubt concealed me from the people close at hand. To retreat through such a strip of woodland was impossible without discovery. Besides, somewhere on my back trail were enemies, though just where I could not know. For a moments despair, it seemed to me that only the wings of a bird could save me now; then, as I involuntarily cast my gaze aloft, the thought to climb followed; and up I went into the branches, where the blaze of foliage concealed me; and lay close to a great limb looking down over the top of the thicket to the open river bank. And what I saw astounded me; the enemys baggage wagons were fording the river; his cattle-drove had just been herded across, and the open space was already full of his gaunt cows and oxen.

Rangers and Greens pricked them forward with their bayonets, forcing them out of the opening and driving them northwest through the outskirts of the village. The wagons, horses, and vehicles, in a dreadful plight, followed the herd-guard. After them marched Butlers rear-guard, rangers, Greens, renegades, Indians sullenly turning their heads to listen and to gaze as the uproar from the village increased and burst into a very frenzy of diabolical yelling.

Suddenly, out through the narrow lane or street surged hundreds of Seneca warriors, all clustering and crowding around something in the centre of the mass; and as the throng, now lurching this way, now driving that way, spread out over the cleared land up to the edges of the very thicket which I overlooked, my blood froze in my veins.

For in the centre of that mass of painted, capering demons, walked Boyd and Parker, their bloodless faces set and grim, their heads carried high.

Into this confusion drove the baggage wagons; the herd-guards began to shout angrily and drive back the Indians; the wagons drove slowly through the lane, the drivers looking down curiously at Boyd and his pallid companion, but not insulting them.

One by one the battered and rickety wagons jolted by; then came the bloody and dishevelled soldiery plodding with shouldered muskets through the lanes of excited warriors, scarcely letting their haggard eyes rest on the two prisoners who stood, unpinioned in the front rank.

A mounted officer, leaning from his saddle, asked the Senecas what they meant to do with these prisoners; and the ferocious response seemed to shock him, for he drew bridle and stared at Boyd as though fascinated.

So near to where I lay was Boyd standing that I could see the checked quiver of his lips as he bit them to control his nerves before he spoke. Then he said to the mounted officer, in a perfectly even and distinct voice:

Can you not secure for us, sir, the civilized treatment of prisoners of war?

I dare not interfere, faltered the officer, staring around at the sea of devilish faces.

And you, a white man, return me such a cowardly answer?

Another motley company came marching up from the river, led by a superb Mohawk Indian in full war-paint and feathers; and, blocked by the mounted officer in front, halted.

I saw Boyds despairing glance sweep their files; then suddenly his eyes brightened.

Brant! he cried.

And then I saw that the splendid Mohawk leader was the great Thayendanegea himself.

Boyd, he said calmly, I am sorry for you. I would help you if I could. But, he added, with a bitter smile, there are those in authority among us who are more savage than those you white men call savages. One of these — gentlemen — has overruled me, denying my more humane counsel.... I am sorry, Boyd.

Brant! he said in a ringing voice. Look at me attentively!

I look upon you, Boyd.

Then something extraordinary happened; I saw Boyd make a quick sign; saw poor Parker imitate him; realized vaguely that it was the Masonic signal of distress.

Brant remained absolutely motionless for a full minute; suddenly he sprang forward, pushed away the Senecas who immediately surrounded the prisoners, shoving them aside right and left so fiercely that in a moment the whole throng was wavering and shrinking back.

Then Brant, facing the astonished warriors, laid his hand on Boyds head and then on Parkers.

Senecas! he said in a cold and ringing voice. These men are mine; Let no man dare interfere with these two prisoners. They belong to me. I now give them my promise of safety. I take them under my protection — I, Thayendanegea! I do not ask them of you; I take them. I do not explain why. I do not permit you — not one among you to — to question me. What I have done is done. It is Joseph Brant who has spoken!

He turned calmly to Boyd, said something in a low voice, turned sharply on his heel, and marched forward at the head of his company of Mohawks and halfbreeds.

Then I saw Hiokatoo come up and stand glaring at Boyd, showing his teeth at him like a baffled wolf; and Boyd laughed in his face and seated himself on a log beside the path, coolly and insolently turning his back on the Seneca warriors, and leisurely lighting his pipe.

Parker came and seated himself beside him; and they conversed in voices so low that I could not hear what they said, but Boyd smiled at intervals, and Parkers bruised visage relaxed.

The Senecas had fallen back in a sullen line, their ferocious eyes never shifting from the two prisoners. Hiokatoo set four warriors to guard them, then, passing slowly in front of Boyd, spat on the ground.

Dog of a Seneca! said Boyd fiercely. What you touch you defile, stinking wolverine that you are!

Dog of a white man! retorted Hiokatoo. You are not yet in your own kennel! Remember that!

But you are! said Boyd. The stench betrays the wolverine! Go tell your filthy cubs that my young men are counting the scalps of your Cat-People and your Andastes, and that the mangy lock of Amochol shall be thrown to our swine!

Struck entirely speechless by such rash effrontery and by his own fury, the dreaded Seneca war-chief groped for his hatchet with trembling hands; but a warning hiss from one of his own Mountain Snakes on guard brought him to his senses.

Such an embodiment of devilish fury I had never seen on any human countenance; only could it be matched in the lightning snarl of a surprised lynx or in the deadly stare of a rattlesnake. He uttered no sound; after a moment the thin lips, which had receded, sheathed the teeth again; and he walked to a tree and stood leaning against it as another company of Sir Johns Royal Greens marched up from the river bank and continued northwest, passing between the tree where I lay concealed, and the log where Boyd and Parker sat.

McDonald, mounted, naked claymore in his hand, came by, leading a company of his renegades. He grinned at Boyd, and passed his basket-hilt around his throat with a significant gesture, then grinned again.

Not yet, you Scotch loon! said Boyd gently. Ill live to pepper your kilted tatterdemalions so theyll beg for the mercies of Glencoe!

After that, for a long while only stragglers came limping by — lank, bloody, starved creatures, who never even turned their sick eyes on the people they passed among.

Then, after nearly half an hour, a full battalion of Johnsons Greens forded the river, and behind them came Butlers Rangers.

Old John Butler, squatting his saddle like a weather-beaten toad, rode by with scarcely a glance at the prisoners; and Greens and Rangers passed on through the village and out of sight to the northwest.

I had thought the defile was ended, when, looking back, I saw some Indians crossing the ford, carrying over a white officer. At first I supposed he was wounded, but soon saw that he had not desired to wet his boots.

What had become of his horse I could only guess, for he wore spurs and sword, and the sombre uniform of the Rangers.

Then, as he came up I saw that he was Walter Butler.

As he approached, his dark eyes were fixed on the prisoners; and when he came opposite to them he halted.

Boyd returned his insolent stare very coolly, continuing to smoke his pipe. Slowly the golden-brown eyes of Butler contracted, and into his pale, handsome, but sinister face crept a slight colour.

So you are Boyd! he said menacingly.

Yes, I am Boyd. What next?

What next? repeated Walter Butler. Well, really I dont know, my impudent friend, but I strongly suspect the Seneca stake will come next.

Boyd laughed: We gave Brant a sign that you also should recognize. We are now under his protection.

What sign? demanded Butler, his eyes becoming yellow and fixed. And, as Boyd carelessly repeated the rapid and mystical appeal, Oh! he said coolly. So that is what you count on, is it?

Naturally.

With me also?

You are a Mason.

Also, snarled Butler, I am an officer in his British Majestys service. Now, answer the questions I put to you. How many cannon did your Yankee General send back to Tioga after Catharines-town was burnt, and how many has he with him?

Do you suppose that I am going to answer your questions? said Boyd, amused.

I think you will, Come, sir; what artillery is he bringing north with him?

And as Boyd merely looked at him with contempt, he stepped nearer, bent suddenly, and jerked Boyd to his feet.

You Yankee dog! he said; Stand up when your betters stand!

Boyd reddened to his temples.

Murderer! he said. Does a gentleman stand in the presence of the Cherry Valley butcher? And he seated himself again on his log.

Butlers visage became deathly, and for a full minute he stood there in silence. Suddenly he turned, nodded to Hiokatoo, pointed at Boyd, then at Parker. Both prisoners rose as a yell of ferocious joy split the air from the Senecas. Then, wheeling on Boyd:

Will you answer my questions?

No!

Do you refuse to answer the military questions put to you by an officer?

No prisoner of war is compelled to do that!

You are mistaken; I compel you to answer on pain of death!

I refuse.

Both men were deadly pale. Parker also had risen and was now standing beside Boyd.

I claim the civilized treatment due to an officer, said Boyd quietly.

Refused unless you answer!

I shall not answer. I am under Brants protection!

Brant! exclaimed Butler, his pallid visage contorted. What do I care for Brant? Who is Brant to offer you immunity? By God, sir, I tell you that you shall answer my questions — any I think fit to ask you — every one of them — or I turn you over to my Senecas!

You dare not!

Answer me, or you shall soon learn what I dare and dare not do!

Boyd, pale as a sheet, said slowly:

I do believe you capable of every infamy, Mr. Butler. I do believe, now, that the murderer of little children will sacrifice me to these Senecas if I do not answer his dishonorable questions. And so, believing this, and always holding your person in the utmost loathing and contempt, I refuse to reveal to you one single item concerning the army in which I have the honour and privilege to serve.

Take him! said Butler to the crowding Senecas.



I have never been able to bring myself to write down how my comrade died. Many have written something of his death, judging the manner of it from the condition in which his poor body was discovered the next day by our advance. Yet, even these have shrunk from writing any but the most general details, because the horror of the truth is indescribable, and not even the most callous mind could endure it all.

God knows how I myself survived the swimming horror of that hellish scene — for the stake was hewn and planted full within my view.... And it took him many hours to die — all the long September afternoon.... And they never left him for one moment.

No, I can not write it, nor could I even tell my comrades when they came up next day, how in detail died Thomas Boyd, lieutenant in my regiment of rifles. Only from what was left of him could they draw their horrible and unthinkable conclusions.

I do not know whether I have more or less of courage than the usual man and soldier, but this I do know, that had I possessed a rifle where I lay concealed, long before they wrenched the first groan from his tortured body I would have fired at my comrades heart and trusted to my Maker and my legs.

No torture that I ever heard of or could ever have conceived — no punishment, no agony, no Calvary ever has matched the hellish hideousness of the endless execution of this young man.... He was only twenty-two years old; only a lieutenant among the thousands who served their common motherland. No man who ever lived has died more bravely; none, perhaps, as horribly and as slowly. And it seemed as though in that powerful, symmetrical, magnificent body, even after it became scarcely recognizable as human, that the spark of life could not be extinguished even though it were cut into a million shreds and scattered to the winds like the fair body of Osiris.

And this is all I care to say how it was that my comrade died, save that he endured bravely; and that while consciousness remained, not one secret would he reveal; not one plea for mercy escaped his lips.

Parker died more swiftly and mercifully.

It was after sunset when the Senecas left the place, but the sky above was still rosy. And as they slowly marched past the corpses of the two men whom they had slain, every Seneca drew his hatchet and shouted:

Salute! O Roya-neh! fiercely honoring the dead bodies of the bravest men who had ever died in the Long House.



On the following afternoon I ventured from my concealment, and was striving to dig a grave for my two comrades, using my knife to do it, when the riflemen of our advance discovered me across the river.

A moment later I looked up, my eyes blinded by tears, as the arm of the Sagamore was flung round my shoulders, and the hands of the Grey-Feather and Tahoontowhee timidly sought mine.

Brother! they said gently.

* Tekasenthos, O Sagamore! I whispered, dropping my head on his broad shoulder. Issi tye-y-ad-akeron, akwah de-ya-kon-akor-on-don!

[* I weep, O Sagamore! Yonder are lying bodies, yea, and of chiefs!]


CHAPTER XXII

MES ADIEUX
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FOR MY ACQUAINTANCES in and outside of the army, and for my friends and relatives, this narrative has been written; and if in these pages I have seemed to present myself, my thoughts, and behaviour as matters of undue importance, it is not done so purposely or willingly, but because I knew no better method of making from my daily journal the story of the times and of the events witnessed by me, and of which I was a small and modest part.

It is very true that no two people, even when standing shoulder to shoulder, ever see the same episode in the same manner, or draw similar conclusions concerning any event so witnessed. Yet, except from hearsay, how is an individual to describe his times except in the light of personal experience and of the emotions of the moment so derived?

In active events, self looms large, even in the crisis of supreme self-sacrifice. In the passive part, which even the most active among us play for the greater portion of our lives, self is merged in the detached and impersonal interest which we take in what passes before our eyes. Yet must we describe these things only as they are designed and coloured by our proper eyes, and therefore, with no greater hope of accuracy than to approximate to the general and composite truth.

Of any intentional injustice to our enemies, their country, and their red allies, I do not hesitate to acquit myself; yet, because I have related the history of this campaign as seen through the eyes of a soldier of the United States, so I would not deny that these same and daily episodes, as seen by a British soldier, might wear forms and colours very different, and yet be as near to the truth as any observations of my own.

Therefore, without diffidence or hesitation — because I have explained myself — and prejudiced by an unalterable belief in the cause which I have had the honour and happiness to serve, it is proper that I bring my narrative of these three months to a conclusion.

With these same three months the days of my youth also ended. No stripling could pass through those scenes and emerge still immature. The test was too terrible; the tragedy too profound; the very setting of the tremendous scene — all its monstrous and gigantic accessories — left an impression ineradicable upon the soul. Adolescence matured to manhood in those days of iron; youthful ignorance became stern experience, sobering with its enduring leaven the serious years to come.



I remember every separate event after the tragedy of Chenundana, where they found me dazed with grief and privation, digging with my broken hunting knife a grave for my dead companions.

The horror of their taking off passed from my shocked brain as the exigencies of the perilous moments increased, demanding of me constant and untiring effort, and piling upon my shoulders responsibilities that left no room for morbid brooding or even for the momentary inaction of grief.

From Tioga, Colonel Shreve sent forward to us a wagon train of provisions, even wines and delicacies for our sick and wounded; but even with this slight aid our men remained on half rations; and for all our voluntary sacrifice we could not hope now to reach Niagara and deliver the final blow to that squirming den of serpents.

True, Amochol was dead; but Walter Butler lived. And there was now no hope of reaching him. Bag and baggage, horse, foot, and Indians, he had gone clear out of sight and sound into a vast and trackless wilderness which we might not hope to penetrate because, even on half rations, we had now scarcely enough flour left to take us back to the frontiers of civilization.

Of our artillery we had only a light piece or two left, and the cohorn; of cattle we had scarcely any; of wagons and horses very few, having killed and eaten the more worn-out animals at Horseheads. Only the regimental wagons contained any flour; half our officers were without mounts; ammunition was failing us; and between us and our frontiers lay the ashes of the Dark Empire and hundreds of miles of a wilderness so dreary and so difficult that we often wondered whether it was possible for human endurance to undergo the endless marches of a safe return.

But our task was ended; and when we set our faces toward home, every man in our ragged, muddy, brier-torn columns knew in his heart that the power of the Iroquois Empire was broken forever. Senecas, Cayugas, Onondagas, might still threaten and even strike like crippled snakes; but the Long House lay in ashes, and the heart of every Indian in it was burnt out.

Swinging out our wings east and west as we set our homeward course, burning and destroying all that we had hitherto spared, purposely or by accident, we started south; and from the fifteenth of September until the thirtieth the only living human being we encountered was the aged squaw we had left at Catharines.

Never had I seen such a desolation of utter destruction, for amid the endless ocean of trees every oasis was a blackened waste, every town but a heap of sodden ashes, every garden a mass of decay, rotting under the autumn sun.

On the 30th of September, we marched into Tioga Fort, Colonel Shreves cannon thundering their welcome, and Colonel Proctors artillery band playing a most stirring air. But Lord! What a ragged, half-starved army it was! Though we cared nothing for that, so glad were we to see our flag flying and the batteaux lying in the river. And the music of the artillery filled me with solemn thoughts, for I thought of Lois and of Lana; and of Boyd, where he lay in his solitary grave under the frosty stars.

On the third of October, the army was in marching order once more; Colonel Shreve blew up the Tioga military works; the invalids, women and children, and some of the regiments went by batteaux; but we marched for Wyoming, passing through it on the tenth, and arriving at Easton on the fifteenth.

And I remember that, starved as we were, dusty, bloody with briers, and half naked, regiment after regiment halted, sent back for their wagons, combed out and tied their hair, and used the last precious cupfulls of flour to powder their polls, so that their heads, at least might make a military appearance as they marched through the stone-built town of Easton.

And so, with sprigs of green to cock their hats, well floured hair, and scarce a pair of breeches to a company, our rascals footed it proudly into Easton town, fifes squealing, drums rattling, and all the church bells and the artillery of the place clanging and booming out a welcome to the sorriest-clad army that ever entered a town since Falstaff hesitated to lead his naked rogues through Coventry.

Here the thanksgiving service was held; and Lord, how we did eat afterward! But for the rest or repose which any among us might have been innocent enough to suppose the army had earned, none was meted out. Nenny! For instead, marching orders awaited us, and sufficient clothing to cool our blushes; and off we marched to join His Excellencys army in the Highlands; for what with the new Spanish alliance and the arrival of the French fleet, matters were now stewing and trouble a-brewing for Sir Henry. They told us that His Excellency required pepper for the dose, therefore had he sent for us to mix us into the red-hot draught that Sir Henry and my Lord Cornwallis must presently prepare to swallow.

I had not had a letter or any word from Lois at Fort Tioga. At Easton there was a letter which, she wrote, might not reach me; but in it she said that they had taken lodgings in Albany near to the house of Lana Helmer; that Mr. Hake had been more than kind; that she and her dear mother awaited news of our army with tenderest anxiety, but that up to the moment of writing no news was to be had, not even any rumours.

Her letter told me little more, save that her mother and Mr. Hake had conferred concerning the estate of her late father; and that Mr. Hake was making preparations to substantiate her mothers claim to the small property of the family in France — a house, a tiny hamlet, and some vineyards, called by the family name of Contrecoeur, which meant her mother was her fathers wedded wife.

Also, she wrote, my mother has told me that there are in the house some books and pictures and pretty joyeaux which were beloved by my father, and which he gave to her when she came to Contrecoeur, a bride. Also that her dot was still untouched, which, with her legal interest in my fathers property, would suffice to properly endow me, and still leave sufficient to maintain her.

So you see, Euan, that the half naked little gypsy of Poundridge camp comes not entirely shameless to her husband after all. Oh, my own soldier, hasten — hasten! Every day I hear drums in Albany streets and run out to see; every evening I sit with my mother on the stoop and watch the river redden in the sunset. Over the sandy plains of pines comes blowing the wind of the Western wilderness. I feel its breath on my cheek, faintly frosty, and wonder if the same wind had also touched your dear face ere it blew east to me.

Often I read this letter on the march to the Hudson; ever wondering at the history of this sweet mistress of my affections, marvelling at its mystery, its wonders, and eternally amazed at this young girls courage, her loyalty and chaste devotion.

I remember one day when we were halted at a cavalry camp, not far from the Hudson, conversing with three soldiers — Van Campen, Perry, and Paul Sanborn, they being the three men who first discovered poor Boyds body; and then noticed me a-digging in the earth with bleeding fingers and a broken blade.

And they knew the history of Lois, and how she had dressed her in rifle-dress, and how she had come to French Catharines. And they told me that in the cavalry camp there was talk of a young English girl, not yet sixteen, who had clipped her hair, tied it in a queue, powdered it, donned jack-boots, belt, and helmet, and come across the seas enlisted in a regiment of British Horse, with the vague idea of seeking her lover who had gone to America with his regiment.

Further, they told me that, until taken by our men in a skirmish, her own comrades had not suspected her sex; that she was a slim, boyish, pretty thing; that His Excellency had caused inquiry to be made; and that it had been discovered that her lover was serving in Sir Johns regiment of Royal Greens.

This was a true story, it seemed; and that very morning His Excellency had sent her North to Haldimand with a flag, offering her every courtesy and civility and recommendation within his power.

Which pretty history left me very thoughtful, revealing as it did to me that my own hearts mistress was not the solitary and bright exception in a sex which, like other men, I had deemed inferior in every virile and mental virtue, and only spiritually superior to my own. And I remembered the proud position of social and political equality enjoyed by the women of the Long House; and vaguely thought it was possible that in this matter the Iroquois Confederacy was even more advanced in civilization than the white nations, who regarded its inhabitants as debased and brutal savages.

In three months I had seen an Empire crash to the ground; already in the prophetic and visionary eyes of our ragged soldiery, a mightier empire was beginning to crumble under the blasts from the blackened muzzles of our muskets. Soon kings would live only in the tales of yesterday, and the unending thunder of artillery would die away, and the clouds would break above the smoky field, revealing as our very own all we had battled for so long — the right to live our lives in freedom, self-respect, and happiness.

And I wondered whether generations not yet born would pay to us the noble tribute which the sons of the Long House so often and reverently offered to the dead who had made for them their League of Peace — alas! now shattered for all time.

And in my ears the deep responses seemed to sound, solemnly and low, as the uncorrupted priesthood chanted at Thendara:

Continue to listen,
Thou who wert ruler,
 Ayonhwahtha!
Continue to listen,
Thou who wert ruler,
 Shatekariwate!

This was the roll of you,
You who have laboured,
You who completed
The Great League!

Continue to listen,
Thou who wert ruler,
Sharenhaowane!
Continue to listen,
Thou who wert ruler—

And the line of their noble hymn, the Karenna: I come again to greet and thank the women!

Lord! A great and noble civilization died when the first cancerous contact of the lesser scratched its living Eastern Gate.

* Hiya-thondek! Kahiaton. Kadi-kadon.

[* Listen! It is written. Therefore, I speak.]

My commission as lieutenant in the 6th company of Morgans Rifles afforded me only mixed emotions, but became pleasurable when I understood that staff duty as interpreter and chief of Indian guides permitted me to attach to my person not only Mayaro, the Mohican Sagamore, but also my Oneidas, Grey-Feather and Tahoontowhee.

Mounted service the two Oneidas abhorred, preferring to trot along on either side of me; but the Sagamore, being a Siwanois, was a horseman, and truly he presented a superb figure as the handsome General and his staff led the New York brigade into the city of Albany, our battered old drums thundering, our fifes awaking the echoes in the old Dutch city, and our pretty faded colors floating in the primrose light of early evening.

Right and left I glanced as we rode up the hilly street; and suddenly saw Lois! And so craned my head and twisted my neck and fidgeted that the General, who was sometimes humorous, and who was perfectly acquainted with my history, said to me that I had his permission to ride standing on my head if I liked, but for the sake of military decency he preferred that I dismount at once and make my manners otherwise to my affianced wife.

Which I lost no time in doing, not noticing that my Indians were following me, and drew bridle at the side-path and dismounted.

But where, in the purple evening light, Lois had been standing on her stoop, now there was nobody, though the front door was open wide. So I ran across the street between the passing ranks of Gansevoorts infantry, sprang up the steps, and entered the dusky house. Through the twilight of the polished hallway she came forward, caught me around the neck with a low cry, clung to me closer as I kissed her, holding to me in silence.

Outside, the racketting drums of a passing regiment filled the house with crashing echoes. When the noise had died away again, and the drums of the next regiment were still distant, she loosened her arms, whispering my name, and framing my face with her slim hands.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of three tall and shadowy figures hovering in the doorway. Lois saw them, too, and stretched out one hand. One after another my three Indians came to her, bent their stately crests in silence, took her small hand, and laid it on their hearts.

Shall I bid them to dine with us tomorrow? she whispered.

Bid them.

So she asked them a trifle shyly, and they thanked her gravely, turned one by one to take a silent leave of me, then went noiselessly out into the early dusk.

Euan, my dear mother is awaiting you in our best room.

I will instantly pay my duties and — —

Lana is there also.

Does she know?

Yes. God help her and the young thing she has taken to her heart. The news came by courier a week ago.

How he died? Does she know?

Oh, Euan! Yes, we all know now!... I have scarce slept since I heard, thinking of you.... When you have paid your respects to my mother and to Lana, come quietly away with me again. Lana has been weeping — what with the distant music of the approaching regiments, and the memory of him who will come no more — —

I understand.

She lifted her face to mine, laying her hands upon my shoulders.

Dost thou truly love me, Lois? I asked.

* Sat-kah-tos, she murmured.

[* Thou seest.]

* Se-non-wes? I insisted.

[* Dost thou love?]

* Ke-non-wes, O Loskiel. Her arms tightened around my neck, Ai-hai! Ae-saya-tyen-endon! Ae-sah-hah-i-yen-en-hon — —

[* I love thee, O Loskiel... Ah, thou mightest have been destroyed! If thou hadst perished by the wayside — — ]

Hush, dearest — dearest maid. Twixt God and Tharon, nothing can harm us now.

And I heard the faint murmur of her lips on mine:

Etho, ke-non-wes. Nothing can harm us now.

THE END
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AT TAMARACK JUNCTION he left the train on which he had been travelling all day, and, leading his two setters, Clarence and Mike, followed the Pullman porter, who was carrying his luggage, across the main tracks to the branch line. The dogs, Clarence, a Belton, and Mike, an Irish, frisked deliriously on being delivered from the detested baggage car, but their gamboling was strictly in accordance with their individual characters: the hysteria of Clarence was not unseemly; he cavorted urbanely; but Mikes Irish maxixe betrayed Milesian abandon, and he punctuated the performance with ear-rending barks.

The train, which stood on the branch line, appeared to be the shabbiest train which the young man had ever beheld.

The name of the engine was the Emma, painted under the cab window. Loving hands had stuck two sunflowers into the sockets on the pilot. What the vintage of the rusty locomotive might be he could not surmise, but the Emma looked as though she had been recently lifted out of a frog-pond and restored to traffic by a wrecking derrick. He said as much to the porter, venturing to express a hope that she might not revisit the pond while he was aboard.

Yaas, suh, said the porter, dis here Emma engine done jump de track mon ten er six times sence I wuz acquainted wif de engine driver. But she dont never harm nobody. When she fall down she jess natchally lay dere an fizzle cam as a cowcumber.

Do you suppose the Emma is going to do anything of that sort to-day? asked the young man, apprehensively.

Cant say, suh; ef her wheels gits to runnin round too fas to suit her, dishere Emma engine is boun to do some buckin.

The engineer, a fat, placid man, gazed calmly down upon them from the window of his cab as they passed along the rotting platform.

Is them bird-dawgs? he asked, catching the eye of their owner.

Yes, setters, said the young man, whose name was Dean.

Smell-dawgs?

I believe, said Dean, gravely, that they may be so designated.

Slick lookers, remarked the engineer, doing something to the apparatus in his cab which suddenly enveloped the Emma in a volume of steam. Clarence instantly attempted to flee toward the horizon; Mike barked violently, the recoil resembling back-jumps of a rapid-fire gun. For a few moments master and dogs performed one of those newspaper supplement designs, popularly supposed to represent bodies in rapid revolution — motion being symbolized by a series of circles.

But young Dean finally obtained control and hustled the dogs aboard the combination baggage and passenger car, which with the Emma and her tender made up the train-de-luxe. Soothing and chaining the dogs, he left them after a few minutes, went forward into the body of the car and seated himself in the rear of it.

Presently he became aware of weird noises ahead, emitted by the locomotive; the bell rang mournfully; a cloud of steam blotted out the immediate landscape; the Emma was in process of mobilization.

The landscape, temporarily blotted out, had been remarkable for its sameness. It consisted entirely of woods.

Half an hour later a spectacled conductor came leisurely through the aisle relieving the dozen or more passengers of their tickets. They all appeared to be personal friends of his, for he paused to exchange amenities and intimate gossip with everyone.

When at length he reached Dean he took the ticket, and, examining it with serious attention, whistled reflectively through his walrus mustache which obligato produced an æolian harp effect suggesting a room full of stridulating insects.

Goin to Annes Bridge? he demanded, gazing at Dean over his spectacles.

If you dont object, said Dean, with easy humor.

There was no jocularity about the conductor: Ill let you know when to git off, he said, gloomily, but dont blame me!

Doesnt this train run to Annes Bridge? asked Dean.

It dont exactly run nowhere. It jest goes. But it dont go to Annes Bridge.

What?

The conductor surveyed him pityingly: No, sir.

And as he started on he added half to himself: And nothing else dont go to Annes Bridge if they can help theirselfs.

Dean wondered why, but before he could make further inquiries the conductor disappeared into the section of the car devoted to express and freight.

The train lurched along leisurely, slowing every now and then to a humpy crawl. Occasionally its progress produced a squirming motion like a crippled caterpillar.

Dean continued to gaze from the dirty window; there were woods everywhere, more or less maltreated as is customary in America. Now and then the train passed through dreary burned areas where from acres of ashes blackened tree trunks rose, grotesquely charred and twisted as though giants had suffered there at the stake.

Wet looking clouds hung low over the woods, giving to the region a melancholy aspect. The car was hot and ill-smelling; a child cried continually. Now and then the train stopped; Dean could not make out why: there were no sidings; no other train passed. He finally concluded that the locomotive merely ran down now and then and had to be wound up again.

After one of these almost interminable delays the conductor who had been sitting on the rear seat across the aisle, playing solitaire, finally laid aside his cards and went forward apparently to see what was the matter.

He returned in the course of a quarter of an hour, reseated himself, rewetted his thumbs, and resumed his cards.

Dean leaned forward across the aisle:

Whats the trouble? he asked. No trouble, replied the preoccupied conductor.

Why has the train stopped?

Its the engineer. Hes fishin.

What! exclaimed Dean.

Hes fishin, repeated the conductor. Last trip east he seen a big trout lyin in under the bridge, and he said he meant to git him some day.

Are you telling me that the engineer has stopped this train to catch a trout?

Waal, hes got the right to fish a spell if hes a min to, haint he?

But I want to go to Annes Bridge—

Youll git there, son, said the conductor, tranquilly wetting his thumb again and shuffling up the cards. Absorbed in his new lay-out he replied only vaguely to Deans protests.

Gosh-a-mighty, he commented, folks must be in a dinged hurry where you come from.

None of the other passengers appeared to be impatient; nobody seemed to resent the piscatorial enterprise of the engineer.

After a while Dean rose, exasperated, went to the platform, and descended.

Just ahead was an iron bridge under which a stream flowed. Leaning against a girder stood a fat man in blue overalls, fishing. Dean walked forward; the engineer looked around at him placidly as he came up:

The son-uva-gun wont bite, he remarked, intent on his line. Worms is no good in August.

He yawned, spat into the water reflectively, then began to reel in: No, sir, worms wont do. Ill try him next trip with a grasshopper, he added. An if he wont take that, bgosh, Ill try a minnie-fish. Say, son, Ill git that trout if I hev to set here all day next trip!

They turned and walked toward the train together.

You was the young man with the smell-dawgs, wasnt you? inquired the engineer, affably.

Dean nodded.

Where was you a-callatin Fr to hunt em?

Im going to Annes Bridge. I understand there are plenty of woodcock and partridge there.

Annes Bridge! repeated the engineer, halting beside the Emma where his fireman lay asleep on top of the heap of coal in the tender.

Yes. How far is it to Annes Bridge?

Taint a great ways.

The conductor tells me there is no station at Annes Bridge.

Station! No sir.

Then how do you go there?

Me? I dont go there.

Dean smiled: How do I go there? he asked, patiently.

Waal, if youre fixed onto goin to Annes Bridge Ill stop the train somers along — along the track somers— he waved his fat hand, vaguely including all the horizons.

But I am to be met by somebody from Annes Bridge.

Waal, if I see anybody on the track Ill stop. Will that fix you up, son?

I hope so, said Dean.

The Emma presently wreathed herself in steam, scuffled her driving-wheels, coughed like Camille in the last act, and shuffled forward protesting with every melancholy bell-note.

Sonic twenty minutes later the train stopped as though it had been maimed for life; the conductor looked out of the window, laid aside his cards and got up with a terrific yawn.

I guess you git off here, he said to Dean who had already risen. Ill jest set your valise alongside the rails; youd better git your dawgs out yoursef.

When Dean emerged, rather badly mixed with his scrambling dogs, he saw the engineer, the fireman, the conductor, and the passengers all intently watching a young woman in a sun-bonnet and a pink print dress.

On an old logging road beside the track stood a horse and wagon.

The occupants of the train were apparently much interested in the proceedings; even the Emma, somehow, appeared to be lingering there out of sheer feminine curiosity.

Dean grasped both leashes in one hand and took off his hat with the other.

I am James Dean, he said. Is that Mr. Allendes wagon?

She replied in a self-possessed voice that the wagon was for him and his luggage.

Dean had about all he could do with the struggling dogs, but he picked up the heaviest luggage and the young woman took the rods and gun-cases.

When the wagon had been loaded and the dogs unleashed, and when the young woman in the sun-bonnet and pink print dress had taken the reins; and Dean had climbed into the seat beside her, the Emma emitted a remark which was more like a gigantic feminine sniff than a whistle. And the train slowly and reluctantly moved on, engineer, fireman, conductor, and passengers all looking back until the trees finally blanketed their view.

The old logging road was moist and springy but very uneven; the horse walked, now and then tearing a mouthful of leaves from neighboring branches, snatching at blackberry vines, munching and switching at flies as he proceeded on his easy way.

The dogs had already performed hundreds of marathons around the moving wagon, galloping in sheer ecstacy of freedom after the long days hot confinement.

Do you usually meet Mr. Allendes boarders? asked the young man, pleasantly, after the first and natural interval of silence.

As the girl turned to reply her sun-bonnet fell back on her shoulders. She was a superbly healthy young thing.

There is no Mr. Allende, she explained, briefly. I answered your letter.

Oh. You are Mrs. Allende?

Miss Allende, she replied.

The letter I had in answer to mine was signed A. Allende. I didnt understand.

She said nothing.

Have you many boarders? he asked, pleasantly.

No.

I suppose the cool summer has made it a bad season. People remain in town.

I dont know.

Perhaps you have not been accustomed to boarding people from the city.

No.

Is this your first venture?

Yes.

Her quiet monosyllables rather amused than disconcerted him. There seemed to be nothing sullen in her reticence. So he ventured to make conversation as it suited him.

In the advertisement inserted in Rod-and-Reel you say that the trout fishing is good and that there are woodcock and partridge in season.

Yes, she said.

I suppose what boarders you have are sportsmen, he went on.

She bit her lip, lightly, looking straight ahead between her horses ears.

Nobody has answered my advertisement excepting you, she admitted.

Not displeased that he was to have the streams and coverts to himself, yet sorry for her, he remained silent. She sat silent, too, and very straight, her folded hands resting on the reins in her lap — a gracefully motionless charioteer — a tinted rural statue in pink print.

Is Annes Bridge pretty? he asked, Not very.... No.

Its a pretty name, anyway. Who was Anne?

Somebody who lived there, I believe — years ago.

Isnt there any tradition concerning the name?

I dont know, she said, indifferently.

The horse walked forward switching his tail; the dogs, wagon broken, were now trotting behind, tongues lolling.

Presently the woods opened; a rolling country covered with second growth spread away before them and the road became sandy.

The girl spoke to her horse who broke into a bored sort of trot.

Root fences, silvered by age, lined the road. Beyond, on either side, lay fields.

They passed a cemetery, the head stones showing intensely white amid thin wild grasses and spindling maples. Beyond stood a deserted house, the roof fallen in; beyond that were a few other houses in various conditions of decay, some still inhabited judging by the shy, wild looking children who clustered to gaze at them as they drove past.

We are in Annes Bridge, said the girl.

After a moment she turned and looked at him.

It isnt pretty, you see, she added, with a composure which he thought a trifle forced.

He glanced ahead and saw half a dozen unpainted and scattered houses partly buried in woodbine and clematis. Groups of great trees shaded the remains of the village, elms, oaks, and maples. And just ahead was a stone bridge arching a clear, tumbling stream; and, under a dozen huge trees, an old yellow house fronted the water beside the bridge.

Phlox, tiger lilies, marigolds, and petunias made a tangle of color in the front yard: behind the house were sandy fields, a barn, and a belt of woods into which the stream flowed.

Why did you say that Annes Bridge is not pretty? he said. Is this your house?

Yes.

Its exceedingly picturesque. So is that brook. I shall be more than contented here, Miss Allende.

The girl threw the reins over the horses back but remained seated for a moment looking down at the dogs. They were drinking at the brook; Clarence drank like a gentleman; Mike slobbered and lay down in the water, gulping.

Dean descended and offered to aid the girl but she rose and sprang to the grass on the other side.

I havent any servants, she remarked; Ill take your baggage.

But he smilingly intervened and lifted his traps from the wagon.

Please — if you will follow me— And she walked into the open door way and unlatched a door on the left.

It was a bed-room; she left him there surrounded by his luggage.

Although all the windows were open there was in the room the odor of long disuse.

In the late gray afternoon light he looked around at the bare ugliness of it all — the iron bed, the cheap water basin and pitcher, the square of coarse new carpet on the floor, the single highly varnished chair.

But there was fresh water in the pitcher, and presently he was busy with his toilet.

Clarence came to his door, politely scratching; Mike bounded in, wagging and snooping about the room; and their master continued his dressing until a gray flannel shirt and knickerbockers replaced his civilized attire.

Perfumes from the kitchen became agreeably apparent by the time he was ready to emerge from his room.

The girl, carrying a lighted candle, met him as he appeared. Her sleeves were rolled up and the heat of the range had tinted her cheeks and left a faint dew on her white forehead.

Your supper is ready, she said. And he followed her to the rear where an alcove from the kitchen formed the dining-room.

On the table was a thin worn cloth, very clean; a plate of stoneware, a new knife and fork with wooden handles, and two candles burning in tin candle sticks.

From the kitchen around the corner the girl brought a plate of crisp trout, fried potatoes, hot biscuits, a dish of blue-berries, and a jug of milk.

Where did these come from? he asked, smilingly, helping himself to the trout.

From the brook in front of the house.

Thats encouraging, he remarked, cheerfully.

She made no comment.

Whether it was merely appetite or whether the food was particularly well cooked he did not stop to think, but he ate everything he saw.

From moment to moment the girl came in from the kitchen in silent inquiry concerning his needs. When she returned again the young man rose:

In your advertisement, he said, pleasantly, you say that a guide can be furnished. I shall need him to-morrow. So if you will kindly notify him—

She stared a moment as though in hesitation, then:

I meant that I could show anybody where to fish or shoot. Theres nobody else to do it.

Dean looked up surprised and dubious.

I understand fishing and shooting. I often go by myself, she said in a low voice.

I see. Well, in that case you ought to be as good a guide as anybody, he returned gaily.

Did you wish to start early? she asked, lifting her dark eyes.

He hesitated: I suppose you have housework to do.

Yes. But I can be ready whenever you wish.

What have you to do first? he inquired.

She looked at him in slight surprise, then a faint smile curved her lips — the first deviation from emotionless composure that he had yet noticed.

She said: If you care to know, I have a cow to milk, a horse to feed, eggs to gather, a fire to light, breakfast to prepare, beds to air, floors to sweep, dishes to wash, a little work in the garden, in the kitchen—

Good heavens! he exclaimed, so genuinely astonished that the latent smile on her lips flashed out.

These things take a little time, she admitted, but I shall rise earlier than usual and I do not think I shall keep you waiting, Mr. Dean.

I dont want to inconvenience you —— —

You dont inconvenience me. I expected to guide anybody who came here to fish. I am very glad to do it. He remained silent and unconvinced, looking uncertainly at her where she stood in the candle light.

I dont want to make a nuisance of myself— he began.

I am very thankful to have anybody to board, she said, simply.

So he walked away and seated himself on the flat, water-worn rock which served as a doorstep.

His dogs came up to greet him, wagging apology, then returned to the platter of bones by the doorstep. Dean, from the pockets of his shooting coat, added a few dog biscuits to their repast, then lighted his pipe, clasped his knees between his hands, and gazed out into the darkness.

Starlight sparkled on the stream just beyond the deeper shade of an enormous elm; the rushing noise of the water was in his ears; a fresh fragrance grew in the still night air; contentment grew within him.

Beyond the bridge a few lighted windows in the scattered houses gleamed through the trees. But the candles were extinguished very soon, one after another. It was evident that early hours were the fashion at Annes Bridge.

Now and then he could hear sounds in the house behind him indicative of various domestic duties in process of execution — the clink of dishes, light, swift footsteps across the creaking boards.

She came out to the doorstep where he was seated, after a while, wearing a clean white waist and skirt. They were limp and mended in many places; but it was dark; and probably he would not have noticed it anyway.

This is very charming and peaceful, he said, pleasantly, as he rose. I am wondering what that haunting fragrance is.

She lifted her dainty nose and sniffed the air:

Bergamot, she said, looking out into the darkness.

May I bring you a chair? he suggested.

She thanked him but said that she was going to retire in a few minutes. However, presently she seated herself on the doorsill, and he resumed his place on the doorstep below.

I have been wondering, he remarked, why the little village here is not more prosperous. Its a pretty country.

She sat silent for a while, her chin supported by one hand, elbow on knee.

The place is ruined, she said in a colorless voice. Only those remain who are too poor to go.

Ruined! he repeated.

The soil is poor. It is not possible to make a living from sand and rock.

But why did people come here and clear the land for farms?

That was long ago. Forest mold covered the sandy soil. Farmers plowed a shallow furrow.... You would scarcely believe it, Mr. Dean, but there was a flourishing village here seventy years ago — sawmills, tanneries, a newspaper. And some farms were even being marked out into city lots. She sat, now, with both hands framing her face, her dark eyes staring straight before her.

It is the history of other villages in this county. They cut away the woods and peeled the hemlock bark. When these were gone nothing remained except the land, and that proved to be only sand under the thin surface soil.

She made a slight discouraged gesture:

You guess the rest; drought and winds dried up and blew away the soil; sand is not worth cultivating; mills were abandoned when the timber had gone; tan-vats fell into ruins; people left their houses and went elsewhere. And Annes Bridge became — what you Dean was already wondering how it was that she existed there — how she contrived to live amid the ruins of such a remote rural desolation.

This would make a splendid preserve for some wealthy man, or for some club, he suggested, cheerfully.

The idea seemed new to her.

Land here ought to be picked up for almost nothing, he went on, developing his theory. The waters certainly look like trout waters; the cover is mostly second-growth and excellent for game. Theres lots of marketable white pine and hemlock, too — enough to afford an income to anybody who started scientific forestry here.

He turned and encountered her dark eyes. They were regarding him intently, almost wistfully.

Do you think it possible, she said, that anybody could want land at Annes Bridge?

I dont know. I could tell better to-morrow. He hesitated, then added with a smile: Have you any woodland here?

Yes.

Is there much of it?

Yes.

He thought for a moment, conscious all the while that her eyes were fixed on him.

Could we take a look at it to-morrow? he suggested.

Yes. The stream runs through it. After a moments silence she rose, said good night and went away into the unlighted house.

Dean resumed his seat. His dogs came and lay down beside him, resting their silky heads on his knees. — 

Around him in the darkness stood the crumbling ruins of human hopes. He could not see them, but he seemed to feel the presence of each stark, dismantled habitation. And those still inhabited seemed even sadder in the process of decay over the very heads of their destitute and hopeless tenants.

What a place to be caged in, he muttered to himself under his breath— with no chance to escape! What a place to be trapped in, with no money, no hope, no aid! The poor are better off in the slums; they die quicker.

And all the while the memory of her dark, wistful eyes persisted, of her passionless voice, of her flushed cheeks and dewy forehead as she came from the kitchen fire with his supper — and, remoter memory — her pink dress and sunbonnet — fallen to her shoulders — 

He tried to account for her, and could not. He wondered why she was alone in such a house, living in such a place. Her soft voice and accent, her choice of words and vocabulary forbade any idea that she had always lived here.

She must be somewhere between twenty and twenty-five — he could not guess any nearer than that — could form no conclusion from the vigorous young figure under the pink print dress, nor from her light swift movements, nor yet from her face tanned to a creamy tint and touched with carnation on lip and cheek.

The girl appeared to be educated, unusually pretty, unusually silent — with that silence which comes from no surfeit of happiness.

Yet she was not sullen either — not naturally lacking in animation, he imagined.

But it seemed to him as he sat thinking of her that something had been killed in her — the careless insouciance of youth — something swift had killed it suddenly, not by degrees; and had slain with it other and naturally youthful qualities.

In her eyes, and under them, and in the rather sweet curve of her mouth he had detected no traces such as the slow erosion of long unhappy years leaves visible — no hardness, either, no imprint of trouble long endured and long resented.

And, after thinking for another hour, he did not know what to think. So he rose and walked through the starlight to the barn. Here he left his dogs wagging their tails madly where they lay on the fresh sweet straw looking back at him. Then he returned to his room.

And in a very few minutes he was sound asleep.
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WHEN HE APPEARED in the morning dressed in flannel shirt, knickerbockers, and hob-nailed shoes, his dogs, who had been awaiting him, greeted him with the manners characteristic of each, Clarence cordially but with every mark of good breeding, Mike boisterously and with so much noise that the mistress of the house came from the kitchen to reconnoitre.

Good morning, Miss Allende, said Dean. Have you already accomplished those amazingly complicated duties which you mentioned to me last evening?

The ghost of a smile curved her lips: I have accomplished everything necessary except your breakfast, Mr. Dean.

Ill accomplish that when its ready.

It is ready.

So he walked into the dining alcove and presently became very busy with coffee, eggs, cereal, and hot Johnny-cake.

Miss Allende, he said, your cooking is absolutely delicious. That is not a compliment; it is a tribute.

She was smiling while he spoke, then a swift change altered her features. She said in a low and somewhat hurried voice that she was glad he found the breakfast to his taste; and she went into the kitchen again.

Later he picked up his rod and strolled out to the door-step. Here he lighted his pipe, drew the silk line from the reel through the guides of his four-ounce rod, knotted on a nine-foot leader and a single fly, and, standing on the grass under the big elm, practiced a cast or two with much satisfaction.

Aha! he observed to Mike, the red Irish setter, if any trout are looking for trouble to-day theyll find plenty.

Plenty of trouble! Plenty of trouble! said a voice behind him in a light conversational tone: I wish you a Merry Christmas!

Dean turned around, surprised, but could see nobody.

Perplexed, he stood looking about him for a moment or two, then, chancing to lift his eyes a trifle he found himself gazing at a gray African parrot which was seated just above him on the limb of an ancient apple tree.

Plenty of trouble! repeated the parrot, staring at Dean out of a cold pale eye.

Hello! said Dean, affably; how are you?

Im in trouble, remarked the parrot.

Im sorry to hear that, said Dean, smiling.

Plenty of trouble, plenty of trouble, repeated the bird, gravely lifting one claw, then the other. Then seizing the branch with powerful beak he turned completely over and hung head downward surveying Dean with a sort of sinister seriousness.

Plenty of trouble, he said, hoarsely; I wish you a Merry Christmas!

The dogs, astounded, stood staring as though frozen. Never had they beheld such a fearsome fowl in all their wide experience with feathered game.

It was Mike who stirred first, lifting one paw and making a shivering, halfhearted attempt to point.

Oh, my God! burst out the parrot. And the dogs gave it one horrified glance and fled.

Dean was laughing without restraint as Miss Allende came to the door.

Aunty, she said sternly to the parrot, are you making more trouble?

Plenty — plenty of trouble, admitted the parrot, sliding along the branch toward the girl who lifted her hand and took the bird on her forefinger.

Does Aunty go about outdoors at will? asked Dean, much amused.

Yes; she follows me about, or climbs into the trees. The girl placed a melon seed between her lips; Aunty took it, cracked it and proceeded to enjoy it at leisure. After a few moments Miss Allende transferred the bird to the apple bough.

If you are ready, Mr. Dean, she said, quietly.

The girl herself was evidently ready for the woods; she wore a faded waist of gray flannel open at the throat, a skirt of the same considerably shrunken, and heavy little boots and leggins. Straps crossed her breast; from one hung a canvas bag, empty, from the other another bag, containing luncheon. — 

Ill take those, he said.

Thank you, it is not necessary. He smiled: As you like, Miss Allende. But you need not feel that there are any duties of a guide incumbent upon you except to show me where to fish and take care that I dont get lost.

For a moment she seemed embarrassed, then, in a grave, hesitating voice: I am asking a dollar a day for guiding you. I should have told you that yesterday.

A dollar a day! he repeated, in laughing surprise.

She flushed painfully: Yes. Does it seem to you too much?

He laughed outright. The guides north of us get five dollars a day. You are asking me too little, Miss Allende.

Five dollars — a day! she faltered, astonished; that is — is absurd!

He was still laughing: Let us compromise on two and a half — as long as you are to carry no pack and do no camp work.

I cannot ask so much — merely to go with you—

I should feel very uncomfortable if you do not ask me that much at least, he insisted.

She lifted her troubled eyes to his, unresponsive to the frank amusement in his.

I had rather you did not offer me so much, she said.

Why not?

Because — and she became graver, I do not think I am worth it, or that you — you can afford it.

Varying and inscrutable emotions possessed him and were reflected in his features; but he managed to subdue every trace of amusement when he spoke.

Why dont you think I can afford it, Miss Allende? he asked pleasantly.

Her frank brown eyes met his: Because you are boarding with me for ten dollars a week, Mr. Dean.

He nodded thoughtfully: I see. A man who could afford a fashionable resort does not board at Annes Bridge for ten dollars a week. That, of course, is obvious and logical, isnt it?

She bit her lip: I did not mean Of course not. It was kind and thoughtful of you. A man on his vacation goes where he can afford to go. I came here for my vacation — the terms you offered being what I could afford. He smiled gayly: So if you ask me only a dollar a day for guiding me, maybe I can afford to remain here a little longer.... So, if you wish, I agree to that.

She stood motionless, her hands resting lightly on the slings of the two sacks which hung on either hip.

So thats the bargain, he said— a dollar a day.... But where is your rod, Miss Allende?

I did not know whether you cared to have me fish, too—

Indeed I do! Where is your rod? Without replying she went indoors and presently returned with a rod. Dean noticed that it was an old-fashioned but beautifully made rod of solid wood, with ring guides and a reelplate high on the butt. The reel, too, was an ancient and heavy model, very perfectly made — probably an English reel.

As they turned toward the woods walking along the grassy bank of the stream, he spoke admiringly of the rod, and she said that it had belonged to her father.

It is a fine one, he said, as she offered it for his inspection— one of those beautiful works of early art, perfect in balance and workmanship, and fairly redolent of tradition.

He balanced it, switched it gently, lovingly, and with the skilful authority of an expert: Whenever I see one of these old-time rods, he said, it thrills me a little just as I suppose a rare old violin thrills a connoisseur. And always these old rods seem full of the secrets of vanished years — of the romance of battles with big, wary speckled trout — the trout of long ago, Miss Allende — the trout that are no more! He smiled, handed the rod to her, saying: Perhaps you do not quite understand me.

My father, she said, cared for angling — as you seem to.

Surely. The owner of that rod knew the poetry of angling.

A line of bushes partly hid the stream as they advanced. The edge of the woods lay just beyond where the remains of a sawmill rose among willows and alders.

Already Dean could hear the freshly pleasant noise of water falling, and the next moment he came in sight of a sagging and mossy mill-dam over which water poured into a wide pool below.

That looks good to me, he suggested.

The trout are small in this stream, she said. I had meant to take you to another.

Lead on, Mademoiselle! he said gayly, and followed her into the woods.

There seemed to be no path, no notched trees; but the girl moved forward without hesitation into the dusky stillness of the woods, leading the way, not swiftly, but with the peculiar buoyancy of youth and strength and perfect health, unspoiled, unhampered by self-consciousness. Every movement of her lithe figure seemed to Dean as charmingly unpremeditated yet as logical as the leisurely woodland progress of some shy, wild creature toward an unseen goal.

Neither the shabby flannels nor the heavy boots could fetter the lightlimbed step, nor constrain the vigorous young body, nor conceal its grace.

Once she turned toward him, her cheeks delicately flushed but breathing evenly:

Please tell me if I am walking too fast, she said as he came up.

Ill tell you, he said, smiling.

The woods seemed to be more open, now, and she fell back into step beside him.
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How do you find your way? he asked.

The sun — the slope of the land — various trees and rocks. These woods are familiar to me, Mr. Dean.

So I notice, he said, laughing. As for me, Im completely turned around except when I notice the sun. And even that seems to be in the wrong place.

She smiled slightly. Always at any lightly humorous remark of his it seemed to be her first impulse to respond in kind, but always, too, he noticed the smile die swiftly in her eyes and fade from her lips as though checked by some subtle second thought.

And now he found himself always looking for this quick change in her expression, uneasily expectant of it — the almost instant smoothing out of every feature as though to correct a momentary and forgetful animation.

That the mask of indifference was only a mask he began to suspect, and he did not now believe that it concealed merely intellectual vacancy. For surely here was no dull mind, no personality insensible to the natural and innocent instincts of youth, no perverted primness of a warped self-consciousness in process of de-humanization.

And it became plain to him that the girl deliberately checked herself, employing conscious effort to do so — as though following some definite policy in maintaining an indifference and an aloofness neither necessary nor natural even under the unusual circumstances of their chance companionship.

As they walked on through the hardwood growth he speculated idly concerning this, wondering a little why she seemed to find it necessary to discipline laughter that had no more significance for either of them than that the world was young.

As for a mystery or a past lifes history, God forbid! he thought, rather bored at the idea.

And yet, thinking along that line, it occurred to him that here in this ruined hamlet of Annes Bridge there must have been histories aplenty, if not mysteries — the sad romance of false hopes proven false; the tragedy of failure overwhelming youth and age alike in the same fatal web.

It was merely the history of all American pioneers — haste, waste, stupidity, stupor — the childish stupor overtaking those who had emptied the glass and who found to their amazement that the gods had not promptly refilled it for them.

From the way you spoke about your fishing rod, he said, I imagine that your father is not living.

She looked up quietly from her light revery.

No.

You are quite alone?

Yes. After a moment she added:  — since I was sixteen.

Thats hard on a girl — or on a boy, either, he said soberly.

Yes.

For a moment it seemed to him that she meant to say something more; then, watching the sensitive and delicately mobile features, he saw them become blank, intentionally; was aware of the effort and purpose to quietly exclude him or anything that threatened to be more than merely formal in their intercourse.

There seemed to be no reason for it, nothing of silly self-consciousness, of any unwarranted distrust of him on her part to account for this emotionless reticence which amounted to a relentlessly vigilant discipline.

Again, as he walked on beside her through the trees, he wondered why the gospel of utter self-repression should find such a youthful and attractive devotee.

Truly she was attractive in all the faded shabbiness of her attire — in the almost expressionless quiet of her features.

And it was true, too, that her features, even lacking animation, were as lovely as her supple figure — lovely, and fresh and unmarred under their creamy tint of tan.

Instinctively his eyes sought her hands, and saw the delicate beauty of them already roughened and worn by toil.

Yet, from moment to moment, he glanced down at them, fascinated by their slender symmetry. Deeply interested in mentally applying the surface remedies which might so easily restore what hardship had so pathetically scarred and altered, he walked beside her in silence — a silence which she shared and seemed to prefer.

Sunlight slanting bathed the woods in a golden light; few birds were audible, the moulting season being on. There was no wind, yet a cool freshness bathed the still places through which they passed.

Trees were in fullest leaf and green; nothing of autumn hinted yet save for the silence of the birds — the prelude to yellowing boughs and the blue-jays strident noise. Only the tapping of a distant woodpecker broke the quiet — or the confidential conversation of chickadees in the hemlocks, or the low whining reiteration of a nuthatch here and there exploring the roughened flanks of elm or maple.

He said, quietly: There is a classic charm about trout-fishing that is perhaps unequalled — a loveliness in young leaves and budding sprays and the first frail blossoms of the year. But to me, there has been always a peculiar fascination in the last days of the trout season — this rich, green silence which broods where you pass as silently along the stream, conscious of the necessity for a skill, an adroitness, and a caution not entirely necessary when the ice first goes out and the trout are hungry.

She had turned her head partly toward him, and was listening intently as he rambled gayly on. His rhapsody on angling and the setting which best suited the pursuit of that alluring art, seemed to hold her attention. Once, glancing around at her he found her smile so delightfully responsive that his tongue halted in the agreeable surprise of it. Then, as the animation died from her eyes and the delicate curve of her lips faded to an expressionless immobility:

Have you anything on your mind that troubles you, Miss Allende? he asked with a frankness almost blunt. Because if you have I wont bother you by talking.

She made no reply for a few moments; the bright color cooled in her cheeks. Then, turning, she said:

When you care to talk to me I — I find it — agreeable.

Really?

She looked away from him:

Yes. I have few people to talk to.

I thought possibly you might be preoccupied and that— he smiled— my rather pointless conversation might distract you from more important reflections.

Important reflections, she repeated. There was a very gentle hint of irony in her voice, not bitter, yet scarcely gay.

And, as on an impulse, she turned and looked at Dean with an odd little laugh on her lips:

What overwhelming important reflections do you suppose a resident of Annes Bridge might entertain, Mr. Dean?

What concerns you or me or the Queen of Spain is important to each of us individually, he said lightly: How do I know how important your reflections may be to you?

She smiled, relaxing a little more: As a matter of fact my reflections concerned trout-flies when you so abruptly questioned them.

Really?

Entirely. You were speaking — rather poetically — of fishing; and I was rather wondering what sort of flies were in your fly-book—

Is that as much as my poetry of speech appealed to you? he demanded, laughing.

I admitted that it was poetry, didnt I. So you see at least I noticed it....

And, conceding that— she smiled delightfully at him with the faintest hint of malice in her eyes— would you mind telling me what sort of fly you propose to try this morning?

Ive the usual stock, he said— the old stand-bys — coachmen of various varieties, hares-ears, duns, hackles, gnats. Wont any of these do?

She said diffidently: My father taught me to tie flies for him. He used only a few kinds — and they have no particular names, I believe. But they seem to be best on the waters in this region.

She drew from one of her pouches an old-time fly-book, strapped, dog-eared, and thick, and, opening it as she walked, displayed a fly here and there — odd, dull-tinted tufts of silk and feather destitute of hackle and tinsel.

I brought them for you, she said— if you care to try them.

He thanked her and reminded her that he was in her hands. And involuntarily his glance fell again on those slim marred hands, so eloquent with secrets if only he could understand the language of each slender, weather-roughened finger.

The refreshing noise of a rocky stream somewhere not far away had been filling his ears for the last few minutes; and now, descending a tree-clad slope, they came to it — a cold clear flashing little mountain river, clattering over silvery and greenish stones, here rushing into a swirling cauldron, there flowing out into a long diamond-clear pool with ripples at the foot.

This is charming! he exclaimed— the ideal trout stream! Where is that magic fly you promised to bestow upon me?

She offered the old-time fly-book again but he insisted that she choose for him, and she selected a fly of indecisive tint — the very phantom of what a trout fly ought to be, he declared, as he looped it on the leader.

Now, Miss Allende! he said briskly, stepping aside and waving invitation.

Please! she said hastily and much flushed, I should not care to be considered except as a guide.

Arent you going to fish?

Yes, if you wish.

You dont suppose I am going to permit you to fish behind me?

Mr. Dean — I had rather not fish at all than—

Theres room for us to cast standing side by side! Come, Miss Allende; I could find no pleasure in any other method.

Will you break even with me? And behave like a good comrade and a good angler?

It would be— she glanced at him, still flushed and troubled, caught his eye squarely:

Yes, she said, with an effort of decision made apparent by a slight catch in her breath — like a child who decides suddenly to disobey.

He waited while she looped on a fly. Then she went to the edge of the water and waded out into the stream beside him.

Now! he said.

The silken lines whistled, looped, uncoiled in the long back casts, straightened out, and darted forward. Just under where her fly settled and swung shoreward on the foamy edge of an eddy, a broad glimmer of pink and silver flashed.

Thats a fine fish! exclaimed Dean. He showed his colors. Did you see?

Try him, she said in a low voice.

No indeed!

Please, Mr. Dean! she turned and looked at him with a delightful little smile. Please put me at my ease. I do so much wish to earn my dollar and keep my self-respect.

Its rotten of me — but if youd feel better—

I should, really. I do want you to take that trout. Hes worth it!

All right! he said briefly, and cast in a business-like manner, lightly, deadly accurate, so that the fly dropped on the edge of the whirling foam almost exactly where her fly had fallen, and cocked up, floating landward with the eddy.

Deep in the water there was another dim gleam of pink, a swirl. Then, as he struck, the thin shriek of his reel confirmed the staggering curve of the rod. He was in for it.

Intent, breathless, the girl stood at his elbow watching the fight in all its varying and nerve-racking phases. The great trout bored steadily toward the further shore where a mass of dangerous tree-roots promised disaster for the angler. The full, steady strain of the rod turned the fish at last; this way and that he raced, the taut line cutting the water; then there came a halfleap and splash that sent the spray flying; and the great trout was off again scarcely controlled by the quivering rod.

At last Dean spoke without turning his head: Have you the landing-net ready?

Yes.

All right. I think I can bring him near enough now.

After a few moments he said: Now, Miss Allende!

There came a quick splash, a long sigh of delight and relief from Dean, and the splendid fish lay dripping in the landing-net.

Down on their knees together on the bank they bent over the big trout, excited, garrulous, praising the noble dimensions of the fish aloud and calling each others attention to its several charms of color and proportion. -

Miss Allende! he cried, extending his dripping hand, youre a thoroughbred! AH thoroughbreds are better than their promises. Please congratulate me!

She laid her own wet hand in his, laughed, took his firmly in her slender grip:

Are you really so much pleased? Or only kind to my efforts?

Pleased! Im the proudest biped in North America! Look at that trout! Why, I never dreamed there were such fish at Annes Bridge. I am happy and grateful to the most wonderful guide in the entire state!

Then I do congratulate you, Mr. Dean, she said with a swift grip of her closing fingers. And they smiled at each other as their hands parted.

He said: Theres one thing I need to complete my absolute contentment.

She lifted her brown eyes interrogatively. They both stood up.

I desire, he said, to see you match that trout with one of your own.

She laughed: I must admit, she said, that there are not many trout in the stream as large as this. Im so very glad that you chanced to get him.

Anyway, he said, happily, let us go on. This day has started very wonderfully for me.

As he stood there shaking his line free, the sunshine falling on his carefree face, he looked very boyish, even almost handsome — so agreeably does happiness transfigure what otherwise is not remarkable.

As for the girl, the radiant imprint of a care-free moment still lingered like sunlight itself on her face; and as he looked up at her where she stood on the wooded bank his smiling eyes fell on her neck where below her open collar its dazzling whiteness was revealed in contrast to the throats creamy tint of tan.

His eyes sought the line which he was still engaged in freeing, and he became grave and silent, disconcerted by a sharp and sudden knowledge that this young girl was lovelier than he had taken the trouble to realize.

May I help you — if your leader is tangled? she asked, coming up to him and leaning over the snarl which he was patiently untangling.

Suddenly he became conscious of her nearness. A subtle sense of something young and sweet and fresh and very close invaded him.

He picked rather blindly at the tangle, looked up at her, unsmiling, and offered the snarl to her to unravel.

Then he laid his rod on the moss, walked a few steps along the bank, and halted, gazing rather earnestly at nothing.
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WITH THE FIRST day of September trout fishing in Sagamore County ended. Already the spawning season had begun; sandy shallows in every stream were alive with the brilliant fins of male trout, gorgeous in their wedding livery of fire and gold.

On that day the slim, dusky brides of the lords of the stream were already rubbing hollows in the silvery bottom sands of every swift running shallow. Velvety reaches of gravel had been furrowed by fin and tail, and over these floated the female trout, suspended above their own shadows, motionless save when seized by a desire for further excavations in the shining bed of sand beneath them.

Elegant of shape, small headed, dainty, her bridal garb clouded with dull rich tints of salmon-pink and silver, Mademoiselle Salvelina alternately prepared, surveyed, and rested in silent watchfulness above the partly fashioned bridal couch which she was constructing to her fastidious taste.

Around each busy demoiselle loitered Monsieur de Fontenalis, carelessly displaying his painted charms, looking fiercely gallant with his newly curved hooked nose and his crimson spots aglow like coals.

Sometimes he ventured a premature caress, sidling nearer with winnowing scarlet fins ivory-edged; sometimes he ventured to do a little excavating in the sand offering unsolicited aid to his preoccupied sweetheart; sometimes he swirled in anger, offering single combat to other lingering suitors. And sometimes, alas! he got on Mademoiselles nerves, and she flew at him and drove him and the other aspirants right and left before her feminine fury.

Then the shallow water boiled and flashed with the rush and leap and scatter of jewelled fish; and, sometimes, as far as one could see across the vista of rushing shallows in every pool trout were splashing and spray flying as though by some preconcerted signal the demoiselles militant had begun the fashionable revolt of the century.

Angelina Allende standing on the bank of the stream beside Dean looked far down along the forest vista set with sparkling pools where dashes of spray and flashes of rose and pearl marked the amatory aquatic combats.

Hes rather a miserable specimen of lover after all — the male trout, she remarked— fierce, ruthless, savagely selfish. If it lay with him the race of trout would be exterminated in a single season.

If it depended upon the male animal, said Dean, smilingly, there wouldnt be much life of any sort remaining on this planet. He is the Destroyer. His twin brother is Death.

She did not smile; her dark eyes bent on the water grew sombre as she listened.

He said: The male is born to destroy. In science his symbol is this— he drew pencil and note book from his pocket and made a rapid outline— The helmet of Mars, he explained. It stands for destruction.

She turned her pretty head to look at the sketch. He drew again with the pencil another symbol In science, he said, this figure represents the feminine in nature — the life giver, preserver, perpetuator.

What does that figure actually symbolize? she asked, following his pencil with her sombre eyes.

He laughed mischievously: A looking glass! The hand mirror of Venus. Rather a frivolous origin for so vital a symbol, isnt it, Miss Allende? Yet, in the eternal battle for the perpetuation of the human species, your sex employs it legitimately to discover any flaw in its armor before going forth to battle.

And the woman who discovers flaws in the armor she wears? inquired the girl with a faint smile.

Oh, she patches up the flaws and paints them over, or she remains at home a non-combatant.

As — I do, remarked Miss Allende, her eyes reverting to the splashing trout in the pool below.

I can discover no flaws in your armor, said Dean lightly.

There are plenty, she said carelessly.

Where?

She shrugged her shoulders, then with a slightly disdainful gesture touched her sunburnt skin and turned her slim hands palm upward in the sun, making eloquent every weatherworn blemish.

Nonsense, he scoffed gayly. Leisure and lotions cure such surface accidents.

Both unobtainable at Annes Bridge, she retorted. Time alone is free to all, here at Annes Bridge; and time will some day make these flaws indelible. She shrugged again: Therefore, Mr. Dean, I remain as you see a non-combatant while little by little my armor rusts.

And your heart? he asked pleasantly.

That? Oh theres nothing left of it; not even rust.

No traces of good cheer? he inquired smilingly. No residue of courage?

Courage? I dont know. I dont know exactly what courage is.

The brave are always unconscious of their courage.

She looked steadily down at the water. I have nothing to be brave about. I am nothing, have nothing, do nothing. There is no problem to confront me except the universal one of maintaining good relations between soul and body. And that is merely a matter of sufficient bread and fire. And if they fail — there remains no problem.

She had started to stroll on along the water. He followed. A fallen tree blocked her progress. She seated herself on the mossy trunk where the full morning sunlight fell on her head and across her shabby flannel waist and skirt.

Bread and fire, she repeated half to herself, her brown eyes fixed on the sparkling waters flowing through the woodlands which already were decorating the swift currents with gaily painted autumn leaves.

Bread and fire — for the body, he repeated lightly. But minds also hunger.

The process of starvation is slower before the mind dies, Mr. Dean.

And the soul?

That is the most fragile. It dies very easily — even unexpectedly.

What nonsense, he said, smiling; it is deathless. And you know it. Her brown eyes stared absently at the water. How do you know?

That the soul is deathless?

Yes. How do you know?

Is it necessary to cite holy writ to you, Miss Allende?

It is not necessary. Also it is use less. I ask for facts, not surmises. How do you know that the soul is deathless?

You need not tell me that you have no creed, he insisted pleasantly.

No, I need not tell you that.

Because you have a creed, he concluded.

You are mistaken.

You are mistaken. Youth always believes something.

Youth? she repeated, looking up at him. And suddenly in her brown eyes he seemed to catch a glimpse of outer darkness — of depths unsuspected, terribly profound. She lowered her head again and sat absently watching the brilliant maple leaves sailing past on the hurrying current below.

You are very young, he said in a troubled voice.

Yes.... If you call that youth, — If you merely count my years — or the scarcity of them. Yes, I am young enough in years.... Shall we go back to the house — if you are ready?

Have you no belief?

Are you an evangelist? she asked almost insolently.

He reddened: No; — I had not meant to invade your privacy.

Her pretty head dropped slowly: She said in a low voice: I had not meant to answer you as I did. I am sorry.

They sat silent after that until on some swift impulse she turned toward him, perhaps to learn what expression his features might be wearing.

He looked back at her very steadily. We were good comrades — even friends, he said. But I had not meant to abuse our friendship.

You did not abuse it.... I was not indifferent to what you were saying to me, — not impatient. Only — for me — life has been — severe.... It hurt — to hear you speak so contentedly of creeds — secure in your own agreeable belief.... Does it seem impossible to you that there are those who live their lives out without one single thing to thank God for?

He remained silent, his eyes intent on her flushed face. Once her lip quivered, instantly bitten under control; once there was a starry glint in her eyes like a faint glimmer reflected from some deep source of tears not wholly dry.

You do believe — something! he said, partly to himself.

She forced a smile and shook her head slightly: Not I, Mr. Dean,... Except that you have been amiable and kind to me.... Also, if you do leave your dogs for me to board for you, I really believe you will return in October for the shooting.

You think the dogs are the only ties (hat might draw me back to Annes Bridge?

And the shooting.

Dont you think our friendship might draw me back?

She rose to her feet: Hardly, she said.

So together they sauntered back through the woods where a few crimson leaves floated earthward now and then, and the blue-jays, not yet very noisy, were nevertheless on the Wing and already much in evidence.

At the door she said, carelessly:

When do you go to the city?

In a day or two I think. I am expecting a letter which will settle matters.

The letter came after supper by rural delivery.

Dean, who had strolled down to the stream alone, found it on the table in his bedroom when he returned.

He read it there, very carefully by candle light:

DEAR JIM:

The various properties involved aggregate something over eight thousand acres, which I feel confident is sufficient for the purpose you have in mind.

There are a dozen or more owners; some parcels may be bought in at tax sales, others require manœuvering.

I shall proceed very cautiously through several agents and brokers, covering our tracks. If suspicion were once aroused among those half starved catamounts of Sagamore County theyd sting you hard for every worthless acre.

Leave it to me to assemble the piece and round it out at rock-bed prices.

The law is very distinct concerning the stocking of any stream with trout by the State: unless all the owners of riparian rights consent, the mere stocking by the State does not close the stream to private control.

In Sagamore County the State has stocked many of the streams, but has, so far, never asked for the consent of the land owners through whose property the various streams run.

Therefore there is no question of your right to control the streams after purchase.

The titles of the several owners in these dozen or so parcels I have had searched. All titles are sound excepting only the titles of two unimportant pieces along the east boundary. One of these is an undivided parcel entailed to minors. The title to the other is cloudy. Neither are necessary to round out your estate.

One matter I think you ought to know about. The Allende property, as you know, is now controlled by a young woman, Angelina Allende, at whose house, you write me, you are boarding. Its concerning any dealings with her that I wish to caution you. Better let me, through one or more agents, deal with her. The agent at Sagamore City, through whom I made inquiries after receiving your first letter from Annes Bridge, writes me that this Angelina Allende has served a term in prison and that her reputation is not good at Annes Bridge.

Therefore, your suggestion that you personally conduct the negotiations for the property might be injudicious. Real estate deals and the acquiring of any considerable acreage are matters for delicate negotiation and require, usually, the services of agents experienced in that business. This is all the more true when one of the parties to the deal is of doubtful antecedents — or is, as it happens in this case, of antecedents about which, unfortunately, there can remain no doubt.

Consequently I think you had better permit me, through proper agents, to deal with the Allende woman.

On hearing from you I shall start things in that direction, as I have already begun the preliminaries in other directions.

With best wishes, and awaiting your reply, I am, Yours always, ALEXANDER WELDEN.

His candle had burned to the socket before he moved, straightened his shoulders, slowly folded the letter, and place it carefully in his breast pocket.

For a few moments longer he sat there, leaning slightly forward, his eyes fixed on the blank wall. Then slowly, he drew a sheet of note paper toward him and wrote:

DEAR ALEX:

I am convinced that you have made a terrible mistake in regard to Miss Allende. The agent at Sagamore City must have confused Miss Allende with somebody else.

I am absolutely certain of this, and that Miss Allende is a woman of purest character and highest probity. Therefore I shall say to her very frankly at the proper moment that I should be glad to purchase her property. And I shall certainly pay whatever she decides it to be worth.

Yours, 

JAMES DEAN, JR.

P. S. — Be good enough to notify this agent of yours that he is in error concerning Miss Allendes antecedents, and suggest to him that he inform himself more accurately in future before he ventures to place such a stigma upon anybody, and, in particular, upon an upright and blameless woman. Its the limit, Alex!

He sealed, stamped, and directed his letter. About midnight he arose from his bed, relighted the remains of his candle, pasted several more stamps on the envelope and wrote under them special delivery.

But he could not sleep even after that, and it was almost dawn before he finally closed his eyes.
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HE AWOKE NERVOUS and upset.

The more he thought of Weldens letter the more angry and disgusted he became: the stupid irresponsibility of such charges incensed him.

In that frame of mind a man is inclined toward extremes; and when Dean came in to breakfast there was in his greeting of Miss Allende a directness and warmth which perhaps over-colored his accustomed cordiality, This attitude of his, so entirely new to them both, left her flushed and reticent; but he chatted on gaily as she came and went between alcove and kitchen; and, at moments she paused in her routine to raise her brown eyes and cast a swift, half curious, half disconcerted glance at him, conscious of the subtle change in their tranquil relations but uncertain as to its exact nature.

Afterward he seemed to desire her companionship for a walk in the woods; proposed that they take their luncheon with them, too. But she had ironing to do, and mending — and a multitude of other duties which had accumulated during the two weeks fishing with him and acting as his daily guide.

Nor did his sincere offer of assistance seem to appeal to her, and she told him smilingly that his aid would only impede and embarrass her.

However, she permitted him to split kindlings, detach a few ears of corn and disinter several necessary potatoes. Then she suggested that he amuse himself otherwise. So he went for a long walk with his dogs to perfect their field work; and they stood several native woodcock in a most exemplary manner, and Mike disgraced himself only once with the grouse, — losing his head and breaking point where he stood in a brier patch the centre of a whirling maelstrom of rising birds.

That night Miss Allende retired early. Her boarder sat alone in the starlight on the stone step before the door. The parrot, half asleep on his apple bough, croaked at intervals in his dreams. And, as Dean finally arose and went indoors, he heard the drowsy bird muttering about trouble — plenty of it — plenty. And lay sleepless for hours, restless, aware of stars through his open window shining far away above the woods.

When he entered the breakfast alcove the next morning, he happened to be wearing his moccasins, which made no sound on the bare floor; and so failed to arouse her where she sat listlessly awaiting his appearance.

Her arms were folded across the back of a kitchen chair; her cheek rested on them; every fibre in her seemed relaxed, inert; only her brown eyes wide and darkly brooding betrayed that she was awake.

When she suddenly became aware of him she rose as though startled; and he could see the color returning slowly to her cheeks.

Didnt you sleep well? he asked, frankly concerned.

Yes. I always sleep.

You seem a trifle pale.

Busy with her breakfast she made no answer, coming and going in silence through the early sunshine which slanted in wide bands through the window.

When again he suggested a ramble together she shook her head explaining that many duties awaited her in house and garden. And again he took himself off to the yellowing woods where for hours he wandered along the stream watching the courtships and combats of the trout darting and dashing hither and thither amid the floating painted leaves of autumn.

After dinner he went back to the stream again and remained there until supper time, thinking.

There was a letter beside his plate when he returned at eventide. He glanced at the sealed envelope, marked private, from time to time, as he ate; then, rising, he took the letter to his room, lighted a candle, and broke the three red seals:

DEAR JIM:

Here are the facts as guardedly communicated to me by Max Blenker, our agent at Sagamore City.

I telephoned him at once upon receiving your letter, asking him to substantiate his serious charges concerning the young woman in question.

In an hour he called me up again; I made a shorthand copy of what he said; and here is the entire substance of his report:

Her mother was an eastern woman of refinement, education, and wealth. She died in childbirth. The baby lived and was named Angelina.

Her father, Dr. Allende, put all the money which his wife left him into farms, mills, wood-lots, water-rights, and city lots at Annes Bridge.

The girl was sent to a boarding school in New York when she was twelve. She remained there until she became sixteen, when her father died from a combination of morphine and broken heart.

She bad to leave school; there was nothing left her except the ruined property at Annes Bridge.

She went back there and tried to do something with the place. Imagine! A schoolgirl! Finally she advertised the property for sale. There were no offers. About a year later, however, when the girl was seventeen, a man wrote her about the property and she entered into negotiations with a real estate agent in New York named Bink, and, at his request, went on to consult him personally. (This is part of her testimony.)

She had no experience; she was only seventeen; and she got in wrong. This man, Adolph Bink, took her about, introduced her to various masculine and feminine friends, and nearly succeeded in getting the title to her property away from her. He might have succeeded had he not been drunk and premature.

It appears that he gave a noisy supper party one night at the Red Stocking Inn; it ended in a row and a shot or two. It seems that the Allende girl struck Bink with a flower bowl. The police pulled the whole bunch. Bink was sent up on charges preferred by some prowling P. M. agent; the others were fined or handed a few days apiece — all except the little Allende girl.

Three judges sat to consider her case; and they concluded to send her to the Samaritan Reformatory for three years.

Thats the history. Its not as serious as I supposed. It was not prison; it was the reformatory — your choice of two unsavory odors.

Her record seems to have been bad there; she tried to escape several times — if you call that bad. She behaved like an enraged wild bird in a cage, so they told me at the reformatory when I went there this noon to investigate.

After her release she returned to Annes Bridge. And that is her record.

As for her reputation at Annes Bridge, you know what the malice of a backwoods hamlet can be.

Innocent or guilty, her record damns her among the God-fearing of Sagamore County.

Whether she remained an innocent victim, or -whether she became, at heart and in morals, one of Binks bunch, I dont know. Its to her credit that she tried to kill Bink.

At the Samaritan they charged her only with sullenness, reticence, and untiring attempts to escape.

Now, Jim, use your own judgment. But if you take my advice, fight shy of any personal financial dealings with anybody whose moral turpitude has landed them at any time within the meshes of the law. You can never be certain about such people. You cant afford to give them the benefit of the doubt. Business is business.

Shall I start my agents in negotiating for the Allende property? Wire me at once.

WELDEN.



When the young man finished the letter he flung himself on his bed to face the third white night at Annes Bridge. — 

It was an interminable night, and full of stars and vibrant with the fairy trilling of a little owl which hunted incessantly among the willows of the waterside.

His dogs also heard it: far and dull from the recesses of the locked barn came their muffled barking. And always, incessant, louder as the breeze rose, softer as it failed, the sighing of the pines and the steady undertone of flowing water filled his ears.

Very early in the morning Dean, fully dressed, hailed the rural mail deliverer and gave him a telegram to be sent from Tamarack Junction.

The telegram said: I shall conduct negotiations here as I see fit. Attend to other parcels at once. no The rising sun striped the dewy grass with slender shadows as he turned toward the old yellow house again; a few birds sang; masses of blue asters and powdery thickets of golden-rod glimmered with dew; acres of elfin spider-webs carpeted the ground sagging with iridescent drops.

Smoke drifted above one dilapidated chimney of the yellow house: evidently Miss Allende was already astir.

She looked around in pretty surprise when he appeared at the kitchen door, then her eyes grew more intent, for the wear of sleepless nights was pallidly imprinted on his smiling features.

He denied that he had not slept well.

I made up my mind, he explained, that I am tired of breakfasting, dining, and supping in my own company. I shall do half the work and we shall hereafter sit at table together!

That is not convenient, she said, flushing to her ear-tips.

Make it so. If you are my landlady you ought to behave like one! She protested that she was also cook and chamber-maid, still smiling at him in her pretty, flushed manner; but he would concede nothing to her. And he began to prowl about the range and handle pots and pans and kettles until in her laughing distress she promised to honor him with her company at breakfast.

She kept her word and they breakfasted opposite each other, he gay and talkative, she inclined to silence with now and then an upward glance from her brown eyes at this smiling guest of hers who had so abruptly developed a talent for having his own way.

And after breakfast he rolled up the sleeves of his gray fishing shirt and told her firmly that many seasons of camp life had qualified him for housework.

She protested, even seriously, but his gay spirits and boyish bullying left her helpless: and presently she was favored by the spectacle of a sunburnt young man in knickerbockers and flannel shirt scrubbing tableware and dishes, setting water to boil, stoking the range and shaking it down, and finally coming over to her for commendation, requesting it so naively that there floated from her pretty lips the first real, untroubled laugh that he had heard since he first set eyes on her.

Have I done well? he insisted. If I have wont you come for a walk with me?

Is that why you have helped me?

Certainly, he admitted, unabashed. Im tired of walking about like that cat of Kiplings. Beside I want to tell you several things.

Im sorry. There are many things I must attend to—

You said in your advertisement, guide furnished, — didnt you? I want a guide at the usual rate—

Please! The painful color swept her face and she turned swiftly away.

The next instant he was beside her and had taken her hand:

I just wanted to walk and talk with — with a friend who has been very kind. Ive missed you a lot.

Suddenly the girls heart began to beat rapidly; he felt her slender hand in his twisting to escape; and he let her go.

Both were breathing rather fast and irregularly as they confronted each other.

What is it you wish to say to me? she asked.

Couldnt we walk in the woods and talk together like comrades who really care for our common friendship?

Her dark eyes rested on him, curiously intent. And in them he read irrevocable distrust of man, and an abstract of him still more hopelessly profound.

She said: I have my household duties. There is no reason why we should be idle together.... Even if we were on a different footing there is no particular reason why I should feel it necessary to entertain you.... You have made a matter of business very agreeable for me. But it remains entirely a matter of business. I — I should not wish to have it otherwise, Mr. Dean.

He said steadily: Dont you care for any personal friendship between us?

I— she caught her breath— No, she said, looking away from him.

Im sorry, he said, quietly.

When he had gone away she went to the window and stood looking after him until he had entered the woods. And stood there motionless for a while even after his figure had disappeared.

Then she sat down on a rickety chair, her slim hands clasped, her dimpled elbows resting between her knees.

It seemed that after all there was nothing very pressing that demanded her attention, for she continued in the same attitude, motionless, her brown eyes fixed on nothing, until Aunty came slowly waddling into the kitchen, cocking an inquisitive eye.

Plenty of trouble, remarked the bird pleasantly.
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HE LAY FULL length under a beech tree on the bank of the stream. The pool below was deep and quiet and no trout were spawning there.

Occasionally a mink slipped out from between two rocks and took a look at him and Dean stared back at the pointed, furry muzzle until its owner again withdrew to await a more favorable opportunity for piscatorial murder.

And Deans preoccupied gaze shifted elsewhere and he dreamed on, lying motionless there on the thick green carpet of the moss.

All at once, without either seeing or hearing her he was aware that she was very near him; and he turned his head and saw her standing behind him on the moss.

I thought Id come, she said. He started to rise but she consigned him to his place, with a slight gesture and knelt down on the moss near him seating herself sideways.

What I said about not caring for your friendship is not true. You know I do, anyway.

I didnt know it.

Did you believe what T said?

I tried not to. Ive been lying here thinking about it.

Think no more then, she said very quietly: I am glad to be friends with you. She tossed a stick into the pool below with an odd finality of gesture as though finished with that subject: What was it that you wished to tell me? she asked.

He sat up, cross-legged, gathering his ankles into both hands.

Tell me something first, he said. Do you mind if I pry into your affairs a little?

She looked up as though startled; but he went on pleasantly: Its about the land you own; and he saw the color subsiding in her cheeks and the brown eyes smile their relief.

What do you wish to know? she inquired.

How many acres there are in your tract.

I think there are about three thousand acres, she said; her straight brows knitting slightly in an effort to remember.

What are the taxes?

They are very low. I pay them by selling fire-wood to a company in Sagamore City.

Have you an idea as to the value of your property? he asked.

No.

What does woodland bring an acre in this vicinity?

Very little.

Cant you recollect any parcels being sold recently?

She knitted her pretty brows in thought again; one slim finger rested musingly against her cheek.

An old man, she began, sold twenty acres of young woods to the company at Sagamore City for one hundred dollars. Later he sold ten acres of land, on which grew marketable lumber, for one hundred, and fifty dollars. This happened last winter.... I know about it because his hands had been frozen and I had to write his letters to the lumber company.

Three thousand acres, he said, at fifteen dollars an acre makes your land worth forty-five thousand dollars.

The girl laughed outright: That is a very beautiful theory, she said. But if anybody offered me a dollar an acre — or half a dollar an acre, I should be only too happy. I offered to sell it all once for a thousand dollars, but nobody seemed to care to buy it.

Why not?

It is too far from the railroad. Besides only half of it bears marketable timber, and half of that timber is hard wood.

He nodded: Then, at prevailing prices your land ought to be worth— he drew out his note book and pencil and made a few figures— twenty-two thousand five hundred dollars.

She nodded almost gaily: Isnt it wonderful, she said, how mathematics so often proves nothing?

Its here in black and white according to prevailing prices in the metropolis of Annes Bridge, he insisted, showing her the page in his note book.

Wonderful, wonderful, she exclaimed with smiling mockery. I am wealthy and I never suspected it! There is only one slight matter to settle before I select my new gowns.

What is that?

Oh, merely to find a purchaser for my property. Be kind enough to attend to that detail and send me the check when convenient; I shall be very busy fitting gowns.

They laughed for a moment; her brown eyes, care-free for the first time, were brilliant with mirth.

It was their beauty perhaps, or perhaps it was the news he was to reveal to her that excited him so that when he started to impart it he stammered and had to wait a moment.

Then he said: There is a man in New York who desires to buy your property. He will offer you twenty-two thousand dollars for it.

At first she supposed he was jesting, and she laughed again. Suddenly her face went pale as a wind-flower.

I am entirely in earnest, he said.

Her hands crept up to her sun-tanned throat; she sat there breathing rapidly and irregularly, her dark eyes still dilated and fixed on him.

At present, he said, my clients name could not be revealed. Other deals in this vicinity are pending. All transactions ought to be closed and titles taken within the next three or four months. Is that agreeable to you?

She seemed bereft of speech.

I wonder, he said, whether you would empower me and trust me to carry through this deal for you? Would you?

She was silent; he asked the question again and she looked up hastily and nodded.

Will you trust me with it?

Yes — of course!

But you know nothing about me? he insisted, smiling.

She sat with the left hand resting close against her breast, and he saw it rise and fall with her breathing.

Have you really any faith in me? he asked pleasantly.

Yes.

Why?

I — dont know.

He bent forward, laughingly, drew her rigid little hand from her breast, and touched it lightly with his lips.

Faith, he said, never really dies in any of us.... Once you said to me that there were those who had nothing to thank God for.... You spoke like a frightened and maltreated child. You are not very much more than a child, now.... And how in Gods name you have managed here all alone, I dont know. But the end is in sight now.... Please dont cry—

She turned, flung her elbow against the silvery beech tree, and buried her face against her arm.

Its all right, he said in a low voice; its absolutely all right.

After a moment he added: I must go to-morrow morning.

If she understood she did not move. I leave my dogs with you — on the chance of returning in October for the shooting. Anyway they are a guarantee that I shall return.... Shall we walk back to the house?

After a moment she rose and stood with her arm resting across her eyes. He waited. Presently she moved her other hand, gropingly. He took it in his, drew it under his arm and covered it with his hands.

So, together, they walked back through the woods, her arm still covering her wet eyes.

He sat late that night in his room, sometimes thinking, sometimes packing up for his departure. He had said good-night to her, going to the kitchen for the purpose where she was busy in the candle-light.

So he was unprepared to encounter her in the star-light outside, nor was she prepared to see him there at such an hour, for her slim bare feet were thrust into tattered slippers and a shabby ulster covered her nightdress and her thick lustrous hair curled nearly to her waist making her seem about fifteen there under the pale glory of the stars.

Couldnt you sleep? he asked, approaching her where she had halted by the stream.

No; I am too happy.... Also sometimes I bathe at night in the pool down there.

In that case, he said smilingly, I shall yield the field to you and retire—

I have bathed, she said, naively displaying a bath-towel and flinging it across a clothesline tied to the great elm.

Then she looked around at him. Couldnt you sleep, either?

I am not inclined that way.... What an enchanting night!

They leaned against the giant elm; all around them in a circle drooped the boughs laden with leaves; the stream, star-brilliant, whispered and laughed at their feet.
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A little breeze lifted her hair, stirring it fragrantly.

Its a very wonderful thing that this client of mine means to do, he said as though half to himself. He means to give Annes Bridge to the wilderness again — restore it to its own.... Every sign of decrepitude and decay is to vanish; those ruined houses are to go; the sandy fields are to be plowed and set with hundreds of thousands of young pines and hemlocks.... And around this wild reserve shall run a game-proof fence. Only this old yellow house shall remain of all the houses here; and it shall become, with its other new wings, a wonderful summer home for the master of the forest.

He turned to her, laughingly: I ought to envy the future master of this land.... But I dont.... I wish him well.

I, too, she said.

I wish him happiness in that house.

I, too, she said.

Then it will surely happen to that fortunate man, — if you also desire his happiness.

She said in a low voice: I desire yours, also.... You have been so kind to me — its like a miracle — and no way to thank you—

My client wanted the place. No thanks are due me.

I did not mean for that.... I meant — your friendship.

Why should you thank me for what I could not withhold if you care to have it?

But she only sighed lightly; and they turned away together toward the house.

In the hallway she paused, looked up at him, then laid her hand very quietly in his.

Whatever comes to pass, she said, remember that I cared for your friendship.... And that I gave you mine — even before you asked for it....You didnt know that, did you?

No.

She smiled faintly:

Good-night, she said.

So he went to his room to sleep if he could; and sleep was kinder to him; for the sun was shining full in his eyes when he awoke.

At the breakfast table which she shared with him she seemed shy and serious by turns, scarcely responding to his gay sallies and lightly humorous view of things in general.

If I dont come back in October for the shooting, he repeated, Ill come later anyway — to see the dogs.

She nodded, caught the expression in his eyes, and blushed. And that left them both a little constrained and uncommunicative.

Nor was she less inclined to reticence when at last he had harnessed the horse, hooked up the wagon, piled in his luggage, and taken the reins from her listless hands.

Perhaps you dont think I know how to drive, he said. Let me inform you that I can drive one nag in front of another or two nags in front of two others, or a spike! Have you any increased respect and admiration for me now?

She glanced at him sideways, and folded her slim hands in her lap.

Down the sandy road and into the autumn tinted woods they drove. Rabbits hopped ahead or scuttled out of sight; a big cock-grouse, dusting, straightened up from his agreeable wallow, craned his neck at them, then rose on thundering wings and burst away through the leafy thickets.

I wonder, remarked Dean, whether the Emma is still on duty.

She looked up and laughed: The Emma, she replied, has been on duty ever since I was, a little girl.

Was she just as irrational and irresponsible in those days?

Every bit, I believe.

She reminds me of a hen, he concluded, disgustedly, giving the reins a shake; and the fat, sleek horse, surprised, broke into a partial trot. The accelerated pace, however, was only temporary; Dean glanced at his watch.

As the fishing season is closed the train may be on time, he said sarcastically.

She laughed again and shook her head: It never is. They say that when the engineer gets lonesome he stops the Emma and goes back to the baggage car for a game of checkers.

Is that really true? he demanded, appalled.

The girl threw back her head and laughed. And her sunbonnet fell on her shoulders, framing her cheeks and throat. And, at that, a thrill shot through him and his heart seemed to cease beating for a second; — so long ago, it seemed to him, since the same incident had first revealed to him this young girls loveliness.

Her laughter rippled and died out; and, still smiling, she turned her head away.

Did you believe such nonsense? she murmured.

To him her sun-tanned profile seemed as delicate as though chiselled from palest ivory, tinted with carmine where the lips rested, sensitively upon one another. As he watched her a shadow fell across her face, quenching the lingering gaiety; she drew a deeper breath, almost a sigh, as though tired. And, after a moment:

Of what were you thinking? he asked in a low voice.

She turned toward him with the directness of a child:

I was thinking that you are going away, she said seriously.

Are you sorry?

Yes, I am sorry.... And I was thinking, too, about this client of yours who is going to take away from you and me the woods and streams, which we care for.

Do you care for them? I thought it made you happy to know that you were about to escape them forever.

Yes, — I have felt that way.... I suppose your coming made a difference. Before you came it seemed at times as though I should die of solitude and silence.... I thought I hated it all — all! — forest, stream, those still blue hills, and the wide wilderness of sky beyond — but it seems different now, she added with an unconscious sigh.

These August days have been happy ones for me, he said, watching her.

She nodded:

I was happy, also. You thought I was not. But I was. Why, it is the most wonderful of any thing that has ever happened to me— she turned toward him impulsively;— think what it has meant to me, Mr. Dean! — the daily companionship of a man like you. Just to see you — the way you move about — and to hear a cultivated voice again — and feel in my heart the warmth of your courtesy and kindness—

He said: I had no idea that I meant much to you. What you say makes me very happy and proud.

You have been kinder than you know, she murmured, looking away from him— kinder than anybody in the world.... I wanted you to know this — before you went away.... And if I seemed indifferent — at times — or inattentive, or — unresponsive — it was not really so.... I am — that way — in appearance. But I am not reticent or sullen by nature. I am appreciative — and grateful — for kindness.... There is nothing in the world to compare to kindness. And when such a man as you shows it to such a — to me,— she turned and looked up at him, and a tremulous smile touched her lips;— then, she said, as you say there is truly a reason for thanking God who — who has not until now been very c-considerate toward me.

What has this God done to you? he asked gravely.

He — abandoned me.

Nobody should say such a thing.

Christ said it.

He bent his troubled eyes on her in silence. After a while she said: Even Christ found pain hard to bear.... And if I have ever said that I did not believe in him, it is not true. I do believe... now.... But I dont know what I shall come to believe — if I may not see you — sometimes — so that you can remind me that God exists — as you once reminded me there in the woods.

He said unsteadily: Could you care for me — enough to be — my wife?

For a moment she stared at him in a stunned way, then her face grew white as death.

Could you care for me, that way? he asked again.

She turned unconsciously like a trapped creature seeking escape, then sat trembling on the seat.

He did not touch her. After a while she doubled forward, covering her white face with her slender weather-stained hands.

Two hours later they drove up in sight of the single track.

He carried his luggage to the edge of the cross-ties, then returned slowly to where she was seated, her young head bowed in her hands.

For a while she stood by the wagon in silence. The fat horse switched his tail and snatched at leaves. It seemed to grow very still on the forest edge.

Then, from far in the north, came a long-drawn sound, distant, shrill, petulant. The Emma was on her way.

Good-bye, he said.

She lifted her face from her hands; it was white as a flower.

He said, quietly: I shall return anyway. When I come again give me your answer. If you find that you cannot care for me — that way — it will be all right. Our friendship will endure anyway.... Will it not?

She made a tremulous sound of assent.

Then — good-bye.

He leaned forward and took her narrow hand between his. It lay there, lifeless; and he touched it with his lips. Dearest — dearest— he whispered. Suddenly she strained away from him, wrenched her hand free, covering her eyes again, breathless, trembling: No, she stammered, no, no no! You must not come back! I cant see you again — after this. I can not! — I can not. Oh — oh — you dont know — you never can know — what you have done — what you have done!—

He stood a moment looking at her where she had shrunk aside cowering against the back of the wagon seat.

Then he turned and ran for the track, the Emmas raucous warning filling his ears.


VI 
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HE WROTE HER when he reached New York. She did not answer his letter.

In October he wrote again from San Francisco, saying that he was unable to go to Annes Bridge for the shooting and that business matters were likely to detain him for some weeks yet.

She did not reply.

In November he wrote again from New Orleans, a gay, optimistic, cheerful letter, gently rallying her on her talent for voluminous correspondence, pretending that he found it physically impossible to answer all her letters.

Then, in more serious vein, he told her that his business interests were likely to detain him for some time; that as far as regarded the business transaction in which she was concerned, she need have no apprehensions because the deal was nearly ready for closing.

Nor need you remain under any unhappy apprehension regarding my friendship for you. It is a solid, sane, enduring friendship, unshakable, ineradicable.

Merely because you may not care to become my wife is no reason that our friendship should falter or become less firm. There are many days ahead of us — many forests to invite us, many streams to lure and welcome the two comrades who gave such a good account of themselves and of the trout at Annes Bridge.

You are my ideal of a comrade, of a companion. And if, also, you happen to be my ideal as a wife, is that anything to make you unhappy?

You need have no fear that I shall not know how to accept any answer you care to make me. Love is not to be commandeered, nor persuaded, nor implored. Love is, or is not; love offers and is offered; but love never merely accepts.

Strong characters know whether or not they love. Yours is a strong character. You know already; you know now, at this moment, whether or not you love me.

If love is denied to us, then there remains as noble a sentiment, as fine, as lofty for us to thank God for. I mean our comradeship with all it implies of unselfish friendship and disinterested desire for each others happiness and content.

Two such people as you and I ought to be worth something in the world, and to the world.

And so you must not be unhappy if you cannot give me what I have asked. Nor shall I remain unhappy in losing what I have desired of you, and of no other woman I have ever seen.

Because — except for that single miracle — if it must be denied me — there remains so much — everything in you that I care for, desire, admire, and need.

My business is going well. I never told you, I think, what my business is. It is this: when people want to build any sort of a railway they sometimes come and confer with me and with several of my acquaintances. And it is our business to find the ways and means to build and finance the road.

And here is a bit of news that will amuse you. This client of mine who is to take over practically the entire township of Annes Bridge desires to have a better track, better equipment, and better service on that line which is now presided over by the solitary and capricious Emma.

So Im afraid the Emmas casual days are numbered, and Im very sure that, in future, the trout under the iron bridge may remain there in security, undisturbed by engineers.

On my way North I am obliged to stop for a while in the various towns where people seem to desire to construct electric roads and that sort of thing. But I am slowly heading for New York; and after that my path leads to Annes Bridge.

Everything necessary to conclude the transaction involving your property is now ready. You and I can drive over to Sagamore City with the deed and have everything made right and tight whenever you desire to do so after my arrival at Annes Bridge.

And the minute the title passes a certified cheque will be placed in your hands.

I hope this letter will make you happy — as happy as it has made me to write it.

If you care to write me a line, you know how glad Id be to have it.

You know, too, deep in your loyal heart that our friendship is worth while — well worth whatever breath of fire may pass over it to make it strong, pure, and abiding.

If that chastening fire must pass over it, or if the pure flame of love refine it, either way it shall be well for us.

You must never doubt it.

Your friend, JAMES DEAN, JR.

Toward the end of December he arrived in New York. There was a letter from her at his office:

It is better after all that you come to Annes Bridge. Not for the reason you may desire. But I cannot write you — I cannot write down what must be said to you — what you must be made to understand.

God has been kind since I knew you — as kind as you are. And the most wonderful things He has given me are these letters from you. Nobody can take them away; nobody now can take away from me the moments I have passed with them here alone in the house.

All that has become part of my life. It must remain as part — with the moments I have lived with your letters — even if our friendship ever falters and the days come when we see each other no more.

But it is better for you to come here once. It seems to be the only way. I have tried to write you what I must say, but I cannot. Yet, it must be said; it is necessary that you understand.

When you come, drive over in a sleigh from Sagamore City. I have no sleigh and the snow is too deep in the woods for my wagon.

This is all I can write.

Your friend, ANGELINA ALLENDE.

He answered, cheerfully but briefly, saying that hed be up in a few days.

A day or two later came a telegram from him. The rural deliverer brought it on Christmas Eve.

She had been sitting all day by the kitchen window looking out at the woods across the snow. As usual one of his letters lay in her lap, her hands were clasped over it.

When the jingle of bells in the early dusk aroused her she rose, swaying a trifle, one hand pressed to her heart; then steadying herself she walked to the snow-choked front door, took the telegram, thanked the carrier in a faint voice, and returned to the kitchen to read it by candle light.

He would be there in an hour or so: that was the purport of the scribbled lines which blurred under her eyes.

After a while she rose as though very tired, and went slowly out to the barn.

His dogs greeted her frantically, and she petted them and turned them loose. For a few moments she watched them playing about like foxes in the snow; then she went slowly into the house and entered her bedroom.

There was a locked trunk there. When she found the key she unlocked it, raised the lid, knelt down, and drew from its depths a folded gown of gray wool.

There were cuffs there, too, and a collarette, and an apron, and a cap such as is worn by young girls at a fashionable cooking school — a rather pretty, round cap of some sheer stuff relieved by two starched wings.

She rose to her feet and undressed, letting the worn garments fall to the floor around her feet. Then, stepping clear of them, she dressed herself in the gray wool gown, collar, cuffs, apron, cap, and all.

There was a pair of low, square-toed, steel buckled shoes in the bottom of the trunk and an armful of copybooks.

She put on the shoes, took the books in her arms, closed the trunk, and went into the kitchen.

There was a chair by the white pine table. She seated herself, placed the copybooks on the table, and, folding her arms over them, dropped her head in the hollow of her elbow.

And here she waited his coming, her head bowed in her arms under the candle light.

It seemed a long time to wait. She had been afraid of tears; but none fell.

And at last she heard sleigh-bells very near, and then the snort and stamp of horses; heard his dogs loud greeting, and his laughter; heard his voice bidding the driver a Merry Christmas in gay farewell.

For an instant she was afraid that her knees were giving way, but she managed to rise. Then she moved toward the door, gained it, rested a moment, laid a shaking hand on the knob, dragged it open. And he stepped in out of the starry darkness with his dogs leaping about him, and very quietly took her into his arms.

For a moment her head lay on his shoulder, white face uplifted very still.

Do you love me? he said.

She looked up into his face, dumbly.

Dear, he said, could you care for me that way?

She summoned every atom of strength; her voice was only a whisper:

Look at me, she said— look at these clothes I wear! Do you know what they are?

He did not appear to comprehend. She released herself from his arms and stepped back, unsteadily.

Have you never seen a woman dressed as I am? she stammered. This is the uniform of the Samaritan Reformatory for Women. Do you understand? I wore it for three years. Now do you understand?

She turned and stretched out her arm toward the kitchen where the candle gleamed above the pile of copy books.

There are my prison books, she said,— under the candle there. My name is on them. The Reformatory stamp is on them, too. Now do you — understand!— Her voice broke and she turned blindly away; and was in his arms again with her first swaying step.

Child, he said gently, I knew all that long ago. If that is what has troubled you let it trouble you no longer.

She trembled so violently that he held her closer and half supported.

There was a silence, then a faint scratching on the stairs; and a hoarse voice from the darkness:
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Trouble! Plenty of trouble. Oh, my God!

Oh, my God! he repeated staring at the parrot, suddenly and terribly aware where the bird had learned his dreary monologue of despair.

He gazed around him at the shadows in that sad and ancient house; glanced down at the trembling girl in his arms. Her prison cap had fallen back, and the dark hair clustered to her shoulders framing her pale face and throat.

Dear, he whispered, look at me. After a long while her dark eyes opened. He bent his head; their lips touched tremulously.

Do you want me, now? she breathed.

Yes; on this Christmas Eve I have come here to Annes Bridge for the only gift I desire — to the only being in all the world who has the power to give it.

How can you — love me?

How can I refrain from loving you?

Suddenly the tears blinded her. Dearest, he said under his breath,— dearest — dearest! and drew her arms to his neck.

They stood so, very still, her wet cheek against his breast, her little weather-roughened hands clutching his coat, tightening there as though it were the Cross.

There came a voice from the darkness of the stairs:

Trouble — plenty of trouble, plenty of trouble! I wish you a Merry Christmas!

THE END


Between Friends
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LIKE A MAN who reenters a closed and darkened house and lies down; lying there, remains conscious of sunlight outside, of bird-calls, and the breeze in the trees, so had Drene entered into the obscurity of himself.

Through the chambers of his brain the twilit corridors where cringed his bruised and disfigured soul, there nothing stirring except the automatic pulses which never cease.

Sometimes, when the sky itself crashes earthward and the world lies in ruins from horizon to horizon, life goes on.

The things that men live through — and live!

But no doubt Death was too busy elsewhere to attend to Drene.

He had become very lean by the time it was all over. Gray glinted on his temples; gray softened his sandy mustache: youth was finished as far as he was concerned.

An odd idea persisted in his mind that it had been winter for many years. And the world thawed out very slowly for him.

But broken trees leaf out, and hewed roots sprout; and what he had so long mistaken for wintry ashes now gleamed warmly like the orange and gold of early autumn. After a while he began to go about more or less — little excursions from the dim privacy of mind and soul — and he found the sun not very gray; and a south wind blowing in the world once more.

Quair and Guilder were in the studio that day on business; Drene continued to modify his composition in accordance with Guilders suggestions; Quair, always curious concerning Drene, was becoming slyly impudent.

And listen to me, Guilder. What the devils a woman between friends? argued Quair, with a malicious side glance at Drene. You take my best girl away from me—

But I dont, remarked his partner dryly.

For the sake of argument, you do. What happens? Do I raise hell? No. I merely thank you. Why? Because I dont want her if you can get her away. That, he added, with satisfaction, is philosophy. Isnt it, Drene?

Guilder intervened pleasantly:

I dont think Drene is particularly interested in philosophy. Im sure Im not. Shut up, please.

Drene, gravely annoyed, continued to pinch bits of modeling wax out of a round tin box, and to stick them all over the sketch he was modifying.

Now and then he gave a twirl to the top of his working table, which revolved with a rusty squeak.

If you two unusually intelligent gentlemen ask me what good a woman the world— began Quair.

But we dont, interrupted Guilder, in the temperate voice peculiar to his negative character.

Anyway, insisted Quair, heres what I think of em—

My model, yonder, said Drene, a slight shrug of contempt, happens to be feminine, and may also be human. Be decent enough to defer the development of your rather tiresome theory.

The girl on the model-stand laughed outright at the rebuke, stretched her limbs and body, and relaxed, launching a questioning glance at Drene.

All right; rest a bit, said the sculptor, smearing the bit of wax he was pinching over the sketch before him.

He gave another twirl or two to the table, wiped his bony fingers on a handful of cotton waste, picked up his empty pipe, and blew into the stem, reflectively.

Quair, one of the associated architects of the new opera, who had been born a gentleman and looked the perfect bounder, sauntered over to examine the sketch. He was still red from the rebuke he had invited.

Guilder, his senior colleague, got up from the lounge and walked over also. Drene fitted the sketch into the roughly designed group, where it belonged, and stood aside, sucking meditatively on his empty pipe.

After a silence:

Its all right, said Guilder.

Quair remarked that the group seemed to lack flamboyancy. It is true, however, that, except for Guilders habitual restraint, the celebrated firm of architects was inclined to express themselves flamboyantly, and to interpret Renaissance in terms of Baroque.

Shes some girl, added Quair, looking at the lithe, modeled figure, and then half turning to include the model, who had seated herself on the lounge, and was now gazing with interest at the composition sketched in by Drene for the facade of the new opera.

Carpeaux and his eternal group — its the murderous but inevitable standard of comparison, mused Drene, with a whimsical glance at the photograph on the wall.

Carpeaux has nothing on this young lady, insisted Quair flippantly; and he pivoted on his heel and sat down beside the model. Once or twice the two others, consulting before the wax group, heard the girls light, untroubled laughter behind their backs gaily responsive to Quairs wit. Perhaps Quairs inheritance had been humor, but to some it seemed perilously akin to mother-wit.

The pockets of Guilders loose, ill-fitting clothes bulged with linen tracings and rolls of blue-prints. He and Drene consulted over these for a while, semi-conscious of Quairs bantering voice and the girls easily provoked laughter behind them. And, finally:

All right, Guilder, said Drene briefly. And the firm of celebrated architects prepared to evacuate the studio — Quair exhibiting symptoms of incipient skylarking, in which he was said to be at his best.

Drop in on me at the office some time, he suggested to the youthful model, in a gracious tone born of absolute self-satisfaction.

For luncheon or dinner? retorted the girl, with smiling audacity.

You may stay to breakfast also—

Oh, come on, drawled Guilder, taking his colleagues elbow.

The sculptor yawned as Quair went out: then he closed the door then celebrated firm of architects, and wandered back rather aimlessly.

For a while he stood by the great window, watching the pigeons on neighboring roof. Presently he returned to his table, withdrew the dancing figure with its graceful, wide flung arms, set it upon the squeaky revolving table once more, and studied it, yawning at intervals.

The girl got up from the sofa behind him, went to the model-stand, and mounted it. For a few moments she was busy adjusting her feet to the chalk marks and blocks. Finally she took the pose. She always seemed inclined to be more or less vocal while Drene worked; her voice, if untrained, was untroubled. Her singing had never bothered Drene, nor, until the last few days, had he even particularly noticed her blithe trilling — as a man a field, preoccupied, is scarcely aware of the wild birds gay irrelevancy along the way.

He happened to notice it now, and a thought passed through his mind that the country must be very lovely in the mild spring sunshine.

As he worked, the brief visualization of young grass and the faint blue of skies, evoked, perhaps, by the girls careless singing, made for his dull concentration subtly pleasant environment.

May I rest? she asked at length.

Certainly, if its necessary.

Ive brought my lunch. Its twelve, she explained.

He glanced at her absently, rolling a morsel of wax; then, with slight irritation which ended in a shrug, he motioned her to descend.

After all, girls, like birds, were eternally eating. Except for that, and incessant preening, existence meant nothing more important to either species.

He had been busy for a few moments with the group when she said something to him, and he looked around from his abstraction. She was holding out toward him a chicken sandwich.

When his mind came back from wool gathering, he curtly declined the offer, and, as an afterthought, bestowed upon her a wholly mechanical smile, in recognition of a generosity not welcome.

Why dont you ever eat luncheon? she asked.

Why should I? he replied, preoccupied.

Its bad for you not to. Besides, you are growing thin.

Is that your final conclusion concerning me, Cecile? he asked, absently.

Wont you please take this sandwich?

Her outstretched arm more than what she said arrested his drifting attention again.

Why the devil do you want me to eat? he inquired, fishing out his empty pipe and filling it.

You smoke too much. Its bad for you. It will do very queer things to the lining of your stomach if you smoke your luncheon instead of eating it.

He yawned.

Is that so? he said.

Certainly its so. Please take this sandwich.

He stood looking at the outstretched arm, thinking of other things and the girl sprang to her feet, caught his hand, opened the fingers, placed the sandwich on the palm, then, with a short laugh as though slightly disconcerted by her own audacity, she snatched the pipe from his left hand and tossed it upon the table. When she had reseated herself on the lounge beside her pasteboard box of luncheon, she became even more uncertain concerning the result of what she had done, and began to view with rising alarm the steady gray eyes that were so silently inspecting her.

But after a moment Drene walked over to the sofa, seated himself, curiously scrutinized the sandwich which lay across the palm of his hand, then gravely tasted it.

This will doubtless give me indigestion, he remarked. Why, Cecile, do you squander your wages on nourishment for me?

It cost only five cents.

But why present five cents to me? I gave ten to a beggar this morning.

Why?

I dont know.

Was he grateful?

He seemed to be.

This sandwich is excellent; but if I feel the worse for it, Ill not be very grateful to you. But he continued eating.

The woman tempted me, she quoted, glancing at him sideways.

After a moments survey of her:

Youre one of those bright, saucy, pretty, inexplicable things that throng this town and occasionally flit through this profession — arent you?

Am I?

Yes. Nobody looks for anything except mediocrity; youre one of the surprises. Nobody expects you; nobody can account for you, but you appear now and then, here and there, anywhere, even everywhere — a pretty sparkle against the gray monotony of life, a momentary flash like a golden moat afloat in sunshine — and what then?

She laughed.

What then? What becomes of you? Where do you go? What do you turn into?

I dont know.

You go somewhere, dont you? You change into something, dont you? What happens to you, petite Cigale?

When?

When the sunshine is turned off and the snow comes.

I dont know, Mr. Drene. She broke her chocolate cake into halves and laid one on his knee.

Thanks for further temptation, he said grimly.

You are welcome. Its good, isnt it?

Excellent. Adam liked the apple, too. But it raised hell with him.

She laughed, shot a direct glance at him, and began to nibble her cake, with her eyes still fixed on him.

Once or twice he encountered her gaze but his own always wandered absently elsewhere.

You think a great deal, dont you? she remarked.

Dont you?

I try not to — too much.

What? he asked, swallowing the last morsel of cake.

She shrugged her shoulders:

Whats the advantage of thinking?

He considered her reply for a moment, her blue and rather childish eyes, and the very pure oval of her face. Then his attention flagged as usual — was wandering — when she sighed, very lightly, so that he scarcely heard it — merely noticed it sufficiently to conclude that, as usual, there was the inevitable hard luck story afloat in her vicinity, and that he lacked the interest to listen to it.

Thinking, she said, is a luxury to a tranquil mind and a punishment to a troubled one. So I try not to.

It was a moment or two before it occurred to him that the girl had uttered an unconscious epigram.

It sounded like somebody — probably Montaigne. Was it? he inquired.

I dont know what you mean.

Oh. Then it wasnt. Youre a funny little girl, arent you?

Yes, rather.

On purpose?

Yes, sometimes.

He looked into her very clear eyes, now brightly blue with intelligent perception of his not too civil badinage.

And sometimes, he went on, youre funny when you dont intend to be.

You are, too, Mr. Drene.

What?

Didnt you know it?

A dull color tinted his cheek bones.

No, he said, I didnt know it.

But you are. For instance, you dont walk; you stalk. You do what novelists make their gloomy heroes do — you stride. Its rather funny.

Really. And do you find my movements comic?

She was a trifle scared, now, but she laughed her breathless, youthful laugh:

You are really very dramatic — a perfect story-book man. But, you know, sometimes they are funny when the author doesnt intend them to be.... Please dont be angry.

Why the impudence of a model should have irritated him he was at a loss to understand — unless there lurked under that impudence a trace of unflattering truth.

As he sat looking at her, all at once, and in an unexpected flash of self-illumination, he realized that habit had made of him an actor; that for a while — a long while — a space of time he could not at the moment conveniently compute — he had been playing a role merely because he had become accustomed to it.

Disaster had cast him for a part. For a long while he had been that part. Now he was still playing it from sheer force of habit. His tragedy had really become only the shadow of a memory. Already he had emerged from that shadow into the everyday outer world. But he had forgotten that he still wore a somber makeup and costume which in the sunshine might appear grotesque. No wonder the world thought him funny.

Glancing up from a perplexed and chagrined meditation he caught her eye — and found it penitent, troubled, and anxious.

Youre quite right, he said, smiling easily and naturally; I am unintentionally funny. And I really didnt know it — didnt suspect it — until this moment.

Oh, she said quickly. I didnt mean — I know you are often unhappy—

Nonsense!

You are! Anybody can see — and you really do not seem to be very old, either — when you smile—

Im not very old, he said, amused. Im not unhappy, either. If I ever was, the truth is that Ive almost forgotten by this time what it was all about—

A woman, she quoted, between friends — and checked herself, frightened that she had dared interpret Quairs malice.

He changed countenance at that; the dull red of anger clouded his visage.

Oh, she faltered, I was not saucy, only sorry.... I have been sorry for you so long—

Who intimated to you that a woman ever played any part in my career?

Its generally supposed. I dont know anything more than that. But Ive been — sorry. Love is a very dreadful thing, she said under her breath.

Is it? he asked, controlling a sudden desire to laugh.

Dont you think so?

I have not thought of it that way, recently.... I havent thought about it at all — for some years.... Have you? he added, trying to speak gravely.

Oh, yes. I have thought of it, she admitted.

And you conclude it to be a rather dreadful business?

Yes, it is.

How?

Oh, I dont know. A girl usually loves the wrong man. To be poor is always bad enough, but to be in love, too, is really very dreadful. It usually finishes us — you know.

Are you in love? he inquired, managing to repress his amusement.

I could be. I know that much. She went to the sink, turned on the water, washed her hands, and stood with dripping fingers looking about for a towel.

Ill get you one, he said. When he brought it, she laughed and held out her hands to be dried.

Do you think you are a Sultana? he inquired, draping the towel across her outstretched arms and leaving it there.

I thought perhaps youd dry them, she said sweetly.

Not in the business, he remarked; and lighted his pipe.

Her hands were her particular beauty, soft and snowy. She was much in demand among painters, and had posed many times for pictures of the Virgin, her hands usually resting against her breast.

Now she bestowed great care upon them, thoroughly drying each separate, slender finger. Then she pushed back the heavy masses of her hair— a miracle of silk and sunshine, as Quair had whispered to her. That same hair, also, was very popular among painters.

It was her figure that fascinated sculptors.

Are you ready? grunted Drene. Work presently recommenced.

She was entirely accustomed to praise from men, for her general attractiveness, for various separate features in what really was an unusually lovely ensemble.

She was also accustomed to flattery, to importunity, to the ordinary variety of masculine solicitation; to the revelation of genuine feeling, too, in its various modes of expression — sentimental, explosive, insinuating — the entire gamut.

She had remained, however, untouched; curious and amused, perhaps, yet quite satisfied, so far, to be amused; and entirely content with her own curiosity.

She coquetted when she thought it safe; learned many things she had not suspected; was more cautious afterwards, but still, at intervals, ventured to use her attractiveness as a natural lure, as an excuse, as a reason, as a weapon, when the probable consequences threatened no embarrassment or unpleasantness for her.

She was much liked, much admired, much attempted, and entirely untempted.

When the Make-up Club gave its annual play depicting the foibles of artists and writers in the public eye, Cecile White was always cast for a role which included singing and dancing.

On and off for the last year or two she had posed for Drene, had dropped into his studio to lounge about when he had no need of her professionally, and when she had half an hour of idleness confronting her.

As she stood there now on the model stand, gazing dreamily from his busy hands to his lean, intent features, it occurred to her that this day had not been a sample of their usual humdrum relations. From the very beginning of their business relations he had remained merely her employer, self-centered, darkly absorbed in his work, or, when not working, bored and often yawning. She had never come to know him any better than when she first laid eyes on him.

Always she had been a little interested in him, a little afraid, sometimes venturing an innocent audacity, out of sheer curiosity concerning the effect on him. But never had she succeeded in stirring him to any expression of personal feeling in regard to herself, one way or the other.

Probably he had no personal feeling concerning her. It seemed odd to her; model and master thrown alone together, day after day, usually became friends in some degree. But there had been nothing at all of camaraderie in their relationship, only a colorless, professional sans-gene, the informality of intimacy without the kindly essence of personal interest on his part.

He paid her wages promptly; said good morning when she came, and good night when she went; answered her questions when she asked them seriously; relapsed into indifference or into a lazy and not too civil badinage when she provoked him to it; and that was all.

He never complimented her, never praised her; yet he must have thought her a good model, or he would not have continued to send for her.

Do you think me pretty? she had asked one day, saucily invading one of his yawning silences.

I think youre pretty good, he replied, as a model. Youd be quite perfect if you were also deaf and dumb.

That had been nearly a year ago. She thought of it now, a slight heat in her cheeks as she remembered the snub, and her almost childish amazement, and the hurt and offended silence which lasted all that morning, but which, if he noticed at all, was doubtless entirely gratifying to him.

May I rest?

If its necessary.

She sprang lightly to the floor walked around behind him, and stood looking at his work.

Do you want to know my opinion? she asked.

Yes, he said, with unexpected urbanity; if you are clever enough to have an opinion. What is it?

She said, looking at the wax figure of herself and speaking with deliberation:

In the last hour you have made out of a rather commonplace study an entirely spontaneous and charming creation.

What! he exclaimed, his face reddening with pleasure at her opinion, and with surprise at her mode of expressing it.

Its quite true. That dancing figure is wholly charming. It is no study; it is pure creation.

He knew it; was a little thrilled that she, representing to him an average and mediocre public, should recognize it so intelligently.

As though, she continued, you had laid aside childish things.

What? he asked, surprised again at the authority of the expression.

Academic precision and the respectable excellencies of-the-usual; — you have put away childish things and become a man.

Where did you hear that? he said bluntly.

I heard it when I said it. You know, Mr. Drene, I am not wholly uneducated, although your amiable question insinuates as much.

Im not unamiable. Only I didnt suppose—

Oh, you never have supposed anything concerning me. So why are you surprised when I express myself with fragmentary intelligence?

Im sorry—

Listen to me. Im not afraid of you any more. Ive been afraid for two years. Now, Im not. Your study is masterly. I know it. You know it. You didnt know I knew it; you didnt know I knew anything. And you didnt care.

She sat down on the sofa, facing him with a breathless smile.

You dont care what I think, what I am, what interests I may have, what intellect, what of human desire, hope, fear, ambition animates me; do you? You dont care whether I am ignorant or educated, bad or good, ill or well — as long as it does not affect my posing for you; whether I am happy or unhappy, whether I—

For Heavens sake—

But you dont care!... Do you?

He was silent; he stood looking at her in a stupid sort of way.

After a moment or two she rose, picked up her hat, went to the glass and pinned it on, then strolled slowly back, drawing on her gloves.

Its five oclock, you know, Drene.

Yes, certainly.

Do you want me to-morrow?

Yes. Yes, of course.

You are not offended?

He did not answer. She came up to him and repeated the question in a childishly anxious voice that was a trifle too humble. And looking down into her eyes he saw a gleam of pure mischief in them.

You little villain! he said; and caught her wrists. A lot you care whether I am offended!

She looked away from him, turning her profile. Her expression was inscrutable. After a silence he dropped her wrists with a vague laugh.

You should have let me alone, he said.

The woman tempted me, she repeated, still looking away from him. He said nothing.

Good night, she nodded, and turned toward the door.

He went with her, falling into step beside her. One arm slipped around her waist as they entered the hallway. They walked slowly to the door. He unlatched it, hesitated; she moved one foot forward, and he took a step at the same time which brought her across his path so closely that contact was unavoidable. And he kissed her.

Oh, she said. So you are human after all! I often wondered.

She looked up, trying to laugh, but could not seem to take it as coolly as she might have wished to.

Not that a kiss is very important in these days, she continued, yet it might interest you to hear that a friend of yours rather fancies me. He wouldnt like you to do it. But— She lifted her blue eyes with faint malice— What is a woman between friends?

Who is he?

Jack Graylock.

Drene remained motionless.

I havent encouraged him, she said. Perhaps that is why.

Why he fancies you?

Why he asked me to marry him. It was the only thing he had not asked.

He asked that?

After he realized it was the only way, I suppose, she said coolly. Drene took her into his arms and kissed her deliberately on the mouth. Looking up at him she said: After all, he is your friend, isnt he?

A friend of many years. But, as you say, what is a woman between friends?

I dont know, said the girl. And, still clasped in his arms, she bent her head, thoughtfully, considering the question.

And as though she had come to some final conclusion, she raised her head, lifted her eyes slowly, and her lips, to the man whose arms enfolded her. It was her answer to his question, and her own.

When she had gone, he went back and stood again by the great window, watching the cote on a neighboring roof, where the pigeons were strutting and coquetting in the last rays of the western sun.


II
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WHEN SHE CAME again to the studio, she was different, subdued, evading, avoiding, smiling a little in her flushed diffidence at his gay ease of manner — or assumption of both ease and gaiety.

He was inclined to rally her, tease her, but her reticence was not all embarrassment. The lightest contact, the slightest caress from him, added a seriousness to her face, making it very lovely under its heightened color, and strangely childlike.

Model and master they would have remained no longer had it been for him to say, he desiring now to make it a favor and concession on her part to aid him professionally, she gravely insisting on professionalism as the basis of whatever entente might develop between them, as well as the only avowed excuse for her presence there alone with him.

Please. Its respectable, she insisted her agreeable, modulated voice. I had rather the reason for my coming here be business — whatever else happens.

What has happened, he said, balancing a handful of wet clay in one hand and looking laughingly up at her, where she stood on the model-stand, is that a pretty girl strolled in here one day and held up a mirror to a solemn ass who was stalking theatrically through life. That solemn ass is very grateful for the glimpse he had of himself. He behaved gratefully, didnt he?

Very, she said with a forced smile.

Do you object to the manner in which he expressed his gratitude?

She hung her head.

No, she said.

After a while she raised her eyes, her head still lowered. He was working, darkly absorbed as usual in the plastic mass under his fingers.

She watched him curiously, not his hands, now, but his lean, intent face, striving to penetrate that masculine mask, trying to understand. Varying and odd reflections and emotions possessed her in turn, and passed — wonder, bewilderment at herself, at him; a slight sense of fear, then a brief and sudden access of shyness, succeeded by the by glow of an emotion new and strange and deep. And this, in turn, by vague bewilderment again, in which there was both a hint of fear, and a tinge of something exquisite.

Within herself she was dimly conscious that a certain gaiety, an irresponsibility and lightness had died out in her, perhaps permanently, yet leaving no void. What it was that replaced these she could not name — she only was conscious that if these had been subdued by a newer knowledge, with a newer seriousness, this unaccustomed gravity had left her heart no less tender, and had deepened her capacity for emotion to depths as profound and unexplored as the sudden mystery of their discovery by herself.

Always, now, while she posed, she was looking at him with a still intentness, as though he really wore a mask and she, breathlessly vigilant, watched for the moment when he might forget and lift it.

But during the weeks that followed, if the mask were indeed only the steady preoccupation that his visage wore, she seemed to learn nothing more about him when his features lost their dark absorption and he caught her eye and smiled. No, the smile revealed nothing except another mask under the more serious cast of concentration — only another disguise that covered whatever this man might truly be deeper down — this masculine and unknown invader of frontiers surrendered ere she had understood they were even besieged.

And during these weeks in early spring their characteristics, even characters, seemed to have shifted curiously and become reversed; his was now the light, irresponsible, half-mocking badinage — almost boyishly boisterous at times, as, for instance, when he stepped forward after the pose and swung her laughingly from the model-platform to her corner on the sofa.

You pretty and clever little thing, he said, why are you becoming so serious and absent-minded?

Am I becoming so?

You are. You oughtnt to: youve made a new and completely different man of me.

As though that were an admirable achievement, or even of any particular importance. And yet she seemed to think it was both of these when, resting against him, within the circle of his arm, still shy and silent under the breathless poignancy of an emotion which ever seemed to sound within her depths unsuspected.

But when he said that she had made a new and completely different man of him, she remembered his low-voiced when that change impended as he held her by her wrists a moment, then dropped them. He had said, half to himself: You should have let me alone!

Sometimes at noon she remembered this when they went out for luncheon realizing they would never have been seated together in a restaurant had she not satisfied her curiosity. She should have let him alone; she knew that. She tried to wish that she had — tried to regret everything, anything; and could not, even when within her the faint sense of alarm awoke amid the softly unchangeable unreality of these last six weeks of spring.

Was this then really love? — this drifting through alternating dreams of shyness, tenderness, suspense, pierced at moments by tiny flashes of fear, as lightning flickers, far buried in softly shrouded depths of cloud?

She had long periods of silent and absorbed dreaming, conscious only that she dreamed, but not of the dream itself.

She was aware, too, of a curious loneliness within her, and dimly understood that it was the companion of a lifetime she was missing — her conscience. Where was it? Had it gone? Had it died? Were the little, inexplicable flashes of fear proof of its disintegration? Or its immortal vitality?

Dead, dormant, departed, she knew not which, she was dully aware of its loss — dimly and childishly troubled that she could remember nothing to be sorry for. And there was so much.

Men in his profession who knew him began to look askance at him and her, amused or otherwise, according to their individual characters.

That Cecile White went about more or less with the sculptor Drene was a nine days gossip among circles familiar to them both, and was forgotten — as are all wonders — in nine days.

Some of his acquaintances recalled what had been supposed to be the tragedy of his life, mentioning a womans name, and a mans — Drenes closest friend. But gossip does not last long among the busy — not that the busy are incapable of gossip, but they finish with it quickly, having other matters to think about.

Even Quair, after recovering from his wonder that his own condescending advances had been ignored, bestowed his fatuously inflammable attentions elsewhere.

He had been inclined to complain one day in the studio, when he and Guilder visited Drene professionally; and Guilder looked at his dapper confrere in surprise and slight disgust; and Drene, at first bored, grew irritable.

What are you talking about? he said sharply.

Im talking about Cecile White, continued Quair, looking rather oddly at the sculptor out of his slightly prominent eyes. I didnt suppose you could be interested in any woman — not that I mind your interfering with any little affair between Cecile and me—

There wasnt any.

I beg your pardon, Drene—

There wasnt any! repeated Drene, with curt contempt. Dont talk about her, anyway.

You mean Im not to talk about a common artists model—

Not that way.

Oh. Is she yours?

She isnt anybodys, I fancy. Therefore, let her alone, or Ill throw you out of doors.

Quair said to Guilder after they had departed:

Fancy old Drene playing about with that girl on a strictly pious basis! Hes doubtless dub enough to waste his time. But whats in it for her?

Perhaps a little unaccustomed masculine decency.

Everybody is decent enough to her as far as I know.

Including yourself?

Certainly, including myself, retorted Quair, adding naively: Besides, I knew any attempt at philandering would be time wasted.

Yet you tried it, mused Guilder, entering his big touring car and depositing a bundle of blue-prints and linen tracing paper at his own ponderous feet. Quair followed him and spoke briefly to the chauffeur, then:

Tried nothing, he said. A little chaff, thats all. When it comes to a man like Jack Graylock going so far as to ask her to marry him, good night, nurse! Nothing doing, even for me.

Even for you, repeated Guilder in his moderate and always modulated voice. Well, if shes escaped you and Graylock, shes beyond any danger from Drene, I fancy.

Quair smiled appreciatively, as though a delicate compliment had been offered him. Several times on the way to call on Graylock he insisted on stopping the car at as many celebrated cafes. Guilder patiently awaited him in the car and each time Quair emerged from the cafe bar a little more flushed and a trifle jauntier than when he had entered.

He was a man so perfectly attired and so scrupulously fastidious about his person that Guilder often speculated as to just why Quair always seemed to him a trifle soiled.

Now, looking him over as he climbed into the car, unusually red in the face, breathing out the aroma of spirits through his little, pinched nostrils, a faint sensation of disgust came over the senior member of the firm as though the junior member were physically unclean.

Thats about ten drinks since luncheon, he remarked, as the car rolled on down Fifth Avenue.

Quair, who usually grew disagreeably familiar when mellow, poked his gloved thumb:

Youre a merry old cock, arent you? he inquired genially,  — like a pigs wrist! If I hadnt the drinking of the entire firm to do, whod ever talk about Guilder and Quair, architects?

It was common rumor that Quair did his brilliant work only when soused. And he never appeared to be perfectly sober, even when he was.

Graylock received them in his office — a big, reckless-eyed, handsome man, with Broad Street written all over him and danger etched in every deepened line of his face.

Well, how about that business of mine? he inquired. Its all right to keep me waiting, of course, while you and Quair here match for highballs at the Ritz.

I had to see Drene — thats why we are late, explained Guilder. Were ready to go ahead and let your contracts for you—

Drene? interrupted Graylock, looking straight at Guilder with a curious and staring intensity. Why drag Drene into an excuse?

Because we went to his studio, said Guilder. Now about letting the contracts—

Were you at Drenes studio?

Yes. Hes doing the groups for the new opera for us.

Quair, watching Graylock, was seized with a malicious impulse:

Neat little skirt he has up there — that White girl, he remarked, seating himself on Graylocks polished table.

A dull flush stained Graylocks cheekbones, and his keen eyes turned on Quair. The latter lighted a cigarette, expelled the smoke in two thin streams from his abnormally narrow nostrils.

Some skirt, he repeated. And it looks as though old Drene had her number—

Guilders level voice interrupted:

The contracts are ready to be—

But Graylock, not heeding, and perhaps not hearing, and looking all the time at Quair, said slowly:

Drene isnt that kind.... Is he?

Our kind, you mean? inquired Quair, with a malice so buried under flippancy that the deliberate effrontery passed for it with Graylock. Which amused Quair for a moment, but the satisfaction was not sufficient. He desired that Graylock should feel the gaff.

Drene, he said, is one of those fussers who jellify when hurled on their necks — the kind that ask that kind of girl to marry them after shes turned down everything else they suggest.

Graylocks square jaw tightened and his steady eyes seemed to grow even paler; but Quair, as though perfectly unconscious of this mans record with the wife of his closest friend, and of the rumors which connected him so seriously with Cecile White, swung his leg unconcernedly, where it dangled over the tables edge, and smiled frankly and knowingly upon Graylock:

Theres always somebody to marry that sort of girl; all mush isnt on the breakfast table. When you and I are ready to quit, Graylock, Providence has created a species of man who settles our bills.

He threw back his head, inhaled the smoke of his cigarette, sent two thin streams through his nose.

Maybe Drene may marry her himself. But — I dont believe hell have to.... Now, about those contracts— he affected a yawn,  — go on and tell him, Guilder, he added, his words distorted by another yawn.

He stepped down to the floor from his perch on the table, stretched his arms, looking affably all the while at Graylock, who had never moved a muscle.

I believe you had a run-in with that Cecile girl once, didnt you, Graylock? Like the rest of us, eh? Oh, well — my hat off to old Drene if he wins out. I hold no malice. After all, Graylock, whats a woman between friends?

And he nodded gaily at Graylock and sauntered leisurely to the window.

And kept his back turned, fearful of exploding with laughter in the very face of the man who had been staring at him out of pale, unchanging eyes so steadily and so long.

Guilders patient, bored, but moderate voice was raised once more:

In regard to the letting of these contracts—

But Graylock, staring at Quairs back, neither heeded nor heard him, for his brain was still ringing with the mockery of Quairs words— What is a woman between friends? And now, for the first time, he was beginning to understand what the answer might be.
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SHE HAD NOT posed for Drene during the last two weeks, and he had begun to miss her, after his own fashion — that is, he thought of her when not preoccupied and sometimes desired her companionship when unoccupied.

And one evening he went to his desk, rummaged among note-books, and scribbled sheets of paper, until he found her address, which he could never remember, wrote it down on another slip of paper, pocketed it, and went out to his dinner.

But as he dined, other matters reoccupied his mind, matters professional, schemes little and great, broad and in detail, which gradually, though not excluding her entirely, quenched his desire to see her at that particular time.

Sometimes it was sheer disinclination to make an effort to communicate with her, sometimes, and usually, the self-centering concentration which included himself and his career, as well as his work, seemed to obliterate even any memory of her existence.

Now and then, when alone in his shabby bedroom, reading a dull book, or duly preparing to retire, far in the dim recesses of heart and brain a faint pain became apparent — if it could still be called pain, this vague ghost of anger stirring in the ashes of dead years — and at such moments he thought of Graylock, and of another; and the partly paralyzed emotion, which memory of these two evoked, stirred him finally to think of Cecile.

It was at such times that he always determined to seek her the next day and continue with her what had been begun — an intimacy which depended upon his own will; a destiny for her which instinct whispered was within his own control. But the next day found him at work; models of various types, ages, and degrees of stupidity came, posed, were paid, and departed; his studies for the groups in collaboration with Guilder and Quair were approaching the intensely interesting period — that stage of completion where composition has been determined upon and the excitement of developing the construction and the technical charm of modeling begins.

And evening always found him physically tired and mentally satisfied — or perturbed — to the exclusion of such minor interests as life is made of — dress, amusement, food, women. Between a man and a beloved profession in full shock of embrace there is no real room for these or thought of these.

He ate irregularly and worked with the lack of wisdom characteristic of creative ability, and he grew thinner and grayer at the temples, and grayer of flesh, too, so that within a month, between the torrid New York summer and his own unwisdom, he became again the gaunt, silent, darkly absorbed recluse, never even stirring abroad for air until some half-deadened pang of hunger, or the heavy warning of a headache, set him in reluctant motion.

He heard of Cecile now and then; Cosby had used her for a figure on a fountain destined to embellish the estate of a wealthy young man somewhere or other; Greer employed her for the central figure of Innocence in his lovely and springlike decoration for some Western public edifice. Quair had met her several times at Manhattan Beach with various and assorted wealthy young men.

And one evening Guilder came alone to his studio and found him lying on the lounge, his lank, muscular hands, still clay-stained, hanging inert to the floor above an evening paper fallen there.

Hello, Guilder, he said, without rising, as the big architect shambled loosely through the open doorway.

How are you, Drene?

All right. Its hot.

Theres not a breath of air. It looks like a thunder-storm in the west.

He pulled up a chair and sprawled on it, wiping his grave features with a damp handkerchief.

Drene, he said, a philanthropic guy of sorts wants to add a chapel to the church at Shallow Brook, Long Island. Weve pinched the job. Can you do an altar piece?

What sort?

They want a Virgin. Its to be called the Chapel of the Annunciation. Its for women to repair to — under certain and natural circumstances.

Ive so much on hand—

Its only a single figure-barring the dove. Why dont you do it?

There are plenty of other men—

They want you. Therell be no difficulty about terms.

Drene said with a shrug:

Terms are coming to mean less and less to me, Guilder. It costs very little for me to live. He turned his gray, tired face. Look at this barn of a place; and go in there and look at my bedroom. I have no use for what are known as necessities.

Still, terms are terms—

Oh, yes. A truck may run over me. Even at that, Ive enough to live life out as I am living it here — between these empty walls — and that expanse of glass overhead. Thats about all life holds for me — a sheet of glass and four empty walls — and a fistfull of wet clay.

Are you a trifle morbid, Drene?

Im not by any means; I merely prefer to live this way. I have sufficient means to live otherwise if I wish. But this is enough of the world to suit me, Guilder — and I can go to a noisy restaurant to eat in when Im so inclined— He laughed a rather mirthless laugh and glanced up, catching a peculiar expression in Guilders eyes.

Youre thinking, said Drene coolly, what a god I once set up on the altar of domesticity. I used to talk a lot once, didnt I? — a hell of a clamor I made in eulogy of the domestic virtues. Well, only idiots retain the same opinions longer than twenty-four hours. Fixity is imbecility; the inconstant alone progress; dissatisfaction is only a synonym for intelligence; contentment translated means stagnation..... I have changed my opinion concerning the virtues of domesticity.

Guilder said, in his even, moderate voice:

Your logic is weird, Drene: in one breath you say you have changed your opinion; in another that you are content; in another that contentment is the fixedness of imbecility—

Drene, reddening slightly, half rose on one elbow from his couch:

What I meant was that I change in my convictions from day to day, without reproaching myself with inconstancy. What I believed with all my heart to be sacred yesterday I find a barrier to-day; and push it aside and go on.

Toward what?

I go on, thats all I know — toward sanctuary.

You mean professionally.

In every way — ethically — spiritually. The gods of yesterday, too, were very real — yesterday.

Drene, a man may change and progress on his way toward what never changes. But standards remained fixed. They were there in the beginning; they are immutable. If they shifted, humanity could have no goal.

Is there a goal?

Where are you going, then?

Just on.

In your profession there is a goal toward which you sculptors all journey.

Perfection?

Guilder nodded.

But, smiled Drene, no two sculptors ever see it alike.

It is still Perfection. It is still the goal to the color-blind and normal alike, whatever they call it, however, they visualize it. That is its only importance; it is The Goal..... In things spiritual the same obtains — whether ones vision embraces Nirvana, or the Algonquin Ocean of Light, or a pallid Christ half hidden in floating clouds — Drene, it is all one, all one. It is not the Goal that changes; only our intelligence concerning its existence and its immortality.

Drene lay looking at him:

You never knew pain — real pain, did you? The world never ended for you, did it?

In one manner or another we all must be reborn before we can progress.

That is a cant phrase.

No; theres truth under the cant. Under all the sleek, smooth, canty phrases of ecclesiastic proverb, precept, axiom, and lore, there is truth worth the sifting out.

You are welcome to think so, Guilder.

You also could come to no other conclusion if you took the trouble to investigate.

Drene smiled:

Morals are no more than folk-ways — merely mental condition consequent upon custom. Spiritual beliefs are radically dependant upon folkways and the resultant physical and mental condition of the human brain which creates everything that has been and that is to be.

Physiology has proven that no idea, no thought, ever originated within the concrete and physical brain.

Ive read of those experiments.

Then you cant ignore a conclusion.

I havent reached a conclusion. Meanwhile, I have my own beliefs.

Thats all thats necessary, said Guilder, gravely,  — to entertain some belief, temporary or final. He smiled slightly down at Drenes drawn, gray visage.

You and I have been friends of many years, Drene, but we have never before talked this way. I did not feel at liberty to assume any intimacy with you, even when I wanted to, even when — when you were in trouble— He hesitated.

Go on, grunted the other. Im out of trouble now.

I just — its a whimsical notion — no, its a belief; — I just wanted to tell you one or two things concerning my own beliefs—

Temporary?

I dont know. It doesnt matter; they are beliefs. And this is one: all physical and mental ills are created only by our own minds—

Christian Science? sneered Drene.

Call it what you like, said Guilder serenely. And call this what you like: All who believe worthily will find that particular belief true in every detail after death.

What do you call that? demanded Drene, amused.

God knows. It seems to be my interpretation of the Goal. I seem to be journeying toward it without more obstacles and more embarrassments to encounter than confront the wayfarer who professes any other creed.

After a while Drene sat up on his couch:

How did all this conversation start? he asked uneasily.

It was about the Virgin for that chapel we are going to do..... Thats part of my belief: those who pray for her intercession will find her after death, interceding— he smiled,  — if any intercession be necessary between us and Him who made us.

And those unlisted millions who importune Mohammed and Buddha?

They shall find Mohammed and Buddha, who importune them worthily.

And — Christ?

He bears that name also — He!

Oh! And so, spiritually as well as artistically, you believe in the Virgin?

You also can make a better Virgin if you believe in her otherwise than esthetically.

Drene gazed at him incredulously, then, with a shrug:

When do you want this thing started?

Now.

I cant take it on now.

I want a sketch pretty soon — the composition. You can have a model of the chapel to — morrow. We went on with it as a speculation. Now weve clinched the thing. When shall I send it up from the office?

Ill look it over, but—

And, interrupted Guilder, you had better get that Miss White for the Virgin — before she goes off somewhere out of reach.

Drene looked up somberly:

I havent kept in touch with her. I dont know what her engagements may be.

One of her engagements just now seems to be to go about with Graylock, said Guilder.

Drene flushed, but said nothing.

If he marries her, added Guilder, as its generally understood he is trying to, the best sculptors model in town is out of the question. Better secure her now.

He wants to marry her? repeated Drene, in a curiously still voice.

Hes mad about her. Hes abject. Its no secret among his friends. Men like that — and of that age — sometimes arrive at such a terminal — men with Graylocks record sometimes get theirs. She has given him a run, believe me, and hes brought up with a crash against a stone wall. He is lying there all doubled up at her feet like a rabbit with a broken back. There was nothing left for him to do but lie there. Hes lying there still, with one of her little feet on his bull neck. All the town knows it.

He wants to marry her, repeated Drene, as though to himself.

She may not take him at that. Theyre queer — some women. I suppose shed jump at it if she were not straight. But theres another thing— Guilder looked curiously at Drene. Some people think shes rather crazy about you.

Drene gazed into space.

But that wouldnt hurt her, added Guilder, in his calm, pleasant voice. Shes a straight little thing — white and straight. She could come to no harm through a man like you.

Drene continued to stare at space.

So, continued the other, confident, when she recovers from a natural and childlike infatuation for you shell marry somebody... Possibly even such a man as Graylock might make her happy. You cant ever tell about such men at the eleventh hour.

Drene turned his eyes on him. There was no trace of color in his face.

Arent you pretty damned charitable?

Charitable? Well, I — Im so inclined, I fancy.

Youd be content to see that girl marry a dog like that?

I did not say so. I am no judge of men. No man knows enough to condemn souls.

Drene looked at him:

Well, Ill tell you something. I know enough to do it. I had rather damn my soul — and hers, too — than see her marry the man you have named. It would be worth it to me.

After a strained silence, Guilder said:

There is a mode of dealing with those who have injured you, which is radically different—

I deal with such people in my own fashion!

But, after all, the infamy is Graylocks. Why oblige him by sharing it with him?

Do you know what he did to me and mine?

A few of us know, said Guilder, gently,  — your old friends.

There came a pale, infernal flicker into Drenes eyes:

Ill take your commission for that altar piece, he said.

What is it? An Annunciation?


IV
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COMPOSITION HAD BEEN determined upon, and the sketch completed by the middle of August; Cecile had sat for him every day from nine until five; every evening they had dined together at the seashore or other suburban and cool resorts. Together they had seen every summer entertainment in town, had spent the cooler, starlit evenings together in his studio, chatting, reading loud sometimes, sometimes discussing he work in hand or other subjects of he moment, even topics covering a wider and more varied range than he had ever before discussed with any woman.

He seemed to have become utterly changed; the dark preoccupation had been absent from his face — the gauntness, the grayness, seemed to have become subdued; the deep lines of pain, imperceptible at times, smoothed out and shadowed in an almost gay resurgence of youth.

If, during the first week or two of her companionship, his gaiety had been not entirely spontaneous, his smile shadowed with something duller, his laughter a trifle forced, she had not perceived it in her surprised and shyly troubled preoccupation with this amazing and delightful transfiguration.

At first she scarcely knew what to look for, what to expect from him, from herself, when she came into the studio after many weeks of absence; and she always halted in the doorway, trembling a little, as always, when in contact with him.

But he was very delightful, smiling, easy, and deferential enough to reassure her with a greeting that became him, as he saluted her pretty hand, held it a moment in possession, laughingly, and released it.

From the moment of their reunion he had never touched her, save for a quick, firm, smiling hand-clasp in the morning and another at the nights parting.

Now, little by little, she was finding herself delightfully at ease with him, emerging by degrees from her charming bewilderment out of isolation to a happy companionship never before shared with any man.

Nor even vaguely had she dreamed that Drene could be such a man, such a friend, never had she imagined there was in him such kindness, such patience, such gentleness, such comprehension, such virile sense and sympathy.

And never, now, was her troubled consciousness aware of anything disquieting in his attitude, of anything to perturb her.

He seemed to enjoy himself like a boy, with her companionship, wholly, heartily, without any motive other than the pleasure of the moment; and so, little by little, she gave herself up to it too, in the same fashion, unguardedly, frankly, innocently revealing herself to him by degrees as their comradeship became deliciously unembarrassed.

He was making a full length study in clay now. All day long she sat there enthroned, her eyes partly closed, the head lifted a trifle and fallen back, and her lovely hands resting on her heart — and sometimes she strove to imagine something of the divine moment which she was embodying; pondering, dreaming, wondering; and sometimes, in the stillness, through her trance crept a thrill, subtle, exquisite, as though in faint perception of the heavenly moment. And once, into her half-dreaming senses came the soft stirring of wings, and she opened her eyes and looked up, startled and thrilled.

But it was only a pigeon which had come through the great window from the cote on the adjacent roof and which circled above her on whimpering wings for a moment and then sheered out into the sunlight.

They dined together at a roof garden that evening, the music was particularly and surprisingly good, and what surprised him even more was that she knew it and spoke of it. And continued speaking of music, he not interrupting.

Reticent hitherto concerning her antecedents he learned now something of them — and inferred more; nothing unusual — a musical career determined upon, death intervening dragging over her isolation the steel meshes of destitution — the necessity for self-support, a friend who knew a painter who employed models — not anything unusual, not even dramatic.

He nodded as she ended:

Have you saved anything?

A hundred dollars.

Thats fine.

She smiled, then sighed unconsciously.

You are thinking, he said, that youth is flying.

She smiled wistfully.

Youth is the time to study. You were thinking that, too.

She nodded.

You could have married.

Why? she asked, troubled.

To obtain the means for a musical education.

She gazed at him in amazement, then: I could go out on the street, too, as far as that is concerned. It would be no more disgraceful.

Folk-ways sanction self-sale, when guaranteed by the clergy, he said. She turned her head and he saw the pure, cold profile against the golden table-lamp, and he saw something else under the palms beyond — Graylocks light eyes riveted upon them both.

You know, he said, under his breath, that I shall not marry you. But — would you care to begin your studies again?

There was a long silence: She remained with face partly averted until the orchestra ceased. Then she turned and looked at him, and he saw her lip tremble.

I had not thought you meant to ask me — that. I do not quite understand what you mean.

I care enough for you to wish to help you. May I?

I was not sure you cared — enough—

Do you — for me?

Before I say that I do — care for you— she began, tremulously— tell me that I have nothing to fear—

Neither spoke. Over her shoulder Drene stared at the distant man who stared back at him.

Presently his eyes reverted to hers, absently studying the childlike beauty of her.

Im going to tell you something, he said. Love is no more wonderful than hate, no more perfect, no more eternal. And it is less fierce, and not as strong.

What! she whispered, bewildered at the sinister change in him.

And I want to tell you another thing. I am alone in the world. What I have, I have devised to you — in case I step out — suddenly—

He paused, hesitated, then:

Also I desire you to hear something else, he went on. This is the proper time for you to hear it, I think — now — to-night—

He lifted his blazing eyes and looked at the other man.

There was a woman, he said— She happened to be my wife. Also there was my closest friend: and myself. The comedy was cast. Afterward she died — abroad. I believe he was there at the time — Kept up a semblance — But he never married her.... And I do not intend to marry — you.

After a moment: And that, she whispered, is why you once said to me that I should have let you alone.

Did I say that to you?

Yes. She looked up at him, straight into his eyes: But if you care for me — I do not regret that I did not let you alone.

I shall not marry you.

Her lip trembled but she smiled.

That is nothing new to me, she said. Only one man has offered that.

Why didnt you take him? he asked, with an ugly laugh.

I couldnt. I cared for you.

And now, he said, are you afraid of me?

Yes — a little.

He leaned forward suddenly, Youd better steer clear of me! Her startled eyes beheld in him a change as swift as his words.

Fair warning! he added: look out for yourself. Everything that was brutal in him; everything ruthless and violent had marred his features so that all in a moment the mouth had grown ugly and a hard, bruised look stamped the pallid muscles of his features and twitched at them.

Youre taking chances from now on, he said. I told you once to let me alone. Youd better do it now. And— he stared at the distant man— I told you that hate is more vital than love. It is. Ive waited a long time to strike. Even now it isnt in me to do it as I have meant to do it. And so I tell you to keep away from me; and Ill strike in the old-fashioned way, and end it — to-night.

Stunned by his sudden and dreadful metamorphosis, her ears ringing with his disjointed incoherencies, she rose, scarcely knowing what she was doing, scarcely conscious that he was beside her, moving lightly and in silence out into the brilliant darkness of the streets.

It was only at her own door that he spoke again: standing there on the shabby steps of her boarding-house, the light from the transom yellowing his ghastly face.

Something snapped — he passed an unsteady hand across his eyes;— I care very deeply for you. I — theyll make over to you — what I have. You can study on it — live on it, modestly—

W-what is the matter? Are you ill? she stammered, white and frightened.

But he only muttered that she had her warning and that she should keep away from him, and that it would not be long before she should have an opportunity in life. And he went his way not looking back.

When he reached his studio the hall was dark. As he turned the key he thought he heard something stirring in the shadows, but went in — leaving the door into the hallway open — and straight on across the room to his desk.

He was putting something into his coat pocket, and his back was still turned to the open door when Graylock stepped quietly across the threshold; and Drene heard him, but closed his desk, leisurely, and then, as leisurely, turned, knowing who had entered.

And so they stood alone together after many years.


V
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GRAYLOCK LOOKED AT Drenes heavily sagging pocket and knew what was in it. A sudden sweat chilled his temples, but he said steadily enough:

Id like to say a word or two — if youll give me time. And, as Drene made no reply;— Youre quite right: This business of ours should be finished one way or another. I cant stand it any longer.

In that case, remarked Drene with an evil stare at him, I may postpone it — to find out how much you can stand. He dropped his right hand into the sagging pocket, looking intently at Graylock all the while:

What do you want here anyway?

I fancy that you have already guessed.

Maybe. All the same, what do you want? — fumbling with his bulging pocket for a moment and then remaining motionless.

Graylocks worn eyes rested on the outline of the shrouded weapon: he stood eyeing it absently for a moment, then seated himself on the sofa, his heavy eyes shifting from one object to another.

But there were few objects to be seen in that silent place; — a star overhead glimmering through the high expanse of glass above; — otherwise gray monotony of wall, a clay shape or two swathed in wet clothes, a narrow ring of lamp light, and formless shadow.

Its a long time, Drene.

Drene mused in silence, now and then watching the other obliquely.

Presently he withdrew his right hand from his coat pocket, pulled an armchair toward him and seated himself.

Its many years, repeated Graylock. I expected you to do something before this.

Were you uneasy? sneered Drene. Then he shrugged, knowing that Graylock was no coward, sorry he had intimated as much, like a man who deals a premature and useless blow.

He sat brooding for a while, his lean dangerous head lowered sideways as though listening; his oblique glance always covering Graylock.

I suppose youll be surprised when I tell you one reason that I came here, said Graylock.

Do you suppose you can still surprise me by anything you may say or do?

The man remained silent, sitting with his hands tightly clasped on his knees.

Drene, he said, in a low voice, dont strike at me through this young girl.

Drene began to laugh, unpleasantly.

Are you in love with her?

Yes.... You know it.

Drene said, still laughing: Its the common rumor. You may imagine it amuses your friends — if you have any left.

Graylock spoke in a voice that had a ghostly sound in the great room:

Dont harm her, Drene. It is not necessary. I shall never see her again — if that will content you.

Drene laughed: I never saw my wife again. Did that help me? I never saw her again, but as long as she lived I knew what she was ... My wife. And when she died, still my wife. There was no relief — no relief.

Graylock, deathly white, framed his haggard face between his hands and stared at nothing:

I know, he said. I understand now. I am here to-night to pay the reckoning.

You cant pay it.

No, not the whole score. Theres another bill, I suppose, waiting for me — somewhere. But I can settle my indebtedness to you—

How?

Thats up to you, Drene.

How? repeated Drene, violently.

Graylock made a slight gesture with his head toward Drenes sagging pocket: That way if you like. Or, he added, There is a harder punishment.

What is it?

To give her up.

Yes, said Drene, that is harder. But I can make it even harder than that. I can make it as hard for you as you made it for me. I can let you live through it.

He laughed, fisted in his pocket, drew out the lumpy automatic and leisurely pushed the lever to safe.

He said: To kill you would be like opening the cell door for a lifer. You know what you are while youre alive; maybe youd forget if you were dead. I—

He ceased, fiddling absently with the dull-colored weapon on his knee; and for a while they remained silent, not looking at each other. And when Drene spoke again he was still intent upon the automatic.

If I knew what happens after a man dies I could act intelligently. He shot an ugly look at Graylock: I dont know about you, either. Youre a rat. But you might fool me at that. You might be repentant. And in that case youd get away — if its true that the eleventh hour is not too late.... If its true that Christ is merciful.... So Ill take no chances of a getaway. You might fool me — one way or another — if you were dead.

Graylock lifted his head from his hands: I dont know how much of the other debt Ive already paid, Drene. But Ive paid heavily since I knew her — if that is any satisfaction to you. And since I knew she cared for you, and when I realized that you meant to strike me through her — I have paid, heavily.... Yet, if you were honestly in love with her—

Is that any of your damned business?

Shes only a child—

You rat! Thats whats coming to you!

If you say so. But what is coming to her, Drene?

Continue to guess. But I know you. Its yourself youre sorry for and what youll have to endure — live through. Thats what you cant stand, and remain the sleek, self-satisfied rat you are. No, it will make earth a living hell for you; never a second, day or night, will you be able to forget — if you really do love her.... And I believe you do — I dont understand how a thing like you can love — but it seems it can.

After a silence Graylock said: You dont care if you damn yourself?

Its worth it to me.

Are you willing that I should know you are as great a blackguard as I am? Drenes gaunt features reddened and he set his jaws in silence.

Dont you care what you do to her? asked Graylock, unsteadily. Its a viler business than that for which you are punishing me.

For a long time Drene sat there looking down at the weapon on his knees. And after a while, the other man spoke huskily: Its bad enough either way for me, Drene. Ill do what you wish in the matter. Ill leave the country; Ill stay; whichever you say. Or, he said with a ghastly smile, Ill clean out that automatic for you to-night — if youll marry her.

Drene looked up, slowly:

What did you say?

I said that Id clean out your automatic for you — to-night — if you wish.... It can be an accident or not, just as you say.

Where?

In my own rooms — if it is to be an accident.

Do you offer—

Yes; if youll marry her afterwards. If you say you will Ill take your word.

And then youll be out of your misery, you damned coward!

God knows.... But I think not, said Graylock, under his breath.

Drene twisted the automatic, rose and continued to twirl it, considering. Presently he began to pace the floor, no longer noticing the other man. Once his promenade brought him up facing the wall where a calendar hung.

He stood for a while looking at it absently. After a few moments he stepped nearer, detached the sheet for the present month, then one by one tore off the remaining sheets until he came to the month marked December, Graylock watching him all the while.

I think it happened on Christmas, remarked Drene turning toward the other and laying a finger on the number 25 printed in red.

Graylocks head bent slightly.

Very well. Suppose about eleven oclock on Christmas night you give your automatic a thorough cleaning.

If you say so.

You have one?

I shall buy one.

Didnt you come here armed?

No.

Drene looked at him very intently. But Graylock had never been a liar. After a few moments he went over to his desk, replaced the weapon under the papers, and, still busy, said over his shoulder:

All right. You can go.


VI

He wrote to Cecile once:
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HEREAFTER KEEP CLEAR of men like Graylock and like me. Were both of a stripe — the same sort under our skins. Ive known him all my life. It all depends upon the opportunity, the circumstances, and the woman. And, what is a woman between friends — between such friends as Graylock and I once were — or between the sort of friends we have now become? Keep clear of such men as we are. We were boys together.

For a week or two he kept his door locked and lived on what the janitor provided for him, never going out of the studio at all.

He did no work, although there were several unexecuted commissions awaiting his attention and a number of sketches, clay studies, and one marble standing around the studio in various stages of progress. The marble was the Annunciation. The head and throat and slender hands were completed, and one slim naked foot.

Sometimes he wandered from one study to the next, vague-eyed, standing for a long time before each, staring, lost in thought. Sometimes, in the evening he read, choosing a book at random among the motley collection in a corner case — a dusty, soiled assortment of books, ephemeral novels of the moment, ponderous volumes which are in everybodys library but which nobody reads, sets of histories, memoirs, essays, beautifully bound and once cared for, but now dirty from neglect — jetsam from a wrecked home.

There had been a time when law, order and neatness formed the basis of Drenes going forth and coming in. He had been exact, precise, fastidious; he had been sensitive to environment, a lover of beautiful things, a man who deeply appreciated any symbol that suggested home and hearth and family.

But when these three were shattered in the twinkling of an eye, something else broke, too. And he gradually emerged from chaos, indifferent to all that had formerly been a part of him, a silent emotionless, burnt out thing, callous to all that he had once cared for.

Yet something of what he had been must have remained latent within him for with unimpaired precision and logic he constructed his clay and chiseled his marble; and there must have been in him something to express, for the beauty of his work, spiritual and material, had set him high among the highest in his profession.

Sometimes sorrow changes the dross from the lamp of the spirit so that it burns with a purity almost unearthly; sometimes sorrow sears, rendering the very soul insensible; and sometimes sorrow remains under the ashes, a living coal steadily consuming all that is noble, hardening all that is ignoble; and is extinguished leaving a devil behind it — fully equipped to slay the crippled soul.

Alone in his studio at night, motionless in his chair, Drene was becoming aware of this devil. Reading by lamplight he grew conscious of it; recognized it as a companion of many years, now understanding that although pain had ended, hatred had remained, hiding, biding, and very, very quiet.

And suddenly this hatred had flamed like hell-fire, amazing even himself — that day when, lifted out of his indifference for an instant by a young girls gaiety — and with a smile, half-responsive, on his own unaccustomed lips, he had learned from her in the same instant, that the man he had almost ceased to remember was honestly in love with her.

And suddenly he knew that he hated and that he should strike, and that there could be no comparison in perfection between hatred and what perhaps was love.

Sometimes, at night, lying on the studio couch, he found himself still hesitating. Could Graylock be reached after death? Was it possible? If he broke his word after Graylock was dead could he still strike and reach him through the woman for whose sake he, Graylock, was going to step out of things?

That occupied his mind continually, now. Was there anybody who could tell him about such matters? Did clergymen really know whether the soul survived? And if it did, and if truly there were a hell, could a living man add anything to its torments for his enemys benefit?

One day the janitor, lingering, ventured to ask Drene whether he was feeling quite well.

Yes said Drene, I am well.

The janitor spoke of his not eating. And, as Drene said nothing, he mentioned the fact that Drene had not set foot outside his own quarters in many weeks.

Drene nodded: I expect to go for a walk this evening.

But he did not. He lay on his couch, eyes open in the darkness, wondering what Graylock was doing, how he lived, what occupied his days.

What were the nights of a condemned man like? Did Graylock sleep? Did he suffer? Was the suspense a living death to him? Had he ever suspected him, Drene, of treachery after he, Graylock, had fulfilled his final part of the bargain.

For a long time, now, a fierce curiosity concerning what Graylock was thinking and doing had possessed Drene. What does a man, who is in good physical health, do, when he is at liberty to compute to the very second how many seconds of life remain for him?

Drenes sick brain ached with the problem day and night.

In November the snow fell. Drene had not been out except in imagination.

Day after day, in imagination, he had followed Graylock, night after night, slyly, stealthily, shirking after him through busy avenues at midday, lurking by shadowy houses at midnight, burning to see what expression this man wore, what was imprinted on his features; — obsessed by a desire to learn what he might be thinking — with death drawing nearer.

But Drene, in the body, had never stirred from his own chilly room — a gaunt, fierce-eyed thing, unkempt, half-clothed, huddled all day in his chair brooding above his bitten nails, or flung starkly across his couch at night staring at the stars through the dirty crust of glass above.

One night in December when the stars were all staring steadily back at him, and his thoughts were out somewhere in the darkness following his enemy, he heard somebody laughing in the room.

For a while he lay very still, listening; but when he realized that the laughter was his own he sat up, pressing his temples between hot and trembling fingers.

It seemed to silence the laughter: terror subsided to a tremulous apprehension — as though he had been on the verge of something horrible sinking into it for a moment — but had escaped.

Again he found himself thinking of Graylock, and presently he laughed; then frightened, checked himself. But his fevered brain had been afire too long; he lay fighting with his thoughts to hold them in leash lest they slip out into the night like blood hounds on the trail of the man they had dogged so long.

Trembling, terrified, he set his teeth in his bleeding lip, and clenched his gaunt fists: He could not hold his thoughts in leash; could not control the terrifying laughter; hatred blazed like hell-fire scorching the soul in him, searing his aching brain with flames which destroy.

In the darkness he struggled blindly to his feet; and he saw the stars through the glass roof all ablaze in the midnight sky; saw the infernal flicker of pale flames in the obscurity around him, heard a voice calling for help — his own voice — 

Then something stirred in the darkness; he listened, stared, striving to pierce the obscurity with fevered eyes.

Long since the cloths that swathed the clay figures in the studio had dried out unnoticed by him. He gazed from one to another, holding his breath. Then his eyes rested upon the altar piece, fell on the snowy foot, were lifted inch by inch along the marble folds upward slowly to the slim and child-like hands — 

Oh, God! he whispered, knowing he had gone mad at last.

For, under the carven fingers, the marble folds of the robe over the heart were faintly glowing from some inward radiance. And, as he reeled forward and dropped at the altar foot, lifting his burning eyes, he saw the child-like head bend toward him from the slender neck — saw that the eyes were faintly blue — 

Mother of God! he screamed, my mind is dying — my mind is dying! ... We were boys, he and I.... Let God judge him.... Let him be judged... mercifully.... I am worse than he.... There is no hell. I have striven to fashion one — I have desired to send him thither — Mother of God — Cecile—

Under his fevered eyes he was confusing them, now, and he sank down close against the pedestal and laid his f ace against her small cold foot.

I am sick, he rambled on— and very tired.... We were boys together, Cecile.... When I am in my right mind I would not harm him.... He was so handsome and daring. There was nothing he dared not do.... So young, and straight, and daring.... I would not harm him. Or you, Cecile.... Only I am sick, burning out, with only a crippled mind left — from being badly hurt — It never got well. ... And now it is dying of its hurt — Cecile! — Mother of God! — before it dies I do forgive him — and ask forgiveness — for Christs sake—

Toward noon the janitor broke in the door.


VII
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IT WAS LATE in December before Drene opened his eyes in his right senses. He unclosed them languidly, gazed at the footboard of his bed, then, around at the four shabby walls of his room.

Cecile? he said, distinctly.

The girl who had been watching him laid aside her sewing, rose, and bent over him. Suddenly her pale face flushed and one hand flew to her throat.

Dearest? he said, inquiringly.

Then down on her knees fell the girl, and groped for his wasted hand and laid her cheek on it, crying silently.

As for Drene, he lay there, his hollow eyes roaming from wall to wall. At last he turned his head on the pillow and looked down at her.

The next day when he opened his eyes from a light sleep his skin was moist and cool and he managed to move his hand toward hers as she bent over him.

I want — Graylock, he whispered. The girl flushed, bent nearer, gazing at him intently.

Graylock, he repeated.

Not now, she murmured, not today. Rest for a while.

Please, he said, looking up at her trustfully— Graylock. Now.

When you are well—

I am — well. Please, dear.

For a while she continued sitting there on the side of his bed, his limp hands in hers, her lips pressed against them. But he never took his eyes from her, and in them she saw only the same wistful expression, unchanging, trustful that she would do his bidding.

So at last she went into the studio and wrote a note to Graylock. It was late. She went downstairs to the janitors quarters where there was a messenger call. But no messenger came probably Christmas day kept them busy. Perhaps, too, some portion of the holiday was permitted them, for it was long after dinner and the full tide of gaiety in town was doubtless at its flood.

So she waited until it was plain that no messenger was coming; then she rose from the chair and stood gazing out into the wintry darkness through the dirty basement window. Clocks were striking eleven.

As she turned to go her eye fell upon the telephone. She hesitated. But the memory of Drenes eyes, their wistfulness and trust decided her.

After a little waiting she got Graylocks apartment. A servant asked her to hold the wire.

After an interval she recognized Graylocks voice at the telephone, pleasant, courteous, serenely wishing her the happiness of the season.

What are you doing this Christmas night? she asked. Surely you are not all alone there at home?

I am rather too old for anything else, he said.

But what are you doing? Reading?

As a matter of fact, he said, I happened to be cleaning an automatic revolver when you called up.

What a gay employment for Christmas night! Is that your idea of celebrating?

There happens to be nothing else for me to do tonight.

But there is. You are requested to make a call.

On whom? he asked, quietly.

On Mr. Drene.

For a full minute he remained silent, although she spoke to him twice, thinking the connection might have been interrupted. Then his voice came, curiously altered:

Who asked that of me?

Mr. Drene.

Mr. Drene is very ill, I hear.

He is convalescent.

Did he ask you to call me?

Certainly.

Then — you are with him?

Yes.

Where?

In his apartment. I came downstairs to the janitors rooms. I am telephoning from there what he wished me to ask you.

After a pause Graylock said: Is his mind perfectly clear?

Perfectly, now.

He asked for me?

Yes. Will you come?

He asked for me? Tonight? At eleven oclock?

She said: I dont think he knows even what month it is. He has only been conscious for a day or two. Had he known it was Christmas night perhaps he might not have disturbed you. But — will you come?

I am afraid it is too late — to-night.

Tomorrow, then? Shall I tell him?

There was a silence. She repeated the question. But Graylocks reply was inaudible and she thought he said good-bye instead of good night.

Somewhere in the rear of the basement the janitor and his family and probably all his relatives were celebrating. A fiddle squeaked in there; there was a steady tumult of voices and laughter.

The girl stood a while listening, a slight smile on her lips. Blessed happiness had come to her in time for Christmas — a strange and heavenly happiness, more wonderful than when a life is spared to one who loves, for it had been more than the mere life of this man she had asked of God: it had been his mind.

He lay asleep when she entered and stood by the shaded lamp, looking down at him.

After a while she seated herself and took up her sewing. But laid it aside again as there came a low knocking at the door.

Drene opened his eyes as Graylock entered all alone and stood still beside the bed looking down at him. In the studio Cecile moved about singing under her breath. They both heard her.

Drene nodded weakly. After a moment he made the effort to speak:

I am trying to get well — to start again — better — live more — nobly. ... Take your chance, too.

If you wish, Drene.

Yes. I was not — very — well. I had been ill — very — a long while ... And you are not to clean the automatic.... Only your own-soul.... Ask help.... Youll get it..... I did.... And — all that is true — what we believed — as boys.... I know. Ive seen. And its all true — all true — what we believed — as little boys.

He looked up at Graylock, then closed his eyes with the shadow of a smile in them.

Good-bye — Jack, he whispered.

Graylocks mouth quivered, his lips moved in speech; and perhaps Drene heard and understood, for he opened his eyes and looked once more at his boyhood friend.

Somewhere — somebody will straighten out — all this, he murmured, closing his eyes again: We cant; we can only try — to straighten out — ourselves.

Graylock looked down at him in silence, then, tall and heavily erect, he turned away.

Cecile met him from the studio.

Good night, she said, offering her hand.... And a happy Christmas.... I hope you will not be lonely.

He took her hand, gravely, thanked her, and went his way forever.

For a few minutes she lingered in the doorway connecting Drenes bedroom with the studio. She held a sprig of holly.

After a little while he opened his eyes and looked at her, and, smiling, she came forward to the bedside.

It was a terrible dream, he whispered— all those years. But it was a dream.

You must dream no more.

No. Come nearer.

She rested on the beds edge beside him and laid one hand on his. The other held the holly, but he did not notice it until she offered it.

Dear, she whispered, it is Christmas night. And you did not even know it.

Suddenly the tears he had not known for years burned in his eyes, and he closed them, trembling, awed by the mercy of God that had been vouchsafed to him at the eleventh hour, else he had slain his soul.

After a while he felt her lips touching his brow. And now silent in the spell of the dream that invaded her — the exquisite vision of wifehood — she sat motionless with childlike eyes lost in thought.

Once more he turned his head and looked at her. Then her slender neck bent, and he saw that her eyes were divinely blue — 

Cecile! — he faltered— Madonna inviolate!... The woman — between — friends—

THE END


Who Goes There!
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WHO GOES THERE!

Not with indifferent or with flippant hand
Draw the curtains corner to disclose
A rose, a leaf, a path through this sad land
Untrampled yet by foes.

Out of the Past — the Hearts last Hermitage — 
A wistful Phantom glides to me again
Here where I pace that solitary cage
They call, The World of Men.
In vain she mirrors me the Golden Age;
Vain is her Voice of Spring in wood and glen;
The winter sunlight falls across my page
Gilding a broken pen.

Withered the magic gardens which were mine;
Eden, in embers, blackens in the sun;
Rooting amid crushed roses the Wild Swine
Still root, and spare not one.

Village and spire and scented forest path,
Pastures and brooks, meadows and hills and fens
Heard not the secret whispering in Gath
There where the Gray Boar dens,
Till burst his dreadful clamour on the Rhine
And all the World shrank deafened by the roar
Aghast before the out-rush of Wild Swine
Led by the great Gray Boar.

Fallen the cloud-capped castles which were mine;
Cities in ashes whiten in the sun;
Rending the ruined shrines, the Rhenish Swine
Still rend, and spare not one.


PREFACE
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THE CROWN PRINCE is partly right; the majority in the world is against him and what he stands for; but not against Germany and the Germans.

He professes surprise at the attitude of the United States. That attitude is the natural result of various causes among which are the following:

Distrust of any aggressor by a nation inclined toward peace.

Disgust at the scrap of paper episode.

Resentment at the invasion of Belgium.

Contempt for the Imperial Government which is industriously screwing the last penny of indemnity out of a ruined nation, which the people of the United States are taxing their private means to keep from starvation.

Further back there are other reasons.

For thirty years the press of Germany has seldom missed an opportunity to express its contempt for Americans. Any American who has ever lived in Germany or who has read German newspapers during the last thirty years is aware of the tone of the German press concerning America and Americans. No innuendoes have been too vulgar, no sneers too brutal for the editors of these papers, and, presumably for the readers.

Also Americans do not forget the attitude of the Imperial Government during the Spanish war. The bad manners of a German Admiral are bearing fruit.

Imperialism we Americans do not understand, but it need not make us unfriendly to empires.

But we do understand when manners are bad, or when a military caste, which maintains its traditions of personal honour by violence, becomes arrogant to the point of brutality.

A false notion of personal honour is alone enough to prevent a sympathetic understanding between two peoples.

America is not an enemy to Germany, only is it inexorably opposed to any Government which breaks faith; and which enthrones above all other gods the god of violence.

For the German soldiers who are dying in this Hohenzollern-Hapsburg war we have only sympathy and pity. We know they are as brave as any soldiers; that cruelty in the German Army is in no greater proportion than it is in any army.

But also we know that the cause of Imperial Germany is wrong; her civilization is founded on propositions impossible for any American to accept; her aims, ambitions, and ideals antagonistic to the progress to communal and individual liberty as we understand the terms. And that settles the matter for us.


CHAPTER I

IN THE MIST
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THEY HAD SELECTED for their business the outer face of an old garden wall. There were red tiles on the coping; dusty roadside vines half covered the base. Where plaster had peeled off a few weather-beaten bricks showed. Bees hummed in the trampled herbage.

Against this wall they backed the first six men. One, a mere boy, was crying, wiping his frightened eyes on his shirt-sleeve.

The dry crash of the volley ended the matter; all the men against the wall collapsed. Presently one of them, the boy who had been crying, moved his arm in the grass. A rifle spoke instantly, and he moved no more.

There came a low-spoken word of command, the firing squad shouldered rifles, wheeled, and moved off; and out of the sea-grey masses of infantry another squad of execution came marching up, smartly.

A dozen men, some in sabots, trousers, and dirty collarless shirts, some in well-cut business suits and straw hats, and all with their wrists tied behind them, stood silently awaiting their turns. One among them, a young man wearing a golf-cap, knickerbockers, heather-spats, and an absolutely colourless face, stood staring at the tumbled heaps of clothing along the foot of the wall as though stupified.

Six peasants went first; the men more smartly attired were to wait a little longer it appeared.

The emotionless and methodical preparations, the brisk precision of the operation, the cheerful celerity of the firing squad made it the more terrifying, stunning the victims to immobility.

The young man in the golf-cap and knickerbockers clenched his tied hands. Not an atom of colour remained in cheeks or lips, and he stood with face averted while the squad of execution was busy with its business.

There seemed to be some slight disorder along the wall — a defiant voice was raised hoarsely cursing all Germans; another, thin and hysterical, cheered for Belgium and the young King. Also this firing squad must have aimed badly, for bayonet and rifle-butt were used afterward and some delay occurred; and an officer, revolver swinging, prowled along the foot of the wall, kicking inquiringly at the dead heaps of heavy flesh that had collapsed there.

Houses lining the single village street began to leak smoke; smoke writhed and curled behind closed window-panes. Here and there a mounted Uhlan forced his big horse up on the sidewalk and drove his lance butt through the window glass.

Already the street was swimming in thin strata of smoke; the sea-grey uniforms of the German infantry seemed part of the haze; only the faces of the soldiery were visible — faces without bodies, thousands of flat, detached faces, thousands of little pig eyes set in a blank and foggy void. And over everything in the close, heavy air brooded the sour stench of a sweat-soaked, unwashed army.

A third squad of execution came swinging up, apparently out of nowhere, their heavy half-boots clumping in unison on the stony street.

The young man in the golf-cap and knickerbockers heard them coming and bit his bloodless lip.

After a moment the rhythm of the heavy boots ceased. The street became very silent, save where window glass continually fell tinkling to the sidewalk and the feathery whisper of flames became more audible from within the row of empty houses.

The young man lifted his eyes to the sombre and sunless sky. High up there above the mist and heavy bands of smoke he saw the feathery tops of tall trees, motionless.

Presently through the silence came the clatter of hoofs; Uhlans cantered past, pennons whipping from lance heads; then a soft two-toned bugle-call announced an automobile; and presently it loomed up, huge, through the parted ranks of the infantry, a great grey, low-purring bulk, slowing, halting, still purring.

A grey-clad general officer sat in the tonneau, a grey-uniformed hussar was seated beside the grey-liveried chauffeur.

As the car stopped several officers were already beside the running-board, halted stiffly at attention. The general officer, his cigar between his gloved fingers, leaned over the edge of the tonneau and said something in a very quiet voice.

Instantly a slim, stiff infantry captain saluted, wheeled sharply, and walked straight to the little file of prisoners who stood with their wrists tied behind their backs, looking vacantly at the automobile.

Which is the prisoner-hostage who says he is American? he snapped out in his nasal Prussian voice.

The young man who wore a golf-cap took a short step forward, hesitated.

You?

Yes.

Fall in again!

The officer nodded to a sergeant of infantry, and a squad of men shoved the prisoners into single file, facing not the fatal wall, but westward, along the street.

March! said somebody. And the next moment again: Halt! rang out with the snapping brevity of a cracked whip. The general officer leaned from the grey tonneau and looked steadily along the file of hostages until his glance fell upon the young man in the golf-cap.

What is your name? he asked quietly in English.

My name is Guild.

The rest?

Kervyn Guild.

You say you are American?

Yes.

The general officer looked at him for a moment longer, then said something to the hussar aide-de-camp.

The aide threw open the car door and jumped out. A lieutenant took command of the escort. The hussar whispered instructions, turned and came to attention beside the running-board, then, at a nod from the general officer, jumped up beside the chauffeur. There came the soft-toned, mellow warning of the bugle; the grey machine glided off into the mist; the prisoners and escort followed it, marching briskly.

As they passed the end of the street two houses on their right suddenly roared up in one vast, smoke-shot tower of flame, and a brassy glare lighted up the mist around them.

Somewhere near by a woman began to scream; farther down the street, more windows and doors were being beaten in. From farther away, still, came the strains of military music, resonant, full, magnificent. A detail passed with spades to bury the dead who lay under the wall. All was order, precision, and cheerful despatch. The infantry column, along the halted flanks of which the prisoners were now being marched, came to attention. Company after company marked time, heavily; shouldered rifles. Uhlans in file came spurring through the centre of the street; a cyclist followed, rifle slung across his back, sitting at ease on his machine and gazing curiously about.

Out of the end of the village street marched the prisoners and their escort, but presently halted again.

Directly in front of them stood the grey automobile drawn up by the roadside before a pair of iron gates. The gates swung from high stucco walls. On top of the walls were soldiers sitting, rifle on knee; a machine gun commanded the drive, and across the gravel more soldiers were digging a trench, setting posts, and stringing barbed wire which they unwound from great wooden reels.

Through the gates escort and prisoners threaded their way, across a lawn already trampled by cavalry, and straight on toward a pleasant looking and somewhat old-fashioned house set amid older trees and shrubbery, badly broken.

Half a dozen grey-clad staff officers were eating and drinking on the low stone terrace; their horses picketed on the lawn, nibbled the crushed shrubbery. Sentries pacing the terrace and on guard at the door came to attention as the lieutenant in charge of the escort marched his prisoners in.

At a word from him an infantryman went from prisoner to prisoner untying the cords that bound their wrists behind them. Then they were marched into an old-fashioned drawing-room on the left, sentries were placed, the remainder of the escort sat down on the floor with their loaded rifles on their laps and their backs against the wall. Their officer, the lieutenant, walked across the hallway to the room on the left, where the sentry admitted him, then closed the door and resumed his heavy pacing of the black-tiled hall.

The sergeant in charge of the escort lifted his helmet with its grey-cloth covering, scratched his bullet head, yawned. Then he said, jerking a huge thumb toward the drawing-room: Theres a good wall in the garden behind the house. Theyll make the fruit grow all the better — these Belgians.

The lieutenant, coming out of the room opposite, overheard him.

What your crops need, he said in a mincing Berlin voice, is plenty of good English filth to spade under. See that you bring in a few cart-loads.

And he went into the drawing-room where the prisoners stood by the windows looking out silently at a great pall of smoke which was hanging over the village through which they had just been marched.

Which of you is the alleged American? said the lieutenant in hesitating but correct English.

The young man in knickerbockers rose from a brocaded armchair.

Follow me. General von Reiter does you the honour to question you.

The young man looked the lieutenant straight in the eye and smiled, stiffly perhaps, because his face was still pallid and the breath of death still chilled it.

The honour, he said in an agreeably modulated voice, is General von Reiters. But I fear he wont realize it.

Whats that! said the lieutenant sharply.

But young Guild shrugged his shoulders. You wouldnt understand either. Besides you are too talkative for an underling. Do your duty — if you know how.

Swine of a Yankee, said the lieutenant, speaking slowly and with painful precision, do you suppose you are in your own sty of a Republic? Silence! A Prussian officer commands you! March!

Guild dropped his hands into the pockets of his belted jacket. You little shrimp, he said good humouredly, and followed the officer, who had now drawn his sword.

Out into the hall they filed, across it to the closed door. The sentry on duty there opened it; the lieutenant, very red in the face, delivered his prisoner, then, at a nod from the grey-clad officer who was sitting behind a writing desk, saluted, faced about, and marched out. The door closed sharply behind him.




CHAPTER II

THE MAN IN GREY
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YOUNG GUILD LOOKED steadily at the man in grey, and the man in grey gazed as steadily back from behind his desk.

He was a man of forty-five, lean, well built, blond, and of regular features save that his cheek-bones were a trifle high, which seemed to crowd his light blue eyes, make them narrower, and push them into a very slight slant. He had the well-groomed aspect of a Prussian officer, dry of skin, clean-shaven save for the mustache en croc, which his bony but powerful and well-kept hands absently caressed at intervals.

His forehead was broad and benevolent, but his eyes modified the humanity and his mouth almost denied it — a mouth firm without shrewdness, not bad, not cruel for the sake of cruelty, yet moulded in lines which promised no hope other than that iron justice which knows no mercy.

Mr. Guild?

Yes, General.

General von Reiter folded his bony hands and rested them on the blotter.

You say that you are American?

Yes.

How came you to be among the Yslemont hostages?

I was stopping at the Hotel Poste when the Uhlans and cyclists suddenly appeared. The captain of Uhlans took the Burgomaster with whom I had been playing chess, myself, the notary, and other leading citizens.

Did you tell him you are American?

Yes. But he paid no attention.

Had you a passport?

Yes.

Other papers to establish your identity?

A few business letters from New York. They read them, but told me they were of no use to me.

Why did you not communicate with your nearest Consul or with the American Minister in Brussels?

They refused me the use of telephone and telegraph. They said that I am Belgian and properly liable to be taken as hostage for the good behaviour of Yslemont.

General von Reiters hand was lifted meditatively to his mustache. He said: What happened after you were refused permission to communicate with the American representatives?

We were all in the dining-room of the Hotel Poste under guard. At the Burgomasters dictation I was writing out a proclamation warning the inhabitants of Yslemont not to commit any act of violence against the German soldiery and explaining that we were held as hostages for their good behaviour and that a shot fired at a German meant a dead wall and a squad of execution for us and the destruction of Yslemont for them— He flushed, hesitated.

Continue, said the general.

While I was still writing the shots were fired. We all went to the window and we saw Uhlans galloping across the fields after some peasants who were running into the woods. Afterward two stretchers came by with Germans lying in them. After that an officer came and cursed us and the soldiers tied our hands behind our backs. We sat there in the dining-room until the Uhlans came riding into the street with their prisoners tied by ropes to their saddles. Then a major of infantry came into the dining-room and read our sentence to us. Then they marched us out into the fog.

The general crossed his spurred boots under the desk and lay back in his chair, looking at Guild all the while.

So you are American, Mr. Guild?

Yes, General.

In business in New York?

Yes.

What business?

Real estate.

Where?

Union Square, West.

What is the name of the firm in which you are associated?

Guild and Darrel.

Is that your partners name?

Yes. Henry Darrel.

Why are you here in Belgium?

I was making a foot tour in the Ardennes.

Your business vacation?

Yes. I was to meet my partner in Luxembourg and return to New York with him.

You and your partner are both absent from New York at the same time?

Yes.

How is that?

Real estate in New York is quiet. There is practically no business now.

The general nodded. Yes, he said, much of what you tell me has been corroborated. In the Seegard Regiment of Infantry Number 569 you were recognized by several non-commissioned officers and men while you stood with the hostages awaiting — ah — justice, he added drily.

Recognized? repeated Guild.

The soldiers who recognized you had served in New York hotels as clerks or waiters, I believe. The captain of that company, in consequence, very properly reported the matter to Colonel von Eschbach, who telephoned to me. And I am here to consider the matter.

Then, folding his arms and looking hard at Guild out of narrowing eyes that began to slant again:

The hostages of Yslemont have justly forfeited their lives. Two of my officers have been murdered there in the streets. The law is plain. Is there any reason why these hostages should not pay the proper penalty?

The Burgomaster was in the act of dictating — —

He should have dictated faster!

These gentlemen did not fire the shots — —

But those over whom they exercised authority did!

Guild fell silent and his features paled a little. The general watched him in silence for a moment and an inquiring expression came into his narrow eyes.

Well? he said at length.

Guild lifted his eyes.

Well, sir, repeated the general. I have said that there is no reason why the hostages taken at Yslemont should not be turned over to the squad of execution outside there in the hallway.

I heard you say it.

The general looked at him curiously. You have nothing to say?

No.

Not for yourself?

No.

As a matter of fact, Mr. Guild, what was your ultimate object in passing through Yslemont?

I have already told you that I had intended to make a foot tour through the Three Ardennes.

Had intended?

Yes.

Was that still your intention when you were made prisoner?

After a moments hesitation: No, said Guild in a low voice.

You altered your plan?

Yes.

You decided to employ your vacation otherwise?

Yes.

How?

I decided to enlist, said Guild. He was very white, now.

Enlist?

Yes.

In the British army?

The Belgian.

Oh! So now you do not remind me that, as an American, you claim exemption from the execution of the sentence?

I have said enough, replied Guild. A slight colour showed over his cheek-bones.

If I shoot the Burgomaster and the notary and the others in there, ought I to let you go — on your own representations?

I have said enough, repeated Guild.

Oh! So you refuse to plead any particular exemption on account of your nationality?

No answer.

And you, by your silence, permit yourself to be implicated in the responsibility of your fellow-hostages?

No reply.

Why? — Mr. Guild. Is it, perhaps, after all because you are not an American in the strictest sense of that often misused term?

There was no response.

You were born in America?

Yes.

Your father, perhaps, was born there?

Yes.

Oh! And his father?

No.

Oh! You are, I see, quite candid, Mr. Guild.

Yes, when necessary.

I see. Very well, then. Where do you get your Christian name, Kervyn? Is it an American name?

No.

The name, Guild — is that an American name?

Yes.

But — is it your name?

Yes.

Was it, by chance, ever spelled a little differently — in times gone by, Mr. Guild?

Yes.

Oh! And how, in times gone by, was it spelled by your — grandfather?

Guild looked him calmly in the eyes. It was spelled Gueldres, he said.

I see, I see. That is interesting. Gueldres, Kervyn Gueldres. Why, it sounds almost Belgian. Let me see — if I remember — there was such a family inscribed in the Book of Gold. There was even a Kervyn of Gueldres — a count, was he not? — Comte dYvoir — Count of Yvoir, Hastière, and Lesse. Was he not — this Kervyn of Gueldres, many, many years ago?

I congratulate General von Reiter on his memory for such unimportant history as that of Belgium, said Guild, reddening.

Oh, we Germans are studious in our youth — and thorough. Nothing is too unimportant to ignore and — he smiled grimly— nothing is too vast for us to undertake — and accomplish.

He lifted his hand to his mustache again. Mr. Guild, he said, at the elections in America you — ah — vote of course?

No.

What?

Guild remained silent.

The general, stroking his mustache, said pleasantly: The Belgian nobility always interested me; it is so exclusive and there are so few families of the classe noble. Except for those ten families who are independent of Court favour — like the Croys and De Lignes — there seem to be only about thirty families who possess the privileges of the Golden Book. Is this not so?

General von Reiter appears to know.

The general seemed gratified at this corroboration of his own memory. And, he went on amiably, this Belgian nobility is a real nobility. Once of it, always a part of it. And, too, its code is so rigid, so inexorably precise that it seems almost Prussian. For example, the code of the Belgian aristocracy permits none of its members to go into any commercial business, any trade — even forbids an entry into high finance. Only the Church and Army are open to it; and in the Army only the two Guides regiments and the Lancers are permitted to young men of the aristocracy. He gazed almost mildly at the young man: You are in business, you tell me?

Yes.

Oh! Then of course you have never been a soldier.

Guild was silent.

Have you ever served in the army?

Yes.

Really! In what American regiment have you served?

In a militia regiment of cavalry — the 1st New York.

How interesting. And — you have never served in the regular army?

N— but Guild hesitated.

General von Reiter watched him intently.

Did you reply in the negative, Mr. Guild?

No, I did not reply at all.

Oh! Then would you be good enough to reply?

If — you insist.

I insist.

Very well, said Guild, reddening, then I have served in the — Belgian army.

The general nodded without surprise: In what regiment?

In the first regiment of Guides.

You came from America to do this?

Yes.

When?

When I became of military age.

Noblesse oblige?

No reply.

In other words, you are an American with all the Belgian aristocracys sense of responsibility to race and tradition. You are a good American, but there are inherited instincts which sent you back to serve two years with the colours — to serve a country which for ten hundred years your race has defended. And — the Guides alone was open to a Gueldres — where, in America, a Guild was free to choose. Monsieur, you are Belgian; and, as a Belgian, you were properly seized as a hostage and properly sentenced to pay the penalty for the murderous misbehaviour of your own people! I approve the sentence. Have you anything to say?

No.

The general regarded him closely, then rose, came around the end of the desk, walked across the room and halted directly in front of Guild.

So you see there is no chance for you, he said, staring hard at him.

Guild managed to control his voice and speak clearly: I see, he said.

Suppose, said von Reiter, still staring at him, I ask you to do me a favour?

Guilds face was marble, but he managed to force a smile: You ask a favour of a prisoner a few moments before his execution?

I do. Will you grant it?

What is it?

Nothing dishonourable to a good — American.

That is not enough; and you know it.

Very well. I shall tell you then. I have a daughter in England. I cant get her away from England — I cant get word to her. I— suddenly his dry, blond features twitched, but instantly the man had them under iron control again, and he cleared his throat: She is in England near London. We are at war with England. I want my daughter out of the country. I cant get her out. Go and get her for me!

For a full minute the two men gazed at each other in silence. Then von Reiter said: I know enough of you. If you say youll do it Ill free the Burgomaster and the others in there— he jerked his bony thumb toward the hallway outside— If you say youll do it — if you say youll go to England, now, and find my daughter, and bring her here to me — or conduct her to whatever point I designate, Ill not have those men shot; Ill not burn the rest of Yslemont; Ill see that you are conducted to the Dutch frontier unmolested after you carry out your engagements with me. Will you do it?
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If you say youll do it, ... Ill not have those men shot

Guild met his intent gaze with a gaze as searching:

What is your daughters name?

Her name is Karen.

Where am I to find her?

Thirty miles out of London at Westheath. She is known there as Karen Girard.

What! said Guild sharply.

She chose to be so known in her profession.

Her profession?

She has been on the stage — against my wishes. She is preparing herself further — contrary to my wishes. Until she disassociates herself from that profession she will not use the name of von Reiter.

Guild nodded slowly: That is why your daughter is known as Karen Girard?

That is why. She is a young girl — nineteen. She went to school in her mothers country, Denmark. She imbibed notions there — and, later, in England among art students and others. It is the well-born who succumb most easily to nonsense once the discipline is relaxed. She has had her way in spite of my authority. Now it is time for such insubordination to cease. I wish to have my daughter back. I cannot get her. You are — American — to all intents and purposes, and you would be under no suspicion in England. Your appearance, your speech, your manners all are above suspicion. You can do this. I have made up my mind concerning you, and I trust you. Will you go to England, find my daughter and bring her back to me here; or, if I am ordered elsewhere, will you escort her to my country place in Silesia which is called Rehthal?

Suppose I do not find her? Suppose I fail?

You will return here and report to me.

If I fail and I return here and report my failure, does that mean the execution of the gentlemen in the drawing-room yonder?

It does.

And the destruction of Yslemont?

Absolutely.

And— the young man smiled— incidentally it means my own execution, does it not?

It does.

They gazed at each other with intense interest.

Under such circumstances do you think Ill come back if I am not successful? inquired the younger man.

I am satisfied that you will return if you say you will.

Return to face my own execution? repeated Guild, curiously. You believe that of me? — of a man about whom you know nothing — a man who — his animated features suddenly darkened and he caught his breath a moment, then— a man who considers your nation a barbarous one, your rulers barbarians, your war inexcusable, your invasion of this land the vilest example of treachery and dishonour that the world has ever witnessed — you still believe that such a man might consider himself bound to return here if unsuccessful and face one of your murdering platoons? Do you? he repeated, the slightest intonation of violence beginning to ring in the undertones of his voice.

Von Reiters dry, blond features had become greyer and more set. His light blue eyes never left the other; behind their pale, steady scrutiny he seemed to be considering every word.

He drew in his breath, slowly; his very thin lips receded for a moment, then the fixed tranquillity returned.

We Germans, he said drily, care nothing for what Europe may think of us or say about us. Perhaps we are vandals, Goths, Huns — whatever you call them. Perhaps we are barbarians. I think we are! For we mean to scour the old world clean of its rottenness — cauterize it, cut out the old sores of a worn-out civilization, scrape its surface clean of the parasite nations. ... And, if fire be necessary to burn out the last traces— His light blue eyes glimmered a very reflection of the word— then let fire pass. It has passed, before — Gods Angel of the Flaming Sword has returned again to lead us! What is a cathedral or two — or pictures or foolish statues — or a million lives? Yes, if you choose, we are barbarians. And we intend to plow under the accumulated decay of the whole world, and burn up its rubbish and found our new world on virgin earth. Yes, we are barbarians. And our Emperor is a barbarian. And God, who creates with one hand and destroys with the other — God — autocrat of material creation, inexorable Over-Lord of ultimate material annihilation, is the greatest barbarian of all! Under His orders we are moving. In His name we annihilate! Amen!

A dead silence ensued. And after it had lasted a little while the tall Prussian lifted his hand absently to his mustache and touched it caressingly.

I am satisfied, whatever your opinion may be of me or of my people, that you will return if you say you will, successful or otherwise. I promise you immunity if you return with my daughter; I promise you a wall and a file of men if you return unsuccessful. But, in either event, I am satisfied that you will return. Will you go?

Yes, said Guild, thoughtfully. They stood for a moment longer, the young man gazing absently out of the window toward the menacing smoke pall which was increasing above Yslemont.

You promise not to burn the remainder of the village? he asked, turning to look at von Reiter.

I promise not to burn it if you keep your promise.

Ill try.... And the Burgomaster, notary, magistrate, and the others are to be released?

If you do what I ask.

Very well. Its worth trying for. Give me my credentials.

You need no written ones. Letters are unsafe. You will go to my daughter, who has leased a small cottage at Westheath. You will say to her that you come from me; that the question which she was to decide on the first of November must be decided sooner, and that when she arrives at Rehthal in Silesia she is to telegraph me through the General Staff of her arrival. If I can obtain leave to go to Silesia I shall do so. If not, I shall telegraph my instructions to her.

Will that be sufficient for your daughter to place her confidence in a man absolutely strange to her and accompany that man on a journey of several days? asked Guild, slightly astonished.

Not quite sufficient, said von Reiter, his dry, blond visage slightly relaxing.

He drew a rather plain ring from his bony finger: See if you can wear that, he said. Does it fit you?

Guild tried it on. Well enough.

Is there any danger of its slipping off?

Guild tried it on another finger, which it fitted snugly.

It looks like any other plain gold ring, he remarked.

Her name is engraved inside.

Karen?

Karen.

There came a short pause. Then: Do you know London? asked von Reiter.

Passably.

Oh! You are likely to require a touring car. Youll find it difficult to get. May I recommend the Edmeston Agency? Its about the only agency, now, where any gasoline at all is obtainable. The Edmeston Agency. I use it when I am in London. Ask for Mr. Louis Grätz.

After a moment he added, My chauffeur brought your luggage, rücksack, stick, and so forth, from Yslemont. You will go to the enemies lines south of Ostend in my car. One of my aides-de-camp will accompany you and show you a letter of instructions before delivering you to the enemies flag of truce. You will read the letter, learn it by heart, and return it to my aide, Captain von Klipper.

There is a bedroom above. Go up there. Food will be sent you. Get what sleep you can, because you are to leave at sunrise. Is this arrangement agreeable to you — Monsieur le Comte de Gueldres?

Perfectly, General Baron von Reiter.

Also. Then I have the honour to wish you good night and a pleasant sleep.

I thank you and I have the honour to wish you the same, said Guild, bowing pleasantly.

General von Reiter stood aside and saluted with stiff courtesy as the young man passed out.

A few moments later a regimental band somewhere along the Yslemont highway began to play Polen Blut.

If blood were the theme, they ought to have played it well enough.




CHAPTER III

TIPPERARY
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AT NOON ON the following day Kervyn Guild wrote to his friend Darrel:

Dear Harry:

Instead of joining you on the Black Erenz for the late August trout fishing I am obliged to go elsewhere.

I have had a most unpleasant experience, and it is not ended, and I do not yet know what the outcome is to be.

From the fact that I have not dated this letter it will be evident to you that I am not permitted to do so. Also you will understand that I have been caught somewhere in the war zone and that is why the name of the place from which I am writing you is omitted — by request.

We have halted for luncheon at a wayside inn — the gentleman who is kind enough to accompany me, and I — and I have obtained this benevolent gentlemans authorization to write you whatever I please as long as I do NOT

1st. Tell you where I am going.

2d. Tell you where I am.

3d. Tell you anything else that does not suit him.

And he isnt a censor at that; he is just a very efficient, polite, and rather good-looking German officer serving as aide on the staff of a certain German major-general.

Day before yesterday, after luncheon, I was playing a quiet game of chess with the Burgomaster of a certain Belgian village, and was taking a last look before setting out for Luxembourg on foot, rücksack, stick, and all, when — well, circumstances over which I had no control interrupted the game of chess. It was white to go and mate in three moves. The Burgomaster was playing black. I had him, Harry. Too bad, because he was the best player in — well in that neighbourhood. I opened with a Lopez and he replied most irregularly. It certainly was interesting. I am sorry that I couldnt mate him and analyze the game with him. However, thank Heaven, I did announce mate in three moves, and the old gentleman was still defiantly studying the situation. I admit he refused to resign.

I left that village toward evening in a large, grey automobile. I and the gentleman who still accompanies me slept fairly well that night, considering the fact that a town was on fire all around us.

In the morning we made slow progress in our automobile. Roads and fields were greenish grey with troops — a vast horde of them possessed the valleys; they enveloped the hills like fog-banks turning the whole world grey — infantry, artillery, cuirassiers, Uhlans, hussars — all mist colour from helmet to heel — and so are their waggons and guns and caissons and traction-engines and motor-cycles and armoured cars and aeroplanes.

The latter are magnificent in an artistic sense — perfect replicas of giant pigeon-hawks, circling, planing, sheering the air or sailing high, majestic as a very lammergeier, fierce, relentless, terrible.

My efficient companion who is reading this letter over my shoulder as I write it, and who has condescended to permit a ghost of a smile to mitigate, now and then, the youthful seriousness of his countenance, is not likely to object when I say to you that what I have seen of the German army on the march is astoundingly impressive.

(He smiles again very boyishly and says he doesnt object.)

Order, precision, a knowledge of the country absolutely unhesitating marks its progress. There is much singing in the infantry ranks. The men march well, their physique is fine, the cavalry are superbly mounted, the guns — (He shakes his head, so never mind the guns.)

Their regimental bands are wonderful. It is a sheer delight to listen to them. They play everything from Polen Blut and Sari, to Sousa, Tannhäuser, and A Hot Time, but I havent yet heard Tipperary. (He seems puzzled at this, but does not object.) I expect shortly to hear a band playing it. (I have to explain to my efficient companion that Tipperary is a tune which ought to take Berlin and Vienna by storm when they hear it. It takes Berlin and Vienna to really appreciate good music. He agrees with me.)

Yesterday we passed a convoy of prisoners, some were kilted. I was not permitted to speak to them — but, Oh, those wistful eyes of Scottish blue! I guess they understood, for they got all the tobacco I had left. (My companion is doubtful about this, but finally shrugs his shoulders.)

There is an awesome noise going on beyond us in — well in a certain direction. I think that all the artillery ever made is producing it. Theres practically no smoke visible against the clear blue August sky — nothing to see at all except the feathery cotton fleece of shrapnel appearing, expanding, vanishing over a hill on the horizon, and two aeroplanes circling high like a pair of mated hawks.

And all the while this earth-rocking diapason continues more terrible, more majestic than any real thunder I ever heard.

We have had luncheon and are going on. He drank five quarts of Belgian beer! I am permitted a few minutes more and he orders the sixth quart. This is what I have to say:

In case anything should go wrong with me give the enclosed note to my mother. Please see to it that everything I have goes to her. My will is in my box in our safe at the office. It is all quite clear. There should be no trouble.

I expressed my trunk to your care in Luxembourg. You wrote me that you had received it and placed it in storage to await my leisurely arrival. In case of accident to me send it to my mother.

About the business, my share in any deals now on should go to my brother. After that if you care to take George in when he comes out of Harvard it would gratify his mother and me.

Hes all to the good, you know. But dont do this if the business does not warrant it. Dont do it out of sentiment, Harry. If he promises to be of use, and if you have no other man in view, and if, as I say, business conditions warrant such an association with a view to eventual partnership, then if you care to take in George it will be all right.

He has sufficient capital, as you know. He lacks only the business experience. And he is intelligent and quick and it wont take him long.

But if you prefer somebody else dont hesitate. George is perfectly able to take care of his mother and himself.

This is all, I think. Im sorry about the August fishing on the Black Erenz. It is a lovely stream and full of trout. All Luxembourg is lovely; it is a story-book country — a real land of romance. I wish I might have seen it again. Never were such forests, such silver streams, such golden glades, such wild-flowers — never such hills, such meadows, such skies.

Well — if I come back to you, I come back. If not — good-bye, old fellow — with all it implies between friends of many years.

Say to your kind friends, the Courlands, who so graciously invited you to bring me with you to Lesse Forest, that I shall not be able to accept their delightful hospitality, and that my inability to do so must remain to me a regret as long as I live. (These guns are thundering enough to crack the very sky! I really wish I could hear some band playing Tipperary.)

Good-bye for a while — or indefinitely. Good luck to you.

Kervyn Guild.

Is that quite acceptable to you? asked Guild of the young Deaths Head hussar beside him.

Quite acceptable, replied the officer politely. But what is there remarkable in anybody drinking six quarts of beer?

Guild laughed: Here is the note that I desire to enclose with it, if I may do so. And he wrote:

Dearest:

You must not grieve too much. You have George. It could not be avoided, honourably. He and I are good Americans; we are, perhaps, something else, too. But what the Book of Gold holds it never releases; what is written there is never expunged. George must do what I did when the time comes. I would have done more — was meaning to — was on my way. Destiny has ordered it otherwise.

While I live I think always of you. And it shall be so until the last.

This letter is to be sent to you by Harry Darrel only in the event of my death.

Theres a good chance for me. But if things go wrong, then, good-bye, dearest.

Kervyn.

P. S.

Tell George that its up to him, now.

K.

He held out the letter cheerfully to the hussar, but the latter had read it, and he merely nodded in respectful silence. So Guild folded it, sealed it in an envelope, wrote on it, For my Mother in case of my death, and inclosed it in his letter to Darrel.

Any time you are ready now, he said, rising from the little enameled iron table under the arbour.

The hussar rose, clanking, and set a whistle to his lips. Then, turning: I shall have yet one more glass of beer, he said blandly, but his eyes twinkled.

The grey car rolled up in a few moments. Over it at a vast height something soared in hawk-like circles. It may have been a hawk. There was no telling at such a height.

So they drove off again amid the world-shaking din of the guns paralleling the allied lines toward the west. Ostend lay somewhere in that direction, the channel flowed beyond; beyond that crouched England — where bands were playing Tipperary — and where, perhaps, a young girl was listening to that new battle song of which the young hussar beside him had never even heard.

As the grey car hummed westward over the Belgian road, Guild thought of these things while the whole world about him was shaking with the earthquake of the guns.

Karen, he repeated under his breath, Karen Girard.

After a while sentinels began to halt them every few rods. The chauffeur unrolled two white flags and set them in sockets on either side of the hood. The hussar beside him produced a letter from his grey despatch-pouch.

General von Reiters orders, he said briefly. You are to read them now and return the letter to me before the enemies parlementaire answers our flag.

Guild took the envelope, tore it open, and read:

Orders received since our interview make it impossible for me to tell you where to find me on your return.

My country place in Silesia is apparently out of the question at present as a residence for the person you are expected to bring back with you. The inclosed clipping from a Danish newspaper will explain why. Therefore you will sail from London on Wednesday or Sunday, taking a Holland liner. You will land at Amsterdam, go by rail through Utrecht, Helmond, Halen, Maastricht. You will be expected there. If I am not there you will remain over night.

If you return from your journey alone and unsuccessful you will surrender yourself as prisoner to the nearest German post and ask the officer in charge to telegraph me.

If you return successful you shall be permitted at Eijsden to continue your journey with the person you bring with you, across the Luxembourg border to Trois Fontaines, which is just beyond the Grand Duchy frontier; and you shall then deliver the person in question to the housekeeper of the hunting lodge, Marie Bergner. The lodge is called Quellenheim, and it belongs to me. If I am not there you must remain there over night. In the morning if you do not hear from me, you are at liberty to go where you please, and your engagements vis-à-vis to me are cancelled.

von Reiter, Maj-Genl.

The inclosed newspaper clipping had been translated into French and written out in long-hand. The translation read as follows:

Russias invasion of East Prussia, Posen and Silesia has sent a wave of panic over the eastern provinces of the German Empire, if reports from Copenhagen and Stockholm are to be credited. These reports are chiefly significant as indicating that the Russian advance is progressing more rapidly than has been asserted even by despatches from Petrograd.

A correspondent of the Daily Telegraph reports from Stockholm that the whole of eastern Germany is upset by the menace of Cossack raids. He hears that a diplomatic despatch from Vienna contains information that the civilian inhabitants of Koenigsberg, East Prussia, and Breslau, in Silesia, are abandoning their homes and that only the military will remain in these strongholds.

From Copenhagen it is reported, allegedly from German sources, that Silesia expects devastation by fire and sword and that the wealthy Prussian landholders, whose immense estates cover Silesia, are leading the exodus toward the west. The military authorities have done everything possible to check the panic, fearing its hurtful influence on Germanys prospects, but have been unable to reassure the inhabitants. Many of these have seen bands of Cossacks who have penetrated a few miles over the border and their warnings have spread like a forest fire.

For a long while the young man studied the letter, reading and re-reading it, until, closing his eyes, he could repeat it word for word.

And when he was letter perfect he nodded and handed back the letter to the hussar, who pouched it.

A moment later the car ran in among a horde of mounted Uhlans, and one of their officers came galloping up alongside of the machine.

He and the hussar whispered together for a few minutes, then an Uhlan was summoned, a white cloth tied to his lance-shaft, and away he went on his powerful horse, the white flag snapping in the wind. Behind him cantered an Uhlan trumpeter.

Toward sunset the grey automobile rolled west out into open country. A vast flat plain stretched to the horizon, where the sunset flamed scarlet and rose.

But it was almost dusk before from somewhere across the plain came the faint strains of military music.

The hussars immature mustache bristled. British! he remarked. Gott in Himmel, what barbarous music!

Guild said nothing. They were playing Tipperary.

And now, through the late rays of the afterglow, an Uhlan trumpeter, sitting his horse on the road ahead, set his trumpet to his lips and sounded the parley again. Far, silvery, from the misty southwest, a British bugle answered.

Guild strained his eyes. Nothing moved on the plain. But, at a nod to the chauffeur from the hussar, the great grey automobile rolled forward, the two Uhlans walking their horses on either side.

Suddenly, east and west as far as the eye could see, trenches in endless parallels cut the plain, swarming with myriads and myriads of men in misty grey.

The next moment the hussar had passed a black silk handkerchief over Guilds eyes and was tying it rather tightly.




CHAPTER IV

BAD DREAMS
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HIS FIRST NIGHT in London was like a bad dream to him. Lying half awake on his bed, doggedly, tenaciously awaiting the sleep he needed, at intervals even on its vision-haunted borderland, but never drifting across it, he remained always darkly conscious of his errand and of his sinister predicament.

The ineffaceable scenes of the last three days obsessed him; his mind seemed to be unable to free itself. The quieter he lay, the more grimly determined he became that sleep should blot out these tragic memories for a few hours at least, the more bewildering grew the confusion in his haunted mind. Continually new details were evoked by his treacherous and insurgent memory — trifles terrible in their minor significance — the frightened boy against the wall snivelling against his ragged shirt-sleeve — the sprawling attitudes of the dead men in the dusty grass — and how, after a few moments, a mangled arm moved, blindly groping — and what quieted it.

Incidents, the petty details of sounds, of odours, of things irrelevant, multiplied and possessed him — the thin gold-rimmed spectacles on the Burgomasters nose and the honest, incredulous eyes which gazed through them at him when he announced checkmate in three moves.

Did that tranquil episode happen years ago in another and calmer life? — or a few hours ago in this?

He heard again the startling and ominous sounds of raiding cavalry even before they had become visible in the misty street — the flat slapping gallop of the Uhlans horses on the paved way, the tinkling clash of broken glass. Again the thick, sour, animal-like stench of the unwashed infantry seemed to assail and sicken him to the verge of faintness; and, half awake, he saw a world of fog set thick with human faces utterly detached from limbs and bodies — thousands and thousands of faces watching him out of thousands and thousands of little pig-like eyes.

His nerves finally drove him into motion and he swung himself out of bed and walked to the window.

His hotel was the Berkeley, and he looked out across Piccadilly into a silent, sad, unlighted city of shadows. Only a single line of lighted lamps outlined the broad thoroughfare. Crimson sparks twinkled here and there — the lights of cabs.

The great darkened Ritz towered opposite, Devonshire House squatted behind its grilles and shadowy walls on the right, and beyond the great dark thoroughfare stretched away into the night, melancholy, deserted save for the slight stirring of a policeman here and there or the passage of an automobile running in silence without lights.

He had been standing by the window for ten minutes or so, a lighted cigarette between his lips, both hands dropped into the pocket of his pyjamas, when he became aware of a slight sound — a very slight one — behind him.

He turned around and his eyes fell upon the knob of the door. Whether or not it was turning he could not determine in the dusk of the room. The only light in it came through his windows from the starry August night-sky.

After a moment he walked toward the door, bare-footed across the velvet carpet, halted, fixed his eyes on the door knob.

After a moment it began to turn again, almost imperceptibly. And, in him, every over-wrought nerve tightened to its full tension till he quivered. Slowly, discreetly, noiselessly the knob continued to turn. The door was not locked. Presently it began to open, the merest fraction of an inch at a time; then, abruptly but stealthily, it began to close again, as though the unseen intruder had caught sight of him, and Guild stepped forward swiftly and jerked the door wide open.

There was only the darkened hallway there, and a servant with a tray who said very coolly, Thanky, sir, and entered the room.

What-do-you-want? asked Guild unsteadily.

You ordered whiskey and soda for eleven oclock, sir.

I did not. Why do you try to enter my room without knocking?

I understood your orders were not to disturb you but to place the tray on the night-table beside your bed, sir.

Guild regarded him steadily. The servant, clean-shaven, typical, encountered the young mans gaze respectfully and with no more disturbance than seemed natural under the circumstances of a not unusual blunder.

Guilds nerves relaxed and he drew a deep, quiet breath.

Somebody has made a mistake, he said. I ordered nothing. And, hereafter, anybody coming to my door will knock. Is that plain?

Perfectly, sir.

Have the goodness to make it very plain to the management.

Im sorry, sir — —

You understand, now?

Certainly, sir.

Very well.... And, by the way, who on this corridor is likely to have ordered that whiskey?

Sir?

Somebody ordered it, I suppose?

Very likely the gentleman next door, sir — —

All right, said Guild quietly. Try the door while I stand here and look on.

Very good, sir.

With equanimity unimpaired the waiter stepped to the next door on the corridor, placed his tray flat on the palm of his left hand, and, with his right hand, began to turn the knob, using, apparently, every precaution to make no noise.

But he was not successful; the glassware on his tray suddenly gave out a clear, tinkling clash, and, at the same moment the bedroom door opened from within and a man in evening dress appeared dimly framed by the doorway.

Sorry, sir, said the waiter, your whiskey, sir — —

He stepped inside the room and the door closed behind him. Guild quietly waited. Presently the waiter reappeared without the tray.

Come here, motioned Guild.

The waiter said: Yes, sir, in a natural voice. Doubtless the man next door could hear it, too.

Guild, annoyed, lowered his own voice: Who is the gentleman in the next room?

A Mr. Vane, sir.

From where?

I dont know, sir.

What is he, English?

Yes sir, I believe so.

You dont happen to know his business, do you?

No, sir.

I ask — its merely curiosity. Wait a moment. He turned, picked up a sovereign from a heap of coins on his night-table and gave it to the waiter.

No need to repeat to anybody what I have asked you.

Oh, no, sir — —

All right. Listen very attentively to what I tell you. When I arrived here this afternoon I desired the management to hire for my use a powerful and absolutely reliable touring car and a chauffeur. I mentioned the Edmeston Agency and a Mr. Louis Grätz.

Half an hour later the management informed me that they had secured such a car for me from Mr. Louis Grätz at the Edmeston Agency; that I was permitted sufficient gasoline to take me from here to Westheath, back here again, and then to the docks of the Holland Steamship Company next Sunday.

Ive changed my mind. Tomorrow is Wednesday and a steamer sails from Fresh Wharf for Amsterdam. Tell the management that Ill take that steamer and that I want them to telephone the Edmeston Agency to have the car here at six oclock tomorrow morning.

Very good, sir.

Go down and tell them now. Ask them to confirm the change of orders by telephone.

Very good, sir.

A quarter of an hour later the bell tinkled in his room: Are you there, sir? Thank you, sir. The car is to be here at six oclock. What time would you breakfast, Mr. Guild?

Five. Have it served here, please.

Thank you, sir.

Guild went back to bed. Another detail bothered him now. If the man next door had ordered whiskey and soda for eleven, to be placed on the night-table beside the bed, why was he up and dressed and ready to open the door when the jingle of glassware awaited him?

Still there might be various natural explanations. Guild thought of several, but none of them suited him.

He began to feel dull and sleepy. That is the last he remembered, except that his sleep was disturbed by vaguely menacing dreams, until he awoke in the grey light of early morning, scarcely refreshed, and heard the waiter knocking. He rose, unlocked his door, and let him in with his tray.

When the waiter went out again Guild relocked his door, turned on his bath, took it red hot and then icy. And, thoroughly awake, now, he returned to his room, breakfasted, dressed, rang for his account, and a few minutes later descended in the lift to find his car and chauffeur waiting, and the tall, many-medalled porter at salute by the door.

Westheath, he said to the smiling chauffeur. Go as fast as you dare and by the direct route.

The chauffeur touched his peaked cap. He seemed an ideal chauffeur, neat, alert, smiling, well turned out in fact as the magnificent and powerful touring car which had been as thoroughly and minutely groomed as a race-horse or a debutante.

When the car rolled out into Piccadilly the waiter who had mistaken the order for whiskey, watched it from the dining-room windows. Several floors above, the man who had occupied the next bedroom also watched the departure of the car. When it was out of sight the man whose name was Vane went to the telephone and called 150 Fenchurch Street, E. C. It was the office of the Holland Steamship Company.

And the waiter who had entered the room unannounced, stood listening to the conversation over the wire, and finally took the transmitter himself for further conversation while Vane stood by listening, one hand resting familiarly on the waiters shoulder.

After the waiter had hung up the receiver, Vane walked to the window, stood a moment looking out, then came slowly back.

Gwynn, he said to the waiter, this man, Guild, seems to be harmless. Hes known at the American Embassy. Hes an American in the real estate business in New York. Its true that Dart telegraphed from Ostend that Guild came to our lines in a German military automobile under a white flag. But he told a straight story. Ill run out to Westheath, and if his business there is clean and above-board, I think we can give him a clean bill of health.

Gwynn said, slowly: I dont like the way he questioned me last night. Besides, a sovereign is too much even for an American.

He might have been afraid of robbery.

He was afraid of something.

Very well. Weve passage on the boat if necessary. Ill go out to Westheath anyway. If I dont care for what he is doing out there we can hold him on the dock.

Another thing, mused Gwynn. The Edmeston Agency may be quite all right, but the mans name is Grätz.

Hes been under scrutiny. He seems to be all right.

All the same — his name is all wrong. What was that chauffeurs name?

Bush.

Busch?

He spells it without a c. I saw his signature on the Agency rolls.

Have you his history?

Hes Canadian. Ive sent for it.

Youll find that his father spelled his name with a c, remarked Gwynn, gloomily. But Vane only laughed.

Im off, he said. Stick around where I can get you on the telephone if necessary. But I dont think it will be necessary.

I do, muttered Gwynn.




CHAPTER V

KAREN
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THE JOURNEY WAS the usual one through interminable London streets alternately respectable and squalid; and straight ahead through equally interminable suburbs with their endless terraces, semi-detached and detached villas, and here and there a fine old house behind neglected garden walls, making its last forlorn stand against the all-destroying inroad of the London jungle.

There had been a heavy haze in London, but no fog. In the country, however, beyond the last outstretched suburban tentacle of the inky octopus the morning sun glimmered low through a golden smother, promising a glimpse of blue sky.

To Guild, one heath has always resembled another, and now, as they passed through the country at high speed, there seemed to him very little difference between the several named points which marked his progress toward Westheath. Hedges alternated with ivy-covered walls on either side of a wide, fine road; trees were splendid as usual, sheep fat, cattle sleek. Here and there a common or heath glimmered bewitchingly where sunlight fell among the whins; birds winged their way, waters glimmered, and the clean, singing August wind of England blew steadily in his face strangely reviving within him some ancient, forgotten, pre-natal wistfulness. Maybe it came from his American mothers English mother.

Near two villages and once on the open highway policemen leisurely signalled the chauffeur to stop, and came sauntering around to the tonneau to question Guild as to his origin, his business, and his destination; quiet, dignified, civil, respectable men they seemed to be in their night cloaks and their always smart and business-like helmets and uniforms.

All seemed satisfied, but all politely suggested that passports were now becoming fashionable in England. And Guild thanked them pleasantly and drove on.

Bush, he said to his chauffeur, this spy scare was ridiculed by the newspapers, but it looks to me as though it were being taken rather seriously after all.

It is, sir.

I understand that about thirty thousand German and Austrian reservists have been arrested in England since war began?

I hear so, sir.

I suppose the country really is swarming with spies. The paper yesterday said that there was still a great and serious leakage of military information out of England. One paper, yesterday afternoon, reported that a number of spies had already been shot in the Tower.

I have heard so, sir, said the chauffeur smilingly.

He was a blond, good-looking young fellow. Always his lips seemed to rest in pleasant curves as though his reveries were agreeable.

A few hideously modern detached villas were passed, then hedges, walls, a wood, a modern bridge.

How near are we to Westheath now? asked Guild, leaning forward in his seat.

We are there, sir. And the smiling chauffeur slowed the car to a standstill at a cross-roads where furze and broom grew rankly over the heath and a few rather tawdry villas appeared among the trees beyond.

Guild looked at his watch. It was only a little after seven, an unearthly hour for a call upon any young girl, not to mention one to whom he was personally unknown.

A policeman still wearing his waterproof night cloak, came leisurely across to learn what was wanted.

I am looking for the villa of Miss Girard — Miss Karen Girard, explained Guild.

Hyacinth Villa, Number 169. Take the road to the right. It is the only house.

Thank you.

The car moved forward, swung to the right. About a quarter of a mile away stood a small, modern stucco dwelling behind its hedge of privet. Beyond that there were woods again and dewy uplands glimmering with furze and brake.

When they arrived they found the driveway closed by a gate.

Never mind; Ill walk to the house, said Guild.

The smiling chauffeur leaned back and opened the tonneau door; Guild descended, looked at the iron gate between its ugly stucco posts, peered through it up the drive with its parallel rows of recently planted lime trees. Everything about the place was recent if not brand new — ugly with the ugliness of well-to-do bad taste. Red geraniums and yellow cannas had been planted in fearsome juxtaposition, salvia flanked a red brick terrace — a most unholy combination of colour. In the early morning the sun exposed the place without mercy. It was lonesome and amazingly depressing.

Glancing up at the gate again he discovered a nickel-plated label riveted to one of the stucco posts. On it was the name of the place, Hyacinth Villa, and its number 169.

There was no lodge, no bell, but the wicket gate was not locked. So Guild entered.

Shall I drive up to the house, sir? inquired the chauffeur.

No; wait out here.

There seemed to be no sign of life about the house when at last he arrived in front of it — nobody apparently stirring at that hour. He hesitated; he still wore the same knickerbockers and cap which he had worn in Belgium. His sack, which was now in the car, contained only fresh linen; and he began to wonder what his reception might be in such a costume and at such an hour. He doubted that the unconventionality of the daughter of a Prussian aristocrat might extend far enough to accept him, his rather shabby clothes, and his explanation of the visit.

It was all very well for this young girl to kick over the tradition, cut home traces in the sacred cause of art, call herself Girard, and live in an impossible villa for arts sake. Few well-born Fräuleins ever did this sort of thing, but there had been instances. And anybody in Germany will always add that they invariably went to the devil.

Guild rang. After he had waited long enough he rang again. After that he resumed his ringing. Keeping his finger pressed on the electric button and laying his ear to the door. The bell was doing its duty inside the house; he could hear it.

Presently he heard a fumbling of chains and locks inside, the door opened on a crack and a sleepy voice inquired: Is it you, Anna?

Guild hesitated: I wish to see Miss Girard. Is she at home?

Who are you? demanded the voice no longer sleepy.

My name is Guild. I am sorry to disturb Miss Girard at such an hour, but I cannot help it. Is Miss Girard in?

Yes; I am Miss Girard.

Are you Miss Karen Girard?

Yes. Why do you wish to see me?

I cant tell you here. Are you dressed?

There was a pause, then she said: No.

Please dress as quickly as you can. Dress for travel.

What!

If you have a travelling dress put it on. You can pack your luggage while I am talking to you. But dress as quickly as you can and then return and let me in.

She said after a moments silence: I certainly shall not do any of those things until I know more about you and about your errand here.

I have a message for you from General Baron Kurt von Reiter.

That is possible, she said quietly. What is the message?

I was to say to you that the question which you were to decide on the first of November must be decided sooner.

I must have clearer proof that your message is genuine. I am sorry to distrust you but I have been annoyed lately.

Very well, he said. Open the door a little more. Dont be afraid. I merely wish you to look at a ring which I wear. I want you to draw it from my finger and look at what is engraved inside.

There was another silence. Then the door crack slowly widened.

Please extend your hand, she said.

There was just enough of space for him to slip his hand between door and frame and he did so. There came a light, soft touch on his ring-finger. The ring slipped off.
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There came a light, soft touch on his ring-finger

When she spoke again her voice was altered: I shall dress immediately, she said. I shall not keep you waiting long. You will find the door open. Please come in when I have gone upstairs.

Thank you.

He could hear her light, flying feet on the stairs; he waited a little longer, then opened the door.

The hallway was dark, and he left the door open, then entered the room to the left which seemed to be a library, music-room and living-room combined. Books, piano, easy chairs and sofas loomed in the dim light of drawn curtains. An easel on which stood a water-colour drawing occupied the end of the room, and beside it was a table on which were porcelain dishes, tubes of colour and scattered badger brushes.

It was evident that Miss Girards talents were multiple, for he noticed also a violin and music stand near the piano, and on the violin score as well as on the score spread across the piano the same hand had written Karen Girard.

He stood by the table, mechanically picking up, one after another, the books lying there. Some of the books were printed in French, some in German, in Italian, in Danish, in Swedish, in English. Miss Girards name was written in all of them. Miss Girard appeared to be accomplished.

In the dim light Guild began to saunter around the room encountering various evidences of Miss Girards taste and mode of living — one or two Braun photographs of Velasquez, Boucher, and Gainsborough on the walls — certainly a catholicism of taste entirely admirable; — one or two graceful bits of ancient Chinese art — blue and gold marvels of Pekin enamel; a mille-fleur tapestry panel, a bundle of golf clubs, a tennis bat, and a pair of spurs.

He thought for himself that when a girl goes in for all of these accomplishments it is because the gods have been otherwise unkind, and that she has to.

At the same time he remembered the voice he had heard through the scarcely opened door — the lovely voice of a young English girl — than which in all the world there is nothing half so lovely.

And it suddenly occurred to him that there had not been in it the faintest kind or trace of a German accent — that only its childish and sleepy sweetness had struck him first, and then its purity and its youthful and cultivated charm.

Yes, truly, the gods had been kind to this young German girl of nineteen, but it would be a little too much to ask of these same gods that they endow her with figure and features commensurate with her other charms and talents.

Then he suddenly remembered her profession, and that she was studying still for the dramatic profession. And he knew that this profession naturally required exterior charm of any woman who desired to embrace it.

While these ideas and speculations were occupying his mind he heard her on the stairs, and he turned and came forward as she entered the room.

She was a slender, straight girl of medium height; and her face was one of those fresh young faces which looked fragrant. And instantly the thought occurred to him that she was the vivid, living incarnation of her own voice, with her lilac-blue eyes and soft white neck, and the full scarlet lips of one of those goddesses who was not very austere.

She wore a loosely-belted jacket of tan-coloured covert-cloth, and narrow skirts of the same, and a wide golden-brown hat, and tan spats. The gods had been very, very kind to Miss Girard, for she even adorned her clothes, and that phenomenon is not usual in Great Britain or among German Fräuleins however accomplished and however well born.

She said: I beg your pardon for detaining you so long on the outside door-step. Since the war began my maid and I have been annoyed by strangers telephoning and even coming here to ask silly and impertinent questions. I suppose, she added, disdainfully, it is because there is so much suspicion of foreigners in England.

I quite understand, he said. Being German, your neighbors gossip.

She shrugged her indifference.

Shall we talk here? she asked gravely, resting one very white hand on the back of a chair. You come from General Baron Kurt von Reiter. The ring is a credential beyond dispute.

We can talk anywhere you wish, he said, but there is little time, and somebody must pack a travellers satchel for you. Have you a maid?

She went to London yesterday evening. She was to have returned on the eleven oclock train last night. I cant understand it.

Are you alone in the house?

Yes. My cook sleeps out. She does not come until half-past nine. My maid serves my breakfast.

You havent had any, then?

No.

Can you fix something for yourself?

Yes, of course. Shall I do so now?

Yes. Ill go to the kitchen with you while you are doing it. There are several things to say and the time is short.

She led the way; he opened the kitchen shutters and let in the sunshine, then stood a moment watching her as she moved about the place with graceful celerity, preparing cocoa over an alcohol lamp, buttering a roll or two and fetching cup, plate, spoon and marmalade.

Have you breakfasted? she asked, looking at him over her shoulder.

Yes — it is very good of you — —

There will be plenty of cocoa and rolls — if you care for them. The rolls are yesterdays and not fresh.

She poured the cocoa in two cups and looked at him again in grave invitation.

You are sure there is plenty? he asked, smilingly.

Plenty.

Then — I do seem to be rather hungry.

He drew a chair for her; she seated herself and ate with a youthful appetite. He drank his cocoa, ate his rolls, and tried not to look at her too often.

This is why I am here, he said. I saw General Baron von Reiter four days ago under somewhat extraordinary circumstances.

He told me that since the war broke out he had not been able to communicate directly with you or to get you out of England, and he asked me to find you and bring you to his estate at Trois Fontaines in Luxembourg.

To Quellenheim? she asked, surprised and disturbed. Is he there?

No, he is with a field army, and he does not know where orders from staff headquarters may send him.

Still, she said, hesitating, I should think that he might wish me to go to Silesia — —

Silesia is threatened by the Russian army.

Silesia! she repeated, incredulously. Cossacks in Silesia? She sat, her cup of cocoa half raised to her lips, her surprised and disconcerted eyes on his. Then she set the cup aside.

He wishes me to go to Quellenheim? With you?

Yes.

Why?

Travelling on the continent is precarious.

Her eyes rested on his; she said with a candour which he began to understand was characteristic of her: He seems to have confidence in you. I never heard him speak of you. You are American?

Yes.

That is odd. He never cared for Americans.

Guild said: He could not send a German into England.

That is true. Nor an Englishman either. No Englishman would be likely to do anything to oblige a German.

She rose: I dont understand why Anna, my maid, is still absent, she added uneasily. My maid often goes to London, but never before has she remained over night. I dont know why she remained. She knew I was alone in the house.

She lifted her serious blue eyes to Guild, then gazed out of the window, evidently perplexed to the point of apprehension.

I am worried, she said, very much worried. But that doesnt help, does it?

What was her errand in London? asked Guild.

She has a brother there. I suppose its all right or she would have telephoned me.

He said: No doubt it is all right. And, may I ask you to hasten?

She rose: Where am I to go with you?

To London and then to the steamer.

Today?

Today is Wednesday. No other Holland Line boat sails for Amsterdam before Sunday, and I have yet our passage to secure and I must also go to the War Office for a few moments. You see we have very little time.

But I cant pack my boxes then?

You will have to leave them.

You mean I may take only a satchel?

A suit-case and satchel if you wish. Leave a note for your maid instructing her to send by express whatever else you wish sent after you.

Is this haste necessary, Mr. Guild?

Yes, it is. I want to get out of England. I am not sure that I can get out if we wait until Sunday.

Why not?

I may be detained. I may not be permitted to leave with you. All foreigners are under more or less suspicion. I am rather sure that I have been under surveillance already at the Berkeley Hotel.

They had moved out into the hall together while he was speaking, and now, together, they went up the stairs.

If you dont mind, she said, my room is in disorder, but Ill have to pack there and you will have to sit there if you wish to talk to me.

It was a white and chintz room in dainty disorder.

She went away and returned in a moment or two with a satchel and suit-case. These she placed on the bed, opened, and then, dragging out various drawers of chiffonier and chest, began to transfer her apparel to the two bags.

I am extremely sorry, he said, to hurry you so inconveniently.

I dont mind, she replied, busy with her packing. You see I am an actress and I have travelled with a company in the provinces. That was an experience! She turned her pretty head and looked at Guild. I had no maid then, except at the theatres where we played, and I had to share her with three other girls. Really, Mr. Guild, it taught me how to pack things rather rapidly.

Her white hands were flying as she folded and placed garment after garment in the suit-case, serene, self-possessed, quite undisturbed by his presence at the rather intimate display of her apparel.

The garments were bewilderingly frail to him; she tucked and packed them into place; a faint fresh scent seemed to freshen the place.

He said: I dont think we are going to have any trouble about leaving England. But, if any trouble does arise, would you have sufficient confidence in me to do what I say?

She continued her packing for a few moments without replying, then turned and looked at him.

And at the same moment the telephone on the table beside her bed tinkled.

There is Anna now! she exclaimed with the emphasis of relief. Will you pardon me? No, I dont mean you are to leave the room — —

She lifted the receiver: Yes, I am here.... Yes, this is Miss Girard. Yes, Miss Karen Girard.... Mr. Louis Grätz? Oh, good morning!

At the name of the man with whom she was speaking Guild turned around surprised. At the same instant the girls face flushed brightly as she sat listening to what the distant Mr. Grätz was saying to her.

Guild watched her; perplexity, surprise, a deeper flush of consternation, all were successively visible on her youthful face.

Yes, she said to Mr. Grätz. Yes, I will do whatever he wishes.... Yes, he is here — here in my room with me. We were talking while I packed. Yes, I will do so. And, turning her head a little she said to the young man behind her: The Edmeston Agency desires to speak to you.

He rose and took the receiver from her hand and bent over beside her listening.

Are you there? inquired a pleasant voice.

Yes.

I am Grätz of the Edmeston Agency. Get that young lady out of the house at once. Do you understand?

Yes.

Her maid is in trouble. This agency may be in trouble at any moment. She must not wait to pack. Get her into the car and take her to the wharf and on board at once. Do you understand?

Yes.

Take her as your wife. Do you understand?

I understand what you say, he said, amazed.

That is sufficient. Do as I tell you if you want to leave England.

Very well. But I must first go to the War Office — —

No!

I must!

No. It is useless; hopeless. It would have been the thing to do yesterday. An explanation there would have given you credentials and security. But not today. She could not hope to leave. Do you understand?

No, but I hear you.

She could not expect permission to leave because her maid has been arrested.

What!

Yes! The charge is most serious.

What is it?

Get into your car with the young lady and start at once. Dont go to the steamship office in Fenchurch Street. Dont go to the War Office. Go nowhere except to the wharf. Your passage has been secured as Mr. and Mrs. Kervyn Guild of New York. The initials on the baggage will be K. G. Your steamer tickets will be handed to you. You will pay no attention to the man who hands them to you, no attention to anybody. You will go aboard and go to your cabin until the ship is out at sea. Do you understand?

Perfectly.

Good-bye.




CHAPTER VI

MR. AND MRS.
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GUILD HUNG UP the receiver, stood a moment in thought then turned around and looked gravely at the girl behind him. She gazed back at him as though still a trifle breathless after some sudden shock.

What did that man say to you over the wire? he asked in pleasant, even tones.

He told me to trust you, and do what you told me to do. He said Anna, my maid, had been arrested.

Who is he? asked Guild grimly.

Do you mean Mr. Grätz?

Yes; who is Mr. Grätz?

Dont you know him? she said, astonished.

I have never laid eyes on him. Your father recommended to me the Edmeston Agency and mentioned the name of a Louis Grätz who might be of use to me. That is all I know.

My — father — you say?

Certainly, General Baron von Reiter.

Oh!... Then it must be quite all right. Only — I dont understand about my maid — —

Did Mr. Grätz tell you she had been arrested?

Yes.

On a serious charge?

Yes.

Have you any idea what that charge may be? he asked, studying her face.

I havent any idea, she said; have you?

I dont know; perhaps I have. Is your maid German?

Yes.

You brought her with you from Germany?

Yes.

Where did you get her?

General von Reiters housekeeper found her for me.

He hesitated, still looking steadily into those violet blue eyes of hers which seemed to question him so candidly. No, there could be no dishonesty there.

Miss Girard, he said, I find that I am going to be very much more frank with you than there once seemed any occasion for being. I am also going to say something to you that may possibly offend you. But I cant help it. It is this: Have you, through your letters to or from your father, imparted or received any military intelligence which might be detrimental to Great Britain or to her allies?

Do you mean am I a sort of spy? she asked, flushing to the roots of her hair.

In substance it amounts to that. And I shall have to ask you to answer me. And Ill tell you why I ask. I didnt intend to tell you; my personal and private affairs did not concern you. But they do now. And these happen to be the facts in my case: I was taken prisoner in Belgium by the cavalry forming the advance of your fathers command. It happened four days ago; I was sentenced to military execution, led out for that purpose, reprieved by your father himself on condition that I undertake to find you and conduct you safely to Trois Fontaines near the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg.

If I am unsuccessful in the undertaking, I am pledged to go back voluntarily and face a firing squad. If I am successful I am permitted to go free, and so are my fellow-hostages. And the little town where I was arrested is to be spared.

He passed one hand over his eyes, thoughtfully, then, looking at her very seriously:

There seemed to be no reason why an honorable man might not accept such terms. I accepted them. But — things have happened here which I neither understand nor like. And Ive got to say this to you; if my taking you back to your father means any detriment to England or to the cause England represents — in other words, if your returning to him means the imparting to him of any military information gathered here by you, then — I wont take you back; thats all!

After a moment, half to herself, she said: He really thinks me a spy. I knew it!

I dont think so. I am merely asking you! he retorted impatiently. There is something dead wrong here. I was intending to go to the War Office to tell them there very frankly about my predicament, and to ask permission to take you back in order to save my fellow-hostages, the village, and my own life; and now a man named Grätz of whom I know nothing calls me on the telephone and warns me not to go to the War Office but to get you out of England as soon as I can do it.

What am I to think of this? What does this man Grätz mean when he tells me that your maid has been arrested on a serious charge and that the Edmeston Agency of a German automobile is in danger?

The girl stood very still with one slender hand resting on her satchel, her face pale and quietly serious, her brows bent slightly inward as though she were trying to remember something or to solve some unpleasant problem not yet plain to her.

One thing is clear, she said after a moment, lifting her candid eyes to his; and that is, if you dont take me back certain friends of yours will be executed and a village in which you seem interested will be destroyed.

If taking you back means any harm to England, he said, I wont take you.

And — your friends? What becomes of them?

My friends and the village must take the same chances that I do.

What chances? Do you mean to go back without me?

I said I would, he replied drily.

You said that if you went back without me theyd execute you.

Thats what I said. But theres no use in speculating on what is likely to happen to me if I go back without you. If you dont mind I think we had better start at once. We have had our warning from this man Grätz.

He gave her a searching glance, hesitated, then apparently came to an abrupt conclusion.

Miss Girard, he said coolly, your father once took a good look at me and then made up his mind about me. And he was not mistaken; I am what he believes me to be. Now, I also have seen you, and Ive made up my mind concerning you. And I dont expect to be mistaken. So I say to you frankly I am an enemy to Germany — to your country — and I will not knowingly aid her — not to save my own skin or the skins of anybody else. Tell me then have you any military knowledge which you intend to impart to your father?

No, she said.

Have you any suspicion that your maid has been involved in any such risky business?

I have no knowledge of anything military at all. I dont believe my maid has, either.

You can recall no incident which might lead you to believe that your maid is engaged in that sort of affair?

The girl was silent. He repeated the question. She said: Anna has complained of being followed. I have already told you that she and I have been annoyed by impertinent telephone calls and by strange men coming here. Do you suppose they were from Scotland Yard?

Possibly. Have you any suspicion why your maid has been arrested? he persisted. She hesitated; her straight brows knitted slightly again as though in a perplexed effort to remember and to understand. Then she looked up at Guild out of troubled eyes and shook her head:

I dont know — I dont know — whatever my suspicions may be — —

Suspicions!

My personal suspicions could scarcely concern you, Mr. Guild.

The snub was direct; he reddened.

Very well, he said. What you say gives me a decent chance for life. He drew a quick breath of relief. Im mighty glad, he said; I have — have seen men die. It isnt — an — agreeable sight. I think wed better go.

In a moment.

She took her satchel and went into another room with it, closing the intervening door. She was gone only a few seconds. When she returned she had locked the satchel; he closed and strapped her suit-case and took it in his hand. Together they descended the stairway and started through the lower hall.

And what occurred there happened like lightning.

For, as he passed the door of the darkened living room, a man jumped out behind him and threw one arm around his throat, and another man stepped in front of him and snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists.

It was not even a struggle; Guild was being held too tightly. The girl shrank back against the wall, flattening herself against it, staring dumbly at the proceeding as though stunned. She did not even cry out when the man who had handcuffed Guild turned on her and caught her by the elbow.

Come along quietly, miss, he began, when suddenly his voice died out in a groan and he crumpled up on the floor as Bush, the chauffeur, sprang from the passage-way behind him and struck him with something short and heavy.

The man who had thrown his arm around Guilds throat from behind, flung his handcuffed victim aside and whipped out a revolver, but the chauffeur knocked it out of his fist and hit him in the face two heavy, merciless blows, hurling him senseless across the stairs. And all the while the blond young chauffeur was smiling his fixed and murderous smile. And he was like a tiger now in every movement as he knelt, rummaged in the fallen mens pockets, found the key to the handcuffs, leaned over and unlocked them as Guild held out his manacled hands.
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The chauffeur hit him ... two heavy, merciless blows, hurling him senseless across the stairs

Please watch them, sir, he said cheerfully. I must find a curtain or something — —

He ran into the living-room, ripped off a long blue curtain, tore it into strips with his powerful blond hands, grinning cheerfully all the while.

Best to tie them up, sir — this way — allow me, sir — this is the better way — the surer — —

Guild, working hard, he scarcely knew why, felt a touch on his arm.

Are they dead? whispered Karen Girard unsteadily.

No — stunned.

Are they robbers?

The blond chauffeur looked up, laughed, then rolled a strip of cloth into a ball for a gag.

Im not entirely sure what they are, said Guild. Ill tell you what I think when were in the car.

The chauffeur completed his business, looked over the results of his efforts critically, rose to his feet, still smiling.

Now, sir, if you please — and madam— And he possessed himself of the luggage.

Take the door-key, if you please, sir. Lock it on the outside. Thank you. This way, if you please, sir. I took it upon myself to bring the car up to the kitchen entrance.

The car stood there; the bags were flung in; Karen Girard stepped into the tonneau; Guild followed. At the same moment a woman appeared, coming along the brick walk.

My maid of all work, exclaimed Karen. What shall I say to her?

Anything, madam, but send her home, whispered Bush.

The girl leaned from the car and called out: I have locked the house and am going away for the day, Mrs. Bulger. Please come tomorrow, as usual.

The woman thanked her, turned and went away again down the brick walk. They watched her out of sight.

Now! said Guild to the chauffeur, drive to the Holland steamship wharf at — —

I know, sir, smiled the blond chauffeur.

Which reply troubled the young man exceedingly, for it was evident to him now that, if not herself a spy, this young girl in his charge was watched, surrounded and protected by German agents of a sinister sort — agents known to her father, in evident communication with him, and thoroughly informed of the fact that he wanted his daughter to leave England at once and under the particular escort of Guild.

Nor had Guild the slightest doubt that the two men who had followed and handcuffed him were British Government agents, and that if this young girls maid had really been arrested for espionage, and if the Edmeston people, too, were suspected, then suspicion had been also directed toward Miss Girard and naturally also to him, who was her visitor.

Guilds troubled gaze rested once more upon the young girl beside him. At the same moment, as though he had spoken to her she turned and looked at him out of eyes so honest, so fearless that he had responded aloud before he realized it: Its all right. I know you are not deceiving me.

No, she said, I am not. But could you tell me what all this means — all this that has happened so swiftly, so terribly — —

I have a pretty clear idea what it means.... Its just as well that those detectives did not arrest me.... Tell me, did you ever before see this chauffeur, Bush?

Never, Mr. Guild.

He nodded; he was slowly coming to a definite conclusion concerning the episode but he kept his own counsel. She said in a low, embarrassed voice: You think me cowardly. I know it. But I really didnt know what to do.

She was very much in earnest, very intent on his expression, and he did not dare smile.

What could you have done, Miss Girard? he asked, pleasantly.

I dont know. I — I felt as though we — you and I — were allies — and that I ought to help you. But it all passed too quickly — —

There was nothing you could have done for me, he smiled.

She said reflectively: I myself dont quite see how I could have helped matters. But I didnt wish you to believe me afraid to help you.

He looked into her wistful eyes smilingly: Somehow, he said, I dont believe you are really very much afraid of anything.

A slight shudder passed over her. Violence is new to me. I am not very experienced — not very old you know. And I never saw men fight. And when — she lowered her voice— when that chauffeur struck them so heavily — so dreadfully — I — I have never seen men fight like that — strike each other in the face as though they — they meant murder — —

Dont think of it now, Miss Girard. You must keep your nerve. He forced a laugh; youll need all your composure, too, because Ive got something to tell you which you wont like. Shall I tell you now?

Yes, please.

Then — the man, Grätz, says that you must go aboard that steamer as my wife.

The girl looked at him bewildered. Somebody, continued Guild, has taken passage for us as Mr. and Mrs. Kervyn Guild. Grätz warned me. My name is Kervyn. Yours is Karen. Our initials are alike. If there is any suspicion directed toward us there are the initials on your satchel and suit-case — and presumably on your clothing. Do you understand?

Yes.

Do you mind?

I mind a little — yes. But Ill do what is necessary, she said, confused.

I think it is necessary. This man Grätz who seems to know more about my business than I do, tells me so. I believe he is right.

She raised her tragic eyes to his but said nothing.

He leaned nearer to her and spoke in a low voice:

Ive been trying to reason it out, he said, and Ill tell you what my conclusion is: A German automobile took me to the British lines under a white flag. No doubt Government agents had been informed by telegraph and they followed me as soon as I landed on English soil.

At the Berkeley Hotel I felt very sure that I was being watched. Now, it appears, that this maid of yours has been arrested, and, from what I suspect in regard to the Edmeston Agency — the agency to which your father directed me — I feel very certain that somehow your maid has been involved in the espionage maintained here by the German Government.

That chauffeur in front of us is from the Edmeston garage; you see what he did to those two detectives! Its very plain to me now that, innocent as you are, you never will be permitted to leave England, even if they dont arrest you, unless you can get out today with me.

And if you dont leave England it means for me something very serious. It means that I shall have to keep my word and go back alone.

I know, she nodded, looking up at him very earnestly.

He said without the slightest dramatic emphasis: It really does mean my death, Miss Girard. I think, knowing your father, that there could be no possible hope for me if I go back there without you.... And so, knowing that, I am naturally most anxious to clear out of England while I can do so — get away from here with you — if I can take you with a clear conscience. And — he looked at her, I feel that I can do that because you have told me that you have gathered no information for the enemies of England. And — he smiled— to look into your face, Miss Girard, is to believe you.

Some of the pretty color faded from her cheeks; she said: You asked me if I were a spy. I am not. You asked me if, knowingly, I carry any military information which might aid the enemies of England. And I answered you that, knowingly, I do not carry any such information.

That is sufficient, he concluded, smilingly.

No, it is not sufficient, she said. I wish to say a little more. Let me go to Trois Fontaines alone. I am accustomed to travel. There is no need to involve you. As long as I arrive there what difference does it make whether or not you accompany me?

I promised to accompany you.

You promised that I should arrive safely at Trois Fontaines. It doesnt matter whether you accompany me. Please — please dont. I had rather you did not go.

He said, gravely: I know how you must feel about travelling as my wife — —

It isnt that.

What is it then? he asked, surprised.

I dont wish you to take the risk of travelling with me.

What risk? The worst that could happen to you would be your arrest and detention. If you are not a spy, you can not be proven one.

Her blue eyes gazed absently out across the sunny landscape through which they were speeding.

You are not a spy, he replied; what risk do you run — or I?

She said, still gazing into the sunlit distance: What is done to spies — if they are caught?

It usually means death, Miss Girard.

I have— she swallowed, caught her breath, breathed deeply; then— I have heard so.... It is possible that I might be suspected and detained.... I had rather you did not attempt to go with me.... Because — I do not wish you to get into any difficulty — on my — account.

Nothing serious could happen to either you or me through anything that you have done.

I am not sure.

I am, he said. And added in a lower voice: It is very generous of you — very kind.

Her own voice was lower still: Please dont go with me, Mr. Guild. Let me go to the wharf alone. Let me take my chances alone. If there is any difficulty they will arrest you, too. And if I — were convicted — —

You could not be. That is utterly impossible. Dont think of such things, Miss Girard.

I must think of them. Will you tell me something? She turned and looked at him curiously, almost wistfully.

I want to ask you something. You — you said to me that if you thought me a spy, you would not help me to escape from England. You said so, didnt you?

Yes.

You mean it, dont you?

I am afraid I do.

Why? You are not English. You are an American. America is neutral. Why are you an enemy to Germany?

I cant tell you why, he said.

Are you an enemy to Germany?

Yes — a bitter one.

And if I were a spy, trying to escape from England — trying to escape — death — you would refuse to help me?

She had turned entirely toward him on the seat beside him; her child-like hands clasped on the robe over her knees, her child-like face, pale, sweet, wistful, turned to his.

Would you abandon me? she asked.

The situation is impossible — —

Yes, but tell me.

I dont care to think of such a — —

Please answer me. Is your partisanship so bitter that you would wash your hands of me — let me go to my death? — go to your own, too, rather than help me?

Miss Girard, you are losing your composure — —

No; I am perfectly composed. But I should like to know what you would do under such circumstances with a girl nineteen years old who stood in danger of death.

I cant tell you, he said, perplexed and impatient. I cant tell now what I might do.

Would you denounce me?

No, of course not.

Would you feel — sorry?

Sorry! He looked at her; I should think I would!

Sorry enough for me to help me get away?

Yes.

Even if I carried military information to Germany?

He looked into her eyes searchingly for a moment. Yes, he said; Id do what I could for you to get you out of England.

Even if I had lied to you?

You couldnt lie to anybody.

But if I could? If I have lied and you found it out, would you still try to help me to get away?

You are asking something that — —

Yes, you can answer it. You can think a while first and then answer. I want you to answer. I want to know what youd do with me.

You make it a personal matter?

Yes. I dont want to know what youd do in theory; I wish you to tell me what you, personally, would do with me, Karen Girard, if you believed me to be a spy, and if you came to the conclusion that I had lied to you.

Why do you ask all this? You are over-wrought, unstrung — —

I am absolutely mistress of myself. And I wish to know what you would do with me? Would you let me die?

No.

Youd stand by me still?

Yes. Theres no use mincing matters. Yes, I would.

Youd help me to leave England?

Yes.

Why?

There fell a silence between them, and his face slowly reddened.

I am not sure why, he said slowly.

I am. Shall I tell you?

Yes, tell me, he said, forcing himself to meet her clear gaze.

Very well, Ill tell you. It is because we are friends. And that is the real truth. I realize it. From the very beginning it was a friendship, without effort, instantly and mutually understood. Is it not true?

Yes.

And that — the instant liking — was the basis for our confidence in each other. Was it not?

It must have been. I trusted you without hesitation.

And I you.... And I did tell you the truth.... But not all of it.

What have you left untold? he asked.

Enough to — to frighten me — a little. I am beginning to be afraid — just enough afraid to feel troubled — rather deeply troubled about — you.

About me!

Because — we are friends. I dont understand how it has happened so quickly. But it has happened to us — hasnt it?

Yes, he said, it has. I — I am already — devoted to — our friendship.

I am, too. It seems odd, doesnt it. I have had no friends among men. This is new to me. I dont know what to do about it. I want to be so loyal about it — I wish to be what a man — such a man as you are — desires of a friend — what he requires of friendship.... Do you understand? I am really a trifle bewildered — with the surprise and pleasure of friendship — and with its obligations.... But I am very sure that unselfishness is one of its obligations and that truth is another.

Both are part of you.

They seem to be now. And so — because we are friends — dont go to the wharf with me. Because I think I may be — arrested. And if I am — it may go hard with me.

She said it so gently, and her eyes were so clear and sweet that for a moment he did not grasp the subtler significance of her appeal.

You cant be involved seriously, he insisted.

Im afraid it is possible.

How?

I can only guess how. I may be wrong. But I dare not risk involving you.

Cant you tell me a little more?

Please dont ask.

Very well. But I shall not leave you.

Please.

No. You ask too little of friendship.

I do not wish to ask too much. Let me get clear of this affair if I can. If I cant — let me at least remember that I have not involved you in my — ruin.

Your ruin!

Yes. It may come to that. I dont know. I dont know exactly what all this tangle means — what really threatens me, what I have to dread. But I am afraid — afraid! Her voice became unsteady for a moment and she stared straight ahead of her at the yellow haze which loomed nearer and nearer above the suburbs of London.

He slipped one arm under hers, quietly, and his hand fell over both of hers, where they rested clasped tightly on her lap.

This wont do, he said coolly. You are not to be frightened whatever happens. We must go through with this affair, you and I. I know you have plenty of courage.

Yes — except about you — —

I stand or fall with you.

Please, you must not — —

I must and shall. Within the next few minutes you must regain your composure and self-command. Will you?

Yes.

Because our safety may depend on your coolness.

I know it.

Will you remember that we are married?

Yes.

Will it be difficult for you to carry out that rôle?

I — dont know what to do. Could you tell me?

Yes. If you speak to me call me by my first name. Do you remember it?

Kervyn, she said.

You wont forget?

No.

I think you had better say no, dear. Try it.

No — dear.

Try it again.

No, dear.

Letter perfect, he said, trying to speak lightly. You see you look about seventeen, and its plain we couldnt have been married very long. So its safer to say yes, dear, and no, dear, every time. You wont forget, Karen, will you?

She flushed a trifle when her name fell from his lips. No, dear, she said in a low voice.

And if anybody addresses you as Mrs. Guild — will you try to be prepared?

Yes — dear. Yes, I will — Kervyn.

He laughed a trifle excitedly. You are perfect — and really adorable in the part, he said. And his nervous excitement in the imminence of mutual danger subtly excited her.

I ought to do it well, she said; I have studied dramatic art and I have had some stage experience. Its a part and I must do it well. I shall, really — Kervyn, dear.

He laughed; the dangerous game was beginning to exhilarate them both, and a vivid colour began to burn in her delicate cheeks.

Suddenly the blond chauffeur pulled the car up along the curb in a crowded street and stopped.

It is better, sir, to take a hansom from here to the wharf.

Do you think so?

Yes, sir.... Pardon, sir, here are passports for madam and yourself. And he handed the papers very coolly to Guild.

The young man changed colour, realizing instantly that the papers were forged.

Had I better take these? he asked under his breath.

Yes, sir, said Bush, smiling his eternal smile and opening the car door for them.

Guild descended. Bush set the luggage on the curb, touched his cap, and said: Walk south, sir, until a cabby hails you. Good-bye, sir. A pleasant trip, madam. And he sprang back into the car, started it, and rolled away grinning from ear to ear.

Guild took the luggage in both hands; Karen walked beside him. At the end of the square the driver of a hansom held up one hand inquiringly, then smiled and drew in to the curb.

Fresh Wharf, sir? asked the cabby.

Yes, said Guild, calmly, red with surprise.

Thanks, sir. I understand all about it.




CHAPTER VII

THE SATCHEL
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IT WAS ONLY a short drive to Fresh Wharf by London Bridge. A marching column of kilted Territorials checked them for a while and they looked on while the advanced guard of civilians surged by, followed by pipers and then by the long leaf-brown column at a smart swinging stride.

When the troops had passed the hansom moved on very slowly through the human flotsam still eddying in the wake of the regiment; and after a few more minutes it pulled up again and Guild sprang out, lifted the young girl to the sidewalk, and handed the fare to the driver.

The latter leaned over and as he took the coins he thrust a parcel into Guilds hands. Your change, sir, he said genially, touched his top hat and drove off, looking right and left for another fare.

Guilds surprised eyes fell on the packet. It contained two steamer tickets strapped together by a rubber band.

Pushing through the throng where policemen, wharf officials and soldiers in khaki were as numerous as civilians, Guild finally signalled a porter to take the luggage aboard. Karen retained her satchel. A brief scrutiny of his tickets detained them for a moment, then the porter led them up the gang-plank and aboard and a steward directed them to their stateroom. At the same moment a uniformed official stepped up to Guild.

Sorry to trouble you, sir, he said politely, but may I have your name?

My name is Kervyn Guild.

The official glanced over the steamer list. You have papers of identification, Mr. Guild?

Guild handed him his forged passports. The official took them, glanced at Karen, at the luggage which the porter bore.

Where do you go from Amsterdam, Mr. Guild?

Through Holland.

Naturally. And then?

To the Grand Duchy.

Luxembourg?

Yes.

Where in Luxembourg?

I have been invited to visit friends.

Where?

At Lesse Forest.

Where is that?

Partly in the Duchy, partly in Belgium.

Who are your friends?

Mrs. and Miss Courland of New York and a Mr. Darrel.

Madam goes with you?

Yes.

The official began to unfold the passports, while he looked sideways at the luggage. Holding the passports partly open in one hand he pointed to Karens satchel with the other.

Please open that, he said, and began to examine the passports. A deadly pallour came over the girls face; she did not stir. Guild turned to glance at her and was stricken dumb. But she found her speech. Dear, she said, with white lips, would you mind stepping ashore and getting me something at a chemists? And under her breath, pressing close to him: Go, for Gods sake. I am afraid I shall be arrested. A terrible fear struck through him.

The satchel! he motioned with his lips.

Yes. Go while you can. Go — go — dear.

Ill be back in a moment, Karen, he said, coolly took the satchel from the porter, turned with it toward the gang-plank.

The official raised his eyes from the passport he was scanning.

One moment, sir, he said.

Ill be back directly, returned Guild, continuing on his way.

Where are you going, Mr. Guild?

To a chemists.

Be kind enough to leave that satchel and remain here until I have finished, said the official coldly. And to Karen: Mrs. Guild, will you kindly open that bag?

Certainly. I have the key somewhere — searching in her reticule. And as she searched she lifted her eyes to Guild. Her face was dead white.

Dearest, she said in a steady voice, will you go to the chemists while I am opening my bag. I must have something for this headache.

Her agonized eyes said: Save yourself while you can; I am caught!

But Guild turned and came back to her, close, standing beside her.

Ill open the luggage, he said quietly. You had better step ashore and get what you need. And, in a whisper: Go straight to the American Ambassador and tell him everything.

She whispered: No; I beg of you go. I beg of you, Kervyn.

He shook his head and they stood there together; he grave and silent, assailed by a terrible premonition; she white as death, mechanically fumbling in her reticule with slim, childish fingers.

The official was deeply immersed in the passports and continued so even when Karens tremulous fingers held the key. Give it to me, whispered Guild.

No— She beckoned the porter, took the satchel, and at the same moment the official looked up at her, then holding both passports, came over to where they were standing.

Your papers are in order, Mr. Guild, he said. Now, Mrs. Guild, if you will open your satchel — —

Ill attend to that, Holden, broke in a careless voice, and the satchel was taken out of Karens hands by a short, dark young man in uniform. I want you to go forward and look at a gentleman for The Hague who has no papers. Hes listed as Begley. Do you mind?

Right, said Holden. Here, Mitchell, these papers are satisfactory. Look over Mr. Guilds luggage and come forward when youre finished. Whats his name? Begley?

Yes, American. Ill be with you in a moment.

Holden hastened forward; Mitchell looked after him for a moment, then calmly handed back the unopened satchel to Karen and while she held it he made a mark on it with a bit of chalk.

I pass your luggage, he said in a low voice, stooping and marking the suit-case and Guilds sack. You have nothing to fear at Amsterdam, but there are spies on this steamer. Best go to your cabin and stay there until the boat docks.

The girl bent her little head in silence; the porter resumed the luggage and piloted them aft through an ill-lighted corridor. When he came to the door of their cabin he called a steward, took his tip from Guild, touched his cap and went away.

The steward opened the stateroom door for them, set the luggage on the lounge, asked if there was anything more he could do, was told that there was not, and took himself off.

Guild locked the door after him, turned and looked down at the girl, who had sunk trembling upon the lounge.

What is there in that satchel? he asked coldly.

I dont know.

What! he said in a contemptuous voice.

Kervyn — my friend — I do not know, she stammered.

You must know! You packed it!

Yes. But I do not know. Cant you believe me?

How can I? You know what you put into that satchel, dont you?

I — put in toilet articles — night clothes — money.

What else? You put in something else, didnt you? Something that has made you horribly afraid!

Yes.

What is it?

Kervyn — I dont know what it is. I must not know. It is a matter of honour.

If you dont know what it is you carry in that satchel you evidently suspect what it might prove to be.

Yes.

You have very strong suspicions?

Yes, I have.

Why did you take such a thing?

I promised.

Whom?

I cant tell you. It is a matter of honour. I — I didnt want to involve you if things turned badly. I asked you to leave me.... Even at the last moment I tried to give you a chance to go ashore and escape. Kervyn, Ive tried to be honourable and to be loyal to you at the same time. Ive tried — Ive tried— Her childish voice faltered, almost broke, and she turned her head sharply away from him.

He dropped onto the lounge beside her, sick with anxiety, and laid his hand over hers where it lay in her lap.

Im afraid that you have papers in that satchel which might mean the end of the world for you, he said under his breath. God alone knows why you carry them if you suspect their contents.... Well, I wont ask you anything more at present.... If your conscience acquits you, I do. I do anyway. You have given me plenty of chances to escape. You have been very plucky, very generous to me, Karen.

I have tried to be, she said unsteadily. You have been far too kind to me, Kervyn.... I — I dont mean to tremble so. I think I am, feeling the — the reaction.

Lie down. I am afraid Ill have to stay here — —

Yes; dont go out on deck. Dont take any more risks.... Ill lie down if I may. She rose, looked around with eyes still darkly dilated by fear:

Oh! she breathed— if we were only out of British waters!

He looked at his watch, and at the same moment a deep blast from the steamer vibrated through the cabin.

Theyve cast off, he said calmly.

The girl had flung herself on the bed and buried her face in the pillow. Her brown velvet hat had fallen to the floor, her thick brown hair clustered in glossy disorder over neck and cheek. One slim hand clutched convulsively a tiny handkerchief crushed into a ball.

We have every chance now, he said very gently, bending over the pillow— barring a wireless to some British guard-ship. Dont give way yet, Karen. He laid a cool, firm hand over hers and tried to speak jestingly. Wait until theres no danger at all before you go all to pieces, he whispered.

As he bent above her, he became conscious of the warm fragrance of tears. But no sound came, not a quiver. And after a while he went over to the sofa and sat down, staring at the locked satchel on the floor, vaguely aware that the boat was in steady motion.

Karen, he said after a moment.

Yes — dear.

You know, he said, forcing a laugh, you neednt say it when were alone — except for practice.

Yes, dear, I know.

May I ask you something?

Yes, please.

Did you know that official named Mitchell?

Yes.

Who was he?

Mr. Grätz.




CHAPTER VIII

AT SEA
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THE FUNNEL SMOKE blew low, burying the afterdecks, and a hurricane of scud and spindrift swept everything forward, drenching the plunging steamer to the bridge. Stanchions, davits, hatches were all a-dip, decks a-wash, and the Dutch ensign whipping aloft in a thick grey sky that seemed to speed astern as though in chase of the heaving grey waste of waters that fled away beneath.

Here and there a trawler tossed and rocked; lean, melancholy wanderers on the face of the waters; twice the raking stacks of destroyers, smothered in foam, dashed eastward running full speed on some occult trail twixt sky and sea.

The grey world grew duller, duller; one by one the blinding searchlights on coast-guard ships broke out, sweeping sky and ocean as though in desperate appeal to the God above and in menacing warning to the devils that lurked below.

For they said the North Sea was full of them; legions of them tossed broadcast from the black hell of some human mind. And beneath them, deeper, lying as still as death on the Channels floor, waited the human submarines in unseen watery depths — motionless, patient, awaiting the moment to strike.

Night came; the white level glare of searchlights flooded the steamer, lingered, shifted, tossed their dazzling arms heavenward as though imploring the Most High, then swept unseen horizons where the outermost waters curve with the curving globe.



Only one light burned in the stateroom, but the port was not covered.

Karen lay on the bed, unstirring save for a slight tremor of her shoulders now and then. Her brown hair, half loosened, had fallen in thick burnished curls on the pillow; one hand covered her eyes, palm outward. Under it the vivid lips, scarcely parted, rested on each other in a troubled curve.

Guild brooded silently on the lounge under the port. Sometimes his sombre gaze rested on her, sometimes on the locked satchel which had rolled to the side of the bed.

Every time the arrowy beam of light from a warship flooded the cabin with swift white splendour his heart seemed to stop, for the menace of the wireless was always a living dread; and the stopping of a neutral ship and the taking from it of suspects had become a practice too common even to excite comment, let alone protest.

Twice they were stopped; twice Ardoise signals twinkled; but no cutter came alongside, and no officer boarded them. It was an eternity of suspense to Guild, and he stood by the open port, listening, the satchel in his hand ready to fling it out into the turmoil of heaving waters.

The steward came, and Guild ordered something served for them both in the stateroom. Karen had not awakened, but her hand had slipped from her eyes and it lay across the edge of the bed.

On the bridal finger glimmered the plain gold band — his credentials to her from her father.

He went over and looked down into the white, childish face. Faultless, serene, wonderful as a flower it seemed to him. Where the black lashes rested the curve of the cheek was faintly tinted with colour. All else was snowy save for the vivid rose of the scarcely parted lips.

Nineteen! — and all those accomplishments which her dim living-room at Westheath had partly revealed — where books in many languages had silently exposed the mind that required them — where pictures, music — all the unstudied and charming disorder of this young girls intimate habitation had delicately revealed its tenant.

And what her living-room had foreshadowed was only, after all, but a tinted phantom of the girl he had come to know in the flesh — the real mistress of that dim room quickened to life — a warm, living, breathing reality, low-voiced, blue-eyed, winsome and sweet with the vague fragrance of youth incarnate clinging to her, to every gesture, every movement, every turn of her head — to her very skirts it seemed — youth, freshness, purity unblemished.

As he stood there he tried to realize that she was German — this young girl with her low and charming English voice and her accentless English speech.

He had listened in vain for any flaw, any indication of alien birth. Nothing betrayed her as a foreigner, except, possibly, a delightfully quaint formality in accepting any service offered. For when he asked her whether she desired this or that, or if he might do this or that for her, always her answer in the affirmative was, Yes, please, like a little girl who had been carefully taught to respect age. It amused him; for modern English young women are less punctilious with modern youth.

There came a dull clatter of crockery from the passageway; Guild turned and opened the door. The waiter produced a folding table, spread it, and arranged the dishes.

That will be all, whispered Guild. Dont knock again; Ill set the tray outside.

So the waiter went away and Guild closed the door again and turned back to the bed where Karen lay. Her delicate brows were now slightly knitted and the troubled curve of her lips hinted again of a slumber not wholly undisturbed by subconscious apprehension.

Karen, he said in a low voice.

The girl opened her eyes. They had that starry freshness that one sees in the eyes of waking children. For a moment her confused gaze met his without expression, then a hot flush stained her face and she sat up hurriedly. Down tumbled the thick, burnished locks and her hands flew instinctively to twist them up.

I didnt realize that I had been asleep. Please, will you turn your back — her glance fell on the table— I shall be ready in a moment — Kervyn.

Had I not better give you the place to yourself?

Yes, please.

Ill do a sentry-go in the corridor, he said. Open the door when youre quite ready.

So he went out and walked up and down until the stateroom door opened and her low voice summoned him.

I cant eat, she said.

Do you feel the sea?

No — she smiled faintly— but the excitement of the day — the anxiety — —

Well have some tea, anyway, he said.

They ate a little after all, and the hot and rather vile tea stimulated her. Presently he set tray and table outside in the corridor and came slowly back to where she had gathered herself in a corner of the sofa.

The sea is rather rough, he said. You seem to be a good sailor.

Yes, I am. My father had a yacht and my mother and I always went when he cruised.

This slightest glimpse of personal history — the first she had vouchsafed — the first slight lifting of the curtain which hung between them, aroused his latent curiosity.

What else lay behind that delicate, opaque veil which covered the nineteen years of her? What had been the childhood, the earlier life of this young girl whom he had found living alone with a maid and a single servant at an obscure heath outside of London?

Gently born, gently bred young girls of aristocratic precedents, dont do that sort of thing. Even if they desire to try it, they are not permitted. Also they dont go on the stage, as a rule.

Neither the sign manual, the sign visible of the theatre, nor yet that occult indefinable something characteristic of the footlights appeared to taint her personality.

Talented as she was undoubtedly, cultured and gently nurtured, the sum total of all her experience, her schooling, her development, and her art had resulted only in a charming harmony, not a personality aggressively accented in any single particular. Any drawing-room in any country might have contained this young girl. Homes which possess drawing-rooms breed the self-possession, the serenity, the soft voice, the winsome candour and directness of such girls as she.

She was curled up in the corner of the sofa where he had placed behind her the two pillows from the bed, and her winning blue eyes rested every few minutes upon this young man whom she had known only a few hours and whom she already, in her heart and in her mind, was calling a friend.

She had never had any among young men — never even among older men had she experienced the quiet security, the untroubled certainty of such a friendship as had begun now — as had suddenly stepped into her life, new, yet strangely familiar — a friendship that seemed instantly fully developed and satisfactory.

There appeared to be no room for doubt about it, no occasion for waiting, no uncertainty in her mind, no inclination and no thought of the lesser conventionalities which must strew elaborately the path of first acquaintance with the old, old-fashioned garlands — those prim, stiff blossoms of discretion, of propriety, of self-conscious concession to formula and tradition.

No; when her eyes first fell on him her mind and heart seemed to recognize what neither had ever before beheld — a friend. And from that moment the girl had accepted the matter as settled, as far as she herself was concerned. And she had lost very little time in acquainting herself with his views upon the subject.

That he had responded to the friendship she had so naïvely offered did not surprise her. She seemed to have expected it — perhaps in the peril of the moments when they were nearing London and doubt and suspicion in her mind concerning the contents of her satchel were becoming an agony to her as they grew more definite — perhaps even then the sudden and deep sense of gratitude for his response had made courage a new necessity and had armoured her against panic — for friendships sake.

All she realized in that moment was that this friendship, so sudden, so vital, was already so strong in her, so real, that even in the terror of that instant she thought of the danger to him, and asked him to let her go on alone.

Perhaps they both were thinking of these things — she, curled up in her corner, looking thoughtfully at him; he, knees crossed, gazing restlessly from object to object in the unsteady stateroom, but his eyes always reverting to her.

Then the duet of silence ended for a while. He said: You must not suppose that I am not keenly alive to the kindness, the fearless generosity you have shown me all through this affair. What you suffered is lodged forever in my mind — and in my heart.

What you have done for me is in my — heart, she said in her sweetly modulated voice.

I have done very little — —

You would not leave me!

My own life was forfeit if I did — —

No! You did not reason that way! Besides, had I managed to get through alone, you should have had your life back again to do with as you pleased. No; you did not reason that way. You stood by a friend in peril — at your own peril.

She drew a deep, tremulous breath. More than that, she said, you stood by me when you almost believed I had lied to you — lied shamefully.

I had my plans ready — in that event, he said, forcing a laugh.

You did doubt me?

Yes.

She bent her head, looked thoughtfully at her hands, which clasped one knee, then, lifting her eyes: I forgive you, she said gravely.

He flushed: I did not know you — did not realize — what you are — —

You were slower than I.

What?

I trusted you — from the first.

He was silent; she watched him for a few moments, then:

When you concluded that I had lied to you, what plans had you ready?

I had rather not say — —

Please do.

He bit his lip: I had decided to take your satchel from you.

Against my wishes? she asked, amazed.

Yes.

There was no resentment, only a childish surprise: Why?

I told you that I am an enemy to your country.

Yes, I know — —

I told you that I would not knowingly permit you to take out of England anything which might be detrimental to Englands interests. And I made up my mind that if you had deceived me — and although I stood by you — because you are only a young girl — and were in danger from those who make no allowance for youth and sex — nevertheless, as soon as you were in personal safety, I meant to take from you whatever you had concealed from me and which might have been of service to Englands enemies.

Would you have done that?

Yes, if you had been untruthful to me.

She bent her head, thoughtfully; then looking up at him: Yes; that would have been just.... But I have not been untruthful.

His perplexed and slightly careworn eyes met hers.

I cant doubt you, he said. I know you have been truthful. But — what is in that satchel? Forgive me, I must ask you. Because there is evidently enough there to terrify you at the thought of British eyes inspecting it.

Kervyn — cant you believe me when I tell you that I dont know what is in that satchel?

I do believe you. But tell me what you are afraid it might be.

I cant — truly I cant tell you. Dont you understand? Dont you realize that I must have promised?

Promised?

Yes — not to unlock or open the satchel. I did promise.

To whom did you make that promise? And, as she did not reply: Was the promise made to anybody I ever met?

She looked at him in a distressed way, but his face darkened and his determination increased.

Did you make that promise to a German? An officer? Did you make it to General von Reiter?

Yes.

I see. And there are papers in that satchel!

Yes.

Where did you get them?

From — Mr. Grätz.

You were accustomed to receive papers from Mr. Grätz?

Sometimes.

At certain intervals?

I dont know. Whenever Mr. Grätz telephoned, Anna, my maid, went to London and usually brought back the — the plans.

Plans!

Yes. I understood that they were plans of a new automobile which was being designed by the Edmeston Agency for their Berlin branch. Mr. Grätz mentioned it as the Bauer-Schroeder car.

To whom were these plans to go, ultimately?

I sent them to New York.

To whom?

To Schimmel and Company, Broadway.

Have you any idea where Schimmel and Company sent those plans?

Yes. I never thought much about it then, but today I realized that sooner or later the plans were sent to General von Reiter — in Berlin.

You are sure?

Yes. I saw them when I was there last April. He said that those were the plans which I had sent to Schimmel and Company.

You saw the plans?

Yes.

Were they plans of an automobile?

I — thought so then. They were on very thin paper. I supposed them to be drawings of detached machinery in sections. They looked to me like fragments of something.

And now — in the light of what happened today — what do you believe those drawings represented?

I have no idea — really I havent. Only— She hesitated, troubled, twisting her fingers on her knees.

Only— he prompted her.

She said, with a tremulous intake of breath: I think I had better tell you, Kervyn. This is what frightened me — what the experience of today seemed to suddenly make plain to me — I mean your coming to Westheath, Mr. Grätz telephoning about obeying you, and informing me of the arrest of my maid — these things, and the war, and what I have read about German spies in England — all this flashed up in my mind at the same time when you turned from the telephone and asked me such terrible questions.

It made clear to me, or seemed to, something else that I had not understood at the time— She hesitated, her gaze concentrated as though in an effort to recollect and visualize some scene — 

It was last April, in Berlin.... General Baron von Reiter said something to me as I was waiting for his car to take me to the station — I was departing for England again — and he said — he said — —

Yes, Karen?

He said something about war — the possibility of it. And he said that in case war ever came while I was in England, and if, when it came, I had in my possession any automobile plans from the Edmeston Agency — from Mr. Grätz — that I was to bring them with me to Germany — not to show them to anybody, not to send them by mail, but to bring them back and deliver them to him.

Yes, Karen.

I promised.... He made me promise again. He was very serious. He said that on my obedience in this matter might depend the lives of many people. I had no idea what he meant by that — until today.... And what I fear has happened is that Anna, who went yesterday to London because Mr. Grätz telephoned, was arrested while in possession of papers delivered to her by Mr. Grätz.... And that these papers were not what I had always supposed. And that is why I was suddenly afraid — afraid — Oh, Kervyn! — I cannot describe the fear that leaped up and seized me when you asked me those dreadful questions! Suddenly everything, every detail in the entire matter seemed to grow clear and terrible to me.... I — I went into my dressing-room — and steadied myself against the wall — feeling faint for a moment.

Then I took from my dressing-table the papers which I had from Annas last visit to Mr. Grätz. They had remained there in the drawer because I had been told not to mail them, and no word had come for me to go back to Berlin. So I had them on my hands. But until you came I gave them no thought — merely conscious that I had promised to take them back with me.

But — in that terrible moment when I stood there leaning against the wall, I remembered what was said to me about the lives of many people depending upon my keeping my promise. It was a hideous thing to remember at such a time.... But I could not break my word — for the sake of these imperilled people also — could I, Kervyn?... So I took the papers and locked them in my satchel. And afterward I — I asked you to leave— Her voice quivered; she bent her head and sat twisting her slim fingers on her lap.

That is all I know, she faltered— all I know about it. I have tried to be true to my word, and loyal to — you.

Her emotion was reflected in his own face; he bent forward, laid his hand over her restless fingers.

Karen, he said, you are the pluckiest, straightest, whitest woman I ever knew.

Im only — honest, she whispered.... And I want you to think me so.

I do! — Karen, dearest, sincerest, most fearless of women!

Do you believe me — that?

Karen, I — —

A sharp knocking at the door cut him short. They looked at each other, startled. At the same moment he realized that the ship had stopped.

Could it be the stewardess? she whispered.

I dont know.

He rose, picked up the satchel and went to the open port.

If a British guard-ship has stopped us to search us, we cant have this thing found, he said.

She stared at him in frightened silence.

They may have found those men we tied up and left in your house at Westheath! he whispered. A wireless would set a score of warships ready to intercept us. If they board us they must not find that satchel.

The sharp, loud rapping came again.

Guild went to the open port, pushed the satchel through it, leaned out himself. As he did so something brushed his head, and, looking up, he saw a ropes end dangling there.

In an instant he had tied it to the handle of the satchel, stepped back, screwed the heavy glass fast, and then, motioning Karen to fling herself on the bed, he went to the door, opened it, and stood yawning in the face of a ships officer.

Dont wake my wife, he said drowsily. What is the trouble?

The trouble is, replied the officer coldly, that a British cruiser has signalled us to stop, and has asked whether an American named Guild is aboard.




CHAPTER IX

H. M. S. WYVERN
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WELL, SAID GUILD coolly, have you any idea what a casual British cruiser might want of me?

I have not, said the officer, so perhaps you had better tell me what is wanted of yourself and your wife by the captain of that warship. It might save some argument between him and our own captain. We are due in Amsterdam at noon tomorrow, he added meaningly.

Do you mean to say that the officer in command of this British ship desires to speak to my wife?

His signals stopped us and his wireless told us to detain you and your wife.

What ship is it? demanded the young man, so nervous now that he scarcely knew what he was saying.

The Dutch officer remained icy and precise: The ship is the light cruiser Wyvern, of the Monster class. Her consorts yonder are the Hippogriff and Basalisk — if this information enlightens you, Mr. Guild.

It does not. But I know this much: You cant detain an American! Neither can that British captain take a neutral from a neutral ship! And that settles the matter.

Be good enough to come on deck, said the Hollander in his correct and fluent English. The captain desires to speak with you.

Very well. Ill follow you in a moment — and turning to Karen: Dearest, are you awake?

Yes, dear.

The captain wishes to see me. Ill be back directly. He stepped out into the corridor, hesitated, excused himself to the officer, and returned to Karen, closing the door and locking it.

She was sitting up on the bed, very still and white, and when he came over to her she instinctively laid both chilled hands in his. He held them in a firm and reassuring clasp; but he was terribly disconcerted.

Listen, dear. I think a British officer is coming aboard for us. I dont know whether he has any right to take us off this ship, but Im afraid that the law in the matter wont worry him.

Now listen to me, dear. If I come back and knock and call to you by name, open. If somebody knocks, and there is no voice — or if it is not my voice, go to that port, open it, untie your satchel, which is hanging outside at a ropes end, take out the papers, and drop them into the sea. And not until you have done this shall you open the door to anybody.

Yes, Kervyn.

Then, he said, if weve got to go back to England on a warship, well go clean-handed.

Yes.

And you had better take these passports, too. He drew them from his breast pocket. Theyre forged. Throw them out with the other papers.

Yes, I will.

Then — Im going.... Dont worry — dear. Dont tremble so, Karen — dear Karen — —

Ill try not to. Ill not be cowardly. It — it has been a long — day.... Im thinking of Anna, too. You know, if she had any papers, she was bringing them to me. That will be against me.

I forgot that, he said, appalled. Then he squared his shoulders and forced a smile: Anyway, whatever faces you faces us both!... Dear — keep every atom of courage you have. I shall stand by you, always. But I must go now. Do you promise me to keep up courage?

Yes — dear — —

They were excited, their every nerve now stretched to the breaking, yet both were striving for self-control in the instant menace of this new peril confronting them. Neither knew just what they said or did; he bent over her; she lifted her face to his, closing her eyes as his lips touched her forehead. Then he went away swiftly, and she sprang to the floor and locked the stateroom door. The next moment the awful flare of a searchlight turned the room to a pit of silvery fire, and she cringed against the bed under the fierce white glory, covering her bloodless face with both hands.

On deck, the Dutch captain, who was awaiting Guild at the companionway, came forward hastily and drew him aside.

Theyve boarded us already, he said; there comes their lieutenant over the side. Tell me, Mr. Guild, are your papers in order and your conscience clear? Can I make a fight over this affair?

I have no papers, but my conscience is in order. Dont let them take us if you can help it.

You have no papers?

None that can help me or my wife.

Then its no use fighting.

Fight all the same! whispered Guild, as they both turned to meet the young naval officer who had just stepped aboard. He and the Dutch captain exchanged civilities stiffly, then Guild stepped forward into the lantern light.

Kervyn Guild! exclaimed the slim young officer in surprise. Is it you!

Jamison! ejaculated Guild, astonished. Well this is lucky! Im tremendously glad! I am indeed!

They exchanged a warm impulsive hand-clasp, smiled at each other — then the quick smile on the youthful lieutenants features altered, and his face fell.

Guild, he said soberly, I am afraid I shall have to inconvenience you and — your wife. Im afraid I shall have to ask you to come aboard the Wyvern with me. Im sorry; I know it must inconvenience you fearfully — —

Jamison! We cant go aboard your ship! What on earth are you thinking of?

Orders, returned the young fellow gravely. Ive no discretion, you see.

As by common consent they had stepped aside from the group of ships officers and, standing in the shadow of a lifeboat, they now gazed at each other very seriously.

Guild said: There must be some mistake about this. I have no wife on board this boat.

Did you not board this boat in company with your wife? asked Jamison in a low voice.

No.

Our information is otherwise.

Jamison, you know whether I am likely to lie to you. And I say to you on my word of honour that I did not come aboard this boat with my wife.

Is she not on board?

She is not.

Jamison said regretfully: No good, old fellow. We know she is not your wife. But we want her. I think you had better prepare her to come with us.

Jamison, will you listen to me and believe me?

Yes, of course.

Then, on my word of honour, the woman you have come to take from this ship is absolutely innocent of any — intentional — crime.

I take your word for it, Guild.

You can guess my sentiments in regard to this war, cant you? insisted Guild.

I think I can.

Then listen, Jamison. I pledge you my word that through this young girl, and through me, nothing shall ever happen that could in any manner be detrimental to your country or its allies. Dont press this matter, for Gods sake!

Guild, he said quietly, I believe you absolutely. But — both you and this young lady must come aboard the Wyvern with me. Those are my orders, old fellow. I cant go back on them; I have no discretion in this matter. You know that, dont you?

Yes.

After a silence, Guild linked his arm in the gold-laced arm of his old-time friend and walked back to where the captain stood fidgeting.

I wont go, Jamison, he said, loudly but pleasantly. I am not obliged to go aboard your ship. Captain Vandervelde, I claim the protection of your flag for myself and for my wife.

Captain Vandervelde knows that it means only trouble for him, said Jamison, forcing a smile. He is not likely to defy the Wyvern, I think.

They all turned in the sudden glitter of the Wyverns searchlight and gazed across the darkness where the unseen cruiser was playing on them from stem to stern.

Will you come with me, Guild? asked Jamison quietly.

No, Jamison, Im hanged if I do.... And thats too close to the truth to be very funny, he added, laughingly.

The Wyvern will merely send a guard for you. Its no good bluffing, Guild. You know it yourself.

International law is no bluff!

International law is merely in process of evolution just now. Its in the making. And we are making it.

That remark is very British.

Yes, Im afraid it is. Im sorry.

Well, I wont go aboard the Wyvern, I tell you. Ive got to stay on this ship! I— he leaned over and said under his breath— it may mean death to me, Jamison, to go aboard your ship. Not because of anything I have to fear from your people. On the contrary. But theyll shoot me in Germany. Cant you tell your captain Im trustworthy?

What is the use, Guild? said the young man gently. I have my orders.

Guild looked at him, looked about him at the grave faces of the captain and the second officer, looked out across the black void of water where the long beam of the searchlight had shifted skyward, as though supplicating Heaven once more.

Only a miracle could save Karen. He knew that as he stood there, silent, with death in his heart.

And the miracle happened. For, as he stood staring at the heavenward beam of the unseen cruisers searchlight, all at once the ship herself became grotesquely visible, tilted up oddly out of the sea in the centre of a dull reddish glow. The next instant a deadened boom sounded across the night as though from infinite depths; a shaft of fire two hundred feet high streamed skyward.

That ship has been torpedoed! Oh, my God! said a voice.

The Wyvern has hit a mine! roared the Dutch captain. Im going to get out of this now!

Jamisons youthful face was marble; he swayed slightly where he stood. The next instant he was over the side like a cat, and Guild heard him hailing his boat in an agonized voice which broke with a dry, boyish sob.

From everywhere out of the blackness searchlights stretched out tremulous phantom arms toward the Wyvern, and their slender white beams crossed and recrossed each other, focussing on the stricken warship, which was already down by the stern, her after deck awash, and that infernal red glow surrounding her like the glow of hell around a soul in torment.

Passengers, seamen, stewards crowded and crushed him to the rail, shouting, struggling, crying out in terror or in pity.

Guild caught an officer by his gold sleeve. We ought to stand by her, he said mechanically. Her magazine is afire!

There are boats a-plenty to look after her, returned the officer; the British destroyers are all around her like chicks about a dying hen. Shes their parent ship; and there go their boats, pulling hell for sweeps! God! If it was a mine, I wish we were at Amsterdam, I do!

The steamer was already under way; electric signals sparkled from her; signals were sparkling everywhere in the darkness around them. And all the while the cruiser with her mortal wound, enveloped in her red aura, agonized there in the horrible sombre radiance of her own burning vitals.

Far away in the black void a ship began to fire star-shells.

As the awed throng on the moving liners decks gazed out across the night, the doomed cruiser split slowly amidships, visibly, showing the vivid crack of her scarlet, jagged wound. For a second or two she fairly vomited hell-fire; lay there spouting it out in great crimson gouts; then she crashed skyward into incandescent fragments like a single gigantic bomb, and thunderous blackness blotted out sea and sky once more.




CHAPTER X

FORCE
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HE KNOCKED SHARPLY at the stateroom door and called, Karen! It is I! Open!

She flung open the door, satchel in hand, and he entered, closed the door, relocked it, and dropped down on the lounge, staring at space.

Kervyn! What is it? she asked faintly, one hand against her breast.

It is all right, he said— as far as we are concerned — for the present, anyway. God! I cant realize it — I cant get over it — —

What, Kervyn? she faltered, kneeling on the lounge beside the half dazed man. What happened? Why are you so ghastly pale? Are we really quite safe? Or are you trying to make it easier for me — —

No; you and I are safe enough for the moment, he said. But men are dying out yonder. The sea is full of dead men, Karen. And — I saw it all.

I heard guns. What has happened?

I dont know. It was a mine perhaps, perhaps a torpedo. A ship has been blown up. He lifted his head and turned to her: But you are not to say such a thing to anybody — after I leave you at Trois Fontaines.

No, Kervyn.

Not to anybody. Not even to your father. Do you understand me, Karen?

No. But I wont tell anybody.

Because, he explained wearily, the Admiralty may have reasons for concealing it. If they mean to conceal it, this ship of ours will be stopped again and held for a while in some French or British port.

Why?

So that the passengers cannot talk about what they saw tonight.

His haunted glance fell on the satchel at their feet. As for that, he said, Ive had enough of it, and Ill take no further chances. Where are our passports?

Locked in with the other papers. I was all ready to throw them out of the port when you knocked.

Unlock the bag now. Ill get rid of the whole business, he said bluntly.

Kervyn — I cant do that.

What? he exclaimed.

I cant destroy those papers if there is a chance of getting through with them. I gave my promise, you know.

The dull surprise in his eyes changed gradually to impatience.

If another ship stops us, theyll have to go overboard, anyway.

We may not be stopped again. If we are, we have time.

Karen.

Yes — dear?

A slight flush came into his haggard face; he hesitated, looked up at her where she was kneeling on the sofa beside him. Dear, he said gently, I have never intended that you should carry those papers to your father, or to anybody else.

I dont quite understand you.

Try to understand. I am a friend to England — even a closer friend to — Belgium.

I know. But you are my friend, too.

Devotedly, Karen. He took hold of her hand; she slipped down to the sofa and settled there beside him with a little air of confidence which touched and troubled him.

I am your friend, he said. But there is another friendship that demands first of all the settlement of prior obligations. And, if these obligations conflict with any others, the others must give way, Karen.

What do you mean?

The obligations of friendship — of — of affection — these must give way before a duty more imperative.

What duty?

Allegiance.

To — whom?

To the country in which my race had its origin.

Yes.... But America is neutral, Kervyn.

I mean — Belgium, he said in a low voice.

Belgium! Are you then Belgian? she asked, amazed.

When Belgium is in trouble — yes.

How can you be loyal to two countries?

By being loyal to my own manhood — and to the God who made me, he answered in a low voice.

You feel so deeply about this war?

Nothing on earth could stir me as deeply, Karen. Unless — America were in danger.

I — I cant understand.

Let me help you. My family was Belgian. For many years we have been good and loyal Americans. America means home. But, nevertheless, we inherit obligations toward the country of our origin which, so far, time has not extinguished.... When I became of military age I went to Belgium and served my time in the Belgian army. Then I went — home. My father did it before me. My grandfather before him. My younger brother will do it, God willing. It is our custom to fulfill our obligations, he added with a faint smile, even when those obligations seem to others a trifle fanciful and old-fashioned.

She bent her fair head in silence, considering for a space, her hand resting rather lifelessly in his. And, after a few moments: But how does all this interfere with our friendship? she asked innocently.

It does not.... Only I could not let you take those papers to Germany, Karen.

But Ive promised.

You promised to do it if it were possible. He lifted her hand to his lips. But — it has become impossible, Karen.

Another ship may not interfere.

No. But I must — interfere.

You! Kervyn!

Dear — I must.

Betray me?

Karen! Karen! What are you saying?

If you take my papers away you betray our friendship!

I have told you that there is a higher obligation than friendship. Even your friendship, Karen.

You — you mean to take my papers from me?

Yes, dear.

By — by violence?

Karen! Look at me!

She gave him a white, breathless glance, wrenched her hand from his, stooped suddenly, seized the satchel, and, gathering it against her breast, clasped both arms around it. Then she looked him straight in the eyes.

Yes, he said, that is the only way. You must keep your word to the last and do your best. Only — remember that what I do now has no bearing whatever upon our friendship. I — I care for you — at this moment — more than I ever did. So — forgive me — Karen — —

I never shall! Kervyn! Kervyn — think what you are doing! — —

He encircled her with his left arm, and with his right hand he gathered both of her slender wrists in his grasp and held them. The satchel rolled from her knees to the floor.

Kervyn! she cried, think what you are doing! She looked up into his set face where he held her crushed against his shoulder. I am your friend. Think what you are doing! I — I care — so much — for you!

And I for you, Karen.... Is that the key around your neck on that blue ribbon?

You shall not have it. Oh, Kervyn! Kervyn! she gasped— what are you doing to our friendship! What are you doing!
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Kervyn! Kervyn — Think what you are doing!—

The struggle was already over; with his left arm he held both of her arms pinned tightly to the supple body which lay panting against him, while with his other hand he untied the narrow blue bow-knot at her throat and freed the tiny key. Then he released her. They both were deadly pale. She dropped back among the pillows and lay there staring at him. There was in the white calm of her face an expression almost pleasant.

So — you have done it, she said in a curiously altered voice, but her lips scarcely moved when she spoke.

He did not answer, but in her level eyes he saw blue lightning glimmer.

You did your best, he said. Your conscience is clear. Nobody can reproach you.

Do you understand, she said in a low, expressionless voice, that I am your enemy?

Do you reason that way, Karen?

Reason?

Yes. Reason it out, Karen, before you come to such a conclusion.

She said, very quietly: A woman takes a shorter cut to her conclusions than by reasoning. As I did with you ... when I gave you my friendship ... unasked— She turned her head swiftly, and sat for a moment while the starting tears dried in her eyes, unshed. They dried slowly while the battle raged within her — combat of mind and heart with every outraged instinct in arms, every emotion, every impulse. Pride, belief, faith, tenderness — all desperately wounded, fought blindly in the assault upon her heart, seeming to tear it to a thousand bleeding fragments.

Perhaps, like the fair body of Osiris, it was immortal — a deathless, imperishable thing — or that what had come into it had become indestructible. For, after her heart lay in burning fragments within her, she turned and looked at him, and in her eyes was all the tragedy of her sex — and all its never-ending mystery to men.

I must end what I have begun, he said gently.

Does it matter, now?

I dont know, Karen. I have no choice — even when your hatred threatens me.... I suppose it will be that, when I unlock your satchel.

He picked it up and fitted the key to the lock. As he opened it, a faint fresh fragrance came from it, as though he was violating the delicate intimacy of this young girl herself.

But he set his jaws; she saw the cheek muscles tighten; and he drew from the satchel two flat envelopes. One contained the forged passports, and he placed these in his breast pocket, then looked steadily at her.

Our friendship breaks with those seals, she said unsteadily.

Karen — I cannot help it.

Yes, you can help it.... Kervyn!... Wait! I will — will say — that it is more than friendship that breaks— She caught her breath and her lip quivered— I — I have the courage to say it — if it means anything to you — if it will help — —

His face reddened, then it grew pallid and expressionless.

Even that, he said, must stand aside.... Karen, from the moment I saw you I have been — in love with you.

And, looking her steadily in the eyes, he broke the seals.

When the last seal broke she gave a little cry, turned and covered her eyes with both hands.

As for Guild, he stood with a sheet of paper in his hands, staring at the tracery which covered it and which meant absolutely nothing to him. Then he looked at the remaining sheets of paper. None had any significance to him. There were three sheets of thin translucent paper. These sheets were numbered from one to three.

The first seemed to be a hasty study from some artists sketch book. It appeared to be a roughly executed and hasty sketch of several rather oddly shaped trees — a mere note jotted down to record the impression of the moment — trees, a foreland, a flight of little hedge birds.
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On it, in English, the artist had written Sunset. Indeed, the declining and somewhat archaic sun on the horizon and the obviously evening flight of the birds seemed to render the label unnecessary.

For a long while Guild stood studying it in the light of the stateroom ceiling lamp. And what continually arrested his attention and perplexed him was the unusual shapes of the trees and the un-birdlike flight of the birds. Also artists dont sketch on such paper.

Now and then he looked across at Karen with an inscrutable expression, and each time he looked at her his face seemed to grow more rigid and his set jaws more inflexible.

The girl crouched in the corner of the lounge, her face covered by both hands and pressed against the pillows.

He did not speak to her. Presently he turned to the next paper. It bore the rough sketch of a fish, and was numbered 2.
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It was a wretched drawing, intended, evidently, to resemble an old pike and three young ones. What it meant he had no idea. He passed to the third and last sheet of paper, and it instantly held his attention.

On it was depicted a figure, which he supposed was the artists idea of a Japanese dancing girl. She held a fan in her left hand. Over her extended right hand a butterfly hovered.
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But what interested and concentrated Guilds attention was not the very amateurish drawing, but the series of silly decorations on the paper above her head — a number of quartered circles inclosed in squares and oblongs.
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As decorations they meant nothing, indicated nothing, except that the intellect responsible for them must be a meagre one.

But as a cipher message these doubly bisected circles promised anything.

This is what Guild saw and what caused him to seat himself on the sofa beside the girl who still lay huddled over her pillows, her face hidden in her hands.

Seated, he drew out the portfolio containing his letters and a notebook. Then, slipping a lead-pencil from the leather socket and tearing out a sheet of paper, he started work — using the leather-backed book for a support — on a cipher which looked to be impossible. Yet, all ciphers are solved by the same method. And he knew it.
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The first thing he did was to find his numbers in the mass of quartered circles. And, working steadily, swiftly, but intelligently, he had, in the course of an hour, discovered, separated and jotted down, nine of the quartered disks which he believed to represent numbers; and one extra disk which he supposed to be zero. And he numbered each symbol accordingly: merely eliminating all lines except those bisecting the smaller circles. This gave him in order
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The next thing to do was to find what letters those numbers, or combinations of numbers, represented.

For a while he tried English, but arrived at no convincing result. So he tried German, first making a list of the letters which were likely to occur most frequently in the written language and then trying them with the symbols which occurred most frequently in the manuscript before him.

He found that the first symbol represented the figures 21.
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The twenty-first letter of the alphabet is u. He wrote it.

The next symbol was
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for which he substituted the figures 14. The fourteenth letter of the alphabet is n. He had, so far, two letters, u and n, to experiment with.

He had sat for several minutes gazing absently at these two letters when, like a shot, it struck him that the French word for the number, one, was spelled un. Could the key of the cipher be French? He separated and jotted down the next combination of disks
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which gave him the numbers 19. The nineteenth letter of the alphabet is s. He wrote it.

The next symbol was
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or the figure 9. The ninth letter of the alphabet is i.

The next symbol was
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which, translated, gave him 24. The twenty-fourth letter of the alphabet is x.

He now had the letters s-i-x. And no sooner had he written them in order than the word six stared him in the face and he flushed with pure excitement.

He had now two words, un and six. The chances were that he was somewhere on the right track and he fell to work with a concentration and ardour which left him oblivious to everything else — to time and place, and to the silent, motionless little figure huddled over the pillows beside him.
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A Fragment from Guilds Notebook

At the end of an hour — checked twice — but finally overcoming apparent defeat, and always following the same method of deduction, he came to an end of his symbols, and he found the leaf from his notebook was covered with the following words in order of symbol:

Un, six douze cinq cinq vingt, douze quinz vingt-un sept eight, nineteen vingt trois nine douze douze twenty-five, eight cinq trois eight vingt, six quinze douze douze quinze vingt-trois, deux nine eighteen quatre nineteen.

For these numerals spelled out capriciously in either abbreviated French or English he substituted numbers in the sequence given:

1 — 6 — 12 — 5 — 5 — 20 — 12 — 15 — 21 — 7 — 8 — 19
— 23 — 9 — 12 — 12 — 25 — 8 — 5 — 3 — 8 — 20 — 6 — 15
— 12 — 12 — 15 — 23 — 2 — 9 — 18 — 4 — 19.

Then for the figure 1 he wrote the first letter of the alphabet — A. For the number six he wrote the sixth letter of the alphabet F. For the number 12, the twelfth letter of the alphabet L.

And when he had written letters for every figure in order given he had on his sheet of paper

A FLEETLOUGHSWILLYHECHTFOLLOW
BIRDS

After a while he separated the words A, Fleet, Follow, and Birds, leaving the unintelligible sequence of letters LOUGHSWILLYHECHT.

Out of this, for a long while, he could make nothing, until, by chance, taking the last five letters together, it suddenly occurred to him that the German word for pike was HECHT. Then, in a flash, he remembered the badly drawn picture of a pike and its young. Pike or Hecht, that was one of the words in all probability. But what other word the word Hecht represented he could not imagine.

He looked at his notebook again. The letters remaining were LOUGHSWILLY. They meant absolutely nothing in any language he had even heard of. He studied what he already had — A Fleet (Blank) Pike Follow Birds. A pike follow Birds — birds — and swift as lightning a thought struck him which set him tingling to his finger-tips: somewhere in that rough, hasty, and apparently innocent sketch in which oddly shaped trees and a line of little birds figured, lay the key to the whole thing.

He felt it, he knew it. He spread out the drawing on his knees and studied it with terrible concentration, conscious somehow or other that something about it, something in it, was vaguely familiar to him. What? Had he ever before seen another sketch by the same hand? He could not recollect. It was like millions of rough, hasty sketches jotted down by painters as notes for their own guidance only and not for others to see.

What was there about it unusual? The trees? The shapes of the trees. Ah! he was getting nearer the goal — he realized it, felt it, and, balked, fell into a mental rage for a moment.

Then his habitual self-command returned; he squared his jaws, gazed grimly at the trees, and forced himself once more to answer his own questions.

The shapes of the trees, then, were unusual. He had gotten that far. What was unusual in their shapes? The trunks and branches? No. The foliage. No. The outline!

God! he whispered. And he had it.

Over the sofa was hanging a map of the British Isles and of the Western coast of Europe. Dotted lines indicated the course taken by the Holland Line steamers. He reached up, unhooked it, looked at it, then at the drawing in his hand.

Then he detached half of the thin sheet of paper on which the sketch was drawn and laid it over the sketch. Being translucent to the verge of transparency, he could see the drawing beneath the thin sheet covering it.

Then, with his pencil, he steadily traced the outlines of the trees.

When he had done this and had removed the sketch from beneath his tracing-paper he had what he expected — an outline of the British Isles, the Hebrides, Orkneys, Shetlands; part of the coast of Norway, the French, Belgian and Dutch coast. Heligoland, and the German coast at Cuxhaven and Wilhelmshaven.

From the map of the steamship company he carefully filled in boundaries and a few principal towns, then placing his outline drawing over the sketch of the trees he drew a dotted line following exactly the flight of the little birds.

Where that flight terminated he made an arrow, then turned his eyes on the steamer map to find out where that arrows point rested.

And there on the Irish coast he saw the name Lough Swilly!

It was the last link! — the last but one.

A Fleet Lough Swilly. Hecht (Pike) follow birds.

A pike, with little pike following her, was to follow the flight of the birds — the dotted line on his outline map. The dotted line curved up out of Cuxhaven, around the Orkneys and Hebrides and into Lough Swilly — where there was a fleet!
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Out of Cuxhaven — Cuxhaven! where lay the German submarines! — A pike, and young! A parent ship and submarines!

The last link was forged; the chain complete — not quite — not entirely. The Japanese dancing girl? And under the number of the sketch, 3, — were three symbols. They were junks with latten sails.

Perhaps there were three Japanese battleships at Lough Swilly. It didnt matter; the chain was complete enough for him.




CHAPTER XI

STRATEGY
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AS HE ROSE from the sofa, stretching his arms to ease his cramped muscles, Guild became conscious that he was very tired.

He had had little sleep the night before and none at all this night. He glanced at his watch; it was four oclock in the morning. He went to the port, unscrewed it, and looked out into pitch darkness. There was not a light to be seen on the sea, no flare from any headland, no spark which might indicate a lighthouse, not a star overhead, not a sparkle save for the splintered reflection of the vessels own lights running over the water alongside, through which foaming, curling waves raced and fled away into the black obscurity astern.

He turned and looked gravely at Karen. The girl still lay unstirring among the pillows on the sofa. One arm covered her head as though to shield it from some blow.

He bent beside her, listening to her breathing. It was quiet and regular, and on her cheek was a flush like the delicate colour of a sleeping child.

He had no mind to disturb her, yet he could not make her more comfortable without awaking her.

All he dared do was to unbutton her spats very cautiously, and slip off the little brown suede shoes.

Over her he laid the blankets from the bed, lightly, then opened wide the port.

His own toilet for the night was even simpler; he folded together the batch of damning papers, originals, his own notes, the forged passports, strapped them with an elastic band, buttoned them inside his breast pocket, reached over and extinguished the electric globe, and, fully dressed, lay down on the stripped bed in darkness.

They had been traveling sixteen hours. Allowing for their detention by the ill-omened Wyvern, they should dock at Amsterdam in five or six hours more.

He tried to sleep; but his nerves were very much alive and his excited brain refused to subscribe to the bodys fatigue.

All that had happened since he first saw Karen Girard he now went over and over in his mind in spite of himself. He strove to stop thinking, and could not; and sometimes the lurid horror of the Wyvern possessed him with all its appalling details made plain to his imagination — details not visible from the liners decks, yet perhaps the more ghastly because hidden by distance and by the infernal glare that fringed the doomed ship like a very nimbus from hell itself.

This obsessed him, and the villainous information which he had wrested from the papers which this young girl had been carrying — information amply sufficient to convict her and to make inevitable the military execution of the man Grätz and the grinning chauffeur, Bush.

And if the wretched maid, Anna, had been arrested with papers similar to these on her person, her case, too, was hopeless. Because the very existence of England depended upon extinguishing forever people who dealt in secret information like that which lay folded and buttoned under his belted coat of tweed.

He knew it, knew what his fate must have been had the satchel been searched on Fresh Wharf — knew what Karens fate must have been, also, surely, surely!

And had those papers been taken aboard the Wyvern it had not been very long before the simplicity of the cipher had been discovered by anybody trained in code work.

For, in spite of its surface complexity, the cipher was a singularly simple one, even a stupid code, based on simple principles long known and understood in all of their hundreds of variations.

And all such ciphers, granted time and patience, could be solved by the same basic principles. The only function of that kind of code was to so multiply its intricacies and variations that, with a time limit for delivery understood, measures could be taken at the other end to minimize the effect of discovery, the elapsing of the time limit serving as an automatic warning that message or messenger were under forcible detention within the enemys lines.

Yes, it had been a stupid cipher, and an easy one.

A trained man would have solved it in half the time he had required.

Nothing about the message remained really obscure except the Japanese dancing girl playing with her butterfly and fan, and the lack of information concerning the fleet at anchor or cruising near Lough Swilly on the Irish coast.

As far as the fleet was concerned, Guild was very confident that he understood. The whereabouts of the British battleship fleet was not known, had been carefully guarded. Without a doubt Lough Swilly was its rendezvous; and the German spy system in England had discovered it and was sending the information to Berlin with a suggestion that submarines follow the birds, i. e., take that dotted course around the northern Scottish coast, slip south into Lough Swilly, and attack the first line of battle squadron where it had been supposed to lurk in safety, awaiting its call to action. That was as clear as daylight, but the Japanese figure he could not understand.



He was utterly unable to sleep. After an hours staring into the darkness he rose cautiously, opened the stateroom door and stepped into the lighted corridor.

Here he lighted a cigarette against regulations and began to pace up and down.

Presently the sharp nose of a steward detected the aroma of tobacco, and he came prowling into the corridor.

So Guild nodded and tossed the cigarette out of the open port at the end of the corridor.

We ought to dock by nine, he said.

About nine, sir.

Were lucky to have run afoul of nothing resembling a mine.

God, sir! Wasnt it awful about the Wyvern! I expect some passenger steamer will get it yet. Mines by the hundreds are coming ashore on the coast of Holland.

Have you had any news by wireless? asked Guild.

A little, sir. Theyve been fighting all night south of Ostend. Also, we had a wire from London that a German light cruiser, the Schmetterling, is at Valparaiso, and that a Japanese cruiser, the Geisha, and a French one, the Eventail, have been ordered after her.

Guild nodded carelessly, stretched his arms, yawned, and returned to the stateroom, knowing that now, at last, he was in possession of every item in the secret document.

For the Japanese dancing girl was the Geisha, the fan in her hand was the French cruiser Eventail and the butterfly fluttering about her was the German light cruiser Schmetterling — which in that agreeable language means butterfly, and which no doubt had made an attempt upon the Geisha and had been repulsed.

And this warning was sent that the Schmetterling had better keep her distance, because the Eventail had now joined the Japanese ship, and the two meant mischief.

As for the drawing of the Pike, perhaps on the German naval list there might have been a vessel named the Hecht. He did not know. The symbol of the most ferocious fresh-water fish in Europe was sufficient to indicate the nature of the craft even had the flight of the birds not made it unmistakable. There could be no doubt about it that the Hecht with the three little Hechts following had been explicitly invited to cruise in the North Sea and have a look-in at Lough Swilly. And that was quite enough to understand.



He turned on the cabin light, went to Karens side and looked at her.

She had moved, but only in her sleep apparently. The back of one hand lay across her forehead; her face was turned upward, and on the flushed cheeks there were traces of tears.

But she still slept. He arranged her coverings again, stood gazing at her for a moment more, then he extinguished the light and once more lay down on the bare mattress, using his arm for a pillow.

But sleep eluded him for all his desperate weariness. He thought of Grätz and of Bush and of the wretched woman involved by them and now a prisoner.

The moment he turned over these papers to the British Consul in Amsterdam the death warrant of Grätz and Bush was signed. He knew that. He knew also that the papers in his possession were going to be delivered to British authority. But first he meant to give Grätz and Bush a sporting chance to clear out.

Not because they had aided him. They cared nothing about him. It was Karen they had aided, and their help was given to her because of von Reiter.

No, it was not in him to do the thing that way. Had he been a British officer on duty it had been hard enough to do such a thing.

As it was he must give them their chance and he knew of only one way to do it. This point settled he dismissed it from his mind and, with a slight sigh, permitted his harassed thoughts to lead him where they seemed always now inclined to lead him when permitted — back to the young girl he had known only a few hours, but in whose company it seemed to him that he had already lived a century.

He was not a man given to easy friendships, not a man in whom sensations were easily stirred. Under ordinary circumstances, perhaps, neither the youthful beauty of this girl, nor her talents and accomplishments had stirred him to more than an amiably impersonal interest. He had known many women and had been friends with a few. But on his part the friendships had not been sentimental.

Women of all sorts and conditions he had known: fashionable idlers, professional women, domesticated women; women with ideas, women without them, busy women with leisure for mischief, mischievous women whose business was leisure, happy women, unhappy ones, calm ones, restless ones, clever ones, stupid ones and their even more irritating sisters who promised to amount to something and never did, all these varieties of the species he had known, but never a woman like this.

Usually he could place a woman after seeing her move and hearing her speak. He could only place Karen on a social par with any woman he had ever known, and he was afraid she didnt belong there, because well-born German Mädchens dont interne themselves in nun-like seclusion far from Vaterland, Vater, and maternal apron-strings, with intervals of sallying forth into the world for a few months diversion as a professional actress on the stage.

At least Guild had never heard of any girls who did such things. But there remained the chance, of course, that Karen Girard was a perfectly new type to him.

One fact was evident; her father was a Prussian officer and belonged to the Prussian aristocracy. But gentlemen of these castes do not permit their daughters the freedom that Karen enjoyed.

There was a mystery about the matter, probably not an agreeable one. Antecedents, conditions and facts did not agree. There was no logic in her situation.

Guild realized this. And at the same time he realized that he had never liked any woman as much — had never come to care for any woman as easily, as naturally, and as quickly as he had come to care for Karen Girard.

It stirred him now to remember that this young girl had responded, frankly, fearlessly, naturally; had even met him more than half-way with a sweet sincerity and confidence that touched him again as he thought of it.

Truly he had never looked into such honest eyes, or into lovelier ones, — two clear, violet wells of light. And Truth, who abides in wells, could not have chosen for her dwelling place habitations more suitable.

She seemed to possess all qualities as well as all accomplishments and graces of mind and body. The quality of courage was hers — a courage adorable in its femininity. But there was nothing hard about it, only firmness — like the white firmness of her skin. And her intuitive generosity was as quick and melting as the exquisite motives which prompted it.

Never could he forget that in the dreadful peril of the moment, she had tried to give him a chance to escape the consequences of his companionship with her, — had tried to send him ashore at the last moment so that she alone might remain to face whatever there was confronting her.

It was a brave thing to do, generous, self-forgetful, merciful, and finely just. For though she had not tried to deceive him she had gradually realized that she herself might be deceived, and that she was in honour bound to warn him concerning her suspicions of the satchels contents.

And now — in the end — and after danger was practically over, how did they stand, he and she? How had they emerged from the snarl of circumstances?

Had his gentle violence killed forever a very wonderful beginning of what they both had spoken of as friendship? And she — he reddened in the darkness as he remembered — she had begged him in the name of friendship not to violate it — had spoken of it, in the excitement of emotion, as more than friendship.

It had been the most difficult thing he ever had had to do.

Was it true that her friendship had turned to hatred?

He wondered, wondered at the dull unhappiness which the thought brought with it. And, wondering, fell asleep.



In the grey of dawn Karen sat up, wide-eyed, still tremulous from the dream of death that had awakened her.

Through the open port a grey sky glimmered. She rose to her knees and gazed out upon a grey waste of water heaving to the horizon.

Then she turned and looked across at the bed where Guild lay, his blond head cradled on one arm, asleep.

Her eyes rested on him a long while. Then she caught sight of her shoes and spats on the floor — looked down at the blankets and covers that had kept her warm. The next moment her eyes fell on her satchel where it stood open, the key still in the lock, and her silver toilet articles glimmering dully inside.

The vague tenderness in her blue eyes vanished; he had done this, too! — shamefully, by force, treading mercilessly on the frail bud of friendship — ignoring everything, sacrificing everything to a dull, obstinate determination which he had characterized as duty.

She turned and looked at the man who had done all this, her eyes darkly beautiful, her lips stern.

Duty? He had not considered the duty she owed. He had not respected her promise to bring back what had been intrusted to her. And when the discussion had tired him — when her warnings, pleadings — even her appeals in the name of the first friendship she had ever given — had been ignored, he had coolly used violence.

Yes, violence, although, perhaps, the violence had not been very violent. But it was force — and hateful to her who never before had been obliged to endure the arrogance which her caste only knew how to dispense.

So brauch Ich Gewalt! kept ringing in her ears like a very obsession as she knelt there, sitting back on her own supple limbs, and watching the sleeping man out of beautiful hostile eyes.

That man! That American — or Belgian — whatever he was — with his clear grey eyes and his short yellow hair and that mouth of his which could be faintly humorous at times and, at times be so ugly and set — what was there about him that she liked — or rather had liked?

Not his features; they were only passable from an ornamental point of view — not his lean but powerful figure, which resembled many other figures she had seen in England — not his manner particularly — at least she had seen more deferential attitudes, more polish of the courtly and continental sort, more empressement.

What was it she liked, — had once liked in this man? Nothing! Nothing! — the tears suddenly glimmered in her eyes and she winked them dry, angrily.

And to think — to remember in years to come that she — she had pleaded with that man in the name of friendship — and of something more than friendship! — The hot colour mantled face and throat and she covered her eyes in a sudden agony of mortification.

For a few moments she remained so, then her hands fell, helplessly again.

And, as she knelt there looking at him through the increasing daylight, suddenly her eyes narrowed, and her set face grew still and intent.

Crowding out of the shallow breast pocket of his Norfolk where he lay were papers. Her papers!

The next instant, lithely, softly, soundlessly on her unshod feet, she had slipped from the lounge and crossed the stateroom to his side, and her fingers already touched the edges of the packet.

Her papers! And her hand rested on them. But she did not take them. There was something about the stealth of the act that checked her, — something that seemed foreign, repugnant to her nature.

Breathless, her narrow hand poised, she hesitated, trying to remember that the papers were hers — striving to aid herself with the hot and shameful memory of the violence he had offered her.

Why couldnt she take them? This man and she were now at war! War has two phases, violence and strategy. Both are legitimate; he had played his part, and this part was strategy. Why shouldnt she play that part? Why?

But her hand wavered, fell away, and she looked down into his sleeping face and knew that she could not do it.

After a moment his eyes opened and met hers, pleasantly.

She blushed to her hair.

He said: Why didnt you take them, Karen?

You couldnt understand if I told you, she said with youthful bitterness.

He looked very grave at that. She turned, picked up shoes and spats, and seated herself on the sofa.

So he got up, opened the door and went up on deck, leaving her the stateroom to herself.

At the office of the wireless station the operator seemed to have no objection to sending a message for him to the British Consul in Amsterdam, and obligingly looked up the address. So Guild sent his message and prepaid reply.

Then he went into the smoking-room and lit a cigarette.

He was dozing when a steward awoke him with a reply to his wireless message:

Kervyn Guild
On board S. S. Feyenoord
Will call at American Consulate. Many thanks.

Churchill, Consul.

He sat thinking for a few minutes. Then remembering that he did not know where the American Consul was to be found, he went again to the wireless office and procured the address.

Turning, as he was leaving, to thank the boyish operator, he found that youths shrewd eyes fixed on him intently.

Look out, sir, said the operator, in perfectly good English. Theres a lot o talk about you on board.

What do you mean?

Wasnt it you the Wyvern was wanting?

Yes.

Youre friendly to us, I take it?

Do you mean to England?

Yes, sir.

Yes, I am.

I fancied so. Be very careful aboard this boat, sir. Half the crew and most of the stewards are German.

Thanks, said Guild smilingly.

But as he walked slowly away he realized rather uneasily what an object of interest he had become to the personnel of the ship since the Wyvern had honoured him by her wireless inquiries concerning him.




CHAPTER XII

IN THE RAIN
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HE WENT STRAIGHT to the writing-room. Only one or two of his fellow-passengers were up, and he had the place to himself.

He wrote first:

W. A. Churchill, Esquire,
British Consulate,
Plantage Middenlaan 20,
Amsterdam,
Holland

Sir:

The following items of information should be immediately transmitted to your home Government. The importance of the matters in question admit of no delay.

1st. It has come to my knowledge that German spies in England have discovered the whereabouts of a British fleet — presumably the first line battle fleet — and have attempted to communicate the intelligence to Berlin. One document in cipher embodying this intelligence has been intercepted and translated. But other communications in cipher may get through. 

2d. Another document of the same sort advises the Berlin Government to send from Cuxhaven a cruiser (parent ship) as convoy to three submarines for the purpose of attacking the British armoured ships.

The rendezvous of the British ships, as given in the cipher message, is Lough Swilly, North Irish coast.

The route suggested for the German cruiser and submarines is around the north coast of Scotland.

3d. Still a third document in cipher informs the German Government that the light cruiser, Schmetterling, at or off Valparaiso, is being pursued by the Japanese ship Geisha and the French gunboat Eventail.

4th. The fourth and last item of information to be transmitted to your Government concerns an actuality witnessed by myself and by the majority of the passengers of this steamer, now docking at Rotterdam.

Last night, somewhere between eleven oclock and midnight, and somewhere off the Belgian coast, H. M. S. Wyvern was blown up, whether by mine or torpedo or by a bomb from some unseen air-craft I do not know. She was using her searchlight on the clouds at the time.

The ship was tilted out of the water at an odd angle when the red glare that suddenly enveloped her made her visible. It appears to me as though some submarine convulsion had heaved her up out of the sea.

There was one of her officers aboard our liner when the catastrophe occurred — Lieutenant Jamison. A boats crew lay alongside of us. With these exceptions it does not seem probable that anybody aboard the Wyvern could have escaped death, although other ships were in the vicinity and their searchlights played upon her, and I saw small boats on the way to her before she finally blew to pieces.

This is the information which both duty and inclination impel me to place at the disposal of the British Government.

Permit me to add that I am leaving in the hands of the United States consul, Henry H. Morgan, Esquire, a separate packet of papers containing full corroboration of the foregoing details.

The packet is addressed to you in his care, but he will be instructed to give you this letter, only, and not to deliver the packet to you until a week from today for reasons which I cannot explain.

The packet contains — 

1st. Three pages of cipher and pictographs employed by the German spy system in London.

2d. A key to the cipher.

3d. A key to the pictographs.

4th. A full translation of the cipher.

5th. A translation of the pictographs.

6th. A map.

The German personage to whom the packet was originally addressed, the names and addresses of those who sent it from London, the circumstances under which it was intercepted, will be written out with what detail is necessary, and will be contained in the packet with the original cipher.

In one week from today the American Consul, Mr. Morgan, will deliver to you this packet, but under no circumstances is it to be delivered before a week from today.

I have the honour to be, sir, with great respect,

Your obt. servt,

Kervyn Guild

Union square, New York.

This letter he sealed, addressed, and laid aside.

He then wrote to the American Consulate, addressing the note to the Consul and Vice-Consul, saying that he committed to their care — 

1st. A letter to be called for immediately by the British Consul in person, and so marked.

2d. A packet addressed to the British Consul, but not to be delivered until a week had expired.

3d. A letter to be sent to the United States Consul General in London with all speed.

4th. A telegram to be sent to Edmeston Automobile Agency in London.

5th. A letter to the same agency.

He then wrote out his telegram, wondering whether the United States Consul could put it through:

Edmeston Agency,
White Hood Lane,
London, E. C.

Business of instant importance requires you all to leave for Holland immediately. Lose no time.

Signed — Rider.

Holland Line S. S. Feyenoord.

The letter was directed to the Edmeston Agency:

Dear Sirs:

Grätz and Bush must leave at once if they wish to enjoy the fishing here. The pike are biting. Four have been caught. The shooting, also, is excellent. Eight birds were killed yesterday. If Grätz and Bush do not leave within a week business in London is likely to detain them indefinitely and they will miss their holiday with little chance for another.

Tell them to take the urgent advice of a sportsman and clear out while they have the chance.

Yours with good intentions,

D. Brown Satchell

While Guild was busy writing and consigning what he had written to separate envelopes, he was aware of considerable movement and noise outside on deck — the passing to and fro of many people, whistle blasts from other craft — in fact, all the various species of bustle and noise which, aboard any steamer, indicate its approach to port.

He raised his head and tried to see, but it was still raining and the air was dull with fog.

Passengers, stewards, and officers came and went, passing through the writing-room where he sat in a corner sorting and sealing his letters. Twice, glancing up over his shoulder, he noticed a steward cleaning up, dusting and arranging the pens, ink, and writing paper on the several tables near by — one of those too busy and officious functionaries whose zeal for tips usually defeats its own ends.

And so it happened this time, for, as Guild, intent on what he was writing, reached out absently for another envelope, a package of them was thrust into his hand with a bustling, obsequious— Paper, sir! Yes, sir — Beg pardon, sir! Im sorry! — For somehow the inkwell had been upset and the pile of letters scattered over the floor.

Damn it! said Guild savagely, springing back to avoid the streaming ink.

The steward appeared to be overwhelmed; down he flopped on his knees to collect the letters, hopping up at intervals to sop the flowing flood of ink from the desk.

Guild took the letters from him grimly, counted the sealed envelopes, then without a word went to the neighbouring desk, and, sitting down there, wrote on the last sealed envelope not yet addressed — the envelope which contained the cipher code, translation, and the information concerning the Edmeston Company. When he had written on it: To be delivered to the British Consul in a week, he gathered all the letters, placed them in his breast pocket, buttoned his coat, and went out. For half an hour he walked to and fro under the shelter of the roofed deck, glancing absently across the rail where there was nothing to see except grey mist, grey water, and rain.

After he had enough of this he went below.

Karen was not in the cabin, but her luggage stood there beside his own.

He had plenty of time to make a decent toilet; he bathed, shaved, chose fresh linen, brushed his wrinkled tweeds as thoroughly as he could, then, leaving the luggage there he went away in search of Karen with a view to breakfast.

He found her on the starboard deck very comfortably established. The idiot deck steward who had upset his ink-well and scattered his letters was serving her obsequiously with marmalade.

As Guild approached Karen looked up at him coolly enough, though a bright colour surged into her face. The steward bustled away to find more coffee and rolls.

Do you feel rested at all? asked Guild pleasantly.

Yes, thank you.

May I take the next chair and have breakfast with you?

Yes, please.

He seated himself. She said nothing, ate nothing. Suddenly it occurred to him that in her quaint way she was waiting for his breakfast to appear before beginning her own.

You are not waiting for me, are you? he asked. Dont do that; everything will be cold.

With an odd air of old-fashioned obedience, which always seemed to make her more youthful to him, she began her breakfast.

Well be docking presently, he remarked, glancing out into the fog and thinly falling rain.

Yes.

He lay back in his chair, not caring for her monosyllables, but good-humouredly receptive in case she encouraged conversation.

Neither the freshness of her clothes nor of her skin seemed to have suffered from the discomforts of the night; her hair was lustrous and crisply in order. From her hat-crown to the palms of her gloves rolled back over her wrists, she seemed to have just left the hands of a clever maid, so fresh, sweet, fragrant and immaculate she appeared to him, and he became uncomfortably conscious of his knickerbockers and badly wrinkled tweeds.

The same fool of a steward brought his coffee. And as Karen offered no encouragement to conversation he breakfasted beside her in silence.

Afterward he lighted a cigarette, and they both lay back on their steamer chairs watching the fog and the drizzle and the promenading passengers who all appeared to be excited at the approaching process of docking and over the terrible episode of the previous night.

In all languages it was being discussed; Guild could catch fragments of conversation as groups formed, passed, and repassed their chairs.

Another thing was plain to him; Karen had absolutely nothing to say to him, and apparently no further interest in him.

From time to time he looked at the pure profile which never turned in response. Self-possessed, serene, the girl gazed out into the fog as though she were quite alone on deck. Nor did there seem to be any effort in her detached interest from her environment. And Guild wondered in his depressed heart whether he had utterly and hopelessly killed in her the last faint glimmer of friendly interest in him.

The docking of the Feyenoord in the fog interested him very little; here and there a swaying mast or a black and red funnel loomed up in the fog, and the air was full of characteristic noises — that is all he saw or heard where he lay silent, brooding on fate and chance and on the ways of a woman in the pride of her youth.

The idiot steward reappeared and Guild sent him below for their luggage.

On the gang-plank they descended with the throng, shoulder to shoulder in silence. Inspection did not take long; then a porter who had been following took their luggage.

Karen, do you speak Dutch? asked Guild, mischievously.

Yes — a little.

I supposed you did, he said smilingly. Please ask him the shortest way to the United States Consulate.

She turned indifferently to the porter: Wat is de Kortste weg naar — —

She hesitated, then with a dainty malice indescribable— — Naar the Yankee Consulate? she added calmly.

Guild reddened and strolled a few steps forward, thoroughly incensed.

The porter smothered a smile: Mejuffrouw— he began, ga recht uit links, en den de derde Straat rechts — —

Hoe ver is het?

The porter glanced sideways and cunningly after Guild, then sank his voice: Freule— he began, but the girls haughty amazement silenced him. He touched his cap and muttered in English: Madam is known to me. The chain is long from London to Trois Fontaines. I am only another link in that chain — at madams service.

I am served — sufficiently. Find a motor cab and tell the driver to take us to the United States Consulate.

The porters visage expressed sullen curiosity: Why, he asked in German, does the gracious, well-born young lady desire to visit the American Consulate when the German Consulate is possibly expecting her?

At that she straightened up, staring at the man out of coldly insolent eyes.

That is enough, she said. Take our luggage to a motor cab.

To the Yankee Consulate?

To the Consulate of the United States! Do you hear? Move, then! she said crisply.

It was raining torrents; Guild held the sullen porters umbrella while Karen entered the cab; the luggage was stowed, the vehicle wheeled out into rain-shot obscurity.

Karen turned impulsively to the man beside her: Forgive my rudeness; I am ashamed to have insulted your Consulate.

He flushed, but his lips twitched humorously; I am sure that the United States very freely forgives Fräulein Girard.

Do you?

Does it matter? he asked lightly.

Yes. Are my amends acceptable to you?

Of course. But what am I — Karen — —

You are — amiable. It was very common of me.

It might have been rather common in anybody else. You couldnt be that. Somehow, he added, smiling, as we say in America, you seem to get away with it, Karen.

You are very — amiable, she repeated stiffly.

And constraint fell between them once more, leaving him, however, faintly amused. She could be such a little girl at times. And she was adorable in the rôle, though she scarcely suspected it.

At the American Consulate the cab stopped and Guild turned up his coat collar and sprang out.

While he was absent the girl lay back in her corner, her eyes fixed on the rain-smeared pane. She had remained so motionless for some time when a tapping at the cabin window attracted her attention. A beggar had come to the street side of the cab and was standing there, the rain beating on his upturned face. And the girl hastily drew out her purse and let down the window.

Suddenly she became rigid; the beggar had said something to her under his breath. The English shilling fell from her fingers to the floor of the cab.

His hand still extended in supplication, the man went on in German:

Your steamer swarmed with English spies. One of them was your stewardess.

The girls lips parted, stiffly: I dont understand, she said with an effort.

The stewardess spied on the deck steward, Ridder. They were all watching each other on that ship. And everybody watched you and the American. Ridder told me to follow you to the American Consulate.

Who are you?

I served as one of the waiters in the saloon. Grätz knows me. If you are carrying any papers of value be careful.

What do you mean?

Ridder gave you some papers. The stewardess saw him. She came ashore and watched you while your luggage was being inspected. She knows you have driven to the American Consulate. Your porter told her — the fool! Do you know what she is up to?

I — I can — guess. I think you had better go — quick! she added as the Consulate door opened and Guild came out. And she fumbled in her purse for a coin, thrust it hastily through the window, and turned in confusion to meet the young mans sternly questioning eyes.

What are you doing? he asked bluntly.

A man — begging.

For what, Karen? For money or information?

The girl winced and avoided his gaze. The cab wheeled in a short circle and moved off through the rain again.

Which was it he wanted, Karen? repeated Guild quietly. Was it money or — something else he wanted?

Does — it — concern you? she stammered.

Yes. Because I have just learned over the Consulate telephone that German agents are now attempting to do what you refrained from doing last night.

What?

Steal the papers I had of you.

Do you mean the papers you stole?

I mean the papers I took by highway robbery. There is a difference, he added. But both are robbery, and I thought you were above such things.

I am! she said, flushing.

No, you are not! he retorted sternly. What you were too fastidious to do for yourself last night — take the papers when you thought I was asleep — you had done for you this morning by a steward!

I did not!

Why do you deny it? What do you mean? Dont you know that while I was busy in the writing-room a steward upset my ink, scattered my papers, stole the envelope containing the papers I took from you, and left me a sealed envelope full of tissue paper?

It isnt true!

It is true.

How do you know?

Your stewardess told me over the telephone a few moments ago. Karen, you are untruthful!

She caught her breath; the tears flushed in her eyes:

I am not untruthful! It does look like it but I am not! I did not know that the deck steward had robbed you. He came to my door and gave me the papers, saying that he had picked them up in the corridor outside our — my — door! I did not engage anybody to steal them — if it is stealing to recover — my own — property — —

That deck steward is a spy, but I dont understand how he could have known that I had taken the papers from you.

I dont know either, she said excitedly. But everybody knew everything on board that ship. It was a nest of spies.

His grim features relaxed. Im sorry I charged you with untruth, Karen. I never shall again. But — what was I to think?

When I tell you a thing — that is what you are to think, she said crisply.

Yes.... I realize that now. I am sorry. May I ask your forgiveness?

Yes — please.

Then — I do ask it.

Accorded.

May I ask a little more? he continued.

What?

May I ask you to tell me what you did with those papers after the deck steward gave them to you?

I shall not tell you.

Then I am afraid that I shall have to tell you how you disposed of those papers. You first went to the stewardess and borrowed a needle and thread and then asked permission to sit in her room and do a little necessary sewing — —

The girl blushed hotly: The contemptible creature! she exclaimed.

A little sewing, repeated Guild, coolly. And, he continued, you sewed those papers to your clothing. The stewardess saw you do it.

Very well! Suppose I did.

You have them on you now.

And then?

Why it was a silly thing to do, Karen.

Silly? Why?

Because, he said calmly, I must have them, and it makes it more awkward for us both than if you had merely put them back into your satchel.

You — you intend — to — — Her amazement checked her, then flashed out into wrath.

Do you know, she said, that you are becoming impudent?

Karen, he retorted very quietly, a man of my sort isnt impudent. But, possibly, he might be insolent — if he chooses. And perhaps I shall choose.

Checked, her lips still quivering, the girl, despite her anger, understood what he meant — knew that she was confronting a man of her own caste, where insolence indeed might happen, but nothing more plebeian.

I — spoke to you as though you were an American, she said slowly. I forgot — —

I am answering you as an American! he interrupted drily. Make no mistake about that country; it breeds plenty of men who have every right to answer you as I do!

She bit her lip; her eyes filled and she averted her face. Presently the cab stopped.

Were at the station, he said briefly.



Whether Guild had paid for the entire compartment or whether it happened so she did not inquire, but they had the place to themselves, so far.

Guild paid no further attention to her except to lay a couple of Tauchnitz novels beside her on the seat. After that he opened a newspaper which he had brought away with him from the Consulate, and began to read it without troubling to ask her permission.

As the paper hid his perfectly expressionless face she ventured to glance at it from time to time. It was the New York Herald and on the sheet turned toward her she was perfectly able to read something that interested her and sent faint shivers creeping over her as she ended it:

PASSPORT REFORM STIRS AMERICANS

ABROAD AND DEALS HARD

BLOW TO SPIES

CITIZENS OF THE UNITED STATES RECOGNIZE NECESSITY

FOR NEW ORDER, BUT DEMAND TO

KNOW WHO WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR

ISSUANCE OF FRAUDULENT PAPERS

[Special Cable to the Herald]



Herald Bureau,
No. 130 Fleet Street,
London, Tuesday.

The United States Governments sweeping new order requiring every American travelling in Europe to go through a cross-examination before an American diplomatic or consular officer came as a bolt from the blue today. It caused widespread comment, though it is recognized that the measure is necessary to checkmate German spies impersonating American travellers.

There is no criticism of this drastic order, which it is recognized is probably issued to comply with Sir Edward Greys communication concerning German secret agents posing as American citizens. But many Americans want to know who is responsible for the apparent wholesale issuance of fraudulent American passports to Germans. The result is that now an American passport is not worth the paper it is written on unless backed up by a photograph of the bearer, a description of where he is going, what he is going for, how long he is going to stay and so forth.

American embassies in European capitals today are circulating broadcast warnings to all Americans to consult the nearest diplomatic or consular officer before undertaking any voyage.

All Americans must understand that henceforth a passport does not mean permission to travel in Europe. They must have written and vouched for proof that they are not German spies before they can feel safe. 

It is all the result of too free issuance of American passports at the outbreak of the war, coupled with German quickness to profit by American leniency in this respect.

Before the train started a commissionaire appeared, hurrying. He opened the door of their compartment, set a pretty basket inside, which was to be removed at the first station beyond.

The basket contained a very delicious luncheon, and Karen looked up shyly but gratefully as Guild set about unpacking the various dishes. There was salad, chicken, rolls and butter, a pâté, some very wonderful pastry, fruit, and a bottle of Moselle that looked like liquid sunshine.

There was one pasteboard box which Guild gave to her without opening it. She untied the violet ribbon, opened it, sat silent. He seemed to pay no attention to what she was doing.

After a moment she lifted out the cluster of violet-scented orchids, drew the long pin from them, and fastened them to her blouse.

Thank you — very much, she said shyly.

Do you care for orchids?

Yes ... I am a little — surprised.

Why?

That you should — think to offer them — to me — —

He looked up, and his grey eyes seemed to be laughing, but his mouth — that perplexing, humorous, inscrutable mouth of his remained grave and determined.

Karen, he said, if you only understood how much I do like you, you wouldnt perhaps deal so mercilessly with me.

I? Merciless?

You are. You made me use force with you when you should not have resisted. And now you have done something more merciless yet.

W — what, Kervyn?

You know ... I must have those papers.

Kervyn!

Dear — look at me. No — in the eyes. Now look at me while I say, as seriously and as gently as I know how, that I am going to have those papers!... You know I mean what I say.... That is all — dear.

Her eyes fell and she looked at her orchids.

Why do you speak that way to me — after giving me these?

What have orchids to do with a mans duty?

Why did you give them to me?

Why? Because we are friends, if you will let us be.

I was willing — am still — in spite of — everything. You know I am. If I can forgive you what you did to me in our stateroom last night, surely, surely Kervyn, you wont take any more chances with my forgiveness — will you?

He said: I shall have to if you force me to it. Karen — I never liked any woman as much as I like you. We have known each other two days and a night. But in that time we both have lived a long, long time.

She nodded, thoughtfully.

Then — you know me now as well as you ever will know me. Better than any other woman has ever known me. When my mind is made up that a certain thing is to be done, I always try to do it, Karen.... And I know that I ought to have those papers.... And that I am going to have them. Is that clear — Karen, dear?

She remained silent, brushing her orchids with her finger-tips, absent-eyed, serene. After a moment he thought that the ghost of a smile was hovering on her lips, but he was not sure.

Presently she looked up:

Shall we lunch? she asked.




CHAPTER XIII

THE DAY OF WRATH
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THREE TIMES THEY were obliged to change cars after passing through Utrecht. Night fell; the last compartment into which they had been crowded was filled with Dutch cavalry officers, big, talkative fellows in their field uniforms and jingling equipments, civil to Guild, courteous to Karen, and all intensely interested in the New York newspaper which Guild offered them and which they all appeared to be quite able to read.

They all got out at Maastricht, where the lantern-lit platform was thronged with soldiers; and, when the train started, the two were alone together once more.

They had been seated side by side when the officers were occupying the compartment; they remained so when the train rolled out of the station, neither offering to move, perhaps not thinking to move.

Karens Tauchnitz novel lay open on her lap, her eyes brooded over the pages, but the light was very dim and presently she lay back, resting her arm on the upholstered window ledge.

Guild had been sitting so very still beside her that she suspected he was asleep. And when she was sure of it she permitted herself closer scrutiny of his features than she had ever ventured.

Curiosity was uppermost. To inspect at her leisure a man who had so stirred, so dominated, so ruled and misruled her was most interesting.

He looked very boyish, she thought, as he lay there — very clear cut and yellow-haired — very kind — except for the rather square contour of the chin. But the mouth had relaxed from its sternly quiet curve into pleasant lines.

One hand lay on his knees; it was clenched; the other rested inert on the cushioned seat beside her, listless, harmless.

Was that the hand of iron that had closed around her shoulders, pinning both her arms helpless? Were these the hands that had mastered her without effort — the hands which had taken what they chose to take, gently violent, unhurried, methodical and inexorable?

How was it that her swift hatred had not endured in the wake of this insolent outrage? Never before had a hand been laid on her in violence — not even in reproof. How was it that she had endured this? Every womanly instinct had been outraged. How was it that she was enduring it still? — acquiescing in this mans presence here in the same compartment with her — close beside her? She had resented the humiliation. She resented it still, fiercely — when she remembered it. Why didnt she remember it more frequently? Why didnt she think of it every time she looked at him? What was the trouble with her anger that she seemed to forget so often that she had ever been angry?

Was she spiritless? Had his violence then crippled her pride forever? Was this endurance, this submission, this tacit condoning of an unforgivable offense to continue?

There was colour in her cheeks now as she sat there gazing at him and remembering her wrongs, and industriously fanning the rather sickly flames of her wrath into something resembling a reasonable glow.

But more fuel seemed to be needed for that; the mental search for it seemed to require a slight effort. But she made it and found her fuel — and a brighter colour stained her face.

Dared he lay hands on her again! What did his recent threat mean? He was aware that she had sewed the papers to her clothing. What did he mean by warning her that he would take them by violence again if necessary? It was unthinkable! inconceivable! She shivered unconsciously and cast a rather scared glance at him — this man was not a Hun! She was no Sabine! The era of Pluto and Proserpine had perhaps been comprehensible considering the times — even picturesque, if the galleries of Europe correctly reflected the episode. But such things were not done in 1914.

They were not only not done but the mere menace of them was monstrous — unbelievably brutal. She needed more fuel, caught her breath, and cast about for it to stoke the flames before her flushed cheeks could cool.

And to think — to think that she, Karen, was actually at that moment wearing his orchids — here at her breast! Her gloved hand clenched and she made a gesture as though to tear the blossoms from her person.... And did not.... They were so delicate, so fresh, so fragrant.... After all the flowers were innocent. It was not these lovely, scented little things she should scorn and punish but the man — this man here asleep beside her —— 

Her heart almost ceased for a moment; he moved, opened his eyes, and lay looking at her, his lids still heavy with sleep.

You are horribly tired — arent you? she faltered, looking into his worn face which two days lack of sleep had made haggard.

He nodded, watching her.

Ill move across the way and let you stretch out, he said.

No — you need not.

You look dead tired.

I couldnt sleep that way. You — need not — move.

He nodded; his eyes closed. After he had been asleep a little while, watching him, she wondered what he might be dreaming, for a ghost of a smile edged his lips.

Then, sleeping, his arm moved, encircled her, drew her shoulder against his. And she found herself yielding, guided, relaxing, assenting, until her cheek lay against his shoulder, resting there. And after a while her eyes closed.

The fuel had given out. After a little while the last spark died. And she slept.




CHAPTER XIV

HER ENEMY
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THE DIM LIGHT fell on them where they slept seated upright, unconscious, swaying as the car swayed. Unseen forests swept past on either side under a dark sky set with stars; low mountains loomed in the night, little rivers sparkled under trestles for a second and vanished in the dull roar of the rushing train.

The man, sunk back against the upholstered seat, lay as though dead.

But after a while the girl dreamed. It was the frontier toward which they were rushing through the night — a broad white road running between meadows set with flowers, such as she had often seen.

Two painted sentry boxes stood on either side of the boundary; the one on her side was empty, but in the other she realized that her enemy was on guard, hidden, watching her.

She desired to cross. In all her life never had she so longed for anything as she longed to cross that still, sunny, flower-bordered frontier.

She dared not. Her enemy stood hidden, armed, watching her from within that painted sentry box. She knew it. She was afraid. She knew that her enemy would step out with weapon levelled and challenge her the instant she set foot across that flowering frontier. She was afraid of his challenge, afraid even to learn what her enemy might look like.

Yet she must cross. Something had to be done — something had to be done while the sun was shining and the breeze in the meadow set the flowers all swaying. She looked desperately at the silent sentry box. Nothing moved. Yet she knew her enemy was watching her.

Then, frightened, she set one foot across the line — took one more step, very timidly.

Halt! Who goes there?

She knew it — she knew it! It had come — it had happened to her at last!

F-friend! she faltered— but I do not know the countersign.

Pass, friend, without the countersign!

Could she believe her ears!

She listened again, her hand resting against her heart. But she only heard a child laughing inside the sentry box, and the smothered ruffle of preening wings.

Her dream partly awoke her; she lay very still, vaguely conscious of where her cheek was resting, then closed her eyes to seek her enemy again among her dreams.




CHAPTER XV

IN CONFIDENCE
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THEY AWOKE WITH a light shining in their eyes; the guard stood on the running rail, one hand on the knob of the door.

The frontier, he said. Descend if you please for the customs, and kindly have your papers ready.

The girls blue eyes were sleepy and humorous as she rested her hand on his arm to rise.

Are we ever to have a good nights sleep again? she murmured as he aided her to descend in the lantern-lit darkness.

Its our punishment, he said.

For what, please?

For ever doubting each other.

She said nothing. A soldier picked up their luggage and carried it across the platform where another train stood waiting.

And all at once Guild realized that the soldiers around the station and custom-house were not Belgians but Germans. He had forgotten that, and it gave him a distinct shock.

As he and Karen, following the soldier, entered the long room in the custom-house, an officer all in sea-grey from the shrouded spike on his helmet to his ankles came forward and saluted; and Guild coolly lifted his cap.

Have I by chance the honour of addressing Herr Guild? asked the officer.

I am Herr Guild.

And — gnädiges Fräulein? — at salute and very rigid.

Fräulein Girard.

The gracious young lady has credentials? — a ring, perhaps?

Karen drew off her glove, slipped the ring from her finger. A soldier held up a lantern; the lieutenant adjusted a single eye-glass, scrutinized the ring, returned it with a tight-waisted bow.

Papers in order! he said, turning to the customs officials. Pass that luggage without inspection!

He was very polite. He escorted them to the Belgian train, found an empty compartment for them, thanked them with empressement, and retired into the darkness which had hatched him.

As the train started Karen said in a low voice: Would you care to call that officer a barbarian, Kervyn?

You havent seen Louvain. But probably that officer has — through his monocle.

She sighed. Are we to — differ again? I am so sleepy.

This time he was entirely awake and responsible for his actions. So was she. But she was really very tired, she remembered, when conscience began to make her uncomfortable and call her to account.

But she was too weary to argue the point; her cheek rested unstirring against his shoulder; once or twice her eyes opened vaguely, and her hand crept toward the orchids at her breast. But they had not been crushed. Her white lids closed again. It was unfortunate that she felt no desire to sleep. Her conscience continued to meddle at intervals, too.

But of one thing she was quite certain — she would not have tolerated any such thing very long had she not been very sure that he had immediately gone to sleep.... And she was afraid that if she stirred he might awake.... And perhaps might not be able to go to sleep again.... He needed sleep. She told herself this several times.

Karen?

What? she said in consternation. And she felt her cheeks growing hot.

You will let me have those papers, wont you?

She lay very still against his shoulder.

Wont you? he repeated in a low and very gentle voice.

Please sleep, she said in a voice as low.

Wont you answer me?

You need sleep so much!

Please answer me, Karen.

You know, she said, that unless you let me sleep I — couldnt rest — like this. Dont you?

Are you not comfortable?

Yes.... But that has nothing to do with it. You know it.

He murmured something which she did not catch.

I dont care to rest this way if we are going to remain awake, she whispered.

I am asleep, he replied, drowsily.

Whether or not he was, she could not be certain even after a long while. But, in argument with her conscience again, she thought she ought to take the chance that he was asleep because, if he were, it would be inhuman of her to lift her head and arouse him.

Meanwhile the train moved ahead at a fair speed, not very fast, but without stopping. Other trains gave it right of way, hissing on sidings — even military and supply trains which operated within the zone controlled by General von Reiters division. The locomotive carried several lanterns of various colours. They were sufficient to clear the track for that train through that strip of Belgium to the Luxembourg frontier.

Hills, woods, mountain streams, stretches of ferny uplands, gullies set with beech and hazel flew by under the watching stars.

Over the fields to the west lay what had been Liège. But they swung east through Herve, past Ensival, then south by Theux, Stavelot, over the headwaters of the Ourthe.

Forest trees almost swept the window panes at times; lonely hamlets lay unlighted in darkened valleys. Karens blue eyes were shut and she did not see these things. As for Guild he lay very still, wondering how he was to get the papers — wondering, too, what it was about this girl that was making this headlong, nerve-racking quest of his the most interesting and most wonderful journey he had ever undertaken.

They were not asleep, but they should have been. And in separate corners. Conscience was explaining this to her and she was really trying to find relief in sleep. Conscience was less intrusive with him, except in regard to the papers. And when it had nagged him enough he ceased wondering how he was going to get them and merely admitted that he would do it.

And this self-knowledge disturbed him so that he could scarcely endure to think of the matter and of what must happen to their friendship in the end. Sorrow, dismay, tenderness possessed him by turns. She seemed like a slumbering child there on his shoulder, softly fragrant, trustful, pathetic. And he was pledged to a thing that might tear the veil from her eyes — horrify her, crush her confidence in man.

I can bribe a couple of old women, he thought miserably— but its almost as bad as though I did it myself. Good Heavens! — was a man ever before placed in such a predicament?

And when he couldnt stand his horrid reflections any longer he said, Karen? again. So humbly, so unhappily that the girl opened her blue eyes very wide and listened with all her might.

Karen, he said, in a comparatively short time you wont listen to me at all — you wont tolerate me. And before that time is upon us, I — I want to say a — few — words to you ... about how deeply I value our friendship.... And about my very real respect and admiration for you.... You wont let me say it, soon. You wont care to hear it. You will scorn the very mention of my name — hate me, possibly — no, probably.... And so now — before I have irrevocably angered you — before I have incurred your — dislike — I want to say — if I may — that I — never was as unhappy in all my life.

Lying very still against his shoulder she thought: He does not really mean to do it.

Karen, he went on, if you dont find it in your heart to spare me this — duty — how can I spare myself?

She thought: He does mean to do it.

And yet — and yet — —

He wont do it! she thought.

There never has been a coward in my race! he said more calmly.

He does mean to do it! she thought. He is a barbarian, a Hun, a Visigoth, a savage! He is a brute, all through. And I — I dont know what I am becoming — resting here — listening to such — such infamy from him! I dont know what is going to become of me — I dont — I dont!

She caught her breath like a hurt child, hot tears welled up; she turned and buried her face against his arm, overwhelmed by her own toleration of herself and the man she was learning so quickly to endure, to fear, and to care for with all the capacity of a heart and mind that had never before submitted one atom of either mind or heart to any man.

What had happened to her? What possessed her? What was bewitching her that from the first instant she had laid eyes on him she seemed to realize she belonged with him — beside him! And now — now a more terrifying knowledge threatened, menaced her — the vague, obscure, formless idea that she belonged to him.

Did it mean she was in love! Was this love? It couldnt be. Love came differently. It was a happiness, a delight, a firm and abiding faith, a sunburst of self-revelation and self-knowledge. It wasnt tears and conscience and bewilderment, and self-reproach — and a haunting fear of self — and a constantly throttled dismay at her own capability for informality — the informality, for example, of her present attitude! And she wept anew at her own astounding degradation.

Love? No, indeed. But a dreadful, unaccountable exposure of her own unaccountable capacity for familiarity! That was it. She was common — common at heart, common by instinct. She had thought she had a will of her own. It seemed she had not. She had nothing! — nothing admirable in her — neither quality nor fineness nor courage nor intellect. It must be so, or how could she be where she was, blotting her tears against the shoulder of a man she had known two days! — biting at her quivering lip in silence there, miserable, bewildered, lonely — lonely beyond belief.

Karen?

She made the effort, failed, tried again:

Yes, she managed to say.

Dont cry any more.

No.

Because I dont mean to make you unhappy.

No-o — —

But I must have those papers — mustnt I?

Y-yes.

But you are not going to give them to me, are you?

No-o.

And I am not going to — to tear you to pieces, am I?

No-o-o — —

And yet I must have them, mustnt I?

Yes.

You know I am going to get them, dont you?

Yes.

How do you think I am going to do it?

I d-dont know.

I think I know one way.

She remained silent.

It is quite a wonderful way ... if it could occur — happen, come about.

She said nothing.

I dont know — I dont know — I wont think about it any more ... for a while.... Its too important to think about ... in that way ... if it is going to be important at all.... I dont know exactly what Im saying, Karen. I seem to be thinking out loud.... The idea came ... and then remained.... You wont cry any more, will you?

No.

I frightened you, didnt I?

No.... Yes.... Not exactly.

You know, he said, I dont understand you.

Dont you?

Not clearly.... Do you care a little for me, still?

I dont know — how I feel.

Could you care for me — be friends again — as naturally and as honestly as you were once?

I — trusted you. Friendship is trust.

I know. I have destroyed your confidence.

Yes — my confidence in friendship.

That is a terrible thing to do, he said miserably.

Yes. Friendship ends when distrust begins. I do distrust you and I dont understand why — why distrusting you makes me care for you — even more.

Karen!

I do care — more than I did. Can you explain it?

He was silent, surprised and touched.

I cant explain it to myself, she said. I have been trying to and I cant. I should detest you, but I dont. If there is any contempt it is for myself — because I can not feel it for you, perhaps. I think its that. I dont know. The years we have lived together in these two days must account for my liking you.... Not altogether, because it began in the beginning when you came to Hyacinth Villa.... And its been so all the time.

Not all the time. Not in our stateroom.

Yes — even there.

When I — —

Yes! Yes! Isnt it degrading? Isnt it unaccountable — terrible! Im frightened I tell you. I am afraid that whatever you do — will not — change me.

There was no emotion in her young voice, only an accentless admission of facts with a candour and directness that silenced him.

After a moment she went on, without emphasis, and thoughtfully, as though in self-communion to make things clearer to herself:

Im really well born. You might be pardoned for not thinking so — —

Your father is of that caste.

General von Reiter is not my father.

What! he exclaimed, astounded.

She turned her face from his shoulder and looked up at him.

He spoke to you of me as his daughter. You spoke to me of him in that relation, too. I did not enlighten you because it did not seem to matter. But it is not true.

Is he — your guardian?

No; I need none. My father was a German officer — of that caste. My mother was Danish.... Something happened — I do not know what. I was very little. And my mother would never speak of it. She was very beautiful. I remember her quite well. We lived in Copenhagen.

Whatever happened occurred before I was born. I know that. Mother told me. My father dropped both title and name and left the army and went with my mother to Copenhagen. He took the name of his mother who was English — Girard. I never was even told what our name had been. Neither father nor mother would ever speak of it.

She rested there silent, absent-eyed, gazing into space as though recalling years that had not been unpleasant. Then, serenely meeting his gaze, she smiled up at him.

You know, she said, my life has been a happy one. My father was a man of means. We lived very happily in Denmark. Ive always thought of myself as Danish.

My childhood was really wonderful. I had a passion for study, for learning; and I learn very easily — almost without effort. And you know, perhaps, how thorough the Danish schools are, how much they demand of a child, physically as well as mentally.

And I did everything, Kervyn; learned the accomplishments of a young Danish girl — and was flattered I am afraid, and perhaps spoiled.

And always I desired to go on the stage — always — from the very beginning — from the time I was first taken to the theatre.

It was quite hopeless. I did act for charity, and at school; and afterward took lessons. But as long as my father and mother lived that career was not possible.... Afterward I decided for myself. And first I went to Germany and they gave me a small part in a company that was going to Posen. And there General von Reiter, who had been my fathers friend and brother-officer, met me.

He was very kind. He wished to adopt me and give me his name. He was very insistent, too — a man — Kervyn, not unlike you — in some respects. But I never dreamed of permitting him to sway me — as you do.

He knew my desire for a stage career; he has for three years attempted to destroy in me that desire. When I had no engagement, or was studying, he insisted that I stay with his brother and his brothers wife, with whom he lived. He spoke freely of his desire and intention of legally adopting me, called me his daughter when he spoke to others of me — and always I felt the constant, iron pressure of his will — always — not harshly, but with the kindly patience of resolution.

Then I decided to go to England, study, and if possible gain some experience on the London stage.

And then — she bit her lip— I think I may say it — to you — not saying it lightly, Kervyn — then, on the eve of my departure, he asked me to marry him.

And because he would not accept my answer he exacted of me a promise that in November I would return to Berlin, give him my final answer, and choose then between marrying him or a return to the profession I care for most.

That is my history, Kervyn. No man has ever figured in it; none except General Baron von Reiter has ever even invaded it ... until you have done so ... and have made your wishes mine — I dont know how — and your will my inclination — and me more than the friend I was.

One thing only you could not do — and in my heart I know you do not wish it of me — and that is, make me break my word — make me forget a promise.

Now I have told you all, she said with a little sigh, and lay there looking at him.

Not all, Karen.

Yes, I think so.

No. You have not told me what answer you mean to make.

Her eyes opened at that. I am not in love. What answer should I make?

You return to your career?

Of course, once my promise is kept.

What promise?

To see him and tell him what I have decided.

Do you think he might persuade you?

No!

Are you sure?

Perfectly.

He said, looking at her with a hint of a smile in his eyes: Do you think I might ever persuade you to give up your career?

She smiled frankly: I dont think so.

Not if I asked?

You wouldnt do such a thing.

I might if I fell in love with you.

She lay perfectly still, quite tranquil, looking up at him. Suddenly her expression changed.

Is it likely? she said, the tint of excitement in her cheeks.

Do you think so?

I dont know. Is it?

Its perfectly possible I imagine.

That you could fall in love with me?

Yes.

After a moment she laughed as a child laughs at the prospect of beholding wonders.

Kervyn, she said, please do so. I will give you every opportunity if you will remain at Trois Fontaines.

I mean to remain in that vicinity, he said, meaningly; and she laughed again, deliciously, almost maliciously.

It would finish you thoroughly, she said. It would be poetic justice with a vengeance.

Your vengeance?

Yes, mine. Oh, if you only did do that!

I think, considering the way you look at it, that Id better not, he said, rather seriously. Besides, Ive no time.

No time to fall in love with me?

No time.

Why?

Shall I tell you?

Yes, please.

Very well. Because after I have the papers I shall enter the Belgian army. He added with a hint of impatience— Where I belong and where I ought to be now.

She became very silent at that. After a few moments she said: Had you decided to do that before I met you?

Yes. I was on my way — trying to avoid the very trap I fell into.

The German army?

Yes.

After another silence she said: I shall be very sorry when you go. I shall think of you when I am in England.

You cant go back to England, Karen.

That is true. I forgot.

Where will you go?

I dont know.

Dont go to Germany.

Why?

There may be an invasion.

She had lifted her head as he spoke. After a moment she sighed like a tired child, laid her head back on his arm and rested one slender hand on his shoulder.

It suddenly seemed to her that the world, which had been going very well with her, had halted, and was beginning to go the other way.

Kervyn?

Yes?

You could take the papers when I am asleep, I suppose. I couldnt help it, could I?

That is one way, he said, smiling.

What was the other?

He did not reply.

She sighed again. I suggested it, she said, in order to give you a little more time to do — what you said you thought — possible.

Fall in love? he asked lightly. Yes.

What would be the use, Karen?

Use?

Yes. Im going into the army. It will be a long war. If I fell in love with you Id not have time to win your love in return before I went away — admitting that I could ever win it. Do you see?

I quite see that.

So I had better take the papers when I can, and get into touch with the reserves of my regiment if I can.

What regiment?

The Guides.

The Guides! Are you an officer?

Yes, of the reserve.

She knew quite well what that meant. Only the Belgian nobility of ancient lineage served as officers in the Guides.

A happiness, a wonderful tranquillity crept over her. No wonder she had found it difficult to really reproach herself with her behaviour. And it was a most heavenly comfort to her to know that if she had been indiscreet, at least she had been misbehaving with one of her own caste.



The next station, said the German guard, squinting in at them from the window under his lifted lantern, is Trois Fontaines.

What! exclaimed Guild surprised. Have we passed the customs?

The customs? This is a German military train! What business is it of the Grand Duchy where we go or what we do?

He lowered his lantern and turned away along the running-board, muttering: Customs, indeed! The Grand Duchy had better mind its business — and the Grand Duchess, too!

A few moments later the locomotive whistled a long signal note to the unseen station.

Karen, said Guild quietly, in a few moments I shall be out of debt to General von Reiter. My life will be my own to do with as I please. That means good-bye.

She said with adorable malice: I thought you were going to rob me first.

I am, he said, smiling.

Then I shall make the crime a very difficult one for you.... So that our — parting — may be deferred.

The train had already come to a standstill beside a little red-tiled station. Woods surrounded it; nothing was visible except the lamps on a light station-wagon drawn up to the right of the track.

The guard unlocked and opened their compartment. A young man — a mere boy — came up smilingly and lifted his cap:

Mademoiselle Girard? Monsieur Guild? I come from Quellenheim with a carriage. I am Fritz Bergner.

He took their luggage and they followed to the covered station-wagon. When they were seated the boy stepped into the front seat, turned his horses, and they trotted away into the darkness of a forest through which ran the widely winding road.

Fresh and aromatic with autumn perfume the unbroken woods stretched away on either hand beneath the splendour of the stars. Under little stone bridges streams darkled, hurrying to the valley; a lake glimmered through the trees all lustrous in the starlight.

Something — perhaps the beauty of the night, possibly the imminence of his departure, kept them silent during the drive, until, at last, two unlighted gate-posts loomed up to the right and the horses swung through a pair of iron gates and up a driveway full of early fallen leaves.

A single light sparkled far at the end of the vista.

Have you ever before been here? asked Guild.

Once, to a hunt.

Presently Guild could see the long, two-storied hunting lodge of timber and stucco construction with its high peaked roof and dormers and a great pair of antlers spreading above the hood of the door.

Out of the doorway came a stout, pleasant-eyed, brown-skinned woman who curtsied to them smilingly and welcomed them in German.

Everything was ready; they had been expected. There was a fire in the hall and something to eat.

Guild asked to be driven to an inn, and the housekeeper seemed surprised. There was no inn. Her orders were to prepare a room for Herr Guild, who was expected to remain over night. She regretted that she could not make them more comfortable, but the Lodge had been closed all summer, and she had remained alone with her son Fritzl to care for the place.

There seemed to be nothing for him to do but to stay over night.

Karen, waiting for his decision, looked pale and tired.

Very well, he said to Frau Bergner, who curtsied and went away for their candles. Then he walked over to where Karen was standing, lifted her hand and touched the slender fingers with his lips.

Good night, she said; I hope your dreams will be agreeable.

I hope yours will be, also.

I hope so. I shall try to continue a dream which I had on the train. It was an odd one — something about a frontier and a sentry box. You woke me before I had entirely crossed the frontier. Id like to cross and find out what really is on the other side.

He laughed:

I hope you will find, there, whatever you desire.

I — hope so. Because if I should cross the boundary and find — nobody — there, it might make me unhappy for the rest of my life. And she looked up at him with a slight blush on her cheeks.

Then her features grew grave, her eyes serious, clear, and wistful.

I think I am — learning to care — a great deal for you. Dont let me if I shouldnt. Tell me while there is time.

She turned as the housekeeper came with the lighted candles.

Guild stood aside for her to pass, his grave face lowered, silent before this young girls candour and the troubled sincerity of her avowal.

In his own room, the lighted candle still in his hand, he stood motionless, brooding on what she had said.

And in his heart he knew that, although he had never liked any woman as much as he liked this young girl, he was not in love with her. And, somehow or other, he must tell her so — while there was still time.




CHAPTER XVI

THE FOREST LISTENS

[image: img597.jpg]

HE AWOKE IN a flood of brightest sunshine; his bed, the floor, the walls, were bathed in it; netted reflections of water danced and quivered on the ceiling; and he lay looking at it, pleasantly conscious of green leaves stirring near his open window and of the golden splashing of a fountain.

There was a little bird out there, too, diligently practicing a few notes. The song was not elaborate. Translated, it seemed to consist of tweet! tweet! twilly-willy-willy! repeated an indefinite number of times.

Curious to discover what his surroundings resembled he rose and looked out of the curtained window. There was a grassy carrefour where a fountain spouted into a stone pool; all else was forest; a stream sparkled between tree-trunks, bridged where the drive crossed it.

To bathe and dress did not take him very long. In the hall, which seemed to be the main living-room below, he prowled about, examining a number of antlers and boar-heads mounted on the beamed and plastered walls. The former had been set up in German fashion, antlers, brow-antlers, and frontal bone; and these trophies appeared to him uninteresting — even a trifle ghastly when the bleached skull also was included.

The boars heads were better, nothing extraordinary in size, but well-tusked. The taxidermy, however, was wretched.

The square hall itself did not appear particularly inviting. The usual long oak table and benches were there, a number of leather arm-chairs, book-racks, cue-racks, gun-racks with glazed panes to protect the weapons, a festoon of spears, hunting knives and curly hunting horns, skins on the floor, brown bear, wolf, and stag.

A badly stuffed otter displayed its teeth on the mantle over the fireplace between a pair of fighting cock pheasants and a jar of alcohol containing a large viper, which embellishments did not add to the cheerfulness of the place.

For the rest there was a billiard table shrouded in a rubber cloth, and three well-engraved portraits on the walls, Bismarck, after Lehnbach, Frederick the Great playing on a flute like fury, and the great War Lord of Europe himself, mustaches on end, sombre-eyed, sullen, cased in the magnificent steel panoply of the Guard Cuirassiers. The art gallery bored Guild, and he opened a door which he suspected communicated with the pantry.

It was a valets closet and it smelled of camphor. Shooting-coats hung on stretchers; high-laced shooting-boots were ranged in rows. On a chair lay Karens skirt and blouse-coat of covert cloth. Both were still slightly damp and wrinkled. Evidently they had been brought down here to be brushed and pressed while Karen slept.

Passing his hand over the brown silk lining of the coat gave him no clue to the hiding-place of the papers; what revealed their presence was a seam which had been hurriedly basted with black thread. The keen point of his pocket-knife released the basting. He drew out the papers, counted them, identified them one by one, and placed them in his breast pocket. Then he laid the coat across the back of the chair again and went out.

He had two hours to wait before there could be any decent hope of breakfast. Nobody seemed to be stirring in the house. After a few minutes he unlocked the front door and went out into the early sunshine.

It was as warm as a spring day; rain had freshened grass and trees; he sat down on the fountains rim and looked into the pool where a dozen trout lay motionless, their fins winnowing the icy water.

No doubt some spring, high on the wooded hills, had been piped down to furnish the pool with this perpetually bubbling jet.

The little bird who had entertained him vocally earlier in the morning was still vocal somewhere in a huge beech-tree. Around a spot of moisture on the gravel-drive two butterflies flitted incessantly. And over all brooded the calm and exquisite silence of the forest.

An hour or more later he got up and re-entered the house.

First he took a look at the valets room. Evidently Karens clothes had been brushed and pressed, for they had disappeared.

Another door in the square hall promised to lead into the pantry, judging from significant sounds within.

It did, and the housekeeper was in there as energetically busy as every German woman always is when occupied. And German women are always occupied.

The kindly soul appeared to be much flattered by his visit. They had quite a gossiping time of it while she was preparing the breakfast dishes.

It was mostly a monologue.

No, she and Fritzl were not lonely at Quellenheim, although it was pleasant to have the Lodge open and a noble company there shooting. But, like Marlbrook, the Herr Baron had gone to the wars — alas! — and it might take him some time to capture Paris and London and set the remainder of the world in order.

But it really seemed too bad; the Herr Baron was fond of his shooting; Fritzl had reported some good antlers in the forest, and a grey boar or two — but enormous! As for the place it would certainly go to ruin what with faggot stealers and godless poachers! — And the foresters, keepers, and even the wood-choppers all gone off and deserting the place — think of it! — the ungrateful Kerls — gone! — and doubtless to join the crazy Belgian army which had refused to permit Prussian troops to pass! Prussian troops! The impudence of it! Gratitude! There was little of that in the world it seemed.

When does the Herr Baron return here? inquired Guild, smiling.

It appeared that the Herr Baron was to have arrived at Quellenheim this very week. But yesterday his adjutant telegraphed that he could not come perhaps for many weeks. No doubt he was very busy chasing the French and English. It was a pity; because the autumn is wunderschön at Quellenheim. And as for the deer! — they stand even in the driveway and look at the Lodge, doubtless wondering, sir, why they are neglected by the hunters, and asking one another why good fat venison is no longer appreciated at Quellenheim.

Could you tell me where I may telegraph to the Herr Baron? asked the young man, immensely amused by her gossip.

That I can, sir. My careful household reports are sent to the Herr Baron through military headquarters at Arenstein, Prussia. That is where he is to be addressed.

And a telegraph office?

At the railroad station.

In communication with Prussia?

Yes, sir, she said with a vigorous nod. And whenever any of the yokels here about tamper with the wires the Uhlans come and chase them till they think the devil is after them!

Uhlans. Here?

And why not? Certainly the Uhlans come occasionally. They come when it is necessary. Also they cross the Grand Duchy when they please.

Then, if I write out a telegram here — —

Fritzl will take it, never fear, sir. Leave it on the billiard table — any telegrams or letters — and they shall be sent when Fritzl drives to the station.

Where, he inquired, is Lesse Forest? And could he send a messenger?

Lesse Forest? Why the chasse wall separates the range of the Lesse Hills from Quellenheim. Any peasant at Trois Fontaines who possesses a bicycle could take a message and return in an hour.

Do you know who leases the chasse at Lesse?

Yes. Some wealthy Americans.

So he smiled his thanks and returned to the hall. There was writing material on the long oak table. And first of all he wrote out a brief telegram to General von Reiter saying that he had fulfilled his promise.

This was all he might venture to say in a telegram; the rest he embodied in his letter to the Herr Baron:

Having telegraphed to you, and fulfilled my enforced obligations to the letter, I am confident that you, in your turn, will fulfill yours, release the hostages held by your troops at Yslemont, and spare the village any further destruction and indemnity.

You had made it a part of the contract that, in case you were not at Quellenheim, I was to remain over night under your roof.

I therefore have done so. It was not an agreeable sensation, and your forced hospitality, you will recognize, imposes no obligations upon an unwilling guest.

Now, as I say, the last and least item of my indebtedness to you is finally extinguished, and I am free once more to do what I choose.

I shall be a consistent enemy to your country in whatever capacity the Belgian Government may see fit to employ me. I shall do your country all the harm I can. Not being a public executioner I have given the spies in your employment in London a weeks grace to clear out before I place proofs of their identity in the hands of the British Government.

This, I believe, closes, for the present, our personal account.

Miss Girard is well, suffered no particular hardship, and is, I suppose, quite safe at Quellenheim where your capable housekeeper and her son are in charge of the Lodge.

May I add that, personally, I entertain no animosity toward you or toward any German, individually — only a deep and inextinguishable hatred toward all that your Empire stands for, and a desire to aid in the annihilation of this monstrous anachronism of the twentieth century.

When he had signed and sealed this, and directed it, he wrote to his friend Darrel:

Dear Harry:

If you are at Lesse Forest still, which I understand adjoins the hills of Quellenheim — and if your friends the Courlands still care to ask me for a day or two, I shall be very glad to come. I am at Quellenheim, Trois Fontaines.

Please destroy the letter I intrusted to you to send to my mother. Everything is all right again. I may even have time to fish with you for a day or two.

The messenger from Trois Fontaines who takes this will wait for an answer.

Please convey my respect and my very lively sense of obligation to the Courlands. And dont let them ask me if it inconveniences them. I can go to Luxembourg just as well and see you there if you can run over.

Did you get my luggage? I am wearing my last clean shirt. But my clothes are the limit.

If I am to stop for a day or two at the Courlands please telegraph to Luxembourg for my luggage as soon as you receive this.

Yours as usual,
Guild

P. S.

Do Uhlans ever annoy the Courlands? I imagine that Lesse is too far from the railway and too unimportant from a military standpoint to figure at all in any operations along the edge of the Grand Duchy. And also any of the Ardennes is unfit as a highway between Rhenish Prussia and France. Am I correct?

G.

He had sealed and directed this letter, and was gazing meditatively out of the diamond-leaded windows at the splashing fountain in the court, when a slight sound attracted his attention and he turned, then rose and stepped forward.

Karen gave him her hand, smiling. In the other hand she held the last of her orchids.

Are you rested? he asked.

Yes. Are you?

Perfectly, thank you. Really it is beautiful outside the house.

She lifted her lovely eyes and stood gazing out into the sunshine.

There is no word from General von Reiter? she asked, absently caressing her cheek with the fragrant blossom in her hand.

Not yet, he said.

If none comes, what are you going to do?

I am free, anyhow, to leave now.

Free?

Free of my engagement with Baron von Reiter.

Free of your obligations to — me? she asked in a low voice.

He turned to her seriously: My allegiance to you needs no renewal, Karen, because it has never been broken. You have my friendship if you wish for it. It is yours always as long as you care for it.

I do.... Are you going to leave — Quellenheim?

Yes.

When?

When a messenger brings me an answer to a letter which I shall send this morning.

She stood caressing her lips with his flower and gazing dreamily into the forest.

So you really are going, she said.

I cannot help it.

I thought — she forced a smile— that you intended to rob me first.

He did not answer.

Had you forgotten? she asked, still with the forced smile.

No.

Do you still mean to do it?

I told you that I had to have the papers.

Yes, and I told you that I should make it as difficult as I could for you. And Im going to. Because I dont want you to go. She laughed, then sighed very frankly: Of course, she added, I dont suppose I could keep them very long if you have made up your mind to take them.

Is that your idea of me? he asked, laughing.

She nodded, thoughtfully: You take what you want, sooner or later. There is no hope in opposing you. You are that kind of man. I have learned that.

She touched the orchid to her chin meditatively. It surprised me, she added. I have not been accustomed to authority like yours. I am my own mistress, and I supposed I was accountable to myself alone. But— she lifted her eyes, it appears that I am accountable to you. And the realization does not seem to anger me very deeply.

He looked away: I do not try to control you, Karen, he said in a low voice.

You have done so whether or not you have tried. I dont know what has happened to me. Do you?

Nothing, he said, forcing a laugh. Except you are learning that the greatest pleasure of friendship is a confidence in it which nothing can disturb.

Confidence in friendship — yes. But confidence in you! — that ended in our stateroom. Without confidence I thought friendship impossible.... And here I am asking you not to go away — because I — shall miss you. Will you tell me what is the matter with a girl who has no confidence in a man and who desires his companionship as I do yours? Her cheeks flushed, but her eyes were steady, bright, and intelligent: Am I going to fall in love with you, Kervyn?

He laughed mirthlessly: No, not if you can reason with yourself about it, he said. It merely means that you are the finest, most honest, most fearless woman I ever knew, capable of the most splendid friendship, not afraid to show it. That is all it means, Karen. And I am deeply, humbly grateful.... And very miserable.... Because — —

The entrance of Frau Bergner with the breakfast tray checked him. They both turned toward the long oak table.

Fortunately the culinary school where the housekeeper had acquired her proficiency was not German. She had learned her art in Alsace.

So the coffee was fragrant and the omelette a dream; and there were grapes from the kitchen arbour and ham from a larder never lacking the succulent by-products of the sanglier of the Ardennes.

Frau Bergner took his letters and telegram, promising that Fritzl should find somebody with a bicycle at Trois Fontaines to carry the other note to Lesse Forest.

She hovered over them while they ate. The breakfast was a silent one.

Afterward Karen wrote a number of notes addressed to her modiste in Berlin and to various people who might, in her present emergency, supply her with something resembling a wardrobe.

Guild had taken his pipe out to the fountain, where she could see him through the window, seated on the coping of the pool, smoking and tracing circles in the gravel with a broken twig.

She hurried her notes, called the housekeeper to take them, then, without taking hat or gloves, she went out into the sunshine. The habit, so easily acquired, of being with Guild was becoming a necessity, and neither to herself nor to him had it yet occurred to her to pretend anything different.

There was, in her, an inherent candour, which unqualified, perhaps unsoftened by coquetry, surprises more than it attracts a man.

But its very honesty is its undoing; it fails to hold the complex masculine mind; its attractiveness is not permanent. For the average man requires the subtlety of charm to stir him to sentiment; and charm means uncertainty; and uncertainty, effort.

No effortless conquest means more to a man than friendship. And friendship is nothing new to a man.

But it was new to Karen; she had opened her mind to it; she was opening her heart to it, curious concerning it, interested as she had never before been, sincere about it — sincere with herself.

Never before had the girl cared for a man more than she had cared about any woman. The women she had known had not been inferior in intelligence to the men she knew. And a normal and wholesome mind and heart harbour little sentiment when the mind is busy and the body sound.

But since she had known this man she knew also that he had appealed to something more than her intelligence.

Vaguely realizing this in the crisis threatened by his violence, she had warned him that he was violating something more than friendship.

Then the episode had passed and become only an unquiet memory; but the desire for his companionship had not passed; it increased, strengthening itself with every hour in his company, withstanding self-analysis, self-reproach, defying resentment, mocking her efforts to stimulate every tradition of pride — even pride itself.

Deeply conscious of the power his personality exercised over her, perplexed, even bewildered at herself, she had not only endured the intimacy of contact with him, but in her heart she accepted it, cared for it, was conscious of relaxation and contentment except for the constant array of traditional indictments which her conscience was busily and automatically finding against her.

She could not comprehend why what he had done had not annihilated her interest in him; why she, even with effort, could find in her mind no abiding anger, no scorn, no contempt for him or for what he had done.

And because she was intelligent and healthy, in her perplexity she had tried to reason — had found nothing to account for her state of mind unless love could account for it — and knowing nothing of love, had admitted the possibility to herself and even to him. Intelligence, candour, ignorance of deeper emotion — coupled with the normal mental and physical innocence of a young girl — this was the character she had been born with and which had naturally and logically developed through nineteen years of mental and bodily cultivation. The girl was most fatally equipped for an awakening.



He stood up when she appeared, knocked out his pipe and advanced to meet her. He had been doing a lot of thinking. And he had concluded to talk very frankly to her about her friendship with him — frankly, kindly, discouraging gaily any mistaken notion she might harbour that there could be any room, any reason, any fitness for a deeper sentiment in this friendship — anything more significant than the delightful and frank affection now existing between them.

Shall we walk in the forest, Karen? he said.

Yes, please.

So they turned into a sentier which curved away through a fern-set rabbit warren, over a wooden footbridge, and then led them on through alternate flecks of sunshine and shadow through a noble forest of beech and oak.

The green and brown mast lay thick under-foot, premature harvest of windfalls — perhaps the prodigality of those reckless sylvan spendthrifts, the squirrels and jays.

Here and there a cock-pheasant ran through a spinny at their approach; rabbits scuttled into wastes of bracken as yet uncurled and unblemished by a frost; distant crashes and a dull galloping signalled the unseen flight of deer. Now and then the dark disturbance of the forest floor betrayed where the horny, furry snouts of boar had left furrows of fresh black earth amid the acorns.

They came upon the stream again — or perhaps a different little brook, splashing and curling amid its ferns and green, drenched mosses. Stepping stones crossed it; Karen passed lightly, surely, on little flying feet, and stood laughing on the other side as he paused to poke about in the pool in hopes of starting a trout into arrowy flight.

When he crossed she had seated herself under a fir, the branches of which swept the ground around her; and so utterly had she vanished that she was obliged to call him before he could discover her whereabouts.

Under this green tent, she said, if I had a bed, and some books, and clothes, and food, and my maid and — a piano, I could live most happily all summer. She laughed, looked at him— if I had all these and — you, she added.

Why drag me into such a perfect paradise?

I shouldnt drag you, she said gravely. I should merely tell you where I lived.

I didnt mean it that way.

You might have, with reason. I have demanded a great deal of your time.

I have demanded all of yours! he retorted, lightly.

Not more than I was content to give.... It seems all a dream to me — which began when you rang the bell at Hyacinth Villa and roused me from my sleep. And, she added with a gay flash of malice, you have kept me awake ever since.

And you, me!

Not a bit! You slept in the railway car.

So did you.

In your arms, practically.... She looked up at him curiously: What did you think of me, Kervyn?

I thought you were an exceedingly tired girl.

I was. Is that all you thought about it?

You know, he said, laughing, when a man is asleep he doesnt do much thinking.

What did you think afterward?

About what?

About my sleeping against your shoulder?

Nothing, he said carelessly.

Were you quite — indifferent?

He didnt know how to answer.

I was not, she said. I was contented, and I thought continually about our friendship — except when what I was doing made me uneasy about — what I was doing.... Isnt it curious that a girl could do a thing like that and feel comfortable except when she remembered that a girl doesnt usually do a thing like that?

He began to laugh, and she laughed, too.

She said: Always my inclination has been, from a child, to explain things to myself. But I cant explain you, yet. You are very different, you know.

Not a bit — —

Yes, please. Ive found that out.... Tell me, do you really mean to go today?

Yes, Karen, I do.

Couldnt you stay?

I really couldnt.

Why, please?

I must be about my business.

Enlistment?

Yes.

In the Guides, she said, as though to herself.

He nodded.

The Guides, she repeated, looking rather vacantly at a sun spot that waxed and waned on the dry carpet of fir-needles at her feet. I have seen them. They are odd, with their furry headgear and their green jackets and boots and cherry-red breeches.... I have danced with officers of the Guides in Brussels.... I never thought that my first man friend would be an officer in the Guides.

I never thought my best friend among women would be the first woman I ever robbed, he said rather grimly.

Oh, but you havent done it yet! And I dont see how you propose to do it.

He looked up, forcing a smile:

Dont you?

Not if you are going away. How can you? The only way I can see is for you to stay at Quellenheim in hopes that I might forget to lock my door some night. You know, she said, almost wistfully, I might forget — if you remained long enough.

He shook his head.

Then you have given it up?

No.

But I dont see!

She was so pretty in her perplexity, so utterly without art in her frankness and curiosity that the impulse to mystify and torment her possessed him.

Will you bet that I shall not have those papers in my possession within ten minutes? he asked.

How can you?

I can. And I shall.

She gazed at him incredulously, then suddenly her cheeks lost their colour and she stood up under the fir-tree.

Must I take them or will you give them up, Karen? he asked, laughing, as he rose.

She took a step backward, away from him. The tree-trunk checked her.

You know I cant give them to you, she said unsteadily. It would be dishonourable.

Am I to take them?

Are you going to?

Do you mean to say that rather than surrender them you would endure such violence as that?

I promised.... Are you going to — to hurt me, Kervyn? she stammered.

Ill try not to.

She stood there, breathing fast, white, defiant.

Youll have to surrender, he said. You might as well. Its an honourable capitulation in the presence of superior force.

No.

You refuse?

Yes, please.

He said: Very well, then, with an alarming frown.

Kervyn — —

What?

If you tear my gown I — I shall have to go to bed.

Im not going to touch your gown, he said. Im going to charm those papers so theyll leave their hiding place and fly into my pocket. Watch me very attentively, Karen! And he tucked up his cuffs and made a few short passes in the air. Then he smiled at her.

Kervyn! I thought you meant to take them. Do you know you really did frighten me?

I have got them, he said.

The colour came back into her cheeks; she smiled at him in a breathless way.

You did frighten me, she said. She came slowly back and seated herself on the carpet of fir-needles. He sat down beside her.

Karen, dear, he said, you are a brick and Im a brute. I took your papers this morning. I had to, dear.

And he drew them from his breast pocket and showed them to her.

The girl sat in wide-eyed amazement for a moment. Suddenly her face flushed and the tears flashed in her eyes.

You have ridiculed me! she said. You have treated me like a child!

Karen — —

I will not listen! I shall never listen to you again! You have played with me, hurt me, humiliated me. You have ruled and overruled me! You gained my friendship and treated it — and me — without ceremony. And I let you! I must have been mad — —

Her mouth quivered; she clenched her hands, gazing at him through eyes that glimmered wet:

How could you do it? I was honest with you; I had had no experience with a man I cared for. You knew it. You let me care for you until I didnt understand — until the sincerity and force of what I felt for you bewildered me!

And now — and now I am — unhappy — unhappy — miserable, ashamed— She caught her breath, scarcely able to see him through her tears — no longer able to control the quivering lip.

She rose swiftly, encountered something — his arm — felt herself drawn resistlessly into his embrace.

Forgive me, Karen, he said. I did not realize — what was happening to — us both.

She rested her forehead on his shoulder for a moment.

Can you forgive me, Karen?

Yes.

You know I truly care for you?

Yes.

Scarcely knowing what he was doing, he bent to touch her forehead with his lips, and she lifted her face at the same moment. His kiss fell on her mouth, and she responded. At the same instant her girlhood ended forever — vanished on her lips in a little sigh.

Dazed, silenced, a trifle faint, she turned from him blindly.

Please, she whispered, in the ghost of a voice; and he released her.

For a few moments she stood resting against the fir-tree, her left arm across her eyes, frightened, motionless.

The forest was very still around her, as though every leaf were listening.




CHAPTER XVII

HER FIRST CAMPAIGN
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KAREN, SHE HEARD him say, in a constrained and unfamiliar voice, I love you.

If he thought he was still speaking to the same girl whose soft and fragrant lips he had touched a moment before, he was mistaken. He spoke too late. The girl had vanished with her girlhood.

And now it was with a very different sort of being he had to do — with a woman whose mind had quickened under shock; whose latent emotions had been made conscious; whose spirit, awakened by a crisis, was already armoured and in arms. Aroused, alert, every instinct awake, proud of a new and radiant knowledge, new motives germinated, new impulses possessed her; a new and delicious wisdom thrilled her. She was ready, and she realized it.

Karen?

She heard him perfectly. Deep within her something was laughing. There was no hurry. She knew it.

Karen? he said, very humbly.

Conscious of the change within herself, still a little surprised and excited by it, and by a vaguely exquisite sensation of impending adventure, of perils charmingly indefinite, of the newness of it all, deep, deep within her she felt the certainty, the tranquillity, the sweet intoxication of power. Power! She knew she was using it now. She knew she was exercising it on this man. And, for a second, the grasp of the new weapon almost frightened her. For it was her first campaign. And she had not yet reconnoitered the adversary or fully developed his strength and position. Man, as an adversary, was still unknown to her.

Karen? he ventured, rather anxiously.

Instantly she lost a large portion of her fear of him. Oh! but she had a long, long reckoning to settle yet with him. She cast a swift glance backward, but already her girlhood was gone — gone with its simplicity, its quaint perplexities, its dear ignorance, its pathos, its helplessness before experience, its naïveté, its faith.

It had gone, slipped away, exhaled in a deep, unconscious sigh. And suddenly she flushed hotly, remembering his lips. Truly, truly there was a long reckoning still to come.... But there seemed to be no hurry.

Still leaning against the tree, she fumbled for her handkerchief, touched her eyes with it leisurely, then, still turning her back to him, she lifted her hands to her hair.

For a first campaign she was doing very well.

Her thick, burnished hair was not in any desperate disorder, but she touched it here and there, patted, tucked, caressed it with light, swift fingers, delicately precise as the exploring antennæ of a butterfly.

Give me my answer, Karen, he urged, in a low voice, stepping nearer. Instantly she moved lightly aside to avoid him — just a short step — her back still turned, her hands framing her bright hair. Presently she looked around with a slight laugh, which seemed to say: Have you noticed my new wings? If I choose to use them, I become unattainable. Take care, my friend!

The expression of her face checked him; her eyes were still starry from tears. The dewy loveliness of them, the soft shyness born of knowledge, the new charm of her left him silent and surprised. He had supposed that she was rather low in her mind. Also he became aware that something about her familiar to him had gone, that he was confronted by something in her hitherto unsuspected and undetected — something subtly experienced and unexpectedly mature. But that a new intelligence, made radiant by the consciousness of power, had suddenly developed and enveloped this young girl, and was now confronting him he did not comprehend at first.

And yet, in her attitude, in the poise of the small head, in the slight laugh parting her lips, in every line of her supple figure, every contour, every movement, he was aware of a surety, a self-confidence, a sort of serene authority utterly unfamiliar to him in her personality.

Gone was the wistfulness, the simplicity, the indecision of immaturity, the almost primitive candour that knows no art. Here was complexity looking out of eyes he scarcely knew, baffling him with a beauty indescribable.

Karen — dear? he said unsteadily, have you nothing to say to me?

There was laughter and curiosity in her eyes, and a hint of mockery.

Yes, she said, I have a great deal to say to you. In the first place we must not be silly any more — —

Silly!

She seemed surprised at his emphatic interruption.

Yes, silly, she repeated serenely; foolish, inconsequential. I admit I made a goose of myself, but that is no excuse for you to do it, too. You are older and more experienced and so much wiser — —

Karen!

Yes? she said innocently.

What has happened to you? he asked, disturbed and bewildered.

She opened her eyes at that:

Nothing has happened, has it? Is my gown torn? — bending over to survey her skirt and waist— Oh, I forgot that the famous robbery occurred without violence — —

He reddened: I dont understand you, Karen. Why do you fence this way with me? Why do you speak this way to me? What has suddenly changed you — totally altered you — altered your attitude toward me, your point of view, your disposition — your very character apparently — —

My character? she repeated with a gay little laugh which seemed to him irresponsible, and confused him exceedingly.

No, he said, troubled, that couldnt change so suddenly. But I never before saw this side of your character. I didnt know it existed — never supposed — dreamed — —

Speaking of dreams, she interrupted with calm irrelevance, I never told you that I finally did cross that frontier. Shall I tell you about it while we are walking back?

If you choose, he said, almost sullenly.

Dont you care to hear about my dream? As I made a pillow of you during the process, I really think you are entitled to hear about it— She broke off with a quick, involuntary laugh: Why do you look hurt, Kervyn?

At that he became serious to the verge of gloom.

Come, she said sweetly, slipping her hand through his arm, I want to tell you how I crossed that wonderful frontier — —

I told you, he said gravely, that I love you. Am I not entitled to an answer?

Entitled, Kervyn? I dont know to how many things you are en-titled. All I know is that you are titled — several times — arent you?

He reddened and bit his lip.

Because, she went on gaily, you served your time in the Guides. That is a very natural deduction, isnt it?

He said nothing; he was very seriously upset. His stern mouth and darkened face betrayed it. And deep in Karens heart the little imps of laughter danced to its mischievous beating.

After they had walked through the forest for a while in silence, she halted and withdrew her arm.

You know, she said, we are not nearly well enough acquainted for you to be moody and unamiable.

I did not mean to be either, he said. What is it that has come between us, Karen?

Why, nothing I hope, she said fervently.

I hope so, too.... You have been different since— He hesitated, and she turned her head carelessly and looked back at the little brook they had crossed. When her blush had cooled she resumed her leisurely walk and glanced up at him inquiringly:

Since when have you thought me different?

Since we — kissed — —

Please, Kervyn! Not we. I think it was you who performed that very childish rite.

Is that the way you regarded it?

Didnt you?

No.

You didnt take it seriously! she exclaimed with an enchanting laugh. Did you really? Im so dreadfully sorry!

The dark flush on his face frightened her. It was her first campaign and she was easily alarmed. But she was wise enough to say nothing.

Yes, he said with an effort, I did take it very seriously. And I took you seriously, too. I dont understand your new attitude toward me — toward life itself. Until today I had never seen any lightness in you, any mockery — —

Lightness? You saw plenty in me. I was not very difficult, was I? — on the train? Not very reticent about my views concerning friendship and my fears concerning — love. Why should you be surprised at the frivolity of such a girl? It has taken so many years for me to learn to laugh. Nineteen, I think. Wont you let me laugh a little, now that I know how?

Have I any influence at all with you? he asked. I thought I had.

I thought so, too, she mused, innocently.

What has happened to destroy it?

Why, nothing, Kervyn! opening her eyes.

Does any of my influence with you remain?

Loads of it. Oceans! Bushels!

Do you care for me?

Of course! The silly question.

Seriously?

Yes, but I dont wish to weep because I care for you.

Could you learn to love me?

Learn? I dont know, she mused aloud, apparently much interested in the novelty of the suggestion. I learn some things easily; mathematics I never could learn. Why are you scowling, Kervyn?

Could you ever love me? he persisted, doggedly.

I dont know. Do you desire to pay your court to me?

I — yes — —

You appear to be uncertain. It seems to me that a man ought to know whether or not he desires to pay his addresses to a girl.

Cant you be serious, Karen!

Indeed I can. You ought to know it, too. I was serious enough over you, once. I followed you about so faithfully and persistently that even when you took a nap I did it too — —

Karen, do you love me?

I dont know.

Will you try?

Im always willing to try anything — once.

Then suppose you try marrying me, once! he said, bluntly.

But oughtnt a girl to be in love before she tries that? Besides, before I am quite free to converse with you on that subject I must converse with someone else.

What!

Had you forgotten?

Do you mean the — —

Yes, she said hastily— you do remember. That is a prior engagement.

Engagement!

An engagement to converse on the subject of engagements. I told you about it — in the days of my communicative innocence.

He was patient because he had to be.

After you have made your answer clear to him, may I ask you again?

Ask me what?

To marry me.

Wouldnt that permission depend upon what answer I may give him?

Good Heavens! he exclaimed, is there any doubt about your answer to him?

She lifted her eyebrows: You are entirely too confident. Must I first ask your permission to fulfill my obligations and then accomplish them in a manner that suits your views? It sounds a little like dictation, Kervyn.

He walked beside her, cogitating in gloom and silence. Was this the girl he had known? Was this the same ungrateful and capricious creature upon whom he had bestowed his protection, his personal interest, his anxious thoughts?

That he had fallen in love with her had surprised him, but it did not apparently surprise her. Had she instinctively foreseen what was going to happen to him? Had she deliberately watched the process with wise and feminine curiosity, coolly keeping her own skirts clear?

And the more he cogitated, the deeper and more complex appeared to him her intuitive and merciless knowledge of man.

Never had he beheld such lightning change in a woman. It couldnt be a change; all this calm self-possession, all the cool badinage, all this gaiety, this laughing malice, this serene capacity for appraising man and his motives must have existed in her — hidden, not latent; concealed, not embryotic!

He was illogical and perfectly masculine.

She was only a young girl, awakened, and making her first campaign.




CHAPTER XVIII

LESSE FOREST
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AS THEY CAME out of the forest and crossed the grassy circle where the fountain was splashing they saw an automobile standing in the drive by the front door.

What does that mean? exclaimed Guild, under his breath.

Both had halted, checked by the same impulse.

Is it likely to be Baron von Reiter? he asked, coldly.

She said, with admirable composure: Whoever it is, we shall have to go in.

Yes, of course.... But if it happens to be the Baron — —

Well? she asked, looking away from him.

In that event, have you nothing to say to me — now?

Not now.

Havent you, Karen?

She shook her head, gazing steadily away from him.

All right, he said, controlling his voice; then I can make my adieux to you indoors as well as here.

Are you leaving immediately?

Yes. I should have left this morning.

After a moments silence: Shall I hear from you?

Have I your permission to write — if I can do so?

I dont know yet. I shall write you first. Are you to be at Lesse Forest for a few days?

Yes. A note will reach me in care of Mrs. Courland.

Her pretty head was still averted. We ought to go in now, she said.

Guild glanced sharply at the car as they passed it, and the chauffeur touched his cap to them. It was a big, dark blue, three-seated touring car, and there seemed to be nothing at all military in its appointments or in the chauffeurs livery.

He opened the front door for Karen, and they walked into the hall together.

A man rose quickly from a leather chair, as though he were a little lame. Hello, Kervyn! he said gaily, advancing with hand extended. How are you, old top!

Harry! exclaimed Guild; Im terribly glad to see you!

They stood for a moment smiling at each other, hand clasped in hand. Then Darrel said:

When your note came this morning, we decided to motor over, Miss Courland and I— He turned toward a brown-eyed, blond young girl: Valentine, this is the celebrated vanishing man Ive been worrying over so long. You may not think he is worth worrying over, now that you see him, and maybe he isnt; but somehow or other I like him.

Miss Courland laughed. I think I shall like him, too, she said, now that I know he isnt merely a figment of your imagination— She turned her brown eyes, pleasantly and a trifle curiously, toward Karen, who had paused beside the long table — a lithe and graceful figure in silhouette against the brilliancy of the sun-lit doorway.

Karen, said Guild, this is Miss Courland who extends her own and Mrs. Courlands charity to me— He checked himself, smiling. Do you still extend it, Miss Courland?

Valentine had come forward and had offered her hand to Karen, and retaining it for a second, she turned to answer Guild:

Of course! We came to take you back with us. And, to Karen: It isnt a very gracious thing for us to do — to steal a guest from Quellenheim — and I am afraid you do not feel very grateful toward me for doing it.

Their hands parted and their eyes rested on each other for a seconds swift feminine appraisal.

Baron von Reiter has not yet arrived, said Karen, so I do not think Mr. Guild has had a very interesting visit. I feel as though I ought to thank you for asking him to Lesse.

Guild, who was talking to Darrel, heard her, and gave her a rather grim look.

Then he presented Darrel; and the light, gossipy conversation became general.

With one ear on duty and one listening to Darrel, Guild heard Karen giving to Valentine a carelessly humorous outline of her journey from England — caught the little exclamations of interest and sympathy from the pretty brown-eyed American girl, and still was able to sketch for Darrel the same theme from his own more sober point of view.

Neither he nor Karen, of course, spoke of the reason for Guilds going to England, nor that the journey had been undertaken on compulsion, nor, indeed, did they hint at anything concerning the more sinister and personal side of the affair. It merely appeared that a German general, presumably a friend of Guild, not being able to get his daughter out of England after hostilities had commenced, had confided the task to a man he trusted and who was able to go unquestioned into a country at war with his own. But it all seemed quite romantic enough, even under such circumstances, to thrill Valentine Courland.

Do come back to Lesse with us, wont you? she asked Karen. My mother and I would love to have you. Youd be bored to distraction here with only the housekeeper. Do come!

I havent any clothes, said Karen frankly.

I have loads of them! Wed be so glad to have you at Lesse. Wont you come back with us?

Karen laughed, enchanted. She could see Guild without looking at him. His attitude was eloquent.

If you really do want me, Ill come, she said. But you and Mr. Darrel will remain to luncheon, wont you? Ill speak to the Frau Förster — if I may be excused— She fell for a moment again, unconsciously, into her quaint schoolgirl manner, and dropped them a little curtsey.

Guild opened the pantry door for her and held it.

May I explain to them a little more clearly who you are, Karen? he asked in a low voice.

Yes, please.

He came back into the hall where Miss Courland and Darrel were talking. Valentine turned swiftly.

Isnt she the sweetest thing! exclaimed the girl warmly.

She is really very wonderful, said Guild; let me tell you a little about her accomplishments and herself.

They were still listening to Guild, with an interest which absorbed them, when Karen returned.

The few clothes I have, she said, are being repacked by Frau Bergner. Kervyn, shall she repack your sack?

No, Ill do that, he said, turning away with the happiest face he had worn that morning. And the girl knew that it was because they were going away together again — taking lifes highway once more in each others company. Involuntarily she looked after him, conscious for a second, again, of new and powerful motives, new currents, new emotions invading her; and she wondered how vitally they concerned this man who had so suddenly destroyed a familiar world for her and as suddenly was offering her as substitute a new and strange one.

Emerging from her brief abstraction she looked across the hall at Valentine Courland, who, seated on the oak table, chatted animatedly with Darrel. The girl was exceedingly attractive; Karen realized that at once. Also this pretty American had said very frankly that she was certain to like Guild. Karen had heard her say it.

Miss Girard, said Darrel, is the shooting good at Quellenheim? I imagine it must be, judging from these trophies. He waved a comprehensive hand toward the walls of the room.

Karen came slowly over to Valentine: I really dont know much about shooting. There are boar and deer here. I suppose at Lesse Forest you have really excellent sport, dont you?

Our guests seem to find the shooting good, replied Valentine. My mother and I go out with them sometimes. I dont know whether we shall be able to offer anybody any shooting this autumn. We are exceedingly worried about Lesse Forest. You see, every autumn we renew the lease, but our lease expired last week, and we cant renew it because nobody seems to know where our landlord is or where to find him.

Is your landlord Belgian?

Yes. He is a wealthy brewer at Wiltz-la-Vallée. And the Germans bombarded and burnt it — everything is in ruins and the people fled or dead. So we are really very much concerned about the possible fate of our landlord, Monsieur Paillard, and we dont exactly know what to do.

Guild returned, coming downstairs two at a time, his attractive features very youthful and animated. And Karen, discreetly observing him and his buoyant demeanour, felt a swift and delightful confusion in the knowledge of her power to make or unmake the happiness of a grown man.

Frau Bergner appeared with cloth and covers, beaming, curtseying to all; and very soon they were at luncheon — a simple but perfectly cooked luncheon, where everything was delectable and there did not seem to be very much of any particular variety, yet there was just a trifle more than enough for everybody. Which is the real triumph of a good German, French, or Belgian housekeepers calculations.

And when luncheon was ended the luggage already had been placed in the car; the chauffeur emerged from the kitchen where Frau Bergner had been generous to him; and in a few moments the big blue machine was whirring smoothly on its way to Lesse, through the beautiful Ardennes forests over smooth, well-cared-for roads, the sun shining in a cloudless sky, and four young people making rapid headway in a new acquaintanceship which seemed to promise everything agreeable and gay.

At the huge, moss-grown gate-posts of Lesse a forester lifted his grey felt hat and opened the gates; and around the first curve appeared the celebrated and beautiful old lodge of weather-stained stone and slate, the narrow terrace blazing with geraniums and scarlet sage.

Guild noticed a slender, red-haired girl seated on the steps, knitting, with a heap of dark-blue wool in her lap; but when the car drew up, Valentine Courland addressed her as mother — to the intense surprise of Karen as well as of himself, for Mrs. Courland seemed scarce older than her own daughter, and quite as youthfully attractive.

She welcomed Karen with a sweet directness of manner which won the girl instantly; and her manner to Guild was no less charming — an older womans delightful recognition of a young mans admiration, and a smiling concession to this young mans youth and good looks.

When Valentine mentioned Karens plight in the matter of wardrobe, her mother laughed gaily and, slipping one arm around Karens waist, took her off into the house.

We shall remedy that immediately, she said. Come and see what suits you best.

As for you, said Darrel to Guild, your luggage is in your room. I suppose you are glad of that.

Rather, said Guild with such intense feeling that Valentine Courland laughed outright.

Take him to his beloved luggage, she said to Darrel; I had no idea he was so vain. You know the room, dont you? It is next to your own.

Harry, why are you limping? asked Valentine as Darrel rose to go.

Im not.

You are. Why?

Rum. I drink too much of it, he explained seriously.

So the young men went away together; and presently Guild was flinging from him the same worn clothing which, at one terrible moment, seemed destined to become his shroud: and Darrel sat on the bed and gave him an outline of the life at Lesse Forest and of the two American women who lived there.

Courland loved the place, said Darrel, and for many years until his death he spent the summers here with his wife and daughter.

Thats why they continue to come. The place is part of their life. But I dont know what theyll do now. Monsieur Paillard, their landlord, hasnt been heard of since the Germans bombarded and burnt Wiltz-la-Vallée. Whether poor Paillard got knocked on the head by a rifle-butt or a 41-centimetre shell, or whether he was lined up against some garden wall with the other poor devils when the Prussian firing-squads sickened and they had to turn the machine-guns on the prisoners, nobody seems to know.

Wiltz-la-Vallée is nothing but an ill-smelling heap of rubbish. The whole country is in a horrible condition. You know a rotting cabbage or beet or turnip field emits a bad enough smell. Add to that the stench from an entire dead and decomposing community of three thousand people! Oh yes, they dug offal trenches, but they werent deep enough. And besides there was enough else lying dead under the blackened bricks and rafters to poison the atmosphere of a whole country. Its a ghastly thing what theyve done to Belgium!

Guild went to his modern bathroom to bathe, but left the door open.

Go on, Harry, he said.

Well, thats about all, continued Darrel. The Germans left death and filth behind them. Not only what the hands of man erected is in ruins, but the very face of the earth itself is mangled out of all recognition. They tore Nature herself to pieces, stamped her features out, obliterated her very body! You ought to see some of the country! I dont mean where towns or solitary farms were. I mean the land, the landscape! — all full of slimy pits from their shells, cut in every direction by their noisome trenches, miles and miles of roadside trees shot to splinters, woodlands burnt to ashes, forests torn to slivers — one vast, distorted and abominable desolation.

Guild had reappeared, and was dressing.

They didnt ransack the Grand Duchy, continued Darrel, although I heard that the Grand Duchess blocked their road with her own automobile and faced the invaders until they pushed her aside with scant ceremony. If she did that shes as plucky as she is pretty. Thats the story, anyway.

Have the Germans bothered you here? asked Guild, buttoning a fresh collar.

Not any to speak of. Of course they dont care anything about the frontier; theyd violate it in a minute. And Ive been rather worried because a lot of these Luxembourg peasants, particularly the woodsmen and forest dwellers, are Belgians, or are in full sympathy with them. And Im afraid theyll do something that will bring the Germans to Lesse Forest.

You mean some sort of franc-tireur business?

Yes, I mean just that.

The Germans shoot franc-tireurs without court-martial.

I know it. And there has been sniping across the border, everywhere, even since the destruction of Wiltz-la-Vallée. I expect therell be mischief here sooner or later.

Guild, tall, broad-shouldered, erect, stood by the window looking out between the gently blowing sash-curtains, and fastening his waistcoat.

And, standing so, he said: Harry, this is no place for Mrs. Courland and her daughter. They ought to go to Luxembourg City, or across the line into Holland. As a matter of fact they really ought to go back to America.

I think so too, nodded Darrell. I think we may persuade them to come back with us.

Without looking at his business partner and friend, Guild said: I am not going back with you.

What!

I cant. But you must go — rather soon, too. And you must try to persuade the Courlands to go with you.

What are you planning to do? demanded Darrel with the irritable impatience of a man who already has answered his own question.

You can guess, I suppose?

Yes, dammit! — I can! Ive been afraid youd do some such fool thing. And I ask you, Kervyn, as a sane, sensible Yankee business man, is it necessary for you to gallop into this miserable free fight and wallow in it up to your neck? Is it? Is it necessary to propitiate your bally ancestors by pulling a gun on the Kaiser and striking an attitude?

Guild laughed. Im afraid its a matter of propitiating my own conscience, Harry. Im afraid Ill have to strike an attitude and pull that gun.

To the glory of the Gold Book and the Counts of Gueldres! I know! Youre very quiet about such things, but I knew it was inside you all the time. Confound it! I was that worried by your letter to me! I thought youd already done something and had been caught.

I hadnt been doing anything, but I had been caught.

I knew it!

Naturally; or I shouldnt have written you a one-act melodrama instead of a letter.... Did you destroy the letter to my mother?

Yes, I did.

That was right. Ill tell you about it some time. And now, before we go down, this is for your own instruction: I am going to try to get into touch with the Belgian army. How to do it I dont see very clearly, because there are some two million Germans between me and it. But thats what I shall try to do, Harry. So, during the day or two I remain here, persuade your friends, the Courlands, of the very real danger they run in remaining at Lesse. Because any of these peasants at any moment are likely to sally forth Uhlan sniping. And you know what German reprisals mean.

Yes, said Darrel uneasily. He added with a boyish blush: Im rather frightfully fond of Valentine Courland, too.

Then talk to the Courlands. Something serious evidently has happened to their landlord. If he made himself personally obnoxious to the soldiery which destroyed Wiltz-la-Vallée, a detachment might be sent here anyway to destroy Lesse Lodge. You cant tell what the Teutonic military mind is hatching. I was playing chess when they were arranging a shooting party in my honour. Come on downstairs.

Yes, in a minute. Kervyn, I dont believe you quite got me — about Valentine Courland.

Guild looked around at him curiously.

Is it the real thing, Harry?

Rather. With me, I mean.

Youre in love?

Rather! But Valentine raises the deuce with me. She wont listen, Kervyn. She sits on sentiment. She guys me. I dont think she likes anybody else, but Im dead sure she doesnt care for me — that way.

Guild studied the pattern on the rug at his feet. After a while he said: When a mans in love he doesnt seem to know it until its too late.

Rot! I knew it right away. Last winter when the Courlands were in New York I knew I was falling in love with her. It hurt, too, I can tell you. Why, Kervyn, after they sailed it hurt me so that I couldnt think of anything. I didnt eat properly. A man like you cant realize how it hurts to love a girl. But its one incessant, omnipresent, and devilish gnawing — a sensation of emptiness indescribable filled with loud and irregular heart-throbs — a happy agony, a precious pain — —

Harry!

What? asked that young man, startled.

Do you realize you are almost shouting?

Was I? Well, Im almost totally unbalanced and I dont know how long I can stand the treatment Im getting. Ive told her mother, and she laughs at me, too. But I honestly think she likes me. What would you do, Kervyn, if you cared for a girl and you couldnt induce her to converse on the subject?

Guilds features grew flushed and sombre. I havent the faintest idea what a man should do, he said. The dignified thing would be for a man to drop the matter.

I know. Ive dropped it a hundred times a week. But she seems to be glad of it. And I cant endure that. So I re-open the subject, and she re-closes it and sits on the lid. I tell you, Kervyn, its amounting to a living nightmare with me. I am so filled with tenderness and sentiment that I cant digest it unaided by the milk of human kindness — —

Do you talk this way to her? asked Guild, laughing. If you compare unrequited love to acute indigestion no girl on earth is going to listen to you.

I have to use some flights of imagination, said Darrel, sulkily. A girl likes to hear anything when its all dolled out with figures of speech. What the deuce are you laughing at? All right! Wait until you fall in love yourself. But you wont have time now; youll enlist in some fool regiment and get your bally head knocked off! I thought I had troubles enough with Valentine, and now this business begins!

He got up slowly, as though very lame.

Its very terrible to me, he said, to know that you feel bound to go into this mix-up. I was afraid of it as soon as I heard that war had been declared. Its been worrying me every minute since. But I suppose its quite useless to argue with you?

Quite, said Guild pleasantly. Whats the matter with your leg?

Barked the shin. Listen! Is there any use reasoning with you?

No, Harry.

Well, then, exclaimed Darrel in an irate voice, Ill tell you frankly that you and your noble ancestors give me a horrible pain! Im full of all kinds of pain and Im sick of it!

Guild threw back his blond head and laughed out-right — a clear, untroubled laugh that rang pleasantly through the ancient hall they were traversing.

As they came out on the terrace where the ladies sat in the sun knitting, Valentine looked around at Guild.

What a delightfully infectious laugh you have, she said. Was it a very funny story? I can scarcely believe Mr. Darrel told it.

But he did, said Guild, seating himself beside her on the edge of the stone terrace and glancing curiously at Karen, who wore a light gown and was looking distractingly pretty.

Such an unpleasant thing has occurred, said Mrs. Courland in her quiet, gentle voice, turning to Darrel. Our herdsman has just come in to tell Michaud that early this morning a body of German cavalry rode into the hill pastures and drove off the entire herd of cattle and the flock of sheep belonging to Monsieur Paillard.

There was a moments silence; Darrel glanced at Guild, saying: Was there any explanation offered for the requisition? — any indemnity?

Nothing, apparently. Schultz, the herdsman, told Michaud that an Uhlan officer asked him if the cattle and sheep did not belong to the Paillard estate at Lesse. That was all. And the shepherd, Jean Pascal, tried to argue with the troopers about his sheep, but a cavalryman menaced him with his lance. The poor fellow is out in the winter fold, weeping like Bo-Peep, and Schultz is using very excited language. All our forest guards and wood-choppers are there. Michaud has gone to Trois Fontaines. They all seem so excited that it has begun to disturb me a little.

You see, said Valentine to Guild, our hill pastures are almost on the frontier. We have been afraid theyd take our cattle.

He nodded.

Do you suppose anything can be done about it? asked Mrs. Courland. I feel dreadfully that such a thing should happen at Lesse while we are in occupation.

May I talk with your head gamekeeper? asked Guild.

Yes, indeed, if you will. He ought to return from Trois Fontaines before dark.

Ill talk to him, said Guild briefly. Then his serious face cleared and he assumed a cheerfulness of manner totally at variance with his own secret convictions.

Troops have got to eat, he said. Theyre likely to do this sort of thing. But the policy of the Germans, when they make requisition for anything, seems to be to pay for it with vouchers of one sort or another. They are not robbers when unmolested, but they are devils when interfered with. Most troops are.

The conversation became general; Darrel, sitting between Karen and Mrs. Courland, became exceedingly entertaining, to judge from Karens quick laughter and the more subdued amusement of Katharyn Courland.

Darrel was explaining his lameness.

But the trouble with Darrel was that his modesty inclined him to be humorous at his own expense. Few women care for unattractive modesty; few endure it, none adores it. He was too modest to be attractive.

I was sauntering along, he said, minding my own business, when I came face to face with a wild boar. He was grey, and he was far bigger than I ever again desire to see. Before I could recover my breath his eyes got red and he began to make castanette music with his tusks, fox-trot time. And do you know what happened — in your forest, Mrs. Courland? I went up a tree, and I barked my shin in doing it. If you call that hospitality, my notions on the subject are all wrong.

Didnt you have a gun? asked Karen.

I did. I admit it without a blush.

Why didnt you use it? asked Mrs. Courland.

Use it? How? A gun doesnt help a man to climb a tree. It is in the way. I shall carry no more guns in your forest. A light extension ladder is all I require. And a book to pass away the time when treed.

They all laughed. Really, asked Guild curiously, why didnt you shoot?

First of all, said Darrel serenely, I do not know how to fire off a gun. Do you want any further reasons?

You looked so picturesque, said Valentine scornfully, I never dreamed you were such a dub! And you dont seem to care, either.

I dont. I like to catch little fish. But my ferocity ends there. Kervyn, shall we try the trout for an hour this afternoon?

Valentine turned up her dainty nose. I shall take Mr. Guild myself. Youd better find a gamekeeper wholl teach you how to shoot off a gun. And, to Guild: Ill take you now if you like. Its only a little way to the Silverwiltz. Shall I get a rod and fly-book for you?

Karen, watching her, saw the frank challenge in her pretty brown eyes, saw Guilds swift response to that gay defiance. It was only the light, irresponsible encounter of two young people who had liked each other at sight and who had already established a frank understanding.

So Valentine went into the house and returned presently switching a light fly-rod and a cast of flies; and Guild walked over and joined her.

To Karen he looked very tall and sunburned, and unfamiliar in his blue-serge lounging clothes — very perfectly groomed, very severe, and unapproachable; and so much older, so much more mature, so much wiser than she had thought him.

And, as her eyes followed him from where she was seated among the terrace flowers, she realized more than ever that she did not know what to say to him, what to do with him, or how to answer such a man.

Her face grew very serious; she was becoming more deeply impressed with the seriousness of what he had asked of her; of her own responsibility. And yet, as far as love was concerned, she could find no answer for him. Friendship, swift, devoted, almost passionate, she had given him — a friendship which had withstood the hard shocks of anger and distrust, and the more bewildering shock of his kiss.

She still cared for him, relied on him; wished for his companionship. But, beyond that, what had happened, followed by his sudden demand, had startled and confused her, and, so far, she did not know whether it was in her to respond. Love loomed before her, mighty and unknown, and the solemnity of its pledges and of its overwhelming obligations had assumed proportions which awed her nineteen years.

In her heart always had towered a very lofty monument to the sacredness of love, fearsomely chaste, flameless, majestic. So pure, so immaculate was this solemn and supreme edifice she had already builded that the moments thrill in his arms had seemed to violate it. For the girl had always believed a kiss to be in itself part of that vague, indefinite miracle of supreme surrender. And the knowledge and guilt of it still flushed her cheeks at intervals and meddled with her heart.

She had forgiven, had tried to readjust herself before her mystic altar. There was nothing else to do. And the awakened woman in her aided her and taught her, inspiring, exciting her with a knowledge new to her, the knowledge of her power.

Then, as she sat there looking at this man and at the brown-eyed girl beside him, suddenly she experienced a subtle sense of fear: fear of what? She did not know, did not ask herself. Not even the apprehension, the dread of parting with him had made her afraid; not even the certainty that he was going to join his regiment had aroused in her more than a sense of impending loneliness.

But something was waking it now — something that pierced her through and through: and she caught her breath sharply, like a child who has been startled.

For the first time in her life the sense of possession had been aroused in her, and with it the subtle instinct to defend what was her own.

She looked very intensely at the brown eyes of the young girl who stood laughing and gossiping there with the man she did not know how to answer — the man with whom she did not know what to do. But every instinct in her was alert to place upon this man the unmistakable sign of ownership. He was hers, no matter what she might do with him.

To Darrel, trying to converse with her, she replied smilingly, mechanically; but her small ears were ringing with the gay laughter of Valentine and the quick, smiling responses of Guild as they stood with their heads together over the contents of the fly-book, consulting, advising, and selecting the most likely and murderous lures.

Neither of them glanced in her direction; apparently they were most happily absorbed in this brand new friendship of theirs.

Very slowly and thoughtfully Karens small head sank; and she sat gazing at the brilliant masses of salvia bloom clustering at her feet, silent, overwhelmed under the tremendous knowledge of what had come upon her here in the sunshine of a cloudless sky.

Au revoir! called back Valentine airily; we shall return before dusk with a dozen very large trout!

Guild turned to make his adieux, hat in hand; caught Karens eye, nodded pleasantly, and walked away across the lawn, with Valentine close beside him, still discussing and fussing over the cast they had chosen for the trouts undoing.




CHAPTER XIX

THE LIAR
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THE LAMPS HAD not yet been lighted in the big, comfortable living-room and late sunlight striped wall and ceiling with rose where Karen sat sewing, and Darrel, curled up in a vast armchair, frowned over a book. And well he might, for it was a treatise on German art.

His patience arriving at the vanishing point he started to hurl the book from him, then remembering that it was not his to hurl, slapped it shut.

Which caused Karen to lift her deep violet eyes inquiringly.

Teutonic Kultur! Ive got its number, he said. Which observation conveyed no meaning to Karen.

German art, he explained. It used to be merely ample, adipose, and indigestible. Now the moderns have made it sinister and unclean. The ham-fist has become the mailed fist; the fat and trickling source of Teutonic inspiration has become polluted. There is no decadence more hideous than the brain cancer of a Hercules.

Karen followed him with intelligent interest. She said with hesitation: The moderns, I think, are wandering outside immutable boundaries. Frontiers are eternal. If any mind believes the inclosed territory exhausted, there is nothing further to be found outside in the waste places — only chaos. And the mind must shift to another and totally different pasture — which also has its boundaries eternal and fixed.

Right! exclaimed Darrel. No sculptor can find for sculpture any new mode of expression beyond the limits of the materials which have always existed; no painter can wander outside the range of black and white, or beyond the surface allotted him; the composer can express himself in music only within the limits of the audible scale; the writer is a prisoner to grammatical expression, walled always within the margins of the printed page. Outside, as you say, lies chaos, possibly madness. The moderns are roaming there. And some of them are announcing the discovery of German Kultur where they have barked their mental shins in outer darkness.

Karen smiled. It is that way in music I think. The dissonance of mental disturbance warns sanity in almost every bar of modern music. It is that which is so appalling to me, Mr. Darrel — that in some modernism is visible and audible more and more the menace of mental and moral disintegration. And the wholesome shrink from it.

Darrel said: Three insane thinkers have led Germany to the brink where she now stands swaying. God help her, in the end, to convalescence— he stared at the fading sunbeams on the wall, and staring, quoted:



Over broken oaths and
Through a sea of blood.

He looked up. Im sorry: I forget you are German.

I forget that I am supposed to be, too.... But you have not offended me. I know war is senseless. I know that war will not always be the method used to settle disputes. There will be great changes beginning very soon in the world, I think.

I believe so, too. It will begin by a recognition of the rights of smaller nations to self-government. It will be an area of respect for the weak. Government by consent is not enough; it must become government by request. And the scriptures shall remain no more sacred than the tiniest scrap of paper in the archives of the numerically smallest independent community on earth.

The era of physical vastness, of spheres of influence, of scope is dying. The supreme wickedness of the world is Force. That must end for nations and for men. Only one conflict remains inevitable and eternal; the battle of minds, which can have no end.

For an American and an operator in real estate, Darrels philosophy was harmlessly respectable if not very new. But he thought it both new and original, which pleased him intensely.

As for Karen, she had been thinking of Guild for the last few minutes. Her sewing lay in her lap, her dark, curly head rested in the depths of her arm-chair. Sunlight had almost faded on the wall.

Through the window she could see the trees. The golden-green depths of the beech-wood were growing dusky. Against the terrace masses of salvia and geraniums glowed like coals on fire. The brown-eyed girl had been away with him a long while.

Mrs. Courland came in, looking more youthful and pretty than ever, and seated herself with her knitting. The very last ray from the sinking sun fell on her ruddy hair.

Think you are right, Harry, she said quietly to Darrel. I think we will sail when you do. The men on the place are becoming very much excited over this Uhlan raid on the cattle. I could hear them from my bedroom window out by the winter fold, and they were talking loudly as well as recklessly.

Theres no telling what these forest people may do, admitted Darrel. I am immensely relieved to know that you and Valentine are to sail when I do. As for Kervyn Guild— he made a hopeless gesture— his mind is made up and that always settles it with him.

He wont return with you?

No. Hes joining the Belgians.

Really!

Yes. You see his people were Belgian some generations back. Its a matter of honour with him and argument is wasted. But it hits me pretty hard.

I can understand. He is a most delightful man.

He is as straight and square as he is delightful. His mother is charming; his younger brother is everything youd expect him to be after knowing Kervyn. Theirs is a very united family, but, do you know I am as certain as I am of anything that his mother absolutely approves of what he is about to do. She is that sort. It may kill her, but shell die smiling.

Mrs. Courlands serious, sweet eyes rested on him, solemn with sympathy for the mother she had never met.

The horrid thing about it all, continued Darrel, is that Kervyn is one man in a million; — and in a more terrible sense that is all he can be in this frightful and endless slaughter which they no longer even pretend to call one battle or many.

Hes a drop in an ocean, only another cipher in the trenches where hells hail rains day and night, day and night, beating out lives without distinction, without the intelligence of choice — just raining, raining, and beating out life!... I can scarcely endure the thought of Kervyn ending that way — such a man — my friend — —

His voice seemed hoarse and he got up abruptly and walked to the window.

Ashes of roses lingered in the west; the forest was calm; not a leaf stirred in the lilac-tinted dusk.

Karen, who had been listening, stirred in the depths of her chair and clasped her fingers over her sewing.

Mrs. Courland said quietly:

It is pleasant for any woman to have known such a man as Mr. Guild.

Yes, said Karen.

If the charm of his personality so impresses us who have known him only a very little while, I am thinking what those who are near and dear to him must feel.

I, too, said Karen, faintly.

Yet she loves him best who would not have it otherwise it seems.

Yes; he must go, said Karen. Some could not have it — otherwise.

A man came to light the lamps. And a little while after they were lighted Mrs. Courland quietly looked up from her knitting. One swift, clear glance she gave; saw in the young girls eyes what she had already divined must be there. Then bent again above her ivory needles. After a while she sighed, very lightly.

Theyre late, remarked Darrel from the window.

They are probably strolling up the drive; Valentine knows enough not to get lost, said her mother.

After a few moments Karen said: Would my playing disturb you?

No, dear. Please!

So Karen rose and walked to the piano. Presently Darrel turned and seated himself to listen to the deathless sanity of Beethoven flowing from the keys under a young girls slender fingers.

She was still seated there when Valentine came in, and turned her head from the keyboard, stilling the soft chords.

We had such a good time, said Valentine. We caught half a dozen trout, and then I took him to the Pulpit where we sat down and remained very quiet; and just at sunset three boar came out to feed on the oak mast; and he said that one of them was worth shooting!

You evidently have had a good time, said Darrel, smiling. What happened to Guild. Did the boar tree him?

I think hed be more likely to tree the boar, remarked the girl. And to her mother she said: He went on toward the winter fold to talk to Michaud who has just returned from Trois Fontaines. There were a lot of men there, ours and a number of strangers. So I left him to talk to Michaud. What have you all been doing this afternoon? turning to Karen, and from her, involuntarily to Darrel.

Miss Girard and I have conversed philosophically and satisfactorily concerning everything on earth, he said. I wish my conversations with you were half as satisfactory.

Valentine laughed, but there was a slight flush on her cheeks, and again she glanced at Karen, whose lovely profile only was visible where she bent in silence above the keyboard.

Your mother, remarked Darrel, has decided to sail with me. Would you condescend to join us, Valentine?

Mother, are you really going back when Harry sails?

Yes. I dont quite like the attitude of the men here. And Harry thinks there is very likely to be trouble between them and the Germans across the border.

The girl looked thoughtfully at her mother, then at Darrel, rather anxiously.

Mother, she said, I think it is a good idea to get Harry out of the country. He is very bad-tempered, and if the Germans come here and are impudent to us hell certainly get himself shot!

I! I havent the courage of a caterpillar! protested Darrel.

Youre the worst fibber in the Ardennes! You did kill that grey boar this morning! What do you mean by telling us that you went up a tree! Maxl, the garde-de-chasse at the Silverwiltz gate, heard your shot and came up. And you told him to dress the boar and send a cart for it. Which he did! — you senseless prevaricator!

Oh, my! said Darrel meekly.

And youre wearing a bandage below your knee where the boar bit you when you gave him the coup-de-grâce! Maxl washed and bound it for you! What a liar you are, Harry! Does it hurt?

To be a liar?

No! where you were tusked?

Maxl was stringing you, fair maid, he said lightly.

He wasnt! You walk lame!

Laziness and gout account for that débutante slouch of mine. But of course if you care to hold my hand — —

The girl looked at him, vexed, yet laughing:

I dont want people who do not know you to think you really are the dub you pretend to be! Do you wish Miss Girard to believe it?

Truth is mighty and must — —

I know more about you than you think I do, Harry. Mr. Guild portrayed for me a few instances of your mouse-like courage. And I dont wish you to lose your temper and be shot if the Uhlans ride into Lesse and insult us all! Therefore I approve of our sailing for home. And the sooner the better!

You frighten me, he said; I think Ill ask Jean to pack my things now. And he got up, limping, and started for the door.

Mother, she said, that boars tusks may poison him. Wont you make him let us bandage it properly?

I think you had better, Harry, said Mrs. Courland, rising.

Oh, no; its all right — —

Harry! That was all Valentine said. But he stopped short.

Take his other arm, mother, said the girl with decision.

She looked over her shoulder at Karen; the two young girls exchanged a smile; then Valentine marched off with her colossal liar.




CHAPTER XX

BEFORE DINNER
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MICHAUD, HEAD FORESTER, had taken off his grey felt hat respectfully when Valentine introduced him to Guild, there in the lantern light of the winter sheep fold. A dozen or more men standing near by in shadowy groups had silently uncovered at the same time. Two wise-looking sheep dogs, squatted on their haunches, looked at him.

Then the girl had left Guild there and returned to the house.

I should like to have a few moments quiet conversation with you, said Guild; and the stalwart, white-haired forester stepped quietly aside with him, following the younger man until they were out of earshot of those gathered by the barred gate of the fold.

You are Belgian? inquired Guild pleasantly.

De Trois Fontaines, monsieur.

It was a characteristic reply. A Belgian does not call himself a Belgian. Always he designates his nationality by naming his birthplace — as though the world must know that it is in Belgium.

And those people over there by the sheep fold? asked Guild.

Our men — some of them — from Ixl, from the Black Erenz and the White, from Lesse — one from Liège. And there is one, a stranger.

From where?

Moresnet.

Has he any political opinions?

He says his heart is with us. It is mostly that way in Moresnet.

In Moresnet ten per cent of the people are Germans in sympathy, remarked Guild. What is this man? A miner?

A charcoal burner.

Does he seem honest?

Yes, Monsieur, said the honest forester, simply.

Guild laid one hand on the mans broad shoulder:

Michaud, he said quietly, I know I am among friends if you say I am. I mean friends to Belgium.

The dark eyes of the tall forester seemed to emit a sudden sparkle in the dusk.

Monsieur is American?

Yes. My grandfather was Belgian.

Monsieur is a friend?

Michaud, my name, in America is Guild. My name in Belgian is Kervyn Gueldres. Judge, then, whether I am a friend to your country and your king.

Gueldres! whispered the forester, rigid. Kervyn of Gueldres, Comte dYvoir, Hastiere — —

It is so written on the rolls of the Guides.

Monsieur le Comte has served!

Two years with the colours. I am here to report for duty. Do you feel safe to trust me now, Michaud, my friend?

The tall, straight forester uncovered. Trust a Gueldres! My God!

Put on your hat, said Guild, bluntly, I am American when I deal with men!

Monsieur le Comte — —

Monsieur will do. Give me your hand! That is as it should be. We understand each other I think. Now tell me very clearly exactly what happened this morning on the hill meadows of the Paillard estate.

Monsieur le — —

Please remember!

Pardon! Monsieur Guild, the Grey Uhlans rode over the border and laughed at the gendarme on duty. Straight they made for our hill meadows, riding at ease and putting their horses to the hedges. Schultz, our herdsman, saw them trotting like wolves of the Black Erenz, ran to the wooden fence to close the gate, but their lances rattling on the pickets frightened him.

They herded the cattle while their officers sat looking on by the summer fold.

Do not these cattle and sheep belong to the Paillard estate? asks one of the officers of Schultz. And, Very well then! says he; we are liquidating an old account with Monsieur Paillard!

And with that a company of the Grey Ones canters away across the valley and up the slope beyond where our shepherd, Jean Pascal, is sitting with his two dogs.

You, there! they call out to him. Send out your dogs and herd your sheep! And, when he only gapes at them, one of their riders wheels on him, twirling his lance and shoves him with the counter-balance.

So they make him drive his flock for them across the valley, and then over the border — all the way on foot, Monsieur; and then they tell him to loiter no more but to go about his business.

That is what has happened on our hill pasture. He, the lad, Pascal, is over there with his dogs — pointing toward the fold— almost crazed with grief and shame. And, Schultz, he wishes us to organize as a franc-corps. Me? I dont know what to do — what with Monsieur Paillard away, and the forests in my care. Were it not for my responsibility — —

I know, Michaud. But what could an isolated franc-corps do? Far better to join your class if you can — when your responsibility here permits. Those young men, there, should try to do the same.

Monsieur is right! Even the classes of 1915, 16, and 17 have been called. I have reminded them. But this outrage on the hill pastures has inflamed them and made hot-heads of everybody. They wish to take their guns and hunt Grey Uhlans. They dont know what they are proposing. I saw something of that in 70. Why the Prussians hung or shot every franc-tireur they caught; and invariably the nearest village was burned. And I say to them that even if Monsieur Paillard is dead, as many are beginning to believe, his death does not alter our responsibility. Why should we bring reprisals upon his roof, his fields, his forests? No, that is not honest conduct. But if we are now really convinced of his death, as soon as Madame Courland leaves, let us turn over the estate to the proper authorities in Luxembourg. Then will each and all of us be free to join the colours when summoned — if God will only show us how to do it.

Madame Courland and mademoiselle ought to go tomorrow, said Guild. One or another of your hotheads over there might get us into trouble this very night.

The man from Moresnet talks loudest. I have tried to reason with him, said Michaud. Would you come to the fold with me?

They walked together toward the lantern light; the men standing there turned toward them and ceased their excited conversation.

Friends, said old Michaud simply, this gentlemans name is Kervyn of Gueldres. I think that is sufficient for any Belgian, or for any man from the Grand Duchy?

Off came every hat.

Cover yourselves, continued Michaud calmly. Monsieur, who has become an American, desires to be known as Monsieur Guild without further mark of respect. This also is sufficient for us all, I suppose. Thou! Jean Pascal, cease thy complaints and stand straight and wipe thy tears. By God, I think there are other considerations in Lesse Forest than the loss of thy sheep and of Schultzs cattle!

M-my sheep are gone! blubbered the boy, I was too cowardly to defend them — —

Be quiet, said Guild. It was not a question of your courage! You did wisely. Show equal wisdom now.

But I shall go after Uhlans now with my fusil-de-chasse! Ah, the cowards of Germans! Ah, the brigands — —

Cowards! Assassins! muttered the other. Grey wolves run when a man goes after them — —

You are wrong, said Guild quietly. Germans are no cowards. If they were there would be no credit for us in fighting them. Dont make any mistake you men of the Ardennes; their soldiers are as brave as any soldiers. And where you belong is with your colours, with your classes, and in uniform. Thats where I also belong; thats where I am going if I can find out how to go. Perhaps one of you can guide me. Think it over. Keep cool, and listen to Michaud, who is older and wiser than all of us.

There was a profound silence. Then a voice from the darkness, very distinct:

I have seen red. It is necessary for me to bleed an Uhlan!

Guild walked toward the sound of the voice: Who are you? he demanded.

Moi, je suis de Moresnet!

Then youd better go back to the zinc mines of Moresnet, my friend. No Uhlans will trouble you down there.

And, aside to Michaud: Look out for that young man from Moresnet. Hes too hotly a Belgian to suit my taste.

Monsieur, he is a talker, said Michael with a shrug.

My friend, be careful that he is nothing more dangerous.

Ah, sacré bleu! exclaimed the forester, reddening to his white temples— if any of that species had the temerity to come among us! — —

Michaud, they might even be among the Kings own entourage.... No doubt that fellow is merely, as you say, a talker. But — he should not be left to wander about the woods alone. And, tell me, is there anybody else you know of who might do something rash tonight along the boundary?

Monsieur — there are two or three poor devils who escaped the firing squads at Yslemont. They live in our forest, hiding. Our people feed them.

Guild said in a troubled voice: Such charity is an obligation. But nevertheless it is a peril and a menace to us all.

Were this estate my own, said the sturdy forester, I would shelter them as long as they desired to remain. But I am responsible to Monsieur Paillard, and to his tenant, Madame Courland. Therefore I have asked these poor refugees to continue on to Diekirch or to Luxembourg where the sight of an Uhlans schapska will be no temptation to them.

You are right, Michaud. He held out his hand; the forester grasped it. Tomorrow we should talk further. Our duty is to join the colours, not to prowl through the woods assassinating Uhlans. Good night! In the morning then?

At Monsieurs service.

And both of us at the service of the bravest man in Europe — Albert, the King!

Off came their hats. And, as they stood there in silence under the stars, from far away across the misty sea of trees came the sound of a gun-shot.

One of your men? asked Guild sharply.

I dont know, Monsieur. Big boar feed late. A poacher perhaps. Perhaps a garde-de-chasse at Trois Fontaines.

I hope nothing worse.

I pray God not.

They continued to listen for a while, but no other sound broke the starry silence. And finally Guild turned away with a slight gesture, and walked slowly back to the Lodge.

Lights from the tall windows made brilliant patches and patterns across terrace and grass and flowers; the front door was open and the pleasant ruddy lamp-light streamed out.

Valentine passing and mounting the stairs caught sight of him and waved her hand in friendly salute.

Were sterilizing Harrys shins — mother and I. The foolish boy was rather badly tusked.

Is he all right?

Perfectly, and bored to death by our fussing.

She ran on up the stairs, paused again: Were not dressing for dinner, she called down to him, and vanished.

Guild said, All right! glanced at the hall clock, and sauntered on into the big living-room so unmistakably American in its brightness and comfort.

But it was not until he had dropped back into the friendly embrace of a stuffed arm-chair that he was aware of Karen curled up in the depths of another, sewing.

I didnt know you were here, he said coolly. Have you had an agreeable afternoon?

Yes, thank you.

Its a very charming place.

Yes.

I think the Courlands are delightful.

Very.

Miss Courland and I had a wonderful walk. We had no trouble in taking all the trout we needed for dinner, and then we went to a rock called The Pulpit, where we lay very still and talked only in whispers until three wild boars came out to feed.

Karen lifted her eyes from her sewing. They seemed unusually dark to him, almost purple.

After that, he went on, we walked back along the main ride to a carrefour where the drive crosses; and so back here. That accounts for my afternoon. He added, smiling carelessly: May I ask you to account for yours?

Yes, please.

Very well, then I do ask it.

She bent over her sewing again: I have been idle. The sun was agreeable. I went for a little stroll alone and found an old wall and a pool and a rose garden.

And then?

The rose garden is very lovely. I sat there sewing and — thinking — —

About what?

About — you — mostly.

He said steadily enough: Were your thoughts pleasant?

Partly.

Only partly?

Yes.... I remembered that you are joining your regiment.

But that should not be an unpleasant thought for you, Karen.

No. I would have it so, of course. It could not be otherwise under the circumstances.

It could not be otherwise, he said pleasantly; but his grey eyes never left the pale, sweet profile bent above the leisurely moving needle.

I understand.

I know you understand that — at least, Karen.

Yes. Other matters, too — a little better than I did — this morning.

What matters? he asked casually. But his heart was threatening to meddle with his voice; and he set his lips sternly and touched his short mustache with careless fingers.

Karen bent still lower over her sewing. The light was perfectly good, however.

What, he asked again, are the matters which you now understand better than you did this morning?

Matters — concerning — love.

He laughed: Do you think you understand love?

A little better than I did.

In what way? You are not in love, are you, Karen?

I think — a — little.

With whom?

No answer.

Not with me?

Yes. She turned swiftly in the depths of her chair to confront him as he sprang to his feet.

Wait! she managed to say; and remained silent, one slim hand against her breast. And, after a moment: Would you not come any nearer, please.

Karen — —

Not now, please.... Sit there where you were.... I can tell you better — all I know — about it.

She bent again over her needle, sewing half blindly, the hurrying pulses making her hand unsteady. After he was seated she turned her head partly around for a moment, looking at him with a fascinated and almost breathless curiosity.

If I tell you, you will come no nearer; will you? she asked.

No. Tell me.

She sewed for a while at random, not conscious what her fingers were doing, striving to think clearly in the menace of these new emotions, the power of which she was divining now, realizing more deeply every second.

Ill try to tell you, she said: I didnt know anything — about myself — this morning. What we had been to each other I considered friendship. Remember it was my first friendship with a man. And — I thought it was that.

After a silence: Was it anything deeper? he asked.

Yes, deeper.... You frightened me at first.... I was hurt.... But not ashamed or angry. And I did not understand why.... Until you spoke and said — what you said.

That I love you?

Yes.... After that things grew slowly clearer to me. I dont know what I said to you — half the things I said on the way back — only that I made you angry — and I continued, knowing that you were angry and that I — I was almost laughing — I dont know why — only that I needed time to try to think.... You cant understand, can you?

I think so.

She looked up, then bowed her head once more.

That is all, she said under her breath.

Nothing more, Karen?

Only that — after you had gone away this afternoon I began to be a little in love.

Will it grow?

I think so.

May I tell you that I love you?

Yes, please.

His clasped hands tightened on his knees; he said in a low unsteady voice: All my heart is yours, Karen — all there is in me of love and loyalty, honour and devotion, is yours. Into my mind there is no thought that comes which is not devoted to you or influenced by my adoration of you. I love you — every word you utter, every breath you draw, every thought you think I love. The most wonderful thing in the world would be that you should love me; the greatest miracle that you might marry me. Dare I hope for you, Karen?

Yes — please.

That you will grow to really love me?

Yes.

With all your heart?

I think so.

In the tremulous silence she turned again and looked at him, bending very low over her work.

Will you be gentle with me, Kervyn?

Dearest — —

I mean — considerate — at first.... There is a great deal I dont know about men — and being in love with one of them.... Brought up as I have been, I could not understand that you should take me — in your arms.... I was not angry — not even ashamed.... Only, never having thought of it — and taking it for granted that, among people of your caste and mine, to touch a mans lips was an act — of betrothal — perhaps of marriage — —

Dearest, it was!

Yes, I understand now. But for a while I felt — strangely — overwhelmed.... You can understand — having no mother — and suddenly face to face with — you — —

She leaned her cheek against the back of the chair and rested so, her small white hands folded over her sewing.

I have yet to see Baron Kurt, she said half to herself. I shall say to him that I care for you. After that — when you come back, and if you wish me to marry you — ask me.

He stood up: How near may I come to you, Karen?

Not very near — just now.

Near enough to kiss your finger-tip.

Yes, please.

Without turning her head she extended her arm; his lips touched lightly the fragrant skin, and she pressed her fingers a trifle closer — a second only — then her arm fell to her lap.

After dinner, she said, I shall show you the roses in the garden.

They are no sweeter than your hand, Karen.

She smiled, her flushed cheek still resting against the cushions.

It is very wonderful, very gentle after all, she murmured to herself.

What, Karen?

I meant love, she said, dreamily.




CHAPTER XXI

SNIPERS
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DINNER WAS ENDED. Darrel lay on a lounge in the sitting-room, a victim against his will to romance. Beside him on a low footstool sat Valentine, reading aloud to him when she thought he ought to be read to, fussing with his pillows when she chose to fuss, taking his cigarette from his lips and inserting a thermometer at intervals, and always calmly indifferent to his protests or to her mothers laughter.

For she had heard somewhere that a wild boars teeth poisoned like a lions mauling; and the sudden revelation of a hero under the shattered shell of modesty and self-depreciation which so long obscured the romantic qualities in this young man determined her to make him continue to play a rôle which every girl adores — the rôle of the stricken brave.

Never again could Darrel explain to her how timidity, caution, and a native and unfeigned stupidity invariably characterized his behaviour at psychological moments.

For Guild had told her all about this young mans cool resourcefulness and almost nerveless courage during those hair-raising days in Sonora when the great Yo Espero ranch was besieged, and every American prisoner taken was always reported Shot in attempting to escape.

She had never even known that Darrel had been in Mexico until Guild told her about their joint mining enterprise and how, under a spineless Administration, disaster had wiped out their property, and had nearly done the same for them.

Mother, said the girl, I think Ill look at his shin again.

Nonsense! protested Darrel, struggling to sit up, and being checked by a soft but firm little hand flat against his chest.

I dont want to have my shin looked at, he repeated helplessly.

Mother, I am going to change the dressing. Will you help?

For the love of Mike — —

Be quiet, Harry!

Then make Guild go out of the room! Hes laughing at me now!

Karen was laughing, too, and now she turned to Guild: Come, she said, smilingly; we are not welcome here. Also I do want you to see the rose garden by star-light. And to Mrs. Courland, naïvely: May we please be excused to see your lovely garden?

The pretty young matron smiled and nodded, busy with the box of first-aid bandages for which Valentine was now waiting.

So Karen and Guild went out together into the star-light, across the terrace and lawns and down along a dim avenue of beeches.

The night was aromatic with the clean sweet odour of the forest; a few leaves had fallen, merely a tracery of delicate burnt-gold under foot.

Karen turned to the right between tall clipped hedges.

Mossy steps of stone terminated the alley and led down into an old sunken garden with wall and pool and ghostly benches of stone, and its thousands of roses perfuming the still air.

They were all there, the heavenly company, dimly tinted in crimson, pink, and gold — Rose de Provence, Gloire de Dijon, Damask, Turkish, Cloth of Gold — exquisite ghosts of their ardent selves — immobile phantoms, mystic, celestial, under the high lustre of the stars.

Mirror-dark, the round pools glass reflected a silvery inlay of the constellations; tall trees bordered the wall, solemn, unstirring, as though ranged there for some midnight rite. The thin and throbbing repetition of hidden insects were the only sounds in that still and scented place.

They leaned upon the balustrade of stone and looked down into the garden for a while. She stirred first, turning a little way toward him. And together they descended the steps and walked to the pools rim.

Once, while they stood there, she moved away from his side and strolled away among the roses, roaming at random, pausing here and there to bend and touch with her face some newly opened bud.

Slender and shadowy she lingered among the unclosing miracles of rose and gold, straying, loitering, wandering on, until again she found herself beside the pool of mirror black — and beside her lover.

Your magic garden is all you promised, he said in a low voice— very wonderful, very youthful in its ancient setting of tree and silvered stone. And now the young enchantress is here among her own; and the spell of her fills all the world.

Do you mean me?

You, Karen, matchless enchantress, sorceress incomparable who has touched with her wand the old-familiar world and made of it a paradise.

Because I said I loved you — a little — has it become a paradise? You know I only said a little.

I remember.

Of course, she added with a slight sigh, it has become more, now, since I first said that to you. I shouldnt call it a little, now; I should call it — — She hesitated.

Much?

She seemed doubtful. Yes, I think it is becoming much — little by little.

May I kiss — your hand?

Yes, please.

And clasp your waist — very lightly — this way?

In sign of betrothal?

Yes.

She looked up at him out of the stillest, purest eyes he had ever beheld.

You know best, Kervyn, what we may do.

I know, he said, drawing her nearer.

After a moment she rested her cheek against his shoulder.

Standing so beside the pool, breathing the incense of the roses, she thought of the dream, and the gay challenge, Who goes there? She was beginning to suspect the answer, now. It was Love who had halted her on that flower-set frontier; the password, which she had not known then, was Love. Love had laughed at her but had granted her right of way across that border into the Land of Dreams. And now, unchallenged, save by her own heart, she had come once more to the borderland of flowers.
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Standing so beside the pool, breathing the incense of the roses, she thought of the dream

Halt! said her heart, alert; who goes there?

It is I, Karen, wearing the strange, new name of Love — —

She lifted her head, drew one hand swiftly across her eyes as though to clear them, then stepped free from the arm that encircled her.

Karen — —

Yes, I — I do love you, she stammered— with all — all my heart — —

Halt! rang out a voice like a pistol shot from the darkness.

The girl stood rigid; Guild sprang to her side. Qui vive! cried the voice.

Belgium! said Guild coolly.

Then who goes there! — you! — below there in that garden?

Friends to Belgium, replied Guild in a quiet and very grave voice. Dont move, dearest, he whispered.

What is happening?

I dont know, yet.

Presently, nearer the balustrade above them, the voice came again: Is it Monsieur Guild?

Yes. Who are you?

Pardon. Will Monsieur come up to the terrace? I am watching the wall beyond the pool.

They ascended the stone steps; Karen moving lightly beside him. In the shadow of the clipped yews a dark form stirred.

Pardon. I did not recognize Monsieur Guild nor Mademoiselle. There is trouble.

It was Schultz the herdsman; his rifle was in his hand and he wore two cartridge-belts crossed over his smock en bandoulière.

He touched his hat to Karen, but turned immediately toward the star-lit sky-line where the dark coping of the wall cut it.

What is the trouble? asked Guild with a sinking heart.

God knows how it happened, Monsieur Guild — but there was bad blood tonight and hot heads full of it. Then, very far in the forest, a shot was fired.

I heard it. What happened?

Listen, Monsieur! The Moresnet man and the boy, Jean Pascal, put their heads together. I dont know how it was, but even after what you said to us, and after Michaud told us to remain prudent and calm, somehow after we heard that shot we all, one by one, took down our guns; and after a little while we found ourselves together in the carrefour.

And from there we went, without saying a word, to the Calvary on the hill pasture road. It was as though each of us understood without telling each other — without even hinting at a plan.

And by and by we went down by the rivulet at the foot of the hill pastures, and there, as we expected, were two of the Yslemont refugees. They had their guns. And one of them had a spiked helmet.

Go on, said Guild, compressing his lips.

He had taken it near Trois Fontaines, not below the hill. We all examined it. We saw red, Monsieur. Then a calf which had escaped the Grey Wolves moved in the bushes near us. The Moresnet man caught it, and he and the shepherd, little Jean Pascal, took the dumb beast and tied it to a sapling near the road. On our side of the boundary! But we all knew what might happen.

There was a silence; then Schultz said in a low, hoarse voice: It was fated to be. We took both sides of the road in the long grasses of the ditches. And the calf bawled for company.

The company came after a while — two Grey Wolves. First we heard the clink-clink of their horses feet; then we saw their lances against the sky.

They came on, picking their way. And of a sudden the electric breast-torch on one of them breaks out like a blinding star, plays over the road, then lights up the calf which is terrified and backs into the hedge.

He drives his lance-butt into the sod and gets out of his saddle. His comrade sits the other horse, pistol lifted, elbow on thigh. And there comes then another Uhlan, walking and leading his horse — three of the dirty brigands, Monsieur, across the border and on our side!

Go on.

Eh bien — we bled them!

You killed them?

Yes, Monsieur — two there by the hedge in the grassy ditch; the other hung to his horse for a while — but came off sideways. One spur caught and his horse took him back that way — across the border.

Go on.

We took their schapskas. Jean Pascal wished to go across the border after more Wolves. He was crazy. And the blood made us all a little drunk. And then we found that the Moresnet man had gone. That chilled us.

He wiped his face with his sleeve, never taking his eyes from the wall across the garden.

After that, he said, we lay very still, watching. And in a little while an Uhlan crossed the hill pasture walking his horse slowly against the stars. Then there were others moving across the sky up there, and we also heard others on the road. So we have been quietly falling back into the forest where, if they follow, they shall not go back, please God!

Where is Michaud?

He was very angry, but, since the affair has really begun, he is with us, of course.

Where is he?

He went to the house to find you an hour ago.

Guild bit his lip in silence. The stupidity of what had been done, the utter hopelessness of the situation sickened him.

The slow, groping peasant mind, occupied always with the moments problem only, solving it by impulse and instinct alone — what could be done with such a mind — what could be hoped from it except under patiently inculcated military discipline.

Loosened from that, and defending its property from actual or threatened aggression, it became a furtive, fierce and quickened mind, alternately cunning and patiently ferocious. But of reason, or of logic, it reckons nothing, knows nothing.

Trouble had begun — trouble was abroad already in the star-light — moving, menacing.

What is your word? he asked bluntly.

Yslemont.

He turned to Karen, who stood quietly beside him: The ladies must leave this house tonight. There is no time at all to waste. There is going to be real trouble here by morning. And I am going to ask you if you will give these American ladies shelter tonight at Quellenheim. Will you, Karen?

Of course.

From there they can go to the city of Luxembourg tomorrow, and so into Holland. But they ought to go now.

And you, Kervyn?

I shall be very busy, he said. Come back to the house, now.

They walked away together, moving quickly along the beech-woods; she with that youthful, buoyant step as lithe as a young boys; he beside her with grave, preoccupied face and ears alert for the slightest sound.

Kervyn?

Yes.

Will you come back to Quellenheim, too?

I cant do that, dearest.

May I ask you what you are going to do?

Dear, I dont know yet. I havent formed any plan at all.

Is it not very dangerous for you to remain here?

No, I think not.... That is — I shall see how this matter threatens to develop.

He felt her hand lightly on his arm, looked around, halted. She came to him, laid her cheek against his breast in silence.

You must not be afraid for me, Karen.

I shall try — to remember.

He lifted one of her hands. It was cold and delicately fragrant. He kissed it.

The Bank at Diekirch is my address. I shall try to write you. I shall come back some day and marry you. Do you love me, Karen?

With all — all my — soul.

And you will marry me?

Yes, Kervyn.

She looked up, her eyes brilliant as wet stars. And very gently, almost timidly, they exchanged their betrothal, lip to lip.

He drew her to him a little closer — held her so a moment, scarcely in contact. Then they turned again to the grassy ride and moved swiftly forward toward the drive.

Every light in the house had been lit, apparently. The automobile stood before the door; three forest waggons with their big fine horses were in line behind; and servants were loading them with American trunks, suitcases, and luggage of every description, under the active direction of Darrel.

When he saw Guild and Karen coming he called out: Your luggage is packed! Mrs. Courland and Valentine and their two maids are filling hampers with bed linen and knick-knacks. Youve heard whats happened, of course?

Yes, said Guild. I dont think you had better waste any more time packing. Let the ladies get into the car and start. Michaud and I can gather up whats left of their effects and send it after them in the last waggon! Where is Michaud?

Talking to Mrs. Courland inside. Here he comes, now! — —

The white-haired forester came out behind Mrs. Courland, caught sight of Guild, and made a slight gesture expressing infinite despair.

I know, said Guild. Ill talk it over with you after the household leaves. And to Mrs. Courland, who appeared calm but a trifle dazed: Miss Girard offers you Quellenheim for the night, and for longer if you desire.

Please, said Karen, coming forward— it would be very gracious of you to come. Will you, Mrs. Courland?

Thank you, dear — yes — it will be the greatest convenience. I dont know when we should arrive at Luxembourg if we started now. She took one of Karens hands and turned to Guild: What a terrible thing our people have done! Michaud came to tell us; Harry started everybody packing up. You will come with us, of course?

Perhaps later, thank you. He turned to Valentine who was coming out in hat and coat, followed by a pale-faced maid carrying both arms full of wraps.

Please dont lose any time, said Guild, selecting wraps for Mrs. Courland and for Karen. Are your servants ready?

Nobody is ready, said Valentine, but everybody is here or in the hall, I think.

Guild gave his arm to Mrs. Courland and helped that active young matron spring into the touring car. Karen went next. Valentine and two maids followed; Guild slammed the door.

All right! he said curtly to the chauffeur, then, hat in hand, he said gaily: Au revoir! A happy reunion for us all!

As the car rolled out into the shining path of its own lamps Karen turned and looked back at him. And as long as he could see her she was looking back.

After the car followed two of the forest waggons, one filled with servants, the other loaded with luggage. Darrel came out of the house with the last odds and ends of property belonging to the Courlands and flung it pell-mell into the last waggon.

Come on, he said briskly to Guild.

No, go ahead, Harry. Im stopping to talk with Michaud — —

Well how are you going to get to Quellenheim?

When Im ready to go Ill get there.

Youre not coming?

Not now.

Darrel came over and said, dropping his voice: After this murdering business it wont do for you to be caught here.

I dont mean to be caught here. Dont worry — and get a move on!

What are you intending to do?

I dont know yet. Come, Harry, start that waggon!

Darrel shrugged his shoulders, mounted the seat beside the driver, and the forest waggon rolled away into the darkness.

Guild was still looking after it, listening to Michauds report of the sniping affair near Trois Fontaines, when he saw the figure of a man walking back from the direction the waggon had taken. The man walked with a visible limp.

You idiot! said Guild sharply as Darrel strolled up, his features blandly defiant.

Go on with what you were saying to Michaud, insisted Darrel, unruffled by his reception.

Come, Harry — this is downright damn foolishness. If youve let the waggon go on, youll have to foot it to Quellenheim. You cant stay here!

Why?

Because, you infernal butter-in, youll get mixed up in a particularly nasty mess. And it doesnt concern Yankees, this mess were in, Michaud and I.

Oh hell! said Darrel; go on and talk, Michaud!

Are you going to poke your nose into this? demanded Guild.

Its in now.

See here, Harry! Your sticking by me is gratuitously silly and it annoys me. You dont have to. This isnt any of your business, this mess.

Darrel lighted a cigarette and sat down on the terrace steps. Guild glared at him.

Will you go to the devil! he snapped out.

No, I wont.

Michaud, perplexed, had remained silent.

If things go wrong theyll make a clean sweep of us all, I tell you, said Guild. Once more, Harry, will you mind your own business?

No, said Darrel, blandly.

Guild turned to Michaud: What were you saying?

The forester, controlling his anger and emotion, continued the story of the sniper near Trois Fontaines. Then he outlined the miserable affair of the hill pasture.

There remains for us now only two courses, he ended. Either we turn franc-tireur and make our bivouac yonder in the forest, or we gather our people at The Pulpit, lie there tonight, and at daylight strike out for the Dutch frontier.

Guild nodded.

There is a little hole in the rocks at The Pulpit — scarce large enough to be called a cave. Since the war came upon us, foreseeing necessity, my men have carried arms and provisions to The Pulpit — well hidden, Monsieur. I think, now, that it is a better refuge than this house.

The three men looked up at the house. Michaud made a hopeless gesture: I suppose they will destroy it, now. God knows. But if Monsieur Paillard be truly dead as we now believe, and his poor body lies rotting under the ruins of Wiltz-la-Vallée, then there is nobody to mourn this house excepting the old forester, Michaud.... And I think he has lived on earth too long.

He went slowly toward the house, entered it. One by one all the lighted windows grew dark. Presently he reappeared drawing the door-key from his pocket. Very deliberately he locked the door from the outside, looked in silence at the darkened house, and, facing it, quietly removed his hat.

The silent salute lasted but a moment; he put on his grey hat with the pheasants feather sticking up behind, picked up his fowling-piece and hung it over one shoulder, his big, weather-browned hand resting on the sling.

Eh bien, Messieurs? he inquired calmly.

Bring in your men, Michaud, said Guild. I know where The Pulpit is, but I couldnt find it at night. Ill wait at the carrefour for you. And, to Darrel: What did you do with my luggage?

Sent it to Quellenheim.

That rücksack, too?

Yes.

Damnation, said Guild very calmly; it had papers in it which are enough to hang anybody!

Youd better go and get it, then.

Ill have to, thats all.

They walked across the lawn and out along the dark drive in silence. Where the ride crossed at the carrefour they halted. There was a dilapidated shrine there to Our Lady of Lesse. They seated themselves on the stone base.

Harry, said Guild, how long do you intend to follow me about in this absurd way?

Id like to see you safe across the Dutch frontier.

Thanks, said Guild drily.

Dont mention it. I really can reconcile myself to your having your bally head knocked off in uniform, but this sort of thing seems rather ghastly.

It is. Wont you go on to Quellenheim to oblige me?

Ill wait till tomorrow morning, replied Darrel pleasantly.

Guild was silent. They sat there for an hour or more scarcely exchanging a word. Then somebody whistled, cautiously, very near them, and another carefully modulated whistle answered.

Who goes there! came a challenging voice.

Yslemont!

Our men, said Guild, rising.

Michaud came up in the darkness. The shepherd, Jean Pascal, and Schultz, and the men of Yslemont are out there yet. Nothing I say affects them. They say that they need another Uhlan to bleed. Imbeciles!

Wont they obey you?

No, by God! The two sheep dogs of Jean are there, grave and wise as two big-eared devils squatting. And the half-crazed lad is teaching them to track Uhlans — making them sniff the bloody schapskas like a hunter who trains pups with a dead hare!

He looked around at the dozen shadowy figures gathering in the carrefour; the star-light sparkled on guns and belts and slings, and here and there on the vizor of a casquette-de-chasse.

The Grey Wolves, said Michaud, can never find us in The Pulpit. If Monsieur is ready?

Quite ready, said Guild. And the shadowy file, led by Michaud, moved straight into the woods.




CHAPTER XXII

DRIVEN GAME
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THE STARS HAD faded; a watery grey light glimmered through the forest. Deer crossed the grassy carrefour by the shrine, picking a dainty way toward forest depths; rabbits hopped homeward through dew-drenched ferns and bracken; a cock-pheasant saluted the dawn; the last wild boar still lingered amid the beech mast, rooting, coughing, following the furrows that his bristly snout was making while his furry bat-like ears, cocked forward, remained on duty, and his tail wriggled pleasurably.

The silent watchers aloft behind the rocky escarpement of The Pulpit, looking down through leafy branches to the carrefour, saw the last little roedeer trot past on his fastidious way; saw the last rabbit vanish in the warren; saw the lone boar lift his huge and shaggy head to listen with piggish suspicion, then turn and go, silent as some monstrous spectre.

From under hazel bushes pheasants stepped out to ruffle and preen and peck pensively among the fallen leaves, awaiting the promise of the sun, their white collars gleamed below their gorgeous heads; the sombre splendour of their plumage made brilliant spots along the ride. Here and there a hen-pheasant crept modestly about the business of breakfast. A blue and rosy jay alighted near, sign that the forest peace promised to endure.

After a long while far in the west the grey was touched with rose. Darrel, lying beside Guild, chin on his folded arms, stirred slightly.

Sunrise, he said.

Michaud, on the other side, reared himself on his hands and lay watching the west.

It is too early for the sun, he said. That is a fire.

Pinker, ruddier, redder grew the western sky. Silent, intent, forester, garde-de-chasse, charcoal burner, strained their keen eyes.

Then a heavy sigh like a groan escaped Michaud.

The Lodge, he said, hoarsely, under his breath. Oh God, my masters home.

All around among the rocks men were drawing deep breaths, muttering, restless; their eyes were fixed like the eyes of caged wild things.

The Grey Wolves, growled an old garde— Ah, the cowards — the dirty Prussian whelps! Ah! Look at that; my God! Marie adored, Virgin of Lesse; stand by us now!

Against the sky specks like tinsel twinkled; smoke became visible.

House, stables, granneries, quarters, garage, all are on fire, said Michaud in a mechanical voice. His face was grey and without expression, his words accentless.

The smoke appeared further north.

The cattle-barns and the hay-stacks, he went on monotonously.... Beyond are the green-houses, runs, dove-cotes, and our little shop.... They are now afire... Everything is on fire. Lesse is burning, burning.... The stubble beyond is burning.... And beyond that the nursery acres — the seedlings and the — Marie adored, Virgin of Lesse, have pity on my little trees — my nurslings — my darlings — —

Hark! whispered Guild. Far away up the ride horses were coming at a heavy trot; and now the noise of wheels became audible. And now below them two German dragoons cantered into view, carbines poised; a waggon passed — a strange grey vehicle driven by a grey-clad soldier wearing a vizorless forage cap. It was piled with dead pigeons and chickens. Behind that another waggon followed, all splashed with blood, and in it swayed and jolted the carcasses of dead pigs freshly killed, lurching and slipping over the crimsoned straw. Behind galloped six Uhlans, their lances perpendicular in the buckets, the cords from their cloth-covered schapskas bellying behind.

Not a shot! said Michaud in a perfectly distinct voice, pushing up the rifle of the old garde-de-chasse. There is nothing to do now, nom de Dieu! — for the necks of our fowls are already wrung and the dead hogs are tasting their own boudin. Our affair is with the living pigs.

After a few moments more dragoons came, trotting their superb horses along the ride, alertly scanning the woods to right and left as they passed, their carbines at a ready.

Waggons followed — hay waggons, carts loaded with potato sacks, straw, apples, bags of flour, even firewood and bundles of faggots — a dozen vehicles or more of every description.

Ours, said Michaud in his emotionless tones. What they could not take is burning yonder.

More grey dragoons closed the file of waggons, then a dozen Uhlans, who turned frequently in their saddles and kept looking back.

Scoundrels! muttered the garde-de-chasse, laying his rifle level; but Michaud turned on him and struck up the weapon.

Thou! he said coldly— do thy duty when I tell thee, or I become angry.

Somebody said: There are no more. We have not bled one single wolf!

Look yonder, whispered Guild.

Out into the carrefour stepped briskly eight or ten German officers, smart and elegant and trim in their sea-grey uniforms and their spiked helmets shrouded with grey so that there was not a glitter from point to spur.

A dozen non-commissioned officers followed, carrying two military rifles apiece.

The officers looked curiously at the shrine of Our Lady of Lesse, and the sad-faced Virgin looked back at them out of her carven and sightless eyes.

One by one the officers took posts at the four corners of the grassy clearing or on the steps of the shrine. They were laughing and conversing; some smoked; some inspected the rifles brought up by their non-com gun-bearers. The sun had not yet risen; the silvery smoke of the Silverwiltz marked its high waterfall below the gorge of the glen; fern fronds drooped wet to the wet dead leaves beneath, matted grasses glistened powdered with dew.

In the still grey air of morning the smoke from the German officers pipes and cigars rose upward in straight thin bands; a jeweled bracelet on the wrist of an infantry major reflected light like a frost crystal.

The officers ceased their careless conversation; one by one they became quiet, almost motionless where they had taken their several positions. Behind them, stiff and erect, the non-coms stood with the spare guns, rifles or fowling-pieces.

An air of silent expectancy settled over the carrefour; officer and non-com were waiting for something.

Michaud had already divined; Guild knew; so did Darrel. Every woodsman in The Pulpit knew. Some of them were trembling like leashed dogs.

Then in the forest a sound became audible like a far halloo. Distant answers came through the woodland silence, from north, from south — then from west and east.

Guild whispered to Darrel: They are driving the forest! They have a regiment out to beat it!

The German officers at their stands no longer moved as much as a finger. Against the grey trees they were all but invisible.

Suddenly out into the carrefour stepped a superb red stag, ears alert, beautiful head half turned at gaze. Instantly a rifle spoke; and the magnificent creature was down in the ride, scuffling, scrambling, only to fall and lie panting with its long neck lifted a little.

Crack! The antlered head fell.

Then out of the wood trotted three bewildered pigs — an old boar, a yearling on which the stripes were still visible, and a huge fierce sow. A ripple of rifle shots checked them; the old boar stood swinging his great furry head right and left; the yearling was down, twitching; the sow ran, screaming horribly. Two shots followed; the old boar kneeled down very quietly like a trick-horse in a circus, still facing his enemies. He did not look as though he were dead.

The yearling had ceased its twitching; the sow was down, too, a great lump of coarse black fur in the ditch.

Then the rifles began again; a company of little roe deer whirled into the ride and went down or stumbled with delicate limbs dangling broken, or leaped to a height incredible in the agony of a death wound.

Pell-mell after them galloped a whole herd of red deer; the German rifles rattled steadily. Now and then blasts from fowling-pieces dropped running or incoming pheasants, cock and hen alike; or crumpled up some twisting rabbit or knocked a great hare head over heels.

Faster and faster came the terrified wild things, stag, roe, boar, and hare; steadily the German rifles cracked and rattled out death; thicker and swifter pelted the meteor flight of pheasants; birds of all sorts came driving headlong in their flight; big drab-tinted wood-pigeons, a wild duck or two, widgeon and mallard; now and then a woodcock fluttered past like some soft brown bat beating the air; now and then a coq-de-la-bruyere, planing on huge bowed wings above collapsed and fell heavily to the loose roar of the fowling-pieces.

Crippled, mutilated creatures were heaped along the ride; over them leaped their panic-stricken comrades only to stumble in the rifle-fire and lie struggling or inert.

A veil of smoky haze made the carrefour greyer now, through which at intervals a dying stag lifted its long neck from the shambles about him or some strong feathered thing beat its broken wings impotently upon the grass.

Once a great boar charged, and was shot to pieces, spattering the steps of the shrine with blood. Once a wounded hare dragged its tortured body to the shrine, as though for sanctuary. A non-com swung it crashing against the granite cross.

And now a more sinister thing occurred. Out from the forest, amid the stampeding game, reeled a man! His blue smock hung in ribbons; one bleeding fist grasped a rifle; the cartridges en bandoulière glittered.

For a second he stood there, swaying, panting, bewildered in the smoke haze; then three non-coms fired at him at once.

At that he straightened up, stood so for a second as though listening, then he took one uncertain step and pitched into a patch of briers on his face.

Presently some German foot-soldiers appeared in the ride, moving cautiously, scanning every ditch, every hollow, every thicket, their rifles poised for a snap-shot. A roebuck floundered up and went off before them like the wind, unnoticed. Then one of the soldiers fired, and a boy jumped out from behind a hazel bush and started to run along the edge of the woods. He was followed by two sheep dogs.

Jean Pascal! said Michaud calmly. May God pardon him now.

As the little shepherd ran, the soldiers stood and fired at him, aiming carefully. They broke his leg as he passed the carrefour. The lad raised himself from the ground to a sitting position and was sobbing bitterly, when they shot him again. That time he fell over on his side, his hands still covering his dead and tear-wet face. His dogs trotted around him, nuzzling him and licking his hands. An officer shot them both.

Schultz broke cover in a few moments, his rifle at his cheek; and, dropping to one knee in the ride, he coolly opened fire on the officers by the shrine. But he had time only for a single shot which jerked a spiked helmet from a cavalry majors clipped head. Then they knocked him flat.

As the herdsman lay gasping in the roadway with a bullet in his stomach, looking with dull and glazing eyes at the rifle flashes, three men from Yslemont — blackened, haggard, ragged creatures — burst out, fighting like wildcats with the beaters behind them.

Two were bayoneted and clubbed to death in the briers; the last man ran like a crazed hare, doubling, dodging, twisting among the trees where the rifle hail filled the air with twigs and splinters and tattered leaves.

After him lumbered a dozen foot-soldiers, clumping along in their hob-nailed ammunition boots. Then, high above on The Pulpit, Guild spoke sharply to Michaud, who gave a jerk to his white head and made a little gesture to the others behind him.

Now, added Guild in a low voice.

Fire, said Michaud calmly.

The rocky glen roared with the volley. The foot-soldiers below halted in astonishment and looked up. One fell sideways against a tree; another dropped to his knees and remained motionless, the spike of his helmet buried deep in the soft earth.

They were shouting down by the carrefour now; clear, mellow whistle signals sounded persistently. Horses were coming, too; the ride reverberated with their galloping. And all the while The Pulpit resounded with the rifle-fire of its little garrison, and soldiers were dropping along the carrefour and the ride.
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The Pulpit resounded with the rifle-fire of its little garrison

Pigs of Prussians! shouted the old garde-de-chasse; does a Belgian game-drive suit you now! Ah, scoundrels, bandits, sound the Mort on your imbecile whistles. For the swine of the North are dying fast!

Be silent, said Michaud coldly. You tarnish your own courage!

Guild and Darrel had taken rifles; they stood firing down at the carrefour where the horses of the Uhlan advanced guard were plunging about in disorder under a confusion of lances and fluttering pennons.

But the confusion lasted only a few moments; horsemen whirled their mounts and cleared out at full speed; the carrefour was empty of officers now; not a German was visible in the early sunshine, only the steady clatter of their rifle-fire continued to pelt the heights where bullets cracked and smacked on the rocks.

Enough, said Michaud quietly. It is time to leave. André, bring thou a bar to me.

A charcoal burner ran to the hole in the rocks and drew out a crowbar. Michaud took it, shoved it under the edge of the ledge, found a fulcrum, motioned the men back.

Two other men threw their weight on the bar; the ledge lifted easily. Suddenly the entire parapet gave way, crashing like an avalanche into the glen below.

They shall need wings who follow us, said the old man grimly. Monsieur, turning calmly to Guild, if we cross the Dutch border unarmed, will they interne us?

No, I think not.

And from there we may be free to find our way to the colours?

Yes.

By sea?

By land and sea to Dunkirk. I know of no easier or quicker way.

Monsieur goes with us?

First I must stop at Quellenheim. He added, in a low voice: By mistake my papers were sent there last night. Our King must see those papers.

Bien, said Michaud. We bivouac near Quellenheim tonight — time for a crust, Monsieur, while you go to the house and return. Is it agreeable to Monsieur?

Perfectly. And, to Darrel: Take your chance while it remains and join the Courlands when they leave Quellenheim. Will you promise?

Ill see, said Darrel, carelessly tossing his rifle across his shoulder and stepping into the silent file of men which was already starting across the ridge.




CHAPTER XXIII

CANDLE LIGHT
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IT WAS NEARLY eleven oclock at night before they bivouacked without fires in the woods behind the Lodge at Quellenheim.

The circuitous forest route had wearied the men; they threw themselves on the dead leaves and moss; some slept where they lay, others groped in sacks with toil-stiffened fingers searching for crusts, which they munched slowly, half asleep.

Guild drew Darrel and Michaud aside.

To go by Luxembourg and Holland is too long and too uncertain, he said. If we could cross the railway beyond Trois Fontaines before daylight we should have a clear country before us to Antwerp.

It had been days since the household at Lesse had heard any war news, but Darrel recollected that there had been rumours of a German drive toward Antwerp.

Michaud nodded. It is possible, he said. Brussels they may have taken; I dont know; but Antwerp, never! I know, Monsieur; I served my time with the artillery in the Scheldt forts. No German army could pass the outer ring of fortresses; the country can be flooded. Also our King is there with his Guides and Lancers and Chasseurs-à-cheval; the entire army is there. No, Monsieur, Antwerp is open to us if you desire to take us there.

I do, said Guild. It is the better way for all of us if the country still remains clear. It is better for us than to engage in a Chasse aux Uhlans. If I could lead a dozen sturdy recruits into Antwerp it would be worth while. And, except for the post at Trois Fontaines and the troops patrolling the railway, I can not see why the country is not open to us north of Liège.

I know this country. It is my country, said Michaud, and troops or no troops I can take you across the railroad before daylight. He shrugged his massive shoulders: What is a Prussian patrol to a head forester?

You believe you can do it?

I pledge my honour, Monsieur.

Guild looked at Darrel: I wish I knew whether there has been a drive toward Antwerp. If there has been it must have come from the sea by Ostend. But I do not believe Ostend has been taken. He turned to Michaud: If the country is clear, why could we not pick up more men en route? Why should we not recruit in every hamlet, every village?

Mon Dieu, Monsieur, if there are hardy companions willing to go with the ragged men of the forest, well and good. Yet I could wish for at least one uniform among us. That represents authority and gives security.

Guild said thoughtfully: I have an officers uniform of the Guides among my luggage.

Lord! exclaimed Darrel, you brought it with you?

There was to have been a regimental dinner in Brussels in September. I was asked last June, and they requested me to wear uniform. I had my uniform, so I packed it.

Then it is there in your luggage at Quellenheim!

Yes.

Well, said Darrel heartily, Im devilish glad of it. If they catch you in uniform they cant court-martial you with a jerk of their thumbs.

Im not worrying about that, said Guild carelessly, but, looking at Michaud, if you think a reserve officer in uniform is likely to encourage recruiting, I certainly shall use my uniform. You know your own people better than I do. I leave it to you, Michaud.

Then, Monsieur, wear your uniform. It means everything to us all; we honour and respect it; it represents authority; better still, it reassures our people. If an officer of the Guides is seen in charge of a batch of recruits, no young man, whose class has been summoned to the colours, would entertain any misgivings. Nor dare anybody hang back! Our women would jeer and ridicule them.

Very well, said Guild. Now take me as far as the woods edge where I can see the house at Quellenheim. Wait for me there and guide me back here, for I never could find this dark bivouac alone.

Follow, Monsieur, said the old man simply.

In single file the three men moved forward through the darkness, Michaud leading without hesitation, Guild following close, and Darrel bringing up the rear.

In a few minutes the bluish lustre of the stars broke through the forests edge. An overgrown ride ran westward; beyond, the highway from Trois Fontaines bisected it; and out of this curved the Lodge road.

It was dark and deserted; and when Guild came in sight of the Lodge, that, too, was dark.

Up the long avenue he hastened to the house; the fountain splashed monotonously in the star-light; the circle of tall trees looked down mournfully; the high planets twinkled.

He walked around the house, hoping to find a light in the kitchen. All was black, silent, and wrapped in profoundest shadow.

He picked up a few pebbles from the driveway, counted the windows until he was certain which one was Karens. Her window was open. He tossed a pebble against it; and then another into the room itself.

Suddenly the girl appeared at the window.

Karen! he called. She leaned out swiftly, her braided hair falling to the sill.

Kervyn! she whispered.

Dear, Ive only a moment. Could you come down and let me in without waking the others?

The others? Kervyn, they have gone!

Gone!

Everybodys gone! A patrol of hussars galloped here from Trois Fontaines and ordered them across the Dutch frontier. I felt dreadfully; but there was nothing to do. So poor Mrs. Courland and her daughter and her servants have gone on toward Luxembourg with all their luggage. Im here alone with the Frau Förster. Shall I let you in?

Did my luggage go to Luxembourg?

No; it is in the room you occupied.

Then come down quickly and let me in, he said. If there are German patrols abroad I dont care to be caught here.

The girl disappeared; Guild went to the front door and stood looking down the driveway and listening to catch any warning sound.

The next moment the door behind him opened and Karens trembling hands were in his.

He gazed down into the pale face framed by its heavy braids. In her slim nightdress and silken chamber robe she appeared very girlish.

What has happened, Kervyn? Your clothes are torn and muddy and you look dreadfully white and tired.

Karen, they burned Lesse this morning.

Oh! she gasped.

Everything at Lesse is in ashes. Some of the men are dead. The survivors are in the woods behind your house waiting for me.

She clung to his arm as they entered the house; Guild picked up one of the lighted candles from the oak table. She took the other and they ascended the stairs together.

There was sniping, he said. That always brings punishment to innocent and guilty alike. Lesse is a heap of cinders; they drove the forest and shot the driven game from the steps of the carrefour shrine. Men fell there, too, under their rifles — the herdsman, Schultz, the Yslemont men, the little shepherd lad with both his dogs. When their bearers came our way we fired on them.

You! Oh, Kervyn! It means death if they find you!

I shall not be found. He took her by the hands a moment, smiled at her, then turned swiftly and entered his room holding the candle above his head.

After his door had remained closed for a few moments she knocked.

Kervyn, she called, I am frightened and I am going to dress.

No need of that, came his voice; I shall be gone in five minutes.

But she went away with her lighted candle and entered her room. The travelling gown she wore from England lay ready; boots, spats, and waist.

Swiftly she unbraided and shook out her hair and twisted it up again, her slim fingers flying. A sense of impending danger seized and possessed her; almost feverishly she flung from her the frail night garments she wore, and dressed with ever-increasing fear of something indefinitely menacing but instant. What it might be she did not even try to formulate in thought; but it frightened her, and it seemed very, very near.

She dragged on her brown velvet hat and pinned it, and at the same moment she heard a sound in the hallway which almost stopped her heart.

It was the ringing step of a spurred boot.

Terrified, she crept to her door, listened, opened a little way. Near the stair-head a candle shone, its yellow light glimmering on the wall of the passage. Then she heard Guilds guarded voice:

Karen?

Y-yes, she faltered in amazement as a tall figure turned toward her clothed in the complete uniform of the Guides.

Kervyn! Is it you? Why are you in that uniform? She came toward him slowly, her knees still tremulous from fear, and rested one hand on his arm.

Dearest, dearest, he said gently, why are you trembling? There is no reason for fear. I am in uniform because I shall attempt to take a few recruits and volunteers across the railway line tonight. We are going to try to make Antwerp, which is a quicker, and I think a surer, route than through Luxembourg and Holland. Besides, they might interne us. They would without a doubt if I were in uniform and if the Lesse men came to the frontier with their guns and bandoulières.

Kervyn, how can you get to Antwerp? You cant walk, dear!

Well start on foot, anyway, he said cheerfully. Now I must go. Theyre waiting. Why did you dress, Karen?

I dont know. She looked up at him in a dazed way. I wanted to be with you.

Im going back to the forest, dear.

Could I come?

No. I dont want you to be out at night. Theres only a fireless camp there and a dozen ragged and dirty men. Besides, there might be some sort of trouble.

Trouble?

Not likely. Still there might be patrols out from Trois Fontaines, even from Lesse. I dont know. Michaud says he can take us across the railway line before daylight. If he can do that I think we shall find the country clear beyond. Anyway, well know soon. Now I must say good-bye.

She laid her cold hands in his, tried to speak, but could not. Then, of a sudden, her fingers gripped his in terror; there came the rushing swish of an automobile around the gravel circle outside, a loud resonant humming, a sharp voice speaking in German, a quick reply in the same tongue.

The — the valets room. Quick! she gasped, pushing him backward across the room and through the doorway. Behind him the swinging leather door closed silently again; the girl stood rigid, white as a sheet, then she walked to the oak table, picked up a book, and dropped into the depths of a leather arm-chair.

Outside the mellow whirr of the motor had ceased; the door of the car closed with a click; quick, firm steps ascended the path; there came a low jingling sound, the clash of metal, then a key was rattled in the outer lock, turned sharply, and the door creaked open.

Karen rose to her feet. Every atom of colour had fled her cheeks.

Karen!

You? she said in a ghost of her own voice.

Kurt von Reiter seemed astonished. He came forward very quickly, a tall, thin, faultless figure moulded perfectly into his tight sea-grey uniform. Bending only a very little from the waist as though too tightly buttoned in, he bowed above the icy hand she extended, paid his respects with flawless courtesy, straightened up, placed his shrouded spiked helmet on the table.

I had scarcely expected to find you awake, he said. It is after two oclock in the morning.

She made a supreme effort at self-control.

I have been a trifle nervous, Kurt. There was trouble at Lesse Forest last evening.

Yes. Who told you?

I was there.

At Lesse!

Yes, a guest of Mrs. Courland — an American lady.

I know about her. She is a friend of Mr. Guild.

Karen nodded; a painful and fixed smile quivered in her colourless lips.

Was Mr. Guild there also? inquired von Reiter.

Yes.

He left with the others, I suppose.

She said: Everybody was in a panic. I invited them to come here, but a patrol from Trois Fontaines galloped up and ordered them to go through Luxembourg — across the Dutch frontier. It seemed very harsh.

The girl had seated herself again; von Reiter drew up a chair beside the table opposite her and sat down. Candle light played over his dry, sandy-blond face and set his blue eyes glittering.

Are you well, Karen?

Quite, thank you. And you?

God be thanked, in perfect health. He did not mention three broken ribs still bandaged and which had interfered with the perfectly ceremonious bow of a German officer.

He said: I took this opportunity to come. It was my first chance to see you. Been travelling since noon.

You — remain tonight?

I can not. I came for one reason only. You know what it is, Karen.

She did not answer.

He waited a moment, looked absently around the room, glanced up at the stags antlers, then his gaze returned to her.

Were you much frightened by what happened at Lesse? he asked. You do not look well.

I am well.

Did you experience any trouble in leaving England?

Yes, some.

And Mr. Guild? Was he — useful?

Yes.

Von Reiter gazed at the girl thoughtfully. One elbow rested on the table corner, the clenched fist supporting his chin. In the other hand he continued to crumple his gloves between lean, powerful, immaculate fingers.

Karen, he said, did you bring with you whatever papers you happened to possess at the time?

After a moment the girl answered in a low voice: No.

Did you destroy them?

No.

What became of them? he insisted. A mottled flush gathered on his cheek-bones; after a few seconds the carefully scrubbed features of the man grew pink.

What papers had you? he asked.

She looked up at him in silence and a deeper colour stained his face so that in contrast his pale mustache, en croc, and his clipped hair appeared almost white.

Kurt, she said, how could you permit me to be involved in such matters?

Karen, do you imagine I supposed that war with England was imminent? I never dreamed that England would intervene! And when she did, and when it was already too late to reach you, the anxiety concerning you, and concerning what papers might still be passing from the Edmeston Agency through your hands, nearly drove me insane.

Yet you instructed me to bring back with me any papers I might have in my possession.

I tell you I did not count on war with England. Nobody did. I meant only that you were to bring with you what papers you had when you returned. Did not Grätz instruct you to destroy your papers?

No.

Von Reiters lean jaws snapped. Then what did you do with them?

I put them into my satchel. On board the steamer the satchel was opened and the papers taken.

Anger, apprehension, twitched at his thin lips; then a deeper emotion softened the grim lines of his features.

God be thanked, he said, that you were not involved in England. It was a living nightmare to me — that constant uncertainty concerning you. I could not reach you; I could do nothing, make no arrangements. Cipher code was forbidden even from neutral countries. It was only at the last moment I found a secret wireless lane still open to us. In that way I managed to notify Grätz that this man Guild was on his way to find you and bring you back here; that no more papers were to be sent through you to me; and that what you had were to be destroyed. Did you hear from him at all?

He telephoned that my maid had been arrested on a serious charge and that I was to leave Hyacinth Villa at once with Mr. Guild. He said nothing about papers. But I remembered what I had promised you, and I put into my satchel what papers I had.... They nearly lost me my life, she added, gazing steadily at him.

Do you mean to say that you knew the papers were compromising and still you undertook to bring them? Were you insane to attempt such a thing?

Had I not promised you, Kurt?

Circumstances alter conditions and absolve promises however solemn. Common sense decides where honour is involved.

She flushed brightly: There I am more English than German, Kurt. A promise is a promise, and not — she looked at him musingly— not what the British press reproaches us for calling a scrap of paper.

He said grimly: When a supposed friend suddenly aims a blow at you, strike first if you can and discuss the ethics afterward. We tore up that scrap of paper before the dirty fingers of England could clutch it, thats all.

And lost the worlds sympathy. Oh, Kurt!

But we retained the respect born of fear. We invaded Belgium before the others could do it, thats all.... I do not care to discuss the matter. The truth is known to us and that is sufficient.

It is not sufficient if you desire the sympathy of the world.

Von Reiters eyes became paler and fixed and he worried the points of his up-brushed mustache with powerful, lean fingers.

Make no mistake, he said musingly. Americas turn will come.... For all the insolence she has offered in our time of need, surely, surely the time is coming for our reckoning with her. We have not forgotten von Diederichs; we shall not forget this crisis. All shall be arranged with method and order when we are ready.... Where is that American — or Belgian, as he seems to think his honour of the moment requires him to be?

Mr. Guild?

Yes.

He did not come here when the others arrived from Lesse Forest.

Hes a fire-brand, said von Reiter coldly. Our system of information informed us sufficiently. I should have had him extinguished at Yslemont had he not been the one man who stood any chance of getting into England and bringing you back.

Also you trusted him, she said quietly.

Yes, I did. He is a Gueldres of Yvoir. The Gueldres have never lied. When he said hed return, that settled the matter. Von Reiters eyes had an absent look as though following a detached idea, and his features became expressionless.

When the war ends, he said, and if that man ever comes to Berlin, it would afford me gratification to offer him my hand — or my card. Either extreme would suit me; he is not a man to leave one indifferent; it is either friendship or enmity — the hand or the card. And I do not know yet which I might prefer.

He looked up and around at her, his sombre, blond features hardening:

I need not ask you whether his attitude toward you was respectful.

It was — respectful.

That question, of course, answered itself. The record of that family is part of Belgian history.... Do you know where he went after he kept his word and delivered you here?

He went to Lesse.

And then?

She remained silent.

Do you know? he repeated.

Yes.

Is there any reason why you should not tell me?

She was mute.

Karen, he said gently, is there any reason why your confidence should be withheld from me? I have come here tonight for my answer. I have only an hour to stay. It was a long way to come for one single word from a young girl. But I would have travelled the world over for that word from you. Will you give me my answer, Karen?

She looked up, dumb, her mouth tremulous, unable to control her emotion for the moment. His keen eyes searched hers; he waited, thin lips compressed.

Kurt — I — do not love you, she whispered.

He took it in silence; not a muscle quivered.

Will you marry me, Karen, and try?

I can not.

Is it your profession? Is it your desire for liberty?

No.

Is it — another man?

As he spoke he saw in her eyes that he had guessed the truth.

For a full minute he sat there like a statue, one arm extended on the table, the bony hand clenched. After a long while he lifted his head and turned upon her a visage terrifying in its pallour and rigidity.

Is it — Guild? he asked with an effort.

Kurt!

Is it? The heavy colour suddenly flooded his face; lie drew a deep, sharp breath. Is he still in this neighbourhood? Is he, perhaps, coming here to see you? Is that why you are awake and dressed at this hour?

Kurt, you have no right — —

I am at liberty to ask you these questions — —

No! It is an impertinence — —

Do you regard it that way? Karen! Is this what has happened— He choked, turned his congested face, glaring about him at the four walls of the room. Suddenly some instinct of suspicion seized him, possessed him, brought him to his feet in one bound. And instantly the girl rose, too.

I know why you are awake and dressed! he said harshly. You are expecting him! Are you?

She could not answer; her breath had deserted her, and she merely stood there, one hand resting on the table, her frightened eyes fixed on the man confronting her.

But at his first step forward she sprang in front of him. She strove to speak; the infernal blaze in his eyes terrified her.

Is this what you have done to me? he said; and moved to pass her, but she caught his arm, and he halted.




CHAPTER XXIV

A PERSONAL AFFAIR
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MY GOD! HE said, it would not surprise me to find him here in the house!... He is here — or you would never wear a face like that!... What do you mean to do, block my way in my own house? as she confronted him.

Kurt— Her white lips merely formed the word.

Is he here? Answer me!

I — he — —

Answer me!

Behind them a voice broke in quietly: Ill answer for us all.... Dont touch that holster, General! I can kill you first.... Now, then, am I to pass that door without violence?... Because Im going to pass it one way or another — —

He came forward, his naked sabre shining in the candle light, his grey eyes level, cool, and desperate.

Von Reiter stared at this tall young fellow in the gay uniform of the Guides. His hand, which had instantly moved toward his holster, remained suspended.

I am going out of that door, repeated Guild.

Will General Baron von Reiter be good enough to move aside?

The Germans eyes narrowed. So, he said very quietly, it is not to be the hand after all, but an exchange of cards. I am not sorry— With a movement too swift for the eye to follow, his sword was out and glittering in his hand, and he sprang on Guild, beating at his guard, raining blows like lightning.

The girl had fallen against the table, one hand at her throat as though choking back the bursting cry of fright; her brain rang with the dissonance and metallic clamour; the flashing steel dazzled her. Two oak chairs fell crashing as Guild gave ground under the terrific onslaught; there was not a word spoken, not a sound except the infernal din of the sabres and the ceaseless shifting of armed heels on the floor.

Suddenly von Reiter went down heavily; the doormat slipping under foot had flung him to the floor with a crash across a fallen chair. After a second or two he groaned.

Guild looked down at him, bewildered, sword in hand — watched him as he struggled to his feet. The German was ghastly white. A fit of coughing shook him and he tried to disguise it with his hand.

Pick up your sabre! motioned Guild.

Von Reiter stooped, recovered his sword, adjusted the hilt to his hand. He coughed again, and there was a trace of blood on his lips, but his face was dead white. He looked very steadily at Guild.

Acknowledgments to the Comte dYvoir, he said with an effort; and the shadow of a smile touched his thin, grim lips.

Do I pass? demanded Guild, as grimly.

Von Reiter started to speak, and suddenly his mouth was full of blood.

Kurt, cried the girl in an agonized voice, do you mean to kill him or that he is to kill you! — here — before my face?

I mean — just — that!

He sprang at Guild again like a tiger, but Guild was on him first, and the impact hurled von Reiter against the table. His sabre fell clattering to the floor.
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The impact hurled von Reiter against the table

For a moment, white as a corpse, he looked at his opponent with sick eyes, then, suddenly faint, he slid into the great leather chair. There was more blood on his lips; Guild, breathing heavily, bent over and looked at him, ignorant of what had happened.

Karen came and took his hand in hers. Then a slight groan escaped him and he opened his eyes.

Are you badly hurt? asked Guild.

Im a little sick, thats all. I think when I fell some ribs broke — or something — —

I meant fairly by you, said Guild miserably.

You played fair. It was bad luck — bad luck — thats all. He closed his pain-sickened eyes: God, what luck, he mumbled— really atrocious!

Guild, still holding his naked sword, drew his automatic with his left hand. Then he looked silently at Karen.

Cant you leave the house by the garden? she whispered tremulously.

The gate is padlocked.

Kervyn, theyll kill you if you step out of that door!

Von Reiter, drowsy with pain, opened his eyes:

No, they wont, he said. Be kind enough to speak to my aide. I — Im afraid Im rather — ill.

He glanced at Guild: Honour of an officer, he added weakly.

Karen stepped to the door and flung it open.

Captain! she called sharply.

A moment later the young hussar aide-de-camp who had escorted Guild to the British lines came clanking in.

He glanced obliquely at Guild and at Karen, but when his eyes fell on von Reiter he stared, astonished. Nevertheless, his spurred heels clicked together at salute.

Von Reiters eyes became ironical. He looked for a moment at his aide, then his gaze wandered to Karen and to Guild.

Where do you desire to go? he asked with an effort.

To Antwerp.

The road is still open. And, to the hussar: Safe conduct for Captain the Comte dYvoir across the railway. Write it now.

And for my comrade, Mr. Darrel, and ten recruits, said Guild quietly.

And for his comrade, Mr. Darrel, and ten recruits, repeated von Reiter in a failing voice. But he was smiling.

And — for me! said Karen.

Von Reiters eyes had almost closed; he opened them again, heavily, as she spoke. Karen bent over him:

Kurt, I must go. I can not remain here now. Besides — I want — my — husband.

Think well, he said drowsily. Think diligently — at this moment — solemn — supreme— He raised himself a little, then relapsed: God, he murmured, what luck to meet with under your own roof!... And, to the hussar: Write it that Miss Karen Girard goes also — if she so desires.

There was a silence. The hussar scribbled on the stamped paper in his tablets. After he had finished he laid the tablets and the fountain pen on von Reiters knees. Very slowly the latter affixed his signature.

He said to the hussar: I am ill. Go to Trois Fontaines and bring me a medical officer.

When the hussar had gone and when the whirr of the automobile had died away down the drive, Guild aided the hurt man to a sofa and Karen brought pillows from a bedroom.

He was very thirsty, too, and she gave him water continually. At intervals there were slight signs of mental wandering, perhaps symptoms of pneumonia, from his crushed ribs, for he coughed a great deal and the fever already reddened his blond skin. But in the main his mind seemed to be clear. He opened his light-blue eyes and glanced at Guild continually.

Bad luck, old chap, he said in English, but no reflection on you. Just bad luck, bad, very bad! We Germans usually have an ally in God. But the trinity is incomplete without luck.

Guild said in a low voice: I am really sorry, von Reiter. I hope you will come out all right. God knows I bear you no ill will.

Many thanks. I shall come out all right. There is much work to do. A ghost of the ironical smile touched his feverish lips again. And much work to be done after this business in Europe is settled.... I mean in America. She must pay her reckoning. She must settle with us Germans.... I wish it might come soon — now! — while their present administration remains — while yet this dull President and his imbecile and grotesque cabinet ministers are in power.... I beg your pardon — seeing you in that uniform made me forget that you are also Mr. Guild.

But the irony in his wearied eyes made it very plain that he had not forgotten.

Karen? he said presently. She leaned forward in her chair beside him.

It was just bad luck, very bad luck, he muttered; but yours is luck — he turned his dulled eyes toward Guild— luck to be envied.... Some day I hope it may be — the hand.

It is now, if you wish, said Guild.

The other shook his head: Too soon, too soon, he muttered. Even a German officer has his — limits. Between you and my luck Im in a bad way — a very bad mess.

Karen bent over his hand and touched it with her lips.

The fever was gaining; he began to roll his blond head from side to side, muttering of love and luck and of the glory of God and the German Empire. A slight smile remained on his lips.

Before the automobile arrived from Trois Fontaines the fever seized him fiercely. His coughing racked him incessantly now, and the first heavy hemorrhage soaked his grey tunic and undershirt.

They eased him all they could, laying open his broad blond chest and the ribs now terribly discoloured where his fall had crushed them in again under the bandage.

How the man could have risen and come at him again Guild could not understand. He was terribly shocked.

Dreadful sounds came from his laboured breathing; he lay with eyes closed now, one burning hand lying in Karens.

Toward four oclock in the morning a far, faint sound penetrated the room.

Von Reiters eyes opened. Halt! he whispered. Who goes there?

It was Death. He seemed to understand that, for he sighed very lightly, his hand closed on Karens, and he lay gazing straight upward with brilliant eyes.

A few moments later there came a rush, a crunching of gravel, the loud purr of the motor outside.

Then Karen opened the door and a medical officer entered the room in haste.

Guild turned to Karen: I must go to the woods and bring in my men and Darrel. Dearest, are you decided to go with me?

I could not remain here now. I do not wish to.

Then wait for me, he said, and went out into the night.

A few moments later they took von Reiter upstairs to his own room. His mind seemed to clear again for a while and he said feebly but distinctly to his aide-de-camp:

My daughter and her fiancé, the Comte dYvoir, are going to Antwerp for their wedding. I remember that military trains now leave Trois Fontaines by way of Trois Vierges, Liège, and Lesten. We control to Lesten, I think.

Yes, Excellence.

Write for me that my daughter and the Comte dYvoir shall be accorded transportation as far as we control. You will take them to Trois Fontaines in my automobile; you will make personal requisition of the chef-de-gar for the privacy of a compartment. You will affix to the outside of the compartment a notice that the persons in possession are travelling on my business and under my personal protection, and that they are not to be detained or interfered with in any way.... Write it separately to be affixed. His voice was weak but perfectly distinct.

The hussar wrote steadily in his tablets, finished, and waited.

Hold them while I sign, whispered von Reiter. He signed both orders.

Take them now. I shall not need the car. I shall be here a long time — a — long — time. I am ill. So inform headquarters by telegraph.

At orders, Excellence.

Von Reiter closed his eyes: Say to the Comte dYvoir that it was — bad luck — very bad luck.... But not — his fault.... Tell him I am — contented — that a Gueldres is to marry my — daughter.

The aide saluted. But the sick man said nothing more.



Von Reiter was still unconscious when Guild returned from the forest.

Karen met him on the steps; he drew her aside:

Dear, he whispered, there has been more violence during my absence. The Lesse men caught a traitor — a wretched charcoal burner from Moresnet — prowling about their camp.

They hung him with his own belt. I saw him hanging to a beech-tree.

Darrel was greatly worried when I told him that the Courlands had been forced to continue on to Luxembourg City. He has gone to the hamlet of Croix to hire a peasant to drive him after them and try to overtake them.

As for the others, they will not come to Antwerp with me now. They have seen red again; and in spite of all I could do they have started back toward Lesse to drive Uhlans as they saw the wild game driven.

The girl shivered.

Guild made a hopeless gesture: It means the death of every man among them. The Uhlans will do the hunting and the driving, not the poor, half-crazed peasants.... It means the end of Lesse and of every man who had ever called it home.

The hussar appeared at the door. Guild looked up, returned the precise salute, and his careworn features softened as he listened to the instructions and the parting message from the now unconscious officer above.

There was a silence, then:

Karen, he said quietly, are you ready?

Yes.

The hussar asked whether there was luggage, and learning that there was he sent the chauffeur in to bring out Guilds box and Karens suit-case and satchel.

The girl ran upstairs to the sick room. They admitted her.

Guild was standing by the car when she returned, a drooping, listless figure, her handkerchief pressed to her face. He gave her his arm and aided her into the car. The hussar stepped in beside the chauffeur.

Dawn was just breaking behind the house; the evergreens stood out, massive and black against the silvering east.

As the car moved slowly out of the gravel circle the first bird twittered.

Guild bent over the girl beside him: Is he still unconscious?

Yes.

Is there any chance?

They dont know. It is the lungs. His body is all crushed in — —

She rested her cheek against his shoulder, weeping, as the great grey car rushed on through the pallour of early dawn.




CHAPTER XXV

WHO GOES THERE!
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STRETCHED OUT FLAT on the seat of a railway carriage, her tear-marred face buried in her arms, her dishevelled hair tumbled around her neck and shoulders, Karen lay asleep. In that car all the other compartments seemed to be full of Saxon reserve artillery officers, their knobbed helmets shrouded in new grey slips, their new, unwrinkled uniforms suggestive of a very recent importation from across the Rhine.

Ahead, cattle cars, ore cars, and flat cars composed the long train, the former filled with battery horses and cannoniers, the latter loaded with guns, caissons, battery waggons, forges, and camp equipment, all in brand-new grey paint.

Except when the train stopped at some heavily guarded station, nobody came to their compartment. But at all stations officers opened the doors and silently examined Guilds credentials — energetic, quick-moving, but civil men, who, when the credentials proved acceptable, invariably saluted his uniform with a correctness impeccable.

Nevertheless, before the train moved out again, always there was a group of officers gazing in polite perplexity at the green jacket and forage cap and the cherry-coloured riding breeches of a regiment which, they were perfectly aware, was already in the saddle against them.

At one station Guild was able to buy bread and cheese and fruit. But Karen still slept profoundly, and he did not care to awaken her.

From the car windows none of the tragic traces of war were visible except only the usual clusters of spiked helmets along the line; the inevitable Uhlans riding amid the landscape; slowly moving waggon-trains pursuing roads parallel to the railway; brief glimpses of troops encamped in fields. But nothing of the ravage and desolation which blackened the land farther south was apparent.

In the latitude of Liège, however, Guild could see from the car windows the occasional remains of ruined bridges damming small streams; and here and there roofless and smoke-stained walls, or the blackened debris of some burnt farm or factory or mill.

But the northern Ardennes did not appear to have suffered very much from invasion as far as he could make out; and whether the region was heavily occupied by an invading army he could not determine from the glimpses he obtained out of the car windows.

The line, however, was vigilantly guarded; that he could see plainly enough; but the sky-line of the low rolling country on either side might be the limits of German occupation for all he could determine.

Two nights constant wakefulness had made him very sleepy. He drowsed and nodded in his corner by the shaking window, rousing himself at intervals to cast a watchful glance at Karen.

She still slept like a worn-out child.

In the west the sun was already level with the car windows — a cherry-hued ball veiled slightly in delicate brown haze. The train had stopped at a siding in a young woodland. He opened the window to the fresh, sweet air and looked out at the yellowing autumn leaves which the setting sun made transparent gold.

It was very still; scarcely a sound except from very high in the air somewhere came a faint clattering noise. And after a while he turned his head and looked up at a flight of aeroplanes crossing the line at an immense height.

Stately, impressive, like a migration of wide-winged hawks, they glided westward, the red sun touching their undersides with rose. And he watched them until they became dots, and disappeared one by one in mid-heaven.

Presently, along the main track, came rushing a hospital train, the carriages succeeding one another like flashes of light, vanishing into perspective with a diminishing roar and leaving in its wake an odour of disinfectants.

Then the train he was on began to move; soldiers along the rails stood at attention; a company of Uhlans cantered along a parallel road, keeping pace with the cars for a while. Then the woods closed in again, thick, shaggy forest land which blotted out the low-hanging sun.

He closed the window, turned and glanced at Karen. She slept. And he lay back in his corner and closed his haggard eyes.

The next time he opened them the light in the car had become very dim.

Twilight purpled the woods and hills; dusk was arriving swiftly.

It was dark when, at a way station, a soldier opened the door, saluted, and lighted the lamp in the compartment. The train lay there a long while; they were unloading horses, cannon and waggons; teams were being harnessed in the dark, guns limbered, cannoniers mounted, all in perfect order and with a quiet celerity and an absence of noise and confusion that fascinated Guild.

Presently, and within a space of time almost incredible, the artillery moved off into the darkness. He could hear the rhythmical trample of horses, the crunch of wheels, sabres rattling, the subdued clank and clatter of a field battery on the march. But he could see no lights, distinguish no loud voices, no bugle-calls. Now and then a clear whistle note sounded; now and then a horse snorted, excited by the open air.

The car in which they were was now detached and sidetracked; the long train backed slowly past and away into the darkness.

And after a while another locomotive came steaming out of the obscurity ahead; he heard them coupling it to the car in which he sat. The jar did not awaken Karen.

Presently they were in motion again; the tiled roof of an unlighted railway station glided past the window; stars appeared, trees, a high dark hill to the right.

A military guard came through the corridor, lantern in hand, and told Guild that the car was now entirely empty and at his disposal.

So he rose and went forward where he could look out ahead and see the dull glow of the smokestack and the ruddy light of the furnace.

For a long while he stood there watching the moving silhouettes of engineer and fireman. The sombre red light trembled on the rails and swept the wayside trees or painted with fiery streaks the sides of a cut or glittered along the rocky wet walls of tunnels.

When at last he went back to the compartment, Karen was sitting up, twisting her hair into shape.

Do you feel rested? he asked cheerfully, seating himself beside her.

Yes, thank you. Where are we, Kervyn?

I dont know.

She was still busy with her hair, but her eyes remained on him.

Can I do anything for you? Do you need anything? he asked.

I seem to need almost everything! she protested, including a bath and a clergyman. Oh, Kervyn, what a wedding journey! Is there anything about me that resembles a bride? And Im not even that, yet — just a crumpled, soiled, disreputable child!

You are absolutely adorable just as you are!

No! I am unspeakable. And I want to be attractive to you. I really can be very nice-looking, only you never saw me so — —

Dearest!

I havent had any clothes since I first met you! she said excitedly. You know I can scarcely bear it to have you think of me this way. Will I have time to buy a gown in Antwerp? How long will it take us to marry each other? Because, of course, I shall not let you ride away with your regiment until you are my husband.

She flushed again, and the tears sprang to her eyes. It was plain that her nerves had given way under the long strain.

Kervyn! Only yesterday war meant almost nothing to me. And look at me now! — look at the girl you saw in England only a few days ago! — a woman today! — a wife tomorrow, please God — and the fear of this war already overwhelming me.

She brushed the starting tears from her eyes; they filled again. She said miserably: We women all inherit sorrow, it seems, the moment our girlhood leaves us. A few days ago I didnt know what it was to be afraid. Then you came. And with you came friendship. And with friendship came fear — fear for you!... And then, very swiftly, love came; and my girlhood was gone — gone — like yesterday — leaving me alone in the world with you and love and war!

He drew her face against his shoulder:

This world war is making us all feel a little lonely, he said. The old familiar world is already changing under our bewildered eyes. It is a totally new era which is dawning; a new people is replacing the inhabitants of earth, born to new thoughts, new ideals, new ambitions.

I think the old tyranny is already beginning to pass from mens souls and minds; the old folk-ways, the old and out-worn terrors, the tinselled dogmas, the old false standards, the universal dread of that absolute intellectual freedom which alone can make a truly new heaven and a new earth.

All this is already beginning to pass away in the awful intellectual revelation which this world war is making hour by hour.

What wonder that we feel the approaching change, the apprehension of that mortal loneliness which must leave us stripped of all that was familiar while the old order passes — vanishes like mist at dawn.

He bent and touched her hand with his lips:

But there will be a dawn, Karen. Never doubt it, sweet!

Shall our children see it — if God is kind to us? she whispered.

Yes. If God is very kind, I think that we shall see it, too.

The girl nodded, pressing her cheek against his, her eyes clear and sweetly grave.

He said: No man ever born, since Christ, has dared to be himself. No woman, either.... I think our children will begin to dare.

She mused, wide-eyed, wondering.

And he who takes up a sword, he said in a low voice, shall find himself alone like a mad dog in a city street, with every living soul bent upon his extermination.

Thus will perish emperors and kings. Our childrens children shall have heard of them, marvelling that we had lived to see them pass away into the mist of fable.

After a while she lifted her face and looked at him out of wistful eyes:

Meanwhile you fight for them, she said.

I am of today — a part of the mock mystery and the tarnished tinsel. That grey old man of Austria quarrels with his neighbour of Servia, and calls out four million men to do his murders for him. And an Emperor in white and steel buckles on his winged helmet summons six million more in the name of God.

That is a tragedy called Today. But it is the last act, Karen. Already while we hold the stage the scene shifters are preparing the drama called Tomorrow.

Already the last cues are being given; already the company that held the stage is moving slowly toward the eternal wings. The stage is to be swept clean; everything must go, toy swords and cannon, crowns and ermine, the old and battered property god who required a sea of blood and tears to propitiate him; the old and false idol once worshiped as Honour, and set upon a pedestal of dead bones. All these must go, Karen — are already going.... But — I am in the cast of Today; I may only watch them pass, and play my part until the curtain falls.

They remained silent for a long time. The train had been running very slowly. Presently it stopped.

Guild rose and went to the door of the compartment, where a lantern glimmered, held high. Soldiers opened the door; an officer of Guard Cuirassiers saluted.

We control the line no farther, he said. Telegraphic orders direct me to send you forward with a flag.

May I ask where we are? said Guild.

Not far from Antwerp. Will you aid Madam to descend? Time presses. We have a motor car at your disposal.

He turned, aided Karen to the wooden platform, which was thronged with heavy cavalrymen, then lifted out their luggage, which a soldier in fatigue cap took.

There was also a box, said Guild to the officer of Cuirassiers.

It is already in the tonneau. He drew a telegram from his pocket and handed it to Guild, and the young man read it under the flickering lantern light:

Captain the Comte dYvoir:

I am told that I shall recover. It has been, so far, between us, only the sword; but I trust, one day, it shall be the hand. Luck was against me. Not your fault.

I send to you and to my daughter my respect and my good will. Until a more auspicious day, then, and without rancour.

Your friend the enemy,

Von Reiter, Maj.-Genl.

Karen, reading over his shoulder, pressed his arm convulsively. Tears filled her eyes, but she was smiling.

May we send a wire? asked Guild of the officer.

An orderly came with pencil and telegraph blank. Guild wrote:

We are happy to learn that you are to recover. Gratitude, respect, salute from me; from her, gratitude and love. It will always be the hand. May the auspicious day come quickly.

Gueldres, Capt. Reserve.

The orderly took the blank; Guild returned the salute of the Cuirassier and followed the soldier who was carrying their luggage.

An automobile stood there, garnished with two white lanterns and a pair of white flags.

A moment later they were speeding through the darkness out across a vast dim plain.

An officer sat in the front seat beside a military chauffeur; behind them, on a rumble, was seated a cavalryman.

In a few minutes the first challenge came; they stopped; helmeted figures clustered around them, a few words were whispered, then on they rolled, slowly, until there came another challenge, another delay; and others followed in succession as the tall phantoms of Uhlans loomed up around them in the night.

Two of these lancers wheeled and accompanied the automobile at a canter. One of the riders was a trumpeter; and very soon the car halted and the Uhlan set his trumpet to his lips and sounded it.

Almost immediately a distant bugle answered. The cavalryman on the rumble stood up, hung one of the lanterns to a white flag, and waved it slowly to and fro. Then the mounted Uhlan tied the flag to his lance-tip, hung the lantern to it, and raised it high in the air. Already the chauffeur had piled their luggage by the roadside; the officer got out, came around, and opened the door. As Karen descended he gave her his arm, then saluted and sprang to his place. The car backed in a half circle, turned, backed again, swung clear around, and went humming away into the darkness.

From the shadowy obscurity ahead came the trample of horses.

Halt! Who goes there? cried the mounted lancer.

Parlementaire with a flag!

The Uhlan trumpeter sounded the parley again, then, reversing his trumpet, reined in and sat like a statue, as half a dozen cloaked riders walked their horses up under the rays of the lantern which dangled from the Uhlans lifted lance.

A cavalryman wearing a jaunty Belgian forage cap leaned from his saddle and looked earnestly at Guild.

Who is this, if you please? he asked curiously.

Reserve cavalry officer and his wife, said the Uhlan crisply. Orders are to deliver them to you.

The Belgian lieutenant had already recognized the uniform of the Guides; so had the other cavalrymen; and now they were hastily dismounting and leading their horses forward.

Karen, said Guild unsteadily, its my own regiment! And he stepped forward and took the lieutenants hands in both of his. His features were working; he could not speak, but the troopers seemed to understand.

They gave Karen a horse; Guild lifted her to the saddle, shortened the stirrup, and set her sideways.

They offered him another horse, but he shook his head, flung one arm over Karens saddle and walked on slowly beside her stirrup.

Behind them the clatter of retreating hoofs marked the return of the Uhlans. From somewhere in the darkness a farm cart rumbled up and cavalrymen lifted in their luggage.

Now, under the clustered planets the cart and the troopers moved off over a wide, smooth road across the plain.

And last of all came Karen with Guild on foot beside her.
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And last of all came Karen with Guild on foot beside her

Her horse stepped slowly, cautiously; her slim hand lay on her lovers shoulder, his arm was around her, and his cheek rested against her knees.

All the world was before them now, with all that it can ever hold for the sons of men — the eternal trinity, inexorable, unchangeable — Death, and Life, and Love.




CHAPTER XXVI

AMICUS DEI
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I

Through the April meadows ambling
Where the new born lambs are gambling
Cometh May and vanisheth; — 
Cometh lovely June a-rambling; — 
July follows out of breath
Scattering the playful swallows;
On her heels a Shepherd follows,
All dolled up like Old Man Death.

II

While he capers, pipes, and prances,
Meadows wither where he dances;
Suddenly the sunshine ends!
Shrinking from his grinning glances,
Every blossom wilts and bends.
Spectral forests rise and tower,
Bursting into crimson flower,
And an iron rain descends.

III

Shepherd, Shepherd, lithely whirling,
To your screaming pipes a-skirling,
Tell me why you blithely dance?
But the shrilling tempest, hurling
Shrivelled blossoms of Romance,
Answered: Help! For Christ is dying!
And I heard the pipes replying:
Let the Friend of God advance!

IV

Prince of the Vanguard, armed from head to heel,
And reassuring God amid your bayonets
Where the Imperial standard frets
And the sun sets
Across five million marching acolytes in steel,
Red looms a ruined world against the West,
Red lie its dead beneath your sombre crest,
And redly drips your sword
And the lances of your horde
Where all things died, the loveliest and best.
In this dead land there stirs no pulse, no breath,
For, where you ride, on your right hand rides Death.

V

Gods ally, self-ordained to wield His rod,
Trampling His will into the heretics,
Leveling their shrines to heaps of bricks,
How the red stain sticks
To the ten million pair of boots that plod!
Quickly on Him your Iron Cross bestow
That He may wash you whiter than the snow.



VI

Prince of the Vanguard, heed no bleeding clod
Left on the reeking sod among your myrmidons
Where the anathema of your Huns
Hurled from iron guns
Dashes a million frightened souls to God!
Bright shines the promise of the Prince of Peace:
Sheer you My sheep; garner their fleece, — 
Or was it feed He said?
Too late! His sheep are dead.
All things must die, and even Death shall cease.
Then the Almighty on His throne may nod
Unvexed by martyrs importuning God.

THE END


Athalie
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TO

MY FRIEND

MESSMORE KENDALL


CHAPTER I
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WHEN MRS. GREENSLEEVE first laid eyes on her baby she knew it was different from the other children.

What is the matter with it? she asked.

The preoccupied physician replied that there was nothing the matter. In point of fact he had been admiring the newly born little girl when her mother asked the question.

Shes about as perfect as they make em, he concluded, placing the baby beside her mother.

The mother said nothing. From moment to moment she turned her head on the pillow and gazed down at her new daughter with a curious, questioning expression. She had never gazed at any of her other children so uneasily. Even after she fell asleep the slightly puzzled expression remained as a faint crease between her brows.

Her husband, who had been wandering about from the bar to the office, from the office to the veranda, and occasionally entirely around the exterior of the road-house, came in on tiptoe and looked rather vacantly at them both.

Then he went out again as though he was not sure where he might be going. He was a little man and mild, and he did not look as though he had been created for anything in particular, not even for the purpose of procreation.

It was one of those early April days when birds make a great fuss over their vocal accomplishments, and the brown earth grows green over night — when the hot spring sun draws vapours from the soil, and the characteristic Long Island odour of manure is far too prevalent to please anybody but a native.

Peter Greensleeve, wandering at hazard around the corner of the tavern, came upon his business partner, Archer B. Ledlie leisurely digging for bait in the barn-yard. The latter was in his shirt-sleeves — always a good sign for continued fair weather.

Boy? inquired Ledlie, resting one soil-incrusted boot on his spade.

Another girl, admitted Greensleeve.

Gawsh! After a moments rumination he picked up a squirming angle-worm from the edge of the shallow excavation and dropped it into the empty tomato can.

Going fishing? inquired Greensleeve without interest.

I dunno. Mebbe. Your boy Jack seen a trout into Spring Pond.

Ledlie, who was a large, heavy, red-faced man with a noticeably small mouth, faded blue eyes, and grey chin whiskers, picked a budding sprig from a bush, nibbled it, and gravely seated himself on the edge of the horse-trough. He was wearing a cigar behind his ear which he presently extracted, gazed at, then reconsidering the extravagance, replaced.
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Three gals, Pete — thats your record, he remarked, gazing reproachfully out across the salt meadows beyond the causeway. They wont bring you in nothin, he added, shutting his thin lips.

I kind of like them, said Greensleeve with a sigh.

Theyll eat their heads off, retorted Ledlie; then theyll git married an go off somers. There aint nothin to gals nohow. You oughtnt to have went an done it.

There seemed to be no further defence for Greensleeve. Ledlie continued to chew a sprig of something green and tender, revolving it and rolling it from one side of his small, thin-lipped mouth to the other. His thin little partner brooded in the sunshine. Once he glanced up at the sign which swung in front of the road-house: Hotel Greensleeve: Greensleeve and Ledlie, proprietors.

Needs painting, Archie, he volunteered mildly.

I dunno, said the other. Since the gunnin season closed there aint been no business except them sports from New York. The bar done good; thats all.

There were two commercial men Wednesday week.

Yes, an they found fault with their vittles. They can go to the other place next time, which was as near as Ledlie ever came to profanity.

After a silence Ledlie said: Here come your kids, Pete. I guess Ill let em dig a little bait for me.

Down the road they came dancing, and across the causeway over Spring Pond — Jack, aged four, Doris, three, and Catharine, two; and they broke into a run when they caught sight of their father, travelling as fast as their fat little legs could carry them.

Is there a new baby? Is there a new baby? shouted Jack, while still at a distance.

Is it a boy? I want another brother! Is it a boy? shrilled Doris as she and baby Catharine came panting up with flushed and excited faces.

Its a girl, said Greensleeve mildly. Youd better go into the kitchen and wash your faces.

A girl! cried Jack contemptuously. What did mamma do that for?

Oh, goodness! pouted Doris, I didnt want any more girls around. What are you going to name her, papa?

Athalie, I believe, he said absently.

Athalie! What kind of name is that? demanded Jack.

I dunno. Your mamma wanted it in case the baby was a girl.

The children, breathing hard and rapidly, stood in a silent cluster looking up at their father. Ledlie yawned frightfully, and they all instantly turned their eyes on him to discover if possible the solitary tooth with which rumour credited him. They always gazed intently into his mouth when he yawned, which irritated him.

Go on in and wash yourselves! he said as soon as speech became possible. Aint you heard what your papa told you!

They were not afraid of Mr. Ledlie; they merely found him unsympathetic, and therefore concerned themselves with him not at all.

Ignoring him, Jack said, addressing his father: I nearly caught a snake up the road. Gee! But he was a dandy.

He had stripes, said Doris solemnly.

He wiggled, asserted little Catharine, and her eyes became very round.

What kind was he, papa? inquired Jack.

Oh, just a snake, replied Greensleeve vaguely.

The eager faces of the children clouded with disappointment; dawning expectancy faded; it was the old, old tragedy of bread desired, of the stone offered.

I liked that snake, muttered Jack. I wanted to keep him for a pet. I wanted to know what kind he was. He seemed very friendly.

Next time, suggested Ledlie, you pet him on the head with a rock.

What?

Snakes is no good. Theres pizen into em. You kill every one you see an dont ask questions.

In the boys face intelligence faded. Impulse lay stunned after its headlong collision with apathy, and died out in the clutch of ignorance.

Is that so, papa? he asked, dully.

Yes, I guess so, nodded Greensleeve. Mr. Ledlie knows all about snakes and things.

Go on in an wash! repeated Ledlie. You dont git no supper if you aint cleaned up for table. Your papa says so, dont you, Pete?

Greensleeve usually said what anybody told him to say.

Walk quietly, he added; your poor mammas asleep.

Reluctantly the children turned toward the house, gazing inquiringly up at the curtained window of their mothers room as they trooped toward the veranda.

Jack swung around on the lower step:

Papa! he shouted.

Well?

I forget what her name is!

Athalie.




CHAPTER II
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HER FIRST MEMORIES were of blue skies, green trees, sunshine, and the odour of warm moist earth.

Always through life she retained this memory of her early consciousness — a tree in pink bloom; morning-glories covering a rotting board fence; deep, rich, sun-warmed soil into which her baby fingers burrowed.

A little later commenced her memory of her mother — a still, white-shawled figure sewing under a peach tree in pink bloom.

Vast were her mothers skirts, as Athalie remembered them — a wide white tent under which she could creep out of the sunlight and hide.

Always, too, her earliest memories were crowded with children, hosts of them in a kaleidoscopic whirl around her, and their voices seemed ever in her ears.

By the age of four she had gradually understood that this vaguely pictured host of children numbered only three, and that they were her brother and two sisters — very much grown up and desirable to play with. But at seven she began to be surprised that Doris and Catharine were no older and no bigger than they were, although Jacks twelve years still awed her.

It was about this time that the child began to be aware of a difference between herself and the other children. For a year or two it did not trouble her, nor even confuse her. She seemed to be aware of it, that was all.

When it first dawned on her that her mother was aware of it too, she could never quite remember. Once, very early in her career, her mother who had been sewing under the peach tree, dropped her work and looked down at her very steadily where she sat digging holes in the dirt.

And Athalie had a vague idea in after life that this was the beginning; because there had been a little boy sitting beside her all the while she was digging; and, somehow, she was aware that her mother could not see him.

She was not able to recollect whether her mother had spoken to her, or even whether she herself had conversed with the little boy. He never came again; of that she was positive.

When it was that her brother and sisters began to suspect her of being different she could not remember.

In the beginning she had not understood their half-incredulous curiosity concerning her; and, ardently communicative by nature, she was frank with them, confident and undisturbed, until their child-like and importunate aggressiveness, and the brutal multiplicity of their questions drove her to reticence and shyness.

For what seemed to amaze them or excite them to unbelief or to jeers seemed to her ordinary, unremarkable, and not worthy of any particular notice — not even of her own.

That she sometimes saw things around corners, as Jack put it, had seemed natural enough to her. That, now and then, she seemed to perceive things which nobody else noticed never disturbed her even when she became aware that other people were unable to see them. To her it was as though her own eyesight were normal, and astigmatism the rule among other people.

But the blunt, merciless curiosity of other children soon taught Athalie to be on her guard. She learned that embarrassed reserve which tended toward secretiveness and untruth before she was eleven.

And in school she learned to lie, learned to deny accusations of being different, pretended that what her sisters accused her of had been merely stories made up to amuse them.

So, in school, she made school-life endurable for herself. Yet, always, there seemed to be something between her and other children that made intimacies impossible.

At the same time she was conscious of the admiration of the boys, of something about herself that they liked outside of her athletic abilities.

She had a great many friends among the boys; she could out-run, out-jump, out-swim any of them in the big country school. She was supple and trim, golden-haired and dark-eyed, and ready for anything that required enterprise and activity of mind or body. Her ragged skirts were still short at eleven — short enough not to impede her. And she led the chase for pleasure all over that part of Long Island, running wild with the pack from hill to tide-water until every farmer in the district knew the Greensleeve girl.

There was, of course, some deviltry among cherry trees and apple orchards — some lawlessness born of sheer exuberance and superb health — some malicious trespassing, some harrying of unpopular neighbours. But not very much, considering.

Her home life was colourless, calm, comfortable, and uneventful as she regarded it. Business at the Hotel Greensleeve had fallen off and in reality the children had very little. But children at that age who live all day in the open, require little except sympathetic intelligence for their million daily questions.

This the Greensleeve children found wanting except when their mother did her best to stimulate her own latent intelligence for their sakes.

But it rested on the foundation of an old-fashioned and limited education. Only the polite, simpler, and more maidenly arts had been taught her in the little New Jersey school her father had kept. And her education ceased when she married Greensleeve, the ex-professor of penmanship, a kind, gentle, unimaginative man, unusually dull even for a teacher. And he was a failure even at that.

They began married life by buying the house they were now living in; and when Greensleeve also failed as a farmer, they opened the place as a public tavern, and took in Ledlie to finance it.

So it was to her mother that Athalie went for any information that her ardent and growing intellect required. And her mother, intuitively surmising the mind-hunger of youth, and its vigorous needs, did her limited best to satisfy it in her children. And that is really all the education they had; for what they got in the country school amounted to — well it amounted to what anybody ever gets in school.



Her most enduring, most vivid memories of her mother clustered around those summer days of her twelfth year, brief lamp-lit scenes between long, sunlit hours of healthy, youthful madness — quiet moments when she came in flushed and panting from the headlong chase after pleasure, tired, physically satisfied, to sit on the faded carpet at her mothers feet and clasp her hands over her mothers knees.

Then what? and why? and when? and how? were the burden of the childs eager speech. Nothing seemed to have escaped her quick ears or eyes, no natural phenomena of the open; life, birth, movement, growth, the flow, and ebb of tides, thunder pealing from high-piled clouds, the sun shining through fragrant falling rain, mists that grew over swamp and meadow.

And, Why? she always asked.

Nothing escaped her; — swallows skimming and sheering Spring Pond, trout that jumped at sunset, the quick furry shapes of mink and muskrat, the rattling flash of a blue-winged kingfisher, a tall heron wading, a gull mewing.

Nothing escaped her; the casual caress of mating birds, procreation in farm-yard and barn-yard, fledgelings crying from a robins nest of mud and messy refuse, blind kittens tugging at their blinking mother.

Death, too, she saw, — a dusty heap of feathers here, a little mound of fur, there, which the idle breezes stirred under the high sky, — and once a dead dog, battered, filthy and bloody, shot by the roadside; and once some pigs being killed on a farm, all screaming.

Then, in that school as in every school, there was the sinister minority, always huddling in corners, full of mean silences and furtive leering. And their half-heard words, half-understood phrases, — a gesture, a look that silenced and perplexed her — these the child brought also to her mother, sitting at her feet, face against her knees.



For a month or two her mother had not been very well, and the doctor who had brought Athalie into the world stopped in once or twice a week. When he was with her mother the children were forbidden the room.

One evening in particular Athalie remembered. She had been running her legs off playing hounds-and-hares across country from the salt-hay stacks to the chestnut ridge, and she had come in after sunset to find her mother sewing in her own bedroom, her brother and sisters studying their lessons in the sitting-room where her father also sat reading the local evening paper.

Supper was over, but Athalie went to the kitchen and presently returned to her mothers room carrying a bowl of bread and milk and half a pie.

Here on the faded carpet at her mothers feet, full in the lamplight she sat her down and ate in hungry silence while her mother sewed.

Athalie seldom studied. A glance at her books seemed to be enough for her. And she passed examinations without effort under circumstances where plodders would have courted disaster.

Rare questions from her mother, brief replies marked the meal. When she had satisfied her hunger she jumped up, ran downstairs with the empty dishes, and came slowly back again, — a slender, supple figure with tangled hair curling below her shoulders, dirty shirt-waist, soiled features and hands, and the ragged blue skirt of a sailor suit hanging to her knees.

Your other sailor suit is washed and mended, said her mother, smiling at her child in tatters.

Athalie, her gaze remote, nodded absently. After a moment she lifted her steady dark blue eyes:

A boy kissed me, mamma, she remarked, dropping cross-legged at her mothers feet.

Dont kiss strange boys, said her mother quietly.

I didnt. But why not?

It is not considered proper.

Why?

Her mother said: Kissing is a common and vulgar practice except in the intimacy of ones own family.

I thought so, nodded Athalie; I soaked him for doing it.

Who was he?

Oh, it was that fresh Harry Eldon. I told him if he ever tried to get fresh with me again Id kill him.... Mamma?

Yes?

All that about poor old Mr. Manners isnt true, is it?

Her mother smiled. The children had been taught to leave a morsel on their plates for manners; and to impress it upon them their mother had invented a story about a poor old man named Manners who depended upon what they left, and who crept in to eat it after they had retired from table.

So leaving something for Manners had been thoroughly and successfully inculcated, until the habit was formed. And now Athalie was the last of the children to discover the gentle fraud practised upon her.

Im glad, anyway, concluded the child. I never thought we left him enough to eat.

Her mother said: I shall tell you only truths after this. You are old enough to understand reason, now, and to reason a little yourself.

I do.... But I am not yet perfectly sure where babies come from. You said you would tell me that some day. Id really like to know, mamma.

Her mother continued to sew for a while, then, passing the needle through the hem she looked down at her daughter.

Have you formed any opinion of your own?

Yes, said the child honestly.

Then Id better tell you the truth, said her mother tranquilly, because the truth is very wonderful and beautiful — and interesting.

So she related to the child, very simply and clearly all that need be told concerning the mystery of life in its beginnings; and Athalie listened, enchanted.

And mostly it thrilled the child to realise that in her, too, lay latent a capability for the creation of life.



Another hour with her mother she remembered in after years.

Mrs. Greensleeve had not been as well: the doctor came oftener. Frequently Athalie returning from school discovered her mother lying on the bed. That evening the child was sitting on the floor at her mothers feet as usual, just inside the circle of lamplight, playing solitaire with an ancient pack of cards.

Presently something near the door attracted her attention and she lifted her head and sat looking at it, mildly interested, until, suddenly, she felt her mothers eyes on her, flushed hotly, and turned her head away.

What were you looking at? asked her mother in a low voice.

Nothing, mamma.

Athalie!

What, mamma?

What were you looking at?

The child hung her head: Nothing— she began; but her mother checked her: Dont lie, Athalie. Ill try to understand you. Now tell me what you were — what you thought you were looking at over there near the door.

The child turned and glanced back at the door over her shoulder.

There is nothing there — now, she muttered.

Was there anything?

Athalie sat silent for a while, then she laid her clasped hands across her mothers knees and rested her cheek on them.

There was a woman there, she said.

Where?

Over by the door.

You saw her, Athalie?

Yes, mamma.

Did she open the door and come in and then close it behind her?

No.

How did she come in?

I dont know. She — just came in.

Was she a young woman?

No, old.

Very old?

Not very. There was grey in her hair — a little.

How was she dressed?

She wore a night-gown, mamma. There were spots on it — like medicine.

Had you ever seen her before?

I think so.

Who was she?

Mrs. Allen.

Her mother sat very still but her clasped hands tightened and a little of the colour faded from her cheeks. There was a Mrs. Allen who had been suffering from an illness which she herself was afraid she had.

Do you mean Mrs. James Allen who lives on the old Allen farm? she asked quietly.

Yes, mamma.



In the morning they heard of Mrs. Allens death. And it was several months before Mrs. Greensleeve again spoke to her daughter on the one subject about which Athalie was inclined to be most reticent. But that subject now held a deadly fascination for her mother.

They had been sitting together in Mrs. Greensleeves bedroom; the mother knitting, in bed propped up upon the pillows. Athalie, cross-legged on a hassock beside her, was doing a little mending on her own account, when her mother said abruptly but very quietly:

I have always known that you possess a power — which others cannot understand.

The childs face flushed deeply and she bent closer over her mending.

I knew it when they first brought you to me, a baby just born.... I dont know how I knew it, but I did.

Athalie, sewing steadily, said nothing.

I think, said her mother, you are, in some degree, what is called clairvoyant.

What?

Clairvoyant, repeated her mother quietly. It comes from the French, clair, clear; the verb voir, to see; clair-voyant, seeing clearly. That is all, Athalie.... Nothing to be ashamed of — if it is true,— for the child had dropped her work and had hidden her face in her hands.

Dear, are you afraid to talk about it to your mother?

N-no. What is there to say about it?

Nothing very much. Perhaps the less said the better.... I dont know, little daughter. I dont understand it — comprehend it. If its so, its so.... I see you sometimes looking at things I cannot see; I know sometimes you hear sounds which I cannot hear.... Things happen which perplex the rest of us; and, somehow I seem to know that they do not perplex you. What to us seems unnatural to you is natural, even a commonplace matter of course.

Thats it, mamma. I have never seen anything that did not seem quite natural to me.

Did you know that Mrs. Allen had died when you — thought you saw her?

I did see her.

Yes.... Did you know she had died?

Not until I saw her.

Did you know it then?

Yes.

How?

I dont know how I knew it. I seemed to know it.

Did you know she had been ill?

No, mamma.

Did it in any way frighten you — make you uneasy when you saw her standing there?

Why, no, said Athalie, surprised.

Not even when you knew she was dead?

No. Why should it? Why should I be afraid?

Her mother was silent.

Why? asked Athalie, curiously. Is there anything to be afraid of with God and all his angels watching us? Is there?

No.

Then, said the child with some slight impatience, why is it that other people seem to be a little afraid of me and of what they say I can hear and see? I have good eyesight; I see clearly; that is all, isnt it? And there is nothing to frighten anybody in seeing clearly, is there?

No, dear.

People make me so cross, continued Athalie,— and so ashamed when they ask so many questions. What is there to be surprised at if sometimes I see things inside my mind. They are just as real as when I see them outside. They are no different.

Her mother nodded, encouragingly.

When papa was in New York, went on Athalie, and I saw him talking to some men in a hotel there, why should it be surprising just because papa was in New York and I was here when I saw him?

It surprises others, dear, because they cannot see what is beyond the vision of their physical senses.

Athalie said: They tease me in school because they say I can see around corners. It makes me very cross and unhappy, and I dont want anybody to know that I see what they cant see. Im ashamed to have them know it.

Perhaps it is just as well you feel that way. People are odd. What they do not understand they ridicule. A dog that would not notice a horse-drawn vehicle will bark at an automobile.

Mamma?

Yes, dear.

Do you know that dogs, and I think cats, too, see many things that I do; and that other people do not see.

Why do you think so?

I have noticed it.... The other evening when the white cat was dozing on your bed, and I was down here on the floor, sewing, I saw — something. And the cat looked up suddenly and saw it, too.

Athalie!

She did, mamma. I knew perfectly well that she saw what I saw.

What was it you saw?

Only a young man. He walked over to the window—

And then?

I dont know, mamma. I dont know where they go. They go, thats all I know.

Who was he?

I dont know.

Did he look at us?

Yes.... He seemed to be thinking of something pleasant.

Did he smile?

He — had a pleasant look.... And once, — it was last Sunday — over by the bed I saw a little boy. He was kneeling down beside the bed. And Mr. Ledlies dog was lying here beside me.... Dont you remember how he suddenly lifted his head and barked?

Yes, I remember. But you didnt tell me why at the time.

I didnt like to.... I never like to speak about these — people — I see.

Had you ever before seen the little boy?

No, mamma.

Was he — alive — do you think?

Why, yes. They all are alive.

Mrs. Allen was not alive when you saw her over by the door.

The child looked puzzled. Yes, she said, but that was a little different. Not very different. They are all perfectly alive, mamma.

Even the ones we call dead? Are you sure of it?

Yes.... Yes, Im sure of it. They are not dead.... Nothing seems to die. Nothing stays dead.

What! Why do you believe that?

Athalie said slowly: Somebody shot and killed a poor little dog, once, — just across the causeway bridge.... And the dog came into the garden afterward and ran all around, smelling, and wagging his tail.

Athalie! Athalie! Be careful to control your imagination.

Yes, said the child, thoughtfully, I must be careful to control it. I can imagine almost anything if I try.

How hard have you ever tried to imagine some of the things you see — or think you see?

Mamma, I never try. I — I dont care to see them. Id rather not. Those things come. I havent anything to do with it. I dont know these people, and I am not interested. I did try to see papa in New York — if you call that imagination.

But her mother did not know what to call it because at the hour when Athalie had seen him, that mild and utterly unimaginative man was actually saying and doing what his daughter had seen and heard.

Also, said Athalie, I was thinking about that poor little yellow dog and wondering whether he was past all suffering, when he came gaily trotting into the garden, waving his tail quite happily. There was no dust or blood on him. He rolled on the grass, too, and barked and barked. But nobody seemed to hear him or notice him excepting I.

For a long while silence reigned in the lamp-lit room. When the other children came in to say good night to their mother she received them with an unusual tenderness. They went away; Athalie rose, yawning the yawn of healthy fatigue:

Good night, mamma.

Good night, little daughter.

They kissed: the mother drew her into a sudden and almost convulsive embrace.

Darling, are you sure that nothing really dies?

I have never seen anything really dead, mamma. Even the dead birds, — why, the evening sky is full of them — the little dead ones I mean — flock after flock, twittering and singing—

Dear!

Yes, mamma.

When you see me — that way — will you — speak?

Yes.

Promise, darling.

Yes.... Ill kiss you, too — if it is possible....

Would it be possible?

The child gazed at her, perplexed and troubled: I — dont — know, she said slowly. Then, all in a moment her childish face paled and she clung to her mother and began to cry.

And her mother soothed her, tenderly, smilingly, kissing the tears from the childs eyes.

The next morning after the children had gone to school Mrs. Greensleeve was operated on — without success.




CHAPTER III
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THE BLACK DRESSES of the children had become very rusty by spring, but business had been bad at the Hotel Greensleeve, and Athalie, Doris, and Catharine continued to wear their shabby mourning.

Greensleeve haunted the house all day long, roaming from bar to office, from one room to another, silently opening doors of unoccupied chambers to peer about in the dusty obscurity, then noiselessly closing them, he would slink away down the dim corridor to his late wifes room and sit there through the long sunny afternoon, his weak face buried in his hands.

Ledlie had grown fatter, redder of visage, whiter of hair and beard. When a rare guest arrived, or when local loafers wandered into the bar with the faint stench of fertilizer clinging to their boots, he shuffled ponderously from office to bar, serving as economically as he dared whoever desired to be served.

Always a sprig of something green protruded from his small tight mouth. His pale eyes, now faded almost colourless, had become weak and red-rimmed, and he blinked continually except in the stale semi-darkness of the house.

Always, now, he was muttering and grumbling his disapproval of the children— Eatin their heads off I tell you, Pete! What good is all this here schoolin doin em when they ought to git out somers an earn their vittles?

But if Greensleeves attitude was one of passive acquiescence, he made no effort to withdraw the children from school. Once, when life was younger, and Jack, his first baby, came, he had dreamed of college for him, and of a career — in letters perhaps — something dignified, leisurely, profound beyond his own limits. And of a modest corner somewhere within the lustre of his sons environment where he and his wife, grey-haired, might dream and admire, finding there surcease from care and perhaps the peace which passes all understanding.

The ex-professor of penmanship had been always prone to dream. No dull and sordid reality, no hopeless sorrow had yet awakened him. Nor had his wifes death been more real than the half-strangled anguish of a dreamer, tossing in darkness. As for the children, they paid no more attention to Ledlie than they might have to a querulous but superannuated dog.

Jack, now fifteen, still dawdled at school, where his record was not good. Perhaps it was partly because he had no spending money, no clothing to maintain his boyish self-respect, no prospects of any sort, that he had become sullen, uncommunicative, and almost loutish.

Nobody governed him; his father was unqualified to control anybody or anything; his mother was dead.

With her death went the last vestige of any tie that had held the boy to the home anchorage — of any feeling of responsibility concerning the conduct expected and required of him.

He shirked his studies, came home only to eat and sleep, remained out late without explanation or any home interference, except for the constant disputes and quarrels with Doris and Catharine, now aged respectively fourteen and thirteen.

To Athalie he had little to say. Perhaps he did not realise it but he was slightly afraid of her. And it was from her that he took any pains at all to conceal his irregularities.

Once, coming in from school, she had found the house deserted, and Jack smelling of alcohol just slouching out of the bar.

If you do that again I shall tell father, she said, horrified.

What do I care! he had retorted sullenly. And it was true; the boy no longer cared what anybody might think as long as Athalie already knew and detested what he had done.

There was a garage in the neighbouring village. He spent most of his time hanging around it. Sometimes he came home reeking of oil and gasoline, sometimes his breath was tainted with tobacco and alcohol.

He was so much bigger and older than Athalie that the child had never entirely lost her awe of him. His weakness of character, his failings, and the fact that he was a trifle afraid of her opinion, combined to astonish and bewilder her.

For a long while she tried to understand the gradual but certain reversal of their relations. And one night, still more or less in awe of him, she got out of bed and went softly into his room.

He was not asleep. The sudden apparition of his youngest sister considerably startled him, and he sat up in his ragged night-shirt and stared at her where she stood in the moonlight.

You look like one of your own spooks! he said. Whats the matter with you?

I wanted to talk with you, Jack.

What about?

You.

For a moment he sat there eyeing her uneasily; then:

Well, go ahead! he said ungraciously; and stretched himself back on the pillows.

She came and seated herself on the beds edge:

Jack, please dont drink beer.

Why not? Aw, what do you know about men, anyway? Dont they all smoke and drink?

Mamma asked you not to.

Gee-whiz! I was a kid then. But a man isnt a baby.

Athalie sighed. Her brother eyed her restlessly, aware of that slight feeling of shame which always invaded his sullen, defiant discontent when he knew that he had lowered himself in her estimation.

For, if the boy was a little afraid of her, he also cared more for her than he ever had for any of the family except his mother.

He was only the average boy, stumbling blindly, almost savagely through the maze of adolescence, with no guide, nobody to warn or counsel him, nothing to stimulate his pride, no anchorage, no experience.

Whatever character he had he had been born with: it was environment and circumstance that were crippling it.

See here, Athalie, he said, youre a little girl and you dont understand. There isnt any harm in my smoking a cigarette or two or in drinking a glass of beer now and then.

Isnt there, Jack?

No. So dont you worry, Sis.... And, say! Im not going back to school.

What?

Whats the use? I cant go to college. Anyway whats the good of algebra and physics and chemistry and history and all that junk? I guess Ill go into business.

What business?

I dont know. Ive been working around the garage. I can get a job there if I want it.

Did you ask papa?

Whats the use? Hell let me do what I please. I guess Ill start in to-morrow.



His father did not interfere when his only son came slouching up to inform him of his decision.

After Jack had gone away toward the village and his new business, his father remained seated on the shabby veranda, his head sunken on his soiled shirtfront, his wasted hands clasped over his stomach.

For a little while, perhaps, he remembered his earlier ambitions for the boys career. Maybe they caused him pain. But if there was pain it faded gradually into the lethargy which had settled over him since his wifes death.

A grey veil seemed to have descended between him and the sun, — there was greyness everywhere, and dimness, and uncertainty — in his mind, in his eyesight — and sometimes the vagueness was in his speech. He had noticed that — for, sometimes the word he meant to use was not the word he uttered. It had occurred a number of times, making foolish what he had said.

And Ledlie had glanced at him sharply once or twice out of his sore and faded eyes when Greensleeve had used some word while thinking of another.

When he was not wandering around the house he sat on the veranda in a great splint-bottomed arm-chair — a little untidy figure, more or less caved in from chest to abdomen, which made his short thin legs hanging just above the floor seem stunted and withered.

To him, here, came his daughters in their soiled and rusty black dresses, just out of school, and always stopping on impulse of sympathy to salute him with, Hello, papa! and with the touch of fresh, warm lips on his colourless cheek.

Sometimes they lingered to chatter around him, or bring out pie and cake to eat in his company. But very soon his gaze became remote, and the children understood that they were at liberty to go, which they did, dancing happily away into the outer sunshine, on pleasure bent — the matchless pleasures of the very young whose poverty has not as yet disturbed them.

As the summer passed the sunlight grew greyer to Peter Greensleeve. Also, more often, he mixed his words and made nonsense of what he said.

The pain in his chest and arms which for a year had caused him discomfort, bothered him at night, now. He said nothing about it.

That summer Doris had taken a course in stenography and typewriting, going every day to Brooklyn by train and returning before sunset.

When school began she asked to be allowed to continue. Catharine, too, desired to learn. And if their father understood very clearly what they wanted, it is uncertain. Anyway he offered no objections.

That winter he saw his son very seldom. Perhaps the boy was busy. Once or twice he came to ask his father for money, but there was none to give him, — very little for anybody — and Doris and Catharine required that.

Some little money was taken in at the Hotel Greensleeve; commercial men were rather numerous that winter: so were duck-hunters. Athalie often saw them stamping around in the bar, the lamplight glistening on their oil-skins and gun-barrels, and touching the silken plumage of dead ducks — great strings of them lying on the bar or on the floor.

Once when she came home from school earlier than usual, she went into the kitchen and found a hot peach turnover awaiting her, constructed for her by the slovenly cook, and kept hot by the still more slovenly maid-of-all-work — the only servants at the Hotel Greensleeve.

Sauntering back through the house, eating her turnover, she noticed Mr. Ledlie reading his newspaper in the office and her father apparently asleep on a chair before the stove.

There were half a dozen guests at the inn, duck-hunters from New York, but they were evidently still out with their bay-men.

Nibbling her pastry Athalie loitered along the hall and deposited her strapped books on a chair under the noisy wall-clock. Then, at hazard, she wandered into the bar. It was growing dusky; nobody had lighted the ceiling lamp.

At first she thought the room was empty, and had strolled over toward the stove to warm her snow-wet shoes, when all at once she became aware of a boy.

The boy was lying back on a leather chair, stockinged feet crossed, hands in his pocket, looking at her. He wore the leather shooting clothes of a duck-hunter; on the floor beside him lay his cap, oil-skins, hip-boots, and his gun. A red light from the stove fell across his dark, curly hair and painted one side of his face crimson.

Athalie, surprised, was not, however, in the least disturbed or embarrassed. She looked calmly at the boy, at the woollen stockings on his feet.

Did you manage to get dry? she asked in a friendly voice.

Then he seemed to come to himself. He took his hands from his pockets and got up on his stockinged feet.

Yes, Im dry now.

Did you have any luck?

I got fifteen — counting shell-drake, two redheads, a black duck, and some buffle-heads.

Where were you shooting?

Off Silver Shoal.

Who was your bay-man?

Bill Nostrand.

Why did you stop shooting so early?

Fifteen is the local limit this year.

Athalie nodded and bit into her turnover, reflectively. When she looked up, something in the boys eye interested her.

Are you hungry? she asked.

He looked embarrassed, then laughed: Yes, I am.

Wait; Ill get you a turnover, she said.

When she returned from the kitchen with his turnover he was standing. Rather vaguely she comprehended this civility toward herself although nobody had ever before remained standing for her.

Not knowing exactly what to do or say she silently presented the pastry, then drew a chair up into the red firelight. And the boy seated himself.

I suppose you came with those hunters from New York, she said.

Yes. I came with my father and three of his friends.

They are out still I suppose.

Yes. They went over to Brant Point.

Ive often sailed there, remarked Athalie. Can you sail a boat?

No.

It is easy.... I could teach you if you are going to stay a while.

We are going back to New York to-morrow morning.... How did you learn to sail a boat?

Why, I dont know. Ive always lived here. Mr. Ledlie has a boat. Everybody here knows how to manage a cat-boat.... If youll come down this summer Ill teach you. Will you?

I will if I can.

They were silent for a few minutes. It grew very dark in the bar-room, and the light from the stove glimmered redder and redder.

The boy and girl lay back in their chairs, lingering over their peach pastry, and inspecting each other with all the frank insouciance of childhood.

Athalie still wore the red hood and cloak which had represented her outer winter wardrobe for years. Her dull, thick gold hair curled crisply over the edges of the hood which framed in its oval the lovely features of a child in perfect health.

The boy, dark-haired and dark-eyed, gazed fascinated and unembarrassed at this golden blond visitor hooded and cloaked in scarlet.

Does your father keep this hotel? he asked after a pause.

Yes. I am Athalie Greensleeve. What is your name?

C. Bailey, Junior.

What is the C for?

Clive.

Do you go to school?

Yes, but Im back for the holidays.

Holidays, she repeated vaguely. Oh, thats so. Christmas will come day after to-morrow.

He nodded. I think Im going to have a new pair of guns, some books, and a horse. What do you expect?

Nothing, said Athalie.

What? Isnt there anything you want? And then, too late, some glimmer of the real state of affairs illuminated his boyish brain. And he grew red with embarrassment.

They had finished their pastry; Athalie wiped her hands on a soiled and ragged and crumpled handkerchief, then scrubbed her scarlet mouth.

Id like to come down here for the summer vacation, said the boy, awkwardly. I dont know whether my mother would like it.

Why? It is pleasant.
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He glanced instinctively around him at the dark and shabby bar-room, but offered no reason why his mother might not care for the Hotel Greensleeve. One thing he knew; he meant to urge his mother to come, or to let him come.

A few minutes later the outer door banged open and into the bar came stamping four men and two bay-men, their oil-skins shining with salt-spray, guns glistening. Thud! went the strings of dead ducks on the floor; somebody scratched a match and lighted the ceiling lamp.

Hello, Junior! cried one of the men in oil-skins,— how did you make out on Silver Shoals?

All right, father, he began; but his father had caught sight of Athalie who had risen to retreat.

Who are you, young lady? he inquired with a jolly smile,— are you little Red-Riding Hood or the Princess Far Away, or perhaps the Sleeping Beauty recently awakened?

Im Athalie Greensleeve.

Lady Greensleeves! I knew you were somebody quite as distinguished as you are beautiful. Would you mind saying to Mr. Greensleeve that there is much moaning on the bar, and that it will still continue until he arrives to instil the stillness of the still—

What?

We merely want a drink, my child. Dont look so seriously and distractingly pretty. I was joking, thats all. Please tell your father how very thirsty we are.

As the child turned to obey, C. Bailey, Sr., put one big arm around her shoulders: I didnt mean to tease you on such short acquaintance, he whispered. Are you offended, little Lady Greensleeves?

Athalie looked up at him in puzzled silence.

Smile, just once, so I shall know I am forgiven, he said. Will you?

The child smiled confusedly, caught the boys eye, and smiled again, most engagingly, at C. Bailey, Sr.s, son.

Oho! exclaimed the senior Bailey laughingly and looking at his son, Im forgiven for your sake, am I?

For heavens sake, Clive, protested one of the gunners, let the little girl go and find her father. If I ever needed a drink its now!

So Athalie went away to summon her father. She found him as she had last noticed him, sitting asleep on the big leather office chair. Ledlie, behind the desk, was still reading his soiled newspaper, which he continued to do until Athalie cried out something in a frightened voice. Then he laid aside his paper, blinked at her, got up leisurely and shuffled over to where his partner was sitting dead on his leather chair.



The duck-hunters left that night. One after another the four gentlemen came over to speak to Athalie and to her sisters. There was some confusion and crowding in the hallway, what with the doctor, the undertakers assistants, neighbours, and the New York duck-hunters.

Ledlie ventured to overcharge them on the bill. As nobody objected he regretted his moderation. However, the taking off of Greensleeve helped business in the bar where sooner or later everybody drifted.

When the four-seated livery wagon drove up to take the gunning party to the train, the boy lingered behind the others and then hurried back to where Athalie was standing, white-faced, tearless, staring at the closed door of the room where they had taken her father.

Bailey Juniors touch on her arm made her turn: I am sorry, he said. I hope you will not be very unhappy.... And — here is a Christmas present—

He took the dazed childs icy little hand in his, and, fumbling the business rather awkwardly, he finally contrived to snap a strap-watch over the delicate wrist. It was the one he had been wearing.

Good-bye, Athalie, he murmured, very red.

The girl gazed at him out of her lovely confused eyes for a moment. But when she tried to speak no sound came.

Good-bye, he said again, choking slightly. Ill surely, surely come back to see you. Dont be unhappy. Ill come.

But it was many years before he returned to the Hotel Greensleeve.




CHAPTER IV
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SHE WAS FIFTEEN years old before she saw him again. His strap-watch was still on her wrist; his memory, unfaded, still enshrined in her heart of a child, for she was as yet no more than that at fifteen. And the moment she saw him she recognised him.

It was on the Sixth Avenue Elevated Station at Twenty-third Street one sunny day in April; he stood waiting for the downtown train which she stepped out of when it stopped.

He did not notice her, so she went over to him and called him by name; and the tall, good-looking, fashionably dressed young fellow turned to her without recognition.

But the next instant his smooth, youthful face lighted up, and off came his hat with the gay college band adorning it:

Athalie Greensleeve! he exclaimed, showing his pleasure unmistakably.

C. Bailey, Junior, she rejoined as steadily as she could, for her heart was beating wildly with the excitement of meeting him and her emotions were not under full control.

You have grown so, he said with the easy, boyish cordiality of his caste, I didnt recognise you for a moment. Tell me, do you still live down — er — down there?

She said:

I knew you as soon as I set eyes on you. You are very much taller, too.... No, we went away from Spring Pond the year after my father died.

I see, he said sympathetically. And back into his memory flashed that scene with her by the stove in the dusky bar. And then he remembered her as she stood in her red hood and cloak staring at the closed door of the room where her dead father lay. And he remembered touching her frosty little hand, and the incident of the watch.

I never went back there, he mused, half to himself, looking curiously at the girl before him. I wanted to go — but I never did.

No, you never came back, she said slowly.

I couldnt. I was only a kid, you see. My mother wouldnt let me go there that summer. And father and I joined a club down South so we did not go back for the duck-shooting. That is how it happened.

She nodded, gravely, but said nothing to him about her faith in his return, how confidently, how patiently she had waited through that long, long summer for the boy who never returned.

I did think of you often, he volunteered, smiling at her.

I thought of you, too. I hoped you would come and let me teach you to sail a boat.

Thats so! I remember now. You were going to show me how.

Have you learned to sail a boat?

No. Ill tell you what Ill do, Athalie, Ill come down this summer—

But I dont live there any more.

Thats so. Where do you live?

She hesitated, and his eyes fell for the first time from her youthful and engaging face to the clothes she wore — black clothes that seemed cheap even to a boy who had no knowledge of feminine clothing. She was all in rusty black, hat, gloves, jacket and skirt; and the austere and slightly mean setting made the contrast of her hair and skin the more fresh and vivid.

I live, she replied diffidently, with my two sisters in West Fifty-fourth Street. I am stenographer and typewriter in the offices of a department store.

Id like to come to see you, he said impulsively. Shall I — when vacation begins?

Are you still at school?

He laughed: Im at Harvard. Im down for Easter just now. Tell me, Athalie, would you care to have me come to see you when I return?

If you would care to come.

I surely would! he said cordially, offering his hand in adieu— I want to ask you a lot of questions and we can talk over all those jolly old times, — as though years of comradeship lay behind them instead of an hour or two. Then his glance fell on the slim hand he was shaking, and he saw the strap-watch which he had given her still clasped around her wrist.

You wear that yet? — that old shooting-watch of mine! he laughed.
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She smiled.

Ill give you a better one than that next Christmas, he said, taking out a little notebook and pencil. Ill write it down— strap-watch for Athalie Greensleeve next Christmas — there it is! And — will you give me your address?

She gave it; he noted it, closed his little Russia-leather book with a snap, and pocketed it.

Im glad I saw you, said the girl; I hope you wont forget me. I am late; I must go — I suppose—

Indeed I wont forget you, he assured her warmly, shaking the slender black-gloved hand again.

He meant it when he said it. Besides she was so pretty and frank and honest with him. Few girls he knew in his own caste were as attractive; none as simple, as direct.

He really meant to call on her some day and talk things over. But days, and weeks, and finally months slipped away. And somehow, in thinking of her and of his promise, there now seemed very little left for them to talk about. After all they had said to each other nearly all there was to be said, there on the Elevated platform that April morning. Besides he had so many, many things to do; so many pleasures promised and accepted, visits to college friends, a fishing trip with his father, — really there seemed to be no hour in the long vacation unengaged.

He always wanted to see her when he thought of her; he really meant to find a moment to do it, too. But there seemed to be no moment suitable.

Even when he was back in Cambridge he thought about her occasionally, and planned, vaguely, a trip to New York so that he might redeem his promise to her.

He took it out in thinking.

At Christmas, however, he sent her a wrist-watch, a dainty French affair of gold and enamel; and a contrite note excusing himself for the summer delinquencies and renewing his promise to call on her.

The Dead Letter Office returned watch and letter.




CHAPTER V
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THERE WAS A suffocating stench of cabbage in hallway and corridor as usual when Athalie came in that evening. She paused to rest a tired foot on the first step of the stairway, for a moment or two, quietly breathing her fatigue, then addressed herself to the monotonous labour before her, which was to climb five flights of unventilated stairs, let herself into the tiny apartment with her latch-key, and immediately begin her part in preparing the evening meal for three.

Doris, now twenty-one, sprawled on a lounge in her faded wrapper reading an evening paper. Catharine, a year younger, stood by a bureau, some drawers of which had been pulled out, sorting over odds and ends of crumpled finery.

Well, remarked Doris to Athalie, as she came in, what do you know?

Nothing, said Athalie listlessly.

Doris rattled the evening paper: Gee! she commented, its getting to be something fierce — all these young girls disappearing! Heres another — they cant account for it; her parents say she had no love affair— And she began to read the account aloud while Catharine continued to sort ribbons and Athalie dropped into a big, shabby chair, legs extended, arms pendant.

When Doris finished reading she tossed the paper over to Athalie who let it slide from her knees to the floor.

Her picture is there, said Doris. She isnt pretty.

Isnt she? yawned Athalie.

Catharine jerked open another drawer: Its always a mans doing. You bet theyll find that some fellow had her on a string. What idiots girls are!

I should worry, remarked Doris. Any fresh young man who tries to get me jingled will wish he hadnt.

Dont talk that way, remonstrated Athalie.

What way?

That slangy way you think is smart. Whats the use of letting down when you know better.

Whats the use of keeping up on fifteen per? I could do the Gladys to any Percy on fifty. My talk suits my wages — and it suits me, too.... God! — I suppose its fried ham again to-night, she added, jumping up and walking into the kitchenette. And, pausing to look back at her sisters: If any Johnny asks me to-night Ill go! — Im that hungry for real food.

Dont be a fool, snapped Catharine.

Athalie glanced at the alarm clock, passed her hands wearily across her eyes, and rose: Its after six, Doris. You havent time for anything very much. And she went into the kitchenette.

Once or twice during the preparation of the meal Doris swore in her soft girlish voice, which made the contrast peculiarly shocking; and finally Athalie said bluntly: If I didnt know you were straight I wouldnt think so from the way you behave.

Doris turned on her a flushed and angry face: Will you kindly stop knocking me?

Im not. Im only saying that your talk is loose. And so it is.

Whats the difference as long as Im not on the loose myself?

The difference is that men will think you are; thats all.

Men mistake any girl who works for a living.

Then see that the mistake is their fault not yours. I dont understand why a girl cant keep her self-respect even if shes a stenographer, as I am, or works in a shop as Catharine does, or in the theatre as you do. And if a girl talks loosely, shell think loosely, sooner or later.

Hurry up that supper! called Catharine. Im going to a show with Genevieve, and I want time to dress.

Athalie, scrambling the eggs, which same eggs would endure no other mode of preparation, leaned over sideways and kissed Doris on her lovely neck.

Darling, she said, Im not trying to be disagreeable; I only want us all to keep up.

I know it, ducky. I guess youre right. Ill cut out that rough stuff if you like.

Athalie said: Its only too easy to let down when youre thrown with careless and uneducated people as we are. I have to struggle against it all the while. For, somehow I seem to know that a girl who keeps up her grammar keeps up her self-respect, too. If you slouch mentally you slouch physically. And then its not so difficult to slouch morally.

Doris laughed: You funny thing! You certainly have educated yourself a lot since school, — you use such dandy English.

I read good English.

I know you do. I cant. If somebody would only write a rattling story in good English! — but Ive got to have the story first of all or I cant read it. All those branch-library books you lug in are too slow for me. If it wasnt for hearing you talk every day Id be talking like the rest of the chorus at the Egyptian Garden;— Sa-ay, aint you done with my make-up box? Yaas, you did swipe it! I seen you. Whos a liar? All right, if you want to mix it—

Dont! pleaded Athalie. Oh, Doris, I dont see why you cant find some other business—

Doris began to strut about the kitchenette.

Please dont! It makes me actually ill!

When I learn how to use my voice and my legs youll see me playing leads. Here, ducky, Ill take the eggs—

Athalie, her arms also full, followed her out to the table which Catharine had set very carelessly.

They drank Croton water and strong tea, and gravely discussed how, from their several limited wardrobes sufficient finery might be extracted to clothe Catharine suitably for her evenings entertainment.

Its rotten to be poor, remarked the latter. Youre only young once, and this gosh-dinged poverty spoils everything for me.

Quit kicking, said Doris. I dont like these eggs but Im eating them. If I were wealthy Id be eating terrapin, wouldnt I?

Genevieve has a new gown for to-night, pouted Catharine. How can I help feeling shabby and unhappy?

Genevieve seems to have a number of unaccountable things, remarked Doris, partly closing her velvet eyes. She has a fur coat, too.

Doris! That isnt square of you!

That isnt the question. Is Genevieve on the square? Thats what worries me, Kit!

What a perfectly rotten thing to say! insisted Catharine resentfully. You know shes on the level!

Well then, where does she get it? You know what her salary is?

Athalie said, coolly: Every girl ought to believe every other girl on the square until the contrary is proven. Its shameful not to.

Come over to the Egyptian Garden and try it! laughed Doris. If you can believe that bunch of pet cats is on the square you can believe anything, Athalie.

Catharine, still very deeply offended, rose and went into the bedroom which she shared with Doris. Presently she called for somebody to assist her in dressing.

Doris, being due at the theatre by seven oclock, put on her rusty coat and hat, and, nodding to Athalie, walked out; and the latter went away to aid Catharine.

You do look pretty, she insisted after Catharine had powdered her face and neck and had wiped off her silky skin with the chamois rag.

The girl gazed at her comely, regular features in the mirror, patted her hair, moistened her red lips, then turned her profile and gazed at it with the aid of a hand-glass.

Who else is going? inquired Athalie.

Some friends of Genevieves.

Men?

I believe so.

Two, I suppose.

Catharine nodded.

Dont you know their names?

No. Genevieve says that one of them is crazy to meet me.

Where did he see you?

At Wintons. I put on some evening gowns for his sister.

Athalie watched her pin on her hat, then held her coat for her. Theyll all bear watching, she remarked quietly. If its merely society they want you know as well as I that they seek it in their own circles, not in ours.

Catharine made no audible response. She began to re-pin her hat, then, pettishly: I wish I had a taxi to call for me so I neednt wear a hat!

Why not wish for an automobile? suggested Athalie, laughing. Women who have them dont wear hats to the theatre.

It is tough to be poor! insisted Catharine fiercely. It drives me almost frantic to see what I see in all those limousines, — and then walk home, or take a car if Im flush.

How are you going to help it, dear? inquired Athalie in that gently humorous voice which usually subdued and shamed her sisters.

But Catharine only mumbled something rebellious, turned, stared at herself in the glass, and walked quickly toward the door.

As for me, she muttered. I dont blame any girl—

What?

But Catharine marched out with a twitch of her narrow skirts, still muttering incoherencies.

Athalie, thoughtful, but not really disturbed, went into the empty sitting-room, picked up the evening paper, glanced absently at the head-lines, dropped it, and stood motionless in the centre of the room, one narrow hand bracketed on her hip, the other pinching her under lip.

For a few minutes she mused, then sighing, she walked into the kitchenette, unhooked a blue-checked apron, rolled up her sleeves as far as her white, rounded arms permitted, and started in on the dishes.

Occasionally she whistled at her task — the clear, soft, melodious whistle of a bullfinch — carolling some light, ephemeral air from the Review at the Egyptian Garden.

When the crockery was done, dried and replaced, she retired to her bedroom and turned her attention to her hands and nails, minutely solicitous, always in dread of the effects of housework.

There was an array of bottles, vials, jars, lotions, creams, scents on her bureau. She seated herself there and started her nightly grooming, interrupting it only to exchange her street gown and shoes for a dainty negligée and slippers.

Her face, now, as she bent over her slender, white fingers, took on a seriousness and gravity more mature; and there was in its pure, fresh beauty something almost austere.

The care of her hands took her a long time; and they were not finished then, for she had yet her bath to take and her hair to do before the cream-of-something-or-other was applied to hands and feet so that they should remain snowy and satin smooth.

Bathed, and once more in negligée, she let down the dull gold mass of hair which fell heavily curling to her shoulders. Then she started to comb it out as earnestly, seriously, and thoroughly as a beautiful, silky Persian cat applies itself to its toilet.

But there was now an absent expression in her dark blue eyes as she sat plaiting the shining gold into two thick and lustrous braids.

Perhaps she wondered, vaguely, why the spring-tide and freshness of a girls youth should exhale amid the sere and sordid circumstances which made up, for her, the sum-total of existence; why it happened that whatever was bright and gay and attractive in the world should be so utterly outside the circle in which her life was passing.

Yet in her sober young face there was no hint of discontent, nothing of meanness or envy to narrow the blue eyes, nothing of bitterness to touch the sensitive lips, nothing, even, of sadness; only a gravity — like the seriousness of a youthful goddess musing alone on mysteries unexplained even on Olympus.

Seven years experience in earning her own living had made her wiser but had not really disenchanted her. And for seven years now, she had held the first position she secured in New York — stenographer and typist for Wahlbaum, Grossman & Co.

It had been perplexing and difficult at first; so many men connected with the great department store had evinced a desire to take her to luncheon and elsewhere. But when at length by chance she took personal dictation from Wahlbaum himself in his private office — his own stenographer having triumphantly secured a supporting husband, and a general alarm having been sent out for another to replace her — Athalie suddenly found herself in a permanent position. And, automatically, all annoyances ceased.

Wahlbaum was a Jew, big, hearty, honest, and keen as a razor. Never was he in a hurry, never flustered or impatient, never irritable. And she had never seen him angry, or rude to anybody. He laughed a great deal in a tremendously resonant voice, smoked innumerable big, fat, light-coloured cigars, never neglected to joke with Athalie when she came in the morning and when she left at night, and never as much as by the flutter of an eyelid conveyed to her anything that any girl might not hear without offence.

Grossmans reputation was different, but except for a smirk or two he had never bothered her. Nor did anybody else connected with the firm. They all were too much afraid of Wahlbaum.

So, except for the petty, contemptible annoyances to which all young girls are more or less subjected in any cosmopolitan metropolis, Athalie had found business agreeable enough except for the confinement.

That was hard on a country-bred girl; and she could scarcely endure the imprisonment when the warm sun of April looked in through the windows of Mr. Wahlbaums private office, and when soft breezes stirred the curtains and fluttered the papers on her desk.

Always in the spring the voice of brook and surf, of woodland and meadow called to her. In her ears was ever the happy tumult of the barn-yard, the lowing of cattle at the bars, the bleat of sheep. And her heart beat passionate response.

Athalie was never ill. The nearest she came to it was a dull feeling of languor in early spring. But it did not even verge on either resentment or despondency.

In winter it was better. She had learned to accept with philosophy the noises of the noisiest of cities. Even, perhaps, she rather liked them, or at least, on her two weeks vacation in the country, she found, to her surprise, that she missed the accustomed and incessant noises of New York.

Her real hardships were two; poverty and loneliness.

The combined earnings of herself and her sisters did not allow them a better ventilated, or more comfortable apartment than the grimy one they lived in. Nor did their earnings permit them more or better clothing and food.

As for loneliness, she had, of course, her sisters. But healthy, imaginative, ardent youth requires more than sisters, — more even than feminine friends, of which Athalie had a few. What she needed, as all girls need, were acquaintances and friends among men of her own age.

And she had none — that is, no friends. Which is the usual fate of any business girl who keeps up such education and cultivation as she possesses, and attempts to add to it and to improve her quality.

Because the men of her social and business level are vastly inferior to the women, — inferior in manners, cultivation, intelligence, quality — which seems almost to make their usually excellent morals peculiarly offensive.

That was why Athalie knew loneliness. Doris, recently, had met a few idle men of cultivated and fashionable antecedents. Catharine, that very evening, was evidently going to meet a man of that sort for the first time in her career.

As for Athalie, she had had no opportunity to meet any man she cared to cultivate since she had last talked with C. Bailey, Jr., on the platform of the Sixth Avenue Elevated; — and that was now nearly four years ago.



Braiding up her hair she sat gazing at herself in the mirror while her detached thoughts drifted almost anywhere — back to Spring Pond and the Hotel Greensleeve, back to her mother, to the child cross-legged on the floor, — back to her father, and how he sat there dead in his leather chair; — back to the bar, and the red gleam of the stove, and a boy and girl in earnest conversation there in the semi-darkness, eating peach turnovers — 

She turned her head, leisurely: the electric bell had sounded twice before she realised that she ought to pull the wire which opened the street door below.

So she got up, pulled the wire, and then sauntered out into the sitting-room and set the door ajar, not worrying about her somewhat intimate costume because it was too late for tradesmen, and there was nobody else to call on her or on her sisters excepting other girls known to them all.

The sitting-room seemed chilly. Half listening for the ascending footsteps and the knocking, partly absorbed in other thoughts, she seated herself and lay back in the dingy arm-chair, before the radiator, elevating her dainty feet to the top of it and crossing them.

A gale was now blowing outside; invisible rain, or more probably sleet, pelted and swished across the curtained panes. Far away in the city, somewhere, a fire-engine rushed clanging through cañons, storm-swept, luminously obscure. Her nickel alarm clock ticked loudly in the room; the radiator clicked and fizzed and snapped.

Presently she heard a step on the stair, then in the corridor outside her door. Then came the knocking on the door but unexpectedly loud, vigorous and impatient.

And Athalie, surprised, twisted around in her chair, looking over her shoulder at the door.

Please come in, she said in her calm young voice.




CHAPTER VI
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A RATHER TALL man stepped in. He wore a snow-dusted, fur-lined overcoat and carried in his white-gloved hands a top hat and a silver-hooked walking stick.

He had made a mistake, of course; and Athalie hastily lowered her feet and turned half around in her chair again to meet his expected apologies; and then continued in that attitude, rigid and silent.

Miss Greensleeve? he asked.

She rose, mechanically, the heavy lustrous braids framing a face as white as a flower.

Is that you, Athalie! he asked, hesitating.

C. Bailey, Junior, she said under her breath.

There was a moments pause, then he stepped toward her and, very slowly, she offered a hand still faintly fragrant with cream of lilacs.

A damp, chilly wind came from the corridor; she went over and closed the door, stood for a few seconds with her back against it looking at him.

Now under the mask of manhood she could see the boy she had once known, — under the short dark moustache the clean-cut mouth unchanged. Only his cheeks seemed firmer and leaner, and the eyes were now the baffling eyes of a man.

How did you know I was here? she asked, quite unconscious of her own somewhat intimate attire, so entirely had the shock of surprise possessed her.

Athalie, you have not changed a bit — only you are so much prettier than I realised, he said illogically.... How did I know you lived here? I didnt until we bought this row of flats last week — my fathers company — Im in it now.... And glancing over the list of tenants I saw your name.

She said nothing.

Do you mind my coming? I was going to write and ask you. But walking in this way rather appealed to me. Do you mind?

No.

May I stay and chat for a moment? Im on my way to the opera. May I stay a few minutes?

She nodded, not yet sufficiently composed to talk very much.

He glanced about him for a place to lay coat and hat; then slipping out of the soft fur, disclosed himself in evening dress.

She had dropped into the arm-chair by the radiator; and, as he came forward, stripping off his white gloves, suddenly she became conscious of her bare, slippered feet and drew them under the edges of her negligée.

I was not expecting anybody,— she began, and checked herself. Certainly she did not care to rise, now, and pass before him in search of more suitable clothing. Therefore the less said the better.

He had found a rather shaky chair, and had drawn it up in front of the radiator.

This is very jolly, he said. Do you realise that this is our third encounter?

Yes.

It really begins to look inevitable, doesnt it?

She smiled.

Three times, you know, is usually considered significant, he added laughingly. It doesnt dismay you, does it?

She laughed, resting her cheek against the upholstered wing of her chair and looked at him with shy but undisguised pleasure.

You havent changed a single bit, Athalie, he declared.

No, I havent changed.

Do you remember our last meeting — on the Elevated?

Yes.

Lord! he said; that was four years ago. Do you realise it?

Yes.

A slight colour grew on his cheeks.

I was a piker, wasnt I?

After a moment, looking down at her idly clasped hands lying on her knees: I hoped you would come, she said gravely.

I wanted to. I dont suppose youll believe that; but I did.... I dont know how it happened that I didnt make good. There were so many things to do, all sorts of engagements, — and the summer vacation seemed ended before I could understand that it had begun. — He scowled in retrospection, and she watched his expression out of her dark blue eyes — clear, engaging eyes, sweet as a childs.

Thats no excuse, he concluded. I should have kept my word to you — and I really wanted to.... And I was not quite such a piker as you thought me.

I didnt think that of you, C. Bailey, Junior.

You must have!

I didnt.

Thats because youre so decent, but it makes my infamy the blacker.... Anyway I did write you and did send you the strap-watch. I sent both to Fifty-fourth Street. The Dead Letter Office returned them to me.... He drew from his inner pocket a letter and a packet. Here they are.

She sat up slowly and very slowly took the letter from his hand.

Four years old, he commented. Isnt that the limit? And he began to tear the sealed paper from the packet.

What a shame, he went on contritely, that you wore that old gun-metal watch of mine so long. I was mortified when I saw it on your wrist that day—

I wear it still, she said with a smile.

Nonsense! he glanced at her bare wrist and laughed.

I do, she insisted. It is only because I have just bathed and am prepared for the night that I am not wearing it now.

He looked up, incredulous, then his expression changed subtly.

Is that so? he asked.

But the hint of seriousness confused her and she merely nodded.

He had freed the case from the sealed paper and now he laid it on her knees, saying: Thank the Lord Im not such a piker now as I was, anyway. I hope youll wear it, Athalie, and fire that other affair out of your back window.

There is no back window, she said, raising her charming eyes to his,— theres only an air-shaft.... Am I to open it? — I mean this case?

It is yours.

She opened it daintily.

Oh, C. Bailey, Junior! she said very gently. You mustnt do this!

Why?

Its too beautiful. Isnt it?

Nonsense, Athalie. Here, Ill wind it and set it for you. This is how it works— pulling out the jewelled lever and setting it by the tin alarm-clock on the mantel. Then he wound it, unclasped the woven gold wrist-band, took her reluctant hand, and, clasping the jewel over her wrist, snapped the catch.

For a few moments her fair head remained bent as she gazed in silence at the tiny moving hands. Then, looking up:

Thank you, C. Bailey, Junior, she said, a little solemnly perhaps.

He laughed, somewhat conscious of the slight constraint: Youre welcome, Athalie. Do you really like it?

It is wonderfully beautiful.

Then Im perfectly happy and contented — or I will be when you read that letter and admit Im not as much of a piker as I seemed.

She laughed and coloured: I never thought that of you. I only — missed you.

Really?

Yes, she said innocently.

For a second he looked rather grave, then again, conscious of his own constraint, spoke gaily, lightly:

You certainly are the real thing in friendship. You are far too generous to me.

She said: Incidents are not frequent enough in my life to leave me unimpressed. I never knew any other boy of your sort. I suppose that is why I never forgot you.

Her simplicity pricked the iridescent and growing bubble of his vanity, and he laughed, discountenanced by her direct explanation of how memory chanced to retain him. But it did not occur to him to ask himself how it happened that, in all these years, and in a life so happily varied, so delightfully crowded as his own had always been, he had never entirely forgotten her.

I wish youd open that letter and read it, he said. Its my credential. Date and postmark plead for me.

But she had other plans for its unsealing and its perusal, and said so.

Arent you going to read it, Athalie?

Yes — when you go.

Why?

Because — it will make your visit seem a little longer, she said frankly.

Athalie, are you really glad to see me?

She looked up as though he were jesting, and caught in his eye another gleam of that sudden seriousness which had already slightly confused her. For a moment only, both felt the least sense of constraint, then the instinct that had forbidden her to admit any significance in his seriousness, parted her lips with that engaging smile which he had begun to know so well, and to await with an expectancy that approached fascination.

Peach turnovers, she said. Do you remember? If I had not been glad to see you in those days I would not have gone into the kitchen to bring you one.... And I have already told you that I am unchanged.... Wait! I am changed.... I am very much wealthier. And she laughed her delicious, unembarrassed laugh of a child.

He laughed, too, then shot a glance around the shabby room.

What are you doing, Athalie? he asked lightly.

The same.

I remember you told me. You are stenographer and typist.

Yes.

Where?

I am with Wahlbaum, Grossman & Co.

Are they decent to you?

Very.

He thought a moment, hesitated, appeared as though about to speak, then seemed to reject the idea whatever it might have been.

You live with your sisters, dont you? he asked.

Yes.

He planted his elbows on his knees and leaned forward, his head on his hands, apparently buried in thought.

After a little while: C. Bailey, Junior, she ventured, you must not let me keep you too long.

What? He lifted his head.

You are on your way to the opera, arent you?

Am I? Thats so.... Id rather stay here if youll let me.

But the opera! she protested with emphasis.

What do I care for the opera?

Dont you?

He laughed: No; do you?

Im mad about it.

Still laughing he said: Then, in my place, you wouldnt give up the opera for me, would you, Athalie?

She started to say No! very decidedly; but checked herself. Then, deliberately honest:

If, she began, I were going to the opera, and you came in here — after four years of not seeing you — and if I had to choose — I dont believe Id go to the opera. But it would be a dreadful wrench, C. Bailey, Junior!

Its no wrench to me.

Because you often go.

Because, even if I seldom went there could be no question of choice between the opera and Athalie Greensleeve.

C. Bailey, Junior, you are not honest.

Yes, I am. Why do you say so?

I judge by past performances, she said, her humorous eyes on him.

Are you going to throw past performances in my face every time I come to see you?

Are you coming again?

That isnt generous of you, Athalie—

I really mean it, said the girl. Are you?

Coming here? Of course I am if youll let me!

The last time he had said, If you want me. Now it was modified to If youll let me, — a development and a new footing to which neither were yet accustomed, perhaps not even conscious of.

C. Bailey, Junior, do you want to come?

I do indeed. It is so bully of you to be nice to me after — everything. And its so jolly to talk over — things — with you.

She leaned forward in her chair, her pretty hands joined between her knees.

Please, she said, dont say youll come if you are not coming.

But I am—

I know you said so twice before.... I dont mean to be horrid or to reproach you, but — I am going to tell you — I was disappointed — even a — a little — unhappy. And it — lasted — some time.... So, if you are not coming, tell me so now.... It is hard to wait — too long.

Athalie, he said, completely surprised by the girls frank avowal and by the unsuspected emotion in himself which was responding, I am — I had no idea — I dont deserve your kindness to me — your loyalty — Im a — Im a — a pup! Thats what I am — an undeserving, ungrateful, irresponsible, and asinine pup! Thats what all boys in college are — but its no excuse for not keeping my word — for making you unhappy—

C. Bailey, Junior, you were just a boy. And I was a child.... I am still, in spite of my nineteen years — nearly twenty at that — not much different, not enough changed to know that Im a woman. I feel exactly as I did toward you — not grown up, — or that you have grown up.... Only I know, somehow, Id have a harder time of it now, if you tell me youll come, and then—

I will come, Athalie! I want to, he said impetuously. Youre more interesting, — a lot jollier, — than any girl I know. I always suspected it, too — the bigger fool I to lose all that time we might have had together—

She, surprised for a moment, lifted her pretty head and laughed outright, checking his somewhat impulsive monologue. And he looked at her, disturbed.

Im only laughing because you speak of all those years we might have had together, as though— And suddenly she checked herself in her turn, on the brink of saying something that was not so funny after all.

Probably he understood what impulse had prompted her to terminate abruptly both laughter and discourse, for he reddened and gazed rather fixedly at the radiator which was now clanking and clinking in a very noisy manner.

You ought to have a fireplace and an open fire, he said. Its the cosiest thing on earth — with a cat on the hearth and a big chair and a good book.... Athalie, do you remember that stove? And how I sat there in wet shooting clothes and stockinged feet?

Yes, she said, drawing her own bare ones further under her chair.

Do you know what you looked like to me when you came in so silently, dressed in your red hood and cloak?

What did I look like?

A little fairy princess.

I? In that ragged cloak?

I didnt see the rags. All I saw was your lithe little fairy figure and your yellow hair and your wonderful dark eyes in the ruddy light from the stove. I tell you, Athalie, I was enchanted.

How odd! I never dreamed you thought that of me when I stood there looking at you, utterly lost in admiration—

Oh, come, Athalie! he laughed; you are getting back at me!

Its true. I thought you the most wonderful boy I had ever seen.

Until I disillusioned you, he said.

You never did, C. Bailey, Junior.

What! Not when I proved a piker?

But she only smiled into his amused and challenging eyes and slowly shook her head.

Once or twice, mechanically, he had slipped a flat gold cigarette case from his pocket, and then, mechanically still, had put it back. Not accustomed to modern men of his caste she had not paid much attention to the unconscious hint of habit. Now as he did it again it occurred to her to ask him why he did not smoke.

May I?

Yes. I like it.

Do you smoke?

No — now and then when Im troubled.

Is that often? he asked lightly.

Very seldom, she replied, amused; and the proof is that I never smoked more than half a dozen cigarettes in all my life.

Will you try one now? he asked mischievously.

Im not in trouble, am I?

I dont know. I am.

What troubles you, C. Bailey, Junior? she asked, humorously.

My disinclination to leave. And its after eleven.

If you never get into any more serious trouble than that, she said, I shall not worry about you.

Would you worry if I were in trouble?

Naturally.

Why?

Why? Because you are my friend. Why shouldnt I worry?

Do you really take our friendship as seriously as that?

Dont you?

He changed countenance, hesitated, flicked the ashes from his cigarette. Suddenly he looked her straight in the face:

Yes. I do take it seriously, he said in a voice so quietly and perhaps unnecessarily emphatic that, for a few moments, she found nothing to say in response.

Then, smilingly: I am glad you look at it that way. It means that you will come back some day.

I will come to-morrow if youll let me.

Which left her surprised and silent but not at all disquieted.

Shall I, Athalie?

Yes — if you wish.

Why not? he said with more unnecessary emphasis and as though addressing himself, and perhaps others not present. I see no reason why I shouldnt if youll let me. Do you?

No.

May I take you to dinner and to the theatre?

A quick glow shot through her, leaving a sort of whispering confusion in her brain which seemed full of distant voices.

Yes, Id like to go with you.

Thats fine! And well have supper afterward.

She smiled at him through the ringing confusion in her brain.

Do you mind taking supper with me after the play?

No.

Where then?

Anywhere — with you, C. Bailey, Junior.

Things began to seem to her a trifle unreal; she saw him a little vaguely: vaguely, too, she was conscious that to whatever she said he was responding with something more subtly vital than mere words. Faintly within her the instinct stirred to ignore, to repress something in him — in herself — she was not clear about just what she ought to repress, or which of them harboured it.

One thing confused and disturbed her; his tongue was running loose, planning all sorts of future pleasures for them both together, confidently, with an enthusiasm which, somehow, seemed to leave her unresponsive.

Please dont, she said.

What, Athalie?

Make so many promises — plans. I — am afraid of promises.

He turned very red: What on earth have I done to you!

Nothing — yet.

Yes I have! I once made you unhappy; I made you distrust me—

No: — that is all over now. Only — if it happened again — I should really — miss you — very much — C. Bailey, Junior.... So dont promise me too much — now.... Promise a little — each time you come — if you care to.

In the silence that grew between them the alarm went off with a startling clangour that brought them both to their feet.

It was midnight.

I set it to wake myself before my sisters came in, she explained with a smile. I usually have something prepared for them to eat when theyve been out.

I suppose they do the same for you, he said, looking at her rather steadily.

I dont go out in the evening.

You do sometimes.

Very seldom.... Do you know, C. Bailey, Junior, I have never been out in the evening with a man?

What?

Never.

Why?

I suppose, she admitted with habitual honesty, its because I dont know any men with whom Id care to be seen in the evening. I dont like ordinary people.

How about me? he asked, laughing.

She merely smiled.




CHAPTER VII
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DORIS CAME IN about midnight, her coat and hat plastered with sleet, her shoes soaking. She looked rather forlornly at the bowl of hot milk and crackers which Athalie brought from the kitchenette.

Id give next weeks salary for a steak, she said, taking the bowl and warming her chilled hands on it.

You know what meat costs, said Athalie. Id give it to you for supper if I could.

Doris seated herself by the radiator; Athalie knelt and drew off the wet shoes, unbuttoned the garters and rolled the stockings from the icy feet.

I had another chance to-night: they were college boys: some of the girls went— remarked Doris disjointedly, forcing herself to eat the crackers and milk because it was hot, and snuggling into the knitted slippers which Athalie brought. After a moment or two she lifted her pretty, impudent face and sniffed inquiringly.

Whos been smoking? You?

No.

Who? Genevieve?

No. Who do you suppose called?

Search me.

C. Bailey, Junior!

Doris looked blank, then: Oh, that boy you had an affair with about a hundred years ago?

That same boy, said Athalie, smiling.

Hell come again next century I suppose — like a comet, shrugged Doris, nestling closer to the radiator.

Athalie said nothing; her sister slowly stirred the crackers in the milk and from time to time took a spoonful.

Next time, she said presently, I shall go out to supper when an attractive man asks me. I know how to take care of myself — and the supper, too.

Athalie started to say something, and stopped. Perhaps she remembered C. Bailey, Jr., and that she had promised to dine and sup with him, anywhere.

She said in a low voice: Its all right, I suppose, if you know the man.

I dont care whether I know him or not as long as its a good restaurant.

Dont talk that way, Doris!

Why not? Its true.

There was a silence. Doris set aside the empty bowl, yawned, looked at the clock, yawned again.

This is too late for Catharine, she said, drowsily.

I know it is. Who are the people shes with?

Genevieve Hunting — I dont know the men: — some of Genevieves friends.

I hope its nobody from Wintons.

There had been in the Greensleeve family, a tacit understanding that it was not the thing to accept social attentions from anybody connected with the firm which employed them. Winton, the male milliner and gown designer, usually let his models alone, being in perpetual dread of his wife; but one of the unhealthy looking sons had become a nuisance to the girls employed there. Recently he had annoyed Catharine, and the girl was afraid she might have to lunch with him or lose her position.

Doris yawned again, then shivered.

Go to bed, ducky, said Athalie. Ill wait up for Catharine.

So Doris took herself off to bed and Athalie sank into the shabby arm-chair by the radiator to wait for her other sister.

It was two oclock when she came in, flushed, vague-eyed, a rather silly and fixed smile on her doll-like face. Athalie, on the verge of sleep, rose from her chair, rubbing her eyes:

What on earth, Catharine—

We had supper, — thats why Im late.... Ive got to have a dinner gown I tell you. Genevieves is the smartest thing—

Where did you go?

To the Regina. I didnt want to — dressed this way but Cecil Reeve said—

Who?

Cecil — Mr. Reeve — one of Genevieves friends — the man who was so crazy to meet me—

Oh! Who else was there? asked Athalie drily.

A Mr. Ferris — Harry Ferris they call him. Hes quite mad about Genevieve—

Why did you drink anything?

I?

You did, didnt you?

I had a glass of champagne.

What else?

Nothing — except something pink in a glass — before we sat down to supper.... And something violet coloured, afterward.

Your breath is dreadful; do you realise it?

Catharine seemed surprised, then her eyes wandered vaguely, drowsily, and she laid her gloved hand on Athalies arm as though to steady herself.

What sort of man is your new friend, Cecil Reeve? inquired Athalie.

Hes nice — a gentleman. And they were so amusing; — we laughed so much.... I told him he might call.... Hes really all right, Athalie—

And Mr. Ferris?

Well — I dont know about him; hes Genevieves friend; — I dont know him so well.... But of course hes all right — a gentleman—

Thats the trouble, said Athalie in a low voice.

What is the trouble?

These friends of yours — and of Doris, and of mine ... theyre gentlemen.... And that is why we find them agreeable, socially.... But when they desire social amusement they know where to find it.

Where?

Where girls who work for a living are unknown. Where they never are asked, never go, never are expected to go. But that is where such men are asked, where such men are expected; and it is where they go for social diversion — not to the Regina with two of Wintons models, nor to the Café Arabesque with an Egyptian Garden chorus girl, nor— she hesitated, flushed, and was silent, staring mentally at the image of C. Bailey, Jr., which her logic and philosophy had inevitably evoked.

Then, what is a business girl to do? asked Catharine, vaguely.

Athalie shook her golden head, slowly: Dont ask me.

Catharine said, still more vaguely: She must do something — pleasant — before shes too old and sick to — to care what happens.

I know it.... Men, of that kind, are pleasant.... I dont see why we shouldnt go out with them. Its all the chance we have. Or will ever have.... Ive thought it over. I dont see that it helps for us to resent their sisters and mothers and friends. Such women would never permit us to know them. The nearest we can get to them is to know their sons.

I dont want to know them—

Yes, you do. Be honest, Catharine. Every girl does. And really I believe if the choice were offered a business girl, she would rather know the mothers and sisters than the sons.

Theres no use thinking about it, said Catharine.

No, there is no use.... And so I dont see any harm in being friends with their sons.... It will hurt at times — humiliate us — maybe embitter us.... But its that or nothing.

We neednt be silly about their sons.

Athalie opened her dark blue eyes, then laughed confidently: Oh, as for anything like that! I should hope not. We three ought to know something by this time.

I should think so, murmured Catharine; and her warm, wine-scented breath fell on Athalies cheek.




CHAPTER VIII
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BEFORE FEBRUARY HAD ended C. Bailey, Jr., and Athalie Greensleeve had been to more than one play, had dined and supped together more than once at the Regina.

The magnificence of the most fashionable restaurant in town had thrilled and enchanted Athalie. At close range for the first time she had an opportunity to inspect the rich, the fashionable, and the great. As for celebrities, they seemed to be merely a by-product of the gay, animated, beautifully gowned throngs: people she had heard of, people more important still of whom she had never heard, people important only to themselves of whom nobody had ever heard thronged the great rococo rooms. The best hotel orchestra in America played there; the loveliest flowers, the most magnificent jewels, the most celebrated cuisine in the entire Republic — all were there for Athalie Greensleeve to wonder at and to enjoy. There were other things for her to wonder at, too, — the seemingly exhaustless list of C. Bailey, Jr.s, acquaintances; for he was always nodding to somebody or returning salutes wherever they were, in the theatre, or the street, in his little limousine car, at restaurants. Men sometimes came up and spoke and were presented to Athalie: women, never.

But although she was very happy after her first evening out with C. Bailey, Jr., she realised that a serious inroad upon her savings was absolutely necessary if she were to continue her maidens progress with this enchanting young man. Clothing of a very different species than any she had ever permitted herself was now becoming a necessity. She made the inroad. It was worth while if only to see his surprise and his naïve pride in her.

And truly the girl was very lovely in the few luxuries she ventured to acquire — so lovely, indeed, that many heads turned and many eyes followed her calm and graceful progress in theatre aisle, amid thronged tables, on the Avenue, anywhere and everywhere she moved along the path of life now already in flowery bloom for her.

And beside her, eager, happy, flattered, walked C. Bailey, Jr., very conscious that he was being envied; very proud of the beautiful young girl with whom he was so constantly identifying himself, and who, very obviously, was doing him honour.

Of his gratified and flattered self-esteem the girl was unconscious; that he was really happy with her, proud of her appearance, kind to her beyond reason and even beyond propriety perhaps, — invariably courteous and considerate, she was vividly aware. And it made her intensely happy to know that she gave him pleasure and to accept it from him.

It was pleasure to Clive; but not entirely unmitigated. His father asked him once or twice who the girl was of whom people were talking; and when his son said: Shes absolutely all right, father, Bailey, Sr., knew that she was — so far.
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But whats the use, Clive? he asked with a sort of sad humour. Is it necessary for you, too, to follow the path of the calf?

I like her.

And other men are inclined to, and have no opportunity; is that it, my son? The fascination of monopoly? The chicken with the worm?

I like her, repeated Clive, Jr., a trifle annoyed.

So you have remarked before. Who is she?

Do you remember that charming little child in the red hood and cloak down at Greensleeves tavern when we were duck-shooting?

Is that the girl?

Yes.

What is she?

Stenographer.

Bailey, Sr., shrugged his shoulders, patiently.

Whats the use, Clive?

Use? Well theres no particular use. Im not in love with her. Did you think I was?

I dont think any more. Your mother does that for me.... Dont make anybody unhappy, my son.



His mother, also, had made very frank representations to him on several occasions, the burden of them being that common people beget common ideas, common associations corrupt good manners, and that nice girls would continue to view with disdain and might ultimately ostracise any misguided young man of their own caste who played about with a woman for whose existence nobody who was anybody could account.

The daughter of a Long Island road-house keeper! Why, Clive! where is your sense of fitness! Men dont do that sort of thing any more!

What sort of thing, mother?

What you are doing.

What am I doing?

Parading a very conspicuous young woman about town.

If you saw her in somebodys drawing-room youd merely think her beautiful and well-bred.

Clive! Will you please awake from that silly dream?

Thats the truth, mother. And if she spoke it would merely confirm the impression. You wont believe it but its true.

Thats absurd, Clive! She may not be uneducated but she certainly cannot be either cultivated or well-bred.

She is cultivating herself.

Then for goodness sake let her do it! Its praiseworthy and commendable for a working girl to try to better herself. But it doesnt concern you.

Why not? If a business girl does better herself and fit herself for a better social environment, it seems to me her labour is in vain if people within the desired environment snub her.

What kind of argument is that? Socialistic? I merely know it is unbaked. What theory is it, dear?
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I dont know what it is. It seems reasonable to me, mother.

Clive, are you trying to make yourself sentimentalise over that Greensleeve woman?

I told you that I am not in love with her; nor is she with me. Its an agreeable and happy comradeship; thats all.

People think it something more, retorted his mother, curtly.

Thats their fault, not Athalies and not mine.

Then, why do you go about with her? Why? You know girls enough, dont you?

Plenty. They resemble one another to the verge of monotony.

Is that the way you regard the charming, well-born, well-bred, clever, cultivated girls of your own circle, whose parents were the friends of your parents?

Oh, mother, I like them of course.... But theres something about a business girl — a girl in the making — that is more amusing, more companionable, more interesting. A business girl seems to wear better. Shes better worth talking to, listening to, — its better fun to go about with her, see things with her, discuss things—

What on earth are you talking about! Its perfect babble; its nonsense! If you really believe you have a penchant for sturdy and rather grubby worthiness unadorned you are mistaken. The inclination you have is merely for a pretty face and figure. I know you. If I dont, who does! Youre rather a fastidious young man, even finicky, and very, very much accustomed to the best and only the best. Dont talk to me about your disinterested admiration for a working girl. You havent anything in common with her, and you never could have. And youd better be very careful not to make a fool of yourself.

How?

As all men are likely to do at your callow age.

Fall in love with her?

You can call it that. The result is always deplorable. And if shes a smart, selfish, and unscrupulous girl, the result may be more deplorable still, as far as we all are concerned. What is the need of my saying this? You are grown; you know it already. Up to the present time youve kept fastidiously clear of such entanglements. You say you have, and your father and I believe you. So what is the use of beginning now, — creating an unfortunate impression in your own set, spending your time with such a girl as this Greensleeve girl—

Mother, he said, youre going about this matter in the wrong way. I am not in love with Athalie Greensleeve. But there is no girl I like better, none perhaps I like quite as well. Let me alone. Theres no sentiment between her and me so far. There wont be any — unless you and other people begin to drive us toward each other. I dont want you to do that. Dont interfere. Let us alone. Were having a good time, — a perfectly natural, wholesome, happy time together.
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What is it leading to? demanded his mother impatiently.

To nothing except more good times. Thats absolutely all. Thats all that good times lead to where any of the girls you approve of are concerned — not to sentiment, not to love, merely to more good times. Why on earth cant people understand that even if the girl happens to be earning her own living?

People dont understand. That is the truth, and you cant alter it, Clive. The girls reputation will always suffer. And thats where you ought to show yourself generous.

What?

If you really like and respect her.

How am I to show myself generous, as you put it?

By keeping away from her.

Because people gossip?

Because, said his mother sharply, theyll think the girl is your mistress if you continue to decorate public resorts with her.

Would — you think so, mother?

No. You happen to be my son. And youre truthful. Otherwise Id think so.

You would?

Certainly.

Thats rotten, he said, slowly.

Oh, Clive, dont be a fool. You cant do what youre doing without arousing suspicion everywhere — from a village sewing-circle to the smartest gathering on Manhattan Island! You know it.

I have never thought about it.

Then think of it now. Whether its rotten, as you say, or not, its so. Its one of the folk-ways of the human species. And if it is, merely saying its rotten cant alter it.

Mrs. Baileys car was at the door; Clive took the great sable coat from the maid who brought it and slipped it over the handsome afternoon gown that his handsome mother wore.

For a moment he stood, looking at her almost curiously — at the brilliant black eyes, the clear smooth olive skin still youthful enough to be attractive, at the red lips, mostly natures hue, at the cheeks where the delicate carmine flush was still mostly natures.

He said: You have so much, mother.... It seems strange you should not be more generous to a girl you have never seen.

His handsome, capable, and experienced mother gazed at him out of friendly and amused eyes from which delusion had long since fled. And that is where she fell short, for delusion is the offspring of imagination; and without imagination no intelligence is complete. She said: I can be generous with any woman except where my son concerns himself with her. Where anybody elses son is involved I could be generous to any girl, even— she smiled her brilliant smile— even perhaps not too maliciously generous. But the situation in your case doesnt appeal to me as humorous. Keep away from her, Clive; its easier than ultimately to run away from her.




CHAPTER IX
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THE COURSE OF irresponsible amusement which C. Bailey, Jr., continued to pursue at intervals with the fair scion of the house — road-house — of Greensleeve, did not run as smoothly as it might have, and was not unmixed with carping reflections and sordid care on his part, and with an increasing number of interruptions, admonitions, and warnings on the part of his mother.

That pretty lady, flint-hardened in the igneous social lava-pot, continued to hear disquieting tales of her sons doings. They came to her right and left, from dance and card-table, opera-box and supper party, tea and bazaar and fashionable reception.

One grim-visaged old harridan of whom Manhattan stood in fawning fear, bluntly informed her that shed better look out for her boy if she didnt want to become a grandmother.

Which infuriated and terrified Mrs. Bailey and set her thinking with all the implacable concentration of which she was capable.

So far in life she had accomplished whatever she set out to do.... And of all things on earth she dreaded most to become a grandmother of any description whatever.

But between Athalie and Clive, if there had been any doubts concerning the propriety or expediency of their companionship neither he nor she had, so far, expressed them.

Their comradeship, in fact, had now become an intimacy — the sort that permits long silences without excuse or embarrassment on either side. She continued to charm and surprise him; and to discover, daily, in him new traits to admire in a character which perhaps he did not really possess.

In this girl he seemed to find an infinite variety. Moods, impulsive or deliberate, and capricious or logical, continued to stimulate his interest in her every time they met. On no two days was she exactly the same — or so he seemed to think. And yet her basic qualities were, it appeared to him, characteristic and unvarying, — directness, loyalty, generosity, freedom from ulterior motive and a gay confidence in a world which, for the first time in her life, she had begun to find unexpectedly exciting.

They had been one evening to a musical comedy which by some fortunate chance was well written, well sung, and well done. And they were in excellent spirits as they left the theatre and stood waiting for his small limousine car, she in her pretty furs held close to her throat, humming under her breath a refrain from the delightful finale, he smoking a cigarette and watching the numbers being flashed for the long line of carriages and motors which moved up continually through the lamp-lit darkness.

Athalie, he said, suppose we side-step the Regina and try Broadway. Are you in the humour for it?

She laughed and her eyes sparkled in the electric glow: Are you, Clive?

Yes, I am. I feel very devilish.

So do I, — devilishly hungry.

Thats fine. Where shall we go?

The Café Arabesque?... The name sounds exciting.

All right— as his car drew up and the gold-capped porter opened the door; — so he directed his chauffeur to drive them to the Café Arabesque.

If you dont like it, he added to Athalie, drawing the fur robe over her knees and his, we can go somewhere else.

Thats very nice of you. I dont have to suffer for my mistakes.

Nobody ever ought to suffer for mistakes because nobody would ever make mistakes on purpose, he said, laughing.

Such a delightful philosophy! Please remind me of it when Im in agony over something Im sorry I did.

Im afraid youll have to remind me too, he said, still laughing. Is it a bargain?

Certainly.

The car stopped; he sprang out and aided her to the icy sidewalk.

I dont think I ever saw you as pretty as you are to-night, he whispered, slipping his arm under hers.

Are you really growing more beautiful or do I merely think so?

I dont know, she said, happily; Ill tell you a secret, shall I?

He inclined his ear toward her, and she said in a laughing whisper: Clive, I feel beautiful to-night. Do you know how it feels to feel beautiful?

Not personally, he admitted; and they separated still laughing like two children, the focus of sympathetic, amused, or envious glances from the brilliantly dressed throng clustering at the two cloak rooms.

She came to him presently where he was waiting, and, instinctively the groups around the doors made a lane for the fair young girl who came forward with the ghost of a smile on her lips as though entirely unconscious of herself and of everybody except the man who moved out to meet her.

Its true, he murmured; you are the most beautiful thing in this beauty-ridden town.

Youll spoil me, Clive.

Is that possible?

I dont know. Dont try. There is a great deal in me that has never been disturbed, never been brought out. Maybe much of it is evil, she added lightly.

He turned; she met his eyes half seriously, half mockingly, and they laughed. But what she had said so lightly in jest remained for a few moments in his mind to occupy and slightly trouble it.

From their table beside the bronze-railed gallery, they could overlook the main floor where a wide lane for dancing had been cleared and marked out with crimson-tasselled ropes of silk.

A noisy orchestra played imbecile dance music, and a number of male and female imbeciles took advantage of it to exercise the only portions of their anatomy in which any trace of intellect had ever lodged.

Athalie, resting one dimpled elbow on the velvet cushioned rail, watched the dancers for a while, then her unamused and almost expressionless gaze swept the tables below with a leisurely absence of interest which might have been mistaken for insolence — and envied as such by a servile world which secretly adores it.

Well, Lady Greensleeves? he said, watching her.

Some remarkable Poiret and Lucille gowns, Clive.... And a great deal of paint. She remained a moment in the same attitude — leisurely inspecting the throng below, then turned to him, her calm preoccupation changing to a shyly engaging smile.

Are you still of the same mind concerning my personal attractiveness?

I have spoiled you! he concluded, pretending chagrin.

Is that spoiling me — to hear you say you approve of me?

Of course not, you dear girl! Nothing could ever spoil you.

She lifted her Clover Club, looking across the frosty glass at him; and the usual rite was silently completed. They were hungry; her appetite was always a natural and healthy one, and his sometimes matched it, as happened that night.

Now, this is wonderful, he said, lighting a cigarette between courses and leaning forward, elbows on the cloth, and his hands clasped under his chin; a good show, a good dinner, and good company. What surfeited monarch could ask more?

Why mention the company last, Clive?

Ive certainly spoiled you, he said with a groan; youve tasted adulation; you prefer it to your dinner.

The question is do you prefer my company to the dinner and the show? Do you! If so why mention me last in the catalogue of your blessings?

I always mention you last in my prayers — so that whoever listens will more easily remember, he said gaily.

The laughter still made the dark blue eyes brilliant but they grew more serious when she said: You dont really ever pray for me, Clive. Do you?

Yes. Why not?

The smile faded in her eyes and in his.

I didnt know you prayed at all, she remarked, looking down at her wine glass.

Its one of those things I happen to do, he said with a slight shrug.

They mused for a while in silence, her mind pursuing its trend back to childhood, his idly considering the subject of prayer and wondering whether the habit had become too mechanical with him, or whether his less selfish petitions might possibly carry to the Source of All Things.

Then having drifted clear of this nebulous zone of thought, and coffee having been served, they came back to earth and to each other with slight smiles of recognition — delicate salutes acknowledging each others presence and paramount importance in a world which was going very gaily.

They discussed the play; she hummed snatches of its melodies below her breath at intervals, her dark blue eyes always fixed on him and her ears listening to him alone. Particularly now; for his mood had changed and he was drifting back toward something she had said earlier in the evening — something about her own possible capacity for good and evil. It was a question, only partly serious; and she responded in the same vein:

How should I know what capabilities I possess? Of course I have capabilities. No doubt, dormant within me lies every besetting sin, every human failing. Perhaps also the cardinal, corresponding, and antidotic virtues to all of these.

I suppose, he said, every sin has its antithesis. Its like a chess board — the human mind — with the black men ranged on one side and the white on the other, ready to move, to advance, skirmish, threaten, manœuvre, attack, and check each other, and the intervening squares represent the checkered battlefield of contending desires.

The simile striking her as original and clever, she made him a pretty compliment. She was very young in her affections.

If, she nodded, a sin, represented by a black piece, dares to stir or intrude or threaten, then there is always the better thought, represented by a white piece, ready to block and check the black one. Is that it?

Exactly, he said, secretly well pleased with himself. And as for Athalie, she admired his elastic and eloquent imagination beyond words.

Do you know, she said, you have never yet told me anything about your business. Is it all right for me to ask, Clive?

Certainly. Its real estate — Bailey, Reeve, and Willis. Willis is dead, Reeve out of it, and my father and I are the whole show.

Reeve? she repeated, interested.

Yes, he lives in Paris, permanently. He has a son here, in the banking business.

Cecil Reeve?

Yes. Do you know him?

No. My sister Catharine does.

Clive seemed interested and curious: Cecil Reeve and I were at Harvard together. I havent seen much of him since.

What sort is he, Clive?

Nice — Oh, very nice. A good sport; — a good deal of a sport.... Which sister did you say?

Catharine.

Thats the cunning little one with the baby stare and brown curls?

Yes.

There was a silence. Clive sat absently fidgeting with his glass, and Athalie watched him. Presently without looking up he said: Yes, Cecil Reeve is a very decent sport.... Rather gay. Good-looking chap. Nice sort.... But rather a sport, you know.

The girl nodded.

Catharine mustnt believe all he says, he added with a laugh. Cecil has a way — Im not knocking him, you understand — but a young — inexperienced girl — might take him a little bit too seriously.... Of course your sister wouldnt.

No, I dont think so.... Are you that way, too?

He raised his eyes: Do you think I am, Athalie?

No.... But I cant help wondering — a little uneasily at times — how you can find me as — as companionable as you say you do.... I cant help wondering how long it will last.

It will last as long as you do.

But you are sure to find me out sooner or later, Clive.

Find you out?

Yes — discover my limits, exhaust my capacity for entertaining you, extract the last atom of amusement out of me. And — what then?

Athalie! What nonsense!

Is it?

Certainly its nonsense. How can I possibly tire of such a girl as you? I scarcely even know you yet. I dont begin to know you. Why you are a perfectly unexplored, undiscovered girl to me, yet!

Am I? she asked, laughing. I supposed you had discovered about all there is to me.

He shook his head, looking at her curiously perplexed: Every time we meet you are different. You always have interesting views on any subject. You stimulate my imagination. How could I tire?

Besides, somehow I am always aware of reserved and hidden forces in you — of a character which I only partly know and admire — capabilities, capacities of which I am ignorant except that, intuitively, I seem to know they are part of you.

Am I as complex as that to you?

Sometimes, he admitted. You are just now for example. But usually you are only a wonderfully interesting and charming girl who brings out the best side of me and keeps me amused and happy every moment that I am with you.

There really is not much more to me than that, she said in a low voice. You sum me up — a gay source of amusement: nothing more.

Athalie, you know you are more vital than that to me.

No, I dont know it.

You do! You know it in your own heart. You know that it is a straight, clean, ardent friendship that inspires me and— she looked up, serious, and very quiet.

— You know, he continued impulsively, that it is not only your beauty, your loveliness and grace and that inexplicable charm you seem to radiate, that brings me to seek you every time that I have a moment to do so.

Why, if it were that alone, it would all have been merely a matter of sentiment. Have I ever been sentimental with you?

No.

Have I ever made love to you?

She did not reply. Her eyes were fixed on her glass.

Have I, Athalie? he repeated.

No, Clive, she said gently.

Well then; is there not on my part a very deep, solidly founded, and vital friendship for you? Is there not a—

Dont lets talk about it, she interrupted in a low voice. You always make me very happy; you say I please you — interest and amuse you. That is enough — more than enough — more than I ever hoped or asked—

I said you make me happy; — happier than I have ever been, he explained with emphasis. Do you suppose for a moment that your regard for me is warmer, deeper, more enduring, than is mine for you? Do you, Athalie?

She lifted her eyes to his. But she had nothing more to say on the subject.

However, he began to insist, — a little impatiently, — on a direct answer. And finally she said:

Clive, you came into a rather empty life when you came into mine. Judge how completely you have filled it.... And what it would be if you went out of it. Your own life has always been full. If I should disappear from it— she ceased.

The quiet, accentless, almost listless dignity of the words surprised and impressed him for a moment; then the reaction came in a faint glow through every vein and a sudden impulse to respond to her with an assurance of devotion a little out of key with the somewhat stately and reserved measure of their duet called friendship.

You also fill my life, he said. You give me what I never had — an intimacy and an understanding that satisfies. Had I my way I would be with you all the time. No other woman interests me as you do. There is no other woman.

Oh, Clive! And all the charming people you know—

I know many. None like you, Athalie.

That is very sweet of you.... Im trying to believe it.... I want to.... There are many days to fill in when I am not with you. To fill them with such a belief would be to shorten them.... I dont know. I often wonder where you are; what you are doing; with what stately and beautiful creature you are talking, laughing, walking, dancing. — She shrugged her shoulders and gazed down at the dancers below. The days are very long, sometimes, she added, half to herself.

When again, calmly, she turned to him there was an odd expression on his face, and the next second he reddened and shifted his gaze. Neither spoke for a few moments.

Presently she began to draw on her gloves, but he continued staring into space, not noticing her, and finally she bent forward and rested her slim gloved fingers on his hand, lightly, interrogatively.

Yes; all right, he muttered.

I have to go to business in the morning, she pleaded. He turned almost impatiently:

If I had my way you wouldnt go to business at all.

If I had my way I wouldnt either, she rejoined, smilingly. But his youthful visage remained sober and flushed. And when they were seated in the limousine and the fur rug enveloped them both, he said abruptly:

Im getting tired of this business.

What business, Clive?

Everything — the way you live — your inadequate quarters — your having to work all day long in that stuffy office, day after day, year after year!

She said, surprised and perplexed: But it cant be helped, Clive! I have to work.

Why?

What do you mean?

I mean — what good am I to you — whats the use of me, if I cant make things easier for you?

The use of you? Did you think I ever had any idea of using you?

But I want you to.

How? she asked, still uneasily perplexed, her eyes fixed on him.

But he had no definite idea, no plan fixed, nothing further to say on a subject that had so suddenly taken shape within his mind.

She asked him again for an explanation, but, receiving none, settled back thoughtfully in her furs. Only once did he break the silence.

You know, he said indifferently, that row of houses, of which yours is one, belongs to me. I mean to me, personally.

No, I didnt know it.

Well it does. Its my own investment.... Ive reduced rents — pending improvements.

She looked up at him.

The rent of your apartment has been reduced fifty per cent., he said carelessly; so your rent is now paid until the new term begins next October.

Clive! That is perfectly ridiculous! she began, hotly; but he swung around, silencing her:

Are you criticising my business methods? he demanded.

But that is too silly—

Will you mind your business! he exclaimed, turning and taking her by both shoulders. She looked into his eyes, searching them in silence. Then:

Youre such a dear, she sighed; why do you want to do a thing like that when my sisters and I can afford to pay the present rent. You are always doing such things, Clive; you have simply covered my dressing-table with silver; my bureau is full of pretty things, all gifts from you; youve given me the loveliest furniture of my own, and books and desk-set and — and everything. And now you are asking me to live rent-free.... And what have I to offer you in return?

The happiness of being with you now and then.

Oh, Clive! You know that isnt very much to offer you. You know that our being together is far more to me than it is to you! I dare not even consider what Id do without you, now. You mould me, alter my thoughts, make me such a delightfully different girl, take entire charge and possession of me.... I dont want you to give me anything more — do anything more for me.... When you first began to give me beautiful things I didnt want to take them. Do you remember how awkward and shy I was — how I blushed. But I always end by doing everything you wish.... And it seems to give us both so much pleasure — all you do for me.... But please dont ask me to live without paying rent—

The limousine drew up by the curb; Clive jumped out, aided Athalie to descend; and started for the grilled door where a light glimmered.

This is not the house! exclaimed Athalie, stopping short. Where are you taking me, Clive?

Come on, he said, I merely want to show you how Ive had the new apartment house built—

But — its too late! What an odd idea, taking me to inspect a new apartment house at two in the morning! Are you really serious?

He nodded and rang. A sleepy night porter opened, recognised Clive, and touched his hat.

Take us to the top, Mike, he said.

Have you the keys, sorr?

Yes.

They entered the cage and it shot up to the top floor.

Wait for us, Mike.... And to Athalie: This is Michael Daly who will do anything you ask of him — wont you, Mike?

I will that, sorr, said the big Irishman, tipping his hat to Athalie.

But, Clive, she persisted, bewildered, still clinging to his arm, I dont understand why—

Little goose, hush! he replied, subduing the excitement in his voice and fitting the key into the door.

One moment, Athalie, he added, until I light up. Now!

She entered the lighted hallway, walking on a soft green carpet, and turned, obeying the guiding pressure of his arm, into a big square room which sprang into brilliant illumination as he found the switch.

Green and gold were the hangings and prevailing colours; there were rugs, wide, comfortable chairs and lounges, bookcases, a picture or two in deep glowing colours, a baby-grand piano, and an open fire loaded for business.

Is it done in good taste, Athalie? he asked.

It is charming. Is it yours, Clive?

He laughed, slipped his arm under hers and led her along the hallway, opening door after door; and first she was invited to observe a very modern and glistening bathroom, then a bedroom all done in grey and rose with dainty white furniture and a white-bear rug beside the bed.

Why this is a womans room! she exclaimed, puzzled.

He only laughed and drew her along the hall, showing her another bedroom with twin beds, a maids room, a big clothes press, and finally, a completely furnished kitchen, very modern with its porcelain baseboard and tiled walls.

What do you think of all this, Athalie? he insisted.

Why its exquisite, Clive. Whose is it?

They walked back to the square living-room. He said, teasingly: Do you remember, the first time I saw you after those four years, — that first evening when I came in to surprise you and found you sitting by the radiator — in your nightie, Athalie?

Yes, she said, laughing and blushing as she always did when he tormented her with that souvenir.

And I said that you ought to have an open fire. And a cat. Didnt I?

Yes.

Theres your fire, Athalie; he drew a match from his tiny flat gold case, struck it, and lighted the nest of pine shavings under the logs;— and Michael has the cat when you want it.

He drew a big soft arm-chair to the mounting blaze. Athalie stood motionless, staring at the flames, then with a sudden, nervous gesture she sank down on the arm-chair and covered her face with her gloved hands.

He stood waiting, happy and excited, and finally he went over and touched her; and the girl caught his hand convulsively in both of hers and looked up at him with wet eyes.

How can I do this, Clive? How can I? she whispered.

Any brother would do as much for his sister—

Oh, Clive! You are different! You are more than that. You know you are. How can I take all this? Will you tell me? How can I live here — this way—

Your sisters will be here. You saw their room just now—

But what can I tell them? How can I explain? They know we cannot afford such luxury as this?

Tell them the rent is the same.

They wont believe it. They couldnt. They dont understand even now how it is with you and me — that you are so dear and generous and kind just because you are my friend — and no more than my friend.... Not that they really believe — anything — unpleasant — of me — but — but—

What do you care — as long as it isnt so? he said, coolly.

I dont care. Except that it weakens my authority over them.... Catharine is very impulsive, and she dearly loves a good time — and she is becoming sullen with me when I try to advise her or curb her.... And its so with Doris, too.... Id like to keep my influence.... But if they ever really began to believe that between you and me there was — more — than friendship, I — I dont know what they might feel free to think — or do—

Theyre older than you.

Yes. But I seem to have the authority, — or I did have.

They looked into the leaping flames; he threw open his fur coat and seated himself on the padded arm of her chair.

All I know is, he said, that it gives me the deepest and most enduring happiness to do things for you. When the architect planned this house I had him design a place for you. Ultimately all the row of old houses are to be torn down and replaced by modern apartments with moderate rentals. So you will have to move anyway sooner or later. Why not come here now?

Half unconsciously she had rested her cheek against the fur lining of his coat where it fell against his arm. He looked down at her, touched her hair — a thing he had never thought of doing before.

Why not come here, Athalie? he said caressingly.

I dont know. It would be heavenly. Do you want me to, Clive?

Yes. And I want you to begin to put away part of your salary, too. You might as well begin, now. You will be free from the burden of rent, free from — various burdens—

I — cant — let you—

I want to!

Why?

Because it gives me pleasure—

No; because you desire to give me pleasure! That is the reason! she exclaimed with partly restrained passion— because you are you — and there is nobody like you in all the world — in all the world, Clive!—

To her emotion his own flashed a quick, warm response. He looked down at her, deeply touched, his pride gratified, his boyish vanity satisfied. Always had the simplicity and candour of her quick and ardent gratitude corroborated and satisfied whatever was in him of youthful self-esteem. Everything about her seemed to minister to it — her attention in public places was undisguisedly for him alone; her beauty, her superb youth and health, the admiring envy of other people — all these flattered him.

Why should he not find pleasure in giving to such a girl as this? — giving without scruple — unscrupulous too, perhaps, concerning the effect his generosity might have on a cynical world which looked on out of wearied and incredulous eyes; unscrupulous, perhaps, concerning the effect his too lavish kindness might have on a young girl unaccustomed to men and the ways of men.

But there was no harm in him; he was very much self-assured of that. He had been too carefully brought up — far too carefully reared. And had people ventured to question him, and had they escaped alive his righteous violence, they would have learned that there really was not the remotest chance that his mother was in danger of becoming what she most dreaded in all the world.



The fire burned lower; they sat watching it together, her flushed cheek against the fur of his coat, his arm extended along the back of the chair behind her.

Well, he said, this has been another happy evening.

She stirred in assent, and he felt the lightest possible pressure against him.

Are you contented, Athalie?

Yes.

After a moment he glanced at his watch. It was three oclock. So he rose, placed the screen over the fireplace, and then came back to where she now stood, looking very intently at the opposite wall. And he turned to see what interested her. But there seemed to be nothing in particular just there.

What are you staring at, little ghost-seer? he asked, passing his hand under her arm; and stepped back, surprised, as she freed herself with a quick, nervous movement, looked at him, then averted her head.

What is the matter, Athalie? he inquired.

Nothing.... Dont touch me, Clive.

No, of course not.... But what in the world—

Nothing.... Dont ask me. Presently he saw her very slowly move her head and look back at the empty corner of the room; and remain so, motionless for a moment. Then she turned with a sigh, came quietly to him; and he drew her hand through his arm.

Of what were you thinking, Athalie?

Of nothing.

Did you think you saw something over there?

She was silent.

What were you looking at? he insisted.

Nothing.... I dont care to talk just now—

Tell me, Athalie!

No.... No, I dont want to, Clive—

I wish to know!

I cant — there is nothing to tell you— she laid one hand on his coat, almost pleadingly, and looked up at him out of eyes so dark that only the starry light in them betrayed that they were blue and not velvet black.

That same thing has happened before, he said, looking at her, deeply perplexed. Several times since I have known you the same expression has come into your face — as though you were looking at something which—

Please dont, Clive!—

 — Which, he insisted, I did not see.... Could not see!

Clive!

He stared at her rather blankly: Why dont you tell me?

I — cant!

Is there anything—

Dont! Dont! she begged; but he went on, still staring at her:

Is there any reason for you to — not to be frank with me? Is there, Athalie?

No; no reason.... Ill tell you ... if you will understand. Must I tell you?

Yes.

Her head fell; she stood plucking nervously at his fur coat for a while in silence. Then:

Clive, I — I see clearly.

What?

I mean that I see a — a little more clearly than — some do. Do you understand?

No.

She sighed, stood twisting her white-gloved fingers, looking away from him.

I am clairvoyant, she breathed.

Athalie! You?

She nodded.

For a second or two he stood silent in his astonishment; then, taking her hand, he drew her around facing the light, and she looked up at him in her lovely abashed way, yet so honestly, that anybody who could recognise truth and candour, could never have mistaken such eyes as hers.

Who told you that you are clairvoyant? he asked.

My mother.

Then—

It was not necessary for anybody to tell me that I saw — more clearly — than other people.... Mother knew it.... She merely explained and gave a name to this — this — whatever it is — this quality — this ability to see clearly.... That is all, Clive.

He was evidently trying to comprehend and digest what she had said. She watched him, saw surprise and incredulity in conflict with uneasiness and with the belief he could not avoid from lips that were not fashioned for lies, and from eyes never made to even look untruths.

I had never supposed there was such a thing as real clairvoyance, he said at last.

She remained silent, her candid gaze on him.

I believe that you believe it, of course.

She smiled, then sighed:

There is no pleasure in it to me. I wish it were not so.

But, if it is so, you ought to find it — interesting—

No.

Why not? I should think you would! — if you can see — things — that other people cannot.

I dont care to see them.

Why?

They — I see them so often — and I seldom know who they are—

They?

The — people — I see.

Dont they ever speak to you?

Seldom.

Could you find out who they are?

I dont know.... Yes, I think so; — if I made an effort.

Dont you ever use any effort to evoke—

Oh, Clive! No! When I tell you I had rather not see so — so clearly—

You dear girl! he exclaimed, half smiling, half serious, why should it distress you?

It doesnt — except to talk about it.

Let me ask one more question. May I?

She nodded.

Then — did you recognise whoever it was you saw a few moments ago?

Yes.

Who was it, Athalie?

My mother.




CHAPTER X

[image: img615.jpg]

EARLY IN APRIL C. Bailey, Jr., overdrew his account, was politely notified of that oversight by the bank. He hunted about, casually, for stray funds, but to his intense surprise discovered nothing immediately available.

Which annoyed him, and he explained the situation to his father; who demanded further and sordidly searching explanations concerning the expenditure on his sons part of an income more than adequate for any unmarried young man.

They undertook this interesting line of research together, but there came a time in the proceedings when C. Bailey, Jr., betrayed violent inclinations toward reticence, non-communication, and finally secrecy; in fact he declined to proceed any further or to throw any more light upon his reasons for not proceeding, which symptoms were characteristic and perfectly familiar to his father.

The trouble is, concluded Bailey, Sr., you have been throwing away your income on that Greensleeve girl! What is she — your private property?

No.

The two men looked at each other, steadily enough. Bailey, Sr., said: If thats the case — why in the name of common sense do you spend so much money on her? Naïve logic on the part of Bailey, Sr., Clive replied:

I didnt suppose I was spending very much. I like her. I like her better than any other girl. She is really wonderful, father. You wont believe it if I say she is charming, well-bred, clever—

I believe that!

— And, continued Clive— absolutely unselfish and non-mercenary.

If shes all that, too, it certainly seems to pay her — materially speaking.

You dont understand, said his son patiently. From the very beginning of our friendship it has been very difficult for me to make her accept anything — even when she was in actual need. Our friendship is not on that basis. She doesnt care for me because of what I do for her. It may surprise you to hear me—

My son, nothing surprises me any more, not even virtue and honesty. This girl may be all you think her. Personally I never met any like her, but Ive read about them in sentimental fiction. No doubt theres a basis for such popular heroines. There may have been such paragons. There may be yet. Perhaps youve collided with one of these feminine curiosities.

I have.

All right, Clive. Only, why linger longer in the side-show than the price of admission warrants? The main tent awaits you. In more modern metaphor; its the same film every hour, every day, the same orchestrion, the same environment. Youve seen enough. Theres nothing more — if I clearly understand your immaculate intentions. Do I?

Yes, said Clive, reddening.

All right; theres nothing more, then. Its time to retire. Youve had your amusement, and youve paid for it like a gentleman — very much like a gentleman — rather exorbitantly. Thats the way a gentleman always pays. So now suppose you return to your own sort and coyly reappear amid certain circles recently neglected, and which, at one period of your career, you permitted yourself to embellish and adorn with your own surpassing personality.

They both laughed; there had been, always, a very tolerant understanding between them.

Then Clives face grew graver.

Father, he said, Ive tried remaining away. It doesnt do any good. The longer I stay away from her, the more anxious I am to go back.... Its really friendship I tell you.

Youre not in love with her, are you, Clive?

The son hesitated: No!... No, I cant be. Im very certain that I am not.

What would you do if you were?

But—

What would you do about it?

I dont know.

Marry her?

I couldnt do that! muttered Clive, startled. Then he remained silent, his mind crowded with the component parts of that vague sum-total which had so startled him at the idea of marrying Athalie Greensleeve.

Partly his fathers blunt question had jarred him, partly the idea of marrying anybody at all. Also the mere idea of the storm such a proceeding would raise in the world he inhabited, his mother being the storm-centre, dispensing anathema, thunder, and lightning, appalled him.

What!

I couldnt do that, he repeated, gazing rather blankly at his father.

You could if you had to, said his father, curtly. But I take your word it couldnt come to that.

The boy flushed hotly, but said nothing. He shrank from comprehending such an impossible situation, ashamed for himself, ashamed for Athalie, resenting even the exaggerated and grotesque possibility of such a thing — such a monstrous and horrible thing playing any part in her life or in his.

The frankness and cynicism of Bailey, Sr., had possibly been pushed too far. Clive became restless; and the calm entente cordiale ended for a while.

Ended also his visits to Athalie for a while, the paternal conversation having, somehow, chilled his desire to see her and spoiled, for the time anyway, any pleasure in being with her.

Also his father offered to help him out financially; and, somehow, he felt as though Bailey, Sr., was paying for his own gifts to Athalie. Which idea mortified him, and he resolved to remain away from her until he recovered his self-respect — which would be duly recovered, he felt certain, when the next coupons fell due and he could detach them and extinguish the parental loan.

For a week or two he did not even wish to see her, so ashamed and sullied did he feel after the way his father had handled and bruised the delicate situation, and the name of the young girl who so innocently adorned it.

No, something had been spoiled for him, temporarily. He felt it. Something of the sweetness, the innocence, the candour of this blameless friendship had been marred. The bloom was rubbed off; the piquant freshness and fragrance gone for the present.

It is true that an unexpected boom in his business kept him and his father almost feverishly active and left them both fatigued at night. This lasted for a week or two — long enough to excite all real estate men with a hope for future prosperity not yet entirely dead. But at the end of two or three weeks that hope began to die its usual, lingering death.

Dulness set in; the talk was of Harlem, Westchester, and the Bronx: a private bank failed, then three commercial houses went to the wall; and a seat was sold for $25,000 on the Exchange. Business resumed its normal and unexaggerated course. The days of boom were surely ended; and vacant lots on Fifth Avenue threatened to remain vacant for a while longer.

Clive began to drop in at his clubs again. One was a Whipper-Snapper Club to which young Manhattan aspired when freshly released from college; the others were of the fashionable and semi-fashionable sort, tedious, monotonous, full of the aimless, the idle, or of that bustling and showy smartness which is perhaps even less admirable and less easy to endure.

Men destitute of mental resources and dependent upon others for their amusement, disillusioned men, lazy men, socially ambitious men, men gluttonously or alcoholically predisposed haunted these clubs. To one of them repaired those who were inclined to racquettes, squash, tennis, and the swimming tank. It was a sort of social clearing house for other clubs.

But The Geyser was the least harmless of the clubs affected by C. Bailey, Jr., — it being an all-night resort and the haunt of the hopeless sport. Here dissipation, futile, aimless, meaningless, was on its native heath. Here, on his own stamping ground, prowled the youthful scion of many a dissipated race — nouveau riche and Knickerbocker alike. All that was required of anybody was money and a depthless capacity.

It was in this place that Clive encountered Cecil Reeve one stormy midnight.

You dont come here often, do you? said the latter.

Clive said he didnt.

Neither do I. But when I do theres a few doing. Will you have a high one, Clive? In deference to our late and revered university?

Clive would so far consent to degrade himself for the honour of Alma Mater.

There was much honour done her that evening.

Toward the beginning of the end Clive said: I cant sit up all night, Cecil. What do you do for a living, anyway?

Bank a bit.
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Oh, thats just amusement. What do you work at?

I didnt mean that kind of bank! said Reeve, annoyed. All sense of humour fled him when hammerlocked with Bacchus. At such psychological moments, too, he became indiscreet. And now he proposed to Clive an excursion amid what he termed the high lights of Olympus, which the latter discouraged.

All right then. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill give a Byzantine party! I know a little girl—

Oh, shut up!

Shes a fine little girl, Clive—

This is no hour to send out invitations.

Why not? Her name is Catharine—

Dry up!

Catharine Greensleeve—

What!

Certainly. Shes a model at Wintons joint. Shes a peach. Appropriately crowned with roses she might have presided for Lucullus.

Clive said: By that you mean shes all right, dont you? Youd better mean it anyway!

Is that so?

Yes, thats so. I know her sister. Shes a charming girl. All of them are all right. You understand, dont you?

I understand numerous things. One of ems Catharine Greensleeve. And shes some plum, believe me!

Thats all right, too, so stop talking about it! retorted Clive sharply.

Sure its all right. Dont worry, just because you know her sister, will you?

Clive shrugged. Reeve was in a troublesome mood, and he left him and went home feeling vaguely irritated and even less inclined than ever to see Athalie; which state of mind perplexed and irritated him still further.



He went to one or two dances during the week — a thing he had not done lately. Then he went to several more; also to a number of débutante theatre parties and to several suppers. He rather liked being with his own sort again; the comfortable sense of home-coming, of conventionalism, of a pleasant social security, appealed to him after several months irresponsible straying from familiar paths. And he began to go about the sheep-walks and enjoy it, slipping back rather easily into accustomed places and relations with men and women who belonged in a world never entered, never seen by Athalie Greensleeve, and of the existence of which she was aware only through the daily papers.

He wrote to her now and then. Always she answered his letter the following day.

About the end of April he wrote:

Dear Athalie,

About everything seems to conspire to keep me from seeing you; business — in a measure, — social duties; and, to tell the truth, a mistaken but strenuous opposition on my mothers part.

She doesnt know you, and refuses to. But she knows me, and ought to infer everything delightful in the girl who has become my friend. Because she knows that I dont, and never did affect the other sort.
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Every day, recently, she has asked me whether I have seen you. To avoid unpleasant discussions I havent gone to see you. But I am going to as soon as this unreasonable alarm concerning us blows over.

It seems very deplorable to me that two young people cannot enjoy an absolutely honest friendship unsuspected and undisturbed.

I miss you a lot. Is the apartment comfortable? Does Michael do everything you wish? Did the cat prove a good one? I sent for the best Angora to be had from the Silver Cloud Cattery.

Now tell me, Athalie, what can I do for you? Please! What is it you need; what is it you would like to have? Are you saving part of your salary?

Tell me also what you do with yourself after business hours. Have you seen any shows? I suppose you go out with your sisters now and then.

As for me I go about more or less. For a while I didnt: business seemed to revive and everybody in real estate became greatly excited. But it all simmered down again to the usual routine. So Ive been going about to various affairs, dances and things. And, consequently, theres peace and quiet at home for me.

Always yours,
C Bailey, Jr.

P.S. As I sit here writing you the desire seizes me to drop my pen, put on my hat and coat and go to see you. But I cant. Theres a dinner on here, and Ive got to stay for it. Good night, dear Athalie!

Clive.

His answer came by return mail as usual:

Dear Clive,

Your letter has troubled me so much. If your mother feels that way about me, what are we to do? Is it right for us to see each other?

It is true that I am not conscious of any wrong in seeing you and in being your friend. I know that I never had an unworthy thought concerning you. And I feel confident that your thoughts regarding our friendship and me are blameless. Where lies the wrong?

Some aspects of the affair have troubled me lately. Please do not be sensitive and take offence, Clive, if I admit to you that I never have quite reconciled myself to accepting anything from you.

What I have accepted has been for your own sake — for the pleasure you found in giving, not for my own sake.

I wanted only your friendship. That was enough — more than enough to make me happy and contented.

I was not in want; I had sufficient; I lived better than I had ever lived; I was self-reliant, self-supporting, and — forgive and understand me, Clive — a little more self-respecting than I now am.

It is true I had saved very little; but I am young and life is before me.

This seems very ungrateful of me, very ungenerous after all you have done for me — all I have taken from you.

But, Clive, it is the truth, and I think it ought to be told. Because this is, and has always been, a source of self-reproach to me, whether rightly or wrongly, I dont know. I am a novice at confession, but I feel that, if I am to make a clean breast to you, partial confession is not worth while, not really honest, not worthy of the very sacred friendship that inspires it.

So I shall shrive myself as well as I know how and continue to admit to you my further doubts and misgivings. They are these: my sisters do not understand your friendship for me even if they understand mine for you — which they say they do.

I dont think they believe me dishonest; but they cannot see any reason for your generosity to me unless you ultimately expect me to be dishonest.

This has weakened my influence with them. I know I am the youngest, yet until recently I had a certain authority in matters regarding the common welfare and the common policy. But this is nearly gone. They point out with perfect truth that I myself do, with you, the very things for which I criticise them and against which I warn them.

Of course the radical difference is that I do these things with you; but they cant understand why you are any better, any finer, any more admirable, any further to be trusted than the men they go about with alone.

It is quite in vain that I explain to them what sort of man you are. They retort that I merely think so.

There is a man who takes Catharine out more frequently, and keeps her out much later than I like. I mean Cecil Reeve. But what I say only makes my sister sullen. She knows he is a friend of yours.... And, Clive, I am rather afraid she is beginning to care more for him than is quite safe for her to ever care for any man of that class.

And Doris has met other men of the same kind — I dont know who they are, for she wont tell me. But after the theatre she goes out with them; and it is doing her no good.

There is only one more item in my confession, then Im done.

It is this: I have heard recently from various sources that my being seen with you so frequently is causing much gossip concerning you among your friends.

Is this true? And if it is, will it damage you? I dont care about myself. I know very few people and it doesnt matter. Besides I care enough about our companionship to continue it, whatever untruths are said or thought about me. But how about you, Clive? Because I also care enough for you to give you up if my being seen with you is going to disgrace you.

This is my confession. I have told you all. Now, could you tell me what it is best for us to do?

Think clearly; act wisely; dont even dream of sacrificing yourself with your usual generosity — if it is indeed to be a case for self-sacrifice. Let me do that by giving you up. I shall do it anyway if ever I am convinced that my companionship is hurting your reputation.

Be just to us both by being frank with me. Your decision shall be my law.

This is a long, long letter. I cant seem to let it go to you — as though when I mail it I am snapping one more bond that still seems to hold us together.

My daily life is agreeable if a trifle monotonous. I have been out two or three times, once to see the Morgan Collection at the Metropolitan Museum — very dazzling and wonderful. What strange thoughts it evoked in me — thrilling, delightful, exhilarating — as though inspiring me to some blind effort or other. Isnt it ridiculous? — as though I had it in me to do anything or be anybody! Im merely telling you how all that exquisite art affected me — me — a working girl. And Oh, Clive! I dont think anything ever gave me as much pleasure as did the paintings by the French masters, Lancret, Drouais, and Fragonard! (You see I had a catalogue!)

Another evening I went out with Catharine. Mr. Reeve asked us, and another man. We went to see Once Upon a Time at the Half-Moon Theatre, and afterward we went to supper at the Café Columbine.

Another evening the other man, Mr. Reeves friend, a Mr. Hargrave, asked me to see Under the Sun at the Zig-Zag Theatre. It was a tiresome show. We went to supper afterward to meet Catharine and Mr. Reeve.

That is all except that Ive dined out once or twice with Mr. Hargrave. And, somehow or other I felt queer and even conspicuous going to the Regina with him and to other places where you and I have been so often together...Also I felt a little depressed. Everything always reminded me of you and of happy evenings with you. I cant seem to get used to going about with other men. But they seem to be very nice, very kind, and very amusing.

And a girl ought to be thankful to almost anybody who will take her out of her monotony.

Im afraid youve given me a taste for luxury and amusement. You have spoiled me I fear. I am certainly an ungrateful little beast, am I not, to lay the blame on you! But it is dull, Clive, after working all day to sit every evening reading alone, or lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling, waiting for the others to come home.

If it were not for that darling cat you gave me Id perish of sheer solitude. But he is such a comfort, Hafiz; and his eyes are the bluest blue and his long, winter fur the snowiest white, and his ruff is wonderful and his tail magnificent. Also he is very affectionate to me. For which, with perfect reverence, I venture to thank God.

Good night, Clive. If youve struggled through this letter so far you wont mind reading that I am faithfully and always your friend,

Athalie Greensleeve.

Her letter thoroughly aroused Clive and he was all for going straight to her — only he couldnt go that evening because he dared not break a dinner engagement or fail to appear with his mother at the opera. In fact he was already involved in a mess of social obligations for two weeks ahead, — not an evening free — and Athalie worked during the day.

It gave him an odd, restless sensation to hear of her going about with Francis Hargrave — dining alone with him. He felt almost hurt as though she had done him a personal injustice, yet he knew that it was absurd for him to resent anything of that sort. His monopoly of her happened to be one merely because she, at that time, knew no other man of his sort, and would not go out with any other kind of man.

Why should he expect her to remain eternally isolated except when he chose to take her out? No young girl could endure that sort of thing too long. Certainly Athalie was inevitably destined to meet other men, be admired, admire in her turn, accept invitations. She was unusually beautiful, — a charming, intelligent, clean-cut, healthy young girl. She required companionship and amusement; she would be unhuman if she didnt.

Only — men were men. And safe and sane friendships between men of his own caste, and girls like Athalie Greensleeve, were rare.

Clive chafed and became restive and morose. In vain he repeated to himself that what Athalie was doing was perfectly natural. But it didnt make the idea of her going out with other men any more attractive to him.

His clever mother, possibly aware of what ferment was working in her son, watched him out of the tail of her ornamental eyes, but wisely let him alone to fidget his own way out of it. She had heard that the Greensleeve girl was raising hob with Cecil Reeve and Francis Hargrave. They were other peoples sons, however. And it might have worked itself out of Clive — this restless ferment which soured his mind and gave him an acid satisfaction in being anything but cordial in his own family circle.

But there was a girl — a débutante, very desirable for Clive his mother thought — one Winifred Stuart — and very delightful to look upon.

And Clive had seen just enough of her to like her exceedingly; and, at dances, had even wandered about to look for her, and had evinced boredom and dissatisfaction when she had not been present.

Which inspired his mother to give a theatre party for little Miss Stuart and two dozen other youngsters, and a supper at the Regina afterward.

It was an excellent idea; and it went as wrong as such excellent ideas so often go. For as Clive in company with the others sauntered into the splendid reception room of the Regina, he saw Athalie come in with a man whom he had never before seen.

The shock of recognition — for it was a shock — was mutual. Athalies dark eyes widened and a little colour left her cheeks: and Clive reddened painfully.

It was, perhaps, scarcely the thing to do, but as she advanced he stepped forward, and their hands met.

I am so very glad to see you again, he said.

I too, Clive. Are you well?

And you?

Quite, she hesitated; there was a moments pause while the two men looked coolly at each other.

May I present Mr. Bailey, Captain Dane? Further she did not account for Captain Dane, who presently took her off somewhere leaving Clive to return to his smiling but enraged mother.

Never had he found any supper party so noisy, so mirthless, and so endless. Half the time he didnt know what he was saying to Winifred Stuart or to anybody else. Nor could he seem to see anybody very distinctly, for the mental phantoms of Athalie and Captain Dane floated persistently before him, confusing everything at moments except the smiling and deadly glance of his mother.

Afterward they went to their various homes in various automobiles, and Clive was finally left with his mother in his own drawing-room.

What you did this evening, she said to her son, was not exactly the thing to do under the circumstances, Clive.

Why not? he asked wearily as her maid relieved her of her sables and lace hood.

Because it was not necessary.... That girl you spoke to was the Greensleeve girl I suppose?

Yes, Athalie Greensleeve.

Who was the man?

I dont know — a Captain Dane I believe.

Wasnt a civil bow enough?

Enough? Perhaps; I dont know, mother. I dont seem to know how much is due her from me. Shes never had anything from me so far — anything worth having—

Dont be a fool, Clive.

He said, absently: Its too late for such advice! I am a fool. And I dont quite understand how not to be one.

His mother, rather fearful of arousing in him any genuine emotion, discreetly kissed him good night.

Youre a slightly romantic boy, she said. There is nothing else the matter with you.

They mounted the velvet-covered stairway together, her arm around his neck, his encircling a slender, pliant waist that a girl of sixteen might have envied. Her maid followed with furs and hood.

Come into my bedroom and smoke, Clive, she smiled. We can talk through the dressing-room door.

No; I think Ill turn in.

The maid continued on through the rose and ivory bedroom and into the dressing-room. Mrs. Bailey lingered, intuition and experience preparing her for what a boy of that age was very sure to say.

And after some fidgeting about he said it:

Mother, honestly what did you think of her?

His mothers smile remained unaltered: Do you mean the Greensleeve girl?

I mean Athalie Greensleeve.

She is pretty in a rather common way.

Common!

Did you think she is not?

Common, he repeated in boyish astonishment. What is there common about her?

If you cant see it any woman of your own class can.
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Which remark aroused all that was dramatic and poetic in the boy, and he spoke with a slightly exaggerated phraseology:

What is there common about this very beautiful girl? Surely not her features. Her head, her figure, her hands, her feet are delicate and very exquisitely formed; in her bearing there is an unconscious and sweet dignity; her voice is soft, charming, well-bred. What is there about her that you find common?

His mother, irritated and secretly dismayed, maintained, however, her placid mask and her attitude of toleration.

She said: I distinguish between a woman to the manner born, and a woman who is not. The difference is as subtle as intuition and as wide as the ocean. And, dear, no young man, however clever, is clever enough to instruct his mother concerning such matters.

I was asking you to instruct me, he said.

Very well. If you wish to know the difference between the imitation and the real, compare that young woman with Winifred Stuart.

Clives gaze shifted from his mother and became fixed on space.

After a moment his pretty mother moved toward the dressing-room: If you will find a chair and light a cigarette, Clive, we can continue talking.

His absent eyes reverted to her: I think Ill go, mother. Good night.

Good night, dear.

He went to his own room. From the room adjoining came his fathers heavy breathing where he lay asleep.

The young fellow listened for a moment, then walked into the library where only a dim night-light was burning. He still wore his overcoat over his evening clothes, and carried his hat and stick.

For a while he stood in the dim library, head bent, staring at the rug under foot.

Then he turned, went out and down the stairs, and opened the door of the butlers pantry. The service telephone was there. He unhooked the receiver and called. Almost immediately he got his party.

Yes? came the distant voice distinctly.

Is it you, Athalie?

Yes.... Oh, Clive!

Didnt you recognise my voice?

Not immediately.

When did you come in?

Just this moment. I still have on my evening wrap.

Did you have an agreeable evening?

Yes.

Are you tired?

No.

May I come around and see you for a few minutes?

Yes.

All right, he said briefly.




CHAPTER XI
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THE DOOR OF the apartment stood ajar and he walked in. Athalie, still in her evening gown, rose from the sofa before the fire, dropping the white Angora, Hafiz, from her lap.

Its so good of you, Clive, she said, offering her hand.

Its good of you, Athalie, to let me come.

Let you! There was a smile on her sensitive lips, scarcely perceptible.

He dropped coat, hat, and walking stick across a chair; she seated herself on the sofa, and he came over and found a place for himself beside her.

Its been a long time, Athalie. Has it seemed so to you?

She nodded. Hafiz, marching to and fro, his plumy tail curling around her knees, looked up at his mistress out of sapphire eyes.

Jump, darling, she said invitingly. Hafiz sprang onto her lap with a quick contented little mew, stretched his superb neck and began to rub against her shoulder, purring ecstatically.

Hell cover me with long white hairs, she remarked to Clive, but I dont care. Isnt he a beauty? Hasnt he seraphic eyes and angelic manners?

Clive nodded, watching the cat with sombre and detached interest.

She said, stroking Hafiz and looking down at the magnificent animal: Did you have a pleasant evening, Clive?

Not very.

Im sorry. Your party seemed to be such a very gay one.

They made a lot of noise.

She laughed: Is that a very gracious way to put it?

Probably not.... Where had you been before you appeared at the Regina?

To see some moving pictures taken in the South American jungle. It was really wonderful, Clive: there were parrots and monkeys and crocodiles and wild pigs — peccaries I think they are called — and then a big, spotted, chunky-headed jaguar stalked into view! I was so excited, so interested—

Where was it?

On the middle fork of the upper Amazon—

I mean where were the films exhibited?

Oh! At the Berkeley. It was a private view.

Who invited you?

Captain Dane.

He looked up at her, soberly:

Who is Captain Dane?

Why — I dont know exactly. He is a most interesting man. I think he has been almost everything — a naturalist, an explorer, a scout in the Boer War, a soldier of fortune, a newspaper man. He is fascinating to talk to, Clive.

Where did you meet him?

In the office. Mr. Wahlbaum collects orchids, and Captain Dane looked up some for him when he was on the Amazon a short time ago. He came into the office about week before last and Mr. Wahlbaum introduced him to me. They sat there talking for an hour. It was so interesting to me; and I think Captain Dane noticed how attentively I listened, for very often he addressed himself to me.... And he asked Mr. Wahlbaum, very nicely, if he might show me the orchids which are in the Botanical Gardens, and that is how our friendship began.

You go about with him?

Whenever he asks me. I went with him last Sunday to the Museum of Natural History. Just think, Clive, I had never been. And, do you know, he could scarcely drag me away.

I suppose you dined with him afterward, he said coolly.

Yes, at a funny little place — I couldnt tell you where it is — but everybody seemed to know everybody else and it was so jolly and informal — and such good food! I met a number of people there some of whom have called on me since—

What sort of people?

About every interesting sort — men like Captain Dane, writers, travellers, men engaged in unusual professions. And there were a few delightful women present, all in some business or profession. Mlle. Delauny of the Opera was there — so pretty and so unaffected. And there was also that handsome suffragette who looks like Jeanne d Arc—

Nina Grey.

Yes. And there was a rather strange and fascinating woman — a physician I believe — but I am not sure. Anyway she is associated with the psychical research people, and she asked if she might come to see me—

He made an impatient movement — quite involuntary — and Hafiz who was timid, sprang from Athalies lap and retreated, tail waving, and ears flattened for expected blandishments to recall him.

Athalie glanced up at the man beside her with a laugh on her lips, which died there instantly.

What is the matter, Clive?

Nothing, he said.

His sullen face remained in profile, and after a moment she laid her hand lightly, questioningly on his sleeve.

Without turning he said: I dont know what is the matter with me, so dont ask me. Something seems to be wrong. I am, probably.... And I think Ill go home, now.

But he did not stir.

After a few moments she said very gently: Are you displeased with me for anything I have said or done? I cant imagine—

You cant expect me to feel very much flattered by the knowledge that you are constantly seen with other men where you and I were once so well known.

Clive! Is there anything wrong in my going?

Wrong? No: — if your own sense of — of— but the right word — if there were such — eluded him.

I know how you feel, she said in a low voice. I wrote you that it seemed strange, almost sad, to be with other men where you and I had been together so often and so — so happily.

Somehow it seemed to be an invasion of our privacy, of our intimacy — for me to dine with other men at the same tables, be served by the same waiters, hear the same music. But I didnt know how to avoid it when I was taken there by other men. Could you tell me what I should have done?

He made no reply; his boyish face grew almost sulky, now.

Presently he rose as though to get his coat: she rose also, unhappy, confused.

Dont mind me. Im a fool, he said shortly, looking away from her— and a very — unhappy one—

Clive!

He said savagely: I tell you I dont know whats the matter with me— He passed one hand brusquely across his eyes and stood so, scowling at the hearth where Hafiz sat, staring gravely back at him.

Clive, are you ill?

He shrugged away the suggestion, and his arm brushed against hers. The contact seemed to paralyse him; but when, slipping back unconsciously into the old informalities, she laid her hands on his shoulders and turned him toward the light, instantly and too late she was aware that the old and innocent intimacy was ended, done for, — a thing of the past.

Incredulous still in the very menace of new and perilous relations — of a new intimacy, imminent, threatening, she withdrew her hands from the shoulders of this man who had been a boy but an instant ago. And the next moment he caught her in his arms.

Clive! You cant do this! she whispered, deathly white.

What am I to do? he retorted fiercely.

Not this, Clive! — For my sake — please — please—

There was colour enough in her face, now. Breathless, still a little frightened, she looked away from him, plucking nervously, instinctively, at his hands clasping her waist.

Cant you c-care for me, Athalie? he stammered.

Yes ... you know it. But dont touch me, Clive—

When Im — in love — with you—

She caught her breath sharply.

 — What am I to do? he repeated between his teeth.

Nothing! There is nothing to do about it! You know it!... What is there to do?

He held her closer and she strained away from him, her head still averted.

Let me go, Clive! she pleaded.

Cant you care for me!

Let me go!

He said under his breath: All right. And released her. For a moment she did not move but her hands covered her burning face and sealed her lids. She stood there, breathing fast and irregularly until she heard him move. Then, lowering her hands she cast a heart-broken glance at him. And his ashen, haggard visage terrified her.

Clive! she faltered: he swung on his heel and caught her to him again.

She offered no resistance.

She was crying, now, — weeping perhaps for all that had been said — or remained unsaid — or maybe for all that could never be said between herself and this man in whose arms she was trembling. No need now for any further understanding, for excuses, for regrets, for any tardy wish expressed that things might have been different.

He offered no explanation; she expected none, would have suffered none, crying there silently against his shoulder. But the reaction was already invading him; the tide of self-contempt rose.

He said bitterly: Now that Ive done all the damage I could, I shall have to go — or offer—

There is no damage done — yet—

I have made you love me.

I — dont know. Wait.

Wet cheek against his shoulder, lips a-quiver, her tragic eyes looked out into space seeing nothing yet except the spectre of this mans unhappiness.

Not for herself had the tears come, the mouth quivered. The flash of passionate emotion in him had kindled in her only a response as blameless as it was deep.

Sorrow for him, for his passion recognised but only vaguely understood, grief for a comradeship forever ended now — regret for the days that now could come no more — but no thought of self as yet, nothing of resentment, of the lesser pity, the baser pride.

If she had trembled it was for their hopeless future; if she had wept it was because she saw his boyhood passing out of her life like a ghost, leaving her still at heart a girl, alone beside the ashes of their friendship.

As for marriage she knew it would never be — that neither he nor she dared subscribe to it, dared face its penalties and its punishments; that her fear of his unknown world was as spontaneous and abiding as his was logical and instinctive.

There was nothing to do about it. She knew that instantly; knew it from the first; — no balm for him, no outlook, no hope. For her — had she thought about herself, — she could have entertained none.

She turned her head on his shoulder and looked up at him out of pitiful, curious eyes.

Clive, must this be?

I love you, Athalie.

Her gaze remained fixed on him as though she were trying to comprehend him, — sad, candid, searching in his eyes for an understanding denied her.

Yes, she said vaguely, my thoughts are full of you, too. They have always been since I first saw you. I suppose it has been love. I didnt know it.

Is it love, Athalie?

I — think so, Clive. What else could it be — when a girl is always thinking about a man, always happy with her memories of him.... It is love, I suppose ... only I never thought of it that way.

Can you think of it that way now?

I havent changed, Clive. If it was love in the beginning, it is now.

In the beginning it was only a boy and girl affair.

It was all my heart had room for.

And now?

You fill my heart and mind as always. But you know that.

I thought — perhaps — not seeing you—

Clive!

 — Other men — other interests— he muttered obstinately, and so like a stubborn boy that, for a moment, a pale flash from the past seemed to light them both, and she found herself smiling:

A girl must go on living until she is dead, Clive. Even if you went away Id continue to exist until something ended me. Other men are merely other men. You are you.

You darling!

But she turned shy instantly, conscious now of his embrace, confused by it and the whispered endearment.

Please let me go, Clive.

But I love you, dear—

Yes — but please—

Again he released her and she stepped back, retreating before him, until the lounge offered itself as refuge. But it was no refuge; she found herself, presently, drawn close to his shoulder; her flushed cheek rested there once more, and her lowered eyes were fixed on his strong, firm hand which had imprisoned both of hers.

If you can stand it I can, he said in a low voice.

What?

Marrying me.

Oh, Clive! Theyd tear us to pieces! You couldnt stand it. Neither could I.

But if we—

Oh, no, no, no! she protested, it would utterly ruin you! There was one woman there to-night — very handsome — I knew she was your mother. And I saw the way she looked at me.... Its no use, Clive. Those people are different. Theyd never forgive you, and it would ruin you or youd have to go back to them.

But if we were once married, there are friends of mine who—

How many? One in a thousand! Oh, Clive, Clive, I know you so well — your family and your pride in them, your position and your security in it, your wide circle of friends, without which circle you would wander like a lost soul — yes, Clive, lost, forlorn, unhappy, even with me!

She lifted her head from his shoulder and sat up, gazing intently straight ahead of her. In her eyes was a lovely azure light; her lips were scarcely parted; and so intent and fixed was her gaze that for a moment he thought she had caught sight of some concrete thing which held her fascinated.

But it was only that she saw clearly at that moment — something that had come into her field of vision — a passing shape, perhaps, which looked at her with curious, friendly, inquiring eyes, — and went its way between the fire and the young girl who watched it pass with fearless and clairvoyant gaze.

Athalie?

Yes, she answered as in a dream.

Athalie! What is the matter?

She turned, looked at him almost blindly as her remoter vision cleared.

Clive, she said under her breath, go home.

What?

Go home. You are wanted.

What!!!

She rose and he stood up, his fascinated eyes never leaving hers.

What were you staring at a moment ago? he demanded. What did you — think — you saw?

Her eyes looked straight into his. She went to him and put both arms around his neck.

Dearest, she said  — dearest. And kissed him on the mouth. But he dared not lay one finger on her.

The next moment she had his coat, was holding it for him. He took his hat and stick from her, turned and walked to the door, wheeled in his tracks, shivering.

And saw her crouched on the sofa, her head buried in her arms. And dared not speak.



There was an automobile standing in the street before his own house as he turned out of Fifth Avenue; lighted windows everywhere in the house, and the iron grille ajar.

He could scarcely fit the latch-key his hands were so unsteady.

There were people in the hall, partly clad. He heard his own name in frightened exclamation.

What is it? he managed to ask.

A servant stammered: Mr. Clive — its all over, sir. Mrs. Bailey is asking for you, sir.

Is my father— but he could not go on.

Yes, sir. His man heard him call — once — like he was dreamin bad. But when he got to him Mr. Bailey was gone.... The doctor has just arrived, sir.

For one instant hope gleamed athwart the stunning crash of his senses: he steadied himself on the newel post. Then, in his ear a faint voice echoed: Dearest — dearest! And, knowing that hope also lay dead, he lifted his young head, straightened up, and set his foot heavily on the first step upward into a new and terrible world of grief.




CHAPTER XII
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ATHALIE VENTURED TO send some Madonna lilies with no card attached; but even the thought of her white flowers crossing the threshold of Clives world — although it was because of her devotion to him alone that she dared salute his dead — left her sensitively concerned, wondering whether it had been a proper thing for her to do.

However, the day following she wrote him.

Clive Dear,

I do not mean to intrude on your grief at such a time. This is merely a line to say that you are never absent from my mind.

And Clive, nothing really dies. This is quite true. I am not speaking of what faith teaches us. Faith is faith. But those who see clearly know. Nothing dies, Clive. Nothing. That is even more than faith teaches us. Yet it, also, is true.

Dear little boy of my childhood, dear lad of my girlhood, and, of my womanhood, dearest of men, I pray that God will comfort you and yours.

I was twelve years old the only time I ever saw your father. He spoke so sweetly to me — put his arm around my shoulders — asked me if I were Red Riding Hood or the Princess Far Away.

And, to obey him, I went to find my father. And found him dead. Or what the world calls dead.

Later, as I stood there outside the door, stunned by what had happened, back through the doorway came running a boy. Clive, if you have forgotten what you said to that child there by the darkened doorway of life, the girl who writes this has never forgotten.

And now, since sorrow has come to you, in my turn I seek you where you stand by a darkened door alone, and I send to you my very soul in this poor, inky letter, — all I can offer — Clive — all that I believe — all that I am.

Athalie.

So much for tribute and condolence as far as she could be concerned where she remained among the other millions outside the sacred threshold across which her letter and her flowers had gone, across which the girl herself might never go.

After a few days he wrote and thanked her for her letter, not of course knowing about the lilies:

It is the first time death has ever come very near me. I had been told and had always thought that we were a long-lived race.

I am still dazed by it. I suppose the sharper grief will come when this dull, unreal sense of stupefaction wears away.

We were very close together, my father and I. Oh, but we might have been closer, Athalie! — I might have been with him oftener, seen more of him, spent less time away from him.

I did try to be a good son. I could have been far better. Its a bitter thing to realise at such a time.

And I had so much to say to him. I cannot understand that I can never say it now.... Athalie dear, my mother wishes me to take her abroad. I made arrangements yesterday at the Cunard office. We sail Saturday. Could I see you for a moment before I go?

Clive.

To which she replied:

I shall be here every evening.

He came Friday night looking very sallow and thin in his black clothes. Catharine, who was sewing by the centre table, rose to shake hands with him in sympathetic silence, then went away to her bedroom, where, once or twice she caught herself whistling some gay refrain of the moment, and was obliged to check herself.

He had taken Athalies slender hands and was standing by the sofa, looking intently at her.

That night, he said with an effort, you sent me home — saying that I was needed.

Yes, Clive.

How did you know?

I knew.

Did you see — anything?

Yes, dear, she said under her breath.

Did you see him?

Yes.

Tell me, he said, but his lips scarcely moved to form the words he uttered.

I recognised him at once. I had never forgotten him.... It is difficult to explain how I knew that he was not — what we call living.

But you knew?

Yes, she said gently.

He — did he speak? The young fellow turned away with a brusque, hopeless gesture.

God, he muttered— and I couldnt either see or hear him!

He did not speak, Clive. The boy looked up at her, his haggard features working.

She said: When I first noticed him he was looking at you. Then he caught my eye. Clive — it was this time as it had been before — when I was twelve years old — his expression became so sweet and winning — like yours when I amuse you — and you laugh at me but — like me—

Oh, Athalie — I cant seem to endure it! I — I cant be reconciled— His head fell forward; she put her arms around him and drew his face against her breast.

I know, she whispered. I also have passed that way.

After a few moments he lifted his head, looked around, almost fearfully.

Where was it that he stood, Athalie?

She hesitated, then took one of his hands in hers and he followed her until she stopped between the sofa and the fireplace.

Here?

Yes, Clive.

So near! he said aloud to himself. Couldnt he have spoken to me? — just one word—

Dearest — dearest!

God knows why you should see him and I shouldnt! I dont understand — when I was his son—

I do not understand either, Clive.

He seemed not to hear her, standing there with blank gaze shifting from object to object in the room. I dont understand, he kept repeating in a dull, almost querulous voice,— I dont understand why. And her heart responded in a passion of tenderness and grief. But she found no further words to say to him, no explanation that might comfort him.

Will he ever come here — anywhere — again? he asked suddenly.

Oh, Clive, I dont know.

Dont you know? Couldnt you find out?

How? I dont know how to find out. I never try to inquire.

Isnt there some way?

I dont really know, Clive. How could I know?

But when you see such people — shadows — shapes—

Yes.... They are not shadows.

Do they seem real?

Why, yes; as real as you are.

Athalie, how can they be?

They are to me. There is nothing ghostly about them.

For a moment it almost seemed to her as though he resented her clear seeing; then he said: Have you always been able to see — this way?

As long as I can remember.

And you have never tried to cultivate the power?

I had rather you did not call it that.

But it is a power.... Well, call it faculty, then. Have you?

No. I told you once that I did not wish to see more clearly than others. It is all involuntary with me.

Would you try to cultivate it because I ask you to?

Clive!

Will you, Athalie?

The painful colour mantled her face and neck and she turned and looked away from him as though he had said a shameful thing.

He continued, impatiently: Why do you feel that way about it? Why should you not cultivate such a delicate and wonderful sense of perception? Why are you reluctant? What reason is there for you to be ashamed?

I dont know why.

There is no reason! If in you there happen to be faculties sensitive beyond ours, senses more complex, more exquisitely attuned to what others are blind and deaf to, intuitions that to us seem miraculous, a spirituality, perhaps, more highly developed, what is there in that to cause you either embarrassment or concern? That in certain individualities such is the case is now generally understood and recognised. You happen to be one of them.

She looked up at him very quietly, but still flushed.

Why do you wish me to try — make any effort to develop this — thing?

So that — if you could see him again — and if, perhaps, he had anything to say to me—

I understand.

Will you try, Athalie?

Ill try — if you wish it. And if I can learn how to try.

Had he asked her to strip her gown from her shoulders under his steady gaze, it had been easier than the promise she gave him.



And now the hour had come for him to bid her good-bye. He said that he and his mother would not remain abroad for more than the summer. He said he would write often; spoke a little more vaguely of seeing her as soon as he returned; drew her cool, white hands together and kissed them, laid his cheek against them for a moment, eyes closed wearily.

The door remained ajar behind him after he had gone. Lingering, her hand heavy on the knob, she listened to the last echo of the elevator as it dropped into lighted depths below.

Then, very far away, an iron grille clanged. And that ended it.

But she still lingered. There was one more shape to pass through the door which she yet held open; — the phantom of her girlhood. And when at last, it had passed across the threshold, never to return, she shut the door softly, sinking to her knees there, her pale cheek resting against the closed panels, her eyes fixed on vacancy.



So departed those twain out of the room and out of her life, together — her lover by brevet, and her lingering girlhood, — leaving behind them a woman in a world of men suddenly strange and menacing and very still.

But Clive went back into a familiar world — marred, obscured, distorted for the moment by shock and sorrow — but still a familiar world. Because neither his grief nor his love — as he had termed it — had made of him more than he had been, — not yet a man, yet no longer a boy, but something with all the infirmities of both and the saving graces of neither.

In that borderland where he still lingered, morally and spiritually, the development of character ceases for a while until such time as the occult frontier be crossed. What is born in the cradle is lowered into the grave, but always either in nobler or less noble degrees. For none may linger in that borderland too long because the unseen boundary moves for him who will not stir when his time is up — moves slowly, inexorably nearer, nearer, passing beneath his feet, until it is lost far in the misty years behind him.



He wrote her from the steamer twice, the letters being mailed from Plymouth; then he wrote once from London, once from Paris; later again from Switzerland, where he had found it cooler, he said, than anywhere else during that torrid summer.
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Winifred Stuart and her mother had joined them for a motor trip through Dalmatia. He mentioned it in a letter to Athalie, but after that he did not refer to them again. In fact he did not write again for a month or two.

It proved to be a scorching summer in New York. May ended in a blast of unseasonable weather, cooling off for a week or two in June, but the furnace heat of July was terrible for the poor and for the horses — both of which we have always with us.

Also, for Athalie, it seemed to be turning into one of those curious, threatening years which begin with every promise but which end without fulfilment, and in perplexity and care. She had known such years; she already recognised the symptoms of changing weather. She seemed to be conscious of premonitions in everybody and everything. Little vexations and slight disappointments increased; simple plans miscarried for no reason at all apparently.

Like one who still feels a fair wind blowing yet looking aloft, sees the uneasy weather-cock veer and veer in varying flaws, so she, sensitive and fine in mind and body, gradually became aware of the trend of things; felt the premonition of the distant change in the atmosphere — sensed it gathering vaguely, indefinitely disquieting.

One lovely morning in May she arose early in order to write to Clive. Then, her long letter accomplished and safely mailed, she went downtown to business, still delicately aglow, exhilarated as always by her hour of communion with him.

Mr. Wahlbaum, as usual, received her with the jolly and kindly humour which always characterised him, and they had their usual friendly, half bantering chat while she was arranging the papers which his secretary had laid on her desk.

All the morning she took dictation; the soft wind fluttered the curtains; sparrows chirped noisily; the sky was very blue; Mr. Wahlbaum smoked steadily.

And when the lunch hour arrived he did a thing which he had never before done; he asked Athalie to lunch with him.

Which so completely astonished her that she found herself going down in the private lift with him before she realised that she was going at all.

The luncheon proved to be very simple but very good. There were a number of other women in the ladies annex of the Department Club, — nice looking people, quiet, and well dressed. Mr. Wahlbaum also was very quiet, very considerate, very attentive, and almost gravely courteous. Their conversation concerned business. He offered Athalie no cocktail and no wine, but a jug of chilled cider was set at her elbow and she found it delicious. Mr. Wahlbaum drank tea, very weak.

When they returned to the office, Athalie began to transcribe her stenographic notes. It occupied most of the afternoon although she was wonderfully rapid and accurate and her slim white fingers hovered mistily over the keys like the vibrating wings of a snowy moth.
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Mr. Wahlbaum, always smoking, watched her toward the finish in placid silence. And for a few moments, also, after she had finished and had turned to him with a light smile and a lighter sigh of relief.

Miss Greensleeve, he said quietly, I have now been here in the same office with you, day after day — excepting our summer vacations — for more than five years.

A trifle surprised and sobered by his gravity and deliberation she nodded silent acquiescence and waited, wondering a little what else was to come.

It came without preamble: I have the honour, he said, to ask you to marry me.

Still as a stone she sat, gazing at him. And for a long while his keen eyes sustained her gaze. But presently a slow, deep colour began to gather on his face. And after a moment he said: I am sorry that the verdict is against me.

Tears filled her eyes; she tried to speak, could not, turned on her pivot-chair, rested her arms on the back, and dropped her face in them.

It was a long while before she was able to efface the traces of emotion. She did all she could before she forced herself to look at him again and say what she must say.

If I could — I would, Mr. Wahlbaum, she faltered. No man has ever been kinder to me, none more courteous, none more gentle.

He looked at her wistfully for a moment, and she thought he was going to speak. But he was wise in the ways of the world. He had lost. He understood it. Speech was superfluous. He was a quaint combination of good sportsman and philosophic economist.

He held his peace.

When she left that evening after saying good night to him she paused at the door, irresolutely, and then came back to his desk where he was still standing. For he had never failed to rise when she entered in the morning or took her leave at night.

In silence, now, she offered him her hand, the quick tears springing to her eyes again; and he took it, bent, and touched the gloved fingers with his lips, gravely, in silence.



A few days later, for the first time in her experience there, Mr. Wahlbaum was not at the office.

Mr. Grossman came in, leered at her, said that Mr. Wahlbaum would be down next day, lingered furtively as long as he quite dared, then took himself off, still leering.

In the afternoon Athalie was notified that her salary had been raised. She went home, elated and deeply touched by the generosity of Mr. Wahlbaum, scarcely able to wait for the morrow to express her gratitude to this good, kind man.

But on the morrow Mr. Wahlbaum was not there; nor did he come the day after, nor the day after that.

The following Tuesday she was seated in the office and generally occupied with business provided for her by the thrifty Mr. Grossman, when that same gentleman came into the office on tiptoe.

Mr. Wahlbaum has just died, he said.

In the sudden shock and consternation she had risen from her chair, and stood there, one hand resting on her desk top for support.

Pneumonia, nodded Mr. Grossman. Sam he smoked too much all the time. That is what done it, Miss Greensleeve.

Her hands crept to her eyes, covered them convulsively. Oh! she breathed— Oh!

And, for a moment was not aware of the arm of Mr. Grossman around her waist, — until it tightened unctuously.

Dearie, he murmured, dont you take on so hard. You aint goin to lose your job, because Im a-goin to be your best friend same like he was—

With a shudder she stepped clear of him; he caught her by the waist again and kissed her; and she wrenched herself free and turned fiercely on him as he advanced again, smirking, watery of eye, arms outstretched.

Then in the overwhelming revulsion and horror of the act and of the moment chosen for it when deaths shadow already lay dark upon this vast and busy monument to her dead friend, she turned on him her dark blue eyes ablaze; and to her twisted, outraged lips flew, unbidden, the furious anathema of her ragged childhood:

Damn you! she stammered,— damn you! And struck him across the face.



Which impulsive and unconsidered proceeding left two at home out of work, herself and Doris. Also there was very little more for Catharine to do, the dull season at Wintons having arrived.

Any honest job, repeated Doris when she and Athalie and Catharine met at evening after an all-days profitless search for that sort of work; but honest jobs did not seem to be very plentiful in June, although any number of the other sort were to be had almost without the asking.

Doris continued to haunt agencies and theatrical offices, dawdling all day from one to the next, sitting for hours in company with other aspirants to histrionic honours and wages, gossiping, listening to stage talk, professional patter, and theatrical scandal until her pretty ears were buzzing with everything that ought not to concern her and her moral fastidiousness gradually became less delicate. Repetition is the great leveller, the great persuader. The greatest power on earth, for good or evil, is incessant reiteration.

Catharine lost her position, worked at a cheap milliners for a week, addressed envelopes for another week, and was again left unemployed.

Athalie accepted several offers; at one place they didnt pay her for two weeks and then suggested she take half the salary agreed upon; at another her employer became offensively familiar; at another the manager made her position unendurable.

By July the financial outlook in the Greensleeve family was becoming rather serious: Doris threatened gloomily to go into burlesque; Catharine at first tearful and discouraged, finally grew careless and made few real efforts to find employment. Also she began to go out almost every evening, admitting very frankly that the home larder had become too lean and unattractive to suit her.

[image: img622.jpg]Doris continued to haunt agencies and theatrical offices.

Doris always went out more or less; and what troubled Athalie was not that the girl had opportunities for the decent nourishment she needed, but that her reticence concerning the people she dined with was steadily increasing.

Oh, shut up! I can look out for myself, she always repeated sullenly. Anyway, Athalie, you are not the one to bully me. Nobody ever presented me with a cosy flat and—

Doris!

Didnt your young man give you this flat?

Dont speak of him or of me in that manner, said Athalie, flushing scarlet.

Why are you so particular? Its the truth. Hes given you about everything a man can offer a girl, hasnt he? — jewellery, furniture, clothing — cats—

Will you please not say anything more!

But Doris was still smarting under recent admonition, and she meant to make an end of Athalies daily interference: I will say what I like when its the truth, she retorted. You are very free with your unsolicited advice. And Ill say this, and its true, that not one girl in a thousand who accepts what you have accepted from Clive Bailey, is straight!

Athalies tightening lips quivered: Do you intimate that I am not straight?

I didnt say that.

You implied it.

There was a silence; Catharine lounged on the sofa, watching and listening with interest. After a moment Doris shrugged her young shoulders.

Does it matter so much, anyway? she said with a short, unpleasant laugh.

Does what matter — you little ninny!

Whether a girl is straight.

Is that the philosophy you learn in your theatrical agencies? demanded Athalie fiercely. What nauseating rot you do talk, Doris!

Very well. It may be nauseating. But what is a girl to do in a world run entirely by men?

You know well enough what a girl is not to do, dont you? All right then, — leave that undone and do whats left.

What is left? demanded Doris with a mirthless laugh. Theres scarcely a job that a girl can hold unless she squares some man to keep it — and keep — her!

Shame on you! I held mine for over five years, said Athalie with hot contempt.

Yes, and then along came the junior partner. You wouldnt square him: you lost your job! Theres always a junior partner in every business — when there isnt a senior. Theres nothing to it if you stand in with the firm. If you dont — good night!

You managed to remain at the Egyptian Garden during the entire season.

But the fights I had, my dear, and the tricks I employed and the lies I told and the promises I made! Oh, its sickening — sickening! But— she shrugged— what are you to do? Thousands of girls go queer because theyre forced to by starvation—

Nonsense! cried Athalie hotly, that is all stage twaddle and exaggerated sentimentalism! I dont believe that one girl in a thousand is forced into a dishonourable life!

Then why do girls go queer?

Because they want to; thats why! When they dont want to they dont!

Catharine, very wide-eyed, said solemnly: But think of all the white slaves—

Theyd be that if they had been born to millions! retorted Athalie. Ignorance and aptitude, that is white slavery. Its absolutely nothing else. And in cases where the ignorance is absent, the aptitude is there. If a girl has an aptitude for becoming some mans mistress shell probably do it whether shes ignorant or educated.

Doris, who had taken to chewing-gum furtively and in private, discreetly rolled a morsel under her tongue.

All I know is that your salary is advanced and youre given a part at the Egyptian Garden if you stand in with Lewenbein or go to supper with Shemsky. Of course, she added, there are theatres where you dont have to be horrid in order to succeed.

Then, said Athalie drily, youd better find work in those theatres.

Doris glanced sideways at Catharine, who silently returned her glance as though an understanding and sympathy existed between them not suspected or shared in by Athalie.

It was not very much of a secret. Some prowling genius of the agencies whom Doris had met had offered to write a vaudeville act for her and himself if she could find two other girls. And she had persuaded Catharine and Genevieve Hunting to try it; and Cecil Reeve and Francis Hargrave had gaily offered to back it. They were rehearsing in Reeves apartments — between a continuous series of dinners and suppers.

And it had been her sisters going to Reeves apartments to which Athalie had seriously objected, — not knowing why she went there.



This was one of many scenes that torrid summer in New York, when Athalie intuitively felt that the year which had begun so happily for her with the entrance of Clive into her life, was growing duller and greyer; and that each succeeding day seemed to be swinging her into a tide of anxiety and mischance, — a current as yet merely perceptible, but already increasing in speed toward something swifter and more stormy.

Already, to her, the future had become overcast, obscure, disquieting.

Steer as she might toward any promising harbour, always she seemed to be aware of some subtle resistance impeding her.

Every small economy attempted, every retrenchment planned, came to nothing. Always she was met at some corner by an unlooked-for necessity entailing further expense.

No money was coming in; her own and her sisters savings were going steadily, every day, every week.

There seemed no further way to check expenditure. Athalie had dismissed their servant as soon as she had lost her position at Wahlbaum and Grossmans. Table expenses were reduced to Spartan limits, much to the disgust of them all. No clothes were bought, no luxuries, no trifles. They did their own marketing, their own cooking, their own housework and laundry. And had it not been that the apartment entailed no outlay for light, heat, and rent, they would have been sorely perplexed that spring and summer in New York.

Athalie permitted herself only one luxury, Hafiz. And one necessity; stamps and letter paper for foreign correspondence.

The latter was costing her less and less recently. Clive wrote seldom now. And always very sensitive where he was concerned, she permitted herself the happiness of writing only after he had taken the initiative, and a reply from her was due him.

No, matters were not going very well with Athalie. Also she was frequently physically tired. Perhaps it was the lassitude consequent on the heat. But at times she had an odd idea that she lacked courage; and sometimes when lonely, she tried to reason with herself, tried to teach her heart bravery — particularly during the long interims which elapsed between Clives letters.

As for her attitude toward him — whether or not she was in love with him — she was too busy thinking about him to bother her head about attitudes or degrees of affection. All the girl knew — when she permitted herself to think of herself — was that she missed him dreadfully. Otherwise her concern was chiefly for him, for his happiness and well-being. Also she was concerned regarding the promise she had made him — and to which he usually referred in his letters, — the promise to try to learn more about this faculty of hers for clear vision, and, if possible, to employ it for his sake and in his unhappy service.

This often preoccupied her, troubled her. She did not know how to go about it; she hesitated to seek those who advertised their alleged occult powers for sale, — trance-mediums, mind-readers, palmists — all the heterogeneous riffraff lurking always in metropolitan purlieus, and always with a sly weather-eye on the police.

As usual in her career since the time she could first remember, she continued to see clearly where others saw and heard nothing.

Faint voices in the dusk, a whisper in darkness; perhaps in her bedroom the subtle intuition of another presence. And sometimes a touch on her arm, a breath on her cheek, delicate, exquisite — sometimes the haunting sweetness of some distant harmony, half heard, half divined. And now and then a form, usually unknown, almost always smiling and friendly, visible for a few moments — the space of a fire-flys incandescence — then fading — entering her orbit out of nothing and, going into nothing, out of it.

Of these episodes she had never entertained any fear. Sometimes they interested her, sometimes even slightly amused her. But they had never saddened her, not even when they had been the flash-lit harbingers of death. For only a sense of calmness and serenity accompanied them: and to her they had always been part of the world and of life, nothing to wonder at, nothing to fear, and certainly nothing to intrude on — merely incidents not concerning her, not remarkable, but natural and requiring no explanation.

But she herself did not know and could not explain why, even as a child, she had been always reticent regarding these occurrences, — why she had always been disinclined to discuss them. Unless it were a natural embarrassment and a hesitation to discuss strangers, as though comment were a species of indelicacy, — even of unwarranted intrusion.

One night while reading — she had been scanning a newspaper column of advertisements hoping to find a chance for herself or Catharine — glancing up she again saw Clives father seated near her. At the same moment he lifted his head, which had been resting on one hand, and looked across the hearthstone at her, smiling faintly.

Entirely unembarrassed, conscious of that atmosphere of serenity which always was present when such visitors arrived, the girl sat looking at what her eyes told her she perceived, a slight and friendly smile curving her lips in silent response.

Presently she became aware that Hafiz, too, saw the visitor, and was watching him. But this fact she had noticed before, and it did not surprise her.

And that was all there was to the incident. He rose, walked to the window, stood there. And after a little while he was not there. That ended it. And Hafiz went to sleep again.




CHAPTER XIII
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IN SEPTEMBER ATHALIE Greensleeve wrote her last letter to Clive Bailey. It began with a page or two of shyly solicitous inquiries concerning his well-being, his happiness, his plans; did not refer to his long silence; did refer to his anticipated return; did not mention her own accumulating domestic and financial embarrassments and the successive strokes of misfortune dealt her by those twin and formidable bravos, Fate and Chance; but did mention and enumerate everything that had occurred in her life which bore the slightest resemblance to a blessing.

Her letter continued:

My sisters Doris and Catharine have gone into vaudeville with a very pretty act called April Rain.

That they had decided to do this and had been rehearsing it came as a complete surprise to me. Genevieve Hunting is also in it, and a man named Max Klepper who wrote the piece including lyrics and music.

They opened at the Old Dominion Theatre, remained there a week, and then started West. Which makes it a trifle lonely for me; but I dont really mind if they only keep well and are successful and happy in their venture. Their idea and their desire, of course, is to return to New York at the earliest opportunity. But nobody seems to have any idea how soon that may happen. Meanwhile the weather is cooler and Hafiz remains well and adorable.

I have been out very little except to look for a position. Mr. Wahlbaum is dead and I left the store. Sunday morning I took a few flowers to Mr. Wahlbaums grave. He was very kind to me, Clive. In the afternoon I took a train to the Spring Pond Cemetery. Fathers and mothers graves had been well cared for and were smoothly green. The four young oak trees I planted are growing nicely. Mother was fond of trees. I am sure she likes my little oaks.

It was a beautiful, cool, sunny day; and after I left the Cemetery I walked along the well remembered road toward Spring Pond. It is not very far, but I had never been any nearer to it than the Cemetery since my sisters and I went away.

Such odd sensations came over me as I walked alone there amid familiar scenes: and, curiously, everything seemed to have shrunk to miniature size — houses, fields, distances all seemed much less impressive. But the Bay was intensely blue; the grasses and reeds in the salt meadows were already tipped with a golden colour here and there; flocks of purple grackle and red-winged blackbirds rose, drifted, and settled, chattering and squealing among the cat-tails just as they used to do when I was a child; and the big, slow-sailing mouse-hawks drifted and glided over the pastures, and when they tipped sideways I could see the white moon-spot on their backs, just as I remembered to look for it when I was a little, little girl.

And the odours, Clive! How the scent of the August fields, of the crisp salt hay, seemed to grip at my heart! — all the subtle, evanescent odours characteristic of that part of Long Island seemed to gather, blend, and exhale for my particular benefit that afternoon.

The old tavern appeared to me so much smaller, so much more weather-beaten and shabby than my recollection of it. The sign still hung there— Hotel Greensleeve — and as I walked by it I looked up at the window of my mothers room. The blinds were closed; nobody appeared to be around. I dont know why, Clive, but it seemed to me that I must go in for a moment and take one more look at my mothers room.... I am glad I did. There was nobody to stop me. I went up the stairs on tiptoe and opened her door, and looked in. She was there, sewing.

I went in very softly and sat down on the carpet by her chair.... It was the happiest moment I have known since she died.

And when she was no longer there I rose and crept down the stairs and through the hallway to the bar; and peeped in. An old man sat there asleep by the empty stove. And after a moment I decided it was Mr. Ledlie. But he has grown old — old! — and I let him sleep on in the sunshine without disturbing him.

It was the same stove where you and I sat and nibbled peach turnovers so many years ago. I wanted to see it again.



So I went back to New York in the late golden afternoon feeling very peaceful and dreamy, — and a trifle tired. And found Hafiz stretched on the lounge; and stretched myself out beside him, taking the drowsy, purring, spoiled thing into my arms. And went to sleep to dream of you who gave me Hafiz, my dear and beloved friend.



Write me when you can; as often as you desire. Always your letters are welcome messengers.

Athalie.




CHAPTER XIV
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IN HER LETTERS Athalie never mentioned Captain Dane; not because she had anything to conceal regarding him or herself; but she seemed to be aware that any mention of that friendship might not evoke a sympathetic response from Clive.

So, in her last letter, as in the others, she had not spoken of Captain Dane. Yet, now, he was the only man with whom she ever went anywhere and whom she received at her own apartment.

He had a habit of striding in two or three evenings in a week, — a big, fair, broad-shouldered six-footer, with sun-narrowed eyes of arctic blue, a short blond moustache, and skin permanently burned by the unshadowed glare of many and tropic days.

They went about together on Sundays, usually; sometimes in hot weather to suburban restaurants for dinner and a breath of air, sometimes to roof gardens.

Why he lingered in town — for he seemed always to be at leisure — she did not know. And she wondered a little that he should elect to remain in the heat-cursed city whence everybody else she knew had fled.

Dane was a godsend to her. With him she went to the Bronx Zoological Park several times, intensely interested in what he had to say concerning the creatures housed there, and shyly proud and delighted to meet the curators of the various departments who all seemed to know Dane and to be on terms of excellent fellowship with him.

With him she visited the various museums and art galleries; and went with him to concerts, popular and otherwise; and took long trolley rides with him on suffocating evenings when the poor slept on the grass in the parks and the slums, east and west, presented endless vistas of panting nakedness prostrate under a smouldering red moon.

Every diversion he offered her helped to sustain her courage; every time she lunched or dined with him meant more to her than he dreamed it meant. Because her savings were ebbing fast, and she had not yet been able to find employment.

Some things she would not do — write to her sisters for any financial aid; nor would she go to the office of her late employers and ask for any recommendation from Mr. Grossman which might help her to secure a position. Never could she bring herself to do either of these things, although the ugly countenance of necessity now began to stare her persistently in the face.

Also she was sensitive lest Dane suspect her need and offer aid. But how could he suspect? — with her pretty apartment filled with pretty things, and the luxurious Hafiz pervading everything with his incessant purring and his snowy plume of a tail waving fastidious contentment. He fared better than did his mistress, who denied herself that Hafiz might flourish that same tail. And after a while the girl actually began to grow thinner from sheer lack of nourishment.

It never occurred to her to sell or pawn any of the furniture, silver, furs, rugs, — anything at all that Clive had given her. And there was one reason why she never would do it: she refused to consider anything he had given her as her own property to dispose of if she chose. For she had accepted these things from Clive only because it gave him pleasure to give. And what she possessed she regarded as his property held in trust. Nothing could have induced her to consider these things in any other light.

One souvenir, only, did she look upon as her own. It had no financial value; and, if it had, she would have starved before disposing of it. This was the first thing he ever gave her — his boys offering — the gun-metal wrist-watch.

And her only recent extravagance had been a sentimental one; she had the watch cleaned and regulated, and a new leather strap adjusted. The evening it was returned to her she wore it; and that night she slept with the watch strapped to her wrist.

So much for a young girls sentiment! — for no letter came from him on the morrow although the European mail was in. None came the next day; nor the next.

Toward the end of the week, one sultry evening, when Athalie returned from an unsuccessful tour of job-hunting, and nearer depression than ever she had yet been, Captain Dane came stalking in, shook hands with his usual decision, picked up Hafiz who adored him, and took the chair nearest to the lounge where Athalie lay.
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Suppose we dine somewhere? he suggested, fondling the purring Angora and rubbing its ears.

Would you mind, she said, if I didnt?

Youre very tired, arent you, Miss Greensleeve?

A little. I dont believe I have the energy to go out with you.

Still fondling the willing cat he said: Whats wrong? Somethings wrong, isnt it?

No indeed.

He turned and gave her a square look: Youre quite sure?

Quite.

Oh; all right. Will you let me have dinner here with you?

She said without embarrassment: I neglected my marketing: theres very little in the pantry.

Well, he said, Im hungry and Im going to call up the Hotel Trebizond and have them send us some dinner.

She seemed inclined to demur, but he had his way, went to the telephone and gave his orders.

The dinner arrived in due time and was excellent. And when the remains of the dinner and the waiter who served it had been cleared out, Athalie felt better.

You ought to go to the country for two or three weeks, he remarked.

Why dont you go? she asked, smilingly.

Dont need it.

Neither do I, Captain Dane. Besides I have to continue my search for a position.

No luck yet?

Not yet.

He mused over his cigar for a few moments, lifted his blond head as though about to speak, but evidently decided not to.

She had taken up her sewing and was now busy with it. From moment to moment Hafiz took liberties with her spool of thread where he sprawled beside her, patting it this way and that until it fell upon the floor and Dane was obliged to rescue it.

It had grown cooler. A breeze from the open windows occasionally stirred her soft hair and the smoke of Danes cigar. They had been silent for a few moments. Threading her needle she happened to glance up at him, and saw somebody else standing just behind him — a tall man, olive-skinned and black-bearded — and knew instantly that he was not alive.

Serenely incurious, she looked at the visitor, aware that the clothes he wore were foreign, and that his features, too, were not American.

And the next moment she gazed at him more attentively, for he had laid one hand on Danes shoulder and was looking very earnestly across at her.

He said distinctly but with a foreign accent: Would you please say to him that the greatest of all the ancient cities is hidden by the jungle near the source of the middle fork. It was called Yhdunez.

Yes, she said, unconscious that she had spoken aloud.

Dane lifted his head, and remained motionless, gazing at her intently. The visitor was already moving across the room. Halfway across he looked back at Athalie in a pleasant, questioning manner; and she nodded her reassurance with a smile. Then her visitor was there no longer; and she found herself, a trifle confused, looking into the keen eyes of Captain Dane.

Neither spoke for a moment or two; then he said, quietly: I did not know you were clairvoyant.

I — see clearly — now and then.

I understand. It is nothing new to me.

You do understand then?

I understand that some few people see more clearly than the great majority.

Do you?

No.... There was a comrade of mine — a Frenchman — Jacques Renouf. He was like you; he saw.

Is he living? — I mean as we are?

No.

Was he tall, olive-skinned, black-bearded—

Yes, said Dane coolly; did you see him just now?

Yes.

I wondered.... There are moments when I seem to feel his presence. I was thinking of him just now. We were on the upper Amazon together last winter.

How did he die?

Hed been off by himself all day. About five oclock he came into camp with a poisoned arrow broken off behind his shoulder-blade. He seemed dazed and stupefied; but at moments I had an idea that he was trying to tell us something.

Dane hesitated, shrugged: It was no use. We left our fire as usual and went into the forest about two miles to sleep. Jacques died that night, still dazed by the poison, still making feeble signs at me as though he were trying to tell me something.... I believe that he has been near me very often since, trying to speak to me.

He laid his hand on your shoulder, Captain Dane.

Danes stern lips quivered for a second, then self-command resumed control. He said: He usually did that when he had something to tell me.... Did he speak to me, Miss Greensleeve?

He spoke to me.

Clearly?

Yes. He said: Would you please say to him that the greatest of all the ancient cities is hidden by the jungle near the source of the middle fork. It was called Yhdunez.

For a long while Dane sat silent, his chin resting on his clenched hand, looking down at the rug at his feet. After a while he said, still looking down: He must have found it all alone. And got an arrow in him for his reward.... Theyre a dirty lot, those cannibals along the middle fork of the Amazon. Nobody knows much about them yet except that they are cannibals and their arrows are poisoned.... I brought back the arrow that I pulled out of Jacques.... Theres no analysis that can determine what the poison is — except that its vegetable.

He leaned forward, as though weary, resting his face between both hands.

Yhdunez? Is that what it was called? Well, it and everything in it was not worth the life of my friend Renouf.... Nor is anything Ive ever seen worth a single life sacrificed to the Red God of Discovery.... Those accursed cities full of vile and monstrous carvings — they belong to the jaguars now. Let them keep them. Let the worlds jungles keep their own — if only theyd give me back my friend—

He rested a moment as he was, then straightened up impatiently as though ashamed.

Death is death, he said in matter-of-fact tones.

Athalie slowly shook her head: There is no death.

He nodded almost gratefully: I know what you mean. I dare say you are right.... Well — I think Ill go back to Yhdunez.

Not this evening? she protested, smilingly.

He smiled, too: No, not this evening, Miss Greensleeve. I shall never care to go anywhere again—... His face altered.... Unless you care to go — with me.

What he had said she would have taken gaily, lightly, had not the gravity of his face forbidden it. She saw the lean muscles tighten along his clean-cut cheek, saw the keen eyes grow wistful, then steady themselves for her answer.

She could not misunderstand him; she disdained to, honouring the simplicity and truth of this man to whom she was so truly devoted.

Her abandoned sewing lay on her lap. Hafiz slept with one velvet paw entangled in her thread. She looked down, absently freeing thread and fabric, and remained so for a moment, thinking. After a while she looked up, a trifle pale:

Thank you, Captain Dane, she said in a low voice.

He waited.

I — am afraid that I am — in love — already — with another man.

He bent his head, quietly; there was no pleading, no asking for a chance, no whining of any species to which the monarch man is so constitutionally predisposed when soft, young lips pronounce the death warrant of his sentimental hopes.

All he said was: It need not alter anything between us — what I have asked of you.

It only makes me care the more for our friendship, Captain Dane.

He nodded, studying the pattern in the Shirvan rug under his feet. A procession of symbols representing scorpions and tarantulas embellished one of the rugs many border stripes. His grave eyes followed the procession entirely around the five-by-three bit of weaving. Then he rose, bent over her, took her slim hand in silence, saluted it, and asking if he might call again very soon, went out about his business, whatever it was. Probably the most important business he had on hand just then was to get over his love for Athalie Greensleeve.

For a long while Athalie sat there beside Hafiz considering the world and what it was threatening to do to her; considering man and what he had offered and what he had not offered to do to her.

Distressed because of the pain she had inflicted on Captain Dane, yet proud of the honour done her, she sat thinking, sometimes of Clive, sometimes of Mr. Wahlbaum, sometimes of Doris and Catharine, and of her brother who had gone out to the coast years ago, and from whom she had never heard.

But mostly she thought of Clive — and of his long silence.

Presently Hafiz woke up, stretched his fluffy, snowy limbs, yawned, pink-mouthed, then looked up out of gem-clear eyes, blinking inquiringly at his young mistress.

Hafiz, she said, if I dont find employment very soon, what is to become of you?

The evening paper, as yet unread, lay on the sofa beside her. She picked it up, listlessly, glancing at the headings of the front page columns. There seemed to be trouble in Mexico; trouble in Japan; trouble in Hayti. Another column recorded last nights heat and gave the list of deaths and prostrations in the city. Another column — the last on the front page — announced by cable the news of a fashionable engagement — a Miss Winifred Stuart to a Mr. Clive Bailey; both at present in Paris — 

She read it again, slowly; and even yet it meant nothing to her, conveyed nothing she seemed able to comprehend.

But halfway down the column her eyes blurred, the paper slipped from her hands to the floor, and she dropped back into the hollow of the sofa, and lay there, unstirring. And Hafiz, momentarily disturbed, curled up on her lap again and went peacefully to sleep.




CHAPTER XV
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TO HER SISTERS Athalie wrote:

For reasons of economy, and other reasons, I have moved to 1006 West Fifty-fifth Street where I have the top floor. I think that you both can find accommodations in this house when you return to New York.

So far I have not secured a position. Please dont think I am discouraged. I do hope that you are well and successful.

Their address, at that time, was Vancouver, B. C.



To Clive Bailey, Jr., his agent wrote:

Miss Athalie Greensleeve called at the office this morning and returned the keys to the apartment which she has occupied.

Miss Greensleeve explained to me a fact of which I had not been aware, viz.: that the furniture, books, hangings, pictures, porcelains, rugs, clothing, furs, bed and table linen, silver, etc., etc., belong to you and not to her as I had supposed.

I have compared the contents of the apartment with the minute inventory given me by Miss Greensleeve. Everything is accounted for; all is in excellent order.

I have, therefore, locked up the apartment, pending orders from you regarding its disposition, — etc., etc.



The tall shabby house in Fifty-fourth Street was one of a five-storied row built by a speculator to attract fashion many years before. Fashion ignored the bait.

A small square of paper which had once been white was pasted on the brick front just over the tarnished door-bell. On it was written in ink: Furnished Rooms.

Answering in person the first advertisement she had turned to in the morning paper Athalie had found this place. There was nothing attractive about it except the price; but that was sufficient in this emergency. For the girl would not permit herself to remain another night in the pretty apartment furnished for her by the man whose engagement had been announced to her through the daily papers.

And nothing of his would she take with her except the old gun-metal wrist-watch, and Hafiz, and the barred basket in which Hafiz had arrived. Everything else she left, her toilet silver, desk-set, her evening gowns and wraps, gloves, negligées, boudoir caps, slippers, silk stockings, all her bath linen, everything that she herself had not purchased out of her own salary — even the little silver cupid holding aloft his torch, which had been her night-light.

[image: img626.jpg]With a basket containing Hafiz, her suit-case, and a furled umbrella she started for her new lodgings.

Never again could she illuminate that torch. The other woman must do that.



She went about quietly from room to room, lowering the shades and drawing the curtains. There was brilliant colour in her cheeks, an undimmed beauty in her eyes; pride crowned the golden head held steady and high on its slender, snowy neck. Only the lips threatened betrayal; and were bitten as punishment into immobility.

Her small steamer trunk went by a rickety private express for fifty cents: with the basket containing Hafiz, her suit-case, and a furled umbrella she started for her new lodgings.

Michael, opening the lower grille for her, stammered: God knows why ye do this, Miss! Th young Mastherll be afther givin me the sack av ye lave the house unbeknownst him!

I cant stay, Michael. He knows I cant. Good-bye!

Good-bye Miss! God be good to ye — an th pusheen — ! laying a huge but gentle paw on Hafizs basket whence a gentle plaint arose.

And so Athalie and Hafiz departed into the world together; and presently bivouacked; their first étape on lifes long journey ending on the top floor of 1006 West Fifty-fifth Street.

The landlady was a thin, anxious, and very common woman with false hair and teeth; and evidently determined to secure Athalie for a lodger.

But the terms she offered the girl for the entire top floor were so absurdly small that Athalie hesitated, astonished and perplexed.

Oh, theres a jinx in the place, said the landlady; I aint aiming to deceive nobody, and Ill tell you the God-awful truth. If I dont, she added naïvely, somebody else is sure to hand it to you and youll get sore on me and quit.

What is the matter with the apartment? inquired the girl uneasily.

Ill tell you: the lady that had it went dead on me last August.

Is that all?

No, dearie. It was chloral. And of course, the papers got hold of it and nobody wants the apartment. Thats why you get it cheap — if youll take it and chase out the jinx thats been wished on me. Will you, dearie?

I dont know, said the girl, looking around at the newly decorated and cheerful rooms.

The landlady sniffed: It certainly was one on me when I let that jinx into my house — to have her go dead on me and all like that.

Poor thing, murmured Athalie, partly to herself.

No, she wasnt poor. You ought to have seen her rings! Thems what got her into trouble, dearie; — and the roll she flashed.

Wasnt it suicide? asked Athalie.
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I gotta tell you the truth. No, it wasnt. She was feeling fine and dandy. Business had went good.... There was a young man to visit her that evening. I seen him go up the stairs.... But I was that sleepy I went to bed. So I didnt see him come down. And next day at noon when I went up to do the room she lay dead onto the floor, and her rings gone, and the roll missing out of her stocking.

Did the man kill her?

Yes, dearie. And the papers had it. Thats what put me in Dutch. I gotta be honest with you. Youd hear it, anyway.

But how could he give her chloral—

The anxious, excited little womans volubility could suffer restraint no longer:

Oh, he could dope her easy in the dark! she burst out. Not that the house aint thurly respectable as far as I can help it, and all my lodgers is refined. No, Miss Greensleeve, I wont stand for nothing that aint refined and genteel. Only what can a honest woman do when shes abed and asleep, what with all the latch keys and entertainin, and things like that? No, Miss Greensleeve, I aint got myself to blame, being decent and law-abiding and all like that, what with the police keeping tabs and the neighbourhood not being Fifth Avenoo either! — and this jinx wished on me—

Please—

Oh, I suppose you aint a-goin to stay here now that youve learned all about these goins on and all like that—

Please wait! — for the voluble landlady was already beginning to sniffle;— I am perfectly willing to stay, Mrs. Meehan, — if you will promise to be a little patient about my rent until I secure a position—

Oh, I will, Miss Greensleeve! I aint plannin to press you none! I know how it is with money and with young ladies. Easy come, easy go! Just give me what you can. I aint fixed any too good myself, what with butchers and bakers and rent owed me and all like that. I guess I can trust you to act fair and square—

Yes; I am square — so far.

Mrs. Meehan began to sob, partly with relief, partly with a general tendency to sentimental hysteria: I can see that, dearie. And say — if youre quiet, I aint peekin around corners and through key-holes. No, Miss Greensleeve; that aint my style! Quiet behaved young ladies can have their company without me saying nothing to nobody. All I ask is that no lady will cut up flossy in any shape, form, or manner, but behave genteel and refined to one and all. I dont want no policeman in the area. That aint much to ask, is it? she gasped, fairly out of breath between eloquence and tears.

No, said Athalie with a faint smile, it isnt much to ask.

And so the agreement was concluded; Mrs. Meehan brought in fresh linen for bed and bathroom, pulled out the new bureau drawers and dusted them, carried away a few anæmic geraniums in pots, and swept the new hardwood floor with a dry mop, explaining that the entire apartment had been renovated and redecorated since the tragic episode of last August, and that all the furniture was brand new.

Her trunks and clothes and all like that was took by the police, explained Mrs. Meehan, but she left some rubbish behind a sliding panel which they didnt find. I found it and I put it on the top shelf in the closet—

She dragged a chair thither, mounted it, and presently came trotting back to the front room, carrying in both arms a bulky box of green morocco and a large paper parcel bursting with odds and ends of tinsel and silk. These she dumped on the centre table, saying: She had a cabinet-maker fix up a cupboard in the baseboard, and thats where she kept gimcracks. The police done me damage enough without my showin them her hidin place and the things she kept there. Here — Ill show it to you! Its full of keys and electric wires and switches—

She took Athalie by the arm and drew her over to the west side of the room.

You cant see nothing there, can you? she demanded, pointing at the high wainscoting of dull wood polished by age.

Athalie confessed she could not.

Look!

Mrs. Meehan passed her bony hand along the panels until her work-worn forefinger rested on a polished knot in the richly grained wood. Then she pushed; and the entire square of panels swung outward, lowering like a drawbridge, and presently rested flat on the floor.

How odd! exclaimed Athalie, kneeling to see better.

What she saw was a cupboard lined with asbestos, and an elaborate electric switchboard set with keys from which innumerable insulated wires radiated, entering tubes that disappeared in every direction.

What are all these for? she asked, rising to her feet.

Dearie, Ive got to be honest with you. This here lady was a meejum.

A — what?

A meejum.

What is that?

Why dont you know, dearie? She threw trances for twenty per. She seen things. She done stunts with tables and tambourines and accordions. Why this here place is all wired and fixed up between the walls and the ceiling and roof and the flooring, too. There is chimes and bells and harmonicas and mechanical banjos under the flooring and in the walls and ceiling. Theres a whispering phonograph, too, and something that sighs and sobs. Also a machine that is full of singing birds that pipe up just as sweet and soft and natural as can be.

On rainy days you can amuse yourself with them keys; I dont like to fool with them myself, being nervous with a weak back and my vittles not setting right and all like that— Again she ran down from sheer lack of breath.

Athalie gazed curiously at the secret cupboard. After a few moments she bent over, lifted and replaced the panelling and passed her slim hand over the wainscot, thoughtfully.

So the woman was a trance-medium, she said, half to herself.

Yes, Miss Greensleeve. She read the stars, too, and she done cards on the side; you know — all about a blond gentleman that wants to meet you and a dark lady comin over the water to do something mean to you. She charged high, but she had customers enough — swell ladies, too, in their automobiles, and old gentlemen and young and all like that.... Heres part of her outfit — leading Athalie to the centre table and opening the green morocco box.

In the box was a slim bronze tripod and a big sphere of crystal. Mrs. Meehan placed the tripod on the table and set the crystal sphere upon it, saying dubiously: She claimed that she could see things in that. I guess it was part of her game. I aint never seen nothing into that glass ball, and Ive looked, too. You can have it if you want it. Its kind of cute to set on the mantel.

She began to paw and grub and rummage in the big paper parcel, scratching about in the glittering mess of silk and embroidery with a pertinacity entirely gallinaceous.

You can have these, too, she said to Athalie— if you want em. Theyre heathen I guess— holding up some tawdry Japanese and home-made Chinese finery.

But Athalie declined the dead womans robes of office and Mrs. Meehan rolled them up in the wrapping paper and took them and herself off, very profuse in her gratitude to Athalie for consenting to occupy the apartment and thereby remove the jinx that had inhabited it since the tragedy of the month before.

A very soft and melancholy mew from the basket informed the girl that Hafiz desired his liberty. So she let him out and he trotted at her heels as she walked about inspecting the apartment. Also he did considerable inspecting on his own account, sniffing at every door-sill and crack, jumping up on chairs to look out of windows, prowling in and out of closets, his plumy tail jerking with dubiousness and indecision.

The apartment was certainly clean. Evidently the house had been a good one in its day, for the trim was dark old mahogany, rich and beautiful in colour; and the fireplace was rather pretty with its acanthus leaves and roses deeply carved in marble which time had toned to an ivory tint.

The darkly stained floor of hardwood was, of course, modern. So were the new and very hideous oriental rugs made in Hoboken, and the aniline pink wall-paper, and the brand new furniture still smelling of department store varnish. Hideous, too, were the electric fixtures, the gas-log in the old-time fireplace, and the bargain counter bric-a-brac geometrically spaced upon the handsome old mantel.

But there were possibilities in the big, square room facing south and in the two smaller bed chambers fronting the north. A modern bathroom connected these.

To find an entire top floor in New York at such a price was as amazing as it was comfortable to the girl who had not expected to be able to afford more than a small bedroom.



She had a little money left, enough to purchase food and a few pots and pans to cook it over the gas range in one of the smaller rooms.

And here she and Hafiz had their first meal on the long world-trail stretching away before her. After which she sat for a while by the window in a stiff arm-chair, thinking of Clive and of his silence, and of the young girl he was one day to marry.

Southward, the lights of the city began to break out and sparkle through the autumn haze; tall towers, hitherto invisible, suddenly glimmered against the sky-line. A double vista of lighted street lamps stretched east and west below her.

The dusty-violet light of evening softened the shabby street below, veiling ugliness and squalor and subtly transmuting meanness and poverty to picturesqueness — as artists, using only the flattering simplicity of essentials, show us in etching and aquarelle the romance of the commonplace. And so the rusty iron balconies of a chop suey across the street became quaint and curious: dragon and swinging gilded sign, banner and garish fretwork grew mellow and mysterious under the ruddy Hunters Moon sailing aloft out of the citys haze like a great Chinese lantern.

From an unseen steeple or two chimes sounded the hour. Farther away in the city a bell answered. It is not a city of belfries and chimes; only locally and by hazard are bell notes distinguishable above the interminable rolling monotone of the streets.

And now, the haze thickening, distant reverberations, deep, mellow, melancholy, grew in the night air: fog horns from the two rivers and the bay.

Leaning both elbows on the sill of the opened window Athalie gazed wearily into the street where noisy children shrilled at one another and dodged vehicles like those quick tiny creatures whirling on ponds.

Here and there, the flare of petroleum torches lighted push-carts piled with fruit or laden with bowls of lemonade and hokey-pokey. Sidewalks were crowded with shabby people gossiping in groups or passing east and west — about what squalid business only they could know.

On the stoops of all the dwellings, brick or brownstone, people sat; the men in shirt-sleeves, the young girls bare-headed, and in light summer gowns. Pianos sounded through open parlour windows; there was dancing going on somewhere in the block.

Eastward where the street intersected the glare of the dingy avenue, a policeman stood on fixed post, the electric lights guttering on his metal-work when he turned. Athalie had laid her cheek on her arms and closed her eyes, from fatigue, perhaps; perhaps to force back the tears which, nevertheless, glimmered on her lashes where they lay close to the curved white cheeks.

Little by little the girl was taking degree after degree in her post-graduate course, the study of which was man.

And for the first time in her life a new reaction in the laboratory of experience had revealed to her a new element in her analysis; bitterness.

Which is akin to resentment. And to these it is easy to ally recklessness.



There came to her a moment, as she sat huddled there at the window, when endurance suddenly flashed into a white anger; and she found herself on her feet, pacing the room as caged things pace, with a sort of blindly fixed purpose, seeing everything yet looking at nothing that she passed.

But after this had lasted long enough she halted, gazing about her as though for something that might aid her. But there was only the room and the furniture, and Hafiz asleep on a chair; only these and the crystal sphere on its slim bronze tripod. And suddenly she found herself on her knees beside it, staring into its dusky transparent depths, fixing her mind, concentrating every thought, straining every faculty, every nerve in the one desperate and imperative desire.

But through the crystals depths there is no aid for those who see clearly, no comfort, no answer. She could not find there the man she searched for — the man for whom her soul cried out in fear, in anger, in despair. As in a glass, darkly, only her own face she saw, fire-edged with a light like that which burns deep in black opals.

Prone on the floor at last, her white face framed by her hands, her eyes wide open in the dark, she finally understood that her clear vision was of no avail where she herself was concerned; that they who see clearly can never use that vision to help themselves.

Fiercely she resented it, — the more bitterly because for the first time in her life she had condescended to any voluntary effort toward clairvoyance.

Wearily she sat up on the floor and gathered her knees into her arms, staring at nothing there in the darkness while the slow tears fell.

Never before had she known loneliness. A man had made her understand it. Never before had she known bitterness. A man had taught it to her. Never again should any man do what this man had done to her! She was learning resentment.

All men should be the same to her hereafter. All men should stand already condemned. Never again should one among them betray her mind to reveal itself, persuade her heart to response, her lips to sacrifice their sweetness and their pride, her soul to stir in its sleep, awake, and answer. And for what the minds and hearts of men might bring upon themselves, let men be responsible. Their inclinations, offers, protests, promises as far as they regarded herself could never again affect her. Let man look to himself; his desires no longer concerned her. Let him keep his distance — or take his chances. And there were no chances.

Athalie was learning resentment.



Somebody was knocking. Athalie rose from the floor, turned on the lights, dried her eyes, went slowly to the door, and opened it.

A large, fat, pallid woman stood in the hallway. Her eyes were as washed out as her faded, yellowish hair; and her kimono needed washing.

Good evening, she said cordially, coming in without any encouragement from Athalie and settling her uncorseted bulk in the arm-chair. My name is Grace Bellmore, — Mrs. Grace Bellmore. I have the rear rooms under yours. If youre ever lonely come down and talk it over. Neighbours are not what they might be in this house. Look out for the Meehan, too. Id call her a cat only I like cats. Say, thats a fine one on your bed there. Persian? Oh, Angora— here she fished out a cigarette from the pocket of her wrapper, found a match, scratched it on the sole of her ample slipper, and lighted her cigarette.

Have one? she inquired. No? Dont like them? Oh, well, youll come to em. Everything comes easy when youre lonely. I know. You dont have to tell me. God! I get so sick of my own company sometimes—

She turned her head to gaze about her, twisting her heavy, creased neck as far as the folds of fat permitted: You had your nerve with you when you took this place. I knew Mrs. Del Garmo. I warned her, too. But she was a bone-head. A woman cant be careless in this town. And when it comes to men — say, Miss Greensleeve, I want to know their names before they ask me to dinner and start in calling me Grace. Its Grace after meat with me! And she laughed and laughed, slapping her fat knee with a pudgy, ring-laden hand.

Athalie, secretly dismayed, forced a polite smile. Mrs. Bellmore blew a few smoke rings toward the ceiling.

Are you in business, Miss Greensleeve?

Yes.... I am looking for a position.

What a pretty voice — and refined way of speaking! exclaimed Mrs. Bellmore frankly. I guess youve seen better days. Most people have. Tell you the truth, though, I havent. Im better off than I ever was before. Of course this is the dull season, but things are picking up. What is your line, Miss Greensleeve?

Stenographer.

Oh! Well, I dont suppose I could do anything for you, could I?

I dont know what your business is, ventured Athalie, who, heretofore had not dared even to surmise what might be the vocation of this very large and faded woman who wore a pink kimono and a dozen rings on her nicotine-stained fingers, and who smoked incessantly.

The woman seemed to be a trifle surprised: Havent you ever heard of Grace Bellmore? she asked.

I dont think so, said Athalie with increasing diffidence.

Well, maybe you wouldnt, not being in the profession. The managers all know me. I run an Emergency Agency on Broadway.

I dont think I understand, said the girl.

No? Then its like this: a show gets stuck and needs a quick study. They call me up and I throw them what they want at an hours notice. They can always count on me for anything from wardrobe mistress to prima donna. Thats how I get mine, she concluded with a jolly laugh.

Athalie, feeling a little more confidence in her visitor, smiled at her.

Say — youre a beauty! exclaimed Mrs. Bellmore, gazing at her. Youre all there, too. I could place you easy if you ever need it. You dont sing, do you?

No.

Ever had your voice tried?

No.

Dance?

I dance — whatever is being danced — rather easily.

No stage experience?

No.

Well — what do you say, Miss Greensleeve?

Athalie coloured and laughed: Thank you, but I had rather work at stenography.

Mrs. Bellmore said: I certainly hate to admit it, and knock my own profession, but any good stenographer in a year makes more than many a star you read about.... Unless theres men putting up for her.

Athalie nodded gravely.

All the same youd make a peach of a show-girl, added Mrs. Bellmore regretfully. And, after a rather intent interval of silent scrutiny: Youre a good girl, too.... Say, you do get pretty lonely sometimes, dont you, dear?

Athalie flushed and shook her head. Mrs. Bellmore lighted another cigarette from the smouldering remnant of the previous one, and flung the gilt-tipped remains through the window.

Ten to one it hits a crook if it hits anybody, she remarked. This is a fierce neighbourhood, — all sorts of joints, and then some. But I like my rooms. I dont guess youll be bothered. A girl is more likely to get spoken to in the swell part of town. Well,— she struggled to her fat feet— Ill be going. If youre lonely, drop in during the evening. Im at the office all day except Sundays and holidays.

They stood, confronted, looking at each other for a moment. Then, impulsively the fat woman offered her hand:

Dont be afraid of me, she said. I may look crooked, but Im not. Your mother wouldnt mind my knowing you.

She held Athalies narrow hand for a moment, and the girl looked into the faded eyes.

Thank you for coming, she said. I was lonely.

Good girls usually are. Its a hell of an alternative, isnt it? I dont mean to be profane; hell is the word. Its hell either way for a girl alone.

Athalie nodded silently. Mrs. Bellmore looked at her, then glanced around the room, curiously.

Hello, she said abruptly, whats that?

Athalies eyes followed hers: Do you mean the crystal?

Yes.... Say— she turned to Athalie, nodding profound emphasis on every word she uttered:— Say, I thought there was something else to you — something I couldnt quite get next to. Now I know whats been bothering me about you. Youre clairvoyant!

Athalies cheeks grew warm: I am not a medium, she said. That crystal is not my own.

That may be. Maybe you dont think you are a medium. But you are, Miss Greensleeve. I know. Im a little that way, too, — just a very little. Oh, I could go into the business and fake it of course, — like all the others — or most of them. But you are the real thing. Why, she exclaimed in vexation, didnt I know it as soon as I laid eyes on you? I certainly was subconscious of something. Why you could do anything you pleased with the power you have if youd care to learn the business. Theres money in it — take it from me!

Athalie said, after a few moments of silence: I dont think I understand. Is there a way of — of developing clear vision?

Havent you ever tried?

Never.... Except when a little while ago I went over to the crystal and — and tried to find — somebody.

Did you find — that person?

No.

Mrs. Bellmore shook her fat head: You neednt tell me any more. You cant ever do yourself any good by crystal gazing — you poor child.

Athalies head dropped.

No, its no use, said the other. If you go into the business and play square you can sometimes help others. But I guess the crystal is mostly fake. Mrs. Del Garmo had one like yours. She admitted to me that she never saw anything in it until she hypnotised herself. And she could do that by looking steadily at a brass knob on a bed-post; and see as much in it as in her crystal.

The fat woman lighted another cigarette and blew a contemplative whiff toward the crystal: No: at best the game is a crooked one, even for the few who have really any occult power.

Why? asked the girl, surprised.

Because they are usually clever, nimble-witted, full of intuition. Deduction is an instinct with them. And it is very easy to elaborate from a basis of truth; — its more than a temptation to intelligence to complete a story desired and already paid for by a client. Because almost invariably the client is as stupid as the medium is intelligent. And, take it from me, its impossible not to use your intelligence when a partly finished business deal requires it.

Athalie was silent.

Id do it, laughed Mrs. Bellmore.

Athalie said nothing.

Say, on the level, said the older woman, do you see a lot that we others cant see, Miss Greensleeve?

I have seen — some things.

Plenty, too, Ill bet! Oh, its in your pretty face, in your eyes! — its in you, all about you. Im not much in that line but I can feel it in the air. Why I felt it as soon as I came into your room, but I was that stupid — thinking of Mrs. Del Garmo — and never associating it with you!... Do you do any trance work?

No.... I have never cultivated — anything of that sort.

I know. The really gifted dont cultivate the power as a rule. Only one now and then, and here and there. The others are pure frauds — almost every one of them. But— she looked searchingly at the girl,— youre no fraud! Why youre full of it! — full — saturated — alive with — with vitality — psychical and physical! — Youre a glorious thing — half spiritual, half human — a superb combination of vitality, sacred and profane! — She checked herself and turned on the girl almost savagely: Who was the fool of a man you were looking for in the crystal?... Very well; dont tell then. I didnt suppose you would. Only — God help him for the fool he is — and forgive him for what he has done to you!... And may I never enter this room again and find you with the tears freshly scrubbed out of the most honest eyes God ever gave a woman!... Good night, Miss Greensleeve!

Good night, said Athalie.

After she had closed the door and locked it she turned back into the empty room, moving uncertainly as though scarcely knowing what she was about. And then, suddenly, the terror of utter desolation seized her, and for the first time she realised what Clive had been to her, and what he had not been — understood for the first time in her life the complex miracle called love, its synthesis, its every element, every molecule, every atom, and flung herself across the bed, half strangled, sobbing out her passion and her grief.

Dawn found her lying there; but the ravage of that night had stripped her of much that she had been, and never again would be. And what had been taken from her was slowly being replaced by what she had never yet been. Night stripped her; the red dawn clothed her.

She sat up, dry-eyed, unbound her hair, flung from her the crumpled negligée. Presently the first golden-pink ray of the rising sun fell across her snowy body, and she flung out her lovely arms to it as though to draw it into her empty heart.

Hafiz, blinking his jewelled eyes, watched her lazily from his pillow.




CHAPTER XVI
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AS SHE CAME, pensively, from her morning bath into the sunny front room Athalie noticed the corner of an envelope projecting from beneath her door.

For one heavenly moment the old delight surprised her at sight of Clives handwriting, — for one moment only, before an overwhelming reaction scoured her heart of tenderness and joy; and the terrible resurgence of pain and grief wrung a low cry from her: Why couldnt he let me alone! And she crumpled the letter fiercely in her clenched hand.

Minute after minute she stood there, her white hand tightening as though to strangle the speech written there on those crushed sheets — perhaps to throttle and silence the faint, persistent cry of her own heart pleading a hearing for the man who had written to her at last.

And after a while her nerveless hand relaxed; she looked down at the crushed thing in her palm for a long time before she smoothed it out and finally opened it.

He wrote:

It is too long a story to go into in detail. I couldnt, anyway. My mother had desired it for a long time. I have nothing to say about it except this: I would not for all the world have had you receive the first information from the columns of a newspaper. Of that part of it I have a right to speak, because the announcement was made without my knowledge or consent. And Ill say more: it was made even before I myself was aware that an engagement existed.

Dont mistake what I write you, Athalie. I am not trying to escape any responsibility excepting that of premature publicity. Whatever else has happened I am fully responsible for.

And so — what can I have to say to you, Athalie? Silence were decenter perhaps — God knows! — and He knows, too, that in me he fashioned but an irresolute character, void of the initial courage of conviction, without deep and sturdy belief, unsteady to a true course set, and lacking in rugged purpose.

It is not stupidity: in the bottom of my own heart I know! Custom, habit, acquired and inculcated acquiescence in unanalysed beliefs — these require more than irresolution and a negative disposition to fight them and overcome them.

Athalie, the news you must have read in the newspapers should first have come from me. Among many, many debts I must ever owe you, that one at least was due you. And I defaulted; but not through any fault of mine.

I could not rest until you knew this. Whatever you may think about me now — however lightly you weigh me — remember this — if you ever remember me at all in the years to come: I was aware of my paramount debt: I should have paid it had the opportunity not been taken out of my own hands. And that debt paramount was to inform you first of anybody concerning what you read in a public newspaper.

Now there remains nothing more for me to say that you would care to hear. You would no longer care to know, — would probably not believe me if I should tell you what you have been to me — and still are — and still are, Athalie! Athalie!—

The letter ended there with her name. She kept it all day; but that night she destroyed it. And it was a week before she wrote him:

 — Thank you for your letter, Clive. I hope all is well with you and yours. I wish you happiness; I desire for you all things good. And also — for her. Surely I may say this much without offence — when I am saying good-bye forever.

Athalie.

In due time, to this came his answer, tragic in its brevity, terrible in its attempt to say nothing — so that its stiff cerement of formality seemed to crack with every written word and its platitudes split open under the fierce straining of the living and unwritten words beneath them.

And to this she made no answer. And destroyed it after the sun had set.



Her money was now about gone. Indian summer brought no prospect of employment. Never had she believed that so many stenographers existed in the world; never had she supposed that vacant positions could be so pitifully few.

During October her means had not afforded her proper nourishment.

The vigour of young womanhood demands more than milk and crackers and a rare slab from some delicatessen shop.

As for Hafiz, to his astonishment he had been introduced to chuck-steak; and the pleasure was anything but unmitigated. But chuck-steak was more than his mistress had.

Mrs. Bellmore was inclined to eat largely of late suppers prepared on an oil stove by her own fair and very fat hands.

Athalie accepted one or two invitations, and then accepted no more, being unable to return anybodys hospitality.

Captain Dane called persistently without being received, until she wrote him not to come again until she sent for him.

Nobody else knew where she was except her sisters. Doris wrote from Los Angeles complaining of slack business. Later Catharine wrote asking for money. And Athalie was obliged to answer that she had none.

Now none means not any at all. And the time had now arrived when that was the truth. The chuck-steak cut up on Hafizs plate in the bathroom had been purchased with postage stamps — the last of a sheet bought by Athalie in days of affluence for foreign correspondence.

There was no more foreign correspondence. Hence the chuck-steak, and a bottle of milk in the sink and a packet of biscuits on the shelf. And a rather pale, young girl lying flat on the lounge in the front room, her blue eyes wide, staring up at the fading sun-beams on the ceiling.

If she was desperate she was quiet about it — perhaps even at moments a little incredulous that there actually could be nothing left for her to live on. It was one of those grotesque episodes that did not seem to belong in her life — something which ought not — that could not happen to her. At moments, however, she realised that it had happened — realised that part of the nightmare had been happening for some time — that for a good while now, she had always been more or less hungry, even after a rather reckless orgy on crackers and milk.

Except that she felt a little fatigued there was in her no tendency to accept the chose arrivée, no acquiescence in the fait accompli, nothing resembling any bowing of the head, any meek desire to kiss the rod; only a still resentment, a quiet but steady anger, the new and cool opportunism that hatches recklessness.

What channel should she choose? That was all that chance had left for her to decide, — merely what form her recklessness should take.

Whatever of morality had been instinct in the girl now seemed to be in absolute abeyance. In the extremity of dire necessity, cornered at last, face to face with a world that threatened her, and watching it now out of cool, intelligent eyes, she had, without realising it, slipped back into her ragged childhood.

There was nothing else to slip back to, no training, no discipline, no foundation other than her companionship with a mother whom she had loved but who had scarcely done more for her than to respond vaguely to the frankness of inquiring childhood.

Her childhood had been always a battle — a happy series of conflicts as she remembered — always a fight among strenuous children to maintain her feet in her little tattered shoes against rough aggression and ruthless competition.

And now, under savage pressure, she slipped back again in spirit to the school-yard, and became a watchful, agile, unmoral thing again — a creature bent on its own salvation, dedicated to its own survival, atrociously ready for any emergency, undismayed by anything that might offer itself, and ready to consider, weigh, and determine any chance for existence.

Almost every classic alternative in turn presented itself to her as she lay there considering. She could go out and sell herself. But, oddly enough, the easiest way was not easy for her. And, as a child, also, a fastidious purity had been instinctive in her, both in body and mind.

There were other and easier alternatives; she could go on the stage, or into domestic service, or she could call up Captain Dane and tell him she was hungry. Or she could let any one of several young men understand that she was now permanently receptive to dinner invitations. And she could, if she chose, live on her personal popularity, — be to one man or to several une maitresse vierge — manage, contrive, accept, give nothing of consequence.

For she was a girl to flatter the vanity of men; and she knew that if ever she coolly addressed her mind to it she could rule them, entangle them, hold them sufficiently long, and flourish without the ultimate concession, because there were so many, many men in the world, and it took each man a long, long time to relinquish hope; and always there was another ready to try his fortune, happy in his vanity to attempt where all so far had failed.

Something she had to do; that was certain. And it happened, while she was pondering the problem, that the only thing she had not considered, — had not even thought of — was now abruptly presented to her.

For, as she lay there thinking, there came the sound of footsteps outside her door, and presently somebody knocked. And Athalie rose in the dusk of the room, switched on a single light, went to the door and opened it. And opportunity walked in wearing the shape of an elderly gentleman of substance, clothed as befitted a respectable dweller in any American city except New York.

Good evening, he said, looking at her pleasantly but inquiringly. Is Mrs. Del Garmo in?

Mrs. Del Garmo? repeated Athalie, surprised. Why, Mrs. Del Garmo is dead!

God bless us! he exclaimed in a shocked voice. Is that so? Well, Im sorry. Im very sorry. Well — well — well! Mrs. Del Garmo! I certainly am sorry.

He looked curiously about him, shaking his head, and an absent expression came into his white-bearded face — which changed to lively interest when his eyes fell on the table where the crystal stood mounted between the prongs of the bronze tripod.

No doubt, he said, looking at Athalie, you are Mrs. Del Garmos successor in the occult profession. I notice a crystal on the table.

And in that instant the inspiration came to the girl, and she took it with the coolness and ruthlessness of last resort.

What is it you wish? she asked calmly, a reading?

He hesitated, looking at her out of aged but very honest eyes; and in a moment she was at his mercy, and the game had gone against her. She said, while the hot colour slowly stained her face: I have never read a crystal. I had not thought of succeeding Mrs. Del Garmo until now — this moment.

What is your name, child? he asked in a gently curious voice.

Athalie Greensleeve.

You are not a trance-medium?

No. I am a stenographer.

Then you are not psychical?

Yes, I am.

What?

I am naturally clairvoyant.

He seemed surprised at first; but after he had looked at her for a moment or two he seemed less surprised.

I believe you are, he said half to himself.

I really am.... If you wish I could try. But — I dont know how to go about it, she said with flushed embarrassment.

He gazed at her it seemed rather solemnly and wistfully. There is one thing very certain, he said; you are honest. And few mediums are. I think Mrs. Del Garmo was. I believed in her. She was the means of giving me very great consolation.

Athalies face flushed with the shame and pity of her knowledge of the late Mrs. Del Garmo; and the thought of the secret cupboard with its nest of wires made her blush again.

The old gentleman looked all around the room and then asked if he might seat himself.

Athalie also sat down in the stiff arm-chair by the table where her crystal stood on its tripod.

I wonder, he ventured, whether you could help me. Do you think so?

I dont know, replied the girl. All I know about it is that I cannot help myself through crystal gazing. I never looked into a crystal but once. And what I searched for was not there.

The old gentleman considered her earnestly for a few moments. Child, he said, you are very honest. Perhaps you could help me. It would be a great consolation to me if you could. Would you try?

I dont know how, murmured Athalie.

Maybe I can aid you to try by telling you a little about myself.

The girl lifted her flushed face from the crystal:

Dont do that, please. If you wish me to try I will. But dont tell me anything.

Why not?

Because — I am — intelligent and quick — imaginative — discerning. I might unconsciously — or otherwise — be unfair. So dont tell me anything. Let me see if there really is in me any ability.

He met her candid gaze mildly but unsmilingly; and she folded her slim hands in her lap and sat looking at him very intently.

Is your name Symes? she asked presently.

He nodded.

Elisha Symes?

Yes.

And — do you live in Brook — Brookfield — no! — Brookhollow?

Yes.

That town is in Connecticut, is it not?

Yes.

His trustful gaze had altered, subtly. She noticed it.

I suppose, she said, you think I could have found out these things through dishonest methods.

I was thinking so.... I am satisfied that you are honest, Miss Greensleeve.

I really am — so far.

Could you tell me how you learned my name and place of residence.

Her expression became even more serious: I dont know, Mr. Symes.... I dont know how I knew it.... I think you wish me to help you find your little grandchildren, too. But I dont know why I think so.

When he spoke, controlled emotion made his voice sound almost feeble.

He said: Yes; find my little grandchildren and tell me what they are doing. He passed a transparent hand unsteadily across his dim eyes: They are not living, he added. They were lost at sea.

She said: Nothing dies. Nothing is really lost.

Why do you think so, child?

Because the whole world is gay and animated and lovely with what we call the dead. And, by the dead I mean all things great and small that have ever lived.

He sat listening with all the concentration and rapt attention of a child intent upon a fairy tale. She said, as though speaking to herself: You should see and hear the myriads of birds that have died! The sky is full of their voices and their wings.... Everywhere — everywhere the lesser children live, — those long dead of inhumanity or of that crude and temporary code which we call the law of nature. All has been made up to them — whatever of cruelty and pain they suffered — whatever rigour of the natural law in that chain of destruction which we call the struggle for existence.... For there is only one real law, and it rules all of space that we can see, and more of it than we can even imagine.... It is the law of absolute justice.

The old man nodded: Do you believe that?

She looked up at him dreamily: Yes; I believe it. Or I should not have said it.

Has anybody ever told you this?

No.... I never even thought about it until this moment while listening to my own words.... She lifted one hand and rested it against her forehead: I cannot seem to think of your grandchildrens names.... Dont tell me.

She remained so for a few moments, motionless, then with a graceful gesture and a shake of her pretty head: No, I cant think of their names. Do you suppose I could find them in the crystal?

Try, he said tremulously. She bent forward, resting both elbows on the table and framing her lovely face in her hands.

Deep into the scintillating crystal her blue gaze plunged; and for a few moments she saw nothing. Then, almost imperceptibly, faint hues and rainbow tints grew in the brilliant and transparent sphere — gathered, took shape as she watched, became coherent and logical and clear and real.

She said in a low voice, still watching intently: Blue sky, green trees, a snowy shore, and little azure wavelets.... Two children bare-legged, playing in the sand.... A little girl — so pretty! — with her brown eyes and brown curls.... And the boy is her brother I think.... Oh, certainly.... And what a splendid time they are having with their sand-fort!... Theres a little dog, too. They are calling him, Snippy! Snippy! Snippy! How he barks at the waves! And now he has seized the little girls doll! They are running after him, chasing him along the sands! Oh, how funny they are! — and what a glorious time they are having.... The puppy has dropped the doll.... The dolls name is Augusta.... Now the little girl has seated herself cross-legged on the sand and she is cradling the doll and singing to it — such a sweet, clear, happy little voice.... She is singing something about cherry pie — Oh! — now I can hear every word:

Cherry pie,
Cherry pie,
You shall have some bye and bye.
Bye and Bye
Bye and Bye
You and I shall have a pie,
Cherry pie
Cherry pie — 

The boy is saying: Grandpa will have plenty for us when we get home. Theres always cherry pie at Grandpas house.

And the little girl answers, I think Grandpa will come here pretty soon and bring us all the cherry pie we want.... Her name is Jessie.... Her brother calls her Jessie. She calls him Jim.

Their other name is Colden, I think.... Yes, that is it — Colden.... They seem to be expecting their father and mother; but I dont see them — Oh, yes. I can see them now — in the distance, walking slowly along the sands—

She hesitated, remained silent for a few moments; then: The colours are blurring to a golden haze. I cant see clearly now; it is like looking into the blinding disk of the rising sun.... All splendour and dazzling glory — and a too fierce light—

For a moment more she remained bent over above the sphere, then raising her head: The crystal is transparent and empty, she said.
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CHAPTER XVII
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IT WAS ABOUT five months later that Cecil Reeve wrote his long reply to a dozen letters from Clive Bailey which heretofore had remained unanswered and neglected:

 — For Heavens sake, do you think Ive nothing to do except to write you letters? I never write letters; and heres the exception to prove it. And if I were not at the Geyser Club, and if I had not dined incautiously, I would not write this!

But first permit me the indiscretion of asking you why an engaged man is so charitably interested in the welfare of a young girl who is not engaged to him? And if he is interested, why doesnt he write to her himself and find out how she is? Or has she turned you down?

But you need not incriminate and degrade yourself by answering this question.

Seriously, Clive, youd better get all thoughts of Athalie Greensleeve out of your head as long as you intend to get married. I knew, of course, that youd been hard hit. Everybody was gossiping last winter. But this is rather raw, isnt it? — asking me to find out how Athalie is and what she is doing; and to write you in detail? Well anyway Ill tell you once for all what I hear and know about her and her family — her family first, as I happen to have had dealings with them. And hereafter you can do your own philanthropic news gathering.

Doris and Catharine were in a rotten show I backed. And when I couldnt afford to back it any longer Doris was ungrateful enough to marry a man who cultivated dates, figs, and pecan nuts out in lower California, and Catharine has just written me a most impertinent letter saying that real men grew only west of the Mississippi, and that she is about to marry one of them who knows more in half a minute than anybody could ever learn during a lifetime in New York, meaning me and Hargrave. I guess she meant me; and I guess its so — about Hargrave. Except for myself, we certainly are a bunch of boobs in this out-of-date old town.

Now about Athalie, — she dropped out of sight after you went abroad. Nobody seemed to know where she was or what she was doing. Nobody ever saw her at restaurants or theatres except during the first few weeks after your departure. And then she was usually with that Dane chap — you know — the explorer. I wrote to her sisters making inquiries in behalf of myself and Francis Hargrave; but they either didnt know or wouldnt tell us where she was living. Neither would Dane. I didnt suppose he knew at the time; but he did.

Well, what do you think has happened? Athalie Greensleeve is the most talked about girl in town! She has become the fashion, Clive. You hear her discussed at dinners, at dances, everywhere.

Some bespectacled guy from Columbia University had an article about her in one of the recent magazines. Every paper has had something to say concerning her. They all disagree except on one point, — that Athalie Greensleeve is the most beautiful woman in New York. How does that hit you, Clive?

Well, heres the key to the box of tricks. Ill hand it to you now. Athalie has turned into a regular, genuine, out and out clairvoyant, trade-marked patented. And society with a big S and science with a little s are fighting to take her up and make a plaything of her. And the girl is making all kinds of money.

Of course her beauty and pretty manners are doing most of it for her, but heres another point: rumour has it that shes perfectly sincere and honest in her business.

How can she be, Clive? I ask you. Also I hand it to her press-agent. Hes got every simp in town on the run. He knows his public.

Well, the first time I met her she was dining with Dane again at the Arabesque. She seemed really glad to see me. Theres a girl who remains unaffected and apparently unspoiled by her success. And she certainly has delightful manners. Dane glowered at me but Athalie made me sit down for a few minutes. Gad! I was that flattered to be seen with such a looker!

She told me how it began — she couldnt secure a decent position, and all her money was gone, when in came an old guy who had patronised the medium whose rooms she was living in.

That started it. The doddering old rube insisted that Athalie take a crack at the crystal business; she took one, and landed him. And when he went out he left a hundred bones in his wake and a puddle of tears on the rug.

She didnt tell it to me like this: she really fell for the old gentleman. But I could size him up for a come-on. The rural districts crawl with that species. Now what gets me, Clive, is this: Athalie seems to me to be one of the straightest ever. Of course she has changed a lot. Shes cleverer, livelier, gayer, more engaging and bewitching than ever — and believe me shes some flirt, in a sweet, bewildering sort of way — so that youd give your head to know how much is innocence and how much is art of a most delicious — and, sometimes, malicious kind.

Thats the girl. And thats all she is, just a girl, with all the softness and freshness and fragrance of youth still clinging to her. Shes some peach-blossom, take it from uncle! And she is straight; or Im a million miles away in the lockup.

And now, granted shes morally straight, how can she be square in business? Do you get me? Its past me. All I can think of is that, being straight, the girl feels herself that shes also square.

Yet, if that is so, how can she fool others so neatly?

Listen, Clive: I was at a dance at the Faithorns; tremendous excitement among pin-heads and débutantes! Athalie was expected, professionally. And sure enough, just before supper, in strolls a radiant, wonderful young thing making them all look like badly faded guinea-hens — and somehow I get the impression that she is receiving her hostess instead of the contrary. Talk about self-possession and absolute simplicity! She had em all on the bench. Happening to catch my eye she held out her hand with one of those smiles she can be guilty of — just plain assassination, Clive! — and I stuck to her until the pin-heads crowded me out, and the rubbering women got my shoulders all over paint. And now heres where she gets em. Theres no curtained corner, no pasteboard trophies, no gipsy shawls and bangles, no lowering of lights, no closed doors, no whispers.

Whoever asks her anything spooky she answers in a sweet and natural voice, as though replying to an ordinary question. She makes no mystery of it. Sometimes she cant answer, and she says so without any excuse or embarrassment. Sometimes her replies are vague or involved or even apparently meaningless. She admits very frankly that she is not always able to understand what her reply means.

However she says enough — tells, reveals, discovers, offers sound enough advice — to make her the plaything of the season.

And its a cinch that she scores more bulls eyes than blanks. I had a séance with her. Never mind what she told me. Anyway it was devilish clever, — and true as far as I knew. And I suppose the chances are good that the whole business will happen to me. Watch me.

I think Athalie must have cleared a lot of money already. Mrs. Faithorn told me she gave her a cheque for five hundred that evening. And Athalies private business must be pretty good because all the afternoon until five oclock carriages and motors are coming and going. And you ought to see whos in em. Your prospective father-in-law was in one! Perhaps he wanted inside information about Dominion Fuel — that damn stock which has done a few things to me since I monkeyed with it.

But you should see the old dragons and dowagers and death-heads, and frumps who go to see Athalie! And the younger married bunch, too. I understand one has to ask for an appointment a week ahead.

So she must be making every sort of money. And yet she lives simply enough — sky floor of a new office-apartment building on Long Acre — hoisted way up in the air above everything. You look out and see nothing but city and river and bay and haze on every side as far as the horizons circle. At night its just an endless waste of electric lights. Theres very little sound from the street roar below. Its still up there in the sky, and sunny; silent and snowy; quiet and rainy; noiseless and dark — according to the hours, seasons, and meteorological conditions, my son. And its some joint, believe me, with the dark old mahogany trim and furniture and the dull rich effects in azure and gold; and the Beluch carpets full of sombre purple and dusky fire, and the white cat on the window-sill watching you put of its sapphire blue eyes.

And Athalie! curled up on her deep, soft divan, nibbling sweetmeats and listening to a dozen men — for there are usually as many as that who drop in at one time or another after business is over, and during the evening, unless Athalie is dining out, which she often does, damn it!

Business hours for her begin at two oclock in the afternoon; and last until five. She could make a lot more money than she does if she opened earlier. I told her this, once, but she said that she was determined to educate herself.

And it seems that she studies French, Italian, German, piano and vocal music; and has some down-and-out old hen read with her. I believe her ambition is to take the regular Harvard course as nearly as possible. Some nerve! What?

Well, thats how her mornings go; and now Ive given you, I think, a fair schedule of the life she leads. That fellow Dane hangs about a lot. So do Hargrave and Faithorn and young Allys and Arthur Ensart. And so do I, Clive; and a lot of others. Why, I dont know. I dont suppose wed marry her; and yet it would not surprise me if any one of us asked her. My suspicions are that the majority of the men who go there have asked her. Were a fine lot, we men. So damn fastidious. And then we go to sentimental pieces when we at last get it into our bone-heads that there is no other way that leads to Athalie except by marrying her. And we ask her. And then we get turned down!

Clive, that girl ought to be easy. To look at her youd say she was made of wax, easily moulded, and fashioned to be loved, and to love. But, by God, I dont think its in her to love.... For, if it were — good night. Shed have raised the devil in this world long ago. And some of us would have done murder before now.

If I had not dined so copiously and so rashly I wouldnt write you all this. Id write a page or two and lie to you, politely. And so Ill say this: I really do believe that it is in Athalie to love some man. And I believe, if she did love him, shed love him in any way he asked her. He hasnt come along yet; thats all. But Oh! how he will be hated when he does — unless he is the marrying kind. And anyway hell be hated. Because, however he does it, hell get one of the loveliest girls this town ever set eyes on. And the rest of us will realise it then, and there will be some teeth-gnashing, believe me! — and some squirming. Because the worm that never dieth will continue to chew us one and all, and never, never let us forget that the girl no man of our sort could really condescend to marry, had been asked by every one of us in turn to marry him; and had declined.

And Ill add this for my own satisfaction: the man who gets her, and doesnt marry her, will ultimately experience a biting from that same worm which will make our lacerations resemble the agreeable tickling of a feather.

Were a rotten lot of cowards. And what hypocrites we are!

I saw Fontaine sending flowers to his wife. Hed been at Athalies all the evening. There are only two occasions on which a man sends flowers to his wife; one of them is when hes in love with her.

Arent we the last word in scuts? Custom-ridden, habit-cursed, afraid, eternally afraid of something — of our own sort always, and of their opinions. And that offering of flowers when the man who sends them hopes to do something of which he is ashamed, or has already done it!

How I do run on! In vino veritas — theres some class to pickled truth! Here are olives for thought, red peppers for honesty, onions for logic — and cauliflower for constancy — and fifty-seven other varieties, Clive — all absent in the canned make-up of the modern man.

When you and I behind the veil have passed — but they dont wear veils now; and now is our chance.

Well never take it. Hall-marks are our only guide. When absent we merely become vicious. We know what we want; we know what we ought to have; but were too cowardly to go after it. And so are you. And so am I.

Yours — 
Reeve.




CHAPTER XVIII
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DURING THAT FIRST year Athalie Greensleeve saw a great deal of New York society, professionally, and of many New York men, socially.

But the plaything which society attempted to make of her she gently but adroitly declined to become. She herself drew this line whenever it was necessary to draw it, never permitting herself to mistake the fundamental attitude of these agreeable and amicably demonstrative people toward her, or toward any girl who lived alone in New York and who practised such a profession.

Not among the people who employed her and who paid her lavishly for an evenings complacency; not among people who sought her at her own place during business hours for professional advice or for lighter amusement could she expect any other except professional recognition.

And after a few months of wistful loneliness she came, gradually, to desire from these people nothing except what they gave.

But there were some people she met during that first years practice of her new profession who seemed to be unimpressed by the popular belief in such an awesome actuality as New York society. And some of these, oddly enough, were the descendants of those who, perhaps, had formed part of the only real society the big, raw, sprawling city ever had. But that was long, long ago, in the day of the first President.

New York will always be spotted with the symptoms but will never again have it. Paris has gone the same way. London is still flushed with it, Berlin hectic, Vienna fevered. But the days of a society as a distinct ensemble, with a logical reason for being, with authority, with functions, with offensive and defensive powers and fixed boundaries, is over forever; possibly never existed, certainly never will exist in the series of gregarious aggregations and segregations known to a perplexed and slightly amused world as the city of New York.

For Athalie that first year of new interests and of unfamiliar successes passed more rapidly than had any single month ever before passed in her life since the strenuous and ragged days of childhood.

It was a year of novelty, of excitement, of self-development, and the development of interests as new as they had been unsuspected.

Like a gaily illuminated pageant the processional passed before her with its constantly changing surroundings, new faces, new voices, new ideas, new motives.

And the new faces were to be scanned and understood, the new voices listened to intently, the new ideas analysed, the new motives detected and dissected.

In drawing-rooms, in ballrooms, in boudoirs, new scenes constantly presented themselves; one house was never like the next, one hostess never resembled another; wealth itself was presented to her under innumerable aspects ranging all the way from that false modesty and smugness known as meekness, to fevered pretence, arrogance, and noisy aggressiveness.

Wonderful school for a girl to learn in! — the gilded halls of which were eternally vexed and swept by the winds and whirlwinds of every human passion.

For here, under her still, clear scrutiny, was huddled humanity itself, unconsciously bent on self-revelation. And Athalies very presence amid assemblies ever shifting, ever renewed, was educating her eyes and ears and intellect to an insight and a comprehension she had never dreamed of.

In some the supreme necessity for self-ventilation interested her; in others, secretiveness hermetically sealed fascinated her. Motives interested or disinterested, sordid or noble; desires, aspirations, hopes, perplexities, — whatever a glance, a word, an attitude, a silence, suggested to her, fixed her attention, excited her intelligence to curiosity, and focussed her interest to a mental concentration.

Out of which emerged deductions — curious fruits of logic, experience, instinct, intuitiveness, and of some extraneous perception, outside of and independent of her own conscious and objective personality.

But in one radical particular Athalie differed from any individual of either sex ever recorded in the history of hypnotic therapeutics or of psychic phenomena.

For those two worlds in which we all dwell, the supraliminal or waking world, the transliminal, or sleeping world, were merged in this young girl.

The psychological fact that natural or induced sleep is necessary for extraneous or for auto-suggestion, did not exist for her. Her psychic qualities were natural and beautiful, as much a part of her objective as of her subjective life. Neither the trance induced by mesmerism or hypnotism, nor the less harmful slumber by induction, nor the sleep of nature itself was necessary for the girl to find herself in rapport with others or with her own higher personality — her superior spiritual self. Nor did her clairvoyance require trances; nor was sleep in others necessary before she ventured suggestion.

A celebrated physician who had been eager to meet her found her extremely interesting but rather beyond his ability to classify.

How much of her he believed to be fraud might be suspected by what he said to her that evening in a corner of a very grand house on Fifth Avenue:

There is no such thing as a control; there is no such thing as a medium. No so-called medium has ever revealed anything that did not exist either in her own consciousness or in the consciousness of some other living human being.

Self-delusion induced by auto-suggestion accounts for the more respectable victims of Spiritism. For Spiritism is a doctrine accepted by many people of education, intelligence, refinement, and of generally excellent judgment.

And it is a pity, because Spiritism is a bar to all real intellectual, material, moral, and spiritual progress. It thrives only because it pretends to satisfy an intense human craving — the desire to re-establish personal relations with the dead. It never has done this; it never will, Miss Greensleeve. And if you really believe it has done this you are sadly and hopelessly mistaken.

But, said Athalie, looking at him out of blue eyes the chiefest beauty of which was their fearless candour, I do not concern myself with what is called Spiritism — with trances, table-tipping, table-rapping, slate-writing, apparitions, reincarnations — with cabinets, curtains, darkened rooms, psychic circles.

You employ a crystal in your profession.

Yes. I need not.

Why do you do it, then?

Some clients ask for it.

And you see things in it?

Yes, said the girl simply.

And when your clients do not demand a crystal-reading?

I can see perfectly well without it — when I can see clearly at all.

Into the future?

Sometimes.

The past, too, of course.

Not always.

She fascinated the non-scientific side of this famous physician; he interested her intensely.

Do you know, she ventured with a faint smile, that you are really quite as psychically endowed as I am?

His handsome, sanguine features flushed deeply, but he smiled in appreciation.

Not in the manner you so saucily imply, Miss Greensleeve, he said gaily. My work is sound, logical, reasonable, and based on fundamental truths capable of being proven. I never saw an apparition in my life — and believed that it was really there!

Oh! So you have seen an apparition?

None that could have really existed independently of my own vision. In other words it wouldnt have been there at all if I hadnt supposed I had seen it.

You did suppose so?

I knew perfectly well that I didnt see it. I didnt even think I saw it.

But you saw it?

I imagined I did, and at the same time I knew I didnt.

Yes, she said quietly, you did see it, Dr. Westland. You have seen it more than once. You will see it again.

A heavier colour dyed his face; he started impatiently as though to check her — as though to speak; and did not.

She said: If what I say is distasteful to you, please stop me. She waited a moment; then, as he evinced no desire to check or interrupt her: I am very diffident about saying this to you — to a man so justly celebrated — pre-eminent in the greatest of all professions. I am so insignificant in comparison, so unimportant, so ignorant where you are experienced and learned.

But may I say to you that nothing dies? I am not referring to a possible spiritual world inhabited perhaps by souls. I mean that here, on this earth, all around us, nothing that has ever lived really dies.... Is what I say distasteful to you?

He offered no reply.

Because, she said in a low voice, if I say anything more it would concern you. And what you saw.... For what you saw was alive, and real — as truly living as you and I are. It is nothing to wonder at, nothing to trouble or perplex you, to see clearly — anybody — you have ever — loved.

He looked up at her in a silence so strained, so longing, so intense, that she felt the terrific tension.

Yes, she said, you saw clearly and truly when you saw — her.

Who? in Gods name!

Need I tell you, Dr. Westland?

No, she had no need to tell him. His wife was dead. But it was not his wife he had seen so often in his latter years.

No, she had no need to tell him.



Athalie had never been inclined to care for companions of her own sex. As a child she had played with boys, preferring them. Few women appealed to her as qualified for her friendship — only one or two here and there and at rare intervals seemed to her sufficiently interesting to cultivate. And to the girls sensitive and shy advances, here and there, some woman responded.

Thus she came to know and to exchange occasional social amenities with Adele Millis, a youthful actress, with Rosalie Faithorn, a handsome girl born to a formal social environment, but sufficiently independent to explore outside of it and snap her fingers at the opinions of those peeping over the bulwarks to see what she was doing.

Also there was Peggy Brooks, a fascinating, breezy, capable young creature who was Dr. Brooks to many, and Peggy to very few. And there were one or two others, like Nina Grey and Jeanne Delauny and Anne Randolph.

But of men there would have been no limit and no end had Athalie not learned very early in the game how to check them gently but firmly; how to test, pick, discriminate, sift, winnow, and choose those to be admitted to her rooms after the hours of business had ended.

Of these the standards differed, so that she herself scarcely knew why such and such a one had been chosen — men, for instance, like Cecil Reeve and Arthur Ensart — perhaps even such a man as James Allys, 3rd. Captain Dane, of course, had been a foregone conclusion, and John Lyndhurst was logical enough; also W. Grismer, and the jaunty, obese Mr. Welter, known in sporting circles as Helter Skelter Welter, and more briefly and profanely as Hel. His running mate, Harry Ferris had been included. And there was a number of others privileged to drift into the rooms of Athalie Greensleeve when she chose to be at home to anybody.

From Clive she heard nothing: and she wrote to him no more. Of him she did hear from time to time — mere scraps of conversation caught, a word or two volunteered, some careless reference, perhaps, perhaps some scrap of intentional information or some comment deliberate if not a trifle malicious.

But to all who mentioned him in her presence she turned a serene face and unclouded eyes. On the surface she was not to be read concerning what she thought of Clive Bailey — if indeed she thought about him at all.

Meanwhile he had married Winifred Stuart in London, where, it appeared, they had taken a house for the season. All sorts of honourables and notables and nobles as well as the resident and visiting specimens of a free and sovereign people had been bidden to the wedding. And had joyously repaired thither — the bride being fabulously wealthy and duly presented at Court.

The American Ambassador was there with the entire staff of the Embassy; also a king in exile, several famished but receptive dukes and counts and various warriors out of jobs — all magnetised by the subtle radiations from the worlds most powerful loadstone, money.

They said that Mrs. Bailey, Sr., was very beautiful and impressive in a gown that hypnotised the peeresses — or infuriated them — nobody seemed to know exactly which.

Cecil Reeve, lounging on the balcony by the open window one May evening, said to Hargrave — and probably really unconscious that Athalie could hear him if she cared to: Well, he got her all right — or rather his mother got her. When he wakes up hell be sick enough of her millions.

Hargrave said: Shes a cold-blooded little proposition. Ive known Winifred Stuart all my life, and I never knew her to have any impulse except a fishy one.

Cold as a cod, nodded Cecil. Merry times ahead for Clive.

And on another occasion, later in the summer, somebody said in the cool dusk of the room:

Its true that the Bailey Juniors are living permanently in England. I saw Clive in Scotland when I was fishing out Banff way. He says theyre remaining abroad indefinitely.

Some mans voice asked how Clive was looking.

Not very fit; thin and old. I was with him several times that month and I never saw him crack a smile. Thats not like him, you know.

What is it? His wife?

Well, I fancy it lies somewhere between his mother and his wife — this pre-glacial freeze-up thats made a bally mummy of him.

And still again, and in the tobacco-scented dusk of Athalies room, and once more from a man who had just returned from abroad:

I kept running into Clive everywhere. He seems to haunt the continent, turning up like a ghost here and there; and believe me he looks the part of the lonely spook.

Wheres his Missis?

Theyve chucked the domestic. Didnt you know?

Divorced?

No. But they dont get on. What man could with that girl? So poor old Clive is dawdling around the world all alone, and his wifes entertainments are the talk of London, and his mother has become pious and is building a chapel for herself to repose in some day when the cards go against her in the jolly game.



The cards went against her in the game that autumn.

Athalie had been writing to her sister Catharine, and had risen from her desk to find a stick of sealing-wax, when, as she turned to go toward her bedroom, she saw Clives mother coming toward her.

Never but once before had she seen Mrs. Bailey — that night at the Regina — and, for the first time in her life, she recoiled before such a visitor. A hot, proud colour flared in her cheeks as she drew quietly aside and stood with averted head to let her pass.

But Clives mother gazed at her gently, wistfully, lingering as she passed the girl in the passage-way. And Athalie, turning her head slowly to look after her, saw a quiet smile on her lips as she went her silent way; and presently was no longer there. Then the girl continued on her own way in search of the sealing-wax; but she was moving uncertainly now, one arm outstretched, feeling along the familiar walls and furniture, half-blinded with her tears.
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So the chapel fulfilled its functions.

It was a very ornamental private chapel. Mrs. Bailey, Sr., had had it pretty well peppered with family crests and quarterings, authentic and imaginary.

Mrs. Bailey, Jr., looked pale and pretty sitting there, the English sunlight filtered through stained glass; the glass also was thoroughly peppered with insignia of the House of Bailey. Rich carving, rich colouring, rich people! — what more could sticklers demand for any exclusive sanctuary where only the best people received the Body of Christ, and where God would meet nobody socially unknown.

Clive arrived from Italy after the funeral. The meeting between him and his wife was faultless. He hung about the splendid country place for a while, and spent much time inside the chapel, and also outside, where he directed the planting of some American evergreens, hemlock, spruce, and white pine.

But the aromatic perfume of familiar trees was subtly tearing him to tatters; and there came a day when he could no longer endure it.

His young wife was playing billiards with Lord Innisbrae, known intimately as Cinders, such a languid and burnt out young man was he, with his hair already white, and every lineament seared with the fires of revels long since sunken into ashes.

He watched them for a while, his hands clenched where they rested in his coat pockets, the lean muscles in his cheeks twitching at intervals.

When Innisbrae took himself off, Winifred still lounged gracefully along the billiard table taking shots with any ball that lay for her. And Clive looked on, absent-eyed, the flat jaw muscles working at intervals.

Well? she asked carelessly, laying her cue across the table.

Nothing.... I think Ill clear out to-morrow.

Oh.

She did not even inquire where he was going. For that matter he did not know, except that there was one place he could not go — home; the only place he cared to go.

He had already offered her divorce — thinking of Innisbrae, or of some of the others. But she did not want it. It was, perhaps, not in her to care enough for any man to go through that amount of trouble. Besides, Their Majesties disapproved divorce. And for this reason alone nothing would have induced her to figure in proceedings certain to exclude her from one or two sets.

Anything I can do for you before I leave? he asked, dully.

It appeared that there was nothing he could do for his young wife before he wandered on in the jolly autumn sunshine.

So the next morning he cleared out. Which proceeding languidly interested Innisbrae that evening in the billiard-room.



That winter Clive got hurt while pig-sticking in Morocco, being but an indifferent spear. During convalescence he read Under Two Flags, and approved the idea; but when he learned that the Spahi cavalry was not recruiting Americans, and when, a month later, he discovered how much romance did not exist in either the First or Second Foreign Legions, he no longer desired dangers incognito under the tri-colour or under the standard bearing the open hand.
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Some casual wanderer through the purlieus of science whom he met in Brindisi, induced him to go to Sumatra where orchids and ornithoptera are the game. But he acquired only a perfectly new species of fever, which took six months to get over.

He convalesced at leisure all the way from Australia to Cape Town; and would have been all right; but somebody shot at somebody else one evening, and got Clive. So it was several months more before he arrived in India, and the next year before he had enough of China.

But Clive had seen many things in those two years and had learned fairly well the lesson of his own unimportance in a world which misses no man, neither king nor clown, after the dark curtain falls and satiated humanity shuffles home to bed.

He saw a massacre — or the remains of it — where fifteen thousand yellow men and one white priest lay dead. He saw Republican China, 40,000 strong, move out after the banditti, shouldering its modern rifles, while its regimental music played Rosie OGrady in quick march time. He saw the railway between Hankow and Pekin swarming with White Wolfs bloody pack, limping westward from the Honan-Anhui border with dripping fangs. He peered into the stinking wells of Honan where women were cutting their own throats. He witnessed the levity of Lhasa priests and saw their grimy out-thrust hands clutching for tips beside their prayer-wheels.

In India he gazed upon the degradation of woman and the unspeakable bestiality of man till that vile and dusty hell had sickened him to the soul.

Back into Europe he drifted; and instantly and everywhere appeared the awful Yankee — shooting wells in Hungary, shooting craps in Monaco, digging antiques in Greece, digging tunnels in Servia, — everywhere the Yankee, drilling, bridging, constructing, exploring, pushing, arguing, quarrelling, insisting, telegraphing, gambling, touring, over-running older and better civilisations than his own crude Empire where he has nothing to learn from anybody but the Almighty — and then only when he condescends to ask for advice on Sunday.

And Clive, nevertheless, longed with a longing that made him sick, for Gods country where all that is worst and best on earth still boils in the vast and seething cauldron of a continent in the making. There bubbles the elemental broth, dregs, scum, skimmings, residue, by-products, tailings, smoking corruption above the slowly forming and incorruptible matrix in its depths where lies imbedded, and ever growing, the Immam, the Hope of the World — gem indestructible, pearl beyond price. Difficilia quae pulchra.

And once, Clive had almost set out for home; and then, grimly, turned away toward the southern continent of the hemisphere.

In Lima he heard of an expedition fitting out to search for the lost Americans, Cromer and Page, and for the Hungarian Seljan. And that same evening he met Captain Dane.

They looked at each other very carefully, and then shook hands. Clive said: If you want a handy man in camp, Id like to go.

Come on, said Dane, briefly.

Later, looking over together some maps in Danes rooms, the big blond soldier of fortune glanced up at the younger man, and saw a lean, bronzed visage clamped mute by a lean bronzed jaw; but he also saw two dark eyes fixed on him in the fierce silence of unuttered inquiry. After a moment Dane said very quietly:

Yes, she was well, and I think happy, when I left New York.... How long is it since you have heard from her?

Three years.

Three years, mused Dane, gazing into space out of his slitted eyes of arctic blue; yes, thats some little time. Bailey.... She is well — I think I said that.... And very prosperous, and greatly admired ... and happy — I believe.

The other waited.

Dane picked up a linen map, looked at it, fiddled with the corner. Then, carelessly: She is not married, he said.... Heres the Huallaga River as I located it four years ago. Seljan and OHiggins were making for it, I believe.... That red crayon circle over there marks the habitat of the Uta fly. Its worse than the Tsetse. If anybody is hunting death — esta aquí!... Here is the Putumayo district. Hell lies up here, just above it.... Heres Iquitos, and here lies Para, three thousand miles away.... Were you going to say something?

But if Clive had anything to say he seemed to find no words to say it. And he only folded his arms on the tables edge and looked down at the stained and crumpled map.

It will take us about a year, remarked Dane.

Clive nodded, but his eye involuntarily sought the irregular red circle where trouble of all sorts might be conveniently ended by a perfectly respectable Act of God.



Actus Dei nemini facit injuriam.




CHAPTER XIX

[image: img632.jpg]

THERE WAS A slight fragrance of tobacco in the room mingling with the fresh, spring-like scent of lilacs — great pale clusters of them decorated mantel and table, and the desk where Athalie sat writing to Captain Dane in the semi-dusk of a May evening.

Here and there dim figures loomed in the big square room; the graceful shape of a young girl at the piano detached itself from the gloom; a man or two dawdled by the window, vaguely silhouetted against the lilac-tinted sky.

Athalie wrote on: I had not supposed you had landed until Cecil Reeve told me this evening. If you are not too tired to come, please do so. Do you realise that you have been away over a year? Do you realise that I am now twenty-four years old, and that I am growing older every minute? You had better hasten, then, because very soon I shall be too old to believe your magic fairy tales of field and flood and all your wonder lore of travel in those distant golden lands I dream of.

Who was your white companion? Cecil tells me that you said you had one. Bring him with you this evening; youll need corroboration, I fear. And mostly I desire to know if you are well, and next I wish to hear whether you did really find the lost city of Yhdunez.

A maid came to take the note to Danes hotel, the Great Eastern, and Cecil Reeve looked up and laid aside his cigarette.

Come on, Athalie, he said, tell Peg to turn on one of those Peruvian dances.

Peggy Brooks at the piano struck a soft sensuous chord or two, but Francis Hargrave would not have it, and he pulled out the proper phonographic record and cranked the machine while Cecil rolled up the Beluch rugs.

The somewhat muffled air that exuded from the machine was the lovely Miraflores, gay, lively, languorous, sad by turns — and much danced at the moment in New York.

A new spring moon looked into the room from the west where like elegant and graceful phantoms the dancers moved, swayed, glided, swung back again with sinuous grace into the suavely delicate courtship of the dance.

The slender feet and swaying figure of Athalie seemed presently to bewitch the other couple, for they drew aside and stood together watching that exquisite incarnation of youth itself, gliding, bending, floating in the lilac-scented, lilac-tinted dusk under the young moon.

The machine ran down in the course of time, and Hargrave went over to re-wind it, but Peggy Brooks waved him aside and seated herself at the piano, saying she had enough of Hargrave.

She was still playing the quaint, sweet dance called The Orchid, and Hargrave was leaning on the piano beside her watching Cecil and Athalie drifting through the dusk to the musics rhythm, when the door opened and somebody came in.

Athalie, in Cecils arms, turned her head, looking back over her shoulder. Dane loomed tall in the twilight.

Oh! she exclaimed; I am so glad! — slipping out of Cecils arms and wheeling on Dane, both hands outstretched.

The others came up, also, with quick, gay greetings, and after a moment or two of general and animated chatter Athalie drew Dane into a corner and made room for him beside her on the sofa. Peggy had turned on the music machine again and, snubbing Hargrave, was already beginning the Miraflores with Cecil Reeve.

Athalie said: Are you well? Thats the first question.

He said he was well.

And did you find your lost city?

He said, quietly: We found Yhdunez.

We?

I and my white companion.

Why didnt you bring him with you this evening? she asked. Did you tell him I invited him?

Yes.

Oh.... Couldnt he come?

And, as he made no answer: Couldnt he? she repeated. Who is he, anyway—

Clive Bailey.

She sat motionless, looking at him, the question still parting her lips. Dully in her ears the music sounded. The pallor which had stricken her face faded, grew again, then waned in the faint return of colour.

Dane, who was looking away from her rather fixedly, spoke first, still not looking at her: Yes, he said in even, agreeable tones, Clive was my white companion.... I gave him your note to read.... He did not seem to think that he ought to come.

Why? Her lips scarcely formed the word.

 — As long as you were not aware of whom you were inviting.... There had been some misunderstanding between you and him — or so I gathered — from his attitude.

A few moments more of silence; then she was fairly prepared.

Is he well? she asked coolly.

Yes. He had one of those nameless fevers, down there. Hes coming out of it all right.

Is he — his appearance — changed?

Hes changed a lot, judging from the photographs he showed me taken three or four years ago. Hes changed in other ways, too, I fancy.

How?

Oh, I only surmise it. One hears about people — and their characteristics.... Clive is a good deal of a man.... I never had a better companion.... There were hardships — tight corners — we had a bad time of it for a while, along the Andes.... And the natives are treacherous — every one of them.... He was a good comrade. No man can say more than that, Miss Greensleeve. That includes about everything I ever heard of — when a man proves to be a good comrade. And there is no place on earth where a man can be so thoroughly tried out as in that sunless wilderness.

Is he stopping at the Great Eastern?

Yes. I believe hes going back on Saturday.

She looked up sharply: Back? Where?

Oh, not to Peru. Only to England, said Dane, forcing a laugh.

After a moment she said: And he wouldnt come.... It is only three blocks, isnt it?

It wasnt the distance, of course—

No; I remember. He thought I might not have cared to see him.

That was it.

Another silence; then in a lower voice which sounded a little hard: His wife is living in England, I suppose.

She is living — I dont know where.

Have they — children?

I believe not.

She remained silent for a while, then, coolly enough:

I suppose he is sailing on Saturday to see his wife.

I think not, said Dane, gravely.

You say he is sailing for England.

Yes, but I imagine its because he has nowhere else to go.

Why doesnt he stay here?

I dont know.

He is American. His friends live here. Why doesnt he remain here?

Dane shook his head: Hes a restless man, Miss Greensleeve. That kind of man cant stay anywhere. Hes got to go on — somewhere.

I see.

There came a pause; then they talked of other things for a while until other people began to drop in, Arthur Ensart, Anne Randolph, and young Welter — Helter Skelter Welter, always, metaphorically speaking, redolent of saddle leather and reeking of sport. His theme happened to be his own wonderful trap record, that evening; and the fat, good-humoured, ardent young man prattled on about unknown angles, and incomers, until Dane, who had been hunting jaguars and cannibals along the unknown Andes, concealed his yawns with difficulty.

Ensart insisted on turning on the lights and starting the machine; and presently Anne Randolph and Peggy were dancing the Miraflores with Cecil and Ensart.

Welter had cornered Hargrave and Dane and was telling them all about it, and Athalie went slowly through the passage-way and into her own bedroom, where she stood quite motionless for a while, looking at the floor. Hafiz, dozing on the bed, awoke, gazed at his mistress gravely, yawned, and went to sleep again.
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Presently she dropped onto a chair by her little ivory-tinted Louis XVI desk. There was a telephone there and a directory.

When she had decided to open the latter, and had found the number she wanted, she unhooked the receiver and called for it.

After a few minutes somebody said that he was not in his room, but that he was being paged.

She waited, dully attentive to the far noises which sounded over the wire; then came a voice:

Yes; who is it?

She said: I wished to speak to Mr. Bailey — Mr. Clive Bailey.

I am Mr. Bailey.

For a moment the fact that she had not recognised his voice seemed to strike her speechless. And it was only when he spoke again, inquiringly, that she said in a low voice: Clive!

Yes.... Is — is it you!

Yes.

And in the next heavily pulsating moment her breath came back with her self-control:

Why didnt you come, Clive?

I didnt imagine you wanted me.

I asked Captain Dane to invite you.

Did you know whom you were inviting?

No.... But I do now. Will you come?

Yes. When?

When you like. Come now if you like — unless you were engaged—

No—

What were you doing when I called you?

Nothing.... Walking about the lobby.

Did you find it interesting?

She heard him laugh — such a curious, strange, shaken laugh.

She said: I shall be very glad to see you, Clive. There are some of your friends here, too, who will be glad to see you.

Then Ill wait until—

No; I had rather meet you for the first time when others are here — if you dont mind. Do you?

No, he said, coolly; Ill come.

Now?

Yes, immediately.

Her heart was going at a terrific pace when she hung up the receiver. She went to her mirror, turned on the side-lights, and looked at herself. From the front room came the sound of the dance music, a ripple or two of laughter. Welters eager voice singing still of arms and the man.

Long she stood there, motionless, studying herself, so that, when the moment came that was coming now so swiftly upon her, she might know what she appeared like in his eyes.

All, so far, was sheer, fresh youth with her; her eyes had not lost their dewy beauty; the splendour of her hair remained unchanged. There were no lines, nothing lost, nothing hardened in contour. Clear and smooth her snowy chin; perfect, so far, the lovely throat: nothing of blemish was visible, no souvenirs of grief, of pain.

And, as she looked, and all the time she was looking, she felt, subtly, that the ordered routine of her thoughts was changing; that a transformation was beginning somewhere deep within her — a new character emerging — a personality unfamiliar, disturbing, as though not entirely to be depended on.

And in the mirror she saw her lips, scarcely parted, more vivid than she had ever seen them, and her eyes two wells of azure splendour; saw the smooth young bosom rise and fall; felt her heart, rapid, imperious, beating the colours into her cheeks.

Suddenly, as she stood there, she heard him come in; — heard the astonished and joyous exclamations — Cecils bantering, cynical voice, Welters loud welcome. She pressed both hands to her hot cheeks, stared at herself a moment, then turned and walked leisurely toward the living-room.

In her heart a voice was crying, crying: Let the world see so that there may be no mistake! This man who was friendless is my friend. Let there be no mistake that he is more or less than that. But she only said with a quick smile, and offering her hand: I am so glad to see you, Clive. I am so glad you came. And stood, still smiling, looking into the lean, sun-tanned face, under the concentrated eyes of her friends around them both.

For a second it was difficult for him to speak; but only she saw the slight quiver of the mouth.

You are — quite the same, he said; no more beautiful, no less. Time is not the essence of your contract with Venus.

Oh, Clive! And I am twenty-four! Tell me — are you a trifle grey! — just above the temples? — or is it the light?

Hes grey, said Cecil; dont flatter him, Athalie. And Oh, Lord, what a thinness!

Peggy Brooks, professionally curious, said naïvely: Are you still rather full of bacilli, Mr. Bailey? And would you mind if I took a drop of blood from you some day?

Not at all, said Clive, laughing away the strain that still fettered his speech a little. You may have quarts if you like, Dr. Brooks.

How was the shooting? inquired Welter, bustling up like a judge at a bench-show when the awards are applauded.

Oh — there was shooting — of course, said Clive with an involuntary and half-humorous glance at Captain Dane.

Good nigger hunting, nodded Dane. Unknown angles, Welter. You ought to run down there.

Any incomparable Indian maidens wearing nothing but ornaments of gold? inquired Cecil.

That is partly true, said Clive, laughing.

If you put a period after nothing, I suppose, suggested Peggy.

About that.

He turned to Athalie; but her silent, smiling gaze confused him so that he forgot what he had meant to say, and stood without a word amid the chatter that rose and ebbed about him.

Anne Randolph and Arthur Ensart had joined hands, their restless feet sketching the first steps of the Miraflores; and presently somebody cranked the machine.

Come on! said Peggy imperiously to Dane; youve been too long in the jungle dancing with Indian maidens!

Other people dropped in — Adele Millis, young Grismer, John Lyndhurst, Jeanne Delauny.

When Clive saw Rosalie Faithorn saunter in with James Allys he stared, but that young seceder from his own set greeted him without embarrassment and lighted a cigarette.

Wheres Winifred? she asked nonchalantly. Still on the outs? Yes? Why not shuffle and draw again? Winifred was always a pig.

Clive flushed at the girls frankness although he could have expected nothing less from her.

Rosalie continued to smoke and to inspect him critically: Youre a bit seedy and a bit weedy, Clive, but youll come around with feeding. Youre really all right. Id have you myself if I was marrying young men these days.

Thats nice of you, Rosalie.... But Im full of rare bacilli.

The rarer the better — if you must have them. Give me the unusual, whether its a disease or a gown. I believe I will take you, Clive — if you are not expected to live long.

Thats the trouble. Nothing seems to be able to get me.

Dane said as he passed with Peggy: Hes immune, Miss Faithorn. The prettiest woman I ever saw, he side-stepped in Lima. And even then every man wanted to shoot him up because she made eyes at him.

I think Ill go there, said Cecil. Her name and quality if you please, Dane.

Ask Clive, he called back.

Athalie, still smiling, said: Shall I ask you, Clive?

Dont ask that South American adventurer anything, interrupted Cecil, but come and dance this Miraflores with me, Athalie—

No, I dont wish to—

Come on! You must!

Oh, Cecil — please—

But he had his way; and, as usual, everybody watched her while the charming music lasted, — Clive among the others, standing a little apart, lean, erect, his dark gaze fixed.

She came back to him after the dance, delicately flushed and a trifle breathless.

Do you dance that in England? she asked.

Its danced — not at Court functions, I believe.

You never did care to dance, did you?

No— he shrugged, I used to mess about some.

And what do you do to amuse yourself in these days?

Nothing — much.

You must do something, Clive!

Oh, yes ... I travel, — go about.

Is that all?

Thats about all.

She had stepped aside to let the dancers pass; he moved with her.

She said in a low, even voice: Is it pleasant to be back, Clive?

He nodded in silence.

Nothing has changed very much since you went away. Theres a new administration at the City Hall, a number of new sky-scrapers in town; people danced the Tango day before yesterday, the Maxixe yesterday, the Miraflores to-day, the Orchid to-morrow. Thats about all, Clive.

And as he merely acquiesced in silence, she glanced up sideways at him, and remained watching this new, sun-browned, lean-visaged version of the boy she had first known and the boyish man who had gone out of her life four years before.

Would you like to see Hafiz? she asked.

He turned quickly toward her: Yes, he said, the ghost of a smile lining the corners of his eyes.

Hes on my bed, asleep. Will you come?

Slipping along the edges of the dancing floor and stepping daintily over the rolled rugs, she led the way through the passage to her rose and ivory bedroom, Clive following.

Hafiz opened his eyes and looked across at them from the pillow, stood up, his back rounding into a furry arch; yawned, stretched first one hind leg and then the other, and finally stood, flexing his forepaws and uttering soft little mews of recognition and greeting.

I wonder, she said, smilingly, if you have any idea how much Hafiz has meant to me?

He made no reply; but his face grew sombre and he laid a lean, muscular hand on the cats head.

Neither spoke again for a little while. Finally his hand fell from the appreciative head of Hafiz, dropping inert by his side, and he stood looking at the floor. Then there was the slightest touch on his arm, and he turned to go; but she did not move; and they confronted each other, alone, and after many years.

Suddenly she stretched out both hands, looking him full in the eyes, her own brilliant with tears:

Ive got you back — havent I? she said unsteadily. But he could not speak, and stood savagely controlling his quivering lip with his teeth.

I just want you as I had you, Clive — my first boy friend — who turned aside from the bright highway of life to speak to a ragged child.... I have had the boy; I have had the youth; I want the man, Clive, — honestly, in perfect innocence.

Would you care what might be said of us — as long as we know our friendship is blameless? I am not taking you from her, am I? I am not taking anything away from her, am I?

I have not always played squarely with men. I dont think it is possible. They have hoped for — various eventualities. I have not encouraged them; I have merely let them hope. Which is not square.

But I wish always to play square with women. Unless a woman does, nobody will.... And that is why I ask you, Clive — am I robbing her — if you come back to me — as you were? — nothing more — nothing less, Clive, but just exactly as you were.

It was impossible for him to control his voice or his words or even his thoughts just yet; he stood with his lean head turned partly from her, motionless as a rock, in the desperate grip of self-mastery, crushing the slender hands that alternately yielded and clasped his own.

Oh, Clive, she said, Clive! You dont know — you never can know what loneliness means to such a woman as I am.... I thought once — many times — that I could never again speak to you — that I never again could care to hear about you.... But I was wrong, pitifully wrong.

It was not jealousy of her, Clive; you know that, dont you? There had never been any question of such sentiment between you and me — excepting once — one night — that last night when you said good-bye — and you were very much overwrought.

So it was not jealousy.... It was loneliness. I wanted you, even if you had fallen in love. That sort of love had nothing to do with us!

There was nothing in it that ought to have come between you and me?... Besides, if such an ephemeral thought ever drifted through my idle mind, I knew on reflection that you and I could never be destined to marry, even if such sentiment ever inclined us. I knew it and accepted it without troubling to analyse the reasons. I had no desire to invade your world — less desire now that I have penetrated it professionally and know a little about it.

It was not jealousy, Clive.

He swung around, bent swiftly and pressed his lips to her hands. And she abandoned them to him with all her heart and soul in an overwhelming passion of purest emotion.

I couldnt stand it, Clive, she said, when I heard you were at your hotel alone.... And all the unhappiness I had heard of — your married life — I — I couldnt stand it; I couldnt let you remain there all alone!

And when you came here to-night, and I saw in your face how these four years had altered you — how it had been with you — I wanted you back — to let you know I am sorry — to let you know I care for the man who has known unhappiness, as I cared for the boy who had known only happiness.

Do you understand, Clive? Do you, dear? Dont you see what I see? — a man standing all alone by a closed door behind which his hopes lie dead.

Clive, that is where you came to me, offering sympathy and friendship. That is where I come to you in my turn, offering whatever you care to take of me — if there is in me anything that may comfort you.

He bent and laid his lips to her hands again, remaining so, curbed before her; and she looked down at his lean and powerful head and shoulders, and saw the hint of grey edging the crisp, dark hair, and the dark stain of tropic suns, that never could be effaced.

So far no passion, other than innocent, had she ever known for any man, — nothing of lesser emotion, nothing physical. And, had she thought of it at all she must have believed that it was that way with her still. For no thought concerning it disturbed her tender, tremulous happiness with this man beside her who still held her hands imprisoned against his breast.

And presently they were seated on the couch at the foot of her bed, excited, garrulous, exchanging gossip, confidences, ideas long unuttered, desires long unexpressed.

Under the sweeping flashlight of her intelligence the four years of his absence were illuminated, and passed swiftly in review for his inspection. Of loneliness, perplexity, grief, deprivation, she made light, laughingly, shrugging her smooth young shoulders.

All that was yesterday, she said. There is only to-day, now — until to-morrow becomes to-day. You wont go away, will you, Clive?

No.

There is no need of your going, is there? — no reason for you to go — no duty — moral obligation — is there, Clive?

None.

You wouldnt say so just because I wish you to, would you?

I wouldnt be here at all if there were any reason for me to be — there.

Then I am not robbing her of you? — I am not depriving her of the tiniest atom of anything that you owe to her? Am I, Clive?

I cant see how. There is only one thing I can do for — my wife. And that is to keep away from her.

Oh, Clive! How desperately sad! And, she is young and beautiful, isnt she? Oh, I am so sorry for you — for you both. Dont you see, dear, that I am not jealous? If you could be happy with her, and if she could understand me and let me be your friend, — that would be wonderful, Clive!

He remained silent, thinking of Winifred and of her quality of understanding; and of the miserable matter of business which had made her his wife — and of his own complacent and smug indifference, and his contemptible weakness under pressure.

Always in the still and secret depths of him he had remained conscious that he had never cared for any woman except Athalie. All else had been but a vague realisation of axioms and theorems, — of premises that had rusted into his mind, — of facts which he accepted as self-evident, — such as the immutable fact that he couldnt marry Athalie, couldnt mortify his family, couldnt defy his friends, couldnt affront his circle with impunity.

To invite disaster would be to bring an avalanche upon himself which, if it wounded, isolated, even marooned him, would certainly bury Athalie out of sight forever.

His parents had so reasoned with him; his mother continued the inculcation after his fathers death. And then Winifred and her mother came floating into his cosmic ken like two familiar planets.

For a while, far away in interstellar space, Athalie glimmered like a fading comet. Then orbits narrowed; adhesion and cohesion followed collision; the bi-maternal pressure never lessened. And he gave up.

Of this he was thinking now as he sat there in her rose and ivory room, gazing at the grey silk carpet underfoot; and all the while exquisitely, vitally conscious of Athalie — of her nearness to him — to tears at moments — to that happiness akin to tears.

Clive, do you remember— and she breathlessly recalled some gay and long forgotten incident of that never to be forgotten winter together when the theatres and restaurants knew them so well, and the day-world and night-world both credited them with being to each other everything that they had never been.

Where will you live? she asked.

He said: You know I have sold our old house.... I dont know— He looked at her gravely and ashamed: I think I will take your old apartment.

She blushed to her hair: Were you annoyed with me because I left it?

It hurt.

But Clive! — I couldnt remain, — after you had become engaged to marry.

Did you need to leave everything you owned?

They were not mine, she said in a low, embarrassed voice.

Whose then?

Yours. I never considered them mine.... As though I were a girl of little consideration ... who paid herself, philosophically, for what she had lost.... Like a mans mistress after the inevitable break has come—

Dont say that!

She shrugged her pretty shoulders: I am a woman old enough to know what the world is, and what women do in it sometimes; and what men do.... And I am this sort of woman, Clive: I can give, I can receive, too, but only because of the happiness it bestows on the giver. And when the sympathy which must exist between giver and receiver ends, then also possession ends, for me.... Why do you look at me so seriously?

But he dared not say. And presently she went on, happily, and at random: Of course I kept Hafiz and the first thing you ever gave me — the gun-metal wrist-watch. Here it is— leaning across him and pulling out a drawer in her dresser. I wear it every day when I am out. It keeps excellent time. Isnt it a darling, Clive?

He examined it in silence, nodded, and returned it to her. And she laid it away again, saying:

So you think of taking my old apartment? How odd! And how very sentimental of you, Clive.

He said, forcing a light tone: Nothing has ever been disturbed there. Its all as it was when you left. Even your gowns are hanging in the closets—

Clive!

Well go around if you like. Would you care to see it again?

Y — yes.

Then well go together, and you can investigate closets and bureaus and dressers—

Clive! Why did you let those things remain?

I didnt care to have anybody else take that place.

Do you know that what you have done is absurdly and frightfully sentimental?

Is it? he said, trying to laugh. Well that snivelling and false sort of sentiment is about the best that such men as I know how to comfort themselves with — when its too late for the real thing.

What do you mean?

Just what I am saying. Cheap minds are fed with false sentiment; and are comforted.... I made out of that place a smug little monument to you — while you were living alone and almost penniless in a shabby rooming house on—

Oh, Clive! You didnt know that! And anyway it would not have altered things for me.

I suppose not.... Well, Athalie; you are very wonderful to me — merciful, forgiving, nobly blind — God! he muttered under his breath, I dont understand how you can be so generous and gentle with me, — I dont, indeed.

If you only knew how easy it is to care for you, she said with that sweet fearlessness so characteristic of her.

He bit his lips in silence.

Presently she said: I suppose therell be gossip in the other room. Rosalie and Cecil will be cynical and they also will try to be witty at our expense. But I dont care. Do you?

Shall we go in?

No.... I havent had you for four years. If you dont care what is said about us, I dont. And she looked up at him with the most engaging candour.

Im only thinking about you, Athalie—

Dont bother to, Clive. Pretty nearly everything has been said about me, I fancy. And, unless it might damage you Ill go anywhere with you, do anything with you. I know that Im all right; and I care no longer what others say or think.

But you know, he said, that is a theory which will not work—

You are wrong, Clive. Nobody cares what sort of character a popular actress may have. Her friends are not disturbed by her reputation; the public crowds to see her. And its about that way with me, I imagine. Because I dont suppose many people believe me to be respectable. Only — there is no man alive who can say of his own knowledge that I am not, — whatever he and his brothers and sisters may imagine.

So why should I care? — as long as the public affords me an honest living! I know what I am, and have been. And the knowledge, so far, does not keep me awake at night.

She laughed — the sweet, fresh, unembarrassed laugh of innocence, — not that ignorance and stupidity which is called innocence, but innocence based on a worldly wisdom which neither her intelligence nor her experience permitted her to escape.

After a short silence he bent forward and laid one hand on a crystal which stood clasped by a tiny silver tripod on the table beside her bed.

So you did develop your — qualities — after all, Athalie.

Yes.... It happened accidentally. And she told him about the old gentleman who had come to her rooms when she stood absolutely penniless and at bay before the world.

After she had ended he asked her whether she had ever again seen his father. She told him. She told him also about seeing his mother.

Have they anything to say to me, Athalie? he asked wistfully.

I dont know, Clive. Some day — when you feel like it — if you will come to me—

Thank you, dear ... you are wonderful — wonderfully good—

Oh, Clive, Im not! Im careless, pleasure-loving, inclined to laziness — and even to dissipation—

You!

Within certain limits, she added demurely. I dance a lot: I know I smoke too much and drink too much champagne. Im no angel, Clive. I won altogether too much at auction last night; ask Jim Allys. And really, if I didnt have a mind and feel a desire to cultivate it, Id be the limit I suppose. She laughed and tossed her chin; and the pure loveliness of her child-like throat was suddenly and exquisitely revealed.

Im too intelligent to go wrong I suppose, she said. I adore cultivating my mental faculties even more than I like to misbehave. She added a trifle shyly. I speak French and Italian and German very nicely. And I sing a little and play acceptably. Please compliment me, Clive.

But her quick smile died out as she looked into his eyes — eyes haunted by the vision of all that he had denied his manhood and this girls young womanhood — all that he had lost, irretrievably and forever on that day he married another woman.

What is the matter, Clive? she asked with sweet concern.

He answered: Nothing, I guess ... except — you are very — wonderful — to me.




CHAPTER XX

[image: img632.jpg]

A MAY AFTERNOON was drawing to a close; the last appointment had been made for the morrow, and the last client for the day still lingered with Athalie where she sat with her head propped thoughtfully on one slim hand, her gaze concentrated on the depths of the crystal sphere.

After a long silence she said: You need not be anxious. Her wireless apparatus is out of order. They are repairing it.... It was a bad storm.

Is there any ice near her?

After a pause: I can see none.

Any ships?

One of her own line, hull down. They have been exchanging signals.... There seems to be no necessity for her to stand by. The worst is over.... Yes, the Empress of Borneo proceeds. The Empress of Formosa will be reported this evening. You need not be anxious: shell dock on Monday.

Are you sure? said the man as Athalie lifted her eyes from the crystal and smiled reassuringly at him. He was a stocky, red-faced, trim, middle-aged man; but his sanguine visage bore the haggard imprint of sleepless nights, and the edges of his teeth had bitten his under lip raw.

Athalie glanced carelessly at the crystal, then nodded.

Yes, she said patiently. I am sure of it, Mr. Clements. The Empress of Formosa will dock on Monday — about — nine in the morning. She will be reported by wireless from the Empress of Borneo this evening.... They have been relaying it from the Delaware Capes.... There will be an extra edition of the evening papers. You may dismiss all anxiety.

The man rose, stood a moment, his features working with emotion.

Im not a praying man, he said. But if this is so — Ill pray for you.... It cant hurt you anyway— he checked himself, stammering, and the deep colour stained him from his brow to his thick, powerful neck as he stood fumbling with his portfolio.

But Athalie smilingly put aside the recompense he offered: It is too much, Mr. Clements.

It is worth it to the Company — if the news is true—

Then wait until your steamer docks.

But you say you are certain—

Yes, I am: but you are not. My refusal of payment will encourage you to confidence in me. You have been ill with anxiety, Mr. Clements. I know what that means. And now your bruised mind cannot realise that the trouble is ended — that there is no reason now for the deadly fear that has racked you. But everything will help you now — what I have told you — and my refusal of payment until your own eyes corroborate everything I have said.

I believe you now, he said, staring at her. I wish to offer you in behalf of the Company—

A swift gesture conjured him to silence. She rose, listening intently. Presently his ears too caught the faint sound, and he turned and walked swiftly and silently to the open window.

There is your extra, she said pleasantly. The Empress of Borneo has been reported.



She was still lying on the couch beside the crystal, idly watching what scenes were drifting, mist-like, through its depths — scenes vague, and faded in colour, and of indefinite outline; for, like the monotone of a half-heard conversation which does not concern a listener these passing phantoms concerned not her.

Under her indifferent eyes they moved; pale-tinted scenes grew, waxed, and waned, and a ghostly processional flowed through them without end under her dark blue dreaming eyes.

She had turned and dropped her head back upon the silken pillows when his signal sounded in telegraphic sequence on the tiny concealed bell.

The still air of the room was yet tremulous with the silvery vibration when he entered, looked around, caught sight of her, and came swiftly toward her.

She looked up at him in her sweet, idly humorous way, unstirring.

This is becoming a habit with you, Clive.

Didnt you care to see me this afternoon? he asked so seriously that the girl laughed outright and stretched out one hand to him.

Clive, youre becoming ponderous! Do you know it? Suppose I didnt care to see you this particular afternoon. Is there any reason why you should take it so seriously?

Plenty of reasons, he said, saluting her smooth, cool hand,— with all these people at your heels every minute—

Please dont pretend—

Im not jealous. But all these men — Cecil and Jimmy Allys — theyre beginning to be a trifle annoying to me.

She laughed in unfeigned and malicious delight:

They dont annoy me! No girl ever was annoyed by overattention from her suitors — except Penelope — and I dont believe she had such a horrid time of it either, until her husband came home and shot up the whole thé dansant.

He was still standing beside her couch without offering to seat himself; and she let him remain standing a few minutes longer before she condescended to move aside on her pillows and nod a tardy invitation.

Has it been an interesting day, Clive?

Rather.

And you have really gone back into business again?

Yes.

And will the real estate market rally at the news of your august reappearance? she inquired mischievously.

I havent a doubt of it, he said with gravity.
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Wonderful, Clive! And I think Id better get in on the ground floor before values go sky-rocketing. Do you want a commission from me?

Of course.

Very well. Buy me the old Hotel Greensleeve.

He smiled; but she said with pretty seriousness: I really have been thinking about it. Do you suppose it could be bought reasonably? Its really a pretty place. And theres a hundred acres — or there was.... I would like to have a modest house somewhere in the country.

Are you in earnest, Athalie?

Really I am.... Couldnt that old house be fixed over inexpensively? You know its nearly two hundred years old, and the lines are good if the gingerbread verandas and modern bay windows are done away with.

He nodded; and she went on with shy enthusiasm: I dont really know anything about gardens, except I know that I should adore them.... I thought of a garden — just a simple one.... And some cows and chickens. And one nice old horse.... It is really very pretty there in spring and summer. And the bay is so blue, and the salt meadows are so sweet.... And the cemetery is near.... I should not wish to alter mothers room very much.... Id turn the bar into a sun parlour.... But Id keep the stove ... where you and I sat that evening and ate peach turnovers.... About how much do you suppose the place could be bought for?

I havent the least idea, Athalie. But Ill see what can be done to-morrow.... It ought to be a good purchase. You can scarcely go wrong on Long Island property if you buy it right.

Will you see about it, Clive?

Of course I will, you dear girl! he said, dropping his hand over hers where it lay between them.

She smiled up at him. Then, distrait, turned her blue eyes toward the window, and remained gazing out at the late afternoon sky where a few white clouds were sailing.

Clouds and ships on sky, and sea, she murmured to herself.... And God always at the helm. Why do men worry? All sail into the same port at last.

He bent over her: What are you murmuring all to yourself down there? he asked, smilingly.

Nothing much, — Im just watching the driftsam and flotsam borne on the currents flowing through my mind — flowing through it and out again — away, somewhere — back to the source of thought, perhaps.

He was still bending above her, and she looked up dreamily into his eyes.

Do you think I shall ever have my garden? she asked.

All things good must come to you, Athalie.

She laughed, looking up into his eyes: You meant that, didnt you? All things good — yes — and other things, too.... They come to all I suppose.... Tell me, do you think my profession disreputable?

You have made it otherwise, havent you?

I dont know. Im eternally tempted. My intelligence bothers me. And where to draw the line between what I really see and what I divine by deduction — or by intuition — I scarcely know sometimes.... I try to be honest.... When you came in just now, were they calling an extra?

Yes.

Did you hear what they were calling?

Something about the Empress of Borneo being reported safe.

She nodded. Then: That is the hopeless part of it. I can sometimes help others; never myself.... I suppose you have no idea how many, many hours I have spent looking for you.... I never could find you. I have never found you in my crystal, or in my clearer vision, or in my dreams; ... never heard your voice, never had news of you except by common report in everyday life.... Why is it, I wonder?

His expression was inscrutable. She said, her eyes still lingering on his: You know it makes me indignant to see so much that neither concerns nor interests me — so much that passes — in this!— laying one hand on the crystal beside the couch ... and never, never in the dull monotony of the drifting multitude to catch a glimpse of you.... I wonder, were I lost somewhere in the world, if you could find me, Clive?

Id die, trying, he said unsmilingly.

Oh! How romantic! I wasnt fishing for a pretty speech, dear. I meant, could you find me in the crystal. Look into it, Clive.

He turned and went over to the clear, transparent sphere, and she, resting her chin on both arms, lay gazing into it, too.

After a silence he shook his head: I see nothing, Athalie.

Can you not see that great yellow river, Clive? And the snow peaks on the horizon?... Palms, tall reeds, endless forests — everything so still — except birds flying — and a broad river rolling between forests.... And a mud-bar, swarming with crocodiles.... And a dead tree stranded there, on which large birds are sitting.... There is a big cat-shaped animal on the bank; but the forest is dark and sunless, — too dusky to see into.... I think the animal is a jaguar.... Hes drinking now.... Yes, hes a jaguar — a heavy, squarely built, spotted creature with a broad, blunt head.... Hes been eating a pheasant; there are feathers everywhere — bright feathers, brilliant as jewels.... Hark! You didnt hear that, did you, Clive? Somebody has shot the jaguar. Theyve shot him again. Hes whirling round and round — and now hes down, biting at sticks and leaves.... There goes another shot. The jaguar lies very still. His jaws are partly open. He has big, yellow cat-teeth.... I cant seem to see who shot him.... There are some black men coming. One has a small American flag furled around the shaft of his spear. Hes waving it over the dead jaguar. Theyre all dancing now.... But I cant see the man who shot him.

I shot him, said Clive.

I thought so. She turned and dropped back among her pillows.

You see, she said, listlessly, I can never seem to find you, Clive. Sometimes I suspect your presence. But I am never certain.... Why is it that a girl cant find the man she cares for most in the whole world?

Do you care for me as much as that?

Why, yes, she said, a trifle surprised.

And do you think I return your — regard — in measure?

She looked at him curiously, then, with her engaging and fearless smile: Quantum suff, she said. You know you oughtnt to care too much for me, Clive.

How much is too much?

You know, she said, watching his face, the smile still lingering on her lips.

No, I dont. Tell me.

Ill inform you when its necessary.

Its necessary now.

No, it isnt.

Im afraid it is.

There was a silence. She lay watching him for a moment longer while the smile in her eyes slowly died out. Then, all in a moment, a swift change altered her expression; and she sat up on the couch, supporting herself on both hands.

What is happening to you, Clive! she said almost breathlessly.

Nothing new.

What do you mean?

Shall I tell you?

Of course.

Then, — but he could not say it. He had no business to, and he knew it. It was the one thing he could refrain from saying, for her sake; the one service he could now render her.

He sat staring into space, the iron grimness of self-control locking every fetter that he wore — must always wear now.

She waited, her eyes intent on his face, her colour high, heart rapid.

What had you to say to me? she asked, breaking the silence.

He forced a laugh: Nothing — except that sometimes being with you again makes me — very contented—

Is that what you had to say?

Yes. I told you it was nothing new.

She lowered her gaze and remained silent for a moment, apparently considering what he had said. Then the uplifted candour of her eyes questioned him again:

You dont imagine yourself in love with me again, do you, Clive?

No.

Nothing like that could happen to you again, could it?... Because it has not yet happened to me. It couldnt.... And it would be too — too ghastly if you — if anything—

Dont talk about it that way! he said sharply. If it did happen — what of it?... He forced a smile. But it wont happen.... Things like that dont happen to people like you and me. We care too much for each other, dont we, Athalie?

Yes.... It would be terrible.... I dont know why I put such ideas into your head — or into my own. But you — there was something in your expression.... Oh, Clive, dear, it couldnt happen to you, could it?

She leaned forward impulsively and put both hands on his shoulders, gazing into his eyes, searching them fearfully for any trace of what she thought for a moment she had seen in them.

He said gaily enough: No fear, dear. Im exactly what I always have been. Ill always be what you want me to be, Athalie.

I know.... But if ever—

No, no! Nothing can ever happen to worry you—

But if—

Nothing shall happen!

I know. But if ever it does—

It wont.

Oh, Clive, listen! If it does happen to you, what will you do?

Do?

Yes.... If it does happen, what will you do, Clive?

But—

Answer me!

I—

Please answer me. What will you do about it?

Nothing, he said, flushing.

Why not?

Why not? What is there — what would there be to do? What could I have to say to you if—

You could say that you loved me — if you did.

To what purpose? he demanded, red and astonished.

To whatever purpose you followed.... Why shouldnt you tell me? If it ever happened that you fell in love with me again I had rather you told me than that you kept silent. I had rather know it than have it happen and never know it. Is there anything wrong in a man if he happens to fall in love with a girl?

He can remain silent, anyway.

Why? Because he cannot marry her?

Yes.

If you ever fell in love with me — would you wish to marry me?

If I ever did, he said, Id go through hell to marry you.

She considered him, curiously, as though trying to realise something inconceivable.

I do not think of you that way, she said. I do not think of you sentimentally at all.... Only that I care for you — deeply. I dont believe its in me to love. I mean — as the world defines love.... So dont fall in love with me, Clive.... But, if you ever do, tell me.

Why? he asked unsteadily.

Because you ought to tell me. I should not wish to die and never know it.

Would you care?

Care? Do you ask a girl whether she could remain unmoved, uninterested, indifferent, if the man she cares for most falls in love with her?

Could you — respond?

Respond? With love? I dont know. How can I tell? I believe that I have never been in love in all my life. I dont know what it feels like. You might as well ask somebody born blind to read an ordinary book.... But one thing is certain: if that ever happens to you, you ought to tell me. Will you?

What good would it do?

What harm would it do? she asked frankly.

Suppose, knowing we could not marry, I made love to you, Athalie?

Suddenly the smile flashed in her eyes: Do you think Im a baby, Clive? Suppose, knowing what we know, you did make love to me? Is that very dreadful?

My responsibility would be.

The responsibility is mine. Im my own mistress. If I chose to be yours the responsibility is mine—

Dont say such things, Athalie!

Why not? Such things happen — or they dont happen. I have no idea theyre likely to happen to us.... Im not a bit alarmed, Clive.... Perhaps its the courage of ignorance— She glanced at him again with the same curious, questioning look in her eyes,— Perhaps because I cannot comprehend any such temptation.... And never could.... Nevertheless if you fall in love with me, tell me. I would not wish you to remain dumb. You have a right to speak. Love isnt a question of conditions or of convenience. You ought to have your chance.

Chance!

Certainly.

What chance?

To win me.

Win you! — when I cant marry you—

I didnt say marry; I said, win.... If you ever fell in love with me you would wish to win my love, wouldnt you? And if you did, and I gave it to you, you would have won me for yourself, wouldnt you? Then why should you worry concerning how I might love you? That would be my affair, my personal responsibility. And I admit to you that I know no more than a kitten what I might do about it.

She looked at him a moment, her hands still resting on his shoulders, and suddenly threw back her head, laughing deliciously: Did you ever before take part in such a ridiculous conversation? she demanded. Oh, but I have always adored theoretical conversations. Only give me an interesting subject and take one end of it and Ill gratefully grasp the other, Clive. What an odd man you are; and I suppose Im odd, too. And we may yet live to inhabit an odd little house together.... Wouldnt the world tear me to tatters!... I wonder if Id dare — even knowing I was all right!... The laughter died in her eyes; a swift tenderness melted them: I do care for you so truly, Clive! I cant bear to think of ever again living without you.... You know it isnt silliness or love or anything except what Ive always felt for you — loyalty and devotion, endless, eternal. And that is all there is or ever will be in my heart and mind.

So clear and sweet and confident in his understanding were her eyes that the quick emotion that leaped responsive left only a ruddy trace on his face and a slight quiver on his lips.

He said: Nothing shall ever threaten your trust in me. No man can ask for more than you give, Athalie.

I give you all I am. What more is there?

I ask no more.

Is there more to wish for? Are you really satisfied, Clive?

Perfectly; — but he looked away from her.

And you dont imagine that you love me, do you?

No, — still looking away from her.

Meet my eyes, and say it.

I—

Clive!

There is no—

Clive, obey me!

So he turned and looked her in the eyes. And after a moments silence she laughed, uncertainly, almost nervously.

You — you do imagine it! she said. Dont you?

He made no reply.

Presently she began to laugh again, a gay, tormenting, excited little laugh. Something in his face seemed to exhilarate her, sending the blood like wine to her cheeks.

You do imagine it! Oh, Clive! You! You think yourself in love with your old comrade!... I knew it! There was something about you — I cant explain exactly what — but there was something that told me.

She was laughing, now, almost wickedly and with all the naïve and innocently malicious delight of a child delighting in its fellows torment.

Oh, Clive! she said, what are you going to do about it? And why do you gaze at me so oddly? — as though I were angry or disconcerted. Im not. Im happy. Im crazy about this new relation of ours. It makes you more interesting than I ever dreamed even you could be—

You know, he said almost grimly, if you are going to take it like this—

Take what?

The knowledge that—

That you are in love with me? Then you are! Oh, Clive, Clive! You dear, sweet, funny boy! And youve told me so, havent you? Or it amounts to that; doesnt it?

Yes; I love you.

She leaned swiftly toward him, sparkling, flushed, radiant, tender:

You dear boy! Im not really laughing at you. Im laughing — I dont know why: happiness — excitement — pride — I dont know.... Do you suppose it actually is love? It wont make you unhappy, will it? Besides you can be very busy trying to win me. That will be exciting enough for both of us, wont it?

Yes — if I try.

But you will try, wont you? she demanded mockingly.

He said, forcing a smile: You seem to think it impossible that I could win you.

Oh, she said airily, I dont say that. You see I dont know the method of procedure. I dont know what youre going to do about your falling in love with me.

He leaned over and took her by the waist; and she drew back instinctively, surprised and disconcerted.

That is silly, she said. Are you going to be silly with me, Clive?

No, he said, I wont be that.

He sat looking at her in silence for a few moments. And slowly the belief entered his heart like a slim steel blade that she had never loved, and that there was in her nothing except what she had said there was, loyalty and devotion, unsullied and spiritual, clean of all else lower and less noble, guiltless of passion, ignorant of desire.

As he looked at her he remembered the past — remembered that once he might have taught her love in all its attributes — that once he might have married her. For in a school so gentle and secure as wedlock such a girl might learn to love.

He had had his chance. What did he want of her now, then? — more than he had of her already. Love? Her devotion amounted to that — all of it that could concern a man already married — hopelessly married to a woman who would never submit to divorce. What did he want of her then?

He turned and walked to the open window and stood looking out over the city. Sunset blazed crimson at the western end of every cross-street. Far away on the Jersey shore electric lights began to sparkle.

He did not know she was behind him until one arm fell lightly on his shoulder.

It remained there after her imprisoned waist yielded a little to his arm.

You are not unhappy, are you, Clive?

No.

I didnt mean to take it lightly. I dont comprehend; thats all. It seems to me that I cant care for you more than I do already. Do you understand?

Yes, dear.

She raised one cool hand and drew his cheek gently against her own, and rested so a moment, looking out across the misty city.

He remembered that night of his departure when she had put both arms around his neck and kissed him. It had been like the serene touch of a crucifix to his lips. It was like that now, — the smooth, passionless touch of her cool, young face against his, and her slim hand framing his cheek.

To think, she murmured to herself, that you should ever care for me in that way, too.... It is wonderful, wonderful — and very sweet — if it does not make you unhappy. Does it?

No.

Its so dear of you to love me that way, Clive. Could — could I do anything — about it?

How?

Would you care to kiss me? she asked with a faint smile. And turned her face.

Chaste, cool and fresh as a flower her young mouth met his, lingered; then, still smiling, and a trifle flushed and shy, she laid her cheek against his shoulder, and her hands in his, calm in her security.

You see, she said, you need not worry over me. I am glad you are in love with me.




CHAPTER XXI
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IT WAS IN the days when nothing physical tainted her passionate attachment to Clive. When she was with him she enjoyed the moment with all her heart and soul — gave to it and to him everything that was best in her — all the richness of her mental and bodily vigour, all the unspoiled enthusiasm of her years, all the sturdy freshness of youth, eager, receptive, credulous, unsatiated.

With them, once more, the old happy companionship began; the Café Arabesque, the Regina, the theatres, the suburban restaurants knew them again. Familiar faces among the waiters welcomed them to the same tables; the same ushers guided them through familiar aisles; the same taxi drivers touched their caps with the same alacrity; the same porters bestirred themselves for tips.

Sometimes when they were not alone, they and their friends danced late at Castle House or the Sans-Souci, or the Humming-Bird, or some such resort, at that time in vogue.

Sometimes on Saturday afternoons or on Sundays and holidays they spent hours in the museums and libraries — not that Clive had either inherited or been educated to any truer appreciation of things worth while than the average New York man — but like the majority he admitted the solemnity and fearsomeness of art and letters, and his attitude toward them was as carefully respectful as it was in church.

Which first perplexed and then amused Athalie who, with no opportunities, had been born with a wholesome passion for all things beautiful of the mind.

The little she knew she had learned from books or from her companionship with Captain Dane that first summer after Clive had gone abroad. And there was nothing orthodox, nothing pedantic, nothing simulated or artificial in her likes or dislikes, her preferences or her indifference.

Yet, somehow, even without knowing, the girl instinctively gravitated toward all things good.

In modern art — with the exception of a few painters — she found little to attract her; but the magnificence of the great Venetians, the sombre splendour of the great Spaniards, the nobility of the great English and Dutch masters held her with a spell forever new. And, as for the exquisite, naïvely self-conscious works of Greuze, Lancret, Fragonard, Boucher, Watteau, and Nattier, she adored them with all the fresh and natural appetite of a capacity for visual pleasure unjaded.

He recognised Raphael with respect and pleasure when authority reassured him it was Raphael. Also he probably knew more about the history of art than did she. Otherwise it was Athalie who led, instinctively, toward what gallery and library held as their best.

Her favourite lingering places were amid the immortal Chinese porcelains and the masterpieces of the Renaissance. And thither she frequently beguiled Clive, — not that he required any persuading to follow this young and lovely creature who ranged the full boundaries of her environment, living to the full life as it had been allotted her.

Wholesome with that charming and rounded slenderness of perfect health there yet seemed no limit to her capacity for the enjoyment of all things for which an appetite exists — pleasures, mental or physical — it did not seem to matter.

She adored walking; to exercise her body delighted her. Always she ate and drank with a relish that fascinated; she was mad about the theatre and about music: — and whatever she chanced to be doing she did with all the vigour, intelligence, and pleasure of which she was capable, throwing into it her entire heart and soul.

It led to temporary misunderstandings — particularly with the men she met — even in the small circle of friends whom she received and with whom she went about. Arthur Ensart entirely mistook her until fiercely set right one evening when alone with him; James Allys also listened to a curt but righteously impassioned discourse which he never forgot. Hargraves gentlemanly and suavely villainous intentions, when finally comprehended, became radically modified under her coolly scornful rebuke. Welter, fat and sentimental, never was more than tiresomely saccharine; Ferris and Lyndhurst betrayed symptoms of being misunderstood, but it was a toss-up as to the degree of seriousness in their intentions.
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The intentions of men are seldom more serious than they have to be. But they all were helplessly, hopelessly caught in the magic, gossamer web of Athalies beauty and personal charm; and some merely kicked and buzzed and some tried to rend the frail rainbow fabric, and some struggled silently against they knew not what — themselves probably. And some, like Dane, hung motionless, enmeshed, knowing that to struggle was futile. And some, like Clive, were still lying under her jewelled feet in the very centre of the sorcery, so far silent and unstirring, awaiting to see whether the grace of God would fall upon them or the coup-de-grâce that ended all. Eventually, however, like all other men, Clive gave signs of life and impatience.

Cant you love me, Athalie? he said abruptly one night, when they had returned from the theatre and he had already taken his leave — and had come back from the door to take it again more tenderly. The girl let him kiss her.

She, in her clinging, sparkling evening gown was standing by her crystal, the fingers of one hand lightly poised upon it, looking down at it.

Love you, Clive, she repeated in smiling surprise. Why, I do, you dear, foolish boy. Ive admitted it to you. Also havent you just kissed me?

I know.... But I mean — couldnt you love me above all other men — above everything in this world—

But I do! Were you annoyed because I was silly with Cecil to-night?

No.... I understand. You simply cant help turning everybodys head. Its in you, — its part of you—

Im merely having a good time, she protested. It means no more than you see, when I flirt with other men.... It never goes any farther — except — once or twice I have let men kiss me.... Only two or three.... Before you came back, of course—

I didnt know that, he said sullenly.

Didnt you? Then the men were more decent than I supposed.... Yes, I let John Lyndhurst kiss me once. And Francis Hargrave did it.... And Jim Allys tried to, against my wishes — but he never attempted it after that.

She had been looking down again at the crystal while speaking; her attitude was penitential, but the faint smile on her lips adorably mischievous. Presently she glanced up at him to see how he was taking it. He must have been taking it very badly, for:

Clive! she said, startled; are you really annoyed with me?

The gathering scowl faded and he forced a smile. Then the frown returned; he flung one arm around her supple waist and gathered both her hands into his, holding them closely imprisoned.

You must love! he said almost roughly.

My dear! Ive told you that I do love you.

And I tell you you dont! Your calm and cheerful friendship for me isnt love!

Oh. What else is it, please?

He kissed her on the mouth. She suffered his lips again without flinching, then drew back laughingly to avoid him.

Why are you becoming so very demonstrative? she asked. If you are not careful it will become a horrid habit with you.

Does it mean nothing more than a habit to you? he asked, unsmilingly.

It means that I care enough for you to let you do it more than once, doesnt it?

He shrugged and turned his face toward the window:

And you believe that you love me, he said, sullenly and partly to himself.

You amazingly sulky man, what are you muttering to yourself? she demanded, bending forward and across his shoulder to see his face which was still turned from her. He swung about and caught her fiercely in his arms; and the embrace left her breathless and flushed.

Clive — please—

Cant you care for me! For Gods sake show it if you can!

Please, dear — I—

Cant you! he repeated unsteadily, drawing her closer. You know what I am asking. Answer me!

She bent her head and rested it against his shoulder a moment, considering; she then looked away from him, troubled:

I dont want to be your — mistress, she said. Truth disconcerts the vast majority. It disconcerted him — after a ringing silence through which the beating of rain on the window came to him like the steady tattoo of his own heart.

I did not ask that, he said, very red.

You meant that.... Because Ive been everything to you except that.

I want you for my wife, he interrupted sharply.

But you are married, Clive. So what more can I be to you, unless I become — what I dont want to become—

I merely want you to love me — until I can find some way out of this hell on earth Im living in!

Dear, Im sorry! Im sorry you are so unhappy. But you cant get free, — can you? She wont let you, will she?

Ive got to have my freedom! I cant stand this. Good God! Must a man do life for being a fool once? Isnt there any allowance to be made for a first offence? Ive always wanted to marry you. I was a miserable, crazy coward to do what I did! Havent I paid for it? Do you know what Ive been through?

She said very sweetly and pitifully: Dear, I know what people suffer — what lonely hearts endure. I think I understand what you have been through.

I know you understand! Fool that I am who enlightened you. But yours was the injury of bruised faith — the suffering caused by outrage. No hell of self-contempt set you crawling about the world in agony; no despicable self-knowledge drove you out into the waste places. Yours was the sorrow of a self-respecting victim; mine the grief of the damned fool who has done to death all that he ever loved for the love of expediency and of self!

Clive!—

Thats what I am! he interrupted fiercely, a damned fool! I dont know what else I am, but I cant live without you, and I wont!

She said: You told me that being in love with me would not make you unhappy. So I told you to love me. I was wrong to let you do it.

You darling! I am more than happy!

It was a dreadful mistake, Clive! I shouldnt have let you.

Do you think you could have stopped me?

I dont know. Couldnt I? Ive stopped other men.... I shouldnt have let you. But it was so delightful — to be really loved by you! All my pride responded. It seemed to dignify everything; it seemed to make me really a woman, with a place among other women — to be loved by such a man as you ... and I was not selfish about it; I did ask you whether it would make you unhappy to be in love with me. Oh, I see now that I was very wrong, Clive — very foolish, very wrong! Because it is making you restless and unhappy—

If you could only love me a little in return!

I dont know how to love you except the way I am doing—

There is a more vital emotion—

It seems impossible that I could care for you more deeply than I do.

If you could only respond with a little tenderness—

I do respond — as well as I know how, she said piteously.

He drew her nearer and touched her cheek with his lips:

I know, dear. I dont mean to complain.

Oh, Clive! I have let you fall in love with me and it is making you miserable! And now its making me miserable, too, because you are disappointed in me.

No—

You are! Im not what you expected — not what you wanted—

You are everything I want! — if I could only wake your heart! he said in a low tense voice.

It isnt my heart that is asleep.... I know what you miss in me.... And I cant help it. I — I dont wish to help it — or to be different.

She dropped her head against his shoulder. After a few moments she spoke from there in a muffled, childish voice:

What can I do about it? I dont want to be your mistress, Clive.... I never wanted to do — anything — like that.

A deeper colour burnt his face. He said: Could you love me enough to marry me if I managed to free myself?

I have never thought of marrying you, Clive. It isnt that I couldnt love you — that way. I suppose I could. Probably I could. Only — I dont know anything about it—

Let me try to free myself, anyway.

How is it possible?

He said, exasperated: Do you suppose I can endure this sort of existence forever?

The swift tears sprang to her eyes. I dont know — I dont know, she faltered. I thought this existence of ours ideal. I thought you were going to be happy; I supposed that our being together again would bring happiness to us both. It doesnt! It is making us wretched. You are not contented with our friendship! She turned on him passionately: I dont wish to be your mistress. I dont want you to make me wish to be. No girl naturally desires less than she is entitled to, or more than the law permits — unless some man teaches her to wish for it. Dont make such a girl of me, Clive! You — you are beginning to do it. And I dont wish it! Truly I dont!

In that fierce flash of candour, — of guiltless passion, she had revealed herself. Never, until that moment, had he supposed himself so absolutely dominant, invested with such power for good or evil. That he could sway her one way or the other through her pure loyalty, devotion, and sympathy he had not understood.

To do him justice he desired no such responsibility. He had meant to be honest and generous and unselfish even when the outlook seemed most hopeless, — when he was convinced that he had no chance of freedom.

But a man with the girl he loves in his arms might as well set a net to catch the wind as to set boundaries to his desires. Perhaps he could not so ardently have desired his freedom to marry her had he not as ardently desired her love.

Love he had of her, but it was an affection utterly innocent of passion. He knew it; she realised it; realised too that the capacity for passion was in her. And had asked him not awaken her to it, instinctively recoiling from it. Generous, unsullied, proudly ignorant, she desired to remain so. Yet knew her peril; and candidly revealed it to him in the most honest appeal ever made to him.

For if the girl herself suspected and dreaded whither her loyalty and deep devotion to him might lead her, he had realised very suddenly what his leadership meant in such a companionship.

Now it sobered him, awed him, — and chilled him a trifle.

Himself, his own love for her, his own passion he could control and in a measure subdue. But, once awakened, could he control such an ally as she might be to his own lesser, impatient and hot-headed self?

Where her disposition was to deny, he could still fetter self and acquiesce. But he began to understand that half his strength lay in her unwillingness; half of their safety in her inexperience, her undisturbed tranquillity, her aloofness from physical emotion and her ignorance of the mastery of the lesser passions.

The girl had builded wholesomely and wisely for herself. Instinct had led her truly and well as far as that tangled moment in her life. Instinct still would lead her safely if she were let alone, — instinct and the intelligence she herself had developed. For the ethical view of the question remained only as a vague memory of precepts mechanical and meaningless to a healthy child. She had lost her mother too early to have understood the casual morals so gently inculcated. And nobody else had told her anything.

Also intelligence is often a foe to instinct. She might, with little persuasion accept an unconventional view of life; with a little emotional awakening she might more easily still be persuaded to a logic builded on false foundations. Add to these her ardent devotion to this man, and her deep and tender concern lest he be unhappy, and Athalies chances for remaining her own mistress were slim enough.

Something of this Clive seemed to understand; and the understanding left him very serious and silent where he stood in the soft glow of the lamp with this young girl in his arms and her warm, sweet head on his breast.

He said after a long silence: You are right, Athalie. It is better, safer, not to respond to me. Im just in love with you and I want to marry you — thats all. I shall not be unhappy about it. I am not, now. If I marry you, youll fall in love, too, in your own way. That will be as it should be. I could desire no more than that. I do desire nothing more.

He looked down at her, smiled, releasing her gently. But she clung to him for a moment.

You are so wonderful, Clive — so dear! I do love you. I will marry you if I can. I want to make up everything to you — the lonely years, your deep unhappiness — even, she added shyly, your little disappointment in me—

You dont understand, Athalie. I am not disappointed—

I do understand. And I am thinking of what will happen if you fail to free yourself.... Because I realize now that I dont propose to leave you to grow old all alone.... I shall live with you when youre old whatever people may think. I tell you, Clive, Im the same child, the same girl that you once knew, only grown into a woman. I know right from wrong. I had rather not do wrong. But if Ive got to — I wont whimper. And Ill do it thoroughly!

You wont do it at all, he said, smiling at her threat to the little tin gods.

I dont know. If they wont give you your freedom, and if—

Nonsense, Athalie, he said, laughing, coolly master of himself once more. We mustnt be unwholesomely romantic, you and I. Ill marry you if I can; if I cant, God help us, thats all.

But she had become very grave: God help us, she repeated slowly. Because I believe that, rightly or wrongly, I shall one day belong to you.

He said: It can be only in one way. The right way. Perhaps he had awakened too late to a realisation of his power over her, for the girl made no response, no longer even looked at him.

Only one way, he repeated, uneasily;— the right way, Athalie.

But into her dark blue eyes had come a vague and brooding beauty which he had never before seen. In it was tenderness, and a new wisdom, alas! and a faint and shadowy something, profound, starlike, inscrutable.

As for love, he said, forcing a lighter tone, there are fifty-seven different varieties, Athalie; and only one is poisonous, — unless taken with the other fifty-six, and in small doses.

She smiled faintly and walked to the window. Rain beat there in the darkness spattering the little iron balcony. Below, the bleared lights of the city stretched away to the sky-line.

He followed, and slipped his arm through hers; and she bent her wrist, interlacing her slim fingers with his.

You know, he said, that when I often speak with apparent authority I am wrong. In the final analysis you are the real leader, Athalie. Your instincts are the right ones; your convictions honest, your conclusions just. Mine are too often confused with selfishness and indecision. For mine is an irresolute character; — or it was. Im trying to make it firmer.

She pressed his hand lightly, her eyes still fixed on the light-smeared darkness.

He went on more gravely: Candour and the intuition born of common sense, — that is where you are so admirable, dear. Add to that the tenderest heart that ever beat, and a proud ignorance of the lesser, baser emotions — and, who am I to interfere, — to come into the sweet order of your life with demands that confuse you — with complaints against the very destiny I brought upon us both — with the clamour of a selfish and ignoble philosophy which your every instinct rejects, and which your heart entertains only because it is your heart, and its heavenly sympathy has never failed me yet.... Oh, Athalie, Athalie, it would be a shameful day for me and a bitter day for you if my selfishness and irresolution ever swerved you. What I have lost — if I have indeed lost it — is lost irrevocably. And Ive got to learn to face it.

She said, still gazing absently into the darkness: Yes. But I am just beginning to wonder what it is that I may have lost, — what it is that I have never known.

Dont think of it! Dont permit anything I have said or done to trouble you or stir you toward such an awakening.... I dont want to stand charged with that. You are tranquil, now—

I — was.

You are still! he said in quick concern. Listen, Athalie — the majority of men lose their grip at moments; men as irresolute as I lose it oftener. Dont waste sympathy on me; it was nothing but a whine born of a lesser impulse — born of emotions less decent than you could comprehend—

Maybe I am beginning to comprehend.

You shall not! You shall remain as you are! Dear, dont you realise that I cant steady myself unless I can look up to you? Youve raised yourself to where you stand; youve made your own pedestal. Look down at me from it; dont ever step down; dont ever condescend; dont ever let me think you mortal. You are not, now. Dont ever descend entirely to my level — even if we marry.

She turned, smiling too wisely, yet adorably: What endless romance there is in that boys heart of yours! There always was, — when you came running back to me where I stood alone by the closed door, — when you found me living as all women who work live, and made a beautiful home for me and gave me more than I wished to take, asking nothing of me in return. Oh, Clive, you were chivalrous and romantic, too, when you listened to your mothers wishes and gave me up. I understand it so much better, now. I know how it was — with your father dead and your beautiful mother, broken, desolate, confiding to your keeping all her hope and pride and future happiness, — all the traditions of the family, and its dignity and honour!

In the light of a clearer knowledge, do you suppose I blame you now? Do you suppose I blame you for anything? — for your long and broken-hearted and bitter silence? — for the quick resurgence of your affection for me — for your love — Oh, Clive! — for your passion?

Do you suppose I think less of you because you love me — care for me in the many and inexplicable ways that a man cares for a woman? — because you want me as a man wants the woman he loves, as his wife if it may be so, as his own, anyhow?

She let her eyes rest on him in a new and fearless comprehension, tender, curious, sad by turns.

It is the romance of passion in you that has been fighting to awaken the Sleeping Princess of a legend, she said with a slight smile; it is the same illogical, impulsive romance that draws back just as her closed lids tremble, fearing to awaken her to the sorrows and temptations of a world which, after all, God made for us to wake in.

Athalie! I am a scoundrel if I have—

Oh, Clive! she laughed, mocking the solemn measure of her own words; adorable boy of impulse and romance, never to outgrow its magic armour, destined always to be ruled by dreams through the sweetest and most generous of hearts, you need not fear for me. I am already awake — at least I am sufficiently aroused to understand you — and something, too, of my own self which I have never hitherto understood.

For a second, lightly, she rested her warm, fresh cheek against his. When it was burning she disengaged her fingers from his and leaned aside against the rain-swept window.

You see? she said calmly but with heightened colour.... I am very human after all.... But it is still my mind that rules, not my emotions.

She turned to him in her old sweetly humorous and mocking manner:

That is all the romance of which I am capable, Clive — if there be any real romance in a very clear mind. For it is my intellect that must lead me to salvation or to destruction. If I am to come crashing down at your feet, I shall have already planned the fall. If I am to be destroyed, it will not be by any accident of romantic emotion, of unconsidered impulse, or sudden blindness of passion; it will be because my intelligence coolly courted destruction, and accepted every chance, every hazard.

So spoke Athalie, smiling, in the full confidence and pride of her superb youth, certain of the minds autocracy over matter, lightly defying within herself the latent tempest, of which she as yet divined no more than the first exquisitely disturbing breeze; — deriding, too, the as yet unloosened bolts of the old gods themselves, — the white lightning of desire.

Come, she said, half mockingly, half seriously, passing her arm through Clives;— we are quite safe together in this safe and sane old world — unless I choose — otherwise.

She turned and touched her lips lightly to his hair:

So you may safely behave as irrationally, irresponsibly, and romantically as you choose.... As long as I now am wide awake.

And then, for the first time, he realised his utter responsibility to this girl who so gaily and audaciously relieved him of it. And he understood how pitifully unarmed she really stood, and how imminent the necessity for him to forge for himself the armour of character, and to wear it eternally for his own safety as well as hers.

Good night, dear, he said.

In her new and magnificent self-confidence she turned and put both arms around his neck, drawing his lips against hers.

But after he had gone she leaned against the closed door, less confident, her heart beating too fast and hard to entirely justify this new enfranchisement of the body, or her overwhelming faith in its wise and trusted guardian, the mind.

And he went soberly on his way through the rain to his hotel, troubled but determined upon his new rôle as his own souls armourer. All that was in him of romance and of chivalry was responding passionately to the girls unconscious revelation of her new need.

For now he realised that her boasted armour was of gauze; he could see her naked heart beating behind it; he beheld, through the shield she lifted on high to protect them both, the moon shining with its false, reflected light.

Never did Athalie stand in such dire need of the armour she supposed that she was wearing.

And he must put on his own, rapidly, and rivet it fast — the inflexible mail of character which alone can shield such souls as his — and hers.



When he came into his own room, a thick letter from his wife lay on the table. Before he broke the seal he laid aside his wet garments, being in no haste to read any more of the now incessant reproaches and complaints with which Winifred had recently deluged him.
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Finally, when he was ready, he cut the envelope and seated himself beside the lamp. She wrote from the house in Kent:

It was a very different matter when you were travelling about and I could say that you were off on another exploring expedition. But your return from South America was mentioned in the London papers; and the fact that you are now not only in New York but that you have also gone into business there is known and is the subject of comment.

I shall be, as usual, perfectly frank with you; I do not care whether you are here or not; in fact I infinitely prefer your absence to your presence. But your engaging in business in New York is a very different matter, and creates a different situation for me.

You like to travel. Why dont you do it? I dont care to be the subject of gossip; and I shall be — am, no doubt, already, — because you are making the situation too plain and too public.

Its well enough for ones friends to surmise the condition of affairs; no unpleasantness for me results. But let it once become newspaper gossip and my situation among people I most earnestly desire to cultivate would become instantly precarious and perhaps impossible.

It is not necessary for me to inform you what is the very insecure status of an American woman here, particularly in view of the Courts well known state of mind concerning marital irregularities.

The Kings views coincide with the Queens. And the Queens are perfectly well known.

If you continue your exploring expeditions, which you evidently like to engage in, and if you report here at intervals for the sake of appearances, I can get on very well and very comfortably. But if you settle in New York and engage in business there, and continue to remain away from this country where you are popularly supposed to maintain residences in town and country, I shall certainly begin to experience very disagreeably the consequences of your selfish conduct.

Your reply to my last letter has thoroughly incensed me.

You always have been selfish. From the time I had the misfortune to marry you I had to suffer from your selfish, self-centred, demonstrative, and rather common character — until you finally learned that demonstration is offensive to decent breeding, and that, although I happened to be married to you, I intended to keep to my own notions of delicacy, reserve, privacy, and self-respect.

Of course you thought it a sufficient reason for us to have children merely because you once thought you wanted them; and I shall not forget what was your brutal attitude toward me when I told you very plainly that I refused to be saddled with the nasty, grubby little brats. Evidently you are incapable of understanding any woman who is not half animal.

I did not desire children, and that ought to have been sufficient for you. I am not demonstrative toward anybody; I leave that custom to my servants. And is it any crime if the things that interest and appeal to you do not happen to attract me?

And Ill tell you now that your subjects of conversation always bored me. I make no pretences; I frankly do not care for what you so smugly designate as the things of the mind and things worth while. I am no hypocrite: I like well bred, well dressed people; I like what they do and say and think. Their characters may be negative as you say, but their poise and freedom from demonstration are most agreeable to me.

You politely designated them as fools, and what they said you characterised as piffle. You had the exceedingly bad taste to sneer at various members of an ancient and established aristocracy — people who by inheritance from generations of social authority, require no toleration from such a man as you.

These are the people who are my friends; among whom I enjoy an established position. This position you now threaten by coolly going into business in New York. In other and uglier words you advertise to the world that you have abandoned your home and wife.

Of course I cannot help it if you insist on doing this common and disgraceful thing.

And I suppose, considering the reigning familys attitude toward divorce, that you believe me to be at your mercy.

Permit me to inform you that I am not. If, in a certain set, wherein I now have the entrée, divorce is not tolerated, — at any rate where the divorced wife of an American would not be received, — nevertheless there are other sets as desirable, perhaps even more desirable, and which enjoy a prestige as weighty.

And Ill tell you now that in case you persist in affronting me by remaining in business in New York, I shall be forced to procure a separation — possibly a divorce. And I shall not suffer for it socially as no doubt you think I will.

There is only one reason why I have not done so already — disinclination to be disturbed in a social milieu which suits me. Its merely the inconvenience of a transfer to another equally agreeable set.

But if your selfish conduct forces me to make the change, dont doubt for one minute, my friend, that Im entirely capable and able to accomplish it without any detriment or anything worse than some slight inconvenience to myself.

Whether it be a separation or a divorce I have not yet made up my mind.

There is only one reason why I should hesitate and that is the thought that possibly you might be glad of your freedom. If I were sure of that Id punish you by asking for a separation. But I do not suppose it really matters to you. I think I know you well enough to know that you have no desire to marry again. And, as for the young woman in whose company you made yourself notorious before we were engaged — well, I think you would hesitate to offer her marriage, or even, perhaps, the not unprecedented privilege of being your chère amie. I do you the honour of believing you too fastidious to select a public fortune teller for your mistress, or to parade a cheap trance-medium as a specimen of your personal taste in pulchritude.

Meanwhile your attitude in domestic matters continues to annoy me. Be good enough to let me know, definitely, what you propose to do, so that I may take proper measures to protect myself — because I have always been obliged to protect myself from you and your vulgar notions ever since my mother and yours made a fool of me.

Winifred Stuart Bailey. 

With his care-worn eyes still fixed on the written pages he rested his elbow on the table and dropped his head on his hand, heavily.

Rain swept the windows; the wind also was rising; his room seemed to be full of sounds; even the clock which had a subdued tick and a most discreet manner of announcing the passing of time, seemed noisy to him.

God! what a mess Ive made of life, he said aloud. For a moment a swift anger burned fiercely against the woman who had written him; then the flame of it blew against himself, scorching him with the wrath of self-contempt.

Hell! he said between his teeth. It isnt the fault of that little girl across the ocean. Its my fault, mine, and the fault of nobody else.

Indecision, the weakness of a heart easily appealed to, the irresolution of a man who was not man enough to guard and maintain his own freedom of action and the right to live his own life — these had encompassed the wrecking of him.

It seemed that he was at least man enough to admit it, generous enough to concede it, even if perhaps it was not altogether true.

But never once had he permitted himself, even for a second, to censure the part played by his mother in the catastrophe. That he had been persuaded, swerved, over-ridden, dominated, was his own fault.

The boy had been appealed to, subtly, cleverly, on his most vulnerable side; he had been bothered and badgered and beset. Two women, clever and hard as nails, had made up their minds to the marriage; the third remained passive, indifferent, but acquiescent. Wiser, firmer, and more experienced men than Clive had surrendered earlier. Only the memory of Athalie held him at all; — some vague, indefinite hope may have remained that somehow, somewhere, sometime, either the worlds attitude might change or he might develop the courage to ignore it and to seek his happiness where it lay and let the world howl.

That is probably all that held him at all. And after a while the constant pressure snapped that thread. This was the result.



He lifted his head and stared, heavy-eyed, at his wifes letter. Then, dropping the sheets to the floor he turned and laid both arms upon the table and buried his face in them.

Toward morning his servant discovered him there, asleep.




CHAPTER XXII
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THE FOLLOWING DAY Clive replied to his wife by cable: As it seems to make no unpleasant difference to you I have concluded to remain in New York. Please take whatever steps you may find most convenient and agreeable for yourself.

And, following this he wrote her:

I am inexpressibly sorry to cause you any new annoyance and to arouse once more your just impatience and resentment. But I see no use in a recapitulation of my shortcomings and of your own many disappointments in the man you married.

Please remember that I have always assumed all blame for our marriage; and that I shall always charge myself with it. I have no reply to make to your reproaches, — no defence; I was not in love with you when I married you — which is as serious an offence as any man can perpetrate toward any woman. And I do not now blame you for a very natural refusal to tolerate anything approaching the sympathy and intimacy that ought to exist between husband and wife.

I did entertain a hazy idea that affection and perhaps love might be ultimately possible even under the circumstances of such a marriage as ours; and in a youthful, ignorant, and inexperienced way I attempted to bring it about. My notions of our mutual obligations were very vague and indefinite.

Please believe I did not realise how utterly distasteful any such ideas were to you, and how deep was your personal disinclination for the man you married.

I understand now how many mistakes I made before I finally rid you of myself, and gave you a chance to live your life in your own way unharassed by the interference of a young, ignorant, and probably aggressive man.

Your aversion to motherhood was, after all, your own affair. Man has no right to demand that of woman. I took a very bullying and intolerant attitude toward you — not, as I now realise, from any real conviction on the subject, but because I liked and wanted children, and also because I was influenced by the cant of the hour — the fashion being to demand of woman, on ethical grounds, quantitative reproduction as a marriage offering to the Almighty. As though indiscriminate and wholesale addition to humanity were an admirable and religious duty. Nothing, even in the Old Testament, is more stupid than such a doctrine; no child should ever be born unwelcome to both parents.

I am sorry I could not find your circle of friends interesting. I sometimes think I might have, had you and I been mutually sympathetic. But the situation was impossible; our ideas, interests, convictions, tastes, were radically at variance; we had absolutely nothing in common to build on. What marriage ties could endure the strain of such conditions? The fault was mine, Winifred; I am sorry for you.

I dont know much about anything, but, thinking as clearly and as impersonally as it is in me to think, I begin to believe that divorce, far from deserving the stigma attached to it, is a step forward in civilisation.

Perhaps it may be only a temporary substitute for something better — say for more wholesome and more honest social conditions where the proposition for mating and the selection of a mate may lie as freely with your sex as with mine.

Until then I know of nothing more honest and more sensible than to undo the wrong that ignorance and inexperience has accomplished. No womans moral or spiritual salvation is dependent upon her wearing the fetters of a marriage abhorred. Such a stupid sacrifice is unthinkable to modesty and decency, and is repulsive to common sense. And any god who is supposed to demand that of humanity is not the true God, but is as grotesque and false as any African idol or any deity ever worshipped by Puritan or Pagan or by any orthodox assassin of free minds since the first murder was perpetrated on account of creed.

You are entitled to divorce. I dont know whether I am or not, having done this thing. Nobody likes to endure unhappy consequences. I dont. But it was my own doing and I have no ground for complaint.

You, however, have. You ought to be free of me. Of course, Id be very glad to have my freedom; I shall not lie about it; but the difference is that you deserve yours and I dont. But Ill be very grateful if you care to give it to me.

Dont write any more bitterly than you can help. I dont believe it really affords you any satisfaction; and it depresses me more than you could realise. I know only too well what I have been and wherein I have failed so miserably. Let me forget it whenever I can, Winifred. And if, for me, there remains any chance, any outlook, be generous enough to let me try to take it.

Your husband,
C. Bailey.

The consequences of this letter did not seem to be very fortunate. There came a letter from her so bitter and menacing that a cleverer man might have read in it enough of menace between the lines to forearm him with caution at least.

But Clive merely read it once and destroyed it and tried to forget it.



It was not until some time afterward that, gradually, some instinct in him awoke suspicion. But for a long while he was not perfectly sure that he was being followed.

However, when he could no longer doubt it, and when the lurking figures and faces of at least two of the men who dogged him everywhere had become sufficiently familiar to him, he wrote a short note to his wife asking for an explanation.

But he got none — principally because his wife had already sailed.

The effect of Winifreds letters on an impressionable, sensitive, and self-distrustful character, was never very quickly effaced.

Whatever was morbid in the man became apparent after he had received such letters, and took the form of a quiet withdrawal from the circles which he affected, until such time as mortification and shame had subsided.

He had written briefly to Athalie saying that business would take him out of town for a few weeks. Which it did as a matter of fact, landing him at Spring Pond, Long Island, where he completed the purchase of the Greensleeve tavern and took title in his own name.

Old Ledlie had died; his only heir appeared to be glad enough to sell; the title was free and clear; the possibilities of the place fascinating.

Clive prowled around the place in two minds whether he might venture to call in a local builder and have him strip the protuberances from the house, which was all that was necessary to restore it to its original form; or whether he ought to leave that for Athalie to manage.

But there remained considerable to be done; May was in full bud and blossom already; and if Athalie was to enjoy the place at all that summer it ought to be made livable.

So Clive summoned several people to his aid with the following quick results: A New York general contractor took over the entire job guaranteeing quick results or forfeiture. A local nurseryman and an emergency gang started in. They hedged the entire front with privet for immediate effect, cleared, relocated, and restored the ancient flower garden on its quaint original lines; planted its borders thickly with old time perennials, peonies, larkspurs, hollyhocks, clove pinks, irises, and lilies; replanted the rose beds with old-fashioned roses, set the wall beds with fruit trees and gay annuals, sodded, trimmed, raked, levelled, cleaned up, and pruned, until the garden was a charming and logical thing.

Fortunately the newness was not apparent because the old stucco walls remained laden with wistaria and honeysuckle, and the alley of ancient box trees required clipping only.

In the centre of the lawn he built a circular pool and piped the water from Spring Brook. It fell in a slender jet, icy cold, powdering pool, basin and grass with spray.

Where half-dead locust and cedar trees had to be felled Clive set tall arbor vitæ and soft maples. He was an expensive young man where Athalies pleasure was concerned; and as he worked there in the lovely May weather his interest and enthusiasm grew with every fresh fragrant spadeful of brown earth turned.

The local building genius repainted the aged house after bay window and gingerbread had been stripped from its otherwise dignified facade; replaced broken slates on the roof, mended the great fat chimneys, matched the traces of pale bluish-green that remained on the window shutters, filled in the sashes with small, square panes, instituted modern plumbing, drainage, sewage, and electric lights — all of which was emergency work and not too difficult as the city improvements had now been extended as far as the village a mile to the eastward. But it was expensive.

At first Clive had decided to leave the interior to Athalie, but he finally made up his mind to restore the place on its original lines with the exception of her mothers room. This room he recognised from her frequent description of it; and he locked it, pocketed the key, and turned loose his men.

All that they did was to plaster where it was needed, re-kalsomine all walls and ceilings, scrape, clean, mend, and re-enamel the ancient woodwork. Trim, casings, wainscot, and stairs were restored to their original design and finish; dark hardwood floors replaced the painted boards which had rotted; wherever a scrap of early wall-paper remained he matched it as closely as possible, having an expert from New York to do the business; and the fixtures he chose were simple and graceful and reflected the period as nearly as electric light fixtures can simulate an era of candle-sticks and tallow dips.

He was tremendously tempted to go ahead, so fascinating had the work become to him, but he realised that it was not fair to Athalie. All that he could reasonably do he had done; the place was clean and fresh, and restored to its original condition outside and in, except for the modern necessities of lighting, heating, plumbing, and running water in pantry, laundry, kitchen, and bathrooms. Two of the latter had replaced two clothes-presses; the ancient cellar had been cemented and whitewashed, and heavily stocked with furnace and kitchen coal and kindling.

Also there were fire-dogs for the three fine old-fashioned fireplaces in the house which had been disinterred from under bricked-in and plastered surfaces where only the aged mantel shelves and a hole for a stove pipe revealed their probable presence.

The carpets were too ragged and soiled to retain; the furniture too awful. But he replaced the latter, leaving its disposition and the pleasure of choosing new furniture and new floor coverings to Athalie.

Hers also was to be the pleasure of re-stocking the house with linen; of selecting upholstery and curtains and the requisites for pantry, kitchen, and dining-room.

Once she told him what she had meant to do with the bar. And he took the liberty of doing it, turning the place into a charming sun-parlour, where, in a stone basin, gold-fish swam and a forest of feathery and flowering semi-tropical plants spread a fretwork of blue shadows over the cool stone floor.

But he left the big stove as it had been; and the rather quaint old chairs with their rush-bottoms renovated and their lustrous wood stained and polished by years of use.

Every other day he went to Spring Pond from his office in New York to watch the progress of the work. The contractor was under penalty; Clive had not balked at the expense; and the work was put through with a rush.

In the meanwhile he called on Athalie occasionally, pretending always whenever she spoke of it, that negotiations were still under way concerning the property in question, and that such transactions required patience and time.

One matter, too, was gradually effaced from his mind. The tall man and the short man who had been following him so persistently had utterly disappeared. And nobody else seemed to have taken their places. Eventually he forgot it altogether.

Two months was the period agreed upon for the completion of Athalies house and garden, and the first week in July found the work done.

It had promised to be a hot week in the city: Athalie, who had been nowhere except for an evening at some suburban restaurant, had begun to feel fagged and listless and in need of a vacation.

And that morning she had decided to go away for a month to some quiet place in the mountains, and she was already consulting various folders and advertisements which she had accumulated since early spring, when the telephone in her bedroom rang.

She had never heard Clives voice so gay over the wire. She told him so; and she could hear his quick and rather excited laugh.

Are you very busy to-day? he asked.

No; Im going to close up shop for a month, Clive. Im hot and tired and dying for a glimpse of something green. I was just looking over a lot of advertisements — cottages and hotels. Come up and help me.

I want you to spend the day with me in the country. Will you?

Id love to. Where?

At Spring Pond.

Clive! Do you really want to go there?

Yes. As your guest.

What?

If you will invite me. Will you?

What do you mean? Have you bought the place for me?

I have the deed in my pocket, all ready to be transferred to you.

You darling! Clive, I am so excited—

So am I. Shall I come for you in my brand new car? Ive invested in an inexpensive Stinger runabout. May I drive you down? It wont take much longer than by train. And it will cool us off.

Come as soon as you can get here! she cried, delighted. This is going to be the happiest day of my entire life!



And so it came about that Athalie in her pretty new gown and hat of lilac lingerie, followed by a maid bearing three suit-cases, hat-box, toilet satchel, and automobile coat, emerged from the main entrance of the building where Clive sat waiting in a smart Stinger runabout. When he saw her he sprang out and came forward, hat in hand.

You darling, she said in a low, happy voice. Youve made me happier than I ever dreamed of being. I dont know what to say to you; I simply dont know how to thank you for doing this wonderful thing for me.

He, too, was happier than he had ever been in all his life; and so much in love that he found nothing to say for a moment save the few trite phrases in which a man in love says many commonplaces, all of which only mean, I love you.
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Doubtless she understood the complicated code, for she laughed and blushed a trifle and looked around at her maid laden with luggage.

Where can we put these, Clive? she asked.

What on earth is all that luggage? he asked, surprised.

Im going to remain a few days, she explained, so Ive brought a few things.

But do you imagine there is anything to eat or anywhere to lay your head in that tumble down old house? he demanded, secretly enchanted with her rash enthusiasm.

I propose to camp. I can buy milk, crackers, and sardines at Spring Pond village; also sufficient bathroom and bed linen. That is all I require to be perfectly comfortable.

There was no rumble on the Stinger, only a baggage rack and boot. Here he secured, covered, and strapped Athalies impedimenta; the maid slipped on her travelling coat; she sprang lightly into the seat; and Clive went around and climbed in beside her, taking the wheel.

The journey downtown and across the Queensboro Bridge was the usual uncomfortable and exasperating progress familiar to all who pilot cars to Long Island. Brooklyn was negotiated prayerfully; they swung into the great turnpike, through the ugliest suburbs this humiliated world ever endured, on through the shabby, filthy, sordid environment of the gigantic Burrough, past ignoble villages, desolate wastes, networks of railway tracks where grade crossings menaced them, and on along the purlieus of suburban deserts until the flat green Long Island country spread away on either side dotted with woods and greenhouses and quaint farm-houses and old-time spires.

It is pretty when you get here, he said, but its like climbing over a mile of garbage to get out of ones front door. No European city would endure being isolated by such a desert of squalor and abominable desolation.

But Athalie merely smiled. She had been far too excited to notice the familiar ugliness and filth of the dirty citys soiled and ragged outskirts.

And now the car sped on amid the flat, endless acres of cultivated land, and already her dainty nose was sniffing familiar but half-forgotten odours — the faintest hint of ocean, the sun-warmed scent of freshly cut salt hay; perfumes from woodlands in heavy foliage, and the more homely smell from barn-yard and compost-heap; from the sunny, dusty village streets through which they rolled; from village lanes heavy with honeysuckle.

I seem to be speeding back toward my childhood, she said. Every breath of this air, every breeze, every odour is making it more real to me.... I wonder whatever became of my ragged red hood and cloak. I cant remember.

Id like to have them, he said. Id fold them and lay them away for—

He checked himself, sobered, suddenly and painfully aware that the magic of the moment had opened for him an unreal vista where, in the false dawn, the phantom of Hope stood smiling. Her happy smile had altered, too; and her gloved hand stole out and rested on his own for a moment in silence. Neither said anything for a while, and yet the sky was so blue, the wind so soft and aromatic, and the suns splendour was turning the very earth to powdered gold. And maybe the gods would yet be kind. Maybe, one day, others, with Athalies hair and eyes, might smooth the faded scarlet hood and cloak with softly inquiring fingers.

He spoke almost harshly from his brief dream: There is the Bay!

But she had turned to look back at the quiet little cemetery already behind them, and a moment or two passed before she lifted her eyes and looked out across the familiar stretch of water. Azure and silver it glimmered there in the sun. Red-shouldered blackbirds hovered, fluttered, dropped back into the tall reeds; meadow larks whistled sweetly, persistently; a slow mouse-hawk sailed low over the fields, his broad wings tipped up like a Japanese kite, the silver full-moon flashing on his back as he swerved. And then the old tavern came into sight behind its new hedge of privet.

Athalie caught sight of it, — of the tall hedge, the new posts of stone through which a private road now curved into the grounds and around a circle before the porch; saw the new stone wall inclosing it ablaze with nasturtiums, the brilliant loveliness of the old and long neglected garden beyond; saw the ancient house in all its quaint and charming simplicity bereft of bow-window, spindle, and gingerbread fretwork, — saw the white front of it, the green shutters, the big, thick chimneys, the sunlight sparkling on small square panes, and on the glass of the sun parlour.

The girl was trembling when he stopped the car at the front door, sprang out, and aided her to descend.

A man in overalls came up, diffidently, and touched his broad straw hat. To him Clive gave a low-voiced order or two, then stepped forward to where the girl was standing.

It is too beautiful— she began, but her voice failed, and he saw the sensitive lips tremulous in their silence and the eyes brilliant with the menace of tears.

He drew her arm through his and they went in, moving slowly and in silence from room to room. Only the almost convulsive pressure of her arm on his told him of a happiness too deep for expression.

On the landing above he offered her the key to her mothers room.

Nothing is changed there, he said; and, fitting the key, unlocked the door, and turned away.

But the girl caught his hand in hers and drew him with her into the faded, shabby room where her mothers chair stood in its accustomed place, and the faded hassock lay beside it.

Sit here, she said. And when he was seated she dropped on the hassock at his feet and laid her cheek on his knees.

The room was very still and sunny; her lover remained silent and unstirring; and the girls eyes wandered from carpet to ceiling and from wall to wall, resting on familiar objects; then, passing dreamily, remained fixed on space — sweet, brooding eyes, dim with the deepest emotion she had ever known.

A new, profound, and thrilling peace possessed her — a heavenly sense of tranquillity and security, as though, somehow, all problems had been solved for her and for him.

Presently in a low, hushed, happy voice she began to speak about her mother. Little unimportant, unconnected incidents came to her mind — brief moments, episodes as ephemeral as they had been insignificant.

Sitting on the faded hassock at his feet she lifted her head and rested both arms across his knees.

It is all so perfect now, she said,— you here in mothers room, and I at your feet: and the sunny world waiting for us outside. How mellow is this light! Always in the demi-dusk of this house there seemed to me to linger a golden tint — even on dark days — even at night — as though somewhere a ray of sun had been lost and had not entirely faded out.

It came from your own heart, Athalie — that wonderful and golden heart of yours where light and warmth can never die.... Dear, are you contented with what I have ventured to do?

She looked silently into his eyes, then with a little sigh dropped her head on his knees again.

Far away somewhere in the depths of the house somebody was moving. And presently she asked him who it was.

Connor, the man of all work. I sent him to Spring Pond village to buy bed linen and bath towels. I ventured to install a brass bed or two in case you had thought of coming here with your maid. You see, he added, smiling, it was fortunate that I did.

You are the most wonderful man in the world, Clive, she murmured, her eyes fixed dreamily on his face. Always you have been making life delightful for me; smoothing my path, helping me where the road is rough.... She sighed: Clive, you are very wonderful to me.



Mrs. Jim Connor had come to help; and now, at high noon, she sought them where they were standing in the garden, — Athalie in ecstasy before the scented thickets of old-fashioned rockets massed in a long, broad border against a background of trees.

So they went in to luncheon, which was more of a dinner; and Mrs. Connor served them with apology, bustle, and not too garrulously for the humour they were in.

High spirits had returned to them when they stepped out of doors; and they came back to the house for luncheon in the gayest of humour, Athalie chattering away blithe as a linnet in a thorn bush, and Clive not a whit more reticent.

Hafiz is going to adore this! exclaimed the girl. My angel pussy! — why was I mean enough to leave you in the city!... Ill have a dog, too — a soft, roly-poly puppy, who shall grow up with a wholesome respect for Hafiz. And, Clive! I shall have a nice fat horse, a safe and sane old Dobbin — so I can poke about the countryside at my leisure, through byways and lanes and disused roads.

You need a car, too.

No, no, I really dont. Anyway, she said airily, your car is sufficient, isnt it?

Of course, he smiled.

I think so, too. I shall not require or desire a car unless you also are to be in it. But Id love to possess a Dobbin and a double buckboard. Also I shall, in due time, purchase a sail-boat— She checked herself, laughed at the sudden memory, and said with delightful malice: I suppose you have not yet learned to sail a boat, have you?

He laughed, too: How you scorned me for my ignorance, didnt you? Oh, but Ive learned a great many things since those days, Athalie.

To sail a boat, too?

Oh, yes. I had to learn. Theres a lot of water in the world; and Ive been very far afield.

I know, she said. There was a subtle sympathy in her voice, — an exquisite recognition of the lonely years which now seemed to lie far, far behind them both.

She glanced down at her fresh plate which Mrs. Connor had just placed before her.

Clive! she exclaimed, enchanted, do you see! Peach turnovers!

Certainly. Do you suppose this housewarming could be a proper one without peach turnovers? And to Mrs. Connor he said: That is all, thank you. Miss Greensleeve and I will eat our turnovers by the stove in the sun-parlour.

And there they ate their peach turnovers, seated on the old-time rush-bottomed chairs beside the stove — just as they had sat so many years ago when Athalie was a child of twelve and wore a ragged cloak and hood of red.

Sometimes, leisurely consuming her pastry, she glanced demurely at her lover, sometimes her blue eyes wandered to the sunny picture outside where roses grew and honeysuckle trailed and the blessed green grass enchanted the tired eyes of those who dwelt in the monstrous and arid city.

Presently she went away to the room he had prepared for her; and he lay back lazily in his chair and lighted a cigarette, and watched the thin spirals of smoke mounting through the sunshine. When she returned to him she was clad in white from crown to toe, and he told her she was enchanting, which made her eyes sparkle and the dimples come.

Mrs. Connor is going to remain and help me, she said. All my things are unpacked, and the bed is made very nicely, and it is all going to be too heavenly for words. Oh, I wish you could stay!

To-night?

Yes. But I suppose it would ruin us if anybody knew.

He said nothing as they walked back into the main hallway.

What a charming old building it is! she exclaimed. Isnt it odd that I never before appreciated the house from an esthetic angle? I dont suppose youd call this architecture, but whatever else it may be it certainly is dignified. I adore the simplicity of the rooms; dont you? I shall have some pretty silk curtains made; and, in the bedrooms, chintz. And maybe you will help me hunt for furniture and rugs. Will you, dear?

Well find some old mahogany for this floor and white enamel for the bedrooms if you like. What do you say?

Enchanting! I adore antique mahogany! You know how crazy I am about the furniture of bygone days. I shall squander every penny on things Chippendale and Sheraton and Hepplewhite. Oh, it is going to be a darling house and Im the happiest girl in the world. And you have made me so! — dearest of men!

She caught his hand to her lips as he bent to kiss hers, and their faces came together in a swift and clinging embrace. Which left her flushed and wordless for the moment, and disposed to hang her head as she walked slowly beside him to the front door.

Out in the sunshine, however, her self-possession returned in a pretty exclamation of delight; and she called his attention to a tiny rainbow formed in the spray of the garden hose where Connor was watering the grass.

Symbol of hope for us, he said under his breath.

She nodded, and stood inhaling the fragrance of the garden.

I know a path — if it still exists — where I used to go as a child. Would you care to follow it with me?

So they walked down to the causeway bridge spanning the outlet to Spring Pond, turned to the right amid a tangle of milk-weed in heavy bloom, and grapevines hanging in festoons from rock and sapling.

The path had not changed; it wound along the wooded shore of the pond, then sloped upward and came out into a grassy upland, where it followed the woods edge under the cool shadow of the trees.

And as they walked she told him of her childish journeys along this path until it reached the wooded and pebbly height of land beyond, which is one of the vertebræ in the backbone of Long Island.

To reach that ridge was her ultimate ambition in those youthful days; and when on one afternoon of reckless daring she had attained it, and far to the northward she saw the waters of the great Sound sparkling in the sun, she had felt like Balboa in sight of the Pacific, awed to the point of prayer by her own miraculous achievement.

Where the path re-entered the woods, far down the slope, they could hear the waters of Spring Brook flowing; and presently they could see the clear glint of the stream; and she told him tales of alder-poles and home-made hooks, and of dusky troutlings that haunted the woodland pools far in the dusk of leafy and mysterious depths.

On the brink of the slope, but firmly imbedded, there had been a big mossy log. She discovered it presently, and drew him down to a seat beside her, taking possession of one of his arms and drawing it closely under her own. Then she crossed one knee over the other and looked out into the magic half-light of a woodland which, to her childish eyes, had once seemed a vast and depthless forest. A bar of sunlight fell across her slim shoe and ankle clothed in white, and across the log, making the moss greener than emeralds.

From far below came pleasantly the noise of the brook; overhead leaves stirred and whispered in the breezes; shadows moved; sun-spots waxed and waned on tree-trunk and leaf and on the brown ground under foot. A scarlet-banded butterfly — he they call the Red Admiral — flitted persistently about an oak tree where the stain of sap darkened the bark.

From somewhere came the mellow tinkle of cow-bells, which moved Athalie to speech; and she poured out her heart to Clive on the subject of domestic kine and of chickens and ducks.

Im a country girl; there can be no doubt about it, she admitted. I do not think a day passes in the city but I miss the cock-crow and the plaint of barn-yard fowl, and the lowing of cattle and the whimper and coo of pigeons. And my country eyes grow weary for a glimpse of green, Clive, — and for wide horizons and the vast flotillas of white clouds that sail over pastures and salt meadows and bays and oceans. Never have I been as contented as I am at this moment — here — under the sky alone with you.

That also is all I ask in life — the open world, and you.

Maybe it will happen.

Maybe.

With everything — desirable—

She dropped her eyes and remained very still. For the first time in her life she had thought of children as her own — and his. And the thought which had flashed unbidden through her mind left her silent, and a little bewildered by its sweetness.

He was saying: You should, by this time, have the means which enable you to live in the country.

Yes.

Cecil Reeve had advised her in her investments. The girls financial circumstances were modest, but adequate and sound.

I never told you how much I have, she said. May I?

If you care to.

She told him, explaining every detail very carefully; and he listened, fascinated by this charming girls account of how in four years, she had won from the world the traditional living to which all are supposed to be entitled.

You see, she said, that gives me a modest income. I could live here very nicely. It has always been my dream.... But of course everything now depends on where you are.

Surprised and touched he turned toward her: she flushed and smiled, suddenly realising the naïveté of her avowal.

Its true, she said. Every day I seem to become more and more entangled with you. Im wondering whether Ive already crossed the bounds of friendship, and how far I am outside. I cant seem to realise any longer that there is no bond between us stronger than preference.... I was thinking — very unusual and very curious thoughts — about us both. She drew a deep, unsteady, but smiling, breath: Clive, I wish you could marry me.

You wish it, Athalie? he asked, profoundly moved.

Yes.

After a silence she leaned over and rested her cheek against his shoulder.

Ah, yes, she said under her breath,— that is what I begin to wish for. A home, and you.... And — children.

He put his arm around her.

Isnt it strange, Clive, that I should think about children — at my age — and with little chance of ever having any. I dont know what possesses me to suddenly want them.... Wouldnt they be wonderful in that house? And theyd have that darling garden to play in.... There ought to be a boy — several in fact, and some girls.... Id know what to do for them. Isnt it odd that I should know exactly how to bring them up. But I do. I know I do.... I can almost see them playing in the garden — I can see their dear little faces — hear their voices—

His arm was clasping her slim body very tightly, but she suddenly sat upright, resting one slender hand on his shoulder; and her gaze became steady and fixed.

Presently he noticed it and turned his head in the same direction, but saw nothing except the sunlight sifting through the trees and the golden half-light of the woods beyond.

What is it, Athalie? he asked.

She said in a curiously still voice: Children.

Where?

Playing in the woods.

Where? he repeated; I do not see them.

She did not answer. Presently she closed her eyes and rested her face against his shoulder again, pressing close to him as though lonely.

They went away, she said in answer to his question.... I feel a little tired, Clive.... Do you care for me a great deal?

Can you ask?

Yes.... Because of the years ahead of us. I think there are to be many — for us both. The future is so bewildering — like a tangled and endless forest, and very dim to see in.... But sometimes there comes a rift in the foliage — and there is a glimpse of far skies shining. And for a moment one— sees clearly — into the depths — a little way.... And surmises something of what remains unseen. And imagines more, perhaps.... I wonder if you love me — enough.

Dearest — dearest—

Let it remain unsaid, Clive. A girl must learn one day. But never from the asking. And the same sun shall continue to rise and set, whatever her answer is to be; and the moon, too; and the stars shall remain unchanged — whatever changes us. How still the woods are — as still as dreams.
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She lifted her head, looked at him, smiled, then, freeing herself, sprang to her feet and stood a moment drawing her slim hand across her eyes.

I shall have a tennis court, Clive. And a canoe on Spring Pond.... What kind of puppy was that I said I wanted?

One which would grow up with proper fear and respect for Hafiz, he said, smilingly, perplexed by the rapid sequence of her moods.

A collie?

If you like.

I wonder, she murmured, whether they are safe for children— She looked up laughing: Isnt it odd! I simply cannot seem to free my mind of children whenever I think about that house.

As they moved along the path toward the new home he said: What was it you saw in the woods?

Children.

Were they — real?

No.

Had they died?

They have not yet been born, she said in a low voice.

I did not know you could see such things.

I am not sure that I can. It is very difficult for me, sometimes, to distinguish between vividly imaginative visualisation and — other things.

Walking back through the soft afternoon light the girl tried to tell him all that she knew about herself and her clairvoyance — strove to explain, to make him understand, and, perhaps, to understand herself.

But after a while silence intervened between them; and when they spoke again they spoke of other things. For the isolation of souls is a solitude inviolable; there can be no intimacy there, only the longing for it — the craving, endless, unsatisfied.




CHAPTER XXIII
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OVER THE GARDEN a waning moon silvered the water in the pool and picked out from banked masses of bloom a tall lily here and there.

All the blossom-spangled vines were misty with the hovering wings of night-moths. Through alternate bands of moonlight and dusk the jet from the pool split into a thin shower of palely flashing jewels, sometimes raining back on the water, sometimes drifting with the wind across the grass. And through the dim enchantment moved Athalie, leaning on Clives arm, like some slim sorceress in a secret maze, silent, absent-eyed, brooding magic.

Already into her garden had come the little fantastic creatures of the night as though drawn thither by a spell to do her bidding. Like a fat sprite a speckled toad hopped and hobbled and scrambled from their path; a tiny snake, green as the grass blades that it stirred, slipped from a pool of moonlight into a lake of shadow. Somewhere a small owl, tremulously melodious, called and called: and from the salt meadows, distantly, the elfin whistle of plover answered.

Like some lost wanderer from the moon itself a great moth with nile-green wings fell flopping on the grass at the girls feet. And Clive, wondering, lifted it gingerly for her inspection.

Together they examined the twin moons shining on its translucent wings, the furry, snow-white body and the six downy feet of palest rose. Then, at Athalies request, Clive tossed the angelic creature into the air; and there came a sudden blur of black wings in the moonlight, and a bat took it.

But neither he nor she had seen in allegory the darting thing with devils wings that dashed the little spirit of the moon into eternal night. And out of the black void above, one by one, flakes from the frail wings came floating.

To and fro they moved. She with both hands clasped and resting on his arm, peering through darkness down at the flowers, as one perfume, mounting, overpowered another — clove-pink, rocket, lily, and petunia, each in its turn dominant, triumphant.

Puffs of fragrance from the distant sea stirred the gardens tranquil air from time to time: somewhere honeyed bunches hung high from locust trees; and the salt meadows aromatic tang lent savour to the night.

I must go back to town, he said irresolutely.

He heard her sigh, felt her soft clasp tighten slightly over his arm. But she turned back in silence with him toward the house, passed in the open door before him, her fair head lowered, and stood so, leaning against the newel-post.

Good night, he said in a low voice, still irresolute.

Must you go?

I ought to.

There is that other bedroom. And Mrs. Connor has gone home for the night.

I told her to remain, he said sharply.

I told her to go.

Why?

Because I wanted you to stay — this first night here — with me — in the home of my youth which you have given to me again.

He came to her and looked into her eyes, framing her face between his hands:

Dear, it would be unwise for me to remain.

Because you love me?

No. He added with a forced smile: I have put on armour in our behalf. No, that is not the reason.

Then — may you not stay?

Suppose it became known? What would you do, Athalie?

Hold my head high ... guilty or not.

You dont know what you are saying.

Not exactly, perhaps.... But I know that I have been changing. This day alone with you is finishing the transformation. Im not sure just when it began. I realise, now, that it has been in process for a long, long while. She drew away from him, leaned back on the banisters.

I may not have much time; — I want to be candid — I want to think honestly. I dont desire to deny even to myself that I am now become what I am — a stranger to myself.

He said, still with his forced smile; What pretty and unknown stranger have you so suddenly discovered in yourself, Athalie?

She looked up at him, unsmiling: A stranger to celibacy.... Why do you not take me, Clive?

Do you understand what you are saying!

Yes. And now I can understand anything you may say or do ... I couldnt, yesterday. She turned her face away from him and folded her hands over the newel-post. And, not looking at him, she said: Since we have been here alone together I have known a confidence and security I never dreamed of. Nothing now matters, nothing causes apprehension, nothing of fear remains — not even that ignorance of fear which the world calls innocence.

I am what I am; I am not afraid to be and live what I have become.... I am capable of love. Yesterday I was not. I have been fashioned to love, I think.... But there is only one man who can make me certain.... My trust and confidence are wholly his — as fearlessly as though he had become this day my husband....

And if he will stay, here under this roof which is not mine unless it is his also — here in this house where, within the law or without it, nevertheless everything is his — then he enters into possession of what is his own. And I at last receive my birthright, — which is to serve where I am served, love where love is mine — with gratitude, and unafraid—

Her voice trembled, broke; she covered her face with her hands; and when he took her in his arms she leaned her forehead against his breast:

— Oh, Clive — I cant deny them! — How can I deny them? — The little flower-like faces, pleading to me for life! — And their tender arms — around my neck — there in the garden, Clive! — The winsome lips on mine, warm and heavenly sweet; and the voices calling, calling from the golden woodland, calling from meadow and upland, height and hollow! — And sometimes like far echoes of wind-blown laughter they call me — gay little voices, confident and sweet; and sometimes, winning and shy, they whisper close to my cheek — mother! — mother—

His arms fell from her and he stepped back, trembling.

She lifted her pale tear-stained face. And, save for the painted Virgins of an ancient day he never before had seen such spiritual passion in any face — features where nothing sensuous had ever left an imprint; where the sensitive, tremulous mouth curved with the loveliness of a desire as innocent as a childs.

And he read there no taint of lesser passion, nothing of less noble emotion; only a fearless and overwhelming acknowledgment of her craving to employ the gifts with which her womanhood endowed her — love and life, and service never ending.



In her mothers room they sat long talking, her hands resting on his, her fresh and delicate face a pale white blur in the dusk.

It was very late before he went to the room allotted him, knowing that he could not hope for sleep. Seated there by his open window he heard the owls tremolo rise, quaver, and die away in the moonlight; he heard the murmuring plaint of marsh-fowl, and the sea-breeze stirring the reeds.

Now, in this supreme crisis of his life, looking out into darkness he saw a star fall, leaving an incandescent curve against the heavens which faded slowly as he looked.

Into an obscurity as depthless, his soul was peering, now, naked, unarmoured, clasping hands with hers. And every imperious and furious tide that sweeps the souls and bodies of men now mounted overwhelmingly and set toward her. It seemed at moments as though their dragging was actually moving his limbs from where he sat; and he closed his eyes and his strong hand fell on the sill, grasping it as though for anchorage.

Now, — if there were in him anything higher than the mere clay that clotted his bones — now was the moment to show it. And if there were a diviner armour within reach of his unsteady hand, he must don it now and rivet it fast in the name of God.

Darkness is a treacherous councillor; he rose heavily, and turned the switch, flooding the room with light, then flung himself across the bed, his clenched fists over his face.

In his ears he seemed to hear the dull roar of the current which, so far through life, had borne him on its crest, tossing, hurling him whither it had listed.

It should never again have its will of him. This night he must set his course forever.

Clive!

But the faint, clear call was no more real, and no less, than the voice which was ringing always in his ears, now, — no softer, no less winning.

Clive!

After a moment he raised himself to his elbows and gazed, half-blinded, toward the door. Then he got clumsily to his feet, stumbled across the floor, and opened it.

She stood there in her frail chamber robe of silk and swansdown, smiling, forlornly humorous, and displaying a book as symbol of her own insomnia.

Cant you sleep? she asked. Well both be dead in the morning. I thought Id better tell you to go to sleep when I saw your light break out.... So Ive come to tell you.

How could you see that my window was lighted?

I was leaning out of my window listening to the little owl, and suddenly I saw the light from yours fall criss-cross across the grass.... Cant you sleep?

Yes. Ill turn out the light. Will you promise to go to sleep?

If I can. The night is so beautiful—

With a gay little smile and gesture she turned away; but halfway down the corridor she hesitated and looked back at him.

If you are sleepless, she called softly, you may wake me and Ill talk to you.

There was a window at the end of the corridor. He saw her continue on past her door and stand there looking out into the garden. She was still standing there when he closed his door and went back to his chair.

The night seemed interminable; its moonlit fragrance unendurable. With sleepless eyes he gazed into the darkness, appalled at the future — fearing such nights to come — nights like this, alone with her; and the grim battle to be renewed, inexorably renewed until that day should come — if ever it was to come — when he dared take in the name of God what Destiny had already made his own, and was now clamouring for him to take.

After a long while he rose from the window, went to his door again, opened it and looked out. And saw her still leaning against the window at the corridors dim end.

She looked around, laughing softly as he came up: All this — the night, the fragrance, and you, have hopelessly bewitched me. I cant sleep; I dont wish to.... But you, poor boy — you havent even undressed. You look very tired and white, Clive. Why is it you cant sleep?

He did not answer.

Shall I get my book and read aloud to you? Its silly stuff — love, and such things. Shall I?

No — Im going back, he answered curtly.

She glanced around at him curiously. For, that day, a new comprehension of men and their various humours had come to enlighten her; she had begun to understand even where she could not feel.

And so, tenderly, gently, in shy sympathy with the powerful currents that swept this man beside her, — but still herself ignorant of their power, she laid her cool cheek against his, drawing his head closer.

Dearest — dearest— she murmured vaguely.

His head turned, and hers turned instinctively to meet it; and her arms crept up around his neck.

Then of a sudden she had freed herself, stepped back, one nervous arm outflung as if in self-defence. But her hand fell, caught on the window-sill and clung there for support; and she rested against it breathing rapidly and unevenly.

Athalie — dear.

Let me go now—

Her lips burned for an instant under his; were wrenched away:

Let me go, Clive—

You must not tremble so—

I cant help it.... I am afraid. I want to go, now. I — I want to go—

There was a chair by the window; she sank down on it and dropped her head back against the wall behind.

And, as he stood there beside her, over her shoulder through the open window he saw two men in the garden below, watching them.

Presently she lifted her head. His eyes remained fixed on the men below who never moved.

She said with an effort; Are you displeased, Clive?

No, my darling.

It was not because I do not love you. Only — I—

I know, he whispered, his eyes fixed steadily on the men.

After a silence she said under her breath: I understand better now why I ought to wait for you — if there is any hope for us, — as long as there is any chance. And after that — if there is no chance for us — then nothing can matter.

I know.

To-night, earlier, I did not understand why I should deny myself to myself, to you, to them.... I did not understand that what I wished for so treacherously masked a — a lesser impulse—

He said, quietly: Nothing is surer than that you and I, one day, shall face our destiny together. I really care nothing for custom, law, or folk-way, or dogma, excepting only for your sake. Outside of that, mans folk-ways, mans notions of God, mean nothing to me: only my own intelligence and belief appeal to me. I must guide myself.

Guide me, too, she said. For I have come into a wisdom which dismays me.

He nodded and looked down, calmly, at the two men who had not stirred from the shadow of the foliage.

She rose to her feet, hesitated, slowly stretched out her hand, then, on impulse, pressed it lightly against his lips.

That demonstration, she said with a troubled laugh, is to be our limit. Good night. You will try to sleep, wont you?... And if I am now suddenly learning to be a little shy with you — you will not mistake me; will you?... Because it may seem silly at this late date.... But, somehow, everything comes late to me — even love, and its lesser lore and its wisdom and its cunning. So, if I ever seem indifferent — dont doubt me, Clive.... Good night.



When she had entered her room and closed the door he went downstairs, swiftly, let himself out of the house, and moved straight toward the garden.

Neither of the men seemed very greatly surprised; both retreated with docile alacrity across the lawn to the driveway gate.

Anyway, said the taller man, good-humouredly, youve got to hand it to us, Mr. Bailey. I guess we pinch the goods on you all right this time. What about it?

But Clive silently locked the outer gates, then turned and stared at the shadowy house as though it had suddenly crumbled into ruins there under the July moon.




CHAPTER XXIV
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A FINE LACE-WORK of mist lay over the salt meadows; the fairy trilling of the little owl had ceased. Marsh-fowl were sleepily astir; the last firefly floated low into the shrouded bushes and its lamp glimmered a moment and went out.

Where the east was growing grey long lines of wild-ducks went stringing out to sea; a few birds sang loudly in meadows still obscure; cattle in foggy upland pastures were awake.

When the first cock-crow rang, cow-bells had been clanking for an hour or more; the rising sun turned land and sea to palest gold; every hedge and thicket became noisy with birds; bay-men stepped spars and hoisted sail, and their long sweeps dripped liquid fire as they pulled away into the blinding glory of the east.

And Clive rose wearily from his window chair, care-worn and haggard, with nothing determined, nothing solved of this new and imminent peril which was already menacing Athalie with disgrace and threatening him with that unwholesome notoriety which men usually survive but under which a woman droops and perishes.

He bathed, dressed again, dully uneasy in the garments of yesterday, uncomfortable for lack of fresh linen and toilet requisites; little things indeed to add such undue weight to his depression. And only yesterday he had laughed at inconvenience and had still found charm to thrill him in the happy unconventionality of that day and night.

Connor was already weeding in the garden when he went out; and the dull surprise in the Irishmans sunburnt visage sent a swift and painful colour into his own pallid face.

Miss Greensleeve was kind enough to put me up last night, he said briefly.

Connor stood silent, slowly combing the soil from the claw of his weeder with work-worn fingers.

Clive said: Since I have been coming down here to watch the progress on Miss Greensleeves house have you happened to notice any strangers hanging about the grounds?

Connors grey eyes narrowed and became fixed on nothing.

Presently he nodded to himself:

There was inquiries made, sorr, Im minded now that ye mention it.

About me?

Yes, sor. There was strangers askin fr to know was it you that owns the house or what.

What was said?

I axed them would they chase themselves, — it being none o their business. Twas no satisfaction they had of me, Misther Bailey, sorr.

Who were they, Connor?

I just disremember now. Maybe there was a big wan and a little wan.... Yes, sorr; there was two of them hangin about on and off these six weeks past, like they was minded to take a job and then again not minded. Sure there was the two o thim, now I think of it. Wan was big and thin and wan was a little scutt wid a big nose.

Clive nodded: Keep them off the place, Connor. Keep all strangers outside. Miss Greensleeve will be here for several days alone and she must not be annoyed.

Divil a bit, sorr.

I want you and Mrs. Connor to sleep in the house for the present. And I do not wish you to answer any questions from anybody concerning either Miss Greensleeve or myself. Can I depend on you?

You can, sorr.

Im sure of it. Now, Id like to have you go to the village and buy me something to shave with and to comb my hair with. I had not intended to remain here over night, but I did not care to leave Miss Greensleeve entirely alone in the house.

Sure, sorr, Jenny was fixed fr to stay—

I know. Miss Greensleeve told her she might go home. It was a misunderstanding. But I want her to remain hereafter until Miss Greensleeves servants come from New York.

So Connor went away to the village and Clive seated himself on a garden bench to wait.

Nothing stirred inside the house; the shades in Athalies room remained lowered.

He watched the chimney swifts soaring and darting above the house. A faint dun-coloured haze crowned the kitchen chimney. Mrs. Connor was already busy over their breakfast.
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When the gardener returned with the purchases Clive went to his room again and remained there busy until a knock on the door and Mrs. Connors hearty voice announced breakfast.

As he stepped out into the passage-way he met Athalie coming from her room in a soft morning negligée, and still yawning.

She bade him good morning in a sweet, sleepy voice, linked her white, lace-clouded arm in his, glanced sideways at him, humorously ashamed:

Im a disgrace, she said; I could have slain Mrs. Connor when she woke me. Oh, Clive, I am so sleepy!

Why did you get up?

My dear, Im also hungry; that is why. I could scent the coffee from afar. And you know, Clive, if you ever wish to hopelessly alienate my affections, you have only to deprive me of my breakfast. Tell me, did you get any sleep?

He forced a smile: I had sufficient.

I wonder, she mused, looking at his somewhat haggard features.

They found the table prepared for them in the sun-parlour; Athalie presided at the coffee urn, but became a trifle flushed and shy when Mrs. Connor came in bearing a smoking cereal.

I made a mistake in allowing you to go home, said the girl, so I thought it best for Mr. Bailey to remain.

Sure I was that worritted, burst out Mrs. Connor, I was minded to come back — what with all the thramps and Dagoes hereabout, and no dog on the place, and you alone; so I sez to my man Cornelius,— Neil, sez I, its not right, sez I, fr to be lavin th young lady—

Certainly, interrupted Clive quietly, and you and Neil are to sleep in the house hereafter until Miss Greensleeves servants arrive.

Im not afraid, murmured Athalie, looking at him with lazy amusement over the big, juicy peach she was preparing. But when Mrs. Connor retired her expression changed.

You dear fellow, she said, You need not ever be worried about me.

Im not, Athalie—

Oh, Clive! Arent you always going to be honest with me?

Why do you think I am anxious concerning you when Connor and his wife—

Dearest!

What? He looked across at her where she was serenely preparing his coffee; and when she had handed the cup to him she shook her head, gravely, as though in gentle disapproval of some inward thought of his.

What is it? he asked uneasily.

You know already.

What is it? he repeated, reddening.

Must I tell you, Clive?

I think you had better.

You should have told me, dear.... Dont ever fear to tell me what concerns us both. Dont think that leaving me in ignorance of unpleasant facts is any kindness to me. If anything happens to cause you anxiety, I should feel humiliated if you were left to endure it all alone.
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He remained silent, troubled, uncertain as yet, how much she knew of what had happened in the garden the night before.

Clive, dear, dont let this thing spoil anything for us. I know about it. Dont let any shadow fall upon this house of ours.

You saw me last night in the garden.

Between diffidence and the candour that characterised her, she hesitated; then:

Dear, a very strange thing has happened. Until last night never in all my life, try as I might, could I ever see clearly anything that concerned you. Never have I been able to find you anywhere — even when my need was desperate — when my heart seemed breaking—

She checked herself, smiled at him; then her eyes grew dark and thoughtful, and a deeper colour burned in her cheeks.

Ill try to tell you, she said. Last night, after I left you, I lay thinking about — love. And the — the new knowledge of myself disconcerted me.... There remained a vague sense of dismay and — humiliation— She bent her head over her folded hands, silent until the deepening colour subsided.

Still with lowered eyes she went on, steadily enough: My instinct was to escape — I dont know exactly how to tell this to you, dear, — but the impulse to escape possessed me — and I felt that I must rise from the lower planes and free myself from a — a lesser passion — slip from the menace of its control — become clean again of everything that is not of the spirit.... Do you understand?

Yes.

So I rose and knelt down and said my prayers.... And asked to be instructed because of my inexperience with — with these new and deep — emotions. And then I lay down, very tranquil again, leaving the burden with God.... All concern left me, — and the restless sense of shame. I turned my head on the pillow and looked out into the moonlight.... And, gently, naturally, without any sense of effort, I left my body where it lay in the moonlight, and — and found myself in the garden. Mother was there. You, also, were there; and two men with you.

His eyes never left her face; and now she looked up at him with a ghost of a smile:

Mother spoke of the loveliness of the flowers. I heard her, but I was listening to you. Then I followed you where you were driving the two men from the grounds. I understood what had happened. After you went into the house again my mother and I saw you watching by your window. I was sorry that you were so deeply disturbed.

Because what had occurred did not cause me any anxiety whatever.

Do you mean, he said hoarsely, that the probability of your name being coupled with mine and dragged through the public mire does not disconcert you?

No.

Why not? Is it because your clairvoyance reassures you as to the outcome of all this?

Dear, she said, gently, I know no more of the outcome than you do. I know nothing more concerning our future than do you — excepting, only, that we shall journey toward it together, and through it to the end, accomplishing the destiny which links us each to the other.... I know no more than that.

Then why are you so serene under the menace of this miserable affair? For myself I care nothing; Id thank God for a divorce on any terms. But you — dearest — dearest! — I cannot endure the thought of you entangled in such a shameful—

Where is the shame, Clive? The real shame, I mean. In me there are two selves; neither have, as yet, been disgraced by any disobedience of any law framed by men for women. Nor shall I break mens laws — under which women are governed without their own consent — unless no other road to our common destiny presents itself for me to follow. ... She smiled, watching his intent and sombre face:

Dont fear for me, dear. I have come to understand what life is, and I mean to live it, wholesomely, gloriously, uncrippled in body and mind, unmaimed by folk-ways and by laws as ephemeral— she turned toward the open windows— as those frail-winged things that float in the sunshine above Spring Pond, yonder, born at sunrise, and at sundown dead.

She laughed, leaning there on her dimpled elbows, stripping a peach of its velvet skin:

The judges of the earth, — and the power of them! — What is it, dear, compared to the authority of love! To-day men have their human will of men, judging, condemning, imprisoning, slaying, as the moral fashion of the hour dictates. To-morrow folk-ways change; judge and victim vanish along with fashions obsolete — both alike, their brief reign ended.

For judge and victim are awake at last; and in the twinkling of an eye, the old world has become a memory or a shrine for those tranquil pilgrims who return to worship for a while where love lies sleeping.... And then return no more.

She rose, signed him to remain seated, came around to where he sat, and perched herself on the arm of his chair.

If you dont mind, she said, I shall smooth out that troubled crease between your eyebrows. And she encircled his head with both arms, and laid her smooth hands across his forehead. Then she touched his hair lightly, with her lips.

We are great sinners, she murmured, are we not, my darling?

And drew his head against her breast.

Of what am I robbing her, Clive? Of the power to humiliate you, make you unhappy. It is an honest theft.

What else am I stealing from her? Not love, not gratitude, not duty, nothing of tenderness, nor of pride nor sympathy. I take nothing, then, from her. She has nothing for me to steal — unless it be the plain gold ring she never wears.... And I prefer a new one — if, indeed, I am to wear one.

He said, deeply troubled, How do you know she never wears a ring? And he turned and looked up at her over his shoulder. The clear azure of her eyes was like a wintry sky.

Clive, I know more than that. I know that your wife is in New York.

What! he exclaimed, astonished.

I have been aware of it for weeks, she said tranquilly.

He remained silent; she continued to caress his hair:

Your wife, she went on thoughtfully, will learn much when she dies. There is a compulsory university course which awaits us all, — a school with many forms and many grades and many, many pupils. But we must die before we can be admitted.... I have never before spoken to you as I have spoken to-day.... Perhaps I never shall again.... The world is a blind place — lovely but blind.

As for the woman who wears your name but wears no ring of yours she has been moving through my crystal for many days; — I would have made no effort to intrude on her had she not persisted in the crystal, haunted it, — I cannot tell you why — only that she is always there, now.... And last night I knew that she was in New York, and why she had come here.... Shall you see her to-day?

Where is she?

At the Regina.

Are you sure?

The girl calmly closed her eyes for a moment. After a brief silence she opened them: She is still there.... She will awake in a little while and ring for her breakfast. The two men you drove out of the garden last night are waiting to see her. There is another man there. I think he is your wifes attorney.... Have you decided to see her?

Yes.

You wont let what she may say about me trouble you, will you?

What will she say? he asked with the naïve confidence of absolute and childish faith.

Athalie laughed: Darling! I dont know. Im not a witch or a sorceress. Did you think I was? — just because I can see a little more clearly than you?

I didnt know what your limit might be, he answered, smiling slightly, in spite of his deep anxiety.

Then let me inform you at once. My eyes are better than many peoples. Also my other self can see. And with so clear a vision, and with intelligence — and with a very true love and reverence for God — somehow I seem to visualise what clairvoyance, logic, and reason combine to depict for me.

I used to be afraid that a picturesque and vivid imagination coupled with a certain amount of clairvoyance might seduce me to trickery and charlatanism.

But if it be charlatanism for a paleontologist to construct a fish out of a single fossil scale, then there may be something of that ability in me. For truly, Clive, I am often at a loss where to draw the line between what I see and what I reason out — between my clairvoyance and my deductions. And if I made mistakes I certainly should be deeply alarmed. But — I dont, she added, laughing. And so, in regard to those two men last night, and in regard to what she and they may be about, I feel not the least concern. And you must not. Promise me, dear.

But he rose, anxious and depressed, and stood silent for a few moments, her hands clasped tightly in his.

For he could see no way out of it, now. His wife, once merely indifferent, was beginning to evince malice. And what further form that malice might take he could not imagine; for hitherto, she had not desired divorce, and had not concerned herself with him or his behaviour.

As for Athalie, it was now too late for him to step out of her life. He might have been capable of the sacrifice if the pain and unhappiness were to be borne by him alone — or even if he could bring himself to believe or even hope that it might be merely a temporary sorrow to Athalie.

But he could not mistake her, now; their cords of love and life were irrevocably braided together; and to cut one was to sever both. There could be no recovery from such a measure for either, now.

What was he to do? The woman he had married had rejected his loyalty from the very first, suffered none of his ideas of duty to move her from her aloofness. She cared nothing for him, and she let him know it; his notions of marriage, its duties and obligations merely aroused in her contempt. And when he finally understood that the only kindness he could do her was to keep his distance, he had kept it. And what was he to do now? Granted that he had brought it all upon himself, how was he to combat what was threatening Athalie?

His wife had so far desired nothing of him, not even divorce. He could not leave Athalie and he could not marry her. And now, on her young head he had, somehow, loosened this avalanche, whatever it was — a suit for separation, probably — which, if granted, would leave him without his liberty, and Athalie disgraced. And even suppose his wife desired divorce for some new and unknown reason. The sinister advent of those men meant that Athalie would be shamefully named in any such proceedings.

What was he to do? An ugly, hunted look came into his face and he swung around and faced the girl beside him:

Athalie, he said, will you go away with me and let them howl?

Dearest, how silly. Ill stay here with you and let them howl.

I dont want you to face it—

I shall not turn my back on it. Oh, Clive, there are so many more important things than what people may say about us!

You cant defy the world!

Im not going to, darling. But I may possibly shock a few of the more orthodox parasites that infest it.

No girl can maintain that attitude.

A girl can try.... And, if law and malice force me to become your mistress, malice and law may answer for it; not I!

I shall have to answer for it.

Dearest, she said with smiling tenderness, you are still very, very orthodox in your faith in folk-ways. That need not cause me any concern, however. But, Clive, of the two pictures which seems reasonable — your wife who is no wife; your mistress who is more and is considered less?

Dont think that I am speaking lightly of wifehood.... I desire it as I desire motherhood. I was made for both. If the world will let me I shall be both wife and mother. But if the world interferes to stultify me, then, nevertheless I shall still be both, and the law can keep the title it refuses me. I deny the right of man to cripple, mar, render sterile my youth and womanhood. I deny the right of the world to forbid me love, and its expression, as long as I harm no one by loving. Clive, it would take a diviner law than mans notions of divinity, to kill in me the right to live and love and bring the living into life. And if I am forbidden to do it in the name of the law, then I dare do it in the name of One who never turned his back on little children—

She ceased abruptly; and he saw her eyes suddenly blinded by tears:

Oh, Clive — if you only could have seen them — the little flower-like faces and pleading arms around — my — neck — warm — Oh, sweet! — sweet against my breast—




CHAPTER XXV
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WINIFRED HAD GROWN stout, which, on a slim, small-boned woman is quickly apparent; and, to Clive, her sleepy, uncertain grey eyes seemed even nearer together than he remembered them.

She was seated in the yellow and white living-room of her apartment at the Regina, still holding the card he had sent up; and she made no movement to rise when her maid announced him and ushered him in, or to greet him at all except with a slight nod and a slighter gesture indicating a chair across the room.

He said: I did not know until this morning that you were in this country.

Was it necessary to inform you?

No, not necessary, he said, unless you have come to some definite decision concerning our future relations.

Her eyes seemed to grow sleepier and nearer together than ever.

Why, he asked, wearily, have you employed an agency to have me followed?

She lifted her drooping lids and finely pencilled brows. Have you been followed?

At intervals, as you know. Would you mind saying why? Because you have always been welcome to divorce.

She sat silent, slowly tearing into tiny squares the card he had sent up. Presently, as at an afterthought, she collected all the fragments and placed them in a heap on the table beside her.

Well? she inquired, glancing up at him. Is that all you have to say?

I dont know what to say until you tell me why you have had me followed and why you yourself are here.

Her gaze remained fixed on the heap of little pasteboard squares which she shifted across the polished table-top from one position to another. She said:

The case against you was complete enough before last night. I fancy even you will admit that.

You are wrong, he replied wearily. Somehow or other I believe you know that you are wrong. But I suppose a jury might not think so.

Would you care to tell a jury that this trance-medium is not your mistress?

I should not care to defend her on such a charge before a jury or before anybody. There are various ways of damning a woman; and to defend her from that accusation is one of them.

And another way?

To admit the charge. Either ruin her in the eyes of the truly virtuous.

What do you expect to do about it then? Keep silent?

That is still a third way of destroying a woman.

Really? Then what are you going to do?

Whatever you wish, he said in a low voice, as long as you do not bring such a charge against Athalie Greensleeve.

Would you set your signature to a paper?

I have given you my word. I have never lied to you.

She looked up at him out of narrowing eyes:

You might this time. I prefer your signature.

He reddened and sat twirling the silver crook of his walking-stick between restless hands.

Very well, he said quietly; I will sign what you wish, with the understanding that Miss Greensleeve is to remain immune from any lying accusation.... And Ill tell you now that any accusation questioning her chastity is a falsehood.

His wife smiled: You see, she said, your signature will be necessary.

Do you think I am lying?

What do I care whether you are or not? Do you suppose the alleged chastity of a common fortune-teller interests me? All I know is that you have found your level, and that I need protection. If you choose to concede it to me without a public scandal, I shall permit you to do so. If not, I shall begin an action against you and name the woman with whom you spent last night!

There was, in the thin, flute-like, and mincingly fastidious voice something so subtly vicious that her words left him silent.

Still leisurely arranging and re-arranging her little heap of pasteboard, her near-set eyes intent on its symmetry, she spoke again:

I could marry Innisbrae or any one of several others! But I do not care to; I am comfortable. And that is where you have made your mistake. I do not desire a divorce! But, — she lifted her narrow eyes— if you force me to a separation I shall not shrink from it. And I shall name that woman.

Then — what is it you want? he asked with a sinking heart.

Not a divorce; not even a separation; merely respectability. I wish you to give up business in New York and present yourself in England at decent intervals of — say once every year. What you do in the interludes is of no interest to me. As long as you do not establish a business and a residence anywhere I dont care what you do. You may come back and live with this woman if you choose.

After a silence he said: Is that what you propose?

It is.

And you came over here to collect sufficient evidence to force me?

I had no other choice.

He nodded: By your own confession, then, you believe either in her chastity and my sense of honour, or that, even guilty, I care so much for her that any threat against her happiness can effectually coerce me.

Your language is becoming a trifle involved.

No; I am involved. I realise it. And if I am not absolutely honourable and unselfish in this matter I shall involve the woman I had hoped to marry.

I thought so, she said, reverting to her heap of pasteboard.

If you think so, he continued, could you not be a little generous?

How?

Divorce me — not by naming her — and give me a chance in life.

No, she said coolly, I dont care for a divorce. I am comfortable enough. Why should I inconvenience myself because you wish to marry your mistress?

In decency and in — charity — to me. It will cost you little. You yourself admit that it is a matter of personal indifference to you whether or not you are entirely and legally free of me.

Did you ever do anything to deserve my generosity? she inquired coldly.

I dont know. I have tried.

I have never noticed it, she retorted with a slight sneer.

He said: Since my first offence against you — and against myself — which was marrying you — I have attempted in every way I knew to repair the offence, and to render the mistake endurable to you. And when I finally learned that there was only one way acceptable to you, I followed that way and kept myself out of your sight.

My behaviour, perhaps, entitles me to no claim upon your generosity, yet I did my best, Winifred, as unselfishly as I knew how. Could you not; in your turn, be a little unselfish now?... Because I have a chance for happiness — if you would let me take it.

She glanced at him out of her close-set, sleepy eyes:

I would not lift a finger to oblige you, she said. You have inconvenienced me, annoyed me, disarranged my tranquil, orderly, and blameless mode of living, causing me social annoyance and personal irritation by coming here and engaging in business, and living openly with a common and notorious woman who practises a fraudulent and vulgar business.

Why should I show you any consideration? And if you really have fallen so low that you are ready to marry her, do you suppose it would be very flattering for me to have it known that your second wife, my successor, was such a woman?

He sat thinking for a while, his white, care-worn face framed between his gloved hands.

Your friends, he said in a low voice, know you as a devout woman. You adhere very strictly to your creed. Is there nothing in it that teaches forbearance?

There is nothing in it that teaches me to compromise with evil, she retorted; and her small cupid-bow mouth, grew pinched.

If you honestly believe that this young girl is really my mistress, he said, would it not be decent of you, if it lies within your power, to permit me to regularise my position — and hers?

Is it any longer my affair if you and she have publicly damned yourselves?

Yet if you do believe me guilty, you can scarcely deny me the chance of atonement, if it is within your power.

She lifted her eyes and coolly inspected him: And suppose I do not believe you guilty of breaking your marriage vows? she inquired.

He was silent.

Am I to understand, she continued, that you consider it my duty to suffer the inconvenience of divorcing you in order that you may further advertise this woman by marrying her?

He looked into her close-set eyes; and hope died. She said: If you care to affix your signature to the agreement which my attorneys have already drawn up, then matters may remain as they are, provided you carry out your part of the contract. If you dont, I shall begin action immediately and I shall name the woman on whose account you seem to entertain such touching anxiety.

Is that your threat?

It is my purpose, dictated by every precept of decency, morality, religion, and the inviolable sanctity of marriage.

He laughed and gathered up his hat and stick:

Your moral suasion, I am afraid, slightly resembles a sort of sanctimonious blackmail, Winifred. The combination of morality, religion, and yourself is too powerful for me to combat.... So if my choice must be between permitting morality to publicly besmirch this young girls reputation, and affixing my signature to the agreement you suggest, I have no choice but to sign my name.

Is that your decision?

He nodded.

Very well. My attorneys and a notary are in the next room with the papers necessary. If you would be good enough to step in a moment—

He looked at her and laughed again: Is there, he said, anything lower than a woman? — or anything higher?




CHAPTER XXVI
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ATHALIE WAS HAVING a wonderful summer. House and garden continued to enchant her. She brought down Hafiz, who, being a city cat, instantly fled indoors with every symptom of astonishment and terror the first time Athalie placed him on the lawn.

But within a week the dainty Angora had undergone a change of heart. Boldly, now he marched into the garden all by himself; fearlessly he pounced upon such dangerous game as crickets and grasshoppers and the little night moths which drifted among the flowers at twilight, — the favourite prowling hour of Hafiz, the Beautiful.

Also, early in July, Athalie had acquired a fat bay horse and a double buckboard; and, in the seventh heaven now, she jogged about the country through leafy lanes and thistle-bordered by-roads long familiar to her childhood, sometimes with basket, trowel, and garden gloves, intent on the digging and transplanting of ferns, sometimes with field-glasses and books, on ornithological information bent. More often she started out with only a bag of feed for Henry the horse and some luncheon for herself, to picnic all alone in a familiar woodland, haunted by childish memories, and lie there listening to the bees and to the midsummer wind in softly modulated conversation with the little tree-top leaves.

She had brought her maid from the city; Mrs. Connor continued to rule laundry and kitchen. Connor himself decorated the landscape with his straw hat and overalls, weeding, spraying, rolling, driving the lawn-mower, raking bed and path, cutting and training vines, clipping hedges, — a sober, bucolic, agreeable figure to the youthful chatelaine of the house of Greensleeve.

Clive had come once more from town to say that he was sailing for England the following day; that he would be away a month all told, and that he would return by the middle of August.

They had spent the morning driving together in her buckboard — the happiest morning perhaps in their lives.

It promised to be a perfect day; and she was so carefree, so contented, so certain of the worlds kindness, so shyly tender with him, so engagingly humorous at his expense, that the prospect of a months separation ceased for the time to appal him.

Concerning his interview with his wife she had asked him nothing; nor even why he was going abroad. Whether she guessed the truth; whether she had come to understand the situation through other and occult agencies, he could not surmise. But one thing was plain enough; nothing that had happened or that threatened to happen was now disturbing her. And her gaiety and high spirits were reassuring him and tranquillising his mind to a degree for which, on reflection, he could scarcely account, knowing the ultimate hopelessness of their situation.

Yet her sheer good spirits carried him with her, heart and mind, that morning. And when it was time for him to go she said good-bye to him with a smile as tenderly gay and as happy and confident as though he were to return on the morrow. And went back to her magic house of dreams and her fairy garden, knowing that, except for him, their rainbow magic must vanish and the tinted spell fade, and the soft enchantment dissolve forever leaving at her feet only a sunlit ruin amid the stillness of desolation.

But the magic held. Every day she wrote him. Wireless messages came to her from him for a while; ceased; then re-commenced, followed presently by cablegrams and finally by letters.

So the magic held through the long sunny summer days. And Athalie worked in her garden and strayed far afield, both driving and afoot. And she studied and practised piano, and made curtains, and purchased furniture.

Also she wrote letters to her sisters, long since wedded to husbands, babies, and homes in the West. Her brother Jack, she learned, had joined the Navy at Puget Sound, and had now become a petty officer aboard the new battle-cruiser Bon Homme Richard in Asiatic waters. She wrote to him, also, and sent him a money order, gaily suggesting that he use it to educate himself as a good sailor should, and that he save his pay for a future wife and baby — the latter, as she wrote, being doubtless the most desirable attainment this side of Heaven.

In her bedroom were photographs of Catharines children and of the little boy which Doris had brought into the world; and sometimes, in the hot midsummer afternoons, she would lie on her pillow and look at these photographs until the little faces faded to a glimmer as slumber dulled her eyes.

Captain Dane came once or twice to spend the day with her; and it was pleasant, afterward, for her to remember this big, blond, sunburnt man as part of all that she most cared for. Together they drove and walked and idled through house and garden: and when he went away, to sail the following day for those eternal forests which conceal the hearthstone of the Western World, he knew from her own lips about her love for Clive. He was the only person she ever told.

A few of her friends she asked to the house for quiet week-ends; the impression their visits made upon her was pleasant but colourless.

And it seemed singular, as she thought it over, how subordinate, how unaccented had always been all these people who came into her life, lingered, and faded out of it, leaving only the impressions of backgrounds and accessories against which only one figure stood clear and distinct — her lovers.

Yes, of all men she had ever known, only Clive seemed real; and he dominated every scene of her girlhood and her womanhood as her mother had been the only really living centre of her childhood.

All else seemed to her like a moving and subdued background, — an endless series of grey scenes vaguely painted through which figures came and went, some shadowy and colourless as phantoms, some soberly outlined, some delicately tinted — but all more or less subordinate, more or less monochromatic, unimportant except for balance and composition, as painters use indefinite shapes and shades so that the eyes may more perfectly concentrate on the centre of their inspiration.

And the centre of all, for her, was Clive. Since her mothers death there had been no other point of view for her, no other focus for the forces of her mind, no other real desire, no other content. He had entered her childs life and had become, instantly, all that the child-world held for her. And it was so through the years of her girlhood. Absent, or during his brief reappearances, the central focus of her heart and mind was Clive. And, in womanhood, all forces in her mind and spirit and, now, of body, centred in this man who stood out against the faded tapestry of the world all alone for her, the only living thing on earth with which her heart had mated as a child, and in which now her mind and spirit had found Nirvana.

All men, all women, seemed to have their shadowy being only to make this man more real to her.

Friends came, remained, and went, — Cecil Reeve, gay, charmed with everything, and, as always, mischievously ready to pay court to her; Francis Hargrave, politely surprised but full of courteous admiration for her good taste; John Lyndhurst, Grismer, Harry Ferris, Young Welter, Arthur Ensart, and James Allys, — all were bidden for the day; all came, marvelled in the several manners characteristic of them, and finally went their various ways, serving only, as always, to make clearer to her the fadeless memory of an absent man. For, to her, the merest thought of him was more real, more warm and vivid, than all of these, even while their eager eyes sought hers and their voices were sounding in her ears.

Nina Grey came with Anne Randolph for a week-end; and then came Jeanne Delauny, and Adele Millis. The memory of their visits lingered with Athalie as long, perhaps, as the scent of roses hangs in a dim, still room before the windows are open in the morning to the outer air.

The first of August a cicada droned from the hill-top woods and all her garden became saturated with the homely and bewitching odour of old-fashioned rockets.

On the grey wall nasturtiums blazed; long stretches of brilliant portulaca edged the herbaceous borders; clusters of auratum lilies hung in the transparent shadow of Cydonia and Spirea; and the first great dahlias faced her in maroon splendour from the spiked thickets along the wall.

Once or twice she went to town on shopping bent, and on one of these occasions impulse took her to the apartment furnished for her so long ago by Clive.

She had not meant to go in, merely intended to pass the house, speak to Michael, perhaps, if indeed, he still presided over door and elevator.

And there he was, outside the door on a chair, smoking his clay pipe and surveying the hot and silent street, where not even a sparrow stirred.

Michael, she said, smiling.

For a moment he did not know her, then: Gods glory! he said huskily, getting to his feet— is it the sweet face o Miss Greensleeve or the angel in her come back fr to bless us all?

She gave him her hand, and he held it and looked at her, earnestly, wistfully; then, with the flashing change of his race, the grin broke out:

Im that proud to be remembered by the likes o you, Miss Athalie! Are ye well, now? — an happy? I thank God for that! I am substantial — with my respects, maam, fr the kind inquiry. And Hafiz? Glory be, was there ever such a cat now? Dye mind the day we tuk him in a bashket? — an the sufferin yowls of the poor, dear creature. Sure Im that glad to hear hes well; — and manny mice to him, Miss Athalie!

Athalie laughed: I suppose all your tenants are away in the country, she ventured.

Barrin wan or two, Miss. Ye know the young Master will suffer no one in your own apartment.

Is it still unoccupied, Michael?

Deed it is, Miss. Would ye care fr to look around. There is nothing changed there. I dust it meself.

Yes, said the girl in a low voice, I will look at it.

So Michael took her up in the lift, unlocked the door for her, and then with the fine instinct of his race, forbore to follow her.

The shades in the square living-room were lowered; she raised one. And the dim, golden past took shadowy shape again before her eyes.
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She moved slowly from one object to another, touching caressingly where memory was tenderest. She looked at the furniture, the pictures, — at the fireplace where in her minds eye she could see him bending to light the first fire that had ever blazed there.

For a little while she sat on the big lounge, her dreamy eyes fixed on the spot where Clives father had stood and she remembered Jacques Renouf, too, and the lost city of Yhdunez.... And, somehow her memories receded still further toward earlier years; and she thought of the sunny office where Mr. Wahlbaum used to sit; and she seemed to see the curtains stirring in the wind.

After a while she rose and walked slowly along the hall to her own room.

Everything was there as she had left it; the toilet silver, evidently kept clean and bright by Michael, the little Dresden cupids on the mantel, the dainty clock, still running — further confirmation of Michaels ministrations — the fresh linen on the bed. Nothing had been changed through all these changing years. She softly opened the clothes-press door; there hung her gowns — silent witnesses of her youth, strangely and daintily grotesque in fashion. One by one she examined them, a smile edging her lips, and, in her eyes, tears.

All revery is tinged with melancholy; and it was so with her when she stood among the forgotten gowns of years ago.

It was so, too, when, one by one she unlocked and opened the drawers of dresser and bureau. From soft, ordered heaps of silk and lace and sheerest linen a faint perfume mounted; and it was as though she subtly renewed an exquisite and secret intimacy with a youth and innocence half-forgotten in the sadder wisdom of later days.



From the still and scented twilight of a vanished year, to her own apartment perched high above the sun-smitten city she went, merely to find herself again, and look around upon what fortune had brought to her through her own endeavour.

But, somehow, the old prejudices had gone; the old instincts of pride and independence had been obliterated, merged in a serene and tranquil unity of mind and will and spirit with the man in whom every atom of her belief and faith was now centred.

It mattered no longer to her what material portion of her possessions and environment was due to her own efforts, or to his. Nothing that might be called hers could remain conceivable as hers unless he shared it. Their rights in each other included everything temporal and spiritual; everything of mind and matter alike. Of what consequence, then, might be the origin of possessions that could not exist for her unless possession were mutual?

Nothing would be real to her, nothing of value, unless so marked by his interest and his approval. And now she knew that even the world itself must become but a shadow, were he not living to make it real.



It was a fearfully hot day in town, and she waited until evening to go back to Spring Pond.

When she arrived, Mrs. Connor had a cablegram for her from Clive saying that he was sailing and would see her before the month ended.

Late into the night she looked for him in her crystal but could see nothing save a blue and tranquil sea and gulls flying, and always on the curved worlds edge a far stain of smoke against the sky.

Her mother was in her room that night, seated near the window as though to keep the vigil that her daughter kept, brooding above the crystal.

It was Friday, the twenty-first, and a new moon. The starlight was magnificent in the August skies: once or twice meteors fell. But in the depths of her crystal she saw always a sunlit sea and a gulls wings flashing.

Toward morning when the world had grown its darkest and stillest, she went over to where her mother was sitting beside the window, and knelt down beside her chair.

And so in voiceless and tender communion she nestled close, her golden head resting against her mothers knees.

Dawn found her there asleep beside an empty chair.




CHAPTER XXVII
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ONE DAY TOWARD the end of August, Athalie, standing at the piers end, saw the huge incoming liner slowly warping to her berth; waited amid the throngs in the vast sheds by the gangway, caught a glimpse of Clive, lost him to view, then saw him again, very near, making his way toward her. And then her hands were in his and she was looking into his beloved eyes once more.

There were a few quick words of greeting spoken, tender, low-voiced; the swift light of happiness made her blue eyes brilliant:

You tall, sun-bronzed, lazy thing, she said; I never told you what a distinguished looking man you are, did I? Well Ill spoil you by telling you now. No wonder everything feminine glances at you, she added as he lifted his hat to fellow passengers who were passing.

And during the customs examination she stood beside him, amused, interested, gently bantering him when he declared everything; for even in Athalie were apparently the ineradicable seeds of that original sin — which is in all femininity — the paramount necessity for smuggling.

Once or twice he spoke aside to the customs officer; and Athalie instantly and gaily accused him of attempted bribery.

But when they were on their way to Spring Pond in a hired touring car with his steamer trunk and suit-cases strapped behind, he drew from his pockets the articles he had declared and paid for; and Athalie grew silent in delight as she looked down at the single and lovely strand of pearls.

All the way to Spring Pond she held them so, and her enchanted eyes reverted to them whenever she could bring herself to look anywhere except at him.

I wondered, she said, whether you would come to the country or whether you might think it better to remain in town.

I shall go back to town only when you go.

Dear, does that mean that you will stay with me at our own house?

If you want me.

Oh, Clive! I was wondering — only it seemed too heavenly to hope for.

His face grew sombre for a moment. He said: There is no other future for us. And even our comradeship will be misunderstood. But — if you are willing—

Is there any question in your mind as to the limit of my willingness?

He said: You know it will mark us for life. And if we remain guiltless, and our lives blameless, nevertheless this comradeship of ours will mark us for life.

Do you mean, brand us?

Yes, dear.

Does that cause you any real apprehension? she laughed.

I am thinking of you.

Think of me, then, she said gaily, and know that I am happy and content. The world is turning into such a wonderful friend to me; fate is becoming so gentle and so kind. Happiness may brand me; nothing else can leave a mark. So be at ease concerning me. All shall go well with me, only when with you, my darling, all goes well.

He smiled in sympathy with her gaiety of heart, but the slight shadow returned to his face again. Watching it she said:

All things shall come to us, Clive.

All things, he said, gravely,— except fulfilment.

That, too, she murmured.

No, Athalie.

Yes, she said under her breath.

He only lifted her ringless hand to his lips in hopeless silence; but she looked up at the cloudless sky and out over sunlit harvest fields and where grain and fruit were ripening, and she smiled, closing her white hand and pressing it gently against his lips.

Connor met them at the door and shouldered Clives trunk and other luggage; then Athalie slipped her arm through his and took him into the autumn glow of her garden.

Miracle after miracle, Clive — from the enchantment of July roses to the splendour of dahlia, calendula, and gladioluses. Such a wonder-house no man ever before gave to any woman.... There is not one stalk or leaf or blossom or blade of grass that is not my intimate and tender friend, my confidant, my dear preceptor, my companion beloved and adored.
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Do you notice that the grapes on the trellis are turning dark? And the peaches are becoming so big and heavy and rosy. They will be ripe before very long.

You must have a greenhouse, he said.

We must, she admitted demurely.

He turned toward her with much of his old gaiety, laughing: Do you know, he said, I believe you are pretending to be in love with me!

Thats all it is, Clive, just pretence, and the natural depravity of a flirt. When I go back to town Ill forget you ever existed — unless you go with me.

Im wondering, he said, what we had better do in town.

Im not wondering; I know.

He looked at her questioningly. Then she told him about her visit to Michael and the apartment.

There is no other place in the world that I care to live in — excepting this, she said. Couldnt we live there, Clive, when we go to town?

After a moment he said: Yes.

Would you care to? she asked wistfully. Then smiled as she met his eyes.

So I shall give up business, she said, and that tower apartment. Theres a letter here now asking if I desire to sublet it; and as I had to renew my lease last June, that is what I shall do — if youll let me live in the place you made for me so long ago.

He answered, smilingly, that he might be induced to permit it.

Hafiz appeared, inquisitive, urbane, waving his snowy tail; but he was shy of further demonstrations toward the man who was seated beside his beloved mistress, and he pretended that he saw something in the obscurity of the flowering thickets, and stalked it with every symptom of sincerity.

That cat must be about six years old, said Clive, watching him.

He plays like a kitten, still.

Do you remember how he used to pat your thread with his paws when you were sewing.

I remember, she said, smiling.

A little later Hafiz regained confidence in Clive and came up to rub against his legs and permit caresses.

Such a united family, remarked Athalie, amused by the mutual demonstrations.

How is Henry? he asked.

Fatter and slower than ever, dear. He suits my unenterprising disposition to perfection. Now and then he condescends to be harnessed and to carry me about the landscape. But mostly he drags the cruel burden of Connors lawn-mower. Do you think the place looks well kept?

I knew you wanted to be flattered, he laughed.

I do. Flatter me please.

Its one of the best things I do, Athalie! For example — the lawn, the cat, and the girl are all beautifully groomed; the credit is yours; and youre a celestial dream too exquisite to be real.

I am becoming real — as real as you are, she said with a faint smile.

Yes, he admitted, you and I are the only real things in the world after all. The rest — woven scenes that come and go moving across a loom.

She quoted:

Sun and Moon illume the Room
Where the ceiling is the sky:
Night and day the Weavers ply
Colour, shadow, hue, and dye,
Where the rushing shuttles fly,
Weaving dreams across the Loom,
Picturing a common doom!

How, Beloved, can we die — 
We Immortals, Thou and I?

He smiled: Death seems very far away, he said.

Nothing dies.... If only this world could understand.... Did I tell you that mother has been with me often while you were away?

No.

It was wonderfully sweet to see her in the room. One night I fell asleep across her knees.

Does she ever speak to you, Athalie?

Yes, sometimes we talk.

At night?

By day, too.... I was sitting in the living-room the other morning, and she came up behind me and took both my hands. We talked, I lying back in the rocking chair and looking up at her.... Mrs. Connor came in. I am quite sure she was frightened when she heard my voice in there conversing with nobody she could see.

Athalie smiled to herself as at some amusing memory evoked.

If Mrs. Connor ever knew how she is followed about by so many purring pussies and little wagging dogs — I mean dogs and pussies who are no longer what we call alive, — I dont know what shed think. Sometimes the place is full of them, Clive — such darling little creatures. Hafiz sees them; and watches and watches, but never moves.

Clive was staring a trifle hard; Athalie, lazily stretching her arms, glanced at him with that humorous expression which hinted of gentlest mockery.

Dont worry; nothing follows you, Clive, except an idle girl who finds no time for anything else, so busy are her thoughts with you.

He bent forward and kissed her; and she clasped both hands behind his head, drawing it nearer.

Have you missed me, Athalie?

You could never understand how much.

Did you find me in your crystal?

No; I saw only the sea and on the horizon a stain of smoke, and a gull flying.

He drew her closely into his arms: God, he breathed, if anything ever should happen to you! — and I — alone on earth — and blind—

Yes. That is the only anxiety I ever knew ... because you are blind.

If you came to me I could not see you. If you spoke to me I could not hear. Could anything more awful happen?

Do you care for me so much?

In his eyes she read her answer, and thrilled to it, closer in his arms; and rested so, her cheek against his, gazing at the sunset out of dreamy eyes.



They had been slowly pacing the garden paths, arm within arm, when Mrs. Connor came to summon them to dinner. The small dining-room was flooded with sunset light; rosy bars of it lay across cloth and fruit and flowers, and striped the wall and ceiling.

And when dinner was ended the pale fire still burned on the thin silk curtains and struck across the garden, gilding the coping of the wall where clustering peaches hung all turned to gold like fabled fruit that ripens in Hesperides.

Hafiz followed them out under the evening sky and seated himself upon the grass. And he seemed mildly to enjoy the robins evening carolling, blinking benevolently up at the little vesper choristers, high singing in the sunsets lingering glow.

Whenever light puffs of wind set blossoms swaying, the jet from the fountain basin swerved, and a mellow raining sound of drops swept the still pool. The lilac twilight deepened to mauve; upon the surface of the pool a primrose tint grew duller. Then the first bat zig-zagged across the sky; and every clove-pink border became misty with the wings of dusk-moths.

On Athalies frail white gown one alighted, — a little grey thing wearing a pair of peacock-tinted diamonds on its forewings; and as it sat there, quivering, the iridescent incrustations changed from burnished gold to green.

Wonders, wonders, under the moon, murmured the girl— thronging miracles that fill the day and night, always, everywhere. And so few to see them.... Sometimes, to me the blindness of the world to all the loveliness that I see clearly is like my own blindness to the hidden wonders of the night — where uncounted myriads of little rainbow spirits fly. And nobody sees and knows the living splendour of them except when some grey-winged phantom strays indoors from the outer shadows. And it astonishes us to see, under the drab forewings, a blaze of scarlet, gold, or orange.

I suppose, he said, that the unseen night world all around us is no more wonderful than what, in the day-world, the vast majority of us never see, never suspect.

I think it must be so, Clive. Being accustomed to a more densely populated world than are many people, I believe that if I could see only what they see, — merely that small portion of activity and life which the world calls living things, I should find the sunlit world rather empty, and the night but a silent desolation under the stars.

After a few minutes thought he asked in a low voice whether at that moment there was anybody in the garden except themselves.

Some people were here a little while ago, looking at the flowers. I think they must have lived here many, many years ago; perhaps when this old house was new.

Could you not ask them who they were?

No, dear.

Why?

If they were what you would call alive I could not intrude upon them, could I? The laws of reticence, the respect for privacy, remain the same. I am conscious of no more impertinent curiosity concerning them than I am concerning any passer in the city streets.

Have they gone?

Yes. But all the evening I have been hearing children at play just beyond the garden wall.... And, when I was a child, somebody killed a little dog down by the causeway. He is here in the garden, now, trotting gaily about the lawn — such a happy little dog! — and Hafiz has folded his forepaws under his ruff and has settled down to watch him. Dont you see how Hafiz watches, how his head turns following every movement of the little visitor?

He nodded; then: Do you still hear the children outside the wall?

She sat listening, the smile brooding in her eyes.

Can you still hear them? he repeated, wistfully.

Yes, dear.

What are they saying?

I cant make out. They are having a happy time somewhere on the outer lawns.

How many are there?

Oh, I dont know. Their voices make a sweet, confused sound like bird music before dawn. I couldnt even guess how many children are playing there.

Are any among them those children you once saw here? — the children who pleaded with you—

She did not answer. He tightened his arm around her waist, drawing her nearer; and she laid her cheek against his shoulder.

Yes, she said, they are there.

You know their voices?

Yes, dearest.

Will they come again into the garden?

Her face flushed deeply:

Not unless we call them.

Call them, he said. And, after a silence: Dearest, will you not call them to us?

Oh, Clive! I have been calling. Now it remains with you.

I did not hear you call them.

They heard.

Will they come?

I — think so.

When?

Very soon — if you truly desire them, she whispered against his shoulder.



Somewhere within the house the hour struck. After a long while they rose, moving slowly, her head still lying on his shoulder. Hafiz watched them until the door closed, then settled down again to gaze on things invisible to men.



Hours of the night in dim processional passed the old house unlighted save by the stars. Toward dawn a sea-wind stirred the trees; the fountain jet rained on the surface of the pool or, caught by a sudden breeze, drifted in whispering spray across the grass. Everywhere the darkness grew murmurous with sounds, vague as wind-blown voices; sweet as the call of children from some hill-top where the stars are very near, and the new moons sickle flashes through the grass.

Athalie stirred where she lay, turned her head sideways with infinite precaution, and lay listening.

Through the open window beside her she saw a dark sky set with stars; heard the sea-wind in the leaves and the falling water of the fountain. And very far away a sweet confused murmuring grew upon her ears.

Silently her soul answered the far hail; her heart, responding, echoed a voiceless welcome till she became fearful lest it beat too loudly.

Then, with infinite precaution, noiselessly, and scarcely stirring, she turned and laid her lips again where they had rested all night long and, lying so, dreamed of miracles ineffable.




CHAPTER XXVIII
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CLIVES ENFORCED IDLENESS had secretly humiliated him and made him restless. Athalie in her tender wisdom understood how it was with him before he did himself, and she was already deftly guiding his balked energy into a brand new channel, the same being a bucolic one.

At first he had demurred, alleging total ignorance of husbandry; and, seated on the sill of an open window and looking down at him in the garden, she tormented him to her hearts content:

Ignorant of husbandry! she mimicked,— when any husband I ever heard of could go to school to you and learn what a real husband ought to be! Why will you pretend to be so painfully modest, Clive, when you are really secretly pleased with yourself and entirely convinced that, in you, the world might discover a living pattern of model domesticity!

Im glad you think so—

Think! If I were only as certain of anything else! Never had I dreamed that any man could become so cowed, so spiritless, so perfectly house and yard broken—

If I come upstairs, he said, Ill settle you!

Leaning from the window overlooking the garden she lazily defied him; turned up her dainty nose at him; mocked at him until he flung aside the morning paper and rose, bent on her punishment.

Oh, Clive, dont! she pleaded, leaning low from the sill. I wont tease you any more, — and this gown is fresh—

Ill come up and freshen it! he threatened.

Please dont rumple me. Ill come down if you like. Shall I?

All right, darling, he said, resuming his newspaper and cigarette.

She came, seated herself demurely beside him, twitched his newspaper until he cast an ominous glance at his tormentor.

Dear, she said, I simply cant let you alone; you are so bland and self-satisfied—

Athalie — if you persist in tormenting me—

I torment you? I? An humble accessory in the scenery set for you? I? — a stage property fashioned merely for the hero of the drama to sit upon—

All right! Ill do that now!—

But she nestled close to him, warding off wrath with both arms clasping his, and looking up at him out of winning eyes in which but a tormenting glint remained.

You wouldnt rumple this very beautiful and brand new gown, would you, darling? It was so frightfully expensive—

I dont care—

Oh, but you must care. You must become thrifty and shrewd and devious and close, or youll never make a successful farmer—

Dearest, thats nonsense. What do I know about farming?

Nothing yet. But you know what a wonderful man you are. Never forget that, Clive—

If you dont stop laughing at me, you little wretch—

Dont you want me to remain young? she asked reproachfully, while two tiny demons of gaiety danced in her eyes. If I cant laugh Ill grow old. And theres nothing very funny here except you and Hafiz — Oh, Clive! You have rumpled me! Please dont do it again! Yes — yes — yes! I do surrender! I am sorry — that you are so funny — Clive! Youll ruin this gown!... I promise not to say another disrespectful word.... I dont know whether Ill kiss you or not — Yes! Yes I will, dear. Yes, Ill do it tenderly — you heartless wretch! — I tell you Ill do it tenderly.... Oh wait, Clive! Is Mrs. Connor looking out of any window? Wheres Connor? Are you sure hes not in sight?... And I shouldnt care to have Hafiz see us. Hes a moral kitty—

She pretended to look fearfully around, then, with adorable tenderness, she paid her forfeit and sat silent for a while with her slim white fingers linked in his, in that breathless little revery which always stilled her under the magic of his embrace.

He said at last: Do you really suppose I could make this farm-land pay?

And that was really the beginning of it all.



Once decided he seemed to go rather mad about it, buying agricultural paraphernalia recklessly and indiscriminately for a meditated assault upon fields long fallow.

Connor already had as much as he could attend to in the garden; but, like all Irishmen, he had a cousin, and the cousin possessed agricultural lore and a pair of plough-horses.

So early fall ploughing developed into a mania with Clive and Athalie; and they formed a habit of sitting side by side like a pair of birds on fences in the early October sunshine, their fascinated eyes following the brown furrows turning where one T. Phelan was breaking up pasture and meadow too long sod-bound.

In intervals between tenderer and more intimate exchange of sentiments they discussed such subjects as lime, nitrogen, phosphoric acid, and the rotation of crops.

Also Athalie had accumulated much literature concerning incubators, brooders, and the several breeds of domestic fowl; and on paper they had figured out overwhelming profits.

The insidious land-hunger which attacks all who contemplate making two dozen blades of grass grow where none grew before, now seized upon Clive and gnawed him. And he extended the acreage, taking in woods and uplands as far as the headwaters of Spring Pond Brook, vastly to Athalies delight.

So the October days burned like a procession of golden flames passing in magic sequence amid yellowing woods and over the brown and spongy gold of salt meadows which had been sheared for stable bedding. And everywhere over their land lay the dun-coloured velvet squares of freshly ploughed fields awaiting unfragrant fertilizer and the autumn rains.

The rains came heavily toward the end of October; and November was grey and wet and rather warm. But open fires became necessary in the house, and now they regularly reddened the twilight in library and living-room when the early November dusk brought Athalie and Clive indoors.

Hither they came, the fire-lit hearth their trysting place after they had exchanged their rain-drenched clothes for something dry; and there they curled up on the wide sofas and watched the swift darkness fall, and the walls and ceiling redden.

It was an hour which Athalie had once read of as the Childrens Hour and now she understood better its charming significance. And she kept it religiously, permitting herself to do nothing, and making Clive defer anything he had to do, until after dinner. Then he might read his paper or book, and she could take up her sewing if she chose, or study, or play, or write the few letters that she cared to write.

Clive wrote no more, now. In this first year together they desired each other only, indifferent to all else outside.

It was to her the magic year of fulfilment; to him an enchanted interlude wherein only the girl beside him mattered.

Athalie sewed a great deal on odd, delicate, sheer materials where narrowness and length ruled proportions, and where there seemed to be required much lace and many little ribbons. Also she hummed to herself as she sewed, singing under her breath endless airs which had slipped into her head she scarce knew when or how.

An odd and fragrant freshness seemed to cling to her making her almost absurdly youthful, as though she had suddenly dropped back to her girlhood. Clive noticed it.

You look about sixteen, he said.

My heart is younger, dear.

How young?

You know when it was born, dont you? Very well, it is as many days old as I have been in love with you. Before that it was a muscle capable merely of sturdy friendship.

One day a packet came from New York for her. It contained two rings, one magnificent, the other a plain circlet. She kissed him rather shyly, wore both that evening, but not again.

I am not ashamed, she explained serenely. Folkways are now a matter of indifference to me. Civilisation must offer me a better argument than it has offered hitherto before I resign to it my right in you, or deny your right to me.

He knew that civilisation would lock them out and remain unconcerned as to what became of them. Doubtless she knew it too, as she sat there sewing on the frail garment which lay across her knee and singing blithely under her breath some air with cadence like a berceuse.



During the Childrens Hour she sat beside him, always quiet; or if stirred from her revery to a brief exchange of low-voiced words, she soon relapsed once more into that happy, brooding silence by the firelight.

Then came dinner, and the awakened gaiety of unquenched spirits; then the blessed evening hours with him.

But the last hour of these she called her hour; and always laid aside her book or sewing, and slipped from the couch to the floor at his feet, laying her head against his knees.



Snow came in December; and Christmas followed. They kept the mystic festival alone together; and Athalie had a tiny tree lighted in the room between hers and Clives, and hung it with toys and picture books.

It was very pretty in its tinsel and tinted globes; and its faint light glimmered on the walls and dainty furniture of the dim pink room.

Afterward Athalie laid away tinsel and toy, wrapping all safely in tissue, as though to be kept secure and fresh for another Christmas — the most wonderful that any girl could dream of. And perhaps it was to be even more wonderful than Athalie had dreamed.



December turned very cold. The ice thickened; and she skated with Clive on Spring Pond. The ice also remained through January and February that winter; but after December had ended Athalie skated no more.

Clive, unknown to her, had sent for a Shaker cloak and hood of scarlet; and when it arrived Athalie threw back her lovely head and laughed till the tears dimmed her eyes.

All the same, he said, you dont look much older in it than you looked in your red hood and cloak the first day I ever set eyes on you.

You poor darling! — as though even you could push back the hands of Time! Its the funniest and sweetest thing you ever did — to send for this red, hooded cloak.

However she wore it whenever she ventured out with him on foot or in the sleigh which he had bought. Once, coming home, she was still wearing it when Mrs. Connor brought to them two peach turnovers.

A fire had been lighted in the ancient stove; and they went out to the sun-parlour, — once the bar — and sat in the same old arm-chairs exactly as they had been seated that night so long ago; and there they ate their peach turnovers, their enchanted eyes meeting, striving to realise it all, and the intricate ways of Destiny and Chance and Fate.



February was a month of heavy snows that year; great drifts buried the fences and remained until well into March. April was April, — and very much so; but they saw the blue waters of the bay sometimes; and dogwood and willow stems were already aglow with colour; and a premature blue-bird sang near Athalies garden. Crocuses appeared everywhere with grape hyacinths and snow-drops. Then jonquil and narcissus opened in all their loveliness, and soft winds stirred the waters of the fountain.

May found the garden uncovered, with tender amber-tinted shoots and exquisite fronds of green wherever the lifted mulch disclosed the earth. Also peonies were up and larkspur, and the ambitious promise of the hollyhocks delighted Athalie.

Pink peach buds bloomed; cherry, pear, and apple covered the trees with rosy snow; birds sang everywhere; and the waters of the pool mirrored a sky of purest blue. But Athalie now walked no further than the garden seat, — and walked slowly, leaning always on Clives arm.

In those days throughout May her mother was with her in her room almost every night. But Athalie did not speak of this to Clive.




CHAPTER XXIX
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SPRING PLOUGHING HAD been proceeding for some time now, but Athalie did not feel equal to walking cross-lots over ploughed ground, so she let Clive go alone on tours of inspection.

But these absences were brief; he did not care to remain away from Athalie for more than an hour at a time. So, T. Phelan ploughed on, practically unmolested and untormented by questions, suggestions, and advice. Which liberty was to his liking. And he loafed much.

In these latter days of May Athalie spent a great deal of her time among her cushions and wraps on the garden seat near the fountain. On his return from prowling about the farm Clive was sure to find her there, reading or sewing, or curled up among her cushions in the sun with Hafiz purring on her lap.

And she would look up at Clive out of sleepy, humorous eyes in which glimmered a smile of greeting, or she would pretend surprise and disapproval at his long absence of half an hour with: Well, C. Bailey, Junior! Where do you come from now?

The phases of awakening spring in the garden seemed to be an endless source of pleasure to the girl; she would sit for hours looking at the pale lilac-tinted wistaria clusters hanging over the naked wall and watching plundering bumble-bees scrambling from blossom to blossom.

And when at the base of the wall, the spiked buds of silvery-grey iris unfolded, and their delicate fragrance filled the air, the exquisite mingling of the two odours and the two shades of mauve thrilled her as no perfume, no colour had ever affected her.

The little colonies of lily-of-the-valley came into delicate bloom under the fringing shrubbery; golden bell flower, pink and vermilion cydonia, roses, all bloomed and had their day; lilac bushes were weighted with their heavy, dewy clusters; the sweet-briers green tracery grew into tender leaf and its matchless perfume became apparent when the sun fell hot.

In the warm air there seemed to brood the exquisite hesitation of happy suspense, — a delicious and breathless sense of waiting for something still more wonderful to come.

And when Athalie felt it stealing over her she looked at Clive and knew that he also felt it. Then her slim hand would steal into his and nestle there, content, fearless, blissfully confident of what was to be.

But it was subtly otherwise with Clive. Once or twice she felt his hand tremble slightly as though a slight shiver had passed over him; and when again she noticed it she asked him why.

Nothing, he said in a strained voice; I am very, very happy.

I know it.... There is no fear mingling with your happiness; is there, Clive?

But before he replied she knew that it was so.

Dearest, she murmured, dearest! You must not be afraid for me.

And suddenly the long pent fears strangled him; he could not speak; and she felt his lips, hot and tremulous against her hand.

My heart! she whispered, all will go well. There is absolutely no reason for you to be afraid.

Do you know it?

Yes, I know it. I am certain of it, darling. Everything will turn out as it should.... I cant bear to have the most beautiful moments of our lives made sad for you by apprehension. Wont you believe me that all will go well?

Yes.

Then smile at me, Clive.

His under lip was still unsteady as he drew nearer and took her into his arms.

God wouldnt do such harm, he said. He couldnt! All must go well.

She smiled gaily and framed his head with her hands:

Youre just a boy, arent you, C. Bailey, Junior? — just a big boy, yet. As though the God we understand — you and I — could deal otherwise than tenderly with us. He knows how rare love really is. He will not disturb it. The world needs it for seed.

The smile gradually faded from Clives face; he shook his head, slightly:

If I had known — if I had understood—

What, darling?

The hazard — the chances you are to take—

But she laughed deliciously, and sealed his mouth with her fragrant hand, bidding him hunt for other sources of worry if he really was bent on scaring himself.

Later she asked him for a calendar, and he brought it, and together they looked over it where several of the last days of May had been marked with a pencil.

As she sat beside him, studying the printed sequence of the days, a smile hovering on her lips, he thought he had never seen her so beautiful.

A soft wind blew the bright tendrils of her hair across her cheeks; her skin was like a little girls, rose and snow, smooth as a childs; her eyes clearly, darkly blue — the hue and tint called azure — like the colour of the zenith on some still June day.

And through the glow of her superb and youthful symmetry, ever, it seemed to him, some inward radiance pulsated, burning in her golden burnished hair, in scarlet on her lips, making lovely the soft splendour of her eyes. Hers was the fresh, sweet beauty of ardent youth and spring incarnate, — neither frail and colourlessly spiritual, nor tainted with the stain of clay.



Sometimes Athalie lunched there in the garden with him, Hafiz, seated on the bench beside them, politely observant, condescending to receive a morsel now and then.

It was on such a day, at noon-tide, that Athalie bent over toward him, touched his hair with her lips, then whispered something very low.
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His face went white, but he smiled and rose, — came back swiftly to kiss her hands — then entered the house and telephoned to New York.

When he came back to her she was ready to rise, lean on his arm, and walk leisurely to the house.

On the way she called his attention to a pale blue sheet of forget-me-nots spreading under the shrubbery. She noticed other new blossoms in the garden, lingered before the bed of white pansies. Like little faces, she said with a faint smile.

One silvery-grey iris he broke from its sheathed stem and gave her; she moved slowly on with the scented blossom lifted to her lips.

In the hall a starched and immaculate nurse met her with a significant nod of understanding. And so, between Clive and the trained nurse she mounted the stairs to her room.

Later Clive came in to sit beside her where she lay on her dainty bed. She turned her flushed face on the pillow, smiled at him, and lifted her neck a little; and he slipped one arm under it.

Such a wonderful pillow your shoulder makes, she murmured.... I am thinking of the first time I ever knew it.... So quiet I lay, — such infinite caution I used whenever I moved.... That night the air was musical with childrens voices — everywhere under the stars — softly garrulous, laughing, lisping, calling from the hills and meadows.... That night of miracles and of stars — my dear — my dearest!—



Close to her cheek he breathed: Are you in pain?

Oh, Clive! I am so happy. I love you so — I love you so.

Then nurse and physician came in and the latter took him by the arm and walked out of the room with him. For a long while they paced the passage-way together in whispered conversation before the nurse came to the door and nodded.

Both went in: Athalie laughed and put up her arms as Clive bent over her.

All will be well, she whispered, kissed him, then turned her head sharply to the right.

When he found himself in the garden, walking at random, the sun hung a hands breadth over the woods. Later it seemed to become entangled amid new leaves and half-naked branches, hanging there motionless, blinding, glittering through an eternity of time.

And yet he did not notice when twilight came, nor when the dusks purple turned to night until he saw lights turned up on both floors.

Nobody summoned him to dinner but he did not notice that. Connor came to him there in the darkness and said that two other physicians had arrived with another nurse. He went into the library where they were just leaving to mount the stairs. They looked at him as they passed but merely bowed and said nothing.

A steady, persistent clangour vibrated in his brain, dulling it, so that senses like sight and hearing seemed slow as though drugged.

Suddenly like a sword the most terrible fear he ever knew passed through him.... And after a while the dull, ringing clangour came back, dinning, stupefying, interminable. Yet he was conscious of every sound, every movement on the floor above.



One of the physicians came halfway down the stairs, looked at him; and he rose mechanically and went up.

He saw nothing clearly in the room until he bent over Athalie.

Her eyes unclosed. She whispered: It is all right, beloved.

Somebody led him out. He kept on, conscious of the grasp on his arm, but seeing nothing.



He had been walking for a long while, somewhere between light and darkness, — perhaps for hours, perhaps minutes. Then somebody came who laid an arm about his shoulder and spoke of courage.

Other people were in the room, now. One said:

Dont go up yet.... Once he noticed a woman, Mrs. Connor, crying. Connor led her away.

Others moved about or stood silent; and some one was always drawing near him, speaking of courage. It was odd that so much darkness should invade a lighted room.

Then somebody came down the stairs, noiselessly. The house was very still.

And at last they let him go upstairs.




CHAPTER XXX

[image: img648.jpg]

LIGHTS YET BURNED on the lower floors and behind the drawn blinds of Athalies room. The night was quiet and soft and lovely; the moon still young in its first quarter.

There was no wind to blow the fountain jet, so that every drop fell straight back where the slim column of water broke against a strip of stars above the garden wall. Somewhere in distant darkness the little owl trilled.



If he were walking or motionless he no longer knew it; nor did he seem to be aware of anything around.

Hafiz came up to him through the dusk with a little mew of recognition or of loneliness. Afterward the cat followed him for a while and then settled down upon the grass intent on the invisible stirring stealthily in obscurity.

The fragrance of the iris grew sweeter, fresher. Many new buds had unfolded since high noon. One stalk had fallen across the path and Clives dragging feet passed over it where he moved blindly, at hazard, with stumbling steps along the path — errant, senseless, and always blind.

For on the garden bench a young girl sat, slender, exquisite, smiling as he approached. But he could not see her, nor could he see in her arms the little flower-like face, and the tiny hands against her breast.

Clive! she said. But he could not hear her.

Clive, she whispered; my beloved!

But he could neither see nor hear. His knees, too, were failing; he put out one hand, blindly, and sank down upon the garden bench.

All night long she sat beside him, her head against his shoulder, sometimes touching his drawn face with warm, sweet lips, sometimes looking down at the little face pressed to her quiet breast.

And all night long the light burned behind the closed blinds of her room; and the little silvery dusk-moths floated in and out of the rays. And Hafiz, sitting on the grass, watched them sometimes; sometimes he gazed at his young mistress out of wide, unblinking eyes.

Hafiz, she murmured lazily in her sweetly humorous way.

The cat uttered a soft little mew but did not move. And when she laid her cheek close to Clives whispering,— I love you — I love you so! — he never stirred.

Her blue eyes, brooding, grew patient, calm, and tender; she looked down silently into the little face close cradled in her arms.

Then the childs eyes opened like two blue stars; and she bent over in a swift ecstasy of bliss, covering the flower-like face with kisses.

THE END


The Girl Philippa
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TO MY SON

BOBBY


BOB AT SIXTEEN

You can tell a better tale than I;

Trap and wing you shoot a better score;

You can cast a surer, lighter fly,

Catch as can, youd put me on the floor;

Should I hoist a sail beneath the sky

Yours the race, away and back to shore.

You have mastered all my woodland lore,

In the saddle you can give me spades;

You have slain your first and mighty boar

In the classic Croyden Forest shades;

You have heard the Northern rivers roar,

You have seen the Southern Everglades.

You have creeled your Highland yellow trout

Where the Scottish moorlands call us back;

You have left me puzzled and in doubt

Over tropic specimens I lack — 

Sphinxes that I know not, huge and stout;

Butterflies, un-named, in blue and black.

Well, weve had a jolly run, my son,

Through a sunny world has lain our trail

Trodden side by side with rod and gun

Under azure skies where white clouds sail;

— Send our journey is not nearly done!

Send the light has not begun to fail.

Envoi

Yet, that day you tread the trail alone,

With no slower comrade to escort

On the path of spring with blossoms sown,

You may deem me not so bad a sort,

Smile and think, as one who would condone,

He was sure a perfectly good sport.

R. W. C. 
Broadalbin; 1916.

DOG-DAYS (1914)

The mad dog of Europe

Yelped in the dog-days heat;

To his sick legs he staggered up

Swaying on twitching feet;

Snarled when he saw the offered cup,

And started down the street.

All hell has set his brain aflame;

All Europe shrieks with dread;

All mothers call on Marys name,

Praying by shrine and bed,

For Jesus sake! — Yet all the same

Each sees her son lie dead.

On Guard! the Western bugles blow;

Boom! from the Western main;

The Brabant flail has struck its blow;

The mad dog howls with pain

But lurches on, uncertain, slow,

Growling amid his slain.

They beat and kick his dusty hide,

He bleeds from every vein;

On his red trail the Cossacks ride

Across the reeking plain

While gun-shots rip his bloody sides

From Courland to Champagne.

Under the weary moons and suns

With phantom eyes aglow,

Dog-trotting still the spectre runs

Yelping at every blow

Til through its ribs the flashing guns

And stars begin to show.

The moon shines through its riven wrack;

On the bleached skull the suns

Have baked the crusted blood all black,

But still the spectre runs,

Jogging along its hell-ward track

Lined with the tombs of Huns.

Back to the grave from whence it came

To foul the world with red;

Back to its bed of ancient shame

In the Hunnish tomb it fled

Where Gods own name is but a name

And souls that lived lie dead.


FOREWORD
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ON THE TWENTY-EIGHTH of June, 1914, the Archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian throne, was murdered by a Serb in Serajevo, the capital of Bosnia. The murder was the most momentous crime ever committed in the world, for it altered the geography and the political and social history of that planet, and changed the entire face of the civilized and uncivilized globe. Generations unborn were to feel the consequences of that murder.

Incidentally, it vitally affected the life and career of the girl Philippa.

Before the press of the United States received the news, Sir Cecil Spring-Rice, the British Ambassador, had been notified of the tragedy, and a few minutes later he was in secret conference with the President.

The British Ambassador knew what he wanted, which was more than the administration knew, and at this hasty and secret conference he bluntly informed the President that, in his opinion, war before midsummer had now become inevitable; that there was every probability of England being drawn into a world-wide conflict; and that, therefore, an immediate decision was necessary concerning certain pending negotiations.

The truth of this became apparent to the President. The State Departments ominous information concerning a certain Asiatic Empire, the amazing knowledge in regard to the secret military and political activities of Germany in the United States, the crass stupidity of a Congress which was no better than an uneducated nation deserved, the intellectual tatterdemalions in whose care certain vitally important departments had been confided — a momentary vision of what all this might signify flickered fitfully in the presidential brain.

And, before Sir Cecil left, it was understood that certain secret negotiations should be immediately resumed and concluded as soon as possible — among other matters the question of the Harkness shell.

About the middle of July the two governments had arrived at an understanding concerning the Harkness shell. The basis of this transaction involved the following principles, proposed and mutually accepted:

1st. The Government of the United States agreed to disclose to the British Government, and to no other government, the secret of the Harkness shell, known to ordnance experts as the candle shell.

2nd. The British Government agreed to disclose to the United States Government, and to no other government, the secrets of its new submarine seaplane, known as the flying fish, the inventor of which was one Pillsbury, a Yankee, who had offered it in vain to his own country before selling it to England.

3rd. Both Governments solemnly engaged not to employ either of these devices against each other in the event of war.

4th. The British Government further pledged itself to restrain from violence a certain warlike and Asiatic nation until the Government of the United States could discover some method of placating that nation.

But other and even more important negotiations, based upon the principle that the United States should insure its people and its wealth by maintaining an army and a navy commensurate with its population, its importance, and its international obligations, fell through owing to presidential indifference, congressional ignorance, the historic imbecility of a political party, and the smug vanity of a vast and half-educated nation, among whose employees were numbered several of the most perfect demagogues that the purlieus of politics had ever germinated.

This, then, was the condition of affairs in the United States when, on the nineteenth of July, the British Ambassador was informed that through the treachery of certain employees the plans and formula for the Harkness shell had been abstracted.

But the British Embassy had learned of this catastrophe through certain occult channels even before it was reported to the United States Government; and five hours after the information had reached Sir Cecil Spring-Rice, two young men stepped aboard the Antwerp liner Zeeduyne a few seconds before the gangway was pulled up.

With the first turn of the steamers screws the wheel of fate also began to revolve, spinning out the web of destiny so swiftly that already its meshes had fallen over an obscure little town thousands of miles distant, and its net already held a victim so obscure that few except the French Government had ever heard of the girl Philippa.

The two young men who had come aboard at the last moment were nice-looking young men. They carried tennis bats, among other frivolous hand luggage, and it was rumored very quickly on board that they were two celebrated New Zealand tennis champions on their way to the international tournament at Ostend.

It was the Captain who first seemed interested in the rumor and who appeared to know all about the famous New Zealand players, Halkett and Gray.

And this was odd, because when Halkett and Gray came aboard their names did not figure on the passenger list, no stateroom had been engaged for them, and the Captain of the Zeeduyne had never before laid eyes on either of them.

But he may have heard of them, for that morning the British Embassy had called him on the telephone, had talked for twenty minutes to him, and had arranged for him to hold his steamer if necessary. But it had been necessary for the Captain to hold the Zeeduyne for ten minutes only.

The voyage of the Zeeduyne was calm, agreeable, and superficially uneventful. There was much dancing aboard. Halkett and Gray danced well. They had come aboard knowing nobody; in a day or two they seemed to have met everybody. Which urbanity is not at all characteristic of Englishmen. New Zealanders, it seemed, were quite different.

The ocean being on its best behavior nearly everybody appeared triumphantly on deck. There were, however, several passengers who maintained exclusiveness in their staterooms; and among these were two German gentlemen who preferred the stateroom they shared in common. However, they took the air sometimes, and always rather late at night.

Evidently they were commercial gentlemen, for they sent several wireless messages to Cologne during the voyage, using a code of their own which seemed to concern perfumes and cosmetics and, in particular, a toilet soap known as Calypso soap.

In return they received several wireless messages, also apparently in some commercial code, and all mentioning perfumes and Calypso soap.

And a copy of every code message which they dispatched or received was sent to the Captain of the Zeeduyne, and that affable and weather-reddened Belgian always handed these copies to the tennis champions of New Zealand, who spent considerable time poring over them in the only spot on the steamer which was absolutely safe from intrusion — the Captains private quarters.

Then, in their turn, as the steamer drew nearer to the Belgian coast, they sent a number of wireless messages in private code. Some of these messages were directed to the British Consul at Maastricht, some to the British Ambassador at Brussels, some to private individuals in Antwerp.

But these details did not interfere with the young mens social activities on board, or with their popularity. Wherever Halkett and Gray walked, they walked surrounded by maidens and pursued by approving glances of relatives and parents.

But the two German gentlemen who kept their cabin by day and prowled sometimes by night were like Mr. Kiplings cat; when they walked they walked by their wild lone. Only the chaste moon was supposed to notice them. But always either Halkett or Gray was watching them, sometimes dressed in the jaunty uniform of a deck steward, or in the clothing of a common sailor, or in the gorgeous raiment of a ships officer. The two Germans never noticed them as they walked in the dark by their wild lone.

And always while one of the young men watched on deck, the other ransacked the stateroom and luggage of the gentlemen from Germany — but ransacked in vain.

As the Zeeduyne steamed into the Scheldt, several thousand miles away, in the city of Washington, the French Ambassador telegraphed in cipher to his Government that the secret plans and formula for the Harkness shell, which had been acquired by England from the United States Government, had been stolen on the eve of delivery to the British Ambassador; that French secret agents were to inspect the arrival of all Dutch, Belgian, and German steamers; that all agents in the French service resident or stationed near the north or northeastern frontier of France were to watch the arrival of all strangers from Holland or Belgium, and, if possible, follow and observe any individual who might be likely to have been involved in such a robbery.

Immediately, from the Military Intelligence Department in Paris orders were telegraphed and letters sent to thousands of individuals of every description and station in life, to be on the alert.

Among others who received such letters was a denationalized individual named Wildresse, who kept a cabaret in the little town of Ausone.

The cabaret was called the Café de Biribi. Wildresse insisted that the name had been his own choice. But it was at the request of the Government that his cabaret bore the ominous title as an ever-present reminder to Wildresse that his personal liberty and the liberty of his worthless son and heir depended on his good behavior and his alacrity in furnishing the French Government with whatever information it demanded.

The letter sent to Monsieur Wildresse read as follows:

MONSIEUR:

Undescribed individuals carrying important document stolen from the United States Government may appear in your vicinity.

Observe diligently, but with discretion, the arrival of any strangers at your café. If suspicions warrant, lay a complaint before local police authorities. Use every caution. The fugitives probably are German, but may be American. Inform the girl Philippa of what is required. And remember that Biribi is preferable to Noumea.

When Wildresse received this letter he went into the bedroom of the girl Philippa, who was standing before her looking glass busily rouging her cheeks and painting her lips. She wore no corset, her immature figure requiring none.

If they come our way, Philippa, growled Wildresse, play the baby — do you hear? Eyes wide and artless, virginal candor alternating with indifference. In other words, be yourself.

That is not difficult, said the girl Philippa, powdering her nose. When I lose my innocence then it will mean real acting.

Wildresse glared at her out of his little black eyes.

When you lose it, eh? he repeated. Well, when you do, Ill break your neck. Do you understand that?

The girl continued to powder her nose.

Who would marry me? she remarked indifferently. Also, now it is too late for me to become a religieuse like—

Youll carry on the business! he growled. Thats what youll do — with Jacques, when the Sbirs de Biribi let him loose. As for marrying, you can think it over when you are thirty. Youll have a dot by that time, if the damned Government lets me alone. And a woman with a dot need not worry about marriage.

The girl was now busy with her beautiful chestnut hair; Wildresses pock-marked features softened.

Allons, he said in his harsh voice, lilies grow prettiest on dunghills. Also, you are like me — serious, not silly. I have no fears. Besides, you are where I have my eye on you.

If I am what I am it is because I prefer it, not on account of your eye, she said listlessly.

Is that so! he roared. All the same, continue to prefer virtue and good conduct, and Ill continue to use my two eyes, nom de Dieu! And if any strangers who look like Germans come into the café — any strangers at all, no matter what they look like — keep your eyes on them, do you hear?

I hear, said the girl Philippa.

The web of fate had settled over her at last.

About that time the steamer Zeeduyne was docking at Antwerp.

Two hours later two German gentlemen in a hurry registered at the Hôtel St. Antoine in the Place Verte, and were informed that they were expected immediately in room 23.

A page conducted them to the corridor and indicated the room; they thanked him and sent him back for their luggage which he had, it seemed, neglected to bring from the lobby.

Then both German gentlemen went to the door of room 23, knocked, and were admitted; and the door was rather violently closed and locked.

The next instant there came a crash, a heavy fall, dull sounds of feet scuffling behind the locked door, a series of jarring, creaking noises, then silence.

A chambermaid came into the corridor to listen, but the silence was profound, and presently she went away.

When the boy came back with the hand luggage and knocked at 23, Halkett opened the door a little way and, tipping the lad with a five-franc piece, bade him leave the luggage outside the door for the present.

Later, Gray cautiously opened the door and drew in the luggage.

Ten minutes later both young men came leisurely out of the room, locking the door on the outside. They each carried hand luggage. Halkett lighted a cigarette.

At the desk Gray requested that the gentlemen in No. 23 should not be disturbed that night, as they were lying down and in need of repose. Which was true.

Then both young men departed in a cab. At the railroad station, however, an unusually generous stranger offered Gray a motor cycle for nothing. So he strapped his bag to it, nodded a smiling adieu to Halkett, and departed.

Halkett bought a ticket to Maastricht, Holland, which he had no idea of using, and presently came out of the station and walked eastward rather rapidly. A man who also had bought a ticket for Maastricht rose from his seat in the waiting room and walked stealthily after him, making a signal to another man.

This second man immediately stepped into a station telephone booth and called up room 23 at the Hôtel St. Antoine, where two German gentlemen, badly battered, were now conferring with a third German gentleman who had paid no attention to instructions from the hotel office but had gone to room 23, knocked until out of patience, and had then summoned the maître dhôtel, who unlocked the door with a master-key.

Which operation revealed two Teutons flat on their backs, very carefully tied up with rope and artistically gagged.

This unbattered gentleman now conversed over the telephone with the man at the railroad station.

A few moments later he and the two battered ones left the hotel hastily in a taxicab, joined the man at the railroad station, and drove rapidly eastward.

And before forty-eight hours had elapsed, each one of these four men operating in pairs, had attempted to kill the young man named Halkett. Twice he got away. The third time two of them succeeded in locating him in the little town of Diekirch, a town which Halkett was becoming more and more anxious to leave, as he finally began to realize what a hornets nest he and his friend Gray had succeeded in stirring up.

And all the while the invisible net of destiny in which he now found himself entangled was every minute enmeshing in its widening spread new people whose fate was to be linked with his, and who had never even heard of him. Among them was the girl Philippa.

PROLOGUE

A narrow-gauge railroad track runs through the woods from Diekirch, connecting the two main lines; and on the deserted wooden platform beside this track stood Halkett, his suitcase in one hand, the other hand in his side pocket, awaiting the shuttle train with an impatience born of deepest anxiety.

The young mans anxiety was presently justified, for, as he sauntered to and fro, uneasily scanning the track and the unbroken woods around him, always keeping his right hand in his coat pocket, two men crept out from behind separate trees in the forest directly behind the platform, and he turned around only in time to obtain a foreshortened and disquieting view of the muzzle of a revolver.

Hands up— began the man behind the weapon; but as he was in the very act of saying it, a jet of ammonia entered his mouth through the second button of Halketts waistcoat, and he reeled backward off the platform, his revolver exploding toward the sky, and fell into the grass, jerking and kicking about like an unhealthy cat in a spasm.

Already Halkett and the other man had clinched; the former raining blows on the latters Teutonic countenance, which proceeding so dazed, diverted, and bewildered him that he could not seem to find the revolver bulging in his side pocket.

It was an automatic, and Halkett finally got hold of it and hurled it into the woods.

Then he continued the terrible beating which he was administering.

Get out! he said in German to the battered man, still battering him. Get out, or Ill kill you!

He hit him another cracking blow, turned and wrested the other pistol from the writhing man on the grass, whirled around, and went at the battered one again.

Ive had enough of this! he breathed, heavily. I tell you Ill kill you if you bother me again! I could do it now — but its too much like murder if youre not in uniform!

The man on the grass had managed to evade suffocation; he got up now and staggered off toward the woods, and Halkett drove his companion after him at the point of his own revolver.

Keep clear of me! he said. If you do any more telephoning or telegraphing it will end in murder. Ive had just about enough, and if any more of your friends continue to push this matter after I enter France, just as surely as I warn you now, Ill defend my own life by taking theirs. You can telephone that to them if you want to!

As he stood on the edge of the wooden platform, revolver lifted, facing the woods where his two assailants had already disappeared, the toy-like whistle of an approaching train broke the hot, July stillness.

Before it stopped, he hurled the remaining revolver into the woods across the track, then, as the train drew up and a guard descended to open a compartment door for him, he cast a last keen glance at the forest behind him.

Nothing stirred there, not even a leaf.

But before the train had been under way five minutes a bullet shattered the glass of the window beside which he had been seated; and he spent the remainder of the journey flat on his back smoking cigarettes and wondering whether he was going to win through to the French frontier, to Paris, to Calais, to London, or whether theyd get him at last and, what was of infinitely greater importance, a long, thin envelope which he carried stitched inside his undershirt.

That was really what mattered, not what might become of a stray Englishman. He knew it; he realized it without any illusion whatever. It was the contents of this envelope that mattered, not his life.

Yet, so far, he had managed to avoid taking life in defense of his envelope. In fact, he traveled unarmed. Now, if matters continued during his journey through France as they had begun and continued while he was crossing Holland and the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, he would be obliged to take life or lose his own.

And yet, if he did kill somebody, that meant arrest and investigation by the police of France. And such an investigation might be fatal to the success of his undertaking — quite as fatal, in fact, as though he himself were killed.

The main thing was to get that envelope and its contents to London.

His instructions were not to mail it, but to take it in person, or to send it, if necessary, by another messenger through other channels.

One thing became more and more evident to him; the time had now arrived when certain people unknown to him by sight had decided to kill him as the only way out of the affair.

Would they actually go so far as to kill him in France, with the chance of the French police seizing that envelope before they could seize it and clear out with it to Berlin? Would they hazard the risk of France obtaining cognizance of a matter which so vitally concerned Germany, rather than permit that information to reach England?

Halkett lay on his back and smoked and did not know.

But he was slowly coming to the conclusion that one thing was now imperative: the envelope must not be found upon his person if he were killed.

But what on earth to do with it until it could be safely transferred to the proper person he had not the slightest idea.

That evening, as he changed trains at the frontier, in the lamp-lit dimness of the station platform he was fired at twice, and not hit.

A loud outcry naturally ensued; a stampede of passengers who tried to escape, a rush of others who desired to see what had happened — much hubbub and confusion, much shouting in several languages.

But nobody could be found who had fired two shots from a revolver, and nobody admitted that they had been shot at.

And so, as nobody had been hit, the gendarmes, guards, and railway officials were in a quandary.

And the train rolled out of the station with Halkett aboard, a prey to deepest anxiety concerning his long thin envelope.


CHAPTER I
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SOMEBODY AT WARNERS elbow spoke to him in French. He turned his head leisurely: a well-dressed young fellow, evidently an Englishman, was striving to maintain a place beside him in the noisy, market day crowd.

Pardon, Monsieur, are you English?

American, replied Warner briefly, and without enthusiasm.

My name is Halkett, said the other, with a quick smile. Im English, and Im in trouble. Could you spare me a moment?

To Warner the man did not look the typical British dead-beat, nor had he any of the earmarks and mannerisms of the Continental beach-comber. Yet he was, probably, some species or other of that wearisome and itinerant genus.

Im listening, said the young American resignedly. Continue your story.

Theres such a row going on here — couldnt we find a quieter place?

I can hear you perfectly well, I tell you!

Halkett said:

If I try to talk to you here Ill be overheard, and that wont do. Im very sorry to inconvenience you, but really Im in a fix. What a noise these people are making! Do you mind coming somewhere else?

Say what you desire to say here, returned Warner bluntly. And perhaps it might save time if you begin with the last chapter; I think I can guess the rest of the story.

The features of the American expressed boredom to the point of unfriendly indifference. The Englishman looked at him, perplexed for a moment, then his sun-bronzed face lighted up with another quick smile.

Youre quite mistaken, he said. I dont expect the classic remittance from England, and I dont require the celebrated twenty-franc loan until it arrives. You take me for that sort, I see, but Im not. I dont need money. May I tell you what I do need — rather desperately?

Yes, if you choose.

I need a friend.

Money is easier to pick up, remarked Warner drily.

I know that. May I ask my favor of you all the same?

Go ahead.

Thanks, I will. But cant we get out of this crowd? What is going on in this town anyway?

Market day. Its like this once a month in Ausone. Otherwise the town is as dead as any other French provincial town.

Shoulder to shoulder they threaded their way through the crowded market square, amid the clatter of sabots, the lowing of cattle, the incessant bleating of sheep. Ducks quacked from crates in wagons, geese craned white necks and hissed above the heads of the moving throngs; hogs squealed and grunted; fowls hanging by their legs from the red fists of sturdy peasant women squawked and flapped.

Cheap-Jack shows of all sorts encumbered the square and adjacent streets and alleys — gingerbread booths, shooting ranges, photograph galleries, moving-picture shows, theaters for ten sous. Through the lowing, bleating, and cockcrowing, the drumming and squeaking of Punch and Judy, and the brassy dissonance of half a dozen bands, mournful and incessant strains from several merry-go-rounds continued audible.

But the steady clatter of sabots on stony pavements, and the ceaseless undertone of voices, swelling, subsiding, dominated the uproar, softening the complaint of kine and feathered fowl to a softly cheerful harmony suggestive of summer breezes and green fields.

On the dusty Boulevard dAthos — the typical solitary promenade of such provincial towns — there were, as usual, very few people — the inevitable nurses here and there, wheeling prams; a discouraged, red-trousered and sou-less soldier or two sprawling on benches under the chestnut trees; rarely a passing pedestrian, more often a prowling dog.

At the head of the Boulevard dAthos, where the rue dAuros crosses, Warner halted under the shade of the chestnuts, for the July sun was very hot. His unconvinced grey eyes now rested inquiringly on the young Englishman who had called himself Halkett. He said:

What species of trouble are you in?

Halkett shook his head.

I cant tell you what the trouble is; I may only ask you to help me a bit— The quick smile characteristic of him glimmered in his eyes again — a winning smile, hinting of latent recklessness. I have my nerve with me, you see — as you Americans have it, he added. Youre thinking something of that sort, I fancy.

Warner smiled too, rather faintly, but remained silent.

This is what I want you to do, continued Halkett. Ive a long thin envelope in my pocket. Id like to have you take it from me and slip it into your breast pocket and then button your coat. Is that too much to ask?

What!

Thats all I want you to do. Then if you wouldnt mind giving me your name and address? And that is really all I ask.

Said the American, amused and surprised:

That airy request of yours requires a trifle more explanation than you seem inclined to offer.

I know it does. I cant offer it. Only — you wont get into trouble if you keep that envelope buttoned tightly under your coat until I come for it again.

But Im not going to do that!

Why?

Why the devil should I? I dont propose to wander about France carrying papers concerning which I know nothing — to oblige a young man about whom I know even less.

I quite see that, admitted Halkett seriously. I shouldnt feel inclined to do such a thing either.

Cant you tell me what is the nature of these papers? — Or something — some explanation — —

Im sorry.

And why do you propose to trust me with them? continued Warner, curiously. How do you know I am honest? How do you know I wont examine your packet as soon as you clear out?

Halkett looked up with his quick and winning smile:

Ill take that risk.

Why? You dont know me.

I had a good look at you in the market square before I spoke to you.

Oh. You think you are a psychologist?

Of sorts. Its a part of my business in life.

Suppose, said Warner, smiling, you explain a little more clearly to me exactly what is your actual business in life.

Very glad to. I write.

Books?

No; just — stories.

Fiction?

As one might say, facts rather than fiction.

You are a realist? suggested Warner with slight irony.

I try to be. But do you know, there is more romance in realism than in fairy tales?

Warner, considerably diverted, nodded:

I know. You belong to the modern school, I take it.

Very modern. So modern, in fact, that my work concerns tomorrow rather than today.

Warner nodded again:

I see. You are a futurist — opportunist. There are a lot of clever men working on those lines in England.... Still— he glanced amusedly at Halkett  — that scarcely explains your rather unusual request. Why should I take charge of an envelope for you?

My dear fellow, I cant answer that.... Still — I may say this much; Im hard put to it — rather bewildered — had a rotten time of it in the Grand Duchy and in Belgium — so to speak—

What do you mean by a rotten time?

Rows.

I dont understand. Youll have to be more explicit.

Well — it had to do with this envelope I carry. Some chaps of sorts wanted to get it away from me. Do you see? ... I had a lively time, and I rather expect to have another before I get home — if I ever get there.

Warner looked at him out of clear, sophisticated eyes:

See here, my ingenuous British friend, he said, play square with me, if you play at all.

I shant play otherwise.

Very well, then; why are you afraid to carry that envelope?

Because, said Halkett, coolly, if Im knocked on the head and that envelope is found in my clothing and is stolen, the loss of my life would be the lesser loss to my friends.

Is anybody trying to kill you?

Halkett shrugged his shoulders; but there seemed to be neither swagger nor bravado in his careless gesture of assent. He said:

Listen; heres my case in brief. I saw you in the crowd yonder, and I made up my mind concerning you. I have to think quickly sometimes; I took a good look at you and— He waved one hand. You look like a soldier. I dont know whether you are or not. But I am ready to trust you. Thats all.

Do you mean to say that you are in any real personal danger?

Yes. But that doesnt count. I can look out for myself. What worries me is this envelope. Couldnt you take charge of it? Id be very grateful.

How long do you expect me to carry it about?

I dont know. I dont know whether anything is likely to happen to me today in this town — or tomorrow on the train — or in Paris — I have no means of knowing. I merely want to get to Paris, if I can, and send a friend back here for that envelope.

I thought you were to return for it yourself.

Maybe. Maybe Ill send you a letter by a friend — just a line for him to give you, saying its all right.

Mr. Halkett, you have rather a disconcerting way of expressing unlimited confidence in me—

Yes, I trust you.

But why?

You look right.

Thats no reason!

My dear chap, Im in a corner, and instinct rules, not reason! You see, I — Im rather afraid they may get me before I can clear out.

Wholl get you? demanded Warner impatiently.

Thats the worst of it; I dont know these fellows by sight. The same chaps never try it on twice.

Warner said quietly:

What is this very dramatic mess youre in? Cant you give me a hint?

Im sorry.

Shall I give you a hint?

If you like.

Are the police after you?

No.

Youre sure of that?

Quite sure. I dont blame you for asking. It looks that way. But it isnt.

But you are being followed across Europe by people who want this envelope of yours?

Oh, yes.

You expect personal violence from them?

Halkett nodded and gazed absently down the almost deserted boulevard.

Then why dont you appeal to the police — if your conscience is clear? demanded Warner bluntly.

Halketts quick smile broke out.

My dear chap, he said, Id do so if I were in England. I cant, as matters stand. The French police are no use to me.

Why dont you go to your consulate?

I did. The Consul is away on his vacation. And I didnt like the looks of the vice-consul.

What?

No. I didnt like his name, either.

What do you mean?

His name is Schmidt. I — didnt care for it.

Warner laughed, and Halkett looked up quickly, smiling.

Im queer. I admit it. But you ought to have come to some conclusion concerning me by this time. Do you think me a rotter, or a criminal, or a lunatic, or a fugitive from justice? Or will you chance it that Im all right, and will you stand by me?

Warner laughed again:

Ill take a chance on you, he said. Give me your envelope, you amazing Britisher!


CHAPTER II
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HALKETT CAST A rapid glance around him; apparently he saw nothing to disturb him. Then he whipped out from his pocket a long, very thin envelope and passed it to Warner, who immediately slipped it into the breast pocket of his coat.

Thats very decent of you, said Halkett in a low voice. His attractive face had grown serious and a trifle pale. I shant forget this, he said.

Warner laughed.

Youre a very convincing Englishman, he said. I cant believe youre not all right.

Im right enough. But you are all white. What is your name?

I had better write it out for you.

No. If things go wrong with me, I dont want your name and address discovered in my pockets. Tell it to me; Ill remember.

Warner looked at him rather gravely for a moment, then:

James Warner is my name. Im a painter. My present address is La Pêche dOr at Saïs.

By any chance, asked Halkett, are you the military painter, James Warner, whose pictures we know very well in England?

I dont know how well my pictures are known in England. I usually paint military subjects.

I knew you were right! exclaimed Halkett. Any man who paints the way you paint must be right! Fancy my actually knowing the man who did Lights Out and The Last Salute!

Warner laughed, coloring a little.

Did you really like those pictures?

Everybody liked them. I fancy every officer in our army owns a colored print of one or more of your pictures. And to think I should run across you in this God-forsaken French town! And to think it should be you who is willing to stand by me at this pinch! Well — I judged you rightly, you see.

Warner smiled, then his features altered.

Listen, Halkett, he said, dropping instinctively the last trace of formality with a man who, honest or otherwise, was plainly of his own caste. I have tried to size you up and I cant. You say you are a writer, but you look to me more like a soldier. Anyway, Ive concluded that youre straight. And, that being my conviction, cant I do more for you than carry an envelope about for you?

Thats very decent of you, Warner. No, thanks, there is nothing else you could do.

I thought you said you are likely to get into a row?

I am. But I dont know when or where. Besides, I wouldnt drag you into anything like that.

Where are you stopping in Ausone?

At the Boule dArgent. I got in only an hour before I met you.

Do you still believe you are being followed?

I have been followed so far. Maybe Ive lost them. I hope so.

Warner said:

I came into town to buy canvases and colors. Thats how I happen to be in Ausone. Its only an hours drive to Saïs. Why dont you come back with me? Saïs is a pretty hamlet. Few people have ever heard of it. The Golden Peach is an excellent inn. Why dont you run down and lie snug for a while? Its the last place on earth anybody would think of looking for a man whos done — what I suppose youve done.

Halkett, who had been listening with a detached smile, jerked his head around and looked at Warner.

What do you suppose Ive done? he asked coolly.

I think youre a British officer who has been abroad after military information — and that youve got it — in this envelope.

Halketts expressionless face and fixed eyes did not alter. But he said quietly:

You are about the only American in France who might have been likely to think that. Isnt it the devils own luck that I should pick you for my friend in need?

Warner shrugged:

You need not answer that implied question of mine, Halkett. My theory concerning you suits me. Anyway, I believe you are in trouble. And I think youd better come back to Saïs with me.

Thinking what you think, do you still mean to stand by me?

Certainly. I dont know whats in your damned envelope, do I? Very well; I dont wish to know. Shall we stroll back to the Boule dArgent?

Right-o! What a devilish decent chap you are, Warner!

Oh, no; Im a gambler by disposition. This business amuses me!

Are you stopping at the Boule dArgent, too? asked Halkett after a moment.

I lunched there and left my stack of toiles and my sack of colors there. Also, I have a dogcart and a horse in the stables.

They turned away together, side by side, crossed the boulevard, traversed the deserted square in front of the beautiful old church of Sainte Cassilda, and entered the stony rue dAuros, which led directly into the market square.

The ancient town of Ausone certainly seemed to be very much en fête, and the rue dAuros — the main business thoroughfare — was crowded with townspeople, country folk, and soldiers on leave, clustering not only all over the sidewalks, but in the middle of the streets and squares, filling the terraces of the cafés and the courts of the two hotels, the Boule dArgent and the Hôtel des Voyageurs.

Sunlight filtered through the double rank of chestnut trees in full leaf; the shade was even denser and cooler by the stone bridge where, between stone walls, the little stony river flowed, crystal clear. Here women and young girls, in holiday attire, sat on the benches, knitting or chatting with their friends; children played along the stone embankment, where beds of brilliant flowers bloomed; the red trousers of soldiers and the glittering brass helmets of firemen added a gayety to the color and movement.

Theyre a jolly people, these French, remarked Halkett.

Theyre very agreeable to live among.

Youve lived in France for some time?

Yes, said Warner. My headquarters are in Paris, but every summer I take a class of American art students — girls — to Saïs for outdoor instruction. Ive half a dozen there now, plugging away at Plein Air.

Do you like to teach?

Well, not particularly. It interferes with my own work. But I have to do it. Painting pictures doesnt keep the kettle boiling.

I see.

I dont really mind it. Saïs is a charming place; Ive known it for years. Besides, a friend of mine lives there — an American woman, Madame de Moidrey. Her sister, Miss Brooks, is one of the young girls in my class. So it makes it agreeable; and Madame de Moidrey is very hospitable.

Halkett smiled.

Painters, he said, have, proverbially, a pretty good time in life.

Soldiers do, too; dont they?

Halketts smile became fixed.

Ive heard so. The main thing about a profession is to choose one which will take you out of doors.

Yours does. You can sit under a tree and write your stories, cant you?

The Englishman laughed:

Of course I can. Thats the beauty of realism; all you have to do is to walk about outdoors and jot down a faithful description of everything you see.

They had reached the little stone quai under the chestnut and lime trees; the cool ripple of the river mingled with the laughter of young girls and the gay voices of children at play made a fresh and cheerful sound in the July sunshine.

They leaned against the mossy river wall and looked out under the trees across the square which surged with people. Flags fluttered from booths and white tents; the blare of bands, the tumult of wooden shoes, the noises of domestic creatures, and human voices all mingled with the unceasing music from the merry-go-rounds.

Across the esplanade there was a crowd around the Café de Biribi — people constantly passing to and fro — and strains of lively music leaked out from within.

After a moment Warner suggested that they go over and have something light and cool to drink.

Ive never been in there, he remarked, as they started, but Ive always intended to go. Its kept by a rascal named Wildresse — a sporting man, fight promoter, and an ex-gambler. Youve heard of the Cabaret Wildresse in Paris, havent you?

I think I have, replied Halkett. It was an all night place on the Grand Boulevard, wasnt it?

Yes; opposite the Grand Hôtel. This is the same proprietor. Hes an American — a shady sort of sport — and he certainly must have been a pretty bad lot, because the police made him leave Paris six years ago — what for, I dont know — but they fired him out, and he started his cabaret business here in Ausone. You hear of it everywhere. People come even from Nancy and Liége and Louvain to dance, and dine here — certain sorts of people, I mean. The cuisine is celebrated. There are cockfights and other illegal attractions.

The Cabaret Biribi formed the corner of the square. It was a detached stucco structure surrounded by green trees and pretty shrubbery; and in the rear the grounds ran down to the river, where a dozen rowboats were moored along that still, glassy reach of water which extends for several miles south of Ausone between meadows and pleasantly wooded banks.

They found the Cabaret Biribi crowded when they went in; a lively young person was capering on the little stage at the end of the dancing floor, and singing while capering; soldiers and civilians, with their own or other peoples sweethearts, sat at the zinc tables, consuming light beer and wine and syrups; a rather agreeable stringed orchestra played intermittently.

Waiters scurried about with miraculously balanced trays on high; old man Wildresse roamed furtively in the background, his gorilla arms behind his back, his blunt fingers interlocked, keeping a sly and ratty eye on waiters and guests, and sometimes on the young woman cashier who lounged listlessly upon her high chair behind the wire cage, one rather lank leg crossed over the other, and her foot swinging in idle time to the music.

The moment that Warner and Halkett appeared in the doorway, looking about them to find a table, Wildresse crossed the floor and said to his cashier in a whisper:

Its one of those men. Schmidts description might fit either. If they dont make eyes at you and ask you to dance and drink with them, come over and join them anyway. And I want you to pump them dry. Do you hear?

Yes, I hear.

Warner looked across the room at her again when he and Halkett were seated. She had considerable paint on her cheeks, and her lips seemed too red to be natural. Otherwise she was tragically young, thin, excepting her throat and cheeks — a grey-eyed, listless young thing with a mass of chestnut hair crowning her delicately shaped head.

She made change languidly for waiter and guest; acknowledged the salutes of those entering and leaving without more than a politely detached interest; smiled at the jests of facetious customers with mechanical civility when importuned; and, when momentarily idle, swung her long, slim foot in time to the music and rested her painted cheek on one hand.

Her indifferent grey eyes, sweeping the hall, presently rested on Warner; and remained on him with a sort of idle insolence until his own shifted.

Halkett was saying:

You know that girl — the cashier, I mean — is extraordinarily pretty. Have you noticed her, Warner?

Warner turned again:

Ive been looking at her. Shes rather thickly tinted, isnt she?

Yes. But in spite of the paint. She has a charmingly shaped head. Some day shell have a figure.

Oh, yes; figures and maturity come late to that type.... If youll notice, Halkett, those hands of hers are really exquisite. So are her features — the nose is delicate, the eyes beautifully drawn — shes all in good drawing — even her mouth, which is a little too full. As an amateur, dont you agree with me?

Very much so. Shes a distinct type.

Yes — theres a certain appeal about her.... Its odd, isnt it — the inexplicable something about some women that attracts. It doesnt depend on beauty at all.

Halkett sipped his Moselle wine.

No, it doesnt depend on beauty, on intelligence, on character, or on morals. Its in spite of them — in defiance, sometimes. Now, take that thin girl over there; her lips and cheeks are painted; she has the indifferent, disenchanted, detached glance of the too early wise. The chances are that she isnt respectable. And in spite of all that, Warner — well — look at her.

I see. A man could paint a troubling portrait of her — a sermon on canvas.

Just as she sits there, nodded Halkett.

Just as she sits there, chin on palm, one lank leg crossed over the other, and her slim foot dangling.... And the average painter would make her seem all wrong, Halkett; and I might, too, except for those clear grey eyes and their childish indifference to the devils world outside their ken. He inspected her for a moment more, then: Yes, in spite of rouge and other obvious elementals, I should paint her as she really is, Halkett; and no man in his heart would dare doubt her after Id finished.

Thats not realism, remarked Halkett, laughing.

Its the vital essence of it. You know Im something of a gambler. Well, if I painted that girl as she sits there now, in this noisy, messy, crowded cabaret, with the artificial tint on lip and cheek — if I painted her just as she appears to us, and in all the insolently youthful relaxation of her attitude — Id be gambling all the while with myself that the soul inside her is as clean as a flame; and Id paint that conviction into her portrait with every brush stroke! What do you think of that view of her?

As you Americans say, youre some poet, observed Halkett, laughingly.

A poet is an advanced psychologist. He begins where scientific deduction ends.

Thats what makes your military pictures so convincing, said Halkett, with his quick smile. Its not only the correctness of details and the spirited drawing and color, but you do see into the very souls of the men you paint, and their innermost characters are there, revealed in the supreme crisis of the moment. He smiled quietly. Ill believe it if you say that young girl over there is quite all right.

Id paint her that way, anyhow.

The singing on the stage had ceased from troubling, and the stringed orchestra was playing one of the latest and most inane of dance steps. A clumsy piou-piou got up with his fresh-cheeked partner; other couples rose from the sloppy tables, and in another moment the dancing floor was uncomfortably crowded.

It was a noisy place; a group of summer touring students from Louvain, across the border, were singing La Brabançonne — a very patriotic and commendable attempt, but it scarcely harmonized with the dance music. Perspiring waiters rushed hither and thither, their trays piled high; the dancers trotted and spun around and galloped about over the waxed floor; the young girl behind her wire wicket swung her narrow foot to and fro and gazed imperturbably out across the tumult.

Philippa! cried one of the Louvain students, hammering on the table with his beer glass. Come out from behind your guichet and dance with me!

The girls grey eyes turned superciliously toward the speaker, but she neither answered nor moved her head.

The young man blew a kiss toward her and attempted to climb upon the zinc table, but old man Wildresse, who was prowling near, tapped him on the shoulder.

Pas de bêtise! he growled. Soyez sage! Restez tranquille, nom de Dieu!

I merely desired the honor of dancing with your charming cashier—

Allons! Assez! Its sufficient to ask her, isnt it? A woman dances with whom she chooses.

And, grumbling, he walked on with his heavy sidling step, hands clasped behind him, his big, hard, smoothly shaven face lowered and partly turned, as though eternally listening for somebody just at his heels. Always sidling nearer to the table where Warner and Halkett were seated, he paused, presently, and looked down at them, shot a glance across at the girl, Philippa, caught her eye, nodded significantly. Then, addressing Warner and his new friend:

Well, gentlemen, he said in English, are you amusing yourselves in the Café Biribi?

Sufficiently, nodded Warner.

Wildresse peeped stealthily over his shoulder, as though expecting to surprise a listener. Then his very small black eyes stole toward Halkett, and he furtively examined him.

Jour de fête, he remarked in his harshly resonant voice. Grand doings in town tonight. Do you gentlemen dine here this evening?

I think not, said Warner.

I am sorry. It will be gay. There are dance partners to be had for a polite bow. You should see my little caissière yonder! He made a grunting sound and kissed his blunt fingers to the ceiling. M-m-m! he growled. She can dance! But I dont permit her to dance very often. Only a special client now and then — —

May we consider ourselves special clients? inquired Warner, amused.

Oh, I dont say yes and I dont say no. He jerked his round, shaven head. It all depends on her. She dances with whom she pleases. And if the Emperor of China asked her, nevertheless she should be free to please herself.

Shes very pretty, said Halkett.

Others have said so before you in the Cabaret de Biribi.

Why do you call your cabaret the Café Biribi? asked Warner.

Eh? By God, I call it Biribi because Im not ashamed of the name.

Halkett looked up into his wicked black eyes, and Wildresse wagged his finger at him.

Supposition, he said, that your son is a good boy — a little lively, but a good boy — and he comes of age and he goes with his class for two years — three years now, and to hell with it!

Bon! Supposition, also, that his sergeant is a tyrant, his captain an ass, his colonel an imbecile! Bon! Given a little natural ardor — a trifle of animal spirits, and the lad is up before the council — bang! — and he gets his in the battalions of Biribi!

His voice had become a sort of ominous growl.

As for me, he said heavily, I mock at their council and their blockhead colonel! I accept their challenge; I do not conceal that my son is serving in a disciplinary battalion; I salute all the battalions of Biribi — where there are better men in the ranks than there are in many a regiment of the line, by God! And I honor those battalions by naming my cabaret Biribi. The Government gets no change out of me!

The man asserted too much, swaggered too obviously; and Halkett, not suspicious but always cautious, kept his inquiring eyes fixed on him.

Warner said with a smile:

You have the courage of your convictions, Monsieur Wildresse.

As for that, growled Wildresse, casting another stealthy glance behind him, Ive got courage. Courage? Who hasnt? Everybodys got courage. Its brains the world lacks. Excuse me, gentlemen — affairs of business — and if you want to dance with my little cashier, there is no harm in asking her. And he shuffled away, his heavy head bent sideways, his hands tightly clasped behind him.

Theres an evil type, remarked Halkett. What a brute it is!

Warner said:

With his cropped head and his smooth, pasty face, and those unpleasant black eyes of his, he looks like an ex-convict. It doesnt astonish me that he has a son serving in the disciplinary battalions of Africa.

Does it astonish you that he is the employer of that girl behind the counter? asked Halkett.

Warner turned to look at her again:

Its interesting, isnt it? She seems to be another breed.

Yes. Now, what do you make of her?

Warner hesitated, then looked up with a laugh.

Halkett, he said, Im going over to ask her to dance.

All right; Ill hold the table, said the Englishman, amused. And Warner rose, skirted the dancers, and walked around to the cashiers desk, aware all the while that the girls indifferent grey eyes were following his movements.


CHAPTER III
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WARNER TUCKED HIS walking stick and straw hat under one arm and, sauntering over to the cashiers desk, made a very nice and thoroughly Continental bow to the girl behind it.

Her impartial and uninterested gaze rested on him; after a moment she inclined her head, leisurely and in silence.

He said in French:

Would Mademoiselle do me the honor of dancing this dance with me?

She replied in a sweet but indifferent voice:

Monsieur is too amiable. But he sees that I am caissière of the establishment.

Yet even the fixed stars of heaven dance sometimes to the music of the spheres.

She smiled slightly:

When one is merely a fixture de cabaret, one dances only to the music of the Sbires! You must ask Monsieur Wildresse if I may dance with you.

He suggested that I ask you.

Very well, if its a matter of business — —

Warner laughed.

Dont you ever dance for pleasure? he asked in English.

She replied in English:

Is it your theory that it would give me pleasure to dance with you?

It is, he said, still laughing. But by demonstration alone are theories proven.

The girl hesitated, her grey eyes resting on him. Then she turned her head, drew a pencil from her chestnut hair, rapped with it on the counter. A head waiter came speeding to her.

Aristide, Im going to dance, she said in the same sweetly indifferent voice. Have the goodness to sit in my chair until I return or Mélanie arrives.

She slid to the floor from her high seat, came out, through the wire gate, and began to unpin her cambric apron.

The closer view revealed to him her thinness in her black gown. She was not so tall as he had thought her, and she was younger; but he had been right about her cheeks and lips. Both were outrageously painted.

She handed her daintily embroidered apron to the waiter, laid one hand lightly on Warners arm; he led her to the edge of the dancing floor, clasped her waist and swung her with him out into the noisy whirl beyond.

Thin, almost immature in her angular slenderness, the girl in motion became enchantingly graceful. Supple as a sapling in the summer wind, her hand rested feather-light in his; her long, narrow feet seemed like shadows close above the floor, never touching it.

The orchestra ceased playing after a few minutes, but old man Wildresse, who had been watching them, growled, Go on! and the music recommenced amid plaudits and shouts of general approval.

Once, as they passed the students table, Warner heard the voice of old Wildresse in menacing dispute with the student who had first shouted out an invitation to Philippa.

She dances with whom she chooses! roared Wildresse. Do you understand, Monsieur? By God, if the Grand Turk himself asked her she should not dance with him unless she wished to!

Warner said to her jestingly:

Did the Grand Turk ever ask you, Philippa?

The girl did not smile.

Perhaps I am dancing with him now. One never knows — in a cabaret.

When the music ceased she was breathing only a trifle faster, and her cheeks under the paint glowed softly pink.

Could you join us? he asked. Is it permitted?

Id like to.... Yes.

So he took her back to the table, where Halkett rose and paid his respects gracefully; and they seated themselves and ordered a grenadine for her.

Old Wildresse, sidling by, paused with a non-committal grunt:

Eh bien? On samuse? Dis, petit galopin!

Im thirsty, said the girl Philippa.

And your caisse?

Tell them to find Mélanie, she retorted indifferently.

Bon! A jour de fête, too! How long are you going to be? But as she glanced up he winked at her.

She shrugged her shoulders, leaned forward, chose a straw, and plunged it into the crimson depths of her iced grenadine.

Old Wildresse looked at her a moment, then he also shrugged his shoulders and went shuffling away, always apparently distrustful of that invisible something just behind his back.

Halkett said:

Mr. Warner and I have been discussing an imaginary portrait of you.

What? The clear, grey eyes turned questioningly to him, to Warner.

The latter nodded:

I happen to be a painter. Mr. Halkett and I have agreed that it would be an interesting experiment to paint your portrait — as you really are.

The girl seemed slightly puzzled.

As I really am? she repeated. But, Messieurs, am I not what you see before you?

The music began again; the Louvain student, a little tipsy but very decorous, arose, bowed to the girl Philippa, bowed to Halkett and to Warner, and asked for the honor of a dance with her.

Merci, Monsieur — another time, perhaps, she replied indifferently.

The boy seemed disposed to linger, but he was not quarrelsome, and finally Halkett got up and led him away.

From moment to moment Warner, glancing across during his tête-à-tête with the girl Philippa, could see the Louvain student continually shaking hands with Halkett who seemed horribly bored.

A little later still the entire Louvain delegation insisted on entertaining Halkett with beer and song; and the resigned but polite Englishman, now seated at their table, was being taught to sing La Brabançonne, between draughts of Belgian beer.

The girl Philippa played with the stem of her glass and stirred the ice in it with her broken wheat straw. The healthy color in her face had now faded to an indoor pallor again under the rouge.

So you are a painter, she said, her grey eyes fixed absently on her glass. Are you a distinguished painter, Monsieur?

He laughed:

Youll have to ask others that question, Philippa.

Why? Dont you know whether you are distinguished?

Ive had some success, he admitted, amused.

She thought a moment, then leaned forward toward the Louvain table.

Mr. Halkett, she called in English. Is Mr. Warner a distinguished American painter?

Halkett laughed.

One of the most celebrated American painters of the day!

The Louvain students, understanding, rose as a man, waved their glasses, and cheered for Warner, the grand peintre Américain. Which embarrassed and annoyed him so that his face grew brighter than the paint on Philippas lips.

Im sorry, she said, noticing his annoyance. I did not mean to make you conspicuous.

Everybody in the café was now looking at him; on every side he gazed into amused and smiling faces, saw glasses lifted, heard the cries of easily aroused Gallic enthusiasm.

Vive le grand peintre Américain! Vive lAmérique du Nord!

This is tiresome! exclaimed Philippa. Let us walk down to the river and sit in one of our boats. I should really like to talk to you sensibly — unless you are too much annoyed with me.

She beckoned a waiter to bring her apron; and she put it on.

When you are ready, Monsieur, she said serenely.

So they rose; Warner paid the bill, and, with a whimsical smile at Halkett, walked out beside Philippa through one of the rear doors, and immediately found himself in brightest sunshine, amid green trees and flower beds.

Here, under the pitiless sky, the girls face became ghastly under its rouged mask — the more shocking, perhaps, because her natural skin, if pale, appeared to be smooth and clear; and the tragic youth of her seemed to appeal to all out of doors from the senseless abuse it was enduring.

To see her there in the freshness of the open breeze, sunshine and shadow dappling the green under foot, the blue overhead untroubled by a cloud, gave Warner a slightly sick sensation.

The air is pleasant, she remarked, unconscious of the effect she had on him.

He nodded. They walked down the grassy slope to the river bank, where rows of boats lay moored. A few were already in use out on the calm stream; young men in their shirt sleeves splashed valiantly at the oars; young women looked on under sunshades of flamboyant tints.

There was a white punt there called the Lys. Philippa stepped into it, drew a key from her apron pocket, unlocked the padlock. Then, lifting the pole from the grass, she turned and invited Warner with a gesture.

He had not bargained for this; but he tossed the chain aboard, stepped in, and offered to take the pole.

But Philippa evidently desired to do the punting herself; so he sat back, watching her sometimes and sometimes looking at the foliage, where they glided swiftly along under overhanging branches and through still, glimmering reaches of green water, set with scented rushes where dragon flies glittered and midges danced in clouds, and the slim green frogs floated like water sprites, partly submerged, looking at them out of golden goblin eyes that never blinked.

The town is en fête, remarked Philippa presently. Why should I not be too?

Warner laughed:

Do you call this a fête?

For me, yes. ... After a moment, turning from her pole: Do you not find it agreeable?

Certainly. What little river is this?

The Récollette.

It flows by Saïs, too. I did not recognize it for the same. The Récollette is swifter and shallower below Saïs.

You know Saïs, then?

I live there in summer.

Oh. And in winter?

Paris.

An unconscious sigh of relief escaped her, that it was not necessary to play the spy with this man. It was the other man who interested Wildresse.

The girl poled on in silence for a while, then deftly guided the Lys into the cool green shadow of a huge oak which overhung the water, the lower branches touching it.

The sun is warm, she observed, driving in the pole and tying the white punt so that it could swing with the current.

She came and seated herself by Warner, smiled frankly.

Do you know, she said, Ive never before done this for pleasure.

What havent you done for pleasure? he inquired, perplexed.

This — what I am doing.

You mean you never before went out punting with a customer?

Not for the pleasure of it — only for business reasons.

He hesitated to understand, refused to, because, for all her careless freedom and her paint, he could not believe her to be merely a fille de cabaret.

Business reasons, he repeated. What is your business?

Cashier, of course.

Well, does your business ever take you boating with customers? Is it part of your business to dance with a customer and drink grenadine with him?

Yes, but you wouldnt understand — — And suddenly she comprehended his misunderstanding of her and blushed deeply.

I am not a cocotte. Did you think I meant that?

I know you are not. I didnt know what you meant.

There was a silence; the color in her cheeks cooled under the rouge.

It happened this way, she said quietly. I didnt want to make it a matter of business with you. Even in the beginning I didnt.... You please me.... After all, the town is en fête.... After all, a girl has a right to please herself once in her life.... And business is a very lonely thing for the young.... Why shouldnt I amuse myself for an hour with a client who pleases me?

Are you doing it?

Yes. I never before knew a distinguished painter — only noisy boys from the schools, whose hair is uncut, whose conversation is blague, and whose trousers are too baggy to suit me. They smoke soldiers tobacco, and their subjects of discussion are not always convenable.

He said, curiously:

As for that, you must hear much that is not convenable in the cabaret.

Oh, yes. I dont notice it when it is not addressed to me.... Please tell me what you paint — if I am permitted to ask.

Soldiers.

Only soldiers?

Portraits, sometimes, and landscapes out of doors — anything that appeals to me. Do pictures interest you?

I used to go to the Louvre and the Luxembourg when I was a child. It was interesting. Did you say that you would like to make a portrait of me?

I said that if I ever did make a portrait of you Id paint you as you really are.

Her perplexed gaze had the disconcerting directness of a childs.

I dont understand, she said.

Shall I explain?

If you would be so kind.

You wont be offended?

She regarded him silently; her brows became slightly contracted.

Such a man as you would not willingly offend, I think.

No, of course not. I didnt mean that sort of thing. But you might not like what I have to say.

If I merit what you say about me, it doesnt matter whether I like it or not, does it? Tell me.

He laughed:

Well, then, if I were going to paint you, Id first ask you to wash your cheeks.

She sat silent, humiliated, the painful color deepening and waning under the rouge.

And, he continued pleasantly, after your face had been well scrubbed, Id paint you in your black gown, cuffs and apron of a caissière, just as I first saw you there behind the desk, one foot swinging, and your cheek resting on your hand.

But behind your eyes, which looked out so tranquilly across the tumult of the cabaret, Id paint a soul as clean as a flame.... Im wondering whether Id make any mistake in painting you that way, Philippa?

The girl Philippa had fixed her grey eyes on him with fascinated but troubled intensity. They remained so for a while after he had finished speaking.

Presently, and partly to herself, she said:

Pour ça — no. So far. But it has never before occurred to me that I look like a cocotte.

She turned, and, resting one arm on the gunwale, gazed down into the limpid green water.

Have you a fresh handkerchief? she asked, not turning toward him.

Yes — but — —

Please! I must wash my face.

She bent swiftly, dipped both hands into the water, and scrubbed her lips and cheeks. Then, extending her arm behind her for the handkerchief, she dried her skin, sat up again, and faced him with childish resignation. A few freckles had become visible; her lips were no longer vivid, and there now remained only the faintest tint of color under her clear, cool skin.

You see, she said, Im not attractive unless I help nature. One naturally desires to be thought attractive.

On the contrary, you are exceedingly attractive!

Are you sincere?

Perfectly.

But I have several freckles near my nose. And I am pale.

You are entirely attractive, he repeated, laughing.

With my freckles! You are joking. Also, I have no pink in my cheeks now. She shrugged. However — if you like me this way — — She shrugged again, as though that settled everything.

Another punt passed them; she looked after it absently. Presently she said, still watching the receding boat:

Do you think youll ever come again to the Café Biribi?

Ill come expressly to see you, Philippa, he replied.

To his surprise the girl blushed vividly and looked away from him; and he hastily took a different tone, somewhat astonished that such a girl should not have learned long ago how to take the irresponsible badinage of men. Certainly she must have had plenty of opportunity for such schooling.

When Im in Ausone again, he said seriously, Ill bring with me a canvas and brushes. And if Monsieur Wildresse doesnt mind Ill make a little study of you. Shall I, Philippa?

Would you care to?

Very much. Do you think Monsieur Wildresse would permit it?

I do what I choose.

Oh!

She misunderstood his amused exclamation, and she flushed up.

My conduct has been good — so far, she explained. Everybody knows it. The prix de la rosière is not yet beyond me. If a girl determines to behave otherwise, who can stop her, and what? Not her parents — if she has any; not bolts and keys. No; it is understood between Monsieur Wildresse and me that I do what I choose. And, Monsieur, so far I have not chosen — indiscreetly — — She looked up calmly.  —— In spite of my painted cheeks which annoyed you — —

I didnt mean — —

I understand. You think that it is more comme il faut to exhibit ones freckles to the world than to paint them out.

Its a thousand times better! If you only knew how pretty you are — just as you are now — with your soft, girlish skin and your chestnut hair and your enchanting grey eyes — —

Monsieur — —

The girls rising color and her low-voiced exclamation warned him again that detached and quite impersonal praises from him were not understood.

Philippa, he explained with bored but smiling reassurance, Im merely telling you what a really pretty girl you are; Im not paying court to you. Didnt you understand?

The grey eyes were lifted frankly to his; questioned him in silence.

In America a man may say as much to a girl and mean nothing more — important, he explained. Im not trying to make love to you, Philippa. Were you afraid I was?

She said slowly:

I was not exactly — afraid.

I dont do that sort of thing, he continued pleasantly. I dont make love to anybody. Im too busy a man. Also, I would not offend you by talking to you about love.

She looked down at her folded hands. Since she had been with him nothing had seemed very real to her, nothing very clear, except that for the first time in her brief life she was interested in a man on whom she was supposed to be spying.

The Gallic and partly morbid traditions she had picked up in such a girlhood as had been hers were now making for her an important personal episode out of their encounter, and were lending a fictitious and perhaps a touching value to every word he uttered.

But more important and most significant of anything to her was her own natural inclination for him. For her he already possessed immortal distinction; he was her first man.

She was remembering that she had gone to him after exchanging a glance with Wildresse, when he had first asked her to dance. But she had needed no further persuasion to sit with him at his table; she had even forgotten her miserable rôle when she asked him to go out to the river with her. The significance of all this, according to her Gallic tradition, was now confronting her, emphasizing the fact that she was still with him.

As she sat there, her hands clasped in her lap, the sunlit reality of it all seemed brightly confused as in a dream — a vivid dream which casts a deeper enchantment over slumber, holding the sleeper fascinated under the tense concentration of the happy spell. Subconsciously she seemed to be aware that, according to tradition, this conduct of hers must be merely preliminary to something further; that, in sequence, other episodes were preparing — were becoming inevitable. And she thought of what he had said about making love.

Folding and unfolding her hands, and looking down at them rather fixedly, she said:

Apropos of love — I have never been angry because men told me they were in love with me.... Men love; it is natural; they cannot help it. So, if you had said so, I should not have been angry. No, not at all, Monsieur.

Philippa, he said smilingly, when a girl and a man happen to be alone together, love isnt the only entertaining subject for conversation, is it?

Its the subject Ive always had to listen to from men. Perhaps that is why I thought — when you spoke so amiably of my — my — —

Beauty, added Warner frankly,  — because it is beauty, Philippa. But I meant only to express the pleasure that it gave to a painter — yes, and to a man who can admire without offense, and say so quite as honestly.

The girl slowly raised her eyes.

You speak very pleasantly to me, she said. Are other American men like you?

You ought to know. Arent you American?

I dont know what I am.

Why, I thought — your name was Philippa Wildresse.

I am called that.

Then Monsieur Wildresse isnt a relation?

No. I wear his name for lack of any other.... He found me somewhere, he says.... In Paris, I believe.... That is all he will tell me.

Evidently, said Warner in his pleasant, sympathetic voice, you have had an education somewhere.

He sent me to school in England until I was sixteen.... After that I became cashier for him.

He gave you his name, and he supports you.... Is he kind to you?

He has never struck me.

Does he protect you?

He uses me in business.... I am too valuable to misuse.

The girl looked down at her folded hands. And even Warner divined what ultimate chances she stood in the Cabaret de Biribi.

When Im in Ausone again, Ill come to see you, he said pleasantly.  — Not to make love to you, Philippa, he added with a smile, but just because we have become such good friends out here in the Lys.

Yes, she said, friends. I shall be glad to see you. I shall always try to understand you — whatever you say to me.

Thats as it should be! he exclaimed heartily. Give me your hand on it, Philippa.

She laid her hand in his gravely. They exchanged a slight pressure. Then he glanced at his watch, rose, and picked up the pole.

Ive got to drive to Saïs in time for dinner, he remarked. Im sorry, because Id like to stay out here with you.

Im sorry, too, she said.

The next moment the punt shot out into the sunny stream.


CHAPTER IV
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WARNER AND THE girl Philippa reëntered the Cabaret de Biribi together the uproar had become almost deafening. Confetti was thrown at them immediately, and they advanced all a-flutter with brilliant tatters.

The orchestra was playing, almost everybody was dancing, groups at tables along the edge of the floor sang, clinked glasses, and threw confetti without discrimination. The whole place — tables, floor, chandeliers, and people — streamed with multi-colored paper ribbons. Waiters swept it in heaps from the dancing floor.

Philippa entered the cashiers enclosure and dismissed the woman in charge. Seated once more on her high chair she opened her reticule and produced a small mirror. Then she leaned far over her counter toward Warner.

Is it permitted me to powder my nose? she whispered with childlike seriousness; but she laughed when he did, and, still laughing, made him a gay little gesture of adieu with her powder puff.

He stood looking at her for a moment, where she sat on her high chair behind the cage, intently occupied with her mirror, oblivious to the tumult around her. Then, the smile still lingering on his features, he turned to look for his new acquaintance, Halkett.

Old man Wildresse sidled up to the cashiers desk, opened the wicket, and went inside. Philippa, still using her tiny mirror, was examining a freckle very seriously.

Eh, bien? he growled. Rien?

Nothing!

Drop that glass and talk! he said harshly.

She turned and looked at him.

I tell you it was silly to suspect such a man! she said impatiently. In my heart I feel humiliated that you should have set me to spy on him — —

Whats that!

No, Ive had enough! I dont like the rôle; I never liked it! Are there no police in France — —

Little idiot! he said. Will you hold your tongue?

It is a disgusting métier — —

Damnation! Hold your tongue! he repeated. Weve got to do what the Government tells us to do, havent we?

Not I! Never again — —

Yes, you will! Do you hear? Yes, you will, or Ill twist your neck! Now, Im going to keep my eye on that other gentleman. Granted that the man you pumped is all right, Im not so sure about the other, who seems to be an Englishman. Im going over to stand near him. By and by Ill address him. And if I wink at you, leave your caisse with Mélanie, come over, and sit at their table again — —

No!

Yes, you will!

No!

Yes, you will. And youll also contrive it so the Englishman asks you to dance. Do you hear what I say? And youll find out where he comes from, and when he arrived in Ausone, and where he is going, and whatever else you can worm out of him! He glared at her. Disobey if you dare, he added.

She was silent.

After a moment he continued in a softer voice:

Do you want to see me in prison and my son in New Caledonia? Very well, then; do what the Government tells you to do.

I — Ive done enough — filthy work — — she stammered. Why must I? I have never done anything wrong — —

Did you hear what I said? Do you want to see Jacques in Noumea?

No, she said sullenly.

Then do what I tell you, or, by God, theyll ship him there and me too!

And he clasped his hands behind his back, peered sideways at her, shrugged, and went shuffling out of the enclosure.

Groups at various tables were singing and shouting; the floor seethed with sweating dancers. On the edge of this vortex the girl Philippa, from her high chair, looked darkly across the tumult toward the table where Halkett sat.

Something seemed to be happening there; she could see Wildresse gesticulating vigorously; she saw Warner making his way toward his friend, who was seated alone at a table, a lighted cigarette balanced between his fingers and one arm thrown carelessly around the back of the chair on which he sat.

He was looking coolly but steadily at three men who occupied the table next to him; Wildresse now stood between the two tables, and his emphatic gesticulations were apparently directed toward these three men; but in the uproar, and although he also appeared to be shouting, what he was saying remained inaudible.

Warner went over and seated himself beside Halkett; and now he could distinguish the harsh voice of the Patron raised in irritation:

No politics! Ill not suffer political disputes in my cabaret! he bawled. Quarrels arise from such controversies. Ill have no quarrels in my place. Now, Messieurs, un peu de complaisance!

One of the men he was exhorting leaned wide in his seat and looked insolently across at Halkett.

It was the Englishmans fault, he retorted threateningly. I and my friends here had been speaking of the assassination of the Archduke Francis Ferdinand in Serajevo. We were conversing peaceably and privately among ourselves, when that Englishman laughed at us — —

You are mistaken, said Halkett quietly.

Did you not laugh? cried the second of the men at the next table.

Yes, but not at what you were saying. Im sorry if you thought so — —

The man half rose in his chair, exclaiming:

Why shouldnt I think it natural for an Englishman to laugh at the murder of an Austrian arch-duke — —

Stop that discussion! cried Wildresse, angrily jerking his heavy head from Halkett to the three men at the other table. Let it rest where it is, I tell you! The English gentleman says he did not laugh at what you were saying. Nom de Dieu! Nobody well brought up laughs at murder! And to Halkett and Warner: Be amiable enough, gentlemen, to carry this misunderstanding no further. Ive had sufficient trouble with the police in my time.

Warner laid one hand lightly on Halketts arm.

All right, he said to Wildresse; no trouble shall originate with us. And, to Halkett, in a lowered voice: Have you an idea that those men over there are trying to force a quarrel?

Of course.

Have you ever seen them before?

Not one of them.

Warners lips scarcely moved as he said:

Is it the matter of the envelope?

I think so. And, Warner, I dont intend to drag you into any — —

Wait. Are you armed?

Halkett shook his head.

Thats no good, he said. I cant afford to do anything conspicuous. If Im involved with the authorities Im done for, and I might just as well be knocked on the head. After a moment he added: I think perhaps youd better say good-by to me now, Warner — —

Why?

Because, if they manage to force a quarrel, I dont mean to have you involved — —

Do you really expect me to run away? asked Warner, laughing.

Halkett looked up at him with a faint smile:

Im under very heavy obligations to you already — —

You are coming to Saïs with me.

Thanks so much, but — —

Come on, Halkett. Im not going to leave you here.

My dear chap, Ill wriggle out somehow. Ive done it before. After all, they may not mean mischief.

Warner turned and looked across at the three men. Two were whispering together; the third, arms folded, was staring truculently at Halkett out of his light blue eyes.

Warner turned his head and said quietly to Halkett:

I take two of them to be South Germans or Austrians. The other might be Alsatian. Do any of these possible nationalities worry you?

Exactly, said Halkett coolly.

In other words, any trouble you may expect is likely to come from Germans?

Thats about it.

Warner lighted a cigarette.

Shall we try a quiet getaway? he asked.

No; Ill look out for myself. Clear out, Warner, theres a good fellow — —

Dont ask me to do a thing that you wouldnt do, retorted Warner sharply. Come on; Im going to drive you to Saïs.

Halkett flushed.

I shant forget how decent youve been, he said. They summoned the waiter, paid the reckoning, rose, and walked leisurely toward the door.

At the caissières desk they turned aside to say good-night to Philippa.

The girl looked up from her accounts, pencil poised, gazing at Warner.

Au revoir, Philippa, he said, smilingly.

The girls serious features relaxed; she nodded to him gayly, turned, still smiling, to include Halkett. And instantly a swift change altered her face; she half rose from her chair, arm outstretched.

What is that man doing behind you! she cried out — too late to avert what she saw coming. For the man close behind Halkett had dexterously passed a silk handkerchief across his throat from behind and had jerked him backward; and, like lightning, two other men appeared on either side of him, tore his coat wide, and thrust their hands into his breast pockets.

Warner pivoted on his heel and swung hard on the man with the silk handkerchief, driving him head-on into the table behind, which fell with a crash of glassware. Halkett, off his balance, fell on top of the table, dragging with him one of the men whose hand had become entangled in his breast pocket.

The people who had been seated at the table were hurled right and left among the neighboring tables; a howl of anger and protest burst from the crowd; there came a shout of Cochon! — a rush to see what had happened; people mounted on chairs, waiters arrived, running. Out of the mêlée Halkett wriggled and rose, coughing, his features still crimson from partial strangulation. Warner caught his arm in a grip of iron and whisked him out of the door. The next instant they were engulfed in the crowds thronging the market square.

Warner, thoroughly aroused and excited, still maintained his grip on Halketts arm.

Did you ever see anything like it? he said in a low voice. It came like a bolt from the sky. That was the Coup du Père François. Did they get anything from you?

Halkett spoke with difficulty, pressing his throat with his fingers and trying to smile.

What they got, he said, was meant for them to get — time-tables and a ticket to Paris. I dont intend to travel that way — — A fit of coughing shook him.  —— For a moment I thought theyd actually broken my neck. What did you do to that fellow with his noose?

He fell on the table behind you. Everybody was piled up with the crockery. You wriggled out like a lizard. He turned cautiously and looked back over his shoulder. Do you think we have been followed?

I cant see that we are.

They entered the rue dAuros and turned into the Hôtel Boule dArgent. Warner sent a chasseur to the stables for his horse and dogcart; Halkett hastened to collect his luggage.

In a few minutes the horse and cart came rattling out of the mews; luggage, canvases, and the sack of colors were placed in the boot; Warner mounted, taking reins and whip; Halkett sprang up beside him, and the groom freed the horses head.

Into the almost deserted Boulevard dAthos they went at a lively clip, circled the lovely church of Sainte Cassilda at the head of it, and trotted out into the broad highroad which swings cast to the river Récollette, and follows that pretty little stream almost due south to the hills and cliffs and woods and meadows of Saïs.

The sun hung low above the fields, reddening the roadside bushes and painting the tall ranks of poplars with vivid streaks of gold and rose.

Just outside the remains of the old town wall they passed through a suburban hamlet. That, except for a farm or two more, included the last houses this side of Saïs.

For a little while neither of the young men spoke; Halketts cough had ceased, but now and then he fidgeted with his collar as though to ease it from the bruised throat. Warner drove, looking straight between his horses ears, as though intently preoccupied with his navigation.

After a while Halkett said:

The envelope is safe, I take it:

Oh, yes. They never noticed me until I hit one of them.

Im so grateful, said Halkett, that its quite useless for me to try to say so — —

Listen! Im enjoying it. Im grateful to you, Halkett, for giving me the opportunity. I needed touching up. He laughed in sheer exhilaration. We stodgy professional people ought to be stirred out of our ruts, A little mix-up like that with a prospect of others is exactly what I needed.

Halkett smiled rather dryly.

Oh, he said. If it strikes you that way, I shall feel much relieved.

Relieve yourself of all embarrassment, returned Warner gayly. If our acquaintance entails further scraps with those gentlemen, I shall be merely the more grateful to you.

They both laughed; Warner swung his long whip like a fly rod and caught the loop cleverly on his whip-stock.

Halkett, still laughing, said:

You dont look as though you enjoyed a cabaret fight. You look far too respectable.

Oh, I am respectable, I suppose. But Im not very aged yet, and my student days are still rather near.

The road curved out now along the Récollette where it still flowed a placid stream between green meadows and through charming bits of woodland. In the glass of the flood the sunset sky was mirrored; swallows cut the still, golden surface; slowly spreading circles of rising fish starred it at intervals.

So you dont go armed? remarked Warner thoughtfully.

No.

The American pointed with the butt of his whip to the dashboard where the blue-black butts of two automatics appeared from slung holsters.

Why the artillery? inquired Halkett.

I drive my neighbor, Madame de Moidrey, sometimes; and in summer it is often dark before we return. Its a lovely country; also, the quarrymen at the cement works are a rough lot. So I let my pretty neighbor take no chances with me.

Quite right, nodded Halkett. When quarrymen get drunk its no joke. What quarry is it?

The Esser Company. Its a German cement concern, I believe.

German?

I believe so.

Where is this quarry?

In the hills back of the Récollette. They run barges to Ausone. Just below their canal the Récollette becomes unnavigable, and the shallows and rapids continue for several miles below Saïs. That is the reason, I suppose, that the country around Saïs remains primitive and undeveloped, lacking as it does railroad and water transportation.

I wonder, said Halkett thoughtfully, whether I might see the quarry and cement works. It must be interesting.

Warner shrugged:

If that sort of thing interests you, Ill take you over. Its a messy place full of stone crushers and derricks and broken rock and pits full of green water. Still, if you want to see it — —

Thanks, I should like to.

Warner glanced at him; a slight grin touched his lips.

You seem to be interested in a great many kinds of business, he said,  — literature, military science, cement works, cabaret life — —

Halkett laughed outright; but the next moment he turned like a flash in his seat, and Warner also cast a quick glance behind him.

A car coming! he said, driving to the right. Whats the matter, Halkett? You dont think its after us?

I think it is.

What?

I know damned well it is! said Halkett between his teeth. Shall I jump and swim for it? Pull in a moment, Warner — —

Wait! Do you see that gate in the hedge? Get out and open it. Quick, Halkett! I know what to do — —

Halkett leaped, dragged open the gate; Warner swung his horse and drove through and out into a swampy meadow set with wild flowers and bushes and slender saplings.

The wheels of the cart cut through the spongy sod and sank almost to the hubs, but Warner used his whip and Halkett, taking the horse by the head, ran forward beside the swaying cart. Right across their path flowed a deep, narrow stream, partly invisible between reeds and tufts of swamp weed; Warner turned the vehicle with difficulty, urged his nervous horse across a cattle bridge which had been fashioned out of a few loose planks, and drove up on firmer ground among tall ferns and willow bushes.

Pull up those planks! he shouted back to Halkett, guiding his horse with difficulty; and Halkett ran back, lifted the mossy, half rotted planks, and threw them up among the bushes.

A grey touring car which had halted on the highway outside the hedge had now turned after them through the gate; and already the driver was having a bad time of it in the swampy meadow.

As Halkett lifted the last plank that spanned the brook, one of three men in the tonneau of the car stood up and fired a revolver at him; and another of the men, seated beside him, also fired deliberately, resting his elbow on the side of the stalled car to steady his aim, and supporting the revolver with his left hand under the barrel.

Halkett ran back to where the cart stood, partly concealed among the ferns and bushes; Warner, holding whip and reins in one hand, passed him an automatic revolver and drew out the other weapon for his own use.

This is rottenly ungrateful of me, said the Englishman. Ive certainly involved you now!

Its all right; Im enjoying it! Now, Halkett, their car is badly mired. There is another gate to that hedge a few hundred yards below. If youll just lay those planks in the cart, well drive along the hard ground here and make another bridge below.

Halkett picked up the wet and muddy planks, one by one, and placed them crossways in the cart. Then, at a nod from Warner, he climbed up and the cart started slowly south, winding cautiously in and out among the bushes.

When they had driven a little distance, the men in the car across the brook caught sight of them; the driver left his wheel and sprang out; and from either door of the tonneau the three other men followed, revolvers lifted. There was no shouting; not a word spoken; not a sound except the hard, dry crack of the pistols.

I dont know, said Warner coolly, whether this horse will stand our fire, but if they cross the stream well have to begin shooting.... Wed better begin now anyway, I think. He drew rein, turned in his seat, and fired two shots in quick succession. The horse started, and, instantly checked, stood trembling but behaving well enough.

Another shot from Halkett brought the running men to a halt. Warner drove on immediately; three of the men started to follow on a run, but half a dozen rapid shots brought them to a dead stop again. And again the dogcart jolted slowly forward.

One of the men made a furious gesture, turned, and ran back to the mud-stalled car; two of the others followed to aid him to extricate the machine; the fourth man, skulking along the stream, continued to advance as the dogcart drove on.

Warner, driving carefully, shoved with his foot a box of clips toward the dashboard; Halkett reloaded both automatics. Presently the cart turned east, descending the hard slope toward the stream again; and the man who had followed them along the swampy brook immediately opened fire.

Halkett and Warner sprang out; the former shouldered the planks and ran forward; the latter, holding his nervous horse by the head, fired at the man among the reeds as he advanced toward the stream.

It seemed odd that so many bullets could fly and hit nothing; Halkett heard them whining over his head; the horse heard them too and threatened to become unmanageable. Far up the stream the three other men were laboring frantically to disengage the grey automobile; the man across the creek, routed out of the reeds by the stream of bullets directed at him, was running now to get out of range. Evidently his automatic was empty, for it merely swung in his hand as he ran.

But what occupied Warner was the course the man was taking, straight for the lower gate in the hedge.

Jump in! he called to Halkett. We cant wait for the other planks! The Englishman swung up beside him; the whip whistled and the horse, now thoroughly frightened, bounded forward down the slope and took the improvised bridge at a single leap. For one moment it looked like a general smash, but the cart stood it, and, after a perilous second, righted itself.

Straight at the closed gate drove Warner, whipping his horse into a dead run; crashed through the flimsy pickets, slashed mercilessly with his whip at the man who pluckily stripped off his coat and strove to make the horse swerve into the hedge, as a toreador waves his cloak at a charging bull.

Halkett could have shot the man; but he merely turned his weapon on him as they dashed out into the highroad once more, and tore away due south through the rose and golden glory of the sunset.

The horse ran a flat mile before Warner chose to ease him down; the summer wind whistled in their ears; the last glow faded from the purpling zenith; the crimson streak on the river surface, which had run parallel on their left like level and jagged lightning, glimmered to a pallid ochre tint; and the flying mist of trees and bushes which had fled past like an endless rush of phantoms now took shape and substance once more above the rising veil of river mist.

Warners tense features were flushed with excitement. As he gradually eased in his horse he was smiling.

Well, what do you know about this performance of ours, Halkett? he inquired rather breathlessly. Can you beat it in the movies?

Im wondering what Ive let you in for, said the Englishman very seriously.

Ill tell you, laughed Warner; youve let me in for a last glimpse of my youth — the days when everything went and every chance for mischief was gratefully seized — the days when I was a subject of the only real democracy on earth — the Latin Quarter — the days that dawn no more, Halkett. This is the last gleam from their afterglow. Nosce tempus! But the sun has set at last, Halkett, and the last haymaker is going home.

It would not have been very amusing if one of those bullets had knocked you off your seat, remarked Halkett.

But they didnt, old chap! returned Warner heartily. It was a good mix-up — exciting, harmless, and beneficial. I feel years younger. Respectability is a good, warm coat for the winter of life; but one feels its weight in Indian summer.

Halkett smiled but shook his head:

No good hunting trouble. Youve only to turn around any time to find it sniffing in your tracks.

You dont understand. For years Ive worked very steadily, very seriously. Ive painted, studied, read; Ive made a living by selling some pictures, by royalties on the reproduction of pictures, by teaching a summer class of girls. After a while, you know, one goes stale with respectability. I went out to the East and saw the Balkan fighting. It helped some. I made some sketches last year in Mexico. That helped.

But theres an exhilaration about lawbreaking — or in aiding and abetting a lawbreaker — that has the rest beaten to a batter. Todays misdeeds mean a new lease of life to me, Halkett.

The Englishman laughed. He was still cradling the two automatics on his knees; now, with a careless glance behind him, he leaned forward and replaced them in their respective holsters.

For a rather celebrated and weighty member of the social structure, he remarked, there is a good deal of the boy left in you.

When that dies in a man, returned Warner lightly, creative and constructive work end. The child who built with blocks, the youth who built airier castles, is truly dead. And so is the man he has become.

Do you think so?

I know it. The same intellectual and physical restlessness drives one to create and construct, which, as a boy, drove one into active and constructive mischief. When the day dawns wherein creating no longer appeals to me, then I am old indeed, Halkett, and the overcoat of respectability will suit me the year round.... Im very glad that I have found it oppressive this July day. By the way, what day does it happen to be?

Halkett said:

It happens to be the last day of July. I have an idea that several billion other people are destined to remember these last few days of July, 1914, as long as they live.

Why? inquired the American curiously.

Because, within these last few days, Austria has declared war on Servia, Russia has already ordered partial mobilization, Germany has sent her an ultimatum, and will back it up tomorrow.

What! How do you know?

You dont mean to ask me that, do you? said Halkett pleasantly.

No, of course not — — Warner gazed straight ahead of him as he drove; his altered features had become gravely expressionless. After a moment he said:

I cant comprehend it. Servia had agreed to everything demanded — except that one item which she offered to arbitrate. I cant understand it.

Halkett said calmly:

It is not difficult to understand. A telegram has been suppressed — the only telegram which could now prevent war. He removed his straw hat, took from the lining a strip of semi-transparent paper, and read aloud the minute handwriting:

The German government has published several telegrams which the Emperor of Russia exchanged with Emperor William. Among these telegrams, nevertheless, is one which was not published — a dispatch from His Russian Majesty, dated July 29, 1914, containing a proposition to submit the Austro-Servian conflict to The Hague Tribunal.

This has an appearance of a desire in Germany to pass over in silence the attempt to prevent the approaching collision. In view of this, the Minister of Foreign Affairs is authorized to publish the telegram mentioned, of which this is the text:

Thanks for your conciliatory and friendly telegram. Inasmuch as the official message presented today by your ambassador to my minister was conveyed in a very different tone, I beg you to explain this divergency. It would be right to give over the Austro-Servian problem to The Hague Conference. I trust in your wisdom and friendship.

Where did you get that? asked Warner bluntly.

This morning at the Boule dArgent. A friend was kind enough to leave it for me in a note, he added blandly.

Do you believe it to be authentic?

Unfortunately, I can not question its truth.

You think that the German government — —

Without any doubt at all, Warner. For her The Day is about to dawn at last. Her Joshua has halted the course of the sun long enough to suit himself. It is scheduled to rise tomorrow.

Do you mean war?

I do.

Where?

Well, here, in France — to mention one place.

In France!

Surely, surely!

Invasion?

Exactly.

From which way?

Halkett shrugged:

Does anybody now believe it will come by way of the Barrier Forts? The human race never has been partial to cross-country traveling; only ants prefer it.

You think it will come by the flank — through Belgium?

Ask yourself, Warner. Is there an easier way for it to come?

But the treaties?

Nulla salus bello; necessitas no habet legem.

Nothing dishonorable is ever necessary.

Ah! If nations could only agree upon the definition of that word honor! Thered be fewer wars, my friend.

You think, if France follows Russias example and mobilizes, that Germany will strike through Belgium?

Im sure of it.

What about England, then? asked Warner bluntly.

But Halkett remained silent; and he did not repeat the question.

After all, he said, presently, this entire business is incredible. Diplomacy will find a way out of it. And, after a moments silence: You dont think so?

No.

Presently Halkett turned and looked back through the gathering dusk.

I wonder, he said, whether theyll get their car out tonight?

Theyll have to go back to Ausone for aid, said Warner.

Do you still mean to put me up at Saïs?

Certainly. You dont expect your friends back there to assault the inn, do you?

No, said Halkett, laughing. They dont do things that way just yet.

Warner snapped his whip, caught the curling lash, let it free, twirled it, and, snapped it again, whistling cheerfully a gay air from his student days — a tune he had not thought of before in years.

I believe, he said, frankly hopeful, that you and I are going to have another little party with those fellows before this matter is ended.

Im sure of it, said Halkett quietly.

A few moments later Warner, still whistling his joyous air, pointed toward a cluster of tiny lights far ahead in the dark valley.

Saïs, he said; and resumed his song blithely:

Gai, gai, mariez-vous!

Cest un usage

Fort sage.

Gai, gai, mariez-vous,

Le mariage est si doux!—



Like a bird it is! he added ironically.

By the way, youre not married, are you? inquired Halkett uneasily.

Oh, Lord! No! Why the unmerited suspicion?

Nothing much. I just thought that after getting you into this scrape I shouldnt dare face your wife.

Then they both laughed heartily. They were already on excellent terms. Already acquaintance was becoming an unembarrassed friendship.

Warner flourished his whip and continued to laugh:

I have no serious use for women. To me the normal and healthy woman is as naïve as the domestic and blameless cat, whose first ambition is for a mate, whose second is to be permanently and agreeably protected, and whose ultimate aim is to acquire a warm basket by the fireside and fill it full of kittens! ... No; Im not married. Dont worry, Halkett.

He whistled another bar of his lively song:

Women? Ha! By the way, Ive a bunch of them here in Saïs, all painting away like the devil and all, no doubt laying plans for that fireside basket. Its the only thing a woman ever really thinks about, no matter what else she pretends to be busy with. I suppose its natural; also, its natural for some men to shy wide of such things. Im one of those men. So, Halkett, as long as you live, you need never be afraid of offending any wife of mine!

Your sentiments, said Halkett, mockingly serious, merely reveal another bond between us. I thank God frequently that I am a bachelor.

Good, said Warner with emphasis. And he chanted gayly, as he drove, Gai, gai, marions-nous— in a very agreeable baritone voice, while the lights of Saïs grew nearer and brighter among the trees below.

I never saw a girl worth the loss of my liberty, he remarked. Did you, Halkett? And, he continued, to be tied up to a mentally deficient appendage with only inferior intellectual resources, and no business or professional occupation — to be tied fast to something that sits about to be entertained, and that does nothing except nourish itself and clothe itself, and have babies! — Its unthinkable, isnt it?

Its pretty awful.... Of course if a woman came along who combined looks and intellect and professional self-sufficiency — —

You dont find them combined. Take a slant at my class. Thats the only sort who even pretend to anything except vacuous idleness. There are no Portias, Halkett. There never were. If there were, Id take a chance myself, I think. But a man who marries the young girl of today has on his hands an utterly useless incubus. No wonder he sometimes makes experiments elsewhere. No wonder he becomes a rainbow chaser. But hes like a caged squirrel in a wheel; the more he runs around looking for consolation the less progress he makes.

No, Halkett, this whole marriage business is a pitiable fizzle. Until both parties to a marriage contract are financially independent, intellectually self-sufficient, and properly equipped to earn their own livings by a business or a trade or a profession — and until, if a mistake has been made, escape from an ignoble partnership is made legally easy — marriage will remain the sickly, sentimental, pious fraud which a combination of ignorance, superstition, custom, and orthodoxy have made it.

Im rather eloquent on marriage, dont you think so?

Superbly! said Halkett, laughing. But, do you know, Warner, your very eloquence betrays the fact that you have thought as much about it as the unfortunate sex you have so eloquently indicted.

Whats that? demanded Warner wrathfully.

Im sorry to say it, but you are exactly the sort of man to fall with a tremendous flop.

If ever I fall — —

You fell temporarily this afternoon.

With that painted, grey-eyed — —

Certainly, with the girl Philippa. Come, old chap, you were out with her a long while! What did you two talk about? Love?

No, you idiot — —

You didnt even mention the word love? Be honest, old chap!

Warner began to speak, checked himself.

Didnt you or she even mention the subject? persisted Halkett with malicious delight.

But Warner was too angry to speak, and the Englishmans laughter rang out boyishly under the stars. To look at them one would scarcely believe they had been a target for bullets within the hour.

You dont suppose, began Warner, that — —

No, no! cried Halkett.  — Not with that girl. Im merely proving my point. Youre too eloquent concerning women not to have spent a good deal of time in speculating about them. You even speculated concerning Philippa. The man who mourns the scarcity of Portias wouldnt be likely to care for one if he met her. Youre just the man to fall in love with everything you denounce in a girl. And I have no doubt I shall live to witness that sorrowful spectacle.

Warner had to laugh.

You are rather a terrifying psychologist, he said. You almost make me believe I have a streak of romance in me.

Oh, we all have that, Warner. We call it by other names — cleverness, logic, astuteness, intelligence — but we all have it in us, and it is revealed in every man who marries a woman for love.... Believe me, no normal man ever lived who was not, at some brief moment in his life, in love with some woman. Maybe he ignored it and it never came again; maybe he strangled it and went on about more serious business; maybe it died a natural but early death. But once, before he died, he must have had a faint, brief glimpse of it. And that was the naissance of the latent germ of romance in him — ephemeral, perhaps, but inevitably to be born before it died.

Warner waved his whip and snapped it maliciously:

So you have been in love, have you?

Why? Because I, also, am suspiciously eloquent?

Thats the reason — according to you.

Halkett smiled slightly.

Perhaps I have been, he said.... Hello! Is this your inn? as they drew up before the lighted windows of a two-story building standing close to the left-hand edge of the highway, under the stars.

Here we are at the Golden Peach, nodded Warner, as the door opened and a smiling peasant lad came out with a: Bon soir, Monsieur Warner! Bon soir, messieurs! And he took the horses head while they descended.

That night, lying awake on his bed in the Inn of the Golden Peach, Halkett heard the heavy rush of a southbound automobile passing under his window with the speed of an express train.

And he wondered whether the spongy morass by the little brook still held the long, grey touring car imprisoned.

He got up, went to his window and leaned out. Far away down the road the tail lamps of the machine twinkled, dwindled to sparks, and were engulfed in the invisible.

More trouble south of me, he thought. But he returned to his bed and lay there, tranquil in the knowledge that when he started south alone on the morrow the envelope would not be on his person.

After a while he rose again, walked to the door connecting his room with Warners, and opened it cautiously.

Im awake, said Warner in a low voice.

Did you hear that car?

Yes. Was it the one that chased us?

I only guess so. Listen, Warner! When I go south tomorrow, what are you going to do with that envelope until I send a man back for it?

Ive thought it all out, old chap. I shall take one of my new canvases, lay the envelope on it, cover envelope and canvas with a quarter of an inch of Chinese White, and when the enamel is dry I shall paint on it. By the way, did you do your telephoning to your satisfaction?

Entirely, thank you.

You got your man?

I did, said Halkett. Hes on his way here now. Good night. Ill sleep like a fox, old chap!

Good night, said Warner cheerily, enamored with his invention for the safety of the envelope, as well as with the entire adventure.

That night, while they both slept, far away southward, on a lonely road in the Vosges, the car which had rushed by under their windows was now drawn up on the edge of the road.

Four men sat in it, waiting.

Just as dawn broke, what they awaited came up out of the south — a far, faint rattle announced it, growing rapidly louder; and a motor cyclist, riding without lights, shot out of the grey obscurity, trailing a comets tail of dust.

Head-on he came, like a streak, caught sight suddenly of the motionless car and of four men standing up in it, ducked and flattened out over his handlebars as four revolvers poured forth streams of fire.

Motor cycle and rider swerved into the ditch with a crash; the latter, swaying wide in his saddle, was hurled a hundred feet further through the air, landing among the wild flowers on the bank above.

He was the man to whom Halkett had telephoned.

He seemed to be very young — an Englishman — with blood on his fair hair, and his blue eyes partly open.

They searched him thoroughly; and when they could find nothing more they lifted him between two of them; two others carried the wrecked motor cycle out across the fields toward the slope of a wooded mountain.

After ten minutes or so, two of the men returned to the car, drew a couple of short, intrenching spades from the tool box, and went away again across the fields toward the misty woods.

A throstle in a thorn bush had been singing all the while.


CHAPTER V
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HALKETT HAD NOT slept well; all night long in the garden under his window the nightingales had been very noisy. When he slept, sinister dreams had assailed him; cocks crowed at sunrise, cowbells tinkled, outside his drawn blinds a refreshed and garrulous world was awakening; and the happy tumult awoke him, too.

He was bathed, shaved, and dressed, and downstairs before Warner awoke at all; and he began to rove about the place which, by daylight, did not look at all like what he had imagined it to be the night before.

The Inn of the Golden Peach was one of those cream-tinted stucco houses built into and around a series of haphazard garden walls which inclosed flower and fruit gardens, cow-barns and stables. Its roof and wall copings were covered with red tiles, weather-faded to a salmon tint; two incredible climbing rosebushes nearly covered the front with delicate, salmon-pink blossoms, and, in the rear, flowers bloomed along stone-edged borders — masses of white clove pinks, rockets, poppies, heliotrope, reseda, portulaca, and pansies — a careless riot of color, apparently, yet set with that instinctive good taste which seldom fails in France and is common alike to aristocrat and peasant.

Beyond the strawberry beds were fruit trees, peach, cherry, plum, and apricot — the cherries hanging ripe and deeply crimson among dark green leaves, the apricots already golden, peaches and plums delicately painted with a bloom which promised approaching maturity.

Everywhere the grass grew thick and intensely green, though it was not very neatly kept; water ran out of a stone trough and made a dancing little rivulet over a bed of artificially set stones among which grew ferns. Beyond stood a trellised summerhouse, with iron tables and chairs painted green.

On the edge of the watering trough, Halkett seated himself in the sun. An immaculate tiger cat sat on the garden walk a few paces away, polishing her countenance with the velvet side of one forepaw, and occasionally polishing the paw with a delicate pink tongue.

Once or twice she looked at Halkett without any apparent interest; now and then she glanced up with more interest at the side of the house where, under the kitchen door, in a big basket-cage, a jay hopped about, making a scuffling noise among his cracked maize and rye straw.

However, the cat proved entirely susceptible to flattery, responded graciously to polite advances, and presently relapsed into a purring doze on his knee.

It was very still in the garden, too early even for butterflies to be abroad. The kitchen door remained closed; smoke had just begun to rise from one chimney.

In the peaceful silence nothing stirred; there was no breeze, no sound save the trickle of water among fern fronds.

Then, from nowhere apparently, into this golden tranquillity came a nun — no, not a nun, but one of those Grey Daughters of St. Vincent de Paul, who have for their monastery the houses of the sick, for a cell a hired room, for a cloister the city streets, for a veil modesty.

In her white cornette, or pointed coiffe, with its starched wings, her snowy collarette, wide sleeves, grey apron, and grey-blue habit, she became instantly the medieval incarnation which vitalized the old garden and the ancient wall, so that the centuries they had witnessed were born again there where their spirit had returned, clothed in the costume which they had known so well.

The soeur de charité had not seen Halkett; she passed lightly, swiftly, along the flowering borders with scissors and ozier basket, bending here to gather the white clove pinks, kneeling there to snip off pansies.

And it was only when the grey cat leaped from Halketts knees and advanced toward the Sister of Charity with a little mew of recognition that she turned, still kneeling, caught sight of Halkett, and remained looking at him, one delicate white hand resting on the purring cat.

Halkett was on his feet, his hat under his arm, now, and he bade her good-morning with that pleasant deference which marks such men immediately for what they are.

She smiled faintly from the transparent shadow of her white cornette.

Flowers are all so lovely, she said, it is never easy for me to choose. They are for my school, you know? — with a slight rising inflection. But evidently this young man did not know, so she added, I am Sister Eila, and smiled again, when it was apparent that he had never heard of Sister Eila.

I am English, he said,  — traveling through France on business. I arrived last night to visit my friend, Mr. Warner. My name is Halkett.

She nodded and snipped a few more pansies.

May I help you, Sister? If you dont mind telling me what flowers you desire — —

Merci, Monsieur. Pansies, if you please. The children see odd little faces in their petals, and it amuses them.

Down on his knees beside the border, the grey cat seated between them, Halkett picked pansies and laid them in rows in her ozier basket.

Of course, he said, your school is a charity school.

For the poor, of course. My children are those of the quarrymen.

You do not teach them alone?

Oh, no. Sister Félicité teaches with me. And then, of course, we are together when, during the vacation, hospital service is required of us.

Is there a quarry hospital?

Yes, Monsieur. It is more like an ambulance where first aid is given. The hospital at Ausone takes our sick. Still kneeling, she looked up at the slender fruit trees beyond, and the sunlight fell full on the most exquisite young face that Halkett had ever seen. Whether it was her unexpected beauty that gave him a little shock, or the sudden idea that in her features there was a haunting resemblance to somebody he had seen, perhaps met, he did not know.

Sometimes in the first glimpse of a face we recognize the living substance of her to whom we have aspired, and of whom we have dreamed. But she has never existed except in the heart which created her until we unconsciously endow another with all we dreamed she was.

He went on gathering flowers to fill her basket.

I wonder, she said musingly, whether any of those apricots are ripe. One of my children is convalescent, and she really needs a little fresh fruit.

So Halkett rose, threaded his way through the flowers, and looked carefully among the branches for a ripe apricot. He found two, and Sister Eila laid them together in the corner of her basket, which was now full.

He walked with her to the garden door, which was set solidly under an arch in the wall. There she looked up, smiling, as she said in English:

Is not our country of Saïs very lovely, Mr. Halkett?

Yes, indeed, it is, he replied, also smiling in his surprise. But, Sister Eila, you are English, are you not?

Irish — but brought up in France. ... Her face grew graver; she said very quietly: Is it true there is any danger of war? The children are talking; it is evident that the quarrymen must be discussing such things among themselves. I thought Id ask you — —

Im afraid, he said, that there is some slight chance of war, Sister.

Here in France?

Yes — here.

It is Germany, of course?

Yes, the menace comes from— he cast a quick glance toward the east,  — from over there.... Perhaps diplomacy may regulate the affair. It is always best to hope.

Yes, it is best always — to hope, she said serenely.... Thank you, Mr. Halkett. Mr. Warner is a friend of mine. Perhaps you may have time to visit our school with him.

Ill come, said Halkett.

She smiled and nodded; he opened the heavy green door for her, and Sister Eila went out of the golden world of legend, leaving the flowers and young trees very still behind her.


CHAPTER VI
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WARNER DISCOVERED HIM there in the garden, seated once more on the stone trough, the grey cat dozing on his knees.

Hello, old chap! he said cheerfully. Did you sleep?

Halkett gave him a pleasant, absent-minded glance:

Not very well, thanks.

Nor I. Those damn nightingales kept me awake. Has your man arrived?

Not yet. I dont quite understand why.

Warner sauntered up and caressed the cat.

Well, Ariadne, how goes it with you? he inquired, gently rubbing her dainty ears, an attention enthusiastically appreciated, judging by the increased purring.

Ariadne, eh? inquired Halkett.

Yes — her lover forsook her — although she doesnt seem to mind as much as the original lady did. No doubt she knows theres a Bacchus somewhere on his way to console her.

The other nodded in his pleasant, absent-minded fashion. After a moment he said:

Ive been talking to a Sister of Charity here in the garden.

Sister Félicité?

No; Sister Eila.

Isnt she the prettiest thing! exclaimed Warner. And shes as good as she is beautiful. Were excellent friends, Sister Eila and I. Ill take you over to her school after breakfast.

Its the Grey Sisterhood, isnt it?

St. Vincent de Pauls Filles de la Charité; not the Grey Nuns, you know.

I supposed not. Of course these nuns are not cloistered.

They are not even nuns. They dont take perpetual vows.

Halkett looked up quickly.

What! he demanded.

No. The vows of these Sisters of Charity are simple vows. They renew them annually. Still, it is a strict order. Their novitiate is five years probation.

Oh! I supposed — — He remained silent, his thoughtful gaze fixed on space.

Yes, our brave gentle Sisters of Charity remain probationers for five years, and then every year they renew their vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience. The annual vows are taken some time in March, I believe. They have no cloister, you know, other than a room in some poor street near the school or hospital where they work. Did you ever hear the wonderful story of their Order?

No.

So Warner sketched for him the stainless history of a true saint, and of the Filles de St. Vincent de Paul through the centuries of their existence; and Halkett listened unstirring, his handsome head bent, his hand resting motionless on Ariadnes head.

A few minutes later a fresh-faced peasant girl, in scarlet bodice and velvet-slashed black skirts, came out into the garden bearing a tray with newly baked rolls, new butter, and café-au-lait for two. She placed it on the iron table in the little summerhouse, curtseyed to the two young men, exchanged a gay greeting with Warner, and trotted off again in her chaussons — the feminine, wholesome, and admirable symbol of all that is fascinating in the daughters of France.

Halkett placed Ariadne on the grass, rose, and followed Warner to the arbor; Ariadne tagged after them, making gentle but pleased remarks. There was an extra saucer, which Warner filled with milk and set before the cat.

You know, he said to Halkett, I like to eat by myself — or with some man. So I have my meals served out here, or in the tap room when it rains. The Harem feeds itself in the dining-room — —

The what?

My class, I mean. An irreverent friend of mine in Paris dubbed it the Harem, and the title stuck — partly, I suppose, because of its outrageous absurdity, partly because its a terse and convenient title.

They dont call it that, do they?

I should say not! And I hope they dont know that others do. Anyway, the Harem dawdles over its meals and talks art talk at the long table where Madame Arlon — the Patronne — presides. Youll have to meet them.

Do you criticise your — Harem — this morning? inquired Halkett, laughing.

Yes; I give them their daily pabulum. Do you want to come about with me and see how its done? After the distribution of pap I usually pitch my own umbrella somewhere away from their vicinity and make an hours sketch. After that I paint seriously for the remainder of the day. But Ill take you over to Sister Eilas school this morning if you like. He fished out a black caporal cigarette and scratched a match.

Halkett, his cigarette already lighted, lounged sideways on the green iron chair, his preoccupied gaze fixed on Ariadne.

Annual vows, he said, mean, of course, that a Sister renews such vows voluntarily every year; does it not, Warner?

Yes.

They usually do renew their vows, I suppose.

Almost always, I believe.

But — a Sister of Charity could return to the — the world, if she so desired?

It could be done, but it seldom is, I understand. The order is an admirable one; a very wonderful order, Halkett. They are careful about admitting their novices, but what they regard as qualifications might not be so considered in a cloistered order like the Ursalines. The novitiate is five years, I believe; except for the head of the order in Paris, no grades and no ranks exist; all Sisters are alike and on the same level. He smiled. If anything could ever convert me to Catholicism, I think it might be this order and the man who founded it, Saint Vincent de Paul, wisest and best of all who have ever tried to follow Christ.

Ariadne had evidently centered her gentle affections upon the new Englishman; she trotted at his heels as he sauntered about in the garden; she showed off for his benefit, playfully patting a grasshopper into flight, frisking up trees only to cling for a moment, ears flattened, and slide back to earth again; leaping high after lazy white butterflies which hovered over the heliotrope, but always returning to tag after Halkett where he roamed about, a burnt-out cigarette between his fingers, his eyes dreaming, lost in speculations beyond the ken of any cat.

The Harem came trooping into the garden, presently, shepherded by Warner. They all carried full field kit — folding easels, stools, and umbrellas slung upon their several and feminine backs; a pair of clamped canvases in one hand, color-box in the other.

Halkett was presented to them all. There was Miss Alameda Golden, from California, large, brightly colored, and breezy; there was Miss Mary Davis, mouse-tinted, low-voiced, who originated in Brooklyn; there was Miss Jane Post, of Chicago, restlessly intense and intellectually curious concerning all mundane phenomena, from the origin of café-au-lait to the origin of species; and there was Miss Nancy Lane, of New York, a dark-eyed opportunist and an observer of man — sometimes individually, always collectively. And there was Miss Peggy Brooks, cosmopolitan, sister of Madame de Moidrey who lived in a big house among the hills across the meadows — the Château des Oiseaux, prettily named because the protection and encouragement of little birds had been the immemorial custom of its lordly proprietors.

And so the Harem, fully equipped to wrestle with the giant, Art, filed out of the quiet garden and across the meadows by the little river Récollette, where were haystacks, freshly erected and fragrant, which very unusual subject they had unanimously chosen for their mornings crime.

To perpetrate it upon canvas they pitched their white umbrellas, tripod easels, and sketching stools; then each maiden, taking a determined grip upon her charcoal, squinted, so to speak, in chorus at the hapless haystacks. And the giant, Art, trembled in the seclusion of the ewigkeit.

Warner regarded them gloomily; Halkett, who had disinterred a pipe from his pockets, stood silently beside him, loading it.

Theyll paint this morning, and after luncheon, said Warner. After dinner they all get into an omnibus and drive to Ausone to remain overnight, and spend tomorrow in street sketching. I insist on their doing this once every month. When they return with their sketches, I give them a general criticism.

Will these young ladies ever really amount to anything? inquired Halkett.

Probably never. Europe, the British Isles, and the United States are dotted all over with similar and feminine groups attempting haystacks. The sum-total of physical energy thus expended must be enormous — like the horsepower represented by Niagara. But it creates no ripple upon the intellectual serenity of the thinking world. God alone knows why women paint haystacks. I do my best to switch them toward other phenomena.

The rural postman on his bicycle, wearing képi and blue blouse, came pedaling along the highway. When he saw Warner he saluted and got off his wheel.

Letters, Grandin?

Two, Monsieur Warner.

Warner took them.

Eh, bien? he inquired, lowering his voice; et la guerre?

Monsieur Warner, the affair is becoming very serious.

What is the talk in Ausone?

People are calm — too calm. A little noise, now, a little gesticulation, and the affair would seem less ominous to me — like the Algeciras matter and the Schnaeble incident before that — Monsieur may remember?

I know. It is like the hush before a tempest. The world is too still, the sunlight too perfect.

There seems to me, said the little postman, a curious unreality about yesterday and today — something in the cloudless peace overhead that troubles men.

Being no more and no less poet than are all French peasants, this analysis sufficed him. He touched his képi; the young men lifted their hats, and the postman pedaled away down the spotless military road.

Warner glanced at the envelope in his hand; Halkett looked at it, too. It was addressed in red ink.

Its for me, old chap, said the Englishman.

The other glanced up, surprised.

Are you sure?

Quite — if you dont mind trusting me.

Warner laughed and handed him the letter.

Its addressed very plainly to me, he said. Youve got your nerve with you, Halkett.

I have to keep it about me, old chap.

No doubt. And still I dont see — —

Its very simple. I sent two telephone messages last night. One letter should have arrived. It has not! The man who wrote this letter must have gone miles last night on a motor cycle to mail it so that your little postman should hand it to me this morning — —

Intriguer! interrupted Warner, still laughing. He handed it to me! I see youre going to get me in Dutch before Im rid of you.

I dont comprehend your Yankee slang, retorted Halkett with a slight grin, so if you dont mind Ill sit here on the grass and read my letter. Go on and criticize your Harem. But before you go, lend me a pencil. They stole even my pencil in the Cabaret de Biribi.

Warner, amused, handed him a pencil and a pad, and strolled away toward the industrious Harem to see what they might be perpetrating.

Halkett seated himself on the grass where, if he chose to glance up, he had a clear view all about him. Then he opened his letter.

It was rather an odd sort of letter. It began:

DEAR GREEN:

A red wagon, red seat, orange rumble, red mudguards, blue steering-wheel, red bumpers, blue wheels, red engines, red varnish, red open body, red machinery, red all over, in fact, except where it isnt — is for sale.

So much of this somewhat extraordinary letter Halkett very carefully and slowly perused; then, still studying this first paragraph intently, he wrote down on his pad the following letters in the following sequence, numbering each letter underneath:

R O Y G B I V S W A

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0

The letters represented, up to and including the letter V, the colors of the solar spectrum in their proper sequence: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. The letter S, which followed the letter V, stood for schwarz, which in German means black. The letter W stood for weiss, white; the letter A for argent. Every letter, therefore, represented some color or metallic luster; and these, in turn, represented numbers.

And now Halkett took the opening salutation in the first paragraph of his letter— Dear Green. The color green being numbered 4, he found that the fourth letter in the word dear was the letter R. This he wrote down on his pad.

Then he took the next few words: A red wagon, red seat, orange rumble, red — — etc.

The first and only letter in the word A he wrote down. The next word after wagon was red. The color red indicated the figure 1. So he next wrote down the first letter of the word wagon, which is W.

Then came the word seat. The word orange followed it. The color orange indicated number 2 in the spectrum sequence. So he found that in the word seat the letter E was the second letter. This he wrote.

Very carefully and methodically he proceeded in this manner with the first paragraph of the letter, as far as the words all over, but not including them or any of the words in the first paragraph which followed them.

He had, therefore, for his first paragraph, this sequence of letters:

RAWERUSEWEVOM.

Beginning with the last letter, M, he wrote the letters again, reversing their sequence; and he had:

MOVEWESUREWAR.

These, with commas, he easily separated into four words: Move, we, sure, and war. Then, again reversing the sequence of the words, he had two distinct sentences of two words each before him:

WAR SURE! WE MOVE!

Always working with the numbered color key before him, taking his letter paragraph by paragraph, he had as a final remainder the following series of letters:

EDIHUOYERADELIARTTIAWDROWOTDEECORPSIALAC.

Reversing these, checking off the separate words, and then reversing the entire sequence of words, he had as the complete translation of his letter, including the first paragraph, the following information and admonition:

War sure. We move. Hide. You are trailed. Wait word to proceed Calais.

War sure! That was easily understood. We move. That meant England was already mobilizing on land and sea. And the remainder became plain enough; he must stay very quietly where he was until further instructions arrived.

He read through his notes and his letter once more, then twisted letter, envelope, and penciled memoranda into a paper spiral, set fire to it with a match, and leisurely lighted his pipe with it.

When the flame of the burning paper scorched his fingers, he laid it carefully on the grass, where it was presently consumed. The charred remnants he ground to dust under his heel as he got up and brushed a spear or two of hay from his clothing.

Then he looked at the Harem, all busily committing felony with brush and colors; and, as he gazed upon them, he politely stifled a yawn.


CHAPTER VII
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WARNER, CONSCIENTIOUS BUT not hopeful, circulated among the easels of the Harem. Halkett strolled at his heels.

Stopping in front of Alameda Goldens large canvas, which was all splashed with primary and aggressive colors, he gazed, uncomforted, upon what she had wrought there. After a few moments he said very patiently:

You should not use a larger canvas than I have recommended to the class. Mere size is not necessarily a synonym for distinction, nor does artistic strength depend upon the muscular application of crude paint. A considerable majority of our countrymen comprehend only what is large, gaudy, and garrulous. Bulk and noise only can command their attention. On the other hand, only what is weak, vague, and incoherent appeals to the precious — the incapables and eccentrics among us. But there is a sane and healthy majority: enroll yourself there, Miss Golden!

Be honest, reticent, and modest. If you have anything to say in paint, say it without self-consciousness, frankly, but not aggressively. Behave on canvas as you would bear yourself in the world at large, with freedom but with dignity, with sincerity governed by that intelligent consideration for truth which permits realism and idealism, both of which are founded upon fact.

Miss Golden pouted:

But I see haystacks this way! she insisted. I see them in large and brilliant impressions. To me nothing looks like what it is. Haystacks appear this way to my eyes!

My dear child, then paint them that way. But the popular impression will persist that you have painted the battle of Trafalgar.

Miss Golden wriggled on her camp chair.

Everything, she explained, is one monstrous, gaudy, and brutal impression to me. I see a million colors in everything and very little shape to anything. I see only cosmic vigor; and I paint it with a punch. Cant you see all those colors in those haystacks? To me they resemble gigantic explosions of glorious color. And really, Mr. Warner, if I am to be true to myself, I must paint them as I see them.

Warner, horribly discouraged, talked sanely to her for a while, then with a pleasant nod he passed to the next easel, remarking to Halkett under his breath:

Its a case for a pathologist, not for a painter.

And so for an hour he prowled about among the Harem, ministering to neurotics, inspiring the sluggish, calming despair, gently discouraging self-complacency.

Always, he said, we must remain students, because there is no such thing as mastery in any art. If ever we believe we have attained mastery, then our progress ceases; and we do not even remain where we are; we retrograde — and swiftly, too.

The life work of the so-called master is passed only in solving newer problems. There is no end to the problems, there is an end only to our lives.

Look at the matter in that way, not as a race toward an attainable goal, nor as an eternally hopeless effort in a treadmill; but as a sane and sure and intelligent progress from one wonder-chamber to a chamber still more wonderful — locked rooms which contain miracles, and which open only when we find the various keys which fit their locks....

That is all for this morning, young ladies.

He lifted his hat, turned, and strolled away across the meadow, Halkett at his side.

Some lecture! he commented with a faint grin.

Its sound, said Halkett.

I do the best I can with them. One might suppose I know how to paint, by the way I pitch into those poor girls. Yet, I myself never pick up a brush and face my canvas but terror seizes me, and my own ignorance of all I ought to know scares me almost to death. Its not modesty; I can paint as well as many, better than many. But, oh, the long, long way there is to travel! The stars are very far away, Halkett.

He pitched his easel, secured a canvas, took a freshly-set palette and brushes from his color-box, and, still standing, went rapidly about his business, which was to sketch in an impression of what lay before him.

Halkett, watching him over his shoulder, saw the little river begin to glimmer on the canvas, saw a tender golden light grow and spread, bathing distant hills; saw the pale azure of an arching sky faintly tinting with reflections the delicate green of herbage still powdered with the morning dew.

This is merely a note, remarked Warner, painting away leisurely but steadily. Some day I may pose my models somewhere outdoors under similar weather conditions; and you may see dragoons in their saddles, carbines poised, the sunlight enveloping horses and men — or perhaps a line of infantry advancing in open order with shrapnel exploding in their faces.... Death in the summer sunshine is the most terrifying of tragedies.... I remember once after Lule Burgas —— Never mind, I shant spoil the peaceful beauty of such a morning.

War? War here! — In this still meadow, bathed in the heavenly fragrance of midsummer! ... Well, Halkett, the government of any nation which attacks another nation is criminal, and all the arguments of church and state and diplomacy cannot change that hellish fact.

There is only one right in any combat, only one side in any war. And no reasoning under the sun can invest an aggressor with that right.

He who first draws and strikes forestalls Gods verdict.

Halkett said:

How about your own wars?

Halkett, the United States is the only nation which ever entered a war from purely sentimental reasons. It was so in the Revolution; it was so in 1812, in the War of Secession, in Mexico, in the Cuban War.

All our wars have been undertaken in response to armed aggression; all were begun and carried on in defense of purely sentimental principles. I do not say it because I am a Yankee, but our record is pretty clean, so far, in a world which, since our birth, has accused us of ruthless materialism.

He continued to paint for a while in silence; and when his color notes were sufficiently complete for his purpose, and when the Harem had filed before the canvas and had adoringly inspected it, Warner packed up his kit, and, taking the wet canvas, walked with Halkett back to the Golden Peach.

There Halkett was made acquainted with Madame Arlon, the stout, smiling proprietress of the inn, who sturdily refused to believe that war was possible, and who explained why to Halkett with animation while Warner went indoors to deposit his sketches in his studio.

He returned presently, saying that he would take Halkett to Sister Eilas school across the fields; so the two young men lighted their pipes and strolled away together through the sunshine.

Eastward, far afield, the gay aprons and sunbonnets of the Harem still dotted the distance with flecks of color; beyond, the Récollette glimmered, and beyond that hazy hills rolled away southward toward the Vosges country.

Halkett looked soberly into the misty east.

It wont come from that direction, he said, half to himself.

Warner glanced up, understood, and sauntered on in silence.

By the way, remarked the Englishman, I shall stay here tonight.

Im very glad, returned Warner cordially.

So am I, Warner. Ours is an agreeable — acquaintance.

It amounts to a little more than that, doesnt it?

Yes. Its a friendship, I hope.

I hope so.

After a moment he added laughingly:

Ive fixed up your bally envelope for you.

How?

Covered it with a thick, glossy layer of Chinese white. I put in a dryer. In a day or two I shall make a pretty little picture on it. And nobody on earth could suspect that embedded under the paint and varnish of my canvas your celebrated document reposes.

They took a highway to the left, narrow and tree-shaded.

When do you get the newspapers here? inquired Halkett.

After lunch, usually. The Petit Journal dAusone arrives then. Nobody bothers with any Paris papers. But I think I shall subscribe, now.... Theres the school, just ahead.

It was a modern and very plain two-storied building of stone and white stucco, covered with new red tiles. A few youthful vines were beginning to climb gratefully toward the lower window sills; young linden trees shaded it. A hum, like the low, incessant murmur of a hive, warned them as they approached that the children were reciting in unison; and they halted at the open door.

Inside the big, clean room, the furniture of which was a stove and a score or more of desks, two dozen little girls, neatly but very poorly dressed, stood beside their desks reciting. On a larger desk stood a glass full of flowers which Halkett recognized; and beside this desk, slenderly erect, he saw Sister Eila, facing the children, her white hands linked behind her back.

Seated behind the same desk was another Sister — a buxom one with the bright, clear coloring of a healthy peasant — more brilliant, even, for the white wimple, collarette, and wide-winged headdress which seemed to accent the almost riotous tint of physical health.

The childish singsong presently ceased; Sister Eila turned pensively, took a step or two, lifted her eyes, and beheld Halkett and Warner at the doorway.

Oh! she exclaimed. Please come in, Messieurs. I have been wondering whether Mr. Warner would bring you before luncheon.... Sister Félicité, this is Monsieur Halkett, who so amiably aided me to gather my bouquet this morning.

Sister Félicité became all animation and vigor; she was cordial to Halkett, greeted Warner with the smiling confidence of long acquaintance.

It lacked only a few minutes to noon, and so lessons were suspended, and the children put through one or two drills for Halketts benefit.

Out in the kitchen a good, nourishing broth was simmering for them, and Sister Eila slipped away during the brief exhibition to prepare twenty-four bowls and spoons and tartines for these ever-hungry little children of the poor, orphaned for the most part, or deserted, or having parents too poor to feed them.

At noon Sister Félicité dismissed the school; and the little girls formed in line very demurely and filed off to the kitchen.

What a delicious odor! exclaimed Halkett, nose in the air.

Sister Félicité sniffed the soup.

We do our best, she said. The poor little things fatten here, God be praised. And, to Warner, in her vigorous, alert manner: What is all this talk concerning war? The children prattle about it. They must have heard such gossip among the quarry people.

Warner said:

It begins to look rather serious, Sister.

Is it Germany again?

I fear so.

Sister Félicités pink cheeks flushed:

Is it the noisy boaster who rules those Germans who would bring the sword upon us again? Is there not enough of barbaric glory in his Empire for him and his that he should invade the civilized world to seek for more? It is a vile thing for any man, be he ruler or subject, to add one featherweight to the crushing burden of the worlds misery!

To declare war is the heaviest of all responsibilities, admitted Warner.

Is it already declared?

No. That is to say, Austria has declared war against Servia, Russia is mobilizing, and Germany has warned her.

Is that an excuse for anybody to attack France?

Russia is mobilizing, Sister, he repeated meaningly.

What then?

France must follow.

And then?

Warner shrugged his shoulders.

Sister Eila came out, nodding to Sister Félicité, who usually presided at the lunch hour: and the latter went away with Warner toward the kitchen, still plying the American with questions. Sister Eila bent her head, inhaled the perfume of the flowers on her desk, and then looked up at Halkett.

Dont you ever lunch? he asked.

Yes; I tasted the soup. You lunch at one at the inn.

I suppose so. What a charming country this is — this little hamlet of Saïs! Such exquisite peace and stillness I have seldom known.

Sister Eilas eyes grew vague; she looked out through the sunny doorway across the fields towards a range of low hills. The quarries were there.

It is a tranquil country, she said pensively, but there is misery, too. Life in the quarries is hard, and wages are not high.

Mr. Warner tells me they are a hard lot, these quarrymen.

There is intemperance among the quarrymen, and among the cement workers, too: and there is roughness and violence — and crime, sometimes. But it is a very hard métier, Mr. Halkett, and the lime dust blinds and sears and incites a raging thirst. God knows there is some excuse for the drunkenness there. We who are untempted must remain gentle in our judgments.

I could not imagine Sister Eila judging anybody harshly.

Sister Eila looked up and laughed:

Oh, Mr. Halkett, I have confessed to impatience too many times to believe that I could ever acquire patience. Only today I scolded our children because they tore down a poster which had been pasted on the public wall at the crossroad. I said to them very severely, It is a sin to destroy what others have paid for to advertise their merchandise.

That was a terrible scolding, admitted Halkett, laughing.

Ill show you the poster, volunteered Sister Eila, going over to her desk. Raising the lid, she picked up and displayed an advertisement.


CHAPTER VIII
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HALKETT LOOKED CURIOUSLY at this specimen of a poster which was already very familiar to him. The dead walls of northern and eastern France and Belgium had been plastered with such advertisements for the last year or two, extolling the Savon de Calypso. But what had recently interested Halkett in these soap advertisements was that posters, apparently exactly similar, appeared to differ considerably in detail when examined minutely.

The picture in this advertisement represented, as always, the nymph, Calypso, seated upon the grass, looking out over the sea where the sun shone in a cloudless sky upon a fleet of Grecian ships which were sailing away across the blue waves of the Ægean.

Where details varied was in the number of ships in the fleet, the number and grouping of sails, sea birds flying, of waves, and of clouds — when there were any of the latter — the number of little white or blue or pink blossoms in the grass, the height of the sun above the horizon line and the number and size of its rays.

There was always at least one ship — never more than a dozen; he had counted twenty white blossoms on some posters; varying numbers on others, of white, of blue, or of pink, but never less than three of any one color. Sometimes there were no sea birds.

As for the sun, sometimes it hung well above the ocean, often its yellow circle dipped into it, and then again only the rays spread fanlike above the horizon line.
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Savon de Calypso poster

And concerning the nymph, her pose and costume did not seem to vary at all in the various poster specimens which he had seen; the wind was always blowing her red hair and white, transparent scarf; she always sat gazing laughingly seaward, one hand resting on the grass, the other clutching a cake of soap to her bosom.

Still examining the sheet of paper, he counted the white flowers scattered over the grass around the seated nymph. There were ten of them.

Sister Eila, he said carelessly, how many kilometers is it to the next town south of us? I mean by the military road.

To Rosières-sous-Bois?

Yes.

About ten kilometers by the military road.

He nodded and counted the ships. There were three.

Is there more than one road which runs to Rosières-sous-Bois? he asked.

Yes. One may go by this road, or cross the bridge by the quarries and go by the river road, or there is still a better and shorter highway which runs west of Saïs.

Then there are three main roads to Rosières-sous-Bois?

Yes. The road to the west is shorter. It is not more than seven miles that way.

Halkett casually counted the sea gulls. Seven gulls were flying around one of the ships; thirteen around another.

And the river road, Sister? he inquired.

By the quarry bridge? Oh, that is longer — perhaps twelve or thirteen kilometers.

I see.... Rosières-sous-Bois is not a garrison town?

No. There are only a few gendarmes there.

Halkett examined the picture attentively. The sun appeared to be about three hours high above the horizon.

The nearest military post must be about three hours journey from here, he ventured.

Sister Eila thought a moment, then nodded:

Yes, about three hours. You mean the fort above the Pass of the Falcons? That is the nearest.

He counted the rays of the sun. There were three long ones and two short ones.

I suppose there are three or four battalions garrisoned there, he remarked.

Three, I think. And a company of engineers and one company of Alpine chasseurs.

All the time, with a detached air, the young Englishman was examining the colored poster, searching it minutely for variations from other posters of the same sort which he had recently investigated.

There remained in his mind little or no doubt that the number and position of the groups of pointed wavelets signified something important; that the number of sails set on the ships, which varied in every poster, contained further information; that the sky, cloudless in some posters, dotted with clouds in others, was destined to convey topographical particulars to somebody.

These colored advertisements of a soap made in Cologne by Bauermann and Company, and plastered over the landscape of Northern and Eastern Belgium and France, concealed a wealth of secret information for anybody who possessed the key to the messages so clearly and craftily expressed in pictograph and cipher code.

The sinister significance of the sheet in his hand was becoming more apparent every minute. He had made a study of these posters — was just beginning to find them interesting, when he had been ordered to America. Now, all his interest in them returned.

Sister Eila had seated herself at her desk, and, while he was still examining the poster, she continued serenely to correct the pile of inky copybooks.

He watched her for a while, where she bent above the scrawled pages, her pen poised, her lovely face framed in the snowy wimple under the pale shadow of her wide-winged coiffe.

Sister Eila?

She turned her head tranquilly.

You are English, you tell me?

Irish. She smiled.

Its the same. Tell me, have you had enough experience in your world of duty and of unhappiness to know an honest man when you encounter him?

Sister Eila laid aside her pen and turned toward him.

I dont think I understand, she said.

I mean, could you make up your mind about — well — about such a man as I am — merely by inspecting me and hearing me speak?

Sister Eila laughed:

I think I could very easily.

Have you already done so?

Why, yes, I suppose so.

Do you think I am honest enough to be trusted?

Sister Eila laughed again, deliciously.

Yes, I think so, she said.

He remained silent and his face, already grave, grew more serious. Sister Eilas smile faded as she watched him. It was becoming very plain to her that here was a man in trouble.

Silent there together in the cool stillness of the schoolroom, they heard the distant clatter of little feet, the vigorous voice of command from Sister Félicité; and a moment later a double file of chattering children passed in the sunshine outside the window, led toward their noonday playground by Sister Félicité accompanied by Warner.

What is on your mind, Mr. Halkett? asked Sister Eila, still watching him.

If I tell you, he said, will you ask me no more than I offer to tell you?

She flushed:

Naturally, Monsieur — —

You dont quite understand, Sister. What I have to say I wish you to write down for me in the form of a letter of information to the French Government.

You wish me to write it?

Please. And that is what I mean. Naturally, you might ask me why I do not write it myself.... Dont ask me, Sister.... If you really do trust me.

He turned, met her gaze, saw two clear, sweet eyes unspoiled and unsaddened by the wisdom she had learned in dark and wretched places; saw in them only a little wonder, a faintly questioning surprise.

What is your answer, Sister? he asked.

My answer is — I — I do trust you.... What am I to write?

She took a few loose leaves of paper from the desk, and sat looking at him, pen lifted.

He said:

Write to the chief of the general staff at the Ministry of War in Paris.

And when she had properly addressed the personage in question, he dictated his letter very slowly in English; and Sister Eila, her expressionless young face bent above the letter paper, translated into French as he dictated, and wrote down the exact meaning of every word he uttered:

Information has come to me that the advertisements of Bauermann and Company, of Cologne, Prussia, which are posted everywhere throughout Belgium and Northern and Eastern France, conceal military and topographical details concerning the vicinity where these advertisements are displayed.

Such information could be of use only to a prowling spy or an invading enemy.

Therefore, acting upon the incomplete information offered me, I deem it my duty to bring this matter to the notice of the Government.

It would appear that:

1st. Secret information is contained in the details of the picture which embellishes this advertisement, a sample of which I inclose herewith.

2nd. These details vary in every poster. Presumably their number, color, groupings, and general distribution constitute a secret code which is calculated to convey information to the enemies of France.

3rd. In the sample which is inclosed with this letter, the number of ships probably represents the number of highways leading from Saïs to Rosières-sous-Bois; the sea gulls flying above two of the ships give the distance in kilometers; the ten white flowers give the distance by the military road.

The sun, in the picture, appears to be about three hours high above the horizon; and it is three hours journey from here to the nearest French fortified post, the Pass of the Falcons in the Vosges.

The rays of the sun are five in number, three long ones and two short ones; and there are three battalions of the line guarding the fort at the pass, and two companies, one of engineers, one of Alpine infantry.

My informant, who desires to remain anonymous, further declares it to be his belief that an exhaustive study of this and similar posters would reveal perfectly clear messages in every detail of color, drawing, and letter-press; and that it is his firm conviction that these posters, representing a German firm which manufactures soap, have been placed throughout Belgium and France for the convenience of an invading army.

Immediate removal of these advertisements seems advisable in the opinion of my informant.

(Signed), SISTER EILA,

Of the Daughters of St. Vincent de Paul at Saïs.

When she had finished the letter and had unhesitatingly signed it, she lifted her clear eyes to him in silence. Her breath came a trifle unevenly; the tint of excitement grew and waned in her cheeks.

At least, he said, you will understand that I am a friend to France.

Yes, that is evident.

Will you direct and seal the packet and give it to the postman?

Yes.

And, Sister Eila, if they send gendarmes or other officials to question you?

She looked straight into his eyes, deeply, so that her gaze seemed to plunge into the depths of his very soul.

Then, lifting the cross from the rosary at her girdle, she slipped out of her chair and knelt down beside her desk, her young head bent low over the crucifix which she held between the palms of her joined hands.

Halkett, head also lowered, stood motionless.

After a few moments she rose lightly from her knees.

It is a vow, now, she said. I have bound myself to silence concerning the source of my information— her untroubled eyes rested again on his— because I believe in you, Monsieur.

He started to speak, but seemed to find no word to utter. A bright color mounted to his brow; he turned abruptly from the desk and stepped toward the open door.

And the instant he appeared there, framed by the doorway, a shot rang out, knocking a cloud of stucco and plaster from the wall beside him.


CHAPTER IX
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HE SHRANK BACK flat against the wall, edged along it, and slipped swiftly inside the house. A thick veil of lime dust hung across the open doorway, gilded by the sunlight. Crumbs of plaster and mortar still fell to the schoolroom floor.

Through the heated silence of early afternoon he could hear the distant cries of the children from their playground; there was no other sound; nothing stirred; nobody came.

If Warner had noticed the shot at all, no doubt he supposed it to be the premature report of some piece. To the gaunt, furtive Vosges poacher no close season exists. If it did exist, he would cease to.

Halkett slowly turned his head and saw Sister Eila behind him. She had risen from her chair at the desk; now she came slowly forward, her deep, grey eyes fixed on him. But before she could take another step he laid his hand firmly on her wide, blue sleeve and forced her back into the room.

Keep away from that door, he said quietly.

Did somebody try to kill you? she asked. Her voice was curious, but perfectly calm.

I think so.... Dont show yourself near that door. They might not be able to distinguish their target at such a range.

They? Who are they?

Whoever fired.... I must ask you again to please keep out of range of that doorway — —

The shot came from the river willows across the fields, did it not? she interrupted.

Im very sure of it. You need not feel any anxiety for the children, Sister; I am going. Therell be no more shots.

There is a door at the back by the kitchen yard, Mr. Halkett. They will not see you if you leave that way.

He stood thinking for a while; then:

On your account, and on the childrens, Ill have to show myself again when I leave the house, so that therell be no mistake about my identity. Dont move until after I have gone some distance along the road. And please say to Mr. Warner that Ive returned to the inn for luncheon — —

There is a door in the rear! You must not show yourself — —

Indeed, I must. Otherwise, they might mistake you or Sister Félicité or one of the children for me — —

Mr. Halkett! He had already started.

Yes? he replied, halting and glancing back; and found her already at his elbow.

Why were you shot at? she asked. I desire to know.

He looked her straight in the eyes:

I cant tell you why, Sister.

You say you are English, and that you are a friend to France. If that is true, then tell me who shot at you! Do you know?

In a general way, I suppose I do know.

Do you not trust a French Sister of Charity sufficiently to tell her?

What man would not trust a daughter of St. Vincent de Paul? he said pleasantly.

Then tell me. Perhaps I already guess. Has it to do with your knowledge of German advertisements?

He was silent.

You are evidently a British agent. Her deep, grey eyes grew more earnest. You are more! she said, clasping her hands with sudden conviction. I suspected it the first time I saw you — —

Please do not say to anybody what it is that you suspect — —

You are a British officer! she exclaimed.

Sister Eila; you could do me much harm by mentioning to others this belief of yours, or anything concerning this affair. And — do you remember that you once said you trusted me?

I said it — yes.

Do you still have confidence in me?

Their eyes met steadily.

Yes, she said. I believe you to be a friend to France, and to me. A slight flush edged the snowy wimple which framed the lovely oval of her face.

I am your friend; and I am a friend to France — I say as much as that to you. I say it because of what you are, and because — you are you. But ask me no more, Sister. For men of my profession there are confessionals as secret and as absolute in authority as those which shrive the soul.

He hesitated, his eyes shifted from her to the fresh flowers on the desk, which they had both gathered; he reached over and drew a white blossom from the glass.

May I take it with me?

She bent her head in silence.

Then he turned to go through the deadly doorway, carrying his flower in his hand; but, as he walked out into the sunshine, Sister Eila stepped swiftly in front of him, turned on the doorstep, screening him with extended arms.

This is the best way, she said. They ought to see quite clearly that I am a Sister of Charity, and they wont fire at me — —

But he tried to push her aside and spring past her:

Stand clear of me, for Gods sake! he said.

Wait — —

Sister! Are you insane?

You must be, Mr. Halkett — —

Keep away, I tell you — —

Please dont be rough with me — —

He tried to avoid her, but her strong, young hands had caught both his wrists.

They wont shoot at a Sister of Charity! she repeated.  — And I shall not permit them to murder you! Be reasonable! I am not afraid.

She held on to his wrists, keeping always between him and the distant glimmer of the river:

I shall walk to the road with you this way; dont try to shake me off; I am strong, I warn you! She was even laughing now. Please do not wriggle! Only schoolboys wriggle. Do you suppose I am afraid? Since when, Monsieur, have Sisters of Charity taken cover from the enemies of France?

This is shameful for me — —

You behave, as I have said, like a very bad schoolboy, Mr. Halkett — —

He tried vainly to place himself between her and the river, but could not disengage her grasp without hurting her. Then, over his shoulder, he saw three men come out of the river willows.

You shall not take this risk — — he insisted.

Please listen — —

I take no risk worth mentioning. It was you who would have walked out to face their fire — with that smile on your lips and a flower in your hand! Did you think that a Grey Sister would permit that? Soyez convenable, Monsieur. They will not fire while I am walking beside you. She looked over her shoulder. One of the men by the willows was raising a rifle.

They reached the highway at the same moment, and the roadside bank sheltered them. Here she released his arm.

I beg you to be a little reasonable, she said. You must leave Saïs at once. Promise me, Mr. Halkett — —

I cannot.

Why?

Sister, if I am really a soldier, as you suppose me to be, perhaps I have — orders — to remain at Saïs.

Have you? she asked frankly.

He turned and looked at her:

Yes, little comrade.

That is really serious.

It must not cause you any anxiety. I shall wriggle — as you say — out of this mess when the time comes. I may start tonight.

For London? Do you wriggle as far as that?

He said gravely:

You know more about me now from my own lips than I would admit, even prompted by a firing squad. I trusted you even before you faced death for me on that doorstep a moment ago. Did you see that man come out of the willows and level his rifle at us?

She said tranquilly:

We daughters of St. Vincent de Paul never heed such things.

I know you dont; I know what are your traditions. Many a Sister of your Order has fallen under rifle and shell fire on the battlefields of the world; many have died of the pest in hospitals; many have succumbed to exposure. The history of modern war is the history of the Grey Sisters. What you have just done, as a matter of course, is already part of that history. And so— he looked down at her crucifix and rosary— and so, Sister, and comrade, I shall tell you what it would not be possible for me to admit to any other living soul in France. Yes; I am a British officer on special and secret duty. I left the United States two weeks ago. Trouble began in Holland. I am now on my way to London. Orders came today halting me at Saïs. Enemies of France are annoying me — people who are becoming more desperate and more determined as the hours pass and the moment approaches swiftly when they can no longer hope to interfere with me. That moment will come when war is declared. It will be declared. I shall be very glad to arrive in England. Now I have told you almost everything, Sister Eila. My honor is in your keeping; my devotion is for my own country, for France — and for you.

I have made one vow of silence, she said simply. I shall make another — never to breathe one word of this.

You need not. Just say to me that you will not speak.

Her lovely face became as solemn as a childs:

I shall not speak, Mr. Halkett.

That settles it, he said. If it lay with me, Id trust you with every secret in our War Office! He checked himself, hesitated, then: Sister Eila, if anything happens to me, go to Mr. Warner and ask him for that envelope. There are sure to be British soldiers in France before very long. Give that envelope to some British officer.

After a moment she laughed:

Englishmen are odd — odd! They are just boys. They are delightful. I shall do what you ask.... And there is your inn.... Am I tired? I? Vous plaisantez, Monsieur! But, Mr. Halkett, what would be the object in your walking back with me? I should only have to walk back here again with you! It would continue ad infinitum.

They both laughed.

When trouble finally comes, and if I am hit, I pray I may lie in your ward, he said gayly.

Her smile faded:

I shall pray so, too, she said.

Id feel like a little boy safe in his own nursery, he added, still smiling.

I am — happy — to have you think of me in that way. Her smile glimmered anew in her eyes. I should be a devoted nurse. She made him a friendly little signal of adieu and turned away.

Hat in hand, he stood looking after the grey-blue figure under the snowy headdress.

At the turn of the road she looked back, saw him, still standing there; and again, from the distance, she made him a pretty gesture of caution and of farewell. Then the grassy bank hid her from view.

At the Inn of the Golden Peach, Warners Harem was already lunching. Through the open windows of the dining-room came a discreet clatter of tableware and crockery, and a breezy, cheery tumult like the chatter in an aviary.

Halkett, not fancying it, went around the house to the quiet garden. Here he wandered to and fro among the trees or stood about aimlessly, looking down at the flower beds where, kneeling beside Sister Eila, he had aided her to fill her ozier basket.

Later Warner found him seated under the arbor with Ariadne on his knee; and a few moments afterward the maid, Linette, served their luncheon.

Neither of the young men was very communicative, but after the dishes and cloth had been removed, and when Halkett, musing over his cigarette and coffee, still exhibited no initiative toward conversation, Warner broke the silence:

What about that shot? he asked bluntly.

What shot?

Dont you want to talk about it?

Halkett glanced up, amused:

Well, I suppose there was no hiding that bullet hole and the plaster dust from Sister Félicité.

Of course not. The bullet ripped out the lathing. Who was it fired at the school? Or was it at you they let go?

Didnt you ask Sister Eila?

I did. She absolutely refused to discuss it, and referred us both to you. It was no accident, was it?

No.

Somebody tried to get you?

It rather looked that way.

Our friends in the grey car, of course! concluded Warner.

Not necessarily. They have other friends who might be equally attentive to me. I dont know who shot at me. There were three of them over by the river.

Well, Halkett, dont you think you had better remain indoors for a while?

Id better, I suppose. He laughed. Honestly, Im sick of being shot at. One of these days theyll hit me, if theyre not very careful.

But Warner did not smile.

Do you promise to stay indoors? he insisted.

Ill see. Perhaps.

Dont you think it advisable for you to carry some sort of a firearm — one of my automatics, for example?

Thanks, old fellow. I think Ill do that, if you can spare a section of your artillery for a day or two.

Warner promptly fished an automatic out of his hip pocket, and Halkett took it and examined it.

So Im to do the Wild West business after all, he said gayly. Right you are, old chap. I know how its done; Ive read about it in your novels. You wait till your enemy takes a drop, then you get the drop! He laughed at his British joke. And, having no hip pocket, he stowed away the lumpy bluish weapon in a side pocket of his coat.

Now, dont let me interfere with your daily routine, he continued. I shall do very well here in the arbor while you lead your Harem toward the Olympian heights.

Sometimes I feel like pushing em off those cliffs, muttered Warner. All right; I fancy youll be snug enough in the garden, here with Ariadne, till I return. We shall have the whole house to ourselves after dinner. The Harem migrates to Ausone for overnight to do street sketches tomorrow, and returns the next morning for a general criticism. So if youll amuse yourself — —

I shall be quite comfortable, thanks. If anybody climbs the wall to pot me, well turn loose on em, this time — wont we, old girl? — caressing Ariadne, who had returned to his knee.

Half an hour afterward Warner went away in the wake of the Harem; and at the end of the second hour he gave them a final criticism before they started for Ausone.

Much good it did them; but they adored it; they even adored his sarcasms. For the Harem truly worshiped this young man — a fact of which he remained uncomfortably conscious, timidly aware that warier men than he had been landed by maidens less adept than they.

So it was with his usual sense of deep relief that he saluted the Harem, picked up his own kit and canvases, and wandered at hazard through a little poplar grove and out of it on the other edge.

A wild meadow, deep with tasseled grasses and field flowers, stretched away before him, where swallows sailed and soared and skimmed — where blue lupin, bouton dor, meadowsweet, and slender, silvery stems crowned with queens lace grew tall, and the heliotrope perfume of hidden hawkweed scented every fitful little wind.

But what immediately fixed his attention was a distant figure wading waist-deep amid the grasses — a slim, brilliant shape, which became oddly familiar as it drew nearer, moving forward with light and boyish grace, stirring within him vaguely agreeable recollections.

Then, in spite of her peasants dress, he recognized her; and he walked swiftly forward to meet her. The figure out there in the sunshine saw him coming and lifted one arm in distant recognition and salute.

They met in mid-meadow, Warner and the girl Philippa.

Her short skirt and low peasant bodice had faded to a rose-geranium tint; her white chemisette, laced with black, was open wide below the throat. Black velvet straps crossed it on the shoulders and around the cuffs. Her hair was tied with a big black silk bow.

How in the world did you come to be here? he asked, not yet releasing the eager, warm little hands so frankly clasped between both of his.

Philippa laughed with sheerest happiness:

Figurez-vous, Monsieur. I have been punting since early morning; and when I found myself so near to Saïs I was ready to drop with heat and fatigue: Mais, nimporte! Allons! I said to myself. Courage, little one! Very soon you shall see Mr. Warner painting a noble picture by the river! Et puis — — She tightened her clasp on his hands with an adorable laugh, Nous voici enfin ensemble — tous les deux — vous et moi! Et je suis bien content et bien fatiguée.

But, Philippa — how in the world do you propose to get back to Ausone tonight?

She shrugged, looked up as though protesting to the very skies:

I have this instant arrived, and his first inquiry is concerning my departure! That is not a very friendly welcome.

Philippa, I am glad to see you — —

It is time you said so — —

I thought you understood — —

The girl laughed:

I understand how glad I am to see you! She looked about her in the sunshine, and touched a tall blossom of queens lace with outstretched fingers.

How heavenly beautiful is this world of God! she said with that charming lack of self-consciousness which the skies of France seem to germinate even in aliens. I am very glad to see you, she repeated abruptly, and I am awaiting the expression of your sentiments.

Of course I am glad to see you, Philippa — —

That makes me quite happy. She smiled on him and then looked curiously at his painting kit. If you will choose your picture, she added, I shall sit beside you and watch you at your painting. It will be agreeable. We can converse.

So he chose a ferny spot at the woods edge, pitched his field easel and camp stool, and opened his color box; and Philippa seated herself cross-legged on the short grass beside him, gathering both slim ankles into her hands.

While he was fussing with his canvas, she sang to herself blithely, radiantly contented, rocking herself to and fro to the rhythm of her song:

Hussar en vedette,

What do you see?

The sun has set

And a voice is calling me

Across the Récollette,

Where the scented rushes fret

In the May winds breath — 

Et garde à vous, Hussar!

Tis the voice of Death!

Hussar en vedette,

What do you see?

The moon has set

And a white shape beckons me

Across the Récollette,

Where the scented rushes fret

In the night winds breath — 

Et garde à vous, Hussar!

Tis the shape of Death!



Singing away with the serene unconsciousness of a bird, rocking her lithe young body, and watching his every movement out of wide grey eyes, Philippa assisted at the artistic preparations with great content, missing nothing.

To squeeze color from tubes must be amusing, she remarked. I like to squeeze out tooth paste.

I am very sure, said Warner, that you accomplish more charming results with your tooth paste than I do with my colors.

The girl laughed, showing her snowy teeth:

Do you find them pretty, Monsieur?

Quite perfect, and therefore in keeping with the remainder of you, Philippa.

He really seems to mean it, she said, addressing a grasshopper which had alighted on her knee. And to Warner: Is my face sufficiently scrubbed to suit you?

He glanced down at her:

You have kept your word, havent you?

Ma foi! My word is my word.... Listen; I came to Saïs to see you; and partly because I have something to show you. It concerns your friend, I think.

Mr. Halkett?

Yes. After the fight in our cabaret there was much excitement, but when you had disappeared, and before the agents de police and the gendarmes arrived, I found on the floor under the overturned table a portfolio. In that portfolio was part of an unfinished letter. It is written in German. I could not read it; but, studying it, I recognized Mr. Halketts name written several times. So I said nothing to anybody, but I have brought it. Here it is.

She drew from her bosom a small leather pocketbook.

Before you examine it, she continued, I ought to tell you what really happened at the cabaret. Those men who attacked Mr. Halkett were in the employment of Monsieur Wildresse.

What! exclaimed Warner.

It is true. I was furious when I noticed them creeping up behind him. I realized instantly what they meant to do, and I cried out — too late. You ought to be told about this. Therefore, I came here to tell you.

And I desire to tell you more. The three men who were seated across the hall, and who attempted to pick a quarrel with Mr. Halkett, were provocative agents — Germans.

The patron knew them and interfered. Besides, he had his own ideas and his own ends to serve just then.

But I saw those three German agents whisper to a fourth — a stranger. And that man came and seated himself with three other men directly behind Mr. Halkett, where he stood while you were talking to me — —

Philippa, he interrupted with blunt impatience, I dont understand all this that you are saying to me. Give me that letter if it concerns Mr. Halkett.

The girl colored painfully.

Please dont speak rudely to me, she said. I am trying to behave honestly — —

Im sorry. I didnt mean to speak roughly. Please continue.

Yes; it is better you should know what happened before you read this letter. Well, then, the men who attacked Mr. Halkett naturally got away; the patron attended to that. Naturally, also, he desired to have people believe that the German agents were responsible for the fight, and they were, therefore, detained by Monsieur Wildresse and were asked for an explanation. Then they declared that Mr. Halkett was a British spy, and that they were Belgian police agents with full authority to arrest him in France. Which was a lie, of course, but it served its purpose by increasing the tumult.

Did they say that they were Belgians?

Yes. I heard them. They lied. There was much confusion and shouting — everybody crowding around and disputing. The three Germans pushed their way toward the door; nobody knew whether or not to stop them. She shrugged. They were gone before people could make up their minds. And, as usual, the police came in too late. Now you know all there is to tell about what happened after you left the cabaret.

Warner laid aside his brushes, looked curiously at the portfolio which she held out to him, hesitated, then opened it and drew out three pages of a letter in German, but written in English script. Evidently it was an unfinished fragment of a letter. He translated it rather freely and without any great difficulty:

— were followed from New York by this man, Halkett, and a companion of his named Gray. Disembarking at Antwerp and going immediately to room No. 23 in the Hôtel St. Antoine, according to instructions, we walked directly into a trap, prepared for us, no doubt, by a wireless message sent from the steamer by the individual, Halkett. Schmidt was knocked flat on his back and lay unconscious; me they hurled violently on the bed; my face was covered with a pillow, my legs and arms held as in a vise, while they ripped my clothing from me and then literally tore it to shreds in their search for the papers I carried.

In the lining of my vest they found the information and drawings which we had been at such pains and danger to secure from the Yankee War Department. And now the Yankee Government will find out who has been robbing it.

Unless we can overtake these individuals, Halkett and Gray, the loss to us must be irreparable, as we dared not study the plans and formula on board ship, nor even venture to trust in the security of our stateroom, believing that British agents might be on board and watching. God knows they were.

I regret deeply that we did not suspect Halkett and Gray.

Also, the ships officers, crew, stewards, wireless operator — all evidently were our enemies and in willing collusion with these two Englishmen.

Gray, on his motor cycle, left Antwerp for Brussels. We shall watch him and prevent his meeting Halkett in France. We fear they have divided the papers between them.

Our orders are to use our own discretion. Therefore, I repeat that Gray shall not live to meet Halkett.

As for Halkett, he undoubtedly has some of the papers on his person. We missed him in Holland by accident; we unfortunately failed in the city of Luxembourg, because he was too crafty to cross the viaduct, but slept that night in a water mill under the walls in the lower city.

We traced him to Diekirch, but missed him again, twice, although Schmidt, who was posted further along on the narrow-gauge line, fired at him as a last resort. For, as you point out, it is better that France should come into possession of the Harkness shell than that the British Admiralty should control it. The very existence of our fleet is now at stake. France is slow to accept foreign inventions; but England is quick as lightning.

So, if necessary, we shall take extreme measures in regard to Halkett and Gray, and stand the chances that we may secure their papers and get back to Berlin before the French police interfere.

And if we fail to get away, well, at least England shall not profit by the Harkness shell.

Meier and Hoffman are following Gray; we are now leaving for Ausone, and hope to find Halkett somewhere in that vicinity.

I am writing this with difficulty, as the road is not what it ought to be, and the wind is disconcerting. Esser is acting as chauffeur —— 

And there the letter ended.


CHAPTER X
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PHILIPPA WAS PLAITING grass stems when he finished his examination of the letter. And while she deftly braided boutons dor among the green blades, she continued under her breath the song of the Vidette, casting an occasional side glance upward at him, where he sat on his camp stool studying the written fragments.

At length, seeing that he had finished, she tossed aside the flowering rope of grass, set her elbows on her knees, her rounded chin on her hands, and regarded him inquiringly, as though, for the moment, she had done with childish things.

It is a letter which urgently concerns Mr. Halkett, he nodded coolly. Shall I give it to him?

Please.

He pocketed the portfolio, hesitated, glanced at his watch, then, with an absent-minded air, began to pack up his painting kit. As he unhooked his toile he looked around at her.

Philippa, he said, if you are going to punt back to Ausone, isnt it nearly time you started?

Arent you going to paint any more? she asked, smiling.

No. I think I had better find Mr. Halkett and show him this letter.

But — I have come all the way from Ausone to pay you a visit! explained the girl in hurt surprise. Didnt you want to see me?

Certainly I want to see you, he replied smilingly. But to punt up stream to Ausone this afternoon is going to take you quite a long while — —

As for that, she remarked, it need not concern us. I am not going back to Ausone.

Not going back!

Listen, please. Monsieur Wildresse and I have had a disagreement — —

Nonsense!

No, a serious disagreement. I am not going back to Ausone. Shall I tell you all about it?

Yes, but listen to me, Philippa. You cant run away from your home merely because you have had a disagreement with your Patron and guardian.

Shall I tell you why we disagreed?

If you choose. But that doesnt justify you in running away from your home.

The girl shook her head:

You dont yet understand. In our café the French Government compels us to spy on certain strangers and to report whatever we can discover. Always it disgusted me to do such a thing. Now I shall not be obliged to do it any more, because I am never going back to the Cabaret de Biribi.

Do you mean to say that you and Monsieur Wildresse are in the secret service of your Government? he asked, astonished.

That is too dignified an explanation. I have been an informer since I was seventeen.

A — a paid informer?

I dont know whether the Government pays Monsieur Wildresse.

But he doesnt do such things for the pleasure of doing them.

Pleasure? It is an abominable profession! It is unclean.

Then why do you do it? he demanded, amazed.

I am not perfectly sure why. I know that the Patron is afraid of the Government. That, I suppose, is why we have been obliged to take orders from them.

Afraid? Why?

Its partly on Jacques account — his sons. If we do what they ask of us they say that they wont send him to New Caledonia. But I believe it is all blague. She looked up at Warner out of her troubled grey eyes. Espionage — that has been my metier since I was taken out of school — to listen in the cabaret, to learn to keep my eyes open, to relate to the Patron whatever I saw or heard concerning any client the Government desired him to watch.... Do you think that is a very pleasant life for a young girl?

His face became expressionless.

Not very, he said. Go on.

She said thoughtfully:

It is a horrible profession, Mr. Warner. Why should I continue it? Are there no police? Why should I, Philippa Wildresse, do their dirty work? Can you explain? Alors, I have asked myself that many, many times. Today, at last, I have answered my own question: I shall never again play the spy for anybody! Cest fini! Voilà!

Warner remained silent.

Why, it is revolting! she exclaimed. Figurez-vous, Monsieur! I was even signaled to spy upon you! Can you conceive such a thing?

On me? he repeated, bewildered and angry.

Certainly. That is why I danced with you. I am permitted to dance only with clients under observation.

Her unflattering candor sent a flush to his face. His latent vanity had been rather rudely surprised.

Afterward, she continued, I knew you could not be the man they wanted — —

What man did they want?

Somebody who had stolen documents in America, I believe. But I was sure that you were honest.

Why?

Philippa lifted her grey eyes:

Because you were honest with me.

How, honest?

You did not make love to me. Dishonest men always regard women as a pastime. To make advances is the first thing I expect from them. I am never disappointed. All men are more or less dishonest — excepting you.

This is a sorry school you have been brought up in, he said grimly.

Do you mean that I have had my schooling by observing life?

Yes — a life in a cabaret full of rastaoqueres and cocottes — a rather limited and sordid outlook, Philippa. The world lies outside.

Still — it is life. Even a cocotte is part of life.

So is disease. But it isnt all there is in life.

Nor is life in a cabaret all corruption. A cabaret is merely the world in miniature; all types pass in and out; they come and go as souls are born and go: the door opens and closes; one sees a new face, one loses it. It is much like birth and death.

She made an unconsciously graceful gesture toward the white clouds overhead.

A cabaret, she went on seriously, is a republic governed by the patron, audited by the caissière, policed by waiters. Everybody goes there — even you, Monsieur. All languages are spoken there, all questions discussed, all theories aired, all passions ventilated. Every trait of human nature is to be observed there; the germ of every comedy; the motive of every tragedy.... Yet, as you say, it is a saddening school.... Wisdom is too early acquired there. One learns too quickly and too completely in such a school. Such an education means precocity. It foreshadows the early death of youth, Monsieur.... If I remain there, all that is still young in me will die, now, very quickly.

You poor child!

She shrugged her shoulders.

Therefore, she said, I am leaving. Now do you understand?

He sat looking at her, wondering uneasily at her intelligence and her ability to express herself. Here was a maturity of mind unexpected in this girl. So far it had not visibly altered the youth of her, nor impaired her sweetness and honesty.

In spite of the appalling surroundings amid which she had matured, her mind and heart still remained young.

Biting a tasselled grass stem reflectively, she sat thinking for a few moments, then she reverted to the subject of Wildresse and his son.

I am convinced that it is all blague, she repeated,  — this threat of Noumea. Unless Jacques misbehaves very seriously in Biribi, nobody can send him to La Nouvelle. Besides, if his father chooses to oblige the Government, what does it matter about me? No; I have had enough of degradation. An hour on the river with you was enough to settle it.

But what do you intend to do, Philippa? he inquired.

She looked up at him with her winning smile:

I came to ask you that. Please tell me what I am to do.

You must not ask me — —

Of course. You are the first man who ever pleased me. You please me more and more. Why should I not come to you in my perplexity and say, What am I to do, my friend?

He reddened at that; found nothing to answer. The sudden and grotesque responsibility which this young girl was so lightly placing upon his shoulders might have amused if it had not disconcerted him. But it did not disconcert her.

What am I to do, Mr. Warner? she repeated with a smile of perfect confidence.

Why, I dont know, Philippa. What can you do down here at Saïs?

Tell me! she insisted with undisturbed serenity.

You couldnt very well remain here. You will have to go back to Ausone and consider this matter more seriously — —

Ah, ça — non! I shall not go back!

What do you propose to do?

She bit her grass stem:

I dont know. I have my trunk in the punt — —

What!

Certainly, I brought my effects! I have some money — not very much. I shall go to the inn and remain there until you have decided what it is best for me to do.

The situation began to strike him as sufficiently ludicrous — the tragic mask is always on the verge of a grin — but he did not feel like smiling.

For a few minutes he occupied himself with collecting, strapping, and slinging his kit; and when he was ready to go, he looked down at the girl Philippa, where she was seated watching him out of her trustful grey eyes.

I can employ you as a model, he said, until Monsieur Wildresse sends for you. What do you think of the idea?
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I can employ you as a model, he said

As a — a model, Monsieur? she stammered.

Yes. You could pose for me, if you like.

A delicate scarlet flush slowly mounted to her hair.

Perplexed, he watched her.

Dont you like the idea? And suddenly he divined what was troubling her. Not that sort of model, he said, amused. You shall wear your clothes, Philippa.

Oh.... Yes, I should like it, I think.

Its about the only excuse which would enable you to remain at the inn until you have come to some conclusion regarding your future, he explained.

A painter may always have his models? It is expected, is it not?

Oh, yes, that is always understood. But nobody would understand your coming to live at the Golden Peach merely because you and I happened to be good friends, he added laughingly.

I understand, she said in a grave voice. I am to be your model, not your friend.

He nodded carelessly, looking away from her. After a moment, he lighted a cigarette. It relieved him considerably to recollect that the Harem had gone to Ausone.

Now, he said, if you are ready to walk back to the inn with me, Ill explain you to Madame Arlon, the patronne.

And my punt? she inquired, rising from the grass.

Oh, Lord! I forgot.

My trunk is in it.

Where is your punt?

She pointed across the meadow to where the river sparkled:

It is my own punt; the Lys. I took nothing from Monsieur Wildresse that did not belong to me. It will be agreeable for us to have a punt here, will it not?

Very, he said uneasily.

They turned eastward across the blossoming meadow, over which already the swallows were soaring in their late afternoon flight. A vanneau or two rose from moist spots, protesting, and flapping away on greenish-bronze wings; a bécassine went off like a badly-balanced arrow, and his flat, raucous, squack! squack! rang through the sunny silence. Higher, higher his twisting flight carried him toward the sky, where he dwindled to a speck and vanished; but out of the intense blue zenith his distant cry still rang long after he had disappeared from the range of human vision.


CHAPTER XI

[image: img653.jpg]

WHEN WARNER AND the girl Philippa arrived at the Golden Peach, they found that Madame Arlon, profiting by the prospective temporary absence of the Harem, had gone to visit relatives near Nancy for a day or two. But Linette smilingly took charge of Philippa and her luggage.

Warner, entering the southern end of the walled garden, discovered Halkett at the other extremity, still seated under the latticed arbor. A letter lay spread upon the table beside his elbow. Over this letter, with pencil and paper, he pored as though he were working out a problem in hieroglyphics.

But when Warner appeared, the Englishman leisurely folded and pocketed the papers on which he had been working, nodded pleasantly, and handed to Warner a copy of the Petit Journal dAusone.

It came after you left, he said. Theres nothing really new in it — Germanys ultimatum to Russia, thats about all.... I am feeling rather anxious about a friend of mine, Reginald Gray. He was to have arrived here last night or early this morning on his motor cycle. No word has come from him personally, and it is now nearly night again.

Warner seated himself, glanced over the inky little provincial newspaper, then laid it aside. There was in its columns nothing definite concerning the threatened rupture of the peace of Europe.

Halkett, he said almost solemnly, this crime with which they say our civilization is menaced can never be consummated. There will be no World War, because the world dares not acquiesce in such an outrage. The eleventh hour has struck, I know; but salvation exists only because there is a twelfth hour on the dial; otherwise the preordained end of everything would be hell.

Halkett smiled slightly.

Ive just had another letter, he said. Im likely to remain here for a few days more.... Which means only one thing.

What does it mean?

War.

Warner smiled incredulously.

Anyway, there will be one compensation for the general smash if you remain here, he said gayly.

Youre very good to take it that way.... You and I — and to hell with the Deluge! But his face sobered while the jest was spoken; he leaned rather wearily on the iron table and rested his forehead in one hand. I wish I knew what has happened to Reginald Gray, he repeated.

What is it that worries you about your friend Gray?

His cap was picked up on the highway five miles southeast of Saïs.

How could you know that?

I have just learned it by telephone, through a certain source of information.

Did you learn anything more?

There was a little blood on the road.

Warner remained silent.

Also, continued Halkett thoughtfully, a motor cycle had skidded up the bank.... But no signs of a serious accident could be discovered — merely the ragged swathe cut through soft earth and rank vegetation.... If Gray met with an accident, he must have mended his machine, remounted, and continued his course — wherever he was going — unless somebody picked up him and his wheel and took them away.... I cant understand this affair. It bothers me.

The chances are that your friend Gray had a rather bad spill, suggested Warner, and no doubt youll hear from him, or about him, before morning.

I ought to, certainly. He filled and lighted his pipe; Warner rose and began to pace the garden path rather nervously. Presently he came back to where the Englishman sat brooding over his pipe and nursing Ariadne.

Halkett, he said abruptly, you remember that girl Philippa in the Café Biribi?

The Englishman looked up inquiringly.

Well, she is here.

At the inn?

Yes. I met her down in the big river meadow this afternoon, and she calmly informed me that she had left home for good.

Run away?

Run away. Taken the key of the fields. Beat it for keeps. How does that strike you?

Any particular reason? inquired Halkett indifferently.

Why, yes. The child has been used by the secret police to spy on people in the Café Biribi.

Halketts eyes opened at that.

Warner went on:

That old rascal, Wildresse, it seems, is nothing but a paid informer. He forced this girl Philippa to engage in the same filthy business. She even admitted that old Wildresse had set her on me! No doubt he had decided to watch you himself. And do you know what I think?

Halkett was very wide-awake now. He said:

I believe I do know what you are thinking. And I believe you are pretty nearly right.

That the assault on you was merely a local matter instigated by Wildresse?

It wouldnt surprise me.

I think it was, too. Some of his thugs did it. He had made up his mind about you. But somebody must have tipped him off to watch you.

Probably.

I am sure of it. The three German-appearing men who tried to pick a quarrel with you over the Archdukes murder were not the men who tried to frisk you for your papers. They were provocative agents in the pay of a foreign government — hired opportunists who were expected to pick something of value out of any confusion attending a general row fomented by themselves.

Who told you that?

Philippa.

Halkett, now thoroughly interested, looked keenly at Warner through the thin haze of his pipe.

These three agents, continued Warner, were certainly in close communication with the men who have been following you. And at least one of those men was seated at the table directly behind you when Wildresses thugs tried to frisk you for documents. So you see that Wildresse, prodded by the French secret police, and these provocative agents, prodded by the people who are following you, who, in turn, are spurred by the German Government, were all playing at cross purposes, but with you as a common objective. A fine nest of intrigue I led you into when I took you to the Cabaret de Biribi! Im terribly sorry, Halkett. But I believe that some good has come out of that mess — a fragment of a letter, written in German, which Philippa gave me in the meadow this afternoon.

She found it under the wrecked table behind you. Nobody has seen it except myself and Philippa; and the child cannot read much German. But, studying it and seeing your name in the letter, she was clever enough to bring it to me. Here it is. He laid it on the table under the Englishmans eyes.

While Halkett remained absorbed in his translation, Warner paced the garden, deeply occupied with his own uneasy cogitations. After a little while Halkett spoke to him in an altered voice, and he turned and came swiftly back to the arbor.

The Englishman, looking up, said gravely:

Concerning myself, there seems to remain now nothing worth concealing from you.... Perhaps you had better know the truth. I happen to be an officer temporarily serving with the Intelligence Department; I had just been assigned to duty in New York when the Harkness shell was stolen. The general alarm went out. Gray, a brother officer, and I chanced to stumble on evidence which sent us aboard an Antwerp steamer. Our birds were aboard. We pulled every string available, and, passing over the details of the affair, he and I managed to recover the drawings, specifications, and formula which had been stolen. Some of these papers are in that envelope.

Every German agent in Europe knows we have them. My Government, for some reason or other, instructs me to remain here for the present. As Gray and I are known, doubtless somebody will appear and take the drawings out of our hands, because the chances are that Id be murdered before I reached Calais. That is the situation, Warner.

Has Gray any of the drawings?

He has.

I understand.

And that is why I am worrying about Gray. Theyd not hesitate to kill him if they thought there was a chance that he had any of the papers.

Warner said:

They couldnt have killed him. A crime on the public highway cannot remain undiscovered very long.

Halkett sat thoughtfully stroking Ariadne. Presently he looked up with a slight smile.

Well, what are you going to do with the girl Philippa? he inquired.

Now, what do you think of a situation like this? demanded Warner, half laughing, half vexed. I told her to go home. She positively refuses. You cant blame the child. The dirty business there has disgusted her. This seems to be a final revolt. But — what would you do if a young girl wished herself on you?

I havent the faintest idea, said Halkett, intensely amused.

Warner reddened.

I havent either, he said. All I can think of is to use her as a model — give her a small salary until she finds something to do.

Are you going to use her for a model?

I suppose so, until somebody comes after her to take her back.

Suppose nobody comes? suggested Halkett mischievously.

Well, Im not going to adopt her, thats certain, insisted the other. Poor little thing! he added.  — Her instincts seem to be decent. Who could blame a young girl for sickening of such a life and cutting away on her own hook? Thats a rotten joint, that Cabaret de Biribi. And as for that old villain, Wildresse, it wouldnt surprise me at all if he were playing the dirty game from both ends — German and French. Informers are often traitors.

Very frequently.

Spies also have that reputation, I believe — except in romantic fiction, said Warner.

They usually deserve it, returned Halkett. Generally speaking, they are a scum recruited from low pubs and brothels. Rarely does any reputable person enter that profession except in line of military duty or in time of war.

Servants, waiters, chauffeurs, those are the most respectable classes of secret agents. But the demi-monde and their hangers-on furnish the majority of those popularly supposed to represent people of position who play the rôle of international spy. They are a rummy lot, Warner.

It is very, very seldom in Occidental drawing-rooms that such practices prevail. A woman of position very rarely becomes a paid agent of that sort. Diplomats and attachés who are pumped and victimized are usually the dupes of socially disreputable people. Society in England and in Western Europe rarely entertains such a favorite of fiction as a paid Government spy; nor are such people very often recruited from its ranks. East of the Danube it is different.

They sat for a while smoking, Halkett lavishing endearments upon Ariadne who never failed to respond, Warner musing on what Halkett had said and wondering exactly what duties the Military Intelligence Department of any Government might include.

No doubt, like the Government, it employs spies, and, like the Government, never admits the fact.

For among all outcasts so vitally necessary to autocracy and militarism, the spy is the most pitiable: in time of peace no authority admits employing him; in time of war, his fate, if taken, is as certain as that his own Government will disown him. Eternally repudiated, whether of respectable or disreputable antecedents, honest or otherwise, patriotic or mercenary, the world has only one opinion to express concerning spies, although it often cackles over their adventures and snivels over their fate.

Perhaps Halkett was musing on these things, for presently he took his pipe from his mouth and said:

To my knowledge, we British never employ spies in America. Your Government, I know, never employs them anywhere in time of peace. All other Governments do. Europe swarms with them. If I were in Germany today, Id be considered a spy. Theyd follow me about and lock me up on the first excuse — or without any excuse at all. And if we chanced to be at war with Germany, and I were caught, theyd certainly shoot me because I have recovered stolen property.

Theyd execute you because you are not in uniform?

Certainly. Id not stand a ghost of a chance. So I shall be rather glad that Im in France when war comes.

You are so certain it is coming?

Absolutely, my dear fellow. Probably it will be declared tomorrow.

I cannot believe it, Halkett.

I can scarcely believe it myself. But — I know it is coming. And it is coming from the north.

Through Belgium?

Exactly.

And the treaty?

I have already told you how Germany regards such agreements. Shell kill that treaty with just as much emotion as shed experience in assassinating a fly. Its a rotten outlook, Warner. The eleventh hour has passed.

They smoked for a while in silence, then:

Where is your little protégée? asked Halkett, making an effort to shake off his depression.

Linette is making her comfortable. When Madame Arlon returns from Nancy I shall tell her to look out for the child. Shes in her room, unpacking, I suppose.

Did she even bring her boxes? asked the Englishman, greatly amused.

Yes, she did. And I dont know what on earth she intends to do for a living when I go back to Paris. Im sorry for her, but she cant expect me to travel about France with her — —

He checked himself abruptly; Halkett also looked up.

The girl Philippa had entered the further end of the garden.

She came slowly forward through the rosy evening light, straight and slim in her girlish gown of white, unrelieved except by a touch or two of black, and by the coppery splendor of her hair.

She halted in the path a little way from the arbor, evidently aware that somebody was within.

Are you there, Monsieur Warner? she asked in her sweet, childish voice.

He got up with a glance of resignation at Halkett, and went to meet her. Halkett, from the arbor, noticed the expression of her face when Warner appeared, and he continued to observe the girl with curious attention.

She had instinctively laid her hands in Warners, detaining him naïvely, and looking up into his face with an honesty too transparent to mistake.

I miss you very much, she said, even for a few minutes. I hastened my toilet to rejoin you.

That is very sweet of you, Philippa — — He didnt know what else to say; felt the embarrassment warm on his face — chagrin, shyness, something of both, perhaps — and a rather helpless feeling that he was acquiescing in an understanding which already was making him very uneasy.

Come in to the arbor, he said. Mr. Halkett is there.

She slipped her arm through his. Halkett saw both their faces as they approached, and, watching Warner for a moment, he felt inclined to laugh. But in this young girls eyes there was something that checked his amusement. A man does not laugh at the happy and serious eyes of childhood.

So he rose and paid his respects to Philippa with pleasant formality; she seated herself between the two men.

The last pink rays of the sun fell across the little iron table, flooding the garden with an enchanted light: already the evening perfume of clove pinks had become exquisitely apparent; a belated bumblebee blundered out of the reseda and, rising high in the calm air, steered his bullet flight into the west. Ariadne, on the table, stretched herself, yawned, and looked about her, now thoroughly awake for the rest of the night.

Minette! murmured Philippa, caressing her and laying her cheek against the soft fur.

You are sunburned, remarked Halkett.

And badly freckled, Monsieur — — She looked mischievously at Warner, laughed at their secret agreement concerning cosmetics, then turned again to Halkett:

You have heard, I suppose, of the happy understanding between Mr. Warner and me?

I think so, said Halkett, subduing an inclination to laugh.

The future, for me, is entirely secure, continued Philippa happily. I am permitted to assist Mr. Warner in his art. It is a very wonderful future, Mr. Halkett, destined for me without doubt by God. She added, half to herself: And a lifetime on my knees would be too short a time to thank Him in.

Both men became silent and constrained, Warner feeling more helpless than ever in the face of such tranquil confidence; Halkett remembering what Warner had once said about the soul of Philippa — but still pleasantly and gently inclined to skepticism concerning this fille de cabaret.

Philippa, leaning forward on the table between them, joined her slender hands and looked at Warner.

It is pleasant to be accepted as a friend by such men as you are, she said thoughtfully.... I have met other gentlemen of your station in life, now and then. But their attitude toward me has been different from yours.... I once supposed that, in a cabaret, all men resembled each other where women were concerned. I have been very happily mistaken.

Warner said:

A man scarcely expects to see more than one sort of woman in a cabaret.

Yet, you were not astonished to see me, were you?

Yes, he said, I was astonished.

You did not seem to be.

Warner glanced at Halkett:

Do you remember what I once said about Philippas soul?

The Englishman smiled at Philippa:

As soon as Mr. Warner saw you he said to me that your soul was as clean as a flame.... I was slower to understand you.

The girl turned swiftly to Warner:

What a heavenly thing for a man to say about a woman! And my lips painted scarlet — and I a caissière de cabaret — — Her voice broke childishly; she sprang to her feet and stood looking through the starting tears at the last level rays of the sun.

Standing so, unstirring till the tears dried, she presently turned and resumed her chair; and, after a few moments silence, she dropped her elbows on the table again and clasped her hands under her chin.

She said, not looking at either of the men:

I have thought of becoming a nun. But it is too late. Cloisters make awkward inquiries and search records; no Sisterhood of any order I ever heard of would admit to a novitiate any girl who has served five years where I have served.... And so — until I saw you — I did not know what was to become of me — —

She lifted her grey eyes to Warner. They were starry with recent tears. Her chin rested on her clasped hands, her enchanted gaze on him.

Halkett was first to move and make an effort:

Yes, it was perhaps time to cut away, he muttered. Anything we can do — very glad, Im sure.

Certainly, said Warner. There are a lot of agreeable young women in my class who will be interested to know you when they return from Ausone day after tomorrow — —

Philippa turned swiftly toward him:

I do not wish any woman to know what I have been! You wouldnt tell them, would you?

No, of course not — if you feel that way, he said. Only I — it occurred to me — some protection — some countenance — understanding — from other women — —

I desire none. I want only your friendship.

But how am I going to explain you — —

You are a painter. I am your model. Is not that sufficient explanation?

Yes — if you desire to be so regarded — permanently — —

I do. My privacy will then remain my own. I permit nobody to invade it — excepting you.

Very well, if you feel that way.... Only, you are — attractive, Philippa — and I am rather afraid you might not be understood — —

She shrugged her shoulders:

For five years I have not been understood. Do you know that men have even thrown dice for me, so certain were they that they understood me? I am accustomed to it. But I am not accustomed to women — I mean to your kind. I distrust them; possibly I am afraid of them. Anyway, their interest in me would be unwelcome. It is your friendship I want. Nothing else matters.

You are wrong, Philippa. Other things do matter. No woman can go it alone, disdainful of other womens opinions.

I have always been alone.

Warner said patiently:

I should not do anything without first consulting you.

I feel very sure that you would not. She smiled at him trustfully, her cheek on her linked fingers; then her gaze grew absent. The last sun ray lingered on her hair, turning it to fiery bronze. Under it her grey eyes gazed absently into the future, filled now, for her, with iridescent castles and peopled with vaguely splendid images — magic scenes that young and lonely hearts evoke out of the very emptiness of their isolation.

And in the center of the phantom pageant always appeared Warner, her friend, endowed with all the mystery and omniscience with which a young girls heart invests the man who first awakens it to irregularity — who first interferes with the long monotony of its virgin rhythm.

Halkett, a little keener of the two — a little more sensitive, if more reticent — said pleasantly:

Perhaps you might prefer to dine out here with us, Philippa. The Ha — the class, I mean — banquets and carouses in the dining-room, when it is here.

Of course I wish to dine with you! I said so to Linette before I came out here. It is all arranged.

Halkett laughed. At the same moment, Linette came out with the tray.

A bright afterglow still lingered in the zenith when their leisurely dinner had ended; and in the garden the mellow light was beginning to make objects exquisitely indistinct.

Halkett, smoking in silence, was evidently thinking about his friend Gray, for, when Linette came to remove the cloth and coffee cups, and to say that some gentlemen on motor cycles were at the garden gate inquiring for Mr. Halkett, the young Englishman rose with a quick sigh of relief and walked swiftly to the heavy, green door under the arch in the garden wall.

As he laid his hand on the latch, he turned toward Warner:

Ill bring Gray in directly, he called back; and opened the door and stepped out into the dusk.

At the same instant Warner rose to his feet, listening; then he ran for the green door. As he reached it, the heavy little door burst open; Halkett sprang inside, slid the big iron bolt into place, turned and warned the American aside with upflung hand.

Keep Philippa out of range of the door! he called across the garden, drawing his automatic at the same time and springing backward. Dont stand in a line with that green door — —

A volley of pistol shots cut him short.


CHAPTER XII
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THE GREEN DOOR in the garden wall had been perforated by a dozen bullets from outside before the first heavy crash came, almost shaking it from its hinges.

Warner had already whipped out his own automatic; Halkett pushed him aside across a flower bed.

Keep out of this! he said. Its my affair — —

Im damned if it is! retorted Warner. Ill settle that question once for all! And he leveled his automatic and sent a stream of lead through the green door in the wall.

No more blows fell on it, but all over it, from top to bottom, white splinters flew while bullets poured through it from outside.

You are wrong to involve yourself, insisted Halkett, raising his voice to dominate the racket of the automatics. They want only me.

So do I, Halkett. And Ive got you and mean to keep you. Blood is the thicker, you know.

Philippa came from the arbor, carrying the badly frightened cat with difficulty.

Is it really war? she asked calmly, while Ariadne alternately cowered and struggled.

Just a little private war, said Halkett. And you had better go into the house at once — —

You and I should go, also, added Warner, if there are more than two men out there.

I saw at least half a dozen beyond the wall. You are quite right, Warner; we couldnt hope to hold this garden. But I dislike to go into a strange house and invite assault on other peoples property — just to save my own hide — —

Keep out of range! interrupted Warner sharply, taking him by the arm and following Philippa around the garden toward the rear of the house.

The back door was iron, armed with thick steel bolts; the neighborhood of the quarry rendering such defenses advisable. Warner shot all three bolts, then passed rapidly through the kitchen to the front door and secured it, while Halkett went to the telephone. The nearest gendarmes were at Ausone.

Linette, the chambermaid and waitress, and Magda, the cook, had followed Halkett and Philippa from the pantry through the kitchen to the front hallway. They had heard the noisy fusillade in the garden. Curiosity seemed to be their ruling emotion, but even that was under control.

Is it the Prussians, Messieurs? asked Linette calmly. Has the war really begun? Her face, and Magdas too, seemed a trifle colorless in the failing evening light, but her voice was steady.

Magda, said Warner, the men outside our garden who fired at Mr. Halkett are certainly Germans. He and I mean to keep them out of this house if they attempt to enter it. So you and Linette had better go very quietly to the cellar and remain there, because there may be some more firing — —

I? The cellar! When Prussians are outside! exclaimed Magda. Ma foi! I think Linette and I can be of better use than hiding in the cellar. Linette! Set water to boil in both kettles! I have my dishes to wash. The Prussians had better not interfere with me when I have dishes to wash!

Keep away from the windows, added Warner to Linette. There are iron bars on all the lower windows, arent there?

Yes, Monsieur Warner. If the front door holds, they cannot get in.

Halkett, at the telephone, called back through the dim hallway to Warner:

Somebody has cut the telephone wire. I cant do anything with the instrument!

Philippa, still clasping Ariadne, had betrayed no sign of fear or excitement.

If somebody would tell me what to do, she began — but Warner quickly drew her into the office of the inn, which was really the inner café and bar.

Stay here, he said. Those men outside might open fire on us at any moment. Dont go near a window. Do you promise?

The girl seated herself obediently and began to stroke the cat, her eyes serenely fixed on Warner.

Halkett had gone to the floor above to lurk by one of the windows giving on the garden. When Warner came up with a box of cartridge clips, the Englishman, filling his pockets, remarked quietly:

Theyre over the wall already, and dodging about among the fruit trees — four of them. There were two others. Perhaps you had better keep an eye on the front door, if you really insist on being mixed up with this mess Im in.

Do you suppose those fellows will be silly enough to attack the house? asked the American incredulously.

Halkett nodded:

They are desperate, you see. I can understand why. They know that war is likely to be declared within the next few hours. If they dont get me now they wont stand much chance later. Thats why Im prepared for anything on their part.

Warner walked swiftly back toward the front, cutting the cords of the latticed window blinds in every room, so that they fell full length.

No lights in the house! he called down over the banisters; and keep away from the windows, everybody! Philippa, do you hear me?

I understand; I shall tell them to light no candles, came the untroubled voice of Philippa.

Are you all right down there?

Yes, I am. But the cat is still quite frightened, poor darling.

In spite of his anxiety, Warner laughed as he reloaded.

Outdoors there still remained sufficient light to see by. Flat against the wall, pistol in hand, he cautiously reconnoitered the dusky roadway in front of the house, then, leaning further out, he ventured to look down between lattice and sill at the doorstep below. A mound of dry hay had been piled against the door.

Get out of there! he shouted, catching a glimpse of two shadowy figures skulking toward the doorway arch.

His reply was a red flash which split the dusk, another, and another; the window glass above him flew into splinters under the shower of bullets; the persiennes jerked and danced.

But the men who stood pouring bullets in his direction had been obliged to drop double armfuls of faggots. One of these men, still firing as he ran, took cover behind a poplar tree across the road; the other man flattened himself against the wall of the house, so far under the door arch that no shot could reach him from an upper window unless the marksman exposed himself.

Standing so, he lighted a chemical match and tossed it, flaring, on the heap of hay piled high against the door; and almost at the same instant a boilerful of hot water splashed through the bars of the lower window beside him, scalding and soaking him; and he bounded out into the road with a yell of astonishment and pain.

The hay, instantly on fire, sent a cloud of white thick smoke billowing along the façade of the house, then burst into flame; but Linette and Magda dashed water on it from the lower windows, and the red blaze leaped and died.

Then, from the rear of the house, the dry rattle of Halketts automatic broke out, and the pattering racket of pistol shots redoubled when other automatics crackled from the garden. Thick as hailstones pelting a tin roof the bullets clanged on the iron rear door, filling the house with deafening dissonance.

Halkett, peering out through his lattice into the dusk, ceased firing. A few moments longer the door reëchoed the bullets impact; then all sound ceased, the silence still vibrating metallic undertones.

Prowling from window to window, Warner, pistol lifted, peered warily from the shelter of the lowered lattice blinds.

One man still crouched behind the poplar tree; the other, he thought, was lying in the long grass of the roadside ditch.

Are you all right, Halkett? he called back through the stinging fumes of the smokeless powder which filled the hallway.

Quite fit, thanks. How is it with you?

Still gayly on the job. I didnt hit anybody. I didnt try to.

Nor I. Did you ever see such obstinacy and determination? Very German, isnt it?

Perfectly.... Theyre keeping rather too quiet to suit me. What do you suppose theyre up to?

But neither he nor the Englishman could discover any movement or hear any sound around the house. And it had now become too dark to see anything very clearly.

Philippa appeared mounting the stairs, looking for Ariadne who had scrambled out of her arms during the fusillade.

Warner nodded to her from where he was standing guard. She came up quietly behind him, stood for a moment with both hands around his left arm — a silent figure in the dusk, friendly as a well-bred dog, and as winningly unconscious of self. Her cheek, resting lightly against her hands, where they clasped his arm, pressed a trifle closer before she went away.

And while he stood there, perplexedly conscious of this youthful affection, and listening to every slightest sound, suddenly he heard her voice, startled, calling out to him from a bedroom on the east side of the house.

As he entered the room, running, a man outside on a garden ladder kicked in the window panes, drew back his heavy foot, sent it crashing again through the wooden frame, and lurched forward across the sill, only to be held there, fighting, in the grasp of Philippa.

Behind them another man on the ladder was already struggling to fling his leg over the sill; the head and shoulders of a third appeared just behind him, menacing with uplifted pistol any interference.

Already Philippa had been dragged headlong half-way through the shattered window, and the man whom she had seized was endeavoring to fling her down in the flower bed below, when Warner, leaping forward, hit him heavily in the face and caught the girls shoulders, jerking her back into the room as her assailants grasp on her waist relaxed.

The man with the pistol had not been able to use it; he staggered, his weapon fell, and he clung with both hands to the rungs as Philippas assaulter went tumbling down the ladder, carrying with him the man directly behind him. And the next moment Warner had upset the ladder, sprung back, and pulled Philippa with him down on the floor.

A hurricane of bullets swept through the shattered window above them; Halkett, from his latticed vantage, was firing, too.

The girl lay panting beside him, silent, her head across his arm.

Are you hurt? he whispered.

Are you?

No; answer me! he repeated impatiently.

He was — very rough. I dont think I am hurt, she breathed.

You plucky little thing!

She pressed her cheek against his arm.

Are you contented with me? she whispered.

The shots had ceased. After a long interval of quiet, Warner ventured to creep to the window and look through a corner of the ragged lattice blind. Little by little he raised himself to his knees, peered out and finally over.

The ladder lay there just below in the garden path; the men were gone. And, even as he looked, the staccato noise of departing motor cycles broke out like a startling volley of rifle fire in the night.

For an hour he stood on guard there, with the girl Philippa crouching beside him on the floor. From time to time he called cautiously:

All well here!

And the Englishman from the front windows always answered:

All well here!

Finally:

Halkett! he called. I believe theyve cut away for good!

Halkett presently appeared in the hallway, coming from the front of the house, as Philippa rose to her knees and stood up, a trifle dazed.

Warner, he whispered, a dozen horsemen have just ridden up in front of our house. They look like French gendarmes to me, but its so dark outside that I am not quite certain. Will you take a look at them?

Warner ran to the front and gazed out. The road below was filled with mounted gendarmes, their white aiguillettes plainly visible in the dark.

Two had already descended from their horses, and while one held an electric torch the other was busily nailing a big placard to the front door of the inn. His hammer strokes rang out sharply in the darkness.

It took only a moment for him to complete his business; the electric torch shifted, flashed upward, was extinguished.

Mount! came the quick order from the shadowy peloton of horsemen; up on their high saddles popped the two troopers; there came a trample of hoofs, the dull clank of sabres, and away they galloped into the darkness.

Warner turned slowly, looked hard at Halkett, who merely nodded in reply to the silent question.

Philippa slipped downstairs in front of them and began to unlatch the door, as Linette and Magda appeared from the kitchen carrying lighted candles.

Then, when the front door had swung open, the little group gathered in front of it and read on the placard, by flickering candlelight, the decree of the Government of Republican France.

It was the order for general mobilization.

The nation was already at war.


CHAPTER XIII
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A PALE STREAK of daybreak along the eastern hills, a blackbird piping, then that intense stillness which heralds the sun.

In mid-heaven the last star-drops melted, washed out in the grey silver of the sky; a light breeze sighed through the trees, and, sighing, died.

Then, above earth, a sudden misty glory of gold and rose; and through it, as through a veil, the sword-edge of the celestial scimitar curved up, glittering.

Thus dawned the year of war on Saïs.

But the awakening world of summer did not seem to comprehend; the yellow-haired lad who drove his cows to pasture halted to read the placard on the door of the inn, then, whistling his dog to heel, ran forward after his slowly moving herd.

The miller of Saïs drove by on his way to the mill, drew rein to read the placard, looked up at the bullet-shattered window above, then jogged on, his furrowed features unaltered, his aged eyes fixed on his horses ears.

One or two washerwomen on the way to the meadow pool stood gracefully regarding the poster, flat baskets of clothes balanced on their heads; then moved on through the golden sunrise, still graceful, unhurried, exchanging leisurely comments on life and death as they walked.

In the kitchen of the Golden Peach, Magda was astir, and presently Linette appeared, very sleepy. As they went about the routine business to which they had been bred, they too exchanged tranquil views concerning emperors and kings and the mortality of all flesh. Also they took counsel together regarding the return of Madame Arlon, the ultimate necessity of summoning a glazier from Ausone, the damage done in the garden by the ladder.

The door of Philippas bedroom remained closed; Warners door also. But Halkett, his hands in his pockets, was out at sunrise, pacing the road in front of the inn, sometimes looking up at the shot-riddled windows, or at the placard on the front door, or along the road at the telephone wires which appeared to be intact as far as he could see.

But somewhere they had been cut, and communication still remained interrupted.

Deeply worried over the non-appearance of Gray, the cutting of the telephone wires now became a matter of serious concern to him. He scarcely knew how to act in his sudden isolation, and, though his instructions held him at Saïs until further orders, the decree for general mobilization would have started him off for Paris except for one thing. That was the continued absence of Gray and the possibility that something alarming had happened to him.

He could not take his envelope and start for England until he had met Gray or some authorized messenger from Gray. He had not explained this to Warner.

But the truth was that what plans he carried were useless without the interlocking plans carried by Gray. All the eggs had not been trusted to a single basket. And, vice versa, the information carried by Gray was of no practical account until supplemented by the contents of the long, thin envelope.

Grays papers and his, taken together, were of vital importance to England or to any enemy of England; separate they could be of no use to anybody, enemy or ally.

The determined attack on him the night before proved that others besides himself understood this. And it also made him realize the more clearly that since he had parted from Gray in Antwerp, the latter had been as open to such attacks as had he. The question now was: had they caught Gray? If so, it must have occurred within the last thirty-six hours, because he had talked over the telephone to Gray the evening of his own arrival at Saïs.

But since that conversation, which ended with the understanding that Gray should set out on his motor cycle for Saïs, not a word had he heard concerning his colleague, except that his cap had been found on the road south of Saïs, and that the condition of the roadside bank, and a few drops of blood, gave evidence of an accident — if, indeed, it had been an accident.

Nor had Halkett any idea who it was that had called him up on the telephone to tell him this.

As he stood there, looking down the road, terribly perplexed and filled with keenest apprehensions concerning his colleague, far away through the vista of poplars and telephone poles something white glimmered in the sunlit road.

It was the white cornette of a Sister of Charity; after a few minutes Halkett recognized the advancing figure and walked forward to meet her.

The color of early morning freshened her youthful cheeks, framed by the snowy wimple. She extended a friendly hand to him in salutation, as he came up and uncovered.

At such an hour, Monsieur, only birds and Sisters of Charity are supposed to be on the wing. Is it curiosity that has awakened you to see how the sun really looks when it rises?

But as she spoke she detected the deep anxiety which his smile masked, and her own face became responsively serious.

Have you had bad news? she asked gently.

Worse — I have had no news at all. Are you going to the inn?

Yes.

May I help you gather your flowers? he asked.

Thank you — if you care to.

They walked on in silence, skirted the garden wall westward, then north to the bullet-splintered green door.

Immediately she noticed the scars of the fusillade, gazed at them curiously for a moment, then laid a questioning forefinger across a bullet hole.

And while she stood so, he told her in a few words what had occurred the night before — told her everything, including the posting of the notice ordering a general mobilization.

She listened, her finger still resting over the shot hole, her calm face raised to his. And, when he ended:

Then it is war already, she said quietly.

War has not been declared.... Yes, it is virtually war. Why not say so?

She nodded; he pushed open the heavy little door, and Sister Eila bent her white-coiffed head and stepped lightly into the garden.

For a while she moved slowly along the flower-bordered paths, as though uncertain what to choose from among the perfumed thickets, then, setting her ozier basket on the edge of the walk, she knelt down before the white clove pinks; and Halkett dropped on his knees beside her.

They worked there together, exchanging scarcely a word, slowly filling the basket which lay between them.

Ariadne came up with a cheery mew of greeting, and after marching around and rubbing herself against Halkett, mounted to his shoulders and settled down, purring like a teakettle beside his ear.

When the basket was filled, Sister Eila stood up and straightened her shoulders, and Halkett rose too, the cat still perched on his shoulder.

He lifted the flower-heaped basket and set it in the shade of the arbor; Sister Eila seated herself and Halkett sat down on the stone steps at her feet.

After a silence, made resonant with Ariadnes loudly cadenced purring, Sister Eila clasped her hands in her lap and looked steadily down at the heap of flowers in the green ozier basket.

What is going to happen? she asked in a low voice. If there is to be a war, it will come here, I suppose.

I am afraid so.

Yes; Saïs cannot escape.

The Vosges are too near, he nodded. So is Ausone. So is the Rhine, for that matter. He glanced up at her from where he sat caressing Ariadne. Belgium also is too near, Sister Eila.

You believe they will arrive that way?

I feel very certain of it. And this means that England moves.

Where?

To the firing line.

With France?

Yes, Sister.

She said quietly:

That is as it should be, Mr. Halkett. The two great wardens of European liberty should stand together in its defense.

Theyve got to stand for each other, he said,  — whatever else they stand for.

Alsace — Lorraine — I think this is to be a very holy war — for France, she murmured to herself.

He said nothing. He was not very clear concerning the exact amount of holiness involved, but he knew that war had now become a necessity to England, if she meant to retain the autocracy of the seas.

Were bound to go in, he remarked, stroking Ariadne; theres nothing else left for us to do. And if they dont give us an excuse by invading Belgium, well go in anyway. Thats the meaning of all this! It has only one real meaning. The Day theyve been drinking to so long is — Today! This entire matter has got to be settled once and for all. And thats the truth, Sister Eila.

He sat for a while silent, gazing out across the quiet garden. Then, again:

As for Saïs, if there is an invasion of France, it must pass this way: if the Vosges are to be defended, Saïs will see war.

That will be very sad for us, she said. It seems as though there were already enough violence and misery in the quarries — enough of wretchedness and poverty. If the quarrymen are called to the colors with their classes, and if the quarries and cement works close, I dont know what is to become of our school.

You said that it is a free school.

Yes, but the children live elsewhere, and are clothed and fed elsewhere. Except at noontime, we do not feed them. If we had money to provide beds and food, the school is large enough to shelter the children. However, I suppose we shall hear from the rue de Bac — the mother house, you know?

She rose, picked up her basket of flowers, and Halkett also stood up.

Good-by, she said. Thank you for helping.... I — I suppose you do not remain very long in Saïs?

I dont know how long.

She inclined her young head gravely.

They walked together to the green door in the wall, and again her eyes became riveted on the bullet marks.

Perhaps, she said, you will have time to — to come to the school again before you leave Saïs? ... Unless you think it dangerous — —

He looked up, then away from her.

Ill come — to the school.

Then — it is au revoir, I hope.

He stood uncovered, holding open the door, and, as she passed in front of him, he took from her basket a white clove pink. She saw what he did, and halted instinctively to give him his choice. Suddenly, without any reason, her cheeks flushed brightly; she bent her head and stepped quickly through the archway, leaving him standing there with the dull color deepening in his sun-tanned face.

Warner discovered him still standing where she had left him, the white blossom hanging from his clenched fist.

Well, he said, how did you sleep after that villainous business of last night?

Thanks, I slept, replied Halkett, rousing himself.

They went into the arbor together, and presently Linette came out of the house carrying their coffee.

Where is your little friend Philippa? inquired the Englishman with an effort.

In bed, I fancy. Linette has just taken up her café-au-lait. I think the child is feeling the reaction.

No wonder. Plucky little thing!

Yes. But what on earth am I going to do with her, Halkett? Ought I to wait until that old scoundrel Wildresse comes here or telephones? Ought I to try to persuade her to go back to that cabaret? Ought I to telephone that she is safe here?

The wires are cut.

I know. Somebody will fix them, though. Do you think Id better try to persuade Philippa to let me drive her over to Ausone in the trap? If Im to keep her, I ought to have an interview with Wildresse, or she and I will get into trouble.

Oh, Lord! said Halkett. Thats your affair. Listen, Warner, Im so worried about Gray I cant think of anything else. Something serious certainly has happened to him. And until those wires are repaired, I shant know what to do. Is there any other way we can communicate with Ausone?

None that I know of, unless somebody goes over to Ausone. I can do that if you like. I can drive over in the trap. Of course the telephone people already know that theres a break on the line, and no doubt theyre out now looking for it. Well be in communication with Ausone by noon, I expect.

For a little while they exchanged views concerning the attack of the previous night, and Halkett was of the opinion that the order for mobilization would now restrain any further violence on the part of those who had been following him, if, indeed, it did not entirely clear them out of France. And he expressed a desire for the envelope.

So Warner went into the house, lifted the partly hardened skin of white lead from the canvas, disinterred the envelope, wiped it clean, and brought it out to Halkett. The Englishman put it into his breast pocket.

It was perfectly safe where it was, remarked the other. Its an invitation to murder where it is now.

Yes, but its no good to anybody unless Gray turns up. I wish I knew what had become of that man. I think Ill try the telephone again — —

He rose and walked swiftly toward the house, Ariadne trotting at his heels. Even as he approached, he heard the telephone bell ringing, and hastened his steps toward the house.

But as he entered, the girl Philippa stepped into the hallway, and he caught a glimpse of a slim, barefooted figure, holding with one hand the folds of a shabby chamber robe around her, and with the other the receiver.

What? she cried in answer to a question. Yes, I am Philippa.... Oh! Its you. I thought so.... What do you desire of me?

What Wildresse desired of the girl Philippa intimately concerned Halkett. He coolly remained to listen.

No! she said in her clear, emotionless voice. I shall not come back! ... Very well; if the Government agents want me, they can find me here.... You may threaten me with arrest by the Government if you choose, but I know that you are more afraid of the Government than I am.... Why shouldnt I say it! Yes, I know quite well that we are going to have war.... You say that the Germans are already across the Duchy? Skirmishing before Longwy? Very well; why dont you inform one of your Governments? ... No, I wont keep quiet! No, no, no! ... What you say does not frighten me.... I refuse to return! ... Because I am now in an honest business for myself.... Yes, it is an honest business. I am permitted to pose for an artist of great distinction.... What you say does not frighten me; but what you are does cause me some apprehension. And knowing as much as I do know about you, I seriously advise you to leave France.... No, I havent said such a thing to anybody else, but I am likely to, so you had better hasten to leave for America. Yes, I will tell you why, if you wish. It is because there are always two millstones when anything is to be crushed. War is now beginning to bring those two stones together. The mill wheel already is turning! When the two millstones meet, the little meal worm that has remained between them so long in safety is going to be crushed.... Oh, yes, you do know what I mean! You also know whom I mean. Very well, then, if you dont Ill tell you this much: double wages never are paid by a single master. I learned that yesterday when you gave me the wrong paper to forward to Paris with the others. Fortunately for you, I read it. I then burnt it to ashes and took my clothes and my punt and my departure! I might have continued to endure what you had accustomed me to. But two masters! Faugh! The horror of it! ... Fear? If you really think that of me, then you have never really known me. It was disgust and shame that drove me toward liberty.... Yes, this that I say is final.... You dare not interfere! ... Then Ill say this: if you do not leave France now, at once, in this moment of her peril, I will tell what I know to the first soldier of France who crosses my path! ... I am not afraid of you, I tell you.... Believe me, you are well rid of me.... I warn you, in Gods name, to let me alone!

She hung up the receiver, turned, and mounted the stairs with flying feet, but at the top landing Halketts quiet voice halted her.

I was listening, Philippa. What that man says or does may cost me dear. What did he want of you?

Mr. Halkett, leaning swiftly toward him over the handrail above— he is the most ignoble of creatures! And after five years I learned only yesterday that he sells his filthy secrets in two markets! — Three, perhaps; I dont know how many! And I no longer care! It ceases to interest me!

Wait! It interests me!

But I cant say any more to you than I have — —

Why not?

I dont know. Can I? You know better than I. But I dont wish to betray anybody, even such a man as — as — —

Wildresse?

Yes.

Is he also betraying France?

I — I dont know. I suppose it is that. I havent yet tried to comprehend it — —

What was the paper you started to forward, then read, and finally burned?

It was a letter directed to a Mr. Esser. He is a German.

The head of the Esser Cement Works?

Yes.

What was in the letter?

A list of the guns in the Ausone Fort and a plan of the emplacements on tissue paper.... Perhaps I am stupid, but I could guess what a German wanted with a plan of a French fort! It was enough for me! I took my punt and my effects and I departed!

You burnt the letter?

In my candle. Also, I wrote on a piece of paper, You damned traitor! and I pinned it on his door. Then I went out by the garden door with my leather trunk on my head!

Come down when you are dressed, said Halkett, and walked back through the hallway to the garden.

Warner, he said, this old spider, Wildresse, is certainly a bad lot. Id have him arrested by French gendarmes if I were certain that England is going in. But I dare not chance it until Im sure. Perhaps I dare not chance it at all, because if he has had anything to do with Grays disappearance, as I am beginning to suspect, it would not do to have the French authorities examine my papers.

Why?

Because — if they have already seized Grays papers, they will secure military information which perhaps my Government might not care to have even an ally possess. I dont know whether Gray is living or dead; I dont know who has Grays papers at this instant. Thats the trouble. And Im hanged if I know what to do! Im stumped, and thats the devilish truth!

He took a few quick, uncertain steps along the flower beds, turned, came back to the arbor where Warner was seated:

Its a mess! he said. Even if agents employed by Wildresse have robbed Gray — murdered him, perhaps, to do it — I dont know what Wildresse means to do with Grays papers.

What!

Halkett nodded:

Yes, hes that kind! Pleasant, isnt it? If he has Grays papers, it may be France that will pay him for them; it may be that Germany has already bought and paid for them. In either case, carrying the papers I carry, I hesitate to ask for his arrest. Do you understand?

Very clearly. If there is any way you can think of to get hold of this scoundrel, Ill be glad to help. Shall we drive over to Ausone and try?

Youre very kind, Warner. I dont know; I want to think it over — — He turned and walked back to the house, entered the hallway, unhooked the telephone, and finally was given a connection — not the one he had asked for.

A voice said curtly:

During mobilization no private messages are transmitted. Click! And the connection was severed. Again and again he made the attempt; no further attention was paid to his ringing. Finally he hung up the receiver and started to go out through the front doorway.

As he crossed the threshold, a young man in tweeds rode up on a bicycle, stepped off, and, lifting his cap to Halkett, said politely:

Monsieur Halkett, if you please? Is he still residing here at the Golden Peach?

Halketts right hand dropped carelessly into the side pocket of his coat. When he had cocked his automatic, he said pleasantly:

I am Mr. Halkett.

The young man said smilingly, in perfect English:

Do you expect a friend, Mr. Halkett?

Perhaps.

Possibly you expect a Mr. Reginald Gray?

Possibly.

He has been injured.

Really?

Yes, rather seriously. He lost control of his motor cycle two nights ago. He was on his way to join you here.

Indeed?

So he told me before he became unconscious.

Is he still unconscious?

No, but he is too weak to move.

Where is he?

At my house, in Bois dAvril. I was motoring that evening, and I found him in the road, insensible. So I lifted him into my car, slung his motor cycle on behind, and went top speed for home. Hes in my own house in Bois dAvril. The physician thinks he will recover.

What is your telephone number? asked Halkett bluntly.

The young man gave it, adding that the transmission of private messages had, unfortunately, been suspended during mobilization. Which Halkett knew to be true.

Very well, he said, I shall go to Bois dAvril at once — —

It is not necessary; I have a message for you, and some papers from Mr. Gray.

Really?

The young man smiled, drew from his inner pocket a long, thin envelope, and handed it to Halkett. The latter held it in his hand, looking steadily into the strangers pleasant face for a full minute, then he coolly opened the envelope.

Inside were the missing papers concerning the Harkness shell, complete.

There could be no doubt concerning their identity; he recognized them at a glance. A deep sigh of relief escaped him.

He said:

Theres no use trying to thank you — —

Its quite all right, interrupted the young man smilingly. If you dont mind offering me a drink — the road over was rather dusty — —

Leave your wheel there and come in! exclaimed Halkett cordially, stepping aside in the doorway.

The young man laid his bicycle against the steps, turned with a smile, and entered the doorway.

As he passed, he turned like lightning and struck Halkett full between the eyes with his clenched fist.


CHAPTER XIV
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THE TERRIFIC IMPACT of the blow sent Halkett reeling across the threshold. Partly stunned, he caught at the banisters, groping instinctively for the pistol. And already he had contrived to drag it clear of his side pocket when another blow sent him staggering back against the stair rail; the pistol flew out of his hand and went spinning down the hallway over the polished floor.

As Halkett crashed into the banisters and fell full length, Philippa, in her red skirt and bodice, appeared on the stairs above.

The young man, who had dropped on his knees beside Halkett, and who had already torn open his coat, caught sight of the girl as she flew past him down the stairs; and he leaped to his feet to intercept her.

On the newel-post stood a tall, wrought-iron lamp. As he blocked her way she hesitated an instant, then threw all her weight against the heavy metal standard, pushing with both hands; and the iron lamp swayed forward and fell.

As the young man leaped clear of the falling fixture, Philippa vaulted the stair rail into the hallway below. He saw instantly what she was after; both sprang forward to snatch the pistol.

As she stooped for it and seized it, he caught her arm; and she twisted around on him, beating his head and breast with her free hand while he strove desperately to master the outstretched arm which still clutched Halketts pistol.

To and fro they swayed over the slippery floor of the hallway, until he forced back her arm to the breaking point. Then the pistol clattered to the floor.

Instantly she kicked it under a tall secretary, where the register was kept. Holding her at arms length with one hand, he managed to drag the heavy piece of furniture on its casters away from the wall far enough to uncover the pistol.

As he stooped for the weapon, she tore herself free, kicked it away from beneath his fingers, which already touched it, and, wrenching a framed engraving from the wall behind her, hurled it at him with both hands.

He leaped nimbly aside to avoid it, but another picture followed, and then a mantel clock and two vases went smashing against the secretary behind which he had taken shelter. And suddenly she seized the secretary itself, and with one supreme effort tipped it over toward him, driving him again from cover and from the vicinity of the weapon they both were fighting to secure.

As the big oak secretary fell, and the glass doors crashed into splinters, she stooped, snatched Halketts pistol from the floor, and crept forward along the base of the staircase. But the young man had whipped out a revolver of his own, and was now standing astride of Halketts body, panting, speechless, but menacing her with gesture and weapon.

She shrank aside and crouched low under the staircase, resting there, disheveled, bleeding, half naked, struggling for breath, but watching his every movement out of brilliant, implacable eyes.

Every time he ventured to bend down over Halkett, or make the slightest motion toward the fallen mans breast pockets, Philippa stopped his operations with leveled pistol, forcing him to spring to his feet again.

Suddenly, behind him in the doorway, appeared Magda and Linette, coming from the meadow across the road, carrying between them a basket of freshly washed linen. Like a flash he turned on them and drove them back and out of doors at the point of his weapon, then whirled about, aimed full at Philippa, slammed and bolted the front door behind him, and, covering her with his revolver, ran forward to the foot of the stairs, where his victim still lay unconscious. Catching the senseless man by the sleeve, he strove desperately to rip the coat from the inert body, while keeping his revolver pointed at Philippas hiding place under the stairs.

As he stood there, tugging furiously at the fallen mans coat, into the rear of the hallway ran Warner, his automatic lifted. Both men fired at the same instant, and the intruder dropped Halketts arm. Then he ran for the stairway. Up the stairs he leaped, shooting back at Warner as he mounted to the landing above; and the American sped after him, followed by Philippa, as far as the foot of the stairway.

Here Warner hesitated for a few moments, then he began cautiously to negotiate the stairway, creeping step by step with infinite precaution.

When at last he had disappeared on the landing above, Philippa, listening breathlessly below, heard Halkett stir and then groan.

As she turned, the Englishman lifted himself on one elbow, fumbled instinctively in his breast pockets, and drew out two envelopes.

Take them to Sister Eila! — Hurry, Philippa — — He passed a shaking hand across his eyes, swayed to a sitting posture, caught at the stair rail, and dragged himself to his feet.

Give me that pistol, he muttered. She handed it to him; he groped in his pockets for a few moments, found a clip, reloaded, and, reeling slightly, walked with her aid as far as the front door. Philippa opened it for him.

Where is this man? he asked vaguely.

Mr. Warner followed him upstairs.

He pressed his hand over his battered head, nodded, extended the two envelopes to her.

Sister Eila, he repeated.

Philippa took the papers; he straightened his shoulders with a visible effort; then, steadying himself by the handrail, he started to ascend the stairs.

The girl watched him mount slowly to the landing above, saw him disappear, stood listening a moment longer.

Magda and Linette came stealing into the hallway; Philippa pointed to the telephone.

Call the gendarmes at Ausone! she whispered. I must go to — —

A shot from above cut her short. All three women stood gazing up at the landing in startled silence.

Quick — the telephone! The gendarmerie! cried Philippa.

Magda ran to the box; and at the same instant a man climbed over the stair well, dropped to the hallway below, swung around on Magda, pushed her violently from the telephone, and, seizing the receiver, ripped it out by the roots.

Philippa had already turned and slipped through the doorway, both envelopes tightly clutched in her hand. Directly in her path stood the intruders bicycle; and she seized the handles, righted it, and leaped into the saddle before he could reach the front door.

He ran up the road behind her for a little distance, but she had already found her balance and was increasing her speed over the smooth, white highway. Then the young man halted, carefully leveled his revolver, steadied his aim with his left elbow, and, standing in mid-road, he deliberately directed a stream of lead after the crouching fugitive.

The last bullet from his magazine sent her veering widely from her path; the machine sheered in a half-circle, staggered, slid down into the grassy ditch, flinging the girl off sideways among the weeds.

Philippa got up slowly, as though dazed or hurt. The young man hurried forward, reloading his weapon as he ran, but a shot from behind warned him away from the trail of the limping girl, who was now trying to escape on foot.

Whirling in his tracks, he stood for a second glaring at Halkett and Warner, who were advancing, shooting as they came on; then, with a savage glance at Philippa, he fired at her once more, turned, mounted the roadside bank in a single leap, and ran swiftly along the hedge, evidently looking for an opening into the field beyond.

When he found one, he wriggled through and was off like a hare, across the fields and headed for the river, before Halkett and Warner could discover his avenue of escape. Checked for a few moments, they ranged the thorny hedge up and down, like baffled beagles. They had overrun the trail.

Warner was already within speaking distance of Philippa when the girl hailed him.

Are you hurt? he called across to her, where she stood knee-deep among the roadside weeds, trying to draw together the points of her torn bodice, to cover her throat and shoulders.

The tire burst. I have a few scratches!

Did he get the papers? shouted Halkett.

She drew both envelopes from her bosom, and shook them high with a gesture of defiance. Then, replacing them, she made a funnel of her hands and called out to them:

He crawled under the hedge by that third telephone pole behind you! You have come too far this way! No — the other pole! Wait a moment, Mr. Warner — —

Still calling out her directions in her clear, calm voice, she started to limp down the road toward them; and Warner glanced back at her for a moment; then he suddenly flung up his arm and shouted:

Philippa! Look out for that car behind you!

The girl turned, saw the automobile coming, stepped aside into the ditch as a cloud of white dust obscured her.

Before she realized that the car had stopped, three men had jumped out into the ditch and caught hold of her.

Warner heard her cry out; started to run toward her; saw her flung struggling into the car; saw Wildresse rise and strike her with his great fist and knock her headlong across the back seat, where she lay, her disheveled head hanging down over the rear of the tonneau. Then the car started. As she hung there, blood dripping from her mouth, she reached blindly toward her breast, drew out the envelopes, and dropped them in the wake of the moving car.

They fluttered along behind it for a moment, drawn into the dusty suction, then they were whirled away right and left into the roadside ditches.

Evidently nobody in the car except Philippa knew what she had done, for the car, at top speed, dashed on toward the north.

Halkett ran up and found Warner gazing vacantly after the receding machine, pistol leveled, but not daring to shoot. Then they both saw Wildresse jerk the half senseless girl upright, saw him strike her again with the flat of his huge hand so heavily that she crumpled and dropped back into the corner of the seat.

God! whispered Halkett at Warners elbow. Did you see that?

Warner, as white as death, made no reply. The ear had vanished, but he still stood there staring at the distant cloud of dust settling slowly in the highway. Presently Halkett walked forward, picked up the two envelopes, pocketed them, and returned swiftly to where the American still stood, his grim features set, the red stain from his bitten lip streaking his chin.

Warner?

Yes? he answered steadily.

Wed better start after that man at once.

Certainly.

Halkett said:

Have your horse hooked up as soon as you can.... I think — — His voice trembled, but he controlled it. I am horribly afraid for that child.... He would cut her throat if he dared.

Warner turned a ghastly visage to his companion:

Why do you say that?

Because she knows enough about him to send him before a firing squad, said Halkett. Thats the trouble, Warner.

They turned and walked rapidly toward the inn.

Warner spoke presently in an altered voice, but with the mechanical precision of a man afraid of emotion and any wavering of self-control.

Im going to Ausone at once to find her.... Wherever I find her I shall take her.... It makes no difference to me who objects. She is going to have her chance in life.... I shall see to that.

Halkett drew a deep breath:

Did you ever hear of such a plucky battle as she gave that rascal after he got me? I never shall forget what she has done.

They entered the front door of the inn, almost running; Warner continued on toward the garden and the stable beyond; Halkett halted at the telephone, gazed grimly at the ruined instrument, realized that he was again isolated, and called impatiently to Linette who, with Magda, was gathering up and sweeping aside the debris of the wrecked furniture.

Linette, he said, would you do something to help me?

Willingly, Monsieur.

Go to the school; say to Sister Eila that I am in real need of her. Ask her if she could come here at once, because I cannot go to her.

The girl nodded, turned, and went out rapidly by the front way. Halkett hastened upstairs to his room.

When again he returned, the dogcart had just driven up, and Warner sat waiting in silence, reins and whip in hand.

But Halkett had a letter to write before he could start; and it was slow work, because the letter must be written in a cipher, the key to which was the solar spectrum and the three metallic symbols.

He had scarcely completed his letter when Sister Eila and Linette entered the hallway together.

The Sister of Charity caught sight of him through the doorway as he rose from his seat in the empty dining-room; and she instantly went to him.

He thanked Linette, closed the door, and turned to Sister Eila.

Theres nobody else I can trust, he said. Will you help me?

You know I will.

He drew the two envelopes from his breast pocket and handed them to her in silence. Then he laid on the table the letter which he had just, written.

I am obliged to go to Ausone, he said. It will take me several hours, I suppose, to go, attend to my business, and return. Could you remain here at the inn until I can get back?

Yes. Sister Félicité is with the children.

Then this is what you must know and prepare for. If, while I am away, a man should come here and ask for me, you will show him this letter lying on the table, and you will say to him that I left it here for a man whom I have been expecting. You will stand here and watch him while he is reading this letter. If he really can read it, then he will ask for pen and ink, and he will change the punctuation of what I have written on the envelope: Ibis, redibis non, morieris in bello. As I have punctuated it, it means: Thou shalt go, thou shalt not return, thou shalt die in battle.

So if he can read what is inside the envelope, he will erase the comma after the word non, and insert a comma after the word redibis. And the translation will then read: Thou shalt go, thou shalt return, thou shalt not die in battle. Is all this quite clear to you, Sister?

Perfectly.

Then, if a man comes here and asks for me, and if you see that he really has understood the letter which is written in cipher, then, after he has repunctuated what I have written, give him the other two envelopes which I have entrusted to you.

Will you do this for — France, Sister Eila?

Yes — she lifted her grave young eyes— for France.

Through the open dining-room window Sister Eila watched his departure, smiling her adieux as the two men turned toward her and uncovered.

Then she seated herself by the window sill and rested her cheek on her palm, gazing out at the blue sky with vague, enraptured eyes that saw a vision of beatitude perhaps, perhaps the glimmering aura of an earthly martyrdom, in the summer sunshine.

And possibly a vision less holy invaded her tranquil trance, for she suddenly straightened her young shoulders, picked up the crucifix at her girdle, and gazed upon it rather fixedly.

The color slowly cooled in her cheeks till they were as white as the spotless wimple that framed them in its snowy oval.

After a while rosary and crucifix fell between her relaxing hands, and she looked up at the blue foothills of the Vosges with bluer eyes.

The next moment she sprang to her feet, startled. Over the sparkling hills came sailing through the summer sky a gigantic bird — the most enormous winged creature she had ever beheld. A moment later the high clatter of the aëroplane became audible.


CHAPTER XV
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WHEELING IN SPIRALS now above the river meadow, the great, man-made bird of prey turned and turned, hanging aloft in the sky like a giant hawk, sweeping in vast circles through the blinding blue, as though searching every clump and tussock in the fields below for some hidden enemy or victim.

Louder and louder came the rattling clatter from the sky, nearer swooped the great plane on wide-stretched wings, until, close to the earth, it seemed to sheer the very grass blades in the meadow, and the deafening racket of its engines echoed and reëchoed, filling the world with outrageous and earsplitting noise.

Sister Eila had gone to the front door; Magda and Linette stood behind her. And they saw the aëroplane alight in the meadow and a hooded figure, masked in glass and leather, step out, turn its goblin head toward the inn, then start rapidly toward them across the fields.

He was a tall thin man, and as he crossed the highroad and came toward them, he lifted the glass and leather mask and drew it back above his closely-fitting hood.

When he saluted Sister Eilas habit, he came to a full halt and his heels clicked together. Then he spoke in French, pleasantly, perfectly:

Mr. Halkett, if you please, Sister. Is he still residing here?

Monsieur Halkett has left.

Oh, I am sorry. Was not Monsieur Halkett expecting a messenger?

Have you a message for Monsieur Halkett?

The airman twisted his pointed, blond mustache:

I expected that Monsieur Halkett would have a packet for me. Did he leave none?

He left a letter, said Sister Eila.

He bowed ceremoniously:

Would you be kind enough?

Will you not enter?

I thank you. If I may be permitted to remain here — — He had kept continually glancing up and down the road while speaking; and it was evident that he preferred to remain where he could watch the highway both ways.

So Sister Eila brought the letter to him, and he bowed again with tight-waisted ceremony, pocketed it, and asked again for the packet.

Wait, if you please, she said. The letter was to be read in my presence.

A thousand pardons! I had not understood — —

He drew the sheets of paper from the unsealed envelope, glanced sharply up and down the highroad, then unfolded the letter.

Sister Eilas eyes were fixed on his face, but his features exhibited no emotion whatever.

Every few moments he looked up and down the road, then bent his pleasantly expressionless face again over the sheets in his gloved hands.

Presently he looked up with a smile:

I have read it and I understand it. Would you be kind enough to give me the packet which Monsieur Halkett writes that he has left for me?

Please read first what is written on the envelope of this letter, said Sister Eila very calmly.

He turned over the envelope, read the inscription in Latin, smiled as he read it.

Rather an ominous message, is it not, Sister?

Do you think so?

He glanced sharply to right and left, then, still smiling, he read aloud:

Thou shalt go, thou shalt not return, thou shalt die in battle — —

He turned his head with a jerk and gazed down the road as though suddenly startled; at the same instant Sister Eila snatched the letter from his fingers, sprang inside the house, and slammed the door.

As she bolted it, he threw his weight against it for a moment, then turned and ran for the meadow where the aëroplane stood.

From a window Sister Eila saw him climb aboard; saw the machine move, run over the ground like a great beetle, and rise from the grass, pointing upward and eastward as it took wing and soared low over the river.

And down the highway, pell-mell, galloped a dozen gendarmes in a storm of dust and flying pebbles, wheeled in front of the inn, put their superb horses to the ditch and the cattle gate beyond, and, clearing both, went tearing away across the fields after the rising aëroplane.

Over the river bank they galloped, straight into the water, their big, powerful horses wading, thrashing, swimming across; then they were up the opposite bank and over and away, racing after the ascending aëroplane.

From it was coming a redoubled rattle now; machine and machine gun were both spitting fiercely as the winged thing fought upward toward the blue zone of safety.

The gendarmes drew bridle now and began to shoot upward from their saddles, then spurred on across the fields, taking ditches and hedges as they came, until the strange chase was hidden by a distant rise of ground and the quarry alone remained visible, high winging, still rising, still pointed eastward toward the Rhine.

Then, far away across the hills, a heavier shot set the August air vibrating — another, another, others following.

Faster and faster cracked the high-angle guns on the Barrier Forts, strewing the sky with shrapnel; the aëroplane soared and soared, leaving behind it a wake dotted with clots of fleece which hung for a while quite motionless against the intense blue, then slowly dissolved and vanished in mid-air.

From the Ausone Fort the gunners could hear, far to the southeast, the sky-cannon banging away on the Barrier Forts; and the telescopes on their signal towers swung toward the sky line above the foothills of the Vosges.

But in the town below the fortressed hill no echo of the cannonade penetrated. Ausone, except in the neighborhood of the railroad and the office of the Petit Journal dAusone, lay still and almost deserted in the August sunshine: a few children played under the trees by the bridge; a few women sat knitting along the river quay; one or two old men nodded, half asleep, fishing the deeper pools below the bridge; the market square remained empty except for a stray dog, tongue lolling, padding stolidly up the street about his business.

But before the office of the Petit Journal dAusone a crowd stood, covering the sidewalks and overflowing beyond the middle of the street. Young men and old, women and young girls, were clustered there quietly watching the bulletin boards.

There was no excitement apparent, no loud talking, no gesticulation: voices were calm, tones were low; there was almost no movement in the crowd except when people joined the throng or silently departed.

On one of these bulletin boards was nailed the order for general mobilization; on the other a terse paragraph announced that on Sunday, August 2, German soldiers had entered the city of Luxembourg, crossed the Grand Duchy, and were already skirmishing with Belgian cavalry around Liége and with French troops before Longwy. In other terms, the Teutonic invasion had begun; German troops were already on French soil; for Longwy is the most northern of the Republics fortifications.

Another paragraph reported that King Albert of Belgium had appealed to England, and that Sir Edward Grey, in the House of Commons, had prepared his country for an immediate ultimatum to Germany.

Still a third paragraph informed the populace of Ausone that the British battle fleet had mobilized and sailed, and that the Empires land forces were already preparing to cross the Channel.

And Germany had not yet declared war on either France or Belgium, nor had England declared war on Germany, nor had Austria, as yet, formally declared war on Russia, although Germany had.

But there seemed to be no doubt, no confusion in the minds of the inhabitants of Ausone, concerning what was happening, what had already happened, and what Fate still concealed behind a veil already growing transparent enough to see through — already lighted by the infernal flashes of German rifle fire before Longwy.

Everybody in Ausone knew; everybody in France understood. A great stillness settled over the Republic, as though the entire land had paused to kneel a moment before the long day of work began.

There was no effervescence, no voice raised, no raucous shout from boulevard orators of the psychological moment, no attitudes, no complaints.

Only, amid the vast silence, as the nation rose serenely from its knees, millions of flashing eyes were turned toward Alsace and Lorraine — eyes dimmed for an instant, then instantly clear again — clear and steady as the sound and logical minds controlling them.

There was no sonnerie from the portcullis, no salvo from parapet or bastion, no fanfare blared at midday in square or stony street. No bands of voyous went yelling through boulevards, no seething crowds choked the cafés or formed a sinister maelstrom around embassies or government offices.

Down at the Gare de Chalons another crowd had gathered to watch the young men of Ausone depart. They came alone, or two by two, or in groups — sticks, bundles, suitcases, valises swinging — with serious, unruffled features intent upon the business of the long, long business day that was beginning for them at last.

Some were accompanied by parents, some by wives and children, some by sweethearts: many had said good-by at home and were walking to the station with brother or friend, saluting acquaintances en route.

But the mobilizing youths were undemonstrative, chary of gesture — shy, serious young fellows preoccupied with the business on hand, conscious that their term of service had equipped them for it — and in their bearing was that modesty and self-respect which discounts self-consciousness and self-assertion.

For there was no longer any excuse for France to be either noisy or dramatic when she went about her business — no reason for posturing, for epigrams, for attitudes, or for the loud laugh and the louder boast to bolster faith with mutual and riotous reassurance in the face of an unknown business venture concerning the conduct of which the entire nation was excited, ignorant, and unprepared.

The Republic had been both instructed and prepared for the matter of the business on hand. And was going quietly about it.

In Ausone itself there were few signs of war visible; the exodus of the young men, the crowd before the bulletins, and the throng at the station, and perhaps more mounted officers and gendarmes than usual riding faster than is customary in the peaceful streets of a provincial town.

But on the roads around the fortified hill dominating the rolling green landscape in the heart of which Ausone nestled, cavalry patrols were riding, infantry details tramped through the white dust, military wagons and motor vans passed under dragoon escort; bridges over the Récollette were guarded by line soldiers and gendarmes, while sappers and miners and engineers were busy at every bridge, culvert, and railway cut.

Above the fort slim tentacles of wireless apparatus spread a tracery against the sky, and a signal tower swam high against the blue. From it sparkled blinding flashes in code. Officers up there were talking business to the Barrier Forts, and the heliographs along the Vosges brilliantly discussed the new business deal with other forts far to the south and east, relaying reports, rumors, and quotations as far as Paris, where the directors meeting was being held; and even as far as London, where stockholders and directors were gathered to add up profit and loss, and balance policy against ethics, and reconcile both with necessity.

In London a King, a Prime Minister, and a First Lord of the Admiralty were listening to a Sirdar who was laying down the law by wireless to a President and his Premier.

In St. Petersburg an Emperor was whispering to a priest while the priest consulted the stars. Signs being favorable, they changed the citys name to Petrograd, which imperial inspiration dealt a violent slap on the Kaisers wrist.

Led westward by a Grand Duke, marching Russia bent several million reverent heads, awed by this stroke of autocratic genius, and somebody named a brand of caviar after the Czar of all the Russias. Which holy tribute, however, built no strategic railroads in the West.

Meanwhile, the spinning world swung on around its orbit; tides rose and ebbed; the twin sentinels of the skies relieved each other as usual, and a few billion stars waited patiently for eternity.

Ausone, lying in the sun, was waiting, too, amid its still trees and ripening fields.

In the summer world around, no hint of impending change disturbed the calm serenity of that August afternoon — no sense of waiting, no prophecy of gathering storms. But in mens hearts reigned the breathless stillness which heralds tempests.

Silently as a kestrels shadow gliding over the grass, an ominous shade sped over sunny France, darkening the light in millions of smiling eyes, subduing speech, stilling all pulses, cautioning a nations ardent heart and conjuring its ears to listen and its lips to silence.

And, as France sat silent, listening, hand lightly resting on her hilt, came the far cry from beyond the Vosges — the voices of her lost children.

Now she had risen to her feet, loosening the blade in its scabbard. But she had not yet drawn it; she still stood listening to the distant shots from Longwy in the north, to the noise of the western winds blowing across the channel; and always she heard, from the east, the lost voices of her best beloved, calling, calling her from beyond the Vosges.

As they approached Ausone, driving full speed, Warner and Halkett encountered the Saïs omnibus returning, and drew rein.

In it was the Harem, much annoyed because not permitted to sketch in the Ausone streets.

They had seen nothing of any touring car containing several men and a young girl. That did not interest them. What preoccupied their minds was that they had been sketching in the streets of Ausone, and had been politely requested to desist by several unappreciative policemen. So they had collectively shaken the dust of Ausone from their several and indignant feet, and were now en route to Saïs to paint hay stacks.

Requesting to know whether they might still be permitted to paint haystacks at Saïs, Warner offered them no encouragement, pointing out that Saïs was in the zone of future military operations.

In the face of such an outrageous condition of affairs, there is no doubt that Art shrieked as loudly as did Freedom when her popular hero fell. Anyway, her devotees now protested in chorus; but Warner advised them to pack their trunks and go to Paris while the going was good; and the Saïs omnibus rolled away with the Harem still volubly denouncing a government which dared to interfere with Haystack Art on any pretext whatever.

As Warner drove forward Halkett said:

The chances are that the military will requisition that omnibus before evening. It wouldnt surprise me if they stopped us at the entrance to Ausone and took your horse and cart.

And it happened as he had feared; red-legged soldiers halted them at the town entrance; a polite but resolute young officer refused to argue the matter, but insisted that they descend, accept an official voucher for the temporary loan of their horse and cart, and continue their journey on foot.

As yet, however, punts, rowboats, and skiffs were not subject to requisition by the authorities. Halkett noticed a skiff tied to the shore near a small house on the river bank; so they climbed a stile, crossed the newly mown hayfield, and found an old man fishing from his doorstep in the rear of the house.

For thirty francs they bought the boat outright; the old man shuffled into the house and returned with the home-made oars; Warner took them; Halkett pushed off and sprang in; and they pulled away up the river, breasting a glassy current over which swallows darted and played and dipped, starring the calm surface with a hundred spreading circles.

Rushes swayed inshore where meadows bordered the Récollette, and dragon flies with turquoise bodies sailed glittering into the breeze. Trees swept the surface of the water with tender leaves still untarnished by the ripening world of waning summer; and in shady coves the cattle stood to their knees in the crystal flood, staring with moony eyes at the passing skiff.

Presently Warner sent the skiff inshore, and when it lay floating in the shadow of the trees under the right bank of the stream, he rested on his oars.

The café garden is just ahead, around that next turn, he said. If youll take the oars, Ill get out on the bank and look over the situation.

Dont you want me?

I dont know; Ill see what things look like first. Do you mind?

Ill wait if you say so. But theres a rough crowd hanging about that café, as you know.

I know it, said Warner grimly.

Are you armed?

I certainly am, Halkett. But I dont count on any trouble, because Wildresse cant afford to make any. If theres a row in that cabaret at such a time as this, the police will make short work of it. I think Ill have no difficulty in finding my little friend Philippa and in taking her out of that miserable place.

Halkett said:

Dont forget yourself and beat up Wildresse for what we saw him do to Philippa. You can attend to that later: the idea now is to take the child back to Saïs.

Ill try to remember, said Warner with a somber glance at his friend. Then he handed him the oars and, making his way to the stern, leaped lightly to the grassy bank.


CHAPTER XVI
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WARNER ENTERED A paved lane leading up the slope, between two high, stucco walls. It bore the name, Impasse dAlcyon, painted under the rusty bracket of a gas lamp projecting from the wall. A few chickens and a pig moved aside to let him pass.

The Impasse dAlcyon emerged upon the market square of Ausone to the left of the Cabaret de Biribi; and, as Warner came out into the sunny, deserted square, the first thing he caught sight of was a written notice nailed up over the doorway of the Cabaret de Biribi:

AVIS IMPORTANT

The town of Ausone is proclaimed to be in a state of siege. Place and town will remain under government of the military authorities, aided by the municipality. Both are within jurisdiction of military headquarters in charge of the secteur which includes place, town, and environs of Ausone.

BY ORDER OF THE MAYOR.

The Cabaret de Biribi will remain closed until further notice. For the convenience of the public, the Café Biribi, adjoining, will remain open between the hours of seven A.M. and nine P.M. until further notice.

The café, separated from the cabaret by a clipped privet hedge, formed the southeastern angle of the square.

Under its orange and white awning the tables on the terrace were crowded with people lingering over after-luncheon coffee and cognac — quiet, serious, solid citizens, accustomed to their déjeuner at that time and place, whose habits of long standing had not so far been altered in the sudden and general upheaval in the accustomed order of things.

Waiters came and went as usual; men consulted the files of provincial and Paris papers; one or two were playing dominoes inside the café.

Warner, pausing at the entrance to the terrace, summoned a waiter.

The cabaret is closed, then? he asked.

Since last night, Monsieur.

By the police?

Yes, Monsieur.

Why?

The waiter said respectfully:

It is usual in time of war to close places of amusement. Besides, music and dancing are in questionable taste at such a time as this.

Certainly. Where is Monsieur Wildresse?

The Patron is absent.

Where can I find him?

The waiter shrugged:

The Patron went away this morning. I do not know where. He has not yet returned.

Are you quite certain?

Perhaps Monsieur had better ask the caissière. Maybe the Patron has returned.

So Warner entered the café. In the cool, subdued light of the interior, he saw the cashier behind her counter — a fresh-faced, plump, dark-eyed country girl, who returned his salute with a smile that showed her white teeth.

Monsieur Wildresse? he inquired. May I see him for a moment?

The Patron is absent, Monsieur.

When do you expect him to return?

We do not know. Sometimes he goes to Paris and remains a week or two.

Do you suppose he has gone to Paris?

We do not know. He never tells us where he is going.

Warner thought hard for a moment, then:

It seems that the cabaret is closed, he said.

Locked up, Monsieur.

I wonder if you could tell me where I might find the caissière of the cabaret — Mademoiselle Philippa?

The girl shook her head:

I think she went to Paris.

When?

The other day. We understood that she had gone to Paris.

No, said Warner, she did not go to Paris. Has she not returned to Ausone?

The caissière rapped with her pencil and a waiter hastened to the desk.

Pierre, didnt you say something about Mademoiselle Philippa this morning?

I said that I thought I saw her. It was somebody who resembled her, no doubt.

Warner wheeled around:

When?

It was before noon, some time — —

Where?

Monsieur, they were putting up and locking the shutters of the cabaret, and on the top floor somebody inside was lowering the lateen shades and drawing the blue curtains.

I thought I saw Mademoiselle Philippa — I thought I saw her face for a moment behind one of the windows in the Patrons apartment.

And what do you think about it now?

Ma foi, Monsieur, if Mademoiselle Philippa has gone to Paris, I could not have seen her at the window.

But you saw somebody there?

I thought I did.

Could we go to the cabaret and inquire?

It is locked up. There is nobody now within.

How do you know?

They locked and padlocked it from the outside. They even removed the geraniums and the three cats. The place is empty, Monsieur. I know, because I helped remove the cats and the potted plants. Everybody and everything was transferred last night to the café. And at noon today the police put seals on the doors.

Warner forced a smile:

That, of course, settles it. Im sorry. I wanted to see the Patron and Mademoiselle Philippa. Another time will do.

He thanked the waiter, lifted his hat to the caissière, turned, and walked over to a table by the opposite wall, where he ordered coffee and cognac and a newspaper, as though he had just lunched.

When his coffee was brought, he opened the paper and leaned back against the padded leather seat, pretending to read, but studying the room and everybody in it.

It was a café typical of almost any half dead provincial town in France — large, rather dimly lighted, shabbily furnished with marble-topped tables ranged around the walls and two ancient billiard tables occupying the center of the room.

In the corner near the door was the cashiers cage and desk; on the same side of the room, in the further corner, a swinging leather door, much battered, gave exit and entrance to the waiters as they went to or arrived from kitchen and cellar.

And one thing occurred to him immediately: the same kitchen, and perhaps the same cellar, had supplied both cabaret and café. Therefore, there must still be some passage of communication between the cabaret — which had been locked and sealed by the authorities — and the café which the police had decreed must remain open for the convenience of the public.

Deeply perturbed by what the waiter had said concerning the glimpse he had caught of somebody resembling Philippa, and made doubly anxious by Halketts sinister remark in regard to the girls knowledge of secrets which might send Wildresse before a platoon of execution, he studied the gloomy room from behind his newspaper, trying to come to some conclusion.

He did not believe that Wildresse and his companions had dared drive into Ausone by daylight with Philippa in the tonneau, either unconscious or resisting them.

If they had brought her to Ausone at all, they must have carried her by boat, landed at the foot of the cabaret garden, and smuggled the child into the house through the rear door giving on the river garden.

If they had brought her to Ausone at all, then, she must be at that moment somewhere within the walls of the double building forming the Café and Cabaret de Biribi. Otherwise, the grey touring car had never entered Ausone.

To make certain on that point he presently paid his reckoning, bowed to the cashier, and went leisurely out into the deserted square.

First of all he sauntered back to the town entrance, where the red-legged soldiers had taken over his cart and horse. Having been obliged to give particulars concerning himself, the soldiers were perfectly friendly. Inquiry they readily answered; such a touring car as he described had been halted and requisitioned by the guard about two hours before his own horse was stopped and appropriated. There were only two people in the car, both men.

Friends of yours, Monsieur? inquired the polite lieutenant in charge.

Business acquaintances — —

Warner hesitated, then asked for the names of the two men and their addresses. The officer on duty very obligingly looked up the information in his leather-covered book. It appeared that the men were Adolf Meier and Josef Hoffman, commis voyageurs, of Paris, and that they had gone for lodging to the Boule dArgent in Ausone.

Warner thanked the boyish officer; the officer was happy to have been of service to an American and an artist.

But when Warner turned back into the town, he went directly to the railroad station instead of to the hotel. There he presently discovered and consulted the chef de gare and the ticket agent; and he learned definitely that Monsieur Wildresse, who was perfectly well known to both of them by sight, had not taken any train there.

Travelers who board trains at provincial railway stations cannot escape official observation. Therefore, what the station master and ticket agent told him was sufficient for him.

He went slowly back along the river quay, crossed diagonally in front of the deserted cabaret, entered the Impasse dAlcyon, and traversed it to the river bank, where Halkett sat under the big willow tree, smoking his pipe and letting the rowboat float by the chain which he held in his hands.

Halkett, he said, theyre in Ausone or near it. Im convinced of that. Their car came in with only two men in it. The military confiscated it. The mens names are Adolf Meier and Josef Hoffman, and they inscribed themselves as commercial travelers from Paris. Do you happen to know them?

Perfectly.

What are they; spies?

They are — clumsy ones.

By any chance are they any of the gentlemen who have been following you?

Exactly. Both have had several shots at me.

That is interesting. The address they left with the military authorities is the Boule dArgent.

What I have found out is this: the Cabaret de Biribi has been closed and sealed up by the police; the café remains open. A waiter in the café thought he saw Philippa at the window of her apartment over the cabaret just before noon today.

But Wildresse, they all say, went away this morning and has not returned. And they have no idea when to expect him.

Now, my theory is this: Wildresse and his ruffians, realizing that their own necks are in danger, went to Saïs to see Philippa, either to bully her into silence or persuade her to return to duty. When they saw her by the roadside they changed their plans and took a chance. I dont believe they saw us. We were on our knees in the grass under the shadow of the hedge. After they caught her they never looked around. I dont believe any of them noticed us at all. Before the car reached Ausone they must have stopped in some deserted place, found a boat somewhere, sent the car on ahead to Ausone with only two men in it, and then Wildresse and the other two men must have dragged or carried Philippa across the fields to the river and forced her into the boat. That was the only way they could have ventured to enter Ausone. They must have gone by boat to the garden behind the cabaret, where nobody could see what was going on, and there they probably let themselves into the house by the rear entrance.

Thats my theory, Halkett. I believe Philippa is there. I believe Wildresse is there. And I feel very sure that those two choice scoundrels of his at the Boule dArgent will join him wherever he is. So I think we had better tie up our boat and go to the Boule dArgent and find these fellows, Meier and Hoffman, and never let them out of our sight.

I think so, too, said Halkett quietly.

He knelt down on the grass, passed the boat chain around the base of the willow tree, linked and padlocked it, sprang to his feet, and walked quickly after Warner, who had already started to enter the Impasse dAlcyon.

Youre a little flustered, old chap, he said, as he rejoined Warner in the narrow alley. Dont walk so fast; we ought not to attract attention.

Im horribly nervous, admitted the other, slackening his pace.

Well have to keep pretty cool about this affair. It wont do to scare those scoundrels.

Why?

Because if they really have her locked up in that cabaret. Im afraid to guess what they might do to her if they thought their own skins were in danger.

I know it, said Warner hoarsely. Im worried sick, I tell you! Wildresse has the worst face I ever looked at. There is only one word to characterize that countenance of his — bestial!

Hes a bad lot and he looks it. The military authorities would make short work of him if Philippa should ever hint at what she has found out about his rather complicated business affairs. Thats what I am afraid of — that he may take some terrible precaution in order to anticipate any danger from her — —

What?

He is capable of doing anything to prevent her from speaking. Keeping her locked up is the precaution that I dread least. What Im afraid of is that he may kill her.

Warner turned a bloodless visage to his comrade:

Thats what Im afraid of, too, he said steadily enough. I think we had better notify the police at once — —

It wont do, old chap!

Why? On your account?

No, no! My papers are safe enough now. But I tell you, Warner, French temper is on a hair trigger, in spite of all this gravity and silence. The very word spy would be the match to the magazine.

But what of it?

Suppose Wildresse denies his treachery and makes a counter-accusation against Philippa?

What? How can he?

Suppose he declares that she betrayed him? Suppose already he has arranged documents to prove it? Suppose he had long ago taken such a precaution against any chance of her denouncing him? He is an old rat, grown grey in the business. He must have been perfectly aware that Philippa is honest — that it even went against her to do the dirty work that her own Government required of her. He must have known that if she ever discovered his double treachery, she would at least desert him, perhaps denounce him. No, no, Warner; that crafty old sewer rat left nothing to chance.

If that girl now has an opportunity and the desire to denounce him, you can be absolutely certain that long ago he has foreseen and prepared himself for just such an event!

Do you believe that?

Halkett smiled:

I am certain of it.

Why?

What does a young girl know about treachery? How many papers has Philippa ignorantly and innocently signed which might exculpate Wildresse and send her before a peloton of execution in the first caserne available? Thats the way such rats as he protect themselves!

No, Warner. Its a filthy business at best, and I admit, sadly enough, that I know more about it than you ever could know.

Listen, old chap! Its no good stirring up the police until Philippa is outside French territory. Then, and then only, may we dare to let loose the police on this nest of rats in Ausone!

Very well, said Warner quietly. Ill act as you think best, only Ill — — He stopped to regain control of himself. And when he had himself in hand again: Only — it will be a — a bad mistake if Wildresse — if — if any harm comes to that child.

Oh, in that event, said Halkett quietly, we need not scruple to kill him where we find him.

Warner said unsteadily:

I shall not hesitate a second — — But Halkett suddenly checked him with a touch on his elbow, and drew him back behind the wall of the Impasse dAlcyon, from which alley they were on the point of emerging into the town.

Two men were crossing the almost empty market square toward the Café Biribi, moving without haste over the sunny pavement.

Hoffman and Meier, whispered Halkett. There go our promising young rodents straight toward the old rats nest! It wont do for them to catch sight of me.... Wait a moment! There they go — into the Café Biribi! Follow them — they dont know you. Keep your eye on them.

Ill stroll over to the quay and dangle my legs on the river wall. If you need me, come out on the café terrace and beckon.

Would it do to hand over that pair to the police? They are German spies, are they not?

They are. But at present they are likely to be useful. If Wildresse is in the café or the cabaret, they are sure to reveal the fact to us. Better go in and keep your eye on them. If you want me, I shall be smoking my pipe on the river wall across the street.

He nodded and strolled over toward the little tree-shaded quay, filling his pipe as he sauntered along. Warner continued on to the café, entered, seated himself against the shabby wall, picked up an illustrated journal, ordered bitters, and composed himself to enjoy the preprandial hour sacred to all Frenchmen.

Without looking he was aware that the two men, Meier and Hoffman, seated at a table near the cashiers desk, had noted his arrival and were steadily inspecting him.

But he did not look in their direction; he turned the pages of the illustrated paper, leisurely, until the waiter brought his Amer Picon and a chilled carafe. Then he measured out his water with the unstudied deliberation of an habitué, stirred the brown liquid, sipped it, and, turning to another page of his paper, let his eyes rest absently on the two men opposite.

By that time neither of them was even looking at him. They were drinking beer; their heads were close together and they had turned so that they were facing each other on the padded leather wall settee.

It was impossible to hear what they were saying; they spoke rapidly and in tones so low that only the vibration of their voices was audible in the still room.

Guarded but vigorous gesticulations marked the progress of their conference; now and then both became mute while the waiter replenished their glasses with beer and added another little saucer to the growing pile on the marble table.

For an hour Warner dawdled over the café papers and his glass of bitters. The men opposite still faced each other on the leather settee, still conversed with repressed animation, still guzzled beer. Once or twice they had looked up and across the room at him and had taken a swift, comprehensive survey of the few other people in the café, but the movement had been wholly instinctive and mechanical. Evidently they felt entirely secure.

The plump, dark-eyed caissière had caught Warners eye once or twice. Evidently she remembered him, and her quick smile became almost an invitation to conversation.

It was what he wanted and he hesitated only because he was not sure how the men opposite might regard his approach toward their vicinity.

But he did it very well; and both men, looking up sharply, seemed presently to realize that it was merely a flirtation, and that the young man lounging before the cashiers counter, smiling, and being smiled upon, could safely be ignored.

To be the prettiest girl in Ausone, Warner was saying, must be a very great comfort to that girl. Dont you think so, Mademoiselle?

To be the most virtuous, Monsieur, would be far more comforting.

Have you then both prizes, Mademoiselle? I was sure of it!

Prizes, Monsieur?

The golden apple and the prix de la sagesse?

She laughed and blushed, detaching from her corsage a rosebud.

Accept, Monsieur, the prize for eloquence and for impudence! And she extended the rosebud to Warner.

He took it, lifted it to his lips, looking smilingly at her, and listening with all the concentration he could summon to the murmuring conversation at the neighboring table.

Only a word or two he could catch — perhaps merely a guess at— Patron, and nine oclock, and cellar — at least he imagined he could distinguish these words. And all the time he was up to his ears in a breezy flirtation with a girl very willing, very adept, and perfectly capable of appreciating her own desirability as well as the good points of any casual suitor whom Heaven might strand upon her little, isolated island for an hour or two.

Being French, she was clever and amusing and sufficiently grateful to the gods for this bit of masculine flotsam which had drifted her way.

There are boats, she said, and the evening will be beautiful. Having made this clear to him, she smiled and let matters shape their course.

What pleasure is a boat and a beautiful night to me, he said, if nobody shares both with me?

Alas, Monsieur, have you no pretty little friend who could explain to you the planets on a summer night?

Alas, Mademoiselle!

What a pity.... Because I have studied astronomy a little. And I recommend it to you as a diversion. They are so high, so unattainable, the stars! It is well for a young man to learn what is attainable, and then to address himself to its pursuit. What do you think, Monsieur?

That I should very much like to study astronomy if in all the world there could be discovered anybody amiable enough to teach me.

How pathetic! If I only had time — —

Have you no time at all?

It wouldnt do, mon ami.

Why?

Because I should be seen going to a rendezvous with you.

Isnt there any way into the cabaret garden except through the cabaret? he asked.

She shook her head, laughing at him out of her brown eyes.

He waited a moment to control his voice, but there was a tremor in it when he said:

Is there no way through the cellar?

She noticed the tremor and liked it. In the lightest and airiest of flirtations the ardent and unsteady note in a mans voice appeals to any woman to continue and finish his subjugation.

As for the cellar, she said, it is true that one can get into the cabaret garden that way. But, Monsieur, do you imagine that a dark, damp, ghostly and pitch-black cellar appeals to any woman?

Is the cellar so frightful a place, Mademoiselle?

Figure it to yourself! — Some twenty stone steps from the pantry yonder — She nodded her head toward the battered swinging door of leather.— And then more steps, down, down, down! — Into darkness and dampness where there are only wine casks and kegs and bottles and mushrooms and rats and ghosts — —

What of it — if, as you say, the stars are shining on the river — —

Merci! A girl must certainly be in love to venture through that cellar! And a man, too!

Try me. Ill go!

The girl laughed:

You! Are you, then, in love already?

I should like to prove it. Where is that terrible cellar?

Behind the door, there. She waved her hand airily. Try it. Show me how much you are in love! Perhaps then Ill believe you.

Will the waiters interfere if I go into the cellar?

See how you try to avoid the test!

Try me!

Very well. The washroom is there. If you choose to wash your hands, you are at liberty to do so. And then if you cant slip down into the cellar while the waiters are looking the other way, all I can say is that you are not in love!

He looked at her smilingly, scarcely trusting himself to speak for a moment, for the face of Philippa rose unbidden before his eyes and a shaft of fear pierced him.

You are wrong, he said steadily enough. I am in love.... Very honestly, very innocently.... It just occurred to me. I didnt know how deeply I felt.... I really am in love — as one loves what is fearless, faithful, and devoted.

A dog is all that, Monsieur.

Occasionally a human being is, also. Sometimes even a woman.

Her smile became a little troubled.

Monsieur, are you, then, in love with some woman who possesses these commendable virtues?

No. I am in love with her virtues, Mademoiselle.

Oh! Then she might even be your sister!

Exactly. That is the quality of my affection for her.

The pretty caissière laughed:

You were beginning to make me sad, she said. I — I am really willing to teach you astronomy, if you truly desire a knowledge of the stars.

I do, ardently.

But I am sincerely afraid of the cellar, she murmured. It is ten oclock before I am released from duty, and the knowledge that it is ten oclock at night makes that cellar doubly dark and terrible. I — I dont want to give you a rendezvous down there; and I certainly dont propose to traverse the cellar alone. Monsieur, what on earth am I to do?

To study the stars on the river, and to reach a rendezvous without being noticed, makes it necessary for you to slip out through the cellar, does it not?

Alas!

Havent you the courage?

I dont — know.

Yes, you have.

Have I? She laughed.

Certainly. Ill go to the washroom now, and get into the cellar somehow, and make myself acquainted with it.... I suppose I ought to have a candle — —

She said:

When I walk home alone at night I have a little electric torch with me. Shall I lend it to you?

She opened the desk drawer, drew it out concealed under her handkerchief, and he managed to transfer it to his pocket. It clinked against the loaded automatic pistol; nobody noticed the sound.

But for a moment he thought the two men, Meier and Hoffman, had noticed it, because they both got up and came over directly toward him.

However, they merely wished to pay their reckoning with a hundred-franc note, and Warner moved aside while they crowded before the pretty cashiers desk, offering hasty pleasantries and ponderous gallantries, while she dimpled at them and made change.

Then, after tipping the waiter, they went out into the late afternoon sunshine.

Warner, looking after them, could see that they were crossing the square toward the Boule dArgent; and he knew that Halkett must have seen them and that he would manage to keep them in view.

Now was his time to investigate the cellar, and he said so to the brown-eyed girl behind the cage, who had been inspecting him rather pensively.

I ought not to do this, said the pretty caissière.

Of course not. Otherwise we should not find each other agreeable.

She smiled, looking at him a little more seriously and more attentively.

It is odd, is it not, she said under her breath, how two people from the opposite ends of the earth chance to meet and — and find each other — agreeable?

It is delightful, he admitted smilingly.

I dont even know your name, she remarked, playing with her pencil.

James.

Tchames? — with a pretty attempt to imitate his English.

Jim is easier.

Djeem?

Perfect!

Djeem, she repeated, looking musingly at the tall, well-built American. Cest drôle, ce nom là! Djeem? It is pleasant, too.... My name is Jeanne. She shrugged her youthful shoulders. Nothing extraordinary, you see.... Still, I shall try to please you, Monsieur Djeem.

I dare not hope to please you — —

She laughed:

You do please me. Do you suppose, otherwise, I should dare enter that frightful cellar?

Under cover of her desk, she deftly detached a key from the bunch at her belt, covered it with her hand, palm down, and let it rest on the counter before him.

Do you promise to keep away from the wine bins? she asked lightly.

I promise solemnly, he said, and took the key.

Very well. Then you may go and look at this dreadful cellar at once. And when you behold it, ask yourself how great a goose a girl must be who ventures into it at ten oclock at night merely because a young man desires to take a lesson in astronomy on the river Récollette.


CHAPTER XVII
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HE HAD LITTLE difficulty in gaining the cellar from the washroom. Both doors opened out of the pantry passage; he had only to watch the moving figures silhouetted through the pantry doorway, and when they were out of sight for the moment, he stepped out, unlocked the cellar door, closed it gently behind him, flashed his electric torch, and started down the broad stone steps.

It was one of the big, old-time cellars not unusual in provincial towns, but built, probably, a century before the café and cabaret had been erected on its solid stone foundations.

Two rows of squatty stone pillars supported the low arches of the roof; casks, kegs, bins, empty bottles, broken bottles, and row after row of unsealed wine bottles lined the alleyways leading in every direction through the darkness.

On either side of the main central corridor stood wine casks of every shape and size, some very ancient, to judge from the carving and quality of the wood, some more or less modern, some of today. Almost all were hoisted on skids with bung and bung starter in place and old-time jugs and measures of pewter or glass at hand; a few lay empty amid the cellar debris, where the salts born of darkness and dampness dimly glimmered on wall and pavement, and a rustling in unseen straw betrayed the lurking place of rats.

Warner, playing his flashlight, walked swiftly forward, traversing the three principal alleys in succession. The third round included the little dark runways twisting in and out among the bins, turning sudden angles into obscurity, or curving back in a blind circle to the point of entrance.

And as he stood resting for a moment, trying to get his bearings and shifting his electric torch over the labyrinth within which he had become involved, a slight but distinct sound broke the silence around him.

It came from the cellar steps: somebody had opened the door above.

Instantly he extinguished his torch; the blackness walled him in, closing on him so swiftly that he seemed to feel a palpable pressure upon his body.

Listening, every nerve on edge, he heard footsteps falling cautiously upon the stone stairway; a white radiance spread and grew brighter at the far end of the vaulted place; and in a moment more the blinding star of an electric torch dazzled his eyes, where he stood looking out between the cracks of the piled-up boxes which made of the alley in which he had halted a rampart and an impasse.

Two men were advancing, shining the way before them, turning their heads from side to side with curiosity, but without apparently any suspicion.

They seemed to know the place and to be entirely familiar with every alley, for, just before they passed the runway where he crouched behind the boxes, they turned aside, played their light over the dusty banks of bottles, chose one, coolly knocked off its neck, and leisurely drained it between them.

Then, exchanging a few comments in voices too low to be understood, they resumed their course, passed the entrance to the alley where Warner lay hidden, and continued on a few paces.

He could see them as black shapes against the flare of light; saw them halt a few paces from where he stood, saw them reach up and take hold of a huge tun which blocked their progress.

Their torch was shining full upon it; he could follow minutely everything they were doing.

One of the men stretched his arms out horizontally and grasped the edges of the immense cask. Then he threw his full weight to the right; the cask swung easily outward, leaving a passageway wide enough for a man. And there, full in the blaze of brilliant light, was a door, scarcely ten feet away from where he was standing.

The man who had turned the cask went to the door, slid aside a panel, reached in and unbolted it, and had already opened the door when a big bulk loomed up in front of him; a gross, vibrant voice set the hollow echoes growling under the arches of stone and mortar; Wildresse barred their way.

He stood there, the torchlight falling full on his round, partly bald and smoothly shaven head; his wicked little ratty eyes were two points of black, his wicked mouth was twisted with profanity.

Sacré tas de bougres! he roared. I told you to come at nine oclock, didnt I? What are you doing here, then? You, Asticot, you are supposed to have more sense than Squelette, there! Why do you interrupt me before the hour I set?

The man addressed as Asticot — a heavy, bench-legged young man with two favoris pasted over his large wide ears — shuffled his shoes most uncomfortably.

Squelette, tall, frightfully thin, with his long, furrowed neck of an unclean bird swathed in a red handkerchief, stood sullen and motionless while the glare of his torch streamed over Wildresse.

Nom de Dieu! shouted the latter. Aim at my belly and keep that light out of my face, you stupid ass!

Squelette sulkily shifted his torch; Asticot said in the nasal, whining voice of the outer boulevards:

Voyons, mon vieux, you have been at it for six hours, and the Skeleton here and I thought you might require our services — —

Is that so! snarled Wildresse. Also, they may require your services in La Roquette!

They do, remarked Squelette naïvely.

You dont have to tell me that! retorted Wildresse. Youll sneeze for them, too, some day! He turned savagely on Asticot: I dont want you now! Im busy! Do you understand?

I understand, replied the Maggot. All the same, if I may be so bold — whats the use of chattering if theres a job to finish? If theres work to do, do it, and talk afterward. Thats my idea.

Wildresse glared at him:

Really! Very commendable. Such notions of industry ought to be encouraged in the young. But the trouble with you, Asticot, is that you havent anything inside that sucked-out orange you think is a head.

Whatever mental work is to be done, I shall do. Do you comprehend me, imbecile? And I dont trouble to consult your convenience, either. Is that clear? Now, take your friend, the Skeleton, and take your torch and yourself out of this cellar. Get out, or Ill bash your face in! — You dirty little bandy-legged, blood-lapping cockroach — —

His big, pock-pitted, hairless face became frightful in its concentrated ferocity; both men made simultaneous and involuntary movements to the rear.

Youll come at nine oclock, do you hear! he roared. And youll bring a sack with you and enough weight to keep it sunk! You, Maggot; you, Skeleton, do you understand? Very well, clear out!

The young ruffians made no response; Asticot turned and made his way through the narrow passage; the Skeleton shuffled on his heels, shining his torch ahead.

Halfway down the central corridor they helped themselves to two more bottles of Bordeaux, pocketing them in silence, and continued on their course.

Listening, Warner could hear them ascending the stone stairs, could hear the door click above as they left the cellar. But his eyes remained fixed on Wildresse, who still stood in the door, darkly outlined against the dull gaslight burning somewhere in the room behind him.

Once or twice he looked at the great cask which the two voyous had not troubled to close into its place behind them. And Wildresse did not bother to go out and swing the cask back into place, but, as soon as he caught the sound of the closing cellar door, stepped back and shut his own door.

He must either have forgotten, or carelessly neglected, to close the open panel in it, for the lighted square remained visible, illuminating the narrow passage after Warner heard him bolt the door on the inside.

His retreating footsteps, also, were audible for some distance before the sound of them died away; and Warner knew then that the door belonged to the cabaret, and that behind its bolted shutters and its police seals Wildresse had been lurking since his return from Saïs.

There was no need to use his torch as he crept out of his ambush and entered the narrow lane behind the big cask.

With infinite precautions, he thrust his arm through the open panel, felt around until he found the two bolts, slid them noiselessly back.

The door swung open, inward. He went in softly.

The place appeared to be a lumber room littered with odds and ends. Beyond was a passage in which a gas jet burned; at the end of it a stairway leading up.

The floor creaked in spite of him, but the stairs were carpeted. They led up to a large butlers pantry; and, through the sliding door, he peered out into the dim interior of the empty cabaret.

Through cracks in the closed shutters rays from the setting sun pierced the gloom, making objects vaguely distinct — tables and chairs piled one upon the other around the dancing floor, the gaudy decorations pendent from the ceiling, the shrouded music stands, the cashiers desk where he had first set eyes on the girl Philippa —— 

With the memory his heart almost ceased, then leaped with the resurgence of his fear for her; he looked around him until he discovered a leather swinging door, and when he opened it a wide hallway lay before him and a stairway rose beyond.

Over the thick carpet he hastened, then up the stairs, cautiously, listening at every step.

Somewhere above, coming apparently from behind a closed door, he heard the heavy vibration of a voice, and knew whose it was.

Guided by it along the upper passageway, he passed the open doors of several bedrooms, card rooms, private dining-rooms, all empty and the furniture covered with sheets, until he came to a closed door.

Behind it, the heavy voice of Wildresse sounded menacingly; he waited until it rose to a roar, then tried the door under cover of the noise within. It was locked, and he stood close to it, listening, striving to think out the best way.

Behind the locked door Wildresse was shouting now, and Warner heard every word:

By God! he roared in English. You had better not try to lie to me! Do you want your neck twisted?

There was no reply.

I ask you again, what did you do with that paper I gave you by mistake? he repeated.

Suddenly Warners heart stood still, as Philippas voice came to him, low but distinct:

I burned it!

You burned it? You lie!

I never lie, came the subdued voice. I burned it.

You slut! How dared you touch it at all?

You handed it to me, she said wearily.

And you knew it was a mistake, you treacherous cat! My God! Have I nourished you for this, you little snake, that you turn your poisonous teeth on me?

Perhaps.... But not on my country.

Your country! You miserable foundling, did you suppose yourself French?

France is the only country I have known. I refuse to betray her.

France! he shouted. France! A hell of a country to snivel about! You cant tell me anything about France — the dirty kennel full of mongrels that it is! France? To hell with France!

What has she done for me? What has she done to me? Chased me out of Paris; forced my only son into her filthy army; hunted us both without mercy — finally hunted my son into the Battalions of Biribi — me into this damned pigpen of Ausone! Thats what France has done to me and mine! — Blackmailed me into playing the mouchard for her — forcing me to play spy for her by threatening to hunt me into La Nouvelle!

By God! I break even, though! I sell her every chance I get; and what I sell to her she has to pay for, too — believe me, she pays for it a hundred times over!

There came a silence, then Wildresses voice again, rumbling, threatening:

Who was that type you went to visit in Saïs at the Golden Peach?

No answer.

Do you hear, you little fool?

I hear you, she said in a tired voice.

You wont tell?

No.

Why? Is he your lover?

No.

Oh, you merely got your wages, eh?

No answer.

In other words, youre launched, eh? You aspire to turn cocotte, eh?

I am employed by him quite honestly — —

Very touching. Such a nice young man, isnt he? And how much did you tell him about me, eh?

No reply.

Did you inform him that I was a very bad character? he sneered. Did you tell him what a hard time you had? Did you explain to him that a pious Christian really could not live any longer with such a man as I am? Did you? And that is the way you feel, isnt it? — That you are too good for the business in which I have taken the trouble to educate you?

To be compelled to seek information for my Government has made me very unhappy, she said. But to betray that Government — that is not in me to do. I had rather die.... I think, anyway, that I had rather not — live — any longer.

Is that so? Is that all the spirit you have? What are you, anyway — a worm? Have you no anger in you against the country which has kicked you and me out of Paris into this filthy kennel called Ausone? Have you no resentment toward the Government that has attempted to beggar us both — the Government which bullies us, threatens us, blackmails us, forbids us entry into the capital, keeps us tied up here like dogs to watch and bark at strangers and whine away our lives on starvation wages, when we could make our fortunes in Paris?

I dont know what you did.

What of it? Suppose I broke a few of their damned laws! Is that a reason to kick me from place to place and finally tie me up here?

I — dont know.

Oh, dont know! he mimicked her. You ungrateful slut, if you had any gratitude in your treacherous little body, youd stick to me now! Youd rejoice at my vengeance! Youd laugh to know that I am paying back in her own coin the country which insulted me! Thats what youd do, instead of sniveling around about treachery and betraying France.

And, by God! — now that war has come, youll see your beloved France torn into pieces by the Bosches! Thats what youll see — France ripped into tatters!

Yes, and that sight will repay me for all that has been done to me — that revenge I shall have — soon! — just as soon as they sweep up that stable litter of Belgians over there!

Then well see! Then perhaps Ill get my recognition from the Bosches!

What do I care for France or for them, either? Im of no nation; Im nothing; Im for myself! The Bosches were the kinder to me, and they get what I dont need, voilà tout!

There came a long pause, and then Wildresses heavy tones once more:

Ill give you your chance. Yes, in spite of your treachery and your ingratitude, Ill give you your chance!

You have a brain — such as it is. Its a womans brain, of course, but it can figure out on which side the bread is buttered.

Listen: I ought to twist your neck. Youve tried to put mine into the lunette. You could have sent me up against a dead wall if you had given that paper you burned to the flics. No, you didnt. You enjoyed a crisis of nerves and you burned it. I know you burned it, because I admit that you tell the truth.

Bon! Now, therefore, I do not instantly twist your neck. No! On the contrary, I reason with you. I do not turn you over to the sergots. I could! Why? Voyons, let us be reasonable! I was not hatched yesterday. No! Do you suppose I have trusted you all these years without having taken any little precautions? Tiens, you are beginning to look at me, eh?

Well, then, listen: if in future you have any curiosity concerning lunettes and dead walls, let me inform you that you are qualified to embellish either.

Tiens! You seem startled. It never occurred to you to ask why I have had certain papers written out by you, or why I have had you affix your pretty signature to so many little documents which you could not read because the ink was invisible.

No. You have never thought about such matters, have you? But, all the same, I have all I require to make you sneeze into the basket, or to play blindmans buff between a dead wall and a squad of execution.

And now! — Now that you know enough to hold your tongue, will you hold it in future and be honest and loyal to the hand that picked you out of the gutter and that has fed you ever since?

There was a silence.

Will you? he repeated.

No!

A bull-like roar burst from Wildresse:

Ill twist your neck for you, and Ill do it now! he bellowed. Ill snap that white neck of yours — —


CHAPTER XVIII
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THE NEXT INSTANT Warner struck the door such a blow with his doubled fist that the jarring sound silenced the roar of rage that had burst from Wildresse at Philippas answer, and checked the heavy scuffle of his great feet, too.

Already Warner had drawn back, pistol lifted, gathered together to throw his full weight against the door and hold it the moment it was opened from inside.

The sudden stillness which followed his blow lasted but a few seconds; heavy steps approached the door, halted; approached irresolutely, stopped short. Then ensued another period of quiet; and Warner, listening, could hear the breathing of Wildresse on the other side of the door.

Minute after minute passed; Wildresse, still as a tiger, never stirred, and even his suppressed breathing became inaudible after a while.

Warner, pistol in hand, ready to throw himself against the door the instant it moved on the crack, bent over and placed his ear close against the paneling. After a while he detected the sound of footsteps cautiously retreating, and realized that Wildresse did not intend to open the door.

He knocked again loudly: the steps continued to recede; somewhere another door was unbolted and opened; and the stealthy, retreating footsteps continued on beyond earshot.

Again he knocked heavily with the butt of his pistol; waited, listened, then drew back and fairly hurled himself against the door. It scarcely even creaked; he might as well have attempted to push over the retaining wall of the corridor itself.

Philippa! he called. Philippa!

A low cry answered him; he heard her stir suddenly.

But as he grasped the door knob and shook it in his excitement and impatience, over his shoulder he caught a glimpse of a gross, hairless face slyly peering around the further corner of the corridor. It disappeared immediately.

Open the door, Philippa! he cried. Open quick!

Warner, mon ami, I cant! He took the key — — she called through to him. Oh, Warner! What am I to do?

All right! Wait there! He turned and ran for the further end of the corridor, sprang around the corner without hesitating, sped forward, now fiercely intent on the destruction of Wildresse. But the Patron had fled. He ran forward, turned another corner in the dim light of locked shutters, but found no trace of the bulky quarry he hunted, heard nothing, halted, breathing fast and hard, trying to establish his bearings.

A stair well plunged downward into shadowy depths just ahead; he stole forward and looked over; carpeted steps vanished into the darkness below.

Doors, all locked, faced him everywhere; he ran along them, trying each as he passed; came to an angle of solid wall, stepped around it, pistol extended; and it was a miracle he was not startled into pulling trigger when a door was torn open in his very face, and a figure, dark against the fiery sunset framed by a window, sprang forward.

Warner, mon ami! Me voici! she cried joyously, flinging both arms around his neck; but he stood white and trembling with the nearness of her destruction at his hands, holding the shaking pistol wide from her body and unable to utter a word.

And as he stood there, one arm around her thin body, somewhere below and behind him a door burst open and there came a muffled rush of feet up the stairway from the darkness below.

He pushed her violently away from him, but before he could turn and spring to the stairhead, three men leaped into the passage, their weapons spitting red flashes through the dusky corridor; and he jumped backward dragging Philippa with him into the room behind them, slammed the door, and bolted, chained, and locked it.

Outside, Asticot, Squelette, and Hoffman stood close to the door and poured bullets through it at close range. The stream of lead tore the papered plaster wall, opposite to tatters; but the door was as massive as the one he had tried to force with his shoulder; two great bars of metal bolted it, a heavy chain further secured it, and the key remained in the lock.

But steel-jacketed bullets still pierced the wood, stripping splinters from the inside and mangling the opposite wall until the gay wall paper hung in strips, and the whole room swam in a haze of drifting white dust.

Edging along, his body flattened against the north wall of the empty room, and drawing Philippa after him, he cautiously approached the door which he had tried to force; and heard Wildresse whispering to somebody outside. No wonder he had not been able to force it; the bolts and chains that held it were exactly like those which secured the other door.

He placed his lips close to Philippas ear:

Where are we? he breathed; and bent his head to the childs bruised mouth, which was still swollen and cut from the blow dealt her by Wildresse that morning in the car.

We are in the Patrons private office, where he used to lock himself in, she whispered. Theyve taken out the desk and chairs. His bedroom is next; mine is the next beyond that.

He looked anxiously toward the window and saw tree tops and glimpses of rolling country sparkling in the lilac-tinted haze of approaching twilight.

Where does that window face? he whispered, softly.

On the garden and river.

How far a drop is it?

Too far, mon ami. The stone terrace is below.

Is it thirty feet?

I dont know. The roof and chimneys are above us. We are in the top story of the house.

There are only two stories above the cellar, as I remember.

Two, yes.

Still holding himself and her flat against the wall, he turned his head cautiously from side to side, searching the empty room. There was absolutely nothing there except bare floor and walls, and, in the fireplace, a huge iron grate weighted with cannel coal.

Outside, from the two corridors the firing had ceased; but he could distinguish the low vibration of heavy voices, carefully subdued, catch the sound of stealthy movements on the carpeted floor close to both doors. Lifting his pistol he fired through one door, wheeled, and fired through the other. When the deafening racket in the room had ceased, he bent toward her and whispered:

Philippa, will you obey me?

Yes, mon ami.

Flatten yourself closer against the wall and dont stir.

The girl spread out both arms, palms against the wall, and shrank closer against it with her slim body.

Warner dropped cautiously to the floor, crept across it, dragging himself by his hands, grasped the sill of the window, drew his head up with infinite precaution, and looked out and finally down.

Below lay the flagstones and potted flowers of the garden terrace, not more than twenty-five feet, he thought. Beyond these, the grass sloped down to the Récollette, where rowboats still floated under the trees.

Reconnoitering, he could not discover a soul in sight, and, satisfied, he crept back to where Philippa stood.

As he looked up at her, a faint smile touched the girls bruised lips, and her steady grey eyes seemed to say: Me voici, mon ami, toujours à vos ordres!

We must try to leave by the window, he whispered. Both doors are guarded. And this man means murder — for you, anyway — —

Yes.... It does not matter much now.... Since I have seen you again.

You dear child — you dear, brave little thing!

Oh, mon ami — if you truly are content with me — —

Little comrade, you have been very wonderful and very true! Halkett has recovered his papers.... Can you imagine how I felt when that murderous brute struck you!

It was nothing — I dont care, now — — She looked at his face, extended one finger along the wall, and touched his arm, trying to smile with her disfigured lips.

He looked at her very intently for a moment, unsmiling. Then:

Little comrade! Listen attentively.

Yes, Warner.

Its too far for us to drop. It is twenty feet, anyway, and probably more. You would break your legs on the stones.... How many of your clothes can you spare to make a rope?

My — clothing?

Yes. You see there is not a thing in this room, not even a shred of carpet. I can spare my coat, waistcoat, shirt, tie, two handkerchiefs, collar, belt — and both shoe laces. I have a heavy, sharp pocketknife with a four-inch blade, which will cut cloth into strips. Help me all you can, Philippa. We shall need every inch of cloth and linen we can spare.... And I think we had better hurry about it, because I dont know what they are planning to do outside those two doors.

She hesitated an instant, then:

If you wish it.... Will you please turn your head?

Of course, you dear child! What can you spare?

I can spare my chemisette and underskirt and petticoat, and my velvet hairband and my shoe laces.... And a handkerchief and my stockings.... It leaves me my red velvet bodice, which I can lace tightly, my red velvet skirt, and my shoes.... Will it be enough to give you?

I hope so; we must try. He turned, stripped to his undershirt and trousers, opened the long-bladed knife, and began to cut out strips from the materials.

Presently she was ready to contribute to the projected rope, and together they ventured to seat themselves noiselessly at the base of the wall and begin serious work on the business before them.

The sound of linen or of cotton being ripped would certainly have set on the alert the men outside and directed a murderously inclined gentleman or two to the garden.

So they parted the stuffs with every precaution to avoid any noise, using the knife constantly, and easing the various fabrics apart little by little.

Warner was confident that Wildresse, knowing the utter nakedness of the room in which they were locked, and knowing that death or broken bones must result from a drop into the terrace flowerpots, was not concerning himself to guard that quarter. Working steadily, easing, parting, picking out or cutting threads, ripping and tearing with greatest caution, the growing dusk in the room began to impede their operations. But he dared not use his electric torch, lest they be seen from outside.

Already the girls slender fingers were flying as she picked up strip after strip of fabric and twisted them into the quadruple braid, bending closer over her task as the light became dimmer and dimmer.

Her bare feet in her laceless shoes were extended and crossed in front of her; the slender neck and shoulders and arms were exquisite in the delicate loveliness of immaturity; she worked swiftly, intensely absorbed, unconscious, unembarrassed in her preoccupation.

Now and then she lifted the braided cord and, stretching it, tested it with all her youthful strength. Once she handed it to him and he threw his full strength into the test, nodded, passed it back to her, and went on with his cutting and ripping.

Before the cord was finished, a tremendous crash shook the door on the left; and Warner, seated flat on the floor, fired two shots through the panels.

Then they both went on with their cutting, ripping, knotting, and braiding. The fumes from the cartridges set them coughing, but the smoke filtered out of the open window very soon.

It was dark when the cord was ready — some eighteen feet of it, as far as Warner could judge by measuring it across his outstretched arms.

Everything was in it except his leather belt, and this he buckled around Philippas body.

There seemed to be no way he could test the cord except, inch by inch, using main strength; and, looking at the slender girl beside him, he concluded that it was going to hold her anyway.

The only light left in the room came from the stars; by this he crept across to the fireplace, lifted the heavy, iron grate with difficulty, set it at the foot of the window, fastened one end of the cord to it, turned and beckoned to Philippa.

She came creeping through the dusk on hands and knees; he pushed the pistol into one hip pocket, the electric torch into the other, fastened the rope to his leather belt which she wore, motioned her to mount the sill.

But — you? she whispered.

Listen! I shall follow. If I fall, try to find Halkett in the square and tell him.

Warner — I am afraid!

I wont let you fall — —

For you, I mean!

Dont be afraid. I could almost drop it without any cord to help me. Now! Are you ready?

If you wish it.

Then sit this way — there! Now, turn and take hold of the sill with both hands — that way! ... Now, you may let go — —

Her full weight on the cord frightened him; he braced his knees and paid out the rope which crushed and threatened to cut his hands in two.

Down, down into the dusk below he lowered her; his arms and back and ribs seemed turned to steel, so terrible was the fear that he might let her drop.

There remained yet a coil or two of rope when the cord in his staggering hands suddenly slackened. A shaft of fright pierced him; he bent shakily over the sill and looked down. She had not fallen; she stood on the terrace, unknotting the rope from her leather belt.

A moment later he drew it up, the belt dangling at the end. With trembling and benumbed hands he tested the knot tied to the grate; then, twisting the cord around both hands, he let himself over the sill, clung there, and lowered the window, hesitated, let his full weight hang, heard the iron grate drag and catch, then, blindly, twisting the cord around his left leg, he let himself down foot by foot, believing every moment that the cord would part or that the iron grate would be dragged up and over the sill, carry away the sash, and crush him.

And the next instant his feet touched the stone flagging and he turned to find Philippa at his side.

Be silent, she breathed close to his ear. A boat has just landed.

Where?

At the foot of the garden. Two men are getting out!

He knew that the rope would be discovered; he seized it and tried to break it loose. It held as though it had been woven of wire.

There is a way into the cellar, whispered Philippa. Can you lift this grating? It is only a drop of a foot or two!

He bent down beside her in the shadows, felt the bars of the narrow grating overgrown with herbage, pulled upward and lifted it easily from its grassy bed. Philippa placed her hand flat on the dewy turf, and vaulted down into darkness. He balanced himself on the edge of the hole, turned and pulled the grating toward him, and dropped. The grating fell with a soft thud on the damp and grassy rim of the manhole. Philippa caught his hand.

I know my way! Come! she breathed, and he followed into the pitchy darkness.

How far they had progressed he had no idea, when she halted and drew him close to her.

Ive lost my way; I thought I could find the main corridor. Have you a match?

I have a flashlight.

He pulled it from his pocket and drew his pistol also. Then he snapped on the light.

For a moment the girl stood dazzled and perplexed, evidently unfamiliar with what she was gazing at, bewildered.

But Warner knew. There, in front of him, stood the great tun, swung open like a gate, and between it and the next cask ran the secret alley blocked by the door from which Wildresse had driven Asticot and Squelette.

I know the way now! he said. But well have to pass through the café — —

He sprang back with the words on his lips as the door opened violently and Wildresse lurched out, followed by Asticot and another man.

But the glare of the torch in their eyes checked them and they recoiled, stumbling over each other in the narrow doorway.

Step by step Warner backed away, keeping Philippa behind him and focussing the blinding light on the men huddled in the doorway.

Who are you? demanded Wildresse hoarsely. What are you doing in my cellar?

He made a motion toward his breast pocket; Asticot was quicker, and he fired full at the flashlight which Warner was holding wide of himself and Philippa.

The bullet struck the light; startling darkness buried them, instantly all a-flicker again with pistol flashes.

The grating again! Can you find it, Philippa? he whispered.

She turned her head as she retreated, caught a glimpse of the faint spot of starlight behind, took his hand and drew him around.

Evidently Wildresse dared not use any light; his friends were shooting wildly and at hazard for general results; the racket in the vaulted place was deafening; but the flashes from their own pistols must have obscured their vision, for if they could have distinguished the far, pale spot of light under the manhole, they evidently did not see the dim figures crouching there.

Warner reached up, grasped the iron bars, lifted them, swung them open. Then he dragged himself up and over, and, flat on the grass, held down his arms for Philippa.

Beside him, panting on the grass, she lay flat under the dim luster of the stars, while they searched the dusk for any sign of the two men who had landed from the rowboat.

And all at once the girls eyes fell upon a ladder leaning against the house, and she silently touched Warner on the arm.

It became plain enough now; the rope was gone; the men had mounted to the room, found it empty, had unbolted both doors, and started Wildresse and his crew toward the cellar — the only egress to the street — where lay their only chance of successful pursuit.

Bending low above the grass, gliding close to the shrubs and bushes, Warner, with Philippas hand clasped in his, stole down the slope and into the shadow of the shoreward trees.

A boat, with both oars in it, lay there, pulled up into the sedge; the girl stepped in; Warner pushed off and followed her, shipped the oars, swung the boat, and bent to his work.

You are taking the wrong way! whispered Philippa.

Halkett is waiting on the quay.

Already they had rounded the bank in sight of the ancient arch of the bridge; the quay wall rose above them in the starlight. At the foot of the narrow flight of steps he checked the boat; Philippa took the oars, and he sprang out and ran up the stone incline.

Halkett! he called sharply.

A figure seated on the wall turned its head, jumped to the pavement, and came striding swiftly.

Have you discovered her whereabouts? Good heavens! Where are your clothes, Warner?

Ive found Philippa. Shes waiting below in a boat — —

They ran down the steps while they were speaking, and Philippa cried:

Is it you, Halkett? I am happy again! And stretched out her slender bare arm to him, excited, trembling a little from the nervous reaction which now suddenly filled her eyes and set her disfigured mouth quivering.

Awflly glad, said Halkett heartily, clasping her offered hand in his firm cool grip; and if he was astonished at her negligee he did not betray it, but took the oars with decision and sent the boat shooting out into mid-current.

Philippa, he said, pulling downstream with powerful strokes through the darkness, I dont know what has happened; Warner got you out of the mess, whatever it was; but what I do know is that you behaved like a brick and I shall never forget it! A soldiers thanks, little comrade, for what you did!

I — I am — happy — — she faltered; and her voice failed her. She slid from the stern down against Warners knees, and buried her face in her bare arms against them.

Do you think you could spare her your coat, old fellow? asked Warner in a low voice.

Of course! Halkett stripped off his coat and passed it over; then he gave his waistcoat to Warner.

Lucky its a warm night, he said cheerfully, while Warner spread the coat over Philippa, where she lay exhausted, tremulous, and close to tears. The girl who had never whimpered when fear, timidity, and indecision meant instant disaster, now lay huddled against his knees, shaking in every limb, crushing back the tears that burned her eyes and her throat, striving to master the nerves that clamored for relief.

Warner bent over her, close, touching her disheveled hair:

Its all right now, he whispered. I shall not let you go again until you want to.... Its all right now, Philippa. Ill stand your friend always — as long as you need me — as long as you — want me.... Dont worry about a home; Ill see to it. You are going to have your chance.

One of her crossed hands groped blindly for his, closed over it convulsively, and her breath grew hot with tears.

Its a long way to Tipperary, remarked Halkett cheerily. Tell me about it when youre ready, old chap.


CHAPTER XIX

[image: img653.jpg]

ABOUT SEVEN OCLOCK the next morning Halkett knocked at Warners door, awakening him.

The cavalry are passing, if youd care to see them, he said.

Warner got out of bed, found his slippers and a bathrobe, and opened the door. Halkett, fully dressed in the field uniform of a British officer, came in.

Hello! exclaimed the American in surprise. What does this mean?

It means that weve gone in, old chap.

England!

Yes, were in it! And Im off. He made a gesture for silence. Hark! Do you hear that?

Warner listened: from the distance came a confused, metallic sound, growing more and more distinct, filling the room with a faint ringing, jarring harmony.

Come to the window; its worth seeing, said Halkett.

It was worth seeing. Through the still morning sunshine, from the southward came an immense sound wave; the rustle and clash of steel, the clink-clank of iron-shod hoofs.

Leaning from the window, Warner looked down the road. A high column of white dust stretched away into perspective as far as he could see. Under it, emerging from it, rode the French heavy cavalry, the morning sun a blinding sheet of fire on their armor.

On they came at a leisurely walk, helmets and breastplates blazing silvery fire under a perpendicular forest of lances canopied by the white dust.

They were terribly conspicuous; a cloudless sky exposed every detail of their uniforms — the gold epaulets of their officers, the crimson epaulets and breeches of the troopers, the orange-red whalebone plumes that flew like the manes of horses from the trumpeters helmets.

On they came, riding at ease, accompanied by dust and by a vast and confused volume of assorted noises — the tintinnabulation of their armor, the subdued clash of sabers, the rattle and clash of equipments, the solidly melodious trample of thousands of horses.

But Warner looked down at them with anxious eyes and lips compressed.

Good God! he said under his breath to Halkett. Are they going into battle dressed that way? I thought they had learned something since 1870!

War has caught France unprepared in that particular matter, said Halkett gravely.

I didnt know it. I understood that Detaille had designed their campaign dress. Its a dreadful thing, Halkett, to send men into fire dressed in that way!

It is. But look, Warner. Is there anything more magnificent when in mass formation than a brigade of French cuirassiers?

As they rode clanging under the windows of the inn, officers and troopers looked up curiously at the man in his bathrobe, in friendly surprise at the young man in the British field uniform; but when the upturned, sunburned faces caught sight of the next window beyond, a quick, gay smile flashed out, and dark blue sleeves shot up in laughing greeting and salute.

Its Philippa, whispered Halkett. Look!

Warner turned: Philippa, wearing the scarlet and black peasant dress of a lost province, sat sideways on her window sill, knitting while she watched the passing cavalry below.

The velvet straps and silk laces of her bodice accented a full chemisette of finest lawn; a delicate little apron of the same was relieved by the scarlet skirt; the dainty, butterfly headdress of black silk crowned her hair, which hung in two heavy braids.

And, as the cavalry column passed, every big cuirassier, looking up from the shadow of his steel helmet, saw Alsace itself embodied in this slender girl who sat knitting and looking down upon France militant out of quiet, proud eyes.

There was no fanfare, no shouting, no boasting, nothing theatrical. The troopers looked up from their saddles and rode by, still looking; the girl knitted quietly, her steady eyes gazing gravely over the needles. And it was as though Alsace herself were speaking a silent language from those clear, grey eyes:

I am waiting; I have been waiting for you more than forty years. Take what time you need, but come. You will always find me waiting.

Every officer understood it; every giant rider comprehended, as the squadrons trampled past through a thickening veil of dust which grew denser, dulling the sparkle of metal and subduing the raw, fierce colors to pastel tints.

The brigade passed up the valley leisurely, without halting; dust hung along the road for many minutes after the last cuirassier had walked his big horse out of view.

Philippa, who had been seated on the window sill with her back toward Warners window, left her perch; and Warner turned back into his room to bathe and dress.

How long have you been up? he asked Halkett, who had dropped on a chair by the window.

Since sunrise. Madame Arlon is back. She behaved very nicely about the damage. She doesnt wish me to pay for it, but I shall. Did you know that your Harem left in a body for Paris yesterday afternoon?

Very sensible of em, said Warner with a sigh of relief. How about you, Halkett?

I dont know yet. Im expecting orders at any moment now.

How do you know that your country has gone into this war?

I learned it last night at the Boule dArgent. The news had just come over the wire.

That precious pair, Meier and Hoffman, whom I had followed to the Boule dArgent, were seated there in the café reading the newspapers when the telegram was posted up.

They got up from their chairs with the other guests who had clustered around the bulletin to read what had been posted up. I watched their faces from behind my newspaper, and you should have seen their expressions — utter and blank astonishment, Warner! Certainly Germany never believed until the last moment that we had any real intention of going in.

I didnt, either, to tell the truth.

Halkett smiled:

It was inevitable from the very beginning. The hour that Austria flung her brutal ultimatum into the face of Servia, every British officer knew that we were going in. It took our politicians a little longer to realize it, thats all.

Warner finished dressing, and they went downstairs together and across the grass to the arbor in the garden, where Philippa sat knitting and talking under her breath to Ariadne, who gazed at her, brilliant-eyed, purring.

The girl had her back toward them and they made no sound as they advanced across the turf which bordered the flowers.

Shes talking to the cat; listen! murmured Halkett.

 — And after many, many years, they heard Philippa saying, the sad and patient mother of the two lost children sent out for her five million servants. Go, she said, and search diligently for my little daughters who were stolen by the fierce old giant, Bosche. And when you come to where they are imprisoned, you shall know the place, because there is no place on earth so beautiful, no mountains so tender a blue, no fields so green and so full of flowers, no rivers so lovely and clear.

Also, you shall recognize my little children when you discover them, because they dress as I am dressed today, in red and black and wearing the black butterfly. So when you see them behind the bars of their prison, you shall call to them by name — you shall call out, Alsace! Lorraine! Be of good courage! Your mother has sent us here to find you and deliver you from the prison of the Giant Bosche!

Then you shall draw your broad, bright bayonets and fix them; and you who are mounted shall unsling your long, pointed lances; and you who feed the great steel monsters that roll along on wheels, shall make ready the monsters food; and others of you who put on wings and who mount clattering to the clouds, shall wing yourselves and mount; and you others who look out over oceans from the tops of tall, steel masts shall signal for all the anchors to be lifted.

Thus you shall prepare to encounter the Giant Bosche, who will come thundering and trampling and flaming across the horizon, with his black banners like storm clouds, and advancing amid a roaring iron rain.

Thus you shall meet him and hold him, and turn him, and drive him, drive him, drive him, back, back, back, into the fierce, dark, shaggy places from whence he crept out into the sun and stole away my little children.

And when that is done, you shall bring me back my children who were lost, and you shall be their servants as well as mine, dwelling with us as one family forever, in happiness and honor, dedicating ourselves to generous and noble deeds as long as the world shall last! ...

That, minette, is the fairy story which I promised you if you would be a good cat and wait patiently for breakfast. And you have done so, and now I have kept my promise — —

She lifted her eyes from her knitting, turned her head over her shoulder, and saw Warner and Halkett gravely listening.

Oh, she said, blushing. Did you hear the story I have been telling to Ariadne? She held out her hand to Warner and then to Halkett, inspecting the latter critically, much interested in his uniform.

You saw our cuirassiers? she asked, as they seated themselves at the table. So did I. Also, they saw me. I wished them to see me because I was dressed in this dress. We understood each other, the grosse cavalerie and I.

We saw what was going on, said Halkett. I should say that about two thousand suitors have been added to your list this morning, Philippa.

She turned shy and a little grave at that, but seeing Warner laughing, laughed too.

If I were a great lady, she said, you might be right. Only from the saddle could any man dare hope for a smile from me now.

Linette, with the bright color of excitement still brilliant in her cheeks, brought out the breakfast tray.

On the quarry road, across the river, she said, our fantassins are marching north — thousands of them, messieurs! — and the dust is like a high white wall against the hills!

So they hastened with their coffee and rolls; Warner fetched the garden ladder and set it against the east wall, and all three mounted and seated themselves on the coping.

What Linette had reported was true: across the Récollette a wall of white dust ran north and south as far as they could see. Under it an undulating column tramped, glimmering, sparkling, flowing northward — an endless streak of dusty crimson where the red trousers of the line were startlingly visible through the haze.

Watching the stirring spectacle from a seat on the wall beside Philippa, Warner turned to her presently:

Do you feel all right this morning?

Yes, thank you.

Your lip is still a trifle swollen.

I feel quite well. She looked up at him out of her honest grey eyes. It is the happiest morning of my life, she said in a low voice.

Why?

For two reasons: I am to remain with you, that is one reason; I have lived to see what I am looking at yonder, that is the other reason.

You have lived to help what is going on yonder, remarked Halkett.

She turned, the question in her eyes; and he answered seriously:

We British are your allies, now.

Since when, Monsieur?

Since yesterday. So what you did for me when you saved my papers, you did for a friend to France.

Her sudden emotion left her silent; she bent her head and looked down at her knitting, and leisurely resumed it, sitting so, her legs hanging down from the wall, the sun striking her silver shoe buckles.

Do you hear, Philippa? asked Warner, smiling. You have added reason to be proud of the wound on your lip.

She flashed a look at him, laughed shyly, and became very busy with her knitting and with watching the passing column across the river.

Halkett had unslung his field glasses to inspect them at closer range. The dusty fantassins were swinging along at a smart route step, rifles slung, red képis askew, their bulky luggage piled on their backs and flopping on their thighs — the same careless, untidy, slipshod infantry with the same active, tireless, reckless, rakish allure.

Their smartly mounted officers, smartly booted or gaitered, wearing the smart tunics and gold-laced caps of their arm of the service, seemed merely to accent the gayly dowdy, ill-fitting uniforms of the little fantassins.

No British officer could, on his soul and conscience, subscribe to such flapping, misfitting, fag-ends of military accouterments; and as Halkett watched them a singularly wooden expression came over his pleasant, youthful features; and Warner, glancing sideways at him, knew why.

Theyre very picturesque if a painter handles them properly, he remarked, amused. You know what De Neuville did for them.

Philippa, not comprehending, continued to knit and to gaze out of her lovely grey eyes upon her beloved fantassins.

Ariadne, seeing her three friends aloft, presently mounted to the top of the wall beside them, and sat gravely blinking into space through slitted eyes.

A glazier had come across the fields from some neighboring hamlet, bringing with him under his ragged arm some panes of glass and a bag of implements.

He was in a hurry, because he was expecting that his class would be called to the colors, but the spectacle of the passing infantry across the river so fascinated him that he made but a slow job of it.

Toward noon a mounted gendarme, who seemed to know him personally, shouted, as he rode by, that his class had been called. The little glazier nodded, smeared the last strip of putty under the last window pane to be replaced, climbed down from the sill, lifted his hat to the three people on the wall — possibly including Ariadne in his politeness — and trotted away across the fields to tie up a few possessions in a large red handkerchief, and then trot away toward Chalons, where France needed even the humblest and most obscure of the children she had nourished through many years for such an hour as was sounding now.

Philippa, looking after him, was unconsciously stirred to express her thoughts aloud:

There must be something I can do, she said.

You have been among the very first to do something, rejoined Warner.

Oh, that? That was nothing. She pursed up her lips and stared absently at the troops across the Récollette. I can knit socks, of course.... I dont know what else to do.... If anybody wants me I am here.

I want you, Philippa, said Warner.

Mon ami, Warner — — She gave him a swift, adorable smile and laid her hand lightly on his arm for an instant.

Such candid gratitude for friendship he had never read in any eyes before; the quick response of this friendless girl touched him sharply.

Of course I want you, he repeated. Never forget, Philippa, that where I am you are welcome — not tolerated — wanted!

She continued to knit, looking down steadily. Halkett lowered his field glasses and glanced at her, then with an odd look at Warner leveled the glasses again and resumed his study of the distant column.

After a few minutes silence the girl raised her eyes, and Warner caught the glint of unshed tears in them.

It is only happiness, she said in a low voice. I am not accustomed to it.

He did not know what to say, for the grey eyes were stirring him very deeply, and her attitude and their new relationship touched him and confused him, too.

The responsibility which he had assumed so impulsively, so lightly yet warmly, began to wear a more serious aspect to him.

Every few moments some new vein of purest metal was unconsciously revealed in her by her own transparent honesty. He began to understand that she had not only right instincts, but that her mind was right, in spite of what she had been since released from school — that her intelligence was of a healthy order, that she thought right, and that, untaught or taught otherwise, her conclusions were as direct and sane as a childs.

I think, Philippa, we ought to have a business talk this morning, he said pleasantly.

To discuss our affairs, she nodded contentedly. I have my little account book in my trunk. Shall I get it for you?

He smiled:

I didnt intend to examine your financial situation — —

Oh, but we had better be very clear about it! You see, I have just so much saved — I shall show you exactly! — and then we can compute exactly what economies it will be necessary for me to make in order to maintain myself until we can find employment for me — —

But, Philippa— he tried to maintain his gravity— you need not have any concern in that regard. First of all, you are on a salary as my model — —

Please! I did not wish to be paid for aiding you — —

But it is a matter of business!

I thought — I am happy in being permitted to return a little of your kindness to me — I do not want anything from you — —

Kindness!

You have let me find a refuge with you — —

Dear child, I offer you employment until something more suitable offers. Didnt you understand?

Yes, but I did not expect or wish you to pay me — except with friendship. It is different between us and others, is it not? — I mean you are my friend.... I could not take money from you.... Let it be only friendship between us. Will you? I have enough to last until I can find employment. Only let me be with you. That is quite enough for me, Warner.

Halkett, who had been gazing fixedly through his glasses, remarked that the column across the river had now passed.

It was true; the wall of dust still obscured the blue foothills of the Vosges, but the last fantassin had trotted beyond their view and the last military wagon had rolled out of sight.

Halkett descended from the ladder and went through the house and down the road in the direction of the schoolhouse, a smart, well-groomed, well-set-up figure in his light-colored service uniform and cap.

Philippa gathered her knitting into one hand, placed the other in Warners, and descended the ladder face foremost, with the lithe, sure-footed grace of Ariadne, who had preceded them.

Come to my room, she said, confidently taking possession of Warners arm; I want to show you my account book.

Madame Arlon, who was coming through the hallway, overheard her, gazed at her unsmilingly, glanced at Warner, whose arm the girl still retained.

Philippa looked up frankly, bidding the stout, florid landlady a smiling good morning, and Madame Arlon took the girls hands rather firmly into her own, considered her, looked up at Warner in silence.

Perhaps she arrived at some silent and sudden conclusion concerning them both, for her tightened lips relaxed and she smiled at them and patted Philippas hands and went about her affairs, still evidently amused over something or other. She remarked to Magda in the kitchen that all Americans were mad but harmless; which distinguished them from Europeans, who were merely mad.

Upstairs in her bedroom, Philippa was down on her knees rummaging in her little trunk and chattering away as gay as a linnet to Warner, who stood beside her looking on.

And at first the pathos of the affair did not strike him. The girls happy torrent of loquacity, almost childish in its eagerness and inconsequential repetition of details concerning the little souvenirs which she held up for his inspection, amused him, and he felt that she was very, very young.

All the flimsy odds and ends which girlhood cherishes — things utterly valueless except for the memories evoked by disinterring and handling them, these Philippa resurrected from the confused heap of clothing in her trunk — here a thin gold circlet set with a tiny, tarnished turquoise, pledge of some schoolmates deathless adoration — there an inky and battered schoolbook with girls names written inside in the immature chirography of extreme youth and sentiment. And there were bits of inexpensive lace and faded ribbons, and a blotting pad full of frail and faded flower-ghosts, and home-made sachets from which hue and odor had long since exhaled, and links from a silver chain and a few bright locks of hair in envelopes.

And every separate one of these Philippa, on her knees, held up for Warner to admire while she sketched for him the most minute details of the circumstances connected.

Never doubting his interest and sympathy, she freed her long-caged heart with all the involuntary ecstasy of an escaped bird pouring out to the clouds the suppressed confidences of many years.

Names, incidents, circumstances almost forgotten even in her brief solitary life, were now uttered almost unbidden from her ardent lips; the bright or faded bits of ribbon were held aloft, identified with a little laugh or sigh, tossed aside, and another relic uncovered and held out to him.

On her knees before these innocent records of the past, the girl was showing him everything she knew about herself — showing him herself, too, and her warm, eager heart of a child.

He was no longer merely amused; he stood listening in silence to her happy, disjointed phrases, evoked by flashes of memory equally disconnected.

The happiness connected with her girlish souvenirs faded, however, when they represented the period following her removal from school.

And yet, for all the loneliness and unhappiness — for all the instinctive mental revolt, all the perplexity and impatience of these latter years — their souvenirs she handled tenderly, describing each with that gentleness and consideration born of intimate personal association.

And at last she discovered her account book, strapped with rubber bands, and she rose from the floor, drew the only chair up for Warner, and seated herself on her bed, laying the book open across his knees.

Here, under his eyes, columns of accurately kept figures told the story. Here everything had been minutely set down — her meager salary, her few expenses, her rigid economies, her savings during the years of her employment by Wildresse — a record of self-denial, of rigid honesty, of childlike perseverance.

As he slowly turned the clearly written pages on his knees, Philippa, leaning against his shoulder, her fresh young face close to his, pointed out and explained with her forefinger tracing the written figures.

After he had examined her accounts, she unstrapped her thin little pass book for him. It was in order and balanced to the end of July.

He closed the books, rested his clasped hands on them, and sat thinking. His preoccupied expression left her silent, too — or perhaps it was the slight reaction from her joyous indulgence in loquacity. Reticence always follows — and always this aftermath of silence is tinged with sadness.

He was thinking, almost in consternation, how lightly he had assumed responsibility for a young soul in the making. All of her was still in the making; the girl was merely beginning to develop in mind and spirit; and in body her development had not ended.

Her circumstances aside — whatever her origin, whatever her class or position might have been — he suddenly realized that for him the responsibility was too great.

Whatever her origin, in her were the elements and instincts of all things upright. Whatever her place in the social scale, her intelligence could not be questioned. And, if her recent years had been passed amid sordid and impossible surroundings and influences, these had not corrupted her. In her there was no hint of depravity, nothing unwholesome, nothing spoiled.

Life and endeavor and the right to hope still lay before her; a theoretical future opened uncontaminated; opportunity alone was her problem; and his. And he realized his responsibility and was perplexed and troubled.

Philippa, he said, looking up at her where she sat on the iron bed, her cheek resting on her clasped hands, I am not very aged yet. Do you realize that?

Aged? she repeated, puzzled.

He laughed and so did she.

I mean, he said, that if you and I go about together in this rather suspicious world, nobody is likely to understand how very harmless and delightful our friendship is.

She nodded.

Not that I care, he said, except on your account. A girl has only one real asset, as assets and liabilities are now figured out by what we call civilization. It wont do to have any suspicion attach to this solitary asset of yours. There must never be any question of your moral solvency through your friendship for me or mine for you. Do you follow me?

Yes.

Very well. It remains for us to find out how to remain friends without hurting you and your prospects in a world, which, as I have explained, is first of all an incredulous world, and after that the most pitiless of planets. Do you still follow what I say?

Yes.

Then have you any suggestions?

No, Warner.

What would you prefer to do to support yourself?

Anything that permitted me to remain near you.

I know, Philippa; but I mean, leaving me out of consideration, what do you prefer to do?

I like everything — respectable.

But what in particular?

I dont know; I like to keep accounts; I like to oversee and manage a household.... I conducted all the departments of the Café and Cabaret de Biribi — I was manager, housekeeper, general director; I hired and discharged servants, looked after all marketing, all the linen and tableware, kept all accounts and paid all wages.

I know how to do such things and I like to do them. It was only the other — the secret service — which sickened me. Of course it would have been a great happiness to me if I had been employed in quiet, respectable, and cultivated surroundings, and not in a public place where anybody may enter and misbehave.

I understand, he said thoughtfully. If it is necessary, then, you are competent to do your duty as housekeeper in a private house.

I dont know; I should think so.

And there is nothing else you prefer?

Philippa shook her head. Then she picked up her knitting again, settling herself on the edge of the bed, feet crossed, fingers flying, delicate face bent gravely over her work. And all at once it seemed to Warner that her peasant dress was not convincing; that this gay costume of her province which she wore was only a charming masquerade — the pretty caprice of a young girl born to finer linen and a purple more costly — the ephemeral and wayward whim which once had been responsible for the Little Trianon, and irresponsible to everything else except the traditions of a caste.

Who are you, Philippa? he asked curiously.

I? Her lifted eyes were level with his, very sweet and clear, and the bright needles ceased clicking.

Dont you know who you are? he repeated, watching her.

A foundling.... I told you once.

Is that all you know?

Yes.

Does he know more than that?

He says he does not.

You have no clew to your parentage?

None.

Her gaze became preoccupied, wandered from his, grew vaguely wistful.

Out of the gutter, she said, without any bitterness in her emotionless voice.  — Of which circumstance he has frequently reminded me. With an unconscious movement she extended one exquisitely fashioned hand and gazed at it absently; looked down at the slim foot, where on the delicately arched instep a peasants silver buckle glimmered.

Then, resting her grey eyes on him:

If it really was the gutter, it is odd, she said, half to herself, because always that second self which lives within me goes freshly bathed and clean and clothed in silk.

Your second self?

My real self — my only comrade. You know, dont you? When one grows up alone there grows up with one an inner comrade — the truer self.... Otherwise the solitude of life must become intolerable.

Yes, I understand.

All lonely children have such a comrade, I suppose. Absolute self-isolation seems unendurable — actually impossible for a human being.

She resumed her knitting, meditatively, as a youthful princess might pick up her embroidery.

As for the gutter, she said,  — out of the common earth we came, and we return to it.... Christ wandered, too, in very humble places.


CHAPTER XX
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ABOUT NOON A British soldier in uniform and mounted on a motor cycle came whizzing up to the Golden Peach.

Warner was in his room writing to his bankers in Paris; Philippa, in her room, was mending underwear; Halkett, who had walked to the school only to learn that Sister Eila had gone to the quarries, came out of the garden, where he had been sitting in silence with Ariadne.

The cyclist, a fresh-faced young fellow, saluted his uniform; Halkett took the dispatches, read them, turned on his heel and went upstairs to make his adieux. First he knocked on Philippas door, and when the girl appeared he took his leave of her with a new and oddly stiff deference which seemed akin to shyness.

I am so sorry you are going, she said.

Thanks, so much. I shant ever forget my debt to you. I hope youll be all right now.

I shall be all right with Mr. Warner, always. I do hope we shall see you again.

If I come out of this — — He checked himself, embarrassed, then he added hurriedly: Ill look you up, if I may. I shant forget you.

His vigorous handclasp almost wrung a cry from her, but she managed to smile, and he went on down the corridor and knocked at Warners door.

Well, old chap, good-by and good luck!

What! Have your orders arrived? exclaimed Warner.

Just now. Ive a motor cyclist below. He takes me behind him to Ausone. From there I go by rail.

Im glad for your sake, Halkett; Im sorry for my own. Its been a jolly friendship.

Yes, considering all the trouble Ive put you to — —

I tell you I liked it! Didnt I make that plain? I was in a rut; I was turning into an old fluff before you came cannoning into me, bringing a lively breeze with you. Ive never enjoyed anything half as much!

Its kind of you to take it so. Youve been very good to me, Warner. I shant forget you — or the little lady yonder. Im sure this doesnt mean the end of our friendship.

Not if it lies with us, Halkett. I hope youll come through. Good luck, old fellow.

Thanks! Good luck and good-by.

Their gripped hands parted; Halkett turned, walked toward the stairs, halted:

Ill send for my luggage, he said.

Ill look out for it.

Thanks. And be civil to Ariadne. Shes a friendly old thing!

Ill cherish her, said Warner, smiling.

So they parted. He took leave of Madame Arlon and reckoned with her in British gold; Magda and Linette were made happy with his generosity.

Out on the roadside they saw him swing up behind the soldier cyclist. A moment later there was only a trail of dust hanging along an empty road.

But Halkett had not yet done with Saïs. At the school he dismounted and ascended the steps.

The schoolroom was empty, the place very still. From a distance came the voices of children. It was the hour of their noonday recreation.

He entered the quiet schoolroom. On the desk stood a vase of white clove pinks. He took one, inhaled its fragrance, touched it to his lips, turned to the door, and suddenly flushed to the roots of his hair.

Sister Eila, on the doorstep, turned her head and looked steadily at the soldier cyclist for a moment. But a moment was enough.

Yet, still looking away from Halkett, she said in her serene young voice:

Your uniform tells me your errand, Monsieur Halkett. You have come for your papers.

If I may trouble you — — His voice and manner were stiff and constrained.

She let her eyes rest on him for a moment:

A British uniform is pleasant to see in France, she said. One moment — — She stepped past him and entered the schoolroom. I shall bring you your papers.

He walked slowly out to the road, holding in his hands, which were clasped behind him, the clove pink. Standing so, he looked across the fields to the river willows, from whence the shot had come. Slowly, clear-cut and in full sunshine, the scenes of that day passed through his mind. And after they had passed he turned and walked back to the schoolroom.

Sister Eila was seated at her desk, the papers lying before her.

He took them, buttoned them inside his tunic. She sat looking across the dim room, her elbow on the desk, her chin resting on her palm.

There is no use trying to thank you, he said with an effort — and stopped.

After a silence:

You are going into battle, she said.

I hope so.

Yes — I hope so.... God protect you, Mr. Halkett.

He could not seem to find his voice.

Perhaps the silence became unendurable to her; she fumbled for her rosary, lifted it, and took the metal crucifix between both hands.

Good-by, he said.

Good-by. Her eyes did not leave the crucifix.

He stood motionless, crushing his forage cap in his hands. The white flower broke from its stem and fell to the floor. He bent and picked it up, looked at it, looked at her, turned and went his way.

The crucifix in her tightening hand grew indistinct, blurring under her steady gaze. In her ears still sounded the retreating racket of the motor cycle; the echoes lingered, grew fainter, died out in the golden gloom of the room.

Sister Eila extended her arms in front of her and laid her colorless face between them. The room grew very still.


CHAPTER XXI
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A LINE REGIMENT came swinging along from the south, its band silent, but the fanfare of its field music tremendously noisy — bass drums, snare drums, hunting horns and bugles — route step, springy and slouchy, officers at ease in their saddles: but, through the clinging aura of the dust, faces transfigured, and in every eye a depth of light like that which shines from the fixed gaze of prophets.

Rifles slung, equipments flapping, the interminable files trudged by under the hanging dust, an endless, undulating blur of red and blue, an immense shuffling sound, almost melodious, and here and there a handsome, dusty horse pacing amid the steady torrent.

They occupied only half of the wide, military road; now and then a military automobile came screaming past them with a flash of crimson and gold in the tonneau, leaving on the retina a brilliant, glimmering impression that faded gradually.

On the road across the Récollette, wagons, motor trucks, and field artillery had been passing for hours; the barrier of dust had grown much loftier, hanging suspended and unchanging against the hills, completely obscuring them except for a blue summit here and there.

Fewer troops passed on this side of the river. A regiment of dragoon lancers rode by about one oclock — slender, nervous, high-strung officers, with the horse-hair blowing around their shoulders from their silver helmets; the sturdy, bronzed young troopers riding with their lances swung slanting from the arm loops — and all with that still, fixed, enraptured expression of the eyes, as though under the spell of inward meditation, making their youthful features dreamy.

In some village through which they had passed, people had hung wreaths of leaves and flowers around their horses necks. They still hung there, wilting in the sun; some, unraveled and trailing, shed dying blossoms at every step.

From the garden wall where she sat knitting beside Ariadne, Philippa plucked and tossed rose after rose down into the ranks of the passing horsemen.

There was no pleasantry, no jesting, scarcely a smile on the girls lips or on theirs, but as each trooper caught the flung rose he turned his helmeted head and saluted, and rode on with the fresh flower touching his dusty lips.

And so they passed, squadron crowding on squadron, the solid trampling thunder shaking the earth. Not a trumpet note, not a whistle signal, not a voice, not a gilded sleeve upflung, not a slim saber lifted — only the steady, slanting torrent of lances and the running glitter of slung carbines, and a great flowing blaze of light from acres of helmets moving through the haze, as in a vision of pomp and pageantry of ancient days and brave.

Warner came across the fields swinging his walking stick reflectively as the last peloton rode by.

Philippa looked down at him from her perch on the wall, and, unsmiling, dropped him a rose.

Thank you, pretty maiden, he said, looking up while he drew the blossom through his lapel. I have something to talk over with you. Shall I go around and climb up to you, or will you come down and walk to the river with me?

Either will be a pleasure for me. I desire only to be with you, she said. So frank were her grey eyes that again the dull, inward warning of his increasing responsibility to her and for her left him silent and disconcerted.

In his knowledge of her undisguised affection, and of the glamour with which he realized she had already innocently invested him, he began to comprehend the power over her which circumstances had thrust upon him.

It was too serious a burden for such a man as he, involved too deep a responsibility; and he meant to shift it.

Come and walk with me, then, he said,  — or well take the punt, if you like.

She nodded brightly, rolled up her knitting, looked around at the ladder in the garden behind her, glanced down at him, which was the shorter way.

If I jump could you catch me?

I suppose I could, but — —

Look out, then! Garde à vous!

He managed to catch her and ease her to the ground, and, as always, she took possession of his arm with both of hers clasped closely around it, as though he meditated flight.

While you are absent, she said, my thoughts are occupied only with you. When I have you by me — her clasp tightened a little— such wonderful ideas come to inspire me — you cant imagine! I aspire to be worthy of such a friendship; I feel that it is in me to be good and wise and lofty of mind, and to think and believe generously.... Do you understand me? ... Petty sorrows vanish — the smaller and selfish desires and aspirations disappear. Into my spirit comes a delicious exultation, as though being with you cleansed my heart and filled my mind with ardent and noble thoughts.... I dont know whether you understand. Do you?

I understand that you are a very generous friend, who believes that her new friend is everything with which her youthful heart invests him.

And you are!

Ive got to try to be, now, he said, laughingly. There is no unhappiness like that of a broken idol.

Do I regard you as an idol?

Not me, but what your charming fancy pretends is me. I dread the day you find me out.

You are laughing at me, she said happily, walking beside him with her light, springy step. You may make fun of me; you may say what you will. I know.

I think I do, too. And this is what I know, Philippa; you have within you some very rare and delicate and splendid qualities. Also, you are very young, and you need a guide — —

You!

No.

What! Of course its you I need to guide me — —

Listen. You need a woman — older than yourself — —

Please! — Warner, my friend — —

I want you to listen, Philippa.

Yes.

They walked over the clover in silence for a few moments, then, glancing at her, he unconsciously tried his power:

You like and trust me, dont you?

The girl lifted her grey eyes, and he looked straight ahead of him while the flush lasted in his face.

He said:

Because I like and respect you, and because you are my friend, I am ambitious for you. I want you to have your chance. I cant give it to you, rightly. No man could do that very successfully or very prudently.

While you remain in my employment, of course, we shall see each other constantly; when, eventually, you secure other employment, we can, at intervals, meet. But, Philippa, I dont want that sort of chance for you.

I dont understand.

I know you dont. Let me tell you what I have done without consulting you. If it meets with your approval, the problem of your immediate future is in a fair way of being solved.

They had reached the bank of the little river: the punt was drawn up among the rushes; they seated themselves without pushing off.

Over beyond the woods, yonder, he continued, nodding his head, is the Château des Oiseaux — a big, old-fashioned country house. A friend of many years lives there with her younger sister — Madame de Moidrey, the widow of a French officer. When she was Ethra Brooks, a little American girl, we were playmates. Her sister, Peggy, attends my painting class. After Mr. Halkett left, I walked across to the Château des Oiseaux, and I lunched there with Madame de Moidrey.

He hesitated: the girl looked up out of clear eyes that read him.

Yes; I want you to walk over to the Château with me, he said. Madame de Moidrey has asked me to bring you.... And if she likes you, and you like her, she might desire to have you remain as her companion.

The girl remained silent, expressionless. He went on, slowly:

It would not be like securing employment among strangers. Madame de Moidrey knows that we are friends.... And, Philippa, you are very young to go into employment among strangers. Not that you cannot take care of yourself. But it is not a happy experience. Besides, a personal and sympathetic interest will be wanting — in the beginning at least. And that will mean loneliness for you — —

It will mean it anyway if I am to leave you.

But I shall see you at the Château — —

For a little while yet. Then you will be going back to Paris. And then — what shall I do?

The candid tragedy in her eyes appalled him.

Dear child, he said, your duties with Madame de Moidrey will keep you too busy to think about anybody in particular. You will find in her a friend; you will find happiness there, I am very certain — —

If you wish it, I will go. But when you leave, happiness departs.

Philippa, that is nonsense — —

No... And I had supposed, if I earned my living, that you would permit me to live with you — or near you somewhere.... Just to know you were living near me — even if I did not see you every evening — would rest me.... I had hoped for that, mon ami.

Philippa, dear, it would not do. That is too Bohemian to be anything safer than merely agreeable. But the surroundings and duties you are going to have with Madame de Moidrey are exactly what you need and what I could have desired for any friend of mine in your circumstances.

The girls head began to droop, where she was seated on the stern seat of the boat.

He said:

The influences of such a house, of such a home, of such people, are far better for you than to saunter out and face the world, depending for companionship upon a man not yet too old to arouse that fussy worlds suspicion and perhaps resentment. You must have a better purpose in life.

She remained silent for a few moments, then, not lifting her head, and her slim hands nervously plaiting her scarlet skirt:

Anywhere alone with you in the world would be a sufficient purpose in life for me.... No matter how I earned my bread — if, when toil ended with evening, you were the reward — and — consolation — — A single tear fell, glittering; she turned her head sharply and kept it turned.

Deeply touched, even stirred, yet perfectly incredulous of himself, he sat watching her, not knowing how best to meet such childish loyalty, such blindly obstinate devotion.

Out of what had such a depth of feeling been born? Out of gratitude for a pleasant and kindly word or two — an exaggerated sense of obligation for a few services rendered — services that for sheer and loyal courage could not match what she had done for Halkett?

And she seemed to be so sane, so clear-thinking, so competent in most things! This girlish and passionate attachment to him did not conform to other traits which made up her character and made of her an individual, specific and distinct.

He said:

If you were my daughter, and I were in straitened circumstances and unable to be with you, I should advise you as I have.

Without turning, she answered:

I am too old and you are too young for us to think of each other in that way.... I am not a child.... I am unhappy without you. But I care enough for you to obey you.

And I care enough for you, Philippa, to remain in Saïs as long as you think you want me, he said.

What!

She turned, her glimmering eyes radiant, stretching out both hands to him.

You are so good — so good! she stammered. The Château will frighten me; I shall be lonely. The world is a very large place to be alone in.... You are so good! — Stay in Saïs a little while yet — just a little while.... I wont keep you very long from Paris — only let me know you a little longer.... I couldnt bear it — so soon — the only happiness I have ever known — to end — so soon — —

You dear child, if I thought you really needed me — —

No, I wont let you be more generous than that! Just a few days, please. And a promise to let me see you again — something to remember — to wait for — —

Surely, surely, little comrade. You dont suppose I am going to let you slip away out of my life, do you? And I dont understand why you are in such a sudden panic about my going away — —

But you are going soon! — You were.

How did you know?

Madame Arlon told me that you had already given congé. I didnt care; I thought I was to go with you. But now that you wish me to go to the Château — it — it frightens me.

He rose, stood looking at her for a moment, turned and paced the river bank once or twice, then came back to where she was seated.

Come up to the Château now, he said. I give you this promise, anyway; as long as you think you want me and need me in the world, you have only to say so, Philippa. And if I cannot come to you, then you shall come to me.

He hadnt quite analyzed what he was saying before he said it; he felt a little confused and uncertain, even now, as to how deeply his promise involved him. But even while he was speaking, a subtle undercurrent of approval seemed to reassure him that he was not all wrong, not too rash in what he promised. Or perhaps it was the very rashness of the impulse that something obscure within him was approving.

As for the girl, she stood up, tremulous, deep-eyed, trying to smile, trying to speak but failing, and only taking his arm into her possession again and clasping it closely with a childishly unconscious and instinctive sense of possession.

When she found her voice at last, she laughed and pressed her cheek impulsively against his shoulder.

Tiens! she said. Your Château and its chatelaine have no terrors now for me, Monsieur.... Did you tell her who I am, and what I have been, and all that you know about me?

Yes, I did.

She dropped his arm, but kept step close beside him.

You know, she said, it is odd — perhaps it is effrontery — I dont know — but I, Philippa Wildresse — for want of another name — perhaps lacking the right to any name at all — am tranquil and serene at heart in the crisis so swiftly approaching.

What crisis, Philippa?

My interview with a lady of the world, Monsieur — Madame la Comtesse de Moidrey. The caissière de cabaret should feel very humble and afraid. Is it effrontery? What is it that does not disturb me in the slightest?

Perhaps it is that other comrade of many years, Philippa — your other and inner self.

It must be. For she could not hesitate to look anybody in the face — that wonderful and other self — wonderful as a bright dream, Monsieur.... Which is all she is, I know.

You are wrong, Philippa: she is even more real than you. And some day you shall be part of her. You are growing so every hour. And when that finally happens, then this — all this — will become unreal.

Not you.

We shall see.... Here are the gates of the Château des Oiseaux. It is you who enter, Philippa; but it shall be your inner and real self who shall go out through the gates one day — God willing.

The girl smiled at him:

They have but one soul between them, she said. And that is yours and Gods, I hope.


CHAPTER XXII
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MADAME DE MOIDREY, strolling with Warner on the south terrace of the Château des Oiseaux, glanced sideways at intervals through the open French windows, where, at the piano inside, Philippa sat playing, and singing in a subdued voice ancient folk songs of the lost provinces.

Peggy Brooks, enchanted, urged her to more active research through the neglected files of a memory still vivid; Philippas voice was uncultivated, unplaced, but as fresh and carelessly sweet as a blackbirds in May. Some of these old ballads she had picked up from schoolmates, many from the Cabaret de Biribi, where clients were provincial and usually sentimental, and where some of the ancient songs were sung almost every day.

Madame de Moidrey had not immediately referred to Philippa when, with Warner, she had strolled out to the terrace, leaving the two younger girls together at the piano.

They had spoken of the sudden and unexpected menace of war, of the initial movements of troops along the Saïs Valley that morning; the serious chances of a German invasion, the practical certainty that in any event military operations were destined to embrace the country around them. Warner seemed very confident concerning the Barrier Forts, but he spoke of Montmedy and of Mézières with more reserve, and of Ausone not at all.

They promenaded for a few minutes longer in silence, each preoccupied with anxious speculations regarding a future which began already to loom heavy as a thundercloud charged with unloosed lightnings.

From moment to moment the handsome woman beside him glanced through the open windows of the music room, where her younger sister and the girl Philippa were still busily interested in working out accompaniments to the old-time songs.

Philippa sang Jai perdu ma beauté:

I have lost my beauty — 

Fate has bereft me,

Fortune has left me,

None owes me duty.

I have lost my lover;

I shall not recover.

Our Lady of Lorraine,

Pity my pain!



They paused to listen to this naïve melody of other days, then strolled on.

Madame de Moidrey said:

She is very interesting, your little friend from Ausone.

I am glad you think so.

Oh, yes, there is no doubt about her being clever and intelligent.... I wonder where she acquired her aplomb.

Would you call it that?

Madame de Moidrey smiled:

No, it is a gentler quality — not devoid of sweetness. I think we may label it a becoming self-possession.... Anyway, it is a quality and not a trait — if that pleases you.

She has quality.

She has a candor which is almost disturbingly transparent. When I was a girl I saw Gilberts comedy, The Palace of Truth. And actually, I believe that your little friend, Philippa, could have entered that terrible house of unconscious self-revelation without any need of worrying.

You couldnt praise her more sincerely if you think that, he said. She offers virgin soil for anybody who will take any trouble with her.

Oh, said Madame de Moidrey, laughing, I thought I was to engage her to aid me and amuse me; but it seems that I have been engaged to educate her in the subtler refinements of civilized existence!

Dont you want to? asked Warner, bluntly.

Dear friend of many more years than I choose to own to, have I not enough to occupy me without adopting a wandering caissière de cabaret?

Is that the way you feel? he said, reddening.

Dont be cross! No; it isnt the way I feel. I do need a companion. Perhaps your friend Philippa is not exactly the companion I might have dreamed about or aspired to — —

If you look at it in that way — —

Jim! Dont be rude, either! I desire two things; I want a companion and I wish to oblige you. You know perfectly well I do.... Besides, the girl is interesting. You didnt expect me to sentimentalize over her, did you? You may do that if you like. As for me, I shall consider engaging her if she cares to come to me.

She will be very glad to, he said, coolly.

Madame de Moidrey cast a swift side glance at him, full of curiosity and repressed amusement.

Men, she said, are the real sentimentalists in this matter-of-fact world, not women. Merely show a man a pretty specimen of the opposite sex in the conventional attitude of distress, and it unbalances his intellect immediately.

Do you imagine that my youthful friend Philippa has unbalanced my intellect? he asked impatiently.

Not entirely. Not completely — —

Nonsense!

What a bad-mannered creature you are, Jim! But fortunately youre something else, too. For example, you have been nice about this very unusual and somewhat perilously attractive young girl. Few men would have been so. Dont argue! I have known a few men in my time. And I pay you a compliment.

She stopped and leaned back against a weatherworn vase of stone which crowned the terrace parapet.

Listen, Jim; for a woman to take into her house a young girl with this girls unknown antecedents and perfectly well-known past performances ought not to be a matter of romantic impulse, or of sympathy alone. What you tell me about her, what I myself have already seen of her, are sufficient to inspire the interest which all romance arouses, and the sympathy which all lonely youth inspires. But these are not enough.

Choice of companionship is a matter for serious consideration. You cant make a companion of the intellectually inferior, of one who possesses merely the lesser instincts, of any lesser nature, whether cultivated to its full extent or otherwise. You know that. We shun what is not congenial.

He looked at her very intently, the dull red still flushing his face; and she surveyed him critically, amiably, amused at his attitude, which was the epitome of everything masculine.

What are you going to do about her? he inquired at last.

Offer to engage her.

As what?

A companion.

Oh. Then you do appreciate her?

Madame de Moidrey threw back her pretty head and laughed with delicious abandon.

Perhaps I dont appreciate her as deeply as you do, Jim, but I shall humbly endeavor to do so. Now, suppose, when you go back to the Golden Peach, you send Philippas effects up here, and in the meanwhile Ill begin my duty of finishing Philippas education — for which duty, I understand, Im engaged by you — —

Ethra, you are a trump! And I dont really mind your guying me — —

Indeed, Im not guying you, dear friend! Im revealing to you the actual inwardness of this entire and remarkable performance of yours. And if you dont know that you are engaging me to finish this young girls education while youre making up your mind about your sentiments concerning her, then its time you did.

That is utterly — —

Please! And its all the truer because you dont believe it! ... Jim, the girl really is a pathetic figure — simple, sweet, intelligent, and touchingly honest.... And Ill say another thing.... God knows what mother bore her, what parents are responsible for this young thing — with her delicate features and slender body. But it was not from a pair of unhappy nobodies she inherited her mind, which seems to seek instinctively what is fine and right amid the sordid complexities of the only world she has ever known.

As for her heart, Jim, it is the heart of a child — with one heavenly and exaggerated idol completely filling it. You! ... And I tell you very plainly that, if I were a man, the knowledge of this would frighten me a little, and make me rather more serious than many men are inclined to be.

He bit his lip and looked out across the southern valley, where already the August haze was growing bluer, blurring the low-hanging sun.

She laid a friendly, intimate, half humorous hand on his arm:

In all right-thinking men the boy can never die. No experience born of pain, no cynicism, no incredulity acquired through disappointment, can kill the boy in any man until it has first slain his soul. Otherwise, chivalry in the world had long since become extinct.

You have done what you could do for Philippa. I am really glad to help you, Jim. But from now on, be very careful and very sure of yourself. Because now your real responsibility begins.

He had not thought of it in that way. And now he did not care to.

To sympathize, to protect, to admire — these were born of impulse and reason, which, in turn, had their origin in unconscious condescension.

To applaud the admirable, to express a warm concern for virtue in difficulties, meant merely sincere recognition, not the intimacy of that equality of mind and circumstance which existed per se between himself and such a woman as Madame de Moidrey.

The very word protection implies condescension, conscious or unconscious. We may love what we protect; we never, honestly, place it on a pedestal, or even on a mathematical level with ourselves. It cant be done.

And so, in a vague sort of way, Warner remained incredulous of the impossible with which Madame de Moidrey had smilingly menaced him.

Only, of course, she was quite right; he must not thoughtlessly arouse the woman in the girl Philippa.

But there is nothing in the world that ought more thoroughly to arouse the best qualities of manhood in a man than the innocent adoration of a young girl. For if he could really believe himself to be even a shadow of what she believes he is, the world might really become the most agreeable of residential planets.

As Warner and Madame de Moidrey entered the music room through the open French windows, Philippa turned from the piano and her soft voice died out in the quaint refrain she had been accompanying.

She rose instinctively, which was more than Peggy did, having no reverence for age in her own sister — and Madame de Moidrey came forward and took the girls slender hands in hers.

Have you concluded to remain with me? she asked, smilingly.

I did not understand that you had asked me, said the girl gravely.

I do ask you.

Philippa looked at Warner, then lifted her grey eyes to the elder woman.

You are very kind, Madame. I — it will be a great happiness to me if you accept my services.

The Countess de Moidrey regarded her, still retaining her hands, still smiling.

You have a very sweet way of making the acceptance mine and not yours, she said. Let us accept each other, Philippa. Will you?

You are most kind, Madame — —

Can kindness win you?

Madame, it has already.

The American widow of the recent Count de Moidrey felt a curious sensation of uncertainty in the quiet self-possession of this young girl — in her serenity, in her modulated voice and undisturbed manner.

An odd idea persisted that the graciousness was not entirely on her own part; that there was something even more subtle than graciousness on the part of this girl, whose delicate hands lay, cool and smooth, within her own.

It was not manner, for there was none on Philippas part; not reticence, for that argues a conscious effort or a still more conscious lack of effort. Perhaps, through the transparent simplicity of the girl, the older womans intuition caught a glimpse of finer traditions than she herself had been born to — sensed the far, faint ring of finer and more ancient metal.

And after a moment she felt that courtesy, deference, and propinquity alone held Philippas grave grey eyes; that the soul which looked fearlessly and calmly out of them at her could not be lightly flattered or lightly won; and that, released from their conventional duty, those clear eyes of grey would seek their earthly idol as logically as the magnetic needle swings to its magnet.

Very subtly, as she stood there, the sympathy of the older woman widened to include respect. And, unconsciously, she turned and looked at Warner with the amused and slightly malicious smile of a woman who detects in a man the characteristic obtuseness from which her own and feminine instinct has rescued her just in time to prevent mistakes.

Then, turning to Philippa, she said:

Our family of three is a very small one, dear, but I think it is going to be a happy one.... What was that song that you and Peggy were trying when we came in?

It is called Noblesse Oblige, Madame. It is a very ancient song.

It is as old as the world, said the Countess. Peggy, will you try the accompaniment? And will you sing it, Philippa?

If you wish it, Madame.

The Countess de Moidrey stepped aside and seated herself; the grey eyes left her to seek and find their magnet; and, having found it, smiled.

As for the magnet himself, he stood there deep in perplexity and trouble, beginning slowly to realize how profoundly his mind and affections had already become involved in the fate of a very young girl, and in the problems of life which must now begin to threaten and confront her.

Namur, Liége — 

Le dur siége

Noblesse oblige

sang Philippa — 

Namurois, Liégeois,

La lois des Bois

Exige

Noblesse — noblesse oblige—



The Countess de Moidrey rested her face on her hand, looking curiously at the young girl from whose lips the old phrase fell so naturally, so confidently, with such effortless and inborn understanding — noblesse — noblesse oblige.


CHAPTER XXIII
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PHILIPPAS TRUNK HAD gone to the Château des Oiseaux, and the Inn of the Golden Peach knew her no longer.

Warner, who usually adored the prospect of a month all alone after his class had left for the season, found to his surprise that he was experiencing a slight sense of loneliness.

The inn, the garden, seemed to him uncommonly still; and at first he thought he missed the gallinaceous chatter of the Harem, then he was very sure that he regretted Halkett acutely.

Ariadne, sitting in the sun by the deserted summer-house in the garden, always greeted him with a plaintive little mew which, somehow or other, sounded to him pointedly reproachful.

The cat evidently missed Halkett, perhaps Philippa. Warner remembered that he had been requested to be polite and agreeable to Ariadne, and, whenever he recollected these obligations, he dutifully hoisted the animal to his shoulder and promenaded her. For which, no doubt, the cat was grateful, but as she was also beginning to shed her coat in preparation for a brand-new set of winter furs, Warner found the intimacy with Ariadne slightly trying.

There were no other guests at the inn. Now and then during the next three or four days officers stopped their automobiles for a few moments refreshment, or to replenish their gasoline tanks. But early one morning a big motor truck, driven by a little, red-legged, boyish pioupiou, and guarded by three others, equally youthful, took away the entire supply of gasoline and ordered Madame Arlon to remove the sign advertising it.

They drove away through the early autumn sunshine, singing the Adoro, not the one best known, but that version attributed to the Scottish Queen, and they looked and sang like three little choir boys masquerading in the uniforms of their fathers.

Warner had been sketching in the meadow across the road that day, feeling restless and unaccountably depressed. It was one of those still, hazy mornings in early August, when the world seems too quiet and the sky too perfect for inaction or repose.

He had pitched his easel near the river, perhaps because it remained busy; and where, if any troops or military trains passed along the quarry road, he could see them. Also, from there he could look down over the road hedge and see the motor cycles whiz by and military automobiles with a streak of crimson, turquoise and silver uniforms in the tonneau.

But none came. Two or three gendarmes, with white and yellow trappings, passed toward Ausone at a gallop while he sat there, but across the river nothing stirred save a kestrel soaring.

According to the Petit Journal dAusone of the day before, war had already burst over eastern Belgium full blast and the famous forts so long celebrated as impregnable were beginning to crumble away under an avalanche of gigantic shells.

As he sat there under the calm sky, painting leisurely, relighting his pipe at intervals, he tried to realize that such things as bombardments and sieges and battles were going on to the north of where he was — not so very far north, either. But he could not seem to grasp it as an actual fact. For the monstrous and imbecile actuality of such a war seemed still to remain outside his comprehension; his intelligence had not yet accepted it — not encompassed and digested the fact — and he could not get rid of the hopefully haunting feeling that presently somebody or something somewhere or other would stop all this amazing insanity, and that the diplomats would begin again where they had left off only a few days ago.

It was the illimitable proportions of the calamity — the magnitude of the catastrophe — the cataclysmic menace of it that still left his mind slightly stunned, as it had paralyzed the minds of every civilized human being, and suspended for a space the power of thought in the world.

As yet, all these enormous, impossible threats of governments and emperors seemed to be some gigantic, fantastic, and grotesque hoax which the sovereigns and chancelleries of Europe were playing in concert to frighten a humdrum world out of its five dull wits.

And yet, under the incredulity, and the mental obscurity and inertia, deep within the dazed hearts of men a measured and terrible pulse had already begun to throb steadily, with an unchanging and dreadful rhythm. It was the clairvoyant prophecy of the worlds subconscious self stirring, thrilling to that red future already breaking, and warning all mankind that the day of wrath had dawned at last.

But to Warner the most unreal part of it all was not the dusty fantassins in column, slouching forward toward the north — not the clinking, jingling cuirassiers on their big battle horses, not the dragoons riding with rapt, exalted faces under forests of tall lances, not the clanking artillery, the heavy military wagons and motor trucks, nor the galloping gendarmes which passed the inn every hour or two.

What had become suddenly unreal to him was the green and sunlit serenity of the world itself — the breeze ruffling the clover, poppies glowing deep in fields of golden wheat and barley, the melody of the flowing river, the quiet blue overhead, the tenderness of leaf and blossom, and the blessed stillness of the world.

Relighting his pipe, he looked at the swallows soaring and sailing high above the Récollette; noticed butterflies hovering and flitting everywhere; heard the golden splashing of the river, the sigh of leaves and rushes. The word war still remained a word to him, but in the sunshine and the silence he began to divine the immobility of menace — something unseen and evil which was quietly waiting.

Ariadne had come across from the garden, ostensibly to hunt meadow mice, really for company.

Sniffing and snooping around his color box, she got one dainty whisker in the ultramarine, and had enough of art. So she went off, much annoyed, to sit by herself in the grass and do some scrubbing. After a while the fixed persistency with which she stared across the meadow attracted his attention and he, also, turned and looked that way.

As he saw nothing in particular to stare at, he presently resumed his sketching and his troubled thoughts. The latter concerned the girl Philippa. Not since he had taken her to the Château had he seen her. And that was four days ago.

He didnt know exactly why he had not strolled over. Possibly a vague idea that he had better not interfere to distract the girls attention from her first lessons in the refinements of existence had kept him away from her vicinity.

He didnt even know that he had missed her; he knew only that for some occult reason or other he had felt rather lonely lately.

He painted away steadily, pausing to relight his pipe now and then, and all the while Ariadne, never stirring, stared persistently across the landscape, neglecting her uncleansed whisker.

Suddenly, with a little mew of recognition and greeting, she trotted forward through the grass; and the next moment two soft hands fell lightly upon Warners shoulders from behind.

Philippa! he exclaimed, enchanted.

Oh, Jim! she cried joyously, abandoning both hands to him as he sprang to his feet and faced her.

She was so eager, so pretty in her unfeigned delight, as though it had been four years instead of four days since they had seen each other; and he seemed to feel something of this, also, for he held her hands closely and laughed without any apparent reason for mirth — unless the sheer contentment of contact and possession be a reason.

Are you well and happy, Philippa?

Yes, I am happy enough up there. But, oh, how dreadfully I have missed you, Jim — may I call you Jim? — I do to myself — —

Of course!

I think of you that way — so it came very naturally to my lips — if you really dont mind? And besides, I am so happy to be with you.... Peggy Brooks and I were looking over maps in the library — you know, the Petit Journal says that the Prussians are firing enormous shells into Liége — and so Peggy and I were down on our knees over the maps of Belgium. Oh, dear! You know, it isnt so very far from us here if you take a ruler and measure by scale.... And it seemed to sober us both — we had been laughing, I dont remember exactly what about — but studying the map made us both serious, and Peggy went upstairs to talk it over with the Countess, and I felt that I couldnt stand being away from you for a single minute longer!

You dear child!

So I asked Peggy to ask Madame de Moidrey if I might pay you a little visit, and she said, Of course. So I came as fast as I could — — She laughed and made a sweeping gesture with both arms outflung: And here I am! Are you contented?

She stooped and stroked Ariadne, looking up to smile at him.

Careful of her whisker; there is blue paint on it, he warned Philippa; but the girl wiped off the ultramarine with a green leaf and took the cat to her heart, covering her with caresses and murmuring endearments.

Jim, dear, what do you think? she asked presently.

About what?

About the war?

He said gravely:

I dont quite understand how those magnificent Belgian forts are being knocked to pieces — if what the paper says is true. I supposed them to be among the strongest fortifications in the world.

Madame de Moidrey says they are. Her husband, the late Count Victor, was an artillery officer. And she told Peggy and me that the Count de Moidrey had always said they were the very strongest forts in the world.

Somethings gone wrong; that is evident, said Warner. But not with you, Philippa, he added, smiling at her. I never saw you looking as well; and thats a tremendously fetching frock youre wearing.

It was a white outing gown of serge, and the girl wore white stockings and tennis shoes, and a soft white hat — a boyish headgear which became her enchantingly.

Peggy gave it to me, she said. It is very American, isnt it?

Its adorable on you. Do you like Peggy Brooks?

Yes.

And Madame de Moidrey?

Yes, I do — rather.

Not entirely?

Jim — —

What?

Yes, I — yes, I do like her.... But I dont do much to earn my wages. And that troubles me.

Your salary?

Philippa laughed:

Wages, salary — what does it matter what you call them, when both merely mean pay for work performed.... I should like to do something for Madame de Moidrey in return. But she has many servants and a maid and a housekeeper. I thought I was to read to her, write letters for her, amuse her. But she sometimes reads to me and she and Peggy are teaching me to play tennis — — Philippa held out one narrow foot for his inspection. And yesterday she ordered a horse for me, as well as for herself and her sister, and I wore one of Peggys riding habits — knee breeches and boots, Jim; and they set me on a horse! That is the way I am earning my wages at the Château des Oiseaux!

Why complain? he asked, much amused.

Because I am unable to return such favors — —

Dont worry; whatever they do for you brings its own recompense.

How?

Has it never occurred to you that your society is agreeable, interesting, amusing, and desirable?

No, she said, honestly surprised.

Well, it is! People like you. You yourself amply recompense anybody for anything done for you, by accepting the attentions offered.

Do you think of me in that way?

He hadnt quite understood until then that he did feel that way about her, but he felt it now so strongly that it seemed as though he had always been of that mind.

Ive always thought so, he said. There is never a dull moment with you, Philippa. No wonder people seek you and like you and pet you!

Philippa blushed and tried to smile, then for a moment she buried her flushed face in Ariadnes fluffy fur until her cheeks cooled.

If, she said, I had a home and an income, however tiny, I should not feel at all embarrassed by courtesies from others, because I should, in my turn, offer the best I possessed. But, Jim — a homeless girl — with all that I have been — endured! — I dont know — but I should feel more comfortable if I could be of some service in return for all that these very kind Americans offer me.

She placed Ariadne on the grass, turned and looked down at the river.

There is my punt, she said. Isnt it curious to remember that you and I first became friends in that boat? It seems to have happened very long ago, when I was a child.... You made me wash my face; do you remember?

I do, he replied gayly. You looked like a schoolgirl made up for the part of Jezebel.

She blushed and hung her head. Presently her lowered eyes were raised to him in a distressed, questioning way, and he came over to her and put his hands on her shoulders.

I never thought ill of you, Philippa — never doubted you were anything except what you really are.

She looked up into his eyes:

I dont know what I really am. But I am beginning to understand that I can be whatever you desire. Also, I am beginning to understand how generous you have been to me in your thoughts. Both you and Mr. Halkett had every reason to think lightly of the caissière of the Cabaret de Biribi, with her painted lips and cheeks and her easy manners — — She shrugged. And perhaps, but for the grace of God and you, I should have become what I appeared to be.... Let us sit in the punt. Shall we?

They went down to the river together, Ariadne marching at their heels with tail erect, and the girl stepped aboard and seated herself in the stern which, afloat, swung in the limpid eddy among the tall, green rushes.

When Warner also was seated, at her feet, she drew from the pocket of her white serge jacket a letter, and, leaning over him, opened and displayed it.

The letter was written in French on common writing paper, in a perfectly legible but uneducated hand.

MADEMOISELLE [it began],

You are watched and your present whereabouts is known. You are warned to keep your mouth shut. Any treachery, even any slight indiscretion on your part, will be fully revenged by those you betray.

The wages of a traitor are death. Be advised in time. Return to your duty while there is yet time and your present ingratitude will be forgiven.

Make up your mind at once. There is no time to waste. What is to happen shall happen! It is coming very fast. It is almost upon us.

The safety which you suppose that the present condition of affairs guarantees you is but momentary. Peril threatens you; certain punishment awaits you. Documents in possession of those whom you threaten to betray are sufficient to condemn you now.

And more than that: we hold over you the power of life and death; and shall hold it, no matter what happens in Ausone!

Either way we can destroy you.

Return to us, therefore; accept forgiveness while there is yet time. You know who has caused this to be written. Therefore, enough!

Return and find security; remain to betray us and you shall be shot!

When Warner finished reading this outrageous missive, he looked up into Philippas undisturbed face, and she smiled.

When did you receive this? he demanded.

It came in the noon mail yesterday.

Of course its from Wildresse.

Of course, she said simply. What do you think of it?

I think very little of it, he replied. Threatened people are good insurance risks. If he could have harmed you, hed not have troubled to write you about his amiable designs on you.... Its a pity — a great pity, Philippa — that we dare not call in the police.

If I have written, innocently, the things he says I have written and signed, it might go hard with me if he were arrested, she said.

I know it. It cant be done — at any rate, it cant be done yet. If there were anywhere you could go — any frontier that might be a barrier of safety for you! But all Europe seems to be involved — all neutral frontiers violated — even the Grand Duchy has become a German thoroughfare.... Let me think it over, Philippa. I dont know how dangerous to you that miserable rascal can become.... But Halkett was right: as long as you are in France, it wont do to denounce Wildresse.

You understand, Jim, that I am not alarmed, she said gently, watching his anxious and clouded features. I know that. I think I have reason to bear testimony concerning your courage — —

I did not mean it in that way — —

I understand, dear. Those who amount to anything never have to say so. I know you are not afraid.... Shall I keep that letter for you?

She handed it to him. He pocketed it and sat for a while in silence, his brooding eyes on the blue distance.

Finally, with an effort, his face cleared, and he said cheerfully:

It is the strangeness and unreality of these last few days which depresses everybody. As a matter of fact, the war has lent a certain almost dignified terror to the attitude and the petty operations of a very vile and squalid band of malefactors in a small, provincial town.

These fellows are nothing but cheap dealers in blackmail; and the last thing theyd do would be to invoke the law, of which they stand in logical and perpetual fear.

No, no! All this hint of political and military vengeance — all this innuendo concerning a squad of execution, is utter rot.

If theyve dabbled in the bartering of military information, theyll keep clear of anything resembling military authority. No; Im not worried on that point.... But I think, if Madame de Moidrey cares to ask me, that I should like to be a guest at the Château des Oiseaux for the next few days.

Jim! she exclaimed, radiant.

Do you want me? he asked, pretending astonishment.

And so it happened that after luncheon Warner locked up his room and studio in the pretty hostelry of the Golden Peach, gave orders for his trunk to be sent to the Château, and started across the fields toward the wooded heights, from whence had come over the telephone an amused voice inviting him to be the guest of the Countess de Moidrey.

When he arrived, Madame de Moidrey was sewing alone on the southern terrace, and she looked up laughingly and extended her hand.

So youre in the web at last, she said. I predicted it, didnt I?

Nonsense, Ethra. I came because Philippa has received a threatening letter from that scoundrel, Wildresse.

I know. The child has told me. Is it worth worrying over?

Not at all, said Warmer contemptuously. That sort of thing is the last resort of a badly frightened coward. Only I thought, considering the general uncertainty, that perhaps you and Peggy might not be displeased to have a rather muscular man in the house.

As a matter of fact, Jim, I had thought of asking you. Really, I had. Only— she laughed— I was afraid you might think I was encouraging you in something else — —

See here, Ethra! You dont honestly suppose that there is anything sentimental in my relations with Philippa, do you?

Isnt there?

No, he said impatiently.

Madame de Moidrey resumed her sewing, the smile still edging her pleasant lips:

She is very young yet, in many things; all the enchanting candor and sweetness of a child are hers still, together with a poise and quiet dignity almost bewildering at moments.... Jim, your little, nameless protégée is simply fascinating!

He spoke quietly:

Im only too thankful you find her so.

I do. Philippa is adorable. And nobody can make me believe that there is not good blood there. Why, speaking merely of externals, every feature, every contour, every delicate line of her body is labeled race. There is never any accident in such a result of breeding. In mind and body the child has bred true to her race and stock — that is absurdly plain and perfectly evident to anybody who looks at her, sees her move, hears her voice, and follows the natural workings of her mind.

Yes, said Warner, Halkett and I decided that she had been born to fine linen and fine thoughts. Who in the world can the child be, Ethra?

Madame de Moidrey shook her head over her sewing:

Ive found myself wondering again and again what the tragedy could have been. The man, Wildresse, may have lied to her. If some day he could be forced to tell what he knows — —

I have thought of that.... I dont know, Ethra.... Sometimes it is better to leave a child in untroubled ignorance. What do you think?

Perhaps.... But, Jim, there is no peasant ancestry in that child, I am sure, whatever else there may be.

Just rascally aristocracy?

The Countess de Moidrey laughed. She had married for love; she could afford to.

I am Yankee enough, she said, to be sensitive to that subtle and indescribable something which always characterizes the old French aristocracy. One is always aware of it; it is never absent; it clings always as the perfume clings to an ancient cabinet of sandalwood and ivory.

And, Jim, it seems to me that it clings, faintly, to the child Philippa.... Its an odd thing to say. Perhaps if I had been born to the title, I might not have detected it. What is familiar from birth is rarely noticed. But my unspoiled, nervous, and Yankee nose seems to detect it in this young girl.... And my Yankee nose, being born republican, is a very, very keen one, and makes exceedingly few mistakes.

You intend, then, to keep her as a companion for the present?

If she will stay. I dont quite know whether she wants to. I dont entirely understand her. She does not seem unhappy; she is sweet, considerate, agreeable, and perfectly willing to do anything asked of her. She is never exacting; she asks nothing even of the servants. Its her attitude toward them which shows her quality. They feel it — they all are aware of it. My maid adores her and is forever hanging around to aid her in a hundred little offices, which Philippa accepts because it gives pleasure to my maid, and for that reason alone.

I tell you, Jim, if anybody thinks Philippa complex, it is a mistake. Her heart and mind are virginal, whatever her experience may have been; she is as simple and unspoiled as the children of that tall young King yonder, Albert of Belgium — God bless him! And that is the truth concerning Philippa — upon whom a suspicious world is going to place no value whatever because no rivets, ecclesiastical or legal, have irrevocably fastened to her the name she bears in ignorance of her own.

Peggy Brooks, a dark-haired, fresh-faced girl, came out on the terrace, nodded a familiar greeting to Warner, and looked around in search of Philippa.

Her sister said in a low voice:

Peggy is quite mad about her. They get along wonderfully. I wonder where the child is? She expected you.

Ethra, said Peggy, Ive given her one of my new afternoon gowns. I made her take it, on a promise to let her pay me out of her salary. Mathilde is fussing over her still, I suppose. And to Warner: Im painting a head of her. She sits as still as a statue, but its hopeless, Jim; the girls too exquisite to paint — —

I mean to try it some day, said Warner. The way to paint her, Peggy, is to try to treat her as the great English masters of portraiture treated their grand ladies — with that thoroughbred loveliness and grace — just a dash of enchanting blue sky behind her, and the sun-gilded foliage of stately trees against it, and her scarf blowing free — — He laughed. Oh, I know how it ought to be done. We shall see what we shall see, some day — —

He ceased and turned his head. Philippa stepped out upon the terrace — the living incarnation of his own description.

Even Peggy caught her breath as the girl came forward.

You beautiful thing! she exclaimed. You do belong in a golden frame in some great English castle!

Philippa, perplexed but smiling, acknowledged Madame de Moidreys presence and Peggys, then turned to Warner with hand extended, as though she had not taken a similar leave of him an hour or two before.

Everybody is so generous! Do you admire my new gown? Peggy gave it to me. Never have I possessed such a ravishing gown. That is why I am late; I stood at my mirror and looked and looked — —

She turned swiftly to Peggy: Dear, I am too happy to know how to say so! And if Madame de Moidrey is contented with me — —

You are too lovely for words, Philippa, said the Countess. If Mr. Warner paints you that way, I shall wish to have the picture for myself.

Aha! exclaimed Warner. A commission!

Certainly, said the Countess. You may begin as soon as Philippa is ready.

Very well, said he. If I paint the picture, you promise to hang it in the Château as a memento of Philippa, do you?

I do.

Then therell be no charge for this important major operation. Philippa, will you take ether tomorrow morning?

The girl laughed and nodded, looking up at him from where she was seated beside the Countess, examining the sewing.

Could I not do this for you, Madame? she said.

But I like to sew, Philippa.

The girl smiled, then a slight sigh escaped her. The Countess looked up at her, and Philippa smiled again, saying:

There seems to be nothing within my power to do for you, Madame.

There is something, said Madame de Moidrey under her breath.

What, if you please?

I want you to like me, Philippa.... And if some day you could learn to love me, that would be the rarest gift that could be offered me.

The girls grey eyes widened in utter surprise; suddenly they sparkled with tears, and she bent her head swiftly and touched the elder womans hands with her own.

Madame, she whispered, you overwhelm me with your kindness.... If only I could express my gratitude — —

She checked herself as Maurice, the head gardener, appeared, hat in hand, deep anxiety stamped on his seamed and sunburnt features.

Pardon, Madame la Comtesse — there is a great fire somewhere in the north. I thought Madame should be told — —

A fire? What is it? The forest, Maurice?

Oh, it is very far away, Madame. Perhaps it is a forest on fire.... But there is a sound, too. One may see and hear from the northern terrace when the wind sets in.

Is it as far away as Ausone?

Farther, Madame.

The Countess glanced at Warner, rose, retaining Philippas hand.

Thank you, Maurice, she said over her shoulder, and, passing her arm through Philippas, she entered the house, followed by Warner and Peggy.

What do you suppose alarms old Maurice? whispered Peggy.

But Warner, vastly troubled, made no answer.


CHAPTER XXIV
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BELOW THE CARVED stone balustrade of the north terrace acres and acres of tree tops — oak, beech, birch, and fir — spread away on every side. This was the Forêt des Oiseaux.

Beyond the dense green surface of the tree tops, which was so compact that it resembled a wide and gently rolling plateau, the country stretched away toward Ausone. Here and there some distant farmhouse window sparkled in the sun; set amid banks of velvet green the Récollette glittered like severed fragments of a silver thread.

Bathed in a mauve haze the Ausone Fort stood out on its conical, tree-clad hill; beyond it other hillocks rose, lilac-tinted silhouettes against the horizon.

Turquoise, palest violet, tender green and gold, the country lay revealed under the August sky, peaceful, glimmering, silent.

And across this dainty harmony of color was smeared a somber, discordant smudge, staining the delicate haze of amethyst, defiling the pure sky — a wide, high area of dirty smoke, leaning from the perpendicular toward the east, spilling its dun-colored vapor downward over the pale aquarelle of hill and river and valley.

The Alcyon Forest is afire! exclaimed the Countess in a low voice.

It is much farther away, said Warner.

A sudden breeze sprang up, blowing in their faces over the swaying tree tops.

Listen! said Philippa, touching her lips with one finger.

From an infinite distance the wind carried with it a deadened thumping sound, now regular as the dulled rolling of drums, now softly irregular, with intervals of stillness, then again spasmodic, muffled, almost inaudible.

Are they threshing anywhere near us? asked the Countess of her sister. What is that pumping sound? She turned to Warner, who made no reply.

Do you know what it is, Jim? demanded Peggy Brooks uneasily.

Im not absolutely sure.... Ill be back in a moment — — He turned and went swiftly into the house.

Philippa, leaning on the balustrade beside the Countess, said very quietly:

I know what that sound is. I have heard it before from the outer boulevard in Ausone, when the grand maneuvers were going on.

The Countess said:

I was afraid it was that.

Drums? asked Peggy Brooks.

Cannon, said Philippa.

Warner came back with his field glasses.

Studying the horizon, he spoke at intervals in his pleasant, undisturbed voice:

They have cleared the Ausone Fort; the flag, the semaphore, the signal tower — all are gone; there is nothing to be seen there except trees.... It looks like any hill now; nothing is stirring on it.... This glass brings the smoke much nearer, but it is impossible to guess what is on fire.... I dont think its a forest.... Im afraid it is a village.

He offered the glass to the others; each took a turn and made out nothing new until Philippa, gazing above the discoloring stain of smoke, spoke to Warner in a low voice and handed him the glasses.

For a few moments he stood rigid, his field glasses poised at an angle; then, still watching at the same angle, he said:

You are perfectly right, Philippa; two aëroplanes are soaring between the smoke and the Ausone Fort.

One by one the others searched for the distant sky craft and discovered them.

They were still at it when tea was served, and, by that time, the deadened drumming sound had become unmistakable, increasing in volume with every lightest puff of wind, and, when the breeze died out, still filling the ears with its steady thudding.

Also, the dirty smoke-smear had spread, polluting the tender northern sky, and new centers of infection had appeared here and there amid the green landscape — dark spots of smoke which, at first, appeared insignificant and motionless, which were bigger in ten minutes, which in half an hour had become volumes. Yet their actual growing process was not perceptible, so gradually the looming spots assumed the threatening proportions of gloom.

Warner, his teacup on his knees, bracketed the field glasses on the aëroplanes once more, and was startled at their nearness.

Almost at the same instant a dry crack, like the breaking of a stick, sounded, coming from the direction of the distant fort — another, another, others following in quicker succession. And, watching, he saw below the aëroplanes a dotted line of tiny white spots, growing in length for a while, then maintaining its length as the rearward dots vanished and new dots of cottony white were added to the other end.

Higher and higher rose the aëroplanes above the white wake of exploding shells, bearing eastward now, sheering widely, as a pair of soaring hawks sweep swiftly into vaster circles as they mount into the dazzling blue.

The fort is using its sky-guns, remarked Warner.

They all took turns watching the fleecy clots of smoke appear, linger, dissolve in mid-air. Long after the aëroplanes had disappeared in the sky, the high-angle guns continued their distant, rattling fusillade.

What do you think is happening out there? asked the Countess. You have seen war, Jim. Have you an idea what the smoke and cannonade mean? Is a German army coming?

Warner said:

They are shelling villages to the north of us — perhaps trenches, too. I dont know what troops we have there.

Probably their cavalry screen has come into contact with ours, and I should say that we are retiring. But you cant tell yet.

Its the invasion, then, said the Countess calmly.

Its a raid, anyway.

A raid on Ausone?

Probably. The railroad there is always important — much more so than the Ausone Fort. Im afraid that fort doesnt amount to very much as fortifications are classed now.

The spectacle from the north terrace had become very disquieting. All the horizon was now obscured by smoke, and its dirty shadow dulled the distance and invaded the middle distance, hanging from west to east like a sooty veil suspended across land and sky. There was, however, nothing else to see, not a glimmer of flame, nothing stirring on the hill where, unseen, the Ausone Fort crouched above the green valley of the Récollette. But the deadened mutter of the cannonade continued unbroken along the horizon, never ceasing now, not even when the light wind changed.

Peggys curiosity was satisfied; she had taken jealous possession of Philippa, with a side glance at Warner out of brown eyes not entirely devoid of malice, and the two were in the billiard room, which opened from the northern terrace, for the purpose of Philippas education in the game of French billiards.

The Countess set her teacup aside and picked up her sewing.

I dont intend to be driven out of my home, she remarked.

He lighted a cigarette and looked curiously into the north.

Whether its to be the wretched story of 1870 again or not, she went on, I shall not be frightened away from this house.

This is my home. I came here a bride; my dear husband died under this roof; all I care for in the world, all I hold most dear, most intimate, is here, Jim. I shall not go.

He said gravely:

I hope the necessity may never arise, Ethra.

It will not. Are the Germans really barbarians? What object could they have in injuring this old house? What good would it do them or their country to disturb us here? If they come, we cant defend ourselves. What is there for us to do except to submit? But I shall not go away and leave this place to the mercies of their filthy soldiery.

Warner said nothing. There were many contingencies overlooked by this determined lady — circumstances which might mean ruin to the house — if, for instance, a retreating army chose to defend the Château. But he remained silent, not caring to trouble her with the possibilities of eventualities.

I had rather you stayed, if you dont mind, Jim, she said, sewing away serenely.

Certainly.

The steady thud of the cannonade had now assumed a more substantial rumbling sound.

Now and then separate shocks were audible, as though great pieces, occasionally, were discharged singly, dominating the duller monotone of lesser caliber.

He kept his eyes pretty constantly on the horizon line of smoke, evidently expectant of some new development, now and then fancying that it had become visible, as the calm sky became suffused with the delicate pastel hues of early evening, and the first bat zigzagged among the potted orange trees on the terrace.

And presently, in the early dusk, it became visible — first merely as a dull tint reddening the distant smoke, then as a faint, ruddy line of light, shifting, twinkling, sinking, flaring palely, then more redly as the summer dusk deepened and possessed the silent world around them.

From northwest to southeast ran the flicker of the guns, with now and then a wider flare and a deeper accent dominating the measured monotone.

Five fires were burning, also: two from hamlets or nearer groups of buildings belonging to some big farm; the other three conflagrations were farther distant, and much greater, as though three considerable villages and their environs were in flames.

Philippa and Peggy came to the long, open windows from moment to moment, standing there, cue in hand, to look out at the reddening sky.

It was still not too dusky to see fairly well, and the lamps had not yet been lighted in the house, excepting the luster over the billiard table, when a footman appeared on the terrace, dignified, correct, unruffled:

The driveway and circle, Madame la Comtesse, are full of cavalry. Their officers are dismounting; the troopers have gone into our stables and garage.

The Countess rose quietly, and Warner stood up in silence.

What cavalry is it?

Ours, Madame. They have taken out the three automobiles and all the horses.

Thank you. And, to Warner: Would you mind coming with me, Jim?

They entered the billiard room and traversed the house to the southern terrace.

Drive and circle were swarming with the pale blue dolmans of hussars moving in and out of the fan-shaped glare of electric torches, some mounted, their lances held perpendicularly in the stirrup boots, others afoot, leading up horses from the Château stables, pushing the three automobiles along the garage drive, dragging vehicles of every description by hand — hay wagons, farm wagons, long unused and old-fashioned family carriages with the De Moidrey crest on their panels.

Several officers in turquoise and silver, standing on the terrace, surveyed the proceedings below, one of them turning the brilliant light of his breast torch upon one spot after another and scarcely raising his voice as he directed operations.

There was very little noise, no confusion; everybody seemed to know what was to be done.

As the Countess de Moidrey and Warner came out upon the terrace, the officers heard them, turned, saluted, and one of them, a slim, handsome youth most beautifully molded into his uniform, came forward, crimson cap in hand, bowing with a grace indescribable.

Madame de Moidrey, he said, we very deeply regret the military necessity which temporarily deprives you of your cars and horses, but the Government requires us to ask them of you and to offer you a receipt — —

The Government is welcome, Monsieur, she said earnestly. If the Government will accept what I have to offer as a gift, it will honor me sufficiently without offering any receipt or promise of indemnification.

Countess, said the youthful soldier, bowing, it is the answer any soldier of France might expect from one who bears the name of De Moidrey. Nevertheless, Madame, I am required to leave in your possession a receipt for what you so graciously permit me to requisition.... Permit me, Madame — — He drew from his dispatch pouch the papers, already filled in, signed and stamped, and presented them with a bow.

And, smilingly, Madame de Moidrey tore them across, again and again, and dropped the fragments upon the terrace.

Monsieur, she said, may I not offer you the hospitality of the house — some little refreshment for you and for your men?

Madame, we are overwhelmed, but our orders permit us no time.

Warner said quietly:

If you could spare a moment, Captain, there is something I should like you to see from the north terrace. And to the Countess: May I take him? I think he ought to see what we have seen.

Madame de Moidrey said:

By all means, Jim.

And the two young men went swiftly through the house and out on the north terrace.

Ha! exclaimed the officer, as the rumble of the cannonade struck his ears, and he looked out on the dark circle of the horizon, all sparkling and lighted up with the ruddy flicker and flare of the guns.

A raid? asked Warner quietly.

I dont know. Villages are afire yonder. Have you seen anything that might be of importance to us, Monsieur?

Two aëroplanes. The Ausone fort fired at them with sky-guns. They went east.

Biplanes?

Monoplanes, I think. I am not sure.

Square-tipped ailerons? Could you see?

They were shaped exactly like kestrels.

Ah! Taubes! Many thanks, Monsieur. He stared out across the darkness. Yes, its warming up out there. Well, sir, I must go. And thank you again for your kindness — — He fumbled in his dolman, produced his cardcase. May I be permitted to present my cards to Madame de Moidrey? Thank you — if you would be so amiable — —

They retraced their steps through the house, encountering Peggy Brooks in the hallway, who received a most ceremonious bow from the youthful hussar, and who acknowledged it with an enchanting inclination of her pretty head.

Within a few feet of the front terrace, the young officer suddenly halted.

Monsieur, he said, very red, it would seem, perhaps, more courteous for me to leave my cards for all the ladies of the household. Would it not — under such unusual and unfortunate circumstances as those of this evening?

Warner looked at him gravely; he was very young, very ceremonious, very much flushed. Was it possible that Peggy Brooks had bowled over this young gentleman with her first smile?

I think, said Warner, very seriously, that it might be considered obligatory for an officer who takes away all the horses and motor cars to leave his card for every lady in the family. There are, he added, three.

Afterward, when the officer had taken his leave, and his escort of hussars had trotted away with the horses, wagons, and automobiles, Warner, much amused, related to the Countess the incident of the cards; and he distributed them at dinner, reading the name engraved on his own with some curiosity.

Well, Peggy, he said, you did murderous work with your smile this evening.

She answered calmly:

I hope so. He was exceedingly nice looking.

Le Vicomte dAurès, nodded Warner, Captain of Cavalry! Very polite, that youngster; very prolific of visiting cards. You should have seen him blush, Peggy.

I did. I repeat that he is a nice boy, and I hope he comes back and steals something else.

Philippa laughed; the Countess smiled indulgently upon her younger sister, and gave the signal to rise.

The family comes from the West, I think, she remarked to Warner, as she took his arm. Goodness, Jim, what a nuisance! — Not a horse in the stable, not a car to move about in. It looks to me as though we were marooned here.... But I am very happy to think that I could do even a little for our Government. I wish I could do more.

You may have plenty of chances, Ethra, he said.

They walked through to the north terrace and stood for a while watching the conflagrations on the horizon.

The vast, slightly curved line of flickering points of fire no longer twinkled and played through the darkness, and the muttering of the cannonade had ceased. Only the three incendiary foci reddened the sky, their illuminated vapors billowing up and spreading away for leagues to the eastward.

There was a mist this night, delicately veiling the tops of the forest trees, and the perfume of lilies from the gardens saturated the night air.

Usually, when foggy conditions prevailed over the valley of the Récollette, the lights of Ausone were visible as a pinkish tinge in the sky. But this night no such tint was apparent; no signal lamps sparkled from the fort, not a light glimmered in the vast black void beyond, where miles and miles of darkness stretched away unlighted even by the wastes of star-set firmament above.

Ethra de Moidrey shrugged her pretty shoulders and turned back toward the billiard room, whither Peggy Brooks had already repaired for practice.

Philippa, remaining beside Warner, stood watching them through the lighted windows.

She was wearing her first evening gown — one of Peggys gifts — a dainty affair of palest blue; and her full, smooth cheeks and throat accented the slim immaturity of her arms and shoulders.

She looked up, smiled faintly, and moved nearer with that unconscious instinct of youth for seeking contact where confidence and trust is placed. Her slim fingers, touching his, nestled into his hand with an eloquence unmistakable of innocent possession satisfied.

You are only a very little girl yet, arent you, Philippa? he said, smiling, but touched by the youth of her and her frail shoulder resting lightly against his own.

I know I am, Jim. I seem to be growing younger under the warm shelter of your kindness — under the security of this roof and the quiet sense of protection everywhere.

It is as though I had been arrested in development since I left school — as though youth and growth had stopped and only my mind had continued growing older and older and more tired during these last six years — dull, bewildering, ignoble years — lonely, endless years that dragged their days after them like a chain, heavier, heavier — —

She pressed a little closer to his shoulder:

I had nobody. Do you understand? I seem to know right from wrong, but I dont know how I know it. Yet, I am old in some things — old and wearied with a knowledge which still, however, remains personally incomprehensible to me. Its just a vast accumulation of unhappy facts concerning life as it is lived by many.... I always knew there were such people as you — as these dear and gentle friends of yours; I never saw them — never saw even any young girls after I left school — only the women, young and old, who came to the cabaret, or who came and went through the Ausone streets, or who sat knitting and gossiping under the trees on the quay.

She laid her cheek against his shoulder with a little sigh.

You are very wonderful to me, she murmured, partly to herself.

The night air had become a little fresher: he thought that she should have some sort of wrap, so they entered the billiard room together, where Peggy, awaiting her shot, slipped one arm around Philippas waist, detaining her to caress her and whisper nonsense.

You beautiful child, I want you to stay with me and not go star-gazing with that large and sunburnt man. Youll stay, wont you, darling? And well go to the library presently and find a pretty red and gold book full of armorial designs and snobbish information; and well search very patiently through those expensively illuminated pages until we find a worthy family called DAurès — —

Oh, Peggy! said Philippa. Would you really take so much trouble?

Rather! said Peggy coolly. I mean to write him some day and find out how he is treating my pet Minerva runabout which he had the audacity to appropriate without thanking me.

Philippa laughed rather shyly, not entirely comprehending the balance between badinage and sincerity in Peggys threat, but realizing that any freedom she permitted herself was her prerogative.

Warner, lingering at the other door, caught Peggys eye.

You cant have her, Jim! she said with emphasis, and drew her closer.

So Warner went on to find a wrap for her, and entered the music room.

The next moment he halted, rigid, astounded.

Peering through the windows into the room were the dirty countenances of Asticot and Squelette, their battered noses flattened white on the glass, their ratty eyes fixed on him.


CHAPTER XXV
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THAT THE PRECIOUS pair believed Warner to be paralyzed with terror was evident.

As long as he remained motionless they glared at him, their faces and spread fingers flattened against the windowpane. Then, the next instant, he was after them at one bound, jerking open the glass door, out across the terrace where the two young ruffians, evidently surprised and confused by his headlong behavior, parted company, Squelette digging up gravel in his headlong flight down the drive, Asticot darting across the lawn where, beyond the stables, a hospitable tangle of shrubbery seemed to promise easy escape.

But Asticot was awfully wrong; in the darkness he rushed full speed into an elastic barrier of mesh wire which supported the hedge of sweet peas separating garage and stables; and as he rebounded, Warner caught him and coolly began to beat him up.

The beating was deliberate, methodical, and merciless; the blows fell with smart cracks upon the features of Asticot, right, left, sometimes hoisting him off his large, flat feet, sometimes driving him dizzily earthward; but another blow and a savage jerk always brought him up to be swung on again, battered, knocked flying, and finally smashed into merciful insensibility.

Asticot was in a dreadful mess as he lay there on the grass. Vignier, the chauffeur, and a stable lad, Henri, had appeared with a lantern at the débâcle of Monsieur Asticot.

Warner, breathing rapidly, waited a few moments to recover his breath.

Take him into the harness room and lay him on a blanket, he managed to say. Keep your eyes on him, Vignier, until I return. Theres another of them, but Im afraid hes cleared out.

As a matter of fact, Squelette had cleared out. He must have scaled the wall somewhere, for the gates were locked, and the old lodge keeper was evidently asleep.

The lad, Henri, came up, armed with a stable fork, and followed by the head gardener, Maurice, shouldering a fowling piece and marshaling in his wake half a dozen others — grooms, under-gardeners, and a lad or two employed about the place.

They beat the shrubbery for an hour; then Warner left them to explore the wooded strip along the base of the wall with their flashlights and lanterns, and went back to the stable where lay Asticot, badly in need of bandages and protracted repose.

Vignier met Warner at the stable door.

Has he come to? inquired the latter, who had begun to feel a little worried.

Monsieur Warner, that voyou is a most frightful wreck. Out of neither eye is he able to perceive me; what he wears upon his shoulders does not, to me, resemble a head at all.

He is conscious, then?

Entirely. He lies upon his blanket and inquires for you at intervals.

What?

It is true. Oh, my mother! he whimpers. What a horrible beating I have had from that American! Oh, my sister, I am battered into a boudin! Ou est-il, donc, ce Monsieur sans remords? I have need of conversing with him. I wish to behold him who has brought me to this pitiable ditch of misery! I do not desire another beating! It is I, Asticot, who informs you! And that, Monsieur Warner, is what this voyou affreux continues to repeat in the harness room where I have locked him in. Would Monsieur care to inspect the swine?

Warner nodded and entered the stable; Vignier fitted a key to the harness room and opened the door.

A lantern burned there brightly. Under it squatted Asticot on his blanket. Neither eye was entirely closed, for there was a ratty glitter under the puffed lids, and he lost no time in whining out that he did not desire to be beaten any more by that gentleman there — pointing a shaking finger straight at Warner.

Vignier, said Warner, bring me a chair, close the door, and then go and find something to bandage this rascal. Bring a tub and hot water, also!

And when the chair was fetched and the door closed, Warner seated himself and surveyed the battered ruffian with grim satisfaction.

You murderous young sewer rat, he said calmly, out with the whole business, now! Do you hear? I meant to catch one of you and find out for myself what youre up to. Now, tell me, and tell me quick, and dont lie, or Ill start in on you again — —

He half rose from his chair, and Asticot shrieked.

What were you doing here? snapped out Warner.

M-msieu — it was but a peaceful reconnoissance in search of — of information — — stuttered Asticot in terror.

What information? — You rat!

M-m-msieu — I swear to you on the cross of my mother — —

Stop that! Go on! Go on faster! What information?

T-t-to f-find out if l-la fille, Philippa, had taken refuge with M-madame la Comtesse — —

Who wants that information?

I s-swear to you — —

Quick! Who wants it!

Monsieur Wildresse — —

Why?

Je nen sais rien — —

You lying Apache! Why?

Msieu, he pays us, the Squelette and me, to do his jobs for him, but he has never made confidants of us. I swear it. I dont know why he desires to seize the girl, Philippa!

He does mean to seize her, then?

Alas — —

Does he?

Asticots entire body jerked from sheer fright.

Yes — yes, he does! God knows it is not in me to lie to Msieu. God knows I do not ever desire another beating such as Msieu has been pleased to bestow upon me. I affirm it — I, Asticot — that I am the devoted servant of Msieu and will most thankfully betray anybody to him — —

Be quiet!

Msieu does not believe me! Yet, I speak only truth. I will diligently serve Msieu if he permits — —

Serve me? Why?

Mon Dieu, Msieu, have I not been most horribly beaten by Msieu? I, Asticot, who am not unacquainted with the Boxe and the Savate — I have been rendered insensible! With weapons? No! Without weapons! Yes, with the empty hands of Msieu. Why should I not admire? Why should I not experience gratitude that I am alive? Am I an imbecile to court further destruction? Non, alors; I am not crazy. God forbid I should ever again experience the hand of Msieu upon my coat collar! And if — —

You listen to me! interrupted Warner. Vermin of your sort that Wildresse hires for a few francs stand no chance when military law is proclaimed. Either side would push you against a wall on sight. Do you understand?

Mon Dieu, Msieu — —

There are just two safe places for you: Biribi or prison. Which do you prefer?

I? Oh, my God! I have served in the Battalion de Biribi! Not that, Msieu — —

All right; La Nouvelle — —

Asticot emitted a muffled shriek, huddled his ragged knees within his arms, and sat rocking and whimpering and blubbering with fright under the lantern until an impatient gesture from Warner startled him dumb.

Like all your kind, you dont like to be hurt, do you? inquired Warner, disgusted. Yet, for twenty francs — for ten — yes, for five — you could be hired to do murder; couldnt you?

I — I would b-be happy to do it for nothing to oblige Msieu — —

I havent a doubt of it. The only thing you understand is fear.... Where is Wildresse?

Msieu doubtless knows.

Never mind what I know. Answer!

Le vieux — —

Who?

Le Père Wildresse — he has taken to the woods — —

Where?

Le forêt dAusone.

Why?

It is because of the girl Philippa. It is evident to Squelette and to me that he fears her. Why? I tell you frankly I do not know. If I knew — —

Go on!

Asticot turned his battered visage toward Warner. A leer stretched his swollen mouth.

If we knew what he is afraid of, Squelette and I, we would make him sing! he said coolly.

Blackmail him?

Naturally.

I understand. And if you ever had a chance to get behind my back with a thoroughly trustworthy knife — eh, Asticot?

No, said the ruffian naïvely, I should be afraid to do that. He squinted silently at Warner out of his puffy eyes for a few moments, then, shaking his head: No, he repeated; never again. I should make of the job only a bungle; I should be too horribly afraid.

Warner got up from his chair.

Tomorrow, he said, I shall go with you to the Forest of Ausone and you shall find the Père Wildresse for me and I shall have a little chat with him.

Do you mean to slay him, Msieu? It would be safer, I think. I could do it for you, if you wish, when his back is turned. When one is annoyed by anybody, it saves much trouble to knock him on the head at once. If I could once get him down, he added cheerfully, I would take him by both ears and beat his head on the ground until his coco cracked.

Really?

Certainly. Supposition that an individual bores Msieu. What to do? Msieu reflects; Msieu rubs his head in perplexity — crac! There is his devoted friend, Asticot! Why had you not before thought of your humble friend and grateful? Asticot! To be sure! A word to him and the job is done, discreetly, without any tapage. And Msieu, contented, I trust, with his honest and devoted Asticot, may remember in his bounty that times are hard and that one must eat and drink — yes, even poor Asticot among the rest.

Yes, Asticot. But after youre dead such necessities wont trouble you.

M-msieu!

Ive got my eye on you. Do you know what that means?

Stammering and stuttering, the ruffian admitted that he did know.

Very well. Theyll bring you a tin tub full of hot water, some clothing which I bestow upon you, some salves and bandages. Afterward, theyll give you some straw to sleep on, and then theyll lock the door. What Ill do with you or to you I dont know yet. But Ill know by morning.

Vignier knocked at the door. Behind him came a stableboy with a tub.

Take care of that rat, said Warner briefly; and went out into the night.

His hands were slightly discolored, and one had bled at the knuckles. He went directly to the room, changed his linen, made a careful toilet with a grimace of retrospective disgust, then adjusting and brushing out his crumpled attire, took a look at himself in the glass and discovered no incriminating evidence of his recent pugilistic activity.

But when he went downstairs he discovered that the family had retired; lights flickered low in the west drawing-room, a lamp remained burning in the staircase hall, but the remainder of the house was dark.

As he stood at the drawing-room door, undecided whether to carry the hallway lamp to the library and find a book, or to return to his room and bed, a slight noise on the stairway attracted his attention.

Philippa, in boudoir robe and slippers, her chestnut hair in two braids, sat on the carpeted stairs looking down at him through the spindles.

What on earth are you doing there? he demanded, smiling up at her.

You have been away over two hours!

I know it: Im so sorry — —

You said you were going to find a wrap for me. You didnt return.

Im sorry, Philippa. I was detained at the garage — a matter which had to be arranged with Vignier.... You should go back to bed.

I was in bed.

Why did you get up?

I wished to find out whether you had come in.

But, Philippa, he protested laughingly, you dont feel that you have to sit up for me, do you? — As though we were ma — — He checked himself abruptly, and she caught him up where he had stopped.

Yes, I do feel that way! she said emphatically. When the only man a girl has in the whole world goes out and doesnt return, is it not natural for that girl to sit up until he does return?

Yes, he said, rather hastily, I suppose it is. Speak low, or people can hear you. You see Im all right, so now you had better go to bed — —

Jim! I dont want to go to bed.

Why not? he demanded in a guarded voice.

I am lonely.

Nonsense, Philippa! You cant be lonely with real friends so near. Dont sit up any longer.

She sighed, gathered her silken knees into her arms, and shrugged her shoulders like a spoiled child.

I am lonely, she insisted. I miss Ariadne.

Well go and call on her tomorrow — —

I want her now. Ive a mind to put on a cloak and some shoes and go down to the inn and get her.

Come! he said. You dont want the servants to hear you and see you sitting on the stairs when the household is in bed and asleep.

Is there any indiscretion in my sitting on the stairs?

Oh, no, I suppose not!

Very well. Let me sit here, then. Besides, I never have time enough to talk to you — —

You have all day!

The day is not long enough. Even day and night together would be too short. Even the years are going to be too brief for me, Jim! How can I live long enough with you to make up for the years without you! she explained a trifle excitedly; but she subsided as he made a quick gesture of caution.

It wont do to sit there and converse so frankly, he said. Nobody overhearing you would understand either you or me.

The girl nodded. One heavy braid fell across her shoulder, and she took the curling, burnished ends between her fingers and began to rebraid them absently. After a moment she sighed, bent her head and looked down at him between the spindles.

I am sorry I have annoyed you, she whispered.

You didnt.

Oh, I did! It wouldnt do to have people think — what — couldnt be true.... But, Jim, cant you forgive a girl who is entirely alone in the world, clinging to every moment of companionship with her closest friend? And cant you understand her being afraid that something might happen to him — to take him away — and the most blessed friendship that — that she ever even dreamed of in — in the dreadful solitude which was her youth?

You dear child — of course I understand.... I never have enough of you, either. Your interest and friendship and loyalty are no warmer than are mine for you.... But you mustnt become morbid; nothing is going to alter our regard for each other; nothing is going to happen to either you or me. He laughed. So you really need not sit up nights for me, if I happen to be out.

She laughed too, framed her cheeks in her hands, and looked down at him with smiling, humorous eyes which grew subtly tender.

You do care for me, Jim?

Why should I deny it?

Why should I? I dont. I know I care for you more than everything else in the world —— 

Philippa!

Yes, Jim?

You know — people happening to overhear you might not understand — —

I dont care! Its the truth! She rose, bent over the banister to look down at him, discovered that he was not annoyed, smiled adorably.

Good night! I shall sleep happily! she whispered, gathering her boudoir robe around her.

At the top of the stairs she turned, leaned over, kissed the palm of one slim hand to him, and disappeared with a subdued and faintly mischievous laugh, leaving in his eyes of an artist a piquant, fleeting, and charming picture.

But upon his mind the impression she left began to develop more slowly — the impression of a young girl— clean as a flame, as he had once said of her — a lovely and delicate personality absolutely in keeping with the silken boudoir gown she wore — in keeping with the carven and stately beauty of her environment in this ancient house.

Philippa not only fitted into the very atmosphere of such a place; it seemed as though she must have been born in it, so perfectly was she a harmonious part of it, so naturally and without emphasis.

Centuries had coördinated, reconciled, and made a mellow ensemble of everything within this house — the walls, the wainscot, mantels, lusters, pictures and frames, furniture and dimmed upholstery.

In the golden demi-light of these halls Philippa moved as though she had known no other — and in the sunlight of music room or terrace she belonged as unquestioned as the sunlight itself; and in lamplit spaces where soft shadows framed her, there also she belonged as certainly as the high, dim portraits of great ladies and brave gentlemen peering down at her through their delicate veils of dust.

Thinking of these things beside the open window of his bedroom, he looked out into the south and east and saw in the sky the silvery pencilings of searchlights on the Barrier Forts, shifting, sweeping in wide arcs, or tremblingly concentrated upon the clouds.

There was no sound in the fragrant darkness, not a breath of air, not a leaf stirring.

His inclination was not to sleep, but to think about Philippa; and he sat there, a burned-out cigarette between his fingers, his eyes fixed so persistently on the darkness that after a while he became conscious of what his concentration was delicately evoking there — her face, and the grey eyes of her, shadowy, tender, clear as a childs.


CHAPTER XXVI
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WARNER AWOKE WITH a start; somebody was knocking on his door. As he sat up in bed, the solid thudding of the cannonade filled the room — still very far away, but deeper and with a heavier undertone which set the windows slightly vibrating.

The knocking on his door sounded again insistently.

All right! he called, throwing on a bathrobe and finding his slippers.

The rising sun had not yet freed itself from the mist that lay over hill and plain; wide, rosy beams spread to the zenith and a faint glow tinged the morning fog, but the foreground of woods and fields was still dusky and vague, and his room full of shadows.

He tied the belt of his robe and opened the door. In the semi-obscurity of the corridor stood Philippa, hair disordered, wrapped in her chamber robe.

Jim, she said, the telephone in the lower hall has been ringing like mad. It awoke me. I lay and listened to it, but nobody seemed to hear it, so I went down. Its a Sister of Charity — Sister Eila — who desires to speak to you.

Ill go at once — thank you, Philippa — —

And, Jim? She was trotting along beside him in her bare feet and bedroom slippers as he started for the stairs. When you have talked to her, I think you ought to see what is happening on the Ausone road.

What is happening? he demanded, descending the stairs.

She kept pace with him, one hand following the stair rail:

There are so many people and carts and sheep and cattle, all going south. And just now two batteries of artillery went the other way toward Ausone. They were going at a very fast trot — with gendarmes galloping ahead to warn the people to make room — —

When did you see this?

Now, out of that window as I stood knocking at your door.

All right, he said briefly, picking up the telephone. Are you there, Sister Eila? Yes; it is Warner speaking.

Mr. Warner, where can I communicate with Captain Halkett?

I dont know, Sister.

Could you find out?

I havent any idea. He has not written me since he left.

He left no address with you?

None. I dont imagine he knew where he could be found. Is it anything important?

Yes. I dont know what to do. There is an Englishman — a soldier — who has been hurt and who says he must send word to Captain Halkett. Could you come to the school?

Of course. When?

Just as soon as you can. I am so sorry to awaken you at such an hour — —

Its quite all right, Sister. Ill dress and go at once.... And tell me, are there a lot of people passing southward by the school?

Oh, yes, Mr. Warner, ever since dawn. Everyone is leaving Ausone and the villages along the Récollette.... I must not use the telephone any longer. I had permission to use it only because the business was of a military nature. Come as soon as you can — —

The connection was abruptly broken — probably by some officer in control.

Warner rose; Philippa had vanished. He walked out to the music room, opened the long windows, and stepped through them to the south terrace.

The muffled roll of the cannonade filled his ears. Except for that dominating and unbroken monotone, the sunrise world was very still, and mist still veiled the glitter in the east.

But below in the valley of the Récollette, the road lay perfectly distinct in the clear, untinted and transparent light of early dawn.

Along it people and vehicles swarmed, moving south — an unending stream of humanity in pairs, in family groups, their arms filled with packages, parcels, bundles tied up in sheets, and bedquilts.

Peasant carts piled with dingy household effects bumped and jolted along; farm wagons full of bedding, on which huddled entire families clasping in their arms cheap wooden clocks, earthen bowls, birdcages, flowerpots, perhaps a kitten or a puppy; and there was every type of vehicle to be seen — the charrette à bras, the tombereau dragged by hand, dilapidated cabriolets, wheelbarrows, even baby carriages full of pots and pans.

Here and there some horse, useless for military purposes, strained under a swaying load, led by the head; sometimes a bullock was harnessed with a donkey.

Companies of sheep dotted the highway here and there, piloted by boys and wise-looking, shaggy dogs; there were dusty herds of cattle, too, inclined to leisurely straying but goaded continually into an unwilling trot by the young girls who conducted them. On the river, too, boats were passing south, piled with bedding and with children, the mother or father of the brood doing the rowing or poling.

The quarry road on the other side of the river was too dusty and too far away to permit a distinct view of what was passing there. Without the help of his field glasses, Warner merely conjectured that cavalry were moving northward through the dust that hung along the river bank.

But the spectacle on the Ausone road below was ominous enough. The northern countryside was in flight; towns and villages were emptying themselves southward; and the exodus had merely begun.

He went back to his room, shaved, bathed, dressed in knickerbockers and Norfolk, and, scribbling a note for Madame de Moidrey, pinned it to his door as he closed it behind him.

On his way through the lower hall, somebody called him softly, and he saw Philippa in the music room, carrying a tray.

Did you think I was going to let you go out without your breakfast? she asked, smiling. I have prepared coffee for us both, you see.

He thanked her, took the tray, and carried it out to the terrace.

There, as the sun rose above the bank of mist and flashed out over miles of dewy country, they had their breakfast together — a new-laid egg, a bowl of café-au-lait, new butter and fresh rolls.

May I go with you? asked the girl.

Why — yes, if you care to — —

She said seriously:

I dont quite like to have you go alone on that road, with so much confusion and the air heavy with the cannonade — —

His quick laughter checked her.

You funny, absurd, sweet little thing! he said, still laughing. Do you expect to spend the remainder of your life in seeing that I dont get into mischief?

If youll let me, she said with a faint smile.

Very well, Philippa; come along! He held out his hand, laughing; the girl clasped it, a half humorous, half reproachful expression in her grey eyes.

I dont mind your laughing, as long as you let me be with you, she said.

Why, Philippa! he said gayly. What possesses you to be afraid that anything is likely to happen to me?

I dont know what it is, she replied seriously. I seem to be afraid of losing you. Let me be with you — if it does not annoy you.

You dear child, of course it doesnt annoy me. Only I dont want you to become morbid over the very nicest and frankest of friendships.

They were passing the garage now; he dropped her hand, asked her to wait for him a moment, turned into the service drive, went toward the stable. A sleepy groom responded to the bell, unlocked the doors, and fetched the key to the harness room.

Warner said to the groom:

Give that fellow in there his breakfast and turn him loose. Tell him Ill kill him if I ever again catch him hanging around here.

The groom grinned and touched his cap, and Warner turned on his heel and rejoined Philippa.

They had to awaken the old lodge keeper, who pulled the chain from where he lay in bed.

Through the wicket and across the road they went, over a stile, and out across country where the fields flashed with dew and the last shreds of mist drifted high among the trees of the woods which they skirted.

Philippa wore her peasant dress — scarlet waist and skirt with the full, fine chemisette; and on her chestnut hair the close little bonnet of black velvet — called bonnet à quartiers or bonnet de béguin — an enchanting little headdress which became her so wonderfully that Warner found himself glancing at her again and again, wondering whether the girls beauty was growing day by day, or whether he had never been properly awake to it.

Her own unconsciousness of herself was the bewitching part of her — nothing of that sort spoiled the free carriage of her slender, flexible body, of the lovely head carried daintily, of the grey eyes so clear, so intelligent, so candid, so sweet under the black lashes that fringed them.

Very wonderful, he said aloud, unthinking.

What? asked Philippa.

He reddened and laughed:

You — for purposes of a painter, he said. I think, if you dont mind, I shall start a portrait of you when we return. I promised Madame de Moidrey, you know.

Philippa smiled:

Do you really suppose she will hang it in that beautiful house of hers — there among all those wonderful and stately portraits? Wouldnt that be too much honor — to be placed with such great ladies — —

The dead De Moidreys in their frames need not worry, Philippa. If I paint you as you are, the honor of your presence will be entirely theirs.

Are you laughing at me?

He looked up sharply; the girls face was serious and rather pale.

They were traversing a corner of a woodland where young birches clustered, slim and silvery under their canopy of green which as yet had not changed to royal gold.

He picked up her hand as they emerged into the sunlight of a field, raised it, and touched his lips to the delicate fingers.

It was his answer; and the girl realized instantly what the old-fashioned salute of respect conveyed; and her fingers clung to his hand.

Jim, she said unsteadily, if you knew — if you only could realize what you have done for me — what you are doing for me every moment I am with you — by your kindness, your gentleness, your generous belief in me — what miracles you accomplish by the very tones of your voice when you speak to me — by your good, kind smile of encouragement — by your quiet patience with me — —

Her voice broke childishly, and she bent her head and took possession of his arm, holding to it tightly and in silence.

Surprised and moved by her emotion, he found nothing to say for a moment — did not seem to know quite how to respond to the impulsive gratitude so sincerely exaggerated, so prettily expressed.

Finally he said:

Philippa, I have nothing to teach you — much to learn from you. Whoever you are, you need no patronage from anybody, no allowances, no concessions, no excuses. For I never knew a cleaner, braver, sweeter character than is yours, Philippa — nor a soul more modest, more simple and sincere. What does it matter how you come by it — whether God gave it, or whether what you are has been evolved by race — by generations of gentle breeding?

We dont know; and I, for one, dont care — except for any satisfaction or consolation it might afford you to know who you really are.

But, for me, I have learned enough to satisfy myself. And I have never known a lovelier character than is yours, Philippa; nor a nobler one.

She continued walking beside him, clinging very tightly to one of his arms, her head lowered under its velvet bonnet.

When she looked up at last, her eyes were wet with tears; she smiled and, loosening her clasp, stretched out her hand for his handkerchief.

The second time I have borrowed from you, she managed to say. Do you remember — in the boat?

He laughed, greatly relieved that the tense constraint was broken — that the tension of his own emotion was relaxed. For he had become intensely serious with the girl — how serious and how deeply in earnest he now began to realize. And whether his own ardent tribute to her had awakened him, while offering it, to all that he was praising, or whether he had already discovered by cooler research all that he now found admirable in her, he did not know.

They came to a hedge; she returned his handkerchief, placed her hand in his, mounted the stile with lithe grace, and he climbed up beside her.

Below them ran the Ausone road, grey with hanging dust; and through the floating cloud tramped the fugitives from the north — old men, old women, girls, little children, struggling onward under their burdens, trudging doggedly, silently southward.

Philippa uttered an exclamation of pity as a man passed wheeling a crippled child in a wheelbarrow, guiding it carefully along beside a herd of cattle which seemed very difficult to manage.

For a few minutes they stood there, watching the sad procession defiling at their feet, then Warner jumped down to the high, grassy bank, lifted Philippa to the ground — which was not necessary, although he seemed to think so, and the girl thanked him very sweetly — and then they went forward along the hedge of aubépine until, around the curve of the road just ahead, he caught sight of the school.

We can enter by the rear and keep out of that crowd, he said to Philippa. You dont know Sister Eila, do you?

No.

Nor Sister Félicité?

No, Jim. Are they nuns?

Sisters of Saint Vincent de Paul. Here is the garden gate. We can go through the kitchen.

But before they had traversed the little vegetable garden, Sister Eila came to the kitchen door.

Warner said:

Sister Eila, I am so glad that you are to know my friend, Mademoiselle Philippa Wildresse, who, as I am, is a guest of Madame de Moidrey at the Château.

Sister Eila came forward, her clear eyes on Philippa, took the girls offered hand in both of hers, stood silent for a moment, then turned to Warner.

It was most kind of you to bring her, Mr. Warner. I hope that we shall become friends— turning to Philippa— if you also wish it.

Philippas grey eyes looked steadily at Sister Eila.

Yes, I do, she said in a low voice.

Sister Félicité appeared from the schoolroom, greeting and presentation were made, and then the elder Sister took Philippa away to the schoolroom where recitations were in progress; and Sister Eila led Warner through the kitchen, up the uncarpeted stairs, and into a room where, on an iron bed, a man lay.

He was young, fair-haired, and very pallid under his bandage, and the eyes he turned on Warner as he entered were the eyes of a sick man.

Sister Eila seated herself on a stool which stood beside the bed; Warner drew up the only other chair and sat down.

The young man turned his hollow eyes from Warner and looked questioningly at Sister Eila.

Yes, she said, this is Mr. Warner, an American, who is Mr. Halketts friend. You may trust him; Mr. Halkett trusted him.

Warner said with a smile, and leaning toward the sick man:

Is there anything I can do for you? Halkett and I became the very best of friends. I should be very glad of the opportunity to do anything for his friends— he hesitated, smiled again— or for any British officer.

Im Gray, said the man on the bed, in a weak voice.

I think Halkett was expecting somebody named Gray the first night he spent at the Saïs inn. Was it you?

Yes.

I think he telephoned you.

Yes. You are Mr. Warner?

I am.

Halkett spoke of you — your kindness.

Oh, it was nothing — —

I know what it was, said Gray quietly. How much did Halkett tell you?

About what?

About me.

Very little, Mr. Gray. I understood that you were to come to Saïs on a motor cycle, carrying with you a very important paper. Halkett waited day after day. He seemed to be under a very great strain. All he said to me was that something serious must have happened to you, because the paper you carried was necessary to supplement the one he carried.

And Halkett has gone!

Yes. But somehow or other he got possession of the paper you had in your charge — or a copy of it.

Grays youthful face quivered with excitement.

How did he get it? he asked.

A messenger came. Halkett was alone. The messenger pretended to come from you, and he gained Halketts confidence by giving him the paper you carried, or a copy of it.

The moment Halkett was off his guard, the fellow knocked him insensible, and would have robbed him of both papers if a young girl — a Miss Wildresse — had not tackled the fellow, and held him off with magnificent pluck until I came in and found what was going on. Then the fellow cleared out — got clean away, I regret to say. That is how the thing happened. Im very glad to be able to reassure you, Mr. Gray.

Thanks, awfully. Its been hell not to know. You see, I was hurt; the beggars got me. Ive been lying in a cottage down the road a bit — I dont know where. I was badly knocked out — knocked silly, you know — fever and all that.... I woke up the other day. Couldnt get the people to stir — tried to make em hunt up Halkett. They were just stupid — kind, but stupid. Finally one of their kiddies, who comes to school here, told Sister Eila that there was a sick Anglais in his daddys cottage— He looked up at her as he spoke and she smiled.  — And Sister Eila, being all kinds of an angel of mercy, came all the way there to investigate.... And she wheeled me back here in a charette! What do you think of that, Mr. Warner?

He was in such a state, poor boy! said Sister Eila. Just think, Mr. Warner! They had not even washed him when they put on their dreadful poultices — good, kind, ignorant folk that they are! So of course I insisted on bringing him here where Sister Félicité and I could give him proper attention.

Gray smiled tremulously:

Ive been bathed, cleansed, patched, mended, beautifully bandaged, fed, and spoiled! I dont know what you think of the Grey Sisters, but I know what I think.

Theres no difference of opinion in the world concerning them, said Warner, and Sister Eila smiled and blushed and held up an admonitory finger:

It is I who am being spoiled, gentlemen. Then, very seriously to Warner: Have you seen the pitiable procession which has been passing along the Ausone road since before dawn? Is it not heartbreaking, Mr. Warner? What is happening in the north, that all these poor people come hurrying southward? I thought the cannonade was from our own forts.

Gray looked up at him curiously.

I dont yet know what is happening north of Ausone, said Warner quietly. There were three fires burning last night. I think they were villages in flames. But it was far to the north. The Ausone Fort was not engaged — except when an aëroplane came within range. Then they used their high-angle guns.

There was a silence. Listening, Warner could hear the cannonade distinctly above the shuffle of feet and the childish singsong of recitation in the schoolroom underneath.

Presently, glancing up, he caught Sister Eilas eye, rose, and followed her to the window.

I dont know what to do, she said. Sister Félicité is going to try to keep the children here, but a gendarme came day before yesterday, saying that the school might be required for a military hospital, and that the children were to remain at home. I have telephoned to Ausone; I have telegraphed to the rue de Bac; I have done all I could do. But I am directed, from the rue de Bac, to prepare for field service, at the front. And from Ausone they telephone Sister Félicité that she may keep the children until the last moment, but that, when needed, she must turn over our school to the military authorities. And so, Mr. Warner, what am I to do with that poor boy over there? Because, if I go away, Sister Félicité cannot properly attend to him and care for the children, too.

Warner stood thinking for a moment. Then:

Could you get me permission to use your telephone? he asked.

Only for military purposes. It is the rule now.

Warner walked over to Gray:

You are a British officer, I take it.

Yes.

Captain?

Yes.

Sister Eila, listening, understood and took Warner to the telephone. For a few moments he heard her soft voice in conversation with the military operator, then she beckoned him and he gave the number he desired and waited.

Presently he got the Château des Oiseaux, and after a few moments Madame de Moidrey came to the telephone.

Ethra, he said, would you care to be hospitable to a British officer who has been injured?

Certainly! Where is he?

At Sister Eilas school. Is there anything left to harness up and send for him?

Yes; there is a donkey and a basket wagon. Ill have a groom take it over at once. Is the officer badly hurt?

I dont know. I think he merely needs bandaging and feeding. Hes the comrade of my friend, Captain Halkett. Gray is his name, and hes a captain or something or other. May I tell him that you will receive him?

Of course, Jim. You need not have asked; you could have brought him here immediately.

The military operator cut in:

A thousand thanks to Madame la Comtesse for her kindness to our allies, the English! Madame, I regret, very much that I must switch off — — click!

Warner smiled and turned to Sister Eila:

Madame de Moidrey takes him!

I am so thankful! I will go up and make him ready.

What is the matter with him?

Think of it! He was coming on his motor cycle full speed toward Saïs through the night, when right ahead he saw a car drawn up beside the road, and four men standing in it with pistols aimed at him. Only one bullet hit him, making a deep furrow over his temple. He remembers losing control of the motor cycle, of being hurled through the air. Then, evidently some time afterward, he found himself struggling under a thin covering of dirt and sticks and lumps of sod — fighting for air, pushing, creeping, crawling out of the hasty and shallow grave where they had flung him beside his ruined motor cycle. He thinks that the frame of the motor cycle kept him from being suffocated by the sod and earth piled over him.

It was early morning; a peasant was breaking ground in another field not far away, and Mr. Gray managed to crawl near enough to make the man hear. That is all he remembers until he regained consciousness once more in the mans cottage.

Good heavens, what a ghastly experience! muttered Warner.

It is dreadful. If they knew that his heart still beat, it was inhuman of them to do such a thing as that. But perhaps they considered him dead. He may have appeared so. I have had to bandage both arms and both knees where he was hurled over the ground when he fell. He has a fracture of the left wrist which is doing nicely, and two broken ribs are mending without trouble. As for the scar on his temple, it is nearly closed now. I think all will be well with him. Now, I shall go and prepare him for his little journey.

At the foot of the stairs she paused, turned slowly to Warner, and he thought her lovely face had become somewhat pale.

I think you said over the telephone that you have had no word from Mr. Halkett?

Not a word, Sister Eila.

Thank you.


CHAPTER XXVII
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THE JOURNEY BACK along the Ausone road was a slow and stifling one. Warner, walking on the left, led the donkey by the head; Philippa moved beside the basket cart on the right. In the cart sat the wounded Englishman, his bandaged head lying on Sister Eilas shoulder.

Through the heavy, suffocating cloud of dust, group after group of fugitives loomed up ahead, coming toward them, parting right and left to let the basket cart and the little, plodding donkey pass through. Sheep were driven aside for them; cattle swung out into the roadside ditches on either hand, halting there with stupid heads turned toward them while the basket cart took right of way.

Once, from the toiling procession behind them, distant shouts arose, and the ground began to quiver and shake; and Warner called out a sharp warning to Philippa and drew the donkey cart out among the dusty weeds of the ditch, while everywhere ahead of them people, cattle, vehicles, were being hurriedly turned out and crowded aside along the grassy roadside gullies.

Louder grew the clamour behind; heavier the jarring of the ground; a mounted gendarme — a maréchal de logis — appeared, alternately cantering and galloping his superb horse, and sweeping the crowds aside with vigorous gestures of his white-gloved hand.

Behind him trotted six more gendarmes, sabers sheathed, their single rank stretching the entire width of the road from ditch to ditch. And behind these, in a writhing storm of dust and flying gravel, came the field artillery on a swift, swinging trot, drivers erect in their saddles, képis strapped tight, sun-scorched faces sweating under masks of dust.

Tan-colored limbers, guns, caissons drawn by powerful, dust-whitened teams, rushed past thudding and clanking, escorted by galloping pelotons of artillerymen armed with saber and carbine, flanked by smart officers flashing all over cherry red and gold.

Battery after battery, with forges and wagons, passed; a fanion with trumpeters sped by; a squadron of remount cavalry in clearer blue jackets followed, then came two squadrons of galloping dragoon lancers, their steel helmets covered with brown holland slips, and the pennons streaming wildly from their lance heads. A gendarme or two galloped in the rear, mere ghosts in the driving dust. And the flying column had passed.

Sister Eila, covering Grays mouth and nose with her grey-blue sleeve, bowed her head and closed her eyes while the storm of dust and pebbles lasted; then Warner nodded to Philippa, and between them they led out the donkey cart once more and pushed slowly ahead into the oncoming torrent of vehicles — cattle, men, women, and children.

It was nearly noon when they arrived at the Château des Oiseaux. A footman aided him to carry Gray upstairs to the room prepared for him.

Are you all right? asked Warner doubtfully.

Gray opened his haggard eyes.

All right, thanks.... May I have a little water, if its not too much trouble — —

Sister Eila entered the room with a carafe and some lemons; and Warner withdrew.

In the hallway below he encountered Madame de Moidrey and Peggy Brooks in earnest consultation with the village physician — an old man crippled from 1870, and wearing the Legion and an empty sleeve.

Warner shook hands with Dr. Senlis and told him what he knew of Grays condition. Sister Eila came down presently and everybody greeted her with a warmth which unmistakably revealed her status in Saïs.

Presently she went upstairs again with Dr. Senlis. Later the Countess went up. Peggy and Philippa had gone out to the south terrace where the reverberation of the cannonade was now continually shaking the windows, and where, beyond, Ausone, a dark band of smoke stretched like a rampart across the northern sky.

As Warner stood thinking, listening to the dull shock of the concussions rolling in toward them on the wind from the north, the footman, Vilmar, approached him.

Pardon, Monsieur Warner, but there is a frightful type hanging about whom it seems impossible to drive away — —

What! said Warner angrily.

Monsieur, I have hustled him from the terrace several times; I have summoned aid from my fellow domestics; the chauffeur, Vignier, chases him with frequency into the shrubbery; Maurice and the lad, Henri, pursue him with horsewhips — —

Is it that voyou who is all over bandages? demanded Warner incredulously.

It is, Monsieur — —

Out of sheer contempt for the creature and for all his species, Warner had ordered him to be fed and turned loose. And here he was, back again, hanging around!

Where is he?

He dodged into the shrubbery across the lawn.

The effontery of Asticot amazed Warner. With an impatient gesture he turned on his heel to traverse the lawn. And at the same moment Asticot emerged from the bushes bordering it.

His bruised and ratty eyes blinked nervously; his battered casquette de marlou was in his hand; his knees, and his teeth also, seemed inclined to smite together. Plainly, he was terrified; and when Warner walked swiftly toward him across the lawn, the creature uttered a sort of stifled squeak.

Asticot, said Warner, in pleasant, even tones, I told the servants to feed you and turn you loose. Also, I left word that Id kill you the next time I caught you hanging around here. Did they give you that message?

M-msieu — —

Did they?

Alas!

Then why are you still prowling in this vicinity? Do you want to be killed?

A suppressed howl escaped the bandaged ruffian.

I do not desire to go away from Msieu! No! I desire to remain under his powerful protection — —

What!

I desire to serve Msieu — to dedicate my life to the service of Msieu, my patron, powerful and terrible. I have need to render him homage — I, Asticot, grateful and affectionate — — He blubbered sentimentally, squirming like a kicked and abject dog.

Warner, astonished, stared at the writhing ruffian for a few moments, then he burst into a laugh.

Why, you Parisian sewer rat, he said, do you imagine that I could have any use for you?

Msieu! I ask as wages only a crust, a pallet of straw in some corner, and a few pennies which will enable me to fry a cigarette when I am lonely — —

I dont want you! repeated Warner, disgusted, but much amused. Why do you imagine that I have any employment to offer a cutthroat?

There is le Père Wildresse, replied Asticot, naïvely.

Do you imagine I expect to hire somebody to murder him?

Msieu — it is but natural.

Warners laughter died out and his expression altered.

Come, Asticot, cut away, he said quietly, or I shall become angry!

Msieu! Dont drive me away! he whined. I know how to wash brushes in black soap — —

What!

Also, I have learned how to stretch toiles and make chassis. I have served in Biribi. My lieutenant amused himself by painting pictures of camels and palms and the setting sun, very red and as full of rays as a porcupine — —

I dont want you, Asticot! It is noon, now. I shall tell them at the stables to give you a crust and a bowl of soup. After you have sufficiently stuffed yourself, go quietly away wherever you belong, and dont come back — —

Msieu! I entertain a deep affection for Msieu — —

Go to the devil! said Warner wearily, and walked back to the house. Here he gave the footman culinary instructions to transmit to the kitchen-maid, who, in turn, should see that something to eat was sent to the stables for Asticot.

Then he walked through the house to the northern terrace, where Philippa and Peggy sat sewing and looking out across the valley toward the smoky panorama in the north. His field glasses lay on the parapet, and he picked them up and adjusted them to his vision.

Isly is burning, and Rosales, and the great farm of Le Pigeonnier, remarked Peggy.

Who says so?

Mathilde. The postman told her. He heard it in Ausone from the soldiers. That is where the fighting is, at Isly. The trains leaving Ausone are loaded with soldiers going north. It appears that matters are progressing very well for us.

Warner said nothing. With two French towns burning on the horizon, the great farm of Le Pigeonnier on fire, and the cannonade steadily becoming more distinct, he was not at all certain that everything promised well for Ausone and Saïs and the valley of the Récollette.

Through his glasses he could see the beautiful spire of Sainte Cassilda in Ausone. Beyond, where the wooded, conical hill rose from the rolling plain as though it were an enormous artificial mound, nothing of the fort was visible.

But farther away, beyond the river, he could see trains crawling across the landscape — see smoke trailing from locomotives; farther still only the green and gold of woods and grain fields stretched away, growing vaguer and dimmer until the wall of smoke obscured them and blotted the earth from view.

Madame de Moidrey appeared at the doorway behind them.

They have just telephoned from Ausone to ask whether we can take in wounded, if necessary, she said calmly. They are to send material for fifty beds this evening. Sister Eila and Dr. Senlis have offered to remain for the present. I think everybody will have to help.

Philippa, who had risen, came toward her.

I dont mind where I sleep, she said, if I can only be of any use — —

You are not going to be disturbed, dear — not at present, anyway. And to Peggy: I have told them to open the east wing and air the gallery and the rooms on both the upper floors. There is room for two hundred beds in the east wing. Vignier has gone to turn on the water, and I shall have the parquet and windows thoroughly cleaned and the stair carpets taken out of storage and laid down.

Is there anything I can do? asked Warner.

Nothing for any of us to do so far. When the beds arrive, I shall have them set up and ready, thats all. Peggy, if the servants require any further instructions, tell them what to do. Sister Eila is inspecting the east wing and I must return to Mr. Gray.

How is Gray? asked Warner.

Very much afraid that he is making us extra trouble. He is so patient, so considerate — really a most charming man.

I have an idea that the cannonade is making him very restless. He tries not to show it. He lies there very quietly, asking for nothing, most grateful for the slightest attention. I have been giving him the medicine Dr. Senlis prescribed and reading the paper to him between doses.

Couldnt I do that? began Peggy, but Madame de Moidrey shook her pretty head hastily and went away to inspect her Englishman, for whom luncheon was being prepared on a tray.

Luncheon was served on the terrace for the others. It was a rather silent affair: they ate with the distant rumble of cannon in their ears and their eyes turning ever toward the north where that impenetrable wall of smoke masked the horizon from east to west.

I think I shall go over to Ausone, remarked Warner.

Philippa looked up in silence.

Why? inquired Peggy.

Because, he replied, I have a couple of dozen pictures and sketches in storage at the Boule dArgent, and I think I might as well get them and ship them to my Paris studio.

Do you really suppose there is any danger that — —

No, he interrupted, smilingly, but you know how finicky and panicky a painter is. I think Ill take a stroll after luncheon and bring back my canvases— he turned to Philippa— if I may take your punt for the purpose?

Certainly. Ill pole you up to Ausone — —

You will do nothing of the sort, thank you! he retorted, laughing.

Is there any danger? asked Peggy.

Not the slightest. But I had rather that Philippa remained here.

Peggy passed her arm around Philippas shoulders.

He doesnt want you, darling, but I do! Remain where youre appreciated and Ill take you up presently to see that exceedingly nice-looking Englishman.

Philippas smile was a little forced; she looked up at Warner every now and then, curiously, questioningly, even reproachfully.

When he had pretended long enough not to be aware of it, he turned and looked at her and laughed. And after Peggy had risen and entered the house, he said:

Philippa, I dont care to have you any nearer that wall of smoke out yonder than you are at present. Thats the only reason I dont want you to go to Ausone in the punt with me.

You know, she said, that I might just as well be where you are all the time.

Why?

Is it necessary for me to tell you that if anything happens to you it might as well happen to me at the same time?

Nonsense, Philippa — —

You know it is so, she said quietly.

He looked at the smoke, glanced at her, rose and walked to the door, and, turning abruptly, came back to where she was seated.

That wont do, he said bluntly. Nobody should be as vital to you as that. Life and happiness are beginning for you. Both must be independent of circumstances and individuals. Everything already lies before you, Philippa — youth, attainment, the serenity and the happiness of opportunity heretofore denied you. Fulfillment does not depend on others; the interest in living and the reason for living depends on personal faith, resolution, and endeavor, not on what accidents affect other lives around you. Life should be lived thoroughly and completely to the end, industriously, vigorously, and with a courage for enjoyment never faltering. Your life is yours. Live it! Find in it the sheer happiness of living. No matter what befalls others, no matter who these others may be, it is your business in life to go on living, to go on discovering reasons for living, to go on desiring to live, and to find in living the highest happiness in the world — the satisfaction of a duty thoroughly accomplished!

He was smiling and rather flushed when he ended his emphatic sermon. The girl beside him had listened with drooping head, but her grey eyes were raised to his from time to time.

And now that he had finished expounding his strenuous and masculine logic, she turned away and leaned on the parapet looking down at the tops of the forest trees below.

He came over and rested on the stone balustrade beside her.

Am I not right? he asked.

Yes.

Then you understand that, whatever may happen to anybody else, life always presents the same noble challenge to you?

Yes.... A bird, shot through the breast, must go on fighting for breath as long as its heart beats.... I should do the same — if anything happened to you.

The hot color suddenly burnt his face. He made no comment — found none to make. Her transparent candor had silenced him utterly; and he found himself troubled, mute, and profoundly moved by her innocent avowal of devotion.

She looked around at him after a while.

That is what you meant, isnt it?

He shook his head slightly. He could scarcely presume to criticize her or instruct her concerning the mysteries of her own heart. Those intimate, shadowy, and virginal depths were exempt from the rule of reason. Neither logic nor motive was in control there; instinct alone reigned.

No, he had nothing more to say to her; nothing definite to say to himself. A haunting and troubled perplexity possessed his mind; and a deeper, duller, and obscure wonder that the young heart in her, and the youthful faith that filled it, had been so quietly, so fearlessly surrendered to his keeping.

He had always supposed that his experience, his years, his clear thinking and humorously incredulous mind rendered him safe from any emotional sentiment not directly connected with his profession.

The fact that women were inclined to like him had made him unconsciously wary, even amiably skeptical. Outside of a few friendships he had never known more than a passing fancy for any woman — a sentiment always partly humorous, an emotion always more or less amused. His preferences were as light as the jests he made of them, his interest as ephemeral as it was superficial — aside from his several friendships with women, or where women were intimately concerned with his work.

The swiftness with which acquaintance had become friendship between Philippa and himself had disturbed and puzzled him. That, like a witch-flower, it had opened over night into full blossom, he seemed to realize, even admitted to himself. But already it seemed to have become as important, as established, as older friendships. And more than that, day by day its responsibilities seemed to multiply and grow heavier and more serious.

He thought of these things as he leaned on the stone balustrade there beside Philippa. What she might be thinking of remained to him a mystery impenetrable, for she had passed one arm through his and her cheek rested lightly against his shoulder, and her grey eyes, brooding, seemed lost in the depths of the distant smoke.

And all the while she was saying in her sweet, serene way:

You will let me go with you, wont you? It would be very agreeable on the river this afternoon. Such a pleasure you could not sensibly deny me. Besides, the punt is mine, Jim. I dont let anybody charter it unless captain and crew are included. I am, naturally, the captain. Ariadne is the crew. If you desire to engage a passage to Ausone — —

Philippa, you little tyrant, do you mean to refuse me the Lys?

Come down to the river and look her over, she said, drawing him away from the balustrade. And on the way you may get the pole from the garage.

He was inclined to demur, but she had her way; and ten minutes later they were walking across the fields, he with the pole across his shoulder, she moving lightly and happily beside him, her hair in two braids and the velvet strings of the bonnet fluttering under her rounded chin.

The Ausone road lay white and deserted; the last fugitive from the north had passed. Nor were there any more skiffs or laden boats on the river, nor any signs of life on the quarry road. All was still and sunny and silent; the Récollette slipped along, clear and silvery, between green banks; to the east the calm blue hills stretched away vague with haze; swallows soared and dipped, starring the glass of the stream as though rising fish were breaking its serene surface. But the still air and cobalt sky were heavy with the cannonade, making the stillness of the sun-drenched world almost uncanny.


CHAPTER XXVIII
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PHILIPPA, CURLED UP in the punt, had fashioned for herself a chaplet of river lilies. The white blossoms wreathing the black velvet bonnet à quartiers, and a huge bouquet of the lovely flowers which she carried in her hand gave a bridal aspect to the affair, heightened presently when she began to festoon the gunwales with lilies and scented rushes from the sedge, as they slipped along inshore to avoid the stronger current of midstream.

The air vibrated and hummed with the unbroken rolling of the bombardment; there was not a cloud in the calm sky; no birds sang and few, except the darting swallows of the Récollette, were on the wing at all; but everywhere dragon flies glittered, level-winged, poised in mid-air, or darted and hovered among the reeds with a faint, fairy-like clash of gauzy wings.

The sound of the cannonade grew so much more distinct as they drew near the environs of Ausone that, to Warner, the increase in volume and the jar of concussion seemed scarcely due alone to their approach. Rather it appeared as though the distant reverberations were very gradually rolling toward them; and before they had poled within sight of the outskirts of the town Warner said to Philippa:

It sounds to me as though the whole business were miles nearer than the mere distance we have come. And that is not an encouraging suggestion, either.

Could it be the wind which is carrying it toward us?

There is very little wind in those tree tops up there. He shrugged, poled ahead, not apprehensive, yet conscious that Philippa had no business in a town from the vicinity of which such ominous sounds could be heard so distinctly.

Few people were moving on the Ausone road, merely a belated group or two trudging southward. Except for a distant cavalry patrol riding slowly along the quarry road across the river, the country appeared to be empty of military movement. As they advanced upstream, one fact became apparent; the fugitives who had passed through Saïs that morning had not come from the scattered hamlets and cottages along the Récollette. They could see women washing linen along the river banks and hanging out the wash on clotheslines. Old men and children fished tranquilly from the sterns of skiffs pulled up among the rushes; cattle stood knee-deep in the limpid stream under the fringe of trees; a farmer who had cut his wheat and barley had already begun threshing. It was evident that the exodus from the north was not, so far, affecting Ausone.

When their punt glided past the great willow tree where the Impasse dAlcyon terminated at the river bank, Warner, swinging his pole level, pointed in silence and looked at Philippa. She smiled interrogatively in response.

Thats where Halkett and I landed when we came to find you, he said.

Then she comprehended and the smile faded from her lips.

Around the bend lay the tree-shaded lawn of the Café Biribi. They gazed at it fixedly and in silence, as they shot swiftly past. There was no sign of life there; the beds of cannas and geraniums lay all ablaze in the sun; the windows of the building were closed, the blinds lowered; every gayly-painted rowboat had been pulled up on the landing and turned keel upward. A solitary swan sailed along close inshore, probing the shallows with his brilliant scarlet beak.

Then, as they left the deserted scene of their first meeting, and as the pretty stone bridge of the Place dAusone came into sight beyond, spanning the river in a single, silver-grey arch, Warner looked up along the steep and mossy quay wall, and saw, above him, a line sentinel, fully equipped, lounging on the parapet, watching them. Two others paced the bridge.

Halte là! Au large! called out the sentinel. The Pont dAusone is mined.

Leaning on his pole and holding the punt against the current, Warner called out:

Is it permitted to land, soldier?

It is not forbidden, replied the soldier. But you must not approach the bridge any nearer. There are wires under water.

I have business in Ausone at the Boule dArgent! explained Warner. Is it all right for us to go there?

If you remain there with Madame over night you must inscribe yourself with the police and stay indoors after nine without lights, replied the sentinel. It was evident that he took the chaplet of river lilies for a bridal wreath, and that the young brides beauty dazzled him. He was very young, and he blushed when Philippa looked up laughingly and thanked him as she put off her white chaplet.

Warner tied the skiff to a rusty ring; Philippa sprang ashore; and they mounted the stone steps, arm in arm together. As they passed the sentinel she drew a lily from her bouquet.

Bonne chance, soldier of France! she murmured, dropping the white blossom into his sunburnt hand; and clasping Warners arm she passed lightly on into the square, hugging her bouquet to her breast.

The aspect of the town, from the quay wall above, seemed to have changed very little. Except on fête days the Place dAusone, or market square, was never animated. A few people moved about it now, as usual; a few men sat sipping their bitters on the terrace of the Café Biribi; children played under the trees by the river wall; old women knitted; a few aged anglers, forbidden the bridge, dozed on the quay parapets, while their brilliant scarlet quills trailed in the pools below.

True, there were no idle soldiers to be seen strolling in couples or dawdling on benches. A patrol of chasseurs à cheval, in their pale blue jackets and black tresses, walked their wiry horses across the square. Also, near the horse fountain, three anti-aircraft guns stood in the sunshine, their lean muzzles tilted high, the cannoniers lying on their blankets around them, and a single sentinel on guard, pacing the Place with his piece shouldered. At the further end of the rue dAuros, where it enters the boulevard by the Church of Sainte Cassilda, cavalry were moving; and more sky artillery was visible in front of the church plaza. Otherwise the presence of troops was not noticeable in Ausone town.

Nor were Philippa and Warner particularly noticed or remarked, the girls provincial costume being a familiar sight in the region from Saïs to Dreslin. In fact, Warners knickers and Norfolk excited the only attention, and every now and then some man passing, and taking him for English, lifted his hat in cordial salutation to a comrade of an allied nation.

But for all the absence of animation and excitement in the Ausone streets, the deepening thunder of the cannonade began to preoccupy Warner; and finally he inquired what it signified of a passing line soldier, who stopped courteously and saluted.

Cest le fort dAusone qui donne, Monsieur, he explained, bowing slightly to Philippa as he spoke.

What! exclaimed Warner. Is the Ausone fort firing?

Since two hours, Monsieur. It would appear that affairs are warming up out there.

What does that mean?

Dame — they must see something to fire at, replied the soldier, laughing. As for us here in the town, we know nothing. We others — we never know anything that happens until it is happening to us.

From the Château at Saïs, said Warner, one can see three towns on fire in the north.

It is more than we soldiers can see from here, Monsieur. Yet we know it must be so, because people from Isly, from Rosales, from Dreslin, have been passing through from the north. They must have passed through Saïs.

Thousands, nodded Warner.

The soldier saluted; Warner lifted his cap, and he and Philippa entered the Boule dArgent, where, in a little, lace-curtained dining-room to the left, they seated themselves by the street window and ordered tea and sugar-buns.

The gérant, who knew Warner, came up and made a most serious and elaborate bow to Philippa and to the American.

Ah, Monsieur Warner! he said. Voyez-vous the Bosches have begun at last! But, God willing, it shall not be 1870 again!

It wont be; dont worry, François. The Republic knows how to confront what is coming!

Yes. I hope we have learned something. All Frenchmen will do what is possible. As for me, I expect that my class will be called. I shall do my best, Monsieur Warner.... It is a great happiness to know that the English are with us. We must stand by those poor Belgians. Have you heard the news, Monsieur?

Nothing since noon.

Ah! The Bosches are ruining everything with their artillery. Liége, Namur, are crumbling; Louvain has been swept by shells. The great cupola forts are in ruins; everything is on fire; they are shooting the people in their houses, in the streets — the dead lie everywhere — women, children, in the ditches, in the fields, on the highroads. Ah, Monsieur Warner, cest triste, allez!

Where did you hear such things, François?

It is already common talk. The noon bulletins of the Petit Journal confirm it. They say that our fort is shelling the Uhlans of Guillaume now. They say that the forest of Ausone crawls with them.

A waiter brought their tea; the gérant bowed himself out and sent a porter to the lumber room to collect and cord up Warners canvases.

While Philippa poured their tea, the cups began to rattle in the saucers, and the windows shivered and trembled in the increasing thunder. Twice his cup slopped over; and he was just lifting it to his lips when suddenly the very floor seemed to jump under them and a tremendous shock rocked the room.

A big gun in the fort, said Warner, coolly forcing a smile. I think, Philippa, as soon as you have finished — —

A terrific salvo cut him short. Somewhere he could hear a crashing avalanche of broken glass, prolonged into a tinkling cascade; then came a seconds silence, then another splitting roar from the end of the street.

The waiter came in hurriedly, very pale.

An aëroplane, Monsieur! They are firing at it from the boulevard — —

His words were obliterated in the rush and clatter of horses outside.

Dragoons were galloping up the stony rue dAuros, squadron on squadron, and behind them rattled three high-angle guns harnessed to teams driven by dragoons.

Attention there! shouted an officer, reining in and halting a peloton of horsemen. Fire at will from your saddles!

Warner sprang to the window; the street and the market square was full of halted cavalry firing skyward. They had several high-angle guns there too; the ear-splitting detonations became continuous; and all the time the solid earth was shaking under terrible detonations from the forts cupolas, where the big cannon were concealed.

From everywhere came the treble clink and tinkle of broken glass; people in the hotel were running to the windows and running away from them; the building itself seemed to sway slightly; dust hung in the air, greying everything.

Warner drew Philippa to him and said calmly, but close to her ear:

The thing to do is to get out of this at the first opportunity. I had no idea that anything would happen as near — —

His voice was blotted out in a loud report, shouts, a woman screaming, the rumble and tumbling roar of bricks. Another shattering report almost deafened him; the air was filled with whizzing, whining noises; the entire front of a shop diagonally across the street caved in with a crystalline crash of glass, and the cornice above it lurched outward, swayed, crumpled, and descended in a pouring avalanche of bricks and mortar.

Somebody in the hotel lobby shouted:

An aëroplane is directly over us. They are dropping bombs!

Go to the cellar! cried another.

An officer of gendarmerie came in, followed by a trooper.

Stay where you are! he said. Its safer.

Another explosion sounded, but farther away this time.

Their Taube is steering toward the fort, continued the same quiet-voiced officer who had spoken. Dont go out into the streets!

The uproar in the square had become terrific; high-angle guns poured streams of fire into the sky; dragoons sitting their restless horses fired upward from their saddles; an engine escorted by brass-helmeted pompiers arrived and a stream of water was turned on the debris of the shop across the street, where already pale flames flickered and played over the dusty ruins.

Somebody has been killed, whispered Philippa in Warners ear.

He nodded, watching the Red Cross bearers as they hastened up with their stretchers, where the firemen were uncovering something from beneath the heap of smoking debris.

A staff officer, attended by a hussar lancer, and followed by two mounted gendarmes, rode into the street just as the dragoons, forming to whistle signal in column of fours, rode out of the street at a gallop.

There came another clatter of hoofs; an open carriage escorted by six gendarmes-à-cheval rolled through the rue dAuros. In it was a white-haired gentleman wearing a top hat and a tri-colored sash.

The mayor, nodded Warner, as carriage and escort passed rapidly in the direction of the Hôtel de Ville.

The sky-guns had ceased firing, now; three of them were limbered up and dragged away toward the Boulevard dAthos by dragoons. More Red Cross brassards appeared in the street, more stretchers. Two double-decked motor ambulances drew up; others, following, continued on toward the Place and the railroad station. Then three grey military automobiles full of officers came whizzing through the rue dAuros with terrific blasts of warning; and sped on, succeeded by others filled with infantry soldiers, until a steady stream of motor cars of every description was rushing past the windows, omnibus motors, trucks, hotel busses, furniture vans, private cars, of every make and varying capacities, all loaded with red-capped fantassins and bristling with rifles.

Warner opened the window and leaned far out, one arm around Philippa.

Eastward, on the Plaza Sainte Cassilda, masses of lancer cavalry were defiling at a trot, dragoons, hussars, and chasseurs-à-cheval, and the rue dAuros was filled with onrushing motor cars as far as he could see. Westward, parallel with the stream of automobiles, field artillery was crossing the Place dAusone, battery after battery, the drivers whipping and spurring in their saddles, the horses breaking from trot to gallop.

Something unexpectedly serious is happening, said Warner, trying to make his voice audible in the din from the fort. Look into those alleys and lanes and cross streets! Do you see the people hurrying out of their houses? I must have been crazy to bring you here!

I cant hear you, Jim — — Her lips formed the words; he pointed across the street into the alleyways and mews; she nodded comprehension.

Until these automobiles pass we cant cross — cant get across! He found himself almost shouting; and he emphasized his meaning with pantomime and gesticulation.

She nodded, undisturbed. Now and then, when soldiers in automobiles looked up at them, she tossed white flowers from her bouquet into the tonneau and nodded a gay response to the quick salutes. One lily remained; she drew it through the laces that held her scarlet and black bodice, then, resting her hand on Warners shoulder, looked gravely down at the rushing column underneath.

The tremendous concussions from the fort had loosened plaster and broken window glass everywhere in the hotel; a smarting mist drifted through the open window; the room behind them was obscured as by a fog, and every shock from the guns added to the thickening dust veil.

The gérant, François, ghastly pale but polite, came presently to inform Warner by signs that a chimney had fallen in on the lumber room and that at present it was not possible for the porter to enter and find the canvases stored there.

Warner understood, catching a word or two here and there, and shrugged his indifference to what might become of his sketches.

All I want, he shouted into the gérants ear, is to get this young lady out of Ausone!

François nodded, pointed toward the cross streets which were now swarming with people preparing for flight. There came a sudden lull in the cannonade, and almost at the same time the last motor filled with soldiers sped through the street below.

Instantly the street, now occupied only by firemen and Red Cross soldiers, was filled with citizens. Groups formed, surged hither and thither, mingled with other groups and became a swaying crowd. Already hand-carts and wheelbarrows appeared, piled with bedding and household furniture; the open carriage of the mayor repassed, was halted, and the aged magistrate stood up and addressed the people; but Warner could not make out what he was saying, and in a moment or two the carriage continued toward the Boulevard dAthos, escorted by gendarmes.

Its plain enough that the Germans are pretty close, said Warner carelessly. If youre ready, Philippa, I think wed better get back to Saïs.

And your beautiful pictures! Oh, Jim, I cant bear to have them left here — —

Which do you imagine I consider the more valuable, Philippa, you or those daubs of mine? Come, dear; lets clear out if we can before that fort begins to converse again with Germans.

He paid his reckoning at the desk, where patron, gerant, caissière, and staff had gathered in calm consultation concerning eventualities. Nobody seemed excited; everybody was polite, even smiling; servants were already busy with dusters, brooms, and pans; the porter carried down luggage for departing guests.

Monsieur Warner, are you leaving us? inquired François smilingly. Perhaps it is better; they say that the Germans are now in range of the fort. Saïs is likely to be more peaceful than Ausone tonight. If the Bosches dont bombard us, I think your pictures will be quite safe with us.

He bowed them to the door; Philippa, clinging to Warners arm, went out into the stony street, which was now crowded with hurrying people, all preparing for flight.

As they set foot on the pavement, a frightful detonation shook the town, another, another; and on the heels of the thunderous shock the first German shell fell in Ausone, plunged through the roof and exploded in the transept of the Church of Sainte Cassilda, blowing the altar and choir stalls to dust and splinters.

Before Philippa and Warner could make their way to the river, three more shells came plunging into the town, one exploding with a deafening din in the empty market, another stripping a shop open from roof to basement and literally disemboweling it, and a third blowing up the eastern end of the rue dAuros, where its whistling fragments tore right and left through a huddled group of women and children.

Then, as they ran toward the quay, the soldiers on guard there came hastening toward them, warning them back. For a few moments the Place dAusone streamed with terrified people in confused and purposeless flight, forced back from the river by line soldiers who kept shouting something which Warner could not understand.

But in another moment he understood, for the old stone bridge across the Récollette split in two, vomiting great masses of stone into the air, and the earth rocked with the roar of dynamite.

Half stunned, balked, hesitating, Warner stood in the market place with his arm around Philippa, looking about him for a chance; while shell after shell fell into the town, and the racket of their detonations resounded from the railroad station to the boulevard.

The river, he said; its the best way out of this, I think!

She nodded, clasped his arm, and they started once more toward the quay.

Below the parapet their punt, still tied fast, lay tossing and rocking on the agitated river. Down the stone stairs they ran; Philippa sprang on board, and the next moment Warner cast off and drove the punt swiftly out into the current of midstream.

Then, directly ahead of them, parallel to the Impasse dAlcyon, a shell fell with the whistling screech of a steamers siren; there came a deadened roar; a geyser of water and gravel rose in mid-river, hurling rocks, planks from the landing, and splintered rowboats in every direction.

Great limbs from the willow trees hurtled earthward, a muddy maelstrom of foam whirled their punt, caught it on a comb of seething water, flung it from wave to wave.

Warner, beaten from his balance, had fallen to his knees. As the plunging punt swept downstream, he continued to use his pole mechanically. Around them debris still rained into the discolored river, branches, fragments of sod; the surface of the water was covered with floating boards, sticks, green leaves, uprooted reeds and rushes; a mangled and bloody swan floated near, its snowy neck and head under water.

Philippa crouched on the bottom of the punt, deadly pale, her hands over her ears, her grey eyes riveted on Warner.

When his voice was under control, he said:

Are you all right, dear?

She read his lips, nodded, tried to smile, fell to trembling with both hands still convulsively crushed over her ears.

Current and pole had already swept the punt out past the banlieu, past the suburban cottages, past the farms and the cattle and the clotheslines where the wash hung drying.

Behind them lay the town, amid a hell of exploding shells; the hills and woods reëchoed the infernal crash; and, high overhead, above the dreadful diapason of the guns, rose the crazy treble hooting of incoming projectiles, dominating the awful roar on earth with a yelling bedlam in the sky.

Again and again he looked aloft, fearfully attempting to trace and trail and forestall some whistling screech growing louder and louder and nearer and nearer, until the shattering crash of the explosion in the town behind them relaxed the nerve-breaking tension.

Farther out in the green countryside he no longer looked up and back. Philippa still lay huddled at his feet, looking up out of grey eyes that quivered and winced sometimes, but always opened again, steady and clear with faith.

On the Ausone road fugitives from every farm and hamlet were afoot again, but he could not see them very distinctly through the dust that hung there. Also clouds now obscured the declining sun; the world had turned grey around them; and the Récollette flowed away ahead with scarcely a glimmer on its tarnished flood, save where a dull and leaden sparkle came and went along the water weeds inshore.

It was as though the subtle poison of war itself had polluted material things, killing out brightness and health and life, staining sky and water and earth with its hell-distilled essence.

Then a more concretely sinister omen took shape, floating under the trees in a deep, still cove — a dead cavalry horse, saddled and bridled, stranded there, barely awash; and a hooded crow already walking busily about over the level gravel of the shoal.

As they neared Saïs, the quarry road across the river became visible. Dust eddied and drifted there, and he could distinguish the slanted lances of cavalry in rapid motion and catch the muffled roar of hoofs.

They were galloping north, a dusty, interminable column enveloped in an endless grey cloud of their own making in the thickening evening mist already hanging palely over land and water.

There was scarcely a tint of color left in the east, and that vague hue died out under clotted clouds as he looked.

And after a while he was aware of a vague rumor in the air, which seemed to come from the east — a vibration, low, indefinite, almost inaudible, yet always there to challenge his attention.

The Vosges lay beyond; and the Barrier Forts.

Duller and duller grew the twilight. He drove the punt forward into dusky reaches shrouded in mist, where not a ripple glimmered, and the trees and river reeds stood motionless in the fog.

There were no stars, no lights ashore. On his left he could hear the unbroken trample of cavalry riding north; far beyond, the air was heavily unsteady with the dull rumor beyond the hills; behind him the shriller tumult had died away and the deadened booming of the guns sounded like the heavy thunder of surf on sand.

Philippa had risen to a sitting position, and now she was lying back comfortably extended among the cushions.

They exchanged a few words; her voice was calm, cheerful, untroubled. She offered to take the punt pole; said that at first she had felt more bewildered and dazed than frightened; explained that real fear had first possessed her when the dead and bloody swan floated past, and that then she had been horribly afraid of the sky noises — the shrieking, hooting, whistling approach of the unseen.

He had been under fire in the Balkans; Lule Bourgas had blunted for him the keener edge of terror. And now, still thoroughly stirred, only the excitement of the past hour remained and stimulated him.

Its war all around us now, he said, driving his punting pole steadily and straining his keen eyes into the shadows beyond. There are stirring days ahead for France in this region, I fear; the Barrier Forts are far away and there is nothing in the north to hold the deluge breaking over Luxembourg into Belgium.

A great war is beginning, Philippa; the greatest that the earth has ever faced.... I never supposed that I should live to see such a war — the greatest of all wars — the last great war, I think.

If I were anything except a useless painter, Id go into it.... I dont know what good Id be to anybody. But if anybody wants me — —

We both can offer ourselves, said Philippa.

Dear child! Id like to catch you wandering into this sort of — —

I shall volunteer if you do!

You shall not! Youll go to Paris with Madame de Moidrey — thats what youll do!

Jim, that is absurd. If Im wanted I shall volunteer for hospital service, anyway. And if you offer yourself I shall wait until I find out where you are to be sent, and then I shall beg them to take me at the nearest field ambulance.

No good, Philippa. They do that sort of thing in romances, but in real life a course of hospital training is required of volunteers.

I can scrub floors and sew and cook, she said serenely. Do they not need such people?

Theres no use discussing it, he said. Only trained women will be wanted — tolerated; and I suppose only trained men. The amateur nurse and warrior were utterly and definitely discredited in South Africa. Therell be no more of that. Theres no room for us, Philippa; the firing line would reject me with derision, and the base hospital would politely bow you out. He laughed rather mirthlessly. There remains for us, he said, the admirable, but somewhat monotonous thinking-rôles of respectable citizens — items in the world-wide chorus which marches harmlessly hither and thither during the impending drama, and forms pleasing backgrounds for the principals when they take their curtain calls.

She felt the undertone of slight bitterness in his voice; understood it, perhaps, for, when the punt was turned and driven gently ashore among the foggy rushes, she retained the supporting arm he offered, clung to it almost caressingly.

I know you, she murmured, as they mounted the grassy bank together; you have no need to tell me what you are — dearest, noblest, best among men.

He answered almost impatiently:

I dont want you to think that of me! You must not believe it, Philippa. Keep your head clear, and your judgment independent of that warm, sweet heart of yours. Im a most ordinary sort of man, little distinguished, not in any way remarkable — —

Dont! she said. You only hurt me, not yourself. Of what use is it saying such things to a girl when the whole world would be a solitary place if you were not in it — if your living mind did not make the earth a real and living place to me!

I tell you that, to me, life itself — the reality of the living world — depends on you. If you die, all dies. Without you there is nothing — absolutely nothing! — Not even myself!

Calm, passionless, clear, her voice serenely pronounced and emphasized her childish creed. And, impatient, restless, disturbed at first, yet in this young girls exaggerated and obstinate devotion he found no reason for mirth, no occasion for the suppressed amusement of experience.

He said:

I can try to be what you think me, Philippa. Yours is a very tender heart, and noble. Perhaps your heart may gradually lend me a little of its own quality, so that the glamour with which you invest me shall not be all unreal.

There was a short silence, then Philippa laughed. It was a sweet, happy, confused little laugh. She made an effort to explain it.

The greatest thing in the world, she said— the only thing!

What, Philippa?

Our friendship.

It was still early evening as they entered the house together and traversed the hall to the north terrace.

The Countess de Moidrey, a book on her lap, was seated by a lighted lamp in the billiard room, gazing out of the open windows, through which the thunder of the cannonade, wave after wave, came rolling in from the north.

Madame— began the girl timidly.

Philippa! she exclaimed, rising.

The girl came forward shyly, the unuttered words of explanation still parting her lips; and the Countess de Moidrey drew her into her arms.

My darling, she whispered unsteadily, my darling child!

Suddenly Philippas eyes filled and her lips quivered; she turned her face away, stood silent for a moment, then slowly she laid her cheek on the elder womans breast, and a faint sigh escaped her.

Madame de Moidrey looked at Warner over the chestnut head in its velvet bonnet, which lay close and warm against her breast.

Jim, she said, they told me where you had taken this child. Can you imagine what my state of mind has been since that horrible uproar began over there in Ausone?

I must have been a lunatic to take her, he admitted; but Philippas protesting voice interrupted, unruffled, childishly sweet.

The fault was mine, Madame. I was very willful; I made him take me. Ill try not to be willful any more — —

Darling! He ought to have known better. Do you understand how far you have crept into all our hearts? It was as though a child of my own were out there among the cannon — — She bent and kissed the girls flushed cheek. Im not inclined to forgive Mr. Warner, but I shall if you want me to. Now, run up stairs, darling, and speak to Peggy. Shes still sitting at her bedroom window, I fancy, watching those dreadful flashes out there, and perfectly miserable over you — —

Oh! cried Philippa, lifting her head. You all are so sweet to me — so dear! I shall hasten immediately — — She stooped swiftly and touched her lips to the hands that held and caressed her, then turned and mounted the stairs with flying feet.

Warner gazed rather blankly at Madame de Moidrey.

I must have been crazy to risk taking her. But, Ethra, I hadnt any reason to suppose there was any danger.

Were you in Ausone when the fort began firing? Didnt you know enough to come home?

Yes; I didnt realize it was the Fort dAusone. We were at tea in the Boule dArgent when the Taube appeared. Then everything was in a mess, Ethra. I know a number of people have been killed. We saw a shop blown up across the street. After that the cupola guns on the fort opened and the town shook; and before we could cross the rue dAuros to find our punt, where we had left it tied under the river wall, the big German shells began to fall all over the town. It was certainly a rotten deal — —

Jim, I am furious at you for taking that child into such a place. I wish you to understand now, from this moment, that I love her dearly. She is adorable; and shes mine. You cant take her about with you without ceremony, anywhere and everywhere. Anyway, its sheer madness to go roaming around the country in such times as these. Hereafter, you will please ask my permission and obtain my sanction when you are contemplating any further harebrained performances.

Warner took his rebuke very humbly, kissed the pretty hand that, figuratively, had chastised him, and went away to dress, considerably subdued.

By the way, he asked, when halfway up the stairs, how is that man, Reginald Gray?

I think he is better, Jim. Sister Eila is with him. Poor child, she has been superintending the placing of the cot beds which have arrived, and she is really very tired. If you are going to stop in and speak to Mr. Gray, please say to Sister Eila that I shall relieve her in a few moments.

He met Peggy with Philippa in the upper hall.

You brute! remarked Peggy, turning up her nose; and Philippa laughed and closed the girls lips with her soft hand.

You may chase me about and kick me, too, said Warner, contritely. Anyway, Im not to go anywhere with Philippa any more, it seems — —

What! exclaimed Philippa, then smiled and flushed as Peggy said scornfully:

You couldnt keep away from her if you tried. But hereafter youll include me on your charming excursions in quest of annihilation! And she tightened her arm around Philippas waist and swung her with her toward the further end of the hall.

Very conscious of his temporary unpopularity, he went in to see how Gray was feeling, and found him sitting up in bed and Sister Eila preparing his dose for him.

So Warner gave the Sister of Charity the message from Madame de Moidrey, and offered to sit beside Gray until the Countess arrived.

When Sister Eila had retired, Gray said, rather wistfully:

I shant know how to thank these people for taking me in. Its really a beastly imposition — —

Nonsense, my dear fellow. They like it. All women adore a hero. How do you feel, anyway?

Much fitter, thanks. I dont know what medicine theyre giving me, but it is evidently what I needed.... And do you know that the Countess de Moidrey has been kind enough to visit me and read to me, and even write a letter to Halkett for me? I sent it to London. Theyll get into touch with him there. His sunken eyes rested on the window through which, far away over Ausone Fort, the flicker and flare of the guns lighted up the misty darkness, throwing a wavering red glare over the clouds.

Boom — boom — rumble — rumble — boom! came the dull thundering out of the north. Every window was shaking and humming.

A devil of a row, remarked Gray, restlessly.

Youve heard that the German shells are already falling on Ausone, havent you?

No. Are they?

Warner drew a brief picture of what he had seen that afternoon in Ausone, and the Englishman listened, intensely interested.

And I dont know, he ended, what is to prevent the Germans from battering the Ausone Fort to pieces if they have silenced those big Belgian fortresses around Namur. In that case, well have their charming Uhlans here in another forty-eight hours — —

He checked himself as Madame de Moidrey knocked and entered, followed by a maid with Grays dinner on a tray.

Thank you, Jim; you may go and dress now. Mr. Gray, you are to dine a little earlier, if you dont mind — Suzanne, place the tray on this tabouret. Now, shall I help you, Mr. Gray?

Thanks, so much; but I am detaining you from dinner — —

No, indeed. Let me help you a little — — arranging a napkin for him and uncovering his cup of fragrant broth.

Warner and the maid, Suzanne, lingered, looking on, thinking they might be needed.

But realizing presently that neither the Countess nor her patient was paying the slightest attention to them, they looked at each other very gravely and quietly walked out.

That night at dinner Sister Eila was absent.

Certain prescribed devotions made Sister Eilas attendance at any meal an uncertainty. The private chapel in the east wing had now become a retreat for her at intervals during the day; the kitchen knew her when Grays broth was to be prepared; she gently directed the servants who had been setting up the hospital cots in the east wing, and she showed them how to equip the beds, how to place the tables, how to garnish the basins of running water with necessaries, where to pile towels, where to assemble the hospital stores which had arrived with the cots in cases and kegs and boxes.

Besides this she had not forgotten to give Gray his medicine and to change his bandages.

It had been a busy day for Sister Eila.

And now, in the little chapel whither she had crept on tired feet to her devotions, she had fallen asleep on her knees, the rosary still clinging to her fingers, her white-bonneted head resting against the pillar beside which she had knelt.

Warner, wandering at hazard after dinner, discovered her there and thought it best to awaken her.

As he touched her sleeve, she murmured drowsily:

I have need of prayer, Mr. Halkett.... Let me pray — for us — both — —

For a long while Warner stood motionless, not daring to stir. Then, moving cautiously, he left her there asleep on her knees, her white cheek against the pillar, the wooden prayer beads hanging from her half-closed hand.


CHAPTER XXIX
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THE FIRST STREAK of tarnished silver in the east aroused the sleeping batteries beyond Ausone. Warner, already dressed and out of doors, felt the dim world around him begin to shake again, as one by one the distant guns awoke and spoke to the ruined fort of doom. There was not a soul astir in the Château or about the grounds. Over shrubbery and woods thin films of night mist drooped, sagging like dew-laden spiders webs; in the demi-light the great house loomed spectral and huge amid its phantom trees, and the wet lawns spread away and vanished under the pallid pall that bathed them.

Warner had slept badly. What might be transpiring in the north had haunted his troubled slumber, had broken it continually, and finally had driven him from his hot and tumbled pillows to dress and go out into the dark obscurity.

To see for himself, to try to form some conclusion concerning the approaching situation of the people in the Château des Oiseaux, was his object.

The first grey tint in the east woke up the guns; from the northern terrace he could see the fog all rosy over Ausone; pale flashes leaped and sparkled far beyond as the deep waves of sound came rolling and tumbling toward him, breaking in thunderous waves across the misty darkness.

Now and then a heavier concussion set the ground shaking, and a redder glare lighted the north and played shakily over the clouds. Ausone was still replying.

On the other side of the Récollette there was a hill terraced to the summit with vineyards. From its western slope he knew that part of Ausone town was visible, and from there he believed that with his field glasses he could see for himself how much of the town was really on fire; how near to it and to the fort were those paler flashes reflected on the clouds which ringed the northern sky.

Nobody was astir in the house as he left it; nobody in the roadway.

At the lodge he rapped on the dark window until the old man peered out at him through the diamond panes, yawning and blinking under his Yvetot nightcap, a candle trembling in his hand.

Outside the wall he crossed the road, climbed the hedge stile and struck across a field of stubble.

Over the darker eastern hills a wet sky lowered; the Récollette ran black under its ghostly cerements of vapor; lapwings were calling somewhere from the foggy sky, and their mournful and faint complaint seemed to harmonize sadly with the vague grey world around him.

A trodden path twisted through the grass down to the reedy shore where the punt lay. Peering about for it, his foot struck the pole, where it lay partly buried in the weeds; he picked it up and went down among the rushes. But until he laid his hand on the boat he did not notice the man asleep there. And not until the man sat up with a frightful yawn, rubbing his sleep-swollen lids, did he recognize Asticot.

What the devil — — he began, but Asticot stumbled to his large, flat feet with a suppressed yelp of apprehension, as Warners dreaded grasp fell on his collar.

Mon Dieu, moaned the young ruffian, may I not even sleep without offending Msieu — —

Warner shook him, not roughly.

Now answer me once and for all! Why are you hanging around Saïs?

The tiny, mousy eyes of Asticot became fixed; a grin of terror stiffened the pasty features.

Why do I still find you in Saïs? repeated Warner. Tell me the truth!

I — I am too f-frightened to tell you — —

Get over your fright. Listen, Asticot, Im not going to hurt you. But youve got to answer me. Come, compose yourself — — He relaxed his grasp on the coat collar and stepped aside. Come, Asticot; tell me why I find you here in Saïs?

Msieu — —

Yes, go on. Just tell me the truth. Im not going to beat you.

Msieu will not believe me — God knows I do not know how to explain it to myself — but since that frightful beating bestowed upon me I do not know how to get along without the protection of Msieu — —

What do you mean?

I am afraid! I do not know why. I desire to be taken under the patronage of him I fear. Cest plus fort que moi. Tenez, Msieu, like a dog owned by nobody I once ran about at random, and not afraid, until caught and nearly killed by Msieu. And now I desire to be his. It is natural for me to follow him — even though I remain afraid of him, even risking his anger and another beating — —

Asticot!

Msieu?

Do you nourish any agreeable dreams that you may one day live to insert your knife in my back?

The sheer astonishment in the young ruffians visage was sufficient answer for Warner. He realized then that this yellow mongrel would never again try to bite — that he might collapse and succumb under violence, but never again would he twist and try to mangle the hand of punishment which once had broken him so mercilessly.

Get into the punt, anyway, said Warner, much perplexed.

Asticot turned and crept into the stern.

Sit down!

The young man squatted obediently. Warner shoved off, sprang aboard, and sent the punt shooting out across the misty water.

So you dont want to murder me any more? he asked humorously.

No, said Asticot, with sullen but profound conviction.

Whats become of your delightful friend, Squelette?

Asticot looked up, bared every tooth.

Figurez-vous, Msieu, a dragoon patrol caught him yesterday stealing a goose from a farm. Me, I hid in a willow tree. Its the Battalion of Biribi for Squelette — his class having been called a year ago — and he over the Belgian line with his fingers to his nose! Hé — hé! laughed Asticot, writhing in the enjoyment of the prospect before his recent comrade. Me, I have done my time in Biribi! — And the scars of it — God! — hot irons on the brain! — And the heart a cinder! Biribi! Is there a priests hell like it? He spat fiercely into the river.

And Squelette, who always mocked me for the time I did in Biribi! Tenez, Msieu, now theyve caught him and hell do a tour for himself in that dear Biribi! Hè — hè! Cest bien fait! Chacun à son tour! As for me — — His voice suddenly relapsed into a whine. I shall now be well protected by Msieu and I shall be diligent and grateful in his service, ready always with brush and black soap or with knife and noose — —

Thanks, said Warner dryly. You may stick to the bowl of black soap until your class is summoned.

Asticot looked at him earnestly.

If I have to go with my class, will Msieu speak a word for me that it shall be the line and not Biribi again?

Yes, if you behave yourself.

A — a certificate of honest employment? — A few kind words that I have diligently labored in the service of Msieu?

Yes, Ill do that.

Asticot squirmed with delight. And Warner, poling steadily up stream, saw him making his toilet in the grey light, dipping his fists into the water, scrubbing his battered features, carefully combing out favoris and rouflaquette and greasing both from the contents of a knotted bandana handkerchief which he drew from the capacious pocket of the coat which the charity of Warner had bestowed upon him.

He was as merry as a washer-raccoon over his ablutions; all care for the future had fled, and an animal-like confidence in this terrible young patron of his reigned undisturbed in the primitive brain of Asticot.

There was now only one impelling force in life for him — the instinctive necessity of running rather close to Warners heels, wherever that might lead him. Anxiety for personal comfort and well-being he dismissed; he would eat when his master thought best; he would find shelter and warmth and clothing when and where it pleased the man after whom he tagged. He was safe, he was comfortable. That dominating physical strength which had nearly destroyed him, coupled with that awesome intellectual power which now held him in dumb subjection, would in future look out for him and his needs. Tant mieux! Let his master do the worrying.

Carefully combing out his favoris with a broken comb and greasing them with perfumed pomade flat over his sunken cheekbones, he fairly wriggled with his new sense of security and bodily comfort.

Now and then he scratched his large, outstanding ears, trying to realize his good fortune; now and then, combing his rouflaquette with tenderness and pride, he lifted his mean, nasal voice in song:

Depuis que jsuis dans ctte p — n dAfrique

A faire lchameau avec une bosse su ldos,

Mon vieux frangin, jsuis sec comme un coup dtrique,

Jai bentôt pus que dla peau sules os!

Et vlà lBat. dAf. qui passe,

Ohé! ceux dla classe!—



Combing away and plastering his lovelocks by the help of a fragment of mirror, Asticot whined out his dreadful ballads of Africa, throwing all the soul he possessed into the tragic recital and sniffling sentimentally through his nose:

A Biribi cest là quon marche,

Faut pas flancher;

Quand lchaouch crie: En avant! Marche!

Ifaut marcher,

Et quand on veut fair des épates,

Cest peau dzébi:

On vous fiche les fers au quat pattes

A Biribi!

A Biribi cest là quon crève

De soif et d faim,

Cest là qui faut marner sans trêve

Jusqu à la fin! ...

Le soir on pense à la famille

Sous le gourbi....

On pleure encor quand on roupille

A Biribi!



He was still chanting when the punt glided in among the rushes of the eastern bank. He followed Warner to the land, aided him to beach the punt, then trotted docilely at heel as the American struck out across the quarry road and mounted the retaining wall of the vineyard-clad hill.

Up they climbed among the vines; and Asticot with a leer, but keeping his mousy eyes on Warner, ventured to detach a ripe bunch here and there and breakfast as he trotted along.

The thunder of the cannon had become very distinct; daylight came slowly under the heavy blanket of grey clouds; the foggy sky was still stained with rose over Ausone; red flashes leaped from the fort; the paler glare of the German guns played constantly across the north.

And now, coming out on the hills crest among the vines, Warner caught sight of Ausone town far below, beyond the Château forest. Here and there houses kindled red as coals in a grate; the sluice and wheel of a mill by the Récollette seemed to be on fire; beyond it haystacks were burning and smothering all the east in smoke.

Mazette, remarked Asticot, with his mouth full of stolen grapes. It appears to Bibi that their church of Sainte Cassilda is frying the stone saints inside!

And then, adjusting his field glasses, Warner discovered what the mouse-eyes of Asticot had detected: Sainte Cassilda the beautiful was merely a hollow shell within which raged a sea of fire crimsoning the gaping doors and windows, glowing scarlet through cracks and fissures in the exquisitely carved façade, mounting through the ruined roof in a whirl of rosy vapors that curled and twisted and glittered with swarming golden sparks.

Another fire burned in the ruins of what had been the Chalons railway station; the Café and Cabaret de Biribi were level wastes of stones and steaming bricks, over which fire played and smoke whirled upward; the market was a long heap of live coals; even trees were afire by the river, and Warner could see flames here and there among the bushes and whole thickets burning fiercely along the river and beyond, where the Bois dAusone touches it with a fringe of splendid oaks.

As day broke, a watery light illuminated the still landscape. Smoke hung heavy over Ausone Fort; the great cupola guns flashed redly through it; a wide, high bank of vapor towered above Ausone, stretching away to the west and north. Whole rows of burning houses in Ausone glowed and glimmered, marking the courses of streets; the Hôtel de Ville seemed to be intact, but the Boulevard dAthos was plainly on fire; and, over the rue dAuros, an infernal light flickered as flame and smoke alternately lighted the street or blotted it from view.

The town is done for, said Warner calmly. The fort is still replying, but very slowly. It looks rather bad to me. It looks like the end.

Asticot scratched one large ear and furtively helped himself to another bunch of grapes. Warner seated himself on the ground and raised his field glasses. Asticot squatted on his haunches, his little, mousy eyes fixed wistfully on the burning town. Looting ought to be good in Ausone — dangerous, of course, but profitable. A heaven-sent opportunity for honest pillage was passing. Asticot sighed and licked his lips.

After a while, and imbued now with the impudent confidence of a tolerated mongrel, he ventured to rise and nose around a bit, keeping, however, his new master carefully in sight.

The sour little wine grapes had allayed his thirst and hunger; he prowled at random around the summit of the hill, surveying the river valley and the hills beyond. By chance he presently kicked up a big hare, which cleared out at full speed, doubling and twisting before the shower of stones hurled after it by Asticot. He ran after it a little way among the vines, hoping that a chance missile might have bowled over the toothsome game. Craning his neck, he peeped discreetly down the hillside, reconnoitering; then suddenly ducked; squatted for a moment as though frozen to a statue, and, dropping on his belly, he crawled back to Warner, who still sat there with his field glasses bracketed on Ausone.

Msieu!

Warner turned at the weird whisper, lowering his glasses.

Las Bosches! whispered Asticot.

Where? demanded Warner incredulously.

Riding up this very hill where we are sitting! I saw them — six of them on their horses!

They must be French!

No, Bosches! Uhlans!

Did they see you?

No.

Along the upper retaining wall of the vineyard a line of low bushes grew in patches, left there, no doubt, so that the roots might make firmer the steep bank of earth and dry-laid stone.

Warner rose, and, stooping low, ran toward this thatch of cover, followed by Asticot.

Under the bushes they crept, stretched themselves flat, and lay listening.

They had not long to wait; straight through the rows of vines toward the crest of the hill rode an Uhlan, walking his big, hard-breathing horse to the very verge of the northern slope.

His lance, with pennon furled, slanted low from the arm loop; he sat his high saddle like a statue, and looked out across the valley toward the burning town beyond.

He was so near that Warner could see the grey uniform in detail — the ulanka piped with dark crimson, shoulder straps bearing the number 2, collar with the eagle-button insignia of the Guard. A grey helmet-slip covered the mortar board and leather body of the schapska; boots and belt were of russet leather.

Another Uhlan rode up, showing the star of an oberleutnant on the pattes-dépaules.

Four others followed, picking their way among the vines, cautiously yet leisurely. At the stirrups of the oberleutnant strode a man on foot — a big, shambling, bald-headed man wearing a smock and carrying a felt hat in his huge hand. And when he turned to wipe his hairless face on his sleeve, Asticot clutched Warners arm convulsively.

The man was Wildresse.

The officer of Uhlans sat very straight in his saddle, his field glasses sometimes focussed on the burning town, sometimes sweeping the landscape to the north and west, sometimes deliberately studying the valley below.

Presently he lowered his glasses and turned partly around to look down at Wildresse, who was standing among the vines by his stirrup.

Wohin führt diese Weg? he demanded with a nod toward the quarry road below.

Nach Drieux, Excellenz!

Zeigen Sie mir die Richtung nach Dreslin mit der Hand!

Wildresse raised his arm and pointed, tracing the quarry road north and west.

Also! Wie tief ist dieser Fluss? Ist eine Brücke?

The harsh, deep rumble of Wildresses voice, the mincing, nasal tones of the Prussian, the snort of horses receded as the Uhlans rode slowly over toward the right — evidently a precaution to escape observation from the valley below.

For a while they sat their big horses there, looking out over the valley; then, at a signal from the ober-leutnant, they turned their mounts and rode slowly off down the eastern slope of the vineyard, taking with them the double traitor, Wildresse.

Asticots eyes were like two minute black sparks; he was shivering now from head to foot as he lay there; and it became very evident to Warner that this young ruffian had had no knowledge of that sort of villainy on the part of Wildresse.

Ah, le cochon! hissed Asticot, grasping two fistfuls of earth in his astonishment and fury. Is he selling France then to the Bosches?

Didnt you know it? inquired Warner coldly.

I? Nom de Dieu! For what do you take me then? Whatever I am, I am not that! Ah, le sale bougre de Wildresse! Ah! Les salauds de saligauds de Bosches! Ah, Wildresse! — Fumier, viande à corbeau, caserne à puces, gadou, morceau dchausetts russes — que jte dis que jtengeule et que jtabomine, vermine malade, canard boiteux — —

Ashy white, his mouth twisted with rage, Asticot lay shivering and cursing the treachery of his late employer, Wildresse. And Warner understood that, low as this creature was, ignorant, treacherous, fierce, ruthless, and cowardly, the treason of Wildresse had amazed and horrified and enraged him.

Its the last depths of filth, stammered Asticot. Ah, non, nom de Dieu! One does not do that! — Whatever else one does! Ill have his skin for this. It becomes necessary to me that I have his skin! Minc de Marseillaise! Viv la république! En avant larmée! Gare au coup dscion, eh, vache dapache! Les coutcaur sont faits pour les chiens, mince de purée! Cest vrai qu Squelette cest un copain à moi — but if he is in this — he and the père Wildresse, et bon! — Faut leur-z-y casser la geule — —

Thats enough! interrupted Warner, who for a moment had been struck dumb by the frightful fluency of an invective he never dreamed existed, even in the awful argot of voyous like Asticot.

He rose. Pale and still trembling, Asticot stumbled to his feet, his pasty face twisted with unuttered maledictions.

Moving cautiously to the eastern edge of the vineyard, they saw, far below them, six Uhlans riding slowly eastward toward the Bois de Saïs, and a gross figure on foot shuffling ahead and evidently acting as pilot toward the wilder uplands of the rolling country beyond.

Warner watched them through his glasses until they disappeared in the woods, then he turned, looked at the burning town in the north for a few moments, closed his field glasses and slung them, and, nodding to Asticot, descended the western slope toward the river.

There were no people visible anywhere, either on the quarry road or across the river. The fugitives from Ausone must have gone west toward Dreslin.

Asticot crawled into the punt; Warner shoved off and poled for midstream, where he let the current carry him down toward Saïs.

Asticot?

Msieu?

That was only one small scouting party of Uhlans. Perhaps there are more of them along the river.

Asticot began to curse again, but Warner stopped him.

Curb that charmingly fluent flow of classic eloquence, he said. It may sound well on the outer boulevards, but I dont care for it.

The voyou gulped, swallowed a weird oath, and shivered.

Asticot, that man Wildresse ought to be apprehended and shot. Have you any idea where his hiding place is?

In the Bois dAusone. It was there. Animals travel.

Could you find the place?

Asticot shrugged and rubbed his pock-marked nose. The forest of Ausone was too near the cannon to suit him, and he said so without hesitation.

Very well, said Warner. When we meet any of our soldiers or gendarmes you can explain where Wildresse has been hiding. He wont come out, I suppose, until the occupation of Ausone by the Germans reassures him. He ought to be caught and executed.

If the cannon would only stop their ugly noises Id go myself, muttered Asticot. Tenez, Msieu, it would be a pleasure for me to bleed that treacherous hog — —

I dont doubt it, said Warner pleasantly, but, odd as it may appear to you, Asticot, I have a personal prejudice against murder. Its weak-minded of me, I know. But if you have no objection, well let military law catch Wildresse and deal with him if it can.

Asticot looked at him curiously:

Is it then distasteful to Msieu that I bleed this espèce de pig for him?

Im afraid it is.

You do not desire me to settle the business of this limace?

No.

For what purpose is an enemy? inquired the voyou. For revenge. And of what use is revenge if you do not use it on your enemy?

You cant understand me, can you, Asticot?

No, said Asticot naïvely, I cant.


CHAPTER XXX
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IT WAS STILL very early as Warner walked up to the Golden Peach, but Magda and Linette were astir and a delicious aroma of coffee floated through the hallway.

Warner surveyed his most recent acquisition with a humorous and slightly disgusted air. As it appeared impossible to get rid of Asticot, there seemed nothing to do but to feed him.

So he called out Linette and asked her to give some breakfast to the young voyou; and Linette showed Asticot into the bar and served breakfast with a scorn and aloofness which fascinated Asticot and also awed him.

None of the leering impudence, none of the easy effrontery of the outer boulevards, aided Asticot to assert himself or helped him toward any attempt at playfulness toward this wholesome, capable, business-like young woman.

She served him with a detached and supercilious air, placed cover and food with all the nonchalance of serving a house cat with its morning milk. And Asticot dared not even look at her until her back was turned; then only did he venture to lift his mousy eyes to study the contemptuous girl who had provided him with what he spoke of as the quoi dboulotter.

As for Warner, he had sauntered into the kitchen, where Madame Arlon greeted him heartily, and was prettily confused and flattered when he seated himself and insisted on having breakfast with her.

Over their café-au-lait they discussed the menace of invasion very quietly, and the stout, cheery landlady told him that she had concluded to keep the inn open in any event.

What else is there for me to do? she asked. To leave my house is to invite robbery; perhaps even destruction, if the Prussians arrive. I had rather remain and protect my property if I can. At any rate, it will not be for long, God willing!

I do not believe it will last very long, this headlong rush of the Germans into France, he said thoughtfully. It seems to me as though they had the start of us, but nothing more serious. Im very much afraid we are going to see them here in the Récollette Valley before they are driven back across the frontier.

Linettes cheeks grew very red.

I had even rather serve that frightful voyou in there than be forced to set food before a Prussian, she said in a low voice.

Wait a bit longer, said Warner.  — A little patience, perhaps a little more humiliation, but, sooner or later, surely, surely the liberation of the Vosges — the return of her lost children to France, the driving out of German oppression, arrogance, and half-cooked civilization forever.... Its worth waiting for, worth endurance and patience and sacrifice.

It is worth dying for, said Magda simply.

If, added Linette, one only knew how best to serve France by offering ones life.

It is best to live if that can be accomplished honorably, said Madame Arlon. France is in great need of all her children.

The three women spoke thoughtfully, naturally, with no idea of heroics, expressing themselves without any self-consciousness whatever.

After a silence Warner said to Linette with a smile:

So you dont admire my new assistant, Monsieur Asticot?

Monsieur Warner! That dreadful voyou in your service!

Warner laughed:

It seems so. I didnt invite him. But I cant get rid of him. He sticks like a lost dog.

Send him about his business — which doubtless is to pick pockets! cried Linette. Monsieur has merely to whisper Gendarmes! to him, and he does not stop running until he sights the Eiffel Tower!

Madame Arlon smiled:

He really is a dreadful type, she said. The perfume of Paris gutters clings to him. Monsieur Warner had better get rid of him before articles begin to be missed.

Oh, well, remarked Warner, hell probably scuttle away like a scared rabbit when the Germans come through Saïs. Im not worrying. Meanwhile, he carries my field kit and washes brushes — if I ever can make up my mind to begin painting again.... That heavy, steady thunder from the north seems to take all ambition out of me.

It affects me like real thunder, nodded Madame Arlon. The air is lifeless and dead; ones feet drag and ones head grows heavy. It is like the languor which comes over one before a storm.

Do the guns seem any louder to you since last night?

I was wondering.... Well, Gods will be done.... But I do not believe it is in His heart to turn the glory of His face from France.... Magda, if we are to make the preserves today, it will be necessary for you to gather plums this morning. Linette, is that type still eating?

He stuffs himself without pause, replied the girl scornfully. Only a guinea pig can eat like that!

She went into the bar café and bent a pair of pretty but hostile eyes upon Asticot, who stared at her with his mouth full, then, still staring, buttered another slice of bread.

Voyons, she said impatiently, do you imagine yourself to be at dinner, young man? Permit me to remind you that this is breakfast — café-au-lait — not a banquet at the Hôtel de Ville!

I am hungry, said Asticot simply.

Really? she retorted, exasperated. One might almost guess as much, what with the tartines and tranches you swallow as though you had nothing else to do. Come, stand up on what I suppose you call your feet. Your master is out in the road already, and I dont suppose that even you have the effrontery to keep him waiting.

Asticot arose; a gorged sigh escaped him. He stretched himself with the satisfaction of repletion, shuffled his feet, peeped cunningly and sideways out of his mousy eyes at Linette.

Allons, she said coldly, its paid for. Fichez-moi le camp!

There was a vase of flowers on the bar. Asticot shuffled over, sniffed at them, extracted the largest and gaudiest blossom — a yellow dahlia — and, with a half bold, half scared smirk, laid it on the table as an offering to Linette.

The girl was too much astonished and incensed to utter a word, and Asticot left so hurriedly that when she had recovered her power of speech he was already slouching along down the road a few paces behind Warner.

The latter had hastened his steps because ahead of him walked Sister Eila; and he meant to overtake and escort her as far as the school, and then back to the Château, if she were returning.

As he joined her and they exchanged grave but friendly greetings, he suddenly remembered her as he had last seen her, kneeling asleep by the chapel pillar.

And then he recollected what she had murmured, still drowsy with dreams; and the memory of it perplexed him and left his face flushed and troubled.

How is your patient, Sister? he inquired, dropping into step beside her.

Much better, Mr. Warner. A little care is all he needs. But I wish his mind were at rest. She glanced behind her at Asticot, plainly wondering who he might be.

What worries Gray? inquired Warner.

The prospect of being taken prisoner, I suppose.

Of course. If the Germans break through from the north theyll take him along. That would be pretty hard luck, wouldnt it? — To be taken before one has even a taste of battle!

Sister Eila nodded:

He says nothing, but I know that is what troubles him. When I came in this morning, I found him up and trying to walk. I sent him back to bed. But he tells me he does not need to use his legs in his branch of the British service, and that if he could only get to Chalons he would be fit for duty. I think, from things he has said, that both he and Mr. Halkett belong to the Flying Corps.

Warner was immensely interested. Sister Eila told him briefly why she suspected this to be true, then, casting another perplexed glance behind her, she asked in a low voice who might be the extremely unprepossessing individual shuffling along the road behind them. And Warner told her, humorously; but she did not smile.

Watching her downcast eyes and grave lips in the transparent shadow of her white coiffe, he thought he had never seen a human face so pure, so tender — with such infinite capacity for charity.

She said very gently:

My duties have led me more than once into the Faubourgs. There is nothing sadder to me than Paris.... Always I have believed that sin and degradation among the poor should be treated as diseases of the mind.... Poor things — they have no doctor, no medicines, no hospital to aid them in their illness — the most terrible illness in the world, which they inherit at birth — poverty! Poverty sickens the body, and at last the mind; and from a diseased mind all evil in the world is born.... They are not to blame who daily crucify Christ; for they know not what they do.

He walked silently beside her. She spoke again of crippled minds, and of the responsibility of civilization, then looked up at his gloomy visage with a faint smile, excusing herself for any lack of cheerfulness and courage.

Indeed, she said almost gayly, God is best served with a light heart, I think. There is no palladin like good humor to subdue terror and slay despair; no ally of Christ so powerful as he who laughs when evil threatens. Sin is most easily slain with a smile, I think; its germs die under it as bacilli die in the sunlight. Tenez, Monsieur Warner, what do you think of my theories of medicine, moral, spiritual, and mundane? Is it likely that the Academy will award me palms?

He laughed and assured her that her views were sound in theory and in practice. A moment later they came in sight of the school.

It is necessary that I make some little arrangements with Sister Félicité for my absence, she explained. I scarcely know what she is going to do all alone here, if the children are to remain.

They went into the schoolroom, where exercises had already begun, and the droning, minor singsong of children filled the heavy air.

Sister Félicité greeted Warner, then, dismissing the children to their desks, withdrew to a corner of the schoolroom with Sister Eila.

Their low-voiced consultation lasted for a few minutes only; the little girls, hands solemnly folded, watched out of wide, serious eyes.

On the doorstep outside, Asticot sat and occasionally scratched his large ears with a sort of bored embarrassment.

Warner went out to the doorstep presently and looked up at the sky, which threatened rain. As he stood there, silent, preoccupied, Sister Eila came out with Sister Félicité, nodding to Warner that she was ready to leave. And, at the same instant, two horsemen in grey uniforms rode around the corner of the school, pistols lifted, lances without pennons slanting backward from their armslings.

Asticot, paralyzed, gaped at them; Warner, as shocked as he, stood motionless as four more Uhlans came trotting up and coolly drew bridle before the school.

Already three of the Uhlans had dismounted, stacked lances, abandoning their bridles to the three who remained on their horses.

As they came striding across the road toward the school, spurs and carbines clinking and rattling, a child in the schoolroom caught sight of them and screamed.

Instantly the room was filled with the terrified cries of little girls: Sister Eila and Sister Félicité, pale but calm, backed slowly away before the advancing Uhlans, their arms outstretched in protection in front of the shrieking, huddling herd of children. Behind them the terrified little girls crouched under desks, hid behind the stove, or knelt clinging hysterically to the grey-blue habits of the Sisters, who continued to interpose themselves between the Uhlans and their panic-stricken pupils.

The Uhlans glanced contemptuously at Asticot as they mounted the door steps, looked more closely at Warner; then one of them walked, clanking, into the schoolroom, lifting his gloved hand to his helmet in salute.

Sister Félicité tried vainly to quiet the screaming children; Sister Eila, her head high, confronted the Uhlans, both arms extended.

Stop where you are! she said coolly. What do you wish, gentlemen? Dont you see that you are frightening our children? If you desire to speak to us we will go outside.

An Uhlan clumsily tried to reassure and make friends with a little girl who had hidden herself behind the stove. She fled from him, sobbing, and threw herself on her knees behind Sister Eila, hanging to her skirts.

Pas méchant, repeated the big cavalryman, with a good-natured grin; moi, père de famille! Beaucoup enfants à moi. Pas peur de moi. Vous est bon Français.

Another Uhlan pointed inquiringly at Warner, who had placed himself beside Sister Félicité.

Anglais? he demanded.

American, said Sister Eila calmly.

Oh, he exclaimed with a wry grin. Americans are our friends. Frenchmen have our respect. We salute them as brave enemies. But not the English! Therefore, do not be afraid. We Germans mean no harm to peaceful people. You shall see; we are not barbarians! Tell your children we are not ogres.

He stood tall and erect in his grey, close-fitting uniform, looking curiously about him. The plastron of the tunic, or ulanka, was piped with yellow, and bore the galons and the heraldic buttons of a Feldwebel. The shoulder strap bore the number 3; the boots and belt were of tan-colored leather; all metal work was mat-silver; spurs, saber, were oxidized; and the oddly shaped helmet, surmounted by the mortar board, was covered with a brown holland slip bearing the regimental number.

The children had become deathly silent, staring with wide and frightened eyes upon these tall intruders; the Sisters of Charity stood motionless, calm, level-eyed; Warner, wondering why the Uhlans had entered the school, had drawn Sister Eilas arm through his, and remained beside her watching the Germans with undisturbed curiosity and professional interest. Afterward his well-known picture of the incident was bought by the French Government.

The Wachtmeister in charge of the peloton turned to him with a sort of insolent civility.

Wie viel Kilometer ist es bis Ausone? he inquired.

Warner made no reply.

Wie heisst dieser Ort? The Wachtmeister had raised his voice insolently.

Saïs, replied Warner carelessly.

Sind hier deutsche Truppen durchmarschiert?

Warner remained silent.

Sind deutsche Truppen im Walde?

There is no use asking an American for information, said Warner bluntly. Youll get none from me.

Instantly the mans face changed.

So! Eh, bien! Qui cherche à sesquiver sera fusillé! he said in excellent French. Unlock every door in the house. If there are any dogs tie them up. If they bark, you will be held responsible. Dont move! Keep those children where they are until we have finished!

He nodded to a trooper behind him. The Uhlan instantly drew a short hammer and a cold chisel from his pouch, knelt down, and with incredible rapidity ripped up a plank from the hardwood floor, laying bare to view the solid concrete underneath.

Sound it!

The trooper sounded the concrete with the heavy butt of his chisel.

All right! The non-com touched his schapska in salute to the Sisters of Charity. Take your children away before noon. We need this place. German troops will occupy it in half an hour. Then he swung around and shot an ugly glance at Warner.

If you are as neutral as you pretend to be, see that you are equally reticent toward the French when we let you go.... You may be American, but you behave like an Englishman. You annoy me; do you understand?

Warner shrugged his shoulders.

What do you mean by that gesture of disrespect? demanded the Uhlan sharply.

I mean that you ask improper questions and you know it!

I ask what I choose to ask! he said angrily. I think I shall take you with us, anyway, and not leave you here!

Youll only get into trouble with my Government and your own — —

Take that man! shouted the Uhlan in a passion. Ill find out what he is — —

A shot rang loudly from the road outside; the Uhlans turned in astonishment, then ran for the door where their comrades flung them their bridles. They seized their lances and scrambled into their saddles, still disconcerted and apparently incredulous of any serious danger to themselves. Then another Uhlan who had cantered off down the road suddenly fired from his saddle; the others, bending forward, scanned the road intently for a moment; then the whole peloton swung their horses, spurred over the ditch and up the grassy bank, trotted in single file through the hedge gate, and, putting their horses to a gallop, headed straight across the meadow toward the river and the quarry bridge beyond.

They had reached the river willows and were already galloping through them when, far away toward the south end of the meadow, a horseman trotted into view, drew bridle, fired at the Uhlans, then launched his horse into a dead run toward them, disengaging his lance from which a pennon flew gayly.

After him, bending forward in their saddles, came two score riders in pale blue jackets, lances advanced, urging their wiry horses, spurring hard to intercept the Uhlans.

But the Germans, who had gained the bridge, were now galloping over it, and they disappeared amid a distant racket of shots.

To the spectators at the school door, it all looked like a pretty, harmless, unreal scene artistically composed and arranged for moving-picture purposes; the wide, flat green meadow was now swarming with the pale blue and white laced dolmans of French hussar lancers. Everywhere they were galloping, trotting, maneuvering; a section of a light battery appeared, drew rapidly nearer, went plunging across the meadow hub-deep in wild flowers, swung the guns and dropped them at the bridge, making the demi-tour at a gallop.

Back came the caissons, still at a gallop; the dark, distant figures of the cannoniers moved rapidly for a moment around each gun; a tiny figure held up one arm, dropped it; crack! echoed the report of the field-piece; up went the arm, down it jerked; crack! went the other.

From a front room overhead Warner and Sister Eila were leaning out and watching the lively spectacle along the river.

It looks to me, he said, as though the Germans were in the cement works.... By George! They are! The yards and quarries are alive with their cavalry! Look! Did you see that shell hit the stone crusher? There goes another. The big chimney on the Esser Works is falling — look! — down it comes! Our gunners have knocked it into dust!

Another section of artillery came plunging into view across the meadows, the drivers spurring and lashing, the powerful horses bounding forward, and the guns jumping and bouncing over the uneven ground.

It was like a picture book — exactly what the layman expects of a battle — a wide, unobstructed view over a flat green meadow, artillery at a gallop with officers spurring ahead; brilliantly uniformed cavalry arriving in ever-increasing squadrons, some dismounting and deploying, others drawn up here and there under serried thickets of lances. But there was no smoke, only a dusky, translucent haze clinging for a moment to the gun muzzles; no enemy in sight save for a scrambling dot here and there among the quarry hills where, from the cement works, a cloud of dust rose and widened, veiling the trees and hillsides.

For a while the lively rattle of the fusillade continued, but in a few minutes a six-gun battery arrived and went into ear-splitting action, almost instantly extinguishing the German fire from the quarry. A few more ragged volleys came, then only dropping shots from their carbines as the hussars rode forward and broke into a gallop across the quarry bridge.

More cavalry was arriving all the while, dragoons and chasseurs-à-cheval, all riding leisurely toward the quarry. More artillery was coming, too, clanking and bumping up the road, a great jolting column of field batteries, not in a hurry, paying little attention to the lively proceedings across the river, where the German cavalry was retreating over the rolling country toward the eastern hills and the blue hussars were riding after them.

The artillery passed the school and continued on toward Ausone. Behind them came infantry with their swinging, slouchy stride, route step, mildly interested in the doings of the cavalry in the meadow, more interested in the Sisters of Charity leaning from the schoolhouse windows and the excited children crowding at the open door.

Not very far beyond the school a regiment turned out into a stubble field and stacked arms. Other regiments swung out east and west along the Route de Saïs, stacked arms, let go sacks, and went to work with picks and spades.

More artillery rumbled by; then came some engineers and a pontoon train which turned out toward the river opposite the school after the engineers had opened a way through the hedge stile.

Sister Eila and Warner had returned from the upper story to stand on the doorstep among the children.

One thing is certain, he said in her ear; Sister Félicité will have to take the children away tonight. The infantry yonder are intrenching, and all these wagons and material that are passing mean that the valley is to be defended.

The young Sister nodded and whispered to Sister Félicité, who looked very grave.

Some odd-looking, long, flat motor trucks were lumbering by; the freight which they carried was carefully covered with brown canvas. Other trucks were piled high with sections of corrugated iron, hollow steel tubes, and bundles of matched boards and planking.

For these vehicles there was a dragoon escort.

Aeroplanes and material for portable sheds, said Warner. They intend to erect hangars. There is going to be trouble in the valley of the Récollette.

He turned and looked out and around him, and saw the valley already alive with soldiers. Across the river on the quarry road they were also moving now, cavalry and artillery; and, as far as he could follow eastward with his eye, red-legged soldiers were continuing the lines of trenches already begun on this side of the river.

An officer of hussars rode up, saluted the Sisters and Warner, glanced sharply at Asticot, who had flattened himself against the vines on the schoolhouse wall, and, leaning forward from his saddle, asked if the German cavalry had been there that morning.

Six Uhlans, mon capitaine, said Warner. They ripped up a plank from the floor; I cant imagine why. You can see it through the door from where you sit your saddle.

The officer rode up close to the steps and looked into the schoolroom.

Thank you, Monsieur. You see what theyve done, I suppose?

No, I didnt understand.

It is simple. The Esser cement works across the river built this school two years ago. Its a German concern. While they were about it they laid down a few cement gun platforms — with an eye to this very moment which confronts us now.

He shrugged his shoulders:

The Esser cement works over there are full of gun emplacements in cement, masquerading as pits, retaining walls, foundations, and other peaceful necessities. A British officer discovered all this only a few days ago — —

Captain Halkett! exclaimed Warner, inspired.

The Hussar glanced at him, surprised and smiling.

Yes, Monsieur. Are you acquainted with Captain Halkett?

Indeed, I am! And, he turned to the Sisters of Charity, he is a good friend of all of us.

He is my friend, also, said the Hussar warmly. He has told me about Saïs and how, masquerading as a quarry workman one evening, he discovered gun platforms along the Récollette and among the quarries. You understand they were very cunning, those Germans, and the cement works and quarries of Herr Heinrich von Esser are all ready to turn those hills yonder into a fortress. Which, he added, laughing, we may find very convenient.

Sister Eila, standing beside the horses head, stroked it, looking up at the officer out of grave eyes.

Is Captain Halkett well? she asked calmly.

I think so, Sister. I saw him yesterday.

If you see him again, would you say to him that Captain Gray is at the Château des Oiseaux recovering from an accident?

Yes, I will tell him, Sister; but he must be around here somewhere — —

Here! exclaimed Warner.

Why, yes. Our aëroplanes have just passed through. A British Bristol biplane is among them in charge of a flight-lieutenant — Ferris, I think his name is. Captain Halkett ought to be somewhere about. Possibly he may be superintending the disembarkment and the erection of the sheds.

He pointed northwest, adding that he understood the sheds were to be erected on the level stretch of fields beyond the school.

However, I shall give him your message, Sister, if I meet him, he said, saluted them ceremoniously in turn, cast another puzzled and slightly suspicious glance at Asticot, and rode away.

I should like to find Halkett, said Warner. I certainly should like to see him again. We had become friends, you see. Shall we walk back that way across the fields, Sister Eila?

Sister Eila turned to Sister Félicité. Her color was high, but she spoke very calmly:

Had I not better remain with you and help you close the school?

Sister Félicité shook her head vigorously:

I can attend to that if it becomes necessary. I shall not budge unless I am called to field duty.

But the children? Had I not better take some of them home?

Theres time enough. If there is going to be any danger to them, I can arrange all that.

Sister Eila hesitated, her lovely head lowered.

If we could find Halkett on our way back, said Warner, I think he would be very glad to hear from us that Gray is alive.

Sister Eila nodded in silence; Warner made his adieux; the Sisters of Charity consulted together a moment, then the American and Sister Eila went out through the rear door and through the little garden. And at their heels shuffled Asticot, furtively chewing a purloined apple.


CHAPTER XXXI
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AS THEY REACHED the plateau above the school and halted for a few moments to look back across the valley of the Récollette, Warner began to understand.

The cannonading in the north had ceased. On every road, in whichever direction he looked, troops, artillery, and wagons were moving eastward. This was no mere cavalry reconnoissance; it was a serious offensive movement in force toward the east. Eastward and south lay the Vosges; beyond, the lost provinces stretched away in green valleys toward the Rhine.

There lay the objective of this movement which was based on the great Barrier Forts from Verdun to Toul, from Toul to Nancy and Luneville, southward to Epinal, to the great, grim citadel of Belfort.

This was no raid, no feint, no diversion made by a flying corps along the frontier. A great screen of cavalry was brushing back every hostile scout toward the mountains; the contact at the cement works was a mere detail. Nor was this movement directed toward the north, where the Grand Duchy was crawling alive with Prussians already battering at the Iron Gate of France.

No, the guns of Longwy were not calling these French horsemen north, whatever was happening at Verdun or along the Moselle. Their helmets were moving toward the east, toward the passes of the Vosges where Alsace lay, and Lorraine. Metz, Strassburg, Colmar, Mülhausen, beckoned from every tall tower, every gable, every spire. It was invasion! Armed France was riding toward the rising sun.

Sister Eilas pale, intelligent face was lifted to the distant horizon; her clear, exalted gaze made it plain to him that she, also, had begun to understand.

As for Asticot, he was finishing the core of his apple and watching details in the vast panorama out of his tiny mouse-eyes; and whether he understood or cared to understand no man might say. For the minds of little animals must remain inscrutable.

Near them, on the grassy plateau, soldiers were unloading portable sheds in sections and erecting them; others were leveling hedges, felling small, isolated trees, uprooting bushes, and clearing away a line of wire pasture fencing.

Evidently this plateau was to be a base for some of the airmen operating along the Vosges or possibly, also, north and east from Verdun.

As they moved forward he looked about for a British uniform, but saw none. A soldier informed them that there were no British troops attached to the army of General Pau as far as he knew; two or three cavalry officers politely confirmed the statement, taking Warner to be an Englishman.

It was not until, following the deeply trodden sheep-walk, they passed the silver birch woods that they had any news of Halkett.

A squadron of hussars was already bivouacked there; their wagons were coming across the fields from the Dreslin road; officers, men, and horses had taken advantage of the woods to escape observation from air-scouts; and three batteries of artillery were parked in the Forêt de Saïs, where the cannoniers had already begun to cover everything with green branches.

As they passed through the Forêt de Saïs, out of which a shepherd with his shaggy dogs was driving his flock, they overtook an officer of hussars on foot, sauntering along the same path, a lighted cigarette between his white-gloved fingers.

He stepped aside into the bracken, courteously, in deference to Sister Eila, and lifted his hand to his shako in salute. But when he caught sight of Warner he stepped forward with a quick, boyish smile and held out his hand.

Do you remember me? — DAurès? This is Monsieur Warner, is it not?

They exchanged a handclasp; Warner presented him to Sister Eila.

This is exceedingly nice, said the American cordially. We — Sister Eila and I — are returning to the Château. I hope you will come with us.

If I may venture to pay my respects — —

You will be welcome, I know. He added, laughing: Also, the ladies will be most interested in the fate of their horses and their automobiles.

The Vicomte dAurès reddened, but laughed:

The Countess was most gracious, most patriotic, he said. But one could expect nothing less from a De Moidrey. Nevertheless, I felt like a bandit that evening. I left them only a basket wagon and a donkey.

Which have been greatly appreciated, Monsieur, said Sister Eila, smiling. And she told him about the removal of Captain Gray from the school to the Château.

Oh, by the way, exclaimed DAurès, we have a British aviator with us — a friend of yours, Sister Eila, and of Mr. Warner.

Halkett!

Yes, indeed. It appears that Captain Halkett has specialized in this region, so he has been assigned to us. I have the honor of a personal acquaintance with him.

Where is he? asked Warner.

He is near here somewhere. His machine, a Bristol, is to be parked with ours on the plateau yonder. I think they are erecting the hangars now.

They entered the wicket of the lodge gate and advanced along the drive toward the house.

Warner said:

All this movement means the invasion of Alsace-Lorraine, I take it.

DAurès nodded.

Could you give me an idea of the situation as it stands, Captain?

I can only guess. Briefly, we are moving on Strassburg from the Donon peaks to Château-Salins. As I understand it, our armies now stretch from the Sambre to the Seine, from the Meuse to the Oise.

I can tell you only what is gossiped about among cavalry officers. We believe that we are leading a great counter-offensive movement; that it is our General Joffres strategy to drive the Germans out of upper Alsace, block Metz and Strassburg, and, holding them there in our steel pincers, let loose our army on their flank and rear.

And Longwy? And this drive just north of us at Ausone?

DAurès smiled.

Can you still hear the cannonade?

They halted to listen; there was no longer that deadly rumor from the north.

Verdun and Toul are taking care of that raid, I think, said DAurès pleasantly. It comes from Metz, of course. Verdun must look out for the country between it and Longwy, too. That is not our route. Ours lies by Nancy toward Vic and Moyenvic, and through Altkirch to Mülhausen, and then— he laughed— it does not become a Frenchman to prophesy or boast. There were too many dreamers in 1870.

I am telling merely the gossip of our camps. It is human to gossip when the days work is over. But for the rest — route step and plod ahead! — That is what counts, not bragging or splendid dreams.

When they reached the terrace Warner fell back to speak to Asticot.

Ive arranged for you at the Golden Peach. Madame Arlon knows. He handed Asticot a key. Theres plenty to do in my studio down there. Get some wood and make cases for my canvases. Cover the chassis with toile and prime them with white lead. Use an ivory palette knife and let them have the sun when there is any and when there is no wind and dust. That will keep you busy until I send for you. Do you comprehend?

Yes, Msieu.... May I not walk behind Msieu when he takes the air?

Warner scowled at him, but he looked so exactly like a shiftless, disreputable and mongrel dog who timidly desires to linger, yet is fearful of a kick, that the American laughed.

A fine bargain I have in you! he said. You prefer rambling to work, it appears!

I prefer the vicinity of Msieu, said Asticot naïvely.

Go back to the inn and see if you can do an honest hours work! retorted Warner; and he turned and rejoined Sister Eila, who had taken DAurès up the steps of the terrace.

It appeared that the ladies were on the north terrace. On the way through the hall, Sister Eila excused herself and mounted the stairs for a look-in on Gray. At the same moment, Peggy Brooks came out of the billiard room, saw DAurès, recognized him.

Oh, she said, extending her hand, I am so glad you have come back! How is my Minerva runabout?

Im sorry I dont know, he replied, blushing; I didnt steal it for myself, you see.

You didnt steal it! Its a gift. Its mine to give. I give it to you! My sister took all the credit of giving away the horses and cars. But I insist on your having my Minerva runabout. Its a charming car. Youll fall in love with it if they let you drive it. Come out to the terrace and speak to my sister and to my dearest friend, Philippa Wildresse.

Warner, much amused to observe the capture of this young man, followed them out to the south terrace.

He certainly was an ornamental young man of enchanting manners, and his popularity was immediate.

To Warner Philippa came presently:

Where have you been? she asked. And couldnt you have taken me?

Dear child, I was out before sunrise prowling about the hills with that vagabond at my heels — Asticot.

What did you see?

Uhlans on Vineyard Hill, across the Récollette. Wildresse was with them.

He!

Yes, the miserable spy! If hes not gone clear away some of DAurès men had better try to round him up and get rid of him.... After that, Sister Eila and I went to the school. More Uhlans came sniffing around, but they cleared out in a hurry when our cavalry appeared. Our artillery shelled the Germans out of the Esser quarries — you must have heard the firing?

Yes. We all thought that the Germans had arrived. Poor Mr. Gray looked so disgusted!

Philippa, Halkett is here somewhere.

Oh! she exclaimed happily.

Hes here with his machine — an aëroplane of sorts — Bristol, I believe. No doubt hell come up to the house when he has a chance. I suppose Sister Eila has gone up to tell Gray.

They had strolled around to the eastern parapet and now stood looking out over the tree tops.

What has happened at Ausone? she asked. The cannon have stopped firing.

I saw Ausone burning from Vineyard Hill. Its all knocked to pieces, Philippa. What I think has happened is this: troops from Verdun and Toul — perhaps from Chalons — have entered Ausone in time to save the fort. I suppose our infantry are intrenched along the Récollette and that there is going to be more fighting in Ausone Forest, which must be full of Germans.

You dont think theyll come here?

I dont know. The army which you see below us everywhere in the valley is probably on its way to invade Alsace. DAurès thinks so. I suppose this line will be defended. We shall hear more cannonading, I fancy. Anyway, they are digging trenches to fall back on.

Where?

Along the Récollette.

From where they were leaning on the stone balustrade, they could see pontoons spanning the river. Across them troops and wagons were passing; through every ford cavalry were splashing; the quarry bridge and road were packed with motor trucks escorted by cavalry; and on the Saïs highway artillery was still passing toward Ausone.

Her cheeks framed by her hands, elbows on the parapet, Philippa gazed at the moving host below. She wore a thin white gown; a scarf fell from her shoulders; her thick, beautiful hair was full of ruddy gleams, accenting the snowy neck and throat.

If I set up my easel will you let me have a try at you? he asked.

Yes, but youve had no luncheon. Ill bring you something, and you can arrange your canvas while Im gone.

But they found Sister Eila had arranged for him to lunch with Gray, so he sat with that battered and patient Englishman, chatting, watching the troops in the valley from the open window, and lunching comfortably.

Sister Eila glanced in, smiled, then went lightly away toward the eastern wing of the house, where fresh consignments of bandages were to be sterilized and stored in Red Cross boxes — gauze rolls, plugs for bullet wounds, body bandages, fracture bandages, arm slings, rolls of unbleached muslin, of cotton, of gauze.

As she passed the open door of the chapel, she halted, faced the altar and made her reverence. Then, crossing herself, she rose erect, turned to continue her way, and encountered Halkett face to face.

A bright flush leaped to her cheeks; his own face reddened to his hair under the bronze coat of tan.

I am so glad to see you, she said steadily, offering her hand. We heard you were in Saïs with your aëroplane. How did you happen to come into the east wing? It must have been closed when you were here before?

I have never before been in this house. I saw you cross the court as I mounted the terrace steps. He tried to ease the constraint in his voice. I wanted to speak to you — first of anybody — in Saïs.... Are you well?

Perfectly. And you, Captain Halkett?

You seem thinner. You do not spare yourself.

We scarcely have time to think of ourselves, she said, smiling. I am trying to fit up a little hospital here; Madame de Moidrey offers the house.

I understand that my friend, Captain Gray, is here?

Poor boy! I must not detain you any longer. You will desire to pay your respects to Madame de Moidrey and her sister and to the beautiful Miss Wildresse — —

Philippa! Here?

You know her? Is she not lovely? I find her charming. And — so should all young men, she added with a little laugh. Therefore — I shall no longer detain you, Captain Halkett — —

May I — hope to see you again?

I hope so, indeed, she replied cheerfully. Do you remain for a while in Saïs?

For a while, I think.

There fell a silence, which became a little strained. Sister Eila looked up at him from lowered eyes; then her face went white and she laid her hand flat against the chapel wall beside her, as though for support.

Then — if I may hope to see you again — inspect your hospital, perhaps — —

She nodded, still leaning on the chapel wall.

So he went away swiftly, very straight in his field uniform, and she saw him cross the court, head erect, looking directly before him as though he saw nothing.

An immense fatigue seemed to weight her; still supporting herself against the wall, she turned and looked at the chapel door. Even on that grey day the light within was golden from the old glass.

Into that mellow stillness crept Sister Eila, her young head drooping, the metal crucifix swinging at her girdle from its rosary of wooden beads.

The painted saints stared at her; the painted angels all stood watching her; the Mother of God looked out from the manger, brooding, preoccupied, wonder-eyed; but the Child at her breast was smiling.

Then down on her knees fell Sister Eila; her slim hands clasped, clung, tightened, parted, and covered her face convulsively.

Very far away in the valley a trumpet spoke.


CHAPTER XXXII
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WARNER BEGAN THE full-length portrait — which has now become famous under the title Philippa Passes — in the main hall of the Château.

A clear light fell through the northern and eastern windows; from the golden gloom above generations of De Moidreys looked down upon the fair girl who stood in their great hall as tranquil and unconscious as though born within the carved gray walls which they had built or added to in years long dead.

He had chosen for the pose a moment when, as she was in the act of passing in front of him, a word from him had checked her and caused her to turn her head.

There he held her as she had paused, poised on the very edge of motion, her enchanting head turned and the grey eyes meeting his.

Already on his canvas he had caught her; an odd sensation of cold, clear-minded exaltation seemed to possess him as he worked — a calm, strange certainty of himself and of the work in hand.

There was no hesitation, no doubt within him, only a sustained excitement under unerring control. He knew what he wanted; he knew that he was doing methodically what he wanted to do with every unhurried brush stroke.

There was no halting, no searching, no checks; his mind had never been so absolutely in control of his hand; his hand never so automatically obedient, his intelligence never before so clear, so logical, so steady under the incessant lightning of inspiration.

Conscious of the tremendous tension, he knew he was equal to it — knew that no weakness of impulse or of sentiment could swerve him, unsteady him, meddle with his brain or his nerves or his hand.

Nothing could stop him from doing what he had to do, nothing could tamper with this newborn confidence which had suddenly possessed him with its unlooked for magic.

He was painting Philippa as he had known her from the beginning; as he had prophesied; as she had been revealed — a young girl with grey eyes and chestnut hair, fine of limb, with the shadow of a smile on her wistful lips, and her soul as clean as a flame.

So certain was he of what he was about that to Philippa he seemed to work very leisurely, wiping brush after brush with unhurried deliberation, laying on stroke after stroke with that quiet decision which accumulates and coördinates component parts into a result so swiftly that an ensemble is born as though by magic.

A few great pictures are painted that way; myriads of bad ones. If he thought of this it did not trouble him. Already, on his canvas, the soul of a young girl was looking at him through those grey eyes; on the fresh lips, scarce parted, hovered the shadow of a smile, virginal and vague.

He felt the splendid tension; experienced the consciousness of achievement, steeled every nerve, wiped his brushes with deliberation, drew them across the edges of the colors needed, scarcely glancing at his palette, laid on the brush stroke with the precision of finality.

From where he had slung his tall canvas between two ancient, high-backed chairs as an improvised easel, he could see the northern terrace and the people gathered there — Madame de Moidrey in animated conversation with Halkett; Peggy knitting fitfully and looking over her clicking needles at the youthful Vicomte dAurès, who had pushed aside the tea table in order to obtain an unobstructed view of this American girl who was making his boyish head spin.

Beyond them, on a steamer chair, lay Gray. Sister Eila sat beside him sewing. There was conversation between them and Madame de Moidrey and Halkett — across and across, cat-cradle fashion — but it passed through Peggy and DAurès unheeded, as wireless in the upper air currents; and the Countess glanced occasionally at her sister or let her eyes rest on DAurès now and then with a pleasant, preoccupied air, as though considering other things than those which were passing under her pretty nose.

From time to time Philippa came around to where Warner stood before his canvas, and remained beside him in silence while he studied what he had done.

Once he looked up questioningly; the girl took possession of his right arm with both of hers and rested her cheek lightly against his shoulder. No words could have praised or reassured him as eloquently. And he understood that what he had done was, to her, worthy of all she believed him to be — matchless, wonderful, and hers.

The light had failed a little in the early August sky, but the clouds had cleared and the sun glittered in the west. There was light to work by, yet.

He clothed his canvas in a mystery of cobweb shadow: behind her there was a dull gleam of duller tapestry; delicate half-lights made the picture vague, so that the clean flame of her seemed the source of all light, its origin, making exquisite the clear, young eyes.

He knew that what he had painted was already a fit companion to be placed among the matchless company looking down on them from the walls through a delicate bloom of dust.

What he had done belonged here, as she herself belonged here between these old-time walls and the ancient roof above. And every corridor, every room, every terrace, would be the sweeter, the fresher, for her lingering before she passed on her lifes journey through an old and worn-out world.

Philippa passes, he said, thinking aloud.

She looked up, smiled.

Only where you lead her, shall Philippa pass, she murmured.

It is to be the title of your portrait.... Would you care to look at it now? There is not so much more to do to it, I think....

She came around and stood silently beside him.

Is it you? he asked.

My other self.... I had not supposed you knew her — so deeply — so intimately — more intimately than I myself seem to know her.

He laughed gently.

Heart of a child, he said, half to himself.

Heart of a man, she answered. What have I done to deserve you? How can you be so patient with me? ... You, a man already grown, distinguished, ripe with wisdom.... I dont know why you should annoy yourself with me.... It is too wonderful — why you should be my friend — my friend — —

There is something far more wonderful, Philippa — that you should be my friend. Didnt you know it?

She laughed.

I wonder if you know what I would do for you? There is nothing you could ask of me that I would not do — —

She ceased, her voice threatening unsteadiness, but her eyes were clear and she was smiling.

Words are idle things, she added calmly, and not necessary, I think, between you and me.... Only, sometimes I feel — a need of telling you — of my devotion.... There have been lonely years — friendless — and a heart sickens under eternal silence — needing an opportunity for self-expression — —

I know, dear.

I know you do.... You are very kind to me.

Philippa, I care more for you than I do for any living person!

The lovely surprise in her face flushed her to her hair. She looked at him out of confused, incredulous eyes, strove to smile, caught her trembling lip between her teeth.

Didnt you know it? he said in a low voice.

She tried to answer, turned sharply and faced the windows with blurred eyes that saw only a glimmering sheet of light there.

He stood motionless, looking at her, intent upon the sudden confusion in his own brain, realizing it, trying to explain it, analyze it coolly, calmly account for it.

If it were any emotion resembling love which was so utterly possessing him, he chose to know it, to inform himself as to the real significance of this loss of logical equilibrium, this mental inadequacy which began to resemble a sort of chaos.

Was he in love with this girl? Was it love? Was this what it all had meant — all, from the very beginning, through all its coincidences, accidents, successive steps and stages?

And suddenly a terrible timidity seized him. Suppose she knew what he was thinking about! What would she think? What would she do? Where would her confidence go? What would become of her trust in him? What would happen to her implicit faith in him?

Of one thing he was suddenly and absolutely certain; love had never entered her mind, never lodged in her heart, never troubled that candid gaze, never altered her fearless smile. With all her devotion to him, all her passionate attachment of a child, never had anything as deep — never had any emotion as profound as love disturbed the mystery of depths where dwelt in virginal immaturity the soul of her, clean as a flame—

As for himself — where he now stood — whither he was being led by something which was not reason, not intention, he did not seem able to understand.

The light in the room had become too uncertain to paint by; he released his canvas and carried it away behind a tapestry, setting it slanting, face to the stone wall.

The brushes, mediums, palette, he left on the palette table and pushed it into a corner behind a sofa, where nobody was likely to fall over it before he gave brushes and palette to Asticot to clean.

All the while Philippa stood looking out of the window over the tree tops, her young heart and brain on fire with happiness and throbbing with the wonder of her first innocent passion.

With it, for the first time, had come something she never before had known with Warner — something indefinite, new, inexplicable — a vague sense of shyness almost painful at instants — a consciousness of herself that she had never known — a subtle, instinctive realization of her own maturity which left a faintly delicious sensation in her breast.

Now, for the first time since she had known him, her instinct was not to go to him, not to face him. She did not understand why — did not question herself. From the window she looked out over the forest; she heard him moving quietly about behind her; listened with an odd content in his proximity, but with no desire to turn and join him — no wish to move or stir from the spell which held her there in the enchanted silence of a happiness so wonderful that sky and earth seemed to understand and share it with her.

Philippa?

She turned slowly as in a dream.

It was perhaps as well that he had a record on canvas of what she had been — of the young girl he had been painting in all her lovely immaturity. Perhaps the girl who faced him now from the window was even lovelier, but she was not the Philippa of Philippa Passes.

Truly that Philippa had passed, vanished silently even as she had stood there with her eyes on the window; faded, dissolved into thin shadow, leaving, where she had stood, this slender, silent, deep-eyed girl looking at him out of the new and subtle mystery which enveloped her.

He thought that it was he himself who saw her differently and with new eyes; but she herself had changed. And, for the first time, as they passed slowly toward the terrace together, he was conscious of a freshness that seemed to cling to her like a fragrance — and of the beauty of her as she moved beside him, not touching him, keeping clear of contact, her head a trifle bent.


CHAPTER XXXIII
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WARNER, DRESSING FOR dinner, stood looking down from his window at the Saïs road. Halkett, in his smart but sober field uniform, sat sideways on the window sill, chatting with his friend and surveying the lively panorama below, where, through the fading light, endless columns of motor lorries rolled ponderously eastward.

In every direction bicycle and motor cycle messengers were speeding, north and south on the Saïs road, west toward Dreslin by the mill, eastward over cow-paths and sheepwalks, and across the pontoons, or by the school highway and quarry bridge, southeast toward a road crowded with motor lorries, and through that gap in the foothills which narrows into the Pass of the Falcons.

Warner, leisurely buttoning his waistcoat, stood looking out of the window at the scenes passing under the plateau, and listening with the greatest interest to Halketts comments on these preliminaries for a campaign about to open.

Then, in your opinion, it is invasion? he said.

Halkett nodded:

I can make nothing else of this movement, Warner. Our General, Pau, is at Nancy. What you see down there is part of a perfectly complete and coherent army, and it is certainly moving on the Vosges passes.

Metz, Strassburg, Colmar, lie beyond; our alpinists are swarming around the Donon. Under it lie the lowlands of Alsace and Lorraine.

Already we have seized the pass of Saales; Thann and Danemarie are menaced; the valley of the Bruche lies before us, Saarburg and the railroad to Metz invite us.

Does it not all seem very logical, Warner?

It sounds so.

It is good strategy. The logic is sound logic. If we carry it through, it will be applauded as brilliant strategy.

The Germans want a decisive battle on French soil in the vicinity of Rheims. If they beat us there, they pivot on Verdun, half-circle on the Oise, and Paris lies before them. They have today a million men within striking distance of the French frontier.

Are we fully mobilized?

Our concentration is slower; we are massing between Bar-le-Duc and Epinal. We have, so far, only seven corps darmée concentrated, and twenty-one more on the march. But do you know what we have done already?

Listen; this isnt generally known yet, but we have taken the passes of Bonhomme and Sainte Marie; we have taken Mülhausen — —

What!

Yes, its ours. More than that, we have entered Dinant. At Mangiennes, Moncel, Lagarde, we drove the Germans. Our line of battle stretches two hundred miles from a point opposite Tongres to Nancy. We smashed the Germans at Altkirch and left them minus thirty thousand men!

And this great counter-offensive which our General is planning is already exercising such a pressure on their advance toward Brussels that they have begun to detach entire army corps and send them post haste into Alsace. What do you think of that, Warner?

Fine! exclaimed the American. Its simply splendid, Halkett. You see, we here in the valley couldnt know anything about it. All we had to go by was that the German guns were booming nearer and nearer, that Ausone is in ruins, that Uhlans were riding the country as impudently as though they were patrolling their own fatherland. I tell you, old chap, its a wonderful relief to me to hear from you what is really going on.

He turned to his mirror, lighted a cigarette, and began to fuss with his tie.

Halkett said, grimly amused:

Oh, yes, we all ought to feel immensely relieved by capturing a mountain and a couple of unfortified German towns, even if there are today in Europe seventeen million men under arms and seventeen million more in reserve, all preparing to blow each others heads off.

Warner came back slowly to the windows:

It is a ghastly situation, Halkett. The magnitude of the cataclysm means nothing to us, so far. Nobody yet has comprehended it. I dont think anybody ever really can — even when its over and the whole continent is underplowcd and fertilized with dead men from the Channel to the Carpathians — no single mind of the twentieth century is ever going to be able to grasp this universal horror in all its details. In a hundred years, perhaps — — He shrugged, threw away his cigarette, and picked up his evening coat to inspect it before decorating his person with it.

Halkett said:

The scale of the whole business is paralyzing. Heres a single detail, for example: Germany is in process of launching six huge armies into France. The Crown Prince, the Grand Duke of Württemberg, Generals von Kluck, von Bülow, von Hausen, and von Heeringen command them.

Three of them have not yet moved; three are on their juggernaut way already — the Army of the Meuse, based at Cologne, is marching through Belgium on a front thirty miles wide, its right flank brushing the Dutch border at Visé, its left on Stavelot, its center enveloping the Liége railroad.

The Moselle army, based on Coblenz, has made a highway of the Grand Duchy and is in Belgium. The Rhine army has its bases at Strassburg and Mayence, and started very gayly to raise the devil on its own account, but weve stung it in the flank already and its squirming in uncertainty.

And that is the situation so far, old chap, as well as I can understand it. And I understand it fairly well because of my position with this French army. You dont quite understand how I happen to be here and what I am doing, do you?

Not exactly. I know you have a Bristol aëroplane here and that you are attached to the British Flying Corps.

Oh, yes. In our service I am squadron commander, and Gray is wing commander. But I have a flight-lieutenant yonder at the sheds and a mechanic.

As a matter of fact, Warner, I am the British Official Observer with General Paus army, and Gray, when he can get about, is to act with me. That is what I am doing.

You make no flights?

Oh, yes, we shall fly, Gray and I — not doing any range finding for the artillery and not making ordinary raids with bombs. Observation is to be our rôle. Its interesting, isnt it?

Its fascinating, said Warner, linking his arm in Halketts as they left the room.

As a matter of fact, he added, in spite of the horrors in Belgium, the slaughter there and in Alsace, this war has not really begun.

Halkett turned a drawn and very grave face to him:

Warner, he said, this war will not really begin until next spring. And there will be a million dead men under ground by that time.

Dinner that evening at the Château des Oiseaux was a most cheerful function. The passing of an army for miles and miles through the country around them was a relief and a reassurance which brought with it a reaction of gayety slightly feverish at moments.

The Countess de Moidrey gave her arm to Gray, tall, slim, yellow-haired, and most romantically pale: Captain the Vicomte dAurès took out Peggy Brooks — they turned to each other with the same impulse, as naturally as two children coming together — and the words designating them to other partners remained unspoken on Ethras lips.

Philippa, in an enchanting gown of turquoise, looked up at the Countess, flushed and expectant, but the elder woman, much amused, designated Halkett, and the girl took the arm he offered with a faint smile at Warner, as though to reassure him concerning matters temporarily beyond her own control.

The Countess saw it, stood watching Warner, who had drawn Sister Eilas arm through his own, and was taking her out — saw Halkett and Philippa halt and draw aside to let them pass; saw the expression in Sister Eilas face as her glance met Halketts, wavered, and passed elsewhere.

Before she and Gray had moved to close the double file, the Curé of Dreslin was unexpectedly announced, and she turned to receive him, asking him to support Gray on the other side. Always Father Chalus was a welcome guest at the Château; every house, humble or great, from Dreslin to Saïs, was honored when this dim-eyed old priest set foot across the threshold.

The dinner was lively, gay at times, and always cheerful with the excitement lent by the arrival of the army — an arrival verging closely on the dramatic, with the echoes of the cannonade still heavy among the northern forests, the evening sky still ruddy above Ausone, and the August air tainted with the odor of burning.

Through the soft candlelight servants moved silently; the Countess, with the old Curé on her right, devoted herself to him and to Gray.

As though utterly alone in the center of some vast solitude peopled only by themselves, young DAurès and Peggy Brooks remained conspicuously absorbed in each other and equally oblivious to everything and everybody else on earth.

How is Ariadne? inquired Halkett of Philippa,

Poor dear! I have not seen her since she soiled a whisker in Jims ultramarine!

Sister Eilas lowered eyes were lifted; she tried to smile at Halkett.

I saw Ariadne the other day, she said. The cat is quite comfortable in the garden of the Golden Peach.

Halkett said lightly:

Ariadne introduced me to Sister Eila. Do you remember, Sister?

But Sister Eila had already turned to Warner, and perhaps she did not hear.

Later Warner bent toward Philippa:

You are enchanting in that filmy turquoise blue affair.

Isnt it a darling? Peggy would make me wear it. Its hers, of course.... Do I please you?

Did you ever do anything else, Philippa?

She colored, looked up at him confused, and laughed:

Oh, yes, she said, I have annoyed you too, sometimes. Do you remember when I ran away from Ausone and told you about it in the meadow by the river? Oh, you were very much annoyed! You need not deny it. I realize now how much annoyed you must have been — —

Thank God you did what you did, he said under his breath.

What else could I do?

Nothing.... I must have been blind, there in Ausone, not to understand you from the first moment. And I must have been crazy to have gone away and left you there.... When I think of it, it makes me actually ill — —

Jim! You didnt know.

I should have known. Any blockhead ought to have understood. That was the time I should have heard the knocking of opportunity! I was deaf. That was the time I should have caught a glimpse of that clean flame burning. I seemed to know it was there — words are cheap! — but my eyes were too dull to perceive a glimmer from it!

Jim! You saw a girl with painted lips and cheeks insulting the sunlight. How could you divine — —

I couldnt; I didnt. I was not keen enough, not fine enough. Yet, that was the opportunity. That was the moment when I should have comprehended you — when I should have stood by you — taken you, held you against everybody, everything —— Good God! I went away, smug as any Pharisee, and with a self-satisfied smile left you on the edge of hell — smiling back at me out of those grey, undaunted eyes — —

Please! You were wonderful every minute from the beginning — every minute — all through it, Jim — —

You were! I know what I was. Halkett knows, too. I was not up to the opportunity; I did not measure up to the chance that was offered me; I was not broad enough, fine enough — —

What are you saying! — When you know how I feel — how I regard you — —

How can you regard me the way you say you do?

How can I help it? She looked down at her glass, touched the slender stem absently.

Out of all the world, she said under her breath, you alone held out a comrades hand. Does anything else matter? ... Think! You are forgetting. Remember! Picture me where I was — as I was — only yesterday! Look at me now — here, beside you. — here under this roof, among these people — and the taste of their salt still keen in my mouth! Now, do you understand what you have done for me — you alone? Now, do you understand what I — feel — for you? — For you who mean not only life to me, but who have made possible for me that life which follows death?

Her cheeks flushed; she turned breathlessly toward him.

I tell you, she whispered, you have offered me Christ, as surely as He has ever been offered at any communion since the Last Supper! ... That is what you have done for me!


CHAPTER XXXIV
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DINNER WAS ENDED.

Gray had retired to his room, persuaded by Madame de Moidrey, who bribed him by promising to read to him when he was tired of talking shop to Captain Halkett.

Sister Eila had returned to the east wing, which was convenient to her business as well as to her devotions.

Also, she had need of Father Chalus, who had come all the way from Dreslin on foot. For it was included in the duty of the parish priest to confess both Sister Eila and Sister Félicité; only the sudden perils and exigencies of home duties in Dreslin had detained him since the war broke out.

He was old, lean, deeply worn in the service of the poor — a white-haired man who looked out on the world through kindly blue eyes dimmed by threescore years of smoky candlelight and the fine print of breviaries — a priest devotedly loved in Dreslin, and by the household of the Château, and by every inhabitant of the scattered farms composing the little hamlet called Saïs.

It appeared that Sister Eila had great need of Father Chalus, for they had gone away together, into the eastern wing of the house. And the Countess, noticing their departure, smiled to herself; for, like everybody else, she was skeptical regarding the reality of any sins that Sister Eila might have to confess.

The young Vicomte dAurès had taken his leave with all the unspoiled, unembarrassed, and boyish cordiality characteristic of his race; also he departed in a state of mind so perfectly transparent to anybody who cared to notice it that Madame de Moidrey retired to the billiard room after his departure, looking very serious. She became more serious still when Peggy did not appear from the southern terrace, whither she had returned to mention something to Monsieur DAurès which she had apparently forgotten to say to him in the prolonged ceremony of leavetaking.

When fifteen minutes elapsed and no Peggy appeared, Madame de Moidrey rose from her chair, flushed and unsmiling. But before she had taken a dozen steps toward the southern terrace her younger sister reappeared, walking rapidly. When she caught sight of the Countess advancing, she halted and gazed at her sister rather blankly.

Well, Peggy?

Well?

I am not criticising you or that boy, but perhaps a little more reticence — repose of manner — reserve — —

Ethra, she said in an awed voice, I am in love with DAurès.

What!

I am. It came.

Good heavens, Peggy — —

I know! I said good heavens, too — I mean I thought it. I dont know what Ive been saying this evening — —

When? Where?

Everywhere. Just now, on the terrace — —

Peggy!

What?

You didnt say anything that could be — —

Yes, I did. I think he knows Im in love with him. I meant him to know!

Peggy!

Oh, Ethra, I dont remember what I said.... And I think he cares for me — I think were in love with each other — —

The girl dropped into a chair and stared at her sister.

Im bewitched, I think. Ever since I saw him that first time its been so. Ive thought of him all the time.... He says that it was so with him, also — —

Oh, heavens, Peggy! Are you mad? Is he? Youre acting like a pair of crazy children — —

We are children. Hes only a boy. But I know hes growing into the only man who could ever mean anything to me.... Hes writing to his father now. I expect his father will write to you. Isnt it wonderful!

Ethra de Moidrey gazed at her sister dizzily. The girl sat with her face between her hands looking steadily at the carpet. After a moment she glanced up.

Its the way you fell in love, she said under her breath.

Madame de Moidrey rose abruptly, as though a sudden shaft of pain had pierced her. Then, walking over to her sister, she dropped one hand on her dark head; stroked the thick, lustrous hair gently, absently; stood very silent, gazing into space.

When Peggy stood up the Countess encircled her waist with one arm. They walked together slowly toward the southern terrace.

A million stars had come out in the sky; there was a scent of lilies lingering above the gardens. Sounds from distant bivouacs came to their ears; no camp fires were visible, but the Récollette glittered like snow in the white glare of searchlights.

That boy, said Peggy,  — wherever he is riding out there in the night — out there under the stars — that boy carries my heart with him.... I always thought that if it ever came it would come like this.... I thought it would never come.... But it has.

Halkett, returning from a conference with Warner and Gray, came out on the terrace to take his leave. They asked him to return when he could; promised to visit the sheds and see the Bristol biplane.

Part way down the steps he turned and came back, asked permission to leave his adieux with them for Sister Eila from whom he had not had an opportunity to take his leave, turned again and went away into the night, using his flashlight along the unfamiliar drive.

Ethra de Moidrey went into the house to keep her promise to Gray, and found him tired but none the worse for his participation at dinner.

Philippa and Warner had come in to visit him; the Countess found the book from which she had been reading to him since his arrival. He turned on his pillow and looked at her, and she seated herself beside the bed and opened the book on her knees.

Do you remember where we left off? she asked, smiling.

I think it was where he was beginning to fall in love with her.

The Countess de Moidrey bent over the book. There was a slight color in her cheeks.

I had not noticed that he was falling in love, she observed, turning the pages to find her place.

Philippa said to Warner:

Could we walk down and see the searchlights? They are so wonderful on the water.

Probably the sentinels wont permit us outside our own gates, he replied. I know one thing; if you and I were not considered as part of the family of the Château, the military police would make us clear out. Its lucky I left the inn to come up here.

The Countess had begun reading in a low, soft voice, bending over her book beside the little lamp at the bedside, where Gray lay watching her under a hand that shaded his pallid face.

Something in her attitude and his, perhaps — or in her quiet voice — seemed subtly, to Philippa, to exclude her and the man with her from a silent entente too delicate, perhaps, to term an intimacy.

She touched Warners arm, warily, not taking it into her possession as had been her unembarrassed custom only yesterday — even that very day.

Together they went out into the corridor, down the stairway, and presently discovered Peggy on the southern terrace gazing very earnestly at the stars.

That the young girl was wrapped, enmeshed, in the magic of the great web which Fate has been spinning since time began, they did not know.

Still stargazing, they left her and walked down the dark drive to the lodge where, through the iron grille, they saw hussars en vedette sitting their horses in the uncertain luster of the planets.

Overhead the dark foliage had begun to stir and sigh in the night breeze; now and again a yellowing leaf fell, rustling slightly; and they thought they could hear the Récollette among its rushes — the faintest murmur — but were not sure.

He remembered her song, there in the river meadow:

Hussar en vedette

What do you see? — 



And thought of the white shape on the bank — a true folk song, unfinished in its eerie suggestion which the imagination of the listeners must always finish.

Yet he said:

Was he killed — that vedette on the Récollette, Philippa?

She knew what he meant, smiled faintly:

Does anybody see Death and live to say so?

Of course I knew, he said.

They turned back, walking slowly. He had drawn her arm through his, but it rested there very lightly, scarcely in contact at all.

What a fine fellow Halkett is! he said.

Your friends should be fine, Jim. Our friends ought to reflect our own qualities and mirror our aspirations.... That was written in one of my school-books, she added with that delicate honesty which characterized her.

You reflect my aspirations, he said, unsmiling.

Oh, Jim! I? Do you imagine I believe that?

You might as well. Its true enough. You have just mirrored for me my hopeless aspiration toward that perfect and transparent honesty which I havent attained, but which seems always to have been a part of you.

Sister Eila passed them in the starlight, her young head bent over the rosary in her hands, moving slowly across the lawn.

Their passing on the drive did not seem to arouse her from her meditation; she seated herself on a stone bench under a clump of yews; and they moved on in silence.

As they reached the terrace a shot sounded down by the river; another echoed it; the rattle of rifle fire ran along the valley from, north to south; a rocket rose, flooding the hill beyond the quarry road with a ghastly light.

Peggy Brooks, white as death, came over to Philippa and took her hands into both of hers.

She had begun to learn what love meant, with the first blind shot in the dark, and all the passion and fear within her was concentrated in wondering where those leaden messengers of death had found their billets.

She said in a ghost of a voice:

Is there going to be a battle here?

Not now, replied Warner. Probably its nothing at all — some nervous sentry waking up his equally nervous comrades.... What a horrible light that rocket shed!

The shots had died away; there was no more firing.

Vignier had come around; he was an old soldier, and Warner spoke to him.

Perhaps a cow, he said with a shrug,  — the wind in the bushes — a hedgehog rustling. Young soldiers are like that in the beginning. And still, perhaps they have caught a prowler out there — an Uhlan, maybe, or a spy. One never knows what to expect at night.

Do you think that our valley will see any fighting, Vignier?

Does that not depend, Monsieur, on what is to happen beyond the Vosges? They have dug line after line of trenches across the valley and the plateau as far as Dreslin. Those are positions being prepared in advance, to fall back upon in case of disaster in the east.

I thought that was what this trench digging meant.

That is what it means, Monsieur Warner. They tell me that our soldiers are going to operate the cement works day and night to turn out material for platforms and emplacements. I know that they have gone into our western woods with loads of cement and crushed stone. The forest is full of fantassins and chasseurs-à-pied. It is certain that some general will make our Château his headquarters en passant.

He had scarcely spoken when, far away in the darkness, a noise arose. It came from the direction of the lodge gate, grew nearer, approaching by the drive.

The Countess, reading to Gray, heard it, laid down her book to listen. Gray listened too, raising himself on his pillows.

Cavalry have entered the grounds, he said quietly.

I shall have to go down, she said. At the door she paused: Will you remember where we left off, Captain Gray?

I shall remember. It is where he has completely fallen in love with her.

The Countess de Moidrey met his calm gaze, sustained it for a moment, then with a smile and a nod of adieu she turned and went out into the corridor. As she descended the stairs she placed both hands against her cheeks, which burned slightly.

The hall below was already crowded with officers of somebodys staff; the pale blue tunics of chasseurs and hussars were conspicuous against the darker dress of dragoons. The silver corselet of a colonel of cuirassiers glittered in the lamplight; twisted gold arabesques glimmered on crimson caps and sleeves; the ring of spur and hilt and the clash of accouterments filled the house.

As the Countess set foot in the hall, a general officer wearing the cross of the Legion came forward, his red cap, heavy with gold, in his gloved hand.

Countess, he said, bending over the hand which she smilingly extended, a thousand excuses could not begin to make amends for our intrusion — —

General, you honor my roof. Surely you must understand the happiness that I experience in reminding you that the house of De Moidrey belongs to France and to the humblest and highest of her defenders.

The General, whose clipped mustache and imperial were snow-white, and whose firm, bronzed features denied his years, bent again over the pretty hand that rested on his own.

Then, asking permission to name himself, in turn he presented the members of his military family.

Included was a thin blond man of middle height, with a golden mustache twisted up, cinder-blond hair, and conspicuous ears. He wore a monocle, and was clothed in a green uniform. General of Division Delisle presented him as Major-General Count Cassilis, the Russian Military Observer attached to division headquarters.

For a few moments there was much bending of tight-waisted tunics in the yellow lamplight, much jingling of spurs and sabers, compliments spoken and implied with a gay smile and bow — all the graceful, easy formality to be expected in such an extemporized gathering.

Peggy and Philippa appeared, followed by Warner; presentations were effected; servants arranged chairs and brought trays set with bottles of light wine and biscuits, preliminary to an improvised supper which was now being prepared in the kitchen.

General Raoul Delisle had known Colonel de Moidrey; he and the Countess formed the center of the brilliant little assembly where half a dozen officers surrounded Peggy and Warner.

But the effect of Philippa on the Russian Military Observer, General Count Cassilis, was curious to watch.

From the instant he laid eyes on her, he had continued to look at her; and his inspection would have had all the insolence of a stare had he not always averted his gaze when hers moved in his direction.

When he had been named to her, he had bowed suavely, and with characteristic Russian ceremony and empressement; but the instant her name was pronounced the Russian Observer had straightened himself like a steel rod released from a hidden spring, and his fishy blue eyes widened so that his monocle had fallen from its place to swing dangling across the jeweled decorations on his breast.

And now he had managed to approach Philippa and slightly separate her from the company, detaining her in conversation, more suave, more amiably correct than ever.

Already in her inexperience with a world where such men are to be expected, the girl found herself vaguely embarrassed, subtly on the defensive — a defensive against something occult which somehow or other seemed to menace her privacy and seemed to be meddling with the natural reticence with which, instinctively, she protected herself from any explanation of her past life.

Not that Count Cassilis had presumed to ask any direct question; she was not even aware of any hint or innuendo; yet she was constantly finding herself confronted with a slight difficulty in responding to his gay, polite, and apparently impersonal remarks. Somehow, everything he said seemed to involve some reference on her part to a past which now concerned nobody excepting herself and the loyal friends who comprehended it.

And, from the beginning, from the first moment when this man was presented to her, and she had looked up with a smile to acknowledge the introduction, she experienced an indefinite sensation of meeting somebody whom she had seen somewhere years before — years and years ago.

As he conversed with her, standing there by the table with the lighted lamp partly concealed by his gold-slashed shoulder, the vague impression of something familiar but long forgotten came at moments, faded, returned, only to disappear again.

And once, a far, pale flicker of memory played an odd trick on her, for suddenly she seemed to remember a pair of thin, conspicuous ears like his, and lamplight — or perhaps sunlight — shining behind them and turning them a translucent red. It came and vanished like the faint memory of a dream dreamed years and years ago. As she looked at Count Cassilis, the smile died out in her eyes and on her lips, and the slightest feeling of discomfort invaded her.

Toasts were offered, acknowledged, compliments said, glasses emptied.

The General of Division Delisle spoke diffidently of quarters for himself and his military family, and was cordially reassured by the Countess.

There was plenty of room for all. It was evident, too, that they had ridden far and must be hungry. Servants were summoned, rooms in the east wing thrown open to the air; the kitchen stirred up to increased activity for the emergency; the officers piloted to the rooms assigned them.

Down on the drive a shadowy escort of hussars waited until an orderly appeared, shining, with his breast torch, the path to the stables.

Then three sky-guns jolted up out of the darkness and halted; a company of infantry tramped by toward the garage; the horses of the staff were led away by mounted gendarmes; and three big military touring cars, their hoods and glass windows grey with dust, began to purr and pant and crawl slowly after the infantry.

Everywhere sentries were being set, taking post on every terrace, every path and road, and before the doorways of the great house.

A single candle burned in the chapel. Beside it sat Sister Eila, intent on her breviary, her lips moving silently as she bent above it.

The fifth part of the breviary, Matins, Lauds, and the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, absorbed her.

The whole of the breviary services, the duty of publicly joining or of privately reading aloud so as to utter with the lips every word, is generally incumbent upon all members of religious orders.

But Sisters of Charity, forming as they do an active religious order, are excepted.

Nevertheless, they are always bound to some shorter substitute, such as the Little Office, or to some similar office. And though the hours for devotion are prescribed, the duties of mercy sometimes interrupt the schedule which must then be carried out as circumstances of necessity permit.

Philippa, entering the chapel, caught sight of Sister Eila, and knelt without disturbing her.

The girl had experienced an odd, unaccustomed, and suddenly imperative desire for the stillness of an altar, for its shelter; for that silent security that reigns beneath the crucifix and invites the meditation of the pure in heart.

How long she had been seated there in the shadows she did not know, but presently she became aware of Sister Eila beside her, resting against her as though fatigued.

The girl put her arm around Sister Eilas neck instinctively, and drew the drooping head against her shoulder.

They had not known each other well.

That was the beginning.


CHAPTER XXXV
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THE GROWLING AND muttering of German guns in the north and northeast awoke Warner in his bed.

Sunrise plated his walls and ceiling with gold; the morning air hummed with indefinite sounds and rumors, the confusion and movement of many people stirring.

He stood for a moment by his window looking down over the plateau and across the valley of the Récollette.

Everywhere cavalry, infantry, artillery, baggage trains, automobiles, bicycles, motor cycles were moving slowly eastward into the blazing eye of the rising sun and vanishing within its blinding glory.

Two French aëroplanes had taken the air. They came soaring over the valley from the plateau, filling the air with the high clatter of their machinery; pale green ribbons of smoke fell from them, uncoiling like thin strips of silk against the sky; flag signals were being exchanged between officers gathered on the terrace below and a group of soldiers at the head of the nearest pontoon across the river.

Poles supporting field telephone and telegraph wires stretched across the lawn, running south toward the lodge gate. Another line ran east, another west.

Parked on the lawn were a dozen big automobiles, the chauffeurs at the wheels, the engines running. Behind these, soldier cyclists and motor cyclists sat cross-legged by their machines, exchanging gossip with a squadron of hussars drawn up on the other side of the drive.

There were no tents visible anywhere, but everywhere in the open soldiers were erecting odd-looking skeleton shelters and covering them with freshly cut green boughs from the woods. Under one of these an automobile was already standing, and under others hussars stood to horse.

Across the rolling country, stretching over valley and plateau, the face of the green and golden earth was striped, as though some giant plow had turned furrows at random here and there, some widely separated from the rest, others parallel and within a few yards of one another. A few dark figures appeared along these furrows of raw earth, moved about, disappeared. It was evident that the trenches of these prepared positions were still in process of construction, for carts were being driven to and from them and men were visible working near some of them.

Warner had completed his toilet when a maid brought café-au-lait. He ate, listening to the grumble of the northern cannonade and watching the movement of the columns along dry roads, where unbroken walls of dust marked every route, seen or unseen, across the vast green panorama.

He had finished breakfast and was lighting a cigarette in preparation for descending to the terrace, when the noise of an altercation arose directly under his window; and, looking out, he beheld Asticot in dispute with the sentry stationed there, loudly insisting that he was a servant of the establishment, and demanding free entry with every symptom of virtuous indignation.

He was a sight; his face and hands were smeared with black — charcoal, it looked like — his clothes were muddy and full of briers, his beloved lovelocks, no longer plastered in demicurls over each cheekbone, dangled dankly beside his large, wide ears.

Over his shoulder he carried a sack, and to this he clung while he flourished his free hand in voluble and impassioned argument.

Warner spoke sharply from the window above:

Asticot!

The disheveled one looked up with a joyous exclamation of recognition; the sentry also looked up.

Hes my servant, said Warner quietly. Asticot! What do you want?

Msieu Warner, I have something for you and for Mademoiselle Philippa — —

Very well. Go to the harness room; make something approaching a toilet, put on the clean suit I gave you, and report to me.

Fait, Msieu!

The sentry scowled after him as he departed, and Asticot pulled a hideous face at him and thrust his tongue into his cheek in derision.

Warner, immensely amused, reassured the soldier on guard, folded his arms and leaned on the sill to watch the interminable columns of motor lorries moving through the valley.

The scenes everywhere were so intensely interesting that he had not had enough of them when Asticot reappeared, cleansed, reclothed, his hair sleekly plastered, still lugging his sack and looking at the sentinel with the sad air of outraged innocence bestowing forgiveness.

Let him pass, please, said Warner from the window. After a few moments a disgusted maid knocked, requesting enlightenment concerning an individual pretending to be a servant of Monsieur Warner.

Its true, Babette, he said, laughing. Show him up, if you please.

Asticot entered, cap in hand, bowed, scraped the carpet with a propitiating and crablike shuffle of his right foot, and set the sack upon the floor.

There always had been something about the young ruffian which inclined Warner to mirth. He waited a moment to control the amusement which twitched at his lips, then:

Well, Asticot, where have you been and what is in this bundle?

Msieu — may I close the door? I thank Msieu.... One cannot be too careful about being overheard in these miserable days of martial law.

What? Have you been doing something you are ashamed of?

No; nothing that I am ashamed of, replied Asticot naïvely. I have been to Ausone.

To Ausone!

Msieu, figurez-vous! — It occurred to me last evening — tiens! there ought to be a few odds and ends to pick up in Ausone — a few miserable chiffons which nobody wants — little fragments of no value, you understand — what with the bombardment and all those ruined houses — —

You went looting!

Msieu! he said in pained surprise. It was nothing like that! No! I said to myself, Tenez, mon vieux, to rake over a pile of rubbish is no crime in Paris. On peut ramasser des bouts dcigares comme ça. Eh, bien, quoi? I said to myself, Asticot, en route!

So I borrowed a boat — —

Borrowed? From whom?

I could not find any owner, Msieu. So, as I say, I offered myself a boat, and I took the fishing pole which was in it, and I rowed boldly up the river.

I suppose, seeing the fishing pole, nobody stopped me. Besides, there were a few freshly caught fish in the boat. These I held up, offering to sell to the soldiers I saw — a precaution, Msieu, which rendered my voyage very easy.

Its a wonder you did not get yourself shot!

It was dark enough after a while. And there are no troops beyond the second mill; and no vedettes disturbed me.

At the Impasse dAlcyon I tied my boat. The alley and the square were full of the poor people of Ausone, returning to look among the ruins for what had been their homes. Me, I said I was looking for mine, also — —

Warner said:

That is villainous, Asticot; do you know it?

Msieu! I journeyed there only for what was rightfully mine!

Yours! What do you mean?

Tenez, Msieu; that wicked traitor, Wildresse, employed me, did he not? Bon! Would you believe it — never yet has he paid me what he owes me! Msieu, such trickery, such ingratitude is nauseating! Besides, now that I know he has sold France, I would not touch his filthy money. No!

He scowled thoughtfully at space, shrugged, continued:

The question nevertheless remained: how was I to reimburse myself? Tiens! An idea! I remembered that in the cellar of that cabaret my friend, Squelette, and I had discovered a safe.

That very night, after Msieu had escaped us, taking with him Mamzelle Philippa, Squelette and I we drilled into that safe — —

What!

Asticot shrugged:

Que voulez-vous! Cest la vie! Also, Msieu should trouble himself to recollect that I had not become honest and God-fearing under the merciless blows of Msieu. I was still full of evil in those days, alas! not yet sufficiently remote — —

Go on, said Warner, controlling his laughter.

Msieu, we got the safe door open, Squelette and I, but found no opportunity to rummage. Then we were sent here, Msieu knows the rest — the bombardment and all.... So last night I went back to the cabaret — or what remains of it — four walls and a heap of brick. The fire was out. The cabaret was ruined, but the café had not been destroyed.

And now, Msieu, comes a real vein of luck. And what do you suppose! Face to face in the dark I came upon a pioupiou on guard as I crawl through the café door.

And I thought his bayonet was in my bowels, Msieu, when he turned his breast torch on me. One makes short work of looters — not that I can rightly be called that. No! But still I thought: Dieu! Je claque! Cest fini! When, Tiens! exclaims my soldier. Cest mon vieux copain! What dost thou do here, Asticot, smelling around these ruins?

Msieu, I look, I expel a cry of joy, I embrace a friend! It is One Eye — my comrade in the Battalion of Biribi! I am within the lines of a Battalion of Africa!

He licked his lips furtively, and leered at Warner.

Voyez-vous, Msieu, when old friends meet an affair is quickly arranged. I file away at full speed; I gain the cellar, I flash the safe, I pull some old sacks under me and sit down at my leisure. It was most comfortable.

Can Msieu see the tableau? Me, Asticot, seated before the open safe of Wildresse, who has wronged me and my country, leisurely revenging myself by knocking off the necks of his wine bottles and refreshing myself while I examine the contents of the traitors safe!

He smirked, doubtless picturing to himself his recent exploit, with himself, Asticot, as the heroic center of a deed which evidently gave him exquisite satisfaction.

He reached for the sack on the floor, squatted down on the rug in front of Warners chair, untied the sack, and drew from it bundle after bundle of papers.

His! he remarked. All private. I think, Msieu, that a few of these will do away with any necessity for ceremony when we catch Wildresse.

He passed the packages of papers to Warner, who laid them on the table, looking very serious.

What Asticot did not extract from the sack he had already removed and hidden in the straw under his blanket in the harness room — a bag of Russian gold coins and a bag of French silver money.

Now, however, he produced a pillowcase. There were old, rusty stains on it, and in the corner of it a heraldic device embroidered.

Asticot deftly untied it and dumped out of it upon the floor a strange assortment of things — toys, and picture books in French, articles of clothing, ribbons, tiny slippers, the crumpled frocks and stockings of a little girl, and fragments of a little cloak of blue silk edged with swansdown, and a little hat to match.

What in the world — — began Warner, when Asticot opened one of the picture books and silently displayed the name written there— Philippa.

Msieu, because you are fond of Mamzelle, when I discovered her name in these books I brought everything as I found it — tied up in this pillowcase — toys, clothing, all, just as I discovered it in the safe — thinking perhaps to please Msieu, who is so kind to me — —

You did right! What are those things — photographs? Give them to me — —

Msieu, they are the pictures of a little child. To me they resemble Mamzelle Philippa.

Warner examined the half-dozen photographs in amazement. They were more or less faded, not sufficiently to prevent his recognizing in them the child that Philippa had once been. He was absolutely certain that these photographs represented Philippa somewhere between the ages of five and seven.

One by one he studied them, then turned them over. On every one was written Philippa, and the age, four, five, six, on the several pictures. All were written in the same flowing feminine handwriting. The name of the photographer was the same on every picture, except on that one where the age six was written. That photograph had been taken in the city of Sofia in Bulgaria. The others bore the name of a photographer in the French city of Tours.

Asticot, squatting on the floor cross-legged, watched him in silence.

Finally Warner said:

Thank you, Asticot. You have behaved with intelligence. I double your wages.

Msieu is contented with his Asticot, grateful and devoted?

Indeed, I am!

Will Msieu permit me to go now?

Certainly. Do they feed and lodge you properly at the inn?

Asticot murmured that it was heavenly, and hastily took his departure, burning with anxiety concerning the safety of the treasure he had concealed under the straw and blanket in the harness room.

As for Warner, he was intensely interested, excited, and perplexed. Here, apparently, in this old, stained pillowcase which Asticot had found in the private safe of Wildresse, were the first clews to Philippas identity that anybody, excepting Wildresse, had ever heard of.

These photographs were without doubt photographs of Philippa as a child, two taken in Tours, one in Sofia.

And the girls name was Philippa, too —— 

Suddenly it occurred to him that, according to Wildresse, Philippa had been left at his door as a Paris foundling — as an infant only a few weeks old. So Wildresse himself might have named her. Perhaps his wife had written Philippas name on these pictures. And yet — how had Philippa come to be in the Bulgarian city of Sofia? Was it possible that Wildresse could ever have taken the child there?

He looked down at the toys, at the clothing. Had they belonged to Philippa as a child?

Between his room and Grays there was a pretty sitting room. He put everything back into the pillowcase, went out into the corridor, found the sitting room door open and the room full of sunlight.

A maid, who sat sewing in the corridor, went to Philippas room with a request from Warner that she dress and come to the sitting room.

Warner emptied the pillowcase on the center table, then, folding it, gave it to the maid, who returned to say that Philippa was dressed and would come immediately.

Take this pillowcase to Madame la Comtesse, he explained. Say to Madame that there is a device embroidered on the case, and that I should be infinitely obliged if Madame la Comtesse would be kind enough to search for a similar device among such volumes on the subject as she possesses.

The maid went away with the pillowcase, and a moment later Philippa appeared, fresh, dainty, smiling, an enchanting incarnation of youth and loveliness in her thin, white morning frock.

She offered her hand and withdrew it immediately, as though this slight, new shyness of hers in his presence forbade that contact with him which, before that day when he painted her, had never seemed to embarrass her.

He ushered her silently into the little sitting room; she went forward and stopped by the center table, looking down curiously at the motley heap of toys and clothing which covered it.

He watched her intently as she turned over one object after another. Presently she glanced around at him interrogatively.

Examine them, he said.

What are they?

You see — a childs toys and clothing. Pick up that broken doll and look it over carefully.

She lifted the battered French doll, examined it as though perplexed, laid it aside, picked up a Polichinelle, laid that aside, looked at a woolly dog, a cloth cat, a wooden soldier in French uniform with scarlet cap askew and one arm missing.

Well? he asked.

I dont understand, Jim.

I know. Is there among these things any object which seems at all familiar to you?

No.

Nothing that seems to stir in you any memory?

She shook her head smilingly, turned over the heap of garments, shifting them to one side or the other, caught a glimpse of the little cloak of pale blue silk and swansdown, lifted it curiously.

How odd, she said; I have — — She hesitated, looked intently at the faded silk, passed one slim hand over the swansdown, stood with brows bent slightly inward as though searching in her mind, deeply, for something which eluded her.

Warner did not speak or stir; presently she turned toward him, perplexed, still searching in her memory.

Its odd, she said, that I seem to remember a cloak like this.... Or perhaps as a very little child I dreamed about such a pretty cloak.... It was long ago.... Where did you get it, Jim?

Do you seem to remember it?

Somehow, I seem to.

Is there anything else there which appears at all familiar to you?

She sorted over the toys and garments, shook her head, picked up a picture book and stood idly turning the pages —— 

And suddenly uttered a little cry.

Instantly he was beside her; the page lay open at a golden scene where the Sleeping Beauty had just awakened, and the glittering Prince had fallen on one knee beside her couch.

Jim! I — I remember that! It was all gold — all — all golden — everything — her hair and his — and the couch and her gown and his clothes — all gold, everything golden!

I know that picture. Where in the world did you find it? I was a child — they showed it to me; I always asked for it — — She looked up at him, bewildered.

Turn the pages! he said.

She turned; another soft little cry escaped her; she recognized the picture, and the next one also, and the next, and every succeeding one, excitedly calling his attention to details which had impressed her as a child.

Of the other books she seemed to retain no recollection; remembered none of the toys, nothing of the clothing except the faded silken cloak with its border of swansdown. But this book she remembered vividly; and when he showed her her name written in it she grew a little pale with surprise and excitement.

Then, seated there on the tables edge beside her, he told her what Asticot had told him and showed her the photographs.

She seemed a little dazed at first, but, as he continued, the color returned to her cheeks and the excitement died out in her grey eyes.

I cannot remember these events, she said very quietly.

Is it possible he could have taken you to Bulgaria without your recollecting anything about it?

I must have been very, very young. She sat on the tables edge, staring at the sunny window for a while in silence, then, still gazing into space:

Jim.... I have sometimes imagined that I could remember something — that I am conscious of having been somewhere else before my first recollections of Wildresse begin. Of course, that is not possible, if he found me, a baby, at his door — —

He may have lied.

She turned slowly toward him:

I wonder.

I wonder, too.

After a silence she said, speaking with a deliberation almost colorless:

Whether they were dreams, I am not quite certain, now. Always I have supposed them to have been dreams — dreamed long ago.... When I was very, very little.... About a lady with red hair — near me when I was sleepy.... Also there comes a voice as though somebody were singing something about me — my name — Philippa.

Is that all?

I think so.... She had red hair, and her cheeks were warm and soft.... I was sleepy. I think she sang to me.... Something about Philippa, and dreamland. ... The golden picture in that book makes me think of her voice. The cloak with the swans-down reminds me.... Do you think it could have been a dream?

God knows, he muttered, staring at the floor.

After a while he rose, drew a chair to the table, and Philippa seated herself. Leaning there on one elbow, her cheek on her palm, she opened the book she had remembered and gazed at the golden picture.

Warner watched her for a while, then went quietly out and along the corridor to the hall that crossed it. Madame de Moidreys maid announced him.

May I come in a moment, Ethra?

Certainly, Jim. Its all right; Im in negligée. And as he entered: Where in the world did you find that soiled old pillowcase?

Did you discover the device embroidered on it?

She pointed to a volume lying on her dressing table:

Yes. The arms of Châtillon-Montréal are embroidered on it. Its rather a strange thing, too, because the family is extinct.

What?

Certainly. As soon as I found out what the device was, I remembered all about the family. Sit down there, if you want to know. You dont mind Rose doing my hair?

Youre as pretty as a picture, Ethra, and you are perfectly aware of it. Go on and tell me, please.

Its a well-known family, Jim — or was. The early ones were Crusaders and Templars, I believe. Their history ever since has been mixed up with affairs oriental.

There was a De Châtillon who had a row with Saladin, and I think was slain by that redoubtable Moslem. The daughter of that De Châtillon married a paladin of some sort who took her name and her fathers quarterings and added a blue fanion and a human head to them; also three yaks tails on a spear support the arms. Why, I dont remember. Its in that book over there, I suppose.

Anyway, it seems that some king or other — Saint Louis, I believe — created the first son of this paladin and of the daughter of De Châtillon a Prince of Marmora with the Island of Tenedos as his domain.

Of course one of the Sultans drove them out. Fifty years ago the family was living in Tours, poor as mice, proud as Lucifer of their Principality of Marmora and Tenedos — realms which no Châtillon, of course, had ever been permitted to occupy since the Crusades.

The family is extinct — some tragedy, I believe, finished the last of the Châtillons. I dont remember when, but it probably is all recorded in that book over there.

May I borrow it?

Certainly. But where in the world did that exceedingly soiled pillowcase come from?

Dont have it washed just yet, Ethra. A man discovered it in a safe which was the private property of that scoundrel, Constantine Wildresse.

When your hair is done, will you please go into the sitting room on my corridor? Philippa has something to show you.

The Countess looked at him curiously as he took his leave.

Please hurry with my hair, she said to her maid.


CHAPTER XXXVI
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AS WARNER RETURNED to his own room, two thoughts persisted and dominated all others: Philippas parents were known to Wildresse; Wildresse must be found.

Somehow or other he had already taken it for granted that Philippas father or mother, or perhaps both parents, had been engaged in some capacity in the service of this family called De Châtillon. There was no particular reason for him to believe this; her parents might have been the friends of these people. But the idea of some business association between the two families seemed to obsess him — he could not explain why — and with this idea filling his mind he entered his room, seated himself by the open window, and picked up the packages of personal papers belonging to Wildresse and taken from his safe by Asticot.

There were three packets of documents, each packet tied separately with pink tape and sealed twice.

Running over the first packet like a pack of cards, he found that every paper had been endorsed on the outside and dated, although the dates were not arranged in proper sequence.

On the first document which he read without unsealing the packet was written, Affaire Schnaeble, 1887. On the next he read, when he parted the papers, Affaire de Clermont-Ferrand, 1888. The next, however, bore the inscription, Affaire Panitza and bore an earlier date. Beneath this caption was written: Prince Ferdinand and the Oberanovitch Dynasty. Dossier of Draga. The Jockey Club and King Milan. Queen Natalie and her dossier. The Grand Duke Cyril.

He turned over document after document, all bearing endorsements, but the majority of the captions meant nothing to him, such as Abdul Hamid and Marmora, The Greco-Italian Proposition for an International Gendarmerie, Ali Pasha, Saïd Pasha, and the Archives of Tenedos, The Hohenzollern-Benedetti Affair.

There seemed to be nothing in this packet to justify his breaking the seals before he turned over the documents to the military authorities.

Nor, in the next packet, could he discover anything among the motley assortment of endorsements which seemed to justify his forestalling the French authorities in their examination.

But in the third packet he found that, no matter what the endorsement might be, under each caption was written, The De Châtillon Affair.

This packet he locked in his desk until he should return; he gathered up the other two, took his cap, buttoned and belted his Norfolk, and went downstairs.

The man he sought had not yet left the Château; General Delisle was seated at a table in the music room looking at a series of big linen maps which had been hung up on the opposite wall.

A dozen officers were seated in a semicircle around him; an officer with a pointer stood by the maps as demonstrator, another sat at a table near by, under a portable switchboard. In the little room adjoining was seated a military telegraph operator.

Through the open French windows cyclist messengers were constantly mounting and descending the terrace steps; every few moments motor cycles arrived and departed; now and then a cavalryman galloped up in an old-style storm of dust, or a trooper vaulted into his saddle and departed ventre à terre. The growling of the cannonade was perfectly audible in the room.

At first General Delisle did not see Warner, but the Russian Military Observer did, and he rose and came quietly over to shake hands and inquire concerning the health of the ladies.

Several times his big, fish-blue eyes wandered curiously all over Warners face and figure, as though insolently appraising the American and trying to come to some conclusion concerning the nature of the man and of the packet of papers which he had stuffed into the pocket of his Norfolk jacket.

A moment later Delisle caught sight of him, rose with pleasant courtesy, and extended his hand, asking after the health of the ladies, and making a similar inquiry concerning himself.

General, could I see you for one moment alone? said Warner.

The General moved out from the seated circle of officers, joined Warner, and moved with unhurried step beside him through the house toward the billiard room.

When they had reached the billiard room, Warner had told him all he knew concerning Wildresse, concluding with the appearance of the man escorted by Uhlans on Vineyard Hill.

Then he drew the papers from his pocket and gave them to the silent officer, who stood quite motionless, looking him through and through.

It was evident that General Delisle had no hesitation about breaking the big, sprawling seals of grey wax; he ripped both packets open so that the documents fell all over the scarf covering the billiard table; then, rapidly, he picked up, opened, scanned, and cast aside paper after paper.

There was not the slightest change in the expression of his face when he came to the Schnaeble-Incident; he scanned it, laid it aside, and said quietly as he picked up the next paper:

That document is sufficient to settle the affair of this man Wildresse. If we catch him, ceremony will be superfluous.... The nearest wall or tree, you understand — unless he cares to make a statement first.... I always have time to listen to statements. Only one out of a hundred proves to be of any value at all, Mr. Warner, but that one is worth all the time I waste on the others — —

And all the while he was opening, scanning, and casting aside document after document.

Oh, almost any one of these is enough, remarked the General. Heres a villainous center of ramifications, leading God knows where — —

He checked himself abruptly; a dull color mounted to his bronzed cheekbones. Warner glanced at the caption of the document. It read: Dossier of Count Cassilis and the Battenberg Affair.

The General read it, very slowly, for a few minutes. He could not have gone much further than the first paragraph when he folded the paper abruptly, shot a lightning glance at Warner that dazzled him like a saber flash; and suddenly smiled.

This seems to indicate a rather bad business, Mr. Warner, he said pleasantly. I count on your discretion, of course.

You may, General.

I mean even among my entourage. Do you understand?

Perfectly.

Who has any knowledge of these papers excepting yourself and myself?

Nobody but Wildresse, as far as I know.

The General motioned to the sentry who stood guard by the three sky-guns on the north terrace:

Colonel Gerould; say to him I am waiting!

A few moments later the big Colonel of Cuirassiers came clanking into the billiard room. General Delisle handed him the papers, said a few words in a low voice. As he spoke there was something quietly terrible in the stare he turned on Colonel Gerould; and the latter turned visibly white and glared blankly into space as the General laid his hand on his arm and spoke low and rapidly into his ear.

The next moment the Cuirassier was gone and General Delisle had taken Warners arm with a quiet smile and was leisurely sauntering back toward the music room.

It was very friendly of you, Mr. Warner — may I add, very sagacious? But that is like an American. We French feel very keenly the subtle sympathy of— he laughed— neutral America.

Are these papers of real importance, General? — Is it proper of me to ask you such a question?

They are of — overwhelmingly vital importance, Mr. Warner.

What!

The General halted, looked him pleasantly in the eyes:

The most vitally important information that I have ever received during my entire military career, he said quietly. Judge, then, of my gratitude to you. I cannot express it. I can only offer you my hand — with a heart — very full.

They exchanged a firm clasp. As they went into the music room, Count Cassilis, who had seated himself at the piano, and who was running over a few minor scales, turned and looked at them, rising slowly to his feet with the other officers when the General entered. He had his monocle screwed into his right eye.

The cannonade had now become noisy and jarring enough to interrupt conversation, and it was plain to Warner that French batteries somewhere along the Récollette had opened.

Out on the terrace he could see aëroplanes in the northeastern sky, no doubt trying to find the range for the French batteries. They were very high, and the clots of white appeared and dissolved far below them.

But now the steady tattoo of machine guns had become audible in the direction of the Ausone Forest, and the racket swelled swiftly into a roar of rifle fire and artillery — so rapidly, indeed, that every head in the vicinity was turned to listen — hussars, cyclists, infantry, the cannoniers lying beside their sky-guns, the military chauffeurs, the sentries, all looked toward the northeast.

Two more French aëroplanes took the air over the plateau, rose rapidly, and headed toward the Ausone Forest.

Down on the Saïs highway the slowly moving file of motor lorries drew out to the right-hand edge of the road, and past them galloped battery after battery, through a whirling curtain of dust — guns, caissons, mounted officers, flashing past in an interminable stream, burying the baggage vans out of sight under the billowing clouds. Columns of cavalry, also, appeared in the river meadows on both banks, trotting out across the stubble and splashing through the reeds, all moving toward the northeast.

The quarry road, too, was black with moving infantry; another column tramped across the uplands beyond; horsemen were riding over Vineyard Hill, horsemen crossed the Récollette by every ford, every pontoon — everywhere the French riders were to be seen swarming over the landscape, appearing, disappearing, in view again increased in numbers, until there seemed to be no end to their coming.

The uproar of the fusillade grew deafening; the sharper crack of the fieldpieces became dulled in the solid shocks from heavier calibers.

General Delisle came out on the terrace and stood looking across the valley just as the British biplane soared up over the trees — the Bristol machine, pointed high, racing toward the northeast.

Warner, looking up, realized that Halkett was up there. The roaring racket of the aëroplane swept the echoes along forest and hillside; higher, higher it pointed; smoke signals began to drop from it and unroll against the sky.

Looking upward, Warner felt a light touch on his elbow; Sister Eila had slipped her arm through his.

Gazing into the sky under her white coiffe, the Sister of Charity stood silent, intent, her gaze concentrated on the receding aëroplane.

When the first snowy puff ball appeared below it, her arm closed convulsively on Warners, and remained so, rigid, while ball after ball of fleece spotted the sky, spread a little, hung, and slowly dissolved against the blue.

Down on the Saïs road four Red Cross motor ambulances were speeding in the wake of the artillery. A fifth ambulance came up the drive. Sister Félicité, seated beside the chauffeur, signaled to Sister Eila.

Warner said:

Are you called for field duty?

On the telephone a few minutes ago. They need us this side of Ausone.

He went with her to the ambulance and she swung on board. As the chauffeur started to back and make a demi-tour, Warner jumped on the vehicle and shook hands with Dr. Senlis.

Do you want a bearer? he asked.

Yes, if you dont mind.

Sister Eila picked up a brassard bearing the conventional emblem, and tied it around his left arm above the elbow.

He had not yet noticed the other figure in the ambulance; now he looked around, stared, and suddenly a violent desire to laugh seized him.

Asticot! he exclaimed.

Oui, cest moi, Msieu, replied that smirking gentleman, with a demureness that struck Warner as horrible.

But why? he asked, in frank amazement.

Ah, rejoined Asticot complacently, that is the question, Msieu. I myself do not know exactly why I am here.

But he knew well enough. First of all, he had gotten all over any terror of bullets in Africa. Five years and fifty skirmishes had blunted that sort of fear in him.

What he wanted to do was to see what was going on. More than that, the encounter with One Eye in Ausone had strangely moved this rat of the Faubourgs. He desired to find that Disciplinary Battalion again — the Battalion which had been for him a hell on earth — but he wanted to look at it, pushed by a morbid curiosity. If One Eye were there, perhaps other old friends might still decorate those fierce and sullen ranks.

There was a certain lieutenant, too — gladly he would shoot him in the back if opportunity offered. He had dreamed for months of doing this.

But there was still another reason that incited Asticot to offer his services to Sister Félicité as a bearer. The ambulance had been called to the Ausone Forest. Somewhere within those leafy shades lurked Wildresse.

Never before had such a hatred blazed in the crippled intellect of Asticot as the red rage that flared within him when he learned that he had been employed by a spy who had sold out France.

Anything else he could have understood, any other crime. He was not squeamish; nothing appalled him in the category of villainy except only this one thing. Scoundrel as he was, he could not have found it in his heart to sell his country. And to remember that he had been employed by a man who did sell France aroused within him a passion for revenge so fierce that only a grip on the throat of Wildresse could ever satisfy the craving that made his vision red as blood.

He wore a brassard, this voyou of the Paris gutters, set with the Geneva cross. And in his pocket was an automatic pistol.

From the rear seat Sister Eila could still see the Bristol biplane in the sky, circling now high over Ausone Forest and the cultivated hills beyond. She never removed her eyes from it as the ambulance rolled on through the dust beside the slower moving line of lorries.

Later the motor lorries turned east; a column of infantry replaced them, trudging silently along in the sun, their rifles shouldered. Then they passed a battalion of chasseurs-à-pied in green and blue, swinging along at a cheerful, lively pace toward the crash of rifles and machine guns.

Across the river they saw the first German shells explode in the fields, and dark columns of smoke rise and spread out over the bushes and standing grain.

For some time, now, Warner had recognized the high whimper of bullets, but he said nothing until Sister Eila mentioned the noises, guessing correctly what were the causes.

Asticot shrugged and cuddled a cigarette which Warner had given him, enjoying it with leering deliberation.

He was inclined to become loquacious, too, whenever a shell exploded across the river.

Baoum — baoum! he sneered. Tiens! Another overripe egg! The Bosches will starve themselves with their generosity! Pan! Pouf! Vlan! Zoum — zo —— um! That is shrapnel, Msieu, as you know. As for me, I do not care for it. Anything else on the carte du jour, but not shrapnel for Bibi! No! For the big shells, yes; for the machine guns, yes; for the Démoiselles Lebel, all right! But no shrapnel, if you please — —

Sister Eila looked at him in smiling surprise.

You would do well in the wards, with your cheerfulness, she said. I always was certain that I should find in you some quality to admire.

Asticot looked at her, mouth open, as though thunderstruck. Then, to Sister Eilas amazement, a blush turned his expressive features scarlet.

To be spoken to like that by a Sainte of Saint Vincent de Paul! To be admired by a Sister of Charity! He, Asticot, was commended, approved of, encouraged!

It was too much for Asticot. He turned redder and redder; he started to relieve his terrible embarrassment by cursing, caught himself in time, choked, passed his red bandanna over his battered visage, tried to whistle, failed, and turned his ratty and distressed eyes upon Warner for relief.

Cheerfulness is a virtue, said Warner gravely. You seem to possess others, also; you have physical courage, you have exhibited gratitude toward me which I scarcely expected. It is a wonderful thing for a man, Asticot, to be commended at all by Sister Eila.

Sister Eila smiled and flushed; then her face became serious and she leaned forward and looked up at the Bristol biplane. Under it the white fleece of the shrapnel was still floating.

The ambulance stopped; hussars came riding on either side of it; an officer gave an order to the driver, who turned out among some trees.

The road ahead was crowded with infantry deploying at a double — a strange, gaunt, haggard regiment, white with dust, swinging out to whistle signal into the patches of woodland and across the willow-set meadows to the right.

Sullen sweating faces looked up everywhere among the bayonets; hard eyes, thin lips, bullet heads, appeared through the drifting dust.

Here and there an officer spoke, and there seemed to be a ringing undertone of iron in the blunt commands.

They came running in out of the stifling cloud of dust like a herd of sulky vicious bulls goaded right and left by the penetrating whistle calls and the menacing orders of their officers.

One Eye! yelled Asticot, waving his cap vigorously. He! Mon vieux! How are you, old camp kettle?

A soldier looked up with a frightful leer, waved his arm, and ran forward.

Cest un vieux copain à moi! remarked Asticot proudly. Msieu, voilà le Battalion dAfrique! Voilà Biribi qui passe! Tonnerre de Dieu! There is Jacques! Hé! Look yonder, Msieu! That young one with the head of a Lyceum lad! Over there! That is the gosse of Wildresse!

What!

Certainly! That is Jacques Wildresse of Biribi! Hé! If he knew! Eh? Poor devil! If he knew what we know! And his scoundrel of a father out there now in those woods! Cest épatant! Quoi! Ben, such things are true, it seems! And when he looses his rifle, that lad, what if the lead finds a billet in his own flesh and blood! Eh? Are such things done by God in these days?

An officer rode up and said to the chauffeur:

Pull out of there. Back out to the road!

But, once on the road again, they were ordered into a pasture, then ordered forward again and told to take station under a high bank crowned with bushes.

No shells came over, but bullets did in whining streams. The air overhead was full of them, and the earth kept sliding from the bank where the lead hit it with a slapping and sometimes a snapping sound, like the incessant crack of a coach whip.

Firing had already begun in the woods whither the Battalion of Africa had hurried with their flapping equipments and baggy uniforms white with dust. In the increasing roar of rifle fire the monotonous woodpecker tapping of the machine guns was perfectly recognizable.

Branches, twigs, bits of bark, green leaves, came winnowing earthward in a continual shower. There was nothing to be seen anywhere except a few mounted hussars walking their horses up and down the road, and the motor cyclists who passed like skimming comets toward Ausone.

Sister Eila and Sister Félicité had descended to the road and seated themselves on the grassy bank, where they conversed in low tones and looked calmly into the woods.

Asticot, possessed of a whole pack of cigarettes, promenaded his good fortune and swaggered up and down the road, ostentatiously coming to salute when an automobile full of officers came screaming by.

The military chauffeur dozed over his steering wheel. Two white butterflies fluttered persistently around his head, alighting sometimes on the sleeves of his jacket, only to flit away again and continue their whirling aerial dance around him.

For an hour the roar of the fusillade continued, not steadily, but redoubling in intensity at times, then slackening again, but continuing always.

Hussars came riding out from among the trees. One of them said to Warner that the ambulances across the Récollette were very busy.

Another, an officer, remarked that the Forest was swarming with Uhlans who were fighting on foot. Asked by Asticot whether the Battalion dAfrique had gone in, the officer answered rather coolly that it was going in then with the bayonet, and that the world would lose nothing if it were annihilated.

After he had ridden on up the road, Asticot spat elaborately, and employed the word coquin — a mild explosion in deference to Sister Eila.

More cavalry emerged from the woods, coming out in increasing numbers, and all taking the direction of Ausone.

An officer halted and called out to Sister Eila.

It goes very well for us. The Bat. dAf. got into them across the river! The Uhlans are running their horses! — Everywhere theyre swarming out of the woods like driven hares! We turn them by Ausone! A bientôt! God bless the Grey Sisters!

Everywhere cavalry came trampling and crowding out of the woods and cantering away toward the north, hussars mostly, at first, then chasseurs-à-cheval, an entire brigade of these splendid lancers, pouring out into the road and taking the Ausone route at a gallop.

More motor cycles flashed past; then half a dozen automobiles, in which officers were seated examining maps; then up the road galloped dragoon lancers, wearing grey helmet slips and escorting three light field guns, the drivers of which were also dragoons — a sight Warner had never before seen.

An officer, wearing a plum-colored band of velvet around his red cap, and escorted by a lancer, came from the direction of Ausone, leaned from his saddle, and shook the ambulance chauffeur awake.

Drive back toward Saïs, he said. They are taking care of our people across the river, and you may be needed below! He saluted the Sisters of Charity: A biplane has fallen by the third pontoon. You may be needed there, he explained.

Sister Eila rose; her face was ashen.

What biplane, Major? she asked unsteadily.

I dont know. British, I think. It came down under their shrapnel like a bird with a broken wing.

He rode on. Warner aided the Sisters of Charity to their seats. Then he and Asticot jumped aboard.

As they turned slowly, two wheels describing a circle through the dusty grass of the ditch, half a dozen mounted gendarmes trotted out of the woods with sabers drawn.

Behind them came four mounted hussars. A man walked in the midst of them. There was a rope around his neck, the end of which was attached to the saddle of one of the troopers.

At the same moment a sort of howl came from Asticot; he half rose, his fingers curling up like claws; his expression had become diabolical. Then he sank back on his seat.

The ambulance rolled forward faster, faster toward Saïs, where a biplane had come down into the river.

But Asticot had forgotten; and ever his blazing eyes were turned backward where, among four troopers, Wildresse walked with a rope around his neck and his clenched fists tied behind him.


CHAPTER XXXVII
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THE HUSSARS CONDUCTED him toward headquarters. His huge hands were tied behind him; there was a rope around his neck, the other end of which was fastened to a hussars saddlebow.

The troopers rode slowly, carbines poised forward with butt on thigh.

Fantassins along the road looked on, somber-eyed; the murmured word spy passed from lip to lip; the wounded turned their big, hollow eyes on him; drivers, cyclists, cannoniers, looked upon him; but nobody reviled him. Their silence was more terrible.

He spoke only once, looking up at the horseman beside him, his deep, harsh voice breaking the rigid silence:

Hé! Vous là-haut! Supposition that I confess? ... That I make a statement involving others.... That Cossack there at headquarters! Do I benefit?

The cavalryman did not even glance at him.

Tas de casse-geules! rumbled Wildresse, and spat into the dust.

They crossed the pontoon, the troopers dismounting and leading their horses, then into the saddle again, across the river meadows, and so around to the lodge gates.

Across the road they were opening trenches for dead horses, and on the plateau hundreds of soldiers graves were being dug.

Wildresse glanced at them askance, and his bull neck roughened with shivers as he thought of the quick-lime.

It was then that the first convulsive twitch jerked his face and left the right eye turned slightly outward in a sort of cast. After that something seemed to loosen in his cheek, and his jaw was inclined to sag unless controlled with conscious effort.

Fantassins on guard passed forward prisoner and escort with monotonous formulae; the sentry on the terrace summoned assistance; a staff officer came; two line soldiers arrived later, halted, fixed bayonets, and loaded their pieces.

Half a dozen staff officers in the music room rose and stepped aside, opening a lane to the table where General of Division Raoul Delisle sat at the telephone. A cool-eyed major of dragoons relieved him of the apparatus; the General turned and looked up at Wildresse.

You are Constantine Wildresse?

Yes, General.

Otherwise Constantine Volmark?

Well — yes! My name is Volmark.

Which name do you claim? asked Delisle dryly.

Volmark. It is useless to deny it — no good to deceive anybody.

You are Austrian?

And Greek, on my mothers side.

Greek?

That is — she was Eurasian.

From — Tenedos?

But Wildresse had suddenly caught sight of Count Cassilis.

You! he cried. Now, then, will you do anything for me?

Cassilis stared.

Will you? demanded Wildresse loudly.

Cassilis glanced at Delisle and tapped his forehead with a bored air.

Oh! shouted Wildresse. So thats it, eh? I am crazy, am I?

He passed a thick, dry tongue over his lips, made an effort; looked hard at Delisle:

Yes, mon Général; I am Constantine Volmark, born in Tenedos. What then, if you please?

You are known. No court is necessary. You will be shot immediately.

Circumstances — in extenuation — —

None!

And if I confess — —

It is useless.

A statement involving others, unsuspected — —

What?

It is important. Nations are involved, muttered Wildresse. An officer in your entourage — eh? Is there any immunity in such things, General?

No.

No — immunity?

No.

I am not permitted to make a statement?

I am here to listen. I always have time to listen.

Then I may speak freely?

Yes, you may make a statement if you choose.

Accusations?

If you choose.

It will not help my case if I prove to you of what filth chancelleries are made? If I expose to you what the faith of governments amounts to? — If I show you a man who has betrayed everybody since his boyhood — an officer here — your comrade and friend? All this will not help my case?

No.

And yet I may make my statement if I choose? Is that the situation, General?

Yes.

And I may denounce whom I please? I am free to accuse, am I? Free to confess and involve others?

Yes.

Hé! Nom dun nom! Comme vous est un bon bougre!! broke out Wildresse in his harsh and dreadful voice. I am to die, am I? So thats it, is it? Then Ill pull down everybody and everything I can while I have the chance. Men? Does it matter so much about a man or two if one can set the treacherous nations flying at one anothers throats? Theres a real revenge! Ill poison the belief in nations in you all! — You with your alliances and leagues and ententes! — Thats where youll not forget me! Thats where your half crazy Kings and diseased Emperors will turn cross-eyed with suspicion! Thats where therell be a ratty scuttling to cover in your dirty chancelleries! Ill strip the orders and epaulettes off one or two idols before I finish. And I want witnesses! I demand witnesses to confront me — —

Be quiet, Wildresse. Whom do you desire to confront?

You — for one! Then, the educated Kurd, yonder! That Cossack there — that man over there in a green uniform, who pretends to be a Christian! — That bashi-bazouk of Abdul — Major-General Count Cassilis, Russian Military Observer at division headquarters!

Very well.

And I demand to be confronted with others, too. That Yankee painter, Warner. Let him carry the poison I spill back among his own people. They wont forget. And I want the British officer here, Captain Gray! Let him report to his Government what I say, and see if it can swallow it! ... Thats a sufficiency of men.... And for my supplement I want the Countess de Moidrey — so that the noble faubourg shall feel the poison in its veins.... And, as proof documentary of the statement I shall make, I demand to be confronted with the girl Philippa!

Is that all?

No.... The mercy, the extenuation denied me by the military autocracy of France, I shall seek from another. I require two things only before I die: understanding and absolution from — my son.

Who?

My only son, Jacques Wildresse, 6th Company, Battalion of Africa! — Jacques — of Biribi! Thats all I want — so that he understands and pardons. As for you others — je men — —

The staff officer at the telephone suddenly bent over and whispered to the General. He listened, nodded, looked calmly at Wildresse.

The soldier Wildresse, 6th Company, Battalion dAfrique, was unable to bear your disgrace. He is this moment reported dead by his own hand.

A terrible spasm shot like lightning across the prisoners visage, drawing his whole face to one side. Slowly the flaccid muscles resumed their natural places; the screwed up features loosened.

Thats a lie, mumbled Wildresse; and his big, hairless head doddered for a moment.

At a nod from Delisle a soldier picked up the wrist rope, coiled it, and gave it a slight pull.

March! he said briefly to his prisoner.

Count Cassilis came over, faintly amused at the scene, to judge by his expression.

Theres a good place under the north terrace, he said languidly. You dont intend to listen, I fancy, to this statement he wants to make.... Do you?

Oh, yes, said the General. Its my business to listen always.

He sent an aid to find Warner and Gray, and to beg the honor of Madame de Moidreys presence and of Philippas. Then he smiled pleasantly at Count Cassilis.

Yes, he said, statements always should be listened to. Its the man who doesnt care to hear who makes the most terrible mistakes in life. I cant afford to make mistakes. Id rather risk being bored. So, if you dont mind, my dear General — —

Not in the least, said General Count Cassilis languidly.

They had conducted Wildresse into the small, semi-circular library in the northeast tower, the entrance to which gave on the terrace and billiard room.

Gray and Warner appeared presently with the Countess and Philippa; General Delisle went to them immediately, and remained in close consultation with them.

It may prove of some military importance to us; it may prove of no value whatever — this statement he desires to make, concluded the General. Of course it is not possible for me to guess.... And yet, Madame, if there is a chance that the statement might be of value, may I not venture to hope that you and Mademoiselle are willing to submit to this disagreeable proceeding in the interests of France?

Certainly, said the Countess, and linked her arm in Philippas.

The girl was a little pale, a trifle nervous, too. She glanced at Warner, tried to smile, then stood with lips slightly compressed and head high, looking steadily at the soldier who stood before the closed door of the little library.

If you are ready, said the General quietly.

So they went in, one by one, very noiselessly, as though somebody had just died in there. But their entrance did not arouse Wildresse from his abstraction.

Two red-legged fantassins, with fixed bayonets and loaded rifles, stood behind him.

The man himself sat huddled on a chair in a corner, his great, blunt, murderous-looking hands hanging crossed between his knees, his big, hairless head of a butcher wagging slightly as though palsied.

There was not an atom of color left in his face, except for the pockmarks which were picked out in sickly greenish grey all over his flabby features.

He did not look up when they entered, his little, wicked black eyes, which had become dull and covered with a bluish glaze, remained fixed as though he were listening, and his heavy lower lip sagged.

Wildresse, said General Delisle.

There was no response; a soldier stirred the prisoner to attention with the butt of his piece.

Stand up, he said.

Wildresse, aroused, got to his great feet stupidly, looked around, caught sight of Philippa, and silently snarled — merely opened his mouth a little way till his upper lip curled back, emitting no sound whatever — then he caught sight of the green uniform of General Count Cassilis, and instantly the old glare blazed up in his eyes.

By God, the Cossack! he growled; and the heavy voice vibrated ominously through the room.

Warner led Philippa to a chair as General Delisle seated the Countess. Wildresse, his heavy arms hanging inert, stood looking from one man to another, as they found scats in turn, on sofas or on chairs — Delisle, Warner, Cassilis, Gray.

Make your statement, said General Delisle dryly. And he added: If it is a long one, you may seat yourself.

Wildresse shot a terrible look at the Russian Military Observer.

For the last time, he said hoarsely, will you do something for me? ... For the last time?

Cassilis lifted his expressive eyebrows and glanced rather wearily at Delisle.

You know! bellowed Wildresse in a sudden fury. You know what I can say! If I say it, Russia and her allies will have an enemy instead of another ally! If I speak, your country will earn the contempt of France and of England too; and their implacable enmity after this war is ended. If I speak! Will you do something for me?

Cassilis, polishing his monocle with a heavily scented handkerchief, shrugged.

Very well! roared Wildresse. It is death, then, is it? You filthy, treacherous Cossack, Ill do what I can to ruin you and your lying Government before I pass out! — You Moslem at heart — you bashi-bazouk — —

Moderate your voice and your manner! said General Delisle very quietly.

Wildresse turned his great, hairless head; his face had become suddenly chalky again; he seated himself heavily; his big hands, doubled into fists, fell on either knee.

For a moment the slight, palsy-like movement of the head began again, the black eyes lost their luster, the heavy lip became pendulous. But he made an effort, and a change came over him; the muscles tightened visibly; he lifted the bulk of his great shoulders and sat erect, looking questioningly from one to another.

Then he began to speak without preamble, reciting his statement in an accentless, pedantic way which seemed to lend to what he said a somber sort of truth — the corroborative accuracy of unimaginative stupidity, which carries with it conviction to the minds of listeners.

He said:

Count Cassilis knows. Like every Cossack he is at heart a Mussulman and a bashi-bazouk. Ask Enver Bey. He knows more than any white man, this Cassilis. He knows who sent the bashi-bazouks into the province of Philippopolis in 76, where half a hundred villages were burnt and twelve thousand Bulgarian men, women, and children were murdered. It was this mans father who did that!

A lie, remarked Cassilis, politely concealing a yawn. General, if this rambling statement interests you — —

Pardon, Count — — interposed Delisle, with cool courtesy. And to Wildresse: Go on!

Without even lifting his eyes, and as though he had been unconscious of the interruption, Wildresse went on reciting:

It was the Sultans business — that affair in Bulgaria. Your father played double traitor; the Sultan never knew; the war provoked by Count Serge Cassilis followed; Russia beat Turkey into the mud and slush. Count Serge got double pay. Your Czar wanted Bulgaria to become a free state full of gratitude to Russia; and he tried to carry things with a high hand at San Stefano. You were not there! It was Count Serge. Where I first laid eyes on you, and you on me, was at Slivnitza. And after that I did your dirty jobs for you..... Very well; it warms up; Bulgaria becomes free — except she must tip her hat to the Sultan. Eh! You Russians didnt like that! All the same, Bulgaria becomes free to choose and elect her own Prince. Only — she doesnt want the Russian candidate — you!

Alexander of Battenberg — Cousin of the Hesse Grand Duke — he was the first. Your Czar didnt like him, eh? They made a god of him, didnt they, in Sofia? And you Russians began to hate him. So did that rickety old gambler of Servia, King Milan. Who started that Servian fool after Alexander of Battenberg? And what did he get for his foolery? He got his empty head broken at Slivnitza — he and his swineherd army — kicked headlong through the Dragoman Pass! And that settled the Roumanian question. Eh? Swine and swineherd kicked into the lap of Holy Russia.... And yours was double pay!

Then you came sneaking back into the scene, Count Cassilis. I did your filthy work for you. You taught me how double pay is earned!

Prince Alexander of Battenberg was the idol of Bulgaria. I dont know who gave you your orders, but I got mine from you! Was it Abdul Hamid — Abdul the Damned — who gave you your orders?

Russian roubles paid me and the men I used. Maybe the Bank of Constantinople paid you.... And so we broke into his palace — the young prince Alexanders — and carried him across the frontier. You sat on your big horse among your Cossacks and saw us bring the Prince of Bulgaria into Russia. And your pockets full of Turkish sweetmeats! — Like a prostitute!

That time you meant murder; but others were afraid. Alexander of Battenberg was allowed to abdicate.

Then, for the world, history went on to the summer of 87, when that Saxe-Coburg Prince was elected — Ferdinand, who now talks to himself for want of an audience, and who calls himself the Czar of all the Bulgars — he of the long nose and beard, and the eye of a wild pig.

Russia pretended to hate him. Does she? You know!

But history gives us only two Bulgarian princes from 1879 to 1915. How is that, Count Cassilis? Were there only two? — Alexander of Battenberg, whom you were afraid to murder, and this fat-jowled Ferdinand of today — —

The man is crazy, I think, remarked Count Cassilis to the Countess.

Wildresse merely gazed at him out of lackluster eyes, and went on speaking with monotonous and terrible simplicity:

History has lied to the world. There was another prince after Alexander. Every chancellery in Europe knows it, but never mentions it. A few others outside know it; you among others.... And I.

England and France found him. The Templars of Tenedos were not all dead. The race of the hereditary Prince of Marmora was not extinct — the race of that man whose head Saladin cut off with his own hand — the race of Djani the Paladin, and of Raymond de Châtillon — the Princess of Marmora! England found him — Philip de Châtillon — and forced him on Russia and Germany and Austria in secret conference. The Porte promised assent; it had to. Before he was presented for election to the Bulgarian people — a matter of routine merely — he was crowned and consecrated, and you know it! He was already as truly the ruler of Bulgaria as your Czar is today of all the Russias. And you know that, too! And that time, whoever gave you your orders, and whatever they may have been, my orders from you spelled murder!

There was a moments silence; Cassilis had turned his sneering, pallid face on Wildresse as though held by some subtle and horrible fascination, and he sat so, screwing up his golden mustache, his fishy blue eyes fixed, his lips as red as blood, and his wide, thin ears standing out translucent against the lighted lamp behind him.

Delisle, Warner, Gray, watched Wildresse with breathless attention; the Countess de Moidrey sat with Philippas hand in hers, staring at this man who was about to die, and who continued to talk.

Only Philippas face remained outwardly tranquil, yet she also was terribly intent upon what this man was now saying.

But Wildresses head began to wag again with the palsy-like movement; he muttered, half to himself:

Thats how Philip de Châtillon died — Prince Philip of Bulgaria — thats how he died — there in the palace with his young wife — the way they did for Draga, the Queen — and Milans son — the Servian swine who reigned before this old fighter, Peter! — You know, Count Cassilis! So do I — and Vasilief knew. We both knew because we did it for you — tore the bedclothes off — God! How that young man fought! We stabbed his red-haired wife first — but when we stretched that powerful young neck of his, the blood spouted to the ceiling — —

The Countess made a gesture as though she were about to rise; Philippas hand crushed hers, drew her back.

Thats how they died — those two young things in the bedroom of the Palace there.... I know what my orders were.... There was a child — a little girl six years old.... Vasilief went to the Ghetto and cut the throat of a six-year-old.... Thats what we buried with Prince Philip of Bulgaria and his wife.... I took the little Princess out of her bed and kept her for myself.... In case of trouble. Also, I thought she might mean money some day. I waited too long; it seems she was not worth killing — no use for blackmail. And the French Government wouldnt listen, and the British were afraid to listen.... Whats proclaimed dead remains dead to Governments, even if they have to kill it again.

That is my statement. Vasilief and I killed Prince Philip of Bulgaria, and his red-haired Princess, too.... In their bedroom at the Palace it was done.... But I took their little girl with me.... I had to knife Vasilief to do it. He wanted too much. I strangled him and turned my knife inside him — several times. And took the little girl away with me — the little six-year-old Princess Philippa — — He lifted his heavy head and stared at Philippa: There she sits!

Philippa stood straight up, her grey eyes fixed on Wildresse in terrible concentration.

He wagged his head monotonously; a tic kept snatching at the upper lip, baring his yellow dog-teeth, so that he seemed to be laughing.

Theres a bag full of the childs clothing — your clothing — toys — photographs — God knows what. Theres a safe in the cellar of the Café Biribi. The fire wont harm it. I kept the pieces of identification there — against a time of need. England wouldnt listen and wouldnt pay anything. France was afraid for her alliance. There was nothing in it for Germany. Russia shrugged and yawned — as you do, Count Cassilis — and then tried to kill me.

As for the long-nosed wild pig of Bulgaria — do you think I had a chance with him? Not with Ferdy. Non pas! I couldnt reach the people. That was the trouble. That is where I failed. Who would believe me without my pieces of identification? And I was afraid to take them into Sofia — afraid to cross the frontier with them — dared not even let France know I had them — or any other Power. Theyd have had my throat cut for me inside of forty-eight hours! Eh, Cassilis? You know how it is done.... And thats all.... Theyve burned the Café Biribi. But the safe is in the cellar.... Ive done what I could to revenge myself on every side. Ive sold France, sold Germany, sold Russia when I was able. Tell them that in Petrograd! I had no chance to sell England.... At first I never meant to harm the girl Philippa.... Philippa de Châtillon! Only when she turned on me, then I meant to twist her neck.... I waited too long, talked too much. That man — the Yankee, yonder — saved her neck for her — —

His head was wagging by jerks; the tic stretched his loosened mouth, twitching it into awful and silent laughter, and the rictus mortis distorted his sagging features as the soldiers took him by both arms, shaking him into comprehension.

He shambled to his feet, looking at everybody and seeing nothing.

Philippa de Châtillon, Princess of the Bulgars! he mumbled.... The girl Philippa, gentlemen, caissière de cabaret! ... Her father died by the Palace window, and her mother on the black marble floor! — Very young they were, gentlemen — very young.... And I think very much in love — —

They took him out, still mumbling, the spasm playing and jerking at his sagging jaw.


CHAPTER XXXVIII
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THE SUN WAS a crimson disk through the dust; a haze possessed the world; forest and hill, meadow and river, faded to phantoms in the unreal light.

The Château des Oiseaux was very quiet. General and staff had departed; sentries, telegraphers, wires, switchboard — the sky-guns on the northern terrace, the great racing automobiles, cyclists, motor cyclists, fantassins, cavalry — all were gone into the magic glory of the east.

The park was empty and still; only traces remained where green leaves curled up and grew brittle, and drooping boughs withered on rustic scaffoldings; where lawn and drive showed the fresh scars of wheels and hoofs; and where trusses of hay and straw and glistening heaps of spilled oats marked the abandoned lines.

So far to the north and east had the sound of cannon receded that only at intervals, when the wind was right, was it distinguishable at all as a soft, almost inaudible thudding along the horizon.

No gun shots troubled the August quiet; the shrill chirring of insects from every stubble field accentuated it.

Very few soldiers were to be seen; fantassins mounted guard by the pontoons; vedettes were visible along the river meadows and on the low hills beyond the Récollette. Patrols rode slowly on the Saïs highway; wagons still rolled eastward through the sunset light, or went into park in sheltered places; few cyclists went south, fewer still whizzed by into the north and east.

Just at sunset a squadron of hussars passed the lodge gate, walking their horses. An officer turned his mount, spurred through the open gate, and galloped up the drive to the Château.

He dismounted at the foot of the terrace; his horse stood, turning a beautiful, gentle head around toward the distant gate where his comrades were slowly passing.

His rider, mounting the terrace steps two at a time, encountered Madame de Moidrey and Warner, paid his respects almost breathlessly, but with perfect restraint of an impatience impossible to conceal.

And Captain Halkett? he inquired. I hear that he was not injured when his biplane came down into the river?

He was stunned, thats all, said Warner quietly. His mechanic was badly bruised, but not seriously. The plane is a wreck.

The Vicomte dAurès stood a moment, twisting one glove between his fingers, then, with winning dignity, but turning very red, he said to the Countess:

I have come also to make my adieux to — Peggy — if I have your permission — —

The Countess nodded:

She is in there.... You have my permission ... and approval.

He saluted her hand very simply, straightened up, took faultless leave of Warner, turned, and entered the house. Peggy rose from the music stool and came toward him in the dim rose light. They met as naturally and unconsciously as two children; he took both her hands; she released them and drew them around his neck and laid her face against his breast.

They had only a few moments.

Ethra de Moidrey and Warner saw his departure from where they were strolling along the parapet of the lily garden. He left the park at a fast gallop, never turning to look back. Twilight swallowed the gallant, gay young figure. For a few moments the double gallop of hoofs sounded through the evening air, then died away.

The Countess, seated on the parapet, laid her hand appealingly on Warners sleeve:

Jim, do you like him?

Hes all right, Ethra. If I had a younger brother I should wish him to be like that boy.

Yes.... He is nice.... He is going into battle.... That is hard.... Poor little Peggy. Womanhood comes swiftly when it comes, Jim. The reagent is sorrow. We all pass that way, we women. Sorrow is the philosophers stone.... Else we remain only children until we die.

Warner gazed at the dusty glory still glowing above the western hills:

What a day it has been! he murmured.

God guide those men who are riding into the east, said she. What a strange day it has been, Jim! Did you understand that painful incident between General Delisle and General Count Cassilis?

Perfectly. The Russian Military Observer was given his congé. Did you not see what happened? The rattle of the volley that ended Wildresse meant also the end of the world for Count Cassilis.

I saw General Delisle walk across the terrace and say something to Cassilis in a low voice. I saw the Russians face. It was like death. The end was also in sight for him. He knew it. He knew what his dismissal from French division headquarters meant. He knew he must go home. He knew that his arrest would follow the instant he set foot across the frontier of his own Empire.

But his good manners did not desert him. You saw him take his leave, stiff, correct, calm as though the ceremony meant nothing to him except familiar routine.

There was no exchange of handclasps, nothing of cordiality, merely the faultless observance of convention. Then he went away.

He is a traitor? she asked, in an awed voice.

Undoubtedly. Think what it has meant — think what it would have meant to this army if his treachery had not been discovered! — A spy at headquarters! But his own Emperor will punish him. As surely as I stand here, Ethra, that man is doomed to die on the scaffold. He knows it.... Did you notice him light a cigarette when he got into his limousine? I could not keep my eyes off him — that man already practically dead — that traitor impassively saluting the hussars fanion as his automobile rolled by! And even while I looked at him I seemed to see him suspended there in his shroud, a dead weight on the gibbet, turning gently in the morning breeze — God! The fellow got on my nerves! — Knowing the guilt that lay black within him — the murders in Sofia — —

Horrible, said the Countess with a slight shiver. And the man, Wildresse — did it — with those dreadful hands of his. I thought I should faint when he was telling of it — what he did in the bedroom—

She shuddered, rose abruptly:

Philippa is in her room, still poring over those papers. I cant bear to leave the child all alone, and yet it seems like intrusion to disturb her. Could you take her for a little walk, Jim, before dinner? — Take her out of her room — out of the house for a while? Im afraid shes remembering that murderers confession. She ought not to brood over such things.

Yes, Ill try to take her mind off it. Suppose I walk down to the inn with her! Halketts there. It might divert her; shes fond of him. He smiled slightly. Theres a cat there, too. It will seem like old times — she and Halkett and Ariadne and I together at the Golden Peach. I believe it will divert her.

Why not remain and dine there with Mr. Halkett, as you used to, in your somewhat unconventional way? suggested the Countess, smiling. I am very sure that would appeal to Philippa.

Ill ask her, nodded Warner.

They walked slowly into the house together. Gray lay in the corner of an upholstered lounge beside a lighted lamp, a book open on his knees, his cheek resting on his hand.

At the sound of their approach he looked up quickly, and his face brightened.

I thought I wouldnt read any further, he said frankly. We have enjoyed so much reading it together. Do you mind going on with it to the end?

The Countess laughed and a pretty color rose in her cheeks.

Do you think, she said, that I expect to spend the remainder of my days reading romances with you?

And, as Warner turned and mounted the stairs:

Besides, she added, there is really nothing more to read in that silly novel.

Why not? he inquired, his face expressing candid disappointment.

Because they have already fallen in love, she explained carelessly. And the end of such a proceeding is always obvious, Mr. Gray.

She glanced up at the stairs. Warner had disappeared.

After a moment, casually unconscious, she seated herself on the broad, upholstered end of the lounge, looking down over his shoulder at the open book on his knees.

In fiction, she remarked, there is only one end to such situations.... But, if you like, I dont mind beginning another book with you, Mr. Gray.

Her hand, which rested among the cushions, supporting her, happened to come within the range of his wandering vision. He looked at it for a little while. Presently he placed his own over it, very lightly.

Neither moved. But it was a long time before he ventured to turn his head and look up at the woman with whom he had read through his first long love story. She had read such stories before, understood something of their tricks, their technique, their reality, and their romance. And had supposed there was nothing further for her to learn about them and that her interest in them was dead.

If you dont mind, he said, reading on with me, for a while — —

I might tire.

Try not to.

Her flushed face became thoughtful. Already the prospect of reading another romance with him seemed interesting.

Warner and Philippa, silently descending the stairs together, glanced around at the two figures together there under the lighted lamp.

The Countess was saying calmly:

We might as well finish the love story we have begun, if you really insist on following through to the conventional end.

Yes, he said. I do insist. Let us follow through together — to the end.

Philippa, slim and white, moved silently through the house beside Warner, out across the terrace and down to the drive.

The last hint of color had died out in the west. Below, in the valley, no searchlights flooded the river; only a moving lantern here and there glimmered through the misty dusk.

It will be jolly, he was saying, for us to dine again together before Halkett leaves. Dont you think so, Philippa?

Yes. When is he going?

Tomorrow, I believe. They are sending the wrecked machine to Verdun by rail. I suppose hell follow in the morning. What a miracle that he was not killed! They say the big Bristol behaved exactly like a wing-tipped grouse when the shrapnel hit her — coming down beating and fluttering and fighting for equilibrium to the end. It was the skill of his pilot that brought her safely wabbling and planing into the river, where she waddled about like a scotched duck.

Was the pilot badly hurt?

Not badly. Sister Eila is looking after him. Theyre going to bring him up to the Château hospital in the morning. Hes at the inn now.

Why didnt they bring any wounded to us, Jim?

The ambulances from Ausone and Dreslin took them. I believe we are to expect fifty wounded tomorrow. Sister Félicité was notified after our ambulance returned from the Bois dAusone.

Twice they were halted, and the permit from General Delisle which Warner carried was minutely inspected by flashlight. Then they moved on slowly through the fragrant night toward the unlighted windows of the Golden Peach.

There, as in the Château, all lights were masked by shutters and curtains, so that no night visitor soaring high under the stars might sight anything at which to loose the tiny red spark — that terrible, earth-shattering harbinger of death and annihilation.

At the front door they knocked; Linette welcomed them into a darkened hall, but as soon as the door was closed again she brought out a lamp.

Madame Arlon followed, delighted that they were to dine there with Halkett.

He was somewhere about the garden, she said, and Sister Eila was upstairs with the wounded pilot.

Moving along the familiar path in the garden, they presently discovered Halkett seated alone in the little arbor, with Ariadne dozing on his lap.

Weve come to dine with you, old fellow! said Warner.  — Philippa and you and I and Ariadne again. Does the idea appeal to you?

Immensely! He had saluted Philippas hand and had offered her the cat, which she took to her breast, burying her face in the soft fur.

Darling, she murmured, it is so nice to have you again! One needs all ones old friends in days like these.

They returned to the house, Philippa walking between the two men, caressing Ariadne, who acknowledged the endearments with her usual enthusiasm.

Dinner was all ready for them in the little room by the bar: a saucer was set beside Philippas chair for Ariadne; Linette went upstairs to summon Sister Eila, and returned with word that she would be down after a while, and that dinner was not to wait for her.

Warner said to Halkett:

How did you feel when you were falling, old chap?

Not very comfortable, returned the other, smiling.

You thought it was all up with you?

On the contrary, I realized it was all down.

Philippa smiled faintly.

You didnt expect to come out alive? inquired Warner.

I didnt think of that. Bolton, my pilot, said: Im trying to make the river, sir. I was attempting to find out how badly we were damaged. It seemed an age; but we both were busy.

You probably did some very serious thinking, too.

Halkett nodded. He remembered that part vividly — the thinking part. He recollected perfectly where his thoughts were concentrated as he came fluttering down out of the sky. But on whom they were centered he never would tell as long as he lived.

Sister Eila came in.

Halkett placed her; she and Philippa exchanged faint smiles; then the two men resumed their seats.

Monsieur Bolton is now asleep, she said, speaking to Halkett and looking at her plate. Tomorrow we shall move him to the east wing of the Château. We shall have many wounded tomorrow, I believe.

Yes. Sister Félicité told me, said Warner. He looked at her for a moment. Are you well, Sister Eila?

Why, yes; I am perfectly well.

You look very pale. Do you ever find time to sleep?

Sufficiently, thank you, she replied, smiling. You know we are very tough, we Sisters of Charity. There is a saying that nothing but death can kill a Grey Sister.

Warner laughed, Halkett forced a smile.

I think, added Sister Eila, that British airmen ought to be included in that proverb. Dont you, Mr. Halkett?

Nothing can kill me, he said. Im even wondering whether old man Death could do the job.

Philippa turned to Warner:

Isnt the conversation becoming a trifle grim for our reunion?

They all smiled; Philippa fed tidbits to Ariadne, who had forsaken a well-garnished platter on the floor to sit up beside Philippa and pat her gown from time to time with an appealing paw.

Thats very human, commented Warner. Ariadne wants only what is not meant for her.

I can understand her, said Halkett carelessly. May I smoke, Sister Eila? Do you mind, Philippa? He struck a match: With your permission, he said, and lighted his cigarette as Linette entered with coffee.

Yes, he said musingly, it seems to be the game in life — to desire what is not meant for one. The worst of it is that philosophy doesnt help one to understand and become reconciled.

Sister Eila said, looking at her plate:

Religion helps.

Only a favored few, Sister.

Yes, for everybody the refuge of faith is waiting.

Belief may explain; but it can not reconcile, rejoined Halkett quietly. Except for the mystery of God, there is no other mystery like man. None has yet explained him; not even himself. If his riddle is ever to be solved, I dont know when that will be, unless it is to happen after death.

There was a silence.

Halkett spoke again:

Unbidden love comes; it abides as long as it chooses — a day, a lifetime — and after life, perhaps. But if it chooses to go, no one ever born can control its departure.... This is one mystery of man — only one among many.... I believe something of this sort occurred to me while— he laughed— I was coming a cropper in the sky this morning.

Sister Eilas eyes were fixed on space; Halkett laid aside his cigarette and picked up Ariadne.

Well, old lady, he said, there is only one solution to everything; go on with the business in hand and do it as thoroughly as your intellect permits. Your business, I suppose, is to look ornamental, have kittens, and catch mice. Bonne chance, little lady!

He set her on the table and she marched gingerly among the coffee cups toward Philippa.

Sister Eila rose; all followed her example.

Halkett, looking around at them, said pleasantly:

It was a happy thought — this reunion. I had meant to say good-by tonight at the Château — —

Tonight! exclaimed Warner.

Yes. Orders have come. An automobile arrives later, to take me to the railroad station at Dreslin. My wrecked machine has gone — — He looked smilingly at Sister Eila: Whats left of me is to follow tonight, it seems.... And so I shall go over to the Château, now, I think, and make my very grateful adieux, and have a last word with Gray. Shall I say good-by to you now? Will you be here when I return in an hour?

Philippa said in a low voice:

We are going to walk in the garden. Look for us there.

He turned to Sister Eila.

I shall be with my sick man, she said smilingly. Her face was deadly white.

So Halkett took his cap and went away up the road all alone, and Sister Eila mounted the stairs to inspect her patient.

As Warner stood for a moment by the open door looking after Halkett, a familiar voice came to his ears — the voice of Asticot, bragging of his prowess and cheerfully predicting even greater glory for himself.

Nonsense! came the voice of Linette, sharply. You had nothing more to do with the taking of that spy than had Ariadne!

Mamzelle! It was I who accomplished that! Behold your Asticot, a hero, modest and humble — —

Tiens! You are not my Asticot! Be kind enough to remember that!

Mamzelle, you know me — —

No, I dont!

But you are perfectly at liberty to become acquainted with me — —

I do not desire to!

My master, Msieu Warner, trusts and respects me. He is the most wonderful gentleman in the whole world, Msieu Warner. And he believes in me!

I dont! retorted Linette.

Asticot heaved a terrific sigh:

And I with thirty thousand francs which I have labored to save — fruits of my toil — souvenirs of years of self-denial — —

What! Thirty thousand francs! Bah! Thirty thousand debts, you mean — —

I mean nothing of the sort, said Asticot simply. If you doubt my word, I will show them to you some day. Linette, you know me — —

I tell you I dont!

Warner could hear Magda laughing, and Madame Arlon making caustic comments concerning the financial solvency of Asticot and the manner in which he wore his hair.

As for that, rejoined Asticot, I can trim my hair to please Linette — —

That, exclaimed Linette, exasperated, is impossible! Only a machine that will trim your neck close to your shoulders might interest me, Monsieur Asticot!

Woman! said Asticot, unruffled. Tenez, Mamzelle! That is what I think of woman — charming, capricious, enchanting woman! I salute your incomparable sex! And Warner heard him kiss his own palm with a vigorous smack.

Imbecile! cried Linette. Put on a uniform before you have the impudence to make love to an honest girl!

I am going to, said Asticot triumphantly.

Warner closed the door, turned back into the hallway, and entered the little dining room. Philippa was no longer there; so he went through the house into the dark garden, where the air was sweet with the perfume of clove pinks and lilies.

She was there, a pale shape in the darkness, moving slowly among the flowers. As he came up she lifted her head and looked at him, her grey eyes still vague with memories which the place evoked.

And, after a few moments wandering along the paths with him:

Why are you so silent? she asked.

I thought perhaps I might disturb your thoughts, Philippa.

You are always part of my thoughts. I have no thought that I would not share with you.... But — you have never understood that.

I understand you, Philippa.

Do you?

Yes. You are everything a woman should be; nothing a woman should not be. That is my understanding of you.

She shook her head gently:

That is an impossible woman. You are kind to me in your thoughts. And — you have not understood me after all.

What have I not understood, Philippa?

My — my heart and mind.

Both are wonderful, matchless — —

You are wrong! There is your mistake. They are not wonderful; and both may be matched by the hearts and minds of any woman! ... Has it never occurred to you that I am very human?

He remained silent; they walked on for a while, turned, and retraced their steps along the border of clove pinks.

Have you gone over all your papers? he asked in a hesitating voice.

Yes.

Is there anything I can do to help you — advise — aid — —

She turned almost impatiently:

Always you are thinking of my well-being, my worldly benefit. It is for that you give me your companionship, your protection. I — I dont know — sometimes I think I have never been — so — lonely — —

Her voice broke; she turned sharply from him and stood with slender hands clenched in the starlight.

Philippa? he said gently, in his kindly, even voice. And it seemed to break the barrier to her reserve.

Oh! she faltered.  — It is something else a woman — hopes for — something different — when her heart — is empty — —

He dared not understand her, dared not touch her. He heard himself saying: There is nobody but you, Philippa, and dared not speak — dared not say what he should have said before either he or she had learned who she really was.

Perhaps a faint idea of what held him to an aloofness, a formality unaccustomed, occurred to her during the strained silence. Perhaps she divined, vaguely, what might be in his mind.

After a while she turned, not looking at him, and took his arm! It was the first time she had done so since that day when he painted her.

Even yet she could scarcely realize, scarcely comprehend the great change which had come to her. She knew it was true; she understood that it must be the truth — that she was no longer nameless — not the foundling, not the lonely child of chance who had looked out blankly over the world, without aim, without interest, having nothing to expect, nothing to hope for from a world which had not even bestowed upon her a name.

And now — now, suddenly hazard had snatched aside that impenetrable curtain which, as long as she could remember, had hung between her and all that she desired most passionately to know.

From the loose, half palsied lips of a murderer had fallen the words she had never expected to hear. He had gone to his death, shambling, doddering, mumbling to himself. But the papers which had belonged to him had confirmed every word he uttered.

She knew now who she was, Philippa de Châtillon. She knew how her mother had died; and her father.

As yet, the wonderment of it all had not been too deeply embittered by the tragedy. It was still only wonder, and a striving to realize — a dream, strange, terrible, beautiful by turns; but still a dream to her.

Something far more real, more vivid, more vital, possessed her. She knew it; felt it always now. The consciousness of it shared with her the veiled emotions which the solving of her lifes mystery evoked.

As she stood there in the brilliant starlight, both arms wound around one of his in the old, unconscious way, Halkett came into the garden, walking swiftly:

The car is here. Dont come to the door. I had rather say good-by and God bless you here in this garden — where I first knew you, Philippa — where you and I became friends, Warner.... So — good-by. If I come out of it, Ill come to you — to both of you, I hope.

Yes, said Philippa calmly.

He took her hand, held it, looked at Warner, and took the hand he offered.

Good-by!

Good-by!

He turned and walked swiftly into the house. As he passed the stairway, he saw Sister Eila standing there as white as death.

They looked at each other in silence; she laid one hand on the banisters as though to steady herself. With the other she held out to him a flower.

When he had gone with his flower, and when the whir of his motor car had died away in that silent house, she turned to ascend the stairs again, stumbled, dropped by the rail, and lay there huddled in a heap, both hands pressed desperately over her quivering face.

Then in the room above, the sick man groaned; and she straightened up and rose as though a trumpet had sounded. And slowly, steadily, she mounted her Calvary, drying her eyes naïvely and like a little girl who has been hurt and whose grief seems hopeless, inconsolable, and never ending.

Slowly, side by side, his arm once more in her possession, Warner and Philippa returned to the Château.

When they reached the terrace, the stars overhead had become magnificent; millions and millions of them sparkled up there, arching the dark earth with necklaces of light.

He turned and gazed out over the panorama of the night. Far in the east the silver pencil of a searchlight swept the heavens.

Into the mysterious east he stared in silence, thinking of Wildresse.

The Orient had hatched out Wildresse; Biribi had caught him; Biribi had utterly extinguished his race at last.

The mysterious irony of it — the death of this mans only son — the fate that had delivered the father into the crime-blotched hands of that terrible battalion — the hazard of Asticots discovery in the safe — the sudden, dramatic unmasking of Cassilis — could these things be happening in this year of 1914?

Stranger things than these were happening, and he knew it.

Westward the spray of a grey sea dripped from the muzzles of a thousand guns.

Eastward the coldly logical strategy of a great commander was developing, and the first fierce drive at Alsace-Lorraine was being launched.

From farther eastward still the two allies, listening, caught already the low growling of the Russian bear.

Germany, poised high above the glare of battle, waiting to snatch up, one by one, heroic and dying nations to her bosom — Germany clutching the dripping sword of conquest, heard also the rumbling of the Asiatic monster behind the Caucasus.

She turned her armed head and stared over her mailed shoulder toward the east, haughty, incredulous, magnificently barbaric — the last of the Valkyries left amid the dying gods of old, standing there alone, glittering, motionless amid the hellish conflagration of the Götterdämmerung.

Warner looked up at the stars.

The glimmering writing on Heavens wall was plain to read.

Plainer, it seemed, than his own heart, which had grown heavy as he stood there beside the woman to whom it was now too late to speak.

For he should have spoken before, long ago, almost in the beginning. Because he had always loved her. He had known it for days, now; and yet with that blind delay and distrust of self to which some men are fated, he had waited too long to ask of her what his heart had so long, so blindly desired.

Now it was too late: He should have spoken before.

He should have spoken when she was lonely, friendless, nameless.

Now it was too late.

He turned toward the house, but she did not move, they came face to face under the high stars.

Cant you — love me? she faltered.

Philippa! — —

She flung both arms around his neck.


The Dark Star
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My darling Rue — my little Rue Carew––


TO MY FRIEND

EDGAR SISSON

Dans cmétier-là, faut
rien chercher à comprendre.

René Benjamin



ALAKS SONG

Where are you going,
Naïa?
Through the still noon — 
Where are you going?

To hear the thunder of the sea
And the wind blowing! — 
To find a stormy moon to comfort me
Across the dune! 



Why are you weeping,
Naïa?
Through the still noon — 
Why are you weeping?

Because I found no wind, no sea,
No white surf leaping,
Nor any flying moon to comfort me
Upon the dune. 



What did you see there,
Naïa?
In the still noon — 
What did you see there?

Only the parched world drowsed in drought,
And a fat bee, there,
Prying and probing at a poppys mouth
That drooped a-swoon. 



What did you hear there,
Naïa?
In the still noon — 
What did you hear there?

Only a kestrels lonely cry
From the wood near there — 
A rustle in the wheat as I passed by — 
A crickets rune.



Who led you homeward,
Naïa?
Through the still noon — 
Who led you homeward?

My soul within me sought the sea,
Leading me foam-ward:
But the lost moons ghost returned with me
Through the high noon.



Where is your soul then,
Naïa?
Lost at high noon — 
Where is your soul then?

It wanders East — or West — I think — 
Or near the Pole, then — 
Or died — perhaps there on the dunes dry brink
Seeking the moon. 


THE DARK STAR

The dying star grew dark; the last light faded from it; went out. Prince Erlik laughed.

And suddenly the old order of things began to pass away more swiftly.

Between earth and outer space — between Creator and created, confusing and confounding their identities, — a rushing darkness grew — the hurrying wrack of immemorial storms heralding whirlwinds through which Truth alone survives.

Awaiting the inevitable reëstablishment of such temporary conventions as render the incident of human existence possible, the brooding Demon which men call Truth stares steadily at Tengri under the high stars which are passing too, and which at last shall pass away and leave the Demon watching all alone amid the ruins of eternity.

The Prophet of the Kiot Bordjiguen


PREFACE: CHILDREN OF THE STAR
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NOT THE DARK companion of Sirius, brightest of all stars — not our own chill and spectral planet rushing toward Vega in the constellation of Lyra — presided at the birth of millions born to corroborate a bloody horoscope.

But a Dark Star, speeding unseen through space, known to the ancients, by them called Erlik, after the Prince of Darkness, ruled at the birth of those myriad souls destined to be engulfed in the earthquake of the ages, or flung by it out of the ordered pathway of their lives into strange byways, stranger highways — into deeps and deserts never dreamed of.

Also one of the dozen odd temporary stars on record blazed up on that day, flared for a month or two, dwindled to a cinder, and went out.

But the Dark Star Erlik, terribly immortal, sped on through space to complete a two-hundred-thousand-year circuit of the heavens, and begin anew an immemorial journey by the will of the Most High.

What spectroscope is to horoscope, destiny is to chance. The black star Erlik rushed through interstellar darkness unseen; those born under its violent augury squalled in their cradles, or, thumb in mouth, slumbered the dreamless slumber of the newly born.

One of these, a tiny girl baby, fussed and fidgeted in her mothers arms, tortured by prickly heat when the hot winds blew through Trebizond.

Overhead vultures circled; a stein-adler, cleaving the blue, looked down where the surf made a thin white line along the coast, then set his lofty course for China.

Thousands of miles to the westward, a little boy of eight gazed out across the ruffled waters of the mill pond at Neelands Mills, and wondered whether the ocean might not look that way.

And, wondering, with the salt sea effervescence working in his inland-born body, he fitted a cork to his fishing line and flung the baited hook far out across the ripples. Then he seated himself on the parapet of the stone bridge and waited for monsters of the deep to come.

* * * * *

And again, off Seraglio Point, men were rowing in a boat; and a corded sack lay in the stern, horridly and limply heavy.

There was also a box lying in the boat, oddly bound and clamped with metal which glistened like silver under the Eastern stars when the waves of the Bosporus dashed high, and the flying scud rained down on box and sack and the red-capped rowers.

* * * * *

In Petrograd a little girl of twelve was learning to eat other things than sour milk and cheese; learning to ride otherwise than like a demon on a Cossack saddle; learning deportment, too, and languages, and social graces and the fine arts. And, most thoroughly of all, the little girl was learning how deathless should be her hatred for the Turkish Empire and all its works; and how only less perfect than our Lord in Paradise was the Czar on his throne amid that earthly paradise known as All the Russias.

Her little brother was learning these things, too, in the Corps of Officers. Also he was already proficient on the balalaika.

* * * * *

And again, in the mountains of a conquered province, the little daughter of a gamekeeper to nobility was preparing to emigrate with her father to a new home in the Western world, where she would learn to perform miracles with rifle and revolver, and where the beauty of the hermit thrushs song would startle her into comparing it to the beauty of her own untried voice. But to her father, and to her, the most beautiful thing in all the world was love of Fatherland.

* * * * *

Over these, and millions of others, brooded the spell of the Dark Star. Even the world itself lay under it, vaguely uneasy, sometimes startled to momentary seismic panic. Then, ere mundane self-control restored terrestrial equilibrium, a few mountains exploded, an island or two lay shattered by earthquake, boiling mud and pumice blotted out one city; earth-shock and fire another; a tidal wave a third.

But the world settled down and balanced itself once more on the edge of the perpetual abyss into which it must fall some day; the invisible shadow of the Dark Star swept it at intervals when some far and nameless sun blazed out unseen; days dawned; the sun of the solar system rose furtively each day and hung around the heavens until that dusky huntress, Night, chased him once more beyond the earths horizon.

The shadow of the Dark Star was always there, though none saw it in sunshine or in moonlight, or in the silvery lustre of the planets.

A boy, born under it, stood outside the fringe of willow and alder, through which moved two English setters followed and controlled by the boys father.

Mark! called the father.

Out of the willows like a feathered bomb burst a big grouse, and the green foliage that barred its flight seemed to explode as the strong bird sheered out into the sunshine.

The boys gun, slanting upward at thirty degrees, glittered in the sun an instant, then the left barrel spoke; and the grouse, as though struck by lightning in mid-air, stopped with a jerk, then slanted swiftly and struck the ground.

Dead! cried the boy, as a setter appeared, leading on straight to the heavy mass of feathers lying on the pasture grass.

Clean work, Jim, said his father, strolling out of the willows. But wasnt it a bit risky, considering the little girl yonder?

Father! exclaimed the boy, very red. I never even saw her. Im ashamed.

They stood looking across the pasture, where a little girl in a pink gingham dress lingered watching them, evidently lured by her curiosity from the old house at the crossroads just beyond.

Jim Neeland, still red with mortification, took the big cock-grouse from the dog which brought it — a tender-mouthed, beautifully trained Belton, who stood with his feathered offering in his jaws, very serious, very proud, awaiting praise from the Neelands, father and son.

Neeland senior drew the bird and distributed the sacrifice impartially between both dogs — it being the custom of the country.

Neeland junior broke his gun, replaced the exploded shell, content indeed with his one hundred per cent performance.

Better run over and speak to the little girl, Jim, suggested old Dick Neeland, as he motioned the dogs into covert again.

So Jim ran lightly across the stony, clover-set ground to where the little girl roamed along the old snake fence, picking berries sometimes, sometimes watching the sportsmen out of shy, golden-grey eyes.

Little girl, he said, Im afraid the shot from my gun came rattling rather close to you that time. Youll have to be careful. Ive noticed you here before. It wont do; youll have to keep out of range of those bushes, because when were inside we cant see exactly where were firing.

The child said nothing. She looked up at the boy, smiled shyly, then, with much composure, began her retreat, not neglecting any tempting blackberry on the way.

The sun hung low over the hazy Gayfield hills; the beeches and oaks of Mohawk County burned brown and crimson; silver birches supported their delicate canopies of burnt gold; and imperial white pines clothed hill and vale in a stately robe of green.

Jim Neeland forgot the child — or remembered her only to exercise caution in the Brookhollow covert.

The little girl Ruhannah, who had once fidgeted with prickly heat in her mothers arms outside the walls of Trebizond, did not forget this easily smiling, tall young fellow — a grown man to her — who had come across the pasture lot to warn her.

But it was many a day before they met again, though these two also had been born under the invisible shadow of the Dark Star. But the shadow of Erlik is always passing like swift lightning across the Phantom Planet which has fled the other way since Time was born.

Allahou Ekber, O Tchinguiz Khagan!

A native Mongol missionary said to Ruhannahs father:

As the chronicles of the Eighurs have it, long ago there fell metal from the Black Racer of the skies; the first dagger was made of it; and the first image of the Prince of Darkness. These pass from Kurd to Cossack by theft, by gift, by loss; they pass from nation to nation by accident, which is Divine design.

And where they remain, war is. And lasts until image and dagger are carried to another land where war shall be. But where there is war, only the predestined suffer — those born under Erlik — children of the Dark Star.

I thought, said the Reverend Wilbour Carew, that my brother had confessed Christ.

I am but repeating to you what my father believed; and Temujin before him, replied the native convert, his remote gaze lost in reflection.

His eyes were quite little and coloured like a lions; and sometimes, in deep reverie, the corners of his upper lip twitched.

This happened when Ruhannah lay fretting in her mothers arms, and the hot wind blew on Trebizond.

* * * * *

Under the Dark Star, too, a boy grew up in Minetta Lane, not less combative than other ragged boys about him, but he was inclined to arrange and superintend fist fights rather than to participate in battle, except with his wits.

His name was Eddie Brandes; his first fortune of three dollars was amassed at craps; he became a hanger-on in ward politics, at race-tracks, stable, club, squared ring, vaudeville, burlesque. Long Acre attracted him — but always the gambling end of the operation.

Which predilection, with its years of ups and downs, landed him one day in Western Canada with an Unknown to match against an Athabasca blacksmith, and a training camp as the prospect for the next six weeks.

There lived there, gradually dying, one Albrecht Dumont, lately head gamekeeper to nobility in the mountains of a Lost Province, and wearing the Iron Cross of 1870 on the ruins of a gigantic and bony chest, now as hollow as a Gothic ruin.

And if, like a thousand fellow patriots, he had been ordered to the Western World to watch and report to his Government the trend and tendency of that Western, English-speaking world, only his Government and his daughter knew it — a child of the Dark Star now grown to early womanhood, with a voice like a hermit thrush and the skill of a sorceress with anything that sped a bullet.

* * * * *

Before the Unknown was quite ready to meet the Athabasca blacksmith, Albrecht Dumont, dying faster now, signed his last report to the Government at Berlin, which his daughter Ilse had written for him — something about Canadian canals and stupid Yankees and their greed, indifference, cowardice, and sloth.

Dumonts mind wandered:

After the well-born Herr Gott relieves me at my post, he whispered, do thou pick up my burden and stand guard, little Ilse.

Yes, father.

Thy sacred promise?

My promise.

* * * * *

The next day Dumont felt better than he had felt for a year.

Ilse, who is the short and broadly constructed American who comes now already every day to see thee and to hear thee sing?

His name is Eddie Brandes.

He is of the fight gesellschaft, not?

He should gain much money by the fight. A theatre in Chicago may he willingly control, in which light opera shall be given.

Is it for that he hears so willingly thy voice?

It is for that.... And love.

And what of Herr Max Venem, who has asked of me thy little hand in marriage?

The girl was silent.

Thou dost not love him?

No.

* * * * *

Toward sunset, Dumont, lying by the window, opened his eyes of a dying Lämmergeier:

My Ilse.

Father?

What has thou to this man said?

That I will be engaged to him if thou approve.

He has gained the fight?

Today.... And many thousand dollars. The theatre in Chicago is his when he desires. Riches, leisure, opportunity to study for a career upon his stage, are mine if I desire.

Dost thou desire this, little Ilse?

Yes.

And the man Venem who has followed thee so long?

I cannot be what he would have me — a Hausfrau — to mend his linen for my board and lodging.

And the Fatherland which placed me here on outpost?

I take thy place when God relieves thee.

So ists recht!... Grüs Gott — Ilse — —

* * * * *

Among the German settlers a five-piece brass band had been organised the year before.

It marched at the funeral of Albrecht Dumont, lately head gamekeeper to nobility in the mountains of a long-lost province.

Three months later Ilse Dumont arrived in Chicago to marry Eddie Brandes. One Benjamin Stull was best man. Others present included Captain Quint, Doc Curfoot, Parson Smawley, Abe Gordon — friends of the bridegroom.

Invited by the bride, among others were Theodor Weishelm, the Hon. Charles Wilson, M. P., and Herr Johann Kestner, a wealthy gentleman from Leipsic seeking safe and promising investments in Canada and the United States.

* * * * *

A year later Ilse Dumont Brandes, assuming the stage name of Minna Minti, sang the rôle of Bettina in The Mascotte, at the Brandes Theatre in Chicago.

A year later, when she created the part of Kathi in The White Horse, Max Venem sent word to her that she would live to see her husband lying in the gutter under his heel. Which made the girl unhappy in her triumph.

But Venem hunted up Abe Grittlefeld and told him very coolly that he meant to ruin Brandes.

And within a month the latest public favourite, Minna Minti, sat in her dressing-room, wet-eyed, enraged, with the reports of Venems private detectives locked in the drawer of her dressing table, and the curtain waiting.

* * * * *

So complex was life already becoming to these few among the million children of the Dark Star Erlik — to everyone, from the child that fretted in its mothers arms under the hot wind near Trebizond, to a deposed Sultan, cowering behind the ivory screen in his zenana, weeping tears that rolled like oil over his fat jowl to which still adhered the powdered sugar of a Turkish sweetmeat.

Allahou Ekber, Khodja; God is great. Great also, Ande, is Ali, the Fourth Caliph, cousin-companion of Mahomet the Prophet. But, O tougtchi, be thy name Niaz and thy surname Baï, for Prince Erlik speeds on his Dark Star, and beneath the end of the argument between those two last survivors of a burnt-out world — behold! The sword!




CHAPTER I

THE WONDER-BOX
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AS LONG AS she could remember she had been permitted to play with the contents of the late Herr Conrad Wilners wonder-box. The programme on such occasions varied little; the child was permitted to rummage among the treasures in the box until she had satisfied her perennial curiosity; conversation with her absent-minded father ensued, which ultimately included a personal narrative, dragged out piecemeal from the reticent, dreamy invalid. Then always a few pages of the diary kept by the late Herr Wilner were read as a bedtime story. And bath and bed and dreamland followed. That was the invariable routine, now once more in full swing.

Her father lay on his invalids chair, reading; his rubber-shod crutches rested against the wall, within easy reach. By him, beside the kerosene lamp, her mother sat, mending her childs stockings and underwear.

Outside the circle of lamplight the incandescent eyes of the stove glowed steadily through the semi-dusk; and the child, always fascinated by anything that aroused her imagination, lifted her gaze furtively from time to time to convince herself that it really was the big, familiar stove which glared redly back at her, and not a dragon into which her creative fancy had so often transformed it.

Reassured, she continued to explore the contents of the wonder-box — a toy she preferred to her doll, but not to her beloved set of water-colours and crayon pencils.

Some centuries ago Pandoras box let loose a world of troubles; Herr Wilners box apparently contained only pleasure for a little child whose pleasures were mostly of her own invention.

It was a curious old box, made of olive wood and bound with bands of some lacquered silvery metal to make it strong — rupee silver, perhaps — strangely wrought with Arabic characters engraved and in shallow relief. It had handles on either side, like a sea-chest; a silver-lacquered lock and hasp which retained traces of violent usage; and six heavy strap hinges of the same lacquered metal.

Within it the little child knew that a most fascinating collection of articles was to be discovered, taken out one by one with greatest care, played with discreetly, and, at her mothers command, returned to their several places in Herr Wilners box.

There were, in this box, two rather murderous-looking Kurdish daggers in sheaths of fretted silver — never to be unsheathed, it was solemnly understood, except by the childs father.

There was a pair of German army revolvers of the pattern of 1900, the unexploded cartridges of which had long since been extracted and cautiously thrown into the mill pond by the childs mother, much to the surprise, no doubt, of the pickerel and sunfish.

There were writing materials of sandalwood, a few sea shells, a dozen books in German with many steel plate engravings; also a red Turkish fez with a dark blue tassel; two pairs of gold-rimmed spectacles; several tobacco pipes of Dresden porcelain, a case full of instruments for mechanical drawing, a thick blank book bound in calf and containing the diary of the late Herr Wilner down to within a few minutes before his death.

Also there was a figure in bronze, encrusted with tarnished gold and faded traces of polychrome decoration.

Erlik, the Yellow Devil, as Herr Wilner called it, seemed too heavy to be a hollow casting, and yet, when shaken, something within rattled faintly, as though when the molten metal was cooling a fissure formed inside, into which a few loose fragments of bronze had fallen.

It apparently had not been made to represent any benign Chinese god; the aspect of the yellow figure was anything but benevolent. The features were terrific; scowls infested its grotesque countenance; threatening brows bent inward; angry eyes rolled in apparent fury; its double gesture with sword and javelin was violent and almost humorously menacing. And Ruhannah adored it.

For a little while the child played her usual game of frightening her doll with the Yellow Devil and then rescuing her by the aid of a fairy prince which she herself had designed, smeared with water-colours, and cut out with scissors from a piece of cardboard.

After a time she turned to the remaining treasures in the wonder-box. These consisted of several volumes containing photographs, others full of sketches in pencil and water-colour, and a thick roll of glazed linen scrolls covered with designs in India ink.

The photographs were of all sorts — landscapes, rivers, ships in dock, dry dock, and at sea; lighthouses, forts, horses carrying soldiers armed with lances and wearing the red fez; artillery on the march, infantry, groups of officers, all wearing the same sort of fez which lay there in Herr Wilners box of olive wood.

There were drawings, too — sketches of cannon, of rifles, of swords; drawings of soldiers in various gay uniforms, all carefully coloured by hand. There were pictures of ships, from the sterns of which the crescent flag floated lazily; sketches of great, ugly-looking objects which her father explained were Turkish ironclads. The name ironclad always sounded menacing and formidable to the child, and the forbidding pictures fascinated her.

Then there were scores and scores of scrolls made out of slippery white linen, on which had been drawn all sorts of most amazing geometrical designs in ink.

Plans, her father explained vaguely. And, when pressed by reiterated questions: Plans for military works, I believe — forts, docks, barracks, fortified cuts and bridges. You are not yet quite old enough to understand, Ruhannah.

Who did draw them, daddy?

A German friend of mine, Herr Conrad Wilner.

What for?

I think his master sent him to Turkey to make those pictures.

For the Sultan?

No; for his Emperor.

Why?

I dont exactly know, Rue.

At this stage of the conversation her father usually laid aside his book and composed himself for the inevitable narrative soon to be demanded of him.

Then, although having heard the story many times from her crippled fathers lips, but never weary of the repetition, the childs eyes would grow round and very solemn in preparation for her next and inevitable question:

And did Herr Wilner die, daddy?

Yes, dear.

Tell me!

Well, it was when I was a missionary in the Trebizond district, and your mother and I went — —

And me, daddy? And me, too!

Yes; you were a little baby in arms. And we all went to Gallipoli to attend the opening of a beautiful new school which was built for little Mohammedan converts to Christianity — —

Did I see those little Christian children, daddy?

Yes, you saw them. But you are too young to remember.

Tell me. Dont stop!

Then listen attentively without interrupting, Rue: Your mother and you and I went to Gallipoli; and my friend, Herr Wilner, who had been staying with us at a town called Tchardak, came along with us to attend the opening of the American school.

And the night we arrived there was trouble. The Turkish people, urged on by some bad officials in the Sanjak, came with guns and swords and spears and set fire to the mission school.

They did not offer to harm us. We had already collected our converts and our personal baggage. Our caravan was starting. The mob might not have done anything worse than burn the school if Herr Wilner had not lost his temper and threatened them with a dog whip. Then they killed him with stones, there in the walled yard.

At this point in the tragedy, the eagerly awaited and ardently desired shivers passed up and down the childs back.

O — oh! Did they kill him dead?

Yes, dear.

Was he a martyr?

In a way he was a martyr to his duty, I suppose. At least I gather so from his diary and from what he once told me of his life.

And then what happened? Tell me, daddy.

A Greek steamer took us and our baggage to Trebizond.

And what then?

And then, a year later, the terrible massacre at our Trebizond mission occurred — —

That was what the child was waiting for.

I know! she interrupted eagerly. The wicked Turks and the cruel Kurds did come galloping and shouting Allah! And all the poor, converted people became martyrs. And God loves martyrs, doesnt He?

Yes, dear — —

And then they did kill all the poor little Christian children! exclaimed the child excitedly. And they did cut you with swords and guns! And then the kind sailors with the American flag took you and mamma and me to a ship and saved us by the grace of our Lord Jesus!

Yes, dear — —

Tell me!

That is all — —

No; you walk on two crutches, and you cannot be a missionary any more because you are sick all the time! Tell me, daddy!

Yes. And that is all, Rue — —

Oh, no! Please! Tell me!... And then, dont you remember how the brave British sailors and our brave American sailors pointed their cannon at the I-ronclads, and they said, Do not shoot or we shall shoot you to pieces. And then the brave American sailors went on shore and brought back some poor little wounded converted children, and your baggage and the magic box of Herr Wilner!

Yes, dear. And now that is enough tonight — —

Oh, daddy, you must first read in the di-a-ry which Herr Wilner made!

Bring me the book, Rue.

With an interest forever new, the Carew family prepared to listen to the words written by a strange man who had died only a few moments after he had made the last entry in the book — before even the ink was entirely dry on the pages.

The child, sitting cross-legged on the floor, clasped her little hands tightly; her mother laid aside her sewing, folded it, and placed it in her lap; her father searched through the pencilled translation which he had written in between the lines of German script, found where he had left off the time before, then continued the diary of Herr Conrad Wilner, deceased:

March 3. My original plans have been sent to the Yildiz Palace. My duplicates are to go to Berlin when a messenger from our Embassy arrives. Murad Bey knows this. I am sorry he knows it. But nobody except myself is aware that I have a third set of plans carefully hidden.

March 4. All day with Murads men setting wire entanglements under water; two Turkish destroyers patrolling the entrance to the bay, and cavalry patrols on the heights to warn away the curious.

March 6. Forts Alamout and Shah Abbas are being reconstructed from the new plans. Wired areas under water and along the coves and shoals are being plotted. Murad Bey is unusually polite and effusive, conversing with me in German and French. A spidery man and very dangerous.

March 7. A strange and tragic affair last night. The heat being severe, I left my tent about midnight and went down to the dock where my little sailboat lay, with the object of cooling myself on the water. There was a hot land breeze; I sailed out into the bay and cruised north along the coves which I have wired. As I rounded a little rocky point I was surprised to see in the moonlight, very near, a steam yacht at anchor, carrying no lights. The longer I looked at her the more certain I became that I was gazing at the Imperial yacht. I had no idea what the yacht might be doing here; I ran my sailboat close under the overhanging rocks and anchored. Then I saw a small boat in the moonlight, pulling from the yacht toward shore, where the crescent cove had already been thoroughly staked and the bottom closely covered with barbed wire as far as the edge of the deep channel which curves in here like a scimitar.

It must have been that the people in the boat miscalculated the location of the channel, for they were well over the sunken barbed wire when they lifted and threw overboard what they had come there to get rid of — two dark bulks that splashed.

I watched the boat pull back to the Imperial yacht. A little later the yacht weighed anchor and steamed northward, burning no lights. Only the red reflection tingeing the smoke from her stacks was visible. I watched her until she was lost in the moonlight, thinking all the while of those weighted sacks so often dropped overboard along the Bosporus and off Seraglio Point from that same Imperial yacht.

When the steamer had disappeared, I got out my sweeps and rowed for the place where the dark objects had been dropped overboard. I knew that they must be resting somewhere on the closely criss-crossed mesh of wires just below the surface of the water; but I probed for an hour before I located anything. Another hour passed in trying to hook into the object with the little three-fluked grapnel which I used as an anchor. I got hold of something finally; a heavy chest of olive wood bound with metal; but I had to rig a tackle before I could hoist it aboard.

Then I cast out again; and very soon my grapnel hooked into what I expected — a canvas sack, weighted with a round shot. When I got it aboard, I hesitated a long while before opening it. Finally I made a long slit in the canvas with my knife....

She was very young — not over sixteen, I think, and she was really beautiful, even under her wet, dark hair. She seemed to be a Caucasian girl — maybe a Georgian. She wore a small gold cross which hung from a gold cord around her neck. There was another, and tighter, cord around her neck, too. I cut the silk bowstring and closed and bound her eyes with my handkerchief before I rowed out a little farther and lowered her into the deep channel which cuts eastward here like the scimitar of that true believer, Abdul Hamid.

Then I hoisted sail and beat up slowly toward my little dock under a moon which had become ghastly under the pallid aura of a gathering storm —— 

A poor dead young lady! interrupted the child, clasping her hands more tightly. Did the Sultan kill her, daddy?

It seems so, Ruhannah.

Why?

I dont know. He was a very cruel and wicked Sultan.

I dont see why he killed the beautiful poor dead lady.

If you will listen and not interrupt, you shall learn why.

And was the chest that Herr Wilner pulled up the very same chest that is here on the floor beside me? insisted the child.

The very same. Now listen, Rue, and I shall read a little more in Herr Wilners diary, and then you must have your bath and be put to bed — —

Please read, daddy!

The Reverend Wilbour Carew turned the page and quietly continued:

March 20. In my own quarters at Trebizond again, and rid of Murad for a while.

A canvas cover and rope handles concealed the character of my olive wood chest. I do not believe anybody suspects it to be anything except one of the various boxes containing my own personal effects. I shall open it tonight with a file and chisel, if possible.

March 21. The contents of the chest reveal something of the tragedy. The box is full of letters written in Russian, and full of stones which weigh collectively a hundred pounds at least. There is nothing else in the chest except a broken Ikon and a bronze figure of Erlik, a Yildiz relic, no doubt, of some Kurdish raid into Mongolia, and probably placed beside the dead girl by her murderers in derision. I am translating the letters and arranging them in sequence.

March 25. I have translated the letters. The dead girls name was evidently Tatyana, one of several children of some Cossack chief or petty prince, and on the eve of her marriage to a young officer named Mitya the Kurds raided the town. They carried poor Tatyana off along with her wedding chest — the chest fished up with my grapnel.

In brief, the chest and the girl found their way into Abduls seraglio. The letters of the dead girl — which were written and entrusted probably to a faithless slave, but which evidently never left the seraglio — throw some light on the tragedy, for they breathe indignation and contempt of Islam, and call on her affianced, on her parents, and on her people to rescue her and avenge her.

And after a while, no doubt Abdul tired of reading fierce, unreconciled little Tatyanas stolen letters, and simply ended the matter by having her bowstrung and dumped overboard in a sack, together with her marriage chest, her letters, and the Yellow Devil in bronze as a final insult.

She seems to have had a sister, Naïa, thirteen years old, betrothed to a Prince Mistchenka, a cavalry officer in the Terek Cossacks. Her father had been Hetman of the Don Cossacks before the Emperor Nicholas reserved that title for Imperial use. And she ended in a sack off Gallipoli! That is the story of Tatyana and her wedding chest.

March 29. Murad arrived, murderously bland and assiduous in his solicitude for my health and comfort. I am almost positive he knows that I fished up something from Cove No. 37 under the theoretical guns of theoretical Fort Osman, both long plotted out but long delayed.

April 5. My duplicate plans for Gallipoli have been stolen. I have a third set still. Colonel Murad Bey is not to be trusted. My position is awkward and is becoming serious. There is no faith to be placed in Abdul Hamid. My credentials, the secret agreement with my Government, are no longer regarded even with toleration in the Yildiz Kiosque. A hundred insignificant incidents prove it every day. And if Abdul dare not break with Germany it is only because he is not yet ready to defy the Young Turk party. The British Embassy is very active and bothers me a great deal.

April 10. My secret correspondence with Enver Bey has been discovered, and my letters opened. This is a very bad business. I have notified my Government that the Turkish Government does not want me here; that the plan of a Germanised Turkish army is becoming objectionable to the Porte; that the duplicate plans of our engineers for the Dardanelles and the Gallipoli Peninsula have been stolen.

April 13. A secret interview with Enver Bey, who promises that our ideas shall be carried out when his party comes into power. Evidently he does not know that my duplicates have been stolen.

Troubles threaten in the Vilayet of Trebizond, where is an American Mission. I fear that our emissaries and the emissaries of Enver Bey are deliberately fomenting disorders because Americans are not desired by our Government. Enver denies this; but it is idle to believe anyone in this country.

April 16. Another interview with Enver Bey. His scheme is flatly revolutionary, namely, the deposition of Abdul, a secret alliance, offensive and defensive, with us; the Germanisation of the Turkish army and navy; the fortification of the Gallipoli district according to our plans; a steadily increasing pressure on Serbia; a final reckoning with Russia which is definitely to settle the status of Albania and Serbia and leave the Balkan grouping to be settled between Austria, Germany, and Turkey.

I spoke several times about India and Egypt, but he does not desire to arouse England unless she interferes.

I spoke also of Abdul Hamids secret and growing fear of Germany, and his increasing inclination toward England once more.

No trace of my stolen plans. The originals are in the Yildiz Palace. I have a third set secreted, about which nobody knows.

April 21. I have been summoned to the Yildiz Palace. It possibly means my assassination. I have confided my box of data, photographs, and plans, to the Reverend Wilbour Carew, an American missionary in the Trebizond sanjak.

There are rumours that Abdul has become mentally unhinged through dread of assassination. One of his own aides-de-camp, while being granted an audience in the Yildiz, made a sudden and abrupt movement to find his handkerchief; and Abdul Hamid whipped out a pistol and shot him dead. This is authentic.

April 30. Back at Tchardak with my good missionary and his wife. A strange interview with Abdul. There were twenty French clocks in the room, all going and all striking at various intervals. The walls were set with French mirrors.

Abduls cordiality was terrifying; the full original set of my Gallipoli plans was brought in. After a while, the Sultan reminded me that the plans were in duplicate, and asked me where were these duplicates. What duplicity! But I said pleasantly that they were to be sent to General Staff Headquarters in Berlin.

He pretended to understand that this was contrary to the agreement, and insisted that the plans should first be sent to him for comparison. I merely referred him to his agreement with my Government. But all the while we were talking I was absolutely convinced that the stolen duplicates were at that moment in the Yildiz Kiosque. Abdul must have known that I believed it. Yet we both merely smiled our confidence in each other.

He seemed to be unusually good-natured and gracious, saying that no doubt I was quite right in sending the plans to Berlin. He spoke of Enver Bey cordially, and said he hoped to be reconciled to him and his friends very soon. When Abdul Hamid becomes reconciled to anybody who disagrees with him, the latter is always dead.

He asked me where I was going. I told him about the plans I was preparing for the Trebizond district. He offered me an escort of Kurdish cavalry, saying that he had been told the district was not very safe. I thanked him and declined his escort of assassins.

I saw it all very plainly. Like a pirate captain, Abdul orders his crew to dig a secret hole for his treasure, and when the hole is dug and the treasure hidden, he murders the men who hid it for him, so that they shall never betray its location. I am one of those men. That is what he means for me, who have given him his Gallipoli plans. No wonder that in England they call him Abdul the Damned!

May 3. In the Bazaar at Tchardak yesterday two men tried to stab me. I got their daggers, but they escaped in the confusion. Murad called to express horror and regret. Yes; regret that I had not been murdered.

May 5. I have written to my Government that my usefulness here seems to be ended; that my life is in hourly danger; that I desire to be more thoroughly informed concerning the relations between Berlin and the Yildiz Palace.

May 6. I am in disgrace. My Government is furious because my correspondence with Enver Bey has been stolen. The Porte has complained about me to Berlin; Berlin disowns me, disclaims all knowledge of my political activities outside of my engineering work.

This is what failure to carry out secret instructions invariably brings — desertion by the Government from which such instructions are received. In diplomacy, failure is a crime never forgiven. Abandoned by my Government I am now little better than an outlaw here. Two courses remain open to me — to go back in disgrace and live obscurely for the remainder of my life, or to risk my life by hanging on desperately here with an almost hopeless possibility before me of accomplishing something to serve my Government and rehabilitate myself.

The matter of the stolen plans is being taken up by our Ambassador at the Sublime Porte. The British Embassy is suspected. What folly! I possess a third set of plans. Our Embassy ought to send to Trebizond for them. I dont know what to do.

May 12. A letter I wrote May 10 to the German Embassy has been stolen. I am now greatly worried about the third set of plans. It seems safest to include the box containing them among the baggage of the American missionary, the Reverend Wilbour Carew; and, too, for me to seek shelter with him.

As I am now afraid that an enemy may impersonate an official of the German Embassy, I have the missionarys promise that he will retain and conceal the contents of my box until I instruct him otherwise. I am practically in hiding at his house, and in actual fear of my life.

May 15. The missionary and his wife and baby travel to Gallipoli, where an American school for girls is about to be opened.

Today, in a café, I noticed that the flies, swarming on the edge of my coffee cup, fell into the saucer dead. I did not taste my coffee.

May 16. Last night a shot was fired through my door. I have decided to travel to Gallipoli with the missionary.

May 18. My groom stole and ate an orange from my breakfast tray. He is dead.

May 20. The Reverend Mr. Carew and his wife are most kind and sympathetic. They are good people, simple, kindly, brave, faithful, and fearlessly devoted to Gods service in this vile land of treachery and lies.

May 21. I have confessed to the Reverend Mr. Carew as I would confess to a priest in holy orders. I have told him all under pledge of secrecy. I told him also that the sanctuary he offers might be violated with evil consequences to him; and that I would travel as far as Gallipoli with him and then leave. But the kind, courageous missionary and his wife insist that I remain under the protection which he says the flag of his country affords me. If I could only get my third set of plans out of the country!

May 22. Today my coffee was again poisoned. I dont know what prevented me from tasting it — some vague premonition. A pariah dog ate the bread I soaked in it, and died before he could yelp.

It looks to me as though my end were inevitable. Today I gave my bronze figure of Erlik, the Yellow Devil, to Mrs. Carew to keep as a dowry for her little daughter, now a baby in arms. If it is hollow, as I feel sure, there are certain to be one or two jewels in it. And the figure itself might bring five hundred marks at an antiquarys.

May 30. Arrived at the Gallipoli mission. Three Turkish ironclads lying close inshore. A British cruiser, the Cobra, and an American cruiser, the Oneida, appeared about sunset and anchored near the ironclads. The bugles on deck were plainly audible. If a German warship appears I shall carry my box on board. My only chance to rehabilitate myself is to get the third set of plans to Berlin.

June 1. In the middle of the religious exercises with which the new school is being inaugurated, cries of Allah come from a great crowd which has gathered. From my window where I am writing I can see how insolent the attitude of this Mohammedan riffraff is becoming. They spit upon the ground — a pebble is tossed at a convert — a sudden shout of Allah — pushing and jostling — a lighted torch blazes! I take my whip of rhinoceros hide and go down into the court to put a stop to this insolence —— 

Her father slowly closed the book.

Daddy! Is that where poor Herr Wilner died?

Yes, dear.

After a silence his wife said thoughtfully:

I have always considered it very strange that the German Government did not send for Herr Wilners papers.

Probably they did, Mary. And very probably Murad Bey told them that the papers had been destroyed.

And you never believed it to be your duty to send the papers to the German Government?

No. It was an unholy alliance that Germany sought with that monster Abdul. And when Enver Pasha seized the reins of government such an alliance would have been none the less unholy. You know and so do I that if Germany did not actually incite the Armenian massacres she at least was cognisant of preparations made to begin them. Germany is still hostile to all British or American missions, all Anglo-Saxon influence in Turkey.

No; I did not send Herr Wilners papers to Berlin; and the events of the last fifteen years have demonstrated that I was right in withholding them.

His wife nodded, laid aside her work basket, and rose.

Come, Ruhannah, she said with decision; put everything back into the wonder-box.

And, stooping, she lifted and laid away in it the scowling, menacing Yellow Devil.

* * * * *

And so, every month or two, the wonder-box was opened for the child to play with, the same story told, extracts from the diary read; but these ceremonies, after a while, began to recur at lengthening intervals as the years passed and the child grew older.

And finally it was left to her to open the box when she desired, and to read for herself the pencilled translation of the diary, which her father had made during some of the idle and trying moments of his isolated and restricted life. And, when she had been going to school for some years, other and more vivid interests replaced her dolls and her wonder-box; but not her beloved case of water-colours and crayon pencils.


CHAPTER II

BROOKHOLLOW
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THE MOTHER, SHADING the candle with her work-worn hand, looked down at the child in silence. The subdued light fell on a freckled cheek where dark lashes rested, on a slim neck and thin shoulders framed by a mass of short, curly chestnut hair.

Though it was still dark, the mill whistle was blowing for six oclock. Like a goblin horn it sounded ominously through Ruhannahs dream. She stirred in her sleep; her mother stole across the room, closed the window, and went away carrying the candle with her.

At seven the whistle blew again; the child turned over and unclosed her eyes. A brassy light glimmered between leafless apple branches outside her window. Through the frosty radiance of sunrise a blue jay screamed.

Ruhannah cuddled deeper among the blankets and buried the tip of her chilly nose. But the grey eyes remained wide open and, under the faded quilt, her little ears were listening intently.

Presently from the floor below came the expected summons:

Ruhannah!

Oh, please, mother!

Its after seven — —

I know: Ill be ready in time!

Its after seven, Rue!

Im so cold, mother dear!

I closed your window. You may bathe and dress down here.

B-r-r-r! I can see my own breath when I breathe!

Come down and dress by the kitchen range, repeated her mother. Ive warm water all ready for you.

The brassy light behind the trees was becoming golden; slim bluish shadows already stretched from the base of every tree across frozen fields dusted with snow.

As usual, the lank black cat came walking into the room, its mysterious crystal-green eyes brilliant in the glowing light.

Listening, the child heard her father moving heavily about in the adjoining room.

Then, from below again:

Ruhannah!

Im going to get up, mother!

Rue! Obey me!

Im up! Im on my way! She sprang out amid a tempest of bedclothes, hopped gingerly across the chilly carpet, seized her garments in one hand, comb and toothbrush in the other, ran into the hallway and pattered downstairs.

The cat followed leisurely, twitching a coal-black tail.

Mother, could I have my breakfast first? Im so hungry — —

Her mother turned from the range and kissed her as she huddled close to it. The sheet of zinc underneath warmed her bare feet delightfully. She sighed with satisfaction, looked wistfully at the coffeepot simmering, sniffed at the biscuits and sizzling ham.

Could I have one little taste before I — —

Come, dear. Theres the basin. Bathe quickly, now.

Ruhannah frowned and cast a tragic glance upon the tin washtub on the kitchen floor. Presently she stole over, tested the water with her finger-tip, found it not unreasonably cold, dropped the night-dress from her frail shoulders, and stepped into the tub with a perfunctory shiver — a thin, overgrown child of fifteen, with pipestem limbs and every rib anatomically apparent.

Her hair, which had been cropped to shoulder length, seemed to turn from chestnut to bronze fire, gleaming and crackling under the comb which she hastily passed through it before twisting it up.

Quickly but thoroughly, said her mother. Hasten, Rue.

Ruhannah seized soap and sponge, gasped, shut her grey eyes tightly, and fell to scrubbing with the fury of despair.

Dont splash, dear — —

Did you warm my towel, mother? — blindly stretching out one thin and dripping arm.

Her mother wrapped her in a big crash towel from head to foot.

Later, pulling on stockings and shoes by the range, she managed to achieve a buttered biscuit at the same time, and was already betraying further designs upon another one when her mother sent her to set the table in the sitting-room.

Thither sauntered Ruhannah, partly dressed, still dressing.

By the nickel-trimmed stove she completed her toilet, then hastily laid the breakfast cloth and arranged the china and plated tableware, and filled the water pitcher.

Her father came in on his crutches; she hurried from the table, syrup jug in one hand, cruet in the other, and lifted her face to be kissed; then she brought hot plates, coffeepot, and platters, and seated herself at the table where her father and mother were waiting in silence.

When she was seated her father folded his large, pallid, bony hands; her mother clasped hers on the edge of the table, bowing her head; and Ruhannah imitated them. Between her fingers she could see the cat under the table, and she watched it arch its back and gently rub against her chair.

For what we are about to receive, make us grateful, Eternal Father. This day we should go hungry except for Thy bounty. Without presuming to importune Thee, may we ask Thee to remember all who awake hungry on this winter day.... Amen.

Ruhannah instantly became very busy with her breakfast. The cat beside her chair purred loudly and rose at intervals on its hind legs to twitch her dress; and Ruhannah occasionally bestowed alms and conversation upon it.

Rue, said her mother, you should try to do better with your algebra this week.

Yes, I do really mean to.

Have you had any more bad-conduct marks?

Yes, mother.

Her father lifted his mild, dreamy eyes of an invalid. Her mother asked:

What for?

For wasting my time in study hour, said the girl truthfully.

Were you drawing?

Yes, mother.

Rue! Again! Why do you persist in drawing pictures in your copy books when you have an hours lesson in drawing every week? Besides, you may draw pictures at home whenever you wish.

I dont exactly know why, replied the girl slowly. It just happens before I notice what I am doing.... Of course, she explained, I do recollect that I oughtnt to be drawing in study hour. But thats after Ive begun, and then it seems a pity not to finish.

Her mother looked across the table at her husband:

Speak to her seriously, Wilbour.

The Reverend Mr. Carew looked solemnly at his long-legged and rapidly growing daughter, whose grey eyes gazed back into her fathers sallow visage.

Rue, he said in his colourless voice, try to get all you can out of your school. I havent sufficient means to educate you in drawing and in similar accomplishments. So get all you can out of your school. Because, some day, you will have to help yourself, and perhaps help us a little.

He bent his head with a detached air and sat gazing mildly at vacancy — already, perhaps, forgetting what the conversation was about.

Mother?

What, Rue?

What am I going to do to earn my living?

I dont know.

Do you mean I must go into the mill like everybody else?

There are other things. Girls work at many things in these days.

What kind of things?

They may learn to keep accounts, help in shops — —

If father could afford it, couldnt I learn to do something more interesting? What do girls work at whose fathers can afford to let them learn how to work?

They may become teachers, learn stenography and typewriting; they can, of course, become dressmakers; they can nurse — —

Mother!

Yes?

Could I choose the business of drawing pictures? I know how!

Dear, I dont believe it is practical to — —

Couldnt I draw pictures for books and magazines? Everybody says I draw very nicely. You say so, too. Couldnt I earn enough money to live on and to take care of you and father?

Wilbour Carew looked up from his reverie:

To learn to draw correctly and with taste, he said in his gentle, pedantic voice, requires a special training which we cannot afford to give you, Ruhannah.

Must I wait till Im twenty-five before I can have my money? she asked for the hundredth time. I do so need it to educate myself. Why did grandma do such a thing, mother?

Your grandmother never supposed you would need the money until you were a grown woman, dear. Your father and I were young, vigorous, full of energy; your fathers income was ample for us then.

Have I got to marry a man before I can get enough money to take lessons in drawing with?

Her mothers drawn smile was not very genuine. When a child asks such questions no mother finds it easy to smile.

If you marry, dear, it is not likely youll marry in order to take lessons in drawing. Twenty-five is not old. If you still desire to study art you will be able to do so.

Twenty-five! repeated Rue, aghast. Ill be an old woman.

Many begin their lifes work at an older age — —

Mother! Id rather marry somebody and begin to study art. Oh, dont you think that even now I could support myself by making pictures for magazines? Dont you, mother dear?

Rue, as your father explained, a special course of instruction is necessary before one can become an artist — —

But I do draw very nicely! She slipped from her chair, ran to the old secretary where the accumulated masterpieces of her brief career were treasured, and brought them for her parents inspection, as she had brought them many times before.

Her father looked at them listlessly; he did not understand such things. Her mother took them one by one from Ruhannahs eager hands and examined these grimy Records of her daughters childhood.

There were drawings of every description in pencil, in crayon, in mussy water-colours, done on scraps of paper of every shape and size. The mother knew them all by heart, every single one, but she examined each with a devotion and an interest forever new.

There were many pictures of the cat; many of her parents, too — odd, shaky, smeared portraits all out of proportion, but usually recognisable.

A few landscapes varied the collection — a view or two of the stone bridge opposite, a careful drawing of the ruined paper mill. But the majority of the subjects were purely imaginary; pictures of demons and angels, of damsels and fairy princes — paragons of beauty — with castles on adjacent crags and swans adorning convenient ponds.

Her mother rose after a few moments, laid aside the pile of drawings, went to the kitchen and returned with her daughters schoolbooks and lunch basket.

Rue, youll be late again. Get on your rubbers immediately.

The childs shabby winter coat was already too short in skirt and sleeve, and could be lengthened no further. She pulled the blue toboggan cap over her head, took a hasty osculatory leave of her father, seized books and lunch basket, and followed her mother to the door.

Below the house the Brookhollow road ran south across an old stone bridge and around a hill to Gayfield, half a mile away.

Rue, drawing on her woollen gloves, looked up at her mother. Her lip trembled very slightly. She said:

I shouldnt know what to do if I couldnt draw pictures.... When I draw a princess I mean her for myself.... It is pleasant — to pretend to live with swans.

She opened the door, paused on the step; the frosty breath drifted from her lips. Then she looked back over her shoulder; her mother kissed her, held her tightly for a moment.

If Im to be forbidden to draw pictures, repeated the girl, I dont know what will become of me. Because I really live there — in the pictures I make.

Well talk it over this evening, darling. Dont draw in study hour any more, will you?

Ill try to remember, mother.

* * * * *

When the spindle-limbed, boyish figure had sped away beyond sight, Mrs. Carew shut the door, drew her wool shawl closer, and returned slowly to the sitting-room. Her husband, deep in a padded rocking-chair by the window, was already absorbed in the volume which lay open on his knees — the life of the Reverend Adoniram Judson — one of the worlds good men. Ruhannah had named her cat after him.

His wife seated herself. She had dishes to do, two bedrooms, preparations for noonday dinner — the usual and unchangeable routine. She turned and looked out of the window across brown fields thinly powdered with snow. Along a brawling, wintry-dark stream, fringed with grey alders, ran the Brookhollow road. Clumps of pines and elms bordered it. There was nothing else to see except a distant crow in a ten-acre lot, walking solemnly about all by himself.

... Like the vultures that wandered through the compound that dreadful day in May ... she thought involuntarily.

But it was a far cry from Trebizond to Brookhollow. And her husband had been obliged to give up after the last massacre, when every convert had been dragged out and killed in the floating shadow of the Stars and Stripes, languidly brilliant overhead.

For the Sublime Porte and the Kurds had had their usual way at last; there was nothing left of the Mission; school and converts were gone; her wounded husband, her baby, and herself refugees in a foreign consulate; and the Turkish Government making apologies with its fat tongue in its greasy cheek.

The Koran says: Woe to those who pray, and in their prayers are careless.

The Koran also says: In the name of God the Compassionate, the Merciful: What thinkest thou of him who treateth our religion as a lie?

Mrs. Carew and her crippled husband knew, now, what the Sublime Porte thought about it, and what was the opinion of the Kurdish cavalry concerning missionaries and converts who treated the Moslem religion as a lie.

She looked at her pallid and crippled husband; he was still reading; his crutches lay beside him on the floor. She turned her eyes to the window. Out there the solitary crow was still walking busily about in the frozen pasture. And again she remembered the vultures that hulked and waddled amid the débris of the burned Mission.

Only that had been in May; and above the sunny silence in that place of death had sounded the unbroken and awful humming of a million million flies....

* * * * *

And so, her husband being now hopelessly broken and useless, they had come back with their child, Ruhannah, to their home in Brookhollow.

Here they had lived ever since; here her grey life was passing; here her daughter was already emerging into womanhood amid the stark, unlovely environments of a country crossroads, arid in summer, iron naked in winter, with no horizon except the Gayfield hills, no outlook save the Brookhollow road. And that led to the mill.

She had done what she could — was still doing it. But there was nothing to save. Her childs destiny seemed to be fixed.

Her husband corresponded with the Board of Missions, wrote now and then for the Christian Pioneer, and lived on the scanty pension allowed to those who, like himself, had become incapacitated in line of duty. There was no other income.

There was, however, the six thousand dollars left to Ruhannah by her grandmother, slowly accumulating interest in the Mohawk Bank at Orangeville, the county seat, and not to be withdrawn, under the terms of the will, until the day Ruhannah married or attained, unmarried, her twenty-fifth year.

Neither principal nor interest of this legacy was available at present. Life in the Carew family at Brookhollow was hard sledding, and bid fair to continue so indefinitely.

* * * * *

The life of Ruhannahs father was passed in reading or in gazing silently from the window — a tall, sallow, bearded man with the eyes of a dreaming martyr and the hands of an invalid — who still saw in the winter sky, across brown, snow-powdered fields, the minarets of Trebizond.

In reading, in reflection, in dreaming, in spiritual acquiescence, life was passing in sombre shadows for this middle-aged man who had been hopelessly crushed in Christs service; and who had never regretted that service, never complained, never doubted the wisdom and the mercy of his Leaders inscrutable manoeuvres with the soldiers who enlist to follow Him. As far as that is concerned, the Reverend Wilbour Carew had been born with a believing mind; doubt of divine goodness in Deity was impossible for him; doubt of human goodness almost as difficult.

Such men have little chance in a brisk, busy, and jaunty world; but they prefer it should be that way with them. And of these few believers in the goodness of God and man are our fools and gentlemen composed.

On that dreadful day, the Kurd who had mangled him so frightfully that he recovered only to limp through life on crutches bent over him and shouted in his face:

Now, you Christian dog, before I cut your throat show me how this Christ of yours can be a god!

Is it necessary, replied the missionary faintly, to light a candle in order to show a man the midday sun?

Which was possibly what saved his life, and the lives of his wife and child. Your Moslem adores and understands such figurative answers. So he left the Reverend Mr. Carew lying half dead in the blackened doorway and started cheerfully after a frightened convert praying under the compound wall.


CHAPTER III

IN EMBRYO
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A CHILD ON the floor, flat on her stomach in the red light of the stove, drawing pictures; her mother by the shaded lamp mending stockings; her father reading; a faint odour of kerosene from the glass lamp in the room, and the rattle of sleet on roof and window; this was one of her childhood memories which never faded through all the years of Ruhannahs life.

Of her waking hours she preferred that hour after supper when, lying prone on the worn carpet, with pencil and paper, just outside the lamps yellow circle of light, her youthful imagination kindled and caught fire.

For at that hour the magic of the stoves glowing eyes transformed the sitting-room chairs to furtive watchers of herself, made of her mothers work-table a sly and spidery thing on legs, crouching in ambush; bewitched the ancient cottage piano so that its ivory keys menaced her like a row of monstrous teeth.

She adored it all. The tall secretary stared at her with owlish significance. Through that neutral veil where lamplight and shadow meet upon the wall, the engraved portrait of a famous and godly missionary peered down at her out of altered and malicious eyes; the claw-footed, haircloth sofa was a stealthy creature offering to entrap her with wide, inviting arms; three folded umbrellas leaned over the edge of their shadowy stand, looking down at her like scrawny and baleful birds, ready to peck at her with crooked handles. And as for Adoniram, her lank black cat, the childs restless creative fancy was ever transforming him from goblin into warlock, from hydra to hippogriff, until the earnestness of pretence sent agreeable shivers down her back, and she edged a trifle nearer to her mother.

But when pretence became a bit too real and too grotesque she had always a perfect antidote. It was merely necessary to make a quick picture of an angel or two, a fairy prince, a swan, and she felt herself in their company, and delightfully protected.

* * * * *

There was a night when the flowing roar of the gale outside filled the lamplit silence; when the snow was drifting level with the window sills; when Adoniram, unable to prowl abroad, lay curled up tight and sound asleep beside her where she sat on the carpet in the stove radiance. Wearied of drawing castles and swans, she had been listening to her father reading passages aloud from the book on his knees to her mother who was sewing by the lamp.

Presently he continued his reading:

I asked Alaro the angel: Which place is this, and which people are these?

And he answered: This place is the star-track; and these are they who in the world offered no prayers and chanted no liturgies. Through other works they have attained felicity.

Her mother nodded, continuing to sew. Ruhannah considered what her father had read, then:

Father?

Yes — — He looked down at her absently.

What were you reading?

A quotation from the Sacred Anthology.

Isnt prayer really necessary?

Her mother said:

Yes, dear.

Then how did those people who offered no prayers go to Heaven?

Her father said:

Eternal life is not attained by praise or prayer alone, Ruhannah. Those things which alone justify prayer are also necessary.

What are they?

What we really think and what we do — both only in Christs name. Without these nothing else counts very much — neither form nor convention nor those individual garments called creed and denomination, which belief usually wears throughout the world.

Her mother, sewing, glanced gravely down at her daughter:

Your father is very tolerant of what other people believe — as long as they really do believe. Your father thinks that Christ would have found friends in Buddha and Mahomet.

Do such people go to Heaven? asked Ruhannah, astonished.

Listen, said her father, reading again:

I came to a place and I saw the souls of the liberal, adorned above all other souls in splendour. And it seemed to me sublime.

I saw the souls of the truthful who walked in lofty splendour. And it seemed to me sublime.

I saw the souls of teachers and inquirers; I saw the friendly souls of interceders and peacemakers; and these walked brilliantly in the light. And it seemed to me sublime — —

He turned to his wife:

To see and know is sublime. We know, Mary; and Ruhannah is intelligent. But in spite of her faith in what she has learned from us, like us she must one day travel the common way, seeking for herself the reasons and the evidences of immortality.

Perhaps her faith, Wilbour — —

Perhaps. But with the intelligent, faith, which is emotional, usually follows belief; and belief comes only from reasoning. I think that Ruhannah is destined to travel the way of all intelligence when she is ready to think for herself.

I am ready now, said the girl. I have faith in our Lord Jesus, and in my father and mother.

Her father looked at her:

It is good building material. Some day, God willing, you shall build a very lofty temple with it. But the foundation of the temple must first be certain. Intelligence ultimately requires reasons for belief. You will have to seek them for yourself, Ruhannah. Then, on them build your shrine of faith; and nothing shall shake it down.

I dont understand.

And I cannot explain. Only this; as you grow older, all around you in the world you will become aware of people, countless millions and millions of people, asking themselves — ready with the slightest encouragement, or without it, to ask you the question which is the most vital of all questions to them. And whatever way it is answered always they ask for evidence. You, too, will one day ask for evidence. All the world asks for it. But few recognise it as evidence when it is offered.

He closed his book and dropped a heavy hand upon it.

Amid the myriad pursuits and interests and trades and professions of the human race, amid their multitudinous aspirations, perplexities, doubts, passions, endeavours, deep within every intelligent man remains one dominant desire, one persistent question to be answered if possible.

What desire, father?

The universal desire for another chance — for immortality. Mans never-ending demand for evidence of an immortality which shall terminate for him the most tremendous of all uncertainties, which shall solve for him the most vital of all questions: What is to become of him after physical death? Is he to live again? Is he to see once more those whom he loved the best?

Ruhannah sat thinking in the red stove light, cross-legged, her slim ankles clasped in either hand.

But our souls are immortal, she said at last.

Yes.

Our Lord Jesus has said it.

Yes.

Then why should anybody not believe it?

Try to believe it always. Particularly after your mother and I are no longer here, try to believe it.... You are unusually intelligent; and if some day your intelligence discovers that it requires evidence for belief seek for that evidence. It is obtainable. Try to recognise it when you encounter it.... Only, in any event, remember this: never alter your early faith, never destroy your childhoods belief until evidence to prove the contrary convinces you.

No.... There is no such evidence, is there, father?

I know of none.

Then, said the girl calmly, I shall take Christs evidence that I shall live again if I do no evil.... Father?

Yes.

Is there any evidence that Adoniram has no soul?

I know of none.

Is there any that he has a soul?

Yes, I think there is.

Are you sure?

Not entirely.

I wonder, mused the girl, looking gravely at the sleeping cat.

It was the first serious doubt that Ruhannah had ever entertained in her brief career.

That night she dreamed of the Yellow Devil in Herr Wilners box, and, awaking, remembered her dream. It seemed odd, too, because she had not even thought of the Yellow Devil for over a year.

But the menacing Mongol figure seemed bound to intrude into her life once more and demand her attention as though resentful of long oblivion and neglect; for, a week later, an old missionary from Indo-China — a native Chinese — who had lectured at the Baptist Church in Gayfield the evening previous, came to pay his respects to the Reverend Wilbour Carew. And Rue had taken the Yellow Devil from the olive-wood box that day and was busily making a pencil drawing of it.

At sight of the figure the native missionarys narrow almond eyes opened extremely wide, and he leaned on the table and regarded the bronze demon very intently.

Then he took from his pocket and adjusted to his button nose a pair of large, horn spectacles; and he carefully examined the Chinese characters engraved on the base of the ancient bronze, following them slowly with a yellow and clawlike forefinger.

Can you read what is written there? inquired the Reverend Mr. Carew.

Yes, brother. This is what is written: I am Erlik, Ruler of Chaos and of All that Was. The old order passes when I arrive. I bring confusion among the peoples; I hurl down emperors; kingdoms crumble where I pass; the world begins to rock and tip, spilling nations into outer darkness. When there are no more kingdoms and no more kings; no more empires and no emperors; and when only the humble till, the blameless sow, the pure reap; and when only the teachers teach in the shadow of the Tree, and when the Thinker sits unstirring under the high stars, then, from the dark edges of the world I let go my grasp and drop into those immeasurable deeps from which I came — I, Erlik, Ruler of All that Was.

After a silence the Reverend Mr. Carew asked whether the figure was a very old one.

It is before the period called Han — a dynasty during which the Mongols were a mighty people. This inscription is Mongol. Erlik was the Yellow Devil of the Mongols.

Not a heathen god, then?

No, a heathen devil. Their Prince of Darkness.

Ruhannah, pencil in hand, looked curiously at this heathen Prince of Darkness, arrived out of the dark ages to sit to her for his scowling portrait.

I wonder what he thinks of America, she said, partly to herself.

The native missionary smiled, picked up the Yellow Devil, shook the figure, listening.

There is something inside, he said; perhaps jewels. If you drilled a hole in him you could find out.

The Reverend Mr. Carew nodded absently:

Yes; it might be worth while, he said.

If there is a jewel, repeated the missionary, you had better take it, then cast away the figure. Erlik brings disaster to the land where his image is set up.

The Reverend Mr. Carew smiled at his Chinese and Christian confrères ineradicable vein of superstition.


CHAPTER IV

THE TRODDEN WAY
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THERE CAME THE indeterminate year when Ruhannah finished school and there was no money available to send her elsewhere for further embellishment, no farther horizon than the sky over the Gayfield hills, no other perspective than the main street of Gayfield with the knitting mill at the end of it.

So into Gayfield Mill the girl walked, and found a place immediately among the unskilled. And her career appeared to be predetermined now, and her destiny a simple one — to work, to share the toil and the gaieties of Gayfield with the majority of the other girls she knew; to marry, ultimately, some boy, some clerk in one of the Gayfield stores, some farmer lad, perhaps, possibly a school teacher or a local lawyer or physician, or possibly the head of some department in the mill, or maybe a minister — she was sufficiently well bred and educated for any one of these.

* * * * *

The winter of her seventeenth year found her still very much a child at heart, physically backward, a late adolescent, a little shy, inclined to silences, romantic, sensitive to all beauty, and passionately expressing herself only when curled up by the stove with her pencil and the red light of the coals falling athwart the slim hand that guided it.

She went sometimes to village parties, learned very easily to dance, had no preferences among the youths of Gayfield, no romances. For that matter, while she was liked and even furtively admired, her slight shyness, reticence, and a vague, indefinite something about her seemed to discourage familiar rustic gallantry. Also, she was as thin and awkward as an overgrown lad, not thought to be pretty, known to be poor. But for all that more than one young man was vaguely haunted at intervals by some memory of her grey eyes and the peculiar sweetness of her mouth, forgetting for the moment several freckles on the delicate bridge of her nose and several more on her sun-tanned cheeks.

She had an agreeable time that winter, enchanted to learn dancing, happy at showers and parties, at sleigh rides and chicken suppers, and the various species of village gaiety which ranged from moving pictures every Thursday and Saturday nights to church entertainments, amateur theatricals at the town hall, and lectures under the auspices of the aristocratic D. O. F. — Daughters of the Old Frontier.

But she never saw any boy she preferred to any other, never was conscious of being preferred, excepting once — and she was not quite certain about that.

It was old Dick Neelands son, Jim — vaguely understood to have been for several years in Paris studying art — and who now turned up in Gayfield during Christmas week.

Ruhannah remembered seeing him on several occasions when she was a little child. He was usually tramping across country with his sturdy father, Dick Neeland of Neelands Mills — an odd, picturesque pair with their setter dogs and burnished guns, and old Dicks face as red as a wrinkled winter apple, and his hair snow-white.

There was six years difference between their ages, Jim Neelands and hers, and she had always considered him a grown and formidable man in those days. But that winter, when somebody at the movies pointed him out to her, she was surprised to find him no older than the other youths she skated with and danced with.

Afterward, at a noisy village party, she saw him dancing with every girl in town, and the drop of Irish blood in this handsome, careless young fellow established him at once as a fascinating favourite.

Rue became quite tremulous over the prospect of dancing with him. Presently her turn came; she rose with a sudden odd loss of self-possession as he was presented, stood dumb, shy, unresponsive, suffered him to lead her out, became slowly conscious that he danced rather badly. But awe of him persisted even when he trod on her slender foot.

He brought her an ice afterward, and seated himself beside her.

Im a clumsy dancer, he said. How many times did I spike you?

She flushed and would have found a pleasant word to reassure him, but discovered nothing to say, it being perfectly patent to them both that she had retired from the floor with a slight limp.

Im a steam roller, he repeated carelessly. But you dance very well, dont you?

I have only learned to dance this winter.

I thought you an expert. Do you live here?

Yes.... I mean I live at Brookhollow.

Funny. I dont remember you. Besides, I dont know your name — people mumble so when they introduce a man.

Im Ruhannah Carew.

Carew, he repeated, while a crease came between his eyebrows. Of Brookhollow —— Oh, I know! Your father is the retired missionary — red house facing the bridge.

Yes.

Certainly, he said, taking another look at her; youre the little girl daddy and I used to see across the fields when we were shooting woodcock in the willows.

I remember you, she said.

I remember you!

She coloured gratefully.

Because, he added, dad and I were always afraid youd wander into range and wed pepper you from the bushes. Youve grown a lot, havent you? He had a nice, direct smile though his speech and manners were a trifle breezy, confident, and sans façon. But he was at that age — which succeeds the age of bumptiousness — with life and career before him, attainment, realisation, success, everything the mystery of life holds for a young man who has just flung open the gates and who takes the magic road to the future with a stride instead of his accustomed pace.

He was already a man with a profession, and meant that she should become aware of it.

* * * * *

Later in the evening somebody told her what a personage he had become, and she became even more deeply thrilled, impressed, and tremulously desirous that he should seek her out again, not venturing to seek him, not dreaming of encouraging him to notice her by glance or attitude — not even knowing, as yet, how to do such things. She thought he had already forgotten her existence.

But that this thin, freckled young thing with grey eyes ought to learn how much of a man he was remained somewhere in the back of Neelands head; and when he heard his hostess say that somebody would have to see Rue Carew home, he offered to do it. And presently went over and asked the girl if he might — not too patronisingly.

In the cutter, under fur, with the moonlight electrically brilliant and the world buried in white, she ventured to speak of his art, timidly, as in the presence of the very great.

Oh, yes, he said. I studied in Paris. Wish I were back there. But Ive got to draw for magazines and illustrated papers; got to make a living, you see. I teach at the Art League, too.

How happy you must be in your career! she said, devoutly meaning it, knowing no better than to say it.

Its a business, he corrected her, kindly.

But — yes — but it is art, too.

Oh, art! he laughed. It was the fashion that year to shrug when art was mentioned — reaction from too much gabble.

We dont busy ourselves with art; we busy ourselves with business. When they use my stuff I feel Im getting on. You see, he admitted with reluctant honesty, Im young at it yet — I havent had very much of my stuff in magazines yet.

After a silence, cursed by an instinctive truthfulness which always spoiled any little plan to swagger:

Ive had several — well, about a dozen pictures reproduced.

One picture accepted by any magazine would have awed her sufficiently. The mere fact that he was an artist had been enough to impress her.

Do you care for that sort of thing — drawing, painting, I mean? he inquired kindly.

She drew a quick breath, steadied her voice, and said she did.

Perhaps you may turn out stuff yourself some day.

She scarcely knew how to take the word stuff. Vaguely she surmised it to be professional vernacular.

She admitted shyly that she cared for nothing so much as drawing, that she longed for instruction, but that such a dream was hopeless.

At first he did not comprehend that poverty barred the way to her; he urged her to cultivate her talent, bestowed advice concerning the Art League, boarding houses, studios, ways, means, and ends, until she felt obliged to tell him how far beyond her means such magic splendours lay.

He remained silent, sorry for her, thinking also that the chances were against her having any particular talent, consoling a heart that was unusually sympathetic and tender with the conclusion that this girl would be happier here in Brookhollow than scratching around the purlieus of New York to make both ends meet.

Its a tough deal, he remarked abruptly.  — I mean this art stuff. You work like the dickens and kick your heels in ante-rooms. If they take your stuff they send you back to alter it or redraw it. I dont know how anybody makes a living at it — in the beginning.

Dont you?

I? No. He reddened; but she could not notice it in the moonlight. No, he repeated; I have an allowance from my father. Im new at it yet.

Couldnt a man — a girl — support herself by drawing pictures for magazines? she inquired tremulously.

Oh, well, of course there are some who have arrived — and they manage to get on. Some even make wads, you know.

W-wads? she repeated, mystified.

I mean a lot of money. Theres that girl on the Star, Jean Throssel, who makes all kinds of wealth, they say, out of her spidery, filmy girls in ringlets and cheesecloth dinner gowns.

Oh!

Yes, Jean Throssel, and that Waythorne girl, Belinda Waythorne, you know — does all that stuff for The Looking Glass — futurist graft, no mouths on her people — she makes hers, I understand.

It was rather difficult for Rue to follow him amid the vernacular mazes.

Then, of course, he continued, men like Alexander Fairless and Philip Lightwood who imitates him, make fortunes out of their drawing. I could name a dozen, perhaps. But the rest — hard sledding, Miss Carew!

Is it very hard?

Well, I dont know what on earth Id do if dad didnt back me as his fancy.

A father ought to, if he can afford it.

Oh, Ill pay my way some day. Its in me. I feel it; I know it. Ill make plenty of money, he assured her confidently.

Im sure you will.

Thank you, he smiled. My friends tell me Ive got it in me. I have one friend in particular — the Princess Mistchenka — who has all kinds of confidence in my future. When Im blue she bolsters me up. Shes quite wonderful. I owe her a lot for asking me to her Sunday nights and for giving me her friendship.

A — a princess? whispered the girl, who had drawn pictures of thousands but was a little startled to realise that such fabled creatures really exist.

Is she very beautiful? she added.

Shes tremendously pretty.

Her — clothes are very beautiful, I suppose, ventured Rue.

Well — theyre very — smart. Everything about her is smart. Her Sunday night suppers are wonderful. You meet people who do things — all sorts — everybody who is somebody.

He turned to her frankly:

I think myself very lucky that the Princess Mistchenka should be my friend, because, honestly, Miss Carew, I dont see what there is in me to interest such a woman.

Rue thought she could see, but remained silent.

If I had my way, said Neeland, a few moments later, Id drop illustrating and paint battle scenes. But it wouldnt pay, you see.

Couldnt you support yourself by painting battles?

Not yet, he said honestly. Of course I have hopes — intentions — — he laughed, drew his reins; the silvery chimes clashed and jingled and flashed in the moonlight; they had arrived.

At the door he said:

I hope some day youll have a chance to take lessons. Thank you for dancing with me.... If you ever do come to New York to study, I hope youll let me know.

Yes, she said, I will.

He was halfway to his sleigh, looked back, saw her looking back as she entered the lighted doorway.

Good night, Rue, he said impulsively, warmly sorry for her.

Good night, she said.

The drop of Irish blood in him prompted him to go back to where she stood framed in the lighted doorway. And the same drop was no doubt responsible for his taking her by the waist and tilting back her head in its fur hood and kissing her soft, warm lips.

She looked up at him in a flushed, bewildered sort of way, not resisting; but his eyes were so gay and mischievous, and his quick smile so engaging that a breathless, uncertain smile began to edge her lips; and it remained stamped there, stiffening even after he had jumped into his cutter and had driven away, jingling joyously out into the dazzling moonshine.

* * * * *

In bed, the window open, and the covers pulled to her chin, Rue lay wakeful, living over again the pleasures of the evening; and Neelands face was always before her open eyes, and his pleasant voice seemed to be sounding in her ears. As for the kiss, it did not trouble her. Girls she went with were not infrequently so saluted by boys. That, being her own first experience, was important only in that degree. And she shyly thought the experience agreeable. And, as she recalled, revived, and considered all that Neeland had said, it seemed to her that this young man led an enchanted life and that such as he were indeed companions fit for princesses.

Princess Mistchenka, she repeated aloud to herself. And somehow it sounded vaguely familiar to the girl, as though somewhere, long ago, she had heard another voice pronounce the name.


CHAPTER V

EX MACHINA
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AFTER SHE HAD become accustomed to the smell of rancid oil and dyestuffs and the interminable racket of machinery she did not find her work at the knitting mill disagreeable. It was like any work, she imagined, an uninteresting task which had to be done.

The majority of the girls and young men of the village worked there in various capacities; wages were fair, salaries better, union regulations prevailed. There was nothing to complain of.

And nothing to expect except possible increase in wages, holidays, and a disquieting chance of getting caught in the machinery, which familiarity soon discounted.

As for the social status of the mill workers, the mill was Gayfield; and Gayfield was a village where the simpler traditions of the Republic still survived; where there existed no invidious distinction in vocations; a typical old-time community harbouring the remains of a Grand Army Post and too many churches of too many denominations; where the chance metropolitan stranger was systematically done; where distrust of all cities and desire to live in them was equalled only by a passion for moving pictures and automobiles; where the school trustees used double negatives and traced their ancestry to Colonial considerables — who, however, had signed their names in lower case or with a Maltese cross — the world in miniature, with its due proportion of petty graft, petty squabbles, envy, kindness, jealousy, generosity, laziness, ambition, stupidity, intelligence, honesty, hypocrisy, hatred, affection, badness and goodness, as standardised by the code established according to folk-ways on earth — in brief, a perfectly human community composed of the usual ingredients, worthy and unworthy — that was Gayfield, Mohawk County, New York.

Before spring came — before the first robin appeared, and while icy roads still lay icy under sunlit pools of snow-water — a whole winter indoors, and a sedentary one, had changed the smoothly tanned and slightly freckled cheeks of Rue Carew to a thinner and paler oval. Under her transparent skin a tea-rose pink came and went; under her grey eyes lay bluish shadows. Also, floating particles of dust, fleecy and microscopic motes of cotton and wool filling the air in the room where Ruhannah worked, had begun to irritate her throat and bronchial tubes; and the girl developed an intermittent cough.

When the first bluebird arrived in Gayfield the cough was no longer intermittent; and her mother sent her to the village doctor. So Rue Carew was transferred to the box factory adjoining, in which the mill made its own paper boxes, where young women sat all day at intelligent machines and fed them with squares of pasteboard and strips of gilt paper; and the intelligent and grateful machines responded by turning out hundreds and hundreds of complete boxes, all neatly gilded, pasted, and labelled. And after a little while Ruhannah was able to nourish one of these obliging and responsive machines. And by July her cough had left her, and two delicate freckles adorned the bridge of her nose.

The half-mile walk from and to Brookhollow twice a day was keeping her from rapid physical degeneration. Yet, like all northern American summers, the weather became fearfully hot in July and August, and the half-mile even in early morning and at six in the evening left her listless, nervously dreading the great concrete-lined room, the reek of glue and oil, the sweaty propinquity of her neighbours, and the monotonous appetite of the sprawling machine which she fed all day long with pasteboard squares.

She went to her work in early morning, bareheaded, in a limp pink dress very much open at the throat, which happened to be the merciful mode of the moment — a slender, sweet-lipped thing, beginning to move with grace now — and her chestnut hair burned gold-pale by the sun.

* * * * *

There came that movable holiday in August, when the annual shutdown for repairs closed the mill and box factory during forty-eight hours — a matter of prescribing oil and new bearings for the overfed machines so that their digestions should remain unimpaired and their dispositions amiable.

It was a hot August morning, intensely blue and still, with that slow, subtle concentration of suspended power in the sky, ominous of thunder brooding somewhere beyond the western edges of the world.

Ruhannah aided her mother with the housework, picked peas and a squash and a saucer full of yellow pansies in the weedy little garden, and, at noon, dined on the trophies of her husbandry, physically and æsthetically.

After dinner, dishes washed and room tidied, she sat down on the narrow, woodbine-infested verandah with pencil and paper, and attempted to draw the stone bridge and the little river where it spread in deeps and shallows above the broken dam.

Perspective was unknown to her; of classic composition she was also serenely ignorant, so the absence of these in her picture did not annoy her. On the contrary, there was something hideously modern and recessional in her vigorous endeavour to include in her drawing everything her grey eyes chanced to rest on. She even arose and gently urged a cow into the already overcrowded composition, and, having accomplished its portrait with Cezanne-like fidelity, was beginning to look about for Adoniram to include him also, when her mother called to her, holding out a pair of old gloves.

Dear, we are going to save a little money this year. Do you think you could catch a few fish for supper?

The girl nodded, took the gloves, laid aside her pencil and paper, picked up the long bamboo pole from the verandah floor, and walked slowly out into the garden.

A trowel was sticking in the dry earth near the flower bed, where poppies, and pansies, and petunias, and phlox bordered the walk.

Under a lilac the ground seemed moister and more promising for vermicular investigation; she drew on her gloves, dug a few holes with the trowel, extracted an angleworm, frowned slightly, holding it between gloved fingers, regarding its contortions with pity and aversion.

To bait a hook was not agreeable to the girl; she managed to do it, however, then shouldering her pole she walked across the road and down to the left, through rank grasses and patches of milkweed, bergamot, and queens lace, scattering a cloud of brown and silver-spotted butterflies.

Alder, elder, and Indian willow barred her way; rank thickets of jewelweed hung vivid blossoming drops across her path; woodbine and clematis trailed dainty snares to catch her in their fairy nets; a rabbit scurried out from behind the ruined paper mill as she came to the swift, shallow water below the dam.

Into this she presently plumped her line, and the next instant jerked it out again with a wriggling, silvery minnow flashing on the hook.

Carrying her pole with its tiny, glittering victim dangling aloft, Rue hastily retraced her steps to the road, crossed the bridge to the further end, seated herself on the limestone parapet, and, swinging her pole with both hands, cast line and hook and minnow far out into the pond. It was a business she did not care for — this extinguishing of the life-spark in anything. But, like her mill work, it appeared to be a necessary business, and, so regarding it, she went about it.

The pond above the half-ruined dam lay very still; her captive minnow swam about with apparently no discomfort, trailing on the surface of the pond above him the cork which buoyed the hook.

Rue, her pole clasped in both hands between her knees, gazed with preoccupied eyes out across the water. On the sandy shore, a pair of speckled tip-ups ran busily about, dipping and bobbing, or spread their white, striped wings to sheer the still surface of the pond, swing shoreward with bowed wings again, and resume their formal, quaint, and busy manners.

From the interstices of the limestone parapet grew a white bluebell — the only one Rue had ever seen. As long as she could remember it had come up there every year and bloomed, snow-white amid a world of its blue comrades in the grass below. She looked for it now, saw it in bud — three sturdy stalks sprouting at right angles from the wall and curving up parallel to it. Somehow or other she had come to associate this white freak of nature with herself — she scarcely knew why. It comforted her, oddly, to see it again, still surviving, still delicately vigorous, though where among those stone slabs it found its nourishment she never could imagine.

The intense blue of the sky had altered since noon; the west became gradually duller and the air stiller; and now, over the Gayfield hills, a tall cloud thrust up silvery-edged convolutions toward a zenith still royally and magnificently blue.

* * * * *

She had been sitting there watching her swimming cork for over an hour when the first light western breeze arrived, spreading a dainty ripple across the pond. Her cork danced, drifted; beneath it she caught the momentary glimmer of the minnow; then the cork was jerked under; she clasped the pole with all her strength, struck upward; and a heavy pickerel, all gold and green, sprang furiously from the water and fell back with a sharp splash.

Under the sudden strain of the fish she nearly lost her balance, scrambled hastily down from the parapet, propping the pole desperately against her body, and stood so, unbending, unyielding, her eyes fixed on the water where the taut line cut it at forty-five degrees.

At the same time two men in a red runabout speeding westward caught sight of the sharp turn by the bridge which the ruins of the paper mill had hidden. The man driving the car might have made it even then had he not seen Ruhannah in the centre of the bridge. It was instantly all off; so were both mud-guards and one wheel. So were driver and passenger, floundering on their backs among the rank grass and wild flowers. Ruhannah, petrified, still fast to her fish, gazed at the catastrophe over her right shoulder.

A broad, short, squarely built man of forty emerged from the weeds, went hastily to the car and did something to it. Noise ceased; clouds of steam continued to ascend from the crumpled hood.

The other man, even shorter, but slimmer, sauntered out of a bed of milkweed whither he had been catapulted. He dusted with his elbow a grey felt hat as he stood looking at the wrecked runabout; his comrade, still clutching a cigar between his teeth, continued to examine the car.

Hell! remarked the short, thickset man.

Its going to rain like it, too, added the other. The thunder boomed again beyond Gayfield hills.

What do you know about this! growled the thickset man, in utter disgust. Do we hunt for a garage, or what?

Its up to you, Eddie. And say! What was the matter with you? Dont you know a bridge when you see one?

That damn girl — — He turned and looked at Ruhannah, who was dragging the big flapping pickerel over the parapet by main strength.

The men scowled at her in silence, then the one addressed as Eddie rolled his cigar grimly into the left corner of his jaw.

Damn little skirt, he observed briefly. It seems to worry her a lot what shes done to us.

I wonder does she know she wrecked us, suggested the other. He was a stunted, wiry little man of thirty-five. His head seemed slightly too large; he had a pasty face with the sloe-black eyes, button nose, and the widely chiselled mouth of a circus clown.

The eyes of the short, thickset man were narrow and greyish green in a round, smoothly shaven face. They narrowed still more as the thunder broke louder from the west.

Ruhannah, dragging her fish over the grass, was coming toward them; and the man called Eddie stepped forward to bar her progress.

Say, girlie, he began, the cigar still tightly screwed into his cheek, is there a juice mill anywhere near us, dyknow?

What? said Rue.

A garage.

Yes; there is one at Gayfield.

How far, girlie?

Rue flushed, but answered:

It is half a mile to Gayfield.

The other man, noticing the colour in Ruhannahs face, took off his pearl-grey hat. His language was less grammatical than his friends, but his instincts were better.

Thank you, he said — his companion staring all the while at the girl without the slightest expression. Is there a telephone in any of them houses, miss? — glancing around behind him at the three edifices which composed the crossroads called Brookhollow.

No, said Rue.

It thundered again; the world around had become very dusky and silent and the flash veined a rapidly blackening west.

Its going to rain buckets, said the man called Eddie. If you live around here, can you let us come into your house till its over, gir — er — miss?

Yes.

Im Mr. Brandes — Ed Brandes of New York — — speaking through cigar-clutching teeth. This is Mr. Ben Stull, of the same.... Its raining already. Is that your house?

I live there, said Rue, nodding across the bridge. You may go in.

She walked ahead, dragging the fish; Stull went to the car, took two suitcases from the boot; Brandes threw both overcoats over his arm, and followed in the wake of Ruhannah and her fish.

No Saratoga and no races today, Eddie, remarked Stull. But Brandes narrow, grey-green eyes were following Ruhannah.

Its a pity, continued Stull, somebody didnt learn you to drive a car before you ask your friends joy-riding.

Aw — shut up, returned Brandes slowly, between his teeth.

They climbed the flight of steps to the verandah, through a rapidly thickening gloom which was ripped wide open at intervals by lightning.

So Brandes and his shadow, Bennie Stull, came into the home of Ruhannah Carew.

Her mother, who had observed their approach from the window, opened the door.

Mother, said Ruhannah, here is the fish I caught — and two gentlemen.

With which dubious but innocent explanation she continued on toward the kitchen, carrying her fish.

Stull offered a brief explanation to account for their plight and presence; Brandes, listening and watching the mother out of greenish, sleepy eyes, made up his mind concerning her.

While the spare room was being prepared by mother and daughter, he and Stull, seated in the sitting-room, their hats upon their knees, exchanged solemn commonplaces with the Reverend Mr. Carew.

Brandes, always the gambler, always wary and reticent by nature, did all the listening before he came to conclusions that relaxed the stiffness of his attitude and the immobility of his large, round face.

Then, at ease under circumstances and conditions which he began to comprehend and have an amiable contempt for, he became urbane and conversational, and a little amused to find navigation so simple, even when out of his proper element.

From the book on the invalids knees, Brandes took his cue; and the conversation developed into a monologue on the present condition of foreign missions — skilfully inspired by the respectful attention and the brief and ingenious questions of Brandes.

Doubtless, concluded the Reverend Mr. Carew, you are familiar with the life of the Reverend Adoniram Judson, Mr. Brandes.

It turned out to be Brandes favourite book.

You will recollect, then, the amazing conditions in India which confronted Dr. Judson and his wife.

Brandes recollected perfectly — with a slow glance at Stull.

All that is changed, said the invalid.  — God be thanked. And conditions in Armenia are changing for the better, I hope.

Let us hope so, returned Brandes solemnly.

To doubt it is to doubt the goodness of the Almighty, said the Reverend Mr. Carew. His dreamy eyes became fixed on the rain-splashed window, burned a little with sombre inward light.

In Trebizond, he began, in my time — —

His wife came into the room, saying that the spare bedchamber was ready and that the gentlemen might wish to wash before supper, which would be ready in a little while.

* * * * *

On their way upstairs they encountered Ruhannah coming down. Stull passed with a polite grunt; Brandes ranged himself for the girl to pass him.

Ever so much obliged to you, Miss Carew, he said. We have put you to a great deal of trouble, I am sure.

Rue looked up surprised, shy, not quite understanding how to reconcile his polite words and pleasant voice with the voice and manner in which he had addressed her on the bridge.

It is no trouble, she said, flushing slightly. I hope you will be comfortable.

And she continued to descend the stairs a trifle more hastily, not quite sure she cared very much to talk to that kind of man.

* * * * *

In the spare bedroom, whither Stull and Brandes had been conducted, the latter was seated on the big and rather shaky maple bed, buttoning a fresh shirt and collar, while Stull took his turn at the basin. Rain beat heavily on the windows.

Say, Ben, remarked Brandes, you want to be careful when we go downstairs that the old guy dont spot us for sporting men. Hes a minister, or something.

Stull lifted his dripping face of a circus clown from the basin.

Whats that?

I say we dont want to give the old people a shock. You know what theyd think of us.

What do I care what they think?

Cant you be polite?

I can be better than that; I can be honest, said Stull, drying his sour visage with a flimsy towel.

After Brandes had tied his polka-dotted tie carefully before the blurred mirror:

What do you mean by that? he asked stolidly.

Ah — I know what I mean, Eddie. So do you. Youre a smooth talker, all right. You can listen and look wise, too, when theres anything in it for you. Just see the way you got Stein to put up good money for you! And all you done was to listen to him and keep your mouth shut.

Brandes rose with an air almost jocular and smote Stull upon the back.

Stein thinks hes the greatest manager on earth. Let him tell you so if you want anything out of him, he said, walking to the window.

The volleys of rain splashing on the panes obscured the outlook; Brandes flattened his nose against the glass and stood as though lost in thought.

Behind him Stull dried his features, rummaged in the suitcase, produced a bathrobe and slippers, put them on, and stretched himself out on the bed.

Arent you coming down to buzz the preacher? demanded Brandes, turning from the drenched window.

So you can talk phony to the little kid? No.

Ah, get it out of your head that I mean phony.

Well, what do you mean?

Nothing.

Stull gave him a contemptuous glance and turned over on the pillow.

Are you coming down?

No.

So Brandes took another survey of himself in the glass, used his comb and brushes again, added a studied twist to his tie, shot his cuffs, and walked out of the room with the solid deliberation which characterised his carriage at all times.


CHAPTER VI

THE END OF SOLITUDE
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A RAIN-WASHED WORLD, smelling sweet as a wet rose, a cloudless sky delicately blue, and a swollen stream tumbling and foaming under the bridge — of these Mr. Eddie Brandes was agreeably conscious as he stepped out on the verandah after breakfast, and, unclasping a large gold cigar case, inserted a cigar between his teeth.

He always had the appearance of having just come out of a Broadway barber shop with the visible traces of shave, shampoo, massage, and manicure patent upon his person.

His short, square figure was clothed in well-cut blue serge; a smart straw hat embellished his head, polished russet shoes his remarkably small feet. On his small fat fingers several heavy rings were conspicuous. And the odour of cologne exhaled from and subtly pervaded the ensemble.

Across the road, hub-deep in wet grass and weeds, he could see his wrecked runabout, glistening with raindrops.

He stood for a while on the verandah, both hands shoved deep into his pockets, his cigar screwed into his cheek. From time to time he jingled keys and loose coins in his pockets. Finally he sauntered down the steps and across the wet road to inspect the machine at closer view.

Contemplating it tranquilly, head on one side and his left eye closed to avoid the drifting cigar smoke, he presently became aware of a girl in a pink print dress leaning over the grey parapet of the bridge. And, picking his way among the puddles, he went toward her.

Good morning, Miss Carew, he said, taking off his straw hat.

She turned her head over her shoulder; the early sun glistened on his shiny, carefully parted hair and lingered in glory on a diamond scarf pin.

Good morning, she said, a little uncertainly, for the memory of their first meeting on the bridge had not entirely been forgotten.

You had breakfast early, he said.

Yes.

He kept his hat off; such little courtesies have their effect; also it was good for his hair which, he feared, had become a trifle thinner recently.

It is beautiful weather, said Mr. Brandes, squinting at her through his cigar smoke.

Yes. She looked down into the tumbling water.

This is a beautiful country, isnt it, Miss Carew?

Yes.

With his head a little on one side he inspected her. There was only the fine curve of her cheek visible, and a white neck under the chestnut hair; and one slim, tanned hand resting on the stone parapet.

Do you like motoring? he asked.

She looked up:

Yes.... I have only been out a few times.

Ill have another car up here in a few days. Id like to take you out.

She was silent.

Ever go to Saratoga? he inquired.

No.

Ill take you to the races — with your mother. Would you like to go?

She remained silent so long that he became a trifle uneasy.

With your mother, he repeated, moving so he could see a little more of her face.

I dont think mother would go, she said.

Would she let you go?

I dont think so.

Theres nothing wrong with racing, he said, if you dont bet money on the horses.

But Rue knew nothing about sport, and her ignorance as well as the suggested combination of Saratoga, automobile, and horse racing left her silent again.

Brandes sat down on the parapet of the bridge and held his straw hat on his fat knees.

Then well make it a family party, he said, your father and mother and you, shall we? And well just go off for the day.

Thank you.

Would you like it?

Yes.

Will you go?

I — work in the mill.

Every day?

Yes.

How about Sunday?

We go to church.... I dont know.... Perhaps we might go in the afternoon.

Ill ask your father, he said, watching the delicately flushed face with odd, almost sluggish persistency.

His grey-green eyes seemed hypnotised; he appeared unable to turn them elsewhere; and she, gradually becoming conscious of his scrutiny, kept her own eyes averted.

What were you looking at in the water? he asked.

I was looking for our boat. It isnt there. Im afraid it has gone over the dam.

Ill help you search for it, he said, when I come back from the village. Im going to walk over and find somebody wholl cart that runabout to the railroad station.... Youre not going that way, are you? he added, rising.

No.

Then — — he lifted his hat high and put it on with care— until a little later, Miss Carew.... And I want to apologise for speaking so familiarly to you yesterday. Im sorry. Its a way we get into in New York. Broadway isnt good for a mans manners.... Will you forgive me, Miss Carew?

Embarrassment kept her silent; she nodded her head, and finally turned and looked at him. His smile was agreeable.

She smiled faintly, too, and rose.

Until later, then, he said. This is the Gayfield road, isnt it?

Yes.

She turned and walked toward the house; and as though he could not help himself he walked beside her, his hat in his hand once more.

I like this place, he said. I wonder if there is a hotel in Gayfield.

The Gayfield House.

Is it very bad? he asked jocosely.

She seemed surprised. It was considered good, she thought.

With a slight, silent nod of dismissal she crossed the road and went into the house, leaving him standing beside his wrecked machine once more, looking after her out of sluggish eyes.

Presently, from the house, emerged Stull, his pasty face startling in its pallor under the cloudless sky, and walked slowly over to Brandes.

Well, Ben, said the latter pleasantly, Im going to Gayfield to telegraph for another car.

How soon can they get one up? inquired Stull, inserting a large cigar into his slitted mouth and lighting it.

Oh, in a couple of days, I guess. I dont know. I dont care much, either.

We can go on to Saratoga by train, suggested Stull complacently.

We can stay here, too.

What for?

Brandes said in his tight-lipped, even voice:

The fishings good. I guess Ill try it. He continued to contemplate the machine, but Stulls black eyes were turned on him intently.

How about the races? he asked. Do we go or not?

Certainly.

When?

When they send us a car to go in.

Isnt the train good enough?

The fishing here is better.

Stulls pasty visage turned sourer:

Do you mean we lose a couple of days in this God-forsaken dump because youd rather go to Saratoga in a runabout than in a train?

I tell you Im going to stick around for a while.

For how long?

Oh, I dont know. When we get our car we can talk it over and — —

Ah, ejaculated Stull in disgust, what the hells the matter with you? Is it that little skirt you was buzzing out here like you never seen one before?

How did you guess, Ben? returned Brandes with the almost expressionless jocularity that characterised him at times.

That little red-headed, spindling, freckled, milk-fed mill-hand — —

Funny, aint it? But theres no telling what will catch the tired business man, is there, Ben?

Well, what does catch him? demanded Stull angrily. Whats the answer?

I guess shes the answer, Ben.

Ah, leave the kid alone — —

Im going to have the car sent up here. Im going to take her out. Go on to Saratoga if you want to. Ill meet you there — —

When?

When Im ready, replied Brandes evenly. But he smiled.

Stull looked at him, and his white face, soured by dyspepsia, became sullen with wrath. At such times, too, his grammar suffered from indigestion.

Say, Eddie, he began, cant no one learn you nothin at all? How many times would you have been better off if youd listened to me? Every time you throw me you hand yourself one. Now that you got a little money again and a little backing, dont do anything like that — —

Like what?

Like chasin dames! Dont act foolish like you done in Chicago last summer! You wouldnt listen to me then, would you? And that Denver business, too! Say, look at all the foolish things you done against all I could say to save you — like backing that cowboy plug against Battling Jensen! — Like taking that big hunk o beef, Walstein, to San Antonio, where Kid ORourke put him out in the first! And everybodys laughing at you yet! Ah — — he exclaimed angrily, somebody tell me why I dont quit you, you big dill pickle! I wish someone would tell me why I stand for you, because I dont know.... And look what youre doing now; you got some money of your own and plenty of syndicate money to put on the races and a big comish! You got a good theayter in town with Morris Stein to back you and everything — and look what youre doing! he ended bitterly.

Brandes tightened his dental grip on his cigar and squinted at him good-humouredly.

Say, Ben, he said, would you believe it if I told you Im stuck on her?

Ah, youd fall for anything. I never seen a skirt you wouldnt chase.

I dont mean that kind.

What kind, then?

This is on the level, Ben.

What! Ah, go on! You on the level?

All the same, I am.

You cant be on the level! You dont know how.

Why?

You got a wife, and you know damn well you have.

Yes, and shes getting her divorce.

Stull regarded him with habitual and sullen distrust.

She hasnt got it yet.

Shell get it. Dont worry.

I thought you was for fighting it.

I was going to fight it; but — — His slow, narrow, greenish eyes stole toward the house across the road.

Just like that, he said, after a slight pause; thats the way the little girl hit me. Im on the level, Ben. First skirt I ever saw that I wanted to find waiting dinner for me when I come home. Get me?

I dont know whether I do or not.

Get this, then; she isnt all over paint; shes got freckles, thank God, and she smells sweet as a daisy field. Ah, what the hell — — he burst out between his parted teeth  — when every woman in New York smells like a chorus girl! Dont I get it all day? The whole city stinks like a stars dressing room. And I married one! And Im through. I want to get my breath and Im getting it.

Stulls white features betrayed merely the morbid suffering of indigestion; he said nothing and sucked his cigar.

Im through, repeated Brandes. I want a home and a wife — the kind that even a fly cop wont pinch on sight — the kind of little thing thats over there in that old shack. Whatever I am, I dont want a wife like me — nor kids, either.

Stull remained sullenly unresponsive.

Call her a hick if you like. All right, I want that kind.

No comment from Stull, who was looking at the wrecked car.

Understand, Ben?

I tell you I dont know whether I do or not!

Well, what dont you understand?

Nothin.... Well, then, your falling for a kid like that, first crack out o the box. Im honest; I dont understand it.

She hit me that way — so help me God!

And youre on the level?

Absolutely, Ben.

What about the old guy and the mother? Take em to live with you?

If she wants em.

Stull stared at him in uneasy astonishment:

All right, Eddie. Only dont act foolish till Minna passes you up. And get out of here or you will. If youre on the level, as you say you are, youve got to mark time for a good long while yet — —

Why?

You dont have to ask me that, do you?

Yes, I do. Why? I want to marry her, I tell you. I mean to. Im taking no chances that some hick will do it while Im away. Im going to stay right here.

And when the new car comes?

Ill keep her humming between here and Saratoga.

And then what?

Brandes greenish eyes rested on the car and he smoked in silence for a while. Then:

Listen, Ben. Im a busy man. I got to be back in town and I got to have a wedding trip too. You know me, Ben. You know what I mean. Thats me. When I do a thing I do it. Maybe I make plenty of mistakes. Hell! Id rather make em than sit pat and do nothing!

Youre crazy.

Dont bet on it, Ben. I know what I want. Im going to make money. Things are going big with me — —

You tinhorn! You always say that!

Watch me. I bet you I make a killing at Saratoga! I bet you I make good with Morris Stein! I bet you the first show I put on goes big! I bet — —

Ah, can it!

Wait! I bet you I marry that little girl in two weeks and she stands for it when I tell her later wed better get married again!

Say! Talk sense!

I am.

Whatll they do to you if your wife makes a holler?

Who ever heard of her or me in the East?

You want to take a chance like that?

Ill fix it. I havent got time to wait for Minna to shake me loose. Besides, shes in Seattle. Ill fix it so she doesnt hear until she gets her freedom. Ill get a license right here. I guess Ill use your name — —

What! yelled Stull.

Shut your face! retorted Brandes. What do you think youre going to do, squeal?

You think Im going to stand for that?

Well, then, I wont use your name. Ill use my own. Why not? I mean honest. Its dead level. Ill remarry her. I want her, I tell you. I want a wedding trip, too, before I go back — —

With the first rehearsal called for September fifteenth! Whats the matter with you? Do you think Stein is going to stand for — —

Youll be on hand, said Brandes pleasantly. Im going to Paris for four weeks — two weeks there, two on the ocean — —

You — —

Save your voice, Ben. Thats settled.

Stull turned upon him a dead white visage distorted with fury:

I hope she throws you out! he said breathlessly. You talk about being on the level! Every levels crooked with you. You dont know what square means; a square has got more than four corners for you! Go on! Stick around. I dont give a damn what you do. Go on and do it. But I quit right here.

Both knew that the threat was empty. As a shadow clings to a mans heels, as a lost soul haunts its slayer, as damnation stalks the damned, so had Stull followed Brandes; and would follow to the end. Why? Neither knew. It seemed to be their destiny, surviving everything — their bitter quarrels, the injustice and tyranny of Brandes, his contempt and ridicule sometimes — enduring through adversity, even penury, through good and bad days, through abundance and through want, through shame and disgrace, through trickery, treachery, and triumph — nothing had ever broken the occult bond which linked these two. And neither understood why, but both seemed to be vaguely conscious that neither was entirely complete without the other.

Ben, said Brandes affably, Im going to walk over to Gayfield. Want to come?

They went off, together.


CHAPTER VII

OBSESSION
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BY THE END of the week Brandes had done much to efface any unpleasant impression he had made on Ruhannah Carew.

The girl had never before had to do with any mature man. She was therefore at a disadvantage in every way, and her total lack of experience emphasised the odds.

Nobody had ever before pointedly preferred her, paid her undivided attention; no man had ever sought her, conversed with her, deferred to her, interested himself in her. It was entirely new to her, this attention which Brandes paid her. Nor could she make any comparisons between this man and other men, because she knew no other men. He was an entirely novel experience to her; he had made himself interesting, had proved amusing, considerate, kind, generous, and apparently interested in what interested her. And if his unfeigned preference for her society disturbed and perplexed her, his assiduous civilities toward her father and mother were gradually winning from her far more than anything he had done for her.

His white-faced, odd little friend had gone; he himself had taken quarters at the Gayfield House, where a car like the wrecked one was stabled for his use.

He had already taken her father and mother and herself everywhere within motoring distance; he had accompanied them to church; he escorted her to the movies; he walked with her in the August evenings after supper, rowed her about on the pond, fished from the bridge, told her strange stories in the moonlight on the verandah, her father and mother interested and attentive.

For the career of Mr. Eddie Brandes was capable of furnishing material for interesting stories if carefully edited, and related with discretion and circumspection. He had been many things to many men — and to several women — he had been a tinhorn gambler in the Southwest, a miner in Alaska, a saloon keeper in Wyoming, a fight promoter in Arizona. He had travelled profitably on popular ocean liners until requested to desist; Auteuil, Neuilly, Vincennes, and Longchamps knew him as tout, bookie, and, when fitfully prosperous, as a plunger. Epsom knew him once as a welcher; and knew him no more.

He had taken a comic opera company through the wheat-belt — one way; he had led a burlesque troupe into Arizona and had traded it there for a hotel.

When Eddie wants to talk, Stull used to say, that smoke, Othello, hasnt got nothing on him.

However, Brandes seldom chose to talk. This was one of his rare garrulous occasions; and, with careful self-censorship, he was making an endless series of wonder-tales out of the episodes and faits divers common to the experience of such as he.

So, of moving accidents by flood and field this man had a store, and he contrived to make them artistically innocuous and perfectly fit for family consumption.

Further, two of his friends motored over from Saratoga to see him, were brought to supper at the Carews; and they gave him a clean bill of moral health. They were, respectively, Doc Curfoot — suave haunter of Peacock Alley and gentleman capper — whom Brandes introduced as the celebrated specialist, Doctor Elbert Curfoot — and Captain Harman Quint, partner in Quints celebrated temple of chance — introduced as the distinguished navigating officer which he appeared to be. The steering for their common craft, however, was the duty of the eminent Doc.

They spent the evening on the verandah with the family; and it was quite wonderful what a fine fellow each turned out to be — information confidentially imparted to the Reverend Mr. Carew by each of the three distinguished gentlemen in turn.

Doc Curfoot, whose business included the ability to talk convincingly on any topic, took the Reverend Mr. Carews measure and chose literature; and his suave critique presently became an interesting monologue listened to in silence by those around him.

Brandes had said, Put me in right, Doc, and Doc was accomplishing it, partly to oblige Brandes, partly for practice. His agreeable voice so nicely pitched, so delightfully persuasive, recapitulating all the commonplaces and cant phrases concerning the literature of the day, penetrated gratefully the intellectual isolation of these humble gentlepeople, and won very easily their innocent esteem. With the Reverend Mr. Carew Doc discussed such topics as the influence on fiction of the ethical ideal. With Mrs. Carew Captain Quint exchanged reminiscences of travel on distant seas. Brandes attempted to maintain low-voiced conversation with Rue, who responded in diffident monosyllables to his advances.

* * * * *

Brandes walked down to their car with them after they had taken their leave.

Whats the idea, Eddie? inquired Doc Curfoot, pausing before the smart little speeder.

Its straight.

Oh, said Doc, softly, betraying no surprise — about the only thing he never betrayed. Anything in it for you, Eddie?

Yes. A good girl. The kind you read about. Isnt that enough?

Minna chucked you? inquired Captain Quint.

Shell get her decree in two or three months. Then Ill have a home. And everything that you and I are keeps out of that home, Cap. See?

Certainly, said Quint. Quite right, Eddie.

Doc Curfoot climbed in and took the wheel; Quint followed him.

Say, he said in his pleasant, guarded voice, watch out that Minna dont double-cross you, Eddie.

How?

 — Or shoot you up. Shes some schutzen-fest, you know, when she turns loose — —

Ah, I tell you she wants the divorce. Abe Grittlefelds crazy about her. Hell get Abe Gordon to star her on Broadway; and thats enough for her. Besides, shell marry Maxy Venem when she can afford to keep him.

You never understood Minna Minti.

Well, who ever understood any German? demanded Brandes. Shes one of those sour-blooded, silent Dutch women that make me ache.

Doc pushed the self-starter; there came a click, a low humming. Brandes face cleared and he held out his square-shaped hand:

You fellows, he said, have put me right with the old folks here. Ill do the same for you some day. Dont talk about this little girl and me, thats all.

All the same, repeated Doc, dont take any chances with Minna. Shes on to you, and shes got a rotten Dutch disposition.

Thats right, Doc. And say, Harman, — to Quint— tell Ben hes doing fine. Tell him to send me whats mine, because Ill want it very soon now. Im going to take a month off and then Im going to show Stein how a theatre can be run.

Eddie, said Quint, its a good thing to think big, but its a damn poor thing to talk big. Cut out the talk and youll be a big man some day.

The graceful car moved forward into the moonlight; his two friends waved an airy adieu; and Brandes went slowly back to the dark verandah where sat a young girl, pitifully immature in mind and body — and two old people little less innocent for all their experience in the ranks of Christ, for all the wounds that scarred them both in the over-sea service which had broken them forever.

A very handsome and distinguished gentleman, your friend Dr. Curfoot, said the Reverend Mr. Carew. I imagine his practice in New York is not only fashionable but extensive.

Both, said Brandes.

I assume so. He seems to be intimately acquainted with people whose names for generations have figured prominently in the social columns of the New York press.

Oh, yes, Curfoot and Quint know them all.

Which was true enough. They had to. One must know people from whom one accepts promissory notes to liquidate those little affairs peculiar to the temple of chance. And New Yorks best furnished the neophytes for these rites.

I thought Captain Quint very interesting, ventured Ruhannah. He seems to have sailed over the entire globe.

Naval men are always delightful, said her mother. And, laying her hand on her husbands arm in the dark: Do you remember, Wilbour, how kind the officers from the cruiser Oneida were when the rescue party took us aboard?

God sent the Oneida to us, said her husband dreamily. I thought it was the end of the world for us — for you and me and baby Rue — that dreadful flight from the mission to the sea.

His bony fingers tightened over his wifes toilworn hand. In the long grass along the creek fireflies sparkled, and their elfin lanterns, waning, glowing, drifted high in the calm August night.

The Reverend Mr. Carew gathered his crutches; the night was a trifle damp for him; besides, he desired to read. Brandes, as always, rose to aid him. His wife followed.

Dont stay out long, Rue, she said in the doorway.

No, mother.

Brandes came back. Departing from his custom, he did not light a cigar, but sat in silence, his narrow eyes trying to see Ruhannah in the darkness. But she was only a delicate shadow shape to him, scarcely detached from the darkness that enveloped her.

He meant to speak to her then. And suddenly found he could not, realised, all at once, that he lacked the courage.

This was the more amazing and disturbing to him because he could not remember the time or occasion when the knack of fluent speech had ever failed him.

He had never foreseen such a situation; it had never occurred to him that he would find the slightest difficulty in saying easily and gracefully what he had determined to say to this young girl.

Now he sat there silent, disturbed, nervous, and tongue-tied. At first he did not quite comprehend what was making him afraid. After a long while he understood that it was some sort of fear of her — fear of her refusal, fear of losing her, fear that she might have — in some occult way — divined what he really was, that she might have heard things concerning him, his wife, his career. The idea turned him cold.

And all at once he realised how terribly in earnest he had become; how deeply involved; how vital this young girl had become to him.

Never before had he really wanted anything as compared to this desire of his for her. He was understanding, too, in a confused way, that such a girl and such a home for him as she could make was going not only to give him the happiness he expected, but that it also meant betterment for himself — straighter living, perhaps straighter thinking — the birth of something resembling self-respect, perhaps even aspiration — or at least the aspiration toward that respect from others which honest living dare demand.

He wanted her; he wanted her now; he wanted to marry her whether or not he had the legal right; he wanted to go away for a month with her, and then return and work for her, for them both — build up a fortune and a good reputation with Steins backing and Steins theatre — stand well with honest men, stand well with himself, stand always, with her, for everything a man should be.

If she loved him she would forgive him and quietly remarry him as soon as Minna kicked him loose. He was confident he could make her happy, make her love him if once he could find courage to speak — if once he could win her. And suddenly the only possible way to go about it occurred to him.

His voice was a trifle husky and unsteady from the nervous tension when he at last broke the silence:

Miss Rue, he said, I have a word to say to your father and mother. Would you wait here until I come back?

I think I had better go in, too — —

Please dont.

Why? She stopped short, instinctively, but not surmising.

You will wait, then? he asked.

I was going in.... But Ill sit here a little while.

He rose and went in, rather blindly.

* * * * *

Ruhannah, dreaming there deep in her splint armchair, slim feet crossed, watched the fireflies sailing over the alders. Sometimes she thought of Brandes, pleasantly, sometimes of other matters. Once the memory of her drive home through the wintry moonlight with young Neeland occurred to her, and the reminiscence was vaguely agreeable.

Listless, a trifle sleepy, dreamily watching the fireflies, the ceaseless noise of the creek in her ears, inconsequential thoughts flitted through her brain — the vague, aimless, guiltless thoughts of a young and unstained mind.

She was nearly asleep when Brandes came back, and she looked up at him where he stood beside her porch chair in the darkness.

Miss Rue, he said, I have told your father and mother that I am in love with you and want to make you my wife.

The girl lay there speechless, astounded.


CHAPTER VIII

A CHANGE IMPENDS
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THE RACING SEASON at Saratoga drew toward its close, and Brandes had appeared there only twice in person, both times with a very young girl.

If you got to bring her here to the races, cant you get her some clothes? whispered Stull in his ear. That get-up of hers is something fierce.

Late hours, hot weather, indiscreet nourishment, and the feverish anxiety incident to betting other peoples money had told on Stull. His eyes were like two smears of charcoal on his pasty face; sourly he went about the business which Brandes should have attended to, nursing resentment — although he was doing better than Brandes had hoped to do.

Their joint commission from his winnings began to assume considerable proportions; at track and club and hotel people were beginning to turn and stare when the little man with the face of a sick circus clown appeared, always alone, greeting with pallid indifference his acquaintances, ignoring overtures, noticing neither sport, nor fashion, nor political importance, nor yet the fair and frail whose curiosity and envy he was gradually arousing.

Obsequiousness from club, hotel, and racing officials made no impression on him; he went about his business alone, sullen, preoccupied, deathly pale, asking no information, requesting no favours, conferring with nobody, doing no whispering and enduring none.

After a little study of that white, sardonic, impossible face, people who would have been glad to make use of him became discouraged. And those who first had recognised him in Saratoga found, at the end of the racing month, nothing to add to their general identification of him as Ben Stull, partner of Eddie Brandes — Western sports.

* * * * *

Stull, whispering in Brandes ear again, where he sat beside him in the grand stand, added to his earlier comment on Ruhannahs appearance:

Why dont you fix her up, Eddie? It looks like you been robbing a country school.

Brandes slow, greenish eyes marked sleepily the distant dust, where Mr. Sanfords Nick Stoner was leading a brilliant field, steadily overhauling the favourite, Deborah Glenn.

When the time comes for me to fix her up, he said between thin lips which scarcely moved, shell look like Washington Square in May — not like Fifth Avenue and Broadway.

Nick Stoner continued to lead. Stulls eyes resembled two holes burnt in a sheet; Brandes yawned. They were plunging the limit on the Sanford favourite.

As for Ruhannah, she sat with slender gloved hands tightly clasped, lips parted, intent, fascinated with the sunlit beauty of the scene.

Brandes looked at her, and his heavy, expressionless features altered subtly:

Some running! he said.

A breathless nod was her response. All around them repressed excitement was breaking out; men stood up and shouted; women rose, and the club house seemed suddenly to blossom like a magic garden of wind-tossed flowers.

Through the increasing cheering Stull looked on without a sign of emotion, although affluence or ruin, in the Sanford colours, sat astride the golden roan.

Suddenly Ruhannah stood up, one hand pressed to the ill-fitting blue serge over her wildly beating heart. Brandes rose beside her. Not a muscle in his features moved.

* * * * *

Gawd! whispered Stull in his ear, as they were leaving.

Some killing, Ben! nodded Brandes in his low, deliberate voice. His heavy, round face was deeply flushed; Fortune, the noisy wanton, had flung both arms around his neck. But his slow eyes were continually turned on the slim young girl whom he was teaching to walk beside him without taking his arm.

Aint she on to us? Stull had enquired. And Brandes reply was correct; Ruhannah never dreamed that it made a pennys difference to Brandes whether Nick Stoner won or whether it was Deborah Glenn which the wild-voiced throng saluted.

* * * * *

They did not remain in Saratoga for dinner. They took Stull back to his hotel on the rumble of the runabout, Brandes remarking that he thought he should need a chauffeur before long and suggesting that Stull look about Saratoga for a likely one.

Halted in the crush before the United States Hotel, Stull decided to descend there. Several men in the passing crowds bowed to Brandes; one, Norton Smawley, known to the fraternity as Parson Smawley, came out to the curb to shake hands. Brandes introduced him to Rue as Parson Smawley — whether with some sinister future purpose already beginning to take shape in his round, heavy head, or whether a perverted sense of humour prompted him to give Rue the idea that she had been in godly company, it is difficult to determine.

He added that Miss Carew was the daughter of a clergyman and a missionary. And the Parson took his cue. At any rate Rue, leaning from her seat, listened to the persuasive and finely modulated voice of Parson Smawley with pleasure, and found his sleek, graceful presence and courtly manners most agreeable. There were no such persons in Gayfield.

She hoped, shyly, that if he were in Gayfield he would call on her father. Once in a very long while clergymen called on her father, and their rare visits remained a pleasure to the lonely invalid for months.

The Parson promised to call, very gravely. It would not have embarrassed him to do so; it was his business in life to have a sufficient knowledge of every mans business to enable him to converse convincingly with anybody.

He took polished leave of her; took leave of Brandes with the faintest flutter of one eyelid, as though he understood Brandes game. Which he did not; nor did Brandes himself, entirely.

* * * * *

They had thirty miles to go in the runabout. So they would not remain to dinner. Besides, Brandes did not care to make himself conspicuous in public just then. Too many people knew more or less about him — the sort of people who might possibly be in communication with his wife. There was no use slapping chance in the face. Two quiet visits to the races with Ruhannah was enough for the present. Even those two visits were scarcely discreet. It was time to go.

Stull and Brandes stood consulting together beside the runabout; Rue sat in the machine watching the press of carriages and automobiles on Broadway, and the thronged sidewalks along which brilliant, animated crowds were pouring.

Im not coming again, Ben, said Brandes, dropping his voice. No use to hunt the limelight just now. You cant tell what some of these people might do. Ill take no chances that some fresh guy might try to start something.

Stir up Minna? Stulls lips merely formed the question, and his eyes watched Ruhannah.

They couldnt. What would she care? All the same, I play safe, Ben. Well, be good. Better send me mine on pay day. Ill need it.

Stulls face grew sourer:

Cant you wait till she gets her decree?

And lose a month off? No.

Its all coming your way, Eddie. Stay wise and play safe. Dont start anything now — —

Its safe. If I dont take September off I wait a year for my — honeymoon. And I wont. See?

They both looked cautiously at Ruhannah, who sat motionless, absorbed in the turmoil of vehicles and people.

Brandes face slowly reddened; he dropped one hand on Stulls shoulder and said, between thin lips that scarcely moved:

Shes all Im interested in. You dont think much of her, Ben. She isnt painted. She isnt dolled up the way you like em. But there isnt anything else that matters very much to me. All I want in the world is sitting in that runabout, looking out of her kid eyes at a thousand or two people who aint worth the pair of run-down shoes shes wearing.

But Stulls expression remained sardonic and unconvinced.

So Brandes got into his car and took the wheel; and Stull watched them threading a tortuous path through the traffic tangle of Broadway.

They sped past the great hotels, along crowded sidewalks, along the park, and out into an endless stretch of highway where hundreds of other cars were travelling in the same direction.

Did you have a good time? he inquired, shifting his cigar and keeping his narrow eyes on the road.

Yes; it was beautiful — exciting.

Some horse, Nick Stoner! Some race, eh?

I was so excited — with everybody standing up and shouting. And such beautiful horses — and such pretty women in their wonderful dresses! I — I never knew there were such things.

He swung the car, sent it rushing past a lumbering limousine, slowed a little, gripped his cigar between his teeth, and watched the road, both hands on the wheel.

Yes, things were coming his way — coming faster and faster all the while. He had waited many years for this — for material fortune — for that chance which every gambler waits to seize when the psychological second ticks out. But he never had expected that the chance was to include a very young girl in a country-made dress and hat.

As they sped westward the freshening wind from distant pine woods whipped their cheeks; north, blue hills and bluer mountains beyond took fairy shape against the sky; and over all spread the tremendous heavens where fleets of white clouds sailed the uncharted wastes, and other fleets glimmered beyond the edges of the world, hull down, on vast horizons.

I want to make you happy, said Brandes in his low, even voice. It was, perhaps, the most honest statement he had ever uttered.

Ruhannah remained silent, her eyes riveted on the far horizon.

* * * * *

It was a week later, one hot evening, that he telegraphed to Stull in Saratoga:

Find me a chauffeur who will be willing to go abroad. Ill give you twenty-four hours to get him here.

The next morning he called up Stull on the telephone from the drug store in Gayfield:

Get my wire, Ben?

Yes. But I — —

Wait. Heres a postscript. I also want Parson Smawley. I want him to get a car and come over to the Gayfield House. Tell him I count on him. And hes to wear black and a white tie.

Yes. But about that chauffeur you want — —

Dont argue. Have him here. Have the Parson, also. Tell him to bring a white tie. Understand?

Oh, yes, I understand you, Eddie! You dont want anything of me, do you! Go out and get that combination? Just like that! Whatll I do? Step into the street and whistle?

Its up to you. Get busy.

As usual, retorted Stull in an acrid voice. All the same. Im telling you there aint a chauffeur youd have in Saratoga. Who handed you that dope?

Try. I need the chauffeur part of the combine, anyway. If he wont go abroad, Ill leave him in town. Get a wiggle on, Ben. Hows things?

All right. We had War-axe and Lady Johnson. Some killing, eh? That stable is winning all along. Weve got Adriutha and Queen Esther today. The Ocean Belle skate is scratched. Doc and Cap and me is thick with the Legislature outfit. Well trim em tonight. How are you feeling, Eddie?

Never better. Ill call you up in the morning. Ding-dong!

Wait! Are you really going abroad? shouted Stull.

But Brandes had already hung up.

He walked leisurely back to Brookhollow through the sunshine. He had never been as happy in all his life.


CHAPTER IX

NONRESISTANCE
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LONG DISTANCE CALLING you, Mr. Stull. One moment, please.... Heres your party, concluded the operator.

Stull, huddled sleepily on his bed, picked up the transmitter from the table beside him with a frightful yawn.

Who is it? he inquired sourly.

Its me — Ben!

Say, Eddie, have a heart, will you! I need the sleep — —

Brandes voice was almost jovial:

Wake up, you poor tout! Its nearly noon — —

Well, wasnt I singing hymns with Doc and Cap till breakfast time? And believe me, we trimmed the Senators bunch! Theyve got their transportation back to Albany, and thats about all — —

Careful what you say. Im talking from the Gayfield House. The Parson got here all right. Hes just left. Hell tell you about things. Listen, Ben, the chauffeur you sent me from Saratoga got here last evening, too. I went out with him and he drives all right. Did you look him up?

Now, how could I look him up when you gave me only a day to get him for you?

Did he have references?

Sure, a wad of them. But I couldnt verify them.

Who is he?

I forget his name. You ought to know it by now.

How did you get him?

Left word at the desk. An hour later he came to my room with a couple of bums. I told him about the job. I told him you wanted a chauffeur willing to go abroad. He said he was all that and then some. So I sent him on. Anything you dont fancy about him?

Nothing, I guess. He seems all right. Only I like to know about a man — —

How can I find out if you dont give me time?

All right, Ben. I guess hell do. By the way, Im starting for town in ten minutes.

Whats the idea?

Ask the Parson. Have you any other news except that you killed that Albany bunch of grafters?

No.... Yes! But it aint good news. I was going to call you soon as I waked up — —

Whats the trouble?

There aint any trouble — yet. But a certain party has showed up here — a very smooth young man whose business is hunting trouble. Get me?

After a silence Stull repeated:

Get me, Eddie?

No.

Listen. A certain slippery party — —

Who, damn it? Talk out. Im in a hurry.

Very well, then. Maxy Venem is here!

The name of his wifes disbarred attorney sent a chill over Brandes.

Whats he doing in Saratoga? he demanded.

Im trying to find out. He was to the races yesterday. He seen Doc. Of course Doc hadnt laid eyes on you for a year. Oh, no, indeed! Heard you was somewhere South, down and out. I dont guess Maxy was fooled none. What we done here in Saratoga is growing too big to hush up — —

What weve done? Whadye mean, we? I told you to work by yourself quietly, Ben, and keep me out of it.

Thats what I done. Didnt I circulate the news that you and me had quit partnership? And even then you wouldnt take my advice. Oh, no. You must show up here at the track with a young lady — —

How long has Maxy Venem been in Saratoga? snapped Brandes.

He told Doc he just come, but Cap found out hed been here a week. All I hope is he didnt see you with the Brookhollow party — —

Do you think he did?

Listen, Eddie. Max is a smooth guy — —

Find out what he knows! Do you hear?

Who? Me? Me try to make Maxy Venem talk? That snake? If he isnt on to you now, that would be enough to put him wise. Act like you had sense, Eddie. Call that other matter off and slide for town — —

I cant, Ben.

You got to!

I cant, I tell you.

Youre nutty in the head! Dont you suppose that Max is wise to what Ive been doing here? And dont you suppose he knows damn well that youre back of whatever I do? If you aint crazy youll call that party off for a while.

Brandes even voice over the telephone sounded a trifle unnatural, almost hoarse:

I cant call it off. Its done.

Whats done?

What I told you I was going to do.

That!

The Parson married us.

Oh!

Wait! Parson Smawley married us, in church, assisted by the local dominie. I didnt count on the dominie. It was her fathers idea. He butted in.

Then is it — is it —— ?

Thats what Im not sure about. You see, the Parson did it, but the dominie stuck around. Whether he got a half nelson on me I dont know till I ask. Anyway, I expected to clinch things — later — so it doesnt really matter, unless Max Venem means bad. Does he, do you think?

He always does, Eddie.

Yes, I know. Well, then, Ill wait for a cable from you. And if Ive got to take three months off in Paris, why Ive got to — thats all.

Good God! What about Stein? What about the theaytre?

Youll handle it for the first three months.... Say, Ive got to go, now. I think shes waiting — —

Who?

My — wife.

Oh!

Yes. The chauffeur took her back to the house in the car to put something in her suitcase that she forgot. Im waiting for her here at the Gayfield House. Were on our way to town. Going to motor in. Our trunks have gone by rail.

After a silence, Stulls voice sounded again, tense, constrained:

You better go aboard tonight.

Thats right, too.

Whats your ship?

Lusitania.

Whatll I tell Stein?

Tell him Ill be back in a month. You look out for my end. Ill be back in time.

Will you cable me?

Sure. And if you get any later information about Max today, call me at the Knickerbocker. Well dine there and then go aboard.

I get you.... Say, Eddie, Im that worried! If this break of yours dont kill our luck — —

Dont you believe it! Im going to fight for what I got till someone hands me the count. Shes the first thing I ever wanted. Ive got her and I guess I can keep her.... And listen: theres nothing like her in all Gods world!

When did you do — it? demanded Stull, coldly.

This morning at eleven. I just stepped over here to the garage. Im talking to you from the bar. Shes back by this time and waiting, I guess. So take care of yourself till I see you.

Same to you, Eddie. And be leery of Max. Hes bad. When they disbar a man like that hes twice as dangerous as he was. His ex-partner, Abe Grittlefeld, is a certain partys attorney of record. Ask yourself what youd be up against if that pair of wolves get started after you! You know what Max would do to you if he could. And Minna, too!

Dont worry.

I am worrying! And you ought to. You know what you done to Max. Dont think he ever forgets. Hell do you if he can, same as Minna will.

Brandes stolid face lost a little of its sanguine colour, where he stood in the telephone box behind the bar of the Gayfield House.

Yes, he knew well enough what he had once done to the disbarred lawyer out in Athabasca when he was handling the Unknown and Venem, the disbarred, was busy looking out for the Athabasca Blacksmith, furnishing the corrupt brains for the firm of Venem and Grittlefeld, and paying steady court to the prettiest girl in Athabasca, Ilse Dumont.

And Brandes Unknown had almost killed Max Venems blacksmith; Brandes had taken all Venems money, and then his girl; more than that, he had made this girl, in the theatrical sense of the word; and he had gambled on her beauty and her voice and had won out with both.

Then, while still banking her salary to reimburse himself for his trouble with her, he had tired of her sufficiently to prove unfaithful to his marriage vows at every opportunity. And opportunities were many. Venem had never forgiven him; Ilse Dumont could not understand treachery; and Venems detectives furnished her with food for thought that presently infuriated her.

And now she was employing Max Venem, once senior partner in the firm of Venem and Grittlefeld, to guide her with his legal advice. She wanted Brandes ruin, if that could be accomplished; she wanted her freedom anyway.

Until he had met Rue Carew he had taken measures to fight the statutory charges, hoping to involve Venem and escape alimony. Then he met Ruhannah, and became willing to pay for his freedom. And he was still swamped in the vile bog of charges and countercharges, not yet free from it, not yet on solid ground, when the eternal gambler in him suggested to him that he take the chance of marrying this young girl before he was legally free to do so.

Why on earth did he want to take such a chance? He had only a few months to wait. He had never before really cared for any woman. He loved her — as he understood love — as much as he was capable of loving. If in all the world there was anything sacred to him, it was his sentiment regarding Rue Carew. Yet, he was tempted to take the chance. Even she could not escape his ruling passion; at the last analysis, even she represented to him a gamblers chance. But in Brandes there was another streak. He wanted to take the chance that he could marry her before he had a right to, and get away with it. But his nerve failed. And, at the last moment, he had hedged, engaging Parson Smawley to play the lead instead of an ordained clergyman.

All these things he now thought of as he stood undecided, worried, in the telephone booth behind the bar at the Gayfield House. Twice Stull had spoken, and had been bidden to wait and to hold the wire.

Finally, shaking off the premonition of coming trouble, Brandes called again:

Ben?

Yes, Im listening.

Ill stay in Paris if theres trouble.

And throw Stein down?

What else is there to do?

Well, you can wait, cant you? You dont seem to be able to do that any more, but you better learn.

All right. What next?

Make a quick getaway. Now!

Yes, Im going at once. Keep me posted, Ben. Be good!

He hung up and went out to the wide, tree-shaded street where Ruhannah sat in the runabout awaiting him, and the new chauffeur stood by the car.

He took off his straw hat, pulled a cap and goggles from his pocket. His man placed the straw hat in the boot.

Get what you wanted, Rue?

Yes, thank you.

Been waiting long?

I — dont think so.

All right, he said cheerily, climbing in beside her. Im sorry I kept you waiting. Had a business matter to settle. Hungry?

Rue, very still and colourless, said no, with a mechanical smile. The chauffeur climbed to the rumble.

Ill jam her through, nodded Brandes as the car moved swiftly westward. Well lunch in Albany on time.

Half a mile, and they passed Neelands Mills, where old Dick Neeland stood in his boat out on the pond and cast a glittering lure for pickerel.

She caught a glimpse of him — his sturdy frame, white hair, and ruddy visage — and a swift, almost wistful memory of young Jim Neeland passed through her mind.

But it was a very confused mind — only the bewildered mind of a very young girl — and the memory of the boy flashed into its confusion and out again as rapidly as the landscape sped away behind the flying car.

Dully she was aware that she was leaving familiar and beloved things, but could not seem to realise it — childhood, girlhood, father and mother, Brookhollow, the mill, Gayfield, her friends, all were vanishing in the flying dust behind her, dwindling, dissolving into an infinitely growing distance.

They took the gradual slope of a mile-long hill as swallows take the air; houses, barns, woods, orchards, grain fields, flew by on either side; other cars approaching passed them like cannon balls; the sunlit, undulating world flowed glittering away behind; only the stainless blue ahead confronted them immovably — a vast, magnificent goal, vague with the mystery of promise.

On this trip, said Brandes, we may only have time to see the Loove and the palaces and all like that. Next year well fix it so we can stay in Paris and you can study art.

Ruhannahs lips formed the words, Thank you.

Cant you learn to call me Eddie? he urged.

The girl was silent.

Youre everything in the world to me, Rue.

The same little mechanical smile fixed itself on her lips, and she looked straight ahead of her.

Havent you begun to love me just a little bit, Rue?

I like you. You are very kind to us.

Dont your affection seem to grow a little stronger now? he urged.

You are so kind to us, she repeated gratefully; I like you for it.

The utterly unawakened youth of her had always alternately fascinated and troubled him. Gambler that he was, he had once understood that patience is a gamblers only stock in trade. But now for the first time in his career he found himself without it.

You said, he insisted, that youd love me when we were married.

She turned her childs eyes on him in faint surprise:

A wife loves her husband always, doesnt she?

Do you?

I suppose I shall.... I havent been married very long — long enough to feel as though I am really married. When I begin to realise it I shall understand, of course, that I love you.

It was the calm and immature reply of a little girl playing house. He knew it. He looked at her pure, perplexed profile of a child and knew that what he had said was futile — understood that it was meaningless to her, that it was only confusing a mind already dazed — a mind of which too much had been expected, too much demanded.

He leaned over and kissed the cold, almost colourless cheek; her little mechanical smile came back. Then they remembered the chauffeur behind them and Brandes reddened. He was unaccustomed to a man on the rumble.

Could I talk to mother on the telephone when we get to New York? she asked presently, still painfully flushed.

Yes, darling, of course.

I just want to hear her voice, murmured Rue.

Certainly. We can send her a wireless, too, when were at sea.

That interested her. She enquired curiously in regard to wireless telegraphy and other matters concerning ocean steamers.

* * * * *

In Albany her first wave of loneliness came over her in the stuffy dining-room of the big, pretentious hotel, when she found herself seated at a small table alone with this man whom she seemed, somehow or other, to have married.

As she did not appear inclined to eat, Brandes began to search the card for something to tempt her. And, glancing up presently, saw tears glimmering in her eyes.

For a moment he remained dumb as though stunned by some sudden and terrible accusation — for a moment only. Then, in an unsteady voice:

Rue, darling. You must not feel lonely and frightened. Ill do anything in the world for you. Dont you know it?

She nodded.

I tell you, he said in that even, concentrated voice of his which scarcely moved his narrow lips, Im just crazy about you. Youre my own little wife. Youre all I care about. If I cant make you happy somebody ought to shoot me.

She tried to smile; her full lips trembled; a single tear, brimming, fell on the cloth.

I — dont mean to be silly.... But — Brookhollow seems — ended — forever....

Its only forty miles, he said with heavy joviality. Shall we turn around and go back?

She glanced up at him with an odd expression, as though she hoped he meant it; then her little mechanical smile returned, and she dried her eyes naïvely.

I dont know why I cannot seem to get used to being married, she said. I never thought that getting married would make me so — so — lonely.

Lets talk about art, he suggested. Youre crazy about art and youre going to Paris. Isnt that fine.

Oh, yes — —

Sure, its fine. Thats where art grows. Artville is Paris other name. Its all there, Rue — the Loove, the palaces, the Latin Quarter, the statues, the churches, and all like that.

What is the Louvre like? she asked, tremulously, determined to be brave.

As he had seen the Louvre only from the outside, his imaginary description was cautious, general, and brief.

After a silence, Rue asked whether he thought that their suitcases were quite safe.

Certainly, he smiled. I checked them.

And youre sure they are safe?

Of course, darling. What worries you?

And, as she hesitated, he remembered that she had forgotten to put something into her suitcase and that the chauffeur had driven her back to the house to get it while he himself went into the Gayfield House to telephone Stull.

What was it you went back for, Rue? he asked.

One thing I went back for was my money.

Money? What money?

Money my grandmother left me. I was to have it when I married — six thousand dollars.

You mean you have it in your suitcase? he asked, astonished.

Yes, half of it.

A cheque?

No, in hundreds.

Bills?

Yes. I gave father three thousand. I kept three thousand.

In bills, he repeated, laughing. Is your suitcase locked?

Yes. I insisted on having my money in cash. So Mr. Wexall, of the Mohawk Bank, sent a messenger with it last evening.

But, he asked, still immensely amused, why do you want to travel about with three thousand dollars in bills in your suitcase?

She flushed a little, tried to smile:

I dont know why. I never before had any money. It is — pleasant to know I have it.

But Ill give you all you want, Rue.

Thank you.... I have my own, you see.

Of course. Put it away in some bank. When you want pin money, ask me.

She shook her head with a troubled smile.

I couldnt ask anybody for money, she explained.

Then you dont have to. Well fix your allowance.

Thank you, but I have my money, and I dont need it.

This seemed to amuse him tremendously; and even Rue laughed a little.

You are going to take your money to Paris? he asked.

Yes.

To buy things?

Oh, no. Just to have it with me.

His rather agreeable laughter sounded again.

So that was what you forgot to put in your suitcase, he said. No wonder you went back for it.

There was something else very important, too.

What, darling?

My drawings, she explained innocently.

Your drawings! Do you mean youve got them, too?

Yes. I want to take them to Paris and compare them with the pictures I shall see there. It ought to teach me a great deal. Dont you think so?

Are you crazy to study? he asked, touched to the quick by her utter ignorance.

Its all I dream about. If I could work that way and support myself and my father and mother — —

But, Rue! Wake up! Were married, little girl. You dont have to work to support anybody!

I — forgot, said the girl vaguely, her confused grey eyes resting on his laughing, greenish ones.

Still laughing, he summoned the waiter, paid the reckoning; Ruhannah rose as he did; they went slowly out together.

On the sidewalk beside their car stood the new chauffeur, smoking a cigarette which he threw away without haste when he caught sight of them. However, he touched the peak of his cap civilly, with his forefinger.

Brandes, lighting a cigar, let his slow eyes rest on the new man for a moment. Then he helped Rue into the tonneau, got in after her, and thoughtfully took the wheel, conscious that there was something or other about his new chauffeur that he did not find entirely to his liking.


CHAPTER X

DRIVING HEAD-ON
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IT WAS MID-AFTERNOON when they began to pass through that series of suburbs which the city has flung like a single tentacle northward for a hundred miles along the eastern banks of the Hudson.

A smooth road of bluestone with a surface like velvet, rarely broken by badly paved or badly worn sections, ran straight south. Past mansions standing amid spacious lawns all ablaze with late summer and early autumn flowers they sped; past parks, long stretches of walls, high fences of wrought iron through which brief glimpses of woodlands and splendid gardens caught Rues eye. And, every now and then, slowing down to traverse some village square and emerging from the further limits, the great river flashed into view, sometimes glassy still under high headlands or along towering parapets of mountains, sometimes ruffled and silvery where it widened into bay or inland sea, with a glimmer of distant villages on the further shore.

Over the western bank a blinding sun hung in a sky without a cloud — a sky of undiluted azure; but farther south, and as the sun declined, traces of vapours from the huge but still distant city stained the heavens. Gradually the increasing haze changed from palest lavender and lemon-gold to violet and rose with smouldering undertones of fire. Beneath it the river caught the stains in deeper tones, flowing in sombre washes of flame or spreading wide under pastel tints of turquoise set with purple.

Now, as the sun hung lower, the smoke of every river boat, every locomotive speeding along the shores below, lay almost motionless above the water, tinged with the delicate enchantment of declining day.

And into this magic veil Rue was passing already through the calm of a late August afternoon, through tree-embowered villages and towns, the names of which she did not know — swiftly, inexorably passing into the iris-grey obscurity where already the silvery points of arc-lights stretched away into intricate geometrical designs — faint traceries as yet sparkling with subdued lustre under the sunset heavens.

Vast shadowy shapes towered up ahead — outlying public buildings, private institutions, industrial plants, bridges of iron and steel, the ponderous bowed spans of which crossed wildernesses of railroad tracks or craft-crowded waters.

Two enormous arched viaducts of granite stretched away through sparkling semi-obscurity — High Bridge and Washington Bridge. Then it became an increasing confusion of phantom masses against a fading sky — bridges, towers, skyscrapers, viaducts, boulevards, a wilderness of streets outlined by the growing brilliancy of electric lamps.

Brandes, deftly steering through the swarming maze of twilight avenues, turned east across the island, then swung south along the curved parapets and spreading gardens of Riverside Drive.

Perhaps Brandes was tired; he had become uncommunicative, inclined to silence. He did point out to her the squat, truncated mass where the great General slept; called her attention to the river below, where three grey battleships lay. A bugle call from the decks came faintly to her ears.

If Rue was tired she did not know it as the car swept her steadily deeper amid the citys wonders.

On her left, beyond the trees, the great dwellings and apartments of the Drive were already glimmering with light in every window; to the right, under the foliage of this endless necklace of parks and circles, a summer-clad throng strolled and idled along the river wall; and past them moved an unbroken column of automobiles, taxicabs, and omnibuses.

At Seventy-second Street they turned to the east across the park, then into Fifth Avenue south once more. She saw the name of the celebrated avenue on the street corner, turned to glance excitedly at Brandes; but his preoccupied face was expressionless, almost forbidding, so she turned again in quest of other delightful discoveries. But there was nothing to identify for her the houses, churches, hotels, shops, on this endless and bewildering avenue of grey stone; as they swung west into Forty-second Street, she caught sight of the great marble mass of the Library, but had no idea what it was.

Into this dusky cañon, aflame with light, they rolled, where street lamps, the lamps of vehicles, and electric signs dazzled her unaccustomed eyes so that she saw nothing except a fiery vista filled with the rush and roar of traffic.

When they stopped, the chauffeur dropped from the rumble and came around to where a tall head porter in blue and silver uniform was opening the tonneau door.

Brandes said to his chauffeur:

Here are the checks. Our trunks are at the Grand Central. Get them aboard, then come back here for us at ten oclock.

The chauffeur lifted his hand to his cap, and looked stealthily between his fingers at Brandes.

Ten oclock, he repeated; very good, sir.

Rue instinctively sought Brandes arm as they entered the crowded lobby, then remembered, blushed, and withdrew her hand.

Brandes had started toward the desk with the intention of registering and securing a room for the few hours before going aboard the steamer; but something halted him — some instinct of caution. No, he would not register. He sent their luggage to the parcels room, found a maid who took Rue away, then went on through into the bar, where he took a stiff whisky and soda, a thing he seldom did.

In the toilet he washed and had himself brushed. Then, emerging, he took another drink en passant, conscious of an odd, dull sense of apprehension for which he could not account.

At the desk they told him there was no telephone message for him. He sauntered over to the news stand, stared at the display of periodicals, but had not sufficient interest to buy even an evening paper.

So he idled about the marble-columned lobby, now crowded with a typical early-autumn throng in quest of dinner and the various nocturnal amusements which the city offers at all times to the frequenters of its thousand temples.

Rue came out of the ladies dressing room, and he went to her and guided her into the dining-room on the left, where an orchestra was playing. In her blue, provincial travelling gown the slender girl looked oddly out of place amid lace and jewels and the delicate tints of frail evening gowns, but her cheeks were bright with colour and her grey eyes brilliant, and the lights touched her thick chestnut hair with a ruddy glory, so that more than one man turned to watch her pass, and the idly contemptuous indifference of more than one woman ended at her neck and chin.

What Rue ate she never afterward remembered. It was all merely a succession of delicious sensations for the palate, for the eye, for the ear when the excellent orchestra was playing some gay overture from one of the newer musical comedies or comic operas.

Brandes at times seemed to shake off a growing depression and rouse himself to talk to her, even jest with her. He smoked cigarettes occasionally during dinner, a thing he seldom did, and, when coffee was served, he lighted one of his large cigars.

Rue, excited under an almost childishly timid manner, leaned on the table with both elbows and linked fingers, listening, watching everything with an almost breathless intelligence which strove to comprehend.

People left; others arrived; the music continued. Several times people passing caught Brandes eye, and bowed and smiled. He either acknowledged such salutes with a slight and almost surly nod, or ignored them altogether.

One of his short, heavy arms lay carelessly along the back of his chair, where he was sitting sideways looking at the people in the lobby — watching with that same odd sensation of foreboding of which he had been conscious from the first moment he had entered the city line.

What reason for apprehension he had he could not understand. Only an hour lay between him and the seclusion of the big liner; a few hours and he and this girl beside him would be at sea.

Once he excused himself, went out to the desk, and made an inquiry. But there was no telephone or telegraph message for him; and he came back chewing his cigar.

Finally his uneasiness drew him to his feet again:

Rue, he said, Im going out to telephone to Mr. Stull. It may take some little time. You dont mind waiting, do you?

No, she said.

Dont you want another ice or something?

She confessed that she did.

So he ordered it and went away.

As she sat leisurely tasting her ice and watching with unflagging interest the people around her, she noticed that the dining-room was already three-quarters empty. People were leaving for café, theatre, or dance; few remained.

Of these few, two young men in evening dress now arose and walked toward the lobby, one ahead of the other. One went out; the other, in the act of going, glanced casually at her as he passed, hesitated, halted, then, half smiling, half inquiringly, came toward her.

Jim Neeland! she exclaimed impulsively.  — I mean Mr. Neeland — — a riot of colour flooding her face. But her eager hand remained outstretched. He took it, pressed it lightly, ceremoniously, and, still standing, continued to smile down at her.

Amid all this strange, infernal glitter; amid a city of six million strangers, suddenly to encounter a familiar face — to see somebody — anybody — from Gayfield — seemed a miracle too delightful to be true.

You are Rue Carew, he said. I was not certain for a moment. You know we met only once before.

Rue, conscious of the startled intimacy of her first greeting, blushed with the memory. But Neeland was a tactful young man; he said easily, with his very engaging smile:

It was nice of you to remember me so frankly and warmly. You have no idea how pleasant it was to hear a Gayfield voice greet me as Jim.

I — didnt intend to — —

Please intend it in future, Rue. You dont mind, do you?

No.

And will you ever forget that magnificent winter night when we drove to Brookhollow after the party?

I have — remembered it.

So have I.... Are you waiting for somebody? Of course you are, he added, laughing. But may I sit down for a moment?

Yes, I wish you would.

So he seated himself, lighted a cigarette, glanced up at her and smiled.

When did you come to New York? he asked.

Tonight.

Well, isnt that a bit of luck to run into you like this! Have you come here to study art?

No.... Yes, I think, later, I am to study art here.

At the League?

I dont know.

Better go to the League, he said. Begin there anyway. Do you know where it is?

No, she said.

He called a waiter, borrowed pencil and pad, and wrote down the address of the Art Students League. He had begun to fold the paper when a second thought seemed to strike him, and he added his own address.

In case I can do anything for you in any way, he explained.

Rue thanked him, opened her reticule, and placed the folded paper there beside her purse.

I do hope I shall see you soon again, he said, looking gaily, almost mischievously into her grey eyes. This certainly resembles fate. Dont you think so, Rue — this reunion of ours?

Fate? she repeated.

Yes. I should even call it romantic. Dont you think our meeting this way resembles something very much like romance?

She felt herself flushing, tried to smile:

It couldnt resemble anything, she explained with quaint honesty, because I am sailing for Europe tomorrow morning; I am going on board in less than an hour. And also — also, I — —

Also? — he prompted her, amused, yet oddly touched by her childishly literal reply.

I am — married.

Good Lord! he said.

This morning, she added, tasting her ice.

And youre sailing for Europe on your honeymoon! he exclaimed. Well, upon my word! And what is your ship?

The Lusitania.

Really! I have a friend who is sailing on her — a most charming woman. I sent flowers to her only an hour ago.

Did you? asked Rue, interested.

Yes. She is a widow — the Princess Mistchenka — a delightful and pretty woman. I am going to send a note to the steamer tonight saying that — that my very particular friend, Ruhannah Carew, is on board, and wont she ask you to tea. Youd love her, Rue. Shes a regular woman.

But — oh, dear! — a Princess!

You wont even notice it, he said reassuringly. Shes a corker; shes an artist, too. I couldnt begin to tell you how nice she has been to me. By the way, Rue, whom did you marry?

Mr. Brandes.

Brandes? I dont remember — was he from up-state?

No; New York — I think — —

As she bent forward to taste her ice again he noticed for the first time the childlike loveliness of her throat and profile; looked at her with increasing interest, realising that she had grown into a most engaging creature since he had seen her.

Looking up, and beyond him toward the door, she said:

I think your friend is waiting for you. Had you forgotten him?

Oh, thats so! he exclaimed. Then rising and offering his hand: I wish you happiness, Rue. You have my address. When you return, wont you let me know where you are? Wont you let me know your husband?

Yes.

Please do. You see you and I have a common bond in art, another in our birthplace. Gayfield folk are your own people and mine. Dont forget me, Rue.

No, I wont.

So he took his leave gracefully and went away through the enthralling, glittering unreality of it all leaving a young girl thrilled, excited, and deeply impressed with his ease and bearing amid awe-inspiring scenes in which she, too, desired most ardently to find herself at ease.

Also she thought of his friend, the Princess Mistchenka. And again, as before, the name seemed to evoke within her mind a recollection of having heard it before, very long ago.

She wondered whether Neeland would remember to write, and if he did she wondered whether a real princess would actually condescend to invite her to take tea.


CHAPTER XI

THE BREAKERS
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THE EAST DINING-ROOM was almost empty now, though the lobby and the café beyond still swarmed with people arriving and departing. Brandes, chafing at the telephone, had finally succeeded in getting Stull on the wire, only to learn that the news from Saratoga was not agreeable; that they had lost on every horse. Also, Stull had another disquieting item to detail; it seemed that Maxy Venem had been seen that morning in the act of departing for New York on the fast express; and with him was a woman resembling Brandes wife.

Who saw her? demanded Brandes.

Doc. He didnt get a good square look at her. You know the hats women wear.

All right. Im off, Ben. Good-bye.

The haunting uneasiness which had driven him to the telephone persisted when he came out of the booth. He cast a slow, almost sleepy glance around him, saw no familiar face in the thronged lobby, then he looked at his watch.

The car had been ordered for ten; it lacked half an hour of the time; he wished he had ordered the car earlier.

For now his uneasiness was verging on that species of superstitious inquietude which at times obsesses all gamblers, and which is known as a hunch. He had a hunch that he was in wrong somehow or other; an overpowering longing to get on board the steamer assailed him — a desire to get out of the city, get away quick.

The risk he had taken was beginning to appear to him as an unwarranted piece of recklessness; he was amazed with himself for taking such a chance — disgusted at his foolish and totally unnecessary course with this young girl. All he had had to do was to wait a few months. He could have married in safety then. And even now he didnt know whether or not the ceremony performed by Parson Smawley had been an illegally legal one; whether it made him a bigamist for the next three months or only something worse. What on earth had possessed him to take such a risk — the terrible hazard of discovery, of losing the only woman he had ever really cared for — the only one he probably could ever care for? Of course, had he been free he would have married her. When he got his freedom he would insist on another ceremony. He could persuade her to that on some excuse or other. But in the meanwhile!

He entered the deserted dining-room, came over to where Rue was waiting, and sat down, heavily, holding an unlighted cigar between his stubby fingers.

Well, little girl, he said with forced cheerfulness, was I away very long?

Not very.

You didnt miss me? he inquired, ponderously playful.

His heavy pleasantries usually left her just a little doubtful and confused, for he seldom smiled when he delivered himself of them.

He leaned across the cloth and laid a hot, cushiony hand over both of hers, where they lay primly clasped on the table edge:

Dont you ever miss me when Im away from you, Rue? he asked.

I think — it is nice to be with you, she said, hotly embarrassed by the publicity of his caress.

I dont believe you mean it. But he smiled this time. At which the little rigid smile stamped itself on her lips; but she timidly withdrew her hands from his.

Rue, I dont believe you love me. This time there was no smile.

She found nothing to answer, being without any experience in give-and-take conversation, which left her always uncertain and uncomfortable.

For the girl was merely a creature still in the making — a soft, pliable thing to be shaped to perfection only by the light touch of some steady, patient hand that understood — or to be marred and ruined by a heavy hand which wrought at random or in brutal haste.

Brandes watched her for a moment out of sleepy, greenish eyes. Then he consulted his watch again, summoned a waiter, gave him the parcels-room checks, and bade him have a boy carry their luggage into the lobby.

As they rose from the table, a man and a woman entering the lobby caught sight of them, halted, then turned and walked back toward the street door which they had just entered.

Brandes had not noticed them where he stood by the desk, scratching off a telegram to Stull:

All O. K. Just going aboard. Fix it with Stein.

He rejoined Rue as the boy appeared with their luggage; an under porter took the bags and preceded them toward the street.

Theres the car! said Brandes, with a deep breath of relief. He knows his business, that chauffeur of mine.

Their chauffeur was standing beside the car as they emerged from the hotel and started to cross the sidewalk; the porter, following, set their luggage on the curbstone; and at the same instant a young and pretty woman stepped lightly between Rue and Brandes.

Good evening, Eddie, she said, and struck him a staggering blow in the face with her white-gloved hand.

Brandes lost his balance, stumbled sideways, recovered himself, turned swiftly and encountered the full, protruding black eyes of Maxy Venem staring close and menacingly into his.

From Brandes cut lip blood was running down over his chin and collar; his face remained absolutely expressionless. The next moment his eyes shifted, met Ruhannahs stupefied gaze.

Go into the hotel, he said calmly. Quick — —

Stay where you are! interrupted Maxy Venem, and caught the speechless and bewildered girl by the elbow.

Like lightning Brandes hand flew to his hip pocket, and at the same instant his own chauffeur seized both his heavy, short arms and held them rigid, pinned behind his back.

Frisk him! he panted; Venem nimbly relieved him of the dull black weapon.

Can the fake gun-play, Eddie, he said, coolly shoving aside the porter who attempted to interfere. Youre double-crossed. We got the goods on you; come on; whos the girl?

The woman who had struck Brandes now came up again beside Venem. She was young, very pretty, but deathly white except for the patches of cosmetic on either cheek. She pointed at Brandes. There was blood on her soiled and split glove:

You dirty dog! she said unsteadily. Youll marry this girl before Ive divorced you, will you? And you think you are going to get away with it! You dog! You dirty dog!

The porter attempted to interfere again, but Venem shoved him out of the way. Brandes, still silently struggling to free his imprisoned arms, ceased twisting suddenly and swung his heavy head toward Venem. His hat had fallen off; his face, deeply flushed with exertion, was smeared with blood and sweat.

Whats the idea, you fool! he said in a low voice. Im not married to her.

But Ruhannah heard him say it.

You claim that you havent married this girl? demanded Venem loudly, motioning toward Rue, who stood swaying, half dead, held fast by the gathering crowd which pushed around them from every side.

Did you marry her or did you fake it? repeated Venem in a louder voice. Its jail one way; maybe both!

He married her in Gayfield at eleven this morning! said the chauffeur. Parson Smawley turned the trick.

Brandes narrow eyes glittered; he struggled for a moment, gave it up, shot a deadly glance at Maxy Venem, at his wife, at the increasing throng crowding closely about him. Then his infuriated eyes met Rues, and the expression of her face apparently crazed him.

Frantic, he hurled himself backward, jerking one arm free, tripped, fell heavily with the chauffeur on top, twisting, panting, struggling convulsively, while all around him surged the excited crowd, shouting, pressing closer, trampling one another in eagerness to see.

Rue, almost swooning with fear, was pushed, jostled, flung aside. Stumbling over her own suitcase, she fell to her knees, rose, and, scarce conscious of what she was about, caught up her suitcase and reeled away into the light-shot darkness.

She had no idea of what she was doing or where she was going; the terror of the scene still remained luridly before her eyes; the shouting of the crowd was in her ears; an indescribable fear of Brandes filled her — a growing horror of this man who had denied that he had married her. And the instinct of a frightened and bewildered child drove her into blind flight, anywhere to escape this hideous, incomprehensible scene behind her.

Hurrying on, alternately confused and dazzled in the patches of darkness and flaring light, clutched at and followed by a terrible fear, she found herself halted on the curbstone of an avenue through which lighted tramcars were passing. A man spoke to her, came closer; and she turned desperately and hurried across a street where other people were crossing.

From overhead sounded the roaring dissonance of an elevated train; on either side of her phantom shapes swarmed — figures which moved everywhere around her, now illumined by shop windows, now silhouetted against them. And always through the deafening confusion in her brain, the dismay, the stupefaction, one dreadful fear dominated — the fear of Brandes — the dread and horror of this Judas who had denied her.

She could not drive the scene from her mind — the never-to-be forgotten picture where he stood with blood from his cut lip striping his fat chin. She heard his voice denying her through swollen lips that scarcely moved — denying that he had married her.

And in her ears still sounded the other voice — the terrible words of the woman who had struck him — an unsteady, unreal voice accusing him; and her brain throbbed with the horrible repetition: Dirty dog — dirty dog — dirty dog — — until, almost out of her mind, she dropped her bag and clapped both hands over her ears.

One or two men stared at her. A taxi driver came from beside his car and asked her if she was ill. But she caught up her suitcase and hurried on without answering.

* * * * *

She was very tired. She had come to the end of the lighted avenue. There was darkness ahead, a wall, trees, and electric lights sparkling among the foliage.

Perhaps the sudden glimpse of a wide and star-set sky quieted her, calmed her. Freed suddenly from the cañon of the citys streets, the unreasoning panic of a trapped thing subsided a little.

Her arm ached; she shifted the suitcase to her other hand and looked across at the trees and at the high stars above, striving desperately for self-command.

Something had to be done. She must find some place where she could sit down. Where was she to find it?

For a while she could feel her limbs trembling; but gradually the heavy thudding of her pulses quieted; nobody molested her; nobody had followed her. That she was quite lost did not matter; she had also lost this man who had denied her, somewhere in the depths of the confusion behind her. That was all that mattered — escape from him, from the terrible woman who had struck him and reviled him.

With an effort she checked her thoughts and struggled for self-command. Somewhere in the city there must be a railroad station from which a train would take her home.

With the thought came the desperate longing for flight, and a rush of tears that almost choked her. Nothing mattered now except her mothers arms; the rest was a nightmare, the horror of a dream which still threatened, still clutched at her with shadowy and spectral menace.

For a moment or two she stood there on the curb, her eyes closed, fighting for self-control, forcing her disorganized brain to duty.

Somebody must help her to find a railroad station and a train. That gradually became clear to her. But when she realised that, a young man sauntered up beside her and looked at her so intently that her calmness gave way and she turned her head sharply to conceal the starting tears.

Hello, girlie, he said. Got anythin on tonight?

With head averted, she stood there, rigid, dumb, her tear-drenched eyes fixed on the park; and after one or two jocose observations the young man became discouraged and went away. But he had thrust the fear of strangers deep into her heart; and now she dared not ask any man for information. However, when two young women passed she found sufficient courage to accost them, asking the direction of the railroad station from which trains departed for Gayfield.

The women, who were young and brightly coloured in plumage, displayed a sympathetic interest at once.

Gayfield? repeated the blonder of the two. Gee, dearie, I never heard of that place.

Is it on Long Island? inquired the other.

No. It is in Mohawk County.

Thats a new one, too. Mohawk County? Never heard of it; did you, Lil?

Search me!

Is it up-state, dearie? asked the other. You better go over to Madison Avenue and take a car to the Grand Central — —

Wait, interrupted her friend; she better take a taxi — —

Nix on a taxi you pick up on Sixth Avenue! And to Rue, curiously sympathetic: Say, youve got friends here, havent you, little one?

No.

What! You dont know anyone in New York!

Rue looked at her dumbly; then, of a sudden, she remembered Neeland.

Yes, she said, I know one person.

Where does your friend live?

In her reticule was the paper on which he had written the address of the Art Students League, and, as an afterthought, his own address.

Rue lifted the blue silk bag, opened it, took out her purse and found the paper.

One Hundred and Six, West Fifty-fifth Street, she read; Studio No. 10.

Why, that isnt far! said the blonder of the two. We are going that way. Well take you there.

I dont know — I dont know him very well — —

Is it a man?

Yes. He comes from my town, Gayfield.

Oh! I guess thats all right, said the other woman, laughing. You got to be leery of these men, little one. Come on; well show you.

It was only four blocks; Ruhannah presently found herself on the steps of a house from which dangled a sign, Studios and Bachelor Apartments to Let.

Whats his name? said the woman addressed as Lil.

Mr. Neeland.

By the light of the vestibule lantern they inspected the letter boxes, found Neelands name, and pushed the electric button.

After a few seconds the door clicked and opened.

Now, youre all right! said Lil, peering into the lighted hallway. Its on the fourth floor and there isnt any elevator that I can see, so you keep on going upstairs till your friend meets you.

Thank you so much for your great kindness — —

Dont mention it. Good luck, dearie!

The door clicked behind her, and Rue found herself alone.

The stairs, flanked by a massive balustrade of some dark, polished wood, ascended in spirals by a short series of flights and landings. Twice she rested, her knees almost giving way, for the climb upward seemed interminable. But at last, just above her, she saw a skylight, and a great stair-window giving on a court; and, as she toiled up and stood clinging, breathless, to the banisters on the top landing, out of an open door stepped Neelands shadowy figure, dark against the hall light behind him.

For heavens sake! he said. What on earth — —

The suitcase fell from her nerveless hand; she swayed a little where she stood.

The next moment he had passed his arm around her, and was half leading, half carrying her through a short hallway into a big, brilliantly lighted studio.


CHAPTER XII

A LIFE LINE
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SHE HAD TOLD him her story from beginning to end, as far as she herself comprehended it. She was lying sideways now, in the depths of a large armchair, her cheek cushioned on the upholstered wings.

Her hat, with its cheap blue enamel pins sticking in the crown, lay on his desk; her hair, partly loosened, shadowed a young face grown pinched with weariness; and the reaction from shock was already making her grey eyes heavy and edging the under lids with bluish shadows.

She had not come there with the intention of telling him anything. All she had wanted was a place in which to rest, a glass of water, and somebody to help her find the train to Gayfield. She told him this; remained reticent under his questioning; finally turned her haggard face to the chairback and refused to answer.

For an hour or more she remained obstinately dumb, motionless except for the uncontrollable trembling of her body; he brought her a glass of water, sat watching her at intervals; rose once or twice to pace the studio, his well-shaped head bent, his hands clasped behind his back, always returning to the corner-chair before the desk to sit there, eyeing her askance, waiting for some decision.

But it was not the recurrent waves of terror, the ever latent fear of Brandes, or even her appalling loneliness that broke her down; it was sheer fatigue — natures merciless third degree — under which mental and physical resolution disintegrated — went all to pieces.

And when at length she finally succeeded in reconquering self-possession, she had already stammered out answers to his gently persuasive questions — had told him enough to start the fuller confession to which he listened in utter silence.

And now she had told him everything, as far as she understood the situation. She lay sideways, deep in the armchair, tired, yet vaguely conscious that she was resting mind and body, and that calm was gradually possessing the one, and the nerves of the other were growing quiet.

Listlessly her grey eyes wandered around the big studio where shadowy and strangely beautiful but incomprehensible things met her gaze, like iridescent, indefinite objects seen in dreams.

These radiantly unreal splendours were only Neelands rejected Academy pictures and studies; a few cheap Japanese hangings, cheaper Nippon porcelains, and several shaky, broken-down antiques picked up for a song here and there. All the trash and truck and dust and junk characteristic of the conventional artists habitation were there.

But to Ruhannah this studio embodied all the wonders and beauties of that magic temple to which, from her earliest memory, her very soul had aspired — the temple of the unknown God of Art.

Vaguely she endeavoured to realise that she was now inside one of its myriad sanctuaries; that here under her very tired and youthful eyes stood one of its countless altars; that here, also, near by, sat one of those blessed acolytes who aided in the mysteries of its wondrous service.

Ruhannah, he said, are you calm enough to let me tell you what I think about this matter?

Yes. I am feeling better.

Good work! Theres no occasion for panic. What you need is a cool head and a clear mind.

She said, without stirring from where she lay resting her cheek on the chairback:

My mind has become quite clear again.

Thats fine! Well, then, I think the thing for you to do is — — He took out his watch, examined it, replaced it— Good Lord! he said. It is three oclock!

She watched him but offered no comment. He went to the telephone, called the New York Central Station, got General Information, inquired concerning trains, hung up, and came back to the desk where he had been sitting.

The first train out leaves at six three, he said. I think youd better go into my bedroom and lie down. Im not tired; Ill call you in time, and Ill get a taxi and take you to your train. Does that suit you, Ruhannah?

She shook her head slightly.

Why not? he asked.

Ive been thinking. I cant go back.

Cant go back! Why not?

I cant.

You mean youd feel too deeply humiliated?

I wasnt thinking of my own disgrace. I was thinking of mother and father. There was no trace of emotion in her voice; she stated the fact calmly.

I cant go back to Brookhollow. Its ended. I couldnt bear to let them know what has happened to me.

What did you think of doing? he asked uneasily.

I must think of mother — I must keep my disgrace from touching them — spare them the sorrow — humiliation — — Her voice became tremulous, but she turned around and sat up in her chair, meeting his gaze squarely. Thats as far as I have thought, she said.

Both remained silent for a long while. Then Ruhannah looked up from her pale preoccupation:

I told you I had three thousand dollars. Why cant I educate myself in art with that? Why cant I learn how to support myself by art?

Where?

Here.

Yes. But what are you going to say to your parents when you write? They suppose you are on your way to Paris.

She nodded, looking at him thoughtfully.

By the way, he added, is your trunk on board the Lusitania?

Yes.

That wont do! Have you the check for it?

Yes, in my purse.

Weve got to get that trunk off the ship, he said. Theres only one sure way. Id better go down now, to the pier. Wheres your steamer ticket?

I — I have both tickets and both checks in my bag. He — let me have the p-pleasure of carrying them — — Again her voice broke childishly, but the threatened emotion was strangled and resolutely choked back.

Give me the tickets and checks, he said. Ill go down to the dock now.

She drew out the papers, sat holding them for a few moments without relinquishing them. Then she raised her eyes to his, and a bright flush stained her face:

Why should I not go to Paris by myself? she demanded.

You mean now? On this ship?

Yes. Why not? I have enough money to go there and study, havent I?

Yes. But — —

Why not! she repeated feverishly, her grey eyes sparkling. I have three thousand dollars; I cant go back to Brookhollow and disgrace them. What does it matter where I go?

It would be all right, he said, if youd ever had any experience — —

Experience! What do you call what Ive had today! She exclaimed excitedly. To lose in a single day my mother, my home — to go through in this city what I have gone through — what I am going through now — is not that enough experience? Isnt it?

He said:

Youve had a rotten awakening, Rue — a perfectly devilish experience. Only — youve never travelled alone — — Suddenly it occurred to him that his lively friend, the Princess Mistchenka, was sailing on the Lusitania; and he remained silent, uncertain, looking with vague misgivings at this girl in the armchair opposite — this thin, unformed, inexperienced child who had attained neither mental nor physical maturity.

I think, he said at length, that I told you I had a friend sailing on the Lusitania tomorrow.

She remembered and nodded.

But wait a moment, he added. How do you know that this — this fellow Brandes will not attempt to sail on her, also — — Something checked him, for in the girls golden-grey eyes he saw a flame glimmer; something almost terrible came into the childs still gaze; and slowly died out like the afterglow of lightning.

And Neeland knew that in her soul something had been born under his very eyes — the first emotion of maturity bursting from the chrysalis — the flaming consciousness of outrage, and the first, fierce assumption of womanhood to resent it.

She had lost her colour now; her grey eyes still remained fixed on his, but the golden tinge had left them.

I dont know why you shouldnt go, he said abruptly.

I am going.

All right! And if he has the nerve to go — if he bothers you — appeal to the captain.

She nodded absently.

But I dont believe hell try to sail. I dont believe hed dare, mixed up as he is in a dirty mess. Hes afraid of the law, I tell you. Thats why he denied marrying you. It meant bigamy to admit it. Anyway, I dont think a fake ceremony like that is binding; I mean that it isnt even real enough to put him in jail. Which means that youre not married, Rue.

Does it?

I think so. Ask a lawyer, anyway. There may be steps to take — I dont know. All the same — do you really want to go to France and study art? Do you really mean to sail on this ship?

Yes.

You feel confidence in yourself? You feel sure of yourself?

Yes.

Youve got the backbone to see it through?

Yes. Its got to be done.

All right, if you feel that way. He made no move, however, but sat there watching her. After a while he looked at his watch again:

Im going to ring up a taxi, he said. You might as well go on board and get some sleep. What time does she sail?

At five thirty, I believe.

Well, we havent so very long, then. Theres my bedroom — if you want to fix up.

She rose wearily.

When she emerged from his room with her hat and gloves on, the taxicab was audible in the street below.

Together they descended the dark stairway up which she had toiled with trembling knees. He carried her suitcase, aided her into the taxi.

Cunard Line, he said briefly, and entered the cab.

Already in the darkness of early morning the city was awake; workmen were abroad; lighted tramcars passed with passengers; great wains, trucks, and country wagons moved slowly toward markets and ferries.

He had begun to tell her almost immediately all that he knew about Paris, the life there in the students quarters, methods of living economically, what to seek and what to avoid — a homily rather hurried and condensed, as they sped toward the pier.

She seemed to be listening; he could not be sure that she understood or that her mind was fixed at all on what he was saying. Even while speaking, numberless objections to her going occurred to him, but as he had no better alternatives to suggest he did not voice them.

In his heart he really believed she ought to go back to Brookhollow. It was perfectly evident she would not consent to go there. As for her remaining in New York, perhaps the reasons for her going to Paris were as good. He was utterly unable to judge; he only knew that she ought to have the protection of experience, and that was lacking.

Im going to remain on board with you, he said, until she sails. Im going to try to find my very good friend, the Princess Mistchenka, and have you meet her. She has been very kind to me, and I shall ask her to keep an eye on you while you are crossing, and to give you a lot of good advice.

A — princess, said Rue in a tired, discouraged voice, is not very likely to pay any attention to me, I think.

Shes one of those Russian or Caucasian princesses. You know they dont rank very high. She told me herself. Shes great fun — full of life and wit and intelligence and wide experience. She knows a lot about everything and everybody; shes been everywhere, travelled all over the globe.

I dont think, repeated Rue, that she would care for me at all.

Yes, she would. Shes young and warm-hearted and human. Besides, she is interested in art — knows a lot about it — even paints very well herself.

She must be wonderful.

No — shes just a regular woman. It was because she was interested in art that she came to the League, and I was introduced to her. That is how I came to know her. She comes sometimes to my studio.

Yes, but you are already an artist, and an interesting man — —

Oh, Rue, Im just beginning. Shes kind, thats all — an energetic, intelligent woman, full of interest in life. I know shell give you some splendid advice — tell you how to get settled in Paris — Lord! You dont even know French, do you?

No.

Not a word?

No.... I dont know anything, Mr. Neeland.

He tried to laugh reassuringly:

I thought it was to be Jim, not Mister, he reminded her.

But she only looked at him out of troubled eyes.

In the glare of the piers headlights they descended. Passengers were entering the vast, damp enclosure; porters, pier officers, ships officers, sailors, passed to and fro as they moved toward the gangway where, in the electric glare of lamps, the clifflike side of the gigantic liner loomed up.

At sight of the monster ship Rues heart leaped, quailed, leaped again. As she set one slender foot on the gangway such an indescribable sensation seized her that she caught at Neelands arm and held to it, almost faint with the violence of her emotion.

A steward took the suitcase, preceded them down abysmal and gorgeous stairways, through salons, deep into the dimly magnificent bowels of the ocean giant, then through an endless white corridor twinkling with lights, to a stateroom, where a stewardess ushered them in.

There was nobody there; nobody had been there.

He dare not come, whispered Neeland in Ruhannahs ear.

The girl stood in the centre of the stateroom looking silently about her.

Have you any English and French money? he asked.

No.

Give me — well, say two hundred dollars, and Ill have the purser change it.

She went to her suitcase, where it stood on the lounge; he unstrapped it for her; she found the big packet of treasury notes and handed them to him.

Good heavens! he muttered. This wont do. Im going to have the purser lock them in the safe and give me a receipt. Then when you meet the Princess Mistchenka, tell her what Ive done and ask her advice. Will you, Rue?

Yes, thank you.

Youll wait here for me, wont you?

Yes.

So he noted the door number and went away hastily in search of the purser, to do what he could in the matter of foreign money for the girl. And on the upper companionway he met the Princess Mistchenka descending, preceded by porters with her luggage.

James! she exclaimed. Have you come aboard to elope with me? Otherwise, what are you doing on the Lusitania at this very ghastly hour in the morning?

She was smiling into his face and her daintily gloved hand retained his for a moment; then she passed her arm through his.

Follow the porter, she said, and tell me what brings you here, my gay young friend. You see I am wearing the orchids you sent me. Do you really mean to add yourself to this charming gift?

He told her the story of Ruhannah Carew as briefly as he could; at her stateroom door they paused while he continued the story, the Princess Mistchenka looking at him very intently while she listened, and never uttering a word.

She was a pretty woman, not tall, rather below middle stature, perhaps, beautifully proportioned and perfectly gowned. Hair and eyes were dark as velvet; her skin was old ivory and rose; and always her lips seemed about to part a little in the faint and provocative smile which lay latent in the depths of her brown eyes.

Mon Dieu! she said, what a history of woe you are telling me, my friend James! What a tale of innocence and of deception and outraged trust is this that you relate to me! Allons! Vite! Let us find this poor, abandoned infant — this unhappy victim of your sexs well-known duplicity!

She isnt a victim, you know, he explained.

I see. Only almost — a — victim. Yes? Where is this child, then?

May I bring her to you, Princess?

But of course! Bring her. I am not afraid — so far — to look any woman in the face at five oclock in the morning. And the threatened smile flashed out in her fresh, pretty face.

* * * * *

When he came back with Rue Carew, the Princess Mistchenka was conferring with her maid and with her stewardess. She turned to look at Rue as Neeland came up — continued to scrutinise her intently while he was presenting her.

There ensued a brief silence; the Princess glanced at Neeland, then her dark eyes returned directly to the young girl before her, and she held out her hand, smilingly:

Miss Carew — I believe I know exactly what your voice is going to be like. I think I have heard, in America, such a voice once or twice. Speak to me and prove me right.

Rue flushed:

What am I to say? she asked naïvely.

I knew I was right, exclaimed the Princess Mistchenka gaily. Come into my stateroom and let each one of us discover how agreeable is the other. Shall we — my dear child?

* * * * *

When Neeland returned from a visit to the purser with a pocket full of British and French gold and silver for Ruhannah, he knocked at the stateroom door of the Princess Mistchenka.

That lively personage opened it, came out into the corridor holding the door partly closed behind her.

Shes almost dead with fatigue and grief. I undressed her myself. Shes in my bed. She has been crying.

Poor little thing, said Neeland.

Yes.

Heres her money, he said, a little awkwardly.

The Princess opened her wrist bag and he dumped in the shining torrent.

Shall I — call good-bye to her? he asked.

You may go in, James.

They entered together; and he was startled to see how young she seemed there on the pillows — how pitifully immature the childish throat, the tear-flushed face lying in its mass of chestnut hair.

Good-bye, Rue, he said, still awkward, offering his hand.

Slowly she held out one slim hand from the covers.

Good voyage, good luck, he said. I wish you would write a line to me.

I will.

Then — — He smiled; released her hand.

Thank you for — for all you have done, she said. I shall not forget.

Something choked him slightly; he forced a laugh:

Come back a famous painter, Rue. Keep your head clear and your heart full of courage. And let me know how youre getting on, wont you?

Yes.... Good-bye.

So he went out, and at the door exchanged adieux with the smiling Princess.

Do you — like her a little? he whispered.

I do, my friend. Also — I like you. I am old enough to say it safely, am I not?

If you think so, he said, a funny little laugh in his eyes, you are old enough to let me kiss you good-bye.

But she backed away, still smiling:

On the brow — the hair — yes; if you promise discretion, James.

What has tottering age like yours to do with discretion, Princess Naïa? he retorted impudently. A kiss on the mouth must of itself be discreet when bestowed on youth by such venerable years as are yours.

But the Princess, the singularly provocative smile still edging her lips, merely looked at him out of dark and slightly humorous eyes, gave him her hand, withdrew it with decision, and entered her stateroom, closing the door rather sharply behind her.

* * * * *

When Neeland got back to the studio he took a couple of hours sleep, and, being young, perfectly healthy, and perhaps not unaccustomed to the habits of the owl family, felt pretty well when he went out to breakfast.

Over his coffee cup he propped up his newspaper against a carafe; and the heading on one of the columns immediately attracted his attention.

ROW BETWEEN SPORTING MEN

EDDIE BRANDES, FIGHT PROMOTER AND THEATRICAL MAN, MIXES IT WITH MAXY VENEM

A WOMAN SAID TO BE THE CAUSE: AFFRAY DRAWS A BIG CROWD IN FRONT OF THE HOTEL KNICKERBOCKER

BOTH MEN, BADLY BATTERED, GET AWAY BEFORE THE POLICE ARRIVE

Breakfasting leisurely, he read the partly humorous, partly contemptuous account of the sordid affair. Afterward he sent for all the morning papers. But in none of them was Ruhannah Carew mentioned at all, nobody, apparently, having noticed her in the exciting affair between Venem, Brandes, the latters wife, and the chauffeur.

Nor did the evening papers add anything material to the account, except to say that Brandes had been interviewed in his office at the Silhouette Theatre and that he stated that he had not engaged in any personal encounter with anybody, had not seen Max Venem in months, had not been near the Hotel Knickerbocker, and knew nothing about the affair in question.

He also permitted a dark hint or two to escape him concerning possible suits for defamation of character against irresponsible newspapers.

The accounts in the various evening editions agreed, however, that when interviewed, Mr. Brandes was nursing a black eye and a badly swollen lip, which, according to him, he had acquired in a playful sparring encounter with his business manager, Mr. Benjamin Stull.

And that was all; the big town had neither time nor inclination to notice either Brandes or Venem any further; Broadway completed the story for its own edification, and, by degrees, arrived at its own conclusions. Only nobody could discover who was the young girl concerned, or where she came from or what might be her name. And, after a few days, Broadway, also, forgot the matter amid the tarnished tinsel and raucous noises of its own mean and multifarious preoccupations.


CHAPTER XIII

LETTERS FROM A LITTLE GIRL
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NEELAND HAD SEVERAL letters from Ruhannah Carew that autumn and winter. The first one was written a few weeks after her arrival in Paris:

* * * * *

Dear Mr. Neeland:

Please forgive me for writing to you, but I am homesick.

I have written every week to mother and have made my letters read as though I were still married, because it would almost kill her if she knew the truth.

Some day I shall have to tell her, but not yet. Could you tell me how you think the news ought to be broken to her and father?

That man was not on the steamer. I was quite ill crossing the ocean. But the last two days I went on deck with the Princess Mistchenka and her maid, and I enjoyed the sea.

The Princess has been so friendly. I should have died, I think, without her, what with my seasickness and homesickness, and brooding over my terrible fall. I know it is immoral to say so, but I did not want to live any longer, truly I didnt. I even asked to be taken. I am sorry now that I prayed that way.

Well, I have passed through the most awful part of my life, I think. I feel strange and different, as though I had been very sick, and had died, and as though it were another girl sitting here writing to you, and not the girl who was in your studio last August.

I had always expected happiness some day. Now I know I shall never have it. Girls dream many foolish things about the future. They have such dear, silly hopes.

All dreams are ended for me; all that remains in life for me is to work very hard so that I can learn to support myself and my parents. I should like to make a great deal of money so that when I die I can leave it to charity. I desire to be remembered for my good works. But of course I shall first have to learn how to take care of myself and mother and father before I can aid the poor. I often think of becoming a nun and going out to nurse lepers. Only I dont know where there are any. Do you?

Paris is very large and a sort of silvery grey colour, full of trees with yellowing leaves — but Oh, it is so lonely, Mr. Neeland! I am determined not to cry every day, but it is quite difficult not to. And then there are so many, many people, and they all talk French! They talk very fast, too, even the little children.

This seems such an ungrateful letter to write you, who were so good and kind to me in my dreadful hour of trial and disgrace. I am afraid you wont understand how full of gratitude I am, to you and to the Princess Mistchenka.

I have the prettiest little bedroom in her house. There is a pink shade on my night lamp. She insisted that I go home with her, and I had to, because I didnt know where else to go, and she wouldnt tell me. In fact, I cant go anywhere or find any place because I speak no French at all. Its humiliating, isnt it, for even the very little children speak French in Paris.

But I have begun to learn; a cheerful old lady comes for an hour every day to teach me. Only it is very hard for me, because she speaks no English and I am forbidden to utter one word of my own language. And so far I understand nothing that she says, which makes me more lonely than I ever was in all my life. But sometimes it is so absurd that we both laugh.

I am to study drawing and painting at a studio for women. The kind Princess has arranged it. I am also to study piano and voice culture. This I did not suppose would be possible with the money I have, but the Princess Mistchenka, who has asked me to let her take charge of my money and my expenses, says that I can easily afford it. She knows, of course, what things cost, and what I am able to afford; and I trust her willingly because she is so dear and sweet to me, but I am a little frightened at the dresses she is having made for me. They cant be inexpensive! — Such lovely clothes and shoes and hats — and other things about which I never even heard in Brookhollow.

I ought to be happy, Mr. Neeland, but everything is so new and strange — even Sunday is not restful; and how different is Nôtre Dame de Paris and Saint Eustache from our church at Gayfield! The high arches and jewelled windows and the candles and the dull roar of the organ drove from my mind those quiet and solemn thoughts of God which always filled my mind so naturally and peacefully in our church at home. I couldnt think of Him; I couldnt even try to pray; it was as though an ocean were rolling and thundering over me where I lay drowned in a most deep place.

Well, I must close, because déjeuner is ready — you see I know one French word, after all! And one other— Bonjour, monsieur! — which counts two, doesnt it? — or three in all.

It has made me feel better to write to you. I hope you will not think it a presumption.

And now I shall say thank you for your great kindness to me in your studio on that most frightful night of my life. It is one of those things that a girl can never, never forget — your aid in my hour of need. Through all my shame and distress it was your help that sustained me; for I was so stunned by my disgrace that I even forgot God himself.

But I will prove that I am thankful to Him, and worthy of your goodness to me; I will profit by this dreadful humiliation and devote my life to a more worthy and lofty purpose than merely getting married just because a man asked me so persistently and I was too young and ignorant to continue saying no! Also, I did want to study art. How stupid, how immoral I was!

And now nobody would ever want to marry me again after this — and also its against the law, I imagine. But I dont care; I never, never desire to marry another man. All I want is to learn how to support myself by art; and some day perhaps I shall forget what has happened to me and perhaps find a little pleasure in life when I am very old.

With every wish and prayer for your happiness and success in this world of sorrow, believe me your grateful friend,

Rue Carew.

* * * * *

Every naïve and laboured line of the stilted letter touched and amused and also flattered Neeland; for no young man is entirely insensible to a young girls gratitude. An agreeable warmth suffused him; it pleased him to remember that he had been associated in the moral and social rehabilitation of Rue Carew.

He meant to write her some kind, encouraging advice; he had every intention of answering her letter. But in New York young men are very busy; or think they are. For youth days dawn and vanish in the space of a fire-flys lingering flash; and the moments swarm by like a flight of distracted golden butterflies; and a young man is ever at their heels in breathless chase with as much chance of catching up with the elusive moment as a squirrel has of outstripping the wheel in which he whirls.

So he neglected to reply — waited a little too long. Because, while her childish letter still remained unanswered, came a note from the Princess Mistchenka, enclosing a tremulous line from Rue:

* * * * *

Mon cher James:

Doubtless you have already heard of the sad death of Ruhannahs parents — within a few hours of each other — both stricken with pneumonia within the same week. The local minister cabled her as Mrs. Brandes in my care. Then he wrote to the child; the letter has just arrived.

My poor little protégée is prostrated — talks wildly of going back at once. But to what purpose now, mon ami? Her loved ones will have been in their graves for days before Ruhannah could arrive.

No; I shall keep her here. She is young; she shall be kept busy every instant of the day. That is the only antidote for grief; youth and time its only cure.

Please write to the Baptist minister at Gayfield, James, and find out what is to be done; and have it done. Judge Gary, at Orangeville, had charge of the Reverend Mr. Carews affairs. Let him send the necessary papers to Ruhannah here. I enclose a paper which she has executed, conferring power of attorney. If a guardian is to be appointed, I shall take steps to qualify through the good offices of Lejeune Brothers, the international lawyers whom I have put into communication with Judge Gary through the New York representatives of the firm.

There are bound to be complications, I fear, in regard to this mock marriage of hers. I have consulted my attorneys here and they are not very certain that the ceremony was not genuine enough to require further legal steps to free her entirely. A suit for annulment is possible.

Please have the house at Brookhollow locked up and keep the keys in your possession for the present. Judge Gary will have the keys sent to you.

James, dear, I am very deeply indebted to you for giving to me my little friend, Ruhannah Carew. Now, I wish to make her entirely mine by law until the inevitable day arrives when some man shall take her from me.

Write to her, James; dont be selfish.

Yours always, Naïa.

* * * * *

The line enclosed from Ruhannah touched him deeply:

* * * * *

I cannot speak of it yet. Please, when you go to Brookhollow, have flowers planted. You know where our plot is. Have it made pretty for them.

Rue.

* * * * *

He wrote at once exactly the sort of letter that an impulsive, warm-hearted young man might take time to write to a bereaved friend. He was genuinely grieved and sorry for her, but he was glad when his letter was finished and mailed, and he could turn his thoughts into other and gayer channels.

To this letter she replied, thanking him for what he had written and for what he had done to make the plot in the local cemetery pretty.

She asked him to keep the keys to the house in Brookhollow. Then followed a simple report of her quiet and studious daily life in the home of the Princess Mistchenka; of her progress in her studies; of her hopes that in due time she might become sufficiently educated to take care of herself.

It was a slightly dull, laboured, almost emotionless letter. Always willing to shirk correspondence, he persuaded himself that the letter called for no immediate answer. After all, it was not to be expected that a very young girl whom a man had met only twice in his life could hold his interest very long, when absent. However, he meant to write her again; thought of doing so several times during the next twelve months.

It was a year before another letter came from her. And, reading it, he was a little surprised to discover how rapidly immaturity can mature under the shock of circumstances and exotic conditions which tend toward forced growth.

* * * * *

Mon cher ami:

I was silly enough to hope you might write to me. But I suppose you have far more interesting and important matters to occupy you.

Still, dont you sometimes remember the girl you drove home with in a sleigh one winter night, ages ago? Dont you sometimes think of the girl who came creeping upstairs, half dead, to your studio door? And dont you sometimes wonder what has become of her?

Why is it that a girl is always more loyal to past memories than a man ever is? Dont answer that it is because she has less to occupy her than a man has. You have no idea how busy I have been during this long year in which you have forgotten me.

Among other things I have been busy growing. I am taller by two inches than when last I saw you. Please be impressed by my five feet eight inches.

Also, I am happy. The greatest happiness in the world is to have the opportunity to learn about that same world.

I am happy because I now have that opportunity. During these many months since I wrote to you I have learned a little French; I read some, write some, understand pretty well, and speak a little. What a pleasure, mon ami!

Piano and vocal music, too, occupy me; I love both, and I am told encouraging things. But best and most delightful of all I am learning to draw and compose and paint from life in the Académie Julian! Think of it! It is difficult, it is absorbing, it requires energy, persistence, self-denial; but it is fascinating, satisfying, glorious.

Also, it is very trying, mon ami; and I descend into depths of despair and I presently soar up out of those depressing depths into intoxicating altitudes of aspiration and self-confidence.

You yourself know how it is, of course. At the criticism today I was lifted to the seventh heaven. Pas mal, he said; continuez, mademoiselle. Which is wonderful for him. Also my weekly sketch was chosen from among all the others, and I was given number one. That means my choice of tabourets on Monday morning, voyez vous? So do you wonder that I came home with Suzanne, walking on air, and that as soon as déjeuner was finished I flew in here to write to you about it?

Suzanne is our maid — the maid of Princess Naïa, of course — who walks to and from school with me. I didnt wish her to follow me about at first, but the Princess insisted, and Im resigned to it now.

The Princess Mistchenka is such a darling! I owe her more than I owe anybody except mother and father. She simply took me as I was, a young, stupid, ignorant, awkward country girl with no experience, no savoir-faire, no clothes, and even no knowledge of how to wear them; and she is trying to make out of me a fairly intelligent and presentable human being who will not offend her by gaucheries when with her, and who will not disgrace her when in the circle of her friends.

Oh, of course I still make a faux pas now and then, mon ami; there are dreadful pitfalls in the French language into which I have fallen more than once. And at times I have almost died of mortification. But everybody is so amiable and patient, so polite, so gay about my mistakes. I am beginning to love the French. And I am learning so much! I had no idea what a capacity I had for learning things. But then, with Princess Naïa, and with my kind and patient teachers and my golden opportunities, even a very stupid girl must learn something. And I am not really very stupid; Ive discovered that. On the contrary, I really seem to learn quite rapidly; and all that annoys me is that there is so much to learn and the days are not long enough, so anxious am I, so ambitious, so determined to get out of this wonderful opportunity everything I possibly can extract.

I have lived in these few months more years than my own age adds up! I am growing old and wise very fast. Please hasten to write to me before I have grown so old that you would not recognize me if you met me.

Your friend, Ruhannah.

* * * * *

The letter flattered him. He was rather glad he had once kissed the girl who could write such a letter.

He happened to be engaged, at that time, in drawing several illustrations for a paper called the Midweek Magazine. There was a heroine, of course, in the story he was illustrating. And, from memory, and in spite of the model posing for him, he made the face like the face of Ruhannah Carew.

But the days passed, and he did not reply to her letter. Then there came still another letter from her:

Why dont you write me just one line? Have you really forgotten me? Youd like me if you knew me now, I think. I am really quite grown up. And I am so happy!

The Princess is simply adorable. Always we are busy, Princess Naïa and I; and now, since I have laid aside mourning, we go to concerts; we go to plays; we have been six times to the opera, and as many more to the Théâtre Français; we have been to the Louvre and the Luxembourg many times; to St. Cloud, Versailles, Fontainebleau.

Always, when my studies are over, we do something interesting; and I am beginning to know Paris, and to care for it with real affection; to feel secure and happy and at home in this dear, glittering, silvery-grey city — full of naked trees and bridges and palaces. And, sometimes when I feel homesick, and lonely, and when Brookhollow seems very, very far away, it troubles me a little to find that I am not nearly so homesick as I think I ought to be. But I think it must be like seasickness; it is too frightful to last.

The Princess Mistchenka has nursed me through the worst. All I can say is that she is very wonderful.

On her day, which is Thursday, her pretty salon is thronged. At first I was too shy and embarrassed to be anything but frightened and self-conscious and very miserable when I sat beside her on her Thursdays. Besides, I was in mourning and did not appear on formal occasions.

Now it is different; I take my place beside her; I am not self-conscious; I am interested; I find pleasure in knowing people who are so courteous, so considerate, so gay and entertaining.

Everybody is agreeable and gay, and I am sorry that I miss so much that is witty in what is said; but I am learning French very rapidly.

The men are polite to me! At first I was so gauche, so stupid and provincial, that I could not bear to have anybody kiss my hand and pay me compliments. Ive made a lot of other mistakes, too, but I never make the same mistake twice.

So many interesting men come to our Thursdays; and some women. I prefer the men, I think. There is one old French General who is a dear; and there are young officers, too; and yesterday two cabinet ministers and several people from the British and Russian embassies. And the Turkish Chargé, whom I dislike.

The women seem to be agreeable, and they all are most beautifully gowned. Some have titles. But all seem to be a little too much made up. I dont know any of them except formally. But I feel that I know some of the men better — especially the old General and a young military attaché of the Russian Embassy, whom everybody likes and pets, and whom everybody calls Prince Erlik — such a handsome boy! And his real name is Alak, and I think he is very much in love with Princess Naïa.

Now, something very odd has happened which I wish to tell you about. My father, as you know, was missionary in the Vilayet of Trebizond many years ago. While there he came into possession of a curious sea chest belonging to a German named Conrad Wilner, who was killed in a riot near Gallipoli.

In this chest were, and still are, two very interesting things — an old bronze Chinese figure which I used to play with when I was a child. It was called the Yellow Devil; and a native Chinese missionary once read for us the inscription on the figure which identified it as a Mongol demon called Erlik, the Prince of Darkness.

The other object of interest in the box was the manuscript diary kept by this Herr Wilner to within a few moments of his death. This I have often heard read aloud by my father, but I forget much of it now, and I never understood it all, because I was too young. Now, here is the curious thing about it all. The first time you spoke to me of the Princess Naïa Mistchenka, I had a hazy idea that her name seemed familiar to me. And ever since I have known her, now and then I found myself trying to recollect where I had heard that name, even before I heard it from you.

Suddenly, one evening about a week ago, it came to me that I had heard both the names, Naïa and Mistchenka, when I was a child. Also the name Erlik. The two former names occur in Herr Wilners diary; the latter I heard from the Chinese missionary years ago; and that is why they seemed so familiar to me.

It is so long since I have read the diary that I cant remember the story in which the names Naïa and Mistchenka are concerned. As I recollect, it was a tragic story that used to thrill me.

At any rate, I didnt speak of this to Princess Naïa; but about a week ago there were a few people dining here with us — among others an old Turkish Admiral, Murad Pasha, who took me out. And as soon as I heard his name I thought of that diary; and I am sure it was mentioned in it.

Anyway, he happened to speak of Trebizond; and, naturally, I said that my father had been a missionary there many years ago.

As this seemed to interest him, and because he questioned me, I told him my fathers name and all that I knew in regard to his career as a missionary in the Trebizond district. And, somehow — I dont exactly recollect how it came about — I spoke of Herr Wilner, and his death at Gallipoli, and how his effects came into my fathers possession.

And because the old, sleepy-eyed Admiral seemed so interested and amused, I told him about Herr Wilners box and his diary and the plans and maps and photographs with which I used to play as a little child.

After dinner, Princess Naïa asked me what it was I had been telling Murad Pasha to wake him up so completely and to keep him so amused. So I merely said that I had been telling the Admiral about my childhood in Brookhollow.

Naturally neither she nor I thought about the incident any further. Murad did not come again; but a few days later the Turkish Chargé dAffaires was present at a very large dinner given by Princess Naïa.

And two curious conversations occurred at that dinner:

The Turkish Chargé suddenly turned to me and asked me in English whether I were not the daughter of the Reverend Wilbour Carew who once was in charge of the American Mission near Trebizond. I was so surprised at the question; but I answered yes, remembering that Murad must have mentioned me to him.

He continued to ask me about my father, and spoke of his efforts to establish a girls school, first at Brusa, then at Tchardak, and finally near Gallipoli. I told him I had often heard my father speak of these matters with my mother, but that I was too young to remember anything about my own life in Turkey.

All the while we were conversing, I noticed that the Princess kept looking across the table at us as though some chance word had attracted her attention.

After dinner, when the gentlemen had retired to the smoking room, the Princess took me aside and made me repeat everything that Ahmed Mirka had asked me.

I told her. She said that the Turkish Chargé was an old busybody, always sniffing about for all sorts of information; that it was safer to be reticent and let him do the talking; and that almost every scrap of conversation with him was mentally noted and later transcribed for the edification of the Turkish Secret Service.

I thought this very humorous; but going into the little salon where the piano was and where the music was kept, while I was looking for an old song by Messager, from La Basoche, called Je suis aimé de la plus belle— Ahmed Mirkas handsome attaché, Colonel Izzet Bey, came up to where I was rummaging in the music cabinet.

He talked nonsense in French and in English for a while, but somehow the conversation led again toward my father and the girls school at Gallipoli which had been attacked and burned by a mob during the first month after it had been opened, and where the German, Herr Wilner, had been killed.

Monsieur, your reverend father, must surely have told you stories about the destruction of the Gallipoli school, mademoiselle, he insisted.

Yes. It happened a year before the mission at Trebizond was destroyed by the Turks. I said maliciously.

So I have heard. What a pity! Our Osmanli — our peasantry are so stupid! And it was such a fine school. A German engineer was killed there, I believe.

Yes, my father said so.

A certain Herr Conrad Wilner, was it not?

Yes. How did you hear of him, Colonel Izzet?

It was known in Stamboul. He perished by mistake, I believe — at Gallipoli.

Yes; my father said that Herr Wilner was the only man hurt. He went out all alone into the mob and began to cut them with his riding whip. My father tried to save him, but they killed Herr Wilner with stones.

Exactly. He spread his beautifully jewelled hands deprecatingly and seemed greatly grieved.

And Herr Wilners — property? he inquired. Did you ever hear what became of it?

Oh, yes, I said. My father took charge of it.

Oh! It was supposed at the time that all of Herr Wilners personal property was destroyed when the school and compound burned. Do you happen to know just what was saved, mademoiselle?

Of course I immediately thought of the bronze demon, the box of instruments, and the photographs and papers at home with which I used to play as a child. I remembered my father had said that these things were taken on board the Oneida when he, my mother, and I were rescued by marines and sailors from our guard vessel which came through the Bosporus to the Black Sea, and which escorted us to the Oneida. And I was just going to tell this to Izzet Bey when I also remembered what the Princess had just told me about giving any information to Ahmed Pasha. So I merely opened my eyes very innocently and gazed at Colonel Izzet and shook my head as though I did not understand his question.

The next instant the Princess came in to see what I was about so long, and she looked at Izzet Bey with a funny sort of smile, as though she had surprised him in mischief and was not angry, only amused. And when Colonel Izzet bowed, I saw how red his face had grown — as red as his fez.

The Princess laughed and said in French: That is the difference between professional and amateur — between Nizam and Redif — between Ahmed Pasha and our esteemed but very youthful attaché — who has much yet to learn about that endless war called Peace!

I didnt know what she meant, but Izzet Bey turned a bright scarlet, bowed again, and returned to the smoking room.

And that night, while Suzanne was unhooking me, Princess Naïa came into my bedroom and asked me some questions, and I told her about the box of instruments and the diary, and the slippery linen papers covered with drawings and German writing, with which I used to play.

She said never to mention them to anybody, and that I should never permit anybody to examine those military papers, because it might be harmful to America.

How odd and how thrilling! I am most curious to know what all this means. It seems like an exciting story just beginning, and I wonder what such a girl as I has to do with secrets which concern the Turkish Chargé in Paris.

Dont you think it promises to be romantic? Do you suppose it has anything to do with spies and diplomacy and kings and thrones, and terrible military secrets? One hears a great deal about the embassies here being hotbeds of political intrigue. And of course France is always thinking of Alsace and Lorraine, and there is an ever-present danger of war in Europe.

Mr. Neeland, it thrills me to pretend to myself that I am actually living in the plot of a romance full of mystery and diplomacy and dangerous possibilities. I hope something will develop, as something always does in novels.

And alas, my imagination, which always has been vivid, needed almost nothing to blaze into flame. It is on fire now; I dream of courts and armies, and ambassadors, and spies; I construct stories in which I am the heroine always — sometimes the interesting and temporary victim of wicked plots; sometimes the all-powerful, dauntless, and adroit champion of honour and righteousness against treachery and evil!

Did you ever suppose that I still could remain such a very little girl? But I fear that I shall never outgrow my imagination. And it needs almost nothing to set me dreaming out stories or drawing pictures of castles and princes and swans and fairies. And even this letter seems a part of some breathlessly interesting plot which I am not only creating but actually a living part of and destined to act in.

Do you want a part in it? Shall I include you? Rather late to ask your permission, for I have already included you. And, somehow, I think the Yellow Devil ought to be included, too.

Please write to me, just once. But dont speak of the papers which father had, and dont mention Herr Conrad Wilners box if you write. The Princess says your letter might be stolen.

I am very happy. It is rather cold tonight, and presently Suzanne will unhook me and I shall put on such a pretty negligée, and then curl up in bed, turn on my reading light with the pink shade, and continue to read the new novel recommended to me by Princess Naïa, called Le Crime de Sylvestre Bonnard. It is a perfectly darling story, and Anatole France, who wrote it, must be a darling, too. The Princess knows him and promises that he shall dine with us some day. I expect to fall in love with him immediately.

Good night, dear Mr. Neeland. I hope you will write to me.

Your little Gayfield friend grown up, Ruhannah Carew.

This letter he finally did answer, not voluminously, but with all cordiality. And, in a few days, forgot about it and about the girl to whom it was written. And there was nothing more from her until early summer.

Then came the last of her letters — an entirely mature missive, firm in writing, decisive, concise, self-possessed, eloquent with an indefinite something which betrayed a calmly ordered mind already being moulded by discipline mondaine:

* * * * *

My dear Mr. Neeland:

I had your very kind and charming letter in reply to mine written last January. My neglect to answer it, during all these months, involves me in explanations which, if you like, are perhaps due you. But if you require them at all, I had rather surrender them to you personally when we meet.

Possibly that encounter, so happily anticipated on my part, may occur sooner than you believe likely. I permit myself to hope so. The note which I enclose to you from the lady whom I love very dearly should explain why I venture to entertain a hope that you and I are to see each other again in the near future.

As you were kind enough to inquire about myself and what you describe so flatteringly as my amazing progress in artistic and worldly wisdom, I venture to reply to your questions in order:

They seem to be pleased with me at the school. I have a life-drawing on the wall, a composition sketch, and a concours study in oil. That I have not burst to atoms with pride is a miracle inexplicable.

I have been told that my progress at the piano is fair. But I am very certain I shall do no more with vocal and instrumental music than to play and sing acceptably for such kind and uncritical friends as do not demand much of an amateur. Without any unusual gifts, with a rather sensitive ear, and with a very slightly cultivated and perfectly childish voice — please do not expect anything from me to please you.

In French I am already becoming fluent. You see, except for certain lessons in it, I have scarcely heard a word of English since I came here; the Princess will not use it to me nor permit its use by me. And therefore, my ear being a musical one and rather accurate, I find — now that I look back upon my abysmal ignorance — a very decided progress.

Also let me admit to you — and I have already done so, I see — that, since I have been here, I have had daily lessons in English with a cultivated English woman; and in consequence I have been learning to enlarge a very meagre vocabulary, and have begun to appreciate possibilities in my own language of which I never dreamed.

About my personal appearance — as long as you ask me — I think perhaps that, were I less thin, I might be rather pretty. Dress makes such a vast difference in a plain girl. Also, intelligent care of ones person improves mediocrity. Of course everybody says such gracious things to a girl over here that it would not do to accept any pretty compliment very literally. But I really believe that you might think me rather nice to look at.

As for the future, the truth is that I feel much encouraged. I made some drawings in wash and in pen and ink — just ideas of mine. And Monsieur Bonvard, who is editor of The Grey Cat — a very clever weekly — has accepted them and has paid me twenty-five francs each for them! I was so astonished that I could not believe it. One has been reproduced in last weeks paper. I have cut it out and pasted it in my scrapbook.

I think, take it all in all, that seeing my first illustrations printed has given me greater joy than I shall ever again experience on earth.

My daily intercourse with the Princess Mistchenka continues to comfort me, inspire me, and fill me with determination so to educate myself that when the time comes I shall be ready and able to support myself with pen and pencil.

And now I must bring my letter to its end. The prospect of seeing you very soon is agreeable beyond words. You have been very kind to me. I do not forget it.

Yours very sincerely, 

Ruhannah Carew.

* * * * *

The enclosure was a note from the Princess Mistchenka:

* * * * *

Dear Jim:

If in the past it has been my good fortune to add anything to yours, may I now invoke in you the memory of our very frank and delightful friendship?

When you first returned to America from Paris I found it possible to do for you a few favours in the way of making you known to certain editors. It was, I assure you, merely because I liked you and believed in your work, not because I ever expected to ask from you any favour in return.

Now, Fate has thrown an odd combination from her dice-box; and Destiny has veiled herself so impenetrably that nobody can read that awful visage to guess what thoughts possess her.

You, in America, have heard of the murder of the Austrian Archduke, of course. But — have you, in America, any idea what the consequences of that murder may lead to?

Enough of that. Now for the favour I ask.

Will you go at once to Brookhollow, go to Ruhannahs house, open it, take from it a chest made of olive wood and bound with some metal which looks like silver, lock the box, take it to New York, place it in a safe deposit vault until you can sail for Paris on the first steamer that leaves New York?

Will you do this — get the box I have described and bring it to me yourself on the first steamer that sails?

And, Jim, keep your eye on the box. Dont trust anybody near it. Rue says that, as she recollects, the box is about the size and shape of a suitcase and that it has a canvas and leather cover with a handle which buttons over it.

Therefore, you can carry it yourself exactly as though it were your suitcase, keep it with you in the train and on shipboard.

Will you do this, Jim? It is much to ask of you. I break in upon your work and cause you great inconvenience and trouble and expense. But — will you do it for me?

Much depends upon your doing this. I think that possibly the welfare of your own country might depend on your doing this for me.

If you find yourself embarrassed financially, cable me just one word, Black, and I shall arrange matters through a New York bank.

If you feel that you do not care to do me this favour, cable the single word, White.

If you have sufficient funds, and are willing to bring the box to me yourself, cable the word, Blue.

In case that you undertake this business for me, be careful of the contents of the box. Let nobody see it open. Be certain that the contents are absolutely secure. I dare not tell you how vitally important to civilisation these papers already are — how much they may mean to the world; what powers of evil they might encourage if in any way they fall into other hands than the right ones.

Jim, I have seldom taken a very serious tone with you since we have known each other. I am very serious now. And if our friendship means anything to you, prove it!

Yours, 

Naïa.

* * * * *

As he sat there in his studio, perplexed, amazed, annoyed, yet curious, trying to think out what he ought to do — what, in fact, must be done somehow or other — there came a ring at his door bell. A messenger with a cable despatch stood there; Neeland signed, tore open the envelope, and read:

* * * * *

Please go at once to Brookhollow and secure an olive-wood box bound with silver, containing military maps, plans, photographs, and papers written in German, property of Ruhannah Carew. Lose no time, I implore you, as an attempt to rob the house and steal the papers is likely. Beware of anybody resembling a German. Have written, but beg you not to wait for letter.

Naïa.

* * * * *

Twice he reread the cablegram. Then, with a half-bewildered, half-disgusted glance around at his studio, his belongings, the unfinished work on his easel, he went to the telephone.

It being July he had little difficulty in reserving a good stateroom on the Cunarder Volhynia, sailing the following day. Then, summoning the janitor, he packed a steamer trunk and gave order to have it taken aboard that evening.

On his way downtown to his bank he stopped at a telegraph and cable office and sent a cable message to the Princess Mistchenka. The text consisted of only one word: Blue.

He departed for Gayfield on the five oclock afternoon train, carrying with him a suitcase and an automatic pistol in his breast pocket.


CHAPTER XIV

A JOURNEY BEGINS
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IT WAS A five-hour trip. He dined aboard the train with little desire for food, the July evening being oppressive, and a thunder storm brewing over the Hudson. It burst in the vicinity of Fishkill with a lively display of lightning, deluging the Catskills with rain. And when he changed to a train on the Mohawk division the cooler air was agreeably noticeable.

He changed trains again at Orangeville, and here the night breeze was delightful and the scent of rain-soaked meadows came through the open car window.

It was nearly ten oclock and already, ahead, he caught sight of the lights of Neelands Mills. Always the homecoming was a keen delight to him; and now, as he stepped off the train, the old familiar odours were in his nostrils — the unique composite perfume of the native place which never can be duplicated elsewhere.

All the sweet and aromatic and homely smells of earth and land and water came to him with his first deep-drawn breath. The rank growth of wild flowers and weeds were part of it — the flat atmosphere of the mill pond, always redolent of water weed and lily pads, tinctured it; distant fields of buckwheat added heavier perfume.

Neither in the quaint brick feed mill nor in the lumber mill were there any lights, but in his own home, almost buried among tall trees and vines, the light streamed from the sitting-room windows.

From the dark yard two or three dogs barked at him, then barked again in a different key, voicing an excited welcome; and he opened the picket gate and went up the path surrounded by demonstrative setters and pointers, leaping and wagging about him and making a vast amount of noise on the vine-covered verandah as he opened the door, let himself into the house, and shut them out.

Hello, dad! he said, crossing swiftly to where his father sat by the reading lamp.

Their powerful grip lingered. Old Dick Neeland, ruddy, white-haired, straight as a pine, stood up in his old slippers and quilted smoking coat, his brier pipe poised in his left hand.

Splendid, Jim. Ive been thinking about you this evening. He might have added that there were few moments when his son was not in his thoughts.

Are you all right, dad?

Absolutely. You are, too, I see.

They seated themselves.

Hungry, Jim?

No; I dined aboard.

You didnt telegraph me.

No; I came at short notice.

Cant you stay?

Dad, I have a drawing-room reserved for the midnight tonight, and I am sailing on the Volhynia tomorrow at nine in the morning!

God bless me! Why, Jim?

Dad, Ill tell you all I know about it.

His father sat with brier pipe suspended and keen blue eyes fixed on his son, while the son told everything he knew about the reason for his flying trip to Paris.

You see how it is, dont you, dad? he ended. The Princess has been a good and loyal friend to me. She has used her influence; I have met, through her, the people I ought to know, and they have given me work to do. Im in her debt; Im under real obligation to her. And Ive got to go, thats all.

Old Dick Neelands clear eyes of a sportsman continued to study his sons face.

Yes, youve got to go, he said. He smoked for a few moments, then: What the devil does it mean, anyway? Have you any notion, Jim?

No, I havent. There seems to be some military papers in this box that is mentioned. Evidently they are of value to somebody. Evidently other people have got wind of that fact and desire to obtain them for themselves. It almost seems as though something is brewing over there — trouble of some sort between Germany and some other nation. But I havent heard of anything.

His father continued to smoke for a while, then:

There is something brewing over there, Jim.

I hadnt heard, repeated the young man.

I havent either, directly. But in my business some unusual orders have come through — from abroad. Both France and Germany have been making inquiries through agents in regard to shipments of grain and feed and lumber. Ive heard of several very heavy rush orders.

What on earth could cause war?

I cant see, Jim. Of course Austrias attitude toward Servia is very sullen. But outside of that I can see no trouble threatening.

And yet, the Gayfield woollen mill has just received an enormous order for socks and underwear from the French Government. Theyre running all night now. And another thing struck me: there has been a man in this section buying horses for the British Government. Of course its done now and then, but, taking this incident with the others which have come to my personal knowledge, it would seem as though something were brewing over in Europe.

Jims perplexed eyes rested on his father; he shook his youthful head slightly:

I cant see why, he said. But if its to be France and Germany again, why my sympathy is entirely for France.

Naturally, nodded his father.

Their Irish ancestors had fought for Bonaparte, and for the Bourbons before him. And, cursed with cousins, like all Irish, they were aware of plenty of Neelands in France who spoke no English.

Jim rose, glanced at his watch:

Dad, Ill just be running over to Brookhollow to get that box. I havent such a lot of time, if Im to catch the midnight train at Orangeville.

I should say you hadnt, said his father.

He was disappointed, but he smiled as he exchanged a handclasp with his only son.

Youre coming right back from Paris?

Next steamer. Ive a lot of work on hand, thank goodness! But that only puts me under heavier obligations to the Princess Mistchenka.

Yes, I suppose so. Anything but ingratitude, Jim. Its the vilest vice of em all. They say its in the Irish blood — ingratitude. They must never prove it by a Neeland. Well, my boy — Im not lonesome, you understand; busy men have no time to be lonesome — but run up, will you, when you get back?

You bet I will.

Ill show you a brace of promising pups. They stand rabbits, still, but they wont when the season is over.

Blue Birds pups?

Yes. They take after her.

Fine! Ill be back for the shooting, anyway. Many broods this season?

A fair number. It was not too wet.

For a moment they lingered, smiling at each other, then Jim gave his fathers hand a quick shake, picked up his suitcase, turned.

Ill take the runabout, dad. Someone from the Orangeville garage will bring it over in the morning.

He went out, pushed his way among the leaping dogs to the garage, threw open the doors, and turned on the electric light.

A slim and trim Snapper runabout stood glistening beside a larger car and two automobile trucks. He exchanged his straw hat for a cap; placed hat and suitcase in the boot; picked up a flash light from the work-table, and put it into his pocket, cranked the Snapper, jumped in, ran it to the service entrance, where his father stood ready to check the dogs and close the gates after him.

Good-bye, dad! he called out gaily.

Good-bye, my son.

The next instant he was speeding through the starry darkness, following the dazzling path blazed out for him by his headlights.


CHAPTER XV

THE LOCKED HOUSE
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FROM THE ROAD, just before he descended to cross the bridge into Brookhollow, he caught a gleam of light straight ahead. For a moment it did not occur to him that there was anything strange in his seeing a light in the old Carew house. Then, suddenly, he realised that a light ought not to be burning behind the lowered shades of a house which was supposed to be empty and locked.

His instant impulse was to put on his brakes then and there, but the next moment he realised that his car must already have been heard and seen by whoever had lighted that shaded lamp. The car was already on the old stone bridge; the Carew house stood directly behind the crossroads ahead; and he swung to the right into the creek road and sped along it until he judged that neither his lights nor the sound of his motor could be distinguished by the unknown occupant of the Carew house.

Then he ran his car out among the tall weeds close to the line of scrub willows edging the creek; extinguished his lights, including the tail-lamp; left his engine running; stood listening a moment to the whispering whirr of his motor; then, taking the flash light from his pocket, he climbed over the roadside wall and ran back across the pasture toward the house.

As he approached the old house from the rear, no crack of light was visible, and he began to think he might have been mistaken — that perhaps the dancing glare of his own acetylenes on the windows had made it seem as though they were illuminated from within.

Cautiously he prowled along the rear under the kitchen windows, turned the corner, and went to the front porch.

He had made no mistake; a glimmer was visible between the edge of the lowered shade and the window casing.

Was it some impudent tramp who had preëmpted this lonely house for a nights lodging? Was it, possibly, a neighbour who had taken charge in return for a garden to cultivate and a place to sleep in? Yet, how could it be the latter when he himself had the keys to the house? Moreover, such an arrangement could scarcely have been made by Rue Carew without his being told of it.

Then he remembered what the Princess Mistchenka had said in her cable message, that somebody might break into the house and steal the olive-wood box unless he hastened to Brookhollow and secured it immediately.

Was this what was being done now? Had somebody broken in for that purpose? And who might it be?

A slight chill, not entirely agreeable, passed over Neeland. A rather warm sensation of irritation succeeded it; he mounted the steps, crossed the verandah, went to the door and tried the knob very cautiously. The door was locked; whoever might be inside either possessed a key that fitted or else must have entered by forcing a window.

But Neeland had neither time nor inclination to prowl around and investigate; he had a duty to fulfil, a train to catch, and a steamer to connect with the next morning. Besides, he was getting madder every second.

So he fitted his key to the door, careless of what noise he made, unlocked and pushed it open, and started to cross the threshold.

Instantly the light in the adjoining room grew dim. At the same moment his quick ear caught a sound as though somebody had blown out the turned-down flame; and he found himself facing total darkness.

Who the devils in there! he called, flashing his electric pocket lamp. Come out, whoever you are. Youve no business in this house, and you know it! And he entered the silent room.

His flash light revealed nothing except dining-room furniture in disorder, the doors of a cupboard standing open — one door still gently swinging on its hinges.

The invisible hand that had moved it could not be far away. Neeland, throwing his light right and left, caught a glimpse of another door closing stealthily, ran forward and jerked it open. His lamp illuminated an empty passageway; he hurried through it to the door that closed the farther end, tore it open, and deluged the sitting-room with his blinding light.

Full in the glare, her face as white as the light itself, stood a woman. And just in time his eyes caught the glitter of a weapon in her stiffly extended hand; and he snapped off his light and ducked as the level pistol-flame darted through the darkness.

The next second he had her in his grasp; held her writhing and twisting; and, through the confused trample and heavy breathing, he noticed a curious crackling noise as though the clothing she wore were made of paper.

The struggle in pitch darkness was violent but brief; she managed to fire again as he caught her right arm and felt along it until he touched the desperately clenched pistol. Then, still clutching her closed fingers, he pulled the flash light from his side pocket and threw its full radiance straight into her face.

Let go your pistol, he breathed.

She strove doggedly to retain it, but her slender fingers slowly relaxed under his merciless grip; the pistol fell; and he kicked the pearl-handled, nickel-plated weapon across the dusty board floor.

They both were panting; her right arm, rigid, still remained in his powerful clutch. He released it presently, stepped back, and played the light over her from head to foot.

She was deathly white. Under her smart straw hat, which had been pushed awry, the contrast between her black hair and eyes and her chalky skin was startling.

What are you doing in this house? he demanded, still breathing heavily from exertion and excitement.

She made an effort:

Is it your house? she gasped.

It isnt yours, is it? he retorted.

She made no answer.

Why did you shoot at me?

She lifted her black eyes and stared at him. Her breast rose and fell with her rapid breathing, and she placed both hands over it as though to quiet it.

Come, he said, Im in a hurry. I want an explanation from you — —

The words died on his lips as she whipped a knife out of her bosom and flew at him. Through the confusion of flash light and darkness they reeled, locked together, but he caught her arm again, jerking it so violently into the air that he lifted her off her feet.

Thats about all for tonight, he panted, twisting the knife out of her helpless hand and flinging it behind him. Without further ceremony, he pulled out his handkerchief, caught her firmly, reached for her other arm, jerked it behind her back, and tied both wrists. Then he dragged a chair up and pushed her on it.

Her hat had fallen off, and her hair sagged to her neck. The frail stuff of which her waist was made had been badly torn, too, and hung in rags from her right shoulder.

Who are you? he demanded.

As she made no reply, he went over and picked up the knife and the pistol. The knife was a silver-mounted Kurdish dagger; the engraved and inlaid blade appeared to be dull and rusty. He examined it for a few moments, glanced inquiringly at her where she sat, pale and mute on the chair, with both wrists tied behind her.

You seem to be a connoisseur of antiques, he said. Your dagger is certainly a collectors gem, and your revolver is equally out of date. I recommend an automatic the next time you contemplate doing murder.

Walking up to her he looked curiously into her dark eyes, but he could detect no expression in them.

Why did you come here? he demanded.

No answer.

Did you come to get an olive-wood box bound with silver?

A slight colour tinted the ashy pallor under her eyes.

He turned abruptly and swept the furniture with his searchlight, and saw on a table her coat, gloves, wrist bag, and furled umbrella; and beside them what appeared to be her suitcase, open. It had a canvas and leather cover: he walked over to the table, turned back the cover of the suitcase and revealed a polished box of olive wood, heavily banded by some metal resembling silver.

Inside the box were books, photographs, a bronze Chinese figure, which he recognised as the Yellow Devil, a pair of revolvers, a dagger very much like the one he had wrested from her. But there were no military plans there.

He turned to his prisoner:

Is everything here? he asked sharply.

Yes.

He picked up her wrist bag and opened it, but discovered only some money, a handkerchief, a spool of thread and packet of needles.

There was a glass lamp on the table. He managed to light it finally; turned off his flash light, and examined the contents of the box again thoroughly. Then he came back to where she was seated.

Get up, he said.

She looked at him sullenly without moving.

Im in a hurry, he repeated; get up. Im going to search you.

At that she bounded to her feet.

What! she exclaimed furiously.

But he caught hold of her, held her, untied the handkerchief, freeing her wrists.

Now, pull out those papers you have concealed under your clothing, he said impatiently. And, as she made no motion to comply: If you dont, Ill do it for you!

You dare lay your hand on me! she flamed.

You treacherous little cat, do you think Ill hesitate? he retorted. Do you imagine I retain any respect for you or your person? Give me those papers!

I have no papers!

You are lying. Listen to me once for all; Ive a train to catch and a steamer to catch, and Im going to do both. And if you dont instantly hand out those papers youve concealed Ill have no more compunction in taking them by force than Id have in stripping an ear of corn! Make up your mind and make it up quick!

You mean youd strip — me! she stammered, scarlet to her hair.

Thats what I mean, you lying little thief. Thats just what I mean. Kick and squall as you like, Ill take those papers with me if I have to take your clothing too!

Breathless, infuriated, she looked desperately around her, caught sight of the Kurdish dagger, leaped at it; and for the third time found herself struggling in his arms.

Dont! she gasped. Let me go! I — Ill give you what you want — —

Do you mean it?

Yes.

He released the dishevelled girl, who shrank away from him. But the devil himself glowed in her black eyes.

Go out of the room, she said, if Im to get the papers for you!

I cant trust you, he answered. Ill turn my back. And he walked over to the olive-wood box, where the weapons lay.

Standing there he heard, presently, the rustle of crumpling papers, heard a half-smothered sob, waited, listening, alert for further treachery on her part.

Hurry! he said.

A board creaked.

Dont move again! he cried. The floor boards creaked once more; and he turned like a flash to find her in her stocking feet, already halfway to where he stood. In either hand she held out a bundle of papers; and, as they faced each other, she took another step toward him.

Stand where you are, he warned her. Throw those papers on the floor!

I — —

Do you hear!

Looking him straight in the eyes she opened both hands; the papers fell at her feet, and with them dropped the two dagger-like steel pins which had held her hat.

Now, go and put on your shoes, he said contemptuously, picking up the papers and running over them. When he had counted them, he came back to where she was standing.

Where are the others?

What others?

The remainder of the papers! You little devil, theyre wrapped around your body! Go into that pantry! Go quick! Undress and throw out every rag you wear!

She drew a deep, quivering breath, turned, entered the pantry and closed the door. Presently the door opened a little and her clothing dropped outside in a heap.

There were papers in her stockings, papers stitched to her stays, basted inside her skirts. A roll of drawings traced on linen lay on the floor, still retaining the warmth of her body around which they had been wrapped.

He pulled the faded embroidered cover from the old piano and knocked at the pantry door.

Put that on, he said, and come out.

She emerged, swathed from ankle to chin, her flushed face shadowed by her fallen mass of dark hair. He turned his flash light on the cupboard, but discovered nothing more. Then he picked up her hat, clothes, and shoes, laid them on the pantry shelf, and curtly bade her go back and dress.

May I have the lamp and that looking glass?

If you like, he said, preoccupied with the papers.

While she was dressing, he repacked the olive-wood box. She emerged presently, carrying the lamp, and he took it from her hurriedly, not knowing whether she might elect to throw it at his head.

While she was putting on her jacket he stood watching her with perplexed and sombre gaze.

I think, he remarked, that Ill take you with me and drop you at the Orangeville jail on my way to town. Be kind enough to start toward the door.

As she evinced no inclination to stir he passed one arm around her and lifted her along a few feet; and she turned on him, struggling, her face convulsed with fury.

Keep your insolent hands off me, she said. Do you hear?

Oh, yes, I hear. He nodded again toward the door. Come, he repeated impatiently; move on!

She hesitated; he picked up the olive-wood box, extinguished the lamp, opened his flash, and motioned with his head, significantly. She walked ahead of him, face lowered.

Outside he closed and locked the door of the house.

This way, he said coldly. If you refuse, Ill pick you up and carry you under my arm. I think by this time you realise I can do it, too.

Halfway across the dark pasture she stopped short in her tracks.

Have I got to carry you? he demanded sharply.

Dont have me locked up.

Why not?

Im not a — a thief.

Oh! Excuse me. What are you?

You know. Dont humiliate me.

Answer my question! What are you if youre not a lady crook?

Im employed — as you are! Play the game fairly. She halted in the dark pasture, but he motioned her to go forward.

If you dont keep on walking, he said, Ill pick you up as I would a pet cat and carry you. Now, then, once more, who are you working for? By whom are you employed, if youre not a plain thief?

The — Turkish Embassy.

What!

You knew it, she said in a low voice, walking through the darkness beside him.

What is your name? he insisted.

Dumont.

What else?

Ilse Dumont.

Thats French.

Its Alsatian German.

All right. Now, why did you break into that house?

To take what you took.

To steal these papers for the Turkish Embassy?

To take them.

For the Turkish Ambassador! he repeated incredulously.

No; for his military attaché.

What are you, a spy?

You knew it well enough. You are one, also. But you have treated me as though I were a thief. Youll be killed for it, I hope.

You think Im a spy? he asked, astonished.

What else are you?

A spy? he repeated. Is that what you are? And you suppose me to be one, too? Thats funny. Thats extremely — — He checked himself, looked around at her. What are you about? he demanded. Whats that in your hand?

A cigarette.

They had arrived at the road. He got over the wall with the box; she vaulted it lightly.

In the darkness he caught the low, steady throbbing of his engine, and presently distinguished the car standing where he had left it.

Get in, he said briefly.

I am not a thief! Are you going to lay that charge against me?

I dont know. Is it worse than charging you with three separate attempts to murder me?

Are you going to take me to jail?

Ill see. Youll go as far as Orangeville with me, anyhow.

I dont care to go.

I dont care whether you want to go or not. Get into the car!

She climbed to the seat beside the wheel; he tossed in the olive-wood box, turned on his lamps, and took the wheel.

May I have a match for my cigarette? she asked meekly.

He found one, scratched it; she placed a very thick and long cigarette between her lips and he lighted it for her.

Just as he threw in the clutch and the car started, the girl blew a shower of sparks from the end of her cigarette, rose in her seat, and flung the lighted cigarette high into the air. Instantly it burst into a flare of crimson fire, hanging aloft as though it were a fire balloon, and lighting up road and creek and bushes and fields with a brilliant strontium glare.

Then, far in the night, he heard a motor horn screech three times.

You young devil! he said, increasing the speed. I ought to have remembered that every snake has its mate.... If you offer to touch me — if you move — if you as much as lift a finger, Ill throw you into the creek!

The car was flying now, reeling over the dirt road like a drunken thing. He hung grimly to the wheel, his strained gaze fixed on the shaft of light ahead, through which the road streamed like a torrent.

A great wind roared in his ears; his cap was gone. The car hurled itself forward through an endless tunnel of darkness lined with silver. Presently he began to slow down; the furious wind died away; the streaking darkness sped by less swiftly.

Have you gone mad? she cried in his ear. Youll kill us both!

Wait, he shouted back; Ill show you and your friends behind us what speed really is.

The car was still slowing down as they passed over a wooden bridge where a narrow road, partly washed out, turned to the left and ran along a hillside. Into this he steered.

Who is it chasing us? he asked curiously, still incredulous that any embassy whatever was involved in this amazing affair.

Friends.

More Turks?

She did not reply.

He sat still, listening for a few moments, then hastily started his car down the hill.

Now, he said, Ill show you what this car of mine really can do! Are you afraid?

She said between her teeth:

Id be a fool if I were not. All I pray for is that youll kill yourself, too.

Well chance it together, my murderous little friend.

The wind began to roar again as they rushed downward over a hill that seemed endless. She clung to her seat and he hung to his wheel like grim death; and, for one terrible instant, she almost lost consciousness.

Then the terrific pace slackened; the car, running swiftly, was now speeding over a macadam road; and Neeland laughed and cried in her ear:

Better light another of your hells own cigarettes if you want your friends to follow us!

Slowing, he drove with one hand on the wheel.

Look up there! he said, pointing high at a dark hillside. See their lights? Theyre on the worst road in the Gayfield hills. We cut off three miles this way.

Still driving with one hand, he looked at his watch, laughed contentedly, and turned to her with the sudden and almost friendly toleration born of success and a danger shared in common.

That was rather a reckless bit of driving, he admitted. Were you frightened?

Ask yourself how youd feel with a fool at the wheel.

Were all fools at times, he retorted, laughing. You were when you shot at me. Suppose Id been seized with panic. I might have turned loose on you, too.

For a while she remained silent, then she looked at him curiously:

Were you armed?

I carry an automatic pistol in my portfolio pocket.

She shrugged.

You were a fool to come into that house without carrying it in your hand.

Where would you be now if I had done that?

Dead, I suppose, she said carelessly.... What are you going to do with me?

He was in excellent humour with himself; exhilaration and excitement still possessed him, keyed him up.

Fancy, he said, a foreign embassy being mixed up in a plain case of grand larceny! — robbing with attempt to murder! My dear but bloodthirsty young lady, I can hardly comprehend it.

She remained silent, looking straight in front of her.

You know, he said, Im rather glad youre not a common thief. Youve lots of pluck — plenty. Youre as clever as a cobra. It isnt every poisonous snake that is clever, he added, laughing.

What do you intend to do with me? she repeated coolly.

I dont know. You are certainly an interesting companion. Maybe Ill take you to New York with me. You see Im beginning to like you.

She was silent.

He said:

I never before met a real spy. I scarcely believed they existed in time of peace, except in novels. Really, I never imagined there were any spies working for embassies, except in Europe. You are, to me, such a rare specimen, he added gaily, that I rather dread parting with you. Wont you come to Paris with me?

Does what you say amuse you?

What you say does. Yes, I think Ill take you to New York, anyway. And as we journey toward that great metropolis together you shall tell me all about your delightful profession. You shall be a Scheherazade to me! Is it a bargain?

She said in a pleasant, even voice:

I might as well tell you now that what youve been stupid enough to do tonight is going to cost you your life.

What! he exclaimed laughingly. More murder? Oh, Scheherazade! Shame on your naughty, naughty behaviour!

Do you expect to reach Paris with those papers?

I do, fair houri! I do, Rose of Stamboul!

You never will.

No?

No. She sat staring ahead of her for a few moments, then turned on him with restrained impatience:

Listen to me, now! I dont know who you are. If youre employed by any government you are a novice — —

Or an artist!

Or a consummate artist, she admitted, looking at him uncertainly.

I am an artist, he said.

You have an excellent opinion of yourself.

No. Im telling you the truth. My name is Neeland — James Neeland. I draw little pictures for a living — nice little pictures for newspapers and magazines.

His frankness evidently perplexed her.

If that is so, she said, what interests you in the papers you took from me?

Nothing at all, my dear young lady! Im not interested in them. But friends of mine are.

Who?

He merely laughed at her.

Are you an agent for any government?

Not that I know of.

She said very quietly:

You make a terrible mistake to involve yourself in this affair. If you are not paid to do it — if you are not interested from patriotic motives — you had better keep aloof.

But its too late. I am mixed up in it — whatever it may mean. Why not tell me, Scheherazade?

His humorous badinage seemed only to make her more serious.

Mr. Neeland, she said quietly, if you really are what you say you are, it is a dangerous and silly thing that you have done tonight.

Dont say that! Dont consider it so tragically. Im enjoying it all immensely.

Do you consider it a comedy when a woman tries to kill you?

Maybe you are fond of murder, gentle lady.

Your sense of humour seems a trifle perverted. I am more serious than I ever was in my life. And I tell you very solemnly that youll be killed if you try to take those papers to Paris. Listen! — she laid one hand lightly on his arm— Why should you involve yourself — you, an American? This matter is no concern of yours — —

What matter?

The matter concerning those papers. I tell you it does not concern you; it is none of your business. Let me be frank with you: the papers are of importance to a foreign government — to the German Government. And in no way do they threaten your people or your countrys welfare. Why, then, do you interfere? Why do you use violence toward an agent of a foreign and friendly government?

Why does a foreign and friendly government employ spies in a friendly country?

All governments do.

Is that so?

It is. America swarms with British and French agents.

How do you know?

Its my business to know, Mr. Neeland.

Then that is your profession! You really are a spy?

Yes.

And you pursue this ennobling profession with an enthusiasm which does not stop short of murder!

I had no choice.

Hadnt you? Your business seems to be rather a deadly one, doesnt it, Scheherazade?

Yes, it might become so.... Mr. Neeland, I have no personal feeling of anger for you. You offered me violence; you behaved brutally, indecently. But I want you to understand that no petty personal feeling incites me. The wrong you have done me is nothing; the injury you threaten to do my country is very grave. I ask you to believe that I speak the truth. It is in the service of my country that I have acted. Nothing matters to me except my countrys welfare. Individuals are nothing; the Fatherland everything.... Will you give me back my papers?

No. I shall return them to their owner.

Is that final?

It is.

I am sorry, she said.

A moment later the lights of Orangeville came into distant view across the dark and rolling country.


CHAPTER XVI

SCHEHERAZADE
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AT THE ORANGEVILLE garage Neeland stopped his car, put on his straw hat, got out carrying suitcase and box, entered the office, and turned over the care of the machine to an employee with orders to drive it back to Neelands Mills the next morning.

Then he leisurely returned to his prisoner who had given him her name as Ilse Dumont and who was standing on the sidewalk beside the car.

Well, Scheherazade, he said, smiling, teller of marvellous tales, I dont quite believe your stories, but they were extremely entertaining. So I wont bowstring you or cut off your unusually attractive head! No! On the contrary, I thank you for your wonder-tales, and for not murdering me. And, furthermore, I bestow upon you your liberty. Have you sufficient cash to take you where you desire to waft yourself?

All the time her dark, unsmiling eyes remained fixed on him, calmly unresponsive to his badinage.

Im sorry I had to be rough with you, Scheherazade, he continued, but when a young lady sews her clothes full of papers which dont belong to her, what, I ask you, is a modest young man to do?

She said nothing.

It becomes necessary for that modest young man to can his modesty — and the young ladys. Is there anything else he could do? he repeated gaily.

He had better return those papers, she replied in a low voice.

Im sorry, Scheherazade, but it isnt done in ultra-crooked circles. Are you sure you have enough money to go where destiny and booty call you?

I have what I require, she answered dryly.

Then good-bye, Pearl of the Harem! Without rancour, I offer you the hand that reluctantly chastened you.

They remained facing each other in silence for a moment; his expression was mischievously amused; hers inscrutable. Then, as he patiently and good-humouredly continued to offer her his hand, very slowly she laid her own in it, still looking him directly in the eyes.

Im sorry, she said in a low voice.

For what? For not shooting me?

Im sorry for you, Mr. Neeland.... Youre only a boy, after all. You know nothing. And you refuse to learn.... Im sorry.... Good-bye.

Could I take you anywhere? To the Hotel Orange? Ive time. The station is across the street.

No, she said.

She walked leisurely along the poorly lighted street and turned the first corner as though at hazard. The next moment her trim and graceful figure had disappeared.

With his heart still gay from the nights excitement, and the drop of Irish blood in him lively as champagne, he crossed the square briskly, entered the stuffy station, bought a ticket, and went out to the wooden platform beside the rails.

Placing box and suitcase side by side, he seated himself upon them and lighted a cigarette.

Here was an adventure! Whether or not he understood it, here certainly was a real, story-book adventure at last. And he began to entertain a little more respect for those writers of romance who have so persistently attempted to convince an incredulous world that adventures are to be had anywhere and at any time for the mere effort entailed in seeking them.

In his case, however, he had not sought adventure. It had been thrust upon him by cable.

And now the drop of Irish in him gratefully responded. He was much obliged to Fate for his evenings entertainment; he modestly ventured to hope for favours to come. And, considering the coolly veiled threats of this young woman whom he had treated with scant ceremony, he had some reason to expect a sequel to the nights adventure.

She, he thought to himself, had nothing on Godiva — except a piano cover!

Recollection of the absurd situation incited his reprehensible merriment to the point of unrestrained laughter; and he clasped his knees and rocked to and fro, where he sat on his suitcase, all alone under the stars.

The midnight express was usually from five to forty minutes late at Orangeville; but from there east it made up time on the down grade to Albany.

And now, as he sat watching, far away along the riverside a star came gliding into view around an unseen curve — the headlight of a distant locomotive.

A few moments later he was in his drawing-room, seated on the edge of the couch, his door locked, the shade over the window looking on the corridor drawn down as far as it would go; and the train rushing through the starry night on the down grade toward Albany.

He could not screen the corridor window entirely; the shade seemed to be too short; but it was late, the corridor dark, all the curtains in the car closed tightly over the berths, and his privacy was not likely to be disturbed. And when the conductor had taken both tickets and the porter had brought him a bottle of mineral water and gone away, he settled down with great content.

Neeland was in excellent humour. He had not the slightest inclination to sleep. He sat on the side of his bed, smoking, the olive-wood box lying open beside him, and its curious contents revealed.

But now, as he carefully examined the papers, photographs, and drawings, he began to take the affair a little more seriously. And the possibility of further trouble raised his already high spirits and caused that little drop of Irish blood to sing agreeably in his veins.

Dipping into Herr Wilners diary added a fillip to the increasing fascination that was possessing him.

Well, Im damned, he thought, if it doesnt really look as though the plans of these Turkish forts might be important! Im not very much astonished that the Kaiser and the Sultan desire to keep for themselves the secrets of these fortifications. They really belong to them, too. They were drawn and planned by a German. He shrugged. A rotten alliance! he muttered, and picked up the bronze Chinese figure to examine it.

So youre the Yellow Devil Ive heard about! he said. Well, you certainly are a pippin!

Inspecting him with careless curiosity, he turned the bronze over and over between his hands, noticing a slight rattling sound that seemed to come from within but discovering no reason for it. And, as he curiously considered the scowling demon, he hummed an old song of his fathers under his breath:





Wan balmy day in May
Th ould Nick come to the dure;
Sez I The divils to pay,
An the debt comes harrd on the poor!
His eyes they shone like fire
An he gave a horrid groan;
Sez I to me sister Suke,
Suke!!!!
Tell him I aint at home!

He stood forninst the dure,
His wings were wings of a bat,
An he raised his voice to a roar,
An the tail of him switched like a cat,
O wirra the day! sez I,
Ochone Ill no more roam!
Sez I to me brother Luke,
Luke!!!!
Tell him I aint at home!



As he laid the bronze figure away and closed, locked and strapped the olive-wood box, an odd sensation crept over him as though somebody were overlooking what he was doing. Of course it could not be true, but so sudden and so vivid was the impression that he rose, opened the door, and glanced into the private washroom — even poked under the bed and the opposite sofa; and of course discovered that only a living skeleton could lie concealed in such spaces.

His courage, except moral courage, had never been particularly tested. He was naturally quite fearless, even carelessly so, and whether it was the courage of ignorance or a constitutional inability to be afraid never bothered his mind because he never thought about it.

Now, amused at his unusual fit of caution, he stretched himself out on his bed, still dressed, debating in his mind whether he should undress and try to sleep, or whether it were really worth while before he boarded the steamer.

And, as he lay there, a cigarette between his lips, wakeful, his restless gaze wandering, he suddenly caught a glimpse of something moving — a human face pressed to the dark glass of the corridor window between the partly lowered shade and the cherry-wood sill.

So amazed was he that the face had disappeared before he realised that it resembled the face of Ilse Dumont. The next instant he was on his feet and opening the door of the drawing-room; but the corridor between the curtained berths was empty and dark and still; not a curtain fluttered.

He did not care to leave his doorway, either, with the box lying there on his bed; he stood with one hand on the knob, listening, peering into the dusk, still excited by the surprise of seeing her on the same train that he had taken.

However, on reflection, he quite understood that she could have had no difficulty in boarding the midnight train for New York without being noticed by him; because he was not expecting her to do such a thing and he had paid no attention to the group of passengers emerging from the waiting room when the express rolled in.

This is rather funny, he thought. I wish I could find her. I wish shed be friendly enough to pay me a visit. Scheherazade is certainly an entertaining girl. And its several hours to New York.

He lingered a while longer, but seeing and hearing nothing except darkness and assorted snores, he stepped into his stateroom and locked the door again.

Sleep was now impossible; the idea of Scheherazade prowling in the dark corridor outside amused him intensely, and aroused every atom of his curiosity. Did the girl really expect an opportunity to steal the box? Or was she keeping a sinister eye on him with a view to summoning accomplices from vasty metropolitan deeps as soon as the train arrived? Or, having failed at Brookhollow, was she merely going back to town to report progress backward?

He finished his mineral water, and, still feeling thirsty, rang, on the chance that the porter might still be awake and obliging.

Something about the entire affair was beginning to strike him as intensely funny, and the idea of foreign spies slinking about Brookhollow; the seriousness with which this young girl took herself and her mission; her amateur attempts at murder; her solemn mention of the Turkish Embassy — all these excited his sense of the humorous. And again incredulity crept in; and presently he found himself humming Irwins immortal Kaiser refrain:

Hi-lee! Hi-lo! Der vinds dey blow Joost like die wacht am Rhine! Und vot iss mine belongs to me, Und vot iss yours iss mine!

There came a knock at his door; he rose and opened it, supposing it to be the porter; and was seized in the powerful grasp of two men and jerked into the dark corridor.

One of them had closed his mouth with a gloved hand, crushing him with an iron grip around the neck; the other caught his legs and lifted him bodily; and, as they slung him between them, his startled eyes caught sight of Ilse Dumont entering his drawing-room.

It was a silent, fierce struggle through the corridor to the front platform of the vestibule train; it took both men to hold, overpower, and completely master him; but they tried to do this and, at the same time, lift the trap that discloses the car steps. And could not manage it.

The instant Neeland realised what they were trying to do, he divined their shocking intention in regard to himself, and the struggle became terrible there in the swaying vestibule. Twice he nearly got at the automatic pistol in his breast pocket, but could not quite grasp it. They slammed him and thrashed him around between them, apparently determined to open the trap, fling him from the train, and let him take his chances with the wheels.

Then, of a sudden, came a change in the fortunes of war; they were trying to drag him over the chain sagging between the forward mail-car and the Pullman, when one of them caught his foot on it and stumbled backward, releasing Neelands right arm. In the same instant he drove his fist into the face of his other assailant so hard that the mans head jerked backward as though his neck were broken, and he fell flat on his back.

Already the train was slowing down for the single stop between Albany and New York — Hudson. Neeland got out his pistol and pointed it shakily at the man who had fallen backward over the chain.

Jump! he panted. Jump quick!

The man needed no other warning; he opened the trap, scrambled and wriggled down the mail-car steps, and was off the train like a snake from a sack.

The other man, bloody and ghastly white, crept under the chain after his companion. He was a well-built, good-looking man of forty, with blue eyes and a golden beard all over blood. He seemed sick from the terrific blow dealt him; but as the train had almost stopped, Neeland pushed him off with the flat of his foot.

Drenched in perspiration, dishevelled, bruised, he slammed both traps and ran back into the dark corridor, and met Ilse Dumont coming out of his stateroom carrying the olive-wood box.

His appearance appeared to stupefy her; he took the box from her without resistance, and, pushing her back into the stateroom, locked the door.

Then, still savagely excited, and the hot blood of battle still seething in his veins, he stood staring wickedly into her dazed eyes, the automatic pistol hanging from his right fist.

But after a few moments something in her naïve astonishment — her amazement to see him alive and standing there before her — appealed to him as intensely ludicrous; he dropped on the edge of the bed and burst into laughter uncontrolled.

Scheherazade! Oh, Scheherazade! he said, weak with laughter, if you could only see your face! If you could only see it, my dear child! Its too funny to be true! Its too funny to be a real face! Oh, dear, Ill die if I laugh any more. Youll assassinate me with your face!

She seated herself on the lounge opposite, still gazing blankly at him in his uncontrollable mirth.

After a while he put back the automatic into his breast pocket, took off coat and waistcoat, without paying the slightest heed to her or to convention; opened his own suitcase, selected a fresh shirt, tie, and collar, and, taking with him his coat and the olive-wood box, went into the little washroom.

He scarcely expected to find her there when he emerged, cooled and refreshed; but she was still there, seated as he had left her on the lounge.

I wanted to ask you, she said in a low voice, did you kill them?

Not at all, Scheherazade, he replied gaily. The Irish dont kill; they beat up their friends; thats all. Fist and blackthorn, my pretty lass, but nix for the knife and gun.

How — did you do it?

Well, I got tired having a ham-fisted Dutchman pawing me and closing my mouth with his big splay fingers. So I asked him to slide overboard and shoved his friend after him.

Did you shoot them?

No, I tell you! he said disgustedly. I hadnt a chance in hot blood, and I couldnt do it in cold. No, Scheherazade, I didnt shoot. I pulled a gun for dramatic effect, thats all.

After a silence she asked him in a low voice what he intended to do with her.

Do? Nothing! Chat affably with you until we reach town, if you dont mind. Nothing more violent than that, Scheherazade.

The girl, sitting sideways on the sofa, leaned her head against the velvet corner as though very tired. Her small hands lay in her lap listlessly, palms up-turned.

Are you really tired? he asked.

Yes, a little.

He took the two pillows from his bed and placed them on the sofa.

You may lie down if you like, Scheherazade.

Wont you need them?

Sunburst of my soul, if I pillow my head on anything while you are in the vicinity, it will be on that olive-wood box!

For the first time the faintest trace of a smile touched her lips. She turned, settled the pillows to her liking, and stretched out her supple figure on the sofa with a slight sigh.

Shall I talk to you, Scheherazade, or let you snuggle into the chaste arms of Morpheus?

I cant sleep.

Is it a talk-fest, then?

I am listening.

Then, were the two recent gentlemen who so rudely pounced upon me the same gentlemen who so cheerfully chased me in an automobile when you made red fire?

Yes.

I was betting on it. Nice-looking man — the one with the classical map and the golden Frick.

She said nothing.

Scheherazade, he continued with smiling malice, do you realise that you are both ornamental and young? Why so young and murderous, fair houri? Why delight in manslaughter in any degree? Why cultivate assault and battery? Why swipe the property of others?

She closed her eyes on the pillow, but, as he remained silent, presently opened them again.

I asked them not to hurt you, she said irrelevantly.

Who? Oh, your strenuous friends with the footpad technique? Well, they obeyed you unwillingly.

Did they hurt you?

Oh, no. But the car-wheels might have.

The car-wheels?

Yes. They were all for dumping me down the steps of the vestibule. But Ive got a nasty disposition, Scheherazade, and I kicked and bit and screamed so lustily that I disgusted them and they simply left the train and concluded to cut my acquaintance.

It was evident that his good-humoured mockery perplexed her. Once or twice the shadow of a smile passed over her dark eyes, but they remained uncertain and watchful.

You really were astonished to see me alive again, werent you? he asked.

I was surprised to see you, of course.

Alive?

I told you that I asked them not to really hurt you.

Do you suppose I believe that, after your pistol practice on me?

It is true, she replied, her eyes resting on him.

You wished to reserve me for more pistol practice?

I have no — enmity — for you.

Oh, Scheherazade! he protested, laughing.

You are wrong, Mr. Neeland.

After all I did to you?

To his surprise a bright blush spread over her face where it lay framed by the pillows; she turned her head abruptly and lay without speaking.

He sat thinking for a few minutes, then leaning forward from where he sat on the beds edge:

After a mans been shot at and further intimidated with a large, unpleasantly rusty Kurdish dagger, he is likely to proceed without ceremony. All the same, I am sorry I had to humiliate you, Scheherazade.

She lay silent, unstirring.

A girl would never forgive that, I know, he said. So I shall look for a short shrift from you if your opportunity ever comes.

The girl appeared to be asleep. He stood up and looked down at her. The colour had faded from the one cheek visible. For a while he listened to her quiet breathing, then, the imp of perversity seizing him, and intensely diverted by the situation, he bent over her, touched her cheek with his lips, put on his hat, took box and suitcase, and went out to spend the remaining hour or two in the smoking room, leaving her to sleep in peace.

But no sooner had he closed the door on her than the girl sat straight up on the sofa, her face surging in colour, and her eyes brilliant with starting tears.

When the train arrived at the Grand Central Station, in the grey of a July morning, Neeland, finding the stateroom empty, lingered to watch for her among the departing passengers.

But he lingered in vain; and presently a taxicab took him and his box to the Cunard docks, and deposited him there. And an hour later he was in his cabin on board that vast ensemble of machinery and luxury, the Cunarder Volhynia, outward bound, and headed straight at the dazzling disc of the rising sun.

And thought of Scheherazade faded from his mind as a tale that is told.


CHAPTER XVII

A WHITE SKIRT
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IT WAS IN mid-ocean that Neeland finally came to the conclusion that nobody on board the Volhynia was likely to bother him or his box.

The July weather had been magnificent — blue skies, a gentle wind, and a sea scarcely silvered by a comber.

Assorted denizens of the Atlantic took part in the traditional vaudeville performance for the benefit of the Volhynia passengers; gulls followed the wake to mid-ocean; Mother Careys chickens skimmed the baby billows; dolphins turned watery flip-flaps under the bows; and even a distant whale consented to oblige.

Everybody pervaded the decks morning, noon, and evening; the most squeamish recovered confidence in twenty-four hours; and every constitutional lubber concluded he was a born sailor.

Neeland really was one; no nausea born from the bad adjustment of that anatomical auricular gyroscope recently discovered in man ever disturbed his abdominal nerves. Short of shipwreck, he enjoyed any entertainment the Atlantic offered him.

So he was always on deck, tranquilly happy and with nothing in the world to disturb him except his responsibility for the olive-wood box.

He dared not leave it in his locked cabin; he dared not entrust it to anybody; he lugged it about with him wherever he went. On deck it stood beside his steamer chair; it dangled from his hand when he promenaded, exciting the amazement and curiosity of others; it reposed on the floor under the table and beneath his attentive feet when he was at meals.

These elaborate precautions indicated his wholesome respect for the persistence of Scheherazade and her friends; he was forever scanning his fellow-voyagers at table, in the smoking room, and as they strolled to and fro in front of his steamer chair, trying to make up his mind concerning them.

But Neeland, a clever observer of externals, was no reader of character. The passenger list never seemed to confirm any conclusions he arrived at concerning any of the passengers on the Volhynia. A gentleman he mistook for an overfed broker turned out to be a popular clergyman with outdoor proclivities; a slim, poetic-looking youth who carried a copy of Words and Wind about the deck travelled for the Gold Leaf Lard Company.

Taking them all in all, Neeland concluded that they were as harmless a collection of reconcentrados as he had ever observed; and he was strongly tempted to leave the box in his locked stateroom.

He decided to do so one afternoon after luncheon, and, lugging his box, started to return to his stateroom with that intention, instead of going on deck, as usual, for a postprandial cigarette.

There was nobody in the main corridor as he passed, but in the short, carpeted passage leading to his stateroom he caught a glimpse of a white serge skirt vanishing into the stateroom opposite to his, and heard the door close and the noise of a key turned quickly.

His steward, being questioned on the first day out, had told him that this stateroom was occupied by an invalid gentleman travelling alone, who preferred to remain there instead of trusting to his crutches on a temperamental deck.

Neeland, passing the closed and curtained door, wondered whether the invalid had made a hit, or whether he had a relative aboard who wore a white serge skirt, white stockings and shoes, and was further endowed with agreeable ankles.

He fitted his key to his door, turned it, withdrew the key to pocket it; and immediately became aware that the end of the key was sticky.

He entered the stateroom, however, and bolted the door, then he sat down on his sofa and examined his fingers and his door key attentively. There was wax sticking to both.

When he had fully digested this fact he wiped and pocketed his key and cast a rather vacant look around the little stateroom. And immediately his eye was arrested by a white object lying on the carpet between the bed and the sofa — a womans handkerchief, without crest or initials, but faintly scented.

After he became tired of alternately examining it and sniffing it, he put it in his pocket and began an uneasy tour of his room.

If it had been entered and ransacked, everything had been replaced exactly as he had left it, as well as he could remember. Nothing excepting this handkerchief and the wax on the key indicated intrusion; nothing, apparently, had been disturbed; and yet there was the handkerchief; and there was the wax on the end of his door key.

Heres a fine business! he muttered to himself; and rang for his steward.

The man came — a cockney, dense as his native fog — who maintained that nobody could have entered the stateroom without his knowledge or the knowledge of the stewardess.

Do you think shes been in my cabin?

No, sir.

Call her.

The stewardess, an alert, intelligent little woman with a trace of West Indian blood in her, denied entering his stateroom. Shown the handkerchief and invited to sniff it, she professed utter ignorance concerning it, assured him that no lady in her section used that perfume, and offered to show it to the stewardesses of other sections on the chance of their identifying the perfume or the handkerchief.

All right, said Neeland; take it. But bring it back. And heres a sovereign. And — one thing more. If anybody pays you to deceive me, come to me and Ill outbid them. Is that a bargain?

Yes, sir, she said unblushingly.

When she had gone away with the handkerchief, Neeland closed the door again and said to the steward:

Keep an eye on my door. I am positive that somebody has taken a wax impression of the keyhole. What I said to that stewardess also holds good with you. Ill outbid anybody who bribes you.

Very good, sir.

Sure its good! Its devilish good. Heres a beautiful and newly minted gold sovereign. Isnt it artistic? Its yours, steward.

Thanky, sir.

Not at all. And, by the way, whats that invalid gentlemans name?

Awks, sir.

Hawks?

Yes, sir; Mr. Erbert Awks.

American?

I dont know, sir.

British?

Shall I inquire, sir? starting to go.

Not of him! Dont be a lunatic, steward! Please try to understand that I want nothing said about this matter or about my inquiries.

Yes, sir.

Very well, then! Find out, if you can, who Mr. Herbert Hawks is. Find out all you can concerning him. Its easy money, isnt it?

Oh, yes, sir — —

Wait a moment. Has he any friends or relatives on board?

Not that I know, sir.

Oh, no friends, eh? No ladies who wear white serge skirts and white shoes and stockings?

No, sir, not as I knows of.

Oh! Suppose you step across to his door, knock, and ask him if he rang. And, if the door is opened, take a quick slant at the room.

Very good, sir.

Neeland, his door at the crack, watched the steward cross the corridor and knock at the door of Mr. Herbert Hawks.

Well, what iss it? came a heavy voice from within.

Mr. Awks, sir, did you ring?

No, I did not.

Oh, beg pardon, sir — —

The steward was starting to return to Neeland, but that young man motioned him violently away from his door and closed it. Then, listening, his ear against the panel, he presently heard a door in the passage creak open a little way, then close again, stealthily.

He possessed his soul in patience, believing that Mr. Hawks or his fair friend in the white skirt had merely taken a preliminary survey of the passage and perhaps also of his closed door. But the vigil was vain; the door did not reopen; no sound came from the stateroom across the passageway.

To make certain that the owner of the white shoes and stockings did not leave that stateroom without his knowledge, he opened his door with many precautions and left it on the crack, stretching a rubber band from knob to bolt, so that the wind from the open port in the passage should not blow it shut. Then, drawing his curtain, he sat down to wait.

He had a book, one of those slobbering American novels which serve up falsehood thickly buttered with righteousness and are consumed by the morally sterilised.

And, as he smoked he read; and, as he read he listened. One eye always remained on duty; one ear was alert; he meant to see who was the owner of the white shoes if it took the remainder of the voyage to find out.

The book aided him as a commonplace accompaniment aids a soloist — alternately boring and exasperating him.

It was an uplift book, where the heroine receives whacks with patient smiles. Fate boots her from pillar to post and she blesses Fate and is much obliged. That most deadly reproach to degenerate human nature — the accidental fact of sex — had been so skilfully extirpated from those pages that, like chaste amoebæ, the characters merely multiplied by immaculate subdivision; and millions of lineal descendants of the American Dodo were made gleeful for $1.50 net.

It was hard work waiting, harder work reading, but between the two and a cigarette now and then Neeland managed to do his sentry go until dinner time approached and the corridors resounded with the trample of the hungry.

The stewardess reappeared a little later and returned to him his handkerchief and the following information:

Mr. Hawks, it appeared, travelled with a trained nurse, whose stateroom was on another deck. That nurse was not in her stateroom, but a similar handkerchief was, scented with similar perfume.

Youre a wonder, said Neeland, placing some more sovereigns in her palm and closing her fingers over them. What is the nurses name?

Miss White.

Very suitable name. Has she ever before visited Herr — I mean Mr. — Hawks in his stateroom?

Her stewardess says she has been indisposed since we left New York.

Hasnt been out of her cabin?

No.

I see. Did you inquire what she looked like?

Her stewardess couldnt be certain. The stateroom was kept dark and the tray containing her meals was left at the bedside. Miss White smokes.

Yes, said Neeland reflectively, she smokes Red Light cigarettes, I believe. Thank you, very much. More sovereigns if you are discreet. And say to my steward that Ill dine in my stateroom. Soup, fish, meat, any old thing you can think of. Do you understand?

Perfectly, sir.

When she had withdrawn he kneeled down on his sofa and looked out through the port at the sunset sea.

There was a possibility that Scheherazade and her friends might be on board the Volhynia. Who else would be likely to take wax impressions of his keyhole and leave a scented scrap of a handkerchief on his stateroom floor?

That they had kept themselves not only out of sight but off the passenger list merely corroborated suspicion. Thats what theyd be likely to do.

And now there was no question in his mind of leaving the box in his cabin. Hed cling to it like a good woman to alimony. Death alone could separate his box from him.

As he knelt there, sniffing the salt perfume of the sea, his ears on duty detected the sound of a tray in the corridor.

Leave it on the camp-table outside my door! he said over his shoulder.

Very good, sir.

He was not hungry; he was thinking too hard.

Confound it, he thought to himself, am I to squat here in ambush for the rest of the trip?

The prospect was not agreeable for a man who loved the sea. All day and most of the starry night the hurricane deck called to him, and his whole anatomy responded. And now to sit hunched up here like a rat in the hold was not to his taste. Suppose he should continue to frequent the deck, carrying with him his box, of course. He might never discover who owned the white serge skirt or who owned the voice which pronounced is as iss.

Meanwhile, it occurred to him that for a quarter of an hour or more his dinner outside his door had been growing colder and colder. So he slid from the sofa, unstrapped the rubber band, opened the door, lifted table and tray into his stateroom with a sharp glance at the opposite door, and, readjusting the rubber band, composed himself to eat.


CHAPTER XVIII

BY RADIO
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PERHAPS IT WAS because he did not feel particularly hungry that his dinner appeared unappetising; possibly because it had been standing in the corridor outside his door for twenty minutes, which did not add to its desirability.

The sun had set and the air in the room had grown cold. He felt chilly; and, when he uncovered the silver tureen and discovered that the soup was still piping hot, he drank some of it to warm himself.

He had swallowed about half a cupful before he discovered that the seasoning was not agreeable to his palate. In fact, the flavour of the hot broth was so decidedly unpleasant that he pushed aside the cup and sat down on the edge of his bunk without any further desire to eat anything.

A glass of water from the carafe did not seem to rid him of the subtle, disagreeable taste lingering in his mouth — in fact, the water itself seemed to be tainted with it.

He sat for a few moments fumbling for his cigarette case, feeling curiously uncomfortable, as though the slight motion of the ship were affecting his head.

As he sat there looking at the unlighted cigarette in his hand, it fell to the carpet at his feet. He started to stoop for it, caught himself in time, pulled himself erect with an effort.

Something was wrong with him — very wrong. Every uneven breath he drew seemed to fill his lungs with the odour of that strange and volatile flavour he had noticed. It was beginning to make him giddy; it seemed to affect his vision, too.

Suddenly a terrible comprehension flashed through his confused mind, clearing it for a moment.

He tried to stand up and reach the electric bell; his knees seem incapable of sustaining him. Sliding to the floor, he attempted to crawl toward the olive-wood box; managed to get one arm around it, grip the handle. Then, with a last desperate effort, he groped in his breast pocket for the automatic pistol, freed it, tried to fire it. But the weapon and the unnerved hand that held it fell on the carpet. A muscular paralysis set in like the terrible rigidity of death; he could still see and hear as in a thickening dream.

A moment later, from the corridor, a slim hand was inserted between the door and jamb; the supple fingers became busy with the rubber band for a moment, released it. The door opened very slowly.

For a few seconds two dark eyes were visible between door and curtain, regarding intently the figure lying prone upon the floor. Then the curtain was twitched noiselessly aside; a young woman in the garb of a trained nurse stepped swiftly into the stateroom on tip-toe, followed by a big, good-looking, blue-eyed man wearing a square golden beard.

The man, who carried with him a pair of crutches, but who did not appear to require their aid, hastily set the dinner-tray and camp-table outside in the corridor, then closed and bolted the door.

Already the nurse was down on her knees beside the fallen man, trying to loosen his grasp on the box. Then her face blanched.

Its like the rigor of death itself, she whispered fearfully over her shoulder. Could I have given him enough to kill him?

He took only half a cup and a swallow of water. No.

I cant get his hand free — —

Wait! I try! He pulled a big, horn-handled clasp-knife from his pocket and deliberately opened the eight-inch blade.

What are you doing? she whispered, seizing his wrist. Dont do that!

The man with the golden beard hesitated, then shrugged, pocketed his knife, and seized Neelands rigidly clenched hand.

You are right. It makes too much muss! tugging savagely at the clenched and unconscious hand. Sacreminton! What for a death-grip is this Kerls? If I cut his hand off so iss there blood and gossip right away already. No — too much muss. Wait! I try another way — —

Neeland groaned.

Oh, dont! Dont! faltered the girl. Youre breaking his wrist — —

Ugh! grunted her companion; I try; I can it not accomplish. See once if the box opens!

It is locked.

Search this pig-dog for the key!

She began a hurried search of Neelands clothing; presently discovered her own handkerchief; thrust it into her apron pocket, and continued rummaging while the bearded man turned his attention to the automatic pistol. This he finally succeeded in disengaging, and he laid it on the wash basin.

Here are his keys, whispered the nurse feverishly, holding them up against the dim circle of evening sky framed by the open port. You had better light the stateroom; I cant see. Hurry! I think he is beginning to recover.

When the bearded man had switched on the electric light he returned to kneel once more beside the inert body on the floor, and began to pull and haul and tug at the box and attempt to insert the key in the lock. But the stiffened clutch of the drugged man made it impossible either to release the box or get at the keyhole.

Ach, was! Verflüchtete schwein-hund —— ! He seized the rigid hand and, exerting all the strength of a brutally inflamed fury, fairly ripped loose the fingers.

Also! he panted, seizing the stiffened body from the floor and lifting it. Hold you him by the long and Yankee legs once, und I push him out — —

Out of the port?

Gewiss! Otherwise he recovers to raise some hell!

It is not necessary. How shall this man know?

You left your handkerchief. He iss no fool. He makes a noise. No, it iss safer we push him overboard.

Ill take the papers to Karl, and then I can remain in my stateroom — —

No! Lift his legs, I tell you! You want I hold him in my arms all day while you talk, talk, talk! You take his legs right away quick —— !

He staggered a few paces forward with his unwieldy burden and, setting one knee on the sofa, attempted to force Neelands head and shoulders through the open port. At the same moment a rapid knocking sounded outside the stateroom door.

Quick! breathed the nurse. Throw him on his bed!

The blue-eyed, golden-bearded man hesitated, then as the knocking sounded again, imperative, persistent, he staggered to the bed with his burden, laid it on the pillows, seized his crutches, rested on them, breathing heavily, and listening to the loud and rapid knocking outside the door.

Weve got to open, she whispered. Dont forget that we found him unconscious in the corridor! And she slid the bolt noiselessly, opened the stateroom door, and stepped outside the curtain into the corridor.

The cockney steward stood there with a messenger.

Wireless for Mr. Neeland — — he began; but his speech failed and his jaw fell at sight of the nurse in her cap and uniform. And when, on his crutches, the bearded man emerged from behind the curtain, the stewards eyes fairly protruded.

The young gentleman is ill, explained the nurse coolly. Mr. Hawks heard him fall in the corridor and came out on his crutches to see what had happened. I chanced to be passing through the main corridor, fortunately. I am doing what I can for the young gentleman.

Ow, said the steward, staring over her shoulder at the bearded man on crutches.

There iss no need of calling the ships doctor, said the man on crutches. This young woman iss a hospital nurse und she iss so polite and obliging to volunteer her service for the poor young gentleman.

Yes, she said carelessly, I can remain here for an hour or two with him. He requires only a few simple remedies — Ive already given him a sedative, and he is sleeping very nicely.

Yess, yess; it iss not grave. Pooh! It is notting. He slip and knock his head. Maybe too much tchampagne. He sleep, and by and by he feel better. It iss not advisable to make a fuss. So! We are not longer needed, steward. I return to my room.

And, nodding pleasantly, the bearded man hobbled out on his crutches and entered his own stateroom across the passage.

Steward, said the nurse pleasantly, you may leave the wireless telegram with me. When Mr. Neeland wakes Ill read it to him — —

Give that telegram to me! burst out a ghostly voice from the curtained room behind her.

Every atom of colour left her face, and she stood there as though stiffened into marble. The steward stared at her. Still staring, he passed gingerly in front of her and entered the curtained room.

Neeland was lying on his bed as white as death; but his eyes fluttered open in a dazed way:

Steward, he whispered.

Yes, sir, Mr. Neeland.

My — box. His eyes closed.

Box, sir?

Where — is — it?

Which box, sir? Is it this one here on the floor? — lifting the olive-wood box in its case. The key was in the lock; the other keys hung from it, dangling on a steel ring.

The nurse stepped calmly into the room.

Steward, she said in her low, pleasant voice, the sedative I gave him has probably confused his mind a little — —

Put that box — under — my head, interrupted Neelands voice like a groan.

I tell you, whispered the nurse, he doesnt know what he is saying.

I got to obey him, maam — —

I forbid you — —

Steward! gasped Neeland.

Sir?

My box. I — want it.

Certainly, sir — —

Here, beside my — pillow.

Yes, sir. He laid the box beside the sick man.

Is it locked, steward?

Key sticking in it, sir. Yes, its locked, sir.

Open.

The nurse, calm, pale, tight-lipped, stood by the curtain looking at the bed over which the steward leaned, opening the box.

Ere you are, sir, he said, lifting the cover. I say, nurse, give im a lift, wont you?

The nurse coolly stepped to the bedside, stooped, raised the head and shoulders of the prostrate man. After a moment his eyes unclosed; he looked at the contents of the box with a perceptible effort.

Lock it, steward. Place it beside me.... Next the wall.... So.... Place the keys in my pocket.... Thank you.... I had a — pistol.

Sir?

A pistol. Where is it?

The stewards roving glance fell finally upon the washbasin. He walked over, picked up the automatic, and, with an indescribable glance at the nurse, laid it across Neelands up-turned palm.

The young mans fingers fumbled it, closed over the handle; and a ghost of a smile touched his ashen face.

Do you feel better, sir?

Im tired.... Yes, I feel — better.

Can I do anything for you, Mr. Neeland?

Stay outside — my door.

Do you wish the doctor, sir?

No.... No!... Dont call him; do you hear?

I wont call him, sir.

No, dont call him.

No, sir.... Mr. Neeland, there is a — a trained nurse here. You will not want her, will you, sir?

Again the shadow of a smile crept over Neelands face.

Did she come for — her handkerchief?

There was a silence; the steward looked steadily at the nurse; the nurses dark eyes were fixed on the man lying there before her.

You shant be wanting her any more, shall you, sir? repeated the steward, not shifting his gaze.

Yes; I think I shall want her — for a little while.... Neeland slowly opened his eyes, smiled up at the motionless nurse: How are you, Scheherazade? he said weakly. And, to the steward, with an effort: Miss White and I are — old friends.... However — kindly remain outside — my door.... And throw what remains of my dinner — out of — the port.... And be ready — at all times — to look after the — gentleman on crutches.... Im — fond of him.... Thank you, steward.

* * * * *

Long after the steward had closed the stateroom door, Ilse Dumont stood beside Neelands bed without stirring. Once or twice he opened his eyes and looked at her humorously. After a while he said:

Please be seated, Scheherazade.

She calmly seated herself on the edge of his couch.

Horrid soup, he murmured. You should attend a cooking school, my dear.

She regarded him absently, as though other matters absorbed her.

Yes, he repeated, as a cook youre a failure, Scheherazade. That broth which you seasoned for me has done funny things to my eyes, too. But theyre recovering. I see much better already. My vision is becoming sufficiently clear to observe how pretty you are in your nurses cap and apron.

A slow colour came into her face and he saw her eyebrows bend inward as though she were annoyed.

You are pretty, Scheherazade, he repeated. You know you are, dont you? But youre a poor cook and a rotten shot. You cant be perfection, you know. Cheer up!

She ignored the suggestion, her dark eyes brooding and remote again; and he lay watching her with placid interest in which no rancour remained. He was feeling decidedly better every minute now. He lifted the automatic pistol and shoved it under his pillow, then cautiously flexed his fingers, his arms, and finally his knees, with increasing pleasure and content.

Such dreadful soup, he said. But Im a lot better, thank you. Was it to have been murder this time, too, Scheherazade? Would the entire cupful have made a pretty angel of me? Oh, fie! Naughty Scheherazade!

She remained mute.

Didnt you mean manslaughter with intent to exterminate? he insisted, watching her.

Perhaps she was thinking of her blond and bearded companion, and the open port, for she made no reply.

Why didnt you let him heave me out? inquired Neeland. Why did you object?

At that she reddened to the roots of her hair, understanding that what she feared had been true — that Neeland, while physically helpless, had retained sufficient consciousness to be aware of what was happening to him and to understand at least a part of the conversation.

What was the stuff with which you flavoured that soup, Scheherazade?

He was merely baiting her; he did not expect any reply; but, to his surprise, she answered him:

Threlanium — Speyers solution is what I used, she said with a sort of listless effrontery.

Dont know it. Dont like it, either. Prefer other condiments.

He lifted himself on one elbow, remained propped so, tore open his wireless telegram, and, after a while, contrived to read it:

* * * * *

James Neeland, S. S. Volhynia.

Spies aboard. Be careful. If trouble threatens captain has instructions British Government to protect you and order arrests on your complaint.

Naïa.

* * * * *

With a smile that was almost a grin, Neeland handed the telegram to Ilse Dumont.

Scheherazade, he said, youll be a good little girl, now, wont you? Because it would be a shocking thing for you and your friend across the way to land in England wearing funny bangles on your wrists and keeping step with each other, wouldnt it?

She continued to hold the slip of paper and stare at it long after she had finished reading it and the words became a series of parallel blurs.

Scheherazade, he said lightly, what on earth am I going to do with you?

I suppose you will lodge a charge with the captain against me, she replied in even tones.

Why not? You deserve it, dont you? You and your humorous friend with the yellow beard?

She looked at him with a vague smile.

What can you prove? said she.

Perfectly true, dear child. Nothing. I dont want to prove anything, either.

She smiled incredulously.

Its quite true, Scheherazade. Otherwise, I shouldnt have ordered my steward to throw the remains of my dinner out of the corridor porthole. No, dear child. I should have had it analysed, had your stateroom searched for more of that elusive seasoning you used to flavour my dinner; had a further search made for a certain sort of handkerchief and perfume. Also, just imagine the delightful evidence which a thorough search of your papers might reveal! He laughed. No, Scheherazade; I did not care to prove you anything resembling a menace to society. Because, in the first place, I am absurdly grateful to you.

Her face became expressionless under the slow flush mounting.

Im not teasing you, he insisted. What I say is true. Im grateful to you for violently injecting romance into my perfectly commonplace existence. You have taken the book of my life and not only extra illustrated it with vivid and chromatic pictures, but you have unbound it, sewed into its prosaic pages several chapters ripped bodily from a penny-dreadful, and you have then rebound the whole thing and pasted your own pretty picture on the cover! Come, now! Ought not a man to be grateful to any philanthropic girl who so gratuitously obliges him?

Her face burned under his ridicule; her clasped hands in her lap were twisted tight as though to maintain her self-control.

What do you want of me? she asked between lips that scarcely moved.

He laughed, sat up, stretched out both arms with a sigh of satisfaction. The colour came back to his face; he dropped one leg over the beds edge; and she stood erect and stepped aside for him to rise.

No dizziness remained; he tried both feet on the floor, straightened himself, cast a gaily malicious glance at her, and slowly rose to his feet.

Scheherazade, he said, isnt it funny? I ask you, did you ever hear of a would-be murderess and her escaped victim being on such cordial terms? Did you?

He was going through a few calisthenics, gingerly but with increasing abandon, while he spoke.

I feel fine, thank you. I am enjoying the situation extremely, too. Its a delightful paradox, this situation. Its absurd, its enchanting, its incredible! There is only one more thing that could make it perfectly impossible. And Im going to do it! And he deliberately encircled her waist and kissed her.

She turned white at that, and, as he released her, laughing, took a step or two blindly, toward the door; stood there with one hand against it as though supporting herself.

After a few moments, and very slowly, she turned and looked at him; and that young man was scared for the first time since their encounter in the locked house in Brookhollow.

Yet in her face there was no anger, no menace, nothing he had ever before seen in any womans face, nothing that he now comprehended. Only, for the moment, it seemed to him that something terrible was gazing at him out of this girls fixed eyes — something that he did not recognise as part of her — another being hidden within her, staring out through her eyes at him.

For heavens sake, Scheherazade — — he faltered.

She opened the door, still watching him over her shoulder, shrank through it, and was gone.

He stood for a full five minutes as though stupefied, then walked to the door and flung it open. And met a ships officer face to face, already lifting his hand to knock for admittance.

Mr. Neeland? he asked.

Yes.

Captain Wests compliments, and he would be glad to see you in his cabin.

Thank you. My compliments and thanks to Captain West, and I shall call on him immediately.

They exchanged bows; the officer turned, hesitated, glanced at the steward who stood by the port.

Did you bring a radio message to Mr. Neeland?

Yes, sir.

Yes, I received the message, said Neeland.

The captain requests you to bring the message with you.

With pleasure, said Neeland.

So the officer went away down the corridor, and Neeland sat down on his bed, opened the box, went over carefully every item of its contents, relocked it with a grin of satisfaction, and, taking it with him, went off to pay a visit to the captain of the Volhynia.

The bearded gentleman in the stateroom across the passage had been listening intently to the conversation, with his ear flat against his keyhole.

And now, without hesitating, he went to a satchel which stood on the sofa in his stateroom, opened it, took from it a large bundle of papers and a ten-pound iron scale-weight.

Attaching the weight to the papers by means of a heavy strand of copper wire, he mounted the sofa and hurled the weighted package into the Atlantic Ocean.

Pig-dogs of British, he muttered in his golden beard, you may go and dive for them when The Day dawns.

Then he filled and lighted a handsome porcelain pipe, and puffed it with stolid satisfaction, leaving the pepper-box silver cover open.

Der Tag, he muttered in his golden beard; and his clear eyes swept the starlit ocean with the pensive and terrifying scrutiny of a waiting eagle.


CHAPTER XIX

THE CAPTAIN OF THE VOLHYNIA
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THE CAPTAIN OF the Volhynia had just come from the bridge and was taking a bite of late supper in his cabin when the orderly announced Neeland. He rose at once, offering a friendly hand:

Mr. Neeland, I am very glad to see you. I know you by name and reputation already. There were some excellent pictures by you in the latest number of the Midweek Magazine.

Im so glad you liked them, Captain West.

Yes, I did. There was a breeze in them — a gaiety. And such a fetching girl you drew for your heroine!

You think so! Its rather interesting. I met a young girl once — she comes from up-state where I come from. There was a peculiar and rather subtle attraction about her face. So I altered the features of the study I was making from my model, and put in hers as I remembered them.

She must be beautiful, Mr. Neeland.

It hadnt struck me so until I drew her from memory. And theres more to the story. I never met her but twice in my life — the second time under exceedingly dramatic circumstances. And now Im crossing the Atlantic at a days notice to oblige her. Its an amusing story, isnt it?

Mr. Neeland, I think it is going to be what you call a continued story.

No. Oh, no. It ought to be, considering its elements. But it isnt. Theres no further romance in it, Captain West.

The captains smile was pleasant but sceptical.

They seated themselves, Neeland declining an invitation to supper, and the captain asking his indulgence if he talked while eating.

Mr. Neeland, he said, Im about to talk rather frankly with you. I have had several messages by wireless today from British sources, concerning you.

Neeland, surprised, said nothing. Captain West finished his bite of supper; the steward removed the dishes and went out, closing the door. The captain glanced at the box which Neeland had set on the floor by his chair.

May I ask, he said, why you brought your suitcase with you?

Its valuable.

The captains keen eyes were on his.

Why are you followed by spies? he asked.

Neeland reddened.

Yes, continued the captain of the Volhynia, my Government instructs me, by wireless, to offer you any aid and protection you may desire. I am informed that you carry papers of military importance to a certain foreign nation with which neither England nor France are on what might be called cordial terms. I am told it is likely that agents of this foreign country have followed you aboard my ship for the purpose of robbing you of these papers. Now, Mr. Neeland, what do you know about this business?

Very little, said Neeland.

Have you had any trouble?

Oh, yes.

The captain smiled:

Evidently you have wriggled out of it, he said.

Yes, wriggled is the literal word.

Then you do not think that you require any protection from me?

Perhaps I do. Ive been a singularly innocent and lucky ass. Its merely chance that my papers have not been stolen, even before I started in quest of them.

Have you been troubled aboard my ship?

Neeland waved his hand carelessly:

Nothing to speak of, thank you.

If you have any charge to make — —

Oh, no.

The captain regarded him intently:

Let me tell you something, he said. Since we sailed, have you noticed the bulletins posted containing our wireless news?

Yes, Ive read them.

Did they interest you?

Yes. You mean that row between Austria and Servia over the Archdukes murder?

I mean exactly that, Mr. Neeland. And now I am going to tell you something else. Tonight I had a radio message which I shall not post on the bulletins for various reasons. But I shall tell you under the seal of confidence.

I give you my word of honour, said Neeland quietly.

I accept it, Mr. Neeland. And this is what has happened: Austria has decided on an ultimatum to Servia. And probably will send it.

They remained silent for a moment, then the captain continued:

Why should we deceive ourselves? This is the most serious thing that has happened since the Hohenzollern incident which brought on the Franco-Prussian War.

Neeland nodded.

You see? insisted the captain. Suppose the humiliation is too severe for Servia to endure? Suppose she refuses the Austrian terms? Suppose Austria mobilises against her? What remains for Russia to do except to mobilise? And, if Russia does that, what is going to happen in Germany? And then, instantly and automatically, what will follow in France? His mouth tightened grimly. England, he said, is the ally of France. Ask yourself, Mr. Neeland, what are the prospects of this deadly combination and deadlier situation.

After a few moments the young man looked up from his brown study:

Id like to ask you a question — perhaps not germane to the subject. May I?

Ask it.

Then, of what interest are Turkish forts to any of the various allied nations — to the Triple Entente or the Triple Alliance?

Turkish fortifications?

Yes — plans for them.

The captain glanced instinctively at the box beside Neelands chair, but his features remained incurious.

Turkey is supposed to be the ally of Germany, he said.

Ive heard so. I know that the Turkish army is under German officers. But — if war should happen, is it likely that this ramshackle nation which was fought to a standstill by the Balkan Alliance only a few months ago would be likely to take active sides?

Mr. Neeland, it is not only likely, it is absolutely certain.

You believe Germany would count on her?

There is not a doubt of it. Enver Pasha holds the country in his right hand; Enver Pasha is the Kaisers jackal.

But Turkey is a beaten, discredited nation. She has no modern guns. Her fleet is rusting in the Bosporus.

The Dardanelles bristle with Krupp cannon, Mr. Neeland, manned by German gunners. Von der Goltz Pasha has made of a brave people a splendid army. As for ships, the ironclads and gunboats off Seraglio Point are rusting at anchor, as you say; but there are today enough German and Austrian armored ships within running distance of the Dardanelles to make for Turkey a powerful defensive squadron. Didnt you know any of these facts?

No.

Well, they are facts.... You see, Mr. Neeland, we English sailors of the merchant marine are also part of the naval reserve. And we are supposed to know these things.

Neeland was silent.

Mr. Neeland, he said, in case of war between the various powers of Europe as aligned today, where do you imagine your sympathy would lie — and the sympathies of America?

Both with France and England, said Neeland bluntly.

You think so?

Yes, I do — unless they are the aggressors.

The captain nodded:

I feel rather that way myself. I feel very sure of the friendliness of your country. Because of course we — France and England — never would dream of attacking the Central Powers unless first assailed. He smiled, nodded toward the box on the floor: Dont you think, Mr. Neeland, that it might be safer to entrust those — that box, I mean — to the captain of the Royal Mail steamer, Volhynia?

Yes, I do, said Neeland quietly.

And — about these spies. Do you happen to entertain any particular suspicions concerning any of the passengers on my ship? urged the captain.

Indeed, I entertain lively suspicions, and even a few certainties, replied the young fellow, laughing.

You appear to enjoy the affair?

I do. Ive never had such a good time. Im not going to spoil it by suggesting that you lock up anybody, either.

Im sorry you feel that way, said the captain seriously.

But I do. Theyre friends of mine. Theyve given me the time of my life. A dirty trick Id be serving myself as well as them if I came to you and preferred charges against them!

The captain inspected him curiously for a few moments, then, in a soft voice:

By any chance, Mr. Neeland, have you any Irish blood in your veins?

Yes, thank God! returned the young fellow, unable to control his laughter. And Ill bet there isnt a drop in you, Captain West.

Not a drop, thank G — Im sorry! — I ask your pardon, Mr. Neeland! added the captain, very red in the face.

But Neeland laughed so hard that, after a moment, the red died out in the captains face and a faint grin came into it.

So they shook hands and said good night; and Neeland went away, leaving his box on the floor of the captains cabin as certain of its inviolability as he was of the Bank of England.


CHAPTER XX

THE DROP OF IRISH
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THE USUAL SIGNS of land greeted Neeland when he rose early next morning and went out on deck for the first time without his olive-wood box — first a few gulls, then puffins, terns, and other sea fowl in increasing numbers, weed floating, fishing smacks, trawlers tossing on the rougher coast waters.

After breakfast he noticed two British torpedo boat destroyers, one to starboard, the other on the port bow, apparently keeping pace with the Volhynia. They were still there at noon, subjects of speculation among the passengers; and at tea-time their number was increased to five, the three new destroyers appearing suddenly out of nowhere, dead ahead, dashing forward through a lively sea under a swirling vortex of gulls.

The curiosity of the passengers, always easily aroused, became more thoroughly stirred up by the bulletins posted late that afternoon, indicating that the tension between the several European chancelleries was becoming acute, and that emperors and kings were exchanging personal telegrams.

There was all sorts of talk on deck and at the dinner table, wild talk, speculative talk, imaginative discussions, logical and illogical. But, boiled down to its basic ingredients, the wildest imagination on board the Volhynia admitted war to be an impossibility of modern times, and that, ultimately, diplomacy would settle what certainly appeared to be the ugliest international situation in a hundred years.

At the bottom of his heart Neeland believed this, too; wished for it when his higher and more educated spiritual self was flatly interrogated; and yet, in the everyday, impulsive ego of James Neeland, the drop of Irish had begun to sing and seethe with the atavistic instinct for a row.

War? He didnt know what it meant, of course. It made good poetry and interesting fiction; it rendered history amusing; made dry facts succulent.

Preparations for war in Europe, which had been going on for fifty years, were most valuable, too, in contributing the brilliant hues of uniforms to an otherwise sombre civilian world, and investing commonplace and sober cities with the omnipresent looming mystery of fortifications.

To a painter, war seemed to be a dramatic and gorgeous affair; to a young man it appealed as all excitement appeals. The sportsman in him desired to witness a scrap; his artists imagination was aroused; the gambler in him speculated as to the outcome of such a war. And the seething, surging drop of Irish fizzed and purred and coaxed for a chance to edge sideways into any fight which God in His mercy might provide for a decent gossoon who had never yet had the pleasure of a broken head.

Not, thought Neeland to himself, that Ill go trailing my coat tails. Ill go about my own business, of course — but somebody may hit me a crack at that!

He thought of Ilse Dumont and of the man with the golden beard, realising that he had had a wonderful time, after all; sorry in his heart that it was all over and that the Volhynia was due to let go her mudhooks in the Mersey about three oclock the next morning.

As he leaned on the deck rail in the soft July darkness, he could see the lights of the destroyers to port and starboard, see strings of jewel-like signals flash, twinkle, fade, and flash again.

All around him along the deck passengers were promenading, girls in evening gowns or in summer white; men in evening dress or reefed in blue as nautically as possible; old ladies toddling, swathed in veils, old gentlemen in dinner coats and sporting headgear — every weird or conventional combination infested the decks of the Volhynia.

Now, for the first time during the voyage, Neeland felt free to lounge about where he listed, saunter wherever the whim of the moment directed his casual steps. The safety of the olive-wood box was no longer on his mind, the handle no longer in his physical clutch. He was at liberty to stroll as carelessly as any boulevard flâneur; and he did so, scanning the passing throng for a glimpse of Ilse Dumont or of the golden-bearded one, but not seeing either of them.

In fact, he had not laid eyes on them since he had supped not wisely but too well on the soup that Scheherazade had flavoured for him.

The stateroom door of the golden-bearded man had remained closed. His own little cockney steward, who also looked out for Golden Beard, reported that gentleman as requiring five meals a day, with beer in proportion, and the porcelain pipe steaming like Ætna all day long.

His little West Indian stewardess also reported the gossip from her friend on another corridor, which was, in effect, that Miss White, the trained nurse, took all meals in her room and had not been observed to leave that somewhat monotonous sanctuary.

How many more of the band there might be Neeland did not know. He remembered vaguely, while lying rigid under the grip of the drug, that he had heard Ilse Dumonts voice mention somebody called Karl. And he had an idea that this Karl might easily be the big, ham-fisted German who had tried so earnestly to stifle him and throw him from the vestibule of the midnight express.

However, it did not matter now. The box was safe in the captains care; the Volhynia would be lying at anchor off Liverpool before daylight; the whole exciting and romantic business was ended.

With an unconscious sigh, not entirely of relief, Neeland opened his cigarette case, found it empty, turned and went slowly below with the idea of refilling it.

They were dancing somewhere on deck; the music of the ships orchestra came to his ears. He paused a moment on the next deck to lean on the rail in the darkness and listen.

Far beneath him, through a sea as black as onyx, swept the reflections of the lighted ports; and he could hear the faint hiss of foam from the curling flow below.

As he turned to resume his quest for cigarettes, he was startled to see directly in front of him the heavy figure of a man — so close to him, in fact, that Neeland instinctively threw up his arm, elbow out, to avoid contact.

But the man, halting, merely lifted his hat, saying that in the dim light he had mistaken Neeland for a friend; and they passed each other on the almost deserted deck, saluting formally in the European fashion, with lifted hats.

His spirits a trifle subdued, but still tingling with the shock of discovering a stranger so close behind him where he had stood leaning over the ships rail, Neeland continued on his way below.

Probably the big man had made a mistake in good faith; but the man certainly had approached very silently; was almost at his very elbow when discovered. And Neeland remembered the light-shot depths over which, at that moment, he had been leaning; and he realised that it would have been very easy for a man as big as that to have flung him overboard before he had wit to realise what had been done to him.

Neither could he forget the curious gleam in the strangers eyes when a ray from a deck light fell across his shadowy face — unusually small eyes set a little too close together to inspire confidence. Nor had the mans slight accent escaped him — not a Teutonic accent, he thought, but something fuller and softer — something that originated east of Scutari, suggesting the Eurasian, perhaps.

But Neelands soberness was of volatile quality; before he arrived at his stateroom he had recovered his gaiety of spirit. He glanced ironically at the closed door of Golden Beard as he fitted his key into his own door.

A lively lot, he thought to himself, what with Scheherazade, Golden Beard, and now Ali Baba — by jinx! — he certainly did have an Oriental voice! — and he looked the part, too, with a beak for a nose and a black moustache à la Enver Pasha!

Much diverted by his own waxing imagination, he turned on the light in his stateroom, filled the cigarette case, turned to go out, and saw on the carpet just inside his door a bit of white paper folded cocked-hat fashion and addressed to him.

Picking it up and unfolding it, he read:

* * * * *

May I see you this evening at eleven? My stateroom is 623. If there is anybody in the corridor, knock; if not, come in without knocking.

I mean no harm to you. I give my word of honour. Please accept it for as much as your personal courage makes it worth to you — its face value, or nothing.

Knowing you, I may say without flattery that I expect you. If I am disappointed, I still must bear witness to your courage and to a generosity not characteristic of your sex.

You have had both power and provocation to make my voyage on this ship embarrassing. You have not done so. And self-restraint in a man is a very deadly weapon to use on a woman.

I hope you will come. I desire to be generous on my part. Ask yourself whether you are able to believe this. You dont know women, Mr. Neeland. Your conclusion probably will be a wrong one.

But I think youll come, all the same. And you will be right in coming, whatever you believe.

Ilse Dumont.

* * * * *

It was a foregone conclusion that he would go. He knew it before he had read half the note. And when he finished it he was certain.

Amused, his curiosity excited, grateful that the adventure had not yet entirely ended, he lighted a cigarette and looked impatiently at his watch.

It lacked half an hour of the appointed time and his exhilaration was steadily increasing.

He stuck the note into the frame of his mirror over the washstand with a vague idea that if anything happened to him this would furnish a clue to his whereabouts.

Then he thought of the steward, but, although he had no reason to believe the girl who had written him, something within him made him ashamed to notify the steward as to where he was going. He ought to have done it; common prudence born of experience with Ilse Dumont suggested it. And yet he could not bring himself to do it; and exactly why, he did not understand.

One thing, however, he could do; and he did. He wrote a note to Captain West giving the Paris address of the Princess Mistchenka, and asked that the olive-wood box be delivered to her in case any accident befell him. This note he dropped into the mailbox at the end of the main corridor as he went out. A few minutes later he stood in an empty passageway outside a door numbered 623. He had a loaded automatic in his breast pocket, a cigarette between his fingers, and, on his agreeable features, a smile of anticipation — a smile in which amusement, incredulity, reckless humour, and a spice of malice were blended — the smile born of the drop of Irish sparkling like champagne in his singing veins.

And he turned the knob of door No. 623 and went in.

She was reading, curled up on her sofa under the electric bulb, a cigarette in one hand, a box of bonbons beside her.

She looked up leisurely as he entered, gave him a friendly nod, and, when he held out his hand, placed her own in it. With delighted gravity he bent and saluted her finger tips with lips that twitched to control a smile.

Will you be seated, please? she said gently.

The softness of her agreeable voice struck him as he looked around for a seat, then directly at her; and saw that she meant him to find a seat on the lounge beside her.

Now, indeed you are Scheherazade of the Thousand and One Nights, he said gaily, with your cigarette and your bonbons, and cross-legged on your divan — —

Did Scheherazade smoke cigarettes, Mr. Neeland?

No, he admitted; that is an anachronism, I suppose. Tell me, how are you, dear lady?

Thank you, quite well.

And — busy? His lips struggled again to maintain their gravity.

Yes, I have been busy.

Cooking something up? — I mean soup, of course, he added.

She forced a smile, but reddened as though it were difficult for her to accustom herself to his half jesting sarcasms.

So youve been busy, he resumed tormentingly, but not with cooking lessons! Perhaps youve been practising with your pretty little pistol. You know you really need a bit of small arms practice, Scheherazade.

Because I once missed you? she inquired serenely.

Why so you did, didnt you? he exclaimed, delighted to goad her into replying.

Yes, she said, I missed you. I neednt have. I am really a dead shot, Mr. Neeland.

Oh, Scheherazade! he protested.

She shrugged:

I am not bragging; I could have killed you. I supposed it was necessary only to frighten you. It was my mistake and a bad one.

My dear child, he expostulated, you meant murder and you know it. Do you suppose I believe that you know how to shoot?

But I do, Mr. Neeland, she returned with good-humoured indifference. My father was head jäger to Count Geier von Sturmspitz, and I was already a dead shot with a rifle when we emigrated to Canada. And when he became an Athabasca trader, and I was only twelve years old, I could set a moose-hide shoe-lace swinging and cut it in two with a revolver at thirty yards. And I can drive a shingle nail at that distance and drive the bullet that drove it, and the next and the next, until my revolver is empty. You dont believe me, do you?

You know that the beautiful Scheherazade — —

Was famous for her fantastic stories? Yes, I know that, Mr. Neeland. Im sorry you dont believe I fired only to frighten you.

Im sorry I dont, he admitted, laughing, but Ill practise trying, and maybe I shall attain perfect credulity some day. Tell me, he added, what have you been doing to amuse yourself?

Ive been amusing myself by wondering whether you would come here to see me tonight.

But your note said you were sure Id come.

You have come, havent you?

Yes, Scheherazade, Im here at your bidding, spirit and flesh. But I forgot to bring one thing.

What?

The box which — you have promised yourself.

Yes, the captain has it, I believe, she returned serenely.

Oh, Lord! Have you even found out that? I dont know whether Im much flattered by this surveillance you and your friends maintain over me. I suppose you even know what I had for dinner. Do you?

Yes.

Come, Ill call that bluff, dear lady! What did I have?

When she told him, carelessly, and without humour, mentioning accurately every detail of his dinner, he lost his gaiety of countenance a little.

Oh, I say, you know, he protested, thats going it a trifle too strong. Now, why the devil should your people keep tabs on me to that extent?

She looked up directly into his eyes:

Mr. Neeland, I want to tell you why. I asked you here so that I may tell you. The people associated with me are absolutely pledged that neither the French nor the British Government shall have access to the contents of your box. That is why nothing that you do escapes our scrutiny. We are determined to have the papers in that box, and we shall have them.

You have come to that determination too late, he began; but she stopped him with a slight gesture of protest:

Please dont interrupt me, Mr. Neeland.

I wont; go on, dear lady!

Then, Im trying to tell you all I may. I am trying to tell you enough of the truth to make you reflect very seriously.

This is no ordinary private matter, no vulgar attempt at robbery and crime as you think — or pretend to think — for you are very intelligent, Mr. Neeland, and you know that the contrary is true.

This affair concerns the secret police, the embassies, the chancelleries, the rulers themselves of nations long since grouped into two formidable alliances radically hostile to one another.

I dont think you have understood — perhaps even yet you do not understand why the papers you carry are so important to certain governments — why it is impossible that you be permitted to deliver them to the Princess Mistchenka — —

Where did you ever hear of her! he demanded in astonishment.

The girl smiled:

Dear Mr. Neeland, I know the Princess Mistchenka better, perhaps, than you do.

Do you?

Indeed I do. What do you know about her? Nothing at all except that she is handsome, attractive, cultivated, amusing, and apparently wealthy.

You know her as a traveller, a patroness of music and the fine arts — as a devotee of literature, as a graceful hostess, and an amiable friend who gives promising young artists letters of introduction to publishers who are in a position to offer them employment.

That this girl should know so much about the Princess Mistchenka and about his own relations with her amazed Neeland. He did not pretend to account for it; he did not try; he sat silent, serious, and surprised, looking into the pretty and almost smiling face of a girl who apparently had been responsible for three separate attempts to kill him — perhaps even a fourth attempt; and who now sat beside him talking in a soft and agreeable voice about matters concerning which he had never dreamed she had heard.

For a few moments she sat silent, observing in his changing expression the effects of what she had said to him. Then, with a smile:

Ask me whatever questions you desire to ask, Mr. Neeland. I shall do my best to answer them.

Very well, he said bluntly; how do you happen to know so much about me?

I know something about the friends of the Princess Mistchenka. I have to.

Did you know who I was there in the house at Brookhollow?

No.

When, then?

When you yourself told me your name, I recognised it.

I surprised you by interrupting you in Brookhollow?

Yes.

You expected no interruption?

None.

How did you happen to go there? Where did you ever hear of the olive-wood box?

I had advices by cable from abroad — directions to go to Brookhollow and secure the box.

Then somebody must be watching the Princess Mistchenka.

Of course, she said simply.

Why of course?

Mr. Neeland, the Princess Mistchenka and her youthful protégée, Miss Carew — —

What!!!

The girl smiled wearily:

Really, she said, you are such a boy to be mixed in with matters of this colour. I think thats the reason you have defeated us — the trained fencer dreads a left-handed novice more than any classic master of the foils.

And that is what you have done to us — blundered — if youll forgive me — into momentary victory.

But such victories are only momentary, Mr. Neeland. Please believe it. Please try to understand, too, that this is no battle with masks and plastrons and nicely padded buttons. No; it is no comedy, but a grave and serious affair that must inevitably end in tragedy — for somebody.

For me? he asked without smiling.

She turned on him abruptly and laid one hand lightly on his arm with a pretty gesture, at once warning, appealing, and protective.

I asked you to come here, she said, because — because I want you to escape the tragedy.

You want me to escape?

Yes.

Why?

I — am sorry for you.

He said nothing.

And — I like you, Mr. Neeland.

The avowal in the soft, prettily modulated voice, lost none of its charm and surprise because the voice was a trifle tremulous, and the girls face was tinted with a delicate colour.

I like to believe what you say, Scheherazade, he said pleasantly. Somehow or other I never did think you hated me personally — except once — —

She flushed, and he was silent, remembering her humiliation in the Brookhollow house.

I dont know, she said in a colder tone, why I should feel at all friendly toward you, Mr. Neeland, except that you are personally courageous, and you have shown yourself generous under a severe temptation to be otherwise.

As for — any personal humiliation — inflicted upon me — — She looked down thoughtfully and pretended to sort out a bonbon to her taste, while the hot colour cooled in her cheeks.

I know, he said, Ive also jeered at you, jested, nagged you, taunted you, kiss — — He checked himself and he smiled and ostentatiously lighted a cigarette.

Well, he said, blowing a cloud of aromatic smoke toward the ceiling, I believe that this is as strange a week as any man ever lived. Its like a story book — like one of your wonderful stories, Scheherazade. It doesnt seem real, now that it is ended — —

It is not ended, she interrupted in a low voice.

He smiled.

You know, he said, theres no use trying to frighten such an idiot as I am.

She lifted her troubled eyes:

That is what frightens me, she said. I am afraid you dont know enough to be afraid.

He laughed.

But I want you to be afraid. A really brave man knows what fear is. I want you to know.

What do you wish me to do, Scheherazade?

Keep away from that box.

I cant do that.

Yes, you can. You can leave it in charge of the captain of this ship and let him see that an attempt is made to deliver it to the Princess Mistchenka.

She was in deadly earnest; he saw that. And, in spite of himself, a slight thrill that was almost a chill passed over him, checked instantly by the hot wave of sheer exhilaration at the hint of actual danger.

Oho! he said gaily. Then you and your friends are not yet finished with me?

Yes, if you will consider your mission accomplished.

And leave the rest to the captain of the Volhynia?

Yes.

Scheherazade, he said, did you suppose me to be a coward?

No. You have done all that you can. A reserve officer of the British Navy has the box in his charge. Let him, protected by his Government, send it toward its destination.

In her even voice the implied menace was the more sinister for her calmness.

He looked at her, perplexed, and shook his head.

I ask you, she went on, to keep out of this affair — to disassociate yourself from it. I ask it because you have been considerate and brave, and because I do not wish you harm.

He turned toward her, leaning a little forward on the lounge:

No use, he said, smiling. Im in it until it ends — —

Let it end then! said a soft, thick voice directly behind him. And Neeland turned and found the man he had seen on deck standing beside him. One of his fat white hands held an automatic pistol, covering him; the other was carefully closing the door which he had noiselessly opened to admit him.

Karl! exclaimed Ilse Dumont.

It is safaire that you do not stir, either, to interfere, he said, squinting for a second at her out of his eyes set too near together.

Karl! she cried. I asked him to come in order to persuade him! I gave him my word of honour!

Did you do so? Then all the bettaire. I think we shall persuade him. Do not venture to move, young man; I shoot veree willingly.

And Neeland, looking at him along the blunt barrel of the automatic pistol, was inclined to believe him.

His sensations were not agreeable; he managed to maintain a calm exterior; choke back the hot chagrin that reddened his face to the temples; and cast a half humorous, half contemptuous glance at Ilse Dumont.

You prove true, dont you? he said coolly.  — True to your trade of story-telling, Scheherazade!

I knew — nothing — of this! she stammered.

But Neeland only laughed disagreeably.

Then the door opened again softly, and Golden Beard came in without his crutches.


CHAPTER XXI

METHOD AND FORESIGHT
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WITHOUT A WORD — with merely a careless glance at Neeland, who remained seated under the level threat of Ali Babas pistol, the big, handsome German removed his overcoat. Under it was another coat. He threw this off in a brisk, businesslike manner, unbuckled a brace of pistols, laid them aside, unwound from his body a long silk rope ladder which dropped to the floor at Ilse Dumonts feet.

The girl had turned very pale. She stooped, picked up the silk ladder, and, holding it in both hands, looked hard at Golden Beard.

Johann, she said, I gave my word of honour to this young man that if he came here no harm would happen to him.

I read the note you have shoved under his door, said Golden Beard. That iss why we are here, Karl and I.

Neeland remembered the wax in the keyhole then. He turned his eyes on Ilse Dumont, curiously, less certain of her treachery now.

Meanwhile, Golden Beard continued busily unwinding things from his apparently too stout person, and presently disengaged three life-belts.

One of these he adjusted to his own person, then, putting on his voluminous overcoat, took the pistol from Ali Baba, who, in turn, adjusted one of the remaining life-belts to his body.

Neeland, deeply perplexed and uncomfortable, watched these operations in silence, trying to divine some reason for them.

Now, then! said Golden Beard to the girl; and his voice sounded cold and incisive in the silence.

This is not the way to do it, she said in a low tone. I gave him my word of honour.

You will be good enough to buckle on that belt, returned Golden Beard, staring at her.

Slowly she bent over, picked up the life-belt, and, looping the silk rope over her arm, began to put on the belt. Golden Beard, impatient, presently came to her assistance; then he unhooked from the wall a cloak and threw it over her shoulders.

Now, Karl! he said. Shoot him dead if he stirs! And he snatched a sheet from the bed, tore it into strips, walked over to Neeland, and deftly tied him hand and foot and gagged him.

Then Golden Beard and Ali Baba, between them, lifted the young man and seated him on the iron bed and tied him fast to it.

Go out on deck! said Golden Beard to Ilse Dumont.

Let me stay — —

No! You have acted like a fool. Go to the lower deck where is our accustomed rendezvous.

I wish to remain, Johann. I shall not interfere — —

Go to the lower deck, I tell you, and be ready to tie that rope ladder!

Ali Baba, down on his knees, had pulled out a steamer trunk from under the bed, opened it, and was lifting out three big steel cylinders.

These he laid on the bed in a row beside the tied man; and Golden Beard, still facing Ilse Dumont, turned his head to look.

The instant his head was turned the girl snatched a pistol from the brace of weapons on the washstand and thrust it under her cloak. Neither Golden Beard nor Ali Baba noticed the incident; the latter was busy connecting the three cylinders with coils of wire; the former, deeply interested, followed the operation for a moment or two, then walking over to the trunk, he lifted from it a curious little clock with two dials and set it on the railed shelf of glass above the washstand.

Karl, haf you ships time?

Ali Baba paused to fish out his watch, and the two compared timepieces. Then Golden Beard wound the clock, set the hands of one dial at the time indicated by their watches; set the hands of the other dial at 2:13; and Ali Baba, carrying a reel of copper wire from the bed to the washstand, fastened one end of it to the mechanism of the clock.

Golden Beard turned sharply on Ilse Dumont:

I said go on deck! Did you not understand?

The girl replied steadily:

I understood that we had abandoned this idea for a better one.

There iss no better one!

There is! Of what advantage would it be to blow up the captains cabin and the bridge when it is not certain that the papers will be destroyed?

Listen once! returned Golden Beard, wagging his finger in her face:

Cabin and bridge are directly above us and there remains not a splinter large like a pin! I know. I know my bombs! I know — —

The soft voice of Ali Baba interrupted, and his shallow, lightish eyes peered around at them:

Eet ees veree excellent plan, Johann. We do not require these papers; eet ees to destroy them we are mooch anxious — he bent a deathly stare on Neeland— and this yoong gentleman who may again annoy us. He nodded confidently to himself and continued to connect the wires. Yes, yes, he murmured absently, eet ees veree good plan — veree good plan to blow him into leetle pieces so beeg as a pin.

It is a clumsy plan! said the girl, desperately. There is no need for wanton killing like this, when we can — —

Killing? repeated Golden Beard. That makes nothing. This English captain he iss of the naval reserve. Und this young man — nodding coolly toward Neeland— knows too much already. That iss not wanton killing. Also! You talk too much. Do you hear? We are due to drop anchor about 2:30. God knows there will be enough rushing to and fro at 2:13.

Go on deck, I say, and fasten that rope ladder! Weishelms fishing smack will be watching; und if we do not swim for it we are caught on board! Und that iss the end of it all for us!

Johann, she began tremulously, listen to me — —

Nein! Nein! What for a Frauenzimmer haff we here! retorted Golden Beard, losing his patience and catching her by the arm. Go out und fix for us our ladder und keep it coiled on the rail und lean ofer it like you was looking at those stars once!

He forced her toward the door; she turned, struggling, to confront him:

Then for Gods sake, give this man a chance! Dont leave him tied here to be blown to atoms! Give him a chance — anything except this! Throw him out of the port, there! She pointed at the closed port, evaded Golden Beard, sprang upon the sofa, unscrewed the glass cover, and swung it open.

The port was too small even to admit the passage of her own body; she realised it; Golden Beard laughed and turned to examine the result of Ali Babas wiring.

For a second the girl gazed wildly around her, as though seeking some help in her terrible dilemma, then she snatched up a bit of the torn sheeting, tied it to the screw of the porthole cover, and flung the end out where it fluttered in the darkness.

As she sprang to the floor Golden Beard swung round in renewed anger at her for still loitering.

Sacreminton! he exclaimed. It is time you do your part! Go to your post then! We remain here until five minutes is left us. Then we join you.

The girl nodded, turned to the door.

Wait! You understand the plan?

Yes.

You understand that you do not go overboard until we arrive, no matter what happens?

Yes.

He stood looking at her for a moment, then with a shrug he went over and patted her shoulder.

Thats my brave girl! I also do not desire to kill anybody. But when the Fatherland is in danger, then killing signifies nothing — is of no consequence — pouf! — no lives are of importance then — not even our own! He laughed in a fashion almost kindly and clapped her lightly once more on her shoulder: Go, my child. The Fatherland is in danger!

She went, not looking back. He closed and locked the door behind her and calmly turned to aid Ali Baba who was still fussing with the wires. Presently, however, he mounted the bed where Neeland sat tied and gagged; pulled from his pockets an auger with its bit, a screw-eye, and block and tackle; and, standing on the bed, began to bore a hole in the ceiling.

In a few moments he had fastened the screw-eye, rigged his block, made a sling for his bombs out of a blanket, and had hoisted the three cylinders up flat against the ceiling from whence the connecting wires sagged over the foot of the bedstead to the alarm clock on the washstand.

To give the clock more room on the glass shelf, Ali Baba removed the toilet accessories and set them on the washstand; but he had no room for a large jug of water, and, casting about for a place to set it, noticed a railed bracket over the head of the bed, and placed it there.

Then, apparently satisfied with his labours, he sat down Turk fashion on the sofa, lighted a cigarette, selected a bonbon from the box beside him, and calmly regaled himself.

Presently Golden Beard tied the cord which held up the sling in which the bombs were slung against the ceiling. He fastened it tightly to the iron frame of the bed, stepped back to view the effect, then leisurely pulled out and filled his porcelain pipe, and seated himself on the sofa beside Ali Baba.

Neither spoke; twice Golden Beard drew his watch from his waistcoat pocket and compared it carefully with the dial of the alarm clock on the washstand shelf. The third time he did this he tapped Ali Baba on the shoulder, rose, knocked out his pipe and flung it out of the open port.

Together they walked over to Neeland, examined the gag and ligatures as impersonally as though the prisoner were not there, nodded their satisfaction, turned off the electric light, and, letting themselves out, locked the door on the outside.

It lacked five minutes of the time indicated on the alarm dial.


CHAPTER XXII

TWO THIRTEEN
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TO NEELAND, THE entire affair had seemed as though it were some rather obvious screen-picture at which he was looking — some photo-play too crudely staged, and in which he himself was no more concerned than any casual spectator.

Until now, Neeland had not been scared; Ali Baba and his automatic pistol were only part of this unreality; his appearance on the scene had been fantastically classical; he entered when his cue was given by Scheherazade — this oily, hawk-nosed Eurasian with his pale eyes set too closely and his moustache hiding under his nose à la Enver Pasha — a faultless make-up, an entry properly timed and prepared. And then, always well-timed for dramatic effect, Golden Beard had appeared. Everything was en règle, every unity nicely preserved. Scheherazade had protested; and her protest sounded genuine. Also entirely convincing was the binding and gagging of himself at the point of an automatic pistol; and, as for the rest of the business, it was practically all action and little dialogue — an achievement really in these days of dissertation.

All, as he looked on at it over the bandage which closed his mouth, had seemed unreal, impersonal, even when his forced attitude had caused him inconvenience and finally pain.

But now, with the light extinguished and the closing of the door behind Golden Beard and Ali Baba, he experienced a shock which began to awaken him to the almost incredible and instant reality of things.

It actually began to look as though these story-book conspirators — these hirelings of a foreign government who had not been convincing because they were too obvious, too well done — actually intended to expose him to serious injury.

In spite of their sinister intentions in regard to him, in spite of their attempts to harm him, he had not, so far, been able to take them seriously or even to reconcile them and their behaviour with the commonplaces of the twentieth century in which he lived.

But now, in the darkness, with the clock on the washstand shelf ticking steadily, he began to take the matter very seriously. The gag in his mouth hurt him cruelly; the bands of linen that held it in began to stifle him so that his breath came in quick gasps through his nostrils; sweat started at the roots of his hair; his heart leaped, beat madly, stood still, and leaped again; and he threw himself against the strips that held him and twisted and writhed with all his strength.

Suddenly fear pierced him like a poignard; for a moment panic seized him and chaos reigned in his bursting brain. He swayed and strained convulsively; he strove to hurl all the inward and inert reserve of strength against the bonds that held him.

After what seemed an age of terrible effort he found himself breathing fast and heavily as though his lungs would burst through his straining, dilating nostrils, seated exactly as he had been without a band loosened, and the icy sweat pouring over his twitching face.

He heard himself trying to shout — heard the imprisoned groan shattered in his own throat, dying there within him.

Suddenly a key rattled; the door was torn open; the light switched on. Golden Beard stood there, his blue eyes glaring furious inquiry. He gave one glance around the room, caught sight of the clock, recoiled, shut off the light again, and slammed and locked the door.

But in that instant Neelands starting eyes had seen the clock. The fixed hands on one of the dials still pointed to 2:13; the moving hands on the other lacked three minutes of that hour.

And, seated there in the pitch darkness, he suddenly realised that he had only three minutes more of life on earth.

All panic was gone; his mind was quite clear. He heard every tick of the clock and knew what each one meant.

Also he heard a sudden sound across the room, as though outside the port something was rustling against the ships side.

Suddenly there came a click and the room sprang into full light; an arm, entering the open port from the darkness outside, let go the electric button, was withdrawn, only to reappear immediately clutching an automatic pistol. And the next instant the arm and the head of Ilse Dumont were thrust through the port into the room.

Her face was pale as death as her eyes fell on the dial of the clock. With a gasp she stretched out her arm and fired straight at the clock, shattering both dials and knocking the timepiece into the washbasin below.

For a moment she struggled to force her other shoulder and her body through the port, but it was too narrow. Then she called across to the bound figure seated on the bed and staring at her with eyes that fairly started from their sockets:

Mr. Neeland, cant you move? Try! Try to break loose — —

Her voice died away in a whisper as a flash of bluish flame broke out close to the ceiling overhead, where the three bombs were slung.

Oh, God! she faltered. The fuses are afire!

For an instant her brain reeled; she instinctively recoiled as though to fling herself out into the darkness. Then, in a second, her extended arm grew rigid, slanted upward; the pistol exploded once, twice, the third time; the lighted bombs in their sling, released by the severed rope, fell to the bed, the fuses sputtering and fizzling.

Instantly the girl fired again at the big jug of water on the bracket over the head of the bed; a deluge drenched the bed underneath; two fuses were out; one still snapped and glimmered and sent up little jets and rings of vapour; but as the water soaked into the match the cinder slowly died until the last spark fell from the charred wet end and went out on the drenched blanket.

She waited a little longer, then with an indescribable look at the helpless man below, she withdrew her head, pushed herself free, hung to the invisible rope ladder for a moment, swaying against the open port. His eyes were fastened on her where she dangled there against the darkness betwixt sky and sea, oscillating with the movement of the ship, her pendant figure now gilded by the light from the room, now phantom dim as she swung outward.

As the roll of the ship brought her head to the level of the port once more, she held up her pistol, shook it, and laughed at him:

Now do you believe that I can shoot? she called out. Answer me some time when that mocking tongue of yours is free!

Then, climbing slowly upward into darkness, the light, falling now across her body, now athwart her skirt, gilded at last the heels of her shoes; suddenly she was gone; then stars glittered through the meshes of the shadowy, twitching ladder which still barred the open port. And finally the ladder was pulled upward out of sight.

He waited. After a little while — an interminable interval to him — he heard somebody stealthily trying the handle of the door; then came a pause, silence, followed by a metallic noise as though the lock were being explored or picked.

For a while the scraping, metallic sounds continued steadily, then abruptly ceased as though the unseen meddler had been interrupted.

A voice — evidently the voice of the lock-picker — pitched to a cautious key, was heard in protest as though objecting to some intentions evident in the new arrival. Whispered expostulations continued for a while, then the voices became quarrelsome and louder; and somebody suddenly rapped on the door.

Then a thick, soft voice that he recognised with a chill, grew angrily audible:

I say to you, steward, that I forbid you to entaire that room. I forbid you to disturb thees yoong lady. Do you know who I am?

I dont care who you are — —

I have authority. I shall employ it. You shall lose your berth! Thees yoong lady within thees room ees my fiancée! I forbid you to enter forcibly — —

Havent I knocked? Wots spilin you? I am doing my duty. Back away from this ere door, I tell you!

You spik thees-a-way, so impolite — —

Get out o my way! Blime dyou think Ill stand ere jawin any longer?

I am membaire of Parliament — —

And the defiant voice of Jims own little cockney steward retorted, interrupting:

Ahr, stow it! Dont I tell you as how a lydy telephones me just now that my young gentleman is in there? Get away from that door, you blighter, or Ill bash your beak in!

The door trembled under a sudden and terrific kick; the wordy quarrel ceased; hurried steps retreated along the corridor; a pass key rattled in the lock, and the door was flung wide open:

Mr. Neeland, sir — oh, my Gawd, wot ever ave they gone and done, sir, to find you ere in such a orrid state!

But the little cockney lost no time; fingers and pen-knife flew; Neeland, his arms free, tore the bandage from his mouth and spat out the wad of cloth.

Ill do the rest, he gasped, forcing the words from his bruised and distorted lips; follow that man who was outside talking to you! Find him if you can. He had been planning to blow up this ship!

That man, sir!

Yes! Did you know him?

Yes, sir; but I darsnt let on to him I knew him — what with earing that you was in here — —

You did know him?

Yes, sir.

Who is he?

Mr. Neeland, sir, that there cove is wot he says he is, a member of Parliament, and his name is Wilson — —

Youre mad! Hes an Eurasian, a spy; his name is Karl Breslau — I heard it from the others — and he tried to blow up the captains cabin and the bridge with those three bombs lying there on the bed!

My God, sir — what you tell me may be so, but what I say is true, sir; that gentleman you heard talking outside the door to me is Charles Wilson, member of Parliament, representing Glebe and Wotherness; and I knew it wen I anded im the ot stuff!— strewth I did, sir — and took my chance youd elp me out if I got in too rotten with the company!

Neeland said:

Certainly you may count on me. Youre a brick! He continued to rub and slap and pinch his arms and legs to restore the circulation, and finally ventured to rise to his shaky feet. The steward offered an arm; together they hobbled to the door, summoned another steward, placed him in charge of the room, and went on in quest of Captain West, to whom an immediate report was now imperative.


CHAPTER XXIII

ON HIS WAY
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THE SUN HUNG well above the river mists and threw long, cherry-red beams across the choppy channel where clotted jets of steam and smoke from tug and steamer drifted with the fog; and still the captain of the Volhynia and young Neeland sat together in low-voiced conference in the captains cabin; and a sailor, armed with cutlass and pistol, stood outside the locked and bolted door.

Off the port bow, Liverpool spread as far as the eye could see through the shredded fog; to starboard, off Birkenhead, through a haze of pearl and lavender, the tall phantom of an old-time battleship loomed. She was probably one of Nelsons ships, now only an apparition; but to Neeland, as he caught sight of her dimly revealed, still dominating the water, the old ship seemed like a menacing ghost, never to be laid until the sceptre of sea power fell from an enervated empire and the glory of Great Britain departed for all time. And in his Yankee heart he hoped devoutly that such disaster to the world might never come upon it.

Few passengers were yet astir; the tender had not yet come alongside; the monstrous city beyond had not awakened.

But a boat manned by Liverpool police lay off the Volhynias port; Neelands steamer trunk was already in it; and now the captain accompanied him to the ladder, where a sailor took his suitcase and the olive-wood box and ran down the landing stairs like a monkey.

Good luck, said the captain of the Volhynia. And keep it in your mind every minute that those two men and that woman probably are at this moment aboard some German fishing craft, and headed for France.

Remember, too, that they are merely units in a vast system; that they are certain to communicate with other units; that between you and Paris are people who will be notified to watch for you, follow you, rob you.

Neeland nodded thoughtfully.

The captain said again:

Good luck! I wish you were free to turn over that box to us. But if youve given your word to deliver it in person, the whole matter involves, naturally, a point of honour.

Yes. I have no discretion in the matter, you see. He laughed. Youre thinking, Captain West, that I havent much discretion anyway.

I dont think you have very much, admitted the captain, smiling and shaking the hand which Neeland offered. Well, this is merely one symptom of a very serious business, Mr. Neeland. That an attempt should actually have been made to murder you and to blow me to pieces in my cabin is a slight indication of what a cataclysmic explosion may shatter the peace of the entire world at any moment now.... Good-bye. And I warn you very solemnly to take this affair as a deadly serious one and not as a lark.

They exchanged a firm clasp; then Neeland descended and entered the boat; the Inspector of Police took the tiller; the policemen bent to the oars, and the boat shot away through a mist which was turning to a golden vapour.

It was within a few boat-lengths of the landing stairs that Neeland, turning for a last look into the steaming golden glory behind him, saw the most splendid sight of his life. And that sight was the British Empire assuming sovereignty.

For there, before his eyes, militant, magnificent, the British fleet was taking the sea, gliding out to accept its fealty, moving majestically in mass after mass of steel under flowing torrents of smoke, with the phantom battle flags whipping aloft in the blinding smother of mist and sun and the fawning cut-water hurrying too, as though even every littlest wave were mobilised and hastening seaward in the service of its mistress, Ruler of all Waters, untroubled by a man-made Kiel.

And now there was no more time to be lost; no more stops until he arrived in Paris. A taxicab rushed him and his luggage across the almost empty city; a train, hours earlier than the regular steamer train, carried him to London where, as he drove through the crowded, sunlit streets, in a hansom cab, he could see news-venders holding up strips of paper on which was printed in great, black letters:

THE BRITISH FLEET SAILS

SPY IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS

CHARLES WILSON, M. P., ACCUSED

MISSING MEMBER SUPPOSED TO BE KARL BRESLAU, INTERNATIONAL SPY

And he noticed knots of people pausing to buy the latest editions of the papers offered.

But Neeland had no time to see much more of London than that — glimpses of stately grey buildings and green trees; of monuments and palaces where soldiers in red tunics stood guard; the crush of traffic in the city; trim, efficient police, their helmets strapped to their heads, disentangling the streams of vehicles, halting, directing everything with calm and undisturbed precision; a squadron of cavalry in brilliant uniforms leisurely emerging from some park between iron railings under stately trees; then the crowded confusion of a railroad station, but not the usual incidents of booking and departure, because he was to travel by a fast goods train under telegraphed authority of the British Government.

And that is about all that Neeland saw of the mightiest city in the world on the eve of the greatest conflict among the human races that the earth has ever witnessed, or ever shall, D. V.

The flying goods train that took him to the Channel port whence a freight packet was departing, offered him the luxury of a leather padded armchair in a sealed and grated mail van.

Nobody disturbed him; nobody questioned him; the train officials were civil and incurious, and went calmly about their business with all the traditional stolidity of official John Bull.

Neeland had plenty of leisure to think as he sat there in his heavy chair which vibrated but did not sway very much; and his mind was fully occupied with his reflections, for, so far, he had not had time to catalogue, index, and arrange them in proper order, so rapid and so startling had been the sequence of events since he had left his studio in New York for Paris, via Brookhollow, London, and other points east.

One thing in particular continued to perplex and astonish him: the identity of a member of Parliament, known as Charles Wilson, suddenly revealed as Karl Breslau, an international spy.

The wildest flight of fancy of an irresponsible novelist had never created such a character in penny-dreadful fiction. It remained incomprehensible, almost incredible to Neeland that such a thing could be true.

Also, the young man had plenty of food for reflection, if not for luncheon, in trying to imagine exactly how Golden Beard and Ali Baba, and that strange, illogical young girl, Ilse Dumont, had escaped from the Volhynia.

Probably, in the darkness, the fishing boat which they expected had signalled in some way or other. No doubt the precious trio had taken to the water in their life-jackets and had been picked up even before armed sailors on the Volhynia descended to their empty state-rooms and took possession of what luggage could be discovered, and of the three bombs with their charred wicks still soaking on the sopping bed.

And now the affair had finally ended, Neeland believed, in spite of Captain Wests warnings. For how could three industrious conspirators in a fishing smack off the Lizard do him any further damage?

If they had managed to relay information concerning him to their friends ashore by some set of preconcerted signals, possibly the regular steamer train to and out of London might be watched.

Thinking of this, it presently occurred to Neeland that friends in France, also, might be stirred up in time to offer him their marked attentions. This, no doubt, was what Captain West meant; and Neeland considered the possibility as the flying train whirled him toward the Channel.

He asked if he might smoke, and was informed that he might; and he lighted a cigarette and stretched out on his chair, a little hungry from lack of luncheon, a trifle tired from lack of sleep, but, in virtue of his vigorous and youthful years, comfortable, contented, and happy.

Never, he admitted, had he had such a good time in all his life, despite the fact that chance alone, and not his own skill and alertness and perspicacity, had saved his neck.

No, he could not congratulate himself on his cleverness and wisdom; sheer accident had saved his skin — and once the complex and unaccountable vagary of a feminine mind had saved him from annihilation so utter that it slightly sickened him to remember his position in Ilse Dumonts stateroom as she lifted her pistol and coolly made good her boast as a dead-shot. But he forced himself to take it lightly.

Good Lord! he thought to himself. Was ever a man in such a hellish position, except in melodrama? And what a movie that would have made! And what a shot that girl proved herself to be! Certainly she could have killed me there at Brookhollow! She could have riddled me before I ducked, even with that nickel-plated affair about which I was ass enough to taunt her!

Lying in his chair, cheek on arm, he continued to ponder on what had happened, until the monotonous vibration no longer interfered with his inclination for a nap. On the contrary, the slight, rhythmic jolting soothed him and gradually induced slumber; and he slept there on the rushing train, his feet crossed and resting on the olive-wood box.

* * * * *

A hand on his arm aroused him; the sea wind blowing through the open doors of the mail-van dashed in his face like a splash of cool water as he sat up and looked around him.

As he descended from the van an officer of the freight packet greeted him by name; a sailor piled his luggage on a barrow; and Neeland walked through the vista of covered docks to the pier.

There was a lively wind whipping that notoriously bad-mannered streak of water known as the English Channel. Possibly, had it been christened the French Channel its manners might have been more polite. But there was now nothing visible about it to justify its sentimental pseudonym of Silver Streak.

It was a dirty colour, ominous of ill-temper beyond the great breakwater to the northward; and it fretted and fumed inshore and made white and ghastly faces from the open sea.

But Neeland, dining from a tray in a portholed pit consecrated to the use of a casual supercargo, rejoiced because he adored the sea, inland lubber that he had been born and where the tides of fate had stranded him. For, to a New Yorker, the sea seems far away — as far as it seems to the Parisian. And only when chance business takes him to the Battery does a New Yorker realise the nearness of the ocean to that vast volume of ceaseless dissonance called New York.

* * * * *

Neeland ate cold meat and bread and cheese, and washed it down with bitters.

He was nearly asleep on his sofa when the packet cast off.

He was sound asleep when, somewhere in the raging darkness of the Channel, he was hurled from the sofa against the bunk opposite — into which he presently crawled and lay, still half asleep, mechanically rubbing a maltreated shin.

Twice more the bad-mannered British Channel was violently rude to him; each time he crawled back to stick like a limpet in the depths of his bunk.

Except when the Channel was too discourteous, he slept as a sea bird sleeps afloat, tossing outside thundering combers which batter basalt rocks.

Even in his deep, refreshing sea sleep, the subtle sense of exhilaration — of well-being — which contact with the sea always brought to him, possessed him. And, deep within him, the drop of Irish seethed and purred as a kettle purrs through the watches of the night over a banked but steady fire.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE ROAD TO PARIS
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OVER THE DRENCHED sea wall gulls whirled and eddied above the spouting spray; the grey breakwater was smothered under exploding combers; quai, docks, white-washed lighthouse, swept with spindrift, appeared and disappeared through the stormy obscurity as the tender from the Channel packet fought its way shoreward with Neelands luggage lashed in the cabin, and Neeland himself sticking to the deck like a fly to a frantic mustang, enchanted with the whole business.

For the sea, at last, was satisfying this young man; he savoured now what he had longed for as a little boy, guiding a home-made raft on the waters of Neelands mill pond in the teeth of a summer breeze. Before he had ever seen the ocean he wanted all it had to give short of shipwreck and early decease. He had experienced it on the Channel during the night.

There was only one other passenger aboard — a tall, lean, immaculately dressed man with a ghastly pallor, a fox face, and ratty eyes, who looked like an American and who had been dreadfully sick. Not caring for his appearance, Neeland did not speak to him. Besides, he was having too good a time to pay attention to anybody or anything except the sea.

A sailor had lent Neeland some oilskins and a sou-wester; and he hated to put them off — hated the calmer waters inside the basin where the tender now lay rocking; longed for the gale and the heavy seas again, sorry the crossing was ended.

He cast a last glance of regret at the white fury raging beyond the breakwater as he disembarked among a crowd of porters, gendarmes, soldiers, and assorted officials; then, following his porter to the customs, he prepared to submit to the unvarying indignities incident to luggage examination in France.

He had leisure, while awaiting his turn, to buy a novel, Les Bizarettes, of Maurice Bertrand; time, also, to telegraph to the Princess Mistchenka. The fox-faced man, who looked like an American, was now speaking French like one to a perplexed official, inquiring where the Paris train was to be found. Neeland listened to the fluent information on his own account, then returned to the customs bench.

But the unusually minute search among his effects did not trouble him; the papers from the olive-wood box were buttoned in his breast pocket; and after a while the customs officials let him go to the train which stood beside an uncovered concrete platform beyond the quai, and toward which the fox-faced American had preceded him on legs that still wobbled with seasickness.

There were no Pullmans attached to the train, only the usual first, second, and third class carriages with compartments; and a new style corridor car with central aisle and lettered doors to compartments holding four.

Into one of these compartments Neeland stepped, hoping for seclusion, but backed out again, the place being full of artillery officers playing cards.

In vain he bribed the guard, who offered to do his best; but the human contents of a Channel passenger steamer had unwillingly spent the night in the quaint French port, and the Paris-bound train was already full.

The best Neeland could do was to find a seat in a compartment where he interrupted conversation between three men who turned sullen heads to look at him, resenting in silence the intrusion. One of them was the fox-faced man he had already noticed on the packet, tender, and customs dock.

But Neeland, whose sojourn in a raw and mannerless metropolis had not blotted out all memory of gentler cosmopolitan conventions, lifted his hat and smilingly excused his intrusion in the fluent and agreeable French of student days, before he noticed that he had to do with men of his own race.

None of the men returned his salute; one of them merely emitted an irritated grunt; and Neeland recognised that they all must be his own delightful country-men — for even the British are more dignified in their stolidity.

A second glance satisfied him that all three were undoubtedly Americans; the cut of their straw hats and apparel distinguished them as such; the nameless grace of Mart, Haffner and Sharx marked the tailoring of the three; only Honest Werner could have manufactured such headgear; only New York such footwear.

And Neeland looked at them once more and understood that Broadway itself sat there in front of him, pasty, close-shaven, furtive, sullen-eyed, the New York Paris Herald in its seal-ringed fingers; its fancy waistcoat pockets bulging with cigars.

Sports, he thought to himself; and decided to maintain incognito and pass as a Frenchman, if necessary, to escape conversation with the three tired-eyed ones.

So he hung up his hat, opened his novel, and settled back to endure the trip through the rain, now beginning to fall from a low-sagging cloud of watery grey.

After a few minutes the train moved. Later the guard passed and accomplished his duties. Neeland inquired politely of him in French whether there was any political news, and the guard replied politely that he knew of none. But he looked very serious when he said it.

Half an hour from the coast the rain dwindled to a rainbow and ceased; and presently a hot sun was gilding wet green fields and hedges and glistening roofs which steamed vapour from every wet tile.

Without asking anybodys opinion, one of the men opposite raised the window. But Neeland did not object; the rain-washed air was deliciously fragrant; and he leaned his elbow on his chair arm and looked out across the loveliest land in Europe.

Say, friend, said an East Side voice at his elbow, does smoking go?

He glanced back over his shoulder at the speaker — a little, pallid, sour-faced man with the features of a sick circus clown and eyes like two holes burnt in a lump of dough.

Pardon, monsieur? he said politely.

Cant you even pick a Frenchman, Ben? sneered one of the men opposite — a square, smoothly shaven man with slow, heavy-lidded eyes of a greenish tinge.

The fox-faced man said:

He had me fooled, too, Eddie. If Ben Stull didnt get his number it dont surprise me none, becuz he was on the damn boat I crossed in, and I certainly picked him for New York.

Aw, said the pasty-faced little man referred to as Ben Stull, Eddie knows it all. He never makes no breaks, of course. You make em, Doc, but he doesnt. Thats why me and him and you is travelling here — this minute — because the great Eddie Brandes never makes no breaks — —

Go on and smoke and shut up, said Brandes, with a slow, sidewise glance at Neeland, whose eyes remained fastened on the pages of Les Bizarettes, but whose ears were now very wide open.

Smoke, repeated Stull, when this here Frenchman may make a holler?

Wait till I ask him, said the man addressed as Doc, with dignity. And to Neeland:

Pardong, musseer, permitty vous moi de fumy ung cigar?

Mais comment, donc, monsieur! Je vous en prie — —

He says politely, translated Doc, that we can smoke and be damned to us.

They lighted three obese cigars; Neeland, his eyes on his page, listened attentively and stole a glance at the man they called Brandes.

So this was the scoundrel who had attempted to deceive the young girl who had come to him that night in his studio, bewildered with what she believed to be her hopeless disgrace!

This was the man — this short, square, round-faced individual with his minutely shaven face and slow greenish eyes, and his hair combed back and still reeking with perfumed tonic — this shiny, scented, and overgroomed sport with rings on his fat, blunt fingers and the silk laces on his tan oxfords as fastidiously tied as though a valet had done it!

Ben Stull began to speak; and presently Neeland discovered that the fox-faced mans name was Doc Curfoot; that he had just arrived from London on receipt of a telegram from them; and that they themselves had landed the night before from a transatlantic liner to await him here.

Doc Curfoot checked the conversation, which was becoming general now, saying that theyd better be very sure that the man opposite understood no English before they became careless.

Musseer, he added suavely to Neeland, who looked up with a polite smile, parly voo Anglay?

Je parle Français, monsieur.

I get him, said Stull, sourly. I knew it anyway. Hes got the sissy manners of a Frenchy, even if he dont look the part. No white man tips his lid to nobody except a swell skirt.

I seen two dudes do it to each other on Fifth Avenue, remarked Curfoot, and spat from the window.

Brandes, imperturbable, rolled his cigar into the corner of his mouth and screwed his greenish eyes to narrow slits.

You got our wire, Doc?

Why am I here if I didnt!

Sure. Have an easy passage?

Doc Curfoots foxy visage still wore traces of the greenish pallor; he looked pityingly at Brandes — self-pityingly:

Say, Eddie, that was the worst I ever seen. A freight boat, too. God! I was that sick I hoped shed turn turtle! And nab it from me; if you hadnt wired me S O S, Id have waited over for the steamer train and the regular boat!

Well, its S O S all right, Doc. I got a cable from Quint this morning saying our place in Paris is ready, and were to be there and open up tonight — —

What place? demanded Curfoot.

Sure, I forgot. You dont know anything yet, do you?

Eddie, interrupted Stull, let me do the talking this time, if you please.

And, to Curfoot:

Listen, Doc. We was up against it. You heard. Every little thing has went wrong since Eddie done what he done — every damn thing! Look whats happened since Maxy Venem got sore and he and Minna started out to get him! Morris Stein takes away the Silhouette Theatre from us and we cant get no time for Lilith on Broadway. We go on the road and bust. All our Saratoga winnings goes, also what we got invested with Parson Smawley when the bulls pulled Quints —— !

Ah, fr the lov o Mike! began Brandes. Can that stuff!

All right, Eddie. Im tellin Doc, thats all. I aint aiming to be no crape-hanger; I only want you both to listen to me this time. If youd listened to me before, wed have been in Saratoga today in our own machines. But no; you done what you done — God! Did anyone ever hear of such a thing! — taking chances with that little rube from Brookhollow — that freckled-faced mill-hand — that yap-skirt! And Minna and Max having you watched all the time! You big boob! No — dont interrupt! Listen to me! Where are you now? You had good money; you had a theaytre, you had backing! Quint was doing elegant; Doc and Parson and you and me had it all our way and comin faster every day. Wait, I tell you! This aint a autopsy. This is business. Im tellin you two guys all this becuz I want you to realise that what Eddie done was against my advice. Come on, now; wasnt it?

It sure was, admitted Curfoot, removing his cigar from his lean, pointed visage of a greyhound, and squinting thoughtfully at the smoke eddying in the draught from the open window.

Am I right, Eddie? demanded Stull, fixing his black, smeary eyes on Brandes.

Well, go on, returned the latter between thin lips that scarcely moved.

All right, then. Heres the situation, Doc. Were broke. If Quint hadnt staked us to this here new game were playin, whered we be, I ask you?

We got no income now. Quints is shut up; Maxy Venem and Minna Minti fixed us at Saratoga so we cant go back there for a while. They wont let us touch a card on the liners. Every pug is leery of us since Eddie flimflammed that Battling Smoke; and I told you hed holler, too! Didnt I? turning on Brandes, who merely let his slow eyes rest on him without replying.

Go on, Ben, said Curfoot.

Im going on. We guys gotta do something — —

We ought to have fixed Max Venem, said Curfoot coolly.

There was a silence; all three men glanced stealthily at Neeland, who quietly turned the page of his book as though absorbed in his story.

That squealer, Max, continued Curfoot with placid ferocity blazing in his eyes, ought to have been put away. Quint and Parson wanted us to have it done. Was it any stunt to get that dirty little shyster in some roadhouse last May?

Brandes said:

Im not mixing with any gunmen after the Rosenthal business.

Becuz a lot of squealers done a amateur job like that, does it say that a honest job cant be pulled? demanded Curfoot. Did Quint and me ask you to go to Dopey or Clabber or Pete the Wop, or any of them cheap gangsters?

Ah, can the gun-stuff, said Brandes. Im not for it. Its punk.

Whats punk?

Gun-play.

Didnt you pull a pop on Maxy Venem the night him and Hyman Adams and Minna beat you up in front of the Knickerbocker?

Eddie was stalling, interrupted Stull, as Brandes face turned a dull beef-red. You talk like a bad actor, Doc. Theres other ways of getting Max in wrong. Guns aint what they was once. Gun-play is old stuff. But listen, now. Quint has staked us and we gotta make good. And this is a big thing, though it looks like it was out of our line.

Go on; whats the idea? inquired Curfoot, interested.

Brandes, the dull red still staining his heavy face, watched the flying landscape from the open window.

Stull leaned forward; Curfoot bent his lean, narrow head nearer; Neeland, staring fixedly at his open book, pricked up his ears.

Now, said Stull in a low voice, Ill tell you guys all Eddie and I know about this here business of Captain Quints. Its like this, Doc: Some big feller comes to Quint after they close him up — he wont tell who — and puts up this here proposition: Quint is to open a elegant place in Paris on the Q. T. In fact, its ready now. Therell be all the backing Quint needs. Hes to send over three men he can trust — three men who can shoot at a pinch! He picks us three and stakes us. Get me?

Doc nodded.

Brandes said in his narrow-eyed, sleepy way:

There was a time when they called us gunmen — Ben and me. But, so help me God, Doc, we never did any work like that ourselves. We never fired a shot to croak any living guy. Did we, Ben?

All right, said Stull impatiently. And, to Curfoot: Eddie and I know what were to do. If its on the cards that we shoot — well, then, well shoot. The place is to be small, select, private, and first class. Doc, you act as capper. You deal, too. Eddie sets em up. I deal or spin. All right. We three guys attend to anything American that blows our way. Get that?

Curfoot nodded.

Then for the foreigners, theres to be a guy called Karl Breslau.

Neeland managed to repress a start, but the blood tingled in his cheeks, and he turned his head a trifle as though seeking better light on the open pages in his hands.

This here man Breslau, continued Stull, speaks all kinds of languages. He is to have two friends with him, a fellow named Kestner and one called Weishelm. They trim the foreigners, they do; and — —

Well, I dont see nothing new about this — — began Curfoot; but Stull interrupted:

Wait, cant you! This aint the usual. We run a place for Quint. The place is like Quints. We trim guys same as he does — or did. But theres more to it.

He let his eyes rest on Neeland, obliquely, for a full minute. The others watched him, too. Presently the young man cut another page of his book with his pen-knife and turned it with eager impatience, as though the story absorbed him.

Dont worry about Frenchy, murmured Brandes with a shrug. Go ahead, Ben.

Stull laid one hand on Curfoots shoulder, drawing that gentleman a trifle nearer and sinking his voice:

Heres the new stuff, Doc, he said. And its brand new to us, too. Theres big money into it. Quint swore wed get ours. And as we was on our uppers we went in. Its like this: We lay for Americans from the Embassy or from any of the Consulates. They are our special game. It aint so much that we trim them; we also get next to them; we make em talk right out in church. Any political dope they have we try to get. We get it any way we can. If theyll accelerate we accelerate em; if not, we dope em and take their papers. The main idee is to get a holt on em!

Thats what Quint wants; thats what hes payin for and gettin paid for — inside information from the Embassy and Consulates — —

What does Quint want of that? demanded Curfoot, astonished.

How do I know? Blackmail? Graft? I cant call the dope. But listen here! Dont forget that it aint Quint who wants it. Its the big feller behind him whos backin him. Its some swell guy higher up whos payin Quint. And Quint, he pays us. So wheres the squeal coming?

Yes, but — —

Wheres the holler? insisted Stull.

I aint hollerin, am I? Only this here is new stuff to me — —

Listen, Doc. I dont know what it is, but all these here European kings is settin watchin one another like toms in a back alley. I think that some foreign political high-upper wants dope on what our people are finding out over here. Like this, he says to himself: I hear this Kink is building ten sooper ferry boats. If thats right, I oughta know. And I hear that the Queen of Marmora has ordered a million new nifty fifty-shot bean-shooters for the boy scouts! That is indeed serious news! So he goes to his broker, who goes to a big feller, who goes to Quint, who goes to us. Flag me?

Sure.

Thats all. Theres nothing to it, Doc. Says Quint to us: Trim a few guys for me and get their letters, says Quint; and theres somethin in it for me and you! And thats the new stuff, Doc.

You mean were spies?

Spies? I dont know. Were on a salary. We get a big bonus for every letter we find on the carpet — — He winked at Curfoot and relighted his cigar.

Say, said the latter, its like a creeping joint. Its a panel game, Ben — —

Its politics like they play em in Albany, only its ambassadors and kinks we trim, not corporations.

We cant do it! What the hell do we know about kinks and attachés?

No; Weishelm, Breslau and Kestner do that. We lay for the attachés or spin or deal or act handy at the bar and buffet with homesick Americans. No; the fine work — the high-up stuff, is done by Breslau and Weishelm. And I guess theres some fancy skirts somewhere in the game. But theyre silent partners; and anyway Weishelm manages that part.

Curfoot, one lank knee over the other, swung his foot thoughtfully to and fro, his ratty eyes lost in dreamy revery. Brandes tossed his half-consumed cigar out of the open window and set fire to another. Stull waited for Curfoot to make up his mind. After several minutes the latter looked up from his cunning abstraction:

Well, Ben, put it any way you like, but were just plain political spies. And what the hell do they hand us over here if were pinched?

I dont know. What of it?

Nothing. If theres good money in it, Ill take a chance.

There is. Quint backs us. When we get em coming — —

Ah, said Doc with a wry face, thats all right for the cards or the wheel. But this pocket picking — —

Say; that aint what I mean. Its like this: Young Fitznoodle of the Embassy staff gets soused and starts out lookin for a quiet game. We furnish the game. We dont go through his pockets; we just pick up whatever falls out and take shorthand copies. Then back go the letters into Fitznoodles pocket — —

Yes. Who reads em first?

Breslau. Or some skirt, maybe.

Whats Breslau?

Search me. Hes a Dutchman or a Rooshian or some sort of Dodo. What do you care?

I dont. All right, Ben. Youve got to show me; thats all.

Show you what?

Spot cash!

Youre in when you handle it?

If you show me real money — yes.

Youre on. Ill cash a cheque of Quints for you at Monroes soon as we hit the asphalt! And when you finish counting out your gold nickels put em in your pants and play the game! Is that right?

Yes.

They exchanged a wary handshake; then, one after another, they leaned back in their seats with the air of honest men who had done their days work.

Curfoot blinked at Brandes, at his excessively groomed person, at his rings.

You look prosperous, Eddie.

Its his business to, remarked Stull.

Brandes yawned:

It would be a raw deal if theres a war over here, he said listlessly.

Ah, said Curfoot, there wont be none.

Why?

The Jews and bankers wont let these kinks mix it.

Thats right, too, nodded Brandes.

But Stull said nothing and his sour, pasty visage turned sourer. It was the one possibility that disturbed him — the only fly in the amber — the only mote that troubled his clairvoyance. Also, he was the only man among the three who didnt think a thing was certain to happen merely because he wanted it to happen.

There was another matter, too, which troubled him. Brandes was unreliable. And who but little Stull should know how unreliable?

For Brandes had always been that. And now Stull knew him to be more than that — knew him to be treacherous.

Whatever in Brandes had been decent, or had, blindly perhaps, aspired toward decency, was now in abeyance. Something within him had gone to smash since Minna Minti had struck him that night in the frightened presence of Rue Carew.

And from that night, when he had lost the only woman who had ever stirred in him the faintest aspiration to better things, the man had gradually changed. Whatever in his nature had been unreliable became treacherous; his stolidity became sullenness. A slow ferocity burned within him; embers of a rage which no brooding ever quenched slumbered red in his brain until his endless meditation became a monomania. And his monomania was the ruin of this woman who had taken from him in the very moment of consummation all that he had ever really loved in the world — a thin, awkward, freckled, red-haired country girl, in whom, for the first and only time in all his life, he saw the vague and phantom promise of that trinity which he had never known — a wife, a child, and a home.

He sat there by the car window glaring out of his dull green eyes at the pleasant countryside, his thin lips tightening and relaxing on his cigar.

Curfoot, still pondering over the new stuff offered him, brooded silently in his corner, watching the others out of his tiny, bright eyes.

Do anything in London? inquired Stull.

No.

Who was you working for?

A jock and a swell skirt. But Scotland Yard got next and chased the main guy over the water.

What was your lay?

Same thing. I dealt for the jock and the skirt trimmed the squabs.

Anybody holler?

Aw — the kind we squeezed was too high up to holler. Them young lords take their medicine like they wanted it. They aint like the home bunch that is named after swell hotels.

After a silence he looked up at Brandes:

What ever become of Minna Minti? he asked.

Brandes heavy features remained stolid.

She got her divorce, didnt she? insisted Curfoot.

Yes.

Alimony?

No. She didnt ask any.

How about Venem?

Brandes remained silent, but Stull said:

I guess she chucked him. She wouldnt stand for that snake. I got to hand it to her; she aint that kind.

What kind is she?

I tell you I got to hand it to her. I cant complain of her. She acted white all right until Venem stirred her up. Eddies got himself to blame; he got in wrong and Venem had him followed and showed him up to Minna.

You got tired of her, didnt you? said Curfoot to Brandes. But Stull answered for him again:

Like any man, Eddie needed a vacation now and then. But no skirt understands.

Brandes said slowly:

Ill live to fix Minna yet.

What fixed you, snapped Stull, was that there Brookhollow stuff — —

Can it! retorted Brandes, turning a deep red.

Aw — dont hand me the true-love stuff, Eddie! If youd meant it with that little haymaker youd have respected her — —

Brandes large face became crimson with rage:

You say another word about her and Ill push your block off — you little dough-faced kike!

Stull shrugged and presently whispered to Curfoot:

Thats the play he always makes. Ive waited two years, but he wont ring down on the love stuff. I guess he was hit hard that trip. It took a little red-headed, freckled country girl to stop him. But it was comin to Eddie Brandes, and it certainly looks like it was there to stay a while.

Hes still stuck on her?

I guess shes still the fly paper, nodded Stull.

Suddenly Brandes turned on Stull such a look of concentrated hatred that the little gamblers pallid features stiffened with surprise:

Ben, said Brandes in a low voice, which was too indistinct for Neeland to catch, Ill tell you something now that you dont know. I saw Quint alone; I talked with him. Do you know who is handling the big stuff in this deal?

Who? asked Stull, amazed.

The Turkish Embassy in Paris. And do you know who plays the fine Italian hand for that bunch of Turks?

No.

Minna!

Youre crazy!

Brandes took no notice, but went on with a sort of hushed ferocity that silenced both Stull and Curfoot:

Thats why I went in. To get Minna. And Ill get her if it costs every cent Ive got or ever hope to get. Thats why Im in this deal; thats why I came; thats why Im here telling you this. Im in it to get Minna, not for the money, not for anything in all Gods world except to get the woman who has done what Minna did to me.

Neeland listened in vain to the murmuring voice; he could not catch a word.

Stull whispered:

Aw, fr Gods sake, Eddie, that aint the game. Do you want to double-cross Quint?

I have double-crossed him.

What! Do you mean to sell him out?

I have sold him out.

Jesus! Who to?

To the British Secret Service. And theres to be one hundred thousand dollars in it, Doc, for you and me to divide. And fifty thousand more when we put the French bulls on to Minna and Breslau. Now, how does one hundred and fifty thousand dollars against five thousand apiece strike you two poor, cheap guys?

But the magnitude of Brandes treachery and the splendour of the deal left the two gamblers stunned.

Only by their expressions could Neeland judge that they were discussing matters of vital importance to themselves and probably to him. He listened; he could not hear what they were whispering. And only at intervals he dared glance over his book in their direction.

Well, said Brandes under his breath, go on. Spit it out. Whats the squeal?

My God! whispered Stull. Quint will kill you.

Brandes laughed unpleasantly:

Not me, Ben. Ive got that geezer where I want him on a dirty deal he pulled off with the police.

Curfoot turned his pointed muzzle toward the window and sneered at the sunny landscape.

A few minutes later, far across the rolling plain set with villas and farms, and green with hedgerows, gardens, bouquets of trees and cultivated fields, he caught sight of a fairy structure outlined against the sky. Turning to Brandes:

Theres the Eiffel Tower, remarked Curfoot. Where are we stopping, Eddie?

Caffy des Bulgars.

Wheres that?

Its where we go to work — Roo Vilna.

Stulls smile was ghastly, but Curfoot winked at Brandes.

Neeland listened, his eyes following the printed pages of his book.


CHAPTER XXV

CUP AND LIP
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THROUGH THE CROWDED Paris terminal Neeland pushed his way, carrying the olive-wood box in his hand and keeping an eye on his porter, who preceded him carrying the remainder of his luggage and repeating:

Place, sil vous plaît, msieu, dames!

To Neeland it was like a homecoming after many years exile; the subtle but perfectly specific odour of Paris assailed his nostrils once again; the rapid, emphatic, lively language of France sounded once more delightfully in his eager ears; vivacity and intelligence sparkled in every eye that met his own. It was a throng of rapid movement, of animated speech, of gesticulation. And, as it was in the beginning when he first arrived there as a student, he fell in love with it at first sight and contact.

All around him moved porters, passengers, railroad officials; the red képis of soldiers dotted the crowd; a priest or two in shovel hat and buckled shoes, a Sister of Charity from the Rue de Bac lent graver accents to the throng; and everywhere were the pretty bourgeois women of the capital gathered to welcome relatives or friends, or themselves starting on some brief summer voyage so dear to those who seldom find it in their hearts to leave Paris for longer than a fortnight at a time.

As he pressed onward he witnessed characteristic reunions between voyagers and friends who awaited them — animated, cordial, gay scenes complicated by many embraces on both cheeks.

And, of a sudden, he noticed the prettiest girl he had ever seen in his life. She was in white, with a black straw hat, and her face and figure were lovely beyond words. Evidently she was awaiting friends; there was a charming expectancy on her fresh young face, a slight forward inclination of her body, as though expectancy and happy impatience alone controlled her.

Her beauty almost took his breath away.

Lord! he thought to himself. If such a girl as that ever stood waiting for me — —

At the same moment her golden-grey eyes, sweeping the passing crowd, met his; a sharp thrill of amazement passed through him as she held out both gloved hands with a soft exclamation of recognition:

Jim! Jim Neeland!

Rue Carew! He could scarcely credit his eyesight, where he stood, hat in hand, holding both her little hands in one of his.

No, there was no use in trying to disguise his astonishment. He looked into the face of this tall young girl, searched it for familiar features, recognised a lovely paraphrase of the freckled face and thin figure he remembered, and remained dumb before this radiant reincarnation of that other unhappy, shabby, and meagre child he had known two years ago.

Ruhannah, laughing and flushed, withdrew her hands.

Have I changed? You havent. And I always thought you the most wonderful and ornamental young man on this planet. I knew you at once, Jim Neeland. Would you have passed without recognising me?

Perhaps I wouldnt have passed after seeing you — —

Jim Neeland! What a remark! She laughed. Anyway, its nice to believe myself attractive enough to be noticed. And Im so glad to see you. Naïa is here, somewhere, watching for you — turning her pretty, eager head to search for the Princess Mistchenka. Oh, there she is! She doesnt see us — —

They made their way between the passing ranks of passengers and porters; the Princess caught sight of them, came hastily toward them.

Jim! Its nice to see you. Thank you for coming! So you, found him, Rue? How are you, Jim? And where is the olive-wood box?

Im well, and theres that devilish box! he replied, laughing and lifting it in his hand to exhibit it. Naïa, the next time you want it, send an escort of artillery and two battleships!

Did you have trouble?

Trouble? I had the time of my life. No moving picture can ever again excite me; no best seller. Ive been both since I had your cable to get this box and bring it to you.

He laughed as he spoke, but the Princess continued to regard him very seriously, and Rue Carews smile came and waned like sunlight in a wood, for she was not quite sure whether he had really encountered any dangers on this mission which he had fulfilled so well.

Our car is waiting outside, said the Princess. Where is your porter, Jim?

Neeland glanced about him, discovered the porter, made a sign for him to follow, and they moved together toward the entrance to the huge terminal.

I havent decided where to stop yet, began Neeland, but the Princess checked him with a pretty gesture:

You stop with us, Jim.

Thank you so much, but — —

Please. Must I beg of you?

Do you really wish it?

Certainly, she replied absently, glancing about her. She added: I dont see my car. I dont see my footman. I told him to wait here. Rue, do you see him anywhere?

No, I dont, said the girl.

How annoying! said the Princess. Hes a new man. My own footman was set upon and almost killed by Apaches a week ago. So I had to find a substitute. How stupid of him! Where on earth can he be waiting?

They traversed the court of the terminal. Many automobiles were parked there or just leaving; liveried footmen stood awaiting masters and mistresses; but nowhere was the car of the Princess Mistchenka in sight.

They stood there, Neelands porter behind with his suitcase and luggage, not knowing whether to wait longer or summon a taxicab.

I dont understand, repeated the Princess impatiently. I explained very carefully what I desired. That new groom is stupid. Caron, my chauffeur, would never have made a mistake unless that idiot groom misunderstood his instructions.

Let me go and make some inquiries, said Neeland. Do you mind waiting here? Ill not be long — —

He went off, carrying the olive-wood box, which his grasp never quitted now; and presently the Princess and Ruhannah saw him disappear among the ranks of automobiles and cabs.

I dont like it, Rue, repeated the Princess in a low voice. I neither understand nor relish this situation.

Have you any idea — —

Hush, child! I dont know. That new groom, Verdier, was recommended by the Russian Embassy. I dont know what to think of this.

It cant be anything — queer, can it, dear? asked Rue.

Anything can have happened. Nothing is likely to have occurred, however — unless — unless those Apaches were — —

Naïa!

Its possible, I suppose. They may have attacked Picard as part of a conspiracy. The Russian Embassy may have been deceived in Verdier. All this may be part of a plan. But — I scarcely believe it.... All the same, I dislike to take a taxicab — —

She caught sight of Neeland returning; both women moved forward to meet him.

Ive solved the mystery, he said. Naïa, your car was run into outside the station a few minutes after you left it. And Im sorry to say that your chauffeur was badly enough hurt to require an ambulance.

Where on earth did you learn that?

The official at the taxicab control told me. I went to him because that is where one is likely to receive information.

Caron hurt! murmured the Princess. What a shame! Where did they take him, Jim?

To the Charité.

Ill go this afternoon. But where is that imbecile groom of mine?

It appears that he and a policeman went to a garage on the repair truck that took your car.

Was he arrested?

I believe so.

What a contretemps! exclaimed the Princess Mistchenka. We shall have to take a taxicab after all!

Ive ordered one from the control. There it comes now, said Neeland, as a brand new taxicab, which looked like a private car, drew up at the curb, and a smiling and very spick and span chauffeur saluted.

Neelands porter hoisted trunk and suitcase on top; the Princess stepped into the limousine, followed by Rue and Neeland; the chauffeur took the order, started his car, wheeled out into the square, circled the traffic policeman, and whizzed away into the depths of the most beautiful city in the world.

Neeland, seated with his back to the driver, laid the olive-wood box on his knees, unlocked it, drew from his breast pocket the papers he carried; locked them in the box once more, and looked up laughingly at the Princess and Ruhannah as he placed it at his feet.

There you are! he said. Thank heaven my task and your affair have been accomplished. All the papers are there — and, to Ruhannah, that pretty gentleman you call the Yellow Devil is inside, along with some assorted firearms, drawing instruments, and photographs. The whole business is here, intact — and so am I — if that irrelevant detail should interest you.

Rue smiled her answer; the Princess scrutinised him keenly:

Did you have trouble, Jim?

Yes, I did.

Serious trouble?

I tell you it was like a movie in five reels. Never before did I believe such things happened outside a Yonkers studio. But they do, Naïa. And Ive learned that the world is full of more excitingly melodramatic possibilities than any novel or scenario ever contained.

Youre not serious, of course, began Rue Carew, watching the varying expressions on his animated features; but the Princess Mistchenka said, unsmiling:

A film melodrama is a crude and tawdry thing compared to the real drama so many of us play in every moment of our lives.

Neeland said to Rue, lightly:

That is true as far as I have been concerned with that amazing box. Its full of the very devil — of that Yellow Devil! When I pick it up now I seem to feel a premonitory tingling all over me — not entirely disagreeable, he added to the Princess, but the sort of half-scared exhilaration a man feels who takes a chance and is quite sure hell not have another chance if he loses. Do you understand what I mean?

Yes, said the Princess unsmilingly, her clear, pleasant eyes fixed on him.

In her tranquil, indefinite expression there was something which made him wonder how many such chances this pretty woman had taken in her life of intellectual pleasure and bodily ease.

And now he remembered that Ilse Dumont apparently knew about her — about Ruhannah, too. And Ilse Dumont was the agent of a foreign government.

Was the Princess Mistchenka, patron and amateur of the arts, another such agent? If not, why had he taken this journey for her with this box of papers?

The passage of the Boulevard was slow; at every square traffic was halted; all Paris crowded the streets in the early afternoon sunshine, and the taxicab in which they sat made little speed until the Place de la Concorde opened out and the great Arc — a tiny phantom of lavender and pearl — spanned the vanishing point of a fairy perspective between parallel and endless ramparts of tender green.

There was a lot of war talk on the Volhynia, said Neeland, but I havent heard any since I landed, nor have I seen a paper. I suppose the Chancelleries have come to some agreement.

No, said the Princess.

You dont expect trouble, do you? I mean a general European free-for-all fight?

I dont know, Jim.

Havent you, he asked blandly, any means of acquiring inside information?

She did not even pretend to evade the good-humoured malice of his smile and question:

Yes; I have sources of private information. I have learned nothing, so far.

He looked at Rue, but the smile had faded from her face and she returned his questioning gaze gravely.

There is great anxiety in Europe, she said in a low voice, and the tension is increasing. When we arrive home we shall have a chance to converse more freely. She made the slightest gesture with her head toward the chauffeur — a silent reminder and a caution.

The Princess nodded slightly:

One never knows, she remarked. We shall have much to say to one another when we are safely home.

But Neeland could not take it very seriously here in the sunshine, with two pretty women facing him — here speeding up the Champs Elysées between the endless green of chestnut trees and the exquisite silvery-grey façades of the wealthy — with motors flashing by on every side and the cool, leafy alleys thronged with children and nurse-maids, and Monsieur Guignol squeaking and drumming in his red-curtained box!

How could a young man believe in a sequel to the almost incredible melodrama in which he had figured, with such a sane and delightful setting, here in the familiar company of two charming women he had known?

Besides, all Paris and her police were at his elbow; the olive-wood box stood between his knees; a smartly respectable taxi and its driver drove them with the quiet éclat and precision of a private employé; the Arc de Triomphe already rose splendidly above them, and everything that had once been familiar and reassuring and delightful lay under his grateful eyes on every side.

And now the taxicab turned into the rue Soleil dOr — a new street to Neeland, opened since his student days, and only one square long, with a fountain in the middle and young chestnut trees already thickly crowned with foliage lining both sides of the street.

But although the rue Soleil dOr was a new street to him, Paris construction is also a rapid affair. The street was faced by charming private houses built of grey Caen stone; the fountain with its golden sun-dial, with the seated figure — a life-size replica of Manships original in the Metropolitan Museum — serenely and beautifully holding its place between the Renaissance façades and rows of slender trees.

Summer had not yet burned foliage or flowers; the freshness of spring itself seemed still to reign there.

Three blue-bloused street-sweepers with hose and broom were washing the asphalt as their cab slowed down, sounding its horn to warn them out of the way. And, the spouting hose still in their hands, the street-cleaners stepped out of the gutter before the pretty private hotel of Madame la Princesse.

Already a butler was opening the grille; already the chauffeur had swung Neelands steamer trunk and suitcase to the sidewalk; already the Princess and Rue were advancing to the house, while Neeland fumbled in his pocket for the fare.

The butler, bowing, relieved him of the olive-wood box. At the same instant the blue-bloused man with the hose turned the powerful stream of water directly into the butlers face, knocking him flat on the sidewalk; and his two comrades tripped up Neeland, passed a red sash over his head, and hurled him aside, blinded, half strangled, staggering at random, tearing furiously at the wide band of woollen cloth which seemed to suffocate him.

Already the chauffeur had tossed the olive-wood box into the cab; the three blue-bloused men sprang in after it; the chauffeur slipped into his seat, threw in the clutch, and, driving with one hand, turned a pistol on the half drowned butler, who had reeled to his feet and was lurching forward to seize the steering wheel.

The taxicab, gathering speed, was already turning the corner of the rue de la Lune when Neeland managed to free throat and eyes from the swathe of woollen.

The butler, checked by the levelled pistol, stood dripping, still almost blinded by the force of the water from the hose; but he had plenty of pluck, and he followed Neeland on a run to the corner of the street.

The street was absolutely empty, except for the sparrows, and the big, fat, slate-coloured pigeons that strutted and coo-cooed under the shadow of the chestnut trees.


CHAPTER XXVI

RUE SOLEIL DOR
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MAROTTE, THE BUTLER, in dry clothes, had served luncheon — a silent, respectable, self-respecting man, calm in his fury at the incredible outrage perpetrated upon his person.

And now luncheon was over; the Princess at the telephone in her boudoir; Rue in the music-room with Neeland, still excited, anxious, confused.

Astonishment, mortification, anger, had left Neeland silent; and the convention known as luncheon had not appealed to him.

But very little was said during that formality; and in the silence the serious nature of the episode which so suddenly had deprived the Princess of the olive-wood box and the papers it contained impressed Neeland more and more deeply.

The utter unexpectedness of the outrage — the helpless figure he had cut — infuriated him. And the more he reflected the madder he grew when he realised that all he had gone through meant nothing now — that every effort had been sterile, every hour wasted, every step he had taken from Brookhollow to Paris — to the very doorstep where his duty ended — had been taken in vain.

It seemed to him in his anger and humiliation that never had any man been so derided, so heartlessly mocked by the gods.

And now, as he sat there behind lowered blinds in the cool half-light of the music-room, he could feel the hot blood of resentment and chagrin in his cheeks.

Nobody could have foreseen it, repeated Rue Carew in a pretty, bewildered voice. And if the Princess Naïa had no suspicions, how could I harbour any — or how could you?

Ive been sufficiently tricked — or I thought I had been — to be on my guard. But it seems not. I ought never to have been caught in such a disgusting trap — such a simple, silly, idiotic cage! But — good Lord! How on earth was a man to suspect anything so — so naturally planned and executed — so simply done. It was an infernal masterpiece, Rue. But — that is no consolation to a man who has been made to appear like a monkey!

The Princess, entering, overheard; and she seated herself and looked tranquilly at Neeland as he resumed his place on the sofa.

You were not to blame, Jim, she said. It was my fault. I had warning enough at the railroad terminal when an accident to my car was reported to me by the control through you. She added, calmly: There was no accident.

No accident? exclaimed Neeland, astonished.

None at all. My new footman, who followed us to the waiting salon for incoming trains, returned to my chauffeur, Caron, saying that he was to go back to the garage and await orders. I have just called the garage and I had Caron on the wire. There was no accident; he has not been injured; and — the new footman has disappeared!

It was a clear case of treachery? exclaimed Neeland.

Absolutely a plot. The pretended official at the terminal control was an accomplice of my footman, of the taxicab driver, of the pretended street-cleaners — and of whom else I can, perhaps, imagine.

Did you call the terminal control?

I did. The official in charge and the starter had seen no such accident; had given no such information. Some masquerader in uniform must have intercepted you, Jim.

I found him coming toward me on the sidewalk not far from the kiosque. He was in uniform; I never dreamed he was not the genuine thing.

There is no blame attached to you — —

Naïa, it actually sickens me to discover how little sense I possess. Ive been through enough to drive both suspicion and caution into this wooden head of mine — —

What have you been through, Jim? asked the Princess calmly.

Ill tell you. I didnt play a brilliant rôle, Im sorry to admit. Not common sense but sheer luck pulled me through as far as your own doorstep. And there, he added disgustedly, the gods no doubt grew tired of such an idiot, and they handed me what was coming to me.

He was so thoroughly and so boyishly ashamed and angry with himself that a faint smile flitted over the Princess Naïas lips.

Proceed, James, she said.

All right. Only first may I ask — who is Ilse Dumont?

For a moment the Princess sat silent, expressionless, intent on the man whose clear, inquiring eyes still questioned her.

The Princess finally answered with a question:

Did she cause you any trouble, Jim?

Every bit I had was due to her. Also — and heres a paradox — I shouldnt be here now if Ilse Dumont had not played square with me. Who is she?

The Princess Naïa did not reply immediately. Instead, she dropped one silken knee over the other, lighted a cigarette, and sat for a few moments gazing into space. Then:

Ilse Dumont, she said, is a talented and exceedingly pretty young woman who was born in Alsace of one German and one thoroughly Germanised parent.

She played two seasons in Chicago in light opera under another name. She had much talent, an acceptable voice and she became a local favourite.

The Princess looked at her cigarette; continued speaking as though addressing it:

She sang at the Opéra Comique here in Paris the year before last and last year. Her rôles were minor ones. Early this spring she abruptly broke her contract with the management and went to New York.

Neeland said bluntly:

Ilse Dumont is an agent in the service of the Turkish Government.

The Princess nodded.

Did you know it, Naïa?

I began to suspect it recently.

May I ask how?

The Princess glanced at Rue and smiled:

Ruhannahs friend, Colonel Izzet Bey, was very devoted to Minna Minti — —

To whom! exclaimed Neeland, astounded.

To Ilse Dumont. Minna Minti is her stage name, said the Princess.

Neeland turned and looked at Rue, who, conscious of his excitement, flushed brightly, yet never suspecting what he was about to say.

The Princess said quietly:

Yes, tell her, Jim. It is better she should know. Until now it has not been necessary to mention the matter, or I should have done so.

Rue, surprised, still prettily flushed with expectancy, looked with new curiosity from one to the other.

Neeland said:

Ilse Dumont, known on the stage as Minna Minti, is the divorced wife of Eddie Brandes.

At the mention of a name so long hidden away, buried in her memory, and almost forgotten, the girl quivered and straightened up, as though an electric shock had passed through her body.

Then a burning colour flooded her face as at the swift stroke of a lash, and her grey eyes glimmered with the starting tears.

Youll have to know it, darling, said the Princess in a low voice. There is no reason why you should not; it no longer can touch you. Dont you know that?

Y-yes — — Ruhannahs slowly drooping head was lifted again; held high; and the wet brilliancy slowly dried in her steady eyes.

Before I tell you, continued Neeland, what happened to me through Ilse Dumont, I must tell you what occurred in the train on my way to Paris.... May I have a cigarette, Princess Naïa?

At your elbow in that silver box.

Rue Carew lighted it for him with a smile, but her hand still trembled.

First, he said, tell me what particular significance those papers in the olive-wood box have. Then I can tell you more intelligently what happened to me since I went to Brookhollow to find them.

They are the German plans for the fortification of the mainland commanding the Dardanelles, and for the forts dominating the Gallipoli peninsula.

Yes, I know that. But of what interest to England or France or Russia — —

If there is to be war, cant you understand the importance to us of those plans? asked the Princess in a low, quiet voice.

To— us? he repeated.

Yes, to us. I am Russian, am I not?

Yes. I now understand how very Russian you are, Princess. But what has Turkey — —

What is Turkey?

An empire — —

No. A German province.

I did not know — —

That is what the Ottoman Empire is today, continued the Princess Mistchenka, a Turkish province fortified by Berlin, governed from Berlin through a Germanised Turk, Enver Pasha; the army organised, drilled, equipped, officered, and paid by the Kaiser Wilhelm; every internal resource and revenue and development and projected development mortgaged to Germany and under German control; and the Sultan a nobody!

I did not know it, repeated Neeland.

It is the truth, mon ami. It is inevitable that Turkey fights if Germany goes to war. England, France, Russia know it. Ask yourself, then, how enormous to us the value of those plans — tentative, sketchy, perhaps, yet the inception and foundation of those German-made and German-armed fortifications which today line the Dardanelles and the adjacent waters within the sphere of Ottoman influence!

So that is why you wanted them, he said with an unhappy glance at Rue. What idiotic impulse prompted me to put them back in the box I cant imagine. You saw me do it, there in the taxicab.

Ruhannah said:

The chauffeur saw you, too. He was looking at you in his steering mirror; I saw his face. But it never entered my mind that anything except idle curiosity possessed him.

Perhaps, said the Princess to Neeland, what you did with the papers saved your life. Had that chauffeur not seen you place them in the box, he might have shot and robbed you as you left the cab, merely on the chance of your having them on your person.

There was a silence; then Neeland said:

This is a fine business! As far as I can see murder seems to be the essence of the contract.

It is often incidental to it, said the Princess Mistchenka serenely. But you and Ruhannah will soon be out of this affair.

I? said the girl, surprised.

I think so.

Why, dear?

I think there is going to be war. And if there is, France will be concerned. And that means that you and Ruhannah, too, will have to leave France.

But you? asked the girl, anxiously.

I expect to remain. How long can you stay here, Jim?

Neeland cast an involuntary glance at Rue as he replied:

I intended to take the next steamer. Why? Can I be of any service to you, Princess Naïa?

The Princess Mistchenka let her dark eyes rest on him for a second, then on Rue Carew.

I was thinking, she said, that you might take Ruhannah back with you if war is declared.

Back to America! exclaimed the girl. But where am I to go in America? What am I to do there? I — I didnt think I was quite ready to earn my own living — looking anxiously at the Princess Naïa— do you think so, dear?

The Princess said:

I wanted you to remain. And you must not worry, darling. Some day I shall want you back —— But if there is to be war in Europe you cannot remain here.

Why not?

In the first place, only useful people would be wanted in Paris — —

But, Naïa, darling! Couldnt I be useful to you? The girl jumped up from the sofa and came and knelt down by the Princess Mistchenka, looking up into her face.

The Princess laid aside her cigarette and put both hands on Rues shoulders, looking her gravely, tenderly in the eyes.

Dear, she said, I want James Neeland to hear this, too. For it is partly a confession.

When I first saw you, Rue, I was merely sorry for you, and willing to oblige Jim Neeland by keeping an eye on you until you were settled somewhere here in Paris.

Before we landed I liked you. And, because I saw wonderful possibilities in the little country girl who shared my stateroom, I deliberately made up my mind to develop you, make use of your excellent mind, your quick intelligence, your amazing capacity for absorbing everything that is best, and your very unusual attractions for my own purposes. I meant — to train you — educate you — to aid me.

There was a silence; the girl looked up at her, flushed, intent, perplexed; the Princess Mistchenka, her hands on the girls shoulders, looked back at her out of grave and beautiful dark eyes.

That is the truth, said the Princess. My intention was to develop you along the lines which I follow as a — profession; teach you to extract desirable information through your wit, intelligence, and beauty — using your youth as a mask. But I — I cant do it — — She shook her head slightly. Because Ive lost my heart to you.... And the business I follow is a — a rotten game.

Again silence fell among those three; Rue, kneeling at the elder womans feet, looked up into her face in silence; Neeland, his elbows resting on his knees, leaned slightly forward from the sofa, watching them.

Ill help you, if you wish, said Rue Carew.

Thank you, dear. No.

Let me. I owe you everything since I have been here — —

No, dear. What I said to you — and to James — is true. Its a merciless, stealthy, treacherous business; its dangerous to a woman, body and soul. It is one long lifetime of experience with treachery, with greed, with baser passions, with all that is ignoble in mankind.

There is no reason for you to enter such a circle; no excuse for it; no duty urges you; no patriotism incites you to such self-sacrifice; no memory of wrong done to your nearest and dearest inspires you to dedicate your life to aiding — if only a little, in the downfall and destruction of the nation and the people who encompassed it!

The Princess Mistchenkas dark eyes began to gleam, and her beautiful face lost its colour; and she took Rues little hands in both of hers and held them tightly against her breast.

Had I not lost my heart to you, perhaps I should not have hesitated to develop and make use of you.

You are fitted for the rôle I might wish you to play. Men are fascinated by you; your intelligence charms; your youth and innocence, worn as a mask, might make you invaluable to the Chancellerie which is interested in the information I provide for it.

But, Rue, I have come to understand that I cannot do this thing. No. Go back to your painting and your clever drawing and your music; any one of these is certain to give you a living in time. And in that direction alone your happiness lies.

She leaned forward and kissed the girls hair where it was fine and blond, close to the snowy forehead.

If war comes, she said, you and James will have to go home, like two good children when the curfew rings.

She laughed, pushed Rue away, lighted another cigarette, and, casting a glance partly ironical, partly provocative, at the good-looking young man on the sofa, said:

As for you, James, I dont worry about you. Impudence will always carry you through where diplomacy fails you. Now, tell me all about these three unpleasant sporting characters who occupied the train with you.

Neeland laughed.

It seems that a well-known gambler in New York, called Captain Quint, is backing them; and somebody higher up is backing Quint — —

Probably the Turkish Embassy at Washington, interposed the Princess, coolly. Im sorry, Jim; pray go on.

The Turkish Embassy? he repeated, surprised that she should guess.

Yes; and the German Embassy is backing that. There you are, Jim. That is the sequence as far as your friend, Captain Quint. Now, who comes next in the scale?

This man — Brandes — and the little chalk-faced creature, Stull; and the other one, with the fox face — Doc Curfoot.

I see. And then?

Then, as I gathered, there are several gentlemen wearing Teutonic names — who are to go into partnership with them — one named Kestner, one called Theodore Weishelm, and an exceedingly oily Eurasian gentleman with whom I became acquainted on the Volhynia — one Karl Breslau — —

Breslau! exclaimed the Princess. Now I understand.

Who is he, Princess?

He is the most notorious international spy in the world — a protean individual with aliases, professions, and experiences sufficient for an entire jail full of criminals. His father was a German Jew; his mother a Circassian girl; he was educated in Germany, France, Italy, and England. He has been a member of the socialist group in the Reichstag under one name, a member of the British Parliament under another; he did dirty work for Abdul Hamid; dirtier for Enver Bey.

He is here, there, everywhere; he turns up in Brazil one day, and is next in evidence in Moscow. What he is so eternally about God only knows: what Chancellery he serves, which he betrays, is a question that occupies many uneasy minds this very hour, I fancy.

But of this I, personally, am now satisfied; Karl Breslau is responsible for the robbery of your papers today, and the entire affair was accomplished under his direction!

And yet I know, said Neeland, that after he and Kestner tried to blow up the captains cabin and the bridge aboard the Volhynia yesterday morning at a little after two oclock, he and Kestner must have jumped overboard in the Mersey River off Liverpool.

Without doubt a boat was watching your ship.

Yes; Weishelm had a fishing smack to pick them up. Ilse Dumont must have gone with them, too.

All they had to do was to touch at some dock, go ashore, and telegraph to their men here, said the Princess.

That, evidently, is what they did, admitted Neeland ruefully.

Certainly. And by this time they may be here, too. They could do it. I havent any doubt that Breslau, Kestner, and Ilse Dumont are here in Paris at this moment.

Then Ill wager I know where they are!

Where?

In the Hôtel des Bulgars, rue Vilna. Thats where they are to operate a gaming house. That is where they expect to pluck and fleece the callow and the aged who may have anything of political importance about them worth stealing. That is their plan. Agents, officials, employees of all consulates, legations, and embassies are what theyre really after. I heard them discussing it there in the train today.

The Princess had fallen very silent, musing, watching Neelands animated face as he detailed his knowledge of what had occurred.

Why not notify the police? he added. There might be a chance to recover the box and the papers.

The Princess shook her pretty head.

We have to be very careful how we use the police, James. It seems simple, but it is not. I cant explain the reasons, but we usually pit spy against spy, and keep very clear of the police. Otherwise, she added, smiling, there would be the deuce to pay among the embassies and legations. She added: Its a most depressing situation; I dont exactly know what to do.... I have letters to write, anyway — —

She rose, turned to Rue and took both her hands:

No; you must go back to New York and to your painting and music if there is to be war in Europe. But you have had a taste of what goes on in certain circles here; you have seen what a chain of consequences ensue from a chance remark of a young girl at a dinner table.

Yes.

Its amusing, isnt it? A careless and innocent word to that old busybody, Ahmed Mirka Pasha, at my table — that began it. Then another word to Izzet Bey. And I had scarcely time to realise what had happened — barely time to telegraph James in New York — before their entire underground machinery was set in motion to seize those wretched papers in Brookhollow!

Neeland said:

You dont know even yet, Princess, how amazingly fast that machinery worked.

Tell me now, James. I have time enough to write my warning since it is already too late. And she seated herself on the sofa and drew Ruhannah down beside her.

Listen, dear, she said with pretty mockery, here is a most worthy young man who is simply dying to let us know how picturesque a man can be when he tries to.

Neeland laughed:

The only trouble with me, he retorted, is that Ive a rather hopeless habit of telling the truth. Otherwise thered be some chance for me as a hero in what Im going to tell you.

And he began with his first encounter with Ilse Dumont in Rue Carews house at Brookhollow. After he had been speaking for less than a minute, Rue Carews hands tightened in the clasp of the Princess Naïa, who glanced at the girl and noticed that she had lost her colour.

And Neeland continued his partly playful, partly serious narrative of moving accidents by flood and field, aware of the girls deep, breathless interest, moved by it, and, conscious of it, the more inclined to avoid the picturesque and heroic, and almost ashamed to talk of himself at all under the serious beauty of the girls clear eyes.

But he could scarcely tell his tale and avoid mentioning himself; he was the centre of it all, the focus of the darts of Fate, and there was no getting away from what happened to himself.

So he made the melodrama a comedy, and the moments of deadly peril he treated lightly. And one thing he avoided altogether, and that was how he had kissed Ilse Dumont.

When he finished his account of his dreadful situation in the stateroom of Ilse Dumont, and how at the last second her unerring shots had shattered the bomb clock, cut the guy-rope, and smashed the water-jug which deluged the burning fuses, he added with a very genuine laugh:

If only some photographer had taken a few hundred feet of film for me I could retire on an income in a year and never do another stroke of honest work!

The Princess smiled, mechanically, but Rue Carew dropped her white face on the Princess Naïas shoulder as though suddenly fatigued.


CHAPTER XXVII

FROM FOUR TO FIVE
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THE PRINCESS MISTCHENKA and Rue Carew had retired to their respective rooms for that hour between four and five in the afternoon, which the average woman devotes to cat-naps or to that aimless feminine fussing which must ever remain a mystery to man.

The afternoon had turned very warm; Neeland, in his room, lay on the lounge in his undershirt and trousers, having arrived so far toward bathing and changing his attire.

No breeze stirred the lattice blinds hanging over both open windows; the semi-dusk of the room was pierced here and there by slender shafts of sunlight which lay almost white across the carpet and striped the opposite wall; the rue Soleil dOr was very silent in the July afternoon.

And Neeland lay there thinking about all that had happened to him and trying to bring it home to himself and make it seem plausible and real; and could not.

For even now the last ten days of his life seemed like a story he had read concerning someone else. Nor did it seem to him that he personally had known all those people concerned in this wild, exaggerated, grotesque story. They, too, took their places on the printed page, appearing, lingering, disappearing, reappearing, as chapter succeeded chapter in a romance too obvious, too palpably sensational to win the confidence and credulity of a young man of today.

Fed to repletion on noisy contemporary fiction, his finer perception blunted by the daily and raucous yell of the New York press, his imagination too long over-strained by Broadway drama and now flaccid and incapable of further response to its leering or shrieking appeal, the din of twentieth-century art fell on nerveless ears and on a brain benumbed and sceptical.

And so when everything that he had found grotesque, illogical, laboured, obvious, and clamorously redundant in literature and the drama began to happen and continued to happen in real life to him — and went on happening and involving himself and others all around him in the pleasant July sunshine of 1914, this young man, made intellectually blasé, found himself without sufficient capacity to comprehend it.

There was another matter with which his mind was struggling as he lay there, his head cradled on one elbow, watching the thin blue spirals from his cigarette mount straight to the ceiling, and that was the metamorphosis of Rue Carew.

Where was the thin girl he remembered — with her untidy chestnut hair and freckles, and a rather sweet mouth — dressed in garments the only mission of which was to cover a flat chest and frail body and limbs whose too rapid growth had outstripped maturity?

To search for her he went back to the beginning, where a little girl in a pink print dress, bare-legged and hatless, loitered along an ancient rail fence and looked up shyly at him as he warned her to keep out of range of the fusillade from the bushes across the pasture.

He thought of her again at the noisy party in Gayfield on that white night in winter; visualised the tall, shy, overgrown girl who danced with him and made no complaint when her slim foot was trodden on. And again he remembered the sleigh and the sleighbells clashing and tinkling under the moon; the light from her doorway, and how she stood looking back at him; and how, on the mischievous impulse of the moment, he had gone back and kissed her —— 

At the memory an odd sensation came over him, scaring him a little. How on earth had he ever had the temerity to do such a thing to her!

And, as he thought of this exquisite, slender, clear-eyed young girl who had greeted him at the Paris terminal — this charming embodiment of all that is fresh and sweet and fearless — in her perfect hat and gown of mondaine youth and fashion, the memory of his temerity appalled him.

Imagine his taking an unencouraged liberty now!

Nor could he dare imagine encouragement from the Rue Carew so amazingly revealed to him.

Out of what, in heavens name, had this lovely girl developed? Out of a shy, ragged, bare-legged child, haunting the wild blackberry tangles in Brookhollow?

Out of the frail, charmingly awkward, pathetic, freckled mill-hand in her home-made party clothes, the rather sweet expression of whose mouth once led him to impudent indiscretion?

Out of what had she been evolved — this young girl whom he had left just now standing beside her boudoir door with the Princess Naïas arm around her waist? Out of the frightened, white-lipped, shabby girl who had come dragging her trembling limbs and her suitcase up the dark stairway outside his studio? Out of the young thing with sagging hair, crouched in an armchair beside his desk, where her cheap hat lay with two cheap hatpins sticking in the crown? Out of the fragile figure buried in the bedclothes of a stateroom berth, holding out to him a thin, bare arm in voiceless adieu?

And Neeland lay there thinking, his head on his elbow, the other arm extended — from the fingers of which the burnt-out cigarette presently fell to the floor.

He thought to himself:

She is absolutely beautiful; theres no denying that. Its not her clothes or the way she does her hair, or her voice, or the way she moves, or how she looks at a man; its the whole business. And the whole bally business is a miracle, thats all. Good Lord! And to think I ever had the nerve — the nerve!

He swung himself to a sitting posture, sat gazing into space for a few moments, then continued to undress by pulling off one shoe, lighting a cigarette, and regarding his other foot fixedly.

That is the manner in which the vast majority of young men do their deepest thinking.

However, before five oclock he had scrubbed himself and arrayed his well constructed person in fresh linen and outer clothing; and now he sauntered out through the hallway and down the stairs to the rear drawing-room, where a tea-table had been brought in and tea paraphernalia arranged. Although the lamp under the kettle had been lighted, nobody was in the room except a West Highland terrier curled up on a lounge, who, without lifting his snow-white head, regarded Neeland out of the wisest and most penetrating eyes the young man had ever encountered.

Here was a personality! Here was a dog not to be approached lightly or with flippant familiarity. No! That small, long, short-legged body with its thatch of wiry white hair was fairly instinct with dignity, wisdom, and uncompromising self-respect.

That dog, thought Neeland, venturing to seat himself on a chair opposite, is a Presbyterian if ever there was one. And I, for one, havent the courage to address him until he deigns to speak to me.

He looked respectfully at the dog, glanced at the kettle which had begun to sizzle a little, then looked out of the long windows into the little walled garden where a few slender fruit trees grew along the walls in the rear of well-kept flower beds, now gay with phlox, larkspur, poppies, and heliotrope, and edged with the biggest and bluest pansies he had ever beheld.

On the wall a Peacock butterfly spread its brown velvet and gorgeously eyed wings to the suns warmth; a blackbird with brilliant yellow bill stood astride a peach twig and poured out a bubbling and incessant melody full of fluted grace notes. And on the grass oval a kitten frisked with the ghosts of last months dandelions, racing after the drifting fluff and occasionally keeling over to attack its own tail, after the enchanting manner of all kittens.

A step behind him and Neeland turned. It was Marotte, the butler, who presented a thick, sealed envelope to him on his salver, bent to turn down the flame under the singing silver kettle, and withdrew without a sound.

Neeland glanced at the letter in perplexity, opened the envelope and the twice-folded sheets of letter paper inside, and read this odd communication:

* * * * *

Have I been fair to you? Did I keep my word? Surely you must now, in your heart, acquit me of treachery — of any premeditated violence toward you.

I never dreamed that those men would come to my stateroom. That plan had been discussed, but was abandoned because it appeared impossible to get hold of you.

And also — may I admit it without being misunderstood? — I absolutely refused to permit any attempt involving your death.

When the trap shut on you, there in my stateroom, it shut also on me. I was totally unprepared; I was averse to murder; and also I had given you my word of honour.

Judge, then, of my shame and desperation — my anger at being entrapped in a false position involving the loss in your eyes of my personal honour!

It was unbearable: and I did what I could to make it clear to you that I had not betrayed you. But my comrades do not yet know that I had any part in it; do not yet understand why the ship was not blown to splinters. They are satisfied that I made a mistake in the rendezvous. And, so far, no suspicion attaches to me; they believe the mechanism of the clock failed them. And perhaps it is well for me that they believe this.

It is, no doubt, a matter of indifference to you how the others and I reached safety. I have no delusions concerning any personal and kindly feeling on your part toward me. But one thing you can not — dare not — believe, and that is that I proved treacherous to you and false to my own ideas of honour.

And now let me say one more thing to you — let me say it out of a — friendship — for which you care nothing — could not care anything. And that is this: your task is accomplished. You could not possibly have succeeded. There is no chance for recovery of those papers. Your mission is definitely ended.

Now, I beg of you to return to America. Keep clear of entanglement in these events which are beginning to happen in such rapid succession in Europe. They do not concern you; you have nothing to do with them, no interest in them. Your entry into affairs which can not concern you would be insulting effrontery and foolish bravado.

I beg you to heed this warning. I know you to be personally courageous; I suppose that fear of consequences would not deter you from intrusion into any affair, however dangerous; but I dare hope that perhaps in your heart there may have been born a little spark of friendliness — a faint warmth of recognition for a woman who took some slight chance with death to prove to you that her word of honour is not lightly given or lightly broken.

So, if you please, our ways part here with this letter sent to you by hand.

I shall not forget the rash but generous boy I knew who called me

Scheherazade.


CHAPTER XXVIII

TOGETHER
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HE SAT THERE, holding the letter and looking absently over it at the little dog who had gone to sleep again. There was no sound in the room save the faint whisper of the tea-kettle. The sunny garden outside was very still, too; the blackbird appeared to doze on his peach twig; the kitten had settled down with eyes half closed and tail tucked under flank.

The young man sat there with his letter in his hand and eyes lost in retrospection for a while.

In his hand lay evidence that the gang which had followed him, and through which he no longer doubted that he had been robbed, was now in Paris.

And yet he could not give this information to the Princess Naïa. Here was a letter which he could not show. Something within him forbade it, some instinct which he did not trouble to analyse.

And this instinct sent the letter into his breast pocket as a light sound came to his ears; and the next instant Rue Carew entered the further drawing-room.

The little West Highland terrier looked up, wagged that section of him which did duty as a tail, and watched her as Neeland rose to seat her at the tea-table.

Sandy, she said to the little dog, if you care to say Down with the Sultan, I shall bestow one lump of sugar upon you.

Yap-yap! said the little dog.

Give it to him, please — — Rue handed the sugar to Neeland, who delivered it gravely.

Thats because I want Sandy to like you, she added.

Neeland regarded the little dog and addressed him politely:

I shouldnt dare call you Sandy on such brief acquaintance, he said; but may I salute you as Alexander? Thank you, Alexander.

He patted the dog, whose tail made a slight, sketchy motion of approval.

Now, said Rue Carew, you are friends, and we shall all be very happy together, Im sure.... Princess Naïa said we were not to wait. Tell me how to fix your tea.

He explained. About to begin on a buttered croissant, he desisted abruptly and rose to receive the Princess, who entered with the light, springy step characteristic of her, gowned in one of those Parisian afternoon creations which never are seen outside that capital, and never will be.

Far too charming to be real, commented Neeland. You are a pretty fairy story, Princess Naïa, and your gown is a miracle tale which never was true.

He had not dared any such flippancy with Rue Carew, and the girl, who knew she was exquisitely gowned, felt an odd little pang in her heart as this young mans praise of the Princess Mistchenka fell so easily and gaily from his lips. He might have noticed her gown, as it had been chosen with many doubts, much hesitation, and anxious consideration, for him.

She flushed a little at the momentary trace of envy:

You are too lovely for words, she said, rising. But the Princess gently forced her to resume her seat.

If this young man has any discrimination, she said, he wont hesitate with the golden apple, Ruhannah.

Rue laughed and flushed:

He hasnt noticed my gown, and I wore it for him to notice, she said. But he was too deeply interested in Sandy and in tea and croissants — —

I did notice it! said Neeland. And, to that young mans surprise and annoyance, his face grew hot with embarrassment. What on earth possessed him to blush like a plow-boy! He suddenly felt like one, too, and turned sharply to the little dog, perplexed, irritated with himself and his behaviour.

Behind him the Princess was saying:

The car is here. I shant stop for tea, dear. In case anything happens, I am at the Embassy.

The Russian Embassy, repeated Rue.

Yes. I may be a little late. We are to dine here en famille at eight. You will entertain James —— 

James! she repeated, addressing him. Do you think Ruhannah sufficiently interesting to entertain you while I am absent?

But all his aplomb, his lack of self-consciousness, seemed to be gone; and Neeland made some reply which seemed to him both obvious and dull. And hated himself because he found himself so unaccountably abashed, realising that he was afraid of the opinions that this young girl might entertain concerning him.

Im going, said the Princess. Au revoir, dear; good-bye, James — —

She looked at him keenly when he turned to face her, smiled, still considering him as though she had unexpectedly discovered a new feature in his expressive face.

Whatever it was she discovered seemed to make her smile a trifle more mechanical; she turned slowly to Rue Carew, hesitated, then, nodding a gay adieu, turned and left the room with Neeland at her elbow.

Ill tuck you in, he began; but she said:

Thanks; Marotte will do that. And left him at the door.

When the car had driven away down the rue Soleil dOr, Neeland returned to the little drawing-room where Rue was indulging Sandy with small bits of sugar.

He took up cup and buttered croissant, and for a little while nothing was said, except to Sandy who, upon invitation, repeated his opinion of the Sultan and snapped in the offered emolument with unsatiated satisfaction.

To Rue Carew as well as to Neeland there seemed to be a slight constraint between them — something not entirely new to her since they had met again after two years.

In the two years of her absence she had been very faithful to the memory of his kindness; constant in the friendship which she had given him unasked — given him first, she sometimes thought, when she was a little child in a ragged pink frock, and he was a wonderful young man who had taken the trouble to cross the pasture and warn her out of range of the guns.

He had always held his unique place in her memory and in her innocent affections; she had written to him again and again, in spite of his evident lack of interest in the girl to whom he had been kind. Rare, brief letters from him were read and reread, and laid away with her best-loved treasures. And when the prospect of actually seeing him again presented itself, she had been so frankly excited and happy that the Princess Mistchenka could find in the girls unfeigned delight nothing except a young girls touching and slightly amusing hero-worship.

But with her first exclamation when she caught sight of him at the terminal, something about her preconceived ideas of him, and her memory of him, was suddenly and subtly altered, even while his name fell from her excited lips.

Because she had suddenly realised that he was even more wonderful than she had expected or remembered, and that she did not know him at all — that she had no knowledge of this tall, handsome, well-built young fellow with his sunburnt features and his air of smiling aloofness and of graceful assurance, almost fascinating and a trifle disturbing.

Which had made the girl rather grave and timid, uncertain of the estimation in which he might hold her; no longer so sure of any encouragement from him in her perfectly obvious attitude of a friend of former days.

And so, shyly admiring, uncertain, inclined to warm response at any advance from this wonderful young man, the girl had been trying to adjust herself to this new incarnation of a certain James Neeland who had won her gratitude and who had awed her, too, from the time when, as a little girl, she had first beheld him.

She lifted her golden-grey eyes to him; a little unexpected sensation not wholly unpleasant checked her speech for a moment.

This was odd, even unaccountable. Such awkwardness, such disquieting and provincial timidity wouldnt do.

Would you mind telling me a little about Brookhollow? she ventured.

Certainly he would tell her. He laid aside his plate and tea cup and told her of his visits there when he had walked over from Neelands Mills in the pleasant summer weather.

Nothing had changed, he assured her; mill-dam and pond and bridge, and the rushing creek below were exactly as she knew them; her house stood there at the crossroads, silent and closed in the sunshine, and under the high moon; pickerel and sunfish still haunted the shallow pond; partridges still frequented the alders and willows across her pasture; fireflies sailed through the summer night; and the crows congregated in the evening woods and talked over the events of the day.

And my cat? You wrote that you would take care of Adoniram.

Adoniram is an aged patriarch and occupies the place of honour in my fathers house, he said.

He is well?

Oh, yes. He prefers his food cut finely, that is all.

I dont suppose he will live very long.

Hes pretty old, admitted Neeland.

She sighed and looked out of the window at the kitten in the garden. And, after an interval of silence:

Our plot in the cemetery — is it — pretty?

It is beautiful, he said, under the great trees. It is well cared for. I had them plant the shrubs and flowers you mentioned in the list you sent me.

Thank you. She lifted her eyes again to him. I wonder if you realise how — how splendid you have always been to me.

Surprised, he reddened, and said awkwardly that he had done nothing. Where was the easy, gay and debonaire assurance of this fluent young man? He was finding nothing to say to Rue Carew, or saying what he said as crudely and uncouthly as any haymaker in Gayfield.

He looked up, exasperated, and met her eyes squarely. And Rue Carew blushed.

They both looked elsewhere at once, but in the girls breast a new pulse beat; a new instinct stirred, blindly importuning her for recognition; a new confusion threatened the ordered serenity of her mind, vaguely menacing it with unaccustomed questions.

Then the instinct of self-command returned; she found composure with an effort.

You havent asked me, she said, about my work. Would you like to know?

He said he would; and she told him — chary of self-praise, yet eager that he should know that her masters had spoken well of her.

And you know, she said, every week, now, I contribute a drawing to the illustrated paper I wrote to you about. I sent one off yesterday. But, and she laughed shyly, my nostrils are no longer filled with pride, because I am not contented with myself any more. I wish to do — oh, so much better work!

Of course. Contentment in creative work means that we have nothing more to create.

She nodded and smiled:

The youngest born is the most tenderly cherished — until a new one comes. It is that way with me; I am all love and devotion and tenderness and self-sacrifice while fussing over my youngest. Then a still younger comes, and I become like a heartless cat and drive away all progeny except the newly born.

She sighed and smiled and looked up at him:

It cant be helped, I suppose — that is, if ones going to have more progeny.

Its our penalty for producing. Only the newest counts. And those to come are to be miracles. But they never are.

She nodded seriously.

When there is a better light I should like to show you some of my studies, she ventured. No, not now. I am too vain to risk anything except the kindest of morning lights. Because I do hope for your approval — —

I know theyre good, he said. And, half laughingly: Im beginning to find out that youre a rather wonderful and formidable and overpowering girl, Ruhannah.

You dont think so! she exclaimed, enchanted. Do you? Oh, dear! Then I feel that I ought to show you my pictures and set you right immediately — — She sprang to her feet. Ill get them; Ill be only a moment — —

She was gone before he discovered anything to say, leaving him to walk up and down the deserted room and think about her as clearly as his somewhat dislocated thoughts permitted, until she returned with both arms full of portfolios, boards, and panels.

Now, she said with a breathless smile, you may mortify my pride and rebuke my vanity. I deserve it; I need it; but Oh! — dont be too severe — —

Are you serious? he asked, looking up in astonishment from the first astonishing drawing in colour which he held between his hands.

Serious? Of course — — She met his eyes anxiously, then her own became incredulous and the swift colour dyed her face.

Do you like my work? she asked in a fainter voice.

Like it! He continued to stare at the bewildering grace and colour of the work, turned to another and lifted it to the light:

Whats this? he demanded.

A monotype.

You did it?

Y-yes.

He seemed unable to take his eyes from it — from the exquisite figures there in the sun on the bank of the brimming river under an iris-tinted April sky.

What do you call it, Rue?

Baroque.

He continued to scrutinise it in silence, then drew another carton prepared for oil from the sheaf on the sofa.

Over autumn woods, in a windy sky, high-flying crows were buffeted and blown about. From the stark trees a few phantom leaves clung, fluttering; and the whole scene was possessed by sinuous, whirling forms — mere glimpses of supple, exquisite shapes tossing, curling, flowing through the naked woodland. A delicate finger caught at a dead leaf here; there frail arms clutched at a bending, wind-tossed bough; grey sky and ghostly forest were obsessed, bewitched by the winnowing, driving torrent of airy, half seen spirits.

The Winds, he said mechanically.

He looked at another — a sketch of the Princess Naïa. And somehow it made him think of vast skies and endless plains and the tumult of surging men and rattling lances.

A Cossack, he said, half to himself. I never before realised it. And he laid it aside and turned to the next.

I havent brought any life studies or school drawings, she said. I thought Id just show you the — the results of them and of — of whatever is in me.

Im just beginning to understand what is in you, he said.

Tell me — what is it? she asked, almost timidly.

Tell you? He rose, stood by the window looking out, then turned to her:

What can I tell you? he added with a short laugh. What have I to say to a girl who can do — these — after two years abroad?

Sheer happiness kept her silent. She had not dared hope for such approval. Even now she dared not permit herself to accept it.

I have so much to say, she ventured, and such an appalling amount of work before I can learn to say it — —

Your work is — stunning! he said bluntly.

You dont think so! she exclaimed incredulously.

Indeed I do! Look at what you have done in two years. Yes, grant all your aptitude and talents, just look what youve accomplished and where you are! Look at you yourself, too — what a stunning, bewildering sort of girl youve developed into!

Jim Neeland!

Certainly, Jim Neeland, of Neelands Mills, who has had years more study than you have, more years of advantage, and who now is an illustrator without anything in particular to distinguish him from the several thousand other American illustrators — —

Jim! Your work is charming!

How do you know?

Because I have everything you ever did! I sent for the magazines and cut them out; and they are in my scrapbook — —

She hesitated, breathless, smiling back at him out of her beautiful golden-grey eyes as though challenging him to doubt her loyalty or her belief in him.

It was rather curious, too, for the girl was unusually intelligent and discriminating; and Neelands work was very, very commonplace.

His face had become rather sober, but the smile still lurked on his lips.

Rue, he said, you are wonderfully kind. But Im afraid I know about my work. I can draw pretty well, according to school standards; and I approach pretty nearly the same standards in painting. Probably that is why I became an instructor at the Art League. But, so far, I havent done anything better than what is called acceptable.

I dont agree with you, she said warmly.

Its very kind of you not to. He laughed and walked to the window again, and stood there looking out across the sunny garden. Of course, he added over his shoulder, I expect to get along all right. Mediocrity has the best of chances, you know.

You are not mediocre!

No, I dont think I am. But my work is. And, do you know, he continued thoughtfully, that is very often the case with a man who is better equipped to act than to tell with pen or pencil how others act. Im beginning to be afraid that Im that sort, because Im afraid that I get more enjoyment out of doing things than in explaining with pencil and paint how they are done.

But Rue Carew, seated on the arm of her chair, slowly shook her head:

I dont think that those are the only alternatives; do you?

What other is there?

She said, a little shyly:

I think it is all right to do things if you like; make exact pictures of how things are done if you choose; but it seems to me that if one really has anything to say, one should show in ones pictures how things might be or ought to be. Dont you?

He seemed surprised and interested in her logic, and she took courage to speak again in her pretty, deprecating way:

If the function of painting and literature is to reflect reality, a mirror would do as well, wouldnt it? But to reflect what might be or what ought to be requires something more, doesnt it?

Imagination. Yes.

A mind, anyway.... That is what I have thought; but Im not at all sure I am right.

I dont know. The mind ought to be a mirror reflecting only the essentials of reality.

And that requires imagination, doesnt it? she asked. You see you have put it much better than I have.

Have I? he returned, smiling. After a while youll persuade me that I possess your imagination, Rue. But I dont.

You do, Jim — —

Im sorry; I dont. You construct, I copy; you create, I ring changes on what already is; you dissect, I skate over the surface of things — Oh, Lord! I dont know whats lacking in me! he added with gay pretence of despair which possibly was less feigned than real. But I know this, Rue Carew! Id rather experience something interesting than make a picture of it. And I suppose that confession is fatal.

Why, Jim?

Because with me the pleasures of reality are substituted for the pleasures of imagination. Not that I dont like to draw and paint. But my ambition in painting is and always has been bounded by the visible. And, although that does not prevent me from appreciation — from understanding and admiring your work, for example — it sets an impregnable limit to any such aspiration on my part — —

His mobile and youthful features had become very grave; he stood a moment with lowered head as though what he was thinking of depressed him; then the quick smile came into his face and cleared it, and he said gaily:

Im an artistic Dobbin; a reliable, respectable sort of Fido on whom editors can depend; thats all. Dont feel sorry for me, he added, laughing; my work will be very much in demand.


CHAPTER XXIX

EN FAMILLE
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THE PRINCESS MISTCHENKA came leisurely and gracefully downstairs a little before eight that evening, much pleased with her hair, complexion, and gown.

She found Neeland alone in the music-room, standing in the attitude of the conventional Englishman with his back to the fireless grate and his hands clasped loosely behind him, waiting to be led out and fed.

The direct glance of undisguised admiration with which he greeted the Princess Naïa confirmed the impression she herself had received from her mirror, and brought an additional dash of colour into her delicate brunette face.

Is there any doubt that you are quite the prettiest objet dart in Paris? he enquired anxiously, taking her hand; and her dark eyes were very friendly as he saluted her finger-tips with the reverent and slightly exaggerated appreciation of a connoisseur in sculpture.

You hopeless Irishman, she laughed. Its fortunate for women that youre never serious, even with yourself.

Princess Naïa, he remonstrated, can nothing short of kissing you convince you of my sincerity and — —

Impudence? she interrupted smilingly. Oh, yes, Im convinced, James, that, lacking other material, youd make love to a hitching post.

His hurt expression and protesting gesture appealed to the universe against misinterpretation, but the Princess Mistchenka laughed again unfeelingly, and seated herself at the piano.

Some day, she said, striking a lively chord or two, I hope youll catch it, young man. Youre altogether too free and easy with your feminine friends.... What do you think of Rue Carew?

An astounding and enchanting transformation. I havent yet recovered my breath.

When you do, youll talk nonsense to the child, I suppose.

Princess! Have I ever — —

You talk little else, dear friend, when God sends a pretty fool to listen! She looked up at him from the keyboard over which her hands were nervously wandering. I ought to know, she said; I also have listened. She laughed carelessly, but her glance lingered for an instant on his face, and her mirth did not sound quite spontaneous to either of them.

Two years ago there had been an April evening after the opera, when, in taking leave of her in her little salon, her hand had perhaps retained his a fraction of a second longer than she quite intended; and he had, inadvertently, kissed her.

He had thought of it as a charming and agreeable incident; what the Princess Naïa Mistchenka thought of it she never volunteered. But she so managed that he never again was presented with a similar opportunity.

Perhaps they both were thinking of this rather ancient episode now, for his face was touched with a mischievously reminiscent smile, and she had lowered her head a trifle over the keyboard where her slim, ivory-tinted hands still idly searched after elusive harmonies in the subdued light of the single lamp.

Theres a man dining with us, she remarked, who has the same irresponsible and casual views on life and manners which you entertain. No doubt youll get along very well together.

Who is he?

A Captain Sengoun, one of our attachés. Its likely youll find a congenial soul in this same Cossack whom we all call Alak. She added maliciously: His only logic is the impulse of the moment, and he is known as Prince Erlik among his familiars. Erlik was the Devil, you know — —

He was announced at that moment, and came marching in — a dark, handsome, wiry young man with winning black eyes and a little black moustache just shadowing his short upper lip — and a head shaped to contain the devil himself — the most reckless looking head, Neeland thought, that he ever had beheld in all his life.

But the young fellows frank smile was utterly irresistible, and his straight manner of facing one, and of looking directly into the eyes of the person he addressed in his almost too perfect English, won any listener immediately.

He bowed formally over Princess Naïas hand, turned squarely on Neeland when he was named to the American, and exchanged a firm clasp with him. Then, to the Princess:

I am late? No? Fancy, Princess — that great booby, Izzet Bey, must stop me at the club, and I exceedingly pressed to dress and entirely out of humour with all Turks. Eh bien, mon vieux! said he in his mincing manner of a nervous pelican, theyre warming up the Balkan boilers with Austrian pine. But I hear theyre full of snow. And I said to him: Snow boils very nicely if the fire is sufficiently persistent! And I think Izzet Bey will find it so! — with a quick laugh of explanation to Neeland: He meant Russian snow, you see; and that boils beautifully if they keep on stoking the boiler with Austrian fuel.

The Princess shrugged:

What schoolboy repartée! Why did you answer him at all, Alak?

Well, explained the attaché, as I was due here at eight I hadnt time to take him by the nose, had I?

Rue Carew entered and went to the Princess to make amends:

Im so sorry to be late! — turned to smile at Neeland, then offered her hand to the Russian. How do you do, Prince Erlik? she said with the careless and gay cordiality of old acquaintance. I heard you say something about Colonel Izzet Beys nose as I came in.

Captain Sengoun bowed over her slender white hand:

The Mohammedan nose of Izzet Bey is an admirable bit of Oriental architecture, Miss Carew. Why should it surprise you to hear me extol its bizarre beauty?

Anyway, said the girl, Im contented that you left devilry for revelry. And, Marotte announcing dinner, she took the arm of Captain Sengoun as the Princess took Neelands.

* * * * *

Like all Russians and some Cossacks, Prince Alak ate and drank as though it were the most delightful experience in life; and he did it with a whole-souled heartiness and satisfaction that was flattering to any hostess and almost fascinating to anybody observing him.

His teeth were even and very white; his appetite splendid: when he did his goblet the honour of noticing it at all, it was to drain it; when he resumed knife and fork he used them as gaily, as gracefully, and as thoroughly as he used his sabre on various occasions.

He had taken an instant liking to Neeland, who seemed entirely inclined to return it; and he talked a great deal to the American but with a nice division of attention for the two ladies on either side.

You know, Alak, said the Princess, you need not torture yourself by trying to converse with discretion; because Mr. Neeland knows about many matters which concern us all.

Ah! That is delightful! And indeed I was already quite assured of Mr. Neelands intelligent sympathy in the present state of European affairs.

Hes done a little more than express sympathy, remarked the Princess; and she gave a humorous outline of Neelands part in the affair of the olive-wood box.

Fancy! exclaimed Captain Sengoun. That impudent canaille! Yes; I heard at the Embassy what happened to that accursed box this morning. Of course it is a misfortune, but as for me, personally, I dont care — —

It doesnt happen to concern you personally, Prince Erlik, said Princess Naïa dryly.

No, he admitted, unabashed by the snub, it does not touch me. Cavalry cannot operate on the Gallipoli Peninsula. Therefore, God be thanked, I shall be elsewhere when the snow boils.

Rue tuned to Neeland:

His one idea of diplomacy and war is a thousand Kuban Cossacks at full speed.

And that is an excellent idea, is it not, Kazatchka? he said, smiling impudently at the Princess, who only laughed at the familiarity.

I hope, added Captain Sengoun, that I may live to gallop through a few miles of diplomacy at full speed before they consign me to the Opolchina. Turning to Neeland, The reserve — the old mans home, you know. God forbid! And he drained his goblet and looked defiantly at Rue Carew.

A Cossack is a Cossack, said the Princess, be he Terek or Kuban, Don or Astrachan, and they all know as much about diplomacy as Prince Erlik — or Izzet Beys nose.... James, you are unusually silent, dear friend. Are you regretting those papers?

Its a pity, he said. But he had not been thinking of the lost papers; Rue Carews beauty preoccupied him. The girl was in black, which made her skin dazzling, and reddened the chestnut colour of her hair.

Her superb young figure revealed an unsuspected loveliness where the snowy symmetry of neck and shoulders and arms was delicately accented by the filmy black of her gown.

He had never seen such a beautiful girl; she seemed more wonderful, more strange, more aloof than ever. And this was what preoccupied and entirely engaged his mind, and troubled it, so that his smile had a tendency to become indefinite and his conversation mechanical at times.

Captain Sengoun drained one more of numerous goblets; gazed sentimentally at the Princess, then with equal sentiment at Rue Carew.

As for me, he said, with a carelessly happy gesture toward the infinite, plans are plans, and if theyre stolen, tant pis! But there are always Tartars in Tartary and Turks in Turkey. And, while there are, theres hope for a poor devil of a Cossack who wants to say a prayer in St. Sophia before hes gathered to his ancestors.

Have any measures been taken at your Embassy to trace the plans? asked Neeland of the Princess.

Of course, she said simply.

Plans, remarked Sengoun, are not worth the tcherkeske of an honest Caucasian! A Khirgize pony knows more than any diplomat; and my magaika is better than both!

All the same, said Rue Carew, with those stolen plans in your Embassy, Prince Erlik, you might even gallop a sotnia of your Cossacks to the top of Achi-Baba.

By heaven! Id like to try! he exclaimed, his black eyes ablaze.

There are dongas, observed the Princess dryly.

I know it. There are dongas every twenty yards; and Turkish gorse that would stop a charging bull! My answer is, mount! trot! gallop! and hurrah for Achi-Baba!

Very picturesque, Alak. But wouldnt it be nicer to be able to come back again and tell us all about it?

As for that, he said with his full-throated, engaging laugh, no need to worry, Princess, for the newspapers would tell the story. What is this Gallipoli country, anyway, that makes our Chancellery wag its respected head and frown and whisper in corners and take little notes on its newly laundered cuffs?

I know the European and Asiatic shores with their forts — Kilid Bahr, Chimilik, Kum Kale, Dardanos. I know what those Germans have been about with their barbed wire and mobile mortar batteries. What do we want of their plans, then — —

Nothing, Prince Erlik! said Rue, laughing. It suffices that you be appointed adviser in general to his majesty the Czar.

Sengoun laughed with all his might.

And an excellent thing that would be, Miss Carew. What we need in Russia, he added with a bow to the Princess, are, first of all, more Kazatchkee, then myself to execute any commands with which my incomparable Princess might deign to honour me.

Then I command you to go and smoke cigarettes in the music-room and play some of your Cossack songs on the piano for Mr. Neeland until Miss Carew and I rejoin you, said the Princess, rising.

At the door there was a moment of ceremony; then Sengoun, passing his arm through Neelands with boyish confidence that his quickly given friendship was welcome, sauntered off to the music-room where presently he was playing the piano and singing some of the entrancing songs of his own people in a voice that, cultivated, might have made a fortune for him:

We are but horsemen,
And God is great.
We hunt on hill and fen
The fierce Kerait,
Naiman and Eighur,
Tartar and Khiounnou,
Leopard and Tiger
Flee at our view-halloo;
We are but horsemen
Cleansing the hill and fen
Where wild men hide — 
Wild beasts abide,
Mongol and Baïaghod,
Turkoman, Taïdjigod,
Each in his den.
The skies are blue,
The plains are wide,
Over the fens the horsemen ride!



Still echoing the wild air, and playing with both hands in spite of the lighted cigarette between his fingers, he glanced over his shoulder at Neeland:

A very old, old song, he explained, made in the days of the great invasion when all the world was fighting anybody who would fight back. I made it into English. Its quite nice, I think.

His naïve pleasure in his own translation amused Neeland immensely, and he said that he considered it a fine piece of verse.

Yes, said Sengoun, but you ought to hear a love song I made out of odd fragments I picked up here and there. I call it Samarcand; or rather Samarcand Mahfouzeh, which means, Samarcand the Well Guarded:



Outside my guarded door
Whose voice repeats my name?
The voice thou hast heard before
Under the white moons flame!
And thy name is my song; and my song is ever the same!

How many warriors, dead,
Have sung the song you sing?
Some by an arrow were sped;
Some by a daggers sting.
Like a bird in the night is my song — a bird on the wing!

Ahmed and Yucouf bled!
A dead king blocks my door!
If thy halls and walls be red,
Shall Samarcand ask more?
Or my song shall cleanse thy house or my hearts blood foul thy floor!

Now hast thou conquered me!
Humbly thy captive, I.
My soul escapes to thee;
My body here must lie;
Ride! — with thy song, and my soul in thy arms; and let me die.



Sengoun, still playing, flung over his shoulder:

A Tartar song from the Turcoman. I borrowed it and put new clothes on it. Nice, isnt it?

Enchanting! replied Neeland, laughing in spite of himself.

Rue Carew, with her snowy shoulders and red-gold hair, came drifting in, consigning them to their seats with a gesture, and giving them to understand that she had come to hear the singing.

So Sengoun continued his sketchy, haphazard recital, waving his cigarette now and then for emphasis, and conversing frequently over his shoulder while Rue Carew leaned on the piano and gravely watched his nimble fingers alternately punish and caress the keyboard.

After a little while the Princess Mistchenka came in saying that she had letters to write. They conversed, however, for nearly an hour before she rose, and Captain Sengoun gracefully accepted his congé.

Ill walk with you, if you like, suggested Neeland.

With pleasure, my dear fellow! The night is beautiful, and I am just beginning to wake up.

Ask Marotte to give you a key, then, suggested the Princess, going. At the foot of the stairs, however, she paused to exchange a few words with Captain Sengoun in a low voice; and Neeland, returning with his latchkey, went over to where Rue stood by the lamplit table absently looking over an evening paper.

As he came up beside her, the girl lifted her beautiful, golden-grey eyes.

Are you going out?

Yes, I thought Id walk a bit with Captain Sengoun.

Its rather a long distance to the Russian Embassy. Besides — — She hesitated, and he waited. She glanced absently over the paper for a moment, then, not raising her eyes: Im — I — the theft of that box today — perhaps my nerves have suffered a little — but do you think it quite prudent for you to go out alone at night?

Why, I am going out with Captain Sengoun! he said, surprised at her troubled face.

But you will have to return alone.

He laughed, but they both had flushed a little.

Had it been any other woman in the world, he had not hesitated gaily to challenge the shy and charming solicitude expressed in his behalf — make of it his capital, his argument to force that pretty duel to which one day, all youth is destined.

He found himself now without a word to say, nor daring to entertain any assumption concerning the words she had uttered.

Dumb, awkward, afraid, he became conscious that something in this young girl had silenced within him any inclination to gay effrontery, any talent for casual gallantry. Her lifted eyes, with their clear, half shy regard, had killed all fluency of tongue in him — slain utterly that light good-humour with which he had encountered women heretofore.

He said:

I hadnt thought myself in any danger whatever. Is there any reason for me to expect further trouble?

Rue raised her troubled eyes:

Has it occurred to you that they might think you capable of redrawing parts of the stolen plans from memory?

It had never occurred to me, he admitted, surprised. But I believe I could remember a little about one or two of the more general maps.

The Princess means to ask you, tomorrow, to draw for her what you can remember. And that made me think about you now — whether the others might not suspect you capable of remembering enough to do them harm.... And so — do you think it prudent to go out tonight?

Yes, he replied, quite sincerely, it is all right. You see I know Paris very well.

She did not look convinced, but Sengoun came up and she bade them both good night and went away with the Princess Mistchenka.

As, arm in arm, the two young men sauntered around the corner of the rue Soleil dOr, two men who had been sitting on a marble bench beside the sun-dial fountain rose and strolled after them.


CHAPTER XXX

JARDIN RUSSE
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AT MIDNIGHT THE two young men had not yet parted. For, as Sengoun explained, the hour for parting was already past, and it was too late to consider it now. And Neeland thought so, too, what with the laughter and the music, and the soft night breezes to counsel folly, and the citys haunting brilliancy stretching away in bewitching perspectives still unexplored.

From every fairy lamp the lustrous capital signalled to youth her invitation, her challenge, and her menace. Like some jewelled sorceress — some dreaming Circe by the river bank, pondering new spells — so Paris lay in all her mystery and beauty under the July stars.

Sengoun, his arm through Neelands, had become affectionately confidential. He explained that he really was a nocturnal creature; that now he had completely waked up; that his habits were due to a passion for astronomy, and that the stars he had discovered at odd hours of the early morning were more amazing than any celestial bodies ever before identified.

But Neeland, whose head and heart were already occupied, declined to study any constellations; and they drifted through the bluish lustre of white arc-lights and the clustered yellow glare of incandescent lamps toward a splash of iridescent glory among the chestnut trees, where music sounded and tables stood amid flowers and grass and little slender fountains which balanced silver globes upon their jets.

The waiters were in Russian peasant dress; the orchestra was Russian gipsy; the bill of fare was Russian; and there was only champagne to be had.

Balalaika orchestra and spectators were singing some evidently familiar song — one of those rushing, clattering, clashing choruses of the Steppes; and Sengoun sang too, with all his might, when he and Neeland were seated, which was thirsty work.

Two fascinating Russian gipsy girls were dancing — slim, tawny, supple creatures in their scarlet and their jingling bangles. After a deafening storm of applause, their flashing smiles swept the audience, and, linking arms, they sauntered off between the tables under the trees.

I wish to dance, remarked Sengoun. My legs will kick over something if I dont.

They were playing an American dance — a sort of skating step; people rose; couple after couple took the floor; and Sengoun looked around for a partner. He discovered no eligible partner likely to favour him without a quarrel with her escort; and he was debating with Neeland whether a row would be worth while, when the gipsy girls sauntered by.

Oh, he said gaily, a pretty Tzigane can save my life if she will!

And the girls laughed and Sengoun led one of them out at a reckless pace.

The other smiled and looked at Neeland, and, seating herself, leaned on the table watching the whirl on the floor.

Dont you dance? she asked, with a sidelong glance out of her splendid black eyes.

Yes; but Im likely to do most of my dancing on your pretty feet.

Merci! In that case I prefer a cigarette.

She selected one from his case, lighted it, folded her arms on the table, and continued to gaze at the dancers.

Im tired tonight, she remarked.

You dance beautifully.

Thank you.

Sengoun, flushed and satisfied, came back with his gipsy partner when the music ceased.

Now I hope we may have some more singing! he exclaimed, as they seated themselves and a waiter filled their great, bubble-shaped glasses.

And he did sing at the top of his delightful voice when the balalaikas swept out into a ringing and familiar song, and the two gipsy girls sang, too — laughed and sang, holding the frosty goblets high in the sparkling light.

It was evident to Neeland that the song was a favourite one with Russians. Sengoun was quite overcome; they all touched goblets.

Brava, my little Tziganes! he said with happy emotion. My little compatriots! My little tawny panthers of the Caucasus! What do you call yourselves in this bandbox of a country where two steps backward take you across any frontier?

His dancing partner laughed till her sequins jingled from throat to ankle:

They call us Fifi and Nini, she replied. Ask yourself why!

For example, added the other girl, we rise from this table and thank you. There is nothing further. Cest fini — cest Fifi — Nini — comprenez-vous, Prince Erlik?

Hi! What? exclaimed Sengoun. Im known, it appears, even to that devilish name of mine!

Everybody laughed.

After all, he said, more soberly, its a gipsys trade to know everybody and everything. Tiens! He slapped a goldpiece on the table. A kiss apiece against a louis that you dont know my comrades name and nation!

The girl called Nini laughed:

Were quite willing to kiss you, Prince Erlik, but a louis dor is not a copper penny. And your comrade is American and his name is Tchames.

James! exclaimed Sengoun.

I said so — Tchames.

What else?

Nilan.

Neeland?

I said so.

Sengoun placed the goldpiece in Ninis hand and looked at Neeland with an uncomfortable laugh.

I ought to know a gipsy, but they always astonish me, these Tziganes. Tell us some more, Nini — — He beckoned a waiter and pointed indignantly at the empty goblets.

The girls, resting their elbows on the tables, framed their faces with slim and dusky hands, and gazed at Sengoun out of humorous, half-veiled eyes.

What do you wish to know, Prince Erlik? they asked mockingly.

Well, for example, is my country really mobilising?

Since the twenty-fifth.

Tiens! And old Papa Kaiser and the Clown Prince Footit — what do they say to that?

It must be stopped.

What! Sang dieu! We must stop mobilising against the Austrians? But we are not going to stop, you know, while Francis Joseph continues to pull faces at poor old Servian Peter!

Neeland said:

The evening paper has it that Austria is more reasonable and that the Servian affair can be arranged. There will be no war, he added confidently.

There will be war, remarked Nini with a shrug of her bare, brown shoulders over which her hair and her gilded sequins fell in a bright mass.

Why? asked Neeland, smiling.

Why? Because, for one thing, you have brought war into Europe!

Come, now! No mystery! said Sengoun gaily. Explain how my comrade has brought war into Europe, you little fraud!

Nini looked at Neeland:

What else except papers was in the box you lost? she asked coolly.

Neeland, very red and uncomfortable, gazed back at the girl without replying; and she laughed at him, showing her white teeth.

You brought the Yellow Devil into Europe, Msieu Nilan! Erlik, the Yellow Demon. When he travels there is unrest. Where he rests there is war!

Youre very clever, retorted Neeland, quite out of countenance.

Yes, we are, said Fifi, with her quick smile. And who but Msieu Nilan should admit it?

Very clever, repeated Neeland, still amazed and profoundly uneasy. But this Yellow Devil you say I brought into Europe must have been resting in America, then. And, if so, why is there no war there?

There would have been — with Mexico. You brought the Yellow Demon here, but just in time!

All right. Grant that, then. But — perhaps he was a long time resting in America. What about that, pretty gipsy?

The girl shrugged again:

Is your memory so poor, Msieu Nilan? What has your country done but fight since Erlik rested among your people? You fought in Samoa; in Hawaii; your warships went to Chile, to Brazil, to San Domingo; the blood of your soldiers and sailors was shed in Hayti, in Cuba, in the Philippines, in China — —

Good Lord! exclaimed Neeland. That girl is dead right!

Sengoun threw back his handsome head and laughed without restraint; and the gipsies laughed, too, their beautiful eyes and teeth flashing under their black cascades of unbound hair.

Show me your palms, said Nini, and drew Sengouns and Neelands hands across the table, holding them in both of hers.

See, she added, nudging Fifi with her shoulder, both of them born under the Dark Star! It is war they shall live to see — war!

Under the Dark Star, Erlik, repeated the other girl, looking closely into the two palms, and there is war there!

And death? inquired Sengoun gaily. I dont care, if I can lead a sotnia up Achi-Baba and twist the gullet of the Padisha before I say Fifi — Nini!

The gipsies searched his palm with intent and brilliant gaze.

Zut! said Fifi. Je ne vois rien que dlamour et la guerre aux dames!

Ten fais pas! laughed Sengoun. I ask no further favour of Fortune; Ill manage my regiment myself. And, listen to me, Fifi, he added with a frightful frown, if the war you predict doesnt arrive, Ill come back and beat you as though you were married to a Turk!

While they still explored his palm, whispering together at intervals, Sengoun caught the chorus of the air which the orchestra was playing, and sang it lustily and with intense pleasure to himself.

Neeland, unquiet to discover how much these casual strangers knew about his own and intimate affairs, had become silent and almost glum.

But the slight gloom which invaded him came from resentment toward those people who had followed him from Brookhollow to Paris, and who, in the very moment of victory, had snatched that satisfaction from him.

He thought of Kestner and of Breslau — of Scheherazade, and the terrible episode in her stateroom.

Except that he had seized the box in the Brookhollow house, there was nothing in his subsequent conduct on which he could plume himself. He could not congratulate himself on his wisdom; sheer luck had carried him through as far as the rue Soleil dOr — mere chance, and that capricious fortune which sometimes convoys the stupid, fatuous, and astigmatic.

Then he thought of Rue Carew. And, in his bosom, an intense desire to distinguish himself began to burn.

If there were any way on earth to trace that accursed box —— 

He turned abruptly and looked at the two gipsies, who had relinquished Sangouns hand and who were still conversing together in low tones while Sangoun beat time on the jingling table top and sang joyously at the top of his baritone voice:

Eh, zoum — zoum — zoum! Boum — boum — boum! Heres to the Artillery Gaily riding by! Fetch me a distillery, Let me drink it dry — Fill me full of sillery! Heres to the artillery! Zoum — zoum — zoum! Boum — boum — boum!

Fifi!

Msieu?

Youre so clever! Where is that Yellow Devil now?

Pouf! giggled Fifi. On its way to Berlin, pardie!

Thats easy to say. Tell me something else more expensive.

Nini said, surprised:

What we know is free to Prince Erliks friend. Did you think we sell to Russians?

I dont know anything about you or where you get your information, said Neeland. I suppose youre in the Secret Service of the Russian Government.

Mon ami, Nilan, said Fifi, smiling, we should feel lonely outside the Secret Service. Few in Europe are outside — few in the world, fewer in the half-world. As for us Tziganes, who belong to neither, the business of everybody becomes our secret to sell for a silver piece — but not to Russians in the moment of peril!... Nor to their comrades.... What do you desire to know, comrade?

Anything, he said simply, that might help me to regain what I have lost.

And what do you suppose! exclaimed Fifi, opening her magnificent black eyes very wide. Did you imagine that nobody was paying any attention to what happened in the rue Soleil dOr this noon?

Nini laughed.

The word flew as fast as the robbers taxicab. How many thousand secret friends to the Triple Entente do you suppose knew of it half an hour after it happened? From the Trocadero to Montparnasse, from the Point du Jour to Charenton, from the Bois to the Bièvre, the word flew. Every taxicab, omnibus, sapin, every bateau-mouche, every train that left any terminal was watched.

Five embassies and legations were instantly under redoubled surveillance; hundreds of cafés, bars, restaurants, hôtels; all the theatres, gardens, cabarets, brasseries.

Your pigs of Apaches are not neglected, va! But, to my idea, they got out of Paris before we watchers knew of the affair at all — in an automobile, perhaps — perhaps by rail. God knows, said the girl, looking absently at the dancing which had begun again. But if we ever lay our eyes on Minna Minti, we wear toys in our garters which will certainly persuade her to take a little stroll with us.

After a silence, Neeland said:

Is Minna Minti then so well known?

Not at the Opéra Comique, replied Fifi with a shrug, but since then.

An artiste, that woman! added Nini. Why deny it? It appears that she has twisted more than one red button out of a broadcloth coat.

Shell get the Seraglio medal for this days work, said Fifi.

Or the croix-de-fer, added Nini. Ah, zut! She annoys me.

Did you ever hear of a place called the Café des Bulgars? asked Neeland, carelessly.

Yes.

What sort of place is it?

Like any other.

Quite respectable?

Perfectly, said Nini, smiling. One drinks good beer there.

Munich beer, added Fifi.

Then it is watched? asked Neeland.

All German cafés are watched. Otherwise, it is not suspected.

Sengoun, who had been listening, shook his head. Theres nothing to interest us at the Café des Bulgars, he said. Then he summoned a waiter and pointed tragically at the empty goblets.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE CAFÉ DES BULGARS
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THEIR ADIEUX TO Fifi and Nini were elaborate and complicated by bursts of laughter. The Tziganes recommended Captain Sengoun to go home and seek further adventures on his pillow; and had it not been for the gay babble of the fountain and the persistent perfume of flowers, he might have followed their advice.

It was after the two young men had left the Jardin Russe that Captain Sengoun positively but affectionately refused to relinquish possession of Neelands arm.

Dear friend, he explained, I am just waking up and I do not wish to go to bed for days and days.

But I do, returned Neeland, laughing. Where do you want to go now, Prince Erlik?

The champagne was singing loudly in the Cossacks handsome head; the distant brilliancy beyond the Place de la Concorde riveted his roving eyes.

Over there, he said joyously. Listen, old fellow, Ill teach you the skating step as we cross the Place! Then, in the first Bal, you shall try it on the fairest form since Helen fell and Troy burned — or Troy fell and Helen burned — its all the same, old fellow — what you call fifty-fifty, eh?

Neeland tried to free his arm — to excuse himself; two policemen laughed; but Sengoun, linking his arm more firmly in Neelands, crossed the Place in a series of Dutch rolls and outer edges, in which Neeland was compelled to join. The Russian was as light and graceful on his feet as one of the dancers of his own country; Neelands knowledge of skating aided his own less agile steps. There was sympathetic applause from passing taxis and fiacres; and they might, apparently, have had any number of fair partners for the asking, along the way, except for Sengouns headlong dive toward the brightest of the boulevard lights beyond.

In the rue Royal, however, Sengoun desisted with sudden access of dignity, remarking that such gambols were not worthy of the best traditions of his Embassy; and he attempted to bribe the drivers of a couple of hansom cabs to permit him and his comrade to take the reins and race to the Arc de Triomphe.

Failing in this, he became profusely autobiographical, informing Neeland of his birth, education, aims, aspirations.

When I was twelve, he said, I had known already the happiness of the battle-shock against Kurd, Mongol, and Tartar. At eighteen my ambition was to slap the faces of three human monsters. I told everybody that I was making arrangements to do this, and I started for Brusa after my first monster — Fehim Effendi — but the Vali telegraphed to the Grand Vizier, and the Grand Vizier ran to Abdul the Damned, and Abdul yelled for Sir Nicholas OConnor; and they caught me in the Pera Palace and handed me over to my Embassy.

Neeland shouted with laughter:

Who were the other monsters? he asked.

The other two whose countenances I desired to slap? Oh, one was Abdul Houda, the Sultans star-reader, who chattered about my Dark Star horoscope in the Yildiz. And the other was the Sultan.

Who?

Abdul Hamid.

What? You wished to slap his face?

Certainly. But Kutchuk Saïd and Kiamil Pasha requested me not to — accompanied by gendarmes.

Youd have lost your life, remarked Neeland.

Yes. But then war would surely have come, and today my Emperor would have held the Dardanelles where the Turkish flag is now flying over German guns and German gunners.

He shook his head:

Great mistake on my part, he muttered. Should have pulled Abduls lop ears. Now, everything in Turkey is Yasak except what Germans do and say; and God knows we are farther than ever from St. Sophia.... Im very thirsty with thinking so much, old fellow. Did you ever drink German champagne?

I believe not — —

Come on, then. You shall drink several gallons and never feel it. Its the only thing German I could ever swallow.

Prince Erlik, you have had considerable refreshment already.

Copain, ten fais pas!

The spectacle of two young fellows in evening dress, in a friendly tug-of-war under the lamp-posts of the Boulevard, amused the passing populace; and Sengoun, noticing this, was inclined to mount a boulevard bench and address the wayfarers, but Neeland pulled him down and persuaded him into a quieter street, the rue Vilna.

Theres a German place, now! exclaimed Sengoun, delighted.

And Neeland, turning to look, perceived the illuminated sign of the Café des Bulgars.

German champagne had now become Sengouns fixed idea; nothing could dissuade him from it, nothing persuade him into a homeward bound taxi. So Neeland, with a rather hazy idea that he ought not to do it, entered the café with Senguon; and they seated themselves on a leather wall-lounge before one of the numerous marble-topped tables.

Listen, he said in a low voice to his companion, this is a German café, and we must be careful what we say. Im not any too prudent and I may forget this; but dont you!

Quite right, old fellow! replied Sengoun, giving him an owlish look. I must never forget Im a diplomat among these sales Boches — —

Be careful, Sengoun! That expression is not diplomatic.

Careful is the word, mon vieux, returned the other loudly and cheerfully. Ill bet you a dollar, three kopeks, and two sous that I go over there and kiss the cashier — —

No! Be a real diplomat, Sengoun!

Im sorry you feel that way, Neeland, because shes unusually pretty. And we might establish a triple entente until you find some Argive Helen to quadruple it. Aha! Here is our German champagne! Positively the only thing German a Russian can — —

Listen! This wont do. People are looking at us — —

Right, old fellow — always right! You know, Neeland, this friendship of ours is the most precious, most delightful, and most inspiring experience of my life. Heres a full goblet to our friendship! Hurrah! As for Enver Pasha, may Erlik seize him!

After they had honoured the toast, Sengoun looked about him pleasantly, receptive, ready for any eventuality. And observing no symptoms of any eventuality whatever, he suggested creating one.

Dear comrade, he said, I think I shall arise and make an incendiary address — —

No!

Very well, if you feel that way about it. But there is another way to render the evening agreeable. You see that sideboard? he continued, pointing to a huge carved buffet piled to the ceiling with porcelain and crystal. What will you wager that I can not push it over with one hand?

But Neeland declined the wager with an impatient gesture, and kept his eyes riveted on a man who had just entered the café. He could see only the strangers well-groomed back, but when, a moment later, the man turned to seat himself, Neeland was not surprised to find himself looking at Doc Curfoot.

Sengoun, he said under his breath, that type who just came in is an American gambler named Doc Curfoot; and he is here with other gamblers for the purpose of obtaining political information for some government other than my own.

Sengoun regarded the new arrival with amiable curiosity:

That worm? Oh, well, every city in Europe swarms with such maggots, you know. It would be quite funny if he tries any blandishments on us, wouldnt it?

He may. Hes a capper. Hes looking at us now. I believe he remembers having seen me in the train.

As for an hour or two at chemin-de-fer, baccarat, or roulette, remarked Sengoun, I am not averse to a — —

Watch him! The waiter who is taking his order may know who you are — may be telling that gambler.... I believe he did! Now, let us see what happens....

Sengoun, delighted at the prospect of an eventuality, blandly emptied his goblet and smiled generally upon everybody.

I hope he will make our acquaintance and ask us to play, he said. Im very lucky at chemin-de-fer. And if I lose I shall conclude that there is trickery. Which would make it very lively for everybody, he added with a boyish smile. But his dark eyes began to glitter and he showed his beautiful, even teeth when he laughed.

Ha! he said. A little what you call a mix-up might not come amiss! That gives one an appetite; that permits one to perspire; that does good to everybody and makes one sleep soundly! Shall we, as you say in America, start something?

Neeland, thinking of Ali-Baba and Golden Beard and of their undoubted instigation by telegraph of the mornings robbery, wondered whether the rendezvous of the robbers might not possibly be here in the Café des Bulgars.

The gang of Americans in the train had named Kestner, Breslau, and Weishelm — the one man of the gang whom he had never seen — as prospective partners in this enterprise.

Here, somewhere in this building, were their gambling headquarters. Was there any possible chance that the stolen box and its contents might have been brought here for temporary safety?

Might it not now be hidden somewhere in this very building by men too cunning to risk leaving the city when every train and every road would be watched within an hour of the time that the robbery was committed?

Leaning back carelessly on the lounge and keeping his eyes on the people in the café, Neeland imparted these ideas to Sengoun in a low voice — told him everything he knew in regard to the affair, and asked his opinion.

My opinion, said Sengoun, who was enchanted at any prospect of trouble, is that this house is suspect and is worth searching. Of course the Prefect could be notified, arrangements made, and a search by the secret police managed. But, Neeland, my friend, think of what pleasure we should be deprived!

How do you mean?

Why not search the place ourselves?

How?

Well, of course, we could be picturesque, go to my Embassy, and fill our pockets with automatic pistols, and come back here and — well, make them stand around and see how high they could reach with both hands.

Neeland laughed.

That would be a funny jest, wouldnt it? said Sengoun.

Very funny. But — — He nudged Sengoun and directed his attention toward the terrace outside, where waiters were already removing the little iron tables and the chairs, and the few lingering guests were coming inside the café.

I see, muttered Sengoun; it is already Sunday morning, and theyre closing. Its too late to go to the Embassy. Theyd not let us in here when we returned.

Neeland summoned a waiter with a nod:

When do you close up inside here?

Tomorrow being Sunday, the terrace closes now, monsieur; but the café remains open all night, explained the waiter with a noticeable German accent.

Thank you. And, to Sengoun: Id certainly like to go upstairs. Id like to see what it looks like up there — take a glance around.

Very well, let us go up — —

We ought to have some excuse — —

Well think of several on the way, rising with alacrity, but Neeland pulled him back.

Wait a moment! It would only mean a fight — —

All fights, explained Sengoun seriously, are agreeable — some more so. So if you are ready, dear comrade — —

But a row will do us no good — —

Pardon, dear friend, I have been in serious need of one for an hour or two — —

I dont mean that sort of good, explained Neeland, laughing. I mean that I wish to look about up there — explore — —

Quite right, old fellow — always right! But — heres an idea! I could stand at the head of the stairs and throw them down as they mounted, while you had leisure to look around for your stolen box — —

My dear Prince Erlik, weve nothing to shoot with, and its likely they have. Theres only one way to get upstairs with any chance of learning anything useful. And that is to start a row between ourselves. And, raising his voice as though irritated, he called for the reckoning, adding in a tone perfectly audible to anybody in the vicinity that he knew where roulette was played, and that he was going whether or not his friend accompanied him.

Sengoun, delighted, recognised his cue and protested in loud, nasal tones that the house to which his comrade referred was suspected of unfair play; and a noisy dispute began, listened to attentively by the pretty but brightly painted cashier, the waiters, the gérant, and every guest in the neighbourhood.

As for me, cried Sengoun, feigning to lose his temper, I have no intention of being tricked. I was not born yesterday — not I! If there is to be found an honest wheel in Paris that would suit me. Otherwise, I go home to bed!

It is an honest wheel, I tell you — —

It is not! I know that place!

Be reasonable — —

Reasonable! repeated Sengoun appealingly to the people around them. Permit me to ask these unusually intelligent gentlemen whether it is reasonable to play roulette in a place where the wheel is notoriously controlled and the management a dishonest one! Could a gentleman be expected to frequent or even to countenance places of evil repute? Messieurs, I await your verdict! And he folded his arms dramatically.

Somebody said, from a neighbouring table:

Vous avez parfaitement raison, monsieur!

I thank you, cried Sengoun, with an admirably dramatic bow. Therefore, I shall now go home to bed!

Neeland, maintaining his gravity with difficulty, followed Sengoun toward the door, still pretending to plead with him; and the gérant, a tall, blond, rosy and unmistakable German, stepped forward to unlock the door.

As he laid his hand on the bolt he said in a whisper:

If the gentlemen desire the privilege of an exclusive club where everything is unquestionably conducted — —

Where? demanded Neeland, abruptly.

On the third floor, monsieur.

Here?

Certainly, sir. If the gentlemen will honour me with their names, and will be seated for one little moment, I shall see what can be accomplished.

Very well, said Sengoun, with a short, incredulous laugh. Im Prince Erlik, of the Mongol Embassy, and my comrade is Mr. Neeland, Consul General of the United States of America in the Grand Duchy of Gerolstein!

The gérant smiled. After he had gone away toward the further room in the café, Neeland remarked to Sengoun that doubtless their real names were perfectly well known, and Sengoun disdainfully shrugged his indifference:

What can one expect in this dirty rat-nest of Europe? Abdul the Damned employed one hundred thousand spies in Constantinople alone! And William the Sudden admired him. Why, Neeland, mon ami, I never take a step in the streets without being absolutely certain that I am watched and followed. What do I care! Except that towns make me sick. But the only cure is a Khirgiz horse and a thousand lances. God send them. Im sick of cities.

A few moments later the gérant returned and, in a low voice, requested them to accompany him.

They passed leisurely through the café, between tables where lowered eyes seemed to deny any curiosity; but guests and waiters looked after them after they had passed, and here and there people whispered together — particularly two men who had followed them from the sun-dial fountain in the rue Soleil dOr to the Jardin Russe, across the Place de la Concorde, and into the Café des Bulgars in the rue Vilna.

On the stairs Neeland heard Sengoun still muttering to himself:

Certainly I am sick of cities and narrow strips of sky. What I need is a thousand lances at a gallop, and a little Kirghiz horse between my knees.


CHAPTER XXXII

THE CERCLE EXTRANATIONALE
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THE SUITE OF rooms into which they were ushered appeared to be furnished in irreproachable taste. Except for the salon at the further end of the suite, where play was in progress, the charming apartment might have been a private one; and the homelike simplicity of the room, where books, flowers, and even a big, grey cat confirmed the first agreeable impression, accented the lurking smile on Sengouns lips.

Doc Curfoot, in evening dress, came forward to receive them, in company with another man, young, nice-looking, very straight, and with the high, square shoulders of a Prussian.

Bong soire, mussoors, said Curfoot genially. Jai lhonnoor de vous faire connaitre mong ami, Mussoor Weishelm.

They exchanged very serious bows with Mussoor Weishelm, and Curfoot retired.

In excellent French Weishelm inquired whether they desired supper; and learning that they did not, bowed smilingly and bade them welcome:

You are at home, gentlemen; the house is yours. If it pleases you to sup, we offer you our hospitality; if you care to play, the salon is at your disposal, or, if you prefer, a private room. Yonder is the buffet; there are electric bells at your elbow. You are at home, he repeated, clicked his heels together, bowed, and took his leave.

Sengoun dropped into a comfortable chair and sent a waiter for caviar, toast, and German champagne.

Neeland lighted a cigarette, seated himself, and looked about him curiously.

Over in a corner on a sofa a rather pretty woman, a cigarette between her jewelled fingers, was reading an evening newspaper. Two others in the adjoining room, young and attractive, their feet on the fireplace fender, conversed together over a sandwich, a glass of the widely advertised Dubonnet, and another of the equally advertised Bon Lait Maggi — as serenely and as comfortably as though they were by their own firesides.

Perhaps they are, remarked Sengoun, plastering an oblong of hot toast with caviar. Birds of this kind nest easily anywhere.

Neeland continued to gaze toward the salon where play was in progress. There did not seem to be many people there. At a small table he recognised Brandes and Stull playing what appeared to be bridge whist with two men whom he had never before seen. There were no women playing.

As he watched the round, expressionless face of Brandes, who was puffing a long cigar screwed tightly into the corner of his thin-lipped mouth, it occurred to him somewhat tardily what Rue Carew had said concerning personal danger to himself if any of these people believed him capable of reconstructing from memory any of the stolen plans.

He had not thought about that specific contingency; instinct alone had troubled him a little when he first entered the Café des Bulgars.

However, his unquiet eyes could discover nothing of either Kestner or Breslau; and, somehow, he did not even think of encountering Ilse Dumont in such a place. As for Brandes and Stull, they did not recognise him at all.

So, entirely reassured once more by the absence of Ali-Baba and Golden Beard, and of Scheherazade whom he had no fear of meeting, Neeland ate his caviar with a relish and examined his surroundings.

Of course it was perfectly possible that the stolen papers had been brought here. There were three other floors in the building, too, and he wondered what they were used for.

Sengouns appetite for conflict waned as he ate and drank; and a violent desire to gamble replaced it.

You poke about a bit, he said to Neeland. Talk to that girl over there and see what you can learn. As for me, I mean to start a little flirtation with Mademoiselle Fortuna. Does that suit you?

If Sengoun wished to play it was none of Neelands business.

Do you think it an honest game? he asked, doubtfully.

With negligible stakes all first-class gamblers are honest.

If I were you, Sengoun, I wouldnt drink anything more.

Excellent advice, old fellow! emptying his goblet with satisfaction. And, rising to his firm and graceful height, he strolled away toward the salon where play progressed amid the most decorous and edifying of atmospheres.

Neeland watched him disappear, then he glanced curiously at the girl on the sofa who was still preoccupied with her newspaper.

So he rose, sauntered about the room examining the few pictures and bronzes, modern but excellent. The carpet under foot was thick and soft, but, as he strolled past the girl who seemed to be so intently reading, she looked up over her paper and returned his civil recognition of her presence with a slight smile.

As he appeared inclined to linger, she said with pleasant self-possession:

These newspaper rumours, monsieur, are becoming too persistent to amuse us much longer. War talk is becoming vieux jeu.

Why read them? inquired Neeland with a smile.

Why? She made a slight gesture. One reads what is printed, I suppose.

Written and printed by people who know no more about the matter in question than you and I, mademoiselle, he remarked, still smiling.

That is perfectly true. Why is it worth while for anyone to search for truth in these days when everyone is paid to conceal it?

Oh, he said, not everyone.

No; some lie naturally and without pay, she admitted indifferently.

But there are still others. For example, mademoiselle, yourself.

I? She laughed, not troubling to refute the suggestion of her possible truthfulness.

He said:

This — club — is furnished in excellent taste.

Yes; it is quite new.

Has it a name?

I believe it is called the Cercle Extranationale. Would monsieur also like to know the name of the club cat?

They both laughed easily, but he could make nothing of her.

Thank you, he said; and I fear I have interrupted your reading — —

I have read enough lies; I am quite ready to tell you a few. Shall I?

You are most amiable. I have been wondering what the other floors in this building are used for.

Private apartments, she replied smiling, looking him straight in the eyes. Now you dont know whether Ive told you the truth or not; do you?

Of course I know.

Which, then?

The truth.

She laughed and indicated a chair; and he seated himself.

Who is the dark, nice-looking gentleman accompanying you? she enquired.

How could you see him at all through your newspaper?

I poked a hole, of course.

To look at him or at me?

Your mirror ought to reassure you. However, as an afterthought, who is he?

Prince Erlik, of Mongolia, replied Neeland solemnly.

I supposed so. We of the infernal aristocracy belong together. I am the Contessa Diabletta dEnfer.

He inclined gravely:

Im afraid I dont belong here, he said. Im only a Yankee.

Hell is full of them, she said, smiling. All Yankees belong where Prince Erlik and I are at home.... Do you play?

No. Do you?

It depends on chance.

It would give me much pleasure — —

Thank you, not tonight. And in the same, level, pleasant voice: Dont look immediately, but from where you sit you can see in the mirror opposite two women seated in the next room.

After a moment he nodded.

Are they watching us?

Yes.

Mr. Neeland?

He reddened with surprise.

Get Captain Sengoun and leave, she said, still smiling. Do it carelessly, convincingly. Neither of you needs courage; both of you lack common sense. Get up, take leave of me nicely but regretfully, as though I had denied you a rendezvous. You will be killed if you remain here.

For a moment Neeland hesitated, but curiosity won:

Who is likely to try anything of that sort? he asked. And a tingling sensation, not wholly unpleasant, passed over him.

Almost anyone here, if you are recognised, she said, as gaily as though she were imparting delightful information.

But you recognise us. And Im certainly not dead yet.

Which ought to tell you more about me than I am likely to tell anybody. Now, when I smile at you and shake my head, make your adieux to me, find Captain Sengoun, and take your departure. Do you understand?

Are you really serious?

It is you who should be serious. Now, I give you your signal, Monsieur Neeland — —

But the smile stiffened on her pretty face, and at the same moment he was aware that somebody had entered the room and was standing directly behind him.

He turned on his chair and looked up into the face of Ilse Dumont.

There was a seconds hesitation, then he was on his feet, greeting her cordially, apparently entirely at ease and with nothing on his mind except the agreeable surprise of the encounter.

I had your note, he said. It was charming of you to write, but very neglectful of you not to include your address. Tell me, how have you been since I last saw you?

Ilse Dumonts red lips seemed to be dry, for she moistened them without speaking. In her eyes he saw peril — knowledge of something terrible — some instant menace.

Then her eyes, charged with lightning, slowly turned from him to the girl on the sofa who had not moved. But in her eyes, too, a little flame began to flicker and play, and the fixed smile relaxed into an expression of cool self-possession.

Neelands pleasant, careless voice broke the occult tension:

This is a pretty club, he said; everything here is in such excellent taste. You might have told me about it, he added to Ilse with smiling reproach; but you never even mentioned it, and I discovered it quite by accident.

Ilse Dumont seemed to find her voice with an effort:

May I have a word with you, Mr. Neeland? she asked.

Always, he assured her promptly. I am always more than happy to listen to you — —

Please follow me!

He turned to the girl on the sofa and made his adieux with conventional ceremony and a reckless smile which said:

You were quite right, mademoiselle; Im in trouble already.

Then he followed Ilse Dumont into the adjoining room, which was lined with filled bookcases and where the lounges and deep chairs were covered with leather.

Halting by the library table, Ilse Dumont turned to him — turned on him a look such as he never before had encountered in any living womans eyes — a dead gaze, dreadful, glazed, as impersonal as the fixed regard of a corpse.

She said:

I came.... They sent for me.... I did not believe they had the right man.... I could not believe it, Neeland.

A trifle shaken, he said in tones which sounded steady enough:

What frightens you so, Scheherazade?

Why did you come? Are you absolutely mad?

Mad? No, I dont think so, he replied with a forced smile. What threatens me here, Scheherazade? — regarding her pallid face attentively.

Death.... You must have known it when you came.

Death? No, I didnt know it.

Did you suppose that if they could get hold of you theyd let you go? — A man who might carry in his memory the plans for which they tried to kill you? I wrote to you — I wrote to you to go back to America! And — this is what you have done instead!

Well, he said in a pleasant but rather serious voice, if you really believe there is danger for me if I remain here, perhaps Id better go.

You cant go!

You think Ill be stopped?

Yes. Who is your crazy companion? I heard that he is Alak Sengoun — the headlong fool — they call Prince Erlik. Is it true?

Where did you hear all these things? he demanded. Where were you when you heard them?

At the Turkish Embassy. Word came that they had caught you. I did not believe it; others present doubted it.... But as the rumour concerned you, I took no chances; I came instantly. I — I had rather be dead than see you here — — Her voice became unsteady, but she controlled it at once:

Neeland! Neeland! Why did you come? Why have you undone all I tried to do for you —— ?

He looked intently at Ilse Dumont, then his gaze swept the handsome suite of rooms. No one seemed to notice him; in perspective, men moved leisurely about the further salon, where play was going on; and there seemed to be no one else in sight. And, as he stood there, free, in full pride and vigour of youth and strength, he became incredulous that anything could threaten him which he could not take care of.

A smile grew in his eyes, confident, humorous, a little hint of tenderness in it:

Scheherazade, he said, you are a dear. You pulled me out of a dreadful mess on the Volhynia. I offer you gratitude, respect, and the very warm regard for you which I really cherish in my heart.

He took her hands, kissed them, looked up half laughing, half in earnest.

If youre worried, he said, Ill find Captain Sengoun and well depart — —

She retained his hands in a convulsive clasp:

Oh, Neeland! Neeland! There are men below who will never let you pass! And Breslau and Kestner are coming here later. And that devil, Damat Mahmud Bey!

Golden Beard and Ali Baba and the whole Arabian Nights! exclaimed Neeland. Who is Damat Mahmud Bey, Scheherazade dear?

The shadow of Abdul Hamid.

Yes, dear child, but Abdul the Damned is shut up tight in a fortress!

His shadow dogs the spurred heels of Enver Pasha, she said, striving to maintain her composure. Oh, Neeland! — A hundred thousand Armenians are yet to die in that accursed shadow! And do you think Mahmud Damat will hesitate in regard to you!

Nonsense! Does a murderous Moslem go about Paris killing people he doesnt happen to fancy? Those things arent done — —

Have you and Sengoun any weapons at all? she interrupted desperately, Anything! — A sword cane —— ?

No. What the devil does all this business mean? he broke out impatiently. Whats all this menace of lawlessness — this impudent threat of interference — —

It is war!

War? he repeated, not quite understanding her.

She caught him by the arm:

War! she whispered; War! Do you understand? They dont care what they do now! They mean to kill you here in this place. Theyll be out of France before anybody finds you.

Has war actually been declared? he asked, astounded.

Tomorrow! It is known in certain circles! She dropped his arm and clasped her hands and stood there twisting them, white, desperate, looking about her like a hunted thing.

Why did you do this? she repeated in an agonised voice. What can I do? Im no traitor!... But Id give you a pistol if I had one — — She checked herself as the girl who had been reading an evening newspaper on a sofa, and to whom Neeland had been talking when Ilse Dumont entered, came sauntering into the room.

The eyes of both women met; both turned a trifle paler. Then Ilse Dumont walked slowly up to the other:

I overheard your warning, she said with a deadly stare.

Really?

Ilse stretched out her bare arm, palm upward, and closed the fingers tightly:

I hold your life in my hand. I have only to speak. Do you understand?

No.

You are lying. You do understand. You take double wages; but it is not France you betray! Nor Russia!

Are you insane?

Almost. Where do you carry them?

What?

Answer quickly. Where? I tell you, Ill expose you in another moment if you dont answer me! Speak quickly!

The other woman had turned a ghastly white; for a second or two she remained dumb, then, dry-lipped:

Above — the knee, she stammered; but there was scarcely a sound from the blanched lips that formed the words.

Pistols?

Yes.

Loaded? Both of them?

Yes.

Clips?

No.

Unstrap them!

The woman turned, bent almost double, twisting her supple body entirely around; but Ilse Dumont was at her side like a flash and caught her wrist as she withdrew her hand from the hem of her fluffy skirt.

Now — take your life! said Ilse Dumont between her teeth. Theres the door! Go out! — following her with blazing eyes— Stop! Stand where you are until I come!

Then she came quickly to where Neeland stood, astonished; and thrust two automatic pistols into his hands.

Get Sengoun, she whispered. Dont go down-stairs, for Gods sake. Get to the roof, if you can. Try — oh, try, try, Neeland, my friend! Her voice trembled; she looked into his eyes — gave him, in that swift regard, all that a woman withholds until the right man asks.

Her lips quivered; she turned sharply on her heel, went to the outer hallway, where the other woman stood motionless.

What am I to do with you? demanded Ilse Dumont. Do you think you are going out of here to summon the police? Mount those stairs!

The woman dropped her hand on the banisters, heavily, set foot on the first stair, then slowly mounted as though her little feet in their dainty evening slippers were weighted with ball and chain.

Ilse Dumont followed her, opened a door in the passage, motioned her to enter. It was a bedroom that the electric light revealed. The woman entered and stood by the bed as though stupefied.

Ill keep my word to you, said Ilse Dumont. When it becomes too late for you to do us any mischief, Ill return and let you go.

And she stepped back across the threshold and locked the door on the outside.

As she did so, Neeland and Sengoun came swiftly up the stairs, and she beckoned them to follow, gathered the skirts of her evening gown into one hand, and ran up the stairs ahead of them to the fifth floor.

In the dim light Neeland saw that the top floor was merely a vast attic full of débris from the café on the ground floor — iron tables which required mending or repainting, iron chairs, great jars of artificial stone with dead baytrees standing in them, parts of rusty stoves and kitchen ranges, broken cutlery in boxes, cracked table china and heavier kitchen crockery in tubs which once had held flowers.

The only windows gave on a court. Through their dirty panes already the grey light of that early Sunday morning glimmered, revealing the contents of the shadowy place, and the position of an iron ladder hooked to two rings under the scuttle overhead.

Ilse Dumont laid her finger on her lips, conjuring silence, then, clutching her silken skirts, she started up the iron ladder, reached the top, and, exerting all her strength, lifted the hinged scuttle leading to the leads outside.

Instantly somebody challenged her in a guttural voice. She stood there a few moments in whispered conversation, then, from outside, somebody lowered the scuttle cover; the girl locked it, descended the iron ladder backwards, and came swiftly across to where Neeland and Sengoun were standing, pistols lifted.

Theyre guarding the roof, she whispered,  — two men. It is hopeless, that way.

The proper way, said Sengoun calmly, is for us to shoot our way out of this!

The girl turned on him in a passion:

Do you suppose I care what happens to you? she said. If there were no one else to consider you might do as you pleased, for all it concerns me!

Sengoun reddened:

Be silent, you treacherous little cat! he retorted. Do you imagine your riffraff are going to hold me here when Im ready to depart! Me! A free Cossack! Bah!

Dont talk that way, Sengoun, said Neeland sharply. We owe these pistols to her.

Oh, muttered Sengoun, shooting a menacing glance at her. I didnt understand that. Then his scowl softened and a sudden laugh cleared his face.

Im sorry, mademoiselle, he said. Youre quite welcome to your low opinion of me. But if anyone should ask me, Id say that I dont understand what is happening to us. And after a while Ill become angry and go downstairs for information.

They know nothing about you in the salle de jeu, she said, but on the floor below theyre waiting to kill you.

Neeland, astonished, asked her whether the American gamblers in the salon where Sengoun had been playing were ignorant of what was going on in the house.

What Americans? she demanded, incredulously. Do you mean Weishelm?

Didnt you know there were Americans employed in the salle de jeu? asked Neeland, surprised.

No. I have not been in this house for a year until I came tonight. This place is maintained by the Turkish Government— She flashed a glance at Sengoun— youre welcome to the information now, she added contemptuously. And then, to Neeland: There was, I believe, some talk in New York about adding one or two Americans to the personnel, but I opposed it.

Theyre here, said Neeland drily.

Do you know who they are?

Yes. Theres a man called Doc Curfoot — —

Who!!

And suddenly, for the first time, Neeland remembered that she had been the wife of one of the men below.

Brandes and Stull are the others, he said mechanically.

The girl stared at him as though she did not comprehend, and she passed one hand slowly across her forehead and eyes.

Eddie Brandes? Here? And Stull? Curfoot? Here in this house!

In the salon below.

They cant be! she protested in an odd, colourless voice. They were bought soul and body by the British Secret Service!

All three stood staring at one another; the girl flushed, clenched her hand, then let it fall by her side as though utterly overcome.

All this espionage! cried Sengoun, furiously.  — It makes me sick, I tell you! Where everybody betrays everybody is no place for a free Cossack! — —

The terrible expression on the girls face checked him; she said, slowly:

It is we others who have been betrayed, it seems. It is we who are trapped here. Theyve got us all — every one of us. Oh, my God! — every one of us — at last!

She lifted her haggard face and stared at the increasing light which was turning the window panes a sickly yellow.

With sunrise comes war, she said in a stunned voice, as though to convince herself. We are caught here in this house. And Kestner and Weishelm and Breslau and I — — she trembled, framing her burning face in slim hands that were like ice. Do you understand that Brandes and Curfoot, bought by England, have contracted to deliver us to a French court martial?

The men looked at her in silence.

Kestner and Breslau knew they had been bought. One of our own people witnessed that treachery. But we never dreamed that these traitors would venture into this house tonight. We should have come here ourselves instead of going to the Turkish Embassy. That was Mahmud Damats meddling! His messenger insisted. God! What a mistake! What a deathly mistake for all of us!

She leaned for a moment against one of the iron pillars which supported the attic roof, and covered her face with her hands.

After a moment, Neeland said:

I dont understand why you cant leave this house if you are in danger. You say that there are men downstairs who are waiting to kill us — waiting only for Kestner and Breslau and Mahmud Damat to arrive.

She said faintly:

I did not before understand Mahmuds delay. Now, I understand. He has been warned. Breslau and Kestner will not come. Otherwise, you now would be barricaded behind that breastwork of rubbish, fighting for your lives.

But you say there are men on the stairs below who are ready to kill us if we try to leave the house.

They, too, are trapped without knowing it. War will come with sunrise. This house has been under surveillance since yesterday afternoon. They have not closed in on us yet, because they are leaving the trap open in hopes of catching us all. They are waiting for Breslau and Kestner and Mahmud Damat.... But theyll never come, now.... They are out of the city by this time.... I know them. They are running for their lives at this hour.... And we — we lesser ones — caught here — trapped — reserved for a French court martial and a firing squad in a barrack square!

She shuddered and pressed her hands over her temples.

Neeland said:

I am going to stand by you. Captain Sengoun will do the same.

She shook her head:

No use, she said with a shiver. I am too well known. They have my dossier almost complete. My procès will be a brief one.

Cant you get away by the roof? There are two of your men up there.

They themselves are caught, and do not even know it. They too will face a squad of execution before the sun rises tomorrow. And they never dream of it up there — —

She made a hopeless gesture:

What is the use! When I came here from the Turkish Embassy, hearing that you were here but believing the information false, I discovered you conversing with a Russian spy — overheard her warn you to leave this house.

And there, all the while, unknown to me, in the salle de jeu were Curfoot and that unspeakable scoundrel Brandes! Why, the place was swarming with enemies — and I never dreamed it!... Yet — I might have feared some such thing — I might have feared that the man, Brandes, who had betrayed me once, would do it again if he ever had the chance.... And hes done it.

There was a long silence. Ilse stood staring at the melancholy greyish light on the window panes.

She said as though to herself:

I shall never see another daybreak.... After a moment she turned and began to pace the attic, a strange, terrible figure of haggard youth in the shadowy light. How horribly still it is at daybreak! she breathed, halting before Neeland. How deathly quiet — —

The dry crack of a pistol cut her short. Then, instantly, in the dim depths of the house, shot followed shot in bewildering succession, faster, faster, filling the place with a distracting tumult.

Neeland jerked up his pistol as a nearer volley rattled out on the landing directly underneath.

Sengoun, exasperated, shouted:

Well, what the devil is all this! and ran toward the head of the stairs, his pistol lifted for action.

Then, in the garret doorway, Weishelm appeared, his handsome face streaming blood. He staggered, turned mechanically toward the stairs again with wavering revolver; but a shot drove him blindly backward and another hurled him full length across the floor, where he lay with both arms spread out, and the last tremors, running from his feet to his twitching face.


CHAPTER XXXIII

A RAT HUNT
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THE INTERIOR OF the entire house was now in an uproar; shots came fast from every landing; the semi-dusk of stair-well and corridor was lighted by incessant pistol flashes and the whole building echoed the deafening racket.

What do you make of it? shouted Sengoun furiously, standing like a baited and perplexed bull. Whos fighting who in this fool of a place? By Erlik! Id like to know whom Im to fire at!

Ilse Dumont, creeping along the wall, looked fearfully down at Weishelm who no longer moved where he lay on the dusty floor, with eyes and mouth open and his distorted face already half covered by a wet and crawling scarlet mask.

Brandes and Stull are betraying us, she whispered. They are killing my comrades — on the stairs down there — —

If that is true, called out Neeland in a low, cautious voice, youd better wait a moment, Sengoun!

But Sengouns rage for combat had already filled him to overflowing, and the last rag of patience left him.

I dont care who is fighting! he bellowed. Its all one to me! Now is the time to shoot our way out of this. Come on, Neeland! Hurrah for the Terek Cossacks! Another town taken! Hurrah!

Neeland caught Ilse by the wrist:

Youd better get free of this house while you can! he said, dragging her with him after Sengoun, who had already reached the head of the stairs and was starting down, peering about for a target.

Suddenly, on the landing below, Golden Beard and Ali Baba appeared, caught sight of Sengoun and Neeland above, and opened fire on them instantly, driving them back from the head of the staircase flat against the corridor wall. But Golden Beard, seeming to realise now that the garret landing was held and the way to the roof cut off, began to retreat from the foot of the garret stairs with Ali Baba following, their restless, upward-pointed pistols searching for the slightest movement in the semi-obscurity of the hallway above.

Sengoun, fuming and fretting, had begun to creep toward the head of the stairs again, when there came a rattling hail of shots from below, a rush, the trample of feet, the crash of furniture and startling slam of a door.

Downstairs straight toward the uproar ran Sengoun with Neeland beside him. The halls were swimming in acrid fumes; the floors trembled and shook under the shock as a struggling, fighting knot of men went tumbling down the stairway below, reached the landing and burst into the rooms of the Cercle Extranationale.

Leaning over the banisters, Neeland saw Golden Beard turn on Doc Curfoot, raging, magnificent as a Viking, his blue eyes ablaze. He hurled his empty pistol at the American; seized chairs, bronzes, andirons, the clock from the mantel, and sent a storm of heavy missiles through the doorway among the knot of men who were pressing him and who had already seized Ali Baba.

Then, from the banisters above, Neeland and Sengoun saw Brandes, moving stealthily, swiftly, edge his way to a further door.

Steadying the elbow of his pistol hand in the hollow cup of his left palm, his weapon level, swerving as his quarry moved, he presently fired at Golden Beard and got him through the back. And then he shot him again deliberately, through the body, as the giant turned, made a menacing gesture toward him; took an uncertain step in his direction; another step, wavering, blindly grotesque; then stood swaying there under the glare of the partly shattered chandelier from which hung long shreds of crystal prisms.

And Brandes, aiming once more with methodical and merciless precision, and taking what time he required to make a bulls-eye on this great, reeling, golden-crowned bull, fired the third shot at his magnificent head.

The bronze Barye lion dropped from Golden Beards nerveless fist; the towering figure, stiffening, fell over rather slowly and lay across the velvet carpet as rigid as a great tree.

Brandes went into the room, leaned over the dying man and fired into his body until his pistol was empty. Then he replaced the exhausted clip leisurely, leering down at his victim.

There was a horrid sound from the stairs, where Curfoot and another man were killing a waiter. Strange, sinister faces appeared everywhere from the smoke-filled club rooms; Stull came out into the hallway below and shouted up through the stair-well:

Say, Eddie! For Christs sake come down here! Theres a mob outside on the street and theyre tearing the iron shutters off the café!

Curfoot immediately started downstairs; Brandes, pistol in hand, came slowly out of the club rooms, still leering, his slitted, greenish eyes almost phosphorescent in the semi-obscurity.

Suddenly he caught sight of Ilse Dumont standing close behind Sengoun and Neeland on the landing above.

By God! he shouted to Curfoot. Here she is, Doc! Tell your men! Tell them shes up here on the next floor!

Sengoun immediately fired at Brandes, who did not return the shot but went plunging downstairs into the smoky obscurity below.

Come on! roared Sengoun to Neeland, starting forward with levelled weapon. Theyve all gone crazy and its time we were getting out of this!

Quick! whispered Neeland to Ilse Dumont. Follow me downstairs! Its the only chance for you now!

But the passageway was blocked by a struggling, cursing, panting crowd, and they were obliged to retreat into the club rooms.

In the salle de jeu, Ali Baba, held fast by three men dressed as waiters, suddenly tripped up two of them, turned, and leaped for the doorway. The two men who had been tripped scrambled to their feet and tore after him. When they reached the hallway the Eurasian was gone; but all of a sudden there came the crash of a splintered door from the landing above; and the dim corridor rang with the frightful screaming of a woman.

Its — that — that — Russian girl! stammered Ilse Dumont;  — The girl I locked in! Oh, my God! — my God! Karl Breslau is killing her!

Neeland sprang into the hall and leaped up the stairs; but the three men disguised as waiters had arrived before him.

And there, across the threshold of the bedroom, backed up flat against the shattered door, Ali Baba was already fighting for his life; and the frightened Russian girl crept out from the bedroom behind him and ran to Neeland for protection.

Twice Neeland aimed at Ali Baba, but could not bring himself to fire at the bleeding, rabid object which snarled and slavered and bit and kicked, regardless of the blows raining on him. At last one of his assailants broke the half demented creatures arm with a chair; and the bloody, battered thing squeaked like a crippled rat and darted away amid the storm of blows descending, limping and floundering up the attic stairs, his broken arm flapping with every gasping bound.

After him staggered his sweating and exhausted assailants, reeling past Neeland and Ilse Dumont and the terrified Russian girl who crouched behind them. But, halfway up the stairs all three halted and stood clinging to the banisters as though listening to something on the floor above them.

Neeland heard it, too: from the roof came a ripping, splintering sound, as though people on the slates were prying up the bolted scuttle. The three men on the stairs hesitated a moment longer; then turned to flee, too late; a hail of pistol shots swept the attic stairs; all three men came pitching and tumbling down to the landing.

Two of them lay still; one rose immediately and limped on again down the hallway, calling over the banisters to those below:

The Germans on the leads ave busted into the garret! Breslau is up ere! Send along those American gunmen, or somebody what can shoot!

He was a grey-haired Englishman, smooth shaven and grim; and, as he stood there at the head of the further stairs, breathing heavily, awaiting aid from below, he said to Neeland coolly enough:

Youd better go below, sir. We ad our orders to take this Breslau rat alive, but we cant do it now, and theres like to be a orrid mess ere directly.

Can we get through below?

You can, said the man significantly, but theyll be detaining one o them ladies at the door.

Do you mean me? said Ilse Dumont.

Yes, maam, I do — —

She sprang toward the attic stairway, but the British agent whipped out a pistol and covered her.

No, he said grimly. Youre wanted below. Go down!

She came slowly back to where Neeland was standing.

Youll have to take your chance below, he said under his breath. Ill stand by you to the end.

She smiled and continued on toward the stairs where the English agent stood. Neeland and the Russian girl followed her.

The agent said:

Theres ell to pay below, sir.

The depths of the house rang with the infernal din of blows falling on iron shutters. A deeper, more sinister roar rose from the mob outside. There was a struggle going on inside the building, too; Neeland could hear the trampling and surging of men on every floor — voices calling from room to room, shouts of anger, the terrible outcry of a man in agony.

Wot a rats nest, then, there was in this here blessed ouse, sir! said the British agent, coolly. If we get Breslau and the others on the roof weve bagged em all.

The Russian girl was trembling so violently that Neeland took her by the arm. But Ilse Dumont, giving her a glance of contempt, moved calmly past the British agent to the head of the stairway.

Come, she said to Neeland.

The agent, leaning over the banisters, shouted to a man on the next floor:

Look sharp below there! Im sendin Miss Dumont down with Mr. Neeland, the American! Take her in charge, Bill!

Send her along! bawled the man, framing his face with both hands. Keep Breslau on the roof a bit and well ave the beggar in a few moments!

Somebody else shouted up from the tumult below:

Its war, Arry! Ave you eard? Its war this morning! Them Uns as declared war! And the perlice is a-killin of the Apaches all over Paris!

Ilse Dumont looked curiously at the agent, calmly at Neeland, then, dropping one hand on the banisters, she went lightly down the stairs toward the uproar below, followed by Neeland and the Russian girl clinging to his arm with both desperate little hands.

The British agent hung far over the banisters until he saw his colleague join them on the floor below; then, reassured, and on guard again, he leaned back against the corridor wall, his pistol resting on his thigh, and fixed his cold grey eyes on the attic stairs once more.

The secret agent who now joined Neeland and Ilse Dumont on the fourth floor had evidently been constructing a barricade across the hallway as a precaution in case of a rush from the Germans on the roof.

Chairs and mattresses, piled shoulder high, obstructed the passageway, blocking the stairs; and the secret agent — a very young man with red hair and in the garb of a waiter — clambered over it, revolver in one hand, a pair of handcuffs in the other. He lost his balance on top of the shaky heap; strove desperately to recover it, scrambled like a cat in a tub, stumbled, rolled over on a mattress.

And there Neeland pinned him, closing his mouth with one hand and his throat with the other, while Ilse Dumont tore weapon and handcuffs from his grasp, snapped the latter over his wrists, snatched the case from a bedroom pillow lying among the mattresses, and, with Neelands aid, swathed the struggling mans head in it.

Into that clothes-press! whispered Ilse, pointing along the hallway where a door swung open.

Help me lift him! motioned Neeland.

Together they got him clear of the shaky barricade and, lugging him between them, deposited him on the floor of the clothes-press and locked the door.

So silent had they been that, listening, they heard no movement from the watcher on the floor above, who stood guard at the attic stairs. And it was evident he had heard nothing to make him suspicious.

The Russian girl, dreadfully pale, leaned against the wall as though her limbs scarcely supported her. Neeland passed his arm under hers, nodded to Ilse Dumont, and started cautiously down the carpeted stairs, his automatic pistol in one hand, and the revolver taken from the imprisoned secret agent clutched tightly in the other.

Down the stairs they crept, straight toward the frightful tumult still raging below — down past the wrecked club rooms; past a dead man sprawling on the landing across the blood-soaked carpet — down into the depths of the dusky building toward the lighted café floor whence came the uproar of excited men, while, from the street outside, rose the frantic yelling of the mob mingled with the crash of glass and the clanging dissonance of iron grilles and shutters which were being battered into fragments.

Its my chance, now! whispered Ilse Dumont, slipping past him like a shadow.

For a moment he saw her silhouetted against the yellow electric glare on the stairs below, then, half carrying the almost helpless Russian girl, he stumbled down the last flight of stairs and pushed his way through a hurrying group of men who seemed to be searching for something, for they were tearing open cupboards and buffets, dragging out table drawers and tumbling linen, crockery, and glassware all over the black and white marble floor.

The whole place was ankle deep in shattered glass and broken bottles, and the place reeked with smoke and the odour of wine and spirits.

Neeland forced his way forward into the café, looked around for Sengoun, and saw him almost immediately.

The young Russian, flushed, infuriated, his collar gone and his coat in tatters, was struggling with some men who held both his arms but did not offer to strike him.

Behind him, crowded back into a corner near the cashiers steel-grilled desk, stood Ilse Dumont, calm, disdainful, confronted by Brandes, whose swollen, greenish eyes, injected with blood, glared redly at her. Stull had hold of him and was trying to drag him away:

For Gods sake, Eddie, shut your mouth, he pleaded in English. You cant do that to her, whatever she done to you!

But Brandes, disengaging himself with a jerk, pushed his way past Sengoun to where Ilse stood.

Ive got the goods on you! he said in a ferocious voice that neither Stull nor Curfoot recognised. You know what you did to me, dont you! You took my wife from me! Yes, my wife! She was my wife! She is my wife! — For all you did, you lying, treacherous slut! — For all youve done to break me, double-cross me, ruin me, drive me out of every place I went! And now Ive got you! Ive sold you out! Get that? And you know what theyll do to you, dont you? Well, youll see when — —

Curfoot and Stull threw themselves against him, but Brandes, his round face pasty with fury, struggled back again to confront Ilse Dumont.

Ruined me! he repeated. Took away from me the only thing God ever gave me for my own! Took my wife!

You dog! said Ilse Dumont very slowly. You dirty dog!

A frightful spasm crossed Brandes features, and Stull snatched at the pistol he had whipped out. There was a struggle; Brandes wrenched the weapon free; but Neeland tore his way past Curfoot and struck Brandes in the face with the butt of his heavy revolver.

Instantly the group parted right and left; Sengoun suddenly twisted out of the clutches of the men who held him, sprang upon Curfoot, and jerked the pistol from his fist. At the same moment the entire front of the café gave way and the mob crashed inward with a roar amid the deafening din of shattered metal and the clash of splintering glass.

Through the dust and falling shower of débris, Brandes fired at Ilse Dumont, reeled about in the whirl of the inrushing throng engulfing him, still firing blindly at the woman who had been his wife.

Neeland put a bullet into his pistol arm, and it fell. But Brandes stretched it out again with a supreme effort, pointing at Ilse Dumont with jewelled and bloody fingers:

That woman is a German spy! A spy! he screamed. You damn French mutts, do you understand what I say! Oh, my God! Will someone who speaks French tell them! Will somebody tell them shes a spy! La femme! Cette femme! he shrieked. Elle est espion! Esp —— ! He fired again, with his left hand. Then Sengoun shot him through the head; and at the same moment somebody stabbed Curfoot in the neck; and the lank American gambler turned and cried out to Stull in a voice half strangled with pain and fury:

Look out, Ben. There are apaches in this mob! That one in the striped jersey knifed me — —

Tiens, vla pour toi, sale mec de malheur! muttered a voice at his elbow, and a blow from a slung-shot crushed the base of his skull.

As Curfoot crumpled up, Stull caught him; but the tall gamblers dead weight bore Stull to his knees among the fierce apaches.

And there, fighting in silence to the end, his chalky face of a sick clown meeting undaunted the overwhelming odds against him, Stull was set upon by the apaches and stabbed and stabbed until his clothing was a heap of ribbons and the watch and packet of French bank-notes which the assassins tore from his body were dripping with his blood.

Sengoun and Neeland, their evening clothes in tatters, hatless, dishevelled, began shooting their way out of the hell of murder and destruction raging around them.

Behind them crept Ilse Dumont and the Russian girl: dust and smoke obscured the place where the mob raged from floor to floor in a frenzy of destruction, tearing out fixtures, telephones, window-sashes, smashing tables, bar fixtures, mirrors, ripping the curtains from the windows and the very carpets from the floor in their overwhelming rage against this German café.

That apaches had entered with them the mob cared nothing; the red lust of destruction blinded them to everything except their terrible necessity for the annihilation of this place.

If they saw murder done, and robbery — if they heard shots in the tumult and saw pistol flashes through the dust and grey light of daybreak, they never turned from their raging work.

Out of the frightful turmoil stormed Neeland and Sengoun, their pistols spitting flame, the two women clinging to their ragged sleeves. Twice the apaches barred their way with bared knives, crouching for a rush; but Sengoun fired into them and Neelands bullets dropped the ruffian in the striped jersey where he stood over Stulls twitching body; and the sinister creatures leaped back from the levelled weapons, turned, and ran.

Through the gaping doorway sprang Sengoun, his empty pistol menacing the crowd that choked the shadowy street; Neeland flung away his pistol and turned his revolver on those in the café behind him, as Ilse Dumont and the Russian girl crept through and out into the street.

The crowd was cheering and shouting:

Down with the Germans! To the Brasserie Schwarz!

An immense wave of people surged suddenly across the rue Vilna, headed toward the German cafés on the Boulevard; and then, for the first time, Neeland caught sight of policemen standing in little groups, coolly watching the destruction of the Café des Bulgars.

Either they were too few to cope with the mob, or they were indifferent as to what was being done to a German café, but one thing was plain; the police had not the faintest idea that murder had been rampant in the place. For, when suddenly a dead body was thrown from the door out on the sidewalk, their police whistles shrilled through the street, and they started for the mob, resolutely, pushing, striking with white-gloved fists, shouting for right of way.

Other police came running, showing that they had been perfectly aware that German cafés were being attacked and wrecked. A mounted inspector forced his horse along the swarming sidewalk, crying:

Allons! Circulez! Cest défendu de sattrouper dans la rue! Mais fichez-moi le camp, nom de Dieu! Les Allemands ne sont pas encore dans la place!

Along the street and on the Boulevard mobs were forming and already storming three other German cafés; a squadron of Republican Guard cavalry arrived at a trot, their helmets glittering in the increasing daylight, driving before them a mob which had begun to attack a café on the corner.

A captain, superbly mounted, rode ahead of the advancing line of horses, warning the throng back into the rue Vilna, up which the mob now recoiled, sullenly protesting.

Neeland and Sengoun and the two women were forced back with the crowd as a double rank of steel-helmeted horsemen advanced, sweeping everybody into the rue Vilna.

Up the street, through the vague morning light, they retired between ranks of closed and silent houses, past narrow, evil-looking streets and stony alleys still dark with the shadows of the night.

Into one of these Neeland started with Ilse Dumont, but Sengoun drew him back with a sharp exclamation of warning. At the same time the crowd all around them became aware of what was going on in the maze of dusky lanes and alleys past which they were being driven by the cavalry; and the people broke and scattered like rabbits, darting through the cavalry, dodging, scuttling under the very legs of the horses.

The troop, thrown into disorder, tried to check the panic-stricken flight; a brigadier, spurring forward to learn the cause of the hysterical stampede, drew bridle sharply, then whipped his pistol out of the saddle-holster, and galloped into an impasse.

The troop captain, pushing his horse, caught sight of Sengoun and Neeland in the remains of their evening dress; and he glanced curiously at them, and at the two young women clad in the rags of evening gowns.

Nom de Dieu! he cried. What are such people as you doing here? Go back! This is no quarter for honest folk!

What are those police doing in the alleys? demanded Sengoun; but the captain cantered his horse up the street, pistol lifted; and they saw him fire from his saddle at a man who darted out of an alley and who started to run across the street.

The captain missed every shot, but a trooper, whose horse had come up on the sidewalk beside Neeland, fired twice more after the running man, and dropped him at the second shot.

A good business, too, he said calmly, winking at Neeland. You bourgeois ought to be glad that were ordered to clean up Paris for you. And now is the time to do it, he added, reloading his weapon.

Sengoun said in a low voice to Neeland:

Theyre ridding the city of apaches. Its plain enough that they have orders to kill them where they find them! Look! he added, pointing to the dead wall across the street; Its here at last, and Paris is cleaning house and getting ready for it! This is war, Neeland — war at last!

Neeland looked across the street where, under a gas lamp on a rusty iron bracket, was pasted the order for general mobilisation. And on the sidewalk at the base of the wall lay a man, face downward, his dusty shoes crossed under the wide flaring trousers, the greasy casquet still crowding out his lop ears; his hand clenched beside a stiletto which lay on the stone flagging beside him.

An apache, said Sengoun coolly. Thats right, too. Its the way we do in Russia when we clean house for war — —

His face reddened and lighted joyously.

Thank God for my thousand lances! he said, lifting his eyes to the yellowing sky between the houses in the narrow street. Thank God! Thank God!

Now, across the intersections of streets and alleys beyond where they stood, policemen and Garde cavalry were shooting into doorways, basements, and up the sombre, dusky lanes, the dry crack of their service revolvers re-echoing noisily through the street.

Toward the Boulevard below, a line of police and of cavalrymen blocked the rue Vilna; and, beyond them, the last of the mob was being driven from the Café des Bulgars, where the first ambulances were arriving and the police, guarding the ruins, were already looking out of windows on the upper floors.

A cavalryman came clattering down the rue Vilna, gesticulating and calling out to Sengoun and Neeland to take their ladies and depart.

Get us a taxicab — theres a good fellow! cried Sengoun in high spirits; and the cavalryman, looking at their dishevelled attire, laughed and nodded as he rode ahead of them down the rue Vilna.

There were several taxicabs on the Boulevard, their drivers staring up at the wrecked café. As Neeland spoke to the driver of one of the cabs, Ilse Dumont stepped back beside the silent girl whom she had locked in the bedroom.

I gave you a chance, she said under her breath. What may I expect from you? Answer me quickly! — What am I to expect?

The girl seemed dazed:

N-nothing, she stammered. The — the horror of that place — the killing — has sickened me. I — I want to go home — —

You do not intend to denounce me?

No — Oh, God! No!

Is that the truth? If you are lying to me it means my death.

The girl gazed at her in horror; tears sprang to her eyes:

I couldnt — I couldnt! she stammered in a choking voice. Ive never before seen death — never seen how it came — how men die! This — this killing is horrible, revolting! She had laid one trembling little hand on Ilse Dumonts bare shoulder. I dont want to have you killed; the idea of death makes me ill! Im going home — that is all I ask for — to go home — —

She dropped her pretty head and began to sob hysterically, standing there under the growing daylight of the Boulevard, in her tattered evening gown.

Suddenly Ilse Dumont threw both arms around her and kissed the feverish, tear-wet face:

You werent meant for this! she whispered. You do it for money. Go home. Do anything else for wages — anything except this! — Anything, I tell you — —

Neelands hand touched her arm:

I have a cab. Are you going home with her?

I dare not, she said.

Then will you take this Russian girl to her home, Sengoun? he asked. And added in a low voice: She is one of your own people, you know.

All right, said Sengoun blissfully. Id take the devil home if you asked me! Besides, I can talk to her about my regiment on the way. That will be wonderful, Neeland! That will be quite wonderful! I can talk to her in Russian about my regiment all the way home!

He laughed and looked at his friend, at Ilse Dumont, at the drooping figure he was to take under his escort. He glanced down at his own ragged attire where he stood hatless, collarless, one sleeve of his evening coat ripped open to the shoulder.

Isnt it wonderful! he cried, bursting out into uncontrollable laughter. Neeland, my dear comrade, this has been the most delightfully wonderful night of my entire life! But the great miracle is still to come! Hurrah for a thousand lances! Hurrah! Town taken by Prince Erlik! Hurrah!

And he seized the young girl whom he was to escort to her home — wherever that hazy locality might be — and carried her in his arms to the taxicab, amid encouraging shouts of laughter from the line of cavalrymen who had been watching the proceedings from the corner of the rue Vilna.

That shout of Gallic appreciation inflamed Sengoun: he reached for his hat, to lift and wave it, but found no hat on his head. So he waved his tattered sleeve instead:

Hurrah for France! he shouted. Hurrah for Russia! Im Sengoun, of the Terek! — And I am to have a thousand lances with which to explain to the Germans my opinion of them and of their Emperor!

The troopers cheered him from their stirrups, in spite of their officers, who pretended to check their men.

Vive la France! Vive la Russie! they roared. Forward the Terek Cossacks!

Sengoun turned to Ilse Dumont:

Madame, he said, in gratitude and admiration! — and he gracefully saluted her hand. Then, to his comrade: Neeland! — seizing both the Americans hands. Such a night and such a comrade I shall never forget! I adore our night together; I love you as a brother. I shall see you before I go?

Surely, Sengoun, my dear comrade!

Alors — au revoir! He sprang into the taxicab. To the Russian Embassy! he called out; and turned to the half fainting girl on the seat beside him.

Where do you live, my dear? he asked very gently, taking her icy hand in his.


CHAPTER XXXIV

SUNRISE
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WHEN THE TAXICAB carrying Captain Sengoun and the unknown Russian girl had finally disappeared far away down the Boulevard in the thin grey haze of early morning, Neeland looked around him; and it was a scene unfamiliar, unreal, that met his anxious eyes.

The sun had not yet gilded the chimney tops; east and west, as far as he could see, the Boulevard stretched away under its double line of trees between ranks of closed and silent houses, lying still and mysterious in the misty, bluish-grey light.

Except for police and municipal guards, and two ambulances moving slowly away from the ruined café, across the street, the vast Boulevard was deserted; no taxicabs remained; no omnibuses moved; no early workmen passed, no slow-moving farm wagons and milk wains from the suburbs; no chiffoniers with scrap-filled sacks on their curved backs, and steel-hooked staves, furtively sorting and picking among the nights débris on sidewalk and in gutter.

Here and there in front of half a dozen wrecked cafés little knots of policemen stood on the glass-littered sidewalk, in low-voiced consultation; far down the Boulevard, helmets gleamed dully through the haze where municipal cavalry were quietly riding off the mobs and gradually pushing them back toward the Montmartre and Villette quarters, whence they had arrived.

Mounted Municipals still sat their beautiful horses in double line across the corner of the rue Vilna and parallel streets, closing that entire quarter where, to judge from a few fitful and far-away pistol shots, the methodical apache hunt was still in progress.

And it was a strange and sinister phase of Paris that Neeland now gazed upon through the misty stillness of early morning. For there was something terrible in the sudden quiet, where the swift and shadowy fury of earliest dawn had passed: and the wrecked buildings sagged like corpses, stark and disembowelled, spilling out their dead intestines indecently under the whitening sky.

Save for the echoes of distant shots, no louder than the breaking of a splinter — save for the deadened stamp and stir of horses, a low-voiced order, the fainter clash of spurs and scabbards — an intense stillness brooded now over the city, ominously prophetic of what fateful awakening the coming sunrise threatened for the sleeping capital.

Neeland turned and looked at Ilse Dumont. She stood motionless on the sidewalk, in the clear, colourless light, staring fixedly across the street at the débris of the gaping, shattered Café des Bulgars. Her evening gown hung in filmy tinted shreds; her thick, dark hair in lustrous disorder shadowed her white shoulders; a streak of dry blood striped one delicate bare arm.

To see her standing there on the sidewalk in the full, unshadowed morning light, silent, dishevelled, scarcely clothed, seemed to him part of the ghastly unreality of this sombre and menacing vision, from which he ought to rouse himself.

She turned her head slowly; her haggard eyes met his without expression; and he found his tongue with the effort of a man who strives for utterance through a threatening dream:

We cant stay here, he said. The sound of his own voice steadied and cleared his senses. He glanced down at his own attire, blood-stained, and ragged; felt for the loose end of his collar, rebuttoned it, and knotted the draggled white tie with the unconscious indifference of habit.

What a nightmare! he muttered to himself. The world has been turned upside down over night. He looked up at her: We cant stay here, he repeated. Where do you live?

She did not appear to hear him. She had already started to move toward the rue Vilna, where the troopers barring that street still sat their restive horses. They were watching her and her dishevelled companion with the sophisticated amusement of men who, by clean daylight, encounter fagged-out revellers of a riotous night.

Neeland spoke to her again, then followed her and took her arm.

Where are you going? he repeated, uneasily.

I shall give myself up, she replied in a dull voice.

To whom?

To the Municipals over there.

Give yourself up! he repeated. Why?

She passed a slender hand over her eyes as though unutterably weary:

Neeland, she said, I am lost already.... And I am very tired.

What do you mean? he demanded, drawing her back under a porte-cochère. You live somewhere, dont you? If its safe for you to go back to your lodgings, Ill take you there. Is it?

No.

Well, then, Ill take you somewhere else. Ill find somewhere to take you — —

She shook her head:

It is useless, Neeland. There is no chance of my leaving the city now — no chance left — no hope. It is simpler for me to end the matter this way — —

Cant you go to the Turkish Embassy!

She looked up at him in a surprised, hopeless way:

Do you suppose that any Embassy ever receives a spy in trouble? Do you really imagine that any government ever admits employing secret agents, or stirs a finger to aid them when they are in need?

I told you Id stand by you, he reminded her bluntly.

You have been — kind — Neeland.

And you have been very loyal to me, Scheherazade. I shall not abandon you.

How can you help me? I cant get out of this city. Wherever I go, now, it will be only a matter of a few hours before I am arrested.

The American Embassy. There is a man there, he reminded her.

She shrugged her naked shoulders:

I cannot get within sight of the Trocadero before the secret police arrest me. Where shall I go? I have no passport, no papers, not even false ones. If I go to the lodgings where I expected to find shelter it means my arrest, court martial, and execution in a caserne within twenty-four hours. And it would involve others who trust me — condemn them instantly to a firing squad — if I am found by the police in their company!... No, Neeland. Theres no hope for me. Too many know me in Paris. I took a risk in coming here when war was almost certain. I took my chances, and lost. Its too late to whimper now.

As he stared at her something suddenly brightened above them; and he looked up and saw the first sunbeam painting a chimney top with palest gold.

Come, he said, weve got to get out of this! Weve got to go somewhere — find a taxicab and get under shelter — —

She yielded to the pressure of his arm and moved forward beside him. He halted for a moment on the curb, looking up and down the empty streets for a cab of any sort, then, with the instinct of a man for whom the Latin Quarter had once been a refuge and a home, he started across the Boulevard, his arm clasping hers.

All the housetops were glittering with the sun as they passed the ranks of the Municipal cavalry.

A young officer looked down mischievously as they traversed the Boulevard — the only moving objects in that vast and still perspective.

Mon Dieu! he murmured. A night like that is something to remember in the winter of old age!

Neeland heard him. The gay, bantering, irresponsible Gallic wit awoke him to himself; the rising sun, tipping the citys spires with fire, seemed to relight a little, long-forgotten flame within him. His sombre features cleared; he said confidently to the girl beside him:

Dont worry; well get you out of it somehow or other. Its been a rather frightful dream, Scheherazade, nothing worse — —

Her arm suddenly tightened against his and he turned to look at the shattered Café des Bulgars which they were passing, where two policemen stood looking at a cat which was picking its way over the mass of débris, mewing dismally.

One of the policemen, noticing them, smiled sympathetically at their battered appearance.

Would you like to have a cat for your lively ménage? he said, pointing to the melancholy animal which Neeland recognised as the dignified property of the Cercle Extranationale.

The other policeman, more suspicious, eyed Ilse Dumont closely as she knelt impulsively and picked up the homeless cat.

Where are you going in such a state? he asked, moving over the heaps of splintered glass toward her.

Back to the Latin Quarter, said Neeland, so cheerfully that suspicion vanished and a faint grin replaced the official frown.

Allons, mes enfants, he muttered. Faut pas sattrouper dans la rue. Also you both are a scandal. Allons! Filez! Houp! The sun is up already!

They went out across the rue Royale toward the Place de la Concorde, which spread away before them in deserted immensity and beauty.

There were no taxicabs in sight. Ilse, carrying the cat in her arms, moved beside Neeland through the deathly stillness of the city, as though she were walking in a dream. Everywhere in the pale blue sky above them steeple and dome glittered with the sun; there were no sounds from quai or river; no breeze stirred the trees; nothing moved on esplanade or bridge; the pale blue August sky grew bluer; the gilded tip of the obelisk glittered like a living flame.

Neeland turned and looked up the Champs Elysées.

Far away on the surface of the immense avenue a tiny dark speck was speeding — increasing in size, coming nearer.

A taxi, he said with a quick breath of relief. Well be all right now.

Nearer and nearer came the speeding vehicle, rushing toward them between the motionless green ranks of trees. Neeland walked forward across the square to signal it, waited, watching its approach with a slight uneasiness.

Now it sped between the rearing stone horses, and now, swerving, swung to the left toward the rue Royale. And to his disgust and disappointment he saw it was a private automobile.

The devil! he muttered, turning on his heel.

At the same moment, as though the chauffeur had suddenly caught an order from within the limousine, the car swung directly toward him once more.

As he rejoined Ilse, who stood clasping the homeless cat to her breast, listlessly regarding the approaching automobile, the car swept in a swift circle around the fountain where they stood, stopped short beside them; and a woman flung open the door and sprang out to the pavement.

And Ilse Dumont, standing there in the rags of her frail gown, cuddling to her breast the purring cat, looked up to meet her doom in the steady gaze of the Princess Naïa Mistchenka.

Every atom of colour left her face, and her ashy lips parted. Otherwise, she made no sign of fear, no movement.

There was a seconds absolute silence; then the dark eyes of the Princess turned on Neeland.

Good heavens, James! she said. What has happened to you?

Nothing, he said gaily, thanks to Miss Dumont — —

To whom? interrupted the Princess sharply.

To Miss Dumont. We got into a silly place where it began to look as though wed get our heads knocked off, Sengoun and I. Im really quite serious, Princess. If it hadnt been for Miss Dumont— he shrugged;  — and that is twice she has saved my idiotic head for me, he added cheerfully.

The Princess Naïas dark eyes reverted to Ilse Dumont, and the pallid girl met them steadily enough. There was no supplication in her own eyes, no shrinking, only the hopeless tranquillity that looks Destiny in the face — the gaze riveted unflinchingly upon the descending blow.

What are you doing in Paris at such a time as this? said the Princess.

The girls white lips parted stiffly:

Do you need to ask?

For a full minute the Princess bent a menacing gaze on her in silence; then:

What do you expect from me? she demanded in a low voice. And, stepping nearer: What have you to expect from anyone in France on such a day as this?

Ilse Dumont did not answer. After a moment she dropped her head and fumbled with the rags of her bodice, as though trying to cover the delicately rounded shoulders. A shaft of sunlight, reflected from the obelisk to the fountain, played in golden ripples across her hair.

Neeland looked at the Princess Naïa:

What you do is none of my business, he said pleasantly, but— he smiled at her and stepped back beside Ilse Dumont, and passed his arm through hers: Im a grateful beast, he added lightly, and if Ive nine lives to lose, perhaps Miss Dumont will save seven more of them before Im entirely done for.

The girl gently disengaged his arm.

Youll only get yourself into serious trouble, she murmured, and you cant help me, dear Neeland.

The Princess Naïa, flushed and exasperated, bit her lip.

James, she said, you are behaving absurdly. That woman has nothing to fear from me now, and she ought to know it! And, as Ilse lifted her head and stared at her: Yes, you ought to know it! she repeated. Your work is ended. It ended today at sunrise. And so did mine. War is here. There is nothing further for you to do; nothing for me. The end of everything is beginning. What would your death or mine signify now, when the dawn of such a day as this is the death warrant for millions? What do we count for now, Mademoiselle Minna Minti?

Do you not mean to give me up, madame?

Give you up? No. I mean to get you out of Paris if I can. Give me your cat, mademoiselle. Please help her, James — —

You — offer me your limousine? stammered Ilse.

Give that cat to me. Of course I do! Do you suppose I mean to leave you in rags with your cat on the pavement here? And, to Neeland: Where is Alak?

Gone home as fit as a fiddle. Am I to receive the hospitality of your limousine also, dear lady? Look at the state Im in to travel with two ladies!

The Princess Naïas dark eyes glimmered; she tucked the cat comfortably against her shoulder and motioned Ilse into the car.

Im afraid Ill have to take you, James. What on earth has happened to you? she added, as he put her into the car, nodded to the chauffeur, and, springing in beside her, slammed the door.

Ill tell you in two words, he explained gaily. Prince Erlik and I started for a stroll and landed, ultimately, in the Café des Bulgars. And presently a number of gentlemen began to shoot up the place, and Miss Dumont stood by us like a brick.

The Princess Mistchenka lifted the cat from her lap and placed it in the arms of Ilse Dumont.

That ought to win our gratitude, Im sure, she said politely to the girl. We Russians never forget such pleasant obligations. There is a Cossack jingle:

To those who befriend our friends Our duty never ends.

Ilse Dumont bent low over the purring cat in her lap; the Princess watched her askance from moment to moment, and Neeland furtively noted the contrast between these women — one in rags and haggard disorder; the other so trim, pretty, and fresh in her morning walking suit.

James, she said abruptly, weve had a most horrid night, Ruhannah and I. The child waited up for you, it seems — I thought shed gone to bed — and she came to my room about two in the morning — the little goose — as though men didnt stay out all night!

Im terribly sorry, he said contritely.

You ought to be.... And Ruhannah was so disturbed that I put on something and got out of bed. And after a while — the Princess glanced sardonically at Ilse Dumont— I telephoned to various sources of information and was informed concerning the rather lively episodes of your nocturnal career with Sengoun. And when I learned that you and he had been seen to enter the Café des Bulgars, I became sufficiently alarmed to notify several people who might be interested in the matter.

One of those people, said Neeland, smiling, was escorted to her home by Captain Sengoun, I think.

The Princess glanced out of the window where the early morning sun glimmered on the trees as the car flew swiftly through the Champs Elysées.

I heard that there were some men killed there last night, she said without turning.

Several, I believe, admitted Neeland.

Were you there, then?

Yes, he replied, uncomfortably.

Did you know anybody who was killed, James?

Yes, by sight.

She turned to him:

Who?

There was a man named Kestner; another named Weishelm. Three American gamblers were killed also.

And Karl Breslau? inquired the Princess coolly.

There was a moments silence.

No. I think he got away across the roofs of the houses, replied Neeland.

Ilse Dumont, bent over the cat in her lap, stared absently into its green eyes where it lay playfully patting the rags that hung from her torn bodice.

Perhaps she was thinking of the dead man where he lay in the crowded café — the dead man who had confronted her with bloodshot eyes and lifted pistol — whose voice, thick with rage, had denounced her — whose stammering, untaught tongue stumbled over the foreign words with which he meant to send her to her death — this dead man who once had been her man — long ago — very, very long ago when there was no bitterness in life, no pain, no treachery — when life was young in the Western World, and Fate gaily beckoned her, wearing a smiling mask and crowned with flowers.

I hope, remarked the Princess Mistchenka, that it is sufficiently early in the morning for you to escape observation, James.

Im a scandal; I know it, he admitted, as the car swung into the rue Soleil dOr.

The Princess turned to the drooping girl beside her and laid a gloved hand lightly on her shoulder.

My dear, she said gently, there is only one chance for you, and if we let it pass it will not come again — under military law.

Ilse lifted her head, held it high, even tilted back a little.

The Princess said:

Twenty-four hours will be given for all Germans to leave France. But — you took your nationality from the man you married. You are American.

The girl flushed painfully:

I do not care to take shelter under his name, she said.

It is the only way. And you must get to the coast in my car. There is no time to lose. Every vehicle, private and public, will be seized for military uses this morning. Every train will be crowded; every foot of room occupied on the Channel boats. There is only one thing for you to do — travel with me to Havre as my American maid.

Madame — would you do that — for me?

Why, Ive got to, said the Princess Mistchenka with a shrug. I am not a barbarian to leave you to a firing squad, I hope.

The car had stopped; the chauffeur descended and came around to open the door.

Caron, said the Princess, no servants are stirring yet. Take my key, find a cloak and bring it out — and a coat for Monsieur Neeland — the one that Captain Sengoun left the other evening. Have you plenty of gasoline?

Plenty, madame.

Good. We leave for Havre in five minutes. Bring the cloak and coat quickly.

The chauffeur hastened to the door, unlocked it, disappeared, then came out carrying a voluminous wrap and a mans opera cloak. The Princess threw the one over Ilse Dumont; Neeland enveloped himself in the other.

Now, murmured the Princess Naïa, it will look more like a late automobile party than an ambulance after a free fight — if any early servants are watching us.

She descended from the car; Ilse Dumont followed, still clasping the cat under her cloak; and Neeland followed her.

Be very quiet, whispered the Princess. There is no necessity for servants to observe what we do — —

A small and tremulous voice from the head of the stairs interrupted her:

Naïa! Is it you?

Hush, Ruhannah! Yes, darling, it is I. Everything is all right and you may go back to bed — —

Naïa! Where is Mr. Neeland? continued the voice, fearfully.

He is here, Rue! He is all right. Go back to your room, dear. I have a reason for asking you.

Listening, she heard a door close above; then she touched Ilse on the shoulder and motioned her to follow up the stairs. Halfway up the Princess halted, bent swiftly over the banisters:

James! she called softly.

Yes?

Go into the pantry and find a fruit basket and fill it with whatever food you can find. Hurry, please.

He discovered the pantry presently, and a basket of fruit there. Poking about he contrived to disinter from various tins and ice-boxes some cold chicken and biscuits and a bottle of claret. These he wrapped hastily in a napkin which he found there, placed them in the basket of fruit, and came out into the hall just as Ilse Dumont, in the collar and cuffs and travelling coat of a servant, descended, carrying a satchel and a suitcase.

Good business! he whispered, delighted. Youre all right now, Scheherazade! And for heavens sake, keep out of France hereafter. Do you promise?

He had taken the satchel and bag from her and handed both, and the fruit basket, to Caron, who stood outside the door.

In the shadowy hall those two confronted each other now, probably for the last time. He took both her hands in his.

Good-bye, Scheherazade dear, he said, with a new seriousness in his voice which made the tone of it almost tender.

G-good-bye — — The girls voice choked; she bent her head and rested her face on the hands he held clasped in his.

He felt her hot tears falling, felt the slender fingers within his own tighten convulsively; felt her lips against his hand — an instant only; then she turned and slipped through the open door.

A moment later the Princess Naïa appeared on the stairs, descending lightly and swiftly, her motor coat over her arm.

Jim, she said in a low voice, its the wretched girls only chance. They know about her; theyre looking for her now. But I am trusted by my Ambassador; I shall have what papers I ask for; I shall get her through to an American steamer.

Princess Naïa, you are splendid!

You dont think so, Jim; you never did.... Be nice to Rue. The child has been dreadfully frightened about you.... And, added the Princess Mistchenka with a gaily forced smile, resting her hand on Neelands shoulder for an instant, dont ever kiss Rue Carew unless you mean it with every atom of your heart and soul.... I know the child.... And I know you. Be generous to her, James. All women need it, I think, from such men as you — such men as you, she added laughingly, who know not what they do.

If there was a subtle constraint in her pretty laughter, if her gay gesture lacked spontaneity, he did not perceive it. His face had flushed a trifle under her sudden badinage.

Good-bye, he said. You are splendid, and I do think so. I know youll win through.

I shall. I always do — except with you, she added audaciously. And Look for me tomorrow! she called back to him through the open door; and slammed it behind her, leaving him standing there alone in the dark and curtained house.


CHAPTER XXXV

THE FIRST DAY
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NEELAND HAD UNDRESSED, bathed his somewhat battered body, and had then thrown himself on the bed, fully intending to rise in a few moments and await breakfast.

But it was a very weary young man who stretched himself out for ten minutes repose. And, when again he unclosed his eyes, the austere clock on the mantel informed him that it was five — not five in the morning either.

He had slept through the first day of general mobilisation.

Across the lowered latticed blinds late afternoon sunshine struck red. The crests of the chestnut trees in the rue Soleil dOr had turned rosy; and a delicate mauve sky, so characteristic of Paris in early autumn, already stretched above the city like a frail tent of silk from which fragile cobweb clouds hung, tinted with saffron and palest rose.

Hoisting the latteen shades, he looked out through lace curtains into the most silent city he had ever beheld. Not that the streets and avenues were deserted: they swarmed with hurrying, silent people and with taxicabs.

Never had he seen so many taxicabs; they streamed by everywhere, rushing at high speed. They passed through the rue Soleil dOr; the rue de la Lune fairly whizzed with them; the splendid avenue was merely a vista of flying taxis; and in every one of them there was a soldier.

Otherwise, except for cyclists, there seemed to be very few soldiers in Paris — an odd fact immediately noticeable.

Also there were no omnibuses to be seen, no private automobiles, no electric vehicles of any sort except great grey army trucks trundling by with a sapper at the wheel.

And, except for the whiz and rush of the motors and the melancholy siren blasts from their horns, an immense silence reigned in the streets.

There was no laughter to be heard, no loud calling, no gay and animated badinage. People who met and stopped conversed in undertones; gestures were sober and rare.

And everywhere, in the intense stillness, Red Cross flags hung motionless in the late afternoon sunshine; everywhere were posted notices warning the Republic of general mobilisation — on dead walls, on tree-boxes, on kiosques, on bulletin boards, on the façades of public and ecclesiastical buildings.

Another ordinance which Neeland could read from where he stood at the window warned all citizens from the streets after eight oclock in the evening; and on the closed iron shutters of every shop in sight of his window were pasted white strips of paper bearing, in black letters, the same explanation:

Fermé à cause de la mobilisation.

Nowhere could he see the word war printed or otherwise displayed. The conspiracy of silence concerning it seemed the more ominous.

Nor, listening, could he hear the sinister voices of men and boys calling extra editions of the papers. There seemed to be no need for the raising of hoarse and threatening voices in the soundless capital. Men and youths of all ages traversed the avenues and streets with sheafs of fresh, damp newspapers over their ragged arms, but it was the populace who crowded after and importuned them, not they the people; and no sooner did a paper-seller appear than he was stripped of his wares and was counting his coppers under the trees before hurrying away for a fresh supply.

Neeland dressed himself in sections, always returning to the window to look out; and in this manner he achieved his toilet.

Marotte, the old butler, was on the floor below, carrying a tea tray into the wide, sunny sitting-room as Neeland descended.

I overslept, explained the young American, and Im nearly starved. Is Mademoiselle Carew having tea?

Mademoiselle requested tea for two, sir, in case you should awake, said the old man solemnly.

Neeland watched him fussing about with cloth and table and silver.

Have you any news? he asked after a moment.

Very little, Monsieur Neeland. The police have ordered all Germans into detention camps — men, women, and children. It is said that there are to be twelve great camps for these unfortunates who are to assemble in the Lycée Condorcet for immediate transportation.

Neeland thought of Ilse Dumont. Presently he asked whether any message had been received from the Princess Mistchenka.

Madame the Princess telephoned from Havre at four oclock this afternoon. Mademoiselle Carew has the message.

Neeland, reassured, nodded:

No other news, Marotte?

The military have taken our automobiles from the garage, and have requisitioned the car which Madame la Princess is now using, ordering us to place it at their disposal as soon as it returns from Havre. Also, Monsieur le Capitaine Sengoun has telephoned from the Russian Embassy, but Mademoiselle Carew would not permit Monsieur to be awakened.

What did Captain Sengoun say?

Mademoiselle Carew received the message.

And did anyone else call me up? asked Neeland, smiling.

Il y avait une fe — une espèce de dame, replied the old man doubtfully,  — who named herself Fifi la Tzigane. I permitted myself to observe to her, added the butler with dignity, that she had the liberty of writing to you what she thought necessary to communicate.

He had arranged the tea-table. Now he retired, but returned almost immediately to decorate the table with Cloth of Gold roses.

Fussing and pottering about until the mass of lovely blossoms suited him, he finally presented himself to Neeland for further orders, and, learning that there were none, started to retire with a self-respecting dignity that was not at all impaired by the tears which kept welling up in his aged eyes, and which he always winked away with a demi-tour and a discreet cough correctly stifled by his dry and wrinkled hand.

As he passed out the door Neeland said:

Are you in trouble, Marotte?

The old man straightened up, and a fierce pride blazed for a moment from his faded eyes:

Not trouble, monsieur; but — when one has three sons departing for the front — dame! — that makes one reflect a little — —

He bowed with the unconscious dignity of a wider liberty, a subtler equality which, for a moment, left such as he indifferent to circumstances of station.

Neeland stepped forward extending his hand:

Bonne chance! God be with France — and with us all who love our liberty. Luck to your three sons!

I thank monsieur — — He steadied his voice, bowed in the faultless garments which were his badge of service, and went his way through the silence in the house.

Neeland had walked to the long windows giving on the pretty balcony with its delicate, wrought-iron rails and its brilliant masses of geraniums.

Outside, along the Avenue, in absolute silence, a regiment of cuirassiers was passing, the level sun blazing like sheets of crimson fire across their helmets and breastplates. And now, listening, the far clatter of their horses came to his ears in an immense, unbroken, rattling resonance.

Their gold-fringed standard passed, and the sunlight on the naked sabres ran from point to hilt like liquid blood. Sons of the Cuirassiers of Morsbronn, grandsons of the Cuirassiers of Waterloo — what was their magnificent fate to be? — For splendid it could not fail to be, whether tragic or fortunate.

The Americans heart began to hammer in his breast and throb in his throat, closing it with a sudden spasm that seemed to confuse his vision for a moment and turn the distant passing regiment to a glittering stream of steel and flame.

Then it had passed; the darkly speeding torrent of motor cars alone possessed the Avenue; and Neeland turned away into the room again.

And there, before him, stood Rue Carew.

A confused sense of unreasoning, immeasurable happiness rushed over him, and, in that sudden, astounding instant of self-revelation, self-amazement left him dumb.

She had given him both her slim white hands, and he held to them as though to find his bearings. Both were a trifle irrelevant and fragmentary.

Do you c-care for tea, Jim?... What a night! What a fright you gave us.... There are croissants, too, and caviar.... I would not permit anybody to awaken you; and I was dying to see you — —

I am so sorry you were anxious about me. And Im tremendously hungry.... You see, Sengoun and I did not mean to remain out all night.... Ill help you with that tea; shall I?...

He still retained her hands in his; she smiled and flushed in a breathless sort of way, and looked sometimes at the tea-kettle as though she never before had seen such an object; and looked up at him as though she had never until that moment beheld any man like him.

The Princess Naïa has left us quite alone, she said, so I must give you some tea. She was nervous and smiling and a little frightened and confused with the sense of their contact.

So — I shall give you your tea, now, she repeated.

She did not mention her manual inability to perform her promise, but presently it occurred to him to release her hands, and she slid gracefully into her chair and took hold of the silver kettle with fingers that trembled.

He ate everything offered him, and then took the initiative. And he talked — Oh, heaven! How he talked! Everything that had happened to him and to Sengoun from the moment they left the rue Soleil dOr the night before, this garrulous young man detailed with a relish for humorous circumstance and a disregard for anything approaching the tragic, which left her with an impression that it had all been a tremendous lark — indiscreet, certainly, and probably reprehensible — but a lark, for all that.

Fireworks, shooting, noise, and architectural destruction he admitted, but casualties he skimmed over, and of death he never said a word. Why should he? The dead were dead. None concerned this young girl now — and, save one, no death that any man had died there in the shambles of the Café des Bulgars could ever mean anything to Rue Carew.

Some day, perhaps, he might tell her that Brandes was dead — not where or how he had died — but merely the dry detail. And she might docket it, if she cared to, and lay it away among the old, scarcely remembered, painful things that had been lived, and now were to be forgotten forever.

The silence of intensest interest, shy or excited questions, and the grey eyes never leaving his — this was her tribute.

Grey eyes tinged with golden lights, now clear with suspense, now brilliant at a crisis, now gentle, wondering, troubled, as he spoke of Ilse Dumont and the Russian girl, now charmingly vague as her mind outstripped his tongue and she divined something of the sturdy part he had played — golden-grey eyes that grew exquisite with her pride in him, tender with solicitude for him in dangers already passed away — this was her tribute

Engaging grey eyes of a girl with the splendour and mystery of womanhood possessing her — attracting him, too, fascinating him, threatening, conquering, possessing him — this, the Greek gift of Rue Carew, her tribute.

And he took all, forgetting that the Greeks bore gifts; or, perhaps, remembering, rejoicing, happy in his servitude, he took into his heart and soul the tribute this young girl offered, a grateful, thankful captive.

The terrible cataclysm impending, menacing the world, they seemed powerless, yet, to grasp and comprehend and understand.

Outside, the street rippled and roared with the interminable clatter of passing cavalry: the girl looked into the eyes of the boy across the tea-table, and her young eyes, half fearful yet enchanted, scarce dared divine what his eyes were telling her while his hurrying tongue chattered irrelevancies.

Three empires, two kingdoms, and a great republic resounded with the hellish din of arming twenty million men. Her soft lips were touched with the smile of youth that learns for the first time it is beloved; her eyes of a child, exquisite, brooding, rested with a little more courage now on his — were learning, little by little, to sustain his gaze, endure the ardour that no careless, laughing speech of his could hide or dim or quench.

In the twilight of the streets there was silence, save for the rush of motors and the recurrent trample of armed men. But the heart of Rue Carew was afire with song — and every delicate vein in her ran singing to her heart.

There was war in the Eastern world; and palace and chancellery were ablaze. But they spoke of the West — of humble places and lowly homes; of still woodlands where mosses edged the brooks; of peaceful villages they both had known, where long, tree-shaded streets slept in the dappled shadow under the sun of noon.

* * * * *

Marotte came, silent, self-respecting, very grey and tranquil in his hour of trial.

There were two letters for Neeland, left by hand. And, when the old man had gone away bearing his silver tray among his heavier burdens:

Read them, nodded Rue Carew.

He read them both aloud to her: the first amused them a little — not without troubling them a little, too:

* * * * *

Monsieur Neeland:

It is the Tzigane, Fifi, who permits herself the honour of addressing you.

Breslau escaped. With him went the plans, it seems. You behaved admirably in the Café des Bulgars. A Russian comrade has you and Prince Erlik to remember in her prayers.

You have done well, monsieur. Now, your task is ended. Go back to the Western World and leave us to end this battle between ourselves.

It is written and confirmed by the stars that what the Eastern World has sown it shall now reap all alone.

We Tziganes know. You should not mock at our knowledge. For there is a dark star, Erlik, named from the Prince of Hell. And last night it was in conjunction with the red star, Mars. None saw it; none has ever beheld the dark star, Erlik.

But we Tziganes know. We have known for five thousand years that Erlik hung aloft, followed by ten black moons. Ask your astronomers. But we Tziganes knew this before there ever were astronomers!

Therefore, go home to your own land, monsieur. The Prince of Hell is in the heavens. The Yellow Devil shall see the Golden Horn again. Empires shall totter and fall. Little American, stand from under.

Adieu! We Tziganes wish you well — Fifi and Nini of the Jardin Russe.

Adieu, beau jeune homme! And — to her whom you shall take with you — homage, good wishes, good augury, and adieux!

* * * * *

To her whom you shall take with you, he repeated, looking at Rue Carew.

The girl blushed furiously and bent her head, and her slender fingers grew desperately busy with her handkerchief.

Neeland, as nervous as she, fumbled with the seal of the remaining letter, managed finally to break it, glanced at the writing, then laughed and read:

* * * * *

My dear Comrade Neeland:

I get my thousand lances! Congratulate me! Were you much battered by that canaille last night? I laugh until I nearly burst when I think of that absurd bousculade!

That girl I took with me is all right. Im going to Petrograd! Im going on the first opportunity by way of Switzerland.

What happiness, Neeland! No more towns for me, except those I take. No more politics, no more diplomacy! I shall have a thousand lances to do my talking for me. Hurrah!

Neeland, I love you as a brother. Come to the East with me. You shall make a splendid trooper! Not, of course, a Terek Cossack. A Cossack is Gods work. A Terek Cossack is born, not made.

But, good heavens! There is other most excellent cavalry in the world, I hope! Come with me to Russia. Say that you will come, my dear comrade Neeland, and I promise you we shall amuse ourselves when the worlds dance begins —— 

* * * * *

Oh! breathed the girl, exasperated. Sengoun is a fool!

Neeland looked up quickly from his letter; then his face altered, and he rose; but Rue Carew was already on her feet; and she had lost most of her colour — and her presence of mind, too, it seemed, for Neelands arms were half around her, and her hands were against his shoulders.

Neither of them spoke; and he was already amazed and rather scared at his own incredible daring — already terribly afraid of this slender, fragrant creature who stood rigid and silent within the circle of his arm, her head lowered, her little, resisting hands pressed convulsively against his breast.

And after a long time the pressure against his breast slowly relaxed; her restless fingers moved nervously against his shoulders, picked at the lapels of his coat, clung there as he drew her head against his breast.

The absurd beating of his heart choked him as he stammered her name; he dropped his head beside her hot and half hidden cheek. And, after a long, long time, her face stirred on his breast, turned a very little toward him, and her young lips melted against his.

So they stood through the throbbing silence in the slowly darkening room, while the street outside echoed with the interminable trample of passing cavalry, and the dim capital lay like a phantom city under the ghostly lances of the searchlights as though probing all Heaven to the very feet of God in search of reasons for the hellish crime now launched against the guiltless Motherland.

And high among the planets sped the dark star, Erlik, unseen by men, rushing through viewless interstellar space, hurled out of nothing by the Prince of Hell into the nothing toward which all Hell is speeding, too; and whither it shall one day fade and disappear and pass away forever.

* * * * *

My darling — —

Oh, Jim — I have loved you all my life, she whispered. And her young arms crept up and clung around his neck.

My darling Rue — my little Rue Carew — —

Outside the window an officer also spoke through the unbroken clatter of passing horsemen which filled the whole house with a hollow roar. But she heard her lovers voice alone as in a hushed and magic world; and in her girls enchanted ears his words were the only sounds that stirred a heavenly quiet that reigned between the earth and stars.


Barbarians
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With the outbreak of the First World War, Chambers largely abandoned the weird fiction and romances of his earlier career, focusing instead on patriotic wartime adventure novels and, later, on more serious historical fiction.

First published in 1917, this is an adventure novel about the exploits of a group of American civilians who, sickened by their countrys apathy during the First World War, decide to travel to Europe to join in the conflict as soldiers. 
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Stent lost the fight, fell outward, wider, dropping back into mid-air.


TO

LYLE and MADELEINE MAHAN

I

Daughter of Light, the bestial wrath

Of Barbary besets thy path!

The Hun is beating his painted drum;

His war horns blare! The Hun is come!

Father, I feel his fœtid breath:

The thick air reeks with the stench of death;

My will is Thine. Thy will be done

On Turk and Bulgar, Czech and Hun!

II

She understands.

Where the dead headland flare

Mocks sea and sand;

Where death-lights shed their glare

On No-Mans-Land.

France takes her stand.

Magnificently fair,

The Flaming Brand

Within her slender hand;

Christs lilies in her hair.

III

Daughter of Grief, thy House is sand!

Thy towers are falling athwart the land.

Theyve flayed the earth to its ribs of chalk

And over its bones the spectres stalk!

Father, I see my high spires reel;

My breast is scarred by the Huns hoofed heel.

What was, shall be! I read Thy sign:

Thy ocean yawns for the smitten swine!

IV

Then, from Verdun

Pealed westward to the Somme

From every gun

Gods summons: Daughter! Come!

Then the red sun

Stood still. Grew dumb

The universal hum

Of life, and numb

The lips of Life, undone

By Death.... And so — France won!

V

Daughter of God, the End is here!

The swine rush on: the sea is near!

My wild flowers bloom on the trenches edge;

My little birds sing by shore and sedge.

Father, raise up my martyred land!

Clothe her bones with Thy magic hand;

Receive the Brand Thy angel lent,

And stanch my blood with Thy sacrament.


CHAPTER I

FED UP
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SO THIS IS what happened to the dozen-odd malcontents who could no longer stand the dirty business in Europe and the dirtier politicians at home.

There was treachery in the Senate, treason in the House. A plague of liars infested the Republic; the land was rotting with plots.

But if the authorities at Washington remained incredulous, stunned into impotency, while the din of murder filled the world, a few mere men, fed up on the mess, sickened while awaiting executive galvanization, and started east to purge their souls.

They came from the four quarters of the continent, drawn to the decks of the mule transport by a common sickness and a common necessity. Only two among them had ever before met. They represented all sorts, classes, degrees of education and of ignorance, drawn to a common rendezvous by coincidental nausea incident to the temporary stupidity and poltroonery of those supposed to represent them in the Congress of the Great Republic.

The rendezvous was a mule transport reeking with its cargo, still tied up to the sun-scorched wharf where scores of loungers loafed and gazed up at the rail and exchanged badinage with the supercargo.

The supercargo consisted of this dozen-odd fed-up ones — eight Americans, three Frenchmen and one Belgian.

There was a young soldier of fortune named Carfax, recently discharged from the Pennsylvania State Constabulary, who seemed to feel rather sure of a commission in the British service.

Beside him, leaning on the blistering rail, stood a self-possessed young man named Harry Stent. He had been educated abroad; his means were ample; his time his own. He had shot all kinds of big game except a Hun, he told another young fellow — a civil engineer — who stood at his left and whose name was Jim Brown.

A youth on crutches, passing along the deck behind them, lingered, listening to the conversation, slightly amused at Stents game list and his further ambition to bag a Boche.

The young mans lameness resulted from a trench acquaintance with the game which Stent desired to hunt. His regiment had been, and still was, the 2nd Foreign Legion. He was on his way back, now, to finish his convalescence in his old home in Finistère. He had been a writer of stories for children. His name was Jacques Wayland.

As he turned away from the group at the rail, still amused, a man advancing aft spoke to him by name, and he recognized an American painter whom he had met in Brittany.

You, Neeland?

Oh, yes. Im fed up with watchful waiting.

Where are you bound, ultimately?

Ive a hint that an Overseas unit can use me. And you, Wayland?



Going to my old home in Finistère where Ill get well, I hope.

And then?

Second Foreign.

Oh. Get that leg in the trenches? inquired Neeland.

Yes. Came over to recuperate. But Finistère calls me. Ive got to smell the sea off Eryx before I can get well.

A pleasant-faced, middle-aged man, who stood near, turned his head and cast a professionally appraising glance at the young fellow on crutches.

His name was Vail; he was a physician. It did not seem to him that there was much chance for the lame mans very rapid recovery.

Three muleteers came on deck from below — all young men, all talking in loud, careless voices. They wore uniforms of khaki resembling the regular service uniform. They had no right to these uniforms.

One of these young men had invented the costume. His name was Jack Burley. His two comrades were, respectively, Sticky Smith and Kid Glenn. Both had figured in the squared circle. All three were fed up. They desired to wallop something, even if it were only a leather-rumped mule.

Four other men completed the supercargo — three French youths who were returning for military duty and one Belgian. They had been waiters in New York. They also were fed up with the administration. They kept by themselves during the voyage. Nobody ever learned their names. They left the transport at Calais, reported, and were lost to sight in the flood of young men flowing toward the trenches.

They completed the odd dozen of fed-up ones who sailed that day on the suffocating mule transport in quest of something they needed but could not find in America — something that lay somewhere amid flaming obscurity in that hell of murder beyond the Somme — their souls salvation perhaps.

Twelve fed-up men went. And what happened to all except the four French youths is known. Fate laid a guiding hand on the shoulder of Carfax and gave him a gentle shove toward the Vosges. Destiny linked arms with Stent and Brown and led them toward Italy. Waylands rendezvous with Old Man Death was in Finistère. Neeland sailed with an army corps, but Chance met him at Lorient and led him into the strangest paths a young man ever travelled.

As for Sticky Smith, Kid Glenn and Jack Burley, they were muleteers. Or thought they were. A muleteer has to do with mules. Nothing else is supposed to concern him.

But into the lives of these three muleteers came things never dreamed of in their philosophy — never imagined by them even in their cups.

As for the others, Carfax, Brown, Stent, Wayland, Neeland, this is what happened to each one of them. But the episode of Carfax comes first. It happened somewhere north of the neutral Alpine region where the Vosges shoulder their way between France and Germany.

After he had exchanged a dozen words with a staff officer, he began to realize, vaguely, that he was done in.


CHAPTER II

MAROONED
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WILL THEY DO anything for us? repeated Carfax.

The staff officer thought it very doubtful. He stood in the snow switching his wet puttees and looking out across a world of tumbled mountains. Over on his right lay Germany; on his left, France; Switzerland towered in ice behind him against an arctic blue sky.

It grew warm on the Falcon Peak, almost hot in the sun. Snow was melting on black heaps of rocks; a black salamander, swollen, horrible, stirred from its stiff lethargy and crawled away blindly across the snow.

Our case is this, continued Carfax; somebodys made a mistake. Weve been forgotten. And if they dont relieve us rather soon some of us will go off our bally nuts. Do you get me, Major?

I beg your pardon — —

Do you understand what Ive been saying?

Oh, yes; quite so.

Then ask yourself, Major, how long can four men stand it, cooped up here on this peak? A month, two months, three, five? But its going on ten months — ten months of solitude — silence — not a sound, except when the snowslides go bellowing off into Alsace down there below our feet. His bronzed lip quivered. Ill get aboard one if this keeps on.

He kicked a lump of ice off into space; the staff officer glanced at him and looked away hurriedly.

Listen, said Carfax with an effort; were not regulars — not like the others. The Canadian division is different. Its discipline is different — in spite of Salisbury Plain and K. of K. In my regiment there are half-breeds, pelt-hunters, Nome miners, Yankees of all degrees, British, Canadians, gentlemen adventurers from Cosmopolis. Theyre good soldiers, but do you think theyd stay here? It is so in the Athabasca Battalion; it is the same in every battalion. They wouldnt stay here ten months. They couldnt. We are free people; we cant stand indefinite caging; weve got to have walking room once every few months.

The staff officer murmured something.

I know; but good God, man! Four of us have been on this peak for nearly ten months. Weve never seen a Boche, never heard a shot. Seasons come and go, rain falls, snow falls, the winds blow from the Alps, but nothing else comes to us except a half-frozen bird or two.

The staff officer looked about him with an involuntary shiver. There was nothing to see except the sun on the wet, black rocks and the whitewashed observation station of solid stone from which wires sagged into the valley on the French side.

Well — good luck, he said hastily, looking as embarrassed as he felt. Ill be toddling along.



Will you say a word to the General, like a good chap? Tell him how it is with us — four of us all alone up here since the beginning. Theres Gary, Captain in the Athabasca Battalion, a Yankee if the truth were known; theres Flint, a cockney lieutenant in a Calgary battery; theres young Gray, a lieutenant and a Prince Edward Islander; and heres me, a major in the Yukon Battalion — four of us on the top of a cursed French mountain — ten months of each other, of solitude, silence — and the whole world rocking with battles — and not a sound up here — not a whisper! I tell you were four sick men! Weve got a grip on ourselves yet, but its slipping. Were still fairly civil to each other, but the strain is killing. Sullen silences smother irritability, but— he added in a peculiarly pleasant voice, I expect we are likely to start killing each other if somebody doesnt get us out of here very damn quick.

The staff captains lips formed the words, Awfully sorry! Good luck! but his articulation was indistinct, and he went off hurriedly, still murmuring.

Carfax stood in the snow, watching him clamber down among the rocks, where an alpinist orderly joined them.

Gary presently appeared at the door of the observation station. Has he gone? he inquired, without interest.

Yes, said Carfax.

Is he going to do anything for us?

I dont know.... No!

Gary lingered, kicked at a salamander, then turned and went indoors. Carfax sat down on a rock and sucked at his empty pipe.

Later the three officers in the observation station came out to the door again and looked at him, but turned back into the doorway without saying anything. And after a while Carfax, feeling slightly feverish, went indoors, too.

In the square, whitewashed room Gray and Flint were playing cut-throat poker; Gary was at the telephone, but the messages received or transmitted appeared to be of no importance. There had never been any message of importance from the Falcon Peak or to it. There was likely to be none.

Ennui, inertia, dry rot — and four men, sometimes silently, sometimes violently cursing their isolation, but always cursing it — afraid in their souls lest they fall to cursing one another aloud as they had begun to curse in their hearts.

Months ago rain had fallen; now snow fell, and vast winds roared around them from the Alps. But nothing else ever came to the Falcon Peak, except a fierce, red-eyed Lämmergeyer sheering above the peak on enormous pinions, or a few little migrating birds fluttering down, half frozen, from the high air lanes. Now and then, also, came to them a staff officer from below, British sometimes, sometimes French, who lingered no longer than necessary and then went back again, down into friendly deeps where were trees and fields and familiar things and human companionship, leaving them to their hell of silence, of solitude, and of each other.

The tide of war had never washed the base of their granite cliffs; the highest battle wave had thundered against the Vosges beyond earshot; not even a deadened echo of war penetrated those silent heights; not a Taube floated in the zenith.

In the squatty, whitewashed ruin which once had been the eyrie of some petty predatory despot, and which now served as an observatory for two idle divisions below in the valley, stood three telescopes. Otherwise the furniture consisted of valises, trunks, a table and chairs, a few books, several newspapers, and some tennis balls lying on the floor.

Carfax seated himself at one of the telescopes, not looking through it, his heavy eyes partly closed, his burnt-out pipe between his teeth.

Gary rose from the telephone and joined the card players. They shuffled and dealt listlessly, seldom speaking save in monosyllables.

After a while Carfax went over to the card table and the young lieutenant cashed in and took his place at the telescope.

Below in the Alsatian valley spring had already started the fruit buds, and a delicate green edged the lower snow line.

The lieutenant spoke of it wistfully; nobody paid any attention; he rose presently and went outdoors to the edge of the precipice — not too near, for fear he might be tempted to jump out through the sunshine, down into that inviting world of promise below.

Far underneath him — very far down in the valley — a cuckoo called. Out of the depths floated the elfin halloo, the gaily malicious challenge of spring herself, shouted up melodiously from the plains of Alsace — Cuckoo! Cuckoo! Cuckoo! — You poor, sullen, frozen foreigner up there on the snowy rocks! — Cuckoo! Cuckoo! Cuckoo!

The lieutenant of Yukon infantry, whose name was Gray, came back into the room.

Theres a bird of sorts yelling like hell below, he said to the card players.

Carfax ran over his cards, rejected three, and nodded. Well, let him yell, he said.

What is it, a Boche dicky-bird insulting you? asked Gary, in his Yankee drawl.



Flint, declining to draw cards, got up and went out into the sunshine. When he returned to the table, he said: Its a cuckoo.... I wish to God I were out of this, he added.

They continued to play for a while without apparent interest. Each man had won his comrades money too many times to care when Carfax added up debit and credit and wrote down each mans score. In nine months, alternately beggaring one another, they had now, it appeared, broken about even.

Gary, an American in British uniform, twitched a newspaper toward himself, slouched in his chair, and continued to read for a while. The paper was French and two weeks old; he jerked it about irritably.

Gray, resting his elbows on his knees, sat gazing vacantly out of the narrow window. For a smart officer he had grown slovenly.

If there was any trout fishing to be had, he began; but Flint laughed scornfully.

What are you laughing at? There must be trout in the valley down there where that bird is, insisted Gray, reddening.



Yes, and there are cows and chickens and houses and women. What of it?

Gary, in his faded service uniform of a captain, scowled over his newspaper. Its bad enough to be here, he said heavily; so dont lets talk about it. Quit disputing.

Flint ignored the order.

If there was anything sportin to do — —

Oh, shut up, muttered Carfax. Do you expect sport on a hog-back?

Gray picked up a tennis ball and began to play it against the whitewashed stone wall, using the palm of his hand. Flint joined him presently; Gary went over to the telephone, set the receiver to his ear and spoke to some officer in the distant valley on the French side, continuing a spiritless conversation while watching the handball play. After a while he rose, shambled out and down among the rocks to the spring where snow lay, trodden and filthy, and the big, black salamanders crawled half stupefied in the sun. All his loathing and fear of them kindled again as it always did at sight of them. Dirty beasts, he muttered, stumping and stumbling among the stunted fir trees; some day theyll bite some of these damn fools who say they cant bite. And thatll end em.

Flint and Gray continued to play handball in a perfunctory way while Carfax looked on from the telephone without interest. Gary came back, his shoes and puttees all over wet snow.

Unless, he said in a monotonous voice, something happens within the next few days Ill begin to feel queer in my head; and if I feel it coming on, Ill blow my bally nut off. Or somebodys. And he touched his service automatic in its holster and yawned.

After a dead silence:

Buck up, remarked Carfax; think how our men must feel in Belfort, never letting off their guns. Ross rifles, too — not a shot at a Boche since the damn war began!

God! said Flint, smiting the ball with the palm of his hand, to think of those Ross rifles rusting down there and to think of the pink-skinned pigs they could paunch so cleanly. Did you ever paunch a deer? What a mess of intestines all over the shop!



Gary, still standing, began to kick the snow from his shoes. Gray said to him: For a dollar of your Yankee money Id give you a shot at me with your automatic — youre that slack at practice.

If it goes on much longer like this Ill not have to pay for a shot at anybody, returned Gary, with a short laugh.

Gray laughed too, disagreeably, stretching his facial muscles, but no sound issued.

Were all going crazy together up here; thats my idea, he said. I dont know which I can stand most comfortably, your voices or your silence. Both make me sick.

Some day a salamander will nip you; then youll go loco, observed Gary, balancing another tennis ball in his right hand. Give me a shot at you? he added. I feel as though I could throw it clean through you. You look soft as a pudding to me.

Far, clear, from infinite depths, the elf-like hail of the cuckoo came floating up to the window.

To Flint, English born, the call meant more than it did to Canadian or Yankee.



In Devon, he said in an altered voice, theyll be calling just now. Theres a world of primroses in Devon.... And the thorn is as white as the damned snow is up here.

Gary growled his impatience and his profile of a Greek fighter showed in clean silhouette against the window.

Aw, hell, he said, did I come out here for this? — nine months of it? He hurled the tennis ball at the wall. Can the home talk, if you dont mind.

The cuckoo was still calling.

Did you ever play cuckoo, asked Carfax, at ten shillings a throw? Its not a bad game — if youre put to it for amusement.

Nobody replied; Grays sunken, boyish face betrayed no interest; he continued to toss a tennis ball against the wall and catch it on the rebound.

Toward sundown the usual Alpine chill set in; a mist hung over the snow-edged cliffs; the rocks breathed steam under a foggy and battered moon.


CHAPTER III

CUCKOO!
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CARFAX, ON DUTY, sat hunched up over the telephone, reporting to the fortress.

Gray came in, closed the wooden shutters, hung blankets over them, lighted an oil stove and then a candle. Flint took up the cards, looked at Gary, then flung them aside, muttering.

Nobody attempted to read; nobody touched the cards again. An orderly came in with soup. The meal was brief and perfectly silent.

Flint said casually, after the table had been cleared: I havent slept for a month. If I dont get some sleep Ill go queer. I warn you; thats all. Im sorry to say it, but its so.

Theyre dirty beasts to keep us here like this, muttered Gary— nine months of it, and not a shot.

Therell be a few shots if things dont change, remarked Flint in a colourless voice. Im getting wrong in my head. I can feel it.

Carfax turned from the switchboard with a forced laugh: Thinking of shooting up the camp?

That or myself, replied Flint in a quiet voice; ever since that cuckoo called Ive felt queer.

Gary, brooding in his soiled tunic collar, began to mutter presently: I once knew a man in a lighthouse down in Florida who couldnt stand it after a bit and jumped off.

Oh, weve heard that twenty times, interrupted Carfax wearily.

Gray said: What a jump! — I mean down into Alsace below — —

Youre all going dotty! snapped Carfax. Shut up or youll be doing it — some of you.

I cant sleep. Thats where Im getting queer, insisted Flint. If I could get a few hours sleep now — —



I wish to God the Boches could reach you with a big gun. That would put you to sleep, all right! said Gray.

This war is likely to end before any of us see a Fritz, said Carfax. I could stand it, too, except being up here with such — his voice dwindled to a mutter, but it sounded to Gary as though he had used the word rotters.

Flints face had a white, strained expression; he began to walk about, saying aloud to himself: If I could only sleep. Thats the idea — sleep it off, and wake up somewhere else. Its the silence, or the voices — I dont know which. You dollar-crazy Yankees and ignorant Provincials dont realize what a cuckoo is. Youve no traditions, anyway — no past, nothing to care for — —

Listen to Arry! retorted Gary—Arry and his cuckoo!

Carfax stirred heavily. Shut up! he said, with an effort. The thing is to keep doing something — something — anything — except quarrelling.

He picked up a tennis ball. Come on, you funking brutes! Ill teach you how to play cuckoo. Every man takes three tennis balls and stands in a corner of the room. I stand in the middle. Then you blow out the candle. Then I call cuckoo! in the dark and you try to hit me, aiming by the sound of my voice. Every time Im hit I pay ten shillings to the pool, take my place in a corner, and have a shot at the next man, chosen by lot. And if you throw three balls apiece and nobody hits me, then you each pay ten shillings to me and Im cuckoo for another round.

We aim at random? inquired Gray, mildly interested.

Certainly. It must be played in pitch darkness. When I call out cuckoo, you take a shot at where you think I am. If you all miss, you all pay. If Im hit, I pay.

Gary chose three tennis balls and retired to a corner of the room; Gray and Flint, urged into action, took three each, unwillingly.

Blow out the candle, said Carfax, who had walked into the middle of the room. Gary blew it out and the place was in darkness.



They thought they heard Carfax moving cautiously, and presently he called, Cuckoo! A storm of tennis balls rebounded from the walls; Cuckoo! shouted Carfax, and the tennis balls rained all around him.

Once more he called; not a ball hit him; and he struck a match where he was seated upon the floor.

There was some perfunctory laughter of a feverish sort; the candle was relighted, tennis balls redistributed, and Carfax wrote down his winnings.

The next time, however, Gray, throwing low, caught him. Again the candle was lighted, scores jotted down, a coin tossed, and Flint went in as cuckoo.

It seemed almost impossible to miss a man so near, even in total darkness, but Flint lasted three rounds and was hit, finally, a stinging smack on the ear. And then Gary went in.

It was hot work, but they kept at it feverishly, grimly, as though their very sanity depended upon the violence of their diversion. They threw the balls hard, viciously hard. A sort of silent ferocity seemed to seize them. A chance hit cut the skin over Flints cheekbone, and when the candle was lighted, one side of his face was bright with blood.

Early in the proceedings somebody had disinterred brandy and Schnapps from under a bunk. The room had become close; they all were sweating.

Carfax emptied his iced glass, still breathing hard, tossed a shilling and sent in Gary as cuckoo.

Flint, who never could stand spirits, started unsteadily for the candle, but could not seem to blow it out. He stood swaying and balancing on his heels, puffing out his smooth, boyish cheeks and blowing at hazard.

Youre drunk, said Gray, thickly; but he was as flushed as the boy he addressed, only steadier of leg.

Whats that? retorted Flint, jerking his shoulders around and gazing at Gray out of glassy eyes.

Blow out that candle, said Gary heavily, or Ill shoot it out! Do you get that?

Shoot! repeated Flint, staring vaguely into Garys bloodshot eyes; you shoot, you old slacker — —

Shut up and play the game! cut in Carfax, a menacing roar rising in his voice. Youre all slackers — and rotters, too. Play the game! Keep playing — hard! — or youll go clean off your fool nuts!

Gary walked heavily over and knocked the tennis balls out of Flints hands.

Theres a better game than that, he said, his articulation very thick; but it takes nerve — if youve got it, you spindle-legged little cockney!

Flint struck at him aimlessly. Ive got nerve, he muttered, plenty of nerve, old top! What dyou want? Im your man; Ill go you — eh, what?

Go on with the game, I tell you! bawled Carfax.

Gary swung around: Wait till I explain — —

No, dont wait! Keep going! Keep playing! Keep doing something, for Gods sake!



Will you wait! shouted Gary. I want to tell you — —

Carfax made a hopeless gesture: Its talk that will do the trick for us all — —

I want to tell you — —

Carfax shrugged, emptied his full glass with a gesture of finality.

Then talk, damn you! And well all be at each others throats before morning.

Gary got Gray by the elbow: Reggie, its this way. We flip up for cuckoo. Whoever gets stuck takes a shot apiece from our automatics in the legs — eh, what?

Its perfectly agreeable to me, assented Gray, in the mincing, elaborate voice characteristic of him when drunk.

Flint wagged his head. Its a sportin game. Im in, he said.

Gary looked at Carfax. A shot in the dark at a mans legs. And if he gets his — it will be Blighty in exchange for hell.

Carfax, sullen with liquor, shoved his big hand into his pocket, produced a shilling, and tossed it.

A brighter flush stained the faces which ringed him; the risky hazard of the affair cleared their sick minds to comprehension.

Tails turned uppermost; Flint and Gary were eliminated. It lay between Carfax and Gray, and the older man won.

Mind you fire low, said the young fellow, with an excited laugh, and walked into the middle of the room.

Gary blew out the candle. Presently from somewhere in the intense darkness Gray called Cuckoo! and instantly a slanting red flash lashed out through the gloom. And, when the deafening echo had nearly ceased: Cuckoo!

Another pistol crashed. And after a swimming interval they heard him moving. Cuckoo! he called; a level flame stabbed the dark; something fell, thudding through the staccato uproar of the explosion. At the same moment the outer door opened on the crack and Carfaxs orderly peeped in.

Carfax struck a match with shaky fingers; the candle guttered, sank, flared on Flint, who was laughing without a sound. Got the beggar, by God! he whispered— through the head! Look at him. Look at Reggie Gray! Tried for his head and got him — —

He reeled back, chuckling foolishly, and levelled at Carfax. Now Ill get you! he simpered, and shot him through the face.

As Carfax pitched forward, Gary fired.

Missed me, by God! laughed Flint. Shoot? Hell, yes. Ill show you how to shoot — —

He struck the lighted candle with his left hand and laughed again in the thick darkness.

Shoot? Ill show you how to shoot, you old slacker — —

Gary fired.

After a silence Flint giggled in the choking darkness as the door opened cautiously again, and shot at the terrified orderly.

Im a cockney, am I? And you dont think much of the Devon cuckoos, do you? Now Ill show you that I understand all kinds of cuckoos — —



Both flashes split the obscurity at the same moment. Flint fell back against the wall and slid down to the floor. The outer door began to open again cautiously.

But the orderly, half dressed, remained knee-deep in the snow by the doorway.

After a long interval Gary struck a match, then went over and lit the candle. And, as he turned, Flint fired from where he lay on the floor and Gary swung heavily on one heel, took two uncertain steps. Then his pistol fell clattering; he sank to his knees and collapsed face downward on the stones.

Flint, still lying where he had fallen, partly upright, against the wall, began to laugh, and died a few moments later, the wind from the slowly opening door stirring his fair hair and extinguishing the candle.

And at last, through the opened door crept Carfaxs orderly; peered into the darkness within, shivering in his unbuttoned tunic, his boots wet with snow.

Dawn already whitened the east; and up out of the ghastly fog edging the German Empire, silhouetted, monstrous, against the daybreak, soared a Lämmergeyer, beating the livid void with enormous, unclean wings.

The orderly heard its scream, shrank, cowering, against the door frame as the huge birds ferocious red and yellow eyes blazed level with his.

Suddenly, above the clamor of the Lämmergeyer, the shrill bell of the telephone began to ring.

The terrible racket of the Lämmergeyer filled the sky; the orderly stumbled into the room, slipped in a puddle of something wet, sent an empty bottle rolling and clinking away into the darkness; stumbled twice over prostrate bodies; reached the telephone, half fainting; whispered for help.

After a long, long while, the horror still thickly clogging vein and brain, he scratched a match, hesitated, then holding it high, reeled toward the door with face averted.

Outside the sun was already above the horizon, flashing over Haut Alsace at his feet.



The Lämmergeyer was a speck in the sky, poised over France.

Up out of the infinite and sunlit chasm came a mocking, joyous hail — up through the sheer, misty gulf out of vernal depths: Cuck-oo! Cuck-oo! Cuck-oo!


CHAPTER IV

RECONNAISSANCE
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AND THAT WAS the way Carfax ended — a tiny tragedy of incompetence compared to the mountainous official fiasco at Gallipoli. Here, a few perished among the filthy salamanders in the snow; there, thousands died in the burning Turkish gorse —— 



But thats history; and its makers are already officially damned.

But now concerning two others of the fed-up dozen on board the mule transport — Harry Stent and Jim Brown. Destiny linked arms with them; Fate jerked a mysterious thumb over her shoulder toward Italy. Chance detailed them for special duty as soon as they landed.

It was a magnificent sight, the disembarking of the British overseas military force sent secretly into Italy.

They continued to disembark and entrain at night. Nobody knew that British troops were in Italy.

The infernal uproar along the Isonzo never ceased; the din of the guns resounded through the Trentino, but British and Canadian noses were sniffing at something beyond the Carnic Alps, along the slopes of which they continued to concentrate, Rifles, Kilties, and Gunners.

There seemed to be no particular hurry. Details from the Canadian contingent were constantly sent out to familiarize themselves with the vast waste of tunneled mountains denting the Austrian sky-line to the northward; and all day long Dominion reconnoitering parties wandered among valleys, alms, forest, and peaks in company sometimes with Italian alpinists, sometimes by themselves, prying, poking, snooping about with all the emotionless pertinacity of Teuton tourists preoccupied with wanderlust, kultur, and ewigkeit.



And one lovely September morning the British Military Observer with the Italian army, and his very British aid, sat on a sunny rock on the Col de la Reine and watched a Canadian northward reconnaissance — nothing much to see, except a solitary moving figure here and there on the mountains, crawling like a deerstalker across ledges and stretches of bracken — a few dots on the higher slopes, visible for a moment, then again invisible, then glimpsed against some lower snow patch, and gone again beyond the range of powerful glasses.

The Athabasca regiment, 13th Battalion, remarked the British Military Observer; lively and rather noisy.

Really, observed his A.D.C.

Sturdy, half-disciplined beggars, continued the B.M.O., watching the mountain plank through his glasses; every variety of adventurer in their ranks — cattlemen, ranchmen, Hudson Bay trappers, North West police, lumbermen, mail carriers, bear hunters, Indians, renegade frontiersmen, soldiers of fortune — a sweet lot, Algy.



Ow.

 — And half of em unruly Yankees — the most objectionable half, you know.

A bad lot, remarked the Honorable Algy.

Not at all, said the B.M.O. complacently; Ive a relative of sorts with em — leftenant, I believe — a Yankee brother-in-law, in point of fact.

Ow.

Married a step-sister in the States. Must look him up some day, concluded the B.M.O., adjusting his field glasses and focussing them on two dark dots moving across a distant waste of alpine roses along the edge of a chasm.

One of the dots happened to be the relative of sorts just mentioned; but the B.M.O. could not know that. And a moment afterward the dots became invisible against the vast mass of the mountain, and did not again reappear within the field of the English officers limited vision. So he never knew he had seen his relative of sorts.

Up there on the alp, one of the dots, which at near view appeared to be a good-looking, bronzed young man in khaki, puttees, and mountain shoes, said to the other officer who was scrambling over the rocks beside him:

Did you ever see a better country for sheep?

Bear, elk, goats — its sure a great layout, returned the younger officer, a Canadian whose name was Stent.

Goats, nodded Brown— sheep and goats. This country was made for them. I fancy they have chamois here. Did you ever see one, Harry?

Yes. They have a thing out here, too, called an ibex. You never saw an ibex, did you, Jim?

Brown, who had halted, shook his head. Stent stepped forward and stood silently beside him, looking out across the vast cleft in the mountains, but not using his field glasses.

At their feet the cliffs fell away sheer into tremendous and dizzying depths; fir forests far below carpeted the abyss like wastes of velvet moss, amid which glistened a twisted silvery thread — a river. A world of mountains bounded the horizon.



Better make a note or two, said Stent briefly.

They unslung their rifles, seated themselves in the warm sun amid a deep thicket of alpine roses, and remained silent and busy with pencil and paper for a while — two inconspicuous, brownish-grey figures, cuddled close among the greyish rocks, with nothing of military insignia about their dress or their round grey wool caps to differentiate them from sportsmen — wary stalkers of chamois or red deer — except that under their unbelted tunics automatics and cartridge belts made perceptible bunches.

Just above them a line of stunted firs edged limits of perpetual snow, and rocks and glistening fields of crag-broken white carried the eye on upward to the dazzling pinnacle of the Col de la Reine, splitting the vast, calm blue above.

Nothing except peaks disturbed the tranquil sky to the northward; not a cloud hung there. But westward mist clung to a few mountain flanks, and to the east it was snowing on distant crests.



Brown, sketching rapidly but accurately, laughed a little under his breath.

To think, he said, not a Boche dreams we are in the Carnic Alps. Its very funny, isnt it? Our surveyors are likely to be here in a day or two, I fancy.

Stent, working more slowly and methodically on his squared map paper, the smoke drifting fragrantly from his brier pipe, nodded in silence, glancing down now and then at the barometer and compass between them.

Mentioning big game, he remarked presently, I started to tell you about the ibex, Jim. Ive hunted a little in the Eastern Alps.

I didnt know it, said Brown, interested.

Yes. A classmate of mine at the Munich Polytechnic invited me — Siurd von Glahn — a splendid fellow — educated at Oxford — just like one of us — nothing of the Boche about him at all — —

Brown laughed: A Boche is always a Boche, Harry. The black Prussian blood — —



No; Siurd was all white. Really. A charming, lovable fellow. Anyway, his dad had a shooting where there were chamois, reh, hirsch, and the king of all Alpine big game — ibex. And Siurd asked me.

Did you get an ibex? inquired Brown, sharpening his pencil and glancing out across the valley at a cloud which had suddenly formed there.

I did.

What manner of beast is it?

It has mountain sheep and goats stung to death. Take it from me, Jim, its the last word in mountain sport. The chamois isnt in it. Pooh, Ive seen chamois within a hundred yards of a mountain macadam highway. But the ibex? Not much! The man who stalks and kills an ibex has nothing more to learn about stalking. Chamois, red deer, Scotch stag make you laugh after youve done your bit in the ibex line.

How about our sheep and goat? inquired Brown, staring at his comrade.

Its harder to get ibex.

Nonsense!



It really is, Jim.

What does your ibex resemble?

Its a handsome beast, ashy grey in summer, furred a brownish yellow in winter, and with little chin whiskers and a pair of big, curved, heavily ridged horns, thick and flat and looking as though they ought to belong to something African, and twice as big.

Some trophy, what? commented Brown, working away at his sketches.

Rather. The devilish thing lives along the perpetual snow line; and, for incredible stunts in jumping and climbing, it can give points to any Rocky Mountain goat. You try to get above it, spend the night there, and stalk it when it returns from nocturnal grazing in the stunted growth below. Thats how.

And you got one?

Yes. It took six days. We followed it for that length of time across the icy mountains, Siurd and I. I thought Id die.

Cold work, eh?

Stent nodded, pocketed his sketch, fished out a packet of bread and chocolate from his pocket and, rolling over luxuriously in the sun among the alpine roses, lunched leisurely, flat on his back.

Brown presently stretched out and reclined on his elbow; and while he ate he lazily watched a kestrel circling deep in the gulf below him.

I think, he said, half to himself, that this is the most beautiful region on earth.

Stent lifted himself on both elbows and gazed across the chasm at the lower slopes of the alm opposite, all ablaze with dewy wild flowers. Down it, between fern and crag and bracken, flashed a brook, broken into in silvery sections amid depths of velvet green below, where evidently it tumbled headlong into that thin, shining thread which was a broad river.

Yes, mused Stent, Siurd von Glahn and I were comrades on many a foot tour through such mountains as these. He was a delightful fellow, my classmate Siurd — —

Browns swift rigid grip on his arm checked him to silence; there came the clink of an iron-shod foot on the ledge; they snatched their rifles from the fern patch; two figures stepped around the shelf of rock, looming up dark against the dazzling sky.


CHAPTER V

PARNASSUS
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BROWN, SQUATTING CROSS-LEGGED among the alpine roses, squinted along his level rifle.

Halt! he said with a pleasant, rising inflection in his quiet voice. Stand very still, gentlemen, he added in German.

Drop your rifles. Drop em quick! he repeated more sharply. Up with your hands — hold them up high! Higher, if you please! — quickly. Now, then, what are you doing on this alp?

What they were doing seemed apparent enough — two gentlemen of Teutonic persuasion, out stalking game — deer, rehbok or chamois — one a tall, dark, nice-looking young fellow wearing the usual rough gray jacket with stag-horn buttons, green felt hat with feather, and leather breeches of the alpine hunter. His knees and aristocratic ankles were bare and bronzed. He laughed a little as he held up his arms.

The other man was stout and stocky rather than fat. He had the square red face and bushy beard of a beer-nourished Teuton and the spectacles of a Herr Professor. He held up his blunt hands with all ten stubby fingers spread out wide. They seemed rather soiled.

From his rücksack stuck out a butterfly net in two sections and the deeply scalloped, silver-trimmed butt of a sporting rifle. Edelweiss adorned his green felt hat; a green tin box punched full of holes was slung from his broad shoulders.

Brown, lowering his rifle cautiously, was already getting to his feet from the trampled bracken, when, behind him, he heard Stents astonished voice break forth in pedantic German:

Siurd! Is it thou then?

Harry Stent! returned the dark, nice-looking young fellow amiably. And, in a delightful voice and charming English:

Pray, am I to offer you a shake hands, he inquired smilingly; or shall I continue to invoke the Olympian gods with classically uplifted and imploring arms?

Brown let Stent pass forward. Then, stepping back, he watched the greeting between these two old classmates. His rifle, grasped between stock and barrel, hung loosely between both hands. His expression became vacantly good humoured; but his brain was working like lightning.

Stents firm hand encountered Von Glahns and held it in questioning astonishment. Looking him in the eyes he said slowly: Siurd, it is good to see you again. It is amazing to meet you this way. I am glad. I have never forgotten you.... Only a moment ago I was speaking to Brown about you — of our wonderful ibex hunt! I was telling Brown — my comrade— he turned his head slightly and presented the two young men— Mr. Brown, an American — —

American? repeated Von Glahn in his gentle, well-bred voice, offering his hand. And, in turn, becoming sponsor, he presented his stocky companion as Dr. von Dresslin; and the ceremony instantly stiffened to a more rigid etiquette.

Then, in his always gentle, graceful way, Von Glahn rested his hand lightly on Stents shoulder:

You made us jump — you two Americans — as though you had been British. Of what could two Americans be afraid in the Carnic Alps to challenge a pair of wandering ibex stalkers?

You forget that I am Canadian, replied Stent, forcing a laugh.

At that, you are practically American and civilian— He glanced smilingly over their equipment, carelessly it seemed to Stent, as though verifying all absence of military insignia. Besides, he added with his gentle humour, there are no British in Italy. And no Italians in these mountains, I fancy; they have their own affairs to occupy them on the Isonzo I understand. Also, there is no war between Italy and Germany.

Stent smiled, perfectly conscious of Browns telepathic support in whatever was now to pass between them and these two Germans. He knew, and Brown knew, that these Germans must be taken back as prisoners; that, suspicious or not, they could not be permitted to depart again with a story of having met an American and a Canadian after ibex among the Carnic Alps.

These two Germans were already their prisoners; but there was no hurry about telling them so.

How do you happen to be here, Siurd? asked Stent, frankly curious.

Von Glahn lifted his delicately formed eyebrows, then, amused:

Count von Plessis invites me; and — he laughed outright— he must have invited you, Harry, unless you are poaching!

Good Lord! exclaimed Stent, for a brief second believing in the part he was playing; I supposed this to be a free alp.

He and Von Glahn laughed; and the latter said, still frankly amused: Soyez tranquille, Messieurs; Count von Plessis permits my friends — in my company — to shoot the Queens alm.

With a lithe movement, wholly graceful, he slipped the rücksack from his shoulders, let it fall among the alpenrosen beside his sporting rifle.

We have a long day and a longer night ahead of us, he said pleasantly, looking from Stent to Brown. The snow limit lies just above us; the ibex should pass here at dawn on their way back to the peak. Shall we consolidate our front, gentlemen — and make it a Quadruple Entente?

Stent replied instantly: We join you with thanks, Siurd. My one ibex hunt is no experience at all compared to your record of a veteran— He looked full and significantly at Brown; continuing: As you say, we have all day and — a long night before us. Let us make ourselves comfortable here in the sun before we take — our final stations.

And they seated themselves in the lee of the crag, foregathering fraternally in the warm alpine sunshine.

The Herr Professor von Dresslin grunted as he sat down. After he had lighted his pipe he grunted again, screwed together his butterfly net and gazed hard through thick-lensed spectacles at Brown.

Does it interest you, sir, the pursuit of the diurnal Lepidoptera? he inquired, still staring intently at the American.

I dont know anything about them, explained Brown. What are Lepidoptera?

The schmetterling — the butterfly. In Amerika, sir, you have many fine species, notably Parnassus clodius and the Parnassus smintheus of the four varietal forms. His prominent eyes shifted from one detail of Browns costume to another — not apparently an intelligent examination, but a sort of protruding and indifferent stare.

His gaze, however, was arrested for a moment where the lump under Browns tunic indicated something concealed — a hunting knife, for example. Browns automatic was strapped there. But the bulging eyes, expressionless still, remained fixed for a second only, then travelled on toward the Ross rifle — the Athabasca Regiment having been permitted to exchange this beloved weapon for the British regulation piece recently issued to the Canadians. From behind the thick lenses of his spectacles the Herr Professor examined the rifle while his monotonously dreary voice continued an entomological monologue for Browns edification. And all the while Von Glahn and Stent, reclining nearby among the ferns, were exchanging what appeared to be the frankest of confidences and the happiest of youthful reminiscences.

Of the Parnassians, rumbled on Professor von Dresslin, here in the Alps we possess one notable example — namely, the Parnassus Apollo. It is for the capture of this never-to-be-sufficiently studied butterfly that I have, upon this ibex-hunting expedition, myself equipped with net and suitable paraphernalia.

I see, nodded Brown, eyeing the green tin box and the net. The Herr Professors pop-eyed attention was now occupied with the service puttees worn by Brown. A sportsman also might have worn them, of course.

The Apollo butterfly, droned on Professor Dresslin, iss a butterfly of the larger magnitude among European Lepidoptera, yet not of the largest. The Parnassians, allied to the Papilionidæ, all live only in high altitudes, and are, by the thinly scaled and always-to-be-remembered red and plack ge-spotted wings, to be readily recognized. I haf already two specimens captured this morning. I haff the honour, sir, to exhibit them for your inspection — —

He fished out a flat green box from his pocket, opened it under Browns nose, leaning close enough to touch Brown with an exploring and furtive elbow — and felt the contour of the automatic.

Amid a smell of carbolic and camphor cones Brown beheld, pinned side by side upon the cork-lined interior of the box, two curiously pretty butterflies.

Their drooping and still pliable wings seemed as thin as white tissue paper; their bodies were covered with furry hairs. Brick-red and black spots decorated the frail membrane of the wings in a curiously pleasing harmony of pattern and of colour.

Very unusual, he said, with a vague idea he was saying the wrong thing.

Monotonously, paying no attention, Professor von Dresslin continued: I, the life history of the Parnassus Apollo, haff from my early youth investigated with minuteness, diligence, and patience. — His protuberant eyes were now fixed on Browns rifle again.— For many years I haff bred this Apollo butterfly from the egg, from the caterpillar, from the chrysalis. I have the negroid forms, the albino forms, the dwarf forms, the hybrid forms investigated under effery climatic condition. Notes sufficient for three volumes of quarto already exist as a residuum of my investigations — —

He looked up suddenly into the Americans face — which was the first sudden movement the Herr Professor had made —— 

Ach wass! Three volumes! It is nothing. Here iss material for thirty! — A lifetime iss too short to know all the secrets of a single species.... If I may inquire, sir, of what pattern is your most interesting and admirable rifle?

A — Ross, said Brown, startled into a seconds hesitation.

So? And, if I may inquire, of what nationality iss it, a R-r-ross?



Its a Canadian weapon. We Americans use it a great deal for big game.

So?... And it iss also by the Canadian military employed perhaps, sir?

I believe, said Brown, carelessly, that the British Government has taken away the Ross rifle from the Canadians and given them the regulation weapon.

So? Permit — that I examine, sir?

Brown did not seem to hear him or notice the extended hand — blunt-fingered, hairy, persistent.

The Professor, not discouraged, repeated: Sir, bitte darf ich, may I be permitted? And Browns eyes flashed back a lightning shaft of inquiry. Then, carelessly smiling, he passed the Ross rifle over to the Herr Professor; and, at the same time, drew toward him that gentlemans silver-mounted weapon, and carelessly cocked it.

Permit me, he murmured, balancing it innocently in the hollow of his left arm, apparently preoccupied with admiration at the florid workmanship of stock and guard. No movement that the Herr Professor made escaped him; but presently he thought to himself— The old dodo is absolutely unsuspicious. My nerves are out of order.... What odd eyes that Fritz has!

When Herr Professor von Dresslin passed back the weapon Brown laid the German sporting piece beside it with murmured complimentary comment.

Yess, said the German, such rifles kill when properly handled. We Germans may cordially recommend them for our American — friends— Here was the slightest hesitation— Pardon! I mean that we may safely guarantee this rifle to our friends.

Brown looked thoughtfully at the thick lenses of the spectacles. The popeyes remained expressionless, utterly, Teutonically inscrutable. A big heather bee came buzzing among the alpenrosen. Its droning hum resembled the monotone of the Herr Professor.

Behind them Brown heard Stent saying: Do you remember our ambition to wear the laurels of Parnassus, Siurd? Do you remember our notes at the lectures on the poets? And our ambition to write at least one deathless poem apiece before we died?

Von Glahns dark eyes narrowed with merriment and his gentle laugh and attractive voice sounded pleasantly in Browns ears.

You wrote at least one famous poem to Rosa, he said, still laughing.

To Rosa? Oh! Rosa of the Café Luitpold! By Jove I did, didnt I, Siurd? How on earth did you ever remember that?

I thought it very pretty. He began to repeat aloud:

Rosa with the winsome eyes,

When my beer you bring to me;

I can see through your disguise!

I my goddess recognize — 

Hebe, young immortally,

Sweet nepenthe pouring me!

Stent laughed outright:

How funny to think of it now — and to think of Rosa!... And you, Siurd, do you forget that you also composed a most wonderful war-poem — to the metre of Fly, Eagle, Fly! Do you remember how it began?



Slay, Eagle, Slay!

They die who dare decry us!

Red dawns The Day.

The western cliffs defy us!

Turn their grey flood

To seas of blood!

And, as they flee, Slay, Eagle! Slay!

For God has willed this German Day!

Enough, said Siurd Von Glahn, still laughing, but turning very red. What a terrible memory you have, Harry! For heavens sake spare my modesty such accurate reminiscences.

I thought it fine poetry — then, insisted Stent with a forced smile. But his voice had subtly altered.

They looked at each other in silence, the reminiscent smile still stamped upon their stiffening lips.

For a brief moment the years had seemed to fade — time was not — the sunshine of that careless golden age had seemed to warm them once again there where they sat amid the alpenrosen below the snow line on the Col de la Reine.



But it did not endure; everything concerning earth and heaven and life and death had so far remained unsaid between these two. And never would be said. Both understood that, perhaps.

Then Von Glahns sidelong and preoccupied glance fell on Stents field glasses slung short around his neck. His rigid smile died out. Soldiers wore field glasses that way; hunters, when they carried them instead of spyglasses, wore them en bandoulière.

He spoke, however, of other matters in his gentle, thoughtful voice — avoiding always any mention of politics and war — chatted on pleasantly with the familiarity and insouciance of old acquaintance. Once he turned slowly and looked at Brown — addressed him politely — while his dark eyes wandered over the American, noting every detail of dress and equipment, and the slight bulge at his belt line beneath the tunic.

Twice he found pretext to pick up his rifle, but discarded it carelessly, apparently not noticing that Stent and Brown always resumed their own weapons when he touched his.



Brown said to Von Glahn:

Ibex stalking is a new game to me. My friend Stent tells me that you are old at it.

I have followed some few ibex, Mr. Brown, replied the young man modestly. And — other game, he added with a shrug.

I know how its done in theory, continued the American; and I am wondering whether we are to lie in this spot until dawn tomorrow or whether we climb higher and lie in the snow up there.

In the snow, perhaps. God knows exactly where we shall lie tonight — Mr. Brown.

There was an odd look in Siurds soft brown eyes; he turned and spoke to Herr Professor von Dresslin, using dialect — and instantly appearing to recollect himself he asked pardon of Stent and Brown in his very perfect English.

I said to the Herr Professor in the Traun dialect: Ibex may be stirring, as it is already late afternoon. We ought now to use our glasses. My family, he added apologetically, come from the Traunwald; I forget and employ the vernacular at times.



The Herr Professor unslung his telescope, set his rifle upright on the moss, and, kneeling, balanced the long spyglass alongside of the blued-steel barrel, resting it on his hand as an archer fits the arrow he is drawing on the bowstring.

Instantly both Brown and Stent thought of the same thing: the chance that these Germans might spy others of the Athabasca regiment prowling among the ferns and rocks of neighbouring slopes. The game was nearly at an end, anyway.

They exchanged a glance; both picked up their rifles; Brown nodded almost imperceptibly. The tragic comedy was approaching its close.

Hirsch grunted the Herr Professor— und stück — on the north alm — staring through his telescope intently.

Accorded, said Siurd Von Glahn, balancing his spyglass and sweeping the distant crags. Stück on the western shoulder, he added— and a stag royal among them.

Of ten?

Of twelve.



After a silence: Why are they galloping — I wonder — the herd-stag and stück?

Brown very quietly laid one hand on Stents arm.

A geier, perhaps, suggested Siurd, his eye glued to his spyglass.

No ibex? asked Stent in a voice a little forced.

Noch nicht, mon ami. Tiens! A gemsbok — high on the third peak — feeding.

Accorded, grunted the Herr Professor after an interval of search; and he closed his spyglass and placed his rifle on the moss.

His staring, protuberant eyes fell casually upon Brown, who was laying aside his own rifle again — and the Germans expression did not alter.

Ibex! exclaimed Von Glahn softly.

Stent, rising impulsively to his feet, bracketted his field glasses on the third peak, and stood there, poised, slim and upright against the sky on the chasms mossy edge.

I dont see your ibex, Siurd, he said, still searching.

On the third peak, mon ami — drawing Stent familiarly to his side — the lightest caressing contact — merely enough to verify the existence of the automatic under his old classmates tunic.

If Stent did not notice the impalpable touch, neither did Brown notice it, watching them. Perhaps the Herr Professor did, but it is not at all certain, because at that moment there came flopping along over the bracken and alpenrosen a loppy winged butterfly — a large, whitish creature, seeming uncertain in its irresolute flight whether to alight at Browns feet or go flapping aimlessly on over Browns head.

The Herr Professor snatched up his net — struck heavily toward the winged thing — a silent, terrible, sweeping blow with net and rifle clutched together. Brown went down with a crash.

At the shocking sound of the impact Stent wheeled from the abyss, then staggered back under the powerful shove from Von Glahns nervous arm. Swaying, fighting frantically for foothold, there on the chasms awful edge, he balanced for an instant; fought for equilibrium. Von Glahn, rigid, watched him. Then, deathly white, his young eyes looking straight into the eyes of his old classmate — Stent lost the fight, fell outward, wider, dropping back into mid-air, down through sheer, tremendous depths — down there where the broad river seemed only a silver thread and the forests looked like beds of tender, velvet moss.

After him, fluttering irresolutely, flitted Parnassus Apollo, still winging its erratic way where God willed it — a frail, dainty, translucent, wind-blown fleck of white above the gulf — symbol, perhaps of the soul already soaring up out of the terrific deeps below.

The Herr Professor sweated and panted as he tugged at the silk handkerchief with which he was busily knotting the arms of the unconscious American behind his back.

Pouf! Ugh! Pig-dog! he grunted— mit his pockets full of automatic clips. A Yankee, eh? What I tell you, Siurd? — English and Yankee they are one in blood and one at heart — pig-dogs effery one. Hey, Siurd, what I told you already gesternabend? The British schwein are in Italy already. Hola! Siurd! Take his feet and we turn him over mal!



But Von Glahn remained motionless, leaning heavily against the crag, his back to the abyss, his blond head buried in both arms.

So the Herr Professor, who was a major, too, began, with his powerful, stubby hands, to pull the unconscious man over on his back. And, as he worked, he hummed monotonously but contentedly in his bushy beard something about something being über alles — God, perhaps, perhaps the blue sky overhead which covered him and his sickened friend alike, and the hurt enemy whose closed lids shut out the sky above — and the dead man lying very, very far below them — where river and forest and moss and Parnassus were now alike to him.


CHAPTER VI

IN FINISTÈRE

[image: img657.jpg]

IT WAS A dirty trick that they played Stent and Brown — the three Mysterious Sisters, Fate, Chance, and Destiny. But theyre always billed for any performance, be it vaudeville or tragedy; and theres no use hissing them off: theyll dog you from the stage entrance if they take a fancy to you.

They dogged Wayland from the dock at Calais, where the mule transport landed, all the way to Paris, then on a slow train to Quimperlé, and then, by stagecoach, to that little lost house on the moors, where ties held him most closely — where all he cared for in this world was gathered under a humble roof.

In spite of his lameness he went duck-shooting the week after his arrival. It was rather forcing his convalescence, but he believed it would accelerate it to go about in the open air, as though there were nothing the matter with his shattered leg.

So he hobbled down to the point he knew so well. He had longed for the sea off Eryx. It thundered at his feet.

And, now, all around him through clamorous obscurity a watery light glimmered; it edged the low-driven clouds hurrying in from the sea; it outlined the long point of rocks thrust southward into the smoking smother.

The din of the surf filled his ears; through flying patches of mist he caught glimpses of rollers bursting white against the reef; heard duller detonations along unseen sands, and shattering reports where heavy waves exploded among basalt rocks.

His lean face of an invalid glistened with spray; salt water dripped from cap and coat, spangled the brown barrels of his fowling-piece, and ran down the varnished supports of both crutches where he leaned on them, braced forward against an ever-rising wind.

At moments he seemed to catch glimpses of darker specks dotting the heaving flank of some huge wave. But it was not until the wild ducks rose through the phantom light and came whirring in from the sea that his gun, poked stiffly skyward, flashed in the pallid void. And then, sometimes, he hobbled back after the dead quarry while it still drove headlong inland, slanting earthward before the gale.

Once, amid the endless thundering, in the turbulent desolation around him, through the roar of wind in his ears, he seemed to catch deadened sounds resembling distant seaward cannonading — real cannonading — as though individual shots, dully distinct, dominated for a few moments the unbroken uproar of surf and gale.

He listened, straining his ears, alert, intent upon the sounds he ought to recognize — the sounds he knew so well.

Only the ceaseless pounding of the sea assailed his ears.

Three wild duck, widgeon, came speeding through the fog; he breasted the wind, balanced heavily on both crutches and one leg, and shoved his gun upward.

At the same instant the mist in front and overhead became noisy with wild fowl, rising in one great, panic-stricken, clamoring cloud. He hesitated; a muffled, thudding sound came to him over the unseen sea, growing louder, nearer, dominating the gale, increasing to a rattling clatter.

Suddenly a great cloudy shape loomed up through the whirling mist ahead — an enormous shadow in the fog — a gigantic spectre rushing inland on vast and ghostly pinions.

As the man shrank on his crutches, looking up, the aëroplane swept past overhead — a wounded, wavering, unsteady, unbalanced thing, its right aileron dangling, half stripped, and almost mangled to a skeleton.

Already it was slanting lower toward the forest like a hard-hit duck, wing-crippled, fighting desperately for flight-power to the very end. Then the inland mist engulfed it.

And after it hobbled Wayland, painfully, two brace of dead ducks and his slung fowling piece bobbing on his back, his rubber-shod crutches groping and probing among drenched rocks and gullies full of kelp, his left leg in splints hanging heavily.



He could not go fast; he could not go very far. Further inland, foggy gorse gave place to broom and blighted bracken, all wet, sagging with rain. Then he crossed a swale of brown reeds and tussock set with little pools of water, opaque and grey in the rain.

Where the outer moors narrowed he turned westward; then a strip of low, thorn-clad cliff confronted him, up which he toiled along a V-shaped cleft choked with ferns.

The spectral forest of Läis lay just beyond, its wind-tortured branches tossing under a leaden sky.

East and west lonely moors stretched away into the depths of the mist; southward spread the sea; to the north lay the wide woods of Läis, equally deserted now in this sad and empty land.

He hobbled to the edge of the forest and stood knee deep in discoloured ferns, listening. The sombre beech-woods spread thick on either hand, a wilderness of crossed limbs and meshed branches to which still clung great clots of dull brown leaves.

He listened, peering into sinister, grey depths. In the uncertain light nothing stirred except the clashing branches overhead; there was no sound except the winds flowing roar and the ghostly noise of his own voice, hallooing through the solitude — a voice in the misty void that seemed to carry less sound than the straining cry of a sleeper in his dreams.

If the aëroplane had landed, there was no sign here. How far had it struggled on, sheering the tree-tops, before it fell? — if indeed it had fallen somewhere in the woods grey depths?

As long as he had sufficient strength he prowled along the forest, entering it here and there, calling, listening, searching the foggy corridors of trees. The rotting brake crackled underfoot; the tree tops clashed and creaked above him.

At last, having only enough strength left to take him home, he turned away, limping through the blotched and broken ferns, his crippled leg hanging stiffly in its splints, his gun and the dead ducks bobbing on his back.

The trodden way was soggy with little pools full of drenched grasses and dead leaves; but at length came rising ground, and the blue-green, glimmering wastes of gorse stretching away before him through the curtained fog.

A sheep path ran through; and after a little while a few trees loomed shadowy in the mist, and a low stone house took shape, whitewashed, flanked by barn, pigpen, and a stack of rotting seaweed.

A few wet hens wandered aimlessly by the doorstep; a tiny bed of white clove-pinks and tall white phlox exhaled a homely welcome as the lame man hobbled up the steps, pulled the leather latchstring, and entered.

In the kitchen an old Breton woman, chopping herbs, looked up at him out of aged eyes, shaking her head under its white coiffe.

It is nearly noon, she said. You have been out since dawn. Was it wise, for a convalescent, Monsieur Jacques?

Very wise, Marie-Josephine. Because the more exercise I take the sooner I shall be able to go back.

It is too soon to go out in such weather.

Ducks fly inland only in such weather, he retorted, smiling. And we like roast widgeon, you and I, Marie-Josephine.

And all the while her aged blue eyes were fixed on him, and over her withered cheeks the soft bloom came and faded — that pretty colour which Breton women usually retain until the end.

Thou knowest, Monsieur Jacques, she said, with a curiously quaint mingling of familiarity and respect, that I do not counsel caution because I love thee and dread for thee again the trenches. But with thy leg hanging there like the broken wing of a vanneau — —

He replied good humouredly:

Thou dost not know the Legion, Marie-Josephine. Every day in our trenches we break a comrade into pieces and glue him together again, just to make him tougher. Broken bones, once mended, are stronger than before.

He was looking down at her where she sat by the hearth, slicing vegetables and herbs, but watching him all the while out of her lovely, faded eyes.



I understand, Monsieur Jacques, that you are like your father — God knows he was hardy and without fear — to the last — she dropped her head— Mary, glorious — intercede— she muttered over her bowl of herbs.

Wayland, resting on his crutches, unslung his ducks, laid them on the table, smoothed their beautiful heads and breasts, then slipped the soaking bandoulière of his gun from his shoulder and placed the dripping piece against the chimney corner.

After I have scrubbed myself, he said, and have put on dry clothes, I shall come to luncheon; and I shall have something very strange to tell you, Marie-Josephine.

He limped away into one of the two remaining rooms — the other was hers — and closed his door.

Marie-Josephine continued to prepare the soup. There was an egg for him, too; and a slice of cold pork and a brioche and a jug of cider.

In his room Wayland was whistling Tipperary.

Now and again, pausing in her work, she turned her eyes to his closed door — wonderful eyes that became miracles of tenderness as she listened.

He came out, presently, dressed in his odd, ill-fitting uniform of the Legion, tunic unbuttoned, collarless of shirt, his bright, thick hair, now of decent length, in boyish disorder.

Delicious odours of soup and of Breton cider greeted him; he seated himself; Marie-Josephine waited on him, hovered over him, tucked a sack of feathers under his maimed leg, placed his crutches in the corner beside the gun.

Still eating, leisurely, he began:

Marie-Josephine — a strange thing has happened on Quesnel Moors which troubles me.... Listen attentively. It was while waiting for ducks on the Eryx Rocks, that once I thought I heard through the roar of wind and sea the sound of a far cannonading. But I said to myself that it was only the imagination of a haunted mind; that in my ears still thundered the cannonade of Lens.



Was it nevertheless true? She had turned around from the fire where her own soup simmered in the kettle. As she spoke again she rose and came to the table.

He said: It must have been cannon that I heard. Because, not long afterward, out of the fog came a great aëroplane rushing inland from the sea — flying swiftly above me — right over me! — and staggering like a wounded duck — it had one aileron broken — and sheered away into the fog, northward, Marie-Josephine.

Her work-worn hands, tightly clenched, rested now on the table and she leaned there, looking down at him.

Was it an enemy — this airship, Jacques?

In the mist flying and the ragged clouds I could not tell. It might have been English. It must have been, I think — coming as it came from the sea. But I am troubled, Marie-Josephine. Were the guns at sea an enemys guns? Did the aëroplane come to earth in safety? Where? In the Forest of Laïs? I found no trace of it.



She said, tremulous perhaps from standing too long motionless and intent:

Is it possible that the Boches would come into these solitary moors, where there are no people any more, only the creatures of the Laïs woods, and the curlew and the lapwings which pass at evening?

He ate thoughtfully and in silence for a while; then:

They go, usually — the Boches — where there is plunder — murder to be done.... Spying to be done.... God knows what purpose animates the Huns.... After all, Lorient is not so far away.... Yet it surely must have been an English aëroplane, beaten off by some enemy ship — a submarine perhaps. God send that the rocks of the Isle des Chouans take care of her — with their teeth!

He drank his cider — a sip or two only — then, setting aside the glass:

I went from the Rocks of Eryx to Laïs Woods. I called as loudly as I could; the wind whirled my voice back into my throat.... I am not yet very strong....



Then I went into the wood as far as my strength permitted. I heard and saw nothing, Marie-Josephine.

Would they be dead? she asked.

They were planing to earth. I dont know how much control they had, whether they could steer — choose a landing place. There are plenty of safe places on these moors.

If their airship is crippled, what can they do, these English flying men, out there on the moors in the rain and wind? When the coast guard passes we must tell him.

After lunch I shall go out again as far as my strength allows.... If the rain would cease and the mist lift, one might see something — be of some use, perhaps — —

Ought you to go, Monsieur Jacques?

Could I fail to try to find them — Englishmen — and perhaps injured? Surely I should go, Marie-Josephine.

The coast guard — —

He passed the Eryx Rocks at daylight. He is at Sainte-Ylva now. Tonight, when I see his comrades lantern, I shall stop him and report. But in the meanwhile I must go out and search.

Spare thyself — for the trenches, Jacques. Remain indoors today. She began to unpin the coiffe which she always wore ceremoniously at meals when he was present.

He smiled: Thou knowest I must go, Marie-Josephine.

And if thou come upon them in the forest and they are Huns?

He laughed: They are English, I tell thee, Marie-Josephine!

She nodded; under her breath, staring at the rain-lashed window: Like thy father, thou must go forth, she muttered; go always where thy spirit calls. And once he went. And came no more. And God help us all in Finistère, where all are born to grief.


CHAPTER VII

THE AIRMAN
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SHE HAD SEATED herself on a stool by the hearth. Presently she spread her apron with trembling fingers, took the glazed bowl of soup upon her lap and began to eat, slowly, casting long, unquiet glances at him from time to time where he still at table leaned heavily, looking out into the rain.

When he caught her eye he smiled, summoning her with a nod of his boyish head. She set aside her bowl obediently, and, rising, brought him his crutches. And at the same moment somebody knocked lightly on the outer door.

Marie-Josephine had unpinned her coiffe. Now she pinned it on over her bonnet before going to the door, glancing uneasily around at him while she tied her tresses and settled the delicate starched wings of her bonnet.

Thats odd, he said, that knocking, staring at the door. Perhaps it is the lost Englishman.

God send them, she whispered, going to the door and opening it.

It certainly seemed to be one of the lost Englishmen — a big, square-shouldered, blond young fellow, tall and powerful, in the leather dress of an aëronaut. His glass mask was lifted like the visor of a tilting helmet, disclosing a red, weather-beaten face, wet with rain. Strength, youth, rugged health was their first impression of this leather-clad man from the clouds.

He stepped inside the house immediately, halted when he caught sight of Wayland in his undress uniform, glanced involuntarily at his crutches and bandaged leg, cast a quick, penetrating glance right and left; then he spoke pleasantly in his hesitating, imperfect French — so oddly imperfect that Wayland could not understand him at all.

Who are you? he demanded in English.

The airman seemed astonished for an instant, then a quick smile broke out on his ruddy features:

I say, this is lucky! Fancy finding an Englishman here! — wherever this place may be. He laughed. Of course I know Im somewhere in France, as the censor has it, but Im hanged if I know where!

Come in and shut the door, said Wayland, reassured. Marie-Josephine closed the door. The aëronaut came forward, stood dripping a moment, then took the chair to which Wayland pointed, seating himself as though a trifle tired.

Shot down, he explained, gaily. An enemy submarine winged us out yonder somewhere. I tramped over these bally moors for hours before I found a sign of any path. A sheepwalk brought me here.

You are lucky. There is only one house on these moors — this! Who are you? asked Wayland.

West — flight-lieutenant, 10th division, Cinque-Ports patrolling squadron.

Good heavens, man! What are you doing in Finistère?



What!

You are in Brittany, province of Finistère. Didnt you know it?

The air-officer seemed astounded. Presently he said: The dirty weather foxed us. Then that fellow out yonder winged us. I was glad enough to see a coast line.

Did you fall?

No; we controlled our landing pretty well.

Where did you land?

There was a seconds hesitation; the airman looked at Wayland, glanced at his crippled leg.

Out there near some woods, he said. My pilots there now trying to patch up.... You are not French, are you?

American.

Oh! A — volunteer, I presume.

Foreign Legion — 2d.

I see. Back from the trenches with a leg.

Its nearly well. Ill be back soon.

Can you walk? asked the airman so abruptly that Wayland, looking at him, hesitated, he did not quite know why.

Not very far, he replied, cautiously. I can get to the window with my crutches pretty well.

And the next moment he felt ashamed of his caution when the airman laughed frankly.

I need a guide to some petrol, he said. Evidently you cant go with me.

Havent you enough petrol to take you to Lorient?

How far is Lorient?

Wayland told him.

I dont know, said the flight-lieutenant; Ill have to try to get somewhere. I suppose it is useless for me to ask, he added, but have you, by any chance, a bit of canvas — an old sail or hammock? — I dont need much. Thats what I came for — and some shellac and wire, and a screwdriver of sorts? We need patching as well as petrol; and were a little short of supplies.

Waylands steady gaze never left him, but his smile was friendly.

Were in a tearing hurry, too, added the flight-lieutenant, looking out of the window.

Wayland smiled. Of course theres no petrol here. Theres nothing here. I dont suppose you could have landed in a more deserted region if you had tried. Theres a château in the Laïs woods, but its closed; owner and servants are at the war and the family in Paris.

He shrugged his shoulders. Everybody has cleared out; the war has stripped the country; and there never were any people on these moors, excepting shooting parties and, in the summer, a stray artist or two from Quimperlé.

The lieutenant looked at him. You say there is nobody here — between here and Lorient? No — troops?

Theres nothing to guard. The coast is one vast shoal. Ships pass hull down. Once a day a coast guard patrols along the cliffs — —

When?

He has passed, unfortunately. Otherwise he might signal by relay to Lorient and have them send you out some petrol. By the way — are you hungry?



The flight-lieutenant showed all his firm, white teeth under a yellow mustache, which curled somewhat upward. He laughed in a carefree way, as though something had suddenly eased his mind of perplexity — perhaps the certainty that there was no possible chance for petrol. Certainty is said to be more endurable than suspense.

Ill stop for a bite — if you dont mind — while my pilot tinkers out yonder, he said. Were not in such a bad way. It might easily have been worse. Do you think you could find us a bit of sail, or something, to use for patching?

Wayland indicated an old high-backed chair of oak, quaintly embellished with ancient leather in faded blue and gold. It had been a royal chair in its day, or the Fleur-de-Lys lied.

The flight-lieutenant seated himself with a rather stiff bow.

If you need canvas — Wayland hesitated — then, gravely: There are, in my room, a number of artists toiles — old chassis with the blank canvas still untouched.



Exactly what we need! exclaimed the other. What luck, now, to meet a painter in such a place as this!

They belonged to my father, explained Wayland. We — Marie-Josephine and I — have always kept my fathers old canvases and colours — everything of his.... Ill be glad to give them to a British soldier.... Theyre about all I have that was his — except that oak chair you sit on.

He rose on his crutches, spoke briefly in Breton to Marie-Josephine, then limped slowly away to his room.

When he returned with half a dozen blank canvases the flight-lieutenant, at table, was eating pork and black bread and drinking Breton cider.

Wayland seated himself, laid both crutches across his knees, picked up one of the chassis, and began to rip from it the dusty canvas. It was like tearing muscles from his own bones. But he smiled and chatted on, casually, with the air-officer, who ate as though half starved.

I suppose, said Wayland, youll start back across the Channel as soon as you secure petrol enough?

Yes, of course.

You could go by way of Quimper or by Lorient. Theres petrol to be had at both places for military purposes — leisurely continuing to rip the big squares of canvas from the frames.

The airman, still eating, watched him askance at intervals.

Ive brought whats left of the shellac; it isnt much use, I fear. But here is his hammer and canvas stretcher, and the remainder of the nails he used for stretching his canvases, said Wayland, with an effort to speak carelessly.

Many thanks. You also are a painter, I take it.

Wayland laid one hand on the sleeve of his uniform and laughed.

I was a writer. But there are only soldiers in the world now.

Quite so ... This is an odd place for an American to live in.

My father bought it years ago. He was a painter of peasant life. He added, lowering his voice, although Marie-Josephine understood no English: This old peasant woman was his model many years ago. She also kept house for him. He lived here; I was born here.

Really?

Yes, but my father desired that I grow up a good Yankee. I was at school in America when he — died.

The airman continued to eat very busily.

He died — out there — Wayland looked through the window, musingly. There was an Iceland schooner wrecked off the Isle des Chouans. And no life-saving crew short of Ylva Light. So my father went out in his little American catboat, all alone.... Marie-Josephine saw his sail off Eryx Rocks ... for a few moments ... and saw it no more.

The airman, still devouring his bread and meat, nodded in silence.

That is how it happened, said Wayland. The French authorities notified me. There was a little money and this hut, and — Marie-Josephine. So I came here; and I write childrens stories — that sort of thing.... It goes well enough. I sell a few to American publishers. Otherwise I shoot and fish and read ... when war does not preoccupy me....

He smiled, experiencing the vague relief of talking to somebody in his native tongue. Quesnel Moors were sometimes very lonely.

Its been a long convalescence, he continued, smilingly. One of their coal-boxes did this — touching his leg. When I was able to move I went to America. But the sea off the Eryx called me back; and the authorities permitted me to come down here. Im getting well very fast now.

He had stripped every chassis of its canvas, and had made a roll of the material.

Im very glad to be of any use to you, he said pleasantly, laying the roll on the table.

Marie-Josephine, on her low chair by the hearth, sat listening to every word as though she had understood. The expression in her faded eyes varied constantly; solicitude, perplexity, vague uneasiness, a recurrent glimmer of suspicion were succeeded always by wistful tenderness when her gaze returned to Wayland and rested on his youthful face and figure with a pride forever new.

Once she spoke in mixed French and Breton:

Is the stranger English, Monsieur Jacques, mon chéri?

I do not doubt it, Marie-Josephine. Do you?

Why dost thou believe him to be English?

He has the tricks of speech. Also his accent is of an English university. There is no mistaking it.

Are not young Huns sometimes instructed in the universities of England?

Yes.... But — —

Gar à nous, mon ptit, Jacques. In Finistère a stranger is a suspect. Since earliest times they have done us harm in Finistère. The strangers — God knows what centuries of evil they have wrought.

No fear, he said, reassuringly, and turned again to the airman, who had now satisfied his hunger and had already risen to gather up the roll of canvas, the hammer, nails, and shellac.

Thanks awfully, old chap! he said cordially. Ill take these articles, if I may. Its very good of you ... Im in a tearing hurry — —

Wont your pilot come over and eat a bit?

Ill take him this bread and meat, if I may. Many thanks. He held out his heavily gloved hand with a friendly smile, nodded to Marie-Josephine. And as he hurriedly turned to go, the ancient carving on the high-backed chair caught him between the buttons of his leather coat, tearing it wide open over the breast. And Wayland saw the ribbon of the Iron Cross there fastened to a sea-grey tunic.

There was a seconds frightful silence.

Whats that you wear? said Wayland hoarsely. Stop! Stand where you — —

Halt! Dont touch that shotgun! cried the airman sharply. But Wayland already had it in his hands, and the airman fired twice at him where he stood — steadied the automatic to shoot again, but held his fire, seeing it would not be necessary. Besides, he did not care to shoot the old woman unless military precaution made it advisable; and she was on her knees, her withered arms upflung, shielding the prostrate body with her own.

You Yankee fool, he snapped out harshly— it is your own fault, not mine!... Like the rest of your imbecile nation you poke your nose where it has no business! And I— He ceased speaking, realizing that his words remained unheard.

After a moment he backed toward the door, carrying the canvas roll under his left arm and keeping his eye carefully on the prostrate man. Also, one can never trust the French! — he was quite ready for that old woman there on the floor who was holding the dead boys head to her breast, muttering: My darling! My child! — Oh, little son of Marie-Josephine! — I told thee — I warned thee of the stranger in Finistère!... Marie — holy — intercede!... All — all are born to grief in Finistère!...


CHAPTER VIII

EN OBSERVATION
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THE INCREDIBLE RUMOUR that German airmen were in Brittany first came from Plouharnel in Morbihan; then from Bannalec, where an old Icelander had notified the Brigadier of the local Gendarmerie. But the Icelander was very drunk. A thimble of cognac did it.

Again came an unconfirmed report that a shepherd lad while alternately playing on his Biniou and fishing for eels at the confluence of the Elle and Isole, had seen a werewolf in Laïs Woods. The Loup Garou walked on two legs and had assumed the shape of a man with no features except two enormous eyes.

The following week a coast guard near Flouranges telephoned to the Aulnes Lighthouse; the keeper of the light telephoned to Lorient the story of Wayland, and was instructed to extinguish the great flash again and to keep watch from the lantern until an investigation could be made.

That an enemy airman had done murder in Finistère was now certain; but that a Boche submarine had come into the Bay of Biscay seemed very improbable, considering the measures which had been taken in the Channel, at Trieste, and at Gibraltar.

That a fleet of many sea-planes was soaring somewhere between the Isle des Chouettes and Finistère, and landing men, seemed to be practically an impossibility. Yet, there were the rumours. And murder had been done.

But an enemy undersea boat required a base. Had such a base been established somewhere along those lonely and desolate wastes of bog and rock and moor and gorse-set cliff haunted only by curlew and wild duck, and bounded inland by a silent barrier of forest through which the wild boar roamed and rooted unmolested?



And where in Finistère was an enemy seaplane to come from, when, save for the few remaining submarines still skulking near British waters, the enemys flag had vanished from the seas?

Nevertheless the coast lights at Aulnes and on the Isle des Chouettes went out; the Commandant at Lorient and the General in command of the British expeditionary troops in the harbour consulted; and the fleet of troop-laden transports did not sail as scheduled, but a swarm of French and British cruisers, trawlers, mine-sweepers, destroyers, and submarines put out from the great warport to comb the boisterous seas of Biscay for any possible aërial or amphibious Hun who might venture to haunt the coasts.

Inland, too, officers were sent hither and thither to investigate various rumours and doubtful reports at their several sources.

And it happened in that way that Captain Neeland of the 6th Battalion, Athabasca Regiment, Canadian Overseas Contingent, found himself in the Forest of Aulnes, with instructions to stay there long enough to verify or discredit a disturbing report which had just arrived by mail.

The report was so strange and the investigation required so much secrecy and caution that Captain Neeland changed his uniform for knickerbockers and shooting coat, borrowed a fowling piece and a sack of cartridges loaded with No. 4 shot, tucked his gun under his arm, and sauntered out of Lorient town before dawn, like any other duck-hunting enthusiast.

Several reasons influenced his superiors in sending Neeland to investigate this latest and oddest report: for one thing, although he had become temporarily a Canadian for military purposes only, in reality he was an American artist who, like scores and scores of his artistic fellow Yankees, had spent many years industriously painting those sentimental Breton scenes which obsess our painters, if not their critics. He was a very bad painter, but he did not know it; he had already become a promising soldier, but he did not realize that either. As a sportsman, however, Neeland was rather pleased with himself.



He was sent because he knew the sombre and lovely land of Finistère pretty well, because he was more or less of a naturalist and a sportsman, and because the plan which he had immediately proposed appeared to be reasonable as well as original.

It had been a stiff walk across country — fifteen miles, as against thirty odd around by road — but neither cart nor motor was to enter into the affair. If anybody should watch him, he was only a duckhunter afield, crossing the marshes, skirting étangs, a solitary figure in the waste, easily reconcilable with his wide and melancholy surroundings.


CHAPTER IX

LOMBRE
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AULNES WOODS WERE brown and still under their unshed canopy of October leaves. Against a grey, transparent sky the oaks and beeches towered, unstirred by any wind; in the subdued light among the trees, ferns, startlingly green, spread delicate plumed fronds; there was no sound except the soft crash of his own footsteps through shriveling patches of brake; no movement save when a yellow leaf fluttered down from above or one of those little silvery grey moths took wing and fluttered aimlessly along the forest aisle, only to alight upon some lichen-spotted tree and cling there, slowly waving its delicate, translucent wings.

It was a very ancient wood, the Forest of Aulnes, and the old trees were long past timber value. Even those gleaners of dead wood and fallen branches seemed to have passed a different way, for the forest floor was littered with material that seldom goes to waste in Europe, and which broke under foot with a dull, thick sound, filling the nostrils with the acrid odour of decay.

Narrow paths full of dead leaves ran here and there through the woods, but he took none of these, keeping straight on toward the northwest until a high, moss-grown wall checked his progress.

It ran west through the silent forest; damp green mould and lichens stained it; patches of grey stucco had peeled from it, revealing underneath the roughly dressed stones. He followed the wall.

Now and then, far in the forest, and indistinctly, he heard faint sounds — perhaps the cautious tread of roebuck, or rabbits in the bracken, or the patter of a stoat over dry leaves; perhaps the sullen retirement of some wild boar, winding man in the depths of his own domain, and sulkily conceding him right of way.



After a while there came a break in the wall where four great posts of stone stood, and where there should have been gates.

But only the ancient and rusting hinges remained of either gate or wicket.

He looked up at the carved escutcheons; the moss of many centuries had softened and smothered the sculptured device, so that its form had become indistinguishable.

Inside stood a stone lodge. Tiles had fallen from the ancient roof; leaded panes were broken; nobody came to the closed and discoloured door of massive oak.

The avenue, which was merely an unkempt, overgrown ride, curved away between the great gateposts into the woods; and, as he entered it, three deer left stealthily, making no sound in the forest.

Nobody was to be seen, neither gatekeeper nor woodchopper nor charcoal burner. Nothing moved amid the trees except a tiny, silent bird belated in his autumn migration.

The ride curved to the east; and abruptly he came into view of the house — a low, weather-ravaged structure in the grassy glade, ringed by a square, wet moat.

There was no terrace; the ride crossed a permanent bridge of stone, passed the carved and massive entrance, crossed a second crumbling causeway, and continued on into the forest.

An old Breton woman, who was drawing a jug of water from the moat, turned and looked at Neeland, and then went silently into the house.

A moment later a younger woman appeared on the doorstep and stood watching his approach.

As he crossed the bridge he took off his cap.

Madame, the Countess of Aulnes? he inquired. Would you be kind enough to say to her that I arrive from Lorient at her request?

I am the Countess of Aulnes, she said in flawless English.

He bowed again. I am Captain Neeland of the British Expeditionary force.

May I see your credentials, Captain Neeland? She had descended the single step of crumbling stone.

Pardon, Countess; may I first be certain concerning your identity?

There was a silence. To Neeland she seemed very young in her black gown. Perhaps it was that sombre setting and her dark eyes and hair which made her skin seem so white.

What proof of my identity do you expect? she asked in a low voice.

Only one word, Madame.

She moved a step nearer, bent a trifle toward him. LOmbre, she whispered.

From his pocket he drew his credentials and offered them. Among them was her own letter to the authorities at Lorient.

After she had examined them she handed them back to him.

Will you come in, Captain Neeland — or, perhaps we had better seat ourselves on the bridge — in order to lose no time — because I wish you to see for yourself — —

She lifted her dark eyes; a tint of embarrassment came into her cheeks: It may seem absurd to you; it seems so to me, at times — what I am going to say to you — concerning LOmbre — —

She had turned; he followed; and at her grave gesture of invitation, he seated himself beside her on the coping of mossy stone which ran like a bench under the parapet of the little bridge.

Captain Neeland, she said, I am a Bretonne, but, until recently, I did not suppose myself to be superstitious.... I really am not — unless — except for this one matter of LOmbre.... My English governess drove superstition out of my head.... Still, living in Finistère — here in this house — she flushed again— I shall have to leave it to you.... I dread ridicule; but I am sure you are too courteous — ... It required some courage for me to write to Lorient. But, if it might possibly help my country — to risk ridicule — of course I do not hesitate.

She looked uncertainly at the young mans pleasant, serious face, and, as though reassured:

I shall have to tell you a little about myself first — so that you may understand better.

Please, he said gravely.

Then — my father and my only brother died a year ago, in battle.... It happened in the Argonne.... I am alone. We had maintained only two men servants here. They went with their classes. One old woman remains. She looked up with a forced smile. I need not explain to you that our circumstances are much straitened. You have only to look about you to see that ... our poverty is not recent; it always has been so within my memory — only growing a little worse every year. I believe our misfortunes began during the Vendée.... But that is of no interest ... except that — through coincidence, of course — every time a new misfortune comes upon our family, misfortune also falls on France. He nodded, still mystified, but interested.

Did you happen to notice the device carved on the gatepost? she asked.

I thought it resembled a fish — —



Do you understand French, Captain Neeland?

Yes.

Then you know that LOmbre means the shadow.

Yes.

Did you know, also, that there is a fish called LOmbre?

No; I did not know that.

There is. It looks like a shadow in the water. LOmbre does not belong here in Brittany. It is a northern fish of high altitudes where waters are icy and rapid and always tinctured with melted snow ... would you accord me a little more patience, Monsieur, if I seem to be garrulous concerning my own family? It is merely because I want you to understand everything ... everything....

I am interested, he assured her pleasantly.

Then — it is a legend — perhaps a superstition in our family — that any misfortune to us — and to France — is always preceded by two invariable omens. One of these dreaded signs is the abrupt appearance of LOmbre in the waters of our moat— She turned her head slowly and looked down over the parapet of the bridge.— The other omen, she continued quietly, is that the clocks in our house suddenly go wrong — all striking the same hour, no matter where the hands point, no matter what time it really is.... These things have always happened in our family, they say. I, myself, have never before witnessed them. But during the Vendée the clocks persisted in striking four times every hour. The Comte dAulnes mounted the scaffold at that hour; the Vicomte died under Charette at Fontenay at that hour.... LOmbre appeared in the waters of the moat at four oclock one afternoon. And then the clocks went wrong.

And all this happened again, they say, in 1870. LOmbre appeared in the moat. Every clock continued to strike six, day after day for a whole week, until the battle of Sedan ended.... My grandfather died there with the light cavalry.... I am so afraid I am taxing your courtesy, Captain Neeland — —

I am intensely interested, he repeated, watching the lovely, sensitive face which pride and dread of misinterpretation had slightly flushed again.

It is only to explain — perhaps to justify myself for writing — for asking that an officer be sent here from Lorient for a few days — —

I understand, Countess.

Thank you.... Had it been merely for myself — for my own fears — my personal safety, I should not have written. But our misfortunes seem to be coincident with my countrys mishaps.... So I thought — if they sent an officer who would be kind enough to understand — —

I understand ... LOmbre has appeared in the moat again, has it not?

Yes, it came a week ago, suddenly, at five oclock in the afternoon.

And — the clocks?

For a week they have been all wrong.

What hour do they strike? he asked curiously.

Five.

No matter where the hands point?

No matter. I have tried to regulate them. I have done everything I could do. But they continue to strike five every hour of the day and night.... I have — a pale smile touched her lips— I have been a little wakeful — perhaps a trifle uneasy — on my countrys account. You understand.... Pride and courage had permitted her no more than uneasiness, it seemed. Or if fear had threatened her there in her lonely bedroom through the still watches of the night, she desired him to understand that her solicitude was for France, not for any daughter of the race whose name she bore.

The simplicity and directness of her amazing narrative had held his respect and attention; there could be no doubt that she implicitly believed what she told him.

But that was one thing; and the wild extravagance of the story was another. There must be, of course, an explanation for these phenomena other than a supernatural one. Such things do not happen except in medieval romance and tales of sorcery and doom. And of all regions on earth Brittany swarms with such tales and superstitions. He knew it. And this young girl was Bretonne after all, however educated, however accomplished, however honest and modern and sincere. And he began to comprehend that the germs of superstition and credulity were in the blood of every Breton ever born.

But he merely said with pleasant deference: I can very easily understand your uneasiness and perplexity, Madame. It is a time of mental stress, of great nervous tension in France — of heart-racking suspense — —

She lifted her dark eyes. You do not believe me, Monsieur.

I believe what you have told me. But I believe, also, that there is a natural explanation concerning these matters.

I tell myself so, too.... But I brood over them in vain; I can find no explanation.

Of course there must be one, he insisted carelessly. Is there anything in the world more likely to go queer than a clock?

There are five clocks in the house. Why should they all go wrong at the same time and in the same manner?

He smiled. I dont know, he said frankly. Ill investigate, if you will permit me.

Of course.... And, about LOmbre. What could explain its presence in the moat? It is a creature of icy waters; it is extremely limited in its range. My father has often said that, except LOmbre which has appeared at long intervals in our moat, LOmbre never has been seen in Brittany.

From where does this clear water come which fills the moat? he asked, smiling.

From living springs in the bottom.

No doubt, he said cheerfully, a long subterranean vein of water connects these springs with some distant Alpine river, somewhere — in the Pyrenees, perhaps— He hesitated, for the explanation seemed as far-fetched as the water.

Perhaps it so appeared to her, for she remained politely silent.

Suddenly, in the house, a clock struck five times. They both sat listening intently. From the depths of the ancient mansion, the other clocks repeated the strokes, first one, then another, then two sounding their clear little bells almost in unison. All struck five. He drew out his watch and looked at it. The hour was three in the afternoon.

After a moment her attitude, a trifle rigid, relaxed. He muttered something about making an examination of the clocks, adding that to adjust and regulate them would be a simple matter.

She sat very still beside him on the stone coping — her dark eyes wandered toward the forest — wonderful eyes, dreamily preoccupied — the visionary eyes of a Bretonne, full of the mystery and beauty of magic things unseen.

Venturing, at last, to disturb the delicate sequence of her thoughts: Madame, he said, have you heard any rumours concerning enemy airships — or, undersea boats?

The tranquil gaze returned, rested on him: No, but something has been happening in the Aulnes Étang.

What?

I dont know. But every day the wild ducks rise from it in fright — clouds of them — and the curlew and lapwings fill the sky with their clamour.

A poacher?



I know of none remaining here in Finistère.

Have you seen anything in the sky? An eagle?

Only the wild fowl whirling above the étang.

You have heard nothing — from the clouds?

Only the vanneaux complaining and the wild curlew answering.

Where is LOmbre? he asked, vaguely troubled.

She rose; he followed her across the bridge and along the mossy border of the moat. Presently she stood still and pointed down in silence.

For a while he saw nothing in the moat; then, suspended midway between surface and bottom, motionless in the transparent water, a shadow, hanging there, colourless, translucent — a phantom vaguely detached from the limpid element through which it loomed.

LOmbre lay very still in the silvery-grey depths where the glass of the stream reflected the façade of that ancient house.



Around the angle of the moat crept a ripple; a rat appeared, swimming, and, seeing them, dived. LOmbre never stirred.

An involuntary shudder passed over Neeland, and he looked up abruptly with the instinct of a creature suddenly trapped — but not yet quite realizing it.

In the grey forest walling that silent place, in the monotonous sky overhead, there seemed something indefinitely menacing; a menace, too, in the intense stillness; and, in the twisted, uplifted limbs of every giant tree, a subtle and suspended threat.

He said tritely and with an effort: For everything there are natural causes. These may always be discovered with ingenuity and persistence.... Shall we examine your clocks, Madame?

Yes.... Will your General be annoyed because I have asked that an officer be sent here? Tell me truthfully, are you annoyed?

No, indeed, he insisted, striving to smile away the inexplicable sense of depression which was creeping over him.

He looked down again at the grey wraith in the water, then, as they turned and walked slowly back across the bridge together, he said, suddenly:

Something is wrong somewhere in Finistère. That is evident to me. There have been too many rumours from too many sources. By sea and land they come — rumours of things half seen, half heard — glimpses of enemy aircraft, sea-craft. Yet their presence would appear to be an impossibility in the light of the military intelligence which we possess.

But we have investigated every rumour; although I, personally, know of no report which has been confirmed. Nevertheless, these rumours persist; they come thicker and faster day by day. But this— He hesitated, then smiled— this seems rather different — —

I know. I realize that I have invited ridicule — —

Countess — —

You are too considerate to say so.... And perhaps I have become nervous — imagining things. It might easily be so. Perhaps it is the sadness of the past year — the strangeness of it, and — —



She sighed unconsciously.

It is lonely in the Wood of Aulnes, she said.

Indeed it must be very lonely here, he returned in a low voice.

Yes.... Aulnes Wood is — too remote for them to send our wounded here for their convalescence. I offered Aulnes. Then I offered myself, saying that I was ready to go anywhere if I might be of use. It seems there are already too many volunteers. They take only the trained in hospitals. I am untrained, and they have no leisure to teach ... nobody wanted me.

She turned and gazed dreamily at the forest.

So there is nothing for me to do, she said, except to remain here and sew for the hospitals. ... She looked out thoughtfully across the fern-grown carrefour: Therefore I sew all day by the latticed window there — all day long, day after day — and when one is young and when there is nobody — nothing to look at except the curlew flying — nothing to hear except the vanneaux, and the clocks striking the hour — —



Her voice had altered subtly, but she lifted her proud little head and smiled, and her tone grew firm again:

You see, Monsieur, I am truly becoming a trifle morbid. It is entirely physical; my heart is quite undaunted.

You heart, Madame, is but a part of the great, undaunted heart of France.

Yes ... therefore there could be no fear — no doubt of God.... Affairs go well with France, Monsieur? — may I ask without military impropriety?

France, as always, faces her destiny, Madame. And her destiny is victory and light.

Surely ... I knew; only I had heard nothing for so long.... Thank you, Monsieur.

He said quietly: The Light shall break. We must not doubt it, we English. Nor can you doubt the ultimate end of this vast and hellish Darkness which has been let loose upon the world to assail it. You shall live to see light, Madame — and I also shall see it — perhaps — —

She looked up at the young man, met his eyes, and looked elsewhere, gravely. A slight flush lingered on her cheeks.

On the doorstep of the house they paused. Is it possible, she asked, that an enemy aëroplane could land in the Aulnes Étang? — LÉtang aux Vanneaux?

In the Étang? he repeated, a little startled. How large is it, this Étang aux Vanneaux?

It is a lake. It is perhaps a mile long and three-quarters of a mile across. My old servant, Anne, had seen the werewolf in the reeds — like a man without a face — and only two great eyes— She forced a pale smile. Of course, if it were anything she saw, it was a real man.... And, airmen dress that way.... I wondered — —

He stood looking at her absently, worrying his short mustache.

One of the rumours we have heard, he began, concerns a supposed invasion by a huge fleet of German battle-planes of enormous dimensions — a new biplane type which is steered from the bridge like an ocean steamer.

It is supposed to be three or four times as large as their usual Albatross type, with a vast cruising radius, immense capacity for lifting, and powerful enough to carry a great weight of armour, equipment, munitions, and a very large crew.

And the most disturbing thing about it is that it is said to be as noiseless as a high-class automobile.

Has such an one been seen in Brittany?

Such a machine has been reported — many, many times — as though not one but hundreds were in Finistère. And, what is very disquieting to us — a report has arrived from a distant and totally independent source — from Sweden — that air-crafts of this general type have been secretly built in Germany by the hundreds.

After a moments silence she stepped into the house; he followed.

The great, bare, grey rooms were in keeping with the grey exterior; age had more than softened and coördinated the ancient furnishings, it had rendered them colourless, without accent, making the place empty and monotonous.

Her chair and workbasket stood by a latticed window; she seated herself and took up her sewing, watching him where he stood before the fireplace fussing over a little mantel clock — a gilt and ebony affair of the consulate, shaped like a lyre, the pendulum being also the clock itself and containing the works, bell and dial.

When he had adjusted it to his satisfaction he tested it. It still struck five. He continued to fuss over it for half an hour, testing it at intervals, but it always struck five times, and finally he gave up his attempts with a shrug of annoyance.

I cant do anything with it, he admitted, smiling cheerfully across the room at her; is there another clock on this floor?

She directed him; he went into an adjoining room where, on the mantel, a modern enamelled clock was ticking busily. But after a little while he gave up his tinkering; he could do nothing with it; the bell persistently struck five. He returned to where she sat sewing, admitting failure with a perplexed and uneasy smile; and she rose and accompanied him through the house, where he tried, in turn, every one of the other clocks.

When, at length, he realized that he could accomplish nothing by altering their striking mechanism — that every clock in the house persisted in striking five times no matter where the hands were pointing, a sudden, odd, and inward rage possessed him to hurl the clocks at the wall and stamp the last vestiges of mechanism out of them.

As they returned together through the hushed and dusky house, he caught glimpses of faded and depressing tapestries; of vast, tarnished mirrors, through the dim depths of which their passing figures moved like ghosts; of rusted stands of arms, and armoured lay figures where cobwebs clotted the slitted visors and the frail tatters of ancient faded banners drooped.

And he understood why any woman might believe in strange inexplicable things here in the haunting stillness of this house where splendour had turned to mould — where form had become effaced and colour dimmed; where only the shadowy film of texture still remained, and where even that was slowly yielding — under the attacks of Times relentless mercenaries, moth and dust and rust.


CHAPTER X

THE GHOULS
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THEY DINED BY the latticed window; two candles lighted them; old Anne served them — old Anne of Fäouette in her wide white coiffe and collarette, her velvet bodice and her chaussons broidered with the rose.

Always she talked as she moved about with dish and salver — garrulous, deaf, and aged, and perhaps flushed with the gentle afterglow of that second infancy which comes before the night.

Ouidame! It is I, Anne Le Bihan, who tell you this, my pretty gentleman. I have lived through eighty years and I have seen life begin and end in the Woods of Aulnes — alas! — in the Woods and the House of Aulnes — —

The red wine, Anne, said her mistress, gently.



Madame the Countess is served.... These grapes grew when I was young, Monsieur — and the world was young, too, mon Capitaine — hélas! — but the Woods of Aulnes were old, old as the headland yonder. Only the sea is older, beau jeune homme — only the sea is older — the sea which always was and will be.

Madame, he said, turning toward the young girl beside him,  — to France! — I have the honour— She touched her glass to his and they saluted France with the ancient wine of France — a sip, a faint smile, and silence through which their eyes still lingered for a moment.

This year is yielding a bitter vintage, he said. Light is lacking. But — but there will be sun enough another year.

Yes.

Ben oui! The sun must shine again, muttered old Anne, but not in the Woods of Aulnes. Non pas. There is no sunlight in the Woods of Aulnes where all is dim and still; where the Blessed walk at dawn with Our Lady of Aulnes in shining vestments all — —

She has seen thin mists rising there, whispered the Countess in his ear.

In shining robes of grace — oui-da! — the martyrs and the acolytes of God. It is I who tell you, beau jeune homme — I, Anne of Fäouette. I saw them pass where, on my two knees, I gathered orange mushrooms by the brook! I heard them singing prettily and loud, hymns of our blessed Lady — —

She heard a throstle singing by the brook, whispered the châtelaine of Aulnes. Her breath was delicately fragrant on his cheek.

Against the grey dusk at the window she looked to him like a slim spirit returned to haunt the halls of Aulnes — some graceful shade come back out of the hazy and forgotten years of gallantry and courts and battles — the exquisite apparation of that golden time before the Vendée drowned and washed it out in blood.

I am so glad you came, she said. I have not felt so calm, so confident, in months.

Old Anne of Fäouette laid them fresh napkins and set two crystal bowls beside them and filled the bowls with fresh water from the moat.

Ho fois! she said, love and the heart may change, but not the Woods of Aulnes; they never change — they never change.... The golden people of Ker-Ys come out of the sea to walk among the trees.

The Countess whispered: She has seen the sunbeams slanting through the trees.

Vrai, cest moi, Anne Le Bihan, qui vous dites cela, mon Capitaine! And, in the Woods of Aulnes the werewolf prowls. I have seen him, gallant gentleman. He walks upright, and, in his head, he has only eyes; no mouth, no teeth, no nostrils, and no hair — the Loup-Garou! — O Lady of Aulnes, adored and blessed, protect us from the Loup-Barou!

The Countess said again to him: I have not felt so confident, so content, so full of faith in months — —

A far faint clamour came to their ears; high in the fading sky above the forest vast clouds of wild fowl rose like smoke, whirling, circling, swinging wide, drifting against the dying light of day, southward toward the sea.

There is something wrong there, he said, under his breath.

Minute after minute they watched in silence. The last misty shred of wild fowl floated seaward and was lost against the clouds.

Is there a path to the Étang? he asked quietly.

Yes. I will go with you — —

No.

Why?

No. Show me the path.

His shotgun stood by the door; he took it with him as he left the house beside her. In the moat, close by the bridge, and pointing toward the house, LOmbre lay motionless. They saw it as they passed, but did not speak of it to each other. At the forests edge he halted: Is this the path?

Yes.... May I not go?

No — please.

Is there danger?

No.... I dont know if there is any danger.



Will you be cautious, then?

He turned and looked at her in the dim light. Standing so for a little while they remained silent. Then he drew a deep, quiet breath. She held out one hand, slowly; half way he bent and touched her fingers with his lips; released them. Her arm fell listlessly at her side.

After he had been gone a long while, she turned away, moving with head lowered. At the bridge she waited for him.

A red moon rose low in the east. It became golden above the trees, paler higher, and deathly white in mid-heaven.

It was long after midnight when she went into the house to light fresh candles. In the intense darkness before dawn she lighted two more and set them in an upper window on the chance that they might guide him back.

At five in the morning every clock struck five.

She was not asleep; she was lying on a lounge beside the burning candles, listening, when the door below burst open and there came the trampling rush of feet, the sound of blows, a fall —— 

A loud voice cried:— Because you are armed and not in uniform! — you British swine! — 

And the pistol shots crashed through the house.

On the stairs she swayed for an instant, grasped blindly at the rail. Through the floating smoke below the dead man lay there by the latticed window — where they had sat together — he and she —— 

Spectres were flitting to and fro — grey shapes without faces — things with eyes. A loud voice dinned in her ears, beat savagely upon her shrinking brain:

You there on the stairs! — do you hear? What are those candles? Signals?

She looked down at the dead man.

Yes, she said.

Through the crackling racket of the fusillade, down, down into roaring darkness she fell.

After a few moments her slim hand moved, closed over the dead mans. And moved no more.



In the moat LOmbre still remained, unstirring; old Anne lay in the kitchen dying; and the Wood of Aulnes was swarming with ghastly shapes which had no faces, only eyes.


CHAPTER XI

THE SEED OF DEATH
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IT WAS DR. Vail whose identification secured burial for Neeland, not in the American cemetery, but in Aulnes Wood.

When the raid into Finistère ended, and the unclean birds took flight, Vail, at Quimper, ordered north with his unit, heard of the tragedy, and went to Aulnes. And so Neeland was properly buried beside the youthful châtelaine. Which was, no doubt, what his severed soul desired. And perhaps hers desired it, too.

Vail continued on to Paris, to Flanders, got gassed, and came back to New York.

He had aged ten years in as many months.

Gray, the younger surgeon, kept glancing from time to time at Vails pallid face, and the latter understood the professional interest of the younger man.



You think I look ill? he asked, finally.

You dont look very fit, Doctor.

No.... Im going West.

You mean it?

Yes.

Why do you think that you are — going West?

Theres a thing over there, born of gas. Its a living thing, animal or vegetable. I dont know which. Its only recently been recognized. We call it the Seed of Death.

Gray gazed at the haggard face of the older man in silence.

Vail went on, slowly: Its properly named. It is always fatal. A man may live for a few months. But, once gassed, even in the slightest degree, if that germ is inhaled, death is certain.

After a silence Gray began: Do you have any apprehension— And did not finish the sentence.

Vail shrugged. Its interesting, isnt it? he said with pleasant impersonality.

After a silence Gray said: Are you doing anything about it?



Oh, yes. Its working in the dark, of course. Im feeling rottener every day.

He rested his handsome head on one thin hand:

I dont want to die, Gray, but I dont know how to keep alive. Its odd, isnt it? I dont wish to die. Its an interesting world. I want to see how the local elections turn out in New York.

What!

Certainly. That is what worries me more than anything. We Allies are sure to win. Im not worrying about that. But Id like to live to see Tammany a dead cock in the pit!

Gray forced a laugh; Vail laughed unfeignedly, and then, solemn again, said:

Id like to live to see this country aspire to something really noble.

After all, said Gray, there is really nothing to stifle aspiration.

It was not only because Vail had been gazing upon death in every phase, every degree — on brutal destruction wholesale and in detail; but also he had been standing on the outer escarpment of Civilization and had watched the mounting sea of barbarism battering, thundering, undermining, gradually engulfing the world itself and all its ancient liberties.

He and the young surgeon, Gray, who was to sail to France next day were alone together on the loggia of the club; dusk mitigated the infernal heat of a summer day in town.

On the avenue below motor cars moved north and south, hansoms crept slowly along the curb, and on the hot sidewalks people passed listlessly under the electric lights — the nine — and — seventy sweating tribes.

For, on such summer nights, under the red moon, an exodus from the East Side peoples the noble avenue with dingy spectres who shuffle along the gilded grilles and still façades of stone, up and down, to and fro, in quest of God knows what — of air perhaps, perhaps of happiness, or of something even vaguer. But whatever it may be that starts them into painful motion, one thing seems certain: aspiration is a part of their unrest.

There is liberty here, replied Dr. Vail— also her inevitable shadow, tyranny.

We need more light; thats all, said Gray.



When light streams in from every angle no shadow is possible.

The millennium? I get you.... In this country the main thing is that there is some light. A single ray, however feeble, and even coming from one fixed angle only, means aspiration, life....

He lighted a cigar.

As you know, he remarked, there is a flower called Aconitum. It is also known by the ominous names of Monks-Hood and Helmet-Flower. Direct sunlight kills it. It flourishes only in shadow. Like the Kaiser-Flower it also is blue; and, he added, it is deadly poison.... As you say, the necessary thing in this world is light from every angle.

His cigar glimmered dully through the silence. Presently he went on; Speaking of tyranny, I think it may be classed as a recognized and tolerated business carried on successfully by those born with a genius for it. It flourishes in the shade — like the Helmet-Flower.... But the sun in this Western Hemisphere of ours is devilish hot. Its gradually killing off our local tyrants — slowly, almost imperceptibly but inexorably, killing em off.... Of course, there are plenty still alive — tyrants of every degree born to the business of tyranny and making a success at it.

He smoked tranquilly for a while, then:

There are our tyrants of industry, he said; tyrants of politics, tyrants of religion — great and small we still harbor plenty of tyrants, all scheming to keep their roots from shriveling under this fierce western sun of ours — —

He laughed without mirth, turning his worn and saddened eyes on Gray:

Tyranny is a business, he repeated; also it is a state of mind — a delusion, a ruling passion — strong even in death.... The odd part of it is that a tyrant never knows hes one.... He invariably mistakes himself for a local Moses. I can tell you a sort of story if you care to listen.... Or, we can go to some cheerful show or roof-garden — —

Go on with your story, said Gray.


CHAPTER XII

FIFTY-FIFTY
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VAIL BEGAN:

Tyranny was purely a matter of business with this little moral shrimp about whom Im going to tell you. I was standing between a communication trench and a crater left by a mine which was being consolidated, as they have it in these days.... All around me soldiers of the third line swarmed and clambered over the débris, digging, hammering, shifting planks and sandbags from south to north, lugging new timbers, reels of barbed wire, ladders, cases of ammunition, machine guns, trench mortars.

The din of the guns was terrific; overhead our own shells passed with a deafening, clattering roar; the Huns continued to shell the town in front of us where our first and second lines were still fighting in the streets and houses while the third line were reconstructing a few yards of trenches and a few craters won.

Stretchers and bearers from my section had not yet returned from the emergency dressing station; the crater was now cleared up except of enemy dead, whose partly buried arms and legs still stuck out here and there. A company of the Third Foreign Legion had just come into the crater and had taken station at the loopholes under the parapet of sandbags.

As soon as the telephone wires were stretched as far as our crater a message came for me to remain where I was until further orders. I had just received this message and was walking along, slowly, behind the rank of soldiers, who stood leaning against the parapet with their rifles thrust through the loops, when somebody said in English — in East Side New York English I mean— Ah, there, Doc!

A soldier had turned toward me, both hands still grasping his resting rifle. In the horizon blue uniform and ugly, iron, shrapnel-proof helmet strapped to his bullet head I failed to recognize him.

Its me, Duck Werner, he said, as I stood hesitating.... You know who he is, political leader in the 50th Ward, here. I was astounded.

What do you know about it? he added. Me in a tin derby potting Fritzies! And theres Heinie, too, and Pick-em-up Joe — the whole bunch sewed up in this here trench, oh my God!

I went over to him and stood leaning against the parapet beside him.

Duck, I said, amazed, how did you come to enlist in the Foreign Legion?

Aw, he replied with infinite disgust, I got drunk.

Where?

Me and Heinie and Joe was follerin the races down to Boolong when this here war come and put everything on the blink. Aw, hell, sez I, come on back to Parus an look em over before we skiddoo home — meanin the dames an all like that. Say, we done what I said; we come back to Parus, an we got in wrong! Listen, Doc; them dames had went crazy over this here war graft. Veeve France, sez they. An by God! we veeved.

An one of em at Maxeems got me soused, and others they fixed up Heinie an Joe, an we was all wavin little American flags and yellin To hell with the Hun! Then there was a interval for which I cant account to nobody.

All I seem to remember is my marchin in the boolyvard along with a guy in baggy red pants, and my chewin the rag in a big, hot room full o soldiers; an Heinie an Joe they was shoutin, Wow! Lemme at em. Veeve la France! Wha dye know about me? Aint I the mark from home?

You didnt realize that you were enlisting?

Aw, does it make any difference to these here guys what you reelize, or what you dont? I ask you, Doc?

He spat disgustedly upon the sand, rolled his quid into the other cheek, wiped his thin lips with the back of his right hand, then his fingers mechanically sought the trigger guard again and he cast a perfunctory squint up at the parapet.

Believe me, he said, a guy can veeve himself into any kind of trouble if he yells loud enough. Im getting mine.

Well, Duck, I said, its a good game — —

Aw, he retorted angrily, it aint my graft an you know it. What do I care who veeves over here? — An the 50th Ward goin to hell an all!

I strove to readjust my mind to understand what he had said. I was, you know, that year, the Citizens Anti-Graft leader in the 50th Ward.... I am, still, if I live; and if I ever can get anything into my head except the stupendous din of this war and the cataclysmic problems depending upon its outcome.... Well, it was odd to remember that petty political conflict as I stood there in the trenches under the gigantic shadow of world-wide disaster — to find myself there, talking with this sallow, wiry, shifty ward leader — this corrupt little local tyrant whom I had opposed in the 50th Ward — this ex-lightweight bruiser, ex-gunman — this dirty little political procurer who had been and was everything brutal, stealthy, and corrupt.

I looked at him curiously; turned and glanced along the line where, presently, I recognized his two familiars, Heinie Baum and Pick-em-up Joe Brady with whom he had started off to Parus on a months summer junket, and with whom he had stumbled so ludicrously into the riff-raff ranks of the 3rd Foreign Legion. Doubtless the 1st and 2nd Legions couldnt stand him and his two friends, although in one company there were many Americans serving.

Thinking of these things, the thunder of the cannonade shaking sand from the parapet, I became conscious that the rat eyes of Duck Werner were furtively watching me.

You can do me dirt, now, cant you, Doc? he said with a leer.

How do you mean?

Aw, as if I had to tell you. I got some sense left.

Suddenly his sallow visage under the iron helmet became distorted with helpless fury; he fairly snarled; his thin lips writhed as he spat out the suspicion which had seized him:



By God, Doc, if you do that! — if you leave me here caged up an go home an raise hell in the 50th — with me an Joe here — —

After a breathless pause: Well, said I, what will you do about it? — for he was looking murder at me.

Neither of us spoke again for a few moments; an officer, smoking a cigarette, came up between Heinie and Pick-em-up Joe, adjusted a periscope and set his eye to it. Through the sky above us the shells raced as though hundreds of shaky express trains were rushing overhead on rickety aërial tracks, deafening the world with their outrageous clatter.

Listen, Doc — —

I looked up into his altered face — a sallow, earnest face, fiercely intent. Every atom of the mans intelligence was alert, concentrated on me, on my expression, on my slightest movement.

Doc, he said, lets talk business. Were men, we are, you an me. Ive fought you plenty times. I know. An I guess you are on to me, too. I aint no squealer; you know that anyway. Perhaps Im everything else you claim I am when you make parlor speeches to Gussie an Reggie an when you stand on a barl in Avenoo A an say: my friends to Billy an Izzy an Pete the Wop.

All right. Go to it! Im it. I got mine. Thats what Im there for. But — when I get mine, the guys that back me get theirs, too. My God, Doc, lets talk business! Whats a little graft between friends?

Duck, I said, you own the 50th Ward. You are no fool. Why is it not possible for you to understand that some men dont graft?

Aw, can it! he retorted fiercely. What else is there to chase except graft? What else is there, I ask you? Graft! Aint there graft into everything God ever made? An dont the smart guy get it an take his an divide the rest same as you an me?

You cant comprehend that I dont graft, can you, Duck?

What do you call it what you get, then? The wages of Reeform? And what do you hand out to your lootenants an your friends?

Service.



Hey? Well, all right. But whats in it for you? Where do you get yours, Doc?

Theres nothing in it for me except to give honest service to the people who trust me.

Listen, he persisted with a sort of ferocious patience; you aint on no barl now; an you aint calling no Ginneys and no Kikes your friends. Youre just talkin to me like there wasnt nobody else onto this damn planet excep us two guys. Get that?

I do.

And Im tellin you that I get mine same as any one who aint a loonatic. Get that?

Certainly.

All right. Now I know you aint no nut. Which means that you get yours, whatever you call it. And now will you talk business?

What business do you want to talk, Duck? I added; I should say that you already have your hands rather full of business and Lebel rifles — —

Aw Gawd; this? This aint business. I was a damn fool and Im doin time like any souse what the bulls pinch. Only I get more than thirty days, I do. Thats whats killin me, Doc! — Duck Werner in a tin lid, suckin soup an shootin Fritzies when I oughter be in Noo York with me frens lookin after business. Can you beat it? he ended fiercely.

He chewed hard on his quid for a few moments, staring blankly into space with the detached ferocity of a caged tiger.

What are they a-doin over there in the 50th? he demanded. How do I know whose knifin me with the boys? I dont mean your party. Youre here same as I am. I mean Mike the Kike, and the regular Reepublican nomination, I do.... And, how do I know when you are going back?

I was silent.

Are you?

Perhaps.

Doc, will you talk business, man to man?

Duck, to tell you the truth, the hell that is in full blast over here — this gigantic, world-wide battle of nations — leaves me, for the time, uninterested in ward politics.

Stop your kiddin.

Cant you comprehend it?

Aw, what do you care about what Kink wins? If we was Kinks, you an me, all right. But we aint Doc. Were little fellows. Our graft aint big like the Dutch Emperors, but maybe it comes just as regular on pay day. Ich ka bibble.

Duck, I said, you explain your presence here by telling me that you enlisted while drunk. How do you explain my being here?

Youre a Doc. I guess there must be big money into it, he returned with a wink.

I draw no pay.

I believe you, he remarked, leering. Say, dont you do that to me, Doc. I may be unfortunit; Im a poor damn fool an I know it. But dont tell me youre here for your health.

I wont repeat it, Duck, I said, smiling.

Much obliged. Now for Gods sake lets talk business. You think youve got me cinched. You think you can go home an raise hell in the 50th while Im doin time into these here trenches. You sez to yourself, O there aint nothin to it! An then you tickles yourself under the ribs, Doc. You better make a deal with me, do you hear? Gimme mine, and you can have yours, too; and between us, if we work together, we can hand one to Mike the Kike thatll start every ambulance in the city after him. Get me?

Theres no use discussing such things — —

All right. I wont ask you to make it fifty-fifty. Gimme half what I oughter have. You can fix it with Curley Tim Brady — —

Duck, this is no time — —

Hell! Its all the time Ive got! What do you expec out here, a caffy dansong? I dont see no corner gin-mills around neither. Listen, Doc, quit up-stagin! You an me kick the block offn this here Kike-Wop if we get together. All I ask of you is to talk business — —

I moved aside, and backward a little way, disgusted with the ratty soul of the man, and stood looking at the soldiers who were digging out bombproof burrows all along the trench and shoring up the holes with heavy, green planks.

Everybody was methodically busy in one way or another behind the long rank of Legionaries who stood at the loops, the butts of the Lebel rifles against their shoulders.



Some sawed planks to shore up dugouts; some were constructing short ladders out of the trunks of slender green saplings; some filled sacks with earth to fill the gaps on the parapet above; others sharpened pegs and drove them into the dirt façade of the trench, one above the other, as footholds for the men when a charge was ordered.

Behind me, above my head, wild flowers and long wild grasses drooped over the raw edge of the parados, and a few stalks of ripening wheat trailed there or stood out against the sky — an opaque, uncertain sky which had been so calmly blue, but which was now sickening with that whitish pallor which presages a storm.

Once or twice there came the smashing tinkle of glass as a periscope was struck and a vexed officer, still holding it, passed it to a rifleman to be laid aside.

Only one man was hit. He had been fitting a shutter to the tiny embrasure between sandbags where a machine gun was to be mounted; and the bullet came through and entered his head in the center of the triangle between nose and eyebrows.

A little later when I was returning from that job, walking slowly along the trench, Pick-em-up Joe hailed me cheerfully, and I glanced up to where he and Heinie stood with their rifles thrust between the sandbags and their grimy fists clutching barrel and butt.

Hello, Heinie! I said pleasantly. How are you, Joe?

Commong ça va? inquired Heinie, evidently mortified at his situation and condition, but putting on the careless front of a gunman in a strange ward.

Pick-em-up Joe added jauntily: Well, Doc, whats the good word?

France, I replied, smiling; Do you know a better word?

Yes, he said, Noo York. Say, whats your little graft over here, Doc?

You and I reverse rôles, Pick-em-up; you stop bullets; I pick em up — after youre through with em.

The hell you say! he retorted, grinning. Well, grab it from me, if it wasnt for the Jack Johnsons and the gas, a gun fight in the old 50th would make this war look like Luna Park! It listens like it, too, only this here show is all fi-nally, with Bingles Band playin circus tunes an the supes hollerin like they seen real money.

He was a merry ruffian, and he controlled the coke graft in the 50th while Heinie was perpetual bondsman for local Magdalenes.

Well, aint we in Dutch — us three guys! he remarked with forced carelessness. We sure done it that time.

Did you do business with Duck? inquired Pick-em-up, curiously.

Not so he noticed it. Joe, cant you and Heinie rise to your opportunities? This is the first time in your lives youve ever been decent, ever done a respectable thing. Cant you start in and live straight — think straight? Youre wearing the uniform of Gods own soldiers; youre standing shoulder to shoulder with men who are fighting Gods own battle. The fate of every woman, every child, every unborn baby in Europe — and in America, too — depends on your bravery. If you dont win out, it will be our turn next. If you dont stop the Huns — if you dont come back at them and wipe them out, the world will not be worth inhabiting.

I stepped nearer: Heinie, I said, you know what your trade has been, and what it is called. Heres your chance to clean yourself. Joe — youve dealt out misery, insanity, death, to women and children. Youre called the Coke King of the East Side. Joe, well get you sooner or later. Dont take the trouble to doubt it. Why not order a new pack and a fresh deal? Why not resolve to live straight from this moment — here where you have taken your place in the ranks among real men — here where this army stands for liberty, for the right to live! Youve got your chance to become a real man; so has Heinie. And when you come back, well stand by you — —

An gimme a job choppin tickets in the subway! snarled Heinie. Expec me to squeal fr that? Reeform, hey? Show me a livin in it an I carry a banner. But there aint nothing into it. Hows a guy to live if there aint no graft into nothin?

Joe touched his gas-mask with a sneer: Hes pushin the yellow stuff at us, Heinie, he said; and to me: You get yours all right. I dont know what it is, but you get it, same as me an Heinie an Duck. I dont know what it is, he repeated impatiently; maybe its dough; maybe its them suffragettes with their silk feet an white gloves what clap their hands at you. I aint saying nothin to you, am I? Then lemme alone an go an talk business with Duck over there — —

Officers passed rapidly between the speaker and me and continued east and west along the ranks of riflemen, repeating in calm, steady voices:

Fix bayonets, mes enfants; make as little noise as possible. Everybody ready in ten minutes. Ladders will be distributed. Take them with you. The bomb-throwers will leave the trench first. Put on goggles and respirators. Fix bayonets and set one foot on the pegs and ladders ... all ready in seven minutes. Three mines will be exploded. Take and hold the craters.... Five minutes!... When the mines explode that is your signal. Bombers lead. Give them a leg up and follow.... Three minutes....

From a communication trench a long file of masked bomb-throwers appeared, loaded sacks slung under their left arms, bombs clutched in their right hands; and took stations at every ladder and row of freshly driven pegs.

One minute! repeated the officers, selecting their own ladders and drawing their long knives and automatics.

As I finished adjusting my respirator and goggles a muffled voice at my elbow began: Be a sport, Doc! Gimme a chanst! Make it fifty-fifty — —

Allez! shouted an officer through his respirator.

Against the sky all along the parapets edge hundreds of bayonets wavered for a second; then dark figures leaped up, scrambled, crawled forward, rose, ran out into the sunless, pallid light.

Like surf bursting along a coast a curtain of exploding shells stretched straight across the débris of what had been a meadow — a long line of livid obscurity split with flame and storms of driving sand and gravel. Shrapnel leisurely unfolded its cottony coils overhead and the iron helmets rang under the hail.

Men fell forward, backward, sideways, remaining motionless, or rolling about, or rising to limp on again. There was smoke, now, and mire, and the unbroken rattle of machine guns.

Ahead, men were fishing in their sacks and throwing bombs like a pack of boys stoning a snake; I caught glimpses of them furiously at work from where I knelt beside one fallen man after another, desperately busy with my own business.

Bearers ran out where I was at work, not my own company but some French ambulance sections who served me as well as their own surgeons where, in a shell crater partly full of water, we found some shelter for the wounded.

Over us black smoke from the Jack Johnsons rolled as it rolls out of the stacks of soft-coal burning locomotives; the outrageous din never slackened, but our deafened ears had become insensible under the repeated blows of sound, yet not paralyzed. For I remember, squatting there in that shell crater, hearing a cricket tranquilly tuning up between the thunderclaps which shook earth and sods down on us and wrinkled the pool of water at our feet.

The Legion had taken the trench; but the place was a rabbit warren where hundreds of holes and burrows and ditches and communicating runways made a bewildering maze.

And everywhere in the dull, flame-shot obscurity, the Legionaries ran about like ghouls in their hoods and round, hollow eye-holes; masked faces, indistinct in the smoke, loomed grotesque and horrible as Ku-Klux where the bayonets were at work digging out the enemy from blind burrows, turning them up from their bloody forms.

Rifles blazed down into bomb-proofs, cracked steadily over the heads of comrades who piled up sandbags to block communication trenches; grenade-bombs rained down through the smoke into trenches, blowing bloody gaps in huddling masses of struggling Teutons until they flattened back against the parados and lifted arms and gun-butts stammering out, Comrades! Comrades! — in the ghastly irony of surrender.

A man whose entire helmet, gas-mask, and face had been blown off, and who was still alive and trying to speak, stiffened, relaxed, and died in my arms. As I rolled him aside and turned to the next man whom the bearers were lowering into the crater, his respirator and goggles fell apart, and I found myself looking into the ashy face of Duck Werner.

As we laid him out and stripped away iron helmet and tunic, he said in a natural and distinct voice.

Through the belly, Doc. Gimme a drink.

There was no more water or stimulant at the moment and the puddle in the crater was bloody. He said, patiently, All right; I can wait.... Its in the belly.... It aint nothin, is it?

I said something reassuring, something about the percentage of recovery I believe, for I was exceedingly busy with Ducks anatomy.



Pull me through, Doc? he inquired calmly.

Sure....

Aw, listen, Doc. Dont hand me no cones of hokey-pokey. Gimme a deck of the stuff. Dope out the coke. Do I get mine this trip?

I looked at him, hesitating.

Listen, Doc, am I hurted bad? Gimme a hones deal. Do I croak?

Dont talk, Duck — —

Dope it straight. Do I?

Yes.

I thought youd say that, he returned serenely. Now Im goin to fool you, same as I fooled them guys at Bellevue the night that Mike the Kike shot me up in the subway.

A pallid sneer stretched his thin and burning lips; in his ratty eyes triumph gleamed.

Ive went through worse than this. I aint hurted bad. I aint got mine just yet, old scout! Would I leave meself croak — an that bum, Mike the Kike, handin me frens the ha-ha! Gawd, he muttered hazily, as though his mind was beginning to cloud, just fr that Ill get up an — an go — home— His voice flattened out and he lay silent.



Working over the next man beyond him and glancing around now and then to discover a brancardier who might take Duck to the rear, I presently caught his eyes fixed on me.

Say, Doc, will you talk — business? he asked in a dull voice.

Be quiet, Duck, the bearers will be here in a minute or two — —

Thell wit them guys! Im askin you will you make it fifty-fifty— r somethin— Again his voice trailed away, but his bright ratty eyes were indomitable.

I was bloodily occupied with another patient when something struck me on the shoulder — a human hand, clutching it. Duck was sitting upright, eyes a-glitter, the other hand pressed heavily over his abdomen.

Fifty-fifty! he cried in a shrill voice. Fr Christs sake, Doc, talk business— And life went out inside him — like the flame of a suddenly snuffed candle — while he still sat there....

I heard the air escaping from his lungs before he toppled over.... I swear to you it sounded like a whispered word— business.



Then came their gas — a great, thick, yellow billow of it pouring into our shell hole.... I couldnt get my mask on fast enough ... and here I am, Gray, wondering, but really knowing.... Are you stopping at the Club tonight?

Yes.

Vail got to his feet unsteadily: Im feeling rather done in.... Wont sit up any longer, I guess.... See you in the morning?

Yes, said Gray.

Good-night, then. Look in on me if you leave before Im up.



And that is how Gray saw him before he sailed — stopped at his door, knocked, and, receiving no response, opened and looked in. After a few moments silence he understood that the Seed of Death had sprouted.


CHAPTER XIII

MULETEERS

[image: img657.jpg]

LYING FAR TO the southwest of the battle line, only when a strong northwest wind blew could Sainte Lesse hear the thudding of cannon beyond the horizon. And once, when the northeast wind had blown steadily for a week, on the wings of the driving drizzle had come a faint but dreadful odour which hung among the streets and lanes until the wind changed.

Except for the carillon, nothing louder than the call of a cuckoo, the lowing of cattle or a goatherds piping ever broke the summer silence in the little town. Birds sang; a shallow river rippled; breezes ruffled green grain into long, silvery waves across the valley; sunshine fell on quiet streets, on scented gardens unsoiled by war, on groves and meadows, and on the stone-edged brink of brimming pools where washerwomen knelt among the wild flowers, splashing amid floating pyramids of snowy suds.

And into the exquisite peace of this little paradise rode John Burley with a thousand American mules.

The town had been warned of this impending visitation; had watched preparations for it during April and May when a corral was erected down in a meadow and some huts and stables were put up among the groves of poplar and sycamore, and a small barracks was built to accommodate the negro guardians of the mules and a peloton of gendarmes under a fat brigadier.

Sainte Lesse as yet knew nothing personally of the American mule or of Burley. Sainte Lesse heard both before it beheld either — Burleys loud, careless, swaggering voice above the hee-haw of his trampling herds:

All I ask for is human food, Smith — not luxuries — just food! — and that of the commonest kind.

And now an immense volume of noise and dust enveloped the main street of Sainte Lesse, stilling the quiet noon gossip of the town, silencing the birds, awing the town dogs so that their impending barking died to amazed gurgles drowned in the din of the mules.

Astride a cream-coloured, wall-eyed mule, erect in his saddle, talkative, gesticulating, good-humoured, famished but gay, rode Burley at the head of the column, his reckless grey eyes glancing amiably right and left at the good people of Sainte Lesse who clustered silently at their doorways under the trees to observe the passing of this noisy, unfamiliar procession.

Mules, dust; mules, dust, and then more mules, all enveloped in dust, clattering, ambling, trotting, bucking, shying, kicking, halting, backing; and here and there an American negro cracking a long snake whip with strange, aboriginal ejaculations; and three white men in khaki riding beside the trampling column, smoking cigarettes.

Sticky Smith and Kid Glenn rode mules on the columns flank; Burley continued to lead on his wall-eyed animal, preceded now by the fat brigadier of the gendarmerie, upon whom he had bestowed a cigarette.

Burley, talking all the while from his saddle to whoever cared to listen, or to himself if nobody cared to listen, rode on in the van under the ancient bell-tower of Sainte Lesse, where a slim, dark-eyed girl looked up at him as he passed, a faint smile hovering on her lips.

Bong jour, Mademoiselle, continued Burley, saluting her en passant with two fingers at the vizor of his khaki cap, as he had seen British officers salute. I compliment you on your silent but eloquent welcome to me, my comrades, my coons, and my mules. Your charming though slightly melancholy smile bids us indeed welcome to your fair city. I thank you; I thank all the inhabitants for this unprecedented ovation. Doubtless a municipal banquet awaits us — —

Sticky Smith spurred up.

Did you see the inn? he asked. There it is, to the right.

It looks good to me, said Burley. Everything looks good to me except these accursed mules. Thank God, that seems to be the corral — down in the meadow there, Brigadeer!

The fat brigadier drew bridle; Burley burst into French:

Esker — esker — —

Oui, nodded the brigadier, that is where we are going.

Bong! exclaimed Burley with satisfaction; and, turning to Sticky Smith: Stick, tell the coons to hustle. Were there!

Then, above the trampling, whip-cracking, and shouting of the negroes, from somewhere high in the blue sky overhead, out of limpid, cloudless heights floated a single bell-note, then another, another, others exquisitely sweet and clear, melting into a fragment of heavenly melody.

Burley looked up into the sky; the negroes raised their sweating, dark faces in pleased astonishment; Stick and Kid Glenn lifted puzzled visages to the zenith. The fat brigadier smiled and waved his cigarette:



Il est midi, messieurs. That is the carillon of Sainte Lesse.

The angelic melody died away. Then, high in the old bell-tower, a great resonant bell struck twelve times.

Said the brigadier:

When the wind is right, they can hear our big bell, Bayard, out there in the first line trenches — —

Again he waved his cigarette toward the northeast, then reined in his horse and backed off into the flowering meadow, while the first of the American mules entered the corral, the herd following pellmell.

The American negroes went with the mules to a hut prepared for them inside the corral — it having been previously and carefully explained to France that an American mule without its negro complement was as galvanic and unaccountable as a beheaded chicken.

Burley burst into French again, like a shrapnel shell:

Esker — esker — —

Oui, said the fat brigadier, there is an excellent inn up the street, messieurs. And he saluted their uniform, the same being constructed of cotton khaki, with a horseshoe on the arm and an oxidized metal mule on the collar. The brigadier wondered at and admired the minute nicety of administrative detail characterizing a government which clothed even its muleteers so becomingly, yet with such modesty and dignity.

He could not know that the uniform was unauthorized and the insignia an invention of Sticky Smith, aiming to counteract any social stigma that might blight his sojourn in France.

For, said Sticky Smith, before they went aboard the transport at New Orleans, if you dress a man in khaki, with some gimcrack on his sleeve and collar, youre level with anybody in Europe. Which, he added to Burley, will make it pleasant if any emperors or kings drop in on us for a drink or a quiet game behind the lines.

Also, added Burley, it goes with the ladies. And he and Kid Glenn purchased uniforms similar to Smiths and had the horseshoe and mule fastened to sleeve and collar.

Theyll hang you fellows for francs-tireurs, remarked a battered soldier of fortune from the wharf as the transport cast off and glided gradually away from the sun-blistered docks.

Hang who? demanded Burley loudly from the rail above.

Whats a frank-tiroor? inquired Sticky Smith.

And wholl hang us? shouted Kid Glenn from the deck of the moving steamer.

The Germans will if they catch you in that uniform, retorted the battered soldier of fortune derisively. You chorus-boy mule drivers will wish you wore overalls and one suspender if the Dutch Kaiser nails you!


CHAPTER XIV

LA PLOO BELLE

[image: img657.jpg]

THEY HAD BEEN nearly three weeks on the voyage, three days in port, four more on cattle trains, and had been marching since morning from the nearest railway station at Estville-sur-Lesse.

Now, lugging their large leather hold-alls, they started up the main street of Sainte Lesse, three sunburnt, loud-talking Americans, young, sturdy, careless of glance and voice and gesture, perfectly self-satisfied.

Their footsteps echoed loudly on the pavement of this still, old town, lying so quietly in the shadow of its aged trees and its sixteenth century belfry, where the great bell, Bayard, had hung for hundreds of years, and, tier on tier above it, clustered in set ranks the fixed bells of the ancient carillon.



Some skyscraper, observed Burley, patronizing the bell-tower with a glance.

As he spoke, they came to the inn, a very ancient hostelry built into a remnant of the old town wall, and now a part of it. On the signboard was painted a white doe; and that was the name of the inn.

So they trooped through the stone-arched tunnel, ushered by a lame innkeeper; and Burley, chancing to turn his head and glance back through the shadowy stone passage, caught a glimpse in the outer sunshine of the girl whose dark eyes had inspired him with jocular eloquence as he rode on his mule under the bell-tower of Sainte Lesse.

A peach, he said to Smith. And the sight of her apparently going to his head, he burst into French: Tray chick! Tray, tray chick! Im glad Ive got on this uniform and not overalls and one suspender.

Whats biting you? inquired Smith.

Nothing, Stick, nothing. But I believe Ive seen the prettiest girl in the world right here in this two-by-four town.



Stick glanced over his shoulder, then shrugged:

Shes ornamental, only shes got a sad on.

But Burley trudged on with his leather hold-all, muttering to himself something about the prettiest girl in the world.

The prettiest girl in the world continued her way unconscious of the encomiums of John Burley and the critique of Sticky Smith. Her way, however, seemed to be the way of Burley and his two companions, for she crossed the sunny street and entered the White Doe by the arched door and tunnel-like passage.

Unlike them, however, she turned to the right in the stone corridor, opened a low wooden door, crossed the inn parlour, ascended a short stairway, and entered a bedroom.

Here, standing before a mirror, she unpinned her straw hat, smoothed her dark hair, resting her eyes pensively for a few moments on her reflected face. Then she sauntered listlessly about the little room in performance of those trivial, aimless offices, entirely feminine, such as opening all the drawers in her clothes-press, smoothing out various frilly objects and fabrics, investigating a little gilded box and thoughtfully inspecting its contents, which consisted of hair-pins. Fussing here, lingering there, loitering by her bird-cage, where a canary cheeped its greeting and hopped and hopped; bending over a cluster of white phlox in a glass of water to inhale the old-fashioned perfume, she finally tied on a fresh apron and walked slowly out to the ancient, vaulted kitchen.

An old peasant woman was cooking, while a young one washed dishes.

Are the American gentlemen still at table, Julie? she inquired.

Mademoiselle Maryette, they are devouring everything in the house! exclaimed old Julie, flinging both hands toward heaven. Tenez, mamzelle, I have heard of eating in ancient days, I have read of Gargantua, I have been told of banquets, of feasting, of appetites! But there is one American in there! Mamzelle Maryette, if I should swear to you that he is on his third chicken and that a row of six pint bottles of 93 Margaux stand empty on the cloth at his elbow, I should do no penance for untruthfulness. Tenez, Mamzelle Maryette, regardez un peu par loubliette— And old Julie slid open the wooden shutter on the crack and Maryette bent forward and surveyed the dining room outside.

They were laughing very loud in there, these three Americans — three powerful, sun-scorched young men, very much at their ease around the table, draining the red Bordeaux by goblets, plying knife and fork with joyous and undiminished vigour.

The tall one with the crisp hair and clear, grayish eyes — he of the three chickens — was already achieving the third — a crisply browned bird, fresh from the spit, fragrant and smoking hot. At intervals he buttered great slices of rye bread, or disposed of an entire young potato, washing it down with a goblet of red wine, but always he returned to the rich roasted fowl which he held, still impaled upon its spit, and which he carved as he ate, wings, legs, breast falling in steaming flakes under his skillful knife blade.

Sticky Smith finally pushed aside his drained glass and surveyed an empty plate frankly and regretfully, unable to continue. He said:

Im going to bed and Im going to sleep twenty-four hours. After that Im going to eat for twenty-four more hours, and then Ill be in good shape. Bong soir.

Aw, stick around with the push! remonstrated Kid Glenn thickly, impaling another potato upon his fork and gesticulating with it.

Smith gazed with surfeited but hopeless envy upon Burleys magnificent work with knife and fork, saw him crack a seventh bottle of Bordeaux, watched him empty the first goblet.

But even Glenns eyes began to dull in spite of himself, his head nodded mechanically at every mouthful achieved.

I gotta call it off, Jack, he yawned. Stick and I need the sleep if you dont. So heres where we quit — —

Let me tell you about that girl, began Burley. I never saw a prettier— But Glenn had appetite neither for food nor romance:

Say, listen. Have a heart, Jack! We need the sleep!

Stick had already risen; Glenn shoved back his chair with a gigantic yawn and shambled to his feet.

I want to tell you, insisted Burley, that shes what the French call tray, tray chick — —

Stick pointed furiously at the fowl:

Chick? Im fed up on chick! Maybe she is some chick, as you say, but it doesnt interest me. Goobye. Dont come battering at my door and wake me up, Jack. Be a sport and lemme alone — —

He turned and shuffled out, and Glenn followed, his Mexican spurs clanking.

Burley jeered them:

Mollycoddles! Come on and take in the town with us!

But they slammed the door behind them, and he heard them stumbling and clanking up stairs.

So Burley, gazing gravely at his empty plate, presently emptied the last visible bottle of Bordeaux, then stretching his mighty arms and superb chest, fished out a cigarette, set fire to it, unhooked the cartridge-belt and holster from the back of his chair, buckled it on, rose, pulled on his leather-peaked cap, and drew a deep breath of contentment.

For a moment he stood in the centre of the room, as though in pleasant meditation, then he slowly strode toward the street door, murmuring to himself: Tray, tray chick. The prettiest girl in the world.... La ploo belle fille du monde ... la ploo belle....

He strolled as far as the corral down in the meadow by the stream, where he found the negro muleteers asleep and the mules already watered and fed.

For a while he hobnobbed with the three gendarmes on duty there, practicing his kind of French on them and managing to understand and be understood more or less — probably less.

But the young man was persistent; he desired to become that easy master of the French language that his tongue-tied comrades believed him to be. So he practiced garrulously upon the polite, suffering gendarmes.

He related to them his experience on shipboard with a thousand mutinous mules to pacify, feed, water, and otherwise cherish. They had, it appeared, encountered no submarines, but enjoyed several alarms from destroyers which eventually proved to be British.

A cousin of mine, explained Burley, Ned Winters, of El Paso, went down on the steamer John B. Doty, with eleven hundred mules and six niggers. The Boches torpedoed the ship and then raked the boats. Id like to get a crack at one Boche before I go back to Gods country.

The gendarmes politely but regretfully agreed that it was impracticable for Burley to get a crack at a Hun; and the American presently took himself off to the corral, after distributing cigarettes and establishing cordial relations with the Sainte Lesse Gendarmerie.

He waked up a negro and inspected the mules; that took a long time. Then he sought out the negro blacksmith, awoke him, and wrote out some directions.

The idea is, he explained, that whenever the French in this sector need mules they draw on our corral. We are supposed to keep ten or eleven hundred mules here all the time and look after them. Shipments come every two weeks, I believe. So after youve had another good nap, George, you wake up your boys and get busy. And therell be trouble if things are not in running order by tomorrow night.

Yas, suh, Mistuh Burley, nodded the sleepy blacksmith, still blinking in the afternoon sunshine.

And if you need an interpreter, added Burley, always call on me until you learn French enough to get on. Understand, George?

Yas, suh.

Because, said Burley, walking away, a thorough knowledge of French idioms is necessary to prevent mistakes. When in doubt always apply to me, George, for only a master of the language is competent to deal with these French people.

It was his one vanity, his one weakness. Perhaps, because he so ardently desired proficiency, he had already deluded himself with the belief that he was a master of French.

So, belt and loaded holster sagging, and large silver spurs clicking and clinking at every step, John Burley sauntered back along the almost deserted street of Sainte Lesse, thinking sometimes of his mules, sometimes of the French language, and every now and then of a dark-eyed, dark-haired girl whose delicately flushed and pensive gaze he had encountered as he had ridden into Sainte Lesse under the old belfry.

Stick Smiths a fool, he thought to himself impatiently. Tray chick doesnt mean some chicken. It means a pretty girl, in French.

He looked up at the belfry as he passed under it, and at the same moment, from beneath the high, gilded dragon which crowned its topmost spire, a sweet bell-note floated, another, others succeeding in crystalline sweetness, linked in a fragment of some ancient melody. Then they ceased; then came a brief silence; the great bell he had heard before struck five times.

Lord! — thats pretty, he murmured, moving on and turning into the arched tunnel which was the entrance to the White Doe Inn.

Wandering at random, he encountered the innkeeper in the parlour, studying a crumpled newspaper through horn-rimmed spectacles on his nose.

Tray jolie, said Burley affably, seating himself with an idea of further practice in French.

Plait-il?

The bells — tray beau!

The old man straightened his bent shoulders a little proudly.

For thirty years, msieu, I have been Carillonneur of Sainte Lesse. He smiled; then, saddened, he held out both hands toward Burley. The fingers were stiff and crippled with rheumatism.

No more, he said slowly; the carillon is ended for me. The great art is no more for Jean Courtray, Master of Bells.

What is a carillon? inquired John Burley simply.

Blank incredulity was succeeded by a shocked expression on the old mans visage. After a silence, in mild and patient protest, he said:

I am Jean Courtray, Carillonneur of Sainte Lesse.... Have you never heard of the carillon of Sainte Lesse, or of me?

Never, said Burley. We dont have anything like that in America.

The old carillonneur, Jean Courtray, began to speak in a low voice of his art, his profession, and of the great carillon of forty-six bells in the ancient tower of Sainte Lesse.

A carillon, he explained, is a company of fixed bells tuned according to the chromatic scale and ranging through several octaves. These bells, rising tier above tier in a belfry, the smallest highest, the great, ponderous bells of the bass notes lowest, are not free to swing, but are fixed to huge beams, and are sounded by clappers connected by a wilderness of wires to a keyboard which is played upon by the bell-master or carillonneur.

He explained that the office of bell-master was an ancient one and greatly honoured; that the bell-master was also a member of the municipal government; that his salary was a fixed one; that not only did he play upon the carillon on fête days, market days, and particular occasions, but he also travelled and gave concerts upon the few existing carillons of other ancient towns and cities, not alone in France where carillons were few, but in Belgium and Holland, where they still were comparatively many, although the German barbarians had destroyed some of the best at Liége, Arras, Dixmude, Termonde, and Ypres.

Monsieur, he went on in a voice which began to grow a little unsteady, the Huns have destroyed the ancient carillons of Louvain and of Mechlin. In the superb bell-tower of Saint Rombold I have played for a thousand people; and the Carillonneur, Monsieur Vincent, and the great bell-master, Josef Denyn, have come to me to congratulate me with tears in their eyes — in their eyes — —



There were tears in his own now, and he bent his white head and looked down at the worn floor under his crippled feet.

Alas, he said, for Denyn — and for Saint Rombolds tower. The Hun has passed that way.

After a silence:

Who is it now plays the carillon in Sainte Lesse! asked Burley.

My daughter, Maryette. Sainte Lesse has honoured me in my daughter, whom I myself instructed. My daughter — the little child of my old age, monsieur — is mistress of the bells of Sainte Lesse.... They call her Carillonnette in Sainte Lesse — —

The door opened and the girl came in.


CHAPTER XV

CARILLONETTE
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STICKY SMITH AND Kid Glenn remained a week at Sainte Lesse, then left with the negroes for Calais to help bring up another cargo of mules, the arrival of which was daily expected.

A peloton of the Train-des-Equipages and three Remount troopers arrived at Sainte Lesse to take over the corral. John Burley remained to explain and interpret the American mule to these perplexed troopers.

Morning, noon, and night he went clanking down to the corral, his cartridge belt and holster swinging at his hip. But sometimes he had a little leisure.

Sainte Lesse knew him as a mighty eater and as a lusty drinker of good red wine; as a mighty and garrulous talker, too, he became known, ready to accost anybody in the quiet and subdued old town and explode into French at the slightest encouragement.

But Burley had only women and children and old men on whom to practice his earnest and voluble French, for everybody else was at the front.

Children adored him — adored his big, silver spurs, his cartridge belt and pistol, the metal mule decorating his tunic collar, his six feet two of height, his quick smile, the even white teeth and grayish eyes of this American muleteer, who always had a stick of barley sugar to give them or an amazing trick to perform for them with a handkerchief or coin that vanished under their very noses at the magic snap of his finger.

Old men gossiped willingly with him; women liked him and their rare smiles in the war-sobered town of Sainte Lesse were often for him as he sauntered along the quiet street, clanking, swaggering, affable, ready for conversation with anybody, and always ready for the small, confident hands that unceremoniously clasped his when he passed by where children played.

As for Maryette Courtray, called Carillonnette, she mounted the bell-tower once every hour, from six in the morning until nine oclock in the evening, to play the passing of Time toward that eternity into which it is always and ceaselessly moving.

After nine oclock Carillonnette set the drum and wound it; and through the dark hours of the night the bells played mechanically every hour for a few moments before Bayard struck.

Between these duties the girl managed the old inn, to which, since the war, nobody came any more — and with these occupations her life was full — sufficiently full, perhaps, without the advent of John Burley.

They met with enough frequency for her, if not for him. Their encounters took place between her duties aloft at the keyboard under the successive tiers of bells and his intervals of prowling among his mules.

Sometimes he found her sewing in the parlour — she could have gone to her own room, of course; sometimes he encountered her in the corridor, in the street, in the walled garden behind the inn, where with basket and pan she gathered vegetables in season.

There was a stone seat out there, built against the southern wall, and in the shadowed coolness of it she sometimes shelled peas.

During such an hour of liberty from the bell-tower he found the dark-eyed little mistress of the bells sorting various vegetables and singing under her breath to herself the carillon music of Josef Denyn.

Tray chick, mademoiselle, he said, with a cheerful self-assertion, to hide the embarrassment which always assailed him when he encountered her.

You know, Monsieur Burley, you should not say très chic to me, she said, shaking her pretty head. It sounds a little familiar and a little common.

Oh, he exclaimed, very red. I thought it was the thing to say.

She smiled, continuing to shell the peas, then, with her sensitive and slightly flushed face still lowered, she looked at him out of her dark blue eyes.

Sometimes, she said, young men say très chic. It depend on when and how one says it.

Are there times when it is all right for me to say it? he inquired.

Yes, I think so.... How are your mules today?

The same, he said,  — ready to bite or kick or eat their heads off. The Remount took two hundred this morning.

I saw them pass, said the girl. I thought perhaps you also might be departing.

Without coming to say good-bye — to you! he stammered.

Oh, conventions must be disregarded in time of war, she returned carelessly, continuing to shell peas. I really thought I saw you riding away with the mules.

That man, said Burley, much hurt, was a bow-legged driver of the Train-des-Equipages. I dont think he resembles me.

As she made no comment and expressed no contrition for her mistake, he gazed about him at the sunny garden with a depressed expression. However, this changed presently to a bright and hopeful one.

Vooz ate tray, tray belle, mademoiselle! he asserted cheerfully.

Monsieur! Vexed perhaps as much at her own quick blush as his abrupt eulogy, she bit her lip and looked at him with an ominously level gaze. Then, suddenly, she smiled.

Monsieur Burley, one does not so express ones self without reason, without apropos, without — without encouragement — —

She blushed again, vividly. Under her wide straw hat her delicate, sensitive face and dark blue eyes were beautiful enough to inspire eulogy in any young man.

Pardon, he said, confused by her reprimand and her loveliness. I shall hereafter only think you are pretty, mademoiselle — mais je ne le dirais ploo.

That would be perhaps more — comme il faut, monsieur.

Ploo! he repeated with emphasis. Ploo jamais! Je vous jure — —



Merci; it is not perhaps necessary to swear quite so solemnly, monsieur.

She raised her eyes from the pan, moving her small, sun-tanned hand through the heaps of green peas, filling her palm with them and idly letting them run through her slim fingers.

Lamour, he said with an effort— how funny it is — isnt it, mademoiselle?

I know nothing about it, she replied with decision, and rose with her pan of peas.

Are you going, mademoiselle?

Yes.

Have I offended you?

No.

He trailed after her down the garden path between rows of blue larkspurs and hollyhocks — just at her dainty heels, because the brick walk was too narrow for both of them.

Ploo, he repeated appealingly.

Over her shoulder she said with disdain:

It is not a topic for conversation among the young, monsieur — what you call lamour. And she entered the kitchen, where he had not the effrontery to follow her.

That evening, toward sunset, returning from the corral, he heard, high in the blue sky above him, her bell-music drifting; and involuntarily uncovering, he stood with bared head looking upward while the celestial melody lasted.

And that evening, too, being the fête of Alincourt, a tiny neighbouring village across the river, the bell-mistress went up into the tower after dinner and played for an hour for the little neighbour hamlet across the river Lesse.

All the people who remained in Sainte Lesse and in Alincourt brought out their chairs and their knitting in the calm, fragrant evening air and remained silent, sadly enraptured while the unseen player at her keyboard aloft in the belfry above set her carillon music adrift under the summer stars — golden harmonies that seemed born in the heavens from which they floated; clear, exquisitely sweet miracles of melody filling the world of darkness with magic messages of hope.

Those widowed or childless among her listeners for miles around in the darkness wept quiet tears, less bitter and less hopeless for the divine promise of the sky music which filled the night as subtly as the scent of flowers saturates the dusk.

Burley, listening down by the corral, leaned against a post, one powerful hand across his eyes, his cap clasped in the other, and in his heart the birth of things ineffable.

For an hour the carillon played. Then old Bayard struck ten times. And Burley thought of the trenches and wondered whether the mellow thunder of the great bell was audible out there that night.


CHAPTER XVI

DJACK
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THERE CAME A day when he did not see Maryette as he left for the corral in the morning.

Her father, very stiff with rheumatism, sat in the sun outside the arched entrance to the inn.

No, he said, she is going to be gone all day today. She has set and wound the drum in the belfry so that the carillon shall play every hour while she is absent.

Where has she gone? inquired Burley.

To play the carillon at Nivelle.

Nivelle! he exclaimed sharply.

Oui, monsieur. The Mayor has asked for her. She is to play for an hour to entertain the wounded. He rested his withered cheek on his hand and looked out through the window at the sunshine with aged and tragic eyes. It is very little to do for our wounded, he added aloud to himself.

Burley had sent twenty mules to Nivelle the night before, and had heard some disquieting rumours concerning that town.

Now he walked out past the dusky, arched passageway into the sunny street and continued northward under the trees to the barracks of the Gendarmerie.

Bon jour lami Gargantua! exclaimed the fat, jovial brigadier who had just emerged with boots shining, pipe-clay very apparent, and all rosy from a fresh shave.

Bong joor, mon vieux copain! replied Burley, preoccupied with some papers he was sorting. Be good enough to look over my papers.

The brigadier took them and examined them.

Are they en règle? demanded Burley.

Parfaitement, mon ami.

Will they take me as far as Nivelle?

Certainly. But your mules went forward last night with the Remount — —



I know. I wish to inspect them again before the veterinary sees them. Telephone to the corral for a saddle mule.

The brigadier went inside to telephone and Burley started for the corral at the same time.

His cream-coloured, wall-eyed mule was saddled and waiting when he arrived; he stuffed his papers into the breast of his tunic and climbed into the saddle.

Allongs! he exclaimed. Hoop!



Half way to Nivelle, on an overgrown, bushy, circuitous path which was the only road open between Nivelle and Sainte Lesse, he overtook Maryette, driving her donkey and ancient market cart.

Carillonnette! he called out joyously. Maryette! Cest je!

The girl, astonished, turned her head, and he spurred forward on his wall-eyed mount, evincing cordial symptoms of pleasure in the encounter.

Wee, wee! he cried. Je voolay veneer avec voo! And ere the girl could protest, he had dismounted, turning the wall-eyed ones nose southward, and had delivered a resounding whack upon the rump of that temperamental animal.

Allez! Go home! Beat it! he cried.

The mule lost no time but headed for the distant corral at a canter; and Burley, grinning like a great, splendid, intelligent dog who has just done something to be proud of, stepped into the market cart and seated himself beside Maryette.

Who told you where I am going? she asked, scarcely knowing whether to laugh or let loose her indignation.

Your father, Carillonnette.

Why did you follow me?

I had nothing else to do — —

Is that the reason?

I like to be with you — —

Really, monsieur! And you think it was not necessary to consult my wishes?

Dont you like to be with me? he asked, so naïvely that the girl blushed and bit her lip and shook the reins without replying.

They jogged on through the disused byway, the filbert bushes brushing axle and traces; but presently the little donkey relapsed into a walk again, and the girl, who had counted on that procedure when she started from Sainte Lesse, did not urge him.

Also, she said in a low voice, I have been wondering who permits you to address me as Carillonnette. Also as Maryette. You have been, heretofore, quite correct in assuming that mademoiselle is the proper form of address.

I was so glad to see you, he said, so simply that she flushed again and offered no further comment.

For a long while she let him do the talking, which was perfectly agreeable to him. He talked on every subject he could think of, frankly practicing idioms on her, pleased with his own fluency and his progress in French.

After a while she said, looking around at him with a curiosity quite friendly:

Tell me, Monsieur Burley, why did you desire to come with me today?

He started to reply, but checked himself, looking into the dark blue and engaging eyes. After a moment the engaging eyes became brilliantly serious.

Tell me, she repeated. Is it because there were some rumours last evening concerning Nivelle?

Wee!

Oh, she nodded, thoughtfully.

After driving for a little while in silence she looked around at him with an expression on her face which altered it exquisitely.

Thank you, my friend, she murmured.... And if you wish to call me Carillonnette — do so.

I do want to. And my names Jack.... If you dont mind.

Her eyes were fixed on her donkeys ears.

Djack, she repeated, musingly. Jacques — Djack — its the same, isnt it — Djack?

He turned red and she laughed at him, no longer afraid.

Listen, my friend, she said, it is très beau — what have you done.

Vooz êtes tray belle — —

Non! Please stop! It is not a question of me — —



Vooz êtes tray chick — —

Stop, Djack! That is not good manners! No! I was merely saying that — you have done something very nice. Which is quite true. You heard rumours that Nivelle had become unsafe. People whispered last evening — something about the danger of a salient being cut at its base.... I heard the gossip in the street. Was that why you came after me?

Wee.

Thank you, Djack.

She leaned a trifle forward in the cart, her dimpled elbows on her knees, the reins sagging.

Blue and rosy jays flew up before them, fluttering away through the thickets; a bullfinch whistled sweetly from a thorn bush, watching them pass under him, unafraid.

You see, she said, half to herself, I had to come. Who could refuse our wounded? There is no bell-master in our department; and only one bell-mistress.... To find anyone else to play the Nivelle carillon one would have to pierce the barbarians lines and search the ruins of Flanders for a Beiaardier — a Klokkenist, as they call a carillonneur in the low countries.... But the Mayor asked it, and our wounded are waiting. You understand, mon ami Djack, I had to come.

He nodded.

She added, naïvely:

God watches over our trenches. We shall be quite safe in Nivelle.

A dull boom shook the sunlit air. Even in the cart they could feel the vibration.

An hour later, everywhere ahead of them, a vast, confused thundering was steadily increasing, deepening with every ominous reverberation.

Where two sandy wood roads crossed, a mounted gendarme halted them and examined their papers.

My poor child, he said to the girl, shaking his head, the wounded at Nivelle were taken away during the night. They are fighting there now in the streets.

In Nivelle streets! faltered the girl.

Oui, mademoiselle. Of the carillon little remains. The Boches have been shelling it since daylight. Turn again. And it is better that you turn quickly, because it is not known to us what is going on in that wooded district over there. For if they get a foothold in Nivelle on this drive they might cross this road before evening.

The girl sat grief-stricken and silent in the cart, staring at the woods ahead where the road ran through taller saplings and where, here and there, mature trees towered.

All around them now the increasing thunder rolled and echoed and shook the ground under them. Half a dozen gendarmes came up at a gallop. Their officer drew bridle, seized the donkeys head and turned animal and cart southward.

Go back, he said briefly, recognizing Burley and returning his salute. You may have to take your mules out of Sainte Lesse! he added, as he wheeled his horse. We are getting into trouble out here, nom de Dieu!

Maryettes head hung as the donkey jogged along, trotting willingly because his nose was now pointed homeward.

The girl drove with loose and careless rein and in silence; and beside her sat Burley, his troubled gaze always reverting to the despondent form beside him.

Too bad, little girl, he said. But another time our wounded shall listen to your carillon.

Never at Nivelle.... The belfry is being destroyed.... The sweetest carillon in France — the oldest, the most beautiful.... Fifty-six bells, Djack — a wondrous wilderness of bells rising above where one stands in the belfry, tier on tier, tier on tier, until ones gaze is lost amid the heavenly company aloft.... Oh, Djack! And the great bell, Clovis! He hangs there — through hundreds of years he has spoken with his great voice of God! — so that they heard him for miles and miles across the land — —

Maryette — I am so sorry for you — —

Oh! Oh! My carillon of Nivelle! My beloved carillon!

Maryette, dear! My little Carillonnette — —

No — my heart is broken — —

Vooz ates tray, tray belle — —



The sudden crashing of heavy feet in the bushes checked him; but it was too late to heed it now — too late to reach for his holster. For all around them swarmed the men in sea-grey, jerking the donkey off his forelegs, blocking the little wheels with great, dirty fists, seizing Burley from behind and dragging him violently out of the cart.

A near-sighted officer, thin and spare as Death, was talking in a loud, nasal voice and squinting at Burley where he still struggled, red and exasperated, in the clutches of four soldiers:

Also! That is no uniform known to us or to any nation at war with us. That is not regulation in England — that collar insignia. This is a case of a franc-tireur! Now, then, you there in your costume de fantasie! What have you to say, eh?

There was a silence; Burley ceased struggling.

Answer, do you hear? What are you?

American.

Pig-dog! shouted the gaunt officer. So you are one of those Yankee muleteers in your uniform, and armed! It is sufficient that you are American. If it had not been for America this war would be ended! But it is not enough, apparently, that you come here with munitions and food, that you insult us at sea, that you lie about us and slander us and send your shells and cartridges to England to slay our people! No! Also you must come to insult us in your clowns uniform and with your pistol— The man began to choke with fury, unable to continue, except by gesture.

But the jerky gestures were terribly significant: soldiers were already pushing Burley across the road toward a great oak tree; six men fell out and lined up.

M-my Government— stammered the young fellow — but was given no opportunity to speak. Very white, the chill sweat standing on his forehead and under his eyes, he stood against the oak, lips compressed, grey eyes watching what was happening to him.

Suddenly he understood it was all over.

Djack!

He turned his gaze toward Maryette, where she struggled toward him, held by two soldiers.

Maryette — Carillonnette— His voice suddenly became steady, perfectly clear. Je vous aime, Carillonnette.

Oh, Djack! Djack! she cried in terror.

He heard the orders; was aware of the levelled rifles; but his reckless greyish eyes were now fixed on her, and he began to laugh almost mischievously.

Vooz êtes tray belle, he said,  — tray, tray chick — —

Djack!

But the clang of the volley precluded any response from him except the half tender, half reckless smile that remained on his youthful face where he lay looking up at the sky with pleasant, sightless eyes, and a sunbeam touching the metal mule on his blood-wet collar.


CHAPTER XVII

FRIENDSHIP
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SHE TRIED ONCE more to lift the big, warm, flexible body, exerting all her slender strength. It was useless. It was like attempting to lift the earth. The weight of the body frightened her.

Again she sank down among the ferns under the great oak tree; once more she took his blood-smeared head on her lap, smoothing the bright, wet hair; and her tears fell slowly upon his upturned face.

My friend, she stammered,  — my kind, droll friend.... The first friend I ever had — —

The gun thunder beyond Nivelle had ceased; an intense stillness reigned in the forest; only a leaf moved here and there on the aspens.

A few forest flies whirled about her, but as yet no ominous green flies came — none of those jewelled harbingers of death which appear with horrible promptness and as though by magic from nowhere when anything dies in the open world.

Her donkey, still attached to the little gaily painted market cart, had wandered on up the sandy lane, feeding at random along the fern-bordered thickets which walled in the Nivelle byroad on either side.

Presently her ear caught a slight sound; something stirred somewhere in the woods behind her. After an interval of terrible stillness there came a distant crashing of footsteps among dead leaves and underbrush.

Horror of the Hun still possessed her; the victim of Prussian ferocity still lay across her knees. She dared not take the chance that friendly ears might hear her call for aid — dared not raise her voice in appeal lest she awaken something monstrous, unclean, inconceivable — the unseen thing which she could hear at intervals prowling there among dead leaves in the demi-light of the woods.

Suddenly her heart leaped with fright; a man stepped cautiously out of the woods into the road; another, dressed in leather, with dry blood caked on his face, followed.

The first comer, a French gendarme, had already caught sight of the donkey and market cart; had turned around instinctively to look for their owner. Now he discovered her seated there among the ferns under the oak tree.

In the name of God, he growled, whats that child doing there!

The airman in leather followed him across the road to the oak; the girl looked up at them out of dark, tear-marred eyes that seemed dazed.

Well, little one! rumbled the big, red-faced gendarme. Whats your name? — you who sit here all alone at the woods edge with a dead man across your knees?

She made an effort to find her voice — to control it.

I am Maryette Courtray, bell-mistress of Sainte Lesse, she answered, trembling.

And — this young man?

They shot him — the Prussians, monsieur.

My poor child! Was he your lover, then?

Her tear-filled eyes widened:

Oh, no, she said naïvely; it is sadder than that. He was my friend.

The big gendarme scratched his chin; then, with an odd glance at the young airman who stood beside him:

To lose a friend is indeed sadder than to lose a lover. What was your friends name, little one?

She pressed her hand to her forehead in an effort to search among her partly paralyzed thoughts:

Djack.... That is his name.... He was the first real friend I ever had.

The airman said:

He is one of my countrymen — an American muleteer, Jack Burley — in charge at Sainte Lesse.

At the sound of the young mans name pronounced in English the girl began to cry. The big gendarme bent over and patted her cheek.

Allons, he growled; courage! little mistress of the bells! Let us place your friend in your pretty market cart and leave this accursed place, in Gods name!

He straightened up and looked over his shoulder.

For the Boches are in Nivelle woods, he added, with an oath, and we ought to be on our way to Sainte Lesse, if we are to arrive there at all. Allons, comrade, take him by the head!

So the wounded airman bent over and took the body by the shoulders; the gendarme lifted the feet; the little bell-mistress followed, holding to one of the sagging arms, as though fearing that these strangers might take away from her this dead man who had been so much more to her than a mere lover.

When they laid him in the market cart she released his sleeve with a sob. Still crying, she climbed to the seat of the cart and gathered up the reins. Behind her, flat on the floor of the cart, the airman and the gendarme had seated themselves, with the young mans body between them. They were opening his tunic and shirt now and were whispering together, and wiping away blood from the naked shoulders and chest.

Hes still warm, but theres no pulse, whispered the airman. Hes dead enough, I guess, but Id rather hear a surgeon say so.

The gendarme rose, stepped across to the seat, took the reins gently from the girl.

Weep peacefully, little one, he said; it does one good. Tears are the tisane which strengthens the soul.

Ye-es.... But I am remembering that — that I was not very k-kind to him, she sobbed. It hurts — here— She pressed a slim hand over her breast.

Allons! Friends quarrel. God understands. Thy friend back there — he also understands now.

Oh, I hope he does!... He spoke to me so tenderly — yet so gaily. He was even laughing at me when they shot him. He was so kind — and droll— She sobbed anew, clasping her hands and pressing them against her quivering mouth to check her grief.

Was it an execution, then? demanded the gendarme in his growling voice.

They said he must be a franc-tireur to wear such a uniform — —

Ah, the scoundrels! Ah, the assassins! And so they murdered him there under the tree?

Ah, God! Yes! I seem to see him standing there now — his grey, kind eyes — and no thought of fear — just a droll smile — the way he had with me— whispered the girl, the way — his way — with me — —

Child, said the gendarme, pityingly, it was love!

But she shook her head, surprised, the tears still running down her tanned cheeks:

Monsieur, it was more serious than love; it was friendship.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE AVIATOR
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WHERE THE FONTANES highroad crosses the byroad to Sainte Lesse they were halted by a dusty column moving rapidly west — four hundred American mules convoyed by gendarmerie and remount troopers.

The sweating riders, passing at a canter, shouted from their saddles to the big gendarme in the market cart that neither Nivelle nor Sainte Lesse were to be defended at present, and that all stragglers were being directed to Fontanes and Le Marronnier. Mules and drivers defiled at a swinging trot, enveloped in torrents of white dust; behind them rode a peloton of the remount, lashing recalcitrant animals forward; and in the rear of these rolled automobile ambulances, red crosses aglow in the rays of the setting sun.

The driver of the last ambulance seemed to be ill; his head lay on the shoulder of a Sister of Charity who had taken the steering wheel.

The gendarme beside Maryette signalled her to stop; then he got out of the market cart and, lifting the body of the American muleteer in his powerful arms, strode across the road. The airman leaped from the market cart and followed him.

Between them they drew out a stretcher, laid the muleteer on it, and shoved it back into the vehicle.

There was a brief consultation, then they both came back to Maryette, who, rigid in her seat and very pale, sat watching the procedure in silence.

The gendarme said:

I go to Fontanes. Theres a dressing station on the road. It appears that your young mans heart hasnt quite stopped yet — —

The girl rose excitedly to her feet, but the gendarme gently forced her back into her seat and laid the reins in her hands. To the airman he growled:

I did not tell this poor child to hope; I merely informed her that her friend yonder is still breathing. But hes as full of holes as a pepper pot! He frowned at Maryette: Allons! My comrade here goes to Sainte Lesse. Drive him there now, in Gods name, before the Uhlans come clattering on your heels!

He turned, strode away to the ambulance once more, climbed in, and placed one big arm around the sick drivers shoulder, drawing the mans head down against his breast.

Bonne chance! he called back to the airman, who had now seated himself beside Maryette. Explain to our little bell-mistress that were taking her friend to a place where they fool Death every day — where to cheat the grave is a flourishing business! Good-bye! Courage! En route, brave Sister of the World!

The Sister of Charity turned and smiled at Maryette, made her a friendly gesture, threw in the clutch, and, twisting the steering wheel with both sun-browned hands, guided the machine out onto the road and sped away swiftly after the cloud of receding dust.

Drive on, mademoiselle, said the airman quietly.

In his accent there was something poignantly familiar to Maryette, and she turned with a start and looked at him out of her dark blue, tear-marred eyes.

Are you also American? she asked.

Gunner observer, American air squadron, mademoiselle.

An airman?

Yes. My machine was shot down in Nivelle woods an hour ago.

After a silence, as they jogged along between the hazel thickets in the warm afternoon sunshine:

Were you acquainted with my friend? she asked wistfully.

With Jack Burley? A little. I knew him in Calais.

The tears welled up into her eyes:

Could you tell me about him?... He was my first friend.... I did not understand him in the beginning, monsieur. Among children it is different; I had known boys — as one knows them at school. But a man, never — and, indeed, I had not thought I had grown up until — he came — Djack — to live at our inn.... The White Doe at Sainte Lesse, monsieur. My father keeps it.

I see, nodded the airman gravely.

Yes — that is the way. He came — my first friend, Djack — with mules from America, monsieur — one thousand mules. And God knows Sainte Lesse had never seen the like! As for me — I thought I was a child still — until — do you understand, monsieur?

Yes, Maryette.

Yes, that is how I found I was grown up. He was a man, not a boy — that is how I found out. So he became my first friend. He was quite droll, and very big and kind — and timid — following me about — oh, it was quite droll for both of us, because at first I was afraid, but pretended not to be.

She smiled, then suddenly her eyes filled with the tragedy again, and she began to whimper softly to herself, with a faint sound like a hovering pigeon.

Tell me about him, said the airman.

She staunched her tears with the edge of her apron.

It was that way with us, she managed to say. I was enchanted and a little frightened — it being my first friendship. He was so big, so droll, so kind.... We were on our way to Nivelle this morning. I was to play the carillon — being mistress of the bells at Sainte Lesse — and there was nobody else to play the bells at Nivelle; and the wounded desired to hear the carillon.

Yes.

So Djack came after me — hearing rumours of Prussians in that direction. They were true — oh, God! — and the Prussians caught us there where you found us.

She bowed her supple figure double on the seat, covering her face with her sun-browned hands.

The airman drove on, whistling La Brabançonne under his breath, and deep in thought. From time to time he glanced at the curved figure beside him; but he said no more for a long time.

Toward sunset they drove into the Sainte Lesse highway.

He spoke abruptly, dryly:

Anybody can weep for a friend. But few avenge their dead.

She looked up, bewildered.

They drove under the old Sainte Lesse gate as he spoke. The sunlight lay pink across the walls and tipped the turret of the watch tower with fire.

The town seemed very still; nothing was to be seen on the long main street except here and there a Spahi horseman en vidette, and the clock-tower pigeons circling in their evening flight.

The girl, Maryette, looked dumbly into the fading daylight when the cart stopped before her door. The airman took her gently by the arm, and that awakened her. As though stiffened by fatigue she rose and climbed to the sidewalk. He took her unresisting arm and led her through the tunnelled wall and into the White Doe Inn.

Get me some supper, he said. It will take your mind off your troubles.

Yes.

Bread, wine, and some meat, if you have any. Ill be back in a few moments.

He left her at the inn door and went out into the street, whistling La Brabançonne. A cavalryman directed him to the military telephone installed in the house of the notary across the street.

His papers identified him; the operator gave him his connection; they switched him to the headquarters of his air squadron, where he made his report.

Shot down? came the sharp exclamation over the wire.

Yes, sir, about eleven-thirty this morning on the north edge of Nivelle forest.

The machine?

Done for, sir. They have it.

You?

A scratch — nothing. I had to run.

What else have you to report?

The airman made his brief report in an unemotional voice. Ending it, he asked permission to volunteer for a special service. And for ten minutes the officer at the other end of the wire listened to a proposition which interested him intensely.

When the airman finished, the officer said:

Wait till I relay this matter.

For a quarter of an hour the airman waited. Finally the operator half turned on his camp chair and made a gesture for him to resume the receiver.

If you choose to volunteer for such service, came the message, it is approved. But understand — you are not ordered on such duty.

I understand. I volunteer.

Very well. Munitions go to you immediately by automobile. It is expected that the wind will blow from the west by morning. By morning, also, all reserves will arrive in the west salient. What is to be your signal?

The carillon from the Nivelle belfry.

What tune?

La Brabançonne. If not that, then the tocsin on the great bell, Clovis.



In the tiny café the crippled innkeeper sat, his aged, wistful eyes watching three leather-clad airmen who had been whispering together around a table in the corner all the afternoon.

They nodded in silence to the new arrival, and he joined them.

Daylight faded in the room; the drum in the Sainte Lesse belfry, set to play before the hour sounded, began to turn aloft; the silvery notes of the carillon seemed to shower down from the sky, filling the twilight world with angelic melody. Then, in resonant beauty, the great bell, Bayard, measured the hour.

The airman who had just arrived went to a sink, washed the caked blood from his face and tied it up with a first-aid bandage. Then he began to pace the café, his head bent in thought, his nervous hands clasped behind him.

The room was dusky when he came back to the table where his three comrades still sat consulting in whispers. The old innkeeper had fallen asleep on his chair by the window. There was no light in the room except what came from stars.

Well, said one of the airmen in a carefully modulated voice, what are you going to do, Jim?

Stay.

Whats the idea?

The bandaged airman rested both hands on the stained table-top:

We quit Nivelle tonight, but our reserves are already coming up and we are to retake Nivelle tomorrow. You flew over the town this morning, didnt you?

All three said yes.

You took photographs?

Certainly.

Then you know that our trenches pass under the bell-tower?

Yes.

Very well. The wind is north. When the Boches enter our trenches theyll try to gas our salient while the wind holds. But west winds are predicted after sunrise tomorrow. Im going to get into the Nivelle belfry tonight with a sack of bombs. Im going to try to explode their gas cylinders if I can. The tocsin is the signal for our people in the salient.

Youre crazy! remarked one of the airmen.

No; Ill bluff it out. Im to have a Boche uniform in a few moments.

You are crazy! You know what theyll do to you, dont you, Jim?

The bandaged airman laughed, but in his eyes there was an odd flicker like a tiny flame. He whistled La Brabançonne and glanced coolly about the room.

One of the airmen said to another in a whisper:

There you are. Ever since they got his brother hes been figuring on landing a whole bunch of Huns at one clip. This is going to finish him, this business.

Another said:

Dont try anything like that, Jim — —

Sure, Ill try it, interrupted the bandaged airman pleasantly. When are you fellows going?

Now.

All right. Take my report. Wait a moment — —

For Gods sake, Jim, act sensibly!

The bandaged airman laughed, fished out from his clothing somewhere a note book and pencil. One of the others turned an electric torch on the table; the bandaged man made a little sketch, wrote a few lines which the others studied.

You can get that note to headquarters in half an hour, cant you, Ed?

Yes.

All right. Ill wait here for my answer.

You know what risk you run, Jim? pleaded the youngest of the airmen.

Oh, certainly. All right, then. Youd better be on your way.

After they had left the room, the bandaged airman sat beside the table, thinking hard in the darkness.

Presently from somewhere across the dusky river meadow the sudden roar of an airplane engine shattered the silence; then another whirring racket broke out; then another.

He heard presently the loud rattle of his comrades machines from high above him in the star-set sky; he heard the stertorous breathing of the old innkeeper; he heard again the crystalline bell-notes break out aloft, linger in linked harmonies, die away; he heard Bayards mellow thunder proclaim the hour once more.

There was a watch on his wrist, but it had been put out of business when his machine fell in Nivelle woods. Glancing at it mechanically he saw the phosphorescent dial glimmer faintly under shattered hands that remained fixed.

An hour later Bayard shook the starlit silence ten times.

As the last stroke boomed majestically through the darkness an automobile came racing into the long, unlighted street of Sainte Lesse and halted, panting, at the door of the White Doe Inn.

The airman went out to the doorstep, saluted the staff captain who leaned forward from the tonneau and turned a flash on him. Then, satisfied, the officer lifted a bundle from the tonneau and handed it to the airman. A letter was pinned to the bundle.

After the airman had read the letter twice, the staff captain leaned a trifle nearer.

Do you think it can be done? he demanded bluntly.

Yes, sir.

Very well. Here are your munitions, too.

He lifted from the tonneau a bomb-throwers sack, heavy and full. The airman took it and saluted.

It means the cross, said the staff captain dryly. And to the engineer chauffeur: Let loose!


CHAPTER XIX

HONOUR
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FOR A MOMENT the airman stood watching and listening. The whir of the receding car died away in the night.

Then, carrying his bundle and his bombers sack, heavy with latent death, he went into the inn and through the café, where the sleeping innkeeper sat huddled, and felt his way cautiously to the little dining room.

The wooden shutters had been closed; a candle flared on the table. Maryette sat beside it, her arms extended across the cloth, her head bowed.

He thought she was asleep, but she looked up as his footfall sounded on the bare floor.

She was so pale that he asked her if she felt ill.

No. I have been thinking of my friend, she replied in a low but steady voice.

He may live, said the airman. He was alive when we lifted him.

The girl nodded as though preoccupied — an odd, mysterious little nod, as though assenting to some intimate, inward suggestion of her own mind.

Then she raised her dark blue eyes to the airman, who was still standing beside the table, the sack of bombs hanging from his left shoulder, the bundle under his arm.

Here is supper, she said, looking around absently at the few dishes. Then she folded her hands on the tables edge and sat silent, as though lost in thought.

He placed the sack carefully on a cane chair beside him, the bundle on the floor, and seated himself opposite her. There was bread, meat, and a bottle of red wine. The girl declined to eat, saying that she had supped.

Your friend Jack, he said again, after a long silence,  — I have seen worse cases. He may live, mademoiselle.

That, she said musingly, in her low, even voice, is now in Gods hands. She gave the slightest movement to her shoulders, as though easing them a trifle of that burden. I have prayed. You saw me weep. That is ended — so much. Now— and across her eyes shot a blue gleam,  — now I am ready to listen to you! In the cart — out on the road there — you said that anybody can weep, but that few dare avenge.

Yes, he drawled, I said that.

Very well, then; tell me how!

What do you want to avenge? Your friend?

His countrys honour, and mine! If he had been slain — otherwise — I should have perhaps mourned him, confident in the law of France. But — I have seen the Rhenish swine on French soil — I saw the Boches do this thing in France. It is not merely my friend I desire to avenge; it is the triple crime against his life, against the honour of his country and of mine. She had not raised her voice; had not stirred in her chair.

The airman, who had stopped eating, sat with fork in hand, listening, regarding her intently.

Yes, he said, resuming his meal, I understand quite well what you mean. Some such philosophy sent my elder brother and me over here from New York — the wild hogs trampling through Belgium — the ferocious herds from the Rhine defacing, defiling, rending, obliterating all that civilized man has reverenced for centuries.... Thats the idea — the world-wide menace of these unclean hordes — and the murderous filth of them!... They got my brother.

He shrugged, realizing that his face had flushed with the heat of inner fires.

Coolness does it, he added, almost apologetically,  — method and coolness. The world must keep its head clear: yellow fever and smallpox have been nearly stamped out; the Hun can be eliminated — with intelligence and clear thinking.... And Im only an American airman who has been shot down like a winged heron whose comrades have lingered a little to comfort him and have gone on.... Yes, but a winged heron can still stab, little mistress of the bells.... And every blow counts.... Listen attentively — for Jacks sake ... and for the sake of France. For I am going to explain to you how you can strike — if you want to.

I am listening, said Maryette serenely.

We may not live through it. Even my orders do not send me to do this thing; they merely permit it. Are you contented to go with me?

She nodded, the shadow of a smile on her lips.

Very well. You play the carillon?

Yes.

You can play La Brabançonne?

Yes.

On the bells?

Yes.

He rose, went around the table, carrying his chair with him, and seated himself beside her. She inclined her pale, pretty head; he placed his lips close to her ear, speaking very slowly and distinctly, explaining his plan in every minute detail.

While he was still speaking in a whisper, the street outside filled with the trample of arriving cavalry. The Spahis were leaving the environs of Sainte Lesse; chasseurs à cheval followed from still farther afield, escorting ambulances from the Nivelle hospitals now being abandoned.

The trenches at Nivelle are being emptied, said the airman.

And do you mean that you and I are to go there, to Nivelle? she asked.

That is exactly what I mean. In an hour I shall be in the Nivelle belfry. Will you be there with me?

Yes.

Excellent! he exclaimed. You can play La Brabançonne on the bells while I blow hell out of them in the redoubt below us!

The infantry from the Nivelle trenches began to pass. There were a few wagons, a battery of seventy-fives, a soup kitchen or two and a long column of mules from Fontanes.

Two American muleteers knocked at the inn door and came stamping into the hallway, asking for a loaf and a bottle of red wine. Maryette rose from the table to find provisions; the airman got up also, saying in English:

Where do you come from, boys?

From Fontanes corral, they replied, surprised to hear their own tongue spoken.

Do you know Jack Burley, one of your people?

Sure. Hes just been winged bad.

The Huns done him up something fierce, added the other.

Very bad?

Maryette came back with a loaf and two bottles.

I seen him at Fontanes, replied the muleteer, taking the provisions from the girl. Hes all shot to pieces, but they say hell pull through.

The airman turned to Maryette:

Jack will get well, he translated bluntly.

The girl, who had just refused the money offered by the American muleteer, turned sharply, became deadly white for a second, then her face flamed with a hot and splendid colour.

One of the muleteers said:

Is this here his girl?

Yes, nodded the airman.

The muleteer became voluble, patting Maryette on one arm and then on the other:

Jai vue Jack Burley, mamzelle, toot a lheure! Il est bien, savvy voo! Il est tray, tray bien! Bocoo de trou! Nimporte! Il va tray bien! Savvy voo? Jack Burley, lami de voo! Comprenny? On va le guerir toot sweet! Wee! Wee! Wee! — —

The girl flung her arms around the amazed muleteers neck and kissed him impetuously on both cheeks. The muleteer blushed and his comrade fidgeted. Only the girl remained unembarrassed.

Half laughing, half crying, terribly excited, and very lovely to look upon, she caught both muleteers by their sleeves and poured out a torrent of questions. With the airmans aid she extracted what information they had to offer; and they went their way, flustered, still blushing, clasping bread and bottles to their agitated breasts.

The airman looked her keenly in the eyes as she came back from the door, still intensely excited, adorably transfigured. She opened her lips to speak — the happy exclamation on her lips, already half uttered, died there.

Well? inquired the airman quietly.

Dumb, still breathing rapidly, she returned his gaze in silence.

Now that your friend Jack is going to live — what next? asked the airman pleasantly.

For a full minute she continued to stare at him without a word.

No need to avenge him now, added the airman, watching her.

No. She turned, gazed vaguely into space. After a moment she said, as though to herself: But his countrys honour — and mine? That reckoning still remains! Is it not true?

The airman said, with a trace of pity in his voice, for the girl seemed very young:

You need not go with me to Nivelle just because you promised.

Oh, she said simply, I must go, of course — it being a question of our countrys honour.

I do not ask it. Nor would Jack, your friend. Nor would your own country ask it of you, Maryette Courtray.

She replied serenely:

But I ask it — of myself. Do you understand, monsieur?

Perfectly. He glanced mechanically at his useless wrist watch, then inquired the time. She went to her room, returned, wearing a little jacket and carrying a pair of big, wooden gloves.

It is after eleven oclock, she said. I brought my jacket because it is cold in all belfries. It will be cold in Nivelle, up there in the tower under Clovis.

You really mean to go with me?

She did not even trouble to reply to the question. So he picked up his packet and his sack of bombs, and they went out, side by side, under the tunnelled wall.

Infantry from Nivelle trenches were still plodding along the dark street under the trees; dull gleams came from their helmets and bayonets in the obscure light of the stars.

The girl stood watching them for a few moments, then her hand sought the airmans arm:

If there is to be a battle in the street here, my father cannot remain.

The airman nodded, went out into the street and spoke to a passing officer. He, in turn, signalled the driver of a motor omnibus to halt.

The little bell-mistress entered the tavern, followed by two soldiers. In a few moments they came out bearing, chair-fashion between them, the crippled innkeeper.

The old man was much alarmed, but his daughter followed beside him to the omnibus, in which were several lamed soldiers.

Et toi? he quavered as they lifted him in. What of thee, Maryette?

I follow, she called out cheerily. I rejoin thee— the bus moved on— God knows when or where! she added under her breath.

The airman was whispering to a fat staff officer when she rejoined him. All three looked up in silence at the belfry of Sainte Lesse, looming above them, a monstrous shadow athwart the stars. A moment later an automobile, arriving from the south, drew up in front of the inn.

Bonne chance, said the fat officer abruptly; he turned and waddled swiftly away in the darkness. They saw him mount his horse. His legs stuck out sideways.

Now, whispered the airman, with a nod to the chauffeur.

The little bell-mistress entered the car, her wooden gloves tucked under one arm. The airman followed with his packet and his sack of bombs. The chauffeur started his engine.

The middle of the road was free to him; the edges were occupied by the retreating infantry. As the car started, very slowly, cautiously feeling its way out of Sainte Lesse, the fat staff officer turned his horse and trotted up alongside. The car stopped, the engine still running.

Its understood? asked the officer in a low voice. Its to be when we hear La Brabançonne?

When you hear La Brabançonne.

Understood, said the staff officer crisply, saluted and drew bridle. And the car moved out into the starlit night along an endless column of retreating soldiers, who were laughing, smoking, and chatting as though not in the least depressed by their withdrawal from the dry and cosy trenches of Nivelle which they were abandoning.


CHAPTER XX

LA BRABANÇONNE
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NO SHELLS WERE falling in Nivelle as they left the car on the outskirts of the town and entered the long main street. That was all of Nivelle, a long, treeless main street from which branched a few alleys.

Smouldering débris of what had been houses illuminated the street. There were no other lights. Nothing stirred except a gaunt cat flitting like a shadow along the gutter. There was not a sound save the faint stirring of the cinders over which pale flames played fitfully.

Abandoned trenches ditched the little town in every direction; temporary shelters made of boughs, sheds, and broken-down wagons stood along the street. Otherwise, all impedimenta, materials, and stores had apparently been removed by the retreating columns. There was little wreckage except the burning débris of the few shell-struck houses — a few rags, a few piles of firewood, a bundle of straw and hay here and there.

High, mounting toward the stars, the ancient tower with its gilded hippogriff dominated the place — a vast, vague shape brooding over the single mile-long street and grimy alleys branching from it.

Nobody guarded the portal; the ancient doors stood wide open; pitch darkness reigned within.

Do you know the way? whispered the airman.

Yes. Take hold of my hand.

He dared not use his flash. Carrying bundle and bombsack under one arm, he sought for her hand and encountered it. Cool, slim fingers closed over his.

After a few moments stealthy advance, she whispered:

Here are the stairs. Be careful; they twist.

She started upward, feeling with her feet for every stone step. The ascent appeared to be interminable; the narrowing stone spiral seemed to have no end. Her hand grew warm within his own.

But at last they felt a fresh wind blowing and caught a glimpse of stars above them.

Then, tier on tier, the bells of the carillon, fixed to their great beams, appeared above them — a shadowy, bewildering wilderness of bells, rising, rank above rank, until they vanished in the darkness overhead. Beside them, almost touching them, loomed the great bell Clovis, a gigantic mass bulking enormously in that shadowy place.

A sonorous wind flowed through the open tower, eddying among the bells — a strong, keen night wind blowing from the north.

The airman walked to the south parapet and looked down. Below him in the starlight, like an indistinct map spread out, lay the Nivelle redoubt and the trench with its gabions, its sand bags, its timbers, its dugouts.

Very far away to the southeast they could see the glare of rockets and exploding shells, but the sound of the bombardment did not reach them. North, a single searchlight played and switched across the clouds; west, all was dark.

Theyll arrive just before dawn, said the airman, placing his sack of bombs on the pavement under the parapet. Come, little bell-mistress, take me to see your keyboard.

It is below — a few steps. This way — if you will follow me — —

She turned to the stone stairs again, descended a dozen steps, opened a door on a narrow landing.

And there, in the starlight, he saw the keyboard and the bewildering maze of wires running up and branching like a huge web toward the tiers of bells above.

He looked at the keyboard curiously. The little mistress of the bells displayed the two wooden gloves with which she encased her hands when she played the carillon.

It would be impossible for one to play unless ones hands are armoured, she explained.

It is almost a lost art, he mused aloud,  — this playing the carillon — this wonderful bell-music of the middle ages. There are few great bell-masters in this day.

Few, she said dreamily.

And — he turned and stared at her— few mistresses of the bells, I imagine.

I think I am the only one in France or in Flanders.... And there are few carillons left. The Huns are battering them down. Towers of the ancient ages are falling everywhere in Flanders and in France under their shell fire. Very soon there will be no more of the old carillons left; no more bell-music in the world. She sighed heavily. It is a pity.

She seated herself at the keyboard.

Dare I play? she asked, looking up over her shoulder.

No; it would only mean a shell from the Huns.

She nodded, laid the wooden gloves beside her and let her delicate hands wander over the mute keys.

Leaning beside her the airman quietly explained the plan they were to follow.

With dawn they will come creeping into Nivelle — the Huns, he said. I have one of their officers uniforms in that bundle above. I shall try to pass as a general officer. You see, I speak German. My education was partly ruined in Germany. So Ill get on very well, I expect.

And directly under us is the trench and the main redoubt. Theyll occupy that first thing. Theyll swarm there — the whole trench will be crawling with them. Theyll install their gas cylinders at once, this wind being their wind.

But with sunrise the wind changes — and whether it changes or not, I dont care, he added. Ive got them at last where I want them.

The girl looked up at him. He smiled that terrifying smile of his:

With the explosion of my first bomb among their gas cylinders you are to start these bells above us. Are you afraid?

No.

You are to play La Brabançonne. That is the signal to our trenches.

I have often played it, she said coolly.

Not in the teeth of a barbarian army. Not in the faces of a murderous soldiery.

The girl sat quite still for a few moments; then looking up at him, and very pale in the starlight:

Do you think they will tear me to pieces, monsieur?

He said:

I mean to hold those stairs with my sack of bombs until our people enter the trenches. If they can do it in an hour we will be all right.

Yes.

It is only a half-hour affair from our salient. I allow our people an hour.

Yes.

But if, even now, you had rather go back — —

No!

There is no disgrace in going back.

You said once, anybody can weep for friend and country. Few avenge either. I am — happy — to be among the few.

He nodded. After a moment he said:

Ill bet you something. My country is all right, but its sick. Its
got a nauseous dose of verbiage to spew up — something its swallowed — something about being too proud to fight.... My brother and I couldnt stand it, so we came to France.... He was in the photo air service. He was in mufti — and about two miles up, I believe. Six Huns went for him.... And winged him. He had to land behind their lines.... In mufti.... Well — Ive never found courage to hear the details. I cant stand them — yet.

Your brother — is dead, monsieur? she asked timidly.

Oh, yes. With — circumstances. Well, then — after that, from an ordinary, commonplace man I became a machine for the extermination of vermin. Thats all I am — an animated magazine of Persian powder — or I do it in any handy way. Its not a sporting proposition, you see, just get rid of them any old way. You dont understand, do you?

A — little.

But its slow work — slow work, he muttered vaguely,  — and the world is crawling — crawling with them. But if God guides my bomb this time and if I hit one of their gas cylinders — that ought to be worth while.

In the starlight his features became tense and terrible; she shivered in her threadbare jacket.

After a few moments silence he went away up the steps to put on his German uniform. When he descended again she had a troubled question for him to answer:

But how shall you account for me, a French girl, monsieur, if they come to the belfry?

A heavy flush darkened his face:

Little mistress of the bells, I shall pretend to be what the Huns are. Do you know how they treat French women?

I have heard, she said faintly.

Then if they come and find you here as my — prisoner — they will think they understand.

The colour flamed in her face and she bowed it, resting her elbows on the keyboard.

Come, he said, dont be distressed. Does it matter what a Hun thinks? Come; lets be cheerful. Can you hum for me La Brabançonne?

She did not reply.

Well, never mind, he said. But its a grand battle anthem.... We Americans have one.... Its out of fashion. And after all, I had rather hear La Brabançonne when the time comes.... What a terrible admission! But what Americans have done to my country is far more terrible. The nations sick — sick!... I prefer La Brabançonne for the time being.



The Prussians entered Nivelle a little before dawn. The airman had been watching the street below. Down there in the slight glow from the cinders of what once had been a cottage a cat had been squatting, staring at the bed of coals, as though she were once more installed upon the family hearthstone.

Then something unseen as yet by the airman attracted the animals attention. Alert, crouching, she stared down the vista of dark, deserted houses, then turned and fled like a ghost.

For a long while the airman perceived nothing. Suddenly close to the house façades on either side of the street, shadowy forms came gliding forward.

They passed the glowing embers and went on toward Sainte-Lesse; jägers, with knapsacks on back and rifles trailing; and on their heads oddly shaped pot helmets with battered looking visors.

One or two motorcyclists followed, whizzing through the desolate street and into the country beyond.

After a few minutes, out of the throat of the darkness emerged a solid column of infantry. In a moment, beneath the bell tower, the ground was swarming with Huns; every inch of the earth became infested with them; fields, hedges, alleys crawled alive with Germans. They overran every road, every street, every inch of open country; their wagons choked the main thoroughfare, they were already establishing themselves in the redoubt below, in the trench, running in and out of dugouts and all over scarp, counter-scarp, parades and parapet, ant-like in energy, busy with machine gun, trench mortar, installing telephones, searchlights, periscopes, machine guns.

Automobiles arrived — two armoured cars and grey passenger machines in which there were officers.

The airman laid his hand on Maryettes arm.

Little bell-mistress, he said, German officers are coming into the tower. I want them to find you in my arms when they come up into this belfry. Understand me, and forgive me.

I — understand, she whispered.

Play your part bravely. Will you?

Yes.

He put his arms around her; they stood rigid, listening.

Now! he whispered, and drew her close, kissing her.

Spurred boots clattered on the stone floor:

Herr Je! exclaimed an astonished voice. Somebody laughed. But the airman coolly pushed the girl aside, and as the faint grey light of dawn fell on his field uniform bearing the ribbon of the iron cross, two pairs of spurred heels hastily clinked together and two hands flew to the oddly shaped helmet visors.

Also! exclaimed the airman in a mincing Berlin accent. When I require a corps of observers I usually send my aide. That being now quite perfectly understood, you gentlemen will give yourselves the trouble to descend as you have come. Further, you will place a sentry at the tower door, and inform enquirers that General Count von Gierdorff and his staff are occupying the Nivelle belfry for purposes of observation.

The astounded officers saluted steadily; and if they imagined that the mythical staff of this general officer was clustered aloft somewhere up there where the bells hung it was impossible to tell by the strained expressions on their wooden countenances.

However, it was evidently perfectly plain to them what the high Excellenz was about in this vaulted room where wires led aloft to an unseen carillon on the landing in the belfry above.

The airman nodded; they went. And when their clattering steps echoed far below on the spiral stone stairs, the airman motioned to the little bell-mistress. She followed him up the short flight to where the bells hung.

Were in for it now, he said. If High Command comes into this place to investigate then I shall have to hold those stairs.... Its growing quite light in the east. Which way is the wind?

North, she said in a steady voice. She was terribly pale.

He went to the parapet and looked over, half wondering, perhaps, whether he would receive a rifle shot through the head.

Far below at the foot of the bell-tower the dimly discerned Nivelle redoubt, swarming with men, was being armed; and, to the south, wired he thought, but could not see distinctly.

Then, as the dusk of early dawn grew greyer, the first rifle shots rattled out in the west. The French salient was saluting the wire-stringers.

Back under shelter they tumbled; whistles sounded distantly; a trench mortar crashed; then the accentless tattoo of machine guns broke from every emplacement.

The east is turning a little yellow, he said calmly. I believe this matter is going through. Toss some dust into the air. Which way?

North, said the girl.

Good. I think theyre placing their cylinders. I think I can see them laying their coils. Im certain of it. What luck!

The airman was becoming excited and his voice trembled a little with the effort to control it.

Its growing pink in the east. Try a handful of dust again, he suggested almost gaily.

North, she said briefly, watching the dust aloft.

Lucks with us! Look at the east! If their High Command keeps his nose out of this place! — if he does! — Look at the east, little bell-mistress! Its all gold! Theres pink up higher. I can see a faint tinge of blue, too. Can you?

I think so.

A minute dragged like a year in prison. Then:

Try the wind again, he said in a strained voice.

North.

Oh, luck! Luck! he muttered, slinging his sack of bombs over his shoulder. Weve got them! Weve certainly got them! Whats that! An airplane! Look, little girl — one of our planes is up. Theres another! Which way is the wind?

North.

Got em! he snapped between his teeth. Run over to the stairs. Listen! Is anybody coming up?

I can hear nothing.

Stand there and listen. Never mind the row the guns are making; listen for somebody on the stairs. Look how light its getting! The sun will push up before many minutes. Weve got em! Got em! Wet your finger and try the wind!

North.

North here, too. What do you know about that! Luck! Lucks with us! And weve got em — ! he lifted his clenched hand and laughed at her. Like that! he said, his blue eyes blazing. Theyre getting ready to gas below. Look at em! Glory to God! I can see two cylinders directly under me. Theyre manning the nozzles! Every man is masking at his post! Anybody on the stairs! Any sound?

None.

Are you certain?

It is as still as death below.

Try the dust. The winds changing, I think. Quick! Which way?

West.

Oh, glory! Glory to God! They feel it below! They know. The wind has changed. Off came their respirators. No gas this morning, eh? Yes, by God, there will be gas enough for all —— !

He caught up a bomb, leaned over the parapet, held it aloft, poised, aiming steadily for one second of concentrated coördination of mind and muscle. Then straight down he launched it. The cylinder beneath him was shattered and a green geyser of gas burst from it deluging the trench.

Already a second bomb followed the first, then another, and then a third; and with the last report another cylinder in the trench below burst into thick green billows of death and flowed over the ground, west.

Two more bombs whirled down, bursting on a machine gun; then the airman turned with a cry of triumph, and at the same instant the sun rose above the hills and flung a golden ray straight across his face.

To Maryette the man stood transfigured, like the Blazing Guardian of the Flaming Sword.

Ring out your Brabançonne! he cried. Let the Huns hear the war song of the land theyve trampled! Now! Little bell-mistress, arm your white hands with your wooden gloves and make this old carillon speak in brass and iron!

He caught her by the arm; they ran down the short flight of steps; she drew on her wooden gloves and sprang to the keyboard.

Ill hold the stairs! he cried. I can hold these stairs for an hour against the whole world in arms. Now, then! The Brabançonne!

Above the roaring confusion and the explosions far below, from high up in the sky a clear bell note floated as though out of Heaven itself — another, others, crystalline clear, imperious, filling all the sky with their amazing and terrible beauty.

The mistress of the bells struck the keyboard with armoured hands — beautiful, slender, avenging hands; the bells above her crashed out into the battle-song of Flanders, filling sky and earth with its splendid defiance of the Hun.

The airman, bomb in hand, stood at the head of the stone stairs; the ancient tower rocked with the fiercely magnificent anthem of revolt — the war cry of a devastated land — the land that died to save the world — the martyr, Belgium, still prone in the deathly trance awaiting her certain resurrection.

The rising sun struck the tower where three score ancient bells poured from metal throats their heavenly summons to battle!

The Hun heard it, tumbling, clawing, strangling below in the hellish vapours of his own death-fog; and now, from the rear his sky-guns hurled shrapnel at the carillon in the belfry of Nivelle.

Clouds possessed the tower — soft, white, fleecy clouds rolling, unfolding, floating about the ancient buttresses and gargoyles. An iron hail rained on slate and parapet and resounding bell-metal. But the bells pealed and pealed in clear-voiced beauty, and Clovis, the great iron giant, hung, scarcely sonorous under the shrapnel rain.

Suddenly there were bayonets on the stairs — the clatter of heavy feet — alien faces on the threshold. Then a bomb flew, and the terrible crash cleared the stairs.

Twice more the clatter came with the clank of bayonets and guttural cries; but both died out in the infernal roar of the grenades exploding inside that stony spiral. And no more bayonets flickered on the stairs.

The airman, frozen to a statue, listened. Again and again he thought he could hear bugles, but the roar from below blotted out the distant call.

Little bell-mistress!

She turned her head, her hands still striking the keyboard. He spoke through the confusion of the place:

Sound the tocsin!

Then Clovis thundered from the belfry like a great gun fired, booming out over the world. Around the iron colossus shrapnel swept in gusts; Clovis thundered on, annihilating all sound except his own tremendous voice, heedless of shell and bullet, disdainful of the hells shambles below, where masked French infantry were already leaping the parapets of Nivelle Redoubt into the squirming masses below.

The airman shouted at her through the tumult:

They murdered my brother. Did I tell you? They hacked him to slivers with their bayonets. Ive settled the reckoning down in the gas there — their own green gas, damn them! You dont understand what I say, do you? He was my brother — —

A frightful explosion blew in the oubliette; the room rattled and clattered with shrapnel.

The airman swayed where he stood in the swirling smoke, lurched up against the stone coping, slid down to his knees.

When his eyes opened the little bell-mistress was bending over him.

They got me, he gasped. All the front of his tunic was sopping red.

They said it meant the cross — if I made good.... Are you hurt?

Oh, no! she whispered. But you — —

Go on and play! he whispered with a terrible effort.

But you — —

The Brabançonne! Quick!

She went, whimpering. Standing before the keyboard she pulled on her wooden gloves and struck the keys.

Out over the infernal uproar below pealed the bells; the morning sky rang with the noble summons to all brave men. Once more the ancient tower trembled with the mighty out-crash of the battle hymn.

With the last note she turned and looked down at him where he lay against the wall. He opened his glazing eyes and tried to smile at her.

Bully, he whispered. Could you recite — the words — to me — just so I could hear them on my way — West?

She left the keyboard, came and dropped on her knees beside him; and closing her eyes to check the tears sang in a low, tremulous, girlish voice, De Lonlays words, to the battle anthem of revolution.

Bully, he sighed. And spoke no more on earth.

But the little mistress of the bells did not know his soul had passed.

And the French officer who came leaping up the stairs, pistol lifted, halted in astonishment to see a dead man lying beside a sack of bombs and a young girl on her knees beside him, weeping and tremblingly intoning La Brabançonne.


CHAPTER XXI

THE GARDENER
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A WEEK LATER, toward noon, as usual, the two American, muleteers, Smith and Glenn, sauntered over from their corral to the White Doe Tavern where, it being a meatless day, they ate largely of potato soup and of a tench, smoking hot.

The tench had been caught that morning off the back doorstep, which was an ancient and mossy slab of limestone let into the coping of the river wall.

Jean Courtray, the crippled inn-keeper, caught it. All that morning he had sat there in the sun on the river wall, half dozing, opening his dim eyes at intervals to gaze at his painted quill afloat among the water weeds of the little river Lesse. At intervals, too, he turned his head with that peculiar movement of the old, and peered at his daughter, Maryette, and the Belgian gardener who were working among the potatoes in the garden.

And at last he had hooked his fish and the emaciated young Belgian dropped his hoe and came over and released it from the hook where it lay flopping and quivering and glittering among the wild grasses on the river bank. And that was how Kid Glenn and Sticky Smith, American muleteers on duty at Saint Lesse, came to lunch on freshly caught tench at the Inn of the White Doe.

After luncheon, agreeably satiated, they rose from the table in the little dining room and strolled out to the garden in the rear of the inn, their Mexican spurs clanking. Maryette heard them; they tipped their caps to her; she acknowledged their salute gravely and continued to cultivate her garden with a hoe, the blond, consumptive Belgian trundling a rickety cultivator at her heels.

Look, Stick, drawled Glenn. Maryettes got her decoration on.

From where they lounged by the river wall they could see the cross of the Legion pinned to the girls blouse.

Both muleteers had been present at the investment the day before, when a general officer arrived from Paris and the entire garrison of Sainte Lesse had been paraded — an impressive total of three dozen men — six gendarmes and a brigadier; one remount sub-lieutenant and twenty troopers; a veterinary, two white American muleteers, and five American negro hostlers from Baton Rouge.

The girl had nearly died of shyness during the ceremony, had endured the accolade with crimson cheeks, had stammered a whispered response to the congratulations of neighbors who had gathered to see the little bell-mistress of Sainte Lesse honoured by the country which she had served in the belfry of Nivelle.



As she came past Smith and Glenn, trailing her hoe, the latter now sufficiently proficient in French, said gaily:

Have you heard from Jack again, Mamzelle Maryette?

The girl blushed:

I hear from Djack by every mail, she said, with all the transparent honesty that characterized her.

Smith grinned:

Just like that! Well, tell him from me to quit fooling away his time in a hospital and come and get you or somebody is going to steal you.

The girl was very happy; she stood there in the September sunshine leaning on her hoe and gazing half shyly, half humorously down the river where a string of American mules was being watered.

Mellow Ethiopian laughter sounded from the distance as the Baton Rouge negroes exchanged pleasantries in limited French with a couple of gendarmes on the bank above them. And there, in the sunshine of the little garden by the river, war and death seemed very far away. Only at intervals the veering breeze brought to Sainte Lesse the immense vibration of the cannonade; only at intervals the high sky-clatter of an airplane reminded the village that the front was only a little north of Nivelle, and that what had been Nivelle was not so very far away.



If you were my girl, Maryette, remarked Smith, Id die of worry in that hospital.

You might have reason to, Monsieur, retorted the girl demurely. But you see its Djack who is convalescing, not you.

She had become accustomed to the ceaseless banter of Burleys two comrades — a banter entirely American, and which at first she was unable to understand. But now all things American, including accent and odd, perverted humour, had become very dear to her. The clink-clank of the muleteers big spurs always set her heart beating; the sight of an arriving convoy from the Channel port thrilled her, and to her the trample of mules, the shouts of foreign negroes, the drawling, broken French spoken by the white muleteers made heavenly real to her the dream which love had so suddenly invaded, and into which, as suddenly, strode Death, clutching at Love.

She had beaten him off — she had — or God had — routed Death, driven him from the dream. For it was a dream to her still, and she thought she could never be able to comprehend the magic reality of it, even when at last her man, Djack, came back to prove the blessed miracle which held her in the magic of its thrall.



Whos the guy with the wheelbarrow? inquired Sticky Smith, rolling a cigarette.

Karl, his name is, she answered;  — a Belgian refugee.

He looks like a Hun to me, remarked Glenn, bluntly.

He has his papers, said the girl.

Glenn shrugged.

With his little pink eyes of a pig and his whitish hair and eyebrows — well, maybe they make em like that in Belgium.

Papers, added Smith, can be swiped.

The girl shook her head:

Hes an invalid student from Ypres. He looks quite ill, I think.

He looks the lunger, all right. But Huns have it, too. What does he do — wander about town at will?

He works for us, monsieur. Your suspicions are harsh. Karl is quite harmless, poor boy.

What does he do after hours? demanded Sticky Smith, watching the manœuvres of the sickly blond youth and the wheelbarrow.

Monsieur Smith, if you knew how innocent is his pastime! she exclaimed, laughing. He collects and studies moths and butterflies. Is there, if you please, a mania more harmless in the world?... And now I must return to my work, messieurs.

As the two muleteers strode clanking away toward the canal in the meadow, the blond youth turned his head and looked after them out of eyes which were naturally pale and small, and which, as he watched the two Americans, seemed to grow paler and smaller yet.

That afternoon old Courtray, swathed in a shawl, sat on the mossy doorstep and fished among the water weeds of the river. The sun was low; work in the garden had ended.

Maryette had gone up into her belfry to play the sunset hymn on the noble old carillon. Through the sunset sky the lovely bell-notes floated far and wide, exquisitely chaste and aloof as the high-showering ecstasy of a skylark.

As always the little village looked upward and listened, pausing in its humble duties as long as their little bell-mistress remained in her tower.

After the hymn she played Myn hart is vol verlangen and Het Lied der Vlamingen, and ended with the delicate, bewitching little folk-song, Myn Vryer, by Hasselt.

Then in the red glow of the setting sun the girl laid aside her wooden gloves, rose from the ancient keyboard, wound up the drum, and, her duty done for the evening, came down out of the tower among the transparent evening shadows of the tree-lined village street.

The sun hung over Nivelle hills, which had turned to amethyst. Sunbeams laced the little river in a red net through which old Courtrays quill stemmed the ripples. He still clutched his fishing pole, but his eyes were closed, his chin resting on his chest.

Maryette came silently into the garden and looked at her father — looked at the blond Karl seated on the river wall beside the dozing angler. The blond youth had a box on his knees into which he was intently peering.

The girl came to the river wall and seated herself at her fathers feet. The Belgian refugee student had already risen to attention, his heels together, but Maryette signed him to be seated again.

What have you found now, Karl? she inquired in a cautiously modulated voice.

Ah, mademoiselle, fancy! I haff by chance with my cultivator among your potatoes already twenty pupæ of the magnificent moth, Sphinx Atropos, upturned! See! Regard them, mademoiselle! What lucky chance! What fortune for me, an entomologist, this wonderful sphinx moth to discover encased within its chrysalis!

The girl smiled at his enthusiasm:

But, Karl, those funny, smooth brown things which resemble little polished evergreen-cones are not rare in my garden. Often, when spading or hoeing among the potato vines, I uncover them.

Mademoiselle, the caterpillar which makes this chrysalis feeds by night on the leaves of the potato, and, when ready to transform, burrows into the earth to become a chrysalis or pupa, as we call it. That iss why mademoiselle has often disinterred the pupæ of this largest and strangest of our native sphinx-moths.

Maryette leaned over and looked into the wooden box, where lay the chrysalides.

What kind of moth do they make? she asked.

He blinked his small, pale eyes:

The Deaths Head, he said, complacently.

The girl recoiled involuntarily:

Oh! she exclaimed under her breath,  — that creature!

For everywhere in France the great moth, with its strange and ominous markings, is perfectly well known. To the superstitious it is a creature of evil omen in its fulvous, black and lead-coloured livery of death. For the broad, furry thorax bears a skull, and the big, mousy body the yellow ribs of a skeleton.

Measuring often more than five inches across the expanded wings, its formidable size alone might be sufficient to inspire alarm, but in addition it possesses a horrid attribute unknown among other moths and butterflies; it can utter a cry — a tiny shrill, shuddering complaint. Small wonder, perhaps, that the peasant holds it in horror — this sleek, furry, powerfully winged creature marked with skull and bones, which whirrs through the night and comes thudding against the window, and shrieks horridly when touched by a human hand.

So that is what turns into the Deaths Head moth, said the girl in a low voice as though to herself. I never knew it. I thought those things were legless cock-chafers when I dug them out of potato hills. Karl, why do you keep them?

Ah, mademoiselle! To study them. To breed from them the moth. The Deaths Head is magnificent.

God made it, admitted the girl with a faint shudder, but I am afraid I could not love it. When do they hatch out?

It is time now. It is not like others of the sphinx family. Incubation requires but a few weeks. These are nearly ready to emerge, mademoiselle.

Oh. And then what do they do?

They mate.

She was silent.

The males seek the females, he said in his pedantic, monotonous voice. And so ardent are the lovers that although there be no female moth within five, eight, perhaps ten miles, yet will her lover surely search through the night for her and find her.

Maryette shuddered again in spite of herself. The thought of this creature marked with the emblems of death and possessed of ardour, too, was distasteful.

Amour macabre — what an unpleasant thought, Karl. I do not care for your Deaths Head and for the history of their amours.

She turned and gently laid her head on her fathers knees. The young man regarded her with a pallid sneer.

Addressing her back, still holding his boxful of pupæ on his bony knees, he said with the sneer quite audible in his voice:

Your famous savant, Fabre, first inspired me to study the sex habits of the Deaths Head.

She made no reply, her cheek resting on her fathers knees.

It was because of his wonderful experiments with the Great Peacock moth and with others of the genus that I have studied to acquaint myself concerning the amours of the Deaths Head. And I have discovered that he will find the female even if she be miles and miles away.

The man was grinning now in the dusk — grinning like a skull; but the girls back was still turned and she merely found something in his voice not quite agreeable.

I think, she said in a low, quiet voice, that I have now heard sufficient about the Deaths Head moth.

Ah — have I offended mademoiselle? I ask a thousand pardons — —

Old Courtray awoke in the dusk.

My quill, Maryette, he muttered,  — see if it floats yet?

The girl bent over the water and strained her eyes. Her father tested the line with shaky hands. There was no fish on the hook.

Voyons! The asticot also is gone. Some robber fish has been nibbling! exclaimed the girl cheerfully, reeling in the line. Father, one cannot fish and doze at the same time.

Eternal vigilance is the price of success — in peace as well as in war, said Karl, the student, as he aided Maryette to raise her father from the chair.

Vigilance, repeated the girl. Yes, always now in France. Because always the enemy is listening. ... Her strong young arm around her father, she traversed the garden slowly toward the house. A pleasant odour came from the kitchen of the White Doe, where an old peasant woman was cooking.


CHAPTER XXII

THE SUSPECT
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THAT NIGHT SHE wrote to her lover at the great hospital in the south, where he lay slowly growing well:

My Djack:

Today has been very beautiful, made so for me by my thoughts of you and by a warm September sun which makes for human happiness, too.

I am wearing my ribbon of the Legion. Ah, my Djack, it belongs more rightly to you, who would not let me go alone to Nivelle that dreadful day. Why do they not give you the cross? They must be very stupid in Paris.

All day my happy thoughts have been with you, my Djack. It all seems a blessed dream that we love each other. And I — oh, how could I have been so ignorant, so silly, not to know it sooner than I did!

I dont know; I thought it was friendship. And that was so wonderful to me that I never dreamed any other miracle possible!

Allons, my Djack. Come and instruct me quickly, because my desire for further knowledge is very ardent.

The news? Cher ami, there is little. Always the far thunder beyond Nivelle in ruins; sometimes a battle-plane high in the blue; a convoy of your beloved mules arriving from the coast; nothing more exciting.

Monsieur Smeet and Monsieur Glenn inquire always concerning you. They are brave and kind; their odd jests amuse me.

My father caught a tench in the Lesse this morning.

My gardener, Karl, collected many unpleasant creatures while hoeing our potatoes. Poor lad, he seems unhealthy. I am glad I could offer him employment.

My Djack, there could not possibly be any mistake about him, could there? His papers are en règle. He is what he pretends, a Belgian student from Ypres in distress and ill health, is he not?

But how can you answer me, you who lie there all alone in a hospital at Nice? Also, I am ashamed of myself for doubting the unfortunate young man. I am too happy to doubt anybody, perhaps.

And so good night, my Djack. Sleep sweetly, guarded by powerful angels.

Thy devoted,

Maryette.

She had been writing in the deserted café. Now she took a candle and went slowly upstairs. On the white plaster wall of her bedroom was a Deaths Head moth.

The girl, startled for an instant, stood still; an unfeigned shiver of displeasure passed over her. Not that the Deaths Head was an unfamiliar or terrifying sight to her; in late summer she usually saw one or two which had flown through some lighted window.

But it was the amorous history of this creature which the student Karl had related that now repelled her. This night creature with the skull on its neck, once scarcely noticed, had now become a trifle repulsive.

She went nearer, lifting the lighted candle. The thing crouched there with slanted wings. It was newly hatched, its sleek body still wet with the humors of incubation — wet as a soaked mouse. Its abdomen, too, seemed enormous, all swelled and distended with unfertilized eggs. No, there could be no question concerning the sex of the thing; this was a female, and her tumefied body was almost bursting with eggs.

In startling design the yellow skull stood out; the ribs of the skeleton. Two tiny, fiery eyes glimmered at the base of the antennæ — two minute jewelled sparks of glowing, lambent fire. They seemed to be watching her, maliciously askance.

The very horrid part of it was that, if touched, the creature would cry out. The girl knew this, hesitated, looked at the open window through which it must have crawled, and sat down on her bed to consider the situation.

After all, she said to herself resolutely. God made it. It is harmless. If God thought fit to paint one of his lesser creatures like a skeleton, perhaps it was to remind us that life is brief and that we should lose no time to live it nobly in His sight.... I think that perhaps explains it.

However, she did not undress.

I am quite foolish to be afraid of this poor moth. I repeat that I am foolish. Allez — I am not afraid. I am no longer afraid. I — I admire this handiwork of God.

She sat looking at the creature, her hands lying clasped in her lap.

Its a very odd thing, she said to herself, that a lover can find this creature even if he be miles and miles away.... Maybe hes on his way now — —

Instinctively she sprang up and closed her bedroom window.

No, she said, looking severely at the motionless moth, you shall have no visitors in my room. You may remain here; I shall not disturb you; and tomorrow you will go away of your own accord. But I cannot permit you to receive company — —

A heavy fall on the floor above checked her. Breathless, listening, she crept to her door.

Karl! she called.

Listening again, she could hear distant and vaguely dreadful sounds from the gardener-students room above.

She was frightened but she went up. The youth had had a bad hemorrhage. She sat beside him late into the night. After his breathing grew quieter, sitting there in silence she could hear odd sounds, rustling, squeaking sounds from the box of Deaths Head chrysalids on the night table beside his bed.

The pupæ of the Deaths Head were making merry in anticipation of the rapidly approaching change — the Great Adventure of their lives — the coming metamorphosis.

The youth lay asleep now. As she extinguished the candle and stole from the room, all the pupæ of the Deaths Head began to squeak in the darkness.



The student-gardener could do no more work for the present. He lay propped up in bed, pasty, scarlet lipped, and he seemed bald and lidless, so colourless were hair and eye-lashes.

Can I do anything for you, Karl? asked Maryette, coming in for a moment as usual in the intervals of her many duties.

The ink, if you would be so condescending — and a pen, he said, watching her out of hollow, sallow eyes of watery blue.

She fetched both from the café.

She came again in another hour, knocking at his door, but he said rather sharply that he wished to sleep.

Scarcely noticing the querulous tone, she departed. She had much to do besides her duties in the belfry. Her father was an invalid who required constant care; there was only one servant, an old peasant woman who cooked. The Government required her father to keep open the White Doe Tavern, and there was always a little business from the scanty garrison of Sainte Lesse, always a few meals to get, a few drinks to serve, and nobody now to do it except herself.

Then, in the belfry she had duties other than playing, than practice. Always at night the clock-drum was to be wound.

She had no assistant. The town maintained none, and her salary as Mistress of the Bells of Sainte Lesse did not permit her to engage anybody to help her.

So she oiled and wound all the machinery herself, adjusted and cared for the clock, swept the keyboard clean, inspected and looked after the wires leading to the tiers of bells overhead.

Then there was work to do in the garden — a few minutes snatched between other duties. And when night arrived at last she was rather tired — quite weary on this night in particular, having managed to fulfill all the duties of the sick youth as well as her own.

The night was warm and fragrant. She sat in the dark at her open window for a while, looking out into the north where, along the horizon, heat lightning seemed to play. But it was only the reflected flashes of the guns. When the wind was right, she could hear them.

She had even managed to write to her lover. Now, seated beside the open window, she was thinking of him. A dreamy, happy lethargy possessed her; she was on the first delicate verge of slumber, so close to it that all earthly sounds were dying out in her ears. Then, suddenly, she was awake, listening.

A window had been opened in the room overhead.

She went to the stars and called:

Karl!

What? came the impatient reply.

Are you ill?

No. N-no, I thank you— His voice became urbane with an apparent effort. Thank you for inquiring — —

I heard your window open— she said.

Thank you. I am quite well. The air is mild and grateful.... I thank mademoiselle for her solicitude.

She returned to her room and lighted her candle. On the white plaster wall sat the Deaths Head moth.

She had not been in her room all day. She was astonished that the moth had not left.

Shall I have to put you out? she thought dubiously. Really, I can not keep my window closed for fear of visitors for you, Madam Death! I certainly shall be obliged to put you out.

So she found a sheet of paper and a large glass tumbler. Over the moth she placed the tumbler, then slipped the sheet of paper under the glass between moth and wall.

The thing cried and cried, beating at the glass with wings as powerful as a birds, and the girl, startled and slightly repelled, placed the moth on her night table, imprisoned under the tumbler.

For a while it fluttered and flapped and cried out in its strange, uncanny way, then settled on the sheet of paper, quivering its wings, both eyes like living coals.

Seated on the bedside, Maryette looked at it, schooling herself to think of it kindly as one of Gods creatures before she released it at her open window.

And, as she sat there, something came whizzing into the room through her window, circled around her at terrific speed with a humming, whispering whirr, then dropped with a solid thud on the night table beside the imprisoned female moth.

It was the first suitor arrived from outer darkness — a big, powerful Deaths Head moth with eyes aglow, the yellow skull displayed in startling contrast on his velvet-black body.

The girl watched him, fascinated. He scrambled over to the tumbler, tested it with heavy antennæ; then, ardent and impatient, beat against the glass with muscular wings that clattered in the silence.

But it was not the amorous fury of the creature striking the tumbler with resounding wings, not the glowing eyes, the strong, clawed feet, the Deaths Head staring from its funereal black thorax that held the girls attention. It was something else; something entirely different riveted her eyes on the creature.

For the cigar-shaped body, instead of bearing the naked ribs of a skeleton, was snow white.

And now she began to understand. Somebody had already caught the moth, had wrapped around its body a cylinder of white tissue paper — tied it on with a fine, white silk thread.

The moth was very still now, exploring the interstices between tumbler and table with heavy, pectinated antennæ.

Cautiously Maryette bent forward and dropped both hands on the moth.

Instantly the creature cried out horribly; it was like a mouse between her shrinking fingers; but she slipped the cylinder of tissue paper from its abdomen and released it with a shiver; and it darted and whizzed around the room, gyrating in whistling circles around her head until, unnerved, she struck at it again and again with empty hands, following, driving it toward the open window, out of which it suddenly darted.

But now there was another Deaths Head in the room, a burly, headlong, infatuated male which drove headlong at the tumbler and clung to it, slipping, sliding, filling the room with a feathery tattoo of wings.

It, also, had a snow-white body; and before she had seized the squeaking thing and had slipped the tissue wrapper from its body, another Deaths Head whirred through the window; then another, then two; then others. The room swarmed; they were crawling all over the tumbler, the table, the bed. The room was filled with the soft, velvety roar of whirring wings beating on wall and ceiling and against the tumbler where Madam Death sat imprisoned, quivering her wings, her eyes two molten rubies, and the ghastly skull staring from her back.

How Maryette ever brought herself to do it; how she did it at last, she had no very clear idea. The touch of the slippery, mousy bodies was fearsomely repugnant to her; the very sight of the great, skull-bearing things began to sicken her physically. A dreadful, almost impalpable floss from their handled wings and bodies smeared her hands; the place vibrated with their tiny goblin cries.

Somehow she managed to strip them of the tissue cylinders, drive them from where they crawled on ceiling, wall and sill into whistling flight. Amid a whirlwind of wings she fought them toward the open window; whizzing, flitting, circling they sped in widening spirals to escape her blows, where she stood half blinded in the vortex of the ghostly maelstrom.

One by one they darted through the open window out into the night; and when the last spectral streak of grey had sped into outer darkness the girl slammed the windowpanes shut and leaned against the sill enervated, exhausted, revolted.

The room was misty with the microscopic dust from the creatures wings; on her palms and fingers were black stains and stains of livid orange; and across wall and ceiling streaks and smudges of rusty colour.

She was still trembling when she washed the smears from her hands. Her fingers were still unsteady as she smoothed out each tiny sheet of tissue paper and laid it on her night table. Then, seated on the beds edge beside the lighted candle, she began to read the messages written in ink on these frail, translucent tissue missives.

Every bit of tissue bore a message; the writing was microscopic, the script German, the language Flemish. Slowly, with infinite pains, the little bell-mistress of Sainte Lesse translated to herself each message as she deciphered it.

She was trembling more than ever when she finished. Every trace of colour had fled from her cheeks.

Then, as she sat there, struggling to keep her mind clear of the horror of the thing, striving to understand what was to be done, there came upon her window pane a sudden muffled drumming sound, and her frightened gaze fell upon a Deaths Head moth outside, its eyes like coals, its misty wings beating furiously for admittance. And around its body was tied a cylinder of white tissue.

But the girl needed no more evidence. The wretched youth in the room overhead had already sealed his own doom with any one of these tissue cylinders. Better for him if the hemorrhage had slain him. Now a firing squad must do that much for him.

Yet, even still, the girl hesitated, almost incredulous, trying to comprehend the monstrous grotesquerie of the abominable plot.

Intuition pointed to the truth; logic proved it; somewhere in the German trenches a comrade of this spy was awaiting these messages with a caged Deaths Head female as the bait — a living loadstone wearing the terrific emblems of death — an unfailing magnet to draw the skull-bearing messengers for miles — had it not been that a nearer magnet deflected them in their flight!

That was it! That was what the miserable youth upstairs had not counted on. Chance had ruined him; destiny had sent Madam Death into the room below him to draw, with her macabre charms, every ardent winged messenger which he liberated from his bedroom window.

The subtle effluvia permeating the night air for miles around might have guided these messengers into the German trenches had not a nearer and more imperious perfume annihilated it. Headlong, amorous, impatient they had whirled toward the embraces of Madam Death; the nearer and more powerful perfume had drawn the half-maddened, half-drugged messengers. The spy in the room upstairs, like many Germans, had reasoned wrongly on sound premises. His logic had broken down, not his amazing scientific foundation. His theory was correct; his application stupid.

And now this young man was about to die. Maryette understood that. She comprehended that his death was necessary; that it was the unavoidable sequence of what he had attempted to do. Trapped rats must be drowned; vermin exterminated by easiest and quickest methods; spies who betray ones native land pass naturally the same route.

But this thing, this grotesque, incredible, terrible attempt to engraft treachery on one of natures most amazing laws — this secret, cunning Teutonic reasoning, this scientific scoundrelism, this criminal enterprise based on patient, plodding and German efficiency, still bewildered the girl.

And yet she vaguely realized how science had been already prostituted to Prussian malignancy and fury; she had heard of flame jets, of tear-bombs, of bombs containing deadly germs; she herself had beheld the poison gas rolling back into the trenches at Nivelle under the town tower. Dimly she began to understand that the Hun, in his cunning savagery, had tricked, betrayed and polluted civilization itself into lending him her own secrets with which she was ultimately to be destroyed.

The very process of human thinking had been imitated by these monkeys of Europe — apes with the ferocity of hogs — and no souls, none — nothing to lift them inside the pale where dwells the human race.

There came a rapping on the café door. The girl rose wearily; an immense weight seemed to crush her shoulders so that her knees had become unsteady.

She opened the café door; it was Sticky Smith, come for his nightcap before turning in.

The man upstairs is a German spy, she said listlessly. Had you not better go over and get a gendarme?

Whos a spy? That Dutch shrimp you had in your garden?

Yes.

Where is he? demanded the muleteer with an oath.

She placed her lighted candle on the bar.

Wait, she said. Read these first — we must be quite certain about what we do.

She laid the squares of tissue paper out on the bar.

Do you read Flemish? she whispered.

No, maam — —

Then I will translate into French for you. And first of all I must tell you how I came to possess these little letters written upon tissue. Please listen attentively.

He rested his palm on the butt of his dangling automatic.

Go on, he said.

She told him the circumstances.

As she commenced to translate the tissue paper messages in a low, tremulous voice, the sound of a door being closed and locked in the room overhead silenced her.

The next instant she had stepped out to the stairs and called:

Karl!

There was no reply. Smith came out to the stair-well and listened.

It is his custom, she whispered, to lock his door before retiring. That is what we heard.

Call again.

He cant hear me. He is in bed.

Call, all the same.

Karl! she cried out in an unsteady voice.


CHAPTER XXIII

MADAM DEATH

[image: img657.jpg]

THERE WAS NO reply, because the young man was hanging out over his window sill in the darkness trying to switch away, from her closed window below, the big, clattering Deaths Head moth which obstinately and persistently fluttered there.

What possessed the moth to continue battering its wings at the window of the room below? Had the other moths which he released done so, too? They had darted out of his room into the night, each garnished with a tissue robe. He supposed they had flown north; he had not looked out to see.

What had gone wrong with this moth, then?

He took his emaciated blond head between his bony fingers and pondered, probing for reason with German thoroughness — that celebrated thoroughness which is invariably riddled with flaws.

Of all contingencies he had thought — or so it seemed to him. He could not recollect any precaution neglected. He had come to Sainte Lesse for a clearly defined object and to make certain reports concerning matters of interest to the German military authorities north of Nivelle.

The idea, inspired by the experiments of Henri Fabre, was original with him. Patiently, during the previous year, he had worked it out — had proved his theory by a series of experiments with moths of this species.

He had arranged with his staff comrade, Dr. Glück, for a forced hatching of the pupæ which the latter had patiently bred from the enormous green and violet-banded caterpillars.

At least one female Deaths Head must be ready, caged in the trenches beyond Nivelle. Hundreds of pupæ could not have died. Where, then, was his error — if, indeed, he had made any?

Leaning from the window, he looked down at the frantic moth, perplexed, a little uneasy now.

Swine! he muttered. What, then, ails you that you do not fly to the mistress awaiting you over yonder?

He could see the cylinder of white tissue shining on the creatures body, where it fluttered against the pane, illuminated by the rays of the candle from within the young girls room.

Could it be possible that the candle-light was proving the greater attraction?

Even as the possibility entered his mind, he saw another Deaths Head dart at the window below and join the first one. But this newcomer wore no tissue jacket.

Then, out of the darkness the Deaths Heads began to come to the window below, swarms of them, startling him with the racket of their wings.

From where did they arrive? They could not be the moths he liberated. But.... Were they? Had some accident robbed their bodies of the tissue missives? Had they blundered into somebodys room and been robbed?

Mystified, uneasy, he hung over his window sill, staring with sickening eyes at the winged tumult below.

With patient, plodding logic he began to seek for the solution. What attracted these moths to the room below? Was it the candle-light? That alone could not be sufficient — could not contend with the more imperious attraction, the subtle effluvia stealing out of the north and appealing to the ruling passion which animated the frantic winged things below him.

Patiently, methodically in his mind he probed about for some clue to the solution. The ruling passion animating the feathery whirlwind below was the necessity for mating and perpetuating the species.

That was the dominant passion; the lure of candle-light a secondary attraction.... Then, if this were so — and it had been proven to be a fact — then — then — what was in that young girls bedroom just below him?

Even as the question flashed in his mind he left the window, went to his door, listened, noiselessly unlocked it.

A low murmur of voices came from the café.

He drew off both shoes, descended the stairs on the flat pads of his large, bony feet, listening all the while.

Candle-light streamed out into the corridor from her open bedroom door; and he crept to the sill and peered in, searching the place with small, pale eyes.

At first he noticed nothing to interest him, then, all in an instant, his gaze fell upon Madam Death under her prison of glass.

There she sat, her great bulging abdomen distended with eggs, her lambent eyes shining with the terrible passion of anticipation. For one thing only she had been created. That accomplished she died. And there she crouched awaiting the fulfillment of her lifes cycle with the blazing eyes of a demon.



From the café below came the cautious murmur of voices. The young man already knew what they were whispering about; or, if he did not know he no longer cared.

The patches of bright colour in his sunken cheeks had died out in an ashen pallor. As far as he was concerned the world was now ended. And he knew it.

He went into the bedroom and sat down on the beds edge. His little, pale eyes wandered about the white room; the murmur of voices below was audible all the while.

After a few moments patient waiting, his gaze rested again on Madam Death, squatting there with wings sloped, and the skull and bones staring at him from her head and distended abdomen.

After all there was an odd resemblance between himself and Madam Death. He had been born to fulfill one function, it appeared. So had she. And now, in his case as in hers, death was immediately to follow. This was sentiment, not science — the blind lobe of the German brain balancing grotesquely the reasoning lobe.



The voices below had ceased. Presently he heard a cautious step on the stair.

He had a little pill-box in his pocket. Methodically, without haste, he drew it out, chose one white pellet, and, holding it between his bony thumb and forefinger, listened.

Yes, somebody was coming up the stairs, very careful to make no sound.

Well — there were various ways for a Deaths Head Hussar to die for his War Lord. All were equally laudable. God — the God of Germany — the celestial friend and comrade of his War Lord — would presently correct him if he was transgressing military discipline or the etiquette of Kultur. As for the levelled rifles of the execution squad, he preferred another way.... This way!...

His eyes were already glazing when the burly form of Sticky Smith filled the doorway.

He looked down at Madam Death under the tumbler beside him, then lifted his head and gazed at Smith with blinded eyes.

Swine! he said complacently, swaying gently forward and striking the floor with his face.


CHAPTER XXIV

BUBBLES
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AN EAST WIND was very likely to bring gas to the trenches north of the Sainte Lesse salient. A north wind, according to season, brought snow or rain or fog upon British, French, Belgian and Boche alike. Winds of the south carried distant exhalations from orchards and green fields into the pitted waste of ashes where that monstrous desolation stretched away beneath a thundering iron rain which beat all day, all night upon the dead flesh of the world.

But the west wind was the vital wind, flowing melodiously through the trees — a clean, aromatic, refreshing wind, filling the sickened world with life again.

Sometimes, too, it brought the pleasant music of the bells into far-away trenches, when the little bell-mistress of Sainte Lesse played the carillon. And when her friend, the great bell, Bayard, spoke through the resounding sky of France to a million men-at-arms in blue and steel, who were steadily forging hells manacles for the uncaged Hun, the loyal western wind carried far beyond the trenches an ominous iron vibration that meant doom for the Beast.

And the Beast heard, leering skyward out of pale pig-eyes, but did not comprehend.

At the base corral down in the meadow, mules had been scarce recently, because a transport had been torpedoed. But the next transport from New Orleans escaped; the dusty column had arrived at Sainte Lesse from the Channel port, convoyed by American muleteers, as usual; new mules, new negroes, new Yankee faces invaded the town once more.

However, it signified little to the youthful mistress-of-the-bells, Maryette Courtray, called Carillonnette, for her Yankee lover still lay in his distant hospital — her muleteer, Djack. So mules might bray, and negroes fill the Sainte Lesse meadows with their shouting laughter; and the lank, hawk-nosed Yankee muleteers might saunter clanking into the White Doe in search of meat or drink or tobacco, or a glimpse of the pretty bell-mistress, for all it meant to her.

Her Djack lived; that was what occupied her mind; other men were merely men — even his comrades, Sticky Smith and Kid Glenn, assumed individuality to distinguish them from other men only because they were Djacks friends. And as for all other muleteers, they seemed to her as alike as Chinamen, leaving upon her young mind a general impression of long, thin legs and necks and the keen eyes of hunting falcons.



She had washing to do that morning. Very early she climbed up into the ancient belfry, wound the drum so that the bells would play a few bars at the quarters and before each hour struck; and also in order that the carillon might ring mechanically at noon in case she had not returned to take her place at the keyboard with her wooden gloves.

There was a light west wind rippling through the tree tops; and everywhere sunshine lay brilliant on pasture and meadow under the purest of cobalt skies.

In the garden her crippled father, swathed in shawls, dozed in his deep chair beside the river-wall, waking now and then to watch the quill on his long bamboo fish-pole, stemming the sparkling current of the little river Lesse.

Sticky Smith, off duty and having filled himself to repletion with café-au-lait at the inn, volunteered to act as nurse, attendant, remover of fish and baiter of hook, while Maryette was absent at the stone-rimmed pool where the washing of all Sainte Lesse laundry had been accomplished for hundreds of years.

You promise not to go away? she cautioned him in the simple, first-aid French she employed in speaking to him, and pausing with both arms raised to balance the loaded clothes-basket on her head.

Wee — wee! he assured her with dignity. Je fume mong peep! Je regard le vieux pêcher. Voo poovay allay, Mademoiselle Maryette.

She hesitated, then removed the basket from her head and set it on the grass.

You are very kind, Monsieur Steek-Smeet. I shall wash your underwear the very first garments I take out of my basket. Thank you a thousand times. She bent over with sweet solicitude and pressed her lips to her fathers withered cheek:

Au revoir, my father chéri. An hour or two at the meadow-lavoir and I shall return to find thee. Bonne chance, mon père! Thou shalt surely catch a large and beautiful fish for luncheon before I return with my wash.

She swung the basket of wash to her head again without effort, and went her way, following the deeply trodden sheep-path behind the White Doe Inn.

The path wound down through a sloping pasture, across a footbridge spanning an arm of the Lesse which washed the base of the garden wall, then ascended a gentle aclivity among hazel thicket and tall sycamores, becoming for a little distance a shaded wood-path where thrushes sang ceaselessly in the sun-flecked undergrowth.

But at the eastern edge of the copse the little hill fell away into an open, sunny meadow, fragrant with wild-flowers and clover, through which a rivulet ran deep and cold between grassy banks.

It supplied the drinking water of Sainte Lesse; and a branch of it poured bubbling into the stone-rimmed lavoir where generations of Sainte Lesse maids had scrubbed the linen of the community, kneeling there amid wild flowers and fluttering butterflies in the shade of three tall elms.

There was nobody at the pool; Maryette saw that as she came out of the hazel copse through the meadow. And very soon she was on her knees at the clear pools edge, bare of arm and throat and bosom, her blue wool skirts trussed up, and elbow deep in snowy suds.

Overhead the sky was a quivering, royal blue; the earth shimmered in its bath of sunshine; the west wind blowing carried away eastward the reverberations of the distant cannonade, so that not even the vibration of the concussions disturbed Sainte Lesse.

A bullfinch was piping lustily in a young tree as she began her task; a blackbird answered from somewhere among the hawthorns with a bewildering series of complicated trills.

As the little mistress-of-the-bells scrubbed and beat the clothes with her paddle, and rinsed and wrung them and soaped them afresh, she sang softly under her breath, to an ancient air of her pays, words that she improvised to fit it — vrai chanson de laveuse:

A blackbird whistles

I love!

Over the thistles

Butterflies hover,

Each with her lover

In love.

Blue Demoiselles that glisten,

Listen, I love!

Wind of the west, oh, listen,

I am in love!

Sing my song, ye little gold bees!

Opal bubbles around my knees

All afloat in the soap-sud broth,

Whisper it low to the snowy froth;

And Thou who rulest the skies above,

Mary, adored — I love — I love!

Slap-slap! went her paddle; the sud-spume flew like shreds of cotton; iridescent foam set with bubbles swirled in the stone-edged basin, constantly swept away down stream by the current, constantly renewed as she soaped and scrubbed, kneeling there in the meadow grass above the pool.

The blackbird came quite near to watch her; the bullfinch, attracted by her childish voice as she sang the song she was making, whistled bold response, silent only when the echoing slap of the paddle startled him where he sat on the trembling tip of an aspen.

Blue dragon flies drifted on glimmering wings; she put them into her song; the meadow was gay with butterflies painted wings; she sang about them, too. Cloud and azure sky, tree tops and clover, the tiny rivulet dancing through deep grasses, the wind furrowing the fields, all these she put into her chansonnette de laveuse. And always in the clear glass of the stream she seemed to see the smiling face of her friend, Djack — her lover who had opened her eyes of a child to all things beautiful in the world.

Once or twice, from very far away, she fancied she heard the distant singing of the negro muleteers sunning themselves down by the corral. She heard, at quarter-hour intervals, her bells melodiously recording time as it sped by; then there were intervals of that sweet stillness which is but a composite harmony of summer — the murmur of insects, the whisper of leaves and water, capricious seconds of intense silence, then the hushed voice of life exquisitely audible again.

War, wickedness, the rage and cruelty of the Beast — all the vile and filthy ferocity of the ferocious Swine of the North became to her as unreal as a tragic legend half-forgotten. And death seemed very far away.



Her washing was done; the wet clothing piled in her basket. Perspiration powdered her forehead and delicate little nose.

Hot, flushed, breathing deeply and irregularly from her efforts under a vertical sun, she stood erect, loosening the blouse over her bosom to the breeze and pushing back the clustering masses of hair above her brow.

The water laughed up at her, invitingly; the last floating castle of white foam swept past her feet down stream. On the impulse of the moment she unlaced her blue wool skirt, dropped it around her feet, stepped from it; unbuckled both garters, stripped slippers and stockings from her feet, and waded out into the pool.

The fresh, delicious coolness of the water thrilled and encouraged her to further adventure; she twisted up her splendid hair, bound it with her blue kerchief, flung blouse and chemisette from her, and gave herself to the sparkling stream with a sigh of ecstasy.

Alders swept the eastern edges of the current where the rivulet widened beyond the basin and ran south along the meadows edge to the Wood of Sainte Lesse — a cool, unruffled flow, breast deep, floored with sand as soft as silver velvet.

She waded, floated, swam a little, or, erect, roamed leisurely along the alder fringe, exploring the dim green haunts of frog and water-hen, stoat and bécassine — a slim, wet dryad, gliding silently through sun and dappled shadow.

Where the stream comes to Sainte Lesse Wood, there is a hill set thick with hazel and clumps of fern, haunted by one roe-deer and numerous rabbits and pheasants.

She was close to its base, now, gliding through the shade like some lithe creature of the forest; making no sound save where the current curled around her supple body in twisted necklaces of liquid light.

Then, as she stood, peering cautiously through tangled branches for a glimpse of the little roe-deer, she heard a curious sound up on the hill — an inexplicable sound like metal striking stone.

She stood as though frozen; clink, clink came the distant sound. Then all was still. But presently she saw a scared cock-pheasant, crouching low with flattened neck outstretched, run like a huge rat through the hazel growth, out across the meadow.

She remained motionless, scarcely daring to draw her breath. Somebody had passed over the hill — if, indeed, he or she had actually continued on their mysterious way. Had they? But finally the intense quiet reassured her, and she concluded that whoever had made that metallic sound had continued on toward Sainte Lesse Wood.

She had taken with her a cake of soap. Now, here in the green shade, she made her ablutions, soaping herself from head to foot, turning her head leisurely from time to time to survey her leafy environment, or watch the flight of some tiny woodland bird, or study with pretty and speculative eyes the soap-suds swirling in a dimpled whirlpool around her thighs.

The bubbles fascinated her; she played with them, capriciously, touching one here, one there, with tentative finger to see them explode in a tiny rainbow shower.

Finally she chose a hollow stem from among a cluster of scented rushes, cleared it with a vigorous breath, soaped one end, and, touching it to the water, blew from it a prodigious bubble, all swimming with gold and purple hues.

Into the air she tossed it, from the end of the hollow reed; the breeze caught it and wafted it upward until it burst.

Then a strange thing happened! Before her upturned eyes another bubble slowly arose from a clump of aspens out of the hazel thickets on the hill — a big, pearl-tinted, translucent bubble, as large as a melon. Upward it floated, slowly ascending to the tree-tops. There the wind caught it, drove it east, but it still mounted skyward, higher, higher, sailing always eastward, until it dwindled to the size of a thistledown and faded away in mid-air.

Astounded, the little mistress-of-the-bells stood motionless, waist deep in the stream, lips parted, eyes straining to pierce the dazzling ether above.

And then, before her incredulous gaze, another pearl-tinted, translucent bubble slowly floated upward from the thicket near the aspens, mounted until the breeze struck it, then soared away skyward and melted like a snowflake into the east.

Moving as stealthily as some sinuous creature of the water-weeds, the girl stole forward, threading her way among the rushes, gliding, twisting around tussock and alder, creeping along fern-set banks, her eyes ever focused on the clump of aspens quivering against the sky above the hazel.

She could see nobody, hear not a sound from the thicket on the little hill. But another bubble rose above the aspens as she looked.

Naked, she dared not advance into the woods — scarcely dared linger where she was, yet found enough courage to creep out on a carpet of moss and lie flat under a young fir, listening and watching.

No more bubbles rose above the aspens; there was not a sound, not a movement in the hazel.

For an hour or more she lay there; then, with infinite caution, she slipped back into the stream, waded across, crept into the meadow, and sped like a scared fawn along the bank until she stood panting by the stone-rimmed pool again.

Sun and wind had dried her skin; she dressed rapidly, swung her basket to her head, and started swiftly for Sainte Lesse.

Before she came in sight of the White Doe Tavern, she could hear the negro muleteers singing down by the corral. Sticky Smith still squatted in the garden by the river-wall, smoking his pipe. Her father lay asleep in his chair, his wrinkled hands still clasping the fishing pole, the warm breeze blowing his white hair at the temples.

She disposed of the wash; then she and Sticky Smith gently aroused the crippled bell-master and aided him into the house.

The old peasant woman who cooked for the inn had soup ready. The noonday meal in Sainte Lesse had become an extremely simple affair.

Monsieur Steek, said the girl carelessly, did you ever, as a child, fly toy balloons?

Sure, Maryette. A old Eyetalian wop used to come round town selling them. He had a stick with about a hundred little balloons tied to it — red, blue, green, yellow — all kinds and colours. Whenever I had the price I bought one.

Did it fly?

Yes. The gas in it wasnt much good unless you got a fresh one.

Would it fly high?

Sure. Sky-high. Ive seen em go clean out of sight when you got a fresh one.

Nobody uses them here, do they?

Here? No, it wouldnt be allowed. A spy could send a message by one of those toy balloons.

Oh, nodded Maryette thoughtfully.

Smith shook his head:

No, children wouldnt be permitted to play with them things now, Maryette.

Then there are not any toy balloons to be had here in Sainte Lesse?

I rather guess not! Farther north there are.

Where?

The artillery uses them.

How?

I dont know. The balloon and flying service use em, too. Ive seen officers send them up. Probably it is to find out about upper air currents.

Our flying service?

Yes, maam.

Ballons dessai, she nodded carelessly. But she was not yet entirely convinced regarding the theory she was pondering.

After lunch she continued to be very busy in the laundry for a time, but the memory of those three little balloons above the aspens troubled her.

Smith had gone on duty at the corral; Kid Glenn sauntered clanking into the bar and was there regaled with a bock and a tranche.

Monsieur Keed, said Maryette, are any of our airmen in Sainte Lesse today?

Glenn drained his glass and smacked his lips:

No, maam, he said.

No balloonists, either?

I dont guess so, Maryette. Weve got the Boche flyers scared stiff. They dont come over our first lines anymore, and our own people are out yonder.

Keed, she said, winningly sweet, do you, in fact, love me a little — for Djacks sake?

Yesm.

I borrow of you that automatic pistol. Yes? She smiled at him engagingly.

Sure. Anything you want! Whats the trouble, Maryette?

She shrugged her pretty shoulders:

Nothing. It just came into my cowardly head that the path to the lavoir is lonely at sundown. And there are new muleteers in Sainte Lesse. And I must wash my clothes.

I reckon, he said gravely, unbuckling his weapon-filled holster and quietly strapping it around her shoulder with its pocketed belt of clips.

You will not require it this afternoon? she asked.

No fear. You wont either. Them mule-whacking coons is white.

She understood.

Some men who seem whitest are blacker than any negro, she remarked. Eh, bien! I thank you, Keed, mon ami, for your complaisance. You are very amiable to submit to the whim of a silly girl who suddenly becomes afraid of her own shadow.

Glenn grinned and glanced significantly at the cross dangling from her bosom:

Sure, he said, your government decorates cowards. Thats why it gave you the Legion.

She blushed but looked up at him seriously:

Keed, if I flew a little toy balloon in the air, where would the west wind carry it?

Into the Boche trenches, he replied, much interested in the idea. If youve got one, well paint To hell with Willie on it and set it afloat! But well have to get permission from the gendarmes first.

She said, smiling:

Im sorry, but I havent any toy balloons.

She picked up her basket with its new load of soiled linen, swung it gracefully to her head, ignoring his offered assistance, gave him a beguiling glance, and went away along the sheep-path.

Once more she followed the deep-trodden and ancient trail through copse and pasture and over the stream down into the meadow, where the west wind furrowed the wild-flowers and the early afternoon sun fell hot.

She set her clothes to soak, laid paddle and soap beside them, then, straightening up, remained erect on her knees, her intent gaze fixed on the distant clump of aspens, delicate as mist above the hazel copse on the little hill beyond.

It was a whole hour before her eyes caught the high glimmer of a tiny balloon. Only for a moment was it visible at that distance, then it became merged in the dazzling blue above the woods.

She waited. At last she concluded that there were to be no more balloons. Then a sudden fear assailed her lest she had waited too long to investigate; and she sprang to her feet, hurried over the single plank used as a footbridge, and sped down through the alders.

Here and there a pheasant ran headlong across her path; a rabbit or two scuttled through the ferns. Nearing the hazel copse she slackened speed and advanced with caution, scanning the thicket ahead.

Suddenly, on the ground in front of her, she caught sight of a small iron cylinder. Evidently it had rolled down there from the slope above.

Very gingerly she approached and picked it up. It was not very heavy, not too big for her skirt pocket.

As she slipped it into the pocket of her blue woolen peasant-skirt, her quick eye caught a movement among the hazel bushes on the hillside to her right. She sank to the ground and lay huddled there.


CHAPTER XXV

KAMERAD
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DOWN THE SLOPE, through the thicket, came a man. She could see his legs only. He wore dust-coloured breeches and tan puttees, like Sticky Smiths and Kid Glenns, only he wore no big, clanking Mexican spurs.

The man passed in front of her, his burly body barely visible through the leaves, but not his features.

She rose, turned, ran over the moss, hurried through the ferns of the warren, retracing her steps, and arrived breathless at the lavoir. And scarcely had she dropped to her knees and seized soap and paddle, than a squat, bronzed, powerfully built young man appeared on the opposite bank of the stream, stepping briskly out of the bushes.

He did not notice her at first. He looked about for a place to jump, found one, leaped safely across, and came on at a swinging stride across the meadow.

The girl, bending above the water, suddenly struck sharply with her paddle.

Instantly the man halted in his tracks, knee deep in clover.

Maryette, apparently unconscious of his presence, continued to soap and scrub and slap her wash, singing in her clear, untrained voice of a child the chansonette she had made that morning. But out of the corner of her eyes she kept him in view — saw him come sauntering forward as though reassured, became aware that he had approached very near, was standing behind her.

Turning presently, where she knelt, to pick up another soiled garment, she suddenly encountered his dark gaze; and her start and slight exclamation were entirely genuine.

Mon Dieu! she said, with offended emphasis, one does not approach people that way, without a word!

Did I frighten mademoiselle? he asked, in recognizable French, but with an accent unpleasantly familiar to her. If I did, I am very sorry and I offer mademoiselle a thousand excuses and apologies.

The girl, kneeling there in the clover, flashed a smile at him over her shoulder. The quick colour reddened his face and powerful neck. The girl had been right; her smile had been an answer that he was not going to ignore.

What a pretty spot for a lavoir, he said, stepping to the edge of the pool; and what a pretty girl to adorn it!

Maryette tossed her head:

Be pleased to pass your way, monsieur. Do you not perceive that I am busy?

It is not impossible to exchange a polite word or two when people are busy, is it, mademoiselle? he asked, laughing and showing a white and perfect set of teeth under a short, dark mustache.

She continued to wring out her wash; but there was now a slight smile on her lips.

May I not say who I am? he asked persuasively. May I not venture to speak?

Mon dieu, monsieur, there is liberty of speech for all in France. That blackbird might be glad to know your name if you choose to tell him.

But I ask your permission to speak to you! There seemed to be no sense of humour in this young man.

She laughed:

I am not curious to hear who you are!... But if it affords you any relief to explain to the west wind what your name may be— She ended with a disdainful shrug. After a moment she lifted her pretty eyes to his — lovely, provocative, tormenting eyes. But they were studying the stranger closely.

He was a powerfully built, dark-skinned young man in the familiar khaki of the American muleteers, wearing their insignia, their cap, their holster and belt, and an extra pouch or wallet, loaded evidently with something heavy.

She said, coolly:

You must be one of the new Yankee muleteers who came with that beautiful new herd of mules.

He laughed:

Yes, Im an American muleteer. My name is Charles Braun. I came over in the last transport.

You know Steek?

Who?

Steek! Monsieur Steekee Smeete?

Sticky Smith?

Mais oui?

Ive met him, he replied curtly.

And Monsieur Keed Glenn?

Ive met Kid Glenn, too. Why?

They are friends of mine — very intimate friends. Of course, she added, nose up-tilted, if they are not also your friends, any acquaintance with me will be very difficult for you, Monsieur Braun.

He laughed easily and seated himself on the grass beside her; and, as he sat down, a metallic clinking sounded in his wallet.

Tenez, she remarked, you carry old iron and bottles about with you, I notice.

Snaffles, curbs and stirrup irons, he replied carelessly. And in the girls heart there leaped the swift, fierce flame of certainty in suspicion.

Why do you bring all that ironmongery down here? she inquired, with frankly childish curiosity, leisurely wringing out her linen.

A mule got away from the corral. Ive been wandering around in the bushes trying to find him, he explained, so naturally and in such a friendly voice that she raised her eyes to look again at this young gallant who lingered here at the lavoir for the sake of her beaux yeux.

Could this dark-eyed, smiling youth be a Hun spy? His smooth, boyish features, his crisp short hair and tiny mustache shading lips a trifle too red and overfull did not displease her. In his way he was handsome.

His voice, too, was attractive, gaily persuasive, but it was his pronunciation of the letters c and d which had instantly set her on her guard.

Seated on the bank near her, his roving eyes full of bold curiosity bent on her from time to time, his idle fingers plaiting a little wreath out of long-stemmed clover and boutons dor, he appeared merely an intrusive, irresponsible young fellow willing to amuse himself with a few moments rustic courtship here before he continued on his way.

You are exceedingly pretty, he said. Will you tell me your name in exchange for mine?

Maryette Courtray.

Oh, he exclaimed in quick recognition; you are bell-mistress in Sainte Lesse, then! You are the celebrated carillonnette! I have heard about you. I suspected that you might be the little mistress of Sainte Lesse bells, because you wear the Legion— He nodded his handsome head toward the decoration on her blouse.

And to think, he added effusively, that it is just a mere slip of a girl who was decorated for bravery by France!

She smiled at him with all the beguilingly bête innocence of the young when flattered:

You are too amiable, monsieur. I really do not understand why they gave me the Legion. To encourage all French children, perhaps — because I really am a dreadful coward. She tapped the holster on her thigh and gazed at him quite guilelessly out of wide and trustful eyes. You see? I dare not even come here to wash my clothes unless I carry this — in case some Boche comes prowling.

Whose pistol is it? he asked.

The weapon belongs to Monsieur Steek. When I come to wash here I borrow it.

Are you the sweetheart of Monsieur Steek? he inquired, mimicking her pronunciation of Stick, and at the same time fixing his dark eyes boldly and expressively on hers.

Does a young girl of my age have sweethearts? she demanded scornfully.

If she hasnt had one, its time, he returned, staring hard at her with a persistent and fixed smile that had become almost offensive.

Oh, la! she exclaimed with a shrug of her youthful shoulders. Perhaps you think I have time for such foolishness — what with housework to do and washing, and caring for my father, and my duties in the belfry every day!

Youth passes swiftly, belle Maryette.

Imitate him, beau monsieur, and swiftly pass your way!

Lamour est doux, petite Marie!

Je men moque!

He rose, smiling confidently, dropped on his knees beside her, and rolled back his cuffs.

Come, he said, Ill help you wash. We two should finish quickly.

I am in no haste.

But it will give you an hours leisure, belle Maryette.

Why should I wish for leisure, beau monsieur?

I shall try to instruct you why, when we have our hour together.

Do you mean to pay court to me?

I am doing that now. My ardent courtship will already be accomplished, so that we need not waste our hour together! He began to laugh and wring out the linen.

Monsieur, she expostulated smilingly, your apropos disturbs me. Have you the assurance to believe that you already appeal to my heart?

Have I not appealed to it a little, Maryette?

The girl averted her head coquettishly. For a few minutes they scrubbed away there together, side by side on their knees above the rim of the pool. Then, without warning, his hot, red lips burned her neck. Her swift recoil was also a shudder; her face flushed.

Dont do that! she said sharply, straightening up in the grass where she was kneeling.

You are so adorable! he pleaded in a low, tense voice.

There was a long silence. She had moved aside and away from him on her knees; her head remained turned, too, and her features were set as though carven out of rosy marble.

She was summoning every atom of resolution, every particle of courage to do what she must do. Every fibre in her revolted with the effort; but she steeled herself, and at last the forced smile was stamped on her lips, and she dared turn her head and meet his burning gaze.

You frighten me, she said — and her unsteady voice was convincing. A young girl is not courted so abruptly.

Forgive me, he murmured. I could not help myself — your neck is so fragrant, so childlike — —

Then you should treat me as you would a child! she retorted pettishly. Amuse me, if you aspire to any comradeship with me. Your behaviour does not amuse me at all.

We shall become comrades, he said confidently, and you shall be sufficiently amused.

It requires time for two people to become comrades.

Will you give me an hour this evening?

What? A rendezvous? she exclaimed, laughing.

Yes.

You mean somewhere alone with you?

Will you, Maryette?

But why? I am not yet old enough for such foolishness. It would not amuse me at all to be alone with you for an hour. She pouted and shrugged and absently plucked a hollow stem from the sedge.

It would amuse me much more to sit here and blow bubbles, she added, clearing the stem with a quick breath and soaping the end of it.

Then, with tormenting malice, she let her eyes rest sideways on him while she plunged the hollow stem into the water, withdrew it, dripping, and deliberately blew an enormous golden bubble from the end.

Look! she cried, detaching the bubble, apparently enchanted to see it float upward. Is it not beautiful, my fairy balloon?

On her knees there beside the basin she blew bubble after bubble, detaching each with a slight movement of her wrist, and laughing delightedly to see them mount into the sunshine.

You are a child, he said, worrying his red underlip with his teeth. Youre a baby, after all.

She said:

Very well, then, children require toys to amuse them, not sighs and kisses and bold, brown eyes to frighten and perplex them. Have you any toys to amuse me if I give you an hour with me?

Maryette, I can easily teach you — —

No! Will you bring me a toy to amuse me? — a clay pipe to blow bubbles? I adore bubbles.

If I promise to amuse you, will you give me an hour? he asked.

How can I? she demanded with sudden caprice. I have my wash to finish; then I have to see that my father has his soup; then I must attend to customers at the inn, go up to the belfry, oil the machinery, play the carillon later, wind the drum for the night — —

I shall come to you in the tower after the angelus, he said eagerly.

I shall be too busy — —

After the carillon, then! Promise, Maryette!

And sit up there alone with you in the dark for an hour? Ma foi! How amusing! She laughed in pretty derision. I shall not even be able to blow bubbles!

Watching her pouting face intently, he said:

Suppose I bring some toy balloons for you to fly from the clock tower? Would that amuse you — you beautiful, perverse child?

Little toy balloons! she echoed, enchanted. What pleasure to set them afloat from the belfry! Do you really promise to bring me some little toy balloons to fly?

Yes. But you must promise not to speak about it to anybody.

Why?

Because the gendarmes wouldnt let us fly any balloons.

You mean that they might think me a spy? she inquired naïvely.

Or me, he rejoined with a light laugh. So we shall have to be very discreet and go cautiously about our sport. And it ought to be great fun, Maryette, to sail balloons out over the German trenches. Well tie a message to every one! Shall we, little comrade?

She clapped her hands.

That will enrage the Boches! she cried, You wont forget to bring the balloons?

After the carillon, he nodded, staring at her intently.

Half past ten, she said; not one minute earlier. I cannot be disturbed when playing. Do you understand? Do you promise?

Yes, he said, I promise not to bother you before half past ten.

Very well. Now let me do my washing here in peace.



She was still scrubbing her linen when he went reluctantly away across the meadow toward Sainte Lesse. And when she finally stood up, swung the basket to her head, and left the meadow, the sun hung low behind Sainte Lesse Wood and a rose and violet glow possessed the world.

At the White Doe Inn she flew feverishly about her duties, aiding the ancient peasant woman with the simple preparations for dinner, giving her father his soup and helping him to bed, swallowing a mouthful herself as she hastened to finish her household tasks.

Kid Glenn came in as usual for an aperitif while she was gathering up her wooden gloves.

Did a mule stray today from your corral? she asked, filling his glass for him.

No, he said.

Are you sure?

Dead certain. Why?

Do you know one of the new muleteers named Braun?

I know him by sight.

Keed! she said, going up to him and placing both hands on his broad shoulders; I play the carillon after the angelus. Bring Steek to the bell-tower half an hour after you hear the carillon end. You will hear it end; you will hear the quarter hour strike presently. Half an hour later, after the third quarter hour strikes, you shall arrive. Bring pistols. Do you promise?

Sure! Whats the row, Maryette?

I dont know yet. I think we shall find a spy in the tower.

Where?

In the belfry, parbleu! And you and Steek shall come up the stairs and you shall wait in the dark, there where the keyboard is, and where you see all the wires leading upward. You shall listen attentively, and I will be on the landing above, among my bells. And when you hear me cry out to you, then you shall come running with pistols!

For heavens sake — —

Is it understood? Give me your word, Keed!

Sure! — —

Allons! Assez! she whispered excitedly. Make prisoner any man you see there! — any man! You understand?

You bet!

Any man! she repeated slowly, even if he wears the same uniform you wear.

There was a silence. Then:

By God! said Glenn under his breath.

You suspect?

Yes. And if it is one of our German-American muleteers, well lynch him! he whispered in a white rage.

But Maryette shook her head.

No, she said in a dull, even voice, let the gendarmerie take him in charge. Spy or suspect, he must have his chance. That is the law in France.

You dont give rats a chance, do you?

I give everything its chance, she said simply. And so does my country.

She drew the automatic pistol from her holster, examined it, raised her eyes gravely to the American beside her:

This is terrible for me, she added, in a low but steady voice. If it were not for my country— She made a grave gesture, turned, and went slowly out through the arched stone passage into the main street of the town. A few minutes later the angelus sounded sweetly over the woods and meadows of Sainte Lesse.



At ten, as the last stroke of the hour ended, there came a charming, intimate little murmur of awakening bells; it grew sweeter, clearer, filling the starry sky, growing, exquisitely increasing in limpid, transparent volume, sweeping through the high, dim belfry like a great wind from Paradise carrying Heavens own music out over the darkened earth.

All Sainte Lesse came to its doorways to listen to the playing of their beloved Carillonnette; the bell-music ebbed and swelled under the stars; the ancient Flemish masterpiece, written by some carillonneur whose bones had long been dust, became magnificently vital again under the enchanted hands of the little mistress of the bells.

In fifteen minutes the carillon ended; a slight pause followed, then the quarter hour struck.

With the last stroke of the bell, the girl drew off her wooden gloves, laid them on the keyboard, turned slowly in her seat, listening. A slight sound coming from the spiral staircase of stone set her heart beating violently. Had the suspected man violated his word? She drew the automatic pistol from her holster, rose, and stole up to the stone platform overhead, where, rising tier on tier into the darkness, the great carillon of Sainte Lesse loomed overhead.

She listened uneasily. Had the man lied? It seemed to her as though her hammering heart must burst from her bosom with the terrible suspense of the moment.

Suddenly a shadowy form appeared at the head of the stairs, reaching the platform at one bound. And her heart seemed to stop as she realized that this man had arrived too early for her friends to be of any use to her. He had lied to her. And now she must take him unaided, or kill him there in the starlight under the looming bells.

Maryette! he called. She did not stir.

Maryette! he whispered. Where are you, little sweetheart? Forgive me, I could not wait any longer. I adore you — —

All at once he discovered her standing motionless in the shadow of the great bell Bayard — sprang toward her, eager, ardent, triumphant.

Maryette, he whispered, I love you! I shall teach you what a lover is — —

Suddenly he caught a glimpse of her face; the terrible expression in her eyes checked him.

What has happened? he asked, bewildered. And then he caught sight of the pistol in her hand.

Whats that for? he demanded harshly. Are you afraid to love me? Do you think Im the kind of lover to stop for a thing like that — —

She said, in a low, distinct voice:

Dont move! Put up both hands instantly!

What! he snapped out, like the crack of a lash.

I know who you are. Youre a Boche and no Yankee! Turn your back and raise your arms!

For a moment they looked at each other.

I think, she said, steadily, you had better explain your gas cylinders and balloons to the gendarmes at the Poste.

No, he said, Ill explain them to you, now! — —

If you touch your pistol, I fire! — —

But already he had whipped out his pistol; and she fired instantly, smashing his right hand to pulp.

You damned hell-cat! he screamed, stretching out his shattered hand in an agony of impotent fury. Blood rained from it on the stone flags. Suddenly he started toward her.

Dont stir! she whispered. Turn your back and raise both arms!

His face became ghastly.

Let me go, in Gods name! he burst out in a strangled voice. Dont send me before a firing squad! Listen to me, little comrade — I surrender myself to your mercy — —

Then keep away from me! Keep your distance! she cried, retreating. He followed, fawning:

Listen! We were such good comrades — —

Dont come any nearer to me! she called out sharply; but he still shuffled toward her, whimpering, drenched in blood, both hands uplifted.

Kamerad! he whined, Kamerad— and suddenly launched a kick at her.

She just avoided it, springing behind the bell Bayard; and he rushed at her and struck with both uplifted arms, showering her with blood, but not quite reaching her.

In the darkness among the beams and the deep shadows of the bells she could hear him hunting for her, breathing heavily and making ferocious, inarticulate noises, as she swung herself up onto the first beam above and continued to crawl upward.

Where are you, little fool? he cried at length. I have business with you before I cut your throat — that smooth, white throat of yours that I kissed down there by the lavoir! There was no sound from her.

He went back toward the stairs and began hunting about in the starlight for his pistol; but there was no parapet on the bell platform, and he probably concluded that it had fallen over the edge of the tower into the street.

Supporting his wounded hand, he stood glaring blankly about him, and his bloodshot eyes presently fell on the door to the stairs. But he must have realized that flight would be useless for him if he left this girl alive in her bell-tower, ready to alarm the town the moment he ran for the stairs.

With his left hand he fumbled under his tunic and disengaged a heavy trench knife from its sheath. The loss of blood was making his legs a trifle unsteady, but he pulled himself together and moved stealthily under the shadows of beam and bell until he came to the spot he selected. And there he lay down, the hilt of the knife in his left hand, the blade concealed by his opened tunic.



His heavy groans at last had their effect on the girl, who had climbed high up into the darkness, creeping from beam to beam and mounting from one tier of bells to another.

Standing on the lowest beam, she cautiously looked out through an oubliette and saw him lying on his back near the sheer edge of the roof.

Evidently he, also, could see her head silhouetted against the stars, for he called up to her in a plaintive voice that he was bleeding to death and unable to move.

After a few moments, opening his eyes again, he saw her standing on the roof beside him, looking down at him. And he whispered his appeal in the name of Christ. And in His name the little bell-mistress responded.

When she had used the blue kerchief at her neck for a tourniquet and had checked the hemorrhage, he was still patiently awaiting a better opportunity to employ his knife. It would not do to bungle the affair. And he thought he knew how it could be properly done — if he could get her head in the crook of his muscular elbow.

Lift me, dear ministering angel, he whispered weakly.

She stooped impulsively, hesitated, then, suddenly terrified at the blazing ferocity in his eyes, she shrank back at the same instant that his broad knife flashed in her very face.

He was on his feet at a bound, and, as she raised her voice in a startled cry for help, he plunged heavily at her, but slipped and fell in his own blood. Then the clattering jingle of spurred boots on the stone stairs below caught his ear. He was trapped, and he realized it. He slowly got to his feet.

As Smith and Glenn appeared, springing out of the low-arched door, the muleteer Braun turned and faced them.

There was a silence, then Glenn said, bitterly:

Its you, is it, you dirty Dutchman!

Hands up! said Smith quietly. Come on, now; its a case of Kamerad for yours.

Braun did not move to comply with the demand. Gradually it dawned on them that the man was game.

Maryette! he called; where are you?

Smith said curiously:

What do you want with her, Braun?

I want to speak to her.

Come over here, Maryette, said Glenn sullenly.

The girl crept out of the shadows. Her face was ghastly.

Braun looked at her with pallid scorn:

You little, ignorant fool, he said, Id have made you a better lover than youll ever have now!

He shrugged his square shoulders in contempt, turned without a glance at Smith and Glenn, and stepped outward into space. And as he fell there between sky and earth, hurtling downward under the stars, Glenns pistol flashed twice, killing his quarry in midair while falling.

Can you beat it? he demanded hoarsely, turning on Smith. Aint that me all over! — soft-hearted enough to do that skunk a kindness thataway!

But his youthful voice was shaking, and he stared at the edge of the abyss, listening to the far tumult now arising from the street below.

Did you shoot? he inquired, controlling his nervous voice with an effort.

Naw, said Smith disgustedly. ... Now, Maryette, put one arm around my neck, and me and the Kid will take you down them stairs, because you look tired — kind o peeked and fussed, what with all this funny business going on — —

Oh, Steek! Steek! she sobbed. Oh, mon ami, Steek!

She began to cry bitterly. Smith picked her up in his arms.

What you need is sleep, he said very gently.

But she shook her head: she had business to transact on her knees that night — business with the Mother of God that would take all night long — and many, many other sleepless nights; and many candles.

She put her left arm around Smiths neck and hid her tear-wet face on his shoulder. And, as he bore her out of the high tower and descended the unlighted, interminable stairs of stone, he heard her weeping against his breast and softly asking intercession in behalf of a dead young man who had tried to be to her a Kamerad — as he understood it — including the entire gamut, from amorous beast to fiend.



There was a single candle lighted in the bar of the White Doe. On the zinc, side by side, like birds on a rail, sat the two muleteers. In each big, sunburnt fist was an empty glass; their spurred feet dangled; they leaned forward where they sat, hunched up over their knees, heads slightly turned, as though intently listening. A haze of cigarette smoke dimmed the candle flame.

The drone of an aëroplane high in the midnight sky came to them at intervals. At last the sound died away under the far stars.

By the smoky candle flame Kid Glenn unfolded and once more read the letter that kept them there:

— I ought to get to Sainte Lesse somewhere around midnight. Dont say a word to Maryette.

Jack.

Sticky Smith, reading over his shoulder, slowly rolled another cigarette.

When Jack comes, he drawled, its a-goin to hep a lot. That Maryette girls plumb done in.

Sure shes done in, nodded Kid Glenn. Wouldnt it do in anybody to shoot up a young man an then see him step off the top of a skyscraper?

Smith admitted that he himself had felt kind er squeamish. He added: Gawd, how he spread when he hit them flags! You didnt look at him, did you, Kid?

Naw. Say, dya think Maryette has gone to bed?

I dunno. When we left her up there in her room, I turned and took a peek to see she was comfy, but she was down onto both knees before that china virgin on the niche over her bed.

She oughter be in bed. You gotta sleep off a thing like that, or you feel punk next day, remarked Glenn, meditatively twirling the last drops of eau-de-vie around in his tumbler. Then he swallowed them and smacked his lips. Shell come around all O.K. when she sees Jack, he added.

Goin to let him wake her up?

Can you see us stoppin him? Hed kick the pants off us — —

Sh-h-h! motioned Smith; theres a automobile! By gum! Its stopped! — —

The two muleteers set their glasses on the bar, slid to the floor, and marched, clanking, into the covered way that led to the street. Smith undid the bolts. A young man stood outside in the starlight.

Well, Jack Burley, you old son of a gun! drawled Glenn. Gawd! You look fit for a dead one!

We aint told her! whispered Smith. She an us done in a Fritz this evening, an it sorter turned Maryettes stomach — —

Not that she aint well, explained Glenn hastily; only a girl feels different. Stick an me, we just took a few drinks, but Maryette, soon as she got home, she just flopped down on her knees and asked that china virgin of hers to go easy on that there Fritz — —

They had conducted Burley to the bar; both their arms were draped around his shoulders; both talked to him at the same time.

This here Fritz, began Glenn — but Burley freed himself from their embrace.

Wheres Maryette? he demanded.

Smith jerked a silent thumb toward the ceiling.

In bed?

Or prayin.

Burley flushed, hesitated.

Gwan up, anyway, said Glenn. I reckon itll do her a heap o good to lamp you, you old son of a gun!

Burley turned, went up the short flight of stairs to her closed door. There was candle-light shining through the transom. He knocked with a trembling hand. There was no answer. He knocked again; heard her uncertain step; stepped back as her door opened.

The girl, a drooping figure in her night robe, stood listlessly on the threshold. Which of the muleteers it was who had come to her door she did not notice. She said:

I am very tired. Death is a dreadful thing. I cant put it from my mind. I am trying to pray — —

She lifted her weary eyes and found herself looking into the face of her own lover. She turned very white, lovely eyes dilated.

Is — is it thou, Djack?

Cest moi, ma ploo belle!

She melted into his tightening arms with a faint cry. Very high overhead, under the lustrous stars, an aëroplane droned its uncharted way across a blood-soaked world.


The Laughing Girl
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FOREWORD

I.
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HERES A PRETTY tale to tell

All about the beastly boche — 

How the Bolsheviki fell

Out of grace and in the wash!

— How all valiant lovers love,

How all villains go to hell,

Started thither by a shove

From the youth who loved so well,

Virtue mirrored in the glass

Held by his beloved lass.

II.

He who grins in clowns disguise

Often hides an aching heart — 

Sadness, sometimes worldly-wise,

Dresses for a motley part — 

Cap, and bells to cheat the ears,

Chalk and paint to hide the tears

Lest the world, divining pain,

Turn to gape and stare again.

III.

You who read but may not run

Where the bugles summon youth,

You who when the day is done

Ponder Gods eternal Truth

Ere you fold your hands to rest,

Sheltered from the fierce huns ruth,

Here within the guarded West

Safe from swinish tusk and tooth

Laugh in Gods name, if you can! — 

Serving so the Son of Man.

IV.

Gorse is growing, poppies bloom

Where our bravest greeted Christ.

Is His dwelling, then, the tomb?

Has the sacrifice sufficed?

What is all we have then worth

In Thy sight, Lord, in Thy sight?

Take our offered heart-sick mirth — 

Let our laughter fight Thy fight.



R. W. C.


I. AN INHERITANCE
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THERE WAS A red-headed slattern sweeping the veranda — nobody else visible about the house. All the shutters of the stone and timber chalet were closed; cow-barn, stable, springhouse and bottling house appeared to be deserted. Weeds smothered the garden where a fountain played above a brimming basin of gray stone; cat-grass grew rank on the oval lawn around the white-washed flag-pole from which no banner flapped. An intense and heated silence possessed the place. Tall mountains circled it, cloud-high, enormous, gathered around the little valley as though met in solemn council there under the vast pavilion of sky.

From the zenith of the azure-tinted tent hung that Olympian lantern called the sun, flooding every crested snow-peak with a nimbus of pallid fire.

In these terms of belles-lettres I called Smiths attention to the majesty of the scene.

Very impressive, remarked Smith, lighting a cigarette and getting out of the Flivver;— I trust that our luncheon may impress us as favorably. And he looked across the weedy drive at the red-headed slattern who was now grooming the veranda with a slopping mop.

Her ankles might be far less ornamental, he observed. I did not look. Ankles had long ceased to mean anything to me.

After another moments hesitation I handed Smith his suit-case, picked up my own, and descended from the Flivver. The Swiss officer at the wheel, Captain Schey, and the Swiss officer of Gendarmerie beside him, Major Schoot, remained heavily uninterested in the proceedings. To think of nothing is bovine; to think of nothing at all, and do that thinking in German, is porcine. I inspected their stolid features: no glimmer of human intelligence illuminated them. Their complexions reminded me of that moist pink hue which characterizes a freshly cut boiled ham.

Smith leisurely examined the buildings and their surroundings, including the red-headed girl, and I saw him shrug his shoulders. He was right; it was a silly situation and a ridiculous property for a New Yorker to inherit. And the longer I surveyed my new property the more worried I became.

I said in English to Major Schoot, one of the ample, pig-pink gentlemen in eye-glasses and the uniform of the Swiss Gendarmerie: So this is Schwindlewald, is it?

He blinked his pale little eyes without interest at the low chalet and out-buildings; then his vague, weak gaze flickered up at the terrific mountains around us.

Yes, he replied, this is now your property, Mr. ORyan.

Well, I dont want it, I said irritably. Ive told you that several times.

Quite right, remarked Smith; what is Mr. ORyan going to do with a Swiss hotel, a cow-barn, a bottling factory, one red-headed girl, and several large mountains? I ask you that, Major?

I was growing madder and madder; and Smiths flippancy offended me.

Im an interior decorator, I said to Major Schoot. Ive told you that a dozen times, too. I dont wish to conduct a hotel in Switzerland or Greenland or Coney Island or any other land! I do not desire either to possess kine or to deprive them of their milk. Moreover, I do not wish to bottle spring water. Why then am I not permitted to sell this bunch of Swiss scenery and go home? What about my perfectly harmless business?

Major Schoot rolled his solemn fish-blue eyes: The laws of the canton and of the Federal Government, he began in his weak tenor voice, require that any alien inheriting property in the Swiss Republic, shall reside upon that property and administer it for the period of not less than one year before offering the said property for sale or rent — —

He already had told me that a dozen times; and a dozen times I had resisted, insisting that there must be some way to circumvent such a ridiculous Swiss law. Of what use are laws unless one can circumvent them, as we do?

I now gazed at him with increasing animosity. In his uniform of Major of Swiss Gendarmes he appeared the personification of everything officially and Teutonically obtuse.

Do you realize, I said, that my treatment by the Swiss Confederation and by the Federal police has been most extraordinary? A year ago when my uncles will was probated, and that German attorney in Berne notified me in New York that I had inherited this meaningless mess of house and landscape, he also wrote that upon coming here and complying with the Swiss law, I could immediately dispose of the property if I so desired? Why the devil did he write that?

That was a year ago, nodded Major Schoot. Captain Schey regarded me owlishly. A new law, he remarked, has been since enacted.

I have suspected, said I fiercely, that this brand new law enacted in such a hellofa hurry was enacted expressly to cover this case of mine. Why? Why does your government occupy itself with me and my absurd property up here in these picture-book Alps? What difference does it make to Switzerland whether I sell it or try to run it? And another thing!— I continued, madder than ever at the memory of recent wrongs— Why do your police keep visiting me, inspecting me and my papers, trailing me around? Why do large, moon-faced gentlemen seat themselves beside me in restaurants and cafés and turn furtive eyes upon me? Why do they open newspapers and punch holes in them to scrutinize me? Why do they try to listen to my conversation addressed to other people? Why do strange ladies lurk at my elbow when hotel clerks hand me my mail? Dammit, why?

Major Schoot and Captain Schey regarded me in tweedle-dum-and-tweedle-dee-like silence: then the Major said: Under extraordinary conditions extraordinary precautions are necessary. And the Captain added: These are war times and Switzerland must observe an impartial neutrality.

You mean a German neutrality, I thought to myself, already unpleasantly aware that all the banks and all the business of Switzerland are owned by Teutons and that ninety per cent of the Swiss are German-Swiss, and speak German habitually.

And still at the same time I realized that, unless brutally menaced and secretly coerced by the boche the Swiss were first of all passionately and patriotically Swiss, even if they might be German after that fact. They wished to be let alone and to remain a free people. And the Hun was blackmailing them.

Smith had now roamed away through the uncut grass, smoking a cigarette and probably cursing me out — a hungry, disconsolate figure against the background of deserted buildings.

I turned to Major Schoot and Captain Schey:

Very well, gentlemen; if theres no immediate way of selling this property Ill live here until your law permits me to sell it. But in the meanwhile its mine. I own it. I insist on my right of privacy. I shall live here in indignant solitude. And if any stranger ever sets a profane foot upon this property I shall call in the Swiss police and institute legal proceedings which — —

Pardon, interrupted Major Schoot mildly, but the law of Switzerland provides for Government regulation of all inns, rest-houses, chalets, and hotels. All such public resorts must remain open and receive guests.

I wont open my chalet! I said. Id rather fortify it and die fighting! I hereby formally refuse to open it to the public!

It is open, remarked Captain Schey, theoretically.

Theoretically, added Major Schoot, it never has been closed. The law says it must not be closed. Therefore it has not been closed. Therefore it is open. Therefore you are expected to entertain guests at a reasonable rate — —

What if I dont? I demanded.

Unhappily, in such a case, the Federal Government regretfully confiscates the property involved and administers it according to law.

But I wish to reside here privately until such time as I am permitted to sell the place! Cant I do that? Am I not even permitted privacy in this third-rate musical comedy country?

Monsieur, the Chalet of Schwindlewald has always been a public Cure, not a private estate. The tourist public is always at liberty to come here to drink the waters and enjoy the climate and the view. Monsieur, your late Uncle, purchased the property on that understanding.

My late Uncle, said I, was slightly eccentric. Why in Gods name he should have purchased a Swiss hotel and bottling works in the Alps he can perhaps explain to his Maker. None of his family know. And all I have ever heard is that somebody interested him in a plan to drench Europe with bottled spring-water at a franc a quart; and that a further fortune was to be extracted from this property by trapping a number of Swiss chamois and introducing the species into the Andes. Did anybody ever hear of such nonsense?

The Swiss officers gaped at me. Very remarkable, said Major Schoot without any inflection in his voice or any expression upon his face.

Smith, weary of prowling about the place, came over and said in a low voice: Cut it out, old chap, and start that red-headed girl to cooking. Arent you hungry?

I was hungry, but I was also irritated and worried.

I stood still considering the situation for a few moments, one eye on my restless comrade, the other reverting now and then to the totally emotionless military countenances in front of me.

Very well, I said. My inheritance appears to be valuable, according to the Swiss appraisal. I shall, therefore, pay my taxes, observe the laws of Switzerland, and reside here until I am at liberty to dispose of the property. And Ill entertain guests if I must. But I dont think Im likely to be annoyed by tourists while this war lasts. Do you?

Tourists tour, observed Major Schoot solemnly.

Its a fixed habit, added Captain Schey,— war or no war. Tourists invariably tour or, he added earnestly, they would not be tourists.

Also, remarked Schoot, the wealthy amateur chamois hunter is always with us. Like the goitre, he is to be expected in the Alps.

Am I obliged to let strangers hunt on my property? I asked, aghast.

The revenue to an estate is always considerable, explained Schoot. With your inn, your Cure, your bottling works, and your hunting fees your income should be enviable, Mr. ORyan.

I gazed angrily up at the mountains. Probably every hunter would break his neck. Then a softer mood invaded my wrath, and I thought of my late uncle and of his crazy scheme to stock the Andes with chamois — a project which, while personally pursuing it, and an infant chamois, presently put an end to his dashing career upon earth. He was some uncle, General Juan ORyan, but too credulous, and too much of a sport.

Which mountain did he fall off? I inquired in a subdued voice, gazing up at the ring of terrific peaks above us.

That one — the Bec de lEmpereur, said Captain Schey, in the funereal voice which decency requires when chronicling necrology.

I looked seriously at the peak known as The Emperors Nose. No wonder my uncle broke his neck.

Which Emperor? I inquired absently.

The Kaiser.

You dont mean William of Hohenzollern!

The All-Highest of Germany, he replied in a respectful voice. But the name is in French. That is good politics. We offend nobody.

Oh. Well, why all the same?

Why what?

Why celebrate the All-Highests Imperial nose?

Why not? retorted the Swiss mildly; he suggested it.

The Kaiser suggested that the mountain be named after his own nose?

He did. Moreover it was from that peak that the All-Highest declared he could smell the Rhine. Tears were in his eyes when he said it. Such sentiment ought to be respected.

May I be permitted to advise the All-Highest to return there and continue his sentimental sniffing?

For what purpose, Monsieur?

Because, I suggested pleasantly, if he sniffs very earnestly he may scent something still farther away than the Rhine.

The Seine? nodded Captain Schey with a pasty, neutral smile.

I meant the United States, said I carelessly. If William sniffs hard enough he may smell the highly seasoned stew that they say is brewing over there. It reeks of pep, I hear.

The two neutral officers exchanged very grave glances. Except for my papers, which were most perfectly in order and revealed me as a Chilean of Irish descent, nothing could have convinced them or, indeed, anybody else that I was not a Yankee. Because, although my great grandfather was that celebrated Chilean Admiral ORyan and I had been born in Santiago and had lived there during early boyhood, I looked like a typical American and had resided in New York for twenty years. And there also I practiced my innocent profession. There were worse interior decorators than I in New York and I was, perhaps, no worse than any of them — if you get what I am trying not to say.

Gentlemen, I continued politely, I havent as yet any lavish hospitality to offer you unless that red-headed girl yonder has something to cook and knows how to cook it. But such as I have I offer to you in honor of the Swiss army and out of respect to the Swiss Confederation. Gentlemen, pray descend and banquet with me. Join our revels. I ask it.

They said they were much impressed by my impulsive courtesy but were obliged to go back to barracks in their flivver.

Before you go, then, said I, you are invited to witness the ceremony of my taking over this impossible domain. And I took a small Chilean flag from the breast pocket of my coat, attached it to the halyards of the white-washed flag pole, and ran it up, whistling the Chilean national anthem.

Then I saluted the flag with my hat off. My bit of bunting looked very gay up there aloft against the intense vault of blue.

Smith, although now made mean by hunger, was decent enough to notice and salute my flag. The flag of Chili is a pretty one; it carries a single white star on a blue field, and a white and a red stripe.

One has only to add a galaxy of stars and a lot more stripes to have the flag I had lived under so many years.

And now that this flag was flying over millions of embattled Americans — well, it looked very beautiful to me. And was looking more beautiful every time I inspected it. But the Chilean ORyans had no business with the Star Spangled Banner as long as Chili remained neutral. I said this, at times to Smith, to which he invariably remarked: Flap-doodle! No Irishman can keep out of this shindy long. Watch your step, ORyan.

Now, as I walked toward Smith, carrying my suitcase, he observed my advent with hopeful hunger-stricken eyes.

If yonder maid with yonder mop can cook, and has the makings of a civilized meal in this joint of yours, for heavens sake tell her to get on the job, he said. What do you usually call her — if not Katie?

How do I know? Ive never before laid eyes on her.

You dont know the name of your own cook?

How should I? Did you think she was part of the estate? That boche attorney, Schmitz, at Berne, promised to send up somebody to look after the place until I made up my mind what I was going to do. Thats the lady, I suppose. And Smith — did you ever see such very red hair on any human woman?

I may have spoken louder than I meant to; evidently my voice carried, for the girl looked over her shabby shoulder and greeted us with a clear, fresh, unfeigned, untroubled peal of laughter. I felt myself growing red. However, I approached her. She wore a very dirty dress — but her face and hands were dirtier.

Did Schmitz engage you and are you to look out for us? I inquired in German.

If you please, she replied in French, leaning on her mop and surveying us out of two large gray eyes set symmetrically under the burnished tangle of her very remarkable hair.

My child, I said in French, why are you so dirty? Have you by chance been exploring the chimney?

I have been cleaning fireplaces and pots and pans, Monsieur. But I will make my toilet and put on a fresh apron for luncheon.

Thats a good girl, I said kindly. And hasten, please; my friend, Mr. Smith, is hungry; and he is not very amiable at such times.

We went into the empty house; she showed us our rooms.

Luncheon will be served in half an hour, Messieurs, she said in her cheerful and surprisingly agreeable voice, through which a hidden vein of laughter seemed to run.

After she had gone Smith came through the connecting door into my room, drying his sunburned countenance on a towel.

I didnt suppose she was so young, he said. Shes very young, isnt she?

Do you mean shes too young to cook decently?

No. I mean — I mean that she just seems rather young. I merely noticed it.

Oh, said I without interest. But he lingered about, buttoning his collar.

You know, he remarked, she wouldnt be so bad looking if youd take her and scrub her.

Ive no intention of doing it, I retorted.

Of course, he explained, peevishly, I didnt mean that you, personally, should perform ablutions upon her. I merely meant — —

Sure, said I frivolously; take this cake of soap and chase her into the fountain out there.

All the same, he added, if shed wash her face and fix her hair and stand up straight shed have — er — elements.

Elements of what? I asked, continuing to unpack my suitcase and arrange the contents upon my dresser. Comb and brushes I laid on the left; other toilet articles upon the right; in the drawers I placed my underwear and linen and private papers.

Then I took the photograph which I had purchased in Berne and stood it up against the mirror over my dresser. Smith came over and looked at it with more interest than he had usually displayed.

It was the first photograph of any woman I had ever purchased. Copies were sold all over Europe. It seemed to be very popular and cost two francs fifty unframed. I had resisted it in every shop window between London and Paris. I nearly fell for it in Geneva. I did fall in Berne. It was called The Laughing Girl, and I saw it in a shop window the day of my arrival in Berne. And I could no more get it out of my mind than I could forget an unknown charming face in a crowded street that met my gaze with a shy, faint smile of provocation. I went back to that shop and bought the photograph labeled The Laughing Girl. It traveled with me. It had become as necessary to me as my razor or toothbrush.

As I placed it on the center of my dresser tilted back against the looking-glass, for the first time since it had been in my possession an odd and totally new sense of having seen the original of the picture somewhere — or having seen somebody who resembled it — came into my mind.

As a matter of fact, remarked Smith, tying his tie before my mirror, that red-haired girl of yours downstairs bears a curious resemblance to your lady-loves photograph.

Good Lord! I exclaimed, intensely annoyed. Because the same distasteful idea had also occurred to me.


II. AL FRESCO
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OUR LUNCHEON WAS a delicious surprise. It was served to us on a rustic table and upon a fresh white cloth, out by the fountain. We had a fragrant omelette, a cool light wine, some seductive bread and butter, a big wooden bowlful of mountain strawberries, a pitcher of cream, and a bit of dreamy cheese with our coffee. The old gods feasted no more luxuriously.

Smith, fed to repletion, gazed sleepily but sentimentally at the vanishing skirts of my red-headed Hebe who had perpetrated this miracle in our behalf.

Didnt I tell you shed prove to be pretty under all that soot? he said. I like that girl. Shes a peach.

In point of fact her transfiguration had mildly amazed me. She had scrubbed herself and twisted up her hair, revealing an unsuspected whiteness of neck. She wore a spotless cotton dress and a white apron over it; the slouch of the slattern had disappeared and in its place was the rather indolent, unhurried, and supple grace of a lazy young thing who has never been obliged to hustle for a living.

I wonder what her name is? mused Smith. She deserves a pretty name like Amaryllis — —

Dont try to get gay and call her that, said I, setting fire to a cigarette. Mind your business, anyway.

But we ought to know what she calls herself. Suppose we wanted her in a hurry? Suppose the house caught fire! Suppose she fell into the fountain! Shall I go to the pantry and ask her what her name is? It will save you the trouble, he added, rising.

Ill attend to all the business details of this establishment, said I, coldly. Which discouraged him; and he re-seated himself in silence.

To mitigate the snub, I offered him a cigar which he took without apparent gratitude. But Shandon Smith never nursed his wrath; and presently he affably reverted to the subject:

ORyan, he remarked, leaning back in his chair and expelling successive smoke rings at the Bec de lEmpereur across the valley, that red-haired girl of yours is a mystery to me. I find no explanation for her. I can not reconcile her extreme youth with her miraculous virtuosity as a cook. I cannot coordinate the elements of perfect symmetry which characterize her person with the bench show points of a useful peasant. Shes not formed like a grade; she reveals pedigree. Now I dare say you look upon her as an ordinary every-day, wage-earning pot-wrestler. Dont you?

I do.

You dont consider her symmetrical?

I am, said I, scarcely likely to notice pulchritude below stairs.

Smith laughed:

For that matter she dwells upstairs in the garret, I believe. I saw her going up. Im astonished that you dont think her pretty because she looks like that photograph on your dresser.

What he said again annoyed me, — the more so because, since her ablutions, the girl did somehow or other remind me even more than before of that lovely, beguiling creature in my photograph. And why on earth there should be any resemblance at all between that laughing young aristocrat in her jewels and silken negligée and my slatternly maid-of-all-work — why the one should even remotely suggest to us the other — was to me inexplicable and unpleasant.

Smith, I said, you are a sentimental and romantic young man. You shyly fall in love several times a day when material is plenty. You have the valuable gift of creative imagination. Why not employ it commercially to augment your income?

You mean by writing best sellers?

I do. You are fitted for the job.

ORyan, he said, it would be wasted time. Newspapers are to-day the best sellers. Reality has knocked romance clean over the ropes. Look at this war? Look at the plain, unvarnished facts which history has been recording during the last four years. Has Romance ever dared appropriate such astounding material for any volume of fiction ever written?

I admitted that fiction had become a back number in the glare of daily facts.

It certainly has, he said. Every day that we live — every hour — yes, every minute that your watch ticks off — events are happening such as the wildest imagination of a genius could not create. You can prove it for yourself, ORyan. Try to read the most exciting work of fiction, or the cleverest, the most realistic, the most subtle romance ever written. And when youve yawned your bally head off over the mockery of things actual, just pick up the daily paper.

He was quite right.

I tell you, he went on, theres more romance, more excitement, more mystery, more tragedy, more comedy, more humanity, more truth in any single edition of any French, English, Italian, or American daily paper published in these times than there is in all the fiction ever produced.

Very true, I said. Romance is dead to-day. Reality reigns alone.

Then why snub me when I say that your red-headed maid is a real enigma and an actual mystery? She might be anything in such times as these. She might be a great lady; she might be a scullion. Have you noticed how white and fine and slim her hands are?

I notice theyre clean, said I cautiously.

He laughed at me in frank derision, obstinately interested and intent upon building up a real romance around my maid-of-all-work. His gayety and his youth amused me. I was a year his senior and I felt my age. The world was hollow; I had learned that much.

Her whole make-up seems to me suspiciously like camouflage, he said, her flat-heeled slippers, for example! She has a distractingly pretty ankle, and have you happened to notice her eyes, ORyan?

In point of fact I had noticed them. They were gray and had black lashes. But I was not going to give Smith the satisfaction of admitting that I had noticed my housemaids eyes.

Her eyes, continued Smith, are like those wide young eyes in that pretty photograph of yours. So is her mouth with its charmingly full width and the hint of laughter in its upcurled childish corners — —

Nonsense! — —

Not at all. Not at all! And all youve got to do is to put a bunch of jewels on her fingers and a thin, shimmery silk thing showing her slender throat and shoulders, and then some; and then you can fix her hair like the girls hair in your photograph, and hand her a guitar, and drop one of her knees over the other, and hang a slipper to the little naked foot that swings above its shadow on the floor — —

I shall do none of those things, said I. And Ill tell you some more, Smith: I believe its your devilish and irresponsible chatter which has put the unpleasant idea into my head that my red-headed domestic resembles that photograph upstairs. I dont like the idea. And Id be much obliged if you wouldnt mention it again.

All right, he said cheerfully.

But what he had said about this resemblance left me not only vaguely uncomfortable, but also troubled by a sort of indefinite curiosity concerning my cook. I desired to take another look at her immediately.

After a while I threw aside my cigarette: Im going into the pantry, said I, to discuss business with my housekeeper. Heres the key to the wine-cellar. Theres more of that Moselle there, I understand.

And I started toward the house, leaving him to twiddle his thumbs and stare at the Bec de lEmpereur. Or he could vary this program by smoking his head off if he chose. Or investigate the wine-cellar. But my cook he could not flirt with as long as I was on the job.

He seemed to be a very nice fellow in his way, but he had put a lot of nonsense into my head by his random talk.

Yet he was certainly an agreeable young man. I had first met him in Berne — that hot-bed of international intrigue, where every other person is a conspirator and every other a boche.

Now Smiths papers and passport revealed him as a Norwegian; his reason for being in Switzerland a purely commercial one. He had arrived in Berne, he told me, with a proposition to lay before the Federal Government. This was a colossal scheme to reforest parts of Switzerland with millions and millions of Norway pines and hardwoods — a stupendous enterprise, but apparently feasible and financially attractive.

So far, however, he had made little headway. But somewhere in the back of my head I had a lively suspicion that Shandon Smith was no more a Norwegian than was I; and that he could tell a very interesting story about those papers and passports of his if he cared to. I had lived too long in New York not to recognize a New Yorker no matter what his papers showed.

Anyway we seemed to attract each other and during my enforced and bothersome sojourn in Berne we became companionable to the edge of friendship.

And when I told him about my ridiculous inheritance and the trouble I was having in trying to get rid of it, he offered to come up here with me and keep me company while the Swiss Government was making up its composite mind about his offer to reforest such cantons as required it.

That is how we came to be here in Schwindlewald together. I was to stay until the prescribed time elapsed when I should be allowed by law to sell the place: he was willing to remain with me until his offer to the Swiss Government had been either accepted or rejected.

I had begun to like Smith very much. We were on those terms of easy and insulting badinage which marks the frontier between acquaintances and friends.

Now as I entered the house I turned on the threshold and glanced back to see what Smith was doing. His hat was off; the Alpine breeze was ruffling his crisp, blond hair. He sat at ease beside the fountain, a fresh cigar balanced between his fingers, a cork-screw in the other hand. Beside him on the grass stood a row of bottles of light Moselle. He had investigated the cellar. And as I watched what appeared to me a perfectly characteristic type of American from Manhattan Island, his voice came across the grass to me, lifted in careless song: — 

— My girls a corker,

Shes a New Yorker,

She plays the races,

Knows the sporty places

Uptown, downtown,

Always wears a nifty gown. — 



Yes, said I to myself, youre a Norwegian — aye don tank! which is good Norwegian for I dont think.

And I smiled subtly upon Smith as he drew the first cork from the first bottle of that liquid sunshine called Château Varenn, and with which one may spend a long and intimate afternoon without fear of consequences.

As I entered the house his careless song came to me on the summer wind:

My girls a corker,

Shes a New Yorker — —



Such a saga, said I to myself, could be sung only by that sort of Viking. Now why the deuce is that young man in Switzerland?

But it didnt matter to me, so I continued along the wide hallway toward the kitchen in the rear.


III. IN THE CELLAR
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SHE WAS PEELING potatoes in the kitchen when I entered; — she did it as daintily, as leisurely as though she were a young princess preparing pomegranates — But this sort of simile wouldnt do and I promptly pulled myself together, frowning.

Hearing me she looked up with a rather sweet confused little smile as though aroused from thoughts intimate but remote. Doubtless she was thinking of some peasant suitor somewhere — some strapping, yodling, ham-fisted, bull-necked mountaineer —— 

I have come to confer with you on business, said I, forestalling with a courteous gesture any intention she might have had to arise out of deference to my presence. I admit I observed no such intention. On the contrary she remained undisturbed, continuing leisurely her culinary occupation, and regarding me with that engaging little half-smile which seemed to be a permanent part of her expression — I pulled myself together.

My child, said I pleasantly, what is your name?

Thusis, she replied.

Thusis? Quite unusual, — hum-hum — quite exotic. And then — hum-hum! — what is the remainder of your name, Thusis?

There isnt any more, Monsieur.

Only Thusis?

Only Thusis.

Youre — hum-hum! — very young, arent you, Thusis?

Yes, I am.

You cook very well.

Thank you.

Well, Thusis, I said, I suppose when Mr. Schmitz engaged you to come up here, he told you what are the conditions and what vexatious problems confront me.

Yes, he did tell me.

Very well; that saves explanations. It is evident, of course, that if I am expected to board and feed any riff-raff tourist who comes to Schwindlewald I must engage more servants.

Oh, yes, youll have to.

Well, where the deuce am I to find them? Havent you any friends who would perhaps like to work here?

I have a sister, she said.

Can you get her to come?

Yes.

Thats fine. She can do the rooms. Could you get another girl to wait on table?

I have a friend who is a very good cook — —

Youre good enough! — —

Oh, no! she demurred, with her enchanting smile, but my friend, Josephine Vannis, is an excellent cook. Besides I had rather wait on table — with Monsieurs permission.

I said regretfully, remembering the omelette, Very well, Thusis. Now I also need a farmer.

I know a young man. His name is Raoul Despres.

Fine! And I want to buy some cows and goats and chickens — —

Raoul will cheerfully purchase what stock Monsieur requires.

Thusis, you are quite wonderful.

Thank you, she said, lifting her dark-fringed gray eyes, the odd little half-smile in the curling corners of her lips. It was extraordinary how the girl made me think of my photograph upstairs.

What is your sisters name? I inquired — hoping I was not consciously making conversation as an excuse to linger in my cooks kitchen.

Her name is Clelia.

Clelia? Thusis? Very unusual names — hum-hum! — and nothing else — no family name. Well — well!

Oh, there was a family name of sorts. It doesnt matter; we never use it. And she laughed.

It was not what she said — not the sudden charm of her fresh young laughter that surprised me; it was her effortless slipping from French into English — and English more perfect than one expects from even the philologetically versatile Swiss.

Are you? I asked curiously.

What, Mr. ORyan?

Swiss?

Thusis laughed and considered me out of her dark-fringed eyes.

We are Venetians — very far back. In those remote days, I believe, my family had many servants. That, perhaps, is why my sister and I make such good ones — if I may venture to say so. You see we know by inheritance what a good servant ought to be.

The subtle charm of this young girl began to trouble me; her soft, white symmetry, the indolent and youthful grace of her, and the disturbing resemblance between her and my photograph all were making me vaguely uneasy.

Thusis, I said, you understand of course that if I am short of servants youll have to pitch in and help the others.

Of course, she replied simply.

What do you know how to do?

I understand horses and cattle.

Can you milk?

Yes. I can also make butter and cheese, pitch hay, cultivate the garden, preserve vegetables, wash, iron, do plain and fancy sewing — —

I suppose the expression of my face checked her. We both laughed.

Doubtless, I said, you also play the piano and sing.

Yes, I — believe so.

You speak French, German, English — and what else?

Italian, she admitted.

In other words you have not only an education but several accomplishments.

Yes. But in adversity one must work at whatever offers. Necessitas non habet legem, she added demurely. That was too much for my curiosity.

Who are you, Thusis? I exclaimed.

Your maid-of-all-work, she said gravely — a reproof that made me redden in the realization of my own inquisitiveness. And I resolved never again to pry into her affairs which were none of my bally business as long as she made a good servant.

Im sorry, said I. Ill respect your privacy hereafter. So get your sister and the other girl and the man you say is a good farmer — —

I told them in Berne that youd need them. They ought to arrive this evening.

Thusis, I said warmly, youre a wonder. Go ahead and run my establishment if you are willing. You know how things are done in this country. You also know that I dont care a rap about this place and that Im only here marking time until the Swiss Government permits me to sell out and get out.

Do you wish to leave the entire responsibility of this place to me, Mr. ORyan?

You bet I do! How about it, Thusis? Will you run this joint and look out for any stray tourists and keep the accounts and wait on table? And play the piano between times, and sing, and converse in four languages — —

We both were laughing now. I asked her to name her monthly compensation and she mentioned such a modest salary that I was ashamed to offer it. But she refused more, explaining that the Swiss law regulated such things.

So that subject being settled and her potatoes pared and set to soak, she picked up a youthful onion with the careless grace of a queen selecting a favorite pearl.

I hope you will like my soup to-night, said this paragon of servants.

I was for a moment conscious of a naïve desire to sit there in the kitchen and converse with her — perhaps even read aloud to her to relieve the tedium of her routine. Then waking up to the fact that I had no further business in that kitchen, I arose and got myself out.

Smith, lolling in his chair by the fountain with half a dozen empty Moselle bottles in a row on the grass beside his chair, was finishing another Norse Saga as I approached:

— The farmer then to that young man did say:

O treat my daughter kindly,

Dont you do her any harm,

And I will leave you in my will

My house and barn and farm; — 

My hay in mows,

My pigs and cows,

My wood-lot on the hill,

And all the little chick-uns in the ga-arden!



The city guy he laffed to scorn

What that old man did say:

Before I bump you on the bean

Go chase yourself away.

Beat it! you bum blackmailing yap!

I never kissed your daughters map

Nor thought of getting gay!

Im here on my vacation

And I aint done any harm,

I do not want your daughter, Bill,

Nor house and barn and farm,

Nor hay in mows

Nor pigs and cows

Nor wood-lot on the hill.

Nor all them little chick-uns in the ga-arden!



Them crool words no sooner said

Than Jessie fetched a sob:

Ill shoot you up unless were wed!

Sez she— You prune-fed slob!

Get busy with the parson — —



Here Smith caught sight of me and ceased his saga.

Yes, I said, youre a Norwegian all right. Three cheers for King Haakon!

You speak in parables, ORyan.

You behave in parabolics. I dont care. I like you. I shall call you Shan.

Your companionship also is very agreeable to me, Michael. Sit down and have one on yourself.

We exchanged bows and I seated myself.

By the way, I remarked carelessly, her name is Thusis. And I filled my glass and took a squint at its color. Not that I knew anything about Moselle.

What else is her name? he inquired.

She declines to answer further. Thusis seems to be her limit.

I told you she was a mystery! he exclaimed with lively interest. What else did she say to you, Michael?

Her sister is coming to-night. Also a lady-friend named Josephine Vannis; and a farmer of sorts called Raoul Despres.

Take it from me, said Smith, that if truth is stranger than fiction in these days, this red-haired girl called Thusis is no more Swiss than you are!

No more of a peasant than you are a Norwegian, I nodded.

And whoinhell, he inquired, keeping his countenance, ever heard of a South American named ORyan?

Its a matter of Chilean history, old top.

Oh, yes, I know. But the essence of the affair is that an Irish family named ORyan have, for several generations, merely been visiting in Chili. Now one of ems in Switzerland as close to the big shindy as he can get without getting into it. And, the question is this: how long before he pulls a brick and starts in?

Chili is neutral — —

Ireland isnt. Sinn Fein or Fusiliers — which, Michael?

Dont talk nonsense, said I, virtuously. Im no fighter. Theres no violence in me. If I saw a fight Id walk the other way. Theres none of that kind of Irish blood in me.

No. And all your family in the army or navy. And you practically a Yankee — —

I stared at him and whistled the Chilean anthem.

Thats my reply, said I. Yours is:

My girls a corker,

Shes a New Yorker — —



What piffle you talk, you poor prune, said this typical Norwegian.

So we filled our glasses to our respective countries, and another round to that jolly flag which bears more stars and stripes than the Chilean ensign.

It being my turn to investigate the cellar I went. Down there in one of the alleys between bins and casks I saw Thusis moving with a lighted candle — a startling and charming apparition.

What she might be doing down there I could not guess, and she was so disturbingly pretty that I didnt think it best to go over and inquire. Maybe she was counting the bottles of Moselle to keep reproachful tabs on us; maybe she was after vinegar. No; I realized then for the first time that the girl was far too pretty for any man to encounter her by candle-light with impunity.

She did not see me — wouldnt have noticed me at all in the dim light had not my bunch of bottles clinked — both hands being loaded, and a couple of extra ones under each arm.

The sound startled her apparently; she turned quite white in the candle-light and stood rigid, listening, one hand pressing her breast.

It is I, Thusis, I said. Did I frighten you?

She denied it rather faintly. She was distractingly pretty in her breathless attitude of a scared child.

I ought to have said something cheerful and matter of fact, and gone out of the cellar with my cargo of bottles. Instead I went over to her and looked at her — a silly, dangerous proceeding. Thusis, I said, I would not frighten you for one million dollars!

Realizing suddenly the magnitude of the sum I mentioned I pulled myself together, conscious that I could easily make an ass of myself.

So, resolutely expelling from voice and manner any trace of sex consciousness, I said in the spirit of our best American novelists: Permit me, Thusis, to recommend a small glass of this very excellent Moselle. Sipped judiciously and in moderation the tonic qualities are considered valuable as a nourishment to the tissues and nerves.

Thank you, she said, slightly bewildered.

So I knocked off the neck of the bottle in medieval fashion — which wasted its contents because she was afraid of swallowing glass, and said so decidedly. I then noticed a row of corkscrews hanging on a beam, and she, at the same moment, discovered a tasting porringer of antique silver under one of the casks.

She picked it up naïvely and polished it with a corner of her apron. Then she looked inquiringly at me.

So I drew the cork and filled her porringer.

It is delicious Moselle, she said. Is it Château Varenn?

It is. How did you guess?

I once tasted some.

Another of your accomplishments, said I, laughing. She laughed too, but blushed a little at her expert knowledge of Moselle.

I have rather a keen sense of taste and a good memory, she explained lightly; and she sipped her Moselle looking at me over the rim of the silver porringer — a perilous proceeding for me.

Thusis, said I.

Yes, Monsieur ORyan.

Did you ever, by chance, see that photograph they sell all over Europe called The Laughing Girl?

Her dark-fringed eyes regarded me steadily over the cups silver edge:

Yes, she said, Ive seen it.

Do you think that b-b-beautiful c-creature resembles you?

Do you? she inquired coolly, and lowered the cup. There ensued a little silence during which I became vaguely aware of my danger. I kept repeating to myself: Try to recollect that your grandfather was an Admiral.

After a moment she smiled: Thank you for the tonic, Monsieur. I feel better; but I am afraid it was a presumption for me to drink in your presence.... And no cup to offer you.

Ill use yours, said I, taking it. She was still smiling. I began to feel that I ought to pull myself together and invoke the Admiral more earnestly. But when I remembered him he bored me. And yet, could it be possible that an ORyan was drinking Moselle in his own cellar with his cook? In no extravagance of nightmare had I ever evoked such a cataclysmic scene. I have dreamed awful dreams in the course of my life: — such grotesqueries as, for example, finding myself on Fifth Avenue clothed only in a too brief undershirt. I have dreamed that I was wedded to a large Ethiopian who persisted in embracing me passionately in public. Other horrors I have dreamed after dining incautiously, but never, never, had I dreamed of reveling in cellars with my own cook!

A slight perspiration bedewed my brow; — I said in a strained and tenor voice not my own, but over-modulated and quite sexless: Thusis, I am gratified that the slight medicinal tonic of which you have partaken in moderation has restored you to your normal condition of mental and bodily vigor. I trust that the natural alarm you experienced at encountering me in the dark, has now sufficiently subsided to enable you to return to your culinary duties. Allow me to suggest an omelette for luncheon.... I thank you.

The girls bewildered eyes rested on me so sweetly, so inquiringly, that I knew I must pull myself together at once or never. But when I evoked the image of that damned Admiral he was grinning.

Thusis, I said hoarsely, you do look like that girl in my photograph. I — I cant help it — b-but you do!

At that her perplexed expression altered swiftly and that bewitching smile flashed in her gray eyes.

Good heavens, I exclaimed, you look more like her than ever when you smile! Dont you know you do?

Instantly the hidden laughter lurking in the curled corners of her mouth rippled prettily into music.

Oh, Lord, I said, you are The Laughing Girl or her twin sister!

And you, she laughed, are so much funnier than you realize, — so delightfully young to be so in earnest! You consider the world a very, very serious place of residence, — dont you, Mr. ORyan? And life a most sober affair. And I am afraid that you also consider yourself quite the most ponderous proposition upon this tottering old planet. Dont you?

Horrified at her levity I tried to grasp the amazing fact that my cook was poking fun at me. I could not compass the idea. All I seemed to realize was that I stood in my cellar confronting a slender laughing stranger by candle-light — an amazingly pretty girl who threatened most utterly to bewitch me.

Im sorry! — are you offended? she asked, still laughing, and her dark-fringed eyes very brilliant with mischief.— Are you very angry at me, Mr. ORyan?

Why do you think so? I asked, wincing at her mirth.

Because I suppose I know what you are thinking.

What am I thinking?

Youre very, very angry with me and with yourself. You are saying to yourself in pained amazement that you have no business in a cellar exchanging persiflage with a presumptuous servant! You are chagrined, mortified! You are astonished at yourself — astounded that the solemn, dignified, distinguished Cabalero Don Michael ORyan y Santiago de Chile y Manhattanos — —

I turned red with surprise and wrath — and then slightly dizzy with the delicious effrontery of her beauty which daring had suddenly made dazzling in the candle-light.

For a minute my brain resembled a pin-wheel; then I pulled myself together, but not with the aid of the Admiral. No! The Admiral made me sick. In my sudden rush of exhilaration I derided him.

Thusis, said I, when I recovered power of speech, theres just one thing to do with you, and that is to kiss you for your impudence.

Your own cook! Oh, shocking! Oh, Señor! Oh Don Michael — —

— And Im going to do it! — — said I solemnly.

Remember the seriousness of life! she warned me, retreating a step or two as I set all my bottles upon the ground. Remember the life-long degradation entailed by such an undignified proceeding, Don Michael.

That was too much. She saw trouble coming, turned to escape what she had unloosed: and I caught her near the cellar stairs.

Then, under the lifted candle, I saw her face pale a little, change, then a flush stain the white skin to her throat.

Dont do that, she said, still smiling, but in a quiet and very different voice. I invited it by my silly attitude; — I know it perfectly well. But you wont do it — will you, Mr. ORyan?

You deserve it, Thusis.

I know I do. But dont.

My arms slipped from her. I released her. She was still smiling faintly.

Thank you, she said. Im sorry I offered you provocation. I dont know why you seem to tempt me to — to laugh at you a little — not unkindly. But you are so very young to be so solemn — —

I tell you I will kiss you if you repeat that remark again!

It was on the tip of her tongue to retort that I dared not: I saw defiance in her brilliant eyes. Something in mine, perhaps, made her prudent; for she suddenly slipped past me and fled up the stairs.

Half way up she turned and looked back. There was an odd silence for a full minute. Then she lifted the candle in mocking salute:

I defy you, she said, to tell Mr. Smith what youve been about down here in the cellar with your cook! I said nothing. She mounted the stairs, her head turned toward me, watching me. And, on the top step:

Try always to remember, she called back softly, that the world is a very, very solemn and serious planet for a ponderous young man to live in!

I dont remember how long after that it was before I picked up my bottles and went out to the fountain where Smith sat awaiting me. I dont know what he saw in my face to arouse his suspicion.

Youve been in the kitchen again! he exclaimed.

I placed the bottles on the grass without noticing the accusation.

What was it this time — business as usual? he inquired sarcastically.

I have not been in the kitchen, said I, although I did transact a little business with my cook. I did not add:— business of making an outrageous ass of myself.

As I drew the first cork I was conscious of Smiths silent and offensive scrutiny. And very gradually my ears revealed my burning guilt under his delighted gaze.

Calm, but exasperated, I lifted my brimming glass and bowed politely to Smith.

Go to the devil, said I.

A rendezvous, said he.

And we drank that friendly toast together.


IV. MODUS VIVENDI
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SMITHS LUGGAGE AND mine, and my other effects — trunks, boxes, and crates — arrived very early the next morning: and several large, sweating Swiss staggered up the stairs with the impedimenta until both they and their job were finished.

When I left New York, not knowing how long this business of my ridiculous inheritance might detain me in Switzerland, I packed several trunks with clothing and several crates with those familiar and useful — or useless — objets-dart which for many years had formed a harmless and agreeable background for my more or less blameless domestic career in New York.

Rugs, curtains, furniture, sofa-pillows, books, a clock mantel set, framed and unframed pictures and photographs including the ORyan coat-of-arms — all this was the sort of bachelor stuff that Smith and I disinterred from the depths of trunks, crates, and boxes, and lugged about from corner to corner trying effects and combinations.

Before we had concluded our task I think he had no opinion at all of me as an interior decorator. Which revealed considerable insight on his part. And although I explained to him that interior decorators became so fed up on gorgeous and sumptuous effects that they themselves preferred to live amid simpler surroundings reminiscent of the Five and Ten Cent Store, he remained unconvinced.

Its like a lady-clerk in a candy shop, I insisted. She never eats the stuff she sells. Its the same with me. I am surfeited with magnificence. I crave the humble what-not. I long for the Victorian. I need it.

He gazed in horror at a framed picture of my grandfather the Admiral.

Oh God, he said, what are we to do with this old bird?

Intensely annoyed I took it from him and hung it over my mantel. It wasnt a Van Dyck, I admit, but it demanded no mental effort on my part. One can live in peace with such pictures.

Some day, Smith, said I, youll understand that the constant contemplation of true Art is exhausting. A man cant sleep in a room full of Rubens. When I put on my dressing gown and slippers and light a cigarette what I want is relaxation, not Raphael. And these things that I own permit me to relax. Why, I added earnestly, they might as well not be there at all so little do they distract my attention. Thats the part of art suitable for domestic purposes, — something that you never look at, or, if you do, you dont want to look at it again.

He said: I couldnt sleep here. I couldnt get away from that old bird over the mantel. However, its your room.

It is.

Doubtless you like it.

Doubtless.

On me, he remarked, it has the effect of a Jazz band. And he went into his own apartment. For half an hour or so I fussed and pottered about, nailing up bunches of photographs fanwise on the walls, arranging knickknacks, placing brackets for curtain-poles and shoving the poles through the brass rings supporting the curtains. They had once belonged to the Admiral. They were green and blue with yellow birds on them.

After I finished draping them, I discovered that I had hung one pair upside down. But the effect was not so bad. In domestic art one doesnt want everything exactly balanced. Reiteration is exasperating; repetition aggravating to the nerves. A chef-doeuvre is a priceless anæsthetic: duplicated it loses one hundred per cent of its soporific value. I was glad I had hung one pair of curtains upside down. I went into Smiths room. He was shaving and I had him at my mercy.

The principal element of art, said I to Smith, is beauty — or rather, perhaps, the principal element of beauty is art — I am not very clear at this moment which it is. But I do know that beauty is never noisy. Calm and serenity reign where there is no chattering repetition of effects. Therefore, as an interior decorator, I always take liberties with the stereotyped rules of decoration. I jumble periods. I introduce bold innovations. For example: Old blue plates, tea-pots and sugar-bowls I do not relegate to the pantry or the china-closet where they belong. No. I place them upon a Louis XV commode or a Victorian cabinet, or on a mantel. A clock calms the irritating monotony of a side-board. A book-case in the bath-room produces a surprisingly calm effect amid towels and tooth-mugs. A piano in the dining room gives tone ... if played. And so, in my profession, Smith, I am always searching for the calm harmony of the inharmonious, the unity of the unconventional, and the silence of the inexplicable. And, if I may venture to say so, I usually attain it. This is not a business card.

And having sufficiently punished Smith, I returned to my own room.

Lovingly, and with that unerring knowledge born of instinct, I worked away quite happily all the morning decorating my room, and keeping one eye on Smith to see that he didnt drift toward the kitchen. He betrayed a tendency that way once or twice but desisted. I think he was afraid I might decorate his room in his absence. He need not have worried: I wanted all my things in my own room.

While I was busy hanging some red and pink curtains in my dressing-room and tacking a yellowish carpet to the floor — a definitely advanced scheme of color originating with me — I heard voices in the rear court and, going to the window, beheld my consignment of brand new servants arriving from Berne by diligence.

Smith, who had come up beside me to peer out through the blinds, uttered an exclamation.

That girl in Swiss peasant dress! — she looks like the twin sister to your cook!

She is her sister. But she isnt nearly as pretty.

Shes infinitely prettier! he asserted excitedly. Shes a real beauty! — for a peasant.

I corrected him in my most forbearing manner: What you are trying to convey to me, said I, kindly, is that the girl is flamboyantly picturesque, but scarcely to be compared to Thusis for unusual or genuine beauty. Thats what you really mean, Smith; but you lack vocabulary.

Whatever I lack, he retorted warmly, I mean exactly what I said! For a peasant, that girl is beautiful to an emphatic degree, — far more so than her sister Thusis. Be kind enough to get that.

I smiled patiently and pointed out to him that the hair of the newcomer was merely light golden, not that magnificent Venetian gold-red of Thusis hair; and that her eyes were that rather commonplace violet hue so much admired by cheap novelists. I dont know why he should have become so animated about what I was striving to explain to him: he said with unnecessary heat: Thats what Im trying to drive into your Irish head! That girl is beautiful, and her red-headed sister is merely good-looking. Is my vocabulary plain?

I began to lose my temper: Smith, said I, you fell for Thusis before I noticed her at all — —

I merely called your attention to the resemblance between her and your photograph of The Laughing Girl. And I did not fall for her — as you put it with truly American elegance — —

Confound it! I exclaimed, what do you mean by American elegance? Dont hand me that, Smith — you and your My girls a corker! Of the two of us youd be picked for a Yankee before Id be. And I have my own ideas on that subject, too — you and your Sagas about — 

She plays the races — —



In my travels, he said, looking me straight in the eye, it has happened that I have picked up a few foreign folk-songs. You understand me, of course.

Yes, I replied amiably. I think I get you, Smith. Whatever you say goes; and youre a Viking as far as Im concerned.

The slightest shadow of a grin lurked on his lips. Good old Michael, he said, patting me on the shoulder. And, reconciled, we looked out of the window again in brotherly accord. Just in time to see the golden-haired sister of Thusis rise and jump lightly from the wagon to the grass.

Did you see that! he demanded excitedly. Did you ever see such grace in a human being? Did you, Michael?

What was the use? I saw nothing supernaturally extraordinary in that girl or in her flying leap. Of course she was attractive in her trim, supple, dainty, soubrette-like way. But as for comparing her to Thusis! —— 

Her names Clelia, I remarked, avoiding further discussion. Shes to do the rooms; Thusis waits on table and runs our establishment; and that other girl down there — her name is Josephine Vannis, I believe — she is to cook for us. You know, I added, she also is very handsome in her own way....

He nodded without interest. She seemed to be of the Juno type, tall, dark-haired, with velvet eyes and intensely white skin, — too overwhelmingly classical to awaken my artistic enthusiasm. In fact she rather scared me.

And to think that six-foot goddess is my new cook, said I, rather awed. I took another intent survey of the big, healthy, vigorous, handsome girl; and I determined to keep out of her kitchen and avoid all culinary criticism.

Shed not hesitate to hand us a few with a rolling-pin, I remarked. Juno was celebrated for her quick temper, Shan, so dont find fault with your victuals.

No, he said very earnestly, I wont.

My new gardener was now carrying in the assorted luggage, — bundles and boxes of sorts done up in true peasant fashion with cords.

He seemed to be a sturdy, bright, good-looking young fellow with keen black eyes and a lively cock-sure manner.

Hell raise jealousies below stairs, remarked Smith. That young fellow is the beau ideal of all peasant girls. Hell be likely to raise the deuce below stairs with Thusis and Juno.

Somehow or other the idea of such rustic gallantry did not entirely please me. Nor did Smiths reference to Thusis and his cool exclusion of Clelia.

I dont believe Thusis would care for his type, said I carelessly. And if he gets too — too — — I hesitated, not exactly knowing what I had meant to say.

Sure, nodded Smith; fire him if he bothers Clelia.

I dimly realized then that I didnt care whether he cut up with Clelia or not. In fact, I almost hoped he would.

A little later when I was in my room, alone, and agreeably busy, there sounded a low and very discreet knocking at my door. Instantly my pulse, for some unexplained reason, became loud and irregular.

Come in, said I, laying aside my work — some verses I had been composing — trifles — trifles.

Thusis came in.

As the hostile Trojans rose unanimously to their feet when Helen entered — rose in spite of their disapproval — so I got up instinctively and placed a chair for her. She merely dropped me a curtsy and remained standing.

Please be seated, said I, looking at her with uneasy suspicion.

Monsieur ORyan forgets himself, she protested in the softest and most winningly demure of voices. But I saw the very devil laughing at me out of her gray eyes.

I dont know why a man should receive his servants standing, said I. Sit down, I added coldly, seating myself.

Pardon, but I could not venture to seat myself in Monsieurs presence — —

Perfectly conscious of the subtle mockery in her voice and manner, I told her sharply to be seated and explain her errand. She curtsied again — a most devilishly impudent little curtsey — and seated herself with the air of a saint on the loose.

My thisther Clelia, and my friend Jothephine Vannith, and Raoul Dethpreth requetht the honor of rethpectfully prethenting themthelves to Monsieurs graciouth conthideration, she said with an intentional lisp that enraged me.

Very well, I replied briefly. You may go back and get rid of your lisp, and then explain to them that you are to be waitress and general housekeeper here, and that they are to take their orders from me through you.

Yes, Monsieur.

I dont think she relished my dry bluntness for I saw a slight color gather in her cheeks.

I thought to myself that Id come very close to spoiling the girl by my silliness in the cellar. Id made a fool of myself, but Id do it no more in spite of her heavenly resemblance to my photograph.

That will be all at present, Thusis, I said coldly. Come back in half an hour for orders. And see that you wear a clean apron.

Her lovely face was quite red as she passed out, forgetting to curtsey. As for my own emotions they were mixed.

One thing was certain; there was going to be a show-down between Thusis and me before very long.

If she were indeed the peasant girl she pretended to be, shed recover her balance when I did, and learn her proper place. If she were, perhaps, a child of the bourgeoisie — some educated and superior young girl compelled to take service through family misfortune — and I now entertained no further doubt that this was really the case — she had nobody but herself to blame for my present attitude.

But! — but if, by any inexplicable chance, her social circumstances were, or had once been, even better than bourgeoise, then the girl was a political agent in masquerade. But, whoever she was, she had no business to presume on her wit and insolent beauty to amuse herself at my expense. And if she had really been sent by the Swiss police into my household to keep an eye on me she was going about it in a silly and stupid manner.

For such surveillance I didnt care a pewter penny. Spies had lagged after me ever since I entered Switzerland. It was rather amusing than otherwise.

But, as far as Thusis was concerned, I now decided that, no matter what she was or had been, she had voluntarily become my servant; and I intended that she should not again forget that fact.

As I sat there at my desk, grimly planning discipline for Thusis, I chanced to look up at the photograph of The Laughing Girl; and stern thoughts melted like frost at sunrise.

How amazingly, how disturbingly the lovely pictured features reminded me of Thusis!

The resemblance, of course, must be pure accident, but what an astonishing coincidence!

Musing there at my desk, possessed by dreamy and pleasing thoughts, I gradually succumbed to the spell which my treasured photograph invariably wove for me.

And I unlocked my desk and took out my verses.

They had been entitled To Thusis. This I had scratched out and under the canceled dedication I had written: To a Photograph.

I had quite forgotten that I had told Thusis to report for orders in half an hour: I was deeply, sentimentally absorbed in my poem. Then there came a low knocking; and at the mere prospect of again encountering my exceedingly impudent housekeeper I experienced a little shock of emotion which started my heart thumping about in a most silly and exasperating manner.

Come in! I said angrily.

She entered. I kept my seat with an effort.

Well, said I in an impatient voice, what is it now?

Thusis looked at me intently for a moment, then the little devils that hid in her gray eyes suddenly laughed at me, totally discrediting the girls respectful and almost serious face with its red mouth slightly drooping.

Monsieur has orders for the household? she inquired in her sweet, grave voice of a child.

That floored me. I had spoken about giving my orders through her. I didnt know what orders to give.

Certainly, said I,— hum-hum! Let me see. — Let — me — see, I repeated. Yes — certainly — the orders must be given — hum-hum! — —

But what the devil I was to order I hadnt the vaguest idea.

Well have luncheon at one, I said, desperately. She made no observation. I grew redder.

Well dine, too, I added. Her gray eyes mocked me but her mouth drooped respectfully.

For further orders, said I, c-come b-back in half an hour. No, dont do that! Wait a moment. I — I really dont know what sort of an establishment I have here. Hadnt I better make a tour of inspection?

Monsieur will please himself.

I think Id better inspect things.

What things, Monsieur?

The — the linen press — er — the batterie-de-cuisine — all that sort of thing. Do you think Id better do it, Thusis?

Would Monsieur know any more about them if he inspects these things? she inquired so guilelessly, so smilingly, that I surrendered then and there.

Thusis, I said, I dont know anything about such matters. They bore me. Be a nice child and give what orders are necessary. Will you?

If Monsieur wishes.

I do wish it. Please — take full charge and run this ranch for me and bring me the bills. You see I trust you, Thusis, although you have not been very respectful to me.

I am sorry, Monsieur, she said with a tragic droop of her lovely mouth. But her eyes belied her.

Thusis?

Monsieur?

I wont ask you who you are — —

Merci, Msieu.

Dont interrupt me. What I am going to ask you, is, why do you continually and secretly make fun of me — —

Msieu!

You do!

I, Msieu?

Yes, you, Thusis. Always there is a hint of mockery in your smile, — always the hidden amusement as though, in me, you find something ridiculous — —

Please! — —

 — Something secretly and delightfully absurd — —

But you know you are funny, she said, looking a trifle scared at her own temerity.

What! I demanded angrily.

Please be just, Mr. ORyan. I minded my own business until you tempted me.

That was perfectly true but I denied it.

You know, she said, when a man finds a girl attractive the girl always knows it, even when shes a servant.... And certain circumstances made it much more amusing than you realize.... I mean to be respectful. I am your servant.... But you know very well that it is funny.

What is funny?

The circumstances. You found me attractive. It mortified you. And the way you took it was intensely amusing to me.

Why?

Because you are you; and I am I. Because the fact that you found your cook attractive horrified you. That was intensely funny to me. And when, waiving the degradation, you actually attempted to kiss your own cook — —

Laughter burst from her lips in a silvery shower of rippling notes which enchanted and infuriated me at the same time.

I waited, very red, to control my voice; then I got up and set a chair for her. And she dropped onto it without protest.

What are you doing in my household? I asked drily.

At that her laughter ceased and she gave me a straight sweet look.

Dont you really know?

Of course not. Youre an agent of some sort. Thats evident. Are you here to watch me?

Dear Mr. ORyan, she said lightly, have I been at any pains to deceive you? Im not really a servant; you learned that very easily. And I let you learn it— She laughed:— and it was a very pretty compliment I paid you when I let you learn it.

I dont understand you, I said.

Its very simple. My name really is Thusis; I wish to remain in your employment. So do my friends. We will prove good servants. You shall be most comfortable, — you and your amusing friend, Mr. Smith — the Norwegian.

I smiled in spite of my suspicion and perplexity, and Thusis smiled too, such a gay little confidential smile that I could not resist the occult offer of confidence that it very plainly implied.

You are not here to keep tabs on me? I demanded.

You very nice young man, of course not!

Do you really think Im nice, Thusis?

I think youre adorable!

The rush of emotion to the head made me red and dizzy. I had never been talked to that way by a young girl. I didnt know it was done.

And another curious thing about this perfectly gay and unembarrassed eulogy of hers, she said it as frankly and spontaneously as she might have spoken to another girl or to an attractive child: there was absolutely no sex consciousness about her.

Are you going to let us remain and be your very faithful and diligent servants? she asked, mischievously amused at the shock she had administered.

Thusis, I said, its going to be rather difficult for me to treat you as a servant. And if your friends are of the same quality — —

Its perfectly easy, she insisted. If we presume, correct us. If we are slack, punish us. Be masculine and exacting; be bad tempered about your food— She laughed delightfully— Raise the devil with us if we misbehave.

I didnt believe I could do that and said so; and she turned on me that bewildering smile and sat looking at me very intently, with her white hands clasped in her lap.

You dont think were a band of robbers conspiring to chloroform you and Mr. Smith some night and make off with your effects? she inquired.

We both laughed.

Youre very much puzzled, arent you, Mr. ORyan, she continued.

I am, indeed.

But youre so nice — so straight and clean yourself — that youd give me the benefit of any doubt, wouldnt you?

Yes.

Thats because youre a sportsman. Thats because you play all games squarely. Her face became serious; her gray eyes met mine and seemed to look far into them.

Your country is neutral, isnt it? she said.

Yes.

You are not.

I have my ideas.

And ideals, she added.

Yes, I have them still, Thusis.

So have I, she said. I am trying to live up to them. If you will let me.

Ill even help you — —

No! Just let me alone. That is all I ask of you. Her youthful face grew graver. But that is quite enough to ask of you. Because by letting me alone you are incurring danger to yourself.

Why do you tell me?

Because I wish to be honest with you. If you retain me as your servant and accept me and my friends as such, — even if you live here quietly and blamelessly, obeying the local and Federal laws and making no inquiries concerning me or my three friends, — yet, nevertheless, you may find yourself in very serious trouble before many days.

Political trouble?

All kinds of trouble, Mr. ORyan.

There was a silence; she sat there with slender fingers tightly interlocked as though under some sort of nervous tension, but the faint hint of a smile in the corners of her mouth — which seemed to be part of her natural expression — remained.

She said: And more than that: if you let us remain as your servants, we shall trust to you and to Mr. Smith that neither one of you by look or word or gesture would ever convey to anybody the slightest hint that I and my friends are not exactly what we appear to be — your household servants.

Thusis, said I, what the deuce are you up to?

What am I up to? She laughed outright:— Let me see! First— counting on her fingers, I am trying to find a way to live up to my ideals; second, I am going to try to bring happiness to many, many people; third, I am prepared to sacrifice myself, my friends, my nearest and dearest. ... She lifted her clear eyes: I am quite ready to sacrifice you, too, she said.

I smiled: That would cost you very little, I said.

There was another short silence. The girl looked at me with a curious intentness as though mentally appraising me — trying to establish in her mind any value I might represent to her — if any.

Its like an innocent bystander being hit by a bullet in a revolution, she murmured: its a pity: but it is unavoidable, sometimes.

I represent this theoretical and innocent bystander?

Im afraid you do, Mr. ORyan; the chances are that youll get hurt.

A perfectly inexplicable but agreeable tingling sensation began to invade me, amounting almost to exhilaration. Was it the Irish in me, subtly stirred, by the chance of a riot? Was it a possible opportunity to heave a brick, impartially and with Milesian enthusiasm?

Thusis, said I, there is only one question I must ask you to answer.

I know what it is.

What?

You are going to remind me that, to-day, the whole world is divided into two parts; that the greatest war of all times is being waged between the forces of light and of darkness. And you are going to ask me where I stand.

I am.

The girl rose; so did I. Then she stepped forward, took my right hand and rested her other upon it.

I stand for light, for the worlds freedom, for the liberties of the weaker, for the self-determination of all peoples. I stand for their right to the pursuit of happiness. I stand for the downfall of all tyranny — the tyranny of the mob as well as the tyranny of all autocrats. That is where I stand, Mr. ORyan.... Where do you stand?

Beside you.

She dropped my hand with an excited little laugh:

I was certain of that. In Berne I learned all about you. I took no chances in coming here. I took none in being frank with you. She began to laugh again, mischievously: Perhaps I took chances in being impertinent to you. There is a dreadful and common vein of frivolity in me. Im a little reckless, too. I adore absurd situations, and the circumstances — when you unwillingly discovered that I was attractive — appealed to me irresistibly. And I am afraid I was silly enough — common enough — malicious enough to thoroughly enjoy it.... But, she added naïvely, you gave me rather a good scare when you threatened to kiss me.

Im glad of that, said I with satisfaction.

Of course, she remarked, that would have been the climax of absurdity.

Would it?

Certainly.

Why?

Fancy such a nice young man kissing his cook in the cellar.

That isnt what you meant.

Isnt it? she asked airily.

No.

What did I mean then, Mr. ORyan?

I dont know, said I thoughtfully.

She gave me one of her smiling but searching looks, in which there seemed a hint of apprehension. Then, apparently satisfied by her scrutiny, she favored me with a bewitching smile in which I thought to detect a slight trace of relief.

You will keep me, then? she asked.

Yes.

Thank you!

She stretched out her beautiful hand impulsively: I took it.

Thanks — and good-by, she said a trifle gravely, Then, with a shadow of the smile still lingering: Good-by: because, from now on, it is to be master and servant. We must both remember that.

I was silent.

You will remember, wont you? she said — the laughter flashed in her eyes:— especially if we ever happen to be in the cellar together?

I said, forcing a smile and my voice not quite steady: Suppose we finish that scene, now, Thusis?

Good heavens! she said:— and the Admiral watching us! She drew her hand from mine and pointed at the picture over my mantel.

Im afraid of that man, she said. The cellar is less terrifying — —

Thusis!

But she laughed and slipped through the door. Good-by, Don Michael! she called back softly from the stairs.

I walked back slowly to the center of my room and for a long time I stood there quite motionless, staring fixedly at the Admiral.


V. AN ODD SONG
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THERES ONE THING certain, thought I; my household personnel is altogether too pulchritudinous for a man like Smith, and it begins to worry me.

Considerably disturbed in my mind I reconnoitered Smiths rooms, and found him, as I suspected, loitering there on pretense of re-arranging the contents of his bureau-drawers.

Now Smith had no legitimate business there; it was Clelias hour to do his rooms. But, as I say, I already had noticed his artless way of hanging about at that hour, and several times during the last two weeks I had encountered him conversing with the girl while she, her blonde hair bound up in a beguiling dust-cap, and otherwise undeniably fetching, leaned at ease on her broom and appeared quite willing to be cornered and conversed with.

My advent always galvanized this situation; Clelia instantly became busy with her broom and duster, and Smith usually pretended he had been inquiring of Clelia where I might be found.

He attempted the same dishonesty now, and, with every symptom of delight, cordially hailed me and inquired where Id been keeping myself since breakfast.

Ive been out doors, said I coldly, where I hoped — if I did not really expect — to find you.

This sarcasm put a slight crimp in his assurance, and he accompanied me out with docile alacrity, which touched me.

Its too good a household to spoil, said I. A little innocent gaiety — a bit of persiflage en passant — that doesnt interfere with discipline. But this loitering about the vicinity of little Clelias too brief skirts is almost becoming a habit with you.

Shes a nice girl, returned Smith, vaguely.

Surely. And youre a very nice young man; but you know as well as I do that we cant arrange our social life to include the circle below stairs.

You mean, in the event of travelers arriving, they might misconstrue such a democracy?

Certainly, theyd misjudge it. We couldnt explain why our cook was playing the piano in the living-room or why Clelia laid aside her dust-pan for a cup of tea with us at five, could we?

Or why Thusis and you went trout fishing together, he added pleasantly.

A violent blush possessed my countenance. So he was aware of that incident! He had gone to Zurich that day. I hadnt mentioned it.

Smith, said I, these are war times. To catch fish is to conserve food. Under no other circumstances — —

I understand, of course! Two can catch more fish than one. Which caught it?

Thusis, I admitted. Thusis happened to know where these Swiss trout hide and how to catch them. Naturally I was glad to avail myself of her knowledge.

Very interesting. You need no further instruction, I fancy.

To become proficient, said I, another lesson or two — possibly — — I paused out near the fountain to stoop over and break off a daisy. From which innocent blossom, absent-mindedly, I plucked the snowy petals one by one as I sauntered along beside Smith.

Presently he began to mutter to himself. At first I remained sublimely unconscious of what he was murmuring, then I caught the outrageous words: Elle maime — un peu — beaucoup — passablement — pas-du-tout — —

Whats that? I demanded, glaring at him. What are you gabbling about?

He seemed surprised at my warmth. I hurled the daisy from me; we turned and strode back in hostile silence toward the bottling house.

My farmer, Raoul Despres, was inside and the door stood open. We could hear the humming of the dynamo. Evidently, obeying my orders of yesterday, he had gone in to look over and report upon the condition of the plant with a view to resuming business where my recent uncle had left off.

We could see his curly black head, and athletic figure inside the low building. As he prowled hither and thither investigating the machinery he was singing blithely to himself:

Crack-brain-cripple-arm

You have done a heap of harm — 

You and yours and all your friends!

Now youll have to make amends.



Smith and I looked at each other in blank perplexity.

Thats a remarkable song, I said at last.

Very, said Smith. We halted. The dynamo droned on like a giant bee.

Raoul continued to sing as he moved around in the bottling house, and the words he sang came to us quite plainly:

Crack-brain-cripple-arm

Sacking city, town and farm!

You, your children and your friends,

All will come to rotten ends!



Smith, said I, who on earth do you suppose he means by Crack-brain-cripple-arm?

Surely, mused Smith, he could not be referring to the All-highest of Hunland.... Could he?

Impossible, said I. We went into the bottling house. And the song of Raoul ceased.

It struck me, as he turned and came toward us with his frank, quick smile and his gay and slightly jaunty bearing, that he had about him something of that nameless allure of a soldier of France.

But of course you are Swiss, I said to him with a trace of a grin twitching at my lips.

Of course, Monsieur, he replied innocently.

Certainly.... And, how about that machinery, Raoul?

It functions, Monsieur. A little rust — nothing serious. The torrent from the Bec de lEmpereur runs the dynamo; the spring flows full. Listen!

We listened. Through the purring of the dynamo the bubbling melody of the famous mineral spring was perfectly audible.

How many bottles have we? I asked.

In the unopened cases a hundred thousand. In odd lots, quart size, twenty thousand more.

Corks? Boxes?

Plenty.

Labels? Straw?

Bales, Monsieur.

And all the machinery works?

For answer he picked up a quart bottle and placed it in a porcelain cylinder. Then he threw a switch; the bottle was filled automatically, corked, labeled, sheathed in straw and deposited in a straw-lined box.

Fine! I said. When you have a few moments to spare from the farm you can fill a few dozen cases. And you, too, Smith, when time hangs heavy on your hands, it might amuse you to drop in and start bottling spring water for me — instead of rearranging your bureau drawers.

The suggestion did not seem to attract him. He said hed enjoy doing it but that he did not comprehend machinery.

I smiled at him and made up my mind that hed not spend his spare time in Clelias neighborhood.

Raoul, said I, that was an interesting song you were singing when we came in.

What song, Monsieur?

The one about Crack-brain-cripple-arm.

He gazed at me so stupidly that I hesitated.

I thought I heard you humming a song, said I.

Maybe it was the dynamo, Monsieur.

Maybe, I said gravely.

Smith and I walked out and across toward the cow-stables.

There was nothing to see there except chickens; the little brown Swiss cattle being in pasture on the Bec de lEmpereur.

If time hangs heavy with you, Smith, I ventured, why not drive the cows home and milk them in the evenings?

He told me, profanely, that he had plenty to do to amuse himself.

What, for example, did he tell you?

Write letters, he said,— for example.

To friends in dear old Norway, I suppose, said I flippantly.

To whomever I darn well please, he rejoined drily.

That, of course, precluded further playful inquiry. Baffled, I walked on beside him. But I sullenly decided to stick to him until Clelia had done the chamber-work and had safely retired to regions below stairs.

Several times he remarked hed forgotten something and ought to go to his rooms to look for the missing objects. I pretended not to hear him and he hadnt the effrontery to attempt it.

The words of Raouls song kept running in my mind.

Crack-brain-cripple-arm

You have done a heap of harm—



And I found myself humming the catchy air as I strolled over my domain with my unwilling companion.

I like that song, I remarked.

Of course you would, he said.

Why?

Because youre so bally neutral, he replied ironically.

I am neutral. All Chileans are. Im neutral because my country is.

Youre neutral as hell, he retorted with a shrug— you camouflaged Yankee.

If I werent neutral, said I, Id not be afraid of admitting it to a New York Viking.

That put him out on first. I enjoyed his silence for a while, then I said: Come on, old top, sing us some more Norse sagas about My girls a corker.

Can it! retorted that typical product of Christiania.

So with quip and retort and persiflage veiled and more or less merry, we strolled about in the beautiful early summer weather.

Why the devil dont you find Thusis and take another lesson in angling? he suggested.

Because, dear friend, Thusis hitched up our horse and went to Zurich this morning.

What? When?

Ere the earliest dicky-bird had caroled — ere Aurora had wiped nights messy cobwebs from the skies with rosy fingers.

What did she go for? — that is, what did she say she was going for?

To purchase various household necessaries. Why?

Shes a funny girl, he remarked evasively.

Yes?

Rather.

In what humorous particular do you hand it so generously to Thusis? I inquired.

Oh, you know well enough shes odd. You cant explain her. Shes no peasant, and you know it. Shes not Swiss, either. I dont know what she is. I dont know quite what shes doing here. Sometimes she reminds me of a runaway school girl: sometimes of the humorless, pep-less prude who usually figures as heroine in a best seller. And sometimes she acts like a vixen! ... I didnt tell you, he added, but I was amiable enough to try to kiss her that first evening. I dont know where you were — but you can take it from me, ORyan, I thought Id caught hold of the original vestal virgin and that my hour had come for the lions!

You beast, said I, not recollecting my own behavior in the cellar. What did she say?

She didnt say anything. She merely looked it. Ive been horribly afraid shed tell her sister, he added naïvely.

Smith, I said, laying an earnest hand on his arm, you mustnt frivol with my household. I wont stand for it. I admit that my household is an unusual one. Frankly, I have no more idea than you have that Thusis and Clelia are real servants, or why they choose to take service here with me. Probably theyre political agents. I dont care. But you and I mustnt interfere with them, first, because it disorganizes my ménage; second, because I believe theyre really nice girls.

I think so, too, he said.

Well, then, if they are, we dont want to forget it. And also we must remember that probably they are political agents of some country now engaged in this war, and it wont do for us to become involved.

How involved?

Well, suppose I took Thusis more or less seriously?

Do you?

I didnt say I did. I said suppose I do? Who is she? With all her dainty personality and undoubted marks of birth and breeding — with the irrefutable evidence of manner and speech and presence — with all these ear-marks by which both she and Clelia seem plainly labeled — who is Thusis?

I dont know, he said soberly.

Nor I. And yet it is apparent that she has taken no pains to play the part of a peasant or of a servant for our benefit. Evidently she doesnt care — for I venture to believe shes a good actress in addition to the rest of her ungodly cleverness.

But she seems to think it immaterial as to whether or not you and I wonder who she may be. Mentally, Thusis snaps her fingers at us, Smith. So does Clelia.

Clelia is gentler — more girlish and immature, he said, but she makes no bones about having been in better circumstances. Shes sweet but shes no weakling. My curiosity amuses her and she pokes a lot of fun at me.

Doesnt she tell you anything? Doesnt she give you any hint?

No, she doesnt. Shes friendly — willing to stop dusting and exchange a little innocent banter with me.... Do you know, ORyan, I never before saw such a pretty girl. Shes only eighteen. Did you know it?

No, I didnt.

And Thusis is twenty.

I thought deeply for a while, then:

Wed better keep away from them except when business requires an interview, I concluded.

Why, he pointed out in annoyance, that leaves me out entirely.

Of course. I shall not think of Thusis at all except on terms of business. Thats the safe idea, Smith, business, — strictly business. It neutralizes everything; its a wet blanket on folly; it paralyzes friskiness; it slays sentiment in its tracks. Become a business man. Engage in some useful occupation. Suppose, for example, I pay you a franc a week to feed my chickens.

Ive plenty to do, I tell you.

Then do it, old top, and steer shy of that little blue-eyed parlor maid of mine.

He made no answer. We prowled about until nearly lunch-time. But the odd thing was that I had lost my appetite. It may have happened because Id begun to worry a little about Thusis.

What the deuce had that girl been doing in Zurich all this while? She was too attractive to go about that seething city alone with market-cart and horse. Some fresh young officer — 

Smith?

He looked up, mildly surprised at my vehemence.

Where the devil do you suppose Thusis is? I asked.

In Zurich, isnt she?

Yes, but shes been gone a long time and she ought to be back.

Probably, he said, shes gallivanting with some handsome young fellow along the Lake promenade. Possibly shes lunching at the Baur-au-Lac with some fascinating lieutenant. Or maybe theyve strolled over to the Café de la Terrasse or to Rupps; or, he went on as though interested in his irritating speculations, it may be that Thusis has gone out in a motor launch with some sprightly cavalier; or she may be at the Tonhalle, or at Belvoir Park.

No doubt, said I, exasperated. You neednt speculate further.

Business over, why shouldnt Thusis kick up her pretty heels a bit? he inquired.

Because Thusis isnt that sort.

How do you know that she isnt that sort?

I didnt, and his question made me the madder.

Luncheon ought to be ready, he reminded me presently. I could actually hear the grin in his voice.

All right, said I. Im hungry. Which was a lie. Then, as we turned toward the house, Thusis drove into the yard.

Blue ribbons fluttered from her whip, from the fat horses head-stall, from his braided tail. There were bows of blue ribbon on her peasants apron, too, which danced saucily in the wind. I went over to aid her descend from the cart, but she laughed and jumped out with a flash of white stockings and blue garters.

Ive been wondering, said I, why you were so long.

Were you worried?

The demurely malicious glance she flung at me became a laugh. She turned to Smith:

Did he think somebody might kidnap his young and silly housekeeper? she inquired. Pas de chance! I am horridly wise! — she touched her forehead with the tip of one finger— and a thousand years old! — she laid one hand lightly over her heart. And turned to me. I am a thousand years of age, she repeated, smiling. Such as I are not kidnapped, Monsieur ORyan. Au contraire. I myself am far more likely to kidnap — —

She looked Smith gaily in the eye  — some agreeable young man — some day. And very slowly her gray eyes included me.

Then she tossed the reins to Raoul who had come up beside the cart:

A protean moment, she said to me, and I shall reappear as a very presentable waitress to wait upon you at luncheon.

And off went this amazing housekeeper of mine dancing lightly away across the grass with the buckles on her little peasant slippers twinkling and every blue ribbon a-flutter.

I turned and looked at Raoul. He returned my gaze with an odd smile.

Of what, said I, are you thinking?

I was thinking, he replied seriously, that the world is a very droll place, — agreeable for the gay, but hell for those born without a sense of humor.


VI. MASTER AND MAID
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I HAD BECOME tired of following Smith about and of trying to keep an eye on Clelia. The little minx was so demure that it seemed difficult to believe she deliberately offered Smith opportunities for philandering. Otherwise my household caused me no anxiety; everything went smoothly. Thusis waited on table and ran the place, Josephine Vannis cooked to perfection, Raoul had started a garden and the bottling works; and no tourists had bothered us by interrupting the régime and demanding food and shelter.

Outwardly ours was a serene and emotionless life, undisturbed by that bloody frenzy which agitated the greater surface of the globe.

Here in the sunny silence of our little valley ringed by snow peaks, the soft thunder of some far avalanche or the distant tinkle of cow-bells were the loudest interruptions that startled us from the peaceful inertia consequent upon good food and idle hours.

Outwardly as I say, calm brooded all about us. True the Zurich and Berne newspapers stirred me up, and the weekly packages of New York papers which Smith and I received caused a tense silence in our rooms whither we always retired to read them.

Smith once remarked that it was odd I never received any Chilean papers. To which I replied that it seemed queer no Norwegian newspapers came to him.

We let it rest there. As for my household I never saw Josephine Vannis at all except by accident in the early evening when I sometimes noticed her in the distance strolling with Raoul.

On Clelia, I kept an unquiet eye as I have said. Thusis I saw only on strictly business interviews. And Smith thought it strange that there was so much business to be discussed between us. But every day I felt it my duty to go over my household accounts with Thusis, checking up every item. In these daily conferences there were, of course, all sorts of matters to consider, such as the farm and dairy reports from Raoul, the bottling reports, daily sales of eggs, butter, and bottled spring-water — a cart arriving from Zurich every morning to take away these surplus items to the Grand Hotel, Baur-au-Lac, with which Thusis had made a thrifty contract.

This was a very delightful part of the day to me, — the hour devoted to business with Thusis, while Smith fumed in his room. Possibly Clelia fumed with him — I was afraid of that — and it was the only rift in the lute.

Every morning I tried to prolong that business interview with Thusis, — she looked so distractingly pretty in her peasant garb. But though her gray eyes were ever on duty and her winning smile flashed now and then across the frontier of laughter, always and almost with malice, she held me to the matter of business under discussion, discouraging all diversions I made toward other topics, refusing to accompany me on gay excursions into personalities, resisting any approach toward that little spot of unconventional ground upon which we had once stood face to face.

For since that time when, for hours afterward, my hand remained conscious of her soft, cool hands light contact — since that curious compact between us which had settled her status, and my own, here under this common roof above us, she had permitted no lighter conversation to interrupt our business conferences, no other subject to intrude. Only now and then I caught a glimpse of tiny devils dancing in her gray eyes; only at long intervals was the promise of the upcurled corners of her mouth made good by the swift, sweet laughter always hidden there.

There was no use attempting any less impersonal footing any more; Thusis simply evaded it, remaining either purposely dull and irresponsive or, gathering up her accounts, she would rise, curtsey, and back out with a gravity of features and demeanor that her mocking eyes denied.

Once, as I have said, I discovered a fishing rod in the attic, dug some worms, and started out upon conservation bent. And encountering Thusis digging dandelions for salad behind the garden, explained to her my attire and implements. As it was strictly a matter of business she consented to go with me as far as the brook. There, by the bridge in the first pool, she caught the first trout. And, having showed me how, retreated, resolutely repelling all suggestions that she take a morning off, and defying me with a gaiety that made her eyes brilliant with delighted malice.

It was my duty to show you how Swiss trout are caught, she called back to me, always retreating down the leafy path— but when you propose a pleasure party to your housekeeper — oh, Don Michael, you betray low tastes and I am amazed at you and I beg you most earnestly to remember the Admiral.

Whereupon I was stung into action and foolish enough to suppose I could overtake her. Where she vanished I dont know. There was not a sound in the wood. I was ass enough to call — even to appeal in a voice so sentimental that I blush to remember it now.

And at last, discomfited and sulky, I went back to my fishing. But hers remained the only trout in my basket. Smith and I ate it, baked with parsley, for luncheon, between intermittent inquiries from Smith regarding the fewness of the catch.

And now, it appeared, somebody had already told him that Thusis and I had gone fishing together that day. Who the devil had revealed that fact? Clelia, no doubt, — having been informed by Thusis. And no doubt Thusis had held me up to ridicule.

So now, at the hour when our daily business conference approached, instead of seating myself as usual at the table in my sitting-room, I took my fishing-rod, creel, a musty and water-warped leather fly-book, and went into Smiths room.

Suppose we go fishing, I suggested, knowing hed refuse on the chance of a tête-à-tête with Clelia the minute I was out of sight.

He began to explain that he had letters to write, and I laughed in derision and sent my regards to all the folks in dear old Norway.

Go to the deuce, said I. Flirt with my chamber-maid if you want to, but Thusis will take your head off—

Isnt she going with you?

 — When she returns, I continued, vexed and red at his impudent conclusion. It was perfectly true that I meant to take Thusis fishing, but it was not Smiths business to guess my intentions.

You annoy me, I added, passing him with a scowl. At which he merely grinned.

In the hallway I encountered Clelia in cap and apron, very diligent with her duster.

Clelia, said I pleasantly, has Raoul brought the mail?

Yes, Monsieur.

Where is it?

There was only a bill from the Grand Hotel for cartage.

What! said I in pretense of dismay, no letter yet from Mr. Smiths wife? And seven of his children down with whooping-cough!

W-wife! stammered Clelia, her blue eyes becoming enormous. S-seven children!

Seven in Christiania, I explained sadly, the other eleven at school near Bergen. Poor fellow. His suspense must be dreadful.

Im no actor; I saw immediately in Clelias face that I had overplayed my part as well as the total of Smiths progeny, for the color came swiftly back and she shot at me a glance anything but demure.

The other eleven, I explained, were by his first three wives.

Clelia, dusting furiously, looked around at me over her shoulder.

At least, she said, hes done his duty by his country.

W-what! I stammered.

The population of Norway is so very small, she added gaily. And went on with her dusting.

Minx, thought I to myself as I marched down stairs and out toward the fountain where, from the servants wing of the chalet Thusis could not fail to observe me. And she did. She appeared, presently, account books under one arm. Out of the subtle corner of my subtlest eye — the left one — I observed her. And with surpassing cunning I selected a yellow fly from the battered book and tied it on my leader.

Monsieur!

Good-morning, Thusis. Were going fishing. So if youll ask Josephine to put up some war lunch for us—

Has Monsieur forgotten his daily business interview? she inquired smilingly.

Not at all. But were going to conserve time as well as food, Thusis. We can fish and consult at the same time.

But—

All waste must cease, I said firmly. We mustnt waste even a minute in the day. And if we can do two things at the same time it is our economic duty to do them. I smiled at her. I shall dig worms, said I, for two, while you prepare lunch for two. That is a wonderful way of economizing time and labor, isnt it, Thusis?

She smiled, bit her lip, as though regretting an indiscretion, looked up at the cloudless sky, let her gray eyes wander from one snowy peak to the next, glanced almost insolently at me, then smiled with that delicious impulse characteristic of her.

You know you have no business to take me fishing, she said. Your cleverness is not Machiavellian; it is Michael-valian. It doesnt deceive me for one moment, Señor Michael!

I laughed, picked up a stable-fork that stood against the cow-barn:

Worms for two; luncheon for two, said I.

I dont like that juxtaposition! she protested. Do you really wish me to go with you? Why wont you sit here on the edge of the pool and go over these accounts?

Conservation of time and energy forbid doing one thing when two things can be accomplished at the — —

You are absurd!

I went over to the barnyard and began to dig.

Hasten, Thusis, I called to her. Ill be ready in ten minutes.

Ive a good mind not to go, she said.

Youve a good mind, said I, disinterring a fine fat worm.

I have a mind, anyway, and it counsels me not to go fishing with you, Don Michael.

Argue with it, said I. Its a reasonable mind, Thusis, and is open to conviction. Prove to it that you ought to go fishing.

Don Michael, you are ridiculous.

Let it be a modest lunch, said I, nourishing and sufficient. But not a feast, Thusis. Dont put in any wreaths of roses, or any tambourines. But you can stick a fry-pan into the basket, with a little lard on the side, and Ill show you how we cook trout in the woods at home.

In Chile?

In the Adirondacks, said I, smiling.

I went on digging and accumulating that popular lure for trout not carried in the fly-books of expert anglers, but known to the neophyte as the Barn-yard Hackle.

Once I glanced over my shoulder. Thusis was not there. Presently, and adroitly dissembling my anxiety by a carefully camouflaged series of sidelong squints I discovered her near the kitchen-wing of the chalet talking earnestly to Josephine.

And so it happened that, having garnered a sufficiency of Barn-yard hackles, I went to the fountain pool to wash my hands.

And when, with playful abandon, I stood drying them upon my knickerbockers, I saw Thusis emerge from the house carrying my pack-basket.

She came up rather slowly.

Here is your lunch, she said, looking at me with an inscrutable expression suggesting amusement and annoyance in an illogical combination.

You mean our lunch, said I.

I mean your lunch.

Arent you coming, Thusis?

I looked into the pack-basket and discovered her account books in it.

An oversight, she said, calmly. Give them to me.

I started to fish them out and caught sight of the package of lunch.

Good heavens! said I, there is twice too much for one!

She appeared to be greatly disturbed by the discovery.

Josephine has made a dreadful mistake, she said. She has put up lunch enough for two!

It mustnt be wasted, said I, gravely. Im afraid youll have to come fishing with me after all, Thusis.

There appeared to be no other way out of it. At least neither of us suggested any other way.

Oh, dear, she said, looking up at me, and the very devil was in her gray eyes.

Which discovery preoccupied me when she went back to the house for her hat and for another rod which she had, it seemed, discovered in the laundry, all equipped for business.

The agreeable tingle of subdued excitement permeated me as she returned with the rod but without any hat.

I dont need one, she said, calmly, pulling out several hair pins.

And then I saw a thick mass of molten gold tumble down; and the swift white fingers of Thusis dividing it into two heavy braids — a thrilling sight — and once, in the thrall of that enchantment where I stood motionless to watch her at this lovely office, I became aware of her lifted eyes — two celestial assassins intent on doing me deep harm.

Then, still busy with her hair, she moved slowly forward across the grass beside me, silently, almost stealthily — for, in the slow and supple grace of her I seemed to divine something almost menacing to me.

Her account books and rod were in my pack-basket. She sauntered along the shadow-flecked path beside me, at first paying me scant attention, but singing carelessly to herself in a demi-voix snatches of any vagrant melody that floated through her mind.

I recognized none of them. One strange little refrain seemed to keep on recurring to her at intervals:

— And Aphrodites throat was white

As lilies opening at night

In Naxos,

In Naxos.

And red were Aphrodites lips — 

And blue her eyes and white her hips

As roses, sky, and surf that clips

The golden shore of Tenedos.



O Tenedos, my Tenedos,

Set in the purple sea!

O Naxos, my Naxos,

I hear you calling me!

The old gods have gone away;

I follow them with feet astray,

But in my heart Ill faithful be

To Tenedos and Naxos!



She strolled on, singing to herself, an absent look in her starry eyes, switching idly at the leaves with some dead stalk she had picked up. And no matter what other fragments of melody occurred to her she was ever coming back to her odd little song of Naxos and of Tenedos, where flowers and sky and sea matched Aphrodites charms.

Now and again I was conscious of a leisurely sideways glance from her as though indifferently marking my continued but quite uninteresting existence in the landscape.

When we came to the wooden bridge she rested both hands on the rail and looked down at the limpid greenish pool. But her gaze seemed serious and remote, and I became quite sure she was not thinking about trout.

However, I rigged up her rod for her and was preparing to impale a worm upon her hook when she noticed what I was about and remarked that she preferred an artificial fly.

That one, she added, coming up beside me and looking over my shoulder at the open fly-book in my hand.

So, that matter settled, we took the leafy path which ran through ferns along the northern bank of the stream.


VII. CONSERVATION AND CONVERSATION
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THUSIS HOOKED THE first trout. It made a prodigious swirl in the pool and rushed to and fro in the shadowy depths — a slim, frantic phantom lacing the crystalline water with flashes of pallid fire.

She drew in the trout splashing and spattering in all its rainbow glory, and I thankfully thumped it into Nirvana and placed it upon a catafalque of wet green moss in my basket. Thusis looked on calmly while I performed the drudgery of the episode, and I heard her singing carelessly to herself:

The old gods have gone away;

I follow them with feet astray,

But in my heart Ill faithful be

To Tenedos and Naxos!



There seems to be a dryad or two left, said I, looking up over my shoulder where I squatted by the brookside, scrubbing my hands in the under-water gravel.

You mean me, she nodded absently, loosening and freeing her leader and line.

I sure do, Thusis.

Youre so funny, she said in the same tranquil, detached voice, as though she were some young chatelaine and I her gillie.

We went on to the next pool where the green crystal water gushed in and spread out calmly through the woodland, reflecting every fern and tree.

The silken whistle of her cast made a pretty whispering sound in the mossy silence, and I watched her where she stood slim and straight as a silvery sapling searching the far still reaches of the water with the tiny tuft of tinseled feathers until the surface of the placid pool was shattered into liquid splinters by the splash of a trout, and her line vibrated and hummed like a taut violin string.

Like lightning the convulsive battle was joined there in the woodland depths and the girl, all fire and grace, swayed like a willow under the furious rhythmic rushes of the unseen fish.

Click-click went her reel, and the feathery whirr of the line accented the silence. Then that living opalescent thing sprang quivering out of its element, and fell back, conquered, in a shower of opal rain.

Toward noon we came to a pool into which poured the stream with a golden sound between two boulders mantled thick with moss. And here Thusis seated herself and laid aside her rod.

I am hungry, she said, looking over her shoulder at me with the same aloof composure that all the morning had reversed our rôles as master and maid.

But even as she spoke she seemed to realize the actual situation: a delicate color came into her cheeks and then she laughed.

Isnt it funny? she said, springing to her feet. Such presumption! Pray condescend to unsling the basket and I shall give Don Michael his lunch.

Don Michael, said I, will continue to do the dirty work on this expedition. Sit down, Thusis.

Oh, I couldnt permit — —

Oh, yes, you could. Youve been behaving like a sporting duchess all this morning. Continue in that congenial rôle.

What did you say? she demanded, her gray eyes frosty and intent on me.

I said youve been behaving like a duchess.

Why do you say that?

Because its so.

She sat on her mossy throne, regarding me intently and unsmilingly.

Dont say that again, — please, she said, coldly.

I was merely jesting.

I know. But please dont say it in that way. Dont use that expression.

Very well, said I, not relishing the snub. And I laid out the lunch in silence, during which operation I could feel Thusis was watching my sulky features with amusement.

To make sure I looked up at her when I had finished, and caught the little devils laughing at me out of both her eyes.

Luncheons ready, said I, infuriated by her mockery.

Monsieur is served, said Thusis, in a voice so diabolically meek that I burst out laughing; and the girl, as though flinging discretion to the summer breezes, leaped to her feet with a gay little echo of my laughter and dropped down on the moss beside the woodland banquet.

What do I care after all! she said. From the beginning Ive been at no pains to deceive you. So in the name of the old gods let us break bread together.

She picked up a bit of bread, sprinkled a pinch of salt on it, broke it, and offered me half with a most adorable air. And we ate together under the inviolate roof of the high blue sky.

Now, she said, youll never betray me.

You knew that in the beginning.

Did I? I dont know. Ive been perfectly careless concerning you, Don Michael.

Was it from instinctive confidence, Thusis, or out of disdain?

The girl laughed, not looking up but continuing to poke for olives with a fork too large for the neck of the flask:

Disdain you, Don Michael? How could I?

I sometimes believe you do. You behave very often as though I were a detail of the surrounding landscape and quite as negligible.

But its an attractive landscape and not negligible, she insisted, still poking for elusive olives. Your simile is at fault, Monsieur ORyan.

Thusis, said I, gravely consuming a sandwich, you have made fun of me ever since I laid eyes on you.

You began it.

How?

You made fun of my red hair.

It is beautiful hair.

Indeed?

You know it. You know perfectly well how pretty you are.

Señor!

In fact, said I, offering myself another sandwich, you are unusually ornamental. I concede it. I even admit that you resemble The Laughing Girl.

The cherished photograph on Monsieurs dresser! Oh, that is too much flattery. What would the Admiral think to hear you say such things to your housekeeper! Don Michael, you are young and you are headed for trouble. I beg of you to remember your ancestors.

How about yours, Thusis?

Mine? Oh, they were poor Venetians. Probably they ran gondolas for the public — the taxis of those days, Don Michael — and lived on the tips they received.

Thusis?

Monsieur?

Id be grateful for a tip — if you dont mind.

A tip?

Yes. Just a little one.

The girl held out her glass and I filled it with cool Moselle.

Youre such a nice boy, she said, and sipped her wine, looking at me all the while. She was so pretty that it hurt.

A tip, she repeated musingly. That is the Anglo-Saxon slang for information. Is it then that you request information?

If you are willing.

About what, pray?

About yourself, Thusis.

That is unworthy curiosity.

No, it isnt curiosity.

She elevated her delicate nose, very slightly. What, then, do you term it, Don Michael?

Sympathy.

Oh la! Sympathy? Oh, I know that kind. It is born out of the idleness of speculation and developed with an admixture of sentimental curiosity always latent in men.

She laughed: Its nothing but emotion, Monsieur. Men call it budding friendship. But men really care for no women.

Why do you say that?

Its true. Men seek friendship among men. Men like few or no women, but almost any female. That is the real truth. Why dodge it?

How old are you, Thusis?

Not old — as you mean it.

She had finished her luncheon, and now she leaned over and bathed her lips and fingers in the icy stream. There, like some young woodland thing out of the golden age of vanished gods she hovered, playing at the glimmering waters edge, scooping up handfuls of golden gravel from the bottom and letting them slide back through her dripping fingers.

Ill tell you this, she said, looking at the water: I dont like men. I never did. Any I might have been inclined to like I had already been born to hate.... You dont understand, do you?

No.

She smiled, sat erect, and dried her fingers on her handkerchief.

Be flattered, she said. No other man before you has had even a glimpse of my real self. And I really dont know why Ive given you that much. I ask myself. I dont know.... But, — and her sweet, reckless laughter flashed— the very devil seemed to possess me when I first saw you, Don Michael. I was amazingly careless. But you were so funny! I was indiscreet. But you were so solemn and so typically and guilelessly masculine.

Was I? said I, getting redder and redder.

Oh, yes! she cried, and you are still! You are all man — the most comprehensive type of your sex — the most logical, and the most delightfully transparent! Oh, you are funny, Don Michael. You dont know it; you dont suspect it; but you are! And that is why I read you to the depths of your nice boyish mind and heart, and felt that I need be at no pains to play my little rôle with you.

Then, said I, if you consider me harmless, why not trust me further?

I do trust you. You know Im not born a servant. You know, also, that nevertheless Im in service. So is my sister. So is my friend, Josephine Vannis. So is my friend, Raoul Despres. Well, then! It seems to me that I have trusted you, and that you know a great deal about us all.

That is not very much to know, said I, so naïvely that Thusis showered the woods with her delicious laughter.

Of course it isnt much, Don Michael. But just think how you can amuse yourself in dull moments by trying to guess the rest!

I cant imagine, said I, what your object may be in taking service here in this little lonely valley in the Swiss Alps. If, as seems probable, you all are agents of some power now at war — what on earth is the use of coming here?

Thusis smiled at me, then, resting on one arm, leaned over the cloth on the moss and made me a little signal to incline one ear toward her. When I did so she placed her lips close to my ear:

You have promised always to treat us like your servants in the presence of others. Do you remember?

I nodded.

Then I ask no more of you than that, Don Michael.... Until your country enters the war.

Her breath close to my ear — the girls nearness, and the sweet, fresh youth of her, all were doing the business for me.

Thusis?

Yes?

Lean nearer. I want to whisper to you.

She inclined her dainty head: the fragrance of her hair interfered with my articulation:

My country, said I, is not likely to go to war.... But I am.

She said, smilingly: The fine army of Chile is organized and disciplined on the German plan. Doubtless this fact, and the influence of German drill-masters, prejudices many Chileans in favor of entering this war.

I placed my lips close to her little ear:

Dont be silly, I whispered.

At that she straightened up with a breathless little laugh and sat looking at me.

You knew where I stood, said I. Why practice deception?

Yes, said she, you are practically Yankee.

So is that Viking, Smith.

I know. And the Yankees are at war.

They are, God bless them.

God bless them, she said; and her face grew very still and serious.

After a silence: There is a common ground, she said, on which we both may stand. And that is no-mans land. To redeem it I am long since enlisted in the crusade.... Your heart, Monsieur, is enlisted too.... I knew that.... Else I had never trusted you.

How did you know?

She shrugged: Long ago we had all necessary information concerning you and your Viking friend. Yet for all that it was not prudent for me to so carelessly reveal myself to you.... But when I saw you— she laughed mischievously— as I have admitted, already, you inspired me to indiscreet behavior. And I didnt resist — knowing you to be safe.

Safe?

Certainly. And so I permitted myself to relax — a little.

In the cellar?

Yes.... And I nearly paid for it, didnt I?

I ought to have kissed you, said I with sulky conviction.

Do you think so?

Im sorry I didnt.

Im sorry, too. She sprang to her feet, laughing and scared: Wait! Listen. Im sorry only because it was the only moment that ever could have happened in my life when I might have submitted to that simple and bourgeoise experience known as being kissed. Now it can never happen again, Don Michael. And I shall journey, unsaluted, to my virgin tomb.

She lifted her gray eyes sparkling with malice:

Because a young man was too timid to offer me the curious and unique experience of being kissed, I must expire, eventually, in total ignorance of that interesting process.

Her face changed subtly as I started to my feet, and something in the beautiful altered features halted me.

After a moments silence: Its perfectly rotten of me, she said slowly. But you, also, seem to realize that it cant happen.

You mean it cant happen without forfeiting your friendship, Thusis?

Without incurring my hatred, she said in a curiously still voice, her eyes as cold as grayest ice. Do it, if you like, she added. I deserve it. But I shall hate myself and detest you.... Is it worth it? Seriously, Mr. ORyan, is your revenge worth my deepest enmity?

I shrugged. Thusis, said I pleasantly, you take yourself very seriously. Dont you?

Dont you! she demanded, flushing.

Im sorry, but I really cant. And I lighted a cigarette and picked up my fishing-rod.

You ask me, I continued, switching my flies out over the water, whether the possibly interesting operation of kissing you would be worth your cataclysmic resentment. How can I guess? It might not even be worth the effort involved — on my part. To be frank, Thusis, Im not at all convinced that youd be worth kissing.

Is that your opinion? inquired the girl, nibbling at her under lip and regarding me out of eyes that darkled and sparkled with something or other I could not quite define.

That is my opinion, said I pleasantly. Besides, I have a photograph on my dresser which if chastely and respectfully saluted, would, no doubt, prove quite as responsive to a casual caress as would you. And without any disagreeable results.

Do you do that? she asked, coloring brightly to the temples, her teeth still busy with her lip.

I dont always make a practice of doing it.

Have you ever done it?

I havent happened to.

Do you intend to?

Whats the matter with you, Thusis? I retorted impatiently. Does it concern you what I do to that picture?

Yes, it does, she retorted, turning deeply pink.

In what way?

You say the photograph of the Laughing Girl resembles me. And if you are under that impression I do not wish you to take liberties with it. You have no right to — to kiss a picture because you think it looks like — like somebody you dont dare kiss!

Her flushed audacity was irritating me.

Dont dare kiss you? I repeated, switching my rod about in my increasing exasperation. Youd better not repeat that, Thusis!

Her flushed features quivered, then suddenly her eyes were full of little devils all mocking me.

I do repeat it, she said. You dare not!

At the same instant my hook caught in a branch; I gave it a furious jerk; crack! — my rod broke at the second joint. And the clear laughter of Thusis rang out uncontrolled.

Alas, said she, this nice young man is violently offended at something or other.

An unfeigned damn escaped me.

Mea culpa! she exclaimed, breathless with laughter. Mea maxima culpa! This exceedingly nice young man is dreadfully offended.

Mad all through, I picked up the wreck of my rod and stood silent, mechanically fitting together the splintered ends of the second joint. Presently I was aware that she had come up behind me.

Im a beast, she said in a small, weak voice.

I said nothing.

Are you very angry, Don Michael? — sorrowful but subtly persuasive.

Ive ruined this rod, said I.

You may take mine, humbly sweet.

But I feared her gifts and her contrition.

A light breath — a ghost of a sigh escaped her.

Im such a beast, she said.... But Ive never before taken the trouble to be beastly to a man — if that flatters you at all, Don Michael.

It does not, said I, coolly.

It should, she retorted.

Do you know what I think? said I, turning, after the manner of other worms.

What?

I think you overestimate your own importance. And that youd be far more attractive if you were not too bally busy thinking about yourself every minute.

If that is your opinion, she said, we had better go home at once.

We went, in solemn silence.


VIII. THE KNEES OF THE GODS
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THE AFTERNOON WAS growing very warm. Smith had stretched himself out on his bed to read a novel and combat flies. Occasionally he called out to me demanding to know how soon we were going to have tea by the fountain.

Which incessantly reiterated question put me out of humor — for I was writing another poem — and presently I got up, cursed him out, and slammed the door.

Recently something — whatever it was — had driven me pell-mell toward Parnassus.

As a matter of record, until I had purchased that photograph of The Laughing Girl, I had never before written a poem or attempted to write one, or even considered such an enterprise.

Nor had I most remotely suspected myself capable of producing poetry. Neither had I, hitherto, desired to so express my thoughts and private emotions. Of what serious people call the Urge I had, hitherto, been ignorant.

But since the photograph of The Laughing Girl had come into my possession, hidden springs totally unsuspected had begun to gush and bubble somewhere deep within me. And, to my pleased astonishment, I suddenly found myself not only endowed with the desire but also with the ability to rhyme.

And now on this warm, quiet, flyful afternoon, and still considerably upset over my morning on the trout stream with Thusis, I found myself at my table, abandoning myself to an orgy of self-expression in verse.

Having slammed the door I now returned to my poem; and first I carefully re-read as much of it as I had accomplished:

TO THUSIS

I

Slender girl with eyes of gray — 

Charming mystery called Thusis — 

Teach me all your lore, I pray! — 

How your loveliness seduces — 

How each dimple has its uses

Leading men like me astray!

II

You display in gay array

Deadly charms, without excuses;

Are they fashioned to betray

Hearts unwary, naughty Thusis?

Are your russet hairs but nooses

To ensnare some soul distrait?

III

Loves a tyrant, sages say;

What he chains he never looses,

Making slaves of grave and gay,

Dashing blades and gray recluses,

Snaring with a thousand ruses

One and all, alackaday!



ENVOI

Cupids sway the very deuce is!

His caprices and abuses

All endure and all obey.

Laugh away my pretty Thusis

Hell get you some summer day!

I re-read the Envoi with satisfaction born of the pride of prophecy. Also, no doubt, some slight personal bitterness gave an agreeable tang to the couplets.

Clever, — very clever, said I, dotting a few is and crossing several ts. And, feeling better, I laid away the poem and began to walk up and down the room exhilarated by my own genius.

When a man, said I, can turn out such verses — I snapped my fingers— just like that! — he is in little danger of any sentimental subjugation.

As I turned, my glance chanced to fall on The Laughing Girl, and, for the first time, I thought I noticed a faint and delicate malice in her laughing eyes.

Good heavens, said I to myself, how vividly she resembles Thusis!

Oddly enough as I continued to walk to and fro in my room I began to feel a trifle less gay, less confident regarding my prophetic poem depicting the sentimental fate of Thusis.

Shes really very lovely, thought I, and three-quarters devil. Shell do mischief to man, yet. Probably shes already done a good deal to some poor young man.... Poor simpleton! ... Unhappy simp!

I walked over and looked fixedly at The Laughing Girl.

Poor simp, I murmured mechanically, not meaning anybody in particular. But as I said it I lifted my absent and troubled eyes, and beheld my own reflection in the mirror. It shocked me. Never had I believed myself capable of a simper. And by heaven I wore one now — a moon-eyed sentimental simper upon my virgin features.

Confound it! said I furiously, why should I look like that? Whats the matter with my face?

Very deep somewhere within me, in a still and serene obscurity so far unagitated and un-plumbed, something stirred.

I — Im not in d-danger of f-falling in love, said I in a scared voice. Am I?

Something was the matter with my heart. It had become irregular and seemed frightened.

If for one moment I supposed, said I, that I were actually in the slightest danger of — of — —

I looked at the Laughing Girl; looked away. And went to a chair and sat down.

After a long interval I gave tongue to my inmost convictions. It isnt done, said I. Fancy! Ha-ha!

But my laughter was a failure.

I looked up at the Admiral to steady myself. I had never before considered his features sardonic. He seemed to grin.

W-what the devils the matter with everything to-day! I exclaimed, getting up and beginning to pace the room.

But there was no use blustering. I suspected what the matter was. I was falling in love with Thusis.

Good Lord! said I in unfeigned distress, an adventuress camouflaged as a servant! Has an ORyan come to this?

Smith opened the door. He was in his shirt sleeves and had a pipe in one hand, a book in the other.

Whatthehellsthematter? he asked. Youre thumping about in here like an epileptic cat.

I told him I was exercising.

Well, youd better exercise your legs down the stairs, he remarked; theres a wagonful of tourists at the front door.

The deuce there is!

Look out of the window and then get a wiggle on.

Sure enough! From the window I beheld them. They already were disembarking.

Wheres Thusis! I exclaimed. This is the limit. Its — its a confounded nuisance.

Better go below, mine host, said Smith, resuming his recumbent attitude on his bed and opening his book. He puffed at his pipe, swatted a fly with a paper-knife, and looked at me.

Mine host, he said, you should greet your guests on the doorstep wearing a napkin over one arm.

I turned on my heel and went out, and met Thusis in the hallway.

What the dickens is all this? I demanded. Have those tourists the impudence to come here and ask for accommodations in my house?

She seemed surprised and also I thought a trifle excited.

But, Monsieur, was it not understood?

Oh, yes, of course it was understood because the idiotic Swiss law must be obeyed, said I, gnawing my lip in vexation. What do they want — these tourists? Tea?

I think, said Thusis, they intend to stay.

Over-night?

Longer, Monsieur.

Hang it all! I blurted out. That spoils our perfectly delightful privacy.

Thusis observed me sideways. She wore the fine chemisette of some sheer stuff and the velvet bodice of the peasantry, both coquettish and cut low. Her straight short wool skirt and buckled slippers set off the fascinating costume of the Canton; but no peasant ever possessed such slender and thoroughbred loveliness.

I glanced down at her slim feet, at her hands so smooth and so prettily fashioned; I looked up into her gray eyes uneasily. And I thought to myself that Id show the door to any guest who tried any nonsense with Thusis.

Where are these tourists? I asked sulkily.

In the big lounging room.

As I started to descend the stairs Thusis touched me on the arm. A tiny and complex shock went quite through me at the contact.

Don Michael?

Yes.

Are you still vexed at me?

No.

Because — I was rude to you. I did provoke you. I did lay myself open to light treatment from you. But — I do respect you, Don Michael.

You are always laughing at me.

I know. Its my way — if I like a person.... I plague them a little.... If I like them.

But you not only plague me, you ridicule me!

You dont understand. You couldnt understand. I myself dont understand why I laugh at you and torment you.... Because I never before did that to a man.... To my sister — to my girl friends, yes. But never before to any man.

She stood near me, smiling, watching my expression.

I like you, Don Michael, she said.

And I you, Thusis.

I know it. It wont do, either. I mean that we may laugh a little together, now and then. But it is safer not to think of each other as — as socially — equal.

I said magnanimously: I am beginning to think of you in that way already.

Are you really? Her smile flashed out, mischievous, almost mocking.

A servant? she added. Possibly even an adventuress? An agent, anyway, in the service of some government not yours? You consider admitting such a woman on terms of social equality? Oh, Don Michael! If you like me as much as that you must care a little more for me than mere liking.

I do.

She began to laugh — a hushed, delicious sort of laughter, checked suddenly by my quick flush.

If I take the trouble to be serious with you, said I, as much is due me from you, I think.

It was, for me, utterly impossible to define the series of complex expressions which succeeded one another in her face.

She seemed inclined to laugh again but bit her lip and looked at me out of brilliant eyes. Mirth, surprise, gay disdain, a fleeting uncertainty, a slight blush, — then the familiar sweet mockery once more — these I read and followed as I watched her.

Such a strange young man, I heard her murmur to herself.

And such a strange girl, Thusis.

I know. And you and I have no business to play together. And we cant unless were very, very careful. We ought not to. You think so from your standpoint, and I know it from mine. And yet — if you will be very, very careful — Ill risk it — a little while longer.... Because I — I dont know why — I like to laugh at you, Don Michael.... And I laugh at those only whom I like.

I think, said I, that Im rather near to falling in love with you, Thusis.

Oh! she cried with her breathless, bewildering smile, I couldnt permit you to do that!

Permit me?

No. You mustnt. That would never do! No — no indeed! Never! Just find me gay and frivolous and rather pretty in my way — just attractive enough to remain good humored when I plague you.

If I should fall in love with you I couldnt help it.

But it would be such a mistake. You mustnt do it. I dont wish to think about such things. It wouldnt do for me. Or for you. I mean as far as I am concerned.

You mean you could not respond, Thusis?

Oh, no, I couldnt. In her hurried voice there was a faint hint of alarm, I thought.

I was falling in love. I knew it.

Unless you take me lightly — unless you are willing that we play together, she said, I couldnt talk to you, Don Michael. I may not take you seriously; nor you, me. That is essential.

I may not p-pay court to you, Thusis?

Oh, that? Yes — in the nice way you have been doing. At least I thought you had been doing it, havent you?

Yes — not realizing it. Yes — thats what I have really been doing.... Am I not to make love to you, Thusis?

W-what kind of love?

Honest, of course.

D-demonstrative — love?

Yes.

Oh, no! No, not that sort. No, please. For I had taken her smooth little hand in mine, and she withdrew it swiftly.

You know, she said, your guests are waiting.

She laughed. Then she came up to me slowly:

Don Michael, do you really like me?

Yes.

Then — will you do something for me?

Yes.

It is this. In the presence of these tourists remember always that I am your servant and a Swiss peasant. Never by word or glance permit them to believe otherwise. Do you promise?

Yes.

She smiled, laid both her hands frankly in mine.

Im going to tell you something, she said. Your guests below are the ex-king Constantine of Greece, his wife, the ex-queen; Ferdinand, King of Bulgaria — or Tzar of all the Bulgars — as he loves to call himself; — and their several assorted shadows.

My eyes were widening at every word.

Thusis, I said, what nonsense are you talking?

Michael, she said, using my given name for the first time without some absurd prefix, I am telling you the truth. Those are the people who, dressed like ordinary tourists, are now seated below drinking coffee and cognac and eating nice little cakes prepared by Josephine and served by my sister Clelia.

Do you mean to say that the ex-king and queen of Greece, and King Ferdinand of Bulgaria are in Switzerland incognito? I demanded incredulously.

They are, — that is, Ferdinand is here incognito for the first time. You know, of course, that Constantine and his queen were living in Berne since the Allies kicked them out of Greece?

I have heard so.

Well, then, here they are, incognito, without servants or any outward show, dressed like any tourists, arriving in an ordinary wagon. Yes, here they are, evidently desiring to escape observation, arm in arm with him of Bulgaria. I thought Id tell you, Michael.

There was an odd little glint in her gray eyes; an odd smile on her lips.

What the devil are these birds doing here? I asked, astonished.

These allies of Germany?

Yes, I said, disgusted; what do you suppose these fancy gentlemen are doing here in a little obscure inn among the Alps while all the world which they have helped to set on fire is in flames around them?

Her firm hands pressed mine, very slightly.

Do you feel it so keenly, Michael?

Feel what?

That these kings below have helped set the world afire?

Certainly I do.

She stood looking at me, her hands still resting in mine.

And now, she mused, the Americans are in it. But you are not a Yankee.... Otherwise—

Otherwise what?

But you are a Chilean.

Im a human being, too. What do you want me to do, Thusis?

Permit me to assign them their rooms.

I said: You are here to watch these kings. You knew they were coming. You are here to watch them in the interest of your government.

Well, Michael?

Is it so?

Yes.

I looked at her in wonder, dismay, and deep concern.

This young girl — this fresh, sweet, laughing, slender little thing a spy? And yet I had vaguely supposed her to be some sort of political agent masquerading in my service for purposes occult.

But the sinister agent who lurks at the heels of suspects — the shadow that haunts marked men — the unseen, unheard presence that lingers by doors ajar, by unlighted corridors, in the shade of trees! — I had not thought of Thusis in such a way.

Something of this I think she read in my eyes fixed on her, for she flushed slightly and made as though to withdraw her hands.

But, still looking at her, I lifted her hands tightly imprisoned between my own, and touched them lightly with my lips.

Oh, she said faintly, and I felt her sudden impulsive clasp.

You are fine, Michael, she whispered. I ask nothing in the way of help, only that you give me my chance in this affair.

Take it, said I. There are those imbecile kings! Raise the devil with them if you like. And if you need help — —

Michael!

 — You know where to look for it, I ended. But for goodness sake be careful, Thusis. Not that I care about myself. The chances are that Ill enlist anyway. But theyd intern you here in Switzerland if they catch you at anything militant. And that would worry me half to death.

Would it?

In her laughing voice there was the vaguest hint of a softness I had never heard there.

Yes, it would. I drew her a little toward me, but she turned grave, immediately, and we stood so in silence while her gray eyes regarded me.

Then she gently disengaged herself.

Be nice to me. Michael, even when I dont deserve it, she said; even when — she laughed almost maliciously— even when I seem to court destruction.

Nevertheless, said I, reddening, I shall pay court to you.

Please do.

And make love to you, Thusis.

That, she said, is not even on the knees of the gods: it is impossible.


IX. REX, REGIS —— 
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AS I DESCENDED the stairs to greet my unbidden guests, through my noddle ran the flippant old time sing-song of earliest schooldays— Rex, Regis, Regi, Regem, Rex, Rege — an ironic declension of the theoretical in contrast to the actual which I could not very well decline.

Now, as I entered the long lounging room which Smith and I had used as our living-room, I very easily recognized Gods anointed, thanks to Thusis. Otherwise it never would have occurred to me that what I now beheld was a bunch of kings in camouflage.

Constantine, the ex-King of Greece, sat near a window drinking a pint of impossible Greek wine and reading one of last months New York newspapers. The ex-Queen of Greece stood with hands linked behind her well-made back, looking out at the mountains. At another little table the Tzar of all the Bulgars loomed up majestically. He was eating coffee-cakes and drinking coffee. I could hear him.

As I entered the room they all turned their heads to look at me. And I thought I had never gazed upon anything more subtly disturbing than the Hohenzollern visage of the ex-queen. Indeed she seemed to lack only the celebrated imperial mustaches to duplicate the sullen physiognomy of her brother, the Kaiser. That family countenance of a balky horse was unmistakable; so were the coarse features of Constantine, with his face of a typical non-commissioned officer. But of all faces I had ever gazed on the fat, cunning visage of the Bulgarian Bourbon, Ferdinand, was the most false. A long thin nose split its fatness; under a pointed beard a little cruel and greasy mouth hid close, while two stealthy eyes of a wild thing watched over this unpleasant and alarming combination.

Normally these people would not have noticed me; but now, in their rôles of tourists, they recollected themselves.

When I quietly introduced myself Constantine got up, and I went over and welcomed him, bowed to his wife, and, when Ferdinand, also, concluded to get up, I greeted him with the same impeccable formality.

So you are the fortunate Chilean gentleman who has inherited this valuable property, said the ex-queen, her hard Prussian eyes fixed intently upon me.

Yes, madam, I am that unfortunate Mr. ORyan, said I smilingly. The duties of an inn-keeper are not yet entirely familiar to me but I trust that my servants can make you comfortable.

The queen remarked indifferently that if she were not comfortable enough shed let me know, — and turned her back, paying me no further attention. Doubtless her scrutiny of me had satisfied her. Possibly the Chilean flag flying from the flag-pole in front of the house also reassured her. She gazed out at the Bec de lEmpereur, named from the august nose of her brother. Constantines flickering glance rested on the rigid back of his spouse, shifted toward me uncertainly, but always reverted to that straight, stiff back as though in awe and unwilling fascination.

I went over to the counter and picked up the guest ledger: May I trouble you to register in order that I may fulfill my obligations toward the Swiss police? I said pleasantly. For none of them had so far offered me whatever noms-de-guerre had been decided upon.

At this the queen turned and said something to Constantine in a surly voice, and he got up with alacrity and swaggered over to the desk.

M. Constantine Xenos, wine merchant, Zurich, and Madame Xenos, he wrote, his tongue in his cheek. His shifty eyes flickered toward King Ferdinand who had again become rather noisy over his coffee and cakes. Then, apparently remembering his instructions, he wrote:

Monsieur Bugloss Itchenuff. Investments and business opportunities. Zurich.

He handed me the pen with a flourish: There you are, Mr. ORyan, he said with a misleading heartiness in his barrack-room voice contradicted always by restless and furtive eyes and remarkable royal fingers which were never still — twitching, wandering, searching, unquiet fingers, — irresolute, uncertain, timid, prying fingers not to be depended upon in emergencies, never to be trusted, even in their own pockets.

Do you expect to remain over night, Monsieur Xenos? I inquired, glancing at the wet signatures on the ledger, and blotting them.

Oh, yes, he said. This inn looks like a damn fine place to spend a few weeks in — doesnt it, Sophy? appealing to his wife in the loud, familiar, bluff tone characteristic of him, and which seemed to me neither genuine nor carelessly frank, but an assumed manner covering something less confident and good humored.

The Princess of Prussia, so abruptly addressed, turned slowly from her contemplation of the Bec de lEmpereur:

We shall remain as long as it suits us, she said coolly. And if our suites are ready — —

Rooms, corrected the King in jocular protest.

Suites, repeated his wife sharply.

Ferdinand, gobbling his slopping coffee, wiped his wet beard:

If there are any suites in your chalet, he said to me, Ill take one — that is, if it isnt too expensive. I cant afford anything very expensive, and Ill trouble you to remember that.

He got up, continuing to wipe his greasy mouth with the back of a fat, soft hand, and came toward us, — a massive man, and bulkily impressive except that his legs were too short for his heavy body, which discrepancy gave to his gait a curious duck-like waddle.

I like plenty of privacy, he explained, thats what I like. I want to see my rooms and I want to know in advance exactly how much they are going to cost me and what extras are not included in the — —

Oh, for Gods sake dont begin that hard luck history of yours, interjected Constantine in his best barrack-room manner. Mr. ORyan is a gentleman and hes not going to rob you, Buggy!

It was instantly evident to me that the Tzar of all the Bulgars did not like to be called Buggy, — the familiar, affectionate and diminutive, no doubt, for his first nom-de-guerre, which was Bugloss, and was, in the Bulgarian language, pronounced Bew-gloss, not Bugg-loss.

The Queen, paying no attention to her loud-mouthed husband or to King Ferdinand, crossed the room with a firm, quick step, and examined the ledger and the indifferent penmanship of her royal husband. Then, to me:

Be good enough to show me to my suite, she said. My husband will occupy separate but connecting apartments.

I banged on a large, brass bell. The door opened. Thusis appeared.

Her instant and abrupt appearance had an odd effect upon these three people. They all started perceptibly. The Tzar of all the Bulgars even jumped. Then he stared at her with the intentness of a wild pig in the rutting season. And King Constantine also regarded her with a stealthy sort of pleasure discreetly screened by a mask of bluff and hearty indifference:

Now, my good girl, he said loudly, kindly show us to our quarters and be quick about it. And maybe youll find a pretty silver franc in your apron pocket if you step lively! Such things have happened — havent they, Sophy?

Thusis curtsied, then I saw her beautiful gray eyes lifted slowly and fix themselves upon the coldly staring orbs of the Hohenzollern princess.

Madame will graciously condescend to follow, she murmured. A thousand reverent excuses that I precede the gracious lady. But it is inevitable when the humble guide the well born.

The Queens hard, suspicious face never stirred a muscle. She leisurely inspected Thusis from head to toe, from toe to head without approval and without mercy.

Are you the chamber maid? she demanded coldly.

My house-keeper and waitress, Madame, I explained. Her name is Thusis.

The Queen stared intently at Thusis, then very insolently at me:

Your house-keeper? Really, she said,— your house-keeper? Fancy! One might almost doubt that such a very young girl could possess sufficient domestic experience for such an important position.

I turned red; not Thusis, however; and either the vulgar innuendo had left her quite unconscious, or she coolly scorned the implication. And she merely smiled upon the Hohenzollern and awaited her Prussian pleasure.

Come on, Sophy, said King Constantine, with a covert leer at Thusiss ankles. And they all started upstairs, King Ferdinand shuffling in the rear with the peculiarly ponderous waddle which characterizes the progress of an elephants hind quarters.

King Constantine halted on the stairs to turn and call back to me in his noisy, unceremonious, jovial way:

Wait a bit, ORyan! I forgot to say that were expecting some friends of ours. So fix em up in good shape when they — —

Go on, Tino! interrupted the queen impatiently. Dont you even know enough to keep on going when you start? And God knows, she added in her disagreeable voice, its hard enough to start you.

All right, my dear, he exclaimed with his loud forced laugh. I only wanted to rest Buggys legs a bit.

And the anointed of the Lord resumed their shuffling progress upward at the heels of the swift, light feet of Thusis.

As for me I went out to the court where their luggage lay piled. The wagon which had brought them was gone, but Raoul stood there, his hat on one side, hands on hips, chewing a wheat-straw and gazing blandly at the pile of royal luggage.

These, said I carelessly, belong upstairs. Thusis will tell you where to carry them, Raoul.

Bien, Monsieur!

We both looked gravely at the luggage, then my glance rested on his pleasant, reckless face in which I seemed to notice a gaiety more marked than usual.

For one moment, as he caught my eye, I thought he was going to wink at me, but, even as his eyelid quivered, he seemed to recollect himself. And, with an absolutely indescribable expression, he seized upon the luggage, and, both arms full, strode toward the back stairs. And, far in the passageway, I heard him singing under his breath:

Crack-brain-cripple-arm,

You have done a heap of harm — —

until Josephine Vannis came to the pantry door, her superb arms all over flour, and said in French: Hush, Raoul, or I slay thee with my rolling-pin, thou imbecile, curly, hot-head!

My Josephine adored, he retorted, thou slayest me hourly with thy Olympian beauty — —

Be silent, addlepate, I implore thee! Is the very devil in thee, Raoul, to endanger everything with thy empty-headed audacity?

Ruler of hearts, he rejoined, remain tranquil. Nous les aurons!

I went upstairs, discovered Smith lying on his bed and reading, and then and there told him the whole story. He did not appear to be very much surprised over the royal identity of my guests.

That sort of king, he remarked, is likely to run about under foot. Youll find them a nuisance. And he resumed his novel and his pipe.

I went downstairs again. Raoul passed with more luggage.

I stood motionless listening to the retreating footsteps of Raoul through the stone passageway. And, as I lingered, intensely curious and beginning to feel uneasy, Clelia came out of the kitchen looking like some flushed, excited school-girl, her golden hair in two braids, and her blue eyes very brilliant in the bright sunshine.


X. CLELIA
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WHEN CLELIA SAW me a startled expression came into her face, instantly controlled and concealed by the lovely smile so characteristic of her and of Thusis.

Something, said I, smells very appetizing in there.

Tea-cakes, she nodded. Shall I bring you one from the oven?

Bring one for yourself, too, Clelia.

At that she blushed, then with a pretty, abashed smile, went into the pantry and immediately reappeared with two delicious tea-cakes.

We mustnt be caught here doing this, she whispered, offering me one of the cakes.

Whod object? Raoul?

Pouf! she laughed.

Who then? Josephine? Thusis?

Pouf! Pouf!

Smith?

She blushed a deep pink but shrugged her young shoulders.

Pouf! she said calmly.

Well then, who is there to object to our taking tea together?

Your guests, Monsieur ORyan.

My guests! I mimicked her gaily: Pouf! for my guests, Clelia. Do you think you could find two glasses of fresh milk for yourself and for me?

With cream on it? she inquired naïvely.

Certainly.

She went back to the pantry. I heard Josephine demurring, then they both laughed, and Clelia reappeared with the milk and two more fresh tea-cakes.

We seated ourselves on the stone milk-bench in the cool, shadowy passageway.

The way you behave with your servants, she remarked, seems almost scandalous, doesnt it?

Outrageous, said I. What does Josephine think?

Oh, you havent attempted any familiarities with her.

No. Id as soon try to pick up Juno and address that goddess as girlie.

We both laughed, sitting there side by side absorbing milk and tea-cakes.

Now, said I, the illusion would be complete if you wipe your mouth on your apron and I do a like office for myself on my sleeve.

She looked up at me and did it. So did I.

What else? she inquired.

Now well kiss each other, Clelia, and then youll go back to your pots and pans and Ill go out and hoe potatoes.

Do you think youd better kiss me?

Yes, I do, said I.

Ive never done it.

What! I laughed incredulously.

Why no, she said, surprised.

Is that true, Clelia?

Perfectly.

And youre willing to begin on me?

Oh, pour ça — one must begin — if only to know how when necessary.

You think you ought to know how its done? I inquired, controlling my gaiety with an effort.

Well — she hesitated with adorable indecision— in an emergency, perhaps, it might be as well that I know how such things are accomplished.

Its up to you, Clelia.

Is it? She thought deeply for a moment. Then: Its going to be a shock to me, I suppose. But Ive made up my mind that its likely to happen to me some day. And I think Id better be prepared.... Dont you?

Yes, I do. ...

Besides, I never was afraid of you.

Of course not. Nobody is! said I, laughing.

Oh, yes, they are.

Who?

Well, for one, my sister, Thusis, is.

Thusis! Afraid of me! I exclaimed.

Clelia nodded: Shes afraid.

Of me! I repeated incredulously.

Well, of herself, too.

Why?

I couldnt tell you why. You know Thusis and I differ in some things. Thusis has her own ideas — about — the world in general. And Im afraid her ideas are rather old fashioned, and that they are going to make her unhappy.

Cant you tell me what her ideas are? I asked.

No. She may tell you if she chooses. But it isnt likely that she will. Anyway they are not my ideas. My opinion is that the way to be happy is to accept the world as it is, not as it was or should be.

You are quite wonderful, Clelia.

Oh, no, Im not. Im just a human girl who desires to be happy and who detests gloom of all sorts — gloomy ideals, gloomy pride, gloomy conventions that wrap their shrouds around the living and stifle them in a winding sheet of tradition.

I was astonished to hear this girl so fluently express herself. In her soft, fresh, brilliant beauty she seemed to have stepped but yesterday across the frontiers of adolescence.

So, if you kiss me, she said, I dont think the world is going to tumble to pieces. Do you?

I do not.

However, she added, if Thusis felt the way I do about the world, I wouldnt think of letting you kiss me.

I didnt understand, and I said so. But she laughed and refused to explain.

Life is short and full of sorrow, she said. And the world is full of war and well all get hurt, sooner or later, I think. What a pity! Because the world really is lovely. And when one is young, and just beginning to fall in love with life, one is naturally inclined to taste what few delights are offered between these storms of death — brief glimpses of sunshine, Monsieur, that gleam for a few moments between the thunderous clouds that darken all the world.... So, if you choose to kiss me — —

We sat quite motionless and in silence for a while. Then:

How about Smith? I asked tersely.

Monsieur Smith? she repeated, flushing. Why do you ask?

I dont know.... I wondered — wondered — —

What?

How hed feel about my kissing you. He might not like it, you know.

You mean to tell him! she exclaimed in dismay.

No, of course not! But suppose he sauntered around the corner — during the process — —

Clelia laughed: It might do him infinite good, she said, to see that somebody is willing to kiss me — —

What!

 — Because he wont. And he knows, I think, that he could if he asked to.

Good heavens! I said, I thought Smith had become sentimental over you, Clelia!

He is a very gloomy young man, said the girl with decision.

But isnt he very evidently enamored of you?

Hes too respectful.

I gasped.

I cant goad him into human behavior, she went on with lively displeasure. He must see that I am quite willing to be friendly and light-hearted, — that I am always ready to stop dusting and sweeping and making beds to converse with him. But all he does is to follow me about and remind me of the solemnity of life, and tell me that he is deeply concerned about my attitude toward the world. Fancy! It is not very gay, you see, my acquaintance with Monsieur Smith.

I was surprised. What she said presented Smith at a new angle. I had supposed him an idle philanderer.

What worries him about you? I demanded.

He seems to think Im an idiot. I told him I meant to take life gaily and happily when opportunity offered, because I, probably, had only a very short time to live. I told him that I found the world beautiful and that I had fallen ardently in love with life. I told him that I didnt want to die without learning a little something about men, and that my time was short, and I ought to neglect no opportunity.

What on earth did he say?

He became angry.

Didnt he say anything?

She blushed: Oh, yes. He said he wouldnt be used in such a manner. He said that he desired to be taken seriously or not at all. At which solemn statement I laughed, naturally enough. Then he became furious, demanding to be informed whether I had the soul of a soubrette or of a modest and properly brought up young girl.

And I replied that to be modest did not necessitate deceit and hypocrisy; that I had told him the truth; that I loved life, adored happiness, was enamored of the world, knew nothing of men but wished to: imagined nothing more delightful than to be made love to, intended to take advantage of the first opportunity that offered.

W-what did he say to that, Clelia? I faltered, utterly bewildered.

A lot of nonsense. He tried to make me believe that love is a tragic and solemn business — as though I were not fed up on the solemn and tragic!

He said I was a fool and didnt know what I was talking about. He said, in substance, that the subject of love was one to be approached on tip-toe, with awe, formality, prayer, and fasting. He said that such a man as he could love only an ideal, not a human and happy thing in love with life and willing to prove it with the first young man that passes. He said that I alarmed and grieved him; that I am unmoral; that my impulses are purely pagan; that the formalism of civilization alone can sanction any impulse attraction between his sex and mine.

What did you say? I asked, feebly.

I said, Pouf! And I meant it.

Her color was high and her eyes very bright.

I did like him. He was the first man I had ever had a decent chance to talk to alone, — I mean the first young man of education. And, knowing I hadnt much time, I was quite willing to play at being in love with him. I told him so.

Maybe, said I, in a weak voice, he wanted to do more than merely play at being in love.

But my time is too short, she explained. I havent time to fall in love. Why doesnt he take what there is to take?

Your time is short — what do you mean, Clelia?

It is.

Are you — ill?

No, she said impatiently, Im in perfect health.

Then — what makes you suppose youre going to die soon?

I cant tell you. Of course I may not die very soon. But its likely I shall.... And if I do I hope it will teach Mr. Smith a good lesson!

W-what lesson?

To take what offers and thank the gods!

She looked up at me and laughed: Youd better kiss me, she said: youll never have a chance with Thusis.

I blushed violently.

Did you think I desired to k-kiss Thusis?

I think you are a little in love with Thusis.

I am.

How wonderful! And dont you desire to kiss her?

I was silent.

Because, said Clelia, laughing, I think shed like to have you do it. Shed slay me if she heard me. And shed slay herself before shed ever let you.... And yet — it is odd! — Im willing to learn how it feels to be kissed, but I am not in love; and Thusis likes you and wont admit it: — youve turned my sisters head and shes horribly afraid of you; and never, never will she let you kiss her. And there you are!

After a long silence she looked up at me shyly:

Shall we? she asked naïvely.

I could show you how its done, said I.

And then, just at the moment when the deed was about to be accomplished, a shadow fell across the floor. I looked up. Thusis stood there.

Her beautiful face flamed as she met our eyes.

Clelia stood up with a light laugh. My first lesson! she exclaimed, and already ended before I learned a word of it! Take your young man, sister! Hes quite as disappointing as his solemn friend!

And she went into the pantry taking with her our empty glasses.

So that is the sort of man you are, said Thusis calmly.

The utter hopelessness of the situation turned me flippant.

Yes, said I, I am a very dangerous, unprincipled man. Im thoroughly and hopelessly bad, Thusis. What do you think about me now?

What I have always thought about your class, — nothing! she said in an even, smiling voice.

Class! I repeated, perplexed by the word, and the faint contempt in her voice.

Exactly. That is most accurately what I mean — your class in the social scale, Mr. ORyan. And you live — down to it.

Will you explain, said I, amazed and angry, what you mean to infer?

I dont infer. I am direct and implicit. You behave as might be expected. Quality demands certain things of itself. Of you, Mr. ORyan, nothing is demanded. And nothing involving quality is expected.... And I have been a great fool, she added quietly. And walked out the way she entered, leaving me perplexed and thoroughly enraged.

And I would not have it left in any such way; and sprang up and overtook Thusis as she entered the empty living-room.

What I want to know, said I, is what you mean by implying that any social inequality exists between you and me?

Between you and your servant? she inquired mockingly. And tried to pass me.

You didnt mean that! You meant something entirely different. Who are you, Thusis? And I dont care a sou who you are, — what you are! I am in love with you — —

 — And with my sister?

Im in love with you! You know it!

I do not!

You do know it! And it disturbs you — —

My voice shook.

It leaves me utterly indifferent, she said disdainfully; but her gray eyes were lifted slowly to mine and the color came into her beautiful face.

What sort of man are you! she demanded. You see how young my sister is — how silly and inexperienced! And yet — —

Id as soon kiss a healthy kitten, said I. Shes attractive because she is your sister. Anyway Smith is in love with her — —

I wont permit it! cried Thusis. Ill not tolerate such a thing!

She clenched her hands; there was a glint of something in her eyes — but if it came from angry tears they dried before I was sure.

Ive brought this on myself, she said. I laid myself open to it — invited familiarity and disrespect from you! The very devil must have been in me to so utterly forget myself! Now Ive got to pay for it — pay for it in bitter humiliation — witness such a scene as I have just witnessed — and then stand here and hear you tell me that — that you are in love with me! — endure what you say — —

Suddenly it became clear to me what Clelia had meant when she said that Thusis was afraid of me.

Thusis, said I, you wont have to listen to any more of that from me. I shall not tell you again that I care for you. And anyway, in a little while it will no longer be true. Because I shall get over it.

She looked up.

And I want you to know that I am not angry. And even if I were I want you to understand that you need not be afraid of my resentment.

I am not! she flashed out.

You are! You are afraid that I might be the sort of creature to revenge wounded amour propre by proving faithless to the confidence you gave me. Dont worry, I added angrily, because Id cut my tongue out or face a firing squad before Id utter one word to anybody concerning what you told me about your mission here.

There was a silence. Then Thusis smile came back, a trifle tremulously:

You silly boy! she said. Did you think I was afraid of that!

You say that, in my case, noblesse oblige means nothing to me.

She blushed scarlet: I was angry — hurt. I did not mean that.

You meant it.

I did not! I tried to believe I meant it. I knew it wasnt true. I knew it would anger you; that is why I said it.

Then why are you afraid of me?

I?

Yes, you, Thusis.

I am not. I am afraid of nobody.... Except ... myself.

She looked up at me again, flushed, lovely, and her gray eyes seemed distressed.

Its just myself, Don Michael, she said with a forced smile. I seem changed, different, — and it alarms me — scares me — to find myself capable of behaving so — so imprudently — with you.

Thusis!

But she had passed me in a flash and I heard her light feet flying up the stairs. I followed. She was at the top of the staircase, but heard me and turned on the landing to look down.

My behavior with you mortifies me! she repeated in a hurried whisper. Why do you follow me, Michael?

Do you have to ask me, Thusis?

You mustnt ever again pursue me, she repeated in a low, breathless voice.

Why do you say that?

Because — possibly I couldnt run as fast as you can. Do you think I would endure it to be overtaken? Do you suppose I could tolerate being run down and caught? By you? Cant you comprehend that such a thing is unthinkable?

Again that slightest hint of contempt in her voice, not entirely recognized yet vaguely divined.

I said slowly: If I really understand, Thusis, then you need not worry. Because I shall never again take a single step in the world to follow you.

She seemed to consider this very deeply, standing on the landing and looking down at me out of her beautiful and serious eyes.

Suppose, she said, that you do follow me — not very fast — just saunter along — so that I need not run?

She did not smile; neither did I.

Would that be agreeable to you, Michael?

Would it be agreeable to you, Thusis?

Yes, it would.... Please dont come upstairs! Does it give you any pleasure to scare me and see me run?

I had one foot on the stairs; and let it remain there.

When I say saunter, I mean it, Michael. Just stroll around — in my vicinity — describing a few leisurely circles — so that Ill not notice your approach. Couldnt you do that — and keep within sight?

Ill try.

Suddenly her eyes grew brilliant and she smothered a laugh with her hands. Then, as both palms clung flat to her laughing lips she deliberately kissed them and, with a pretty gesture, threw the reckless salute at me.

Your humble servant, Don Michael! she whispered, your housekeeper salutes you — and runs!

Which she did, vanishing like a flash of sunlight in the dusky corridor.

I dropped one hand on the newel-post quite unbalanced by a complexity of emotions which no experience in life had so far taught me to analyze and catalogue.

Its probably love, said I to myself, calmly enough. And what the devil am I to do about it?

There was no answer. Reason, instinct, emotion, appeared to be paralyzed.

So I climbed the stairs in a blind, mechanical sort of way, and went into Smiths room.

Were you ever in love? I asked wearily.

He laid aside his novel, unhooked the pipe from his mouth, and considered me very gravely.

Yes, he said, Ive been in love.

What did you do about it?

The wrong thing, I fancy.

What was that, Smith?

I took the matter too seriously.

Shouldnt one?

Never!

I nodded, blankly.

To be too seriously in love, and to show it, said Smith, is disastrous to a man. It wont do, Michael. Unless our sex takes it gayly and good humoredly were patronized. Take it from me, the solemn side, the fasting and prayer, must originate in the other sex. It never does if we betray such symptoms. They always wait to see whether well break out. And when we do they treat us as though we were sick — kindly but condescendingly. You get me?

Vaguely.

All right. But heres the other aspect: when we fall in love, and say so, and then take the object of our vows gayly, amiably, and with perfect good humor always — no matter how inwardly we doubt and fear and rage — then, Michael, the girl we worship becomes very, very serious — even ponderous at times — and if shes got any brain at all it gets busy and remains busy. And what preoccupies her mind are questions concerning whether or not you really do love her seriously enough; and, if not, whether she can make you do it, which state of intellect causes perpetual anxiety and chronic uncertainty. And only when these emotions perpetually preoccupy a girl, can she finally fall in love with you sufficiently to forget what an ass you really are.

Smith, said I, are you in love with Clelia?

Yes, damn it, he said serenely.

Then why dont you practice your theory on her?

My theory, he replied, is the result of my experience with Clelia. That is how I came to evolve it. I believe in it, too. But its too late to try on Clelia. Because already she has my number, Michael, and she knows me for a solemn, single-minded, and serious ass, very, very deeply in love with her. Shes on to me, Michael.

I remembered my episode with Clelia and considered it for a while in silence. It was apparent to me that the girls affections were completely and healthily disengaged. Her desire for happiness, her almost pagan love of gayety, her sheer delight in the mere joy of living, were not unmoral. And if, in her pursuit of pleasure there seemed something feverish, reckless, that was explained by her odd idea that she had but a little while to live.

No use to argue, explain, reason, or preach to that girl, said I. The thing to do is to give her a jolt.

A jolt? he repeated. Theres nothing left for me to say or do that could disconcert that girl. She knows Im in love with her; she knows that I have lived a morally decent life, that my high ideals concerning women have never been lowered, that, to me, love is a sacred — —

You tried to kiss her sister.

That, he said, reddening painfully, was my only lapse from the rigid conservatism of a life-time. And doubtless I am now suffering from that moment of relaxation into folly — —

Doubtless you are not! I returned. I am certain that Thusis never mentioned it to Clelia. And Im sorry she didnt because it might have furnished the required jolt.

Smith became gloomily interested.

A jolt, I repeated, is what starts things. Clelia requires one. All you need is nerve to administer it.

How?

Why not frivol with Josephine?

Good heavens! he exclaimed. A man cant get gay with a girl like that! You might as well try to two-step with the Statue of Liberty! You might as well play the Doxology on a jazz band! You might as well give a burnt-cork show on the Acropolis! You might as — —

Calm your alarm, said I. That girl, Josephine Vannis, is rather an overwhelming beauty, I admit. But its just those big, handsome, impressive, monumentally magnificent girls who fall for some little squirt — —

Who the devil do you mean! he demanded, hotly.

I dont mean you. But you are shorter than she is; you dont weigh as much. Get a move on you! Inject pep into yourself. Become witty, gay, degagé, inconsequential, brilliant, light-hearted, bristling with quips and epigrams — —

Who? I?

Certainly. Pull yourself up short. Eliminate every moral instinct. Drink more Moselle than you ought to. Hook arms with that brace of kings down stairs and pull your hat over one eye! Then, after youve been the life of the dinner-party, drop into the kitchen and bestow a few repartees on Josephine. And if Clelia isnt shocked Im a boche!

I cant do all those things, he said uneasily.

You can try.

So I left him a prey to conflicting emotions, and entered my own room and sat down on the bed.

Im in love, said I to myself, deeply, inextricably in love! And what on earth am I to do about it!


XI. A PYJAMA PARTY
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ABOUT MIDNIGHT I was awakened from agreeable slumber by somebody knocking at my bedroom door. I leaned out of bed, switched on the electric light, got up and opened the door.

King Ferdinand stood there in night-shirt and bare feet holding a candle that shook like an aspen leaf in the darkness.

Somebodys been trying to open my d-door, he stammered. I want you to come in and help me l-look under the b-bed. Not that Im n-nervous or af-f-fraid, b-b-but I d-d-dont want to be d-disturbed.

You say you heard somebody trying your door?

Yes, I did. I never sleep well and when I sleep at all I sleep lightly. I heard it p-p-plainly, I tell you.

I smiled. Its a windy night, said I. Doors and windows rattle.

Yes, but the wind cant turn the knob on your door! he insisted, his eyes of a wild pig roving nervously about my room. I dont like such things, and I want you to come and look under my bed.

Very well, said I, let us go and look under your bed, Monsieur Itchenuff.

The Tzar of all the Bulgars was not an agreeable spectacle in his night-shirt and enormous bare feet. His visage was pasty, his eyes had a frightened, stealthy restlessness like a wild things that hears and scents an enemy but has not yet perceived him.

So wabbly was the lighted candle in his large fat hand, that I was afraid hed set fire to his night-shirt, and relieved him of it.

We have our own dynamo here, said I. Why didnt you turn on the electric light by your bed?

It wouldnt work, he replied. Do you suppose somebody has c-c-cut the wire?

Who?

God knows! Everybody has enemies, I suppose. You wouldnt believe it, Monsieur, if you knew me well, but even I am affected by enemies.

Impossible! said I, looking at him askance as he waddled along bare-footed beside me.

Nevertheless, I assure you, he complained in a voice unctuous with virtuous self-pity, I, who have never harmed a fly, Monsieur, have secret enemies who would d-destroy me.

Again I glanced sideways at this Bulgarian assassin — the murderer of Stambouleff, and of God knows how many others.

We came to the door of his dark bedroom and I went in with the lighted candle. First I examined the electric fixture.

Nobodys cut your wire, said I. The globes burnt out.

Does that seem at all suspicious to you? he asked in an agitated voice, coming up behind me.

I smiled. That happens daily as you must know. I got down on my knees and peered under his bed. Of course there was nobody there. Nevertheless he got down on all fours and took the candle to examine every corner. Then, puffing, he reared up, shuffled to his flat, splay feet, and went about peeping into closets, behind curtains and sofas, moving from room to room in his suite with a stealthy flapping of his bare feet on the parquet.

Meanwhile I went around trying the several electric switches. It was odd that all the globes should have been burnt out at once. Evidently some fuse in the cellar had blown out.

There was another candle on his dresser. I lighted it. And, as it flickered into yellow flame, something on the floor of the dressing-room beyond caught the light and sparkled. And I went forward on tip-toe and picked it up.

The Tzar of all the Bulgars was busy searching the sitting-room. Now, satisfied that there was no intruder concealed about the apartment, he waddled massively back to where I stood.

All the same, he said, I heard the knob of my door squeak.

There are no robbers in this region, said I with a shrug.

Monsieur ORyan, he said solemnly, you may not know it but I am a very important personage — person, I mean — that is, he explained hastily, I am important in a business sense. And I have many envious business rivals who would not hesitate to follow me secretly from Berne and attempt to possess themselves of any — papers I might carry — in hopes of obtaining business secrets.

I said nothing. He stood on one leg, rubbing one shin with his large, fat toes, and his little mean eyes roaming everywhere.

You should have brought a servant or two, I suggested.

No, no, not this time, he said hurriedly. No, this is just an — an informal little p-pleasure trip with friends — the Xenoses — quite — er — al fresco — sans façon, you see. No, I didnt want servants about. He shot a cunning glance at me and checked himself.

So I shrugged, showed him how to double-lock all his doors, bade him good night, and went back to my own room, trying the corridor lights on my way. None of them worked.

Theres no fuse blown out, thought I to myself, staring at my own bedroom light which burned brightly and which was controlled by the same switch.

Then, locking my door, I took out of my pocket the small bright object which I had picked up in Tzar Ferdinands dressing-room.

It was a silver filigree button from the peasant costume of Thusis.

Of course she had probably lost it sometime during the day when airing the suite. Untidy little Thusis!

I dropped onto my bed still holding the silver button in my closed hand. Presently I touched it, discreetly, with my lips. And fell asleep after a while — to dream that the Bulgarian and the Hohenzollern had cut off my hands at the wrists and were nailing them to my front door, as happened, I believe, to Major Panitza.

About three oclock I awoke in pitch darkness, all quivering from my dream, and heard the wind in the fir-trees and the slam of a heavy shutter.

For a while I lay there hoping the shutter would stop banging. But it did not. Then I tried to locate it by the sound. And after a while I decided that it must be some shutter on one of the windows overhead.

The servants quarters were there. I didnt exactly like to go up and hunt about. But the racket was becoming unbearable; so I rose again, got into slippers, trousers and dressing gown, and went out along the corridor. It was pitch dark, but I decided not to go back and hunt up a candle because I could follow the strip of carpet and feel my way to the service stairs.

And I was doing this in a blind, cautious way, and was just turning the corridor corner with groping arms outstretched, when, with a soft and perfectly silent shock, somebody walked into them.

Such a thing is sufficient to paralyze anybody. My heart missed like a flivver out of gear, then that engine started racing, and my arms mechanically and convulsively closed around that unseen thing that had collided with me.

W-who the devil is it! I said shakily, as a shocked gasp escaped it and the thing almost collapsed in my terrified embrace.

Then, as I spoke, my half-stunned wits awoke; a faint fragrance grew on my senses; the yielding ghost in my arms came to warm life, and two hands clutched at my imprisoning arms.

Michael! she panted.

Great heavens! Thusis! I faltered.

Freed, she leaned against the corridor wall for a few moments in palpitating silence. I also needed that interval to recover.

What on earth is the matter, Thusis? I managed to whisper at last.

N-nothing. There was a shutter blowing — —

But its on the floor above! Its on your floor, Thusis.

She was silent for a moment, then: What are you doing — prowling about the house at this hour? she demanded.

In my case, said I, it was the shutter.

Very well. Ill go up and fix it, and you may go back to bed.

But I had begun to feel a little troubled, and I made no motion to depart.

Ill fix it, she repeated. Good night.

Thusis?

What? In her voice I distinguished the slightest tone of impatience, perhaps of defiance. What is it? she repeated.

Tell me the truth. What are you really about in this corridor at three in the morning?

Ive told you.

No, you havent, Thusis.

After a silence I could hear her laughing under her breath.

Mind your own business, Michael, she whispered; Im not going to confide in you.

I want to know what brought you here, said I.

What if you do wish to know? I am not obliged to inform you, am I?

I heard her retreating, and I followed to the service stairs. Here a dim light came through a high window faintly silvering the stairs; and I saw the phantom figure of Thusis standing where she had suddenly arrested her steps on the stair-case, half-seeing, half-divining, my pursuit.

Is that you, Michael?

Yes.

Why do you follow me?

I want to talk to you.

What nonsense! At three in the morning? Also I am not in conventional attire.

Im not, either, said I, but well waive ceremony.

No, we wont!

Yes, we will — —

No!

Why?

Ive told you why. Do you suppose I wish Clelia or Josephine to find me sitting on the stairs with you under such circumstances?

She seated herself on the stairs as she spoke and I came up and leaned on the newel-post.

Im a perfect fool, she said. But she looked like an angel there in the vague light of the windy sky, her splendid hair about her face and shoulders, and her little naked feet drawn close under the hem of her silvery chamber-robe which she was belting in with rapid fingers.

Well? she said, looking up at me.

I found something which belongs to you, said I, quietly.

What is it?

A silver filigree button.

Oh. Where did you find it, Michael?

In the dressing-room of King Ferdinand.

There was a pause — a seconds hesitation. Well, she said, smiling, youve a clean mind, Michael. Also you have a sense of humor. What do you infer from your very immoral discovery?

You might have lost the button this afternoon while airing his apartment.

Thank you, she whispered laughingly.

Or, said I, you may not have dropped it then.

What do you mean? she said bluntly.

Thusis, said I, what do you mean by wearing a pistol under your chamber-robe?

After a long silence she looked up at me.

A guess?

No. I felt it when you ran into me in the dark.

She hesitated, then:

If I should say that I am timid you wouldnt believe me. Would you, Michael?

No.

Then — what do you wish me to tell you?

Tell me, for example, why no lights work in King Ferdinands suite.

Again there was an interval during which I rather felt than saw her gray eyes fixed intently on my shadowy face. Then:

Has a fuse blown out?

No, Thusis.

Then no doubt the globes are burnt out.

Do you think it likely that they all burnt out at the same time?

It is possible, isnt it?

I did not reply.

She waited, then asked me in a mocking voice whether there was anything further that worried me.

I was merely wondering, said I, who it was that awoke King Ferdinand to-night by trying the knob on his bedroom door.

Michael!

Well?

Do you mean to be insulting?

I went over to her and coolly seated myself on the stair upon which her feet rested.

Thusis, said I, Im just worried about you. Thats all.

Will you give me a single sensible reason, Michael, why you should be worried about me?

Yes. That fat Bulgarian keeps two big automatic guns under his pillow. And hes a physical poltroon. And you can never tell what a coward may do in a panic.

Her eyes were fastened on me all the while I was speaking but her expression remained inscrutable.

As I ended, however, it changed subtly.

And — that is what worries you, she said in an altered voice, — a voice so winningly sweet that I scarcely recognized it for the gay, engaging, bantering voice I knew so well.

Then Thusis rose, and I stood up on the step below her.

You funny boy, she said, you mustnt worry about me.

Does it surprise you?

She laughed under her breath.

Nothing surprises me any more, Michael. I am past being astonished at anything — at my own behavior, at yours. You wouldnt understand me if I say that, ordinarily, this rather improper costume of mine wouldnt embarrass me.

You mean, said I, that the social difference between us leaves you indifferent to me as a man?

She bit her lip, looked at me with a flushed, distressed little smile.

Yes, I meant that.

I nodded: The indifference of a bathing princess to the slaves who stand beside her litter.

It was — that way with me — once, she said, wincing, but still smiling through the color that surged in her face. You would wish me to be honest with you, wouldnt you, Michael?

Certainly. And tell me, Thusis, who are you who condescend to converse with a plain republican? And what democratic whim has possessed you to so unbend?

Michael!

Yes?

You are mocking me!

But at least, said I, you are a princess in camouflage — I dont mean a Russian one — —

She turned scarlet with anger and I saw her teeth busy at her under lip again.

Piffle, said I. You take yourself too seriously, Thusis. Whatever else you are youre the young girl with whom Im in love — deeply in love. And Im going to tell you so, and love you with all my might, and worry over you, and pursue you with advice and devotion until you make yourself too impossible.

And — then? she demanded in a voice strangled with rage.

Then, said I, if you really prove to be too idiotic and impossible, I shall stroll on until I encounter the next.

Next — what? The fury in her voice scared me, but I pulled myself together.

Next girl, said I flippantly. You know, Thusis, there are others.

She stood like a statue for a moment. Then:

This, she whispered, is what I ought to have expected for lowering myself! ... I invited it — this affront — —

Piffle, said I, you know in your heart Id sooner blow my bally brains out than affront you. Why say such things? Why pretend to yourself? You know well enough that Im so head over heels in love with you that I dont know what I say — —

I do! she retorted in a white heat. And Ive got to listen to it — Im obliged to listen to — to an insolent inferior — —

Im not your inferior.

You are!

Why, you silly, unhappy little thing, said I, what if you are some funny sort of princess — some pretty highness of the Balkans? Literature is full of them, and if youd read a little fiction youd learn that they all marry ordinary, untitled young men like me.

Must I listen to such outrageous insults? she demanded, standing up very straight and slender in her offended pride, and forgetting that her bare feet under her nightie became the more visible the straighter she drew herself — lovely, snowy little naked feet as slim and delicate as the pedal extremities of a perfectly moral and early Victorian Bacchante.

Am I to stand here and endure this insolence from you? she repeated, her gray eyes ablaze.

Not at all, said I. You can always go upstairs to bed, Thusis.

Angry tears glittered in her eyes, not quenching their dangerous brightness, however. But I was now as mad as she was.

Do you suppose, said I, that this world war, this overwhelming disaster that is razing hill and city to one horrible and bloody level — this cataclysm which is obliterating the very contours of the world God made — is not also going to level such flimsy structures as the social structure? — such artificial protuberances as elevation of rank? I tell you, Thusis, that mankind will emerge naked and equal from this blood-deluge. You and I, too, are going to come out of it — if we do come out — not what our ancestors thought they were, but what we actually are! Very possibly, in generations gone with buried years, some doddering potentate may have managed to beget some ancestor of yours.

What of it? Who cares to-day? — outside of the Huns and their barbarian allies? Who cares what you call yourself, I say? Who in Gods name will care to-morrow? Do you imagine that the peoples who, like Christ, have descended into hell, can come out of those flames without the tinsel of rank being burned off? Do you suppose anything can remain except pure metal?

I had let myself loose; and I fairly took away her breath.

She put out one hand and rested it on the bannisters in a dazed sort of way, still looking at me with a kind of fixed fascination.

Have you any answer to what I have said? I added after the silence had been sufficiently impressive.

She said faintly: How about the Admiral, Don Michael? And, as I choked and turned crimson, the girl turned, dropped onto the stairs, and rocked there convulsively, stifling her helpless, hysterical laughter with both hands over her lips.

I waited, hot with exasperation. There was nothing else for me to do.

Thusis struggled fiercely with her uncontrollable mirth, evidently terrified lest the indiscretion of her laughter awake the sleepers in the house.

Thusis — —

Wait! If you speak I shall expire. Because you never will know how funny you are, Michael! Oh — —

I waited until she was able to control herself.

Thusis, I began, stiffly —— 

Oh, dont! Please dont! Im too weak. Ill go to bed — really I will, Michael. And leave you to wrap yourself in your nightie and stalk back to the Admiral — —

Damn it all! I broke out. She rocked, helplessly, her face buried in her hands.

After a while she got up, supporting herself by one hand on the stair-rail. The other hand pressed her heart.

Michael dear, she said, you are perfectly right. We are what we are. Nothing alters that. We are born what we are; we die what we are. No cataclysm can change what we really are.... As for distinction of rank, dont you know, Michael, that social inequality always has existed and always will?

Not artificial social inequality. Minds alone will dominate. Personality only will count. Inheritance and tradition will play no part in the worlds future after this war ends.

You seem to be quite sure, Michael.

Perfectly.

But you are so young to be a prophet and a seer!

Good heavens, Thusis, is there nothing serious in you! I exclaimed wrathfully.

Not just at the moment, she retorted, controlling her laughter. And Id better go to bed or Ill be suggesting that we start that music-box down stairs and try a two-step.

I took a step toward her: It amuses you to be funny, said I, but before we take leave of each other suppose you hand me that pistol.

Indeed I shall not!

If you dont hand it over, said I, I shall be obliged to catch you and take it away from you. And I started toward her.

At that she flew up the stairs, turned on the landing and leaned down toward me with an adorable gesture.

Go to the devil! she whispered softly. And vanished in the dusk above.


XII. ROYALTY
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THE QUEEN DEMANDED her breakfast in bed. Clelia came to the breakfast room to tell me so.

I had heard the furious ringing of her bell and I said to Smith that something of that sort was likely to happen.

You tell her, said I to Clelia, that no meals are served in rooms. What does she expect with only one waitress?

Clelia went away and Smith and I resumed coffee, toast, and a poached egg apiece. Presently Clelia returned, her eyes and cheeks brilliant with suppressed emotion.

Well, said I, whats the matter now?

Madame Xenos is very, very angry, and she demands to see the landlord.

Did she employ that word?

Yes, she did.

You say she wants to see me? I asked.

She insists.

But you tell me shes in bed, Clelia. How can I go up?

Clelia shrugged her pretty shoulders! Queens dont care. A landlord of an inn has no masculine meaning to a queen.

Is that so! I said. Very well — I finished my coffee at a gulp— Ill go and see Madame Hohenzollern.

Youd better be careful, said Clelia, smiling. She really is a vixen.

I recollected the story of Constantine, and that it was commonly believed she had once stuck a knife into Tino when annoyed about something or other.

But I rose from the table determined to settle her status in my house once for all.

And, Clelia, I said, Ive heard other bells tinkling. Those kings upstairs are no good, and I wouldnt put it past either of them to demand that you serve them breakfast in their rooms.

They have demanded it.

Smith turned an angry red and made as though to rise, but sat down again.

For a moment I was too mad to speak. Finally I said: Of course you ignored their bells.

No, I answered them.

You didnt go into their rooms!

No. I knocked politely. Monsieur Xenos flirted with me — —

What!

In a whisper through the keyhole. So I went away to see what Monsieur Itchenuff desired. She laughed and, lifting the coffee-pot, filled Smiths cup. Monsieur Itchenuff wanted me to bring him breakfast. He also said he always breakfasted in bed — —

Keep away from that pair! said Smith violently.

But Clelias eyebrows went up and so did her nose, mutely signaling Smith to mind his own affairs.

Clelia, said he, I want to talk to you — —

Im here to wait on you, not to talk to you! she retorted.

Then at least you must listen — —

Must? Must? Monsieur Smith, your bullying tone does not please me!

Here was the beginning of a pretty row. But I had another on my own hands so I left them and went upstairs to interview the Queen.

Come in! she snapped when I knocked. Her voice chilled my courage and I sidled in batting my eyes ingratiatingly.

The Queen was in bed. Her hair was done up like a lady Hottentots, all screwed into tight little kinks. Over her sharp, discontented features cold cream glistened like oleomargarine on a bun.

Ive ordered breakfast in bed, she said sharply. Why am I kept waiting?

I explained that there was only one waitress.

But what of that? she asked in astonishment. The other guests can wait.

Why should they wait? I inquired, annoyed.

She shot an arrogant glance at me and started to say something but, evidently recollecting her incognito as Madame Xenos, merely choked and finally swallowed her wrath.

Madame, said I soothingly, for I was really afraid of her, I am extremely sorry to inconvenience you, but the rules of the chalet must be observed by everybody, otherwise confusion in the service is certain to result — —

I am not interested in your domestic problems, she said, and turned over in bed.

Madame, said I, let me trouble you to remember that I am not an innkeeper whom you can bully. I am the grandson of an Admiral!

At that the Queen sat up and stared at me like a maverick.

Thats true, she said. I had forgotten that distinction. I am sorry if I spoke too severely. Nevertheless its very annoying.

I said I regretted the necessity of making rules; she yawned and fiddled with her corkscrew kinks, but nodded acknowledgment to my perfectly correct bow. And so I left the Queen, yawning, stretching, and rubbing her neck and ears with the sleepy satisfaction of an awakened cat.

The bell of King Constantino was still ringing at intervals. So I continued along the corridor and knocked very lightly at his door. Listening, I heard a shuffle of unshod feet within, a rustle, then through the key-hole a persuasive voice thick with suppressed affection:

Why so cruel, little one? Bring me my breakfast on a pretty tray — theres a good little girl. And maybe therell be a big, shiny gold-piece for you if youre very amiable.

I hesitated, listening to his heavy, irregular breathing, then opened the door.

The King looked intensely foolish for a moment, then seized me by the shoulder, drew me into the room, and shut the door.

Were a pack of sad dogs, we men! he said jovially, smiting me familiarly on the shoulder again. Were all up to our little tricks — every one of us, eh, ORyan? No — no! Dont pull a smug face with me — a good looking young fellow like you! No, no! it wont do, ORyan. We men ought to be frank with one another. And thats me — bluff, rough, frank to a fault! — just a soldier, ORyan — —

I thought you were a wine-merchant, Monsieur Xenos.

Oh, certainly. But Ive been a soldier. Im more at home in barracks than I am anywhere else. He chuckled, dug me in the ribs with his thumb:

Be a good sport, ORyan. You dont want both of them, do you? My God, man, youre no Turk, I hope. Why cant that very young one — I mean the yellow haired one — bring me my breakfast and — —

Probably my features were not under perfect control for the King stopped short and took an instinctive step backward.

Where do you think you are, Monsieur Xenos? I asked, striving to keep my voice steady. Did you think you are in a cabaret, or a mastroquet or a zenana?

Oh, come, he began, losing countenance, you shouldnt take a bluff old soldier too precisely — —

You listen to me! Mind your damned business while youre under my roof or Ill knock your silly head off!

I looked him over deliberately, insultingly, from the tasseled toe of his Algerian bed-room slippers to his purple pyjamas clasped with a magnificent ruby at the throat.

Behave yourself decently, said I slowly, or Ill take you out to the barnyard and rub your nose in it.

And I went out, leaving Tino stupefied in the center of his bedroom.

The Tzars bell was ringing again, but I made no ceremony in his case, merely jerking open his door and telling him curtly to come down to breakfast if he wanted any. Then I closed his door to cut off argument and continued on.

I met Thusis in apron and dust-cloth, sweeping the stairs.

She looked up almost shyly as I passed her with a polite bow.

Good morning, she said. Did you sleep well, Monsieur?

The wind kept me awake, said I drily.

And me, also. She glanced out of the stair window, leaning on her broom. It is raining very hard, she observed. The mountains will not be safe to-day.

How do you mean? I inquired coolly, but willing to linger, heaven help me!

Avalanches, she explained.

I see.

We remained silent. Thusis inspected her broom-handle, tucked a curl up under her white head-cloth.

I said: You and Clelia seem to exchange jobs rather frequently.

It mitigates the monotony, she remarked, resting her rounded cheek against the broom-handle.

Where did you leave that gun? I demanded in a low voice.

Do you remember my reply to you on the stairs last night, Don Michael?

You bade me go to the devil.

That was rude of me, wasnt it? And so frightfully vulgar! Oh, dear me! I really dont know what I am coming to.

She smiled very gaily, however.

Thusis, said I, you wouldnt shoot up any of these kings and queens, would you?

At that she laughed outright: Not if they behave themselves!

Seriously — —

I am quite serious, Don Michael.

Youre bent on searching their luggage, said I. And Ferdinand has two big automatic pistols.

Youre such a funny boy, said Thusis with her adorable smile. But now you must run away and let me do my dusting.

Her sleeves were rolled to her shoulders. I had never seen such perfect arms except in Greek sculpture. I said so, impulsively. And Thusis blushed.

That is the sort of thing I had rather you did not say, she remarked.

But if its quite true, Thusis — —

Does one blurt out anything merely because one believes it to be true? Besides, ill-made or agreeable, my arms do not concern you, Monsieur ORyan.

Everything that you are concerns me very deeply, Thusis — —

I will not have it so!

But you said I might pay my court to you — —

But you dont pay court! You make love to me!

What is the essential difference?

To court a woman is to be polite, empressé, always ready to serve her, always quick with some stately compliment, some pretty conceit, some bon-mot to please her, some trifle of wit, of gossip. She cast a deliciously wicked look at me. I have no doubt, Michael, that you could, without effort, measure up to the standard of a faultless courtier.... If youd be content to do so.

That was too much for me. I stepped toward her and slipped my arm around her pliant waist. She laughed, resisted, flushed, then lost her color and clutched my hand at her waist with her own, striving to unloosen it.

Dont do that, Michael, she said, breathing unevenly.

I love you, Thusis — —

I dont wish to listen — —

Im madly in love with you — —

Michael!

What?

Are you trying to kiss me?

That is what I was trying to do. She twisted herself free and stepped aside; and I saw the rapid pulse in her white throat and the irregular flutter of her bosom.

For a moment the old blaze flamed once more in her gray eyes and I expected a most terrifying wigging, but all she said was: You are very rough with me, in a small and breathless voice; and, suddenly, to my astonishment, turned her back and laid her head on the handle of her broom.

Thusis — —

Please d-dont speak to me.

I only — —

I ask you to go.

So I went, leaving her standing there with her clasped hands on the broom supporting her bowed head.

Smith was sulkily smoking his pipe. Clelia, beautiful and indifferent, leaned against the sideboard, awaiting the advent of royalty in the breakfast-room.

I went on out. Raoul, standing under the dripping eaves, was just hoisting an umbrella, and I took advantage of it and went over to the bottling works.

Were making quite a lot of money, said I, looking over the order book and ledger.

Raoul smiled and ran his well shaped fingers through his curly hair.

Its good spring-water, he said, and God permits you an innocent income not wrung out of the poor, not cheated out of the less fortunate, not gouged out of business rivals whose loss is your gain.

I also smiled: It is quite true, Raoul, that I do harm to nobody by bottling and selling the water which God has seen fit to send out gushing from these deep rocks.

Youd never harm anybody anyway! he said coolly. One knows a gentleman.

And he went about his work, singing the song he seemed always to prefer —— 

Crack-brain-cripple-arm,

You have done a heap of harm — —



And I began to wonder how the Queen would like that song if he came carelessly caroling it in her vicinity.

However, it was not my business to direct the musical inclinations of my household. I took the umbrella and, stepping to the door, spread it.

Its quite a storm, I remarked.

Therell be avalanches, said Raoul. I thought he spoke uneasily and that there was a hint of apprehension in the glance he cast up at the Bec de lEmpereur.

Of course, said I, we are safe enough in this valley.

Yes, but a bad slide might choke the pass.

What would that do to us, Raoul?

Cut us off from the rest of the world, he said simply.

For how long?

Days, weeks — longer perhaps. Who knows what might happen if a big snow broke loose from the Bec de lEmpereur?

Anyway, said I, we have sufficient provisions.

Plenty, Monsieur.

Then it would mean only a rather dull and exasperating imprisonment.

He looked at me with an odd smile: It might mean the salvation of the world — or its damnation, he said.

I was silent but curious. He smiled again and shrugged. For me, he said, I pray that no avalanche falls to block this valley within the week. He looked upward into the heavily falling rain, standing there bare-headed.

I ask, he said in a low, serious voice, that God should be graciously pleased to hold His hand for one week longer before He lets loose His eternal snows upon this valley.

When I returned to the breakfast-room royalty was feeding. All acknowledged my greeting with civility, even Tino who, however, also turned red and nervously pasted his roll with marmalade.

For diversion, inquired the Queen, what does one do here?

I enumerated the out-door sports. Nobody cared to fish except with a net. Tino expressed himself vaguely as in favor of a chamois hunt when he felt up to it. The Queen wished to climb the Bec de lEmpereur, but when I told her there were no guides nearer than Berne and also that this rain made the mountains very dangerous, she decided to postpone the ascent.

As for the Tzar of all the Bulgars he paid strict attention to his plate and betrayed no inclination for anything more strenuous than the facial exercise of chewing.

While the Queen was there neither King ventured to annoy Clelia, but after her majesty had left the table they both evinced symptoms of pinching, furtive leers and smirks.

However, there was a stoniness about my expression which served to discourage them. Ferdinand scrubbed his beard in his finger-bowl with a wallowing sound, dried it noisily on his napkin, rose, bowed to me, and waddled back upstairs.

Tino seemed very uncomfortable to find himself alone with me. But I conversed with him as good humoredly as though I had never told him what I should do to him in the event of his misbehavior under my roof. And we got on well enough.

He had mean eyes, however, and a fussy, jerky, nervous manner, yet furtive for all that. An odd monarch with the most false face, except for Ferdinands, that I had ever beheld, though at first encounter one might easily be deceived and take him for what he pretended to be — a bluff, noisy, unceremonious, and somewhat coarse soldier with his tête-de-militaire and his allure and vocabulary of the Caserne.

Weve some friends arriving to-day, he said. Did my wife tell you?

Somebody mentioned it yesterday, I believe.

Well, theyll be here to-day, so fix them up snugly, ORyan.

The rain may prevent them from starting, I suggested.

Rain or no rain theyll be here, he repeated, lighting a strong cigarette.

He went away presently upstairs. And I did not doubt they would all have their noses together in a few moments discussing whatever crisis had brought them to this lonely little valley without escort or servants and carefully camouflaged.

I went into the living-room where Smith sat reading.

What the devil, said I, has brought these Kings here, Smith? Can you guess?

I dont know. I might, he replied, looking over his book at me.

Well, what is your guess?

Why, I suppose theyre worried. Things are going very rottenly for the hun. British, French and Yank are kicking them about most brutally from Arras to the Vosges. That pasty-faced pervert, the Crown Prince, has had the very pants kicked off him. The U-boats are a fizzle. The Bolsheviki are running into cracks like vermin to escape fumigation. Austria is sick from Italys kick delivered into the pit of her stomach. Enver Pasha, who was promised the Khediviate of Egypt when the boche started to carve up the world, is turning ugly and demanding why the banquet isnt ready.

He made a weary gesture toward the ceiling.

Up there, he said, sits the most cowardly, murderous, and despicable ruler in the world — Ferdinand of Bulgaria — scared stiff because hes beginning to believe hes bet on the wrong horse.

With him sit a King and Queen recently kicked headlong out of Greece. They also are becoming intensely nervous about that promise made by the hun Kaiser — an oath thundered from Berlin that the boche sword should restore them to their thrones.

You see, Michael, theyre worried. Theyve sneaked away from Berne incognito to meet here and lay all their cards on the common table. Theyre here to consult, bargain, cheat if they can, but anyway theyre here to come to some understanding and arrive at some agreement as to the best means to avert utter disaster. Thats why theyre here.

They couldnt feel safe in spy-ridden Berne; they evidently dare not trust their own servants. It is plain to me that Switzerland, which is mostly pro-boche, engineered the affair, willingly or reluctantly, because the Kaisers sister is involved and the Federal Government is horribly afraid of the boche.

You see how it came about, dont you? This bunch of royal crooks desired a safe place for a get-together party. Long ago they had planned it. Then you appeared to take possession of your inheritance.

What could be safer for them than this lonely valley and a neutral gentleman from Chili to make em comfortable?

And a Norse Viking, said I.

Be careful, he said gravely.

Of course. But they believe you are what you pretend to be, dont they?

Absolutely.... And how do you know I am not? he inquired smilingly.

We exchanged gay but significant glances. He went on speaking:

Thats all there is to it, he said, a bunch of dips trying it on each other and still held together by the cohesive power of plunder — the Prussian hun, the Austrian hun, the unspeakable Turk, the bloody Bulgar, the besotted Bolshevik! — a fine mess, Michael! — and here, under your roof, are three who have long ago been mugged, and who are known to the police of civilization everywhere.

Theyve got their nerve, said I angrily, to come here and discuss their dirty schemes! Ive a damned good mind to ask them for their rooms. Ive got enough of them already, Smith. Im hanged if I stand for this another day — —

His hand closed on my arm in a leisurely grip of steel, and I winced and looked up at him in surprise and protest.

Dont — spoil — things, he said quietly. His level glance met mine with a metallic glint, and I saw in his features something terrible — a fleeting gleam like the far reflection of lightning across a thunder cloud.

Smith! I exclaimed.

Dont raise your voice, old chap.

N-no. But — cant you tell me just what you really are?

Im really quite all right, he assured me, laughingly.

I assumed that. But — are you here, also, to keep an eye on these kings?

Well, you know one cant help noticing them — —

Damn! Answer me.

I admit, he said, that they interest me.

So that was what brought Smith here, too! He must have known they were coming. He must have deliberately scraped acquaintance with me for this purpose.

I thought, said I bitterly, that you really liked me, Smith.

I do, confound you! he said. If I didnt both like and trust you, do you think Id have been so careless in concealing my identity?

Both Thusis and Clelia had said the same thing to me.

Smith?

What?

Did you know Thusis and Clelia before you met them here?

No.

Do you know why theyre here?

I can guess.

Do you know who they really are?

No, he said honestly, I dont. And I can not seem to find out. All I know is that their purpose in coming here does conflict with mine — —

The pretty fanfare of a postilions horn cut him short.

There, said I, comes the rest of the precious bunch!

Hail, hail, said he gravely, the gangs all here!

And we got up and went to the window to inspect the arriving diligence.


XIII. IN THE RAIN
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THAT AFTERNOON I fled the house. This new invasion of my privacy had quite upset me. Bulgarian and Greek royalty had been difficult enough to endure, but this new wagon-load of huns and near-huns proved too much for me.

If there were any privacy at all to be had it seemed that I must seek it in the woods. And thither I fled under an umbrella, a book under one arm, a fishing rod under the other, and my pockets full of smoking material.

For I preferred to sit on the wet moss in the rain, and read and smoke and fish under my ancient green gamp — even if the seat of my trousers did become soaking wet — rather than listen to the gobbling gabble of those Teutons and witness their bad manners and their unpleasant personal habits.

So, as I say, as soon as the new arrivals had registered and had been assigned to rooms I made up my mind to inhabit the woods during their occupation of my property, and invited Smith to share my indignant seclusion.

He declined, probably because, whoever he really was and whatever might be his job, the one and the other very evidently had to do with this bunch of assorted boches.

He said very politely that he didnt enjoy privacy when it was sopping wet. He smiled when he said it. We were standing at the desk in the big living-room: the huns, both royalty and new arrivals, had gone to their rooms, and Smith was carelessly examining the register where my guests signatures had been inscribed in the pale and watery ink of the country.

A pretty kettle of fish, I commented, looking over his shoulder. But this new consignment of boches doesnt seem to be camouflaged. These are their real names, I fancy.

I happen to know that they are, said Smith.

He began to read the names aloud just as they were written; and I noticed the lazy amusement in his pleasant, even voice as he commented upon each signature:

General Count von Dungheim! Oh, yes; he belonged to Tinos suite when he was kicked out of Athens. They call him Droly. He did some dirty work there — instigated the murder of the allied detachments. Hes a big, thin Prussian with a capacity for gluttony equal only to the Bulgarian Kings. He enjoys only one eye.

Baron von Bummelzug! Oh, certainly. Hes a Bavarian civilian. He engineered the treacherous surrender of that Greek army corps. He also was in Tinos suite, and still is.

Admiral Lauterlaus! Tinos ex-naval aide. Tried dirty work on the Allied fleet off Samos. A Prussian, — mostly belly and head.

Princess Pudelstoff! She was that enormously fat woman, Michael, who kissed King Ferdinand on both cheeks and left two wet spots. Shes one of those German-Russians from Courland attached to the Bulgarian court, and related to Ferdinand in some degree or other, — irregularly.

Countess Manntrapp! The pretty girl. You remember her honeyed, cooing voice when you were presented to her? — and her ecstatic baby stare, as though acquaintance with a Chilean gentleman had been the secret ambition of her life, and the realization overwhelmed her? Well, old top, there you have Lila Shezawitch, Countess Manntrapp — the widow of that brainless old reprobate, the cavalryman, who disappeared in some Russian swamp-hole when Hindenburg made his mark among the lakes.

Adolf Gizzler! Look out for that rat, Michael. Hes a bum school-teacher, Bummelzugs secretary.

Leo Puppsky! What do you know about that Bolshevik being here in Switzerland? And

Isidore Wildkatz, too! Here they are with the huns, this pair of Judases! Oh, youre quite right, Michael. Its a pretty kettle of fish. I dont blame you for taking to the woods, rain or no rain.

You wont come, too? I asked. He smiled, and I understood.

He was such a decent sort. I had become very fond of him.

All right, said I; dont get yourself into trouble. Thats certainly a sinister bunch of boches as well as an unpleasant one.

Good old Michael, he said, patting my shoulder.

So I took to the woods with rod and book, and a camp-stool I picked up on the veranda.

Heavens, how it rained! But I stopped at the barn-yard, found a manure-fork, and disinterred a tin canful of angle-worms. Then I marched on in the teeth of the storm, umbrella over my head, and entered that pretty woodland path which Thusis and I had once trodden together on our food-conservation quest.

The memory inclined me to sentimental reverie, and, with my dripping gamp over my head, I slopped along in a sort of trance, my brain a maze of vague enchantment as images of Thusis or of my photograph of The Laughing Girl alternately occupied my thoughts.

For, when alone, these two lovely phantoms always became inextricably mixed. I could not seem to differentiate between them in memory. And which was the loveliest I could not decide because the resemblance was too confusing.

And so, in a sort of delicious daze, I arrived at the foot-bridge.

Here I spread my camp-stool by the green pools edge. It was a torrent, now, but still as brilliant and clear as a beryl, and that it lacked its natural and emerald clarity did not deter me from baiting my hook with several expostulating worms, and hurling it forth into the foaming basin.

To hold a fishing rod in one fixed position bores me, and always did. So I laid the rod on the bank, placed a flat stone on the butt, and, sheltered under my umbrella, lighted a pipe and opened my book.

But the book soon bored me, too. It was a novel by one of the myriads of half-educated American authors who resemble a countryman I once knew who called himself a natural bone-setter and enjoyed a large and furtive practice among neighboring clodhoppers to the indignation of all the local physicians.

There are thousands of authors in the United States. But there are very few writers.

And this novel was by an author, and my attention wandered.

Through an opening in the forest on a clear day one might look out upon a world of mountains eastward. I realized there could be no view through the thickly falling rain, but I turned around. And, to my surprise, I beheld a cloaked figure poised upon the chasms distant edge, peering out into the storm through a pair of field-glasses.

I knew that figure in spite of the cloak. Nor could the thickly slanting rain quench the glorious color of that burnished hair.

Thusis! I shouted.

Slowly the figure turned, glasses still poised; and I saw her looking in my direction.

Im fishing! I called out joyously. Come under my umbrella!

She cast a glance behind her toward the blank void where, on clear days, the bulk of the Bec de lEmpereur towered aloft in its mantle of dazzling snow. Then she slowly walked toward me through the rain.

When she came near to where I sat, she began to laugh; and I never saw such an exquisite sight as Thusis, bare-headed in the rain, laughing.

What on earth are you up to, Michael? she said.

Fishing. That herd of huns will eat us out of house and garden if we dont catch something. Sit beside me under the umbrella, Thusis. Theres room if were careful and dont let the camp-stool collapse.

She gave me an inscrutable glance, stood motionless for a few moments, then slowly came over.

Careful now, I cautioned her, rising. We must both seat ourselves at the same instant or this camp-stool will close up like a jack-knife. Are you ready?

She laughed and inclined her pretty head.

Then — one! two! three! Sit!

We managed to accomplish it without an accident.

Were too close together, she protested.

Dont stir, said I. Do you feel how it wabbles?

She tested the camp-stool cautiously, and nodded.

What an absurd situation, she remarked, glancing up at the gamp which I held over us.

I think its very jolly. She didnt look at me; we were too close — so close that we might possibly have rubbed noses if either turned. But in her side-long glance I noted both amusement and irony.

Have you caught anything, Don Michael?

Not a bally thing.

What are you reading?

A book of sorts — a novel by an author who lacks education, cultivation, experience, vocabulary, and a working knowledge of English grammar. In other words, Thusis, a typical American author, — one of the Bolsheviki of literature whose unlettered Bolshevik readers are recruited from the same audience that understands and roars with laughter at the German and Jewish jokes which compose the librettos of our New York musical comedies.

Thusis turned up her pretty nose and shrugged — or tried to, — but nearly upset me, and desisted.

Its silly to sit here like two hens on a roost, she said.

Its cozy, said I with a blissful smile that perhaps approached the idiotic.

Cozy or not, she insisted, we resemble a pair of absurd birds.

Then, said I, one of us ought to twitter and begin to sing.

We both laughed. The last time we were here together, I reminded her, you were singing all the while.

Was I?

Yes, and I liked it — although your detachment was not flattering to me.

Poor Michael. Did you feel abused?

Its no novel feeling, said I.

You ungrateful young man! Do you mean to insinuate that I abuse you? I — who go fishing with you, stop my house-work to gossip with you, sit on the stairs with you at three in the morning — and in my nightie, too — —

What an incident for a best-seller! said I. Fancy the fury of the female critic! Imagine the rage of the good woman!

You are satirical, Don Michael.

Doesnt satire amuse you?

I adore it.

Nothing, said I, so angers ignorance as satire, because it is not understood, and ignorance becomes suspicious when it does not understand anything. Ignorance mistakes dullness for depth. That is why dull books are so widely read.

There is, in America, Thusis, a vast desert inhabited by authors who produce illiterature.

Similar deserts, though less in area, exist in other sections of America. By its ear-marks, however, I guess that this book was authorized somewhere west of Chicago. Dont read it. Only a good woman could enjoy it.

Thusis laughed. Dont you admire good women and critics?

The American critic, said I, is usually female but not necessarily feminine in sex. It is what is reverently known as a good woman — and like a truffle-hound its nose for immorality is so keen that it can discover a bad smell where there isnt any.

Thusis threw back her head and yielded to laughter unrestrained.

So you think there was nothing immoral in sitting on the stairs with you in my nightie?

Was there?

Of course not. Clean minds are independent of clothes. As for clothing, I often wish these were Greek times and I were rid of all my duds except sandals and a scarf.

Its all very well for you to wish that, Thusis, but consider the spectacle of the Princess Pudelstoff, for example, in Olympian attire — —

And Thusis went off into a gale of laughter, endangering our mutual stability on the camp-stool. Which scared her, — an unpremeditated bath in the pool having been narrowly averted — and she said again that it was silly of us to sit there like a pair of imbecile dicky-birds.

Then tune up, Thusis. You seem to know a lot of songs. I liked that odd, weird, sweet little song you kept singing about Naxos and Tenedos.

I didnt suppose you noticed it, Michael.

I notice everything concerning you.

Looking at her sideways I saw the charming color deepen in her cheeks.

Is that paying court to you or making love to you? I added.

I dont know. Somehow, when you pay court to me, you make it sound like — the other thing.

But I am in love — —

Wait, she said hastily. Ill sing another funny song — the same sort of song you found so amusing — about Naxos and Tenedos. It is called Invocations.

As a little bird looks up to heaven after every sip of water, so Thusis looked up after inspiration had sufficiently saturated her. She lifted her pretty voice as clearly and sweetly as a linnet sings in the falling rain:



Wine poured out to Aphrodite,

On thy sacred sands,

In libations to the mighty

Blue-eyed goddess Aphrodite

Perfumes all thy strands,

Scents the meadows and thy woodlands,

Tenedos, my Tenedos!

Every maiden understands

Why each flowering orchard close

Swims with fragrance of the rose.



Votive wine that long ago

Set thy sacred soil aglow

Sweetens still each Grecian nose

In Tenedos, my Tenedos!

II. God-like Bacchus with his flighty

Band of laughing jades,

Drank and sang and every night he

Got so classically tight he

Sought thy sylvan glades.

Snoring where he gaily reveled,

Tenedos, my Tenedos!

Mid his pretty nymphs disheveled

Sleeping off the over-dose,

Waking late to vinous woes!



Votive wine that long ago

Set thy sacred groves aglow,

Still exhilarates each nose

In Tenedos, my Tenedos!



Oh, the cunning little song! I exclaimed enchanted. But what is Tenedos, anyway? Its an island, isnt it?

It is, said Thusis solemnly.

Certainly. I remember. And so is Naxos — Greek islands in the Ægean.

I shall mark you perfect, said Thusis gravely. And she wrote perfect in the air with one slim forefinger.

Why, said I curiously, do you sing songs about Naxos and Tenedos?

Perhaps because I have lived in Naxos and Tenedos.

I see.

No, you dont, said Thusis, smiling.

We sat for a while in silence watching the foaming current swerving my line. But no fish moved it.

They must be pretty — those Greek islands, said I vaguely.

Do you know their history?

No.

Would you like to hear it?

Whatever you say I like to hear, I replied, beginning to ooze sentiment as well as rain.

You annoy me, said Thusis. Listen sensibly, if you wish me to tell you about those islands.

Snubbed, I sat silent with an injured expression that afforded her lively satisfaction, judging from her vivacious voice and manner:

You are to know, Michael, she began, that Naxos is one of the Cyclades, and from the day of the old gods it has been famous for its wine.

In the thirteenth century it was conquered by Venice. It was made into a duchy. So was Tenedos.

But these two Venetian Duchies were conquered and annexed by the unspeakable Turk in the sixteenth century. Then Greece recovered Naxos.

She looked down pensively at her folded hands. Presently they became interlocked and I saw the fingers twisting nervously.

There are, she said, some people — descendants of the old Venetians in Naxos, who believe that the island ought to belong to Italy ... and that the duchy ought to be revived and reconstituted.

Are you one of these people, Thusis?

Yes. I am descended from those Venetians. I was born in Naxos.

She remained absorbed in her own reflections for a few moments, then:

Tenedos, also, ought to become a duchy again. The Turk rules it. He calls it Bogdsha-Adassi. But it was allied with Greece before Christ lived. It should be either Grecian or Italian.... And Clelia and I believe that it rightly belongs to Italy.

How big an island is it?

About seven miles long.

We both laughed.

Are seven miles worth fighting for? I asked, amused.

Ones back-yard is worth fighting for, isnt it? she asked calmly.

Of course. But not for the purpose of establishing a duchy in it.

Thusis didnt seem to consider that remark very funny.

Ill freely give anything I have, she said hotly, but Ill fight like a wild-cat to resist the robbery of a single button!

I didnt steal that button, said I. I brought it back to you — from Ferdies dressing-room.

I wish you wouldnt be so flippant, Michael!

Am I?

Very.

She really seemed vexed and I asked her pardon.

But you oughtnt to mention theft to a thief, I added. Im trying to steal your heart, you know — —

Michael, you are insufferable! she exclaimed with a movement of impatience that almost sent us into the pool. In fact she clutched me and held fast while I struggled to recover our balance. And after I had reëstablished our equilibrium I was low enough, mean enough, to pretend we were still in danger, so heavenly sweet it was to me to feel her little hands close clinging.

Whether or not she discovered my perfidy I was not certain, for presently she released her grasp and sat very still and flushed beside me, her eyes fixed on the frivolous brook.

Which drove me uneasily toward conversation — the first refuge of the guilty.

And so, said I, in a casual and pleasant voice, you are really a descendant of those ancient Venetians who once occupied Naxos.

I dont wish to continue the subject, she said.

Snubbed again I relapsed into mournful inertia. Which presently she inspected sideways. And after a while she laughed.

You are so ridiculous, she said. No girl, I fancy, can remain angry with you very long.

Thusis?

What?

I want to court you. May I?

Yes — if you dont make it resemble the other thing.

Ill be careful.

Very well.

And, as I remained buried in reflection: You may fire when ready, Michael.

Have you ever lived in the United States? I asked, astonished.

I was educated there, she replied demurely.

Oh, Lord! said I, that accounts for a lot of things! Why on earth I didnt suspect it I cant imagine — —

Oh, Im not typical; Im international, Michael — cosmopolitan, inter-urban, anti-insular, so to speak — —

Youre inter-stellar, you beautiful bright star! — —

Michael!

What?

Is that courtship? Or the other? she inquired.

Courtship. Its a perfectly proper flight of astronomical fancy. Its a scientific metaphor, Thusis dear. Ill tell you another:

Some lovers woo the Pleiades

Who shyly flirt from midnight skies,

But all my vows and all my sighs

Are centered in the Cyclades

Where she I love first saw the light

— Thusis divine so slim and white—



Michael!



I love her noble mind serene,

I love her ruddy tresses bright,

I love her slender neck so white,

I love her heart so young and clean,

In fact I love her, if she please,

My goddess of the Cyclades—



Michael!!!

What? said I, annoyed at being checked in my fine frenzy.

Is — is that courtship?

Certainly! Did you never hear of a troubadour? Im improvising and for Gods sake dont interrupt me.

At that she relapsed into meek silence. But I had lost my momentum. It was all off; she had ruined that totally unexpected burst of inspired fluency which had astonished and intoxicated me, whatever it had done to her.

Damnation, I said.

Forgive me, Michael. Im so truly repentant.... And it was very, very beautiful.

It wasnt so bad, I admitted, mollified. I had no idea I could do it, Thusis.

It was — agreeable. I liked it. Will you forgive me? Because when I interrupted I punished myself most of all.

You sweet little thing! — —

I did. I was worse than Psyche, she went on, who blew out the candle — too late — the torch of inspiration — Oh, dear, that metaphor is very sadly mixed, Michael, but you understand what I mean. Do you pardon me?

To reassure her I touched her hands which lay clasped in her lap. She gave a slight start, but as my hand settled and rested there upon both of hers she seemed to become unconscious of the contact.

I had no idea that you could improvise so cleverly, she said.

Nor I, said I, frankly. Its true, however, that Ive had some little practice in writing verses — er — recently.

Have you been writing verses, Michael?

Yes.

About what?

About you.

She became interested in my fishing line, and watched it intently. But it was only the current moving it.

Thusis dear — —

She said hastily: Remember the difference between courtship and the other!

Wont you let me make love to you?

I cant, Michael!

After a pause: Would you let me if you could?

Yes, she said under her breath.

Dear — —

Please dont say that!

I want to ask you one thing.

What?

Youre not married, are you?

No.

Then — —

Its a more hopeless barrier than that! she interrupted with a sudden catch in her breath. I cant let you make love to me. I cant let you love me! I c-cant love you — let myself — do it — —

Her voice was drowned in a terrific roar. All the thunders of the skies seemed to unite in one tremendous outburst.

Deafened, almost stunned, we sat there partly stupefied by the mighty concussion which lengthened into bellowing thunder until the bank of the stream trembled under our feet, and the umbrella wiggled in my hand.

Good Lord! I whispered; but Thusis sprang up with a little cry of dismay.

Dont be afraid, darling! I cried, preparing to gather her to my breast. But she was excitedly adjusting her field-glasses and focussing them on the Bec de lEmpereur.

And then I perceived that the rain had ceased; that the sun was already blazing through the pass below.

The devil! cried Thusis, stamping her pretty foot. Then, in a fury of despair, she turned to me and stretched out one arm, pointing toward the valley pass.

And I saw that it had been utterly obliterated by the mighty avalanche, the earth-shaking thunder of which had petrified us.

Suddenly the gray eyes of Thusis filled with tears of fury and disappointment.

Oh, Michael! Michael! she faltered, what shall we do now! We had them all in the trap! We were ready to spring it to-night! Oh, Michael! Michael! M-my heart is b-broken — —

She walked blindly into my arms — she didnt know what she was about, I suppose. I petted and soothed her; she hid her face on my breast.

Darling, I said, I cant bear to see you suffer. I suppose that you and Clelia and Josephine and Raoul had some scheme cooked up to kidnap that bunch of huns at the house and get them over the frontier into France. Didnt you, dear?

Y-yes. And just l-look whats happened! Look at this act of God! Why has God let it rain? Why has He let loose this avalanche at such a moment! — at such an agonizing moment when we had all the rats trapped! And our own agents on the frontier to let us through! ... Doesnt God realize that all civilization — all Christendom is tottering? Doesnt He know what hell threatens it? Why has He done this thing to us! Can He not see France bled white! — England reeling! — Italy agasp! — America only half ready! — Naxos prostrate under the Greek tyrants usurping heel! — Tenedos thrown to the Turk! I — I have begun to lose my faith in God! she cried violently; the old gods were less cruel — less indifferent. And at least they displayed enough interest to take sides!

I continued to pet and comfort and soothe her as I would a half hysterical child.

God is on duty, I said. Who are we to divine His strategy? Why take even General Foch. His own officers cant penetrate his purpose; much less can the huns. But he drives the spirits of evil before him; he hustles the hellish legions toward destruction in his own way. The maddened swine are stampeding, Thusis! Gods ocean waits.

Y-yes. I — shall pull myself together.... Im ashamed.

No, youre all right, Thusis. Take heart. And, if theres any comfort in knowing Im with you, always, loyally, through life to death — —

I thought, against my breast, there was the slightest pressure in response, but concluded that Thusis had merely braced herself to get away and stand on her own legs. Which she now did, resolutely, but keeping her face averted.

We stood so, gazing down in silence at the snow-choked pass which now cut us off from the world entire.

After all, said I, it pens in the huns as well as it cages us. We may get them yet.

The girl straightened up and turned toward me. Her features were radiant, transfigured.

Nous les aurons! she cried, throwing her arm out toward the valley with the superb gesture of some young goddess launching thunderbolts.


XIV. THE MYSTERIOUS MR. SMITH
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THE DISTINGUISHED COMPANY at the chalet had already gathered on the veranda apparently to contemplate the flaming sunset when, separating from Thusis in the woods behind the barn, I sauntered into view with rod and creel.

Instantly I became a target for Teutonic eyes of the several sorts peculiar to the hunnish race, — cold disapproving eyes, narrow bad-tempered eyes, squinting eyes, gimlet eyes, pale pig-eyes, — all intent on my approach.

Hello! cried King Constantine in his loud, bluff way, have you had any luck, ORyan?

The fat Princess Pudelstoff began to pant cheerfully in anticipation of finny food:

I hope youve caught some trout, she said in a thick, good-natured voice which the rolls of fat on her neck rendered husky and indistinct. I like to eat mine Meunière and Blaue-gesotten. I like em breaded and fried in butter. I like plenty of melted butter. She pried open the creel cover as I passed. Where are the fish? she asked with a gulp of disappointment.

Im sorry, Princess — —

Droly! she exclaimed in English, turning to General Count von Dungheim, he aint caught a fish! And me smackin my lips like I was eatin onto a fat filet! Oh my God!

Astonished to hear such east-side accents spurting from the lips of the Princess Pudelstoff, I politely explained that the stream was in flood, and that trout wouldnt take hold in high water. In the midst of my apology Baron von Bummelzug uttered a disagreeable laugh and said something rude to Admiral Lauterlaus who stared at me insultingly as he replied: Skill is not to be expected in a Yankee. Instead of a rod he should have used a net. Thats the way our peasants fish for trout.

I turned red and looked hard at the Admiral. Theres a net in the barn, said I, if you want to try your skill! which infuriated that formidable sea-warrior whose ancestry was purely peasant. He glared at me angrily and his bushy eyebrows worked up and down like the features of a mechanical toy.

I said our peasants fish with a net! he began, a far, hollow roar audible in his voice like the sound of the sea in a big shell.

I heard you, said I. Youre welcome to use the net in your own fashion. Gentlemen fish otherwise.

I think everybody was astounded. Only the pretty Countess Manntrapp shot an amused glance at me.

The others were dreadfully shocked. As for the Admiral he got to his feet almost dazed with rage; but before he could expel the bellowing fury which was congesting his features I lost my own temper and walked over to him.

Behave yourself! I said sharply. I tolerate no bad manners under my roof. And if you show me any further disrespect youll have to leave my house!

I think he was too amazed to roar. King Ferdinand waddled over to him and plucked him by the arm, restraining him. King Constantine burst into a heavy laugh:

Here, gentlemen! This will never do! Its all a misunderstanding. No offense was intended, Mr. ORyan — —

Monsieur Xenos, said I, it is difficult, I fancy, for a Prussian Admiral to avoid taking the offensive — except at sea.

And I walked into the house amid the most profound and paralyzed silence that ever assailed my ears.

Smith, in the living-room, having heard it all, was doubled up with laughter, but I was in no mood for mirth.

Did you hear what Admiral Lauterlaus said to me! I demanded, still hot. Did you hear what that Prussian had the impudence to say to me under my own roof?

Yes, and I heard what you said to him, Michael! And off he went into another fit of laughter.

You dont know how funny it is, he said. Theyve all been conspiring and perspiring all day long shut up in Tinos apartment with those two smelly Bolsheviks. And just when theyd come to some agreement about slicing up the world and ruling it among themselves, along you come and take all the joy out of life by sitting on a Prussian admiral!

I certainly shall put him out of the house if hes impudent to me again, said I, wrathfully. And it will be tough on him if I do, because an avalanche has blocked the pass and were all sewed up here together!

What! exclaimed Smith with lively interest.

Its a fact, Smith. The entire snow-field on the south shoulder of the Bec de lEmpereur let go about an hour since. Didnt you hear it?

I heard what I took to be thunder. Do you mean were blocked from the outside world?

Completely.

We cant dig out?

Whos to dig?

Good business! he said, plainly delighted by the news. How long will it last?

Thusis says theyll start digging from the other side, but that it may take weeks.

Thusis knows about this?

She was with me at the time, said I, blushing.

He looked at me absently: I wonder, he mused, what Thusis thinks about the situation now.

Our sudden isolation here?

Exactly.

She doesnt seem to like it.... Tell me something, Smith?

What?

Do you know why Thusis and Clelia and Josephine Vannis and Raoul Despres are here?

I can guess, he replied, coolly.

They came here, said I, to nab Tino and that murderous ass, Ferdinand, and spirit them across the frontier into France.

I believe so, he said in a serene but preoccupied voice.

Now they cant do it, I added, because the only way out of this valley is blocked.

Quite so.

Smith?

Yes.

What do you think of their doing such a thing?

Its all right but they cant get away with it.

Would you — help them?

They havent asked me.

Would you? I persisted.

Would you, Michael?

Well, if I do, the Swiss Government would confiscate my property. If Thusis and I succeeded in kidnapping this bunch of Kings, Id lose this place.

And if you failed to bag your Kings, remarked Smith, the Swiss Government would still confiscate your estate and lock you up besides.

And if you went into this affair, said I, the Swiss would cancel your forestry contract.

That, said he with a grin, would be ruinous, wouldnt it?

What are you, anyway, Smith? I demanded bluntly.

A Viking. What do you think I am?

An agent, I replied darkly.

Timber agent, he nodded.

Timber nothing. Much less a Viking. Im on to you, Smith.

Do you think you are?

Well, do you wish to know what I believe you to be?

You probably have guessed. So dont say it too loud, Michael. Besides, I have taken no pains to conceal my business from you.

I think you are an agent of the United States Secret Service, said I. And I think you learned, somehow or other, that this bunch of Kings was coming here to conspire. And I think you very cleverly picked me up in Berne with a view to being invited here so that you could watch their activities and keep your government informed. How near right am I?

You ought to know, he retorted, laughing.

Well then — if I do know — what are you going to do about this enterprise of Clelia and Thusis? Help them collar this royal gang and smuggle them across the frontier into France?

He shook his head: No, I cant do that.

Your duties do not permit such amusements?

No. I am engaged to fulfill a definite duty. In fact Im pledged to carry out a certain mission. Its a matter of honor. Im sorry.

It limits you?

It does.

Checks any adventurous or romantic inclination toward aiding Thusis and Clelia to nab Tino & Co.?

Im afraid it does.

So you cant do any kidnaping, Smith?

He laughed. Oh, as far as that goes, I may have to do some.

Kidnaping?

Possibly.

Youre a strange creature, Smith. And, speaking of strange creatures, who the devil is that Princess Pudelstoff? She talks English like an east-side Jewess.

She is.

W-what!!!

Certainly.

The Princess Pudelstoff!

Her name was Leah Puppsky. Shes the sister of Leo Puppsky, the Bolshevik envoy sent here with his confrere Isidore Wildkatz by Trotzky and Lenine to confer with Tino and Ferdie. She was once pretty — and she acted in an east-side theatre with Nazimova. Prince Pudelstoff was an attaché of the Russian Embassy at the time. He saw her act, fell in love, and married her, — of course with the Czars knowledge and consent. But why the Czar let him do it is one of those diplomatic mysteries which remain unfathomed. Some believe that Rasputin had a reason for approving such an alliance. He shrugged.

What a strange, fat, vulgar, good-natured woman, said I. And what a grotesque company! Can you beat it? — Bulgar and Bolsheviki, King, Queen, Countess, Baron, Admiral, all jumbled up in this little rest-house where I am trying to live in peace and privacy. And now comes an act of God called an avalanche! — and were all trapped together — you and I, Thusis and Clelia, and this beastly Bulgarian with his beak of a bird of prey; and that vulgar Greek King and his vixen of a wife, — Oh, Lord!

Im glad God acted, he said cheerfully.

Youre glad that avalanche fell?

Yes; Im very much relieved.

Why, in the name of Heaven?

It simplifies my duties, he said, smiling. And thats all I got out of him except that he advised me to have nothing to do with this enterprise of Thusis and her sister.

Theyll only get you into mischief, he said. Its a perfectly crazy scheme. Anyway I think its nipped in the bud, now.

If the avalanche hadnt fallen — —

That makes a difference. But it couldnt have been done anyway. So youd better not encourage Thusis by enlisting with her as a recruit, Michael. Avalanche or no avalanche it cant be done.

Smith, said I, if Thusis needs me I am going to help her bag this brace of kings.

You are?

I am.

Youll lose your property.

I cant help that.

Smith glanced up at me curiously: You are in love, Michael.

I think I am.

Dont be.

What!

Dont be in love, he repeated gently. It isnt any use. Its no good, Michael.

What he said annoyed me and he perceived it.

Oh Lord, he said wearily, this is a mess all around. You dont know what a mess it is, Michael. But all I can tell you is, dont fall in love with Thusis! Because it wont do you any good.

What do you mean? Do you know who Thusis really is?

No, I dont. But I do know that it will do you no good to fall in love with her.

Has it done you any good to fall in love with her sister Clelia? I retorted sharply.

Not a particle.

Then why have you done it?

He winced but said pleasantly: I fell in love with her before I realized it. Now Im falling out of love with her. Im curing myself.... Besides, she cares nothing about me.... It will be easier for me to cure myself than for you to recover if you fall in love.

Thusis will not listen to a serious word from me, said I with sudden bitterness. I ought to try to cure myself now! ... But I dont want to.

Michael, he said, the pretty Thusis, also, had better be very careful, because she already is as close to caring for you seriously as it is safe for any young girl to care for a man whom she knows she never is going to marry.

Why do you say that?

Because, although I do not know who Thusis really is, I do know that she is not going to marry you. And I do not believe you will ever see Thusis again after this herd of conspirators leaves Swiss soil.

I thought very hard for a while. Then: Smith, I have become firmly convinced that Thusis is the original of The Laughing Girl! Find out who she was and you will learn who Thusis is. Im certain of this. Now who was this Laughing Girl?

Nobody knows.

Have you tried to find out?

Yes.

Did you learn anything at all?

Not much.

What did you learn?

That the photographs of The Laughing Girl are not permitted to be sold in Italy.

I looked at him, perplexed. He shrugged his shoulders: Photographs for sale in European cities, he said, are usually portraits of celebrities — actresses, demi-mondaines, royalties. Do you suppose Thusis to be one of these?

Good heavens!

One of the three alternatives is, of course, unthinkable. Your choice would seem to lie, then, between royalty and the drama. But — the photographs of the Italian Royal family are sold everywhere in Italy. So are photographs of pretty actresses. Why is the sale of The Laughing Girl forbidden in Italy?

Forbidden? You didnt say that.

Forbidden, he repeated calmly.

Thats very strange, said I. What does it signify, Smith?

Well, of course, I have my own theory as to that.

You dont care to discuss it?

He shook his head.

No, Michael. But it seems to fit in with my general idea concerning the identity of Thusis.

And do you, too, believe that Thusis is the original of The Laughing Girl? I asked.

I have come to believe so.

Then, said I, I shall marry her! Ive been in love with that photograph ever since I laid eyes on it, and now, when Ive found the original, do you suppose I shall let it go at that? You dont know the ORyans!

He began to laugh, but my excitement was rising.

Im going to make love to her, said I. Im going to help her bag these kings if she wants them. And when we tie them neck and heels and smuggle them into France and turn them over to a pair of strapping gendarmes I shall enlist with the American forces in France, whether Thusis accepts me for her husband or not. That, Smith, is my unalterable decision and my inflexible programme! And my property in Switzerland can go to the devil!

There are, said Smith with a peculiar smile, two reasons why you should not remain in love with Thusis. One is that she wont marry you.

Whats the other?

The other is that she couldnt marry you if she wished to.

There was a short silence, then he went on: Also there are two reasons why you should not help Thusis to kidnap Tino and Ferdie. One is that she isnt able to.

Whats the other?

The other is that — I wont let her.

I felt myself growing red and angry.

That sounds almost pro-hun, said I.

It does sound so, he admitted.

Of course youre not pro-German, I added incredulously.

Of course not, he rejoined calmly.

Then — —

I cant explain. Im merely warning you not to aid her in this affair.

Does Thusis know your attitude?

No, but she will.

You are going to tell her?

No; but you are.

I certainly shall, said I, warmly. And Id like to know why you are interfering with what she desires to do.

I cant tell you why, Michael; but Ill tell her why — if she asks me.

You may be very sure that Thusis will ask you, Smith, said I, perplexed to the verge of exasperation by his amazing attitude.

Suppose you tell her, he said, amused. All you need do is to repeat this couplet to her:

Grecian gift and Spanish fig

Help the fool his grave to dig!



What idiots jargon is that! I demanded.

A jargon that is likely to hold our pretty Thusis for a while. It is a word of warning — a signal of danger used by members of a secret society known as the Ægean League. Also it is likely to start her looking for me. And when she finds me I think shell listen to reason and renounce this silly and useless attempt to trap royalty wholesale for export purposes. Not, he added gaily, that I shouldnt expire with laughter to see Raoul and you, for example, take that pair of kings by the slack of the pants and run them Spanish into France. Id applaud it, old top. Id give frequent cheers during the process. But Thusis and Clelia mustnt start any such shindy. No! And if they inquire why, just repeat that verse to them and refer them to me.

Then you are not here to watch these hun conspirators? I asked in astonishment.

Only incidentally.

Do you mean to say that you are here, primarily, to watch Thusis and Clelia?

That is exactly why I am here, Michael. And I dont mind your telling them so. I myself was going to tell them. I had intended to break the news to them to-night. But the avalanche makes it unnecessary; they cant get out of this valley with their cartload of kings, now. However, let me suggest that you repeat that couplet to Thusis.

This, said I, is a most astounding and disagreeable series of complications. I dont understand them. I dont understand Thusis or you or that bagful of boches downstairs.

Dont try to, old chap, he said in his friendly way. And above all, dont break your heart over Thusis. For when the snow that blocks the pass melts, or when somebody digs through, I dont believe you are ever likely to see Thusis again.

His kindly sincerity scared and angered me.

Watch me! said I. An ORyan never loves but once. But when he does love — —

All right, old fellow. Go to it and God help you. They say He has a warm spot in His heart for the Irish.

I nodded, looking at him very seriously: Its quite impossible, said I, that shes royal. And if shes an actress I dont care, because Im so deeply in love with her that I dont know whether Im afoot or on horseback. And when an ORyan feels that way the world is his or he continues on to Heaven.

Does it really mean Life or Death to you already, Michael? he asked gravely.

Life or death, sink or swim, survive or perish, — as some Yankee orator said once. Nothing matters now except Thusis. Thats my only reason for living. Yesterday I wanted wealth, to-day my estate can go to the deuce. Yesterday I was a rather sober, decent citizen, perpetrating interior decoration in New York, to-day I figuratively kick the varnish off period furniture, tear down tapestries, smash Chinese pottery, and wipe my feet on the rags of Renaissance! Art is nothing! Thusis is everything. If she wants a few kings to play with, she shall have them. Ill bag them for her. Ill do anything in the world for her. And if thats not enough Ill step off this damned old planet and pull wires aloft for the honor and glory and happiness of the noblest, sweetest, loveliest, most beauti — —

A slight exclamation behind me checked my excited confession.

Slowly turning in my tracks I beheld Thusis at the door in cap and apron.

There was a terrific silence.

Then Thusis, her fair face deeply flushed, dropped us a curtsey.

Dinner is served, sir, she said faintly. And was gone like a shadow.


XV. A TRAVELING CIRCUS
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THE ROYAL TRAVELING circus was already seated and whetting its appetite with hors doeuvres, when I arrived in the dining-room and, saluting my guests, took my place as host at the head of the long table.

Heaven! What a collection! Being incognito, I was not supposed to be aware of the identity of royalty; but Thusis had seated the ex-queen of Greece on my right and Tino on my left, and, beyond Queen Sophia, she had put the Tsar of all the Bulgars, — with a clean napkin where he had soiled the cover.

The new accessions to this traveling show had, very evidently, decided among themselves the places at table to which they were entitled by precedence of rank. And these they now occupied.

The two Bolsheviki, Leo Puppsky and Isidore Wildkatz, had been relegated to the foot of the table where they sat hunched up and scowling about them until noodle soup presently preoccupied them.

I do not know which one of my guests was the noisiest: the Tsar of all the Bulgars sucked up his soup with the distressingly acute sound of a sick horse drinking; the Princess Pudelstoff lapped and slobbered and wheezed in her slopping plate; but the technique of the Bolsheviki was simple and more effective, being reduced to a primitive, incessant gobbling noise, followed by patient and persistent scraping.

Behind my chair stood Raoul as extemporary butler; Thusis and Clelia in spotless caps and aprons sped lightly hither and thither; while from the depths of the kitchen, Josephine Vannis fed us all with the most delectable dinner which I think I ever tasted.

Ordinary wine being included on my bill of fare, the Tsar guzzled it while his sly eye of a wild pig roved about reading labels on the various bottles of more expensive wine ordered by the others.

The Bolsheviki, having plenty of the Russian peoples money, demanded bowcoo tchimpagne; King Tino drank goblets of a rather heavy claret; his wife sipped only bottled water, while her cold, steely eyes glittered from guest to guest.

I conversed politely when spoken to; otherwise I made no effort. The Prussian admiral worked his bushy eyebrows and his coarse, fan-shaped beard while munching, but whether in hostility to me or because he was built that way, I did not know, and did not care.

He and Baron von Bummelzug sat all hunched up side by side, gobbling in their whiskers and exchanging Teutonic grunts which seemed to be their substitute for human conversation. Herr Secretary Gizzler, factotum to the Baron, and seated with the Bolsheviki, devastated his plate and seized ravenously upon anything eatable in his vicinity, which presently elicited a chattering protest from Puppsky; and a quarrel rapidly developed until squelched by General Count von Dungheim.

Silence! he said angrily: you make so much noise that it is impossible to hear oneself eat!

The Princess Pudelstoff nodded violently, balancing a knifeful of mashed potato before committing it to its dreadful destiny:

They act, she said in English, like they was never to a high-toned dinner. Its them two Bolsheviks that aint had a square meal since Hindy licked the Rooshians at the Missouri Lakes.

Leo Puppsky made a violent gesture at her with the leg of a chicken:

Is that the way to speak of us? he said to his sister. And you a Russian and my own sister!

Aint it true? she asked with a loud laugh. Get sense, Leo. There wont be nothing to eat in Rooshia so long as you act ugly to Germany — —

Princess! interrupted the queen of Greece, sharply.

Thats right, said Tino in a loud, good humored voice; one doesnt discuss politics while dining. No! One pays strict attention to what one eats and drinks; eh, Sophy?

The queen ignored him, and he slyly batted one eye at the pretty Countess Manntrapp, his neighbor, and tossed off a brimming goblet of deep red claret.

Aha! he said, smacking his lips, that beats even the wine of Naxos. Did you ever drink Naxos wine, Countess?

No, said she; is it very excellent?

Heady, Countess, heady! After you crack one bottle you begin to see the old gods of Greece sitting beside you on pink clouds in their underclothes — —

Tino! snapped the Queen.

The Countess laughed. Id like to see them. She looked across at me with her fascinating, audacious smile: Wouldnt you like to drink Naxos wine with me, Mr. ORyan, and see the old time gods come down out of the blue sky and sit at table all about you?

It seems to me, said I, bowing, that Aphrodite has already arrived among us mortals.

She laughed, acknowledging the raw compliment, then pursing up her red mouth but uttering no sound she nevertheless formed her question so that I read every word on her mobile lips:

Do — you — know — anybody — who — would — play — Adonis — to — my — Venus?

And she laughed her daring little laugh and made me a pretty gesture, intercepted by Ferdinand of Bulgaria who took it for himself and continued to ogle her out of passionate, pig-like eyes until further engrossed in a new relay of food.

It was a dreadful dinner party. Both the kings made life wretched for Clelia and Thusis as they waited on table, slyly pinching them when unobserved until, from Thusis burning cheeks and trembling hands as she served me, I almost feared she would launch a plate at the royal libertines.

It was a weird company. The Bolsheviki chattered and grabbed at food; all the Germans ate noisily — excepting only the pretty Countess Manntrapp, who had been Lila Shezawitch, and not a Teuton by birth.

Constantine had had more claret than was good for him and now he was pouring into himself countless little glasses of brandy, and was becoming loudly and somewhat coarsely talkative, retailing bits of barrack-room gossip to General Count von Dungheim and cracking dubious jokes with Baron von Bummelzug until his wife spoke to him with such cutting contempt that he winced and relapsed into a half hazy and giggling exchange of whispers with the Countess Manntrapp. As for the Princess Pudelstoff, she had never for one moment ceased stuffing herself. Sweat stood in oily beads on her forehead and cheeks; her fat hands plied knife and fork and spoon without interruption save when she grasped her beer mug in both jeweled hands and drew mighty and noisy draughts from the heavy quart receptacle.

The whole performance at my table was becoming a horrid nightmare to me; I could not see any signs of satiation among these dreadful people — any desire to call it off and quit and retire to their respective sties.

Smith caught my eye and I saw him suppress the smile that twitched his features.

Then it suddenly occurred to me that I had news for the traveling circus that might modify their appetites; and I said, distinctly, and raising my voice sufficiently to command attention from everybody:

There is some very serious information which I regret that it is necessary to share with everybody here. I did not wish to spoil your appetites. But dinner is over, and I had better speak.

All feeding ceased; everybody stared at me.

I regret that I am obliged to inform you, I continued, that the snow field on the south flank of the Bec de lEmpereur, loosened by the warm deluge of rain, has fallen, completely choking the pass which is our only entrance to and exit from this valley.

An avalanche! exclaimed the Queen of Greece sharply.

Yes, madame, a very bad one.

We are blocked in, she gasped.

Absolutely.

At that the Princess Pudelstoff uttered a squeak of fright: Were all going to starve! she squealed in alarm; thats what he means! There isnt enough food for us and well all die the way they are dying in Rooshia — —

Theres plenty of food, I interrupted.

Ach, Gott sei dank! Gott sei dank! she shouted, clapping her pudgy hands and seizing knife and fork again.

But the others were now rising from their seats, exchanging glances full of anxiety and perplexity; and, as I left the room with Smith, I saw them all gathering around the Ex-Queen of Greece as though general consternation had seized them. Only the Princess Pudelstoff remained in her chair, devouring tartlets, her triple chin agitated by a series of convulsive shudders as she bolted sections of pastry too large for her.

Coffee was to be served al fresco; Raoul had set a number of green iron tables and chairs out by the fountain.

My heavens, Smith, said I, we should serve them coffee in a common trough. Did you ever before endure such misery at any table?

Oh, yes, he said, Ive lived in Germany.

Well I havent, and Im going to skip the demitasse, I rejoined. And I walked around the house and entered the back door where two latticed arbors flanked the stone walk.

Here I seated myself and lighted a cigarette, still unnerved by the martyrdom of that dinner table.

It was quiet and peaceful in the sunset light under my roof of curly grape leaves where sun spots glowed amid the tender green and two little active birds climbed busily and silently about the foliage in search of aphids.

I had been sitting there for ten minutes, perhaps, when the door opened behind me and Thusis appeared with coffee. Her lovely features still were tinged with the rosy glow of recent wrath; her gray eyes were still brilliant with the same emotion.

Coffee, if you please, sir? she said crisply.

I had risen, smiling.

You need not have taken so much trouble, Thusis — —

Pardon. It is what servants are hired for.

Why do you keep up this masquerade with me? I asked, laughingly, taking the cup from the tray.

But Thusis seemed to be in no pleasant humor, and she turned to go without answering.

Thusis!

She halted.

Im sorry those beastly kings annoyed you at table — —

Theyre men, she retorted angrily. What can a woman expect?

Do you think that is fair to me, Thusis, to lump me with men in general?

I dont know whats fair to you. And Im really not very particular about it. Little chance that men ever suffer too much from being misunderstood in this world.

You are amazingly unjust, do you realize it?

Im not sure that I am, she said sullenly. You made your début by trying to kiss your own cook. Tino is coarser, he pinches; Ferdie the furtive, pushes one with his knees and rolls wild eyes at one. There are three masculine examples. Take your choice, Monsieur, she added, going.

Wait!

She turned haughtily, her gray eyes suddenly insolent.

Because you are hurt and offended and humiliated by a pair of scoundrels, said I, is no reason why you should visit your displeasure on me.

I make no difference in men.

Not even in the man who is in love with you?

Love? Love! She laughed, not agreeably. I am not flattered, Monsieur, to have offered to me the same adoration which you were quite willing to bestow upon your cook. I tell you all men are alike! — including the Pharisee.

Do you mean me?

Havent you practically just thanked God you are not like other men?

What have I done to deserve this, Thusis? Im trying to be patient — —

You dont need to be. Heaven deliver me from a patient man!

Then I blew up: You listen to me, you little idiot, I said in a low, enraged tone; Im in love with you and you cant help it whatever you choose to do about it. You came here as a servant and I fell in love with you as a servant. You are probably something else — God knows what — and Im more in love than ever with God-knows-what! I dont care what you are, servant, bourgeoise, actress, princess, or demi-mondaine — —

What!

I tell you I wouldnt care. I love you. I want to marry you — —

Marry me if I were — a demi — —

Yes! I said violently; yes! yes! yes! Its too late to have whatever you are make any difference to me. Im an ORyan and I love only once.

Do you suppose Im flattered by what youve just shouted at me? Youd marry me — or youd do the same for a demi — —

Confound it! I exclaimed, its you, whatever you are! Cant you understand — —

Certainly I can. All men are men first, last, all the time. That Serbian married Draga; any man will do as much for any drab if he cant have her otherwise. Ive seen enough of men, I tell you. Royal, noble, landed gentry, bourgeoisie, peasantry — all are men first, last, all the time; and all are exactly alike!

She clenched her hand and confronted me with scornful eyes:

And why any honest woman should ever fall in love with one of them is one of those ignoble mysteries which I have never cared to fathom!

Her contempt and my own fury almost paralyzed me.

I said, finally, in a very quiet voice, not my own:

Very well, Thusis, expect nothing more of me than you expect of any man — including those royal gentlemen out yonder. And Ill not disappoint you.

I stepped nearer, forcing a smile:

Youve succeeded in slaying any consideration I entertained for your sex. Youve enlightened me. In future Ill take them as I find them, easily, lightly, good-humoredly, with gaiety, with gratitude to the old time gods when they send a pretty one my way.

And I smiled at Thusis who looked darkly back at me with the faintest hint of uncertainty in her eyes.

It is wonderful, said I, how a word or two from a woman sometimes clears up the most serious situations. Your revelations concerning my sex in general have opened my eyes. I take your word for it that man is always man, as you explain so convincingly, and that he is, first, last, and all the time, merely a jackass endowed with speech.

I emptied my coffee cup and set it upon the tray which she held in her left hand.

I had, said I, something else to tell you — and which had nothing whatever to do with love. But, on second thoughts, I am so certain that a self-sufficient girl like yourself is amply able to look out for herself, that I shall not bother to say what I had intended saying.

Her gray eyes became intently fixed on mine while her color came and went under the sting of irony.

But I made up my mind to let matters take their course. If she tried to body-snatch this Greek and Bulgarian carrion, let her! If Smith interfered, let him! What was it to me after all? I was becoming fed up on love and feminine caprice — on kings and queens and shocking manners, — on intrigue and treachery and counter plot.

Suddenly, as I stood there, a wave of disgust swept over me. I was sick of Switzerland; sick of the ridiculous property which was causing me all this trouble and discomfort; sick of the grotesque whim of Fate which had yanked me out of an orderly, unaccented life and a peaceful profession in Manhattan and had slammed me down here in the midst of love and Alps and kings!

Ill chuck the estate and go home! I exclaimed. Ill go now, to-night! And then I remembered the accursed avalanche.

She was watching me intently, curiously, and I noticed she had lost some of her colour.

Do you suppose, said I, that there is any way of climbing over that mass of snow? — any way of my getting out of this valley to-night?

Would you go if you could? she asked in a rather colorless voice.

Yes, I would, said I savagely. Ive had enough.

Im sorry.

Sorry that Ive had enough? I sneered.

Sorry you cannot leave the valley to-night, she said quietly.

Then it is not possible?

Im afraid not.... If it were, I also would leave this valley to-night.

With a bagful of kings, I added.

Yes, she said simply.

Oh, no, you wouldnt, said I with unworthy satisfaction in my knowledge of Smiths mission. And let me tell you a thing or two, Thusis. You seem to resemble, more or less, a very naughty little girl, spoiled but precocious, who has run away from school and is raising the devil out of bounds, throwing stones and ringing door-bells and defying policemen with derisive tongue. Pretty soon youll be caught and led home and soundly spanked. And, I added fervently, Id like to be in the vicinity of that wood-shed when discipline begins.

My laughter was fairly genuine. I lighted a cigarette and, gazing at this girl who had so outrageously maligned me, felt so much better that a macabre sort of gaiety verging upon frivolity invaded me.

All women, said I, are women, first, last, and all the time.

Thusis flushed.

I am wondering, said I airily, whether the rôle of Adonis might suit me.

What! she exclaimed.

Adonis, I repeated. He was that poor fish of an amateur who played opposite Aphrodite. And got the hook. But the rôle is all right and its a no-character part if you play it straight.... Im wondering— And I smiled at my own thoughts and blew three rings of smoke up at the sun-lit grape leaves overhead.

Suddenly Thusis unclosed her soft, fresh lips, which seemed a trifle tremulous:

That woman, she said breathlessly, is notorious in Vienna! And if you are — sufficiently abandoned — to d-degrade yourself by — an affair — with her — —

But what do you care, Thusis?

Her face flamed. I care — that! she said, snapping her white fingers. And turned swiftly on her heel.


XVI. THE COUNTESS
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I WAS VERY unhappy. I was not only madly in love with Thusis but also mad enough to spank her. And I sat down in the arbor once more a prey to mixed emotions.

The two silent little birds had gone to bed. Soft mauve shadows lay across the scrubby foreland; snow peaks assumed the hue of pink pearls; a wavering light played through the valley so that the world seemed to quiver in primrose tints.

Then, through the pale yellow glory, a girl came drifting as though part of the delicate beauty of it all, — her frail, primrose evening gown and scarf scarcely outlined — scarcely detached from the golden clarity about her. It was as though she were lost in the monotone of living light the only accent the dusky symmetry of her head.

I had not realized that the Countess Manntrapp was so pretty.

I was not sure that she had discovered me at all until she turned her head en passant and sent me one of those vague smiles calculated to stir the dead bones of saints.

I suppose, she said, you only look lonely, but really you are not.

I was lonely and sore at heart. Possibly she read in my forced smile something of my state of mind, for she paused leisurely by the arbor and glanced about her at the grape leaves.

Evidently, she said, this spot is sacred to Bacchus. But I was not looking for gods or half-gods.... Do you prefer your own company, Mr. ORyan?

No, I dont, said I. So she entered the arbor and seated herself. There was only that one seat. With strictest economy it could accommodate two; but I had not thought of attempting it until she carelessly suggested it.

How heavenly still it is, she murmured, an absent expression in her dark eyes. Are you fond of stillness and solitude?

Not very, said I. Are you, Countess?

She said, dreamily, that she was, but her side glance belied her. Never did the goddess of mischief look at me out of two human eyes as audaciously as she was doing now. And it was so transparent a challenge, so utterly without disguise, that we both laughed.

I dont know why I laughed unless the soreness in mind and heart had provoked their natural reaction. A listless endurance of suffering is the first symptom of indifference — that blessed anodyne with which instinct inoculates unhappy hearts when the bitterness which was sorrow wears away and leaves only dull resignation.

At dinner, she said, I made up my mind that you are an interesting man. I am wondering.

I came to a similar conclusion concerning you, said I. But Im no longer wondering how near right I am.

Such a pretty compliment! Also it dissipates any doubts regarding you.

Did you have any, Countess?

Well, you know what I asked you at dinner. You understood? You read lips, dont you?

I read yours.

I wasnt sure. You gave me no answer.

We laughed lightly. What answer can a mortal make when Aphrodite commands? said I.

Then you are willing to play Adonis?

Quite as willing — as was that young gentleman.

That isnt kind of you, Mr. ORyan. He wasnt very willing, was he?

Not very. But possibly he had a premonition of the tragic consequences, said I, laughing. One doesnt frivol with a goddess with impunity.

Are you afraid?

She turned in the narrow seat. She was altogether too near, but I couldnt help it. And I was much disturbed to find our fingers had become very lightly intertwined.

She was smiling when I kissed her. But after I had done it her smile faded, and the gay confidence in her expression altered.

I had never expected to see in her eyes any hint of confusion, but it was there, and a sort of shamed surprise, too — odd emotions for a hardened coquette with the reputation she enjoyed.

You proceed too rapidly, she said, the bright but subtly changed smile still stamped on her lips. There seems to be no finesse about Americans — no leisurely technique that masters the intricacies of the ante-climax. Did you not know that hesitation is an art; that the only perfect happiness is in suspense?

Didnt you want to be kissed? I asked bluntly. I had perhaps surmised that it might not be a disagreeable sensation. Was it?

She seemed to have recovered her careless audacity, and now she laughed.

At all events, she said, I shall not repeat the experiment ... this evening. She laid one soft hand in mine with a gay little smile: Let us enjoy our new friendship serenely and without undue emotion, she said. And let me tell you how you have made me laugh at what you said to those absurd Prussians!

We both laughed, but I was now on my guard with this girl who had come here in such company.

No Prussian ever born ever knew how to make a friend, she said. To-day they have the whole world against them — even your country — —

I am Chilean, said I pleasantly.

Are you really?

I think you and your friends are quite sure of that, said I drily.

Suppose, she said in a lower voice, I tell you that they are not my friends?

I smiled.

You wouldnt believe me? she asked.

What I believe and do not believe, dear Countess, should not disturb you in the slightest.

I thought we were friends.

Do you really think so?

I hope so. I wish it — if you do. And friendship does not fear confidences.

Neutrals have no confidences to make. My country is not at war.

Is not your heart enlisted? she asked, smilingly.

Is yours?

Yes, it is! See how my friendship refuses no confidence when you ask? I do not hesitate.

On which side, said I, warily, is your heart enlisted?

Shall I tell you?

If you care to.

She sat looking at me intently, her soft hand in mine. Then, with a pretty gesture, she placed the other hand over it, and her shoulder came into contact with mine.

I am Russian, she said. Is that not an answer?

So is Puppsky, I remarked.

For a second an odd expression came over her face and it turned quite white. Then she laughed.

Ill tell you something, she said. I have a girl friend. I love her dearly. I have a country. I love it still more dearly. The girl I love is Adelaide, Grand Duchess of Luxemburg. Prussia has practically annexed it. The country I love is Russia. Prussia holds it.... Do you still doubt me?

Good Lord, thought I, how this girl can lie! But I said: Tell me about Luxemburg, Countess. Is it true that Prince Ruprecht of Bavaria means to marry the seventeen-year-old sister of the Grand Duchess Adelaide?

Yes, she said. And I distinctly heard her teeth snap.

What sort of man is Ruprecht? I inquired, to steer the conversation toward easier ground.

Ruprecht! Did you ever see him?

No.

Well, he has the manners of the barn-yard and the distinction of a scullion! Picture to yourself a man of fifty-seven with a head as square as a battered bullet and the bodily grace of a new-born camel. He is the stupidest, coarsest, commonest vulgarian in Europe.

Why, the man is ridiculous! He once set all Munich laughing by appearing in the English Garden on skates wearing his spurs and saber. And all his military suite had to do likewise. Picture the result — and Ruprecht scarcely knew how to stand on the ice! Why their swords got between their legs and their spurs did the rest, and the entire lake resounded with the incessant crash of falling warriors.

She threw back her head and laughed; and I laughed too.

Such a brute, she said. His first wife, daughter of that kindly and philanthropic oculist, Karl Theodore of Tegernsee, died of his neglect and ill treatment. And now, at fifty-seven, he rolls his hogs eyes in his freckled face and smirks at a seventeen-year-old child — God help her!

I gazed in amazement at the Countess Manntrapp. This was acting with a vengeance. Such perfection, such flawless interpretation of the rôle she was playing for my benefit, I had never dreamed possible. No emotion could appear more genuine, no sincerity more perfectly mimicked. Here was an actress without equal in my entire experience.

Suddenly I caught her eye, and turned very red.

You dont believe me, she said calmly, and dropped her head.

There was a painful silence between us. Presently she looked up at me, flushed, curious, amused:

You take me for a Hun, dont you?

If you are not pro-German, said I, much embarrassed, what are you doing with those people?

Watching them. And you dont believe that, either?

Im sorry, Countess.

Why do you doubt me?

Because only a pro-German would confide to a stranger that she is not one. Were you really in the Allied service youd keep your own council. Secret agents dont betray themselves to strangers. You have no means of knowing where my sympathies lie. How do you know I am not pro-German?

By your letters.

My letters?

I opened several, she said naïvely.

Where!

In Berne.

You stole my letters?

Yes, I had to.

How did you do it?

The postman is in my pay.

That, said I angrily, is a most outrageous confession, Countess.

But I had to know what your politics are, she explained gently. Besides, if I had not stolen all your letters the Swiss authorities would have opened them and found out that you are pro-Ally in sentiment. And then you would not have been permitted to come here and live in this house. And all these people would not have come here either. And I should have had nobody to help me while keeping these people under surveillance.

You count on me to help you? I demanded, too astonished to remain angry.

May I not? she asked sweetly.

So thats the reason, said I, that you let me kiss you.

I must be honest, it is.

With every atom of conceit knocked out of me, wincing, chagrined, I found nothing to say to this pretty woman who sat so close beside me and looked at me with a half smile hovering on her lips and out of sweet, dark eyes that seemed utterly honest — God help her.

It is only your vanity that is smarting a little, she said, smiling, not your heart. I havent touched that at all.

How do you know? I retorted.

Because you are in love with somebody else, Mr. ORyan.

With whom? I demanded defiantly.

I dont know. But you are in love. A woman can tell.

I am not in love, said I with angry emphasis, recollecting the treatment meted out to me by Thusis. Im not in love with anybody. I caught her doubting but interested eyes fixed intently on me— unless, I added recklessly, Im in love with you.

But youre not.

We looked at each other curiously, almost searchingly, not inclined to laugh yet ready, perhaps, for further mischief. Why not preoccupy my mind with this amusing and pretty woman, and slay in my heart all regard for Thusis?

So I kissed her with that object in view. She said nothing — scarcely defended herself — sitting with pretty head lowered and white jeweled hands tightly folded in her lap.

Ill take you trout-fishing, said I, determined to exterminate and root out all tender memories of Thusis.

She looked up: May I ask you a question?

What is it? I returned, suspiciously, instantly on my guard again.

Who is Mr. Smith?

A Norwegian. And I explained Smiths business with the Swiss government.

She nodded absently. Probably she did not believe this. As far as that was concerned, neither did I.

Answer me a question, will you, Countess? said I in my turn. She smiled: What is it?

Is your kiss really worth the information you extract from me?

In spite of her light laughter she turned quite pink, and when I bent toward her again, she laid her arm across her lips, defending them.

Then, as I was preparing for further indiscretion, the door behind us opened and was closed again instantly. I knew it was Thusis. The certainty chilled my very bones.

Who was it? I asked carelessly.

Only the waitress, said she.

The red-haired one?

I believe so. Is she Swiss?

I did not answer.

The Countess looked up and repeated the question. Where did you find her? she added.

There was a short silence. An almost imperceptible change came over her features. Then, daintily, and by degrees, she inclined her head a little nearer.

But it was not in me to betray Thusis for a kiss. Slowly, however, I became aware that I was betraying myself.

Presently the Countess rose in the gathering dusk, and I stood up immediately.

She inspected me steadily for a full minute, then that almost imperceptible smile edged her lips again and she gave me my congé with a gentle nod.


XVII. MORE MYSTERY
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I DISCOVERED SMITH sitting on the rim of the fountain all alone in the dusk.

Good heavens! I blurted out, was any man ever so completely entangled in the web of intrigue as I am? Plot, counterplot, camouflage, mystery — Im in the very middle of the whole mess!

I dont know who anybody is or what theyre up to! Who is Thusis? Who is Clelia? Who is Josephine Vannis? Raoul? The Countess Manntrapp? And who are you, for that matter? I dont know! I dont pretend to guess.

Whats the trouble? he asked, amused.

Trouble! I dont know. Theres all kinds of trouble lying around. Im in several varieties of it. Where is the traveling circus?

In Tsar Ferdies apartments.

Probably conspiring, I added.

Probably.

What are you doing out here?

Oh, Im not conspiring, he said, laughing, Im no saint to converse with the fishes in your fountain.

Where is Clelia?

He said he didnt know but somehow I gathered the impression that she was somewhere behind the lighted kitchen windows and that Smith was hanging around in hopes she might come out to take the air by starlight.

Have you seen Thusis? I asked guiltily. And felt my ears burning in the dark.

Why, yes, he said. She walked down the road a few moments ago.

Alone?

Yes.

Probably she went to take a look at the snow blockade, said I.

He nodded.

Perhaps, I added carelessly, I had better saunter down that way.

No, he said, youd better not.

Why? I asked sharply.

Starlight and Thusis might go to a young mans head.

Im no longer in love, said I in the most solemn tones I had ever used. I am now able to contemplate Thusis without the stormy emotions which once assailed me, Smith. All that is over. To me she is merely an interesting and rather pathetic woman. I feel kindly toward Thusis. I wish her well. I would willingly do anything I could to — —

Piffle.

What the devil do you mean by that? I demanded.

What the devil do you mean by kidding yourself?

Havent I just explained?

Youve given yourself away. A man doesnt utter pious sentiments about a girl he no longer cares for. He doesnt bother to explain his regenerated attitude toward her. He doesnt trouble himself to talk about her at all. Nor does he go roaming after her by starlight. If you really care for her no longer, let her alone. If you do care youll get mad at what I say — as youre doing — and start off to find her in the starlight — as youre doing — —

But I was too exasperated to listen to such stuff.

I discovered her, finally, in the starlight just ahead of me, — a slim shadow on the high-road, outlined against a stupendous mass of snow which choked the valley like a glacier.

She heard my steps on the hard stone road, looked over her shoulder, then turned sharply, paying me no further attention, even when I came up beside her.

Gracious! said I, attempting an easy tone and manner; what a tremendous fall was here!

I have known greater falls, she said very quietly.

Really?

Yes; I once had a friend whose fall was greater.

Poor fellow! He fell off a precipice, I presume.

He fell from his high estate, Mr. ORyan.

Oh. Did he also have an estate in the Alps?

She said scornfully: He fell in my esteem — deep, Mr. ORyan — into depths so terrible that, even if I leaned over to look, I could never again perceive him.

Poor fellow, I muttered, chilled to the bone again.

Yes. she said calmly, it was tragic.

D-did you care for him, Thusis? I ventured, scared half to death.

I trusted him.

D-dont you trust him any more?

He is dead — to me, she said coldly.

There ensued a silence which presently I became unable to endure.

You know, Thusis, that man isnt dead — —

He might better be!

You dont understand him!

I no longer wish to.

He loves you!

He does not! she cried in tones so fierce that I almost jumped.

Thusis, said I in a miserable voice, you hurt and wounded that man until he was almost out of his senses — —

And he lost no time in consoling himself with another woman!

He didnt know what he was doing — —

He seemed to! ... So did she!

Thusis—

Did you kiss her?

I — —

Did you?

Yes.

I was so scared that my teeth chattered when Thusis turned on me in the starlight.

Her gray eyes were aflame; her little hands were tightly clenched. I hoped she would upper-cut me and mercifully put me to sleep, for this scene was like a nightmare to me.

Then, of a sudden, the slender figure seemed to wilt before my eyes, — shrink, bend, stand swaying with desperate hands covering the face.

Michael, she whispered. Michael! — and her voice ended in a sigh.

Scared as I was I took her in my arms. She rested her face against my shoulder.

You — you dont really care, I stammered, do you, Thusis? Do you, my darling — —

Oh, I dont know — I dont know. Youve hurt me, Michael; Im all hurt and — and quivering with your wound. I dont know! — I dont understand myself. My heart is sore — all raw and sore. So is my mind — the blow you dealt hurts me there, too — —

But, Thusis dear! You wounded me, too — —

Oh, I know.... I scarcely knew what I said. I dont know now what Im saying — what Im doing — here in your arms — — She tried to release herself, and, failing, buried her face against my shoulder with a convulsive little shudder.

You must love me, I whispered unsteadily. I cant live without you, Thusis.

But I cant love you, Michael.

Cant you find it in your heart to care for me?

In my heart, perhaps.... But not in my mind.

What do you mean?

I mean exactly that.... I cant consult my — my heart alone.... I must not. I dare not. I am obliged to consult my senses, too. And — dear Michael — my senses tell me that I may not care for you — must not fall in love — with you — —

Why?

After a silence she lifted her lovely head and looked up at me out of beautiful, distressed eyes that dumbly asked indulgence.

Well, then, you need not tell me, Thusis.

Youll know, some day.

Ill know, some day, why I won you in spite of everything.

She gently shook her head.

Yes, said I, I shall win you, Thusis.

My heart — perhaps.

Your mind, too.

We remained so, for a while, not speaking lest the spell be broken. And at last she slowly disengaged herself from my arms, then, confronting me, placed both her hands in mine with a sudden impulse that thrilled me.

Let it remain this way, then, she said. Win my heart, if you care to. I dont mind going through life with my heart in your kind keeping, Michael. I had rather it were so. I should be less unhappy.

Unhappy?

Yes — because I am going to be unhappy anyway. And if I knew that you once cared, it would be easier for me — in after years.... Michael — —

Yes?

Would you care for that much of me?

I drew her nearer.

You must not kiss me, she whispered.

I — —

Please.... It is a sign of troth plighted.... And is desecration else.... Troth plighted is a holy thing. And that cannot be between us, Michael. That cannot happen.... And so, you must not touch my lips with yours — dear Michael.... Only my hand — if you do care for me — —

I kissed her hand — then, slowly, each finger and the fragrant palm, until it seemed to disconcert her and she withdrew it.

Now take me back, she said in an uncertain voice that trembled slightly, and remain my dear, frank, boyish friend.... And let me plague you a little, Michael. Wont you? And not be angry? She asked so sweetly that I began to laugh — covered her hand with kisses — and laughed again.

You little girl, I exclaimed— oddly mature in some ways — a child in others — you may torment me and laugh at me now to your hearts content. Isnt laughter, after all, your heaven born privilege?

Why do you say that?

Oh, Thusis! Thusis! I am more convinced than ever of what I have half believed. Before I ever set eyes on you I had begun to care for you. Before I ever heard your voice I had begun to fall in love with you. Thusis — my Thusis — loveliest — most wonderful of Gods miracles since Eden bloomed — you are The Laughing Girl!

Michael — —

You are!

Suddenly, as she walked lightly beside me, resting on my arm, she flung up her head with a reckless, delicious little laugh: I am The Laughing Girl!

A slight yet exquisite shock went clean through me as I realized that even to the instant of her avowal I had not been absolutely convinced of her identity with the picture.

And I wish to tell you, she went on, her smile changing, that when the photograph — which unhappily has become so notorious — was taken, I never dreamed that it would be stolen, reproduced in thousands, and sold in every city of Europe!

Stolen!

Certainly! Do you imagine that I would have permitted its publicity and sale? Never has such an exasperating incident occurred in my life! And I am helpless. I cant prevent it.

Who stole it?

I havent the slightest idea. It was this way, Michael; it happened in my own home on the island of Naxos, and my sister Clelia and I were amusing ourselves with our cameras, dressing each other up and posing each other.

And she dressed me — or rather almost un-dressed me — that way — isnt it enough to make a saint swear — for when I had developed the plate and had started to print, somebody stole the plate from the sill of the open window. And the next thing we knew about it was when all Europe was flooded with my picture under which was printed that dubious caption— The Laughing Girl. Can you imagine my astonishment and rage? Could anything more utterly horrid happen to a girl? Had I at least been fully dressed — but no: there I was in every shop window among actresses, queens, demi-mondaines, and dissipated dukes just as Clelia had posed me in the intimacy of our own rooms, all over jewels, some of me mercifully veiled in a silk scarf, audaciously at ease in my apparent effrontery — oh, Michael, it nearly killed me!

Didnt you do anything about it?

Indeed I did! But where these photographs were being printed we never could find out. All we were able to do was to forbid their importation into Italy.

How did you manage that? I asked curiously.

She hesitated, then carelessly: We had some slight influence at court — —

Influence?

Possibly it amounted to that, she said indifferently.

You are known at court, Thusis?

She shrugged: We are not, I believe, completely unknown. She walked on beside me in silence for a few moments, then:

I do not wish to convey to you that I am persona grata in Italian court circles.

But if you are known at court, dear Thusis, how can you be otherwise than welcome there?

I am not welcome there.

That is impossible.

You adorable boy, she laughed, I must beg of you to occupy yourself with your own affairs and not continue to occupy yourself with mine.

Thats a heartless snub, Thusis.

I dont mean it so, she said, her hand tightening impulsively on my arm. But, Michael dear, I dont wish you to speculate about my affairs. It does no good. Besides, the situation in which I find myself is fearfully complex, and you couldnt help me out of it.

Perhaps I can, Thusis.

She laughed: You are delightfully romantic. You almost resemble one of the old time cloak-and-sword lovers of that dear Romance which died so long ago on the printed page as well as in human hearts.

It is not dead in my breast, Thusis.

It is dead in every breast. Only its frail ghost haunts our hearts at moments.

When I offered you my heart, Thusis, did you suppose it empty save for a trace of selfish passion?

Men are men.... I do not understand their hearts.

Take mine; tear it apart, look into it, — even if I die of it. Will you?

Her laugh became less genuine and there was no gaiety in it.

Tell me what I should find in your heart if I dissected it?

Love — and a sword!

You — you offer me your life, Michael?

This life — and the next.

She made no answer, walking slowly on beside me, her arm linked in mine, the starlight glimmering on her bent head. Down the road beyond us the illuminated windows of my house glimmered. As we moved toward them along the stony highroad, I said:

Thusis dear, I know nothing about you or about your affairs. I do not even guess your identity. But that you and your sister are here for the purpose of taking these miserable kings across the frontier into France, by violence, I do know.

And this, also, I have learned, that, if you attempt to execute this coup-de-main, my friend Shandon Smith will do all he can to prevent it.

The girl stopped as though I had struck her and stared at me in the silvery lustre of the stars.

What? she said slowly.

I have told you what Smith told me. He said that he didnt care whether or not I informed you. He added that, in case I chose to inform you, I should also repeat to you the following couplet:

Grecian gift and Spanish fig

Help the Fool his grave to dig.



A bright flush stained her face yet she seemed to be more astounded than angry.

Is it possible, she said, that your friend Mr. Smith — this Norwegian promoter — repeated that couplet to you?

He certainly did repeat it to me, Thusis.

Did he — did he tell you what it meant? Did he tell you anything more?

He mentioned a secret society called the Ægean League.

This is amazing, she murmured, looking up the road at the lights of the house.

Of all people, she added, that man Smith, the last person on earth we could suspect. She passed her hand across her eyes — a gesture of perplexity and consternation:

I wish to find Mr. Smith, Michael. I desire to see him immediately. Please let us walk faster.

We fell into a quick pace and she released my arm as the light from the windows fell on us.

He was sitting by the fountain, I began.

He is there now, with Clelia, she exclaimed, and walked directly toward him where he was seated near Clelia on the stone rim of the pool.

They looked up as we approached, and Smith rose.

Mr. Smith, said Thusis with a trace of excitement in her voice, have you any knowledge concerning my identity?

If the blunt question were a shock to him he did not show it. He answered in his pleasant, even voice:

I dont know who you are, Thusis.

Have you any idea?

None.

How can that be, she asked, flushing, when you send me such a couplet?

Ive told you the truth, he said simply; I dont know who you are, Thusis. I dont even suspect. He turned and looked at Clelia who had risen from her seat on the fountains edge.

You do not like me, Clelia, and now you are going to like me less. You resented it when I preached at you concerning proper behavior for a young girl. And now that you learn I am going to interfere in your political and military maneuvers, I suppose you hate me.

Nobody moved or spoke for a moment. Then Clelia took a step toward Smith, and I saw her face had become deadly pale.

No, she said, I dont hate you. On the contrary I am beginning to like you. Because it takes a real man to tell the woman he loves that he means to ruin her.

Clelia, you and Thusis are ruined only if I hold my hand.

We are done for unless you hold your hand! she said. She stepped nearer.

Mr. Smith? she said sweetly, you think you are on your honor. You are not. He who has sent you here to thwart us is deceiving you.

He who sent you here, Clelia, — and you, Thusis, is deceiving you, he rejoined very quietly.

Thusis said: You know who sent us, and yet you dont know who we are! How can this be, Monsieur?

Its true. I do know who sent you here. But you dont!

Clelia, still very pale, bent her gaze on him.

Mr. Smith?

Yes, I hear you, Clelia.

Suppose — suppose — I prove kinder to you.

No, he said, grim and flushed.

Thusis turned sharply on her sister: Have you given him your heart?

Clelia answered, her eyes still fixed on Smith:

I gave it to him from the first — even when I thought him a pious dolt. And was ashamed. And now that I know him for a man Im not ashamed. Let him know it. I do care for him.

Smith stood rigid. Thusis, looking intently at Clelia, went to her and passed one arm around her waist.

This cant be, she said. Clelia laughed. But it is, sister. It isnt orthodox, it isnt credible, it is quite unthinkable that I should care for him. But I do; and Ive told him so. Now he can ruin us if he wishes. And she flung a sweet, fearless glance at Smith which made him tremble very slightly.

Thusis turned to me an almost frightened face as though in appeal, then she caught her sisters hands.

Listen! she cried, I also gave my heart as you gave yours, sister! I couldnt help it. I found myself in love— She looked at me— I was doomed to love him.

But for Gods sake listen, sister. It is my heart I give. My mind and my destiny remain my own.

My destiny is in Gods hands, said Clelia simply. My mind and heart I give— She looked at Smith— and all else that is myself ... if you want me, Shan.

You cannot do it! exclaimed Thusis in a voice strangled with emotion. You can do it no more than can I! You have no more right than have I to give yourself merely because you care! Your heart — yes! There is no choice when love comes; you can not avoid it. But you can proudly choose what to do about it!

I have chosen, said Clelia, if he wants me.

Thusis clenched her hands and stood there twisting them, dumb, excited, laboring evidently under the most intense emotion.

And what all this business was about I had not the remotest notion.

Suddenly Thusis turned fiercely on her sister with a gesture that left her outflung arm rigid.

Do you wish to find the irresponsible political level of those two Bolsheviki in there? she said with breathless passion. Are you really the iconoclast you say you are? I did not believe it! I cant. The world moves only through decent procedure, or it disintegrates. Where is your reason, your logic, your pride?

Pride? Clelia smiled and looked at Smith: In him, I think.... Since he has become my master.

He is not our master! retorted Thusis. If what we came here to do is now impossible — thanks to a meddling and misled gentleman in Rome — is there not a sharper blow to strike at this treacherous Greek King and his Prussian wife and that vile, Imperial Hun who pulls the strings that move them?

Clelia looked at Smith: Do you know what my sister means?

Yes.

Will you stop us even there?

I must.

Thusis, white with passion, confronted him:

It is not you who are bound in honor to check and thwart us, she said unsteadily, but your duped block-head of a master who exasperates me! Does he know from whom I take my orders?

Yes.

I take them from the greatest, wisest, most fearless, most generous patriot in the world. I take my orders from Monsieur Venizelos!

I started, but Smith said coolly: Is that what you suppose, Thusis?

Suppose? What do you mean? she demanded haughtily.

I mean that you are mistaken if you and Clelia believe that your orders come from Monsieur Venizelos.

From whom, then, do you imagine they come? retorted Thusis.

From Tino!

You dare — —

Yes, I dare tell you, Thusis, how you have been deceived. Tino himself plotted this. Your orders are forgeries. Monsieur Venizelos never dreamed of inciting you to the activities in which you are now concerned — —

That is incredible, said Thusis hotly. I know who sent you here to check us and spoil it all — as though we were two silly, headstrong children! Tell me honestly, now; did not that — that gentleman in Rome give you some such impression of us? — that we were two turbulent and mischievous children?

I was not told who you were.

But you were told that we are irresponsible and headstrong? Is it not true?

Yes.

And you were sent here to see that we didnt get into mischief. Is it true?

Yes.

Thusis made a gesture of anger and despair:

For lack of courage, she said tremulously, a timid King refuses the service we try to render! We offer to stake our lives cheerfully; it frightens him. We escape his well meant authority and supervision and make our way into Switzerland to do him and Italy a service in spite of his timorous fears and objections. He has us followed by — who are you anyway, Mr. Smith?

I happen to be, he said pleasantly, an officer in a certain branch of the Italian Army.

Military Intelligence! exclaimed Clelia. And we were warned by Monsieur Venizelos!

Thusis flung out her arms in a passionate gesture: We offer the King of Italy two royal scoundrels! And he refuses. We offer the King of Italy two islands? And you tell us he refuses. When we were in Rome he laughed at us, teased us as though we had been two school-girls bringing him some crazy plan to end the war. And now when we are practically ready to prove our plan possible — ready to consummate the affair and give him the two most dangerous royal rascals in Europe — restore to Italy two islands stolen from her centuries ago — the King of Italy turns timid and sends a gentleman to ruin everything!

Because, said Smith pleasantly, although King Constantine and Queen Sophia have been deposed, yet, were you to seize them and carry them across this frontier into France, Greece would resent it. So also would Switzerland. And the Allies would merely make two enemies out of an Allied country and a neutral one for the sake of a few odd kings and queens.

And, moreover, if you should proceed, as you had planned, to the Cyclades; and if you succeed in fomenting a revolution in Naxos and Tenedos, and induce these two islands to declare themselves part of Italy, because seven hundred years ago a Venetian conquered them, then you turn Greece into a bitter enemy of Italy and of the Allies. And that is what you accomplish in exchange for a couple of little islands in the Ægean which Italy does not want.

Then, retorted Thusis violently, why did Monsieur Venizelos suggest that we attempt these things? Is the greatest patriot on earth a traitor or a fool?

No, but Constantine of Greece is. And the boche is his tutor. Oh, Thusis — Thusis! Cant you see you have been tricked? Cant you understand that Venizelos had no knowledge of these things you are attempting in all sincerity? — that you have been deluded by the treachery of the hun — that those who counseled you to this came secretly from Tino and the Kaiser, not from Venizelos?

Thusis gazed at him bewildered. Clelia, too, seemed almost stunned.

Do — do you mean to tell me, stammered Thusis, that these kings know that Clelia and I are here to try to kidnap them?

No, said Smith coolly, because I censored their mail in Berne. Their agents in Rome had warned them, in detail, by letter.

Had those agents penetrated our identity?

They seemed to have no notion of it. But they described you both minutely.

Clelia seemed to come out of her trance. She turned to Thusis and said in a naïve, bewildered way:

Its rather extraordinary, Thusis, that nobody seems to have found out who we really are.... Its almost as though we are not of as much importance as we have been brought up to suppose.

Thusis blushed hotly: Because, she said, nobody has discovered our incognito, is no reason for us to underrate our positions in Europe.

Still — it is extraordinary that nobody recognizes us. And we use our own names, too. I cant account for it, she added honestly, unless we are of much less importance than we have been accustomed to consider ourselves — —

Her voice was lost in a fearful scream from the house.

Good Heavens! said I, what has happened?

At that moment the door flew open and King Ferdinand waddled out in his wrapper and slippers.

Help! he shouted, help! Is there a physician in the Alps?

Im one, said Smith, coolly, among other things.

And we all started hastily for the house.


XVIII. THE GANGSTERS
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THE TSAR OF all the Bulgars, wearing a green and yellow wrapper, and bright blue slippers over his enormous flat feet, exhibited considerable nervousness as we entered the house.

I wasnt doing anything, he said; I trust that nobody will misunderstand me. Heaven is my witness — —

Whats the matter? asked Smith tersely.

The Princess Pudelstoff is screaming. I dont know why; I didnt go near her — —

We hurried up stairs. The door of the Princess room was open, the light burning. The Princess sat up in bed, tears rolling down her gross, fat face, screaming at the top of her voice; while beside her, in Phrygian night-cap and pajamas, stood King Constantine.

He had her by the elbow and was jerking her arm and shouting at her: Shut your fool head! Stop it! Theres nothing the matter with you. Youve been dreaming!

Smith went straight to the bed, shoved Constantine aside, and laid a soothing hand on the Princess shoulder.

Im a physician, he said in his pleasant, reassuring voice. What is the trouble, Princess?

Theres turrible doins in this here house! she bawled. I peeked through the key-hole! Them there Bolsheviki next door is fixin to blow us all up. I seen the bomb a-sizzlin and a-fizzlin on the floor like it was just ready to bust! And then I run and got into bed and I let out a screech — —

Its all right, said Smith kindly. It was just a bad dream. There isnt any bomb. Nobody is going to harm you — —

I didnt dream it! I — —

Yes, you did. Calm yourself, Princess. You have eaten something which has disagreed with you.

She ceased her screaming at that suggestion and considered it, the tears still streaming over her features. Then she began to blubber again and shook her head.

I aint et hoggish, she insisted. If I had et hoggish Id think I drempt it. But I aint et hoggish. That wasnt no dream. No, sir! I had went to bed, but I was fidgety, like I had a load of coal onto my stummick. And by and by I heard them Bolsheviki next door whisperin. And by and by I heard a fizzlin noise like they was makin highballs in there.

Thinks I to myself that sounds good if true. So I gets up and I lights up and I peeks through the key hole. And I seen King — I mean Monsieur Xenos, and Monsieur Itchenuff, and Puppsky and Wildkatz and a long, black box on the floor in the room next door, and somethin sticking out of it which fizzled without smokin — —

It was all a dream, madame, interposed Smith soothingly. And to my surprise, he took from his inner breast-pocket a small, flat medicine case.

A glass of water and two spoons, please, he said to Clelia. And she went away to fetch them.

There was another glass on the wash-stand. In this he rinsed a clinical thermometer and inserted it under the tongue of the sobbing Princess.

Thusis and I stood near him, silent. King Constantine and the Bulgarian Tsar appeared to be unsympathetic and at the same time slightly nervous.

If shed stop gorging herself, remarked Tino, shed have no nightmares.

I seen you in there! Yes I did! retorted the Princess in another access of wrath and fright, the thermometer wagging wildly between her lips. And I seen you too! she went on, pointing at King Ferdinand, who stared wildly back at her out of his eyes of an alarmed pig and wrinkled his enormous nose at her.

Dont tell me I was dreamin, she added scornfully, nothing like that.

Clelia came with the two spoons and glass of water; Smith selected a phial, mixed the dose, withdrew the thermometer, shook it, examined it, washed it at the basin, and, returning to his patient, administered a teaspoonful of medicine.

Then, in the other glass, he dissolved a powder, gave her three teaspoonfuls of that, and placed the two glasses on the night table beside her bed.

If you happen to awake, he said gently, take a teaspoonful of each. But I think youll sleep, madame. And in the morning youll be all right.

He turned on King Constantine and the Tsar so suddenly that they both took impulsive steps backward as though apprehensive of being kicked.

The Princess needs quiet and rest, gentlemen, said Smith. Kindly retire.

Perhaps Id better sit beside her for a while, began Constantine, but Smith interrupted him:

Ill call you into consultation if I want you, Monsieur Xenos. His voice had a very slight ring to it; the ex-King of Greece looked at him for a moment, then winced and backed out of the room, followed by King Ferdinand who seemed to be in a hurry and crowded on his heels like an agitated pachyderm.

Clelia, who had remained mute and motionless, looking at Smith all the while, now came toward him. And in the girls altered face I saw, reflected, deeper emotions than I had supposed her youthful heart could harbor.

Do you need me? she asked. I am at your service.

Thank you, there is nothing more, said Smith pleasantly. He turned to include Thusis in kindly but unmistakable dismissal.

Clelia gave him a long, slow look of exquisite submission; Thusis sent an odd, irresolute glance at me. As she passed me, following her sister, her lips formed the message: I wish to see you to-night.

When they had gone Smith shut and locked the door, and with a slight motion to me to accompany him, walked over to the bed, seated himself beside it, and took the fat hand of the Princess Pudelstoff in his as though to test her pulse.

The lady rolled her eyes at us but lay still, her mottled cheeks still glistening with partly dried tears.

Whats on your mind, Princess? inquired Smith in a soft, caressing voice.

Hey? she exclaimed in visible alarm, and evidently preparing to scream again.

Hush. Dont excite yourself, madame, he said in his pleasant, reassuring way. There is no occasion for alarm at all.

Am I a sick woman? she demanded anxiously. Is that what youre a-goin to hand me? Is it?

No, youre not physically ill. You have no temperature except as much as might be due to sudden shock.

I got the scare of my young life all right, she muttered. Say, Doc, was it a dream? On the level now, was it?

Probably — —

Honest to God? she insisted.

Why do you think it was not a dream, Princess? he asked gently.

Why? Well, Ive run with Rooshians enough to know a infernal machine when I see one. And I never dream plain, that way. I can see that darn thing yet — and hear it! And I can see them men in there all a settin onto chairs in a circle like, and a-watching that there bomb sizzling. It made a blue light but no smoke and no smell. How could I have drempt all that so plain, Doc?

Princess! Youre not afraid of me, are you?

She looked up into his clean-cut, pleasant American face.

No, I aint, she said. You come from Gods country — she suddenly began to beat her pudgy fists on the sheets— and whyinhell I ever was crazy enough to leave little old Noo York I dont know excep I was damfoolenough to do it!

Smith smiled at her: You sure were some peach, he said, dropping gracefully into the vernacular, when you played with Nazimova in that Eastside theater.

The Princess flushed all over, and the radiance of her smile transfigured her amazingly.

Did you see me in them days, Doc?

You betcha!

Well-fr-Gods-sake! she gasped in wonder and delight. Say, you had me fooled, Doc. I understood you was a Norsky — a sort of tree-peddlin guy. But, thinks I to myself, he looks like a Yank. I says so to my brother, Leo Puppsky — —

Dont say it to him again, Princess. Or to anybody.

At that the Princess fixed her shrewd little eyes on Smith, shifted them for an instant to me, then resumed her scrutiny of his serene and smiling features.

Whats the idea? she asked at last.

Im going to lay all my cards down for you, Princess, — faces up. I am an American serving in the Italian army.

The-hell-you-say! There was a silence that lasted a full minute. Then, suddenly, the Princess began to laugh. Soft, fat chuckles agitated her tremendous bosom; a seismic disturbance seemed to shake her ample bulk beneath the bed-clothes.

Tabs! she exclaimed. Youre keepin tabs on these here down-and-outers! Thats what youre a doin of! Am I right?

And what are you doing here in Switzerland, Princess? he inquired smilingly.

Say! Im their goat! Now, do you get me?

Not exactly — —

Well listen. Puppskys my brother. He was in the suit and cloak business in Noo York before the Rooshian revolution. Then he beat it for Petrograd — workin for his own pocket sames you and me, Doc; and seein pickins — Trotzky bein a friend of ours, and Lenine a relation. I was in Stockholm fixin to go to Noo York, when that poor fish, Wildkatz, comes in and talks me into this game. And look at me now, Doc! Here I am financin this here bunch o homeless kings, sittin into a con game, holdin all the dirty cards they deal me — busted flushes, nigger straights, and all like that! And what, she demanded passionately, is there in it for me? Tino, he says Ill be a Greek duchess an rule a island called Naxos! — And, Gawd help me, I fell fur it. And wherethehell is Naxos? And is it as big as Coney Island? Wasnt I the big dill-pickle to stake em to a Greek revolution? And me a princess! Sure, I know a Rooshian princess aint much of a swell, and the Duchy of Naxos looked good to me.

But the more I mix in with these here kings the wiser I get. Four-flushers is four-flushers wherever you find em. And these guys is all alike — old Admiral bushy-whiskers, Bummelzug, General Droly and that sore-eyed little Gizzler! — all want to sell me gold bricks for real money!

She waved her short, fat arms in furious recollection of her wrongs.

Say, even the Greek Queen aint too particular about chousing the long-green outer me! She wants to hand me the order of the Red Chicken! — costs ten thousand plunks! What do you know about that, Doc?

I dont know whether Smith was as amazed as was I by these revelations in argot. He smiled his kindly, undisturbed smile and patted her hand encouragingly; while from depths long plugged burst the excited recital of the woes of the Pudelstoffs.

Im through, she said. I got enough. And I told em so at the meeting after dinner to-night. They talked rough to me, they did. Puppsky, he got riled and tells me Im no sister of his. And the Greek Queen she was crazy and called me a kike in German. Which upset my dinner.

Say, Doc, the Gophers and Gas-house gangs aint one-two-three with this bunch. Im scared stiff theyll get me — that Ferdie has croaked more guys n people know. Im scared Sophy sticks me. They say she stuck a hat-pin into Tino. You bet she knows how to make that big stiff behave! And shes got a way of lookin at you! — Me, I quit em cold to-night. Nothing like that, says I; no revolution in Greece at $250,000 a revolute! No Naxos! No Red Chicken! Me, Im on my way via Berne, Berlin, Christiania, and Noo York!

Youve quarreled with them, Princess? asked Smith.

I sure did. Say, I dont have to stand for no rough stuff from Wildkatz neither. We aint in Petrograd. But, mind you, I dont put it past him to try his dirty tricks on me with bombs!

But why — —

Theyre like all gun-men! Once in you cant get out, or theyll try to get you. If youve got enough and try to quit peaceable they think youve been bought out. Youre a squealer to them.

You believe they might offer you violence? I asked, incredulously.

How do I know? What was they doin with that bomb? Theyre sore on me. They know theyre gettin no more dough outen me. They know Ive quit and Im goin back to Gods country.

But Leo Puppsky is your own brother! I exclaimed, horrified.

The Princess shrugged her fat shoulders.

Hes a Red, too. Bolsheviks is Bolsheviks. You dont know em. You dont know what they done in Rooshia. No boche is bloodier. Call em what you like — call em all sons of boches — and you wont be wrong.

Her flabby features had grown somber; suddenly a shudder possessed her, and she opened her mouth to scream; but Smith instantly filled the gaping orifice with medicine, and only a coughing fit followed.

To me he said: Please leave me alone with her now. It will be all right, Michael.

And he turned tenderly to the convulsed Princess and patted her vast back.


XIX. CONFIDENCES
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AS I WALKED through the corridor considerably concerned over the statements made to us by this east-side Princess and seriously disturbed by finding myself in the very vortex of this whirlpool of intrigue which every moment seemed to spew up from its dizzying depths new plots and counter-plots, I almost ran into the ex-Queen of Greece.

She was in curl-papers and negligee, standing just outside her door, an electric torch in one hand, a pistol in the other.

Madame! I exclaimed, what in the world is the matter?

I dont like this inn, she said. I consider it a suspicious place.

Madame!

What do I know about your inn? she demanded insolently, or about you, either?

Madame!

You say you are a Chilean. You dont look it. Neither does your friend resemble a Norwegian. If you desire to know my opinion you both look like Yankees!

Madame, this is intolerable — —

Possibly, she interrupted, staring at me out of chilly eyes that fairly glittered. Possibly, too, I am mistaken. Perhaps your servants, also, unduly arouse suspicion — your pretty housekeeper may really be your housekeeper. The waitress, too, may be a real waitress. This is all quite possible, Monsieur. But I prefer to be prepared for any eventuality in this tavern!

And she went into her room and shut the door.

The ex-queens insolence upset me. I was possessed by a furious desire to turn them all out of doors. The prospect of living in the same house with these people for days — perhaps for weeks, seemed unbearable. Surely there must be some way out of the valley!

Down stairs I saw Raoul coming from the front courtyard leading two strange horses attached to a sort of carryall.

Where on earth did you discover that rig? I called out to him in the starlight.

Two guests have just arrived, he replied, laughing.

I hurried out to where he stood.

Guests! I repeated. Where did they come from? Isnt the pass closed?

Sealed tight, Monsieur ORyan. But when the avalanche fell this vehicle and its passengers were just far enough inside the pass to be caught.

I understand theyve been digging themselves out of the snow all this time. Theyve just arrived and are in the long hall asking for accommodations.

Who are they? I demanded in utter disgust; more huns?

One is a Turkish gentleman, he said. The other is the driver. I will take care of him. The Turkish travelers name is Eddin Bey, and he says hes a friend of Admiral Lauterlaus.

I went into the house and discovered Eddin Bey entering his signature on the ledger while Clelia with keys and candle waited beside him to show him to his quarters.

Ah! he exclaimed cordially when I named myself, offering his dark, nervous hand, I am inexpressibly happy to have the privilege, Monsieur ORyan! A narrow escape for us, I assure you! — that mountain of snow roaring down on us and our horses whipped to a gallop! Not gay — eh? No, sir! And I thought wed never dig out the horses and our wagon and luggage!

I replied politely and suitably, and Clelia presently piloted this dark, lean, vivacious young man to his quarters across the corridor from General von Dungheim.

When she returned her flushed, set features arrested my attention. Did that Turk annoy you, Clelia? I asked sharply.

She shrugged: Tavern gallantry, she replied briefly: men of that sort are prone to it.

I said: If any of these people annoy you and Thusis come to me at once.

She laughed: Dear Monsieur ORyan, she said, Thusis and I know how to take care of ourselves. She came nearer, looking up at me out of her lovely, friendly eyes:

Thusis is in her room. It isnt very proper, of course, but she is waiting for you. Will you go?

Yes.

Clelia laid one hand lightly on my arm, and her smile became wistful and troubled:

You do care for my sister, dont you?

I am deeply in love with her.

I was afraid so.

Afraid?

Oh, I dont know how Thusis is going to behave, — how she is going to take it! said Clelia in frank anxiety. Never before has she cared for any man; and I dont know what shes going to do about you — indeed I dont, Mr. ORyan!

Could you tell me, said I bluntly, what obstacles stand in the way of my marrying your sister?

Thusis should tell you.

She isnt already married?

Good Heavens, no!

Is it a matter of religion?

Thusis must tell you. I could not speak for her, — interfere with her. My sister will act for herself — assume all responsibility for whatever she chooses to do.... As I do.

I took Clelias soft hands in mine and looked earnestly into her face:

You, also, care for a man; dont you?

She bent her head in wordless assent.

What are you going to do about it, Clelia?

Whatever he wishes.

Marry him?

If he wishes.

You are an astounding girl!

I am an astounded girl. I never supposed I should take such a view of life, of its obligations, of my own position in the world.... Lately, in the probable imminence of sudden death, I became a little reckless — perhaps excited — willing to learn in these brief hours the more innocent elements of love — curious to experience even the least real of its mysteries — to play coquette in the pretty comedy — even with you — —

She gave me a vague smile and slowly shook her head.

All the while, she said, I was in love with him. I didnt know it because I didnt know him. When I felt frivolous and wished to laugh he was serious. His solemnity stirred me to audacity; and when I said a lot of silly things I didnt mean he preached at me; and I bullied him and was impudent and showed my contempt for a man who would endure such tyranny.... That is how it began.... And all the while, not knowing it, I was falling more completely in love. Isnt it odd?

She smiled, pressed my hands, shook her head as though at a loss to account for her behavior.

The first hint of it I had, she said, was when he coolly warned me that he would thwart me. And I looked into his eyes and knew him for the first time — knew him to be the stronger, the wiser, the more capable, — and the more powerful.

And I realized, all in a moment, that he had endured my contempt and tyranny merely because he chose to; that he was a real man, in cool possession of his own destiny; that, if he chose, he could clear his mind of me, and presently his heart; that I was not essential to him, not necessary; that, indeed, unless I instantly took myself in hand and made an effort to measure up to him, hed turn from me, — quite courteously — and go his own way with a kindly indifference which suddenly seemed terrifying to me.... And I loved him.... And let him know.... And that is how it happened with me.

After a long pause: What would happen, I inquired, if I tried that sort of thing on Thusis?

Clelia shook her head: Thusis and I are different. I dont wish to be a martyr.

Does Thusis?

Im rather afraid she is inclined that way. Of course we both were quite willing to suffer physical martyrdom if we failed to carry off these wretched kings. That is a different kind of martyrdom — a shot in the brain, a knife thrust — perhaps a brutish supplice from the boche — — She shrugged her shoulders. We were not afraid, she added. But when another sort of death suddenly confronted me — the death of love in him I loved — I had no courage — none at all. You see I am not the stuff of which martyrs are fashioned, Mr. ORyan.

Is Thusis?

Alas!

She prefers to suffer?

I am afraid she will become a martyr to a pride which interprets for her the old, outworn doggerel of ages dead.... I cant repeat it to you.

Noblesse oblige?

That phrase occurs in it.

Oh.... So Thusis, caring for me, will send me away, I said.

I cannot answer you.

Can you advise me, Clelia?

She looked up at me; tears sprang to her eyes; she pressed my hands, but shook her head.


XX. A LOCAL STORM
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I KNOCKED VERY gently at Thusiss door and she opened it, signed for me to enter, then closed it cautiously.

Do you know, said I, that it is after midnight?

I know it is. But as long as others dont know you are here, what does it matter, Michael?

Of course, I muttered, you and I know theres no cause for scandal.

Her delightful laughter welled up from the whitest throat I have ever seen, but she instantly suppressed it.

Were very indiscreet, she said mockingly; weve exchanged hearts and were here in my bedroom at midnight. Can you imagine what that queen downstairs would say?

Had you meant to kidnap her, also? I inquired.

No, she said scornfully. The Allies can take care of the Hohenzollern litter after they take the sty.

Berlin, I nodded.

Berlin. Hercules had no such task in his Augean stable. It was Hercules, wasnt it, Michael? I always get him and his labors mixed up with Theseus. But the Prince of Argolis used address, not bull force.... His mothers name was Æthra.... My mothers name was Æthra, too.

That is Greek.

Very. And the name of the ancient pal — I mean the name of our old house on the island of Naxos was Thalassa! — You remember the Ten Thousand?

Yes. Your house overlooked the sea?

The Ægean! You enter from the landward lawn, advance toward the portico — and suddenly, through the marble corridor, a sheet of azure! Thalassa!

I said slowly: Little white goddess of Naxos with hair like the sun and eyes of Ægean blue, why have you sent for me to come to your chamber at midnight?

Thusis looked at me and her happy smile faded.

To ask one question, she said very gravely, and to answer one — if you ask it.

Ask yours, first.

What did that dreadful Princess say to you and to Mr. Smith after I left the room?

I told her what had passed.

What! she cried fiercely, clenching her hands. Tino had the impudence to offer her Naxos as a bribe!

The Duchy of Naxos, I repeated.

I have never seen an angrier or more excited girl. She sprang to her feet and began to pace the bedroom, her hands doubled in fury, her face tense and white.

Naxos! she kept repeating in a voice strangled by emotion. That treacherous Tino offers Naxos to a miserable, fat Russian Princess! Oh! Was ever such an insult offered to any girl! Naxos! My Naxos! Could the civilized world believe it! Can the outrage on Belgium equal such an infamy! Even with the spectacle of martyred France, of Roumania in Teuton chains, of Russia floundering in blood — could the world believe its senses if Naxos is betrayed!

Her emotion was tragic, yet it seemed to me that the lovely Thusis took Naxos a trifle too seriously. Because I was not at all certain that this same civilized and horrified world was unanimously aware of the existence of Naxos. But I didnt say this to Thusis.

As she paced the room she wrung her hands once or twice naïvely deploring the avalanche.

Because, she said, halting in front of me, Smith or no Smith, I should certainly attempt to seize this treacherous, beastly Constantine, and smuggle him over the frontier. The traitor! The double traitor! For Naxos is not his! No! It is a Venetian Duchy. What if Turkey did steal it! What if Greece stole it in turn? It is Venetian. It is Italian. It is my home and I love it! It is my birthplace and I worship it! It is my native land and I adore it!

The King of Italy, I reminded her, does not seem to desire that Naxos be included in his domain.

But I do! she said passionately. I am a Venetian of Naxos. Have I not the right to decide where my island belongs? For six hundred years my family has owed allegiance to Venice — and naturally, therefore, to Italy. Have I not every right to raise the banner of revolt in Naxos and defy this ruffianly ex-king who comes sneaking stealthily into Switzerland to plot for his own restoration? — who comes here secretly to offer Naxos to a vulgar Russian as a bribe for financial aid? — offers to sell my home for a few millions cash and buy cannon and men and send them into Greece to fight for him and his rotten throne?

Thusis — —

No! she said violently, there is no argument possible. And God never sent His avalanche to ruin my hopes and destroy all chance of freedom for Naxos! It was the bestial Gott of the boche who loosed the snow up yonder — the filthy fetish of the hun who did that! She flung out her white arms and looked upward. And oh! she cried, for one hour of the old Greek gods to call on! Oh for the thunderbolts of Zeus! — the spear of Athene! — the tender grace and mercy of Aphrodite, and her swift and flaming vengeance when her temples were profaned! — when her children were betrayed and disinherited! — Naxos — my Naxos — —

All Greek now, pagan, beautiful, the girls whole body was quivering with rage and grief. And I knew enough to hold my tongue.

While the fierce storm swept her, bending her like a sapling with gusts of passion, I stood silent, awaiting the rain of tears to end it.

None came to break the tension, though the gray eyes harbored lightning and her brow remained dark.

As Naxos falls, so falls the world, she said. The eyes of civilization are on her; the fateful writing runs like fire across Gods heaven! Let the world heed what passes! The doom of Naxos is the doom of freedom and of man!

I, personally, had scarcely looked at it in that light. It did not strike me that the hub of civilization rested on Naxos. Nor do I believe the world was under that impression. But I was not going to say so to this excited young Naxosienne — or Naxosoise — or Naxosette, — whichever may be the respectful and properly descriptive nomenclature.

And so, standing near the window, I watched the tempest wax, wane, and gradually pass, leaving her at last silent, seated on her couch, with one arm across her knee and her head bent like the Resting Hermes.

When I walked over and stood looking down at her she reached out and, without looking, took my hand.

It is your turn now, Michael; and I already know what question you mean to ask.

Shall I ask it, Thusis? After a silence her hand closed convulsively in mine.

I do love you.... I am not — free — to marry you.

Could you tell me why?

She slowly shook her head: You will learn why, some day.

Is there no chance, Thusis?

Again she shook her head. Presently her hand slipped out of mine and she rested both elbows on her knees, covering her face.

I dropped onto the couch near her, framing my own head in both hands.

The world had become sunless and quite empty except for human pain.... And so, thought I in a dull sort of way, this ends my romance with The Laughing Girl.... The Laughing Girl of Naxos..... Not laughing now, but very much subdued, brooding beside me with both hands covering her face, and the splendid masses of her hair now loosened to her shoulders like a hood hiding the bowed features.

Dont grieve, Thusis, I whispered, forgetting my own pain; but she suddenly huddled up and doubled over, crying:

If you speak to me that way I — cant — endure it — — Her voice broke childishly for the first time, and I saw her shoulders quiver.

We had a rotten time of it — self-restraint on my side, and on hers — a hard, sharp shower of tears — terrifying to me because of her silence; not a sigh, not a sob, not even one of those undignified gulps which authors never mention — but which nevertheless usually characterize all lachrymose feminine procedure, and punctuate its more attractive silences.

It resembled a natural rainstorm in April — abrupt, thorough; and then the sun. For after considerable blind fumbling, she suddenly leaned forward and dried her eyes with the edge of the bed-sheet.

There, she said, is an intimate act which ought to breed mutual contempt!

We both laughed. She found a fresh section of the sheet and used it.

You are an adorable boy, she said, keeping her face turned away but busy, now, with her sagging hair.

Its got to come right some day, I said with the fatuous stupidity characteristic of the stymied swain.

It wont, she remarked, but lets pretend it will.... Is my nose red, Michael?

I cant see it when you turn your face away.

I dont wish you to see it if its red.

But how can I judge — —

We burst into that freer laughter which welcomes the absurd when hearts are heavy laden.

Her dresser was within reach. I gazed at her back while she powdered her nose.

My eyes are red, she observed calmly.

No, theyre gray; its your hair that is red, Thusis.

It was silly enough to invoke the blessed relief of further laughter. But when Thusis finally turned toward me there was a new shyness about her, exquisite, captivating, that held me quiet and very serious.

What a dreadfully sober gentleman, she said. The storms all over, and it isnt going to rain again.

I quoted: It rains — in my heart — — And she laid a quick, impulsive hand on my arm:

Have I not confessed that I love you?

Yes — —

Very well. Is it a reason for rain — in your heart or anywhere else?

No — —

Well then! ... You may touch my hand with your lips.

Only her lips could be sweeter than the soft hand I kissed, long and closely, until she withdrew it with a tremulous little laugh of protest.

Were becoming infamous; were a scandal, Michael. Have you anything further to say to me? If not, please go home to bed.

Casting about in my mind for an excuse to linger I recollected the advent of Eddin Bey; and I told her about it.

What a barnyard full! she said scornfully, all the creatures, now, — Turk, Bulgarian, Bolshevik, and boche! ... To see them here — and the two principal scoundrels almost within my grasp! I dont believe I can stand it, she added breathlessly. Smith or no Smith, and his exasperating majesty the King of Italy to the contrary, I think something is going to happen to Tino and Ferdie as soon as the pass is cleared.

One thing more, I said; do you believe there really was a bomb in the room next to the Princess Pudelstoffs?

Do you mean, Michael, that those murderous Russians might possibly suspect Clelia, Josephine, Raoul, and me?

Oh no, I dont think that. But possibly they had other assassinations in mind and were trying out a new species of bomb — experimenting with some untried fuse. Thats what occurred to me — unless the fat Princess really did dream it all.

When I make the beds to-morrow, remarked Thusis, I shall search very carefully. The only trouble is that those Bolsheviki seldom leave their rooms except to eat. And then Im obliged to wait on table.

I nodded, a little troubled. But it was unthinkable that these treacherous Reds should even dream of bomb-murder in Switzerland. Whom might they desire to slaughter, unless it were the poor, fat Princess? And they would scarcely blow up an entire establishment in a neutral country for the purpose of scattering portions of the Princess over the adjacent Alps.

And yet I began to feel oddly uneasy, now. Of what such vermin might be capable I could not guess, with the frightful example of the two arch-traitors Lenine and Trotzky staring a sickened world in the face, — a world already betrayed twice since its sad history began — once by Judas, once by Benedict Arnold.

Judas would have sold the souls of all mankind: Lenine and Trotzky sold only one hundred and fifty million bodies to the anti-Christ. Things were improving on earth after all.

I said: Smith is a good man to have here at such a time. Hes a wonderfully level-headed fellow. I dont believe we need worry.

I ought to dislike him. But I dont, remarked Thusis.

Dislike Smith?

Hes turned my sisters head!

But — good heavens! — if she cares for him — —

I care for you! she cut in crisply. But I havent lost my head or my sense of proportion — —

I wish you had.

She looked at me in silence almost hostile. Suddenly she blushed furiously:

I wish I had, too! I care for you as much as my sister cares for Mr. Smith! More! Much more! Im — Im quite hopelessly in love! But I dont — dont — forget that — that — —

She shook her head but sat looking at me out of tragic eyes — suffered me to press her lovely hands to my lips, watching me all the while.

You had better go, Michael.

I laid her hands in her lap. She clasped them so tightly that the delicate nails whitened.

It will come out right, said I, rising.

It never will.... I — I love you.

At the door I hesitated. But she did not speak. And I opened it and went out.


XXI. SUS SCROFA
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FOR TWO EXASPERATING weeks, now, the Schwindlewald pass had remained hermetically sealed with snow, utterly isolating the valley. It is true that a Swiss airplane had appeared overhead and had dropped several tons of bread which we did not require, and a message couched in hysterical language reminding us that God would protect us while several score of sweating Swiss dug us out.

Personally I didnt care except for the highly objectionable colony of boches with whom I was obliged to share an imprisonment which otherwise would never have bored me.

But the royal circus was a dreadful visitation — kings, queen, lesser fry, and Bolsheviki became almost unendurable, even when, during the first week of our captivity, they flocked by themselves and conspired to their hearts content.

Had this condition endured, the situation might have been borne with a certain philosophy. But the inevitable, of course, happened: one week of exclusive gregariousness was enough for these people: they began to bore one another.

It showed first, characteristically, at table. Tino and spouse, always engaged in continual bickering to the vast discomfort of everybody, now had it out in star-chamber proceedings; and the King, badly battered but jaunty, appeared at table with one eye partly closed and a mouth so swollen that he could not comfortably manipulate a cigarette. He explained that he had bumped his head in the dark. But it was perfectly understood who had bumped it.

King Ferdinand became moody, and his cunning, furtive features often bore a white, scared expression. He developed, too, a morbid mania for a most depressing line of conversation — celebrated assassinations being his theme, — and he ransacked the history of all times in search of examples, Eddin Bey slyly assisting him.

Sluggish livers and piggish feeding probably accounted for the sullen lethargy of Von Dungheim and Bummelzug. Their ever latent and brutal tempers blazed at absurd trifles, involving usually the bad manners and lack of respect shown them by the Bolsheviki, who chattered back at them like enraged monkeys, terrifying the Princess Pudelstoff who had never forgotten her dream.

Admiral Lauterlaus, whose personal habits were always impossible, now spent most of his time bullying the wretched Secretary Gizzler or, with a telescope such as chamois-hunters carry, squatted on the veranda steps and swept the Bec de lEmpereur for gamps, and heaven knows what else.

Only the Countess Manntrapp and Eddin Bey appeared to retain their good humor. The Turk, a handsome fellow of distinguished manners and gay address, evidently possessed a lively eye for pulchritude. He lost no time at all in paying his sly court to my servants, beginning with Thusis, progressing to Clelia, and ending with Josephine Vannis in the kitchen: and he accepted defeat with such cheerful and humorous alacrity that they all forgave him, I think, and his perfectly frank suggestions that they return to Adrianople with him and honor him by becoming the nucleus for a zenana.

He found, however, a pretty bird of his own vivacious and volatile temperament in the exceedingly bored Countess Manntrapp. And they were often together and apparently having a jolly flirtation, being cleverly aware of each others character and entertaining no delusions.

Except for these two at table and on the veranda, and except for the companionship of Smith, and now and then an opportunity for a few cautious words with Thusis, those days would have been insupportable for me. A hungry hun is bad enough; an ill-tempered one is worse; but a bored boche! — imagine a penful of them with time heavy on their hoofs!

The old story— Whats time to a hawg! — has no significance among the Sus scrofa or the Bosch Vark. Bored, the embers of that dull, slumbering rage glow hotter; the sulky silence is broken by grumbling, then by quarrels; the blind, senseless instinct to brutalize and rend obsesses. Small wonder the boche desires a place in the sun where his herds can spread out from the constricted and common wallow!

Tino had again appeared at luncheon with the other eye done in thunderous tints of purple, taupe, and an exquisite mauve. Parallel scratches adorned his nose; some of his mustache was missing. But I must admit he took it jauntily enough, and his bland explanation — something about tripping over a rock in the woods — was accepted by all and believed by none.

The queen, still somewhat pasty and pinched from the effects of this ritual in camera, ate haughtily, disdainful of what anybody might really think, and calm in her conviction that the Hohenzollern is responsible to Gott alone for whatever a Hohenzollern may choose to do.

That she had done plenty to Tino was painfully visible: but he was in a jocose and waggish humor, and his barrack-room quips and jests were plainer than usual. In fact, they became so coarse that even the Admiral bristled his beard and eyebrows, sniffing lack of respect for himself in the loud-mouthed levity of the King.

And I was getting madder and madder, Thusis and Clelia being present to wait on table as usual, and I was on the point of making a sharp observation to King Tino, when a sudden burst of applause from the other end of the table checked me. The Countess Manntrapp was speaking. She continued:

This enforced imprisonment is becoming exceedingly dull for everybody. Why not divert ourselves? Has anybody any suggestions to offer?

A mountain party, rumbled Admiral Lauterlaus. I, in my time, a famous hunter of gamps have been.

We dont wish to break our necks to divert ourselves, sneered the queen.

A fishing party! exclaimed Von Dungheim. If there is a good big net we can all help draw it and clean out every trout in the stream!

Droly, expostulated Tino, you have such wholesale ideas! Our host might possibly object, you know.

At the very idea of anybody objecting to the destructive wishes of a Prussian officer, General Count von Dungheim glared at me.

Why not give a baby-party? inquired Smith, blandly.

A — a baby-party! repeated Baron Bummelzug vacantly, in English; what perhaps iss it a baby-party?

Thusis, serving me, bent over and whispered in my ear: Not the sort of baby-parties they gave in Belgium; there are no babies. And she moved serenely to serve the queen, her beautiful face placid and inscrutable.

The Princess Pudelstoff began to clap her pudgy hands excitedly:

A baby-party! A baby-party! Thatll be fun! Thatll be great! And well have a feed and a spiel — —

Ach wass! shouted the Admiral exasperated. Tell us once what it iss a baby-party, und stop your noises yet!

But the excited Princess had become uncontrollable, and she began to hammer on the table with her fat fists, shouting:

A feed and a spiel! For Gods sake somebody start something in this hellofa hole!

Amid her clamor and the ominous roaring of the infuriated Admiral, I tinkled my goblet with my fork and presently secured comparative silence for Smith.

In a few pleasant phrases he explained to them the simple intricacies of the American baby-party.

Ill come! cried the Countess Manntrapp, delighted.

I also! echoed Eddin Bey.

Tino was visibly enchanted at the prospect, and he clapped King Ferdinand on his elephantine back exultingly:

Well go as twins! he cried. This is most agreeable to me! Eh, Sophy? Im half dead for a bit of a frolic! Everybody must come. Nobody is to be excused. Desperate cases require desperate remedies. Ennui is what is killing us; diversion is what we need!

He was pounding the breath out of King Ferdinand who began to cough and dodge and blink wildly at everybody out of his little wild-pigs eyes, when I stood up giving the signal.

The party, announced Smith, is for to-night! There will be games, a dance, and a supper. All are politely invited!

My God, said Secretary Gizzler to me, rubbing his bony hands together, to what foolishness does noble company resort in order that ennui may be escaped.

The Princess Pudelstoff overheard him:

Crape-hanger! she said, giving him a vigorous dig in the ribs which almost disarticulated his entire and bony frame.

The majority, however, trooping out to the veranda where they could teutonically enjoy their coffee and cognac im grünen, appeared desirous of engaging in the proposed diversion.

Even the queen deigned to inquire of me whether there was, in the house, material with which to construct a pair of ruffled panties for her husband.

Only the Bolsheviki remained aloof, chattering and mouthing together and waving their soiled fingers at each other and, presumably, at the bourgeois world in general.

Later, Smith came into my room whither I had retired to resume my series of poems to Thusis, — a rather melancholy occupation yet oddly comforting, too.

Why the devil, said I, did you suggest such a party?

I dont know. It occurred to me. Im rather tired of their wrangling.

But a baby-party!

He laughed: You see how they take to the idea. Anything to dissipate this sullen, ugly atmosphere. It gets on my nerves.

Are you going?

Certainly.

In costume?

Of course.

Good heavens, Smith! I didnt think you had it in you to frivol.

Why — I dont know, he said, smilingly. Im intensely happy.

I eyed him gloomily: Yes, said I, no doubt you are — winning the affections of the girl you wish to marry. By the way, has she been civil enough to tell you who she really is?

No, he replied cheerfully.

Do you mean to tell me you are engaged to marry a girl who refuses to disclose her identity?

Exactly.

How the devil is she going to marry you? Under an assumed name?

That is for Clelia to decide.

That, said I, is a most remarkable view to take of the situation.

Why? I am in love. I dare believe she cares for me. It makes no difference to me who Clelia may be. That she is Clelia is enough — enough that she will be my wife. And when a man stands for the first time inside the gates of happiness with the girl he loves — what an ass hed be to bother her about details!

This was a totally new and unexpected Smith, to me. I never dreamed it was in him.

Dont you agree with me? he inquired.

I nodded doubtfully.

Wouldnt you accept Thusis as she chose to offer herself? he insisted.

A pang shot through me:

Good Lord, yes! I said. Id marry her if she were a beggar or a convict or the least creature of her sex. Id never ask a question; Id take thankfully and happily what she offered. You are right, Smith — wonderfully right. If you love, love! If you dont, worry!

Quite right, he said; its either love or worry; the genuine article doesnt admit of both. If you really love you are satisfied; if you worry it isnt love — its merely something resembling it. Love is specific; there are sub-species and varieties, none the real thing. The acid test of love is contentment; baser metal dissolves in trouble, and the sediment is worry. I — —

Oh, shut up! I burst out, nervously; youre too darned eloquent on the subject. Besides, I added with a perfectly new and instinctive suspicion, youre so confoundedly contented with yourself that I believe you have begun to guess the identity of Clelia, and that it pleases you enormously!

He reddened.

Have you any idea who she is? I insisted.

A vague idea.

And that vague idea pleases you?

It does, he said with a shy sort of grin.

That was too much for me. Go to Guinea! said I, resuming my pen and paper and paying him no further attention.

Clelia came for orders, sweet and serious in her garb of service. Again I laid aside my poem to Thusis.

I am glad, said I, camouflaging my melancholy with a sprightly allure, that you have renounced kidnaping kings and have decided to kidnap Mr. Smith instead.

She didnt seem to think it was funny. The newly engaged lack humor.

Josephine, she said with dignity, suggests this supper-card. And she handed me the written sheet.

Fine! said I. Stuff em till theyre unconscious and well have peace.

At that she laughed.

Josephine desires to know what time the party is to begin, she said.

It begins with dinner, Clelia. They all come in costume. After dinner they play games. Supper at midnight. Then they dance — God help them.

The Bolsheviki, too?

Thats another breed of cat, said I. I havent the faintest idea what they intend to do. All I know is that theyre not coming to the party. So give them a table by themselves in their rooms half an hour before we dine. Otherwise those chattering apes are likely to spoil the party.

She agreed with me.

After she had departed I began again on my poem called Nobody Home:

She who, risen from the sea, — 

Body fashioned from its foam, — 

Once appeared to favor me,

Now has left me all alone: — 

When I call shes not at home;

Silent are the Temple closes

Where her priestess used to roam

Smiling at me, crowned with roses

Underneath the Temples dome;

So I stand outside alone.

From the dead fire on her altar

Now I turn away and falter:

Aphrodites not at home.



Goddess born of sun and sea,

Goddess born of sea and sun,

Blue-eyed Venus pity me,

I would wed my Dearest One: — 

She denies; and Im undone! — 



Just here I found myself in difficulties: the verse called for two more words to rhyme with sun, and the available ones already unused included such words as bun, dun, fun, gun, hun, nun, pun, run, shun, ton, and won — at least these were all I could think of — none among them available for classical purposes.

Much disturbed I sat consulting my Rhyming Dictionary and smoking a cigarette without relish, when a terrific screaming from the Princess Pudelstoffs apartment brought me to my feet and out into the corridor.

The Princess stood in the hallway wringing her hands and almost dancing with rage and fright while, from their doorway across the hall, Puppsky and Wildkatz jabbered at her in apparent fury.

What the dickens is all this! I demanded angrily.

Theyve got cooties! she screamed. I suspected it! I knew it! All Bolsheviki have em! Dont let em near me! Lock em up and turn the gas on! Make em take baths! They dont want to, but make em!

What do you mean? said I, feeling suddenly ill and pale.

I mean what I say! she cried, wringing her jeweled hands. Theyve got em but we dont have to have em! We aint in the trenches, thank God! No, nor we aint in Rooshia where them things is family pets! I d-dont want any! I dont want any even from my own brother — —

I strode over to Puppsky and Wildkatz.

Get into that room or Ill knock your heads off! I whispered in an ungovernable rage.

They began to chatter at me but thought better of it and fled; and I tore the key from their door and locked it on the outside. Then I went downstairs and out to the stable where I found Raoul and gave him the key.

You will take a couple of gallons of sheep-dip, said I, still in a cold fury, and you will go up and fill their bathtub with it, and then you may call me.

Oh, said Raoul, coolly comprehending, I can souse them myself, Monsieur.

Tell them Ill beat them to death if they stir until I permit it, I added. Also be good enough to burn their clothing and bedding, and fumigate their rooms.

Give yourself no anxiety, Monsieur, he said, amused.


XXII. PARTICEPS CRIMINIS
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TOWARD THE DINNER hour excitement in the house became intense as the royal circus fussed and pinned and basted and struggled with its impromptu costumes.

Bells jangled to summon Thusis and Clelia; the Princess Pudelstoff was too fat to braid her own hair; the Countess Manntrapp required basting into her boys breeches; the Queen, desiring to go as the infant Germania, had pasted tin-foil all over her high Austrian corset, but still it didnt resemble armor, nor did the oval boiler-lid furnished by Josephine Vannis particularly resemble a shield.

Otherwise a blonde wig of tow in two obese braids and a shiny firemans helmet of 1840 which I discovered in the garret, consoled the queen. To these properties I rashly added an eel-spear; and then, remembering her quick temper, I feared for King Constantine, wondering whether, if fatally prodded, he would name me as accessory after the fact.

As for the men, they continually rang for Raoul who acted as dresser and as messenger between them and Josephine Vannis who had constructed their costumes from odd scraps and from such of their own garments as would serve.

Admiral Lauterlaus was monstrous as a sailor-boy of six; Von Bummelzug, Eddin Bey, Von Dungheim, and Secretary Gizzler were school-lads in socks, bare knees, and denim blouses. King Constantine who, it appeared, rather fancied his own legs, went as a smirking doll in a costume principally constructed out of his wifes underclothes.

But the most gruesome sight of all was Ferdinand as a youthful ballet-girl; and he most horridly resembled an elephant on his hind legs in a stick-out tulle skirt, and his enormous feet, cross-ribboned, went shuffling and flapping to and fro as he waddled about busy with powder and rouge.

Raoul laced his stays and tugged in vain to indent his bulk. It was useless, but we got him into his corsage and left him before a mirror ponderously prancing in imitation of the pony ballet, and singing la-la-la! furtively peeping the while at his own proportions with the unfeigned pleasure of perfect approval.

Really, except for the characters of these impossible individuals, the jolly noise and confusion they made with their preparations and the lively excitement that pervaded hall, corridor and stair, resembled the same sort of delightful uproar one hears at a week-end party in a big country house under similar circumstances.

The queens bell had been jangling persistently for some minutes when, stepping from my room into the hallway to see whether anybody was answering it, I came face to face with Thusis.

Warm, and delicately flushed with her exertions, she was half vexed, half laughing now as she cast a prudent glance right and left along the corridor before slipping through the door into my room. I followed, locking the door.

Michael, she began, the queen says there are not enough women in the party and she insists that Clelia and I find costumes and join. I was furious — and shes making a violent row about it now, insisting, bullying, ordering Clelia about — —

What! Ordering my servants about! I interrupted angrily.

Yes — your servants, Michael, dropping me an ironical curtsey which brought me back to my senses. We both laughed. And suddenly it occurred to me how adorable Thusis would be at a baby-party.

Why not? I exclaimed. Why not drop hostilities for an hour and enjoy the ridiculous? Absurdity always appeals to you, anyway, Thusis, I added, and the entire situation is so impossible that it ought to attract you!

It does, she admitted with that engaging and reckless little laugh I had come to know so well. Besides, you are my host, Michael, and I am under your roof. So who your ragamuffin-bobtail guests may be does not concern me. Clelia and I are not responsible, are we?

Not at all, said I. The ignominy of this royal riff-raff rests upon my shoulders. Anyway, you do not need to dance except with me, I added reassuringly.

Eddin Bey is rather attractive, she mused, letting her glance rest on me sideways while the innocent pleasure of this discovery parted her lips in a honeyed smile.

All right, said I shortly, dance with him!

Michael — —

Go ahead and dance with him, I repeated, stabbed by the most ignoble of emotions.

What an absolute boy you can be, she said. If I do this thing at all it is because the tension of months is becoming unendurable. Reaction from the tragic usually lands one on the edges of the grotesque.... If you had been a girl, Michael, always sheltered, secure, living a colorless restricted life, and if you suddenly were cast upon your own feet with the accumulated responsibility of your race on your shoulders, — and if, in the very middle of your first years of liberty and opportunity you suddenly found this wonderful world flaming like hell all about you, and all its inhabitants at each others throats, and all delight in living turned to hate and fear — and if you concluded to take your fate into your own hands and run away from authority, and, in your own way, fight the good fight for God and King and Country, — and if the strain became, for an hour, too great — wouldnt you react — perhaps to the verge of folly?

You bet I would, sweetness, said I, taking her lovely hands in mine.

I was a school-girl, she said, when — it devolved upon me, and upon Clelia, to determine our own futures.... The loss of parents is a — bewildering thing.... Our mania was travel and education to fit us for — for what we considered to be our rightful future positions in the world.... We have been in your country, — I dont mean Chile. We know England and France — God bless them both. Then, owing deference anyway if not perhaps blind obedience to the — to a — gentleman in Italy — —

The King, I said soberly.

Yes, the King of Italy. We were expected to return to Rome and defer to him all questions concerning our future.... And we ran away.

Why, Thusis?

Because we happen to have minds of our own, Michael.

And you immediately employed them by concocting a plot to kidnap some kings! I said. Oh, Thusis, you are the limit!

I know I am, she said naïvely. A mind that does not range to its extremest limits is a rather dull one, isnt it?

It is, I admitted, laughing and crushing her hands between my own. You are delightfully right, Thusis; you are always deliciously right. I dont know who you are except that youre the lovely and mysterious Laughing Girl. What else you may be I dont know, dearest, but you are doubtless somebody or the King of Italy wouldnt bother his clever head about you and your sister.

He does bother, I am afraid, admitted Thusis, smiling. Im sorry weve been obliged to annoy him. But it couldnt be helped, because we differed, politically, with the King of Italy. And we ran away from Rome to prove to him that our conception of world-politics was right and his was wrong. And we expect him, some day, to be very grateful to us — because we really are, Clelia and I, two of his most loyal subjects.

She spoke so frankly, so earnestly, that I dared make no jest of what she said.

However, I think she saw a glimmer in my eyes, for she flushed.

Nothing, she said, is sacred to a Yankee. Let me go.

Shall I tell you what is sacred to a Yankee, Thusis? said I, retaining her hands.

No!

Ill tell you all the same: liberty of mind! — liberty within law! — liberty within the frontiers of conscience.

Then you do not deny these privileges to me?

They are yours, Thusis. No man can deny essential rights and liberties.

You believe I have a right to act as my conscience dictates?

Absolutely.

To run away from authority?

If your mind approves.

And — and devote my life — risk it — to free my native land and restore to my sovereign what once belonged to him?

Naxos?

Yes.

I said gravely: If, in your self-dedication to this work there be no ulterior motive; — if you undertake this unselfishly, and with a heart clean of all personal ambition — then, Thusis, I say, go on! ... And I am at your service.

Twice she started to speak, and hesitated. In her clear eyes, so intently, almost painfully fixed on mine, I saw she was fiercely pondering my words. Her intense and youthful seriousness in her concentration held me fascinated. And for a little while neither one of us stirred.

And it gradually began to appear to me that what I had said to her had suddenly opened to her young and ardent eyes a totally new view of some things in the world with which she had, perhaps, believed herself thoroughly familiar.

She turned from her absorption; and now she was presented to me in profile with downcast eyes and bitten lip, and a least relaxation of her slender figure which had been so straight and rigid.

It was becoming evident that she had nothing further to say to me, — no reply to make to what I had rather ponderously propounded as an ethical axiom.

But, as responding to the restless pressure, I released her hands, she turned back and stood looking at me out of painfully perplexed eyes — eyes that lacked no courage, either, yet doubted, now, almost wistfully.

Then, not speaking, she unlocked my door and went out.

Smith knocked at the doorway communicating between our apartments, and came in at my absent-minded invitation.

Of course youre not in this, are you, Michael? he inquired.

We werent asked. Besides, there are too many men now, and the Queen wants Thusis, Clelia, and Josephine Vannis to serve dinner in costume and join the party afterward.

Are they going to do it? he asked, surprised and amused.

I dont know.... Tell me, Smith, whom do you suspect Thusis to be? I can see you have some theory concerning Clelia — some idea. Havent you?

Yes, I have.

Would you care to share it with me?

Yes. But I cant.

Could you tell me why you cant?

I think I may tell you that much. The King of Italy requested me to maintain silence in the possible event of my discovering the identity of Thusis and Clelia. I am here on the Kings service, with certain definite orders. I shall scrupulously observe these orders. Among these is his request concerning the identity of these two charming young girls.

Just one thing, then. Have you discovered the identity of Thusis?

No.

Of Clelia?

He reddened. Yes, I have, he said. Or rather she has confirmed what I had begun to suspect.

Clelia has told you who she is! I exclaimed.

She has.

Isnt that disobedience of orders?

She told me before I could stop her. I never dreamed she was going to tell me. It came out — like a bolt of lightning — while I — I was — slipping over her finger that ring I used to wear — —

She wears it!

Yes. She was glorious. She — —

And shes going to marry you?

Yes, God bless her.

So I wrung his hand in silence and strove hard not to let any comparison of his situation and mine taint with the slightest trace of bitterness my happiness in his good fortune and my cordial recognition of it now.

Thusis was not mentioned between us. He didnt say buck up, old chap, or go in and win, or any insincere thing of that sort, for I felt that he believed my case to be hopeless.

Presently he returned to his room and closed the door. And I sat down at my table and produced pen and paper with a view to further poetry — my only form of relief from grief.

But rhymes evaded me; and finally I gave it up and rested my head on both hands, unhappy, unsatisfied, feeling that I was a failure, and always had been one.

After all what could such a glorious young thing as Thusis see in an interior decorator from New York? — a profession into which had minced all the lady-like young men and lisping sissies in Manhattan!

Perhaps, after all, the profession was all right, but the people who practiced it were weird and incompetent. And as for me I was perfectly aware that I had no taste, no color sense, no glimmering idea of composition.

Doubtless my artistic and financial success had been due to my utter incapacity.

I proceeded to masticate the cud of bitterness.

I had been masticating longer than I realized for the light in the room was already growing less when a knock came at my door; and I shoved my unuttered verses into the drawer and grunted out, Come in!

It was Thusis, transfigured, sparkling, mischievous, audacious. And she was the most beautiful thing I ever saw.

Her magnificent ruddy hair, unloosened, framed her face, its upcurled, burnished ends falling to her waist.

Otherwise she was an exquisite French doll in knee-skirts and sash and all over pale blue ribbons.

Im going to have a good time if I do murder to-morrow, Michael. Do you like my costume? Really? That is so sweet of you! You always are the most satisfactory of men! And you should see Clelia! Shes like me only her ribbons and sash are primrose. She is really charming.

Thusis, said I, you and Clelia shall sit at table and Smith and I are going to turn waiters! No! as she exclaimed in protest, lets be logical in our grotesqueries! This little world of ours here in Schwindlewald is already absurd enough with you and Clelia waiting on table. Lets turn it completely upside down and stand it on its head.

She finally consented, forced by my gay ardour, and, I think, mischievously pleased at the prospect of protest from the Queen.

All over the house, now, I could hear snatches of loud laughter as my Teutonic guests began to gather and visit one another in their costumes. Thusis fled; and I opened the door and broke the news to Smith.

Get into your evening duds, I added, and announce dinner. Were all going stark mad and Im glad of it.

So I dressed, and found him ready when I was; and we went downstairs into the large lounging room where Raoul was fitting disks into the music-box.

He laughed when we told him our intentions, and then we went into the kitchen and informed Josephine Vannis. That stately Juno condescended to smile on us. She was rather tremendously imposing as a baby with bonnet and stick-out skirts — as though somebody had decked out a masterpiece of Praxiteles.

Retiring, Smith murmured: Only the Parthenon possesses such awe-inspiring symmetry; only the Acropolis could vie with her. Did you ever see such superb underpinning in all your life?

Stunned by such stupendous symmetry I admitted that I never had. And we went away to announce dinner.

But it was not until the noisy company were gathered in the dining-room that the Queen perceived the two empty chairs and began to realize my intentions. And she came to me and made angry representations, refusing to be seated on the right of a servant, or, indeed, to suffer servants at all at table, and saying that if she chose to admit my waitresses to the dancing hall, it was because such privileges sometimes were graciously permitted to the peasantry who never misunderstood such condescension.

Madame, said I, my housekeeper, Thusis, sits in my place at table this evening. And if, madame, you are so deeply concerned about it, comfort yourself with the explanation that in my housekeeper you behold your host; she is my vice-reine, or vice-roy, or vice-regent — whatever you like best, madame! She represents me! In her you see embodied the inviolable authority of the master of this house wherein you are a guest! However, madame, if you prefer to be served alone in the bar, I will have a table set there for you — —

She almost spat at me; and Thusis entered, her hand linked in Clelias.

I think the royal circus was stupefied by the beauty of these two young girls. A rather frightful silence reigned for a moment; then the Countess Manntrapp clapped her jeweled hands and sang out in her clear, soprano voice: Brava! Bravissima! They are beautiful, our little waitresses!

Eddin Bey removed his red fez and, swinging it by the tassel, gave three hochs.

Then, instantly, the cheers broke out everywhere: I gave Thusis my arm; Smith offered his to Clelia; and we seated them amid shouts and the waving of napkins, the queens eyes glittering like twin daggers all the while.

Such an uproar as Smith and I served the soup! Gurgles, gulps, scraping, sucking sounds arose from feeding Teutons. The fish produced a frightful clatter of knives and forks, and the Princess Pudelstoff cut her lip with her knife but stuck a patch on it and joyously immersed it in gravy.

They — the kings and admirals and generals were drinking too much; I noticed that in the din. And toward the wrecked climax of the dinner when everybody was offering everybody else tinsel bon-bons, and people were pulling snapping-crackers with one another, I sent Raoul out to start the music-box; and Josephine Vannis emerged all clean and fresh and scented to join the revelry.

Her appearance awed us all; again I felt that innate reverence for the prodigiously beautiful, that awe for things superbly Greek. Her effect upon the two kings, however, was pronounced. The wild-pig eyes of Ferdinand became fixed and vitreous for a full minute; King Constantines orbs bulged. Both made straight for her when Thusis gave the signal to rise; and I saw the exasperated Queen staring at her spouse and fingering a large, sharp, jeweled pin.

But I went into the dancing room and took command without loss of time; and Smith followed with a bottle of wine and a roast chicken — our own dinner which we intended to discuss while supervising this party and keeping the music-box busy.

Silence! said I, hammering on the glass lampshade with my fork. The party begins, like all childrens parties, with childrens games. Going to Jerusalem will be the first game played!

How is that played? demanded several at once.

I instructed them, gravely; and presently Smith and I, eating our dinner beside the music-box, beheld our guests in their baby costumes marching around and around a row of chairs and, at a given signal, falling into the unoccupied seats with squeals and shrieks and bellows of laughter.

They tired of that, presently, and I laid aside my chicken and glass of claret and, rising, instructed them in the game called Oats-peas-beans. They listened attentively, but Thusis and Clelia appeared much disconcerted when further revelations on my part disclosed that it was a kissing game; and they both withdrew, firmly declining to play it, much to the dissatisfaction of Eddin Bey and Tino.

So Thusis and Clelia came over to where Smith and I were installed, and, while we resumed our dinner, they cranked the music-box in which I had inserted a disk containing the immemorial air of Oats-peas-beans.

We then became pleased observers of royalty and nobility in baby clothes, hands joined, walking very seriously in a circle in the center of which stood the Princess Pudelstoff, and singing in unison and with all their might:

Oats-peas-beans

And barley grow,

Though you and I and nobody knows

Where oats-peas-beans

And barley grow!



Thus the farmer sows his seed!

(All made motions of scattering something.)

Thus he stands and takes his ease!

(All with hands on hips.)

Stamps his foot,

(All stamp)

And claps his hand,

(All clap.)

And turns around to view the land,

(All turn.)

While waiting for a partner!

While waiting for a partner!

So open the ring

And choose one in

And kiss him when you get him in!



The singing ceased; the Princess Pudelstoff giggled; then, to his dismay, she pounced upon Eddin Bey, almost throttled that handsome Moslem in her enthusiasm, and gave him a resounding smack amid screams of laughter and roars of approval.

And then the game waxed fast and furious: Eddin Bey chose the Countess Manntrapp and kissed her delicately and courteously; she chose King Constantine, but merely saluted his cheek, much to his exasperation.

Then Tino held the ring, waggish, jocose, bantering everybody with their expectations. But though the queen eyed him commandingly, furiously, he swaggered over to Josephine Vannis and soundly kissed that classic memorial in animated Grecian marble.

The Teutons behaved rather grossly; King Ferdinand ranged the ring like a liberated wild hog and presently charged the object of his osculatory intentions — Josephine.

Probably nobody dared kiss the queen, but such respectful abstention seemed to please her none the more, for presently she hissed something into Tinos ear, and he chose her into the ring with an agility born of terror.

Once there she glared at everybody and then, with a sneer, selected Tino again, and the game, promising to become a monotony and a deadlock, I rose and, waving a leg of the chicken to impose silence, proclaimed that the games had ended and that dancing would now begin.

Raoul inserted a fox-trot of sorts; and the next instant everybody was footing it.

Raoul, I said in a guarded voice, did you souse those Bolsheviki in sheep-dip?

I did, sir.

What did they do?

They made an agonizing noise, Monsieur. I fear it was, perhaps, their first bath.

Go up and dip em again.

All Bolshevikdom will shriek, he said, grinning.

Let it for a change. Its set all the world scratching. Let Bolshevik Russia do a little shrieking, now that she feels the boche biting her worse than her native cooties! Get some more sheep-dip and de-louse that pair of things upstairs.

He went away, laughing.


XXIII. THUSIS
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FOR A WHILE the dancing was lively and good-humored hilarity reigned.

The Tzar of all the Bulgars had imbibed enough wine to dull, if not to obliterate that continual desire of his to slink into corners and peep out at a hostile world bent on his assassination. Only when somebody spoke to him too abruptly behind his back did the customary symptoms blanch his face and set his wild eyes roving and his big nose wrinkling like a boar which winds an enemy.

He was having as good a time as such a person can ever have; and toward supper time his exhilaration incited him to attempt a waddling sort of Bulgarian dance with the Countess Manntrapp — an amazing exhibition of mammoth movements on his part; and a sort of infernal and fascinating grace on the part of the lithe Countess.

Dancing with Thusis, I hastily led her out of their way, and everybody else stood in the circle, the center of which was pervaded by Ferdinand and his lively vis-à-vis.

Which performance presently stirred Admiral Lauterlaus from a somewhat beer-sodden lethargy, and he emitted raucous sounds of protest. But Baron Bummelzug began to snap his fingers and stamp and caper in imitation of the schuplattl of the Bavarian peasantry; and all the boche except the Queen, imitated him and seized partners.

Eddin Bey came to ask Thusis, and he was so faultlessly polite and so gay and graceful that she cast a saucy glance of dismissal at me and accepted him.

It was quite all right, of course, but it depressed me a little, particularly because Clelia had inexorably refused everybody except Smith.

Now there is a very beautiful Grecian dance supposed to be the triumphant dance executed by the Ten Thousand when they caught sight of the sea; and it is called The Sea-dance.

Tino, rather drunk, climbed on a chair, shouted for attention, and informed the company that he was about to perform this celebrated dance.

But when we all gave him room he jigged around a while like an intoxicated soldiers drab, and, remarking jauntily that he had forgotten it, offered ten thousand drachma to anybody present who could dance the Sea-dance of the Ten Thousand.

He was rather vulgar about it, too, digging into his pockets and pulling out fistfuls of hun gold, and loudly demanding that somebody should attempt to win it.

I glanced instinctively toward Thusis who, her dance with Eddin interrupted, stood in the circle opposite me.

Her gray eyes were brilliant, her cheeks delicately flushed, and the shock of thick ruddy hair fairly glittered, every silky thread afire with the gleam of molten gold.

She looked at me with the sweet, reckless audacity of a spoiled child; then she laughed and said something to Clelia. I saw the latter go to the music box, select a record, start it; and the haunting air called The Sea-dance floated out.

Then Thusis seemed suddenly to melt into motion; her slim feet scarcely touched the floor; head, arms, slender body, were all part of a single and exquisite motion flowing from one soft curve to another.

You could have heard a pin drop in the room; and I did hear one — a big jeweled affair, that clattered to my feet.

As I stooped to recover it the queen said hoarsely in my ear:

Who is that girl?

I turned; she snatched the jewel and dug it into her hair.

That girl, madame, is Thusis, my housekeeper.

Fiddle, retorted the queen. Shes something else, too, — or once was. The first time I noticed her it occurred to me that Id seen her somewhere. What was she — a celebrated dancer? — before she became your housekeeper?

The queens nasty insolence froze me.

I am not, said I, as familiar with celebrated dancers as your husband is — and the various men of your immediate family.

That I had penetrated her incognito did not appear to disturb her as much as my inferences concerning Tino and the Kaiser and that degenerate nest of reptiles, her nephews.

A white, pinched expression came into her frosty face and her eyes flamed.

I thought you were a Yankee, she said.

A Yankee from Chile, said I, bowing.

She looked clean through me at Thusis.

Ive seen that woman somewhere, she said without emotion. Ill recollect where, presently.

But my eyes and attention were now focussed on the lovely Thusis and I paid no further heed to this bad-tempered Hohenzollern.

Never have I seen such an exquisite dance, such grace, such loveliness. As for the boches, when Thusis ended her Dance of the Sea, they were like a herd of cattle galloping around her and bellowing their satisfaction.

Tino, drunk and prodigal, began to throw handfuls of gold at Thusis, and, enraged, I caught him by the collar and jerked him onto a chair.

Where the devil do you think you are — in the Coulisse of the Opera? I cried in his partly deafened ear.

But he only grinned and wagged his head and attempted to fish more gold out of his pockets. But now his thrifty wife interfered and she ordered Secretary Gizzler to pick up every coin. Then she hissed something into Tinos car which seemed to galvanize that partly soused monarch so that he found his feet with alacrity and suffered himself to be led aside by his tight-lipped spouse.

From time to time during the festivities I had heard distant significant noises indicating that upstairs the Bolsheviki were not enduring sheep-dip and imprisonment with resignation.

Once I had slipped away to the corridor outside their quarters, but, when I made my presence known, Raoul from within calmly assured me that the delousing was progressing successfully and that he did not require my assistance.

Russia, forcibly scrubbed, had put forth agonized howls; and now, Russia imprisoned, was battering at its door and yelling murder.

Now and then, a hun noticed the noise and inquired concerning its origin, but I always turned on more music and they soon forgot in the din of the dance.

Thusis had resumed her dance with Eddin Bey; Smith and Clelia were dancing. I said to Raoul, who was starting to crank the music-machine: Ill just step up and quiet those Bolsheviki.

They were raining blows upon their door when I arrived. I rapped sharply.

What do you want? said I.

They gibbered at me in Russian.

Speak English! I insisted.

Perhaps Puppsky was so excited or so demoralized by his first bath that he forgot he could speak English.

I tried them in Italian: Whata da mat? I inquired pleasantly. They chattered back at me like lunatic squirrels.

What the devilovitch is the matsky? I shouted, incensed at their stupidity. You listen to me! Your clothes are being boiled and youve got to stay where you are! Stop your noise, Puppsky!

And off I went to inspect the big wash boiler in the kitchen where, lifting the lid which had been the queens shield, I was gratified to observe the garments of the Bolsheviki simmering nicely.

It is not the only vermin that Germanias shield covers, said I. And much pleased with my jeu desprit, I poured in another bottle of sheep-dip and returned to the dance salon where supper was now being served at little tables.

As soon as I entered the room I felt trouble brewing. The inevitable hunnish reaction had set in. A tired boche is an ugly one; an intoxicated hun may become either offensively sentimental or surly and ingeniously bestial. And now they were about to become surfeited huns, heavy with wine, heavier with food. I did not fancy the looks of things very much.

The queen alone appeared to be perfectly sober; the others were engaged in that sort of half insolent raillery always provocative of a row, shouting German pleasantries at one another from table to table, lifting slopping glasses, cheering, singing and leering at the ladies.

Bummelzug demanded that the music-box play Deutschland über Alles, but the disk was non-existent.

Von Dungheim, who exhibited an inclination to weep at any mention of Germany, asked in a hoarsely saturated voice for a folk-song. And Raoul turned on two; and the huns sang first Du bist wie eine Blume, which shattered them sentimentally so that loud sobs punctuated the Lorelei which, of course, followed.

Then Ferdinand, one arm around the Princess Pudelstoff, and a chicken wing in the other hand, lifted a voice choked with food and attempted a Bulgarian folk-song — something about the Kara Dagh and Slivnitza — but presently lost all recollection of what he was doing and challenged everybody to extemporaneous rhymes in praise of his native land.

Nobody obliged.

Too stupid! he remarked thickly. Nobody clever enough to rhyme Bulgarian — eh, mine host? looking around at me where I sat shielding Thusis from the playful attentions of King Constantine who was attempting to pinch her.

Of course, said I, Bulgarian rhymes with vulgarian; but thats obvious. And I smiled at the Tzar of all the Bulgars and offered Thusis a bon-bon.

She looked at Ferdinand, at Tino, at the queen: suddenly she threw back her head, and that lovely, childlike, silvery laughter rippled through the Teutonic din.

There was no scorn in her laughter, only the delicious, irresistible gaiety of a young girl face to face with the excruciating. And there is nothing on earth more innocently insolent.

Every Teuton head was turned toward her in stupefied displeasure; fishy, fixed, pig-like eyes stared at this young girl who dared condone an insult to Bulgaria with her fresh, impulsive laughter.

Suddenly behind me there was a brusque movement; I heard Tino protest that his foot had been trodden on; and, turning, I saw the queen excitedly rising from her place.

I know who that woman is now! she said in a voice as sharp as a blade. She pointed at Thusis like a vixen from the markets:

Thats The Laughing Girl! she cried. Look at her! Anybody can recognize her now from her photographs!

Thusis colored crimson and shrank from the brutal publicity against my shoulder, staring wide-eyed at the hatefully sneering visage of the queen.

The celebrated Laughing Girl! repeated the queen mockingly; Mr. ORyans housekeeper, gentlemen — and our guest at dinner! And what does our German chivalry and nobility think of that insult launched at us by a Yankee inn-keeper?

Be silent, madame! I said sharply. If you dont know how to conduct yourself I shall request your husband to remove you!

Then it came, the boche deluge! — a herd of huddling swine on their feet, all grunting at me, enraged, clamoring, waving their arms. And in the midst of the guttural uproar a thin, high voice pierced all sound and dominated it — the sniffling whine of Secretary Gizzler.

Possessed by a sort of cringing exaltation, he rose to his thin, splay feet, and pointed a meager finger almost in the shocked face of Thusis.

That is the Duchess of Naxos! he squealed.

At that Thusis was on her feet, white as a slim sword-blade, and her gray eye charged with lightning.

I rose, too, incredulous, astounded.

Thusis, Duchess of Naxos! piped the excited voice of Secretary Gizzler. She and The Laughing Girl are one! I know! I was in the Intelligence! I procured that photograph so that if this woman ever gave our fatherland any trouble she could be easily recognized wherever she might be! He beat his temples and glared at Thusis: Stupid! Stupid! he squealed; why did I not recognize her at once! Why did not a single German present recognize the chief mischief-maker in Greece! — the instigator of revolt! — the pupil of Venizelos! — the enemy of their majesties King Constantine and Queen Sophia! — the plotter who aided in their downfall! — Thusis, Duchess of Naxos!

The huns seemed thunderstruck; Thusis, very pale, swept them with insolent cool eyes.

All at once King Ferdinand got to his feet and loomed up like a bad dream.

Naxos! Where is Naxos? he demanded.

And when Secretary Gizzler would have answered him: The mans mad, he said heavily; theres no such place.

At that I saw Thusiss face flame; but the boche all around her burst into a roar of ironic laughter.

Let the fatherland tremble! bellowed General Count von Dungheim. Naxos declares war!

Look sharp! shouted Admiral Lauterlaus, or well have Andorra invading us.

And Monaco, too! growled Bummelzug. Gott in Himmel! If Naxos defies us through her Duchess were as good as lost!

I tell you! shrieked Secretary Gizzler, that its no laughing matter! That girl is the Duchess of Naxos! And the other — her sister — look well at her, gentlemen! — she is Duchess of Tenedos!

That belongs to my country! cried Eddin Bey, laughing, the island of Tenedos. I sincerely hope the Cyclades are not in revolt! But if they are Im very glad so charming a lady is to own one of them.

But his attempt at a good natured diversion made no impression on the huns; and Gizzler, venomous and quivering, held the floor and kept his weak, vicious eyes on Thusis.

It was the Ægean League that exiled the King and Queen of Greece! he said. She made that league! — that woman standing there — Thusis, Duchess of Naxos!

It isnt a Duchy! cried the queen, choking with fury; its a Greek Island!

Its a Venetian Duchy and belongs to Italy, madame, I said calmly — having read up on it in the Encyclopedia since I had fallen in love with one of its inhabitants.

At that the queen turned on me like a fury.

You lie! she said.

I tried to control myself:

Naxos is a Venetian Duchy, belonging to Italy, I repeated. I am happy and proud of the privilege of acknowledging the restoration of Naxos to Italy — and I salute its ruler — Thusis, Duchess of Naxos!

And I lifted the white hand of Thusis and touched it with my lips.

Theres conspiracy here! shouted Tino, very drunk, and vainly attempting to stand up. Were all tangled up in treason here! Were in the web of the Ægean League! What are these people doing here, anyway! — all these Yankees and Duchesses running about underfoot — —

A hiccough terminated his activities and he slid up against his spouse who shoved him away, her eyes flashing.

That lying Yankee, she began, almost beside herself, has set a trap for us here!

At the word trap, King Ferdinand, drunk as he was, got up hastily and started toward the door.

Youd better defend yourselves! he shouted. Ive got pistols in my room — —

His voice ceased: Raoul blocked his way:

Stay where you are, he said, smiling and cool. And placing a powerful hand on King Ferdinands chest he shoved him backward onto a chair. Then, to my surprise, Raoul slipped a pair of automatic pistols from his side pockets and cast a merry glance around him at the company.

The first man that moves, he remarked, is not likely to continue the movement.

The dead silence which fell over everybody was startling. Raoul, resting gracefully on a table with one leg on the floor, looked about him as though immensely amused. Then, as we awaited further developments, his countenance assumed a thoughtful expression — and he absent-mindedly hummed aloud his favorite air:

Crack-brain-cripple-arm

You have done a heap of harm — —


XXIV. RAOUL
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RAOUL LOOKED UP, thoughtfully, playing with his pistols, and said to King Constantine in an unaccented and conversational tone:

After all, who were you to rule Naxos? — you cheap, treacherous, yellow dog!

That partly cleared the kings muddy mind and he lurched to an upright position and began to take notice.

You sold Greece to the boche, continued Raoul in his serene, even voice, toying idly with his pistols. What else you did — what else you are — is a trifle too vile to repeat aloud — —

He turned and looked at the Tzar of all the Bulgars whose ungainly bulk as he sat on his chair was now agitated by visible tremors:

Murderer and coward, mused Raoul aloud. Every time you hire your gun-men to kill an enemy you hurry away to establish an alibi, dont you? You cheap peddler of duped people — you made a rotten bargain this time, didnt you? When your treacherous pal, Tino, betrayed Serbia, you swindled your own people, didnt you?

He shrugged, dangled his pistols, glanced at Gizzler, — or rather through Gizzler as though, the wretched creature were not there, — and his eyes encountered the interested jet black orbs of Eddin Bey.

Both smiled, Eddin in the face of death; Raoul with the generous grin of a man who recognizes in his enemy a peer.

Eddin Bey, he said, still smiling, the Osmanli fight fairly. Ask the British Tommy.... And your fool of a Sultan is dead. And what do you think of affairs at present?

They are not any too gay, replied Eddin Bey, laughing, especially in the Alps.

The half smile on Raouls face flickered and faded:

Youre about done for, you Turks, he said quietly. You bet on the wrong horse, too. And now Enver Pasha keeps running to Berlin to ask why the all-highest doesnt make him Khedive of Egypt as he promised. And Taalat is scared, and the butcher Djavid is in the dumps. Oh, I know it was not you Osmanli that set the Kurds and Bashi-Bazouks on the Armenians. That butchery of a million souls, men, women, children, babies, was conceived by the Berlin government and superintended from the Yldiz Palace.

Raoul turned and looked contemptuously at the Germans:

You square-heads, he said, have achieved one thing, anyway. Never before in history has a nation been indicted, and it was supposed it could not be done. But it has been done in your case. And for the first time also in history an entire race is spoken of and known to civilization only by a revolting nick-name — boche!

Do you know what it means? There have been disputes concerning the origin of the term boche. The French say it means a stupid fellow — a clown; the Belgians think that it is a vulgar term for blockhead. But I shall tell you what it really does mean: it means, in South African Dutch, an unclean and degraded species of wart-hog; and it has been in use for fifty years!

He lifted one pistol and sat idly twirling it around his fore-finger.

I know why you came here to Schwindlewald, he said, to put that back on the throne of Greece! — he nodded toward Tino.

In Berne you live luxuriously and wastefully in the midst of famine. You eat as usual; your bread is white; there are no restrictions for you in the matter of food amid a hungry people. You maintain a court there with flunkies, stables, motor-cars — every necessity and luxury which is now forbidden by Swiss law and by the law of decency you violate daily!

He looked at the queen:

Your effrontery, madame, is of course, in keeping with Hohenzollern tradition. But things are happening now — now, madame, — at this very moment! And Im wondering just how long the Swiss are likely to endure your behavior in Berne.

He sat silent after that for a little while, twirling his pistols and whistling softly to himself:

Crack-brain-cripple-arm — —



Suddenly Eddin made a quick motion and Raoul shot the leg off his chair letting him down with a crash.

The startling crash of the pistol-shot brought them to their feet.

Sit down! said Raoul sharply, or it will be a living leg next time; and the time after that a wooden head! He sat watching Eddin getting to his feet with a shame-faced laugh:

No use, said Raoul in a friendly voice, it cant be done, Colonel.

I notice it cant, remarked Eddin, laughing. Well sir, you have entertained us very pleasantly with your historical inappropos. Is there to be a denouément perhaps?

Did you expect one?

Eddin shrugged: A firing-squad, possibly. But of course I dont insist.

Raoul shook his curly head: No, Colonel Eddin; no firing-squad. No Turkish atrocities, no Bulgarian murders, no boche bestialities. He turned contemptuously on Constantine:

You laid plans in Berne to entrap the leaders of the Ægean League. You forged instructions sent to me by Monsieur Venizelos. You attempted to foment an uprising in Naxos because you foresaw the trouble it would bring between two of the Allied powers — between Italy and Greece!

Also you conceived and encouraged a plot to attempt the capture of yourself and your wife because you believed that Greece, although now rid of you, would resent such an attempt; and that chivalrous America would be shocked at the kidnaping of a woman — even such a notorious one as your Hohenzollern wife.

He eyed him for a moment: You are the cheapest back-stairs scullion who ever grafted, Tino, he said. But remember this little couplet the next time you go gaily grafting:

Grecian gift and Spanish fig

Help the fool his grave to dig!



Thats the motto of the Ægean League! burst out the queen in a white hot fury.

It is, madame, returned Raoul, pleasantly.

Then he placed the other foot on the floor and got up leisurely from his seat on the table.

Youre all free to go, he said carelessly.

A moment of suspense, then the boche herd scrambled to its feet and rushed for the nearest exit. And Raoul came over to where I stood beside Thusis with Smith and Clelia beside me.

All their weapons are locked up in the cellar, he said, laughing; let them look for them. Also I have all their documents packed up. Were through with them, he added, smiling at Thusis.

But there was a thunder cloud on her white brow:

Are we not going to secure and crate the kings, Raoul? she demanded. Do you and Josephine fail me, now?

Duchess, he said smilingly, news came to-night — a real communication from Monsieur Venizelos.

How could it come? I asked.

The Pass is open, he replied serenely. And, turning to Thusis, so is the road to France. And we should travel it this night unless we wish to see our papers taken from us and our persons subjected to arrest by these somewhat singular Swiss gendarmes.

What did Monsieur Venizelos say? insisted Thusis, tears of disappointment and vexation shining in her gray eyes.

The letter is here, — Raoul touched his breast pocket— at the disposal of her grace the Duchess of Naxos — —

Tell me! cried Thusis, angrily, and let my grace go to the devil!

Monsieur Venizelos warns us of Tinos forgery. We are not to touch these kings: we are not to proclaim Naxos an Italian Duchy and you its hereditary ruler.

There was a painful silence.

Very slowly Thusis turned and looked at me. And I remembered then what I had said to her about the purity and unselfishness of justifiable revolutions.

And now I realized that part of this revolution in Naxos was the restoration of an ancient Duchy and of a family as ancient, embodied in this young girl before me.

At that moment Tino came lurching into the room followed by the queen, and presently by the majority of the huns in the house-party.

Somebody has been through my luggage! he barked. Now Im damned if I put up with that — —

Raoul still held one of his pistols in his hand and Tinos bloodshot eyes fell on it.

Oh, very well, he said, turning on his heel.

The queen, pallid and ghastly with fury, faced us a moment:

Youll all pay this reckoning! she whispered,— every one of you!

Madame, said Raoul gaily, the Pass is open. And really very wonderful news has come through. But Im afraid you dont like Yankees, and it wont interest you to hear that the Yankee General Pershing has wiped out the St. Mihiel salient, and the guns of Metz are saluting the event.

Lies! she retorted; Yankee lies! She bit her lip, glared at us all, turned her Hohenzollern back on us. Behind her stood the huddled huns, sullen, enraged, baffled in their headlong rush to find weapons for avenging Prussian honor.

They were quite helpless although outnumbering us; and they seemed to realize it.

Raoul, watching them, passed his pistols to me and walking coolly in among them and shoving the Admiral and Von Dungheim out of his way, went to the kitchen. Josephine had wrung out the disinfected garments of the Bolsheviki. But they were still steaming when Raoul unlocked their door and flinging the clothing at them, bade them dress and depart.

The Pass is open, he said. Its a summer night and you wont take cold. Get into those things and get out of this house! And, he added, you ought to be obliged for what Ive done to you.

When Raoul came back the huns had retired to their several apartments; Smith and Clelia stood by the window whispering together; Thusis was absently looking over the letter from Monsieur Venizelos; and I leaned in the doorway gazing out at the high stars above the disfigured Bec de lEmpereur.

Nature pulled his nose and twisted it, too, murmured Raoul, passing me. Then he said aloud:

It really is not healthy for us here any longer. The Swiss gendarmes will arrive in the morning. I have held the wagon that penetrated the Pass. Its waiting for us. So if youll be kind enough to pack your luggage — —

Are you going? I asked, appalled.

We must, said Raoul gaily. And I regret to say that I think you and Mr. Smith had better come with us.

I shrugged my shoulders.

Its too bad to have done this to you, said Raoul, but we couldnt very well avoid it. You had better cross with us into France until this blows over. The boche are sure to raise a terrific row; and the Swiss are mortally afraid of invasion. So if you remain youll be annoyed — held for examination — possibly imprisoned. But they wont confiscate your estate: you know too much about the Swiss Governments cognizance of these hun conspirators, and their use of neutral soil.

I scarcely heard him; I was looking at Thusis who stood bending over the music-box and studying the disks lying there.

Could I help you to pack up? insisted Raoul.

Thanks; I shall remain here, said I quietly.

At that moment the door burst open and Puppsky, his clothing still steaming in spots, rushed in upon us followed by Wildkatz in similar and vaporous attire:

I been robbed! yelled Puppsky. All my papers und evertings it bass been robbed me alretty!

Raoul shot a contemptuous glance at the chattering pair of Reds: I havent bothered about your papers, he said.

Did I say you done it! No, I did not say you done! shouted Puppsky. I see this here Countess hanging around by the room of comrade Wildkatz. What for iss she in this, I ask it? She iss who, perhaps? I think she got my papers also comrade Wildkatz he also believes it — —

Go and ask her! said Raoul bluntly.

When they were gone Smith turned from the window where he had been whispering with Clelia:

Its quite en règle, he said coolly. The Countess Manntrapp is in the employment of the Siberian government. She came here to get what she wanted and report on these Reds. She left for the Pass an hour ago, on foot.

The unseen web in the center of which I had unwittingly stood for so long suddenly became partly visible to me.

Raoul laughed. Its really a pity, he remarked to me, that we cant catch and box up these kings and take them along with us. But Venizelos says no; and hes always right. So we had all better pack up and be on our way.

He went off whistling the Crack-brain song. Presently, without noticing me, Thusis turned from the music-box and walked over to where her sister was standing; and I heard her say something about dressing.

I turned away and went silently upstairs to my room, and, closing the door, seated myself.

The baby-party indeed was ended.


XXV. THE DUCHESS OF NAXOS
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I WAS STILL sitting there when somebody knocked, and, supposing it to be Smith, I said, come in.

Thusis entered, and I rose. We looked at each other in silence, then I set a chair for her by my table and she dropped onto it as though tired.

She wore a dark hat and a dark gown which I had never seen. Also she was gloved, another phase hitherto unfamiliar to me. And her beauty almost hurt me.

You are not going with us? she asked in a low voice.

No.

Why not?

There is no reason why I should go.

You are not afraid to remain?

I forced a smile.

You choose to stay here in this house all alone with these huns? she persisted.

What else is there to do? Besides, theyll leave to-morrow.

And then youll be utterly alone here.

I nodded, smiling.

Wont you come with us as far as France?

I thanked her.

Why wont you?

I think Id be rather lonelier in France, I said lightly, than I might be here.

Will you be lonely?

I did not answer.

When I glanced across the table at her again she had unpinned her hat. I waited; but she tossed it from her onto my bed.

Why do you do that? I asked.

I shall not leave unless you do, she said serenely.

Thats nonsense! I am in no danger!

I should be, if I left you alone here.

In what danger?

In danger — of falling a prey to — grief — Michael.

My heart almost stopped: she was looking down at the gloves which she was slowly stripping from her wrists:

Danger of grief, she repeated, of lifelong sorrow — for leaving you — here — alone.... Because, once, I gave my heart to you....

You were only Thusis, then, I said, steadying my voice and senses with an effort.

Am I less, now, in your eyes? She lifted her head and looked at me.

You are the Duchess of Naxos.

She smiled faintly: What was it you once said to me about revolutions? — about the necessity for purity of motive and absolute unselfishness for those who revolted against tyranny?

I was silent.

Michael?

Yes.

How can I incite my people to revolt unless my motives are entirely free from selfish interest?

Are they not?

Why do you ask me? You know that I would be Duchess of Naxos if my country regains its freedom under the Italian crown.

Has that influenced you?

Her candid, sweet gaze met mine: I think it has.

And, as I said nothing, I hadnt quite considered it in that light, she said. I thought my motives were pure. Besides, I really am hereditary Duchess of Naxos — if ever there is to be such a Duchy again. She laughed a little. A phantom ruler in a phantom realm. It must amuse you, Michael.

It may all come to pass, said I.

No.

Why not?

Monsieur Venizelos does not wish it. Nor does the King of Italy. Also I am afraid that Naxos is really quite contented under the Greek flag, now that Constantino is exiled and because, moreover, that same flag flies beside the flags of England, France, and Italy.... No, Michael, there will be no revolution now in Naxos; no Duchy, no Duchess.... And, she rose and looked at me, and stretched out one fair hand, come into France with me, Michael.... I cant leave my heart here with you unless I stay here, too.... I cant become disembodied and float off to France leaving heart and mind and body and soul here — in your arms — in the arms of the man I — love.... Can I, dear Michael? — Can I my dear lover? — my dearest — my beloved — —

Her fragrant, flushed face was close against mine when we heard Smiths trunk banging in his room and Raouls voice: Easy, mon vieux! Mon dieu, but its heavy, your Norwegian-American luggage.

Darling! she exclaimed in consternation, youre not packed up! Quick, Michael! Ill help you — —

Thusis, I dont want this junk! Do you know what I am going to take with me?

What, darling?

My poems to you; the portrait of the Admiral; and my photograph of The Laughing Girl.... And nothing else whatever.

I picked up the photograph from my dresser as I spoke and slipped it into my breast pocket.

Are we to start housekeeping with the portrait of the Admiral and your heavenly poems of which I never before heard? she exclaimed, enchanted.

Not housekeeping, I said smiling, and drawing her into my arms.

Arent we going to keep house, Michael? she asked, her surprised eyes uplifted to mine.

After the war, said I.

For a full minute she stood gazing at me. Then:

I understand. And she offered her lips for the first time to any man. And for the first time I kissed her.

Yes, said I gaily, I join Pershing. Or the Legion, if the Yankees wont take a Chilean — —

Smith rapped loudly on my door:

Is Thusis there?

She is, said I.

Did she persuade you to come with us?

She did.

Good business! cried Smith. Is your luggage ready?

It is.

I handed Thusis my poems, unhooked the portrait of the Admiral, and tucked it under one arm.

Thusis pinned on her distractingly smart little hat, turned, flung both arms around my neck.

There may be the deuce to pay for this in Italy, she whispered. Oh, Michael! Michael! I adore you!

Half way down the corridor a door opened and the queens head in curl papers was thrust out. When her hard eyes fell on us she stiffened for an instant, then the celebrated Hohenzollern sneer twitched her features:

Your housekeeper! she hissed.

And Thusis threw back her beautiful head and the silvery laughter of The Laughing Girl filled the house with its exquisite melody.

Oh Michael, Michael! she said, theyll be the death of the world after all — the boche! — for well all perish of laughter before were done with them!

And we went gaily on downstairs, my poems clasped to Thusis breast, the Admirals portrait under my left arm, and the lovely little hand of Thusis in mine — for ever, God willing — for ever and a day.

THE END


The Restless Sex
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PREFACE
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CREATED COMPLETE, EQUIPPED for sporadic multiplication and later for auto-fertilization, the restless sex, intensely bored by the process of procreation, presently invented an auxiliary and labeled him [male symbol].

A fool proceeding, for the inherited mania for invention obsessed him and he began to invent gods. The only kind of gods that his imagination could conceive were various varieties of supermen, stronger, more cruel, craftier than he. And with these he continued to derive satisfaction by scaring himself.

But the restless sex remained restless; the invention of the sign of Mars ([Mars symbol]), far from bringing content, merely increased the capacity of the sex for fidgeting. And its insatiate curiosity concerning its own handiwork increased.

This handiwork, however, fulfilled rather casually the purpose of its inventor, and devoted the most of its time to the invention of gods, endowing the most powerful of them with all its own cowardice, vanity, intolerance and ferocity.

He made us, they explained with a modesty attributable only to forgetfulness.

Believe in him or hell damn you. And if he doesnt, we will! they shouted to one another. And appointed representatives of various denominations to deal exclusively in damnation.

Cede Deo! And so, in conformity with the edict of this man-created creator, about a decade before the Great Administration began, a little girl was born.

She should not have been born, because she was not wanted, being merely the by-product of an itinerant actor — Harry Quest, juveniles — stimulated to casual procreation by idleness, whiskey, and phthisis.

The other partner in this shiftless affair was an uneducated and very young girl named Conway, who tinted photographs for a Utica photographer while daylight lasted, and doubled her small salary by doing fancy skating at a local Ice Palace in the evenings. So it is very plain that the by-product of this partnership hadnt much chance in the world which awaited her; for, being neither expected nor desired, and, moreover, being already a prenatal heiress to obscure, unknown traits scarcely as yet even developed in the pair responsible for her advent on earth, what she might turn into must remain a problem to be solved by time alone.

Harry Quest, the father of this unborn baby, was an actor. Without marked talent and totally without morals, but well educated and of agreeable manners, he was a natural born swindler, not only of others but of himself. In other words, an optimist.

His father, the Reverend Anthony Quest, retired, was celebrated for his wealth, his library, and his amazing and heartless parsimony. And his morals. No wonder he had grimly kicked out his only son who had none.

The parents of the mother of this little child not yet born, lived in Utica, over a stationery and toy shop which they kept. Patrick Conway was the mans name. He had a pension for being injured on the railway, and sat in a peculiarly constructed wheeled chair, moving himself about by pushing the rubber-tired wheels with both hands and steering with his remaining foot.

He had married a woman rather older than himself, named Jessie Grismer, a school teacher living in Herkimer.

To Utica drifted young Quest, equipped only with the remains of one lung, and out of a job as usual. At the local rink he picked up Laura Conway, after a mindless flirtation, and ultimately went to board with her family over the stationery shop.

So the affair in question was a case of propinquity as much as anything, and was consummated with all the detached irresponsibility of two sparrows.

However, Quest, willing now to be supported, married the girl without protest. She continued to tint photographs and skate as long as she was able to be about; he loafed in front of theatres and hotels, with a quarter in change in his pockets, but always came back to meals. On sunny afternoons, when he felt well, he strolled about the residence section or reposed in his room waiting, probably, for Opportunity to knock and enter.

But nothing came except the baby.

About that time, too, both lungs being in bad condition, young Quest began those various and exhaustive experiments in narcotics, which sooner or later interest such men. And he finally discovered heroin. Finding it an agreeable road to hell, the symptomatic characteristics of an addict presently began to develop in him, and he induced his young wife to share the pleasures of his pharmaceutical discovery.

They and their baby continued to encumber the apartment for a year or two before the old people died — of weariness perhaps, perhaps of old age — or grief — or some similar disease so fatal to the aged.

Anyway, they died, and there remained nothing in the estate not subject to creditors. And, as tinted photographs had gone out of fashion even in Utica, and as the advent of moving pictures was beginning to kill vaudeville everywhere except in New York, the ever-provincial, thither the Quest family drifted. And there, through the next few years, they sifted downward through stratum after stratum of the metropolitan purlieus, always toward some darker substratum — always a little lower.

The childishly attractive mother, in blue velvet and white cats fur, still did fancy skating at rink and Hippodrome. The father sometimes sat dazed and coughing in the chilly waiting rooms of theatrical agencies. Fortified by drugs and by a shabby fur overcoat, he sometimes managed to make the rounds in pleasant weather; and continued to die rather slowly, considering his physical condition.

But his father, who had so long ago disowned him — the Reverend Anthony Quest — being in perfect moral condition, caught a slight cold in his large, warm library, and died of pneumonia in forty-eight hours — a frightful example of earthly injustice, doubtless made all right in Heaven.

Young Quest, forbidden the presence for years, came skulking around after a while with a Jew lawyer, only to find that his one living relative, a predatory aunt, had assimilated everything and was perfectly qualified to keep it under the terms of his fathers will.

Her attorneys made short work of the shyster. She herself, many times a victim to her nephews deceit in former years, and once having stood between him and prison concerning the matter of a signature for thousands of dollars — the said signature not being hers but by her recognised for the miserable young mans sake — this formidable and acidulous old lady wrote to her nephew in reply to a letter of his:

You always were a liar. I do not believe you are married. I do not believe you have a baby. I send you — not a cheque, because youd probably raise it — but enough money to start you properly.

Keep away from me. You are what you are partly through your fathers failure to do his duty by you. An optimist taken at birth and patiently trained can be saved. Nobody saved you; you were merely punished. And you, naturally, became a swindler.

But I cant help that now. Its too late. I can only send you money. And if its true you have a child, for Gods sake take her in time or shell turn into what you are.

And that is why I send you any money at all — on the remote chance that you are not lying. Keep away from me, Harry.

ROSALINDA QUEST.

So he did not trouble her, he knew her of old; and besides he was too ill, too dazed with drugs to bother with such things.

He lost every penny of the money in Quints gambling house within a month.

So the Quest family, father, mother and little daughter sifted through the wide, coarse meshes of the very last social stratum that same winter, and landed on the ultimate mundane dump heap.

Quest now lay all day across a broken iron bed, sometimes stupefied, sometimes violent; his wife, dismissed from the Hippodrome for flagrant cause, now picked up an intermittent living and other things in an east-side rink. The child still remained about, somewhere, anywhere — a dirty, ragged, bruised, furtive little thing, long accustomed to extremes of maudlin demonstration and drug-crazed cruelty, frightened witness of dreadful altercations and of more dreadful reconciliations, yet still more stunned than awakened, more undeveloped than precocious, as though the steady accumulation of domestic horrors had checked mental growth rather than sharpened her wits with cynicism and undesirable knowledge.

Not yet had her environment distorted and tainted her speech, for her father had been an educated man, and what was left of him still employed grammatical English, often correcting the nasal, up-state vocabulary of the mother — the beginning of many a terrible quarrel.

So the child skulked about, alternately ignored or whined over, cursed or caressed, petted or beaten, sometimes into insensibility.

Otherwise she followed them about instinctively, like a crippled kitten.

Then there came one stifling night in that earthly hell called a New York tenement, when little Stephanie Quest, tortured by prickly heat, gasping for the relief which the western lightning promised, crept out to the fire escape and lay there gasping like a minnow.

Fate, lurking in the reeking room behind her, where her drugged parents lay in merciful stupor, unloosed a sudden breeze from the thunderous west, which blew the door shut with a crash. It did not awaken the man. But, among other things, it did jar loose a worn-out gas jet.... That was the verdict, anyway.

Pluris est oculatus testis unus quam auriti decem.

But, as always, the Most High remained silent, offering no testimony to the contrary.

This episode in the career of Stephanie Quest happened in the days of the Great Administration, an administration not great in the sense of material national prosperity, great only in spirit and in things of the mind and soul.

Even the carpenter, Albrecht Schmidt, across the hallway in the tenement, rose to the level of some unexplored spiritual stratum, for he had a wife and five children and only his wages, and he did not work every week.

Nein, he said, when approached for contributions toward the funeral, I haff no money for dead people. I dont giff, I dont lend. Vat it iss dot Shakespeare says? Dont neffer borrow und dont neffer lend noddings.... But I tell you what I do! I take dot leedle child!

The slim, emaciated child, frightened white, had flattened herself against the dirty wall of the hallway to let the policemen and ambulance surgeon pass.

The trampling, staring inmates of the tenement crowded the stairs, a stench of cabbage and of gas possessed the place.

The carpenters wife, a string around her shapeless middle, and looking as though she might add to her progeny at any minute, came to the door of her two-room kennel.

Poor little Stephanie, she said, you come right in and make youself at home along of us!

And, as the child did not stir, seemingly frozen there against the stained and battered wall, the carpenter said:

Du! Stephanie! Hey you, Steve! Come home und get you some breakfast right away quick!

Is that their kid? inquired a policeman coming out of the place of death and wiping the sweat from his face.

Sure. I take her in.

Well, youll have to fix that matter later — —

I fix it now. I take dot little Steve for mine — —

The policeman yawned over the note book in which he was writing.

It aint done that way, Im tellin you! Well, all right! You can keep her until the thing is fixed up — — He went on writing.

The carpenter strode over to the child; his blond hair bristled, his beard was fearsome and like an ogres. But his voice trembled with Teuton sentiment.

You got a new mamma, Steve! he rumbled. Now, you run in und cry mit her so much as you like. He pulled the little girl gently toward his rooms; the morbid crowd murmured on the stairs at the sight of the child of suicides.

Mamma, here iss our little Steve alretty! growled Schmidt. Now, py Gott! I got to go to my job! A hellofa business iss it! Schade — immer — schade! Another mouth to feed, py Gott!


FOREWORD
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ON THE CHRISTMAS-TIDE train which carried homeward those Saint James schoolboys who resided in or near New York, Cleland Junior sat chattering with his comrades in a drawing-room car entirely devoted to the Saint James boys, and resounding with the racket of their interminable gossip and laughter.

The last number of their school paper had come out on the morning of their departure for Christmas holidays at home; every boy had a copy and was trying to read it aloud to his neighbour; shrieks of mirth resounded, high, shrill arguments, hot disputes, shouts of approval or of protest.

Read this! Say, did you get this! cried a tall boy named Grismer. Jim Cleland wrote it! What do you know about our own pet novelist — —

Shut up! retorted Cleland Junior, blushing and abashed by accusation of authorship.

He wrote it all right! repeated Grismer exultantly. Oh, girls! Just listen to this mush about the birds and the bees and the bright blue sky — —

Jim, youre all right! Thats the stuff! shouted another. The girl in the storys a peach, and the battle scene is great!

Say, Jim, where do you get your battle stuff? inquired another lad respectfully.

Out of the papers, of course, replied Cleland Junior. All you have to do is to read em, and you can think out the way it really looks.

The only master in the car, a young Harvard graduate, got up from his revolving chair and came over to Cleland Junior.

The boy rose immediately, standing slender and handsome in the dark suit of mourning which he still wore after two years.

Sit down, Jim, said Grayson, the master, seating himself on the arm of the boys chair. And, as the boy diffidently resumed his seat: Nice little story of yours, this. Just finished it. Co you still think of making writing your profession?

Id like to, sir.

Many are called, you know, remarked the master with a smile.

I know, sir. I shall have to take my chance.

Phil Grayson, baseball idol of the Saint James boys, and himself guilty of several delicate verses in the Century and Scribners, sat on the padded arm of the revolving chair and touched his slight moustache thoughtfully.

Ones profession, Jim, ought to be ones ruling passion. To choose a profession, choose what you most care to do in your leisure moments. That should be your business in life.

The boy said:

I like about everything, Mr. Grayson, but I think I had rather write than anything else.

John Belter, a rotund youth, listening and drawing caricatures on the back of the school paper, suggested that perhaps Cleland Junior was destined to write the Great American Novel.

Grayson said pleasantly:

It was the great American ass who first made inquiries concerning the Great American Novel.

Oh, what a knock! shouted Oswald Grismer, delighted.

But young Belter joined in the roars of laughter, undisturbed, saying very coolly:

Do you mean, sir, that the Great American Novel will never be written, or that it has already been written several times, or that there isnt any such thing?

I mean all three, Jack, explained Grayson, smiling. Let me see that caricature you have been so busy over.

Its — its you, sir.

What of it? retorted the young master. Do you think I cant laugh at myself?

He took the paper so reluctantly tendered:

Jack, you are a terror! You young rascal, youve made me look like a wax-faced clothing dummy!

Tribute to your faultless apparel, sir, and equally faultless features — —

A shriek of laughter from the boys who had crowded around to see; Grayson himself laughing unfeignedly and long; then the babel of eager, boyish voices again, loud, emphatic, merciless in discussion of the theme of the moment.

Into the swaying car and down the aisle came a negro in spotless white, repeating invitingly:

First call for luncheon, gentlemen! Luncheon served in the dining car forward!

His agreeable voice was drowned in the cheering of three dozen famished boys, stampeding.

Cleland Junior came last with the master.

I hope youll have a happy holiday, Jim, said Grayson, with quiet cordiality.

Im crazy to see father, said the boy. Im sure Ill have a good time.

At the vestibule he stepped aside, but the master bade him precede him.

And as the fair, slender boy passed out into the forward car, the breeze ruffling his blond hair, and his brown eyes still smiling with the anticipation of home coming, he passed Fate, Chance, and Destiny, whispering together in the corner of the platform. But the boy could not see them; could not know that they were discussing him.


CHAPTER I
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AN AVERAGE NEW York house on a side street in winter is a dark affair; daylight comes reluctantly and late into the city; the south side of a street catches the first winter sun rays when there are any; the north side remains shadowy and chilly.

Cleland Seniors old-fashioned house stood on the north side of 80th Street; and on the last morning of Cleland Juniors Christmas vacation, while the first bars of sunshine fell across the brown stone façades on the opposite side of the street, the Clelands breakfast room still remained dim, bathed in the silvery gray dusk of morning.

Father and son had finished breakfast, but Cleland Senior, whose other names were John and William, had not yet lighted the cigar which he held between thumb and forefinger and contemplated in portentous silence. Nor had he opened the morning paper to read paragraphs of interest to Cleland Junior, comment upon them, and encourage discussion, as was his wont when his son happened to be home from school.

The house was one of those twenty-foot brown stone houses — architecturally featureless — which was all there was to New York architecture fifty years ago.

But John William Clelands dead wife had managed to make a gem of the interior, and the breakfast room on the second floor front, once his wifes bedroom, was charming with its lovely early American furniture and silver, and its mellow, old-time prints in colour.

Cleland Junior continued to look rather soberly at the familiar pictures, now, as he sat in silence opposite his father, his heart of a boy oppressed by the approaching parting.

So you think youll make writing a profession, Jim? repeated John Cleland, not removing his eyes from the cigar he was turning over and over.

Yes, father.

All right. Then a general education is the thing, and Harvard the place — unless you prefer another university.

The fellows are going to Harvard — most of them, said the boy.

A boy usually desires to go where his school friends go.... Its all right, Jim.

Cleland Juniors fresh, smooth face of a school boy had been slowly growing more and more solemn. Sometimes he looked at the prints on the wall; sometimes he glanced across the table at his father, who still sat absently turning over and over the unlighted cigar between his fingers. The approaching separation was weighing on them both. That, and the empty third chair by the bay window, inclined them to caution in speech, lest memory strike them suddenly, deep and unawares, and their voices betray their mens hearts to each other — which is not an inclination between men.

Cleland Senior glanced involuntarily from the empty chair to the table, where, as always, a third place had been laid by Meachem, and, as always, a fresh flower lay beside the service plate.

No matter what the occasion, under all circumstances and invariably Meachem laid a fresh blossom of some sort beside the place which nobody used.

Cleland Senior gazed at the frail cluster of frisia in silence.

Through the second floor hallway landing, in the library beyond, the boy could see his suitcase, and, lying against it, his hockey stick. Cleland Seniors preoccupied glance also, at intervals, reverted to these two significant objects. Presently he got up and walked out into the little library, followed in silence by Cleland Junior.

There was a very tall clock in that room, which had been made by one of the Willards many years before the elder Clelands birth; but it ticked now as aggressively and bumptiously as though it were brand new.

The father wandered about for a while, perhaps with the vague idea of finding a match for his cigar; the sons clear gaze followed his fathers restless movements until the clock struck the half hour.

Father?

Yes, dear — yes, old chap? — with forced carelessness which deceived neither.

Its half past nine.

All right, Jim — any time youre ready.

I hate to go back and leave you all alone here! broke out the boy impulsively.

It was a moment of painful tension.

Cleland Senior did not reply; and the boy, conscious of the emotion which his voice had betrayed, and suddenly shy about it, turned his head and gazed out into the back yard.

Father and son still wore mourning; the black garments made the boys hair and skin seem fairer than they really were — as fair as his dead mothers.

When Cleland Senior concluded that he was able to speak in a perfectly casual and steady voice, he said:

Have you had a pretty good holiday, Jim?

Fine, father!

Thats good. Thats as it should be. Weve enjoyed a pretty good time together, my son; havent we?

Great! It was a dandy vacation!

There came another silence. On the boys face lingered a slight retrospective smile, as he mentally reviewed the two weeks now ending with the impending departure for school. Certainly he had had a splendid time. His father had engineered all sorts of parties and amusements for him — schoolboy gatherings at the Ice Rink; luncheons and little dances in their own home, to which school comrades and children of old friends were bidden; trips to the Bronx, to the Aquarium, to the Natural History Museum; wonderful evenings at home together.

The boy had gone with his father to see the Wizard of Oz, to see Nazimova in The Comet — a doubtful experiment, but in line with theories of Cleland Senior — to see The Fall of Port Arthur at the Hippodrome; to hear Calvé at the Opera.

Together they had strolled on Fifth Avenue, viewed the progress of the new marble tower then being built on Madison Square, had lunched together at Delmonicos, dined at Sherrys, motored through all the parks, visited Governors Island and the Navy Yard — the latter rendezvous somewhat empty of interest since the great battle fleet had started on its pacific voyage around the globe.

Always they had been together since the boy returned from Saint James school for the Christmas holidays; and Cleland Senior had striven to fill every waking hour of his sons day with something pleasant to be remembered.

Always at breakfast he had read aloud the items of interest — news concerning President Roosevelt — the boys hero — and his administration; Governor Hughes and his administration; the cumberous coming of Mr. Taft from distant climes; local squabbles concerning projected subways. All that an intelligent and growing boy ought to know and begin to think about, Cleland Senior read aloud at the breakfast table — for this reason, and also to fill in every minute with pleasant interest lest the dear grief, now two years old, and yet forever fresh, creep in between words and threaten the silences between them with sudden tears.

But two years is a long, long time in the life of the young — in the life of a fourteen-year-old boy; and yet, the delicate shadow of his mother still often dimmed for him the sunny sparkle of the winters holiday. It fell across his clear young eyes now, where he sat thinking, and made them sombre and a deeper brown.

For he was going back to boarding school; and old memories were uneasily astir again; and Cleland Senior saw the shadow on the boys face; understood; but now chose to remain silent, not intervening.

So memory gently enveloped them both, leaving them very still together, there in the library.

For the boys mother had been so intimately associated with preparations for returning to school in those blessed days which already had begun to seem distant and a little unreal to Cleland Junior — so tenderly and vitally a part of them — that now, when the old pain, the loneliness, the eternal desire for her was again possessing father and son in the imminence of familiar departure, Cleland Senior let it come to the boy, not caring to avert it.

Thinking of the same thing, both sat gazing into the back yard. There was a cat on the whitewashed fence. Lizzie, the laundress — probably the last of the race of old-time family laundresses — stood bare-armed in the cold, pinning damp clothing to the lines, her Irish mouth full of wooden clothes-pins, her parboiled arms steaming.

At length Cleland Seniors glance fell again upon the tall clock. He swallowed nothing, stared grimly at the painted dial where a ship circumnavigated the sun, then squaring his big shoulders he rose with decision.

The boy got up too.

In the front hall they assisted each other with overcoats; the little, withered butler took the boys luggage down the brown-stone steps to the car. A moment later father and son were spinning along Fifth Avenue toward Forty-second Street.

As usual, this ordeal of departure forced John Cleland to an unnatural, off-hand gaiety at the crisis, as though the parting amounted to nothing.

Going to be a good kid in school, Jim? he asked, casually humorous.

The boy nodded and smiled.

Thats right. And, Jim, stick to your Algebra, no matter how you hate it. I hated it too.... Going to get on your class hockey team?

Ill do my best.

Right. Try for the ball team, too. And, Jim?

Yes, father?

Youre all right so far. You know whats good and whats bad.

Yes, sir.

No matter what happens, you can always come to me. You thoroughly understand that.

Yes, father.

Youve never known what it is to be afraid of me, have you?

The boy smiled broadly; said no.

Never be afraid of me, Jim. Thats one thing I couldnt stand. Im always here. All Im here on earth for is you! Do you really understand me?

Yes, father.

Red-capped porter, father and son halted near the crowded train gate inside the vast railroad station.

Cleland Senior said briskly:

Good-bye, old chap. See you at Easter. Good luck! Send me anything you write in the way of verses and stories.

Their clasped hands fell apart; the boy went through the gate, followed by his porter and by numerous respectable and negligible travelling citizens, male and female, bound for destinations doubtless interesting to them. To John Cleland they were merely mechanically moving impedimenta which obscured the retreating figure of his only son and irritated him to that extent. And when the schoolboy cap of that only son disappeared, engulfed in the crowd, John Cleland went back to his car, back to his empty, old-fashioned brownstone house, seated himself in the library that his wife had made lovely, and picked up the Times, which he had not read aloud at breakfast.

He had been sitting there more than an hour before he thought of reading the paper so rigidly spread across his knees. But he was not interested in what he read. The battle fleet, it seemed, was preparing to sail from Port-of-Spain; Mr. Taft was preparing to launch his ponderous candidacy at the fat head of the Republican party; a woman had been murdered in the Newark marshes; the subway muddle threatened to become more muddled; somebody desired to motor from New York to Paris; President Roosevelt and Mr. Cortelyou had been in consultation about something or other; German newspapers accused the United States of wasting its natural resources; Scotti was singing Scarpia in Tosca; a new music hall had been built in the Bronx —— 

Cleland Senior laid the paper aside, stared at the pale winter sunshine on the back fence till things suddenly blurred, then he resumed his paper, sharply, and gazed hard at the print until his dead wifes smiling eyes faded from the page.

But in the paper there seemed nothing to hold his attention. He turned to the editorials, then to the last page. This, he noticed, was still entirely devoted to the Hundred Neediest Cases — the yearly Christmastide appeal in behalf of specific examples of extreme distress. The United Charities Organization of the Metropolitan district always made this appeal every year.

Now, Cleland Senior had already sent various sums to that particular charity; and his eyes followed rather listlessly the paragraphs describing certain cases which still were totally unrelieved or only partially aided by charitable subscriptions. He read on as a man reads whose heart is still sore within him — not without a certain half irritable sense of sympathy, perhaps, but with an interest still dulled by the oppression which separation from his son always brought.

And still his preoccupied mind plodded on as he glanced over the several paragraphs of appeal, and after a while he yawned, wondering listlessly that such pitiable cases of need had not been relieved by somebody among the five million who so easily could give the trifles desired. For example:

Case No. 47. A young man, 25, hopelessly crippled and bedridden, could learn to do useful work, sufficient to support him, if $25 for equipment were sent to the United Charities office.

Contributors were asked to mention Case No. 47 when sending cheques for relief.

He read on mechanically:

Case No. 108. This case has been partly relieved through contributions, but thirty dollars are still required. Otherwise, these two aged and helpless gentlewomen must lose their humble little home and an institution will have to take care of them. Neither one has many more years to live. A trifling aid, now, means that the few remaining days left to these old people will be tranquil days, free from the dread of separation and destitution.

Case 113. The father, consumptive and unable to work; the mother still weak from childbirth; the only other wage-earner a daughter aged sixteen, under arrest; four little children dependent. Seventy dollars will tide them over until the mother can recover and resume her wage-earning, which, with the daughters assistance, will be sufficient to keep the family together. Three of the children are defectives; the oldest sister, a cash-girl, has been arrested and held as a witness for attending, at her mothers request, a clinic conducted by people advocating birth-control; and the three dollars a week which she brought to the family has been stopped indefinitely.

Case 119. For this case no money at all has been received so far. It is the case of a little child, Stephanie Quest, left an orphan by the death or suicide of both drug-addicted parents, and taken into the family of a kindly German carpenter two years ago. It is the first permanent shelter the child has ever known, the first kindness ever offered her, the first time she has ever had sufficient nourishment in all her eleven years of life. Now she is in danger of losing the only home she has ever had. Stephanie is a pretty, delicate, winsome and engaging little creature of eleven, whose only experience with life had been savage cruelty, gross neglect, filth and immemorial starvation until the carpenter took her into his own too numerous family, and his wife cared for her as though she were their own child.

But they have five children of their own, and the wife is soon to have another baby. Low wages, irregular employment, the constantly increasing cost of living, now make it impossible for them to feed and clothe an extra child.

They are fond of the little girl; they are willing to keep and care for her if fifty dollars could be contributed toward her support. But if this sum be not forthcoming, little Stephanie will have to go to an institution.

The child is now physically healthy. She is of a winning personality, but somewhat impulsive, unruly, and wilful at times; and it would be far better for her future welfare to continue to live with these sober, kindly, honest people who love her, than to be sent to an orphanage.

Case No. 123. A very old man, desperately poor and ill and entirely — —

John Cleland dropped the paper suddenly across his knees. A fierce distaste for suffering, an abrupt disinclination for such details checked further perusal.

Damnation! he muttered, fumbling for another cigar.

His charities already had been attended to for the year. That portion of his income devoted to such things was now entirely used up. But he remained uneasily aware that the portion reserved for further acquisition of Americana — books, prints, pictures, early American silver, porcelains, furniture, was still intact for the new year now beginning.

That was his only refuge from loneliness and the ever-living grief — the plodding hunt for such things and the study connected with this pursuit. Except for his son — his ruling passion — he had no other interest, now that his wife was dead — nothing that particularly mattered to him in life except this collecting of Americana.

And now his son had gone away again. The day had to be filled — filled rather quickly, too; for the parting still hurt cruelly, and with a dull persistence that he had not yet shaken off. He must busy himself with something. Hed go out again presently, and mouse about among musty stacks of furniture in the rough. Then hed prowl through auction rooms and screw a jewellers glass into his right eye and pore over mezzotints.

He allowed himself just so much to spend on Americana; just so much to spend on his establishment, so much to invest, so much to give to charity —— 

Damnation! he repeated aloud.

It was the last morning of the exhibition at the Christensen Galleries of early American furniture. That afternoon the sale was to begin. He had not had time for preliminary investigation. He realized the importance of the collection; knew that his friends would be there in force; and hated the thought of losing such a chance.

Turning the leaves or his newspaper for the advertisement, he found himself again confronted by the columns containing the dreary Hundred Neediest Cases. And against every inclination he re-read the details of Case 119.

Odd, he thought to himself angrily, that there was nobody in the city to contribute the few dollars necessary to this little girl. The case in question required only fifty dollars. Fifty dollars meant a home, possibly moral salvation, to this child with her winning disposition and unruly ways.

He read the details again, more irritated than ever, yet grimly interested to note that, as usual, it is the very poor with many burdens who help the poor. This carpenter, living probably in a tenement, with a wife, an unborn baby, and a herd of squalling children to support, had still found room for another little waif, whose drug-sodden parents had been kind to her only by dying.

John Cleland turned the page, searched for the advertisement of the Christensen Galleries, discovered it, read it carefully. There were some fine old prints advertised to be sold. His hated rivals would be there — beloved friends yet hated rivals in the endless battle for bargains in antiquities.

When he got into his car a few minutes later, he told the chauffeur to drive to Christensens and drive fast. Halfway there, he signalled and spoke through the tube:

Where is the United Charities Building? Where? Well, drive there first.

Damn! he muttered, readjusting himself in the corner under the lynx robe.


CHAPTER II
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WOULD YOU CARE to go there and see the child for yourself, Mr. Cleland? A few moments might give you a much clearer idea of her than all that I have told you, suggested the capable young woman to whom he had been turned over in that vast labyrinth of offices tenemented by the United Charities Organizations of Manhattan and the Four Boroughs, Inc.

John Cleland signed the cheque which he had filled in, laid it on the desk, closed his cheque-book, and shook his head.

Im a busy man, he said briefly.

Oh, Im sorry! I wish you had time to see her for a moment. You may obtain permission through the Manhattan Charities Concern, a separate organization, winch turns over certain cases to the excellent child-placing agency connected with our corporation.

Thank you; I havent time.

Mr. Chiltern Grismer would be the best man to see — if you had time.

Thank you.

There was a chilly silence; Cleland stood frowning at space, wrapped in gloomy preoccupation.

But, added the capable young woman, wistfully, if you are so busy that you have no time to bother with this case personally — —

I have time, snapped Cleland, turning red. For the man was burdened with the inconvenient honesty of his race — a sort of tactless truthfulness which characterized all Clelands. He said:

When I informed you that Im a busy man, I evidently but unintentionally misled you. Im not in business. I have time. I simply dont wish to go into the slums to see somebodys perfectly strange offspring.

The amazed young woman listened, hesitated, then threw back her pretty head and laughed:

Mr. Cleland, your frankness is most refreshing! Certainly there is no necessity for you to go if you dont wish to. The little girl will be most grateful to you for this generous cheque, and happy to be relieved of the haunting terror that has made her almost ill at the prospect of an orphanage. The child will be beside herself with joy when she gets word from us that she need not lose the only home and the only friends she has ever known. Thank you — for little Stephanie Quest.

What did the other people do to her? inquired John Cleland, buttoning his gloves and still scowling absently at nothing.

What people?

The ones who — her parents, I mean. What was it they did to her?

They were dreadfully inhuman — —

What did they do to the child? Do you know?

Yes, I know, Mr. Cleland. They beat her mercilessly when they happened to be crazed by drugs; they neglected her when sober. The little thing was a mass of cuts and sores and bruises when we investigated her case; two of her ribs had been broken, somehow or other, and were not yet healed — —

Oh, Lord! he interrupted sharply. Thats enough of such devilish detail! —— I beg your pardon, but such things — annoy me. Also Ive some business thats waiting — or pleasure, whichever you choose to call it — — He glanced at his watch, thinking of the exhibition at Christensens, and the several rival and hawk-like amateurs who certainly would be prowling around there, deriding him for his absence and looking for loot.

Where does that child live? he added carelessly, buttoning his overcoat.

The capable young woman, who had been regarding him with suppressed amusement, wrote out the address on a pad, tore off the leaf, and handed it to him.

 — In case you ever become curious to see little Stephanie Quest, whom you have aided so generously — — she explained.

Cleland, recollecting with increasing annoyance that he had three hundred dollars less to waste on Christensen than he had that morning, muttered the polite formality of leave-taking required of him, and bowed himself out, carrying the slip of paper in his gloved fingers, extended as though he were looking for a place to drop it.

Down in the street, where his car stood, the sidewalks were slowly whitening under leisurely falling snowflakes. The asphalt already was a slippery mess.

Wheres that! he demanded peevishly, shoving the slip of paper at his chauffeur. Do you know?

I can find it, sir.

All right, snapped John Cleland.

He stepped into the little limousine and settled back with a grunt. Then he hunched himself up in the corner and perked the fur robe over his knees, muttering. Thoughts of his wife, of his son, had been heavily persistent that morning. Never before had he felt actually old — he was only fifty-odd. Never before had he felt himself so alone, so utterly solitary. Never had he so needed the comradeship of his only son.

He had relapsed into a sort of grim, unhappy lethargy, haunted by memories of his sons baby days, when the car stopped in the tenement-lined street, swarming with push-carts and children.

The damp, rank stench of the unwashed smote him as he stepped out and entered the dirty hallway, set with bells and letter boxes and littered with débris and filthy melting snow.

The place was certainly vile enough. A deformed woman with sore eyes directed him to the floor where the Schmidt family lived. On the landing he stumbled over several infants who were playing affectionately with a dead cat — probably the first substitute for a doll they had ever possessed. A fight in some room on the second floor arrested his attention, and he halted, alert and undecided, when the dim hallway resounded with screams of murder.

But a slatternly young woman who was passing explained very coolly that it was only thim Cassidys mixing it; and she went her way down stairs with her cracked pitcher, and he continued upward.

Schmidt? In there, replied a small boy to his inquiry; and resumed his game of ball against the cracked plaster wall of the passage.

Answering his knock, a shapeless woman opened the door.

Mrs. Schmidt?

Yes, sir, — retying the string which alone kept up her skirt.

He explained briefly who he was, where he had been, what he had done through the United Charities for the child, Stephanie.

Id like to take a look at her, he added, if its perfectly convenient.

Mrs. Schmidt began to cry:

Ex-cuse me, sir; Im so glad we can keep her. Albert has all he can do for our own kids — but the poor little thing! — it seemed hard to send her away to a Home — — She gouged out the tears abruptly with the back of a red, water-soaked hand.

Steve! Heres a kind gentleman come to see you. Dry your hands, dearie, and come and thank him.

A grey-eyed child appeared — one of those slender little shapes, graceful in every unconscious movement of head and limbs. She was drying her thin red fingers on a bit of rag as she came forward, the steam of the wash-boiler still rising from her bare arms.

A loud, continuous noise arose in the further room, as though it were full of birds and animals fighting.

For a moment the tension of inquiry and embarrassment between the three endured in silence; then an odd, hot flush seemed to envelop the heart of Cleland Senior — and something tense within his brain loosened, flooding his entire being with infinite relief. The man had been starving for a child; that was all. He had suddenly found her. But he didnt realize it even now.

There was a shaky chair in the exceedingly clean but wretchedly furnished room. Cleland Senior went over and seated himself gingerly.

Well, Steve? he said with a pleasant, humourous smile. But his voice was not quite steady.

Thank the good, kind gentleman! burst out Mrs. Schmidt, beginning to sob again, and to swab the welling tears with the mottled backs of both fists. Youre going to stay with us, dearie. They aint no policeman coming to take you to no institoot for orphan little girls! The good, kind gentleman has give the money for it. Go down onto your knees and thank him, Steve —— !

Are you really going to keep me? faltered the child. Is it true?

Yes, its true, dearie. Dont go a-kissing me! Go and thank the good, kind — —

Let me talk to the child alone, interrupted Cleland drily. And shut the door, please! — glancing into the farther room where a clothes-boiler steamed, onions were frying, five yelling children swarmed over every inch of furniture, a baby made apocryphal remarks from a home-made cradle, and a canary bird sang shrilly and incessantly.

Mrs. Schmidt retired, sobbing, extolling the goodness and kindness of John Cleland, who endured it with patience until the closed door shut out eulogies, yells, canary and onions.

Then he said:

Steve, you need not thank me. Just shake hands with me. Will you? I — I like children.

The little girl, whose head was still turned toward the closed door behind which had disappeared the only woman who had ever been consistently kind to her, now looked around at this large, strange man in his fur-lined coat, who sat there smiling at her in such friendly fashion.

And slowly, timidly, over the childs face the faintest of smiles crept in delicate response to his advances. Yet still in the wonderful grey eyes there remained that heart-rending expression of fearful inquiry which haunts the gaze of children who have been cruelly used.

Is your name Stephanie?

Yes, sir.

Stephanie Quest?

Yes, sir.

What shall I call you? Steve?

Yes, sir, winningly grave.

All right, then. Steve, will you shake hands?

The child laid her thin, red, water-marred fingers in his gloved hand. He retained them, and drew her nearer.

Youve had a rather tough deal, Steve, havent you?

The child was silent, standing with head lowered, her bronzed brown hair hanging and shadowing shoulders and face.

Do you go to school, Steve?

Yes, sir.

Not to-day?

No, sir. Its Saturday.

Oh, yes. I forgot. What do you learn in school?

Things — writing — reading.

Do you like school?

Yes, sir.

What do you like best?

Dancing.

Do they teach that? What kind of dancing do you learn to do?

Fancy dancing — folk-dances. And I like the little plays that teacher gets up for us.

Do you like any other of your studies? he asked drily.

Droring.

Drawing?

Yes, sir, she replied, flushing painfully.

Oh. So they teach you to draw? Who instructs you?

Miss Crowe. She comes every week. We copy picture cards and things.

So you like to draw, Steve, nodded Cleland absently, thinking of his only son, who liked to write, and who, God willing, would have every chance to develop his bent in life. Then, still thinking of his only son, he looked up into the grey eyes of this little stranger.

As fate would have it, she smiled at him. And, looking at her in silence he felt the child-hunger gnawing in his heart — felt it, and for the first time, vaguely surmised what it really was that had so long ailed him.

But the idea, of course, seemed hopeless, impossible! It was not fair to his only son. Everything that he had was his sons — everything he had to give — care, sympathy, love, worldly possessions. These belonged to his son alone.

Are you happy here with these kind people, Steve? he asked hastily.

Yes, sir.

But though his conscience should have instantly acquitted him, deep in his lonely heart the child-hunger gnawed, unsatisfied. If only there had been other children of his own — younger ones to play with, to have near him in his solitude, to cuddle, to caress, to fuss over as he and his dead wife had fussed over their only baby! —— 

Steve?

Sir?

You are sure you will be quite happy here?

Yes, sir.

Would you — — A pause; and again he looked up into the childs face, and again she smiled.

Steve, I never had a little girl. Its funny, isnt it?

Yes, sir.

A silence.

Would you like to — to go to a private school?

The child did not understand. So he told her about such schools and the little girls who went to them. She seemed deeply interested; her grey eyes were clear and seriously intelligent, and very, very intently fixed on him in the effort to follow and understand what he was saying.

He told her about other children who lived amid happy surroundings; what they did, how they were cared for, schooled, brought up; what was expected of them by the world — what was required by the world from those who had had advantages of a home, of training, of friends, and of an education. He was committing himself with every word, and refused to believe it.

At times he paused to question her, and she always nodded seriously that she understood.

But this, he added smilingly, you may not entirely comprehend, Steve; that such children, brought up as I have explained to you, owe the human race a debt which is never cancelled. He was talking to himself now, more than to her; voicing his thoughts; feeling his way toward the expression of a philosophy which he had heretofore only vaguely entertained.

The hope of the world lies in such children, Steve, he said. The world has a right to expect service from them. You dont understand, do you?

Her wonderfully clear eyes were almost beautiful with intelligence as they looked straight into his. Perhaps the child understood more than she herself realized, more than he believed she understood.

Shall I come to see you again, Steve?

Yes, sir, please.

There was a pause. Very gently the slight pressure of his arm, which had crept around her, conveyed to her its wistful meaning; and when she understood she leaned slowly toward him in winning response, and offered her lips with a gravity that captivated him.

Good-bye, Steve, dear, he said unsteadily. Ill come to see you again very soon. I surely, surely will come back again to see you, Steve.

Then he put on his hat and went out abruptly — not down town to Christensens, but back to the United Charities, and, after an hour, from there he went down town to his attorneys, where he spent the entire day under suppressed excitement.

For there were many steps to take and much detail to be attended to before this new and momentous deal could be put through — a transaction concerning a human soul and the measures to be taken to insure its salvage.


CHAPTER III
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DURING THE NEXT few weeks John William Clelands instinct fought a continuous series of combats with his reason.

Instinct, with her powerful allies, loneliness and love, urged the solitary man to rash experiment; reason ridiculed impulse and made it very clear to Cleland that he was a fool.

But instinct had this advantage; she was always awake, whispering to his mind and heart; and reason often fell asleep on guard over his brain.

But when awake, reason laughed at the conspirators, always in ambush to slay him; and carried matters with a high hand, rebuking instinct and frowning upon her allies.

And John Cleland hesitated. He wrote to his only son every day. He strove to find occupation for every minute between the morning awakening in his silent chamber and the melancholy lying down at night.

But always the battle between reason and instinct continued.

Reason had always appealed to Cleland Senior. His parents and later his wife and son had known the only sentimental phenomena which had ever characterized him in his career. Outside of these exceptions, reason had always ruled him. This is usually the case among those who inherit money from forebears who, in turn, have been accustomed to inherit and hand down a moderate but unimpaired fortune through sober generations.

Such people are born logical when not born fools. And now Cleland Senior, mortified and irritated by the increasing longing which obsessed him, asked himself frequently which of these he really was.

Every atom of logic in him counselled him to abstain from what every instinct in him was desiring and demanding — a little child to fill the loneliness of his heart and house — something to mitigate the absence of his son, whose absences must, in the natural course of events, become more frequent and of longer duration with the years of college imminent, and the demands of new interests, new friends increasing year by year.

He told himself that to take another child into his home would be unfair to Jim; to take her into his heart was disloyal; that the dear past belonged to his wife alone, the present and the future to his only son.

And all the while the man was starving for what he wanted.

Well, the arrangements took some time to complete; but they were fairly complete when finished. She kept her own name; she was to have six thousand dollars a year for life after she became twenty-one. He charged himself with her mental, moral, spiritual, physical, and general education.

It came about in the following manner:

First of all, he went to see a gentleman whom he had known for many years, but whose status with himself had always remained a trifle indefinite in his mind — somewhere betwixt indifferent friendship and informal acquaintanceship.

The gentlemans name was Chiltern Grismer; his business, charity and religion. He did not dispense either of these, however; he made a living for himself out of both. Cleland had learned at the United Charities that Grismer was an important personage in the Manhattan Charities Concern, a separate sectarian affair with a big office building, and a book bindery in Brooklyn for the immense tonnage of sectarian books and pamphlets published and sold by the Concern, as it called itself. The profits were said to be enormous.

Grismer, tall, bony, sandy and with a pair of unusually light yellowish eyes behind eye-glasses, appeared the classical philanthropist of the stage. With his white, bushy side-whiskers, his frock coat, and his little ready-made black bow-tie, slightly askew under a high choker, he certainly dressed the part. In fact, any dramatic producer would have welcomed him in the rôle, for he had no business to learn; it was perfectly natural for him to join his finger tips together while conversing; and his voice and manner left nothing whatever to criticize.

Ah! My friend of many years! he exclaimed as Cleland was ushered into his office in the building of the Manhattan Charities Concern. And how, I pray, can I be of service to my old friend, John Cleland? M-m-myes — my friend of many years!

Cleland told his story very simply, adding:

I understand that your Concern is handling Case 119, Grismer — acting, I believe, for a child-placing agency.

Which case? demanded Grismer, almost sharply.

Case 119. The case of Stephanie Quest, repeated Cleland.

Grismer looked at him with odd intentness for a moment, then his eyes shifted, as though something were disturbing his suave mental tranquillity:

M-m-myes. Oh, yes. I believe we have this case to handle among many others. M-m-m! Quite so; quite so. Case 119? Quite so.

May I have the child? asked Cleland bluntly.

Bless me! Do you really wish to take such chances, Cleland?

Why not? Others take them, dont they?

M-m-myes. Oh, yes. Certainly. But it is usually people of the — ah — middle and lower classes who adopt children. M-m-myes; the middle and lower classes. And, naturally, they would not be very much disappointed in a foundling or waif who failed to — ah — develop the finer, subtler, more delicate Christian qualities that a gentleman in your position might reasonably expect — m-m-myes! — might, as it were, demand in an adopted child.

Ill take those chances in the case in question, said Cleland, quietly.

M-m-myes, the case in question. Case 119. Quite so.... I am wondering — — he passed a large, dry hand over his chin and mouth, reflectively, while his light-coloured eyes remained alertly on duty. I have been wondering whether you have looked about before deciding on this particular child. There are a great many other deserving cases, m-m-myes — a great many deserving cases — —

I want this particular child, Grismer.

Quite so. M-m-myes. He looked up almost furtively. You — ah — have some previous knowledge, perhaps, of this little girls antecedents?

Mr. Grismers voice grew soft and persuasive; his finger tips were gently joined. Cleland, looking up at him, caught a glimmer resembling suspicion in those curiously light-coloured eyes.

Yes, I have learned certain things about her, he said shortly. I know enough! I want that child for mine and Im going to have her.

May I ask — ah — just what facts you have learned about this unfortunate infant?

Cleland, bored to the verge of irritation, told him what he had learned.

There was a silence during which Grismer came to the conclusion that he had better tell Cleland another fact which necessary legal investigation of the childs antecedents might more bluntly reveal. Yes, certainly Grismer felt that he ought to place himself on record at once and explain this embarrassing fact in his own way before others cruelly misinterpreted it to Cleland. For John Clelands position in New York among men of wealth, of affairs, of influence, and of culture made this sudden and unfortunate whim of his for Stephanie Quest a matter of awkward importance to Chiltern Grismer, who had not cared to figure in the case at all.

Grismers large, dry hand continued to massage his jaw. Now and then the bony fingers wandered caressingly toward the white side-whiskers, but always returned to screen the thin lips with a gentle, incessant massage.

Cleland, he began in a solemn voice, have you ever heard that this child is — ah — is a very distant connection of my family? — m-m-myes — my immediate family. Have you ever heard any ill-natured gossip of this nature?

Cleland, too astonished to reply, merely gazed at him. And Grismer wrongly concluded that he had heard about it, somewhere or other.

M-m-myes — a connection — very distant, of course. In the event that you have heard of this unfortunate affair from sources perhaps unfriendly to myself and family — m-m-myes, unfriendly — possibly it were judicious to explain the matter to you — in justice to myself.

I never heard of it, said Cleland,  — never dreamed of such a connection.

But to Grismer all men were liars.

Oh, I did not know. I thought you might have heard malicious rumours. But it is just as well that you should be correctly informed.... Do you recollect ever reading anything concerning my — ah — late sister?

Do you mean something that happened many, many years ago?

That is what I refer to. Did you read of it in the newspapers?

Yes, said Cleland. I read that she ran away with a married man.

Doubtless, continued Grismer with a sigh, you recollect the dreadful disgrace she brought upon my family? The cruel scandal exploited by a pitiless and malicious press?

Cleland said nothing.

Let me tell you the actual facts, continued Grismer gently. The unfortunate woman became infatuated with a common Pullman conductor — an Irishman named Conway — a very ordinary man who already was married.

His religion forbade divorce; my wretched sister ran away with him. We have always striven to bear the disgrace with resignation — m-m-myes, with patience and resignation. That is the story.

Cleland, visibly embarrassed, sat twisting the handle of his walking-stick, looking persistently away from Grismer. The latter sighed heavily.

And so, he murmured, our door was forever closed to her and hers. She became as one ignobly dead to us — as a soul damned for all eternity.

Oh, come, Grismer — —

Damned — hopelessly, and for all eternity, repeated Grismer with a slight snap of his jaw;  — she and her children, and her childrens children — —

What!

 — The sins of the parents that are borne through generations!

Nonsense! That is Old Testament bosh — —

Pardon! said Grismer, with a pained forbearance. It is the creed of those who worship and believe the truth as taught in the church of which I am a member.

Oh, I beg your pardon.

Granted, said Grismer sadly.

He sat caressing his jaw in silence for a while, then:

Her name was Jessie Grismer. She — ah — assumed the name of Conway.... God did not bless the unholy union. There was a daughter, Laura. A certain Harry Quest, the profligate, wasted son of that good man, the Reverend Anthony Quest, married this girl, Laura Conway.... God, mindful of His wrath, still punished the seed of my sinful sister, even until the second generation.... Stephanie Quest is their daughter.

Good heavens, Grismer! I cant understand that you, knowing this, have not done something — —

Why? Am I to presume to interfere with Gods purpose? Am I to question the righteousness of His wrath?

But — she is the little grandchild of your own sister! — —

A sister utterly cut off from among us! A sister dead to us — a soul eternally lost and to be eternally forgotten.

Is that your — creed — Grismer?

It is.

Oh. I thought that sort of — I mean, I thought such creeds were out of date — old-fashioned — —

God, said Chiltern Grismer patiently, is old-fashioned, I believe — m-m-myes — very old fashioned, Cleland. But His purposes are terrible, and His wrath is a living thing to those who have the fear of God within their hearts.

Oh. Well, Im sorry, but I really cant be afraid of God. If I were, Id doubt Him, Grismer.... Come; may I have the little girl?

Do you desire her to abide under your roof after what you have learned?

Why, Grismer, Id travel all the way to hell to get her now, if any of your creed had managed to send her there. Come; Ive seen the child. It may be a risk, as you say. In fact, it cant help being a risk, Grismer. But — I want her. May I have her?

M-m-m — — he touched a bell and a clerk appeared. Then he turned to Cleland. Would you be good enough to see our Mr. Bunce? I thank you. Good afternoon! I am happy to have conversed again with my old friend, John Cleland, — m-m-myes, my friend of many years.

An hour later John Cleland left our Mr. Bunce, armed with proper authority to begin necessary legal proceedings.

Talking it over with Brinton, his attorney, that evening, he related the amazing conversation between himself and Chiltern Grismer.

Brinton laughed:

It isnt religious bigotry; its just stinginess. Grismer is the meanest man on Manhattan Island. Didnt you know it?

No. I dont know him well — though Ive been acquainted with him for a long while. But I dont see how he can be stingy.

Why?

Well, hes interested in charity — —

Hes paid a thumping big salary! He makes money out of charity. Why shouldnt he be interested?

But he publishes religious books — —

Of course. They sell. Its a great graft, Cleland. Dont publish novels if you want to make money; print Bibles!

Is that a fact?

You bet! There are more parasites in pulpit, publishing house and charity concerns, who live exclusively by exploiting God, than there were unpleasant afflictions upon the epidermis of our late friend, Job. And Chiltern Grismer is one of them — the old skinflint! — hogging his only sisters share of the Grismer money and scared stiff for fear some descendant might reopen the claim and fight the verdict which beggared his own sister!

By Gad! exclaimed Cleland, very red; Ive a mind to look into it and start proceedings again if there is any ground — —

You cant.

Why?

Not if you adopt this child.

Not in her behalf?

Your motives would be uncharitably suspected, Cleland. You can give her enough. Besides, you dont want to stir up anything — rattle any skeletons — for this little girls sake.

No, of course not. Youre quite right, Brinton. No money could compensate her. And, as you say, I am able to provide for her amply.

Besides, said Brinton, theres the paternal aunt, Miss Rosalinda Quest. Shes as rich as mud. It may be that shell do something for the child.

I dont want her to, exclaimed Cleland angrily. If shell make no objection to my taking the girl, she can keep her money and leave it to the niggers of Senegambia when she dies, for all I care! Fix it for me, Brinton.

Youd better go down to Bayport and interview her yourself, said the lawyer. And, by the way, I hear shes a queer one — something of a bird, in fact.

Bird?

Well, a vixen. They say so. All the same, shes doing a lot of real good with her money.

How do you mean?

Shes established a sort of home for the offspring of vicious and degenerate parents. Its really quite a wonderful combination of clinic and training school where suspected or plainly defective children are brought to be taught and to remain under observation — really a finely conceived charity, I understand. Why not call on her?

Very well, said Cleland, reluctantly, not caring very much about encountering vixens and birds of the female persuasion.

Except for this paternal aunt and the Grismers, there turned out to be no living human being related to the child Stephanie.

Once assured of this, John Cleland undertook the journey to Bayport, running down in his car one morning, and determined that a combination of mild dignity and gallant urbanity should conquer any untoward symptoms which this bird might develop.

When he arrived at the entrance to the place, a nurse on duty gave him proper directions how to find Miss Quest, who was out about the grounds somewhere.

He found her at last, in nurses garb, marching up and down the gravel paths of the Common Sense Home for Defectives, as the institution was called.

She was pruning privet hedges. She had a grim face, a belligerent eye, and she stood clicking her pruning shears aggressively as he approached, hat in hand.

Miss Quest, I presume? he inquired.

Im called Sister Rose, she answered shortly.

By any other name — — began Cleland, gallantly, but checked himself, silenced by the hostility in her snapping black eyes.

What do you wish? she demanded impatiently.

Cleland, very red, swallowed his irritation:

I came here in regard to your niece — —

Niece? I havent any!

I beg your pardon; I mean your great-niece — —

What do you mean? I havent any that I know of.

Her name is Stephanie Quest.

Harry Quests child? Has he really got a baby? I thought he was lying! Hes such a liar — how was I to know that he has a baby?

You didnt know it, then?

No. He wrote about a child. Of course, I supposed he was lying. That was before I went abroad.

Youve been abroad?

I have.

Long?

Several years.

How long since youve heard from Harry Quest?

Several years — a dozen, maybe. I suppose hes living on what I settled on him. If he needed money Id hear from him soon enough.

He doesnt need money, now. He doesnt need anything more from anybody. But his little daughter does.

Is Harry dead? she asked sharply.

Very.

And — that hussy he married — —

Equally defunct. I believe it was suicide.

How very nasty!

Or, continued Cleland, it may have been suicide and murder.

Nastier still! She turned sharply aside and stood clicking her shears furiously. After a silence: Ill take the baby, she said in an altered voice.

Shes eleven years old.

I forgot. Ill take her anyway. Shes probably a defective — —

She is not! retorted Cleland so sharply that Sister Rose turned on him in astonishment.

Madame, he said, I want a little child to bring up. I have chosen this one. I possess a comfortable fortune. I offer to bring her up with every advantage, educate her, consider her as my own child, and settle upon her for life a sum adequate for her maintenance. I have the leisure, the inclination, the means to do these things. But you, Madame, are too busy to give this child the intimate personal attention that all children require — —

How do you know I am?

Because your time is already dedicated, in a larger sense, to those unhappy children who need you more than she does.

Because your life is already consecrated to this noble charity of which you are founder and director. A world of unfortunates is dependent on you. If, therefore, I offer to lighten your burden by relieving you of one responsibility, you could not logically decline or disregard my appeal to your reason — — His voice altered and became lower: And, Madame, I already love the child, as though she were my own.

After a long silence Sister Rose said:

It isnt anything youve advanced that influences me. Its my — failure — with Harry. Do you think it hasnt cut me to the — the soul? she demanded fiercely, flinging the handful of clipped twigs onto the gravel. Do you think I am heartless because I said his end was a nasty one! It was! Let God judge me. I did my best.

Cleland remained silent.

As a matter of fact, I dont care what you think, she added. What concerns me is that, possibly — probably, this child would be better off with you.... Youre the John Cleland, I presume.

He seemed embarrassed.

You collect prints and things?

Yes, Madame.

Then you are the John Cleland. Why not say so?

He bowed.

Very well, then! What youve said has in it a certain amount of common sense. I have, in a way, dedicated my life to all unfortunate children; I might not be able to do justice to Harrys child — give her the intimate personal care necessary — without impairing this work which I have undertaken, and to which I am devoting my fortune.

There was another silence, during which Sister Rose snapped her shears viciously and incessantly. Finally, she looked up at Cleland:

Does the child care for you?

I — think so.

Very well. But I shant permit you to adopt her.

Why not?

I may want her myself when Im too old and worn out to work here. I wish her to keep her name.

Madame — —

I insist. What did you say her name is? Stephanie? Then her name is to remain Stephanie Quest.

If you insist — —

I do! And thats flat! And you need not settle an income on her — —

I shall do so, he interrupted firmly. I have ample means to provide for the future of anybody dependent on me, Madame.

Do you presume to dictate to me what I shall do concerning my own will? she demanded; and her belligerent eyes fairly snapped at him.

Do what you like, Madame, but it isnt necessary to — —

Dont instruct me, Mr. Cleland!

Very well, Madame — —

I shall do as I always have done, and that is exactly as I please, she said, glancing at him. And if I choose to provide for the child in my will, I shall do so without requesting your opinion. Pray understand me, Mr. Cleland. If I let you have her it is only because I am self-distrustful. I failed with Harry Quest. I have not sufficient confidence in myself to risk failure with his daughter.

Let the matter stand this way until I can consult my attorney and investigate the entire affair. Take her into your home. But remember that she is to bear her own name; that the legal guardianship shall be shared by you and me; that I am to see her when I choose, take her when I choose.... Probably I shall not choose to do so. All the same, I retain my liberty of action.

Cleland said in a low voice:

It would be — heartless — if — —

Im not heartless, she rejoined tartly. Therefore, you need not worry, Mr. Cleland. If you love her and she loves you — I tell you you need not worry. All I desire is to retain my liberty of action. And I intend to do it. And that settles it!

Cleland Senior went home in his automobile.

In a few days the last legal objection was removed. There were no other relatives, no further impediments; merely passionate tears from the child at parting with Schmidt; copious, fat tears from the carpenters wife; no emotion from the children; none from the canary bird.


CHAPTER IV
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IN FEBRUARY THE child departed from the Schmidts in charge of an elderly, indigent gentlewoman, recommended to Mr. Cleland at an exorbitant salary. Mrs. Westlake was her name; she inhabited, with a mild and useless husband, the ancient family mansion in Pelham. And here the preliminary grooming of Stephanie Quest began amid a riot of plain living, lofty thinking, excision of double negatives acquired at hazard, and a hospital régime of physical scrubbing.

During February and March the pitiless process continued, punctuated by blessed daily visits from Cleland Senior, laden with offerings, edible and otherwise. And before April, he had won the heart of Stephanie Quest.

The first night that she slept under Clelands roof, he was so excited that he sat up in the library all night, listening for fear she should awake, become frightened, and cry out.

She slept perfectly. Old Janet had volunteered as nurse and wardrobe mistress, and a new parlour-maid took her place. Janet, aged sixty, had been his dead wifes childhood nurse, his sons nurse in babyhood: then she had been permitted to do in the household whatever she chose; and she chose to dust the drawing-room, potter about the house, and offer herself tea between times.

Janet, entering the library at six in the morning, found Mr. Cleland about ready to retire to bed after an all-night vigil.

What do you think of what Ive done — bringing this child here? he demanded bluntly, having lacked the courage to ask Janets opinion before.

Janet could neither read nor write. Her thoughts were slow in crystallizing. For a few moments master and ancient servant stood confronted there in the dusk of early morning.

Maybe it was Gods will, sor, she said at last, in her voice which age had made a little rickety.

You dont approve?

Ah, then Mr. Cleland, sor, was there annything you was wishful for but the dear Missis approved?

That answer took him entirely by surprise. He had never even thought of looking at the matter from such an angle.

And after Janet went away into the dim depths of the house, he remained standing there, pondering the old Irishwomans answer.

Suddenly his heart grew full and the tears were salt in his throat — hot and wet in his closed eyes.

Not that memory and love are lessened, dear, he explained with tremulous, voiceless lips,  — but you have been away so long, and here on earth time moves slowly without you — dearest — dearest — —

Th divils in that young wan, panted Janet outside his chamber door. She wont be dressed! Shes turning summersalts on her bed, God help her!

Did you bathe her? demanded Cleland, hurriedly buttoning his collar and taking one of the scarfs offered by old Meacham.

I did, sor — and it was like scrubbing an eel. Not that she was naughty, sor — the darlint! — only playful-like and contrayry — all over th tub, under wather and atop, and pretindin the soap and brush was fishes and she another chasin them — —

Janet!

Sorr?

Has she had her breakfast?

Two, sorr.

What?

Cereal and cream, omelet and toast, three oranges and a pear, and a pint of milk — —

Good heavens! Do you want to kill the child?

Arrah, sorr, shell never be kilt with feedin! Its natural to the young, sorr — and she leppin and skippin and turnin over and over like a young kid! — and how Im to dress her in her clothes God only knows — —

Janet! Stop your incessant chatter! Go upstairs and tell Miss Stephanie that I want her to dress immediately.

I will, sorr.

Cleland looked at Meacham and the little faded old man looked back out of wise, tragic eyes which had seen hell — would see it again more than once before he finished with the world.

What do you think of my little ward, Meacham?

It is better not to think, sir; it is better to just believe.

What do you mean?

Just that, sir. If we really think we cant believe. Its pleasanter to hope. The young lady is very pretty, sir.

Cleland Senior always wore a fresh white waistcoat, winter and summer, and a white carnation in his button-hole. He put on and buttoned the one while Meacham adjusted the other.

They had been together many years, these two men. Every two or three months Meacham locked himself in his room and drank himself stupid. Sometimes he remained invisible for a week, sometimes for two weeks. Years ago Cleland had given up hope of helping him. Once, assisted by hirelings, he had taken Meacham by a combination of strategy and force to a famous institute where the periodical dipsomaniac is cured if he chooses to be.

And Meacham emerged, cured to that extent; and immediately proceeded to lock himself in his room and lie there drunk for eighteen days.

Always when he emerged, ashy grey, blinking, neat, and his little, burnt-out eyes tragic with the hell they had looked upon, John Cleland spoke to him as though nothing had happened to interrupt the routine of service. The threads were picked up and knotted where they had been broken; life continued in its accustomed order under the Cleland roof. The master would not abandon the man; the man continued to fight a losing fight until beaten, then locked himself away until the enemy gave his broken body and broken mind a few weeks respite. Otherwise, the masters faith and trust in this old-time servant was infinite.

Meacham?

Sir.

I think — Mrs. Cleland — would have approved. Janet thinks so.

Yes, sir.

You think so, too?

Certainly, sir. Whatever you wished was madames wish also.

Master James is so much away these days.... I suppose I am getting old, and — —

He suffered Meacham to invest him with his coat, lifted the lapel and sniffed at the blossom there, squared his broad shoulders, twisted his white moustache.

There was no more attractive figure on Fifth Avenue than Cleland Senior with the bright colour in his cheeks, his vigorous stride and his attire, so suitable to his fresh skin, sturdy years and bearing.

Meachams eyes were lifted to his master, now. They were of the same age.

Will you wear a black overcoat or a grey, sir?

I dont care. Im going up to the nursery first. The nursery, he repeated, with a secret thrill at the word, which made him tingle all over in sheerest happiness.

The car, sir?

First, said Cleland, I must find out what Miss Stephanie wishes — or rather, I must decide what I wish her to do. Telephone the garage, anyway.

There was a silence; Cleland had walked a step or two toward the door. Now, he came back.

Meacham, I hope I have done what was best. On her fathers side there was good blood; on her mothers, physical health.... I know what the risk is. But character is born in the cradle and lowered into the grave. The world merely develops, modifies, or cripples it. But it is the same character.... Ive taken the chance — the tremendous responsibility.... It isnt a sudden fancy — an idle caprice; — it isnt for the amusement of making a fine lady out of a Cinderella. I want — a — baby, Meacham. Ive been in love with an imaginary child for a long, long time. Now, shes become real. Thats all.

I understand, sir.

Yes, you do understand. So I ask you to tell me; have I been fair to Mr. James?

I think so, sir.

Will he think so? I have not told him of this affair.

Yes, sir. He will think what madame would have thought of anything that you do. He added under his breath: As we all think, sir.

There was a pause, broken abruptly by the sudden quavering appeal of Janet at the door once more:

Mr. Cleland! Th young lady is all over the house, sor! In her pajaymis and naked feet, running wild-like and ondacent — —

Cleland stepped to the door:

Wheres that child?

In the butlers pantry, sor — —

Im up here! came a clear voice from the landing above. Cleland, Janet and Meacham raised their heads.

The child, in her pyjamas, elbows on the landing rail, smiled down upon them through her thick shock of burnished hair. Her lips were applied to an orifice in an orange; her slim fingers slowly squeezed the fruit; her eyes were intently fixed on the three people below.

When Cleland arrived at the third floor landing, he found Stephanie Quest in the nursery, cross-legged on her bed. As he entered, she wriggled off, and, in rose-leaf pyjamas and bare feet, dropped him the curtsey which she had been taught by Mrs. Westlake.

But long since she had taken Clelands real measure; in her lovely grey eyes a thousand tiny devils danced. He held out his arms and she flung herself into them.

When he seated himself in a big chintz arm-chair, she curled up on his knees, one arm around his neck, the other still clutching her orange.

Steve, isnt it rather nice to wake up in bed in your own room under your own roof? Or, of course if you prefer Mrs. Westlakes — —

I dont. I dont — — She kissed him impulsively on his freshly-shaven cheek, tightened her arm around his neck.

You know I love you, she remarked, applying her lips to the orange and squeezing it vigorously.

I dont believe you really care much about me, Steve.

Her grey eyes regarded him sideways while she sucked the orange; contented laughter interrupted the process; then, suddenly both arms were around his neck, and her bewitching eyes looked into his, deep, very deeply.

You know I love you, Dad.

No, I dont.

Dont you really know it?

Do you, really, Steve?

There was a passionate second of assurance, a slight sigh; the little head warm on his shoulder, vague-eyed, serious, gazing out at the early April sunshine.

Tell me about your little boy, Dad, she murmured presently.

You know he isnt very little, Steve. Hes fourteen, nearly fifteen.

I forgot. Goodness! she said softly and respectfully.

He seems little to me, continued Cleland, but he wouldnt like to be thought so. Little girls dont mind being considered youthful, do they?

Yes, they do! You are teasing me, Dad.

Am I to understand that I have a ready-made, grown-up family, and no little child to comfort me?

With a charming little sound in her throat like a young bird, she snuggled closer, pressing her cheek against his.

Tell me, she murmured.

About what, darling?

About your lit — about your boy.

She never tired hearing about this wonderful son, and Cleland never tired of telling about Jim, so they were always in accord on that subject.

Often Cleland tried to read in the gravely youthful eyes uplifted to his the dreamy emotions which his narrative evoked — curiosity, awe, shy delight, frank hunger for a playmate, doubt that this wonder-boy would condescend to notice her, wistfulness, loneliness — the delicate tragedy of solitary souls.

Always her gaze troubled him a little, because he had not yet told his son of what he had done — had not written to him concerning the advent of this little stranger. He had thought that the best and easiest way was to tell Jim when he met him at the railroad station, and, without giving the boy time to think, brood perhaps, perhaps worry, let him see little Stephanie face to face.

It seemed the best way to John Cleland. But, at moments, lying alone, sleepless in the night, he became horribly afraid.

It was about that time that he received a letter from Miss Rosalinda Quest:

DEAR MR. CLELAND:

Will you bring the child out to Bayford, or shall I call to see her when business takes me into town?

I want to see her, so take your choice.

Yours truly,

ROSALINDA QUEST.

This brusque reminder that Stephanie was not entirely his upset Cleland. But there was nothing to do about it except to write the lady a civil invitation to call.

Which she did one morning a week later. She wore battle-grey tweeds and toque, and a Krupp steel equipment of reticule and umbrella; and she looked the fighter from top to toe.

When Cleland came down to the drawing-room with Stephanie. Miss Quest greeted him with perfunctory civility and looked upon Stephanie with unfeigned amazement.

Is that my niece? she demanded. And Stephanie, who had been warned of the lady and of the relationship, dropped her curtsey and offered her slender hand with the shy but affable smile instinctive in all children.

But the grey, friendly eyes and the smile did instantly a business for the child which she never could have foreseen; for Miss Quest lost her colour and stood quite dumb and rigid, with the little girls hand grasped tightly in her grey-gloved fingers.

Finally she found her voice — not the incisive, combative, precise voice which Cleland knew — but a feminine and uncertain parody on it:

Do you know who I am, Stephanie?

Yes, maam. You are my Aunt Rosalinda.

Miss Quest took the seat which Cleland offered and sat down, drawing the child to her knee. She looked at her for a long while without speaking.

Later, when Stephanie had been given her congé, in view of lessons awaiting her in the nursery, Miss Quest said to Cleland, as she was going:

Im not blind. I can see what you are doing for her — what you have done. The child adores you.

I love her exactly as though she were my own, he said, flushing.

Thats plain enough, too.... Well, I shall be just. She is yours. I dont suppose there ever will be a corner in her heart for me.... I could love her, too, if I had the time.

Is not what you renounce in her only another sacrifice to the noble work in which you are engaged?

Rubbish! I like my work. But it does do a lot of good. And its quite true that I can not do it and give my life to Stephanie Quest. And so — — she shrugged her trim shoulders— I can scarcely expect the child to care a straw for me, even if I come to see her now and then.

Cleland said nothing. Miss Quest marched to the door, held open by Meacham, turned to Cleland:

Thank God you got her, she said. I failed with Harry; I dont deserve her and I dare not claim responsibility. But Ill see that she inherits what I possess — —

Madame! I beg you will not occupy yourself with such matters. I am perfectly able to provide sufficiently — —

Good Lord! Are you trying to tell me again how to draw my will? she demanded.

I am not. I am simply requesting you not to encumber this child with any unnecessary fortune. There is no advantage to her in any unwieldy inheritance; there is, on the contrary, a very real and alarming disadvantage.

I shall retain my liberty to think as I please, do as I please, and differ from you as often as I please, she retorted hotly.

They glared upon each other for a moment; Meachams burnt-out gaze travelled dumbly from one to the other.

Suddenly Miss Quest smiled and stretched out her hand to Cleland.

Thank God, she said again, that it is you who have the child. Teach her to think kindly of me, if you can. Ill come sometimes to see her — and to disagree with you.

Cleland, bare-headed, took her out to her taxicab. She smiled at him when it departed.


CHAPTER V
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THERE CAME THE time when Easter vacation was to be reckoned with. Cleland wrote to Jim that he had a surprise for him and that, as usual, he would be at the station to meet the school train.

During the intervening days, at moments fear became an anguish. He began to realize what might happen, what might threaten his hitherto perfect understanding with his only son.

He need not have worried.

Driving uptown in the limousine beside his son, their hands still tightly interlocked, he told him very quietly what he had done, and why. The boy, astonished, listened in silence to the end. Then all he said was:

For heavens sake, Father!

There was not the faintest hint of resentment, no emotion at all except a perfectly neutral amazement.

How old is she?

Eleven, Jim.

Oh. A kid. Does she cry much?

They dont cry at eleven, explained his father, laughing in his relief. You didnt squall when you were eleven.

No. But this is a girl.

Dont worry, old chap.

No. Do you suppose Ill like her?

Of course, I hope you will.

Well, I probably shant notice her very much, being rather busy.... But its funny.... A kid in the house! ... I hope she wont get fresh.

Be nice to her, Jim.

Sure.... Its funny, though.

It really isnt very funny, Jim. The little thing has been dreadfully unhappy all her life until I — until we stepped in.

We?

You and I, Jim. Its our job.

After a silence the boy said:

What was the matter with her?

Starvation, cruelty.

The boys incredulous eyes were fastened on his fathers.

Cold, hunger, loneliness, neglect. And drunken parents who beat her so mercilessly that once they broke two of her ribs.... Dont talk about it to her, Jim. Let the child forget if she can.

Yes, sir.

The boys eyes were still dilated with horror, but his features were set and very still.

Weve got to look out for her, old chap.

Yes, said the boy, flushing.

Cleland Senior, of course, expected to assist at the first interview, but Stephanie was not to be found.

High and low Janet searched; John Cleland, troubled, began a tour of the house, calling:

Steve! Where are you?

Jim, in his room, unstrapping his suitcase, felt rather than heard somebody behind him; and, looking up over his shoulder saw a girl.

She was a trifle pale; dropped him a curtsey:

Im Steve, she said breathlessly.

Boy and girl regarded each other in silence for a moment; then Jim offered his hand:

How do you do? he said, calmly.

I — Im very well. I hope you are, too.

Another pause, during a most intent mutual inspection.

My tennis bat, explained Jim, with polite condescension, needs to be re-strung. Thats why I brought it down from school.... Do you play tennis?

No.

Cleland Senior, on the floor below, heard the young voices mingling above him, listened, then quietly withdrew to the library to await events.

Janet looked in later.

Do they like each other? he asked in a low, anxious voice.

Mr. Cleland, sor, Miss Steve is on the floor listenin to that blessed boy read thim pieces he has wrote in the school paper! Like two lambs they do be together, sor, and the fine little gentleman and little lady they are, God be blessed this April day!

After a while he went upstairs, cautiously, the soft carpet muffling his tread.

Jim, seated on the side of his bed, was being worshipped, permitting it, accepting it. Stephanie, cross-legged on the floor, adored him with awed, uplifted gaze, her clasped hands lying in her lap.

To be a writer, Jim condescended to explain, a man has got to work like the dickens, study everything you ever heard of, go out and have adventures, notice everything that people say and do, how they act and walk and talk. Its a very interesting profession, Steve.... What are you going to be?

I dont know, she whispered,  — nothing, I suppose.

Dont you want to be something? Dont you want to be celebrated?

She thought, hesitatingly, that it would be pleasant to be celebrated.

Then youd better think up something to do to make the world notice you.

I shouldnt know what to do.

Father says that the thing youd rather do to amuse yourself is the proper profession to take up. What do you like to do?

Ought I to try to write, as you do?

You mustnt ask me. Just think what youd rather do than anything else.

The girl thought hard, her eyes fixed on him, her brows slightly knitted with the effort at concentration.

I — Id honestly really rather just be with dad — and you — —

The boy laughed:

I dont mean that!

No, I know. But I cant think of anything.... Perhaps I could learn to act in a play — or do beautiful dances, or draw pictures —— ? her voice continuing in the rising inflection of inquiry.

Do you like to draw and dance and act in private theatricals?

Oh, I never acted in a play or danced folk-dances, except in school. And I never had things of my own to make pictures with — except once I had a piece of blue chalk and I made pictures on the wall in the hall.

What hall?

It was a very dirty hall. I was punished for making pictures on the wall.

Oh, said the boy, soberly.

After a moment the boy jumped up:

Im hungry. I believe luncheon is nearly ready. Come on, Steve!

The child could scarcely speak from pride and happiness when the boy condescended to take her hand and lead her out of that enchanted place into the magic deeps below.

At nine-thirty that evening Stephanie made the curtsey which had been taught her, to Cleland Senior, and was about to repeat the process to Cleland Junior, when the latter laughed and held out his hand.

Good night, Steve, he said reassuringly. Youve got to be a regular girl with me.

She took his hand, held it, drew closer. To his consternation, he realized that she was expecting to kiss him, and he hastily wrung her hand and sat down.

The childs face flushed: she turned to Cleland Senior for the kiss to which he had accustomed her. Her lips were quivering, and the older man understood.

Good night, darling, he said, drawing her close into his arms, and whispered in her ear gaily: Youve scared him, Steve. Hes only a boy, you know.

Her head, buried against his shoulder, concealed the starting tears.

Youve scared him, repeated Cleland Senior. All boys are shy about girls.

Suddenly it struck her as funny; she smiled; the tears dried in her eyes. She twisted around, and, placing her lips against the elder mans ear, she whispered:

Im afraid of him, but I do like him!

He likes you, but hes a little afraid of you yet.

That appealed to her once more as exquisitely funny. She giggled, snuggled closer, observed by Jim with embarrassment and boredom. But he was too polite to betray it.

Stephanie, with one arm around Clelands neck, squeezed herself tightly against him and recounted in a breathless whisper her impressions of his only son:

I do like him so much, Dad! He talked to me upstairs about his school and all the boys there. He was very kind to me. Do you think Im too little for him to like me? Im growing rather fast, you know. Id do anything for him, anything. I wish youd tell him that. Will you?

Yes, I will, dear. Now, run upstairs to Janet.

Shall I say good night to Jim again?

If you like. But dont kiss him, or youll scare him.

They both had a confidential and silent fit of laughter over this; then the child slid from his knees, dropped a hasty, confused curtsey in Jims direction, turned and scampered upstairs. And a gale of laughter came floating out of the nursery, silenced as Janet shut the door.

The subdued glow of a lamp fell over father and son; undulating strata of smoke drifted between them from the elder mans cigar.

Well, Jim?

Yes, Father.

Do you like her?

Shes a — funny girl.... Yes, shes a rather nice little kid.

Well stand by her, wont we, Jim?

Yes, sir.

Make up to her the lost days — the cruellest injustice that can be inflicted — the loss of a happy childhood.

Yes, sir.

All right, old chap. Now, tell me all about yourself and what has happened since you wrote.

I had a fight.

With whom, Jim?

With Oswald Grismer, of the first form.

What did he do to you? inquired his father.

He said something — about a girl.

What girl?

I dont know her.

Go on.

Nothing.... Except I told him what I thought of him.

For what? For speaking disrespectfully about a girl you never met?

Yes, sir.

Oh. Go on.

Nothing more, sir.... Except that we mixed it.

I see. Did you — hold your own?

They said — I think I did, sir.

Grismer is — your age? Younger? Older?

Yes, sir, older.

How do you and he weigh in?

Hes — I believe — somewhat heavier.

First form boy. Naturally. Well, did you shake hands?

No, sir.

Thats bad, Jim.

I know it. I — somehow — couldnt.

Do it next term. No use to fight unless to settle things.

The boy remained silent, and his father did not press the matter.

What shall we do to-morrow, Jim? inquired Cleland Senior, after a long pause.

Do you mean just you and me, Father?

Oh, yes. Steve will be busy with her lessons. And, in the evening, nine-thirty is her bedtime.

The boy said, with a sigh of unconscious relief:

I need a lot of things. Well go to the shops first. Then well lunch together, then we can take in a movie, then well dine all by ourselves, and then go to the theatre. What do you say, Father?

Fine! said his father, with the happy thrill which comes to fathers whose growing sons still prefer their company to the company of anybody else.


CHAPTER VI
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TO CLELAND SENIOR it seemed as though Jims Easter vacation ended before it had fairly begun; so swiftly sped the blessed days together.

Already the morning of his sons departure for school had dawned, and he realized it with the same mental sinking, the same secret dismay and painful incredulity which he always experienced when the dreaded moment for parting actually arrived.

As usual, he prepared to accompany his son to the railway station. It happened not to occur to him that Stephanie might desire to go.

At breakfast, his son sat opposite as usual, Stephanie on his right, very quiet, and keeping her grey eyes on her plate so persistently that the father finally noticed her subdued demeanour, and kept an eye on her until in her momentarily lifted face he detected the sensitive, forced smile of a child close to tears.

All the resolute composure she could summon did not conceal from him the tragedy of a child who is about to lose its hero and who feels itself left out — excluded, as it were, from the last sad rites.

He was touched, conscience stricken, and yet almost inclined to smile. He said casually, as they rose from the table:

Steve, dear, tell Janet to make you ready at once, if you are going to see Jim off.

Am — I — going! faltered the child, flushing and tremulous with surprise and happiness.

Why, of course. Run quickly to Janet, now. And, to his son, when the eager little flying feet had sped out of sight and hearing: Steve felt left out, Jim. Do you understand, dear?

Y-yes, Father.

Also, she is inclined to take your departure very seriously. You do understand, dont you, my dear son?

The boy said that he did, vaguely disappointed that he was not to have the last moments alone with his father.

So they all went down town together in the car, and there were other boys there with parents; and some recognitions among the other people; desultory, perfunctory conversations, cohesion among the school boys welcoming one another with ardour and strenuous cordiality after only ten days separation.

Chiltern Grismer, father of Oswald, came over and spoke to Cleland Senior:

Our respective sons, it appears, so far forgot their Christian principles as to indulge in a personal encounter in school, he said in a pained voice. Hadnt they better shake hands, Cleland?

Certainly, replied John Cleland. If a fight doesnt clean off the slate, theres something very wrong somewhere ... Jim?

Cleland Junior left the group of gossiping boys; young Grismer, also, at his fathers summons, came sauntering nonchalantly over from another group.

Make it up with young Cleland! said Chiltern Grismer, tersely. Mr. Cleland and I are friends of many years. Let there be no dissension between our sons.

Offer your hand, Jim, added Cleland Senior. A punch in the nose settles a multitude of sins; doesnt it, Grismer?

The ceremony was effected reluctantly, and in anything but a cordial manner. Stephanie, looking on, perplexed, caught young Grismers amber-coloured eyes fixed on her; saw the tall, sandy-haired boy turn to look at her as he moved away to rejoin his particular group; saw the colour rising in his mischievous face when she surprised him peeping at her again over another boys shoulder.

Several times, before the train left, the little girl became conscious that this overgrown, sandy-haired boy was watching her, sometimes with frankly flattering admiration, sometimes furtively, as though in sly curiosity.

Who is that kid? she distinctly heard him say to another boy. She calmly turned her back.

And was presently aware of the elder Grismers expressionless gaze concentrated upon herself.

Is this the little girl? he said to Cleland Senior in his hard, dry voice.

That is my little daughter, Stephanie, replied Cleland coldly, discouraging any possible advances on Grismers part. For there would never be any reason for bringing Stephanie in contact with the Grismers; and there might be reasons for keeping her ignorant of their existence. Which ought to be a simple matter, because he never saw Grismer, except when he chanced to encounter him quite casually here and there in town.

Shes older than I supposed, remarked Grismer, staring steadily at her, where she stood beside Jim, shyly conversing with a group of his particular cronies. Boy-like, they all were bragging noisily for her exclusive benefit, talking school-talk, and swaggering and showing off quite harmlessly as is the nature of the animal at that age.

I dont observe any family resemblance, mused Grismer, pursing his slit-like lips.

No? inquired Cleland drily.

No, none whatever. Of course, the connection is remote — m-m-myes, quite remote. I trust, he added magnanimously, that you will be able to render her life comfortable and pleasant; and that the stipend you purpose to bestow upon her may, if wisely administered, keep her from want.

Cleland, who was getting madder every moment, turned very red now.

I think, he said, managing to control his temper, that it will scarcely be a question of want with Stephanie Quest. What troubles me a little is that shes more than likely to be an heiress.

What!

It looks that way.

Do you — do you mean, Cleland, that — that any legal steps to re-open — —

Good Lord, no! exclaimed Grismer, contemptuously. She wouldnt touch a penny of Grismer money — not a penny! I wouldnt lift a finger to stir up that mess again, even if it meant a million for her!

Grismer breathed more easily, though Clelands frank and unconcealed scorn left a slight red on his parchment-like skin.

Our conception of moral and spiritual responsibility differs, I fear, he said,  — as widely as our creeds differ. I regret that my friend of many years should appear to be a trifle biassed — m-m-myes, a trifle biassed in his opinion — —

Its none of my affair, Grismer. Were different, thats all. You had, perhaps, a legal right to your unhappy sisters share of the Grismer inheritance. You exercised it; I should not have done so. Its a matter of conscience — to put it pleasantly.

It is a matter of creed, said Grismer grimly. It was Gods will.

Cleland shrugged.

Let it go at that. Anyway, you neednt worry over any possible action that might be brought against you or your heirs. There wont be any. What I meant was that the childs aunt, Miss Rosalinda Quest, seems determined to leave little Stephanie a great deal more money than is good for anybody. It isnt necessary. I dont believe in fortunes. Im wary of them, afraid of them. They change people — often change their very natures. Ive seen it too many times — observed the undesirable change in people who were quite all right before they came into fortunes. No; I am able to provide for her amply; I have done so. That ought to be enough.

Grismers dry, thin lips remained parted; he scarcely breathed; and his remarkable eyes continued to bore into Cleland with an intensity almost savage.

Finally he said, in a voice so dry that it seemed to crackle:

This is — amazing. I understood that the family had cast out and utterly disowned the family of Harry Quest — m-m-myes, turned him out completely — him and his. So you will pardon my surprise, Cleland.... Is — ah — the Quest fortune — as it were — considerable?

Several millions, I believe, replied Cleland carelessly, moving away to rejoin his son and Stephanie, where they stood amid the noisy, laughing knot of school-boys.

Grismer looked after him, and his face, which had become drawn, grew almost ghastly. So this was it! Cleland had fooled him. Cleland, with previous knowledge of what this aunt was going to do for the child, had cunningly selected her for adoption — doubtless designed her, ultimately, for his son. Cleland had known this; had kept the knowledge from him. And that was the reason for all this philanthropy. Presently he summoned his son, Oswald, with a fierce gesture of his hooked forefinger.

The boy detached himself leisurely from his group of school-fellows and strolled up to his father.

Dont quarrel with young Cleland again. Do you hear? he said harshly.

Well, I — —

Do you hear? — you little fool!

Yes, sir, but — —

Be silent and obey! Do as I order you. Seek his friendship. And, if opportunity offers, become friends with that little girl. If you dont do as I say, Ill cut your allowance. Understand me, I want you to be good friends with that little girl!

Oswald cast a mischievous but receptive glance toward Stephanie.

Ill sure be friends with her, if I have a show, he said. Shes easily the prettiest kid I ever saw. But Jim doesnt seem very anxious to introduce me. Maybe next term — — He shrugged, but regarded Stephanie with wistful golden eyes.

After the gates were opened, and when at last the school boys had departed and the train was gone, Stephanie remained tragically preoccupied with her personal loss in the departure of Cleland Junior. For he was the first boy she had ever known; and she worshipped him with all the long-pent ardour of a lonely heart.

Memory of the sandy youth with golden eyes continued in abeyance, although he had impressed her. It had, in fact, been a new experience for her to be noticed by an older boy; and, although she considered young Grismer homely and a trifle insolent, there remained in her embryonic feminine consciousness the grateful aroma of incense swung before her — incense not acceptable, but still unmistakably incense — the subtle flattery of man.

As for young Grismer, reconciliation between him and Jim having been as pleasantly effected as the forcible feeding of a jailed lady on a hunger strike, he sauntered up to Cleland Junior in the car reserved for Saint James School, and said amiably:

Who was the little peach you kissed good-bye, Jim?

The boys clear brown eyes narrowed just a trifle.

Shes — my — sister, he drawled. What about it?

Shes so pretty — for a kid — thats all.

Jim, eyeing him menacingly, replied in the horrid vernacular:

Thats no sty on your eye, is it?

Fr heavens sake! protested Grismer. Are you still carrying that old chip on your shoulder? I thought it was all squared.

Jim considered him for a few moments.

All right, he said; its squared, Oswald.... Only, somehow I cant get over feeling that there are some more fights ahead of us.... Have a caramel?

Chiltern Grismer joined Cleland Senior on the way to the street, and they strolled together toward the station entrance. Stephanie walked in silence beside Cleland, holding rather tightly to his arm, not even noticing Grismer, and quite overwhelmed by her own bereavement.

Grismer murmured in his dry, guarded voice:

Shes pretty enough and nicely enough behaved to be your own daughter.

Cleland nodded; a deeper flush of annoyance spread over his handsome, sanguine face. He resented it when people did not take Stephanie for his own flesh and blood; and it even annoyed him that Grismer should mention a matter upon which he had become oddly sensitive.

I hope you wont ever be sorry, Cleland, remarked the other in his dry, metallic voice. Yes, indeed, I hope you wont regret your philanthropic venture.

I am very happy in my little daughter, replied Cleland quietly.

Shes turning out quite satisfactory?

Of course! snapped the other.

M-m-m! mused Grismer between thin, dry lips. Its rather too early to be sure, Cleland. You never can tell what traits are going to reveal themselves in the young. Theres no knowing what may crop out in them. No — no telling; no telling. Of course, sometimes they turn out well. M-m-myes, quite well. Thats our experience in the Charities Association. But, more often, they — dont! — to be perfectly frank with you — they dont turn out very well.

Clelands features had grown alarmingly red.

Im not apprehensive, he managed to say.

Oh, no, of course, its no use worrying. Time will show. M-m-m! Yes. It will all be made manifest in time. M-m-myes! Timell show, Cleland — timell show. But — I knew my sister, he added sadly, and I am afraid — very much afraid.

At the entrance for motors they parted. Grismer got into a shabby limousine driven by an unkempt chauffeur.

Going my way, Cleland?

Thanks, I have my car.

In that case, returned Grismer, I shall take my leave of you. Good-bye, and God be with you, he said piously. And good-bye to you, my pretty little miss, he added graciously, distorting his parchment features into something resembling a smile. Tell your papa to bring you to see me sometime when my boy is home from school; and, he added rather vaguely, well have a nice time and play games. Good-bye!

Who was that man, Daddy? asked Stephanie, as their own smart little car drew up.

Oh, nobody — just a man with whom I have a — a sort of acquaintance, replied Cleland.

Was that his boy who kept looking at me all the while in the station, Daddy?

I didnt notice. Come, dear, jump in.

So he took Stephanie back to the house where instruction in the three Rs awaited her, with various extras and embellishments suitable for the education of the daughter of John William Cleland.

The child crept up close to him in the car, holding tightly to his arm with both of hers.

Im lonely for Jim, she whispered. I — — but speech left her suddenly in the lurch.

Youre going to make me proud of you, darling; arent you? he murmured, looking down at her.

The child merely nodded. Grief for the going of her first boy had now left her utterly dumb.


CHAPTER VII
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THERE IS A serio-comic, yet charming, sort of tragedy — fortunately only temporary — in the attachment of a little girl for an older boy. It often bores him so; and she is so daintily in earnest.

The one adores, tags after, and often annoys; the other, if chivalrous, submits.

It began this way between Stephanie Quest and Jim Cleland. It continued. She realized with awe the discrepancy in their ages; he was amiable enough to pretend to waive the discrepancy. And his condescension almost killed her.

The poor child grew older as fast as she possibly could; resolute, determined to overtake him somewhere, if that could be done. For in spite of arithmetic she seemed to know that it was possible. Moreover, it was wholly characteristic of her to attack with pathetic confidence the impossible — to lead herself as a forlorn hope and with cheerful and reckless resolution into the most hopeless impasse.

Cleland Senior began to notice this trait in her — began to wonder whether it was an admirable trait or a light-headed one.

Once, an imbecile canary, purchased by him for her, and passionately cherished, got out of its open cage, out of the open nursery window, and perched on a cornice over one of the windows. And out of the window climbed Stephanie, never hesitating, disregarding consequences, clinging like a desperate kitten to sill and blind, negotiating precarious ledges with steady feet; and the flag-stones of the area four stories below her, and spikes on the iron railing.

A neighbour opposite fainted; another shouted incoherently. It became a hair-raising situation; she could neither advance nor retreat. The desperate, Irish keening of Janet brought Meacham; Meacham, at the telephone, notified the nearest police station, and a section of the Fire Department. The latter arrived with extension ladders.

It was only when pushed violently bed-ward, as punishment, that the child realized there had been anything to be frightened about. Then she became scared; and was tearfully glad to see Cleland when he came in that evening from a print-hunting expedition.

And once, promenading on Fifth Avenue with Janet, for the sake of her health — such being the régime established — she separated two violently fighting school-boys, slapped the large one, who had done the bullying, soundly, cuffed another, who had been enjoying the unequal combat, fell upon a fourth, and was finally hustled home with her expensive clothing ruined. But in her eyes and cheeks still lingered the brilliant fires of battle, when Janet stripped her for a bath.

And once in the park she sprang like a young tigress upon a group of ragamuffins who had found a wild black mallard duck, nesting in a thicket near the lake, and who were stoning the frightened thing.

All Janet could see was a most dreadful melée agitating the bushes, from which presently burst boy after boy, in an agony of flight, rushing headlong and terror-stricken from that dreadful place where a wild-girl raged, determined on their extermination.

Stephanies development was watched with tender, half-fearful curiosity by Cleland.

As usual, two separate columns were necessary to record the varied traits so far apparent in her. These traits Cleland noted in the book devoted to memoranda concerning the child, writing them as follows:

Inclined to self-indulgence. Easily moved to impulsive

Consequently, a trifle self-sacrifice.

selfish at times. Ardent in her affections;

Over-sensitive and likely loyal to friendship; and

to exaggerate. essentially truthful.

Very great talent latent: Indignation quickly excited

possibly histrionic. by any form of cruelty or

Anger, when finally treachery. Action likely to

aroused, likely to lead to be immediate without regard

extremes. for personal considerations.

Generous with her possessions.

So far he could discover nothing vicious in her, no unworthy inherited instincts beyond those common to young humans, instincts supposed to be extirpated by education.

She was no greedier than any other healthy child, no more self-centred; all her appetites were normal, all her inclinations natural. She had a good mind, but a very human one, fairly balanced but sensitive to emotion, inclination, and impulse, and sometimes rather tardy in readjusting itself when logic and reason were required to regain equilibrium.

But the child was more easily swayed by gratitude than by any other of the several human instincts known as virtues.

So she grew toward adolescence, closely watched by Cleland, good-naturedly tolerated by Jim, worshipped by Janet, served by Meacham with instinctive devotion — the only quality in him not burnt out in his little journeys through hell.

There were others, too, in the world, who remembered the child. There was her aunt, who came once a month and brought always an expensive present, over the suitability of which she and Cleland differed to the verge of rudeness. But they always parted on excellent terms. And there was Chiltern Grismer, who sat sometimes for hours in his office, thinking about the child and the fortune which threatened her.

Weeks, adhering to one another, became months; months totalled years — several of them, recorded so suddenly that John Cleland could not believe it.

He had arrived at that epoch in the life of man when the years stood still with him: when he neither felt himself changing nor appeared to grow older, though all around him he was constantly aware of others aging. Yet, being always with Stephanie, he could not notice her rapid development, as he noted the astonishing growth of his son when the boy came home after brief absences at school.

Stephanie, still a child, was becoming something else very rapidly. But still she remained childlike enough to idolize Jim Cleland and to show it, without reserve. And though he really found her excellent company, amusing and diverting, her somewhat persistent and dog-like devotion embarrassed and bored him sometimes. He was at that age.

Young Grismer, in Jims hearing, commenting upon a similar devotion inflicted on himself by a girl, characterized her as too damn pleasant — a brutal yet graphic summary.

And for a while the offensive phrase stuck in Jims memory, though always chivalrously repudiated as applying to Stephanie. Yet, the poor girl certainly bored him at times, so blind her devotion, so pitiful her desire to please, so eager her heart of a child for the comradeship denied her in the dreadful years of solitude and fear.

For a year or two the affair lay that way between these two; the school-boys interest in the little girl was the interest of polite responsibility; consideration for misfortune, toleration for her sex, with added allowance for her extreme youth. This was the boys attitude.

Had not boarding-school and college limited his sojourn at home, it is possible that indifference might have germinated.

But he saw her so infrequently and for such short periods; and even during the summer vacation, growing outside interests, increasing complexity in social relations with fellow students — invitations to house parties, motor trips, camping trips — so interrupted the placid continuity of his vacation in their pleasant summer home in the northern Berkshires, that he never quite realized that Stephanie Quest was really anything more than a sort of permanent guest, billeted indefinitely under his fathers roof.

When he was home in New York at Christmas and Easter, his gravely detached attitude of amiable consideration never varied toward her.

The few weeks at a time that he spent at Runners Rest, his fathers quaint and ancient place on Cold River, permitted him no time to realize the importance and permanency of the place she already occupied as an integral part of the house of Cleland.

A thousand new interests, new thoughts, possessed the boy in the full tide of adolescence. All the world was beginning to unclose before him like the brilliant, fragrant petals of a magic flower. And in this rainbow transformation of things terrestrial, a boys mind is always unbalanced by the bewildering and charming confusion of it all — for it is he who is changing, not the world; he is merely learning to see instead of to look, to comprehend instead of to perceive, to realize instead of to take for granted all the wonders and marvels and mysteries to which a young man is heir.

It is drama, comedy, farce, tragedy, this inevitable awakening; it is the alternate elucidation and deepening of mysteries; it is a day of clear, keen reasoning succeeding a day of illogical caprice; an hour aquiver with undreamed-of mental torture followed by an hour of spiritual exaltation; it is the era of magnificent aspiration, of inexplicable fear, of lofty abnegations, of fierce egotisms, of dreams and of convictions, of faiths for which youth dies; and, alas, it is a day of pitiless development which leaves the shadowy memory of faith lingering in the brain, and, on the lips, a smile.

And, amid such emotions, such impulses, such desires, fears, aspirations, hopes, regrets, the average boy puts on that Nessus coat called manhood. And he has, in his temporarily dislocated and unadjusted brain, neither the time nor the patience, nor the interest, nor the logic at his command necessary to see and understand what is happening under his aspiring and heavenward-tilted nose. Only the clouds enrapture him; where every star beckons him he responds in a passion of endeavour.

And so he begins the inevitable climb toward the moon — the path which every man born upon the earth has trodden far or only a little way, but the path all men at least have tried.

In his freshman year at Harvard, he got drunk. The episode was quite inadvertent on his part — one of those accidents incident to the vile, claret-coloured punches offered by some young idiot in honour of his own birthday.

The Cambridge police sheltered him over night; his fine was over-subscribed; he explored the depths of hell in consequence of the affair, endured the agony of shame, remorse, and self-loathing to the physical and mental limit, and eventually recovered, regarding himself as a reformed criminal with a shattered past.

However, the youthful gloom and melancholy dignity with which this clothed him had a faint and not entirely unpleasant flavour — as one who might say, I have lived and learned. There is the sad wisdom of worldly things within me. But he cut out alcohol. It being the fashion at that time to shrug away an offered cup, he found little difficulty in avoiding it.

In his Sophomore year, he met the inevitable young person. And, after all that had been told him, all that he had disdainfully pictured to himself, did not recognize her when he met her.

It was one of those episodes which may end any way. And it ended, of course, in one way or another. But it did end.

Thus the limited world he moved in began to wear away the soft-rounded contours of boyhood; he learned a little about men, nothing whatever about women, but was inclined to consider that he understood them sadly and perfectly. He wrote several plays, novels and poems to amuse himself; wrote articles for the college periodicals, when he was not too busy training with the baseball squad or playing tennis, or lounging through those golden and enchanted hours when the smoke of undergraduate pipes spins a magic haze over life, enveloping books and comrades in that exquisite and softly brilliant web which never tears, never fades in memory while life endures.

He made many friends; he visited many homes; he failed sometimes, but more often he made good in whatever he endeavoured.

His father came on to Cambridge several times — always when his son requested it — and he knew the sympathy of his father in days of triumph, and he understood his fathers unshaken belief in his only son when that son, for the moment, faltered.

For he had confided in his father the episodes of the punch and the young person. Never had his father and he been closer together in mind and spirit than after that confession.

In spite of several advances made by Chiltern Grismer, whose son, Oswald, was also at Harvard and a popular man in his class, John Cleland remained politely unreceptive; and there were no social amenities exchanged. Jim Cleland and Oswald Grismer did not visit each other, although friendly enough at Cambridge. Cleland Senior made no particular effort to discourage any such friendly footing, and he was not inclined to judge young Grismer by his father. He merely remained unresponsive.

In such cases, he who makes the advances interprets their non-success according to his own nature. And Grismer concluded that he had been a victim of insidious guile and sharp practice, and that John Cleland had taken Stephanie to his heart only after he had learned that, some day, she would inherit the Quest fortune from her eccentric relative.

Chagrin and sullen irritation against Cleland had possessed him since he first learned of this inheritance; and he nourished both until they grew into a dull, watchful anger. And he waited for something or other that might in some way offer him a chance to repair the vital mistake he had made in his attitude toward the child.

But Cleland gave him no opening whatever; Grismers social advances were amiably ignored. And it became plainer and plainer to Grismer, as he interpreted the situation, that John Cleland was planning to unite, through his son Jim, the comfortable Cleland income with the Quest millions, and to elbow everybody else out of the way.

The philanthropic hypocrite, mused Grismer, still smarting from a note expressing civil regrets in reply to an invitation to Stephanie and Jim to join them after church for a motor trip to Lakewood.

Cant they come? inquired Oswald.

Previous engagement, snapped Grismer, tearing up the note. His wife, an invalid, with stringy hair and spots on her face, remarked with resignation that the Clelands were too stylish to care about plain, Christian people.

Stylish, repeated Grismer, Ive got ten dollars to Clelands one. I can put on style enough to swamp him if Ive a mind to! — m-m-myes, if Ive a mind to.

Why dont you? inquired Oswald, with a malicious side glance at his fathers frock coat and ready-made cravat. Chuck the religious game and wear spats and a topper! Its a better graft, governor.

Chiltern Grismer, only partly attentive to his sons impudence, turned a fierce, preoccupied glance upon him. But his mind was still intrigued with that word stylish. It began to enrage him.

He repeated it aloud once or twice, sneeringly:

So you think we may not be sufficiently stylish to suit the Clelands — or that brat they picked out of the sewer? M-m-myes, out of an east-side sewer!

Oswald pricked up his intelligent and rather pointed ears.

What brat? he inquired.

Chiltern Grismer had never told his son the story of Stephanie Quest. In the beginning, the boy had been too young, and there seemed to be no particular reason for telling him. Later, when Grismer suddenly developed ambitions in behalf of his son for the Quest fortune, he did not say anything about Stephanies origin, fearing that it might prejudice his son.

Now, he suddenly concluded to tell him, not from spite entirely, nor to satisfy his increasing resentment against Cleland; but because Oswald would, some day, inherit the Grismer money. And it might be just as well to prime him now, in the event that any of the Clelands should ever start to reopen the case which had deprived Jessie Grismer of her own inheritance so many years ago.

The young fellow listened with languid astonishment as the links of the story, very carefully and morally polished, were displayed by his father for his instruction and edification.

That is the sort of stylish people they are, concluded Grismer, making an abrupt end. Let it be a warning to you to keep your eye on the Clelands; for a man that calls himself a philanthropist, and is sharp enough to pick out an heiress from the gutter, will bear watching! — m-m-myes, indeed, he certainly will bear watching.

Mrs. Grismer, who was knitting with chilly fingers, sighed.

You always said it was Gods judgment on Jessie and her descendants, Chiltern. But I kind of wish youd been a little mite more forgiving.

Who am I? demanded Grismer, sullenly, to thwart Gods wrath ... m-m-myes, the anger of the Lord Almighty! And I never thought of that imbecile aunt.... It was divine will that punished my erring sister and her children, and her childrens chil — —

Rot! remarked Oswald. Cleland caught you napping and put one over. Thats all that worries you. And now you are properly and piously sore!

That is an impious and wickedly outrageous way to talk to your father! said Grismer, glaring at him. You have come back from college lacking reverence and respect for everything you have been taught to consider sacred! — m-m-myes — everything! You have returned to us utterly demoralized, defiant, rebellious, changed! Every worldly abomination seems to attract you: you smoke openly in your mothers presence; your careless and loose conversation betrays your contempt for the simple, homely, and frugal atmosphere in which you have been reared by Christian parents. Doubtless we are not sufficiently stylish for you any longer! he added sarcastically.

Im sorry I was disrespectful, governor — —

No! You are not sorry! retorted Grismer tartly. You rejoice secretly in your defiance of your parents! You have been demoralized by the license permitted you by absence from home. You live irresponsibly; you fling away your money on theatres! You yourself admit that you have learned to dance. Nothing that your pastor has taught you, nothing that our church holds sacred seems capable of restraining you from wickedness. That is the truth, Oswald. And your mother and I despair of your future, here and — — he lifted his eyes solemnly— above.

There was an awkward silence. Finally Oswald said with sullen frankness:

You see Im a man, now, and Ive got to do my own thinking. Things I used to believe seem tommyrot to me now — —

Oswald! sighed his mother.

Im sorry to pain you, Mother, but they do! And about everything you object to I find agreeable. Im not very bad, Mother. But this sort of talk inclines me to raise the devil. Whats the harm in going to a show? In dancing? In smoking a cigar? For heavens sake, let a fellow alone. The line of talk the governor hands me makes a cynic of a man whos got any brains.

There was another silence; then Oswald continued:

And, while we are trying to be frank with each other this pleasant Sunday morning, what about my career? Lets settle it now!

Im opposed to any such frivolous profession! snapped Grismer angrily. Thats your answer. And that settles it.

You mean that you still oppose my studying sculpture?

Emphatically.

Why? demanded the youth, rather white, but smiling.

Because it is no business career for a Christian! retorted his father, furious. It is a loose, irregular, eccentric profession, beset with pitfalls and temptations. It leads to immorality and unbelief — m-m-myes, to hell itself! And that is why I oppose it!

Oswald shrugged:

Im sorry you feel that way but I cant help it, of course.

Do you mean, inquired his mother, that you intend to disregard our solemn wishes?

I dont know, said the young fellow, I really dont know, Mother. I cant seem to breathe and expand at home. Youve never made things very cheerful for me.

Oswald! You are utterly heartless!

Ive been fed up on the governors kind of religion, on narrow views and gloom; and thats no good for a modern boy. Its a wonder I have any heart at all, and sometimes I think its dried up — —

That will do! shouted Grismer, losing all self-control. If your home, your parents, and your Creator can not make a Christian of you, there is nothing to hope from you! ... Ill hear no more from you. Go and get ready for church!

I shant go, said the young fellow calmly.

When he went back to Cambridge at the end of the week, it was with the desire never to see his home again, and with a vague and burning intention to get even, somehow, by breaking every law of the imbecile religion on which he had been fed up.


CHAPTER VIII
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WHEN STEPHANIE WAS fifteen years old, John Cleland took her to Cambridge.

The girl had been attending a celebrated New York school during the last two years. She had developed the bearing and manners which characterized the carefully trained products of that institution, but the régime seemed to have subdued her, and made her retiring and diffident.

She could have formed friendships there had she desired to do so; she formed none; yet any girl there would have been happy and flattered to call Stephanie Quest her friend. But Stephanie cared little for those confidential and intimate relations so popular among school girls of her age.

She made no enemies, however. An engaging reticence and reserve characterized her — the shy and wistful charm of that indeterminate age when a girl is midway in the delicate process of transformation.

If she cared nothing about girls, she lacked self-confidence with boys, though vastly preferring their society; but she got little of it except when Jims school friends came to the house during holidays. Then she had a heavenly time just watching and listening.

So when John Cleland took her to Cambridge, she had, in the vernacular of the moment, a wonderful experience — everything during that period of her career being wonderful or topping.

Jim, as always, was wonderful; and the attitude of his friends alternately delighted and awed her, so gaily devoted they instantly became to Jims little sister.

But what now secretly thrilled the girl was that Jim, for the first time, seemed to be proud of her, not tolerating her as an immature member of the family, but welcoming her as an equal, on an equal footing. And, with inexpressible delight, she remembered her determination, long ago, to overtake him; and realized that she was doing it very rapidly.

So she went to a football game at the stadium; she took tea in the quarters of these god-like young men; she motored about Cambridge and Boston; she saw all that a girl of fifteen ought to see, heard all that she ought to hear, and went back to New York with John Cleland in the seventh paradise of happiness fulfilled, madly enamoured of Jim and every youthful superman he had introduced to her.

Every year while Jim was at college there was a repetition of this programme, and she and John Cleland departed regularly for Cambridge amid excitement indescribable.

And when, in due time, Jim prepared to emerge from that great university, swaddled in sheepskin, and reeking with Cambridge culture, Stephanie went again to Cambridge with her adopted father — a girl, then, of seventeen, still growing, still in the wondering maze of her own adolescence, exquisitely involved in its magic, conscious already of its spell, of its witchcraft, which lore she was shyly venturing to investigate.

She had a wonderful week in Cambridge — more and more excited by the discovery that young men found her as agreeable as she found them, and that they sought her now on perfectly even terms of years and experience; regarded her as of them, not merely with them. And this enchanted her.

Two of her school friends, the Hildreth girls, were there with their mother, and the latter very gladly extended her wing to cover Stephanie for the dance, John Cleland not feeling very well and remaining in Boston.

And it chanced that Stephanie met there Oswald Grismer; and knew him instantly when he was presented to her. Even after all those years, the girl clearly recollected seeing him in the railroad station, and remembered the odd emotions of curiosity and disapproval she experienced when he stared at her so persistently — disapproval slightly mitigated by consciousness of the boyish flattery his manner toward her implied.

He said, in his easy, half-mischievous way:

You dont remember me, of course, Miss Quest, but when you were a very little girl I once saw you at the Grand Central Station in New York.

Stephanie, as yet too inexperienced a diplomat to forget such things, replied frankly that she remembered him perfectly. When it was too late, she blushed at her admission.

Thats unusually nice of you, he said. Maybe it was my bad manners that impressed you, Miss Quest. I remember that I had never seen such a pretty little girl in my life, and Im very sure I stared at you, and that you were properly annoyed.

He was laughing easily, as he spoke, and she laughed, too, still a trifle confused.

I did think you rather rude, she admitted. But what a long time ago that was! Isnt it strange that I should remember it? I can even recollect that you and my brother had had a fight in school and that dad made you both shake hands there in the station, before you went aboard the train.... Naturally, I didnt feel kindly toward you, she added, laughingly.

Jim and I are now on most amiable terms, he assured her, so please feel kindly toward me now — kindly enough to give me one unimportant dance. Will you, Miss Quest?

Later when he presented himself to claim the dance, her reception of him was unmistakably friendly.

He had grown up into a spare, loosely coupled, yet rather graceful young fellow, with hair and eyes that matched, both of a deep amber shade.

But there was in his bearing, in his carelessly attractive manner, in his gaze, a lurking hint of irresponsibility, perhaps of mischief, which did not, however, impress her disagreeably.

On the contrary, she felt oddly at ease with him, as though she had known him for some time.

Have you forgiven me for staring at you so many years ago? he inquired, smilingly.

She thought that she had.

But his next words startled her a little; he said, still smiling in his careless and attractive way:

I have a queer idea that were beginning in the middle of everything — that weve already known each other long enough to waive preliminaries and begin our acquaintance as old friends.

He was saying almost exactly what she had not put into words. He was still looking at her intently, curiously, with the same slightly importunate, slightly deferential smile which she now vividly remembered in the boy.

Do you, by any chance, feel the same about our encounter? he asked.

What way?

That we seem to have known each other for a long time?

Stephanie had not yet learned very much in the art of self-defense. A question to her still meant either a truthful answer or a silence. She remained silent.

Do you, Miss Quest? he persisted.

Yes, I do.

As though, he insisted, you and I are beginning in the middle of the book of friendship instead of bothering to cut the pages of the preface? he suggested gaily.

She laughed.

You know, she warned him, that I have not yet made up my mind about you.

Oh. Concerning what are you in doubt?

Concerning exactly how I ought to consider you.

As a friend, please.

Perhaps. Are we going to dance or talk?

After they had been dancing for a few moments:

So you are a crew man?

Who told you?

Ive inquired about you, she admitted, glancing sideways at the tall, spare, graceful young fellow with his almost golden colouring. I have questioned various people. They told me things.

Did they give me a black eye? he asked, laughingly.

No. But somebody gave you a pair of golden ones.... Like two sun-spots on a brown brook. Youve a golden look; do you know it?

Red-headed men turn that way when theyre in the sun and wind, he explained, still laughing, yet plainly fascinated by the piquant, breezy informality of this young girl. Tell me, do you still go to school, Miss Quest?

How insulting! ... Yes! But it was mean of you to ask.

Good Lord! You didnt expect me to think you the mother of a family, did you?

That mollified her.

Where do you go to school? he continued.

Miss Montforts. I finish this week.

And then?

To college, Im afraid.

Dont you want to?

Id rather go to a dramatic school.

Is that your inclination, Miss Quest?

Id adore it! But dad doesnt.

Too bad.

I dont know. Im quite happy, anyway. Im having a wonderful time, whatever Im doing.

Then it isnt an imperious call from Heaven to leave all and elevate the drama? he asked, with a pretense of anxiety that made her laugh.

You are disrespectful. Im sure I could elevate the drama if I had the chance. But I shant get it. However, next to the stage I adore to paint, she explained. There is a class. I have attended it for two years. I paint rather nicely.

No wonder we feel so friendly, exclaimed Grismer.

Why? Do you paint?

No, but Im to be a sculptor.

How wonderful! Im simply mad to do something, too! Dont you love the atmosphere of Bohemia, Mr. Grismer?

He said that he did with a mischievous smile straight into her grey eyes.

It is my dream, she went on, slightly confused, to have a studio — not a bit fixed up, you know, and not frilly — but with just one or two wonderful old objects of art here and there and the rest a fascinating confusion of artistic things.

Great! he assented. Please ask me to tea!

Wouldnt it be wonderful? And of course Id work like fury until five oclock every day, and then just have tea ready for the brilliant and interesting people who are likely to drop in to discuss the most wonderful things! Just think of it, Mr. Grismer! Think what a heavenly privilege it must be to live such a life, surrounded by inspiration and — and atmosphere and — and such things — and listening to the conversation of celebrated people telling each other all about art and how they became famous! What a lofty, exalted life! What a magnificent incentive to self-cultivation, attainment, and creative accomplishment! And yet, how charmingly informal and free from artificiality!

Grismer also had looked forward to a professional career in Bohemia, with a lively appreciation of its agreeable informalities. And the irresponsibility and liberty — perhaps license — of such a life had appealed to him only in a lesser degree than the desire to satisfy his artistic proclivities with a block of marble or a fistful of clay.

Yes, he repeated, that is undoubtedly the life, Miss Quest. And it certainly seems as though you and I were cut out for it.

Stephanie sighed, lost in iridescent dreams of higher things — vague visions of spiritual and artistic levels from which, if attained, genius might stoop to regenerate the world.

But Grismers amber eyes were brilliant with slumbering mischief.

What do you think of Grismer, Steve? inquired Jim Cleland, as they drove back to Boston that night, where his father, at the hotel, awaited them both.

I really dont exactly know, Jim. Do you like him?

Sometimes. Hes crew, Dicky, Hasty Pudding. Hes a curious chap. Youve got to hand him that, anyway.

Cleverness?

Oh, more than that, I think. Hes an artist through and through.

Really!

Oh, yes. Hes a bird on the box, too.

What!

On the piano, Steve. Hes the real thing. He sings charmingly. He draws better than Harry Beltran. Hes done things in clay and wax — really wonderful things. You saw him in theatricals.

Did I? Which was he?

Why, the Duke of Brooklyn, of course. He was practically the whole show!

I didnt know it, she murmured. I did not recognize him. How clever he really is!

You hadnt met him then, remarked Jim.

But I had seen him, once, she answered in a low, dreamy voice.

Jim Cleland glanced around at her. Again it struck him that Stephanie was growing up very rapidly into an amazingly ornamental girl — a sister to be proud of.

Did you have a good time, Steve? he asked.

Wonderful, she sighed; smiling back at him out of sleepy eyes.

The car sped on toward Boston.


CHAPTER IX
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STEPHANIE QUEST WAS introduced to society when she was eighteen, and was not a success. She had every chance at her debut to prove popular, but she remained passive, charmingly indifferent to social success, not inclined to step upon the treadmill, unwilling to endure the exactions, formalities, sacrifices, and stupid routine which alone make social position possible. There was too much chaff for the few grains of wheat to interest her.

She wanted a career, and she wanted to waste no time about it, and she was delightfully certain that the path to it lay through some dramatic or art school to the stage or studio.

Jim laughed at her and teased her; but his father worried a great deal, and when Stephanie realized that he was worrying she became reasonable about the matter and said that the next best thing would be college.

Dad, she said, I adore dancing and gay dinner parties, but there is nothing else to them but mere dancing and eating. The trouble seems to be with the people — nice people, of course — but — —

Brainless, remarked Jim, looking over his evening paper.

No; but they all think and do the same things. They all have the same opinions, the same outlook. They all read the same books when they read at all, go to see the same plays, visit the same people. Its jolly to do it two or three times; but after a little while you realize that all these people are restless and dont know what to do with themselves; and it makes me restless — not for that reason — but because I do know what to do with myself — only you, darling — — slipping one arm around John Clelands neck,  — dont approve.

Yours is a restless sex, Steve, remarked Jim, still studying the evening paper. Youve all got the fidgets.

A libel, my patronizing friend. Or rather a tribute, she added gaily, because only a restless mind matures and accomplishes.

Accomplishes what? Suffrage? Sex equality? Youll all perish with boredom when you get it, because therell be nothing more to fidget about.

Hes just a bumptious boy yet, isnt he, Dad?

Jim laughed and laid aside his paper:

Youre a sweet, pretty girl, Steve — —

Ill slay you if you call me that!

Why not be what you look? Why not have a good time with all your might, marry when you wish, and become a perfectly — —

Oh, Jim, you are annoying! Dad, is there anything more irritating than a freshly hatched college graduate? Or more maddeningly complacent? Look at your self-satisfied son! There he sits, after having spent the entire day in enjoyment of his profession, and argues that I ought to be satisfied with an idle day in which I have accomplished absolutely nothing! Im afraid your son is a pig.

Jim laughed lazily:

The restless sex is setting the world by the ears, he said tormentingly. All this femininist business, this intrusion into mans affairs, this fidgety dissatisfaction with a perfectly good civilization, is spoiling you all.

Is that the sort of thing youre putting into your wonderful novel? she inquired.

No, its too unimportant — —

Dad! Lets ignore him! Now, dear, if you feel as you do about a career for me at present, I really think I had better go to college. I do love pleasure, but somehow the sort of pleasure Im supposed to enjoy doesnt last; and its the people, I think, that tire one very quickly. It does make a difference in dancing, doesnt it? — not to hear an idea uttered during an entire evening — not to find anybody thinking for themselves — —

Oh, Steve! laughed Jim, youre not expected to think at your age! All that society expects of you is that you chatter incessantly during dinner and the opera and do your thinking in a ballroom with your feet!

She was laughing, but an unwonted colour brightened her cheeks as she turned on him from the padded arm of John Clelands chair, where she had been sitting:

If I really thought you meant that, Jim, Id spend the remainder of my life in proving to you that I have a mind.

Never mind him, Steve, said John Cleland. If you wish to go to college, you shall.

How about looking after us? inquired Jim, alarmed.

Dad, if my being here is going to make you more comfortable, she said, Ill remain. Really, I am serious. Dont you want me to go?

Are you really so restless, Steve?

Mentally, she replied, with a defiant glance at Jim.

This will be a gay place to live in if you go off for four years! remarked that young man.

You dont mean that youd miss me! she exclaimed mockingly.

Of course Id miss you.

Miss the mental stimulus I give you? — sweetly persuasive.

Not at all. Id miss the mental relaxation you afford my tired brain — —

You beast! Dad, Im going! And some day your son will find out that its an idle mind that makes a girl restless; not a restless mind that makes her idle!

I was just teasing, Steve!

I know it. She smiled at the young fellow, but her grey eyes were brilliant. Then she turned and nestled against John Cleland: I have made up my mind, darling, and I have decided to go to Vassar.

Home, to John Cleland and his son, had come to mean Stephanie as much as everything else under the common roof-tree.

For the background of familiar things framed her so naturally and so convincingly and seemed so obviously devised for her in this mellow old household, where everything had its particular place in an orderly ensemble, that when she actually departed for college, the routine became dislocated, jarring everything above and below stairs, and leaving two dismayed and extremely restless men.

Steves going off like this has put the whole house on the blink, protested Jim, intensely surprised to discover the fact.

It nearly finished Janet, whose voice, long afflicted with the cracked tremolo of age, now became almost incoherent at the very mention of Stephanies name.

Old Lizzie, the laundress, deeply disapproving of Stephanies departure, insisted on doing her linen and sheer fabrics, and sending a hamper once a week to Poughkeepsie. Every week, also, Amanda, the cook, dispatched cardboard boxes Vassarward, containing condiments and culinary creations which she stubbornly refused to allow Cleland Senior to censor.

Ay tank a leetle yelly-cake and a leetle yar of yam it will not hurt Miss Stephanie, she explained to Cleland. And he said no more.

As for Meacham, he prowled noiselessly about his duties, little, shrunken, round-shouldered, as though no dislocation in the family circle had occurred; but every day since her departure, at Stephanies place a fresh flower of some sort lay on the cloth to match the other blossom opposite.

In the library together, after dinner, father and son discussed the void which her absence had created.

Shell get enough of it and come back, suggested Jim, but without conviction. Its beastly not having her about.

Perhaps you have a faint idea how it was for me when you were away, observed his father.

I know. I had to go through, hadnt I?

Of course.... But — with your mother gone — it was — lonely. Do you understand, now, why I took Steve when I had the chance?

The young fellow nodded, looking at his father:

Of course I understand. But I dont see why Steve had to go. She has everything here to amuse her — everything a girl could desire! Why the deuce should she get restless and go flying about after knowledge?

Possibly, said John Cleland, the child has a mind.

A feminine one. Yes, of course. I tell you, Father, its all part and parcel of this world-wide restlessness which has set women fidgeting the whole world over. What is it they want? — because they themselves cant tell you. Do you know?

I think I do. They desire to exercise the liberty of choice.

They have it now, havent they?

Virtually. Theyre getting the rest. If Steve goes through college she will emerge to find all paths open to women. It worries me a little.

Jim shrugged:

What is it she calls it — I mean her attitude about choosing a career?

She refers to it, I believe, as the necessity for self-expression.

Fiddle! The trouble with Steve is that shes afflicted with extreme youth.

I dont know, Jim. She has a mind.

Its a purely imitative one. People she has read about draw, write, compose music. Steve is sensitive to impression, high strung, with a very receptive mind; and the idea attracts her. And what happens? She sees me, for example, scribbling away every day; she knows Im writing a novel; it makes an impression on her and she takes to scribbling, too.

Oswald Grismer drops in and talks studio and atmosphere and Rodin and Manship. That stirs her up. What occurs within twenty-four hours? Steve orders a box of colours and a modelling table; and she smears her pretty boudoir furniture with oil paint and plasticine. And thats all it amounts to, Father, just the caprice of a very young girl who thinks creative art a romantic cinch, and takes a shy at it.

His father, not smiling, said:

Possibly. But the mere fact that she does take a shy at these things — spends her leisure in trying to paint, model, and write, when other girls of her age dont, worries me a little. I do not want her to become interested in any profession of an irregular nature. I want Steve to keep away from the unconventional. Im afraid of it for her.

Why?

Because all intelligence is restless — and Steve is very intelligent. All creative minds desire to find some medium for self-expression. And Im wondering whether Steves mind is creative or merely imitative; whether she is actually but blindly searching for an outlet for self-expression, or whether its merely the healthy mental energy of a healthy body requiring its share of exercise, too.

Jim laughed:

Its in the air, Father, this mania for doing things. Its the ridiculous renaissance of the commonplace, long submerged. Every college youth, every school girl writes a novel; every janitor, every office boy a scenario. The stage to-day teems with sales-ladies and floor-walkers; the pants-presser and the manufacturer of ladies cloaks direct the newest art of the moving pictures. Printers devils and ex-draymen fill the papers with their draughtsmanship; head-waiters write the scores for musical productions. Art is in the air. So why shouldnt Steve believe herself capable of creating a few things? Shell get over it.

I hope she will.

She will. Steve is a reasonable child.

Steve is a sweet, intelligent and reasonable girl.... Very impressionable.... And sensitive.... I hope, he added irrelevantly, that I shall live a few years more.

You hadnt contemplated anything to the contrary, had you? inquired Jim.

They both smiled. Then Cleland Senior said in his pleasant, even way:

One can never tell.... And in case you and Steve have to plod along without me some day, before either of you are really wise enough to dispense with my invaluable advice, try to understand her, Jim. Try always; try patiently.... Because I made myself responsible.... And, for all her honesty and sweetness and her obedience, Jim, there is — perhaps — restless blood in Steve.... There may even be the creative instinct in her also.... Shes very young to develop it yet — to show whether it really is there and amounts to anything.... I should like to live long enough to see — to guide her for the next few years — —

Of course you are going to live to see Steves kiddies! cried the young fellow in cordially scornful protest. You know perfectly well, Father, that you dont look your age!

Dont I? said Cleland Senior, with a faint smile.

And you feel all right, dont you, Father? insisted the boy in that rather loud, careless voice which often chokes tenderness between men. For the memory that these two shared in common made them doubly sensitive to the lightest hint that everything was not entirely right with either.

Do you feel perfectly well? repeated the son, looking at his father with smiling intentness.

Perfectly, replied Cleland Senior, lying.

He had another chat with Dr. Wilmer the following afternoon. It had been an odd affair, and both physician and patient seemed to prefer to speculate about it rather than to come to any conclusion.

It was this. A week or two previous, lying awake in bed after retiring for the night, Cleland seemed to lose consciousness for an interval — probably a very brief interval; and revived, presently, to find himself upright on the floor beside his bed, holding to one of the carved posts, and unable to articulate.

He made no effort to arouse anybody; after a while — but how long he seemed unable to remember clearly — he returned to bed and fell into a heavy sleep. And in the morning when he awoke, the power of speech had returned to him.

But he felt irritable, depressed and tired. That was his story. And the question he had asked Dr. Wilmer was a simple one.

But the physician either could not or would not be definite in his answer. His reply was in the nature of a grave surmise. But the treatment ordered struck Cleland as ominously significant.


CHAPTER X
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TO ANY YOUNG man his first flirtation with Literature is a heart-rending affair, although the jade takes it lightly enough.

But that muse is a frivolous youngster and plagues her young lovers to the verge of distraction.

And no matter how serious a new aspirant may be or how determined to remain free from self-consciousness, refrain from traditional mental attitudes and censor every impulse toward fine writing, his frivolous muse beguiles him and flatters him, and leads him on until he has succumbed to every deadly scribblers sin in his riotous progress of a literary rake.

The only hope for him is that his muse may some day take enough interest in him to mangle his feelings and exterminate his adjectives.

Every morning Jim remained for hours hunched up at his table, fondling his first-born novel. The period of weaning was harrowing. Joy, confidence, pride, excitement, moments of mental intoxication, were succeeded by every species of self-distrust, alarm, funk, slump, and most horrid depression.

One day he felt himself to be easily master of the English language; another day he feared that a public school examination would reveal him as a hopeless illiterate. Like all beginners, he had swallowed the axiom that genius worked only when it had a few moments to spare from other diversions; and he tried it out. The proposition proved to be a self-evident fake.

It was to his own credit that he finally discovered that inspiration comes with preparedness; that the proper place for creative inspiration was a seat at his desk with pencil and pad before him; that the pleasure of self-expression must become a habit as well as a pleasure, and not an occasional caprice to be casually gratified; and that technical excellence is acquired at the daily work-bench alone, and not among the talkers of talk.

So the boy began to form his habit of work; discovered that sooner or later a receptive mind resulted; and, realizing that inspiration came when preparations for its reception had been made, gradually got over his earlier beliefs in the nonsense talked about genius and the commercializing of the same. And so he ceased getting out of bed to record a precious thought, and refrained from sitting up until two in the morning to scribble. He plugged ahead as long as he could stand it; and late in the afternoon he went out to hunt for relaxation, which, except for the creative, is the only other known species of true pleasure.

Except for their conveniences as to lavatories and bars, there are very few clubs in New York worth belonging to; and only one to which it is an honour to belong.

In this club Cleland Senior sat now, very often, instead of pursuing his daily course among print-shops, auction rooms, and private collections of those beautiful or rare or merely curious and interesting objects which for many years it had been his pleasure to nose out and sometimes acquire.

For now that his son was busy writing for the greater portion of the day, and Stephanie had gone away to college, Cleland Senior gradually became conscious of a subtle change which was beginning within himself — a tendency to relax mentally and physically — a vague realization that his work in life had been pretty nearly accomplished and that it was almost time to rest.

With this conviction came a tendency to depression, inclination for silence and retrospection, not entirely free from melancholy. Not unnoticed by his physician, either, who had arrived at his own conclusions. The medical treatment, however, continued on the same lines sketched out by the first prescriptions, except that all narcotics and stimulants were forbidden.

John Cleland now made it a custom to go every day to his club, read in the great, hushed library, gossip with the older members, perhaps play a game of chess with some friend of his early youth, lunch there with ancient cronies, sometimes fall asleep in one of the great, deep chairs in the lounging hall. And, as he had always been constitutionally moderate, the physicians edict depriving him of his cigar and his claret annoyed him scarcely at all. Always he returned to the home on 80th Street, when his only son was likely to be free from work; and together they dined at home, or more rarely at Delmonicos; and sometimes they went together to some theatre or concert.

For they were nearer to each other than they had ever been in their lives during those quiet autumn and winter days together; and they shared every thought — almost every thought — only Cleland had never spoken to his son about the medicine he was taking regularly, nor of that odd experience when he had found himself standing dazed and speechless by his own bed in the silence and darkness of early morning.

Stephanie came back at Christmas — a lovely surprise — a supple, grey-eyed young thing, grown an inch and a half taller, flower-fresh, instinct with the intoxicating vigour and delight of mere living, and tremulous with unuttered and very youthful ideas about everything on earth.

She kissed Cleland Senior, clung to him, caressed him. But for the first time her demonstration ended there; she offered her hand to Jim in flushed and slightly confused silence.

Whats the matter with you, Steve? demanded the youth, half laughing, half annoyed. You think youre too big to kiss me? By Jove, you shall kiss me —— !

And he summarily saluted her.

She got away from him immediately with an odd little laugh, and held tightly to Cleland Senior again.

Dad darling, darling! she murmured, Im glad Im back. Are you? Do you really want me? And Im going to tell you right now, I dont wish to have you arrange parties and dinners and dances and things for me. All I want is to be with you and go to the theatre every night — —

Good Lord, Steve! Thats no programme for a pretty little girl!

Im not! Dont call me that! Ive got a mind! But I have got such lots to learn — so many, many things to learn! And only one life to learn them in — —

Fiddle! remarked Jim.

It really isnt fiddle, Jim! Im just crazy to learn things, and Im not one bit interested in frivolity and ordinary things and people — —

You liked people once; you liked to dance — —

When I was a child, yes, she retorted scornfully. But I realize, now, how short life is — —

Fiddle, repeated Jim. That fool college is spoiling you for fair!

Dad! Hes a brute! You understand me, darling, dont you? Dont let him plague me.

His arm around her slender shoulder tightened; all three were laughing.

You dont have to dance, Steve, if you dont want to, he said. Do you consider it frivolous to dine occasionally? Meacham has just announced the possibility of food.

She nestled close to him as they went out to dinner, all three very gay and loquacious, and the two men keenly conscious of the girls rapid development, of the serious change in her, the scarcely suppressed exuberance, the sparkling and splendid bodily vitality.

As they entered the dining room:

Oh, Meacham, Im glad to see you, she cried impulsively, taking the little withered mans hands into both of hers.

There was no reply, only in the burnt-out eyes a sudden mist — the first since his mistress had passed away.

Dad, do you mind if I run down a moment to see Lizzie and Janet and Amanda? Dear, Ill be right back — — She was gone, light-footed, eager, down the service stairs — a child again in the twinkling of an eye. The two men, vaguely smiling, remained standing.

When she returned, Meacham seated her. She picked up the blossom beside her plate, saw the other at the unoccupied place opposite, and her eyes suddenly filled.

There was a moments silence, then she kissed the petals and placed the flower in her hair.

My idea, she began, cheerfully, is to waste no time in life! So I think Id like to go to the theatre all the time — —

The mens laughter checked her and she joined in.

You do understand, both of you! she insisted. Youre tormenting me and you know it! I dont go to the theatre to amuse myself. I go to inform myself — to learn, study, improve myself in the art of self-expression — Jim, you are a beast to grin at me!

Steve, for Heavens sake, be a human girl for a few moments and have a good time!

Thats my way of having a good time. I wish to go to studios and see painters and sculptors at work! I wish to go to plays and concerts — —

How about seeing a real author at work, Steve?

You? she divined with a dainty sniff.

Certainly. Come up any morning and watch genius work a lead-pencil. That ought to educate you and leave an evening or two for dancing — —

Jim, I positively do not care for parties. I dont even desire to waste one minute of my life. Ordinary people bore me, I tell you — —

Do I?

Sometimes, she retorted, with delighted malice. And turning swiftly to Cleland Senior: As for you, darling, I could spend every minute of my whole existence with you and not be bored for one second!

The claret in John Clelands glass — claret forbidden under Dr. Wilmers régime — glowed like a ruby. But he could not permit Stephanie to return without that old-fashioned formality.

So John Cleland rose, glass in hand, his hair and moustache very white against the ruddy skin.

Steve, dear, you and Jim have never brought me anything but happiness — anything but honour to my name and to my roof. We welcome you home, dear, to your own place among your own people: Jim — we have the honour — our little Stephanie! Welcome home!

The young fellow rose, smiling, and bowed gaily to Stephanie.

Welcome home, he said, dearest of sisters and most engaging insurgent of your restless sex!

That night Stephanie seemed possessed of a gay demon of demonstrative mischief. She conversed with Jim so seriously about his authorship that at first he did not realize that he was an object of sarcastic and delighted malice. When he did comprehend that she was secretly laughing at him, he turned so red with surprise and indignation that his father and Stephanie gave way to helpless laughter. Seated there on the sofa, across the room, tense, smiling, triumphantly and delightfully dangerous, she blew an airy kiss at Jim:

That will teach you to poke fun at me, she said. Youre no longer an object of fear and veneration just because youre writing a book!

The young fellow laughed.

I am easy, he admitted. All authors are without honour in their own families. But wouldnt it surprise you, Steve, if the world took my book respectfully?

Not at all. Thats one of the reasons I dont. The opinion of ordinary people does not concern me, she said with gay impudence, and if your book is a best seller it ought to worry you, Jim.

You dont think, he demanded sadly, that theres anything in me?

Oh, Jim! — swiftly remorseful— I was joking, of course. And, seeing by his grin that he was, too, turned up her nose, regretting too late her hasty and warm-hearted remorse.

How common, this fishing for praise and sympathy! she remarked disdainfully. Dad, does he bother you to death trying to read his immortal lines to you at inopportune moments?

Cleland Senior, in his arm-chair, white-haired, deeply ruddy, had been laughing during the bantering passage at arms between the two he loved best on earth.

He seemed the ideal personification of hale and wholesome age, sound as a bell, very handsome, save that the flush on his face seemed rather heavier and deeper than the usual healthy colour.

Dad, exclaimed the girl, impulsively, you certainly are the best-looking thing in all New York! I dont think I shall permit you to go walking alone all by yourself any more. Do you hear me?

She sprang up lightly, went over and seated herself on the arm of his chair, murmuring close to his face gay little jests, odd, quaint endearments, all sorts of nonsense while she smoothed his hair to her satisfaction, re-tied his evening tie, patted his lapels, and finally kissed him lightly between his eyebrows, continuing her murmured nonsense all the while:

I wont have other women looking sideways at you — the hussies! Im jealous. I shall hereafter walk out with you. Do you hear what I threaten? — you very flighty and deceitful man! Steve is going to chaperon you everywhere you go.

John Clelands smile altered subtly:

Not everywhere, Steve.

Indeed, I shall! Every step you take.

No, dear.

Why not?

Because — there is one rather necessary trip I shall have to make — some day — —

A moments silence; then her arms around his neck:

Dad! she whispered, in breathless remonstrance.

Yes, dear?

Dont you — feel well?

Perfectly.

Then, fiercely, dont dare hint such things!

About the — journey I spoke of? he asked, smiling.

Yes! Dont say such a thing! You are not going! — until I go, too!

If I could postpone the trip on your account — —

Dad! Do you want to break my heart and kill me by such jokes?

There, Steve, I was merely teasing. Men of my age have a poor way of joking sometimes.... I mean to postpone that trip. Indeed, I do, Steve. Youre a handful, and Ive got to keep hold of you for a long while yet.

Jim overheard that much:

A handful? Rubbish! he remarked. Send her to bed at nine for the next few years and be careful about her diet and censor her reading matter. Thats all Steve needs to become a real grown-up some day.

Stephanie had risen to face the shafts of good-natured sarcasm.

Suppose, she said, that I told you I had sent a poem to a certain magazine and that it had been accepted?

Id say very amiably that you are precocious, he replied tormentingly.

Brute! I did! I sent it!

They accepted it?

I dont know, she admitted, pink with annoyance; but it wont surprise me very much if they accept it. Really, Jim, do you think nobody else can write anything worth considering? Do you really believe that you embody all the talent in New York? Do you? And, to Cleland Senior: Oh, Dad, isnt he the horrid personification of everything irritatingly masculine? And Ill bet his old novel is perfectly commonplace. I think Ill go up to his room and take a critical glance at it — —

Hold on, Steve! he exclaimed — for she was already going. She glanced over her shoulder with a defiant smile, and he sprang up to follow and overtake her.

But Stephanies legs were long and her feet light and swift, and she was upstairs and inside his room before he caught her, reaching for the sacred manuscript.

Oh, Jim, she coaxed, beguilingly, do let me have one little peep at it, theres a dear fellow! Just one little — —

Not yet, Steve. It isnt in any shape. Wait till its typed — —

I dont care. I can read your writing easily — —

Its all scored and cross-written and messed up — —

Please, Jim! Im simply half dead with curiosity, she admitted. Be an angel brother and let me sit here and hear you read the first chapter — only one little chapter. Wont you? she pleaded with melting sweetness.

I — Id be — embarrassed — —

What! To have your own sister hear what youve written?

There was a short silence. The word sister was meant to be reassuring to both. To use it came instinctively to her as an inspiration, partly because she had vaguely felt that some confirmation of such matter-of-fact relationship would put them a little more perfectly at their ease with each other.

For they had not been entirely at their ease. Both were subtly aware of that — she had first betrayed it by her offered hand instead of the friendly and sisterly kiss which had been a matter of course until now.

Come, she said, gaily, be a good child and read the pretty story to little sister.

She sat down on the edge of his bed; he, already seated at his desk, frowned at the pile of manuscript before him.

Id rather talk, he said.

About what?

Anything. Honestly, Steve, Ill let you see it when its typed. But I rather hate to show anything until its done — I dont like to have people see the raw edges and the machinery.

Im not people. How horrid. Also, it makes a difference when a girl is not only your sister but also somebody who intends to devote her life to artistic self-expression. You can read your story to that kind of girl, I should hope!

Havent you given that up?

Given up what?

That mania for self-expression, as you call it.

Of course not.

What do you think you want to do? he asked uneasily.

Jim, you are entirely too patronizing. I dont think I want to do anything: but I know I desire to find some medium for self-expression and embrace it as a profession.

That rather crushed him for a moment. Then:

Therell be time enough to start that question when you graduate — —

It is not a question. I intend to express myself some day. And you might as well reconcile yourself to that idea.

Suppose you havent anything worth expressing?

Are you teasing? She flushed slightly.

Oh, yes, I suppose I am teasing you. But, Steve, neither father nor I want to see you enter any unconventional profession. Its no good for a girl unless she is destined for it by a talent that amounts to genius. If you have that, it ought to show by the time you graduate — —

You make me simply furious, Jim, she retorted impatiently. These few months at college have taught me something. And, for one thing, Ive learned that a girl has exactly as much right as a man to live her own life in her own way, unfettered by worn-out conventions and unhampered by mans critical opinions concerning her behaviour.

The dickens, he remarked, and whistled softly.

And, further, she continued warmly, I am astonished that in this age, when the entire world tacitly admits that woman is mans absolute equal in every respect, that you apparently still harbour old-fashioned, worn-out and silly notions. You are very far out of date, my charming brother.

What notions? he demanded.

Notions that a girls mission is to go to parties and dance when she doesnt desire to — that a girl had better conform to the uninteresting and stilted laws of the recent past and live her life as an animated clothes-rack, mind her deportment, and do what nice girls do, and marry and become the mother of numerous offspring; which shall be taught to follow in her footsteps and do the same thing all over again, generation after generation — ad nauseam! —— Oh, Jim! Im not going to live out my life that way and be looked after as carefully as a pedigreed Pekinese — —

For Heavens sake — —

For Heavens sake — yes! — and in Gods name, Jim, it is time that a womans mind was occupied by something beside the question of clothes and husbands and children!

The boy whistled softly, stared at her, and she looked at him unflinchingly, with her pretty, breathless smile of defiance.

I want to live my own life in my own way. Cant I? she asked.

Of course — —

You say that. But the instant I venture to express a desire for any outlet — for any chance to be myself, express myself, seek the artistic means for self-utterance, then you tell me I am unconventional!

He was silent.

Nobody hampers you! she flashed out. You are free to choose your profession.

But why do you want a profession, Steve?

Why? Because I feel the need of it. Because just ordinary society does not interest me. I prefer Bohemia.

He said:

Theres a lot of stuff talked about studios and atmosphere and urge and general Bohemian irresponsibility — and a young girl is apt to get a notion that she, also, experiences the cosmic urge and that self-expression is her middle name.... Thats all I mean, Steve. You frequently have voiced your desire for a career among the fine arts. Now and then you have condescended to sketch for me your idea of an ideal environment, which appears to be a studio in studio disorder, art produced in large chunks, and people worth while loudly attacking pianos and five oclock tea — —

Jim! You are not nice to me.... If I didnt love you with all my heart — —

Its because Im fond of you, too, he explained. I dont want my sister, all over clay or paint, sitting in a Greenwich village studio, smoking cigarettes and frying sausages for lunch! No! Or I dont want her bullied by an ignorant stage director or leered at by an animal who plays opposite, or insulted by a Semitic manager. Is that very astonishing?

The girl rose, nervous, excited, but laughing:

You dear old out-of-date thing! Well continue this discussion another time. Dads been alone in the library altogether too long. She laughed again, a little hint of tenderness in her gaiety; and extended her hand. He took it.

Without prejudice, she said. I adore you, Jim!

And with all my heart, Steve. I just want you to do what will be best for you, little sister.

I know. Thank you, Jim. Now, well go and find dad.

They found him. He lay on the thick Oushak rug at the foot of the chair in which he had been seated when they left him.

On his lips lingered a slight smile.

A physician lived across the street. When he arrived his examination was brief and perfunctory. He merely said that the stroke had come like a bolt of lightning, then turned his attention to Stephanie, who seemed to be sorely in need of it.


CHAPTER XI
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WHEN SUCH A thing happens to young people a certain mental numbness follows the first shock, limiting the capacity for suffering, and creating its own anodyne.

The mental processes resume their functions gradually, chary of arousing sensation.

Grief produces a chemical reaction within the body, poisoning it. But within that daily visitor to the body, the soul, a profound spiritual reaction occurs which either cripples it or ennobles it eternally.

Many people called and left cards, or sent cards and flowers. Some asked for Jim; among others, Chiltern Grismer.

M-m-myes, he murmured, retaining the young mans hand,  — my friend of many years has left us; — m-m-myes, my friend of many years. I am very sorry to hear it; yes, very sorry.

Jim remained passive, incurious. Grismer prowled about the darkened room, alternately pursing up and sucking in his dry and slitted lips. Finally he seated himself and gazed owlishly at the young man.

And our little adopted sister? How does this deplorable affliction affect her? May I hope to offer my condolences to her also?

My sister Stephanie is utterly crushed.... Thank you.... She is very grateful to you.

M-m-myes. May I see her?

I am sorry. She is scarcely able to see anybody at present. Her aunt, Miss Quest, is with her.

M-m-m. After all — but let it remain unsaid — m-m-myes, unsaid. So her aunt is with her? M-m-m!

Jim was silent. Grismer sat immovable as a gargoyle, gazing at him out of unwinking eyes.

M-m-myes, he said. Grief was his due. My friend of many years was worthy of such filial demonstrations. Quite so — even though there is, in point of fact, no blood relationship between my friend of many years and your adopted sister — —

My sister could not feel her loss more keenly if she and I had been born of the same mother, said the boy in a dull voice.

Quite so. M-m-myes. Or the same father. Quite so.

I — I simply cant talk about it yet, muttered the young fellow. If youll excuse me — —

Quite so. Far better to talk about other things just at present, myes, far wiser. M-m-m — and so the young ladys aunt has arrived? Very suitable, ve-ry suitable and necessary. And doubtless Miss Quest will take up her permanent residence here, in view of the — ah — m-m-m-myes! — no doubt of it; no doubt.

We have not spoken of that.

A moment later Miss Quest entered the room.

Stephanie is awake and is asking for you, she said. As the young man rose with a murmured excuse. Miss Quest turned and looked at Chiltern Grismer.

Madame, he began, rising to his gaunt height, permit me — my name is Grismer — —

Oh, she interrupted drily, Ive talked you over with the late Mr. Cleland.

My friend of many years, Madame — —

We didnt discuss your friendship for each other, Mr. Grismer, she snapped out. Our subject of conversation concerned money.

Maam?

An inheritance, in fact, which, I believe, you allege that you legally converted to your own uses, she added, staring at him.

They sustained each others gaze in silence for a moment.

Then Grismers large, dry hand crept up over his lips and began a rhythmical massage of the grim jaw.

My friend of many years and I came to an understanding in regard to the painful matter which you have mentioned, he said slowly.

Yes?

Absolutely, Madame. Out of his abundance, I was given to understand, he had bountifully provided for your niece — m-m-myes, bounteously provided. Further, he gave me to understand that you, Madame, out of the abundant wealth with which our Lord has blessed you, had indicated your resolution to provide for the young lady.

There was an uncanny gleam in Miss Quests eyes. But she said nothing. Grismer, watching her, softly joined the tips of his horny fingers.

M-myes. Quite so. My friend of many years voluntarily assured me that he did not contemplate reopening the unfortunate matter in question — in point of fact, Madame, he gave me his solemn promise never to initiate any such action in behalf of the young lady.

Miss Quest remained mute.

And John Cleland was right, Madame, continued Grismer in a gentle, persuasive voice, because any such litigation must prove not only costly but fruitless of result. The unfortunate and undesirable publicity of such a case, if brought to trial, could not vindicate my own rectitude and the righteousness of my cause while gossip and scandal cruelly destroyed the social position which the young lady at present enjoys.

After another silence:

Well? inquired Miss Quest, is there anything more that worries you, Mr. Grismer?

Worries me, Madame? I am not disturbed in the slightest degree.

Oh, yes you are. You are not disturbed over any possible scandal that might affect my niece, but you are horribly afraid of any disgrace to yourself. And that is why you come into this house of death while your friend of many years is still lying in his coffin! That is why you come prowling to find out whether I am as much a lady in my way as he was a gentleman in his. Thats all that disturbs you!

Madame — —

Or, to put it plainer, you want to know whether you have to defend an action, civil perhaps, possibly criminal, charging you with mal-administration and illegal conversion of trust funds. Thats all that worries you, isnt it? Well — worry then! she added venomously.

Do I understand — —

No, you dont understand, Mr. Grismer. And thats another thing for you to worry over. You dont know what Im going to do, or whether I am going to do anything at all. You may find out in a week — you may not find out for years. And it is going to worry you every minute of your life.

She marched to the staircase hall:

Meacham?

Maam?

Mr. Grismers hat!

Jim, seated beside the bed where Stephanie lay in the darkened room, her tear-marred face buried in her pillow, heard the front door close. Then silence reigned again in the twilight of the house of Cleland.

Miss Quest peeped into the room, then withdrew. If the young fellow heard her at all he made no movement, so still, so intent had he been since his fathers death in striving to visualize the familiar face. And found to his astonishment and grief that he could not mentally summon his fathers image before his eyes — could not flog the shocked brain to evoke the beloved features. The very effort was becoming an agony to him.

It began to rain about four oclock. It rained hard all night long on the resounding scuttle and roof overhead. Toward dawn the rain ceased and the dark world grew noisy. There was a cat-fight on the back fence. The car wheels on Madison Avenue seemed unusually dissonant. Very far away, foggy river whistles saluted the dawn of another day.

There were a great many people at the funeral. God knows the dead are indifferent to such attroupements macabre, but it seems to satisfy some morbid requirement in the living — friends, a priest, and a passing bell.

Hoc erat in more majorum: hodie tibi; cras mihi.

The family — Jim, Stephanie and Miss Quest — sat together, as is customary. The church was bathed in tinted sunlight streaming through stained glass and falling over casket and flowers in glowing hues. The dyed splendour painted pew and chancel and stained Stephanies black veil with crimson. Behind them a discreet but interminable string of many people continued.

When the first creeping note of the organ, ominous and low, grew out of the silence, young Cleland felt Stephanie sway a little and remain resting against his shoulder. After a moment he realized that the girl had lost consciousness; and he quietly passed his arm around her, holding her firmly until she revived and moved again.

As for himself, what was passing before him seemed like a shadow scene enacted behind darkened glass. There was nothing real about it, nothing that seemed to appertain in any way to this dead father who had been a comrade and beloved friend. He looked at the casket, at the massed flowers, at the altar, the surplices. All were foreign to the intensely human father he had loved — nothing here seemed to be in harmony with him — not the crawling vibration of the organ, not the resonant, professional droning of the clergy; not these throngs of unseen people behind his back, — not the black garments he wore; not this slender, sombre, drooping thing of crape seated here close beside him, trembling at intervals, with one black-gloved hand gripping his.

A sullen hatred for it all began to possess him. All this was interrupting him — actually making it harder than ever for him to visualize his father — driving the beloved phantom out from its familiar environment in his heart into unrecognizable surroundings full of caskets, pallid, heavy-scented flowers, surpliced clergymen whose cadenced phrases were accurately timed; whose every move and gesture showed them to be quite perfect in the business of the act.

Hell, he muttered under his breath; and became aware of Stephanies white face and startled eyes.

Nothing, he whispered; only I cant stand this mummery! I want to get back to the library where I can be with father.... He isnt in that black and silver thing over there. He isnt in any orthodox paradise. Hes part of the sunlight out doors — and the spring air.... Hes an immortal part of everything beautiful that ever was. When these people conclude to let him alone, Ill have a chance with him.... You think Im crazy, Steve?

Her pale lips formed No.

They remained silent after that until the end, their tense fingers interlocked. Miss Quests head remained bowed in the folds of her crape veil.

The drive from the cemetery began through the level, rosy rays of a declining sun, and ended in soft spring darkness full of the cheery noises of populous streets.

Cleland had dreaded to enter the house as they drew near to it; its prospective emptiness appalled him; but old Meacham had lighted every light all over the house; and it seemed to help, somehow.

Miss Quest went with Stephanie to her room, leaving Jim in the library alone.

Strange, irrelevant thoughts came to the boys mind to assail him, torment him with their futility: he remembered several things which he had forgotten to tell his father — matters of no consequence which now suddenly assumed agonizing importance.

There in the solitude of the library, he remembered, among other things, that his father would never read his novel, now. Why had he waited, wishing to have it entirely finished before his father should read this first beloved product of his eager pen?

Stephanie found him striding about the library, lips distorted, quivering with swelling grief.

Oh, Steve, he said, seeing her in the doorway, I am beginning to realize that I cant talk to him any more! I cant touch him — I cant talk — hear his voice — see — —

Jim — dont — —

The whole world is no good to me now! cried the boy, flinging up his arms in helpless resentment toward whatever had done this thing to him.

Whatever had done it offered no excuse.


CHAPTER XII.
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THE READING OF John Clelands will marked the beginning of the end of the old régime for Stephanie Quest and for James Cleland.

Two short letters accompanied the legal document. All the papers were of recent date.

The letter directed to Jim was almost blunt in its brevity:

MY DEAR SON:

I have had what I believe to have been two slight shocks of paralysis. If I am right, and another shock proves fatal, I wish you, after my death, to go abroad and travel and study for the next two years. At the end of that period you ought to know whether or not you really desire to make literature your profession. If you do, come back to your own country and go to work. Europe is a good school, but you should practise your profession in your native land.

Keep straight, fit, and clean. Keep your head in adversity and in success. Find out what business in life you are fitted for, equip yourself for it, and then go into it with all your heart.

Ive left you some money and a good name. And my deep, abiding love. My belief is that death is merely an intermission. So your mother and I will rejoin you when the next act begins. Until then, old chap — good luck!

FATHER.

To Stephanie he wrote:

STEVE, DEAR:

You have been wonderful! Im sorry I couldnt stay to see you a little further along the path of life. I love you dearly.

Your aunt, Miss Quest, understands my wishes. During the two years that Jim is abroad, Miss Quest is to assume the necessary and natural authority over you. I have every confidence in her. Besides, she is legally qualified to act.

It is her desire and mine that you finish college. But if you really find yourself unhappy there after the term is finished, then it is Miss Quests belief and mine also that you employ the period that otherwise should have spent at Vassar, in acquiring some regular and legitimate profession so that if ever the need comes you shall be able to take care of yourself.

Miss Quest is inclined to think that a course in hospital training under her direct supervision might prove acceptable to you. This you could have in the institution endowed by Miss Quest at Bayport.

Perhaps such a course may appeal to you more than a college education. If so, I shall not be dissatisfied.

But after that if you still feel that your lifes work lies in the direction of artistic self-expression, you will be old enough to follow your own bent, and entitled to employ your opportunities toward that end.

I have left you properly provided for: I leave you and Jim all the love that is in my heart.

This is not the end, Steve, dear. There is no end — just a little rest between the acts for such old actors in lifes drama as your dad. Later, you and Jim will join us behind the scenes — my wife and I — and we shall see what we shall see! — my little girl! — my darling.

DAD.

The boy and the girl sat up late in the library that night discussing the two letters which so profoundly concerned them.

Indeed, the old order of things was about to pass away before their dismayed and saddened eyes — eyes not yet accustomed to the burning grief which dimmed them — hearts not yet strengthened for the first heavy responsibilities which they had ever borne.

I cant bear to leave you, Steve, said the boy, striving to steady his voice. What are you going to do about college?

Well — I — Ill go back to college and finish the term. Dad wanted it.

Neither dreamed of disobeying the desires expressed in the two letters.

Will you finish college? he asked.

I dont know. I want to do what dad wished me to do.... I wonder what a course in hospital training is like?

Down there at Bayport?

Yes.... After all, that is accomplishing something. And I like children, Jim.

Theyre defective children down there.

Poor little lambs! I — I believe I could do some good — accomplish something. But do you know, Jim, it almost frightens me when I remember that you will be away two years — — She began to weep, lying there in her big chair with her black-edged handkerchief pressed against her face.

I wish I could take you to Europe, Steve, he said huskily.

She dried her eyes leisurely.

Couldnt you? No, you couldnt, of course. Dad would have said so if it was what he wanted. Well — then Ill finish the term at Vassar. You wont go before Easter?

No, Ill be here, Steve. Well see each other then, anyway.... Do you think youll get along with your aunt?

I dont know, said the girl. She means to be kind, I suppose. But dad spoiled me. Oh, Jim! Im — Im too unhappy to c-care what becomes of me now. Ill finish the term and then Ill go and learn how to nurse sick little defective children while youre away — — her voice broke again.

I wish you wouldnt cry, said the boy;— Im — I cant stand it — —

Oh, forgive me! She sprang up and flung herself on the rug beside his chair.

Im sorry! Im selfish. Ill do everything dad wished, cheerfully. Youll go abroad and educate yourself by travel, and Ill learn a profession. And some day Ill find out what I really am fitted to do, and then Ill go abroad and study, too.

Youll be twenty, then, Steve — just the age to know what you really want to do.

She nodded, listlessly, kneeling there beside his chair, her cheek resting on her clasped hands, her grey eyes fixed on the dying coals.

After a long silence she said:

Jim, I really dont know what I want to do in life. I am not certain that I want to do anything.

What? Not the stage?

No — Im not honestly sure. Everything interests me. I have a craving to see everything and learn about everything in the world. I want to know all there is to know; Im feverishly curious. I want to see everything, experience everything, attempt everything! Its silly — its crazy, of course. But theres a restless desire for the knowledge of experience in my heart that I cant explain. I love everything — not any one particular thing above another — but everything. To be great in any one thing would not satisfy me — its a terrible thing to say, isnt it, Jim! — but if I were a great actress I should try to become a great singer, too; and then a great painter and sculptor and architect — —

For Heavens sake, Steve!

I tell you I want to know it all, be it all — see, do, live everything that is to be seen, done, and lived in the world —— !

She lifted her head and straightened her shoulders, sweeping the tumbled hair from her brow impatiently: and her brilliant grey eyes met his, unsmiling.

Of course, she said, this is rot Im talking. But every hour of my life Im going to try to learn something new about the wonderful world I live in — try something new and wonderful — live every minute to the full — experience everything.... Do you think Im a fool, Jim?

He smiled:

No, but you make me feel rather unambitious and commonplace, Steve. After all, I merely wish to write a few good novels. That would content me.

Oh, Jim, she said, youll do it, and Ill probably amount to nothing. Ill just be a crazy creature flying about and poking my nose into everything, and stirring it up a little and then fluttering on to the next thing. Like the Bandar-log — thats what I am — just a monkey, enchanted and excited by everything inside my cage and determined to find out what is hidden under every straw.

Yours is a good mind, Steve, he said, still smiling.

The girl looked up at him wistfully:

Is it? I wish I knew. Im going to try to find out. Have I really a good mind? Or is it just a restless one? Anyway, theres no use my trying to be an ordinary girl. Im either monkey or genius; and I am convinced that the world was made for me to rummage in.

He laughed.

Anyway, she said, Ive amused you and cheered you up. Good night, Jim dear.


CHAPTER XIII
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STEPHANIE, LOOKING VERY slim and young in her deep mourning, went back to college unreconciled and in tears. Jim drove her to the station. They stood together in the Pullman vestibule for a few minutes before the train departed, and she clung to him, both black-gloved hands holding tightly to his shoulders.

Everything familiar in life seems to be ending, she said tremulously. Im not very old yet, and I didnt really wish to begin living seriously so soon — no matter what nonsense I talked about self-expression. All I want now is to get off this train and go back home with you.

Poor little Steve, he said under his breath. But its better for you to return to college. The house would be too sad for you. Go back to college and study hard and play basket ball and skate — —

Oh, I will, she said desolately. Ill see the wretched term through. I was merely telling you what Id rather do — go home and just live there all alone with you.

Youd become tired of it pretty soon, Steve. Dont you think so?

They looked at each other intently for a moment, then an odd expression came into the girls grey eyes:

Its you who would tire of it, Jim, she said. Im not old enough to amuse you yet. Im still only a child to you.

What nonsense —— !

No. Youve been wonderful to me. But you are older. Ive bored you sometimes.

He protested; but she shook her head.

A girl knows, she said. And a man cant make a comrade of a girl who has no experiences to swap with him, no conclusions to draw, none of lifes discoveries to compare with his.... Dont look so guilty and distressed; you have always been a perfect dear. But, oh, if you knew how hard Ive tried to catch up with you! — how desperately I try to be old enough for you — —

Steve, you are an ideal sister! But you know how it is — when a man has such a lot to think about — —

I do know! And that is exactly what I also am determined to have — a lot to think about! Her colour was high and her grey eyes brilliant.

In two years you shall see. I shall be an interesting woman to you when you come back! I vow and declare I shall be interesting enough to be friends with you on equal terms! Wait and see!

But, Steve, he protested, smiling, yet bewildered by the sudden fiery animation of the girl, I never supposed you felt that I condescended — patronized — —

How could you help it! — a little fool who doesnt know anything! She was laughing unnaturally, and her nervous fingers tightened and relaxed on his shoulders. But when you come back after two years travel, I shall at least be able to take your temperature, and keep you entertained if youre ill —— ! Oh, Jim, I dont know what Im saying! Im just heart-broken at going away from you. You do care a lot for me, dont you?

Of course I do.

And I promise to be a very interesting woman when you come back from abroad.... Oh, dear, the train is moving. Good-bye, Jim dear! She flung her veil aside and put both slim arms around his neck in a passion of adoration and farewell.

He dropped to the platform from the slowly moving train and walked back toward the station. And he was uneasily conscious, for the first time in his life, of the innocent abandon of this young girls embrace — embarrassed by the softness of her mouth — impatient of himself for noticing it.

When he arrived at the house Miss Quests luggage had gone and that capable and determined lady was ready to depart for Bayport in a large, powerful automobile bearing her monogram, which stood in front of the house.

Mr. Cleland, she said, before I go, I have several things to say to you. One is that I like you.

He reddened with surprise, but expressed his appreciation pleasantly and without embarrassment.

Yes, continued Miss Quest, reflectively, youre much like your father. He and I began our acquaintance by differing: we ended friends. I hope his son and I may continue that friendship.

I hope so, he said politely.

Thank you. But the keynote to friendship is frankness. Shall I sound it?

Certainly, he replied, smiling.

Very well: my niece ought to have a woman companion when she returns from college at Easter.

Why? he asked, astonished.

Because she isnt your sister, and shes an attractive girl.

After a silence she went on:

I know that you and Stephanie regard each other as brother and sister. But youre not. And the world knows it. Its an absurd world, Mr. Cleland.

Its rather a rotten world if Steve and I cant live here alone together without gossip, he said hotly.

Lets take it as we find it and be practical. Shall I look up a companion for Stephanie, or shall I return here at Easter?

He pondered the suggestion, frowning. Miss Quest said pleasantly:

Please, I dont mean to interfere. You are of age, and over. But the world, if it cares to think, will remember that you and Stephanie are not related. In two years, when you return from Europe, Stephanie will be twenty and you twenty-four. And, laying aside the suggestion that an older womans presence might be advantageous under the circumstances, who is going to control Stephanie?

Control her?

Yes, control, guide, steady her through the most critical period of her life?

The young fellow, plainly unconvinced, looked at Miss Quest out of troubled eyes.

Come, she said briskly, lets have a heart-to-heart talk and find out whats ahead of us. Lets be business-like and candid. Shall we?

By all means.

Then well begin at the very beginning:

Stephanie is a dear. But shes very young. And at twenty she will still be very, very young. What traits and talents she may have inherited from a clever, unprincipled father — my own nephew, Mr. Cleland — I dont know. God willing, theres nothing of him in her — no tendencies toward irregularities; no unmoral inclination to drift, nothing spineless and irresponsible.

As for Stephanies mother, I know little about her. I think she was merely a healthy young animal without education, submitting to and following instinctively the first man who attracted her. Which happened to be my unhappy nephew.

She shook her head and gazed musingly at the window where the sunshine fell.

There are the propositions; this is the problem, Mr. Cleland. Now, let us look at the conditions which bear directly on it. Am I boring you?

No, he said. Its very necessary to consider this matter. Im just beginning to realize that Im really not fitted to guide and control Stephanie.

She laughed.

What a confession! But do you know that, all over the world, men are beginning to come to similar conclusions? Conditions absolutely without precedent have arisen within a few brief years. And Stephanie, just emerging into womanhood, is about to face them. The day of the woman has dawned.

Ours is a restless sex, continued Miss Quest grimly. And this is the age of our opportunity. I dont know just what it is that animates my enfranchised sex, now that the world has suddenly flung open doors which have confined us through immemorial ages — each woman to her own narrow cell, privileged only to watch freedom through iron bars.

But there runs a vast restlessness throughout the world; in every womans heart the seeds of revolution, so long dormant, are germinating. The time has come when she is to have her fling. And she knows it!

She shrugged her trim shoulders:

It is the history of all enfranchisement that license and excess are often misconstrued as freedom by liberated prisoners. To find ourselves free to follow the urge of aspiration may unbalance some of us. Small wonder, too.

She sprang to her feet and began to march up and down in front of the fireplace, swinging her reticule trimmed with Krupp steel. Cleland rose, too.

What was all wrong in our Victorian mothers days is all right now, she said, smilingly. Were going to get the vote; thats a detail already discounted. And weve already got about everything else except the right to say how many children we shall bring into the world. That will surely come, too; that, and the single standard of morality for both sexes. Both are bound to come. And then, she smiled again brightly at Cleland, I have an idea that we shall quiet down and outgrow our restlessness. But I dont know.

What you say is very interesting, murmured the young fellow.

Yes, its interesting. It is significant, too. So is the problem of making something out of defectives. After a while there wont be any defectives when we begin to breed children as carefully as we breed cattle. Sex equality will hasten sensible discussion; discussion will result in laws. A, B and C may have babies; D, E and F may not. And, after a few generations, the entire feminine alphabet can have and may have babies. And if, here and there, a baby is not wanted, therell be no sniveling sectarian conference to threaten the wrath of Mumbo-Jumbo!

Miss Quest halted in her hearth-rug promenade:

The doom of hypocrisy, sham and intolerance is already in sight. Hands off and mind your business are written on the wall. So I suppose Stephanie will think we ought to keep our hands off her and mind our business if she wishes to go on the stage or dawdle before an easel in a Washington Mews studio some day.

Her logic made Cleland anxious again.

The trouble lies in this intoxicating perfume we call liberty. We women sniff it afar, and it makes us restless and excitable. Its a heady odour. Only a level mind can enjoy it with discretion. Otherwise, it incites to excess. Thats all. Were simply not yet used to liberty. And that is what concerns me about Stephanie — with her youth, and her intelligence, her undoubted gifts and — her possible inheritance from a fascinating rascal of a father.

Well, that is the girl; there are the conditions; this is the problem.... And now I must be going.

She held out her smartly gloved hand; retained his for a moment:

You wont sail before Stephanies Easter vacation?

No; Ill probably sail about May first.

In that case, Ill come on from Bayport, and you wont need to find a companion for Stephanie. After you sail, shell come to me, anyway.

For hospital training, he nodded.

For two years of it. Its her choice.

Yes, I know. She prefers it to college.

Miss Quest said very seriously:

For a girl like Stephanie, it will be an excellent thing. It will give her a certain steadiness, a foundation in life, to have a profession on which she may rely in case of adversity. To care for and to be responsible for others develops character. She already seems interested.

She prefers it to graduating from Vassar.

Miss Quest nodded, then looking him directly in the eyes:

I want to say one thing. May I?

Certainly.

Then, above all, be patient with Stephanie. Will you?

Of course! he replied, surprised.

I am looking rather far into the future, continued Miss Quest. You will change vastly in two years. She will, too. Cherish the nice friendship between you. A mans besetting sin is impatience of women. Try to avoid it. Be patient, even when you differ with her. Shes going to be a handful — I may as well be frank. I can see that — see it plainly. Shes going to be a handful for me — and you must always try to keep her affections.

Its the only way to influence any woman. I know my sex. Youre a typical man, entirely dependent on logic and reason — or think you are. All men think they are. But logic and reason are of no use in dealing with us unless you have our affections, too. Good-bye. I do like you. Ill come again at Easter.

Alone in the quiet house, with his memories for companions, the young fellow tried to face the future; — tried to learn to endure the staggering blow which his fathers death had dealt him, — strove resolutely to shake off the stunned indifference, the apathy through which he seemed to see the world as through a fog.

Gradually, as the black winter months passed, and as he took up his work again and pegged away at it, the inevitable necessity for distraction developed, until at last the deadly stillness of the house became unendurable, driving him out once more into the world of living men.

So the winter days dragged, and the young fellow faced them alone in the sad, familiar places where, but yesterday, he had moved and talked with his only and best beloved.

Perhaps it was easier that way. He had his memories to himself, sharing none. But he did not share his sorrow, either. And that is a thing that undermines.

At first he was afraid that it would be even harder for him when Stephanie returned at Easter. The girl arrived in her heavy mourning, and he met her at the station, as his father used to meet him.

She lifted her rather pale face and passively received her kiss, but held tightly to his arm as they turned away together through the hurrying crowds of strangers.

Each one tried very hard to find something cheerful to talk about; but little by little their narratives concerning the intervening days of absence became spiritless and perfunctory.

The car swung into the familiar street and drew up before the house; Stephanie laid one hand on Jims arm, stepped out to the sidewalk, and ran up the steps, animated for a moment with the natural eagerness for home. But when old Meacham silently opened the door and her gaze met his:

Oh — Meacham, she faltered, and her grey eyes filled.

However, she felt her obligations toward Jim; and they both made the effort, at dinner, and afterward in the library, fighting to keep up appearances.

But silence, lurking near, crept in upon them, a living intruder whose steady pressure gradually prevailed, leaving them pondering there under the subdued lamplight, motionless in the depths of their respective armchairs, until endurance seemed no longer possible — and speech no longer a refuge from the ghosts of what-had-been. And the girl, in her black gown, rose, came silently over to his chair, seated herself on the arm, and laid her pale face against his. He put one arm around her, meaning to let her weep there; but withdrew it suddenly, and released himself almost roughly with a confused sense of her delicate fragrance clinging to him too closely.

The movement was nervous and involuntary; he shot a perplexed glance at her, still uneasily conscious of the warmth and subtle sweetness which had so suddenly made of this slender girl in black something unfamiliar to his sight and touch.

Lets try to be cheerful, he muttered, scarcely understanding what he said.

It was the first time he had ever repulsed her or failed to respond to her in their mutual loneliness. And why he did it he himself did not understand.

He left the arm-chair and went and stood by the mantel, resting one elbow on it and looking down into the coals; she slipped into the depths of the chair and lay there looking at him.

For something in the manner of this man toward her had set her thinking; and she lay there in silence, watching his averted face, deeply intent on her own thoughts, coming to no conclusions.

Yet somehow the girl was aware that, in that brief moment of their grief when she had sought comfort in his brotherly caress and he had offered it, then suddenly repulsed her, a profound line of cleavage had opened between him and her; and that the cleft could never be closed.

Neither seemed to be aware that anything had happened. The girl remained silent and thoughtful; and he became talkative after a while, telling her of his plans for travel, and that he had arranged for keeping open the house in case she and Miss Quest wished to spend any time in town.

Ill write you from time to time and keep you informed of my movements, he said. Two years pass quickly. By the time Im back Ill have a profession and so will you.

She nodded.

Then, he went on, I suppose Miss Quest had better come here and live with us.

Im not coming back here.

What?

Im going about by myself — as you are going — to to observe and learn.

You wish to be foot-free?

I do. I shall be my own mistress.

Of course, he said drily, nobody can stop you.

Why should anybody wish to? I shall be twenty-one — nearly; I shall have a profession if I choose to practise it; I shall have my income — and all the world before me to investigate.

And then what?

How do I know, Jim? A girl ought to have her chance. She ought to have her fling, too, if she wants it — just as much as any man. Its the only way she can learn anything. And Ive concluded, she added, looking curiously at him, that its the only way she can ever become really interesting to a man.

How? he demanded. By having what you call her fling?

Yes. Men arent much interested in girls who know nothing except what men permit them to know. A girl at college said that the one certain source of interest to any man in any woman is his unsatisfied curiosity concerning her. Satisfy it, and he loses interest.

Cleland laughed:

Thats college philosophy, he said.

Stephanie smiled:

It is what a man doesnt know about a woman that keeps his interest in her stimulated. It isnt her mind which is merely stored with the conventional — the conventional being determined and prescribed by men. It isnt even her character or her traits or her looks which can keep his interest unflagging. What deeply interests a man is an educated, cultivated girl who has had as much experience as he has, and who is likely to have further experience in the world without advice from him or asking his permission. No other woman can hold the interest of a man for very long.

Thats what youve learned at Vassar, is it?

Its one of the things, said Stephanie, smiling faintly.


CHAPTER XIV
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THE BOY — for as yet he was only a boy — sailed in May. The girl — who was swiftly stripping from her the last rainbow chiffons of girlhood — was at the steamer to see him off — down from Poughkeepsie for that purpose.

And the instant she arrived he noticed what this last brief absence had done for her; how subtly her maturing self-confidence had altered the situation, placing her on a new footing with himself.

There was a little of the lean, long-legged, sweet-faced girl left: a slender yet rounded symmetry had replaced obvious joints and bones.

What is it — basket ball? he inquired admiringly.

You like my figure? she inquired guilelessly. Oh, Ive grown up within a month. Its just what was coming to me.

Nice line of slang they give you up there, he said, laughing. Youre nearly as tall as I am, too. I dont know you, little sister.

You never did, little brother. Youll be sorry some day that you wasted all the school-girl adoration I lavished on you.

Dont you intend to lavish any more? he inquired, laughing, yet very keenly alert to her smiling assurance, which was at the same time humourous, provocative and engaging.

I dont know. Im over my girlhood illusions. Men are horrid pigs, mostly. Its a very horrid thing youre doing to me right now, she said,  — going off to have a wonderful time by yourself for the next two years and leaving me to work in a childrens hospital! But I mean to make you pay for it. Wait and see.

If youll come to Europe with me Ill take you, he said.

You wouldnt. Youd hate it. You want to be free to prowl. So do I, and I mean to some day.

Why not come now and prowl with me? Ill take care of you.

The girl looked at him with smiling intentness:

If dad hadnt expressed his wishes, and even if my aunt would let me go, I wouldnt — now.

Why not?

Because I shall do no more tagging after you.

What?

No. And when you return I mean that you shall come and ask my permission to prowl with me.... And if I find you interesting enough Ill let you. Otherwise, I shall prowl by myself or with some other man.

He was laughing, and her face, also, wore a bright and slightly malicious smile.

You dont believe thats possible, do you, Jim? — a total reversal of our rôles? You think little sister will tag gratefully after you always, dont you? Wouldnt it astonish you if little sister grew up into a desirable and ornamental woman of independent proclivities and tastes, and with a mind and a will of her own? And, to enjoy her company, youd have to seek her and prove yourself sufficiently interesting; and that you would have to respect her freedom and individuality as you would any mans!

I think, little sister, he said, laughing, that youve absorbed a vast deal of modern nonsense at Vassar; that youre as pretty as a peach; and that youll not turn into a maid errant, but will become an ornament to your sex and to society, and that youll marry in due time and do yourself proud.

In children, you mean? Numerically?

Quantitatively and qualitatively. Also, youll do yourself proud in the matronly example youll set to all women of this great Republic.

Thats what you think, is it?

I know it.

She smiled:

Watch the women of my generation, Jim — when you can spare a few moments of your valuable time from writing masterpieces of fiction.

I certainly shall. Ill study em. Theyre material for me. They are funny, you know.

They are, indeed, she said, her grey eyes full of malice, funnier than you dream of! You are going to see a generation that will endure no man-devised restrictions, submit to no tyrannical trammels, endure no masculine nonsense. Youll see this new species of woman coming faster and faster, thicker and thicker, each one knowing her own mind or intent on knowing it. Youll see them animated by a thousand new interests, pursuing a thousand new vocations, scornful of masculine criticism, impervious to admonition, regardless of what men think and say and do about it.

Thats what youll see, Jim, a restless sex destroying their last barriers; a world of women contemptuous of mens opinions, convinced of their own rights, going after whatever they want, and doing it in their own way.

If they wish to marry and bother with children theyll pick out a healthy man and do it; if not, they wont. Love plays a very, very small part in a mans life. Love, sentiment, domesticity, and the nursery were once supposed to make up a womans entire existence. Now the time is coming very swiftly when love will play no more of a rôle in a womans life than it does in a mans. Shell have her fling, first, if she chooses, just as freely as he does. And some day, if she finds it worth the inconvenience, shell marry and take a year or two off and raise a few babies. Otherwise, decidedly not!

These are fine sentiments! he exclaimed, laughing, yet not too genuinely amused. Im not sure that Id better go and leave you here with that exceedingly pretty little head of yours stuffed and seething with this sort of propaganda!

You might as well. The whole world is beginning to seethe with it. After all, what does it mean except equality of the sexes? Hands off — thats all it means.

Are you a suffragette, Steve? he inquired, smilingly.

Oh, Jim, thats old stuff! Everybody is. All that is merely a matter of time, now. What interests us is our realization of our own individual independence. Why, I cant tell you what a delightful knowledge it is to understand that we can do jolly well what we please and not care a snap of our fingers for masculine opinion!

Thats a fine creed, he remarked. What a charming bunch you must be training with at Vassar! I think Ill get off this steamer and remain here for a little scientific observation of your development and conduct.

No use, she said gaily. Ive promised to learn to be a hospital nurse. After that, perhaps, if you return, youll find me really worth observing.

Is that a threat, Steve? he asked, not too sincerely amused, yet still taking her and her chatter with a lightness and amiable condescension entirely masculine.

A threat?

Yes. Do you mean that when I return I shall find my little sister a handful?

A handful? For whose hand? Jim, dear, you are old-fashioned. Girls arent on or in anybodys hands any more after theyre of age. Do you think youll be responsible for me? Dear child, well be comrades or nothing at all to each other. You really must grow up, little brother, before you come back, or Im afraid — much as I love you — I might find you just a little bit prosy — —

The call for all ashore silenced her. She stood confronting Cleland with high colour and pretty, excited grey eyes, for a moment more, then the gay defiance faded in her face and her attitude grew less resolute.

Oh, Jim! she said under her breath,  — I adore you — — And melted into his embrace.

As he held her in his arms, for a moment the instinct to repel her and disengage himself came over him swiftly. A troubled idea that her lips were very soft — that he scarcely knew this girl whose supple figure he held embraced, left him mute, confused.

Dear Jim, she whimpered, I love you dearly. I shall miss you dreadfully. Ill always be your own little sister Steve, and you can come back and bully me and Ill tag after you and adore you. Oh, Jim — Jim — my own brother — my own — my own —— !

It was a bright, sunny, windy May day. He could still distinguish her in her black gown on the crowded pier which was all a-flutter with brilliant gowns and white handkerchiefs.

After the distant pier had become only a square of colour like a flower-bed, he still stood on the hurricane deck of the huge liner looking back at where he had last seen her. The fragrance of her still clung to him — seemed to have been inhaled somehow and to have subtly permeated him — something of the warm, fresh, pliant youth of her — unspoiled, utterly unawakened to anything more delicate or complex than the frank, vigorous passion of her affection.

Yet, as her breathless, tearful lips had clung to his, so the perfume of the embrace clung to him still, leaving him perplexed, vaguely disturbed, yet intensely conscious of new emotion, unfamiliar in his experience with this girl who yesterday had been what she always had been to him — a growing child to be affectionately looked after and chivalrously cherished and endured.

I couldnt be in love with Steve, he said to himself incredulously. The thought amazed and exasperated him. Im a fine sort of man, he thought bitterly, if I cant kiss Steve as innocently as she kisses me. Theres something wrong with me. I must be a sort of dog — or crazy — —

He went below.

Stephanie went back in the car, alone. She staunched her tears with her black-edged handkerchief until they ceased to fill the wonderful grey eyes.

Later, detaching the limousine hand-mirror, she inspected her countenance, patted her chestnut-tinted hair, smoothed out her mourning veil, and then, in order, lay back in the corner of the car and gave herself up to passionate memory of this boy whom she had adored from the first moment she ever laid eyes on him.

Two years absence? She tried to figure to herself what that meant, but could not compass it. It seemed like a century of penance to be endured, to be lived through somehow.

She wanted him dreadfully already. She had no pride left, no purpose, no threats. She just wanted to tag after him — knowing perfectly well that there could be no real equality of comradeship where youth and inexperience fettered her. She didnt care; she wanted him.

No deeper sentiment, nothing less healthy and frank than her youthful adoration for him, disturbed her sorrow. The consanguinity might have been actual as far as her affections had ever been concerned with him.

That she had, at various intervals, made of him a romantic figure, altered nothing. Stainlessly her heart enshrined him; he was her ideal, hers; her brother, her idol, her paladin — the incarnation of all that was desirable and admirable in a boy, a youth, a young man. Never in all her life had any youth interested her otherwise — save, perhaps, once — that time she had met Oswald Grismer after many years, and had danced with him — and was conscious of his admiration. That was the only time in her life when her attitude toward any man had been not quite clear — not entirety definable. She wrote many pages to Cleland that night. And cried herself to sleep.

The next day her aunt came up from Bayport. And, a week later, she went away to Bayport with Miss Quest to begin what seemed to her an endless penance of two years hospital training.

The uniform was pink with white cuffs, apron, and cap. She never forgot the first blood that soiled it — from a double mastoid operation on a little waif of twelve who had never been able to count more than six. She held sponges, horrified, crushing back the terror that widened her grey eyes, steeling herself to look, summoning every atom of strength and resolution and nerve to see her through.

They found her lying across the corridor in a dead faint.


CHAPTER XV
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THE USUAL HAPPENED to James Cleland; for the first two months in Paris he was intensely lonely. Life in an English-speaking pension near the Place de lEtoile turned out to be very drab and eventless after he returned to his rooms, fatigued from sight-seeing and exploration. The vast silver-grey city seemed to him cold, monotonously impressive and oppressive; he was not in sympathy with it, being totally unaccustomed to the splendour of a municipal ensemble with all its beauty of reticence and good taste. The vast vistas, the subdued loveliness of detail, the stately tranquillity of this capital, he did not understand after the sham, the ignorance, the noisy vulgarity of his native municipality.

Here were new standards; the grey immensity of the splendid capital gave him, at first, an impression of something flat and almost featureless under the horizon-wide sweep of sky. There were no sky-scrapers. With exquisite discretion, Notre Dame dominated the east, the silvery majesty of the Pantheon the south; in the west the golden bubble of the Invalides burned; the frail tracery of the Eiffel Tower soared from the citys centre.

And for the first two months he was an alien here, depressed, silenced, not comprehending, oblivious of the subtle atmosphere of civil friendliness possessing the throngs which flowed by him on either hand, unaware that he stood upon the kindly hearthstone of the world itself, where the hospitable warmth never grew colder, where the generous glow was for all.

He went to lectures at the Sorbonne; he attended a class in philology in the Rue des Ecoles; he studied in the quiet alcoves of the great Library of Ste. Genevieve; he paced the sonorous marble pavements of the Louvre. And the austere statues seemed to chill him to the soul.

All was alien to him, all foreign; the English-speaking landlady of his pension, with her eternal cold in the head and her little shoulder shawl; the dreary American families from the Middle West who gathered thrice a day at the pension table; passing wayfarers he saw from the windows; red-legged soldiers in badly fitting uniforms, priests in shovel hats and black soutanes, policemen slouching by under cowled cloaks, their bayonets dangling; hatless, chattering shop girls, and the uninteresting types of civilian citizens; men in impossible hats and oddly awful clothes; women who all looked smart from the rear and dubious from the front.

He found an annoying monotony in the trees of the Bois, a tiresome sameness in square and circle and park and boulevard. He found the language difficult to understand, more difficult to speak. Food, accommodations, the domestic régime, were not to his liking. French economies bored him.

At lectures his comrades seemed merely superficially polite and not very desirable as acquaintances. He felt himself out of place, astray from familiar things, out of touch with this civilization, out of sympathy with place and people. He was intensely lonely.

In the beginning he wrote to Stephanie every other day. That burst of activity lasted about two months.

Also, in his rather dingy and cheerless suite of rooms, he began a tragedy in five acts and a pessimistic novel called Out of the Depths. Also, he was guilty of a book of poems called Day Dreams.

He missed his father terribly; he missed his home; he missed the noisy, grotesque, half-civilized and monstrous city of his nativity. And he missed Stephanie violently.

He told her so in every letter. The more letters he wrote the warmer grew this abrupt affection for her. And, his being a creative talent, with all its temperamental impulses, exaggerations and drawbacks, he began to evolve, unconsciously, out of Stephanie Quest a girl based on the real girl he knew, only transcendentally endowed with every desirable and ornamental quality abstractly favoured by himself.

He began to create an ideal Stephanie to comfort him in his loneliness; he created, too, a mutual situation and a sentimental atmosphere for them both, neither of which had existed when he left America.

But now, in his letters, more and more this romantic and airy fabric took shape. Being young, and for the first time in his life thrown upon his own resources — and, moreover, feeling for the first time the pleasures of wielding an eloquent, delicate and capricious pen to voice indefinable aspirations, he began to lose himself in romantic subtleties, evoking drama out of nothing, developing it by implication and constructing it with pensive and capricious humour hinting of dreamy melancholy.

Until the Stephanie Quest of his imagination had become to him the fair, and exquisitely indifferent little renaissance figure of his fancy; and he, somehow or other, her victim. And the more exquisite and indifferent he created her, the more she fascinated him, until he completely hypnotized himself with his own cleverly finished product.

A letter from her woke him up more or less, jolting him in his trance so that the jingle and dissonance of the real world filled, for a moment, his enchanted ears.

DEAR JIM:

Your letters perplex me more and more, and I dont know at all how to take them. Do you mean you are in love with me? I cant believe it. I read and re-read your last three letters — such dear, odd, whimsical letters! — so wonderfully written, so full of beauty and of poetry.

They do almost sound like love-letters — or at least as I imagine love-letters are written. But they cant be! How can they be?

And first of all, even if you meant them that way, I dont know what to think. Ive never been in love. I know how I feel about you — have always felt. You know, too.

But you never gave me any reason to think — and I never dreamed of thinking anything like that when you were here. It never occurred to me. It would not occur to me now except for your very beautiful letters — so unlike you — so strangely sad, so whimsical, so skillful in wonderful phrases that theyre like those vague prose poems you sent me, which hint enough to awaken your imagination and set you aflame with curiosity.

But you cant mean that youre in love with me. I should be too astonished. Besides, I shouldnt know what to do about it. It wouldnt seem real. I never have thought of you in such a way.

What makes a girl fall in love? Do you know? Could she fall in love with a man through his letters because they are so beautiful and sad and elusive, so full of charm and mystery? Im in love with them. But, Jim, I dont know what to think about you. Id have to see you again, first, anyway. You are such a dear boy! I cant seem to think of you that way. You know its a different kind of love, ours. All I can think about it is the tremendous surprise — if its true.

But I dont believe it is. You are lonely; you miss dad — miss me, perhaps. I think you do miss me, for the first time in your life. You see, I have rather a clear mind and memory, and I cant help remembering that when you were here you certainly could not have felt that way toward me; so how can you now? I did bore you sometimes.

Anyway, I adore you with all my heart, as you know. My affection hasnt changed one bit since I was a tiny girl and came into your room that day and saw you down on the floor unpacking your suit-case. I adored you instantly. I have not changed. Girls dont change.

Another letter from her some months later:

Youre such a funny boy — just a boy, still, while in these six months Ive overtaken and passed you in years. You wont believe it, but I have. Maturity has overtaken me. I am really a real woman.

Why are your letters vaguely reproachful? Have I done anything? Were you annoyed when I asked you whether you meant me to take them as love letters? You didnt write for a month after that. Did I scare you? You are funny!

I do really think you are in love — not with me, Jim — not with any other particular girl — but just in love with love. Writers and artists and poets are inclined to that sort of thing, I fancy.

Thats what worries me about myself; I am not inclined that way; I dont seem to be artistic enough in temperament to pay any attention to sentiment of that sort. I dont desire it; I dont miss it; it simply is not an item in the list of things that interest me. But of all things in the world, I do adore friendship.

I had an afternoon off from the hospital the other day — Im still a probationer in a pink and white uniform, you know — and I went up to town and flew about the shops and lunched with a college friend, Helen Davis, at the Ritz and had a wonderful time.

And who do you suppose I ran into? Oswald Grismer! Jim, he certainly is the best-looking fellow — such red-gold hair, — such fascinating golden eyes and colouring.

We chatted most amiably and he took us to tea, and then — I suppose it wasnt conventional — but we went to his studio with him, Helen Davis and I.

He is the cleverest man! He has done a delightful fountain and several portrait busts, and a beautiful tomb for the Lidsey family, and his studies in wax and clay are wonderful!

He really seems very nice. And the life he leads is heavenly! Such a wonderful way to live — just a bed-room and the studio.

Hes going to give a little tea for me next time I have an afternoon off, and Im to meet a lot of delightful, unconventional people there — painters, writers, actors — people who have done things! — Im sure it will be wonderful.

I have bought five pounds of plasticine and Im going to model in it in my room every time I have a few moments to myself. But oh, it does smell abominably, and it ruins your finger nails.

After that, Oswald Grismers name recurred frequently in her letters. Cleland recognized also the names of several old schoolmates of his as figuring at various unconventional ceremonies in Grismers studio — Harry Belter, now a caricaturist on the New York Morning Star; Badger Spink, drawing for the illustrated papers; Clarence Verne, who painted pretty girls for the covers of popular magazines, and his one-time master, Phil Grayson, writer for the better-class periodicals.

Its delightful, she wrote; we sometimes have music — often celebrated people from the Metropolitan Opera drop in and you meet everybody of consequence you ever heard of outside the Social Register — people famous in their professions — and it is exciting and inspiring and fills me with enthusiasm and desire to amount to something.

Of course there are all kinds, Jim; but Im old enough and experienced enough to know how to take care of myself. Intellectuals are, of course, broad, liberal and impatient of petty conventions: they live for their professions, regardless of orthodox opinion, oblivious of narrow-minded Philistines.

The main idea is to be tolerant. That is the greatest thing in the world, tolerance. I may not care to smoke cigarettes myself or drink cocktails and highballs, but if another girl does it its none of my business. That is the foundation of the unconventional and intellectual world — freedom and tolerance of other peoples opinions and behaviour. That is democracy!

As for the futurists and symbolists of various schools, I am not narrow enough, I hope, to ridicule them or deny them the right to self-expression, but I am not in sympathy with them. However, it is most interesting to listen to their views.

Well, these delightful treats are rare events in my horridly busy life. Im in the infirmary and the hospital almost all the time; Im always on duty or studying or attending lectures and clinics. I dont faint any more. And the poor little sufferers fill my heart with sympathy. I do love children — even defective ones. It makes me furious that there should be any. We must regulate this some day. And regulate birth control, too.

It is interesting; I am rather glad that I shall have had this experience. As a graduate nurse, some day, I shall add immensely to my own self-respect and self-confidence. But I should never pursue the profession further; never study medicine; never desire to become a professional physician. The minute I graduate I shall rent a studio and start in to find out what most properly shall be my vehicle for self-expression.

I forgot to tell you that Oswald Grismers father and mother are dead within a week of each other. Pneumonia! Poor boy, he is stunned. He wrote me. He wont give any every second to creative work without a thought of financial gain.

Harry Belter is such a funny, fat man. He asks after you every time I meet him. I sent you some of his cartoons in the Star. Badger Spink is an odd sort of man with his big, boyish figure and his mass of pompadour hair and his inextinguishable energy and amazing talent. He draws, draws, draws all the time; you see his pictures in every periodical; yet he seems to have time for all sorts of gaiety, private theatricals, dances, entertainments. He belongs to tie Players, the Ten Cent Club, the Dutch Treat, Illustrators, Lotus, Coffee House, Two by Four — and about a hundred others — and I think hes president of most of them. He always sends his regards to you and requests to know whether youre not yet fed up with Latin Quarter stuff — whatever that means!

And Clarence Verne always mentions you. Such a curious man with a face like Pharaoh, and Egyptian hands, too, deeply cut in between thumb and forefinger like the hands of people sculptured in bas reliefs on Egyptian tombs.

But such lovely girls he paints! — so exquisite! He is a very odd man — with a fixed gaze, and speaks as though he were a trifle deaf — or drugged, or something....

You havent said much about yourself, Jim, in your last letters; and also your letters arrive at longer and longer intervals.

Somehow, I think that you are becoming reconciled to Paris. I dont believe you feel very lonely any longer. But what do you do to amuse yourself after your hours of work are ended? And who are your new friends over there? For, of course, you must have made new friends — I dont mean the students whose names you have occasionally mentioned. Havent you met any nice girls?

He did not mention having met any girls, nice or otherwise, when he wrote again. He did say that he was enjoying his work and that he had begun to feel a certain affection for Paris — particularly after he had been away travelling in Germany, Spain and Italy. Really, he admitted, it was like coming home. The usual was still happening to James Cleland.

He had an apartment, now, overlooking the Luxembourg Gardens. He had friends to dinner sometimes. There was always plenty to do. Life had become very inspiring. The French theatres were a liberal education; French literature a miracle of artistic clarity and a model for all young aspirants. In fact, the spring source of all art was France, and Paris the ornamental fountain jet from which flashed the ever-living waters that all may quaff.

Very pretty. He did not add that some of the waters were bottled and kept in pails of chopped ice. He wrote many gracefully composed pages — when he wrote at all — concerning the misty beauty of the French landscape and the effect of the rising sun of Notre Dame. He had seen it rise several times.

But, on the whole, he behaved discreetly and with much circumspection; and within his youthful heart lay that deathless magic of the creative mind which transmutes leaden reality into golden romance — which is blind to the sordid and which transforms it into the picturesque.

A saucy smile from a pretty girl on an April day germinated into a graceful string of verses by night; a chance encounter by the Seine, a laugh, a gay adieu — and a delicate short story was born, perhaps to be laboured over and groomed and swaddled and nourished into life — or to be abandoned, perhaps, in the back yard of literary débris.

Life ran evenly and pleasantly for Cleland in those deathless days — light, happy, irresponsible days when idleness becomes saturated with future energy unawares; when the seeds of inspiration fall thicker and thicker and take root; when the liberality, the vastness, and the inspiration of the world begin to dawn upon a youthful intellect, not oppressively, but with a wide and reassuring kindliness.

There was a young girl — very pretty, whose loneliness made her not too conventional. After several encounters on the stairs, she smiled in response; and they crossed the Luxembourg Gardens together, strolling in the chestnut shade and exchanging views of life.

The affair continued — charming and quite harmless — a touch of tragedy and tears one evening — and the boy deeply touched and temporarily in love — in love with love, temporarily embodied in this blue-eyed, white-skinned, slender girl who had wandered with him close to the dead line and was inclined to cross it — with him.

He had a delightfully wretched hour of renunciation — and was rewarded with much future material, though he didnt know it at the time.

There were tears — several. It is not certain that she spiritually appreciated the situation. That sort of gratitude seldom is genuine in the feminine heart.

But such things are very real to the creative mind, and Cleland was far too unhappy to sleep — deeply wallowing in martyrdom. Fate laughed and pinned this little episode on the clothes-line to dry out with the others — quite a little line-full, now, all fluttering gaily there and drying in the sun. And after a proper interval Cleland wont about the business of washing out a few more samples of experience in the life and manners and customs of his time, later to be added to the clothes-line wash.

He had to prod himself to write to Stephanie. He was finding it a little difficult to discover very much to say to her. In youth two people grow apart during absence much faster than they grow together when in each others company.

It was so with Cleland and Stephanie — less so with her.

Not seeing her for nearly two years left him with the unconscious impression that she had not altered during that period — that she was still the same young girl he had left, no more mature, no more experienced, little wiser.

Her letters were interesting but he had lost touch, in a measure, with interests and people at home. He had adapted himself to the new angle of vision, to the new aspect of life, to new ideals, new aspirations. He was at the source of inspiration, drinking frequently at times, always unconsciously absorbing.

At the end of the two years he had no desire to return to New York.

A series of voluminous letters passed between him and Stephanie and between him and Miss Quest.

He had plenty of excuses for remaining another year; his education was not completed; he needed a certain atmosphere and a certain environment which could be enjoyed only in Europe.

Of course, if he were needed in New York, etc., etc. No, he wasnt needed. Matters could be attended to. The house in 80th Street ought to be closed as it was a useless expense to keep the servants there.

Poor old Meacham had died; Janet, too, was dead; Lizzie had gone back to Ireland. The house in town should, therefore, be closed and wired; and the house in the country, Runners Rest, should remain closed and in charge of the farmer who had always looked out for it.

This could be attended to; no need of his coming back.

So he wrote his directions to Stephanie and settled down again with a sigh of relief to the golden days which promised.

His work, now deeply coloured by Gallic influence and environment, had developed to that stage of embryonic promise marred by mannerisms and affectations. His style, temporarily spoiled by a sort of Franco-American jargon, became involved in the swamps of psychological subtleties, emerging jerkily at times, or relapsing into Debussy-like redundancy.

Nobody wanted his short stories, his poems, his impressions. Publishers in London and in America returned Day Dreams and Out of the Depths with polite regrets. He sounded every depth of despondency and self-distrust; he soared on wings of hope again, striving to keep his gaze on the blinding source of light, only to become confused and dazzled in the upper oceans and waver and flutter and come tumbling down, frantically beating the too rarified atmosphere with unaccustomed wings.

Nobody could tell him. He had to find out the way. He had within him what was worth saying; had not yet learned how to say it. The massed testimony of the masters lay heavily undigested within him; he was too richly fed, stuffed; the intricacies and complexities of technique worried and disheartened him; he felt too keenly, too deeply to keep a clear mind and a cool one.

Every sense he possessed was necessary to him in his creative work; emotion, intense personal sympathy with his characters, his theme, clogged, checked and halted inspiration, smothering simplicity and clarity. This was a phase. He had the usual experience. He struggled through it and onward.

Stephanie wrote that she had graduated, but that as her aunt was ill she would remain for the present at the hospital.

He felt that he ought to go back. And did not. He was in a dreadfully involved dilemma with his new novel, Renunciation — all about a woman — one of the sort he never had met — and no wonder he was in a mess! Besides that, and in spite of the gaily coloured line of rags fluttering on the clothes-line of experience, he knew very little about women. One day, when he came to realize that he knew nothing at all about them, he might begin to write about them, convincingly and acceptably. But he was not yet as far along as that in his education.

He had a desperate affair with an engaging woman of the real world — a countess. She took excellent care of herself, had a delightful time with Cleland, and, in gratitude, opened his eyes to the literary morass in which he had been wading.

Clear-minded, witty, charming, very lovely to look upon, she read and criticised what he wrote, discussed, consulted, advised, and, with exquisite tact, divining the boys real talent, led him deftly to solid land again. And left him there, enchanted, miserable, inspired, heart-broken, with a laughing admonition to be faithful to her memory while she enjoyed her husbands new post at the Embassy in Sofia.

He wrote, after her departure, a poem simple enough for a child to understand. And tucked it away with a ribbon and a dried flower in his portfolio. It was the first good thing he had ever written. But he remained unconscious of the fact for a long time.

Besides, other matters were bothering him, in particular a letter from Miss Quest:

I am not well. I shall not be better. Still, there is no particular hurry about your returning.

Stephanie remains with me very loyally. She has graduated; she is equipped with a profession. She has turned into a very lovely woman to look upon.

But that sex restlessness which now overwhelmingly obsesses the world, possesses her. Freedom from all restraint, liberty to work out and accomplish her own destiny, contempt of convention, utter disregard of established formality, and hostility to custom, enroll her among the vast army of revolutionists now demanding a revision of all laws and customs made by one sex alone to govern the conduct of both.

You and I once conversed on this subject, if you remember. I told you what I feared. And it has happened: Stephanie has developed along radical lines. With everything revolutionary in the world-wide feminist movement she is in sympathy. Standards that have been standards are no longer so to her. To the worlds conservatism she is fiercely and youthfully hostile; equality, tolerance, liberty are the only guide-posts she pretends to recognize.

I shall not live to see the outcome of this world-wide propaganda and revolt. I dont want to. But, in my opinion, it takes a strong character, already accustomed to liberty, to keep its balance in this dazzling flood let in by opening prison doors....

I have left Stephanie what property I have outside of that invested and endowed to maintain my Home for Defective Children. Securities have shrunk; it is not much. It may add four thousand dollars to her present income.

Mr. Cleland, you and Stephanie have gradually and very naturally grown apart since your absence. I dont know what you have developed into. But you were a nice boy.

Stephanie is a beautiful, willful, intelligent, and I fear slightly erratic woman, alive with physical and mental vigour, restless and sensitive under pressure of control, yet to be controlled through her affections first, and only afterward through her reason.

These are unconventional times; a new freedom is dawning, and to me the dawn seems threatening. I am too old, too near my end not to feel that the old régime, with all its drawbacks, was safer for women, productive of better results, less hazardous, less threatening.

But I dont know: I am old-fashioned except in theory. I have professed the creed of the new feminism; I have in my time — and very properly — denounced the tyranny and selfishness and injustice of man-made laws which fetter and cripple my sex.

But — at heart — and with not very many days left to me — at heart I am returning rather wearily along the way I came toward what, now to me, seems safer. It may be only the notions of an old woman, very tired, very sad, conscious of failure, and ready to rest and leave the responsibility where it originated and where it belongs. I dont know. But I wish Stephanie were not alone in the world.

Miss Quest died before the letter reached him. Stephanies next letter informed him of all the details. She continued:

No use your coming back until you are quite ready, Jim. Theres nothing for you to do.

Ive taken a studio and apartment with Helen Davis, the animal sculptor. I dont yet know just what I shall do. Im likely to try several things before I know what I ought to stick to.

Dont feel any absurd sense of responsibility for me. That would be too silly. Feel free to remain abroad as long as it suits you. I also feel absolutely free to go and come as I please. Thats the best basis for our friendship, Jim, and, in fact, the necessary and vital basis. My affection is unaltered, but, somehow, it has been such a long time that you seem almost unreal to me.

He did not sail at once. After all, in the face of such an unmistakable declaration of independence, it did not seem worth while for him to arouse himself from the golden lethargy of enchantment and break the spell of Europe which held him content, amid the mellow ripeness of her capitals and the tinted splendour of her traditions.

He wrote frequently for a few months. Then his letters lagged.

Once his pretty Countess had warned him that, for an American, Europe was merely the school-room but his own country was the proper and only place for creative labour.

He remembered this at intervals, a little uneasy, a trifle conscious-stricken because he shrank from making an end to preparation — because he still loitered, disinclined to break the golden web and return to the clear, shadowless skies and the pitiless sun of the real world where he belonged, and where alone, he knew, was the workshop for which he had been so leisurely preparing.

Then the shock came — the bolt out of the blue.

The cablegram said:

I married Oswald Grismer this morning.

STEPHANIE.


CHAPTER XVI
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HE SAILED IN April. When he sailed, he knew he would not come back for many years, if ever. His business here was done, the dream of Europe ended. The cycle of Cathay awaited him in all its acrid crudity.

Yes, the golden web was rent, torn across, destroyed. The shock to his American mind left nothing of the lotus eater in him. He was returning where he belonged.

Married! Steve married! To Oswald Grismer, who, save as a schoolboy and later in college, was a doubtful and unknown quantity to him.

He had never known Grismer well. Since their schoolboy differences, they had been good enough friends when thrown together, which had been infrequently. He had no particular liking for Grismer, no dislike. Grismer had been a clever, adroit, amusing man in college, generally popular, yet with no intimacies, no close friends.

As for Steve, he never dreamed that Stephanie would do such a thing. It was so damnably silly, so utterly unthinkable a thing to do.

And in his angry perplexity and growing resentment, Clelands conscience hurt as steadily as a toothache. He ought to have been home long ago. He should have gone back at the end of his two years. His father had trusted him to look out for Steve, and, in spite of her rather bumptious letters proclaiming her independence, he should have gone back and kept an eye on her, whether or not she liked it.

In his astonishment and unhappiness, he did not know what to write her when the cablegram came hurtling into his calm and delightfully ordered life and blew up the whole fabric.

Sometimes, to himself, he called her a little fool; sometimes poor little Steve. But always he unfeignedly cursed Grismer and bitterly blamed himself.

The affair made him sick at heart and miserable, and ruined any pleasure remaining in his life and work.

He did not cable her; he wrote many letters and tore all of them to bits. It was beyond him to accept the fait accompli, beyond him to write even politely, let alone with any pretense of cordiality.

His resentment grew steadily, increased by self-reproach. What kind of man had Oswald Grismer grown into? What kind of insolence was this — his marrying Steve —— 

Damn his yellow soul, Ill wring his neck! muttered Cleland, pacing the deck of the Cunarder in the chilly April sunshine.

But the immense astonishment of it still possessed him. He couldnt imagine Steve married. Why had she married? What earthly reason was there? It was incredible, absurd.

Still in his mind lingered the image of the girl Stephanie whom he remembered as he last had seen her.

Once or twice, too, thinking of that time, and conjuring up all he could picture of her, he remembered the delicate ardour of her parting embrace, the fragrant warmth of her mouth, and her arms around his neck.

It angered him oddly to remember it — to think of her as the wife of Oswald Grismer. The idea seemed unendurable; it threw him into a rage against this man who had so suddenly taken Stephanie Quest out of his life.

Damn him! Damn him! he muttered, staring out over the wind-whipped sea. Id like to twist his neck! Theres something queer about this. Ill take her away from him if I can. Ill do everything I can to take her away from him. I want her back. Ill get her back if its possible. How can she care for Grismer?

He had nobody, now, to return to; no home, for the house was closed; no welcome to expect.

He had not written her that he was coming; he had no desire to see her at the steamer with Grismer. With a youthful heart full of indefinable bitterness and self-contempt that his own indifference and selfishness had brought Steve and himself to such a pass, he paced the decks day after day, making no acquaintances, keeping to himself.

And one night the great light on Montauk Point stared at him across leagues of unseen water. He was in touch again with his own half of the earth, nearing the edges of the great, raw, sprawling Continent where no delicate haze of tradition softened sordid facts; where there reigned no calm and ordered philosophy of life; where everything was in extremes; where everything was etched sharply against aggressive backgrounds; where there were no misty middle distances, no tranquil spaces; only the roaring silences of deserts to mitigate the yelling dissonance of life.

He saw the sun on the gilded tips of snowy towers piled up like Alpine cliffs; the vast webs of bridges stretching athwart a leaden flood; forests of masts and huge painted funnels; acres of piers and docks; myriads of craft crossing and recrossing the silvery flood flowing between great cities.

On the red castle to the southwest a flag flew, sun-dyed, vivid, lovely as a flower.

His eyes filled; he choked.

Thank God, he thought, Im where I belong at last!

And so Cleland came home.


CHAPTER XVII
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IT WAS LATE afternoon before Cleland got his luggage unpacked and himself settled in the Hotel Rochambeau, where he had been driven from the steamer and had taken rooms.

The French cuisine, the French proprietor and personnel, the French café in front, all helped to make his home-coming a little less lonely and strange. Sunlight fell on the quaint yellow brick façade and old-fashioned wrought iron railings, and made his musty rooms and tarnished furniture and hangings almost cheerful.

He had not telephoned to Stephanie. He had nothing to say to her over the wire. From the moment he crossed the gang-plank the growing resentment had turned to a curious, impotent sort of anger which excited him and stifled any other emotion.

She had not known that he was coming back. He had made no response to her cablegram. She could not dream that he had landed; that he was within a stones throw of her lodgings.

The whole thing, too, seemed unreal to him — to find himself here in New York again amid its clamour, its dinginess, its sham architecture and crass ugliness! — back again in New York — and everything in his life so utterly changed! — no home — the 80th Street house still closed and wired and the old servants gone or dead; and the city empty of interest and lonely as a wilderness to him since his fathers death — and now Steve gone! nothing, now, to hold him here — for the ties of friends and clubs had loosened during his years abroad, and his mind and spirit had become formed in other moulds.

Yet here he knew he must do his work if ever he was to do any. Here was the place for the native-born — here his workshop where he must use and fashion all that he had witnessed and learned of life during the golden hours through which he sauntered under the lovely skies of an older civilization.

Here was the place and now was the time for self-expression, for creative work, for the artistic interpretation of the life and manners of his own people.

If he was to do anything, be anybody, attain distinction, count among writers of his era, he knew that his effort lay here — here where he was born and lived his youth to manhood — here where the tension of feverish living never relaxed, where a young, high-mettled, high-strung nation was clamouring and fretting and quarrelling and forging ahead, now floundering aside after some will-o-the-wisp, now scaling stupendous moral heights, noisy, half-educated, half-civilized, suspicious, flippant, bragging, sentimental, yet iron-hearted, generous and brave.

Here, on the nations eastern edge, where the shattering dissonance of the iron city never ceased by day; where its vast, metallic vibration left the night eternally unquiet and the very sky quivering with the blows of sound under the stars incessant sparkle — here, after all, was where he belonged. Here he must have his say. Here lay his destiny. And, for the sake of all this which was his, and for no other reason, was attainment and distinction worth his effort.

All this good and evil, all this abominable turmoil and futile discord, all this relentless, untiring struggle deep in the dusty, twilight cañons and steel towers with their thin skins of stone — all the passions of these people, and their motives and their headlong strivings and their creeds and sentiments, false or true or misguided — these things were his to interpret, to understand, to employ.

For these people, and for their cities, for their ambitions, desires, aspirations — for the vast nation of which they formed their local fragment — only a native-born could be their interpreter, their eulogist, their defender, their apologist, and their prophet. And for their credit alone was there any reason for his lifes endeavour.

No cultured, suave product of generations of Europes cultivation could handle these people and these themes convincingly and with the subtle comprehension of authority. Rod and laurel, scalpel and palm should be touched only by the hand of the native-born.

His pretty Countess had said to him once:

Only what you have seen, what you have lived and seen others live; only what you detect from the clear-minded, cool, emotionless analysis of your own people, is worth the telling. Only this carries conviction. And, when told with all the cunning simplicity and skill of an artist, it carries with it that authority which leaves an impression indelible! Go back to your own people — if you really have anything to write worth reading.

Thinking of these things, he locked his door on rooms now more or less in order, and went out into the street.

It was too warm for an overcoat. A primrose sunset light filled the street; the almost forgotten specific odour of New York invaded his memory again — an odour entirely different from that of any other city. For every city in the world has its own odour — not always a perfume.

Now, again, his heart was beating hard and fast at thought of seeing Stephanie, and the same indefinable anger possessed him — not directed entirely against anyone, but inclusive of himself, and her, and Grismer, and his own helplessness and isolation.

The street she lived in was quiet. There seemed to be a number of studios along the block. In a few minutes he saw the number he was looking for.

Four brick dwelling houses had been made over into one with studios on every floor — a rather pretty Colonial effect with green shutters, white doorway, and iron fence painted white.

In the quaint vestibule with its classic fanlight and delicate side-lights, he found her name on a letter box and pushed the electric button. The street door swung open noiselessly.

On the ground floor, facing him on the right, he saw a door on which was a copper plate bearing the names, Miss Davis; Miss Quest. The door opened as he touched the knocker; a young girl in stained sculptors smock stood there regarding him inquiringly, a cigarette between her pretty, clay-stained fingers.

Miss — — he checked himself, reddening— Mrs. Grismer, I mean? he asked.

The girl laughed. She was brown-eyed, pink-cheeked, compactly and beautifully moulded, and her poise and movement betrayed the elasticity of superb health.

Shes out just now. Will you come in and wait?

He went in, aware of clay studies on revolving stands, academic studies in unframed canvases, charcoal drawings from the nude, thumb-tacked to the wall — the usual mess of dusty draperies, decrepit and nondescript furniture, soiled rugs and cherished objects of art. A cloying smell of plasticine pervaded the place. A large yellow cat, dozing on a sofa, opened one golden eye a little way, then closed it indifferently.

The girl who had admitted him indicated a chair and stepped before a revolving table on which was the roughly-modelled sketch of a horse and rider.

She picked up a lump of waxy material, and, kneading it in one hand, glanced absently at the sketch, then looked over her shoulder at Cleland with a friendly, enquiring air:

Miss Quest went out to see about her costume. I suppose shell be back shortly.

What costume? he asked.

Oh, didnt you know? Its for the Caricaturists Ball in aid of the Artists Fund. Its the Ball of the Gods — the great event of the season and the last. Evidently you dont live in New York.

I havent, recently.

I see. Will you have a cigarette? She pointed at a box on a tea tray; he thanked her and lighted one. As he continued to remain standing, she asked him again to be seated, and he complied.

She continued to pinch off little lumps of waxy, pliable composition and stick them on the horse. Still fussing with the sketch, he saw a smile curve her cheek in profile; and presently she said without turning:

Why did you speak of Stephanie Quest as Mrs. Grismer? We dont, you know.

Why not? Isnt she?

The girl looked at him over her shoulder; she was startlingly pretty, fresh and smooth-skinned as a child.

Who are you? she asked, with that same little hint of friendly curiosity in her brown eyes;— Im Helen Davis, Stephanies chum. You seem to know a good deal about her.

Im James Cleland, he said quietly,  — her brother.

At that the girls brown eyes flew wide open:

Good Heavens! she said; did Steve expect you? She never said a word to me! I thought you were a fixture in Europe!

He sat biting the end of his cigarette, not looking at her:

She didnt expect me, he said, flinging the half-burned cigarette into the silver slop-dish of the tea service. I didnt notify her that I was coming.

Helen Davis dropped one elbow on the modelling table, rested her rounded chin in her palm, and bent her eyes on Cleland. Smoke from the cigarette between her fingers mounted in a straight, thin band to the ceiling.

So you are Steves Jim, she mused aloud. I recognize you now, from your photographs, only youre older and thinner — and you wear a moustache.... Youve been away a long while, havent you?

Too long, he said, casting a sombre look at her.

Oh, do you feel that way? How odd it will seem to you to see Steve again. Shes such a darling! Quite wonderful, Mr. Cleland. The artists colony in New York raves over her.

Does it? he said drily.

Everybody does. Shes so amusing, so clever, so full of talent and animation — like a beautiful and mischievous thoroughbred on tip-toes with vitality and the sheer joy of living. She never is in low spirits or depressed. Thats what fascinates everybody — her gaiety and energy and high spirits. I knew her in college and she wasnt quite that way then. Perhaps because she hated college. But she could be a perfect little devil if she wanted to. She can be that still.

Cleland nodded almost absently; his preoccupied gaze travelled over the disordered studio and concentrated scowlingly on the yellow cat. He kept twisting the head of his walking stick between his hands and staring at the animal in silence while Helen Davis watched him. Presently, and without any excuse, she walked slowly away and vanished into some inner room. When she returned, she had discarded her working smock, and her smooth hands were slightly rosy from a recent toilet.

Im going to give you some tea, she said, striking a match and lighting the lamp under the kettle at his elbow.

Thanks, no, he said with an effort.

Yes, you shall have some, she insisted, smiling in her gay little friendly way. Come, Mr. Cleland, you are man of the world enough to waive formality. Im going to sit here and make tea and talk to you. Look at me! Wouldnt you like to be friends with me? Most men would.

He looked up, and his slightly drawn features relaxed.

Yes, he said with a smile, of course I would.

Thats very human of you, she laughed. Shall we talk about Steve? What did you think of that cablegram? Did you ever hear of such a crazy thing?

He flushed with anger but said nothing. The girl looked at him intently over the steaming kettle, then went on measuring out tea.

Shall I tell you about it, or would you rather that Steve told you? she asked carelessly, busy with her preparations.

She is actually married to — Grismer — then?

Well — I suppose so. You know him, of course.

Yes.

He is fascinating — in that unusual way of his — poor fellow. Women like him better than men do. One meets him everywhere in artistic circles; but do you know, Mr. Cleland, Ive always seemed to be conscious of a curious sort of latent hostility to Oswald Grismer, even among people he frequents — among men, particularly. However, he has no intimates.

If they are actually married, he said with an effort, why does Stephanie live here with you?

Oh, that was the ridiculous understanding. I myself dont know why she married him. The whole affair was a crazy, feather-brained performance — — She poured his tea and offered him a sugar biscuit, which he declined.

You see, she continued, curling up into the depths of her rickety velvet arm-chair and taking her cup and a heap of sugar biscuits into her lap, Oswald Grismer has been Steves shadow — at her heels always — and I know well enough that Stephanie was not insensible to the curious fascination of the man. You know how devotion impresses a girl — and he is clever and good looking.

And that was all very well, and I dont think it would have amounted to anything serious as long as Oswald was the amusing, good-looking, lazy and rich amateur of sculpture, with plenty of leisure to saunter through life and be charmingly attentive, and play with his profession when the whim suited him.

She sipped her tea and looked at Cleland meditatively.

Did you know hed lost all his money?

No, said Cleland.

Oh, yes. He lost it a year ago. He has scarcely anything, I believe. He had a beautiful studio and apartment, wonderful treasures of antique furniture; he had about everything a rich young man fancies. It all went.

What was the matter?

Nobody knows. He took a horrid little stable studio in Bleecker Street, and he lives there. And thats why Steve did that crazy, impulsive thing, I suppose.

You mean she was sorry for him?

I think it must have been that — and the general fascination he had for her — and his persistency and devotion. Really, I dont know, myself, how she came to do it. She did it on one of her ill-considered, generous, headlong impulses. Ask her. All she ever told me was that she had married Oswald and didnt know how it was going to turn out, but had decided to keep her own name for the present and continue to live with me.

Do they see each other — much? he asked.

Oh, they encounter each other here and there as usual. He drops in here every day.

Does she go — there?

I dont know, said the girl gravely.

He had set aside his tea, untasted. She, still curled up in her arm-chair, ate and drank with a delightfully healthy appetite.

Would you prefer a highball? she enquired. I could fix you one.

No, thank you. He rose and began to walk nervously about the studio.

Her perplexed, brown eyes followed him. It was clear that she could not make him out.

Natural chagrin at a clandestine marriage might account for his manner. Probably it was that, because Stephanie could not have meant anything more personal and serious to him, or he could not have remained away so long.

He stopped abruptly in his aimless promenade and turned to Helen:

Am I in the way? he asked.

My dear Mr. Cleland, she said, we are a perfectly informal community. If you were in the way Id say so. Also, I have a bed-room where I can retire when Steve comes in. Or you and she can go into her room to talk things over. She lighted another cigarette, rose, strolled over to the wax horse, with a friendly smile at him.

I was just making a sketch, she said. Ive a jolly commission — two bronze horses for the Hispano-Moresque Museum. The Cid is on one, Saladin on the other. I was just fussing with an idea when you rang.

He came and stood beside her, looking at the sketch.

Ive a fine, glass-roofed courtyard in the rear of the studio for my animal models — horses and dogs and any beast I require, she explained. This sort of thing comes first, of course. I think Ill get Oswald to pose for the Cid.

She stood contemplating her sketch, the cigarette balanced between her fingers; then, of a sudden, she turned swiftly around to confront him.

Mr. Cleland, it is a dreadful and foolish and irrational thing that Steve has done, and I know you are justly angry. But — she is a darling in spite of being a feather-head sometimes. You will forgive her, wont you?

Of course. After all, it is her business.

Helen sighed:

You are angry. But please dont lose interest in her. Shes so loyal to you. She adores you, Mr. Cleland — —

A key rattled in the lock; the door swung open; into the dusky studio stepped a slender figure, charmingly buoyant and graceful in the fading light.

Helen, theyre to send our costumes in an hour. They are the most fascinating things — —

Stephanies voice ceased abruptly. There was a silence.

Who is — that? she asked unsteadily.

Helen turned and went quietly away toward her bed-room. Stephanie stood as though frozen, then reached forward and pressed the electric button with a gloved finger that trembled.

Jim! she whispered.

She stole forward, nearer, close to him, still incredulous, her grey eyes wide with excitement; then, with a little sobbing cry she threw both arms around his neck.

She had laughed and cried there in his arms; her lovely head and disordered hair witnessed the passionate ardour of her welcome to this man who now sat beside her in her bed-room, her hands clasped in his, and all her young souls adoration in her splendid eyes.

Oh, she whispered again and again,  — Oh, to have you back, Jim. That is too heavenly to believe. You dear, dear boy — so good looking — and a little older and graver — — She nestled close to him, laying her cheek against his.

She murmured:

It seems too delicious to endure. You do love me, dont you, Jim? We havent anybody else in the world except each other, you know. Isnt it good — good to have each other again! Its been like a dream, your absence. You gradually became unreal — a dear, beloved memory. Somehow, I didnt think youd ever come back. Are you happy to be with me?

Happier than you know, Steve — — His voice trembled oddly and he drew her into his arms: Good God, he said under his breath,  — I must have been mad to leave you to your own devices so long! I ought to be shot!

What do you mean, Jim?

You know. Oh, Steve, Steve, I cant understand — I simply can not understand.

After a silence she lifted her head and rested her lips softly against his cheek.

Do you mean — my marrying Oswald? she asked.

Yes. Why did you do such a thing?

She bent her head, considering the question for a while in silence. Then she said calmly:

Theres one reason why I did it that I cant tell you. I promised him not to. Another reason was that he was very much in love with me. I dont know exactly what it is that I feel for him — but he does fascinate me. He always did, somehow. Even as a boy — —

You didnt know him as a boy!

No. But I saw him once. And I realize now that I was even then vaguely conscious of an odd interest in him. And that time at Cambridge, too. He had that same, indefinable attraction for me — —

You are in love with him then!

I dont know. Jim, I dont think it is love. I dont think I know what love really is. So, knowing this, but being grateful to him, and deeply sorry — —

Why?

I cant tell you why. Perhaps Ill tell you sometime. But I was very grateful and sorry and — and more or less moved — fascinated. Its funny; there are things I dont like about Oswald, and still I cant keep away from him.... Well, so everything seemed to combine to make me try it — —

Try what?

Marrying him.

What do you mean by trying it?

Why, its a trial marriage — —

Good God! he said. What do you mean?

I mean its a trial marriage, she repeated coolly.

You mean there was no — no ceremony? he stammered.

There wasnt any ceremony. We dont believe in it. We just said to each other that wed marry — —

You mean youve — youve lived with that man on such terms of understanding? he demanded, white with rage.

I dont live with him. I live here with Helen, she said, perplexed. All I would consent to was a trial marriage to see how it went for a year or two — —

Do you mean that what youve done is legal?

Oh, yes, its legal, she said seriously. Ive found that out.

And — you know wh-what I mean, he said, stammering in his anger; Was that sufficient for you? Do you want me to speak plainer, Steve? I mean, have you — lived with him?

She understood and dropped her reddening cheek on his shoulder.

Have you? he repeated harshly.

No.... I thought you understood. It is only a trial marriage; Ive tried to explain that — make it clear — —

What loose-minded, unconventional Bohemians call a trial marriage, he said, with brutal directness, is an agreement between a pair of fools to live as man and wife for a while with an understanding that a formal ceremony shall ultimately confirm the irregularity if they find themselves suited to each other. Is that what youve done?

No.

He drew a deep, trembling breath of relief, took her in his arms and held her close.

My little Steve, he whispered,  — my own little Steve! What sort of trap is this hes led you into?

No trap. I wanted to try it.

You wished it?

I was quite willing to try. After a year or two, Ill know whether I shall ever care to live with him.

After a year or two!

Yes. That was the understanding. And then, if I didnt wish to live with him, we can be very quietly divorced. It was a crazy thing to do. But there wasnt any real risk. Besides — — She hesitated.

Go on, he said.

No, I cant. If I dont fall in love with him, I certainly shall never live with him. So, she added calmly, therell be no children to complicate the parting. You see I had some sense, Jim.

She lifted her head from his shoulder and smiled at him:

It was just an escapade of sorts, she explained, more cheerfully. It really doesnt mean anything yet, and I fly around and have a wonderful time, and maybe Ill take up sculpture with Helen, and maybe Ill try the stage. Anyway — — she pressed closer to him with a happy sigh, Ive got you back, havent I? So what do we care whether Im his wife or not?

He said, holding her closely embraced:

Suppose some other man should fall in love with you, Steve?

Oh! she laughed. Plenty do. Or say they do. Im nice to them, and they get along very well.... Your moustache is becoming to you, Jim. She touched it curiously, with one tentative finger.

But suppose you should return another mans love some day?

I havent ever! she said, laughing back into his eyes.

No, but suppose you did? And found yourself tied legally by a fool agreement to Oswald Grismer?

Oh. I never considered that.

Consider it, now!

It isnt likely to happen — —

Consider it, all the same.

Well — but Ive never been in love. But if it happened — well — that would be a jolly mess, wouldnt it?

I should think so! What would you do about it?

There wouldnt be anything to do except to wait until my two years of trial marriage was up, she said thoughtfully.

You could divorce him before that.

Oh, no. I promised to give him two years.

To sit saddled with this ridiculous burden for two years?

Yes, I promised.

Oh, Steve! Steve! What a muddle you have made of things! What good does it do you or him to have this chain between you? Youve lost your liberty. Youre a legal wife without being one. Youve put shackles on yourself for God knows what whim or caprice.

But, Jim, she said, bewildered, I expect to be his wife, ultimately.

What?

Of course. I wasnt absolutely sure that I could fall in love with him, that was all. I have very little doubt that I shall. I like to be with him: I am never bored when he is with me; our tastes are similar; our beliefs are unconventional. We suit each other admirably. It wasnt such a rash thing to do. You see, it is perfectly safe every way.

For a long while he sat beside her in silence. She had slipped out of his arms and now sat with one hand lying across his, watching the enigmatic expressions which flitted over his rather sombre and flushed features.

Finally he looked up:

Steve?

Yes?

Suppose I fell in love with — you?

Oh, Jim! She began to laugh, then the mirth faded in her grey eyes, and her lips grew quiet and rather grave.

You? she said, half to herself.

Do you remember some letters I once wrote you?

Yes.

You wrote asking if I meant them to be love letters.

Yes. You answered very vaguely. I think I frightened you, she said, laughing.

They were love letters, he said. I didnt happen to know it; that is all. I was in love with you then. I didnt realize it; you did not believe it. But now I know it was so.

How could you have been in love with me? she inquired, astonished.

You asked me that in your letters. I thought it over and I didnt see how I could be, either. I wasnt much more than a boy. Boys drift with the prevailing tide. The tide set away from home and from you.... Yet, I was in love with you once, Steve.

She bent her head and looked down gravely at her slender hand, which lay across his.

That was very dear of you, she murmured.

After a silence:

And — you? he asked.

Do you mean, was I ever in love with you?

Yes.

I — dont — know. I loved your letters. There didnt seem to be any room in my heart for more affection than it held for you. I adored you. I do now. Perhaps, if you had come back — —

I wish I had!

Do you? She lifted her eyes to him curiously. You know, Jim, I must be honest with you. I never did love anybody.... But, if you had come home — and if you had told me that you cared for me — that way — —

Yes.

Well, I was just a girl. You had my affections. I could have been taught very easily, I think — to care — differently — —

And — now?

What?

Is it too late to teach you, Steve?

Why, yes. Isnt it?

Why?

Im married.

Its a flimsy, miserable business! he began angrily, but she flushed and checked him with a hand against his lips.

Besides — I do care for Oswald — very deeply, she said. Dont say painful things to me.... Dont be sulky, Jim, dear. This is disconcerting me dreadfully. We mustnt make anything tragic out of it — anything unhappy. Im so contented to have you back that I cant think of anything else.... Dont lets bother about love or anything else! What you and I feel for each other is more wonderful than love. Isnt it? Oh, Jim, I do adore you. Well be with each other now a lot, wont we? Youll take a studio in this district, and Ill fly in at all hours to see you, and youll come in to see me and well do things together — everything — theatres, dances, pictures, everything! And you will like Oswald, wont you? Hes really so nice, poor boy!

All right, he muttered.

They rose; he took both her hands into his and looked intently into her grey eyes:

I wont spoil life for you, he said. Ill be near you, now. The old intimacy must be strengthened. Ive failed wretchedly in my responsibilities; Ill try to make up for my selfishness — —

Oh, Jim! I dont think that way — —

You are too generous. You are too loyal. You are quite the most charming woman I ever knew, Steve — the sweetest, the most adorable. Ive been a fool — blind and stupid.

You mustnt say such ridiculous things! But it is dear of you to find me attractive! It really thrills me, Jim. Im about the happiest girl in New York, I think! Tell me, do you like Helen?

Yes, shes nice. Where are you dining, Steve? Could you — —

Oh, dear! Helen and I are dining out! Its a party. We all go to the ball. But, Jim — do get a costume of some sort and come to the Caricaturists Ball! Will you? Helen and I are going. Its the Ball of the Gods — the last costume ball of the season, and it is sure to be amusing. Will you come?

He didnt seem to think he could, but she insisted so eagerly and promised to have an invitation at his hotel for him by nine oclock, that he laughed and said hed go.

Everybody artistic will be there, she explained, delighted. Youll meet a lot of men you know. And the pageant will be wonderful. I shall be in it. So will Helen. Then, after the pageant, well find each other — you and I! — — She sighed: I am too happy, Jim. I dont want to arouse the anger of the gods.

She linked her arm in his and entered the studio.

Helen! she called. Jim is coming to the dance! Isnt it delightful?

It is, indeed, said Helen, opening her door a little and looking through the crack. Youd better tell him what youre wearing, because he will never know you.

Oh, yes, indeed! Helen and I are going as a pair of Burmese idols — just gold all over — you know —— ?

She took the stiff attitude of the wonderful Burmese idol, and threw back her slender hands— This sort of thing, Jim? Tiny gold bells on our ankles and that wonderful golden filigree head dress.

She was in wonderful spirits; she caught his arm and hand and persuaded him into a two-step, humming the air. You dance nicely, Jim. You can have me whenever you like — —

Helen called through the door:

Youre quite mad, Steve! Youve scarcely time to dress.

Oh, I must run! she cried, turned to Cleland, audaciously, offered her lips, almost defiantly.

Were quite safe, Jim, if we can do this so innocently. She laughed. You adorable boy! Oh, Jim, youre mine now, and Ill never let you go away again!

As he went out, he met Grismer, face to face. The blood leaped hotly in his cheeks; Grismers golden eyes opened in astonishment:

Cleland! By all the gods! he said, offering his hand.

Cleland took it, looked into Grismers handsome face:

How are you, Grismer? he said pleasantly. And passed on out of the front door.


CHAPTER XVIII
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CLELAND DINED BY himself in the lively, crowded café of the Hotel Rochambeau — a sombre, taciturn young man, still upset by his encounter with Grismer, still brooding impotent resentment against what Stephanie had done. Yet, in spite of this the thrill of seeing her again persisted, filling him with subdued excitement.

He realized that the pretty, engaging college girl he had left three years ago had developed into an amazingly lovely being with a delicately vigorous and decisive beauty of her own, quite unexpected by him. But there was absolutely no shyness, no awkwardness, no self-consciousness in her undisguised affection for him; the years had neither altered nor subdued her innocent acceptance of their relationship, nor made her less frank, less confident, or less certain of it and of the happy security it meant for both.

In spite of her twenty-one years, her education, her hospital experience, Stephanie, in this regard, was a little girl still. For her the glamour of the school-boy had never departed from Cleland with the advent of his manhood. He was still, to her, the wonderful and desirable playmate, the miraculous new brother, the exalted youth of her girlhood; the beloved and ideal of their long separation — all she had on earth that represented a substitute for kin and family ties and home. That her loyal heart was still the tender, impulsive, youthful heart of a girl was plain enough to him. The frankness of her ardour, her instant happy surrender, her clinging to him in a passion of gratitude and delight, all told him her story. But it made what she had done with Grismer the more maddening and inexplicable; and at every thought of it a gust of jealousy swept him.

He ate his dinner scarcely conscious of the jolly tumult around him, and presently went upstairs to his rooms to rummage in one of his trunks for a costume; — souvenir of some ancient Latin Quarter revelry — Closerie des Lilas or Quatz Arts, perhaps.

Under his door had been thrust an envelope containing a card bearing his invitation, and Stephanie had written on it: It will all be spoiled if you are not there. Dont forget that youll have to dress as a god of sorts. All other costumes are barred.

What he had would do excellently. His costume of a blessed companion of Mahomet in white, green and silver, with its jeweled scimitar, its close-fitted body dress, gorget, and light silver head-piece, represented acceptably the ideal garb of the Lion of God militant.

Toward eleven oclock, regarding himself rather gloomily in the mirror, the reflected image of an exceedingly good-looking Fourth Caliph, with the faint line of a mustache darkening his short upper lip and the green gems of a true believer glittering on casque and girdle and hilt, cheered the young man considerably.

If Im not a god, he thought, Im henchman to one. And he twisted the pale green turban around his helmet and sent for a taxicab.

The streets around the Garden were jammed. Mounted and foot-police laboured to keep back the curious crowds and to direct the crush of arriving vehicles laden with fantastic figures in silks and jewels. Arcades, portico, and the broad lobby leading to the amphitheatre were thronged with animated merrymakers in brilliant costumes; and Cleland received his cab-call number from the uniformed starter and joined the glittering stream which carried him resistlessly with it through the gates and presently landed him somewhere in a seat, set amid a solidly packed tier of gaily-costumed people.

An immense sound of chatter and laughter filled the vast place, scarcely subdued by the magic of a huge massed orchestra.

The Garden had been set to represent Mount Olympus; white pigeons were flying everywhere amid flowers and foliage; the backdrop was painted like a blue horizon full of rosy clouds, and the two entrances were divided by a marble-edged pool in which white swans sailed unconcerned and big scarlet gold-fish swam in the limpid water among floating blossoms.

But he had little time to gaze about through the lilac-haze of tobacco smoke hanging like an Ægean mist across the dancing floor, for already boy trumpeters, in white tunics and crowned with roses, were sounding the flourish and were dragging back the iris-hued hangings at either entrance.

The opening pageant had begun.

From the right entrance came the Greek gods and heroes — Zeus aloft in a chariot, shaking his brazen thunder bolts; Athene in helmet and tunic, clutching a stuffed owl; Astarte very obvious, long-legged and pretty; Mars with drawn sword and fiery copper armour; Hermes wearing wings on temples and ankles and skilfully juggling the caduceus, Aphrodite most casually garbed in gauze, perfectly fashioned by her Maker and rather too visible in lovely detail.

Eros, very feminine too, lacked sartorial protection except for a pair of wings and a merciful sash from which hung quiver and bow. In fact, it was becoming startlingly apparent that the artists responsible for the Ball of All the Gods scorned to conceal or mitigate the classical and accepted legends concerning them and their costumes — or lack of costumes.

Fauns, dryads, nymphs, satyrs, naiads, bacchantes poured out from the right entrance, eddying in snowy whirlpools around the chariots of the Grecian gods; and the influence of the Russian ballet was visible in every lithely leaping figure.

Contemporaneously, from the left entrance, emerged the old Norse gods: Odin, shaggy and fully armed; Loki, all a-glitter with dancing flames; Baldin the Beautiful, smirking; Fenris the Wolf; Frija, blond and fiercely beautiful — the entire Norse galaxy surrounded by skin-clad warriors and their blond, half-naked mates.

The two processions, moving in parallel lines along the north and south tiers of boxes, were overlapping and passing each other now, led in a winding march by trumpeters; and all the while, from either entrance new bevies of gods and immortals were emerging — the deities of Ancient Egypt moving stiffly in their splendid panoply; the gods of the ancient Western World led by the Holder of Heaven and Hiawatha, and followed by the Eight Thunders plumed in white escorting the Lake Serpent — a young girl, lithe and sinuous as a snake and glittering from head to foot, with the serpent spot on her forehead.

Ancient China, in bewildering silks, entered like a moving garden of flowers; then India came in gemmed magnificence led by the divine son of Suddhodana.

He bore the bow of black steel with gold tendrils — the Bow of Sinhahânu. He was dressed as the Prince Siddhartha, in the garb of a warrior of Oudh. Bow and sabre betrayed the period — the epoch of his trial against all comers to win the Sâkya girl Yasôdhara.

As he passed, Cleland, leaning forward, scanned the splendid and militant figure intently; and recognized Oswald Grismer under the glimmering dress of the young Buddha militant.

To left and right of the youthful god advanced two girls, all in relieved stiff gold from the soles of their up-turned sandals to the fantastic pagoda peak of their head-dresses.

They wore golden Burmese masks; their bodies to the girdles were covered with open-work golden filigree; from the fantastic pagoda-like shoulder-pieces gold gauze swept away like the folded golden wings of dragon-flies; golden bangles and bells tinkled on wrist and ankle.

With slim hands uplifted like the gilded idols they represented, the open eye painted in the middle of each palm became visible. Around them swirled a dazzling throng of Nautch girls.

Suddenly they flung up their arms: the stiff gold masks and body-encasements cracked like gilded mummy cases and fell down clashing around their naked feet, and from the cold, glittering chrysalids stepped out two warm, living, enchantingly youthful figures, lithe and supple, saluting the Prince Siddhartha with bare arms crossed above their breasts.

To one, representing his mother, Maya, he turned, laying the emblems of temporal power at her feet. And, in her, Cleland recognized Helen Davis.

But his eyes were for the other — the Sâkya girl Yasôdhara in gold sari and chuddah, her body clasped with a belt of emeralds and a girdle of the same gems tied below her breasts.

The young Lord Buddha laid the living Rose of the World in her hands. She bent her head and drew it through her breast-girdle. Then, silk-soft, exquisite, the Sâkya maid lifted her satin-lidded eyes, sweeping the massed audience above as though seeking some one. And Cleland saw that her eyes were lilac-grey; and that the girl was Stephanie.

Suddenly the massed orchestras burst into an anachronistic two-step. The illusion was shattered; the ball was on! Assistants ran up and gathered together the glittering débris and pushed chariot, papier maché elephant and camel and palanquin through the two entrances; god seized goddess, heroes nabbed nymphs; all Olympus and the outlying suburban heavens began to foot it madly to the magic summons of George Cohan.

Under the blaze of lights the throng on the dancing floor swirled into glittering whirlpools and ripples, brilliant as sunset on a restless sea. The gaily costumed audience, too, was rising everywhere and leaving seats and stalls and boxes to join the dancing multitudes below.

Before he descended, Cleland saw Grismer and Stephanie dancing together, the girl looking up over her shoulder as though still searching the tiers of seats above for somebody expected.

Before he reached the floor he began to meet old friends and acquaintances, more or less recognizable under strange head-dresses and in stranger raiment.

He ran into Badger Spink, as a fawn in the spotted skin of a pard, his thick hair on end and two little horns projecting.

Hello, he said briefly; you back? Glad to see you — excuse me, but Im chasing a little devil of a dryad — —

He caught sight of her as he spoke; the girl shrieked and fled and after her galloped the fawn, intent on capture.

Clarence Verne, colourless of skin in his sombrely magnificent Egyptian dress, extended an Egyptian hand to him — the hand he remembered so well, with its deep, pictographic cleft between forefinger and thumb.

When did you come back, Cleland? he inquired in that listless, drugged voice of his. To-day? Hope well see something of you now.... Do you know that Nautch girl — the one in orange and silver? Shes Claudia Gwynn, the actress. She hasnt got much on, has she? Can the Ball des Quatz beat this for an unconcerned revelation of form divine?

I dont think it can, said Cleland, looking at a bacchante whose raiment seemed to be voluminous enough. The only trouble was that it was also transparent.

Nobody cares any more, remarked Verne in his drowsy voice. The restless sex has had its way. It always has been mad to shed its clothes in public. First it danced barefooted, then it capered barelegged. Loie, Isadora and Ruth St. Denis between em started the fashion; Bakst went em one better; then society tore off its shoulder-straps and shortened its petticoats; and the Australian swimming Venus stripped for the screen. Its all right; I dont care. Only its a bore to have ones imagination become atrophied from disuse.... If I can find a girl thoroughly covered Id be interested.

He sauntered away to search, and Cleland edged around the shore of the dancing floor, where the flotsam from the glittering maelstrom in the centre had been cast up.

Threading his way amid god and goddess, nymph and hero, he met and recognized Philip Grayson, one of his youthful masters at school — a tall, handsome figure in Greek armour.

This is nice, Cleland, he said cordially. Didnt know you were back. Quite a number of your old school fellows here!

Who?

Oswald Grismer — —

I saw him.

Did you run across Harry Belter?

No, exclaimed Cleland, is he here?

Very much so. Harry is always in the thick of things artistic. How goes literature with you?

I came back to start things, said Cleland. How does it pan out with you?

Well, said Grayson, I write things that are taken by what people call the better class magazines. It doesnt seem to advance me much.

Cheer up. Try a human magazine and become a best seller, said Cleland, laughing.

And he continued his search for Stephanie.

There was a crush on the floor — too many dancing in the beginning — and all he could do was to prowl along the side lines. In a lower-tier box he noticed a fat youth, easily recognizable as Bacchus. His wreath of wax grapes he wore rakishly over one eye; he sat at a table with several thirsty dryads and bestowed impartial caresses and champagne. Occasionally he burst into throaty song in praise of the grape.

Harry Belter! cried Cleland.

Hey! Who? demanded Bacchus, leaning over the edge of the box, his glass suspended. No! It isnt Jim Cleland! I wont believe it! Its only a yearned-for vision come to plague and torment me in my old age —— ! He got up, leaned over and seized Cleland by his silken sabre-belt:

Jim! It is you! To my arms, old scout —— ! embracing him vociferously. Welcome, dear argonaut! Ladies! Prepare to blush and tremble with pleasurable emotion! he cried, turning to his attendant dryads. This is my alter ego, James Cleland — my beloved comrade in villainy — my incomparable breaker of feminine hearts! You all shall adore him. You shall dote upon him. Ready! Attention! Dote!

Im doting like mad, said a bright-eyed dryad, looking down invitingly at the handsome young fellow. Only if hes a Turk I simply wont stand for a harem!

In the Prophets Paradise, said Cleland, laughing, theres no marriage or giving in marriage. Will you take a chance, pretty dryad? All the girls are on an equal footing in the Paradise of Mahomet, and we Caliphs just saunter from houri to houri and tell each that shes the only one!

Saunter this way, please, cried another youthful dryad, adjusting the wreath of water-lilies so that she could more effectively use her big dark eyes on him.

Belter whispered:

Theyre from the new show— Can You Beat It! — just opened to record business. Better pick one while the pickings good. Come on up!

But Cleland merely lingered to pay his compliments a few moments longer, then, declining to enter the box and join Belter in vocal praise of the grape, and eluding that gentlemans fond clutch, he dodged and slipped away to continue his quest of the silken, slender Sâkya girl somewhere engulfed amid all this glitter, surging, beating noisily around him.

Frequently, as he made his devious way forward, men and women of the more fashionable and philistine world recognized and greeted him; he was constantly stopping to speak to acquaintances of what used to be the saner sets, renew half-forgotten friendships, exchange lively compliments and gay civilities.

But he failed to detect any vast and radical difference between the world and the three-quarter world. The area in square inches of bare skin displayed by a young matron of his own sort matched the satin nakedness of some animated ornament from the Follies.

As he stood surveying the gorgeous throng he seemed to be subtlely aware of a tension, an occult strain keying to the breaking point each eager, laughing woman he looked at. The scented atmosphere was heavy with it; the rushing outpour of the violins was charged with it; it was something more than temporary excitement, more than the reckless gaiety of the moment; it was something that had become part of these women — a vast, deep-bitten restlessness possessing them soul and body.

The aspiring quest for the hitherto unattainable, the headlong hunt for happiness, these were human and definite and to be comprehended: but this immense, aimless, objectless restlessness, mental or spiritual, whichever it might be, seemed totally different.

It was like a blind, crab-like, purposeless, sidling migration in mass of the prehistoric female race — before it had created the male for its convenience — wandering out into and over-running the primeval wastes of the world, swarming, crawling at random — not conscious of what it desired, not knowing what it might be seeking, aware only of the imperative urge within it which set it in universal motion. Only to weary, after a few million years of subdivision and self-fertilization, and casually extemporize the sterner sex. And settle again into primeval lethargy and the somnolent inertia of automatic reproduction.

Watching the golden human butterflies whirling around him swept into eddies by thunderous gusts of music, he thought, involuntarily of those filmy winged creatures that dance madly in millions and millions over northern rivers and are swept in sparkling clouds amid the rainbow spray of cataracts out into the evening splendour of annihilation.

He met a pretty woman he knew — had thought that he had known once — and reddened slightly at the audacity of her Grecian raiment. Her husband — a Harvard man he had known — was with her, in eye-glasses and a Grecian helmet — Ajax the Greater, he explained.

They lingered to exchange a word; she beat time to the music with sandalled foot, a feverish brilliancy in eyes and cheeks.

The whole world, said Cleland, seems strung too tightly. I noticed it abroad, too. Theres a tension thats bound to break; the skies of the whole earth are full of lightning. Something is going to blow up.

Hope it wont be the stock market, said the man. I dont get you, Cleland — you always were literary.

He means war, said his wife, restlessly fanning her flushed cheeks. Or suffrage. Which do you mean, Mr. Cleland?

Youve got all you want — practically — havent you? he asked.

Practically. Its a matter of a year or so — the vote.

What will you do next? he inquired, smiling.

Heaven knows, but weve simply got to keep doing something, she said. What a ghastly bore to attain everything! If you men really love us, for goodness sake keep on tyrannizing over us and giving us something to fight for!

She laughed and blew him a kiss as her husband encircled her Grecian waist and steered her out into the fox-trotting throng, her flimsy draperies fluttering like the wind-blown tunic of a Tanagra dancing figure.

The stamp and jingling din of Nautch girls rang in his ears as he turned away and looked out over the shifting crowd.

Everywhere he recognized people he had met or heard about, men eminent or notorious in their vocations, actors, painters, writers, architects, musicians — men of science, lawyers, promoters, officers of industry commissioned and non-commissioned, the gayer element of the stage were radiantly in evidence, usually in the dancing embrace of Broad and Wall Streets; artistic masculine worth and youth pranced proudly with femininity of social attainment; the beautiful unplaced were there in daring deshabille, captivating solid domestic character which had come there wifeless and receptive.

Suddenly he saw Stephanie. She was leaning back against the side of the arena, besieged by a ring of men. Gales of laughter swept her brilliant entourage of gods and demons, fauns and heroes, all crowding about to pay their eager court. And Stephanie, laughing back at them from the centre of the three-fold circle, her arms crossed behind her, stood leaning against the side of the amphitheatre under a steady rain of rose petals dropped on her by some young fellows in the box above her.

Through this rosy rain, through the three-fold ring of glittering gods, she caught sight of Cleland — met his gaze with a soft, quick cry of delight.

Out through the circle of chagrined Olympians she sprang on sandalled feet, not noticing these protesting suitors; and with both lovely, rounded arms outstretched, her jewelled hands fell into Clelands, clasping them tightly in an ecstacy of possession.

I couldnt find you, she explained breathlessly. I was so dreadfully afraid you hadnt come! Isnt it all magnificent! Isnt it wonderful! Did you see the pageant? Did you ever see anything as splendid? Slip your arm around me; we can walk better together in this crush — — passing her own bare arm confidently over his shoulder and falling into step with him.

I saw you in the pageant, he said, encircling with his arm the silken body-vestment of her slender waist.

Did you? Did you see Helen and me come out of our golden chrysalids? Was it pretty?

Charming and unexpected. You are quite the most beautiful thing on the floor to-night.

Really, Jim, do you think so? You darling boy, to say it! Im having a wonderful time. How handsome you are in your dress of a young oriental warrior!

Im the fourth Caliph, Ali, he explained. I had this costume made in Paris.

Its bewitching, Jim. You are good looking! — you adorable brother of mine. Do you like my paste emeralds? You dont think Im too scantily clad, do you?

That seems to be the general fashion — —

Oh, Jim! There are lots of others much more undressed. Besides, one simply has to be historical and accurate or one is taken for an ignoramus. If Im to to impersonate the Sâkya girl, Yassôdhara, before she became Lord Buddhas wife, I must wear what she probably wore. Dont you see?

Perfectly, he said, laughing. But you of the artistic and unconventional guilds ought to leave the audacious costumes to your models. But, of course, thats too much to ask of you.

Indeed it is! she said gaily. If some of us think were rather nicely made why shouldnt we dare a little artistically — in the name of beauty and of art? ... Oh, Jim! — its the tango theyre beginning. Will you! — with me?

They danced the exquisitely graceful measure together, her little golden-sandalled feet flashing noiselessly through the intricate steps, lingering, swaying, gliding faultlessly in unison with his as though part of his own body.

The fascinating rhythm of the Argentine music throbbed through the perfumed air; a bright, whispering wilderness of silk and jewels swayed rustling all around them; bare arms and shoulders, brilliant lips and eyes floated through their line of dreary vision; figures like phantoms passed in an endless rosy chain through the lustrous haze of motion.

They danced together whatever came; Stephanie, like a child fearful of being abandoned, kept one slim jewelled hand fast hold of his sleeve or girdle when they were not dancing. To one and all who came to argue or present fancied prior claims she turned a deaf ear and laughing lips, listening to no pleading, no claims.

She threatened Harry Belter with the flat of her palm, warning him indignantly when he attempted a two-step, by violence; she closed her ears to Badger Spink, who danced with rage in his goat-skins; she waved away Verne in all his Egyptian splendour; she let her grey eyes rest in an insolent stare at two of Belters dryads who encircled Clelands waist with avowed intent to make him their prisoner and dedicate him to vocal praise of the vine.

Then there was a faint clash and flash of iridescence, and the Prince Siddhartha confronted her, golden-eyed, golden-skinned, golden-haired, magnificent in his golden vestments.

Oswald! she cried. Oh, I am glad. Jim! You and Oswald will be friends, wont you? Youre such dears — you simply must like each other!

They shook hands, looking with curious intentness at each other.

Ive always liked you, Cleland, said Grismer gracefully. I dont think you ever cared for me very much, but I wish you might.

I have found you — agreeable, Grismer. We were friendly at school and college together — —

I hope our friendliness may continue.

I — hope so.

Grismer smiled:

Drop in whenever you care to, Cleland, and talk things over. Weve a lot to say to each other, I think.

Thanks. ... He looked hard at Grismer. All right; Ill do it.

Grismer nodded:

Ive a kennel of sorts in Bleecker Street. But you might be interested in one or two things Im working on. You see, he added with careless good humour, Im obliged to work, now.

Cleland said in a low voice:

Im sorry things went wrong with you.

Oh, they didnt. It was quite all right, Cleland. I really dont mind. Will you really drop in some day soon?

Yes.

Dancing began again. Grismer stepped back with the easy, graceful courtesy that became him, conceding Stephanie to Cleland as a matter of course; and the latter, who had been ready to claim her, found himself disarmed in advance.

Is it Grismers dance, Steve? he asked.

I promised him. But, Jim, Im afraid to let you go — —

They all laughed, and she added:

When a girl gets a man back after three long years, is it astonishing that she keeps tight hold of him?

Youd better dance with her, Cleland, said Grismer, smiling.

But Cleland could not accept a gift from this man, and he surrendered her with sufficient grace.

Jim! she said frankly. Youre not going after that dryad, are you? Shes exceedingly common and quite shamelessly under-dressed. Shall I introduce you to a nice girl — or do you know a sufficient number?

You know, he said, laughing, that I ought to play my part of Fourth Caliph and go and capture a pretty widow — —

What!

Certainly, he said tranquilly; didnt Ali take prisoner Ayesha, the youthful widow of Mohammed? Ill look about while youre dancing — —

I dont wish you to! she exclaimed, half vexed, half laughing. Oswald, does he mean it?

He looks as though he does, replied Grismer, amused. Theres a Goddess of Night over there, Cleland — very pretty and very unconcealed under a cloud of spangled stars — —

Oswald! I dont wish him to! Jim! Listen to me, please —— ! for he had already started toward the little brunette Goddess of Night. We have box seven! Please remember. I shall wait for you!

Right! he nodded, now intently bent on displeasing her; a little excited, too, by her solicitude, yet sullenly understanding that it sprang from no deeper emotion than her youthful heart had yet betrayed for him. No woman ever let a man go willingly, whether kin or lover — whether she had use for him or not.

Stephanie, managing to keep him in view among the dancers, saw the little Goddess of Night, with her impudent up-tilted nose, floating amid her scandalously diaphanous draperies in his arms through a dreamy tango, farther and farther away from her.

Things went wrong with her, too; she dropped her emerald girdle and several of the paste stones rolled away; the silk of her body-vest ripped, revealing the snowy skin, and she had to knot her gold sari higher. Then the jewelled thong of her left sandal snapped and she lost it for a moment.

The devil! she said, slipping her bare foot into it and half skating toward the nearest lower-tier box.

There he is over there, remarked Grismer, indicating a regulation Mephistopheles, wearing a blood-red jerkin laced with a wealth of superfluous points. Wait; Ill borrow a lace of him.

The devil was polite and had no objection to being despoiled; and Grismer came back with a chamois thong and mended her sandal for her while she sat in their box and watched the tumult surging below.

He chatted gaily with her for a while, leaning there on the boxs edge beside her, but Stephanie had become smilingly inattentive and preoccupied, and he watched her in silence, now, curiously, a little perplexed by her preoccupation. For it was most unusual for her to betray inattention when with him. It was not like her. He could not remember her ever being visibly uninterested in him — ever displaying preoccupation or indifference when in his company.

However, the excitement of seeing her brother again so unexpectedly accounted for it no doubt.

The excitement and pleasure of seeing her — brother! ... A slight consciousness of the fact that there was no actual kinship between this girl and Cleland passed through his mind without disturbing his tranquillity. He merely happened to think of it.... He happened to recollect it; that was all.

Stephanie?

Yes.

Shall we sit out this dance? Your sandal string will hold.

I dont know, she said. Who is that dancing with Helen? Over there to the left — —

I see her. I dont know — oh, yes — its Phil Grayson.

Is it? I wonder where Jim went with that woman! ... Im horribly thirsty, Oswald.

Shall we have some supper?

Where is it? Oh, down there! What a stuffy place! Its too awful. Couldnt you get something here?

He managed to bribe one perspiring and distracted waiter, and after a long while he brought a tray towering with salads, ices and bottles.

Helen and Philip Grayson came back and the former immediately revealed a healthy appetite.

Dont you want anything to eat, Steve? she inquired. This shrimp salad isnt bad.

Im not hungry.

You seem to be thirsty, remarked Helen, looking at the girls flushed face and her half-filled wine glass. Where is Jim?

Dancing.

With whom?

Some girl of sorts whom he picked up, said Stephanie; and the pink flush in her face deepened angrily.

Was she worth it? inquired Helen, frankly amused.

Stephanies cheeks cooled; she replied carelessly:

She had button eyes and a snub nose and her attire was transparent — if that interests you. She rested her elbow on the edge of the box, supporting her chin on her cupped palm.

They were dancing again. Grayson came and took out Helen; a number of men arrived clamouring for Stephanie. She finally went out with Verne, but not liking the way he held her left him planted and returned to the box where a number of hilarious young men had gathered.

Harry Belter said:

Whats the trouble, Steve? I never saw you glum before in all my life!

Im not glum, she said with a forced little laugh, Im thirsty, Senior Bacchus! Isnt that enough to sadden any girl?

Later Helen, returning from the floor, paused beside Stephanie to bend over her and whisper:

Harry Belter is behaving like a fool. Dont take anything more, Steve.

The girl lifted her flushed face and laughed:

I feel like flinging discretion into the fire of spring, she said. Thats where most of these peoples clothing has disappeared, I fancy. Excitement burned in her pink cheeks and wide grey eyes, and she stood up in the box looking about her, poised lightly as some slim winged thine on the verge of taking flight.

Grismer rose too and whispered to her, but she made a slight, impatient movement with her shoulders.

Wont you dance this with me? he repeated, touching her arm.

No, she said under her breath. You annoy me, Oswald.

What!

Please dont be quite so devoted.... Im restless.

She turned and started to leave the box. The others were leaving too, for dancing had begun again. But at the steps she parted with the jolly little company, they descending to the floor, she turning to mount the steps alone.

Where on earth are you going, Steve? called back Helen, halting on the steps below.

I want to see the floor from the top gallery! replied Stephanie, without turning her head; and she ran lightly upward, her bells and bangles jingling.

Half way up she turned her head. She had not been followed, but she saw Grismer below looking up, watching her flight. And she made no sign of recognition, no gay gesture of amity and adieu; she turned her back and sped upward through the clamour and hazy brilliancy, turned into the first corridor, and vanished like a firefly in a misty thicket.


CHAPTER XIX
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AT THREE IN the morning the Ball of the Gods was in full and terrific blast and still gathering momentum. A vast musical uproar filled the Garden; the myriad lights glittered like jewels through a fog; the dancing floor was a bewildering, turbulent whirlpool of colour.

Few if any of the dancers had reached the point of satiation; a number, however, had attained the state of saturation.

As far as Cleland could see the only difference between this and a more miscellaneous assemblage seemed to be that the majority of people here knew how to ignore unpleasant lapses in others and how to efface themselves if surprised into accidental indiscretion.

With Lady Button-eyes on his arm he had threaded his way into the supper-room, where the gods, demi-gods and heroes were banqueting most riotously.

It was becoming very rapidly a dubiously mixed affair; Bacchus, with his noisy crew, invaded the supper-room and pronounced Clelands snub-nosed, button-eyed goddess tray chick, and there arose immediately a terrific tumult around her — gods and satyrs doing battle for her; but she persisted in her capricious fancy for Cleland. He, however, remained in two minds; one was to abandon Button-eyes, retire and find Stephanie again, in spite of the ever-smoldering resentment he felt for Grismer; the other was to teach himself without loss of time to keep away from her; school himself to do without her; preoccupy himself casually and recklessly with anything that might aid in obliterating his desire for her companionship — with this snub-nosed one, for example.

The desire to see Stephanie remained, nevertheless, sometimes fiercely importunate, sometimes sullenly persistent — seemingly out of all proportion to any sentiment he had ever admittedly entertained for her — out of proportion, also, to his sulky resentment at the folly she had committed with Oswald Grismer.

For, after all, if she ultimately married Grismer in the orthodox way her eccentric pre-nuptial behaviour was nothing more serious than eccentric. And if she didnt, then it meant annulment or divorce; and he realised that nobody outside of the provinces paid any attention to such episodes nowadays. And nobody cared what clod-hoppers thought about anything.

His button-eyed goddess had a pretty good soprano voice and she was using it now, persuaded into a duet by Belter. Cleland looked at her sideways without enthusiasm, undecided, irritated and gloomy. She was Broadway vulgarity personified.

Badger Spink dropped onto a chair on the other side of him:

Whos your transparent lady friend? he inquired lazily. She looks like a gutter-angel. Who is the depraved little beast?

I dont know — some actress, I believe — Sonia something-or-other. Do you want her?

Thanks. What does she represent? A Kewpie behind a pane of glass?

Shes a goddess of sorts, I believe. This is getting rather raw, isnt it, Spink?

Spink yawned and gazed leisurely about him, the satyrs horn emerging from his thick, wavy pompadour hair, accentuating his clever, saturnine features. His expression was slightly Satanic always.

Yes, he said, its turning out rather rough. What do you think of this sort of thing in New York, Cleland? Were drifting toward Babylon. Thats the trend since the dance craze swept this moral nation off its moral feet into a million tango joints.

Theres something the matter with us, thats sure, said Cleland. This sort of thing doesnt belong in the new world.

Its up to our over-rated American women, sneered Spink. Only a few years ago we were slobbering over them, worshipping them, painting pictures of em — pictures influenced by the French naturalistic school — a lot of cow-faced American females suckling their young. Everybody was yelling for the simple life, summoning the nation back to nature, demanding that babies be produced in every family by the dozen, extolling procreation and lauding the American woman. Thats the sort of female we celebrated and pretended to want. Now, look what weve got! — a nation of dancing dolls! A herd of restless, brainless, aggressive, impudent women proclaiming defiance and snapping their fingers at us!

I tell you there burns here in the Garden to-night something more than the irresponsible gaiety of a lot of artists and Philistine pleasure-seekers. The world is on the verge of something terrifying; the restlessness of a universal fever is in its veins. Our entire human social structure is throbbing with it; every symptom is ominous of social collapse and a complete disintegration of the old order of civilization!

Whats your other name, Spink? — Jeremiah? asked Cleland, laughing.

No. Im merely on my favourite topic. Listen to me, my young friend; all England faces strikes and political anarchy in Ireland and India; the restless sex is demanding its rights in London and menacing the Empire. France, betrayed by one of the restless ones, strangling in the clutch of scandal, is standing bewildered by the roar of the proletariat; Russia seethes internally, watching the restless Empress and her accursed priest out of millions of snaky, Asiatic eyes; Portugal has just fallen crashing into fragments around a terrified Queen; China splits open from end to end and vomits forth its dynasty on the tomb of the dead Dowager; Austria watches for the death of an old, old widower — an Imperial mummy long since dead in mind and spirit. Germany, who uses the lesser sex for breeding only, stares stolidly out of pig-like eyes at the Imperial litter of degenerates and defectives dropped with stolid regularity to keep the sty-supply of Hohenzollerns unimpaired. Only radicals like myself feel the cataclysmic waves deep under the earth, symptomatic, ominous of profound and vital readjustments already under way.

And here in our once great Republic of the West, the fever of universal unrest is becoming apparent in this nation-wide movement for suffrage. State after state becomes a battle-ground and surrenders; accepted standards are shattered, the old social order and balance between the sexes — all the established formalism and belief of a man-constructed status — totters as door and gate and avenue and byway are insanely flung open to the mindless invasion of the restless sex! Dont stop me, Cleland; I am magnificent to-night. Listen! I tell you that political equality, equal opportunity, absolute personal liberty are practically in sight for women! What more is left? Conscious of the itching urge of its constitutional inclination to fuss and fidget, the restless sex, fundamentally gallinaceous, continues to wander on into bournes beyond its ken, hen-like, errant, pensively picking at the transcendentally unattainable, but always in motion — motion as mechanical and meaningless as the negative essence of cosmic inertia! ... Now, Im through with you, Cleland. Thanks for listening. I dont think I want your goddess, after all. She looks too much like a tip-up snipe!

And he took himself off, yawning.

The rushing din of the orchestra far below came up softened to Stephanies ears, where she stood at the rail of the topmost gallery and looked down into the glimmering depths of the Ball of all the Gods.

Her jewelled fingers rested on the rail, her slender body pressed against it; she stood with bent head, gazing down into the vortex, pensive, sombrely preoccupied with an indefinable anger that possessed her.

The corridor behind her was full of shadowy figures scurrying to hazardous rendezvous. She was vaguely aware of encounters and pursuits; stifled laughter, sudden gusts of whispering, hurried adieux, hasty footfalls and the ghostly rustle of silks in flight.

She turned restlessly and went up into the corridor. A dryad was performing flip-flaps there and a gale of laughter and applause arose from her comrades watching her in a semi-circle.

The Olympians, too, all seemed to have gathered there for a frolic — Zeus, Hermes, the long-legged Astarte, the amazingly realistic Aphrodite, and Eros, more realistic still — all clasping hands and dancing a ring-around-a-rosy while Bacchus and Ariadne in the centre performed a breakdown which drew frantic shouts of approval from the whirling ring.

Then, in this hilarious circle, Stephanie caught sight of the snub-nose and transparent raiment of the button-eyed Goddess of Night, and next her, hand clasping hand, she recognized Cleland as another link in the rapidly rotating ring.

Aphrodite and Eros, hand locked in hand, were singing the song they had made so popular in The Prince of Argolis early in the winter:

Mrs. Aphrodite

Gave her pretty sonny

Lots of golden curls

But little golden money,

Dressed him in a nightie! — 

(Listen to me, girls!)

Love of golden curls

Leads the world astray!

(Listen to me, honey!)

Love of golden money

Acts the selfsame way!



Breathless with laughter the Grecian gods galloped round and round in a dizzy circle, flushed faces flashed past Stephanie, flying draperies and loosened hair fluttered and streamed and glimmered in confused sequence before her angry eyes.

Suddenly the mad dance broke up and flew into fragments, scattering its reeling, panting devotees into prancing couples in every direction.

And straight into this wild confusion stepped Stephanie, her pretty eyes brilliant with wrath, her face a trifle pale.

Jim!

He let go of Lady Button-eyes in astonishment and turned around.

Stephanie said very coolly:

If youre going to raise the devil, raise him with me, please!

Lady Button-eyes was not pleased and she showed it by stamping, which alone had sufficiently fixed her level if she had not also placed both hands on her hips and laughed scornfully when Cleland took leave of her and walked over to Stephanie.

Where are the others? he inquired, rather red at being discovered with such a crew. Youre not alone, are you, Steve?

Not now, she said sweetly; and passed her left arm through his and clasped her right hand over it. Now, she said with an excited little laugh, I am ready to raise the devil with you. Take me wherever you like, Jim.

The insulted gods gazed upon her with astonishment as she lifted her small head and sent an indifferent glance like an arrow at random among them. Then, not further noticing them, and absolutely indifferent to the button-eyed one, she strolled leisurely out of Olympus with her slightly disconcerted captive and disappeared from their view along the southern corridor. But once out of their range of vision her hot wrath returned.

It was abominable, she said in a low, tense voice,  — your going off that way, when I told you the whole evening would be spoiled for me without you! I am hurt and angry, Jim.

But his smouldering wrath also flickered into flame now.

You had Grismer, didnt you! he said. What do you care whether I am with you or not?

What do you mean? Yes, of course I had him. What has that to do with you?

He replied with light insolence:

Nothing. Im not your husband.

His words fell like a blow: she caught her breath with the hurt of them; then:

Is that why you have avoided me? she demanded in a tone of such concentrated passion that the unexpected flare-up startled him. It surprised her, too: for, all at once, in her heart something contracted agonizingly, and a surge of furious resentment flooded her, almost strangling speech.

Why are you indifferent? Why are — are you unkind? she stammered. Ive just found you again after all these years, havent I? What do other people matter to us? Why should Oswald interfere between you and me? You and I havent had each other for years! I — I cant stand it — to have you unkind — indifferent — to have you leave me this way when I want you — so desperately — —

I didnt leave you, he retorted sullenly. You went away with — the man you married — —

Dont speak of him that way! she interrupted hotly. Nobody speaks of that affair at all!

Why not? You did marry him, didnt you?

What of it! she flamed back. What has that to do with you and me! Why do you refer to it? Its my personal affair, anyway!

He turned toward her, exasperated:

If you think, he said, that your behaviour with Grismer means nothing to me, youd better undeceive yourself! ... Or Ill do it for you in a way you cant mistake!

Undeceive me? she repeated uneasily. How do you mean?

By making a fight for you myself, he said, by doing my best to get you back!

I dont know what you mean, Jim, she repeated, her grey eyes intent on his flushed face.... Do you believe you have been insulted by what I did? Is that what you mean?

He did not answer. They walked on, slowly pacing the deserted corridor. Her head was lowered now; her lips a trifle tremulous.

I — didnt suppose youd take — what I did — that way, she said unsteadily. I — respect and love you.... I supposed I was at liberty — to dispose of — myself. I didnt imagine you cared — very much — —

Suddenly he freed his arm from her clasped fingers and passed it around her waist; and she caught her breath and placed her hand tightly over his to hold it there.

You adorable boy, she whispered, am I forgiven? And you do care for me, dont you, Jim?

Care for you! he repeated in a low, menacing voice. I care for nobody else in the world, Steve!

She laughed happily, yielding confidently to his embrace, responding swiftly and adorably and with a frank unreserve that told a more innocent story than his close caress and boyish heart on fire confirmed.

And, for the moment, she let him have his way, gaily enduring and humorously content with a reconciliation somewhat exaggerated and over-demonstrative on his part.

But presently his lips on her flushed face, on her hair, on her throat, disconcerted her, and her own lips parted in dismayed and laughing protest at an ardour entirely new to her.

He merely kissed her fragrant mouth into silence, looking steadily into her grey eyes now widening with perplexed and troubled inquiry.

I love you, he said. I want you back. Now, do you understand, Steve? I love you! I love you!

Confused, crushed hotly in his embrace, she stared blankly at him for one dizzy instant; then, in silence, she twisted her supple body backward and aside, and with both nervous hands broke loose the circle of his arms.

They were both rather white now; her breath came and went irregularly, checked in her throat with a little sob at intervals. She leaned back against the wall, one jewelled hand against her breast, looking aside and away from where he stood.

I told you, he said, unsteadily.

She remained silent, keeping her gaze resolutely averted.

You understand now, dont you? he asked.

She nodded.

Then he caught her in his arms again, and she threw back her lovely head, looking at him with frightened eyes, defending her lips with a bare, jewelled arm across them.

He laughed breathlessly and kissed the partly clenched fingers.

Dont, she whispered, her grey eyes brilliant with fear.

Do you understand that I am in love with you, Steve?

Let me go, Jim — —

Do you?

Dont kiss me — that way — —

Do you believe me?

I dont want to! — — Suddenly she turned terribly white in his arms, swayed a moment against him. He released her, steadied her; she passed one arm through his, leaning heavily on him.

Are you faint, Steve? he whispered.

A — little. Its nothing. The air here is stifling.... Im tired. ... She dropped her head against his shoulder. Her lids were half closed as they descended the steps, he guiding her.

It seemed to her an interminable descent. She felt as though she were falling through space into a glittering, roaring abyss. In their box sat Helen and Grayson, gossiping gaily together and waiting for another dance to begin. Cleland warned Stephanie in a whisper, and she lifted her head and straightened up with an effort.

She said mechanically:

Im going home; Im very tired.

Helen and Grayson rose and the former came toward her inquiringly.

Stephanie smiled:

Jim will take me back, she said. Dont let me disturb your pleasure. And tell Oswald I was very sleepy.... And not to come to the studio for a day or two. Good night, dear.

She made a humorously tired little gesture of farewell to Grayson also, and, taking Clelands arm again, sauntered with him toward the lobby.

Get your overcoat and my wraps, she said in a colourless, even voice. I have a car outside. Heres the call-check. Ill wait over there for you.

Her car, a toy limousine, was ultimately found. Cleland redeemed his overcoat and her wrap. When he came back for her she smiled at him, suffered him to swathe her in the white silk cloak, and, laying her dainty hand lightly on his sleeve, went out with him into the lamp-lit grey of dawn.

You are feeling better, he said as they seated themselves in the limousine and the little car rolled away southward.

Yes. It was the stifling atmosphere there, I suppose.

It was horribly close, he assented.

They remained silent for a while. Then, abruptly:

Have I made you angry, Steve? he asked.

She looked up and laughed:

You adorable boy, she said.

You dont mind if Im in love with you? he asked.

I havent any mind. I cant seem to think.... But I dont think youd better kiss me until I collect my senses again.... Please dont, Jim.

They became silent again until the car drew up before her door. She had two keys in her cloak pocket; she paused to give the chauffeur an order, turning to ask Cleland whether he didnt want the car to take him to the Hotel Rochambeau.

Thanks; its only a step. I had rather walk.

So the car drove away; Cleland opened the front door for her, then her own studio door. She felt around the corner in the darkness and switched on the electric bulb in a standing lamp.

Good night, Steve, he said, taking her hand in both of his.

Good night.... Unless you care to talk to me for a little while.

Its four oclock in the morning.

I cant sleep — I know that.

He said in a low voice:

Besides, I am very much in love with you. I think I had better go back.

Oh.... Do you think so?

Dont you?

I told you that I havent recovered enough sense to think.

She crossed the threshold and walked into the studio, dropping her cloak across a chair; and presently halted before the empty fireplace, gazing into its smoke-blackened depths.

For a few moments she stood there in a brown study — a glittering, exquisite figure in the subdued light which fell in tiny points of fire on gem and ring, bracelet and girdle, and tipped the gilded sandals on her little naked feet with sparks of living flame.

Then she turned her charming young head and looked across at him where he stood on the threshold.

What do you think? she said. Ought you to go?

I ought to. But I dont think I shall.

No, dont go, she said with a little laugh. After all, if were not to remain brother and sister any longer, theres a most fascinating novelty in your being here.

He came in and closed the door. She made room for him on the sofa and he flung his coat across her cloak and seated himself.

Now, she said, dropping one silken knee over the other and clasping her hands around it, how much can we care for each other without being silly? You know I have a dreadful intuition that Id better not kiss you any more. Not that I dont adore you as much as I always did — —

She turned squarely around and looked at him out of her lovely eyes:

You took me by surprise. I didnt understand. Then, suddenly I lost my senses and became panicky. I was scared stiff, Jim — you kissed me so many times — —

He reddened and looked down. Under his eyes her bare foot hung in its golden sandal — an exquisite, snowy little foot, quite perfectly fashioned to match her hands soft symmetry.

If you loved me, he said, you would not care how many times I kissed you.

But you kept on — and you kissed my eyes and throat — —

You wouldnt care what I did if you loved me.

But they were unusual places to be kissed. I was scared. Did you think me ridiculous? It was rather startling, you know. It was such a complete novelty.

She admitted it so naïvely that he laughed in spite of his chagrin.

Steve, he said, I dont know what to do about it. Im falling more deeply in love with you every moment; and you are merely kind and sweet and friendly about it — —

Im intensely interested! she said.

Interested, he repeated; yes, that describes it.

A girl couldnt help being interested when a man she had always adored as a brother suddenly takes her into his arms and kisses her in unusual places, she said,  — and does it a great number of times — —

Probably you kept count, he said with boyish sarcasm.

She laughed outright:

I wish I had. It was a perfectly shameless performance. If you ever do it again I shall keep count — out loud!

Is that all youll do?

What else is there to do? she inquired, smiling a trifle uneasily.

You might find it in your heart to respond.

How can my heart hold any more of you than it does and always has? she asked with pretty impatience.

Cant you love me?

I dont know how to any more than I do.

But you did not find it agreeable when I kissed you.

I — dont know what I felt.... We always kissed. She began to laugh. I enjoyed that; but I dont think you did, always. You sometimes looked rather bored, Jim.

Im getting well paid back, he said.

This seemed to afford her infinite delight; there was malice in her grey eyes now, and a hint of pretty mockery in her laughter.

To think, she said, that James Cleland should ever become sentimental with poor little Stephanie Quest! What an unbending! What condescension! What a come-down! Oh, Jim, if Ive really got you at last Im going to raise the very devil with you!

Youre doing it.

Am I? I hope I am! I mean to torment you! Why, when I think of the long, long years of childish adoration and awe — of the days when I tagged after you, grateful to be noticed, thankful when you found time for me — — She clapped her hands together delightedly, enchanted with his glum and reddening face. For what she said was the truth; he knew it, though she did not realize how true it had been — and meant merely to exaggerate.

Also, she said, you leave me quite alone for three whole years when you could have come back at the end of two!

His face darkened and he bit his lip.

Youre quite right, he said in a quiet voice. A girl couldnt very well fall in love with that sort of man.

There was a silence. She had been enjoying her revenge, but she had not expected him to take it so seriously.

He sat there with lowered head, considering, gnawing at his under-lip in silence. She had not intended to hurt him. She was inexperienced enough with him to be worried. His features seemed older, leaner, full of unfamiliar shadows — disturbingly aloof and stern.

She hesitated — the swift, confused memory of an hour before checking her for an instant, then she leaned toward him, quite certain of what would happen — silent and curious as he drew her into his arms.

She was very silent, too, listening to his impetuous, broken avowal — suffering his close embrace, his lips on her eyes and mouth and throat once more. The enormous novelty of it preoccupied her; the intense interest in his state of mind. Her curiosity held her spellbound, too, and unresponsive but fascinated.

She lay very quietly in his arms, her lovely head resting on his shoulder, sometimes with eyes closed, sometimes watching him, meeting his eyes with a faint smile.

Contact with him no longer frightened her. Her mind was clear, busy with this enormous novelty, searching for the reason of it, striving to understand his passion which she shyly recognized with an odd feeling of pride and tenderness, but to which there was nothing in her that responded — nothing more than tender loyalty and the old love she had always given him.

The grey tranquillity of her eyes, virginal and clear — the pulseless quiet of the girl chilled him.

You dont love me, Steve, do you?

Not — as you — wish me to.

Cant you?

I dont know.

Is there any chance?

She looked out across the studio, considering, and her grey eyes grew vague and remote.

I dont know, Jim.... I think that something has been left out of me.... Whatever it is. I dont know how to love — fall in love — as you wish me to. I dont know how to go about it. Perhaps its because Ive never thought about it. Its never occupied my mind.

Then, he burst out, how in Gods name did you ever come to marry!

She looked up at him gravely:

That is very different, she said.

Then you are in love with him!

I told you that he fascinates me.

Is it love? he asked violently.

I dont know.

You must know! Youve got a mind!

It doesnt explain what I feel for him. I cant put it into words.

He drew her roughly to him, bent over her, looked into her eyes, and kissed her lips again and again.

Cant you love me, Steve? Cant you? he stammered.

I — want to. I wish I did — the way you want me to.

Will you try?

I dont know how to try.

Do your lips on mine mean nothing to you?

Yes.... You are so dear.... I am wonderfully contented — and not afraid.

After a moment she released herself, laughed, and sat up, adjusting her hair with one hand and resting against his shoulder.

A fine scandal if Helen should come in, she remarked. Its odd to think of myself as married. And thats another thing, Jim. It never occurred to me until now, but Ive no business to give myself up to you as I have to-night. She leaned forward on one elbow, musing for a while, then, lifting her head with a troubled smile: But what is a girl to do when her brother suddenly turns into her lover? Must she forbid him to kiss her? And refrain from kissing him? — — She flung one arm around his neck impulsively. I wont forbid you! I would have to if I were in love with you in the same way. But Im not and I dont care what you do. And whatever you do, I adore anyway.

A key rattled in the lock; she sprang to her feet and went toward the door. Helen came in, and she saw Grayson and Grismer standing in the hallway.

Come in everybody! she cried. Shall we all have breakfast before we part? Dont you think it would be delightful, Phil? Dont you, Oswald? And you know we could take up the rugs and dance while the coffee is boiling. Wait! Ill turn on the music-box! — —

Helen and Grayson deliberately began a tango; Grismer came over to where Cleland was standing:

Theyre still dancing in the Garden, he said pleasantly. Did you and Stephanie get enough of it?


CHAPTER XX

[image: img657.jpg]

CLELAND, BEING YOUNG, required sleep, and it was not until noon that he awoke.

Cool-headed retrospection during tubbing and dressing increased his astonishment at the manner in which he had spent his first day in New York after the years of absence. For into that one day had been crowded a whole gamut of experience and of sensations that seemed incredible when he thought them over.

Every emotion that a young man could experience seemed to have been called into play during that bewildering day and night — curiosity, resentment, apprehension, anger, jealousy, love, passion. And their swift and unexpected sequence had confused him, wrought him up to a pitch of excitement which set every nerve on edge.

He could not comprehend what had happened, what he had experienced and said and done as he stood at his window looking out into the sunshine of the quiet street; and yet, just around the corner the girl who was the cause and reason of it all lay still asleep, in all probability.

Breakfast was served in his room and he ate it with a perfectly healthy appetite. Then he lighted a cigarette and walked to the window again to stare silently put across the sunny street and marshall his thoughts into some semblance of order.

The aromatic smoke from his cigarette curled against the window pane and he gazed absently through it at the vague phantom of a girls face which memory evoked unbidden.

What had happened? Was it really love? Was it anger, wounded amour-propre, jealousy? Was it resentment and disgust at the silly, meaningless thing that one whom he had considered as his own kinswoman had done in his absence? Was it a determination to tear her loose that had started the thing — an unreasoning, impulsive attempt at vengeance, born of hurt pride that incited him to get her back? For the bond between her and Grismer seemed to him intolerable, hateful — a thing he would not endure if he could shatter it.

Why? Was it because he himself had fallen in love with a girl whom, heretofore, he had regarded with the tranquil, tolerant affection of a brother? Was it love? Was there any other name for the impulse which had suddenly overmastered him when he caught this girl in his arms, confused, frightened, stunned her with hot, incoherent declarations? Had he even really meant what he had said — not in the swift hurricane of passion which had enveloped him like a flame when he held her waist enlaced and the sweetness of her face and throat and hair blinded him to everything else — but in the cold after-light of retrospection did he now mean what he had said last night?

Or had it all been due to the place and the hour — the relaxing of convention in the shattering din of music and laughter — the whirlwind of gaiety and excitement — the girls beauty — the sudden thrill of his contact with her? Was that what had accounted for what he had done and said? — brute impulse loosed by passion born out of nothing more noble than the moments mental intoxication — nothing more real than ephemeral emotion, excitement, sheer physical sensation?

It was not like him. He realized that. Hitherto his brain had been in control of his emotions. His was a clear mind, normally. Impulse seldom tripped him.

He had never been in love — never even tried to persuade himself that he had been, even when he had, in his boyish loneliness in Paris, built for himself a bewitching ideal out of a very familiar Stephanie and had addressed to this ideal several reams of romantic nonsense. That had been merely the safety valve working in the very full and lonely heart of a boy.

Even in the gay, ephemeral, irresponsible affairs that occurred from time to time during his career abroad — even when in the full tide of romantic adoration for his mundane Countess, and fairly wallowing in flattered gratitude for her daintily amused condescension, did he ever deceive himself into believing he was in love.

And now, in the lurid light of the exaggerated, bewildering, disquieting events of the preceding day and night, he was trying to think clearly and honestly — trying to reconcile his deeds and words with what he had known of himself — trying to find out what really was the matter with him.

He did not know. He knew that Stephanie had exasperated him — exasperated him to reckless passion — exasperated him even more by not responding to that passion. He had declared his love for her; he had attempted to drive the declaration into her comprehension by the very violence of reiteration. The tranquil, happy loyalty, which always had been his, was all he evoked in her for all the impulsive vows he made, for all his reckless emotion loosened with the touch of her lips — so hotly ungoverned when her grey eyes looked into his, honestly perplexed, sweetly searching to comprehend the source of these fierce flames which merely warmed her with their breath.

Its a curious thing, he thought, that a man, part of whose profession is to write about love and analyze it, doesnt know whether hes in love or not.

It was quite true. He didnt know. Accepted symptoms were lacking. He had not awakened thrilled with happiness at the memory of the night before. He awoke dazed and doubtful that all these things had happened, worried, searching in his mind for some reason for his behaviour.

And, except that a man had taken her out of his keeping, and that resentment and jealousy had incited him to recover her, and, further, in the excitement of the attempt, that he had suddenly found himself involved in deeper, fiercer emotions than he had bargained for, he could come to no conclusion concerning his actual feeling for Stephanie.

He spent the day hunting for a studio-apartment.

About five oclock he called her on the telephone; and heard her voice presently:

Have you quite recovered, Jim? I feel splendid!

Recovered? I was all right this morning when I woke up.

I mean your senses?

Oh. Did you think I lost them last night, Steve?

Didnt you?

Her voice was very sweet but there was in it a hint of hidden laughter.

No, he said shortly.

Oh. Then you really were in your right senses last night? she inquired.

Certainly. Were you?

Well, for a little while I seemed to have lost the power of thinking. But after that I was intensely, consciously, deeply interested and profoundly curious. He could hear her laughing.

Curious about what? he demanded.

About your state of mind, Jim. The situation was such a novelty, too. I was trying to comprehend it — trying to consider what a girl should do in such a curious emergency.

Emergency? he repeated.

Certainly. Do you fancy Im accustomed to such novelties as you introduced me to last night?

What do you think about them now?

Im slightly ashamed of us both. We were rather silly, you know — —

You were not, he interrupted drily.

Is that a tribute or a reproach? came her gay voice over the wire. I dont quite know how to take it!

Reassure yourself, Steve. You were most circumspect and emotionless — —

Jim! That is brutal and untrue! I was not circumspect!

You were the other, then.

What a perfectly cruel and outrageous slander! Youve made me unhappy, now. And all day Ive been so absolutely happy in thinking of what happened.

Is that true? he asked in an altered voice.

Of course its true!

You just said you were ashamed — —

I was, very, very slightly; but Ive been too happy to be very much ashamed!

You darling! — —

Oh! The gentleman bestows praise! Such a kind gentleman to perceive merit and confer his distinguished approval. Any girl ought to endeavour to earn further marks of consideration and applause from so gracious a gentleman — —

Steve, you tormenting little wretch, cant you be serious with me?

I am, she said, laughing. Tell me what youve been doing to-day?

Hunting for lodgings. What have you been doing?

Watching Helen make a study of a horse out in the covered court. Then we had tea. Then Oswald dropped in and played the piano divinely, as he always does. Then Helen and I started to dress for dinner. Then you called. Where did you look for lodgings?

Oh, I went to about all the studio buildings — —

Arent you going to open the house?

No. Its too lonely.

Yes, she said, it would be too lonely. You and I couldnt very well live there together unless we had an older woman.

No.

So its better not to open it until — she laughed gaily— you marry some nice girl. Then it will be safe enough for me to call on the Cleland family, I fancy. Wont it, Jim?

Quite, he replied drily. But when I marry that nice girl, you wont have far to go when you call on the Cleland family.

Oh, how kind! You mean to board me, Jim?

You know what I do mean, he said.

I wonder! Is it really a declaration of serious and respectable intentions? But youre quite safe. And Im afraid you know it. Tell me, did you find an apartment to suit you?

No.

Why not come here? Theres a studio and apartment which will be free May first. Oh, Jim, please take it! If you say so Ill telephone the agent now! Shall I? It would be too heavenly if we were under the same roof again!

Do you want me, Steve? After — and in spite of everything?

Want you? He heard her happy, scornful laughter. Then: Were dining out, Jim; but come to-morrow. Ill telephone now that youll take the studio. May I, Jim dear?

Yes, he said. And Ill come to you to-morrow.

You angel boy! I wish I werent going out to-night. Thank you, Jim, dear, for making me happy again.

Are you?

Indescribably. I dont think you know what your kindness to me means. It makes a different person of me. It fills and thrills and inspires me. Why, Jim, it actually is health and life to me. And when you are unkind — it seems to paralyze me — check something in my mind. I cant explain — —

Steve!

Yes?

Could I come in for a moment now?

Im dressing. Oh, Jim, Im sorry, but Im late as it is. You know I want you, dont you?

All right; to-morrow, then, he said in happy voice.

He had been sitting in his room for an hour, thinking — letting his mind wander unchecked.

If he were not really in love with Stephanie, how could a mere conversation over the wire with her give him such pleasure?

The day, drawing to its close without his seeing her, had seemed colourless and commonplace; but the sound of her gay voice over the wire had changed that — had made the day complete.

I believe I am in love, he said aloud. He rose and paced the room in the dusk, questioning, considering his own uncertainty.

For the novelty — as Stephanie called it — of last nights fever had not been a novelty to her alone. Never before had he been so deeply moved, so swept off his feet, so regardless of a self-control habitual to him.

Perhaps anger and jealousy had started it. But these ignoble emotions could not seem to account for the happiness that hearing her voice had just given him.

Even the voice of a beloved sister doesnt stir a young man to such earnest and profound reflection as that in which he was now immersed, indifferent even to the dinner hour, which had long been over.

I believe, he said aloud to himself, that Im falling very seriously in love with Steve.... And if I am, its a rather desperate outlook.... She seems to be in love with Grismer — damn him! ... I dont know how to face such a thing.... Shes married him and she doesnt live with him.... She admits frankly that he fascinates her.... There are women who never love.... I seem to want her, anyway.... I think I do.... Its a mess! ... Why in Gods name did she do such a thing if she wasnt in love with him — or if she didnt expect to be? Is she in love with him? She isnt with me.... Im certainly drifting into love with Steve.... Can I stop myself? ... I ought to be able to.... Hadnt I better?

He stood still, thinking, the street lamps rays outside illuminating his room with a dull radiance.

Presently he switched on the light, seated himself at the desk, and wrote:

STEVE, DEAR:

I am falling in love with you very seriously and very deeply. I dont know what to do about it.

JIM.

He was about to undress and retire late that night when a letter was slipped under his door:

You sentimental and adorable boy! What is there to do? The happiest girl in New York, very sleepy and quite ready for bed, bids you good night, enchanted by your note.

STEVIE.


CHAPTER XXI
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TO HAVE RETURNED after three years abroad and to have slipped back into the conventional life of the circles to which he had been accustomed in the city of his birth might not have been very easy for Cleland. To readjust himself among what was unfamiliar proved easier, perhaps. For his family circle existed no longer; the old servants were gone; the house had been closed for a long time now.

At his college club unfamiliar faces were already in the majority, men of his own time having moved on to the University, Union, Racquet and Knickerbocker, leaving the usual residue of undesirables and a fresh influx from his college. And he was too young in letters to be identified yet with any club which meant anything except the conveniences of a hotel.

Among friend and acquaintances of his age there had been many changes, too; much shifting and readjustment of groups and circles incident to marriages and deaths and the scattering migration ever in progress from New York.

It was an effort for him to pick up the threads again; and he did not make the effort. It was much simpler to settle down here in these quiet, old-time streets within stones throw of the artists quarter of the city where Stephanie lived — where a few boyhood friends of artistic proclivities had taken up quarters, where acquaintances were easily made, easily avoided; and where the informalities of existence made life more easy, more direct, and, alas, much more irresponsible. Chelsea, with a conscious effort and a lurking smirk, mirrored the Latin Quarter to the best of its ability.

It did pretty well. There were more exaggerations, more eccentricities, less spontaneity and less work in Chelsea than in the Latin Quarter. Too many of its nomadic denizens were playing a self-conscious part; too few of them possessed the intelligence and training necessary for self-expression in any creative profession. Otherwise, they were as emotional, as casual, as unkempt, as vain, and as improvident as any rapin of the original Latin Quarter.

Cleland met many of the elect even before he had settled down in his new studio-apartment on the top floor of the same building where Stephanie and Helen lived.

The quarter was peppered with tea-rooms and cafés and restaurants sufficiently cheap to attract artistic youth. Also, there reigned in that section of the city a general and resolute determination to be bohemian; a number of damsels errant and transplanted, shock-headed youths cooked in their own quarters, strolled about the streets in bed-room slippers, or visited one another bare-headed and adorned with paint-smeared smocks.

And there was, of course, much deviltry with cigarettes and cheap claret in restaurant and café — frequent outbursts of horse-play and song, especially if Philistine visitors were detected in the vicinity. And New York French was frequently though briefly employed as the limited medium for exchanging views on matters important only to the inmates of Chelsea and its purlieus.

But Washington Square bohemians are a harmless, friendly people, remarked Helen to Cleland one morning late in May, when he stopped on his way out to breakfast to watch her modelling a horse in clay. Theyre like actor-folk; they live in a world entirely self-created which marvels at and admires and watches them; they pose for its benefit, playing as faithfully as they know how their chosen rôles — painter, writer, critic, sculptor, composer. Nobody in the outside real and busy world notices them; but they think theyre under incessant and envious observation and they strut happily through the little painted comedy of life, living an unreal existence, dying undeceived. The real tragedy of it all they mercifully never suspect — the utter lack of interest in them taken by real people.

She went on modelling, apparently amused by her own analysis.

Where is Stephanie? he inquired, after a slight pause.

Out somewhere with Oswald, I believe.

Its rather early.

They sometimes get up early and breakfast together at Claremont, remarked Helen, working serenely away. The freckled livery-stable lad who held the horse for her and occasionally backed him into the pose again continued to chew gum and watch the pretty sculptor with absorbed interest.

Ive got such an interesting commission, she said, wetting down her clay with a huge and dripping sponge. Its for the new Academy of Arts and Letters to be built uptown, and my equestrian figure is to be cast in silver bronze for the great marble court.

What is the subject? he asked, preoccupied by what she had told him about Stephanie, yet watching this busy and efficient young girl who, with the sleeves of her blue blouse rolled up, displaying her superb young arms, stood vigorously kneading a double handful of clay and studying the restless horse with clear and very beautiful brown eyes.

The subject? Aspiration. I made some sketches — a winged horse taking flight upward. A nude female figure, breathless, with dishevelled hair, has just flung itself upon the rearing, wide-winged Pegasus and is sticking there like a cat to the back fence — hanging on tooth and nail with one leg just over and the other close against the beasts ribs, and her desperate fingers in the horses mane.... I dont know. It sounds interesting but it may be too violent. But Ive had that idea — hope, aspiration, fear and determination clinging to a furious winged animal that is just starting upward like a roaring sky-rocket — —

She turned her head, laughing:

Is it a rotten idea?

I dont know, he said absently. Its worth trying out, anyway.

She nodded; and he went on about the business of breakfast. But had now no appetite.

There was one thing, Cleland soon found out, against which he was helpless. Stephanie frequented Grismer at any hour of the day and evening that her fancy prompted.

This perplexed him and made him sullen; but when he incautiously started to remonstrate with her one evening her surprise and anger flashed like a clear little flame, and she explained very clearly what was the essence of personal liberty, and that the one thing she would not tolerate from him or anybody else was any invasion of her freedom of thought and action.

Silenced, enraged, and humiliated at the rebuke he had retired to his studio to sulk like Achilles — a sullen mourner at the bier of love. For he fully and firmly determined to eradicate this girl from his life and devote it to scourging the exasperating sex of which she was a beautiful but baffling member.

The trouble with Stephanie, however, was that she could not seem to see the tragedy in his life or understand that a young man desired to suffer nobly and haughtily and at his own leisure and convenience.

For there came a knock at his door after his second day of absenting himself, and when he incautiously opened it, she marched in and took him gaily into her unembarrassed arms and bestowed upon his astonished countenance a hearty, wholesome and vigorous smack. Moreover, she laughed and jeered and tormented and poked merciless fun at him until she had badgered and worried and hectored and beaten the sulkiness out of him. Then she admonished him:

Dont ever do it again! she said. We are free, you and I. What we are to each other alone concerns us, not what we may choose to do or be to others.

You dont care what I do, Steve, he said.

I care what you do to me!

How I behave otherwise doesnt concern you?

No. It would be an impertinence for me to meddle. For, she added in smiling paraphrase:

If you are not nice to me

What care I how nice you be — 

to other girls?

Do you really mean that it wouldnt make any difference to you what I do? Suppose I take you at your word and become enamoured of some girl and devote myself to her?

You mean a nice girl, dont you? she inquired.

Any old kind.

She considered the matter, surprised.

I couldnt interfere with your personal liberty, she concluded,  — whatever you choose to do.

How would you feel about my frequenting some pretty studio model, for example?

I havent the least idea.

It wouldnt affect you one way or the other, then?

It ought not to — provided you are always nice to me.

That, he exclaimed, is a cold-blooded, fishy creed!

Thats the creed of tolerance, Jim.

All right. Live up to it, then. And Ill try to, too, he added drily. Because, sometimes when youre off, God knows where, with Grismer, I feel lonely enough to drift with the first attractive girl I come across.

Why dont you? she asked, flushing slightly.

The reason I havent, he said, is because Im in love with you.

She was standing with head bent, but now she looked up quickly.

You adorable infant, she laughed. What a child you really are, after all! Come, she added mischievously, lets kiss like good children and let the gods occupy themselves with our future. Its their business, not ours. Im glad you think youre in love with me. But, Jim, Im in love with life. And youre such an important part of life that, naturally, I include you!

She bent forward and touched his lips with hers, daintily, deftly avoiding his arms, her eyes gay with malice.

No, she laughed, not that, if you please, dear friend! It rumples and raises the deuce with my hair and gown. But we are friends again, arent we, Jim?

Yes, he said in a low voice,  — if you can give me no more than friendship.

Its the most wonderful thing in the world! she insisted.

Youve read that somewhere.

You annoy me, Jim! It is my own conclusion. Theres nothing finer for anybody — unless they want children. And I dont.

Neither did he. No young man does. But what she said struck him as unpleasantly modern.

He met Grismer here and there in the artistic channels of the city; often in Stephanies studio, frequently in other studios, and occasionally amid gatherings at restaurants, theatres, art galleries.

At first he had been civil but cool, avoiding any tête-à-tête with his old school-fellow. But, little by little, he became aware of several things which slightly influenced his attitude toward Grismer.

One thing became plain; the man had no intimates. There was not a man Cleland met who seemed to care very much for Grismer; he seemed to have no frank and cordial friendships among men, no pals. Yet, he was considered clever and amusing where people gathered; he interested men without evoking their personal sympathy; he interested women intensely with his unusual good looks and the light, elusive quality of his intelligence.

Always amiably suave, graceful of movement, alert and considerate of feminine fancies, moods and caprices, he was welcomed everywhere by them in the circles which he sauntered into. But he was merely accepted by men.

So, in spite of his resentment at what Grismer had done, Cleland felt slightly sorry for this friendless man. For Grismers was a solitary soul, and Cleland, who had suffered from loneliness enough to understand it, gradually became conscious of the intense loneliness of this man, even amid his popularity with women and their sympathetic and sentimental curiosity concerning him.

But no man seemed to care for closer intimacy with Grismer than a friendly acquaintanceship offered. There was something about him that did not seem to attract or invite mens careless comradeship or confidence.

Its those floating golden specks in his eyes, said Belter, discussing him one day with Cleland. Hes altogether too auriferous and graceful to be entirely genuine, Cleland — too easy and too damned bland. Poor beggar; have you noticed how shabby and shiny hes getting? I guess hes down and out for fair financially.

Cleland had noticed it. The mans linen was visibly frayed. His clothes, too, betrayed his meagre circumstances, yet he wore them so well, and there was such a courtly indifference in the man, that the shabby effect seemed due to a sort of noble carelessness.

Cleland had never called on Grismer. He had no inclination to do so, no particular reason except that Grismer had invited him several times. Yet, an uneasy curiosity lurked within him concerning Grismers abode and whether Stephanie, always serenely unconventional, ever went there.

He didnt care to think she did, yet, after all, the girl was this mans legal wife, and there was no moral law to prevent her going there and taking up her abode if she were so inclined.

Cleland never asked her if she went there, perhaps dreading her reply.

As far as that was concerned, he could not find any of his friends or acquaintances who had ever been in Grismers lodgings. Nobody even seemed to know exactly where they were, except that Grismer lived somewhere in Bleecker Street and never entertained.

At times, when Stephanie was not to be found, and his unhappy inference placed her in Grismers company, he felt an unworthy inclination to call on Grismer and find out whether the girl was there. But the impulse was a low one, and made him ashamed, and his envy and jealousy disgusted him with himself.

Besides, his state of mind was painfully confused and uncertain in regard to Stephanie. He was in love with her, evidently. But the utter lack of sentimental response on her part afforded his love for her no nourishment.

He traversed the entire scale of emotions. When he was not with her he often came to the exasperated conclusion that he could learn to forget her; when he was with her the idea seemed rather hopeless.

The unfortunate part of it seemed to be that, like his fathers, his was a single-track heart. Hed never been in love, unless this was love. Anyway, Stephanie occupied the single track, and there seemed to be no switches, no sidings, nothing to clear that track.

He was exceedingly miserable at times.

However, his mind was equipped with a whole terminal full of tracks and every one was busy in the service of his profession.

For a month, now, he had been installed in his studio-apartment on the top floor. He picked up on Fourth and on Madison Avenues enough preciously rickety furniture to make him comfortable and drive friends to distraction when they ventured to trust themselves to chair or sofa.

But his writing table and corner-chair were solid and modern, and he had half a dozen things under construction — a novel, some short stories, some poems which he modestly mentioned as verses.

Except for the unexplored mazes in which first love had involved him he was happy — exceedingly happy. But, to a creative mind, happiness born of self-expression is a weird, uncanny, composite emotion, made up of ecstatic hope and dolorous despair and well peppered with dread and confidence, cowardice and courage, rage and tranquillity; and further seasoned with every devilish doubt and celestial satisfaction that the heart of a writer is heir to.

In the morning he was certain of himself. He was the captain of his destiny; he was the dictator of his inspiration, equipped with the technical mastery that his obedient thoughts dare not disobey.

By afternoon the demon Doubt had shaken his self-confidence, and Fear peered at him between every line of his manuscript, and it was a case of Childe Roland from that time on until the pencil fell from his unnerved fingers and he rose from his work satiated, half-stunned, not knowing whether he had done well or meanly. Vaguely he realized at such moments that, for such as he, a just appraisal of his own work would never be possible for him — that he himself would never know; and that what men said of it — if, indeed, they ever said anything about his work — would never wholly convince him, never entirely enlighten him as to its value or its worthlessness.

That is one of the penalties imposed upon the creative mind. It goes on producing because it must. Praise stimulates it, blame depresses; but it never knows the truth.

Toward the end of May, one afternoon, Stephanie came into his studio, seated herself calmly in his chair, and picked up his manuscript.

Its no good, he said, throwing himself on an antique sofa which just endured the strain and no more.

She read for an hour, her grey eyes never leaving the written pages, her pretty brows bent inward with the strain of concentration.

He watched her, chin on hand, lying there on the sofa.

But the air was mild and languorous with the promise of the coming summer; sunshine fell across the wall; the boy dozed, presently, and after a while lay fast asleep.

She had been gone for some time when he awoke. As he sat up, blinking through the late afternoon sunshine, a pencilled sheet of yellow manuscript paper fluttered from his breast to the floor.

Jim, it is fine! I mean it! It is a splendid, virile, honest piece of work. And it is intensely interesting. Im quite mad about it — quite thrilled that you can do such things. Its so masterly, so mature — and I dont know where you got your knowledge of that woman, because she is perfectly feminine and women think and do such things, and her motives are the motives that animate that sort of woman.

As you lie there asleep you look about eighteen — not much older than when I used to see you when you came home from school and lay on your sofa and read Kipling aloud to me. Then I was awed; you were a grown man to me. Now you are just a boy again, and I love you dearly, and Im going to kiss your hair, very cautiously, before I go downstairs.

Ive done it. Im going now.

STEVE.


CHAPTER XXII
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IT HAPPENED ONE day late in May that Cleland, desiring local accuracy of detail in a chapter of his brand new novel, put on his hat and walked to Washington Square and across it, south, into the slums.

New leaves graced the trees in the park; spring flowers bloomed around the fountain, and the grass was rankly fragrant where it had just been mowed.

But he left the spring freshness behind him when he entered that sad, dingy, swarming region to the south, where the only clean creature seemed to be the occasional policeman in his new summer tunic, sauntering aloof amid the noise and wretchedness and the foul odours made fouler by the sunshine.

Cleland presently found the squalid street which he wished to describe in convincing detail, and stood there on the corner in the shelter of a tobacconists awning making preliminary mental notes. Then, as he fished out note-book and pencil, intent on professional memoranda, he saw Grismer.

The man wore shabbier clothes than Cleland had ever before seen him wear; he was crossing the filthy street at his usual graceful and leisurely saunter, and he did not see Cleland under the awning.

There was a chop-suey restaurant opposite, a shabby, disreputable, odoriferous place, doubly repulsive in the pitiless sunshine. And into this sauntered Grismer and disappeared.

The slight shock of the episode remained to bother Cleland all the morning. He kept thinking of it while trying to work; he could not seem to put it from his mind and finally threw aside his manuscript, took his hat and stick, and went out with the intention of lunching.

It was nearly lunch time, but he did not walk toward the cream-coloured Hotel Rochambeau, with its green awnings and its French flag flying. He took the other way, scarcely realizing what he meant to do until he turned the corner into Bleecker Street.

He found the basement he was in search of presently; two steps down, an area gate and bell encrusted with rust, and a diseased and homeless cat dozing there in patient misery.

You poor devil, he said, offering a cautious caress; but the gaunt creature struck at him and fled.

He rang. Jangling echoes resounded from within. Two negro wenches and a Chinaman surveyed him from adjoining houses. He could smell a sour stench from the beer saloon opposite, where a fat German beast was washing down the sidewalk with a mop.

Hello, Cleland. This is very nice of you. Come in! said a pleasant voice behind him, and, as he turned, Grismer, in shabby slippers and faded dressing-gown, opened the iron wicket.

I hadnt called, said Cleland a little stiffly,  — so I thought Id drop in for a moment and take you out somewhere to lunch.

Grismer smiled his curious, non-committal smile and ushered him into a big, whitewashed basement, with a screen barring the further end and quite bare except for a few bits of furniture, some plaster casts, and half a dozen revolving tables on which stood unfinished studies in clay and wax.

Cleland involuntarily glanced about him, then went over and politely examined the studies in clay.

Ive a back yard, too, said Grismer, where I work in good weather. The light in here isnt particularly good.

For the wretchedness of his quarters he made no further apology; he spoke in his easy, amiable way and entirely without embarrassment, standing beside Cleland and moving with him from one study to another.

Theyre just as clever as they can be, said Cleland,  — infernally clever, Grismer. Are they commissions?

Im sorry to say they are not, replied Grismer with a smile.

But a man who can do this work ought never to want for commissions, insisted Cleland.

Im exceedingly glad you like my work, returned Grismer pleasantly, but as for orders — — he shrugged— when I didnt need them they came to me. But, Cleland, when the world learns that a man needs anything it suddenly discovers that it doesnt need him! Isnt it funny, he added good-humouredly, that prosperous talent is always in demand, always turning down work which it has no time to do; but the same talent on its uppers is universally under deep suspicion?

He spoke lightly, impersonally, and without the slightest trace of bitterness. Sit down and light one of your own cigarettes, he said. Ive only pipe-tobacco, and you probably wouldnt care for it.

Cleland seated himself in the depths of a big, threadbare arm-chair.

Grismer said with a smile:

No use informing you that Im obliged to live economically. Models are expensive; so is material. Therefore, I live where I can afford both, and a roof to cover them.... And do you know, Cleland, that after all it doesnt matter much where one sleeps — — he made a slight gesture toward the screen at the end of the room. I used to think it did until I had to give up a place of my own full of expensive and beautiful things.

But it really doesnt matter. The main idea is to be free — free of debt, free of expensive impedimenta which cause one anxiety, free from the importunities and restrictions of ones friends. He laughed and dropped one long leg over the other.

Ive niggers and Chinamen for neighbours. They cause me no inconvenience. Its rather agreeable than otherwise to sit here and work, or lounge about and smoke, wondering whether a commission is already on its way or whether it has not yet even taken shape in the brain of some person unknown who is destined by fate some day to exchange his money for my bronze or marble.... Its an amusing game, Cleland, isnt it? — the whole affair of living, I mean.... Not too unpleasant, not too agreeable.... But if ones heart-action were not involuntary and automatic, do you know, if it lay with me Id not bother to keep my heart ticking — Id be too lazy to wind it up.

He stretched himself out in his chair gracefully, good-humoured, serenely amused at his own ideas.

Did you have a good time abroad? he inquired.

Yes.... When you get on your feet you ought to go to Paris, Grismer.

Yes, I know. He looked humorously at his well-shaped feet stretched out before him in shabby slippers. Yes; its up to my feet, Cleland. But theyre a wandering, indifferent couple, inclined to indolence, I fear.... Is your work getting on?

Im busy.... Yes, I think its taking shape.

He looked up at Grismer hesitatingly, frankly troubled. Grismer, we were school-mates.... I wouldnt wish you to think me impertinent — —

Go ahead, Cleland.

Are you quite sure?

Im sure of you, returned Grismer, with a singular smile. I know you pretty well, Cleland. I knew you in school, in college.... We fought in school. You were civil to me at Harvard. He laughed. Ive always liked you, Cleland — which is more than you can say about me.

Cleland reddened, and Grismer laughed again, lightly and without effort:

Its that way sometimes. I think that you are about the only man I have ever really liked. You didnt know that, did you?

No.

Well, dont let it worry you, added Grismer, smiling. Go on and say what you were about to say.

It was — I was merely wondering — whether youd take it all right if — — He began again from another angle: Ive a country place — up in the Berkshires — my fathers old place. And I thought that a fountain — if youd care to design one — —

Grismer had been watching him with that indefinable smile in his golden eyes, which perplexed men and interested women, but now he rose suddenly and walked to the barred windows and stood there with his back turned, gazing out into the area. After an interval he pivoted on his heels, sauntered back and seated himself, relighting his pipe.

All right, he said very quietly. Ill do your fountain.

Cleland drew a breath of relief. If you like, he said, come up with me to Runners Rest in June and look over the garden. There ought to be a pool there; there are plenty of springs on the mountain to feed a fountain by gravity. I think it would be fine to have a pool and a fountain in the old garden. Is it understood that youll do it for me?

Yes.... I dont wish to be paid.

Good Lord! You and I are professionals, Grismer, not beastly amateurs. Do you think Id write for anybody unless Im paid for it?

Grismers eyes held a curious expression as they rested on him. Then his features changed and he smiled and nodded carelessly:

Ill do your fountain on your own terms. Tell me when you are ready.

Cleland rose:

Wont you change your mind and lunch with me somewhere?

Thanks, no. Grismer also had risen, and the two men confronted each other for a moment in silence.

Then Grismer said:

Cleland, I think youre the only man in the world for whom I have any real consideration. I havent much use for men — no delusions. But it always has been different about you — even when we fought in school — even when I used to sneer at you sometimes.... And I want, somehow, to make you understand that I wish you well; that if it lay with me you should attain whatever you wish in life; that if attainment depended upon my stepping aside Id do it.... Thats all I can say. Think it over and try to understand.

Cleland, astonished, looked at him with unconcealed embarrassment.

Youre very kind, he said, to feel so generously interested in my success. I wish you success, too.

Grismer smiled:

You dont understand me after all, he said pleasantly. I was afraid you wouldnt.

You are offering me your friendship, as I take it, said Cleland awkwardly. Isnt that what you meant?

Yes. And other things....

He laughed with a slight touch of malice in his mirth:

Theres such a lot yet left unsaid between you and me, which you and I must say to each other some day. But theres plenty of time, Cleland.... And I shall be very glad to design and execute a fountain for your garden.

He offered his hand; Cleland took it, the embarrassed flush still staining his face.

Yes, he said, there is a matter that I wish to talk over with you some day, Grismer.

I know.... But I think we had better wait a while.... Because I wish to answer everything you ask; and for the present I had rather not.

They walked slowly to the area gate and Grismer unlocked it.

Im glad you came, he said. Its a bit lonely sometimes.... I have no friends.

When you feel that way, said Cleland, drop in on me.

Thanks.

And that was all. Cleland went away through the ill-smelling streets, crossed the sunny square, and walked thoughtfully back to his own studio.

Hes a strange man, he mused,  — he was a strange boy, and hes grown into a curious sort of man.... Poor devil.... Its as though something inside him is lacking — or has been killed.... But why in Gods name did Steve marry him unless she was in love with him? ... It must be.... And his pride wont let him take her until he can stand on his own feet.... When I dig that pool Ill dig a pit for my feet.... A grave for a fool....

He unlocked his studio and went in.

Im done with love, he said aloud to himself.

The jingle of the telephone bell echoed his words and he walked slowly over to the table and detached the receiver.

Jim?

Is it you, Steve?

Yes. Would you like some tea about five?

All right. Ive had no lunch and Ill be hungry.

You know, Jim, Im not going to provide a banquet for you. Why dont you go out and take lunch?

I forgot it. I dont feel like work. Shall I come down and talk to you now?

Im going out to take a dancing lesson in a few moments. Ill talk to you while Im putting on my hat.

He said All right, took his hat and stick and went downstairs again.

She opened the door for him, offering him her cool, slim hand, then she opened a hat-box and lifted from it a hat.

I believe Ill join the Russian ballet, she said. I do dance very nicely. You should hear what the ballet master says. And Miss Duncan and Miss St. Denis watched me yesterday, and they were very complimentary and polite.

Nonsense. Its good exercise, but it would be a dogs life for you to lead, Steve. Where is Helen?

Out hunting a model for her Pegasus. She asked me to pose for the mounted figure, but I havent time. I can fancy myself, in a complete state of nature, scrambling onto some rickety old livery hack — — She threw back her head and laughed, then inspected her new hat, and, facing the studio mirror, pinned it to her chestnut hair.

Do you like it, Jim?

Fine. You make all hats look well.

Such a nice, polite boy! So well brought up! But unfortunately I heard you say the same thing to Helen.... Where have you been, Jim? I called you up an hour ago.

I went to see Grismer, he said, coolly ignoring her perverse and tormenting humour.

You did? Bless your dear, generous heart! cried the girl. Do you know that if it were in me to be sentimental over you, what you did would start me? Continue to behave like a real man, dear friend, and Ill be head over heels in love before I know it!

Why? he asked, conscious again of her gaily derisive mood and not caring for it.

Because, she said, you have acted like a man in calling on Oswald, and not like a spoiled boy. You resented Oswalds marrying me. You have been sullen and suspicious and aloof with him since you came back. I know Oswald better than you do. I know that he has felt your attitude keenly, though he never admitted it even to me.

He is a man of few friends, admired but not well liked; he is wretchedly poor, fiercely proud, sensitive — —

What!

Did you think he wasnt? she asked. He is painfully sensitive; pitiably so. I think women divine it, and it attracts them.

He hasnt the reputation of being very thin-skinned, remarked Cleland drily.

The average man who is sensitive would die to conceal it. You ought to know that, Jim; its your business to dissect people, isnt it?

She thrust a second pin through the crown of her hat and adjusted it deftly.

Anyway, she said, you are a nice, polite boy to go to see him, and you have made me very happy. Good-bye! I must run — —

Have you lunched?

No, but Im going to.

With whom? he asked incautiously.

A man.

Youre usually just going out to lunch or dine with some man, he said sullenly.

I like men, she said, smiling at him.

What you probably mean is that you like admiration.

I do. Its agreeable; its sanitary; its soothing. It invigorates ones self-confidence and self-respect. And it doesnt disarrange ones hair and rumple ones gown. Therefore, I prefer the undemonstrative admiration of a man to the indiscreet demonstrations of a boy.

Do you mean me? he asked, furious.

But she ignored the question:

Boys are funny, she said, swinging her velvet reticule in circles. Any girl can upset their equilibrium. All a girl has to do is to look at a boy sideways — the way Lady Button-eyes looked at you yesterday afternoon — —

What!

At the Rochambeau. And you got up and went over and renewed your friendship with her. Helen and I saw you.

I was merely civil, he said.

So was she. She fished out a card and wrote on it. I dont know what she wrote.

She wrote her telephone call. There isnt the slightest chance of my using it.

Stephanie laughed:

He certainly is the nicest, politest boy in all Manhattan, and sister is very, very proud of him. Good-bye, James — —

She offered her lips to him audaciously, bending forward on tip-toe, both hands clasped behind her. But her grey eyes were bright with malice.

Nice, polite boy, she repeated. Kiss little sister.

No, he said gloomily, Im fed up on sisterly kisses — —

You insulting wretch! Do you mean you wont? Then you shall —— !

She started toward him, wrath in her eyes, but he caught her wrists and held her.

Youre altogether too well satisfied with yourself, he said. Youve no emotions inside your very lovely person except discreet ones. Otherwise, youve got the devil inside you and its getting on my nerves.

Jim! You beast!

Yes, I am. What of it? Beasts have emotions. Yours have either been cultivated out of you or you were born without any. Im glad I am part beast. Im glad you know it. The rest of me is human; and the combination isnt a very serious menace to civilization. But the sort of expurgated girl you are is!

Dont you think Im capable of any deep emotions? she asked. The smile had died on her lips.

Maybe. I dont know.

Who should, if you dont?

He shrugged:

Your husband, perhaps.

Jim! I told you not to call him that!

Well, a spade is a spade — —

Do you mean to be offensive?

How can that offend you?

She released her wrists and shot a curious, inexplicable look at him.

I dont understand you, she said. You can be so generous and high-minded and you can be so unkind and insolent to me.

Insolent?

Yes. You meant it insolently when you spoke of Oswald as my husband. Youve done it before, too. Why do you? Do you really want to hurt me? Because you know he isnt my husband except by title. He may never be.

All right, he said. Im sorry I was offensive. Im just tired of this mystery, I suppose. Its a hopeless sort of affair for me. I cant make you love me; youre married, besides. Its too much for me — I cant cope with it, Steve.... So I wont ever bother you again with importunities. Ill go my own way.

Very well, she said in an even voice.

She nodded to him and went out, saying as she passed:

Therell be tea at five, if you care for any. And left him planted.

Which presently enraged him, and he began to pace the studio, pondering on the cruelty, insensibility and injustice of that devilish sex which had created man as a convenience.

The thing to do, he said savagely to himself, is to exterminate the last trace of love for her, tear it out, uproot it, trample on it without remorse — —

The studio bell rang. He walked to the door and opened it. A bewilderingly pretty girl stood there.

Miss Davis? she inquired sweetly. I have an appointment.

Come in, said Cleland, the flush of wrath still on his countenance.

The girl entered; he offered her a chair.

Miss Davis happens to be out at the moment, he said, but I dont believe shell be very long.

Do you mind my waiting? asked the pretty girl.

No, I dont, he said, welcoming diversion. Do you mind my being here? Or are you going to put me out?

She looked surprised, then she laughed very delightfully:

Of course not. Miss Davis and I have known each other for a long while, and I owe her a great deal and I am devoted to her. Do you think Id be likely to banish a friend of hers? Besides, Im only one of her models.

A model? he repeated. How delightful! I also am a model — of good behaviour.

They both laughed.

Does it pay? she inquired mischievously.

No, it doesnt. I wish I had another job.

Why not take the one Ive just left?

What was it?

I was dancing at the Follies.

All right. Will you try me out?

With pleasure.

Ill turn on that music-box.

The girl laughed her enchanting little laugh, appraised him at a glance, then turned her pretty head and critically surveyed the studio.

I believe, she said, Im to pose for Miss Davis seated on a winged horse. Isnt that exciting?

Youd be delightful on a winged horse, he said.

Do you think so?

I suspect it. What did you do in the Follies?

Nothing very interesting. Have you seen the Follies?

You ought to know I havent, he said reproachfully. Do you suppose I could have forgotten you?

She rose and dropped him a Florodora curtsey. They were getting on very well. She glanced demurely at the music box. He jumped up and turned it on. The battered disc croaked out a tango.

Shall I take up those rugs? he inquired.

What on earth would Miss Davis say if she found us dancing?

She isnt here to say anything. Shall I?

Very well.... Ill help you.

They dragged the rugs aside.

The studio was all golden with the sun, now, and the brilliant rays bathed them as she laid her gloved hand in his and his arm encircled her waist.

She was a wonderful dancer; her supple grace and professional perfection enchanted him.

From time to time he left her to crank up the music-box; neither of them tired. Occasionally she glanced at her jewelled wrist-watch and ventured to voice her doubts as to the propriety of continuing in the imminence of Miss Daviss return.

Then lets come up to my studio, he said. Ive a music-phone of sorts. We can dance there until youre tired, and then you can come down and see Miss Davis.

She demurred: the music-box ran down with a squawk.

Shall we take one more chance here? he asked.

No, its too risky.... Shall I run up to your place for just one little dance?

Come on! he said, taking her hand.

They went out and he closed the door. Then, hand-in-hand, laughing like a pair of children, they sped up the stairs and arrived breathless before his door, which he unlocked. And in another minute they were dancing again while a scratched record croaked out a fox-trot.

I must go, she said, resting one gloved hand on his arm. Id love to stay but I mustnt.

First, he said, well have tea.

No!

But presently they were seated on his desk, a plate of sweet biscuits between them, their glasses of sherry touching.

Unknown but fascinating girl, he said gaily, I drink to your health and fortune. Never shall I forget our dance together; never shall I forget the charming stranger who took tea with me!

Nor shall I forget you! — you very nice boy, she said, looking at him with smiling intentness.

Would it spoil if we saw each other again?

You know that such delightful encounters never bear repetition, she answered. Now Im going. Farewell!

She laughed at him, touched her glass with her lips, set it aside, and slipped to the floor.

Good-bye! she said. He caught her at the door, and she turned and looked up gravely.

Dont spoil it, she whispered, disengaging herself.

So he released her, and she stretched out her hand, smiled at him, and stepped out. The music-phone continued to play gaily.

A girl who was coming upstairs saw her as she left Clelands studio; and, as the pretty visitor sped lightly past her, the girl who was mounting turned and watched her. Then she resumed her ascent, came slowly to Clelands open door, stood there resting a moment as though out of breath.

Cleland, replacing the rugs, glanced up and caught sight of Stephanie; and the quick blood burnt his face.

She came in as though still a trifle weary from the ascent. Neither spoke. She glanced down at the two empty wine glasses on his desk, saw the decanter, the biscuits and cigarettes. The music-phone was expiring raucously.

Who is that girl? she asked in an even, colourless voice.

A girl I met.

Do you mind telling me her name?

I — dont know it, he said, getting redder.

Oh. Shall I enlighten you?

Thank you.

Shes Mary Cliff, of the Follies. Ive seen her dance.

Really, he said carelessly.

Stephanie leaned against the desk, resting one hand on it. An odd sense of mental fatigue possessed her; things were not clear in her mind; she was not very sure of what she was saying:

I came up to say — that Im sorry we quarrelled.... Im sorry now that I came. Im going in a moment.... Youve already had tea, I see. So you wont care for any more.

After a flushed silence, he said:

Did you have a successful lesson, Steve?

Ive had two — lessons. Yes, they were quite — successful.

You seem tired.

No. She turned and walked to the door. He opened it for her in silence.

Good night, she said.

Good night.


CHAPTER XXIII

[image: img657.jpg]

CLELANDS UNHAPPY INTERPRETATION of the episode was masculine and therefore erroneous — the interpretation of a very young man whose reverence for the restless sex might require revision some day or other unless he died exceedingly young. For he concluded, now, that he had thoroughly disgusted Stephanie Quest; first by his vulgar flirtation with Lady Button-eyes, then by losing his temper and admitting to her his own odious materialism; and, furthermore and flagrantly, by his hideous behaviour with a pretty girl whose name even he had not known when he entertained her at his impromptu thé-dansant.

He saw himself quite ruined in the unemotional grey eyes of a girl who, herself, was so coldly aloof from the ignoble emotions lurking ever and furtively in the masculine animal.

He had had little enough chance with Stephanie, even when his conduct had been exemplary. Now he was dreadfully certain that his chances were less than none at all; that he had done himself in. What had he to hope of her now?

To this unconventional yet proud, pure-hearted girl had been offered the very horrid spectacle of his own bad temper and reprehensible behaviour. And, although there had been no actual harm in it, she could never, never understand or forgive it. Never!

Her virginal ears had been insulted by the cynical avowal of his own masculine materialism. Of the earth, earthy, he had vaunted himself in his momentary exasperation— of humanity, a shamelessly human example.

With her own incredulous, uncontaminated eyes she had seen him pocket Lady Button-eyes telephone number. Her shrinking ears had heard the mutilated record in his music-phone dying out in a tipsy two-step; her outraged gaze had beheld a perfectly strange young girls gaily informal exit from his own bachelor apartment, where sherry still stood in both glasses and the rugs lay scattered in disorder against the wall. Elimination was naturally the portion he had to expect. And he gloomily schooled himself to endure annihilation.

According to his philosophy there was nothing else on earth to do about it. Doubtless shed ultimately forgive him, but her respect he couldnt hope for at present; and as for any deeper sentiment, if ever there had been any hope in his heart that he might one day awaken it, now he knew it was wriggling in its death-throes, making him, by turns, either frightfully unhappy or resentfully reckless.

The hopeless part of it was that, unlike weaker men, he had no desire to drown sorrow in any irregular and unworthy fashion.

Many men of many minds turn to many things seeking the anodyne in one form or another — the nepenthe of forgetfulness, rarer than the philosophers stone.

Neither wine nor the dreary quest for heart-ease among frailer companions ever appeals to any but weak minds. And the boy, not knowing what to do, turned to his work with a renewed energy resembling desperation.

It is the only hope for ultimate anesthesia.

Also, he took to prowling by night, being too unhappy to remain in his studio so near to Stephanie.

He prowled about Broadway and Long Acre with Badger Spink, whose restless cleverness and self-absorption ended by wearying him; he prowled with Clarence Verne one night, encountering that strange sphinx by accident, and strolling with him at hazard through the purlieus of Chelsea. Both men seemed deeply preoccupied with problems of their own, and though they knew each other only slightly they maintained the reticence of intimacy — an odd assumption, as Cleland thought afterward. Yet, one of them was very sick for love, and the other very sick of it; and, besides, there roved with them a third and unseen companion, through the crooked, lamp-lit streets, whose shrouded arm was linked in Vernes. And perhaps that accounted for the sombre silence which brooded between these men in trouble.

Verne said at parting — and gazing absently at nothing while he spoke:

The tragedy of civilization — of what the world calls civilization! — that is the most terrible of all, Cleland. That is the real and only hell. Not the ruthless eruptions of barbarism; not the momentary resurgence of atavistic violence — of red-blooded rapine and lust — but the ordered, lawful, stealthy, subtle horrors of civilization: they slay mens souls.

I dont get you, Verne.

No, Cleland. But somebody else will — somebody else will get me — very soon, now.... Good-bye.

A few days later Cleland prowled with Harry Belter, intent upon supper somewhere in the outer marches of the town.

For an episode had occurred that shook them both with the most sobering and distressing jar that youth experiences in fullest mental and physical vigour.

I dont see how a man can kill himself, said Cleland. I dont see why he cant go somewhere else and cure himself of his unhappiness. Travel, change, new faces — —

Perhaps he wants to be rid of faces, muttered Belter.

There are wonderful wildernesses.

Perhaps hes too tired to admire em. Perhaps hes half dead for sleep.

You talk as though you sympathized and understood, Harry.

I do.

You! The indefatigable optimist! You, the ever-welcome, the gay consoler, the irrepressible spirit among us!

If I didnt play that rôle Id do what Clarence Verne did!

What!

Long ago, added Belter.

For Gods sake, why? I never dreamed — —

You were away, three years, having a good time abroad, werent you? How should you know what happened to others?

Did something happen to you, Harry?

It did. If you wish to know exactly what, Ill tell you what happened to me was a woman. Now you know something that nobody else knows — except that demon and myself.

But such things — —

No. Such things destroy, ultimately. Ill die of her, one day.

Nonsense!

But Belter, the jester, laughed a terrifying laugh and sauntered into the open door of the restaurant which they had walked a mile or two to find.

Its a low pub, he remarked, and suitable to my mind. They seated themselves at a cherry table. One or two newspaper men nodded to Belter. A confidence man, whispering to a painted mulatto girl, turned to scrutinize him; a ruffianly bar-keeper saluted him cordially.

There was a grill glowing beyond the bar. A waiter, chewing a tooth-pick, came up and stood leaning on their table with both hairy hands spread flat on the polished top.

Well, gents, what is it? he asked hoarsely.

They gave their order. Then Belter, leaning forward and planting both elbows on the table, said in a low voice:

They call me a caricaturist, but, by God, Cleland, Im a realist! Ive learned more about women by caricaturing them than I ever read in their smooth countenances. They are caricatures, in their secret souls — every one of them; and when I exaggerate a weak point and ignore everything but the essential character lines and contours, by jingo, Cleland, Ive discovered em — exposed em as they really are! — distorted caricatures of human beings.

Cleland disagreed with him, gloomily, amazed at his bitterness.

No, said Belter, if you tell the mere truth about them theyre a nuisance! We dont understand em. Why? Theres very little to understand and thats all on the surface as plain as the nose on your face! — too plain for us to notice. And you writers explore and dissect em, seeking deeps where there are shallows, mysteries where there are facts, subtleties where everything is obvious. They havent much mind, they have few traits because they have precious little character. They are not like humans; they resemble Fabres insects — strange, incomprehensible Martians, doing things not from intelligence, not from reason, impulse, desire, but merely from an inherited instinct that apes intelligence, that parodies passion.

What have they done to you, Harry?

Nothing, in years.... Because I wont let em. But the spectacle of the world suddenly crawling with women, all swarming restlessly over the face of the globe, not knowing why or whither — it appalls me, Jim. And we men continue flinging at them everything we can think of to stop them, quiet them, and keep them still — personal liberty, franchise, political opportunity, professional and industrial chances — and still they twist and wriggle and squirm and swarm over everything restlessly, slowly becoming denatured, unsexed, more sterile, more selfish, insolent, intolerable every day. They are the universal nuisance of the age; they are slowly smothering us as shifting dunes threaten the fertile plain — —

For heavens sake — —

Theres the unvarnished truth about woman, insisted Belter. Shes got the provocative câlinerie of a cat; the casual insouciance of a sparrow; the nesting and hatching instinct of the hen; the mindless jealousy of a Pekingese.

The creative mind that marries one of em is doomed either to sterility or to anguish. Their jealousy and malice stultify and slay the male brain; there is no arguing with them because they have no real mind to appeal to, no logic, no reason. Like the horrible praying Mantis they suffer the embrace of the male and immediately begin to eat him, commencing with the head — —

Cleland began to laugh. His mirth, unrestrained, did not disturb Belter, who continued to eat his club sandwich and wash it down with huge draughts of Pilsner.

Do you think Id marry one of em? he demanded scornfully. Do you know what really happened to Clarence Verne?

No.

Well, he married a dainty little thing and expected to continue earning two thousand dollars for every magazine cover he designed. And do you know what happened?

No, I dont.

Ill tell you. The dainty little thing turned jealous, hired a shyster who hired detectives to follow Verne about and report to her what he did inside and outside his studio. She doped his food when she thought he had a rendezvous; she had his letters stolen. In his own world, any woman he found agreeable was cut out by his wife; if, in the jolly and unconventional fellowship of Bohemia, he ever stopped on the street to chat with a pretty girl or took one, harmlessly, to lunch or supper, or offered any of em tea in his studio, her detectives reported it to her and she raised hell.

It killed spontaneity, any gaiety of heart, any incentive in Verne. It embittered him, aged him, strangled him. Look at his work to-day! Nothing remains except the mechanical technique. Look at the man. Dead in his bathroom. Dont talk to me about women.

Why didnt he divorce her if he knew of all this she was doing?

He had a little girl to think of. After all, Verne had lived his life. Better snuff it out that way and leave the child in decent ignorance of family dissension.... And that was the matter with Clarence Verne, Cleland. And I tell you that into the heart of every man who has been fool enough to marry, some canker is eating its way. There is not one woman in a million with mind enough and humanity enough to keep her husbands love — not one who knows enough to

Let him alone

And hell come home—

Not one with the brains, mental resource, wisdom, to mate without becoming a parasite. And still, all over the world the asses are solemnly asking each other, Is marriage a failure? Bah! The world makes me very sick!

They went to Vernes funeral a few days later. The widow was very pretty in her deep mourning. Her little girl was with her.

But the affair was not even a nine-days gossip in the artists world. Verne had stalked wistfully among them for a few years, but had never been of them since his marriage: he had lived at home in one of the fashionable quarters, although his studio — and his heart — were in Chelsea.

So his well-known magazine covers were missed more than he was, and people soon ceased discussing him and his fate; and in a month nobody remembered whether it had been done with a razor or a revolver. And very few cared.

As for Cleland, he had never known Verne well, and the damnation of his taking off affected him only superficially. Besides, busy men have little time to bother about death; and Cleland was now extremely busy with his novel, which began to take definite shape and proportion under unremitting labour.

He now saw Stephanie much as usual; and the girl did not seem seriously changed toward him in behaviour. Her spirits appeared to be high always; she seemed to be always doing something interesting and delightful, dining out, going to theatres — though the choice was now limited, as many were already closed for the summer — motoring out to the country, taking her dancing and dramatic lessons, entertaining in the studio.

It is true that he seldom or never saw Stephanie alone now, but that seemed accidental, because he really had been absorbed in his work and she was usually out somewhere or other during the day. But she appeared to be cordial to him — just as full of gay malice and light banter as ever — full of undisguised interest in the progress of his work and delighted with his promise to let her read the manuscript when it was typed and before he submitted it to any publisher.

So all seemed to go serenely between them; he resolutely told himself that he had given her up; she did not appear to be aware of anything altered or subdued in his cordiality toward her — apparently missed nothing in his attitude that might once have been to her significant of any deeper feeling.

Yet, once or twice, when a gay company filled her studio, amid the chatter and music and movement of dancers, he became aware of her level, grey eyes gravely intent on him — but always the gravity he surprised in them turned to a quick, frank smile when his gaze encountered hers, and she always made him some pretty signal of recognition across the animated scene.

As for Helen, he always got on delightfully with that charming and capable girl. There was something very engaging about her, she was so wholesome, so energetic, so busy, so agreeable to look at.

He had acquired a habit of dropping in on his way out to lunch to watch her working on the sketches and studies for Aspiration; but one day she forgot to warn him and he blundered into the courtyard where, on a white circus-horse, a lovely, slender, but rather startling figure hid its face in its hands and desperately attempted to make a garment of its loosened hair, while an elderly female holding the horses head cried Shoo! and Helen hustled him out, a little perturbed and intensely amused.

I ought to have told you, she said. I wouldnt mind, but even professional models object to anybody except, occasionally, another artist.

Im sorry, he said. Please tell little Miss Eve that I didnt mean to scare her.

They chatted for a few minutes, then Helen smilingly excused herself and went back to her work, and Cleland continued on his way to lunch, chagrined at his stupidity.

I wonder, he thought, if that was my little unknown dancing partner? Now, she will think Ive spoiled it all.

He was in masculine error again. Disconcerted beauty has the consolation that it is beautiful. Otherwise, it remains merely outraged modesty; and bitterness abides in its soul.

Helen, laughingly mentioning the affair to Stephanie, still immensely amused at Clelands distress and apologetic blushes, added that the model, Marie Cliff, had been sensible enough to appreciate the humour of it, too.

You mean, said Stephanie, coldly, that she didnt care. And, not smiling, went on with her sewing.

Shes rather a refined type, said Helen, looking curiously at the girl who, bent over her mending, was plying her needle furiously.

Stephanie shrugged.

Dont you think so, Steve?

No. I think her typically common.

How odd! Shes quite young, and shes really very nice and modest — not the type of person you seem to imagine — —

I dont like her, interrupted Stephanie calmly. But her slender fingers were flying, and she had set her teeth in her under lip, which had trembled a little.

Helen, chancing to mention Cleland that night as they were preparing for bed, was astonished at Stephanies impatient comment:

Oh, Jims quite spoiled. Im rapidly losing interest in that young man.

Why? asked Helen, surprised.

Because he runs about with queer people. No man can do that and not show it in his own manner.

What people, Steve?

Well, with Lady Button-eyes for one. With your modest and bashful little model, for another.

Does he? Then she began to laugh. Im glad he displays good taste, anyway! The little Cliff girl is charming.

Isnt that rather a horrid and cynical thing to say? demanded Stephanie, flushing brightly.

Why? I think shes quite all right. Let them play together if they like. Its none of my business. Are you, the high-priestess of tolerance, becoming intolerant? she added laughingly.

No. I dont care what he does. But I should think hed prefer to frivol with one of his own class.

Its a matter of chance, remarked Helen, brushing out her curly brown hair. The beggar-maid or Vere-de-Vere — its all the same to a man if the girl is sufficiently attractive and amusing.

Amusing? repeated Stephanie. That is a humiliating rôle — to amuse a man.

If a girl doesnt, men soon neglect her. Men go where they are amused. Everybody does. You do. I do. Why not?

Stephanie, still hotly flushed, shook out her beautiful chestnut hair and began to comb it viciously.

I dont see how a common person can amuse a well-born man, she said.

Its a reflection on us if we give them the opportunity, retorted Helen, laughing. But if were not clever enough to hold the men of our own caste, then theyll certainly go elsewhere for their amusement.

And good riddance!

But whos to replace them?

I can get along perfectly without men.

Steve, youre talking like a child! What happens to be the matter with you? Has anything gone wrong?

Absolutely nothing — — She turned sharply; her comb caught in her hair and she jerked it free. Perhaps that accounted for the sudden glint of tears in her grey eyes.

Helen slipped her arm around her, but the girls rigid body did not yield and she kept her head obstinately averted.

Are you getting tired of your idiotic bargain with Oswald? asked Helen, gently.

No, I am not! He never bothers me — never gets on my nerves — never is unjust — unkind — —

Who is?

I dont know.... Men in general — annoy me — men in — general.

None in particular?

No.... It isnt very agreeable to know that ones brother goes about with a shameless dancer from the Follies.

Are you sure he does?

Perfectly. He gives her a party in his studio, too, sometimes.

But theres no harm in — —

A party for two! They drink — together.

Oh.

They drink and dance and eat, all by themselves! They take up the rugs and turn on the music and — and I dont know what they do! — I — d-dont know — I dont — I dont —— !

Her head fell into her hands; she stood rigid, her body shaken by emotions too unhappy, too new, too vague for her youthful analysis.

I — I cant bear to think of him that way — — she stammered,  — he was so straight and clean — so clean — —

Some men drift a little — sometimes — —

They say so.... I dont know. I am too miserable about him — too unhappy — —

She choked back a sob, and the slender hands that covered her eyes slowly clenched.

Helen looked at her in consternation. Girls dont usually betray so much emotion over some casual irregularity of a brother.

Stephanie pressed her clenched hands mutely against her lids for a while, then, her lips still quivering, she reached for her brush and began to groom her splendid hair again.

And Helen, watching her without a word, thought to self:

She behaves as though she were falling in love with him.... Shed certainly better be careful. The boy is already in love with her, no matter how he acts.... If she isnt very, very careful shell get into trouble with him.

Aloud she said cheerfully:

Steve, dear, I really think Im clever enough to have taken the measure of your very delightful brother. And I honestly dont believe it is in him to play fast and loose with any woman ever born.

He is doing it!

With whom?

That — Dancing girl — —

Nonsense! If its an ephemeral romance, which I dont believe, its a gay and harmless one. Dont worry your pretty head about it, Steve.

After Stephanie was in bed she kissed her lightly, smiled reassuringly, switched off the light and went to her own room, slowly.

Very gravely she braided her hair before the mirror, looking at her pale, reflected face.

Yet, though pale, it was still a fresh, wholesome, beautiful face. But the brown eyes stared sadly at their twin brown images, and the girl shook her head.

For the nearest that Helen Davis had ever come to falling in love was when Cleland first walked into her studio. She could have fallen in love with him then — within the minute — out of a clear sky. She realized it after he had gone — not too deeply astonished — she, who had never before been in love, recognized its possibility all in a moment.

But she had learned to hold herself in check since that first, abrupt and clear-minded recognition of such a possibility.

Never by a word or glance had she ever betrayed herself; yet his very nearness to her, at times, set her heart beating, set a faint thrill stealing through her. Yet her eyes always met his pleasantly, frankly, steadily; her hand lay calm and cool in his when she welcomed him or bade him good-bye. Always she schooled herself to withstand what threatened her, gave it no food for reflection, no sustenance, no status, no consideration.

Love came as no friend to her. She soon realized that. And she quietly faced him and bade him keep his distance.

She looked at herself again in the glass. Her brown eyes were very, very serious. Then the smile glimmered.

Quand même, she murmured gaily, and switched off the light.


CHAPTER XXIV
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IT WAS A warm day in early June and Cleland, working in trousers and undershirt, and driven by thirst to his tin ice-box, discovered it to be empty.

Confound it, he muttered, and rang up Stephanies studio. A maid answered, saying that Miss Quest had gone motoring and Miss Davis had not yet returned from shopping.

I want to borrow a lump of ice, explained Cleland. Ill come down for it.

So he concealed his lack of apparel under a gay silk dressing gown, picked up a pan, and went down, not expecting to encounter anybody.

In the kitchenette, in the rear, the obliging maid gave him a lump of ice. Carrying it in one hand, aloft, as an expert waiter carries a towering tray of dishes, and whistling a gay air with great content — for his work upstairs had gone very well that morning — he sauntered out of the culinary regions, along the alley-like passageway, into the studio.

And as he started for the door which he had left ajar, a figure opened it from without and entered hurriedly — a scared, breathless little figure, bare-footed, swathed in a kimono and a shock of hair.

They stared at each other, astonished. Both blushed furiously.

I simply cant help it, said the girl. I was sitting on that horse waiting for Miss Davis, when a bee or a horsefly or something stung him and he began to rear and kick all around the court, and I slid off him and ran.

They both laughed. Cleland, clutching his pan of ice, said:

I seem doomed to run into you when I shouldnt. Im terribly sorry.

She blushed again and carefully swathed her waist in the obi.

You didnt mean to, she said. It was rather startling, though.

It was, indeed. And now were having another unconventional party. Shall I leave this ice here and go out and quiet the nag?

Hell surely kick you.

Ill take a chance — — He set the pan of ice on a table, girded up his dressing-gown, and went out into the court. The horse stood quietly enough now. But Cleland soon discovered a green-eyed horsefly squatting on the wall and rubbing its forelegs together in devilish exultation.

Ill fix you, he muttered, picking up a lump of wet clay and approaching with infinite caution. He was a good shot; he buried the bloodthirsty little demon under a spatter of clay. Then he went back for his ice.

The deed is done, he said cheerily. It was a horsefly, as you said.... Good-bye.... When are we going to have another dance?

Wed better not, she said smilingly. She had seated herself on the sofa and had drawn her pretty, bare feet up under her kimono.

You wont let me give another party for you? he inquired.

I ought not to.

But will you?

I dont know. This kimono party were having now seems sufficient for the present; and I think youd better go.

Anyway, he said, when a desire for innocent revelling seizes you, you know where to go.

Yes, thank you.

They laughed at each other.

Good-bye, pretty stranger, he said.

Good-bye, you nice boy!

So he went away upstairs with his ice, and she stole out presently and ventured into the courtyard where the placid white horse stood as calmly as a cow.

And Stephanie, lying on her bed in her own room, twisted her body in anguish and, hands clenched, buried her face in her arms.

Helen, returning an hour later, and glancing into Stephanies bed-room as she passed, saw the girl lying there.

I thought you were motoring! she exclaimed.

The car is laid up, said Stephanie, in a muffled voice.

Oh. Dont you feel well, Steve?

N-not very.

Can I do anything? Wait a moment — — She continued on to her bed-room, unpinned her hat, drew on her working smock, and came slowly back, buttoning it.

Whats wrong, Steve? she inquired.

Nothing, said the girl, drearily. Im just — tired.

Why — youve been crying! murmured Helen, bending over her. What is making you so unhappy, Steve? Dont you wish to tell me?

N-no.

Shall I sit here by you, dear? I can work this afternoon — —

No.... Its nothing at all — truly it isnt.

Had you rather be alone?

Yes.

Helen went slowly away toward the court where her nag and its rider were ready for her. Stephanie lay motionless, dumb, wretched, her bosom throbbing with emotions too powerful for her — yet too vague, too blind, to enlighten her.

Unawakened to passion, ignorant of it, regardless and disdainful of what she had never coped with, the mental and spiritual suffering was, perhaps, the keener.

Humiliation and grief that she was no longer first and alone in Clelands heart and mind had grown into a sorrow deeper than she knew, deeper than she admitted to herself. All the childish and pettier emotions attended it, mocking her with her own frailty — ignoble jealousy, hard resentment, the primitive sarcasm born of envy — the white flash of hatred for those to whom this man turned for amusement — this man whom she had adored from boyhood.

Why had he cast her out of the first place in his heart and mind? He had even told her that he was in love with her. Why had he turned to this shameless dancer?

And to what others did he also turn to find amusement when she did not know where he was?

Had it been her fault? No. From the very first night that he had come back to her — in the very face of her happiness to have him again — he had shown her what kind of man he was — there at the Ball of All the Gods — with that dreadful Goddess of Night.

She turned feverishly, tortured by her thoughts, but neither they nor the hot pillow gave her any rest. They stung her like scorpions, setting every nerve on edge with something — anger, perhaps — something unendurable there in the silence of her room.

And at last she got up to make an end of it, once and for all. But the preparations took her some time — some cold water, brush and comb, and a chamois rag.

Cleland, now dressed for luncheon, humming a comic song under his breath and contentedly numbering his latest pencilled pages, heard the tap at his open door, and looked up cheerfully, hoping for Marie Cliff, a pre-prandial dance, and a pretty companion at luncheon. Tragedy entered, wearing the mask of Stephanie Quest.

Hello! he cried gaily, jumping up and coming toward her. This is too delightful. Are you coming out to lunch with me, Steve?

Sit down a moment, she said. But he continued to stand; and she came over and stood beside his desk, resting one hand on it.

And, after a moment, lifting her grey eyes to his:

I have borne a great deal from you. But there is an insult which you have offered me to-day that I shall not endure in silence.

What insult? he demanded, turning red.

Making my studio a rendezvous for you and your — mistress!

He knew what she meant instantly, and his wrath blazed:

It was an accident. I dont know how you heard of it, but it was pure accident. Also, that is a rotten thing to say — —

Is it! You once told me that you prefer to call a spade a spade! Oh, Jim! — you were clean once. What have you done!

But its a lie — and an absurd one!

Do you think that of me, too — that I tell lies?

No. But you evidently believe one.

It is too obvious to doubt — — Her throat was dry with the fierceness of her emotions and she choked a moment.

Who told you?

I was there.

Where?

In my bed-room. I had not gone out. I heard the maid tell you I was out motoring. I meant to speak to you — but you have been so — so unfriendly lately.... And then that woman came in! ... Her grey eyes fairly blazed.

Why do you do this to me? she cried, clenching both hands. It is wicked! — unthinkable! Why do you hold me in such contempt?

Her fierce anger silenced him, and his silence lashed her until she lost her head.

Do you think you can offer me such an affront in my own studio because I am really not your sister? — because your name is Cleland and mine is not? — because I was only the wretched, starved, maltreated child of drunken parents when your father picked me out of the gutter! Is that why you feel at liberty to affront me under my own roof — show your contempt for me? Is it?

Steve, you are mad! he said. He had turned very white.

No, she said, but Im at the limit of endurance. I cant stand it any longer. I shall go to-night to the man I married and live with him and find a shelter there — find protection and — f-forgetfulness — — Her voice broke but her eyes were the more brilliant and dangerous for the flashing tears:

I know what you and my aunt talked over between you, she said. You discussed the chances of my developing erratic, unscrupulous, morbid, immoral traits! You were anxious for fear I had inherited them. Probably now you think I have. Think as you please —— ! she flashed out through her tears; you have killed every bit of happiness in me. Remember it some day!

She turned to go, and he sprang forward to detain her, but she twisted herself out of his arms and reeled back against the desk.

Then he had her in his arms again, and she stared at his white, tense face, all distorted by her blinding tears:

I love you, Steve! Thats all the answer I give you. Thats my reply to your folly. I never loved anybody else; I never shall; I never can. I am clean. I dont know how it happens, but I am! They lie who tell you anything else. Im like my father; I care for only one woman. Im incapable of caring for any other.

I dont know what Ive done to you to make you say such things and think them. I consider you as my own kin; I respect and love you like a kinsman. But — God help me — Ive gone further; I love you as a lover. I cant tear you out of my heart; Ive tried because I saw no hope that you ever could fall in love with me — but I couldnt do it — I couldnt.

If you go to the man you married I shall never love any other woman. That is the truth, and I know it, now!

Her body was still rigid in his arms; her tense hands lay flat on his breast as though to repulse him.

But there was no strength in them and they had begun to tremble under the hard beating of his heart.

Her mouth, too, was quivering; her tear-wet eyes looked mutely into his; suddenly her body relaxed, yielded; and at his fierce embrace her hot mouth melted against his.

Steve, he stammered— Steve — can you care for me — in my way —— ?

Under the deep-fringed lids her grey eyes looked at him vaguely; her lips were burning.

Steve — — he whispered.

Her slowly lifted eyes alone responded.

Can you love me?

Her eyes closed again. And after a long while her lips responded delicately to his.

Is it love, Steve? he asked, trembling.

I dont know.... Im so tired — confused — —

Her arms fell from his neck to his shoulders and she opened her eyes, listlessly.

I think it — must be, she said.... Im quite sure it is!

Love?

Yes.


CHAPTER XXV
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CLELAND, TREMENDOUSLY THRILLED and excited by the first but faint response to his ardour which he had ever obtained of Stephanie, but uncertain, too, and almost incredulous as to its significance and duration, retained sufficient common sense and self-control to restrain him from pressing matters further. For Stephanie seemed so listless, so confused, so apparently unable to comprehend herself and these new and deep emotions which threatened her, that he forebore to seize what seemed to be an undue advantage.

They parted very quietly at her studio door; she naïvely admitting physical fatigue, headache, and a natural desire to be down in her darkened room; he to return to his studio, too much upset to work or to eat, later, when the dinner hour drew near.

However, he took his hat and stick and went down stairs. When he rang at her studio, Helen admitted him, saying that Stephanie was asleep in her room and had not desired any dinner. So they chatted for a while, and then Cleland took his departure and walked slowly up the street toward the Rochambeau. And the first person he met on University Place was Marie Cliff.

Perhaps it was the instinct to make amends to her for the unjust inferences drawn to her discredit a few hours before — perhaps it was the sheer excitement and suddenly renewed hope of Stephanie that incited him. Anyway, his gay greeting and unfeigned cordiality stirred the lonely girl to response, and when they had walked as far as the Beaux Arts, they were quite in the mood to dine together.

She was grateful to be with an agreeable man whom she liked and whom she could trust; his buoyant spirits and happy excitement were grateful for somebody on whom they could be vented.

In that perfumed tumult of music, wine, and dancing they seated themselves, greeted cordially by Louis, the courtly and incomparable; and they dined together luxuriously, sometimes rising to dance between courses, sometimes joining laughingly in a gay chorus sustained by the orchestra, sometimes, with elbows on the cloth and heads together, chattering happily of nothing in particular.

Men here and there bowed to her and to him; some women recognized and greeted them; but they were having much too good and too irresponsible a time together to join others or to invite approaches.

It was all quite harmless — a few moments pleasure without other significance than that the episode had been born of a young mans high spirits and a young girls natural relief when her solitude was made gay for her without reproach.

It was about eleven oclock; Marie, wishing to be fresh for her posing in the morning, reminded him with frank regret that she ought to go.

I wouldnt care, she said, except that since Ive left the Follies I have to depend on what I earn at Miss Daviss studio. So you dont mind, do you, Mr. Cleland?

No, of course not. Its been fine, hasnt it?

Yes. Ive had such a good time! — and you are the nicest of men — —

Her voice halted; Cleland, watching her with smiling eyes, saw a sudden alteration of her pretty features. Then he turned to follow her fixed gaze.

Hello, he said, theres Harry Belter. Are you looking at him?

Her face had grown very sober; she withdrew her gaze with a little shrug of indifference, now.

Yes, I was looking at him, she said quietly.

I didnt know you knew him.

Didnt you? ... Yes, I used to know him.

He laughed:

The recollection doesnt appear to be very pleasant.

No.

Too bad. I like Belter. He and I were at school together. Hes enormously clever.

She remained silent.

He really is. And he is an awfully good fellow at heart — a little pronounced, a trifle tumultuous sometimes, but — —

She said, evenly:

I know him better than you do, Mr. Cleland.

Really!

Yes.... I married him.

Cleland was thunderstruck.

I was only seventeen, she said calmly. I was on the stage at the time.

Good Lord! he murmured, astounded.

He never spoke of it to you?

Never! I never dreamed — —

I did. I dreamed. She shrugged her shoulders again, lightly. But — I awoke very soon. My dream had ended.

What on earth was the matter?

I am afraid you had better ask him, she replied gravely.

I beg your pardon; I shouldnt have asked that question at all!

I didnt mind.... It is my tragedy — still. But let a man interpret it to men. A woman would not be understood.

Are you — divorced?

No.

Cleland, still deeply astonished, looked across the room at Belter. That young man, very red, sat listening to Badger Spinks interminable chatter — pretending to listen; but his disturbed gaze was turned from time to time on Marie Cliff; and became hideously stony when it shifted to Cleland at moments without a sign of recognition.

Shall we go? asked the girl in a low voice.

They rose. A similar impulse seemed to seize Belter, and he got up almost blindly and strode across the floor.

Cleland, suddenly confronted at the door of the cloak-room, from which Marie was just emerging, said:

Hello, Harry, in a rather embarrassed manner.

Go to hell, replied the latter in a low voice of concentrated fury, and turned on his wife.

Marie, he said unsteadily, may I speak to you?

Certainly, but not now, replied the girl, who had turned white as a sheet.

Cleland touched the mans arm which was trembling:

Better not interfere, he said pleasantly. The disgrace of a row will be yours, not your wifes.

What are you doing with my wife! whispered Belter, his voice shaking with rage.

Ill tell you, Harry. Im showing her all the respect and friendship and sympathy that there is in me to to show to a charming, sincere young girl.... You know the sort of man I am. You ought to know your wife but evidently you dont. Therefore, your question is superfluous.

Belter drew him abruptly back to the foot of the stairs:

If youre lying Ill kill you, he said. Do you understand?

Yes. And if you make any yellow scene here, Harry, after Ive taken your wife home, Ill come back and settle you. Do you understand? ... For Gods sake, he added coldly, if youve got any breeding, show it now!

The tense silence between them lasted a full minute. Then, very slowly, Belter turned toward the cloak-room where, just within the door, his wife stood looking at him.

His sanguine features had lost all their colour in the greyish pallour that suddenly aged him. He went toward her; she made the slightest movement of recoil, but faced him calmly.

Im sorry, he said in a voice like a whisper. I am — the fool that you — think me.... Ill — take myself off.

He bowed to her pleasantly, turned and passed Cleland with his hat still in his hand:

Im sorry, Jim; I know youre all right; and Im — all wrong ... all wrong — —

Come to the studio to-morrow. Will you, Harry? whispered Cleland.

But Belter shook his head, continuing on his way to the street.

Ill expect you, added Cleland. Come about noon!

The other made no sign that he had heard.


CHAPTER XXVI
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STEPHANIE WAS AWAKE with the sparrows the next morning, and her face betrayed not a trace of the pallour and fatigue which had made Helen a little anxious when she came into the studio after her interview with Cleland.

I never had such a sleep in my life! she announced, sauntering into Helens room, already bathed and dressed, when at last she heard the latters bath running. I feel about sixteen, Helen.

You look it, dear. What was the matter with you last night? Jim came about nine.

Did he? said the girl, turning to conceal a smile. What did you do to entertain him.

Talked about you, said Helen, watching her where she stood at the sunny window, absently pleating the sash curtains between idle fingers.

Was he edified?

He seemed to be. When I changed the subject he went away.

Stephanie, at the window, suddenly laughed outright, but her back remained turned.

Men are funny, she said.

Women are funnier, Steve.

What! Are you a traitor to your sex?

Sometimes, said Helen, absently. I feel that my sex betrays me — and a few others of my own mind.

Stephanie turned and looked at her, still laughing:

Like the Kiltie, she said, you complain that the rest of the regiment is marching out of step with you.

Theres only a corporals guard of us in step to the music, smiled Helen.... Youre looking radiant, Steve! Ive never seen you as enchanting.

I feel like enchanting the world — like a sorceress all ready for business.... This is a wonderful day, Helen.

What are your engagements?

Two lessons this morning.... I dont know whether Ill go. Luncheon with Oswald at Tintos. But its so stuffy there in June, and the summer garden is so grubby.

Youre not going, then?

I dont know. I dont want to hurt his feelings, said the girl, reluctantly.

Helen sat up, flung off the bed clothes, and swung her superb young body out of bed.

My baths running over. Sit there and talk, Steve — —

But Stephanie turned to the window, her lips still edged with the same indefinable smile, and gazed at space through the netted squares of sunshine.

Breakfast was served in the studio presently. Helen joined her in bathrobe and slippers, knotting the belt around her waist.

Im wonderfully hungry, exclaimed Stephanie.

Its more than youve been for several weeks, Steve.

Again the girl laughed, not meeting Helens glance.

What do you think of marriage? she inquired presently. I hope you havent the very horrid ideas of Harry Belter.

What are Harrys ideas?

He says its the curse of civilization, said Stephanie, and the invention of meddlesome and superstitious imbeciles. He says that the impulse toward procreation is mechanical and involuntary, and ought to be considered so without further personal responsibility; and that the State should nourish and educate whatever children were worth saving to replenish the waste, and put the others out of the way.

Harry, remarked Helen, talks for talkings sake very often.

Hes quite serious. His ideas are revolting. Never have I known a man who is so savagely an iconoclast as Harry Belter.

Helen smiled.

Harry is a talker, dear. He doesnt believe a word of it. Harry Belter is, by nature, a fat, happy, witty, clever and very sentimental young man who also is so overwhelmingly selfish that anything which happens to annoy him he considers a cataclysmic catastrophe involving the entire civilized world in ruin!

What!

Do you wish to know what really is the matter with Harry Belter? Shall I tell you what actually has inspired this noisy iconoclast and moral anarchist with the urge for talking?

Id like to know.

Ill tell you. Three years ago he married a child of seventeen and started to mould her to suit himself. The only trouble was that she had a mind. She knew what she wanted to do and to be. She could not understand why this was incompatible with being his wife, especially as he had won her by his loudly reiterated advocation of personal liberty and the fundamental necessity for the development of individualism.

How do you know this?

She told me.

When?

Three years ago.

Who is she, Helen?

Helen answered pleasantly, looking into the curious grey eyes:

Her name, on the stage, is Marie Cliff. I have known her a long while and I am very fond of her.

Stephanie, scarlet, winced under her faintly humourous smile.

They are divorced, then, she managed to say.

No.

Why not?

She has never given him any cause, said Helen, slowly. No woman, of her own knowledge, can truly say one word against her character; nor can any man. She merely revolted at the tyranny he attempted, in the guise of affection, of course. She refused to be deprived of the liberty to think and act as she chose. She rejected the worn-out conventions with which he attempted to chain her — this apostle of personal freedom. She cared for her profession — he married her when she was on the stage — and she resolutely insisted on her liberty to continue it.

The result was a family smash — her return to the stage. And since then she has refused to accept a penny from him and has supported herself by her profession, and, sometimes, by posing for artists.

And that is the real story of Harry Belter and Marie Cliff. So you can believe as much as you choose of his views on matrimony.

After a flushed and painful silence, Stephanie said:

Do you believe this to be true?

If one woman can judge and understand another, what I have told you is true, Steve. Long ago I won the childs confidence. She told me this quite frankly, and in a manner which makes the truth of it unmistakable.... We have become great friends, this little dancer and I. I dont think I ever knew a simpler nature or a more transparently honest one.... And that is why I was not worried at any little ephemeral romance that might amuse the child with Jim Cleland.... I was too certain of them — both, she added, looking calmly into the grey eyes that winced again and fell under her serene gaze.

Im a rotten little beast, said Stephanie.

Youre very feminine.

Oh, Helen, Im not. Im a rotter. I didnt know it was in me. I thought I was above such things — —

Nobody is, Steve, until they make the effort. High thinking requires more than a natural generosity and sympathy — more than innate sentiment. It is an attainment; and there is none without effort. And effort sometimes hurts.

I want to speak to that girl when she comes in, said Stephanie. I never have; Ive never noticed her at all. I shall ask her to tea.

Helen laughed:

Shell be here pretty soon. Of course youre not supposed to know about Harry.

Of course not. But Ill make amends for my incivility. I was a beast! But — its confusing — and hard for a girl to understand when a girl like that is so unconventional with ones — ones — —

Brother? suggested Helen drily.

Yes.... Im terribly ashamed.... Does Jim know?

About Harry Belter? No. I dont think anybody does.

What a sham that man is! exclaimed Stephanie hotly.

No. Hes a typical man, dear. Some women yield, some resist; thats all. And the man never has the slightest idea that he is tyrannizing. If you tell him that hell be amazed and furious. Hell point out to you all the love and affection and solicitude and money hes lavished on the object of his adoration; hell portray for you her obstinacy, her coldness, her shocking ingratitude for benefits received. He really believes himself a martyr.

Steve, mans idea is still that to the victor belong the spoils. We are the spoils of the chase, dear. His conventions were made to contain us in a sort of game-preserve before capture; cage us after we are made prisoner. His laws fetter us; a misstep ruins us; irregularities never impair him. That is the ancient view; that, still, is the secret view of man; that is his inborn conviction regarding us and himself.... And, very slowly, we are beginning his education.

I didnt know you felt that way, said Stephanie.

I do.... But if I were in love — she laughed gaily— Id be inclined to take my chances with this monster I have painted for you.

You do believe in marriage?

What else is there, dear? Harrys piffle means nothing except that a plucky girl has begun his education, and it hurts. I dont know what else there is to take the place of marriage. Its the parties to the contract who dont understand its essence.

What would you suggest? inquired Stephanie curiously.

Education. A girl should be brought up to master some trade or profession. She should support herself by it. She should never go to her husband empty-handed and unable to support herself.

If, then, under the mutual marriage contract, her earning capacity be necessarily checked by child-birth, and by the later and natural demands of progeny, these alone should temporarily but only in part interrupt her in the exercise of her trade or profession. And he should pay for them.

But she should have a life work to do; and so should he, no matter how ample their means. Domestic drudgery must be done by others hired for the purpose, or else by themselves, sharing alike. In no other way that I see can marriage remain endurable.

After a silence Stephanie said naïvely:

I havent any trade or profession.

You are a graduate nurse.

Oh. I forgot. That is comforting!

Also you are already married.

The girl looked up in a startled way, as though hearing this information for the first time. Helen gazed gravely into the troubled grey eyes:

Do you regret it, Steve?

I dont know. I havent had time to think about it.

Its high time, isnt it?

Y-yes.... Ive got to do a — a lot of thinking some day, I suppose. She gazed absently into space for a few moments; then again the faintest of smiles curved her lips and she bent her head and remained very still, deep in reflection.

... Did you wish to speak to Marie Cliff? asked Helen, breaking the prolonged silence.

The girl looked up, dim-eyed, confused:

Yes.

I think she just went into the court-yard.

Stephanies wool-gathering wits returned; she sprang up and walked swiftly out to the court, where the white horse was just being led in and the pretty dancer stood unpinning her hat.

She turned when Stephanie entered, and the girl went up to her, smilingly, and offered her hand.

Miss Davis will be here in a few moments, she said. I thought Id come and tell you.

Thank you, said Marie Cliff, curiously.

Also, said Stephanie, I wanted to tell you how very lovely you are on that horse. I had a glimpse of you last week, and you were too enchanting! No wonder Helens study is so exquisite.

The little dancer flushed brightly. Her gloved hand still lay lifelessly in Stephanies, who had retained it; her childish eyes asked for the reason of this kindness from a girl who had never noticed her.

Then, reading the unuttered question, Stephanie blushed too:

Im not much older than you are, she said, and Im not nearly as sensible. Ive been rude enough to ignore you. Could you forgive me and be friends?

Yes, said Marie Cliff.

That was all the explanation offered or asked.

Will you come to tea at five?

I should like to.

Id love to have you. And if it doesnt bore you, would you tell me something about your very beautiful profession? You see, stage dancing fascinates me, and Im taking lessons and Ive an inclination to become a professional.

Id love to talk about it with you! said Marie Cliff impulsively. Ill tell you everything I know about it.... And I do know a little, because I have been on the stage since I was a child.

Youre one now, said Stephanie, laughing,  — an adorable one! And she bent and kissed the little dancer on the lips.

Im glad were friends, she said. Dont forget five oclock.

N-no, said Marie Cliff unsteadily.


CHAPTER XXVII
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AT FIVE OCLOCK that afternoon Cleland, working fiercely on his manuscript toward a climax he had not planned for but which, suddenly but logically developing, threatened with disaster his leading lady and the young gentleman playing opposite, heard a step on the threshold of his open door.

Hello, Harry! he said with a friendly but vague wave of his pencil — for he had not stepped quite clear of the story in which he had been living among people never born— Id rather given you up. Come in and close the door.

I couldnt keep away, said Belter hoarsely. He came in and closed the door. He looked even more grey and haggard than he had the night before.

I expected you this morning, said Cleland, stepping clear of his story now, and looking very soberly at his old school-friend.

I didnt intend to come at all. He seated himself in the chair indicated. But I couldnt keep away.

You look about all in.

I didnt sleep.

Cleland got up, walked to the ice-box, knocked off a bit of ice with a tack-hammer, and leisurely constructed a highball.

Here you are, Harry. I cant; Im working. There are cigars by your elbow, cigarettes, too.

Belter looked vacantly at the iced bracer, then he dropped both elbows on the edge of the desk and took, his drawn face between his hands.

Cleland began to pace the studio. Presently he halted by Belters chair.

Hell, he said pleasantly, cut out the tragedy! Its good enough for my novel, where the poor devils I write about have to do what I make em. But you and I are free to do what we choose.

Yes.... And Ive done it.... Ive done what I chose. Where has it landed me, Cleland?

He looked at the frosty glass, pushed it away from him:

That was a sorry spectacle I made of myself last night. Can you beat that for degradation — a man who has made a damnable failure of marriage, skulking at his wifes heels to snap and snarl at any decent man who is civil to her?

Dont talk so bitterly — —

Im indulging in a luxury, Cleland — the luxury of truth, of honesty, of straight thinking.... Ive been bragging about it, celebrating it, extolling it for years. But I never did any until last night.

Youre rubbing it in pretty hard, Harry. A man is bound to make mistakes — —

Im the mistake! I realize it, now — as Verne realized it. Thats why he did what he did. You dont, if you are right.... I never supposed I could behave as rottenly as I did last night. But its been a long strain.... You heard that rotten outbreak of mine concerning women — the night we heard what Verne had done? Well, the strain was showing.... It broke me last night....

He lifted his head and looked intently at Cleland:

It was the shock of seeing her in a public place with another man. I had never seen her with any other man. Its nearly three years, now, since I made a damned ass of myself, and she very quietly went her way leaving me to go mine.... And in all that time, Cleland, there has not been a breath of suspicion against her. She has been in the lighter and more frivolous shows almost continuously; but she has lived as straight a life as any woman ever lived.... And I know it.... And I knew it — cur that I was — when I spoke to her as I did, and turned on you like a rotter — —

He extended his hand and took hold of the iced glass, but let it rest there.

Ive lied and lied and lied, he said, to myself about myself; to others about my estimate of women.... Im just a four-flusher, Cleland. The best of em are better than our stars. The remainder average as well as we do.... Verne got what was coming to him.... And so have I, Cleland — so have I — —

Wait a moment — —

Wait? Belter laughed mirthlessly. All right. I know how to wait. Waiting is the best thing I do. Ive waited for nearly three years before Ive told myself the truth. Ive told it now, to myself, and to you.... But its too late to tell it to her.

Do you think it is?

Belter looked up in pallid surprise:

Of course.

I wonder, mused Cleland.

Belters sunken gaze had become remote and fixed again. He said, half to himself:

I couldnt let her alone. I couldnt learn to mind my own business. Id been bawling aloud my theories for years, Cleland, but I couldnt apply them to her or to myself. I bragged about my mania for personal liberty, for tolerance; I lauded the maxim of hands off. But I couldnt keep my meddling hands off her; I couldnt understand that she had the right to personal liberty — freedom in the pursuit of happiness. No; I tried to head her off, check her, stampede her into the common corral whither all mens wives are supposed to be driven — tried to rope her and throw her and blindfold, hobble and break her to suit myself.... And, Cleland, do you know what happened? I found I had come upon a character, a mind, a personality which would not endure the tyranny we men call domestic affection.... Thats what I discovered.... And I did not do the breaking. No; she has accomplished that. And — here I am, to admit it to you.... And I think Ill go, now — —

Cleland walked slowly to the door with him, one arm resting on his shoulder:

I wish youd tell her what youve told me, Harry.

Its too late. She wouldnt care, now.

Are you very sure?

Do you think a man can use a woman the way I have used her, and make her care a straw about what I say to her now?

Cleland said in a low voice:

I cant answer you. I dont understand women; I write about them.... I have troubles of my own, too. So I cant advise you, Harry.... Are you still in love with her?

He said in a dead voice:

Ive always been. Its done things to me. Ill die of it, one day. But thats no argument.

I dont know. Tell her.

Its no argument, repeated Belter. Its purely selfish. Thats what I am — purely selfish. Im thinking of myself. Im in love with her.... And shes better off without me.

All the same, I think Id take a chance. I think Id tell her. After all, you owe her that much — whatever she may choose to do about it.

She doesnt care, now.

Still, you owe it to her. Youre not a welcher, you know.

They had reached the foot of the stairs. Helen, coming out of the enclosed court, met them face to face; and they exchanged amiabilities there outside her studio door.

Come in and have some tea, she said. Harry, you look ill. Are you? Anyway, a cup of tea wont slay you in your tracks — — fitting her key to the door all the while she was talking— so come in like two polite young men — —

The door swung open; they entered.

Oho! exclaimed Helen; Steve must be here because the kettle-lamp is lighted. Well have something to nibble presently, I expect. Find a chair, Harry, and watch that kettle. Jim, show him the cigarettes. Im going to take off this blouse and Ill be back with Steve in a moment — —

She stopped short: Stephanie and Marie Cliff, coming from the kitchenette, appeared at the further end of the studio, the former bearing a big bowl of strawberries, the latter a tray of little cakes.

Stephanie greeted the newcomers with an airy wave of her hand; Marie Cliff promptly lost her colour; but there was nothing to do except to advance, which she continued doing, moving very close to Stephanies elbow.

The situation was going to be as awkward as the people involved made it: Cleland, secretly aghast, came forward to relieve Stephanie and Marie of their burdens:

If there isnt enough food for a party, Ill take Harry and go, he said gaily. It isnt done — this grasshopper-like invasion of your natural resources.

Piffle, said Helen, theres plenty.

Harry Belter, who had been standing in the middle of the floor as though petrified, wrenched himself out of his trance and put his legs in motion. His face was very red: he greeted Stephanie elaborately but mutely; he bowed mutely to his wife.

She had managed to recover her self-control: a deep flush invaded her pallour. Then, under the eyes of them all, very quietly she did a thing which confirmed the admiration and respect of everybody there: she extended her child-like hand to her husband, saying:

It is nice to see you again, and Im very sure that there is enough tea for everybody.

Her hand lay in her husbands for an appreciable moment; then he bent over it, lower, to conceal the nervous working of his features — and touched it with trembling lips — something he had never before done in all his life — and passing, by the same token, out of the free and arid desert of his folly, he rested, sub jugum, beside the still waters of eternal truth.

Helen went on toward her room to shed her clay-stained smock; Stephanie investigated the kettle which was approaching the boiling point, and Cleland deposited the provender on a neighbouring table.

Keep away from them, whispered Stephanie, close beside him — so close that the fragrance of her hair and breath caressed his cheek.

You darling, he motioned with his lips.

Oh, dear! Are we on such a footing! she asked, with a little quick-drawn breath of smiling dismay.

Why not? he said under his breath. Youre awake, now.

Am I?

Are you not, dearest?

I — had a wonderful sleep last night, she said perversely. I dont know whether Im awake or not.

Oh, Steve! — —

I dont, I tell you! — — keeping her gaze smilingly averted and very busy with kettle and tea-caddy.... Where have you been all day?

I came down, but you had fled to your lesson. Then I had a date with H. Belter, but he didnt appear until nearly five. It was a strenuous interview.

She lifted her eyes to his, full of interested inquiry.

Yes, he nodded; hes found out hes an ass, and hes in love with his wife. If she can stand for him now, after these three years, I think hell make a better husband than the average.

Shes a dear, murmured Stephanie. What a painful situation! — but wasnt she dignified and sweet? Oh, I do hope she cares enough for Harry to give him another chance.... Are they amiable together over there? I dont want to turn around.

He cautiously surveyed the scene out of a corner of his eye:

Shes seated beside the piano. Its evident she hasnt asked him to be seated. They are horribly serious. He looks ten years older.

We must let them alone. Tea is ready, but I shant say so until they move.... What was it you asked me, Jim? — whether I am awake? ... Do you know that I believe Im stirring in my slumbers because — because, now and then — just for an instant — a stab of contrition goes through and through me. Do you know why? I have a glimmering of guilty misgiving concerning this painful throb of conscience — —

She looked about her, searching among the paraphernalia of the tea tray. Oh, the deuce! I remember, now, that were out of lemons! You have some, havent you?

Yes, Ill run up and — —

I know where they are in your ice box. Ill find them — —

What nonsense! Wait! — —

She had started already; but swiftly as her light feet sped he overtook her on the stairs; gathered her into his arms, all pink and breathing rapidly:

Steve — my darling! — —

I thought you might do this.... I wanted to see — —

What?

Whether it could happen to me again — what I experienced with you — —

There was a silence: her young lips melted against his; lingered; her arms tightened around his neck. And the next instant she had freed herself, hot-cheeked, disconcerted.

Oh, it, was — quite true — — she stammered, resting against the banisters with one hand pressed tightly over her heart. My curiosity is satisfied.... Please! — Jim, dear — we ought to behave rationally — oughtnt we?

But she did not resist when he framed her face between his hands; and she suffered his lips again, and again her slight response and the grey eyes vaguely regarding him shook his self-control.

Will you try to love me, Steve?

I seem to be doing it.

Is it really love, Steve? Do you truly care for me?

Oh, dear, yes! she said, with a quick-drawn breath which ended in a quiet sigh, scarcely audible. Then a faintly humorous smile dawned in her eyes: Youre changing, Jim. You always were very wonderful to me, but you also were mortal. Now, youre changing; you are putting on a glorious, iridescent immortality before my eyes. Im quite bewildered — quite dazzled — and my mind isnt very clear — especially when you kiss me — —

Are you making fun of me?

No, Im not. Thats the way with the gods when they start a love affair with a mortal girl. Sometimes she runs, but they always catch her or turn her into a tree or a waterfall or something they can acquire and fence in, and visit like a plot in a cemetery. And if she doesnt run away, then she just falls into a silly trance with her Olympian lover, and somebody comes along and raises the dickens with them both.... And now Id like to know whats going to happen to me?

Youre going to try to fall in love with me first.

Oh. And then?

Marry me.

Oh. And what will old lady Civilization say? I told you somebody would raise the dickens!

Who cares?

I suppose I wouldnt care if I loved you enough.

Will you try?

Oh, dear. ... She freed herself gracefully, stepped back a stair lower, and leaned on the rail, considering.

Oh, dear, she repeated under her breath. What a tangle! ... I dont know why Ive let myself — care for you — in your way. I ought to stop it. Could you stand it? she added naïvely. And the reply in his eyes scared her.

Oh, this is serious! she murmured. Weve gotten on much further than I realized.... I remember, when you began to make love to me, I thought it very sweet and boyish of you — to fall in love with your own sister. But Ive begun to make love to you, now.... And I ought not to.

Because you are married? he asked under his breath.

Oh, yes. It wont do for me to make advances to you.

When have you made any advances?

I came out here. I wanted you to — kiss me. Oh, this isnt going to do at all. I can see that, now! — — She framed her face in her hands and shook her head. Jim — dearest, dearest of men — it wont do. I didnt realize that I was caring for you in this way. Why, she added, her grey eyes widening, it is almost dangerous!

The thing to do, he said, reddening, is to tell Oswald.

I cant tell him!

Youve got to, if you fall in love with me.

Oh, Jim, it would be too heartless! You dont know — —

No, I dont! he exclaimed impatiently, and I think its time I did! You cant be in love with two men at the same time.

She blushed furiously:

I — he never even touched my fingers with his lips! And you — you take me into your arms with no more hesitation than if I were a child.... I believe Ive behaved like one with you. Im old enough to be ashamed, and Im beginning to be.

Is it because youre married?

Yes, it is! I cant let myself go. I cant let myself care for — for what you do — to me. I came out here to give you the chance — ready to learn something — desiring to. I mustnt take any more lessons — from you.

He said:

I am going to tell Oswald that I care for you, Steve.

To his astonishment, tears flashed in the grey eyes:

If you do, she said, it will be like killing something that makes no resistance. It — its too cruel — like murder. I — I couldnt bring myself — —

Why? Did you marry him out of pity?

She bit her lip and stood staring into vacancy, one hand tightening on the stair-rail, the other worrying her lips.

I tell you, she said slowly, her gaze still remote, the only thing to do is to do nothing.... Because Im afraid.... I couldnt bear it. Id have to think of it all my life and I — I simply couldnt endure it.... You mustnt ask me any more.

Very well, he said coldly. And I think wed better go back to the studio — —

As he passed her he paused, waiting for her to precede him. She turned; her hand fell from the banisters and hung beside her; but the slender fingers groped for his, slipped among them, tightened, drawing him partly toward her; and her left foot moved forward a trifle, blocking his way and bringing them closely confronted.

I — love you, she faltered. And I dont know what to do about it.

Crushed into his embrace she did not seem to know any the more what she was going to do about it. Her flushed cheek lay hot against his; her hands moved restlessly on his shoulders; she tried to think — strove to consider, to see what it was that lay before her — what she had to do about this matter of falling in love. But her fast beating heart told her nothing; a listless happiness invaded her; mind and body yielded to the lethargy; thought was an effort, and the burden lay with this wonderful being who held her in his arms — who, once mortal — had assumed the magic of immortality — this youthful god who was once a man — her lover.

Its got to come right somehow, my darling, he whispered.

Yes — somehow.

Youll explain it some day — so that I shall understand how to make it come right.

She did not answer, but her cheek pressed closer against his.

When they entered the studio Helen, seated by the tea table, rose with a gesture of warning:

That child is in my room and Harry is with her. They were standing together over there by the piano when I came out of my room. I saw at once that she was on the verge of something — she tried to look at me — tried to speak; and Harry didnt even make the effort. So I said, quite casually, It is frightfully close in the studio, Marie. But youll find it cool in my room. Better lie down in there for a moment. ... Theyre in there. I dont know what I hope, exactly. She is such a dear.... Where on earth have you two been?

On the stairs, said Stephanie. We started to get something — what was it, Jim? Oh, yes; theres no lemon here — —

Did you get any?

No; we just conversed. She picked up a cake, nibbled it, selected a strawberry and nibbled that, too.

The tea wasnt fresh, but she sipped it, sitting there very silent and preoccupied with now and then a slow side-glance at her lover, who was attempting to make the conversation general.

Helen responded lightly, gaily, maintaining her part in a new and ominous situation which had now become perfectly recognizable to her.

For these two people on either side of her had perfectly betrayed themselves — this silent, flushed girl, still deep under the spell of the master magic of the world — this too talkative, too plausible, too absent-minded young man who ate whatever was handed to him, evidently unaware that he was eating anything, and whose eyes continually reverted to the girl.

The smile on Helens lips was a little fixed, perhaps, but it was generous and sweet and untroubled. A man sat at her elbow whom she could care for, if she let herself go. A girl sat on the other side who was another mans wife, and who was already in love with this man. But the deep anxiety in Helens heart was not visible in her smile.

What about that very tragic pair in my room? she asked at last. Shall we clear out and give them the whole place to settle it in? Its getting worse than a problem play — —

She looked up; Oswald Grismer stood on the threshold of the open door.

Come in! she said gaily. Ill give you tea in a few minutes.

Grismer came forward, saluted her with easy grace, greeted Stephanie with that amiable ceremony which discloses closer intimacy, turned to Cleland with that wistful cordiality which never seemed entirely confident.

Oswald, said Helen, theres a problem play being staged in my bed-room.

Marie Cliff and Harry Belter, explained Stephanie in a low voice.

Grismer was visibly astonished.

Thats amusing, he said pleasantly.

Isnt it? said Helen. I dont know whether Im pleased. Shes such a little brick! And Harry has lived as he pleased.... Oh, Lord! Men are queer. People sneer at a problem play, but everybody ever born is cast for some typical problem-play part. And sooner or later, well or badly, they play it.

Critics talk rot; why expect more of the public? inquired Grismer. And isnt it funny what a row they make about sex? After all, thats what the world is composed of, two sexes, with a landscape or marine background. What else is there to write about, Cleland?

The latter laughed:

It merely remains a matter of good taste. You sculptors have more latitude than painters; painters more than we writers. Pathology should be used sparingly in fiction — all sciences, in fact. Like a clove of garlic applied to a salad bowl, a touch of science is sufficient to flavour art; more than that makes it reek. Better cut out the art altogether if the science fascinates you, and be the author of works instead of mere books.

Stephanie, watching Cleland while he was speaking, nodded:

Yes, she said, one could write fiction about a hospital nurse, but not about nursing. It wouldnt have any value.

Grismer said:

Were really very limited in the world. We have land and water, sun and moon and stars, two sexes, love and hate to deal with. Everything else is merely a modification of these elemental fixtures.... It becomes tiresome, sometimes.

Oswald! Dont talk like a silly pessimist, said Stephanie sharply.

He laughed in his easy, attractive way and sat gently swinging one long leg, which was crossed over the other.

He said:

There is in every living and articulated thing a nerve which, if destroyed, destroys for its possessor a certain area of interest in life. People become pessimists to that extent.

But, where all the nerves converge to form the vital ganglion, a stroke there means extermination.

Apropos of what is this dissertation wished upon us? asked Stephanie with an uneasy smile.

Did you ever see a paralyzed spider, Stephanie? — alive, breathing, destined to live for weeks, perhaps, and anyway until the wasps egg under it hatches and becomes a larva to devour it?

Well, the old wasp required fresh meat for its young, so, with her sting, she annihilated the nerve controlling motion, laid her egg, certain that her progeny would find perfectly fresh food when born. But if she had thrust that sting of hers a little higher — at the juncture of skull and thorax — death would have taken that spider like a stroke of lightning.

He laughed:

So I say its better to get the stroke of Fate in the neck than to get it in any particular area and live for a while a paralyzed victim for some creature ultimately to eat alive.

There was a silence. Helen broke it with pleasant decision:

This is not an appetizing conversation. If anybody wishes any the tea is ready.

There was enough daylight left in the studio so the lamps remained unlighted.

Do you suppose we ought to go out somewhere? asked Stephanie, and leave the place to those two poor things in there? You know they may be too unhappy or too embarrassed to come out and run the gauntlet.

But Stephanie was wrong; for, as she ended, Belter appeared at the end of the studio in the fading light. His young wife came slowly forward beside him. The strain, the tension, the effort, all were visible, but the girl held herself erect and the man fairly so.

There was tea for them — no easier way to mitigate their ordeal. Conversation became carelessly general; strawberries and little cakes were tasted; a cigarette or two lighted.

Then, after a while there chanced to fall a silence; and the young wife knew that the moment belonged to her.

I think, she said in a distinct but still little voice, that we ought to go home. If you are ready, Harry — —


CHAPTER XXVIII
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BY THE END of the first week in June Cleland was in a highly excited state of mind in regard to his infant novel, in which all the principals were now on the edge of catastrophe.

I dont know how they got there, he said nervously to Badger Spink, who had dropped in to suggest himself as illustrator in case any magazine took the story for serial publication.

Spinks clever, saturnine features remained noncommittal. If Cleland turned out to be a coming man, he wished to participate and benefit; if he proved a failure he desired to remain pleasantly aloof.

For the only thing in the world that interested Badger Spink was his own success in life; and he had a horror of contaminating it by any professional association with mediocrity or failure.

Whats your story about? he inquired with that bluntness that usually passed for the disinterested frankness of good comradeship.

Oh, its about a writer of stories, said Cleland, vaguely.

Hes the hero?

If youd call him that. What is a hero, Spink? I never saw one in real life.

Spink squinted. It was his way of grinning.

Well, a literary hero, he said, is one who puts it over big on his first novel. The country goes crazy about his book, the girls go crazy over him, publishers go panting after him waving wads; editors flag him with fluttering cheques. Thats one sort of hero, Cleland. But hes a myth. The real thing is a Charlie Chaplin. All the same, youd better let your hero make a hit with his novel. If you dont, good night!

Clelands features became troubled:

I suppose his book ought to make a hit to make my book popular, he said. But as a matter of fact it doesnt. Im afraid the character Ive drawn is no hero. Hes like us all, Spink; he writes a book; friends flatter; critics slam; the public buys a number of copies, and its all over in a few weeks. A punk hero — what?

Very. He wont get over with the young person, said Spink. In these days of the movie and the tango nobody becomes very much excited over novels anyway; and if you dont startle the country with your heros first novel — make it the sort that publishers advertise as compelling and a new force in literature — well, youll get the hook, Im afraid. Listen to me: work in the urge; make it plain that theres not a trace of sex in your heros book or in yours — or any problem either. Cheeriness does it! That intellectual eunuch, the Plain Peepul, is squatting astride of the winged broncho. His range reaches from the Western plains to the New England kitchen. The odours of the hired man and of domestic dishwater are his favourite perfume; his heroines smirk when Fate jumps upon them with hobnailed boots; his heroes are shaven as blue as any metropolitan waiter and they all are bursting out of their blue flannel shirts with muscular development and abdominal prosperity. Thats the sort, Cleland, if you want to make money! He shrugged his shoulders. But of course if you dont, well, then, go on and transmute leaden truth with your imagination into the truer metal wrought by art. If theres a story in it, people will excuse the technical excellence; if there isnt, they wont read it. And there you are.

They remained silent for a while, and Spink regarded him shrewdly from moment to moment out of his bright, bold eyes. And he came pretty close to the conclusion that he was wasting time.

Did you ever make any success with your stuff! he inquired abruptly.

Cleland shook his head.

Never heard anything from anything youve done?

Once, said Cleland, a woman wrote me from a hospital that she had read a novel I published in England, when I was living in France.... She said it had made her forget pain.... Its pleasant to get a letter like that.

Very, said Spink drily, unless she meant your book was an anodyne. He laughed his abrupt, harsh laugh and took himself off.

Belter, who haunted the studio now toward noon, so that he could take his wife to luncheon, roared with laughter when Cleland mentioned Spinks visit.

When theres any rumour of a new man and a new book, Spinks always certain to appear out of a cloudless sky, like a buzzard investigating smoke for possible pickings. If you make good, hell stick to you like a burdock burr. If you dont, hes too busy to bother you. So hes been around, has he?

Yes.

Watch him, Cleland. Spink is the harbinger of prosperity. He associates himself only with the famous and successful. He is clever, immensely industrious, many sided, diversely talented. He can write, rehearse and stage a play for the Ten Cent Club; he can draw acceptably in any medium; he can write sparkling stuff; his executive ability is enormous, his energy indefatigable. But — thats the man, Cleland. Youll have him at your elbow if you become famous; youll see only the back of his bushy head if you fail.

Cleland smiled as he ran over the pile of pencilled pages on the desk before him, pausing here and there to cross out, interline, punctuate.

When Oswald Grismer was rich and promised so well as a sculptor, said Belter, Spink appeared as usual out of a clear sky, alighted, folded his wings, and hopped gravely beside Grismer until the poor devil came his cropper.

Now, hes always going somewhere in a hurry when he encounters Grismer, but his How are you! Glad to see you! en passant, is even more cordially effusive than before. For Badger Spink never wittingly makes an enemy, either.

Poor Spink. He misses a lot, commented Cleland, renumbering some loose pages. Tell me, Harry, how are things going with you?

Belter said, naïvely:

When a mans quite crazy about his wife, everything else goes well.

Cleland laughed:

That sounds convincing. What a little brick she is! I suppose youre lunching with her.

Rather! He looked at his watch. God knows, he added, I dont want to bore her, but it would take a machine gun to drive me away.... I tell you, Cleland, three years of what I went through leave scars that never entirely heal.... I dont yet quite see how she could forgive me.

Has she?

Im trying to understand that she has. I know she has, because she says so. But its hard to comprehend.... Shes a very, very wonderful woman, Cleland.

I can see that.

And whatever she wishes, I wish. Whatever she desires to do is absolutely all right because she desires it. But, do you know, Cleland, shes sweet enough to ask my opinion? Think of it! — think of her asking my opinion! — willing to consider my wishes after what Ive done to her! I tell you no man can study faithfully enough, minutely enough, the character of the girl he loves. Ive had my lesson — a terrible one. I told you once that it was killing me — would end me some day. It would have if she had not held out her hand to me.... It was the finest, noblest thing any woman has ever done.

All fat men are prone to nervous emotion; Belter got up briskly, but his features were working, and he merely waved his hand in adieu and galloped off down stairs to be in time to join his wife when she emerged from her seance with the white circus horse in Helens outer workshop.

Cleland, still lingering with fluttering solicitude over his manuscript, heard a step on the stair and Stephanies fresh young voice in gay derision:

Youre like a fussy old hen, Jim! Let that chick alone and take me somewhere to lunch! Ive had a strenuous lesson and Im starved — —

She dodged his demonstration, eluding him with swift grace, and put the desk between them.

No! No! I chanced, just now, to witness the meeting of the Belters, and that glimpse of conjugal respectability has stiffened my moral backbone.... Besides, Im deeply worried about you, Jim.

About me?

Certainly. It fills me with anxiety that you should so far degrade yourself as to attempt to kiss a respectable married woman — —

She dodged again, just in time, but he vaulted over the desk and she found herself imprisoned in his arms.

Ill submit if you dont rumple me, she said. Ive such a darling gown on — be very circumspect, Jim — —

She lifted her face and met his lips, retained them with a little sigh, placing her gloved hands behind his head. They became very still, very serious; her grey eyes grew vague under his deep gaze which caressed them; her arms drew his head closer to her face. Then, very slowly, their lips parted, and she laid her hand on his shoulder and drew his arm around her waist.

In silence they paced the studio for a while, slowly, and in leisurely step with each other deeply preoccupied.

Steve, he said, its the first week in June. The city will be intolerable in a fortnight. Dont you think that we ought to open Runners Rest?

You are going up there with Oswald, arent you? she asked, raising her eyes.

Yes, in a day or two. Dont you think wed better try to get some servants and open the house for the summer?

She considered the matter:

You know Ive never been there since you went abroad, Jim. I believe we would find it delightful. Dont you?

I do, indeed.

But — is it going to be all right — just you and I alone there? ... You know even when we considered each other as brother and sister there was a serious question about our living together unless an older woman were installed — she laughed— to keep us in order. It was silly, then, but — I dont know whether its superfluous now.

Would Helen come?

Like a shot! Of course thats the solution. We can have parties, too.... I wonder what is going to happen to us.

What!

To you and me, Jim.... Its becoming such a custom — your arm around me this way; and that secret and deliciously uneasy thrill I feel when I come to you alone — and all my increasing load of guilt — —

Theres only one end to it, Steve.

Jim, I cant tell him. Im afraid! ... Something happened once.... I was scarcely eighteen — — She suddenly clung to him, pressing her face convulsively against his shoulder. He could feel the shiver passing over her.

Tell me, he said.

Not now.... There doesnt seem to be any way of letting you understand.... I was not yet eighteen. I never dreamed of — of love — between you and me.... And Oswald fascinated me. He does now. He always will. There is something about him that draws me, influences me, stirs me deeply — deeply — —

She turned, looked at him, flung one arm around his neck:

Will you let me tell you this and still understand? Its a — a different kind of affection.... But its deep, powerful — there are bonds that hold me — that I cant break — dare not.... Always he was attractive to me — a strange, sensitive, unhappy boy.... And then — something happened.

Will you tell me what?

Oh, Jim, it involves a question of honour.... I cant betray confidence.... Let me tell you something. Did you know that Oswald, ever since you and he were boys together, cared more for your good opinion than for anything else in the world?

Thats strange.

He is strange. He has told me that, as a boy, one of the things that most deeply hurt him was that he was never invited to your house. And I can see that the fact that dad never took any notice of his father mortified him bitterly.

What has this to do with you and me, Steve?

A great deal, unhappily. The seeds of tragedy lay in the boys soul of Oswald Grismer — a tender sensitiveness almost girlish, which he concealed by assertiveness and an apparent callous disregard of opinion; a pride so deep that in the shock of injury it became morbid.... But, Jim, deep in that unhappy boys soul lay also nobler qualities — blind loyalty, the generosity that costs something — the tenderness that renounces.... Oh, I know — I know. I was only a girl and I didnt understand. I was fascinated by the golden, graceful youth of him — thrilled by the deeper glimpse of that mystery which attracts all women — the veiled unhappiness of a mans secret soul.... That drew me; the man, revealed, held me.... I have told you that I never dreamed there was any question about you. I was obsessed, wrapped up in this man so admired, so talented, so utterly misunderstood by all the world excepting me. It almost intoxicated me to know that I alone knew him — that I alone was qualified to understand, sympathize, advise, encourage, rebuke this strange, inexplicable golden figure about whom and whose rising talent the world of art was gossiping and guessing all around me.

After a long silence he said:

Is that all you have to tell me?

Nearly all.... His father died.... My aunt died. These facts seem unrelated. But they were not.... And then — then — Oswald lost his money.... Everything.... And I — married him.... There was more than I have told you.... I think I may tell this — I had better tell you, perhaps.... Did you ever know that my aunt employed lawyers to investigate the matter concerning the money belonging to Chiltern Grismers sister, who was my mothers mother?

No.

She did. I have seen Mr. Grismer at the hospital once or twice. He came to see my aunt in regard to the investigation.... The last time he came, my aunt was ill, threatened with pneumonia. I saw him passing through the grounds. He looked frightfully haggard and ill. He came out of the infirmary where my aunt was, in about an hour, and walked slowly down the gravel path as though he were in a daze.... He died shortly afterward.... And then my aunt died.... And Oswald lost his money.... And I — married him.

Is that all you can tell me?

After a silence she looked up, her lip quivering:

All except this. And she put her arms around his neck and dropped her head on his breast.


CHAPTER XXIX
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IN REPLY TO a letter of hers, Cleland wrote to Stephanie the middle of June from Runners Rest in the Berkshires:

STEVE, DEAR:

The place is charming and everything is ready for you and Helen whenever you care to come. I had the caretakers wife and daughters here for several days scrubbing and cleaning woodwork, windows and floors. Theyve put a vacuum cleaner on everything else and the house shines!

As for the new servants, they seem the usual sort, unappreciative, sure to quarrel among themselves, fairly efficient, incapable of gratitude, and likely to leave you in the lurch if the whim seizes them. Theyve all come to me with complaints of various sorts. The average servant detests clean, fresh quarters in the country and bitterly misses the smelly and oily animation of the metropolitan slums.

But this unpretentious old place is very beautiful, Steve. You havent been here since you were a girl, and it will be a surprise to you to find how really lovely are this plain old house and simple grounds.

Oswald has made several sketches of the grounds, and is making others for the pool and fountain. He is anything but melancholy; he strolls about quite happily with the eternal cigarette in his mouth and an enormous rose-scented white peony in his button-hole; and in the evening he and I light a fire in the library — for the evenings are a trifle chilly still — and we read or chat or discuss men and affairs most companionably. The occult charm in this man, of which you are so conscious, I myself can perceive. There seems to be, deep within him, an inexplicable quality which appeals — something latent, indefinable — something that you suspect to be wistful, yet which is too sensitive, too self-distrustful to respond to the very sympathy it seems to draw.

Steve, I have asked him to spend July with us. He seemed quite surprised and a little disconcerted by the invitation — just as he seemed to be when I asked him to do the pool and fountain.

He said he would like to come if he could arrange it — whatever that may mean. So it was left that way.

Do you approve?

It will be wonderful to see you here, moving in the garden, standing out yonder on the lawn! — Steve, herself, in her own actual and matchless person! — Steve in the flesh, here under the green old trees of Runners Rest.... Sometimes when I am thinking of you — and I think of practically nothing else! — I seem to see you as you were when last here — a girl in ribbons and white, dancing over the lawn with her chestnut hair flying; or down by the river at the foot of the lawn, wading bare-legged, fussing and poking about among the stones; or lying full-length on the grass under the trees, reading Quentin Durward — do you remember? And I used to take you trout-fishing to that mysterious Dunbar Brook up in the forest, where the rush of ice-cold waters and the spray clouding the huge round bowlders always awed you and made you the slightest bit uneasy.

And do you remember the brown pools behind those bowlders, where you cautiously dropped your line; and the sudden scurry of a black shadow in the pool — the swift tug, the jerk and spatter as you flung a speckled trout skyward in mingled joy and consternation?

Runners Rest has not changed. House and barns need paint; the garden requires your soft white hands to caress it into charming discipline; the house needs you; the lawns are empty without you; the noise of the river rippling on the shoals sounds lonely. The whole place needs you, Steve, to make it logical. And so do I. Because all this has no meaning unless the soul of it shows through.

When I am perplexed, restless, impatient, unhappy, I try to remember that you have given me a bit of your heart; that you realize you have mine entire — every atom of my love, my devotion.... There must be some way for us.... I dont know what way, because you have thought it necessary to leave me blind. But I shall never give you up — unless you find that you care more for another man.

And now to answer what you have said concerning you and me. I suppose I ought to touch what is, theoretically, another mans. Yet, you do not belong to him. And you have begun to fall a little in love with me, havent you? And in this incomprehensible pact it was agreed that you retain your liberty until you came to final decision within two years.

I dont understand it; I cant feel that, under the strange circumstances, I am unfair to you or to this strange and unexplained enigma named Oswald Grismer.

As for my attitude toward him, I hope I am free of the lesser jealousy and resentments. I will not allow myself to brood or cherish unworthy malice. I am trying to accept him, with all his evident and unusual qualities, as a man Ive got to fight and a man I cant help liking when I let myself judge him honestly.

As for the flimsy, eccentric, meaningless, yet legal tie which links you to him, I care nothing about it. Its got to be broken ultimately — if one can break a shadow without substance.

How to do it without your aid, without knowledge of the facts, without causing you distress for some reason not explained, I dont know. But sooner or later I shall have to know. Because all this, if I brood on it, seems a nightmare — an unreal dream where I struggle, fettered, blindfolded, against the unseen and unknown, striving to win my way through to you.

That is about all I have to say, Steve.

Oswald has just come in with his drawings, to find me writing to you. He seems very cheerful. His design is delightful and quite in keeping with the simplicity of the place — just a big, circular pool made out of native stone, and in the centre a jet around which three stone trout are intertwined under a tumbling spray.

It is charming and will not clash at all with the long, low house with its shutters and dormers and loop-holes, and the little stone forts flanking it.

Telegraph me what day and what train. And tell Helen you and she may bring your maid-of-all-work.

JAMES CLELAND, in love with you.

There was no need of a fire in the library that evening at Runners Rest. The night was mild; a mist bordered the rushing river and stars glimmered high above it.

Every great tree loomed huge and dark and still, the foliage piled up fantastically against the sky-line. There was an odour of iris in the night; and silence, save for the dull stamping of horses in the stable.

Cleland, deep in an arm-chair on the porch, became aware of Grismers tall shape materializing from the fog about him.

Its a wonderful place, Cleland, he said with a graceful, inclusive gesture. All this sweet, vague mystery — this delicate grey dark appeals to me — satisfies, rests me.... As though this were the abode of the Blessed Shades, and I were of them.... And the rest were ended.

He seated himself near the other and gazed toward the mist out of which the rivers muffled roar came to them in ceaseless, ghostly melody.

Charon waits at every river, they say, he remarked, lighting a cigarette. I fancy he must employ a canoe down there.

The Iroquois once did. The war trail crossed there. When they burned Old Deerfield they came this way.

The name of your quaint and squatty old house is unusual, said Grismer.

Runners Rest? Yes, in the Indian wars before the Revolution, the Forest Runners could find food and shelter here. The stone forts defended it and it was never burned.

You inherited it?

Yes. It belonged to a Captain Cleland in those remote days.

There was a long silence. The delicately fresh odour of grey iris became more apparent — a perfume that, somehow, Cleland associated with Stephanie.

Grismer said in a pleasant, listless voice:

You are a happy man, Cleland.

Y-yes.

Here, under the foliage of your forefathers, mused Grismer aloud, you should rest contented that the honour of an honourable line lies secure in your keeping.

Cleland laughed:

I dont know how honourable they were, but Ive never heard of any actual criminals among them.

Thats a great deal. He dropped one lean, well-shaped hand on the arm of his chair. The cigarette burned between his pendant fingers, spicing the air with its aromatic scent.

Its a great deal to have a clean family record, he said again. It is the greatest thing in the world — the most desirable.... The other makes existence superfluous.

You mean dishonour?

Yes. The stain spreads. You cant stop it. It taints the generations that follow. They cant escape.

Thats nonsense, said Cleland. Because a man had a crook for a forebear he isnt a crook himself.

No. But the stain is in his heart and brain.

Thats morbid!

Maybe.... But, Cleland, there are people whose most intense desire is to be respectable. It is a ruling passion, inherent, unreasoning, vital to their happiness and peace of mind. Did you know that?

I suppose I can imagine such a person.

Yes. I suppose such a person is not normal. In them, hurt pride is more serious than a wound of the flesh. And pride, mortally wounded, means to them mental and finally physical death.

Such a person is abnormal and predestined to unhappiness, said Cleland impatiently.

Predestined, repeated Grismer in his pleasant, even voice. Yes, theres something wrong with them. But they are born so. Nobody knows what a mental hell they endure. Things that others would scarcely notice they shrink from. Their souls are raw, quivering things within them that agonize over a careless slight, that wither under disapproval, that become paralyzed under an affront.

Their fiercest, deepest, most vital desire is to be welcomed, approved, respected. Without kindness they become deformed; and crippled pride does strange, perverse things to their brain and tongue.

There are such people, Cleland.... Predestined ... to suffering and to annihilation.... Weaklings ... all heart and unprotected nerves ... passing their brief lives in desperate and grotesque attempts to conceal what they are.... Superfluous people, undesirable ... foredoomed.

He dropped his cigarette upon the drenched grass, whore it glimmered an instant and went out.

Cleland, he said in a singularly gentle voice, I once told you that I wished you well. You did not understand. Let me put it a little plainer.... Is there anything I can do for you? Is there anything I can refrain from doing which might add to your contentment?

Thats an odd thing to ask, returned the other.

No. It is merely friendship speaking — a very deep friendship, if you can understand it.

Youre very kind, Grismer.... I dont know quite how to take it — or how to answer. There is nothing that you can do for me — nothing one man could ask of another — —

Ask it, all the same.

I cant.

Then Ill offer it.... I give up — Stephanie — to you.

The silence lasted a long time. Neither man stirred. Finally Cleland said in an altered voice:

I cant ask it — unless she does, too. I dont know what to say to you, Grismer, except that no man ever spoke more nobly — —

That is enough. If you really think it, that means everything, Cleland.... And this is my chance to tell you that when I — married her — I never dreamed that it could ever be a question of you.... I dont believe she did, either.... But it has become so. That is the question, now.... And so I — step out.

I — I tell you I cant accept — that way — unless she asks it, too, stammered Cleland.... After all, its got to be on a basis of her happiness.... I am not sure that her happiness lies in my keeping. I do not know how much she cares for you — how deeply you are engaged in her heart.... I cant find out.... Im like a blind man involved in a maze!

She cares for me, said Grismer in his low, pleasant voice. We have been intimate in mind — close and responsive, intellectually.... Sentimentally, too. On her part a passionless loyalty to whatever in me she believed appealed to her intelligence and imagination; an emotional solicitude for what she discovered in me that aroused her sympathy — —

He turned and looked at Cleland in the darkness:

Hers is a tender heart, Cleland. Impulse carries it to extremes. Injustice to another provokes quick action from her; and nothing so sways her as her intense sense of gratitude, unless it be her fear of wounding others.

I shall have to tell you more, some day. If I do, it will be more than I would do for anybody else alive — the ultimate sacrifice of pride.

He rose and stood gazing out across the mist at a far star above it, glimmering with dimmed brilliancy all alone.

It couldnt have been, he said, half to himself. I always knew it. Not that the thought of you ever crossed my mind. I knew it would come somehow. It simply couldnt be.

He turned to Cleland with a sudden laugh that sounded light and natural:

This is to be no tragedy. It will disentangle itself easily and simply. I am very sure that she is in love with you. Tell her what I have said to you.... And — good night, old chap.


CHAPTER XXX
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STEPHANIE AND HELEN arrived, bringing a mountain of baggage and the studio cat — an animal evidently unacquainted with the larger freedom of outdoors, and having no cosmic urge, for when deposited upon the lawn it fled distracted, and remained all day upon a heap of coal in the cellar, glaring immovably upon blandishment.

Oh! cried Stephanie, standing on the lawn and quite enchanted by the old place. It is simply too lovely! Its like a charming dolls house — its so much smaller than I remember it! Helen, did you ever see such trees! And isnt the garden a dear! Listen to the noise of the river! Did you ever hear anything as refreshing as that endless rippling? Where is Oswald, Jim?

He went back to town this morning.

How mean of him!

I tried to keep him, said Cleland, but he insisted that it was really a matter of business. And, of course, I had nothing more to say.

Did he have a good time here? asked Stephanie in a guileless voice. But she looked sideways at him.

I think so, Steve. He seemed carefree and vastly contented to rove over the place. I planned to go with him after trout, but he preferred to prowl about the lawn or smoke on the porch.... I am glad he came. I have learned to like him very much.

Youre a dear! she murmured under her breath, her grey eyes fixed on him and full of a gay tenderness tinged with humour. You always do the right thing, Jim; you are right, thats the reason. Do you wonder that Im quite mad about you? — I, who am all wrong.

Who says you are all wrong? he demanded, starting toward her. But she deftly avoided him, putting the sun dial between them. And, leaning on it with both elbows, her face framed in her hands, she let her eyes look gay defiance into his.

Im all wrong, she said. You dont know it, but I am.

Do you want to be punished?

She laughed tormentingly, feeling delightfully secure from his demonstrations there on the sunny lawn, with Helen wandering about inspecting the flowers in the garden, and the hired man unloading the luggage at the side-door.

Come on, Helen! she called gaily. We can have a bath; theres plumbing in the house, you know. Where do you suppose that poor cat is hidden?

Helen came from the garden with a blue pansy between her lips, which she presently drew through Clelands lapel.

A bribe, dear friend. I wish to go fishing, she said. Stephanie has been telling me about her girlhood days here with you, and how you took her on several sacred occasions to a mysterious, dashing stream full of huge bowlders — somewhere deep in the primeval woods — —

The Dunbar brook, Jim, smiled Stephanie. Shall we go fishing in the morning? Im not going to spend all my time fussing with domestic problems.

The cares of housekeeping sit lightly on her, remarked Helen, as they all strolled toward the porch. What if the new servants are slack and wasteful? Being a man you wouldnt know; being Steve, she doesnt worry. I see that its going to devolve on me. Is it possible to run two baths in this house at the same time?

Is it? inquired Stephanie of Cleland. I forget.

Yes, he replied, if you dont draw too much hot water.

Take yours first, Helen, she said. Ill sit in this cool library and gossip with Jim for a while.

She unpinned her hat and flung it on a sofa, untied a large box of bonbons, and careless of her charmingly disordered hair, vaulted to a seat on the massive centre table — a favourite perch of hers when a young girl.

Helen lingered to raid the bonbons; Cleland immediately began his pet theme:

Why do Americans eat candy? Because the nation doesnt know how to cook! The French dont stuff themselves with candy. There isnt, in Paris, a candy-shop to the linear mile! Thats because French stomachs, being properly fed with properly and deliciously cooked food, dont crave candy. But in a country noted for its wretched and detestable bread — —

Oh, you always say that, remarked Stephanie. Some day Ill go over and find out how much truth there is in your tirades. Meanwhile, I shall consume candy.

When you go over, he said, youll go with me. His voice was low. Helen had strolled into the best room and was standing there with a bitter chocolate between her fingers, contemplating the old-time furniture.

When I go over to Paris, said Stephanie airily, I shall invite whom I choose.

Who will it be?

Oh, some agreeable young man who isnt too bossy, she returned airily. Somebody who doesnt try to place me in a day nursery while he goes about and has his fling. But, of course, that doesnt mean you. Youve had your fling, havent you?

Not too violently, he said.

That is your story. But I think Ill investigate it when I go over, and tell you what Ive found out when I return.

Helen finished her chocolate and came back. Where the dickens is that unhappy cat, do you suppose? she inquired.

Oh, shell turn up at dinner-time, Cleland reassured her. Do you know where your room is, Helen?

How should I? returned that young lady,  — never having been in the house before — —

Dear, forgive me! cried Stephanie, jumping from her perch and passing one arm around Helens shoulders.

They went away together, the former waving a saucy adieu to Cleland behind her back, without turning. She did not return.

So he concluded to get himself into fresh flannels, the late afternoon having grown very warm and promising a close and humid evening.

But when he descended again from his room, he found nobody except the cat, who, sadly disfigured by coal-dust, advanced toward him with amiable intention.

Very fine, old girl, he said, but you need a bath, too. So he rang and sent for some butter, dabbed a little on the cats nose; and in ten seconds she had begun a thorough and minute toilet, greatly to Clelands edification.

Keep it up, he said, much interested, watching the pink tongue travelling over the fur, and the velvet paw scrubbing away industriously. Good old cat! Go to it! Take the whole course — massage, shampoo, manicure, whiskers ironed! By Jove, youre coming out brand new!

The cat paused to blink at him, sniff for a moment some faint perfume of distant cooking, unnoticed by his less delicate nostrils, then she settled down to the business in hand. And when a cat does that she feels that she is entirely at home.

Not until a maid announced dinner did the two girls appear, both arrayed in that filmy and dainty flyaway apparel suitable only to youth and freshness.

We had naps, remarked Stephanie shamelessly, and with a slightly malicious humour in her smile, for she knew that Cleland had expected her to return for the ten-minutes gossip she had suggested.

He shrugged:

You should see your cat! Shes polished within an inch of her life — —

A loud mew by his chair announced the regenerated animals advent.

Stephanie fed it with odd morsels from time to time, and cautioned the waitress to prepare a banquet for it after dinner.

It was still daylight when they strolled out into the garden. The tree-clad eastern ridge was all ruddy in the rays of a declining sun; the river dull silver save in pools where pearl and pink tints tinged the stiller water. Birds were very noisy, robins gallantly attacking a gay carol which they always found impossible to vary or bring to any convincing musical conclusion; song sparrows sweetly monotonous; an exquisite burst of melody from a rose-grosbeak high on a balsam-tip above the stream; the rushing twitter of chimney swifts sweeping by, mounting, fluttering, sheering through the sunset sky.

Helen, pausing by the sun-dial, read aloud what was chiselled there, black with encrusted lichens.

Who wrote this? she asked curiously.

Some bandit of the back-woods, some wilderness fur trader or ruthless forest runner — with murder on his soul, perhaps. I dont remember now. But my father made a note of the story.

She read the straggling lines again, slowly:

But for ye Sunne no one would heed Me — 

A senseless Stone;

But for ye Sunne no one could rede Me

Save God alone.

I and my comrade Sunne, together,

Print here ye hours

In praise of Love and pleasant weather

And Youth and flowers.



How odd and quaint, she mused,  — and what straggling, primitive, illiterate letters these are, chiselled here in this black basalt. Fancy that gaunt, grim, buck-skinned runner emerging from the wilderness into this solitary settlement, finding shelter and refreshment; and, in his brief hour of rest and idleness, labouring to leave his record on this old stone!

His was a poets soul, said Cleland,  — but he probably took an Iroquois scalp when unobserved, and skinned living and dead impartially in his fur transactions.

Some degenerate son of honest English stock, I suppose, nodded Helen. Yet, he had the simplicity of the Cavalier verse-makers in his gracious heart.... Well, for his sake — —

She laid a June rose on the weather-ravaged dial. God rest him, anyway! she added lightly. Theres a devil in every one of us.

Not in you, darling, cooed Stephanie, enlacing her waist. If there ever was, hes dead.

I wonder. ... She glanced deliberately at Cleland, then smiled:

There was a bully romance I read in extreme youth, in which an old swashbuckler was always exclaiming: Courage! The devil is dead! And since I have realized that I, also, harboured a devil, the memory of that cheery war-cry always puts me on my mettle to slay him.... Its a good fight, Jim, she added, serenely. But a really good fight is never finished, you know. And its better to end the story with, so they lived to fight happily ever after, than to announce that the problem is solved, the romance ended for eternity.

In the pink dusk she picked her way over the dewy grass toward the porch, saying carelessly that her ancient bones resented dampness.

Stephanie, resting against the sun-dial, inhaled the sweetness of the iris and spoke of it.

The flowers are lilac-grey, like your eyes, he said. The scent expresses you to me — faintly sweet — a young, fresh, delicate odour — you — in terms of perfume.

Such a poet! ... But you know one never should touch the petals of an iris.... The indiscreet imprint remains.

Have I left any imprint?

I should say you had! Do you suppose my mind isnt busy most of the time remembering your — imprints?

Is it?

Does it comfort you to know it? Nobody else ever pawed me.

A nice way to put it! he remarked.

She shrugged:

I dont know how it was I first permitted it — came to endure it — — She lifted her grey eyes deliberately,  — invited it ... because I came to expect it — wish for it — — She bit her lip and made a quick gesture with clenched hand. Oh, Jim, Im no good! Here I am married, and as nonchalantly unfaithful to my vows as you care to make me — —

She turned abruptly and walked across the lawn toward the willows that fringed the stream, moving leisurely, pensively, her hands linked behind her back. He rejoined her at the willows and they slowly entered the misty belt of trees together.

If you knew, she said, what a futile, irresolute, irresponsible creature I am, you wouldnt waste real love on me. Theres nothing to me except feminine restlessness, mental and physical, and it urges, urges, urges me to wander frivolously in pursuit of God knows what — I dont! But always my mind is a traveller impatient to go a-gypsying, and my feet beat the devils tattoo — —

She sprang from the pebbles to a flat river stone projecting from the shore and stood poised, looking out across the rushing water at the mist curling there along the crests of little hurrying waves. A firefly drifted through it; above, unseen, night-hawks called persistently. She turned her head toward him expectantly.

There was room enough on the rock and he stepped to her side.

Im like that water, she said, making a futile noise in the world, dashing and rippling along without any plan of my own, any destination. When Im honest with myself, I know that it isnt the intellectual desire for self-expression that keeps me restless; its merely and solely the instinct to ripple and bubble and dance and flow out under the stars and sunsets and dawns — and go sparkling and swirling and glimmering purposelessly away out into the world at random.... And thats all there is to Stephanie Quest! — if you really desire to know — you very romantic and foolish boy, who think yourself in love with her!

She looked up and laughed at his sober face.

Dear novelist, she said, its common realism, not romantic fiction, that has us in its clutches. Were caught by the commonplace. If life were only like one of your novels, with some definite beginning, an artistic plot full of action running toward a properly planned climax! — but it isnt! It begins in the middle and ends nowhere. And heres another trouble with real life; there arent any villains. And thats fatal to me as your heroine, Jim, for I cant be one unless Im furnished with a foil.

Steve, he said, if you are not everything that my mind and heart believe you to be, the time is past when it makes any difference to me what you are.

She laughed:

Oh, Jim, is it really as serious as that? Can you stand for a mindless, purposeless girl of unmoral and nomadic proclivities who really hasnt a single gift — no self to express, no creative or interpretive talent — with nothing but an inordinate, unquiet curiosity to find out everything there is to find out — a mental gypsy, lazy, self-indulgent, pleasure-loving, irresponsible — —

He began to laugh:

All that is covered by one word— intelligent, he said. Youre just human, with a healthy intellect and normal inclinations.

Oh, dear, youre so dreadfully wrong. Im a fraud — nice to look at and to stroll with — —

She turned and stepped across to the pebbled shore. He followed. She bent her head and, not looking at him, drew his arm around her waist and held it there with one hand across his.

Im desperately in love, she said, but Im a sham — agreeable to caress, pliant, an apt pupil — pretty material for a sweetheart, Jim — but for nothing more important. ... They walked slowly along the shore path down stream under the silver willows, his arm enlacing her supple figure, her slow, deliberate steps in rhythm with his.

After a while he said in a low voice:

Dear, you and I have already come a long way on the blossoming path together. I believe it is written that we travel it together to the end. Dont you want me always, Steve?

Yes, she sighed, pressing her hand over his at her waist. I do want you, always.... But, Jim — Im not what you think me. I ran rather wild while you were away. Liberty went to my empty head. I didnt seem to care what I did. The very devils seemed to be in my heels and they carried me everywhere at random — —

Nonsense!

Oh, they did! They landed me in a dreadful pickle. You know they did. And now here I am, married, and falling more desperately in love every minute with the other man. You cant really love such a fool of a girl!

It makes no difference, he said, I cant go on alone, now.

She pressed her cheek against his shoulder:

You need not. You can always have me when you wish.

You mean — just this way?

Yes.... How else — — She looked up at him; he suddenly stopped in the path, her next step brought her around facing him, where she halted, encircled by his arm. After a moments silence, she rested her clasped hands on his shoulder, looking very seriously into his eyes.

How else? she repeated in a half-whisper.

Divorce.

No, dear.

Either that or — we can go away somewhere — together — —

The dryness of his throat checked him, and her clear eyes looked him through and through.

Either you or I, he said, have got to tell Oswald how matters — —

We cant, Jim.

Tell him, he continued, that we are in love with each other and need to marry — —

Oh, Jim — my dear — dearest, I cant do that!

Its true, isnt it? he demanded.

She did not answer for a while. Then she unclasped his hands, which had been resting on his shoulder, and slipped one arm around his neck:

Yes, it is true; I want to marry you. But I cant.... So — so wont this way do? she said. You can always have me this way.

He kissed her lifted lips.

No, it wont do, Steve. I want all that you are, all that you have to give the man you love and marry, all that the future holds of beauty and of mystery for us both.... I want a home with you, Steve; I want every minute of life with you, waking and sleeping.... I love you, Steve.... And because I do love you I dare tell you that I am falling in love with our future, too — in love with the very thought of — your children, Steve.... Dear, I think that I am like my father. I love only once. And once in love, there is nothing else for me; no other woman, no recompense if you fail me, no cure for me.

They both were deadly serious now; his face was quiet but set in firm and sober lines; she had lost much of her colour, so that the grey eyes with their dark lashes seemed unusually large.

I cant marry you, she said, drawing his head nearer. Do you think for one moment that I would deny you anything you asked of me if it were in my power to give?

Will you not tell me why?

Im not free to tell you.... Oh, Jim! I adore you — I do love you so — so deeply. Im married. Im sorry Im married. But I cant help it — I cant get out of it — it scares me even to think of trying — —

What hold has that man — —

No hold. Theres something else — something sad, terrible — —

Ill take you, anyway, he said in a low, tense voice. He will have his remedy.

How, Jim? Do you mean that you wish me to defy opinion with you? You wouldnt let me do that, would you, dear? Id do it if you asked, but you wouldnt let me, would you?

No. He had lost his head for a moment; that was all; and the ugly threat had been wrenched out of him in the confusion of a tortured mind struggling against it knew not what.

Jim, she asked under her breath, would you really let me?

No, he said savagely.

I knew you wouldnt.

Her arm slipped from his neck and again she clasped both slender hands, rested them on his shoulder, and laid her cheek against them.

It wouldnt help me out of this pickle if we misbehaved, she said thoughtfully. It wouldnt solve the problem.... I suppose youve taken me seriously as an apostle of that new liberty which ignores irregularities — doesnt admit them to be irregular. Thats why you said what you did say, I fancy. Ive talked enough modern foolishness to have you think me quite emancipated — quite indifferent to the old social order, the old code of morals, the old dogmas, the ancient and orthodox laws of community and individual conduct.... Havent you supposed me quite capable of sauntering away unconventionally with the man I love, after the ironical and casual spectacle of marriage which I have afforded you?

I dont know, he said bitterly. I dont know what I have thought.... There will never be anybody except you. If I lose you I lose the world. But between you and me there is a deeper tie than anything less than marriage could sanction. We couldnt ever do that, Steve — let the world go hang while we gave it an extra kick for each others sakes.

Because, she whispered, dads roof was ours. For his honour, if not for our own, we could not affront the world, dear.... Not that I dont love you enough! she added almost fiercely. I do love you enough! I dont care whether you know it. Nothing would matter — if there were no other way — and if I were free to take the only way that offered. Do you suppose Id hesitate if it lay between taking that way and losing you?

She turned and began to pace the path excitedly, cheeks flushed and hands clenching and unclenching.

What do I care about myself! she said. She snapped her fingers: I dont care that, Jim, when your happiness is at stake! Id go to you, go with you, love you, face the world undaunted. I care nothing about myself. I know myself! What am I? You know!

She came up close to him, her face afire, her grey eyes brilliant.

You know what I am, she repeated. You and dad did everything to make me like yourselves. You took me out of the gutter — —

Steve!

You took me out of the gutter! she repeated excitedly. You cleaned the filth from me, gave me shelter, love; — you educated me, made me possible, strove to eradicate the unworthy instincts and inclinations which I might have inherited. My aunt told me. I know what dad did for me! Why shouldnt I adore the memory of your father? Why shouldnt I love his son? I do. I always have. I didnt dream that you ever could offer me a greater love. But when I understood that it was true — when I realized that it was really love, then I stepped into your arms because you held them out to me — because you were your fathers son whom I had loved passionately all my life in one way, and was willing to learn to love in any way you asked of me — Jim! — my brother — my lover — —

She flung herself into his arms, choking, clinging to him, struggling to control her voice:

I am nothing — I am nothing, she sobbed passionately. Why should not all my gratitude and loyalty be for your fathers son? What is so terrible to me is that I cant give myself! That I cant throw myself at your feet for life. To marry you would be too heavenly wonderful! Or, to snap my fingers in the worlds face for your sake — dearest — that would be so little to do for you — so easy.

But I cant. Your father — dad — would know it. And then the world would blame him for ever harbouring a gutter-waif — —

Steve, dearest — —

Oh, Jim, she stammered, I havent even told you how those inherited traits have raised the deuce with me. Ive got in me all the low instincts, all the indolence, the selfish laziness, the haphazard, irresponsible, devil-may-care traits of the man who was my own father!

Steve —— !

Let me tell you! Ive got to tell you. I cant keep it any longer. It was something in Oswald that appealed to that gypsy side of me — awoke it, I think. The first time I ever saw him, as a boy, and under disagreeable circumstances, I felt an odd inclination for him. He was like me, and I sensed it! I told you that once. Its true. Something in him appealed to the vagabond recklessness and irresponsibility latent in me — the tendency to wander, the indolent desire to drift and explore pleasant places.... After you went abroad I met him. I wrote you about it. I liked him. He fascinated me. There was something in common — something common in common between us.... I went to his studio, at first with Helen, and also when others were there. Then I went alone. I didnt care, knowing there was really no harm in going, and also being at the age when defiance of convention is more or less attractive to every girl.

He was fascinating. He was plainly in love with me. But that means nothing to a girl except the subtle excitement and flattery of the fact. But he was what I wanted — a fellow vagabond!

Every time I came into town I went to his studio. My aunt had no idea what I was up to. And we did have such good times, Jim! — you see he was successful then, and he had a wonderful studio — and a car — and we ran out into the country and then returned to take tea in his studio.... And, Jim, it was all right — but it was not good for me.

She clasped his arm with both of hers and rested her head on his shoulder; and went on talking in a steadier and more subdued voice:

I didnt write you about it; I was very sure you wouldnt approve. And my head was stuffed full of modernism and liberty and urge and the necessity for self-expression. I felt that I had a perfect right to enjoy myself.... And then came trouble. It always does.... Oswalds father, Chiltern Grismer, came to the hospital one day, terribly wrought up and looking ghastly.

My aunt had gone to New York to consult a specialist, but he asked for me, and I came down to the private reception room. I was a graduate nurse then. Oh, Jim! — it was quite dreadful. He seemed to be scared until he saw that I was. Then he was fearfully harsh with me. He told me that my aunt was about to begin suit against him to recover some money — a great deal of money — which my aunt pretended I should have inherited from my grandmother, Mr. Grismers sister.

He said we were two adventuresses and that he would expose me and my unhappy origin — all that horror of my childhood — —

A sob checked her; she rested in his arms, breathing fast and irregularly; then, recovering self-control:

I was bewildered. I told him I didnt want his money. But there was in his eyes a terror which I could see there even when he was upbraiding and threatening me most violently. I didnt know what to do; I wanted to go back to my ward, but he followed me and held the door closed, and I had to listen to the terrible, shameful things he said about my mothers mother and my own mother and myself.... Well — just as he was about to leave, my aunt entered.... I was in tears, and Mr. Grismers face was all twisted and contorted with rage, as I thought; but it remained so, white and distorted, as though something had broken and he couldnt recover the mobility of his features. I heard what my aunt said to him — I didnt want to hear it. I cried out, protesting that I didnt wish any of his money.... He went away with his face all twisted....

What did your aunt say to him?

I cant tell you, dear. I am not at liberty to tell you.... And after all, it doesnt matter.... He died — suddenly — a week later.... My aunt was ill at the time and I was with her.... A letter was handed to her by an orderly. It was from Mr. Grismer.... From a dead man! What she read in it seemed to be a terrific shock to her. She was sick and weak, but she got out of bed and telephoned to her attorneys in New York.... I was frightened.... It was a most dreadful night for us both.... And ... and my aunt died of it, I think — the shock and her illness combined.... She died a week later.... I took our studio with Helen.... I saw Oswald every day. He had inherited a great deal of money. We went about.... And, Jim, the very devil was in me to roam everywhere with him and see things and explore the part of the world we could cover in his touring car. All the gypsy instinct born in me, all the tendency to irresponsible wandering and idle pleasure suddenly seemed to develop and demand satisfaction.... Oswald was a dear. He was in love with me; I knew it. He didnt want to go on those escapades with me; but I bullied him into it.... And it got to a point beyond all bounds; the more recklessly we went about the keener my delight in risking everything for the sake of unconventional amusement. Twice we were caught out so far from New York that he had to drive all night to get into town. And then, what was to be expected happened: our car broke down when it meant a night away from the studio with Oswald. And the very deuce was to pay, too, for in the Ten Eyck Hotel at Albany we ran into friends — girls I knew in school and their parents — friends of dads!

Oh, Jim, I was panic-stricken. We had to stay there, too. I — there was nothing to do but present Oswald as my husband.... That was a terrible night. We had two rooms and a connecting parlour. We talked it over; I cried most of the time. Then I wrote out that cablegram to you.... Oh, Jim, he is a dear. You dont know him as I do. He knew I didnt love him and he was in love with me.... Well, we had to do something.

He went out to the Fort Orange Club and got a man he knew. Then, with this man as witness, we told each other that wed marry each other.... Then Oswald went away with his friend and I didnt see him again until next day, when he called for me with the car.... And that is all there was of my marriage.... And now, she sobbed, Im in love with you and I — I — — She broke down hopelessly. He drew her close to him, holding her tightly.

There is m-more, she faltered, but I c-cant tell it. Its c-confidential — a matter of honour. I want to be what dad and you expect of me. I do want to be honourable. That is why I cant tell you another persons secret.... It would be dishonourable. And even if I told you, Id be afraid to ask him for my freedom — —

You mean he would not let you divorce him?

Oh, no, I dont mean that! That is the terrible part of it! He would give me my freedom. But I dont want it — that way — not on the — not on such terms — —

They walked slowly toward the house together, she leaning on him as though very tired. Ahead of them a few fireflies sparkled. The rushing roar of the river was in their ears all the way to the house.

Helen had retired, leaving a note for them on the library table:

Forgive me, but Ive yawned my head off — not because you two lunatics are out star-gazing, but because Im in my right mind and healthily fatigued. Put the cat out before you lock up!

H.

Stephanie laughed, and they hunted up the cat, discovered her asleep in the best room, and bore her out to the veranda. Then Cleland locked up while Stephanie waited for him. Her tears had dried. She was a trifle pale and languid in her movements, but so lovely that Cleland, already hopelessly in love with her, fell deeper as he looked at her in this pale and unfamiliar phase.

Her grey eyes returned his adoration sweetly, pensively humourous:

Im in rags, emotionally, she said. This loving a young man is a disturbing business to a girl whos just learned how.... Are you coming upstairs?

I suppose so.

Youll sleep, of course?

Probably not a wink, Steve.

I wonder if I shall.

They ascended the old staircase together in silence. At her door she held out her hand; he kissed it, released the fingers, but they closed around his and she drew him to her.

What shall I do? she said. Tell me?

I dont know, dearest. There seems to be nothing you can do for us.

She bent her head thoughtfully.

Anything that dishonours me would dishonour you and dad, wouldnt it, Jim?

Yes.

She nodded.

You understand, dont you? I count myself as nothing. Only you count, Jim. But I cant marry you. And I cant go to you otherwise without betraying both dad and you. It isnt a question of my being married and of loving you enough to disregard it. I do. But you and dad require more than that of the girl you made one of your own race. I am loyal to what you both expect of me.... Good night, dear.... There doesnt seem to be any way I can make you happy. The only way I can show my love and gratitude to dad and you is to retain your respect ... by being unkind — Jim — my dearest — dearest — —

She closed her eyes and gave him her lips, slipped swiftly out of his arms and into her room.

Oh, Im desperately in love, she said, shaking her head at him as she slowly closed the door. Im going to get very, very little sleep, I fear.... Jim?

Yes.

You know, she said, Helen is a charming, clever, talented, beautiful girl. If you are afraid my behaviour is going to make you unhappy — —

Steve, are you crazy?

Couldnt you fall in love with her?

Do you want me to try?

There was a silence, then Stephanie shook her head and gently closed her door.


CHAPTER XXXI
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IN JULY STEPHANIE asked Harry Belter and his wife to spend a week at Runners Rest. They arrived, the husband a vastly modified edition of his former boisterous, careless, assertive self — a subdued young man now, who haunted his wife with edifying assiduity, moving when she moved, sitting when she sat, tagging faithfully at her dainty heels as though a common mind originated their every inclination.

Philip Grayson, who had been asked with them, told Helen that the Belters had bored him horribly on the journey up.

You know, he said, Harry Belter used to be at least amusing, and Marie Cliff was certainly a sparkling companion. But they seem to have no conversation except for each other, no interests outside of each other, and if a fellow ventures to make a remark they either dont listen or they politely make an effort to notice him.

You cant blame them, smiled Helen, after three years of estrangement, and in love with each other all the while.

She was seated under a tree on the edge of the woods, half way up the western slope behind Runners Rest. Grayson lay among the ferns at her feet. The day had turned hot, but up there in the transparent green shadows of the woods a slight breeze was stirring.

Estranged all that time, and yet in love, repeated Helen, sentimentally, spreading out a fern frond on her knees and smoothing it. Do you wonder that they lose no time together?

Grayson, sprawling on his stomach, his handsome face framed in both hands, emitted a scornful laugh.

Youre very tender-hearted, theoretically, he said.

The girl looked up, smiled:

Theoretically? she inquired. What do you mean, Phil?

What I say. Theoretically you are tender-hearted, sympathetic, susceptible. But practically — — His short laugh was ironical.

Practically — what? demanded the girl, flushing.

Practically, youre just practical, Helen. Youre nice to everybody, impartially; you go about your sculpture with the cheerful certainty of genius; nothing ever disconcerts you; you are always the cool, freshly gowned, charmingly poised embodiment of everything lovely and desirable — wonderful to look at, engaging and winsome to talk to — and — and all marble inside!

Phil! You unpleasant wretch!

Therefore, he said deliberately, when you sentimentalize over the Belters and how they loved each other madly for several years after having bounced each other, your enthusiasm leaves me incredulous.

The trouble with every man is this, she said; any girl who doesnt fall in love with him is heartless — all marble inside — merely because she doesnt flop when he expects it. He gives that girl no credit for warm humanity unless she lavishes it on him. If she doesnt, shes an iceberg and he sticks that label on her for life.

Grayson sat up among the ferns and gathered his legs under him:

It isnt because you dont care for me, he said, but I tell you, Helen, youre too complete in yourself to fall in love.

Self-satisfied? Thanks! But she still did not believe he meant it.

You are conscious of your self-sufficiency, he said coolly. You are beautiful to look at, but your mind controls your heart; you do with your heart what you choose to do. He added, half to himself: It would be wonderful if you ever let it go. But youre far too practical and complacent to do that.

Let what go?

Your heart. You really have one, you know.

The pink tint of rising indignation still lingered on her cheeks; she looked at this presumptuous young man with speculative brown eyes, realizing that for the first time in his three years sweet-tempered courtship he had said something unpleasantly blunt and virile to her — unacceptable because of the raw truth in it.

This was not like Phil Grayson — this sweet-tempered, gentle, good-looking writer of a literature which might be included under the term of belles lettres — this ornamental young fellow whose agreeable devotion she had come to take for granted — whose rare poems pleased her critical taste and flattered it when she saw them printed in the most exclusive of periodicals and hailed effusively by the subtlest of critics.

Phil, she said, her brown eyes resting on him with a curiosity not free from irritation, is this really what you think I am — after all these years of friendship?

It really is, Helen.

Into her hurt face came the pink tint of wrath again; but she sat quite still, her head lowered, pulling fronds from the fern on her lap.

Im sorry if youre offended, he said cheerfully, and lighted a cigarette.

Helens troubled face cooled; she tore tiny shreds of living green from the fern; her remote eyes rested on him, on the blue hills across the valley, on the river below them, sparkling under the July sun.

Down there, Marie Belter, with her red parasol, was sauntering across the pasture, and Harry paddled faithfully beside her, fanning his features with his straw hat.

There goes Marie and Fido, said Grayson, laughing. Good Lord! After all, its a dogs life at any angle you care to view it.

What is a dogs life? inquired Helen crisply.

Marriage, dear child.

OK. Do you view it that way?

I do.... But we dogs were invented for it. After all, I suppose we prefer to live our dogs lives to any other — we human Fidos — —

Phil! You never before gave me any reason to believe you a cynical materialist. And you have been very unjust and disagreeable to me. Do you know it?

Im tired of running at your heels, I suppose.... A dog knows when hes welcome.... After a while the lack of mutual sympathy gets on his nerves, and he strays by the roadside.... And sometimes, if lonely, the owner of another pair of heels will look behind her and find him paddling along.... Thats the life of the dog, Helen — with exceptions like that cur of Bill Sykes. But the great majority of pups wont stay where theyre lonely for such love as they offer. For your dog must have love.... The love of the human god he worships. Or of some other god.

He laughed lightly:

And I, who worship a goddess for her divine genius and her loveliness — I have trotted at her heels a long, long time, Helen, and Im just beginning to understand, in my dogs heart, that my divinity does not want me.

I — I do want you!

No, you dont. You havent enough emotion in you to want anybody. Youre too complete, too self-satisfied, too intellectual, too clever to understand a hearts desire — the swift, unselfish, unfeigned, uncalculated passion that makes us human. Theres nothing to you but intellect and beauty. And Im fed up!

The girl rose, flushed and disconcerted by his brutality. Grayson got up, bland, imperturbable, accepting her departure pleasantly.

She meant to go back all alone down the hillside; that was evident in her manner, in her furious calmness, in her ignoring the tiny handkerchief which he recovered from the moss and presented.

She was far too angry to speak. He stood under the trees and watched her as she descended the hillside toward the house, just visible below.

Down she went through the heated wild grass and ferns, stepping daintily over gulleys, avoiding jutting rocks, down, ever down hill, receding farther and farther from his view until, a long way below him, he saw her halt, a tiny, distant figure shining white and motionless in the sun.

He waited for her to move on again out of sight. She did not.

After a long while he saw her lift one arm and beckon him.

Am I a Fido? he asked himself. Damn it, I believe I am. And he started leisurely down hill.

When he joined her where she stood waiting, her brown eyes avoided his glance and the colour in her cheeks grew brighter.

If you believe, she said, that my mind controls my heart, why dont you make it an intellectual argument with me? Why not appeal to my reason? Because I — I am intelligent enough to be open to conviction — if your logic proves sounder than — mine.

I cant make love to you logically. Love doesnt admit of it.

Love is logical — or its piffle!

I dont know how to make intellectual love.

Youd better learn.

Could you give me a tip? he asked timidly.

Then Helen threw back her pretty head and began to laugh with that irresponsible, unfeigned, full-throated and human laughter that characterized the primitive girl when her naïve sense of humour was stirred to response by her lover of the cave.

For Helen had caught a glimpse of this modern young cavemans intellectual brutality and bad temper for the first time in her life, and it was a vital revelation to the girl.

He had whacked her, verbally, violently, until, in her infuriated astonishment, it was made plain to her that there was much more to him than she had ever reckoned with. He had hurt her pride, dreadfully, he had banged her character about without mercy — handled her with a disdainful vigour and virility that opened her complacent brown eyes to a new vision and a new interpretation of man.

Phil, she murmured, do you realize that you were positively common in what you said to me up on that hill?

I know I was.

You told me — — a slight shudder passed over her and he felt it in the shoulder that touched his— you told me that you — you were fed up!

I was!

And you, a poet — a man with an almost divine facility of language — —

Sure, he said, grinning; Im artist enough to know the value of vulgarity. It gives a wonderful punch, Helen — once in a lifetime.

Oh, Phil! You horrify me. I didnt understand that you are just a plain, every-day, bad-tempered, brutal, selfish and violent man — —

Dearest, I am! And thank God you are woman enough to stand for it.... Are you?

They had reached the house and were standing on the porch now, her hands restlessly twisting in his sun-browned grasp, her pretty head averted, refusing to meet his eyes.

Are you? he repeated sternly.

Am I, what? Oh, Phil, you hurt me — my rings hurt — —

Then dont twist your fingers. And answer me; are you woman enough to stand for the sort of everyday human man that you say I am? Are you?

She said something under her breath.

Did you say yes? he demanded.

She nodded, not looking at him.

Before he could kiss her she slid out of his grasp with a low exclamation of warning, and, looking around, he beheld the Belters, arm-in-arm, approaching across the lawn.

Fido! he muttered, damn! And he followed his divinity into the house.


CHAPTER XXXII
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HELEN KEPT HER own council as long as the Belters remained at Runners Rest, but as soon as they had departed she went to Stephanies room and made a clean breast of it.

What on earth do you suppose has happened to me, Steve? she demanded, standing by the day-bed on which Stephanie was stretched out reading a novel and absorbing chocolates.

What? asked Stephanie, lifting her grey eyes.

Well, theres the very deuce to pay with Phil Grayson. He isnt a bit nice to me. He isnt like himself. He bullies me.

Why do you let him?

I — dont know. I resent it. Hes entirely too bossy. Hes taken possession of me and he behaves abominably.

Sentimentally?

Yes.

But you dont have to endure it! exclaimed Stephanie, astonished.

If I dont submit, said Helen, I shall lose him. Hell go away. He says he will.

Well, do you care what Phil Grayson does? demanded Stephanie, amazed.

Then that intellectual, capable, intelligent and superbly healthy girl flopped down on her knees by Stephanies day-bed and, laying her lovely head on the pillow, began to whimper.

I — I dont know whats the matter with me, she stammered, but my mind is full of that wretched man every minute of the day and half of the night. He is absolutely shameless; he makes love to me t-tyranically. Its impossible for a girl to keep her reserve — her d-dignity with a m-man who takes her into his arms and k-kisses her whenever he chooses — —

What! cried Stephanie, sitting bolt upright and staring at her friend. Do you mean to tell me that Phil is that sort of man?

I didnt think so, either, explained Helen. Ive known him for ages. Hes been so considerate and attentive and sweet to me — so gentle and self-effacing. I thought I could c-count on him. But a girl cant tell anything about a man — even when hes been an old and trusted friend of years.

What are you going to do about it? asked Stephanie, blankly.

Do? I suppose Ill go on doing what he wishes. I suppose Ill marry him. It looks that way. I dont seem to have any will power.... Its such an odd sensation to be bullied.

Are you in love with him?

I dont know. I suppose I am. It makes me simply furious.... But I guess I am, Steve.... If hed behaved as agreeably and pleasantly as he always had behaved I should never have cared for him except in a friendly way. He always has paid his courtship to me in the nicest way.... It was quite ideal, not disturbing, and we exchanged intellectual views quite happily and contentedly.... And then, suddenly he — he flew into a most frightful temper and he told me that he was fed up! My dear, can you imagine my rage and amazement? ... And then he told me what he thought of me — oh, Steve! — the most horrid things ever said about a girl he said to me! I was breathless! I felt as though he had beaten me and dragged me about by my hair.... And then — I dont know how it happened — but I w-waited for him, and we walked home together, and I understood him to say that Id got to love him if I were a human girl.... And I am.... So — its that way now with us.... And when I think about it I am still bewildered and furious with him.... But I dont dare let him go.... There are other girls, you know.

Stephanie lay very still. Helen rose presently, turned and walked slowly to the door. There she paused for a moment, then turned. And Stephanie saw in her brown eyes an expression entirely new to her.

Helen! You are in love with him! she said.

Im afraid I am.... Anyway, I shall not let him go until I am quite certain.... Its abominable that he should have made of me a thing with which I never have had any patience — a girl whose heart has run away with her senses. And thats what he has done to me, Im afraid.

Stephanie suddenly flushed:

If he has, she said, you ought to be glad! You are free to marry him if you love him, and you ought to thank God for the privilege.

Yes. But what is marriage going to do to my work? I never meant to marry. Ive been afraid to. What happens to a girls creative work if her heart is full of something else — full of her lover — her husband — children, perhaps — new duties, new cares! ... I didnt want to love this man. I loved my work. It took all of me. Its the very devil to have a thing like this happen. It scares me. I cant think of my work now. It bores me to recollect it. My mind and heart are full of this man! — theres no room in it for anything else.... What is this going to do to my career? Thats what frightens me to think about.... And I cant give up sculpture, and I wont give up Phil! Oh, Steve, its the very deuce of a mess — it really is. And you lie there eating chocolates and reading piffle, and you calmly tell me to thank God that I am free to marry!

Stephanies clear grey eyes regarded her:

If youre any good, she said, your career will begin from the moment you fell in love. Love clears the mind wonderfully. You learn a lot about yourself when you fall in love.... I learned that I had no talent, nothing to express. Thats what love has done for me. But you will learn what genius really means.

Helen came slowly back to where the girl was lying.

You are in love, then, she said gently. I was afraid.

I am afraid, too.

They looked at each other in silence.

Do you ever mean to live with Oswald? asked Helen.

Not if I can avoid it.

Can you not?

Yes, I can avoid it — unless the price of immunity is too heavy.

I dont understand.

I know you dont. Neither does Jim. Its a rather ghastly situation.

You are not at liberty to explain it, are you?

No.

Helen bent and laid her hand on Stephanies hair:

Im sorry. I knew you were falling in love. There seemed to be no help for either of you.

No, no help. One cant help ones hearts inclinations. The only thing we can control is our behaviour.

Steve, are you unhappy?

Im beginning to be.... I didnt think I would be — its so wonderful.... But the seriousness of love reveals itself sooner or later.... A girl begins to understand.... All we want is to give, if were in love.... Its tragic when we cant. She turned her face abruptly and laid one arm across her eyes.

Helen sank to her knees again and laid her cool face against Stephanies flushed cheek.

Darling, she said, there must be some way for you.

No honourable way.

But that marriage is a farce.

Yes. I made it so.... But Oswald cares for me.

Still?

Yes.... He is a very wonderful, generous, unhappy man; proud, deeply sensitive, tender-hearted, and loyal. I can not sacrifice him. He has done too much for my sake.... And I promised — —

What?

I promised him to give myself as long a time as he wished to learn whether I could ever come to love him.

Does he know you are in love?

No.

What would he do if he knew?

Stephanie began to tremble:

I — dont know, she stammered,  — he must never think that I am in love with Jim..... It would be — dreadful — terrible — —

She sat up, covering her face with both hands:

Dont ask me! Dont talk about it! There are things I cant tell you — things I cant do, no matter what happens to me — no matter whether I am unhappy — whether Jim is — —

Dont cry, darling. I didnt mean to hurt you — —

Oh, Helen! Helen! Theres something that happened which I cant ever forget. It terrifies me. Theres no way out of this marriage for me — theres no way! No way! she repeated desolately.... And Im so deeply in love — so deeply — deeply — —

She flung herself on her face and buried her head in her arms.

Just let me alone, she sobbed. I cant talk about it. I — Im glad youre happy, dear. But please go out, now!

Helen rose and stood for a moment looking down at the slender figure in its jewelled kimono and its tumbled splendour of chestnut hair. Then she went out very quietly.

On the porch her audacious young man and Cleland were smoking and consulting time-tables, and she gave the former a swift glance which questioned his intentions. He seemed to comprehend, for he said:

Its Jim. Hes been talking to Oswald on the long distance wire, and hes going down to town to see the model that Oswald has made.

Are you going, too? she asked.

Not until you do, he said boldly.

Helen blushed furiously and glanced at Cleland, but he had not paid them any attention, apparently, for he rose with an absent air and went into the house.

Steve! he called from the foot of the stairs. Im going to town to-night, if you dont mind.

There was no answer. He ran lightly up the stairs and glanced through her door, which was partly open. Then he went in.

She did not hear him, nor was she aware of his presence until she felt his questioning hand on her tumbled hair. Then she turned over, looked up into his anxious face, stretched out her arms to him in a sudden passion of loneliness and longing, and drew him convulsively to her breast with a little sob of surrender. And the next instant she had slipped through his arms to the floor, sprung to her feet, and now stood breathing fast and unevenly as he rose, half dazed, to confront her.

Jim, she said unsteadily, I had better go back. Im losing my head here with you — here under dads roof. Do you hear what I say? I cant trust myself. I cant remain here and tear dads honour to shreds just because Ive gone mad about you.... Im going back.

Where?

To Oswald.

What!

Its the only safety for us. Theres no use. No hope, either. And its too dangerous — with no outlook, no possible chance that waiting may help us. Theres not a ghost of a chance that we ever can marry. That is the real peril for us.... So — Ill play the game.... Ill go to him now — before its too late, — before you and I have made each other wretched for life — and before I have something still worse on my conscience!

What?

My husbands death! Hell kill himself if I let you take me away somewhere.

After a silence he said in a low voice:

Is that what you have been afraid of?

Yes.

You believe he will kill himself if you divorce him?

I — I am certain of it.

Why are you certain?

I cant tell you why.

He said coolly:

Men dont do that sort of thing as a rule. Weak intellects seek that refuge from trouble; but his is not a weak character.

I wont talk about it, she said. Ive told you more than I ever meant to. Now you know where I stand, what I fear — his death! — if I dishonour dads memory and go away with you. And if I ask divorce, he will give it to me — and then kill himself. Do you think I could accept even you on such terms as these?

No, he said.

He looked at her intently. She stood there very white, now, her grey eyes and the masses of chestnut hair accentuating her pallour.

All right, he said, Ill take you to town.

You need not.

Wont you let me?

Yes, if you wish.... When you go downstairs, tell them to send up my trunks. Tell one of the maids to come.

You cant go off this way, to-night. Youve two guests here, he said in a dull voice.

You will be here.

No.

Why not?

Oswald called me on the long distance wire an hour ago. He has asked me to go to town and look at the sketch he has made for the fountain. I said Id go.

She dropped to the couch and sat there with grey eyes remote, her shoulders, in their jewelled kimono, huddled under her heavy mass of hair.

Stay here for a while, anyway, he said. Theres no use taking such action until you have thought it over. And such action is not necessary, Steve.

It is.

No. There is a much simpler solution for us both. I shall go abroad.

What! she exclaimed sharply, lifting her head.

Of course. Why should you be driven into the arms of a husband you do not love just because you are afraid of what you and I might do? That would be a senseless proceeding, Steve. The thing to do is to rid yourself of me and live your life as you choose.

She laid her head on her hands, pressing her forehead against her clenched fingers.

Thats the only thing to do, I guess, he said in his curiously colourless voice. I came too late. Im paying for it. Ill go back to Paris and stay for a while. Time does things to people.

She nodded her bowed head.

Time, he said, forges an armour on us all.... Ill wait until mine is well riveted before I return. Youre quite right, Steve.... You and I cant go on this way. There would come a time when the intense strain would break us both — break down our resolution and our sense of honour — and wed go away together — or make each other wretched here.... Because theres no real happiness for you and me without honour, Steve. Some people can do without it. We cant.

We might come to think we could. We might take the chance. We might repeat the stale old phrase and try to count the world well lost. But there would be no happiness for you and me, Steve. For, to people of our race, happiness is composite. Honesty is part of it; loyalty to ideals is another; the worlds respect, the approval of our own hearts, the recognition of our responsibility to the civilization that depends on such as we — all these are part of the only kind of happiness that you and I can understand and experience.... So we must give it up.... And the best way is the way I offer.... Let me go out of your life for a while.... Live your own life as you care to live it.... Time must do whatever else is to be done.

The girl lifted her dishevelled head and looked at him.

Are you going to-night?

Yes.

You are not coming back?

No, dear.

She dropped her head again.

There was a train at four that afternoon. He took a gay and casual leave of Helen and Grayson, where he found them reading together in the library.

Will you be back to-morrow? inquired the latter.

Im not sure. I may be detained for some time, said Cleland carelessly. And went upstairs.

Stephanie, frightfully pale, came to her door. Her hair was dressed and she was gowned for the afternoon. She tried to speak but no sound came from her colourless lips; and she laid her hands on his shoulders in silence. Their lips scarcely touched before they parted; but their eyes clung desperately.

Good-bye, dear.

Good-bye, she whispered.

You know I love you. You know I shall never love another woman?

Try to — forget me, Jim.

I cant.

I cant forget you, either.... Im sorry, dear. I wish you had me.... Id give you anything, Jim — anything. Dont you know it?

Yes.

She laid her head on his breast, rested a moment, then lifted it, not looking at him, and turned slowly back into her room.

It was dark when he arrived in New York. The flaring streets of the city seemed horrible to him.


CHAPTER XXXIII
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WASHINGTON SQUARE SEEMED to him a little cooler than the streets to the northward; the white arch, the trees, the splash of water made a difference. But beyond, southward, narrow streets and lanes were heavy with the close, hot odours of the slums — a sickening smell of over-ripe fruit piled on push-carts, the reek of raw fish, of sour malt from saloons — a subtler taint of opium from blind alleys where Chinese signs hung from rusting iron balconies.

Through cracks between drawn curtains behind the window of Grismers basement studio, light glimmered; and when Cleland pulled the bell-wire in the area he could hear the crazy, cracked bell jangling inside.

Grismer came.

For a second he hesitated behind the iron area gate, then recognizing her visitor opened for him.

They shook hands with a pleasant, commonplace word or two of civility, and walked together through the dark, hot passageway into the lighted basement.

Its devilish hot, said Grismer. Theres probably a storm brewing over Staten Island.

He looked colourless and worn. There was a dew of perspiration on his forehead, which dampened the thick amber-gold hair. He wore only a gauze undershirt, trousers and slippers, under which his supple, graceful figure was apparent.

Grismer, said Cleland uneasily, this cellar is hell in July. Why wont you come up to Runners Rest for the hot period? You cant do anything here. You cant stand it.

Grismer fished a siphon out of his ice-box and looked around with a questioning smile. Ive some orange juice. Would you like some?

Cleland nodded and walked over to a revolving table on which the wax model of his fountain stood. Grismer presently came up beside him with both glasses, and he took his with an absent nod, but continued to examine the model in silence.

Probably you dont care for it, suggested Grismer.

Cleland said slowly:

You gave me a different idea. I didnt know you were going to do anything like this.

Im afraid you are disappointed.

No.... Its beautiful, Grismer. I hadnt thought that a figure would be possible, considering the character of the place and the very simple and primitive surroundings. But this is in perfect taste and amazingly in accord with everything.

He looked at the slim, naked, sinuous figure — an Indian girl of fifteen drinking out of cupped hands. Wild strawberry vines in full fruit bound her hair, which fell in two clubbed braids to her shoulders. A narrow breadth of faun-skin fell from a wampum girdle to her knees. And, from the thin metal forehead-fillet, the head of a snake reared, displaying every fang.

Its the Lake-Serpent, isnt it? — the young Oneida girl of the Iroquois legend? inquired Cleland.

Grismer nodded.

Thats your country, he said. The Iroquois war-trail passed through your valley and down the river to Charlemont and Old Deerfield. I read up on it. The story of the Lake-Serpent and the Eight Thunders fascinated me. I thought the thing might be done.

Youve done it. Its stunning.

The water, explained Grismer, flows out of her hollowed hands, out of the serpents throat and down each braid of hair, dripping on her shoulders. Her entire body will appear to be all glimmering with a thin skin of running water. I shall use the serpent spot on her forehead like a caste-mark, I think. And what I want to get is an effect from a fine cloud of spray which will steam up from the basin at her feet like the cloud on the water which the legend speaks of. I can get it by an arrangement of very minute orifices through which spray will rush and hang over the water in a sort of rainbow mist. Do you think that would be all right?

Of course. Its a masterpiece, Grismer, said the other quietly.

Into Grismers pale face a slow colour came and spread.

Thats worth living for, he said.

What?

I said that Im glad I have lived to hear you speak that way of anything I have done, said Grismer with a smile.

I dont understand why you should care about my opinion, returned Cleland, turning an amused and questioning gaze on the sculptor. Im no critic, you know.

I know, nodded Grismer, with his odd smile. But your approval means more than any critic has to offer me.... Theres an arm-chair over there, if you care to be seated.

Cleland took his glass of iced orange juice with him. Grismer set his on the floor and dropped onto the ragged couch.

Anybody can point it up now, he said. It ought to be cast in silver-grey bronze, not burnished — a trifle over life-size.

You must have worked like the devil to have finished this in such a brief period.

Oh, I work that way — when I do work.... Ive been anxious — worried over what you might think.... Im satisfied now.

He filled and lighted his pipe, leaned back clasping his well-made arms behind his head.

Cleland, he said, its a strange sensation to feel power within ones self — be conscious of it, certain of it, and deliberately choose not to use it.... And the very liberty of choice is an added power.

Cleland looked up, perplexed. Grismer smiled, and his smile seemed singularly care-free and tranquil:

Just think, he said, what the gods could have done if they had taken the trouble to bestir themselves! What they did do makes volumes of mythology: what they refrained from doing would continue in the telling through all eternity. What they did betrayed their power, he added, with a whimsical gesture toward his fountain; but what they refrained from doing interests me, Cleland — fascinates me, arouses my curiosity, my respect, my awe, and my gratitude that they were godlike enough to disdain display — that they were decent enough to leave to the world material to feed its imagination.

Cleland smiled sombrely at Grismers whimsical humour, but his features settled again into grave, care-worn lines, and his absent gaze rested on nothing. And Grismers golden eyes studied him.

It must be pleasant out there in the country, he said casually.

Its cool. You must go there, Grismer. This place is unendurable. Do go up while Phil Grayson is there.

Is there anybody else?

Helen — and Stephanie, he said, using her name with an effort. The Belters were there for a week. No doubt Stephanie will ask other people during the summer.

When do you go back? asked Grismer quietly.

There was a short silence, then Cleland said in a voice of forced frankness:

I was about to tell you that Im going over to Paris for a while. You know how it is — a man grows restless — wants to run over and take a look at the place just to satisfy himself that its still there. His strained smile remained stamped on his face after his gaze shifted from Grismers penetrating eyes — unsmiling, golden-deep eyes that seemed to have perceived a rent in him, and were looking through the aperture into the secret places of his mind.

When are you going, Cleland?

Oh, I dont know. Some time this week, if I can get accommodations.

You go alone?

Why — of course!

I thought perhaps you might feel that Stephanie ought to see Europe.

I hadnt — considered — —

He reddened, took a swallow of his orange juice, and, holding the glass, turned his eyes on the wax model.

How long will you be away? asked Grismer in his still and singularly agreeable voice.

There was another silence. Then Cleland made a painful effort at careless frankness once more:

That reminds me, Grismer, he exclaimed. I cant ever repay you for that fountain, but I can do my damndest with a cheque-book and a fountain pen. I should feel most uncomfortable if I went away leaving that obligation unsettled.

He drew out his cheque-book and fountain pen and smiled resolutely at Grismer, whose dark golden eyes rested on him with an intentness that he could scarcely endure.

Would you let me give it to you, Cleland?

I cant, Grismer.... Its splendid of you.

I shall not need the money, said Grismer, almost absently, and for an instant his gaze grew vague and remote. Then he turned his head again, where it lay cradled on his clasped hands behind his neck: You wont let me give it to you, I know. And theres no use telling you that I shall not need the money. You wont believe me.... You wont understand how absolutely meaningless is money to me — just now. Well, then — write in what you care to offer.

I cant do that, Grismer.

The other smiled and, still smiling, named a figure. And Cleland wrote it out, detached the cheque, started to rise, but Grismer told him to lay it on the table beside his glass of orange juice.

Its a thing no man can pay for, said Cleland, looking at the model.

Grismer said quietly:

The heart alone can pay for anything.... A gift without it is a cheque unsigned.... Cleland, Ive spoken to you twice since you have returned from abroad — but you have not understood. And there is much unsaid between us. It must be said some day.... There are questions you ought to ask me. Id see any other man in hell before Id answer. But Ill answer you!

Cleland turned his eyes, heavy with care, on this man who was speaking.

Grismer said:

There are three things in the world which I have desired — to stand honourably and well in the eyes of such people as your father and you; to win your personal regard and respect; to win the love of Stephanie Quest.

In the tense silence he struck a match and relighted his pipe. It went out again and grew cold while he was speaking:

I lost the consideration of such people as you and your father; in fact, I never gained it at all.... And it was like a little death to something inside me.... And as for Stephanie — — He shook his head. No, he said, there was no love in her to give me. There is none now. There never will be.

He laid aside his pipe, clasped his hands behind his head once more and dropped one long leg over the other.

You wont question me. I suppose its the pride in you, Cleland. But my pride is dead; I cut its throat.... So Ill tell you what you ought to know.

I always was in love with her, even as a boy — after that single glimpse of her there in the railroad station. Its odd how such things really happen. Your people had no social interest in mine. I shall use a more sinister term: your father held my father in contempt.... So there was no chance for me to know you and Stephanie except as I was thrown with you in school.

He smiled:

You can never know what a boy suffers who is fiercely proud, who is ready to devote himself soul and body to another boy, and who knows that he is considered inferior.... It drives him to strange perverseness, to illogical excesses — to anything which may conceal the hurt — the raw, quivering heart of a boy.... So we fought with fists. You remember. You remember, too, probably, many things I said and did to intensify your hostility and contempt — like a hurt thing biting at its own wounds —— !

He shrugged:

Well, you went away. Has Stephanie told you how she and I met?

Yes.

I thought she would tell you, he said tranquilly. And has she told you about our unwise behaviour — our informal comradeship — reckless escapades?

Yes.

Grismer raised his head and looked at him intently.

And has she related the circumstances of our marriage? he asked.

Partly.

Grismer nodded.

I mean in part. There were many things she refused to speak of, were there not?

Yes.

He slowly unclasped his linked fingers and leaned forward on the couch, groping for his pipe. When he found it he slowly knocked the cinders from the bowl, then laid it aside once more.

Cleland, Ill have to tell where I stood the day that my father — killed himself.

What!

Stephanie knew it. There had been a suit pending, threatening him.... For years the fear of such a thing had preyed on his mind.... I never dreamed there was any reason for him to be afraid.... But there was.

He dropped his head and sat for a few moments thinking and playing with his empty pipe. Then:

Stephanies aunt was the Nemesis. She became obsessed with the belief that her nephew and later, Stephanie, had suffered wickedly through my fathers — conversion of trust funds. He swallowed hard and passed one hand over his eyes: My father was a defaulter.... That womans patience was infernal. She never ceased her investigations. She was implacable. And she — got him.

She was dying when the case was ready. Nobody knew she was mortally ill.... I suppose my father saw disgrace staring him in the face.... He made a last effort to see her. He did see her. Stephanie was there.... Then he went away.... He had not been well. It was an overdose of morphine.

Grismer leaned forward, clasping his hands on his knees and fixing his eyes on space.

The money that I inherited was considerable, he said in his soft, agreeable voice. But after I had begun to amuse myself with it, the papers in the suit were sent to me by that dead womans attorneys. So, he said pleasantly, I learned for the first time that the money belonged to Stephanies estate. And, of course, I transferred it to her attorneys at once.... She never told you anything of this?

No.

No, said Grismer thoughtfully, she couldnt have told you without laying bare my fathers disgrace. But that is how I suddenly found myself on my uppers, he continued lightly. Stephanie came to me in an agony of protest. She is a splendid girl, Cleland. She rather violently refused to touch a penny of the money. You should have heard what she said to her aunts attorneys — who now represented her. Really, Cleland, there was the devil to pay.... But that was easy. I paid him. Naturally, I couldnt retain a penny.... So it lies there yet, accumulating interest, payable at any time to Stephanies order.... But shell never use it.... Nor shall I, Cleland.... God knows wholl get it — some charity, I hope.... After I step out, I think Stephanie will give it to some charity for the use of little children who have missed their childhood — children like herself, Cleland.

After a silence he idly struck a match, watched it burn out, dropped the cinder to the floor:

There was no question of you at that time, said Grismer, lifting his eyes to Clelands drawn face. And I was very desperately in love.... There seemed to be hope that Stephanie might care for me.... Then came that reckless escapade at Albany, where she was recognized by some old friends of your father and by schoolmates of her own....

Cleland, I would gladly have shot myself then, had that been any solution. But there seemed to be only the one solution.... She has told you, I believe?

Yes.

Well, that was what was done.... I think she cried all the way back. The Albany Post Road seemed like a road through hell to me. I knew then that Stephanie cared nothing for me in that way; that my place in her life served other purposes.

I dont know what she thought I expected of her — what duty she believed she owed me. I know now that the very thought of wifehood was abhorrent to her.... But she was game, Cleland! ... What line of reasoning she followed I dont know. Whether my love for her touched her, or some generous impulse of renunciation — some childish idea of bringing to me again the inheritance which I had forced on her, I dont know.

But she was game. She came here that night with her suitcase. She was as white as death, could scarcely speak.... I never even touched her hand, Cleland.... She slept there — behind that curtain on the iron bed. I sat here all night long.

In the morning we talked it over. And with every generous plucky word she uttered I realized that it was hopeless. And do you know — God knows how — but somehow I kept thinking of you, Cleland. And it was like clairvoyance, almost, for I could not drive away the idea that she cared for you, unknowingly, and that when you came back some day shed find it out.

He rose from the couch and began to pace the studio slowly, his hands in his pockets.

Cleland, he said, she meant to play the game. The bed she had made for herself she was ready to lie on.... But I looked into those grey eyes of hers and I knew that it was pity that moved her, square dealing that nerved her, and that already she was suffering agonies to know what you would think of what she had done — done with a man you never liked — the son of a man whom your father held in contempt because — because he considered him — dishonest!

He halted a pace from where Cleland was sitting:

I told her to go back to her studio and think it over. She went out.... I did not think of her coming back here.... I was standing in front of that cracked mirror over there.... To get a sure line on my temple.... Thats what shattered the glass — when she struck my arm up....

Well, a man goes to pieces sometimes.... She made me promise to wait two years — said she would try to care for me enough in that time to live with me.... The child was frightened sick. The terror of my ever doing such a — a fool thing remains latent in her brain. I know it. I know its there. I know, Cleland, that she is in love with you. And that she dare not ask me for her freedom for fear that I shall do some such silly thing.

He began to laugh, quite naturally, without any bitterness at all:

I tried to make you understand. I told you that I would do anything for you. But you didnt comprehend.... Yet, I meant it. I mean it now. She belongs to you, Cleland. I want you to take her. I wish her to understand that I give her the freedom shes entitled to. That she need not be afraid to take it — need not fear that I might make an ass of myself.

He laughed again, quite gaily:

No, indeed, I mean to live. I tell you, Cleland, there is no excitement on earth like beating Fate at her own game. Theres only one thing — —

After a pause, Cleland looked up into the mans wistful, golden eyes.

What is it, Grismer?

If I could win — your friendship — —

Good God! whispered Cleland, rising and offering a hand that shook,  — Do you think Im worth it, Oswald?

Their hands met, clasped; a strange light flashed in Grismers golden eyes.

Do you mean it, Cleland?

With all my heart, old chap.... I dont know what to say to you — except that youre white all through — straighter than I am, Grismer — clean to the soul of you!

Grismer drew a long, deep breath.

Thanks, he said. Thats about all I want of life.... Tell Stephanie what you said to me — if you dont mind.... I dont care what others think ... if you and she think me straight.

Oswald, I tell you youre straighter than I am — stronger. Your thoughts never wavered; you stood steady to punishment, not whimpering. Ive had a curb-bit on myself, and I dont know now how long it might have taken me to get it between my teeth and smash things.

Grismer smiled:

It would have taken two to smash the Cleland traditions. It couldnt have been done — between you and Stephanie.... Are you going back to Runners Rest to-night?

Yes — if you say so, he replied in a low voice.

I do say so. Call her on the telephone as soon as you leave here. Then take the first train.

And you? Will you come?

Not to-night.

Will you let us know when you can come, Oswald?

Grismer picked up a shabby dressing gown from the back of a decrepit chair, and put it on over his undershirt and trousers.

Sure, he said pleasantly. Ive one or two matters to keep me here. Ill fix them up to-night.... And please make it very plain to Stephanie that Im taking this affair beautifully and that the last thing Id do would be to indulge in any foolishness to shock her.... Im really most interested in living. Tell her so. She will believe it. For I have never lied to her, Cleland.

They walked together to the area gate.

Stephanie should see her attorneys, said Grismer. The easiest way, I think, would be for her to leave the state and for me to go abroad. Her attorneys will advise her. But, he added carelessly, theres time to talk over that with her. The main thing is to know that she will be free. And she will be.... Good night, Cleland! ... He laughed boyishly. Ive never been as happy in my whole life!


CHAPTER XXXIV
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WITH THE CLANG of the closing gate, Grismers handsome face altered terribly, and he turned deathly white for a moment. Two policemen lounged by in the glare of the arc-light; one of them glanced down into the areaway and saw a pallid face behind the iron bars — turned sharply to look again.

Gee, he said to his mate, dyeh get that guys map?

Coke, said the other carelessly. Looks like a feller I seen in Sing Sing waitin for the priest — whats his name, now — — The voices receded. But Grismer had heard.

Perhaps his brain registered the scene sketched by the policeman — a bloodless face behind the death-cell grating — the distant steps of the procession already sounding in the corridor.

He opened the gate and went out to the sidewalk where a young girl, unskillfully painted, stood looking about her preliminary to opening the nights campaign.

Hello, she said tentatively.

Ah, he said pleasantly, a goddess of the stars!

Got anything on? she asked, approaching with her mirthless smile.

Yes, a few casual garments.

She looked him over with the uncanny wisdom of her caste, and, young as she was, she divined in this man only the opportunity to waste her time.

Whats the matter? she asked, glancing at his shabby dressing gown. Up against it?

What Im up against, he said, absently, will look good to you, too, some day.

Whats that?

Death, my dear.

Quit kiddin! she retorted, with an uneasy laugh. You got your looks yet. She stepped nearer, looking at him curiously. Nothing like that, she said. Youre a looker. Buck up, old scout!

She was leaning against the railing where he stood resting his back. Presently he turned, leisurely, and surveyed her.

You are young, he said. Youll be a tired girl before youre up against what I am.

What have you done? she enquired curiously.

Nothing.

Sure. Thats why we all go up the river.

Im going across the river, he remarked, smiling.

Which?

The Styx. You never heard of it, I suppose.

One of them dirty rivers in Jersey?

He nodded gravely.

Whats out there? she enquired.

I dont know, my dear.

Then whats the idea?

She waited for an answer, but his golden eyes were dreamily remote.

The girl lingered. Once or twice professional sense suggested departure, but when her tired eyes of a child rested on him something held her inert.

When she again interrupted his revery he looked around at her as though he had never before seen her, and she repeated what she had said.

What? he asked sharply.

I got a fiver that aint workin, she said again. You can use it in your business if its any good.

My dear child, he said pleasantly, youre very kind, but thats not what the matter is. He turned, dropped his arm on the railing, facing her: Whats your name?

Gloria Cameron.

Come on, he said, good-humouredly, whats your other name?

Anne.

Anne, what?

OHara.

Will you wait a minute?

She nodded uncertainly.

He went back through the area, entered his studio and dressed in his shabby street clothes.

The cheque was still lying on a small table where Cleland had placed it at his request. And now he picked it up, dipped a rusty pen into an ink-bottle, and indorsed the cheque, making it payable to Anne OHara. Then he took his straw hat and went out.

The girl was waiting.

Anne, he said, I want you to read whats written on this pretty perforated piece of paper. He held it so that the electric light fell on it.

Is it good? she asked in an awed voice.

Perfectly. He turned the cheque over and showed her the indorsement.

She found her voice presently:

What are you putting over on me?

He said:

Id give this cheque to you now, but it wouldnt be any good when the banks open to-morrow.

She stared her question, and he laughed:

Its a law concerning cheques. Never mind. But theres a way to beat it. I had a lot of money once. Theyll take my paper at Square Jack Henneseys. Shall we stroll up that way?

She did not understand. It was quite evident that she had no faith in the scrap of paper either. But it was still more evident that she was willing to remain with him, even at the loss of professional opportunities — even though she was facing the obloquy of being kidded.

Come into my studio first, he said.

She went without protest. In the brightly lighted basement he turned and scrutinized her coolly from head to foot.

How old? he asked bluntly.

Seventeen.

How long are you on the job?

Two years.

Whose are you?

Im for myself — —

Come on! Dont lie!

She straightened her thin finger in defiance:

What are you? A bull?

You know Im not. Who are you working for? Wait! Never mind! Youre working for somebody, arent you?

Y-yes.

Do your folks know it?

No.

What was it — cloaks, feathers, department store?

She nodded.

You can go back?

She remained silent, and he repeated the question. Then the girl turned white under her paint.

Damn you! she said, what are you trying to do to me?

Send you home, Anne, with a couple of thousand real money. Will you go?

Show it to me! she said, but her voice had become childish and tremulous and her painted mouth was quivering.

Im going to show it to you, he said pleasantly. Ill get it at Square Jacks for you. If I do will you fly the coop? I mean now, to-night! Will you?

W-with you?

Dear child, Ive got to cross that dirty Jersey river. I told you. You live up state, dont you?

Yes.

Where?

Hudson.

All right. Will you go now, just as you are? Youd stand a fat chance if you went back and tried to pack up. That thing would batter you to a pulp, wouldnt he?

She nodded.

All right, he said. Take off your hat and wash your face, Anne. Theyd be on to you at home. Ive got to pack a few things for my journey and write a couple of letters. Get all the paint off while Im busy. Theres soap, towels, and a basin behind that screen.

She came slowly to him and stood looking at him out of her disenchanted young eyes.

Is this on the square? she asked.

Wont you take a chance that it is? he asked, taking her slim hands and looking her in the eyes.

Yes.... Ill take a chance with you — if you ask me to.

I do. He patted her hands and smiled, then released them. Hustle! he said. Ill be ready very soon.

He wrote first to Cleland:

DEAR CLELAND:

I think Ill go up tonight, stay at Pittsfield, and either drive across the mountain in the morning of take an early train through the tunnel for North Adams. Either way ought to land me at Runners Rest station about eight in the morning.

I cant tell you what your kindness has done for me. I think it was about all I really wanted in the world — your friendship. It seems to clean off my slate, square me with life.

I shall start in a few minutes. Until we meet, then, your friend, OSWALD GRISMER.

He directed the envelope to Clelands studio in town.

The other letter he directed to Stephanie at Runners Rest and stamped it.

He wrote to her:

Im happier than I have been in years because I can do this thing for you.

And now Im going to admit something which will ease your mind immensely: the situation was so impossible that I also began to weary of it a little. You are entitled to the truth.

And now life looks very inviting to me. Liberty is the most wonderful thing in the world. And I am restless for it, restless to begin again.

So if I come to you as a comrade, dont think for a moment that any sympathy is due me. Alas, man belongs to a restless sex, Stephanie, and the four winds are less irresponsible and inconstant!

As a comrade, I should delight in you. You are a very wonderful girl — but you belong to Cleland and not to me. Dont worry. Im absolutely satisfied. Until we meet, then,

Your grateful friend,

OSWALD.

Ill get a special for this letter on our way uptown, he said, voicing his thoughts aloud to the girl who was scrubbing her painted lips and cheeks behind the screen.

When she emerged, pinning on her hat, he had packed a suitcase and was ready.

They found a taxi in Washington Square.

On the way uptown he mailed his letter to Stephanie; sent a district messenger with his letter to Clelands studio; sent a night letter to Runners Rest saying that he would take accommodations on a train which would be due at Runners Rest station at eight next morning; stopped at the darkened and barred house of Square Jack Hennesey, and was admitted after being scrutinized through a sliding grill.

When he came out half an hour later he told the driver to go to the Grand Central Station, and got into the cab...

Anne, he said gaily, heres the two thousand. Count it.

The sheafs of new bills pinned to their paper bands lay in her lap for a long time before she touched them. Even then she merely lifted one packet and let it drop without even looking at it. So Grismer folded the bills and put them into her reticule. Then he took her slim left hand in both of his and held it while they rode on in silence through the electric glare of the metropolis.

At the station he dismissed the taxicab, bought a ticket and sleeping-car accommodations to Hudson — managed to get a state-room for her all to herself.

You wont sleep much, he remarked, smiling, so well have to provide you with amusement, Anne.

Carrying his suitcase, the girl walking beside him, he walked across the great rotunda to the newsstand. There, and at the confectionery counter opposite, he purchased food for mind and body — light food suitable for a young and badly bruised mind, and for a soul in embryo, still in the making.

Then he went over to another window and bought a ticket for himself to Pittsfield, and sleeping accommodations.

We travel by different lines, Anne, he said, opening his portfolio and placing his own tickets in it, where several letters lay addressed to him at his basement studio. Then he replaced the portfolio in his breast pocket.

Ill go with you to your train, he said, declining with a shake of his head the offices of a red-capped porter. Your train leaves at 12.10 and we have only a few minutes.

They walked together through the gates, the officials permitting him to accompany her.

The train stood on the right — a very long train, and they had a long distance to walk along the concrete platform before they found her car.

A porter showed them to her stateroom. Grismer tipped him generously:

Be very attentive to this young lady, he said, and see that she has every service required, and that she is notified in plenty of time to get off at Hudson. Now you may leave us until we ring.

He turned from the corridor and entered the stateroom, closing the door behind him. The girl sat on the sofa, very pale, with a dazed expression in her eyes.

He seated himself beside her and drew her hands into his own.

Let me tell you something, he said cheerfully. Everybody makes mistakes. Youve made some; so have I; so has everybody I ever heard of.

Everybody gets in wrong at one time or another. The idea is to get out again and make a fresh start.... Will you try?

She nodded, so close to tears that she could not speak.

Promise me youll make a hard fight to travel straight?

Y-yes.

It wont be easy. But try to win out, Anne. Back there — in those streets and alleys — theres nothing to hope for except death. Youll find it if you ever go back — in some hospital, in some saloon-brawl, in some rooming-house — it will surely, surely find you by bullet, by knife, by disease — sooner or later it will find you unless you start to search for it yourself.

He patted her hand, patted her pale cheek:

Its a losing game, Anne. Theres nothing in it. I guess you know that already. So go back to your people and tell them the last lies you ever tell. And stick. Stay put, little girl. You really are all right, you know, but you got in wrong. Now, youre out!

He laughed and stood up. She lifted her head. All her colour had fled.

Dont forget me, she whispered.

Not as long as I live, Anne.

May I — I write to you?

He thought a minute, then with a smile:

Why not? He found a card and pencil, wrote his name and address, and laid it on the sofa. If it would do any good to think of me when youre likely to get in wrong, he said, then try to remember that I was square with you. And be so to me. Will you?

I — will.

That was all. She was crying and her eyes were too blind with tears to see the expression of his face as he kissed her.

He went away lightly, swinging his suitcase, and stood on the very end of the cement platform looking out across a wilderness of tracks branching out into darkness, set with red, green, and blue lamps.

He waited, lighting a cigarette. On his left a heavy electric engine rolled into the station, drawing a Western express train. The lighted windows of the cars threw a running yellow illumination over his motionless figure for a few moments, then the train passed into the depths of the station.

And now her train began to move very slowly out through the wilderness of yard tracks. Car after car passed him, gaining momentum all the while.

When the last car sped by and the tail-lights dwindled into perspective, Grismer had finished his cigarette.

Behind him lay the dusky, lamp-lit tunnel of the station. Before him, through ruddy darkness, countless jewelled lamps twinkled, countless receding rails glimmered, leading away into the night.

It was in him to travel that way — the way of the glimmering, jewelled lamps, the road of the shining rails.

But first he shoved his suitcase, with his foot, over the platforms edge, as though it had fallen there by accident.... And, as though he had followed to recover it, he climbed down among the tracks.

There was a third rail running parallel to the twin rails. It was roofed with wood. Lying flat, there in the shimmering dusk, he could look up under the wooden guard rail and see it.

Then, resting both legs across the steel car-tracks, he reached out and took the guarded third rail in both hands.


CHAPTER XXXV
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THE TRAIN THAT Cleland took, after calling Runners Rest on the telephone, landed him at the home station at an impossible hour. Stars filled the heavens with a magnificent lustre; the July darkness was superb and still untouched by the coming dawn.

As he stepped from the car the tumbling roar of the river filled his ears — that and the high pines sighing under the stars, and the sweet-scented night wind in his face greeted and met him as he set foot on the platform at Runners Rest station and looked around for the conveyance that he had asked Stephanie to send.

There was nobody in sight except the baggage agent. He walked toward the rear of the station, turned the corner, and saw Stephanie standing there bareheaded in the starlight, wrapped in a red cloak, her hair in two heavy braids.

Steve! he exclaimed. Why on earth did you come — you darling!

Did you imagine I wouldnt? she asked unsteadily.

I told you over the wire to send Williams with a buckboard.

Everybody was in bed when the telephone rang. So I concluded to sit up for you, and when the time came I went out to the stable, harnessed up, and drove over here.

Her hand was trembling in his while she spoke, but her voice was under control.

They turned together and went over to the buckboard. She stepped in; he strapped his suitcase on behind, then followed her and took the reins from her gloved hands.

They were very quiet, but he could feel her tremble a little at times, when their shoulders were in contact. The tension betrayed itself in his voice at moments, too.

I have a night letter from Oswald, she said. They telephoned it up from the station. He is coming to-morrow morning.

Thats fine. Hes a splendid fellow, Steve.

I have always known it.

I know you have. Im terribly sorry that I did not know him better.

The buckboard turned from the station road into a fragrant wood-road. In the scented dusk little night-moths with glistening wings drifted through the rays of the wagon-lamp like snowflakes. A bird, aroused from slumber in the thicket, sang a few sweet, sleepy notes.

Tell me, said Stephanie, in a low, tremulous voice.

He understood:

It was entirely Oswalds doing. I never dreamed of mentioning it to him. I was absolutely square to him and to you, Steve. I went there with no idea that he knew I was in love with you — or that you cared for me.... He met me with simple cordiality. We looked at his beautiful model for the fountain. I dont think I betrayed in voice or look or manner that anything was wrong with me.... Then, with a very winning simplicity, he spoke of you, of himself.... There seemed to be nothing for me to say; he knew that I was in love with you, and that you had come to care for me.... And I heard a man speak to another man as only a gentleman could speak — a real man, rare and thoroughbred.... It cost him something to say to me what he said. His nerve was heart-breaking to me when he found the courage to tell me what his father had done.

He told me with a smile that his pride was dead — that he had cut its throat. But it was still alive, Steve — a living, quivering thing. And I saw him slay it before my eyes — kill it there between his, with his steady, pleasant smile.... Well, he meant me to understand him and what he had done.... And I understand.... And I understand your loyalty, now. And the dreadful fear which kept you silent.... But there is no need to be afraid any more.

Did he say so?

Yes. He told me to tell you. He said youd believe him because he had never lied to you.

I do believe him, she said. I have never known him to lie to anybody.

The light over the porch at Runners Rest glimmered through the trees. In a few moments they were at the door.

Ill stable the horse, he said briefly.

She was in the library when he returned from the barn.

The dawn is just breaking, she said. It is wonderful out of doors. Do you hear the birds?

Do you want to go to bed, Steve?

No. Do you?

Wait for me, then.

She waited while he went to his room. The windows were open and the fresh, clean air of dawn carried the perfume of wet roses into the house.

The wooded eastern hills were very dark against the dawn; silvery mist marked the rivers rushing course; thickets rang with bird songs.

She walked to the porch. Under its silver-sheeted dew the lawn looked like a lake.

Very far away across the valley a train was rushing northward. She could hear the faint vibration, the distant whistle. Then, from close by, the clear, sweet call of a meadow-lark mocked the unseen locomotives warning in exquisite parody.

Cleland came down presently, freshened, dressed in flannels.

Steve, he said, youve only a nightgown on under that cloak!

Its all right. Im going to get soaked anyway, if we walk on the lawn.

She laughed, drew off her slippers, flung them into the room behind her, then, with her lovely little naked feet she stepped ankle deep into the drenched grass, turned, tossed one corner of her red cloak over her shoulder, and looked back at him.

Over the soaking lawn they wandered, his arm encircling her slender body, her hand covering his, holding it closer at her waist.

The sky over the eastern hills was tinted with palest saffron now; birds sang everywhere. Down by the river cat-birds alternately mewed like sick kittens or warbled like thrushes; rose grosbeaks filled the dawn with heavenly arias, golden orioles fluted from every elm, song-sparrows twittered and piped their cheery amateur efforts, and there came the creak and chirr of purple grackles from the balsams and an incessant, never-ending rush of jolly melody from the robins.

Over the tumbling river, through the hanging curtains of mist, a great blue heron, looming enormously in the vague light, flapped by in stately flight and alighted upon a bar of golden sand.

More swiftly now came the transfiguration of the world, shell-pink and gold stained the sky; then a blaze of dazzling light cut the wooded crests opposite as the thin knife-rim of the sun glittered above the trees.

All the world rang out with song now; the river mists lifted and curled and floated upward in silvery shreds disclosing golden shoals and pebbled rapids all criss-crossed with the rosy lattice of the sun.

The girl at his side leaned her cheek against his shoulder.

What would all this have meant without you? she sighed. The world turned very dark for me yesterday. And it was the blackest night I ever knew.

And for me, he said;  — I had no further interest in living.

Nor I.... I wanted to die last night.... I prayed I might.... I nearly did die — with happiness — when I heard your voice over the wire. That was all that mattered in the world — your voice calling me — out of the depths — dearest — dearest — —

With her waist closely enlaced, he turned and looked deep into her grey eyes — clear, sweet eyes tinged with the lilac-grey of iris bloom.

The world is just beginning for us, he said. This is the dawn of our first morning on earth.

The slender girl in his arms lifted her face toward his. Both her hands crept up around his neck. The air around them rang with the storm of bird music bursting from every thicket, confusing, almost stunning their ears with its heavenly tumult.

But within the house there was another clamour which they did not hear — the reiterated ringing of the telephone. They did not hear it, standing there in the golden glory of the sunrise, with the young world awaking all around them and the birds ecstacy overwhelming every sound save the reckless laughter of the river.

But, in the dim house, Helen awoke in her bed, listening. And after she had listened a while she sprang up, slipped out into the dark hall, and unhooked the receiver from the hinge.

And after she had heard what the distant voice had to say she wrote it down on the pad of paper hanging by the receiver — wrote it, shivering there in the darkened hall:

Oswald Grismer, on his way last night to visit you at Runners Rest, was killed by the third rail in the Grand Central Station. He was identified by letters. Harry Belter was notified, and has taken charge of the body. There is no doubt that it was entirely accidental. Mr. Grismers suit-case evidently fell to the track, and, attempting to recover it, he came into contact with the charged rail and was killed instantly.

MARIE CLIFF BELTER.

When she had written it down, she went to Stephanies room and found it empty.

But through the open window sunshine streamed, and presently she saw the red-cloaked figure down by the rivers edge; heard the girls sweet laughter float out among the willows — enchanting, gay, care-free laughter, where she had waded out into the shallow rapids and now stood knee-deep, challenging her lover to follow her if he dared.

Then Helen saw his white-flannelled figure wading boldly out through the water in pursuit; saw the slim, red-cloaked girl turn to flee; went closer to the window and stood with the written message in her hand, watching the distant scene through eyes dimmed with those illogical tears which women shed when there is nothing else in the world to do.

It was plain that they thought themselves all alone in the world, with the sunrise and the blue mountains as an agreeable setting, created as a background for them alone.

Twice the girl narrowly escaped capture; above the rush of the river their gales of laughter came back on the summer wind. Suddenly she slipped, fell with a cry into a deeper pool, and was caught up by him and carried shoreward, with her white arms around his neck and her lips resting on his.

And as the tall young lover, dripping from head to foot, came striding across the lawn with all he loved on earth laughing up at him in his arms, the girl at the window turned away and went into her own room with the written message in her hand.

And there, seated on the edge of her bed, she read it over and over, crying, uncertain, wondering whether she might not withhold it for a few hours more.

Because life is very wonderful, and youth more wonderful still. And there is always time to talk of life and death when daylight dies and the last laugh is spent — when shadows fall, and blossoms close, and birds grow silent among the branches.

She did not know why she was crying. She had not cared for the dead man.

She looked out through drawn blinds at the sunshine, not knowing why she wept, not knowing what to do.

Then, from the hall came Stephanies ecstatic voice:

Helen! Wake up, darling, and come down! Because Jim and I have the most wonderful thing in the world to tell you!

But on the paper in her lap was written something more wonderful still. For there is nothing more wonderful than that beginning of everything which is called the end.
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PROLOGUE: CLAIRE-DE-LUNE
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THERE WAS A big moon over the Bosphorus; the limpid waters off Seraglio Point glimmered; the Golden Horn was like a sheet of beaten silver inset with topaz and ruby where lanterns on rusting Turkish warships dyed the tarnished argent of the flood. Except for these, and the fixed lights on the foreign guard-ships and on a big American steam yacht, only a pale and nebulous shoreward glow betrayed the monster city.

Over Pera the full moons lustre fell, silvering palace, villa, sea and coast; its rays glimmered on bridge and wharf, bastion, tower arsenal, and minarette, transforming those big, sprawling, ramshackle blotches of architecture called Constantinople into that shadowy, magnificent enchantment of the East, which all believe in, but which exists only in a poets heart and mind.

Night veiled the squalour of Balat, and its filth, its meanness, its flimsy sham. Moonlight made of Galata a marvel, ennobling every bastard dome, every starved façade, every unlovely and attenuated minarette, and invested with added charm each really lovely ruin, each tower, palace, mosque, garden wall and balcony, and every crenelated battlement, where the bronze bulk of ancient cannon slanted, outlined in silver under the Prophets moon.

Tiny moving lights twinkled on the Galata Bridge; pale points of radiance dotted Scutari; but the group of amazing cities called Constantinople lay almost blotted out under the moon.

Darker at night than any capital in the world, its huge, solid and ancient shapes bulking gigantic in the night, its noble ruins cloaked, its cheap filth hidden, its flimsy Coney Island aspect transfigured and the stylographic-pen architecture of a hundred minarettes softened into slender elegance, Constantinople lay dreaming its immemorial dreams under the black shadow of the Prussian eagle.

* * * * *

The German Embassy was lighted up like a Pera café; the drawing-rooms crowded with a brilliant throng where sashes, orders, epaulettes and sabre-tache glittered, and jewels blazed and aigrettes waved under the crystal chandeliers, accenting and isolating sombre civilian evening dress, which seemed mournful, rusty, and out of the picture, even when plastered over with jewelled stars.

Few Turkish officials and officers were present, but the disquieting sight of German officers in Turkish uniforms was not uncommon. And the Count dEblis, Senator of France, noted this phenomenon with lively curiosity, and mentioned it to his companion, Ferez Bey.

Ferez Bey, lounging in a corner with Adolf Gerhardt, for whom he had procured an invitation, and flanked by the Count dEblis, likewise a guest aboard the rich German-American bankers yacht, was very much in his element as friend and mentor.

For Ferez Bey knew everybody in the Orient — knew when to cringe, when to be patronising, when to fawn, when to assert himself, when to be servile, when impudent.

He was as impudent to Adolf Gerhardt as he dared be, the banker not knowing the subtler shades and differences; he was on an equality with the French senator, Monsieur le Comte dEblis because he knew that dEblis dared not resent his familiarity.

Otherwise, in that brilliant company, Ferez Bey was a jackal — and he knew it perfectly — but a valuable jackal; and he also knew that.

So when the German Ambassador spoke pleasantly to him, his attitude was just sufficiently servile, but not overdone; and when Von-der-Hohe Pasha, in the uniform of a Turkish General of Division, graciously exchanged a polite word with him during a moments easy gossip with the Count dEblis, Ferez Bey writhed moderately under the honour, but did not exactly squirm.

To Conrad von Heimholz he ventured to present his German-American patron, Adolf Gerhardt, and the thin young military attaché condescended in his Prussian way to notice the introduction.

Saw your yacht in the harbour, he admitted stiffly. It is astonishing how you Americans permit no bounds to your somewhat noticeable magnificence.

Shes a good boat, the Mirage, rumbled Gerhardt, in his bushy red beard, but there are plenty in America finer than mine.

Not many, Adolf, insisted Ferez, in his flat, Eurasian voice— not ver many anywere so fine like your Mirage.

I saw none finer at Kiel, said the attaché, staring at Gerhardt through his monocle, with the habitual insolence and disapproval of the Prussian junker. To me it exhibits bad taste — he turned to the Count dEblis— particularly when the Meteor is there.

Where? asked the Count.

At Kiel. I speak of Kiel and the ostentation of certain foreign yacht owners at the recent regatta.

Gerhardt, redder than ever, was still German enough to swallow the meaningless insolence. He was not getting on very well at the Embassy of his fellow countrymen. Americans, properly presented, they endured without too open resentment; for German-Americans, even when millionaires, their contempt and bad manners were often undisguised.

Im going to get out of this, growled Gerhardt, who held a good position socially in New York and in the fashionable colony at Northbrook. Ive seen enough puffed up Germans and over-embroidered Turks to last me. Come on, dEblis — —

Ferez detained them both:

Surely, he protested, you would not miss Nihla!

Nihla? repeated dEblis, who had passed his arm through Gerhardts. Is that the girl who set St. Petersburg by the ears?

Nihla Quellen, rumbled Gerhardt. Ive heard of her. Shes a dancer, isnt she?

Ferez, of course, knew all about her, and he drew the two men into the embrasure of a long window.

It was not happening just exactly as he and the German Ambassador had planned it together; they had intended to let Nihla burst like a flaming jewel on the vision of dEblis and blind him then and there.

Perhaps, after all, it was better drama to prepare her entrance. And who but Ferez was qualified to prepare that entrée, or to speak with authority concerning the history of this strange and beautiful young girl who had suddenly appeared like a burning star in the East, had passed like a meteor through St. Petersburg, leaving several susceptible young men — notably the Grand Duke Cyril — mentally unhinged and hopelessly dissatisfied with fate.

It is ver fonny, dEblis — une histoire chic, vous savez! Figurez vous — —

Talk English, growled Gerhardt, eyeing the serene progress of a pretty Highness, Austrian, of course, surrounded by gorgeous uniforms and empressement.

Whos that? he added.

Ferez turned; the gorgeous lady snubbed him, but bowed to dEblis.

The Archduchess Zilka, he said, not a whit abashed. She is a ver great frien of mine.

Cant you present me? enquired Gerhardt, restlessly;  — or you, dEblis — cant you ask permission?

The Count dEblis nodded inattentively, then turned his heavy and rather vulgar face to Ferez, plainly interested in the histoire of the girl, Nihla.

What were you going to say about that dancer? he demanded.

Ferez pretended to forget, then, apparently recollecting:

Ah! Apropos of Nihla? It is a ver piquant storee — the storee of Nihla Quellen. Zat is not er name. No! Her name is Dunois — Thessalie Dunois.

French, nodded dEblis.

Alsatian, replied Ferez slyly. Her fathaire was captain — Achille Dunois? — you know —— ?

What! exclaimed dEblis. Do you mean that notorious fellow, the Grand Duke Cyrils hunting cheetah?

The same, dear frien. Dunois is dead — his bullet head was crack open, doubtless by som ladees angree husban. There are a few thousan roubles — not more — to stan between some kind gentleman and the prettee Nihla. You see? he added to Gerhardt, who was listening without interest,  — Dunois, if he was the Gran Dukes cheetah, kept all such merry gentlemen from his charming daughtaire.

Gerhardt, whose aspirations lay higher, socially, than a dancing girl, merely grunted. But dEblis, whose aspirations were always below even his own level, listened with visibly increasing curiosity. And this was according to the programme of Ferez Bey and Excellenz. As the Hun has it, according to plan.

Well, enquired dEblis heavily, did Cyril get her?

All St. Petersburg is still laughing at heem, replied the voluble Eurasian. Cyril indeed launched her. And that was sufficient — yet, that first night she storm St. Petersburg. And Cyrils reward? Listen, dEblis, they say she slapped his sillee face. For me, I dont know. That is the storee. And he was ver angree, Cyril. You know? And, by God, it was what Gerhardt calls a raw deal. Yess? Figurez vous! — this girl, déjà lancée — and her fathaire the Grand Dukes hunting cheetah, and her mothaire, what? Yes, mon ami, a andsome Géorgianne, caught quite wild, they say, by Prince Haledine! For me, I believe it. Why not?... And then the beautiful Géorgianne, she fell to Dunois — on a bet? — a service rendered? — gratitude of Cyril? —— Who knows? Only that Dunois must marry her. And Nihla is their daughtaire. Voilà!

Then why, demanded dEblis, does she make such a fuss about being grateful? I hate ingratitude, Ferez. And how can she last, anyway? To dance for the German Ambassador in Constantinople is all very well, but unless somebody launches her properly — in Paris — shell end in a Pera café.

Ferez held his peace and listened with all his might.

I could do that, added dEblis.

Please? inquired Ferez suavely.

Launch her in Paris.

The programme of Excellenz and Ferez Bey was certainly proceeding as planned.

But Gerhardt was becoming restless and dully irritated as he began to realise more and more what caste meant to Prussians and how insignificant to these people was a German-American multimillionaire. And Ferez realised that he must do something.

There was a Bavarian Baroness there, uglier than the usual run of Bavarian baronesses; and to her Ferez nailed Gerhardt, and wriggled free himself, making his way amid the gorgeous throngs to the Count dEblis once more.

I left Gerhardt planted, he remarked with satisfaction; by God, she is uglee like camels — the Baroness von Schaunitz! Nev mind. It is nobility; it is the same to Adolf Gerhardt.

A homely woman makes me sick! remarked dEblis. Eh, mon Dieu! — one has merely to look at these ladies to guess their nationality! Only in Germany can one gather together such a collection of horrors. The only pretty ones are Austrian.

Perhaps even the cynicism of Excellenz had not realised the perfection of this setting, but Ferez, the nimble witted, had foreseen it.

Already the glittering crowds in the drawing rooms were drawing aside like jewelled curtains; already the stringed orchestra had become mute aloft in its gilded gallery.

The gay tumult softened; laughter, voices, the rustle of silks and fans, the metallic murmur of drawing-room equipment died away. Through the increasing stillness, from the gilded gallery a Thessalonian reed began skirling like a thrush in the underbrush.

Suddenly a sand-coloured curtain at the end of the east room twitched open, and a great desert ostrich trotted in. And, astride of the big, excited, bridled bird, sat a young girl, controlling her restless mount with disdainful indifference.

Nihla! whispered Ferez, in the large, fat ear of the Count dEblis. The latters pallid jowl reddened and his pendulous lips tightened to a deep-bitten crease across his face.

To the weird skirling of the Thessalonian pipe the girl, Nihla, put her feathered steed through its absurd paces, aping the haute-école.

There is little humour in your Teuton; they were too amazed to laugh; too fascinated, possibly by the girl herself, to follow the panicky gambols of the reptile-headed bird.

The girl wore absolutely nothing except a Yashmak and a zone of blue jewels across her breasts and hips.

Her childish throat, her limbs, her slim, snowy body, her little naked feet were lovely beyond words. Her thick dark hair flew loose, now framing, now veiling an oval face from which, above the gauzy Yashmaks edge, two dark eyes coolly swept her breathless audience.

But under the frail wisp of cobweb, her cheeks glowed pink, and two full red lips parted deliciously in the half-checked laughter of confident, reckless youth.

[Illustration: NIHLA PUT HER FEATHERED STEED THROUGH ITS ABSURD PACES]

Over hurdle after hurdle she lifted her powerful, half-terrified mount; she backed it, pirouetted, made it squat, leap, pace, trot, run with wings half spread and neck stretched level.

She rode sideways, then kneeling, standing, then poised on one foot; she threw somersaults, faced to the rear, mounted and dismounted at full speed. And through the frail, transparent Yashmak her parted red lips revealed the glimmer of teeth and her childishly engaging laughter rang delightfully.

Then, abruptly, she had enough of her bird; she wheeled, sprang to the polished parquet, and sent her feathered steed scampering away through the sand-coloured curtains, which switched into place again immediately.

Breathless, laughing that frank, youthful, irresistible laugh which was to become so celebrated in Europe, Nihla Quellen strolled leisurely around the circle of her applauding audience, carelessly blowing a kiss or two from her slim finger-tips, evidently quite unspoiled by her success and equally delighted to please and to be pleased.

Then, in the gilded gallery the strings began; and quite naturally, without any trace of preparation or self-consciousness, Nihla began to sing, dancing when the fascinating, irresponsible measure called for it, singing again as the sequence occurred. And the enchantment of it all lay in its accidental and detached allure — as though it all were quite spontaneous — the song a passing whim, the dance a capricious after-thought, and the whole thing done entirely to please herself and give vent to the sheer delight of a young girl, in her own overwhelming energy and youthful spirits.

Even the Teuton comprehended that, and the applause grew to a roar with that odd undertone of animal menace always to be detected when the German herd is gratified and expresses pleasure en masse.

But she wouldnt stay, wouldnt return. Like one of those beautiful Persian cats, she had lingered long enough to arouse delight. Then she went, deaf to recall, to persuasion, to caress — indifferent to praise, to blandishment, to entreaty. Cat and dancer were similar; Nihla, like the Persian puss, knew when she had had enough. That was sufficient for her: nothing could stop her, nothing lure her to return.

Beads of sweat were glistening upon the heavy features of the Count dEblis. Von-der-Goltz Pasha, strolling near, did him the honour to remember him, but dEblis seemed dazed and unresponsive; and the old Pasha understood, perhaps, when he caught the beady and expressive eyes of Ferez fixed on him in exultation.

Whose is she? demanded dEblis abruptly. His voice was hoarse and evidently out of control, for he spoke too loudly to please Ferez, who took him by the arm and led him out to the moonlit terrace.

Mon pauvere ami, he said soothingly, she is actually the propertee of nobodee at present. Cyril, they say, is following her — quite ready for anything — marriage — —

What!

Ferez shrugged:

That is the gosseep. No doubt som man of wealth, more acceptable to her — —

I wish to meet her! said dEblis.

Ah! That is, of course, not easee — —

Why?

Ferez laughed:

Ask yoself the question again! Excellenz and his guests have gone quite mad ovaire Nihla — —

I care nothing for them, retorted dEblis thickly; I wish to know her.... I wish to know her!... Do you understand?

After a silence, Ferez turned in the moonlight and looked at the Count dEblis.

And your newspapaire — Le Mot dOrdre?

Yes.... If you get her for me.

You sell to me for two million francs the control stock in Le Mot dOrdre?

Yes.

An the two million, eh?

I shall use my influence with Gerhardt. That is all I can do. If your Emperor chooses to decorate him — something — the Red Eagle, third class, perhaps — —

I attend to those, smiled Ferez. Hits ver fonny, dEblis, how I am thinking about those Red Eagles all time since I know Gerhardt. I spik to Von-der-Goltz de votre part, si vous le voulez? Oui? Alors — —

Ask her to supper aboard the yacht.

God knows — —

The Count dEblis said through closed teeth:

There is the first woman I ever really wanted in all my life!... I am standing here now waiting for her — waiting to be presented to her now.

I spik to Von-der-Goltz Pasha, said Ferez; and he slipped through the palms and orange trees and vanished.

For half an hour the Count dEblis stood there, motionless in the moonlight.

She came about that time, on the arm of Ferez Bey, her fathers friend of many years.

And Ferez left her there in the creamy Turkish moonlight on the flowering terrace, alone with the Count dEblis.

When Ferez came again, long after midnight, with Excellenz on one arm and the proud and happy Adolf Gerhardt on the other, the whole cycle of a little drama had been played to a conclusion between those two shadowy figures under the flowering almonds on the terrace — between this slender, dark-eyed girl and this big, bulky, heavy-visaged man of the world.

And the man had been beaten and the girl had laid down every term. And the compact was this: that she was to be launched in Paris; she was merely to borrow any sum needed, with privilege to acquit the debt within the year; that, if she ever came to care for this man sufficiently, she was to become only one species of masculine property — a legal wife.

And to every condition — and finally even to the last, the man had bowed his heavy, burning head.

DEblis! began Gerhardt, almost stammering in his joy and pride. His highness tells me that I am to have an order — an Imperial d-decoration — —

DEblis stared at him out of unseeing eyes; Nihla laughed outright, alas, too early wise and not even troubling her lovely head to wonder why a decoration had been asked for this burly, bushy-bearded man from nowhere.

But within his sinuous, twisted soul Ferez writhed exultingly, and patted Gerhardt on the arm, and patted dEblis, too — dared even to squirm visibly closer to Excellenz, like a fawning dog that fears too much to venture contact in his wriggling demonstrations.

You take with you our pretty wonder-child to Paris to be launched, I hear, remarked Excellenz, most affably, to dEblis. And to Nihla: And upon a yacht fit for an emperor, I understand. Ach! Such a going forth is only heard of in the Arabian Nights. Eh bien, ma petite, go West, conquer, and reign! It is a prophecy!

And Nihla threw back her head and laughed her full-throated laughter under the Turkish moon.

* * * * *

Later, Ferez, walking with the Ambassador, replied humbly to the curt question:

Yes, I have become his jackal. But always at the orders of Excellenz.

* * * * *

Later still, aboard the Mirage, Ferez stood alone by the after-rail, staring with ratty eyes at the blackness beyond the New Bridge.

Oh, God, be merciful! he whispered. He had often said it on the eve of crime. Even an Eurasian rat has emotions. And Ferez had been in love with Nihla many years, and was selling her now at a price — selling her and Adolf Gerhardt and the Count dEblis and France — all he had to barter — for he had sold his soul too long ago to remember even what he got for it.

The silence seemed more intense for the sounds that made it audible. From, the unlighted cities on the seven hills came an unbroken howling of dogs; transparent waves of the limpid Bosphorus slapped the vessels sides, making a mellow and ceaseless clatter. Far away beyond Galata Quay, in the inner reek of unseen Stamboul, the notes of a Turkish flute stole out across the darkness, where some Tzigane — some unseen wretch in rags — was playing the melancholy song of Mourad. And, mournfully responsive to the reedy complaint of a homeless wanderer from a nation without a home, the homeless dogs of Islam wailed their miserere under the Prophets moon.

The tragic wolf-song wavered from hill to hill; from the Fields of the Dead to the Seven Towers, from Kassim to Tophane, seeming to swell into one dreadful, endless plaint:

My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?

And me! muttered Ferez, shivering in the windy vapours from the Black Sea, which already dampened his face with their creeping summer chill.

Ferez!

He turned slowly. Swathed in a white wool bernous, Nihla stood there in the foggy moonlight.

Why? she enquired, without preliminaries and with the unfeigned curiosity of a child.

He did not pretend to misunderstand her in French:

Thou knowest, Nihla. I have never touched thy heart. I could do nothing for thee — —

Except to sell me, she smiled, interrupting him in English, without the slightest trace of accent.

But Ferez preferred the refuge of French:

Except to launch thee and make possible thy career, he corrected her very gently.

I thought you were in love with me?

I have loved thee, Nihla, since thy childhood.

Is there anything on earth or in paradise, Ferez, that you would not sell for a price?

I tell thee — —

Zut! I know thee, Ferez! she mocked him, slipping easily into French. What was my price? Who pays thee, Colonel Ferez? This big, shambling, world-wearied Count, who is, nevertheless, afraid of me? Did he pay thee? Or was it this rich American, Gerhardt? Or was it Von-der-Goltz? Or Excellenz?

Nihla! Thou knowest me — —

Her clear, untroubled laughter checked him:

I know you, Ferez. That is why I ask. That is why I shall have no reply from you. Only my wits can ever answer me any questions.

She stood laughing at him, swathed in her white wool, looming like some mocking spectre in the misty moonlight of the after-deck.

Oh, Ferez, she said in her sweet, malicious voice, there was a curse on Midas, too! You play at high finance; you sell what you never had to sell, and you are paid for it. All your life you have been busy selling, re-selling, bargaining, betraying, seeking always gain where only loss is possible — loss of all that justifies a man in daring to stand alive before the God that made him!... And yet — that which you call love — that shadowy emotion which you have also sold to-night — I think you really feel for me.... Yes, I believe it.... But it, too, has its price.... What was that price, Ferez?

Believe me, Nihla — —

Oh, Ferez, you ask too much! No! Let me tell you, then. The price was paid by that American, who is not one but a German.

That is absurd!

Why the Red Eagle, then? And the friendship of Excellenz? What is he then, this Gerhardt, but a millionaire? Why is nobility so gracious then? What does Gerhardt give for his Red Eagle? — for the politeness of Excellenz? — for the crooked smile of a Bavarian Baroness and the lifted lorgnette of Austria? What does he give for me? Who buys me after all? Enver? Talaat? Hilmi? Who sells me? Excellenz? Von-der-Goltz? You? And who pays for me? Gerhardt, who takes his profit in Red Eagles and offers me to dEblis for something in exchange to please Excellenz — and you? And what, at the end of the bargaining, does dEblis pay for me — pay through Gerhardt to you, and through you to Excellenz, and through Excellenz to the Kaiser Wilhelm II — —

Ferez, showing his teeth, came close to her and spoke very softly:

See how white is the moonlight off Seraglio Point, my Nihla!... It is no whiter than those loveliest ones who lie fathoms deep below these little silver waves.... Each with her bowstring snug about her snowy neck.... As fair and young, as warm and fresh and sweet as thou, my Nihla.

He smiled at her; and if the smile stiffened an instant on her lips, the next instant her light, dauntless laughter mocked him.

For a price, she said, you would sell even Life to that old miser, Death! Then listen what you have done, little smiling, whining jackal of his Excellency! I go to Paris and to my career, certain of my happy destiny, sure of myself! For my opportunity I pay if I choose — pay what I choose — when and where it suits me to pay! — —

She slipped into French with a little laugh:

Now go and lick thy fingers of whatever crumbs have stuck there. The Count dEblis is doubtless licking his. Good appetite, my Ferez! Lick away lustily, for God does not temper the jackals appetite to his opportunities!

Ferez let his level gaze rest on her in silence.

Well, trafficker in Eagles, dealer in love, vendor of youth, merchant of souls, what strikes you silent?

But he was thinking of something sharper than her tongue and less subtle, which one day might strike her silent if she laughed too much at Fate.

And, thinking, he showed his teeth again in that noiseless snicker which was his smile and laughter too.

The girl regarded him for a moment, then deliberately mimicked his smile:

The dogs of Stamboul laugh that way, too, she said, baring her pretty teeth. What amuses you? Did the silly old Von-der-Goltz Pasha promise you, also, a dish of Eagle? — old Von-der-Goltz with his spectacles an inch thick and nothing living within what he carries about on his two doddering old legs! Theres a German! — who died twenty years ago and still walks like a damned man — jingling his iron crosses and mumbling his gums! Is it a resurrection from 1870 come to foretell another war? And why are these Prussian vultures gathering here in Stamboul? Can you tell me, Ferez? — these Prussians in Turkish uniforms! Is there anything dying or dead here, that these buzzards appear from the sky and alight? Why do they crowd and huddle in a circle around Constantinople? Is there something dead in Persia? Is the Bagdad railroad dying? Is Enver Bey at his last gasp? Is Talaat? Or perhaps the savoury odour comes from the Yildiz — —

Nihla! Is there nothing sacred — nothing thou fearest on earth?

Only old age — and thy smile, my Ferez. Neither agrees with me. She stretched her arms lazily.

Allons, she said, stifling a pleasant yawn with one slim hand, — my maid will wake below and miss me; and then the dogs of Stamboul yonder will hear a solo such as they never heard before.... Tell me, Ferez, do you know when we are to weigh anchor?

At sunrise.

It is the same to me, — she yawned again— my maid is aboard and all my luggage. And my Ferez, also.... Mon dieu! And what will Cyril have to say when he arrives to find me vanished! It is, perhaps, well for us that we shall be at sea!

Her quick laughter pealed; she turned with a careless gesture of salute, friendly and contemptuous; and her white bernous faded away in the moonlit fog.

And Ferez Bey stood staring after her out of his near-set, beady eyes, loving her, desiring her, fearing her, unrepentant that he had sold her, wondering whether the day might dawn when he would find it best to kill her for the prosperity and peace of mind of the only living being in whose service he never tired — himself.


CHAPTER I

A SHADOW DANCE
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THREE YEARS LATER Destiny still wore a rosy face for Nihla Quellen. And, for a young American of whom Nihla had never even heard, Destiny still remained the laughing jade he had always known, beckoning him ever nearer, with the coquettish promise of her curved forefinger, to fame and wealth immeasurable.

* * * * *

Seated now on a moonlit lawn, before his sketching easel, this optimistic young man, whose name was Barres, continued to observe the movements of a dim white figure which had emerged from the villa opposite, and was now stealing toward him across the dew-drenched grass.

When the white figure was quite near it halted, holding up filmy skirts and peering intently at him.

May one look? she inquired, in that now celebrated voice of hers, through which ever seemed to sound a hint of hidden laughter.

Certainly, he replied, rising from his folding camp stool.

She tiptoed over the wet grass, came up beside him, gazed down at the canvas on his easel.

Can you really see to paint? Is the moon bright enough? she asked.

Yes. But one has to be familiar with ones palette.

Oh. You seem to know yours quite perfectly, monsieur.

Enough to mix colours properly.

I didnt realise that painters ever actually painted pictures by moonlight.

Its a sort of hit or miss business, but the notes made are interesting, he explained.

What do you do with these moonlight studies?

Use them as notes in the studio when a moonlight picture is to be painted.

Are you then a realist, monsieur?

As much of a realist as anybody with imagination can be, he replied, smiling at her charming, moonlit face.

I understand. Realism is merely honesty plus the imagination of the individual.

A delightful mot, madam — —

Mademoiselle, she corrected him demurely. Are you English?

American.

Oh. Then may I venture to converse with you in English? She said it in exquisite English, entirely without accent.

You are English! he exclaimed under his breath.

No ... I dont know what I am.... Isnt it charming out here? What particular view are you painting?

The Seine, yonder.

She bent daintily over his sketch, holding up the skirts of her ball-gown.

Your sketch isnt very far advanced, is it? she inquired seriously.

Not very, he smiled.

They stood there together in silence for a while, looking out over the moonlit river to the misty, tree-covered heights.

Through lighted rows of open windows in the elaborate little villa across the lawn came lively music and the distant noise of animated voices.

Do you know, he ventured smilingly, that your skirts and slippers are soaking wet?

I dont care. Isnt this June night heavenly?

She glanced across at the lighted house. Its so hot and noisy in there; one dances only with discomfort. A distaste for it all sent me out on the terrace. Then I walked on the lawn. Then I beheld you!... Am I interrupting your work, monsieur? I suppose I am. She looked up at him naïvely.

He said something polite. An odd sense of having seen her somewhere possessed him now. From the distant house came the noisy American music of a two-step. With charming grace, still inspecting him out of her dark eyes, the girl began to move her pretty feet in rhythm with the music.

Shall we? she inquired mischievously.... Unless you are too busy — —

The next moment they were dancing together there on the wet lawn, under the high lustre of the moon, her fresh young face and fragrant figure close to his.

During their second dance she said serenely:

Theyll raise the dickens if I stay here any longer. Do you know the Comte dEblis?

The Senator? The numismatist?

Yes.

No, I dont know him. I am only a Latin Quarter student.

Well, he is giving that party. He is giving it for me — in my honour. That is his villa. And I — she laughed— am going to marry him — perhaps! Isnt this a delightful escapade of mine?

Isnt it rather an indiscreet one? he asked smilingly.

Frightfully. But I like it. How did you happen to pitch your easel on his lawn?

The river and the hills — their composition appealed to me from here. It is the best view of the Seine.

Are you glad you came?

They both laughed at the mischievous question.

* * * * *

During their third dance she became a little apprehensive and kept looking over her shoulder toward the house.

Theres a man expected there, she whispered, Ferez Bey. Hes as soft-footed as a cat and he always prowls in my vicinity. At times it almost seems to me as though he were slyly watching me — as though he were employed to keep an eye on me.

A Turk?

Eurasian.... I wonder what they think of my absence? Alexandre — the Comte dEblis — wont like it.

Had you better go?

Yes; I ought to, but I wont.... Wait a moment! She disengaged herself from his arms. Hide your easel and colour-box in the shrubbery, in case anybody comes to look for me.

She helped him strap up and fasten the telescope-easel; they placed the paraphernalia behind the blossoming screen of syringa. Then, coming together, she gave herself to him again, nestling between his arms with a little laugh; and they fell into step once more with the distant dance-music. Over the grass their united shadows glided, swaying, gracefully interlocked — moon-born phantoms which dogged their light young feet....

* * * * *

A man came out on the stone terrace under the Chinese lanterns. When they saw him they hastily backed into the obscurity of the shrubbery.

Nihla! he called, and his heavy voice was vibrant with irritation and impatience.

He was a big man. He walked with a bulky, awkward gait — a few paces only, out across the terrace.

Nihla! he bawled hoarsely.

Then two other men and a woman appeared on the terrace where the lanterns were strung. The woman called aloud in the darkness:

Nihla! Nihla! Where are you, little devil? Then she and the two men with her went indoors, laughing and skylarking, leaving the bulky man there alone.

The young fellow in the shrubbery felt the girls hand tighten on his coat sleeve, felt her slender body quiver with stifled laughter. The desire to laugh seized him, too; and they clung there together, choking back their mirth while the big man who had first appeared waddled out across the lawn toward the shrubbery, shouting:

Nihla! Where are you then? He came quite close to where they stood, then turned, shouted once or twice and presently disappeared across the lawn toward a walled garden. Later, several other people came out on the terrace, calling, Nihla, Nihla, and then went indoors, laughing boisterously.

The young fellow and the girl beside him were now quite weak and trembling with suppressed mirth.

* * * * *

They had not dared venture out on the lawn, although dance music had begun again.

Is it your name they called? he asked, his eyes very intent upon her face.

Yes, Nihla.

I recognise you now, he said, with a little thrill of wonder.

I suppose so, she replied with amiable indifference. Everybody knows me.

She did not ask his name; he did not offer to enlighten her. What difference, after all, could the name of an American student make to the idol of Europe, Nihla Quellen?

Im in a mess, she remarked presently. He will be quite furious with me. It is going to be most disagreeable for me to go back into that house. He has really an atrocious temper when made ridiculous.

Im awfully sorry, he said, sobered by her seriousness.

She laughed:

Oh, pouf! I really dont care. But perhaps you had better leave me now. Ive spoiled your moonlight picture, havent I?

But think what you have given me to make amends! he replied.

She turned and caught his hands in hers with adorable impulsiveness:

Youre a sweet boy — do you know it! Weve had a heavenly time, havent we? Do you really think you ought to go — so soon?

Dont you think so, Nihla?

I dont want you to go. Anyway, theres a train every two hours — —

Ive a canoe down by the landing. I shall paddle back as I came — —

A canoe! she exclaimed, enchanted. Will you take me with you?

To Paris?

Of course! Will you?

In your ball-gown?

Id adore it! Will you?

That is an absolutely crazy suggestion, he said.

I know it. The world is only a big asylum. Theres a path to the river behind these bushes. Quick — pick up your painting traps — —

But, Nihla, dear — —

Oh, please! Im dying to run away with you!

To Paris? he demanded, still incredulous that the girl really meant it.

Of course! You can get a taxi at the Pont-au-Change and take me home. Will you?

It would be wonderful, of course — —

It will be paradise! she exclaimed, slipping her hand into his. Now, let us run like the dickens!

In the uncertain moonlight, filtering through the shrubbery, they found a hidden path to the river; and they took it together, lightly, swiftly, speeding down the slope, all breathless with laughter, along the moonlit way.

* * * * *

In the suburban villa of the Comte dEblis a wine-flushed and very noisy company danced on, supped at midnight, continued the revel into the starlit morning hours. The place was a jungle of confetti.

Their host, restless, mortified, angry, perplexed by turns, was becoming obsessed at length with dull premonitions and vaguer alarms.

He waddled out to the lawn several times, still wearing his fancy gilt and tissue cap, and called:

Nihla! Damnation! Answer me, you little fool!

He went down to the river, where the gaily painted row-boats and punts lay, and scanned the silvered flood, tortured by indefinite apprehensions. About dawn he started toward the weed-grown, slippery river-stairs for the last time, still crowned with his tinsel cap; and there in the darkness he found his aged boat-man, fishing for gudgeon with a four-cornered net suspended to the end of a bamboo pole.

Have you see anything of Mademoiselle Nihla? he demanded, in a heavy, unsteady voice, tremulous with indefinable fears.

Monsieur le Comte, Mademoiselle Quellen went out in a canoe with a young gentleman.

W-what is that you tell me! faltered the Comte dEblis, turning grey in the face.

Last night, about ten oclock, Msieu le Comte. I was out in the moonlight fishing for eels. She came down to the shore — took a canoe yonder by the willows. The young man had a double-bladed paddle. They were singing.

They — they have not returned?

No, Msieu le Comte — —

Who was the — man?

I could not see — —

Very well. He turned and looked down the dusky river out of light-coloured, murderous eyes. Then, always awkward in his gait, he retraced his steps to the house. There a servant accosted him on the terrace:

The telephone, if Monsieur le Comte pleases — —

Who is calling? he demanded with a flare of fury.

Paris, if it pleases Monsieur le Comte.

The Count dEblis went to his own quarters, seated himself, and picked up the receiver:

Who is it? he asked thickly.

Max Freund.

What has h-happened? he stammered in sudden terror.

Over the wire came the distant reply, perfectly clear and distinct:

Ferez Bey was arrested in his own house at dinner last evening, and was immediately conducted to the frontier, escorted by Government detectives.... Is Nihla with you?

The Counts teeth were chattering now. He managed to say:

No, I dont know where she is. She was dancing. Then, all at once, she was gone. Of what was Colonel Ferez suspected?

I dont know. But perhaps we might guess.

Are you followed?

Yes.

By — by whom?

By Souchez.... Good-bye, if I dont see you. I join Ferez. And look out for Nihla. Shell trick you yet!

The Count dEblis called:

Wait, for Gods sake, Max! — listened; called again in vain. The one-eyed rabbit! he panted, breathing hard and irregularly. His large hand shook as he replaced the instrument. He sat there as though paralysed, for a moment or two. Mechanically he removed his tinsel cap and thrust it into the pocket of his evening coat. Suddenly the dull hue of anger dyed neck, ears and temple:

By God! he gasped. What is that she-devil trying to do to me? What has she done!

After another moment of staring fixedly at nothing, he opened the table drawer, picked up a pistol and poked it into his breast pocket.

Then he rose, heavily, and stood looking out of the window at the paling east, his pendulous under lip aquiver.


CHAPTER II

SUNRISE
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THE FIRST SUNBEAMS had already gilded her bedroom windows, barring the drawn curtains with light, when the man arrived. He was still wearing his disordered evening dress under a light overcoat; his soiled shirt front was still crossed by the red ribbon of watered silk; third class orders striped his breast, where also the brand new Turkish sunburst glimmered.

A sleepy maid in night attire answered his furious ringing; the man pushed her aside with an oath and strode into the semi-darkness of the corridor. He was nearly six feet tall, bulky; but his legs were either too short or something else was the matter with them, for when he walked he waddled, breathing noisily from the ascent of the stairs.

Is your mistress here? he demanded, hoarse with his effort.

Y — yes, monsieur — —

When did she come in? And, as the scared and bewildered maid hesitated: Damn you, answer me! When did Mademoiselle Quellen come in? Ill wring your neck if you lie to me!

The maid began to whimper:

Monsieur le Comte — I do not wish to lie to you.... Mademoiselle Nihla came back with the dawn — —

Alone?

The maid wrung her hands:

Does Monsieur le Comte m-mean to harm her?

Will you answer me, you snivelling cat! he panted between his big, discoloured teeth. He had fished out a pistol from his breast pocket, dragging with it a silk handkerchief, a fancy cap of tissue and gilt, and some streamers of confetti which fell to the carpet around his feet.

Now, he breathed in a half-strangled voice, answer my questions. Was she alone when she came in?

N-no.

Who was with her?

A — a — —

A man?

The maid trembled violently and nodded.

What man?

M-Monsieur le Comte, I have never before beheld him — —

You lie!

I do not lie! I have never before seen him, Monsieur le — —

Did you learn his name?

No — —

Did you hear what they said?

They spoke in English — —

What! The mans puffy face went flabby white, and his big, badly made frame seemed to sag for a moment. He laid a large fat hand flat against the wall, as though to support and steady himself, and gazed dully at the terrified maid.

And she, shivering in her night-robe and naked feet, stared back into the pallid face, with its coarse, greyish moustache and little short side-whiskers which vulgarized it completely — gazed in unfeigned terror at the sagging, deadly, lead-coloured eyes.

Is the man there — in there now — with her? demanded the Comte dEblis heavily.

No, monsieur.

Gone?

Oh, Monsieur le Comte, the young man stayed but a moment — —

Where were they? In her bedroom?

In the salon. I — I served a pâté — a glass of wine — and the young gentleman was gone the next minute — —

A dull red discoloured the neck and features of the Count.

Thats enough, he said; and waddled past her along the corridor to the furthest door; and wrenched it open with one powerful jerk.

In the still, golden gloom of the drawn curtains, now striped with sunlight, a young girl suddenly sat up in bed.

Alexandre! she exclaimed in angry astonishment.

You slut! he said, already enraged again at the mere sight of her. Where did you go last night!

What are you doing in my bedroom? she demanded, confused but flushed with anger. Leave it! Do you hear!— She caught sight of the pistol in his hand and stiffened.

He stepped nearer; her dark, dilated gaze remained fixed on the pistol.

Answer me, he said, the menacing roar rising in his voice. Where did you go last night when you left the house?

I — I went out — on the lawn.

And then?

I had had enough of your party: I came back to Paris.

And then?

I came here, of course.

Who was with you?

Then, for the first time, she began to comprehend. She swallowed desperately.

Who was your companion? he repeated.

A — man.

You brought him here?

He — came in — for a moment.

Who was he?

I — never before saw him.

You picked up a man in the street and brought him here with you?

N-not on the street — —

Where?

On the lawn — while your guests were dancing — —

And you came to Paris with him?

Y-yes.

Who was he?

I dont know — —

If you dont name him, Ill kill you! he yelled, losing the last vestige of self-control. What kind of story are you trying to tell me, you lying drab! Youve got a lover! Confess it!

I have not!

Liar! So this is how youve laughed at me, mocked me, betrayed me, made a fool of me! You! — with your fierce little snappish ways of a virgin! You with your dangerous airs of a tiger-cat if a man so much as laid a finger on your vicious body! So Mademoiselle-Dont-touch-me had a lover all the while. Max Freund warned me to keep an eye on you! He lost control of himself again; his voice became a hoarse shout: Max Freund begged me not to trust you! You filthy little beast! Good God! Was I crazy to believe in you — to talk without reserve in your presence! What kind of imbecile was I to offer you marriage because I was crazy enough to believe that there was no other way to possess you! You — a Levantine dancing girl — a common painted thing of the public footlights — a creature of brasserie and cabaret! And you posed as Mademoiselle Nitouche! A novice! A devotee of chastity! And, by God, your devilish ingenuity at last persuaded me that you actually were what you said you were. And all Paris knew you were fooling me — all Paris was laughing in its dirty sleeve — mocking me — spitting on me — —

All Paris, she said, in an unsteady voice, gave you credit for being my lover. And I endured it. And you knew it was not true. Yet you never denied it.... But as for me, I never had a lover. When I told you that I told you the truth. And it is true to-day as it was yesterday. Nobody believes it of a dancing girl. Now, you no longer believe it. Very well, there is no occasion for melodrama. I tried to fall in love with you: I couldnt. I did not desire to marry you. You insisted. Very well; you can go.

Not before I learn the name of your lover of last night! he retorted, now almost beside himself with fury, and once more menacing her with his pistol. Ill get that much change out of all the money Ive lavished on you! he yelled. Tell me his name or Ill kill you!

She reached under her pillow, clutched a jewelled watch and purse, and hurled them at him. She twisted from her arm a gemmed bracelet, tore every flashing ring from her fingers, and flung them in a handful straight at his head.

Theres some more change for you! she panted. Now, leave my bedroom!

Ill have that mans name first!

The girl laughed in his distorted face. He was within an ace of shooting her — of firing point-blank into the lovely, flushed features, merely to shatter them, destroy, annihilate. He had the desire to do it. But her breathless, contemptuous laugh broke that impulse — relaxed it, leaving it flaccid. And after an interval something else intervened to stay his hand at the trigger — something that crept into his mind; something he had begun to suspect that she knew. Suddenly he became convinced that she did know it — that she believed that he dared not kill her and stand the investigation of a public trial before a juge dinstruction — that he could not afford to have his own personal affairs scrutinised too closely.

He still wanted to kill her — shoot her there where she sat in bed, watching him out of scornful young eyes. So intense was his need to slay — to disfigure, brutalise this girl who had mocked him, that the raging desire hurt him physically. He leaned back, resting against the silken wall, momentarily weakened by the violence of passion. But his pistol still threatened her.

No; he dared not. There was a better, surer way to utterly destroy her, — a way he had long ago prepared, — not expecting any such contingency as this, but merely as a matter of self-insurance.

His levelled weapon wavered, dropped, held loosely now. He still glared at her out of pallid and blood-shot eyes in silence. After a while:

You hell-cat, he said slowly and distinctly. Who is your English lover? Tell me his name or Ill beat your face to a pulp!

I have no English lover.

Do you think, he went on heavily, disregarding her reply, that I dont know why you chose an Englishman? You thought you could blackmail me, didnt you?

How? she demanded wearily.

Again he ignored her reply:

Is he one of the Embassy? he demanded. Is he some emissary of Greys? Does he come from their intelligence department? Or is he only a police jackal? Or some lesser rat?

She shrugged; her night-robe slipped and she drew it over her shoulder with a quick movement. And the man saw the deep blush spreading over face and throat.

By God! he said, you are an actress! I admit it. But now you are going to learn something about real life. You think youve got me, dont you? — you and your Englishman? Because I have been fool enough to trust you — hide nothing from you — act frankly and openly in your presence. You thought youd get a hold on me, so that if I ever caught you at your treacherous game you could defy me and extort from me the last penny! You thought all that out — very thriftily and cleverly — you and your Englishman between you — didnt you?

I dont know what you mean.

Dont you? Then why did you ask me the other day whether it was not German money which was paying for the newspaper which I bought?

The Mot dOrdre?

Certainly.

I asked you that because Ferez Bey is notoriously in Germanys pay. And Ferez Bey financed the affair. You said so. Besides, you and he discussed it before me in my own salon.

And you suspected that I bought the Mot dOrdre with German money for the purpose of carrying out German propaganda in a Paris daily paper?

I dont know why Ferez Bey gave you the money to buy it.

He did not give me the money.

You said so. Who did?

You! he fairly yelled.

W-what! stammered the girl, confounded.

Listen to me, you rat! he said fiercely. I was not such a fool as you believed me to be. I lavished money on you; you made a fortune for yourself out of your popularity, too. Do you remember endorsing a cheque drawn to your order by Ferez Bey?

Yes. You had borrowed every penny I possessed. You said that Ferez Bey owed you as much. So I accepted his cheque — —

That cheque paid for the Mot dOrdre. It is drawn to your order; it bears your endorsement; the Mot dOrdre was purchased in your name. And it was Max Freund who insisted that I take that precaution. Now, try to blackmail me! — you and your English spy! he cried triumphantly, his voice breaking into a squeak.

Not yet understanding, merely conscious of some vague and monstrous danger, the girl sat motionless, regarding him intently out of beautiful, intelligent eyes.

He burst into laughter, made falsetto by the hysteria of sheer hatred:

Thats where you are now! he said, leering down at her. Every paper I ever made you sign incriminates you; your cancelled cheque is in the same packet; your dossier is damning and complete. You didnt know that Ferez Bey was sent across the frontier yesterday, did you? Your English spy didnt inform you last night, did he?

N-no.

You lie! You did know it! That was why you stole away last night and met your jackal — to sell him something besides yourself, this time! You knew they had arrested Ferez! I dont know how you knew it, but you did. And you told your lover. And both of you thought you had me at last, didnt you?

I — what are you trying to say to me — do to me? she stammered, losing colour for the first time.

Put you where you belong — you dirty spy! he said with grinning ferocity. If there is to be trouble, Ive prepared for it. When they try you for espionage, theyll try you as a foreigner — a dancing girl in the pay of Germany — as my mistress whom Max Freund and I discover in treachery to France, and whom I instantly denounce to the proper authorities!

He shoved his pistol into his breast pocket and put on his marred silk hat.

Which do you think they will believe — you or the Count dEblis? he demanded, the nervous leer twitching at his heavy lips. Which do you think they will believe — your denials and counter-accusations against me, or Max Freunds corroboration, and the evidence of the packet I shall now deliver to the authorities — the packet containing every cursed document necessary to convict you! — you filthy little — —

The girl bounded from her bed to the floor, her dark eyes blazing:

Damn you! she said. Get out of my bedroom!

Taken aback, he retreated a pace or two, and, at the furious menace of the little clenched fist, stepped another pace out into the corridor. The door crashed in his face; the bolt shot home.

* * * * *

In twenty minutes Nihla Quellen, the celebrated and adored of European capitals, crept out of the street door. She wore the dress of a Finistère peasant; her hair was grey, her step infirm.

The commissaire, two agents de police, and a Government detective, one Souchez, already on their way to identify and arrest her, never even glanced at the shabby, infirm figure which hobbled past them on the sidewalk and feebly mounted an omnibus marked Gare du Nord.

* * * * *

For a long time Paris was carefully combed for the dancer, Nihla Quellen, until more serious affairs occupied the authorities, and presently the world at large. For, in a few weeks, war burst like a clap of thunder over Europe, leaving the whole world stunned and reeling. The dossier of Nihla Quellen, the dancing girl, was tossed into secret archives, together with the dossier of one Ferez Bey, an Eurasian, now far beyond French jurisdiction, and already very industrious in the United States about God knows what, in company with one Max Freund.

As for Monsieur the Count dEblis, he remained a senator, an owner of many third-rate decorations, and of the Mot dOrdre.

And he remained on excellent terms with everybody at the Swedish, Greek, and Bulgarian legations, and the Turkish Embassy, too. And continued in cipher communication with Max Freund and Ferez Bey in America.

Otherwise, he was still president of the Numismatic Society of Spain, and he continued to add to his wonderful collection of coins, and to keep up his voluminous numismatic correspondence.

He was growing stouter, too, which increased his spinal waddle when he walked; and he became very prosperous financially, through fortunate operations, as he explained, with one Bolo Pasha.

He had only one regret to interfere with his sleep and his digestion; he was sorry he had not fired his pistol into the youthful face of Nihla Quellen. He should have avenged himself, taken his chances, and above everything else he should have destroyed her beauty. His timidity and caution still caused him deep and bitter chagrin.

For nearly a year he heard absolutely nothing concerning her. Then one day a letter arrived from Ferez Bey through Max Freund, both being in New York. And when, using his key to the cipher, he extracted the message it contained, he had learned, among other things, that Nihla Quellen was in New York, employed as a teacher in a school for dancing.

The gist of his reply to Ferez Bey was that Nihla Quellen had already outlived her usefulness on earth, and that Max Freund should attend to the matter at the first favourable opportunity.


CHAPTER III

SUNSET
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ON THE EDGE of evening she came out of the Palace of Mirrors and crossed the wet asphalt, which already reflected primrose lights from a clearing western sky.

A few moments before, he had been thinking of her, never dreaming that she was in America. But he knew her instantly, there amid the rush and clatter of the street, recognised her even in the twilight of the passing storm — perhaps not alone from the half-caught glimpse of her shadowy, averted face, nor even from that young, lissome figure so celebrated in Europe. There is a sixth sense — the sense of nearness to what is familiar. When it awakes we call it premonition.

The shock of seeing her, the moments exciting incredulity, passed before he became aware that he was already following her through swarming metropolitan throngs released from the toil of a long, wet day in early spring.

Through every twilit avenue poured the crowds; through every cross-street a rosy glory from the west was streaming; and in its magic he saw her immortally transfigured, where the pink light suffused the crossings, only to put on again her lovely mortality in the shadowy avenue.

At Times Square she turned west, straight into the dazzling fire of sunset, and he at her slender heels, not knowing why, not even asking it of himself, not thinking, not caring.

A third figure followed them both.

The bronze giants south of them stirred, swung their great hammers against the iron bell; strokes of the hour rang out above the din of Herald Square, inaudible in the traffic roar another square away, lost, drowned out long before the pleasant bell-notes penetrated to Forty-second Street, into which they both had turned.

Yet, as though occultly conscious that some hour had struck on earth, significant to her, she stopped, turned, and looked back — looked quite through him, seeing neither him nor the one-eyed man who followed them both — as though her line of vision were the East itself, where, across the grey seas peril, a thousand miles of cannon were sounding the hour from the North Sea to the Alps.

He passed her at her very elbow — aware of her nearness, as though suddenly close to a young orchard in April. The girl, too, resumed her way, unconscious of him, of his youthful face set hard with controlled emotion.

The one-eyed man followed them both.

A few steps further and she turned into the entrance to one of those sprawling, pretentious restaurants, the sham magnificence of which becomes grimy overnight. He halted, swung around, retraced his steps and followed her. And at his heels two shapes followed them very silently — her shadow and his own — so close together now, against the stucco wall that they seemed like Destiny and Fate linked arm in arm.

The one-eyed man halted at the door for a few moments. Then he, too, went in, dogged by his sinister shadow.

The red sunsets rays penetrated to the rotunda and were quenched there in a flood of artificial light; and there their sun-born shadows vanished, and three strange new shadows, twisted and grotesque, took their places.

She continued on into the almost empty restaurant, looming dimly beyond. He followed; the one-eyed man followed both.

The place into which they stepped was circular, centred by a waterfall splashing over concrete rocks. In the ruffled pool goldfish glimmered, nearly motionless, and mandarin ducks floated, preening exotic plumage.

A wilderness of tables surrounded the pool, set for the expected patronage of the coming evening. The girl seated herself at one of these.

At the next table he found a place for himself, entirely unnoticed by her. The one-eyed man took the table behind them. A waiter presented himself to take her order; another waiter came up leisurely to attend to him. A third served the one-eyed man. There were only a few inches between the three tables. Yet the girl, deeply preoccupied, paid no attention to either man, although both kept their eyes on her.

But already, under the younger mans spellbound eyes, an odd and unforeseen thing was occurring: he gradually became aware that, almost imperceptibly, the girl and the table where she sat, and the sleepy waiter who was taking her orders, were slowly moving nearer to him on a floor which was moving, too.

He had never before been in that particular restaurant, and it took him a moment or two to realise that the floor was one of those trick floors, the central part of which slowly revolves.

Her table stood on the revolving part of the floor, his upon fixed terrain; and he now beheld her moving toward him, as the circle of tables rotated on its axis, which was the waterfall and pool in the middle of the restaurant.

A few people began to arrive — theatrical people, who are obliged to dine early. Some took seats at tables placed upon the revolving section of the floor, others preferred the outer circles, where he sat in a fixed position.

Her table was already abreast of his, with only the circular crack in the floor between them; he could easily have touched her.

As the distance began to widen between them, the girl, her gloved hands clasped in her lap, and studying the table-cloth with unseeing gaze, lifted her dark eyes — looked at him without seeing, and once more gazed through him at something invisible upon which her thoughts remained fixed — something absorbing, vital, perhaps tragic — for her face had become as colourless, now, as one of those translucent marbles, vaguely warmed by some buried vein of rose beneath the snowy surface.

Slowly she was being swept away from him — his gaze following — hers lost in concentrated abstraction.

He saw her slipping away, disappearing behind the noisy waterfall. Around him the restaurant continued to fill, slowly at first, then more rapidly after the orchestra had entered its marble gallery.

The music began with something Russian, plaintive at first, then beguiling, then noisy, savage in its brutal precision — something sinister — a trampling melody that was turning into thunder with the throb of doom all through it. And out of the vicious, Asiatic clangour, from behind the dash of too obvious waterfalls, glided the girl he had followed, now on her way toward him again, still seated at her table, still gazing at nothing out of dark, unseeing eyes.

It seemed to him an hour before her table approached his own again. Already she had been served by a waiter — was eating.

He became aware, then, that somebody had also served him. But he could not even pretend to eat, so preoccupied was he by her approach.

Scarcely seeming to move at all, the revolving floor was steadily drawing her table closer and closer to his. She was not looking at the strawberries which she was leisurely eating — did not lift her eyes as her table swept smoothly abreast of his.

Scarcely aware that he spoke aloud, he said:

Nihla — Nihla Quellen!...

Like a flash the girl wheeled in her chair to face him. She had lost all her colour. Her fork had dropped and a blood-red berry rolled over the table-cloth toward him.

Im sorry, he said, flushing. I did not mean to startle you — —

The girl did not utter a word, nor did she move; but in her dark eyes he seemed to see her every sense concentrated upon him to identify his features, made shadowy by the lighted candles behind his head.

By degrees, smoothly, silently, her table swept nearer, nearer, bringing with it her chair, her slender person, her dark, intelligent eyes, so unsmilingly and steadily intent on him.

He began to stammer:

 — Two years ago — at — the Villa Tresse dOr — on the Seine.... And we promised to see each other — in the morning — —

She said coolly:

My name is Thessalie Dunois. You mistake me for another.

No, he said, in a low voice, I am not mistaken.

Her brown eyes seemed to plunge their clear regard into the depths of his very soul — not in recognition, but in watchful, dangerous defiance.

He began again, still stammering a trifle:

 — In the morning, we were to — to meet — at eleven — near the fountain of Marie de Médicis — unless you do not care to remember — —

At that her gaze altered swiftly, melted into the exquisite relief of recognition. Suspended breath, released, parted her blanched lips; her little guardian heart, relieved of fear, beat more freely.

Are you Garry?

Yes.

I know you now, she murmured. You are Garret Barres, of the rue dEryx.... You are Garry! A smile already haunted her dark young eyes; colour was returning to lip and cheek. She drew a deep, noiseless breath.

The table where she sat continued to slip past him; the distance between them was widening. She had to turn her head a little to face him.

You do remember me then, Nihla?

The girl inclined her head a trifle. A smile curved her lips — lips now vivid but still a little tremulous from the shock of the encounter.

May I join you at your table?

She smiled, drew a deeper breath, looked down at the strawberry on the cloth, looked over her shoulder at him.

You owe me an explanation, he insisted, leaning forward to span the increasing distance between them.

Do I?

Ask yourself.

After a moment, still studying him, she nodded as though the nod answered some silent question of her own:

Yes, I owe you one.

Then may I join you?

My table is more prudent than I. It is running away from an explanation. She fixed her eyes on her tightly clasped hands, as though to concentrate thought. He could see only the back of her head, white neck and lovely dark hair.

Her table was quite a distance away when she turned, leisurely, and looked back at him.

May I come? he asked.

She lifted her delicate brows in demure surprise.

Ive been waiting for you, she said, amiably.

The one-eyed man had never taken his eyes off them.


CHAPTER IV

DUSK
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SHE HAD OFFERED him her hand; he had bent over it, seated himself, and they smilingly exchanged the formal banalities of a pleasantly renewed acquaintance.

A waiter laid a cover for him. She continued to concern herself, leisurely, with her strawberries.

When did you leave Paris? she enquired.

Nearly two years ago.

Before war was declared?

Yes, in June of that year.

She looked up at him very seriously; but they both smiled as she said:

It was a momentous month for you then — the month of June, 1914?

Very. A charming young girl broke my heart in 1914; and so I came home, a wreck — to recuperate.

At that she laughed outright, glancing at his youthful, sunburnt face and lean, vigorous figure.

When did you come over? he asked curiously.

I have been here longer than you have. In fact, I left France the day I last saw you.

The same day?

I started that very same day — shortly after sunrise. I crossed the Belgian frontier that night, and I sailed for New York the morning after. I landed here a week later, and Ive been here ever since. That, monsieur, is my history.

Youve been here in New York for two years! he repeated in astonishment. Have you really left the stage then? I supposed you had just arrived to fill an engagement here.

They gave me a try-out this afternoon.

You? A try-out! he exclaimed, amazed.

She carelessly transfixed a berry with her fork:

If I secure an engagement I shall be very glad to fill it ... and my stomach, also. If I dont secure one — well — charity or starvation confronts me.

He smiled at her with easy incredulity.

I had not heard that you were here! he repeated. Ive read nothing at all about you in the papers — —

No ... I am here incognito.... I have taken my sisters name. After all, your American public does not know me.

But — —

Wait! I dont wish it to know me!

But if you — —

The girls slight gesture checked him, although her smile became humorous and friendly:

Please! We need not discuss my future. Only the past! She laughed: How it all comes back to me now, as you speak — that crazy evening of ours together! What children we were — two years ago!

Smilingly she clasped her hands together on the tables edge, regarding him with that winning directness which was a celebrated part of her celebrated personality; and happened to be natural to her.

Why did I not recognise you immediately? she demanded of herself, frowning in self-reproof. I am stupid! Also I have, now and then, thought about you — — She shrugged her shoulders, and again her face faltered subtly:

Much has happened to distract my memories, she added carelessly, impaling a strawberry,  — since you and I took the key to the fields and the road to the moon — like the pair of irresponsibles we were that night in June.

Have you really had trouble?

Her slim figure straightened as at a challenge, then became adorably supple again; and she rested her elbows on the tables edge and took her cheeks between her hands.

Trouble? she repeated, studying his face. I dont know that word, trouble. I dont admit such a word to the honour of my happy vocabulary.

They both laughed a little.

She said, still looking at him, and at first speaking as though to herself:

Of course, you are that same, delightful Garry! My youthful American accomplice!... Quite unspoiled, still, but very, very irresponsible ... like all painters — like all students. And the mischief which is in me recognised the mischief in you, I suppose.... I did surprise you that night, didnt I?... And what a night! What a moon! And how we danced there on the wet lawn until my skirts and slippers and stockings were drenched with dew!... And how we laughed! Oh, that full-hearted, full-throated laughter of ours! How wonderful that we have lived to laugh like that! It is something to remember after death. Just think of it! — you and I, absolute strangers, dancing every dance there in the drenched grass to the music that came through the open windows.... And do you remember how we hid in the flowering bushes when my sister and the others came out to look for me? How they called, Nihla! Nihla! Little devil, where are you? Oh, it was funny — funny! And to see him come out on the lawn — do you remember? He looked so fat and stupid and anxious and bad-tempered! And you and I expiring with stifled laughter! And he, with his sash, his decorations and his academic palms! Hed have shot us both, you know....

They were laughing unrestrainedly now at the memory of that impossible night a year ago; and the girl seemed suddenly transformed into an irresponsible gamine of eighteen. Her eyes grew brighter with mischief and laughter — laughter, the greatest magician and doctor emeritus of them all! The immortal restorer of youth and beauty.

Bluish shadows had gone from under her lower lashes; her eyes were starry as a childs.

Oh, Garry, she gasped, laying one slim hand across his on the table-cloth, it was one of those encounters — one of those heavenly accidents that reconcile one to living.... I think the moon had made me a perfect lunatic.... Because you dont yet know what I risked.... Garry!... It ruined me — ruined me utterly — our night together under the June moon!

What! he exclaimed, incredulously.

But she only laughed her gay, undaunted little laugh:

It was worth it! Such moments are worth anything we pay for them! I laughed; I pay. What of it?

But if I am partly responsible I wish to know — —

You shall know nothing about it! As for me, I care nothing about it. Id do it again to-night! That is living — to go forward, laugh, and accept what comes — to have heart enough, gaiety enough, brains enough to seize the few rare dispensations that the niggardly gods fling across this calvary which we call life! Tenez, that alone is living; the rest is making the endless stations on bleeding knees.

Yet, if I thought— he began, perplexed and troubled,  — if I thought that through my folly — —

Folly! Non pas! Wisdom! Oh, my blessed accomplice! And do you remember the canoe? Were we indeed quite mad to embark for Paris on the moonlit Seine, you and I? — I in evening gown, soaked with dew to the knees! — you with your sketching block and easel! Quelle déménagement en famille! Oh, Garry, my friend of gayer days, was that really folly! No, no, no, it was infinite wisdom; and its memory is helping me to live through this very moment!

She leaned there on her elbows and laughed across the cloth at him. The mockery began to dance again and glimmer in her eyes:

After all Ive told you, she added, you are no wiser, are you? You dont know why I never went to the Fountain of Marie de Médicis — whether I forgot to go — whether I remembered but decided that I had had quite enough of you. You dont know, do you?

He shook his head, smiling. The girls face grew gradually serious:

And you never heard anything more about me? she demanded.

No. Your name simply disappeared from the billboards, kiosques, and newspapers.

And you heard no malicious gossip? None about my sister, either?

None.

She nodded:

Europe is a senile creature which forgets overnight. Tant mieux.... You know, I shall sing and dance under my sisters name here. I told you that, didnt I?

Oh! That would be a great mistake — —

Listen! Nihla Quellen disappeared — married some fat bourgeois, died, perhaps, — she shrugged,— anything you wish, my friend. Who cares to listen to what is said about a dancing girl in all this din of war? Who is interested?

It was scarcely a question, yet her eyes seemed to make it so.

Who cares? she repeated impatiently. Who remembers?

I have remembered you, he said, meeting her intently questioning gaze.

You? Oh, you are not like those others over there. Your country is not at war. You still have leisure to remember. But they forget. They havent time to remember anything — anybody — over there. Dont you think so? She turned in her chair unconsciously, and gazed eastward.  — They have forgotten me over there— And her lips tightened, contracted, bitten into silence.

The strange beauty of the girl left him dumb. He was recalling, now, all that he had ever heard concerning her. The gossip of Europe had informed him that, though Nihla Quellen was passionately and devotedly French in soul and heart, her mother had been one of those unmoral and lovely Georgians, and her father an Alsatian, named Dunois — a French officer who entered the Russian service ultimately, and became a hunting cheetah for the Grand Duke Cyril, until himself hunted into another world by that old bag of bones on the pale and shaky nag. His daughter took the name of Nihla Quellen and what money was left, and made her début in Constantinople.

As the young fellow sat there watching her, all the petty gossip of Europe came back to him — anecdotes, panegyrics, eulogies, scandals, stage chatter, Quarter divers, paid réclames — all that he had ever read and heard about this notorious young girl, now seated there across the table, with her pretty head framed by slender, unjewelled fingers. He remembered the gems she had worn that June night, a year ago, and their magnificence.

Well, she said, life is a pleasantry, a jest, a bon-mot flung over his shoulder by some god too drunk with nectar to invent a better joke. Life is an Olympian epigram made between immortal yawns. What do you think of my epigram, Garry?

I think you are just as clever and amusing as I remember you, Nihla.

Amusing to you, perhaps. But I dont entertain myself very successfully. I dont think poverty is a very funny joke. Do you?

Poverty! he repeated, smiling his unbelief.

She smiled too, displayed her pretty, ringless hands humorously, for his inspection, then framed her oval face between them again and made a deliberate grimace.

All gone, she said. I am, as you say, here on my uppers.

I cant understand, Nihla — —

Dont try to. It doesnt concern you. Also, please forget me as Nihla Quellen. I told you that Ive taken my sisters name, Thessalie Dunois.

But all Europe knows you as Nihla Quellen — —

Listen! she interrupted sharply. I have troubles enough. Dont add to them, or I shall be sorry I met you again. I tell you my name is Thessa. Please remember it.

Very well, he said, reddening under the rebuke.

She noted the painful colour in his face, then looked elsewhere, indifferently. Her features remained expressionless for a while. After a few moments she looked around at him again, and her smile began to glimmer:

Its only this, she said; the girl you met once in your life — the dancing singing-girl they knew over there — is already an episode to be forgotten. End her career any way you wish, Garry, — natural death, suicide — or she can repent and take the veil, if you like — or perish at sea — only end her.... Please? she added, with the sweet, trailing inflection characteristic of her.

He nodded. The girl smiled mischievously.

Dont nod your head so owlishly and pretend to understand. You dont understand. Only two or three people do. And I hope theyll believe me dead, even if you are not polite enough to agree with them.

How can you expect to maintain your incognito? he insisted. There will be plenty of people in your very first audience — —

I had a sister, did I not?

Was she your sister? — the one who danced with you — the one called Thessa?

No. But the play-bills said she was. Now, Ive told you something that nobody knows except two or three unpleasant devils— She dropped her arms on the table and leaned a trifle forward:

Oh, pouf! she said. Dont lets be mysterious and dramatic, you and I. Ill tell you: I gave that woman the last of my jewels and she promised to disappear and leave her name to me to use. It was my own name, anyway, Thessalie Dunois. Now, you know. Be as discreet and nice as I once found you. Will you?

Of course.

Of course, she repeated, smiling, and with a little twitch of her shoulders, as though letting fall a burdensome cloak. Allons! With a free heart, then! I am Thessalie Dunois; I am here; I am poor — dont be frightened! I shall not borrow — —

Thats rotten, Thessa! he said, turning very red.

Oh, go lightly, please, my friend Garry. I have no claim on you. Besides, I know men — —

You dont appear to!

Tiens! Our first quarrel! she exclaimed, laughingly. This is indeed serious — —

If you need aid — —

No, I dont! Please, why do you scowl at me? Do you then wish I needed aid? Yours? Allez, Monsieur Garry, if I did Id venture, perhaps, to say so to you. Does that make amends? she added sweetly.

She clasped her white hands on the cloth and looked at him with that engaging, humorous little air which had so easily captivated her audiences in Europe — that, and her voice with the hint of recklessness ever echoing through its sweetness and youthful gaiety.

What are you doing in New York? she asked. Painting?

I have a studio, but — —

But no clients? Is that it? Pouf! Everybody begins that way. I sang in a café at Dijon for five francs and my soup! At Rennes I nearly starved. Oh, yes, Garry, in spite of a number of obliging gentlemen who, like you, offered — first aid — —

That is absolutely rotten of you, Thessa. Did I ever — —

No! For goodness sake let me jest with you without flying into tempers!

But — —

Oh, pouf! I shall not quarrel with you! Whatever you and I were going to say during the next ten minutes shall remain unsaid!... Now, the ten minutes are over; now, were reconciled and you are in good humour again. And now, tell me about yourself, your painting — in other words, tell me the things about yourself that would interest a friend.

Are you?

Your friend? Yes, I am — if you wish.

I do wish it.

Then I am your friend. I once had a wonderful evening with you.... Im having a very good time now. You were nice to me, Garry. I really was sorry not to see you again.

At the fountain of Marie de Médicis, he said reproachfully.

Yes. Flatter yourself, monsieur, because I did not forget our rendezvous. I might have forgotten it easily enough — there was sufficient excuse, God knows — a girl awakened by the crash of ruin — springing out of bed to face the end of the world without a moments warning — yes, the end of all things — death, too! Tenez, it was permissible to forget our rendezvous under such circumstances, was it not? But — I did not forget. I thought about it in a dumb, calm way all the while — even while he stood there denouncing me, threatening me, noisy, furious — with the button of the Legion in his lapel — and an ugly pistol which he waved in the air— She laughed:

Oh, it was not at all gay, I assure you.... And even when I took to my heels after he had gone — for it was a matter of life or death, and I hadnt a minute to lose — oh, very dramatic, of course, for I ran away in disguise and I had a frightful time of it leaving France! Well, even then, at top speed and scared to death, I remembered the fountain of Marie de Médicis, and you. Dont be too deeply flattered. I remembered these items principally because they had caused my downfall.

I? I caused — —

No. I caused it! It was I who went out on the lawn. It was I who came across to see who was painting by moonlight. That began it — seeing you there — in moonlight bright enough to read by — bright enough to paint by. Oh, Garry — and you were so good-looking! It was the moon — and the way you smiled at me. And they all were dancing inside, and he was so big and fat and complacent, dancing away in there!... And so I fell a prey to folly.

Was it really our escapade that — that ruined you?

Well — it was partly that. Pouf! It is over. And I am here. So are you. Its been nice to see you.... Please call our waiter. She glanced at her cheap, leather wrist watch.

As they rose and left the dining-room, he asked her if they were not to see each other again. A one-eyed man, close behind them, listened for her reply.

She continued to walk on slowly beside him without answering, until they reached the rotunda.

Do you wish to see me again? she enquired abruptly.

Dont you also wish it?

I dont know, Garry.... Ive been annoyed in New York — bothered — seriously.... I cant explain, but somehow — I dont seem to wish to begin a friendship with anybody....

Ours began two years ago.

Did it?

Did it not, Thessa?

Perhaps.... I dont know. After all — it doesnt matter. I think — I think we had better say good-bye — until some happy hazard — like to-days encounter— She hesitated, looked up at him, laughed:

Where is your studio? she asked mischievously.

The one-eyed man at their heels was listening.


CHAPTER V

IN DRAGON COURT

[image: img657.jpg]

THERE WAS A young moon in the southwest — a slender tracery in the April twilight — curved high over his right shoulder as he walked northward and homeward through the flare of Broadway.

His thoughts were still occupied with the pleasant excitement of his encounter with Thessalie Dunois; his mind and heart still responded to the delightful stimulation. Out of an already half-forgotten realm of romance, where, often now, he found it increasingly difficult to realise that he had lived for five happy years, a young girl had suddenly emerged as bodily witness, to corroborate, revive, and refresh his fading faith in the reality of what once had been.

Five years in France! — France with its clear sun and lovely moon; its silver-grey cities, its lilac haze, its sweet, deep greenness, its atmosphere of living light! — France, the dwelling-place of God in all His myriad aspects — in all His protean forms! France, the sanctuary of Truth and all her ancient and her future liberties; France, blossoming domain of Love in Loves million exquisite transfigurations, wherein only the eye of faith can recognise the winged god amid his camouflage!

* * * * *

Wine-strong winds of the Western World, and a pitiless Western sun which etches every contour with terrible precision, leaving nothing to imagination — no delicate mystery to rest and shelter souls — had swept away and partly erased from his mind the actuality of those five past years.

Already that past, of which he had been a part, was becoming disturbingly unreal to him. Phantoms haunted its ever-paling sunlight; its scenes were fading; its voices grew vague and distant; its hushed laughter dwindled to a whisper, dying like a sigh.

Then, suddenly, against that misty tapestry of tinted spectres, appeared Thessalie Dunois in the flesh! — straight out of the phantom-haunted void had stepped this glowing thing of life! Into the raw reek and familiar dissonance of Broadway she had vanished. Small wonder that he had followed her to keep in touch with the vanishing past, as a sleeper, waking against his will, strives still to grasp the fragile fabric of a happy dream.

Yet, in spite of Thessalie, in spite of dreams, in spite of his own home-coming, and the touch of familiar pavements under his own feet, the past, to Barres, was utterly dead, the present strange and unreal, the future obscure and all aflame behind a world afire with war.

For two years, now, no human mind in America had been able to adjust itself to the new heaven and the new earth which had sprung into lurid being at the thunderclap of war.

All things familiar had changed in the twinkling of an eye; all former things had passed away, leaving the stunned brain of humanity dulled under the shock.

Slowly, by degrees, the world was beginning to realise that the civilisation of Christ was being menaced once again by a resurgence from that ancient land of legend where the wild Hun denned; — that again the endless hordes of barbarians were rushing in on Europe out of their Eastern fastnesses — hordes which filled the shrinking skies with their clamour, vaunting the might of Baal, cheering their antichrist, drenching the knees of their own red gods with the blood of little children.

It seemed impossible for Americans to understand that these things could be — were really true — that the horrors the papers printed were actualities happening to civilised people like themselves and their neighbours.

Out of their own mouths the German tribes thundered their own disgrace and condemnation, yet America sat dazed, incredulous, motionless. Emperor and general, professor and junker, shouted at the top of their lungs the new creed, horrible as the Black Mass, reversing every precept taught by Christ.

Millions of Teuton mouths cheered fiercely for the new religion — Frightfulness; worshipped with frantic yells the new trinity — Wotan, Kaiser and Brute Strength.

Stunned, blinded, deafened, the Western World, still half-paralysed, stirred stiffly from its inertia. Slowly, mechanically, its arteries resumed their functions; the reflex, operating automatically, started trade again in its old channels; old habits were timidly resumed; minds groped backward, searching for severed threads which connected yesterday with to-day — groped, hunted, found nothing, and, perplexed, turned slowly toward the smoke-choked future for some reason for it all — some outlook.

There was no explanation, no outlook — nothing save dust and flame and the din of Teutonic hordes trampling to death the Son of Man.

So America moved about her worn, deep-trodden and familiar ways, her mind slowly clearing from the cataclysmic concussion, her power of vision gradually returning, adjusting itself, little by little, to this new heaven and new earth and this hell entirely new.

The Lusitania went down; the Great Republic merely quivered. Other ships followed; only a low murmur of pain came from the Western Colossus.

But now, after the second year, through the thickening nightmare the Great Republic groaned aloud; and a new note of menace sounded in her drugged and dreary voice.

And the thick ears of the Hun twitched and he paused, squatting belly-deep in blood, to listen.

* * * * *

Barres walked homeward. Somewhere along in the 40s he turned eastward into one of those cross-streets originally built up of brownstone dwelling houses, and now in process of transformation into that architectural and commercial miscellany which marks the transition stage of the metropolis anywhere from Westchester to the sea.

Altered for business purposes, basements displayed signs and merchandise of bootmakers, dealers in oriental porcelains, rare prints, silverware; parlour windows modified into bay windows, sheeted with plate-glass, exposed, perhaps, feminine headgear, or an expensive model gown or two, or the sign of a real-estate man, or of an upholsterer.

Above the parlour floors lived people of one sort or another; furnished and unfurnished rooms and suites prevailed; and the brownstone monotony was already indented along the building line by brand-new constructions of Indiana limestone, behind the glittering plate-glass of which were to be seen reticent displays of artistic furniture, modern and antique oil paintings, here and there the lace-curtained den of some superior ladies hair-dresser, where beautifying also was accomplished at a price, alas!

Halfway between Sixth Avenue and Fifth, on the north side of the street, an enterprising architect had purchased half a dozen squatty, three-storied houses, set back from the sidewalk behind grass-plots. These had been lavishly stuccoed and transformed into abodes for those irregulars in the army of life known as artists.

In the rear the back fences had been levelled; six corresponding houses on the next street had been purchased; a sort of inner court established, with a common grass-plot planted with trees and embellished by a number of concrete works of art, battered statues, sundials, and well-curbs.

Always the army of civilisation trudges along screened, flanked, and tagged after by lifes irregulars, who cannot or will not conform to routine. And these are always roaming around seeking their own cantonments, where, for a while, they seem content to dwell at the end of one more aimless étape through the world — not in regulation barracks, but in regions too unconventional, too inconvenient to attract others.

Of this sort was the collection of squatty houses, forming a community, where, in the neighbourhood of other irregulars, Garret Barres dwelt; and into the lighted entrance of which he now turned, still exhilarated by his meeting with Thessalie Dunois.

The architectural agglomeration was known as Dragon Court — a faïence Fu-dog above the electric light over the green entrance door furnishing that priceless idea — a Fu-dog now veiled by mesh-wire to provide against the indiscretions of sparrows lured thither by housekeeping possibilities lurking among the dense screens of Japanese ivy covering the façade.

Larry Soane, the irresponsible superintendent, always turned gardener with Aprils advent in Dragon Court, contributions from its denizens enabling him to pepper a few flower-beds with hyacinths and tulips, and later with geraniums. These former bulbs had now gratefully appeared in promising thickets, and Barres saw the dark form of the handsome, reckless-looking Irishman fussing over them in the lantern-lit dusk, while his little daughter, Dulcie, kneeling on the dim grass, caressed the first blue hyacinth blossom with thin, childish fingers.

Barres glanced into his letter-box behind the desk, above which a drop-light threw more shadows than illumination. Little Dulcie Soane was supposed to sit under it and emit information, deliver and receive letters, pay charges on packages, and generally supervise things when she was not attending school.

There were no letters for the young man. He examined a package, found it contained his collars from the laundry, tucked them under his left arm, and walked to the door looking out upon the dusky interior court.

Soane, he said, your garden begins to look very fine. He nodded pleasantly to Dulcie, and the child responded to his friendly greeting with the tired but dauntless smile of the young who are missing those golden years to which all childhood has a claim.

Dulcies three cats came strolling out of the dusk across the lamplit grass — a coal black one with sea-green eyes, known as The Prophet, and his platonic mate, white as snow, and with magnificent azure-blue eyes which, in white cats, usually betokens total deafness. She was known as The Houri to the irregulars of Dragon Court. The third cat, unanimously but misleadingly christened Strindberg by the dwellers in Dragon Court, has already crooked her tortoise-shell tail and was tearing around in eccentric circles or darting halfway up trees in a manner characteristic, and, possibly accounting for the name, if not for the sex.

Thim cats of the kids, observed Soane, do be scratchin up the plants all night long — bad cess to thim! Barrin thim three omadhauns yonder, Id show ye a purty bed o poisies, Misther Barres. But Sthrinberg, God help her, is fr diggin through to China.

Dulcie impulsively caressed the Prophet, who turned his solemn, incandescent eyes on Barres. The Houri also looked at him, then, intoxicated by the soft spring evening, rolled lithely upon the new grass and lay there twitching her snowy tail and challenging the stars out of eyes that matched their brilliance.

Dulcie got up and walked slowly across the grass to where Barres stood:

May I come to see you this evening? she asked, diffidently, and with a swift, sidelong glance toward her father.

Ah, then, dont be worritin him! grumbled Soane. Hasnt Misther Barres enough to do, what with all thim idees he has slitherin in his head, an all the books an learnin an picters he has to think of — whithout the likes of you at his heels every blessed minute, day an night! — —

But he always lets me— she remonstrated.

Gwan, now, and lave the poor gentleman be! Quit your futtherin an muttherin. Gwan in the house, ye little scut, an see what there is fr ye to do! — —

Whats the matter with you, Soane? interrupted Barres good-humouredly. Of course she can come up if she wants to. Do you feel like paying me a visit, Dulcie, before you go to bed?

Yes, she nodded diffidently.

Well, come ahead then, Sweetness! And whenever you want to come you say so. Your father knows well enough I like to have you.

He smiled at Dulcie; the childs shy preference for his society always had amused him. Besides, she was always docile and obedient; and she was very sensitive, too, never outwearing her welcome in his studio, and always leaving without a murmur when, looking up from book or drawing he would exclaim cheerfully: Now, Sweetness! Times up! Bed for yours, little lady!

It had been a very gradual acquaintance between them — more than two years in developing. From his first pleasant nod to her when he first came to live in Dragon Court, it had progressed for a few months, conservatively on her part, and on his with a detached but kindly interest born of easy sympathy for youth and loneliness.

But he had no idea of the passionate response he was stirring in the motherless, neglected child — of what hunger he was carelessly stimulating, what latent qualities and dormant characteristics he was arousing.

Her appearance, one evening, in her night-dress at his studio doorway, accompanied by her three cats, began to enlighten him in regard to her mental starvation. Tremulous, almost at the point of tears, she had asked for a book and permission to remain for a few moments in the studio. He had rung for Selinda, ordered fruit, cake, and a glass of milk, and had installed Dulcie upon the sofa with a lapful of books. That was the beginning.

But Barres still did not entirely understand what particular magnet drew the child to his studio. The place was full of beautiful things, books, rugs, pictures, fine old furniture, cabinets glimmering with porcelains, ivories, jades, Chinese crystals. These all, in minutest detail, seemed to fascinate the girl. Yet, after giving her permission to enter whenever she desired, often while reading or absorbed in other affairs, he became conscious of being watched; and, glancing up, would frequently surprise her sitting there very silently, with an open book on her knees, and her strange grey eyes intently fixed on him.

Then he would always smile and say something friendly; and usually forget her the next moment in his absorption of whatever work he had under way.

Only one other man inhabiting Dragon Court ever took the trouble to notice or speak to the child — James Westmore, the sculptor. And he was very friendly in his vigorous, jolly, rather boisterous way, catching her up and tossing her about as gaily and irresponsibly as though she were a rag doll; and always telling her he was her adopted godfather and would have to chastise her if she ever deserved it. Also, he was always urging her to hurry and grow up, because he had a wedding present for her. And though Dulcies smile was friendly, and Westmores nonsense pleased the shy child, she merely submitted, never made any advance.

* * * * *

Barress ménage was accomplished by two specimens of mankind, totally opposite in sex and colour; Selinda, a blonde, slant-eyed, and very trim Finn, doing duty as maid; and Aristocrates W. Johnson, lately employed in the capacity of waiter on a dining-car by the New York Central Railroad — tall, dignified, graceful, and Ethiopian — who cooked as daintily as a débutante trifling with culinary duty, and served at table with the languid condescension of a dilettante and wealthy amateur of domestic arts.

* * * * *

Barres ascended the two low, easy flights of stairs and unlocked his door. Aristocrates, setting the table in the dining-room, approached gracefully and relieved his master of hat, coat, and stick.

Half an hour later, a bath and fresh linen keyed up his already lively spirits; he whistled while he tied his tie, took a critical look at himself, and, dropping both hands into the pockets of his dinner jacket, walked out into the big studio, which also was his living-room.

There was a piano there; he sat down and rattled off a rollicking air from the most recent spring production, beginning to realise that he was keyed up for something livelier than a solitary dinner at home.

His hands fell from the keys and he swung around on the piano stool and looked into the dining-room rather doubtfully.

Aristocrates! he called.

The tall pullman butler sauntered gracefully in.

Barres gave him a telephone number to call. Aristocrates returned presently with the information that the lady was not at home.

All right. Try Amsterdam 6703. Ask for Miss Souval.

But Miss Souval, also, was out.

Barres possessed a red-leather covered note-book; he went to his desk and got it; and under his direction Aristocrates called up several numbers, reporting adversely in every case.

It was a fine evening; ladies were abroad or preparing to fulfil engagements wisely made on such a day as this had been. And the more numbers he called up the lonelier the young man began to feel.

Thessalie had not given him either her address or telephone number. It would have been charming to have her dine with him. He was now thoroughly inclined for company. He glanced at the empty dining-room with aversion.

All right; never mind, he said, dismissing Aristocrates, who receded as lithely as though leading a cake-walk.

The devil, muttered the young fellow. Im not going to dine here alone. Ive had too happy a day of it.

He got up restlessly and began to pace the studio. He knew he could get some man, but he didnt want one. However, it began to look like that or a solitary dinner.

So after a few more moments scowling cogitation he went out and down the stairs, with the vague idea of inviting some brother painter — any one of the regular irregulars who inhabited Dragon Court.

Dulcie sat behind the little desk near the door, head bowed, her thin hands clasped over the closed ledger, and in her pallid face the expressionless dullness of a child forgotten.

Hello, Sweetness! he said cheerfully.

She looked up; a slight colour tinted her cheeks, and she smiled.

Whats the matter, Dulcie?

Nothing.

Nothing? Thats a very dreary malady — nothing. You look lonely. Are you?

I dont know.

You dont know whether you are lonely or not? he demanded.

I suppose I am, she ventured, with a shy smile.

Where is your father?

He went out.

Any letters for me — or messages?

A man — he had one eye — came. He asked who you are.

What?

I think he was German. He had only one eye. He asked your name.

What did you say?

I told him. Then he went away.

Barres shrugged:

Somebody who wants to sell artists materials, he concluded. Then he looked at the girl: So youre lonely, are you? Where are your three cats? Arent they company for you?

Yes....

Well, then, he said gaily, why not give a party for them? That ought to amuse you, Dulcie.

The child still smiled; Barres walked on past her a pace or two, halted, turned irresolutely, arrived at some swift decision, and came back, suddenly understanding that he need seek no further — that he had discovered his guest of the evening at his very elbow.

Did you and your father have your supper, Dulcie?

My father went out to eat at Grogans.

How about you?

I can find something.

Why not dine with me? he suggested.

The child stared, bewildered, then went a little pale.

Shall we have a dinner party for two — you and I, Dulcie? What do you say?

She said nothing, but her big grey eyes were fixed on him in a passion of inquiry.

A real party, he repeated. Let the people get their own mail and packages until your father returns. Nobodys going to sneak in, anyway. Or, if that wont do, Ill call up Grogans and tell your father to come back because you are going to dine in my studio with me. Do you know the telephone number? Very well; get Grogans for me. Ill speak to your father.

Dulcies hand trembled on the receiver as she called up Grogans; Barres bent over the transmitter:

Soane, Dulcie is going to take dinner in my studio with me. Youll have to come back on duty, when youve eaten. He hung up, looked at Dulcie and laughed.

I wanted company as much as you did, he confessed. Now, go and put on your prettiest frock, and well be very grand and magnificent. And afterward well talk and look at books and pretty things — and maybe well turn on the Victrola and Ill teach you to dance— He had already begun to ascend the stairs:

In half an hour, Dulcie! he called back;  — and you may bring the Prophet if you like.... Shall I ask Mr. Westmore to join us?

Id rather be all alone with you, she said shyly.

He laughed and ran on up the stairs.

* * * * *

In half an hour the electric bell rang very timidly. Aristocrates, having been instructed and rehearsed, and, loftily condescending to his rôle in a kindly comedy to be played seriously, announced: Miss Soane! in his most courtly manner.

Barres threw aside the evening paper and came forward, taking both hands of the white and slightly frightened child.

Aristocrates ought to have announced the Prophet, too, he said gaily, breaking the ice and swinging Dulcie around to face the open door again.

The Prophet entered, perfectly at ease, his eyes of living jade shining, his tail urbanely hoisted.

Dulcie ventured to smile; Barres laughed outright; Aristocrates surveyed the Prophet with toleration mingled with a certain respect. For a black cat is never without occult significance to a gentleman of colour.

With Dulcies hand still in his, Barres led her into the living-room, where, presently, Aristocrates brought a silver tray upon which was a glass of iced orange juice for Dulcie, and a Bronnix, as Aristocrates called it, for the master.

To your health and good fortune in life, Dulcie, he said politely.

The child gazed mutely at him over her glass, then, blushing, ventured to taste her orange juice.

When she finished, Barres drew her frail arm through his and took her out, seating her. Ceremonies began in silence, and the master of the place was not quite sure whether the flush on Dulcies face indicated unhappy embarrassment or pleasure.

He need not have worried: the child adored it all. The Prophet came in and gravely seated himself on a neighbouring chair, whence he could survey the table and seriously inspect each course.

Dulcie, he said, how grown-up you look with your bobbed hair put up, and your fluffy gown.

She lifted her enchanted eyes to him:

It is my first communion dress.... Ive had to make it longer for a graduation dress.

Oh, thats so; youre graduating this summer!

Yes.

And what then?

Nothing. She sighed unconsciously and sat very still with folded hands, while Aristocrates refilled her glass of water.

She no longer felt embarrassed; her gravity matched Aristocratess; she seriously accepted whatever was offered or set before her, but Barres noticed that she ate it all, merely leaving on her plate, with inculcated and mathematical precision, a small portion as concession to good manners.

They had, toward the banquets end, water ices, bon-bons, French pastry, and ice cream. And presently a slight and blissful sigh of repletion escaped the childs red lips. The symptoms were satisfactory but unmistakable; Dulcie was perfectly feminine; her capacity had proven it.

The Prophets stately self-control in the fragrant vicinity of nourishment was now to be rewarded: Barres conducted Dulcie to the studio and installed her among cushions upon a huge sofa. Then, lighting a cigarette, he dropped down beside her and crossed one knee over the other.

Dulcie, he said in his lazy, humorous way, its a funny old world any way you view it.

Do you think it is always funny? inquired the child, her deep, grey eyes on his face.

He smiled:

Yes, I do; but sometimes the joke in on ones self. And then, although it is still a funny world, from the worlds point of view, you, of course, fail to see the humour of it.... I dont suppose you understand.

I do, nodded the child, with the ghost of a smile.

Really? Well, I was afraid Id been talking nonsense, but if you understand, its all right.

They both laughed.

Do you want to look at some books? he suggested.

Id rather listen to you.

He smiled:

All right. Ill begin at this corner of the room and tell you about the things in it. And for a while he rambled lazily on about old French chairs and Spanish chests, and the panels of Mille Fleur tapestry which hung behind them; the two lovely pre-Raphael panels in their exquisite ancient frames; the old Venetian velvet covering triple choir-stalls in the corner; the ivory-toned marble figure on its wood and compos pedestal, where tendrils and delicate foliations of water gilt had become slightly irridescent, harmonising with the patine on the ancient Chinese garniture flanking a mantel clock of dullest gold.

About these things, their workmanship, the histories of their times, he told her in his easy, unaccented voice, glancing sideways at her from time to time to note how she stood it.

But she listened, fascinated, her gaze moving from the object discussed to the man who discussed it; her slim limbs curled under her, her hands clasped around a silken cushion made from the robe of some Chinese princess.

Lounging there beside her, amused, humorously flattered by her attention, and perhaps a little touched, he held forth a little longer.

Is it a nice party, so far, Dulcie? he concluded with a smile.

She flushed, found no words, nodded, and sat with lowered head as though pondering.

What would you rather do if you could do what you want to in the world, Dulcie?

I dont know.

Think a minute.

She thought for a while.

Live with you, she said seriously.

Oh, Dulcie! That is no sort of ambition for a growing girl! he laughed; and she laughed, too, watching his every expression out of grey eyes that were her chiefest beauty.

Youre a little too young to know what you want yet, he concluded, still smiling. By the time that bobbed mop of red hair grows to a proper length, youll know more about yourself.

Do you like it up? she enquired naïvely.

It makes you look older.

I want it to.

I suppose so, he nodded, noticing the snowy neck which the new coiffure revealed. It was becoming evident to him that Dulcie had her own vanities — little pathetic vanities which touched him as he glanced at the reconstructed first communion dress and the drooping hyacinth pinned at the waist, and the cheap white slippers on a foot as slenderly constructed as her long and narrow hands.

Did your mother die long ago, Dulcie?

Yes.

In America?

In Ireland.

You look like her, I fancy— thinking of Soane.

I dont know.

Barres had heard Soane hold forth in his cups on one or two occasions — nothing more than the vague garrulousness of a Celt made more loquacious by the whiskey of one Grogan — something about his having been a gamekeeper in his youth, and that his wife— God rest her! — might have held up her head with anny wan o thim in th Big House.

Recollecting this, he idly wondered what the story might have been — a young girls perverse infatuation for her fathers gamekeeper, perhaps — a handsome, common, ignorant youth, reckless and irresponsible enough to take advantage of her — probably some such story — resembling similar histories of chauffeurs, riding-masters, grooms, and coachmen at home.

The Prophet came noiselessly into the studio, stopped at sight of his little mistress, twitched his tail reflectively, then leaped onto a carved table and calmly began his ablutions.

Barres got up and wound up the Victrola. Then he kicked aside a rug or two.

This is to be a real party, you know, he remarked. You dont dance, do you?

Yes, she said diffidently, a little.

Oh! Thats fine! he exclaimed.

Dulcie got off the sofa, shook out her reconstructed gown. When he came over to where she stood, she laid her hand in his almost solemnly, so overpowering had become the heavenly sequence of events. For the rite of his hospitality had indeed become a rite to her. Never before had she stood in awe, enthralled before such an altar as this mans hearthstone. Never had she dreamed that he who so wondrously served it could look at such an offering as hers — herself.

But the miracle had happened; altar and priest were accepting her; she laid her hand, which trembled, in his; gave herself to his guidance and to the celestial music, scarcely seeing, scarcely hearing his voice.

You dance delightfully, he was saying; youre a born dancer, Dulcie. I do it fairly well myself, and I ought to know.

He was really very much surprised. He was enjoying it immensely. When the Victrola gave up the ghost he wound it again and came back to resume. Under his suggestions and tutelage, they tried more intricate steps, devious and ambitious, and Dulcie, unterrified by terpsichorean complications, surmounted every one with his whispered coaching and expert aid.

Now it came to a point where time was not for him. He was too interested, enjoying it too genuinely.

Sometimes, when they paused to enable him to resurrect the defunct music in the Victrola, they laughed at the Prophet, who sat upon the ancient carved table, gravely surveying them. Sometimes they rested because he thought she ought to — himself a trifle pumped — only to find, to his amazement, that he need not be solicitous concerning her.

* * * * *

A tall and ancient clock ringing midnight from clear, uncompromising bells, brought Barres to himself.

Good Lord! he exclaimed, this wont do! Dear child, Im having a wonderful time, but Ive got to deliver you to your father!

He drew her arm through his, laughingly pretending horror and haste; she fled lightly along beside him as he whisked her through the hall and down the stairs.

A candle burned on the desk. Soane sat there, asleep, and odorous of alcohol, his flushed face buried in his arms.

But Soane was what is known as a sob-souse; never ugly in his cups, merely inclined to weep over the immemorial wrongs of Ireland.

He woke up when Barres touched his shoulder, rubbed his swollen eyes and black, curly head, gazed tragically at his daughter:

Gwan to bed, ye little scut! he said, getting to his feet with a terrific yawn.

Barres took her hand:

Weve had a wonderful party, havent we, Sweetness?

Yes, whispered the child.

The next instant she was gone like a ghost, through the dusky, whitewashed corridor where distorted shadows trembled in the candlelight.

Soane, said Barres, this wont do, you know. Theyll sack you if you keep on drinking.

The man, not yet forty, a battered, middle-aged by-product of hale and reckless vigour, passed his hands over his temples with the dignity of a Hibernian Hamlet:

The harp that wanst through Taras halls— he began; but memory failed; and two tears — by-products, also, of Grogans whiskey — sparkled in his reproachful eyes.

Im merely telling you, remarked Barres. We all like you, Soane, but the landlord wont stand for it.

May God forgive him, muttered Soane. Was there ever a landlord but he was a tyrant, too?

Barres blew out the candle; a faint light above the Fu-dog outside, over the street door, illuminated the stone hall.

You ought to keep sober for your little daughters sake, insisted Barres in a low voice. You love her, dont you?

I do that! said Soane— God bless her and her poor mother, who could hould up her pretty head with anny wan till she tuk up with th like o me!

His brogue always increased in his cups; devotion to Ireland and a lofty scorn of landlords grew with both.

Youd better keep away from Grogans, remarked Barres.

I had a bite an a sup at Grogans. Is there anny harrm in that, sorr?

Cut out the sup, Larry. Cut out that gang of bums at Grogans, too. There are too many Germans hanging out around Grogans these days. You Sinn Feiners or Clan-na-Gael, or whatever you are, had better manage your own affairs, anyway. The old-time Feinans stood on their own sturdy legs, not on German beer-skids.

Wisha then, sorr, dye mind th ould song they sang in thim days:

Then up steps Bonyparty An takes me by the hand, And how is ould Ireland, And how does she shtand? Its a poor, disthressed country As ever yet was seen, And theyre hangin men and women For the wearing of the green!

Oh, the wearing of the — —

Thatll do, said Barres drily. Do you want to wake the house? Dont go to Grogans and talk about Ireland to any Germans. Ill tell you why: well probably be at war with Germany ourselves within a year, and thats a pretty good reason for you Irish to keep clear of all Germans. Go to bed!


CHAPTER VI

DULCIE
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ONE WARM AFTERNOON late in spring, Dulcie Soane, returning from school to Dragon Court, found her father behind the desk, as usual, awaiting his daughters advent, to release him from duty.

A tall, bony man with hectic and sunken cheeks and only a single eye was standing by the desk, earnestly engaged in whispered conversation with her father.

He drew aside instantly as Dulcie came up and laid her school books on the desk. Soane, already redolent of Grogans whiskey, pushed back his chair and got to his feet.

Gwan in fr a bite an a sup, he said to his daughter, while I talk to the gintleman.

So Dulcie went slowly into the superintendents dingy quarters for her mid-day meal, which was dinner; and between her and a sloppy scrub-woman who cooked for them, she managed to warm up and eat what Soane had left for her from his own meal.

When she returned to the desk in the hall, the one-eyed man had gone. Soane sat on the chair behind the desk, his face over-red and shiny, his heels drumming the devils tattoo on the tessellated pavement.

Ill be at Grogans, he said, as Dulcie seated herself in the ancient leather chair behind the desk telephone, and began to sort the pile of mail which the postman evidently had just delivered.

Very well, she murmured absently, turning around and beginning to distribute the letters and parcels in the various numbered compartments behind her. Soane slid off his chair to his feet and straightened up, stretching and yawning.

Av anny wan tilliphones to Misther Barres, he said, listen in.

What!

Listen in, Im tellin you. And if its a lady, ask her name first, and then listen in. And if she says her name is Quellen or Dunois, mind what she says to Misther Barres.

Why? enquired Dulcie, astonished.

Becuz Im tellin ye!

I shall not do that, said the girl, flushing up.

Ah, bother! Sure, theres no harm in it, Dulcie! Would I be askin ye to do wrong, asthore? Me who is your own blood and kin? Listen then: Tis a woman what do be botherin the poor young gentleman, an Ill not have him fr to be put upon. Listen, macushla, and if airy a lady tilliphones, or if she comes futtherin an muttherin around here, call me at Grogans and Ill be soon dishposen av the likes av her.

Has she ever been here — this lady? asked the girl, uncertain and painfully perplexed.

Sure has she! Mannys the time Ive chased her out, replied Soane glibly.

Oh. What does she look like?

God knows — annything ye dont wish fr to look like yourself! Sure, I disremember what make of woman she might be — her names enough for you. Call me up if she comes or rings. She may be a dangerous woman, at that, he added, so speak fair to her and listen in to what she says.

Dulcie slowly nodded, looking at him hard.

Soane put on his faded brown hat at an angle, fished a cigar with a red and gold band from his fancy but soiled waistcoat, scratched a match on the seat of his greasy pants, and sauntered out through the big, whitewashed hallway into the street, with a touch of the swagger which always characterised him.

* * * * *

Dulcie, both hands buried in her ruddy hair and both thin elbows on the desk, sat poring over her school books.

Graduation day was approaching; there was much for her to absorb, much to memorise before then.

As she studied she hummed to herself the air of the quaint song which she was to sing at her graduation exercises. That did not interfere with her concentration; but as she finished one lesson, cast aside the book, and opened another to prepare the next lesson, vaguely happy memories of her evening party with Barres came into her mind to disturb her thoughts, tempting her to reverie and the delicious idleness she knew only when alone and absorbed in thoughts of him.

But she resolutely put him out of her mind and opened her book.

The hall clock ticked loudly through the silence; slanting sun rays fell through the street grille, across the tessellated floor where flies crawled and buzzed.

The Prophet sat full in a bar of sunlight and gravely followed the movements of the flies as though specialising on the study of those amazing insects.

Tenants of Dragon Court passed out or entered at intervals, pausing to glance at their letter-boxes or requesting their keys.

Westmore came down the eastern staircase, like an avalanche, with a cheery:

Hello, Dulcie! Any letters? All right, old dear! If you see Mr. Mandel, tell him Ill be at the club!

Corot Mandel came in presently, and she gave him Westmores message.

Thanks, he said, not even glancing at the thin figure in the shabby dress too small for her. And, after peering into his letter-box, he went away with the indolent swing of a large and powerful plantigrade, gazing fixedly ahead of him out of heavy, oriental eyes, and twisting up his jet black, waxed moustache.

A tall, handsome girl called and enquired for Mr. Trenor. Dulcie returned her amiable smile, unhooked the receiver, and telephoned up. But nobody answered from Esmé Trenors apartment, and the girl, whose name was Damaris Souval, and whose profession varied between the stage and desultory sitting for artists, smiled once more on Dulcie and sauntered out in her very charming summer gown.

The shabby child looked after her through the sunny hallway, the smile still curving her lips — a sensitive, winning smile, untainted by envy. Then she resumed her book, serenely clearing her youthful mind of vanity and desire for earthly things.

Half an hour later Esmé Trenor sauntered in. His was a sensitive nature and fastidious, too. Dinginess, obscurity — everything that was shabby, tarnished, humble in life, he consistently ignored. He had ignored Dulcie Soane for three years: he ignored her now.

He glanced indifferently into his letter-box as he passed the desk. Dulcie said, with the effort it always required for her to speak to him:

Miss Souval called, but left no message.

Trenors supercilious glance rested on her for the fraction of a second, then, with a bored nod, he continued on his way and up the stairs. And Dulcie returned to her book.

The desk telephone rang: a Mrs. Helmund desired to speak to Mr. Trenor. Dulcie switched her on, rested her chin on her hand, and continued her reading.

Some time afterward the telephone rang again.

Dragon Court, said Dulcie, mechanically.

I wish to speak to Mr. Barres, please.

Mr. Barres has not come in from luncheon.

Are you sure? said the pretty, feminine voice.

Quite sure, replied Dulcie. Wait a minute — —

She called Barress apartment; Aristocrates answered and confirmed his masters absence with courtly effusion.

No, he is not in, repeated Dulcie. Who shall I say called him?

Say that Miss Dunois called him up. If he comes in, say that Miss Thessalie Dunois will come at five to take tea with him. Thank you. Good-bye.

Startled to hear the very name against which her father had warned her, Dulcie found it difficult to reconcile the sweet voice that came to her over the wire with the voice of any such person her father had described.

Still a trifle startled, she laid aside the receiver with a disturbed glance toward the wrought-iron door at the further end of the hall.

She had no desire at all to call up her father at Grogans and inform him of what had occurred. The mere thought of surreptitious listening in, of eavesdropping, of informing, reddened her face. Also, she had long since lost confidence in the somewhat battered but jaunty man who had always neglected her, although never otherwise unkind, even when intoxicated.

No, she would neither listen in nor inform on anybody at the behest of a father for whom, alas, she had no respect, merely those shreds of conventional feeling which might once have been filial affection, but had become merely an habitual solicitude.

No, her character, her nature refused such obedience. If there was trouble between the owner of the unusually sweet voice and Mr. Barres, it was their affair, not hers, not her fathers.

This settled in her mind, she opened another book and turned the pages slowly until she came to the lesson to be learned.

It was hard to concentrate; her thoughts were straying, now, to Barres.

And, as she leaned there, musing above her dingy school book, through the grilled door at the further end of the hall stepped a young girl in a light summer gown — a beautiful girl, lithe, graceful, exquisitely groomed — who came swiftly up to the desk, a trifle pale and breathless:

Mr. Barres? He lives here?

Yes.

Please announce Miss Dunois.

Dulcie flushed deeply under the shock:

Mr. — Mr. Barres is still out — —

Oh. Was it you I talked to over the telephone? asked Thessalie Dunois.

Yes.

Mr. Barres has not returned?

No.

Thessalie bit her lip, hesitated, turned to go. And at the same instant Dulcie saw the one-eyed man at the street door, peering through the iron grille.

Thessalie saw him, too, stiffened to marble, stood staring straight at him.

He turned and went away up the street. But Dulcie, to whom the incident signified nothing in particular except the impudence of a one-eyed man, was not prepared for the face which Thessalie Dunois turned toward her. Not a vestige of colour remained in it, and her dark eyes seemed feverish and too large.

You need not give Mr. Barres any message from me, she said in an altered voice, which sounded strained and unsteady. Please do not even say that I came or mention my name.... May I ask it of you?

Dulcie, very silent in her surprise, made no reply.

Please may I ask it of you? whispered Thessalie. Do you mind not telling anybody that I was here?

If — you wish it.

I do. May I trust you?

Y-yes.

Thank you— A bank bill was in her gloved fingers; intuition warned her; she took another swift look at Dulcie. The childs face was flaming scarlet.

Forgive me, whispered Thessalie.... And thank you, dear— She bent over quickly, took Dulcies hand, pressed it, looking her in the eyes.

Its all right, she whispered. I am not asking you to do anything you shouldnt. Mr. Barres will understand it all when I write to him.... Did you see that man at the street door, looking through the grating?

Yes.

Do you know who he is? whispered Thessalie.

No.

Have you never before seen him?

Yes. He was here at two oclock talking to my father.

Your father?

My fathers name is Lawrence Soane. He is superintendent of Dragon Court.

What is your name?

Dulcie Soane.

Thessalie still held her hand tightly. Then with a quick but forced smile, she pressed it, thanking the girl for her consideration, turned and walked swiftly through the hall out into the street.

* * * * *

Dulcie, dreaming over her closed books in the fading light, vaguely uneasy lest her silence might embrace the faintest shadow of disloyalty to Barres, looked up quickly at the sound of his familiar footsteps on the pavement.

Hello, little comrade, he called to her on his way to the stairs. Didnt we have a jolly party the other evening? Im going out to another party this evening, but I bet it wont be as jolly as ours!

The girl smiled happily.

Any letters, Sweetness?

None, Mr. Barres.

All the better. I have too many letters, too many visitors. It leaves me no time to have another party with you. But we shall have another, Dulcie — never fear. That is, he added, pretending to doubt her receptiveness of his invitation, if you would care to have another with me.

She merely looked at him, smiling deliciously.

Be a good child and well have another! he called back to her, running on up the western staircase.

* * * * *

Around seven oclock her father came in, steady enough of foot but shiny-red in the face and maudlin drunk.

That woman was here, he whined, an ye never called me up! I am b-bethrayed be me childer — wurra the day — —

Please, father! If any one sees you — —

An phwy not! Am I ashamed o the tears I shed? No, I am not. No Irishman need take shame along av the tears he sheds for Ireland — God bless her where she shtands! — wid the hob-nails av the crool tyrant foreninst her bleeding neck an — —

Father, please — —

That woman I warned ye of! She was here! Twas the wan-eyed lad who seen her — —

Dulcie rose and took him by his arm. He made no resistance; but he wept while she conducted him bedward, as the immemorial wrongs of Ireland tore his soul.


CHAPTER VII

OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS
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THE TREMENDOUS TRAGEDY in Europe, now nearing the end of the second act, had been slowly shaking the drowsy Western World out of its snug slumber of complacency. Young America was already sitting up in bed, awake, alert, listening. Older America, more difficult to convince, rolled solemn and interrogative eyes toward Washington, where the wooden gods still sat nodding in a row, smiling vacuously at destiny out of carved and painted features. Eyes had they but they saw not, ears but they heard not; neither spake they through their mouths.

Yet, they that made them were no longer like unto them, for many an anxious idolater no longer trusted in them. For their old Gods voice was sounding in their ears.

The voice of a great ex-president, too, had been thundering from the wilderness; lesser prophets, endowed, however, with intellect and vision, had been warning the young West that the second advent of Attila was at hand; an officer of the army, inspired of God, had preached preparedness from the market places and had established for its few disciples an habitation; and a great Admiral had died of a broken heart because his lips had been officially sealed — the wisest lips that ever told of those who go down to the sea in ships.

Plainer and plainer in American ears sounded the mounting surf of that blood-red sea thundering against the frontiers of Democracy; clearer and clearer came the discordant clamour of the barbaric hordes; louder and more menacing the half-crazed blasphemies of their chief, who had given the very name of the Scourge of God to one among the degenerate litter he had sired.

* * * * *

Garret Barres had been educated like any American of modern New York type. Harvard, then five years abroad, and a return to his native city revealed him as an ambitious, receptive, intelligent young man, deeply interested in himself and his own affairs, theoretically patriotic, a good citizen by intention, an affectionate son and brother, and already a pretty good painter of the saner species.

A modest income of his own enabled him to bide his time and decline pot-boilers. A comparatively young father and an even more youthful mother, both of sporting proclivities, together with a sister of the same tastes, were his preferred companions when he had time to go home to the family rooftree in northern New York. His lines, indeed, were cast in pleasant places. Beside still waters in green pastures, he could always restore his city-tarnished soul when he desired to retire for a while from the battleground of endeavour.

The city, after all, offered him a world-wide battlefield; for Garret Barres was by choice a painter of thoroughbred women, of cosmopolitan men — a younger warrior of the brush imbued with the old traditions of those great English captains of portraiture, who recorded for us the more brilliant human truths of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

From their stately canvases aglow, the eyes of the lovely dead look out at us; the eyes of ambition, of pride, of fatuous complacency; the haunted eyes of sorrow; the clear eyes of faith. Out of the past they gaze — those who once lived — deathlessly recorded by Van Dyck, Lely, Kneller; by Gainsborough, Reynolds, Hoppner, Lawrence, Raeburn; or consigned to a dignified destiny by Stuart, Sully, Inman, and Vanderlyn.

* * * * *

When Barres returned to New York after many years, he found that the aspect of the city had not altered very greatly. The usual dirt, disorder, and municipal confusion still reigned; subways were being dug, but since the memory of man runneth, the streets of the metropolis have been dug up, and its market places and byways have been an abomination.

The only visible excitement, however, was in the war columns of the newspapers, and, sometimes, around bulletin boards where wrangling groups were no uncommon sight, citizens and aliens often coming into verbal collision — sometimes physical — promptly suppressed by bored policemen.

There was a preparedness parade; thousands of worthy citizens marched in it, nervously aware, now, that the Great Republics only mobile military division was on the Mexican border, where also certain Guard regiments were likely to be directed to reinforce the regulars — pet regiments from the city, among whose corps of officers and enlisted men everybody had some friend or relative.

But these regiments had not yet entrained. There were few soldiers to be seen on the streets. Khaki began to be noticeable in New York only when the Plattsburg camps opened. After that there was an interim of the usual dull, unaccented civilian monotony, mitigated at rare intervals by this dun-coloured ebb and flow from Plattsburg.

Like the first vague premonitions of a nightmare the first ominous symptoms of depression were slowly possessing hearts already uneasy under two years burden of rumours unprintable, horrors incredible to those aloof and pursuing the peaceful tenor of their ways.

A growing restlessness, unbelief, the incapacity to understand — selfishness, rapacity, self-righteousness, complacency, cowardice, even stupidity itself were being jolted and shocked into something resembling a glimmer of comprehension as the hunnish U-boats, made ravenous by the taste of blood, steered into western shipping lanes like a vast shoal of sharks.

And always thicker and thicker came the damning tales of rape and murder, of cowardly savagery, brutal vileness, degenerate bestiality — clearer, nearer, distinctly audible, the sigh of a ravaged and expiring civilisation trampled to obliteration by the slavering, ferocious swine of the north.

* * * * *

Fires among shipping, fires amid great stores of cotton and grain destined for France or England, explosions of munitions of war ordered by nations of the Entente, the clumsy propaganda or impudent sneers of German and pro-German newspapers; reports of German meddling in Mexico, in South America, in Japan; more sinister news concerning the insolent activities of certain embassies — all these were beginning to have their logical effect among a fat and prosperous people which simply could not bear to be aroused from pleasant dreams of brotherhood to face the raw and hellish truth.

* * * * *

For fifty years, remarked Barres to his neighbour, Esmé Trenor, also a painter of somewhat eccentric portraits, our national characteristic has been a capacity for absorbing bunk and a fixed determination to kid ourselves. There really is a war, Trenor, old top, and were going to get into it before very long.

Trenor, a tall, tired, exquisitely groomed young man, who once had painted a superficially attractive portrait of a popular débutante, and had been overwhelmed with fashionable orders ever since, was the adored of women. He dropped one attenuated knee over the other and lighted an attenuated cigarette.

Fancy anybody bothering enough about anything to fight over it! he said languidly.

Were going to war, Trenor, repeated Barres, jamming his brushes into a bowl of black soap. Thats my positive conviction.

Yours is so disturbingly positive a nature, remonstrated the other. Why ever raise a row? Nothing positive is of any real importance — not even opinions.

Barres, vigorously cleaning his brushes in turpentine and black soap, glanced around at Trenor, and in his quick smile there glimmered a hint of good-natured malice. For Esmé Trenor was notoriously anything except positive in his painting, always enveloping a lack of technical knowledge with a veil of camouflage. Behind this pretty veil hid many defects, perhaps even deformities — protected by vague, indefinite shadows and the effrontery of an adroit exploiter of the restless sex.

But Esmé Trenor was both clever and alert. He had not even missed that slight and momentary glimmer of good-humoured malice in the pleasant glance of Barres. But, like his more intelligent prototype, Whistler, it was impossible to know whether or not discovery ever made any particular difference to him. He tucked a lilac-bordered handkerchief a little deeper into his cuff, glanced at his jewelled wrist-watch, shook the long ash from his cigarette.

To be positive in anything, he drawled, is an effort; effort entails exertion; exertion is merely a degree of violence; violence engenders toxins; toxins dull the intellect. Quod erat, dear friend. You see?

Oh, yes, I see, nodded Barres, always frankly amused at Trenor and his ways.

Well, then, if you see — — Trenor waved a long, bony, over-manicured hand, expelled a ring or two of smoke, meditatively; then, in his characteristically languid voice: To be positive closes the door to further observation and pulls down the window shades. Nothing remains except to go to bed. Is there anything more uninteresting than to go to bed? Is there anything more depressing than to know all about something?

You do converse like an ass sometimes, remarked Barres.

Yes — sometimes. Not now, Barres. I dont desire to know all about anybody or anything. Fancy my knowing all about art, for example!

Yes, fancy! repeated Barres, laughing.

Or about anything specific — a woman, for example! He shrugged wearily.

If you meet a woman and like her, dont you want to know all there is to know about her? inquired Barres.

I should say not! returned the other with languid contempt. I dont wish to know anything at all about her.

Well, we differ about that, old top.

Religiously. A woman can be only an incidental amusement in ones career. You dont go to a musical comedy twice, do you? And any woman will reveal herself sufficiently in one evening.

Nice, kindly domestic instincts you have, Trenor.

Im merely fastidious, returned the other, dropping his cigarette out of the open window. He rose, yawned, took his hat, stick and gloves.

Bye, he said languidly. Im painting Elsena Helmund this morning.

Barres said, with good-humoured envy:

Ive neither commission nor sitter. If I had, you bet Id not stand there yawning at my luck.

It is you who have the luck, not I, drawled Trenor. I give a portion of my spiritual and material self with every brush stroke, while you remain at liberty to flourish and grow fat in idleness. I perish as I create; my life exhausts itself to feed my art. What you call my good luck is my martyrdom. You see, dear friend, how fortunate you are?

I see, grinned Barres. But will your spiritual nature stand such a cruel drain? Arent you afraid your morality may totter?

Morality, mused Esmé, going; that is one of those early Gothic terms now obsolete, I believe — —

He sauntered out with his hat and gloves and stick, still murmuring:

Morality? Gothic — very Gothic—

Barres, still amused, sorted his wet brushes, dried them carefully one by one on a handful of cotton waste, and laid them in a neat row across the soapstone top of his palette-table.

Hang it! he muttered cheerfully. I could paint like a streak this morning if I had the chance—

He threw himself back in his chair and sat there smoking for a while, his narrowing eyes fixed on a great window which opened above the court. Soft spring breezes stirred the curtains; sparrows were noisy out there; a strip of cobalt sky smiled at him over the opposite chimneys; an April cloud floated across it.

He rose, walked over to the window and glanced down into the court. Several more hyacinths were now in blossom. The Prophet dozed majestically, curled up on an Italian garden seat. Beside him sprawled the snow white Houri, stretched out full length in the sun, her wonderful blue eyes following the irrational gambols of the tortoise-shell cat, Strindberg, who had gone loco, as usual, and was tearing up and down trees, prancing sideways with flattened ears and crooked tail, in terror at things invisible, or digging furiously toward China amid the hyacinths.

Dulcie Soane came out into the court presently and expostulated with Strindberg, who suffered herself to be removed from the hyacinth bed, only to make a hysterical charge on her mistresss ankles.

Stop it, you crazy thing! insisted Dulcie, administering a gentle slap which sent the cat bucketing and corvetting across the lawn, where the eccentric course of a dead leaf, blown by the April wind, instantly occupied its entire intellectual vacuum.

Barres, leaning on the window-sill, said, without raising his voice:

Hello, Dulcie! How are you, after our party?

The child looked up, smiled shyly her response through the pale glory of the April sunshine.

What are you doing to-day? he inquired, with casual but friendly interest.

Nothing.

Isnt there any school?

Its Saturday.

Thats so. Well, if youre doing nothing youre just as busy as I am, he remarked, smiling down at her where she stood below his window.

Why dont you paint pictures? ventured the girl diffidently.

Because I havent any orders. Isnt that sad?

Yes.... But you could paint a picture just to please yourself, couldnt you?

I havent anybody to paint from, he explained with amiable indifference, lazily watching the effect of alternate shadow and sunlight on her upturned face.

Couldnt you find — somebody? Her heart had suddenly begun to beat very fast.

Barres laughed:

Would you like to have your portrait painted?

She could scarcely find voice to reply:

Will you — let me?

The slim young figure down there in the April sunshine had now arrested his professional attention. With detached interest he inspected her for a few moments; then:

Youd make an interesting study, Dulcie. What do you say?

Do — do you mean that you want me?

Why — yes! Would you like to pose for me? Its pin-money, anyway. Would you like to try it?

Y-yes.

Are you quite sure? Its hard work.

Quite — sure — — she stammered. The little flushed face was lifted very earnestly to his now, almost beseechingly. I am quite sure, she repeated breathlessly.

So youd really like to pose for me? he insisted in smiling surprise at the girls visible excitement. Then he added abruptly: Ive half a mind to give you a job as my private model!

Through the rosy confusion of her face her grey eyes were fixed on him with a wistful intensity, almost painful. For into her empty heart and starved mind had suddenly flashed a dazzling revelation. Opportunity was knocking at her door. Her chance had come! Perhaps it had been inherited from her mother — God knows! — this deep, deep hunger for things beautiful — this passionate longing for light and knowledge.

Mere contact with such a man as Barres had already made endurable a solitary servitude which had been subtly destroying her childs spirit, and slowly dulling the hunger in her famished mind. And now to aid him — to feel that he was using her — was to arise from her rags of ignorance and emerge upright into the light which filled that wonder-house wherein he dwelt, and on the dark threshold of which her lonely little soul had crouched so long in silence.

* * * * *

She looked up almost blindly at the man who, in careless friendliness, had already opened his door to her, had permitted her to read his wonder-books, had allowed her to sit unreproved and silent from sheer happiness, and gaze unsatiated upon the wondrous things within the magic mansion where he dwelt.

And now to serve this man; to aid him, to creep into the light in which he stood and strive to learn and see! — the thought already had produced a delicate intoxication in the child, and she gazed up at Barres from the sunny garden with her naked soul in her eyes. Which confused, perplexed, and embarrassed him.

Come on up, he said briefly. Ill tell your father over the phone.

* * * * *

She entered without a sound, closed the door which he had left open for her, advanced across the thick-meshed rug. She still wore her blue gingham apron; her bobbed hair, full of ruddy lights, intensified the whiteness of her throat. In her arms she cradled the Prophet, who stared solemnly at Barres out of depthless green eyes.

Upon my word, thought Barres to himself, I believe I have found a model and an uncommon one!

Dulcie, watching his expression, smiled slightly and stroked the Prophet.

Ill paint you that way! Dont stir, said the young fellow pleasantly. Just stand where you are, Dulcie. Youre quite all right as you are — — He lifted a half-length canvas, placed it on his heavy easel and clamped it.

I feel exactly like painting, he continued, busy with his brushes and colours. Im full of it to-day. Its in me. Its got to come out.... And you certainly are an interesting subject — with your big grey eyes and bobbed red hair — oh, quite interesting constructively, too — as well as from the colour point.

He finished setting his palette, gathered up a handful of brushes:

I wont bother to draw you except with a brush — —

He looked across at her, remained looking, the pleasantly detached expression of his features gradually changing to curiosity, to the severity of increasing interest, to concentrated and silent absorption.

Dulcie, he presently concluded, you are so unusually interesting and paintable that you make me think very seriously.... And Im hanged if Im going to waste you by slapping a technically adequate sketch of you onto this nice new canvas ... which might give me pleasure while Im doing it ... and might even tickle my vanity for a week ... and then be laid away to gather dust ... and be covered over next year and used for another sketch.... No.... No!... Youre worth more than that!

He began to pace the place to and fro, thinking very hard, glancing around at her from moment to moment, where she stood, obediently immovable on the blue meshed rug, clasping the Prophet to her breast.

Do you want to become my private model? he demanded abruptly. I mean seriously. Do you?

Yes.

I mean a real model, from whom I can ask anything?

Oh, yes, please, pleaded the girl, trembling a little.

Do you understand what it means?

Yes.

Sometimes youll be required to wear few clothes. Sometimes none. Did you know that?

Yes. Mr. Westmore asked me once.

You didnt care to?

Not for him.

You dont mind doing it for me?

Ill do anything you ask me, she said, trying to smile and shivering with excitement.

All right. Its a bargain. Youre my model, Dulcie. When do you graduate from school?

In June.

Two months! Well — all right. Until then it will be a half day through the week, and all day Saturdays and Sundays, if I require you. Youll have a weekly salary — — He smiled and mentioned the figure, and the girl blushed vividly. She had, it appeared, expected nothing.

Why, Dulcie! he exclaimed, immensely amused. You didnt intend to come here and give me all your time for nothing, did you?

Yes.

But why on earth should you do such a thing for me?

She found no words to explain why.

Nonsense, he continued; youre a business woman now. Your father will have to find somebody to cook for him and take the desk when hes out at Grogans. Dont worry; Ill fix it with him.... By the way, Dulcie, supposing you sit down.

She found a chair and took the Prophet onto her lap.

Now, this will be very convenient for me, he went on, inspecting her with increasing satisfaction. If I ever have any orders — any sitters — you can have a vacation, of course. Otherwise, Ill always have an interesting model at hand — Ive got chests full of wonderful costumes — genuine ones — — He fell silent, his eyes studying her. Already he was planning half a dozen pictures, for he was just beginning to perceive how adaptable the girl might be. And there was about her that indefinable something which, when a painter discovers it, interests him and arouses his intense artistic curiosity.

You know, he said musingly, you are something more than pretty, Dulcie.... I could put you in eighteenth century clothes and youd look logical. Yes, and in seventeenth century clothes, too.... I could do some amusing things with you in oriental garments.... A young Herodiade ... Calypso ... Theodora.... She was a child, too, you know. Theres a portrait with bobbed hair — a young girl by Van Dyck.... You know you are quite stimulating to me, Dulcie. You excite a painters imagination. Its rather odd, he added naïvely, that I never discovered you before; and Ive known you over two years.

He had seated himself on the sofa while discoursing. Now he got up, touched a bell twice. The Finnish maid, Selinda, with her high cheek-bones, frosty blue eyes and colourless hair, appeared in cap and apron.

Selinda, he said, take Miss Dulcie into my room. In a long, leather Turkish box on the third shelf of my clothes closet is a silk and gold costume and a lot of jade jewelry. Please put her into it.

So Dulcie Soane went away with her cat in her arms, beside the neat and frosty-eyed Selinda; and Barres opened a portfolio of engravings, where were gathered the lovely aristocrats of Van Dyck and Rubens and Gainsborough and his contemporaries — a charmingly mixed company, separated by centuries and frontiers, yet all characterised by a common something — some inexplicable similarity which Barres recognised without defining.

Its rather amusing, he murmured, but that kid, Dulcie, seems to remind me of these people — somehow or other.... One scarcely looks for qualities in the child of an Irish janitor.... I wonder who her mother was....

* * * * *

When he looked up again Dulcie was standing there on the thick rug. On her naked feet were jade bracelets, jade-set rings on her little toes; a cascade of jade and gold falling over her breasts to the straight, narrow breadth of peacock hue which fell to her ankles. And on her childish head, clasping the ruddy bobbed hair, glittered the jade-incrusted diadem of a fairy princess of Cathay.

[Illustration: YOU LITTLE MIRACLE!]

The Prophet, gathered close to her breast, stared back at Barres with eyes that dimmed the splendid jade about him.

That settles it, he said, the tint of excitement rising in his cheeks. I have discovered a model and a wonder! And right here is where I paint my winter Academy — right here and right now!... And I call it The Prophets. Climb up on that model stand and squat there cross-legged, and stare at me — straight at me — the way your cat stares!... There you are. Thats right! Dont move. Stay put or Ill come over and bow-string you! — you little miracle!

Do — you mean me? faltered Dulcie.

You bet, Sweetness! Do you know how beautiful you are? Well, never mind — — He had begun already to draw with a wet brush, and now he relapsed into absorbed silence.

The Prophet watched him steadily. The studio became intensely still.


CHAPTER VIII

DULCIE ANSWERS
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THE STUDIO DOOR bell rang while Barres was at breakfast one morning late in June. Aristocrates leisurely answered the door, but shut it again immediately and walked out into the kitchenette without any explanation.

Selinda removed the breakfast cover and fetched the newspaper. Later, Aristocrates, having washed his masters brushes, brought them into the studio mincingly, upon a silver service-salver.

No letters? inquired Barres, glancing up over the morning paper and laying aside his cigarette.

No letters, suh. No coespondence in any shape, fom or manner, suh.

Anybody to see me? inquired Barres, always amused at Aristocrates flights of verbiage.

Nobody, suh, excusin a persistless viduality inquihin fo you, suh.

What persistless individuality was that? asked Barres.

A vey or-nary human objec, suh, pahshially afflicted with one bad eye.

That one-eyed man? Hes been here several times, hasnt he? Why does he come?

Fo commercial puhposes, suh.

Oh, a pedlar?

He mentions a desiah, suh, to dispose, commercially, of vahious impoted materials requiahed by ahtists.

Didnt you show him the sign in the hall, No pedlars allowed?

Yaas, suh.

What did he say?

I would not demean mysef to repeat what this human objec said, suh.

And what did you do then?

Mistuh Barres, suh, I totally ignohed that man, replied Aristocrates languidly.

Quite right. But you tell Soane to enforce the rule against pedlars. Every day there are two or three of them ringing at the studio, trying to sell colours, laces, or fake oriental rugs. It annoys me. Selinda cant hear the bell and I have to leave my work and open the door. Tell that persistless one-eyed man to keep away. Tell Soane to bounce him next time he enters Dragon Court. Do you understand?

Yaas, suh. But Soane, suh, hes a might friendly Irish. Hes spotin round Grogans nights, longa this here one-eyed viduality. Yaas, suh. I done seen em co-gatherin on vahious occasionalities.

Oho! commented Barres. Its graft, is it? This one-eyed pedlar meets Soane at Grogans and bribes him with a few drinks to let him peddle colours in Dragon Court! Thats the Irish of it, Aristocrates. I began to suspect something like that. All right. Ill speak to Soane myself.... Leave the studio door open; its warm in here.

* * * * *

The month of May was now turning somewhat sultry as it melted into June. Every pivot-pane in the big studio window had been swung wide open. The sun had already clothed every courtyard tree with dense and tender foliage; hyacinth and tulip were gone and Soanes subscription geraniums blazed in their place like beds of coals heaped up on the grass plot of Dragon Court.

But blue sky, sunshine of approaching summer, gentle winds and freshening rains brought only restlessness to New Yorkers that month of May.

Like the first two years of the war, the present year seemed strange, unreal; its vernal breezes brought no balm, its blue skies no content. The early summer sunlight seemed almost uncanny in a world where, beyond the sea, millions of men at arms swayed ceaselessly under sun and moon alike, interlocked in one gigantic death grip! — a horrible and blood-drenched human chain of butchery stretching half around the earth.

Into every Western human eye had come strange and subtle shadows which did not depart with moments of forgetful mirth, intervals of self-absorption, hours filled with familiar interests — the passions, hopes, perplexities of those years which were now no more.

Those years of yesterdays! A vast and depthless cleft already divided them from to-day. They seemed as remote as dusty centuries — those days of an ordered and tranquil world — those days of little obvious faiths unshattered — even those days of little wars, of petty local strifes, of an almost universal calm and peace and trust in brotherhood and in the obligations of civilisation.

Familiar yesterday had vanished, its creeds forgotten. It was already decades away, and fading like a legend in the ever-increasing glare of the red and present moment.

And the month of May seemed strange, and its soft skies and sun seemed out of place in a world full of dying — a world heavy with death — a western world aloof from the raging hell beyond the seas, yet already tense under the distant threat of three continents in flames — and all aquiver before the deathly menace of that horde of blood-crazed demons still at large, still unsubdued, still ranging the ruins of the planet which they had so insanely set on fire.

Entire nations were still burning beyond the ocean; other nations had sunk into cinders. Over the Eastern seas the furnace breath began to be felt along the out-thrust coast lines of the Western World. Inland, not yet; but every seaward city became now conscious of that first faint warning wave of heat from hell. Millions of ears strained to catch the first hushed whisper of the tumult. Silent in its suspense the Great Republic listened. Only the priesthood of the deaf and wooden gods continued voluble. But Israel had already begun to lift up its million eyes; and its ancient faith began to glow again; and its trust was becoming once more a living thing — the half-forgotten trust of Israel in that half-forgotten Lord, who, in the beginning, had been their helper and their shield.

* * * * *

Through the open studio door came Dulcie Soane. The Prophet followed at her slender heels, gently waving an urbane tail.

* * * * *

After his first smiling greeting — he always rose, advanced, and took her hand with that pleasant appearance of formality so adored by femininity, youthful or mature — he resumed his seat and continued to write his letters.

These finished, he stamped them, rang for Aristocrates, picked up his palette and brushes, and pulled out the easel upon which was the canvas for the morning.

Dulcie, still in the hands of Selinda, had not yet emerged. The Prophet sat upright on the carved table, motionless as a cat of ebony with green-jewelled eyes.

Well, old sport, said Barres, stepping across the rug to caress the cat, you and your pretty mistress begin to look very interesting on my canvas.

The Prophet received the blandishments with dignified gratitude. A discreet and feathery purring filled the room as Barres stroked the jet black, silky fur.

Fine cat, you are, commented the young man, turning as Dulcie entered.

She laid one hand on his extended arm and sprang lightly to the model stand. And the next moment she was seated — a slim, gemmed thing glimmering with imperial jade from top to toe.

Barres laid the Prophet in her arms, stepped back while Dulcie arranged the docile cat, then retreated to his canvas.

All right, Sweetness?

All right, replied the child happily. And the morning séance was on.

Barres was usually inclined to ramble along conversationally in his pleasant, detached way while at work, particularly if work went well.

Where were we yesterday, Dulcie? Oh, yes; we were talking about the Victorian era and its art; and we decided that it was not the barren desert that the ultra-moderns would have us believe. Thats what we decided, wasnt it?

You decided, she said.

So did you, Dulcie. It was a unanimous decision. Because we both concluded that some among the Victorians were full of that sweet, clean sanity which alone endures. You recollect how our decision started?

Yes. It was about my new pleasure in Tennyson, Browning, Morris, Arnold, and Swinburne.

Exactly. Victorian poets, if sometimes a trifle stilted and self-conscious, wrote nobly; makers of Victorian prose displayed qualities of breadth, imagination and vision and a technical cultivation unsurpassed. The musical compositions of that epoch were melodious and sometimes truly inspired; never brutal, never vulgar, never degenerate. And the Victorian sculptors and painters — at first perhaps austerely pedantic — became, as they should be, recorders of the times and customs of thought, bringing the end of the reign of a great Queen to an admirable renaissance.

Dulcies grey eyes never left his. And if she did not quite understand every word, already the dawning familiarity with his vocabulary and a general comprehension of his modes of self-expansion permitted her to follow him.

A great Queen, a great reign, a great people, he rambled on, painting away all the while. And if in that era architecture declined toward its lowest level of stupidity, and if taste in furniture and in the plastic, decorative, and textile arts was steadily sinking toward its lowest ebb, and if Mrs. Grundy trudged the Empire, paramount, dull and smugly ferocious, while all snobbery saluted her and the humble grovelled before her dusty brogans, yet, Dulcie, it was a great era.

It was great because its faith had not been radically impaired; it was sane because Germany had not yet inoculated the human race with its porcine political vulgarities, its bestial degeneracy in art.... And if, perhaps, the sentimental in British art and literature predominated, thank God it had not yet been tainted with the stark ugliness, the swinish nakedness, the ferocious leer of things Teutonic!

He continued to paint in silence for a while. Presently the Prophet yawned on Dulcies knees, displaying a pink cavern.

Better rest, he said, nodding smilingly at Dulcie. She released the cat, who stretched, arched his back, yawned again gravely, and stalked away over the velvety Eastern carpet.

Dulcie got up lithely and followed him on little jade-encrusted, naked feet.

A box of bon-bons lay on the sofa; she picked up Rossettis poems, turned the leaves with jewel-laden fingers, while with the other hand she groped for a bon-bon, her grey eyes riveted on the pages before her.

During these intervals between poses it was the young mans custom to make chalk sketches of the girl, recording swiftly any unstudied attitude, any unconscious phase of youthful grace that interested him.

Dulcie, in the beginning, diffidently aware of this, had now become entirely accustomed to it, and no longer felt any responsibility to remain motionless while he was busy with red chalk or charcoal.

When she had rested sufficiently, she laid aside her book, hunted up the Prophet, who lazily endured the gentle tyranny, and resumed her place on the model stand.

And so they worked away all the morning, until luncheon was served in the studio by Aristocrates; and Barres in his blouse, and Dulcie in her peacock silk, her jade, and naked feet, gravely or lightly as their moods dictated, discussed an omelette and a pot of tea or chocolate, and the ways and manners and customs of a world which Dulcie now was discovering as a brand new and most enchanting planet.


CHAPTER IX

HER DAY
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JUNE WAS ENDING in a very warm week. Work in the studio lagged, partly because Dulcie, preparing for graduation, could give Barres little time; partly because, during June, that young man had been away spending the week-ends with his parents and his sister at Foreland Farms, their home.

From one of these visits he returned to the city just in time to read a frantic little note from Dulcie Soane:

DEAR MR. BARRES, please, please come to my graduation. I do want somebody there who knows me. And my father is not well. Is it too much to ask of you? I hadnt the courage to speak to you about it when you were here, but I have ventured to write because it will be so lonely for me to graduate without having anybody there I know.

DULCIE SOANE.

It was still early in the morning; he had taken a night train to town.

So when he had been freshened by a bath and change of linen, he took his hat and went down stairs.

A heavy, pasty-visaged young woman sat at the desk in the entrance hall.

Where is Soane? he inquired.

Hes sick.

Where is he?

In bed, she replied indifferently. The womans manner just verged on impertinence. He hesitated, then walked across to the superintendents apartments and entered without knocking.

Soane, in his own room, lay sleeping off the consequences of an evening at Grogans. One glance was sufficient for Barres, and he walked out.

On Madison Avenue he found a florist, selected a bewildering bouquet, and despatched it with a hasty note, by messenger, to Dulcie at her school. In the note he wrote:

I shall be there. Cheer up!

He also sent more flowers to his studio, with pencilled orders to Aristocrates.

In a toy-shop he found an appropriate decoration for the centre of the lunch table.

Later, in a jewellers, he discovered a plain gold locket, shaped like a heart and inset with one little diamond. A slender chain by which to suspend it was easily chosen; and an extra payment admitted him to the emergency department where he looked on while an expert engraved upon the locket: Dulcie Soane from Garret Barres, and the date.

After that he went into the nearest telephone booth and called up several people, inviting them to dine with him that evening.

It was nearly ten oclock now. He took his little gift, stopped a taxi, and arrived at the big brick high-school just in time to enter with the last straggling parents and family friends.

The hall was big and austerely bare, except for the ribbons and flags and palms which decorated it. It was hot, too, though all the great blank windows had been swung open wide.

The usual exercises had already begun; there were speeches from Authority; prayers by Divinity; choral effects by graduating pulchritude.

The class, attired in white, appeared to average much older than Dulcie. He could see her now, in her reconstructed communion dress, holding the big bouquet which he had sent her, one madonna lily of which she had detached and pinned over her breast.

Her features were composed and delicately flushed; her bobbed hair was tucked up, revealing the snowy neck.

One girl after another advanced and read or spoke, performing the particular parlour trick assigned her in the customary and perfectly unremarkable manner characteristic of such affairs.

Rapturous parental demonstrations greeted each effort; piano, violin and harp filled in nobly. A slight haze of dust, incident to pedalistic applause, invaded the place; there was an odour of flowers in the heated atmosphere.

Glancing at a programme which he had found on his seat, Barres read: Song: Dulcie Soane.

Looking up at her where she sat on the stage, among her comrades in white, he noticed that her eyes were busy searching the audience — possibly for him, he thought, experiencing an oddly pleasant sensation at the possibility.

* * * * *

The time at length arrived for Dulcie to do her parlour trick; she rose and came forward, clasping the big, fragrant bouquet, prettily flushed but self-possessed. The harp began a little minor prelude — something Irish and not very modern. Then Dulcies pure, untrained voice stole winningly through the picked harp-strings hesitation:

Heart of a colleen, Where do you roam? Heart of a colleen, Far from your home? Laden with love you stole from her breast! Wandering dove, return to your nest!

Sodgers are sailin Away to the wars; Ladies are wailin Their woe to the stars; Why is the heart of you straying so soon — Heart that was part of you, Eileen Aroon?

Lost to a sodger, Gone is my heart! Lost to a sodger, Now we must part —— I and my heart — for it journeys afar Along with the sodgers who sail to the war!

Tears that near blind me My pride shall dry, —— Wisha! dont mind me! Lave a lass cry! Only a sodger can whistle the tune That coaxes the heart out of Eileen Aroon!

And Dulcies song ended.

* * * * *

Almost instantly the audience had divined in the words she sang a significance which concerned them — a warning — perhaps a prophecy. The 69th Regiment of New York infantry was Irish, and nearly every seat in the hall held a relative of some young fellow serving in its ranks.

The applause was impulsive, stormy, persistent; the audience was demanding the young girls recall; the noise they made became overwhelming, checking the mediating music and baffling the next embarrassed graduate, scheduled to read an essay, and who stood there mute, her manuscript in her hand.

Finally the principal of the school arose, went over to Dulcie, and exchanged a few words with her. Then he came forward, hand lifted in appeal for silence.

The music and words of the little song you have just heard, he said, were written, I have just learned, by the mother of the girl who sang them. They were written in Ireland a number of years ago, when Irish regiments were sent away for over-seas service. Neither words nor song have ever been published. Miss Soane found them among her mothers effects.

I thought the story of the little song might interest you. For, somehow, I feel — as I think you all feel — that perhaps the day may come — may be near — when the hearts of our women, too, shall be given to their soldiers — sons, brothers, fathers — who are sailin away to the wars. But if that time comes — which God avert! — then I know that every man here will do his duty.... And every woman.... And I know that:

Tears that near blind you, Your pride shall dry! — —

He paused a moment:

Miss Soane has prepared no song to sing as an encore. In her behalf, and in my own, I thank you for your appreciation. Be kind enough to permit the exercises to proceed.

And the graduating exercises continued.

Barres waited for Dulcie. She came out among the first of those departing, walking all alone in her reconstructed white dress, and carrying his bouquet. When she caught sight of him, her face became radiant and she made her way toward him through the crowd, seeking his outstretched hand with hers, clinging to it in a passion of gratitude and emotion that made her voice tremulous:

My bouquet — it is so wonderful! I love every flower in it! Thank you with all my heart. You are so kind to have come — so kind to me — so k-kind — —

It is I who should be grateful, Dulcie, for your charming little song, he insisted. It was fascinating and exquisitely done.

Did you really like it? she asked shyly.

Indeed I did! And I quite fell in love with your voice, too — with that trick you seem to possess of conveying a hint of tears through some little grace-note now and then.... And there were tears hidden in the words; and in the melody, too.... And to think that your mother wrote it!

Yes.

After a short interval of silence he released her hand.

I have a taxi for you, he said gaily. Well drive home in state.

The girl flushed again with surprise and gratitude:

Are — are you coming, too?

Certainly Im going to take you home. Dont you belong to me? he demanded laughingly.

Yes, she said. But her forced little smile made the low-voiced answer almost solemn.

Well, then! he said cheerfully. Come along. Whats mine I look after. Well have lunch together in the studio, if you are too proud to pose for a poor artist this afternoon.

At this her sensitive face cleared and she laughed happily.

The pride of a high-school graduate! he commented, as he seated himself beside her in the taxicab. Can anything equal it?

Yes.

What?

Her pride in your — friendship, she ventured.

Which unexpected reply touched and surprised him.

You dear child! he said; Im proud of your friendship, too. Nothing ought to make a man prouder than winning a young girls confidence.

You are so kind, she sighed, touching the blossoms in her bouquet with slender fingers that trembled a little. For she would have offered him a flower from it had she found courage; but it seemed presumptuous and she dropped her hand into her lap again.

* * * * *

Aristocrates opened the door for them: Selinda took her away.

Barres had ordered flowers for the table. In the middle of it a doll stood, attired in academic cap and gown, the Stars and Stripes in one hand, in the other a green flag bearing a gold harp.

When Dulcie came in she stopped short, enchanted at the sight of the decorated table. But when Aristocrates opened the kitchen door and her three cats came trotting in, she was overcome.

For each cat wore a red, white and blue cravat on which was pinned a silk shamrock; and although Strindberg immediately keeled over on the rug and madly attacked her cravat with her hind toes, the general effect remained admirable.

Aristocrates seated Dulcie. Upon her plate was the box containing chain and locket. And the girl cast a swift, inquiring glance across the centre flowers at Barres.

Yes, its for you, Dulcie, he said.

She turned quite pale at sight of the little gift. After a silence she leaned on the table with both elbows, shading her face with her hands.

He let her alone — let the first tense moment in her youthful life ebb out of it; nor noticed, apparently, the furtive and swift touch of her best handkerchief to her closed eyes.

Aristocrates brought her a little glass of frosted orange juice. After an interval, not looking at Barres, she sipped it. Then she took the locket and chain from the satin-lined box, read the inscription, closed her lids for a seconds silent ecstasy, opened them looking at him through rapturous tears, and with her eyes still fixed on him lifted the chain and fastened it around her slender neck.

The luncheon then proceeded, the Prophet gravely assisting from the vantage point of a neighbouring chair, the Houri, more emotional, promenading earnestly at the heels of Aristocrates. As for Strindberg, she possessed neither manners nor concentration, and she alternately squalled her desires for food or frisked all over the studio, attempting complicated maneuvres with every curtain-cord and tassel within reach.

Dulcie had found her voice again — a low, uncertain, tremulous little voice when she tried to thank him for the happiness he had given her — a clearer, firmer voice when he dexterously led the conversation into channels more familiar and serene.

They talked of the graduating exercises, of her part in them, of her classmates, of education in general.

She told him that since she was quite young she had learned to play the piano by remaining for an hour every day after school, and receiving instruction from a young teacher who needed a little extra pin money.

As for singing, she had had no instruction. Her voice had never been tried, never been cultivated.

Well have it tried some day, he said casually.

But Dulcie shook her head, explaining that it was an expensive process and not to be thought of.

How did you pay for your piano lessons? he asked.

I paid twenty-five cents an hour. My mother left a little money for me when I was a baby. I spent it all that way.

Every bit of it?

Yes. I had $500. It lasted me seven years — from the time I was ten to now.

Are you seventeen? You dont look it.

I know I dont. My teachers tell me that my mind is very quick but my body is slow. It annoys me to be mistaken for a child of fifteen. And I have to dress that way, too, because my dresses still fit me and clothes are very expensive.

Are they?

Dulcie became confidential and loquacious:

Oh, very. You dont know about girls clothes, I suppose. But they cost a very great deal. So Ive had to wear out dresses Ive had ever since I was fourteen and fifteen. And so I cant put up my hair because it would make my dresses look ridiculous; and that renders the situation all the worse — to be obliged to go about with bobbed hair, you see? There doesnt seem to be any way out of it, she ended, with a despairing little laugh, and I was seventeen last February!

Cheer up! Youll grow old fast enough. And now youre going to have a jolly little salary as my model, and you ought to be able to buy suitable clothes. Oughtnt you?

She did not answer, and he repeated the question. And drew from her, reluctantly, that her father, so far, had absorbed what money she had earned by posing.

A dull red gathered under the young mans cheek-bones, but he said carelessly:

That wont do. Ill talk it over with your father. Im very sure hell agree with me that you should bank your salary and draw out what you need for your personal expenses.

Dulcie sat silent over her fruit and bon-bons. Reaction from the keen emotions of the day had, perhaps, begun to have their effect.

They rose and reseated themselves on the sofa, where she sat in the corner among gorgeous Chinese cushions, her reconstructed dress now limp and shabby, the limp madonna lily hanging from her breast.

It had been for her the happiest day of her life. It had dawned the loneliest, but under the magic of this mans kindness the day was ending like a day in Paradise.

To Dulcie, however, happiness was less dependent upon receiving than upon giving; and like all things feminine, mature and immature, she desired to serve where her heart was enlisted — began to experience the restless desire to give. What? And as the question silently presented itself, she looked up at Barres:

Could I pose for you?

On a day like this! Nonsense, Dulcie. This is your holiday.

Id really like to — if you want me — —

No. Curl up here and take a nap. Slip off your gown so you wont muss it and ask Selinda for a kimono. Because youre going to need your gown this evening, he added smilingly.

Why? Please tell me why?

No. Youve had enough excitement. Tell Selinda to give you a kimono. Then you can lie down in my room if you like. Selinda will call you in plenty of time. And after that Ill tell you how were going to bring your holiday to a gay conclusion.

She seemed disinclined to stir, curled up there, her eyes brilliant with curiosity, her lips a trifle parted in a happy smile. She lay that way for a few moments, looking up at him, her fingers caressing the locket, then she sat up swiftly.

Must I take a nap?

Certainly.

She sprang to her feet, flashed past him, and disappeared in the corridor.

Dont forget to wake me! she called back.

I wont forget!

When he heard her voice again, conversing with Selinda, he opened the studio door and went down stairs.

Soane, rather the worse for wear, was at the desk, and, standing beside him, was a one-eyed man carrying two pedlars boxes under his arms. They both looked around quickly when Barres appeared. Before he reached the desk the one-eyed man turned and walked out hastily into the street.

Soane, said Barres, Ive one or two things to say to you. The first is this: if you dont stop drinking and if you dont keep away from Grogans, youll lose your job here.

Musha, then, Misther Barres — —

Wait a moment; Im not through. I advise you to stop drinking and to keep away from Grogans. Thats the first thing. And next, go on and graft as much as you like, only warn your pedlar-friends to keep away from Studio No. 9. Do you understand?

Fr the love o God — —

Cut out the injured innocence, Soane. Im telling you how to avoid trouble, thats all.

Misther Barres, sorr! As God sees me — —

I can see you, too. I want you to behave, Soane. This is friendly advice. That one-eyed pedlar who just beat it has been bothering me. Other pedlars come ringing at the studio and interrupt and annoy me. You know the rules. If the other tenants care to stand for it, all right. But Im through. Is that plain?

It is, sorr, said the unabashed delinquent. The faintest glimmer of a grin came into his battered eyes. Sorra a wan o thim ever lays a hand to No. 9 bell or Ill have his life!

One thing more, continued Barres, smiling in spite of himself at the Irish of it all. I am paying Dulcie a salary — —

Wisha then — —

Stop! I tell you that shes in my employment on a salary. Dont ever touch a penny of it again.

Sure the childs wages — —

No, they dont belong to the father. Legally, perhaps, but the law doesnt suit me. So if you take the money that she earns, and blow it in at Grogans, Ill have to discharge her because I wont stand for what you are doing.

Would you do that, Mr. Barres?

I certainly would.

The Irishman scratched his curly head in frank perplexity.

Dulcie needs clothes suitable to her age, continued Barres. She needs other things. Im going to take charge of her savings so dont you attempt to tamper with them. You wouldnt do such a thing, anyway, Soane, if this miserable drink habit hadnt got a hold on you. If you dont quit, it will down you. Youll lose your place here. You know that. Try to brace up. This is a rotten deal youre giving yourself and your daughter.

Soane wept easily. He wept now. Tearful volubility followed — picturesque, lit up with Hibernian flashes, then rambling, and a hint of slyness in it which kept one weeping eye on duty watching Barres all the while.

All right; behave yourself, concluded Barres. And, Soane, I shall have three or four people to dinner and a little dancing afterward. I want Dulcie to enjoy her graduating dance.

Sure, Misther Barres, youre that kind to the child — —

Somebody ought to be. Do you know that there was nobody she knew to see her graduate to-day, excepting myself?

Oh, the poor darling! Sure, I was that busy — —

Busy sleeping off a souse, said Barres drily. And by the way, who is that stolid, German-looking girl who alternates with you here at the desk?

Miss Kurtz, sorr.

Oh. She seems stupid. Where did you dig her up?

A frind o mine riccominds her highly, sorr.

Is that so? Who is he? One of your German pedlar friends at Grogans? Be careful, Soane. You Sinn Feiners are headed for trouble.

He turned and mounted the stairs. Soane looked after him with an uneasy expression, partly humorous.

Ah, then, Mr. Barres, he said, dont be botherin afther the likes of us poor Irish. Is there anny harrm in a sup o beer av a Dootchman pays?

Barres looked back at him:

A one-eyed Dutchman?

Ah, gwan, sorr, wid yer hokin an jokin! Is it graft ye say? An how can ye say it, sorr, knowin me as ye do, Misther Barres?

The impudent grin on the Irishmans face was too much for the young man. He continued to mount the stairs, laughing.


CHAPTER X

HER EVENING

[image: img657.jpg]

AS HE ENTERED the studio he heard the telephone ringing. Presently Selinda marched in:

A lady, sir, who will not giff her name, desires to spik to Mr. Barres.

I dont talk to anonymous people, he said curtly.

I shall tell her, sir?

Certainly. Did you make Miss Dulcie comfortable?

Yess, sir.

Thats right. Now, take that dress of Miss Dulcies, go out to some shop on Fifth Avenue, buy a pretty party gown of similar dimensions, and bring it back with you. Take a taxi both ways. Wait — take her stockings and slippers, too, and buy her some fine ones. And some underwear suitable. He went to a desk, unlocked it, and handed the maid a flat packet of bank-notes. Be sure the things are nice, he insisted.

Selinda, starched, immaculate, frosty-eyed, marched out. She returned a few moments later, wearing jacket and hat.

Sir, the lady on the telephone hass called again. The lady would inquire of Mr. Barres if perhaps he has recollection of the Fountain of Marie de Médicis.

Barres reddened with surprise and pleasure:

Oh! Yes, indeed, Ill speak to that lady. Hang up the service receiver, Selinda. And he stepped to the studio telephone.

Nihla? he exclaimed in a low, eager voice.

Cest moi, Thessa! Have you a letter from me?

No, you little wretch! Oh, Thessa, youre certainly a piker! Fancy my not hearing one word from you since April! — not a whisper, not a sign to tell me that you are alive — —

Garry, hush! It was not because I did not wish to see you — —

Yes, it was! You knew bally well that I hadnt your address and that you had mine! Is that what you call friendship?

You dont understand what you are saying. I wanted to see you. It has been impossible — —

You are not singing and dancing anywhere in New York. I watched the papers. I even went to the Palace of Mirrors to enquire if you had signed with them there.

Wait! Be careful, please! — —

Why?

Be careful what you say over the telephone. For my sake, Garry. Dont use my former name or say anything to identify me with any place or profession. Ive been in trouble. Im in trouble still. Had you no letter from me this morning?

No.

That is disquieting news. I posted a letter to you last night. You should have had it in your morning mail.

No letter has come from you. I had no letters at all in the morning mail, and only one or two important business letters since.

Then Im deeply worried. I shall have to see you unless that letter is delivered to you by evening.

Splendid! But youll have to come to me, Thessa. Ive invited a few people to dine here and dance afterwards. If youll dine with us, Ill get another man to balance the table. Will you?

After a moment she said:

Yes. What time?

Eight! This is wonderful of you, Thessa! he said excitedly. If youre in trouble well clear it up between us. Im so happy that you will give me this proof of friendship.

You dear boy, she said in a troubled voice. I should be more of a friend if I kept away from you.

Nonsense! You promise, dont you?

Yes ... Do you realise that to-night another summer moon is to witness our reunion?... I shall come to you once more under a full June moon.... And then, perhaps, no more.... Never.... Unless after the world ends I come to you through shadowy outer space — a ghost drifting — a shred of mist across the moon, seeking you once more! — —

My poor child, he said laughing, you must be in no end of low spirits to talk that way.

It does sound morbid. But I have plenty of courage, Garry. I shall not snivel on the starched bosom of your evening shirt when we meet. Donc, à bientôt, monsieur. Soyez tranquille! You shall not be ashamed of me among your guests.

Fancy! he laughed happily. Dont worry, Thessa. Well fix up whatever bothers you. Eight oclock! Dont forget!

I am not likely to, she said.

* * * * *

Until Selinda returned from her foray along Fifth Avenue, Barres remained in the studio, lying in his armchair, still possessed by the delightful spell, still excited by the prospect of seeing Thessalie Dunois again, here, under his own roof.

But when the slant-eyed and spotlessly blond Finn arrived, he came back out of his retrospective trance.

Did you get some pretty things for Miss Soane? he enquired.

Yess, sir, be-ootiful. Selinda deposited on the table a sheaf of paid bills and the balance of the bank-notes. Would Mr. Barres be kind enough to inspect the clothes for Miss Soane?

No, thanks. You say theyre all right?

Yess, sir. They are heavenly be-ootiful.

Very well. Tell Aristocrates to lay out my clothes after you have dressed Miss Dulcie. There will be two extra people to dinner. Tell Aristocrates. Is Miss Dulcie still asleep?

Yess, sir.

All right. Wake her in time to dress her so she can come out here and give me a chance — — He glanced at the clock Better wake her now, Selinda. Its time for her to dress and evacuate my quarters. Ill take forty winks here until shes ready.

* * * * *

Barres lay dozing on the sofa when Dulcie came in.

Selinda, enraptured by her own efficiency in grooming and attiring the girl, marched behind her, unable to detach herself from her own handiwork.

From crown to heel the transfiguration was absolute — from the point of her silk slipper to the topmost curl on the head which Selinda had dressed to perfection.

For Selinda had been a ladys maid in great houses, and also had a mania for grooming herself with the minute and thorough devotion of a pedigreed cat. And Dulcie emerged from her hands like some youthful sea-nymph out of a bath of foam, snowy-sweet as some fresh and slender flower.

With a shy courage born with her own transfiguration, she went to Barres, where he lay on the sofa, and bent over him.

She had made no sound; perhaps her nearness awoke him, for he opened his eyes.

Dulcie! he exclaimed.

Do I please you? she whispered.

He sat up abruptly.

You wonderful child! he said, frankly astonished. Whereupon he got off the sofa, walked all around her inspecting her.

What a get-up! What a girl! he murmured. You lovely little thing, you astound me! Selinda, you certainly know a thing or two. Take it from me, you do Miss Soane and yourself more credit in your way than I do with paint and canvas.

Dulcie blushed vividly; the white skin of Selinda also reddened with pleasure at her masters enthusiasm.

Tell Aristocrates to fix my bath and lay out my clothes, he said. Ive guests coming and Ive got to hustle! And to Dulcie: Were going to have a little party in honour of your graduation. Thats what I have to tell you, dear. Does it please you? Do your pretty clothes please you?

The girl, overwhelmed, could only look at him. Her lips, vivid and slightly parted, quivered as her breath came irregularly. But she found no words — nothing to say except in the passionate gratitude of her grey eyes.

You dear child, he said gently. Then, after a moments silence, he eased the tension with his quick smile: Wonder-child, go and seat yourself very carefully, and be jolly careful you dont rumple your frock, because I want you to astonish one or two people this evening.

Dulcie found her voice:

I — Im so astonished at myself that I dont seem real. I seem to be somebody else — long ago! She stepped close to him, opened her locket for his inspection, holding it out to him as far as the chain permitted. It framed a miniature of a red-haired, grey-eyed girl of sixteen.

Your mother, Dulcie?

Yes. How perfectly it fits into my locket! I carry it always in my purse.

It might easily be yourself, Dulcie, he said in a low voice. You are her living image.

Yes. That is what astonishes me. To-night, for the first time in my life, it occurred to me that I look like this girl picture of my mother.

You never thought so before?

Never. She stood looking down at the laughing face in the locket for a few moments, then, lifting her eyes to his:

Ive been made over, in a day, to look like this.... You did it!

Nonsense! Selinda and her curling iron did it.

They laughed a little.

No, she said, you have made me. You began to make me all over three months ago — oh, longer ago than that! — you began to remake me the first time you ever spoke to me — the first time you opened your door to me. That was nearly two years ago. And ever since I have been slowly becoming somebody quite new — inside and outside — until to-night, you see, I begin to look like my mother. She smiled at him, drew a deep breath, closed the locket, dropped it on her breast.

I mustnt keep you, she said. I wanted to show the picture — so you can understand what you have done for me to make me look like that.

* * * * *

When Barres returned to the studio, freshened and groomed for the evening, he found Dulcie at the piano, playing the little song she had sung that morning, and singing the words under her breath. But she ceased as he came up, and swung around on the piano-stool to confront him with the most radiant smile he had ever seen on a human face.

What a day this has been! she said, clasping her hands tightly. I simply cannot make it seem real.

He laughed:

It isnt ended yet, either. Theres a night to every day, you know. And your graduation party will begin in a few moments.

I know. Im fearfully excited. Youll stay near me, wont you?

You bet! Did I tell you who are coming? Well, then, you wont feel strange, because Ive merely asked two or three men who live in Dragon Court — men you see every day — Mr. Trenor, Mr. Mandel, and Mr. Westmore.

Oh, she said, relieved.

Also, he said, I have asked Miss Souval — that tall, pretty girl who sometimes sits for Mr. Trenor — Damaris Souval. You remember her?

Yes.

Also, he continued, Mr. Mandel wishes to bring a young married woman who has developed a violent desire for the artistic and informal, but who belongs in the Social Register. He laughed. Its all right if Corot Mandel wants her. Her name is Mrs. Helmund — Elsena Helmund. Mr. Trenor is painting her.

Dulcies face was serious but calm.

And then, to even the table, concluded Barres smilingly, I invited a girl I knew long ago in Paris. Her name is Thessalie Dunois; and shes very lovely to look upon, Dulcie. I am very sure you will like her.

There was a silence; then the electric bell rang in the corridor, announcing the arrival of the first guest. As Barres rose, Dulcie laid her hand on his arm — a swift, involuntary gesture — as though the girl were depending on his protection.

The winning appeal touched him and amused him, too.

Dont worry, dear, he said. Youll have the prettiest frock in the studio — if you need that knowledge to reassure you — —

The corridor door opened and closed. Somebody went into his bedroom with Selinda — that being the only available cloak-room for women.


CHAPTER XI

HER NIGHT
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THESSALIE DUNOIS! THIS is charming of you! said Barres, crossing the studio swiftly and taking her hand in both of his.

Im so glad to see you, Garry— she looked past him across the studio at Dulcie, and her voice died out for a moment. Who is that girl? she enquired under her breath.

Ill present you — —

Wait. Who is she?

Dulcie Soane — —

Soane?

Yes. Ill tell you about her later — —

In a moment, Garry. Thessalie looked across the room at the girl for a second or two longer, then turned a troubled, preoccupied gaze on Barres. Have you a letter from me? I posted it last night.

Not yet.

The doorbell rang. He could hear more guests entering the corridor beyond. A faint smile — the forced smile of courage — altered Thessalies features now, until it became a fixed and pretty mask.

Contrive to give me a moment alone with you this evening, she whispered. My need is great, Garry.

Whenever you say! Now?

No. I want to talk to that young girl first.

They walked over to where Dulcie stood by the piano, silent and self-possessed.

Thessa, he said, this is Miss Soane, who graduated from high school to-day, and in whose honour I am giving this little party. And to Dulcie he said: Miss Dunois and I were friends when I lived in France. Please tell her about your picture, which you and I are doing. He turned as he finished speaking, and went forward to welcome Esmé Trenor and Damaris Souval, who happened to arrive together.

Oh, the cunning little girl over there! exclaimed the tall and lovely Damaris, greeting Barres with cordial, outstretched hands. Where did you find such an engaging little thing?

You dont recognise her? he asked, amused.

I? No. Should I?

Shes Dulcie Soane, the girl at the desk down-stairs! said Barres, delighted. This is her party. She has just graduated from high school, and she — —

Belongs to Barres, interrupted Esmé Trenor in his drawling voice. Unusual, isnt she, Damaris? — logical anatomy, ornamental, vague development; nice lines, not obvious — like yours, Damaris, he added impudently. Then waving his lank hand with its over-polished nails: I like the indefinite accented with one ripping value. Look at that hair! — lac and burnt orange rubbed in, smeared, then wiped off with the thumb! You follow the intention, Barres?

You talk too much, Esmé, interrupted Damaris tartly. Who is that lovely being talking to the little Soane girl, Garry?

A friend of my Paris days — Thessalie Dunois — — Again he checked himself to turn and greet Corot Mandel, subtle creator and director of exotic spectacles — another tall and rather heavily built man, with a mop of black and shiny hair, a monocle, and sanguine features slightly oriental.

With Corot Mandel had come Elsena Helmund — an attractive woman of thoroughbred origin and formal environment, and apparently fed up with both. For she frankly preferred grades to registered stock, and she prowled through every art and theatrical purlieu from the Mews to Westchester, in eternal and unquiet search for an antidote to the sex-ennui which she erroneously believed to be an intellectual necessity for self-expression.

Who is that winning child with red hair? she enquired, nodding informal recognition to the other guests, whom she already knew. Dont tell me, she added, elevating a quizzing glass and staring at Dulcie, that this engaging infant has a history already! It isnt possible, with that April smile in her child eyes!

You bet she hasnt a history, Elsena, said Barres, frowning; and Ill see that she doesnt begin one as long as shes in my neighbourhood.

Corot Mandel, who had been heavily inspecting Dulcie through his monocle, now stood twirling it by its frayed and greasy cord:

I could do something for her — unless shes particularly yours, Barres? he suggested. Ive seldom seen a better type in New York.

You idiot. Dont you recognise her? Shes Dulcie Soane! You could have picked her yourself if youd had any flaire.

Oh, hell, murmured Mandel, disgusted. And I thought I possessed flaire. Your private property, I suppose? he added sourly.

Absolutely. Keep off!

Watch me, murmured Corot Mandel, with a wry face, as they moved forward to join the others and be presented to the little guest of the evening.

Westmore came in at the same moment — a short, blond, vigorous young man, who knew everybody except Thessalie, and proceeded to smash the ice in characteristic fashion:

Dulcie! You beautiful child! How are you, duckey? — catching her by both hands,— a little salute for Nunky? Yes? — kissing her heartily on both cheeks. Ive a gift for you in my overcoat pocket. Well sneak out and get it after dinner! He gave her hands a hearty squeeze, turned to the others: I ought to have been Miss Soanes godfather. So I appointed myself as such. Where are the cocktails, Garry?

Road-to-ruin cocktails were served — frosted orange juice for Dulcie. Everybody drank her health. Then Aristocrates gracefully condescended to announce dinner. And Barres took out Dulcie, her arm resting light as a snowflake on his sleeve.

There were flowers everywhere in the dining-room; table, buffet, curtains, lustres were gay with early blossoms, exhaling the haunting scent of spring.

Do you like it, Dulcie? he whispered.

She merely turned and looked at him, quite unable to speak, and he laughed at her brilliant eyes and flushed cheeks, and, dropping his right hand, squeezed hers.

Its your party, Sweetness — all yours! You must have a good time every minute! And he turned, still smiling, to Thessalie Dunois on his left:

Its quite wonderful, Thessa, to have you here — to be actually seated beside you at my own table. I shall not let you slip away from me again, you enchanting ghost! — and leave me with a dislocated heart.

Garry, that sounds almost sentimental. Were not, you know.

How do I know? You never gave me a chance to be sentimental.

She laughed mirthlessly:

Never gave you a chance? And our brief but headlong career together, monsieur? What was it but a continuous cataract of chances?

But we were laughing our silly heads off every minute! I had no opportunity.

That seemed to amuse her and awaken the ever-latent humour in her.

Opportunity, she observed demurely, should be created and taken, not shyly awaited with eyes rolled upward and a sucked thumb.

They both laughed outright. Her colour rose; the old humorous challenge was in her eyes again; the subtle mask was already slipping from her features, revealing them in all their charming recklessness.

You know my creed, she said; to go forward — laugh — and accept what Destiny sends you — still laughing! Her smile altered again, became, for a moment, strange and vague. God knows that is what I am doing to-night, she murmured, lifting her slim glass, in which the gush of sunny bubbles caught the candlelight. To Destiny — whatever it may be! Drink with me, Garry!

Around them the chatter and vivacity increased, as Damaris ended a duel of wit with Westmore and prepared for battle with Corot Mandel. Everybody seemed to be irresponsibly loquacious except Dulcie, who sat between Barres and Esmé Trenor, a silent, smiling, reserved little listener. For Barres was still conversationally involved with Thessalie, and Esmé Trenor, languid and detached, being entirely ignored by Damaris, whom he had taken out, awaited his own proper modicum of worship from his silent little neighbour on his left — which tribute he took for granted was his sacred due, and which, hitherto, he had invariably received from woman.

But nobody seemed to be inclined to worship; Damaris scarcely deigned to notice him, his impudence, perhaps, still rankling. Thessalie, laughingly engaged with Barres, remained oblivious to the fashionable portrait painter. As for Elsena Helmund, that youthful matron was busily pretending to comprehend Corot Mandels covert orientalisms, and secretly wondering whether they were, perhaps, as improper as Westmore kept whispering to her they were, urging her to pick up her skirts and run.

Esmé Trenor permitted a few weary but slightly disturbed glances to rest on Dulcie from time to time, but made no effort to entertain her.

And she, on her part, evinced no symptoms of worshipping him. And all the while he was thinking to himself:

Can this be the janitors daughter? Is she the same rather soiled, impersonal child whom I scarcely ever noticed — the thin, immature, negligible little drudge with a head full of bobbed red hair?

His lack of vision, of finer discernment, deeply annoyed him. Her lack of inclination to worship him, now that she had the God-sent opportunity, irritated him.

The silly little bounder, he thought, how can she sit beside me without timidly venturing to entertain me?

He stole another profoundly annoyed glance at Dulcie. The child was certainly beautiful — a slim, lovely, sensitive thing of qualities so delicate that the painter of pretty women became even more surprised and chagrined that it had taken Barres to discover this desirable girl in the silent, shabby child of Larry Soane.

Presently he lurched part way toward her in his chair, and looked at her with bored but patronising encouragement.

Talk to me, he said languidly.

Dulcie turned and looked at him out of uninterested grey eyes.

What? she said.

Talk to me, he repeated pettishly.

Talk to yourself, retorted Dulcie, and turned again to listen to the gay nonsense which Damaris and Westmore were exchanging amid peals of general laughter.

But Esmé Trenor was thunderstruck. A deep and painful colour stained his pallid features. Never before had mortal woman so flouted him. It was unthinkable. It really wouldnt do. There must be some explanation for this young girls monstrous attitude toward offered opportunity.

I say, he insisted, still very red, are you bashful, by any chance?

Dulcie slowly turned toward him again:

Sometimes I am bashful; not now.

Oh. Then wouldnt you like to talk to me?

I dont think so.

Fancy! And why not, Dulcie?

Because I havent anything to say to you.

Dear child, that is the incentive to all conversation — lack of anything to say. You should practise the art of saying nothing politely.

You should have practised it enough to say good morning to me during these last five years, said Dulcie gravely.

Oh, I say! Youre rather severe, you know! You were just a little thing running about underfoot! — Im sorry you feel angry — —

I do not. But how can I have anything to talk to you about, Mr. Trenor, when you have never even noticed me all these years, although often I have handed you your keys and your letters.

It was quite stupid of me. Im sorry. But a man, you see, doesnt notice children — —

Some men do.

You mean Mr. Barres! That is unkind. Why rub it in, Dulcie? Im rather an interesting fellow, after all.

Are you? she asked absently.

Her honest indifference to him was perfectly apparent to Esmé Trenor. This would never do. She must be subdued, made sane, disciplined!

Do you know, he drawled, leaning lankly nearer, dropping both arms on the cloth, and fixing his heavy-lidded eyes intensely on her, — do you know — do you guess, perhaps, why I never spoke to you in all these years?

You did not trouble yourself to speak to me, I imagine.

You are wrong. I was afraid! And he stared at her pallidly.

Afraid? she repeated, puzzled.

He leaned nearer, confidential, sad:

Shall I tell you a precious secret, Dulcie? I am a coward. I am a slave of fear. I am afraid of beauty! Isnt that a very strange thing to say? Can you understand the subtlety of that indefinable psychology? Fear is an emotion. Fear of the beautiful is still a subtler emotion. Fear, itself, is beautiful beyond words. Beauty is Fear. Fear is Beauty. Do you follow me, Dulcie?

No, said the girl, bewildered.

Esmé sighed:

Some day you will follow me. It is my destiny to be followed, pursued, haunted by loveliness impotently seeking to express itself to me, while I, fearing it, dare only to express my fear with brush and pencil!... When shall I paint you? he added with sad benevolence.

What?

When shall I try to interpret upon canvas my subtle fear of you? And, as the girl remained mute: When, he explained languidly, shall I appoint an hour for you to sit to me?

I am Mr. Barress model, she said, flushing.

I shall have to arrange it with him, then, he nodded, wearily.

I dont think you can.

Fancy! Why not?

Because I do not wish to sit to anybody except Mr. Barres, she said candidly, and what you paint does not interest me at all.

Are you familiar with my work? he asked incredulously.

She shook her head, shrugged, and turned to Barres, who had at last relinquished Thessalie to Westmore.

Well, Sweetness, he said gaily, do you get on with Esmé Trenor?

He talked, she said in a voice perfectly audible to Esmé.

Barres glanced toward Esmé, secretly convulsed, but that young apostle of Fear had swung one thin leg over the other and was now presenting one shoulder and the back of his head to them both, apparently in delightful conversation with Elsena Helmund, who was fed up on him and his fears.

You must always talk to your neighbours at dinner, insisted Barres, still immensely amused. Esmé is a very popular man with fashionable women, Dulcie, — a painter in much demand and much adored.... Why do you smile?

Dulcie smiled again, deliciously.

Anyway, continued Barres, you must now give the signal for us to rise by standing up. Im so proud of you, Dulcie, darling! he added impulsively;  — and everybody is mad about you!

You made me— she laughed mischievously,  — out of a rag and a bone and a hank of hair!

You made yourself out of nothing, child! And everybody thinks you delightful.

Do you?

You dear girl! — of course I do. Does it make such a difference to you, Dulcie — my affection for you?

Is it — affection?

It certainly is. Didnt you know it?

I didnt — know — what it was.

Of course it is affection. Who could be with you as I have been and not grow tremendously fond of you?

Nobody ever did except you. Mr. Westmore was always nice. But — but you are so kind — I cant express — I — c-cant — — Her emotion checked her.

Dont try, dear! he said hastily. Were going in to have a jolly dance now. You and I begin it together. Dont you let any other fellow take you away!

She looked up, laughed blissfully, gazing at him with brilliant eyes a little dimmed.

Theyll all be at your heels, he said, beginning to comprehend the beauty he had let loose on the world,  — every man-jack of them, mark my prophecy! But ours is the first dance, Dulcie. Promise?

I do. And I promise you the next — please — —

Well, Im host, he said doubtfully, and a trifle taken aback. Well have some other dances together, anyway. But I couldnt monopolise you, Sweetness.

The girl looked at him silently, then her grey, intelligent eyes rested directly on Thessalie Dunois.

Will you dance with her? she asked gravely.

Yes, of course. And with the others, too. Tell me, Dulcie, did you find Miss Dunois agreeable?

I — dont — know.

Why, you ought to like her. Shes very attractive.

She is quite beautiful, said the girl, watching Thessalie across his shoulder.

Yes, she really is. What did you and she talk about?

Father, replied Dulcie, determined to have no further commerce with Thessalie Dunois which involved a secrecy excluding Barres. She asked me if he were not my father. Then she asked me a great many stupid questions about him. And about Miss Kurtz, who takes the desk when father is out. Also, she asked me about the mail and whether the postman delivered letters at the desk or in the box outside, and about the tenants mail boxes, and who distributed the letters through them. She seemed interested, added the girl indifferently, but I thought it a silly subject for conversation.

Barres, much perplexed, sat gazing at Dulcie in silence for a moment, then recollecting his duty, he smiled and whispered:

Stand up, now, Dulcie. You are running this show.

The girl flushed and rose, and the others stood up. Barres took her to the studio door, then returned to the table with the group of men.

Well, he exclaimed happily, what do you fellows think of Soanes little girl now? Isnt she the sweetest thing you ever heard of?

A peach! said Westmore, in his quick, hearty voice. Whats the idea, Garry? Is it to be her career, this posing business? And where is it going to land her? In the Winter Garden?

Where is it going to land you? added Esmé impudently.

Why, I dont know, myself, replied Barres, with a troubled smile. The little thing always appealed to me — her loneliness and neglect, and — and something about the child — I cant define it — —

Possibilities? suggested Mandel viciously. Take it from me, youre some picker, Garry.

Perhaps. Anyway, Ive given her the run of my place for the last two years and more. And she has been growing up all the while, and I didnt notice it. And suddenly, this spring, I discovered her for the first time.... And — well, look at her to-night!

Shes your private model, isnt she? persisted Mandel.

Entirely, replied Barres drily.

Selfish dog! remarked Westmore, with his lively, wholesome laugh. I once asked her to sit for me — more out of good nature than anything else. And a jolly fine little model she ought to make you, Garry. Shes beginning to acquire a figure.

Shes quite wonderful that way, too, nodded Barres.

Undraped? inquired Esmé.

A miracle, nodded Barres absently. Paint is becoming inadequate. I shall model her this summer. I tell you I have never seen anything to compare to her. Never!

What else will you do with her? drawled Esmé. Youll go stale on her some day, of course. Am I next?

No!... I dont know what shell do. It begins to look like a responsibility, doesnt it? Shes such a fine little girl, explained Barres warmly. Ive grown quite fond of her — interested in her. Do you know she has an excellent mind? And nice, fastidious instincts? She thinks straight. That souse of a father of hers ought to be jailed for the way he neglects her.

Are you thinking of adopting her? asked Trenor, with the faintest of sneers, which escaped Barres.

Adopt a girl? Oh, Lord, no! I cant do anything like that. Yet — I hate to think of her future, too ... unless somebody looks out for her. But it isnt possible for me to do anything for her except to give her a good job with a decent man — —

Meaning yourself, commented Mandel, acidly.

Well, I am decent, retorted Barres warmly, amid general laughter. You fellows know what chances she might take with some men, he added, laughing at his own warm retort.

Esmé and Corot Mandel nodded piously, each perfectly aware of what chance any attractive girl would run with his predatory neighbour.

To shift the subject of discourse — that girl, Thessalie Dunois, began Westmore, in his energetic way, is about the cleverest and prettiest woman Ive seen in New York outside the theatre district.

I met her in France, said Barres, carelessly. She really is wonderfully clever.

I shall let her talk to me, drawled Esmé, flicking at his cigarette. It will be a liberal education for her.

Mandels slow, oriental eyes blinked contempt; he caressed his waxed moustache with nicotine-stained fingers:

I am going to direct an out-of-door spectacle — a sort of play — not named yet — up your way, Barres — at Northbrook. Its for the Belgians.... If Miss Dunois — unless, he added sardonically, you have her reserved, also — —

Nonsense! You cast Thessalie Dunois and shell make your show for you, Mandel! exclaimed Barres. I know and Im telling you. Dont make any mistake: theres a girl who can make good!

Oh. Is she a professional?

It was on the tip of Barress tongue to say Rather! But he checked himself, not knowing Thessalies wishes concerning details of her incognito.

Talk to her about it, he said, rising.

The others laid aside cigars and followed him into the studio, where already the gramophone was going and Aristocrates and Selinda were rolling up the rugs.

* * * * *

Barres and Dulcie danced until the music, twice revived, expired in husky dissonance, and a new disc was substituted by Westmore.

By heaven! he said, Ill dance this with my godchild or Ill murder you, Garry. Back up, there! — you soulless monopolist! And Dulcie, half laughing, half vexed, was swept away in Westmores vigorous arms, with a last, long, appealing look at Barres.

The latter danced in turn with his feminine guests, as in duty bound — in pleasure bound, as far as concerned Thessalie.

And to think, to think, he repeated, that you and I, who once trod the moonlit way, June-mad, moon-mad, should be dancing here together once more!

Alas, she said, though this is June again, moon and madness are lacking. So is the enchanted river and your canoe. And so is that gay heart of mine — that funny, careless little heart which was once my comrade, sending me into a happy gale of laughter every time it counselled me to folly.

What is the matter, Thessa?

Garry, there is so much the matter that I dont know how to tell you.... And yet, I have nobody else to tell.... Is that maid of yours German?

No, Finnish.

You cant be certain, she murmured. Your guests are all American, are they not?

Yes.

And the little Soane girl? Are her sympathies with Germany?

Why, certainly not! What gave you that idea, Thessa?

The music ran down; Westmore, the indefatigable, still keeping possession of Dulcie, went over to wind up the gramophone.

Isnt there some place where I could be alone with you for a few minutes? whispered Thessalie.

Theres a balcony under the middle window. It overlooks the court.

She nodded and laid her hand on his arm, and they walked to the long window, opened it, and stepped out.

Moonlight fell into the courtyard, silvering everything. Down there on the grass the Prophet sat, motionless as a black sphynx in the lustre of the moon.

Thessalie looked down into the shadowy court, then turned and glanced up at the tiled roof just above them, where a chimney rose in silhouette against the pale radiance of the sky.

Behind the chimney, flat on their stomachs, lay two men who had been watching, through an upper ventilating pane of glass, the scene in the brilliantly lighted studio below them.

The men were Soane and his crony, the one-eyed pedlar. But neither Thessalie nor Barres could see them up there behind the chimney.

Yet the girl, as though some unquiet instinct warned her, glanced up at the eaves above her head once more, and Barres looked up, too.

What do you see up there? he inquired.

Nothing.... There could be nobody up there to listen, could there?

He laughed:

Who would want to climb up on the roof to spy on you or me — —

Dont speak so loud, Garry — —

What on earth is the trouble?

The same trouble that drove me out of France, she said in a low voice. Dont ask me what it was. All I can tell you is this: I am followed everywhere I go. I cannot make a living. Whenever I secure an engagement and return at the appointed time to fill it, something happens.

What happens? he asked bluntly.

They repudiate the agreement, she said in a quiet voice. They give no reasons; they simply tell me that they dont want me. Do you remember that evening when I left the Palace of Mirrors?

Indeed, I do — —

That was only one example. I left with an excellent contract, signed. The next day, when I returned, the management took my contract out of my hands and tore it up.

What! Why, thats outrageous — —

Hush! That is only one instance. Everywhere it is the same. I am accepted after a try-out; then, without apparent reason, I am told not to return.

You mean there is some conspiracy — — he began incredulously, but she interrupted him with a white hand over his, nervously committing him to silence:

Listen, Garry! Men have followed me here from Europe. I am constantly watched in New York. I cannot shake off this surveillance for very long at a time. Sooner or later I become conscious again of curious eyes regarding me; of features that all at once become unpleasantly familiar in the throng. After several encounters in street or car or restaurant, I recognise these. Often and often instinct alone warns me that I am followed; sometimes I am so certain of it that I take pains to prove it.

Do you prove it?

Usually.

Well, what the devil — —

Hush! I seem to be getting into deeper trouble than that, Garry. I have changed my residence so many, many times! — but every time people get into my room when I am away and ransack my effects.... And now I never enter my room unless the landlady is with me, or the janitor — especially after dark.

Good Lord! — —

Listen! I am not really frightened. It isnt fear, Garry. That word isnt in my creed, you know. But it bewilders me.

In the name of common sense, he demanded, what reason has anybody to annoy you — —

Her hand tightened on his:

If I only knew who these people are — whether they are agents of the Count dEblis or of the — the French Government! But I cant determine. They steal letters directed to me; they steal letters which I write and mail with my own hands. I wrote to you yesterday, because I — I felt I couldnt stand this persecution — any — longer — —

Her voice became unsteady; she waited, gripping his hand, until self-control returned. When she was mistress of herself again, she forced a smile and her tense hand relaxed.

You know, she said, it is most annoying to have my little love-letter to you intercepted.

But his features remained very serious:

When did you mail that letter to me?

Yesterday evening.

From where?

From a hotel.

He considered.

I ought to have had it this morning, Thessa. But the mails, lately, have been very irregular. There have been other delays. This is probably an example.

At latest, she said, you should have my letter this evening.

Y-yes. But the evening is young yet.

After a moment she drew a light sigh of relief, or perhaps of apprehension, he was not quite sure which.

But about this other matter — men following and annoying you, he began.

Not now, Garry. I cant talk about it now. Wait until we are sure about my letter — —

But, Thessa — —

Please! If you dont receive it before I leave, I shall come to you again and ask your aid and advice — —

Will you come here?

Yes. Now take me in.... Because I am not quite certain about your maid — and perhaps one other person — —

His expression of astonishment checked her for a moment, then the old irresistible laughter rang out sweetly in the moonlight.

Oh, Garry! It is funny, isnt it! — to be dogged and hunted day and night by a pack of shadows? If I only knew who casts them!

She took his arm gaily, with that little, courageous lifting of the head:

Allons! We shall dance again and defy the devil! And you may send your servant down to see whether my letter has arrived — not that maid with slanting eyes! — I have no confidence in her — but your marvellous major-domo, Garry — —

Her smile was bright and untroubled as she stepped back into the studio, leaning on his arm.

You dear boy, she whispered, with the irresponsible undertone of laughter ringing in her voice, thank you for bothering with my woes. Ill be rid of them soon, I hope, and then — perhaps — Ill lead you another dance along the moonlit way!

* * * * *

On the roof, close to the chimney, the one-eyed man and Soane peered down into the studio through the smeared ventilator.

In the studio Dulcies first party was drawing to an early but jolly end.

She had danced a dozen times with Barres, and her heart was full of sheerest happiness — the unreasoning bliss which asks no questions, is endowed with neither reason nor vision — the matchless delight which fills the candid, unquestioning heart of Youth.

Nothing had marred her party for her, not even the importunity of Esmé Trenor, which she had calmly disregarded as of no interest to her.

True, for a few moments, while Barres and Thessalie were on the balcony outside, Dulcie had become a trifle subdued. But the wistful glances she kept casting toward the long window were free from meaner taint; neither jealousy nor envy had ever found lodging in the girls mind or heart. There was no room to let them in now.

Also, she was kept busy enough, one man after another claiming her for a dance. And she adored it — even with Trenor, who danced extremely well when he took the trouble. And he was taking it now with Dulcie; taking a different tone with her, too. For if it were true, as some said, that Esmé Trenor was three-quarters charlatan, he was no fool. And Dulcie began to find him entertaining to the point of a smile or two, as her spontaneous tribute to Esmés efforts.

That languid apostle said afterward to Mandel, where they were lounging over the piano:

Little devil! Shes got a mind of her own, and she knows it. Ive had to make efforts, Corot! — efforts, if you please, to attract her mere attention. Im exhausted! — never before had to make any efforts — never in my life!

Mandels heavy-lidded eyes of a big bird rested on Dulcie, where she was seated. Her gaze was lifted to Barres, who bent over her in jesting conversation.

Mandel, watching her, said to Esmé:

Im always ready to train — that sort of girl; always on the lookout for them. One discovers a specimen once or twice in a decade.... Two or three in a lifetime: thats all.

Train them? repeated Esmé, with an indolent smile. Break them, you mean, dont you?

Yes. The breaking, however, is usually mutual. However, that girl could go far under my direction.

Yes, she could go as far as hell.

I mean artistically, remarked Mandel, undisturbed.

As what, for example?

As anything. After all, I have flaire, even if it failed me this time. But now I see. Its there, in her — what Im always searching for.

What may that be, dear friend?

What Westmore calls the goods.

And just what are they in her case? inquired Esmé, persistent as a stinging gnat around a pachyderm.

I dont know — a voice, maybe; maybe the dramatic instinct — genius as a dancer — who knows? All that is necessary is to discover it — whatever it may be — and then direct it.

Too late, O philanthropic Pasha! remarked Esmé with a slight sneer. Id be very glad to paint her, too, and become good friends with her — so would many an honest man, now that shes been discovered — but our friend Barres, yonder, isnt likely to encourage either you or me. So — he shrugged, but his languid gaze remained on Dulcie— so you and I had better kiss all hope good-bye and toddle home.

* * * * *

Westmore and Thessalie still danced together; Mrs. Helmund and Damaris were trying new steps in new dances, much interested, indulging in much merriment. Barres watched them casually, as he conversed with Dulcie, who, deep in an armchair, never took her eyes from his smiling face.

Now, Sweetness, he was saying, its early yet, I know, but your party ought to end, because you are coming to sit for me in the morning, and you and I ought to get plenty of sleep. If we dont, I shall have an unsteady hand, and you a pair of sleepy eyes. Come on, ducky! He glanced across at the clock:

Its very early yet, I know, he repeated, but you and I have had rather a long day of it. And its been a very happy one, hasnt it, Dulcie?

As she smiled, the youthful soul of her itself seemed to be gazing up at him out of her enraptured eyes.

Fine! he said, with deepest satisfaction. Now, youll put your hand on my arm and well go around and say good-night to everybody, and then Ill take you down stairs.

So she rose and placed her hand lightly on his arm, and together they made her adieux to everybody, and everybody was cordially demonstrative in thanking her for her party.

So he took her down stairs to her apartment, off the hall, noticing that neither Soane nor Miss Kurtz was on duty at the desk, as they passed, and that a pile of undistributed mail lay on the desk.

Thats rotten, he said curtly. Will you have to change your clothes, sort this mail, and sit here until the last mail is delivered?

I dont mind, she said.

But I wanted you to go to sleep. Where is Miss Kurtz?

It is her evening off.

Then your father ought to be here, he said, irritated, looking around the big, empty hallway.

But Dulcie only smiled and held out her slim hand:

I couldnt sleep, anyway. I had really much rather sit here for a while and dream it all over again. Good-night.... Thank you — I cant say what I feel — but m-my heart is very faithful to you, Mr. Barres — will always be — while I am alive ... because you are my first friend.

He stooped impulsively and touched her hair with his lips:

You dear child, he said, I am your friend.

Halfway up the western staircase he called back:

Ring me up, Dulcie, when the last mail comes!

I will, she nodded, almost blindly.

Out of her lovely, abashed eyes she watched him mount the stairs, her cheeks a riot of surging colour. It was some few minutes after he was gone that she recollected herself, turned, and, slowly traversing the east corridor, entered her bedroom.

Standing there in darkness, vaguely silvered by reflected moonlight, she heard through her door ajar the guests of the evening descending the western staircase; heard their gay adieux exchanged, distinguished Esmés impudent drawl, Westmores lively accents, Mandels voice, the easy laughter of Damaris, the smooth, affected tones of Mrs. Helmund.

But Dulcie listened in vain for the voice which had haunted her ears since she had left the studio — the lovely voice of Thessalie Dunois.

If this radiant young creature also had departed with the other guests, she had gone away in silence.... Had she departed? Or was she still lingering upstairs in the studio for a little chat with the most wonderful man in the world?... A very, very beautiful girl.... And the most wonderful man in the world. Why should they not linger for a little chat together after the others had departed?

Dulcie sighed lightly, pensively, as one whose happiness lies in the happiness of others. To be a witness seemed enough for her.

For a little while longer she remained standing there in the silvery dusk, quite motionless, thinking of Barres.

The Prophet lay asleep, curled up on her bed; her alarm clock ticked noisily in the darkness, as though to mimic the loud, fast rhythm of her heart.

At last, and as in a dream, she groped for a match, lighted the gas jet, and began to disrobe. Slowly, dreamily, she put from her slender body the magic garments of light — his gift to her.

But under these magic garments, clothing her newborn soul, remained the radiant rainbow robe of that new dawn into which this man had led her spirit. Did it matter, then, what dingy, outworn clothing covered her, outside?

* * * * *

Clad once more in her shabby, familiar clothes, and bedroom slippers, Dulcie opened the door of her dim room, and crept out into the whitewashed hall, moving as in a trance. And at her heels stalked the Prophet, softly, like a lithe shape that glides through dreams.

Awaiting the last mail, seated behind the desk on the worn leather chair, she dropped her linked fingers into her lap, and gazed straight into an invisible world peopled with enchanting phantoms. And, little by little, they began to crowd her vision, throng all about her, laughing, rosy wraiths floating, drifting, whirling in an endless dance. Everywhere they were invading the big, silent hall, where the candles grotesque shadows wavered across whitewashed wall and ceiling. Drowsily, now, she watched them play and sway around her. Her head drooped; she opened her eyes.

The Prophet sat there, staring back at her out of depthless orbs of jade, in which all the wisdom and mysteries of the centuries seemed condensed and concentrated into a pair of living sparks.


CHAPTER XII

THE LAST MAIL
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THE LAST MAIL had not yet arrived at Dragon Court.

Five people awaited it — Dulcie Soane, behind the desk in the entrance hall, already wandering drowsily with Barres along the fairy borderland of sleep; Thessalie Dunois in Barres studio, her rose-coloured evening cloak over her shoulders, her slippered foot tapping the dance-scarred parquet; Barres opposite, deep in his favourite armchair, chatting with her; Soane on the roof, half stupid with drink, watching them through the ventilator; and, lurking in the moonlit court, outside the office window, the dimly sinister figure of the one-eyed man. He wore a white handkerchief over his face, with a single hole cut in it. Through this hole his solitary optic was now fixed upon the back of Dulcies drowsy head.

As for the Prophet, perched on the desk top, he continued to gaze upon shapes invisible to all things mortal save only such as he.

* * * * *

The postmans lively whistle aroused Dulcie. The Prophet, knowing him, observed his advent with indifference.

Hello, girlie, he said; — he was a fresh-faced and flippant young man. Wheres Pop? he added, depositing a loose sheaf of letters on the desk before her and sketching in a few jig steps with his feet.

I dont know, she murmured, patting with one slim hand her pink and yawning lips, and watching him unlock the post-box and collect the outgoing mail. He lingered a moment to caress the Prophet, who endured it without gratitude.

You better go to bed if you want to grow up to be a big, sassy girl some day, he advised Dulcie. And hurry up about it, too, because Im going to marry you if you behave. And, with a last affable caress for the Prophet, the young man went his way, singing to himself, and slamming the iron grille smartly behind him.

Dulcie, rising from her chair, sorted the mail, sleepily tucking each letter and parcel into its proper pigeon-hole. There was a thick letter for Barres. This she held in her left hand, remembering his request that she call him up when the last mail arrived.

This she now prepared to do — had already reseated herself, her right hand extended toward the telephone, when a shadow fell across the desk, and the Prophet turned, snarled, struck, and fled.

At the same instant grimy fingers snatched at the letter which she still held in her left hand, twisted it almost free of her desperate clutch, tore it clean in two at one violent jerk, leaving her with half the letter still gripped in her clenched fist.

She had not uttered a sound during the seconds struggle. But instantly an ungovernable rage blazed up in her at the outrage, and she leaped clean over the desk and sprang at the throat of the one-eyed man.

His neck was bony and muscular; she could not compass it with her slender hands, but she struck at it furiously, driving a sound out of his throat, half roar, half cough.

Give me my letter! she breathed. Ill kill you if you dont! Her furious little hands caught his clenched fist, where the torn letter protruded, and she tore at it and beat upon it, her teeth set and her grey Irish eyes afire.

Twice the one-eyed man flung her to her knees on the pavement, but she was up again and clinging to him before he could tear free of her.

My letter! she gasped. I shall kill you, I tell you — unless you return it!

His solitary yellow eye began to glare and glitter as he wrenched and dragged at her wrists and arms about him.

Schweinstück! he panted. Let los, mioche de malheur! Eh! Los! — or I strike! No? Also! Attrape! — sale gallopin! — —

His blow knocked her reeling across the hall. Against the whitewashed wall she collapsed to her knees, got up half stunned, the clang of the outer grille ringing in her very brain.

With dazed eyes she gazed at the remnants of the torn letter, still crushed in her rigid fingers. Bright drops of blood from her mouth dripped slowly to the tessellated pavement.

Reeling still from the shock of the blow, she managed to reach the outer door, and stood swaying there, striving to pierce with confused eyes the lamplit darkness of the street. There was no sign of the one-eyed man. Then she turned and made her way back to the desk, supporting herself with a hand along the wall.

Waiting a few moments to control her breathing and her shaky limbs, she contrived finally to detach the receiver and call Barres. Over the wire she could hear the gramophone playing again in the studio.

Please may I come up? she whispered.

Has the last mail come? Is there a letter for me? he asked.

Yes ... Ill bring you w-what there is — if youll let me?

Thanks, Sweetness! Come right up! And she heard him say: Its probably your letter, Thessa. Dulcie is bringing it up.

Her limbs and body were still quivering, and she felt very weak and tearful as she climbed the stairway to the corridor above.

The nearer door of his apartment was open. Through it the music of the gramophone came gaily; and she went toward it and entered the brilliantly illuminated studio.

Soane, who still lay flat on the roof overhead, peeping through the ventilator, saw her enter, all dishevelled, grasping in one hand the fragments of a letter. And the sight instantly sobered him. He tucked his shoes under one arm, got to his stockinged feet, made nimbly for the scuttle, and from there, descending by the service stair, ran through the courtyard into the empty hall.

Be gorry, he muttered, thot dommed Dootchman has done it now! And he pulled on his shoes, crammed his hat over his ears, and started east, on a run, for Grogans.

Grogans was still the name of the Third Avenue saloon, though Grogan had been dead some years, and one Franz Lehr now presided within that palace of cherrywood, brass and pretzels.

Into the family entrance fled Soane, down a dim hallway past several doors, from behind which sounded voices joining in guttural song; and came into a rear room.

The one-eyed man sat there at a small table, piecing together fragments of a letter.

Arrah, then, cried Soane, phwat th devil did ye do, Max?

The man barely glanced at him.

Vy iss it, he enquired tranquilly, you dond vatch Nihla Quellen by dot wentilator some more?

I axe ye, shouted Soane, what thell ye done to Dulcie!

Vat I haff done already yet? queried the one-eyed man, not looking up, and continuing to piece together the torn letter. Vell, I tell you, Soane; dot kid she keep dot letter in her handt, und I haff to grab it. Sacré saligaud de malheur! Dot letter she tear herself in two. Pas de chance! Your kid she iss mad like tigers! Voici — all zat rests me de la sacré-nom-de sacrèminton de lettre — —

Ah, shut up, yr Dootch head-cheese! — wid yr gillipin gallopin gabble! cut in Soane wrathfully. Dye mind phwat ye done? Its not petty larceny, ye omadhoun! — its highway robbery ye done — bad cess to ye!

The one-eyed man shrugged:

Pourtant, I must haff dot letter — — he observed, undisturbed by Soanes anger; but Soane cut him short again fiercely:

You an yr dommed letter! Phwat do you care if Im fired fr this nights wurruk? Yr letter, is it? An what about highway robbery, me bucko! An me off me post! Howll I be explaining that? Ah, ye sicken me entirely, ye Dootch square-head! Now, phwatll I say to them? Tell me that, Max Freund! Phwatll I tell th aygent whin he comes runnin? Phwatll I tell th po-lice? Arrah, phwatthell do you care, anyway? he shouted. Ive a mind fr to knock the block off ye — —

You shall say to dot agent you haff gone out to smell, remarked Max Freund placidly.

Smell, is it? Smell what, ye dom — —

You smell some smoke. You haff fear of fire. You go out to see. Das iss so simble, ach! Take shame, you Irish Sinn Fein! You behave like rabbits! He pointed to his arrangement of the torn letter on the table: Here iss sufficient already — regardez! Look once! He laid one long, soiled and bony finger on the fragments: Read it vat iss written!

Gwan, now!

I tell you, read!

Soane, still cursing under his breath, bent over the table, reading as Freunds soiled finger moved:

Fein plots, he read. German agents ... disloyal propa ... explo ... bomb fac ... shipping munitions to ... arms for Ireland can be ... destruction of interned German li ... disloyal newspapers which ... controlled by us in Pari ... Ferez Bey ... bankers are duped.... I need your advi ... hounded day and ni ... dEblis or Govern ... not afraid of death but indignant ... Sinn Fei — —

Soanes scowl had altered, and a deeper red stained his brow and neck.

Well, by God! he muttered, jerking up a chair from behind him and seating himself at the table, but never taking his fascinated eyes off the torn bits of written paper.

Presently Freund got up and went out. He returned in a few moments with a large sheet of wrapping paper and a pot of mucilage. On this paper, with great care, he arranged the pieces of the torn letter, neatly gumming each bit and leaving a space between it and the next fragment.

To fill in iss the job of Louis Sendelbeck, remarked Freund, pasting away industriously. Is it not time we learn how much she knows — this Nihla Quellen? Iss she sly like mice? I ask it.

Soane scratched his curly head.

Be gorry, he said, av that purty girrl is a Frinch spy she dont look the parrt, Max.

Freund waved one unclean hand:

Vas iss it to look like somedings? Nodding! Also, you Sinn Fein Irish talk too much. Why iss it in Belfast you march mit drums und music? To hold our tongues und vatch vat iss we Germans learn already first! Also! Sendelbeck shall haff his letter.

An phwat dye mean to do with that girrl, Max?

Vatch her! Vy you dond go back by dot wentilator already?

Me? Faith, Im done fr th evenin, an I thank God I wasnt pinched on the leads!

Vait I catch dot Nihla somevares, muttered Freund, regarding his handiwork.

Yell do no dirty thrick to her? Th Sinn Fein will shtand fr no burkin, mind that!

Ach, wass! grunted Freund; iss it your business vat iss done to somebody by Ferez? If you Irish vant your rifles und machine guns, leaf it to us Germans und dond speak nonsense aboud nodding! He leaned over and pushed a greasy electric button: Now ve drink a glass bier. Und after, you go home und vatch dot girl some more.

Av Misther Barres an th yoong lady makes a holler, theyll fire me fr this, snarled Soane.

Sei ruhig, mon vieux! Nihla Quellen keeps like a mouse quiet! Und she keeps dot yoong man quiet! You see! No, no! Not for Nihla to make some foolishness und publicity. French agents iss vatching for her too — laffaire du Mot dOrdre. She iss vat you say, in Dutch! Iss she, vielleicht, a German spy? In France they believe it. Iss she a French spy? Ach! Possibly some day; not yet! And it iss for us Germans to know always vat she iss about. Dot iss my affair, not yours, Soane.

A heavy jowled man in a soiled apron brought two big mugs of beer and retired on felt-slippered feet.

Hoch! grunted Freund, burying his nose in his frothing mug.

Soane, wasting no words, drank thirstily. After a long pull he shoved aside his sloppy stein, rose, cautiously unlatched the shutter of a tiny peep-hole in the wall, and applied one eye to it.

Bad luck! he muttered, there do be wan av thim secret service lads drinkin at the bar! Ill not go home yet, Max.

Dot big vone? inquired Freund, mildly interested.

Thats the buck! Him wid th phony whiskers an th Dootch get-up!

Vell, vot off it? Can he do somedings?

And how should I know phwat that lad can do to th likes o me, or phwat the divil brings him here at all, at all! Sure, hes been around these three nights running — —

Freund laughed his contempt for all things American, including police and secret service, and wiped his chin with the back of his hand.

Look, once, Soane! Do these Yankees know vat it iss a police, a gendarme, a military intelligence? Vat they call secret service, wass iss it? I ask it? Schweinerei! Dummheit? Fantoches! Imbeciles! Of the Treasury they haff a secret service; of the Justice Department also another; and another of the Army, and yet another of the Posts! Vot kind of foolish system iss it? — mitout no minister, no chef, no centre, no head, no organisation — und everybody interfering in vot efferybody iss doing und nobody knowing vot nobody is doing — ach wass! Je men moque — I make mock myself at dot secret service which iss too dam dumm! He yawned. Trop bête, he added indistinctly.

Soane, reassured, lowered the shutter, came back to the table, and finished his beer with loud gulps.

Lave us go up to the lodge till he goes out, he suggested. Maybe th boys have news o thim rifles.

Freund yawned again, nodded, and rose, and they went out to an unlighted and ill-smelling back stairway. It was so narrow that they had to ascend in single file.

Half way up they set off a hidden bell, by treading on some concealed button under foot; and a man, dressed only in undershirt and trousers, appeared at the top of the stairs, silhouetted against a bright light burning on the wall behind him.

Oh, all right, he said, recognising them, and turned on his heel carelessly, pocketing a black-jack.

They followed to a closed door, which was made out of iron and painted like quartered oak. In the wall on their right a small shutter slid back noiselessly, then was closed without a sound; and the iron door opened very gently in their faces.

The room they entered was stifling — all windows being closed — in spite of a pair of electric fans whirling and droning on shelves. Some perspiring Germans were playing skat over in a corner. One or two other men lounged about a centre table, reading Irish and German newspapers published in New York, Chicago, and Milwaukee. There were also on file there copies of the Evening Mail, the Evening Post, a Chicago paper, and a pile of magazines, including numbers of Pearsons, The Fatherland, The Masses, and similar publications.

Two lithograph portraits hung side by side over the fireplace — Robert Emmet and Kaiser Wilhelm II. Otherwise, the art gallery included photographs of Von Hindenburg, Von Bissing, and the King of Greece.

A large map, on which the battle-line in Europe had been pricked out in red pins, hung on the wall. Also a map of New York City, on a very large scale; another map of New York State; and a map of Ireland. A dumb-waiter, on duty and astonishingly noiseless, slid into sight, carrying half a dozen steins of beer and some cheese sandwiches, just as Soane and Freund entered the room, and the silent iron door closed behind them of its own accord and without any audible click.

The man who had met them on the stairs, in undershirt and trousers, went over to the dumb-waiter, scribbled something on a slate which hung inside the shelf, set the beer and sandwiches beside the skat players, and returned to seat himself at the table to which Freund and Soane had pulled up cane-bottomed chairs.

Well, he said, in rather a pleasant voice, did you get that letter, Max?

Freund nodded and leisurely sketched in the episode at Dragon Court.

The man, whose name was Franz Lehr, and who had been born in New York of German parents, listened with lively interest to the narrative. But he whistled softly when it ended:

You took a few chances, Max, he remarked. Its all right, of course, because you got away with it, but — — He whistled again, thoughtfully.

Sendelbeck must haff his letter. Yess? Also!

Certainly. I guess that was the only way — if she was really going to take it up to young Barres. And I guess youre right when you conclude that Nihla wont make any noise about it and wont let her friend, Barres, either.

Sure, Im right, grunted Freund. We got the goots on her now. You bet shes scared. You tell Ferez — yess?

Dont worry; hell hear it all. You got that letter on you?

Freund nodded.

Hand it to Hochstein — he half turned on his rickety chair and addressed a squat, bushy-haired man with very black eyebrows and large, angry blue eyes— Louis, Max got that letter you saw Nihla writing in the Hotel Astor. Here it is — — taking the pasted fragments from Freund and passing them over to Hochstein. Give it to Sendelbeck, along with the blotter you swiped after she left the writing room. Dave Sendelbeck ought to fix it up all right for Ferez Bey.

Hochstein nodded, shoved the folded brown paper into his pocket, and resumed his cards.

Is thim rifles — — began Soane; but Lehr laid a hand on his shoulder:

Now, listen! Theyre on the way to Ireland now. I told you that. When I hear theyre landed Ill let you know. You Sinn Feiners dont understand how to wait. If things dont happen the way you want and when you want, you all go up in the air!

An how manny hundred years would ye have us wait fr to free th ould sod! retorted Soane.

Youll not free it with your mouth, retorted Lehr. No, nor by drilling with banners and arms in Cork and Belfast, and parading all over the place!

Is — that — so!

You bet its so! The way to make England sick is to stick her in the back, not make faces at her across the Irish Channel. If your friends in the Clan-na-Gael, and your poets and professors who call themselves Sinn Feiners, will quit their childish circus playing and trust us, well show you how to make the Lion yowl.

Ah, bombs an fires an shtrikes is all right, too. An proppygandy is fine as far as it goes. But the Clan-na-Gael is all afire fr to start the shindy in Ireland — —

You start it, interrupted Lehr, before youre really ready, and youll see where it lands the Clan-na-Gael and the Sinn Fein! I tell you to leave it to Berlin!

An I tell ye lave it to the Clan-na-Gael! retorted Soane, excitedly. Musha — —

For why you yell? yawned Freund, displaying a very yellow fang. Dot big secret service slob, he iss in the bar hinunter. Perhaps he hear you if like a pig you push forth cries.

Lehr raised his eyebrows; then, carelessly:

Hes only a State agent. Johnny Klein is keeping an eye on him. What does that big piece of cheese expect to get by hanging out in my bar?

Freund yawned again, appallingly; Soane said:

I wonder is that purty Frinch girrl agin us Irish?

What does she care about the Irish? replied Lehr. Her danger to us lies in the fact that she may blab about Ferez to some Frenchman, and that he may believe her in spite of all the proof they have in Paris against her. Max, he added, turning to Freund, its funny that Ferez doesnt do something to her.

I haff no orders.

Maybe youll get em when Ferez reads that letter. Hes certainly not going to let that girl go about blabbing and writing letters — —

Soane struck the table with doubled fist:

Yell do no vilence to anny wan! he cut in. The Sinn Fein will shtand for no dirrty wurruk in America! Av you set fires an blow up plants, an kidnap ladies, an do murther, gwan, ye Dootch scuts! — its your business, God help us! — not ours.

All we axe of ye is machine-goons, an rifles, an ships to land them; an av ye dont like it, phway th divil dye come botherin th likes of us Irish wid yr proppygandy! Sorra the day, he added, I tuk up wid anny Dootchman at all at all — —

Lehr and Freund exchanged expressionless glances. The former dropped a propitiating hand on Soanes shoulder.

Can it, he said good-humouredly. Were trying to help you Irish to what you want. You want Irish independence, dont you? All right. Were going to help you get it — —

A bell rang; Lehr sprang to his feet and hastened out through the iron door, drawing his black-jack from his hip pocket as he went.

He returned in a few moments, followed by a very good-looking but pallid man in rather careless evening dress, who had the dark eyes of a dreamer and the delicate features of a youthful acolyte.

He saluted the company with a peculiarly graceful gesture, which recognition even the gross creatures at the skat table returned with visible respect.

Soane, always deeply impressed by the presence of Murtagh Skeel, offered his chair and drew another one to the table.

Skeel accepted with a gently preoccupied smile, and seated himself gracefully. All that is chivalrous, romantic, courteous, and brave in an Irishman seemed to be visibly embodied in this pale man.

I have just come, he said, from a dinner at Sherrys. A common hatred of England brought together the dozen odd men with whom I have been in conference. Ferez Bey was there, the military attachés of the German, Austrian, and Turkish embassies, one or two bankers, officials of certain steamship lines, and a United States senator.

He sipped a glass of plain water which Lehr had brought him, thanked him, then turning from Soane to Lehr:

To get arms and munitions into Ireland in substantial quantities requires something besides the U-boats which Germany seems willing to offer.

That was fully discussed to-night. Not that I have any doubt at all that Sir Roger will do his part skilfully and fearlessly — —

He will that! exclaimed Soane, God bless him!

Amen, Soane, said Murtagh Skeel, with a wistful and involuntary upward glance from his dark eyes. Then he laid his hand of an aristocrat on Soanes shoulder. What I came here to tell you is this: I want a ships crew.

Sorr?

I want a crew ready to mutiny at a signal from me and take over their own ship on the high seas.

Their own ship, sorr?

Their own ship. That is what has been decided. The ship to be selected will be a fast steamer loaded with arms and munitions for the British Government. The Sinn Fein and the Clan-na-Gael, between them, are to assemble the crew. I shall be one of that crew. Through powerful friends, enemies to England, it will be made possible to sign such a crew and put it aboard the steamer to be seized.

Her officers will, of course, be British. And I am afraid there may be a gun crew aboard. But that is nothing. We shall take her over when the time comes — probably off the Irish coast at night. Now, Soane, and you, Lehr, I want you to help recruit a picked crew, all Irish, all Sinn Feiners or members of the Clan-na-Gael.

You know the sort. Absolutely reliable, fearless, and skilled men devoted soul and body to the cause for which we all would so cheerfully die.... Will you do it?

There was a silence. Soane moistened his lips reflectively. Lehr, intelligent, profoundly interested, kept his keen, pleasant eyes on Murtagh Skeel. Only the droning electric fans, the rattle of a newspaper, the slap of greasy cards at the skat table, the slobbering gulp of some Teuton, guzzling beer, interrupted the sweltering quiet of the room.

Misther Murtagh, sorr, said Soane with a light, careless laugh, Ive wan recruit fr to bring ye.

Who is he?

Sure, its meself, sorr — av yell sign the likes o me.

Thanks; of course, said Skeel, with one of his rare smiles, and taking Soanes hand in comradeship.

Ill go, said Lehr, coolly; but my name wont do. Call me Grogan, if you like, and Ill sign with you, Mr. Skeel.

Skeel pressed the offered hand:

A splendid beginning, he said. I wanted you both. Now, see what you can do in the Sinn Fein and Clan-na-Gael for a crew which, please God, we shall require very soon!


CHAPTER XIII

A MIDNIGHT TÊTE-À-TÊTE
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WHEN DULCIE HAD entered the studio that evening, her white face smeared with blood and a torn letter clutched in her hand, the gramophone was playing a lively two-step, and Barres and Thessalie Dunois were dancing there in the big, brilliantly lighted studio, all by themselves.

Thessalie caught sight of Dulcie over Barress shoulder, hastily slipped out of his arms, and hurried across the polished floor.

What is the matter? she asked breathlessly, a fearful intuition already enlightening her as her startled glance travelled from the blood on Dulcies face to the torn fragments of paper in her rigidly doubled fingers.

Barres, coming up at the same moment, slipped a firm arm around Dulcies shoulders.

Are you badly hurt, dear? What has happened? he asked very quietly.

She looked up at him, mute, her bruised mouth quivering, and held out the remains of the letter. And Thessalie Dunois caught her breath sharply as her eyes fell on the bits of paper covered with her own handwriting.

There was a man hiding in the court, said Dulcie. He wore a white cloth over his face and he came up behind me and tried to snatch your letter out of my hand; but I held fast and he only tore it in two.

Barres stared at the sheaf of torn paper, lying crumpled up in his open hand, then his amazed gaze rested on Thessalie:

Is this the letter you wrote to me? he inquired.

Yes. May I have the remains of my letter? she asked calmly.

He handed over the bits of paper without a word, and she opened her gold-mesh bag and dropped them in.

There was a moments silence, then Barres said:

Did he strike you, Dulcie?

Yes, when he thought he couldnt get away from me.

You hung on to him?

I tried to.

Thessalie stepped closer, impulsively, and framed Dulcies pallid, blood-smeared face in both of her cool, white hands.

He has cut your lower lip inside, she said. And, to Barres: Could you get something to bathe it?

Barres went away to his own room. When he returned with a finger-bowl full of warm water, some powdered boric acid, cotton, and a soft towel, Dulcie was lying deep in an armchair, her lids closed; and Thessalie sat beside her on one of the padded arms, smoothing the ruddy, curly hair from her forehead.

She opened her eyes when Barres appeared, giving him a clear but inscrutable look. Thessalie gently washed the traces of battle from her face, then rinsed her lacerated mouth very tenderly.

It is just a little cut, she said. Your lip is a trifle swelled.

It is nothing, murmured Dulcie.

Do you feel all right? inquired Barres anxiously.

I feel sleepy. She sat erect, always with her grey eyes on Barres. I think I will go to bed. She stood up, conscious, now, of her shabby clothes and slippers; and there was a painful flush on her face as she thanked Thessalie and bade her a confused good-night.

But Thessalie took the girls hand and retained it.

Please dont say anything about what happened, she said. May I ask it of you as a very great favour?

Dulcie turned her eyes on Barres in silent appeal for guidance.

Do you mind not saying anything about this affair, he asked, as long as Miss Dunois wishes it?

Should I not tell my father?

Not even to him, replied Thessalie gently. Because it wont ever happen again. I am very certain of that. Will you trust my word?

Again Dulcie looked at Barres, who nodded.

I promise never to speak of it, she said in a low, serious voice.

Barres took her down stairs. At the desk she pointed out, at his request, the scene of recent action. Little by little he discovered, by questioning her, what a dogged battle she had fought there alone in the whitewashed corridor.

Why didnt you call for help? he asked.

I dont know.... I didnt think of it. And when he got away I was dizzy from the blow.

At her bedroom door he took both her hands in his. The gas-jet was still burning in her room. On the bed lay her pretty evening dress.

Im so glad, she remarked naïvely, that I had on my old clothes.

He smiled, drew her to him, and lightly smoothed the thick, bright hair from her brow.

You know, he said, I am becoming very fond of you, Dulcie. Youre such a splendid girl in every way.... Well always remain firm friends, wont we?

Yes.

And in perplexity and trouble I want you to feel that you can always come to me. Because — you do like me, dont you, Dulcie?

For a moment or two she sustained his smiling, questioning gaze, then laid her cheek lightly against his hands, which still held both of hers imprisoned. And for one exquisite instant of spiritual surrender her grey eyes closed. Then she straightened herself up; he released her hands; she turned slowly and entered her room, closing the door very gently behind her.

* * * * *

In the studio above, Thessalie, still wearing her rose-coloured cloak, sat awaiting him by the window.

He crossed the studio, dropped onto the lounge beside her, and lighted a cigarette. Neither spoke for a few moments. Then he said:

Thessa, dont you think you had better tell me something about this ugly business which seems to involve you?

I cant, Garry.

Why not?

Because I shall not take the risk of dragging you in.

Who are these people who seem to be hounding you?

I cant tell you.

You trust me, dont you?

She nodded, her face partly averted:

It isnt that. And I had meant to tell you something concerning this matter — tell you just enough so that I might ask your advice. In fact, that is what I wrote you in that letter — being rather scared and desperate.... But half my letter to you has been stolen. The people who stole it are clever enough to piece it out and fill in what is missing — —

She turned impulsively and took his hands between her own. Her face had grown quite white.

How much harm have I done to you, Garry? Have I already involved you by writing as much as I did write? I have been wondering.... I couldnt bear to bring anything like that into your life — —

Anything like what? he asked bluntly. Why dont you tell me, Thessa?

No. Its too complicated — too terrible. There are elements in it that would shock and disgust you.... And perhaps you would not believe me — —

Nonsense!

The Government of a great European Power does not believe me to be honest! she said very quietly. Why should you?

Because I know you.

She smiled faintly:

Youre such a dear, she murmured. But you talk like a boy. What do you really know about me? We have met just three times in our entire lives. Do any of those encounters really enlighten you? If you were a business man in a responsible position, could you honestly vouch for me?

Dont you credit me with common sense? he insisted warmly.

She laughed:

No, Garry, dear, not with very much. Even I have more than you, and that is saying very little. We are inclined to be irresponsible, you and I — inclined to take the world lightly, inclined to laugh, inclined to tread the moonlit way! No, Garry, neither you nor I possess very much of that worldly caution born of hardened wisdom and sharpened wits.

She smiled almost tenderly at him and pressed his hands between her own.

If I had been worldly wise, she said, I should never have danced my way to America through summer moonlight with you. If I had been wiser still, I should not now be an exile, my political guilt established, myself marked for destruction by a great European Power the instant I dare set foot on its soil.

I supposed your trouble to be political, he nodded.

Yes, it is. She sighed, looked at him with a weary little smile. But, Garry, I am not guilty of being what that nation believes me to be.

I am very sure of it, he said gravely.

Yes, you would be. Youd believe in me anyway, even with the terrible evidence against me.... I dont suppose youd think me guilty if I tell you that I am not — in spite of what they might say about me — might prove, apparently.

She withdrew her hands, clasped them, her gaze lost in retrospection for a few moments. Then, coming to herself with a gesture of infinite weariness:

There is no use, Garry. I should never be believed. There are those who, base enough to entrap me, now are preparing to destroy me because they are cowardly enough to be afraid of me while I am alive. Yes, trapped, exiled, utterly discredited as I am to-day, they are still afraid of me.

Who are you, Thessa? he asked, deeply disturbed.

I am what you first saw me — a dancer, Garry, and nothing worse.

It seems strange that a European Government should desire your destruction, he said.

If I really were what this Government believes me to be, it would not seem strange to you.

She sat thinking, worrying her under lip with delicate white teeth; then:

Garry, do you believe that your country is going to be drawn into this war?

I dont know what to think, he said bitterly. The Lusitania ought to have meant war between us and Germany. Every brutal Teutonic disregard of decency since then ought to have meant war — every unarmed ship sunk by their U-boats, every outrage in America perpetrated by their spies and agents ought to have meant war. I dont know how much more this Administration will force us to endure — what further flagrant insult Germany means to offer. Theyve answered the Presidents last note by canning Von Tirpitz and promising, conditionally, to sink no more unarmed ships without warning. But they all are liars, the Huns. So thats the way matters stand, Thessa, and I havent the slightest idea of what is going to happen to my humiliated country.

Why does not your country prepare? she asked.

God knows why. Washington doesnt believe in it, I suppose.

You should build ships, she said. You should prepare plans for calling out your young men.

He nodded indifferently:

There was a preparedness parade. I marched in it. But it only irritated Washington. Now, finally, the latest Mexican insult is penetrating official stupidity, and we are mobilising our State Guardsmen for service on the border. And thats about all we are doing. We are making neither guns nor rifles; we are building no ships; the increase in our regular army is of little account; some of the most vital of the great national departments are presided over by rogues, clowns, and fools — pacifists all! — stupid, dull, grotesque and impotent. And you ask me what my country is going to do. And I tell you that I dont know. For real Americans, Thessa, these last two years have been years of shame. For we should have armed and mobilised when the first rifle-shot cracked across the Belgian frontier at Longwy; and we should have declared war when the first Hun set his filthy hoof on Belgian soil.

In our hearts we real Americans know it. But we had no leader — nobody of faith, conviction, vision, action, to do what was the only thing to do. No; we had only talkers to face the supreme crisis of the world — only the shallow noise of words was heard in answer to Gods own summons warning all mankind that hells deluge was at hand.

The intense bitterness of what he said had made her very grave. She listened silently, intent on his every expression. And when he ended with a gesture of hopelessness and disgust, she sat gazing at him out of her lovely dark eyes, deep in reflection.

Garry, she said at length, do you know anything about the European systems of intelligence?

No — only what I read in novels.

Do you know that America, to-day, is fairly crawling with German spies?

I suppose there are some here.

There are a hundred thousand paid German spies within an hours journey of this city.

He looked up incredulously.

Let me tell you, she said, how it is arranged here. The German Ambassador is the master spy in America. Under his immediate supervision are the so-called diplomatic agents — the personnel of the embassy and members of the consular service. These people do not class themselves as agents or as spies; they are the directors of spies and agents.

Agents gather information from spies who perform the direct work of investigating. Spies usually work alone and report, through local agents, to consular or diplomatic agents. And these, in turn, report to the Ambassador, who reports to Berlin.

It is all directed from Berlin. The personal source of all German espionage is the Kaiser. He is the supreme master spy.

Where have you learned these things, Thessa? he asked in a troubled voice.

I have learned, Garry.

Are you — a spy?

No.

Have you been?

No, Garry.

Then how — —

Dont ask me; just listen. There are men here in your city who are here for no good purpose. I do not mean to say that merely because they seek also to injure me — destroy me, perhaps, — God knows what they wish to do to me! — but I say it because I believe that your country will declare war on Germany some day very soon. And that you ought to watch these spies who move everywhere among you!

Germany also believes that war is near. And this is why she strives to embroil your country with Japan and Mexico. That is why she discredits you with Holland, with Sweden. It is why she instructs her spies here to set fires in factories and on ships, blow up powder mills and great industrial plants which are manufacturing munitions for the Allies of the Triple Entente.

America may doubt that there is to be war between her and Germany, but Germany does not doubt it.

Let me tell you what else Germany is doing. She is spreading insidious propaganda through a million disloyal Germans and pacifist Americans, striving to poison the minds of your people against England. She secretly buys, owns, controls newspapers which are used as vehicles for that propaganda.

She is debauching the Irish here who are discontented with Englands rule; she spends vast sums of money in teaching treachery in your schools, in arousing suspicion among farmers, in subsidising mercantile firms.

Garry, I tell you that a Hun is always a Hun; a Boche is always a Boche, call him what else you will.

The Germans are the monkeys of the world; they have imitated the human race. But, Garry, they are still what they always have been at heart, barbarians who have no business in Europe.

In their hearts — and for all their priests and clergymen and cathedrals and churches — they still believe in their old gods which they themselves created — fierce, bestial supermen, more cruel, more powerful, more treacherous, more beastly than they themselves.

That is the German. That is the Hun under all his disguises. No white man can meet him on his own ground; no white man can understand him, appeal to anything in common between himself and the Boche. He is brutal and contemptuous to women; he is tyrannical to the weak, cringing to the strong, fundamentally bestial, utterly selfish, intolerant of any civilisation which is not his conception of civilisation — his monkey-like conception of Christ — whom, in his pagan soul, he secretly sneers at — not always secretly, now!

She straightened up with a quick little gesture of contempt. Her face was brightly flushed; her eyes brilliant with scorn.

Garry, has not America heard enough of the good German, the kindly Teuton, the harmless, sentimental and excellent citizen, whose morally edifying origin as a model emigrant came out of his own sly mouth, and who has, by his own propaganda alone, become an accepted type of good-natured thrift and erudition in your Republic?

Let me say to you what a French girl thinks! A hundred years ago you were a very small nation, but you were homogeneous and the average of culture was far higher in America then than it is at present. For now, your peoples cultivation and civilisation is diluted by the ignorance of millions of foreigners to whom you have given hospitality. And, of these, the Germans have done you the most deadly injury, vulgarising public taste in art and literature, affronting your clean, sane intelligence by the new decadence and perversion in music, in painting, in illustration, in fiction.

Whatever the normal Hun touches he vulgarises; whatever the decadent Boche touches he soils and degrades and transforms into a horrible abomination. This he has done under your eyes in art, in literature, in architecture, in modern German music.

His filthy touch is even on your domestic life — this Barbarian who feeds grossly, whose personal habits are a by-word among civilised and cultured people, whose raw ferocity is being now revealed to the world day by day in Europe, whose proverbial clumsiness and stupidity have long furnished your stage with its oafs and clowns.

This is the thing that is now also invading you with thousands of spies, betraying you with millions of traitors, and which will one day turn on you and tear you and trample you like an enraged hog, unless you and your people awake to what is passing in the world you live in!

She was on her feet now, flushed, lovely, superb in her deep and controlled excitement.

Ill tell you this much, she said. It is Germany that wishes my destruction. Germany trapped me; Germany would have destroyed me in the trap had I not escaped. Now, Germany is afraid of me, knowing what I know. And her agents follow me, spy on me, thwart me, prevent me from earning my living, until I — I can scarcely endure it — this hounding and persecution — — Her voice broke; she waited to control it:

I am not a spy. I never was one. I never betrayed a human soul — no, nor any living thing that ever trusted me! These people who hound me know that I am not guilty of that for which another Government is ready to try me — and condemn me. They fear that I shall prove to this other Government my innocence. I cant. But they fear I can. And the Hun is afraid of me. Because, if I ever proved my innocence, it would involve the arrest and trial and certain execution of men high in rank in the capital of this other country. So — the Hun dogs me everywhere I go. I do not know why he does not try to kill me. Possibly he lacks courage, so far. Possibly he has not had any good opportunity, because I am very careful, Garry.

But this — this is outrageous! broke out Barres. You cant stand this sort of thing, Thessa! Its a matter for the police — —

Dont interfere!

But — —

Dont interfere! The last thing I want is publicity. The last thing I wish for is that your city, state, or national government should notice me at all or have any curiosity concerning me or any idea of investigating my affairs.

Why?

Because, although as soon as your country is at war with Germany, my danger from Germany ceases, on the other hand another very deadly danger begins at once to threaten me.

What danger?

It will come from a country with which your country will be allied. And I shall be arrested here as a German spy, and I shall be sent back to the country which I am supposed to have betrayed. And there nothing in the world could save me.

You mean — court-martial?

A brief one, Garry. And then the end.

Death?

She nodded.

After a few moments she moved toward the door. He went with her, picking up his hat.

I cant let you go with me, she said with a faint smile.

Why not?

You are involved sufficiently already.

What do I care for — —

Hush, Garry. Do you wish to displease me?

No, but I — —

Please! Call me a taxicab. I wish to go back alone.

In spite of argument she remained smilingly firm. Finally he rang up a taxi for her. When it signalled he walked down stairs, through the dim hall and out to the grilled gateway beside her.

Good-bye, she said, giving her hand. He detained it:

I cant bear to have you go alone — —

Im perfectly safe, mon ami. Ive had a delightful time at your party — really I have. This affair of the letter does not spoil it. Im accustomed to similar episodes. So now, good-night.

Am I to see you again soon?

Soon? Ah, I cant tell you that, Garry.

When it is convenient then?

Yes.

And will you telephone me on your safe arrival home to-night?

She laughed:

If you wish. Youre so sweet to me, Garry. You always have been. Dont worry about me. I am not in the least apprehensive. You see Im rather a clever girl, and I know something about the Boche.

You had your letter stolen.

Only half of it! she retorted gaily. She is a gallant little thing, your friend Dulcie. Please give her my love. As for your other friends, they were amusing.... Mr. Mandel spoke to me about an engagement.

Why dont you consider it? Corot Mandel is the most important producer in New York.

Is he, really? Well, if Im not interfered with perhaps I shall go to call on Mr. Mandel. She began to laugh mischievously to herself: There was one man there who never gave me a moments peace until I promised to lunch with him at the Ritz.

Who the devil — —

Mr. Westmore, she said demurely.

Oh, Jim Westmore! Well, Thessa, hes a corker. Hes really a splendid fellow, but look out for him! Hes also a philanderer.

Oh, dear. I thought he was just a sculptor and a rather strenuous young man.

I wasnt knocking him, said Barres, laughing, but he falls in love with every pretty woman he meets. Im merely warning you.

Thank you, Garry, she smiled. She gave him her hand again, pulled the rose-coloured cloak around her bare shoulders, ran across the sidewalk to the taxi, and whispered to the driver.

Youll telephone me when you get home? he reminded her, baffled but smiling.

She laughed and nodded. The cab wheeled out into the street, backed, turned, and sped away eastward.

* * * * *

Half an hour later his telephone rang:

Garry, dear?

Is it you, Thessa?

Yes. Im going to bed.... Tell Mr. Westmore that Im not at all sure I shall meet him at the Ritz on Monday.

Hell go, anyway.

Will he? What devotion. What faith in woman! What a lively capacity for hope eternal! What vanity! Well, then, tell him he may take his chances.

Ill tell him. But I think you might make a date with me, too, you little fraud!

Maybe I will. Maybe Ill drop in to see you unexpectedly some morning. And dont let me catch you philandering in your studio with some pretty woman!

No fear, Thessa.

Im not at all sure. And your little model, Dulcie, is dangerously attractive.

Piffle! Shes a kid!

Dont be too sure of that, either! And tell Mr. Westmore that I may keep my engagement. And then again I may not! Good-night, Garry, dear!

Good-night!

* * * * *

Walking slowly back to extinguish the lights in the studio before retiring to his own room for the night, Barres noticed a piece of paper on the table under the lamp, evidently a fragment from the torn letter.

The words Ferez Bey and Murtagh caught his eye before he realised that it was not his business to decipher the fragment.

So he lighted a match, held the shred of letter paper to the flame, and let it burn between his fingers until only a blackened cinder fell to the floor.

But the two names were irrevocably impressed on his mind, and he found himself wondering who these men might be, as he stood by his bed, undressing.


CHAPTER XIV

PROBLEMS
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THE WEATHER WAS turning hot in New York, and by the middle of the week the city sweltered.

Barres, dropping his brushes and laying aside a dozen pictures in all stages of incompletion; and being, otherwise, deeply bitten by the dangerously enchanting art of Manship — dangerous as inspiration but enchanting to gaze upon — was very busy making out of wax a diminutive figure of the running Arethusa.

And Dulcie, poor child, what with being poised on the ball of one little foot and with the other leg slung up in a padded loop, almost perished. Perspiration spangled her body like dew powdering a rose; sweat glistened on the features and shoulder-bared arms of the impassioned sculptor, even blinding him at times; but he worked on in a sort of furious exaltation, reeking of ill-smelling wax. And Dulcie, perfectly willing to die at her post, thought she was going to, and finally fainted away with an alarming thud.

Which brought Barres to his senses, even before she had recovered hers; and he proclaimed a vacation for his overworked Muse and his model, too.

Do you feel better, Sweetness? he enquired, as she opened her eyes when Selinda exchanged a wet compress for an ice-bag.

Dulcie, flat on the lounge, swathed in a crash bathrobe, replied only by a slight but reassuring flutter of one hand.

Esmé Trenor sauntered in for a gossip, wearing his celebrated lilac-velvet jacket and Louis XV slippers.

Oh, the devil, he drawled, looking from Dulcie to the Arethusa; shes worth more than your amateurish statuette, Garry.

You bet she is. And heres where her vacation begins.

Esmé turned to Dulcie, lifting his eyebrows:

You go away with him?

The idea had never before entered Barress head. But he said:

Certainly; we both need the country for a few weeks.

Youll go to one of those damned artists colonies, I suppose, remarked Esmé; otherwise, washed and unwashed would expel shrill cries.

Probably not in my own home, returned Barres, coolly. I shall write my family about it to-day.

Corot Mandel dropped in, also, that morning — he and Esmé were ever prowling uneasily around Dulcie in these days — and he studied the Arethusa through a foggy monocle, and he loitered about Dulcies couch.

You know, he said to Barres, theres nothing like dancing to recuperate from all this metropolitan pandemonium. If you like, I can let Dulcie in on that thing Im putting on at Northbrook.

Thats up to her, said Barres. Its her vacation, and she can do what she likes with it — —

Esmé interposed with characteristic impudence:

Barres imitates Manship with impunity; Id like to have a plagiaristic try at Sorolla and Zuloaga, if Dulcie says the word. Very agreeable job for a girl in hot weather, he added, looking at Dulcie,  — an easy swimming pose in some nice cool little Adirondack lake — —

Seriously, interrupted Mandel, twirling his monocle impatiently by its greasy string, I mean it, Barres. He turned and looked at the lithely speeding Arethusa. If that is Dulcie, I can give her a good part in — —

You hear, Dulcie? enquired Barres. These two kind gentlemen have what they consider attractive jobs for you. All I can offer you is liberty to tumble around the hayfields at Foreland Farms, with my sketching easel in the middle distance. Now, choose your job, Sweetness.

The hayfields and — —

Dulcies voice faded to a whisper; Barres, seated beside her, leaned nearer, bending his head to listen.

And you, she murmured again,  — if you want me.

I always want you, he whispered laughingly, in return.

Esmé regarded the scene with weariness and chagrin.

Come on, he said languidly to Mandel, well buy her some flowers for the evil she does us. Shell need em; shell be finished before this amateur sculptor finishes his blooming Arethusa.

Mandel lingered:

Im going up to Northbrook in a day or two, Barres. If you change — change Dulcies mind for her, just call me up at the Adolf Gerhardts.

Dulcie will call you up if she changes my mind.

Dulcie laughed.

When they had gone, Barres said:

You know I havent thought about the summer. What was your idea about it?

My — idea?

Yes. Youd want a couple of weeks in the country somewhere, wouldnt you?

I dont know. I never went away, she replied vaguely.

It occurred to him, now, that for all his pleasant toleration of Soanes little daughter during the two years and more of his residence in Dragon Court, he had never really interested himself in her well-being, never thought to enquire about anything which might really concern her. He had taken it for granted that most people have some change from the stifling, grinding, endless routine of their lives — some respite, some quiet interval for recovery and rest.

And so, returning from his own vacations, it never occurred to him that the shy girl whom he permitted within his precincts, when convenient, never knew any other break in the grey monotony — never left the dusty, soiled, and superheated city from one years summer to another.

Now, for the first time, he realised it.

Well go up there, he said. My family is accustomed to models I bring there for my summer work. Youll be very comfortable, and youll feel quite at home. We live very simply at Foreland Farms. Everybody will be kind and nobody will bother you, and you can do exactly as you please, because we all do that at Foreland Farms. Will you come when Im ready to go up?

She gave him a sweet, confused glance from her grey eyes.

Do you think your family would mind?

Mind? He smiled. We never interfere with one anothers affairs. Its not like many families, I fancy. We take it for granted that nobody in the family could do anything not entirely right. So we take that for granted and its a jolly sensible arrangement.

She turned her face on the pillow presently; the ice-bag slid off; she sat up in her bathrobe, stretched her arms, smiled faintly:

Shall I try again? she asked.

Oh, Lord! he said, would you? Upon my word, I believe you would! No more posing to-day! Im not a murderer. Lie there until youre ready to dress, and then ring for Selinda.

Dont you want me?

Yes, but I want you alive, not dead! Anyway, Ive got to talk to Westmore this morning, so you may be as lazy as you like — lounge about, read — — He went over to her, patted her cheek in the smiling, absent-minded way he had with her: Tell me, ducky, how are you feeling, anyway?

It confused her dreadfully to blush when he touched her, but she always did; and she turned her face away now, saying that she was quite all right again.

Preoccupied with his own thoughts, he nodded:

Thats fine, he said. Now, trot along to Selinda, and when youre fixed up you can have the run of the place to yourself.

Could I have my slippers? She was very shy even about her bare feet when she was not actually posing.

He found her slippers for her, laid them beside the lounge, and strolled away. Westmore rang a moment later, but when he blew in like a noisy breeze Dulcie had disappeared.

My little model toppled over, said Barres, taking his visitors outstretched hand and wincing under the grip. I shall cut out work while this weather lasts.

Westmore turned toward the Arethusa, laughed at the visible influence of Manship.

All the same, Garry, he said, theres a lot in your running nymph. Its nice; its knowing.

That is pleasant to hear from a sculptor.

Sculptor? Sometimes I feel like a sculpin — prickly heat, you know. He laughed heartily at his own witticism, slapped Barres on the shoulder, lighted a pipe, and flung himself on the couch recently vacated by Dulcie.

This damned war, he said, takes the native gaiety out of a man — takes the laughter out of life. Over two years of it now, Garry; and its as though the sun is slowly growing dimmer every day.

I know, nodded Barres.

Sure you feel it. Everybody does. By God, I have periods of sickness when the illustrated London periodicals arrive, and I see those dead men pictured there — such fine, clean fellows — our own kind — half of them just kids! — well, it hurts me to look at them, and, for the sheer pain of it, Im always inclined to shirk and turn that page quickly. But I say to myself, Jim, theyre dead fighting Christs own battle, and the least you can do is to read their names and ages, and look upon their faces.... And I do it.

So do I, nodded Barres, sombrely gazing at the carpet.

After a silence, Westmore said:

Well, the Boche has taken his medicine and canned Tirpitz — the wild swine that he is. So I dont suppose well get mixed up in it.

The Hun is a great liar, remarked Barres. Theres no telling.

Are you going to Plattsburg again this year? enquired Westmore.

I dont know. Are you?

In the autumn, perhaps.... Garry, its discouraging. Do you realise what a gigantic task we have ahead of us if the Hun ever succeeds in kicking us into this war? And what a gigantic mess weve made of two years inactivity?

Barres, pondering, scowled at his own thoughts.

And now, continued the other, the Guard is off to the border, and here we are, stripped clean, with the city lousy with Germans and every species of Hun deviltry hatching out fires and explosions and disloyal propaganda from the Atlantic to the Pacific, from the Lakes to the Gulf!

A fine mess! — no troops, nothing to arm them with, no modern artillery, no preparations; the Boche growing more insolent, more murderous, but slyer; a row on with Mexico, another brewing with Japan, all Europe and Great Britain regarding us with contempt — I ask you, can you beat it, Garry? Are there any lower depths for us? — any sub-cellars of iniquity into which we can tumble, like the basket of jelly-fish we seem to be!

Its a nightmare, said Barres. Since Liège and the Lusitania, its been a bad dream getting worse. Well have to wake, you know. If we dont, were of no more substance than the dream itself: — we are the dream, and well end like one.

Im going to wait a bit longer, said Westmore restlessly, and if theres nothing doing, its me for the other side.

For me, too, Jim.

Is it a bargain?

Certainly.... Id rather go under my own flag, of course.... Well see how this Boche backdown turns out. I dont think it will last. I believe the Huns have been stirring up the Mexicans. It wouldnt surprise me if they were at the bottom of the Japanese menace. But what angers me is to think that we have received with innocent hospitality these hundreds of thousands of Huns in America, and that now, all over the land, this vast, acclimated nest of snakes rises hissing at us, menacing us with their filthy fangs!

Thank God our police is still half Irish, growled Westmore, puffing at his pipe. These dirty swine might try to rush the city if war comes while the Guard is away.

Theyre doing enough damage as it is, said Barres, with their traitorous press, their pacifists, their agents everywhere inciting labour to strike, teaching disorganisation, combining commercially, directing blackmail, bomb outrages, incendiaries, and infesting the Republic with a plague of spies — —

The studio bell rang sharply. Barres, who stood near the door, opened it.

Thessa! he exclaimed, astonished and delighted.


CHAPTER XV

BLACKMAIL
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SHE CAME IN swiftly, stirring the sultry stillness of the studio with a little breeze from her gown, faintly fragrant.

Garry, dear!— She gave him both her hands and looked at him; and he saw the pink tint of excitement in her cheeks and her dark eyes brilliant.

Thessa, this is charming of you — —

No! I came — — She cast a swift glance around her, beheld Westmore, gave him one hand as he came forward.

How do you do? she said, almost breathlessly, plainly controlling some inward excitement.

But Westmore retained her hand and laid the other over it.

You said youd come to the Ritz — —

Im sorry.... I have been — bothered — with matters — affairs — —

You are bothered now, he said. If you have something to say to Garry, Ill go about my business.... Only Im sorry its not your business, too.

He released her hand and reached for the door-knob: her dark eyes were resting on him with a strained, intent expression. On impulse she thrust out her arm and closed the door, which he had begun to open.

Please — Mr. Westmore.... I do want to see you. Im trying to think clearly— She turned and looked at Barres.

Is it serious? he said in a low voice.

I — suppose so.... Garry, I wish to — to come here ... and stay.

What!

She nodded.

Is it all right?

All right, he replied pleasantly, bewildered and almost inclined to laugh.

She said in a low, tense voice.

Im really in trouble, Garry. I told you once that the word was not in my vocabulary.... Ive had to include it.

Im so sorry! Tell me all about — —

He checked himself: she turned to Westmore — a deeper flush came into her cheeks — then she said gravely:

I scarcely know Mr. Westmore, but if he is like you, Garry — your sort — perhaps he — —

Hed do anything for you, Thessa, if youll let him. Have you confidence in me?

You know I have.

Then you can have the same confidence in Jim. I suggest it because I have a hazy idea what your trouble is. And if you came to ask advice, then I think that youll get double value if you include Jim Westmore in your confidence.

She stood silent and with heightened colour for a moment, then her expression became humorous, and, partly turning, she put out her gloved hand behind her and took hold of Westmores sleeve. It was at once an appeal and an impulsive admission of her confidence in this young man whom she had liked from the beginning, and who must be trustworthy because he was the friend of Garret Barres.

Im scared half to death, she remarked, without a quaver in her voice, but her smile had now become forced, and a quick, uneven little sigh escaped her as she passed her arms through Barres and Westmores, and, moving across the carpet between them, suffered herself to be installed among the Chinese cushions upon the lounge by the open window.

In her distractingly pretty summer hat and gown, and with her white gloves and gold-mesh purse in her lap — her fresh, engaging face and daintily rounded figure — Thessalie Dunois seemed no more mature, no more experienced in worldly wisdom, than the charming young girls one passes on Fifth Avenue on a golden morning in early spring.

But Westmore, looking into her dark eyes, divined, perhaps, something less inexperienced, less happy in their lovely, haunted depths. And, troubled by he knew not what, he waited in silence for her to speak.

Barres said to her:

You are being annoyed, Thessa, dear. I gather that much from what has already happened. Can Jim and I do anything?

I dont know.... Its come to a point where I — Im afraid — to be alone.

Her gaze fell; she sat brooding for a few moments, then, with a quick intake of breath:

It humiliates me to come to you. Would you believe that of me, Garry, that it has come to a point where I am actually afraid to be alone? I thought I had plenty of what the world calls courage.

You have!

I had. I dont know whats become of it — what has happened to me.... I dont want to tell you more than I have to — —

Tell us as much as you think necessary, said Barres, watching her.

Thank you.... Well, then, some years ago I earned the enmity of a man. And, through him, a European Government blacklisted me. It was a terrible thing. I did not fully appreciate what it meant at the time. She turned to Westmore in her pretty, impulsive way: This European Government, of which I speak, believes me to be the agent of another foreign government — believes that I betrayed its interests. This man whom I offended, to punish me and to cover his own treachery, furnished evidence which would have convicted me of treachery and espionage.

The excited colour began to dye her cheeks again; she stretched out one arm in appeal to Westmore:

Please believe me! I am no spy. I never was. I was too young, too stupid, too innocent in such matters to know what this man was about — that he had very cleverly implicated me in this abhorrent matter. Do you believe me, Mr. Westmore?

Of course I do! he said with a fervour not, perhaps, necessary. If youll be kind enough to point out that gentleman — —

Wait, Jim, interposed Barres, nodding to Thessalie to proceed.

She had been looking at Westmore, apparently much interested in his ardour, but she came to herself when Barres interrupted, and sat silent again as though searching her mind concerning what further she might say. Slowly the forced smile curved her lips again. She said:

I dont know just what that enraged European Government might have done to me had I been arrested, because I ran away ... and came here.... But the man whom I offended discovered where I was and never for a day even have his agents ceased to watch me, annoy me — —

There was a quick break in her voice; she set her lips in silence until the moments emotion had passed, then, turning to Westmore with winning dignity: I am a dancer and singer — an entertainer of sorts, by profession. I — —

Tell Westmore a little more, Thessa, said Barres.

If you think it necessary.

Ill tell him. Miss Dunois was the most celebrated entertainer in Europe when this happened. Since she came here the man she has mentioned has, somehow, managed to interfere and spoil every business arrangement which she has attempted. He looked at Thessa. I dont know whether, if Thessalie had cared to use the name under which she was known all over Europe — —

I didnt dare, Garry. I thought that, if some manager would only give me a chance I could make a new name for myself. But wherever I went I was dogged, and every arrangement was spoiled.... I had my jewels.... You remember some of them, Garry. I gave those away — I think I told you why. But I had other jewels — unset diamonds given to my mother by Prince Haledine. Well, I sold them and invested the money.... And my income is all I have — quite a tiny income, Mr. Westmore, but enough. Only I could have done very well here, I think, if I had not been interfered with.

Thessa, said Barres, why not tell us both a little more? Were devoted to you.

The girl lifted her dark eyes, and unconsciously they were turned to Westmore. And in that young mans vigorous, virile personality perhaps she recognised something refreshing, subtlely compelling, for, still looking at him, she began to speak quite naturally of things which had long been locked within her lonely heart:

I was scarcely more than a child when General Count Klingenkampf killed my father. The Grand Duke Cyril hushed it up.

I had several thousand roubles. I had — trouble with the Grand Duke.... He annoyed me ... as some men annoy a woman.... And when I put him in his place he insulted the memory of my mother because she was a Georgian.... I slapped his face with a whip.... And then I had to run away.

She drew a quick, uneven breath, smiling at Westmore from whose intent gaze her own dark eyes never wandered.

My father had been a French officer before he took service in Russia, she said. I was educated in Alsace and then in England. Then my father sent for me and I returned to St. Peters — I mean Petrograd. And because I loved dancing my father obtained permission for me to study at the Imperial school. Also, I had it in me to sing, and I had excellent instruction.

And because I did such things in my own way, sometimes my father permitted me to entertain at the gay gatherings patronised by the Grand Duke Cyril.

She smiled in reminiscence, and her gaze became remote for a moment. Then, coming back, she lifted her eyes once more to Westmores:

I ran away from Cyril and went to Constantinople, where Von-der-Goltz Pasha and others whom I had met at the Grand Dukes parties, when little more than a child, were stationed. I entertained at the German Embassy, and at the Yildiz Palace.... I was successful. And my success brought me opportunities — of the wrong kind. Do you understand?

Westmore nodded.

So, she continued, with a slight movement of disdain, I didnt quite see how I was to get to Paris all alone and begin a serious career. And one evening I entertained at the German Embassy — tell me, do you know Constantinople?

No.

Well, it is nothing except a vast mass of gossip and intrigue. One breakfasts on rumours, lunches on secrets, and dines on scandals. And my maid told me enough that day to make certain matters quite clear to me.

And so I entertained at the Embassy.... Afterward it was no surprise when his Excellency whispered to me that an honest career was assured me if I chose, and that I might be honestly launched in Paris without paying the price which I would not pay.

Later I was not surprised, either, when Ferez Bey, a friend of my father, and a man I had known since childhood, presented me to — to — — She glanced at Barres; he nodded; she concluded to name the man:  — the Count dEblis, a Senator of France, and owner of the newspaper called Le Mot dOrdre.

After a silence she stole another glance at Barres; a smile hovered on her lips. He, also, smiled; for he, too, was thinking of that moonlit way they travelled together on a night in June so long ago.

Her glance asked:

Is it necessary to tell Mr. Westmore this?

He shook his head very slightly.

Well, she went on, her eyes reverting again to Westmore, the Count dEblis, it appeared, had fallen in love with me at first sight.... In the beginning he misunderstood me.... When he realised that I would endure no nonsense from any man he proved to be sufficiently infatuated with me to offer me marriage.

She shrugged:

At that age one man resembled another to me. Marriage was a convention, a desirable business arrangement. The Count was in a position to launch me into a career. Careers begin in Paris. And I knew enough to realise that a girl has to pay in one way or another for such an opportunity. So I said that I would marry him if I came to care enough for him. Which merely meant that if he were ordinarily polite and considerate and companionable I would ultimately become his wife.

That was the arrangement. And it caused much trouble. Because I was a— she smiled at Barres,  — a success from the first moment. And dEblis immediately began to be abominably jealous and unreasonable. Again and again he broke his promise and tried to interfere with my career. He annoyed me constantly by coming to my hotel at inopportune moments; he made silly scenes if I ventured to have any friends or if I spoke twice to the same man; he distrusted me — he and Ferez Bey, who had taken service with him. Together they humiliated me, made my life miserable by their distrust.

I warned dEblis that his absurd jealousy and unkindness would not advance him in my interest. And for a while he seemed to become more reasonable. In fact, he apparently became sane again, and I had even consented to our betrothal, when, by accident, I discovered that he and Ferez were having me followed everywhere I went. And that very night was to have been a gay one — a party in honour of our betrothal — the night I discovered what he and Ferez had been doing to me.

I was so hurt, so incensed, that— She cast an involuntary glance at Barres; he made a slight movement of negation, and she concluded her sentence calmly:  — I quarrelled with dEblis.... There was a very dreadful scene. And it transpired that he had sold a preponderating interest in Le Mot dOrdre to Ferez Bey, who was operating the paper in German interests through orders directly from Berlin. And dEblis thought I knew this and that I meant to threaten him, perhaps blackmail him, to shield some mythical lover with whom, he declared, I had become involved, and who was betraying him to the British Ambassador.

She drew a deep, long breath:

Is it necessary for me to say that there was not a particle of truth in his hysterical accusations? — that I was utterly astounded? But my amazement became anger and then sheer terror when I learned from his own lips that he had cunningly involved me in his transactions with Ferez and with Berlin. So cunningly, so cleverly, so seriously had he managed to compromise me as a German agent that he had a mass of evidence against me sufficient to have had me court-martialled and shot had it been in time of war.

To me the situation seemed hopeless. I never would be believed by the French Government. Horror of arrest overwhelmed me. In a panic I took my unset jewels and fled to Belgium. And then I came here.

She paused, trembling a little at the memory of it all. Then:

The agents of dEblis and Ferez discovered me and have given me no peace. I do not appeal to the police because that would stir up secret agents of the French Government. But it has come now to a place where — where I dont know what to do.... And so — being afraid at last — I am here to — to ask — advice — —

She waited to control her voice, then opened her gold-mesh bag and drew from it a letter.

Three weeks ago I received this, she said. I ignored it. Two weeks ago, as I opened the door of my room to go out, a shot was fired at me, and I heard somebody running down stairs.... I was badly scared. But I went out and did my shopping, and then I went to the writing room of a hotel and wrote to Garry.... Somebody watching me must have seen me write it, because an attempt was made to steal the letter. A man wearing a handkerchief over his face tried to snatch it out of the hands of Dulcie Soane. But he got only half of the letter.

And when I got home that same evening I found that my room had been ransacked.... That was why I did not go to meet you at the Ritz; I was too upset. Besides, I was busy moving my quarters.... But it was no use. Last night I was awakened by hearing somebody working at the lock of my bedroom. And I sat up till morning with a pistol in my hand.... And — I dont think I had better live entirely alone — until it is safer. Do you, Garry?

I should think not! said Westmore, turning red with anger.

Did you wish us to see that letter? asked Barres.

She handed it to him. It was typewritten; and he read it aloud, leisurely and very distinctly, pausing now and then to give full weight to some particularly significant and sinister sentence:

MADEMOISELLE:

For two years and more it has been repeatedly intimated to you that your presence in America is not desirable to certain people, except under certain conditions, which conditions you refuse to consider.

You have impudently ignored these intimations.

Now, you are beginning to meddle. Therefore, this warning is sent to you: Mind your business and cease your meddling!

Moreover, you are invited to leave the United States at your early convenience.

France, England, Russia, and Italy are closed to you. Without doubt you understand that. Also, doubtless you have no desire to venture into Germany, Austria, Bulgaria, or Turkey. Scandinavia remains open to you, and practically no other country except Spain, because we do not permit you to go to Mexico or to Central or South America. Do you comprehend? We do not permit it.

Therefore, hold your tongue and control your furor scribendi while in New York. And make arrangements to take the next Danish steamer for Christiania.

This is a friendly warning. For if you are still here in the United States two weeks after you have received this letter, other measures will be taken in your regard which will effectually dispose of your troublesome presence.

The necessity which forces us to radical action in this affair is regrettable, but entirely your own fault.

You have, from time to time during the last two years, received from us overtures of an amicable nature. You have been approached with discretion and have been offered every necessary guarantee to cover an understanding with us.

You have treated our advances with frivolity and contempt. And what have you gained by your defiance?

Our patience and good nature has reached its limits. We shall ask nothing further of you; we deliver you our orders hereafter. And our orders are to leave New York immediately.

Yet, even now, at the eleventh hour, it may not be too late for us to come to some understanding if you change your attitude entirely and show a proper willingness to negotiate with us in all good faith.

But that must be accomplished within the two weeks grace given you before you depart.

You know how to proceed. If you try to play us false you had better not have been born. If you deal honestly with us your troubles are over.

This is final.

THE WATCHER.


CHAPTER XVI

THE WATCHER

[image: img657.jpg]

THE WATCHER, REPEATED Barres, studying the typewritten signature for a moment longer. Then he looked at Westmore: What do you think of that, Jim?

Westmore, naturally short tempered, became very red, got to his feet, and began striding about the studio as though some sudden blaze of inward anger were driving him into violent motion.

The thing to do, he said, is to catch this Watcher fellow and beat him up. Thats the way to deal with blackmailers — catch em and beat em up — vermin of this sort — this blackmailing fraternity! — I havent anything to do; Ill take the job!

Wed better talk it over first, suggested Barres. There seem to be several ways of going about it. One way, of course, is to turn detective and follow Thessa around town. And, as you say, spot any man who dogs her and beat him up very thoroughly. Thats your way, Jim. But Thessa, unfortunately, doesnt desire to be featured, and you cant go about beating up people in the streets of New York without inviting publicity.

Westmore came back and stood near Thessalie, who looked up at him from her seat on the Chinese couch with visible interest:

Mr. Westmore?

Yes?

Garry is quite right about the way I feel. I dont want notoriety. I cant afford it. It would mean stirring up every French Government agent here in New York. And if America should ever declare war on Germany and become an ally of France, then your own Secret Service here would instantly arrest me and probably send me to France to stand trial.

She bent her pretty head, adding in a quiet voice:

Extradition would bring a very swift end to my career. With the lying evidence against me and a Senator of France to corroborate it by perjury — ask yourselves, gentlemen, how long it would take a military court to send me to the parade in the nearest caserne!

Do you mean theyd shoot you? demanded Westmore, aghast.

Any court-martial to-day would turn me over to a firing squad!

You see, said Barres, turning to Westmore, this is a much more serious matter than a case of ordinary blackmail.

Why not go to our own Secret Service authorities and lay the entire business before them? asked Westmore excitedly.

But Thessalie shook her head:

The evidence against me in Paris is overwhelming. My dossier alone, as it now stands, would surely condemn me without corroborative evidence. Your people here would never believe in me if the French Government forwarded to them a copy of my dossier from the secret archives in Paris. As for my own Government — — She merely shrugged.

Barres, much troubled, glanced from Thessalie to Westmore.

Its rather a rotten situation, he said. There must be, of course, some sensible way to tackle it, though I dont quite see it yet. But one thing is very plain to me: Thessa ought to remain here with us for the present. Dont you think so, Jim?

How can I, Garry? she asked. You have only one room, and I couldnt turn you out — —

I can arrange that, interposed Westmore, turning eagerly to Barres with a significant gesture toward the door at the end of the studio. Theres the solution, isnt it?

Certainly, agreed Barres; and to Thessalie, in explanation: Westmores two bedrooms adjoin my studio — beyond that wall. We have merely to unlock those folding doors and throw his apartment into mine, making one long suite of rooms. Then you may have my room and Ill take his spare room.

She still hesitated.

I am very grateful, Garry, and I admit that I am becoming almost afraid to remain entirely alone, but — —

Send for your effects, he insisted cheerfully. Aristocrates will move my stuff into Westmores spare room. Then you shall take my quarters and be comfortable and well guarded with Aristocrates and Selinda on one side of you, and Jim and myself just across the studio. He cast a sombre glance at Westmore: I suppose those rats will ultimately trail her to this place.

Westmore turned to Thessalie:

Where are your effects? he asked.

She smiled forlornly:

I gave up my lodgings this morning, packed everything, and came here, rather scared. A little flush came over her face and she lifted her dark eyes and met Westmores intent gaze. You are very kind, she said. My trunks are at the Grand Central Station — if you desire to make up my disconcerted mind for me. Do you really want me to come here and stay a few days?

Westmore suppressed himself no longer:

I wont let you go! he said. Im worried sick about you! And to Barres, who sat slightly amazed at his friends warmth:

Do you suppose any of those dirty dogs have traced the trunks?

Thessalie said:

Ive never yet been able to conceal anything from them.

Probably, then, said Barres, they have traced your luggage and are watching it.

Give me your checks, anyway, said Westmore. Ill go at once and get your baggage and bring it here. If theyre watching for you it will jolt them to see a man on the job.

Barres nodded approval; Thessalie opened her purse and handed Westmore the checks.

You both are so kind, she murmured. I have not felt so sheltered, so secure in many, many months.

Westmore, extremely red again, controlled his emotions — whatever they were — with a visible effort:

Dont worry for one moment, he said. Garry and I are going to settle this outrageous business for you. Now, Im off to find your trunks. And if you could give me a description of any of these fellows who follow you about — —

Please — you are not to beat up anybody! she reminded him, with a troubled smile.

Ill remember. I promise you not to.

Barres said:

I think one of them is a tall, bony, one-eyed man, who has been hanging around here pretending to peddle artists materials.

Thessalie made a quick gesture of assent and of caution:

Yes! His name is Max Freund. I have found it impossible to conceal my whereabouts from him. This man, with only one eye, appears to be a friend of the superintendent, Soane. I am not certain that Soane himself is employed by this gang of blackmailers, but I believe that his one-eyed friend may pay him for any scraps of information concerning me.

Then we had better keep an eye on Soane, growled Westmore. Hes no good; hell take graft from anybody.

Where is his daughter, Dulcie? asked Thessalie. Is she not your model, Garry?

Yes. Shes in my room now, lying down. This morning it was pretty hot in here, and Dulcie fainted on the model stand.

The poor child! exclaimed Thessalie impulsively. Could I go in and see her?

Why, yes, if you like, he replied, surprised at her warm-hearted interest. He added, as Thessalie rose: She is really all right again. But go in if you like. And you might tell Dulcie she can have her lunch in there if she wants it; but if shes going to dress she ought to be about it, because its getting on toward the luncheon hour.

So Thessalie went swiftly away down the corridor to knock at the door of the bedroom, and Barres walked out with Westmore as far as the stairs.

Jim, he said very soberly, this whole business looks ugly to me. Thessa seems to be seriously entangled in the meshes of some blackmailing spider who is sewing her up tight.

Its probably a tighter web than we realise, growled Westmore. It looks to me as though Miss Dunois has been caught in the main net of German intrigue. And that the big spider in Berlin did the spinning.

Thats certainly what it looks like, admitted the other in a grave voice. I dont believe that this is merely a local matter — an affair of petty, personal vengeance: I believe that the Hun is actually afraid of her — afraid of the evidence she might be able to furnish against certain traitors in Paris.

Westmore nodded gloomily:

Im pretty sure of it, too. Theyve tried, apparently, to win her over. Theyve tried, also, to drive her out of this country. Now, they mean to force her out, or perhaps kill her! Good God! Garry, did you ever hear of such filthy impudence as this entire German propaganda in America?

Go and get her trunks, said Barres, deeply worried. By the time you fetch em back here, lunch will be ready. Afterward, wed all better get together and talk over this unpleasant situation.

Westmore glanced at his watch, turned and went swinging away in his quick, energetic stride. Barres walked slowly back to the studio.

There was nobody there. Thessalie had not yet returned from her visit to Dulcie Soane.

The Prophet, however, came in presently, his tail politely hoisted. An agreeable aroma from the kitchen had doubtless allured him; he made an amicable remark to Barres, suffered himself to be caressed, then sprang to the carved table — his favourite vantage point for observation — and gazed solemnly toward the dining-room.

For half an hour or more, Barres fussed and pottered about in the rather aimless manner of all artists, shifting canvases and stacking them against the wall, twirling his wax Arethusa around to inspect her from every possible and impossible angle, using clouds of fixitive on such charcoal studies as required it, scraping away meditatively at a too long neglected palette.

He was already frankly concerned about Thessalie, and the more he considered her situation the keener grew his apprehension.

Yet he, like all his fellow Americans, had not yet actually persuaded himself to believe in spies.

Of course he read about them and their machinations in the daily papers; the spy scare was already well developed in New York; yet, to him and to the great majority of his fellow countrymen, people who made a profession of such a dramatic business seemed unreal — abstract types, not concrete examples of the human race — and he could not believe in them — could neither visualise such people nor realise that they existed outside melodrama or the covers of a best-seller.

There is an incredulity which knows yet refuses to believe in its own knowledge. It is very American and it represented the paradoxical state of mind of this deeply worried young man, as he stood there in the studio, scraping away mechanically at his crusted palette.

Then, as he turned to lay it aside, through the open studio door he saw a strange, bespectacled man looking in at him intently.

An unpleasant shock passed through him, and his instinct started him toward the open door to close it.

Excuse, said he of the thick spectacles; and Barres stopped short:

Well, what is it? he asked sharply.

The man, who was well dressed and powerfully built, squinted through his spectacles out of little, inflamed and pig-like eyes.

Miss Dunois iss here? he enquired politely. I haff a message — —

What is your name?

Excuse, please. My name iss not personally known to Miss Dunois — —

Then what is your business with Miss Dunois?

Excuse, please. It iss of a delicacy — of a nature quite private, iff you please.

Barres inspected him in hostile silence for a moment, then came to a swift conclusion.

Very well. Step inside, he said briefly.

I thank you, I will wait here — —

Step inside! snapped Barres.

Startled into silence, the man only blinked at him. Under the others searching, suspicious gaze, the small, pig-like eyes were now shifting uneasily; then, as Barres took an abrupt step forward, the man shrank away and stammered out something about a letter which he was to deliver to Miss Dunois in private.

You say you have a letter for Miss Dunois? demanded Barres, now determined to get hold of him.

I am instructed to giff it myself to her in private, all alone — —

Give it to me!

I am instruc — —

Give it to me, I tell you! — and come inside here! Do you hear what Im saying to you?

The spectacled man lost most of his colour as Barres started toward him.

Excuse! he faltered, backing off down the corridor. I giff you the letter! And he hastily thrust his hand into the side pocket of his coat. But it was a pistol he poked under the others nose — a shiny, lumpy weapon, clutched most unsteadily.

Hands up and turn me once around your back! whispered the man hoarsely. Quick! — or I shoot you! — as the other, astounded, merely gazed at him. The man had already begun to back away again, but as Barres moved he stopped and cursed him:

Put them up your hands! snarled the spectacled man, with a final oath. Keep your distance or I kill you!

Barres heard himself saying, in a voice not much like his own:

You cant do this to me and get away with it! Its nonsense! This sort of thing doesnt go in New York!

Suddenly his mind grew coldly, terrible clear:

No, you cant get away with it! he concluded aloud, in the calm, natural voice of conviction. Your stunt is scaring women! You try to keep clear of men — you dirty, blackmailing German crook! Ive got your number! Youre the Watcher! — you murderous rat! Youre afraid to shoot!

It was plain that the spectacled man had not discounted anything of this sort — plain now, to Barres, that if, indeed, murder actually had been meant, it was not his own murder that had been planned with that big, blunt, silver-plated pistol, now wavering wildly before his eyes.

I blow your face off! whispered the stranger, beginning to back away again, and ghastly pale.

Keep out of thiss! I am not looking for you. Get you back; step once again inside that door away! — —

But Barres had already jumped for him, had almost caught him, was reaching for him — when the man hurled the pistol straight at his face. The terrific impact of the heavy weapon striking him between the eyes dazed him; he stumbled sideways, colliding with the wall, and he reeled around there a second.

But that seconds leeway was enough for the bespectacled stranger. He turned and ran like a deer. And when Barres reached the staircase the whitewashed hall below was still echoing with the slam of the street grille.

Nevertheless, he hurried down, but found the desk-chair empty and Soane nowhere visible, and continued on to the outer door, more or less confused by the terrific blow on the head.

Of course the bespectacled man had disappeared amid the noonday foot-farers now crowding both sidewalks east and west, on their way to lunch.

Barres walked slowly back to the desk, still dazed, but now thoroughly enraged and painfully conscious of a heavy swelling where the blow had fallen on his forehead.

In the superintendents quarters he found Soane, evidently just awakened after a sodden night at Grogans, trying to dress.

Barres said:

There is nobody at the desk. Either you or Miss Kurtz should be on duty. That is the rule. Now, Im going to tell you something: If I ever again find that desk without anybody behind it, I shall go to the owners of this building and tell them what sort of superintendent you are! And maybe Ill tell the police, also!

Arrah, then, Misther Barres — —

Thats all! said Barres, turning on his heel. Anything more from you and youll find yourself in trouble!

And he went up stairs.

The lumpy pistol still lay there in the corridor; he picked it up and took it into the studio. The weapon was fully loaded. It seemed to be of some foreign make — German or Austrian, he judged by the marking which had been almost erased, deliberately obliterated, it appeared to him.

He placed it in his desk, seated himself, explored his bruises gingerly with cautious finger-tips, concluded that the bridge of his nose was not broken, then threw himself back in his armchair for some grim and concentrated thinking.


CHAPTER XVII

A CONFERENCE
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THE ELEGANTLY MODULATED accents of Aristocrates, announcing the imminence of luncheon, aroused Barres from disconcerted but wrathful reflections.

As he sat up and tenderly caressed his battered head, Thessalie and Dulcie came slowly into the studio together, their arms interlaced.

Both exclaimed at the sight of the young mans swollen face, but he checked their sympathetic enquiries drily:

Bumped into something. Its nothing. How are you, Dulcie? All right again?

She nodded, evidently much concerned about his disfigured forehead; so to terminate sympathetic advice he went away to bathe his bruises in witch hazel, and presently returned smelling strongly of that time-honoured panacea, and with a saturated handkerchief adorning his brow.

At the same time, there came a considerable thumping and bumping from the corridor; the bell rang, and Westmore appeared with the trunks — five of them. These a pair of brawny expressmen rolled into the studio and carried thence to the storeroom which separated the bedroom and bath from the kitchen.

Any trouble? enquired Barres of Westmore, when the expressmen had gone.

None at all. Nobody looked at me twice. Whats happened to your noddle?

Bumped it. Lunch is ready.

Thessalie came over to him:

I have included Dulcie among my confidants, she said in a low voice.

You mean youve told her — —

Everything. And I am glad I did.

Barres was silent; Thessalie passed her arm around Dulcies waist; the two men walked behind together.

The table was a mass of flowers, over which netted sunlight played. Three cats assisted — the Prophet, always dignified, blinked pleasantly from a window ledge; the blond Houri, beside him, purred loudly. Only Strindberg was impossible, chasing her own tail under the patient feet of Aristocrates, or rolling over and over beneath the table in a mindless assault upon her own hind toes.

Seated there in the quiet peace and security of the pleasant room, amid familiar things, with Aristocrates moving noiselessly about, sunlight lacing wall and ceiling, and the air aromatic with the scent of brilliant flowers, Barres tried in vain to realise that murder could throw its shadow over such a place — that its terrible menace could have touched his threshold, even for an instant.

No, it was impossible. The fellow could not have intended murder. He was merely a blackmailer, suddenly detected and instantly frightened, pulling a gun in a panic, and even then failing in the courage to shoot.

It enraged Barres to even think about it, but he could not bring himself to attach any darker significance to the incident than just that — a blackmailer, ready to display a gun, but not to use it, had come to bully a woman; had found himself unexpectedly trapped, and had behaved according to his kind.

Barres had meant to catch him. But he admitted to himself that he had gone about it very unskilfully. This added disgust to his smouldering wrath, but he realised that he ought to tell the story.

And after the rather subdued luncheon was ended, and everybody had gone out to the studio, he did tell it, deliberately including Dulcie in his audience, because he felt that she also ought to know.

And this is the present state of affairs, he concluded, lighting a cigarette and flinging one knee across the other,  —— that my friend, Thessalie Dunois, who came here to escape the outrageous annoyance of a gang of blackmailers, is followed immediately and menaced with further insult on my very threshold.

This thing must stop. Its going to be stopped. And I suggest that we discuss the matter now and decide how it ought to be handled.

After a silence, Westmore said:

You had your nerve, Garry. Im wondering what I might have done under the muzzle of that pistol.

Dulcies grey eyes had never left Barres. He encountered her gaze now; smiled at its anxious intensity.

I made a botch of it, Sweetness, didnt I? he said lightly. And, to Westmore: The moment I suspected him he was aware of it. Then, when I tried to figure out how to get him into the studio, it was too late. I made a mess of it, thats all. And its too bad, Thessa, that I havent more sense.

She gently shook her head:

You havent any sense, Garry. That man might easily have killed you, in spite of your coolness and courage — —

No. He was just a rat — —

In a corner! You couldnt tell what hed do — —

Yes, I could. He didnt shoot. Moreover, he legged it, which was exactly what I was certain he meant to do. Dont worry about me, Thessa; if I didnt have brains enough to catch him, at least I was clever enough to know it was safe to try. He laughed. Theres nothing of the hero about me; dont think it!

I think that Dulcie and I know what to call your behaviour, she said quietly, taking the silent girls hand in hers and resting it in her lap.

Sure; it was bull-headed pluck, growled Westmore. The drop is the drop, Garry, and youre no mind-reader.

But Barres persisted in taking it humorously:

I read that gentlemans mind correctly, and his character, too. Then, to Thessalie: You say you dont recognise him from my description?

She shook her head thoughtfully.

Garry, said Westmore impatiently, if were going to discuss various ways of putting an end to this business, what way do you suggest?

Barres lighted another cigarette:

Ive been thinking. And I havent a notion how to go about it, unless we turn over the matter to the police. But Thessa doesnt wish publicity, he added, so whatever is to be done we must do by ourselves.

Thessalie leaned forward from her seat on the lounge by Dulcie:

I dont ask that of you, she remonstrated earnestly. I only wanted to stay here for a little while — —

You shall do that too, said Westmore, but this matter seems to involve something more than annoyance and danger to you. Those miserable rascals are Germans and they are carrying on their impudent intrigues, regardless of American laws and probably to the countrys detriment. How do we know what they are about? What else may they be up to? It seems to me that somebody had better investigate their activities — this one-eyed man, Freund — this handy gunman in spectacles — and whoever it was who took a shot at you the other day — —

Certainly, said Barres, and you and I are going to investigate. But how?

What about Grogans?

Its a German joint now, nodded Barres. One of us might drop in there and look it over. Thessa, how do you think we ought to go about this affair?

Thessalie, who sat on the sofa with Dulcies hand clasped in both of hers — a new intimacy which still surprised and pleasantly perplexed Barres — said that she could not see that there was anything in particular for them to do, but that she herself intended to cease living alone for a while and refrain from going about town unaccompanied.

Then it suddenly occurred to Barres that if he and Dulcie went to Foreland Farms, Thessalie should be invited also; otherwise, shed be alone again, except for the servants, and possibly Westmore. And he said so.

This wont do, he insisted. We four ought to remain in touch with one another for the present. If Dulcie and I go to Foreland Farms, you must come, too, Thessa; and you, Jim, ought to be there, too.

Nobody demurred; Barres, elated at the prospect, gave Thessalie a brief sketch of his family and their home.

Theres room for a regiment in the house, he added, and you will feel welcome and entirely at home. Ill write my people to-night, if its settled. Is it, Thessa?

Id adore it, Garry. I havent been in the country since I left France.

And you, Jim?

You bet. I always have a wonderful time at Foreland.

Now, this is splendid! exclaimed Barres, delighted. If you disappear, Thessa, those German rats may become discouraged and give up hounding you. Anyway, youll have a quiet six weeks and a complete rest; and by that time Jim and I ought to devise some method of handling these vermin.

Nobody, said Thessalie, smiling, has asked Dulcies opinion as to how this matter ought to be handled.

Barres turned to meet Dulcies shy gaze.

Tell us what to do, Sweetness! he said gaily. It was stupid of me not to ask for your views.

For a few moments the girl remained silent, then, the lovely tint deepening in her cheeks, she suggested diffidently that the people who were annoying Thessalie had been hired to do it by others more easy to handle, if discovered.

There was a moments silence, then Barres struck his palm with doubled fist:

That, he said with emphasis, is the right way to approach this business! Hired thugs can be handled in only two ways — beat em up or call in the police. And we can do neither.

But the men higher up — the men who inspire and hire these rats — they can be dealt with in other ways. Youre right, Dulcie! Youve started us on the only proper path!

Considerably excited, now, as vague ideas crowded in upon him, he sat smiting his knees, his brows knit in concentrated thought, aware that they were on the right track, but that the track was but a blind trail so far.

Dulcie ventured to interrupt his frowning cogitation:

People of position and influence who hire men to do unworthy things are cowards at heart. To discover them is to end the whole matter, I think.

Youre absolutely right, Sweetness! Wait! I begin to see — to see things — see something — interesting — —

He looked up at Thessalie:

DEblis, Ferez Bey, Von-der-Goltz Pasha, Excellenz, Berlin — all these were mixed up with this German-American banker, Adolf Gerhardt, were they not?

It was Gerhardts money, I am sure, that bought the Mot dOrdre from dEblis for Ferez — that is, for Berlin, she said.

Do you mean, asked Westmore, the New York banker, Adolf Gerhardt, of Gerhardt, Klein & Schwartzmeyer, who has that big show place at Northbrook?

Barres smiled at him significantly:

What do you know about that, Jim! If we go to Foreland were certain to be asked to the Gerhardts! Theyre part of the Northbrook set; theyre received everywhere. They entertain the personnel of the German and Austrian Embassies. Probably their place, Hohenlinden, is a hotbed of German intrigue and propaganda! Thessa, how about you? Would you care to risk recognition in Gerhardts drawing-room, and see what information you could pick up?

Thessalies cheeks grew bright pink, and her dark eyes were full of dancing light:

Garry, Id adore it! I told you I had never been a spy. And that is absolutely true. But if you think I am sufficiently intelligent to do anything to help my country, Ill try. And I dont care how I do it, she added, with her sweet, reckless little laugh, and squeezed Dulcies hand tightly between her fingers.

Do you suppose Gerhardt would remember you? asked Westmore.

I dont think so. I dont believe anybody would recollect me. If anybody there ever saw Nihla Quellen, it wouldnt worry me, because Nihla Quellen is merely a memory if anything, and only Ferez and dEblis know I am alive and here — —

And their hired agents, added Westmore.

Yes. But such people would not be guests of Adolf Gerhardt at Northbrook.

Ferez Bey might be his guest.

What of it! she laughed. I was never afraid of Ferez — never! He is a jackal always. A threatening gesture and he flees! No, I do not fear Ferez Bey, but I think he is horribly afraid of me.... I think, perhaps, he has orders to do me very serious harm — and dares not. No, Ferez Bey comes sniffing around after the fight is over. He does no fighting, not Ferez! He slinks outside the smoke. When it clears away and night comes he ventures forth to feed furtively on what is left. That is Ferez — my Ferez on whom I would not use a dog-whip — no! — merely a slight gesture — and he is gone like a swift shadow in the dark!

Fascinated by the transformation in her, the other three sat gazing at Thessalie in silence. Her colour was high, her dark eyes sparkled, her lips glowed. And the superb young figure so celebrated in Europe, so straight and virile, seemed instinct with the reckless gaity and courage which rang out in her full-throated laughter as she ended with a gesture and a snap of her white fingers.

For my country — for France, whose generous mind has been poisoned against me — I would do anything — anything! she said. If you think, Garry, that I have wit enough to balk dEblis, check Ferez, confuse the plotters in Berlin — well, then! — I shall try. If you say it is right, then I shall become what I never have been — a spy!

She sat for a moment smiling in her flushed excitement. Nobody spoke. Then her expression altered, subtlely, and her dark eyes grew pensive.

Perhaps, she said wistfully, if I could serve my country in some little way, France might believe me loyal.... I have sometimes wished I might have a chance to prove it. There is nothing I would not risk if only France would come to believe in me.... But there seemed to be no chance for me. It is death for me to go there now, with that dossier in the secret archives and a Senator of France to swear my life away — —

If you like, said Westmore, very red again, Ill go into the business, too, and help you nail some of these Hun plotters. Ive nothing better to do; Id be delighted to help you land a Hun or two.

Im with you both, heart and soul! said Barres. The whole country is rotten with Boche intrigue. Who knows what we may uncover at Northbrook?

Dulcie rose and came over to where Barres sat, and he reached up without turning around, and gave her hand a friendly little squeeze.

She bent over beside him:

Could I help? she asked in a low voice.

You bet, Sweetness! Did you think you were being left out? And he drew her closer and passed one arm absently around her as he began speaking again to Westmore:

It seems to me that we ought to stumble on something at Northbrook worth following up, if we go about it circumspectly, Jim — with all that Austrian and German Embassy gang coming and going during the summer, and this picturesque fellow, Murtagh Skeel, being lionised by — —

Dulcies sudden start checked him and he looked up at her.

Murtagh Skeel, the Irish poet and patriot, he repeated, who wants to lead a Clan-na-Gael raid into Canada or head a death-battalion to free Ireland. Youve read about him in the papers, Dulcie?

Yes ... I want to talk to you alone — — She blushed and dropped a confused little curtsey to Thessalie: Would you please pardon my rudeness — —

You darling! said Thessalie, blowing her a swift, gay kiss. Go and talk to your best friend in peace!

Barres rose and walked away slowly beside Dulcie. They stood still when out of earshot. She said:

I have a few of my mothers letters.... She knew a young man whose name was Murtagh Skeel.... He was her dear friend. But only in secret. Because I think her father and mother disliked him.... It would seem so from her letters and his.... And she was — in love with him.... And he with mother.... Then — I dont know.... But she came to America with father. That is all I know. Do you believe he can be the same man?

Murtagh Skeel, repeated Barres. Its an unusual name. Possibly he is the same man whom your mother knew. I should say he might have been about your mothers age, Dulcie. He is a romantic figure now — one of those dreamy, graceful, impractical patriots — an enthusiast with one idea and that an impossible one! — the freedom of Ireland wrenched by force from the traditional tyrant, England.

He thought a moment, then:

Whatever the fault, and wherever lies the blame for Irelands unrest to-day, this is no time to start rebellion. Who strikes at England now strikes at all Freedom in the world. Who conspires against England to-day conspires with barbarism against civilisation.

My outspoken sympathy of yesterday must remain unspoken to-day. And if it be insisted on, then it will surely change and become hostility. No, Dulcie; the line of cleavage is clean: it is Light against Darkness, Right against Might, Truth against Falsehood, and Christ against Baal!

This man, Murtagh Skeel, is a dreamer, a monomaniac, and a dangerous fanatic, for all his winning and cultivated personality and the personal purity of his character.... It is an odd coincidence if he was once your mothers friend — and her suitor, too.

Dulcie stood before him, her head a trifle lowered, listening to what he said. When he ended, she looked up at him, then across the studio where Westmore had taken her place on the sofa beside Thessalie. They both seemed to be absorbed in a conversation which interested them immensely.

Dulcie hesitated, then ventured to take possession of Barres arm:

Could you and I sit down over here by ourselves? she asked.

He smiled, always amused by her increasing confidence and affection, and always a little touched by it, so plainly she revealed herself, so quaintly — sometimes very quietly and shyly, sometimes with an ardent impulse too swift for self-conscious second thoughts which might have checked her.

So they seated themselves in the carved compartments of an ancient choir-stall and she rested one elbow on the partition between them and set her rounded chin in her palm.

You pretty thing, he said lightly.

At that she blushed and smiled in the confused way she had when teased. And at such times she never looked at him — never even pretended to sustain his laughing gaze or brave out her own embarrassment.

I wont torment you, Sweetness, he said. Only you ought not to let me, you know. Its a temptation to make you blush; you do it so prettily.

Please — — she said, still smiling but vividly disconcerted again.

There, dear! I wont. Im a brute and a bully. But honestly, you ought not to let me.

I dont know how to stop you, she admitted, laughing. I could kill myself for being so silly. Why is it, do you suppose, that I blu — —

She checked herself, scarlet now, and sat motionless with her head bent over her clenched palm, and her lip bitten till it quivered. Perhaps a flash of sudden insight had answered her own question before she had even finished asking it. And the answer had left her silent, rigid, as though not daring to move. But her bitten lip trembled, and her breath, which had stopped, came swiftly now, desperately controlled. But there seemed to be no control for her violent little heart, which was racing away and setting every pulse a faster pace.

Barres, more uneasy than amused, now, and having before this very unwillingly suspected Dulcie of an exaggerated sentiment concerning him, inspected her furtively and sideways.

I wont tease you any more, he repeated. Im sorry. But you understand, Sweetness; its just a friendly tease — just because were such good friends.

Yes, she nodded breathlessly. Dont notice me, please. I dont seem to know how to behave myself when Im with you — —

What nonsense, Dulcie! Youre a wonderful comrade. We have bully times when were together. Dont we?

Yes.

Well, then, for the love of Mike! Whats a little teasing between friends? Buck up, Sweetness, and dont ever let me upset you again.

No. She turned and looked at him, laughed. But there was a wonderful beauty in her grey eyes and he noticed it.

You little kiddie, he said, your eyes are all starry like a babys! You are not growing up as fast as you think you are!

She laughed again deliciously:

How wise you are, she said.

Aha! So youre joshing me, now!

But arent you very, very wise? she asked demurely.

You bet I am. And Im going to prove it.

How, please?

Listen, irreverent youngster! If you are going to Foreland Farms with me, you will require various species of clothes and accessories.

At that she was frankly dismayed:

But I cant afford — —

Piffle! I advance you sufficient salary. Thessalie had better advise you in your shopping — — He hesitated, then: You and Thessa seem to have become excellent friends rather suddenly.

She was so sweet to me, explained Dulcie. I hadnt cared for her very much — that evening of the party — but to-day she came into your room, where I was lying on the bed, and she stood looking at me for a moment and then she said, Oh, you darling! and dropped on her knees and drew me into her arms.... Wasnt that a curious thing to happen? I — I was too surprised to speak for a minute; then the loveliest shiver came over me and I — I cuddled up close to her — because I had never remembered being in mothers arms — and it seemed wonderful — I had wanted it so — dreamed sometimes — and awoke and cried myself to sleep again.... She was so sweet to me.... We talked.... She told me, finally, about the reason of her visit to you. Then she told me about herself.... So I became her friend very quickly. And I am sure that I am going to love her dearly.... And when I love — she looked steadily away from him— I would die to serve — my friend.

The girls quiet ardour, her simplicity and candour, attracted and interested him. Always he had seemed to be aware, in her, of hidden forces — of something fresh and charmingly impetuous held in leash — of controlled impulses, restless, uneasy, bitted, curbed, and reined in.

Pride, perhaps, a natural reticence in the opposite sex — perhaps the habit of control in a girl whose childhood had had no outlet — some of these, he concluded, accounted for her subdued air, her restraint from demonstration. Save for the impulsive little hand on his arm at times, the slightest quiver of lip and voice, there was no sign of the high-strung, fresh young force that he vaguely divined within her.

Dulcie, he said, how much do you know about the romance of your mother?

She lifted her grey eyes to his:

What romance?

Why, her marriage.

Was that a romance?

I gather, from your father, that your mother was very much above him in station.

Yes. He was a gamekeeper for my grandfather.

What was your mothers name?

Eileen.

I mean her family name.

Fane.

He was silent. She remained thoughtful, her chin resting between two fingers.

Once, she murmured, as though speaking to herself, when my father was intoxicated, he said that Fane is my name, not Soane.... Do you know what he meant?

No.... His name is Soane, isnt it?

I suppose so.

Well, what do you suppose he meant, if he meant anything?

I dont quite know.

He is your father, isnt he?

She shook her head slowly:

Sometimes, when he is intoxicated, he says that he isnt. And once he added that my name is not Soane but Fane.

Did you question him?

No. He only cries when he is that way.... Or talks about Irelands wrongs.

Ask him some time.

I have asked him when he was sober. But he denied ever saying it.

Then ask him when hes the other way. I — well, to be frank, Dulcie, you havent the slightest resemblance to your father — not the slightest — not in any mental or physical particular.

He says Im like mother.

And her name was Eileen Fane, murmured Barres. She must have been beautiful, Dulcie.

She was — — A bright blush stained her face, but this time she looked steadily at Barres and neither of them smiled.

She was in love with Murtagh Skeel, said Dulcie. I wonder why she did not marry him.

You say her family objected.

Yes, but what of that, if she loved him?

But even in those days he may have been a troublemaker and revolutionist — —

Does that matter if a girl is in love?

In Dulcies voice there was again that breathless tone through which something rang faintly — something curbed back, held in restraint.

I suppose, he said, smiling, that if one is in love nothing else matters.

Nothing matters, she said, half to herself. And he looked askance at her, and looked again with increasing curiosity.

Westmore called across the room:

Thessalie and I are going shopping! Any objections?

A sudden and totally unexpected dart seemed to penetrate the heart region of Garret Barres. It was jealousy and it hurt.

No objection at all, he said, wondering how the devil Westmore had become so familiar with her name in such a very brief encounter.

Thessalie rose and came over:

Dulcie, will you come with us? she asked gaily.

Thats a first rate idea, said Barres, cheering up. Dulcie, tell her what things you have and shell tell you what you need for Foreland Farms.

Indeed I will, cried Thessalie. Well make her perfectly adorable in a most economical manner. Shall we, dear?

And she held out her hand to Dulcie, and, smiling, turned her head and looked across the room at Westmore.

Which troubled Barres and left him rather silent there in the studio after they had gone away. For he had rather fancied himself as the romance in Thessalies life, and, at times, was inclined to sentimentalise a little about her.

And now he permitted himself to wonder how much there really might be to that agreeable sentiment he entertained for, perhaps, the prettiest girl he had ever met in his life, and, possibly, the most delightful.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE BABBLER
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THE DOUBLE APARTMENT in Dragon Court, swept by such vagrant July breezes as wandered into the heated city, had become lively with preparations for departure.

Barres fussed about, collecting sketching paraphernalia, choosing brushes, colours, canvases, field kits, and costumes from his accumulated store, and boxing them for transportation to Foreland Farms, with the languid assistance of Aristocrates.

Westmore had only to ship a modelling stand, a handful of sculptors tools, and a ton or two of Plasteline, an evil-smelling composite clay, very useful to work with.

But the storm centre of preparation revolved around Dulcie. And Thessalie, enchanted with her new rôle as adviser, bargainer, and purchaser, and always attaching either Westmore or Barres to her skirts when she and Dulcie sallied forth, was selecting and accumulating a charming and useful little impedimenta. For the young girl had never before owned a single pretty thing, except those first unpremeditated gifts of Barres, and her happiness in these expeditions was alloyed with trepidation at Thessalies extravagance, and deep misgivings concerning her ultimate ability to repay out of the salary allowed her as a private model.

Intoxicated by ownership, she watched Thessalie and Selinda laying away in her brand-new trunk the lovely things which had been selected. And one day, thrilled but bewildered, she went into the studio, where Barres sat opening his mail, and confessed her fear that only lifelong devotion in his service could ever liquidate her overwhelming financial obligations to him.

He had begun to laugh when she opened the subject:

Thessa is managing it, he said. It looks like a lot of expense, but it isnt. Dont worry about it, Sweetness.

I do worry — —

Now, what a ridiculous thing to do! he interrupted. Its merely advanced salary — your own money. I told you to blow it; Im responsible. And I shall arrange it so you wont notice that you are repaying the loan. All I want you to do is to have a good time about it.

I am having a good time — when it doesnt scare me to spend so much for — —

Cant you trust Thessa and me?

The girl dropped to her knees beside his chair in a swift passion of gratitude:

Oh, I trust you — I do — — But she could not utter another word, and only pressed her face against his arm in the tense silence of emotions which were too powerful to express, too deep and keen to comprehend or to endure.

And she sprang to her feet, flushed, confused, turning from him as he retained one hand and drew her back:

Dear child, he said, in his pleasant voice, this is really a very little thing I do for you, compared to the help you have given me by hard, unremitting, uncomplaining physical labour and endurance. There is no harder work than holding a pose for painter or sculptor — nothing more cruelly fatiguing. Add to that your cheerfulness, your willingness, your quiet, loyal, unobtrusive companionship — and the freshness and inspiration and interest ever new which you always awake in me — tell me, Sweetness, are you really in my debt, or am I in yours?

I am in yours. You made me.

You always say that. Its foolish. You made yourself, Dulcie. You are making yourself all the while. Why, good heavens! — if you hadnt had it in you, somehow, to ignore your surroundings — take the school opportunities offered you — close your eyes and ears to the sights and sounds and habits of what was supposed to be your home — —

He checked himself, thinking of Soane, and his brogue, and his ignorance and his habits.

How the devil you escaped it all I cant understand, he muttered to himself. Even when I first knew you, there was nothing resembling your — your father about you — even if you were almost in rags!

I had been with the Sisters until I went to high school, she murmured. It makes a difference in a childs mind what is said and thought by those around her.

Of course. But, Dulcie, it is usually the unfortunate rule that the lower subtly contaminates the higher, even in casual association — that the weaker gradually undermines the stronger until it sinks to lesser levels. It has not been so with you. Your clear mind remained untarnished, your aspiration uncontaminated. Somewhere within you had been born the quality of recognition; and when your eyes opened on better things you recognised them and did not forget after they disappeared — —

Again he ceased speaking, aware, suddenly, that for the first time he was making the effort to analyse this girl for his own information. Heretofore, he had accepted her, sometimes curious, sometimes amused, puzzled, doubtful, even uneasy as her mind revealed itself by degrees and her character glimmered through in little fitful gleams from that still hidden thing, herself.

He began to speak again, before he knew he was speaking — indeed, as though within him somewhere another man were using his lips and voice as vehicles:

You know, Dulcie, its not going to end — our companionship. Your real life is all ahead of you; its already beginning — the life which is properly yours to shape and direct and make the most of.

I dont know what kind of life yours is going to be; I know, merely, that your career doesnt lie down stairs in the superintendents lodgings. And this life of ours here in the studio is only temporary, only a phase of your development toward clearer aims, higher aspiration, nobler effort.

Tranquillity, self-respect, intelligent responsibility, the happiness of personal independence are the prizes: the path on which you have started leads to the only pleasure man has ever really known — labour.

He looked down at her hand lying within his own, stroked the slender fingers thoughtfully, noticing the whiteness and fineness of them, now that they had rested for three months from their patient martyrdom in Soanes service.

Ill talk to my mother and sister about it, he concluded. All you need is a start in whatever youre going to do in life. And you bet youre going to get it, Sweetness!

He patted her hand, laughed, and released it. She couldnt speak just then — she tried to as she stood there, head averted and grey eyes brilliant with tears — but she could not utter a sound.

Perhaps aware that her overcharged heart was meddling with her voice, he merely smiled as he watched her moving slowly back to Thessalies room, where the magic trunk was being packed. Then he turned to his letters again. One was from his mother:

Garry darling, anybody you bring to Foreland is always welcome, as you know. Your family never inquires of its members concerning any guests they may see fit to invite. Bring Miss Dunois and Dulcie Soane, your little model, if you like. Theres a world of room here; nobody ever interferes with anybody else. You and your guests have two thousand acres to roam about in, ride over, fish over, paint over. Theres plenty for everybody to do, alone or in company.

Your father is well. He looks little older than you. Hes fishing most of the time, or busy reforesting that sandy region beyond the Foreland hills.

Your sister and I ride as usual and continue to improve the breeds of the various domestic creatures in which we are interested and you are not.

The pheasants are doing well this year, and were beginning to turn them out with their foster-mothers.

Your father wishes me to tell you and Jim Westmore that the trout fishing is still fairly good, although it was better, of course, in May and June.

The usual parties and social amenities continue in Northbrook. Everybody included in that colony seems to have arrived, also the usual influx of guests, and there is much entertaining, tennis, golf, dances — the invariable card always offered there.

Claire and I go enough to keep from being too completely forgotten. Your father seldom bothers himself.

Also, the war in Europe has made us, at Foreland, disinclined to frivolity. Others, too, of the older society in Northbrook are more subdued than usual, devote themselves to quieter pursuits. And those among us who have sons of military age are prone to take life soberly in these strange, oppressive days when even under sunny skies in this land aloof from war, all are conscious of the tension, the vague foreboding, the brooding stillness that sometimes heralds storms.

But all north-country folk do not feel this way. The Gerhardts, for example, are very gay with a house full of guests and overflowing week-ends. The German Embassy, as always, is well represented at Hohenlinden. Your father wont go there at all now. As for Claire and myself, we await political ruptures before we indulge in social ones. And it doesnt look like war, now that Von Tirpitz has been sent to Coventry.

This, Garry darling, is my budget of news. Bring your guests whenever you please. You wouldnt bring anybody you oughtnt to; your family is liberal, informal, pleasantly indifferent, and always delightfully busy with its individual manias and fads; so come as soon as you please — sooner, please — because, strange as it may seem, your mother would like to see you.

The letter was what he had expected. But, as always, it made him very grateful.

Wonderful mother I have, he murmured, opening another letter from his father:

DEAR GARRET:

Why the devil dont you come up? Youve missed the cream of the fishing. Theres nothing doing in the streams now, but at sunrise and toward evening theyre breaking nicely in the lake.

Ive put in sixty thousand three-year transplants this year on that sandy stretch. They are white, Scotch and Austrian. Your children will enjoy them.

The dogs are doing well. Theres one youngster, the litter-tyrant of Goldenrods brood, who ought to make a field winner. But theres no telling. You and Ill have em out on native woodcock.

There are some grouse, but we ought to let them alone for the next few years. As for the pheasants, theyre everywhere now, in the brake, silver-grass, and weeds, peeping, scurrying, creeping — cunning little beggars and growing wild as quail.

The horses are all right. The crops promise well. Labour is devilish scarce, and unsatisfactory when induced to accept preposterous wages. What we need are coolies, if these lazy, native slackers continue to handicap the farmers who have to employ them. The American hired man! He makes me sick. With few exceptions, he is incredibly stupid, ignorant, unwilling, lazy.

Hes sometimes a crook, too; he takes pay for what he doesnt do; he steals your time; he cares absolutely nothing about your interests or convenience; he will leave you stranded in harvest time, without any notice at all; decent treatment he does not appreciate; hell go without a warning even, leaving your horses unfed, your cattle unwatered, your crops rotting!

Hes a degenerate relic of those real men who broke up the primæval wilderness. He is the reason for high prices, the cause of agricultural and industrial distress, the inert, sodden, fermenting, indigestible mass in the belly of the body-politic!

The American hired man! If the country doesnt spew him up, hell kill it!

Perhaps youve heard me before on this subject, Garret. Im likely to air my views, you know.

Well, my son, I look forward to your arrival. I am glad that Westmore is coming with you. As for your other guests, they are welcome, of course.

Your father,

REGINALD BARRES.

He laughed; this letter so perfectly revealed his father.

Dad and his trout and his birds and his pines and his eternally accursed hired help, he said to himself, Dad and his monocle and his immaculate attire — the finest man who ever fussed! And he laughed tenderly to himself as he broke the seal of his sisters brief note:

Garry dear, Ive been so busy schooling horses and dancing that Ive had no time for letter writing. So glad youre coming at last. Bring along any good novels you see. My best to Jim. Your guests can be well mounted, if they ride. Father is wild because there are more foxes than usual, but hes promised not to treat them as vermin, and the Northbrook pack is to hunt our territory this season, after all. Poor Dad! He is a brick, isnt he?

Affectionately,

LEE.

Barres pocketed his sheaf of letters and began to stroll about the studio, whistling the air of some recent musical atrocity.

Westmore, in his own room, composing verses — a secret vice unsuspected by Barres — bade him Shut up! — the whistling no doubt ruining his metre.

But Barres, with politest intentions, forgot himself so many times that the other man locked up his Lines to Thessalie when she was sewing on a button for me, and came into the studio.

Where is she? he inquired naïvely.

Wheres who? demanded Barres, still sensitive over the increasing intimacy of this headlong young man and Thessalie Dunois.

Thessa.

In there fussing with Dulcies togs. Go ahead in, if you care to.

Is your stuff packed up?

Barres nodded:

Is yours?

Most of it. How many trunks is Thessa taking?

How do I know? said Barres, with a trace of irritation. Shes at liberty to take as many as she likes.

Westmore didnt notice the irritation; his mind was entirely occupied by Thessalie — an intellectual condition which had recently become rather painfully apparent to Barres, and, doubtless, equally if not painfully apparent to Thessalie herself.

Probably Dulcie noticed it, too, but gave no sign, except when the serious grey eyes stole toward Barres at times, as though vaguely apprehensive that he might not be entirely in sympathy with Westmores enchanted state of mind.

As for Thessalie, though Westmores naïve and increasing devotion could scarcely escape her notice, it was utterly impossible to tell how it affected her — whether, indeed, it made any impression at all.

For there seemed to be no difference in her attitude toward these two men; it was plain enough that she liked them both — that she believed in them implicitly, was happy with them, tranquil now in her new security, and deeply penetrated with gratitude for their kindness to her in her hour of need.

* * * * *

Come on in, coaxed Westmore, linking his arm in Barres, and counting on the latter to give him countenance.

The arm of Barres remained rigid and unresponsive, but his legs were reluctantly obliging and carried him along with Westmore to what had been his own room before Thessalie had installed herself there.

And there she was on her knees, amid a riot of lingerie and feminine effects, while Dulcie lovingly smoothed out and folded object after object which Selinda placed between layers of pale blue tissue paper in the trunks.

How are things going, Thessa? inquired Westmore, in the hearty, cheerful voice of the intruder who hopes to be made welcome. But her attitude was discouraging.

You know you are only in the way, she said. Drive him out, Dulcie!

Dulcie laughed and looked at them both with shyly friendly eyes:

Is my trousseau not beautiful? she asked. If youll step outside Ill put on a hat and gown for you — —

Oh, Dulcie! protested Thessalie, I want you to dawn upon them, and a dress rehearsal would spoil it all!

Westmore tiptoed around amid lovely, frail mounds of fabrics, until ordered to an empty chair and forbidden further motion. It was all the same to him, so long as his fascinated gaze could rest on Thessalie.

Which further annoyed Barres, and he backed out and walked to the studio, considerably disturbed in his mind.

That man, he thought, is making an ass of himself, hanging around Thessa like a half-witted child. She cant help noticing it, but she doesnt seem to do anything about it. I dont know why she doesnt squelch him — unless she likes it — — But the idea was so unpleasant to Barres that he instantly abandoned that train of thought and prepared for himself a comfortable nest on the lounge, a pipe, and an uncut volume of flimsy summer fiction.

In the middle of these somewhat sullen preparations, there came a ring at his studio door. Only the superintendent or strangers rang that bell as a rule, and Barres went to his desk, slipped his loaded pistol into his coat pocket, then walked to the door and opened it.

Soane stood there, his face a shiny-red from drink, his legs steady enough. As usual when drunk, he was inclined to be garrulous.

Whats the matter? inquired Barres in a low voice.

Wisha, Misther Barres, sorr, av yere not too busy fr to — —

S-h-h! Dont bellow at the top of your voice. Wait a moment!

He picked up his hat and came out into the corridor, closing the studio door behind him so that Dulcie, if she appeared on the scene, should not be humiliated before the others.

Soane began again, but the other cut him short:

Dont start talking here, he said. Come down to your own quarters if youre going to yell your head off! And he led the way, impatiently, down the stairs, past the desk where Miss Kurtz sat stolid and mottled-faced as a lump of uncooked sausage, and into Soanes quarters.

Now, you listen to me first! he said when Soane had entered and he had closed the door behind them. You keep out of my apartment and out of Dulcies way, too, when youre drunk! Youre not going to last very long on this job; I can see that plainly — —

Faith, sorr, youre right! Im fired out entirely this blessed minute!

Youve been discharged?

I have that, sorr!

What for? Drunkenness?

Th divil do I know phwat for! Wisha, then, Misther Barres, is there anny harrm av a man — —

Yes, there is! I told you Grogans would do the trick for you. Now youre discharged without a reference, I suppose.

Soane smiled airily:

Misther Barres, dear, dont lave that worrit ye! I want no riference from anny landlord. Sure, landlords is tyrants, too! An phwat the divil should I be wantin — —

What are you going to do then?

Soane hooked both thumbs into the armholes of his vest, and swaggered about the room:

God bless yer kind heart, sorr, Ive a-plenty to do and more for good measure! He came up to confront Barres, and laid a mysterious finger alongside his over-red nose and began to brag:

Theres thim in high places as looks afther the likes o me, sorr. Theres thim that thrusts me, thim that depinds on me — —

Have you another job?

Soanes scorn was superb:

A job is ut? Misther Barres, dear, I was injuced fr to accept a position of grave importance!

Here in town?

Somewhere around tin thousand miles away or thereabouts, remarked Soane airily.

Do you mean to take Dulcie with you?

Musha, then, Misther Barres, tis why I come to ye above fr to ax ye will ye look afther Dulcie av I go away on me thravels?

Yes, I will!... Where are you going? What is all this stuff youre talking, anyway — —

Shtuff? God be good to you, its no shtuff I talk, Misther Barres! Sure, cant a decent man thravel fr to see the wurruld as God made it an no harrm in — —

Be careful what company you travel in, said Barres, looking at him intently. You have been travelling around New York in very suspicious company, Soane. I know more about it than you think I do. And it wouldnt surprise me if you have a run-in with the police some day.

The po-lice, sorr! Arrah, then, me fut in me hand an me tongue in me cheek to the likes o thim! An lave them go hoppin afther me av they like. The po-lice is ut! Open yr two ears, asthore, an listen here! — therell be nary po-lice, no nor constabulary, nor excise, nor landlords the day that Ireland flies her flag on Dublin Castle! Sure, that will be the grand sight, with all the rats a-runnin, an all the hurryin and scurryin an the futther and mutther — —

What are you gabbling about, Soane? Whats all this boasting about?

Gabble is ut? Is it boastin I am? Sorra the day! An there do be grand gintlemen and gay ladies to-day that shall look for a roof an a sup o tay this day three weeks, when th fut o the tyrant is lifted from the neck of Ireland an the landlords is runnin for their lives — —

I thought so! exclaimed Barres, disgusted.

An phwat was ye thinkin, sorr?

That your German friends at Grogans are stirring up trouble among the Irish. Whats all this nonsense, anyway? Are they trying to persuade you to follow the old Fenian tactics and raid Canada? Or is it an armed expedition to the Irish coast? Youd better be careful; theyll only lock you up here, but its a hanging matter over there!

Is it so? grinned Soane.

It surely is.

Well, then, be aisy, Misther Barres, dear. Av theres hangin to be done this time, twill not be thim as wears the green that hangs!

Barres slowly shook his head:

This is German work. Youre sticking your neck into the noose.

Lave the noose for the Clan-na-Gael to pull, sorr, an twill shqueeze no Irish neck!

Youre a fool, Soane! These Germans are exploiting such men as you. Wheres your common sense? Cant you see youre playing a German game? What do they care what becomes of you or of Ireland? All they want is for you to annoy England at any cost. And the cost is death! Do you dream for an instant that you and your friends stand a ghost of a chance if you are crazy enough to invade Canada? Do you suppose it possible to land an expedition on the Irish coast?

Soane deliberately winked at him. Then he burst into laughter and stood rocking there on heel and toe while his mirth lasted.

But the inevitable Celtic reaction presently sobered him and switched him into a sombre recapitulation of Erins wrongs. And this tragic inventory brought the inevitable tears in time. And Woe awoke in him the memory of the personal and pathetic.

The world had dealt him a wretched hand. He had sat in a crooked game from the beginning. The cards had been stacked; the dice were cogged. And now he meant to make the world disgorge — pay up the living that it owed him.

Barres attempted to stem the flow of volubility, but it instantly became a torrent.

Nobody knew the sorrows of Ireland or of the Irish. Tyranny had marked them for its own. As for himself — once a broth of a boy — he had been torn from the sacred precincts of his native shanty and consigned to a loveless, unhappy marriage.

Then Barres listened without interrupting. But the woes of Soane became vague at that point. Veiled references to being thrampled on, to th big house, to thim that was high an shtiff-necked, abounded in an unconnected way. There was something about being a servant at the fireside of his own wife — a footstool on the hearth of his own home — other incomprehensible plaints and mutterings, many scalding tears, a blub or two, and a sort of whining silence.

Then Barres said:

Who is Dulcie, Soane?

The man, seated now on his bed, lifted a congested and stupid visage as though he had not comprehended.

Is Dulcie your daughter? demanded Barres.

Soanes blue eyes wandered wildly in an agony of recollection:

Did I say she was not, sorr? he faltered. Av I told ye that, may the saints forgive me — —

Is it true?

Ah, what was I afther sayin, Misther — —

Never mind what you said or left unsaid! I want to ask you another question. Who was Eileen Fane?

Soane bounded to his feet, his blue eyes ablaze:

Holy Mother o God! What have I said!

Was Eileen Fane your wife?

Did I say her blessed name! shouted Soane. Sorra the sup I tuk that loosed the tongue o me this cursed day! Twas the dommed whishkey inside o me that told ye that — not me — not Larry Soane! Wurra the day I said it! An listen, now, fr the love o God! Take pride to yourself, sorr, for all the goodness ye done to Dulcie.

An av I go, and I come no more to vex her, I thank God tis in a gintlemans hands the child do be — — He choked; his marred hands dropped by his side, and he stared dumbly at Barres for a moment. Then:

Av I come no more, will ye guard her?

Yes.

Will ye do fair by her, Misther Barres?

Yes.

Call God to hear ye say ut!

So — help me — God.

Soane dropped on to the bed and took his battered face and curly head between his hands.

Ill say no more, he said thickly. Nor you nor she shall know no more. An av ye have guessed it out, kape it locked in. Ill say no more.... I was good to her — in me own way. But ye cud see — anny wan with half a cock-eye cud see.... I was — honest — with her mother.... She made the bargain.... I tuk me pay an held me tongue.... Tis whishkey talks, not me.... I tuk me pay an I kept to the bargain.... Wan year.... Then — she was dead of it — like a flower, sorr — like the rose ye pull an lave lyin in the sun.... Like that, sorr — in a year.... An I done me best be Dulcie.... I done me best. An held to the bargain.... An done me best be Dulcie — little Dulcie — the wee baby that had come at last — her baby — Dulcie Fane!...


CHAPTER XIX

A CHANCE ENCOUNTER

[image: img657.jpg]

A SINGLE SHADED lamp illuminated the studio, making the shapes of things vague where outline and colour were lost in the golden dusk. Dulcie, alone at the piano, accompanied her own voice with soft, scarcely heard harmonies, as she hummed, one after another, old melodies she had learned from the Sisters so long ago— The Harp, Shandon Bells, The Exile, Shannon Water — songs of that sort and period:

The Bells of Shandon, Then sound so grand on The pleasant waters of the River Lee.

Thessalie sat by the open window and Westmore squatted at her feet on the sill of the little balcony, doing, as usual, all the talking while she lay deep in her armchair waving her fan, listening, responding with a low-voiced laugh or word now and again.

Dulcie sang:

On the banks of the Shannon When Mary was nigh.

From that she changed to a haunting, poignant little song; and Barres looked up from his desk under the lamp. Then he sealed and stamped the three letters which he had written to his Foreland kinfolk, and, holding them in one hand, took his hat from the table with the other, as though preparing to rise. Dulcie half turned her head, her hands still idling over the shadowy keys:

Are you going out?

Just to the corner.

Why dont you mail your letters down stairs?

Ill step around to the branch post office; theyll go quicker.... What was that air you were playing just now?

It is called Mea Culpa.

Play it again.

She turned to the keys, recommenced the Celtic air, and sang in a clear, childish voice:

Wake, little maid!

Red dawns the morn,

The last stars fade,

The day is born;

Now the first lark wings high in air,

And sings the Virgins praises there!

I am afraid

To see the morn;

I lie dismayed

Beside the thorn.

Gazing at God with frightened eyes,

Where larks are singing in the skies.

II

Why, mourn, dear maid,

Alone, forlorn,

White and afraid

Beside the thorn,

With weeping eyes and sobbing breath

And fair sweet face as pale as death?



For love repayed

By Marys scorn,

I weep, betrayed

By one unborn!

Where can a poor lass hide her head

Till day be done and she be dead!



The voice and playing lingered among the golden shadows, hushed to a whisper, ceased.

Is it very old, that sad little song? he asked at last.

My mother wrote it.... There is the Mea Culpa, still, which ends it. Shall I sing it?

Go on, he nodded.

So she sang the Mea Culpa:

III

Winds in the whinns

Shall kene for me — 

(For Love is Love though men be men!)

Till all my sins

Forgiven be — 

(Maxima culpa, Lord. Amen.)

And Marys grace my fault shall purge,

While skylarks plead my cause above,

And breezy rivers sing my dirge,

Because I loved and died of Love.

(I love, and die of Love!)

Amen.



When the soft cadence of the last notes was stilled, Dulcie turned once more toward him in the uncertain light.

Its very lovely, he said, and dreadfully triste. The air alone is enough to break your heart.

My mother, when she wrote it, was unhappy, I imagine — — She swung slowly around to face the keys again.

Do you know why she was so unhappy?

She fell in love, said the girl over her shoulder. And it saddened her life, I think.

He sat motionless for a while. Dulcie did not turn again. Presently he rose and walked slowly out and down stairs, carrying his letters with him.

The stolid, mottled-faced German girl was on duty at the desk, and she favoured him with a sour look, as usual.

There was a genlman to see you, she mumbled.

When?

Just now. I didnt know you was in.

Well, why didnt you ring up the apartment and find out? he demanded.

She gave him a sullen look:

Heres his card, she said, shoving it across the desk.

Barres picked up the card. Georges Renoux, Architect, he read. Hotel Astor was pencilled in the corner.

Barres knit his brows, trying to evoke in his memory a physiognomy to fit a name which seemed hazily familiar.

Did the gentleman leave any message? he asked.

No.

Well, please dont make another mistake of this kind, he said.

She stared at him like a sulky sow, her little eyes red with malice.

Where is Soane? he inquired.

Out.

Where did he go?

I didnt ask him, she replied, with a slight sneer.

I wish to see him, continued Barres patiently. Could you tell me whether he was likely to go to Grogans?

Whats Grogans?

Grogans Café on Third Avenue — where Soane hangs out, he managed to explain calmly. You know where it is. You have called him up there.

I dont know nothin about it, she grunted, resuming the greasy novel she had been reading.

But when Barres, now thoroughly incensed, turned to leave, her small, pig-like eyes peeped slyly after him. And after he had disappeared through the corridor into the street she hastily unhooked the transmitter and called Grogans.

This is Martha.... Martha Kurtz. Yes, I want Frank Lehr.... Is that you, Frank?... The artist, Barres, who was pumping Soane the other night, is after him again. I told you how I listened at the door, and how I heard that Irish souse blabbing and bragging.... What?... Sure!... Barres was at the desk just now inquiring if Soane had gone to Grogans.... You bet!... Barres is leery since K17 hit him with a gun. Sure; hes stickin his nose into everything.... Look out for him, if he comes around Grogans askin for Soane.... And say; there was a French guy here callin on Barres. I knew he was in, but I said he was out. I was just goin to call you when Barres came down.... Yes, I got his name.... Wait, I copied it out.... Here it is, Georges Renoux, Architect. And he wrote Hotel Astor in the corner.

Yes, he said tell Barres to call him up. Naw, I didnt give him the message.... You dont say! Is that right? Hes one o them nosey Frenchman? A captain?... Gee!... Whats his lay?... In New York? Well, you better watch out then.... Sure, Ill ring you if he comes back!... No, there aint no news.... Yes, I was to the Astor grille last night, and I talked to K17.... There was a guy higher up there. I dont know who. He looked like he was a dark complected Jew.... Ferez Bey?... Gee!... You expect Skeel? To-night? Doin what? You think this man Renoux is watchin the Clan-na-Gael? Well, you better tell Soane to shut his mouth then.

Yes, that Dunois girl is here still. Its a pity K17 lost his nerve.... Well, you better look out for her and for Barres, too. Theyre as thick as last year honey!

All right, Ill let you know anything. Bye-bye.

* * * * *

Barres, walking leisurely up the street, kept watching for Soane somewhere along the block; but could see nobody in the darkness, resembling him.

Outdoors the July night was cooler; young girls, hatless, in summer frocks, gathered on stoops or strolled through the lamplit dark. Somewhere a piano sounded, not unpleasantly.

In the branch post office he mailed his letters, turned to go out, and caught sight of Soane passing along the sidewalk just outside.

And with him was the one-eyed man, Max Freund — the man who, perhaps, had robbed Dulcie of half the letter.

His first emotion was sheer anger, and it started him toward the door, bent on swift but unconsidered vengeance.

But before this impulse culminated in his collaring the one-eyed man, sufficient common sense came to the rescue. A row meant publicity, and an inquiry by authority would certainly involve the writer of the partly stolen letter — Thessalie Dunois.

Cool and collected now, but mad all through, Barres continued to follow Soane and Freund, dropping back several yards to keep out of sight, and trying to make up his mind what he ought to do.

The cross street was fairly well lighted; there seemed to be plenty of evening strollers abroad, so that he was not particularly conspicuous on the long block between Sixth and Fifth Avenues.

The precious pair, arriving at Fifth Avenue, halted, blocked by the normal rush of automobiles, unchecked now by a traffic policeman.

So Barres halted, too, and drew back alongside a shop window.

And, as he stopped and stepped aside, he saw a man pause on the sidewalk across the street and move back cautiously into the shadow of a façade opposite.

There was nothing significant in the occurrence; Barres merely happened to notice it; then he turned his eyes toward Soane and Freund, who now were crossing Fifth Avenue. And he went after them, with no definite idea in his head.

Soane and Freund walked on eastward; a tramcar on Madison Avenue stopped them once more; and, as Barres also halted behind them and stepped aside into the shadows, there, just across the street, he saw the same man again halt, retire, and stand motionless in a recess between two shop windows.

Barres tried to keep one eye on him and the other on Soane and Freund. The two latter were crossing Madison Avenue; and as soon as they had crossed, still headed east, the man on the other side of the street came out of his shadowy recess and started eastward, too.

Then Barres also started, but now he was watching the man across the street as well as keeping Soane and Freund in view — watching the former solitary individual with increasing curiosity.

Was that man keeping an eye on him? Was he following Soane and Freund? Was he, in fact, following anybody, and had the lively imagination of Barres begun to make something out of nothing?

At Park Avenue Freund and Soane paused, not apparently because of any vehicular congestion impeding their progress, but they seemed to be engaged in vehement conversation, Soanes excitable tones reaching Barres, where he had halted again beside the tradesmens gate of a handsome private house.

And once more, across the street the solitary figure also halted and stood unstirring under a porte-cochère.

Barres, straining his eyes, strove to make out details of his features and dress. And presently he concluded that, though the man did turn and glance in his direction occasionally, his attention was principally fixed on Soane and Freund.

His movements, too, seemed to corroborate this idea, because as soon as they started across Park Avenue the man on the opposite side of the street was in instant motion. And Barres, now intensely curious, walked eastward once more, following all three.

At Lexington Avenue Soane sheered off and, despite the clutch of Freund, went into a saloon. Freund finally followed.

As usual, across the street the solitary figure had stopped. Barres, also immobile, kept him in view. Evidently he, too, was awaiting the reappearance of Soane and Freund.

Suddenly Barres made up his mind to have a good look at him. He walked to the corner, walked over to the south side of the street, turned west, and slowly sauntered past the man, looking him deliberately in the face.

As for the stranger, far from shrinking or avoiding the scrutiny, he on his part betrayed a very lively interest in the physiognomy of Barres; and as that young man approached he found himself scanned by a brilliant and alert pair of eyes, as keen as a fox-terriers.

In frank but subtly hostile curiosity their glances met and crossed. Then, in an instant, a rather odd smile glimmered in the strangers eyes, twitched at his pleasant mouth, just shaded by a tiny moustache:

If you please, sir, he said in a low, amused voice, you will not — as they say in New York — butt in.

Barres, astonished, stood quite still. The young man continued to regard him with a very intelligent and slightly ironical expression:

I do not know, of course, he said, whether you are of the city police, the State service, the Post Office, the Department of Justice, the Federal Secret Service — he shrugged expressive shoulders— but this I do know very well, that through lack of proper coordination in the branches of all your departments of City, State, and Federal surety, there is much bungling, much working at cross purposes, much interference, and many blunders.

Therefore, I beg of you not to do anything further in the matter which very evidently occupies you. And he bowed and glanced across at the saloon into which Soane and Freund had disappeared.

Barres was thinking hard. He drew out his cigarette case, lighted a cigarette, came to his conclusions:

You are watching Freund and Soane? he asked bluntly.

And you, sir? Are you observing the stars? inquired the young man, evidently amused at something or other unperceived by Barres.

The latter said, frankly and pleasantly:

I am following those two men. It is evident that you are, also. So may I ask, have you any idea where they are going?

I can guess, perhaps.

To Grogans?

Of course.

Suppose, said Barres quietly, I put myself under your orders and go along with you.

The strange young man was much diverted:

In your kind suggestion there appears to be concealed a germ of common sense, he said. In which particular service are you employed, sir?

And you? inquired Barres, smilingly.

I imagine you may have guessed, said the young man, evidently greatly amused at something or other.

Sheer intuition prompted Barres, and he took a chance.

Yes, I have ventured to guess that you are an Intelligence Officer in the French service, and secretly on duty in the United States.

The young man winced but forced a very bland smile.

My compliments, whether your guess is born of certainty or not. And you, sir? May I inquire your status?

Im merely a civilian with a seasons Plattsburg training as my only professional experience. Im afraid you wont believe this, but its quite true. Im not in either Municipal, State, or Federal service. But I dont believe I can stand this Hun business much longer without enlisting with the Canadians.

Oh. May I ask, then, why you follow that pair yonder?

Ill tell you why. I am a painter. I live at Dragon Court. Soane, an Irishman, is superintendent of the building. I have reason to believe that German propagandists have been teaching him disloyalty under promise of aiding Ireland to secure political independence.

Coming out of the branch post office this evening, where I had taken some letters, I saw Soane and that fellow, Freund. I really couldnt tell you exactly what my object was in following them, except that I itched to beat up the German and refrained because of the inevitable notoriety that must follow.

Perhaps I had a vague idea of following them to Grogans, where I knew they were bound, just to look over the place and see for myself what that German rendezvous is like.

Anyway, what kept me on their trail was noticing you; and your behaviour aroused my curiosity. That is the entire truth concerning myself and this affair. And if you believe me, and if you think I can be of any service to you, take me along with you. If not, then I shall certainly not interfere with whatever you are engaged in.

For a few moments the young Intelligence Officer looked intently at Barres, the same amused, inexplicable smile on his face. Then:

Your name, he said, with malicious gaiety, is Garret Barres.

At that Barres completely lost countenance, but the other man began to laugh:

Certainly you are Garry Barres, a painter, a celebrated Beaux Arts man of — —

Good heavens! exclaimed Barres, you are Renoux! You are little Georges Renoux, of the atelier Ledoux! — on the architects side! — you are that man who left his card for me this evening! Ive seen you often! You were a little devil of a nouveau! — but you were always the centre of every bit of mischief in the rue Bonaparte! You put the whole Quarter en charette! I saw you do it.

I saw you, laughed Renoux, on one notorious occasion, teaching jiu-jitsu to a policeman! Dont talk to me about my escapades!

Cordially, firmly, in grinning silence, they shook hands. And for a moment the intervening years seemed to melt away; the golden past became the present; and Renoux even thrilled a little at the condescension of Barres in shaking hands with him — the nouveau honoured by the ancien! — the reverence never entirely forgotten.

What are you, anyway, Renoux? asked Barres, still astonished at the encounter, but immensely interested.

My friend, you have already guessed. I am Captain: Military Intelligence Department. You know? There are no longer architects or butchers or bakers in France, only soldiers. And of those soldiers I am a very humble one.

On secret duty here, nodded Barres.

I need not ask an old Beaux Arts comrade to be discreet and loyal.

My dear fellow, France is next in my heart after my own country. Tell me, you are following that Irishman, Soane, and his boche friend, Max Freund, are you not?

It happens to be as you say, admitted Renoux, smilingly. A job for a flic, is it not?

Shall I tell you what I know about those two men? — what I suspect?

I should be very glad — — But at that moment Soane came out of the saloon across the way, and Freund followed.

May I come with you? whispered Barres.

If you care to. Yes, come, nodded Renoux, keeping his clear, intelligent eyes on the two across the street, who now stood under a lamp-post, engaged in some sort of drunken altercation.

Renoux, watching them all the while, continued in a low voice:

Remember, Barres, if we chance to meet again here in America, I am merely Georges Renoux, an architect and a fellow Beaux Arts man.

Certainly.... Look! Theyre starting on, those two!

Come, whispered Renoux.

Soane, unsteady of leg and talkative, was now making for Third Avenue beside Freund, who had taken him by the arm, in hopes, apparently, of steadying them both.

As Renoux and Barres followed, the latter cautiously requested any instructions which Renoux might think fit to give.

Renoux said in his cool, agreeable voice:

You know its rather unusual for an officer to bother personally with this sort of thing. But my people — even the renegade Germans in our service — have been unable to obtain necessary information for us in regard to Grogans.

It happened this afternoon that certain information was brought to me which suggested that I myself take a look at Grogans. And that is what I was going to do when I saw you on the street, carefully stalking two well-known suspects.

They both laughed cautiously.

Grogans was now in sight on the corner, its cherrywood magnificence and its bilious imitation of stained glass aglow with electricity. And into its Family Entrance swaggered Soane, followed by the lank figure of Max Freund.

Renoux and Barres had halted fifty yards away. Neither spoke. And presently came to them a short, dark, powerfully built man, who strolled up casually, puffing a large, rank cigar.

Renoux named him to Barres:

Emile Souchez, one of my men. He added: Anybody gone in yet?

Otto Klein, of Gerhardt, Klein & Schwartzmeyer went in an hour ago, replied Souchez.

Oho, nodded Renoux softly. That signifies something really interesting. Who else went in?

Small fry — Dave Sendelbeck, Louis Hochstein, Terry Madigan, Dolan, McBride, Clancy — all Clan-na-Gael men.

Skeel?

No. Hes still at the Astor. Franz Lehr came out about half an hour ago and took a taxi west. Jacques Alost is following in another.

Renoux thought a moment:

Lehr has probably gone to see Skeel at the Hotel Astor, he concluded. Were going to have our chance, I think.

Then, turning to Barres:

Weve decided to take a sport-chance to-night. We have most reliable information that this man Lehr, who now owns Grogans, will carry here upon his person papers of importance to my Government — and to yours, too, Barres.

The man from whom he shall procure these papers is an Irish gentleman named Murtagh Skeel, just arrived from Buffalo and stopping overnight at the Hotel Astor.

Lehr, we were informed, was to go personally and get those papers.... Do you really wish to help us?

Certainly.

Very well. I expect we shall have what you call a mix-up. You will please, therefore, walk into Grogans — not by the family entrance, but by the swinging doors on Lexington Avenue. Kindly refresh yourself there with some Munich beer; also eat a sandwich at my expense, if you care to. Then you will give yourself the pains to inquire the way to the wash-room. And there you will possess your soul in amiable patience until you shall hear me speak your name in a very quiet, polite tone.

Barres, recognising the familiar mock seriousness of student days in Paris, began to smile. Renoux frowned and continued his instructions:

When you hear me politely pronounce your name, mon vieux, then you shall precipitate yourself valiantly to the aid of Monsieur Souchez and myself — and perhaps Monsieur Alost — and help us to hold, gag and search the somewhat violent German animal whom we corner inside the family entrance of Herr Grogan!

Barres had difficulty in restraining his laughter. Renoux was very serious, with the delightful mock gravity of a witty and perfectly fearless Frenchman.

Lehr? inquired Barres, still laughing.

That is the animal under discussion. There will be a taxicab awaiting us — — He turned to Souchez: Dis, donc, Emile, faut employer ton coup du Pêre François pour nous assurer de cet animal là.

Ben sure, nodded Souchez, fishing furtively in the side pocket of his coat and displaying the corner of a red silk handkerchief. He stuffed it into his pocket again; Renoux smiled carelessly at Barres.

Mon vieux, he said, I hope it will be like a good fight in the Quarter — what with all those Irish in there. You desire to get your head broken?

You bet I do, Renoux!

Bien! So now, if you are quite ready? he suggested. Merci, monsieur, et à bientôt! He bowed profoundly.

Barres, still laughing, walked to Lexington Avenue, crossed northward, and entered the swinging doors of Grogans, perfectly enchanted to have his finger in the pie at last, and aching for an old-fashioned Latin Quarter row, the pleasures of which he had not known for several too respectable years.


CHAPTER XX

GROGANS
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THE MATERIAL ATTRACTION of Grogans was principally German beer; the æsthetic appeal of the place was also characteristically Teutonic and consisted of peculiarly offensive decorations, including much red cherry, much imitation stained glass, many sprawling brass fixtures, and many electric lights. Only former inmates of the Fatherland could have conceived and executed the embellishments of Grogans.

There was a palatial bar, behind which fat, white-jacketed Teutons served slopping steins of beer upon a perforated brass surface. There was a centre table, piled with those barbarous messes known to the undiscriminating Hun as delicatessen — raw fish, sour fish, smoked fish, flabby portions of defunct pig in various guises — all naturally nauseating to the white mans olfactories and palate, and all equally relished by the beer-swilling boche.

A bartender with Pekinese and apoplectic eyes and the scorbutic facial symptoms of a Strassburg liver, took the order from Barres and set before him a frosty glass of Pilsner, incidentally drenching the bar at the same time with swipes, which he thriftily scraped through the perforated brass strainer into a slop-bucket underneath.

Being a stranger there, Barres was furtively scrutinised at first, but there seemed to be nothing particularly suspicious about a young man who stopped in for a glass of Pilsner on a July night, and nobody paid him any further attention.

Besides, two United States Secret Service men had just gone out, followed, as usual, by one Johnny Klein; and the Germans at the tables at the bar, and behind the bar were still sneeringly commenting on the episode — now a familiar one and of nightly occurrence.

So only very casual attention was paid to Barres and his Pilsner and his rye-bread and sardine sandwich, which he took over to a vacant table to desiccate and discuss at his leisure.

People came and went; conversation in Hunnish gutturals became general; soiled evening newspapers were read, raw fish seized in fat red fingers and suckingly masticated; also, skat and pinochle were resumed with unwiped hands, and there was loud slapping of cards on polished table tops, and many porcine noises.

Barres finished his Pilsner, side-stepped the sandwich, rose, asked a bartender for the wash-room, and leisurely followed the direction given.

There was nobody in there. He had, for company, a mouse, a soiled towel on a roller, and the remains of some unattractive soap. He lighted a cigarette, surveyed himself in the looking glass, cast a friendly glance at the mouse, and stood waiting, flexing his biceps muscles with a smile of anticipated pleasure in renewing the use of them after such a very long period wasted in the peaceful pursuit of art.

For he was still a boy at heart. All creative minds retain something of those care-free, irresponsible years as long as the creative talent lasts. As it fails, worldly caution creeps in like a thief in the night, to steal the spontaneous pleasures of the past and leave in their places only the old galoshes of prudence and the finger-prints of dull routine.

Barres stood by the open door of the wash-room, listening. The corridor which passed it led on into another corridor running at right angles. This was the Family Entrance.

Now, as he waited there, he heard the street door open, and instantly the deadened shock of a rush and struggle.

As he started toward the Family Entrance, straining his ears for the expected summons, a man in flight turned the corner into his corridor so abruptly that he had him by the throat even before he recognised in him the man with the thick eye-glasses who had hit him between the eyes with a pistol — the Watcher of Dragon Court!

With a swift sigh of gratitude to Chance, Barres folded the fleeing Watcher to his bosom and began the business he had to transact with him — an account too long overdue.

The Watcher fought like a wildcat, but in silence — fought madly, using both fists, feet, baring his teeth, too, with frantic attempts to use them. But Barres gave him no opportunity to kick, bite, or to pull out any weapon; he battered the Watcher right and left, swinging on him like lightning, and his blows drummed on him like the tattoo of fists on a punching bag until one stinging crack sent the Watchers head snapping back with a jerk, and a terrific jolt knocked him as clean and as flat as a dead carp.

There were papers in his coat, also a knuckle-duster, a big clasp-knife, and an automatic pistol. And Barres took them all, stuffed them into his own pockets, and, dragging his still dormant but twitching victim by the collar, as a cat proudly lugs a heavy rat, he started for the Family Entrance, where Donnybrook had now broken loose.

But the silence of the terrific struggle in that narrow entry, the absence of all yelling, was significant. No Irish whoops, no Teutonic din of combat shattered the stillness of that dim corridor — only the deadened sounds of blows and shuffling of frantic feet. It was very evident that nobody involved desired to be interrupted by the police, or call attention to the location of the battle field.

Renoux, Souchez, and a third companion were in intimate and desperate conflict with half a dozen other men — dim, furious figures fighting there under the flickering gas jet from which the dirty globe had been knocked into fragments.

Into this dusty maelstrom of waving arms and legs went Barres — first dropping his now inert prey — and began to hit out enthusiastically right and left, at the nearest hostile countenance visible.

His was a flank attack and totally unexpected by the attackees; and the diversion gave Renoux time to seize a muscular, struggling opponent, hold him squirming while Souchez passed his handkerchief over his throat and the third man turned his pockets inside out.

Then Renoux called breathlessly to Barres:

All right, mon vieux! Face to the rear front! March!

For a moment they stiffened to face a battering rush from the stairs. Suddenly a pistol spoke, and an Irish voice burst out:

Whist, ye domm fool! Gwan wid yer fishtin an can th goon-play!

There came a splintering crash as the rickety banisters gave way and several Teutonic and Hibernian warriors fell in a furious heap, blocking the entry with an unpremeditated obstacle.

Instantly Souchez, Barres and the other man backed out into the street, followed nimbly by Renoux and his plunder.

Already a typical Third Avenue crowd was gathering, though the ominous glimmer of a policemans buttons had not yet caught the lamplight from the street corner.

Then the door of Grogans burst open and an embattled Irishman appeared. But at first glance the hopelessness of the situation presented itself to him; a taxi loaded with French and American franc-tireurs was already honking triumphantly away westward; an excited and rapidly increasing throng pressed around the Family Entrance; also, the distant glitter of a policemans shield and buttons now extinguished all hope of pursuit.

Soane glared at the crowd out of enraged and blood-shot eyes:

Gwan home, ye bunch of bums! he said thickly, and slammed the door to the Family Entrance of Grogans notorious café.

At 42d Street and Madison Avenue the taxi stopped and Souchez and Alost got out and went rapidly across the street toward the Grand Central depot. Then the taxi proceeded west, north again, then once more west.

Renoux, busy with a bleeding nose, remarked carelessly that Souchez and Alost were taking a train and were in a hurry, and that he himself was going back to the Astor.

You do not mind coming with me, Barres? he added. In my rooms we can have a bite and a glass together, and then we can brush up. That was a nice little fight, was it not, mon ami?

Fine, said Barres with satisfaction.

Quite like the old and happy days, mused Renoux, surveying wilted collar and rumpled tie of his comrade. You came off well; you have merely a bruised cheek. His eyes began to sparkle and he laughed: Do you remember that May evening when your very quarrelsome atelier barricaded the Café de la Source and forbade us to enter — and my atelier marched down the Boul Mich with its Kazoo band playing our atelier march, determined to take your café by assault? Oh, my! What a delightful fight that was!

Your crazy comrades stuffed me into the fountain among the goldfish. I thought Id drown, said Barres, laughing.

I know, but your atelier gained a great victory that night, and you came over to Müllers with your Kazoo band playing the Firemans March, and you carried away our palms and bay-trees in their green tubs, and you threw them over the Pont-au-Change into the Seine! — —

They were laughing like a pair of schoolboys now, quite convulsed and holding to each other.

Do you remember, gasped Barres, that girl who danced the Carmagnole on the Quay?

Yvonne Tête-de-Linotte!

And the British giant from Juliens, who threw everybody out of the Café Montparnasse and invited the Quarter in to a free banquet?

McNeil!

What ever became of that pretty girl, Doucette de Valmy?

Oh, it was she who cheered on your atelier to the assault on Müllers! — —

Laughter stifled them.

What crazy creatures we all were, said Renoux, staunching the last crimson drops oozing from his nose. Then, more soberly: We French have a grimmer affair over there than the joyous rows of the Latin Quarter. Im sorry now that we didnt throw every waiter in Müllers after the bay-trees. There would have been so many fewer spies to betray France.

The taxi stopped at the 44th Street entrance to the Astor. They descended, Renoux leading, walked through the corridor to Peacock Alley, turned to the right through the bar, then to the left into the lobby, and thence to the elevator.

In Renouxs rooms they turned on the electric light, locked the door, closed the transom, then spread their plunder out on a table.

To Renouxs disgust his own loot consisted of sealed envelopes full of clippings from German newspapers published in Chicago, Milwaukee, and New York.

That animal, Lehr, he said with a wry face, has certainly played us a filthy turn. These clippings amount to nothing — — His eyes fell on the packet of papers which Barres was now opening, and he leaned over his shoulder to look.

Thank God! he said, here they are! Where on earth did you find these papers, Barres? Theyre the documents we were after! They ought to have been in Lehrs pockets!

He must have passed them to the fellow who bumped into me near the wash-room, said Barres, enchanted at his luck. What a fortunate chance that you sent me around there!

Renoux, delighted, stood under the electric light unfolding document after document, and nodding his handsome, mischievous head with satisfaction.

What luck, Barres! What did you do to the fellow?

Thumped him to sleep and turned out his pockets. Are these really what you want?

I should say so! This is precisely what we are looking for!

Do you mind if I read them, too?

No, I dont. Why should I? Youre my loyal comrade and you understand discretion.... What do you think of this! displaying a typewritten document marked Copy, enclosing a sheaf of maps.

It contained plans of all the East River and Harlem bridges, a tracing showing the course of the new aqueduct and the Ashokan Dam, drawings of the Navy Yard, a map of Iona Island, and a plan of the Welland Canal.

The document was brief:

Included in report by K17 to Diplomatic Agent controlling Section 7-4-11-B. Recommended that detail plan of DuPont works be made without delay.

SKEEL.

Followed several sheets in cipher, evidently some intricate variation of those which are always ultimately solved by experts.

But the documents that were now unfolded by Captain Renoux proved readable and intensely interesting.

These were the papers which Renoux read and which Barres read over his shoulder:

(Copy)

Berlin Military Telegraph Office Telegram

Berlin. Political Division of the General Staff Nr. Pol. 6431.

(SECRET)

8, Moltkestrasse, Berlin, NW, 40. March 20, 1916.

FEREZ BEY, N. Y.

Referring to your correspondence and conversations with Colonel Skeel, I most urgently request that the necessary funds be raised through the New York banker, Adolf Gerhardt; also that Bernstorff be immediately informed through Boy-Ed, so that plans of Head General Staff of Army on campaign may not be delayed.

Begin instantly enlist and train men, secure and arm power-boat assemble equipment and explosives, Welland Canal Expdn. War Office No. 159-16, Secret U. K.: — T, 3, P.

* * * * *

Foreign Office, Berlin,

Dec. 28, 1914.

DEAR SIR ROGER: — I have the honour to acknowledge receipt of your letter of the 23d inst., in which you submitted to his Imperial Majestys Government a proposal for the formation of an Irish brigade which would be pledged to fight only for the cause of Irish nationalism, and which is to be composed of any Irish prisoners of war willing to join such a regiment.

In reply I have the honour to inform you that his Imperial Majestys Government agrees to your proposal and also to the conditions under which it might be possible to train an Irish brigade. These conditions are set out in the declaration enclosed in your letter of the 13th inst., and are given at foot. I have the honour to be, dear Roger, your obedient servant,

(Signed) ZIMMERMAN,

Under Secretary of State for the Foreign Office.

* * * * *

TO HIS HONOUR, SIR ROGER CASEMENT, Eden Hotel, Kurfürstendamm, Berlin.

(SECRET)

COLONEL MURTAGH SKEEL, Flying Division, Irish Expeditionary Corps, New York.

For your information I enclose Zimmermans letter to Sir Roger, and also the text of Articles 6 and 7, being part of our first agreement with Sir Roger Casement.

You will note particularly the Article numbered 7.

This paragraph, unfortunately, still postpones your suggested attempt to seize on the high seas a British or neutral steamer loaded with arms and munitions, and make a landing from her on the Irish Coast.

But, in the meantime, is it not possible for you to seize one of the large ore steamers on the Great Lakes, transfer to her sufficient explosives, take her into the Welland Canal and blow up the locks?

No more valuable service could be performed by Irishmen; no deadlier blow delivered at England.

I am, my dear Skeel, your sincere friend and comrade,

(Signed) VON PAPEN.

P. S. — Herewith appended are Articles 6 and 7 included in the Casement convention:

(SECRET)

Text of Articles 6 and 7 of the convention concluded between Sir Roger Casement and the German Government:

6. The German Imperial Government undertakes under certain circumstances to lend the Irish Brigade adequate military support, and to send it to Ireland abundantly supplied with arms and ammunition, in order that once there it may equip any Irish who would like to join it in making an attempt to re-establish Irelands national liberty by force of arms.

The special circumstances stipulated above are as follows:

In case of a German naval victory which would make it possible to reach the Irish coast, the German Imperial Government pledges itself to despatch the Irish Brigade and a German expeditionary corps commanded by German officers, in German troopships, to attempt a landing on the Irish coast.

7. It will be impossible to contemplate a landing in Ireland unless the German Navy can gain such a victory as to make it really likely that an attempt to reach Ireland by sea would succeed. Should the German Navy not win such a victory, then a use will be found for the Irish Brigade in Germany or elsewhere. But in no case will it be used except in such ways as Sir Roger Casement shall approve, as being completely in accordance with Article 2.

In this case the Irish Brigade might be sent to Egypt to lend assistance in expelling the English and re-establishing Egyptian independence.

Even if the Irish Brigade should not succeed in fighting for the liberation of Ireland from the English yoke, nevertheless a blow dealt at the British intruders in Egypt and intended to help the Egyptians to recover their freedom would be a blow struck for a cause closely related to that of Ireland.

Another paper read as follows:

Halbmondlager, Aug. 20th, 1915.

(SECRET)

To MURTAGH SKEEL, COLONEL, Irish Exp. Force, N. Y.

REPORT

On June 7, fifty Irishmen, with one German subaltern, were handed over to this camp, to be temporarily accommodated here. On June 16 five more Irishmen arrived, one of whom, having a broken leg, was sent to the camp hospital. There are, therefore, fifty-four Irishmen now here, one Sergeant Major, one Deputy Sergeant Major, three Sergeants, three Corporals, three Lance Corporals, and forty-three privates.

They were accommodated as well as could be among the Indian battalion, an arrangement which gives rise to much trouble, which is inevitable, considering the tasks imposed upon Half Moon Camp.

The Irish form an Irish brigade, which was constituted after negotiations between the Foreign Office and Sir Roger Casement, the champion of Irish independence.

Enclosed is the Foreign Office communication of Dec. 28, 1914, confirming the conditions on which the Irish brigade was to be formed.

The members of the Irish brigade are no longer German prisoners of war, but receive an Irish uniform; and, according to orders, instructions are to be issued to treat the Irish as comrades in arms.

The Irish are under the command of a German officer, First Lieut. Boehm, the representative of the Grand General Staff (Political Division) which is in direct communication with the subaltern in charge of the Irish. This subaltern has been receiving money direct, which he expends in the interests of the Irish; 250 marks were given him through the Commandants office, Zossen, and 250 marks by First Lieut. Boehm.

Promotions, also, are made known by being directly communicated to the subaltern in question. As will appear from the enclosed copy, dated July 20, these promotions were as follows: (1) Sergeant Major, (2) Deputy Sergeant Major, and (3) Sergeants.

The uniforms arrived between the end of July and the beginning of August. Their coming was announced in a letter dated July 20 (copy enclosed), and their distribution was ordered. The box of uniforms was addressed to Zossen, whence it was brought here. The uniforms consist of a jacket, trousers, and cap in Irish style, and are of huntsmans green cloth. Altogether, uniforms arrived for fifty men, and they have since been given out. Three non-commissioned officers brought their uniforms with them from Limburg on July 16. Two photographs of the Irish are annexed.

A few Irish are in correspondence with Sir Roger Casement, who, in a letter from Munich, dated Aug. 16, says that he hears that the Irish are shortly to be transferred from here to another place. In a letter dated July 17 he complains of his want of success, only fifty men having sent in their names as wishing to join the brigade.

Six weeks ago Sir Roger Casement was here with First Lieutenant Boehm. Since then, however, neither of these gentlemen has personally visited the Irish.

Since the 18th of June the commandants office has allowed every penniless Irishman two marks a week — a sum which is now being paid out to fifty-three men.

On Aug. 6 the subaltern in charge of the Irish brigade was given a German soldier to help him.

In this camp every possible endeavour is made to help to attain the important objects in view, but owing to the Irish being accommodated with coloured races within the precincts of a closed camp, it is inevitable that serious dissensions and acts of violence should take place. Moreover, a German subaltern is not suited for dealing independently with Irishmen.

(Sgd.) HAUPTMANN, d. R. a. D.,

(Retired Captain on the Reserve List).

The last paper read as follows:

(COPY)

(Wireless via Mexico)

Berlin (no date).

FEREZ, N. Y.

Necessary close Nihla Quellen case immediately. Evidently useless expect her take service with us. Hold you responsible. Advise you take secret measures to end menace to our interests in Paris. DEblis urges instant action. Bolo under suspicion. Ex-minister also suspected. Only drastic and final action on your part can end danger. You know what to do. Do it.

The telegram was signed with a string of letters and numerals.

Renoux glanced curiously at Barres, who had turned very red and was beginning to re-read the wireless.

When he finished, Renoux folded all the documents and placed them in the breast pocket of his coat.

Mon ami, Barres, he said pleasantly, you and I have much yet to say to each other.

In the meanwhile, let us wash the stains of combat from our persons. What is the number of your collar?

Fifteen and a half.

I can fit you out. The bathroom is this way, old top!


CHAPTER XXI

THE WHITE BLACKBIRD
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REFRESHED BY ICY baths and clean linen, and now further fortified against the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune by a supper of cold fowl and Moselle, Captain Renoux and Garret Barres sat in the apartment of the former gentleman, gaily exchanging Latin Quarter reminiscences through the floating haze of their cigars.

But the conversation soon switched back toward the far more serious business which alone accounted for their being there together after many years. For, as the French officer had remarked, a good deal remained to be said between them. And Barres knew what he meant, and was deeply concerned at the prospect.

But Renoux approached the matter with careless good humour and by a leisurely, circuitous route, which polite pussy-footing was obviously to prepare Barres for impending trouble.

He began by referring to his mission in America, admitting very frankly that he was a modest link in the system of military and political intelligence maintained by all European countries in the domains of their neighbours.

I might as well say so, he remarked, because its known to the representatives of enemy governments here as well as to your own Government, that some of us are here; and anybody can imagine why.

And, in the course of my — studies, he said deliberately, while his clear eyes twinkled, it has come to my knowledge, and to the knowledge of the French Ambassador, that there is, in New York, a young woman who already has proven herself a dangerous enemy to my country.

That is interesting, if true, said Barres, reddening to the temples. But it is even more interesting if it is not true.... And it isnt!

You think not?

I dont think anything about it, Renoux; I know.

I am afraid you have been misled, Barres. And it is natural enough.

Why?

Because, said Renoux serenely, she is very beautiful, very clever, very young, very appealing.... Tell me, my friend, where did you meet her?

Barres looked him in the eyes:

Where did you learn that I had ever met her?

Through the ordinary channels which, if you will pardon me, I am not at liberty to discuss.

All right. It is sufficient that you know I have met her. Now, where did I meet her?

I dont know, said Renoux candidly.

How long have I known her then?

Possibly a few weeks. Our information is that your acquaintance with her is not of long duration.

Wrong, my friend: I met her in France several years ago; I know her intimately.

Yes, the intimacy has been reported, said Renoux, blandly. But it doesnt take long, sometimes.

Barres reddened again and shook his head:

You and your agents are all wrong, Renoux. So is your Government. Do you know what its doing — what you and your agents are doing? Youre playing a German game for Berlin!

This time Renoux flushed and there was a slight quiver to his lips and nostrils; but he said very pleasantly:

That would be rather mortifying, mon ami, if it were true.

It is true. Berlin, the traitor in Paris, the conspirator in America, the German, Austrian, and Turkish diplomatic agents here ask nothing better than that you manage, somehow, to eliminate the person in question.

Why? demanded Renoux.

Because more than one of your public men in Paris will face charges of conspiracy and treason if the person in question ever has a fair hearing and a chance to prove her innocence of the terrible accusations that have been made against her.

Naturally, said Renoux, those accused bring counter charges. It is always the history of such cases, mon ami.

Your mind is already made up, then?

My mind is a real mind, Barres. Reason is what it seeks — the logical evidence that leads to truth. If there is anything I dont know, then I wish to know it, and will spare no pains, permit no prejudice to warp my judgment.

All right. Now, lets have the thing out between us, Renoux. We are not fencing in the dark; we understand each other and are honest enough to say so. Now, go on.

Renoux nodded and said very quietly and pleasantly:

The reference in one of these papers to the celebrated Nihla Quellen reminds me of the first time I ever saw her. I was quite bowled over, Barres, as you may easily imagine. She sang one of those Asiatic songs — and then the dance! — a miracle! — a delight — apparently entirely unprepared, unpremeditated even — you know how she did it? — exquisite perfection — something charmingly impulsive and spontaneous — a caprice of the moment! Ah — there is a wonderful artiste, Nihla Quellen!

Barres nodded, his level gaze fixed on the French officer.

As for the document, continued Renoux, it does not entirely explain itself to me. You see, this Eurasian, Ferez Bey, was a very intimate friend of Nihla Quellen.

You are quite mistaken, interposed Barres. But the other merely smiled with a slight gesture of deference to his friends opinion, and went on.

This Ferez is one of those persistent, annoying flies which buzz around chancelleries and stir up diplomats to pernicious activities. You know there isnt much use in swatting, as you say, the fly. No. Better find the manure heap which hatched him and burn that!

He smiled and shrugged, relighted his cigar, and continued:

So, mon ami, I am here in your charming and hospitable city to direct the necessary sanitary measures, sub rosa, of course. You have been more than kind. My Government and I have you to thank for this batch of papers — — He tapped his breast pocket and made salutes which Frenchmen alone know how to make.

Renoux, said Barres bluntly, you have learned somehow that Nihla Quellen is under my protection. You conclude I am her lover.

The officers face altered gravely, but he said nothing.

Barres leaned forward in his chair and laid a hand on his comrades shoulder:

Renoux, do you trust me, personally?

Yes.

Very well. Then I shall trust you. Because there is nothing you can tell me about Nihla Quellen that I do not already know — nothing concerning her dossier in your secret archives, nothing in regard to the evidence against her and the testimony of the Count dEblis. And that clears the ground between you and me.

If Renoux was surprised he scarcely showed it.

Barres said:

As long as you know that she is under my protection, I want you to come to my place and talk to her. I dont ask you to accept my judgment in regard to her; I merely wish you to listen to what she has to say, and then come to your own conclusions. Will you do this?

For a few moments Renoux sat quite still, his clear, intelligent eyes fixed on the smoking tip of his cigar. Without raising them he said slowly:

As we understand it, Nihla Quellen has been a spy from the very beginning. Our information is clear, concise, logical. We know her history. She was the mistress of Prince Cyril, then of Ferez, then of dEblis — perhaps of the American banker, Gerhardt, also. She came directly from the German Embassy at Constantinople to Paris, on Gerhardts yacht, the Mirage, and under his protection and the protection of Comte Alexandre dEblis.

Ferez was of the party. And that companionship of conspirators never was dissolved as long as Nihla Quellen remained in Europe.

That Nihla Quellen has ever been the mistress of any man is singularly untrue, said Barres coolly. Your Government has to do with a chaste woman; and it doesnt even know that much!

Renoux regarded him curiously:

You have seen her dance? he enquired gravely.

Often. And, Renoux, you are too much a man of the world to be surprised at the unexpected. There are white blackbirds.

Yes, there are.

Nihla Quellen is one.

My friend, I desire to believe it if it would be agreeable to you.

I know, Renoux; I believe in your good-will. Also, I believe in your honesty and intelligence. And so I do not ask you to accept my word for what I tell you. Only remember that I am absolutely certain concerning my belief in Nihla Quellen.... I have no doubt that you think I am in love with her.... I cant answer you. All Europe was in love with her. Perhaps I am.... I dont know, Renoux. But this I do know; she is clean and sweet and honest from the crown of her head to the sole of her foot. In her heart there has never dwelt treachery. Talk to her to-night. Youre like the best of your compatriots, clear minded, logical, intelligent, and full of that legitimate imagination without which intellect is a machine. You know the world; you know men; you dont know women and you know you dont. Therefore, you are equipped to learn the truth — to divine it — from Nihla Quellen. Will you come over to my place now?

Yes, said Renoux pleasantly.

* * * * *

The orchestra was playing as they passed through the hotel; supper rooms, corridors, café and lobby were crowded with post-theatre throngs in search of food and drink and dance music; and although few theatres were open in July, Long Acre blazed under its myriad lights and the sidewalks were packed with the audiences filtering out of the various summer shows and into all-night cabarets.

They looked across at the distant war bulletins displayed on Times Square, around which the usual gesticulating crowd had gathered, but kept on across Long Acre, and west toward Sixth Avenue.

Midway in the block, Renoux touched his comrade silently on the arm, and halted.

A few minutes, mon ami, if you dont mind — time for you to smoke a cigarette while waiting.

They had stopped before a brownstone house which had been converted into a basement dwelling, and which was now recessed between two modern shops constructed as far as the building line.

All the shades and curtains in the house were drawn and the place appeared to be quite dark, but a ring at the bell brought a big, powerfully built porter, who admitted them to a brightly lighted reception room. Then the porter replaced the chains on the door of bronze.

Just a little while, if you will be amiable enough to have patience, said Renoux.

He went away toward the rear of the house and Barres seated himself. And in a few moments the burly porter reappeared with a tray containing a box of cigarettes and a tall glass of Moselle.

Monsieur Renoux will not be long, he said, bringing a sheaf of French illustrated periodicals to the little table at Barres elbow; and he retired with a bow and resumed his chair in the corridor by the bronze door.

Through closed doors, somewhere from the rear of the silent house came the distant click of a typewriter. At moments, too, looking over the war pictures in the periodicals, Barres imagined that he heard a confused murmur as of many voices.

Later it became evident that there were a number of people somewhere in the house, because, now and then, the porter unlatched the door and drew the chains to let out some swiftly walking man.

Once two men came out together. One carried a satchel; the other halted in the hallway to slip a clip into an automatic pistol before dropping it into the side pocket of his coat.

And after a while Renoux appeared, bland, debonaire, evidently much pleased with whatever he had been doing.

Two other men appeared in the corridor behind him; he said something to them in a low voice; Barres imagined he heard the words, Washington and Jusserand.

Then the two men went out, walking at a smart pace, and Renoux sauntered into the tiny reception room.

You dont know, he said, what a very important service you have rendered us by catching that fellow to-night and stripping him of his papers.

Barres rose and they walked out together.

This city, added Renoux, is fairly verminous with disloyal Huns. The streets are crawling with them; every German resort, saloon, beer garden, keller, café, club, society — every German drug store, delicatessen shop, music store, tobacconist, is lousy with the treacherous swine.

There are two great hotels where the boche gathers and plots; two great banking firms are centres of German propaganda; three great department stores, dozens of downtown commercial agencies; various buildings and piers belonging to certain transatlantic steamship lines, the offices of certain newspapers and periodicals.... Tell me, Barres, did you know that the banker, Gerhardt, owns the building in which you live?

Dragon Court!

You didnt know it, evidently. Yes, he owns it.

Is he really involved in pro-German intrigue? asked Barres.

That is our information.

I ask, continued Barres thoughtfully, because his summer home is at Northbrook, not far from my own home. And to me there is something peculiarly contemptible about disloyalty in the wealthy who owe every penny to the country they betray.

His place is called Hohenlinden, remarked Renoux.

Yes. Are you having it watched?

Renoux smiled. Perhaps he was thinking about other places, also — the German Embassy, for example, where, inside the Embassy itself, not only France but also the United States Government was represented by a secret agent among the personnel.

We try to learn what goes on among the boches, he said carelessly. They try the same game. But, Barres, they are singularly stupid at such things — not adroit, merely clumsy and brutal. The Hun cannot camouflage his native ferocity. He reveals himself.

And in that respect it is fortunate for civilisation that it is dealing with barbarians. Their cunning is of the swinish sort. Their stench ultimately discovers them. You are discovering it for yourselves; you detected Dernberg; you already sniff Von Papen, Boy-ed, Bernstorff. All over the world the nauseous effluvia from the vast Teutonic hog-pen is being detected and recognised. And civilisation is taking sanitary measures to abate the nuisance.... And your country, too, will one day send out a sanitary brigade to help clean up the world, just as you now supply our details with the necessary chlorides and antiseptics.

Barres laughed:

You are very picturesque, he said. And Ill tell you one thing, if we dont join the sanitary corps now operating, I shall go out with a bottle of chloride myself.

They entered Dragon Court a few moments later. Nobody was at the desk, it being late.

To-morrow, said Barres, as they ascended the stairs, my friends, Miss Soane, Miss Dunois, and Mr. Westmore are to be our guests at Foreland Farms. You didnt know that, did you? he added sarcastically.

Oh, yes, replied Renoux, much amused. Miss Dunois, as you call her, sent her trunks away this evening.

Barres, surprised and annoyed, halted on the landing:

Your people didnt interfere, I hope.

No. There was nothing in them of interest to us, said Renoux naïvely. I sent a report when I sent on to Washington the papers which you secured for us.

Barres paused before his studio door, key in hand. They could hear the gramophone going inside. He said:

I dont have to ask you to be fair, Renoux, because the man who is unfair to others swindles himself, and you are too decent, too intelligent to do that. I am going to present you to Thessalie Dunois, which happens to be her real name, and I am going to tell her in your presence who you are. Then I shall leave you alone with her.

He fitted his latchkey and opened the door.

Westmore was trying fancy dancing with Dulcie on one side, and Thessalie on the other — the latter evidently directing operations.

Garry! exclaimed Thessalie.

Youre a fine one! Where have you been? began Westmore. Then he caught sight of Renoux and became silent.

Barres led his comrade forward and presented him:

A fellow student of the Beaux Arts, he explained, and weve had a very jolly evening together. And, Thessa, there is something in particular that I should like to have you explain to Monsieur Renoux, if you dont mind.... He turned and looked at Dulcie: If you will pardon us a moment, Sweetness.

She nodded and smiled and took Westmores arm again, and continued the dance alone with him while Barres, drawing Thessalies arm through his, and passing his other arm through Renouxs, walked leisurely through his studio, through the now open folding doors, past his bedroom and Westmores, and into the latters studio beyond.

Thessa, dear, he said very quietly, I feel very certain that the worst of your troubles are about to end — — He felt her start slightly. And, he continued, I have brought my comrade, Renoux, here to-night so that you and he can clear up a terrible misunderstanding.

And Monsieur Renoux, once a student of architecture at the Beaux Arts, is now Captain Renoux of the Intelligence Department in the French Army — —

Thessalie lost her colour and a tremor passed through the arm which lay within his.

But he said calmly:

It is the only way as well as the best way, Thessa. I know you are absolutely innocent. I am confident that Captain Renoux is going to believe it, too. If he does not, you are no worse off. Because it has already become known to the French Government that you are here. Renoux knew it.

They had halted; Barres led Thessalie to a seat. Renoux, straight, deferential, correct, awaited her pleasure.

She looked up at him; his keen, intelligent eyes met hers.

If you please, Captain Renoux, will you do me the honour to be seated? she said in a low voice.

Barres went to her, bent over her hand, touched it with his lips.

Just tell him the truth, Thessa, dear, he said.

Everything? she smiled faintly, including our first meeting?

Barres flushed, then laughed:

Yes, tell him about that, too. It was too charming for him not to appreciate.

And with a half mischievous, half amused nod to Renoux he went back to find the dancers, whom he could hear laughing far away in his own studio.

* * * * *

It was nearly one oclock when Dulcie, who had been sleeping with Thessalie, whispered to Barres that she was ready to retire.

Indeed, you had better, he said, releasing her as the dance music ran down and ceased. If you dont get some sleep you wont feel like travelling to-morrow.

Will you explain to Thessa?

Of course. Good-night, dear.

She gave him her hand in silence, turned and offered it to Westmore, then went away toward her room.

Westmore, who had been fidgeting a lot since Thessalie had retired for a tête-à-tête with a perfectly unknown and alarmingly good-looking young man whom he never before had laid eyes on, finally turned short in his restless pacing of the studio.

What the deuce can be keeping Thessa? he demanded. And who the devil is that black-eyed young sprig of France you brought home with you?

Sit down and Ill tell you, said Barres crisply, instinctively resenting his friends uncalled for solicitude in Thessalies behalf.

So Westmore seated himself and Barres told him all about the evenings adventures. And he was still lingering unctuously over the details of the battle at Grogans, the recital of which, Westmore demanding, he had begun again, when at the farther end of the studio Thessalie appeared, coming toward them.

Renoux was beside her, very deferential and graceful in his attendance, and with that niceness of attitude which confesses respect in every movement.

Thessalie came forward; Barres advanced to meet her with the unspoken question in his eyes, and she gave him both her hands with a tremulous little smile of happiness.

Is it all right? he whispered.

I think so.

Barres turned and grasped Renoux by one hand.

The latter said:

There is not the slightest doubt in my mind, mon ami. You were perfectly right. A frightful injustice has been done in this matter. Of that I am absolutely convinced.

You will do what you can to set things right?

Of course, said Renoux simply.

There was a moments silence, then Renoux smiled:

You know, he said lightly, we French have a horror of any more mistakes like the Dreyfus case. We are terribly sensitive. Be assured that my Government will take up this affair instantly upon receiving my report.

He turned to Barres:

Would you, perhaps, offer me a days hospitality at your home in the country, if I should request it by telegram sometime this week or next?

You bet, replied Barres cordially.

Then Renoux made his adieux, as only such a Frenchman can make them, saying exactly the right thing to each, in exactly the right manner.

When he was gone, Barres took Thessalies hands and pressed them:

Pretty merle-blanc, your little friend Dulcie is already asleep. Tell us to-morrow how you convinced him that you are what you are — the dearest, sweetest girl in the world!

She laughed demurely, then glanced apprehensively, sideways, at Westmore.

And the mute but infuriated expression on that young mans countenance seemed to cause her the loss of all self-possession, for she cast one more look at him and fled with a hasty good-night!


CHAPTER XXII

FORELAND FARMS
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TOWARD THREE OCLOCK on the following afternoon the sun opened up like a searchlight through the veil of rain, dissolving it to a golden haze which gradually grew thinner and thinner, revealing glimpses of rolling country against a horizon of low mountains.

About the same time the covered station wagon turned in between the white gates of Foreland Farms, proceeded at a smart trot up the drive, and stopped under a dripping porte-cochère, where a smiling servant stood waiting to lift out the luggage.

A trim looking man of forty odd, in soft shirt and fawn coloured knickers, and wearing a monocle in his right eye and a flower in his buttonhole, came out on the porch as Barres and his guests descended.

Well, Garry, he said, Im glad youre home at last! But youre rather late for the fishing. And to Westmore:

How are you, Jim? Jolly to have you back! But I regret to inform you that the fishing is very poor just now.

His son, who stood an inch or two taller than his debonaire parent, passed one arm around his shoulders and patted them affectionately while the easy presentations were concluded.

At the same moment two women, beautifully mounted and very wet, galloped up to the porch and welcomed Garrys guests from their saddles in the pleasant, informal, incurious manner characteristic of Foreland Farm folk — a manner which seemed too amiably certain of itself to feel responsibility for anybody or anything else.

Easy, unconcerned, slender and clean-built women these — Mrs. Reginald Barres, Garrys mother, and her daughter, Lee. And in their smart, rain-wet riding clothes they might easily have been sisters, with a few years difference between them, so agreeably had Time behaved toward Mrs. Barres, so closely her fair-haired, fair-skinned daughter resembled her.

They swung carelessly out of their saddles and set spurred foot to turf, and, with Garret and his guests, sauntered into the big living hall, where a maid waited with wine and biscuits and the housekeeper lingered to conduct Thessalie and Dulcie to their rooms.

Dulcie Soane, in her pretty travelling gown, walked beside Mrs. Reginald Barres into the first great house she had ever entered. Composed, but shyly enchanted, an odd but delightful sensation possessed her that she was where she belonged — that such environment, such people should always have been familiar to her — were logical and familiar to her now.

Mrs. Barres was saying:

And if you like parties, there is always gaiety at Northbrook. But you dont have to go anywhere or do anything you dont wish to.

Dulcie said, diffidently, that she liked everything, and Mrs. Barres laughed.

Then youll be very popular, she said, tossing her riding crop onto the table and stripping off her wet gloves.

Barres senior was already in serious confab with Westmore concerning piscatorial conditions, the natural low water of midsummer, the capricious conduct of the trout in the streams and in the upper and lower lakes.

They wont look at anything until sunset, he explained, and then they dont mean business. Youll see, Jim. Im sorry; you should have come in June.

Lee, Garrets boyishly slim sister, had already begun to exchange opinions about horses with Thessalie, for both had been familiar with the saddle since childhood, though the latters Cossack horsemanship and mastery of the haute école, incident to her recent and irregular profession, might have astonished Lee Barres.

Mrs. Barres was saying to Dulcie:

We dont try to entertain one another here, but everybody seems to have a perfectly good time. The main thing is that we all feel quite free at Foreland. Youll lose yourself indoors at first. The family for a hundred years has been adding these absurd two-story wings, so that the house wanders at random over the landscape, and you may have to inquire your way about in the beginning.

She smiled again at Dulcie and took her hand in both of hers:

Im sure you will like the Farms, she said, linking her other arm through her sons. Im rather wet, Garry, she added, but I think Lee and I had better dry out in the saddle. And to Dulcie again: Tea at five, if anybody wishes it. Would you like to see your room?

Thessalie, conversing with Lee, turned smilingly to be included in the suggestion; and the maid came forward to conduct her and Dulcie through the intricacies of the big, casual, sprawling house, where rooms and corridors and halls rambled unexpectedly and irrelevantly in every direction, and one vista seemed to terminate in another.

When they had disappeared, the Barres family turned to inspect its son and heir with habitual and humorous insouciance, commenting frankly upon his personal appearance and concluding that his health still remained all that could be desired by the most solicitous of parents and sisters.

There are rods already rigged up in the work-room, remarked his father, if you and your guests care to try a dry-fly this evening. As for me, youll find me somewhere around the upper lake, if you care to look for me — —

He fished out of his pocket a bewildering tangle of fine mist-leaders, and, leisurely disentangling them, strolled toward the porch, still talking:

Theres only one fly they deign to notice, now — a dust-coloured midge tied in reverse with no hackle, no tinsel, a May-fly tail, and barred canary wing — — He nodded wisely over his shoulder at his son and Westmore, as though sharing with them a delightful secret of world-wide importance, and continued on toward the porch, serenely interested in his tangled leaders.

Garret glanced at his mother and sister; they both laughed. He said:

Dad is one of those rarest of modern beings, a genuine angler of the old school. After all the myriad trout and salmon he has caught in a career devoted to fishing, the next fish he catches gives him just as fine a thrill as did the very first one he ever hooked! Its quite wonderful, isnt it, mother?

Its probably what keeps him so youthful, remarked Westmore. The thing to do is to have something to do. Thats the elixir of youth. Look at your mother, Garry. Shes had a busy handful bringing you up!

Garret looked at his slender, attractive mother and laughed again:

Is that what keeps you so young and pretty, mother? — looking after me?

Alas, Garry, Im over forty, and I look it!

Do you? — you sweet little thing! he interrupted, picking her up suddenly from the floor and marching proudly around the room with her. Gaze upon my mother, Jim! Isnt she cunning? Isnt she the smartest little thing in America? Behave yourself, mother! Your grateful son is showing you off to the appreciative young gentleman from New York — —

Youre ridiculous! Jim! Make him put me down!

But her tall son swung her to his shoulder and placed her high on the mantel shelf over the huge fireplace; where she sat beside the clock, charming, resentful, but helpless, her spurred boots dangling down.

Come on, Lee! cried her brother, Im going to put you up beside her. That mantel needs ornamental bric-a-brac and objets dart — —

Lee turned to escape, but her brother cornered and caught her, and swung her high, seating her beside his indignant mother.

Just as though we were two Angora kittens, remarked Lee, sidling along the stone shelf toward her mother. Then she glanced out through the open front door. Lift us down, quick, Garry. Youd better! The horses are in the flower beds and therell be no more bouquets for the table in another minute!

So he lifted them off the mantel and they hastily departed, each administering correction with her riding crop as she dodged past him and escaped.

If your guests want horses you know where to find them! called back his sister from the porch. And presently she and his mother, securely mounted, went cantering away across country, where grass and fern and leaf and blossom were glistening in the rising breeze, weighted down with diamond drops of rain.

Westmore walked leisurely toward his quarters, to freshen up and don knickers. Garret followed him into the west wing, whistling contentedly under his breath, inspecting each remembered object with great content as he passed, nodding smilingly to the servants he encountered, lingering on the landing to acknowledge the civilities of the ancient family cat, who recognised him with effusion but coyly fled the advances of Westmore, ignoring all former and repeated introductions.

Their rooms adjoined and they conversed through the doorway while engaged in ablutions.

Presently, from behind his sheer sash-curtains, Westmore caught sight of Thessalie on the west terrace below. She wore a shell-pink frock and a most distractingly pretty hat; and he hurried his dressing as much as he could without awaking Garrets suspicions.

A few minutes later, radiant in white flannels, he appeared on the terrace, breathing rather fast but wreathed in persuasive smiles.

I know this place; Ill take you for a walk where you wont get your shoes wet. Shall I? he suggested, with all his guile and cunning quite plain to Thessalie, and his purpose perfectly transparent to her smiling eyes.

But she consented prettily, and went with him without demurring, picking her way over the stepping-stone walk with downcast gaze and the trace of a smile on her lips — a smile as delicately indefinable as the fancy which moved her to accept this young mans headlong advances — which had recognized them and accepted them from the first. But why, she did not even yet understand.

Agreeable weather, isnt it? said Westmore, fatuously revealing his present paucity of ideas apart from those which concerned the wooing of her. And he was an intelligent young man at that, and a sculptor of attainment, too. But now, in his infatuated head, there remained room only for one thought, the thought of this girl who walked so demurely and daintily beside him over the flat, grass-set stepping stones toward the three white pines on the little hill.

For it had been something or other at first sight with Westmore — love, perhaps — anyway that is what he called the mental chaos which now disorganised him. And it was certain that something happened to him the first time he laid eyes on Thessalie Dunois. He knew it, and she could not avoid seeing it, so entirely naïve his behaviour, so utterly guileless his manoeuvres, so direct, unfeigned and childish his methods of approach.

At moments she felt nervous and annoyed by his behaviour; at other times apprehensive and helpless, as though she were responsible for something that did not know how to take care of itself — something immature, irrational, and entirely at her mercy. And it may have been the feminine response to this increasing sense of obligation — the confused instinct to guide, admonish and protect — that began being the matter with her.

Anyway, from the beginning the man had a certain fascination for her, unwillingly divined on her part, yet specifically agreeable even to the point of exhilaration. Also, somehow or other, the girl realised he had a brain.

And yet he was a pitiably hopeless case; for even now he was saying such things as:

Are you quite sure that your feet are dry? I should never forgive myself, Thessa, if you took cold.... Are you tired?... How wonderful it is to be here alone with you, and strive to interpret the mystery of your mind and heart! Sit here under the pines. Ill spread my coat for you.... Nature is wonderful, isnt it, Thessa?

And when she gravely consented to seat herself he dropped recklessly onto the wet pine needles at her feet, and spoke with imbecile delight again of nature — of how wonderful were its protean manifestations, and how its beauties were not meant to be enjoyed alone but in mystic communion with another who understood.

It was curious, too, but this stuff seemed to appeal to her, some commonplace chord within her evidently responding. She sighed and looked at the mountains. They really were miracles of colour — masses of purest cobalt, now, along the horizon.

But perhaps the trite things they uttered did not really matter; probably it made no difference to them what they said. And even if he had murmured: There are milestones along the road to Dover, she might have responded: There was an old woman who lived in a shoe; and neither of them would have heard anything at all except the rapid, confused, and voiceless conversation of two youthful human hearts beating out endless questions and answers that never moved their smiling lips. There was the mystery, if any — the constant wireless current under the haphazard flow of words.

There was no wind in the pines; meadow and pasture, woodland and swale stretched away at their feet to the distant, dark-blue hills. And all around them hung the rain-washed fragrance of midsummer under a still, cloudless sky.

It seems impossible that there can be war anywhere in the world, she said.

You know, he began, its getting on my nerves the way those swine from the Rhine are turning this decent green world into a bloody wallow! Unless we do something about it pretty soon, I think Ill go over.

She looked up:

Where?

To France.

She remained silent for a while, merely lifting her dark eyes to him at intervals; then she grew preoccupied with other thoughts that left her brows bent slightly inward and her mouth very grave.

He gazed reflectively out over the fields and woods:

Yes, I cant stand it much longer, he mused aloud.

What would you do there? she inquired.

Anything. I could drive a car. But if theyll take me in some Canadian unit — or one of the Foreign Legions — it would suit me.... You know a man cant go on just living in the world while this beastly business continues — cant go on eating and sleeping and shaving and dressing as though half of civilisation were not rolling in agony and blood, stabbed through and through — —

His voice caught — he checked himself and slowly passed his hand over his smoothly shaven face.

Those splendid poilus, he said; where they stand we Americans ought to be standing, too.... God knows why we hesitate.... I cant tell you what we think.... Some of us — dont agree — with the Administration.

His jaws snapped on the word; he stared out through the sunshine at the swallows, now skimming the uncut hay fields in their gusty evening flight.

Are you really going? she asked, at length.

Yes. Ill wait a little while longer to see what my country is going to do. If it doesnt stir during the next month or two, I shall go. I think Garry will go, too.

She nodded.

Of course, he remarked, wed prefer our own flag, Garry and I. But if it is to remain furled — — He shrugged, picked a spear of grass, and sat brooding and breaking it into tiny pieces.

The only thing that troubles me, he went on presently, keeping his gaze riveted on his busy fingers, the only thing that worries me is you!

Me? she exclaimed softly. And an inexplicable little thrill shot through her.

You, he repeated. You worry me to death.

She considered him a moment, her lips parted as though she were about to say something, but it remained unsaid, and a slight colour came into her cheeks.

What am I to do about you? he went on, apparently addressing the blade of grass he was staring at. I cant leave you as matters stand.

She said:

Please, you are not responsible for me, are you? And tried to laugh, but scarcely smiled.

I want to be, he muttered. I desire to be entirely — —

Thank you. You have been more than kind. And very soon I hope I shall be on happy terms with my own Government again. Then your solicitude should cease.

If your Government listens to reason — —

Then I also could go to France! she interrupted. Merely to think of it excites me beyond words!

He looked up quickly:

You wish to go back?

Of course!

Why?

How can you ask that! If you had been a disgraced exile as I have been, as I still am — and falsely accused of shameful things — annoyed, hounded, blackmailed, offered bribes, constantly importuned to become what I am not — a traitor to my own people — would you not be wildly happy to be proven innocent? Would you not be madly impatient to return and prove your devotion to your own land?

I understand, he said in a low voice.

Of course you understand. Do you imagine that I, a French girl, would have remained here in shameful security if I could have gone back to France and helped? I would have done anything — anything, I tell you — scrubbed the floors of hospitals, worked my fingers to the bone — —

Ill wait till you go, he said.... Theyll clear your record very soon, I expect. Ill wait. And well go together. Shall we, Thessa?

But she had not seemed to hear him; her dark eyes grew remote, her gaze swept the sapphire distance. It was his hand laid lightly over hers that aroused her, and she withdrew her fingers with a frown of remonstrance.

Wont you let me speak? he said. Wont you let me tell you what my heart tells me?

She shook her head slowly:

I dont desire to hear yet — I dont know where my own heart — or even my mind is — or what I think about — anything. Please be reasonable. She stole a look at him to see how he was taking it, and there was concern enough in her glance to give him a certain amount of hope had he noticed it.

You like me, Thessa, dont you? he urged.

Have I not admitted it? Do you know that you are becoming a serious responsibility to me? You worry me, too! You are like a boy with all your emotions reflected on your features and every thought perfectly unconcealed and every impulse followed by unconsidered behaviour.

Be reasonable. I have asked it a hundred times of you in vain. I shall ask it, probably, innumerable times before you comply with my request. Dont show so plainly that you imagine yourself in love. It embarrasses me, it annoys Garry, and I dont know what his family will think — —

But if I am in love, why not — —

Does one advertise all ones most intimate and secret and — and sacred emotions? she interrupted in sudden and breathless annoyance. It is not the way that successful courtship is conducted, I warn you! It is not delicate, it is not considerate, it is not sensible.... And I do want you to — to be always — sensible and considerate. I want to like you.

He looked at her in a sort of dazed way:

Ill try to please you, he said. But it seems to confuse me — being so suddenly bowled over — a thing like that rather knocks a man out — so unexpected, you know! — and there isnt much use pretending, he went on excitedly. I cant see anybody else in the world except you! I cant think of anybody else! Im madly in love — blindly, desperately — —

Oh, please, please! she remonstrated. Im not a girl to be taken by storm! Ive seen too much — lived too much! Im not a Tzigane to be galloped alongside of and swung to a mans saddle-bow! Also, I shall tell you one thing more. Happiness and laughter are necessities to me! And they seem to be becoming extinct in you.

Hang it! he demanded tragically, how can I laugh when Im in love!

At that a sudden, irresponsible little peal of laughter parted her lips.

Oh, dear! she said, you are funny! Is it a matter of prayer and fasting, then, this gloomy sentiment which you say you entertain for me? I dont know whether to be flattered or vexed — you are so funny! And her laughter rang out again, clear and uncontrolled.

The girl was quite irresistible in her care-free gaiety; her lovely face and delicious laughter no man could utterly withstand, and presently a faint grin became visible on his features.

Now, she cried gaily, you are becoming human and not a Grecian mask or a gargoyle! Remain so, mon ami, if you expect me to wish you good luck in your love — your various affairs — — She blushed as she checked herself. But he said very quickly:

Will you wish me luck, Thessa, in my various love affairs?

How many have you on hand?

Exactly one. Do you wish me a sporting chance? Do you, Thessa?

Why — yes — —

Will you wish me good luck in my courtship of you?

The quick colour again swept her cheeks at that, but she laughed defiantly:

Yes, she said, I wish you luck in that, also. Only remember this — whether you win or lose you must laugh. That is good sportsmanship. Do you promise? Very well! Then I wish you the best of luck in your — various — courtships! And may the girl you win at least know how to laugh!

She certainly does, he said so naïvely that they both gave way to laughter again, finding each other delightfully absurd.

Its the key to my heart, laughter — in case you are looking for the key, she said daringly. The world is a grim scaffold, mon ami; mount it gaily and go to the far gods laughing. Tell me, is there a better way to go?

No; its the right way, Thessa. I shant be a gloom any more. Come on; lets walk! What if you do get your bally shoes wet! Im through mooning and fussing and worrying over you, young lady! Youre as sturdy and vigorous as I am. After all, its a comrade a man wants in the world — not a white mouse in cotton batting! Come! Are you going for a brisk walk across country? Or are you a white mouse?

She stood up in her dainty shoes and frail gown and cast a glance of hurt reproach at him.

Dont be brutal, she said. Im not dressed to climb trees and fences with you.

You wont come?

Their eyes met in silent conflict for a few moments. Then she said: Please dont make me.... Its such a darling gown, Jim.

A wave of deep happiness enveloped him and he laughed: All right, he said, I wont ask you to spoil your frock! And he spread his coat on the pine needles for her once more.

She considered the situation for a few moments before she sat down. But she did seat herself.

Now, he said, we are going to discuss a situation. This is the situation: I am deeply in love. And youre quite right, its no funeral; its a joyous thing to be in love. Its a delight, a gaiety, a happy enchantment. Isnt it?

She cast a rather shy and apprehensive glance at him, but nodded slightly.

Very well, he said, Im in love, and Im happy and proud to be in love. What I wish then, naturally, is marriage, a home, children — —

Please, Jim!

But I cant have em! Why? Because Im going to France. And the girl I wish to marry is going also. And while I bang away at the boche she makes herself useful in canteens, rest-houses, hospitals, orphanages, everywhere, in fact, where she is needed.

Yes.

And after its all over — all over — and ended — —

Yes?

Then — then if she finds out that she loves me — —

Yes, Jim — if she finds that out.... And thank you for — asking me — so sweetly.... She turned sharply and looked out over a valley suddenly blurred.

For it had been otherwise with her in years gone by, and men had spoken then quite as plainly but differently. Only dEblis, burnt out, done for, and obsessed, had wearily and unwillingly advanced that far.... And Ferez, too; but that was unthinkable of a creature in whom virtue and vice were of the same virus.

Looking blindly out over the valley she said:

If my Government deals justly with me, then I shall go to France with you as your comrade. If I ever find that I love you I will be your wife.... Until then — — She stretched out her hand, not looking around at him; and they exchanged a quick, firm clasp.

And so matters progressed between, these two — rather ominously for Barres, in case he entertained any really serious sentiments in regard to Thessalie. And, recently, he had been vaguely conscious that he entertained something or other concerning the girl which caused him to look with slight amazement and unsympathetic eyes upon the all too obvious behaviour of his comrade Westmore.

At present he was standing in the summer house which terminated the blossoming tunnel of the rose arbour, watching water falling into a stone basin from the fishy mouth of a wall fountain, and wondering where Thessalie and Westmore had gone.

Dulcie, in a thin white frock and leghorn hat, roaming entranced and at hazard over lawn and through shrubbery and garden, encountered him there, still squinting abstractedly at the water spout.

It was the first time the girl had seen him since their arrival at Foreland Farms. And now, as she paused under the canopy of fragrant rain-drenched roses and looked at this man who had made all this possible for her, she suddenly felt the change within herself, fitting her for it all — a subtle metamorphosis completing itself within her — the final accomplishment of a transmutation, deep, radical, permanent.

For her, the stark, starved visage which Life had worn had relaxed; in the grim, forbidding wall which had closed her horizon, a door opened, showing a corner of a world where she knew, somehow, she belonged.

And in her heart, too, a door seemed to open, and her youthful soul stepped out of it, naked, fearless, quite certain of itself and, for the first time during their brief and earthly partnership, quite certain of the body wherein it dwelt.

He was thinking of Thessalie when Dulcie came up and stood beside him, looking down into the water where a few goldfish swam.

Well, Sweetness, he said, brightening, you look very wonderful in white, with that big hat on your very enchanting red hair.

I feel both wonderful and enchanted, she said, lifting her eyes. I shall live in the country some day.

Really? he said smiling.

Yes, when I earn enough money. Do you remember the crazy way Strindberg rolls around? Well, I feel like doing it on that lawn.

Go ahead and do it, he urged. But she only laughed and chased the goldfish around the basin with gentle fingers.

Dulcie, he said, youre unfolding, youre blossoming, youre developing feminine snap and go and pep and je-ne-sais-quoi.

Youre teasing. But I believe Im very feminine — and mature — though you dont think so.

Well, I dont think youre exactly at an age called well-preserved, he said, laughing. He took her hands and drew her up to confront him. Youre not too old to have me as a playmate, Sweetness, are you?

She seemed to be doubtful.

What! Nonsense! And youre not too old to be bullied and coaxed and petted — —

Yes, I am.

And youre not too old to pose for me — —

She grew pink and looked down at the submerged goldfish. And, keeping her eyes there:

I wanted to ask you, she said, how much longer you think you would require me — that way.

There was a silence. Then she looked at him out of her frank grey eyes.

You know Ill do what you wish, she said. And I know it is quite all right.... She smiled at him. I belong to you: you made me.... And you know all about me. So you ought to use me as you wish.

You dont want to pose? he said.

Yes, except — —

Very well.

Are you annoyed?

No, Sweetness. Its all right.

You are annoyed — disappointed! And I wont have it. I — I couldnt stand it — to have you displeased — —

He said pleasantly:

Im not displeased, Dulcie. And theres no use discussing it. If you have the slightest feeling that way, when we go back to town Ill do things like the Arethusa from somebody else — —

Please dont! she exclaimed in such naïve alarm that he began to laugh and she blushed vividly.

Oh, you are feminine, all right! he said. If it isnt to be you it isnt to be anybody.

I didnt mean that.... Yes, I did!

Oh, Dulcie! Shame! You jealous! — even to the verge of sacrificing your own feelings — —

I dont know what it is, but Id rather you used me for your Arethusa. You know, she added wistfully, that we began it together.

Right, Sweetness. And well finish it together or not at all. Are you satisfied?

She smiled, sighed, nodded. He released her lovely, childlike hands and she walked to the doorway of the summer house and looked out over the wall-bed, where tall thickets of hollyhock and blue larkspur stretched away in perspective toward a grove of trees and a little pond beyond.

His painters eye, already busy with the beauty of her face and figure against the riot of flowers, and almost mechanically transposing both into terms of colour and value, went blind suddenly as she turned and looked at him.

And for the first time — perhaps with truer vision — he became aware of what else this young girl was besides a satisfying combination of tint and contour — this lithe young thing palpitating with life — this slender, gently breathing girl with her grey eyes meeting his so candidly — this warm young human being who belonged more truly in the living scheme of things than she did on painted canvas or in marble.

From this unexpected angle, and suddenly, he found himself viewing her for the first time — not as a plaything, not as a petted model, not as an object appealing to his charity, not as an experiment in altruism — nor sentimentally either, nor as a wistful child without a childhood.

Perhaps, to him, she had once been all of these. He looked at her with other eyes now, beginning, possibly, to realise something of the terrific responsibility he was so lightly assuming.

He got up from his bench and went over to her; and the girl turned a trifle pale with excitement and delight.

Why did you come to me? she asked breathlessly.

I dont know.

Did you know I was trying to make you get up and come to me?

What?

Yes! Isnt it curious? I looked at you and kept thinking, I want you to get up and come to me! I want you to come! I want you! And suddenly you got up and came!

He looked at her out of curious, unsmiling eyes:

Its your turn, after all, Dulcie.

How is it my turn?

I drew you — in the beginning, he said slowly.

There was a silence. Then, abruptly, her heart began to beat very rapidly, scaring her dumb with its riotous behaviour. When at length her consternation subsided and her irregular breathing became composed, she said, quite calmly:

You and all that you are and believe in and care for very naturally attracted me — drew me one evening to your open door.... It will always be the same — you, and what of life and knowledge you represent — will never fail to draw me.

But — though I am just beginning to divine it — you also drew me, Dulcie.

How could that be?

You did. You do still. I am just waking up to that fact. And that starts me wondering what Id do without you.

You dont have to do without me, she said, instinctively laying her hand over her heart; it was beating so hard and, she feared, so loud. You can always have me when you wish. You know that.

For a while, yes. But some day, when — —

Always!

He laughed without knowing why.

Youll marry some day, Sweetness, he insisted.

She shook her head.

Oh, yes you will — —

No!

Why?

But she only looked away and shook her head. And the silent motion of dissent gave him an odd sense of relief.


CHAPTER XXIII

A LION IN THE PATH

[image: img657.jpg]

WITH THE DECLINE of day came enough of a chill to spin a delicate cobweb of mist across the country and cover forests and hills with a bluish bloom.

The sunset had become a splashy crimson affair, perhaps a bit too theatrical. In the red blaze Thessalie and Westmore came wandering down from the three pines on the hill, and found Barres on the lawn scowling at the celestial conflagration in the west, and Dulcie seated near on the fountain rim, silent, distrait, watching the scarlet ripples spreading from the plashing central jet.

You cant paint a thing like that, Garry, remarked Westmore. Barres looked around:

I dont want to. Where have you been, Thessa?

Under those pines over there. We supposed youd see us and come up.

Barres glanced at her with an inscrutable expression; Dulcies grey eyes rested on Barres. Thessalie walked over to the reddened pool.

Its like a prophecy of blood, that water, she said. And over there the world is in flames.

The Western World, added Westmore, I hope its an omen that we shall soon catch fire. How long are you going to wait, Garry?

Barres started to answer, but checked himself, and glanced across at Dulcie without knowing exactly why.

I dont know, he said irresolutely. Im fed up now.... But — — he continued to look vaguely at Dulcie, as though something of his uncertainty remotely concerned her.

Im ready to go over when you are, remarked Westmore, placidly smiling at Thessalie, who immediately presented her pretty profile to him and settled down on the fountain rim beside Dulcie.

Darling, she said, its about time to dress. Are you going to wear that enchanting white affair we discovered at Mandels?

Barres senior came sauntering out of the woods and through the wall gate, switching a limber rod reflectively. He obligingly opened his creel and displayed half a dozen long, slim trout.

They all took that midge fly I described to you this afternoon, he said, with the virtuous satisfaction of all prophets.

Everybody inspected the crimson-flecked fish while Barres senior stood twirling his monocle.

Are we dining at home? inquired his son.

I believe so. There is a guest of honour, if I recollect — some fellow theyre lionising — I dont remember.... And one or two others — the Gerhardts, I believe.

Then wed better dress, I think, said Thessalie, encircling Dulcies waist.

Sorry, said Barres senior, hoped to take you young ladies out on the second lake and let you try for a big fish this evening.

He walked across the lawn beside them, switching his rod as complacently as a pleased cat twitches its tail.

Well try it to-morrow evening, he continued reassuringly, as though all their most passionate hopes had been bound up in the suggested sport; its rather annoying — I cant remember whos dining with us — some celebrated Irishman — poet of sorts — literary chap — guest of the Gerhardts — neighbours, you know. Its a nuisance to bother with dinner when the trout rise only after sunset.

Dont you ever dine willingly, Mr. Barres, while the trout are rising? inquired Thessalie, laughing.

Never willingly, he replied in a perfectly sincere voice. I prefer to remain near the water and have a bit of supper when I return. He smiled at Thessalie indulgently. No doubt it amuses you, but I wager that you and little Miss Soane here will feel exactly as I do after youve caught your first big trout.

They entered the house together, followed by Garry and Westmore.

A dim, ruddy glow still lingered in the quiet rooms; every window glass was still lighted by the suns smouldering ashes sinking in the west; no lamps had yet been lighted on the ground floor.

Its the magic hour on the water, Barres senior confided to Dulcie, and here I am, doomed to a stiff shirt and table talk. In other words, nailed! And he gave her a mysterious, melancholy, but significant look as though she alone were really fitted to understand the distressing dilemmas of an angler.

Would it be too late to fish after dinner? ventured Dulcie. Id love to go with you — —

Would you, really! he exclaimed, warmly grateful. That is the spirit I admire in a girl! Its human, its discriminating! And yet, do you know, nobody except myself in this household seems to care very much about angling? And, actually, I dont believe there is another soul in this entire house who would care to miss dinner for the sake of landing the finest trout in the second lake! — unless you would?

I really would! said Dulcie, smiling. Please try me, Mr. Barres.

Indeed, I shall! Ill give you one of my pet rods, too! Ill — —

The rich, metallic murmur of a temple gong broke out in the dim quiet of the house. It was the dressing bell.

Well talk it over at dinner — if theyll let me sit by you, whispered Barres senior. And with the smile and the cautionary gesture of the true conspirator, he went away in the demi-light.

Thessalie came from the bay window, where she had been with Westmore and Garry, and she and Dulcie walked away toward the staircase hall, leisurely followed by the two men who, however, turned again into the western wing.

* * * * *

Dulcie was the first to reappear and descend the stairs of the north wing — a willowy white shape in the early dusk, slim as a young spirit in the lamplit silence.

Nobody else had come down; a maid was turning up a lamp here and there; the plebeian family cat came out of the shadows from somewhere and made advances as though divining that this quiet stranger was a friend to cats.

So Dulcie stooped to pet her, then wandered on through the place and finally into the music room, where she seated herself at the piano and touched the keys softly in the semi-dusk.

Among the songs — words and music — which her mother had left in manuscript, was one which she had learned recently,— Blue Eyes — and she played the air now, seated there all alone in the subdued lamp light.

Presently people began to appear from above — Mrs. Barres, who motioned her not to rise, and who seated herself near, watching the girls slender fingers moving on the keys; then Lee, who came and stood beside her, followed in a few moments by Thessalie and the two younger men.

What is that lovely little air you are playing? inquired Mrs. Barres.

It is called Blue Eyes, said Dulcie, absently.

I have never before heard it.

The girl looked up:

No, my mother wrote it.

After a silence:

It is really exquisite, said Mrs. Barres. Are there words to it?

Some people had come into the entrance hall beyond; there was the low whirring of an automobile outside.

Yes, my mother made some verses for it, replied Dulcie.

Will you sing them for me after dinner?

Yes, I shall be happy to.

Mrs. Barres turned to welcome her new guests, now entering the music room convoyed by Barres senior, who was arrayed in the dreaded stiff shirt and already indulging in table talk.

They took, he was explaining, a midge-fly with no hackle — Claire, here are the Gerhardts and Mr. Skeel! And while his wife welcomed them and introductions were effected, he continued explaining the construction of the midge to anybody who listened.

At the first mention of Murtagh Skeels name, the glances of Westmore, Garry and Thessalie crossed like lightning, then their attention became riveted on this tall, graceful, romantic looking man of early middle age, who was being lionised at Northbrook.

The next moment Garry stepped back beside Dulcie Soane, who had turned white as a flower and was gazing at Skeel as though she had seen a ghost.

Do you suppose he can be the same man your mother knew? he whispered, dropping his arm and taking her trembling hand in a firm clasp.

I dont know.... I seem to feel so.... I cant explain to you how it pierced my heart — the sound of his name.... Oh, Garry! — suppose it is true — that he is the man my mother knew — and cared for!

Before he could speak, cocktails were served, and Adolf Gerhardt, a large, bearded, pompous man, engaged him in explosive conversation:

Yes, this fellow Corot Mandel is producing a new spectacle-play on my lawn to-morrow evening. Your family and your guests are invited, of course. And for the dance, also — — He included Dulcie in a pompous bow, finished his cocktail with another flourish:

You will find my friend Skeel very attractive, he went on. You know who he is? — the Murtagh Skeel who writes those Irish poems of the West Coast — and is not, I believe, very well received in England just now — a matter of nationalism — patriotism, eh? Why should it surprise your Britisher, eh? — if a gentleman like Murtagh Skeel displays no sympathy for England? — if a gentleman like my friend, Sir Roger Casement, prefers to live in Germany?

Garry, under his own roof, said pleasantly:

It wouldnt do for us to discuss those things, I fear, Mr. Gerhardt. And your Irish lion seems to be very gentle and charming. He must be fascinating to women.

Gerhardt threw up his hands:

Oh, Lord! They would like to eat him! Or be eaten by him! You know? It is that way always between the handsome poet and the sex. Which eats which is of no consequence, so long as they merge. Eh? And his thunderous laughter set the empty glasses faintly ringing on the butlers silver tray.

Garry spoke to Mrs. Gerhardt, a large, pallid, slabby German who might have been somebodys kitchen maid, but had been born a von.

Later, as dinner was announced, he contrived to speak to Thessalie aside:

Gerhardt, he whispered, doesnt recognise you, of course.

No; Im not at all apprehensive.

Yet, it was on his yacht — —

He never even looked twice at me. You know what he thought me to be? Very well, he had only social ambitions then. I think thats all he has now. You see what he got with his Red Eagle, nodding calmly toward Mrs. Gerhardt, who now was being convoyed out by the monocled martyr in the stiff shirt.

The others passed out informally; Lee had slipped her arm around Dulcie. As Garry and Thessalie turned to follow, he said in a low voice:

You feel quite secure, then, Thessa?

She halted, put her lips close to his ear, unnoticed by those ahead:

Perfectly. The Gerhardts are what you call fatheads — easily used by anybody, dangerous to no one, governed by greed alone, without a knowledge of any honour except the German sort. But that Irish dreamer over there, he is dangerous! That type always is. He menaces the success of any enterprise to which his quixotic mind turns, because it instantly becomes a fixed idea with him — an obsession, a monomania!

She took his arm and walked on beside him.

I know that fascinating, hot-headed, lovable type of mystic visionary, she said, handsome, romantic, illogical, governed entirely by emotion, not fickle yet never to be depended on; not faithless, but absolutely irresponsible and utterly ignorant of fear!... My father was that sort. Not the hunting cheetah Cyril and Ferez pretended. And it was in defence of a woman that my father died.... Thank God!

Who told you?

Captain Renoux — the other night.

Im so glad, Thessa!

She held her flushed head high and smiled at him.

You see, she said, after all it is in my blood to be decent.

* * * * *

The Gerhardts, racially vulgar and socially blunt — for the inherent vulgarity of the Teutonic peoples is an axiom among the civilised — made themselves characteristically conspicuous at the flower-laden table; but it was on Murtagh Skeel that all eyes became ultimately focused to the limit of good-breeding. He was the lode-star — he was the magnet, the vanishing point for all curiosity, all surmises, all interest.

Perfect breeding, perfect unconsciousness of self, were his minted marks to guarantee the fineness of his metal. He was natural without effort, winning in voice, in manner, in grace of mind and body, this fascinating Irishman of letters — a charming listener, a persuasive speaker, modest, light hearted, delightfully deferential.

Seated on the right of Mrs. Barres, his smiling hostess very quickly understood the situation and made it pleasantly plain to everybody that her guest of honour was not to be privately monopolised.

So almost immediately all currents of conversation flowed from all sides toward this dark-eyed, handsome man, and in return the silver-tongued tide of many currents — the Irish Sea at its sparkling flood — flowed prettily and spread out from its perennial source within him, and washed and rippled gently over every separate dinner plate, so that nobody seemed neglected, and there was jetsam and beach-combing for all.

And it was inevitable, presently, that Murtagh Skeels conversation should become autobiographical in some degree, and his careless, candid, persuasive phrases turn into little gemlike memories. For he came ultimately, of course, to speak of Irish nationalism and what it meant; of the Celt as he had been and must remain — utterly unchanged, as long as the last Celt remained alive on earth.

The subject, naturally, invaded the fairy lore, wild legend and lovely mysticism of the West Coast; and centred about his own exquisite work of interpreting it.

He spoke of it very modestly, as his source of inspiration, as the inception of his own creative work in that field. But always, through whatever he said, rang low and clear his passionate patriotism and the only motive which incited him to creative effort — his longing for national autonomy and the re-gathering of a scattered people in preparation for its massed journey toward its Destiny.

His voice was musical, his words unconscious poetry. Without effort, without pains, alas! — without logic — he held every ear enthralled there in the soft candlelight and subdued glimmer of crystal and of silver.

His was the magic of shadow and half-lights, of vague nuances and lost outlines, and the valued degrees of impinging shade. No sharp contours, no stark, uncompromising shapes, no brutality of raw daylight, and — alas! — no threat of uncompromising logic invaded his realm of dreamy demi-lights and faded fantasies.

He reigned there, amid an enchanted twilight of his own creation, the embodiment of Irish romance, tender, gay, sweet-minded, persuasive, gallant — and tragic, when, at some unexpected moment, the frail veil of melancholy made his dark eyes less brilliant.

All yielded to his charm — even the stuffed Teutons, gorging gravy; all felt his sway over mind and heart, nor cared to analyse it, there in the soft light of candles and the scent of old-fashioned flowers.

There arose some question concerning Sir Roger Casement.

Murtagh Skeel spoke of him with the pure enthusiasm of passionate belief in a master by a humble disciple. And the Teutons grunted assent.

The subject of the war had been politely avoided, yet, somehow, it came out that Murtagh Skeel had served in Britains army overseas, as an enlisted man in some Irish regiment — a romantic impulse of the moment, involving a young mans crazy plan to foment rebellion in India. Which little gem of a memoire presently made the fact of his exile self-explanatory. Yet, he contrived that the ugly revelation should end in laughter — an outbreak of spontaneous mirth through which his glittering wit passed like lightning, cauterising the running sore of treason....

* * * * *

Coffee served, the diners drifted whither it suited them, together or singly.

Like an errant spirit, Dulcie moved about at hazard amid the softened lights, engaged here, approached there, pausing, wandering on, nowhere in particular, yet ever listlessly in motion.

Encountering her near the porch, Barres senior had paused to whisper that there was no hope for any fishing that evening; and she had lingered to smile after him, as, unreconciled, he took his stiff-shirted way toward the pallid, bejewelled, unanimated mass of Mrs. Gerhardt, settled in the widest armchair and absorbing cordial.

A moment later the girl encountered Garry. He remained with her for a while, evidently desiring to be near her without finding anything in particular to say. And when he, in turn, moved elsewhere, obeying some hazy mandate of hospitality, he became conscious of a reluctance to leave her.

Do you know, Sweetness, he said, lingering, that you wear a delicate beauty to-night lovelier than I have ever seen in you? You are not only a wonderful girl, Dulcie; you are growing into an adorable woman.

The girl looked back at him, blushing vividly in her sheer surprise — watched him saunter away out of her silent sphere of influence before she found any word to utter — if, indeed, she had been seeking any, so deeply, so painfully sweet had sunk his words into every fibre of her untried, defenceless youth.

Now, as her cheeks cooled, and she came to herself and moved again, there seemed to grow around her a magic and faintly fragrant radiance through which she passed — whither, she paid no heed, so exquisitely her breast was thrilling under the hurrying pulses of her little heart.... And presently found herself on the piano bench, quite motionless, her gaze remote, her fingers resting on the keys.... And, after a long while, she heard an old air stealing through the silence, and her own voice, — à demi-voix — repeating her mothers words:

I

Were they as wise as they are blue — 

My eyes — 

Theyd teach me not to trust in you! — 

If they were wise as they are blue.

But theyre as blithe as they are blue — 

My eyes — 

They bid my heart rejoice in you,

Because theyre blithe as well as blue.

Believe and love! my gay heart cries;

Believe him not! my mind replies;

What shall I do

When heart affirms and sense denies

All I reveal within my eyes

To you?

II

If they were black instead of blue — 

My eyes — 

Perhaps theyd prove unkind to you!

If they were black instead of blue.

But God designed them blithe and blue — 

My eyes — 

Designed them to be kind to you,

And made them tender, gay and true.

Believe me, love, no maid is wise

When from the windows of her eyes,

Her heart looks through!

Alas! My heart, to its surprise,

Has learned to look; and now it sighs

For you!



She became conscious of somebody near, as she ended. She turned and saw Murtagh Skeel at her elbow — saw his agitated, ashen face — looked beyond him and discovered other people gathered in the tinted light beyond, listening; then she lifted her clear, still gaze again to the white-faced man beside her, and saw his shaken soul staring at her through the dark windows of his eyes.

Where did you learn it? he asked with a futile effort at that control so difficult for any Celt to grasp where the heart is involved.

The song I sang? Blue Eyes? she inquired.

Yes — that.

I have the manuscript of the composer.

Could you tell me where you got it — and — and who wrote those words you sang?

The manuscript came to me from my mother.... She wrote it.... I think you knew her.

His strong, handsome hand dropped on the pianos edge, gripped it; and under his pale skin the quick blood surged to his temples.

What was your — your mothers name, Miss Soane?

She was Eileen Fane.

The throbbing seconds passed and still they looked into each others eyes in silence. And at last:

So you did know my mother, she said under her breath; and the hushed finality of her words set his strong hand trembling.

Eileens little daughter, he repeated. Eileen Fanes child.... And grown to womanhood.... Yes, I knew your mother — many years ago.... When I enlisted and went abroad.... Was it Sir Terence Soane who married your mother?

She shook her head. He stared at her, striving to concentrate, to think. There were other Soanes, he muttered, the Ellet Water folk — no? —— But there were many Soanes among the landed gentry in the East and North.... I cannot seem to recollect — the sudden shock — hearing a song unexpectedly — —

His white forehead had grown damp under the curly hair now clinging to it. He passed his handkerchief over his brow in a confused way, then leaned heavily on the piano with both hands grasping it. For the ghost of his youth was interfering, disputing his control over his own mind, filling his ear with forgotten words, taking possession of his memory and tormenting it with the distant echoes of a voice long dead.

Through the increasing chaos in his brain his strained gaze sought to fix itself on this living, breathing face before him — the child of Eileen Fane.

He made the effort:

There were the Soanes of Colross — — But he got no farther that way, for the twin spectres of his youth and hers were busy with his senses now; and he leaned more heavily on the piano, enduring with lowered head the ghostly whirlwind rushing up out of that obscurity and darkness where once, under summer skies, he had sowed a zephyr.

The girl had become rather white, too. One slim hand still rested on the ivory keys, the other lay inert in her lap. And after a while she raised her grey eyes to this man standing beside her:

Did you ever hear of my mothers marriage?

He looked at her in a dull way:

No.

You heard — nothing?

I heard that your mother had left Fane Court.

What was Fane Court?

Murtagh Skeel stared at her in silence.

I dont know, she said, trembling a little. I know nothing about my mother. She died when I was a few months old.

Do you mean that you dont know who your mother was? You dont know who she married? he asked, astounded.

No.

Good God! he said, gazing at her. His tense features were working now; the battle for self-control was visible to her, and she sat there dumbly, looking on at the mute conflict which suddenly sent the tears flashing into his dark eyes and left his sensitive mouth twitching.

I shall not ask you anything now, he said unsteadily; I shall have to see you somewhere else — where there are no people — to interrupt.... But I shall tell you all I know about — your mother.... I was in trouble — in India. Somehow or other I heard indirectly that your mother had left Fane Court. Later it was understood that she had eloped.... Nobody could tell me the mans name.... My people in Ireland did not know.... And I was not on good terms with your grandfather. So there was no hope of information from Fane Court.... I wrote, indeed, begging, beseeching for news of your mother. Sir Barry — your grandfather — returned my letters unopened.... And that is all I have ever heard concerning Eileen Fane — your mother — with whom I — fell in love — nearly twenty years ago.

Dulcie, marble pale, nodded.

I knew you cared for my mother, she said.

How did you learn it?

Some letters of hers written to you. Letters from you to her. I have nothing else of hers except some verses and little songs — like the one you recognised.

Child, she wrote it as I sat beside her! — — His voice choked, broke, and his lips quivered as he fought for self-control again.... I was not welcome at Fane Court.... Sir Barry would not tolerate me.... Your mother was more kind.... She was very young. And so was I, Dulcie.... There were political troubles. I was always involved. God knows which was the stronger passion — it must have been love of country — the other seeming hopeless — with the folk at Fane Court my bitter enemies — only excepting your mother.... So I went away.... And which of the Soanes your mother eloped with I have never learned.... Now, tell me — for you surely know that much.

She said:

There is a man called Soane who tells me sometimes that he was once a gamekeeper at what he calls the big house. I have always supposed him to be my father until within the last year. But recently, when he has been drinking heavily, he sometimes tells me that my name is not Soane but Fane.... Did you ever know of such a man?

No. There were gamekeepers about.... No. I cannot recall — and it is impossible! A gamekeeper! And your mother! The man is mad! What in Gods name does all this mean! — —

He began to tremble, and his white forehead under the clustering curls grew damp and pinched again.

If you are Eileens daughter — — But his face went dead white and he got no further.

People were approaching from behind them, too; voices grew distinct in conversation; somebody turned up another lamp.

Do sing that little song again — the one you sang for Mr. Skeel, said Lee Barres, coming up to the piano on her brothers arm. Mrs. Gerhardt has been waiting very patiently for an opportunity to ask you.


CHAPTER XXIV

A SILENT HOUSE
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THE GUESTS FROM Hohenlinden had departed from Foreland Farms; the family had retired. Outside, under a sparkling galaxy of summer stars, tall trees stood unstirring; indoors nothing stirred except the family cat, darkly prowling on velvet-shod feet in eternal search of those viewless things which are manifest only to the feline race — sorcerers all, whether quadruped or human.

In various bedrooms upstairs lights went out, one after another, until only two windows remained illuminated, one in the west wing, one in the north.

For Dulcie, in her negligée and night robe, still sat by the open window, chin resting on palm, her haunted gaze remotely lost somewhere beyond the July stars.

And, in his room, Garry had arrived only as far as removing coat and waistcoat in the process of disrobing for the night. For his mind was still deeply preoccupied with Dulcie Soane and with the strange expression of her face at the piano — and with the profoundly altered visage of Murtagh Skeel.

And he was asking himself what could have happened between those two in such a few minutes there at the piano in the music-room. For it was evident to him that Skeel was labouring under poorly controlled emotion, was dazed by it, and was recovering self-possession only by a mighty effort.

And when Skeel had finally taken his leave and had gone away with the Gerhardts, he suddenly stopped on the porch, returned to the music-room, and, bending down, had kissed Dulcies hand with a grace and reverence which made the salute more of a serious ceremony than the impulsive homage of a romantic poets whim.

Considered by itself, the abrupt return and quaintly perfect salute might have been taken as a spontaneous effervescence of that delightful Celtic gallantry so easily stirred to ebullition by youth and beauty. And for that it was accepted by the others after Murtagh Skeel was gone; and everybody ventured to chaff Dulcie a little about her conquest — merely the gentle humour of gentlefolk — a harmless word or two, a smile in sympathy.

Garry alone saw in the girls smile no genuine response to the light badinage, and he knew that her serenity was troubled, her careless composure forced.

Later, he contrived to say good-night to her alone, and gave her a chance to speak; but she only murmured her adieux and went slowly away up the stairs with Thessalie, not looking back.

* * * * *

Now, sitting there in his dressing-gown, briar pipe alight, he frowned and pondered over the matter in the light of what he already knew of Dulcie, of the dead mother who bore her, of the grotesquely impossible Soane, of this man, Murtagh Skeel.

What had he and Dulcie found in common to converse about so earnestly and so long there in the music-room? What had they talked about to drive the colour from Dulcies cheeks and alter Skeels countenance so that he had looked more like his own wraith than his living self?

That Dulcies mother had known this man, had once, evidently, been in love with him more or less, doubtless was revealed in their conversation at the piano. Had Skeel enlightened Dulcie any further? And on what subject? Soane? Her mother? Her origin — in case the child had admitted ignorance of it? Was Dulcie, now, in possession of new facts concerning herself? Were they agreeable facts? Were they depressing? Had she learned anything definite in regard to her birth? Her parentage? Did she know, now, who was her real father? Was the obvious absurdity of Soane finally exploded? Had she learned what the drunken Soane meant by asserting that her name was not Soane but Fane?

His pipe burned out and he laid it aside, but did not rise to resume his preparation for bed.

Then, somewhere from the unlighted depths of the house came the sound of the telephone bell — at that hour of night always a slightly ominous sound.

He got up and went down stairs, not troubling to switch on any light, for the lustre of the starry night outside silvered every window and made it possible for him to see his way.

At the clamouring telephone, finally, he unhooked the receiver:

Hello? he said. Yes! Yes! Oh, is that you, Renoux? Where on earth are you?... At Northbrook?... Where?... At the Summit House? Well, why didnt you come here to us?... Oh!... No, it isnt very late. We retire early at Foreland.... Oh, yes, Im dressed.... Certainly.... Yes, come over.... Yes!... Yes!... Ill wait for you in the library.... In an hour?... You bet. No, Im not sleepy.... Sure thing!... Come on!

He hung up the receiver, turned, and made his way through the dusk toward the library which was opposite the music-room across the big entrance hall.

Before he turned on any light he paused to look out at the splendour of the stars. The night had grown warmer; there was no haze, now, only an argentine clarity in which shadowy trees stood mysterious and motionless and the dim lawn stretched away to the distant avenue and wall, lost against their looming border foliage.

Once he thought he heard a slight sound somewhere in the house behind him, but presently remembered that the family cat held sway among the mice at such an hour.

A little later he turned from the window to light a lamp, and found himself facing a slim, white figure in the starry dusk.

Dulcie! he exclaimed under his breath.

I want to talk to you.

Why on earth are you wandering about at this hour? he asked. You made me jump, I can tell you.

I was awake — not in bed yet. I heard the telephone. Then I went out into the west corridor and saw you going down stairs.... Is it all right for me to sit here in my night dress with you?

He smiled:

Well, considering — —

Of course! she said hastily, only I didnt know whether outside your studio — —

Oh, Dulcie, youre becoming self-conscious! Stop it, Sweetness. Dont spoil things. Here — tuck yourself into this big armchair! — curl up! There you are. And here I am — — dropping into another wide, deep chair. Lord! but youre a pretty thing, Dulcie, with your hair down and all glimmering with starlight! Well try painting you that way some day — I wouldnt know how to go about it offhand, either. Maybe a screened arc-lamp in a dark partition, and a peep-hole — I dont know — —

He lay back in his chair, studying her, and she watched him in silence for a while. Presently she sighed, stirred, placed her feet on the floor as though preparing to rise. And he came out of his impersonal abstraction:

What is it you want to say, Sweetness?

Another time, she murmured. I dont — —

You dear child, you came to me needing the intimacy of our comradeship — perhaps its sympathy. My mind was wandering — you are so lovely in the starlight. But you ought to know where my heart is.

Is it open — a little?

Knock and see, Sweetness.

Well, then, I came to ask you — Mr. Skeel is coming to-morrow — to see me — alone. Could it be contrived — without offending?

I suppose it could.... Yes, of course.... Only it will be conspicuous. You see, Mr. Skeel is much sought after in certain circles — beginning to be pursued and — —

He asked me.

Dear, its quite all right — —

Let me tell you, please.... He did know my mother.

I supposed so.

Yes. He was the man. I want you to know what he told me.... I always wish you to know everything that is in my — mind — always, for ever.

She leaned forward in her chair, her pretty, bare feet extended. One silken sleeve of her negligée had fallen to the shoulder, revealing the perfect symmetry of her arm. But he put from his mind the ever latent artistic delight in her, closed his painters eye to her protean possibilities, and resolutely concentrated his mental forces upon what she was now saying:

He turns out to be the same man my mother wrote to — and who wrote to her.... They were in love, then. He didnt say why he went away, except that my mothers family disliked him.... She lived at a house called Fane Court.... He spoke of my mothers father as Sir Barry Fane....

That doesnt surprise me, Sweetness.

Did you know?

Nothing definite. He looked at the lovely, slender-limbed girl there in the starry dusk. I knew nothing definite, he repeated, but there was no mistaking the metal from which you had been made — or the mould, either. And as for Soane — — he smiled.

She said:

If my name is really Fane, there can be only one conclusion; some kinsman of that name must have married my mother.

He said:

Of course, very gravely.

Then who was he? My mother never mentioned him in her letters. What became of him? He must have been my father. Is he living?

Did you ask Mr. Skeel?

Yes. He seemed too deeply affected to answer me. He must have loved my mother very dearly to show such emotion before me.

What did you ask him, Dulcie?

After we left the piano?

Yes.

I asked him that. I had only a few more moments alone with him before he left. I asked him about my mother — to tell me how she looked — so I could think of her more clearly. He has a picture of her on ivory. He is to bring it to me and tell me more about her. That is why I must see him to-morrow — so I may ask him again about my father.

Yes, dear.... He sat very silent for a while, then rose, came over, and seated himself on the padded arm of Dulcies chair, and took both her hands into his:

Listen, Sweetness. You are what you are to me — my dear comrade, my faithful partner sharing our pretty partnership in art; and, more than these, Dulcie, you are my friend.... Never doubt that. Never forget it. Nothing can alter it — nothing you learn about your origin can exalt that friendship.... Nothing lessen it. Do you understand? Nothing can lessen it, save only if you prove untrue to what you are — your real self.

She had rested her cheek against his arm while he was speaking. It lay there now, pressed closer.

As for Murtagh Skeel, he said, he is a charming, cultivated, fascinating man. But if he attempts to carry out his agitators schemes and his revolutionary propaganda in this country, he is headed for most serious trouble.

Why does he?

Dont ask me why men of his education and character do such things. They do; thats all I know. Sir Roger Casement is another man not unlike Skeel. There are many, hot-hearted, generous, brave, irrational. There is no use blaming them — no justice in it, either. The history of British rule in Ireland is a matter of record.

But, Dulcie, he who strikes at England to-day strikes at civilisation, at liberty, at God! This is no time to settle old grievances. And to attempt to do it by violence, by propaganda — to attempt a reckoning of ancient wrongs in any way, to-day, is a crime — the crime of treachery against Christs teachings — of treason against Lord Christ Himself!

After a long interval:

You are going to this war quite soon. Mr. Westmore said so.

I am going — with my country or without it.

When?

When I finally lose patience and self-respect.... I dont know exactly when, but it will be pretty soon.

Could I go with you?

Do you wish to?

She pressed her cheek against his arm in silence.

He said:

That has troubled me a lot, Dulcie. Of course you could stay here; I can arrange — I had come to a conclusion in regard to financial matters — —

I cant, she whispered.

Cant what?

Stay here — take anything from you — accept without service in return.

What would you do?

I wouldnt care — if you — leave me here alone.

But, Dulcie — —

I know. You said it this evening. There will come a time when you would not find it convenient to have me — around — —

Dear, its only because a man and a woman in this world cannot continue anything of enduring intimacy without business as an excuse. And even then, the pleasant informality existing now could not be continued with anything except very serious disadvantage to you.

You will grow tired of painting me, she said under her breath.

No. But your life is all before you, Dulcie. Girls usually marry sooner or later.

Men do too.

Thats not what I meant — —

You will marry, she whispered.

Again, at her words, the same odd uneasiness began to possess him as though something obscure, unformulated as yet, must some day be cleared up by him and decided.

Dont leave me — yet, she said.

I couldnt take you with me to France.

Let me enlist for service. Could you be patient for a few months so that I might learn something — anything! — I dont care what, if only I can go with you? Dont they require women to scrub and do unpleasant things — humble, unclean, necessary things?

You couldnt — with your slender youth and delicate beauty — —

Oh, she whispered, you dont know what I could do to be near you! That is all I want — all I want in the world! — just to be somewhere not too far away. I couldnt stand it, now, if you left me.... I couldnt live — —

Dulcie!

But, suddenly, it was a hot-faced, passionate, sobbing child who was clinging desperately to his arm and staunching her tears against it — saying nothing more, merely clinging close with quivering lips.

Listen, he said impulsively. Ill give you time. If theres anything you can learn that will admit you to France, come back to town with me and learn it.... Because I dont want to leave you, either.... There ought to be some way — some way — — He checked himself abruptly, stared at the bowed head under its torrent of splendid hair — at the desperate white little hands holding so fast to his sleeve, at the slender body gathered there in the deep chair, and all aquiver now.

Well go — together, he said unsteadily.... Ill do what I can; I promise.... You must go upstairs to bed, now.... Dulcie!... dear girl....

She released his arm, tried to get up from her chair obediently, blinded by tears and groping in the starlight.

Let me guide you — — His voice was strained, his touch feverish and unsteady, and the convulsive closing of her fingers over his seemed to burn to his very bones.

At the stairs she tried to speak, thanking him, asking pardon for her tears, her loss of self-command, penitent, afraid that she had lowered herself, strained his friendship — troubled him —— 

No. I — want you, he said in an odd, indistinct, hesitating voice.... Things must be cleared up — matters concerning us — affairs — — he muttered.

She closed her eyes a moment and rested both hands on the banisters as though fatigued, then she looked down at him where he stood watching her:

If you had rather go without me — if it is better for you — less troublesome — —

Ive told you, he said in a dull voice, I want you. You must fit yourself to go.

You are so kind to me — so wonderful — —

He merely stared at her; she turned almost wearily to resume her ascent.

Dulcie!

She had reached the landing above. She bent over, looking down at him in the dusk.

Did you understand?

I — yes, I think so.

That I want you?

Yes.

It is true. I want you always. Im just beginning to understand that myself. Please dont ever forget what I say to you now, Dulcie; I want you. I shall always want you. Always! As long as I live.

She leaned heavily on the newel-post above, looking down.

He could not see that her eyes were closed, that her lips moved in voiceless answer. She was only a vague white shape there in the dusk above him — a mystery which seemed to have been suddenly born out of some poignant confusion of his own mind.

He saw her turn, fade into the darkness. And he stood there, not moving, aware of the chaos within him, of shapeless questions being evolved out of this profound disturbance — of an inner consciousness groping with these questions — questions involving other questions and menacing him with the necessity of decision.

After a while, too, he became conscious of his own voice sounding there in the darkness:

I am very near to love.... I have been close to it.... It would be very easy to fall in love to-night.... But I am wondering — about to-morrow.... And afterward.... But I have been very near — very near to love, to-night....

The front doorbell rang through the darkness.


CHAPTER XXV

STARLIGHT
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WHEN BARRES OPENED the front door he saw Renoux standing there in the shadow of the porch, silhouetted against the starlight. They exchanged a silent grip; Renoux stepped inside; Barres closed the front door.

Shall I light up? he asked in a low voice.

No. There are complications. Ive been followed, I think. Take me somewhere near a window which commands the driveway out there. Id like to keep my eye on it while we are talking.

Come on, said Barres, under his breath. He guided Renoux through the shadowy entrance hall to the library, moved two padded armchairs to the window facing the main drive, motioned Renoux to seat himself.

When did you arrive? he asked in a cautious voice.

This morning.

What! You got here before we did!

Yes. I followed Souchez and Alost. Do you know who they were following?

No.

One of your guests at dinner this evening.

Skeel!

Renoux nodded:

Yes. You saw them start for the train. Skeel was on the train. But the conference at your studio delayed me. So I came up by automobile last night.

And youve been here all day?

Renoux nodded, but his keen eyes were fixed on the drive, shining silver-grey in the starlight. And his gaze continually reverted to it while he continued speaking:

My friend, things are happening. Let me first tell you what is the situation. Over this entire hemisphere German spies are busy, German intrigue and propaganda are being accelerated, treason is spreading from a thousand foci of infection.

In South America matters are very serious. A revolution is being planned by the half million Germans in Brazil; the neutrality of Argentine is being most grossly violated and Count Luxburg, the boche Ambassador, is already tampering with Chile and other Southern Republics.

Of course, the Mexican trouble is due to German intrigue which is trying desperately to involve that Republic and yours and also drag in Japan.

In Honolulu the German cruiser which your Government has interned is sending out wireless information while her band plays to drown the crackle of the instrument.

And from the Golden Gate to the Delaware capes, and from the Soo to the Gulf, the spies of Germany swarm in your great Republic, planning your destruction in anticipation of the war which will surely come.

Barres reddened in the darkness and his heart beat more rapidly:

You think it really will come?

War with Germany? My friend, I am certain of it. Your Government may not be certain. It is, if you permit a foreigner to say so — an — unusual Administration.... In this way, for example: it is cognisant of almost everything treasonable that is happening; it maintains agents in close contact with every mischief-hatching German diplomat in this hemisphere; it even has agents in the German Embassies — agents unsuspected, who daily rub elbows with German Ambassadors themselves!

It knows what Luxburg is doing; it is informed every day concerning Bernstorffs dirty activities; the details of the Mexican and Japanese affairs are familiar to Mr. Lansing; all that happens aboard the Geier, the interned German liners — all that occurs in German consulates, commercial offices, business houses, clubs, cafés, saloons, is no secret to your Government.

Yet, nothing has been done, nothing is being done except to continue to collect data of the most monstrous and stupendous conspiracy that ever threatened a free nation! I repeat that nothing is being done; no preparation is being made to face the hurricane which has been looming for two years and more, growing ever blacker over your horizon. All the world can see the lightning playing behind those storm clouds.

And, my God! — not an umbrella! Not an order for overshoes and raincoats!... I am not, perhaps, in error when I suggest that the Administration is an — unusual one.

Barres nodded slowly.

Renoux said:

I am sorry. The reckoning will be heavy.

I know.

Yes, you know. Your great politician, Mr. Roosevelt, knows; your great Admiral, Mahan, knew; your great General, Wood, knows. Also, perhaps some million or more sane, clear thinking American citizens know. He made a hopeless gesture. It is a pity, Barres, my friend.... Well — it is, of course, the affair of your people to decide.... We French can only wait.... But we have never doubted your ultimate decision.... Lafayette did not live in vain. Yorktown was not merely a battle. Your Washington lighted a torch for your people and for ours to hold aloft eternally. Even the rain of blood drenching our Revolution could not extinguish it. It still burned at Gravelotte, at Metz, at Sedan. It burned above the smoke and dust of the Commune. It burned at the Marne. It still burns, mon ami.

Yes.

Alors — — He sat silent for a few moments, his gaze intent on the starry obscurity outdoors. Then, slow and pleasantly:

The particular mess, the cooking of which interests my Government, the English Government, and yours, is now on the point of boiling over. Its this Irish stew I speak of. Poor devils — they must be crazy, every one of them, to do what they are already beginning to do.... You remember the papers which you secured?

Yes.

Well, what we did last night at Grogans has prematurely dumped the fat into the fire. They know theyve been robbed; they know that their plans are in our hands. Do you suppose that stops them? No! On the contrary, they are at this very moment attempting, as you say in New York, to beat us to it.

How do you mean?

This way: the signal for an Irish attempt on Canada is to be the destruction of the Welland Canal. You remember the German suggestion that an ore steamer be seized? Theyre going to try it. And if that fails, theyre to take their power boat into the canal anyway and blow up a lock, even if they blow up themselves with it. Did you ever hear of such madness? Mon dieu, if only we had those men under your flag on our western front!

Do you know who these men are? asked Barres.

Your dinner guest — Murtagh Skeel — leads this company of Death.

When?

Now! To-morrow! Thats why Im here! Thats why your Secret Service men are arriving. I tell you the mess is on the point of boiling over. The crew is already on its way to take over the launch. Theyre travelling west singly, by separate trains and routes.

Do you know who they are — these madmen?

Here is the list — dont strike a light! I can recall their names, I think — some of them anyway — —

Are any of them Germans?

Not one. Your German doesnt blow himself up with anything but beer. Not he! No; he lights a fuse and legs it! I dont say hes a coward. But self-immolation for abstract principle isnt in him. There have been instances resembling it at sea — probably not genuine — not like that poor sergeant of ours in 1870, who went into the citadel at Laon and shoved a torch into the bin of loose powder under the magazine.... Because the city had surrendered. And Paris was not many miles away.... So he blew himself up with citadel, magazine, all the Prussians in the neighbourhood, and most of the town.... Well — these Irish are planning something of that sort on the Welland Canal.... Murtagh Skeel leads them. The others I remember are Madigan, Cassidy, Dolan, McBride — and that fellow Soane! — —

Is he one of them?

He surely is. He went west on the same train that brought Skeel here. And now Ill tell you what has been done and why Im here.

We havent located the power-boat on the lake. But the Canadians are watching for it and your agents are following these Irishmen. When the crew assembles they are to be arrested and their power-boat and explosives seized.

I and my men have no official standing here, of course — would not be tolerated in any co-operation, officially. But we have a certain understanding with certain authorities.

Barres nodded.

You see? Very well. Then, with delicacy and discretion, we keep in touch with Mr. Skeel.... And with other people.... You see?... He is abed in the large house of Mr. Gerhardt over yonder at Northbrook.... Under surveillance.... He moves? We move — very discreetly. You see?

Certainly.

Very well, then. But I am obliged to tell you, also, that the hunting is not done entirely by our side. No! In turn, I and my men, and also your agents, are being hunted by German agents.... It is that which annoys and hampers us, because these German agents continually dog us and give the alarm to these Irishmen. You see?

Who are the German agents? Do you know?

Very well indeed. Bernstorff is the head; Von Papen and Boy-ed come next. Under them serve certain so-called Diplomatic Agents of Class No. 1 — Adolf Gerhardt is one of them; his partners, Otto Klein and Joseph Schwartzmeyer are two others.

They, in turn, have under them diplomatic agents of the second class — men such as Ferez Bey, Franz Lehr, called K17. You see? Then, lower still in the scale, come the spies who actually investigate under orders; men like Dave Sendelbeck, Johnny Klein, Louis Hochstein, Max Freund. And, then, lowest of all in rank are the rank and file — the secret shock-troops who carry out desperate enterprises under some leader. Among the Germans these are the men who sneak about setting fires, lighting the fuses of bombs, scuttling ships, defacing Government placards, poisoning Red Cross bandages to be sent to the Allies — that sort. But among them are no battalions of Death. Non pas! And, for that, you see, they use these Irish. You understand now?

Yes, I do.

Well, then! I trust you absolutely, Barres. And so I came over to ask you — and your clever friends, Mademoiselle Dunois, Miss Soane, Mr. Westmore, to keep their eyes on this man Skeel to-morrow afternoon and also to-morrow evening. Because they will be guests at the Gerhardts. Is it not so?

Yes.

Well, your Governments agents will be there. They will also be in the neighbourhood, watching roads and railway stations. I have one man in service with the Gerhardts — their head chauffeur. If anything happens — if Skeel tries to slip away — if you miss him — I would be very grateful if you and your friends notify the head chauffeur, Menard.

Well try to do it.

Thats all I want. Just get word to Menard that Skeel seems to be missing. That will be sufficient. Will you say this to your friends?

Yes, I will, Renoux. Ill be glad to. Ill be particularly happy to offer to Miss Dunois this proof of your confidence in her integrity.

Renoux looked very grave.

For me, he said, Miss Dunois is what she pretends to be. I have so informed my Government at home and its representatives at Washington.

Have you heard anything yet?

Yes, a telegram in cipher from Washington late this afternoon.

Favourable to her?

Yes. Our Ambassador is taking up immediately the clues Miss Dunois furnished me last night. Also, he has cabled at length to my home Government. At this hour, no doubt, dEblis, Bolo, probably an ex-minister or two, are being watched. And in this country your Government is now in possession of facts which must suggest a very close surveillance of the activities of Ferez Bey.

Where is he?

Renoux shook his head:

He was in New York. But he gave us the slip. An eel! he added, rising. Oh, we shall pick up his slimy traces again in time. But it is mortifying.... Well, thank you, mon ami. I must go. And he started toward the hall.

Have you a car anywhere? asked Barres.

Yes, up the road a bit. He glanced through the sidelight of the front door, carelessly. A couple of men out yonder dodging about. Have you noticed them, Barres?

No! Where?

Theyre out there in the shadow of your wall. I imagined that Id be followed. He smiled and opened the front door.

Wait! whispered Barres. You are not going out there alone, are you?

Certainly. Theres no danger.

Well, I dont like it, Renoux. Ill walk as far as your car — —

Dont trouble! I have no personal apprehension — —

All the same, muttered the other, continuing on down the front steps beside his comrade.

Renoux shrugged good-humouredly his disapproval of such precaution, but made no further protest. Nobody was visible anywhere on the grounds. The big iron gates were still locked, but the wicket was open. Through this they stepped out onto the macadam.

A little farther along stood a touring car with two men in it.

You see? began Renoux — when his words were cut by the crack of a pistol, and the red tail-light of the car crashed into splinters and went dark.

Well, by God! remarked Renoux calmly, looking at the woods across the road and leisurely producing an automatic pistol.

Then, from deeper in the thicket, two bright flames stabbed the darkness and the crash of the shots re-echoed among the trees.

Both men in the touring car instantly turned loose their pistols; Renoux said, in a voice at once perplexed and amused:

Go home, Barres. I dont want people to know you are out here.... Ill see you again soon.

Isnt there anything — —

Nothing. Please — you would oblige me by keeping clear of this if you really desire to help me.

There were no more shots. Renoux stepped leisurely into the tonneau.

Well, what the devil do you gentlemen make of this? Barres heard him say in his cool, humorous voice. It really looks as though the boches were getting nervous.

The car started. Barres could see Renoux and another man sitting with pistols levelled as the car glided along the fringe of woods. But there were no more shots on either side, and, after the car had disappeared, Barres turned and retraced his way.

Then, as he entered his own gate by the side wicket, and turned to lock it with his own key, an electric torch flashed in his face, blinding him.

Let him have it! muttered somebody behind the dazzling light.

Thats not one of them! said another voice distinctly. Look out what youre doing! Douse your glim!

Instantly the fierce glare faded to a cinder. Barres heard running feet on the macadam, the crash of shrubbery opposite. But he could see nobody; and presently the footsteps in the woods were no longer audible.

There seemed to be nothing for him to do in the matter. He lingered by the wicket for a while, peering into the night, listening. He saw nothing; heard nothing more that night.


CHAPTER XXVI

BE-N EIRINN I!
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BARRES SENIOR ROSE with the sun. Also with determination, which took the form of a note slipped under his wifes door as he was leaving the house:

DARLING:

I lost last nights fishing and Im hanged if I lose it to-night! So dont ask me to fritter away a perfectly good evening at the Gerhardts party, because the sun is up; Im off to the woods; and I shall remain there until the last trout breaks.

Tell the little Soane girl that I left a rod for her in the work-room, if she cares to join me at the second lake. Garry can bring her over and leave her if he doesnt wish to fish. Dont send a man over with a lot of food and shawls. Ive a creel full of provisions, and I am sufficiently clad, and I hate to be disturbed and I am never grateful to people who try to be good to me. However, I love you very dearly.

Your husband,

REGINALD BARRES.

At half past seven trays were sent to Mrs. Barres and to Lee; and at eight-thirty they were in the saddle and their horses fetlock deep in morning dew.

Dulcie, sipping her chocolate in bed, marked their departure with sleepy eyes. For the emotions of the night before had told on her, and when a maid came to remove the tray she settled down among her pillows again, blinking unresponsively at the invitation of the sun, which cast over her a fairy net of gold.

Thessalie, in negligée, came in later and sat down on the edge of her bed.

You sleepy little thing, she said, the men have breakfasted and are waiting for us on the tennis court.

I dont know how to play, said Dulcie. I dont know how to do anything.

You soon will, if you get up, you sweet little lazy-bones!

Do you think Ill ever learn to play tennis and golf and to ride? inquired Dulcie. You know how to do everything so well, Thessa.

Dear child, its all locked up in you — the ability to do everything — be anything! The only difference between us is that I had the chance to try.

But I cant even stand on my head, said Dulcie wistfully.

Did you ever try?

N-no.

Its easy. Do you want to see me do it?

Oh, please, Thessa!

So Thessalie, calmly smiling, rose, cast herself lightly upon her hands, straightened her lithe figure leisurely, until, amid a cataract of tumbling silk and chiffon, her rose silk slippers pointed toward the ceiling. Then, always with graceful deliberation, she brought her feet to the floor, forming an arc with her body; held it a moment, and slowly rose upright, her flushed face half-buried in her loosened hair.

Dulcie, in raptures, climbed out of bed and insisted on immediate instruction. Down on the tennis court, Garry and Westmore heard their peals of laughter and came across the lawn under the window to remonstrate.

Arent you ever going to get dressed! called up Westmore. If youre going to play doubles with us youd better get busy, because its going to be a hot day!

So Thessalie went away to dress and Dulcie tiptoed into her bath, which the maid had already drawn.

But it was an hour before they appeared on the lawn, cool and fresh in their white skirts and shoes, and found Westmore and Barres, red and drenched, hammering each other across the net in their second furious set.

So Dulcie took her first lesson under Garrys auspices; and she took to it naturally, her instinct being sound, but her technique as charmingly awkward as a young birds in its first essay at flying.

To see her all in white, with sleeves tucked up, throat bare, and the sun brilliant on her ruddy, rippling hair, produced a curious impression on Barres. As far as the East is from the West, so far was this Dulcie of the tennis court separated from the wistful, shabby child behind the desk at Dragon Court.

Could they possibly be the same — this lithe, fresh, laughing girl, with white feet flashing and snowy skirts awhirl? — and the pale, grey-eyed slip of a thing that had come one day to his threshold with a faltering request for admittance to that wonderland wherein dwelt only such as he?

Now, those grey eyes had turned violet, tinged with the beauty of the open sky; the loosened hair had become a net entangling the very sunlight; and the frail body, now but one smooth, soft symmetry, seemed fairly lustrous with the shining soul it masked within it.

* * * * *

She came over to the net, breathless, laughing, to shake hands with her victorious opponents.

Im so sorry, Garry, she said, turning penitently to him, but I need such a lot of help in the world before Im worth anything to anybody.

Youre all right as you are. You always have been all right, he said in a low voice. You never were worth less than you are worth now; youll never be worth more than you are worth to me at this moment.

They were walking slowly across the lawn toward the northern veranda. She halted a moment on the grass and cast a questioning glance at him:

Doesnt it please you to have me learn things?

You always please me.

Im so glad.... I try.... But dont you think youd like me better if I were not so ignorant?

He looked at her absently, shook his head:

No ... I couldnt like you better.... I couldnt care more — for any girl — than I care for you.... Did you suspect that, Dulcie?

No.

Well, its true.

They moved slowly forward across the grass — he distrait, his handsome head lowered, swinging his tennis-bat as he walked; she very still and lithe and slender, moving beside him with lowered eyes fixed on their mingled shadows on the grass.

When are you to see Mr. Skeel? he asked abruptly.

This afternoon.... He asked if he might hope to find me alone.... I didnt know exactly what to say. So I told him about the rose arbour.... He said he would pay his respects to your mother and sister and then ask their permission to see me there alone.

They came to the veranda; Dulcie seated herself on the steps and he remained standing on the grass in front of her.

Remember, he said quietly, that I can never care less for you than I do at this moment.... Dont forget what I say, Dulcie.

She looked up at him, happy, wondering, even perhaps a little apprehensive in her uncertainty as to his meaning.

He did not seem to care to enlighten her further. His mood changed, too, even as she looked at him, and she saw the troubled gravity fade and the old gaiety glimmering in his eyes:

Ive a mind to put you on a horse, Sweetness, and see what happens, he remarked.

Oh, Garry! I dont want to tumble off before you!

Before whom had you rather land on that red head of yours? he inquired. Id be more sympathetic than many.

Id rather have Thessa watch me break my neck. Do you mind? Its horrid to be so sensitive, I suppose. But, Garry, I couldnt bear to have you see me so shamefully awkward and demoralised.

Fancy your being awkward! Well, all right — —

He looked across the lawn, where Thessalie and Westmore sat together, just outside the tennis court, under a brilliant lawn umbrella.

Oddly enough, the spectacle caused him no subtle pang, although their heads were pretty close together and their mutual absorption in whatever they were saying appeared evident enough.

Let em chatter, he said after an instants hesitation. Thessa or my sister can ride with you this afternoon when its cooler. I suppose youll take to the saddle as though born there.

Oh, I hope so!

Sure thing. All Irish girls — of your quality — take to it.

My — quality?

Yours.... Its merely happened so, he added irrelevantly,  — but the contrary couldnt have mattered ... as long as you are you! Nothing else matters one way or another. You are you: that answers all questions, fulfils all requirements — —

I dont quite understand what you say, Garry!

Dont you, Sweetness? Dont you understand why youve always been exactly what you appear like at this moment?

She looked at him with her lovely, uncertain smile:

Ive always been myself, I suppose. You are teasing me dreadfully!

He laughed in a nervous, excited way, not like himself:

You bet you have always been yourself, Sweetness! — in spite of everything youve always been yourself. I am very slow in discovering it. But I think I realise it now.

Please, she remonstrated, you are laughing at me and I dont know why. I think youve been talking nonsense and expecting me to pretend to understand.... If you dont stop laughing at me I shall retire to my room and — and — —

What, Sweetness? he demanded, still laughing.

Change to a cooler gown, she said, humorously vexed at her own inability to threaten or punish him for his gaiety at her expense.

All right; Ill change too, and well meet in the music-room!

She considered him askance:

Will you be more respectful to me, Garry?

Respectful? I dont know.

Very well, then, Im not coming back.

But when he entered the music-room half an hour later, Dulcie was seated demurely before the piano, and when he came and stood behind her she dropped her head straight back and looked up at him.

I had a wonderful icy bath, she said, and Im ready for anything. Are you?

Almost, he said, looking down at her.

She straightened up, gazed silently at the piano for a few moments; sounded a few chords. Then her fingers wandered uncertainly, as though groping for something that eluded them — something that they delicately sought to interpret. But apparently she did not discover it; and her search among the keys ended in a soft chord like a sigh. Only her lips could have spoken more plainly.

At that moment Westmore and Thessalie came in breezily and remained to gossip a few minutes before bathing and changing.

Play something jolly! said Westmore. One of those gay Irish things, you know, like The Honourable Michael Dunn, or Finnigans Wake, or — —

I dont know any, said Dulcie, smiling. Theres a song called Asthore. My mother wrote it — —

Can you sing it?

The girl ran her fingers over the keys musingly:

Ill remember it presently. I know one or two old songs like Irishmen All. Do you know that song?

And she sang it in her gay, unembarrassed way:

Warm is our love for the island that bore us, Ready are we as our fathers before us, Genial and gallant men, Fearless and valiant men, Faithful to Erin we answer her call. Ulster men, Munster men, Connaught men, Leinster men, Irishmen all we answer her call!

Fine! cried Westmore. Try it again, Dulcie!

Maybe youll like this better, she said:

Our Irish girls are beautiful, As all the world will own; An Irish smile in Irish eyes Would melt a heart of stone; But all their smiles and all their wiles Will quickly turn to sneers If you fail to fight for Erin In the Irish Volunteers!

Hurrah! cried Westmore, beating time and picking up the chorus of the Irish Volunteers, which Dulcie played to a thunderous finish amid frantic applause.

She sang for them The Wests Awake!, The Risin of the Moon, Clares Dragoons, and Paddy Get Up! And after Westmore had exercised his lungs sufficiently in every chorus, he and Thessalie went off to their respective quarters, leaving Barres leaning on the piano beside Dulcie.

Your people are a splendid lot — given half a chance, he said.

My people?

Certainly. After all, Sweetness, youre Irish, you know.

Oh.

Arent you?

I dont know what I am, she murmured half to herself.

Whoever you are its the same to me, Dulcie. ... He took a few short, nervous turns across the room; walked slowly back to her: Has it come back to you yet — that song of your mothers you were trying to remember?

Even while he was speaking the song came back to her memory — her mothers song called Asthore — startling her with its poignant significance to herself.

Do you recollect it? he asked again.

Y-yes ... I cant sing it.

Why?

I dont wish to sing Asthore — — She bent her head and gazed at the keyboard, the painful colour dyeing her neck and cheeks.

When at length she looked up at him out of lovely, distressed eyes, something in his face — something — some new expression which she dared not interpret — set her heart flying. And, scarcely knowing what she was saying in her swift and exquisite confusion:

The words of my mothers song would mean nothing to you, Garry, she faltered. You could not understand them — —

Why not?

B-because you could not be in sympathy with them.

How do you know? Try!

I cant — —

Please, dear!

The smile edging her lips glimmered in her eyes now — a reckless little glint of humour, almost defiant.

Do you insist that I sing Asthore?

Yes.

He seemed conscious of a latent excitement in her to which something within himself was already responsive.

Its about a lover, she said,  — one of the old-fashioned, head-long, hot-headed sort — Irish, of course! — youd not understand — such things — — Her tongue and colour were running random riot; her words outstripped her thoughts and tripped up her tongue, scaring her a little. She drummed on the keys a rollicking trill or two, hesitated, stole a swift, uncertain glance at him.

A delicate intoxication enveloped her, stimulating, frightening her a little, yet hurrying her into speech again:

Ill sing it for you, Garry asthore! And if I were a lad Id be singing my own gay credo! — if I were the lad — and you but a lass, asthore!

Then, though her gray eyes winced and her flying colour betrayed her trepidation, she looked straight at him, laughingly, and her clear, childish voice continued the little prelude to Asthore:

I

I long for her, who eer she be — 

The lass that Fate decrees for me;

Or dark or white and fair to see,

My heart is hers be n-Eirinn i!

I care not, I,

Who ever she be,

I could not love her more!

Be n-Eirin i — 

Be n-Eirinn i — 

Be n-Eirinn i Asthore!

II

I know her tresses unconfined,

In wanton ringlets woo the wind — 

Or rags or silk her bosom bind

Its one to me; my eyes are blind!

I care not, I,

Who ever she be,

Or poor, or rich galore!

Be n-Eirinn i — 

Be n-Eirinn i — 

Be n-Eirinn i Asthore!



III

At noon, some day, Ill climb a hill,

And find her there and kiss my fill;

And if she wont, I think she will,

For every Jack must have his Jill!

I care not, I,

Who ever she be,

The lass that I adore!

Be n-Eirinn i — 

Be n-Eirinn i — 

Be n-Eirinn i Asthore!



Dulcies voice and her flushed smile, too, faded, died out. She looked down at the keyboard, where her white hands rested idly; she bent lower — a little lower; laid her arms on the music-rest, her face on her crossed arms. And, slowly, the tears fell without a tremor, without a sound.

He had leaned over her shoulders; his bowed head was close to hers — so close that he became aware of the hot, tearful fragrance of her breath; but there was not a sound from her, not a stir.

What is it, Sweetness? he whispered.

I — dont know.... I didnt m-mean to — cry.... And I dont know why I should.... Im very h-happy — — She withdrew one arm and stretched it out, blindly, seeking him; and he took her hand and held it close to his lips.

Why are you so distressed, Dulcie?

Im not. Im happy.... You know I am.... My heart was very full; that is all.... I dont seem to know how to express myself sometimes.... Perhaps its because I dont quite dare.... So something gives way.... And this happens — tears. Dont mind them, please.... If I could reach my handkerchief — — She drew the tiny square of sheer stuff from her bosom and rested her closed eyes on it.

Its silly, isnt it, Garry?... W-when a girl is so heavenly contented.... Is anybody coming?

Westmore and Thessa!

She whisked her tears away and sat up swiftly. But Thessa merely called to them that she and Westmore were off for a walk, and passed on through the hall and out through the porch.

Garry, she murmured, looking away from him.

Yes, dear?

May I go to my room and fix my hair? Because Mr. Skeel will be here. Do you mind if I leave you?

He laughed:

Of course not, you charming child! Then, as he looked down at her hand, which he still retained, his expression altered; he inclosed the slender fingers, bent slowly and touched the fragrant palm with his lips.

They were both on their feet the next second; she passing him with a pale, breathless little smile, and swiftly crossing the hall; he dumb, confused by the sudden tumult within him, standing there with one hand holding to the piano as though for support, and looking after the slim, receding figure till it disappeared beyond the library door.

His mother and sister returned from their morning ride, lingered to chat with him, then went away to dress for luncheon. Murtagh Skeel had not yet arrived.

Westmore and Thessalie returned from their walk in the woods by the second lake, reporting a distant view of Barres senior, fishing madly from a canoe.

Dulcie came down and joined them in the library. Later Mrs. Barres and Lee appeared, and luncheon was announced.

Murtagh Skeel had not come to Foreland Farms, and there was no word from him.

Mrs. Barres spoke of his absence during luncheon, for Garry had told her he was coming to talk to Dulcie about her mother, whom he had known very well in Ireland.

Luncheon ended, and the cool north veranda became the popular rendezvous for the afternoon, and later for tea. People from Northbrook drove, rode, or motored up for a cheering cup, and a word or two of gossip. But Skeel did not come.

By half-past five the north veranda was thronged with a gaily chattering and very numerous throng from neighbouring estates. The lively gossip was of war, of the coming elections, of German activities, of the Gerhardts promised moonlight spectacle and dance, of Murtagh Skeel and the romantic interest he had aroused among Northbrook folk.

So many people were arriving or leaving and such a delightful and general informality reigned that Dulcie, momentarily disengaged from a vapid but persistent dialogue with a chuckle-headed but persistent youth, ventured to slip into the house, and through it to the garden in the faint hope that perhaps Murtagh Skeel might have avoided the tea-crush and had gone directly there.

But the rose arbour was empty; only the bubble of the little wall fountain and a robins evening melody broke the scented stillness of the late afternoon.

Her mind was full of Murtagh Skeel, her heart of Garry Barres, as she stood there in that blossoming solitude, listening to the robin and the fountain, while her eyes wandered across flower-bed, pool, and clipped greensward, and beyond the garden wall to the hill where three pines stood silver-green against the sky.

Little by little the thought of Murtagh Skeel faded from her mind; fuller and fuller grew her heart with confused emotions new to her — emotions too perplexing, too deep, too powerful, perhaps, for her to understand — or to know how to resist or to endure. For the first vague sweetness of her thoughts had grown keen to the verge of pain — an exquisite spiritual tension which hurt her, bewildered her with the deep emotions it stirred.

To love, had been a phrase to her; a lover, a name. For beyond that childish, passionate adoration which Barres had evoked in her, and which to her meant friendship, nothing more subtly mature, more vital, had threatened her unawakened adolescence with any clearer comprehension of him or any deeper apprehension of herself.

And even now it was not knowledge that pierced her, lighting little confusing flashes in her mind and heart. For her heart was still a childs heart; and her mind, stimulated and rapidly developing under the warm and magic kindness of this man who had become her only friend, had not thought of him in any other way.... Until to-day.

What had happened in her mind, in her heart, she had not analysed — probably was afraid to, there at the piano in the music-room. And later, in her bedroom, when she had summoned up innocent courage sufficient for self-analysis, she didnt know how to question herself — did not realise exactly what had happened to her, and never even thought of including him in the enchanted cataclysm which had befallen her mind and heart and soul.

Thessalie and Westmore appeared on the lawn by the pool. Behind the woods the sky was tinted with pale orange.

It may have been the psychic quality of the Celt in Dulcie — a pale glimmer of clairvoyance — some momentary and vague premonition wirelessed through the evening stillness which set her sensitive body vibrating; for she turned abruptly and gazed northward across the woods and hills — remained motionless, her grey eyes fixed on the far horizon, all silvery with the hidden glimmer of unlighted stars.

Then she slowly said aloud to herself:

He will not come. He will never come again — this man who loved my mother.

Barres approached across the grass, looking for her. She went forward through the arbour to meet him.

Hasnt he come? he asked.

He is not coming, Garry.

Why? Have you heard anything?

She shook her head:

No. But he isnt coming.

Probably hell explain this evening at the Gerhardts.

I shall never see him again, she said absently.

He turned and gave her a searching look. Her gaze was remote, her face a little pale.

They walked back to the house together in silence.

A servant met them in the hall with a note on a tray. It was for Barres; Dulcie passed on with a pale little smile of dismissal; Barres opened the note:

The pot has boiled over, mon ami. Something has scared Skeel. He gave us the slip very cleverly, leaving Gerhardts house before sunrise and motoring north at crazy speed. Where he will strike the railway I have no means of knowing. Your Governments people are trying to cover Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. On the Canada side the authorities have been notified and are alert I hope.

Gerhardts country house is a nest of mischief hatchers. One in particular is under surveillance and will be arrested. His name is Tauscher.

Because, mon ami, it has just been discovered that there are two plots to blow up the Welland Canal! One is Skeels. The other is Tauschers. It is a purely German plot. They dont intend to blow themselves up these Huns. Oh no! They expect to get away.

Evidently Bernstorff puts no faith in Skeels mad plan. So, in case it doesnt pan out, here is Tauscher with another plan, made in Germany, and very, very thorough. Isnt it characteristic? Here is the report I received this morning:

Captain Franz von Papen, Military Attaché on the ambassadorial staff of Count von Bernstorff, and Captain Hans Tauscher, who, besides being the Krupp agent in America, is also, by appointment of the German War Office, von Papens chief military assistant in the United States, have plotted the destruction of the Welland Canal in Canada.

Captain Hans Tauscher will be arrested and indicted for violation of Section 13 of the United States Criminal Code, for setting on foot a military enterprise against Canada during the neutrality of the United States.

Tauscher is a German reserve officer and is subject to the orders of Captain Franz von Papen, Military Attaché of Count von Bernstorff. His indictment will be brought about by reason of an attempt to blow up parts of the Welland Canal, the waterway connecting Lakes Erie and Ontario. A small party of Germans, under command of one von der Goltz, have started from New York for the purpose of committing this act of sabotage, and, incidentally, of assassination of all men, women and children who might be involved in the explosion at the point to be selected by the plotters.

Tauscher bought and furnished to this crowd of assassins the dynamite which was to be used for the purpose. The fact that Tauscher had bought the dynamite has become known to the United States authorities and he will be called upon to make an explanation.

Captain Tauscher is said to be an agreeable companion, but he had the ordinary predilection of a German officer for assassinating women and children.

Now, then, mon ami, this is the report. I expect that United States Secret Service men will arrest Tauscher to-night. Perhaps Gerhardt, also, will be arrested.

At any rate, at the dance to-night you need not look for Skeel. But may I suggest that you and Mr. Westmore keep your eyes on Mademoiselle Dunois. Because, at the railway station to-day, the German agents, Franz Lehr and Max Freund, were recognised by my men, disguised as liveried chauffeurs, but in whose service we have not yet been able to discover.

Therefore, it might be well for you and Mr. Westmore to remain near Mademoiselle Dunois during the evening.

Au revoir! I shall see you at the dance.

RENOUX.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE MOONLIT WAY
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BARRES WHISTLED AND sang alternately as he tied his evening tie before his looking glass.

And I care not, I, Who ever she be I could not love her more!

he chanted gaily, examining the effect and buttoning his white waistcoat.

Westmore, loitering near and waiting for him, referred again, indignantly, to Renouxs report concerning the presence of Freund and Lehr at the Northbrook railway station.

If I catch them hanging around Thessa, he said, Ill certainly beat them up, Garry.

Deal with anything of that sort directly; thats always the best way. No use arguing with a Hun. When he misbehaves, beat him up. Its the only thing he understands.

Well, its all right for us to do it now, as long as the French Government knows where Thessa is, remarked Barres, drawing a white clove-carnation through his buttonhole. But what do you think of that dirty swine, Tauscher, planning wholesale murder like that? Isnt it the fine flower of Prussianism? Theres the real and porcine boche for you, sombre, savage, stupidly ferocious, swinishly persistent, but never quite cunning enough, never sufficiently subtle in planning his filthy and murderous holocausts.

Westmore nodded:

Quite right. The Lusitania and Belgium cost the Hun the respect of civilisation, and are driving the civilised world into a common understanding. Well go in before long; dont worry.

They descended the stairs together just as dinner was announced.

Mrs. Barres said laughingly to her son:

Your father is still fishing, I suppose, so in spite of his admonition to me by letter this morning, I sent over one of the men with some thermos bottles and a very nice supper. He grumbles, but he always likes it.

I wonder what Mr. Barres will think of me, ventured Dulcie. He left such a pretty little rod for me. Thessa and I have been examining it. Id like to go, only— she added with a wistful smile, I have never been to a real party.

Of course youre going to the Gerhardts, insisted Lee, laughing. Dad is absurd about his fishing. I dont believe any girl ever lived whod prefer fishing on that foggy lake at night to dancing at such a party as you are going to to-night.

Arent you going? asked Thessalie, but Lee shook her head, still smiling.

We have two young setters down with distemper, and mother and I always sit up with our dogs under such circumstances.

Personal devotion of this sort was new to Thessalie. Mrs. Barres and Lee told her all about the dreaded contagion and how very dreadful an epidemic might be in a kennel of such finely bred dogs as was the well-known Foreland Kennels.

Dog talk absorbed everybody during dinner. Mrs. Barres and Lee were intensely interested in Thessalies description of the Grand Duke Cyrils Russian wolfhounds, with which she had coursed and hunted as a child.

Once she spoke, also, of those strange, pathetic, melancholy Ishmaelites, pitiable outcasts of their race — the pariah dogs of Constantinople. For, somehow, while dressing that evening, the distant complaint of a tethered beagle had made her think of Stamboul. And she remembered that night so long ago on the moonlit deck of the Mirage, where she had stood with Ferez Bey while, from the unseen, monstrous city close at hand, arose the endless wailing of homeless dogs.

How strange it was, too, to think that the owner of the Mirage should this night be her host here in the Western World, yet remain unconscious that he had ever before entertained her.

* * * * *

Before coffee had been served in the entrance hall, the kennel master sent in word that one of the pups, a promising Blue Belton, had turned very sick indeed, and would Mrs. Barres come to the kennels as soon as convenient.

It was enough for Mrs. Barres and for Lee; they both excused themselves without further ceremony and went away together to the kennels, apparently quite oblivious of their delicate dinner gowns and slippers.

Ive seen my mother ruin many a gown on such errands, remarked Garry, smiling. No use offering yourself as substitute; my mother would as soon abandon her own sick baby to strangers as turn over an ailing pup to anybody except Lee and herself.

I think that is very splendid, murmured Dulcie, relinquishing her coffee cup to Garry and suffering a maid to invest her with a scarf and light silk wrap.

My mother is splendid, said Garry in a low voice. You will see her prove it some day, I hope.

The girl turned her lovely head, curiously, not understanding. Garry laughed, but his voice was not quite steady when he said:

But it all depends on you, Dulcie, how splendid my mother may prove herself.

On me!

On your — kindness.

My — kindness!

Thessalie came up in her pretty carnation-rose cloak, esquired by the enraptured Westmore, expressing admiration for the clothing adorning the very obvious object of his devotion:

All girls cant wear a thing like that cloak, he was explaining proudly; now it would look like the devil on you, Dulcie, with your coppery hair and — —

What exquisite tact! shrugged Thessalie, already a trifle restive under his constant attendance and unremitting admiration. Cant you, out of your richly redundant vocabulary, find something civil to say to Dulcie?

But Dulcie, still preoccupied with what Barres had said, merely gave her an absent-minded smile and walked slowly out beside her to the porch, where the headlights of a touring car threw two broad beams of gold across the lawn.

It was a swift, short run through the valley northward among the hills, and very soon the yellow lights of Northbrook summer homes dotted the darkness ahead, and cars were speeding in from every direction — from Ilderness, Wythem, East and South Gorloch — carrying guests for the Gerhardts moonlight spectacle and dance.

Apropos of the promised spectacle, Barres observed to Dulcie that there happened to be no moon, and consequently no moonlight, but the girl, now delightfully excited by glimpses of Hohenlinden festooned with electricity, gaily reproached him for being literal.

If one is happy, she said, a word is enough to satisfy ones imagination. If they call it a moonlight spectacle, I shall certainly see moonlight whether its there or not!

They may call it heaven, too, if they like, he said, and Ill believe it — if you are there.

At that she blushed furiously:

Oh, Garry! You dont mean it, and its silly to say it!

I mean it all right, he muttered, as the car swung in through the great ornamental gates of Hohenlinden. The trouble is that I mean so much — and you mean so much to me — that I dont know how to express it.

The girl, her face charmingly aglow, looked straight in front of her out of enchanted eyes, but her hearts soft violence in her breast left her breathless and mute; and when the car stopped she scarcely dared rest her hand on the arm which Barres presented to guide her in her descent to earth.

It may have been partly the magnificence of Hohenlinden that so thrillingly overwhelmed her as she seated herself with Garry on the marble terrace of an amphitheatre among brilliant throngs already gathered to witness the eagerly discussed spectacle.

And it really was a bewilderingly beautiful scene, there under the summer stars, where a thousand rosy lanterns hung tinting the still waters of the little stream that wound through the clipped greensward which was the stage.

The foliage of a young woodland walled in this vernal scene; the auditorium was a semi-circle of amber marble — rows of low benches, tier on tier, rising to a level with the lawn above.

The lantern light glowed on pretty shoulders and bare arms, on laces and silks and splendid jewels, and stained the sombre black of the men with vague warm hues of rose.

Westmore, leaning over to address Barres, said with an amused air:

You know, Garry, its Corot Mandel who is putting on this thing for the Gerhardts.

Certainly I know it, nodded Barres. Didnt he try to get Thessa for it?

Thessalie, whose colour was high and whose dark eyes, roaming, had grown very brilliant, suddenly held out her hand to one of two men who, traversing the inclined aisle beside her, halted to salute her.

Your name was on our lips, she said gaily. How do you do, Mr. Mandel! How do you do, Mr. Trenor! Are you going to amaze us with a miracle in this enchanting place?

The two men paid their respects to her, and, with unfeigned astonishment and admiration, to Dulcie, whom they recognised only when Thessalie named her with delighted malice.

Oh, I say, Miss Soane, began Mandel, leaning on the back of the marble seat, you and Miss Dunois might have helped me a lot if Id known you were to be in this neighbourhood.

Esmé Trenor bent over Barres, dropping his voice:

We had to use a couple of Broadway hacks — youll recognise em through their paint — you understand? — the two that New York screams for. Its too bad. Corot wanted something unfamiliarly beautiful and young and fresh. But these Northbrook amateurs are incredibly amateurish.

Thessalie was chattering away with Corot Mandel and Westmore; Esmé Trenor gazed upon Dulcie in wonder not unmixed with chagrin:

Youve never forgiven me, Dulcie, have you?

For what? she inquired indifferently.

For not discovering you when I should have.

She smiled, but the polite effort and her detachment of all interest in him were painfully visible to Esmé.

Im sorry you still remember me so unkindly, he murmured.

But I never do remember you at all, she explained so candidly that Barres was obliged to avert his amused face, and Esmé Trenor reddened to the roots of his elaborate hair. Mandel, with a wry grin, linked his arm in Trenors and drew him away toward the flight of steps which was the stage entrance to the dressing rooms below.

Good-bye! he said, waving his hat. Hope youll like my moonlight frolic!

Wheres your bally moon! demanded Westmore.

As he spoke, an unseen orchestra began to play Au Claire de la Lune, and, behind the woods, silhouetting every trunk and branch and twig, the glittering edge of a huge, silvery moon appeared.

Slowly it rose, flashing a broad path of light across the lawn, reflected in the still little river. And when it was in the position properly arranged for it, some local Joshua — probably Corot Mandel — arrested its further motion, and it hung there, flooding the stage with a witching lustre.

All at once the stage swarmed with supple, glimmering shapes: Oberon and Titania came flitting down through the trees; Puck, scintillating like a dragon-fly, dropped on the sward, seemingly out of nowhere.

It was a wonderfully beautiful ballet, with an unseen chorus singing from within the woods like a thousand seraphim.

As for the play itself, which began with the calm and silvered river suddenly swarming alive with water-nymphs, it had to do, spasmodically, with the love of the fairy crown-prince for the very attractive water-nymph, Ythali. This nimble lady, otherwise, was fiercely wooed by the King of the Mud-turtles, a most horrid and sprawling shape, but a clever foil — with his army of river-rats, minks and crabs — to the nymphs and wood fairies.

Also, the music was refreshingly charming, the singing excellent, and the story interesting enough to keep the audience amused until the end.

There was, of course, much moonlight dancing, much frolicking in the water, few clothes on the Broadway principals, fewer on the chorus, and apparently no scruples about discarding even these.

But the whole spectacle was so unreal, so spectral, that its shadowy beauty robbed it of offence.

That sort of thing had made Corot Mandel famous. He calculated to the width of a moonbeam just how far he could go. And he never went a hairs breadth farther.

Thessalie looked on with flushed cheeks and parted lips, absorbed in it all with the savant eyes of a professional. She also had once coolly decided how far her beauty and talent and adolescent effrontery could carry her gay disdain of man. And she had flouted him with indifferent eyes and dainty nose uplifted — mocked him and his conventions, with a few roubles in her dressing-room — slapped the collective face of his sex with her insolent loveliness, and careless smile.

Perhaps, as she sat there watching the fairy scene, she remembered her ostrich and the German Embassy, and the aged Von-der-Goltz Pasha, all over jewels and gold, peeping at her through thick spectacles under his red fez.

Perhaps she thought of Ferez, too, and maybe it was thought of him that caused her smooth young shoulders the slightest of shivers, as though a harsh breeze had chilled her skin.

As for Dulcie, she was in the seventh heaven, thrilled with the dreamy beauty of it all and the exquisite phantoms floating on the greensward under her enraptured eyes.

No other thought possessed her save sheer delight in this revelation of pure enchantment.

So intent, so still she became, leaning a little forward in her place, that Barres found her far more interesting and wonderful to watch than Mandels cunningly contrived illusions in the artificial moonlight below.

And now Titanias trumpets sounded from the woods, warning all of the impending dawn. Suddenly the magic fairy moon vanished like the flame of a blown-out candle; a faint, rosy light grew through the trees, revealing an empty stage and a river on which floated a single swan.

Then, from somewhere, a distant cock-crow rang through the dawn. The play was ended.

Two splendid orchestras were alternating on the vast marble terraces of Hohenlinden, where hundreds of dancers moved under the white radiance of a huge silvery moon overhead — another contrivance of Mandels — for the splendid sphere aglow with white fire had somehow been suspended above the linden trees so that no poles and no wires were visible against the starry sky.

And in its milky flood of light the dancers moved amid a wilderness of flowers or thronged the supper-rooms within, where Teutonic architectural and decorative magnificence reigned in one vast, incredible, indigestible gastronomic apotheosis of German kultur.

Barres, for the moment, dancing with Thessalie, pressed her fingers with mischievous tenderness and whispered:

The moonlit way once more with you, Thessa! Do you remember our first dance?

Can I ever thank God enough for that nights folly! she said, with such sudden emotion that his smile altered as he looked into her dark eyes.

Yet that dance by moonlight exiled you, he said.

Do you realise what it saved me from, too? And what it has given me?

He wondered whether she included Westmore in the gift. The music ceased at that moment, and, though the other orchestra began, they strolled along the flowering balustrade of the terrace together until they encountered Dulcie and Westmore.

Have you spoken to your hostess? inquired Westmore. Shes over yonder on a dais, enthroned like Germania or a Metropolitan Opera Valkyrie. Dulcie and I have paid our homage.

So Barres and Thessalie went away to comply with the required formality; and, when they returned from the rite, they found Esmé Trenor and Corot Mandel cornering Dulcie under a flowering orange tree while Westmore, beside her, chatted with a most engaging woman who proved, later, to be a practising physician.

Esmé was saying languidly, that anybody could fly into a temper and kick his neighbours, but that indifference to physical violence was a condition of mind attained only by the spiritual intellect of the psychic adept.

Passivism, he added with a wave of his lank fingers, is the first plane to be attained on the journey toward Nirvana. Therefore, I am a pacifist and this silly war does not interest me in the slightest.

The very engaging woman, who had been chatting with Westmore, looked around at Esmé Trenor, evidently much amused.

I imagined that you were a pacifist, she said. I fancy, Mr. Mandel, also, is one.

Indeed, I am, madam! said Corot Mandel. Ive plenty to do in life without strutting around and bawling for blood at the top of my lungs!

Thank heaven, added Esmé, the President has kept us out of war. This business of butchering others never appealed to me — except for the slightly unpleasant sensations which I experience when I read the details.

Oh. Then unpleasant sensations so appeal to you? inquired Westmore, very red.

Well, they are sensations, you know, drawled Esmé. And, for a man who experiences few sensations of any sort, even unpleasant ones are pleasurable.

Mandel yawned and said:

The war is an outrageous bore. All wars are stupid to a man of temperament. Therefore, Im a pacifist. And I had rather live under Prussian domination than rush about the country with a gun and sixty pounds of luggage on my back!

He looked heavily at Dulcie, who had slipped out of the corner on the terrace, where he and Esmé had penned her.

There are other things to do more interesting than jabbing bayonets into Germans, he remarked. Did you say you hadnt any dance to spare us, Miss Soane? Nor you either, Miss Dunois? Oh, well. He cast a disgusted glance at Barres, squinted at Westmore through his greasy monocle in hostile silence; then, taking Esmés arm, made them all a too profound obeisance and sauntered away along the terrace.

What a pair of beasts! said Westmore. They make me actually ill!

Barres shrugged and turned to the very engaging lady beside him:

What do you think of that breed of human, doctor? he inquired.

She smiled at Barres and said:

Several of my own patients who are suffering from the same form of psycho-neurotic trouble are also peace-at-any-price pacifists. They do not come to me to be cured of their pacifism. On the contrary, they cherish it most tenderly. In examining them for other troubles I happened upon what appeared to me a very close relation between the peculiar attitude of the peace-at-any-price pacifist and a certain type of unconscious pervert.

That passivism is perversion does not surprise me, remarked Barres.

Well, she said, the pacifist is not conscious of his real desires and therefore cannot be termed a true pervert. But the very term, passivism, is usually significant and goes very deep psychologically. In analysing my patients I struck against a buried impulse in them to suffer tyrannous treatment from an omnipotent master. The impulse was so strong that it amounted to a craving and tried to absorb all the psychic material within its reach. They did not recognise the original impulse, because that had long ago been crushed down by the exactions of civilised life. Nevertheless, they were tortured and teased, made unsettled and wretched by a something which continually baffled them. Deep under the upper crust of their personalities was concealed a seething desire to be completely, inevitably, relentlessly, unreservedly overwhelmed by a subjugation from which there was no escape.

She turned to Westmore:

Its purely pathological, the condition of those two self-confessed pacifists. The pacifist loves suffering. The ordinary normal person avoids suffering when possible. He endures it only when something necessary or desirable cannot be gained in any other way. He may undergo agony at the mere thought of it. His bravery consists in facing danger and pain in spite of fear. But the extreme passivist, who is really an unconscious pervert, loves to dream of martyrdom and suffering. It must be a suffering, however, which is forced upon him, and it must be a personal matter, not impersonal and general, as in war. And he loves to contemplate a condition of complete captivity — of irresponsible passivity, in which all resistance is in vain.

Do you know, they disgust me, those two! said Westmore angrily. I never could endure anything abnormal. And now that I know Esmé is — and that big lout, Mandel — Ill keep away from them. Do you blame me, doctor?

Well, she said, much amused and turning to go, theyre very interesting to physicians, you know — these non-resisting, pacifistic perverts. But outside a sanatorium I shouldnt expect them to be very popular. And she laughed and joined a big, good-looking man who had come to seek her, and who wore, in his buttonhole, the button of the French Legion of Honour.

Thessalie had strolled forward along the terrace by herself, interested in the pretty spectacle and the play of light on jewels and gowns.

Westmore, busy in expressing to Barres his opinion of Esmé and Mandel, did not at the moment miss Thessalie, who continued to saunter on along the balustrade of the terrace, under the blossoming row of orange trees.

Just below her was another terrace and an oval pool set with tiny jets which seemed to spray the basin with liquid silver. Silvery fish, too, were swimming in it near the surface, sometimes flinging themselves clear out of water as though intoxicated by the unwonted lustre which flooded their crystal pool.

To see them nearer, Thessalie ran lightly down the steps and walked toward the shimmering basin. And at the same time the head and shoulders of a man in evening dress, his bosom crossed by a sash of watered red silk, appeared climbing nimbly from a still lower level.

She watched him step swiftly upon the terrace and cross it diagonally, walking in her direction toward the stone stairs which she had just descended. Then, paying him no further attention, she looked down into the water.

He came along very near to where she stood, gazing into the pool — peered at her curiously — was already passing at her very elbow — when something made her lift her head and look around at him.

The mock moonlight struck full across his features; and the shock of seeing him drove every vestige of colour from her own face.

The man halted, staring at her in unfeigned amazement. Suddenly he snarled at her, baring his teeth in her shrinking face.

Kismet dir! he whispered, it ees you!... Nihla Quellen! Now I begin onderstan!... Yas, I now onderstan who arrange it that they haf arrest my good frien, Tauscher! It ees you, then! Von Igel he has tol me, look out once eef she escape — thees yoong leopardess — —

Ferez! Thessalies young figure stiffened and the colour flamed in her cheeks.

You leopardess! he repeated, every tooth a-grin again with rage, you misbegotten slut of a hunting cheetah! So thees is ow you strike!... Ver well. Yas, I see ow it ees you strike at — —

Ferez! she cried. Listen to me!

I ear you! Allez!

Ferez Bey! I am not afraid of you!

Ees it so?

Yes, it is so. I never have been afraid of you! Not even there on the deck of the Mirage, that night when you tapped the hilt of your Kurdish knife and spoke of Seraglio Point! Nor when your scared spy shot at me in the corridor of the Tenth Street house; nor afterward at Dragon Court! Nor now! Do you understand, Eurasian jackal! Nor now! Anybody can see what Heruli whelped you! What are you doing in America? Kassim Pasha is your den, where your rayah loll and scratch in the sun! It is their Keyeff! And yours!

She took a quick step toward him, her eyes flashing, her white hand clenched:

Allah Kerim — do you say? El Hamdu Lillah! Do you take yourself for the muezzin of all jackals, then, howling blasphemies from some minaret in the hills? Do you understand what theyd do to you in the Hirka-i-Sherif Jamesi? Because you are nothing; do you hear? — nothing but an Eurasian assassin! And Moslem and Christian alike know where you belong among the lost pariahs of Stamboul!

The girl was utterly transfigured. Whatever of the Orient was in her, now blazed white hot.

What have I done to you, Ferez? What have I ever done to you that you, even from my childhood, come always stepping noiselessly at my skirts edge? — always padding behind me at my heels, silent, sinister, whimpering with bared teeth for the courage to bite which God denies you!

The man stood almost motionless, moistening his dry lips with his tongue, but his eyes moved continually, stealing uneasy glances around him and upward, where, on the main terrace above them, the heads of the throng passed and repassed.

Nihla, he said, for all thees scorn and abuse of me, you know, in the false heart of you, why it ees so if I have seek you.

You dealer in lies! You would have sold me to dEblis! You thought you had sold me! You were paid for it, too!

An still! He looked at her furtively.

What do you mean? You conspired with dEblis to ruin me, soul and body! You involved me in your treacherous propaganda in Paris. Through you I am an exile. If I go back to my own country, I shall go to a shameful death. You have blackened my honour in my countrys eyes. But that was not enough. No! You thought me sufficiently broken, degraded, terrified to listen to any proposition from you. You sent your agents to me with offers of money if I would betray my country. Finding I would not, you whined and threatened. Then, like the Eurasian dog you are, you tried to bargain. You were eager to offer me anything if I would keep quiet and not interfere — —

Nihla!

What? she said, contemptuously.

In spite of thees — of all you say — I have love you!

Liar! she retorted wrathfully. Do you dare say that to me, whom you have already tried to murder?

I say it. Yas. Eef it has not been so then you were dead long time.

You — you are trying to tell me that you spared me! she demanded scornfully.

It ees so. Alexandre — dEblis, you know? — long time since he would have safety for us all — thees way. Non! Je ne pourrais pas vouz tuer, moi! It ees not in my heart, Nihla.... Because I have love you long time — ver long time.

Because you have feared me long time, ver long time! she mocked him. That is why, Ferez — because you are afraid; because you are only a jackal. And jackals never kill. No!

You say thees-a to me, Nihla?

Yes, I say it. Youre a coward! And Ill tell you something more. I am going to make a complete statement to the French Government. I shall relate everything I know about dEblis, Bolo Effendi, a certain bureaucrat, an Italian politician, a Swiss banker, old Von-der-Goltz Pasha, Heimholz, Von-der-Hohe Pasha, and you, my Ferez — and you, also!

[Illustration: HE CAME TOWARD HER STEALTHILY]

Do you know what France will do to dEblis and his scoundrel friends? Do you guess what these duped Americans will do to Bolo Effendi? And to you? And to Von Papen and Boy-ed and Von Igel — yes, and to Bernstorff and his whole murderous herd of Germans? And can you imagine what my own doubly duped Government will surely, surely do, some day, to you, Ferez?

She laughed, but her dark eyes fairly glittered:

My martyrdom is ending, God be thanked! And then I shall be free to serve where my heart is ... in Alsace!... Alsace! — forever French!

In the white light she saw the sweat break out on the mans forehead — saw him grope for his handkerchief — and draw out a knife instead — never taking his eyes off her.

She turned to run; but he had already blocked the way to the stone steps; and now he came creeping toward her, white as a cadaver, distracted from sheer terror, and rubbing the knife flat against his thigh.

So you shall do thees — a filth to me — eh, Nihla? he whispered with blanched lips. It ees on me, your frien, you spring to keel me, eh, my leopardess? Ver well. But firs I teach you somethings you don know! — thees-a way, my Nihla!

He came toward her stealthily, moving more swiftly as she put the stone basin of the pool between them and cast an agonised glance up at the distant terrace.

Jim! she cried frantically. Jim! Help me, Jim!

The gay din of the music above drowned her cry; she fled as Ferez darted toward her, but again he doubled and sprang back to bar the stone steps, and she halted, white and breathless, yet poised for instant flight.

Again and again she called out desperately for aid; the noise of the orchestra smothered her cry. And if, indeed, anybody from the terrace above chanced to glance down, it is likely that they supposed these two were skylarking merrymakers at some irresponsible game of catch-who-can.

Suddenly Thessalie remembered the lower level, where the automobiles were parked, and from which Ferez had first appeared. She could escape that way. There were the steps, not very far behind her. The next instant she turned and ran like a deer.

And after her sped Ferez, his broad, thin-bladed knife pressed flat against the crimson sash across his breast, his dead-white visage distorted with that blind, convulsive fear which makes murderers out of cowards.


CHAPTER XXVIII

GREEN JACKETS
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THOROUGHLY WORRIED BY this time over the sudden disappearance of Thessalie Dunois, and unable to discover her anywhere on the terrace or in the house, Westmore, Barres and Dulcie Soane had followed the winding main drive as far as the level, where their car was waiting among scores of other cars.

But Thessalie was not there; the chauffeur had not seen her.

Where in the world could she have gone? faltered Dulcie. She was standing up there on the terrace with us, a moment ago; then, the very next second, she had vanished utterly.

Westmore, grim and pallid, walked back along the drive; Dulcie followed with Barres. As they overtook Westmore, he cast one more glance back at the ranks of waiting cars, then stared up at the terraced hill above them, over which the artificial moon hung above the lindens, glowing with pallid, lambent fires.

There was a vague whitish object on one of the grassy slopes — something in motion up there — something that was running erratically but swiftly — as though in pursuit — or pursued!

My God! Whats that, Garry! he burst out. That thing up there on the hillside!

He sprang for the steps, Barres after him, taking the ascent at incredible speed, up, up, then out along a shrub-set grassy slope.

Thessa! shouted Westmore. Thessa!

But the girl was flat on her back on the grass now, fighting sturdily for life — twisting, striking, baffling the whining, panting thing that knelt on her, holding her and trying to drive a knife deep into the lithe young body which always slipped and writhed out of his trembling clutch.

Again and again he tore himself free from her grasp; again and again his armed hand sought to strike, but she always managed to seize and drag it aside with the terrible strength of one dying. And at last, with a last crazed, superhuman effort, she wrested the knife from his unnerved fist, tore it out of his spent fingers.

It fell somewhere near her on the grass; he strove to reach it and pick it up, but already her dauntless resistance began to exhaust him, and he groped for the knife in vain, trying to pin her down with one hand while, with desperate little fists, she rained blows on his bloodless face that dazed him.

But there was still another way — a much better way, in fact. And, as the idea came to him, he ripped the red-silk sash from his breast and, in spite of her struggles, managed to pass it around her bare neck.

Now! he panted. I keep my word at last. Cest fini, ma petite Nihla.

Jim! Help me! she gasped, as Ferez pulled savagely at the silk noose, tightened it with all his strength, knotted it. And in that same second he heard Westmore crashing through the shrubbery, close to him.

Instantly he rose to his knees on the grass; bounded to his feet, leaped over the low shrubs, and was off down the slope — gone like a swift hawks shadow on the hillside. Barres was after him.

* * * * *

The soul of Thessalie Dunois was very near to its escape, now, brightening, glistening within its unconscious chrysalis, stretching its glorious limbs and wings; preparing to arise from its spectral tenement and soar aloft to its myriad sisters, where they swarmed glittering in the zenith.

Had it not been for the knife lying beside her on the grass — the blade very bright in the starlight — truly the youthful soul of Thessalie had been sped.

At the edge of the Gerhardts pine woods, Barres, at fault, baffled, furious, out of breath and glaring around him in the dark, sullenly gave up the hopeless chase, turned in his tracks, and came back. Thessalie, lying in Dulcies arms, unclosed her eyes and looked up at him.

Are you all right? he asked, kneeling and bending over her.

Yes ... Jim came.

Westmores voice was shaky.

We worked her arms — Dulcie and I — started respiration. She was nearly gone. That beast strangled her — —

I lost him in those woods below. Who was he?

Ferez Bey!

Thessalie sighed, closed her eyes.

Shes about all in, whispered Westmore. And, to Dulcie: Let me take her. Ill carry her to the car.

At that Thessalie opened her eyes again and the old, faintly humorous smile glimmered out at him as he stooped and lifted her from the grass.

Can I really trust myself to your arms, Jim? she murmured.

Youd better get used to em, he retorted. Youll never get away from them again — I can tell you that right now!

Oh.... In that case, I hope theyll be — comfortable — your arms.

Do you think they will be, Thessa?

Perhaps. She gazed into his eyes very seriously from where she lay cradled in his powerful arms.

Im tired, Jim.... So sore and bruised.... When he was choking me I tried to think of you — believing it was the end — my last conscious thought — —

My darling! — —

Im so tired, she breathed, so lonely.... I shall be — contented — in your arms.... Always — — She turned her head and rested her cheek against his breast with a deep sigh.

* * * * *

He held her in his arms in the car all the way to Foreland Farms. Dulcie, however, had possessed herself of Thessalies left hand, and when she stroked it and pressed it to her lips the girls tightening fingers responded, and she always smiled.

Im just tired and sore, she explained languidly. Ferez battered me about so dreadfully!... It was so mortifying. I despised him all the time. It made me furious to be handled by such a contemptible and cowardly creature.

Its a matter for the police, now, remarked Barres gloomily.

Oh, Garry! she exclaimed. What a very horrid ending to the moonlit way we took together so long ago! — the lovely silvery path of Pierrot!

The story of Pierrot is a tragedy, Thessa! We have been luckier on our moonlit way.

Than Pierrot and Pierrette?

Yes. Death always saunters along the path of the moon, watching for those who take it.... You are very fortunate, Pierrette.

Yes, she murmured, I am fortunate.... Am I not, Jim? she added, looking up wistfully into his shadowy face above her.

I dont know about that, he said, but therell be no more moonlight business for you unless Im with you. And under those circumstances, he added, Ill knock the block off Old Man Death if he tries to flirt with you!

How brutal! Garry, do you hear his language to me?

I hear, said Barres, laughing. Your young man is a very matter of fact young man, Thessa, and I fancy he means what he says.

She looked up at Westmore; her lips barely moved:

Do you — dear?

You bet I do, he whispered. Ill pull this planet to pieces looking for you if you ever again steal away to a rendezvous with Old Man Death.

* * * * *

When the car arrived at Foreland Farms, Thessalie felt able to proceed to her room upon her own legs, and with Dulcies arm around her.

Westmore bade her good-night, kissing her hand — awkwardly — not being convincing in any rôle requiring attitudes.

He wanted to take her into his arms, but seemed to know enough not to do it. Probably she divined his irresolute state of mind, for she extended her hand in a pretty manner quite unmistakable. And the romantic education of James H. Westmore began.

Barres lingered at the door after Westmore departed, obeying a whispered aside from Dulcie. She came out in a few moments, carefully closing the bedroom door, and stood so, one hand behind her still resting on the knob.

Thessa is crying. Its only the natural relaxation from that horrible tension. I shall sleep with her to-night.

Is there anything — —

Oh, no. She will be all right.... Garry, are they — are they — in love?

It rather looks that way, doesnt it? he said, smiling.

She gazed at him questioningly, almost fearfully.

Do you believe that Thessa is in love with Mr. Westmore? she whispered.

Yes, I do. Dont you?

I didnt know.... I thought so. But — —

But what?

I didnt — didnt know — what you would think of it.... I was afraid it might — might make you — unhappy.

Why?

Dont you care if Thessa loves somebody else? she asked breathlessly.

Did you think I did, Dulcie?

Yes.

Well, I dont.

There was a strained silence; then the girl smiled at him in a confused manner, drew a swift, sudden breath, and, as he stepped forward to detain her, turned sharply away, pressing her forearm across her eyes.

Dulcie! Did you understand me? he said in a low, unsteady voice.

She was already trying to open the door, but he dropped his right hand over her fingers where they were fumbling with the knob, and felt them trembling. At the same moment, the sound of Thessalies smothered and convulsive sobbing came to him; and Dulcies nervous hand slipped from his.

Dulcie! he pleaded. Will you come back to me if I wait?

She had stopped; her back was still toward him, but she nodded slightly, then moved on toward the bed, where Thessalie lay all huddled up, her face buried in the tumbled pillows.

Barres noiselessly closed the door.

He had already started along the corridor toward his own room, when the low sound of voices in the staircase hall just below arrested his attention — his sisters voice and Westmores. And he retraced his steps and went down to where they stood together by the library door.

Lee wore a nurses dress and apron, such as a kennel-mistress affects, and her strong, capable hands were full of bottles labelled Grovers Specific — the same being dog medicine of various sorts.

Mother is over at the kennels, Garry, she said. She and I are going to sit up with those desperately sick pups. If we can pull them through to-night theyll probably get well, eventually, unless paralysis sets in. I was just telling Jim that a very attractive young Frenchman was here only a few minutes before you arrived. His name is Renoux. And he left this letter for you — fish it out of my apron pocket, theres a dear — —

Her brother drew out the letter; his sister said:

Mr. Renoux went away in a car with two other men. He asked me to say to you that there was no time to lose — whatever he meant by that! Now, I must hurry away! She turned and sped through the hall and out through the swinging screen door on the north porch. Garry had already opened the note from Renoux, glanced over it; then he read it aloud to Westmore:

MY DEAR COMRADE:

The fats in the fire! Your agents took Tauscher in charge to-day. Max Freund and Franz Lehr have just been arrested by your excellent Postal authorities. Warrants are out for Sendelbeck, Johann Klein, and Louis Hochstein. I think the latter are making for Mexico, but your Secret Service people are close on their heels.

Recall for von Papen and Boy-ed is certain to be demanded by your Government. Mine will look after Bolo Effendi and dEblis and their international gang of spies and crooks. Ferez Bey, however, still eludes us. He is somewhere in this vicinity, but of course, even when we locate him again, we cant touch him. All we can do is to point him out to your Government agents, who will then keep him in sight.

So far so good. But now I am forced to ask a very great favour of you, and, if I may, of your friend, Mr. Westmore. It is this: Skeel, contrary to what was expected of him, did not go to the place which is being watched. Nor have any of his men appeared at that rendezvous where there lies the very swift and well-armed launch, Togue Rouge, which we had every reason to suppose was to be their craft in this outrageous affair.

As a matter of fact, this launch is Tauschers. But it, and the pretended rendezvous, are what you call a plant. Skeel never intended to assemble his men there; never intended to use that particular launch. Tauscher merely planted it. Your men and the Canadian agents, unfortunately, are covering that vicinity and are still watching for Skeel, who has a very different plan in his crazy head.

Now, this is Skeels plan, and this is the situation, learned by me from papers discovered on Tauscher:

The explosives bought and sent there by Tauscher himself are on a big, fast power-boat which is lying at anchor in a little cove called Saibling Bay. The boat flies the Quebec Yacht Club ensign, and a private pennant to which it has no right.

Two of Skeels gang are already aboard — a man named Con McDermott and another, Kelly Walsh. Skeel joins the others at a hamlet near the Lake shore, known as Three Ponds. The tavern is a notorious and disreputable old brick hotel — what you call a speak-easy. That is their rendezvous.

Well, then, I have wired to your people, to Canada, to Washington. But Three Ponds is not a very long drive from here, if one ignores speed limits. Yes? Could you help us maintain a close surveillance over that damned tavern to-night? Is it too much to ask?

And if you and Mr. Westmore are graciously inclined to aid us, would you be so kind as to come armed? Because, mon ami, unless your Government people arrive in time, I shall certainly try to keep Skeel and his gang from boarding that boat.

Au revoir, donc! I am off with Jacques Alost and Emile Souchez for that charming summer resort, the Three Ponds Tavern, where, from the neighbouring roadside woods, I shall hope to flag your automobile by sunrise and welcome you and your amiable friend, Mr. Westmore, as our brothers in arms.

RENOUX, your comrade and, friend.

There was a silence. Then Westmore looked at his watch.

We ought to hustle, he remarked. Ill get on some knickers and stick a couple of guns in my pocket. Youd better telephone to the garage.

As they hastened up the stairs together, Barres said: Have I time for a word with Dulcie?

Thats up to you. Im not going to say anything to Thessa. I wouldnt care to miss this affair. If we arrived too late and they had already dynamited the Welland Canal, wed never forgive ourselves.

Barres ran for his room.

* * * * *

They were dressed, armed and driving out of the Foreland Farms gates inside of ten minutes. Barres had the wheel; Westmore sat beside him shoving new clips into two automatics and dividing the remaining boxes of ammunition.

The crazy devils, he said to Barres, raising his voice to make himself heard. Blow up the Canal, will they! Whats the matter with these Irishmen! The rest are not like em. Look at the Flanders fighting, Garry! Look at the magnificent record of the Irish regiments! Why dont our Irish play the game?

Its their blind hatred of England, shouted Barres, in his ear. Theyre monomaniacs. They cant see anything else — cant see what theyre doing to civilisation — cutting the very throat of Liberty every time they jab at England. Whats the use? You cant talk to them. Theyre lunatics. But when they start things over here theyve got to be put into straitjackets.

They are lunatics, repeated Westmore. If they werent, they wouldnt risk the wholesale murder of women and children. That is a purely German peculiarity; its what the normal boche delights in. But the Irish are white men. And its only when theyre crazy theyd try a thing like this.

After a long silence:

How fast, Garry?

Around fifty.

How far is it?

About twenty-five miles further.

The car rushed on through the night under the brilliant July stars and over a perfect road. In the hollows, where spring brooks ran under stone bridges, a slight, chilling mist hung, but otherwise the night was clear and warm.

Woods, fields, farms, streamed by in the darkness; the car tore on in the wake of its glaring, golden headlights, where clouds of little winged creatures of the night whirled and eddied like flecks of tinsel.

Rarely they encountered other cars, for the hour was late, and there were no lights in the farm houses which they passed along the road.

They spoke seldom now, their terrific speed and the roaring wind discouraging conversation. But the night air, which they whipped into a steadily flowing gale, was still soft and fragrant and warm; and with every mile their exhilaration increased.

Now the eastern horizon, which had already paled to a leaden tone, was becoming pallid; and few stars were visible except directly overhead.

Barres slowed down to twenty miles. Long double barriers of dense and misty woodland flanked the road on either hand, with few cultivated fields between and very rarely a ramshackle barn.

Acres of alder swamp spread away on either hand, set with swale and pool and tussock. And across the flat desolation the east was all a saffron glow now, and the fish-crows were flying in twos and threes above the bog holes.

Theres a man in the road ahead, said Westmore.

I see him.

The man threw up one arm in signal, then made a sweeping gesture indicating that they should turn to the left. The man was Renoux.

A cart-track and a pair of bars, said Westmore. Their car has been in there, too. You can see the tire marks.

Renoux sprang onto the running board without a word.

Barres steered his car very gingerly in through the bars and along the edge of the woods where, presently, the swampy cart-track turned to the right among the trees.

All right! said Renoux briskly, dropping to the ground. He shook hands with the two new arrivals, passed one arm under each of theirs, and led them forward along a wet, ferny road toward a hardwood ridge.

Here Souchez and Alost, who lay full length on the dead leaves, got up, to welcome the reinforcements, and to point out the disreputable old brick building which stood close to the further edge of the woods, rear end toward them, and fronting on a rutty crossroad beyond.

Are we in time? inquired Barres in a low voice.

Plenty, said Renoux with a shrug. Theyve been making a night of it in there. Theyre at it yet. Listen!

Even at that distance the sound of revelry was audible — shouts, laughter, cheering, boisterous singing.

Skeel is there, remarked Renoux, and I fancy hes an anxious man. They ought to have been out of that house before dawn to escape observation, but I imagine Skeel has an unruly gang to deal with in those reckless Irishmen.

Barres and Westmore peered out through the fringe of trees across the somewhat desolate landscape beyond.

There were no houses to be seen. Here and there on the bogs were stakes of swale-hay and a gaunt tree or two.

That brick hotel, said Renoux, is one of those places outside town limits, where law is defied and license straddles the line. Its run by McDermott, one of the two men aboard the power-boat.

Where is their boat? inquired Westmore.

Renoux turned and pointed to the southwest.

Over there in a cove — about a mile south of us. If they leave the tavern we can get to the boat first and block their road.

Well be between two fires then, observed Barres, from the boats deck and from Skeels gang.

Renoux nodded coolly:

Two on the boat and five in the hotel make seven. We are five.

Then we can hold them, said Westmore.

Thats all I want, rejoined Renoux briskly. I just want to check them and hold them until your Government can send its agents here. I know I have no business to do this — probably Ill get into trouble. But I cant sit still and twirl my thumbs while people blow up a canal belonging to an ally of France, can I?

Hark! motioned Barres. Theyre singing! Poor devils. Theyre like Cree Indians singing their death song.

I suppose, said Westmore sombrely, that deep in each mans heart there remains a glimmer of hope that he, at least, may come out of it.

Renoux shrugged:

Perhaps. But they are brave, these Irish — brave enough without a skinful of whiskey. And with it they are entirely reckless. No sane man can foretell what they will attempt. He turned to include Alost and Souchez: I think there can be only one plan of action for us, gentlemen. We should string out here along the edges of the woods. When they leave the tavern we should run for the landing and get into the shack that stands there — a rickety sort of boat-house on piles, he explained to Westmore and Barres. There is the path through the woods. He pointed to the left, where a trodden way bisected the wood-road. It runs straight to the landing, he added.

Alost, at a sign from him, started off westward through the woods. Souchez followed. Renoux leaned back against a big walnut tree and signified that he would remain there.

So Barres and Westmore moved forward to the right, very cautiously, circling the rear of the old brick hotel where a line of ruined horse-sheds and a rickety barn screened them from view of the hotels south windows.

So close to the tavern did they pass that they could hear the noisy singing very distinctly and see through the open windows the movement of shadowy figures under the paling light of a ceiling lamp.

Westmore ventured nearer in hopes of getting a better view from the horse-sheds; and Barres crept after him through the rank growth of swale and weeds.

Look at them! whispered Westmore. Theyre in a sort of uniform, arent they?

Theyve got on green jackets and stable-caps! Do you see that stack of rifles in the corner of the tap-room?

Theres Skeel! muttered Westmore, the man in the long cloak sitting by the fireplace with his face buried in his hands!

He looks utterly done in, whispered Barres. Probably he cant manage that gang and he begins to realise it. Hark! You can hear every word of that thing theyre singing.

Every word, indeed, was a yell or a shout, and distinct enough at that. They were roaring out Green Jackets:

Oh, Irish maids love none but those Who wear the jackets green!

— all lolling and carousing around a slopping wet table — all save Murtagh Skeel, who, seated near the empty fireplace with his white face buried between his fingers, never stirred from his attitude of stony immobility.

Theres Soane! whispered Barres, that man who just got up!

It was Soane, his cap cocked aslant on his curly head, his green jacket unbuttoned, a tumbler aloft in his unsteady clutch.

Whurroo! he yelled. Gu ma slan a chi mi! — fear a Bhata! And he laid a reckless hand on Skeels cloaked shoulder. But the latter never stirred; and Soane, winking at the company, flourished his tumbler aloft and broke into The Risin o the Moon:

Oh, then tell me, Shawn OFerrall, Phwere the gatherin is to be! In th ould shpot be the river; — Sure its known to you an me!

And the others began to shout the words:

Death to every foe and traitor! Forward! Strike the marchin tune, And hurrah, me lads, for freedom! Tis the risin of the moon!

At the risin of the moon, At the risin of the moon, And a thousand blades are flashin At the risin of the moon!

Heres to Murtagh Skeel! roared Soane, An gille dubh ciardubh! Whurroo!

Skeel lifted his haggard visage, slowly looked around, got up from his stool.

In Gods name, he said hoarsely, if youre not utterly shameless, take your rifles and follow me. Look at the sun! Have you lads gone stark mad? What will McDermott think? What will Kelly Walsh say? Its too late to weigh anchor now; but it isnt too late to go aboard and sober up, and wait for dark.

If youve a rag of patriotism left youll quit your drinking and come with me!

Ah, sure, then, Captain dear, cried Soane, is there anny harrm in a bite an a sup fr dyin lads befoor they go whizzin up to glory?

I tell you we should be aboard! Now!

Another said:

Aw, the caps right. To hell with the booze. Come on, youse! And he began to button his green jacket. Another got up on unsteady legs:

Sure, he said, there do be time fr to up anchor an shquare away for Point Dalhousie. Phwats interferin, I dunno.

A Canadian cruiser, said Skeel with dry bitterness. Get aboard, anyway. Well have to wait for dark.

There was a reluctant shuffle of feet, a careless adjusting of green jackets and caps, a reaching for rifles.

Come on, whispered Barres, weve got to get to the landing before they do.

They turned and moved off swiftly among the trees. Renoux saw them coming, understood, turned and hurried southward to warn Alost and Souchez. Barres and Westmore caught glimpses of them ahead, striding along the trodden path under the trees, and ran to overtake them.

Theyre going aboard, said Barres to Renoux. But they will probably wait till dark before starting.

They will unless theyre stark mad, said Renoux, hurrying out to the southern borders of the wood. But no sooner had he arrived on the edge of the open swale country than he uttered an exclamation of rage and disgust, and threw up his hands helplessly.

It was perfectly plain to the others what was happening — and what now could not be prevented.

There lay the big, swift power boat, still at anchor; there stood the ramshackle wharf and boat-house. But already a boat had put off from the larger craft and was being rowed parallel with the shore toward the mouth of a marshy creek.

Two men were rowing; a third steered.

But what had suddenly upset Renoux was the sight of a line of green jackets threading the marsh to the north, led by Skeel, who was already exchanging handkerchief signals with the men in the boat.

Renoux glanced at his prey escaping by an avenue of which he had no previous knowledge. It was death to go out into the open with pistols and face the fire of half a dozen rifles. No man there had any delusions concerning that.

Souchez had field-glasses slung around his neck. Renoux took them, gazed at the receding boat, set his teeth hard.

Ferez! he growled.

What! exclaimed Westmore, turning a violent red.

The man steering is Ferez Bey. Renoux handed the binoculars to Westmore with a shrug.

Barres, bending double, had gone out into the swale. A thicket of cat-tails screened him and he advanced very carefully, keeping his eyes on the green-jacketed men whose heads, shoulders and rifles were visible above the swampy growth beyond.

Suddenly Renoux, who was watching him in bitter silence, saw him turn and beckon violently.

Quick! he said in a low, eager voice. He may have found a ditch to shelter us!

Renoux was correct in his surmise: Barres stood with drawn pistol, awaiting them in a muddy ditch which ran through the reeds diagonally across the marsh. It was shin-deep in water.

We could make a pretty good stand in a ditch like this, couldnt we? he demanded excitedly.

You bet we can! replied Renoux, jumping down beside him, followed by Westmore, Alost and Souchez in turn.

Barres, leading, ran down the ditch as fast as he could, spattering himself and the others with mud and water at every step.

Here! panted Renoux, clambering nimbly out of the ditch and peering ahead through the reeds. Then he suddenly stood upright:

Halt! he shouted. Its all up with you, Skeel! Keep away from that boat, or I order my men to fire!

There was a dead silence for a moment; then Skeels voice:

Better not bother us, my good man. We know our business and youd better learn yours.

Skeel, retorted Renoux, my business is other peoples business, sometimes. Its yours just now. I warn you to keep away from that boat! He turned and hailed the boat in the next breath: Boat ahoy! Keep off or we open fire!

The metallic bang of a rifle cut him short and his straw hat was jerked from his head. Then came Skeels voice, calmly dangerous:

I know you, Renoux! You have no standing here. Keep away or Ill kill you!

What lawful standing have you — leading an armed expedition from the United States into Canada! retorted Renoux, red with anger and looking about for his hat.

If you dont get back I shall surely kill you! replied Skeel. I count three, Renoux: — one — two — three. Bang! went another rifle, and Renoux shrugged and dropped reluctantly back into the ditch.

Theyre crazy, he said. Barres, fire across that boat out yonder.

Westmore also fired, aiming carefully at Ferez. It was too far; they both knew it. But the ricochetting bullets seemed to sting the rowers to frantic exertion, and Ferez, at the rudder, ducked and squatted flat, the tip of his hat alone showing over the gunwale.

We cant stop them, said Renoux desperately. Theyre certain to reach that boat.

Now, suddenly, Skeels six rifles cracked viciously and the bullets came screaming over the ditch.

Renoux fairly gnashed his teeth:

If a bluff wont stop them, then Im through, he said bitterly. I havent any authority. I havent the audacity to fire on them — to so insult your Government. And yet, by God! — theres the canal to remember!

Another volley from the Green Jackets, and again the whizzing scream of bullets through the cat-tails above their heads.

Look! cried Barres. Theyre embarking already! There isnt a chance of holding them.

It was true. Pell-mell through the shallow water and into the boat leaped the Green Jackets, holding their rifles high in the early sunshine; Skeel sprang in last of all; the oars flashed.

Pistols hanging helplessly, Renoux and his men stood there foolishly on the edge of their ditch and watched the boat pull back to the big power-craft.

Nobody said anything. The Green Jackets climbed aboard with a derisive cheer. So near was the power-boat that Skeel, Ferez, and Soane were easily distinguishable there in the brilliant sunshine, on deck.

Anyway, burst out Renoux, theyll not dare lie there at anchor and wait for dark, now.

Even as he spoke the anchor came up.

Very deliberately the small boat was hoisted to the davits; the big craft began to move, swinging her nose north by west, the spray breaking under the bows. She was already under way, already headed for the open sea.

And then, without any warning whatever, out of the northeast, almost sheering the jutting point which had concealed her, rushed a Canadian patrol boat, her forward deck a geyser of spouting foam.

A red lance of flame leaped from her forward gun; the sharp crack shattered the summer stillness; the shell went skittering away over the water, across the bows of the power-boat; a string of signals broke from the cruisers mast.

Then an amazing thing happened; the power-boats after deck suddenly swarmed with Green Jackets; there came a flash and a report, and a shell burst over the Canadian patrol cruiser, cutting her halliards to ribbons.

Well — by — God! gasped Renoux. Barres and Westmore stood petrified; but the three Frenchmen, with one accord, and standing up very straight, uncovered in the presence of these men who were about to die.

Suddenly the power-boat broke out a flag at her masthead — a bright green flag bearing a golden harp.

Again the small gun flashed from her after-deck; another gun spoke with a splitting report from the starboard bow; both the shells exploded close to the patrol cruiser, showering her superstructure with steel fragments.

And, as the concussions subsided, and the landward echoes of the shots died away, far and clear from the power-boats decks, across the water, came the defiant chorus:

I saw the Shannons purple tide Roll by the Irish town, As I stood in the breach by Donals side When Englands flag went down!—

They were singing Green Jackets, these doomed men. Barres could hear them cheering, too, for a moment only — then every gun aboard the flimsy little craft spat flame at the big Canadian, and the bursting shells splashed the water all around her with their pigmy fragments.

Now, from the cruiser, a single gun bellowed. Instantly a red glare wrapped the launch; there was a heavy report, a fountain of rushing smoke and debris.

Against the infernal flare of light Skeels tall figure showed in silhouette, standing there with hat lifted as though cheering. Again, from the cruiser, a gun crashed. Where the burning launch had been a horrible flare shot up; and the shocking detonation rocked land and sky. On the water a vast black cloud rested, almost motionless; and all around rained charred things that had been wood and steel and clothing, perhaps — perhaps fragments of living creatures.

* * * * *

So passed into eternity Murtagh Skeel and his Green Jackets, hurled skyward in the twinkling of an eye on the roaring blast of their own magazine. What was left of their green flag attained an altitude unparalleled that sunny morning. But their souls soared higher into that blinding light which makes all things clear at last, solves all questions, all perplexities — which consoles all griefs and quiets at last the bitter mirth of those who have laughed at Death for consciences sake.

* * * * *

Very slowly the dull cloud lifted from the sunlit water. Dead fish floated there; others, half-stunned, lay awash with fins quivering, or strove to turn over, shining silver white in the morning sun.


CHAPTER XXIX

ASTHORE

[image: img657.jpg]

THE SUN HUNG low over Northbrook hills as Barres turned his touring car in between the high, white service gates of Foreland Farms, swung around the oval and backed into the garage.

Barres senior, very trim in tweeds, the web-straps of a creel and a fly-book wallet crossing his breast, glanced up from his absorbing occupation of preparing evening casts on a twelve-foot, tapered mist-leader.

Hello, he said absently, glancing from his son to Westmore through his monocle, where have you been keeping yourselves all day?

Ill tell you all about it later, dad, said Garry, emerging from the garage with Westmore. Where is mother?

In the kennels, I believe.... What do you think of this cast, Jim? — a whirling dun for a dropper, a hares ear for a — — He checked himself; glanced doubtfully at the two young men.

Youre somewhat muddy, he remarked; and continued to explore his fly-book for new combinations.

Westmore, very weary, started for the house; Garry walked across to the kennel gate, let himself in among a dozen segregated and very demonstrative English setters, walked along the tree-bordered alley behind the garage, and, shutting out the affectionate but quarantined dogs, entered the kennels.

His mother, in smock and apron, and wearing rubber gloves, was seated on the edge of a straw-littered bunk, a bottle in one hand, a medicine-dropper in the other. Her four-footed patient, swathed in blankets, lay on the straw beside her.

Well, dear, she said, looking up at her son, where have you been all night, and most of to-day?

Ill tell you about it later, mother. Theres something else I want to ask you — — He fell silent, watching her measure out fourteen drops of Grovers Specific for distemper.

Im listening, Garry, she said, bending over the sick pup and gently forcing open his feverish jaws. Then she dropped her medicine far back on his tongue; the pup gulped, sneezed, looked at her out of dull eyes and feebly wagged his tail.

Im going to pull him through, Garry, she said. The other pups are doing well, too. But your sister and I were up with them all night. I only hope and pray that the distemper doesnt spread.

She looked up at her son:

Well, dear, what is it you have to ask me?

Mother, do you like Dulcie Soane?

I scarcely know her yet.... Shes very sweet — very young — —

Do you like her?

Why — yes — — She looked intently at her tall, unsmiling son. But I dont even know who she is, Garry.

Her son bent down beside her and put one arm around her shoulder. She sat quite motionless with the bottle of Grovers Specific in one rubber-gloved hand, the medicine dropper poised in the other.

He said:

Dulcies name is Fane, not Soane. Her grandfather was Sir Barry Fane, of Fane Court — an Irishman. His daughter, Eileen, was Dulcies mother.... Her father — is dead — I believe.

But — this explains nothing, Garry.

Is it not explanation enough, mother?

Is it enough for you, my son?

Yes.

Her head slowly drooped. She sat gazing in silence at the straw-littered floor.

He looked earnestly, anxiously at his mothers face. Her brooding expression remained tranquil but inscrutable.

He said, watching her intently:

I wasnt sure about myself until last night. I dont know about Dulcie, whether she can care for me — in this new way.... We were friends. But I am in love with her now.... Deeply.

It was one of the moments in his career which remain fixed forever in a young mans memory.

In a mothers memory, too. Whatever she says and does then, he never forgets. She, too, remembers always.

He stood leaning over her in the dim light of the kennel, one arm around her shoulders, waiting. And presently she lifted her head, looked him quietly in the eyes, bent forward very gently, and kissed him.

* * * * *

Dulcie was not in the house, nor was Thessalie.

Barres and Westmore exchanged conversation between their open doors while bathing and dressing.

You know, Garry, admitted the latter, I feel all shaken up, yet, over that ghastly business.

So do I.... If they hadnt died so gamely.... But Skeel was a man!

You bet he was, crazy or sane!... What a pity!... And that poor devil, Soane! Did you hear them cheering there, at the last? And what superb nerve — breaking out that green flag!

And think of their opening on that big patrol boat! They hadnt a chance.

They had no chance anyway, said Westmore. It meant execution if they surrendered — at least, they probably thought so. But how do you suppose that cowardly strangler, Ferez, felt when he realised that Skeel was going to fight?

He certainly got what was coming to him, didnt he? said Barres grimly. Youll tell Thessa, wont you?

As soon as I can find her, nodded Westmore, giving his fresh bow-tie a most killing twist.

He was ready before Barres was, and he lost no time in starting out to find Thessalie.

Barres, following him later, discovered him on the library lounge with Thessalies fair cheek resting against his.

Im s-sorry! he stammered, backing out, and very conscious of Westmores unconcealed annoyance. But Thessalie called to him in a perfectly calm voice, and he ventured to come back.

Are you going to tell Dulcie about this horrible affair? she asked.

Not immediately.... Are you feeling all right, Thessa?

Yes. I had a horrid night. Isnt it odd how a girl can so completely lose her nerve after a thing is all over?

Thats the best time to lose it, said Westmore. And to Barres: Shes bruised from head to foot and her neck hurts yet — —

It is nothing, murmured Thessalie, looking smilingly at her lover. Then they both glanced at Barres.

There was a silence. Side by side on the library lounge they continued to gaze expectantly at Barres. And when he got it into his head that this polite expectancy might express their desire for his early departure, he backed out again, embarrassed and slightly irritated.

Thessalie called to him very sweetly:

If you are looking for Dulcie, I left her a few minutes ago over by the wall-fountain in the rose arbour.

Thanks, he said, and turned back through the hall, traversing it to the north veranda.

There was no sign of Dulcie in the garden or on the lawn. He walked slowly across the clipped grass, beyond the pool, and, turning to the right past a sun-dial, stepped into the long rose-arbour. At the further end of the blossoming tunnel he saw her seated on the low wall in the rear of the tea-house. Her head was turned toward the woods beyond.

When he was near her she heard him and looked around, was on the point of rising, but something in his expression held her motionless.

Where have you been, Garry?

He ignored the question, seated himself beside her on the wall, and drew both her hands into his. He saw the swift colour stain her face, the lovely, disconcerted eyes lower.

Last night, he said, did you come back as you promised?

Yes.

And you found me gone.

She nodded.

What could you have thought of me, Dulcie?

I — my thoughts were — not very clear.

Are they clearer?

Her head remained lowered but she raised her grey eyes to his. Her face had become very still and white.

Dulcie, he said under his breath, I am in love with you.... What will you do about it?

And, after a little while:

W-what shall I do, Garry? she whispered.

Love me. Can you?

She remained silent.

Will you? — Dulcie Fane!

Her lips stirred, but no sound came.

You are so wonderful, he said. I am just realising that I began to fall in love with you a long time ago.

The declining sun sent a red shaft across the fields, painting every tree-trunk, gilding bramble and brake. A single ray touched the girls white neck and turned her copper-tinted hair to burning gold.

Do you love me? Can you love me, that way, Dulcie?

She rose abruptly, and he rose too, retaining her hands; but as she turned her head from him he saw her mouth quiver.

Dearest — dearest! But she interrupted him:

I want to tell you — that I dont understand why I should be called by my mothers maiden name.... I w-want you to know that I dont understand it ... if that would make a difference — in your c-caring for me.... And I wish you to know that — that I love and worship her memory — and that I am happy and proud — and proud — to bear her name.

My darling — —

Do you understand?

Yes, Dulcie.

And do you still want me?

You adorable child — —

Do you?

Of course I do — — He caught her in his arms, held her close, lifted her flushed face. Now, tell me whether you can love me! Tell me everything thats hidden in your mind and heart!

Oh, Garry, she faltered, I do belong to you. I belong to you anyway, because you made me. And Ive always been in love with you — always! — always from the very beginning of the world, Asthore! And now — if you want me — this way — Garry mo veel asthore — — Her hands crept from his breast to his shoulders; stole up around his neck. Asthore, she murmured; and their lips met in their first kiss. Then she gravely turned her head and laid her cheek against his; and he heard her murmuring to herself:

Drahareen o machree, mo veel asthore! This man — this man who takes my heart — and gives me his....

What are you murmuring there all to yourself? he whispered, laughing and drawing her closer. But she only clung to him passionately and her closed lids kept back the starting tears.

What is it, dear? he asked.

H-happiness, she whispered, and pride, perhaps.... And my love for you, Asthore! 
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An intriguing blend of dark romance and spy fiction, this brooding novel was first published in 1919 to great popular acclaim. It concerns Miss Evelyn Erith, a rich young woman, who is also a secret agent. Together with her fellow spy and lover, she embarks on a mission to the forests of the Swiss border, during the First World War. 
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DEDICATION

A grateful nations thanks are due
To Arethusa and to you — 
To her who dauntless at your side
Pneumonia and Flue defied
With phials of formaldehyde!

II

Chief of Police were you, by gosh!
Gol ding it! how you bumped the Boche!
Handed em one with club and gun
Until the Hun was on the run:
And thats the way the war was won.

III

Easthamptons pride! My homage take
For Fairest Philadelphias sake.
Retire in company with Bill;
Rest by the Racquets window sill
And, undisturbed, consume your pill.

ENVOI

When Cousin Feenix started west
And landed east, he did his best;
And so Ive done my prettiest
To make this rhyme long overdue;
For Arethusa and for you.

R. W. C.


CHAPTER I

CUP AND LIP
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THE CASE IN question concerned a letter in a yellow envelope, which was dumped along with other incoming mail upon one of the many long tables where hundreds of women and scores of men sat opening and reading thousands of letters for the Bureau of P. C. — whatever that may mean.

In due course of routine a girl picked up and slit open the yellow envelope, studied the enclosed letter for a few moments, returned it to its envelope, wrote a few words on a slip of paper, attached the slip to the yellow envelope, and passed it along to the D. A. C. — whoever he or she may be.

The D. A. C., in course of time, opened this letter for the second time, inspected it, returned it to the envelope, added a memorandum, and sent it on up to the A. C. — whatever A. C. may signify.

Seated at his desk, the A. C. perused the memoranda, glanced over the letter and the attached memoranda, added his terse comment to the other slips, pinned them to the envelope, and routed it through certain channels which ultimately carried the letter into a room where six silent and preoccupied people sat busy at six separate tables.

Fate had taken charge of that yellow envelope from the moment it was mailed in Mexico; Chance now laid it on a yellow oak table before a yellow-haired girl; Destiny squinted over her shoulder as she drew the letter from its triply violated envelope and spread it out on the table before her.

A rich, warm flush mounted to her cheeks as she examined the document. Her chance to distinguish herself had arrived at last. She divined it instantly. She did not doubt it. She was a remarkable girl.

The room remained very still. The five other cipher experts of the P. I. Service were huddled over their tables, pencil in hand, absorbed in their several ungodly complications and laborious calculations. But they possessed no Rosetta Stone to aid them in deciphering hieroglyphics; toad-like, they carried the precious stone in their heads, M. D.!

No indiscreet sound interrupted their mental gymnastics, save only the stealthy scrape of a pen, the subdued rustle of writing paper, the flutter of a code-books leaves thumbed furtively.

The yellow-haired girl presently rose from her chair, carrying in her hand the yellow letter and its yellow envelope with yellow slips attached; and this harmonious combination of colour passed noiselessly into a smaller adjoining office, where a solemn young man sat biting an unlighted cigar and gazing with preternatural sagacity at nothing at all.

Possibly his pretty affianced was the object of his deep revery — he had her photograph in his desk — perhaps official cogitation as D. C. of the E. C. D. — if you understand what I mean? — may have been responsible for his owlish abstraction.

Because he did not notice the advent of the yellow haired girl until she said in her soft, attractive voice:

May I interrupt you a moment, Mr. Vaux?

Then he glanced up.

Surely, surely, he said. Hum — hum! — please be seated, Miss Erith!
Hum! Surely!

She laid the sheets of the letter and the yellow envelope upon the desk before him and seated herself in a chair at his elbow. She was VERY pretty. But engaged men never notice such details.

Im afraid we are in trouble, she remarked.

He read placidly the various memoranda written on the yellow slips of paper, scrutinised! the cancelled stamps, postmarks, superscription. But when his gaze fell upon the body of the letter his complacent expression altered to one of disgust!

Whats this, Miss Erith?

Code-cipher, Im afraid.

The deuce!

Miss Erith smiled. She was one of those girls who always look as though they had not been long out of a bathtub. She had hazel eyes, a winsome smile, and hair like warm gold. Her figure was youthfully straight and supple — But that would not interest an engaged man.

The D. C. glanced at her inquiringly.

Surely, surely, he muttered, hum — hum!— and tried to fix his mind on the letter.

In fact, she was one of those girls who unintentionally and innocently render masculine minds uneasy through some delicate, indefinable attraction which defies analysis.

Surely, murmured the D. C., surely! Hum — hum!

A subtle freshness like the breath of spring in a young orchard seemed to linger about her. She was exquisitely fashioned to trouble men, but she didnt wish to do such a — 

Vaux, who was in love with another girl, took another uneasy look at her, sideways, then picked up his unlighted cigar and browsed upon it.

Yes, he said nervously, this is one of those accursed code-ciphers. They always route them through to me. Why dont they notify the five—

Are you going to turn THIS over to the Postal Inspection Service?

What do you think about it, Miss Erith? You see its one of those hopeless arbitrary ciphers for which there is no earthly solution except by discovering and securing the code book and working it out that way.7

She said calmly, but with heightened colour:

A copy of that book is, presumably, in possession of the man to whom this letter is addressed.

Surely — surely. Hum — hum! Whats his name, Miss Erith? — glancing down at the yellow envelope. Oh, yes — Herman Lauffer — hum!

He opened a big book containing the names of enemy aliens and perused it, frowinng. The name of Herman Lauffer was not listed. He consulted other volumes containing supplementary lists of suspects and undesirables — lists furnished daily by certain services unnecessary to mention.

Here he is! exclaimed Vaux;  — Herman Lauffer, picture-framer and gilder! Thats his number on Madison Avenue! — pointing to the type-written paragraph. You see hes probably already under surveillance-one of the several services is doubtless keeping tabs on him. I think Id better call up the—

Please! — Mr. Vaux! she pleaded.

He had already touched the telephone receiver to unhook it. Miss
Erith looked at him appealingly; her eyes were very, very hazel.

Couldnt we handle it? she asked.

WE?

You and I!

But thats not our affair, Miss Erith—

Make it so! Oh, please do. Wont you?

Vauxs arm fell to the desk top. He sat thinking for a few minutes. Then he picked up a pencil in an absent-minded manner and began to trace little circles, squares, and crosses on his pad, stringing them along line after line as though at hazard and apparently thinking of anything except what he was doing.

The paper on which he seemed to be so idly employed lay on his desk directly under Miss Eriths eyes; and after a while the girl began to laugh softly to herself.

Thank you, Mr. Vaux, she said. This is the opportunity I have longed for.

Vaux looked up at her as though he did not understand. But the girl laid one finger on the lines of circles, squares, dashes and crosses, and, still laughing, read them off, translating what he had written:

You are a very clever girl. Ive decided to turn this case over to you. After all, your business is to decipher cipher, and you cant do it without the book.

They both laughed.

I dont see how you ever solved that, he said, delighted to tease her.

How insulting! — when you know it is one of the oldest and most familiar of codes — the 1-2-3 and a-b-c combination!

Rather rude of you to read it over my shoulder, Miss Erith. It isnt done—

You meant to see if I could! You know you did!

Did I?

Of course! That old Seal of Solomon cipher is perfectly transparent.

Really? But how about THIS! — touching the sheets of the Lauffer letter— how are you going to read this sequence of Arabic numerals?

I havent the slightest idea, said the girl, candidly.

But you request the job of trying to find the key? he suggested ironically.

There is no key. You know it.

I mean the code book.

I would like to try to find it.

How are you going to go about it?

I dont know yet.

Vaux smiled. All right; go ahead, my dear Miss Erith. Youre officially detailed for this delightful job. Do it your own way, but do it—

Thank you so much!

 — In twenty-four hours, he added grimly. Otherwise Ill turn it over to the P.I.

Oh! That IS brutal of you!

Sorry. But if you cant get the code-book in twenty-four hours Ill have to call in the Service that can.

The girl bit her lip and held out her hand for the letter.

I cant let it go out of my office, he remarked. You know that,
Miss Erith.

I merely wish to copy it, she said reproachfully. Her eyes were hazel.

I ought not to let you take a copy out of this office, he muttered.

But you will, wont you?

All right. Use that machine over there. Hum — hum!

For twenty minutes the girl was busy typing before the copy was finally ready. Then, comparing it and finding her copy accurate, she returned the original to Mr. Vaux, and rose with that disturbing grace peculiar to her every movement.

Where may I telephone you when youre not here? she inquired diffidently, resting one slim, white hand on his desk.

At the Racquet Club. Are you going out?

Yes.

What! You abandon me without my permission?

She nodded with one of those winsome smiles which incline young men to revery. Then she turned and walked toward the cloak room.

The D. C. was deeply in love with somebody else, yet he found it hard to concentrate his mind for a while, and he chewed his unlighted cigar into a pulp. Alas! Men are that way. Not sometimes. Always.

Finally he shoved aside the pile of letters which he had been trying to read, unhooked the telephone receiver, called a number, got it, and inquired for a gentleman named Cassidy.

To the voice that answered he gave the name, business and address of Herman Lauffer, and added a request that undue liberties be taken with any out going letters mailed and presumably composed and written by Mr. Lauffers own fair hand.

Much obliged, Mr. Vaux, cooed Cassidy, in a voice so suave that
Vaux noticed its unusual blandness and asked if that particular
Service already had anything on Lauffer.

Not soon but yet! replied Mr. Cassidy facetiously, thanks
ENTIRELY to your kind tip, Mr. Vaux.

And Vaux, suspicious of such urbane pleasantries, rang off and resumed his mutilated cigar.

Now, what the devil does Cassidy know about Herman Lauffer, he mused, and why the devil hasnt his Bureau informed us? After long pondering he found no answer. Besides, he kept thinking at moments about Miss Erith, which confused him and diverted his mind from the business on hand.

So, in his perplexity, he switched on the electric foot-warmer, spread his fur overcoat over his knees, uncorked a small bottle and swallowed a precautionary formaldehyde tablet, unlocked a drawer of his desk, fished out a photograph, and gazed intently upon it.

It was the photograph of his Philadelphia affianced. Her first name was Arethusa. To him there was a nameless fragrance about her name. And sweetly, subtly, gradually the lovely phantasm of Miss Evelyn Erith faded, vanished into the thin and frigid atmosphere of his office.

That was his antidote to Miss Erith — the intent inspection of his fiancees very beautiful features as inadequately reproduced by an expensive and fashionable Philadelphia photographer.

It did the business for Miss Erith every time.

The evening was becoming one of the coldest ever recorded in New York. The thermometer had dropped to 8 degrees below zero and was still falling. Fifth Avenue glittered, sheathed in frost; traffic police on post stamped and swung their arms to keep from freezing; dry snow underfoot squeaked when trodden on; crossings were greasy with glare ice.

It was, also, one of those meatless, wheatless, heatless nights when the privation which had hitherto amused New York suddenly became an ugly menace. There was no coal to be had and only green wood. The poor quietly died, as usual; the well-to-do ventured a hod and a stick or two in open grates, or sat huddled under rugs over oil or electric stoves; or migrated to comfortable hotels. And bachelors took to their clubs. That is where Clifford Vaux went from his chilly bachelor lodgings. He fled in a taxi, buried cheek-deep in his fur collar, hating all cold, all coal companies, and all Kaisers.

In the Racquet Club he found many friends similarly self-dispossessed, similarly obsessed by discomfort and hatred. But there seemed to be some steam heat there, and several open fires; and when the wheatless, meatless meal was ended and the usual coteries drifted to their usual corners, Mr. Vaux found himself seated at a table with a glass of something or other at his elbow, which steamed slightly and had a long spoon in it; and he presently heard himself saying to three other gentlemen: Four hearts.

His voice sounded agreeably in his own ears; the gentle glow of a lignum-vitae wood fire smote his attenuated shins; he balanced his cards in one hand, a long cigar in the other, exhaled a satisfactory whiff of aromatic smoke, and smiled comfortably upon the table.

Four hearts, he repeated affably. Does anybody—

The voice of Doom interrupted him:

Mr. Vaux, sir—

The young man turned in his easy-chair and beheld behind him a club servant, all over silver buttons.

The telephone, Mr. Vaux, continued that sepulchral voice.

All right, said the young man. Bill, will you take my cards? — he laid his hand, face down, rose and left the pleasant warmth of the card-room with a premonitory shiver.

Well? he inquired, without cordiality, picking up the receiver.

Mr. Vaux? came a distinct voice which he did not recognise.

Yes, he snapped, who is it?

Miss Erith.

Oh — er — surely — surely! GOOD-evening, Miss Erith!

Good-evening, Mr. Vaux. Are you, by any happy chance, quite free this evening?

Well — Im rather busy — unless it is important — hum — hum! — in line of duty, you know—

You may judge. Im going to try to secure that code-book to-night.

Oh! Have you called in the—

No!

Havent you communicated with—

No!

Why not?

Because theres too much confusion already — too much petty jealousy and working at cross-purposes. I have been thinking over the entire problem. You yourself know how many people have escaped through jealous or over-zealous officers making premature arrests. We have six different secret-service agencies, each independent of the other and each responsible to its own independent chief, all operating for the Government in New York City. You know what these agencies are — the United States Secret Service, the Department of Justice Bureau of Investigation, the Army Intelligence Service, Naval Intelligence Service, Neutrality Squads of the Customs, and the Postal Inspection. Then theres the State Service and the police and several other services. And there is no proper co-ordination, no single head for all these agencies. The result is a ghastly confusion and shameful inefficiency.

This affair which I am investigating is a delicate one, as you know. Any blundering might lose us the key to what may be a very dangerous conspiracy. So I prefer to operate entirely within the jurisdiction of our own Service—

What you propose to do is OUTSIDE of our province! he interrupted.

Im not so sure. Are you?

Well — hum — hum! — what is it you propose to do to-night?

I should like to consult my Chief of Division.

Meaning me?

Of course.

When?

Now!

Where are you just now, Miss Erith?

At home. Could you come to me?

Vaux shivered again.

Where d-do you live? he asked, with chattering teeth.

She gave him the number of a private house on 83d Street just off Madison Avenue. And as he listened he began to shiver all over in the anticipated service of his country.

Very well, he said, Ill take a taxi. But this has Valley Forge stung to death, you know.

She said:

I took the liberty of sending my car to the Racquet Club for you.
It should be there now. Theres a foot-warmer in it.

Thank you so much, he replied with a burst of shivers. Ill b-b-be right up.

As he left the telephone the doorman informed him that an automobile was waiting for him.

So, swearing under his frosty breath, he went to the cloak-room, got into his fur coat, walked back to the card-room and gazed wrathfully upon the festivities.

What did my hand do, Bill? he inquired glumly, when at last the scorer picked up his pad and the dealer politely shoved the pack toward his neighbour for cutting.

You ruined me with your four silly hearts, replied the man who had taken his cards. Did you think you were playing coon-can?

Sorry, Bill. Sit in for me, theres a good chap. Im not likely to be back to-night — hang it!

Perfunctory regrets were offered by the others, already engrossed in their new hands; Vaux glanced unhappily at the tall, steaming glass, which had been untouched when he left, but which was now merely half full. Then, with another lingering look at the cheerful fire, he sighed, buttoned his fur coat, placed his hat firmly upon his carefully parted hair, and walked out to perish bravely for his native land.

On the sidewalk a raccoon-furred chauffeur stepped up with all the abandon of a Kadiak bear:

Mr. Vaux, sir?

Yes.

Miss Eriths car.

Thanks, grunted Vaux, climbing into the pretty coupe and cuddling his shanks under a big mink robe, where, presently, he discovered a foot-warmer, and embraced it vigorously between his patent-leather shoes.

It had now become the coldest night on record in New York City.
Fortunately he didnt know that; he merely sat there and hated Fate.

Up the street and into Fifth Avenue glided the car and sped northward through the cold, silvery lustre of the arc-lights hanging like globes of moonlit ice from their frozen stalks of bronze.

The noble avenue was almost deserted; nobody cared to face such terrible cold. Few motors were abroad, few omnibuses, and scarcely a wayfarer. Every sound rang metallic in the black and bitter air; the windows of the coupe clouded from his breath; the panels creaked.

At the Plaza he peered fearfully out upon the deserted Circle, where the bronze lady of the fountain, who is supposed to represent Plenty, loomed high in the electric glow, with her magic basket piled high with icicles.

Yes, plenty of ice, sneered Vaux. I wish shed bring us a hod or two of coal.

The wintry landscape of the Park discouraged him profoundly.

A mans an ass to linger anywhere north of the equator, he grumbled. Dickybirds have more sense. And again he thought of the wood fire in the club and the partly empty but steaming glass, and the aroma it had wafted toward him; and the temperature it must have imparted to Bill.

He was immersed in arctic gloom when at length the car stopped. A butler admitted him to a brown-stone house, the steps of which had been thoughtfully strewn with furnace cinders.

Miss Erith?

Yes, sir.

Announce Mr. Vaux, partly frozen.

The library, if you please, sir, murmured the butler, taking hat and coat.

So Vaux went up stairs with the liveliness of a crippled spider, and Miss Erith came from a glowing fireside to welcome him, giving him a firm and slender hand.

You ARE cold, she said. Im so sorry to have disturbed you this evening.

He said:

Hum — hum — very kind — msure — hum — hum!

There were two deep armchairs before the blaze; Miss Erith took one,
Vaux collapsed upon the other.

She was disturbingly pretty in her evening gown. There were cigarettes on a little table at his elbow, and he lighted one at her suggestion and puffed feebly.

Which? she inquired smilingly.

He understood: Irish, please.

Hot?

Thank you, yes,

When the butler had brought it, the young man began to regret the
Racquet Club less violently.

Its horribly cold out, he said. Theres scarcely a soul on the streets.

She nodded brightly:

Its a wonderful night for what we have to do. And I dont mind the cold very much.

Are you proposing to go OUT? he asked, alarmed.

Why, yes. You dont mind, do you?

Am I to go, too?

Certainly. You gave me only twenty-four hours, and I cant do it alone in that time.

He said nothing, but his thoughts concentrated upon a single unprintable word.

What have you done with the original Lauffer letter, Mr. Vaux? she inquired rather nervously.

The usual. No invisible ink had been used; nothing microscopic. There was nothing on the letter or envelope, either, except what we saw.

The girl nodded. On a large table behind her chair lay a portfolio.
She turned, drew it toward her, and lifted it into her lap.

What have you discovered? he inquired politely, basking in the grateful warmth of the fire.

Nothing. The cipher is, as I feared, purely arbitrary. Its exasperating, isnt it?

He nodded, toasting his shins.

You see, she continued, opening the portfolio, here is my copy of this wretched cipher letter. I have transferred it to one sheet. Its nothing but a string of Arabic numbers interspersed with meaningless words. These numbers most probably represent, in the order in which they are written, first the number of the page of some book, then the line on which the word is to be found — say, the tenth line from the top, or maybe from the bottom — and then the position of the word — second from the left or perhaps from the right.

Its utterly impossible to solve that unless you have the book, he remarked; therefore, why speculate, Miss Erith?

Im going to try to find the book.

How?

By breaking into the shop of Herman Lauffer.

House-breaking? Robbery?

Yes.

Vaux smiled incredulously:

Granted that you get into Lauffers shop without being arrested, what then?

I shall have this cipher with me. There are not likely to be many books in the shop of a gilder and maker of picture frames. I shall, by referring to this letter, search what books I find there for a single coherent sentence. When I discover such a sentence I shall know that I have the right book.

The young man smoked reflectively and gazed into the burning coals.

So you propose to break into his shop to-night and steal the book?

There seems to be nothing else to do, Mr. Vaux.

Of course, he remarked sarcastically, we could turn this matter over to the proper authorities—

I WONT! PLEASE dont!

Why not?

Because I have concluded that it IS part of our work. And Ive begun already. I went to see Lauffer. I took a photograph to be framed.

What does he look like?

A mink — an otter — one of those sharp-muzzled little animals! — Two tiny eyes, rather close together, a long nose that wrinkles when he talks, as though he were sniffing at you; a ragged, black moustache, like the furry muzzle-bristles of some wild thing — that is a sketch of Herman Lauffer.

A pretty man, commented Vaux, much amused.

Hes little and fat of abdomen, but he looks powerful.

Prettier and prettier!

They both laughed. A pleasant steam arose from the tall glass at his elbow.

Well, she said, I have to change my gown—

Good Lord! Are we going now? he remonstrated.

Yes. I dont believe there will be a soul on the streets.

But I dont wish to go at all, he explained. Im very happy here, discussing things.

I know it. But you wouldnt let me go all alone, would you, Mr.
Vaux?

I dont want you to go anywhere.

But Im GOING!

Heres where I perish, groaned Vaux, rising as the girl passed him with her pretty, humorous smile, moving lithely, swiftly as some graceful wild thing passing confidently through its own domain.

Vaux gazed meditatively upon the coals, glass in one hand, cigarette in the other. Patriotism is a tough career.

This is worse than inhuman, he thought. If I go out on such an errand to-night I sure am doing my bitter bit. … Probably some policeman will shoot me — unless I freeze to death. This is a vastly unpleasant affair…. Vastly!

He was still caressing the fire with his regard when Miss Erith came back.

She wore a fur coat buttoned to the throat, a fur toque, fur gloves.
As he rose she naively displayed a jimmy and two flashlights.

I see, he said, very nice, very handy! But we dont need these to convict us.

She laughed and handed him the instruments; and he pocketed them and followed her downstairs.

Her car was waiting, engine running; she spoke to the Kadiak chauffeur, got in, and Vaux followed.

You know, he said, pulling the mink robe over her and himself, youre behaving very badly to your superior officer.

Im so excited, so interested! I hope Im not lacking in deference to my honoured Chief of Division. Am I, Mr. Vaux?

You certainly hustle me around some! This is a crazy thing were doing.

Oh, Im sorry!

Youre an autocrat. Youre a lady-Nero! Tell me, Miss Erith, were you ever afraid of anything on earth?

Yes.

What?

Lightning and caterpillars.

Those are probably the only really dangerous things I never feared, he said. You seem to be young and human and feminine. Are you?

Oh, very.

Then why arent you afraid of being shot for a burglar, and why do you go so gaily about grand larceny?

The girls light laughter was friendly and fearless.

Do you live alone? he inquired after a moments silence.

Yes. My parents are not living.

You are rather an unusual girl, Miss Erith.

Why?

Well, girls of your sort are seldom as much in earnest about their war work as you seem to be, he remarked with gentle irony.

How about the nurses and drivers in France?

Oh, of course. I mean nice girls, like yourself, who do near-war work here in New York—

You ARE brutal! she exclaimed. I am mad to go to France! It is a sacrifice — a renunciation for me to remain in New York. I understand nursing and I know how to drive a car; but I have stayed here because my knowledge of ciphers seemed to fit me for this work.

I was teasing you, he said gently.

I know it. But there is SO much truth in what you say about near-war work. I hate that sort of woman…. Why do you laugh?

Because youre just a child. But you are full of ability and possibility, Miss Erith.

I wish my ability might land me in France!

Surely, surely, he murmured.

Do you think it will, Mr. Vaux?

Maybe it will, he said, not believing it. He added: I think, however, your undoubted ability is going to land us both in jail.

At which pessimistic prognosis they both began to laugh. She was very lovely when she laughed.

I hope theyll give us the same cell, she said. Dont you?

Surely, he replied gaily.

Once he remembered the photograph of Arethusa in his desk at headquarters, and thought that perhaps he might need it before the evening was over.

Surely, surely, he muttered to himself, hum — hum!

Her coupe stopped in Fifty-sixth Street near Madison Avenue.

The car will wait here, remarked the girl, as Vaux helped her to descend. Lauffers shop is just around the corner. She took his arm to steady herself on the icy sidewalk. He liked it.

In the bitter darkness there was not a soul to be seen on the street; no tramcars were approaching on Madison Avenue, although far up on the crest of Lenox Hill the receding lights of one were just vanishing.

Do you see any policemen? she asked in a low voice.

Not one. Theyre all frozen to death, I suppose, as we will be in a few minutes.

They turned into Madison Avenue past the Hotel Essex. There was not a soul to be seen. Even the silver-laced porter had retired from the freezing vestibule. A few moments later Miss Erith paused before a shop on the ground floor of an old-fashioned brownstone residence which had been altered for business.

Over the shop-window was a sign: H. Lauffer, Frames and Gilding. The curtains of the shop-windows were lowered. No light burned inside.

Over Lauffers shop was the empty show-window of another shop — on the second floor — the sort of place that milliners and tea-shop keepers delight in — but inside the blank show-window was pasted the sign To Let.

Above this shop were three floors, evidently apartments. The windows were not lighted.

Lauffer lives on the fourth floor, said Miss Erith. Will you please give me the jimmy, Vaux?

He fished it out of his overcoat pocket and looked uneasily up and down the deserted avenue while the girl stepped calmly into the open entryway. There were two doors, a glass one opening on the stairs leading to the upper floors, and the shop door on the left.

She stooped over for a rapid survey, then with incredible swiftness jimmied the shop door.

The noise of the illegal operations awoke the icy and silent avenue with a loud, splitting crash! The door swung gently inward.

Quick! she said. And he followed her guiltily inside.

The shop was quite warm. A stove in the rear room still emitted heat and a dull red light. On the stove was a pot of glue, or some other substance used by gilders and frame makers. Steam curled languidly from it; also a smell not quite as languid.

Vaux handed her an electric torch, then flashed his own. The next moment she found a push button and switched on the lights in the shop. Then they extinguished their torches.

Stacks of frames in raw wood, frames in compo, samples gilded and in natural finish littered the untidy place. A few process mezzotints hung on the walls. There was a counter on which lay twine, shears and wrapping paper, and a copy of the most recent telephone directory. It was the only book in sight, and Miss Erith opened it and spread her copy of the cipher-letter beside it. Then she began to turn the pages according to the numbers written in her copy of the cipher letter.

Meanwhile, Vaux was prowling. There were no books in the rear room; of this he was presently assured. He came back into the front shop and began to rummage. A few trade catalogues rewarded him and he solemnly laid them on the counter.

The telephone directory is NOT the key, said Miss Erith, pushing it aside. A few moments were sufficient to convince them that the key did not lie within any of the trade catalogues either.

Have you searched very carefully? she asked.

Theres not another book in the bally shop.

Well, then, Lauffer must have it in his apartment upstairs.

Which apartment is it?

The fourth floor. His name is under a bell on a brass plate in the entry. I noticed it when I came in. She turned off the electric light; they went to the door, reconnoitred cautiously, saw nobody on the avenue. However, a tramcar was passing, and they waited; then Vaux flashed his torch on the bell-plate.

Under the bell marked Fourth Floor was engraved Herman Lauffers name.

You know, remonstrated Vaux, we have no warrant for this sort of thing, and it means serious trouble if were caught.

I know it. But what other way is there? she inquired naively. You allowed me only twenty-four hours, and I WONT back out!

What procedure do you propose now? he asked, grimly amused, and beginning to feel rather reckless himself, and enjoying the feeling. What do you wish to do? he repeated. Im game.

I have an automatic pistol, she remarked seriously, tapping her fur-coat pocket,  — and a pair of handcuffs — the sort that open and lock when you strike a man on the wrist with them. You know the kind?

Surely. You mean to commit assault and robbery in the first degree upon the body of the aforesaid Herman?

I-is that it? she faltered.

It is.

She hesitated:

That is rather dreadful, isnt it?

Somewhat. It involves almost anything short of life imprisonment.
But I dont mind.

We couldnt get a search-warrant, could we?

We have found nothing, so far, in that cipher letter to encourage us in applying for any such warrant, he said cruelly.

Wouldnt the excuse that Lauffer is an enemy alien and not registered aid us in securing a warrant? she insisted.

He is not an alien. I investigated that after you left this afternoon. His parents were German but he was born in Chicago. However, he is a Hun, all right — I dont doubt that…. What do you propose to do now?

She looked at him appealingly:

Wont you allow me more than twenty-four hours?

Im sorry.

Why wont you?

Because I cant dawdle over this affair.

The girl smiled at him in her attractive, resolute way:

Unless we find that book we cant decipher this letter. The letter comes from Mexico, — from that German-infested Republic. It is written to a man of German parentage and it is written in cipher. The names of Luxburg, Caillaux, Bolo, Bernstorff are still fresh in our minds. Every day brings us word of some new attempt at sabotage in the United States. Isnt there ANY way, Mr. Vaux, for us to secure the key to this cipher letter?

Not unless we go up and knock this man Lauffer on the head. Do you want to try it?

Couldnt we knock rather gently on his head?

Vaux stifled a laugh. The girl was so pretty, the risk so tremendous, the entire proceeding so utterly outrageous that a delightful sense of exhilaration possessed him.

Wheres that gun? he said.

She drew it out and handed it to him.

Is it loaded?

Yes.

Where are the handcuffs?

She fished out the nickel-plated bracelets and he pocketed his torch. A pleasant thrill passed through the rather ethereal anatomy of Mr. Vaux.

All right, he said briskly. Heres hoping for adjoining cells!

To jimmy the glass door was the swiftly cautious work of a moment or two. Then the dark stairs rose in front of them and Vaux took the lead. It was as cold as the pole in there, but Vauxs blood was racing now. And alas! the photograph of Arethusa was in his desk at the office!

On the third floor he flashed his torch through an empty corridor and played it smartly over every closed door. On the fourth floor he took his torch in his left hand, his pistol in his right.

The door to the apartment is open! she whispered.

It was. A lamp on a table inside was still burning. They had a glimpse of a cheap carpet on the floor, cheap and gaudy furniture. Vaux extinguished and pocketed his torch, then, pistol lifted, he stepped noiselessly into the front room.

It seemed to be a sort of sitting-room, and was in disorder; cushions from a lounge lay about the floor; several books were scattered near them; an upholstered chair had been ripped open and disembowelled, and its excelsior stuffing strewn broadcast.

This place looks as though it had been robbed! whispered Vaux.
What the deuce do you suppose has happened?

They moved cautiously to the connecting-door of the room in the rear. The lamplight partly illuminated it, revealing it as a bedroom.

Bedclothes trailed to the floor, which also was littered with dingy masculine apparel flung about at random. Pockets of trousers and of coats had been turned inside out, in what apparently had been a hasty and frantic search.

The remainder of the room was in disorder, too; underwear had been pulled from dresser and bureau; the built-in wardrobe doors swung ajar and the clothing lay scattered about, every pocket turned inside out.

For heavens sake, muttered Vaux, what do you suppose this means?

Look! she whispered, clutching his arm and pointing to the fireplace at their feet.

On the white-tiled hearth in front of the unlighted gas-logs lay the stump of a cigar.

From it curled a thin thread of smoke.

They stared at the smoking stub on the hearth, gazed fearfully around the dimly lighted bedroom, and peered into the dark dining-room beyond.

Suddenly Miss Eriths hand tightened on his sleeve.

Hark! she motioned.

He heard it, too — a scuffling noise of heavy feet behind a closed door somewhere beyond the darkened dining-room.

Theres somebody in the kitchenette! she whispered.

Vaux produced his pistol; they stole forward into the dining-room; halted by the table.

Flash that door, he said in a low voice.

Her electric torch played over the closed kitchen door for an instant, then, at a whispered word from him, she shut it off and the dining-room was plunged again into darkness.

And then, before Vaux or Miss Erith had concluded what next was to be done, the kitchen door opened; and, against the dangling lighted bulb within, loomed a burly figure wearing hat and overcoat and a big bass voice rumbled through the apartment:

All right, all right, keep your shirt on and Ill get your coat and vest for you—

Then Miss Erith flashed her torch full in the mans face, blinding him. And Vaux covered him with levelled pistol.

Even then the man made a swift motion toward his pocket, but at Vauxs briskly cheerful warning he checked himself and sullenly and very slowly raised both empty hands.

All right, all right, he grumbled. Its on me this time. Go on; whats the idea?

W-well, upon my word! stammered Vaux, its Cassidy!

Fr the love o God, growled Cassidy, is that YOU, Mr. Vaux! He lowered his arms sheepishly, reached out and switched on the ceiling light over the dining-room table. Well, fr— he began; and, seeing Miss Erith, subsided.

What are you doing here? demanded Vaux, disgusted with this glaring example of interference from another service.

What am I doing? repeated Cassidy with a sarcastic glance at Miss Erith. Faith, Im pinching a German gentleman weve been watching these three months and more. Is that what youre up to, too?

Herman Lauffer?

Thats the lad, sir. Hes in the kitchen yonder, dressing fr to take a little walk. I gotta get his coat and vest. And what are you doing here, sir?

How did YOU get in? asked Miss Erith, flushed with chagrin and disappointment.

With keys, maam.

Oh, Lord! said Vaux, we jimmied the door. What do you think of that, Cassidy?

Did you so? grinned Cassidy, now secure in his triumphant priority and inclined to become friendly.

I never dreamed that your division was watching Lauffer, continued Vaux, still red with vexation. Its a wonder we didnt spoil the whole affair between us.

It is that! agreed Cassidy with a wider grin. And you can take it from me, Mr. Vaux, we never knew that the Postal Inspection was on to this fellow at all at all until you called me to stop outgoing letters.

What have you on him? inquired Vaux.

Cassidy laughed:

Oh, listen then! Would you believe this fellow was tryin the old diagonal trick? Sure it was easy; I saw him mail a letter this afternoon and I got it. Id been waiting three months for him to do something like that. But hes a fox — he is that, Mr. Vaux! Do you want to see the letter? I have it on me—

He fished it out of his inside pocket and spread it on the dining table under the light.

You know the game, he remarked, laying a thick forefinger on the diagonal line bisecting the page. All I had to do was to test the letter by drawing that line across it from corner to corner. Read the words that the line cuts through. Can you beat it?

Vaux and Miss Erith bent over the letter, read the apparently innocent message it contained, then read the words through which the diagonal line had been drawn.

Then Cassidy triumphantly read aloud the secret and treacherous information which the letter contained:

SEVEN UNITED STATES TRANSPORTS TO-DAY NEW YORK (BY THE) NORTHERN ROUTE. INFORM OUR U-BOATS. URGENCY REQUIRES INSTANT MEASURES. TEN MORE ARE TO SAIL FROM HERE NEXT WEEK.

The dirty Boche! added Cassidy. Dugan has left for Mexico to look up this brother of his and Im lookin up this snake, so I guess theres no harm done so far.

New York.

January 3rd. 1916.

My dear Brother:

For seven long weeks I have awaited a letter from you. The United-States mails from Mexico seem to be interrupted. Imagine my transports of joy when at last I hear from you today. You and I, dear brother, are the only ones left of our family — you in Vera Cruz. I in New-York — you in a hot Southern climate, I in a Northern, amid snow and ice, where the tardy sun does not route me from my bed till late in the morning.

However, I inform you with pleasure that I am well. I rejoice that our good health is mutual. After all, the dear old U. S. suits me. Of course railroads or boats could carry me to a warm climate, in case urgency required it. But I am quite well now, and my health requires merely prudence. However, if I am again ill at any instant, I shall leave for Florida, where all tho proper measures can be taken to combat my rheumatism,

Ten days ago I was in bed, and unable to do more than move my left arm. But the doctors are confident that my malady is not going to return. If it does threaten to return I shall sail for Jacksonville at once, and from there go to Miami, and not return here until the warm and balmy weather of next spring has lasted at least a week. Affectionataly your brother.

Herman.

He pocketed the letter and went into the bedroom to get a coat and vest for the prisoner. Miss Erith looked at Vaux.

Cassidy seems to know nothing about the code-cipher, she whispered. I think he rummaged on general principles, not in search of any code-book.

She looked around the dining-room. The doors of the yellow oak sideboard were open, but no book was there among the plated knives and forks and the cheap dishes.

Cassidy came back with the garments he had been looking for — an overcoat, coat and vest — and he carried them into the kitchenette, whither presently Vaux followed him.

Cassidy had just unlocked the handcuffs from the powerful wrists of a dark, stocky, sullen man who stood in his shirt-sleeves near a small deal table.

Lauffer? inquired Vaux, dryly.

It sure is, aint it, Herman? replied Cassidy facetiously. Now, then, me Dutch bucko, climb into your jeans, if YOU please — theres a good little Boche!

Vaux gazed curiously at the spy, who returned his inspection coolly enough while he wrinkled his nose at him, and his beady eyes roamed over him.

When the prisoner had buttoned his vest and coat, Cassidy snapped on the bracelets again, whistling cheerily under his breath.

As they started to leave the kitchenette, Vaux, who brought up the rear, caught sight of a large, thick book lying on the pantry shelf. It was labelled Perfect Cook-Book, but he picked it up, shoved it into his overcoat pocket en passant, and followed Cassidy and his prisoner into the dining-room.

Here Cassidy turned humorously to him and to Miss Erith.

Ive cleaned up the place, he remarked, but youre welcome to stay here and rummage if you want to. Im sending one of our men back to take possession as soon as I lock up this bird.

All right. Good luck, nodded Vaux.

Cassidy tipped his derby to Miss Erith, bestowed a friendly grin on
Vaux.

Come along, old sport! he said genially to Lauffer; and he walked away with his handcuffed prisoner, whistling Garryowen.

Wait! motioned Vaux to Miss Erith. He went to the stairs, listened to the progress of agent and prey, heard the street-door clash, then hastened back to the lighted dining-room, pulling the Perfect Cook-Book from his pocket.

I found that in the kitchenette, he remarked, laying it before her on the table. Maybe thats the key?

A cook-book! She smiled, opened it. Why — why, its a
DICTIONARY! she exclaimed excitedly.

A dictionary!

Yes! Look! Stormonths English Dictionary!

By ginger! he said. I believe its the code-book! Where is your cipher letter, Miss Erith!

The girl produced it with hands that trembled a trifle, spread it out under the light. Then she drew from her pocket a little pad and a pencil.

Quick, she said, look for page 17!

Yes, I have it!

First column!

Yes.

Now try the twentieth word from the top!

He counted downward very carefully.

It is the word anagraph, he said; and she wrote it down.

Also, we had better try the twentieth word counting from the bottom of the page up, she said. It might possibly be that.

The twentieth word, counting from the bottom of the column upward, is the word an, he said. She wrote it.

Now, she continued, try page 15, second column, third word from
TOP!

Ambrosia is the word.

Try the third word from the BOTTOM.

American.

She pointed to the four words which she had written. Counting from the TOP of the page downward the first two words were Anagraph ambrosia. But counting from the BOTTOM upward the two words formed the phrase: AN AMERICAN.

Try page 730, first column, seventh word from the bottom, she said, controlling her excitement with an effort.

The word is who.

Page 212, second column, first word!

For.

Page 507, first column, seventh word!

Reasons.

We have the key! she exclaimed. Look at what Ive written!— An American who for reasons! And here, in the cipher letter, it goes on— of the most — Do you see?

It certainly looks like the key, he said. But wed better try another word or two.

Try page 717, first column, ninth word.

The word is vital.

Page 274, second column, second word.

Importance!

It is the key! Here is what I have written: An American who for reasons, of the most vital importance! Quick. We dont want a Secret Service man to find us here, Mr. Vaux! Hed object to our removing this book from Lauffers apartment. Put it into your pocket and run! And the pretty Miss Erith turned and took to her heels with Vaux after her.

Through the disordered apartment and down the stairs they sped, out into the icy darkness and around the corner, where her car stood, engine running, and a blanket over the hood.

As soon as the chauffeur espied them he whisked off the blanket;
Miss Erith said: Home! and jumped in, and Vaux followed.

Deep under the fur robe they burrowed, shivering more from sheer excitement than from cold, and the car flew across to Fifth Avenue and then northward along deserted sidewalks and a wintry park, where naked trees and shrubs stood stark as iron in the lustre of the white electric lamps.

That time the Secret Service made a mess of it, he said with a nervous laugh. Did you notice Cassidys grin of triumph?

Poor Cassidy, she said.

I dont know. He butted in.

All the services are working at cross-purposes. Its a pity.

Well, Cassidy got his man. Thats practically all he came for. Evidently he never heard of a code-book in connection with Lauffers activities. That diagonal cipher caught him.

What luck, she murmured, that you noticed that cook-book in the pantry! And what common sense you displayed in smuggling it!

I didnt suppose it was THE book; I just took a chance.

To take a chance is the best way to make good, isnt it? she said, laughing. Oh, I am so thrilled, Mr. Vaux! I shall sit up all night over my darling cipher and my fascinating code-book-dictionary.

Will you be down in the morning? he inquired.

Of course. Then to-morrow evening, if you will come to my house, I shall expect to show you the entire letter neatly deciphered.

Fine! he exclaimed as the car stopped before her door.

She insisted on sending him home in her car, and he was very grateful; so when he had seen her safely inside her house with the cook-book-dictionary clasped in her arms and a most enchanting smile on her pretty face, he made his adieux, descended the steps, and her car whirled him swiftly homeward through the arctic night.


CHAPTER II

THE SLIP
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WHEN CLIFFORD VAUX arrived at a certain huge building now mostly devoted to Government work connected with the war, he found upon his desk a dictionary camouflaged to represent a cook-book; and also Miss Eriths complete report. And he lost no time in opening and reading the latter document:

CLIFFORD VAUX, ESQ.,

D. C. of the E. C. D.,

P. I. Service. (Confidential)

Sir:

I home the honour to report that the matter with which you have entrusted me is now entirely cleared up.

This short preliminary memorandum is merely to refresh your memory concerning the particular case herewith submitted in detail.

In re Herman Laufer:

The code-book, as you recollect, is Stormonths English Dictionary,
XIII Edition, published by Wm. Blackwood & Sons, Edinburgh and
London, MDCCCXCVI. This book I herewith return to you.

The entire cipher is, as we guessed, arbitrary and stupidly capricious. Phonetic spelling is indulged in occasionally — I should almost say humorously — were it not a Teuton mind which evolved the phonetic combinations which represent proper names not found in that dictionary — names like Holzminden and New York, for example.

As for the symbols and numbers, they are not at all obscure.
Reference to the dictionary makes the cipher perfectly clear.

In Stormonths Dictionary you will notice that each page has two columns; each column a varying number of paragraphs; some of the paragraphs contain more than one word to be defined.

In the cipher letter the first number of any of the groups of figures which are connected by dashes ( — ) and separated by vertical (|) represents the page in Stormonths Dictionary on which the word is to be found.

The second number represents the column (1 or 2) in which the word is to be found.

The third number indicates the position of the word, counting from the bottom of the page upward, in the proper column.

Roman numerals which sometimes follow, enclosed in a circle, give the position of the word in the paragraph, if it does not, as usual, begin the paragraph.

The phonetic spelling of Holzminden is marked by an asterisk when first employed. Afterward only the asterisk (*) is used, instead of the cumbersome phonetic symbol.

Minus and plus signs are namely used to subtract or to add letters or to connect syllables. Reference to the code-book makes all this clear enough.

In the description of the escaped prisoner, Roman numerals give his age; Roman and Arabic his height in feet and inches.

Arabic numerals enclosed in circles represent capital letters as they occur in the middle of a page in the dictionary — as S, for example, is printed in the middle of the page; and all words beginning with S follow in proper sequence.

With the code-book at your elbow the cipher will prove to be perfectly simple. Without the code it is impossible for any human being to solve such a cipher, as you very well know.

I herewith append the cipher letter, the method of translation, and the complete message.

Respectfully,

EVELYN ERITH: E. C. D.

Complete Translation of Cipher Letter with Parenthetical Suggestions by Miss Erith.

To

B 60-02,

An American, who for reasons of the most vital importance has been held as an English (civilian?) civic prisoner in the mixed civilian (concentration) camp at Holzminden, has escaped. It is now feared that he has made his way safely to New York. (Memo: Please note the very ingenious use of phonetics to spell out New York. E. E.)

(His) name (is) Kay McKay and he has been known as Kay McKay of Isla — a Scotch title — he having inherited from his grandfather (a) property in Scotland called Isla, which is but a poor domain (consisting of the river) Isla and the adjoining moors and a large white-washed manor (house) in very poor repair.

After his escape from Holzminden it was at first believed that McKay had been drowned in (the River) Weser. Later it was ascertained that he sailed for an American port via a Scandinavian liner sometime (in) October.

(This is his) description: Age 32; height 5 feet 8 1/2 inches; eyes brown; hair brown; nose straight; mouth regular; face oval; teeth white and even — no dental work; small light-brown moustache; no superficial identification marks.

The bones in his left foot were broken many years ago, but have been properly set. Except for an hour or so every two or three months, he suffers no lameness.

He speaks German without accent; French with an English accent.

Until incarcerated (in Holzminden camp) he had never been intemperate. There, however, through orders from Berlin, he was tempted and encouraged in the use of intoxicants — other drink, indeed, being excluded from his allowance — so that after the second year he had become more or less addicted (to the use of alcohol).

Unhappily, however, this policy, which had been so diligently and so thoroughly pursued in order to make him talkative and to surprise secrets from him when intoxicated (failed to produce the so properly expected results and) only succeeded in making of the young man a hopeless drunkard.

Sterner measures had been decided on, and, in fact, had already been applied, when the prisoner escaped by tunnelling.

Now, it is most necessary to discover this McKay (mans whereabouts and to have him destroyed by our agents in New York). Only his death can restore to the (Imperial German) Government its perfect sense of security and its certainty of (ultimate) victory.

The necessity (for his destruction) lies in the unfortunate and terrifying fact that he is cognisant of the Great Secret! He should have been executed at Holzminden within an hour (of his incarceration).

This was the urgent advice of Von Tirpitz. But unfortunately High Command intervened with the expectation (of securing from the prisoner) further information (concerning others who, like himself, might possibly have become possessed in some measure of a clue to the Great Secret)? E. E.

The result is bad. (That the prisoner has escaped without betraying a single word of information useful to us.) E. E.

Therefore, find him and have him silenced without delay. The security of the Fatherland depends on this (mans immediate death).

M 17. (Evidently the writer of the letter) E. E.

For a long time Vaux sat studying cipher and translation. And at last he murmured:

Surely, surely. Fine — very fine…. Excellent work. But — WHAT is the Great Secret?

There was only one man in America who knew.

And he had landed that morning from the Scandinavian steamer, Peer Gynt, and, at that very moment, was standing by the bar of the Hotel Astor, just sober enough to keep from telling everything he knew to the bartenders, and just drunk enough to talk too much in a place where the enemy always listens.

He said to the indifferent bartender who had just served him:

F you knew what I know bout Germany, youd be wonful man! IM wonful man. I know something! Going tell, too. Going see thorities this afternoon. Going tell em great secret!… Grea miltry secret! Tell em all bout it! Grea secresh! Nobody knows grea-sekresh cep mself! Whaddya thinka that? Gimme lil Hollanschnapps nwater onna side!

Hours later he was, apparently, no drunker — as though he could not manage to get beyond a certain stage of intoxication, no matter how recklessly he drank.

Nother Hollenschnapps, he said hazily. Goin see thorities bout grea sekresh! Tell em all bout it. Anybody try stop me, knockem down. Thassa way…. N-n-nockem out! — stan no nonsense! Ge me?

Later he sauntered off on slightly unsteady legs to promenade himself in the lobby and Peacock Alley.

Three men left the barroom when he left. They continued to keep him in view.

Although he became no drunker, he grew politer after every drink — also whiter in the face — and the bluish, bruised look deepened under his eyes.

But he was a Chesterfield in manners; he did not stare at any of the lively young persons in Peacock Alley, who seemed inclined to look pleasantly at him; he made room for them to pass, hat in hand.

Several times he went to the telephone desk and courteously requested various numbers; and always one of the three men who had been keeping him in view stepped into the adjoining booth, but did not use the instrument.

Several times he strolled through the crowded lobby to the desk and inquired whether there were any messages or visitors for Mr. Kay McKay; and the quiet, penetrating glances of the clerks on duty immediately discovered his state of intoxication but nothing else, except his extreme politeness and the tense whiteness of his face.

Two of the three men who were keeping him in view tried, at various moments, to scrape acquaintance with him in the lobby, and at the bar; and without any success.

The last man, who had again stepped into an adjoining booth while McKay was telephoning, succeeded, by inquiring for McKay at the desk and waiting there while he was being paged.

The card on which this third man of the trio had written bore the name Stanley Brown; and when McKay hailed the page and perused the written name of his visitor he walked carefully back to the lobby — not too fast, because he seemed to realise that his legs, at that time, would not take kindly to speed.

In the lobby the third man approached him:

Mr. McKay?

Mr. Brown?

A. I. O. agent, said Brown in a low voice. You telephoned to
Major Biddle, I believe.

McKay inspected him with profound gravity:

How do, he said. Ve gla, msure. Ve kind fyou come way up here see me. But I gotta see Major Biddle.

I understand. Major Biddle has asked me to meet you and bring you to him.

Oh. Ve kind, msure. Gotta see Major. Confidential. Can tell anybody cep Major.

The Major will meet us at the Pizza, this evening, explained Brown. Meanwhile, if you will do me the honour of dining with me—

Ve kind. Pleasure, msure. Have lil drink, Mr. Brown?

Not here, murmured Brown. Im not in uniform, but Im known.

Quite so. Unnerstan perfecly. Wondo. No.

Had you thought of dressing for dinner? inquired Mr. Brown carelessly.

McKay nodded, went over to the desk and got his key. But when he returned to Brown he only laughed and shoved the key into his pocket.

Forgot, he explained. Just came over. Havent any clothes. Got these in Christiania. Ellis Island style. Sall Ive got. Good overcoat though. He fumbled at his fur coat as he stood there, slightly swaying.

Well get a drink where Im not known, said Brown. Ill find a taxi.

Ve kind, murmured McKay, following him unsteadily to the swinging doors that opened on Long Acre, now so dimly lighted that it was scarcely recognisable.

An icy blast greeted them from the darkness, refreshing McKay for a moment; but in the freezing taxi he sank back as though weary, pulling his beaver coat around him and closing his battered eyes.

Had a hard time, he muttered. Feel done in. … Prisoner. .. .
Gottaway. . . . Three months making Dutch border…. Hell. Tell
Major all bout it. Great secret.

What secret is that? asked Brown, peering at him intently through the dim light, where he swayed in the corner with every jolt of the taxi.

Sorry, mdear fellow. Mussn ask me that. Gotta tell Major nno one else.

But I am the Majors confidential—

Sorry. Youll scuse me, msure. Cant talk Misser Brow!— gret ceedingly cessity reticence. Unnerstan?

The taxi stopped before a vaguely lighted saloon on Fifty-ninth Street east of Fifth Avenue. McKay opened his eyes, looked around him in the bitter darkness, stumbled out into the snow on Browns arm.

A quiet, cosy little cafe, said Brown, where I dont mind joining you in something hot before dinner.

Thasso? Fine! Hot Scotch we good ncold day. Well havva lil drink keep us warm nsnug.

A few respectable-looking men were drinking beer in the cafe as they entered a little room beyond, where a waiter came to them and took Browns orders.

Hours later McKay seemed to be no more intoxicated than he had been; no more loquacious or indiscreet. He had added nothing to what he had already disclosed, boasted no more volubly about the great secret, as he called it.

Now and then he recollected himself and inquired for the Major, but a drink always sidetracked him.

It was evident, too, that Brown was becoming uneasy and impatient to the verge of exasperation, and that he was finally coming to the conclusion that he could do nothing with the man McKay as far as pumping was concerned.

Twice, on pretexts, he left McKay alone in the small room and went into the cafe, where his two companions of the Hotel Astor were seated at a table, discussing sardine sandwiches and dark brew.

I cant get a damned thing out of him, he said in a low voice. Who the hell he is and where he comes from is past me. Had I better fix him and take his key?

Yess, nodded one of the other men, it iss perhaps better that we search now his luggage in his room.

I guess thats all we can hope for from this guy. Say! Hes a clam.
And he may be only a jazzer at that.

He comes on the Peer Gynt this morning. We shall not forget that alretty, nor how he iss calling at those telephones all afternoon.

He may be a nosey newspaper man — just a fresh souse, said Brown. All the same I think Ill fix him and well go see what hes got in his room.

The two men rose, paid their reckoning, and went out; Brown returned to the small room, where McKay sat at the table with his curly brown head buried in his arms.

He did not look up immediately when Brown returned — time for the latter to dose the steaming tumbler at the mans elbow, and slip the little bottle back into his pocket.

Then, thinking McKay might be asleep, he nudged him, and the young man lifted his marred and dissipated visage and extended one hand for his glass.

They both drank.

Wheresa Major? inquired McKay. Gotta see him rightaway. Great secreksh—

Take a nap. Youre tired.

Yessm all in, muttered the other. Had a hard time — prisoner — three — three months hiding— His head fell on his arms again.

Brown rose from his chair, bent over him, remained poised above his shoulder for a few moments. Then he coolly took the key from McKays overcoat pocket and very deftly continued the search, in spite of the drowsy restlessness of the other.

But there were no papers, no keys, only a cheque-book and a wallet packed with new banknotes and some foreign gold and silver. Brown merely read the name written in the new cheque-book but did not take it or the money.

Then, his business with McKay being finished, he went out, paid the reckoning, tipped the waiter generously, and said:

My friend wants to sleep for half an hour. Let him alone until I come back for him.

Brown had been gone only a few moments when McKay lifted his head from his arms with a jerk, looked around him blindly, got to his feet and appeared in the cafe doorway, swaying on unsteady legs.

Gotta see the Major! he said thickly. Mnot qui well. Gotta—

The waiter attempted to quiet him, but McKay continued on toward the door, muttering that he had to find the Major and that he was not feeling well.

They let him go out into the freezing darkness. Between the saloon and the Plaza Circle he fell twice on the ice, but contrived to find his feet again and lurch on through the deserted street and square.

The black cold that held the city in its iron grip had driven men and vehicles from the streets. On Fifth Avenue scarcely a moving light was to be seen; under the fuel-conservation order, club, hotel and private mansion were unlighted at that hour. The vast marble mass of the Plaza Hotel loomed enormous against the sky; the New Netherlands, the Savoy, the Metropolitan Club, the great Vanderbilt mansion, were darkened. Only a few ice-dimmed lamps clustered around the Plaza fountain, where the bronze goddess, with her basket of ice, made a graceful and shadowy figure under the stars.

The young man was feeling very ill now. His fur overcoat had become unbuttoned and the bitter wind that blew across the Park seemed to benumb his body and fetter his limbs so that he could barely keep his feet.

He had managed to cross Fifth Avenue, somehow; but now he stumbled against the stone balustrade which surrounds the fountain, and he rested there, striving to keep his feet.

Blindness, then deafness possessed him. Stupefied, instinct still aided him automatically in his customary habit of fighting; he strove to beat back the mounting waves of lethargy; half-conscious, he still fought for consciousness.

After a while his hat fell off. He was on his knees now, huddled under his overcoat, his left shoulder resting against the balustrade. Twice one arm moved as though seeking something. It was the minds last protest against the betrayal of the body. Then the body became still, although the soul still lingered within it.

But now it had become a question of minutes — not many minutes. Fate had knocked him out; Destiny was counting him out — had nearly finished counting. Then Chance stepped into the squared circle of Life. And Kay McKay was in a very bad way indeed when a coupe, speeding northward through the bitter night, suddenly veered westward, ran in to the curb, and stopped; and Miss Eriths chauffeur turned in his seat at the wheel to peer back through the glass at his mistress, whose signal he had just obeyed.

Then he scrambled out of his seat and came around to the door, just as Miss Erith opened it and hurriedly descended.

Wayland, she said, theres somebody over there on the sidewalk.
Cant you see? — there by the marble railing? — by the fountain!
Whoever it is will freeze to death. Please go over and see what is
the matter.

The heavily-furred chauffeur ran across the snowy oval. Miss Erith saw him lean over the shadowy, prostrate figure, shake it; then she hurried over too, and saw a man, crouching, fallen forward on his face beside the snowy balustrade.

Down on her knees in the snow beside him dropped Miss Erith, calling on Wayland to light a match.

Is he dead, Miss?

No. Listen to him breathe! Hes ill. Cant you hear the dreadful sounds he makes? Try to lift him, if you can. Hes freezing here!

Im thinkin hes just drunk an snorin, Miss.

What of it? Hes freezing, too. Carry him to the carl

Wayland leaned down, put both big arms under the shoulders of the unconscious man, and dragged him, upright, holding him by main strength.

Hes drunk, all right, Miss, the chauffeur remarked with a sniff of disgust.

That he had been drinking was evident enough to Miss Erith now. She picked up his hat; a straggling yellow light from the ice-bound lamps fell on McKays battered features.

Get him into the car, she said, hell die out here in this cold.

The big chauffeur half-carried, half-dragged the inanimate man to the car and lifted him in. Miss Erith followed.

The Samaritan Hospital — thats the nearest, she said hastily.
Drive as fast as you can, Wayland.

McKay had slid to the floor of the coupe; Miss Erith turned on the ceiling light, drew the fur robe around him, and lifted his head to her knees, holding it there supported between her gloved hands.

The light fell full on his bruised visage, on the crisp brown hair dusted with snow, which lay so lightly on his temples, making him seem very frail and boyish in his deathly pallor.

His breathing grew heavier, more laboured; the coupe reeked with the stench of alcohol; and Miss Erith, feeling almost faint, opened the window a little way, then wrapped the young mans head in the skirt of her fur coat and covered his icy hands with her own.

The ambulance entrance to the Samaritan Hospital was dimly illuminated. Wayland, turning in from Park Avenue, sounded his horn, then scrambled down from the box as an orderly and a watchman appeared under the vaulted doorway. And in a few moments the emergency case had passed out of Miss Eriths jurisdiction.

But as her car turned homeward, upon her youthful mind was stamped the image of a pale, bruised face — of a boyish head reversed upon her knees — of crisp, light-brown hair dusted with particles of snow.

Within the girls breast something deep was stirring — something unfamiliar — not pain — not pity — yet resembling both, perhaps. She had no other standard of comparison.

After she reached home she called up the Samaritan Hospital for information, and learned that the man was suffering from the effects of alcohol and chloral — the latter probably an overdose self-administered — because he had not been robbed. Miss Erith also learned that there were five hundred dollars in new United States banknotes in his pockets, some English sovereigns, a number of Dutch and Danish silver pieces, and a new cheque-book on the Schuyler National Bank, in which was written what might be his name.

Will he live? inquired Miss Erith, solicitous, as are people concerning the fate of anything they have helped to rescue.

He seems to be in no danger, came the answer. Are you interested in the patient, Miss Erith?

No — that is — yes. Yes, I am interested.

Shall we communicate with you in case any unfavourable symptoms appear?

Please do!

Are you a relative or friend?

N-no. I am very slightly interested — in his recovery. Nothing more.

Very well. But we do not find his name in any directory. We have attempted to communicate with his family, but nobody of that name claims him. You say you are personally interested in the young man?

Oh, no, said Miss Erith, except that I hope he is not going to die…. He seems so — young — f-friendless—

Then you have no personal knowledge of the patient?

None whatever…. What did you say his name is?

McKay.

For a moment the name sounded oddly familiar but meaningless in her ears. Then, with a thrill of sudden recollection, she asked again for the mans name.

The name written in his cheque-book is McKay.

McKay! she repeated incredulously. What else?

Kay.

WHAT!!

That is the name in the cheque-book — Kay McKay.

Dumb, astounded, she could not utter a word.

Do you know anything about him, Miss Erith? inquired the distant voice.

Yes — yes!… I dont know whether I do…. I have heard the — that name — a similar name— Her mind was in a tumult now. Could such a thing happen? It was utterly impossible!

The voice on the wire continued:

The police have been here but they are not interested in the case, as no robbery occurred. The young man is still unconscious, suffering from the chloral. If you are interested, Miss Erith, would you kindly call at the hospital to-morrow?

Yes…. Did you say that there was FOREIGN money in his pockets?

Dutch and Danish silver and English gold.

Thank you…. I shall call to-morrow. Dont let him leave before I arrive.

What?

I wish to see him. Please do not permit him to leave before I get there. It — it is very important — vital — in case he is the man — the Kay McKay in question.

Very well. Good-night.

Miss Erith sank back in her armchair, shivering even in the warm glow from the hearth.

Such things can NOT happen! she said aloud. Such things do not happen in life!

And she told herself that even in stories no author would dare — not even the veriest amateur scribbler — would presume to affront intelligent readers by introducing such a coincidence as this appeared to be.

Such things do NOT happen! repeated Miss Erith firmly.

Such things, however, DO occur.

Was it possible that the Great Secret, of which the Lauffer cipher letter spoke, was locked within the breast of this young fellow who now lay unconscious in the Samaritan Hospital?

Was this actually the escaped prisoner? Was this the man who, according to instructions in the cipher, was to be marked for death at the hands of the German Governments secret agents in America?

And, if this truly were the same man, was he safe, at least for the present, now that the cipher letter had been intercepted before it had reached Herman Lauffer?

Hour after hour, lying deep in her armchair before the fire, Miss Erith crouched a prey to excited conjectures, not one of which could be answered until the man in the Samaritan Hospital had recovered consciousness.

Suppose he never recovered consciousness. Suppose he should die — 

At the thought Miss Erith sprang from her chair and picked up the telephone.

With fast-beating heart she waited for the connection. Finally she got it and asked the question.

The man is dying, came the calm answer. A pause, then: I understand the patient has just died.

Miss Erith strove to speak but her voice died in her throat. Trembling from head to foot, she placed the telephone on the table, turned uncertainly, fell into the armchair, huddled there, and covered her face with both hands.

For it was proving worse — a little worse than the loss of the Great Secret — worse than the mere disappointment in losing it — worse even than a natural sorrow in the defeat of an effort to save life.

For in all her own life Miss Erith had never until that evening experienced the slightest emotion when looking into the face of any man.

But from the moment when her brown eyes fell upon the pallid, dissipated, marred young face turned upward on her knees in the car — in that instant she had known for the first time a new and indefinable emotion — vague in her mind, vaguer in her heart — yet delicately apparent.

But what this unfamiliar emotion might be, so faint, so vague, she had made no effort to analyse…. It had been there; she had experienced it; that was all she knew.

It was almost morning before she rose, stiff with cold, and moved slowly toward her bedroom.

Among the whitening ashes on her hearth only a single coal remained alive.


CHAPTER III

TO A FINISH
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THE HOSPITAL CALLED her on the telephone about eight oclock in the morning:

Miss Evelyn Erith, please?

Yes, she said in a tired voice, who is it?

Is this Miss Erith?

Yes.

This is the Superintendents office, Samaritan, Hospital, Miss
Dalton speaking.

The girls heart contracted with a pang of sheer pain. She closed her eyes and waited. The voice came over the wire again:

A wreath of Easter lilies with your card came early — this morning.
Im very sure there is a mistake—

No, she whispered, the flowers are for a patient who died in the hospital last night — a young man whom I brought there in my car — Kay McKay.

I was afraid so—

What!

McKay isnt dead! Its another patient. I was sure somebody here had made a mistake.

Miss Erith swayed slightly, steadied herself with a desperate effort to comprehend what the voice was telling her.

There was a mistake made last night, continued Miss Dalton. Another patient died — a similar case. When I came on duty a few moments ago I learned what had occurred. The young man in whom you are interested is conscious this morning. Would you care to see him before he is discharged?

Miss Erith said, unsteadily, that she would.

She had recovered her self-command but her knees remained weak and her lips tremulous, and she rested her forehead on both hands which had fallen, tightly clasped, on the table in front of her. After a few moments she felt better and she rang up her D. C., Mr. Vaux, and explained that she expected to be late at the office. After that she got the garage on the wire, ordered her car, and stood by the window watching the heavily falling snow until her butler announced the cars arrival.

The shock of the message informing her that this man was still alive now rapidly absorbed itself in her reviving excitement at the prospect of an approaching interview with him. Her car ran cautiously along Park Avenue through the driving snow, but the distance was not far and in a few minutes the great red quadrangle of the Samaritan Hospital loomed up on her right. And even before she was ready, before she quite had time to compose her mind in preparation for the questions she had begun to formulate, she was ushered into a private room by a nurse on duty who detained her a moment at the door:

The patient is ready to be discharged, she whispered, but we have detained him at your request. We are so sorry about the mistake.

Is he quite conscious?

Entirely. Hes somewhat shaken, that is all. Otherwise he shows no ill effects.

Does he know how he came here?

Oh, yes. He questioned us this morning and we told him the circumstances.

Does he know I have arrived?

Yes, I told him.

He did not object to seeing me? inquired Miss Erith. A slight colour dyed her face.

No, he made no objection. In fact, he seemed interested. He expects you. You may go in.

Miss Erith stepped into the room. Perhaps the patient had heard the low murmur of voices in the corridor, for he lay on his side in bed gazing attentively toward the door. Miss Erith walked straight to the bedside; he looked up at her in silence.

I am so glad that you are better, she said with an effort made doubly difficult in the consciousness of the bright blush on her cheeks. Without moving he replied in what must have once been an agreeable voice: Thank you. I suppose you are Miss Erith.

Yes.

Then — I am very grateful for what you have done.

It was so fortunate—

Would you be seated if you please?

She took the chair beside his bed.

It was nice of you, he said, almost sullenly. Few women of your sort would bother with a drunken man.

They both flushed. She said calmly: It is women of my sort who DO exactly that kind of thing.

He gave her a dark and sulky look: Not often, he retorted: there are few of your sort from Samaria.

There was a silence, then he went on in a hard voice:

Id been drinking a lot… as usual…. But it isnt an excuse when I say that my beastly condition was not due to a drunken stupor. It just didnt happen to be that time.

She shivered slightly. It happened to be due to chloral, he added, reddening painfully again. I merely wished you to know.

Yes, they told me, she murmured.

After another silence, during which he had been watching her askance, he said: Did you think I had taken that chloral voluntarily?

She made no reply. She sat very still, conscious of vague pain somewhere in her breast, acquiescent in the consciousness, dumb, and now incurious concerning further details of this mans tragedy.

Sometimes, he said, the poor devil who, in chloral, seeks a-refuge from intolerable pain becomes an addict to the drug…. I do not happen to be an addict. I want you to understand that.

The painful colour came and went in the girls face; he was now watching her intently.

As a matter of fact, but probably of no interest to you, he continued, I did not voluntarily take that chloral. It was administered to me without my knowledge — when I was more or less stupid with liquor…. It is what is known as knockout drops, and is employed by crooks to stupefy men who are more or less intoxicated so that they may be easily robbed.

He spoke now so calmly and impersonally that the girl had turned to look at him again as she listened. And now she said: Were you robbed?

They took my hotel key: nothing else.

Was that a serious matter, Mr. McKay?

He studied her with narrowing brown eyes.

Oh, no, he said. I had nothing of value in my room at the Astor except a few necessaries in a steamer-trunk…. Thank you so much for all your kindness to me, Miss Erith, he added, as though relieving her of the initiative in terminating the interview.

As he spoke he caught her eye and divined somehow that she did not mean to go just yet. Instantly he was on his guard, lying there with partly closed lids, awaiting events, though not yet really suspicious. But at her next question he rose abruptly, supported on one elbow, his whole frame tense and alert under the bed-coverings as though gathered for a spring.

What did you say? he demanded.

I asked you how long ago you escaped from Holzminden camp? repeated the girl, very pale.

Who told you I had ever been there? — wherever that is!

You were there as a prisoner, were you not, Mr. McKay?

Where is that place?

In Germany on the River Weser. You were detained there under pretence of being an Englishman before we declared war on Germany. After we declared war they held you as a matter of course.

There was an ugly look in his eyes, now: You seem to know a great deal about a drunkard you picked up in the snow near the Plaza fountain last night.

Please dont speak so bitterly.

Quite unconsciously her gloved hand crept up on her fur coat until it rested over her heart, pressing slightly against her breast. Neither spoke for a few moments. Then:

I do know something about you, Mr. McKay, she said. Among other things I know that — that if you have become — become intemperate — it is not your fault…. That was vile of them-unutterably wicked-to do what they did to you—

Who are you? he burst out. Where have you learned-heard such things? Did I babble all this?

You did not utter a sound!

Then — in Gods name—

Oh, yes, yes! she murmured, in Gods name. That is why you and I are here together — in Gods name and by His grace. Do you know He wrought a miracle for you and me — here in New York, in these last hours of this dreadful year that is dying very fast now?

Do you know what that miracle is? Yes, its partly the fact that you did not die last night out there on the street. Thirteen degrees below zero! … And you did not die…. And the other part of the miracle is that I of all people in the world should have found you!… That is our miracle.

Somehow he divined that the girl did not mean the mere saving of his life had been part of this miracle. But she had meant that, too, without realising she meant it.

Who are you? he asked very quietly.

Ill tell you: I am Evelyn Erith, a volunteer in the C. E. D.
Service of the United States.

He drew a deep breath, sank down on his elbow, and rested his head on the pillow.

Still I dont see how you know, he said. I mean — the beastly details—

Ill tell you some time. I read the history of your case in an intercepted cipher letter. Before the German agent here had received and decoded it he was arrested by an agent of another Service. If there is anything more to be learned from him it will be extracted.

But of all men on earth you are the one man I wanted to find. There is the miracle: I found you! Even now I can scarcely force myself to believe it is really you.

The faintest flicker touched his eyes.

What did you want of me? he inquired.

Help.

Help? From such a man as I? What sort of help do you expect from a drunkard?

Every sort. All you can give. All you can give.

He looked at her wearily; his face had become pallid again; the dark hollows of dissipation showed like bruises.

I dont understand, he said. Im no good, you know that. Im done in, finished. I couldnt help you with your work if I wanted to. Theres nothing left of me. I am not to be depended on.

And suddenly, in his eyes of a boy, his self-hatred was revealed to her in one savage gleam.

No good, he muttered feverishly, not to be trusted — no will-power left…. It was in me, I suppose, to become the drunkard I am—

You are NOT! cried the girl fiercely. Dont say it!

Why not? I am!

You can fight your way free! His laugh frightened her.

Fight? Ive done that. They tried to pump me that way, too — tried to break me — break my brain to pieces — by stopping my liquor…. I suppose they thought I might really go insane, as they gave it back after a while — after a few centuries in hell — and tried to make me talk by other methods — 

Dont, please. She turned her head swiftly, unable to control her quivering face.

Why not?

I cant bear it.

Im sorry. I didnt mean to shock you.

I know. She sat for a while with head averted; and presently spoke, sitting so:

Well fight it, anyway, she said.

What do you mean?

If youll let me—

After a silence she turned and looked at him. He stammered, very red:

I dont quite know why you speak to me so.

She herself was not entirely clear on that point, either. After all, her business with this man was to use him in the service of her Government.

What is THE GREAT SECRET? she asked calmly.

After a long while he said, lying there very still: So you have even heard about that.

I have heard about it; that is all.

Do you know what it is?

All I know about it is that there is such a thing — something known to certain Germans, and by them spoken of as THE GREAT SECRET. I imagine, of course, that it is some vital military secret which they desire to guard.

Is that all you know about it?

No, not all. She looked at him gravely out of very clear, honest eyes:

I know, also, that the Berlin Government has ordered its agents to discover your whereabouts, and tosilence you.

He gazed at her quite blandly for a moment, then, to her amazement, he laughed — such a clear, untroubled, boyish laugh that her constrained expression softened in sympathy.

Do you think that Berlin doesnt mean it? she asked, brightening a little.

Mean it? Oh, Im jolly sure Berlin means it!

Then why—

Why do I laugh?

Well — yes. Why do you? It does not strike me as very humorous.

At that he laughed again — laughed so whole-heartedly, so delightfully, that the winning smile curved her own lips once more.

Would you tell me why you laugh? she inquired.

I dont know. It seems so funny — those Huns, those Boches, already smeared from hair to feet with blood — pausing in their wholesale butchery to devise a plan to murder ME!

His face altered; he raised himself on one elbow:

The swine have turned all Europe into a bloody wallow. Theyre belly-deep in it — Kaiser and knecht! But thats only part of it. Theyre destroying souls by millions!… Mine is already damned.

Miss Erith sprang to her feet: I tell you not to say such a thing! she cried, exasperated. Youre as young as I am! Besides, souls are not slain by murder. If they perish its suicide, ALWAYS!

She began to pace the white room nervously, flinging open her fur coat as she turned and came straight back to his bed again. Standing there and looking down at him she said:

Weve got to fight it out. The country needs you. Its your bit and youve got to do it. Theres a cure for alcoholism — Dr. Langfords cure. Are you afraid because you think it may hurt?

He lay looking up at her with hells own glimmer in his eyes again:

You dont know what youre talking about, he said. You talk of cures, and I tell you that Im half dead for a drink right now! And Im going to get up and dress and get it!

The expression of his features and his voice and words appalled her, left her dumb for an instant. Then she said breathlessly:

You wont do that!

Yes I will.

No.

Why not? he demanded excitedly.

You owe me something.

What I said was conventional. Im NOT grateful to you for saving the sort of life mine is!

I was not thinking of your life.

After a moment he said more quietly: I know what you mean…. Yes,
I am grateful. Our Government ought to know.

Then tell me, now.

You know, he said brutally, I have only your word that you are what you say you are.

She reddened but replied calmly: That is true. Let me show you my credentials.

From her muff she drew a packet, opened it, and laid the contents on the bedspread under his eyes. Then she walked to the window and stood there with her back turned looking out at the falling snow.

After a few minutes he called her. She went back to the bedside, replaced the packet in her muff, and stood waiting in silence.

He lay looking up at her very quietly and his bruised young features had lost their hard, sullen expression.

Id better tell you all I know, he said, because there is really no hope of curing me… you dont understand… my will-power is gone. The trouble is with my mind itself. I dont want to be cured…. I WANT whats killing me. I want it now, always, all the time. So before anything happens to me Id better tell you what I know so that our Government can make the proper investigation. Because what I shall tell you is partly a surmise. I leave it to you to judge — to our Government.

She drew from her muff a little pad and a pencil and seated herself on the chair beside him.

Ill speak slowly, he began, but she shook her head, saying that she was an expert stenographer. So he went on:

You know my name — Kay McKay. I was born here and educated at Yale. But my father was Scotch and he died in Scotland. My mother had been dead many years. They lived on a property called Isla which belonged to my grandfather. After my fathers death my grandfather allowed me an income, and when I had graduated from Yale I continued here taking various post-graduate courses. Finally I went to Cornell and studied agriculture, game breeding and forestry — desiring some day to have a place of my own.

In 1914 I went to Germany to study their system of forestry. In July of that year I went to Switzerland and roamed about in the vagabond way I like — once liked. His visage altered and he cast a side glance at the girl beside him, but her eyes were fixed on her pad.

He drew a deep breath, like a sigh:

In that corner of Switzerland which is thrust westward between Germany and France there are a lot of hills and mountains which were unfamiliar to me. The flora resembled that of the Vosges — so did the bird and insect life except on the higher mountains.

There is a mountain called Mount Terrible. I camped on it. There was some snow. You know what happens sometimes in summer on the higher peaks. Well, it happened to me — the whole snow field slid when I was part way across it — and I thought it was all off — never dreamed a man could live through that sort of thing — with the sheer gneiss ledges below!

It was not a big avalanche — not the terrific thundering sort — rather an easy slipping, I fancy — but it was a devilish thing to lie aboard, and, of course, if there had been precipices where I slid— He shrugged.

The girl looked up from her shorthand manuscript; he seemed to be dreamily living over in his mind those moments on Mount Terrible. Presently he smiled slightly:

I was horribly scared — smothered, choked, half-senseless…. Part of the snow and a lot of trees and boulders went over the edge of something with a roar like Niagara…. I dont know how long afterward it was when I came to my senses.

I was in a very narrow, rocky valley, up to my neck in soft snow, and the sun beating on my face. … So I crawled out… I wasnt hurt; I was merely lost.

It took me a long while to place myself geographically. But finally, by map and compass, I concluded that I was in some one of the innumerable narrow valleys on the northern side of Mount Terrible. Basle seemed to be the nearest proper objective, judging from my map…. Can you form a mental picture of that particular corner of Europe, Miss Erith?

No.

Well, the German frontier did not seem to be very far northward — at least that was my idea. But there was no telling; the place where I landed was a savage and shaggy wilderness of firs and rocks without any sign of habitation or of roads.

The things that had been strapped on my back naturally remained with me — map, binoculars, compass, botanising paraphernalia, rations for two days — that sort of thing. So I was not worried. I prowled about, experienced agreeable shivers by looking up at the mountain which had dumped me down into this valley, and finally, after eating, I started northeast by compass.

It was a rough scramble. After I had been hiking along for several hours I realised that I was on a shelf high above another valley, and after a long while I came out where I could look down over miles of country. My map indicated that what I beheld must be some part of Alsace. Well, I lay flat on a vast shelf of rock and began to use my field-glasses.

He was silent so long that Miss Erith finally looked up questioningly. McKays face had become white and stern, and in his fixed gaze there was something dreadful.

Please, she faltered, go on.

He looked at her absently; the colour came back to his face; he shrugged his shoulders.

Oh, yes. What was I saying? Yes — about that vast ledge up there under the mountains… I stayed there three days. Partly because I couldnt find any way down. There seemed to be none.

But I was not bored. Oh, no. Just anxious concerning my situation.
Otherwise I had plenty to look at.

She waited, pencil poised.

Plenty to look at, he repeated absently. Plenty of Huns to gaze at. Huns? They were like ants below me, there. They swarmed under the mountain ledge as far as I could see — thousands of busy Boches — busy as ants. There were narrow-gauge railways, too, apparently running right into the mountain; and a deep broad cleft, deep as another valley, and all crawling with Huns.

A tunnel? Nobody alive ever dreamed of such a gigantic tunnel, if
it was one!… Well, I was up there three days. It was the first of
August — thereabouts — and Id been afield for weeks. And, of course,
Id heard nothing of war — never dreamed of it.

If I had, perhaps what those thousands of Huns were doing along the mountain wall might have been plainer to me.

As it was, I couldnt guess. There was no blasting — none that I could hear. But trains were running and some gigantic enterprise was being accomplished — some enterprise that apparently demanded speed and privacy — for not one civilian was to be seen, not one dwelling. But there were endless mazes of fortifications; and I saw guns being moved everywhere.

Well, I was becoming hungry up on that fir-clad battlement. I didnt know how to get down into the valley. It began to look as though Id have to turn back; and that seemed a rather awful prospect.

Anyway, what happened, eventually, was this: I started east through the forest along that pathless tableland, and on the afternoon of the next day, tired out and almost starved, I stepped across the Swiss boundary line — a wide, rocky, cleared space crossing a mountain flank like a giants road.

No guards were visible anywhere, no sentry-boxes, but, as I stood hesitating in the middle of the frontier — and just why I hesitated I dont know — I saw half a dozen jagers of a German mounted regiment ride up on the German side of the boundary.

For a second the idea occurred to me that they had ridden parallel to the ledge to intercept me; but the idea seemed absurd, granted even that they had seen me upon the ledge from below, which I never dreamed they had. So when they made me friendly gestures to come across the frontier I returned their cheery Gruss Gott! and plodded thankfully across. … And their leader, leaning from his saddle to take my offered hand, suddenly struck me in the face, and at the same moment a trooper behind me hit me on the head with the butt of a pistol.

The girls flying pencil faltered; she lifted her brown eyes, waiting.

Thats about all, he said— as far as facts are concerned…. They treated me rather badly…. I faced their firing-squads half-a-dozen times. After that bluff wouldnt work they interned me as an English civilian at Holzminden…. They hid me when, at last, an inspection took place. No chance for me to communicate with our Ambassador or with any of the Commission.

He turned to her in his boyish, frank way: But do you know, Miss Erith, it took me quite a while to analyse the affair and to figure out why they arrested me, lied about me, and treated me so hellishly.

You see, I was kept in solitary confinement and never had a chance to speak to any of the other civilians interned there at Holzminden. There was no way of suspecting why all this was happening to me except by the attitude of the Huns themselves and their endless questions and threats and cruelties. They were cruel. They hurt me a lot.

Miss Eriths eyes suddenly dimmed as she watched him, and she hastily bent her head over the pad.

Well, he went on, the rest, as I say, is pure surmise. This is my conclusion: I think that for the last forty years the Huns have been busy with an astounding military enterprise. Of course, since 1870, the Boche has expected war, and has been feverishly preparing for it. All the world now knows what they have done — not everything that they have done, however.

My conclusion is this: that, when Mount Terrible shrugged me off its northern flank, the snow slide carried me to an almost inaccessible spot of which even the Swiss hunters knew nothing. Or, if they did, they considered it impossible to reach from their own territory.

From Germany it could be reached, but it was Swiss territory. At any rate I think I am the only civilian who has been there, and who has viewed from there this enormous work in which the Huns are engaged.

And I belive that this mysterious, overwhelmingly enormous work is nothing less than the piercing — not of a mountain or a group of mountains — but of that entire part of Switzerland which lies between Germany and France.

I believe that a vast military road, deep, deep, under the earth, is being carried by an enormous tunnel from far back on the German side of the frontier, under Mount Terrible, under all the mountains, hills, valleys, forests, rivers — under Switzerland, in fact — into French territory.

I believe it has been building since 1871. I believe it is nearly finished, and that it will, on French territory, give egress to a Hun army debouching from Alsace, under Switzerland, into France behind the French lines. That part of the Franco-Swiss frontier is unguarded, unfortified, uninhabited. From there a Hun army can strike the French trenches from the rear — strike Toul, Nancy, Belfort, Verdun — why, the road is open to Paris that way — open to Calais, to England!

This is frightful! cried the girl. If such a dreadful—

Wait! I told you that it is merely a surmise. I dont know. I guess. Why I guess it I have told you…. They were savage with me — those Huns…. They got nothing out of me. I lied steadily, even when drunk. No, they got nothing out of me. I denied I had seen anything. I denied — and truly enough — that anybody had accompanied me. No, they wrenched nothing out of me — not by starving me, not by water torture, not by their firing-squads, not by blows, not even by making of me the drunkard I am.

The pencil fell from Miss Eriths hand and the hand caught McKays, held it, crushed it.

Youre only a boy, she murmured. Im not much more than a girl.
Weve both got years ahead of us — the best of our lives.

YOU have.

You also! Oh, dont, dont look at me that way. Ill help you. Weve got work to do, you and I. Dont you see? Dont you understand? Work to do for our Government! Work to do for America!

Its too late for me to—

No. Youve got to live. Youve got to find yourself again. This depends on you. Dont you see it does? Dont you see that you have got to go back there and PROVE what you merely suspect?

I simply cant.

You shall! Ill make this right with you! Ill stick to you! Ill fight to give you back your will-power — your mind. Well do this together, for our country. Ill give up everything else to make this fight.

He began to tremble.

I — if I could—

I tell you that you shall! We must do our bit, you and I!

You dont know — you dont know! he cried in a bitter voice, then fell trembling again with the sweat of agony on his face.

No, I dont know, she whispered, clutching his hand to steady him.
But I shall learn.

Youll learn that a drunkard is a dirty beast! he cried. Do you know what Id do if anybody tried to keep me from drink? ANYBODY! — even you!

No, I dont know. She shook her head sorrowfully: A mindless man becomes a demon, I suppose. … Would you — injure me?

He was shaking all over now, and presently he sat up in bed and covered his head with one desperate hand.

You poor boy! she whispered.

Keep away from me, he muttered, Ive told you all I know. Im no further use…. Keep clear of me…. Im sorry — to be — what I am.

When I leave what are you going to do? she asked gently.

Do? Ill dress and go to the nearest bar.

Do you need it so much already?

He nodded his bowed head covered by the hand that gripped his hair:
Yes, I need it — badly.

She rose, loosened his clutch on her slender hand, picked up her muff:

Ill be waiting for you downstairs, she said simply.

His face expressed sullen defiance as he passed through the waiting-room. Yet he seemed a little taken aback as well as relieved when Miss Erith did not appear among the considerable number of people waiting there for discharged patients. He walked on, buttoning his fur coat with shaky fingers, passed the doorway and stepped out into the falling snow. At the same moment a chauffeur buried in coon-skins moved forward touching his cap:

Miss Eriths car is here, sir; Miss Erith expects you.

McKay hesitated, scowling now in his perplexity; passed his quivering hand slowly across his face, then turned, and looked at the waiting car drawn up at the gutter. Behind the frosty window Miss Erith gave him a friendly smile. He walked over to the curb, the chauffeur opened the door, and McKay took off his hat.

Dont ask me, he said in a low voice that trembled slightly like a sick mans.

I DO ask you.

You know whats the matter with me, Miss Erith, he insisted in the same low, unsteady voice.

Please, she said: and laid one small gloved hand lightly on his arm.

So he entered the car; the chauffeur drew the robe over them, and stood awaiting orders.

Home, said Miss Erith faintly.

If McKay was astonished he did not betray it. Neither said anything more for a while. The man rested an elbow on the sill, his troubled, haggard face on his hand; the girl kept her gaze steadily in front of her with a partly resolute, partly scared expression. The car went up Park Avenue and then turned westward.

When it stopped the girl said: You will give me a few moments in my library with you, wont you?

The visage he turned to her was one of physical anguish. They sat confronting each other in silence for an instant; then he rose with a visible effort and descended, and she followed.

Be at the garage at two, Wayland, she said, and ascended the snowy stoop beside McKay.

The butler admitted them. Luncheon for two, she said, and mounted the stairs without pausing.

McKay remained in the hall until he had been separated from hat and coat; then he slowly ascended the stairway. She was waiting on the landing and she took him directly into the library where a wood fire was burning.

Just a moment, she said, to make myself as — as persuasive as I can.

You are perfectly equipped, Miss Erith—

Oh, no, I must do better than I have done. This is the great moment of our careers, Mr. McKay. Her smile, brightly forced, left his grim features unresponsive. The undertone in her voice warned him of her determination to have her way.

He took an involuntary step toward the door like a caged thing that sees a loophole, halted as she barred his way, turned his marred young visage and glared at her. There was something terrible in his intent gaze — a pale flare flickering in his eyes like the uncanny light in the orbs of a cornered beast.

Youll wait, wont you? she asked, secretly frightened now.

After a long interval, Yes, his lips motioned.

Thank you. Because it is the supreme moment of our lives. It involves life or death…. Be patient with me. Will you?

But you must be brief, he muttered restlessly. You know what I need. I am sick, I tell you!

So she went away — not to arrange her beauty more convincingly, but to fling coat and hat to her maid and drop down on the chair by her desk and take up the telephone:

Dr. Langfords Hospital?

Yes.

Miss Erith wishes to speak to Dr. Langford. … Is that you, Doctor?… Oh, yes, Im perfectly well…. Tell me, how soon can you cure a man of — of dipsomania?… Of course…. It was a stupid question. But Im so worried and unhappy… Yes…. Yes, its a man I know…. It wasnt his fault, poor fellow. If I can only get him to you and persuade him to tell you the history of his case… I dont know whether hell go. Im doing my best. Hes here in my library…. Oh, no, he isnt intoxicated now, but he was yesterday. And oh, Doctor! He is so shaky and he seems so ill — I mean in mind and spirit more than in body…. Yes, he says he needs something…. What?… Give him some whisky if he wants it?… Do you mean a highball?… How many?… Oh… Yes… Yes, I understand … Ill do my very best…. Thank you. … At three oclock?… Thank you so much, Doctor Langford. Good-bye!

She hung up the receiver, took a look at herself in the dressing-glass, and saw reflected there a yellow-haired hazel-eyed girl who looked a trifle scared. But she forced a smile, made a hasty toilette and rang for the butler, gave her orders, and then walked leisurely into the library. McKay lifted his tragic face from his hands where he stood before the fire, his elbows resting on the mantel.

Come, she said in her pretty, resolute way, you and I are perfectly human. Lets face this thing together and find out what really is in it.

She took one armchair, he the other, and she noticed that all his frame was quivering now — his hands always in restless, groping movement, as though with palsy. A moment later the butler came with a decanter, ice, mineral water and a tall glass. There was also a box of cigars on the silver tray.

Youll fix your own highball, she said carelessly, nodding dismissal to the butler. But she looked only once at McKay, then turned away — pretence of picking up her knitting — so terrible it was to her to see in his eyes the very glimmer of hell itself as he poured out what he needed.

Minute after minute she sat there by the fire knitting tranquilly, scarcely ever even lifting her calm young eyes to the man. Twice again he poured out what he needed for himself before the agony in his sickened brain and body became endurable — before the tortured nerves had been sufficiently drugged once more and the indescribable torment had subsided. He looked at her once or twice where she sat knitting and apparently quite oblivious to what he had been about, but his glance was no longer furtive; he unconsciously squared his shoulders, and his head straightened up.

Without lifting her eyes she said: I thought wed talk over our plans when you feel better.

He glanced sideways at the decanter: I am all right, he said.

She had not yet lifted her eyes; she continued to knit while speaking:

First of all, she said, I shall place your testimony and my report in the hands of my superior, Mr. Vaux. Does that meet with your approval?

Yes.

She knitted in silence a few moments. He kept his eyes on her. Presently — and still without looking up — she said: Are you within the draft age?

No. I am thirty-two.

Will you volunteer?

No.

Would you tell me why?

Yes, Ill tell you why. I shall not volunteer because of my habits.

You mean your temporary infirmity, she said calmly. But her cheeks reddened and she bent lower over her work. A dull colour stained his face, too, but he merely shrugged his comment.

She said in a low voice: I want you to volunteer with me for overseas service in the Army Intelligence Department…. You and I, together…. To prove what you have surmised concerning the German operations beyond Mount Terrible…. And first I want you to go with me to Dr. Langfords hospital …. I want you to go this afternoon with me. … And face the situation. And see it through. And come out cured. She lifted her head and looked at him. Will you? And in his altering gaze she saw the flicker of half-senseless anger intensified suddenly to a flare of hatred.

Dont ask anything like that of me, he said. She had grown quite white.

I do ask it…. Will you?

If I wanted to I couldnt, and I dont want to. I prefer this hell to the other.

Wont you make a fight for it?

No! he said brutally.

The girl bent her head again over her knitting. But her white fingers remained idle. After a long while, staring at her intently, he saw her lip quiver.

Dont do that! he broke out harshly. What the devil do you care?

Then she lifted her tragic white face. And he had his answer.

My God! he faltered, springing to his feet. Whats the matter with you? Why do you care? You cant care! What is it to you that a drunken beast slinks back into hell again? Do you think you are Samaritan enough to follow him and try to drag him out by the ears?… A man whose very brain is already cracking with it all — a burnt-out thing with neither mind nor manhood left—

She got to her feet, trembling and deathly white.

I cant let you go, she whispered.

Exasperation almost strangled him and set afire his unhinged brain.

For Christs sake! he cried. What do you care?

I — I care, she stammered— for Christs sake … And yours!

Things went dark before her eyes…. She opened them after a while on the sofa where he had carried her. He was standing looking down at her. … After a long while the ghost of a smile touched her lips. In his haunted gaze there was no response. But he said in an altered, unfamiliar voice: Ill go if you say so. Ill do all thats in me to do. … Will you be there — for the first day or two?

Yes…. All day long…. Every day if you want me. Do you?

Yes…. But God knows what I may do to you…. Therell be somebody to — watch me — wont there?… I dont know what may happen to you or to myself…. Im in a bad way, Miss Erith… Im in a very bad way.

I know, she murmured.

He said with an almost childish directness: Do men always live through such cures?… I dont see how I can live through it.

She rose from the sofa and stood beside him, feeling still dizzy, still tremulous and lacking strength.

Let us win through, she said, not looking at him. I think you will suffer more than I shall. A little more…. Because I had rather feel pain than give it — rather suffer than look on suffering…. It will be very hard for us both, I fear.

Her butler announced luncheon.


CHAPTER IV

WRECKAGE

[image: img660.jpg]

THE MAN HAD been desperately ill in soul and mind and body. And now in some curious manner the ocean seemed to be making him physically better but spiritually worse. Something, too, in the horizonwide waste of waters was having a sinister effect on his brain. The grey daylight of early May, bitter as December — the utter desolation, the mounting and raucous menace of the sea, were meddling with normal convalescence.

Dull animosity awoke in a battered mind not yet readjusted to the living world. What had these people done to him anyway? The sullen resentment which invaded him groped stealthily for a vent.

Was THIS, then, their cursed cure? — this foggy nightmare through which he moved like a shade in the realm of phantoms? Little by little what had happened to him was becoming an obsession, as he began to remember in detail. Now he brooded on it and looked askance at the girl who was primarily responsible — conscious in a confused sort of way that he was a blackguard for his ingratitude.

But his mind had been badly knocked about, and its limping machinery creaked.

That meddling woman, he thought, knowing all the time what he owed her, remembering her courage, her unselfishness, her loveliness. Curse her! he muttered, amid the shadows confusing his wounded mind.

Then a meaningless anger grew with him: She had him, now! he was trapped and caged. A girl who drags something floundering out of hell is entitled to the thing if she wants it. He admitted that to himself.

But how about that cure?

Was THIS it — this terrible blankness — this misty unreality of things? Surcease from craving — yes. But what to take its place — what to fill in, occupy mind and body? What sop to his restless soul? What had this young iconoclast offered him after her infernal era of destruction? A distorted world, a cloudy mind, the body-substance of a ghost? And for the magic world she had destroyed she offered him a void to live in — Curse her!

There were no lights showing aboard the transport; all ports remained screened. Arrows, painted on the decks in luminous paint, pointed out the way. Below decks, a blue globe here and there emitted a feeble glimmer, marking corridors which pierced a depthless darkness.

No noise was permitted on board, no smoking, no other lights in cabin or saloon. There was scarcely a sound to be heard on the ship, save the throbbing of her engines, the long, splintering crash of heavy seas, and the dull creak of her steel vertebrae tortured by a million rivets.

As for the accursed ocean, that to McKay was the enemy paramount which had awakened him to the stinging vagueness of things out of his stupid acquiescence in convalescence.

He hated the sea. It was becoming a crawling horror to him in its every protean phase, whether flecked with ghastly lights in storms or haunted by pallid shapes in colour — always, always it remained repugnant to him under its eternal curse of endless motion.

He loathed it: he detested the livid skies by day against which tossing waves showed black: he hated every wave at night and their ceaseless unseen motion. McKay had been cured. McKay was very, very ill.

There came to him, at intervals, a girl who stole through the obscurity of the pitching corridors guiding him from one faint blue light to the next — a girl who groped out the way with him at night to the deck by following the painted arrows under foot. Also sometimes she sat at his bedside through the unreal flight of time, her hand clasped over his. He knew that he had been brutal to her during his cure.

He was still rough with her at moments of intense mental pressure — somehow; realised it — made efforts toward self-command — toward reason again, mental control; sometimes felt that he was on the way to acquiring mental mastery.

But traces of injury to the mind still remained — sensitive places — and there were swift seconds of agony — of blind anger, of crafty, unbalanced watching to do harm. Yet for all that he knew he was convalescent — that alcohol was no longer a necessity to him; that whatever he did had now become a choice for him; that he had the power and the authority and the will, and was capable, once more, of choosing between depravity and decency. But what had been taken out of his life seemed to leave a dreadful silence in his brain. And, at moments, this silence became dissonant with the clamour of unreason.

On one of his worst days when his crippled soul was loneliest the icy seas became terrific. Cruisers and destroyers of the escort remained invisible, and none of the convoyed transports were to be seen. The watery, lowering daylight faded: the unseen sun set: the brief day ended. And the wind went down with the sun. But through the thick darkness the turbulent wind appeared to grow luminous with tossing wraiths; and all the world seemed to dissolve into a nebulous, hell-driven thing, unreal, dreadful, unendurable!

Mr. McKay!

He had already got into his wool dressing-robe and felt shoes, and he sat now very still on the edge of his berth, listening stealthily with the cunning of distorted purpose.

Her tiny room was just across the corridor. She seemed to be eternally sleepless, always on the alert night and day, ready to interfere with him.

Finally he ventured to rise and move cautiously to his door, and he made not the slightest sound in opening it, but her door opened instantly, and she stood there confronting him, an ulster buttoned over her nightdress.

What is the matter? she said gently.

Nothing.

Are you having a bad night?

Im all right. I wish you wouldnt constitute yourself my nurse, servant, mentor, guardian, keeper, and personal factotum! Sudden rage left him inarticulate, and he shot an ugly look at her. Cant you let me alone? he snarled.

You poor boy, she said under her breath.

Dont talk like that! Damnation! I — I cant stand much more — I cant stand it, I tell you!

Yes, you can, and you will. And I dont mind what you say to me.
His malignant expression altered.

Do you know, he said, in a cool and evil voice, that I may stop
SAYING things and take to DOING them?

Would you hurt me physically? Are you really as sick as that?

Not yet…. How do I know? Suddenly he felt tired and leaned against the doorway, covering his dulling eyes with his right forearm. But his hand was now clenched convulsively.

Could you lie down? Ill talk to you, she whispered. Ill see you through.

I cant — endure — this tension, he muttered. For Gods sake let me go!

Where?

You know.

Yes…. But it wont do. We must carry on, you and I.

If you — knew—

I do know! When these crises come try to fix your mind on what you have become.

Yes…. A hell of a soldier. Do you really believe that my country needs a thing like me? She stood looking at him in silence — knowing that he was in a torment of some terrible sort. His eyes were still covered by his arm. On his boyish brow the blonde-brown hair had become damp.

She went across and passed her arm through his. His hand rested, fell to his side, but he suffered her to guide him through the corridors toward a far bluish spark that seemed as distant as Venus, the star.

They walked very slowly for a while on deck, encountering now and then the shadowy forms of officers and crew. The personnel of the several hospital units in transit were long ago in bed below.

Once he said: You know, Miss Erith, it is not I who behaves like a scoundrel to you.

I know, she said with a dauntless smile.

Because, he went on, searching painfully for thought as well as words, Im not really a brute — was not always a blackguard—

Do you suppose for one moment that I blame a man who has been irresponsible through no fault of his, and who has made the fight and has won back to sanity?

I — am not yet — well!

I understand.

They paused beside the port rail for a few moments.

I suppose you know, he muttered, that I have thought — at times — of ending things — down there. … You seem to know most things. Did you suspect that?

Yes.

Dont you ever sleep?

I wake easily.

I know you do. I cant stir in bed but I hear you move, too…. I should think youd hate and loathe me — for all Ive done — for all Ive cost you.

Nurses dont loathe their patients, she said lightly.

I should think theyd want to kill them.

Oh, Mr. McKay! On the contrary they — they grow to like them — exceedingly.

You dare not say that about yourself and me.

Miss Erith shrugged her pretty shoulders: I dont have to say anything, do I?

He made no reply. After a long silence she said casually: The sea is calmer, I think. Theres something resembling faint moonlight up among those flying clouds.

He lifted his tragic face and gazed up at the storm-wrack speeding overhead. And there through the hurrying vapours behind flying rags of cloud, a pallid lustre betrayed the smothered moon.

There was just enough light, now, to reveal the forward gun under its jacket, and the shadowy gun-crew around it where the ships bow like a vast black, plough ripped the sea asunder in two deep, foaming furrows.

I wish I knew where we are at this moment, mused the girl. She counted the days on her fingertips: We may be off Bordeaux…. Its been a long time, hasnt it?

To him it had been a century of dread endured through half-awakened consciousness of the latest inferno within him.

Its been very long, he said, sighing.

A few minutes later they caught a glimpse of a strangled moon overhead — a livid corpse of a moon, tarnished and battered almost out of recognition.

Clearing weather, she said cheerfully, adding: To-morrow we may be in the danger zone…. Did you ever see a submarine?

Yes. Did you?

There were some up the Hudson. I saw them last summer while motoring along Riverside Drive.

The spectral form of an officer appeared at her elbow, said something in a low voice, and walked aft.

She said: Well, then, I think wed better dress. … Do you feel better?

He said that he did, but his sombre gaze into darkness belied him. So again she slipped her arm through his and he suffered himself to be led away along the path of shinning arrows under foot.

At his door she said cheerfully: No more undressing for bed, you know. No more luxury of night-clothes. You heard the orders about lifebelts?

Yes, he replied listlessly.

Very well. Ill be waiting for you.

She lingered a moment more watching him in his brooding revery where he stood leaning against the doorway. And after a while he raised his haunted eyes to hers.

I cant keep on, he breathed.

Yes you can!

No…. The world is slipping away — under foot. Its going on without me — in spite of me.

Its you that are slipping, if anything is. Be fair to the world at least — even if you mean to betray it — and me.

I dont want to betray anybody — anything. He had begun to tremble when he stood leaning against his door. I — dont know — what to do.

Stand by the world. Stand by me. And, through me, stand by your own self.

The young fellows forehead was wet with the vague horror of something. He made an effort to speak, to straighten up; gave her a dreadful look of appeal which turned into a snarl.

He whispered between writhing lips: Cant you let me alone? Cant I end it if I cant stand it — without your blocking me every time — every time I stir a finger—

McKay! Wait! Dont touch me! — dont do that!

But he had her in a sudden grip now — was looking right and left for a place to hurl her out of the way.

Ive stood enough, by God! he muttered between his teeth. Now Im through—

Please listen. Youre out of your mind, she said breathlessly, not struggling to free herself, but striving to twist both her arms around one of his.

You hurt me, she whimpered. Dont be brutal to me!

Ive got to get you out of my way. He tried to fling her across the corridor into her own cabin, but she had fastened herself to him.

Dont! she panted. Dont do anything to yourself—

Let go of me! Unclasp your arms!

But she clung the more desperately and wound her limbs around his, almost tripping him.

I WONT give you up! she gasped.

What do you care? he retorted hoarsely, striving to tear himself loose. I want to get some rest — somewhere!

Youre hurting! Youre breaking my arm! Kay! Kay! what are you doing to me? she wailed.

Something — perhaps the sound of his own name falling from her lips for the first time — checked his mounting frenzy. She could feel every muscle in his body become rigidly inert.

Kay! she whispered, fastening herself to him convulsively. For a full minute she sustained his half-insane stare, then it altered, and her own eyes slowly closed, though her head remained upright on the rigid marble of her neck.

The crisis had been reached: the tide of frenzy was turning, had turned, was already ebbing. She felt it, was conscious that he also had become aware of it. Then his grasp slackened, grew lax, loosened, and almost spent. She ventured to unwind her limbs from his, to relax her stiffened fingers, unclasp her arms.

It was over. She could scarcely stand, felt blindly for support, rested so, and slowly unclosed her eyes.

Ive had to fight very hard for you, she whispered. But I think
Ive won.

He answered with difficulty.

Yes — if you want the dog you fought for.

It isnt what I want, Kay.

All right, I guess I can face it through — after this…. But I dont know why you did it.

I do.

Do you? Dont you know Im not a man, but a beast? And there are half a hundred million real men to replace me — to do what you and the country expect of real men.

What may be expected of them I expect of you. Kay, Ive made a good fight for you, havent I?

He turned his quenched eyes on her. From gutter to hospital, from hospital to sanitarium, from sanitarium to ship, he said in a colourless voice. Yes, it was — a — good — fight.

What a Calvary! she murmured, looking at him out of clear, sorrowful eyes. And on your knees, poor boy!

You ought to know. You have made every station with me — on your tender bleeding knees of a girl! He choked, turned his head swiftly; and she caught his hand. The break had come.

Oh, Kay! Kay! she said, quivering all over, I have done my bit and you are cured! You know it, dont you? Look at me, turn your head. She laid her slim hand flat against his tense cheek but could not turn his face. But she did not care; the palm of her hand was wet. The break had come. She drew a deep, uneven breath, let go his hand.

Now, she said, we can understand each other at last — our minds are rational; and whether in accord or conflict they are at least in contact; and mine isnt clashing with something disordered and foreign which it cant interpret, cant approach.

He said, not turning toward her: You are kind to put it that way…. I think self-control has returned — will-power — all that…. I wont-betray you — Miss Erith.

YOU never would, Mr. McKay. But I — Ive been in terror of what has been masquerading as you.

I know…. But whatever you think of such a — a man — Ill do my bit, now. Ill carry on — until the end.

I will too! I promise you.

He turned his head at that and a mirthless laugh touched his wet eyes and drawn visage:

As though you had to promise anybody that youd stick! You! You beautiful, magnificent young thing — you superb kid—

Her surprise and the swift blaze of colour in her face silenced him.

After a moment, the painful red still staining his face, he muttered something about dressing.

He watched her turn and enter her room; saw that she had closed her door-something she had not dared do heretofore; then he went into his own room and threw himself down on the bunk, shaking in every nerve.

For a long while, preoccupied with the obsession for self-destruction, he lay there face downward, exhausted, trying to fight off the swimming sense of horror that was creeping over him again….. Little by little it mounted like a tide from hell…. He struggled to his feet with the unuttered cry of a dreamer tearing his throat. An odd sense of fear seized him and he dressed and adjusted his clumsy life-suit. For the ship was in the danger zone, now, and orders had been given, and dawn was not far off. Perhaps it was already day! he could not tell in his dim cabin.

And after he was completely accoutred for the hazard of the Hun-cursed seas he turned and looked down at his bunk with the odd idea that his body still lay there — that it was a thing apart from himself — something inert, unyielding, corpse-like, sprawling there in a stupor — something visible, tangible, taking actual proportion and shape there under his very eyes.

He turned his back with a shudder and went on deck. To his surprise the blue lights were extinguished, and corridor and saloon were all rosy with early sunlight.

Blue sky, blue sea, silver spindrift flying and clouds of silvery gulls — a glimmer of Heaven from the depths of the pit — a glimpse of life through a crack in the casket — and land close on the starboard bow! Sheer cliffs, with the bonny green grass atop all furrowed by the wind — and the yellow-flowered broom and the shimmering whinns blowing.

Why, its Scotland, he said aloud, its Glenark Cliffs and the Head of Strathlone — my peoples fine place in the Old World — where we took root — and — O my God! Yankee that I am, it looks like home!

The cape of a white fleece cloak fluttered in his face, and he turned and saw Miss Erith at his elbow.

Yellow-haired, a slender, charming thing in her white wind-blown coat, she stood leaning on the spray-wet rail close to his shoulder.

And with him it was suddenly as though he had known her for years — as though he had always been aware of her beauty and her loveliness — as though his eyes had always framed her — his heart had always wished for her, and she had always been the sole and exquisite tenant of his mind.

I had no idea that we were off Scotland, he said— off Strathlone
Head — and so close in. Why, I can see the cliff-flowers!

She laid one hand lightly on his arm, listening; high and heavenly sweet above the rushing noises of the sea they heard the singing of shoreward sky-larks above the grey cliff of Glenark.

He began to tremble. That nightmare through which Ive struggled, he began, but she interrupted:

It is quite ended, Kay. You are awake. It is day and the worlds before you. At that he caught her slim hand in both of his:

Eve! Eve! Youve brought me through deaths shadow! You gave me back my mind!

She let her hand rest between his. At first he could not make out what her slightly moving lips uttered, and bending nearer he heard her murmur: Beside the still waters. The sea had become as calm as a pond.

And now the transport was losing headway, scarcely moving at all. Forward and aft the gun-crews, no longer alert, lounged lazily in the sunshine watching a boat being loaded and swung outward from the davits.

Is somebody going ashore? asked McKay.

We are, said the girl.

Just you and I, Eve?

Just you and I.

Then he saw their luggage piled in the lifeboat.

This is wonderful, he said. I have a house a few miles inland from Strathlone Head.

Will you take me there, Kay?

Such a sense of delight possessed him that he could not speak.

Thats where we must go to make our plans, she said. I didnt tell you in those dark hours we have lived together, because our minds were so far apart — and I was fighting so hard to hold you.

Have you forgiven me — you wonderful girl?

His voice shook so that he could scarcely control it. Miss Erith laughed.

You adorable boy! she said. Stand still while I unlace your life-belt. You cant travel in this.

He felt her soft fingers at his throat and turned his face upward. All the blue air seemed glittering with the sun-tipped wings of gulls. The skylarks song, piercingly sweet, seemed to penetrate his soul. And, as his life-suit fell about him, so seemed to fall the heavy weight of dread like a shroud, dropping at his feet. And he stepped clear — took his first free step toward her — as though between them there were no questions, no barriers, nothing but this living, magic light — which bathed them both.

There seemed to be no need of speech, either, only the sense of heavenly contact as though the girl were melting into him, dissolving in his arms.

Kay!

Her voice sounded as from an infinite distance. There came a smothered thudding like the soft sound of guns at sea; and then her voice again, and a greyness as if a swift cloud had passed across the sun.

Kay!

A sharp, cold wind began to blow through the strange and sudden darkness. He heard her voice calling his name — felt his numbed body shaken, lifted his head from his arms and sat upright on his bunk in the dim chill of his cabin.

Miss Erith stood beside his bed, wearing her life-suit.

Kay! Are you awake?

Yes.

Then put on your life-suit. Our destroyers are firing at something.
Quick, please, Ill help you!

Dazed, shaken, still mazed by the magic of his dream, not yet clear of its beauty and its passion, he stumbled to his feet in the obscurity. And he felt her chilled hand aiding him.

Eve — I — thought—

What?

I thought your name — was Eve— he stammered. Ive been — dreaming.

Then was a silence as he fumbled stupidly with his clothing and life-suit. The sounds of the guns, rapid, distinct, echoed through the unsteady obscurity.

She helped him as a nurse helps a convalescent, her swift, cold little fingers moving lightly and unerringly. And at last he was equipped, and his mind had cleared darkly of the golden vision of love and spring.

Icy seas, monstrous and menacing, went smashing past the sealed and blinded port; but there was no wind and the thudding of the guns came distinctly to their ears.

A shape in uniform loomed at the cabin door for an instant and a calm, unhurried voice summoned them.

Corridors were full of dark figures. The main saloon was thronged as they climbed the companion-way. There appeared to be no panic, no haste, no confusion. Voices were moderately low, the tone casually conversational.

Miss Eriths arm remained linked in McKays where they stood together amid the crowd.

U-boats, I fancy, she said.

Probably.

After a moment: What were you dreaming about, Mr. McKay? she asked lightly. In the dull bluish dusk of the saloon his boyish face grew hot.

What was it you called me? she insisted. Was it Eve?

At that his cheeks burnt crimson.

What do you mean? he muttered.

Didnt you call me Eve?

I — when a man is dreaming — asleep—

My name is Evelyn, you know. Nobody ever called me Eve…. Yet — its odd, isnt it, Mr. McKay? Ive always wished that somebody would call me Eve…. But perhaps you were not dreaming of me?

I — was.

Really. How interesting! He remained silent.

And did you call me Eve — in that dream?… That is curious, isnt it, after what Ive just told you?… So Ive had my wish — in a dream. She laughed a little. In a dream — YOUR dream, she repeated. We must have been good friends in your dream — that you called me Eve.

But the faint thrill of the dream was in him again, and it troubled him and made him shy, and he found no word to utter — no defence to her low-voiced banter.

Then, not far away on the port quarter, a deck-gun spoke with a sharper explosion, and intense stillness reigned in the saloon.

If theres any necessity, he whispered, you recollect your boat, dont you?

Yes…. I dont want to go — without you. He said, in a pleasant firm voice which was new to her: I know what you mean. But you are not to worry. I am absolutely well.

The girl turned toward him, the echoes of the guns filling her ears, and strove to read his face in the ghastly, dreary light.

Im really cured, Miss Erith, he said. If theres any emergency
Ill fight to live. Do you believe me?

If you tell me so.

I tell you so.

The girl drew a deep, unsteady breath, and her arm tightened a trifle within his.

I am — so glad, she said in a voice that sounded suddenly tired.

There came an ear-splitting detonation from the after-deck, silencing every murmur.

Something is shelling us, whispered McKay. When orders come, go instantly to your boat and your station.

I dont want to go alone.

The nurses of the unit to which you—

The crash of a shell drowned his voice. Then came a deathly silence, then the sound of the deck-guns in action once more.

Miss Erith was leaning rather heavily on his arm. He bent it, drawing her closer.

I dont want to leave you, she said again.

I told you—

It isnt that…. Dont you understand that I have become — your friend?

Such a brute as I am?

I like you.

In the silence he could hear his heart drumming between the detonations of the deck-guns. He said: Its because you are you. No other woman on earth but would have loathed me… beastly rotter that I was—

Oh-h, dont, she breathed…. I dont know — we may be very close to death…. I want to live. Id like to. But I dont really mind death. … But I cant bear to have things end for you just as youve begun to live again—

Crash! Something was badly smashed on deck that time, for the brazen jar of falling wreckage seemed continuous.

Through the metallic echo she heard her voice:

Kay! Im afraid — a little.

I think its all right so far. Listen, there go our guns again.
Its quite all right, Eve dear.

I didnt know I was so cowardly. But of course Ill never show it when the time comes.

Of course you wont. Dont worry. Shells make a lot of noise when they explode on deck. All that tinpan effect we heard was probably a ventilator collapsing — perhaps a smokestack.

After a silence punctured by the flat bang of the deck-guns:

You ARE cured, arent you, Kay?

Yes.

She repeated in a curiously exultant voice: You ARE cured. All of a sudden — after that black crisis, too, you wake up, well!

You woke me.

Of course, I did — with those guns frightening me!

You woke me, Eve, he repeated coolly, and my dream had already cured me. I am perfectly well. Well get out of this mess shortly, you and I. And — and then— He paused so long that she looked up at him in the bluish dusk:

And what then? she asked.

He did not answer. She said: Tell me, Kay.

But as his lips unclosed to speak a terrific shock shook the saloon — a shock that seemed to come from the depths of the ship, tilt up the cabin floor, and send everybody reeling about.

Through the momentary confusion in the bluish obscurity the cool voice of an officer sounded unalarmed, giving orders. There was no panic. The hospital units formed and started for the deck. A young officer passing near exchanged a calm word with McKay, and passed on speaking pleasantly to the women who were now moving forward.

McKay said to Miss Erith: It seems that weve been torpedoed. Well go on deck together. You know your boat and station?

Yes.

Ill see you safely there. Youre not afraid any more, are you?

No.

He gave a short dry laugh. What a rotten deal, he said. My dream was — different…. There is your boat — THAT one!… Ill say good luck. Im assigned to a station on the port side. … Good luck…. And thank you, Eve.

Dont go—

Yes, I must.. Well find each other — ashore — or somewhere.

Kay! The port boats cant be launched—

Take your place! youre next, Eve.… Her hand, which had clung to his, he suddenly twisted up, and touched the convulsively tightening fingers with his lips.

Good luck, dear, he said gaily. And watched her go and take her place. Then he lifted his cap, as she turned and looked for him, and sauntered off to where his boat and station should have been had not the U-boat shells annihilated boat and rail and deck.

What a devil of a mess! he said to a petty officer near him. A young doctor smoking a cigarette surveyed his own life-suit and the clumsy apparel of his neighbours with unfeigned curiosity!

How long do these things keep one afloat? he inquired.

Long enough to freeze solid, replied an ambulance driver.

Did we get the Hun? asked McKay of the petty officer.

Naw, he replied in disgust, but the destroyers ought to nail him.
Look out, sir — youll go sliding down that slippery toboggan!

How longll she float? asked the young ambulance driver.

This ship? SHES all right, remarked the petty officer absently.

She went down, nose first. Those in the starboard boats saw her stand on end for full five minutes, screws spinning, before a muffled detonation blew the bowels out of her and sucked her down like a plunging arrow.

Destroyers and launches from some of the cruisers were busy amid the wreckage where here, on a spar, some stunned form clung like a limpet, and there, a-bob in the curling seas, a swimmer in his life-suit tossed under the wintry sky.

There were men on rafts, too, and several clinging to hatches; there was not much loss of life, considering.

Toward midday a sea-plane which had been releasing depth-bombs and hovering eagerly above the wide iridescent and spreading stain, sheered shoreward and shot along the coast.

There was a dead man afloat in a cave, rocking there rather peacefully in his life-suit — or at least they supposed him to be dead.

But on a chance they signalled the discovery to a distant trawler, then soared upward for a general coup de loeil, turned there aloft like a seahawk for a while, sheering in widening spirals, and finally, high in the grey sky, set a steady course for parts unknown.

Meanwhile a boat from the trawler fished out McKay, wrapped him in red-hot blankets, pried open his blue lips, and tried to fill him full of boiling rum. Then he came to life. But those honest fishermen knew he had gone stark mad because he struck at the pannikin of steaming rum and cursed them vigorously for their kindness. And only a madman could so conduct himself toward a pannikin of steaming rum. They understood that perfectly. And, understanding it, they piled more hot blankets upon the struggling form of Kay McKay and roped him to his bunk.

Toward evening, becoming not only coherent but frightfully emphatic, they released McKay.

Whats this damn place? he shouted.

Strathlone Firth, they said.

Thats my country! he raged. I want to go ashore!

They were quite ready to be rid of the cracked Yankee, and told him so.

And the boats? How about them? he demanded.

All in the Firth, sir.

Any women lost?

None, sir.

At that, struggling into his clothes, he began to shed gold sovereigns from his ripped money-belt all over the cabin. Weatherbeaten fingers groped to restore the money to him. But it was quite evident that the young man was mad. He wouldnt take it. And in his crazy way he seemed very happy, telling them what fine lads they were and that not only Scotland but the world ought to be proud of them, and that he was about to begin to live the most wonderful life that any man had ever lived as soon as he got ashore.

Because, he explained, as he swung off and dropped into the small boat alongside, Ive taken a look into hell and Ive had a glimpse of heaven, but the earth has got them both stung to death, and I like it and Im going to settle down on it and live awhile. You dont get me, do you? They did not.

It doesnt matter. Youre a fine lot of lads. Good luck!

And so they were rid of their Yankee lunatic.

On the Firth Quay and along the docks all the inhabitants of Glenark and Strathlone were gathered to watch the boats come in with living, with dead, or merely the news of the seafight off the grey head of Strathlone.

At the foot of the slippery waterstairs, green with slime, McKay, grasping the worn rail, lifted his head and looked up into the faces of the waiting crowd. And saw the face of her he was looking for among them.

He went up slowly. She pushed through the throng, descended the steps, and placed one arm around him.

Thanks, Eve, he said cheerfully. Are you all right?

All right, Kay. Are you hurt?

No…. I know this place. Theres an inn … if youll give me your arm — its just across the street.

They went very leisurely, her arm under his — and his face, suddenly colourless, half-resting against her shoulder.


CHAPTER V

ISLA WATER

[image: img660.jpg]

EARLIER IN THE evening there had been a young moon on Isla Water. Under it spectres of the mist floated in the pale lustre; a painted moorhen steered through ghostly pools leaving fan-shaped wakes of crinkled silver behind her; heavy fish splashed, swirling again to drown the ephemera.

But there was no moonlight now; not a star; only fog on Isla Water, smothering ripples and long still reaches, bank and upland, wall and house.

The last light had gone out in the stable; the windows of Isla were darkened; there was a faint scent of heather in the night; a fainter taint of peat smoke. The world had grown very still by Isla Water.

Toward midnight a dog-otter, swimming leisurely by the Bridge of Isla, suddenly dived and sped away under water; and a stoat, prowling in the garden, also took fright and scurried through the wicket. Then in the dead of night the iron bell hanging inside the court began to clang. McKay heard it first in his restless sleep. Finally the clangour broke his sombre dream and he awoke and sat up in bed, listening.

Neither of the two servants answered the alarm. He swung out of bed and into slippers and dressing-gown and picked up a service pistol. As he entered the stone corridor he heard Miss Eriths door creak on its ancient hinges.

Did the bell wake you? he asked in a low voice.

Yes. What is it?

I havent any idea.

She opened her door a little wider. Her yellow hair covered her shoulders like a mantilla. Who could it be at this hour? she repeated uneasily.

McKay peered at the phosphorescent dial of his wrist-watch:

I dont know, he repeated. I cant imagine who would come here at this hour.

Dont strike a light! she whispered.

No, I think I wont. He continued on down the stone stairs, and
Miss Erith ran to the rail and looked over.

Are you armed? she called through the darkness.

Yes.

He went on toward the rear of the silent house and through the servants hall, then around by the kitchen garden, then felt his way along a hedge to a hutchlike lodge where a fixed iron bell hung quivering under the slow blows of the clapper.

What the devils the matter? demanded McKay in a calm voice.

The bell still hummed with the melancholy vibrations, but the clapper now hung motionless. Through the brooding rumour of metallic sound came a voice out of the mist:

The hours of life are numbered. Is it true?

It is, said McKay coolly; and the hairs of our head are numbered too!

So teach us to number our days, rejoined the voice from the fog, that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom.

The days of our years are three-score years and ten, said McKay.
Have you a name?

A number.

And what number will that be?

Sixty-seven. And yours?

You should know that, too.

Its the reverse; seventy-six.

It is that, said McKay. Come in.

He made his way to the foggy gate, drew bolt and chain from the left wicket. A young man stepped through.

Losh, mon, he remarked with a Yankee accent, its a fearful nicht to be abroad.

Come on in, said McKay, re-locking the wicket. This way; follow me.

They went by the kitchen garden and servants hall, and so through to the staircase hall, where McKay struck a match and Sixty-seven instantly blew it out.

Better not, he said. There are vermin about.

McKay stood silent, probably surprised. Then he called softly in the darkness:

Seventy-seven!

Je suis la! came her voice from the stairs.

Its all right, he said, its one of our men. No use sittin up if youre sleepy. He listened but did not hear Miss Erith stir.

Better return to bed, he said again, and guided Sixty-seven into the room on the left.

For a few moments he prowled around; a glass tinkled against a decanter. When he returned to the shadow-shape seated motionless by the casement window he carried only one glass.

Dont you? inquired Sixty-seven. And you a Scot!

Im a Yankee; and Im through.

With the stuff?

Absolutely.

Oh, very well. But a Yankee laird — tiens cest assez drole! He smacked his lips over the smoky draught, set the half-empty glass on the deep sill. Then he began breezily:

Well, Seventy-six, whats all this I hear about your misfortunes?

What do you hear? inquired McKay guilelessly.

The other man laughed.

I hear that you and Seventy-seven have entered the Service; that you are detailed to Switzerland and for a certain object unknown to myself; that your transport was torpedoed a week ago off the Head of Strathlone, that you wired London from this house of yours called Isla, and that you and Seventy-seven went to London last week to replenish the wardrobe you had lost.

Is that all you heard?

It is.

Well, what more do you wish to hear?

I want to know whether anything has happened to worry you. And Ill tell you why. There was a Hun caught near Banff! Can you beat it? The beggar wore kilts! — and the McKay tartan — and, by jinks, if his gillie wasnt rigged in shepherds plaid! — and him with his Yankee passport and his gillie with a bag of ready-made rods. Yellow trout, is it? Sea-trout, is it! Ho, me bucko, says I when I lamped what he did with his first trout o the burn this side the park — by Godfrey! thinks I to myself, youre no white man at all! — youre Boche. And it was so, McKay.

Seventy-six, corrected McKay gently.

Thats better. It should become a habit.

Excuse me, Seventy-six; Im Scotch-Irish way back. Youre straight Scotch — somewhere back. We Yankees dont use rods and flies and net and gaff as these Scotch people use em. But were white, Seventy-six, and we use em RIGHT in our own fashion. He moistened his throat, shoved aside the glass:

But this kilted Boche! Oh, la-la! What he did with his rod and flies and his fish and himself! AND his gillie! Sure YOURE not white at all, thinks I. And at that I go after them.

You got them?

Certainly — at the inn — gobbling a trout, blaue gesotten — having gone into the kitchen to show a decent Scotch lassie how to concoct the Hunnish dish. I nailed them then and there — took the chance that the swine werent right. And won out.

Good! But what has it to do with me? asked McKay.

Well, Ill be telling you. I took the Boche to London and Ive come all the way back to tell you this, Seventy-six; the Huns are on to you and what youre up to. That Boche laird called himself Stanley Brown, but his name is — or was — Schwartz. His gillie proved to be a Swede.

Have they been executed?

You bet. Tower style! We got another chum of theirs, too, who set up a holler like he saw a pan of hogwash. Were holding him. And what weve learned is this: The Huns made a special set at your transport in order to get YOU and Seventy-seven!

Now they know you are here and their orders are to get you before you reach France. The hog that hollered put us next. Hes a Milwaukee Boche; name Zimmerman. Hes so scared that he tells all he knows and a lot that he doesnt. Thats the trouble with a Milwaukee Boche. Anyway, London sent me back to find you and warn you. Keep your eye skinned. And when youre ready for France wire Edinburgh. You know where. Therell be a car and an escort for you and Seventy-seven.

McKay laughed: You know, he said, theres no chance of trouble here. Glenark is too small a village—

Didnt I land a brace of Boches at Banff?

Thats true. Well, anyway, Ill be off, I expect, in a day or so.
He rose; and now Ill show you a bed—

No; Ive a dog-cart tied out yonder and a chaser lying at Glenark.
By Godfrey, Im not finished with these Boche-jocks yet!

Youre going?

You bet. Ive a date to keep with a suspicious character — on a trawler. Can you beat it? These vermin creep in everywhere. Yes, by Godfrey! They crawl aboard ship in sight of Strathlone Head! Heres hoping it may be a yard-arm jig hell dance!

He emptied his glass, refused more. McKay took him to the wicket and let him loose.

Well, over the top, old scout! said Sixty-seven cheerily, exchanging a quick handclasp with McKay. And so the fog took him.

A week later they found his dead horse and wrecked dog-cart five miles this side of Glenark Burn, lying in a gully entirely concealed by whinn and broom. It was the noise the flies made that attracted attention. As for the man himself, he floated casually into the Firth one sunny day with five bullets in him and his throat cut very horridly.

But, before that, other things happened on Isla Water — long before anybody missed No. 67. Besides, the horse and dog-cart had been hired for a week; and nobody was anxious except the captain of the trawler, held under mysterious orders to await the coming of a man who never came.

So McKay went back through the fog to his quaint, whitewashed inheritance — this legacy from a Scotch grandfather to a Yankee grandson — and when he came into the dark waist of the house he called up very gently: Are you awake, Miss Yellow-hair?

Yes. Is all well?

Alls well, he said, mounting the stairs.

Then — good night to you Kay of Isla! she said.

Dont you want to hear—

To-morrow, please.

But—

As long as you say that all is well I refuse to lose any more sleep!

Are you sleepy, Yellow-hair?

I am.

Arent you going to sit up and chat for a few—

I am not!

Have you no curiosity? he demanded, laughingly.

Not a bit. You say everything is all right. Then it is all right — when Kay of Isla says so! Good night!

What she had said seemed to thrill him with a novel and delicious sense of responsibility. He heard her door close; he stood there in the stone corridor a moment before entering his room, experiencing an odd, indefinite pleasure in the words this girl had uttered — words which seemed to reinstate him among his kind, words which no woman would utter except to a man in whom she believed.

And yet this girl knew him — knew what he had been — had seen him in the depths — had looked upon the wreck of him.

Out of those depths she had dragged what remained of him — not for his own sake perhaps — not for his beaux-yeux — but to save him for the service which his country demanded of him.

She had fought for him — endured, struggled spiritually, mentally, bodily to wrench him out of the coma where drink had left him with a stunned brain and crippled will.

And now, believing in her work, trusting, confident, she had just said to him that what he told her was sufficient security for her. And on his word that all was well she had calmly composed herself for sleep as though all the dead chieftains of Isla stood on guard with naked claymores! Nothing in all his life had ever so thrilled him as this girls confidence.

And, as he entered his room, he knew that within him the accursed thing that had been, lay dead forever.

He was standing in the walled garden switching a limber trout-rod when Miss Erith came upon him next morning, — a tall straight young man in his kilts, supple and elegant as the lancewood rod he was testing.

Conscious of a presence behind him he turned, came toward her in the sunlight, the sun crisping his short hair. And in his pleasant level eyes the girl saw what had happened — what she had wrought — that this young man had come into his own again — into his right mind and his manhood — and that he had resumed his place among his fellow men and peers.

He greeted her seriously, almost formally; and the girl, excited and a little upset by the sudden realisation of his victory and hers, laughed when he called her Miss Erith.

You called me Yellow-hair last night, she said. I called you Kay.
Dont you want it so?

Yes, he said reddening, understanding that it was her final recognition of a man who had definitely come back.

Miss Erith was very lovely as she stood there in the garden whither breakfast was fetched immediately and laid out on a sturdy green garden-table — porridge, coffee, scones, jam, and an egg.

Chipping the latter she let her golden-hazel eyes rest at moments upon the young fellow seated opposite. At other moments, sipping her coffee or buttering a scone, she glanced about her at the new grass starred with daisies, at the daffodils, the slim young fruit-trees, — and up at the old white facade of the ancient abode of the Lairds of Isla.

Why the white flag up there, Kay? she inquired, glancing aloft.

He laughed, but flushed a little. Yankee that I am, he admitted, I seem to be Scot enough to observe the prejudices and folk-ways of my forebears.

Is it your clan flag?

Bratach Bhan Chlaun Aoidh, he said smilingly. The White Banner of the McKays.

Good! And what may that be — that bunch of weed you wear in your button-hole? Again the young fellow laughed: Seasgan or Cuilc — in Gaelic — just reed-grass, Miss Yellow-hair.

Your clan badge?

I believe so.

Youre a good Yankee, Kay. You couldnt be a good Yankee if you treated Scotch custom with contempt…. This jam is delicious. And oh, such scones!

When we go to Edinburgh well tea on Princess Street, he remarked.
Its there youll fall for the Scotch cakes, Yellow-hair.

Ive already fallen for everything Scotch, she remarked demurely.

Ah, wait! This Scotland is no strange land to good Americans. Its a bonnie, sweet, clean bit of earth made by God out of the same batch he used for our own world of the West. Oh, Yellow-hair, I mind the first day I ever saw Scotland. Twas across Princess Street — across acres of Madonna lilies in that lovely foreland behind which the Rock lifted skyward with Edinburgh Castle atop made out of grey silver slag! It was a brave sight, Yellow-hair. I never loved America more than at that moment when, in my heart, I married her to Scotland.

Kay, youre a poet! she exclaimed.

We all are here, Yellow-hair. Theres naught else in Scotland, he said laughing.

The man was absolutely transformed, utterly different. She had never imagined that a cure meant the revelation of this unsuspected personality — this alternation of pleasant gravity and boyish charm.

Something of what preoccupied her he perhaps suspected, for the colour came into his handsome lean features again and he picked up his rod, rising as she rose.

Are there no instructions yet? she inquired.

As he stood there threading the silk line through the guides he told her about the visit of No. 67.

I fancy instructions will come before long, he remarked, casting a leaderless line out across the grass. After a moment he glanced rather gravely at her where she stood with hands linked behind her, watching the graceful loops which his line was making in the air.

Youre not worried, are you, Yellow-hair?

About the Boche?

I meant that.

No, Kay, Im not uneasy.

And when the girl had said it she knew that she had meant a little more; she had meant that she felt secure with this particular man beside her.

It was a strange sort of peace that was invading her — an odd courage quite unfamiliar — an effortless pluck that had suddenly become the most natural thing in the world to this girl, who, until then, had clutched her courage desperately in both hands, commended her soul to God, her body to her countrys service.

Frightened, she had set out to do this service, knowing perfectly what sort of fate awaited her if she fell among the Boche.

Frightened but resolute she faced the consequences with this companion about whom she knew nothing; in whom she had divined a trace of that true metal which had been so dreadfully tarnished and transmuted.

And now, here in this ancient garden — here in the sun of earliest summer, she had beheld a transfiguration. And still under the spell of it, still thrilled by wonder, she had so utterly believed in it, so ardently accepted it, that she scarcely understood what this transfiguration had also wrought in her. She only felt that she was no longer captain of their fate; that he was now; and she resigned her invisible insignia of rank with an unconscious little sigh that left her pretty lips softly parted.

At that instant he chanced to look up at her. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in the world. And she had looked at him out of those golden eyes when he had been less than a mere brute beast…. That was very hard to know and remember …. But it was the price he had to pay — that this fresh, sweet, clean young thing had seen him as he once had been, and that he never could forget what she had looked upon.

Kay!

Yes, Lady Yellow-hair.

What are you going to do with that rod?

Whip Isla for a yellow trout for you.

Isla?

Not our Loch, but the quick water yonder.

You know, she said, to a Yankee girl those moors appear rather — rather lonely.

Forbidding?

No; beautiful in their way. But I am in awe of Glenark moors.

He smiled, lingering still to loop on a gossamer leader and a cast of tiny flies.

Have you— she began, and smiled nervously.

A gun? he inquired coolly. Yes, I have two strapped up under both arms. But you must come too, Yellow-hair.

You dont think it best to leave me alone even in your own house?

No, I dont think it best.

I wanted to go with you anyway, she said, picking up a soft hat and pulling it over her golden head.

On the way across Isla bridge and out along the sheep-path they chatted unconcernedly. A faint aromatic odour made the girl aware of broom and whinn and heath.

As they sauntered on along the edge of Isla Water the lapwings rose into flight ahead. Once or twice the feathery whirr of brown grouse startled her. And once, on the edge of cultivated land, a partridge burst from the heather at her very feet — a Frenchman with his red legs and gay feathers brilliant in the sun.

Sun and shadow and white cloud, heath and moor and hedge and broad-tilled field alternated as they passed together along the edge of Isla Water and over the road to Isla — the enchanting river — interested in each others conversation and in the loveliness of the sunny world about them.

High in the blue sky plover called en passant; larks too were on the wing, and throstles and charming feathered things that hid in hedgerows and permitted glimpses of piquant heads and twitching painted tails.

It is adorable, this country! Miss Erith confessed. It steals into your very bones; doesnt it?

And the bones still remain Yankee bones, he rejoined. Theres the miracle, Yellow-hair.

Entirely. You know what I think? The more we love the more loyal we become to our own. Im really quite serious. Take yourself for example, Kay. You are most ornamental in your kilts and heather-spats, and you are a better Yankee for it. Arent you?

Oh yes, a hopeless Yankee. But that drop of Scotch blood is singing tunes to-day, Yellow-hair.

Let it sing — God bless it!

He turned, his youthful face reflecting the slight emotion in her gay voice. Then with a grave smile he set his face straight in front of him and walked on beside her, the dark green pleats of the McKay tartan whipping his bared knees. Clan Morhguinn had no handsomer son; America no son more loyal.

A dragon-fly glittered before them for an instant. Far across the rolling country they caught the faint, silvery flash of Isla hurrying to the sea.

Evelyn Erith stood in the sunny breeze of Isla, her yellow hair dishevelled by the wind, her skirts edge wet with the spray of waterfalls. The wild rose colour was in her cheeks and the tint of crimson roses on her lips and the glory of the Soleil dor glimmered on her loosened hair. A confused sense that the passing hour was the happiest in her life possessed her: she looked down at the brace of wet yellow trout on the bog-moss at her feet; she gazed out across the crinkled pool where the Yankee Laird of Isla waded, casting a big tinselled fly for the accidental but inevitable sea-trout always encountered in Isla during the season — always surprising and exciting the angler with emotion forever new.

Over his shoulder he was saying to her: Sea-trout and grilse dont belong to Isla, but they come occasionally, Lady Yellow-hair.

Like you and I, Kay — we dont belong here but we come.

Where the McKay is, the Key of the World lies hidden in his sporran, he laughed back at her over his shoulder where the clan plaid fluttered above the cairngorm.

Oh, the modesty of this young man! Wherever he takes off his cap he is at home! she cried.

He only laughed, and she saw the slim line curl, glisten, loop and unroll in the long back cast, re-loop, and straighten out over Isla like a silver spiders floating strand. Then silver leaped to meet silver as the Doctor touched water; one keen scream of the reel cut the sunny silence; the rod bent like a bow, staggered in his hand, swept to the surface in a deeper bow, quivered under the tremendous rush of the great fish.

Miss Erith watched the battle from an angle not that of an angler. Her hazel eyes followed McKay where he manoeuvred in midstream with rod and gaff — happily aware of the grace in every unconscious movement of his handsome lean body — the steady, keen poise of head and shoulders, the deft and powerful play of his clean-cut, brown hands.

It came into her mind that hed look like that on the firing-line some day when his Government was ready to release him from his obscure and terrible mission — the Government that was sending him where such men as he usually perish unobserved, unhonoured, repudiated even by those who send them to accomplish what only the most brave and unselfish dare undertake.

A little cloud cast a momentary shadow across Isla. The sea-trout died then, a quivering limber, metallic shape glittering on the ripples.

In the intense stillness from far across the noon-day world she heard the bells of Banff — a far, sweet reiteration stealing inland on the wind. She had never been so happy in her life.

Swinging back across the moor together, he with slanting rod and weighted creel, she with her wind-blown yellow hair and a bunch of reed at her belt in his honour, both seemed to understand that they had had their hour, and that the hour was ending — almost ended now.

They had remained rather silent. Perhaps grave thoughts of what lay before them beyond the bright moors edge — beyond the far blue horizon — preoccupied their minds. And each seemed to feel that their play-day was finished — seemed already to feel physically the approach of that increasing darkness shrouding the East — that hellish mist toward which they both were headed — the twilight of the Hun.

Nothing stained the sky above them; a snowy cloud or two drifted up there, — a flight of lapwings now and then — a lone curlew. The long, squat white-washed house with its walled garden reflected in Isla Water glimmered before them in the hollow of the rolling hills.

McKay was softly and thoughtfully whistling the Lament for
Donald — the lament of CLAN AOIDH — his clan.

Thats rather depressing, Kay — what youre whistling, said Evelyn
Erith.

He glanced up from his abstraction, nodded, and strode on humming the Over There of that good bard George of Broadway.

After a moment the girl said: There seem to be some people by Isla
Water.

His quick glance appraised the distant group, their summer tourist automobile drawn up on the bank of Isla Water near the Bridge, the hampers on the grass.

Trespassers, he said with a shrug. But its a pretty spot by Isla
Bridge and we never drive them away.

She looked at them again as they crossed the very old bridge of stone. Down by the waters edge stood their machine. Beside it on the grass were picnicking three people — a very good-looking girl, a very common-looking stout young man in flashy outing clothes, and a thin man of forty, well-dressed and of better appearance.

The short, stout, flashy young man was eating sandwiches with one hand while with the other he held a fishing-rod out over the water.

McKay noticed this bit of impudence with a shrug. That wont do, he murmured; and pausing at the parapet of the bridge he said pleasantly: Im sorry to disturb you, but fishing isnt permitted in Isla Water.

At that the flashy young man jumped up with unexpected nimbleness — a powerful frame on two very vulgar but powerful legs.

Say, sport, he called out, if this is your fish-pond were ready to pay whats right. Whats the damage for a dozen fish?

Americans — awful ones, whispered Miss Erith.

McKay rested his folded arms on the parapet and regarded the advance of the flashy man up the grassy slope below.

I dont rent fishing privileges, he said amiably.

Thats all right. Name your price. No millionaire guy I ever heard of ever had enough money, returned the flashy man jocosely.

McKay, amused, shook his head. Sorry, he said, but I couldnt permit you to fish.

Aw, come on, old scout! We heard you was American same as us.
Thats my sister down there and her feller. My names Jim
Macniff — some Scotch somewhere. That there feller is Harry Skelton.
Horses is our business — Spitalfields Mews — heres my card—
pulling it out— Ill come up on the bridge—

Never mind. What are you in Scotland for anyway? inquired McKay.

The Angus Dhu stables at Inverness — auction next Wednesday. Horses is our line, so we made it a holiday—

A holiday in the Banff country?

Sure, I aint never seen it before. Is that your house?

McKay nodded and turned away, weary of the man and his vulgarity. Very well, picnic and fish if you like, he said; and fell into step beside Miss Erith.

They entered the house through the door in the garden. Later, when Miss Erith came back from her toilet, but still wearing her outing skirt, McKay turned from the long window where he had been standing and watching the picnickers across Isla Bridge. The flashy man had a banjo now and was strumming it and leering at the girl.

What people to encounter in this corner of Paradise, she said laughingly. And, as he did not smile: You dont suppose theres anything queer about them, do you, Kay? At that he smiled: Oh, no, nothing of that sort, Yellow-hair. Only — its rather odd. But bagmen and their kind do come into the northland — why, Heaven knows — but one sees them playing about.

Of course those people are merely very ordinary Americans — nothing worse, she said, seating herself at the table.

What could be worse? he returned lightly.

Boche.

They were seated sideways to the window and opposite each other, commanding a clear view of Isla Water and the shore where the picnickers sprawled apparently enjoying the semi-comatose pleasure of repletion.

That other man — the thin one — has not exactly a prepossessing countenance, she remarked.

They cant travel without papers, he said.

For a little while luncheon progressed in silence. Presently Miss Erith reverted to the picnickers: The young woman has a foreign face. Have you noticed?

Shes rather dark. Rather handsome, too. And she appears rather nice.

Women of that class always appear superior to men of the same class, observed Miss Erith. I suppose really they are not superior to the male of the species.

Ive always thought they were, he said.

Men might think so.

He smiled: Quite right, Yellow-hair; woman only is competent to size up woman. The trouble is that no man really believes this.

Dont you?

I dont know. Tell me, what shall we do after luncheon?

Oh, the moors — please, Kay!

What! he exclaimed laughingly; youre already a victim to Glenark moors!

Kay, I adore them! … Are you tired? … Our time is short-our day of sunshine. I want to drink in all of it I can … before we—

Certainly. Shall we walk to Strathnaver, Lady Yellow-hair?

If it please my lord.

Now?

In the cool of the afternoon. Dont you want to be lazy with me in your quaint old garden for an hour or two?

Ill send out two steamer-chairs, Yellow-hair.

When they lay there in the shadow of a lawn umbrella, chair beside chair, the view across Isla Water was unpolluted by the picnickers, their hamper, and their car.

Stole away, the beggars, drawled McKay lighting a cigarette.
Where the devil they got a permit for petrol is beyond me.

The girl lay with deep golden eyes dreaming under her long dark lashes. Sunlight crinkled Isla Water; a merle came and sang to her in a pear-tree until, in its bubbling melody, she seemed to hear the liquid laughter of Isla rippling to the sea.

Kay?

Yes, Yellow-hair. Their voices were vague and dreamy.

Tell me something.

Ill tell you something. When a McKay of Isla is near his end he is always warned.

How?

A cold hand touches his hand in the dark.

Kay!

Its so. Its calledthe Cold Hand of Isla. We are all doomed to feel it.

Absurd!

Not at all. Thats a pretty story; isnt it? Now what more shall I tell you?

Anything you like, Kay. Im in paradise — or would be if only somebody would tell me stories till I fall asleep.

Stories about what?

About YOU, Kay.

Ill not talk about myself.

Please!

But he shook his head without smiling: You know all there is, he said— and much that is — unspeakable.

Kay!

What?

Never, never speak that way again!

He remained silent.

Because, she continued in her low, pretty voice, it is not true. I know about you only what I somehow seemed to divine the very moment I first laid eyes on you. Something within me seemed to say to me, This is a boy who also is a real man! … And it was true, Kay.

You thought that when you knelt in the snow and looked down at that beastly drunken—

Yes! Dont use such words! You looked like a big schoolboy, asleep-that is what you resembled. But I knew you to be a real man.

You are merciful, but I know what you went through, he said morosely.

She paid no attention: I liked you instantly. I thought to myself,
Now when he wakes hell be what he looks like. And you are!

He stirred in his chair, sideways, and glanced at her.

You know what I think about you, dont you?

No. She shouldnt have let their words drift thus far and she knew it. Also at this point she should have diverted the conversation. But she remained silent, aware of an indefinite pleasure in the vague excitement which had quickened her pulse a little.

Well, I shant tell you, he said quietly.

Why not? And at that her heart added a beat or two.

Because, even if I were different, you wouldnt wish me to.

Why?

Because you and I are doomed to a rather intimate comradeship — a companionship far beyond conventions, Yellow-hair. That is what is ahead of us. And you will have enough to weary you without having another item to add to it.

What item? At that she became very silent and badly scared. What demon was prompting her to such provocation? Her own effrontery amazed and frightened her, but her words seemed to speak themselves independently of her own volition.

Yellow-hair, he said, I think you have guessed all I might have dared say to you were I not on eternal probation.

Probation?

Before a bitterly strict judge.

Who?

Myself, Yellow-hair.

Oh, Kay! You ARE a boy — nothing more than a boy—

Are you in love with me?

No, she said, astonished. I dont think so. What an amazing thing to say to a girl!

I thought Id scare you, he remarked grimly.

You didnt. I — I was scarcely prepared — such a nonsensical thing to say! Why — why I might as well ask you if you are in — in—

In love with you? You wish to know, Yellow-hair?

No, I dont, she replied hastily. This is — stupid. I dont understand how we came to discuss such — such— But she did know and she bit her lip and gazed across Isla Water in silent exasperation.

What mischief was this that hid in the Scottish sunshine, whispering in every heather-scented breeze — laughing at her from every little wave on Isla Water? — counselling her to this new and delicate audacity, imbuing her with a secret gaiety of heart, and her very soul fluttering with a delicious laughter — an odd, perverse, illogical laughter, alternately tremulous and triumphant!

Was she in love, then, with this man? She remembered his unconscious head on her knees in the limousine, and the snow clinging to his bright hair — 

She remembered the telephone, and the call to the hospital — and the message. … And the white night and bitter dawn. … Love? No, not as she supposed it to be; merely the solicitude and friendship of a woman who once found something hurt by the war and who fought to protect what was hers by right of discovery. That was not love. … Perhaps there may have been a touch of the maternal passion about her feeling for this man. … Nothing else — nothing more than that, and the eternal indefinable charity for all boys which is inherent in all womanhood — the consciousness of the enchantment that a boy has for all women. … Nothing more. … Except that — perhaps she had wondered whether he liked her — as much as she liked him…. Or if, possibly, in his regard for her there were some slight depths between shallows — a gratitude that is a trifle warmer than the conventional virtue — 

When at length she ventured to turn her head and look at him he seemed to be asleep, lying there in the transformed shadow of the lawn umbrella.

Something about the motionless relaxation of this man annoyed her.
Kay?

He turned his head squarely toward her, and o her exasperation she blushed.

Did I wake you? Im sorry, she said coldly.

You didnt. I was awake.

Oh! I meant to say that I think Ill stroll out. Dont come if you feel lazy.

He swung himself up to a sitting posture.

Im quite ready, he said. … Youll always find me ready,
Yellow-hair — always waiting.

Waiting? For what?

For your commands.

You very nice boy! she said gaily, springing to her feet. Then, the subtle demon of the sunlight prompting her: You know, Kay, you dont ever have to wait. Because Im always ready to listen to any pro — any suggestions — from you.

The man looked into the girls eyes:

You would care to hear what I might have to tell you?

I always care to hear what you say. Whatever you say interests me.

Would it interest you to know I am — in love?

Yes. … With wh — whom are— But her breath failed her.

With you. … You knew it, Yellow-hair. … Does it interest you to know it?

Yes. But the exhilaration of the moment was interfering with her breath again and she only stood there with the flushed and audacious little smile stamped on her lips forcing her eyes to meet his curious, troubled, intent gaze.

You did know it? he repeated.

No.

You suspected it.

I wanted to know what you — thought about me, Kay.

You know now.

Yes … but it doesnt seem real. … And I havent anything to say to you. Im sorry—

I understand, Yellow-hair.

 — Except-thank you. And-and I am interested. … Youre such a boy…. I like you so much, Kay…. And I AM interested in what you said to me.

That means a lot for you to say, doesnt it?

I dont know. … Its partly what we have been through together, I suppose; partly this lovely country, and the sun. Something is enchanting me. … And you are very nice to look at, Kay. His smile was grave, a little detached and weary.

I did not suppose you could ever really care for such a man as I am, he remarked without the slightest bitterness or appeal in his voice. But Im glad you let me tell you how it is with me. … It always was that way, Yellow-hair, from the first moment you came into the hospital. I fell in love then.

Oh, you couldnt have—

Nevertheless, and after all I said and did to the contrary. … I dont think any woman remains entirely displeased when a man tells her he is in love with her. If he does love her he ought to tell her, I think. It always means that much tribute to her power. … And none is indifferent to power, Yellow-hair.

No. … I am not indifferent. I like what you said to me. It seems unreal, though — but enchanting — part of this days enchantment. … Shall we start, Kay?

Certainly.

They went out together through the garden door into the open moor, swinging along in rhythmic stride, side by side, smiling faintly as dreamers smile when something imperceptible to the waking world invades their vision.

Again the brown grouse whirred from the whinns; again the subtle fragrance of the moor sweetened her throat with its clean aroma; again the haunting complaint of the lapwings came across acres of bog and furze; and, high in the afternoon sky, an invisible curlew sadly and monotonously repeated its name through the vast blue vault of space.

On the edge of evening with all the west ablaze they came out once more on Isla Water and looked across the glimmering flood at the old house in the hollow, every distant window-pane a-glitter.

Like that immemorial and dragon-guarded jewel of the East the sun, cradled in flaky gold, hung a hands breadth above the horizon, and all the world had turned to a hazy plum-bloom tint threaded with pale fire.

On Isla Water the yellow trout had not yet begun to jump; evening still lingered beyond the worlds curved ruin; but the wild duck were coming in from the sea in twos and threes and sheering down into distant reaches of Isla Water.

Then, into the divine stillness of the universe came the unspeakable twang of a banjo; and a fat voice, slightly hoarse:

Rocks on the mountain,
Fishes in the sea,
A red-headed girl
Raised hell with me.
She come from Chicago, R.F.D.
An she aint done a thing to a guy like me!

The business was so grotesquely outrageous, so utterly and disgustingly hopeless in its surprise and untimelines, that McKays sharp laugh rang out under the sky.

There they were, the same trespassers of the morning, squatted on the heather at the base of Isla Craig — a vast heap of rocks — their machine drawn up in the tall green brakes beside the road.

The flashy, fat man, Macniff, had the banjo. The girl sat between him and the thin man, Skelton.

Ah, there, old scout! called out Macniff, flourishing one hand toward McKay. Lovely evening, aint it? Wont you and the wife join us?

There was absolutely nothing to reply to such an invitation. Miss Erith continued to gaze out steadily across Isla Water; McKay, deeply sensitive to the ludicrous, smiled under the grotesque provocation, his eyes mischievously fixed on Miss Erith. After a long while: Theyve spoiled it, she said lightly. Shall we go on, Kay? I cant endure that banjo.

They walked on, McKay grinning. The picnickers were getting up from the crushed heather; Macniff with his banjo came toward them on his incredibly thick legs, blocking their path.

Say, sport, he began, wont you and the lady join us? But McKay cut him short:

Do you know you are impudent? he said very quietly. Step out of the way there.

The hell you say! and McKays patience ended at the same instant. And something happened very quickly, for the man only staggered under the smashing blow and the other mans arm flew up and his pistol blazed in the gathering dusk, shattering the cairngorm on McKays shoulder. The young woman fired from where she sat on the grass and the soft hat was jerked from Miss Eriths head. At the same moment McKay clutched her arm and jerked her violently behind a jutting elbow of Isla Rock. When she recovered her balance she saw he held two pistols.

Boche? she gasped incredulously.

Yes. Keep your head down. Crouch among the ferns behind me!

There was a ruddy streak of fire from the pistol in his right hand; shots answered, the bullets smacking the rock or whining above it.

Yellow-hair?

Yes, Kay.

You are not scared, are you?

Yes; but Im all right.

He said with quiet bitterness: Its too late to say what a fool I am. Their camouflage took me in; thats all—

He fired again; a rattling volley came storming among the rocks.

Were all right here, he said tersely. But in his heart he was terrified, for he had only the cartridges in his clips.

Presently he motioned her to bend over very low. Then, taking her hand, he guided her along an ascending gulley, knee-deep in fern and brake and brier, to a sort of little rocky pulpit.

The lake lay behind them, lapping the pulpits base. There was a man in a boat out there. McKay fired at him and he plied both oars and fled out of range.

Lie down, he whispered to Miss Erith. The girl mutely obeyed.

Now, crouched up there in the deepening dusk, his pistol extended, resting on the rock in front of him, his keen eyes searched restlessly; his ears were strained for the minutest stirring on the moor in front of him; and his embittered mind was at work alternately cursing his own stupidity and searching for some chance for this young girl whom his own incredible carelessness had probably done to death.

Presently, between him and Isla Water, a shadow moved. He fired; and around them the darkness spat flame from a dozen different angles.

Damnation! he whispered to himself, realising now what the sunlit moors had hidden — a dozen men all bent on murder.

Once a voice hailed him from the thick darkness promising immunity if he surrendered. He hesitated. Who but he should know the Boche? Still he answered back: If you let this woman go you can do what you like to me! And knew while he was saying it that it was useless — that there was no truth, no honour in the Boche, only infamy and murder. A hoarse voice promised what he asked; but Miss Erith caught McKays arm.

No!

If I dared believe them—

No, Kay!

He shrugged: Id be very glad to pay the price — only they cant be trusted. They cant be trusted, Yellow-hair.

Somebody shouted from the impenetrable shadows:

Come out of that now, McKay! If you dont well go in and cut her throat before we do for you!

He remained silent, quite motionless, watching the darkness.

Suddenly his pistol flashed redly, rapidly; a heavy, soft bulk went tumbling down the rocks; another reeled there, silhouetted against Isla Water, then lurched forward, striking the earth with his face. And now from every angle slanting lines of blood-red fire streaked the night; Isla Craig rang and echoed with pelting lead.

Next! called out McKay with his ugly careless laugh. Two down. No use to set em up again! Let dead wood lie. Its the law!

Can they hear the shooting at the house? whispered Miss Erith.

Too far. A shot on the moors carries only a little way.

Could they see the pistol flashes, Kay?

Theyd take them for fireflies or witch lights dancing on the bogs.

After a long and immobile silence he dropped to his knees, remained so listening, then crept across the Pulpits ferny floor. Of a sudden he sprang up and fired full into a mans face; and struck the distorted visage with doubled fist, hurling it below, crashing down through the bracken.

After a stunned interval Miss Erith saw him wiping that hand on the herbage.

Kay?

Yes, Yellow-hair.

Can you see your wrist-watch?

Yes. Its after midnight.

The girl prayed silently for dawn. The man, grim, alert, awaited events, clutching his partly emptied pistols. He had not yet told her that they were partly empty. He did not know whether to tell her. After a while he made up his mind.

Yellow-hair?

Yes, dear Kay.

His lips went dry; he found difficulty in speaking: Ive — Ive undone you. Ive bitten the hand that saved me, your slim white hand, Im afraid. Im afraid Ive destroyed you, Yellow-hair.

How, Kay?

My pistols are half empty. … Unless dawn comes quick—

Again one of his pistols flashed its crimson streak across the blackness and a man began scrambling and thrashing and screaming down there in the whinns. For a little while Miss Erith crouched beside McKay in silence. Then he felt her light touch on his arm:

Ive been thinking.,

Aye. So have I.

Is there a chance to drop into the lake?

He had not thought so. He had figured it out in every possible way. But there seemed little chance to swim that icy water — none at all — with that man in the boat yonder, and detection always imminent if they left the Pulpit. McKay shook his head slightly:

Hed row us down and gralloch us like swimming deer.

But if one goes alone?

Oh, Yellow-hair! Yellow-hair! If you only could!

I can.

Swim it?

Yes.

Its cold water. Few can swim Isla Water. Its a long swim from
Isla Craig to the house.

I can do it, I think.

After a terrible silence he said: Yes, best try it, Yellow-hair….
I had meant to keep the last cartridge for you…

Dear Kay, she breathed close to his cheek.

Presently he was obliged to fire again, but remained uncertain as to his luck in the raging storm of lead that followed.

I guess you better go, Yellow-hair, he whispered. My guns are about all in.

Try to hold them off. Ill come back. Of course you understand Im not going for myself, Kay, Im going for ammunition.

What!

What did you suppose? she asked curtly.

At that he blazed up: If you can win through Isla Water you stay on the other side and telephone Glenark! Do you hear? Im all right. Its — its none of your business how I end this—

Kay?

What?

Turn your back. Im undressing.

He heard her stripping, kneeling in the ferns behind him, — heard the rip of delicate fabric and the rustle of silk-lined garments falling.

Presently she said: Can I be noticed if I slip down through the bushes to the water?

O God, he whispered, be careful, Yellow-hair. … No, the man in the boat is keeping his distance. Hell never see you. Dont splash when you take the water. Swim like an otter, under, until youre well out. … Youre young and sturdy, slim as you are. Youll get through if the chill of Isla doesnt paralyse you. But youve got to do it, Yellow-hair; youve GOT to do it.

Yes. Hold them off, Kay. Ill be back. Hold them off, dear Kay.
Will you?

Ill try, Yellow-hair…. Good luck! Dont try to come back!

Good luck, she whispered close to his ear; and, for a second he felt her slim young hands on his shoulders — lightly — the very ghost of contact. That was all. He waited a hundred years. Then another. Then, his weapons levelled, listening, he cast a quick glance backward. At the foot of the Pulpit a dark ripple lapped the rock. Nothing there now; nothing in Isla Water save far in the stars lustre the shadowy boat lying motionless.

Toward dawn they tried to rush the Pulpit. He used a heavy fragment of rock on the first man up, and as his quarry went smashing earthward, a fierce whine burst from the others: Shot out! All together now! But his pistol spoke again and they recoiled, growling, disheartened, cursing the false hope that had re-nerved them.

It was his last shot, however. He had a heavy clasp-knife such as salmon-anglers carry. He laid his empty pistols on the rocky ledge. Very patiently he felt for frost-loosened masses of rock, detached them one by one and noiselessly piled them along the ledge.

Its odd, he thought to himself: Im going to be killed and I dont care. If Isla got HER, then Ill see her very soon now, God willing. But if she wins out — why it is going to be longer waiting…. And Ive put my mark on the Boche — not as often as I wished — but Ive marked some of them for what theyve done to me — and to the world—

A sound caught his ear. He waited, listening. Had it been a fighting chance in Isla Water hed have taken it. But the man in the boat! — and to have ones throat cut — like a deer! No! Hed kill all he could first; hed die fighting, not fleeing.

He looked at his wrist-watch. Miss Erith had been gone two hours.
That meant that her slender body lay deep, deep in icy Isla.

Now, listening intently, he heard the bracken stirring and something scraping the gorse below. They were coming; they were among the rocks! He straightened up and hurled a great slab of rock down through darkness; heard them scrambling upward still; seized slab after slab and smashed them downward at the flashes as the red flare of their pistols lit up his figure against the sky.

Then, as he hurled the last slab and clutched his short, broad knife, a gasping breath fell on his cheek and a wet and icy little hand thrust a box of clips into his. And there and then The McKay almost died, for it was as if the Cold Hand of Isla had touched him. And he stared ahead to see his own wraith.

Quick! she panted. We can hold them, Kay!

Yellow-hair! By God! You bet we can! he cried with a terrible burst of laughter; and ripped the clips from the box and snapped them in with lightning speed.

Then his pistols vomited vermilion, clearing the rock of vermin; and when two fresh clips were snapped in, the man stood on the Pulpits edge, mad for blood, his fierce young eyes searching the blackness about him.

You dirty rats! he cried, come back! Are you leaving your dead in the bracken then?

There were distant sounds on the moor; nothing stirred nearer.

Are you coming back? he shouted, or must I go after you?

Suddenly in the night their motor roared. At the same moment, far across the lake, he saw the headlights of other motors glide over Isla Bridge like low-flying stars.

Yellow-hair!

There was no sound behind him. He turned.

The fainting girl lay amid her drenched yellow hair in the ferns, partly covered by the clothing which she had drawn over her with her last conscious effort.

It is a long way across Isla Water. And twice across is longer. And
The Cold Hand of Isla summons the chief of Clan Morhguinn when his
time has come to look upon his own wraith face to face. But The Cold
Hand of Isla had touched this girl in vain — MOLADH MAIRI!!

Yellow-hair! Yellow-hair! he whispered. The roar of rushing motors from Glenark filled his ears. He picked up one of her little hands and chafed it. Then she opened her golden eyes, looked up at him, and a flood of rose dyed her body from brow to ankle.

It — it is a long way across Isla Water, she stammered. Im very tired — Kay!

You below there! shouted McKay. Are there constables among you?

Aye, sir! came the loud response amid the roar of running engines.

Then therell be whiskey and blankets, Im thinkin! cried McKay.

Aye, blankets for the dead if there be any!

Kick em into the whinns and bring what ye bring for the living! said McKay in a loud, joyous voice. And if youve petrol and speed take the Banff road and be on your way, for the Boche are crawling to cover, and its fine running the night! Get on there, ye Glenark beagles! And leave a car behind for me and mine!

A constable, shining his lantern, came clumping up the Pulpit. McKay snatched the heavy blankets and with one mighty movement swept the girl into them.

Half-conscious she coughed and gasped at the whiskey, then lay very still as McKay lifted her in his arms and strode out under the paling stars of Isla.


CHAPTER VI

MOUNT TERRIBLE

[image: img660.jpg]

TOWARD THE LAST of May a handsome young man wearing a smile and the uniform of an American Intelligence Officer arrived at Delle, a French village on the Franco-Swiss frontier.

His credentials being satisfactory he was directed by the Major of Alpinists commanding the place to a small stucco house on the main street.

Here he inquired for a gentleman named Number Seventy. The gentlemans other name was John Recklow, and he received the Intelligence Officer, locked the door, and seated himself behind his desk with his back to the sunlit window, and one drawer of his desk partly open.

Credentials being requested, and the request complied with accompanied by a dazzling smile, there ensued a silent interval of some length during which the young man wearing the uniform of an American Intelligence Officer was not at all certain whether Recklow was examining him or the papers of identification.

After a while Recklow nodded: You came through from Toul, Captain?

From Toul, sir, with the quick smile revealing dazzling teeth.

Matters progress?

It is quiet there.

So I understand, nodded Recklow. Theres blood on your uniform.

A scratch — a spill from my motor-cycle.

Recklow eyed the cut on the officers handsome face. One of the young officers hands was bandaged, too.

Youve been in action, Captain.

No, sir.

You wear German shoes.

The officers brilliant smile wrinkled his good-looking features:
There was some little loot: Im wearing my share.

Recklow nodded and let his cold eyes rest on the identification papers.

Then, slowly, and without a word, he passed them back over the desk.

The Intelligence Officer stuffed them carelessly into his side-pocket.

I thought Id come over instead of wiring or phoning. Our people have not come through yet, have they?

Which people, sir?

McKay and Miss Erith.

No, not yet.

The officer mused for a moment, then: They wired me from Paris yesterday, so theyre all right so far. Youll see to it personally that they get through the Swiss wire, wont you?

Through or over, sir.

The Intelligence Officer displayed his mirthful teeth:

Thanks. Im also sending three of my own people through the wire. Theyll have their papers in order — here are the duplicates I issued; theyll have their photographs on the originals.

He fished out a batch of papers and laid them on Recklows desk.

Who are these people? demanded Recklow.

Mine, sir.

Oh.

There fell a silence; but Recklow did not examine the papers; he merely pocketed them.

I think thats all, said the Intelligence Officer. You know my name — Captain Herts. In case you wish to communicate just wire my department at Toul. Theyll forward anything if Im away on duty.

He saluted: Recklow followed him to the door, saw him mount his motor-cycle — a battered American machine — stood there watching until he was out of sight.

Hour after hour that afternoon Recklow sat in his quiet little house in Delle poring over the duplicate papers.

About five oclock he called up Toul by telephone and got the proper department.

Yes, came the answer, Captain Herts went to you this morning on a confidential matter…. No, we dont know when he will return to Toul.

Recklow hung up, walked slowly out into his little garden and, seating himself on a green bench, took out the three packets of duplicate papers left him by Captain Herts. Then he produced a jewellers glass and screwed it into his right eye.

Several days later three people — two men and a young woman — arrived at Delle, were conveyed under military escort to the little house of Mr. Recklow, remained closeted with him until verification of their credentials in duplicate had been accomplished, then they took their departure and, that evening, they put up at the Inn.

But by the next morning they had disappeared, presumably over the Swiss wire — that being their destination as revealed in their papers. But the English touring-car which brought them still remained in the Inn garage. Recklow spent hours examining it.

Also the arrival and the departure of these three people was telephoned to Toul by Recklow, but Captain Herts still remained absent from Toul on duty and his department knew nothing about the details of the highly specialised and confidential business of Captain Herts.

So John Recklow went back to his garden and waited, and smoked a short, dirty clay pipe, and played with his family of cats.

Once or twice he went down at night to the French wire. All the sentries were friends of his.

Anybody been through? he inquired.

The answer was always the same: Nobody had been through as far as the patrol knew.

Where the hell, muttered Recklow, did those three guys go?

A nightingale sang as he sauntered homeward. Possibly, being a French nightingale, she was trying to tell him that there were three people lying very still in the thicket near her.

But men are stupid and nightingales are too busy to bother about trifles when there is courting to be done and nests to be planned and all the anticipated excitement of the coming new moon to preoccupy a love-distracted bird.

On a warm, sunny day early in June, toward three oclock in the afternoon, a peloton of French cavalry en vidette from Delle stopped a rather rickety touring-car several kilometres west of the Swiss frontier and examined the sheaf of papers offered for their inspection by the young man who drove the car.

A yellow-haired girl seated beside him leaned back in her place indifferently to relax her limbs.

From the time she and the young man had left Glenark in Scotland their progress had been a series of similar interruptions. Everywhere on every road soldiers, constables, military policemen, and gentlemen in mufti had displayed, with varying degrees of civility, a persistent curiosity to inspect such papers as they carried.

On the Channel transport it was the same; the same from Dieppe to Paris; from Paris to Belfort; and now, here within a pebbles toss of the Swiss frontier, military curiosity concerning their papers apparently remained unquenched.

The sous-officier of dragoon-lancers sat his splendid horse and gravely inspected the papers, one by one. Behind him a handful of troopers lolled in their saddles, their lances advanced, their horses swishing their tails at the murderous, green-eyed bremsers which, like other bloodthirsty Teutonic vermin, had their origin in Germany, and raided both French and Swiss frontiers to the cruel discomfort of horses and cattle.

Meanwhile the blond, perplexed boy who was examining the papers of the two motorists, scratched his curly head and rubbed his deeply sunburned nose with a sunburned fist, a visible prey to indecision. Finally, at his slight gesture, his troopers trotted out and formed around the touring-car.

The boyish sous-officier looked pleasantly at the occupants of the car: Have the complaisance to follow me — rather slowly if you please, he said; wheeled his horse, and trotted eastward toward the roofs of a little hamlet visible among the trees of the green and rolling countryside.

The young man threw in his clutch and advanced slowly, the cavalry trotting on either side with lances in stirrup-boots and slanting backward from the arm-loops.

There was a barrier beyond and some Alpine infantry on guard; and to the left, a paved street and houses. Half-way down this silent little street they halted: the sous-officier dismounted and opened the door of the tonneau, politely assisting the girl to alight. Her companion followed her, and the sous-officier conducted them into a stucco house, the worn limestone step of which gave directly on the grass-grown sidewalk.

If your papers are in order, as they appear to be, said the youthful sous-officier, you are expected in Delle. And if it is you indeed whom we expect, then you will know how to answer properly the questions of a gentleman in the adjoining room who is perhaps expecting you. And the young sous-officier opened a door, bowed them into the room beyond, and closed the door behind them. As they entered this room a civilian of fifty, ruddy, powerfully but trimly built, and wearing his white hair clipped close, rose from a swivel chair behind a desk littered with maps and papers.

Good-afternoon, he said in English. Be seated if you please. And if you will kindly let me have your papers — thank you.

When the young man and the girl were seated, their suave and ruddy host dropped back onto his swivel chair. For a long while he sat there absently caressing his trim, white moustache, studying their papers with unhurried and minute thoroughness.

Presently he lifted his cold, greyish eyes but not his head, like a man looking up over eyeglasses:

You are this Kay McKay described here? he inquired pleasantly. But in his very clear, very cold greyish eyes there was something suggesting the terrifying fixity of a tigers.

I am the person described, said the young man quietly.

And you, turning only his eyes on the young girl, are Miss Evelyn
Erith?

I am.

These, obviously, are your photographs?

McKay smiled: Obviously.

Certainly. And all these other documents appear to be in order — he laid them carelessly on his desk— IF, he added, Delle is your ultimate destination and terminal.

We go farther, said McKay in a low voice.

Not unless you have something further to offer me in the way of credentials, said the ruddy, white-haired Mr. Recklow, smiling his terrifying smile.

I might mention a number, began McKay in a voice still lower, if you are interested in the science of numbers!

Really. And what number do you think might interest me?

Seventy-six — for example.

Oh, said the other; in that case I shall mention the very interesting number, Seventy. And you, Miss Erith? turning to the yellow-haired girl. Have you any number to suggest that might interest me?

Seventy-seven, she said composedly. Recklow nodded:

Do you happen to believe, either of you, that, at birth, the hours of our lives are already irrevocably numbered?

Miss Erith said: So teach us to number our days that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom.

Recklow got up, made them a bow, and reseated himself. He touched a handbell; the blond sous-officier entered.

Everything is in order; take care of the car; carry the luggage to the two rooms above, said Recklow.

To McKay and Miss Erith he added: My name is John Recklow. If you want to rest before you wash up, your rooms are ready. Youll find me here or in the garden behind the house.

Toward sunset they found Recklow in the little garden, seated alone there on a bench looking up at the eastward mountains with the piercing, detached stare of a bird of prey. When they had seated themselves on the faded-green bench on either side of him he said, still gazing toward the mountains: Its April up there. Dress warmly.

Which is Mount Terrible? inquired Miss Erith.

Those are the lower ridges. The summit is not visible from where we sit, replied Recklow. And, to McKay: Theres some snow there still, I hear.

McKays upward-turned face was a grim study. Beyond those limestone shouldering heights his terrible Calvary had begun — a progress that had ended in the wreckage of mind and soul had it not been for Chance and Evelyn Erith. After Mount Terrible, with its grim Great Secret, had come the horrors of the prison camp at Holzminden and its nameless atrocities, his escape to New York, the Hun cipher orders to silence him, his miraculous rescue and redemption by the girl at his side — and now their dual mission to probe the mystery of Mount Terrible.

McKay, said Recklow, I dont know what the particular mission may be that brings you and Miss Erith to the Franco-Swiss frontier. I have been merely instructed to carry out your orders whenever you are in touch with me. And I am ready to do so.

How much do you know about us? asked McKay, turning to him an altered face almost marred by hard features which once had been only careworn and stern.

I know you escaped from the Holzminden prison-camp in Germany; that you were inhumanly treated there by the Boche; that you entered the United States Intelligence Service; and that, whatever may be your business here, I am to help further it at your request. He looked at the girl: As concerning Miss Erith, I know only that she is in the same Government service as yourself and that I am to afford her any aid she requests.

McKay said, slowly: My orders are to trust you implicitly. On one subject only am I to remain silent — I am not to confide to anybody the particular object which brings us here.

Recklow nodded: I understood as much. Also I have been instructed that the Boches are determined to discover your whereabouts and do you in before your mission is accomplished. You, probably, are aware of that, McKay?

Yes, I am.

By the way — you know a Captain Herts?

Not personally.

Youve been in communication with him?

Yes, for some time.

Did you wire him from Paris last Thursday?

Yes.

Where did you wire him?

At his apartment at Toul.

All right. He was here on Friday…. Somehow I feel uneasy…. He has a way of smiling too brilliantly…. I suppose, after these experiences Ill remain a suspicious grouch all my life — but his papers were in order… I dont know just why I dont care for that type of man…. Youre bound for somewhere or other via Mount Terrible, I understand?

Yes.

This Captain Herts sent three of his own people over the Swiss wire the other evening. Did you know about it?

McKay looked worried: Im sorry, he said. Captain Herts proposed some such assistance but I declined. It wasnt necessary. Two on such a job are plenty; half-a-dozen endanger it.

Recklow shrugged: I cant judge, not knowing details. Tell me, if you dont mind; have you been bothered at all so far by Boche agents?

Yes, nodded Evelyn Erith.

Youve already had some serious trouble?

McKay said: Our ship was torpedoed off Strathlone Head. In Scotland a dozen camouflaged Boches caught me napping in spite of being warned. It was very humiliating, Recklow.

You cant trust a soul on this frontier either, returned Recklow with emphasis. You cannot trust the Swiss on this border. Over ninety per cent. of them are German-Swiss, speak German exclusively along the Alsatian border. They are, I think, loyal Swiss, but their origin, propinquity, customs and all their affiliations incline them toward Germany rather than toward France.

I believe, in the event of a Hun deluge, the Swiss on this border, and in the cantons adjoining, would defend their passes to the last man. They really are first of all good Swiss. But, he shrugged, dont trust their friendship for America or for France; thats all.

Miss Erith nodded. McKay said: How about the frontier? I understand both borders are wired now as well as patrolled. Are the wires electrically charged?

No. There was some talk of doing it on both sides, but the French havent and I dont think the Swiss ever intended to. You can get over almost anywhere with a short ladder or by digging under. He smiled: In fact, he said, I took the liberty of having a sapling ladder made for you in case you mean to cross to-night.

Many thanks. Yes; we cross to-night.

You go by the summit path past the Crucifix on the peak?

No, by the neck of woods under the peak.

That might be wiser…. One never knows. … Im not quite at ease — Suppose I go as far as the Crucifix with you—

Thanks, no. I know the mountain and the neck of woods around the summit. I shall travel no path to-night.

There was a silence: Miss Eriths lovely face was turned tranquilly toward the flank of Mount Terrible. Both men looked sideways at her as though thinking the same thing.

Finally Recklow said: In the event of trouble — you understand — it means merely detention and internment while you are on Swiss territory. But — if you leave it and go north— He did not say any more.

McKays sombre eyes rested on his in grim comprehension of all that Recklow had left unsaid. Swift and savage as would be the fate of a man caught within German frontiers on any such business as he was now engaged in, the fate of a woman would be unspeakable.

If Miss Erith noticed or understood the silence between these two men she gave no sign of comprehension.

Soft, lovely lights lay across the mountains; higher rocks were still ruddy in the rays of the declining sun.

Do the Boche planes ever come over? asked McKay.

They did in 1914. But the Swiss stopped it.

Our planes — do they violate the frontier at all?

They never have, so far. Tell me, McKay, how about your maps?

Rather inaccurate — excepting one. I drew that myself from memory, and I believe it is fairly correct.

Recklow unfolded a little map, marked a spot on it with his pencil and passed it to McKay.

Its for you, he said. The sapling ladder lies under the filbert bushes in the gulley where I have marked the boundary. Wait till the patrol passes. Then you have ten minutes. Ill come later and get the ladder if the patrol does not discover it.

A cat and her kittens came into the garden and Evelyn Erith seated herself on the grass to play with them, an attention gratefully appreciated by that feline family.

The men watched her with sober faces. Perhaps both were susceptible to her beauty, but there was also about this young American girl in all the freshness of her unmarred youth something that touched them deeply under the circumstances.

For this clean, wholesome girl was enlisted in a service the dangers of which were peculiarly horrible to her because of the bestial barbarity of the Boche. From the Hun — if ever she fell into their hands — the greatest mercy to be hoped for was a swift death unless she could forestall it with a swifter one from her own pistol carried for that particular purpose.

The death of youth is always shocking, yet that is an essential part of war. But this was no war within the meaning accepted by civilisation — this crusade of light against darkness, of cleanliness against corruption, this battle of normal minds against the diseased, perverted, and filthy ferocity of a people not merely reverted to honest barbarism, but also mentally mutilated, and now morally imbecile and utterly incompetent to understand the basic truths of that civilisation from which they had relapsed, and from which, God willing, they are to be ultimately and definitely kicked out forever.

The old mother cat lay on the grass blinking pleasantly at the setting sun; the kittens frisked and played with the grass-stem in Evelyn Eriths fingers, or chased their own ratty little tails in a perfect orgy of feline excitement.

Long bluish shadows spread delicate traceries on wall and grass; the sweet, persistent whistle of a blackbird intensified the calm of evening. It was hard to associate any thought of violence and of devastation with the blessed sunset calm and the clean fragrance of this land of misty mountains and quiet pasture so innocently aloof from the strife and passion of a dusty, noisy and struggling world.

Yet the red borders of that accursed land, the bloody altars of which were served by the priests of Baal, lay but a few scant kilometres to the north and east. And their stealthy emissaries were over the border and creeping like vermin among the uncontaminated fields of France.

Even here, Recklow was saying, in a voice made low and cautious from habit, the dirty Boche prowl among us under protean aspects. One can never tell, never trust anybody — what with one thing and another and the Alsatian border so close — and those German-Swiss — always to be suspected and often impossible to distinguish — with their pig-eyes and bushy flat-backed heads — from the genuine Boche. … Would Miss Erith like to have our little dinner served out here in the garden?

Miss Erith was delightfully sure she would.

It was long after sunset, though still light, when the simple little meal ended; but they lingered over their coffee and cordial, exchanging ideas concerning preparations for their departure, which was now close at hand.

The lilac bloom faded from mountain and woodland; already meadow and pasture lay veiled under the thickening dusk. The last day-bird had piped its sleepy lights out; bats were flying high. When the moon rose the first nightingale acclaimed the pallid lustre that fell in silver pools on walk and wall; and every flower sent forth its scented greeting.

Kay McKay and Evelyn Erith had been gone for nearly an hour; but Recklow still sat there at the little green table, an unlighted cigarette in his muscular fingers, his head slightly bent as though listening.

Once he rose as though on some impulse, went into the house, took a roll of fine wire, a small cowbell, a heavy pair of wire clippers and a pocket torch from his desk and pocketed them. A pair of automatic handcuffs he also took, and a dozen clips to fit the brace of pistols strapped under his armpits.

Then he returned to the garden; and for a long while he sat there, unstirring, just where the walls shadow lay clean-cut across the grass, listening to the distant tinkle of cattle-bells on the unseen slope of Mount Terrible.

No shots had come from the patrol along the Franco-Swiss frontier; there was no sound save the ecstatic tumult of the nightingale drunk with moonlight, and, at intervals, the faint sound of a cowbell from those dark and distant pastures.

To this silent, listening man it seemed certain that his two guests had now safely crossed the boundary at the spot he had marked for McKay on the detail map. Yet he remained profoundly uneasy.

He waited a few moments longer; heard nothing to alarm him; and then he left the garden, going out by way of the house, and turned to lock the front door behind him.

At that instant his telephone bell rang and he re-entered the house with a sudden premonition — an odd, unreasonable, but dreadful sort of certainty concerning what he was about to hear. Picking up the instrument he was thinking all the time: It has to do with that damned Intelligence Officer! There was something wrong with him!

There was.

Clearly over the wire from Toul came the information: Captain Hertss naked body was discovered an hour ago in a thicket beside the Delle highway. He has been dead two weeks. Therefore the man you saw in Delle was impersonating him. Probably also he was Captain Hertss murderer and was wearing his uniform, carrying his papers, and riding his motor-cycle. Do your best to get him!

Recklow, deadly cold and calm, asked a few questions. Then he hung up the instrument, turned and went out, locking the door behind him.

A few people were in the quiet street; here an Alpine soldier strolling with his sweetheart, there an old cure on his way to his little stone chapel, yonder a peasant in blouse and sabots plodding doggedly along about some detail of belated work that never ends for such as he. A few lanterns set in iron cages projected over ancient doorways, lighting the street but dimly where it lay partly in deep shadow, partly illuminated by the silvery radiance of the moon.

Recklow turned into an alley smelling of stables, traversed it, and came out behind into a bushy pasture with a cleared space beyond. The place was rather misty now in the moonlight from the vapours of a cold little brook which ran foaming and clattering through it between banks thickset with fern.

And now Recklow moved very swiftly but quietly, down through the misty, ferny valley to the filbert and hazel thicket just beyond; and went in among the bushes, treading cautiously upon the moist black mould.

There glimmered the French wires — merely a wide mesh and an ordinary barbed barrier overhead; but the fence was deeply ditched on the Swiss side. A man could climb over it; and Recklow started to do so; and came face to face in the moonlight with the French patrol. The recognition was mutual and noiseless:

You passed my two people over? whispered Recklow.

An hour ago, mon Capitaine.

Youve seen nobody else?

Nobody.

Heard nothing?

Not a sound. They must have gone over the Swiss wire without interference, mon Capitaine.

You sometimes talk across with the Swiss sentinels?

Oh, yes, if Im in that humour. You know, mon Capitaine, that theyre like the Boche, only tame.

Not all.

No, not all. But in a wolf-pack who can excuse sheepdogs? A Boche is always a Boche.

All the same, when the Swiss sentry passes, speak to him and hold him while I get my ladder.

At your orders, Captain.

Listen. I am going over. When I return I shall leave with you a reel of wire and a cowbell. You comprehend? I do not wish anybody else to cross the French wire to-night.

Cest bien, mon Capitaine.

Recklow went down into the bushy gulley. A few moments later the careless Swiss patrol came clumping along, rifle slung, pipe glowing and humming a tune as he passed. Presently the French sentry hailed him across the wire and the Swiss promptly halted for a bit of gossip concerning the pretty girls of Delle.

But, to Recklows grim surprise, and before he could emerge from the bushes, no sooner were the two sentries engaged in lively gossip than three dark figures crept out on hands and knees from the long grass at the very base of the Swiss wire and were up the ladder which McKay had left and over it like monkeys before he could have prevented it even if he had dared.

Each in turn, reaching the top of the wire, set foot on the wooden post and leaped off into darkness — each except the last, who remained poised, then twisted around as though caught by the top barbed strand.

And Recklow saw the figure was a womans, and that her short skirt had become entangled in the wire.

In an instant he was after her; she saw him, strove desperately to free herself, tore her skirt loose, and jumped. And Recklow jumped after her, landing among the wet ferns on his feet and seizing her as she tried to rise from where she had fallen.

She struggled and fought him in silence, but his iron clutch was on her and he dragged her by main force through the woods parallel with the Swiss wire until, breathless, powerless, impotent, she gave up the battle and suffered him to force her along until they were far beyond earshot of the patrol and of her two companions as well, in case they should return to the wire to look for her.

For ten minutes, holding her by the arm, he pushed forward up the wooded slope. Then, when it was safe to do so, he halted, jerked her around to face him, and flashed his pocket torch. And he saw a handsome, perspiring, sullen girl, staring at him out of dark eyes dilated by terror or by fury — he was not quite sure which.

She wore the costume of a peasant of the canton bordering the wire; and she looked like that type of German-Swiss — handsome, sensual, bad-tempered, but not stupid.

Well, he said in French, you can explain yourself now, mademoiselle. Allons! Who and what are you? Dites!

What are you? A robber? she gasped, jerking her arm free.

If you thought so why didnt you call for help?

And be shot at? Do you take me for a fool? What are you — a Douanier then? A smuggler?

You answer ME! he retorted. What were you doing — crossing the wire at night?

Cant a girl keep a rendezvous without the custom-agents treating her so barbarously? she panted, one hand flat on her tumultuous bosom.

Oh, that was it, was it?

I do not deny it.

Who is your lover — on the French side?

And if he happens to be an Alpinist? — she shrugged, still breathing fast and irregularly, picking up the torn edge of her wool skirt and fingering the rent.

Really. An Alpinist? A rendezvous in Delle, eh? And who were your two friends?

Boys from my canton.

Is that so?

Her breast still rose and fell unevenly; she turned her pretty, insolent eyes on him:

After all, what business is it of yours? Who are you, anyway? If you are French you can do nothing. If you are Swiss take me to the nearest poste.

Who were those two men? repeated Recklow.

Ask them.

No; I think Ill take you back to France.

The girl became silent at that but her attitude defied him. Even when he snapped an automatic handcuff over one wrist she smiled incredulously.

But the jeering expression on her dark, handsome features altered when they approached the Swiss wire. And when Recklow produced a pair of heavy wire-cutters all defiance died out in her face.

Make a sound and Ill simply shoot you, he whispered.

W-what is it you want with me? she asked in a ghost of a voice.

The truth.

I told it.

You did not. You are German.

Believe what you like, but I am on neutral territory. Let me go.

You ARE German! For Gods sake admit it or well be too late!

What?

Admit it, I say. Do you want those two Americans to get away?

What — Americans? stammered the girl. I d-dont know what you mean—

Recklow laughed under his breath, unlocked the handcuffs.

Echt Deutsch, he whispered in German— and ZERO-TWO-SIX. A good hint to you!

Waidmans Heil! said the girl faintly. O God! what a fright you gave me…. Theres a man at Delle — we were warned — Seventy is his number, Recklow — a devil Yankee—

A swine! a fathead, sleeping all day in his garden, too drunk to open despatches! sneered Recklow.

We were warned against him, she insisted. Recklow laughed his contempt of Recklow and spat upon the dead leaves.

Stupid one, what then is closest to the Yankee heart? I was sent here to buy this terrible devil Yankee, Recklow. That is how one deals with Yankees. With dollars.

Is that why you are here?

And to watch for McKay and the young woman with him!

The Erith woman!

That is her barbarous name, I believe. What is your number?

Four-two-four. Oh, what a fright you gave me. What is your name?

That is against regulations.

I know. What is it, all the same…. Mine is Helsa Kampf.

Mine is Johann Wolkcer.

Wolkcer? Is it Polish?

God knows where we Germans had our origin. … Who are your companions, Fraulein?

An Irish-American. Jim Macniff, and a British revolutionist, Harry Skelton. Others await us on Mount Terrible — Germans in Swiss uniforms.

Youd better keep an eye on Macniff and Skelton, grumbled Recklow.

No; theyre to be trusted. We nearly caught McKay and the Erith girl in Scotland; they killed four of our people and hurt two others…. Listen, comrade Wolkcer, if a trodden path ascends Mount Terrible, as Skelton pretended, you and I had better look for it. Can you find your way back to where we crossed the wire? The dry bed of the torrent was to have guided us.

I know a quicker way, said Recklow. Come on.

The girl took his hand confidingly and walked beside him, holding one arm before her face to shield her eyes from branches in the darkness.

They had gone, perhaps, a dozen paces when a man stepped from behind a great beech-tree, peered after them, then turned and hurried down the slope to where the Swiss wire stretched glistening under the stars. He ran along this wire until he came to the dry bed of a torrent.

Up this he stumbled under the forest patches of alternate moonlight and shadow until he came to a hard path crossing it on a masonry viaduct.

Harry! he called in a husky, quavering voice, choking for breath.
Cripes, Harry — where in hell are you?

Here, you blighter! Whats the bully row? Wheres Helsa—

With Recklow!

What!!

Double-crossed us! he whispered; I seen her! I was huntin along the fence when I come on them, thick as thieves. Shes crossed us; shes hollered! Oh, Cripes, Harry, Helsa has went an squealed!

HELSA!

Yes, Helsa — I wouldnt a believed it! But I seen em. I seen em whispering. I seen her take his hand an lead him up through the trees. Shes squealed on us! Shes bringing Recklow—

Recklow! Are you sure?

I got closte to em. There was enough moonlight to spot him by. I know the cut of him, dont I? That wuz him all right. He wiped his face on his sleeve. Now what are we goin to do? he demanded brokenly. Where do we get off, Harry?

Skelton appeared dazed:

The slut, he kept repeating without particular emphasis, the little slut! I thought shed fallen for me. I thought she was my girl. And now to do that! And now to go for to do us in like that—

Well, were all right, aint we? quavered Macniff. We make our getaway all right, dont we? Dont we?

I cant understand—

Say, listen, Harry. To blazes with Helsa! Shes hollered and that ends her. But can we make our getaway? And how about them Germans waitin for us by that there crucifix on top of this mountain? Where do they get off? Does this guy, Recklow, get them?

He cant get six men alone.

Well, cant he sic the Swiss onto em?

A terrible doubt arose in Skeltons mind: Recklow wouldnt come here alone. Hes got his men in these woods! That damn woman fixed all this. Its a plant! Shes framed us! What do I care about the Germans on the mountain! To hell with them. Im going!

Where?

Into Alsace. Where do you think?

You gotta cross the mountain, then — or go back into France.

But neither man dared do that now. There was only one way out, and that lay over Mount Terrible — either directly past the black crucifix towering from its limestone cairn on the windy peak, or just below through a narrow belt of woods.

It aint so bad, muttered Macniff. If the Germans up there catch
McKay and the girl theyll kill em and clear out.

Yes, but they dont know that the Americans have crossed the wire.
The neck of woods is open!

McKay may go over the peak.

McKay knows this mountain, grumbled Skelton. Hes a fox, too. You dont think hed travel an open path, do you? And how can we catch him now? We were to have warned the Germans that the two had crossed the wire and then our only chance was to string out across that neck of woods between the peak and the cliffs. Thats the way McKay will travel, not on a path in full moonlight. Aw — Im sick — what with Helsa doing that to me — I cant get over it!

Macniff started nervously and began to run along the path, upward:

Beat it, Harry, he called back over his shoulder; its the only way out o this now.

God, whimpered Skelton, if I ever get my hooks on Helsa! His voice ended in a snivel but his features were white and ferocious as he started running to overtake Macniff.

Recklow, breathing easily, his iron frame insensible to any fatigue from the swift climb, halted finally at the base of the abrupt slope which marked the beginning of the last ascent to the summit.

The girl, Helsa, speechless from exertion, came reeling up among the rocks and leaned gasping against a pine.

Now, said Recklow, you can wait here for your two friends. Weve come by a short cut and they wont be here for more than half an hour. Whats the matter? Are you ill? for the girl, overcome by the speed of the ascent, had dropped to the ground at the foot of the tree and sat there, her head resting against the trunk. Her eyes were closed and she was breathing convulsively.

Are you ill? he repeated, bending over her.

She heard him, opened her eyes, then shook her head faintly.

All right. Youre a brave girl. Youll get your breath in a few minutes. Theres no hurry. You can take your time. Your friends will be along in half an hour or so. Wait here for them. I am going on to warn the Germans by the Crucifix that the two Americans are across the Swiss wire.

The girl, still speechless, wiped the blinding sweat from her eyes and tried to clear the dishevelled hair from her face. Then, with a great effort she found her voice:

But the — Americans — will pass — first! she gasped. I cant — stay here alone.

If they do pass, what of it? They cant see you. Let them pass. We hold the summit and the neck of the woods. Tell that to Macniff and Skelton when they come; thats what I want you here for. I want to cut off the Yankees retreat. Do you understand?

I — understand, she breathed.

Youll carry out my orders?

She nodded, strove to straighten up, then with both hands on her breast she sank back utterly exhausted. Recklow looked at her a moment in grim silence, then turned and walked away.

After a few steps he crossed his arms with a quick, peculiar movement and drew from under his armpits the pair of automatic pistols.

Like all forested forests, the woods on that flank of Mount Terrible were regular and open — big trees with no underbrush and a smooth carpet of needles and leaves under foot. And Recklow now walked on very fast in the dim light until he came to a thinning among the trees where just ahead of him, stars shimmered level in the vast sky-gulf above Alsace.

Here was the precipice; here the narrow, wooded neck — the only way across the mountain except by the peak path and the Crucifix.

Now Recklow took from his pockets his spool of very fine wire, attached it low down to a slim young pine, carried it across to the edge of the cliff, and attached the other end to a sapling on the edge of the ledge. On this wire he hung his cowbell and hooked the little clapper inside.

Then, squatting down on the pine needles, he sat motionless as one of the forest shadows, a pistol in either hand, and his cold grey eyes ablaze.

So silvery the pools of light from the planets, so depthless the shadows, that the forest around him seemed but a vast mosaic in mother-of-pearl and ebony.

There was no sound, no murmur of cattle-bells from mountain pastures now, nothing stirring through the magic aisles where the matched columns of beech and pine towered in the perfect symmetry of all planted forests.

He had not been there very long; the luminous dial of his wrist-watch told him that — when, although he had heard no sound on the soft carpet of pine needles, something suddenly hit the wire and the cowbell tinkled in the darkness.

Recklow was on his feet in an instant and running south along the wire. It might have been a deer crossing to the eastern slope; it might have been the enemy; he could not tell; he could see nothing stirring. And there seemed to be nothing for him to do but to take his chances.

McKay! he called in a low voice.

Then, amid the checkered pools of light and shade among the trees a shadow moved.

McKay! Its Number Seventy. If its you, call out your number, because Ive got you over my sights and I shoot straight!

Seventy-six and Seventy-seven! came McKays cautious voice. Good heavens, Recklow, why have you come up here?

Dont touch the wire again, Recklow warned him. Drop flat both of you, and crawl under! Crawl toward my voice!

As he spoke he came toward them; and they rose from their knees among the shadows, pistols drawn.

Theres been some dirty business, said Recklow briefly. Three
enemy spies went over the Swiss wire about an hour after you left
Delle. There are half a dozen Boches on the peak by the Crucifix.
And thats why Im here, if you want to know.

There was a silence. Recklow looked hard at McKay, then at Evelyn
Erith, who was standing quietly beside him.

Can we get through this neck of woods? asked McKay calmly.

We can hold our own here against a regiment, said Recklow. No Swiss patrol is likely to cross the summit before daybreak. So if our cowbell jingles again to-night after I have once called halt! — let the Boche have it. To Evelyn he said: Better step back here behind this ledge. And, when McKay had followed, he told them exactly what had happened. Im afraid its not going to be very easy going for you, he added.

With the alarming knowledge that they had to do once more with their uncanny enemies of Isla Water, McKay and Evelyn Erith looked at each other rather grimly. Recklow produced his clay pipe, inspected it, but did not venture to light it.

I wonder, he said carelessly, what that she-Boche is doing over yonder by the summit path…. Her name is Helsa…. Shes not bad looking, he added in a musing voice— that young she-Boche. … I wonder what shes up to now? Her people ought to be along pretty soon if theyve travelled by the summit path from Delle.

They had indeed travelled by the summit path — not ON it, but parallel to it through woods, over rocks, made fearful by what they believed to be the treachery of the girl, Helsa.

For this reason they dared not take the trodden way, dreading ambush. Yet they had to cross the peak; they dared not remain in a forest where they believed Recklow was hunting them with many men and their renegade comrade, Helsa, to guide them.

As they toiled upward, Macniff heard Skelton fiercely muttering sometimes, sometimes whining curses on this girl who had betrayed them both — who had betrayed him in particular. Over and over again he repeated his dreary litany: No, by God, I didnt think shed do it to me. All I want is to get my hooks on her; thats all I want — just that.

Toward dawn they had reached the base of the cone where the last rocky slope slanted high above them.

Cripes, panted Macniff, I cant make that over them rocks! I gotta take it by the path. Wots the matter, Harry? Wot y lookin at? he added, following Skeltons fascinated stare. Then: Well, fr Christs sake!

The girl, Helsa, was coming toward them through the trees.

Where have you been? she demanded. Have you seen the Americans? Ive been waiting here beside the path. They havent passed. I met one of our agents in the woods — there was a misunderstanding at first—

She stopped, stepped nearer, peered into Skeltons shadowy face: Harry! Whats the matter? Wh-why do you look at me that way — what are you doing! Let go of me—

But Skelton had seized her by one arm and Macniff had her by the other.

Are you crazy? she demanded, struggling between them.

Skelton spoke first, but she scarcely recognised the voice for his:
Who was that man you were talking to down by the Swiss wire?

Ive told you. Hes one of us. His name is Wolkcer—

What!

Wolkcer! That is his name—

Spell it backward! barked Skelton. We know what you have done to us! You have sold us to Recklow! Thats what you done!

W-what! stammered the girl. But Skelton, inarticulate with rage, began striking her and jerking her about as though he were trying to tear her to pieces. Only when the girl reeled sideways, limp and deathly white under his fury, did he find his voice, or the hoarse unhuman rags of it:

Damn you! he gasped, youll sell me out, will you? Ill show you!
Ill fix you, you dirty slut—

Suddenly he started up the path to the summit dragging the half-conscious girl. Macniff ran along on the other side to help.

Wot y goin to do with her, Harry? he panted. I aint got no stomach for scraggin her. I aint for no knifin. Wy dont you shove her off the top?

But Skelton strode on, half-dragging the girl, and muttering that she had sold him and that he knew how to fix a girl who double-crossed him.

And now the gaunt, black Crucifix came into view, stark against the paling eastern sky with its life-sized piteous figure hanging there under the crown of thorns.

Macniff looked up at the carved wooden image, then, at a word from
Skelton, dropped the girls limp arm.

The girl opened her eyes and stood swaying there, dazed.

Skelton began to laugh in an unearthly way: Where the hell are you Germans? he called out. Come out of your holes, damn you. Heres one of your own kind whos sold us all out to the Yankees!

Twice the girl tried to speak but Skelton shook the voice out of her quivering lips as a shadowy figure rose from the scrubby growth behind the Crucifix. Then another rose, another, and many others looming against the sky.

Macniff had begun to speak in German as they drew around him.
Presently Skelton broke in furiously:

All right, then! Thats the case. She sold us. She sold ME! But shes German. And its your business. But if you Germans will listen to me youll shove her against that pile of rocks and shoot her.

The girl had begun to cry now: Its a lie! Its a lie! she sobbed. If it was Recklow who talked to me I didnt know it. I thought he was one of us, Harry! Dont go away! For Gods sake, dont leave me with those men—

Macniff sneered as he slouched by her: Theyre Germans, aint they?
Wot are you squealin for?

Harry! Harry! she wailed — for her own countrymen had her now, held her fast, thrust a dozen pig-eyed scowling visages close to hers, muttering, making animal sounds at her.

Once she screamed. But Skelton seated himself on a rock, his back toward her, his head buried in his hands.

To his dull, throbbing ears came now only the heavy trample of boots among the rocks, guttural noises, a wrenching sound, then the clatter of rolling stones.

Macniff, squatting beside him, muttered uneasily, speculating upon what was being done behind him. But with German justice upon a German he had no desire to interfere, and he had no stomach to witness it, either.

Why dont they shoot her and be done? he murmured huskily. And, later: I cant make out what theyre doing. Can you, Harry?

But Skelton neither answered nor stirred. After a while he rose, not looking around, and strode off down the eastern slope, his hands pressed convulsively over his ears. Macniff slouched after him, listening for the end.

They had gone a mile, perhaps, when Skeltons agonised voice burst its barriers: I couldnt — I couldnt stand it — to hear the shots!

I aint heard no shots, remarked Macniff.

There had been no shots fired….

And now in the ghastly light of dawn the Germans on Mount Terrible continued methodically the course of German justice.

Two of them, burly, huge-fisted, wrenched the Christ from the weather-beaten Crucifix which they had uprooted from the summit of its ancient cairn of rocks, and pulled out the rusty spike-like nails.

The girl was already half dead when they laid her on the Crucifix and nailed her there. After they had raised the cross and set it on the summit she opened her eyes.

Several of the Germans laughed, and one of them threw pebbles at her until she died.

Just before sunrise they went down to explore the neck of woods, but found nobody. The Americans had been gone for a long time. So they went back to the cross where the dead girl hung naked against the sky and wrote on a bit of paper:

Here hangs an enemy of Germany.

And, the Swiss patrol being nearly due, they scattered, moving off singly, through the forest toward the frontier of the great German Empire.

A little later the east turned gold and the first sunbeam touched the Crucifix on Mount Terrible.


CHAPTER VII

THE FORBIDDEN FOREST
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WHEN THE NEWS of a Hun atrocity committed on Swiss territory was flashed to Berne, the Federal Assembly instantly suppressed it and went into secret session. Followed another session, in camera, of the Federal Council, whose seven members sat all night long envisaging war with haggard faces. And something worse than war when they remembered the Forbidden Forest and the phantom Canton of Les Errues.

For war between the Swiss Republic and the Hun seemed very, very near during that ten days in Berne, and neither the National Council nor the Council of the States in joint and in separate consultation could see anything except a dreadful repetition of that eruption of barbarians which had overwhelmed the land in 400 A. D. till every pass and valley vomited German savages. And even more than that they feared the terrible reckoning with the nation and with civilisation when war laid naked the heart-breaking secret of the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues.

No! War could not be. A catastrophe more vital than war threatened
Switzerland — the world — wide revelation of a secret which, exposed,
would throw all civilisation into righteous fury and the Swiss
Republic itself into revolution.

And this sinister, hidden thing which must deter Switzerland from declaring war against the Boche was a part of the Great Secret: and a man and a woman in the Secret Service of the United States, lying hidden among the forests below the white shoulder of Mount Thusis, were beginning to guess more about that secret than either of them had dared to imagine.

There where they lay together side by side among Alpine roses in full bloom — there on the crags edge, watching the Swiss soldiery below combing the flanks of Mount Terrible for the perpetrators of that hellish murder at the shrine, these two people could see the Via Mala which had been the Via Crucis — the tragic Golgotha for that poor girl Helsa Kampf.

They could almost see the gaunt, black cross itself from which the brutish Boches had kicked the carved and weather-beaten figure of Christ in order to nail to the massive cross the living hands and feet of that half-senseless girl whom they supposed had betrayed them.

The man lying there on the edge of the chasm was Kay McKay; the girl stretched on her stomach beside him was Evelyn Erith.

All that day they watched the Swiss soldiers searching Mount Terrible; saw a red fox steal from the lower thickets and bolt between the legs of the beaters who swung their rifle-butts at the streak of ruddy fur; saw little mountain birds scatter into flight, so closely and minutely the soldiers searched; saw even a big auerhahn burst into thunderous flight from the ferns to a pine and from the pine out across the terrific depths of space below the white shoulder of Thusis. At night the Swiss camp-fires glimmered on the rocks of Mount Terrible while, fireless, McKay and Miss Erith lay in their blankets under heaps of dead leaves on the knees of Thusis, cold as the moon that silvered their forest beds.

But it was the last of the soldiery on Mount Terrible; for dawn revealed their dead fire and a summit untenanted save by the stark and phantom crucifix looming through rising mists.

Evelyn Erith still slept; McKay fed the three carrier-pigeons, washed himself at the snow-rill in the woods, then went over to the crags gritty edge under which for three days now the ghoulish clamour of a lammergeier had seldom ceased. And now, as McKay peered down, two stein-adlers came flapping to the shelf on which hung something that seemed to flutter at times like a shred of cloth stirred by the abyss winds.

The lammergeier, huge and horrible with scarlet eyes ablaze, came out on the shelf of rock and yelped at the great rock-eagles; but, if something indeed lay dead there, possibly it was enough for all — or perhaps the vulture-like bird was too heavily gorged to offer battle. McKay saw the rock-eagles alight heavily on the shelf, then, squealing defiance, hulk forward, undeterred by the hobgoblin tumult of the lammergeier.

McKay leaned over the gulf as far as he dared. He could get down to the shelf; he was now convinced of that. Only fear of being seen by the soldiers on Mount Terrible had hitherto prevented him.

Rope and steel-shod stick aided him. Sapling and shrub stood loyally as his allies. The rock-eagles heard him coming and launched themselves overboard into the depthless sea of air; the lammergeier, a huge, foul mass of distended feathers, glared at him out of blazing scarlet eyes; and all around was his vomit and casting in a mass of bloody human bones and shreds of clothing.

And it was in that nauseating place of peril, confronting the grisly thing that might have hurled him outward into space with one wing-blow had it not been clogged with human flesh and incapable, that McKay reached for the remnants of the dead Huns clothing and, facing the feathered horror, searched for evidence and information.

Never had he been so afraid; never had he so loathed a living creature as this unclean and spectral thing that sat gibbering and voiding filth at him — the ghastly symbol of the Hunnish empire itself befouling the clean-picked bones of the planet it was dismembering.

He had his pistol but dared not fire, not knowing what ears across the gorge might hear the shot, not knowing either whether the death-agonies of the enormous thing might hurl him a thousand feet to annihilation.

So he took what he found in the rags of clothing and climbed back as slowly and stealthily as he had come.

And found Miss Erith cross-legged on the dead leaves braiding her yellow hair in the first sun-rays.

Tethered by long cords attached to anklets over one leg the three pigeons walked busily around under the trees gorging themselves on last years mast.

That afternoon they dared light a fire and made soup from the beef tablets in their packs — the first warm food they had tasted in a week.

A declining sun painted the crags in raw splendour; valleys were already dusky; a vast stretch of misty glory beyond the world of mountains to the north was Alsace; southward there was no end to the myriad snowy summits, cloud-like, piled along the horizon. The brief meal ended.

McKay set a pannikin of water to boil and returned to his yellow-haired comrade. Like some slim Swiss youth — some boy mountaineer — and clothed like one, Miss Erith sat at the foot of a tree in the ruddy sunlight studying once more the papers which McKay had discovered that morning among the bloody debris on the shelf of rock.

As he came up he knew he had never seen anything as pretty in his life, but he did not say so. Any hint of sentiment that might have budded had been left behind when they crossed the Swiss wire beyond Delle. An enforced intimacy such as theirs tended to sober them both; and if at times it preoccupied them, that was an added reason not only to ignore it but also to conceal any effort it might entail to take amiably but indifferently a situation foreseen, deliberately embraced, yet scarcely entirely discounted.

The girl was so pretty in her youths clothing; her delicate ankles and white knees bare between the conventional thigh-length of green embossed leather breeches, rough green stockings, and fleece-lined hob-nailed shoes. And over the boys shirt the mountaineers frieze jacket! — with staghorn buttons. And the rough wool cuff fell on the hands of a duchess! — pistols at either hip, and a murderous Bavarian knife in front.

Glancing up at him where he stood under the red pine beside her:
Ill do the dishes presently, she said.

Ill do them, he remarked, his eyes involuntarily seeking her hands.

A pink flush grew on her weather-tanned face — or perhaps it was the reddening sunlight stealing through some velvet piny space in the forest barrier. If it was a slight blush in recognition of his admiration she wondered at her capacity for blushing. However, Marie Antoinette coloured from temple to throat on the scaffold. But the girl knew that the poor Queens fate was an enviable one compared to what awaited her if she fell into the hands of the Hun.

McKay seated himself near her. The sunny silence of the mountains was intense. Over a mass of alpine wild flowers hanging heavy and fragrant between rocky clefts two very large and intensely white butterflies fought a fairy battle for the favours of a third — a dainty, bewildering creature, clinging to an unopened bud, its snowy wings a-quiver.

The girls golden eyes noted the pretty courtship, and her side glance rested on the little bride to be with an odd, indefinite curiosity, partly interrogative, partly disdainful.

It seemed odd to the girl that in this Alpine solitude life should be encountered at all. And as for lifes emotions, the frail, frivolous, ephemeral fury of these white-winged ghosts of daylight, embattled and all tremulous with passion, seemed exquisitely amazing to her here between the chaste and icy immobility of white-veiled peaks and the terrific twilight of the worlds depths below.

McKay, studying the papers, glanced up at Miss Erith. A bar of rosy sunset light slanted almost level between them.

There seems to be, he said slowly, only one explanation for what you and I read here. The Boche has had his filthy fist on the throat of Switzerland for fifty years.

And what is Les Errues to which these documents continually refer? asked the girl.

Les Errues is the twenty-seventh canton of Switzerland. It is the strip of forest and crag which includes all the northeastern region below Mount Terrible. It is a canton, a secret canton unrepresented in the Federal Assembly — a region without human population — a secret slice of Swiss wilderness OWNED BY GERMANY!

Kay, do you believe that?

I am sure of it now. It is that wilderness into which I stumbled. It overlooks the terrain in Alsace where for fifty years the Hun has been busy day and night with his sinister, occult operations. Its entrance, if there be any save by the way of avalanches — the way I entered — must be guarded by the Huns; its only exit into Hunland. That is Les Errues. That is the region which masks the Great Secret of the Hun.

He dropped the papers and, clasping his knees in his arms, sat staring out into the infernal blaze of sunset.

The world, he said slowly, pays little attention to that agglomeration of cantons called Switzerland. The few among us who know anything about its government might recollect that there are twenty-six cantons — the list begins, Aargau, Appenzell, Ausser-Rhoden, Inner-Rhoden — you may remember — and ends with Valais, Vaud, Zug, and Zurich. And Les Errues is the twenty-seventh canton!

Yes, said the girl in a low voice, the evidence lies at your feet.

Surely, surely, he muttered, his fixed gaze lost on the crimson celestial conflagration. She said, thinking aloud, and her clear eyes on him:

Then, of the Great Secret, we have learned this much anyway — that there exists in Switzerland a secret canton called Les Errues; that it is practically Hun territory; that it masks what they call their Great Secret; that their ownership or domination of Les Errues is probably a price paid secretly by the Swiss government for its national freedom and that this arrangement is absolutely unknown to anybody in the world outside of the Imperial Hun government and the few Swiss who have inherited, politically, a terrible knowledge of this bargain dating back, probably, from 1870.

That is the situation we are confronting, admitted McKay calmly.

She said with perfect simplicity: Of course we must go into Les
Errues.

Of course, comrade. How?

He had no plan — could have none. She knew it. Her question was merely meant to convey to him a subtle confirmation of her loyalty and courage. She scarcely expected to escape a dreadful fate on this quest — did not quite see how either of them could really hope to come out alive. But that they could discover the Great Secret of the Hun, and convey to the world by means of their pigeons some details of the discovery, she felt reasonably certain. She had much faith in the arrangements they had made to do this.

One thing worries me a lot, remarked McKay pleasantly.

Food supply?

He nodded.

She said: Now that the Boche have left Mount Terrible — except that wretched creature whose bones lie on the shelf below — we might venture to kill whatever game we can find.

Im going to, he said. The Swiss troops have cleared out. Ive got to risk it. Of course, down there in Les Errues, some Hun guarding some secret chamois trail into the forbidden wilderness may hear our shots.

We shall have to take that chance, she remarked.

He said in the low, quiet voice which always thrilled her a little:
You poor child — you are hungry.

So are you, Kay.

Hungry? These rations act like cocktails: I could barbecue a roebuck and finish him with you at one sitting!

Monsieur et Madame Gargantua, she mocked him with her enchanting laughter. Then, wistful: Kay, did you see that very fat and saucy auerhahn which the Swiss soldiers scared out of the pines down there?

I did, said McKay. My mouth watered.

He was quite as big as a wild turkey, sighed the girl.

Theyre devils to get, said McKay, and with only a pistol — well, anyway well try to-night. Did you mark that bird?

Mark him?

Yes; mark him down?

She shook her pretty head.

Well, I did, grinned McKay. Its habit with a man who shoots. Besides, seeing him was like a bit of Scotland — their auerhahn is kin to the black-cock and capercailzie. So I marked him to the skirt of Thusis, yonder — in line with that needle across the gulf and, through it, to that bunch of pinkish-stemmed pines — there where the brook falls into silver dust above that gorge. Hell lie there. Just before daybreak hell mount to the top of one of those pines. Well hear his yelping. Thats our only chance at him.

Could you ever hit him in the dark of dawn, Kay?

With a pistol? And him atop a pine? No, not under ordinary conditions. But Im hungry, dear Yellow-hair, and that is not all: you are hungry— He looked at her so intently that the colour tinted her face and the faint little thrill again possessed her.

Her glance stole involuntarily toward the white butterflies. One had disappeared. The two others, drunk with their courtship, clung to a scented blossom.

Gravely Miss Erith lifted her young eyes to the eternal peaks — to Thusis, icy, immaculate, chastely veiled before the stealthy advent of the night.

Oddly, yet without fear, death seemed to her very near. And love, also — both in the air, both abroad and stirring, yet neither now of vital consequence. Only service meant anything now to this young man so near her — to herself. And after that — after accomplishment — love? — death? — either might come to them then. And find them ready, perhaps.

The awful, witch-like screaming of the lammergeier saluted the falling darkness where he squatted, a huge huddle of unclean plumage amid the debris of decay and death.

I dont believe I could have faced that, murmured the girl. You have more courage than I have, Kay.

No! I was scared stiff. A bird like that could break a mans arm with a wing-blow…. That — that thing hed been feeding on — it must have been a Boche of high military rank to carry these papers.

You could not find out?

There were only the rags of his mufti there and these papers inside them. Nothing to identify him personally — not a tag, not a shred of anything. Unless the geier bolted it—

She turned aside in disgust at the thought.

When do you suppose he happened to fall to his death there, Kay?

In the darkness when the Huns scattered after the crucifixion. Perhaps the horror of it came suddenly upon him — God knows what happened when he stepped outward into depthless space and went crashing down to hell.

They had stayed their hunger on the rations. It was bitter cold in the leafy lap of Thusis, but they feared to light a fire that night.

McKay fed and covered the pigeons in their light wicker box which was carried strapped to his mountain pack.

Evelyn Erith fell asleep in her blanket under the dead leaves piled over her by McKay. After awhile he slept too; but before dawn he awoke, took a flash-light and his pistol and started down the slope for the woods edge.

Her sweet, sleepy voice halted him: Kay dear?

Yes, Yellow-hair.

May I go?

Dont you want to sleep?

No.

She sat up under a tumbling shower of silvery dead leaves, shook out her hair, gathered it and twisted it around her brow like a turban.

Then, flashing her own torch, she sprang to her feet and ran lightly down to where the snow brook whirled in mossy pools below.

When she came back he took her cold smooth little hand fresh from icy ablutions: We must beat it, he said; that auerhahn wont stay long in his pine-tree after dawn. Extinguish your torch.

She obeyed and her warning fingers clasped his more closely as together they descended the path of light traced out before them by his electric torch.

Down, down, down they went under hard-wood and evergreen, across little fissures full of fern, skirting great slabs of rock, making detours where tangles checked progress.

Through tree-tops the sky glittered — one vast sheet of stars; and in the forest was a pale lustre born of this celestial splendour — a pallid dimness like that unreal day which reigns in the regions of the dead.

We might meet the shade of Helen here, said the girl, or of Eurydice. This is a realm of spirits. … We may be one with them very soon — you and I. Do you suppose we shall wander here among these trees as long as time lasts?

Its all right if were together, Yellow-hair.

There was no accent from his fingers clasped in hers; none in hers either.

I hope well be together, then, she said.

Will you search for me, Yellow-hair?

Yes. Will you, Kay?

Always.

And I — always — until I find you or you find me. … Presently she laughed gaily under her breath: A solemn bargain, isnt it?

More solemn than marriage.

Yes, said the girl faintly.

Something went crashing off into the woods as they reached the hogback which linked them with the group of pines whither the big game-bird had pitched into cover. Perhaps it was a roe deer; McKay flashed the direction in vain.

If it were a Boche? she whispered.

No; it sounded like a four-legged beast. There are chamois and roe deer and big mountain hares along these heights.

They went on until the hog-back of sheer rock loomed straight ahead, and beyond, against a paling sky, the clump of high pines toward which they were bound.

McKay extinguished his torch and pocketed it.

The sun will lead us back, Yellow-hair, he whispered. Now hold very tightly to my hand, for its a slippery and narrow way we tread together.

The rocks were glassy. But there were bushes and mosses; and presently wild grass and soil on the other side.

All around them, now, the tall pines loomed, faintly harmonious in the rising morning breeze which, in fair weather, always blows DOWN from the upper peaks into the valleys. Into the shadows they passed together a little way; then halted. The girl rested one shoulder against a great pine, leaning there and facing him where he also rested, listening.

There reigned in the woods that intense stillness which precedes dawn — an almost painful tension resembling apprehension. Always the first faint bird-note breaks it; then silence ends like a deep sigh exhaling and death seems very far away.

Now above them the stars had grown very dim; and presently some faded out.

And after a little while a small mountain bird twittered sleepily. Then unseen by them, the east glimmered like a sheet of tarnished silver. And out over the dark world of mountains, high above the solitude, rang the uncanny cry of an auerhahn.

Again the big, unseen bird saluted the coming day. McKay stole forward drawing his pistol and the girl followed.

The weird outcry of the auerhahn guided them, sounding from somewhere above among the black crests of the pines, nearer at hand, now, clearer, closer, more weird, until McKay halted peering upward, his pistol poised.

As yet the crests of the pines were merely soft blots above. Yet as they stood straining their eyes upward, striving to discover the location of the great bird by its clamour, vaguely the branches began to take shape against the greying sky.

Clearer, more distinct they grew until feathery masses of pine-needles stood clustered against the sky like the wondrous rendering in a Japanese print. And all the while, at intervals, the auerhahns ghostly shrieking made a sinister tumult in the woods.

Suddenly they saw him. Miss Erith touched McKay and pointed cautiously. There, on a partly naked tree-top, was a huge, crouching mass — an enormous bird, pumping its head at every uttered cry and spreading a big fan-like tail and beating the air with stiff-curved drooping wings.

McKay whispered: Ill try to shoot straight because youre hungry, Yellow-hair; and all the while his pistol-arm slanted higher and higner. For a second, it remained motionless; then a red streak split the darkness and the pistol-shot crashed in her ears.

There came another sound, too — a thunderous flapping and thrashing in the tree-top, the furious battering, falling tumult of broken branches and blindly beating wings, drumming convulsively in descent. Then came a thud; a feathery tattoo on the ground; silence in the woods.

And so you shall not go hungry, Yellow-hair, said McKay with his nice smile.

They had done a good deal by the middle of the afternoon; they had broiled the big bird, dined luxuriously, had stored the remainder in their packs which they were preparing to carry with them into the forbidden forest of Les Errues.

There was only one way and that lay over the white shoulder of
Thusis — a cul-de-sac, according to all guide-books, and terminating
in a rest-hut near a cave glistening with icy stalagmites called
Thusiss Hair.

Beyond this there was nothing — no path, no progress possible — only a depthless gulf unabridged and the world of mountains beyond.

There was no way; yet, the time before, McKay had passed over the white shoulder of Thusis and had penetrated the forbidden land — had slid into it sideways, somewhere from Thusiss shoulder, on a fragment of tiny avalanche. So there was a way!

I dont know how it happened, Yellow-hair, he was explaining as he adjusted and buckled her pack for her, and whether I slid north or east I never exactly knew. But if theres a path into Les Errues except through the Hun wire, it must lie somewhere below Thusis. Because, unless such a path exists, except for that guarded strip lying between the Boche wire and the Swiss, only a winged thing could reach Les Errues across these mountains.

The girl said coolly: Could you perhaps lower me into it?

A slight flush stained his cheek-bones: That would be my role, not yours. But there isnt rope enough in the Alps to reach Les Errues.

He was strapping the pigeon-cage to his pack as he spoke. Now he hoisted and adjusted it, and stood looking across at the mountains for a moment. Miss Eriths gaze followed him.

Thusis wore a delicate camouflage of mist. And there were other bad signs to corroborate her virgin warning: distant mountains had turned dark blue and seemed pasted in silhouettes against the silvery blue sky. Also the winds had become prophetic, blowing out of the valleys and UP the slopes.

All that morning McKays thermometer had been rising and his barometer had fallen steadily; haze had thickened on the mountains; and, it being the season for the Fohn to blow, McKay had expected that characteristic warm gale from the south to bring the violent rain which always is to be expected at that season.

But the Fohn did not materialise; in the walnut and chestnut forest around them not a leaf stirred; and gradually the mountains cleared, became inartistically distinct, and turned a beautiful but disturbing dark-blue colour. And Thusis wore her vestal veil in the full sun of noon.

You know, Yellow-hair, he said, all these signs are as plain as printed notices. Theres bad weather coming. The wind was south; now its west. Ill bet the mountain cattle are leaving the upper pastures.

He adjusted his binoculars; south of Mount Terrible on another height there were alms; and he could see the cattle descending.

He saw something else, too, in the sky and level with his levelled lenses — something like a bird steering toward him through the whitish blue sky.

Still keeping it in his field of vision he spoke quietly: Theres an airplane headed this way. Step under cover, please.

The girl moved up under the trees beside him and unslung her glasses. Presently she also picked up the oncomer.

Boche, Kay?

I dont know. A monoplane. A Boche chaser, I think. Yes…. Do you see the cross? What insolence! What characteristic contempt for a weaker people! Look at his signal! Do you see? Look at those smoke-balls and ribbons! See him soaring there like a condor looking for a way among these precipices.

The Hun hung low above them in mid-air, slowly wheeling over the gulf. Perhaps it was his shadow or the roar of his engines that routed out the lammergeier, for the unclean bird took the air on enormous pinions, beating his way upward till he towered yelping above the Boche, and their combined clamour came distinctly to the two watchers below.

Suddenly the Boche fired at the other winged thing; the enraged and bewildered bird sheered away in flight and the Hun followed.

Thats why he shot, said McKay. Hes got a pilot, now.

Eagle and plane swept by almost level with the forest where they stood staining with their shadows the white shoulder of Thusis.

Down into the gorge the great geier twisted; after him sped the airplane, banking steeply in full chase. Both disappeared where the flawless elbow of Thusis turns. Then, all alone, up out of the gulf soared the plane.

The Hun has discovered a landing-place in Les Errues, said McKay.
Watch him.

Theres another Hun somewhere along the shoulder of Thusis, said McKay. Theyre exchanging signals. See how the plane circles like a patient hawk. Hes waiting for something. Whats he waiting for, I wonder?

For ten minutes the airplane circled leisurely over Thusis. Then whatever the aviator was waiting for evidently happened, for he shut off his engine; came down in graceful spirals; straightened out; glided through the canyon and reappeared no more to the watchers in the forest of Thusis.

Now, remarked McKay coolly, we know where we ought to go. Are you ready, Yellow-hair?

They had been walking for ten minutes when Miss Erith spoke in an ordinary tone of voice: Kay? Do you think were likely to come out of this?

No, he said, not looking at her.

But well get our information, you think?

Yes.

The girl fell a few paces behind him and looked up at the pigeons where they sat in their light lattice cage crowning his pack.

Please do your bit, little birds, she murmured to herself.

And, with a smile at them and a nod of confidence, she stepped forward again and fell into the rhythm of his stride.

Very far away to the west they heard thunder stirring behind Mount
Terrible.

It was late in the afternoon when he halted near the eastern edges of Thusiss Forest.

Yellow-hair, he said very quietly, Ive led you into a trap, Im afraid. Look back. Weve been followed!

She turned. Through the trees, against an inky sky veined with lightning, three men came out upon the further edge of the hog-back which they had traversed a few minutes before, and seated themselves there In the shelter of the crag. All three carried shotguns.

Yellow-hair?

Yes, Kay.

You understand what that means?

Yes.

Slip off your pack.

She disengaged her supple shoulders from the load and he also slipped off his pack and leaned it against a tree.

Now, he said, you have two pistols and plenty of ammunition. I want you to hold that hog-back. Not a man must cross.

However, the three men betrayed no inclination to cross. They sat huddled in a row sheltered from the oncoming storm by a great ledge of rock. But they held their shotguns poised and ready for action.

The girl crept toward a big walnut tree and, lying flat on her stomach behind it, drew both pistols and looked around at McKay. She was smiling.

His heart was in his throat as he nodded approval. He turned and went rapidly eastward. Two minutes later he came running back, exchanged a signal of caution with Miss Erith, and looked intently at the three men under the ledge. It was now raining.

He drew from his breast a little book and on the thin glazed paper of one leaf he wrote, with water-proof ink, the place and date. And began his message:

United States Army Int. Dept No. 76 and No. 77 are trapped on the northwest edge of the wood of Les Errues which lies under the elbow of Mount Thusis. From this plateau we had hoped to overlook that section of the Hun frontier in which is taking place that occult operation known as The Great Secret, and which we suspect is a gigantic engineering project begun fifty years ago for the purpose of piercing Swiss territory with an enormous tunnel under Mount Terrible, giving the Hun armies a road into France BEHIND the French battle-line and BEHIND Verdun.

Unfortunately we are now trapped and our retreat is cut off. It is unlikely that we shall be able to verify our suspicions concerning the Great Secret. But we shall not be taken alive.

We have, however, already discovered certain elements intimately connected with the Great Secret.

No. 1. Papers taken from a dead enemy show that the region called Les Errues has been ceded to the Hun in a secret pact as the price that Switzerland pays for immunity from the Boche invasion.

2nd. The Swiss people are ignorant of this.

3rd. The Boche guards all approaches to Les Errues. Except by way of the Boche frontier there appears to be only one entrance to Les Errues. We have just discovered it. The path is as follows: From Delle over the Swiss wire to the Crucifix on Mount Terrible; from there east-by-north along the chestnut woods to the shoulder of Mount Thusis. From thence, north over hog-backs 1, 2, and 3 to the Forest of Thusis where we are now trapped.

Northeast of the forest lies a level, treeless table-land half a mile in diameter called The Garden of Thusis. A BOCHE AIRPLANE LANDED THERE ABOUT THREE HOURS AGO.

To reach the Forbidden Forest the aviators, leaving their machine in the Garden of Thusis, walked southwest into the woods where we now are. These woods end in a vast gulf to the north which separates them from the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues.

BUT A CABLE CROSSES!

That is the way they went; a tiny car holding two is swung under this cable and the passengers pull themselves to and fro across the enormous chasm.

At the west end of this cable is a hut; in the hut is the machinery — a drum which can be manipulated so that the cable can be loosened and permitted to sag.

The reason for dropping the cable is analogous to the reason for using drawbridges over navigable streams; there is only one landing-place for airplanes in this entire region and that is the level, grassy plateau northeast of Thusis Woods. It is so entirely ringed with snow-peaks that there is only one way to approach it for a landing, and that is through the canyon edging Thusis Woods. Now the wire cable blocks this canyon. An approaching airplane therefore hangs aloft and signals to the cable-guards, who lower the cable until it sags sufficiently to free the aerial passage-way between the cliffs. Then the aviator planes down, sweeps through the canyon, and alights on the plateau called Thusiss Garden. But now he must return; the cable must be lifted and stretched taut; and he must embark across the gulf in the little car which runs on grooved wheels to Les Errues.

This is all we are likely to learn. Our retreat is cut off. Two cable-guards are in front of us; in front of them the chasm; and across the chasm lies Les Errues whither the aviator has gone and where, I do not doubt, are plenty more of his kind.

This, and two carbons, I shall endeavour to send by pigeon. In extremity we shall destroy all our papers and identification cards and get what Huns we can, RESERVING FOR OUR OWN USES one cartridge apiece.

(Signed) Nos. 76 AND 77.

It was raining furiously, but the heavy foliage of chestnut and walnut had kept his paper dry. Now in the storm-gloom of the woods lit up by the infernal glare of lightning he detached the long scroll of thin paper covered by microscopical writing and, taking off the rubber bands which confined one of the homing pigeons, attached the paper cylinder securely.

Then he crawled over with his bird and, lying flat alongside of Miss Erith, told her what he had discovered and what he had done about it. The roar of the rain almost obliterated his voice and he had to place his lips close to her ear.

For a long while they lay there waiting for the rain to slacken before he launched the bird. The men across the hog-back never stirred. Nobody approached from the rear. At last, behind Mount Terrible, the tall edges of the rain veil came sweeping out in ragged majesty. Vapours were ascending in its wake; a distant peak grew visible, and suddenly brightened, struck at the summit by a shaft of sunshine.

Now! breathed McKay. The homing pigeon, released, walked nervously out over the wet leaves on the forest floor, and, at a slight motion from the girl, rose into flight. Then, as it appeared above the trees, there came the cracking report of a shotgun, and they saw the bird collapse in mid-air and sheer downward across the hog-back. But it did not land there; the marksman had not calculated on those erratic gales from the chasm; and the dead pigeon went whirling down into the viewless gulf amid flying vapours mounting from unseen depths.

Miss Erith and McKay lay very still. The Hunnish marksman across the hog-back remained erect for a few moments like a man at the traps awaiting another bird. After awhile he coolly seated himself again under the dripping ledge.

The swine! said McKay calmly. He added: Dont let them cross. And he rose and walked swiftly back toward the northern edge of the forest.

From behind a tree he could see two Hun cable-guards, made alert by the shot, standing outside their hut where the cable-machinery was housed.

Evidently the echoes of that shot, racketing and rebounding from rock and ravine, had misled them, for they had their backs turned and were gazing eastward, rifles pointed.

Without time for thought or hesitation, McKay ran out toward them across the deep, wet moss. One of them heard him too late and McKays impact hurled him into the gulf. Then McKay turned and sprang on the other, and for a minute it was a fight of tigers there on the cable platform until the battered visage of the Boche split with a scream and a crashing blow from McKays pistol-butt drove him over the platforms splintered edge.

And now, panting, bloody, dishevelled, he strained his ears, listening for a shot from the hog-back. The woods were very silent in their new bath of sunshine. A little Alpine bird was singing; no other sound broke the silence save the mellow, dripping noise from a million rain-drenched leaves.

McKay cast a rapid, uneasy glance across the chasm. Then he went into the cable hut.

There were six rifles there in a rack, six wooden bunks, and clothing on pegs — not military uniforms but the garments of Swiss mountaineers.

Like the three men across the hog-back, and the two whom he had so swiftly slain, the Hun cable-patrol evidently fought shy of the Boche uniform here on the edge of the Forbidden Forest.

Two of the cable-guard lay smashed to a pulp thousands of feet below. Where was the remainder of the patrol? Were the men with the shotguns part of it?

McKay stood alone in the silent hut, still breathless from his struggle, striving to think what was now best to do.

And, as he stood there, through the front window of the hut he saw an aviator and another man come down from the crest of Thusis to the chasms edge, jump into the car which swung under the cable, and begin to pull themselves across toward the hut where he was standing.

The hut screened his retreat to the woods edge. From there he saw the aviator and his companion land on the platform; heard them shouting for the dead who never would answer from their Alpine deeps; saw the airman at last go away toward the plateau where he had left his machine; heard the clanking of machinery in the hut; saw the steel cable begin to sag into the canyon; AND REALISED THAT THE AVIATOR WAS GOING BACK OVER FRANCE TO THE BOCHE TRENCHES FROM WHENCE HE HAD ARRIVED.

In a flash it came to McKay what he should try to do — what he MUST do for his country, for the life of the young girl, his comrade, for his own life: The watchers at the hog-back must never signal to that airman news of his presence in the Forbidden Forest!

The clanking of the cog-wheels made his steps inaudible to the man who was manipulating the machinery in the hut as he entered and shot him dead. It was rather sickening, for the fellow pitched forward into the machinery and one arm became entangled there.

But McKay, white of cheek and lip and fighting off a deathly nausea, checked the machinery and kicked the carrion clear. Then he set the drum and threw on the lever which reversed the cog-wheels. Slowly the sagging cable began to tighten up once more.

He had been standing there for half an hour or more in an agony of suspense, listening for any shot from the forest behind him, straining eyes and ears for any sign of the airplane.

And suddenly he heard it coming — a resonant rumour through the canyon, nearer, louder, swelling to a roar as the monoplane dashed into view and struck the cable with a terrific crash.

For a second, like a giant wasp suddenly entangled in a spiders strand, it whirled around the cable with a deafening roar of propellers; then a sheet of fire enveloped it; both wings broke off and fell; other fragments dropped blazing; and then the thing itself let go and shot headlong into awful depths!

Above it the taut cable vibrated and sang weirdly in the silence of the chasm.

The girl was still lying flat under the walnut-tree when McKay came back.

Without speaking he knelt, levelled his pistol and fired across at the man beyond the hog-back.

Instantly her pistol flashed, too; one of the men fell and tried to get up in a blind sort of way, and his comrades caught him by the arms and dragged him back behind the ledge.

All right! shouted one of the men from his cover, weve plently of time to deal with you Yankee swine! Stay there and rot!

That was Skeltons voice, whispered Miss Erith with an involuntary shudder.

Theyll never attempt that hog-back under our pistols now, said
McKay coolly. Come, Yellow-hair; were going forward.

How? she asked, bewildered.

By cable, little comrade, he said, with a shaky gaiety that betrayed the tension of his nerves. So pack up and route-step once more!

He turned and looked at her and his face twitched:

You wonderful girl, he said, you beautiful, wonderful girl! Well live to fly our pigeons yet, Yellow-hair, under the very snout of the whole Hun empire!


CHAPTER VIII

THE LATE SIR W. BLINT
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THAT TWO SPIES, a man and a woman, had penetrated the forest of Les Errues was known in Berlin on the 13th. Within an hour the entire machinery of the German Empire had been set in motion to entrap and annihilate these two people.

The formula distributed to all operators in the Intelligence Department throughout Hundom, and wherever Boche spies had filtered into civilised lands, was this:

Two enemy secret agents have succeeded in penetrating the forest of
Les Errues. One is a man, the other a woman.

Both are Americans. The man is that civilian prisoner, Kay McKay, who escaped from Holzminden, and of whom an exact description is available.

The woman is Evelyn Erith. Exact information concerning her is also available.

The situation is one of extremest delicacy and peril. Exposure of the secret understanding with a certain neutral Power which permits us certain temporary rights within an integral portion of its territory would be disastrous, and would undoubtedly result in an immediate invasion of this neutral (sic) country by the enemy as well as by our own forces.

This must not happen. Yet it is vitally imperative that these two enemy agents should be discovered, seized, and destroyed.

Their presence in the forest of Les Errues is the most serious menace to the Fatherland that has yet confronted it.

Upon the apprehension and destruction of these two spies depends the safety of Germany and her allies.

The war can not be won, a victorious German peace can not be imposed upon our enemies, unless these two enemy agents are found and their bodies absolutely destroyed upon the spot along with every particle of personal property discovered upon their persons.

More than that: the war will be lost, and with it the Fatherland, unless these two spies are seized and destroyed.

The Great Secret of Germany is in danger.

To possess themselves of it — for already they suspect its nature — and to expose it not only to the United States Government but to the entire world, is the mission of these two enemy agents.

If they succeed it would mean the end of the German Empire.

If our understanding with a certain neutral Power be made public, that also would spell disaster for Germany.

The situation hangs by a hair, the fate of the world is suspended above the forest of Les Errues.

On the 14th the process of infiltration began. But the Hun invasion of Les Errues was not to be conducted in force, there must be no commotion there, no stirring, no sound, only a silent, stealthy, death-hunt in that shadowy forest — a methodical, patient, thorough preparation to do murder; a swift, noiseless execution.

Also, on the 14th, the northern sky beyond the Swiss wire swarmed with Hun airplanes patrolling the border.

Not that the Great Secret could be discovered from the air; that danger had been foreseen fifty years ago, and half a centurys camouflage screened the results of steady, calculating relentless diligence.

But French or British planes might learn of the presence of these enemy agents in the dark forest of Les Errues, and might hang like hawks above it exchanging signals with them.

Therefore the northern sky swarmed with Boche aircraft — cautiously patrolling beyond the Swiss border, and only prepared to risk its violation if Allied planes first set them an example.

But for a week nothing moved in the heavens above Les Errues except an eagle. And that appeared every day, sheering the blue void above the forest, hovering majestically in circles hour after hour and then, at last, toward sundown, setting its sublime course westward, straight into the blinding disk of the declining sun.

The Hun airmen patrolling the border noticed the eagle. After a while, as no Allied plane appeared, time lagged with the Boche, and he came to look for this lone eagle which arrived always at the same hour in the sky above Les Errues, soared there hour after hour, then departed, flapping slowly westward until lost in the flames of sunset.

As though, remarked one Boche pilot, the bird were a phoenix which at the close of every day renews its life from its own ashes in the flames.

Another airman said: It is not a Lammergeier, is it?

It is a Stein-Adler, said a third.

But after a silence a fourth airman spoke, seated before the hangar and studying a wild flower, the petals of which he had been examining with the peculiar interest of a nature-student:

For ten days I have had nothing more important to watch than that eagle which appears regularly every day above the forest of Les Errues. And I have concluded that the bird is neither a Lammergeier nor a Stein-Adler.

Surely, said one young Hun, it is a German eagle.

It must be, laughed another, because it is so methodical and exact. Those are German traits.

The nature-student contemplated the wild blossom which he was now idly twirling between his fingers by its stem.

It perplexes me, he mused aloud.

The others looked at him; one said: What perplexes you, Von
Dresslin?

That bird.

The eagle?

The eagle which comes every day to circle above Les Errues. I, an amateur of ornithology am, perhaps, with all modesty, permitted to call myself?

Certainly, said several airmen at once.

Another added: We all know you to be a naturalist.

Pardon — a student only, gentlemen. Which is why, perhaps, I am both interested and perplexed by this eagle we see every day.

It is a rare species?

It is not a familiar one to the Alps.

This bird, then, is not a German eagle in your opinion, Von
Dresslin?

What is it? Asiatic? African? Chinese? asked another.

Von Dresslins eyebrows became knitted.

That eagle which we all see every day in the sky above Les Errues, he said slowly, has a snow-white crest and tail.

Several airmen nodded; one said: I have noticed that, too, watching the bird through my binoculars.

I know, continued Von Dresslin slowly, of only one species of eagle which resembles the bird we all see every day… It inhabits North America, he added thoughtfully.

There was a silence, then a very young airman inquired whether Von Dresslin knew of any authentic reports of an American eagle being seen in Europe.

Authentic? That is somewhat difficult to answer, replied Von Dresslin, with the true caution of a real naturalist. But I venture to tell you that, once before — nearly a year ago now — I saw an eagle in this same region which had a white crest and tail and was otherwise a shining bronze in colour.

Where did you see such a bird?

High in the air over Mount Terrible. A deep and significant silence fell over the little company. If Count von Dresslin had seen such an eagle over the Swiss peak called Mount Terrible, and had been near enough to notice the birds colour, every man there knew what had been the occasion.

For only once had that particular region of Switzerland been violated by their aircraft during the war. It had happened a year ago when Von Dresslin, patrolling the north Swiss border, had discovered a British flyer planing low over Swiss territory in the air-region between Mount Terrible and the forest of Les Errues.

Instantly the Hun, too, crossed the line: and the air-battle was joined above the forest.

Higher, higher, ever higher mounted the two fighting planes until the earth had fallen away two miles below them.

Then, out of the icy void of the upper air-space, now roaring with their engines clamour, the British plane shot earthward, down, down, rushing to destruction like a shooting-star, and crashed in the forest of Les Errues.

And where it had been, there in mid-air, hung an eagle with a crest as white as the snow on the shining peaks below.

He seemed suddenly to be there instead of the British plane, said Von Dresslin. I saw him distinctly — might have shot him with my pistol as he sheered by me, his yellow eyes aflame, balanced on broad wings. So near he swept that his bright fierce eyes flashed level with mine, and for an instant I thought he meant to attack me.

But he swept past in a single magnificent curve, screaming, then banked swiftly and plunged straight downward in the very path of the British plane.

Nobody spoke. Von Dresslin twirled his flower and looked at it in an absent-minded way.

From that glimpse, a year ago, I believe I had seen a species of eagle the proper habitat of which is North America, he said.

An airman remarked grimly: The Yankees are migrating to Europe.
Perhaps their eagles are coming too.

To pick our bones, added another.

And another man said laughingly to Von Dresslin:

Fritz, did you see in that downfall of the British enemy, and the dramatic appearance of a Yankee eagle in his place, anything significant?

By gad, cried another airman, we had John Bull by his fat throat, and were choking him to death. And now — the Americans!

If I dared cross the border and shoot that Yankee eagle to-morrow, began another airman; but they all knew it wouldnt do.

One said: Do you suppose, Von Dresslin, that the bird we see is the one you saw a year ago?

It is possible.

An American white-headed eagle?

I feel quite sure of it.

Their national bird, said the same airman who had expressed a desire to shoot it.

How could an American eagle get here? inquired another man.

By way of Asia, probably.

By gad! A long flight!

Dresslin nodded: An omen, perhaps, that we may also have to face the Yankee on our Eastern front.

The swine! growled several.

Von Dresslin assented absently to the epithet. But his thoughts were busy elsewhere, his mind preoccupied by a theory which, Hunlike, he, for the last ten days, had been slowly, doggedly, methodically developing.

It was this: Assuming that the bird really was an American eagle, the problem presented itself very clearly — from where had it come? This answered itself; it came from America, its habitat.

Which answer, of course, suggested a second problem; HOW did it arrive?

Several theories presented themselves:

1st. The eagle might have reached Asia from Alaska and so made its way westward as far as the Alps of Switzerland.

2nd. It may have escaped from some public European zoological collection.

3rd. It may have been owned privately and, on account of the scarcity of food in Europe, liberated by its owner.

4th. It MIGHT have been owned by the Englishman whose plane Von Dresslin had destroyed.

And now Von Dresslin was patiently, diligently developing this theory:

If it had been owned by the unknown Englishman whose plane had crashed a year ago in Les Errues forest, then the bird was undoubtedly his mascot, carried with him in his flights, doubtless a tame eagle.

Probably when the plane fell the bird took wing, which accounted for its sudden appearance in mid-air.

Probably, also, it had been taught to follow its master; and, indeed, had followed in one superb plunge earthward in the wake of a dead man in a stricken plane.

But — WAS this the same bird?

For argument, suppose it was. Then why did it still hang over Les Errues? Affection for a dead master? Only a dog could possibly show such devotion, such constancy. And besides, birds are incapable of affection. They only know where to go for kind treatment and security. And tamed birds, even those species domesticated for centuries, know only one impulse that draws them toward any human protector — the desire for food.

Could this eagle remember for a whole year that the man who lay dead somewhere in the dusky wilderness of Les Errues had once been kind to him and had fed him? And was that why the great bird still haunted the air-heights above the forest? Possibly.

Or was it not more logical to believe that here, suddenly cast upon its own resources, and compelled to employ instincts hitherto uncultivated or forgotten, to satisfy its hunger, this solitary American eagle had found the hunting good? Probably. And, knowing no other region, had remained there, and for the first time, or at least after a long interval of captivity and dependence on man, it had discovered what liberty was and with liberty the necessity to struggle for existence.

An airman, watching Dresslins thoughtful features, said:

You never found out who that Englishman was, did you?

No.

Did our agents search Les Errues?

I suppose so. But I have never heard anything further about that affair, he shrugged; and I dont believe we ever will until after the war, and until—

Until Switzerland belongs to us, said an airman with a light laugh.

Others, listening, looked at one another significantly, smiling the patient, confident and brooding smile of the Hun.

Knaus unwittingly wrote his character and his epitaph:

Ich kann warten.

The forest of Les Errues was deathly still. Hunters and hunted both were as silent as the wild things that belonged there in those dim woods — as cautious, as stealthy.

A dim greenish twilight veiled their movements, the damp carpet of moss dulled sounds.

Yet the hunted knew that they were hunted, realised that pursuit and search were inevitable; and the hunters, no doubt, guessed that their quarry was alert.

Now on the tenth day since their entrance into Les Errues those two Americans who were being hunted came to a little wooded valley through which a swift stream dashed amid rock and fern, flinging spray over every green leaf that bordered it, filling its clear pools with necklaces of floating bubbles.

McKay slipped his pack from his shoulders and set it against a tree. One of the two carrier pigeons in their cage woke up and ruffled. Looking closely at the other he discovered it was dead. His heart sank, but he laid the stiff, dead bird behind a tree and said nothing to his companion.

Evelyn Erith now let go of her own pack and, flinging herself on the moss, set her lips to the surface of a brimming pool.

Careful of this Alpine water! McKay warned her. But the girl satisfied her thirst before she rose to her knees and looked around at him.

Are you tired, Yellow-hair? he asked.

Yes…. Are you, Kay?

He shook his head and cast a glance around him.

It was beautiful, this little woodland vale with its stream dashing through and its slopes forested with beech and birch — splendid great trees with foliage golden green in the sun.

But it was not the beauty of the scene that preoccupied these two. Always, when ready to halt, their choice of any resting-place depended upon several things more important than beauty.

For one matter the place must afford concealment, and also a water supply. Moreover it must be situated so as to be capable of defence. Also there must be an egress offering a secure line of retreat.

So McKay began to roam about the place, prowling along the slopes and following the stream. Apparently the topography satisfied him; for after a little while he came back to where Miss Erith was lying on the moss, one arm resting across her eyes.

You ARE tired, he said.

She removed her arm and looked up at him out of those wonderful golden eyes.

Is it all right for us to remain here, Kay?

Yes. You can see for yourself. Anybody coming into this valley must be visible on that ridge to the south. And theres an exit. This brook dashes through it — two vast granite gates that will let us through into the outer forest, where they might as well hunt for two pins as for us.

The girl smiled; her eyes closed. Im glad we can rest, she murmured. So McKay went about his duties.

First he removed his pack and hers a hundred yards down stream, through the granite gateway, and placed them just beyond.

Then he came back for Miss Erith. Scarcely awakened as he lifted her, she placed one arm around his neck with the sleepy unconsciousness of a tired child. They had long been on such terms; there was no escaping them in the intimacy of their common isolation and common danger.

He laid her on the moss, well screened by the granite barrier, and beyond range of the brooks rainbow spray. She was already asleep again.

He took off both her shoes, unwound the spiral puttees and gave her bruised little feet a chance to breathe.

He made camp, tested the wind and found it safe to build a fire, set water to simmer, and unpacked the tinned rations. Then he made the two beds side by side, laying down blankets and smoothing away the twigs underneath.

The surviving carrier pigeon was hungry. He fed it, lifted it still banded from its place, cleaned the cage and set it to dry in a patch of sunshine.

The four automatic pistols he loaded and laid on a shelf in the granite barricade; set ammunition and flashlight beside them.

Then he went to his pack and got his papers and material, and unrolled the map upon which he had been at work since he and Evelyn Erith had entered the enemys zone of operations.

From time to time as he worked, drawing or making notes, he glanced at the sleeping girl beside him.

Never but once had the word love been mentioned between these two.

For a long while, now — almost from the very beginning — he had known that he was in love with this girl; but, after that one day in the garden, he also knew that there was scarcely the remotest chance that he should live to tell her so again, or that she could survive to hear him.

For when they had entered the enemys zone below Mount Terrible they both realised that there was almost no chance of their returning.

He had lighted his pipe; and now he sat working away at his drawings, making a map of his route as best he could without instruments, and noting with rapid pencil all matters of interest for those upon whose orders he and this girl beside him had penetrated the forbidden forest of Les Errues. This for the slim chance of getting back alive. But he had long believed that, if his pigeons failed him at the crisis, no report would ever be delivered to those who sent him here, either concerning his discoveries or his fate and the fate of the girl who lay asleep beside him.

An hour later she awoke. He was still bent over his map, and she presently extended one arm and let her hand rest on his knee.

Do you feel better, Yellow-hair?

Yes. Thank you for removing my shoes.

I suppose you are hungry, he remarked.

Yes. Are you?

He smiled: As usual. I wish to heaven I could run across a roebuck. They both craved something to satisfy the hunger made keen by the Alpine air, and which no concentrated rations could satisfy. McKay seldom ventured to kill any game — merely an auerhahn, a hare or two, a red squirrel — and sometimes he had caught trout in the mountain brooks with his bare hands — the method called tickling and only too familiar to Old-World poachers.

Roebuck, she repeated trying not to speak wistfully.

He nodded: One crossed the stream below. I saw the tracks in the moss, which was still stirring where the foot had pressed.

Dare you risk a shot in Les Errues, Kay?

I dont think Id hesitate.

After a silence: Why dont you rest? You must be dead tired, she said. And he felt a slight pressure of her fingers drawing him.

So he laid aside his work, dropped upon his blanket, and turned on his left side, looking at her.

You have not yet seen any sign of the place from which you once looked out across the frontier and saw thousands and thousands of people as busy as a swarm of ants — have you, Kay?

I remember this stream and these woods. I cant seem to recollect how far or in which direction I turned after passing this granite gorge.

Did you go far?

I cant recollect, he said. Id give my right arm if I could.
His worn and anxious visage touched her.

Dont fret, Kay, dear, she said soothingly. Well find it. Well find out what the Hun is doing. Well discover what this Great Secret really is. And our pigeons shall tell it to the world.

And, as always, she smiled cheerfully, confidently. He had never heard her whine, had never seen her falter save from sheer physical weariness.

Well win through, Yellow-hair, he said, looking steadily into her clear brown-gold eyes.

Of course. You are so wonderful, Kay.

That is the most wonderful thing in the world, Evelyn — to hear you tell me such a thing!

Dont you know I think so?

I cant believe it — after what you know of me—

Kay!

Im sorry — but a scar is a scar—

There is no scar! Do you hear me! No scar, no stain! Dont you suppose a woman can judge? And I have my own opinion of you, Kay — and it is a perfectly good opinion and suits me.

She smiled, closed her eyes as though closing the discussion, opened them and smiled again at him.

And now, as always, he wondered how this fair young girl could find courage to smile in the very presence of the most dreadful death any living woman could suffer — death from the Hun.

He lay looking at her and she at him, for a while.

In the silence, a dry stick snapped and McKay was on his feet as though it had been the crack of a pistol.

Presently he stooped, and she lifted her pretty head and rested one ear close to his lips:

Its that roebuck, I think, down stream. Then something happened; her ear touched his mouth — or his lips, forming some word, came into contact with her — so that it was as though he had kissed her and she had responded.

Both recoiled; her face was bright with mounting colour and he seemed scared. Yet both knew it was not a caress; but she feared he thought she had invited one, and he feared she believed he had offered one.

He went about his affair with the theoretical roebuck in silence, picking up one of his pistols, loosening his knife in its sheath; then, without the usual smile or gesture for her, he started off noiselessly over the moss.

And the girl, supporting herself on one arm, her fingers buried in the moss, looked after him while her flushed face cooled.

McKay moved down stream with pistol lifted, scanning the hard-wood ridges on either hand. For even the reddest of roe deer, in the woods, seem to be amazingly invisible unless they move.

The stream dashed through shadow and sun-spot, splashing a sparkling way straight into the wilderness of Les Errues; and along its fern-fringed banks strode McKay with swift, light steps. His eyes, now sharpened by the fight for life — which life had begun to be revealed to him in all its protean aspects, searched the dappled, demi-light ahead, fiercely seeking to pierce any disguise that protective colouration might afford his quarry.

Silver, russet, green and gold, and with the myriad fulvous nuances that the forest undertones lend to its ensembles, these were the patterned tints that met his eye on every side in the subdued gradations of woodland light.

But nothing out of key, nothing either in tone, colour, or shape, betrayed the discreet and searched for discord in the vague and lovely harmony; — no spiked head tossed in sudden fright; no chestnut flank turned too redly in the dim ensemble, no delicate feet in motion disturbed the solemn immobility of tree-trunk and rock. Only the fern fronds quivered where spray rained across them; and the only sounds that stirred were the crystalline clash of icy rapids and the high whisper of the leaves in Les Errues.

And, as he stood motionless, every sense and instinct on edge, his eyes encountered something out of key with this lovely, sombre masterpiece of God. Instantly a still shock responded to the mechanical signal sent to his eyes; the engine of the brain was racing; he stood as immobile as a tree.

Yes, there on the left something was amiss, — something indistinct in the dusk of heavy foliage — something, the shape of which was not in harmony with the suave design about him woven of its Creator. After a long while he walked slowly toward it.

There was much more of it than he had seen. Its consequences, too, were visible above him where broken branches hung still tufted with bronze leaves which no new buds would ever push from their dead clasp of the sapless stems. And all around him yearling seedlings had pushed up through the charred wreckage. Even where fire had tried to obtain a foothold, and had been withstood by barriers of green and living sap, in burnt spaces where bits of twisted metal lay, tender shoots had pushed out in that eternal promise of resurrection which becomes a fable only upon a printed page.

McKays business was with the dead. The weather-faded husk lay there amid dry leaves promising some day to harmonise with the scheme of things.

Mice had cleaned the bony cage under the uniform of a British aviator. Mice gnaw the shed antlers of deer. And other bones.

The pockets were full of papers. McKay read some of them. Afterward he took from the bones of the hand two rings, a wrist-watch, a whistle which still hung by a short chain and a round object attached to a metal ring like a sleigh-bell.

There was a hollow just beyond, made once in time of flood by some ancient mountain torrent long dry, and no longer to be feared.

The human wreckage barely held together, but it was light; and McKay covered it with a foot of deep green moss, and made a cairn above it out of glacial stones from the watercourse. And on the huge beech that tented it he cut a cross with his trench-knife, making the incision deep, so that it glimmered like ivory against the silvery bark of the great tree. Under this sacred symbol he carved:

SIR W. BLINT, BART.

Below this he cut a deep, white oblong in the bark, and with a coal from the burned airplane he wrote:

THIS IS THE BEGINNING, NOT THE END. THIS ENGLISHMAN STILL CARRIES ON!

He stood at salute for a full minute. Then turned, dropped to his knees, and began another thorough search among the debris and dead leaves.

Hello, Yellow-hair!

She had been watching his approach from where she was seated balanced on the streams edge, with both legs in the water to the knees.

He came up and dropped down beside her on the moss.

A dead airman in Les Errues, he said quietly, a Britisher. I put away what remained of him. The Huns may dig him up: some animals do such things.

Where did you find him, Kay? she asked quietly.

A quarter of a mile down-stream. He lay on the west slope. He had fallen clear, but there was not much left of his machine.

How long has he lain there in this forest?

A year — to judge. Also the last entry in his diary bears this out. They got him through the head, and his belt gave way or was not fastened. — Anyway he came down stone dead and quite clear of his machine. His name was Blint — Sir W. Blint, Bart…. Lie back on the moss and let your bruised feet hang in the pool…. Here — this way — rest that yellow head of yours against my knees. … Are you snug?

Yes.

Hold out your hands. These were his trinkets.

The girl cupped her hands to receive the rings, watch, the gold whistle in its little gem-set chains, and the sleigh-bell on its bracelet.

She examined them one by one in silence while McKay ran through the pages of the notebook — discoloured pages all warped and stained in their leather binding but written in pencil with print-like distinction.

Sir W. Blint, murmured McKay, still busy with the notebook. Cant find what W. stood for.

Thats all there is — just his name and military rank as an aviator:
I left the disk where it hung.

The girl placed the trinkets on the moss beside her and looked up into McKays face.

Both knew they were thinking of the same thing. They wore no disks.
Would anybody do for them what McKay had done for the late Sir W.
Blint?

McKay bent a little closer over her and looked down into her face. That any living creature should touch this woman in death seemed to him almost more terrible than her dying. It was terror of that which sometimes haunted him; no other form of fear.

What she read in his eyes is not clear — was not quite clear to her, perhaps. She said under her breath:

You must not fear for me, Kay…. Nothing can really touch me now.

He did not understand what she meant by this immunity — gathering some vague idea that she had spoken in the spiritual sense. And he was only partly right. For when a girl is beginning to give her soul to a man, the process is not wholly spiritual.

As he looked down at her in silence he saw her gaze shift and her eyes fix themselves on something above the tree-tops overhead.

Theres that eagle again, she said, wheeling up there in the blue.

He looked up; then he turned his sun-dazzled eyes on the pages of the little notebook which he held open in both hands.

Its amusing reading, he said. The late Sir W. Blint seems to have been something of a naturalist. Wherever he was stationed the lives of the birds, animals, insects and plants interested him. … Everywhere one comes across his pencilled queries and comments concerning such things; here he discovers a moth unfamiliar to him, there a bird he does not recognise. He was a quaint chap—

McKays voice ceased but his eyes still followed the pencilled lines of the late Sir W. Blint. And Evelyn Erith, resting her yellow head against his knees, looked up at him.

For example, resumed McKay, and read aloud from the diary:

Five days leave. Blighty. All top hole at home. Walked with
Constance in the park.

Pair of thrushes in the spinney. Rookery full. Usual butterflies in unusual numbers. Toward twilight several sphinx moths visited the privet. No net at hand so did not identify any. Pheasants in bad shape. Nobody to keep them down. Must arrange drives while Im away.

Late at night a barn owl in the chapel belfrey. Saw him and heard him. Constance nervous; omens and that sort, I fancy; but no funk. Rotten deal for her.

Who was Constance? asked Miss Erith.

Evidently his wife…. I wish we could get those trinkets to her. His glance shifted back to the pencilled page and presently he read on, aloud:

France again. Headquarters. Same rumour that Fritz has something up his sleeve. Conference. Letter from Constance. Wrote her also.

10th inst.:

Conference. Interesting theory even if slightly incredible. Wrote
Constance.

12th inst.:

Another conference. Sir D. Haig. Back to hangar. A nightingale singing, clear and untroubled above the unceasing thunder of the cannonade. Very pretty moth, incognito, came and sat on my sleeve. One of the Noctuidae, I fancy, but dont know generic or specific names. About eleven oclock Sir D. Haig. Unexpected honour. Sir D. serene and cheerful. Showed him about. He was much amused at my eagle. Explained how I had found him as an eaglet some twenty years ago in America and how he sticks to me like a tame jackdaw.

Told Sir D. that I had been taking him in my air flights everywhere and that he adored it, sitting quite solemnly out of harms way and, if taking to the air for a bit of exercise, always keeping my plane in view and following it to earth.

Showed Sir D. H. all Manitous tricks. The old chap did me proud.
This was the programme:

I.— Will you cheer for king and country, Manitou?

Manitou (yelping)— Houp — gloup — houp!

I.— Suppose you were a Hun eagle, Manitou — just a vulgar Boche buzzard?

Manitou (hanging his head)— Houp — gloup — houp!

I.-But youre not! Youre a Yankee eagle! Now give three cheers for
Uncle Sam!

Manitou (head erect)— Houp — gloup — houp!

Sir D. convulsed. Ordered a trench-rat for Manitou as usual. While he was discussing it I told Sir D. H. how I could always send Manitou home merely by attaching to his ankle a big whistling-bell of silver.

Explained that Manitou hated it and that I had taught him to fly home when I attached it by arranging that nobody except my wife should ever relieve him of the bell.

It took about two years to teach him where to go for relief.

Sir D, much amused — reluctant to leave. Wrote to Connie later. Bed.

13th inst.:

Summoned by Sir D. H. Conference. Most interesting. Packed up. Of at 5 P. M., taking my eagle, Manitou. Wrote Constance.

14th inst.:

Paris. Yankees everywhere. Very ft. Have noticed no brag so far.
Wrote Constance.

20th inst.:

Paris. Yanks, Yanks, Yanks. And thanks rimes. I said so to one of em. No, said he, Tanks is the proper rime — British Tanks! Neat and modest. Wrote Connie.

21st inst.:

Manitou and I are off. Most interesting quest I ever engaged in.
Wrote to my wife.

Delle. Manitou and I both very fit. Machine in waiting. Took the air for a look about. Manitou left me a mile up. Evidently likes the Alps. Soared over Mount Terrible whither I dared not venture — yet! Saw no Huns. Back by sundown. Manitou dropped in to dinner — like a thunderbolt from the zenith. Astonishment of Blue Devils on guard. Much curiosity. Manitou a hero. All see in him an omen of American victory. Wrote Connie.

30th inst.:

Shall try it very soon now.

If its true — God help the Swiss! If not — profound apologies I suppose. Anyway its got to be cleared up. Manitou enamoured of mountains. Poor devil, its in his blood I suppose. Takes the air, now, quite independent of me, but I fancy he gets uneasy if I delay, for he comes and circles over the hangar until my machine takes the air. And if it doesnt he comes down to find out why, mad and yelping at me like an irritated goblin.

I saw an Alpine butterfly to-day — one of those Parnassians all white with wings veined a greenish black. Couldnt catch him. Wrote to Connie. Bed.

31st inst.:

In an hour. All ready. Its hard to believe that the Hun has so terrorised the Swiss Government as to force it into such an outrageous concession. Nous verrons.

A perfect day. Everything arranged. Calm and confident. Think much of Constance but no nerves. Early this morning Manitou, who had been persistently hulking at my heels and squealing invitations to take wing with him, became impatient and went up.

I saw him in time and whistled him down; and I told the old chap very plainly that he could come up with me when I was ready or not at all.

He understood and sat on the table sulking, and cocking his silver head at me while I talked to him. Thats one thing about Manitou. Except for a wild Canada goose I never before saw a bird who seemed to have the slightest trace of brain. I know, of course, its not affection that causes him to trail me, answer his whistle, and obey when he doesnt wish to obey. Its training and habit. But I like to pretend that the old chap is a little fond of me.

Im of in a few minutes. Manitou is aboard. Glorious visibility. Now for Fritz and his occult designs — if there are any.

A little note to Connie — I scarcely know why. Not a nerve. Most happy. Noticed a small butterfly quite unfamiliar to me. No time now to investigate.

Engines! Manitou yelling with excitement. Symptoms of taking wing, but whistle checks insubordination…. All ready. Wish Connie were here.

McKay closed the little book, strapped and buckled the cover.

Exit Sir W. Blint, he said, not flippantly. I think I should like to have known that man.

The girl, lying there with the golden water swirling around her knees and her golden head on the moss, looked up through the foliage in silence.

The eagle was soaring lower over the forest now. After a little while she reached out and let her fingers touch McKays hand where it rested on the moss:

Kay?

Yes, Yellow-hair.

It isnt possible, of course…. But are there any eagles in Europe that have white heads and tails?

No.

I know…. I wish youd look up at that eagle. He is not very high.

McKay lifted his head. After a moment he rose to his feet, still looking intently skyward. The eagle was sailing very low now.

THATS AN AMERICAN EAGLE!

The words shot out of McKays lips. The girl sat upright, electrified.

And now the sun struck full across the great bird as he sheered the tree-tops above. HEAD AND TAIL WERE A DAZZLING WHITE.

Could — could it be that dead mans eagle? said the girl. Oh, could it be Manitou? COULD it, Kay?

McKay looked at her, and his eye fell on the gold whistle hanging from her wrist on its jewelled chain.

If it is, he said, he might notice that whistle. Try it!

She nodded excitedly, set the whistle to her lips and blew a clear, silvery, penetrating blast upward.

Kay! Look! she gasped.

For the response had been instant. Down through the tree-tops sheered the huge bird, the air shrilling through his pinions, and struck the solid ground and set his yellow claws in it, grasping the soil of the Old World with mighty talons. Then he turned his superb head and looked fearlessly upon his two compatriots.

Manitou! Manitou! whispered the girl. And crept toward him on her knees, nearer, nearer, until her slim outstretched hand rested on his silver crest.

Good God! said McKay in the low tones of reverence.

McKay had drawn a duplicate of his route-map on thin glazed paper.

Evelyn Erith had finished a duplicate copy of his notes and reports.

Of these and the trinkets of the late Sir W. Blint they made two flat packets, leaving one of them unsealed to receive the brief letter which McKay had begun:

Dear Lady Blint — 

It is not necessary to ask the wife of Sir W. Blint to have courage.

He died as he had lived — a fine and fearless British sportsman.

His death was painless. He lies in the forest of Les Errues. I enclose a map for you.

I and my comrade, Evelyn Erith, dare believe that his eagle, Manitou, has not forgotten the air-path to England and to you. With Gods guidance he will carry this letter to you. And with it certain objects belonging to your husband. And also certain papers which I beg you will have safely delivered to the American Ambassador.

If, madam, we come out of this business alive, my comrade and I will do ourselves the honour of waiting on you if, as we suppose, you would care to hear from us how we discovered the body of the late Sir W. Blint.

Madam, accept homage and deep respect from two Americans who are, before long, rather likely to join your gallant husband in the great adventure.

Yellow-hair?

She came, signed the letter. Then McKay signed it, and it was enclosed in one of the packets.

Then McKay took the dead carrier pigeon from the cage and tossed it on the moss. And Manitou planted his terrible talons on the inert mass of feathers and tore it to shreds.

Evelyn attached the anklet and whistling bell; then she unwound a yard of surgeons plaster, and kneeling, spread the eagles enormous pinions, hold-ing them horizontal while McKay placed the two packets and bound them in place under the out-stretched wings.

The big bird had bolted the pigeon. At first he submitted with sulky grace, not liking what was happening, but offering no violence.

And even now, as they backed away from him, he stood in dignified submission, patiently striving to adjust his closed wings to these annoying though light burdens which seemed to have no place among his bronze feathers.

Presently, irritated, the bird partially unclosed one wing as though to probe with his beak for the seat of his discomfort. At the same time he moved his foot, and the bell rattled on his anklet.

Instantly his aspect changed; stooping he inspected the bell, struck it lightly with his beak as though in recognition.

WAS it the hated whistling bell? Again the curved beak touched it.
And recognition was complete.

Mad all through, disgust, indecision, gave rapid place to nervous alarm. Every quill rose in wrath; the snowy crest stood upright; the yellow eyes flashed fire.

Then, suddenly, the eagle sprang into the air, yelping fierce protest against such treatment: the shrilling of the bell swept like a thin gale through the forest, keener, louder, as the enraged bird climbed the air, mounting, mounting into the dazzling blue above until the motionless watchers in the woods below saw him wheel.

Which way would he turn? Round and round swept the eagle in wider and more splendid circles; in tensest suspense the two below watched motionless.

Then the tension broke; and a dry sob escaped the girl.

For the eagle had set his lofty course at last. Westward he bore through pathless voids uncharted save by God alone — who has set His signs to mark those high blue lanes, lest the birds — His lesser children — should lose their way betwixt earth and moon.


CHAPTER IX

THE BLINDER TRAIL
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THERE WAS NO escape that way. From the northern and eastern edges of the forest sheer cliffs fell away into bluish depths where forests looked like lawns and the low uplands of the Alsatian border resembled hillocks made by tunnelling moles. And yet it was from somewhere not far away that a man once had been, carried safely into Alsace on a sudden snowslide. That man now lay among the trees on the crags edge looking down into the terrific chasm below. He and the girl who crouched in the thicket of alpine roses behind him seemed a part of the light-flecked forest — so inconspicuous were they among dead leaves and trees in their ragged and weather-faded clothing.

They were lean from physical effort and from limited nourishment. The skin on their faces and hands, once sanguine and deeply burnt by Alpine wind and sun and snow glare, now had become almost colourless, so subtly the alchemy of the open operates on those whose only bed is last years leaves and whose only shelter is the sky. Even the girls yellow hair had lost its sunny brilliancy, so that now it seemed merely a misty part of the lovely, subdued harmony of the woods.

The man, still searching the depths below with straining, patient gaze, said across his shoulder:

It was here somewhere — near here, Yellow-hair, that I went over, and found what I found…. But its not difficult to guess what you and I should find if we try to go over now.

Death? she motioned with serene lips.

He had turned to look at her, and he read her lips.

And yet, he said, we must manage to get down there, somehow or other, alive.

She nodded. Both knew that, once down there, they could not expect to come out alive. That was tacitly understood. All that could be hoped was that they might reach those bluish depths alive, live long enough to learn what they had come to learn, release the pigeon with its message, then meet destiny in whatever guise it confronted them.

For Fate was not far off. Fate already watched them — herself unseen. She had caught sight of them amid the dusk of the ancient trees — was following them, stealthily, murderously, through the dim aisles of this haunted forest of Les Errues.

These two were the hunted ones, and their hunters were in the forest — nearer now than ever because the woodland was narrowing toward the east.

Also, for the first time since they had entered the Forbidden Forest, scarcely noticeable paths appeared flattening the carpet of dead leaves — not trails made by game — but ways trodden at long intervals by man — trails unused perhaps for months — then rendered vaguely visible once more by the unseen, unheard feet of lightly treading foes.

Here for the first time they had come upon the startling spoor of man — of men and enemies — men who were hunting them to slay them, and who now, in these eastern woods, no longer cared for the concealment that might lull to a sense of false security the human quarry that they pursued.

And yet the Hun-pack hunting them though the forbidden forest of Les Errues had, in their new indifference to their quarrys alarm, and in the ferocity of their growing boldness, offered the two fugitives a new hope and a new reason for courage: — the grim courage of those who are about to die, and who know it, and still carry on.

For this is what the Huns had done — not daring to use signals visible to the Swiss patrols on nearer mountain flanks.

Nailed to a tree beside the scarcely visible trail of flattened leaves — a trail more imagined and feared than actually visible — was a sheet of white paper. And on it was written in the tongue of the Hun, — and in that same barbarous script also — a message, the free translation of which was as follows:

WARNING!

The three Americans recently sent into Les Errues by the Military Intelligence Department of the United States Army now fighting in France are still at large somewhere in this forest. Two of them are operating together, the well-known escaped prisoner, Kay McKay, and the woman secret-agent, Evelyn Erith. The third American, Alexander Gray, has been wounded in the left hand by one of our riflemen, but managed to escape, and is now believed to be attempting to find and join the agents McKay and Erith.

This must be prevented. All German agents now operating in Les Errues are formally instructed to track down and destroy without traces these three spies whenever and wherever encountered according to plan. It is expressly forbidden to attempt to take any one or all of these spies alive. No prisoners! No traces! Germans, do your duty! The Fatherland is in peril!

(Signed) HOCHSTIM.

McKay wriggled cautiously backward from the chasms granite edge and crawled into the thicket of alpine roses where Evelyn Erith lay.

No way out, Kay? she asked under her breath.

No way THAT way, Yellow-hair.

Then?

I dont — know, he said slowly.

You mean that we ought to turn back.

Yes, we ought to. The forest is narrowing very dangerously for us. It runs to a point five miles farther east, overlooking impassable gulfs…. We should be in a cul-de-sac, Yellow-hair.

I know.

He mused for a few moments, cool, clear-eyed, apparently quite undisturbed by their present peril and intent only on the mission which had brought them here, and how to execute it before their unseen trackers executed them.

To turn now, and attempt to go back along this precipice, is to face every probability of meeting the men we have so far managed to avoid, he said aloud in his pleasant voice, but as though presenting the facts to himself alone.

Of course we shall account for some of the Huns; but that does not help us to win through…. Even an exchange of shots would no doubt be disastrous to our plans. We MUST keep away from them…. Otherwise we could never hope to creep into the valley alive,… Tell me, Yellow-hair, have you thought of anything new?

The girl shook her head.

No, Kay…. Except that chance of running across this new man of whom we never had heard before the stupid Boche advertised his presence in Les Errues.

Alexander Gray, nodded McKay, taking from his pocket the paper which the Huns had nailed to the great pine, and unfolding it again.

The girl rested her chin on his shoulder to reread it — an apparent familiarity which he did not misunderstand. The dog that believes in you does it — from perplexity sometimes, sometimes from loneliness. Or, even when afraid — not fearing with the baser emotion of the poltroon, but afraid with that brave fear which is a wisdom too, and which feeds and brightens the steady flame of courage.

Alexander Gray, repeated McKay. I never supposed that we would send another man in here — at least not until something had been heard concerning our success or failure…. I had understood that such a policy was not advisable. You know yourself, Yellow-hair, that the fewer people we have here the better the chance. And it was so decided before we left New York…. And — I wonder what occurred to alter our policy.

Perhaps the Boches have spread reports of our capture by Swiss authorities, she said simply.

That might be. Yes, and the Hun newspapers might even have printed it. I can see their scare-heads: Gross Violation of Neutral Soil!

Switzerland invaded by the Yankees! Their treacherous and impudent spies caught in the Alps! — that sort of thing. Yes, it might be that… and yet—

You think the Boche would not call attention to such an attempt even to trap others of our agents for the mere pleasure of murdering them?

Thats what I think, Eve.

He called her Eve only when circumstances had become gravely threatening. At other times it was usually Yellow-hair!

Then you believe that this man, Gray, has been sent into Les Errues to aid us to carry on independently the operation in which we have so far failed?

I begin to think so. The girls golden eyes became lost in retrospection.

And yet, she ventured after a few moments thought, he must have come into Les Errues learning that we also had entered it; and apparently he has made no effort to find us.

We cant know that, Eve.

He must be a woodsman, she argued, and also he must suppose that we are more or less familiar with American woodcraft, and fairly well versed in its signs. Yet — he has left no sign that we could understand where a Hun could not.

Because we have discovered no sign we can not be certain that this man Gray has made none for us to read, said McKay.

No…. And yet he has left nothing that we have discovered — no blaze; no moss or leaf, no stone or cairn — not a broken twig, not a peeled stick, and no trail!

How do we know that the traces of a trail marked by flattened leaves might not be his trail? Once, on that little sheet of sand left by rain in the torrents wake, you found the imprint of a hobnailed shoe such as the Hun hunters wear, she reminded him. And there we first saw the flattened trail of last years leaves — if indeed it be truly a trail.

But, Eve dear, never have we discovered in any dead and flattened leaf the imprint of hobnails, — let alone the imprint of a human foot.

Suppose, whoever made that path, had pulled over his shoes a heavy woolen sock. He nodded.

I feel, somehow, that the Hun flattened out those leaves, she went on. I am sure that had an American made the trail he would also have contrived to let us know — given us some indication of his identity.

The girls low voice suddenly failed and her hand clutched McKays shoulder.

They lay among the alpine roses like two stones, never stirring, the dappled sunlight falling over them as harmoniously and with no more and no less accent than it spotted tree-trunk and rock and moss around them.

And, as they lay there, motionless, her head resting on his thigh, a man came out of the dimmer woods into the white sunshine that flooded the verge of the granite chasm.

The man was very much weather-beaten; his tweeds were torn; he carried a rifle in his right hand. And his left was bound in bloody rags. But what instantly arrested McKays attention was the pack strapped to his back and supported by a tump-line.

Never before had McKay seen such a pack carried in such a manner excepting only in American forests.

The man stood facing the sun. His visage was burnt brick colour, a hue which seemed to accentuate the intense blue of his eyes and make his light-coloured hair seem almost white.

He appeared to be a man of thirty, superbly built, with a light, springy step, despite his ragged and weary appearance.

McKays eyes were fastened desperately upon him, upon the strap of the Indian basket which crossed his sun-scorched forehead, upon his crystal-blue eyes of a hunter, upon his wounded left hand, upon the sinewy red fist that grasped a rifle, the make of which McKay should have known, and did know. For it was a Winchester 45-70 — no chance for mistaking that typical American weapon. And McKay fell a-trembling in every limb.

Presently the man cautiously turned, scanned his back trail with that slow-stirrng wariness of a woodsman who never moves abruptly or without good reason; then he went back a little way, making no sound on the forest floor.

AND MCKAY SAW THAT HE WORE KNEE MOCCASINS.

At the same time Evelyn Erith drew her little length noiselessly along his, and he felt her mouth warm against his ear:

Gray? He nodded.

I think so, too. His left hand is injured. He wears American moccasins. But in Gods name be careful, Kay. It may be a trap.

He nodded almost imperceptibly, keeping his eyes on the figure which now stood within the shade of the trees in an attitude which might suggest listening, or perhaps merely a posture of alert repose.

Evelyns mouth still rested against his ear and her light breath fell warmly on him. Then presently her lips moved again:

Kay! He LOOKS safe.

McKay turned his head with infinite caution and she inclined hers to his lips:

I think it is Gray. But weve got to be certain, Eve. She nodded.

He does look right, whispered McKay. No Boche cradles a rifle in the hollow of his left arm so naturally. It is HABIT, because he does it in spite of a crippled left hand.

She nodded again.

Also, whispered McKay, everything else about him is convincing — the pack, tump-line, moccasins, Winchester: and his manner of moving…. I know deer-stalkers in Scotland and in the Alps. I know the hunters of ibex and chamois, of roe-deer and red stag, of auerhahn and eagle. This man is DIFFERENT. He moves and behaves like our own woodsmen — like one of our own hunters.

She asked with dumb lips touching his ear: Shall we chance it?

No. It must be a certainty.

Yes. We must not offer him a chance.

Not a ghost of a chance to do us harm, nodded McKay. Listen attentively, Eve; when he moves on, rise when I do; take the pigeon and the little sack because I want both hands free. Do you understand, dear?

Yes.

Because I shall have to kill him if the faintest hint of suspicion arises in my mind. Its got to be that way, Eve.

Yes, I know.

Not for our own safety, but for what our safety involves, he added.

She inclined her head in acquiescence.

Very slowly and with infinite caution McKay drew from their holsters beneath his armpits two automatic pistols.

Help me, Eve, he whispered.

So she aided him where he lay beside her to slip the pack straps over his shoulders. Then she drew toward her the little osier cage in which their only remaining carrier-pigeon rested secured by elastic bands, grasped the smaller sack with the other hand, and waited.

They had waited an hour and more; and the figure of the stranger had moved only once — shifted merely to adjust itself against a supporting tree-trunk and slip the tump-line.

But now the man was stirring again, cautiously resuming the forehead-straps.

Ready, now, to proceed in whichever direction he might believe lay his destination, the strange man took the rifle into the hollow of his left arm once more, remained absolutely motionless for five full minutes, then, stirring stealthily, his moccasins making no sound, he moved into the forest in a half-crouching attitude.

And after him went McKay with Evelyn Erith at his elbow, his sinister pistols poised, his eyes fixed on the figure which passed like a shadow through the dim forest light ahead.

Toward mid-afternoon their opportunity approached; for here was the first water they had encountered — and the afternoon had become burning hot — and their own throats were cracking with that fierce thirst of high places where, even in the summer air, there is that thirst-provoking hint of ice and snow.

For a moment, however, McKay feared that the man meant to go on, leaving the thin, icy rivulet untasted among its rocks and mosses; for he crossed the course of the little stream at right angles, leaping lithely from one rock to the next and travelling upstream on the farther bank.

Then suddenly he stopped stock-still and looked back along his trail — nearly blind save for a few patches of flattened dead leaves which his moccasined tread had patted smooth in the shadier stretches where moisture lingered undried by the searching rays of the sun.

For a few moments the unknown man searched his own back-trail, standing as motionless as the trunk of a lichened beech-tree. Then, very slowly, he knelt on the dead leaves, let go his pack, and, keeping his rifle in his right hand, stretched out his sinewy length above the pool on the edge of which he had halted.

Twice, before drinking, he lifted his head to sweep the woods around him, his parched lips still dry. Then, with the abruptness — not of man but of some wild thing — he plunged his sweating face into the pool.

And McKay covered him where he lay, and spoke in a voice which stiffened the drinking man to a statue prone on its face:

Ive got you right! Dont lift your head! Youll understand me if youre American!

The man lay as though dead. McKay came nearer; Evelyn Erith was at his elbow.

Take his rifle, Eve.

The girl walked over and coolly picked up the Winchester.

Now cover him! continued McKay. Find a good rest for your gun and keep him covered, Eve.

She laid the rifle level across a low branch, drew the stock snug and laid her cheek to it and her steady finger on the trigger.

When I saysqueeze, let him have it! Do you understand, Eve?

Perfectly.

Then, with one pistol poised for a drop shot, McKay stepped forward and jerked open the mans pack. And the man neither stirred nor spoke. For a few minutes McKay remained busy with the pack, turning out packets of concentrated rations of American manufacture, bits of personal apparel, a meagre company outfit, spare ammunition — the dozen-odd essentials to be always found in an American hunters pack.

Then McKay spoke again:

Eve, keep him covered. Shoot when I say shoot.

Right, she replied calmly. And to the recumbent and unstirring figure McKay gave a brief order:

Get up! Hands up!

The man rose as though made of steel springs and lifted both hands.

Water still ran from his chin and lips and sweating cheeks. But McKay, resting the muzzle of his pistol against the mans abdomen, looked into a face that twitched with laughter.

You think its funny? he snarled, but the blessed relief that surged through him made his voice a trifle unsteady.

Yes, said the man, it hits me that way.

Something else may hit you, growled McKay, ready to embrace him with sheer joy.

Not unless youre a Boche, retorted the man coolly. But I guess youre Kay McKay—

Dont get so damned familiar with names!

Thats right, too. Ill just call you Seventy-Six, and this young lady Seventy-Seven…. And Im Two Hundred and Thirty.

What else?

My name?

Certainly.

It isnt expected—

It is in this case, snapped McKay, wondering at himself for such ultra precaution.

Oh, if you insist then, Im Gray…. Alec Gray of the States United
Army Intelligence Serv—

All right…. Gad!… Its all right, Gray!

He took the mans lifted right hand, jerked it down and crushed it in a convulsive grasp: Its good to see you…. Were in a hole — deadlocked — no way out but back! he laughed nervously. Have you any dope for us?

Grays blue eyes travelled smilingly toward Evelyn and rested on the muzzle of the Winchester. And McKay laughed almost tremulously:

All clear, Yellow-hair! This IS Gray — God be thanked!

The girl, pale and quiet and smiling, lowered the rifle and came forward offering her hand.

Its pleasant to see YOU, she said quite steadily. We were afraid of a Boche trick.

So I notice, said Gray, intensely amused.

Then the weather-tanned faces of all three sobered.

This is no place to talk things over, said Gray shortly.

Do you know a better place?

Yes. If youll follow me.

He went to his pack, put it swiftly in order, hoisted it, resumed the tump-line, and looked around at Evelyn for his rifle.

But she had already slung it across her own shoulders and she pointed at his wounded hand and its blood-black bandage and motioned him forward.

The sun hung on the shoulder of a snow-capped alp when at last these three had had their brief understanding concerning one anothers identity, credentials, and future policy.

Grays lair, in a bushy hollow between two immense jutting cakes of granite, lay on the very brink of the chasm. And there they sat, cross-legged in the warmth of the declining sun in gravest conference concerning the future.

Recklow insisted that I come, repeated Gray. I was in the 208th Pioneers — in a sawmilll near La Roche Rouge — Vosges — when I got my orders.

And Recklow thinks were caught and killed?

So does everybody in the Intelligence. The Mulhausen paper had it that the Swiss caught you violating the frontier, which meant to Recklow that the Boche had done you in.

I see, nodded McKay.

So he picked me.

And you say you guided in Maine?

Yes, when I was younger. After I was on my own I kept store at
South Carry, Maine, and ran the guides there.

I noticed all the ear-marks, nodded McKay.

Gray smiled: I guess theyre there all right if a man knows em when he sees em.

Were you badly shot up?

Not so bad. They shoot a pea-rifle, single shot all over silver and swallowtail stock—

I know, smiled McKay.

Well, you know them. It drills nasty with a soft bullet, cleaner with a chilled one. My left hands a wreck but I shant lose it.

I had better dress it before night, said Evelyn.

I dressed it at noon. I wont disturb it again to-day, said Gray, thanking her with his eloquent blue eyes.

McKay said: So you found the place where I once slid off?

Its plain enough, windfall and general wreckage mark it.

You say its a dozen miles west of here?

About.

Thats odd, said McKay thoughtfully. I had believed I recognised this ravine. But these deep gulfs all look more or less alike. And I saw it only once and then under hair-raising circumstances.

Gray smiled, but Evelyn did not. McKay said:

So thats where they winged you, was it?

Yes. I was about to negotiate the slide — you remember the V-shaped slate cleft?

Yes.

Well, I was just starting into that when the rifle cracked and I jumped for a tree with a broken wing and a bad scare.

You saw the man?

I did later. He came over to look for dead game, and I ached to let him go; but it was too risky with Les Errues swarming alive with Boches, and me with the stomach-sickness of a shot-up man. Figure it out, McKay, for yourself.

Of course, you did the wise thing and the right one.

I think so. I travelled until I fainted. He turned and glanced around. Strangely enough I saw black right here! — fell into this hole by accident, and have made it my home since then.

It was a Godsend, said the girl.

It was, Miss Erith, said Gray, resting his eloquent eyes on her.

And you say, continued McKay, that the Boche are sitting up day and night over that slide?

Day and night. The swine seem to know its the only way out. I go every day, every night. Always the way is blocked; always I discover one or more of their riflemen there in ambush while the rest of the pack are ranging Les Errues.

And yet, said McKay, weve got to go that way, sooner or later.

There was a silence: then Gray nodded.

Yes, he said, but it is a question of waiting.

There is a moon to-night, observed Evelyn Erith.

McKay lifted his head and looked at her gravely: Grays blue eyes flashed his admiration of a young girl who quietly proposed to face an unknown precipice at night by moonlight under the rifles of ambushed men.

After all, said McKay slowly, is there ANY other way?

In the silence which ensued Evelyn Erith, who had been lying between them on her stomach, her chin propped up on both hands, suddenly raised herself on one arm to a sitting posture.

Instantly Gray shrank back, white as a sheet, lifting his mutilated hand in its stiffened and bloody rags; and the girl gasped out her agonised apology:

Oh — CAN you forgive me! It was unspeakable of me!

It — its all right, said Gray, the colour coming back to his face; but the girl in her excitement of self-reproach and contrition begged to be allowed to dress the mutilated hand which her own careless movement had almost crushed.

Oh, Kay-I set my hand on his wounded fingers and rested my full weight! Oughtnt he to let us dress it again at once?

But Grays pluck was adamant, and he forced a laugh, dismissing the matter with another glance at Evelyn out of clear blue eyes that said a little more than that no harm had been done — said, in one frank and deep-flashing look, more than the girl perhaps cared to understand.

The sun slipped behind the rocky flank of a great alp; a burst of rosy glory spread fan-wise to the zenith.

Against it, tall and straight and powerful, Gray rose and walking slowly to the cliffs edge, looked down into the valley mist now rolling like a vast sea of cloud below them.

And, as he stood there, Evelyns hand grasped McKays arm:

If he touches his rifle, shoot! Quick, Kay!

McKays right hand fell into his side-pocket — where one of his automatics lay. He levelled it as he grasped it, hidden within the side-pocket of his coat.

HIS HAND IS NOT WOUNDED, breathed the girl. If he touches his rifle he is a Hun!

McKays head nodded almost imperceptibly. Grays back was still turned, but one hand was extended, carelessly reaching for the rifle that stood leaning against the cake of granite.

Dont touch it! said McKay in a low but distinct voice: and the words galvanised the extended arm and it shot out, grasping the rifle, as the man himself dropped out of sight behind the rock.

A terrible stillness fell upon the place; there was not a sound, not a movement.

Suddenly the girl pointed at a shadow that moved between the rocks — and the crash of McKays pistol deafened them.

Then, against the dazzling glory of the west a dark shape staggered up, clutching a wavering rifle, reeling there against the rosy glare an instant; and the girl turned her sick eyes aside as McKays pistol spoke again.

Like a shadow cast by hell the black form swayed, quivered, sank away outward into the blinding light that shone across the world.

Presently a tinkling sound came up from the fog-shrouded depths — the falling rifle striking ledge after ledge until the receding sound grew fainter and more distant, and finally was heard no more.

But that was the only sound they heard; for the man himself lay still on the chasms brink, propped from the depths by a tuft of alpine roses in full bloom, his blue eyes wide open, a blue hole just between them, and his bandaged hand freed from its camouflage, lying palm upward and quite uninjured on the grass!


CHAPTER X

THE GREATER LOVE
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AS THE BLINDING lens of the sun glittered level and its first rays poured over tree and rock, a man in the faded field-uniform of a Swiss officer of mountain artillery came out on the misty ledge across the chasm.

You over there! he shouted in English. Here is a Swiss officer to speak with you! Show yourselves!

Again, after waiting a few moments, he shouted: Show yourselves or answer. It is a matter of life or death for you both!

There was no reply to the invitation, no sound from the forest, no movement visible. Thin threads of vapour began to ascend from the tremendous depths of the precipice, steaming upward out of mist-choked gorges where, under thick strata of fog, night still lay dark over unseen Alpine valleys below.

The Swiss officer advanced to the cliffs edge and looked down upon a blank sea of cloud. Presently he turned east and walked cautiously along the rim of the chasm for a hundred yards. Here the gulf narrowed so that the cleft between the jutting crags was scarcely a hundred feet in width. And here he halted once more and called across in a resonant, penetrating voice:

Attention, you, over there in the Forest of Les Errues! You had better wake up and listen! Here is a Swiss officer come to speak with you. Show yourselves or answer!

There came no sound from within the illuminated edges of the woods.

But outside, upon the chasms sparkling edge, lay a dead man stark and transfigured and stiff as gold in the sun.

And already the first jewelled death-flies zig-zagged over him, lacing the early sunshine with ominous green lightning.

They who had killed this man might not be there behind the sunlit foliage of the forests edge; but the Swiss officer, after waiting a few moments, called again, loudly. Then he called a third time more loudly still, because into his nostrils had stolen the faint taint of dry wood smoke. And he stood there in silhouette against the rising sun listening, certain, at last, of the hidden presence of those he sought.

Now there came no sound, no stirring behind the forests sunny edge; but just inside it, in the lee of a huge rock, a young girl in ragged boys clothing, uncoiled her slender length from her blanket and straightened out flat on her stomach. Her yellow hair made a spot like a patch of sunlight on the dead leaves. Her clear golden eyes were as brilliant as a lizards.

From his blanket at her side a man, gaunt and ragged and deeply bitten by sun and wind, was pulling an automatic pistol from its holster. The girl set her lips to his ear:

Dont trust him, for Gods sake, Kay, she breathed.

He nodded, felt forward with cautious handgroping toward a damp patch of moss, and drew himself thither, making no sound among the dry leaves.

Watch the woods behind us, Yellow-hair, he whispered.

The girl fumbled in her tattered pocket and produced a pistol. Then she sat up cross-legged on her blanket, rested one elbow across her knee, and, cocking the poised weapon, swept the southern woods with calm, bright eyes.

Now the man in Swiss uniform called once more across the chasm: Attention, Americans I I know you are there; I smell your fire. Also, what you have done is plain enough for me to see — that thing lying over there on the edge of the rocks with corpse-flies already whirling over it! And you had better answer me, Kay McKay!

Then the man in the forest who now was lying flat behind a birch-tree, answered calmly:

You, in your Swiss uniform of artillery, over there, what do you want of me?

So you are there! cried the Swiss, striving to pierce the foliage with eager eyes. It is you, is it not, Kay McKay?

Ive answered, have I not?

Are you indeed then that same Kay McKay of the Intelligence
Service, United States Army?

You appear to think so. I am Kay McKay; that is answer enough for you.

Your comrade is with you — Evelyn Erith?

None of your business, returned McKay, coolly.

Very well; let it be so then. But that dead man there — why did you kill your American comrade?

He was a camouflaged Boche, said McKay contemptously. And I am very sure that youre another — you there, in your foolish Swiss uniform. So say what you have to say and clear out!

The officer came close to the edge of the chasm: I can not expect you to believe me, he said, and yet I really am what I appear to be, an officer of Swiss Mountain Artillery. If you think I am something else why do you not shoot me?

McKay was silent. Nobody would know, said the other. You can kill me very easily. I should fall into the ravine — down through that lake of cloud below. Nobody would ever find me. Why dont you shoot?

Ill shoot when I see fit, retorted McKay in a sombre voice. Presently he added in tones that rang a little yet trembled too — perhaps from physical reasons— What do you want of a hunted man like me?

I want you to leave Swiss territory!

Leave! McKays laugh was unpleasant. You know damned well I cant leave with Les Errues woods crawling alive with Huns.

Will you leave the canton of Les Ernies, McKay, if I show you a safe route out?

And, as the other made no reply: You have no right to be here on neutral territory, he added, and my Government desires you to leave at once!

I have as much right here as the Huns have, said McKay in his pleasant voice.

Exactly. And these Germans have no right here either!

That also is true, rejoined McKay gently, so why has your Government permitted the Hun to occupy the Canton of Les Errues? Oh, dont deny it, he added wearily as the Swiss began to repudiate the accusation; youve made Les Errues a No-Mans Land, and its free hunting now! If youre sick of your bargain, send in your mountain troops and turn out the Huns.

And if I also send an escort and a free conduct for you and your comrade?

No.

You will not be harmed, not even interned. We set you across our wire at Delle. Do you accept?

No.

With every guarantee—

Youve made this forest a part of the worlds battle-field…. No,
I shall not leave Les Errues!

Listen to reason, you insane American! You can not escape those who are closing in on you — those who are filtering the forest for you — who are gradually driving you out into the eastern edges of Les Errues! And what then, when at last you are driven like wild game by a line of beaters to the brink of the eastern cliffs? There is no water there. You will die of thirst. There is no food. What is there left for you to do with your back to the final precipice?

McKay laughed a hard, unpleasant laugh: I certainly shall not tell you what I mean to do, he said. If this is all you have to say to me you may go!

There ensued a silence. The Swiss began to pace the opposite cliff, his hands behind him. Finally he halted abruptly and looked across the chasm.

Why did you come into Les Errues? he demanded.

Ask your terrified authorities. Perhaps theyll tell you — if their teeth stop chattering long enough — that I came here to find out what the Boche are doing on neutral territory.

Do you mean to say that you believe in that absurd rumour about some secret and gigantic undertaking by the Germans which is supposed to be visible from the plateau below us?

And, as McKay made no reply: That is a silly fabrication. If your
Government, suspicious of the neutrality of mine, sent you here on
any such errand, it was a ridiculous thing to do. Do you hear me,
McKay?

I hear you.

Well, then! And let me add also that it is a physical impossibility for any man to reach the plateau below us from the forest of Les Errues!

That, said McKay, coldly, is a lie!

What! You offer a Swiss officer such an injury—

Yes; and I may add an insulting bullet to the injury in another minute. Youve lied to me. I have already done what you say is an impossibility. I have reached the plateau below Les Errues by way of this forest. And Im going there again, Swiss or no Swiss, Hun or no Hun! And if the Boche do drive me out of this forest into the east, where you say there is no water to be found among the brush and bowlders, and where, at last, you say I shall stand with my back to the last sheer precipice, then tell your observation post on the white shoulder of Thusis to turn their telescopes on me!

In Gods name, for what purpose?

To take a lesson in how to die from the man your nation has betrayed! drawled McKay.

Then, lying flat, he levelled his pistol, supporting it across the palm of his left hand.

Yellow-hair? he said in a guarded voice, not turning.

Yes, Kay.

Slip the pack over your shoulders. Take the pigeon and the rifle.
Be quick, dear.

It is done, she said softly.

Now get up and make no noise. Two men are lying in the scrub behind that fellow across the chasm. I am afraid they have grenades…. Are you ready, Yellow-hair?

Ready, dear.

Go eastward, swiftly, two hundred yards parallel with the precipice. Make no sound, Yellow-hair.

The girl cast a pallid, heart-breaking look at him, but he lay there without turning his head, his steady pistol levelled across the chasm. Then, bending a trifle forward, she stole eastward through the forest dusk, the pigeon in its wicker cage in one hand, and on her back the pack.

And all the while, across the gulf out of which golden vapours curled more thickly as the suns burning searchlight spread out across the world, the man in Swiss uniform stood on the chasms edge, as though awaiting some further word or movement from McKay.

And, after awhile, the word came, clear, startling, snapped out across the void:

Unsling that haversack! Dont touch the flap! Take it off, quick!

The Swiss seemed astounded. Quick! repeated McKay harshly, or I fire.

What! burst out the man, you offer violence to a Swiss officer on duty within Swiss territory?

I tell you Ill kill you where you stand if you dont take off that haversack!

Suddenly from the scrubby thicket behind the Swiss a mans left arm shot up at an angle of forty degrees, and the right arm described an arc against the sun. Something round and black parted from it, lost against the glare of sunrise.

Then in the woods behind McKay something fell heavily, the solid thud obliterated in the shattering roar which followed.

The man in Swiss uniform tore at the flap of his haversack, and he must have jerked loose the plug of a grenade in his desperate haste, for as McKays bullet crashed through his face, the contents of his sack exploded with a deafening crash.

At the same instant two more bombs fell among the trees behind McKay, exploding instantly. Smoke and the thick golden steam from the ravine blotted from his sight the crag opposite. And now, bending double, McKay ran eastward while behind him the golden dusk of the woods roared and flamed with exploding grenades.

Evelyn Erith stood motionless and deathly white, awaiting him.

Are you all right, Kay?

All right, Yellow-hair.

He went up to her, shifting his pistol to the other hand, and as he laid his right arm about her shoulders the blaze in his eyes almost dazzled her.

We trust no living thing on earth, you and I, Yellow-hair…. I believed that man for awhile. But I tell you whatever is living within this forest is our enemy — and if any man comes in the shape of my dearest friend I shall kill him before he speaks!

The man was shaking now; the girl caught his right hand and drew it close around her body — that once warm and slender body now become so chill and thin under the ragged clothing of a boy.

Drop your face on my shoulder, she said.

His wasted cheek seemed feverish, burning against her breast.

Steady, Kay, she whispered.

Right!… What got me was the thought of you — there when the grenades fell…. They blew a black pit where your blanket lay!

He lifted his head and she smiled into the fever-bright eyes set so deeply now in his ravaged visage. There were words on her lips, trembling to be uttered. But she dared not believe they would add to his strength if spoken. He loved her. She had long known that — had long understood that loving her had not hardened his capacity for the dogged duty which lay before him.

To win out was a task sufficiently desperate; to win out and bring her through alive was the double task that was slowly, visibly killing this man whose burning, sunken eyes gazed into hers. She dared not triple that task; the cry in her heart died unuttered, lest he ever waver in duty to his country when in some vital crisis that sacred duty clashed with the obligations that fettered him to a girl who had confessed she loved him.

No; the strength that he might derive from such a knowledge was not that deathless energy and clear thinking necessary to blind, stern, unswerving devotion to the motherland. Love of woman, and her love given, could only make the burden of decision triply heavy for this man who stood staring at space beside her here in the forest twilight where shreds of the night mist floated like ghosts and a lost sunspot glowed and waned and glowed on last years leaves.

The girl pressed her waist with his arm, straightened her shoulders and stood erect; and with a quick gesture cleared her brow of its cloudy golden hair.

Now, she said coolly, we carry on, you and I, Kay, to the honour and glory of the land that trusts us in her hour of need… Are you are right again?

All right, Yellow-hair, he said pleasantly.

On the third day the drive had forced them from the hilly western woods, eastward and inexorably toward that level belt of shaggy forest, scrub growth, and arid, bowlder-strewn table-land where there was probably no water, nothing living to kill for food, and only the terrific ravines beyond where cliffs fell downward to the dim green world lying somewhere below under its blanket of Alpine mist.

On the fourth day, still crowded outward and toward the ragged edge of the mountain world, they found, for the first time, no water to fill their bottles. Realising their plight, McKay turned desperately westward, facing pursuit, ranging the now narrow forest in hopes of an opportunity to break through the closing line of beaters.

But it proved to be a deadline that he and his half-starved comrade faced; shadowy figures, half seen, sometimes merely heard and divined, flitted everywhere through the open woods beyond them. And at night a necklace of fires — hundreds of them — barred the west to them, curving outward like the blade of a flaming scimitar.

On the fifth day McKay, lying in his blanket beside the girl, told her that if they found no water that day they must let their carrier-pigeon go.

The girl sat up in her torn blanket and met his gaze very calmly. What he had just said to her meant the beginning of the end. She understood perfectly. But her voice was sweet and undisturbed as she answered him, and they quietly discussed the chances of discovering water in some sunken hole among the outer ledges and bowlders whither they were being slowly and hopelessly forced.

Noon found them still searching for some pocket of stale rain-water; but once only did they discover the slightest trace of moisture — a crust of slime in a rocky basin, and from it a blind lizard was slowly creeping — a heavy, lustreless, crippled thing that toiled aimlessly and painfully up the rock, only to slide back into the slime again, leaving a trail of iridescent moisture where its sagging belly dragged.

In a grove of saplings there were a few ferns; and here McKay dug with his trench knife; but the soil proved to be very shallow; everywhere rock lay close to the surface; there was no water there under the black mould.

To and fro they roamed, doggedly seeking for some sign of water. And the woods seemed damp, too; and there were long reaches of dewy ferns. But wherever McKay dug, his knife soon touched the solid rock below. And they wandered on.

In the afternoon, resting in the shade, he noticed her lips were bleeding — and turned away, sharply, unable to endure her torture. She seemed to understand his abrupt movement, for she leaned slightly against him where he sat amid the ferns with his back to a tree — as a dog leans when his master is troubled.

I think, she said with an effort, we should release our pigeon now. It seems to be very weak.

He nodded.

The bird appeared languid; hunger and thirst were now telling fast on the little feathered messenger.

Evelyn shook out the last dusty traces of corn; McKay removed the bands. But the bird merely pecked at the food once or twice and then settled down with beak gaping and the film stealing over its eyes.

McKay wrote on tissue the date and time of day; and a word more to say that they had, now, scarcely any chance. He added, however, that others ought to try because there was no longer any doubt in his mind that the Boche were still occupied with some gigantic work along the Swiss border in the neighbourhood of Mount Terrible; and that the Swiss Government, if not abetting, at least was cognizant of the Hun activities.

This message he rolled into a quill, fastened it, took the bird, and tossed it westward into the air.

The pigeon beat the morning breeze feebly for a moment, then fluttered down to the top of a rock.

For five minutes that seemed five years they looked at the bird, which had settled down in the sun, its bright eyes alternately dimmed by the film or slowly clearing.

Then, as they watched, the pigeon stood up and stretched its neck skyward, peering hither and thither at the blue vault above. And suddenly it rose, painfully, higher, higher, seeming to acquire strength in the upper air levels. The sun flashed on its wings as it wheeled; then the distant bird swept westward into a long straight course, flying steadily until it vanished like a mote in mid-air.

McKay did not trust himself to speak. Presently he slipped his pack over both shoulders and took the rifle from where it lay against a rock. The girl, too, had picked up the empty wicker cage, but recollected herself and let it fall on the dead leaves.

Neither she nor McKay had spoken. The latter stood staring down at the patch of ferns into which the cage had rolled. And it was some time before his dulled eyes noticed that there was grass growing there, too — swale grass, which he had not before seen in this arid eastern region.

When finally he realised what it might signify he stood staring; a vague throb of hope stirred the thin blood in his sunken cheeks. But he dared not say that he hoped; he merely turned northward in silence and moved into the swale grass. And his slim comrade followed.

Half an hour later he waited for the girl to come up along side of him. Yellow-hair, he said, this is swale or marsh-grass we are following. And little wild creatures have made a runway through it… as though there were — a drinking-place — somewhere—

He forced himself to look up at her — at her dry, blood-blackened lips:

Lean on me, he whispered, and threw his arm around her.

And so, slowly, together, they came through the swale to a living spring.

A dead roe-deer lay there — stiffened into an indescribable attitude of agony where it had fallen writhing in the swale; and its terrible convulsions had torn up and flattened the grass and ferns around it.

And, as they gazed at this pitiable dead thing, something else stirred on the edge of the pool — a dark, slim bird, that strove to move at the waters edge, struggled feebly, then fell over and lay a crumpled mound of feathers.

Oh God! whispered the girl, there are dead birds lying everywhere at the waters edge! And little furry creatures — dead — all dead at the waters edge!

There was a flicker of brown wings: a bird alighted at the pool, peered fearlessly right and left, drank, bent its head to drink again, fell forward twitching and lay there beating the grass with feeble wings.

After a moment only one wing quivered. Then the little bird lay still.

Perhaps an ancient and tragic instinct possessed these two — for as a wild thing, mortally hurt, wanders away through solitude to find a spot in which to die, so these two moved slowly away together into the twilight of the trees, unconscious, perhaps, what they were seeking, but driven into aimless motion toward that appointed place.

And somehow it is given to the stricken to recognise the ghostly spot when they draw near it and their appointed hour approaches.

There was a fallen tree — not long fallen — which in its earthward crash had hit another smaller tree, partly uprooting the latter so that it leaned at a perilous angle over a dry gully below.

Here dead leaves had drifted deep. And here these two came, and crept in among the withered branches and lay down among the fallen leaves. For a long while they lay motionless. Then she moved, turned over, and slipped into his arms.

Whether she slept or whether her lethargy was unconsciousness due to privation he could not tell. Her parted lips were blackened, her mouth and tongue swollen.

He held her for awhile, conscious that a creeping stupor threatened his senses — making no effort to save his mind from the ominous shadows that crept toward him like live things moving slowly, always a little nearer. Then pain passed through him like a piercing thread of fire, and he struggled upright, and saw her head slide down across his knees. And he realised that there were things for him to do yet — arrangements to make before the crawling shadows covered his body and stained his mind with the darkness of eternal night.

And first, while she still lay across his knees, he filled his pistol. Because she must die quickly if the Hun came. For when the Hun comes death is womans only sanctuary.

So he prepared a swift salvation for her. And, if the Hun came or did not come, still this last refuge must be secured for her before the creeping shadows caught him and the light in his mind died out.

With his loaded pistol lifted he sat a moment, staring into the woods out of bloodshot eyes; then he summoned all his strength and rose, letting his unconscious comrade slip from his knees to the bed of dead leaves.

Now with his knife he tried the rocky forest floor again, feeling blindly for water. He tried slashing saplings for a drop of sap.

The great tree that had fallen had broken off a foot above ground. The other tree slanted above a dry gully at such an angle that it seemed as though a touch would push it over, yet its foliage was still green and unwilted although the mesh of roots and earth were all exposed.

He noted this in a dull way, thinking always of water. And presently, scarcely knowing what he was doing, he placed both arms against the leaning trunk and began to push. And felt the leaning tree sway slowly earthward.

Then into the pain and confusion of his clouding mind something flashed with a dazzling streak of light — the flare-up of dying memory; and he hurled himself against the leaning tree. And it slowly sank, lying level and uprooted.

And in the black bed of the roots lay darkling a little pool of water.

The girls eyes unclosed on his. Her face and lips were dripping under the sopping, icy sponge of green moss with which he was bathing her and washing out her mouth and tongue.

Into her throat he squeezed the water, drop by drop only.

It was late in the afternoon before he dared let her drink.

During the night she slept an hour or two, awoke to ask for water, then slept again, only to awake to the craving that he always satisfied.

Before sunrise he took his pack, took both her shoes from her feet, tore some rags from the lining of her skirt and from his own coat, and leaving her asleep, went out into the grey dusk of morning.

When he again came to the poisoned spring he unslung his pack and, holding it by both straps, dragged it through marsh grass and fern, out through the fringe of saplings, out through low scrub and brake and over moss and lichens to the edge of the precipice beyond.

And here on a scrubby bush he left fragments of their garments entangled; and with his hobnailed heels he broke crumbling edges of rock and smashed the moss and stunted growth and tore a path among the Alpine roses which clothed the chasms treacherous edge, so that it might seem as though a heavy object had plunged down into the gulf below.

Such bowlders as he could stir from their beds and roll over he dislodged and pushed out, listening to them as they crashed downward, tearing the cliffs grassy face until, striking some lower shelf, they bounded out into space.

Now in this bruised path he stamped the imprints of her two rough shoes in moss and soil, and drove his own iron-shod feet wherever lichen or earth would retain the imprint.

All the footprints pointed one way and ended at the chasms edge. And there, also, he left the wicker cage; and one of his pistols, too — the last and most desperate effort to deceive — for, near it, he flung the cartridge belt with its ammunition intact — on the chance that the Hun would believe the visible signs, because only a dying man would abandon such things.

For they must believe the evidence he had prepared for them — this crazed trail of two poisoned human creatures — driven by agony and madness to their own destruction.

And now, slinging on his pack, he made his way, walking backward, to the poisoned spring.

It was scarcely light, yet through the first ghostly grey of daybreak a few birds came; and he killed four with bits of rock before the little things could drink the sparkling, crystalline death that lay there silvered by the dawn.

She was still asleep when he came once more to the bed of leaves between the fallen trees. And she had not awakened when he covered his dry fire and brought to her the broth made from the birds.

There was, in his pack, a little food left. When he awakened her she smiled and strove to rise, but he took her head on his knees and fed her, holding the pannikin to her lips. And after he too had eaten he went to look into the hollow where the tree had stood; and found it brimming with water.

So he filled his bottles; then, with hands and knife, working cautiously and noiselessly he began to enlarge the basin, drawing out stones, scooping out silt and fibre.

All the morning he worked at his basin, which, fed by some deep-seated and living spring, now overflowed and trickled down into the dry gully below.

By noon he had a pool as large and deep as a bathtub; and he came and sat down beside her under the fallen mass of branches where she lay watching the water bubble up and clear itself of the clouded silt.

You are very wonderful, Kay, she sighed, but her bruised lips smiled at him and her scarred hand crept toward him and lay in his. Seated so, he told her what he had done in the grey of morning while she slept.

And, even as he was speaking, a far voice cried through the woods — distant, sinister as the harsh scream of a hawk that has made its kill.

Then another voice shouted, hoarse with triumph; others answered, near and far; the forest was full of the heavy, ominous sounds. For the Huns were gathering in eastward from the wooded western hills, and their sustained clamour filled the air like the unclean racket of vultures sighting abomination and eager to feed.

McKay laid his loaded pistol beside him.

Dear Yellow-hair, he whispered.

She smiled up at him. If they think we died there on the edge of the precipice, then you and I should live…. If they doubt it they will come back through these woods…. And it isnt likely that we shall live very long.

I know, she said. And laid her other hand in his — a gesture of utter trust so exquisite that, for a moment, tears blinded him, and all the forest wavered grotesquely before his desperately fixed gaze. And presently, within the field of his vision, something moved — a man going westward among the trees his rifle slung over his shoulder. And there were others, too, plodding stolidly back toward the western forests of Les Errues — forms half-seen between trees, none near, and only two who passed within hearing, the trample of their heavy feet loud among the fallen leaves, their guttural voices distinct. And, as they swung westward, rifles slung, pipes alight, and with the air of surly hunters homeward bound after a successful kill, the hunted, lying close under their roof of branches, heard them boasting of their work and of the death their quarry had died — of their agony at the spring which drove them to that death in the depths of the awful gulf beyond.

And that, shouted one, stifling with laughter, I should like to have seen. It is all I have to regret of this jagd-that I did not see the wilde die!

The other Hun was less cheerful: But what a pity to leave that roe-deer lying there. Such good meat poisoned! Schade, immer schade! — to leave good meat like that in the forest of Les Errues!


CHAPTER XI

VIA MALA
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THE GIRL SAT bolt upright on her bed of dead leaves, still confused by sleep, her ears ringing with the loud, hard voice which had awakened her to consciousness of pain and hunger once again.

Not ten feet from her, between where she lay under the branches of a fallen tree, and the edge of the precipice beyond, full in the morning sunlight stood two men in the dress of Swiss mountaineers.

One of them was reading aloud from a notebook in a slow, decisive, metallic voice; the other, swinging two dirty flags, signalled the message out across the world of mountains as it was read to him in that nasty, nasal Berlin dialect of a Prussian junker.

In the Staubbach valley no traces of the bodies have been discovered, continued the tall, square-shouldered reader in his deliberate voice; It is absolutely necessary that the bodies of these two American secret agents, Kay McKay and Evelyn Erith, be discovered, and all their papers, personal property, and the clothing and accoutrements belonging to them be destroyed without the slightest trace remaining.

It is ordered also that, when discovered, their bodies be burned and the ashes reduced to powder and sown broadcast through the forest.

The voice stopped; the signaller whipped his dirty tattered flags in the sunlight for a few moments more, then ceased and stood stiffly at attention, his sun-dazzled gaze fixed on a far mountain slope where something glittered — perhaps a bit of mica, perhaps the mirror of a helio.

Presently, in the same disagreeable, distinct, nasal, and measured voice, the speaker resumed the message:

Until last evening it has been taken for granted that the American Intelligence Officer, McKay, and his companion, Miss Erith, made insane through suffering after having drunk at a spring the water of which we had prepared for them according to plan, had either jumped or fallen from the eastward cliffs of Les Errues into the gulf through which flows the Staubbach.

But, up to last night, my men, who descended by the Via Mala, have been unable to find the bodies of these two Americans, although there is, on the cliffs above, every evidence that they plunged down there to the valley of the brook below, which is now being searched.

If, therefore, my men fail to discover these bodies, the alarming presumption is forced upon us that these two Americans have once more tricked us; and that they may still be hiding in the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues.

In that event proper and drastic measures will be taken, the air-squadron on the northern frontier co-operating.

The voice ceased: the flags whistled and snapped in the wind for a little while longer, then the signaller came to stiffest attention.

Tell them we descend by the Via Mala, added the nasal voice.

The flags swung sharply into motion for a few moments more; then the Prussian officer pocketed his notebook; the signaller furled his flags; and, as they turned and strode westward along the border of the forest, the girl rose to her knees on her bed of leaves and peered after them.

What to do she scarcely knew. Her comrade, McKay, had been gone since dawn in quest of something to keep their souls and bodies en liaison — mountain hare, a squirrel perhaps, perhaps a songbird or two, or a pocketful of coral mushrooms — anything to keep them alive on that heart-breaking trail of duty at the end of which sat old man Death awaiting them, wearing a spiked helmet.

And what to do in this emergency, and in the absence of McKay, perplexed and frightened her; for her comrades strict injunction was to remain hidden until his return; and yet one of these men now moving westward there along the forests sunny edges had spoken of a way out and had called it the Via Mala. And that is what McKay had been looking for — a way out of the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues to the table-land below, where, through a cleft still more profound, rushed the black Staubbach under an endless mist of icy spray.

She must make up her mind quickly; the two men were drawing away from her — almost out of sight now.

On her ragged knees among the leaves she groped for his coat where he had flung it, for the weather had turned oppressive in the forest of Les Errues-and fumbling, she found his notebook and pencil, and tore out a leaf:

Kay dear, two Prussians in Swiss mountain dress have been signalling across the knees of Thusis that our bodies have not been discovered in the ravine. They have started for the ravine by a way evidently known to them and which they speak of as the Via Mala. You told me to stay here, but I dare not let this last chance go to discover what we have been looking for — a path to the plateau below. I take my pistol and your trench-knife and I will try to leave signs for you to follow. They have started west along the cliffs and they are now nearly out of sight, so I must hurry. Yellow-hair.

This bit of paper she left on her bed of leaves and pinned it to the ground with a twig. Then she rose painfully, drew in her belt and laced her tattered shoes, and, taking the trench-knife and pistol, limped out among the trees.

The girl was half naked in her rags; her shirt scarcely hung to her shoulders, and she fastened the stag-horn buttons on her jacket. Her breeches, which left both knees bare, were of leather and held out pretty well, but the heavy wool stockings gaped, and, had it not been for the hob-nails, the soles must have fallen from her hunters shoes.

At first she moved painfully and stiffly, but as she hurried, limping forward over the forest moss, limbs and body grew more supple and she felt less pain.

And now, not far beyond, and still full in the morning sunshine, marched the men she was following. The presumed officer strode on ahead, a high-shouldered frame of iron in his hunters garb; the signaller with furled flags tucked under his arm clumped stolidly at his heels with the peculiar peasant gait which comes from following uneven furrows in the wake of a plow.

For ten minutes, perhaps, the two men continued on, then halted before a great mass of debris, uprooted trees, long dead, the vast, mangled roots and tops of which sprawled in every direction between masses of rock, bowlders, and an indescribable confusion of brush and upheaved earth.

Nearer and nearer crept the girl, until, lying flat behind a beech-tree, she rested within earshot — so close, indeed, that she could smell the cigarette which the officer had lighted — smell, even, the rank stench of the sulphur match.

Meanwhile the signaller had laid aside his flags and while the officer looked on he picked up a heavy sapling from among the fallen trees. Using this as a lever he rolled aside a tree-trunk, then another, and finally a bowlder.

That will do, remarked the officer. Take your flags and go ahead.

Then Evelyn Erith, rising cautiously to her scarred knees, saw the signaller gather up his flags and step into what apparently was the bed of the bowlder on the edge of the windfall. But it was deeper than that, for he descended to his knees, to his waist, his shoulders; and then his head disappeared into some hole which she could not see.

Now the officer who had remained, calmly smoking his cigarette, flung the remains of it over the cliff, turned, surveyed the forest behind him with minute deliberation, then stepped into the excavation down which the signaller had disappeared.

Some instinct kept the girl motionless after the mans head had vanished; minute after minute passed, and Evelyn Erith never stirred. And suddenly the officers head and shoulders popped up from the hole and he peered back at the forest like an alarmed marmot. And the girl saw his hands resting on the edge of the hole; and the hands grasped two pistols.

Presently, apparently reassured and convinced that nobody was attempting to follow him, he slowly sank out of sight once more.

The girl waited; and while waiting she cut a long white sliver from the beech-tree and carved an arrow pointing toward the heap of debris. Then, with the keen tip of her trench-knife she scratched on the silvery bark:

An underground way in the windfall. I have followed them.
Yellow-hair.

She crept stealthily out into the sunshine through the vast abatis of the fallen trees and came to the edge of the hole. Looking down fearfully she realised at once that this was the dry, rocky stairs of some subterranean watercourse through which, in springtime, great fields of melting snow poured in torrents down the face of the precipice below.

There were no loose stones to be seen; the rocky escalier had been swept clean unnumbered ages since; but the rocks were fearfully slippery, shining with a vitreous polish where the torrents of many thousand years had worn them smooth.

And this was what they called the Via Mala! — this unsuspected and secret underground way that led, God knew how, into the terrific depths below.

There was another Via Mala: she had seen it from Mount Terrible; but it was a mountain path trodden not infrequently. This Via Mala, however, wormed its way downward into shadows. Where it led and by what perilous ways she could only imagine. And were these men perhaps, lying in ambush for her somewhere below — on the chance that they might have been seen and followed?

What would they do to her — shoot her? Push her outward from some rocky shelf into the misty gulf below? Or would they spring on her and take her alive? At the thought she chilled, knowing what a woman might expect from the Hun.

She threw a last look upward where they say God dwells somewhere behind the veil of blinding blue; then she stepped downward into the shadows.

For a rod or two she could walk upright as long as she could retain her insecure footing on the glassy, uneven floor of rock; and a vague demi-light reigned there making objects distinct enough for her to see the stalactites and stalagmites like discoloured teeth in a chevaux-de-frise.

Between these gaping fangs she crept, listening, striving to set her feet on the rocks without making any noise. But that seemed to be impossible and the rocky tunnel echoed under her footsteps, slipping, sliding, hob-nails scraping in desperate efforts not to fall.

Again and again she halted, listening fearfully, one hand crushed against her drumming heart; but she had heard no sound ahead; the men she followed must be some distance in advance; and she stole forward again, afraid, desperately crushing out the thoughts — that crowded and surged in her brain — the terrible living swarm of fears that clamoured to her of the fate of white women if captured by the things men called Boche and Hun.

And now she was obliged to stoop as the roof of the tunnel dipped lower and she could scarcely see in the increasing darkness, clearly enough to avoid the stalactites.

However, from far ahead came a glimmer; and even when she was obliged to drop to her knees and creep forward, she could still make out the patch of light, and the Via Mala again became visible with its vitreous polished floor and its stalactites and water-blunted stalagmites always threatening to trip her and transfix her.

Now, very far ahead, something moved and partly obscured the distant glimmer; and she saw, at a great distance, the two men she followed, moving in silhouette across the light. When they had disappeared she ventured to move on again. And her knees were bleeding when she crept out along a heavy shelf of rock set like a balcony on the sheer face of the cliff.

Tufts of alpine roses grew on it, and slippery lichens, and a few seedlings which next springs torrent would wash away into the still, misty depths below.

But this shelf of rock was not all. The Via Mala could not end on the chasms brink.

Cautiously she dragged herself out along the shadow of the cliff, listening, peering among the clefts now all abloom with alpen rosen; and saw nothing — no way forward; no steep path, hewn by man or by nature, along the face of that stupendous battlement of rock.

She lay listening. But if there was a river roaring somewhere through the gorge it was too far below her for her to hear it.

Nothing stirred there; the distant bluish parapets of rock across the ravine lay in full sunshine, but nothing moved there, neither man nor beast nor bird; and the tremendous loneliness of it all began to frighten her anew.

Yet she must go on; they had gone on; there was some hidden way. Where? Then, all in a moment, what she had noticed before, and had taken for a shadow cast by a slab of projecting rock, took the shape of a cleft in the facade of the precipice itself — an opening that led straight into the cliff.

When she dragged herself up to it she saw it had been made by man. The ancient scars of drills still marked it. Masses of rock had been blasted from it; but that must have been years ago because a deep growth of moss and lichen covered the scars and the tough stems of crag-shrubs masked every crack.

Here, too, bloomed the livid, over-rated edelweiss, dear to the maudlin and sentimental side of an otherwise wolfish race, its rather ghastly flowers starring the rocks.

As at the entrance to a tomb the girl stood straining her frightened eyes to pierce the darkness; then, feeling her way with outstretched pistol-hand, she entered.

The man-fashioned way was smooth. Or Hun or Swiss, whoever had wrought this Via Mala out of the eternal rock, had wrought accurately and well. The grade was not steep; the corridor descended by easy degrees, twisting abruptly to turn again on itself, but always leading downward in thick darkness.

No doubt that those accustomed to travel the Via Mala always carried lights; the air was clean and dry and any lighted torch could have lived in such an atmosphere. But Evelyn Erith carried no lights — had thought of none in the haste of setting out.

Years seemed to her to pass in the dreadful darkness of that descent as she felt her way downward, guided by the touch of her feet and the contact of her hand along the unseen wall.

Again and again she stopped to rest and to check the rush of sheerest terror that threatened at moments her consciousness.

There was no sound in the Via Mala. The thick darkness was like a fabric clogging her movements, swathing her, brushing across her so that she seemed actually to feel the horrible obscurity as some concrete thing impeding her and resting upon her with an increasing weight that bent her slender figure.

There was something grey ahead…. There was light — a sickly pin-point. It seemed to spread but grow duller. A pallid patch widened, became lighter again. And from an infinite distance there came a deadened roaring — the hollow menace of water rushing through depths unseen.

She stood within the shadow zone inside the tunnel and looked out upon the gorge where, level with the huge bowlders all around her, an alpine river raged and dashed against cliff and stone, flinging tons of spray into the air until the whole gorge was a driving sea of mist. Here was the floor of the canon; here was the way they had searched for. Her task was done. And now, on bleeding little feet, she must retrace her steps; the Via Mala must become the Via Dolorosa, and she must turn and ascend that Calvary to the dreadful crest.

She was very weak. Privation had sapped the young virility that had held out so long. She had not eaten for a long while — did not, indeed, crave food any longer. But her thirst raged, and she knelt at a little pool within the cavern walls and bent her bleeding mouth to the icy fillet of water. She drank little, rinsed her mouth and face and dried her lips on her sleeve. And, kneeling so, closed her eyes in utter exhaustion for a moment.

And when she opened them she found herself looking up at two men.

Before she could move one of the men kicked her pistol out of her nerveless hand, caught her by the shoulder and dragged the trench-knife from her convulsive grasp. Then he said in English:

Get up. And the other, the signalman, struck her across her back with the furled flags so that she lost her balance and fell forward on her face. They got her to her feet and pushed her out among the bowlders, through the storming spray, and across the floor of the ravine into the sunlight of a mossy place all set with trees. And she saw butterflies flitting there through green branches flecked with sunshine.

The officer seated himself on a fallen tree and crossed his heavy feet on a carpet of wild flowers. She stood erect, the signaller holding her right arm above the elbow.

After the officer had leisurely lighted a cigarette he asked her who she was. She made no answer.

You are the Erith woman, are you not? he demanded.

She was silent.

You Yankee slut, he added, nodding to himself and staring up into her bloodless face.

Her eyes wandered; she looked at, but scarcely saw the lovely wildflowers under foot, the butterflies flashing their burnished wings among the sunbeams.

Drop her arm. The signaller let go and stood at attention.

Take her knife and pistol and your flags and go across the stream to the hut.

The signaller saluted, gathered the articles mentioned, and went away in that clumping, rocking gait of the land peasant of Hundom.

Now, said the officer, strip off your coat!

She turned scarlet, but he sprang to his feet and tore her coat from her. She fought off every touch; several times he struck her — once so sharply that the blood gushed from her mouth and nose; but still she fought him; and when he had completed his search of her person, he was furious, streaked with sweat and all smeared with her blood.

Damned cat of a Yankee! he panted, stand there where you are or
Ill blow your face off!

But as he emptied the pockets of her coat she seized it and put it on, sobbing out her wrath and contempt of him and his threats as she covered her nearly naked body with the belted jacket and buttoned it to her throat.

He glanced at the papers she had carried, at the few poor articles that had fallen from her pockets, tossed them on the ground beside the log and resumed his seat and cigarette.

Wheres McKay?

No answer.

So you tricked us, eh? he sneered. You didnt get your rat-poison at the spring after all. The Yankees are foxes after all! He laughed his loud, nasal, nickering laugh— Foxes are foxes but men are men. Do you understand that, you damned vixen?

Will you let me kill myself? she asked in a low but steady voice.

He seemed surprised, then realising why she had asked that mercy, showed all his teeth and smirked at her out of narrow-slitted eyes.

Where is McKay? he repeated.

She remained mute.

Will you tell me where he is to be found?

No!

Will you tell me if I let you go?

No.

Will you tell me if I give you back your trench-knife?

The white agony in her face interested and amused him and he waited her reply with curiosity.

No! she whispered.

Will you tell me where McKay is to be found if I promise to shoot you before—

No! she burst out with a strangling sob.

He lighted another cigarette and, for a while, considered her musingly as he sat smoking. After a while he said: You are rather dirty — all over blood. But you ought to be pretty after youre washed. Then he laughed.

The girl swayed where she stood, fighting to retain consciousness.

How did you discover the Via Mala? he inquired with blunt curiosity.

You showed it to me!

You slut! he said between his teeth. Then, still brutishly curious: How did you know that spring had been poisoned? By those dead birds and animals, I suppose…. And thats what I told everybody, too. The wild things are bound to come and drink. But you and your running-mate are foxes. You made us believe you had gone over the cliff. Yes, even I believed it. It was well done — a true Yankee trick. All the same, foxes are only foxes after all. And here you are.

He got up; she shrank back, and he began to laugh at her.

Foxes are only foxes, my pretty, dirty one! — but men are men, and a
Prussian is a super-man. You had forgotten that, hadnt you, little
Yankee?

He came nearer. She sprang aside and past him and ran for the river; but he caught her at the edge of a black pool that whirled and flung sticky chunks of foam over the bowlders. For a while they fought there in silence, then he said, breathing heavily, A fox cant drown. Didnt you know that, little fool?

Her strength was ebbing. He forced her back to the glade and stood there holding her, his inflamed face a sneering, leering mask for the hot hell that her nearness and resistance had awakened in him. Suddenly, still holding her, he jerked his head aside and stared behind him. Then he pushed her violently from him, clutched at his holster, and started to run. And a pistol cracked and he pitched forward across the log upon which he had sat, and lay so, dripping dark blood, and fouling the wild-flowers with the flow.

Kay! she said in a weak voice.

McKay, his pack strapped to his back, his blood-shot eyes brilliant in his haggard visage, ran forward and bent over the thing. Then he shot him again, behind the ear.

The rage of the river drowned the sound of the shots; the man in the hut across the stream did not come to the door. But McKay caught sight of the shack; his fierce eyes questioned the girl, and she nodded.

He crossed the stream, leaping from bowlder to bowlder, and she saw him run up to the door of the hut, level his weapon, then enter. She could not hear the shots; she waited, half-dead, until he came out again, reloading his pistol.

She struggled desperately to retain her senses — to fight off the deadly faintness that assailed her. She could scarcely see him as he came swiftly toward her — she put out her arms blindly, felt his fierce clasp envelop her, passed so into blessed unconsciousness.

A drop or two of almost scalding broth aroused her. He held her in his arms and fed her — not much — and then let her stretch out on the sun-hot moss again.

Before sunset he awakened her again, and he fed her — more this time.

Afterward she lay on the moss with her golden-brown eyes partly open. And he had constructed a sponge of clean, velvety moss, and with this he washed her swollen mouth and bruised cheek, and her eyes and throat and hands and feet.

After the sun went down she slept again: and he stretched out beside her, one arm under her head and about her neck.

Moonlight pierced the foliage, silvering everything and inlaying the earth with the delicate tracery of branch and leaf.

Moonlight still silvered her face when she awoke. After a while the shadow slipped from his face, too.

Kay? she whispered.

Yes, Yellow-hair.

And, after a little while she turned her face to his and her lips rested on his.

Lying so, unstirring, she fell asleep once more.


CHAPTER XII

THE GREAT SECRET

[image: img660.jpg]

ALL THAT MORNING American infantry had been passing through Delle over the Belfort road. The sun of noon saw no end to them.

The endless column of shadows, keeping pace with them, lengthened with the afternoon along their lengthening line.

Now and then John Recklow opened the heavy wooden door in his garden wall and watched them until duty called him to his telephone or to his room where maps and papers littered the long table. But he always returned to the door in the garden wall when duty permitted and leaned at ease there, smoking his pipe, keen-eyed, impassive, gazing on the unbroken line of young men — men of his own race, sun-scorched, dusty, swinging along the Belfort road, their right elbows brushing Switzerland, their high sun-reddened pillar of dust drifting almost into Germany, and their heavy tread thundering through that artery of France like the prophetic pulse of victory.

A rich September sunset light streamed over them; like a moving shaft of divine fire the ruddy dust marched with them upon their right hand; legions of avenging shadows led them forward where, for nearly half a century beyond the barriers of purple hills, naked and shackled, the martyr-daughters of the Motherland stood waiting — Alsace and Lorraine.

We are on our way! laughed the Yankee bugles.

The Fortress of Metz growled Nein!

Recklow went back to his telephone. For a long while he remained there very busy with Belfort and Verdun. When again he returned to the green door in his garden wall, the Yankee infantry had passed; and of their passing there remained no trace save for the smouldering pillar of fire towering now higher than the eastern horizon and leagthened to a wall that ran away into the north as far as the eye could see.

His cats had come out into the garden for the cats hour — that mysterious compromise between day and evening when all things feline awake and stretch and wander or sit motionless, alert, listening to occult things. And in the enchantment of that lovely liaison which links day and night — when the gold and rose soften to mauve as the first star is born — John Recklow raised his quiet eyes and saw two dead souls come into his garden by the little door in the wall.

Is it you, Kay McKay? he said at last.

But the shock of the encounter still fettered him so that he walked very slowly to the woman who was now moving toward him across the grass.

Evelyn Erith, he said, taking her thin hands in his own, which were trembling now.

Its a year, he complained unsteadily.

More than a year, said McKay in his dead voice.

With his left hand, then, John Recklow took McKays gaunt hand, and stood so, mute, looking at him and at the girl beside him.

God! he said blankly. Then, with no emphasis: Its rather more than a year!… They sent me two fire-charred skulls — the head of a man and the head of a woman…. That was a year ago…. After your pigeon arrived… I found the scorched skulls wrapped in a Swiss newspaper-lying inside the garden wall — over there on the grass!… And the swine had written your names on the skulls….

Into Evelyn Eriths eyes there came a vague light — the spectre of a smile. And as Recklow looked at her he remembered the living glory she had once been; and wrath blazed wildly within him. What have they done to you? he asked in an unsteady voice. But McKay laid his hand on Recklows arm:

Nothing. It is what they have not done — fed her. Thats all she needs — and sleep.

Recklow gazed heavily upon her. But if the young fail rapidly, they also respond quickly.

Come into the house,

Perhaps it was the hot broth with wine in it that brought a slight colour back into her ghastly face — the face once so youthfully lovely but now as delicate as the mask of death itself.

Candles twinkled on the little table where the girl now lay back listlessly in the depths of an armchair, her chin sunk on her breast.

Recklow sat opposite her, writing on a pad in shorthand. McKay, resting his ragged elbows on the cloth, his haggard face between both hands, went on talking in a colourless, mechanical voice which an iron will alone flogged into speech:

Killed two of them and took their clothes and papers, he continued
monotonously; that was last August — near the end of the month….
The Boche had tens of thousands working there. AND EVERY ONE OF THEM
WAS INSANE.

What!

Yes, that is the way they were operating — the only way they dared operate. I think all that enormous work has been done by the insane during the last forty years. You see, the Boche have nothing to dread from the insane. Anyway the majority of them died in harness. Those who became useless — intractable or crippled — were merely returned to the asylums from which they had been drafted. And the Hun government saw to it that nobody should have access to them.

Besides, who would believe a crazy man or woman if they babbled about the Great Secret?

He covered his visage with his bony hands and rested so for a few moments, then, forcing himself again:

The Hun for forty years has drafted the insane from every asylum in the Empire to do this gigantic work for him. Men, women, even children, chained, guarded, have done the physical work…. The Pyramids were builded so, they say…. And in this manner is being finished that colossal engineering work which is never spoken of among the Huns except when necessary, and which is known among them as The Great Secret…. Recklow, it was conceived as a vast engineering project forty-eight years ago — in 1870 during the Franco-Prussian war. It was begun that same year…. And it is practically finished. Except for one obstacle.

Recklows lifted eyes stared at him over his pad.

It is virtually finished, repeated McKay in his toneless, unaccented voice which carried such terrible conviction to the other man. Forty-eight years ago the Hun planned a huge underground highway carrying four lines of railroad tracks. It was to begin east of the Rhine in the neighbourhood of Zell, slant into the bowels of the earth, pass deep under the Rhine, deep under the Swiss frontier, deep, deep under Mount Terrible and under the French frontier, and emerge in France BEHIND Belfort, Toul, Nancy, and Verdun.

Recklow laid his pad on the table and looked intently at McKay. The latter said in his ghost of a voice: You are beginning to suspect my sanity. He turned with an effort and fixed his hollow eyes on Evelyn Erith.

We are sane, he said. But I dont blame you, Recklow. We have lived among the mad for more than a year — among thousands and thousands and thousands of them — of men and women and even children in whose minds the light of reason had died out…. Thirty thousand dying minds in which only a dreadful twilight reigned!… I dont know how we endured it — and retained our reason…. Do you, Yellow-hair?

The girl did not reply. He spoke to her again, then fell silent. For the girl slept, her delicate, deathly face dropped forward on her breast.

Presently McKay turned to Recklow once more; and Recklow picked up his pad with a slight shudder.

Forty-eight years, repeated McKay— and the work of the Hun is nearly done — a wide highway under the earths surface flanked by four lines of rails — broad-gauge tracks — everything now working, all rolling-stock and electric engines moving smoothly and swiftly…. Two tracks carry troops; two carry ammunition and munitions. A highway a hundred feet wide runs between.

Ten miles from the Rhine, under the earth, there is a Hun city, with a garrison of sixty thousand men!… There are other cities along the line—

Deep down!

Deep under the earth.

There must be shafts! said Recklow hoarsely.

None.

No shafts to the surface?

Not one.

No pipe? No communication with the outer air?

Then McKays sunken eyes glittered and he stiffened up, and his wasted features seemed to shrink until the parting of his lips showed his teeth. It was a dreadful laughter — his manner, now, of expressing mirth.

Recklow, he said, in 1914 that vast enterprise was scheduled to be finished according to plan. With the declaration of war in August the Hun was to have blasted his way to the surface of French soil behind the barrier forts! He was prepared to do it in half an hours time.

Do you understand? Do you see how it was planned? For forty-eight years the Hun had been preparing to seize France and crush Europe.

When the Hun was ready he murdered the Austrian archduke — the most convenient solution of the problem for the Hun Kaiser, who presented himself with the pretext for war by getting rid of the only Austrian with whom he couldnt do business.

Again McKay laughed, silently, showing his discoloured teeth.

So the archduke died according to plan; and there was war — according to plan. And then, Recklow, GODS HAND MOVED! — very slightly — indolently — scarcely stirring at all…. A drop of icy water percolated the limestone on Mount Terrible; other drops followed; linked by these drops a thin stream crept downward in the earth along the limestone fissures, washing away glacial sands that had lodged there since time began.… He leaned forward and his brilliant, sunken eyes peered into Recklows:

Since 1914, he said, the Staubbach has fallen into the bowels of the earth and the Hun has been fighting it miles under the earths surface.

They cant operate from the glacier on the white Shoulder of Thusis; whenever they calk it and plug it and stop it with tons of reinforced waterproof concrete — whenever on the surface of the world they dam it and turn it into new channels, it evades them. And in a new place its icy water bursts through — as though every stratum in the Alps dipped toward their underground tunnel to carry the water from the Glacier of Thusis into it!

He clenched his wasted hands and struck the table without a sound:

God blocks them, damn them! he said in his ghost of a voice. God bars the Boche! They shall not pass!

He leaned nearer, twisting his clenched fingers together: We saw them, Recklow. We saw the Staubbach fighting for right of way; we saw the Hun fighting the Staubbach — Darkness battling with Light! — the Hun against the Most High! — miles under the earths crust, Recklow…. Do you believe in God?

Yes.

Yes…. We saw Him at work — that young girl asleep there, and I — month after month we watched Him check and dismay the modern Pharaoh — we watched Him countermine the Nibelungen and mock their filthy Gott! And Recklow, we laughed, sometimes, where laughter among clouded minds means nothing — nothing even to the Hun — nor causes suspicion nor brings punishment other than the accustomed kick and blow which the Hun reserves for all who are helpless.… He bowed his head in his hands. All who are weak and stricken, he whispered to himself.

Recklow said: Did they harm — HER? And,

McKay looked up at that, baring his teeth in a swift snarl:

No — you see her clipped hair — and the thin body…. In her blouse she passed for a boy, unquestioned, unnoticed. There were thousands of us, you see…. Some of the insane women were badly treated — all of the younger ones…. But she and I were together…. And I had my pistol in reserve — for the crisis! — always in reserve — always ready for her. Recklow nodded. McKay went on:

We fought the Staubbach in shifts…. And all through those months of autumn and winter there was no chance for us to get away. It is not cold under ground…. It was like a dark, thick dream. We tried to realise that war was going on, over our heads, up above us somewhere in daylight — where there was sun and where stars were…. It was like a thick dream, Recklow. The stars seemed very far….

You had passed as inmates of some German asylum?

We had killed two landwehr on the Staubbach. That was a year ago last August— He looked at the sleeping girl beside him: My little comrade and I undressed the swine and took their uniforms…. After a long while — privations had made us both light-headed I think — we saw a camp of the insane in the woods — a fresh relay from Mulhaus. We talked with their guards — being in Landwehr uniform it was easy. The insane were clothed like miners. Late that night we exchanged clothes with two poor, demented creatures who retained sufficient reason, however, to realise that our uniforms meant freedom…. They crept away into the forest. We remained…. And marched at dawn — straight into the jaws of the Great Secret!

Recklow had remained at the telephone until dawn. And now Belfort was through with him and Verdun understood, and Paris had relayed to Headquarters and Headquarters had instructed John Recklow.

Before Recklow went to bed he parted his curtain and looked out at the misty dawn.

In the silvery dusk a cock-pheasant was crowing somewhere on a wheat-fields edge. A barnyard chanticleer replied. Clear and truculent rang out the challenge of the Gallic cock in the dawn, warning his wild neighbour to keep to the wilds. So the French trumpets challenge the shrill, barbaric fanfares of the Hun, warning him back into the dull and shadowy wilderness from whence he ventured.

Recklow was awake, dressed, and had breakfasted by eight oclock.

McKay, in his little chamber on the right, still slept. Evelyn
Erith, in the tiny room on the left, slept deeply.

So Recklow went out into his garden, opened the wooden door in the wall, seated himself, lighted his pipe, and watched the Belfort road.

About ten oclock two American electricians came buzzing up on motor-cycles. Recklow got up and went to the door in the wall as they dismounted. After a short, whispered consultation they guided their machines into the garden, through a paved alley to a tiled shed. Then they went on duty, one taking the telephone in Recklows private office, the other busying himself with the clutter of maps and papers. And Recklow went back to the door in the wall. About eleven an American motor ambulance drove up. A nurse carrying her luggage got out, and Recklow met her.

After another whispered consultation he picked up the nurses luggage, led her into the house, and showed her all over it.

I dont know, he said, whether they are too badly done in to travel as far as Belfort. Therell be a Yankee regimental doctor here to-day or to-morrow. Hell know. So let em sleep. And you can give them the once-over when they wake, and then get busy in the kitchen.

The girl laughed and nodded.

Be good to them, added Recklow. Theyll get crosses and legions enough but theyve got to be well to enjoy them. So keep them in bed until the doctor comes. There are bathrobes and things in my room.

I understand, sir.

Right, said Recklow briefly. Then he went to his room, changed his clothes to knickerbockers, his shoes for heavier ones, picked up a rifle, a pair of field-glasses and a gas-mask, slung a satchel containing three days rations over his powerful shoulders, and went out into the street.

Six Alpinists awaited him. They were peculiarly accoutred, every soldier carrying, beside rifle, haversack and blanket, a flat tank strapped on his back like a knapsack.

Their sergeant saluted; he and Recklow exchanged a few words in whispers. Then Recklow strode away down the Belfort road. And the oddly accoutred Alpinists followed him, their steel-shod soles ringing on the pavement.

Where the Swiss wire bars the frontier no sentinels paced that noon.
This was odd. Stranger still, a gap had been cut in the wire.

And into this gap strode Recklow, and behind him trotted the nimble blue-devils, single file; and they and their leader took the ascending path which leads to the Calvary on Mount Terrible.

Standing that same afternoon on the rocks of that grim Calvary, with the weatherbeaten figure of Christ towering on the black cross above them, Recklow and his men gazed out across the tumbled mountains to where the White Shoulder of Thusis gleamed in the sun.

Through their glasses they could sweep the glacier to its terminal moraine. That was not very far away, and the dust from the Staubbach could be distinguished drifting out of the green ravine like a windy cloud of steam.

Allons, said Recklow briefly.

They slept that night in their blankets so close to the Staubbach that its wet, silvery dust powdered them, at times, like snow.

At dawn they were afield, running everywhere over the rocks, searching hollows, probing chasms, creeping into ravines, and always following the torrent which dashed whitely through its limestone canon.

Perhaps the Alpine eagles saw them. But no Swiss patrol disturbed them. Perhaps there was fear somewhere in the Alpine Confederation — fear in high places.

Also it is possible that the bellowing bluster of the guns at Metz may have allayed that fear in high places; and that terror of the Hun was already becoming less deathly among the cantons of a race which had trembled under Boche blackmail for a hundred years. However, for whatever reason it might have been, no Swiss patrols bothered the blue devils and Mr. Recklow.

And they continued to swarm over the Alpine landscape at their own convenience; on the Calvary of Mount Terrible they erected a dwarf wireless station; a hundred men came from Delle with radio-impedimenta; six American airmen arrived; American planes circled over the northern border, driving off the squadrilla of Count von Dresslin.

And on the second night Recklows men built fires and camped carelessly beside the brilliant warmth, while mountain mutton frizzled on pointed sticks and every blue-devil smacked his lips.

On the early morning of the third day Recklow discovered what he had been looking for. And an Alpinist signalled an airplane over Mount Terrible from the White Shoulder of Thusis. Two hours later a full battalion of Alpinists crossed Mount Terrible by the Neck of Woods and exchanged flag signals with Recklows men. They had with them a great number of cylinders, coils of wire, and other curious-looking paraphernalia.

When they came up to the ravine where Recklow and his men were grouped they immediately became very busy with their cylinders, wires, hose-pipes, and other instruments.

It had been a beautiful ravine where Recklow now stood — was still as pretty and picturesque as a dry water-course can be with the bowlders bleaching in the sun and green things beginning to grow in what had been the bed of a rushing stream. For, just above this ravine, the water ended: the Staubbach poured its full, icy volume directly downward into the bowels of the earth with a hollow, thundering sound; the bed of the stream was bone-dry beyond. And now the blue-devils were unreeling wire and plumbing this chasm into which the Staubbach thundered. On the end of the wire was an electric bulb, lighted. Recklow watched the wire unreeling, foot after foot, rod after rod, plumbing the dark burrow of the Boche deep down under the earth.

And, when they were ready, guided by the wire, they lowered the curious hose-pipe, down, down, ever down, attaching reel after reel to the lengthening tube until Recklow checked them and turned to watch the men who stood feeding the wire into the roaring chasm.

Suddenly, as he watched, the flowing wire stopped, swayed violently sideways, then was jerked out of the mens hands.

The Boche bites! they shouted. Their officer, reading the measured wire, turned to Recklow and gave him the depth; the hose-pipe ran out sixty yards; then Recklow checked it and put on his gasmask as the whistle signal rang out along the mountain.

Now, everywhere, masked figures swarmed over the place; cylinders were laid, hose attached, other batteries of cylinders were ranged in line and connections laid ready for instant adjustment.

Recklow raised his right arm, then struck it downward violently. The gas from the first cylinder went whistling into the hose.

At the same time an unmasked figure on the cliff above began talking by American radiophone with three planes half a mile in the air above him. He spoke naturally, easily, into a transmitter to which no wires were attached.

He was still talking when Recklow arrived at his side from the ravine below, tore off his gas-mask, and put on a peculiar helmet. Then, taking the transmitter into his right hand: Do you get them? he demanded of his companion, an American lieutenant.

No trouble, sir. No need to raise ones voice. They hear quite perfectly, and one hears them, sir.

Then Recklow spoke to the three airplanes circling like hawks in the sky overhead; and one by one the observers in each machine replied in English, their voices easily audible.

I want Zell watched from the air, said Recklow. The Boche have an underground tunnel beginning near Zell, continuing under Mount Terrible to the French frontier.

I want the Zell end of the tunnel kept under observation.

Send our planes in from Belfort, Toul, Nancy, and Verdun.

And keep me informed whether railroad trains, camions, or cavalry come out. And whether indeed any living thing emerges from the end of the tunnel near Zell.

Because we are gassing the tunnel from this ravine. And I think weve got the dirty vermin wholesale!

At sundown a plane appeared overhead and talked to Recklow:

One railroad train came out. But it was manned by dead men, I think, because it crashed into the rear masonry of the station and was smashed.

Nothing else, living or dead, came out?

Nothing, sir. There is wild excitement at Zell. Troops at the tunnels mouth wear gas-masks. We bombed them and raked them. The Boche planes took the air but two crashed and the rest turned east.

You saw no living creature escape from the Zell end of the tunnel?

Not a soul, sir.

Recklow turned to the group of officers around him:

I guess theyre done for, he said. That fumigation cleaned out the vermin. But keep the tunnel pumped full of gas…. Au revoir, messieurs!

On his way back across Mount Terrible he encountered a relay of Alpinists bringing fresh gas. tanks; and he laughed and saluted their officers. This poor old world needs a de-lousing, he said. Foch will attend to it up here on top of the world. See that you gentlemen, purge her interior!

The nurse opened the door and looked into the garden. Then she closed the door, gently, and went back into the house.

For she had seen a slim girl with short yellow hair curling all over her head, and that head was resting on a young mans shoulder.

It seemed unnecessary, too, because there were two steamer chairs under the rose arbor, side by side, and pillows sufficient for each.

And why a slim young girl should prefer to pillow her curly, yellow head upon the shoulder of a rather gaunt young man — the shoulder, presumably, being bony and uncomfortable — she alone could explain perhaps.

The young man did not appear to be inconvenienced. He caressed her hair while he spoke:

From here to Belfort, he was saying in his musing, agreeable voice, and from Belfort to Paris; and from Paris to London, and from London to Strathlone Head, and from Strathlone Head to Glenark Cliffs, and from Glenark Cliffs to Isla Water, and from Isla Water — to our home! Our home, Yellow-hair, he repeated. What do you think of that?

I think you have forgotten the parsons house on the way. You are immoral, Kay.

Cant a Yank sky-pilot in Paris—

Darling, I must have some clothing!

Cant you get things in Paris?

Yes, if youll wait and not become impatient for Isla. And I warn you, Kay, I simply wont marry you until I have some decent gowns and underwear.

You dont care for me as much as I do for you, he murmured in lazy happiness.

I care for you more. Ive cared for you longer, too.

How long, Yellow-hair?

Ever — ever since your head lay on my knees in my car a year ago last winter! You know it, too, she added. You are a spoiled young man. I shall not tell you again how much I care for you!

Say love, Yellow-hair, he coaxed.

No!

Dont you?

Dont I what?

Love me?

Yes.

Then wont you say it?

She laughed contentedly. Then her warm head moved a little on his shoulder; he looked down; lightly their lips joined.

Kay — my dear — dear Kay, she whispered.

Theres somebody opening the garden door, she said under her breath, and sat bolt upright.

McKay also sat up on his steamer chair.

Oh! he cried gaily, hello, Recklow! Where on earth have you been for three days?

Recklow came into the rose arbour. The blossoms were gone from the vines but it was a fragrant, golden place into which the September sun filtered. He lifted Miss Eriths hand and kissed it gravely. How are you? he inquired.

Perfectly well, and ready for Paris! she said smilingly.

Recklow shook hands with McKay.

Youll want a furlough, too, he remarked. Ill fix it. How do you feel, McKay?

All right. Has anything come out of our report on the Great
Secret?

Recklow seated himself and they listened in strained silence to his careful report. Once Evelyn caught her breath and Recklow paused and turned to look at her.

There were thousands and thousands of insane down there under the earth, she said pitifully.

Yes, he nodded.

Did — did they all die?

Are the insane not better dead, Miss Erith? he asked calmly….
And continued his recital.

That evening there was a full moon over the garden. Recklow lingered with them after dinner for a while, discussing the beginning of the end of all things Hunnish. For Foch was striking at last; Pershing was moving; Haig, Gouraud, Petain, all were marching toward the field of Armageddon. They conversed for a while, the men smoking. Then Recklow went away across the dewy grass, followed by two frisky and factious cats.

But when McKay took Miss Eriths head into his arms the girls eyes were wet.

The way they died down there — I cant help it, Kay, she faltered.
Oh, Kay, Kay, you must love me enough to make me forget — forget—

And she clasped his neck tightly in both her arms.
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TO

MARGARET ILLINGTON BOWES

AND

EDWARD J. BOWES

I

Id rather walk with Margaret,
Id rather talk with Margaret,
And anchor in some sylvan nook
And fish Dream Lake with magic hook
Than sit indoors and write this book.

II

An authors such an ass, alas!
To watch the world through window glass
When out of doors the skies are fair
And pretty girls beyond compare––
Like Margaret––are strolling there.

III

Id rather walk with E. J. Bowes,
Id rather talk with E. J. Bowes,
In woodlands where the sunlight gleams
Across the golden Lake of Dreams
Than drive a quill across these reams.

IV

If I could have my proper wish
With these two friends Id sit and fish
Where sheer cliffs wear their mossy hoods
And Dream Lake widens in the woods,
But Fate says No! Produce your goods!

ENVOI

Inspect my goods and choose a few
Dear Margaret, and Edward, too;
Then sink them in the Lake of Dreams
In dim, gold depths where sunshine streams
Down from the skys unclouded blue,
And Ill be much obliged to you.

R. W. C.


FOREWORD
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AN AMERICAN AMBULANCE going south stopped on the snowy road; the driver, an American named Estridge, got out; his companion, a young woman in furs, remained in her seat.

Estridge, with the din of the barrage in his ears, went forward to show his papers to the soldiers who had stopped him on the snowy forest road.

His papers identified him and the young woman; and further they revealed the fact that the ambulance contained only a trunk and some hand luggage; and called upon all in authority to permit John Henry Estridge and Miss Palla Dumont to continue without hindrance the journey therein described.

The soldiers — Siberian riflemen — were satisfied and seemed friendly enough and rather curious to obtain a better look at this American girl, Miss Dumont, described in the papers submitted to them as American companion to Marie, third daughter of Nicholas Romanoff, ex-Tzar.

An officer came up, examined the papers, shrugged.

Very well, he said, if authority is to be given this American lady to join the Romanoff family, now under detention, it is not my affair.

But he, also, appeared to be perfectly good natured about the matter, accepting a cigarette from Estridge and glancing at the young woman in the ambulance as he lighted it.

You know, he remarked, if it would interest you and the young lady, the Battalion of Death is over yonder in the birch woods.

The womans battalion? asked Estridge.

Yes. They make their début to-day. Would you like to see them? Theyre going forward in a few minutes, I believe.

Estridge nodded and walked back to the ambulance.

The womans battalion is over in those birch woods, Miss Dumont. Would you care to walk over and see them before they leave for the front trenches?

The girl in furs said very gravely:

Yes, I wish to see women who are about to go into battle.

She rose from the seat, laid a fur-gloved hand on his offered arm, and stepped down onto the snow.

To serve, she said, as they started together through the silver birches, following a trodden way, is not alone the only happiness in life: it is the only reason for living.

I know you think so, Miss Dumont.

You also must believe so, who are here as a volunteer in Russia.

Its a little more selfish with me. Im a medical student; its a liberal education for me even to drive an ambulance.

There is only one profession nobler than that practised by the physician, who serves his fellow men, she said in a low, dreamy voice.

Which profession do you place first?

The profession of those who serve God alone.

The priesthood?

Yes. And the religious orders.

Nuns, too? he demanded with the slightest hint of impatience in his pleasant voice.

The girl noticed it, looked up at him and smiled slightly.

Had my dear Grand Duchess not asked for me, I should now he entering upon my novitiate among the Russian nuns.... And she, too, I think, had there been no revolution. She was quite ready a year ago. We talked it over. But the Empress would not permit it. And then came the trouble about the Deaconesses. That was a grave mistake — —

She checked herself, then:

I do not mean to criticise the Empress, you understand.

Poor lady, he said, such gentle criticism would seem praise to her now.

They were walking through a pine belt, and in the shadows of that splendid growth the snow remained icy, so that they both slipped continually and she took his arm for security.

I somehow had not thought of you, Miss Dumont, as so austerely inclined, he said.

She smiled: Because Ive been a cheerful companion — even gay? Well, my gaiety made my heart sing with the prospect of seeing again my dearest friend — my closest spiritual companion — my darling little Grand Duchess.... So I have been, naturally enough, good company on our three days journey.

He smiled: I never suspected you of such extreme religious inclinations, he insisted.

Extreme?

Well, a novice — — he hesitated. Then, And you mean, ultimately, to take the black veil?

Of course. I shall take it some day yet.

He turned and looked at her, and the man in him felt the pity of it as do all men when such fresh, virginal youth as was Miss Dumonts turns an enraptured face toward that cloister door which never again opens on those who enter.

Her arm rested warmly and confidently within his; the cold had made her cheeks very pink and had crisped the tendrils of her brown hair under the fur toque.

If, she said happily, you have found in me a friend, it is because my heart is much too small for all the love I bear my fellow beings.

Thats a quaint thing to say, he said.

Its really true. I care so deeply, so keenly, for my fellow beings whom God made, that there seemed only one way to express it — to give myself to God and pass my life in His service who made these fellow creatures all around me that I love.

I suppose, he said, that is one way of looking at it.

It seemed to be the only way for me. I came to it by stages.... And first, as a child, I was impressed by the loveliness of the world and I used to sit for hours thinking of the goodness of God. And then other phases came — socialistic cravings and settlement work — but you know that was not enough. My heart was too full to be satisfied. There was not enough outlet.

What did you do then?

I studied: I didnt know what I wanted, what I needed. I seemed lost; I was obsessed with a desire to aid — to be of service. I thought that perhaps if I travelled and studied methods — —

She looked straight ahead of her with a sad little reflective smile:

I have passed by many strange places in the world.... And then I saw the little Grand Duchess at the Charity Bazaar.... We seemed to love each other at first glance.... She asked to have me for her companion.... They investigated.... And so I went to her.

The girls face became sombre and she bent her dark eyes on the snow as they walked.

All the world was humming and throbbing with the thunder of the Russian guns. Flakes continually dropped from vibrating pine trees. A pale yellow haze veiled the sun.

Suddenly Miss Dumont lifted her head:

If anything ever happens to part me from my friend, she said, I hope I shall die quickly.

Are you and she so devoted? he asked gravely.

Utterly. And if we can not some day take the vows together and enter the same order and the same convent, then the one who is free to do so is so pledged.... I do not think that the Empress will consent to the Grand Duchess Marie taking the veil.... And so, when she has no further need of me, I shall make my novitiate.... There are soldiers ahead, Mr. Estridge. Is it the womans battalion?

He, also, had caught sight of them. He nodded.

It is the Battalion of Death, he said in a low voice. Lets see what they look like.

The girl-soldiers stood about carelessly, there in the snow among the silver birches and pines. They looked like boys in overcoats and boots and tall wool caps, leaning at ease there on their heavy rifles. Some were only fifteen years of age. Some had been servants, some saleswomen, stenographers, telephone operators, dressmakers, workers in the fields, students at the university, dancers, laundresses. And a few had been born into the aristocracy.

They came, too, from all parts of the huge, sprawling Empire, these girl-soldiers of the Battalion of Death — and there were Cossack girls and gypsies among them — girls from Finland, Courland, from the Urals, from Moscow, from Siberia — from North, South, East, West.

There were Jewesses from the Pale and one Jewess from America in the ranks; there were Chinese girls, Poles, a child of fifteen from Trebizond, a Japanese girl, a French peasant lass; and there were Finns, too, and Scandinavians — all with clipped hair under the astrakhan caps — sturdy, well shaped, soldierly girls who handled their heavy rifles without effort and carried a regulation equipment as though it were a sheaf of flowers.

Their commanding officer was a woman of forty. She lounged in front of the battalion in the snow, consulting with half a dozen officers of a mans regiment.

The colour guard stood grouped around the battalion colours, where its white and gold folds swayed languidly in the breeze, and clots of virgin snow fell upon it, shaken down from the pines by the cannonade.

Estridge gazed at them in silence. In his mans mind one thought dominated — the immense pity of it all. And there was a dreadful fascination in looking at these girl soldiers, whose soft, warm flesh was so soon to be mangled by shrapnel and slashed by bayonets.

Good heavens, he muttered at last under his breath. Was this necessary?

The men ran, said Miss Dumont.

It was the filthy boche propaganda that demoralised them, rejoined Estridge. I wonder — are women more level headed? Is propaganda wasted on these girl soldiers? Are they really superior to the male of the species?

I think, said Miss Dumont softly, that their spiritual intelligence is deeper.

They see more clearly, morally?

I dont know.... I think so sometimes.... We women, who are born capable of motherhood, seem to be fashioned also to realise Christ more clearly — and the holy mother who bore him.... I dont know if thats the reason — or if, truly, in us a little flame burns more constantly — the passion which instinctively flames more brightly toward things of the spirit than of the flesh.... I think it is true, Mr. Estridge, that, unless taught otherwise by men, womens inclination is toward the spiritual, and the ardour of her passion aspires instinctively to a greater love until the lesser confuses and perplexes her with its clamorous importunity.

Womans love for man you call the lesser love? he asked.

Yes, it is, compared to love for God, she said dreamily.

Some of the girl-soldiers in the Battalion of Death turned their heads to look at this young girl in furs, who had come among them on the arm of a Red Cross driver.

Estridge was aware of many bib brown eyes, many grey eyes, some blue ones fixed on him and on his companion in friendly or curious inquiry. They made him think of the large, innocent eyes of deer or channel cattle, for there was something both sweet and wild as well as honest in the gaze of these girl-soldiers.

One, a magnificent blond six-foot creature with the peaches-and-cream skin of Scandinavia and the clipped gold hair of the northland, smiled at Miss Dumont, displaying a set of superb teeth.

You have come to see us make our first charge? she asked in Russian, her sea-blue eyes all a-sparkle.

Miss Dumont said Yes, very seriously, looking at the girls equipment, her blanket roll, gas-mask, boots and overcoat.

Estridge turned to another girl-soldier:

And if you are made a prisoner? he enquired in a low voice. Have you women considered that?

Nechevo, smiled the girl, who had been a Red Cross nurse, and who wore two decorations. She touched the red and black dashes of colour on her sleeve significantly, then loosened her tunic and drew out a tiny bag of chamois. We all carry poison, she said smilingly. We know the boche well enough to take that precaution.

Another girl nodded confirmation. They were perfectly cheerful about it. Several others drew near and showed their little bags of poison slung around their necks inside their blouses. Many of them wore holy relics and medals also.

Miss Dumont took Estridges arm again and looked over at the big blond girl-soldier, who also had been smilingly regarding her, and who now stepped forward to meet them halfway.

When do you march to the first trenches? asked Miss Dumont gravely.

Oh, said the blond goddess, so you are English? And she added in English: I am Swedish. You have arrived just in time. I tink we go forward immediately.

God go with you, for Russia, said Miss Dumont in a clear, controlled voice.

But Estridge saw that her dark eyes were suddenly brilliant with tears. The big blond girl-soldier saw it, too, and her splendid blue eyes widened. Then, somehow, she had stepped forward and taken Miss Dumont in her strong arms; and, holding her, smiled and gazed intently at her.

You must not grieve for us, she said. We are not afraid. We are happy to go.

I know, said Palla Dumont; and took the girl-soldiers hands in hers. What is your name? she asked.

Ilse Westgard. And yours?

Palla Dumont.

English? No?

American.

Ah! One of our dear Americans! Well, then, you shall tell your countrymen that you have seen many women of many lands fighting rifle in hand, so that the boche shall not strangle freedom in Russia. Will you tell them, Palla?

If I ever return.

You shall return. I, also, shall go to America. I shall seek for you there, pretty comrade. We shall become friends. Already I love you very dearly.

She kissed Palla Dumont on both cheeks, holding her hands tightly.

Tell me, she said, why you are in Russia, and where you are now journeying?

Palla looked at her steadily: I am the American companion to the Grand Duchess Marie; and I am journeying to the village where the Imperial family is detained, because she has obtained permission for me to rejoin her.

There was a short silence; the blue eyes of the Swedish girl had become frosty as two midwinter stars. Suddenly they glimmered warm again as twin violets:

Kharasho! she said smiling. And do you love your little comrade duchess?

Next only to God.

That is very beautiful, Palla. She is a child to be enlightened. Teach her the greater truth.

She has learned it, Ilse.

She?

Yes. And, if God wills it, she, and I also, take the vows some day.

The veil!

Yes.

You! A nun!

If God accepts me.

The Swedish girl-soldier stood gazing upon her as though fascinated, crushing Pallas slim hands between her own.

Presently she shook her head with a wearied smile:

That, she said, is one thing I can not understand — the veil. No. I can understand this — — turning her head and glancing proudly around her at her girl comrades. I can comprehend this thing that I am doing. But not what you wish to do, Palla. Not such service as you offer.

I wish to serve the source of all good. My heart is too full to be satisfied by serving mankind alone.

The girl-soldier shook her head: I try to understand. I can not. I am sorry, because I love you.

I love you, Ilse. I love my fellows.

After another silence:

You go to the imperial family? demanded Ilse abruptly.

Yes.

I wish to see you again. I shall try.

The battalion marched a few moments later.

It was rather a bad business. They went over the top with a cheer. Fifty answered roll call that night.

However, the hun had learned one thing — that women soldiers were inferior to none.

Russia learned it, too. Everywhere battalions were raised, uniformed, armed, equipped, drilled. In the streets of cities the girl-soldiers became familiar sights: nobody any longer turned to stare at them. There were several dozen girls in the officers school, trying for commissions. In all the larger cities there were infantry battalions of girls, Cossack troops, machine gun units, signallers; they had a medical corps and transport service.

But never but once again did they go into action. And their last stand was made facing their own people, the brain-crazed Reds.

And after that the Battalion of Death became only a name; and the girl-soldiers bewildered fugitives, hunted down by the traitors who had sold out to the Germans at Brest-Litovsk.


PREFACE
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A DOOR OPENED; the rush of foggy air set the flames of the altar candles blowing wildly. There came the clank of armed men.

Then, in the dim light of the chapel, a novice sprang to her feet, brushing the white veil from her pallid young face.

At that the ex-Empress, still kneeling, lifted her head from her devotions and calmly turned it, looking around over her right shoulder.

The file of Red infantry advanced, shuffling slowly forward as though feeling their way through the candle-lit dusk across the stone floor. Their accoutrements clattered and clinked in the intense stillness. A slovenly officer, switching a thin, naked sword in his ungloved fist, led them. Another officer, carrying a sabre and marching in the rear, halted to slam and lock the heavy chapel door; then he ran forward to rejoin his men, while the chapel still reverberated with the echoes of the clanging door.

A chair or two fell, pushed aside by the leading soldiers and hastily kicked out of the way as the others advanced more swiftly now. For there seemed to be some haste. These men were plainly in a hurry, whatever their business there might be.

The Tzesarevitch, kneeling beside his mother, got up from his knees with visible difficulty. The Empress also rose, leisurely, supporting herself by one hand resting on the prie-dieu.

Then several young girls, who had been kneeling behind her at their devotions, stood up and turned to stare at the oncoming armed men, now surrounding them.

The officer carrying the naked sword, and reeking with fumes of brandy, counted these women in a loud, thick voice.

Thats right, he said. Youre all present — one! two! three! four! five! six! — the whole accursed brood! pointing waveringly with his sword from one to another.

Then he laughed stupidly, leering out of his inflamed eyes at the five women who all wore the garbs of the Sisters of Mercy, their white coiffes and tabliers contrasting sharply with the sombre habits of the Russian nuns who had gathered in the candle-lit dusk behind them.

What do you wish? demanded the ex-Empress in a fairly steady voice.

Answer to your names! retorted the officer brutally. The other officer came up and began to fumble for a note book in the breast of his dirty tunic. When he found it he licked the lead of his pencil and squinted at the ex-Empress out of drunken eyes.

Alexandra Feodorovna! he barked in her face. If youre here, say so!

She remained calm, mute, cold as ice.

A soldier behind her suddenly began to shout:

Thats the German woman. Thats the friend of the Staretz Novykh! Thats Sascha! Now weve got her, the thing to do is to shoot her — —

Mark her present, interrupted the officer in command. No ceremony, now. Mark the cub Romanoff present. Mark em all — Olga, Tatyana, Marie, Anastasia! — no matter which is which — theyre all Romanoffs — —

But the same soldier who had interrupted before bawled out again: Theyre not Romanoffs! There are no German Romanoffs. There are no Romanoffs in Russia since a hundred and fifty years — —

The little Tzesarevitch, Alexis, red with anger, stepped forward to confront the man, his frail hands fiercely clenched. The officer in command struck him brutally across the breast with the flat of his sword, shoved him aside, strode toward the low door of the chapel crypt and jerked it open.

Line them up! he bawled. Well settle this Romanoff dispute once for all! Shove them into line! Hurry up, there!

But there seemed to be some confusion between the nuns and the soldiers, as the latter attempted to separate the ex-Empress and the young Grand Duchesses from the sisters.

Whats all that trouble about! cried the officer commanding. Drive back those nuns, I tell you! Theyre Germans, too! Theyre Saschas new Deaconesses! Kick em out of the way!

Then the novice, who had cried out in fear when the Red infantry first entered the chapel, forced her way out into the file formed by the Empress and her daughters.

Theres a frightful mistake! she cried, laying one hand on the arm of a young girl dressed, like the others, as a Sister of Mercy. This woman is Miss Dumont, my American companion! Release her! =I= am the Grand Duchess Marie!

The girl, whose arm had been seized, looked at the young novice over her shoulder in a dazed way; then, suddenly her lovely face flushed scarlet; tears sprang to her eyes; and she said to the infuriated officer:

It is not true, Captain! I am the Grand Duchess Marie. She is trying to save me!

What the devil is all this row! roared the officer, who now came tramping and storming among the prisoners, switching his sword to and fro with ferocious impatience.

The little Sister of Mercy, frightened but resolute, pointed at the novice, who still clutched her by the arm: It is not true what she tells you, she repeated. I am the Grand Duchess Marie, and this novice is my American companion, Miss Dumont, who loves me devotedly and who now attempts to sacrifice herself in my place — —

I am the Grand Duchess Marie! interrupted the novice excitedly. This young girl dressed like a Sister of Mercy is only my American companion — —

Damnation! yelled the officer. Ill take you both, then! But the girl in the Sister of Mercys garb turned and violently pushed the novice from her so that she stumbled and fell on her knees among the nuns.

Then, confronting the officer: You Bolshevik dog, she said contemptuously, dont you even know the daughter of your dead Emperor when you see her! And she struck him across the face with her prayer book.

As he recoiled from the blow a soldier shouted: Theres your proof! Theres your insolent Romanoff for you! To hell with the whole litter! Shoot them! Instantly a savage roar from the Reds filled that dim place; a soldier violently pushed the young Tzesarevitch into the file behind the Empress and held him there; the Grand Duchess Olga was flung bodily after him; the other children, in their hospital dresses, were shoved brutally toward their places, menaced by butt and bayonet.

March! bawled the officer in command.

But now, among the dark-garbed nuns, a slender white figure was struggling frantically to free herself:

You red dogs! she cried in an agonised voice. Let that English woman go! It is I you want! Do you hear! I mock at you! I mock at your resolution! Boje Tzaria Khrani! Down with the Bolsheviki!

A soldier turned and fired at her; the bullet smashed an ikon above her head.

I am the Grand Duchess Marie! she sobbed. I demand my place! I demand my fate! Let that American girl go! Do you hear what I say? Red beasts! Red beasts! I am the Grand Duchess! — —

The officer who closed the file turned savagely and shook his heavy cavalry sabre at her: Ill come back in a moment and cut your throat for you! he yelled.

Then, in the file, and just as the last bayonets were vanishing through the crypt door, one of the young girls turned and kissed her hand to the sobbing novice — a pretty gesture, tender, gay, not tragic, even almost mischievously triumphant.

It was the adieu of the Grand Duchess Tatyana to the living world — her last glimpse of it through the flames of the altar candles gilding the dead Christ on his jewelled cross — the image of that Christ she was so soon to gaze upon when those lovely, mischievous young eyes of hers unclosed in Paradise....

The door of the crypt slammed. A terrible silence reigned in the chapel.

Then the novice uttered a cry, caught the foot of the cross with desperate hands, hung there convulsively.

To her the Mother Superior turned, weeping. But at her touch the girl, crazed with grief, lifted both hands and tore from her own face the veil of her novitiate just begun; — tore her white garments from her shoulders, crying out in a strangled voice that if a Christian God let such things happen then He was no God of hers — that she would never enter His service — that the Lord Christ was no bridegroom for her; and, her novitiate was ended — ended together with every vow of chastity, of humility, of poverty, of even common humanity which she had ever hoped to take.

The girl was now utterly beside herself; at one moment flaming and storming with fury among the terrified, huddling nuns; the next instant weeping, stamping her felt-shod foot in ungovernable revolt at this horror which any God in any heaven could permit.

And again and again she called out on Christ to stop this thing and prove Himself a real God to a pagan world that mocked Him.

Dishevelled, her rent veil in tatters on her naked shoulders, she sprang across the chapel to the crypt door, shook it, tore at it, seized chair after chair and shattered them to splinters against the solid panels of oak and iron.

Then, suddenly motionless, she crouched and listened.

Oh, Mother of God! she panted, intervene now — now! — or never!

The muffled rattle of a rather ragged volley answered her prayer.

Outside the convent a sentry — a Kronstadt sailor — stood. He also heard the underground racket. He nodded contentedly to himself. Other shots followed — pistol shots — singly.

After a few moments a wisp of smoke from the crypt crept lazily out of the low oubliettes. The day was grey and misty; rain threatened; and the rifle smoke clung low to the withered grass, scarcely lifting.

The sentry lighted a third cigarette, one eye on the barred oubliettes, from which the smoke crawled and spread out over the grass.

After a while a sweating face appeared behind the bars and a half-stifled voice demanded why there was any delay about fetching quick-lime. And, still clinging to the bars with bloody fingers, he added:

Theres a damned novice in the chapel. I promised to cut her throat for her. Go in and get her and bring her down here.

* * * * *

The novice was nowhere to be found.

* * * * *

They searched the convent thoroughly; they went out into the garden and beat the shrubbery, kicking through bushes and saplings, their cocked rifles poised for a snap shot.

Peasants, gathering there more thickly now, watched them stupidly; the throng increased in the convent grounds. Some Bolshevik soldiers pushed through the rapidly growing crowd and ran toward a birch wood east of the convent. Beyond the silvery fringe of birches, larger trees of a heavy, hard-wood forest loomed. Among these splendid trees a number of beeches were being felled on both sides of the road.

Did you see a White Nun run this way? demanded the soldiers of the wood-cutters. The latter shook their heads:

Nothing has passed, they said seriously, except some Ural Cossacks riding north like lost souls in a hurricane.

An officer of the Red battalion, who had now hastened up with pistol swinging, flew into a frightful rage:

Cossacks! he bellowed. You cowardly dogs, what do you mean by letting Kaledines horsemen gallop over you like that — you with your saws and axes — twenty lusty comrades to block the road and pull the Imperialists off their horses! Shame! For all I know youve let a Romanoff escape alive into the world! Thats probably what youve done, you greasy louts!

The wood-cutters gaped stupidly; the Bolshevik officer cursed them again and gesticulated with his pistol. Other soldiers of the Red battalion ran up. One nudged the officers elbow without saluting:

That other prisoner cant be found — —

What! That Swedish girl! yelled the officer.

Several soldiers began speaking excitedly:

While we were in the cellar, they say she ran away — —

Yes, Captain, while we were about that business in the crypt, Kaledines horsemen rode up outside — —

Who saw them? demanded the officer hoarsely. God curse you, who saw them?

Some peasants had now come up. One of them began:

Your honour, I saw Prince Kaledines riders — —

Whose!

The Hetmans — —

Your honour! Prince Kaledines! The Hetman! Damnation! Who do you think you are! Who do you think I am! burst out the Red officer in a fury. Get out of my way! — — He pushed the peasants right and left and strode away toward the convent. His soldiers began to straggle after him. One of them winked at the wood-cutters with his tongue in his cheek, and slung the rifle he carried over his right shoulder en bandoulière, muzzle downward.

The Tavarish is in a temper, he said with a jerk of his thumb toward the officer. We arrested that Swedish girl in the uniform of the womans battalion. One shoots that breed on sight, you know. But we were in such a hurry to finish with the Romanoffs — — He shrugged: You see, comrades, we should have taken her into the crypt and shot her along with the Romanoffs. Thats how one loses these birds — theyre off if you turn your back to light a cigarette in the wind.

One of the wood-cutters said: Among Kaledines horsemen were two women. One was crop-headed like a boy, and half naked.

A White Nun?

God knows. She had some white rags hanging to her body, and dark hair clipped like a boys.

That — was — she! said the soldier with slow conviction. He turned and looked down the long perspective of the forest road. Only a raven stalked there all alone over the fallen leaves.

Certainly, he said, that was our White Nun. The Cossacks took her with them. They must have ridden fast, the horsemen of Kaledines.

Like a swift storm. Like the souls of the damned, replied a peasant.

The soldier shrugged: If theres still a Romanoff loose in the world, God save the world!... And that big heifer of a Swedish wench! — she was a bad one, I tell you! — Took six of us to catch her and ten to hold her by her ten fingers and toes! Hey! God bless me, but she stands six feet and is made of steel cased in silk — all white, smooth and iron-hard — the blond young snow-tiger that she is! — the yellow-haired, six-foot, slippery beastess! God bless me — God bless me! he muttered, staring down the wood-road to its vanishing point against the grey horizon.

Then he hitched his slung rifle to a more comfortable position, turned, gazed at the convent across the fields, which his distant comrades were now approaching.

A German nest, he said aloud to himself, full of their damned Deaconesses! Hey! Ill be going along to see whats to be done with them, also!

He nodded to the wood-cutters:

Vermin-killing time, he remarked cheerily. After the dirty work is done, peace, land enough for everybody, ease and plenty and a full glass always at ones elbows — eh, comrades?

He strode away across the fields.

It had begun to snow.
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The Cossacks sang as they rode:

I

Life is against us
We are born crying:
Life that commenced us
Leaves us all dying.
We were born crying;
We shall die sighing.

Shall we sit idle?
Follow Deaths dance!
Pick up your bridle,
Saddle and lance!
Cossacks, advance!

They were from the Urals: they sat their shaggy little grey horses, lance in hand, stirrup deep in saddle paraphernalia — kit-bags, tents, blankets, trusses of straw, a dead fowl or two or a quarter of beef. And from every saddle dangled a balalaika and the terrible Cossack whip.

The steel of their lances flashed red in the setting sun; snow whirled before the wind in blinding pinkish clouds, powdering horse and rider from head to heel.

Again one rider unslung his balalaika, struck it, looking skyward as he rode:

Stars in your courses,
This is our answer;
Women and horses,
Singer and dancer
Fall to the lancer!
That is your answer!

Though the Dark Raider
Rob us of joy —— 
Death, the Invader,
Come to destroy —— 
Nichevo! Stoi!

They rode into a forest, slowly, filing among the silver birches, then trotting out amid the pines.

The Swedish girl towered in her saddle, dwarfing the shaggy pony. She wore her grey wool cap, overcoat, and boots. Pistols bulged in the saddle holsters; sacks of grain and a bag of camp tins lay across pommel and cantle.

Beside her rode the novice, swathed to the eyes in a sheepskin greatcoat, and a fur cap sheltering her shorn head.

Her lethargy — a weeks reaction from the horrors of the convent — had vanished; and a feverish, restless alertness had taken its place.

Nothing of the still, white novice was visible now in her brilliant eyes and flushed cheeks.

Her tragic silence had given place to an unnatural loquacity; her grief to easily aroused mirth; and the dark sorrow in her haunted eyes was gone, and they grew brown and sunny and vivacious.

She talked freely with her comrade, Ilse Westgard; she exchanged gossip and banter with the Cossacks, argued with them, laughed with them, sang with them.

At night she slept in her sheepskin in Ilse Westgards vigorous arms; morning, noon and evening she filled the samovar with snow beside Cossack fires, or in the rare cantonments afforded in wretched villages, where whiskered and filthy mujiks cringed to the Cossacks, whispering to one another: There is no end to death; there is no end to the fighting and the dying, God bless us all. There is no end.

In the glare of great fires in muddy streets she stood, swathed in her greatcoat, her cap pushed back, looking like some beautiful, impudent boy, while the Cossacks sang Lada oy Lada! — and let their slanting eyes wander sideways toward her, till her frank laughter set the singers grinning and the gusli was laid aside.

And once, after a swift gallop to cross a railroad and an exchange of shots with the Red guards at long range, the sotnia of the Wild Division rode at evening into a little hamlet of one short, miserable street, and shouted for a fire that could be seen as far as Moscow.

That night they discovered vodka — not much — enough to set them singing first, then dancing. The troopers danced together in the fire-glare — clumsily, in their boots, with interims of the pas seul savouring of the capers of those ancient Mongol horsemen in the Hezars of Genghis Khan.

But no dancing, no singing, no clumsy capers were enough to satisfy these riders of the Wild Division, now made boisterous by vodka and horse-meat. Gossip crackled in every group; jests flew; they shouted at the peasants; they roared at their own jokes.

Comrade novice! — Pretty boy with a shorn head! they bawled. Harangue us once more on law and love.

She stood with legs apart and thumbs hooked in her belt, laughing at them across the fire. And all around crowded the wretched mujiks, peering at her through shaggy hair, out of little wolfish eyes.

A Cossack shouted: My law first! Land for all! That is what we have, we Cossacks! Land for the people, one and all — land for the mujik; land for the bourgeois; land for the aristocrat! That law solves all, clears all questions, satisfies all. It is the Law of Peace!

A Cossack shoved a soldier-deserter forward into the firelight. He wore a patch of red on his sleeve.

Answer, comrade! Is that the true law? Or have you and your comrades made a better one in Petrograd?

The deserter, a little frightened, tried to grin: A good law is, kill all generals, he said huskily. Afterward we shall have peace.

A roar of laughter greeted him; these dark, thickset Cossacks with slanting eyes were from the Urals. What did they care how many generals were killed? Besides, their hetman had already killed himself.

Their officer moved out into the firelight — a reckless rider but a dull brain — and stood lashing at his snow-crusted boots with the silver-mounted quirt.

Like gendarmes, he said, we Cossacks are forever doing the dirty work of other people. Why? It begins to sicken me. Why are we forever executing the law! What law? Who made it? The Tzar. And he is dead, and what is the good of the law he made?

Why should free Cossacks be policemen any more when there is no law?

We played gendarme for the Monarchists. We answered the distress call of the Cadets and the bourgeoisie! Where are they? Where is the law they made?

He stood switching his dirty boots and swinging his heavy head right and left with the stupid, lowering menace of a bull.

Then came the Mensheviki with their law, he bellowed suddenly. Again we became policemen, galloping to their whistle. Where are they? Where is their law?

He spat on the snow, twirled his quirt.

There is only one law to govern the land, he roared. It is the law of hands off and mind your business! Its a good law.

A good law for those who already have something, cried a high, thin voice from the throng of peasants.

The Cossacks, who all possessed their portion of land, yelled with laughter. One of them called out to the Swedish girl for her opinion, and the fair young giantess strode gracefully out into the fire-ring, her cap in her hand and the thick blond ringlets shining like gold on her beautiful head.

Listen! Listen to this soldier of the Death Battalion! shouted the Cossacks in great glee. She will tell us what the law should be!

She laughed: We fought for it — we women soldiers, she said. And the law we fought for was made when the first tyrant fell.

This is the law: Freedom of mind; liberty of choice; an equal chance for all; no violence; only orderly debate to determine the will of the land.

A Cossack said loudly: Da volna! Those who have nothing would take, then, from those who have!

I think not! cried another, — not in the Urals!

Thunderous laughter from their comrades and cries of, Palla! Let us hear our pretty boy, who has made for the whole world a law.

Palla Dumont, her slender hands thrust deep in her great coat sleeves, and standing like a nun lost in mystic revery, looked up with gay audacity — not like a nun at all, now, save for the virginal allure that seemed a part of the girl.

There is only one law, Tavarishi, she said, turning slightly from her hips as she spoke, to include those behind her in the circle: and that law was not made by man. That law was born, already made, when the first man was born. It has never changed. It comprehends everything; includes everything and everybody; it solves all perplexity, clears all doubts, decides all questions.

It is a living law; it exists; it is the key to every problem; and it is all ready for you.

The girls face had altered; the half mischievous audacity in defiance of her situation — the gay, impudent confidence in herself and in these wild comrades of hers, had given place to something more serious, more ardent — the youthful intensity that smiles through the flaming enchantment of suddenly discovered knowledge.

It is the oldest of all laws, she said. It was born perfect. It is yours if you accept it. And this law is the Law of Love.

A peasant muttered: One gives where one loves.

The girl turned swiftly: That is the soul of the Law! she cried, to give! Is there any other happiness, Tavarishi? Is there any other peace? Is there need of any other law?

I tell you that the Law of Love slays greed! And when greed dies, war dies. And hunger, and misery die, too!

Of what use is any government and its lesser laws and customs, unless it is itself governed by that paramount Law?

Of what avail are your religions, your churches, your priests, your saints, relics, ikons — all your candles and observances — unless dominated by that Law?

Of what use is your God unless that Law of Love also governs Him?

She stood gazing at the firelit faces, the virginal half-smile on her lips.

A peasant broke the silence: Is she a new saint, then? he said distinctly.

A Cossack nodded to her, grinning respectfully:

We always like your sermons, little novice, he said. And, to the others: Nobody wishes to deny what she says is quite true — he scratched his head, still grinning— only — while there are Kurds in the world — —

And Bolsheviki! shouted another.

True! And Turks! God bless us, Tavarishi, he added with a wry face, it takes a stronger stomach to love these beasts than is mine — —

In the sudden shout of laughter the girl, Palla, looked around at her comrade, Ilse.

Until each accepts the Law of Love, said the Swedish girl-soldier, laughing, it can not be a law.

I have accepted it, said Palla gaily; but her childishly lovely mouth was working, and she clenched her hands in her sleeves to control the tremor.

Silent, the smile still stamped on her tremulous lips, she stood for a few moments, fighting back the deep emotions enveloping her in surging fire — the same ardent and mystic emotions which once had consumed her at the altars foot, where she had knelt, a novice, dreaming of beatitudes ineffable.

If that vision, for her, was ended — its substance but the shadow of a dream — the passion that created it, the fire that purified it, the ardent heart that needed love — love sacred, love unalloyed — needed love still, burned for it, yearning to give.

* * * * *

As she lifted her head and looked around her with dark eyes still a little dazed, there was a sudden commotion among the mujiks; a Cossack called out something in a sharp voice; their officer walked hastily out into the darkness; a shadowy rider spurred ahead of him.

Suddenly a far voice shouted: Who goes there! Stoi!

Then red flashes came out of the night; Cossacks ran for their horses; Ilse appeared with Pallas pony as well as her own, and halted to listen, the fearless smile playing over her face.

Mount! cried many voices at once. The Reds!

Palla flung herself astride her saddle; Ilse galloped beside her, freeing her pistols; everywhere in the starlight the riders of the Wild Division came galloping, loosening their long lances as they checked their horses in close formation.

Then, with scarcely a sound in the unbroken snow, they filed away eastward at a gentle trot, under the pale lustre of the stars.
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CHAPTER I
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ON THE 7TH of November, 1917, the Premier of the Russian Revolutionary Government was a hunted fugitive, his ministers in prison, his troops scattered or dead. Three weeks later, the irresponsible Reds had begun their shameful career of treachery, counselled by a pallid, black-eyed man with a muzzle like a mouse — one L. D. Bronstein, called Trotzky; and by two others — one a bald, smooth-shaven, rotund little man with an expression that made men hesitate, and features not trusted by animals and children.

The Red Parliament called him Vladimir Ulianov, and thats what he called himself. He had proved to be reticent, secretive, deceitful, diligent, and utterly unhuman. His lower lip was shaped as though something dripped from it. Blood, perhaps. His eyes were brown and not entirely unattractive. But God makes the eyes; the mouth is fashioned by ones self.

The world knew him as Lenine.

The third man squinted. He wore a patch of sparse cat-hairs on his chin and upper lip.

His head was too big; his legs too short, but they were always in a hurry, always in motion. He had a persuasive and ardent tongue, and practically no mind. The few ideas he possessed inclined him to violence — always the substitute for reason in this sort of agitator. It was this ever latent violence that proved persuasive. His name was Krylenko. His smile was a grin.

These three men betrayed Christ on March 3d, 1918.

On the Finland Road, outside of Petrograd, the Red ragamuffins held a perpetual carmagnole, and all fugitives danced to their piping, and many paid for the music.

But though White Guards and Red now operated in respectively hostile gangs everywhere throughout the land, and the treacherous hun armies were now in full tide of their Baltic invasion, there still remained ways and means of escape — inconspicuous highways and unguarded roads still open that led out of that white hell to the icy but friendly seas clashing against the northward coasts.

Diplomats were inelegantly beating it. A kindly but futile Ambassador shook the snow of Petrograd from his galoshes and solemnly and laboriously vanished. Mixed bands of attachés, consular personnel, casuals, emissaries, newspaper men, and mission specialists scattered into unfeigned flight toward those several and distant sections of Gods Country, divided among civilised nations and lying far away somewhere in the outer sunshine.

Sometimes White Guards caught these fugitives; sometimes Red Guards; and sometimes the hun nabbed them on the general hunnish principle that whatever is running away is fair game for a pot shot.

Even the American Red Cross was suspect — treachery being alleged in its relations with Roumania; and hun and Bolshevik became very troublesome — so troublesome, in fact, that Estridge, for example, was having an impossible time of it, arrested every few days, wriggling out of it, only to be collared again and detained.

Sometimes they questioned him concerning gun-running into Roumania; sometimes in regard to his part in conducting the American girl, Miss Dumont, to the convent where the imperial family had been detained.

That the de facto government had requested him to undertake this mission and to employ an American Red Cross ambulance in the affair seemed to make no difference.

He continued to be dogged, spied on, arrested, detained, badgered, until one evening, leaving the Smolny, he encountered an American — a slim, short man who smiled amiably upon him through his glasses, removed a cigar from his lips, and asked Estridge what was the nature of his evident and visible trouble.

So they walked back to the hotel together and settled on a course of action during the long walk. What this friend in need did and how he did it, Estridge never learned; but that same evening he was instructed to pack up, take a train, and descend at a certain station a few hours later.

Estridge followed instructions, encountered no interference, got off at the station designated, and waited there all day, drinking boiling tea.

Toward evening a train from Petrograd stopped at the station, and from the open door of a compartment Estridge saw his chance acquaintance of the previous day making signs to him to get aboard.

Nobody interfered. They had a long, cold, unpleasant night journey, wedged in between two soldiers wearing arm-bands, who glowered at a Russian general officer opposite, and continued to mutter to each other about imperialists, bourgeoisie, and cadets.

At every stop they were inspected by lantern light, their papers examined, and sometimes their luggage opened. But these examinations seemed to be perfunctory, and nobody was detained.

In the grey of morning the train stopped and some soldiers with red arm-bands looked in and insulted the general officer, but offered no violence. The officer gave them a stony glance and closed his cold, puffy eyes in disdain. He was blond and looked like a German.

* * * * *

At the next stop Estridge received a careless nod from his chance acquaintance, gathered up his luggage and descended to the frosty platform.

Nobody bothered to open their bags; their papers were merely glanced at. They had some steaming tea and some sour bread together.

A little later a large sleigh drove up behind the station; their light baggage was stowed aboard, they climbed in under the furs.

Now, remarked his calm companion to Estridge, were all right if the Reds, the Whites and the boches dont shoot us up.

What are the chances? inquired Estridge.

Excellent, excellent, said his companion cheerily, I should say we have about one chance in ten to get out of this alive. Ill take either end — ten to one we dont get out — ten to two were shot up and not killed — ten to three we are arrested but not killed — one to ten we pull through with whole skins.

Estridge smiled. They remained silent, probably preoccupied with the hazards of their respective fortunes. It grew colder toward noon.

The young man seated beside Estridge in the sleigh smoked continually.

He was attached to one of the American missions sent into Russia by an optimistic administration — a mission, as a whole, foredoomed to political failure.

In every detail, too, it had already failed, excepting only in that particular part played by this young man, whose name was Brisson.

He, however, had gone about his occult business in a most amazing manner — the manner of a Yankee who knows what he wants and what his country ought to want if it knew enough to know it wanted it.

He was the last American to leave Petrograd: he had taken his time; he left only when he was quite ready to leave.

And this was the man, now seated beside Estridge, who had coolly and cleverly taken his sporting chance in remaining till the eleventh hour and the fifty-ninth minute in the service of his country. Then, as the twelfth hour began to strike, he bluffed his way through.

* * * * *

During the first two or three days of sleigh travel, Brisson learned all he desired to know about Estridge, and Estridge learned almost nothing about Brisson except that he possessed a most unholy genius for wriggling out of trouble.

Nothing, nobody, seemed able to block this young mans progress. He bluffed his way through White Guards and Red; he squirmed affably out of the clutches of wandering Cossacks; he jollied officials of all shades of political opinion; but he always continued his journey from one étape to the next. Also, he was continually lighting one large cigar after another. Buttoned snugly into his New York-made arctic clothing, and far more comfortable at thirty below zero than was Estridge in Russian costume, he smoked comfortably in the teeth of the icy gale or conversed soundly on any topic chosen. And the range was wide.

But about himself and his mission in Russia he never conversed except to remark, once, that he could buy better Russian clothing in New York than in Petrograd.

Indeed, his only concession to the customs of the country was in the fur cap he wore. But it was the galoshes of Manhattan that saved his feet from freezing. He had two pair and gave one to Estridge.

During several hundreds of miles in sleighs, Brissons constant regret was the absence of ferocious wolves. He desired to enjoy the whole show as depicted by the geographies. He complained to Estridge quite seriously concerning the lack of enterprise among the wolves.

But there seemed to be no wolves in Russia sufficiently polite to oblige him; so he comforted himself by patting his stomach where, sewed inside his outer underclothing, reposed documents destined to electrify the civilised world with proof infernal of the treachery of those three men who belong in history and in hell to the fraternity which includes Benedict Arnold and Judas.

* * * * *

One late afternoon, while smoking his large cigar and hopefully inspecting the neighbouring forest for wolves, this able young man beheld a sotnia of Ural Cossacks galloping across the snow toward the flying sleigh, where he and Estridge sat so snugly ensconced.

There was, of course, only one thing to do, and that was to halt. Kaledines had blown his brains out, but his riders rode as swiftly as ever. So the sleigh stopped.

And now these matchless horsemen of the Wild Division came galloping up around the sleigh. Brilliant little slanting eyes glittered under shaggy head-gear; broad, thick-lipped mouths split into grins at sight of the two little American flags fluttering so gaily on the sleigh.

Then two booted and furred riders climbed out of their saddles, and, under their sheepskin caps, Brisson saw the delicate features of two young women, one a big, superb, blue-eyed girl; the other slim, dark-eyed, and ivory-pale.

The latter said in English: Could you help us? We saw the flags on your sleigh. We are trying to leave the country. I am American. My name is Palla Dumont. My friend is Swedish and her name is Ilse Westgard.

Get in, any way, said Brisson briskly. We cant be in a worse mess than we are. I imagine its the same case with you. So if were all going to smash, its pleasanter, I think, to go together.

At that the Swedish girl laughed and aided her companion to enter the sleigh.

Good-bye! she called in her clear, gay voice to the Cossacks. When we come back again we shall ride with you from Vladivostok to Moscow and never see an enemy!

When the young women were comfortably ensconced in the sleigh, the riders of the Wild Division crowded their horses around them and shook hands with them English fashion.

When you come back, they cried, you shall find us riding through Petrograd behind Korniloff! And to Brisson and Estridge, in a friendly manner: Come also, comrades. We will show you a monument made out of heads and higher than the Kremlin. That would be a funny joke and worth coming back to see.

Brisson said pleasantly that such an exquisite jest would be well worth their return to Russia.

Everybody seemed pleased; the Cossacks wheeled their shaggy mounts and trotted away into the woods, singing. The sleigh drove on.

This is very jolly, said Brisson cheerfully. Wherever were bound for, now, well all go together.

Is not America the destination of your long journey? inquired the big, blue-eyed girl.

Brisson chuckled: Yes, he said, but bullets sometimes shorten routes and alter destinations. I think you ought to know the worst.

If thats the worst, its nothing to frighten one, said the Swedish girl. And her crystalline laughter filled the icy air.

She put one persuasive arm around her slender, dark-eyed comrade:

To meet God unexpectedly is nothing to scare one, is it, Palla? she urged coaxingly.

The other reddened and her eyes flashed: What God do you mean? she retorted. If I have anything to say about my destination after death I shall go wherever love is. And it does not dwell with the God or in the Heaven that we have been taught to desire and hope for.

The Swedish girl patted her shoulder and smiled in good humoured deprecation at Brisson and Estridge.

God let her dearest friend die under the rifles of the Reds, she explained cheerfully, and my little comrade can not reconcile this sad affair with her faith in Divine justice. So she concludes there isnt any such thing. And no Divinity. She shrugged: That is what shakes the faith in youth — the seeming indifference of the Most High.

Palla Dumont sat silent. The colour had died out in her cheeks, her dark, indifferent eyes became fixed.

Estridge opened the fur collar of his coat and pulled back his fur cap.

Do you remember me? he said to Ilse Westgard.

The girl laughed: Yes, I remember you, now!

To Palla Dumont he said: And do you remember?

At that she looked up incuriously; leaned forward slowly; gazed intently at him; then she caught both his hands in hers with a swift, sobbing intake of breath.

You are John Estridge, she said. You took me to her in your ambulance! She pressed his hands almost convulsively, and he felt her trembling under the fur robe.

Is it true, he said,  — that ghastly tragedy?

Yes.

All died?

All.

Estridge turned to Brisson: Miss Dumont was companion to the Grand Duchess Marie, he said in brief explanation.

Brisson nodded, biting his cigar.

The Swedish girl-soldier said: They were devoted — the little Grand Duchess and Palla.... It was horrible, there in the convent cellar — those young girls — — She gazed out across the snow; then,

The Reds who did it had already made me prisoner.... They arrested me in uniform after the decree disbanding us.... I was on my way to join Kaledines Cossacks — a rendezvous.... Well, the Reds left me outside the convent and went in to do their bloody work. And I gnawed the rope and ran into the chapel to hide among the nuns. And there I saw a White Nun — quite crazed with grief — —

I had heard the volley that killed her, said Palla, in explanation, to nobody in particular. She sat staring out across the snow with dry, bright eyes.

Brisson looked askance at her, looked significantly at the Swedish girl, Ilse Westgard: And what happened then? he inquired, with the pleasant, impersonal manner of a physician.

Ilse said: Palla had already begun her novitiate. But what happened in those terrible moments changed her utterly.... I think she went mad at the moment.... Then the Superior came to me and begged me to hide Palla because the Bolsheviki had promised to return and cut her throat when they had finished their bloody business in the crypt.... So I caught her up in my arms and I ran out into the convent grounds. And at that very moment, God be thanked, a sotnia of the Wild Division rode up looking for me. And they had led horses with them. And we were in the saddle and riding like maniacs before I could think. That is all, except, an hour ago we saw your sleigh.

You have been hiding with the Cossacks ever since! exclaimed Estridge to Palla.

That is her history, replied Ilse, and mine. And, she added cheerfully but tenderly, my little comrade, here, is very, very homesick, very weary, very deeply and profoundly unhappy in the loss of her closest friend... and perhaps in the loss of her faith in God.

I am tranquil and I am not unhappy, — said Palla. And if I ever win free of this murderous country I shall, for the first time in my life, understand what the meaning of life really is. And shall know how to live.

You thought you knew how to live when you took the white veil, said Ilse cheerfully. Perhaps, after all, you may make other errors before you learn the truth about it all. Who knows? You might even care to take the veil again — —

Never! cried Palla in a clear, hard little voice, tinged with the scorn and anger of that hot revolt which sometimes shakes youth to the very source of its vitality.

Ilse said very calmly to Estridge: With me it is my reason and not mere hope that convinces me of Gods existence. I try to reason with Palla because one is indeed to be pitied who has lost belief in God — —

You are mistaken, said Palla drily;  — one merely becomes ones self when once the belief in that sort of God is ended.

Ilse turned to Brisson: That, she said, is what seems so impossible for some to accept — so terrible — the apparent indifference, the lack of explanation — Gods dreadful reticence in this thunderous whirlwind of prayer that storms skyward day and night from our martyred world.

Palla, listening, sat forward and said to Brisson: There is only one religion and it has only two precepts — love and give! The rest — the forms, observances, creeds, ceremonies, threats, promises, are man-made trash!

If mans man-made God pleases him, let him worship him. That kind of deity does not please me. I no longer care whether He pleases me or not. He no longer exists as far as I am concerned.

Brisson, much interested, asked Palla whether the void left by discredited Divinity did not bewilder her.

There is no void, said the girl. It is already filled with my own kind of God, with millions of Gods — my own fellow creatures.

Your fellow beings?

Yes.

You think your fellow creatures can fill that void?

They have filled it.

Brisson nodded reflectively: I see, he said politely, you intend to devote your life to the cult of your fellow creatures.

No, I do not, said the girl tranquilly, but I intend to love them and live my life that way unhampered. She added almost fiercely: And I shall love them the more because of their ignorant faith in an all-seeing and tender and just Providence which does not exist! I shall love them because of their tragic deception and their helplessness and their heart-breaking unconsciousness of it all.

Ilse Westgard smiled and patted Pallas cheeks: All roads lead ultimately to God, she said, and yours is a direct route though you do not know it.

I tell you I have nothing in common with the God you mean, flashed out the girl.

Brisson, though interested, kept one grey eye on duty, ever hopeful of wolves. It was snowing hard now — a perfect geography scene, lacking only the wolves; but the étape was only half finished. There might be hope.

The rather amazing conversation in the sleigh also appealed to him, arousing all his instincts of a veteran newspaper man, as well as his deathless curiosity — that perpetual flame which alone makes any intelligence vital.

Also, his passion for all documents — those sewed under his underclothes, as well as these two specimens of human documents — were now keeping his lively interest in life unimpaired.

Loss of faith, he said to Palla, and inclined toward further debate, must be a very serious thing for any woman, I imagine.

I havent lost faith in love, she said, smilingly aware that he was encouraging discussion.

But you say you have lost faith in spiritual love—

I did not say so. I did not mean the other kind of love when I said that love is sufficient religion for me.

But spiritual love means Deity — —

It does not! Can you imagine the all-powerful father watching his child die, horribly — and never lifting a finger! Is that love? Is that power? Is that Deity?

To penetrate the Divine mind and its motives for not intervening is impossible for us — —

That is priests prattle! Also, I care nothing now about Divine motives. Motives are human, not divine. So is policy. That is why the present Pope is unworthy of respect. He let his flock die. He deserted his Cardinal. He let the hun go unrebuked. He betrayed Christ. I care nothing about any mind weak enough, politic enough, powerless enough, to ignore love for motives!

One loves, or one does not love. Loving is giving— The girl sat up in the sleigh and the thickening snowflakes drove into her flushed face. Loving is giving, she repeated,  — giving life to love; giving up life for love — giving! giving! always giving! — always forgiving! That is love! That is the only God! — the indestructible, divine God within each one of us!

Brisson appraised her with keen and scholarly eyes. Yet, he said pleasantly, you do not forgive God for the death of your friend. Dont you practise your faith?

The girl seemed nonplussed; then a brighter tint stained her cheeks under the ragged sheepskin cap.

Forgive God! she cried. If there really existed that sort of God, what would be the use of forgiving what He does? Hed only do it again. That is His record! she added fiercely,  — indifference to human agony, utter silence amid lamentations, stone deaf, stone dumb, motionless. It is not in me to fawn and lick the feet of such an image. No! It is not in me to believe it alive, either. And I do not! But I know that love lives: and if there be any gods at all, it must be that they are without number, and that their substance is of that immortality born inside us, and which we call love! Otherwise, to me, now, symbols, signs, saints, rituals, vows — these things, in my mind, are all scrapped together as junk. Only, in me, the warm faith remains — that within me there lives a god of sorts — perhaps that immortal essence called a soul — and that its only name is love. And it has given us only one law to live by — the Law of Love!

Brissons cigar had gone out. He examined it attentively and found it would be worth relighting when opportunity offered.

Then he smiled amiably at Palla Dumont:

What you say is very interesting, he remarked. But he was too polite to add that it had been equally interesting to numberless generations through the many, many centuries during which it all had been said before, in various ways and by many, many people.

Lying back in his furs reflectively, and deriving a rather cold satisfaction from his cigar butt, he let his mind wander back through the history of theocracy and of mundane philosophy, mildly amused to recognize an ancient theory resurrected and made passionately original once more on the red lips of this young girl.

But the Law of Love is not destined to be solved so easily; nor had it ever been solved in centuries dead by Egyptian, Mongol, or Greek — by priest or princess, prophet or singer, or by any vestal or acolyte of love, sacred or profane.

No philosophy had solved the problem of human woe; no theory convinced. And Brisson, searching leisurely the forgotten corridors of treasured lore, became interested to realise that in all the history of time only the deeds and example of one man had invested the human theory of divinity with any real vitality — and that, oddly enough, what this girl preached — what she demanded of divinity — had been both preached and practised by that one man alone — Jesus Christ.

Turning involuntarily toward Palla, he said: Cant you believe in Him, either?

She said: He was one of the Gods. But He was no more divine than any in whom love lives. Had He been more so, then He would still intervene to-day! He is powerless. He lets things happen. And we ourselves must make it up to the world by love. There is no other divinity to intervene except only our own hearts.

But that was not, as the young girl supposed, her fixed faith, definite, ripened, unshakable. It was a phase already in process of fading into other phases, each less stable, less definite, and more dangerous than the other, leaving her and her ardent mind and heart always unconsciously drifting toward the simple, primitive and natural goal for which all healthy bodies are created and destined — the instinct of the human being to protect and perpetuate the race by the great Law of Love.

Brissons not unkindly cynicism had left his lips edged with a slight smile. Presently he leaned back beside Estridge and said in a low voice:

Purely pathological. Ardent religious instinct astray and running wild in consequence of nervous dislocations due to shock. Merely over-storage of superb physical energy. Intellectual and spiritual wires overcrowded. Too many volts.... That girl ought to have been married early. Only a lot of children can keep her properly occupied. Only outlet for her kind. Interesting case. Contrast to the Swedish girl. Fine, handsome, normal animal that. She could pick me up between thumb and finger. Great girl, Estridge.

She is really beautiful, whispered Estridge, glancing at Ilse.

Yes. So is Mont Blanc. That sort of beauty — the super-sort. But its the other who is pathologically interesting because her wires are crossed and theres a short circuit somewhere. Who comes in contact with her had better look out.

Shes wonderfully attractive.

She is. But if she doesnt disentangle her wires and straighten out shell burn out.... Whats that ahead? A wolf!

It was the rest house at the end of the étape — a tiny, distant speck on the snowy plain.

Brisson leaned over and caught Pallas eye. Both smiled.

Well, he said, for a girl who doesnt believe in anything, you seem cheerful enough.

I am cheerful because I do believe in everything and in everybody.

Brisson laughed: You shouldnt, he said. Great mistake. Trust in God and believe nobody — thats the idea. Then get married and close your eyes and see what God will send you!

The girl threw back her pretty head and laughed.

Marriage and priests are of no consequence, she said, but I adore little children!


CHAPTER II
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THEY WERE A weary, half-starved and travel-stained quartette when the Red Guards stopped them for the last time in Russia and passed them through, warning them that the White Guards would surely do murder if they caught them.

The next day the White Guards halted them, but finally passed them through, counselling them to keep out of the way of the Red Guards if they wished to escape being shot at sight.

In the neat, shiny, carefully scrubbed little city of Helsingfors they avoided the huns by some miracle — one of Brissons customary miracles — but another little company of Americans and English was halted and detained, and one harmless Yankee among them was arrested and packed off to a hun prison.

Also, a large and nervous party of fugitives of mixed nationalities and professions — consuls, chargés, attachés, and innocent, agitated citizens — was summarily grabbed and ordered into indefinite limbo.

But Brissons daily miracles continued to materialise, even in the land of the Finn. By train, by sleigh, by boat, his quartette floundered along toward safety, and finally emerged from the white hell of the Red people into the sub-arctic sun — Estridge with painfully scanty luggage, Palla Dumont with none at all, Ilse Westgard carrying only her Cossack saddle-bags, and Brisson with his damning papers still sewed inside his clothes, and owing Estridge ten dollars for not getting murdered.

They all had become excellent comrades during those anxious days of hunger, fatigue and common peril, but they were also a little tired of one another, as becomes all friends when subjected to compulsory companionship for an unreasonable period.

And even when one is beginning to fall in love, one can become surfeited with the beloved under such circumstances.

Besides, Estridges budding sentiment for Ilse Westgard, and her wholesome and girlish inclination for him, suffered an early chill. For the poor child had acquired trench pets from the Cossacks, and had passed on a few to Estridge, with whom she had been constantly seated on the front seat.

Being the frankest thing in Russia, she told him with tears in her blue eyes; and they had a most horrid time of it before they came finally to a sanitary plant erected to attend to such matters.

Episodes of that sort discourage sentiment; so does cold, hunger and discomfort incident on sardine-like promiscuousness.

Nobody in the party desired to know more than they already knew concerning anybody else. In fact, there was little more to know, privacy being impossible. And the ever instinctive hostility of the two sexes, always and irrevocably latent, became vaguely apparent at moments.

Common danger swept it away at times; but reaction gradually revealed again what is born under the human skin — the paradox called sex-antipathy. And yet the men in the party would not have hesitated to sacrifice their lives in defence of these women, nor would the women have faltered under the same test.

Brisson was the philosophical stoic of the quartette. Estridge groused sometimes. Palla, when she thought herself unnoticed, camouflaged her face in her furs and cried now and then. And occasionally Ilse Westgard tried the patience of the others by her healthy capacity for unfeigned laughter — sometimes during danger-laden and inopportune moments, and once in the shocking imminence of death itself.

As, for example, in a vile little village, full of vermin and typhus, some hunger-crazed peasants, armed with stolen rifles and ammunition, awoke them where they lay on the straw of a stable, cursed them for aristocrats, and marched them outside to a convenient wall, at the foot of which sprawled half a dozen blood-soaked, bayoneted and bullet-riddled landlords and land owners of the district.

And things had assumed a terribly serious aspect when, to their foolish consternation, the peasants discovered that their purloined cartridges did not fit their guns.

Then, in the very teeth of death, Ilse threw back her blond head and laughed. And there was no mistaking the genuineness of the girls laughter.

Some of their would-be executioners laughed too; — the hilarity spread. It was all over; they couldnt shoot a girl who laughed that way. So somebody brought a samovar; tea was boiled; and they all went back to the barn and sat there drinking tea and swapping gossip and singing until nearly morning.

That was a sample of their narrow escapes. But Brissons only comment before he went to sleep was that Estridge would probably owe him a dollar within the next twenty-four hours.

They had a hair-raising time in Helsingfors. On one occasion, German officers forced Pallas door at night, and the girl became ill with fear while soldiers searched the room, ordering her out of bed and pushing her into a corner while they ripped up carpets and tore the place to pieces in a swinishly ferocious search for information.

But they did nothing worse to her, and, for some reason, left the hotel without disturbing Brisson, whose room adjoined and who sat on the edge of his bed with an automatic in each hand — a dangerous opportunist awaiting events and calmly determined to do some recruiting for hell if the huns harmed Palla.

She never knew that. And the worst was over now, and the Scandinavian border not far away. And in twenty-four hours they were over — Brisson impatient to get his papers to Washington and planning to start for England on a wretched little packet-boat, in utter contempt of mines, U-boats, and the icy menace of the North Sea.

As for the others, Estridge decided to cable and await orders in Copenhagen; Palla, to sail for home on the first available Danish steamer; Ilse, to go to Stockholm and eventually decide whether to volunteer once more as a soldier of the proletariat or to turn propagandist and carry the true gospel to America, where, she had heard, the ancient liberties of the great Democracy were becoming imperilled.

The day before they parted company, these four people, so oddly thrown together out of the boiling cauldron of the Russian Terror, arranged to dine together for the last time.

Theirs were the appetites of healthy wolves; theirs was the thirst of the marooned on waterless islands; and theirs, too, was the feverish gaiety of those who had escaped great peril by land and sea; and who were still physically and morally demoralized by the glare and the roar of the hellish conflagration which was still burning up the world around them.

So they met in a private dining room of the hotel for dinner on the eve of separation.

Brisson and Estridge had resurrected from their luggage the remains of their evening attire; Ilse and Palla had shopped; and they now included in a limited wardrobe two simple dinner gowns, among more vital purchases.

There were flowers on the table, no great variety of food but plenty of champagne to make up — a singular innovation in apology for short rations conceived by the hotel proprietor.

There was a victrola in the corner, too, and this they kept going to stimulate their nerves, which already were sufficiently on edge without the added fillip of music and champagne.

As for me, said Brisson, Im in sight of nervous dissolution already; — Im going back to my wife and children, thank God— he smiled at Palla. Im grateful to the God you dont believe in, dear little lady. And if He is willing, Ill report for duty in two weeks. He turned to Estridge:

What about you?

Ive cabled for orders but I have none yet. If theyre through with me I shall go back to New York and back to the medical school I came from. I hate the idea, too. Lord, how I detest it!

Why? asked Palla nervously.

Ive had too much excitement. You have too — and so have Ilse and Brisson. Im not keen for the usual again. It bores me to contemplate it. The thought of Fifth Avenue — the very idea of going back to all that familiar routine, social and business, makes me positively ill. What a dull place this world will be when were all at peace again!

We wont be at peace for a long, long while, said Ilse, smiling. She lifted a goblet in her big, beautifully shaped hand and drained it with the vigorous grace of a Vikings daughter.

You think the war is going to last for years? asked Estridge.

Oh, no; not this war. But the other, she explained cheerfully.

What other?

Why, the greatest conflict in the world; the social war. Its going to take many years and many battles. I shall enlist.

Nonsense, said Brisson, youre not a Red!

The girl laughed and showed her snowy teeth: Im one kind of Red — not the kind that sold Russia to the boche — but Im very, very red.

Everybody with a brain and a heart is more or less red in these days, nodded Palla. Everybody knows that the old order is ended — done for. Without liberty and equal opportunity civilisation is a farce. Everybody knows it except the stupid. And theyll have to be instructed.

Very well, said Brisson briskly, heres to the universal but bloodless revolution! An acre for everybody and a mule to plough it! Back to the soil and to hell with the counting house!

They all laughed, but their brimming glasses went up; then Estridge rose to re-wind the victrola. Pallas slim foot tapped the parquet in time with the American fox-trot; she glanced across the table at Estridge, lifted her head interrogatively, then sprang up and slid into his arms, delighted.

While they danced he said: Better go light on that champagne, Miss Dumont.

Dont you think I can keep my head? she demanded derisively.

Not if you keep up with Ilse. Youre not built that way.

I wish I were. I wish I were nearly six feet tall and beautiful in every limb and feature as she is. What wonderful children she could have! What magnificent hair she must have had before she sheared it for the Womans Battalion! Now its all a dense, short mass of gold — she looks like a lovely boy who requires a barber.

Your hair is not unbecoming, either, he remarked,  — short as it is, its a mop of curls and very fetching.

Isnt it funny? she said. I sheared mine for the sake of Mother Church; Ilse cut off hers for the honour of the Army! Now were both out of a job — with only our cropped heads to show for the experience! — and no more army and no more church — at least, as far as I am concerned!

And she threw back hers with its thick, glossy curls and laughed, looking up at him out of her virginal brown eyes of a child.

Im sorry I cut my hair, she added presently. I look like a Bolshevik.

Its growing very fast, he said encouragingly.

Oh, yes, it grows fast, she nodded indifferently. Shall we return to the table? I am rather thirsty.

Ilse and Brisson were engaged in an animated conversation when they reseated themselves. The waiter arrived about that time with another course of poor food.

Palla, disregarding Estridges advice, permitted the waiter to refill her glass.

I cant eat that unappetising entrée, she insisted, and champagne, they say, is nourishing and Im still hungry.

As you please, said Brisson; but youve had two glasses already.

I dont care, she retorted childishly; I mean to live to the utmost in future. For the first time in my silly existence I intend to be natural. I wonder what it feels like to become a little intoxicated?

It feels rotten, remarked Estridge.

Really? How rotten? She laughed again, laid her hand on the goblets stem and glanced across at him defiantly, mischievously. However, she seemed to reconsider the matter, for she picked up a cigarette and lighted it at a candle.

Bah! she exclaimed with a wry face. It stings!

But she ventured another puff or two before placing it upon a saucer among its defunct fellows.

Ugh! she complained again with a gay little shiver, and bit into a pear as though to wash out the contamination of unaccustomed nicotine.

Where are you going when we all say good-bye? inquired Estridge.

I? Oh, Im certainly going home on the first Danish boat — home to Shadow Hill, where I told you I lived.

And you have nobody but your aunt?

Only that one old lady.

You wont remain long at Shadow Hill, he predicted.

Its very pretty there. Why dont you think I am likely to remain?

You wont remain, he repeated. Youve slipped your cable. Youre hoisting sail. And it worries me a little.

The girl laughed. Its a pretty place, Shadow Hill, but its dull. Everybody in the town is dull, stupid, and perfectly satisfied: everybody owns at least that acre which Ilse demands; theres no discontent at Shadow Hill, and no reason for it. I really couldnt bear it, she added gaily; I want to go where theres healthy discontent, wholesome competition, natural aspiration — where things must be bettered, set right, helped. You understand? That is where I wish to be.

Brisson heard her. Cant you practise your loving but godless creed at Shadow Hill? he inquired, amused. Cant you lavish love on the contented and well-to-do?

Yes, Mr. Brisson, she replied with sweet irony, but where the poor and loveless fight an ever losing battle is still a better place for me to practise my godless creed and my Law of Love.

Aha! he retorted,  — a brand new excuse for living in New York because all young girls love it!

Indeed, she said with some little heat, I certainly do intend to live and not to stagnate! I intend to live as hard as I can — live and enjoy life with all my might! Can one serve the world better than by loving it enough to live ones own life through to the last happy rags? Can one give ones fellow creatures a better example than to live every moment happily and proclaim the world good to live in, and mankind good to live with?

Ilse whispered, leaning near: Dont take any more champagne, Palla.

The girl frowned, then looked serious: No, I wont, she said naïvely. But it is wonderful how eloquent it makes one feel, isnt it?

And to Estridge: You know that this is quite the first wine I have ever tasted — except at Communion. I was brought up to think it meant destruction. And afterward, wherever I travelled to study, the old prejudice continued to guide me. And after that, even when I began to think of taking the veil, I made abstinence one of my first preliminary vows.... And look what Ive been doing to-night!

She held up her glass, tasted it, emptied it.

There, she said, I desired to shock you. I dont really want any more. Shall we dance? Ilse! Why dont you seize Mr. Brisson and make him two-step?

Please seize me, added Brisson gravely.

Ilse rose, big, fresh, smilingly inviting; Brisson inspected her seriously — he was only half as tall — then he politely encircled her waist and led her out.

They danced as though they could not get enough of it — exhilaration due to reaction from the long strain during dangerous days.

It was already morning, but they danced on. Pallas delicate intoxication passed — returned — passed — hovered like a rosy light in her brain, but faded always as she danced.

There were snapping-crackers and paper caps; and they put them on and pelted each other with the drooping table flowers.

Then Estridge went to the piano and sang an ancient song, called The Cork Leg — not very well — but well intended and in a gay and inoffensive voice.

But Ilse sang some wonderful songs which she had learned in the Battalion of Death.

And that is what was being done when a waiter knocked and asked whether they might desire to order breakfast.

That ended it. The hour of parting had arrived.

No longer bored with one another, they shook hands cordially, regretfully.

* * * * *

It was not a very long time, as time is computed, before these four met again.


CHAPTER III
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THE DINGY LITTLE Danish steamer Elsinore passed in at dawn, her camouflage obscured by sea-salt, her few passengers still prostrated from the long battering administered by the giant seas of the northern route.

A lone Yankee soldier was aboard — an indignant lieutenant of infantry named Shotwell — sent home from a fighting regiment to instruct the ambitious rookie at Camp Upton.

He had hailed his assignment with delight, thankfully rid himself of his cooties, reported in Paris, reported in London; received orders to depart via Denmark; and, his mission there fullfilled, he had sailed on the Elsinore, already disenchanted with his job and longing to be back with his regiment.

And now, surly from sea-sickness, worried by peace rumours, but still believing that the war would last another year and hopeful of getting back before it ended, he emerged from his stuffy quarters aboard the Elsinore and gazed without enthusiasm at the minarets of Coney Island, now visible off the starboard bow.

Near him, in pasty-faced and shaky groups, huddled his fellow passengers, whom he had not seen during the voyage except when lined up for life-drill.

He had not wished to see them, either, nor, probably, had they desired to lavish social attentions on him or upon one another.

These pallid, discouraged voyagers were few — not two dozen cabin passengers in all.

Who they might be he had no curiosity to know; he had not exchanged ten words with any of them during the entire and nauseating voyage; he certainly did not intend to do so now.

He favoured them with a savage glance and walked over to the port side — the Jersey side — where there seemed to be nobody except a tired Scandinavian sailor or two.

In the grey of morning the Hook loomed up above the sea, gloomy as a thunder-head charged with lightning.

After a while the batteries along the Narrows slipped into view. Farther on, camouflaged ships rode sullenly at anchor, as though ashamed of their frivolous and undignified appearance. A battleship was just leaving the Lower Bay, smoke pouring from every funnel. Destroyers and chasers rushed by them, headed seaward.

Then, high over the shore mists and dimly visible through rising vapours, came speeding a colossal phantom.

Vague as a sharks long shadow sheering translucent depths, the huge dirigible swept eastward and slid into the Long Island fog.

And at that moment somebody walked plump into young Shotwell; and the soft, fragrant shock knocked the breath out of both.

She recovered hers first:

Im sorry! she faltered. It was stupid. I was watching the balloon and not looking where I was going. Im afraid I hurt you.

He recovered his breath, saluted ceremoniously, readjusted his overseas cap to the proper angle.

Then he said, civilly enough: It was my fault entirely. It was I who walked into you. I hope I didnt hurt you.

They smiled, unembarrassed.

That was certainly a big dirigible, he ventured. There are bigger Zeps, of course.

Are there really?

Oh, yes. But theyre not much good in war, I believe.

She turned her trim, small head and looked out across the bay; and Shotwell, who once had had a gaily receptive eye for pulchritude, thought her unusually pretty.

Also, the steady keel of the Elsinore was making him feel more human now; and he ventured a further polite observation concerning the pleasures of homecoming after extended exile.

She turned with a frank shake of her head: It seems heartless to say so, but Im rather sorry Im back, she said.

He smiled: I must admit, he confessed, that I feel the same way. Of course I want to see my people. But Id give anything to be in France at this moment, and thats the truth!

The girl nodded her comprehension: Its quite natural, she remarked. One does not wish to come home until this thing is settled.

Thats it exactly. Its like leaving an interesting play half finished. Its worse — its like leaving an absorbing drama in which you yourself are playing an exciting rôle.

She glanced at him — a quick glance of intelligent appraisal.

Yes, it must have seemed that way to you. But Ive been merely one among a breathless audience.... And yet I cant bear to leave in the very middle — not knowing how it is to end. Besides, she added carelessly, I have nobody to come back to except a rather remote relative, so my regrets are unmixed.

There ensued a silence. He was afraid she was about to go, but couldnt seem to think of anything to say to detain her.

For the girl was very attractive to a careless and amiably casual man of his sort — the sort who start their little journey through life with every intention of having the best kind of a time on the way.

She was so distractingly pretty, so confidently negligent of convention — or perhaps disdainful of it — that he already was regretting that he had not met her at the beginning of the voyage instead of at the end.

She had now begun to button up her ulster, as though preliminary to resuming her deck promenade. And he wanted to walk with her. But because she had chosen to be informal with him did not deceive him into thinking that she was likely to tolerate further informality on his part. And yet he had a vague notion that her inclinations were friendly.

Im sorry, he said rather stupidly, that I didnt meet you in the beginning.

The slightest inclination of her head indicated that although possibly she might be sorry too, regrets were now useless. Then she turned up the collar of her ulster. The face it framed was disturbingly lovely. And he took a last chance.

And so, he ventured politely, you have really been on board the Elsinore all this time!

She turned her charming head toward him, considered him a moment; then she smiled.

Yes, she said; Ive been on board all the time. I didnt crawl aboard in mid-ocean, you know.

The girl was frankly amused by the streak of boyishness in him — the perfectly transparent desire of this young man to detain her in conversation. And, still amused, she leaned back against the rail. If he wanted to talk to her she would let him — even help him. Why not?

Is that a wound chevron? she inquired, looking at the sleeve of his tunic.

No, he replied gratefully, its a service stripe.

And what does the little cord around your shoulder signify?

That my regiment was cited.

For bravery?

Well — that was the idea, I believe.

Then youve been in action.

Yes.

Over the top?

Yes.

How many times?

Several. Recently its been more open work, you know.

And you were not hit?

No.

She regarded him smilingly: You are like all soldiers have faced death, she said. You are not communicative.

At that he reddened. Well, everybody else was facing it, too, you know. We all had the same experience.

Not all, she said, watching him. Some died.

Oh, of course.

The girls face flushed and she nodded emphatically: Of course! And that is our Yankee secret; — embodied in those two words— of course. That is exactly why the boche runs away from our men. The boche doesnt know why he runs, but it is because you all say, of course! — of course were here to kill and get killed. What of it? Its in the rules of the game, isnt it? Very well; were playing the game!

But the rules of the hun game are different. According to their rules, machine guns are not charged on. That is not according to plan. Oh, no! But it is in your rules of the game. So after the boche has killed a number of you, and you say, of course, and you keep coming on, it first bewilders the boche, then terrifies him. And the next time he sees you coming he takes to his heels.

Shotwell, amused, fascinated, and entirely surprised, began to laugh.

You seem to know the game pretty well yourself, he said. You are quite right. That is the idea.

Its a wonderful game, she mused. I can understand why you are not pleased at being ordered home.

Its rather rotten luck when the outfit had just been cited, he explained.

Oh. I should think you would hate to come back! exclaimed the girl, with frank sympathy.

Well, I was glad at first, but Im sorry now. Im missing a lot, you see.

Why did they send you back?

To instruct rookies! he said with a grimace. Rather inglorious, isnt it? But Im hoping Ill have time to weather this detail and get back again before we reach the Rhine.

I want to get back again, too, she reflected aloud, biting her lip and letting her dark eyes rest on the foggy statue of Liberty, towering up ahead.

What was your branch? he inquired.

Oh, I didnt do anything, she exclaimed, flushing. Ive been in Russia. And now I must find out at once what I can do to be sent to France.

The war caught you over there, I suppose, he hazarded.

Yes.... Ive been there since I was twenty. Im twenty-four. I had a years travel and study and then I became the American companion of the little Russian Grand Duchess Marie.

They all were murdered, werent they? he asked, much interested.

Yes.... Im trying to forget — —

I beg your pardon — —

Its quite all right. I, myself, mentioned it first; but I cant talk about it yet. Its too personal — — She turned and looked at the monstrous city.

After a silence: Its been a rotten voyage, hasnt it? he remarked.

Perfectly rotten. I was so ill I could scarcely keep my place during life-drill.... I didnt see you there, she added with a faint smile, but Im sure you were aboard, even if you seem to doubt that I was.

And then, perhaps considering that she had been sufficiently amiable to him, she gave him his congé with a pleasant little nod.

Could I help you — do anything— he began. But she thanked him with friendly finality.

They sauntered in opposite directions; and he did not see her again to speak to her.

Later, jolting toward home in a taxi, it occurred to him that it might have been agreeable to see such an attractively informal girl again. Any man likes informality in women, except among the women of his own household, where he would promptly brand it as indiscretion.

He thought of her for a while, recollecting details of the episode and realising that he didnt even know her name. Which piqued him.

Serves me right, he said aloud with a shrug of finality. I had more enterprise once.

Then he looked out into the sunlit streets of Manhattan, all brilliant with flags and posters and swarming with prosperous looking people — his own people. But to his war-enlightened and disillusioned eyes his own people seemed almost like aliens; he vaguely resented their too evident prosperity, their irresponsible immunity, their heedless preoccupation with the petty things of life. The acres of bright flags fluttering above them, the posters that made a gay back-ground for the scene, the sheltered, undisturbed routine of peace seemed to annoy him.

An odd irritation invaded him; he had a sudden impulse to stop his taxi and shout, Fat-heads! Get into the game! Dont you know the worlds on fire? Dont you know what a hun really is? Youd better look out and get busy!

Fifth Avenue irritated him — shops, hotels, clubs, motors, the well-dressed throngs began to exasperate him.

On a side street he caught a glimpse of his own place of business; and it almost nauseated him to remember old man Sharrow, and the walls hung with plans of streets and sewers and surveys and photographs; and his own yellow oak desk —— 

Good Lord! he thought. If the war ends, have I got to go back to that! — —

The family were at breakfast when he walked in on them — only two — his father and mother.

In his mothers arms he suddenly felt very young and subdued, and very glad to be there.

Where the devil did you come from, Jim? repeated his father, with twitching features and a grip on his sons strong hand that he could not bring himself to loosen.

Yes, it was pretty good to get home, after all — ... And he might not have come back at all. He realised it, now, in his mothers arms, feeling very humble and secure.

His mother had realised it, too, in every waking hour since the day her only son had sailed at night — that had been the hardest! — at night — and at an unnamed hour of an unnamed day! — her only son — gone in the darkness —— 

On his way upstairs, he noticed a red service flag bearing a single star hanging in his mothers window.

He went into his own room, looked soberly around, sat down on the lounge, suddenly tired.

He had three days leave before reporting for duty. It seemed a miserly allowance. Instinctively he glanced at his wrist-watch. An hour had fled already.

The dickens! he muttered. But he still sat there. After a while he smiled to himself and rose leisurely to make his toilet.

Such an attractively informal girl, he thought regretfully.

Im sorry I didnt learn her name. Why didnt I?

Philosophy might have answered: But to what purpose? No young man expects to pick up a girl of his own kind. And he has no business with other kinds.

But Shotwell was no philosopher.

* * * * *

The attractively informal girl, on whom young Shotwell was condescending to bestow a passing regret while changing his linen, had, however, quite forgotten him by this time. There is more philosophy in women.

Her train was now nearing Shadow Hill; she already could see the village in its early winter nakedness — the stone bridge, the old-time houses of the well-to-do, Main Street full of automobiles and farmers wagons, a crowded trolley-car starting for Deepdale, the county seat.

After four years the crudity of it all astonished her — the stark vulgarity of Main Street in the sunshine, every mean, flimsy architectural detail revealed — the dingy trolley poles, the telegraph poles loaded with unlovely wires and battered little electric light fixtures — the uncompromising, unrelieved ugliness of street and people, of shop and vehicle, of treeless sidewalks, brick pavement, car rails, hydrants, and rusty gasoline pumps.

Here was a people ignorant of civic pride, knowing no necessity for beauty, having no standards, no aspirations, conscious of nothing but the grosser material needs.

The hopelessness of this American town — and there were thousands like it — its architectural squalor, its animal unconsciousness, shocked her after four years in lands where colour, symmetry and good taste are indigenous and beauty as necessary as bread.

And the girl had been born here, too; had known no other home except when at boarding school or on shopping trips to New York.

Painfully depressed, she descended at the station, where she climbed into one of the familiar omnibuses and gave her luggage check to the lively young driver.

Several drummers also got in, and finally a farmer whom she recognised but who had evidently forgotten her.

The driver, a talkative young man whom she remembered as an obnoxious boy who delivered newspapers, came from the express office with her trunk, flung it on top of the bus, gossiped with several station idlers, then leisurely mounted his seat and gathered up the reins.

Rattling along the main street she became aware of changes — a brand new yellow brick clothing store — a dreadful Quick Lunch — a moving picture theatre — other monstrosities. And she saw familiar faces on the street.

The drummers got out with their sample cases at the Bolton House — Charles H. Bolton, proprietor. The farmer descended at the Par Excellence Market, where, as he informed the driver, he expected to dispose of a bull calf which he had finally decided to veal.

Which way, maam? inquired the driver, looking in at her through the door and chewing gum very fast.

To Miss Dumonts on Shadow Street.

Oh!... Then, suddenly he knew her. Say, wasnt you her niece? he demanded.

I am Miss Dumonts niece, replied Palla, smiling.

Sure! I didnt reckonise you. Used to leave the Star on your doorstep! Been away, aint you? Home looks kinda good to you, even if its kinda lonesome— He checked himself as though recollecting something else. Sure! You been over in Rooshia livin with the Queen! There was a piece in the Star about it. Gee! he added affably. That was pretty soft! Some life, I bet!

And he grinned a genial grin and climbed into his seat, chewing rapidly.

He means to be friendly, thought the heart-sick girl, with a shudder.

When Palla got out she spoke pleasantly to him as she paid him, and inquired about his father — a shiftless old gaffer who used, sometimes, to do garden work for her aunt.

But the driver, obsessed by the fact that she had lived with the Queen of Rooshia, merely grinned and repeated, Pretty soft, and, shouldering her trunk, walked to the front door, chewing furiously.

Martha opened the door, stared through her spectacles.

Land o mercy! she gasped. Its Palla! Which, in Shadow Hill, is the manner and speech of the hired girl, whose folks are neighbours and not inferiors.

How do you do, Martha, said the girl smilingly; and offered her gloved hand.

Well, Im sos to be round— She wheeled on the man with the trunk: Here, you! Dont go-a-trackin mud all over my carpet like that! Wipe your feet like as if you was brought up respectful!

Aint I wipin em? retorted the driver, in an injured voice. Now then, Marthy, where does this here trunk go to?

Big room front — wait, young fellow; you just follow me and be careful dont bang the banisters — —

Half way up she called back over her shoulder: Your rooms all ready, Palla— and suddenly remembered something else and stood aside on the landing until the young man with the trunk had passed her; then waited for him to return and get himself out of the house. Then, when he had gone out, banging the door, she came slowly back down the stairs and met Palla ascending.

Where is my aunt? asked Palla.

And, as Martha remained silent, gazing oddly down at her through her glasses:

My aunt isnt ill, is she?

No, she aint ill. Haint you heard?

Heard what?

Didnt you get my letter?

Your letter? Why did you write? What is the matter? Where is my aunt? asked the disturbed girl.

I wrote you last month.

What did you write?

You never got it?

No, I didnt! What has happened to my aunt?

She had a stroke, Palla.

What! Is — is she dead!

Six weeks ago come Sunday.

The girls knees weakened and she sat down suddenly on the stairs.

Dead? My Aunt Emeline?

She had a stroke a year ago. It made her a little stiff in one leg. But she wouldnt tell you — wouldnt bother you. She was that proud of you living as you did with all those kings and queens. No, sez she to me, no, Martha, I aint a-goin to worry Palla. She and the Queen have got their hands full, what with the wicked way those Rooshian people are behaving. No, sez she, Ill git well by the time she comes home for a visit after the war — —

Marthas spectacles became dim. She seated herself on the stairs and wiped them on her apron.

It came in the night, she said, peering blindly at Palla.... I wondered why she was late to breakfast. When I went up she was lying there with her eyes open — just as natural — —

Pallas head dropped and she covered her face with both hands.


CHAPTER IV
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THERE REMAINED, NOW, nothing to keep Palla in Shadow Hill.

She had never intended to stay there, anyway; she had meant to go to France.

But already there appeared to be no chance for that in the scheme of things. For the boche had begun to squeal for mercy; the frightened swine was squirting life-blood as he rushed headlong for the home sty across the Rhine; his death-stench sickened the world.

Thicker, ranker, reeked the bloody abomination in the nostrils of civilisation, where Justice strode ahead through hells own devastation, kicking the boche to death, kicking him through Belgium, through France, out of Light back into Darkness, back, back to his stinking sty.

The rushing sequence of events in Europe since Pallas arrival in America bewildered the girl and held in abeyance any plan she had hoped to make.

The whole world waited, too, astounded, incredulous as yet of the cataclysmic debacle, slowly realising that the super-swine were but swine — maddened swine, devil driven. And that the Sea was very near.

No romance ever written approached in wild extravagance the story of doom now unfolding in the daily papers.

Palla read and strove to comprehend — read, laid aside her paper, and went about her own business, which alone seemed dully real.

And these new personal responsibilities — now that her aunt was dead — must have postponed any hope of an immediate departure for France.

Her inheritance under her aunts will, the legal details, the inventory of scattered acreage and real estate, plans for their proper administration, consultations with an attorney, conferences with Mr. Pawling, president of the local bank — such things had occupied and involved her almost from the moment of her arrival home.

At first the endless petty details exasperated her — a girl fresh from the tremendous tragedy of things where, one after another, empires were crashing amid the conflagration of a continent. And she could not now keep her mind on such wretched little personal matters while her heart battered passionately at her breast, sounding the exciting summons to active service.

To concentrate her thoughts on mortgages and deeds when she was burning to be on her way to France — to confer power of attorney, audit bills for taxes, for up-keep of line fences, when she was mad to go to New York and find out how quickly she could be sent to France — such things seemed more than a girl could endure.

In Shadow Hill there was scarcely anything to remind her that the fate of the world was being settled for all time.

Only for red service flags here and there, here and there a burly figure in olive-drab swaggering along Main Street, nothing except war-bread, the shortage of coal and sugar, and outrageous prices reminded her that the terrific drama was still being played beyond the ocean to the diapason of an orchestra thundering from England to Asia and from Africa to the Arctic.

But already the eternal signs were pointing to the end. She read the Republican in the morning, the Star at night. Gradually it became apparent to the girl that the great conflagration was slowly dying down beyond the seas; that there was to be no chance of her returning; that there was to be no need of her services even if she were already equipped to render any, and now, certainly, no time for her to learn anything which might once have admitted her to comradeship in the gigantic conflict between man and Satan. She was too late. The worlds tragedy was almost over.

With the signing of the armistice, all dreams of service ended definitely for her.

False news of the suspension of hostilities should have, in a measure, prepared her. Yet, the ultimately truthful news that the war was over made her almost physically ill. For the girls ardent religious fervour had consumed her emotional energy during the incessant excitement of the past three years. But now, for this natural ardour, there was no further employment. There was no outlet for mind or heart so lately on fire with spiritual fervour. God was no more; her friend was dead. And now the war had ended. And nobody in the world had any need of her — any need of this woman who needed the world — and love — spiritual perhaps, perhaps profane.

The false peace demonstration, which set the bells of Shadow Hill clanging in the wintry air and the mill whistles blowing from distant villages, left her tired, dazed, indifferent. The later celebration, based on official news, stirred her spiritually even less. And she felt ill.

There was a noisy night celebration on Main Street, but she had no desire to see it. She remained indoors reading the Star in the sitting room with Max, the cat. She ate no dinner. She cried herself to sleep.

However, now that the worst had come — as she naïvely informed the shocked Martha next morning — she began to feel relieved in a restless, feverish way.

A healthful girl accumulates much bodily energy over night; Pallas passionate little heart and her active mind completed a storage battery very quickly charged — and very soon over-charged — and an outlet was imperative.

Always, so far in her brief career, she had had adequate outlets. As a child she found satisfaction in violent exercises; in flinging herself headlong into every outdoor game, every diversion among the urchins of her circle. As a school girl her school sports and her studies, and whatever social pleasures were offered, had left the safety valve open.

Later, mistress of her mothers modest fortune, and grown to restless, intelligent womanhood, Palla had gone abroad with a married school-friend, Leila Vance. Under her auspices she had met nice people and had seen charming homes in England — Colonel Vance being somebody in the county and even somebody in London — a diffident, reticent, agriculturally inclined land owner and colonel of yeomanry. And long ago dead in Flanders. And his wife a nurse somewhere in France.

But before the war a years travel and study had furnished the necessary outlet to Palla Dumont. And then — at a charity bazaar — a passionate friendship had flashed into sacred flame — a friendship born at sight between her and the little Grand Duchess Marie.

War was beginning; Colonel Vance was dead; but imperial inquiry located Leila. And imperial inquiry was satisfied. And Palla became the American companion and friend of the youthful Grand Duchess Marie. For three years that blind devotion had been her outlet — that and their mutual inclination for a life to be dedicated to God.

What was to be her outlet now? — now that the little Grand Duchess was dead — now that God, as she had conceived him, had ceased to exist for her — now that the war was ended, and nobody needed that warm young heart of hers — that ardent little heart so easily set throbbing with the passionate desire to give.

The wintry sunlight flooded the familiar sitting room, setting potted geraniums ablaze, gilding the leather backs of old books, staining prisms on the crystal chandelier with rainbow tints, and causing Max, the family cat, to blink until the vertical pupils of his amber eyes seemed to disappear entirely.

There was some snow outside — not very much — a wild bird or two among the naked apple trees; green edges, still, where snowy lawn and flower border met.

And there was colour in the leafless shrubbery, too — wine-red stems of dogwood, ash-blue berry-canes, and the tangled green and gold of willows. And over all a pale cobalt sky, and a snow-covered hill, where, in the woods, crows sat cawing on the taller trees, and a slow goshawk sailed.

A rich land, this, even under ice and snow — a rich, rolling land hinting of fat furrows and heavy grain; and of spicy, old-time gardens where the evenings were heavy with the scent of phlox and lilies.

Palla, her hands behind her back, seeming very childish and slim in her black gown, stood searching absently among the books for something to distract her — something in harmony with the restless glow of hidden fires hot in her restless heart.

But war is too completely the great destroyer, killing even the serener pleasures of the mind, corrupting normal appetite, dulling all interest except in what pertains to war.

War is the great vandal, too, obliterating even that interest in the classic past which is born of respect for tradition. War slays all yesterdays, so that human interest lives only in the fierce and present moment, or blazes anew at thought of what may be to-morrow.

Only the chronicles of the burning hour can hold human attention where war is. For last week is already a decade ago; and last year a dead century; but to-day is vital and to-morrow is immortal.

It was so with Palla. Her listless eyes swept the ranks of handsome, old-time books — old favourites bound in gold and leather, masters of English prose and poetry gathered and garnered by her grand-parents when books were rare in Shadow Hill.

Not even the modern masters appealed to her — masters of fiction acclaimed but yesterday; virile thinkers in philosophy, in science; enfranchised poets who had stridden out upon Olympus only yesterday to defy the old gods lightning with unshackled strophes — and sometimes unbuttoned themes.

But it was with Palla as with others; she drifted back to the morning paper, wherein lay the interest of the hour. And nothing else interested her or the world.

Martha announced lunch. Max accompanied her on her retreat to the kitchen. Palla loitered, not hungry, nervous and unquiet under the increasing need of occupation for that hot heart of hers.

After a while she went out to the dining room, ate enough, endured Martha to the verge, and retreated to await the evening paper.

Her attorney, Mr. Tiddley, came at three. They discussed quit-claims, mortgages, deeds, surveys, and reported encroachments incident to the decay of ancient landmarks. And the conversation maddened her.

At four she put on a smart mourning hat and her black furs, and walked down to see the bank president, Mr. Pawling. The subject of their conversation was investments; and it bored her. At five she returned to the house to receive a certain Mr. Skidder — known in her childhood as Blinky Skidder, in frank recognition of an ocular peculiarity — a dingy but jaunty young man with a sheeps nose, a shrewd upper lip, and snapping red-brown eyes, who came breezily in and said: Hello, Palla! Hows the girl? And took off his faded mackinaw uninvited.

Mr. Skidders business had once been the exploitation of farmers and acreage; his specialty the persuasion of Slovak emigrants into the acquisition of doubtful land. But since the war, emigrants were few; and, as honest men must live, Mr. Skidder had branched out into improved real estate and city lots. But the pickings, even here, were scanty, and loans hard to obtain.

Ive changed my mind, said Palla. Im not going to sell this house, Blinky.

Well, for heavens sake — aint you going to New York? he insisted, taken aback.

Yes, I am. But Ive decided to keep my house.

That, said Mr. Skidder, snapping his eyes, is silly sentiment, not business. But please yourself Palla. I aint saying a word. I aint trying to tell you I can get a lot more for you than your house is worth — what with values falling and houses empty and the mills letting men go because there aint going to be any more war orders! — but please yourself, Palla. I aint saying a word to urge you.

Youve said several, she remarked, smilingly. But I think Ill keep the house for the present, and Im sorry that I wasted your time.

Please yourself, Palla, he repeated. I guess you can afford to from all I hear. I guess you can do as youve a mind to, now.... So youre fixing to locate in New York, eh?

I think so.

Live in a flat?

I dont know.

What are you going to do in New York? he asked curiously.

Im sure I dont know. Therell be plenty to do, I suppose.

You bet, he said, blinking rapidly, theres always something doing in that little old town. He slapped his knee: Palla, he said, Im thinking of going into the movie business.

Really?

Yes, Im considering it. Slovaks and bum farms are played out. Theres no money in Shadow Hill — or if there is, its locked up — or the income tax has paralysed it. No, Im through. Theres nothing doing in land; no commissions. And Im considering a quick getaway.

Where do you expect to go?

Say, Palla, when you kiss your old home good-bye, theres only one place to go. Get me?

New York? she inquired, amused.

Thats me! Theres a guy down there I used to correspond with — a feller named Puma — Angelo Puma — not a regular wop, as you might say, but theres some wop in him, judging by his map — or Mex — or kike, maybe — or something. Anyway, hes in the moving picture business — The Ultra-Fillum Company. I guess theres a mint o money in fillums.

She nodded, a trifle bored.

I got a chance to go in with Angelo Puma, he said, snapping his eyes.

Really?

You know, Palla, Ive made a little money, too, since you been over there living with the Queen of Russia.

Im very glad, Blinky.

Oh, it aint much. And, he added shrewdly, it aint so paltry, neither. Thank the Lord, I made hay while the Slovaks lasted.... So, he added, getting up from his chair, maybe Ill see you down there in New York, some day — —

He hesitated, his blinking eyes redly intent on her as she rose to her slim height.

Say, Palla.

She looked at him inquiringly.

Ever thought of the movies?

As an investment?

Well — that, too. Theres big money in it. But I meant — I mean — it strikes me youd make a bird of a movie queen.

The suggestion mildly amused her.

I mean it, he insisted. Grab it from me, Palla, youve got the shape, and you got the looks and you got the walk and the ways and the education. You got something peculiar — like you had been born a rich swell — I mean you kinda naturally act that way — kinda cocksure of yourself. Maybe you got it living with that Queen — —

Palla laughed outright.

So you think because Ive seen a queen I ought to know how to act like a movie queen?

Well, he said, picking up his hat, maybe if I go in with Angelo Puma some day Ill see you again and well talk it over.

She shook hands with him.

Be good, he called back as she closed the front door behind him.

The early winter night had fallen over Shadow Hill. Palla turned on the electric light, stood for a while looking sombrely at the framed photographs of her father and mother, then, feeling lonely, went into the kitchen where Martha was busy with preparations for dinner.

Martha, she said, Im going to New York.

Well, for the lands sake — —

Yes, and Im going day after to-morrow.

What on earth makes you act like a gypsy, Palla? she demanded querulously, seasoning the soup and tasting it. Your pa and ma wasnt like that. They was satisfied to set and rest a mite after being away. But youve been gone four years n more, and now youre up and off again, hippity-skip! clippity-clip! — —

Im just going to run down to New York and look about. I want to look around and see what — —

Thats you, Palla! Thats what you allus was doing as a child — allus looking about you with your wide brown eyes, to see what you could see in the world!... You know what curiosity did to the cat?

What?

Pinched her paw in the mouse-trap.

Ill be careful, said the girl, laughing.


CHAPTER V
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IN TOUCH WITH his unexciting business again, after many months of glorious absence, and seated once more at his abhorred yellow-oak desk, young Shotwell discovered it was anything except agreeable for him to gather up the ravelled thrums of civilian life after the thrilling taste of service over seas.

For him, so long accustomed to excitement, the zest of living seemed to die with the signing of the armistice.

In fact, since the Argonne drive, all luck seemed to have deserted him; for in the very middle of operations he had been sent back to the United States as instructor; and there the armistice had now caught him. Furthermore, then, before he realised what dreadful thing was happening to him, he had been politely assigned to that vague limbo supposedly inhabited by a mythical organisation known as The Officers Reserve Corps, and had been given indefinite leave of absence preliminary to being mustered out of the service of the United States.

To part from his uniform was agonising, and he berated the fate that pried him loose from tunic and puttees. So disgusted was he that, although the Government allowed three months longer before discarding uniforms, he shed his in disgust for cits.

But James Shotwell, Jr., was not the only man bewildered and annoyed by the rapidity of events which followed the first days of demobilisation. Half a dozen other young fellows in the big real estate offices of Clarence Sharrow & Co. found themselves yanked out of uniform and seated once more at their familiar, uninviting desks of yellow oak — very young men, mostly, assigned to various camps of special three-month instruction; and now cruelly interrupted while scrambling frantically after commissions in machine-gun companies, field artillery, flying units, and tank corps.

And there they were, back again at the old grind before they could realise their horrid predicament — the majority already glum and restless under the reaction, and hating Shotwell, who, among them all, had been the only man to cross the sea.

This war-worn and envied veteran of a few months, perfectly aware that his military career had ended, was now trying to accept the situation and habituate himself to the loathly technique of commerce.

Out of uniform, out of humour, out of touch with the arts of peace; still, at times, all a-quiver with the nervous shock of his experience, it was very hard for him to speak respectfully to Mr. Sharrow.

As instructor to rookie aspirants he would have been somebody: he had already been somebody as a lieutenant of infantry in the thunderous scheme of things in the Argonne.

But in the offices of Clarence Sharrow & Co. he was merely a rather nice-looking civilian subordinate, whose duties were to aid clients in the selection and purchase of residences, advise them, consult with them, make appointments to show them dwelling houses, vacant or still tenanted, and in every stage of repair or decrepitude.

On the wall beside his desk hung a tinted map of the metropolis. Upon a table at his elbow were piled ponderous tomes depicting the Bronx in all its beauty, and giving details of suburban sewers. Other volumes contained maps of the fashionable residential district, showing every consecrated block and the exact location as well as the linear dimensions of every awesome residence and back yard from Washington Square to Yorkville.

By referring to a note-book which he carried in his breast pocket, young Shotwell could inform any grand lady or any pompous or fussy gentleman what was the asking price of any particular residence marked for sale upon the diagrams of the ponderous tomes.

Also — which is why Sharrow selected him for that particular job — clients liked his good manners and his engaging ways.

The average client buys a freshly painted house in preference to a well-built one, but otherwise clamours always for a bargain. The richer the client the louder the clamour. And to such demands Shotwell was always sympathetic — always willing to inquire whether or not the outrageous price asked for a dwelling might possibly be shaded a little.

It always could be shaded; but few clients knew that; and the majority, much flattered at their own business acumen, entertained kind feelings toward Sharrow & Co. and sentiments almost cordial toward young Shotwell when the shading process had proved to be successful.

But the black-eye dealt the residential district long ago had not yet cleared up. Real property of that sort was still dull and inactive except for a flare-up now and then along Park Avenue and Fifth.

War, naturally, had not improved matters; and, as far as the residential part of their business was concerned, Sharrow & Co. transacted the bulk of it in leasing apartments and, now and then, a private house, usually on the West Side.

That morning, in the offices of Sharrow & Co., a few clients sat beside the desks of the various men who specialised in the particular brand of real estate desired: several neat young girls performed diligently upon typewriters; old man Sharrow stood at the door of his private office twirling his eyeglasses by the gold chain and urbanely getting rid of an undesirable visitor — one Angelo Puma, who wanted some land for a moving picture studio, but was persuasively unwilling to pay for it.

He was a big man, too heavy, youngish, with plump olive skin, black hair, lips too full and too red under a silky moustache, and eyes that would have been magnificent in a woman — a Spanish dancer, for example — rich, dark eyes, softly brilliant under curling lashes.

He seemed to covet the land and the ramshackle stables on it, but he wanted somebody to take back a staggering mortgage on the property. And Mr. Sharrow shook his head gently, and twirled his eyeglasses.

For me, insisted Puma, I do not care. It is good property. I would pay cash if I had it. But I have not. No. My capital at the moment is tied up in production; my daily expenses, at present, require what cash I have. If your client is at all reasonable — —

He isnt, said Sharrow. Hes a Connecticut Yankee.

For a moment Angelo Puma seemed crestfallen, then his brilliant smile flashed from every perfect tooth:

That is very bad for me, he said, buttoning-his showy overcoat. Pardon me; I waste your time— pulling on his gloves. However, if your client should ever care to change his mind — —

One moment, said Sharrow, whose time Mr. Puma had indeed wasted at intervals during the past year, and who heartily desired to be rid of property and client: Suppose you deal directly with the owner. We are not particularly anxious to carry the property; its a little out of our sphere. Suppose I put you in direct communication with the owner.

Delighted, said Puma, flashing his smile and bowing from the waist; and perfectly aware that his badgering had bored this gentleman to the limit.

Ill write out his address for you, said Sharrow,  — one moment, please — —

Angelo Puma waited, his glossy hat in one hand, his silver-headed stick and folded suede gloves in the other.

Like darkly brilliant searchlights his magnificent eyes swept the offices of Sharrow & Co.; at a glance he appraised the self-conscious typists, surmised possibilities in a blond one; then, as a woman entered from the street, he rested his gaze upon her. And he kept it there.

Even when Sharrow came out of his private office with the slip of paper, Angelo Pumas eyes still remained fastened upon the young girl who had spoken to a clerk and then seated herself in a chair beside the desk of James Shotwell, Jr.

The mans name, repeated Sharrow patiently, is Elmer Skidder. His address is Shadow Hill, Connecticut.

Puma turned to him as though confused, thanked him effusively, took the slip of paper, pulled on his gloves in a preoccupied way, and very slowly walked toward the street door, his eyes fixed on the girl who was now in animated conversation with young Shotwell.

As he passed her she was laughing at something the young man had just said, and Puma deliberately turned and looked at her again — looked her full in the face.

She was aware of him and of his bold scrutiny, of course — noticed his brilliant eyes, no doubt — but paid no heed to him — was otherwise preoccupied with this young man beside her, whom she had neither seen nor thought about since the day she had landed in New York from the rusty little Danish steamer Elsinore.

And now, although he had meant nothing at all to her except an episode already forgotten, to meet him again had instantly meant something to her.

For this man now represented to her a link with the exciting past — this young soldier who had been fresh from the furnace when she had met him on deck as the Elsinore passed in between the forts in the grey of early morning.

The encounter was exciting her a little, too, over-emphasising its importance.

Fancy! she repeated, my encountering you here and in civilian dress! Were you dreadfully disappointed by the armistice?

Im ashamed to say I took it hard, he admitted.

So did I. I had hoped so to go to France. And you — oh, I am sorry for you. You were so disgusted at being detailed from the fighting line to Camp Upton! And now the war is over. What a void!

Youre very frank, he said. Were supposed to rejoice, you know.

Oh, of course. I really do rejoice — —

They both laughed.

I mean it, she insisted. In my sober senses I am glad the war is over. Id be a monster if I were not glad. But — what is going to take its place? Because we must have something, you know. One cant endure a perfect void, can one?

Again they laughed.

It was such a tremendous thing, she explained. I did want to be part of it before it ended. But of course peace is a tremendous thing, too — —

And they both laughed once more.

Anybody overhearing us, she confided to him, would think us mere beasts. Of course you are glad the war is ended: thats why you fought. And Im glad, too. And Im going to rent a house in New York and find something to occupy this void I speak of. But isnt it nice that I should come to you about it?

Jolly, he said. And now at last Im going to learn your name.

Oh. Dont you know it?

I wanted to ask you, but there seemed to be no proper opportunity — —

Of course. I remember. There seemed to be no reason.

I was sorry afterward, he ventured.

That amused her. You werent really sorry, were you?

I really was. I thought of you — —

Do you mean to say you remembered me after the ship docked?

Yes. But Im very sure you instantly forgot me.

I certainly did! she admitted, still much amused at the idea. One doesnt remember everybody one sees, you know, she went on frankly, — particularly after a horrid voyage and when ones head is full of exciting plans. Alas! those wonderful plans of mine! — the stuff that dreams are made of. And here I am asking you kindly to find me a modest house with a modest rental.... And by the way, she added demurely, my name is Palla Dumont.

Thank you, he said smilingly. Do you care to know mine?

I know it. When I came in and told the clerk what I wanted, he said I should see Mr. Shotwell.

James Shotwell, Jr., he said gravely.

That is amiable. You dont treasure malice, do you? I might merely have known you as Mr. Shotwell. And you generously reveal all from James to Junior.

They were laughing again. Mr. Sharrow noticed them from his private office and congratulated himself on having Shotwell in his employment.

When may I see a house? inquired Palla, settling her black-gloved hands in her black fox muff.

Immediately, if you like.

How wonderful!

He took out his note-book, glanced through several pages, asked her carelessly what rent she cared to pay, made a note of it, and resumed his study of the note-book.

The East Side? he inquired, glancing at her with curiosity not entirely professional.

I prefer it.

From his note-book he read to her the descriptions and situations of several twenty-foot houses in the zone between Fifth and Third Avenues.

Shall we go to see some of them, Mr. Shotwell? Have you, perhaps, time this morning?

Im delighted, he said. Which, far from straining truth, perhaps restrained it.

So he got his hat and overcoat, and they went out together into the winter sunshine.

Angelo Puma, seated in a taxi across the street, observed them. He wore a gardenia in his lapel. He might have followed Palla had she emerged alone from the offices of Sharrow & Co.

Shotwell Junior had a jolly morning of it. And, if the routine proved a trifle monotonous, Palla, too, appeared to amuse herself.

She inspected various types of houses, expensive and inexpensive, modern and out of date, well built and well kept and jerry-built and dirty.

Prices and rents painfully surprised her, and she gave up any idea of renting a furnished house, and so informed Shotwell.

So they restricted their inspection to three-story unfurnished and untenanted houses, where the neighbourhood was less pretentious and there was a better light in the rear.

But they all were dirty, neglected, out of repair, destitute of decent plumbing and electricity.

On the second floor of one of these Palla stood, discouraged, perplexed, gazing absently out, across a filthy back yard full of seedling ailanthus trees and rubbish, at the rear fire escapes on the tenements beyond.

Shotwell, exploring the closely written pages of his note-book, could discover nothing desirable within the terms she was willing to make.

Theres one house on our books, he said at last, which came in only yesterday. I havent had time to look at it. I dont even know where the keys are. But if youre not too tired — —

Palla gave him one of her characteristic direct looks:

Im not too tired, but Im starved. I could go after lunch.

Fine! he said. Im hungry, too! Shall we go to Delmonicos?

The girl seemed a trifle nonplussed. She had not supposed that luncheon with clients was included in a real estate transaction.

She was not embarrassed, nor did the suggestion seem impertinent. But she said:

I had expected to lunch at the hotel.

He reddened a little. Guilt shows its colors.

Had you rather? he asked.

Why, no. Id rather lunch with you at Delmonicos and talk houses. And, a little amused at this young mans transparent guile, she added: I think it would be very agreeable for us to lunch together.

* * * * *

She came from the dressing-room fresh and flushed as a slightly chilled rose, rejoining him in the lobby, and presently they were seated in the palm room with a discreet and hidden orchestra playing, Oh! How I Hate To Get Up in the Morning, and rather busy with a golden Casaba melon between them.

Isnt this jolly! he said, expanding easily, as do all young men in the warmth of the informal.

Very. What an agreeable business yours seems to be, Mr. Shotwell.

In what way? he asked innocently.

Why, part of it is lunching with feminine clients, isnt it?

His close-set ears burned. She glanced up with mischief brilliant in her brown eyes. But he was busy with his melon. And, not looking at her:

Dont you want to know me? he asked so clumsily that she hesitated to snub so defenceless a male.

I dont know whether I wish to, she replied, smiling slightly. I hadnt aspired to it; I hadnt really considered it. I was thinking about renting a house.

He said nothing, but, as the painful colour remained in his face, the girl decided to be a little kinder.

Anyway, she said, Im enjoying myself. And I hope you are.

He said he was. But his voice and manner were so subdued that she laughed.

Fancy asking a girl such a question, she said. You shouldnt ask a woman whether she doesnt want to know you. It would be irregular enough, under the circumstances, to say that you wanted to know her.

Thats what I meant, he replied, wincing. Would you consider it?

She could not disguise her amusement.

Yes; Ill consider it, Mr. Shotwell. Ill give it my careful attention. I owe you something, anyway.

What? he asked uncertainly, prepared for further squelching.

I dont know exactly what. But when a man remembers a woman, and the woman forgets the man, isnt something due him?

I think there is, he said so naïvely that Palla was unable to restrain her gaiety.

This is a silly conversation, she said,  — as silly as though I had accepted the cocktail you so thoughtfully suggested. Were both enjoying each other and we know it.

Really! he exclaimed, brightening.

His boyish relief — everything that this young man said to her — seemed to excite the girl to mirth. Perhaps she had been starved for laughter longer than is good for anybody. Besides, her heart was naturally responsive — opened easily — was easily engaged.

Of course Im inclined to like you, she said, or I wouldnt be here lunching with you and talking nonsense instead of houses — —

Well talk houses!

No; well look at them — later.... Do you know its a long, long time since I have laughed with a really untroubled heart?

Im sorry.

Yes, it isnt good for a girl. Sadness is a sickness — a physical disorganisation that infects the mind. It makes a strange emotion of love, too, perverting it to that mysticism we call religion — and wasting it.... I suppose youre rather shocked, she said smilingly.

No.... But have you no religion?

Have you?

Well — yes.

Which?

Protestant.... Are you Catholic?

The girl rested her cheek on her hand and dabbed absently at her orange ice.

I was once, she said. I was very religious — in the accepted sense of the term.... It came rather suddenly; — it seemed to be born as part of a sudden and close friendship with a girl — began with that friendship, I think.... And died with it.

She sat quite silent for a while, then a tremulous smile edged her lips:

I had meant to take the veil, she said. I did begin my novitiate.

Here?

No, in Russia. There are a few foreign cloistered orders there.... But I had a tragic awakening.... She bent her head and quoted softly, For the former things have passed away.

The orange ice was melting; she stirred it idly, watching it dissolve.

No, she said, I had utterly misunderstood the scheme of things. Divinity is not a sad, a solemn, a solitary autocrat demanding selfish tribute, blind allegiance, inexorable self-abasement. It is not an insecure tyrant offering bribery for the cringing, frightened servitude demanded.

She looked up smilingly at the man: Nor, within us, is there any soul in the accepted meaning, — no satellite released at death to revolve around or merge into some super-divinity. No!

For I believe, — I know — that the body — every ones body — is inhabited by a complete god, immortal, retaining its divine entity, beholden to no other deity save only itself, and destined to encounter in a divine democracy and through endless futures, unnumbered brother gods — the countless divinities which have possessed and shall possess those tenements of mankind which we call our bodies.... You do not, of course, subscribe to such a faith, she added, meeting his gaze.

Well — — He hesitated. She said:

Autocracy in heaven is as unthinkable, as unbelievable, and as obnoxious to me as is autocracy on earth. There is no such thing as divine right, here or elsewhere, — no divine prerogatives for tyranny, for punishment, for cruelty.

How did you happen to embrace such a faith? he asked, bewildered.

I was sick of the scheme of things. Suffering, cruelty, death outraged my common sense. It is not in me to say, Thy will be done, to any autocrat, heavenly or earthly. It is not in me to fawn on the hand that strikes me — or that strikes any helpless thing! No! And the scheme of things sickened me, and I nearly died of it — —

She clenched her hand where it rested on the table, and he saw her face flushed and altered by the fire within. Then she smiled and leaned back in her chair.

In you, she said gaily, dwells a god. In me a goddess, — a joyous one, — a divine thing that laughs, — a complete and free divinity that is gay and tender, that is incapable of tyranny, that loves all things both, great and small, that exists to serve — freely, not for reward — that owes allegiance and obedience only to the divine and eternal law within its own godhead. And that law is the law of love.... And that is my substitute for the scheme of things. Could you subscribe?

After a silence he quoted: Could you and I with Him conspire — —

She nodded: To grasp this sorry scheme of things entire — — But there is no Him. Its you and I.... Both divine.... Suppose we grasp it and shatter it to bits. Shall we?

And then remould it nearer to the hearts desire?

Remould it nearer to the logic of common sense.

Neither spoke for a few moments. Then she drew a swift, smiling breath.

Were getting on rather rapidly, arent we? she said. Did you expect to lunch with such a friendly, human girl? And will you now take her to inspect this modest house which you hope may suit her, and which, she most devoutly hopes may suit her, too?

This has been a perfectly delightful day, he said as they rose.

Do you want me to corroborate you?

Could you?

Ive had a wonderful time, she said lightly.


CHAPTER VI
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JOHN ESTRIDGE, OUT of a job — as were a million odd others now arriving from France by every transport — met James Shotwell, Junior, one wintry day as the latter was leaving the real estate offices of Sharrow & Co.

The devil, exclaimed Estridge; I supposed you, at least, were safe in the service, Jim! Isnt your regiment in Germany?

It is, replied Shotwell wrathfully, shaking hands. Where do you come from, Jack?

From hell — via Copenhagen. In milder but misleading metaphor, I come from Holy Russia.

Did the Red Cross fire you?

No, but they told me to run along home like a good boy and get my degree. Im not an M.D., you know. And theres a shortage. So I had to come.

Same here; I had to come. And Shotwell, for Estridges enlightenment, held a post-mortem over the premature decease of his promising military career.

Too bad, commented the latter. It sure was exciting while it lasted — our mixing it in the great game. Theres pandemonium to pay in Russia, now; — I rather hated to leave.... But it was either leave or be shot up. The Bolsheviki are impossible.... Are you walking up town?

They fell into step together.

Youll go back to the P. & S., I suppose, ventured Shotwell.

Yes. And you?

Oh, Im already nailed down to the old oaken desk. Sharrows my boss, if you remember?

It must seem dull, said Estridge sympathetically.

Rotten dull.

You dont mean business too, do you?

Yes, thats also on the bum.... I did contrive to sell a small house the other day — and blew myself to this overcoat.

Is that so unusual? asked Estridge, smiling, — to sell a house in town?

Yes, its a miracle in these days. Tell me, Jack, how did you get on in Russia?

Too many Reds. We couldnt do much. Theyve got it in for everybody except themselves.

The socialists?

Not the social revolutionists. Im talking about the Reds.

Didnt they make the revolution?

They did not.

Well, who are the Reds, and what is it they want?

They want to set the world on fire. Then they want to murder and rob everybody with any education. Then they plan to start things from the stone age again. They want loot and blood. Thats really all they want. Their object is to annihilate civilisation by exterminating the civilised. They desire to start all over from first principles — without possessing any — and turn the murderous survivors of the human massacre into one vast, international pack of wolves. And theyre beginning to do it in Russia.

A pleasant programme, remarked Shotwell. No wonder you beat it, Jack. I recently met a woman who had just arrived from Russia. They murdered her best friend — one of the little Grand Duchesses. She simply cant talk about it.

That was a beastly business, nodded Estridge. I happen to know a little about it.

Were you in that district?

Well, no, — not when that thing happened. But some little time before the Bolsheviki murdered the Imperial family I had occasion to escort an American girl to the convent where they were held under detention.... An exceedingly pretty girl, he added absently. She was once companion to one of the murdered Imperial children.

Shotwell glanced up quickly: Her name, by any chance, doesnt happen to be Palla Dumont?

Why, yes. Do you know her?

I sold her that house I was telling you about. Do you know her well, Jack?

Estridge smiled. Yes and no. Perhaps I know her better than she suspects.

Shotwell laughed, recollecting his friends inclination for analysing character and his belief in his ability to do so.

Same old scientific vivisectionist! he said. So youve been dissecting Palla Dumont, have you?

Certainly. Shes a type.

A charming one, added Shotwell.

Oh, very.

But you dont know her well — outside of having mentally vivisected her?

Estridge laughed: Palla Dumont and I have been through some rather hair-raising scrapes together. And Ill admit right now that she possesses all kinds of courage — perhaps too many kinds.

How do you mean?

She has the courage of her convictions and her convictions, sometimes, dont amount to much.

Go on and cut her up, said Shotwell, sarcastically.

Thats the only fault I find with Palla Dumont, explained the other.

I thought you said she was a type?

She is, — the type of unmarried woman who continually develops too much pep for her brain to properly take care of.

You mean you consider Palla Dumont neurotic?

No. Nothing abnormal. Perhaps super-normal — pathologically speaking. Bodily health is fine. But over-secretion of ardent energy sometimes disturbs ones mental equilibrium. The result, in a crisis, is likely to result in extravagant behavior. Martyrs are made of such stuff, for example.

You think her a visionary?

Well, her reason and her emotions sometimes become rather badly entangled, I fancy.

Dont everybodys?

At intervals. Then the thing to do is to keep perfectly cool till the fit is over.

So you think her impulsive?

Well, I should say so! smiled Estridge. Of course I mean nicely impulsive — even nobly impulsive.... But that wont help her. Impulse never helped anybody. Its a spoke in the wheel — a stumbling block — a stick to trip anybody.... Particularly a girl.... And Palla Dumont mistakes impulse for logic. She honestly thinks that she reasons. He smiled to himself: A disturbingly pretty girl, he murmured, with a tender heart ... which seems to do all her thinking for her.... How well do you know her, Jim?

Not well. But Im going to, I hope.

Estridge glanced up interrogatively, suddenly remembering all the uncontradicted gossip concerning a tacit understanding between Shotwell, Jr., and Elorn Sharrow. It is true that no engagement had been announced; but none had been denied, either. And Miss Sharrow had inherited her mothers fortune. And Shotwell, Jr., made only a young mans living.

You ought to be rather careful with such a girl, he remarked carelessly.

How, careful?

Well, shes rather perilously attractive, isnt she? insisted Estridge smilingly.

Shes extremely interesting.

She certainly is. Shes rather an amazing girl in her way. More amazing than perhaps you imagine.

Amazing?

Yes, even astounding.

For example?

Ill give you an example. When the Reds invaded that convent and seized the Czarina and her children, Palla Dumont, then a novice of six weeks, attempted martyrdom by pretending that she herself was the little Grand Duchess Marie. And when the Reds refused to believe her, she demanded the privilege of dying beside her little friend. She even insulted the Reds, defied them, taunted them until they swore to return and cut her throat as soon as they finished with the Imperial family. And then this same Palla Dumont, to whom you sold a house in New York the other day, flew into an ungovernable passion; tried to batter her way into the cellar; shattered half a dozen chapel chairs against the oak door of the crypt behind which preparations for the assassination were taking place; then, helpless, called on God to interfere and put a stop to it. And, when deity, as usual, didnt interfere with the scheme of things, this girl tore the white veil from her face and the habit from her body and denounced as nonexistent any alleged deity that permitted such things to be.

Shotwell gazed at Estridge in blank astonishment.

Where on earth did you hear all that dope? he demanded incredulously.

Estridge smiled: Its all quite true, Jim. And Palla Dumont escaped having her slender throat slit open only because a sotnia of Kaladines Cossacks cantered up, discovered what the Reds were up to in the cellar, and beat it with Palla and another girl just in the nick of time.

Who handed you this cinema stuff?

The other girl.

You believe her?

You can judge for yourself. This other girl was a young Swedish soldier who had served in the Battalion of Death. Its really cinema stuff, as you say. But Russia, to-day, is just one hell after another in an endless and bloody drama. Such picturesque incidents, — the wildest episodes, the craziest coincidences — are occurring by thousands every day of the year in Russia.... And, Jim, it was due to one of those daily and crazy coincidences that my sleigh, in which I was beating it for Helsingfors, was held up by that same sotnia of the Wild Division on a bitter day, near the borders of a pine forest.

And thats where I encountered Palla Dumont again. And thats where I heard — not from her, but from her soldier comrade, Ilse Westgard — the story I have just told you.

For a while they continued to walk up and down in silence.

Finally Estridge said: There was a girl for you!

Palla Dumont! nodded Shotwell, still too astonished to talk.

No, the other.... An amazing girl.... Nearly six feet; physically perfect; — what the human girl ought to be and seldom is; — symmetrical, flawless, healthy — a super-girl ... like some young daughter of the northern gods!... Ilse Westgard.

One of those women soldiers, you say? inquired Shotwell, mildly curious.

Yes. There were all kinds of women in that Death Battalion. We saw them, — your friend Palla Dumont and I, — saw them halted and standing at ease in a birch wood; saw them marching into fire.... And there were all sorts of women, Jim; peasant, bourgeoise and aristocrat; — there were dressmakers, telephone operators, servant-girls, students, Red Cross nurses, actresses from the Marinsky, Jewesses from the Pale, sisters of the Yellow Ticket, Japanese girls, Chinese, Cossack, English, Finnish, French.... And they went over the top cheering for Russia!... They went over to shame the army which had begun to run from the hun.... Pretty fine, wasnt it?

Fine!

You bet!... After this war — after what women have done the world over — I wonder whether there are any asses left who desire to restrict woman to a sphere?... Id like to see Ilse Westgard again, he added absently.

Was she a peasant girl?

No. A daughter of well-to-do people. Quite the better sort, I should say. And she was more thoroughly educated than the average girl of our own sort.... A brave and cheerful soldier in the Battalion of Death.... Ilse Westgard.... Amazing, isnt it?

After another brief silence Shotwell ventured: I suppose youd find it agreeable to meet Palla Dumont again, wouldnt you?

Why, yes, of course, replied the other pleasantly.

Then, if you like, shell ask us to tea some day — after her new house is in shape.

You seem to be very sure about what Palla Dumont is likely to do, said Estridge, smiling.

Indeed, Im not! retorted Shotwell, with emphasis. Palla Dumont has a mind of her own, — although you dont seem to think so, — —

I think she has a will of her own, interrupted the other, amused.

Glad you concede her some mental attribute.

I do indeed! I never intimated that she is weak-willed. She isnt. Other and stronger wills dont dominate hers. Perhaps it would be better if they did sometimes....

But no; Palla Dumont arrives headlong at her own red-hot decisions. It is not the will of others that influences her; it is their indecision, their lack of willpower, their very weakness that seems to stimulate and vitally influence such a character as Palla Dumonts—

 — Such a character? repeated Shotwell. What sort of character do you suppose hers to be, anyway? Between you and your psychological and pathological surmises you dont seem to leave her any character at all.

Im telling you, said Estridge, that the girl is influenced not by the will or desire of others, but by their necessities, their distress, their needs.... Or what she believes to be their needs.... And you may decide for yourself how valuable are the conclusions of an impulsive, wilful, fearless, generous girl whose heart regulates her thinking apparatus.

According to you, then, she is practically mindless, remarked Shotwell, ironically. You medically minded gentlemen are wonders! — all of you.

You dont get me. The girl is clever and intelligent when her accumulated emotions let her brain alone. When they interfere, her logic goes to smash and she does exaggerated things — like trying to sacrifice herself for her friend in the convent there — like tearing off the white garments of her novitiate and denouncing deity! — like embracing an extravagant pantheistic religion of her own manufacture and proclaiming that the Law of Love is the only law!

Ive heard the young lady on the subject, Jim. And, medically minded or not, Im medically on to her.

They walked on together in silence for nearly a whole block; then Estridge said bluntly:

Shed be better balanced if she were married and had a few children. Such types usually are.

Shotwell made no comment. Presently the other spoke again:

The Law of Love! What rot! Thats sheer hysteria. Follow that law and you become a saint, perhaps, perhaps a devil. Love sacred, love profane — both, when exaggerated, arise from the same physical condition — too much pep for the mind to distribute.

What happens? Exaggerations. Extravagances. Hallucinations. Mysticisms.

What results? Nuns. Hermits. Yogis. Exhorters. Fanatics. Cranks. Sometimes. For, from the same chrysalis, Jim, may emerge either a vestal, or one of those tragic characters who, swayed by this same remarkable Law of Love, may give ... and burn on — slowly — from the first lover to the next. And so, into darkness.

He added, smiling: The only law of love subscribed to by sane people is framed by a balanced brain and interpreted by common sense. Those who obey any other code go a-glimmering, saint and sinner, novice and Magdalene alike.... This is your street, I believe.

They shook hands cordially.

* * * * *

After dining en famille, Shotwell Junior considered the various diversions offered to young business men after a day of labour.

There were theatres; there was the Club de Vingt and similar agreeable asylums; there was also a telephone to ring, and unpremeditated suggestions to make to friends, either masculine or feminine.

Or he could read and improve his mind. Or go to Carnegie Hall with his father and mother and listen to music of sorts.... Or — he could call up Elorn Sharrow.

He couldnt decide; and his parents presently derided him and departed music-ward without him. He read an evening paper, discarded it, poked the fire, stood before it, jingled a few coins and keys in his pocket, still undecided, still rather disinclined to any exertion, even as far as the club.

I wonder, he thought, what that girl is doing now. Ive a mind to call her up.

He seemed to know whom he meant by that girl. Also, it was evident that he did not mean Elorn Sharrow; for it was not her number he called and presently got.

Miss Dumont?

Yes? Who is it?

Its a mere nobody. Its only your broker — —

What!!

Your real-estate broker — —

Mr. Shotwell! How absurd of you!

Why absurd?

Because I dont think of you merely as a real-estate broker.

Then you do sometimes think of me?

What power of deduction! What logic! You seem to be in a particularly frivolous frame of mind. Are you?

No; Im in a bad one.

Why?

Because I havent a bally thing to do this evening.

Thats silly! — with the entire town outside.... Im glad you called me up, anyway. Im tired and bored and exceedingly cross.

What are you doing, Miss Dumont?

Absolutely and idiotically nothing. Im merely sitting here on the only chair in this scantily furnished house, and trying to plan what sort of carpets, draperies and furniture to buy. Can you imagine the scene?

I thought you had some things.

I havent anything! Not even a decent mirror. I stand on the slippery edge of a bath tub to get a complete view of myself. And then its only by sections.

Thats tragic. Have you a cook?

I have. But no dining room table. I eat from a tray on a packing case.

Have you a waitress?

Yes, and a maid. Theyre comfortable. I bought their furniture immediately and also the batterie-de-cuisine. Its only I who slink about like a perplexed cat, from one empty room to another, in search of familiar comforts.... But I bought a sofa to-day.

Its a wonderful sofa. Its here, now. Its an antique. But I cant make up my mind how to upholster it.

Would you care for a suggestion?

Please!

Well, Id have to see it — —

I thought youd say that. Really, Mr. Shotwell, Id like most awfully to see you, but this place is too uncomfortable. I told you Id ask you to tea some day.

Wont you let me come down for a few moments this evening — —

No!

 — And pay you a formal little call — —

No.... Would you really like to?

I would.

You wouldnt after you got here. Theres nothing for you to sit on.

What about the floor?

Its dusty.

What about that antique sofa?

Its not upholstered.

What do I care! May I come?

Do you really wish to?

I do.

How soon?

As fast as I can get there.

He heard her laughing. Then: Ill be perfectly delighted to see you, she said. I was actually thinking of taking to my bed out of sheer boredom. Are you coming in a taxi?

Why?

He heard her laughing again.

Nothing, she answered,  — only I thought that might be the quickest way— Her laughter interrupted her,  — to bring me the evening papers. I havent a thing to read.

Thats why you want me to take a taxi!

It is. News is a necessity to me, and Im famishing.... What other reason could there be for a taxi? Did you suppose I was in a hurry to see you?

He listened to her laughter for a moment:

All right, he said, Ill take a taxi and bring a book for myself.

And please dont forget my evening papers or I shall have to requisition your book.... Or possibly share it with you on the upholstered sofa.... And I read very rapidly and dont like being kept waiting for slower people to turn the page.... Mr. Shotwell?

Yes.

This is a wonderful floor. Could you bring some roller skates?

No, he said, but Ill bring a music box and well dance.

Youre not serious — —

I am. Wait and see.

Dont do such a thing. My servants would think me crazy. Im mortally afraid of them, too.

* * * * *

He found a toy-shop on Third Avenue still open, and purchased a solemn little music-box that played ting-a-ling tunes.

Then, in his taxi, he veered over to Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street, where he bought roses and a spray of orchids. Then, adding to his purchases a huge box of bon-bons, he set his course for the three story and basement house which he had sold to Palla Dumont.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img660.jpg]

SHOTWELL SENIOR AND his wife were dining out that evening.

Shotwell Junior had no plans — or admitted none, even to himself. He got into a bath and later into a dinner jacket, in an absent-minded way, and finally sauntered into the library wearing a vague scowl.

The weather had turned colder, and there was an open fire there, and a convenient armchair and the evening papers.

Perhaps the young gentleman had read them down town, for he shoved them aside. Then he dropped an elbow on the table, rested his chin against his knuckles, and gazed fiercely at the inoffensive Evening Post.

Before any open fire any young man ought to be able to make up whatever mind he chances to possess. Yet, what to do with a winter evening all his own seemed to him a problem unfathomable.

Perhaps his difficulty lay only in selection — there are so many agreeable things for a young man to do in Gotham Town on a winters evening.

But, oddly enough, young Shotwell was trying to persuade himself that he had no choice of occupation for the evening; that he really didnt care. Yet, always two intrusive alternatives continually presented themselves. The one was to change his coat for a spike-tail, his black tie for a white one, and go to the Metropolitan Opera. The other and more attractive alternative was not to go.

Elorn Sharrow would be at the opera. To appear, now and then, in the Sharrow familys box was expected of him. He hadnt done it recently.

* * * * *

He dropped one lean leg over the other and gazed gravely at the fire. He was still trying to convince himself that he had no particular plan for the evening — that it was quite likely he might go to the opera or to the club — or, in fact, almost anywhere his fancy suggested.

In his effort to believe himself the scowl came back, denting his eyebrows. Presently he forced a yawn, unsuccessfully.

Yes, he thought hed better go to the opera, after all. He ought to go.... It seemed to be rather expected of him.

Besides, he had nothing else to do — that is, nothing in particular — unless, of course —— 

But that would scarcely do. Hed been there so often recently.... No, that wouldnt do.... Besides it was becoming almost a habit with him. Hed been drifting there so frequently of late!... In fact, hed scarcely been anywhere at all, recently, except — except where he certainly was not going that evening. And that settled it!... So he might as well go to the opera.

* * * * *

His mother, in scarf and evening wrap, passing the library door on her way down, paused in the hall and looked intently at her only son.

Recently she had been observing him rather closely and with a vague uneasiness born of that inexplicable sixth sense inherent in mothers.

Perhaps what her son had faced in France accounted for the change in him; — for it was being said that no man could come back from such scenes unchanged; — none could ever again be the same. And it was being said, too, that old beliefs and ideals had altered; that everything familiar was ending; — and that the former things had already passed away under the glimmering dawn of a new heaven and a new earth.

Perhaps all this was so — though she doubted it. Perhaps this son she had borne in agony might become to her somebody less familiar than the baby she had nursed at her own breast.

But so far, to her, he continued to remain the same familiar baby she had always known — the same and utterly vital part of her soul and body. No sudden fulfilment of an apocalypse had yet wrought any occult metamorphosis in this boy of hers.

And if he now seemed changed it was from that simple and familiar cause instinctively understood by mothers, — trouble! — the most ancient plague of all and the only malady which none escapes.

She was a rather startlingly pretty woman, with the delicate features and colour and the snow-white hair of an 18th century belle. She stood, now, drawing on her gloves and watching her son out of dark-fringed deep blue eyes, until he glanced around uneasily. Then he rose at once, looking at her with fire-dazzled eyes.

Dont rise, dear, she said; the car is here and your father is fussing and fuming in the drawing-room, and Ive got to run.... Have you any plans for the evening?

None, mother.

Youre dining at home?

Yes.

Why dont you go to the opera to-night? Its the Sharrows night.

He came toward her irresolutely. Perhaps I shall, he said. And instantly she knew he did not intend to go.

I had tea at the Sharrows, she said, carelessly, still buttoning her gloves. Elorn told me that she hadnt laid eyes on you for ages.

Its happened so.... Ive had a lot of things to do — —

You and she still agree, dont you, Jim?

Why, yes — as usual. We always get on together.

Helen Shotwells ermine wrap slipped; he caught it and fastened it for her, and she took hold of both his hands and drew his arms tightly around her pretty shoulders.

What troubles you, darling? she asked smilingly.

Why, nothing, mother — —

Tell me!

Really, there is nothing, dear — —

Tell me when you are ready, then, she laughed and released him.

But there isnt anything, he insisted.

Yes, Jim, there is. Do you suppose I dont know you after all these years?

She considered him with clear, amused eyes: Dont forget, she added, that I was only seventeen when you arrived, my son; and I have grown up with you ever since — —

For heavens sake, Helen!— protested Sharrow Senior plaintively from the front hall below. Cant you gossip with Jim some other time?

Im on my way, James, she announced calmly. Put your overcoat on. And, to her son: Go to the opera. Elorn will cheer you up. Isnt that a good idea?

Thats — certainly — an idea.... Ill think it over.... And, mother, if I seem solemn at times, please try to remember how rotten every fellow feels about being out of the service — —

Her gay, derisive laughter checked him, warning him that he was not imposing on her credulity. She said smilingly:

You have neglected Elorn Sharrow, and you know it, and its on your conscience — whatever else may be on it, too. And thats partly why you feel blue. So keep out of mischief, darling, and stop neglecting Elorn — that is, if you ever really expect to marry her — —

Ive told you that I have never asked her; and I never intend to ask her until I am making a decent living, he said impatiently.

Isnt there an understanding between you?

Why — I dont think so. There couldnt be. Weve never spoken of that sort of thing in our lives!

I think she expects you to ask her some day. Everybody else does, anyway.

Well, that is the one thing I wont do, he said,  — go about with the seat out of my pants and ask an heiress to sew on the patch for me — —

Darling! You can be so common when you try!

Well, it amounts to that — doesnt it, mother? I dont care what busy gossips say or idle people expect me to do! Theres no engagement, no understanding between Elorn and me. And I dont care a hang what anybody — —

His mother framed his slightly flushed face between her gloved hands and inspected him humorously.

Very well, dear, she said; but you need not be so emphatically excited about it — —

Im not excited — but it irritates me to be expected to do anything because its expected of me— He shrugged his shoulders:

After all, he added, if I ever should fall in love with anybody its my own business. And whatever I choose to do about it will be my own affair. And I shall keep my own counsel in any event.

His mother stepped forward, letting both her hands fall into his.

Wouldnt you tell me about it, Jim?

Id tell you before Id tell anybody else — if it ever became serious.

If what became serious?

Well — anything of that sort, he replied. But a bright colour stained his features and made him wince under her intent scrutiny.

She was worried, now, though her pretty, humorous smile still challenged him with its raillery.

But it was becoming very evident to her that if this boy of hers were growing sentimental over any woman the woman was not Elorn Sharrow.

So far she had held her sons confidence. She must do nothing to disturb it. Yet, as she looked at him with the amused smile still edging her lips, she began for the first time in her life to be afraid.

They kissed each other in silence.

* * * * *

In the limousine, seated beside her husband, she said presently: I wish Jim would marry Elorn Sharrow.

Hes likely to some day, isnt he?

I dont think so.

Well, theres no hurry, remarked her husband. He ought not to marry anybody until hes thirty, and hes only twenty-four. Im glad enough to have him remain at home with us.

But thats what worries me; he doesnt!

Doesnt what?

Doesnt remain at home.

Her husband laughed: Well, I meant it merely in a figurative sense. Of course Jim goes out — —

Where?

Why, everywhere, I suppose, said her husband, a little surprised at her tone.

She said calmly: I hear things — pick up bits of gossip — as all women do.... And at a tea the other day a man asked me why Jim never goes to his clubs any more. So you see he doesnt go to any of his clubs when he goes out in the evenings.... And hes been to no dances — judging from what is said to me.... And he doesnt go to see Elorn Sharrow any more. She told me that herself. So — where does he go?

Well, but — —

Where does he go — every evening?

Im sure I couldnt answer — —

Every evening! she repeated absently.

Good heavens, Helen — —

And what is on that boys mind? Theres something on it.

His business, let us hope — —

She shook her head: I know my son, she remarked.

So do I. What is particularly troubling you, dear? Theres something you havent told me.

Im merely wondering who that girl was who lunched with him at Delmonicos — three times — last week, mused his wife.

Why — shes probably all right, Helen. A man doesnt take the other sort there.

So Ive heard, she said drily.

Well, then?

Nothing.... Shes very pretty, I understand.... And wears mourning.

What of it? he asked, amused. She smiled at him, but there was a trace of annoyance in her voice.

Dont you think it very natural that I should wonder who any girl is who lunches with my son three times in one week?... And is remarkably pretty, besides?

* * * * *

The girl in question looked remarkably pretty at that very moment, where she sat at her desk, the telephone transmitter tilted toward her, the receiver at her ear, and her dark eyes full of gayest malice.

Miss Dumont, please? came a distant and familiar voice over the wire. The girl laughed aloud; and he heard her.

You said you were not going to call me up.

Is it you, Palla?

How subtle of you!

He said anxiously. Are you doing anything this evening — by any unhappy chance — —

I am.

Oh, hang it! What are you doing?

How impertinent!

You know I dont mean it that way — —

Im not sure. However, Ill be kind enough to tell you what Im doing. Im sitting here at my desk, listening to an irritable young man — —

Thats wonderful luck! he exclaimed joyously.

Wonderful luck for a girl to sit at a desk and listen to an irritable young man?

If youll stop talking bally nonsense for a moment — —

If you bully me, I shall stop talking altogether!

For heavens sake — —

I hear you, kind sir; you need not shout!

He said humbly: Palla, would you let me drop in — —

Drop into what? Into poetry? Please do!

For the love of — —

Jim! You told me last evening that you expected to be at the opera to-night.

Im not going.

 — So I didnt expect you to call me!

Cant I see you? he asked.

Im sorry — —

The deuce!

Im expecting some people, Jim. Its your own fault; I didnt expect a tête-à-tête with you this evening.

Is it a party youre giving?

Two or three people. But my place is full of flowers and as pretty as a garden. Too bad you cant see it.

Couldnt I come to your garden-party? he asked humbly.

You mean just to see my garden for a moment?

Yes; let me come around for a moment, anyway — if youre dressed. Are you?

Certainly Im dressed. Did you think it was to be a garden-of-Eden party?

Her gay, mischievous laughter came distinctly to him over the wire. Then her mood changed abruptly:

You funny boy, she said, dont you understand that I want you to come?

You enchanting girl! he exclaimed. Do you really mean it?

Of course! And if you come at once well have nearly an hour together before anybody arrives.

She had that sweet, unguarded way with her at moments, and it always sent a faint shock of surprise and delight through him.

* * * * *

Her smiling maid admitted him and took his hat, coat and stick as though accustomed to these particular articles.

Palla was alone in the living-room when he was announced, and as soon as the maid disappeared she gave him both hands in swift welcome — an impulsive, unconsidered greeting entirely new to them both.

You didnt mind my tormenting you. Did you, Jim? I was so happy that you did call me up, after all. Because you know you did tell me yesterday that you were going to the opera to-night. But all the same, when the phone rang, somehow I knew it was you — I knew it — somehow — —

She loosened one hand from his and swung him with the other toward the piano: Do you like my flower garden? Isnt the room attractive?

Charming, he said. And you are distractingly pretty to-night!

In this dull, black gown? But, merci, anyway! See how effective your roses are! — the ones you sent yesterday and the day before! Theyre all opening. And I went out and bought a lot more, and all that fluffy green camouflage — —

She withdrew her other hand from his without embarrassment and went over to rearrange a sheaf of deep red carnations, spreading the clustered stems to wider circumference.

What is this party youre giving, anyway? he asked, following her across the room and leaning beside her on the piano, where she still remained very busily engaged with her decorations.

An impromptu party, she exclaimed. I was shopping this morning — in fact I was buying pots and pans for the cook — when somebody spoke to me. And I recognised a university student whom I had known in Petrograd after the first revolution — Marya Lanois, her name is — —

She moved aside and began to fuss with a huge bowl of crimson roses, loosening the blossoms, freeing the foliage, and talking happily all the while:

Marya Lanois, she repeated,  — an interesting girl. And with her was a man I had met — a pianist — Vanya Tchernov. They told me that another friend of mine — a girl named Ilse Westgard — is now living in New York. They couldnt dine with me, but theyre coming to supper. So I also called up Ilse Westgard, shes coming, too; — and I also asked your friend, Mr. Estridge. So you see, Monsieur, we shall have a little music and much valuable conversation, and then I shall give them some supper — —

She stepped back from the piano, surveyed her handiwork critically, then looked around at him for his opinion.

Fine, he said. How jolly your new house is — glancing about the room at the few well chosen pieces of antique furniture, the harmonious hangings and comfortably upholstered modern pieces.

It really is beginning to be livable; isnt it, Jim? she ventured. Of course there are many things yet to buy — —

They leisurely made the tour of the white-panelled room, looking with approval at the delicate Georgian furniture; the mezzotints; the damask curtains of that beautiful red which has rose-tints in it, too; the charming old French clock and its lovely gilded garniture; the deep-toned ash-grey carpet under foot.

Before the mantel, with its wood fire blazing, they paused.

Its so enchantingly homelike, she exclaimed. I already love it all. When I come in from shopping I just stand here with my hat and furs on, and gaze about and adore everything!

Do you adore me, too? he asked, laughing at her warmth. You see Im becoming one of your fixtures here, also.

In her brown eyes the familiar irresponsible gaiety began to glimmer:

I do adore you, she said, but Ive no business to.

Why not?

She seated herself on the sofa and cast a veiled glance at him, enchantingly malicious.

Do you think you know me well enough to adore me? she inquired with misleading gravity.

Indeed I do — —

Am I as easy to know as that? Jim, you humiliate me.

I didnt say that you are easy to know — —

You meant it! she insisted reproachfully. You think so, too — just because I let myself be picked up — by a perfectly strange man — —

Good heavens, Palla— he began nervously; but caught the glimmer in her lowered eyes — saw her childs mouth tremulous with mirth controlled.

Oh, Jim! she said, still laughing, do you think I care how we met? How absurd of you to let me torment you. Youre altogether too boyish, too self-conscious. Youre loaded down with all the silly traditions which Ive thrown away. I dont care how we met. Im glad we know each other.

She opened a silver box on a little table at her elbow, chose a cigarette, lighted it, and offered it to him.

I rather like the taste of them now, she remarked, making room for him on the sofa beside her.

When he was seated, she reached up to a jar of flowers on the piano, selected a white carnation, broke it short, and then drew the stem through his lapel, patting the blossom daintily into a pom-pon.

Now, she said gaily, if youll let me, Ill straighten your tie. Shall I?

He turned toward her; she accomplished that deftly, then glanced across at the clock.

Weve only half an hour longer to ourselves, she exclaimed, with that unconscious candour which always thrilled him. Then, turning to him, she said laughingly: Does it really matter how two people meet when time races with us like that?

And do you realise, he said in a low, tense voice, that since I met you every racing minute has been sweeping me headlong toward you?

She was so totally unprepared for the deeper emotion in his voice and bearing — so utterly surprised — that she merely gazed at him.

Havent you been aware of it, Palla? he said, looking her in the eyes.

Jim! she protested, you are disconcerting! You never before have taken such a tone toward me.

She rose, walked over to the clock, examined it minutely for a few moments. Then she turned, cast a swift, perplexed glance at him, and came slowly back to resume her place on the sofa.

Men should be very, very careful what they say to me. As she lifted her eyes he saw them beginning to glimmer again with that irresponsible humour he knew so well.

Be careful, she said, her brown gaze gay with warning;  — Im godless and quite lawless, and Im a very dangerous companion for any well-behaved and orthodox young man who ventures to tell me that Im adorable. Why, you might as safely venture to adore Diana of the Ephesians! And you know what she did to her admirers.

She was really Aphrodite, wasnt she? he said, laughing.

Aphrodite, Venus, Isis, Lada — and the Ephesian Diana — Im afraid they all were hussies. But Im a hussy, too, Jim! If you doubt it, ask any well brought up girl you know and tell her how we met and how weve behaved ever since, and what obnoxious ideas I entertain toward all things conventional and orthodox!

Palla, are you really serious? — Im never entirely sure what is under your badinage.

Why, of course I am serious. I dont believe in any of the things that you believe in. Ive often told you so, though you dont believe me — —

Nonsense!

I dont, I tell you. I did once. But Im awake. No threats of hell or hopes of any sugary paradise influence me. Nor does custom and convention. Nor do the laws and teachings of our present civilisation matter one straw to me. Id break every law if it suited me.

He laughed and lifted her hand from her lap: You funny child, he said, you wouldnt steal, for example — would you?

I dont desire to.

Would you commit perjury?

No!

Murder?

I have a law of my own, kind sir. It doesnt happen to permit murder, arson, forgery, piracy, smuggling — —

Their irresponsible laughter interrupted her.

What else wouldnt you do? he managed to ask.

I wouldnt do anything mean, deceitful, dishonest, cruel. But its not your antiquated laws — its my own and original law that governs my conduct.

You always conform to it?

I do. But you dont conform to yours. So Ill try to help you remember the petty but always sacred conventions of our own accepted code — —

And, with unfeigned malice, she began to disengage her hand from his — loosened the slim fingers one by one, all the while watching him sideways with prim lips pursed and lifted eyebrows.

Try always to remember, she said, that, according to your code, any demonstration of affection toward a comparative stranger is exceedingly bad form.

However, he picked up her hand again, which she had carelessly left lying on the sofa near his, and again she freed it, leisurely.

They conversed animatedly, as always, discussing matters of common interest, yet faintly in her ears sounded the unfamiliar echo of passion.

It haunted her mind, too — an indefinable undertone delicately persistent — until at last she sat mute, absent-minded, while he continued speaking.

Her stillness — her remote gaze, perhaps — presently silenced him. And after a little while she turned her charming head and looked at him with that unintentional provocation born of virginal curiosity.

What had moved him so unexpectedly to deeper emotion? Had she? Had she, then, that power? And without effort? — For she had been conscious of none.... But — if she tried.... Had she the power to move him again?

Naïve instinct — the emotionless curiosity of total inexperience — everything embryonic and innocently ruthless in her was now in the ascendant.

She lifted her eyes and considered him with the speculative candour of a child. She wished to hear once more that unfamiliar something in his voice — see it in his features —— 

And she did not know how to evoke it.

Of what are you thinking, Palla?

Of you, she answered candidly, without other intention than the truth. And saw, instantly, the indefinable something born again into his eyes.

Calm curiosity, faintly amused, possessed her — left him possessed of her hand presently.

Are you attempting to be sentimental? she asked.

Very leisurely she began once more to disengage her hand — loosening the fingers one by one — and watching him all the while with a slight smile edging her lips. Then, as his clasp tightened:

Please, she said, may I not have my freedom?

Do you want it?

You never did this before — touched me — unnecessarily.

As he made no answer, she fell silent, her dark eyes vaguely interrogative as though questioning herself as well as him concerning this unaccustomed contact.

His head had been bent a little. Now he lifted it. Neither was smiling.

Suddenly she rose to her feet and stood with her head partly averted. He rose, too. Neither spoke. But after a moment she turned and looked straight at him, the virginal curiosity clear in her eyes. And he took her into his arms.

Her arms had fallen to her side. She endured his lips gravely, then turned her head and looked at the roses beside her.

I was afraid, she said, that we would do this. Now let me go, Jim.

He released her in silence. She walked slowly to the mantel and set one slim foot on the fender.

Without looking around at him she said: Does this spoil me for you, Jim?

You darling — —

Tell me frankly. Does it?

What on earth do you mean, Palla! Does it spoil me for you?

Ive been thinking.... No, it doesnt. But I wondered about you.

He came over to where she stood.

Dear, he said unsteadily, dont you know Im very desperately in love with you?

At that she turned her enchanting little head toward him.

If you are, she said, there need be nothing desperate about it.

Do you mean you care enough to marry me, you darling? he asked impetuously. Will you, Palla?

Why, no, she said candidly. I didnt mean that. I meant that I care for you quite as much as you care for me. So you need not be desperate. But I really dont think we are in love — I mean sufficiently — for anything serious.

Why dont you think so! he demanded impatiently.

Do you wish me to be quite frank?

Of course!

Very well. She lifted her head and let her clear eyes rest on his. I like you, she said. I even like — what we did. I like you far better than any man I ever knew. But I do not care for you enough to give up my freedom of mind and of conduct for your asking. I do not care enough for you to subscribe to your religion and your laws. And thats the tragic truth.

But what on earth has all that to do with it? I havent asked you to believe as I believe or to subscribe to any law — —

Her enchanting laughter filled the room: Yes, you have! You asked me to marry you, didnt you?

Of course!

Well, I cant, Jim, because I dont believe in the law of marriage, civil or religious. If I loved you Id live with you unmarried. But Im afraid to try it. And so are you. Which proves that Im not really in love with you, or you with me — —

The door bell rang.

But I do care for you, she whispered, bending swiftly toward him. Her lips rested lightly on his a moment, then she turned and walked out into the centre of the room.

The maid announced: Mr. Estridge!


CHAPTER VIII
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YOUNG SHOTWELL, STILL too incredulous to be either hurt or angry, stood watching Palla welcoming her guests, who arrived within a few minutes of each other.

First came Estridge, — handsome, athletic, standing over six feet, and already possessed of that winning and reassuring manner which means success for a physician.

Its nice of you to ask me, Palla, he said. And is Miss Westgard really coming to-night?

But here she is now! exclaimed Palla, as the maid announced her.  — Ilse! You astonishing girl! How long have you been in New York?

And Shotwell beheld the six-foot goddess for the first time — gazed with pleasurable awe upon this young super-creature with the sea-blue eyes and golden hair and a skin of roses and cream.

Fancy, Palla! she said, I came immediately back from Stockholm, but you had sailed on the Elsinore, and I was obliged to wait! — Oh!— catching sight of Estridge as he advanced— I am so very happy to see you again! — giving him her big, exquisitely sculptured hand. Except for Mr. Brisson, we are quite complete in our little company of death! She laughed her healthy, undisturbed defiance of that human enemy as she named him, gazed rapturously at Palla, acknowledged Shotwells presentation in her hearty, engaging way, then turned laughingly to Estridge:

The world whirls like a wheel in a squirrel cage which we all tread: — only to find ourselves together after travelling many, many miles at top speed!... Are you well, John Estridge?

Fairly, he laughed, but nobody except the immortals could ever be as well as you, Ilse Westgard!

She laughed in sheer exuberance of her own physical vigour: Only that old and toothless nemesis of Loki can slay me, John Estridge! And, to Palla: I had some slight trouble in Stockholm. Fancy! — a little shrimp of a man approached me on the street one evening when there chanced to be nobody near.

And the first I knew he was mouthing and grinning and saying to me in Russian: I know you, hired mercenary of the aristocrats! — I know you! — big white battle horse that carried the bloody war-god!

I was too astonished, my dear; I merely gazed upon this small and agitated toad, who continued to run alongside and grimace and pull funny faces at me. He appeared to be furious, and he said some very vile things to me.

I was disgusted and walked faster, and he had to run. And all the while he was squealing at me: I know you! You keep out of America, do you hear? If you sail on that steamer, we follow you and kill you! You hear it what I say? We kill! Kill! Kill! — —

She threw up her superb head and laughed:

Can you see him — this insect — Palla! — so small and hairy, with crazy eyes like little sparks among the furry whiskers! — and running, running at heel, underfoot, one side and then the other, and squealing Kill! Kill? Kill — —

She had made them see the picture and they all laughed.

But all the same, she added, turning to Estridge, from that evening I became conscious that people were watching me.

It was the same in Copenhagen and in Christiania — always I felt that somebody was watching me.

Did you have any trouble? asked Estridge.

Well — there seemed to be so many unaccountable delays, obstacles in securing proper papers, trouble about luggage and steamer accommodations — petty annoyances, she added. And also I am sure that letters to me were opened, and others which I should have received never arrived.

You believe it was due to the Reds? asked Palla. Have they emissaries in Scandinavia?

My dear, their agents and spies swarm everywhere over the world! said Ilse calmly.

Not here, remarked Shotwell, smiling.

Oh, rejoined Ilse quickly, I ask your pardon, but America, also, is badly infested by these people. As their Black Plague spreads out over the entire world, so spread out the Bolsheviki to infect all with the red sickness that slays whole nations!

We have a few local Reds, he said, unconvinced, but I had scarcely supposed — —

The bell rang: Miss Lanois and Mr. Tchernov were announced, greeted warmly by Palla, and presented.

Both spoke the beautiful English of educated Russians; Vanya Tchernov, a wonderfully handsome youth, saluted Pallas hand in Continental fashion, and met the men with engaging formality.

Shotwell found himself seated beside Marya Lanois, a lithe, warm, golden creature with greenish golden eyes that slanted, and the strawberry complexion that goes with reddish hair.

You are happy, she said, with all your streets full of bright flags and your victorious soldiers arriving home by every troopship. Ah! — but Russia is the most unhappy of all countries to-day, Mr. Shotwell.

Its terribly sad, he said sympathetically. We Americans dont seem to know whether to send an army to help you, or merely to stand aside and let Russia find herself.

You should send troops! she said. Is it not so, Ilse?

Sane people should unite, replied the girl, her beautiful face becoming serious. It will arrive at that the world over — the sane against the insane.

And it is only the bourgeoisie that is sane, said Vanya Tchernov, in his beautifully modulated voice. The extremes are both abnormal — aristocrats and Bolsheviki alike.

We social revolutionists, said Marya Lanois, were called extremists yesterday and are called reactionists to-day. But we are the worlds balance. This war was fought for our ideals; your American soldiers marched for them: the hun failed because of them.

And there remains only one more war, said Ilse Westgard,— the war against those outlaws we call Capital and Labour — two names for two robbers that have disturbed the worlds peace long enough!

Two tyrants, said Marya, who trample us to war upon each other — who outrage us, crush us, cripple us with their ferocious feuds. What are the Bolsheviki? Those who want more. Then the name belongs as well to the capitalists. They, also, are Bolsheviki— men who always want more! And these are the two quarrelling Bolsheviki giants who trample us — Lord Labour, Lord Capital — the devil of envy against the devil of greed! — war to the death! And, to the survivor, the bones!

Shotwell, a little astonished to hear from the red lips of this warm young creature the bitter cynicisms of the proletariat, asked her to define more clearly where the Bolsheviki stood, and for what they stood.

Why, she said, lying back on the sofa and adjusting her lithe body to a more luxurious position among the pillows, it amounts to this, Mr. Shotwell, that a new doctrine is promulgated in the world — the cult of the under-dog.

And in all dog-fights, if the under-dog ever gets on top, then he, also, will try to kill the ci-devant who has now become the under-dog. And she laughed at him out of her green eyes that slanted so enchantingly.

You mean that there always will be an under-dog in the battle between capital and labour?

Surely. Their snarling, biting, and endless battle is a nuisance. She smiled again: We should knock them both on the head.

You know, explained Ilse, that when we speak of the two outlaws as Capital and Labour, we dont mean legitimate capital and genuine labour.

They never fight, added Tchernov, smiling, because they are one and the same.

Of course, remarked Marya, even the united suffer occasionally from internal pains.

The remedy, added Vanya, is to consult a physician. That is — arbitration.

Ilse said: Force is good! But one uses it legitimately only against rabid things. She turned affectionately to Palla and took her hands: Your wonderful Law of Love solves all phenomena except insanity. With rabies it can not deal. Only force remains to solve that problem.

And yet, said Palla, so much insanity can be controlled by kind treatment.

Estridge agreed, but remarked that strait-jackets and padded cells would always be necessary in the world.

As for the Bolsheviki, said Marya, turning her warm young face to Shotwell with a lissome movement of the shoulders, almost caressing, in the beginning we social revolutionists agreed with them and believed in them. Why not? Kerensky was an incapable dreamer — so sensitive that if you spoke rudely to him he shrank away wounded to the soul.

That is not a leader! And the Cadets were plotting, and the Cossacks loomed like a tempest on the horizon. And then came Korniloff! And the end.

The peace of Brest, explained Vanya, in his gentle voice, awoke us to what the Red Soviets stood for. We saw Christ crucified again. And understood.

Marya sat up straight on the sofa, running her dazzling white fingers over her hair — hair that seemed tiger-red, and very vaguely scented.

For thirty pieces of silver, she said, Judas sold the world. What Lenine and Trotsky sold was paid for in yellow metal, and there were more pieces.

Ilse said: Babushka is dying of it. That is enough for me.

Vanya replied: Where the source is infected, drinkers die at the rivers mouth. Little Marie Spiridonova perished. Countess Panina succumbed. Alexandria Kolontar will die from its poison. And, as these died, so shall Ivan and Vera die also, unless that polluted source be cleansed.

Marya rested her tawny young head on the cushions again and smiled at Shotwell:

Its confusing even to Russians, she said,  — like a crazy Bakst spectacle at the Marinsky. I wonder what you must think of us.

But on her expressive mouth the word us might almost have meant me, and he paid her the easy compliment which came naturally to him, while she looked at him out of lazy and very lovely eyes as green as beryls.

Tiche, she murmured, smiling, ce nest pas moi létat, monsieur. And laughed while her indolent glance slanted sideways on Vanya, and lingered there as though in leisurely but amiable appraisal.

The girl was evidently very young, but there seemed to be an indefinable something about her that hinted of experience beyond her years.

Palla had been looking at her — from Shotwell to her — and Maryas sixth sense was already aware of it and asking why.

For between two females of the human species the constant occult interplay is like steady lighting. With invisible antennæ they touch one another incessantly, delicately exploring inside that grosser aura which is all that the male perceives.

And finally Marya looked back at Palla.

May Mr. Tchernov play for us? asked Palla, smiling, as though some vague authority in the matter were vested in this young girl with the tiger-hair.

Her eyes closed indolently, and opened again as though digesting the subtlety: then, disdainfully accepting the assumption: Oh, Vanya, she called out carelessly, play a little for us.

The handsome youth bowed in his absent, courteous way. There was about him a simplicity entirely winning as he seated himself at the piano.

But his playing revealed a maturity and nobility of mind scarcely expected of such gentleness and youth.

Never had Palla heard Beethoven until that moment.

He did not drift. There was no caprice to offend when he turned with courtly logic from one great master to another.

Only when Estridge asked for something typically Russian did the charming dignity of the sequence break. Vanya laughed and looked at Marya Lanois:

That means you must sing, he said.

She sang, resting where she was among the silken cushions; — the song, one of those epics of ancient Moscow, lauded Ivan IV. and the taking of Kazan.

The music was bizarre; the girls voice bewitching; and though the song was of the Beliny, it had been made into brief couplets, and it ended very quickly.

Laughing at the applause, she sang a song of the Skomorokhi; then a cradle song, infinitely tender and strange, built upon the Chinese scale; and another — a Cossack song — built, also, upon the pentatonic scale.

Discussions intruded then; the diversion ended the music.

Palla presently rose, spoke to Vanya and Estridge, and came over to where Jim Shotwell sat beside Marya.

Interrupted, they both looked up, and Jim rose as Estridge also presented himself to Marya.

Palla said: If you will take me out, Jim, we can show everybody the way. And to Marya: Just a little supper, you know — but the dining room is below.

* * * * *

Her pretty drawing-room was only partly furnished — an expensive but genuine set of old Aubusson being her limit for the time.

But beyond, in the rear, the little glass doors opened on a charming dining-room, the old Georgian mahogany of which was faded to a golden hue. Curtains, too, were golden shot with palest mauve; and two Imperial Chinese panels of ancient silk, miraculously embroidered and set with rainbow Ho-ho birds, were the only hangings on the walls. And they seemed to illuminate the room like sunshine.

Shotwell, who knew nothing about such things but envisaged them with reverence, seated Palla and presently took his place beside her.

His neighbour on his left was Marya, again — an arrangement which Palla might have altered had it occurred to her upstairs.

Estridge, very animated, and apparently happy, recalled to Palla their last dinner together, and their dance.

Palla laughed: You said I drank too much champagne, John Estridge! Do you remember?

You bet I do. You had a cunning little bunn, Palla — —

I did not! I merely asked you and Mr. Brisson what it felt like to be intoxicated.

You did your best to be a sport, he insisted, but you almost passed away over your first cigarette!

Darling! cried Ilse, dont let them tease you!

Palla, rather pink, laughingly denied any aspirations toward sportdom; and she presently ventured a glance at Shotwell, to see how he took all this.

But already Marya had engaged him in half smiling, low-voiced conversation; and Palla looked at her golden-green eyes and warm, rich colouring, cooled by a skin of snow. Tiger-golden, the rousse ensemble; the supple movement of limb and body fascinated her; but most of all the lovely, slanting eyes with their glint of beryl amid melting gold.

Estridge spoke to Marya; as the girl turned slightly, Palla said to Shotwell:

Do you find them interesting — my guests?

He turned instantly to her, but it seemed to her as though there were a slight haze in his eyes — a fixedness — which cleared, however, as he spoke.

They are delightful — all of them, he said. Your blond goddess yonder is rather overpowering, but beautiful to gaze upon.

And Vanya?

Charming; astonishing.

Lovable, she said.

He seems so.

And — Marya?

Rather bewildering, he replied. Fascinating, I should say. Is she very learned?

I dont know.

Shes been in the universities.

Yes.... I dont know how learned she is.

She is very young, he remarked.

It was on the tip of Pallas tongue to say something; and she remained silent — lest this man misinterpret her motive — and, perhaps, lest her own conscience misinterpret it, too.

Ilse said it to Estridge, however, frankly insouciant:

You know Marya and Vanya are married — that is, they live together.

And Shotwell heard her.

Is that true? he said in a low voice to Palla.

Why, yes.

He remained silent so long that she added: The tie is not looser than the old-fashioned one. More rigid, perhaps, because they are on their honour.

And if they tire of each other?

You, also, have divorce, said the girl, smiling.

Do you?

It is beastly to live together where love does not exist. People who believe as they do — as I do — merely separate.

And contract another alliance if they wish?

Do not your divorcees remarry if they wish?

What becomes of the children? he demanded sullenly.

What becomes of them when your courts divorce their parents?

I see. Its all a parody on lawful regularity.

Im sorry you speak of it that way — —

The girls face flushed and she extended her hand toward her wine glass.

I didnt intend to hurt you, Palla, he said.

She drew a quick breath, looked up, smiled: You didnt mean to, she said. Then into her brown eyes came the delicious glimmer:

May I whisper to you, Jim? Is it too rude?

He inclined his head and felt the thrill of her breath:

Shall we drink one glass together — to each other alone?

Yes.

To a dear comradeship, and close!... And not too desperate! she added, as her glance flashed into hidden laughter.

They drank, not daring to look toward each other. And Pallas careless gaze, slowly sweeping the circle, finally met Maryas — as she knew it must. Both smiled, touching each other at once with invisible antennæ — always searching, exploring under the glimmering aura what no male ever discovered or comprehended.

There was, in the living room above, a little more music — a song or two before the guests departed.

Marya, a little apart, turned to Shotwell:

You find our Russian folk-song amusing?

Wonderful!

If, by any chance, you should remember that I am at home on Thursdays, there is a song I think that might interest you. She let her eyes rest on him with a curious stillness in their depths:

The song is called Lada, she said in a voice so low that he just heard her. The next moment she was taking leave of Palla; kissed her. Vanya enveloped her in her wrap.

* * * * *

Estridge called up a taxi; and presently went away with Ilse.

Very slowly Palla came back to the centre of the room, where Shotwell stood. The scent of flowers was in his nostrils, his throat; the girl herself seemed saturated with their perfume as he took her into his arms.

So you didnt like my friends, Jim, she ventured.

Yes, I did.

I was afraid they might have shocked you.

He said drily: It isnt a case of being shocked. Its more like being bored.

Oh. My friends bore you?

Their morals do.... Is Ilse that sort, too?

That sort?

You know what I mean.

I suppose she is.

Not inclined to bother herself with the formalities of marriage?

I suppose not.

Its a mischievous, ridiculous, immoral business! he said hotly. Why, to look at you — at Ilse — at Miss Lanois — —

We dont look like very immoral people, do we? she said, laughingly.

The light raillery in her laughter angered him, and he released her and began to pace the room nervously.

See here, Palla, he said roughly, suppose I accept you at your own valuation!

I value myself very highly, Jim.

So do I. Thats why I ask you to marry me.

And I tell you I dont believe in marriage, she rejoined coolly.

A magistrate can marry us — —

It makes no difference. A ceremony, civil or religious, is entirely out of the question.

You mean, he said, incensed, that you refuse to be married by any law at all?

My own law is sufficient.

Well — well, then, he stammered;  — what — what sort of procedure — —

None.

Youre crazy, he said; you wouldnt do that!

If I were in love with you Id not be afraid.

Her calm candour infuriated him:

Do you imagine that you and I could ever get away with a situation like that! he blazed out.

Why do you become so irritable and excited, Jim? Were not going to try — —

Damnation! I should think not! he retorted, so violently that her mouth quivered. But she kept her head averted until the swift emotion was under control.

Then she said in a low voice: If you really think me immoral, Jim, I can understand your manner toward me. Otherwise — —

Palla, dear! Forgive me! Im just worried sick — —

You funny boy, she said with her quick, frank smile, I didnt mean to worry you. Listen! Its all quite simple. I care for you very much indeed. I dont mind your — caressing — me — sometimes. But Im not in love. I just care a lot for you.... But not nearly enough to love you.

Palla, youre hopeless!

Why? Because I am so respectful toward love? Of course I am. A girl who believes as I do cant afford to make a mistake.

Exactly, he said eagerly, but under the law, if a mistake is made every woman has her remedy — —

Her remedy! What do you mean? You cant pass one of those roses through the flame of that fire and still have your rose, can you?

He was silent.

And thats what happens under your laws, as well as outside of them. No! I dont love you. Under your law Id be afraid to marry you. Under mine Im deathly afraid.... Because — I know — that where love is there can be no fear.

Is that your answer, Palla?

Yes, Jim.


CHAPTER IX
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HE HAD CALLED her up the following morning from the office, and had told her that he thought he had better not see her for a while.

And she had answered with soft concern that he must do what he thought best without considering her.

What other answer he expected is uncertain; but her gentle acquiescence in his decision irritated him and he ended the conversation in a tone of boyish resentment.

To occupy his mind there was, that day, not only the usual office routine, but some extra business most annoying to Sharrow. For Angelo Puma had turned up again, as shiny and bland as ever, flashing his superb smile over clerk and stenographer impartially.

So Sharrow shunted him to Mr. Brooke, that sort of property being his specialty; and Brooke called in Shotwell.

Go up town with that preposterous wop and settle this business one way or another, once for all, he whispered. A crook named Skidder owns the property; but we cant do anything with him. The office is heartily sick of both Skidder and Puma; and Sharrow desires to be rid of them.

Then, very cordially, he introduced Puma to young Shotwell; and they took Pumas handsome car and went up town to see what could be done with the slippery owner of the property in question, who was now permanently located in New York.

On the way, Puma, smelling oppressively aromatic and looking conspicuously glossy as to hair, hat, and boots, also became effusively voluble. For he had instantly recognised Shotwell as the young man with whom that disturbingly pretty girl had been in consultation in Sharrows offices; and his mind was now occupied with a new possibility as well as with the property which he so persistently desired to acquire.

With me, he said in his animated, exotic way, and all creased with smiles, my cinema business is not business alone! No! It is Art! It is the art hunger that ever urges me onward, not the desire for commercial gain. For me, beauty is ever first; the box-office last! You understand, Mr. Shotwell? With me, art is supreme! Yes. And afterward my crust of bread.

Well, then, said Jim, I cant see why you dont pay this man Skidder what he asks for the property.

I tell you why. I make it clear to you. For argument — Skidder he has ever the air of one who does not care to sell. It is an attitude! I know! But he has that air. Well! I say to him, Mr. Skidder, I offer you — we say for argument, one dollar! Yes? Well, he do not say yes or no. He do not say, I take a dollar and also one quarter. Or a dollar and a half. Or two dollars. No. He squint and answer: I am not anxious to sell! My God! What can one say? What can one do?

Perhaps, suggested Jim, he really doesnt want to sell.

Ah! That is not so. No. He is sly, Mr. Skidder, like there never has been in my experience a man more sly. What is it he desires? I ask. I do not know. But all the time he inquire about my business if it pays, and is there much money in it. Also, I hear, by channels, that he makes everywhere inquiries if the film business shall pay.

Maybe he wants to try it himself.

Also, that has occurred to me. But to him I say nothing. No. He is too sly. Me, I am all art and all heart. Me, I am frank like there never was a man in my business! But Skidder, he squint at me. My God, those eye! And I do not know what is in his thought.

Well, Mr. Puma, what do you wish me to do? As I understand it, you are our client, and if I buy for you this Skidder property I shall look to you, of course, for my commission. Is that what you understand?

My God! Why should he not pay that commission if you are sufficiently obliging to buy from him his property?

It isnt done that way, explained Jim drily.

You suppose you can buy me this property? Yes?

I dont know. Of course, I can buy anything for you if youll pay enough.

My God! I do not enjoy commercial business. No. I enjoy art. I enjoy qualities of the heart. I — — He looked at Jim out of his magnificent black eyes, touched his full lips with a perfumed handkerchief.

Yes, sir, he said, flashing a brilliant smile, I am all heart. But my heart is for art alone! I dedicate it to the film, to the moving picture, to beauty! It is my constant preoccupation. It is my only thought. Art, beauty, the picture, the world made happier, better, for the beauty which I offer in my pictures. It is my only thought. It is my life.

Jim politely suppressed a yawn and said that a life devoted purely to art was a laudable sacrifice.

As example! explained Puma, all animation and childlike frankness; I pay my artists what they ask. What is money when it is a question of art? I must have quality; I must have beauty— He shrugged: I must pay. Yes?

One usually pays for pulchritude.

Ah! As example! I watch always on the streets as I pass by. I see a face. It has beauty. It has quality. I follow. I speak. I am frank like there never was a man. I say, Mademoiselle, you shall not be offended. No. Art has no frontiers. It is my art, not I who address you. I am Angelo Puma. The Ultra-Film Company is mine. In you I perceive possibilities. This is my card. If it interests you to have a test, come! Who knows? It may be your lifes destiny. The projection room should tell. Adieu!

Is that the way you pick stars? asked Jim curiously.

Stars? Bah! I care nothing for stars. No. I should go bankrupt. Why? Beauty alone is my star. Upon it I drape the mantle of Art!

He kissed his fat finger-tips and gazed triumphantly at Jim.

You see? Out of the crowd of passersby I pick the perfect and unconscious rosebud. In my temple it opens into perfect bloom. And Art is born! And I am content. You comprehend?

Jim said that he thought he did.

As example, exclaimed Puma vivaciously, while in conversation once with Mr. Sharrow, I beheld entering your office a young lady in mourning. Hah! Instantly I was all art! Again he kissed his gloved fingers. A face for a picture! A form for the screen! I perceive. I am convinced.... You recall the event, perhaps, Mr. Shotwell?

No.

A young lady in mourning, seated beside your desk? I believe she was buying from you a house.

Oh.

Her name — Miss Dumont — I believe.

Jim glanced at him. Miss Dumont is not likely to do anything of that sort, he said.

And why?

You mean go into the movies? He laughed. She wouldnt bother.

But — my God! It is Art! What you call movies, and, within, this young lady may hide genius. And genius belongs to Art. And Art belongs to the world!

The unthinkable idea of Palla on the screen was peculiarly distasteful to him.

Miss Dumont has no inclination for the movies, he said.

Perhaps, Mr. Shotwell, purred Puma, if your amiable influence could induce the young lady to have a test made — —

There isnt a chance of it, said Jim bluntly. Their limousine stopped just then. They got out before one of those new apartment houses on the upper West Side.

* * * * *

Mr. Skidder, it appeared, was in and would receive them.

A negro servant opened the door and ushered them into a parlour where Mr. Elmer Skidder, sprawling over the débris of breakfast, laid aside newspaper and coffee cup and got up to receive them in bath robe and slippers.

And when they were all seated: Now, Mr. Skidder, said Jim, with his engaging frankness, the simplest way is the quickest. My client, Mr. Puma, wants to purchase your property; and he is, I understand, prepared to pay considerably more than it is worth. We all have a very fair idea of its actual value. Our appraiser, yours, and other appraisers from other companies and corporations seem, for a wonder, to agree in their appraisal of this particular property.

Now, how much more than it is worth do you expect us to offer you?

Skidder had never before been dealt with in just this way. He squinted at Jim, trying to appraise him. But within his business experience in a country town no similar young man had he encountered.

Well, he said, I aint asking you to buy, am I?

We understand that, rejoined Jim, good humouredly; we are asking you to sell.

You seem to want it pretty bad.

We do, said the young fellow, laughing.

All right. Make your offer.

Jim named the sum.

No, sir! snapped Skidder, picking up his newspaper.

Then, remarked Jim, looking: frankly at Puma, that definitely lets us out. And, to Skidder: Many thanks for permitting us to interrupt your breakfast. No need to bother you again, Mr. Skidder. And he offered his hand in smiling finality.

Look here, said Skidder, the property is worth all I ask.

If its worth that to you, said Jim pleasantly, you should keep it. And he turned away toward the door, wondering why Puma did not follow.

Are you two gentlemen in a rush? demanded Skidder.

I have other business, of course, said Jim.

Sit down. Hell! Will you have a drink?

When they were again seated, Skidder squinted sideways at Angelo Puma.

Want a partner? he inquired.

Please? replied Puma, as though mystified.

Want more capital to put into your fillum concern? demanded Skidder.

Puma, innocently perplexed, asked mutely for an explanation out of his magnificent dark eyes.

I got money, asserted Skidder.

Pumas dazzling smile congratulated him upon the accumulation of a fabulous fortune.

I had you looked up, continued Skidder. It listened good. And — I got money, too. And I got that property in my vest pocket. See. And theres a certain busted fillum corporation can be bought for a postage stamp — all ncorporated n everything. You get me?

No; Mr. Puma, who was all art and heart, could not comprehend what Mr. Skidder was driving at.

This here busted fillum company is called the Super-Picture Fillums, said Skidder. Whats the matter with you and me buying it? Dont you ever do a little tradin?

Jim rose, utterly disgusted, but immensely amused at himself, and realising, now, how entirely right Sharrow had been in desiring to be rid of this man Skidder, and of Puma and the property in question.

He said, still smiling, but rather grimly: I see, now, that this is no place for a broker who lives by his commissions. And he bade them adieu with perfect good humour.

Have a seegar? inquired Skidder blandly.

Why do you go, sir? asked Puma innocently. No doubt, being all heart and art, he did not comprehend that brokers can not exist on cigars alone.

* * * * *

His commission had gone glimmering. Sharrow, evidently foreseeing something of that sort, had sent him out with Puma to meet Skidder and rid the office of the dubious affair.

This Jim understood, and yet he was not particularly pleased to be exploited by this bland pair who had come suddenly to an understanding under his very nose — the understanding of two petty, dickering, crossroad traders, which coolly excluded any possibility both of his services and of his commission.

No; only a kike lawyer is required now, he said to himself, as he crossed the street and entered Central Park. Ive been properly trimmed by a perfumed wop and a squinting yap, he thought with intense amusement. But were well clear of them for good.

* * * * *

The park was wintry and unattractive. Few pedestrians were abroad, but motors sparkled along distant drives in the sunshine.

Presently his way ran parallel to one of these drives. And he had been walking only a little while when a limousine veered in, slowing down abreast of him, and he saw a white-gloved hand tapping the pane.

He felt himself turning red as he went up, hat in hand, to open the door and speak to the girl inside.

What on earth are you doing? she demanded, laughingly,  — walking all by your wild lone in the park on a wintry day!

He explained. She made room for him and he got in.

We rather hoped youd be at the opera last night, she said, but without any reproach in her voice.

I meant to go, Elorn — but something came up to prevent it, he added, flushing again. Were they singing anything new?

Yes, but you missed nothing, she reassured him lightly. Where on earth have you kept yourself these last weeks? One sees you no more among the haunts of men.

He said, in the deplorable argot of the hour: Oh, Im off all that social stuff.

But Im not social stuff, am I?

No. Ive meant to call you up. Something always seems to happen — I dont know, Elorn, but ever since I came back from France I havent been up to seeing people.

She glanced at him curiously.

He sat gazing out of the window, where there was nothing to see except leafless trees and faded grass and starlings and dingy sparrows.

The girl was more worth his attention — one of those New York examples, built on lean, rangy, thoroughbred lines — long limbed, small of hand and foot and head, with cinder-blond hair, greyish eyes, a sweet but too generous mouth, and several noticeable freckles.

Minute grooming and a sure taste gave her that ultra-smart appearance which does everything for a type that is less attractive in a dinner gown, and still less in negligée. And which, after marriage, usually lets a straight strand of hair sprawl across one ear.

But now, coiffeur, milliner, modiste, and her own maiden cleverness kept her immaculate — the true Gotham model found nowhere else.

They chatted of parties already past, where he had failed to materialise, and of parties to come, where she hoped he would appear. And he said he would.

They chatted about their friends and the gossip concerning them.

Traffic on Fifth Avenue was rather worse than usual. The competent police did their best, but motors and omnibuses, packed solidly, moved only by short spurts before being checked again.

Its after one oclock, she said, glancing at her tiny platinum wrist-watch. Heres Delmonicos, Jim. Shall we lunch together?

He experienced a seconds odd hesitation, then: Certainly, he said. And she signalled the chauffeur.

The place was beginning to be crowded, but there was a table on the Fifth Avenue side.

As they crossed the crowded room toward it, women looked up at Elorn Sharrow, instantly aware that they saw perfection in hat, gown and fur, and a face and figure not to be mistaken for any imitation of the Gotham type.

She wore silver fox — just a stole and muff. Every feminine eye realised their worth.

When they were seated:

I want, she said gaily, some consommé and a salad. You, of course, require the usual nourishment of the carnivora.

But it seemed not. However, he ordered a high-ball, feeling curiously depressed. Then he addressed himself to making the hour agreeable, conscious, probably, that reparation was overdue.

Friends from youthful dancing-class days, these two had plenty to gossip about; and gradually he found himself drifting back into the lively, refreshing, piquant intimacy of yesterday. And realised that it was very welcome.

For, about this girl, always a clean breeze seemed to be blowing; and the atmosphere invariably braced him up.

And she was always responsive, whether or not agreeing with his views; and he was usually conscious of being at his best with her. Which means much to any man.

So she dissected her pear-salad, and he enjoyed his whitebait, and they chatted away on the old footing, quite oblivious of people around them.

Elorn was having a very happy time of it. People thought her captivating now — freckles, mouth and all — and every man there envied the fortunate young fellow who was receiving such undivided attention from a girl like this.

But whether in Elorns heart there really existed all the gaiety that laughed at him out of her grey eyes, is a question. Because it seemed to her that, at moments, a recurrent shadow fell across his face. And there were, now and then, seconds suggesting preoccupation on his part, when it seemed to her that his gaze grew remote and his smile a trifle absent-minded.

* * * * *

She was drawing on her gloves; he had scribbled his signature across the back of the check. Then, as he lifted his head to look for their waiter, he found himself staring into the brown eyes of Palla Dumont.

The heavy flush burnt his face — burnt into it, so it seemed to him.

She was only two tables distant. When he bowed, her smile was the slightest; her nod coolly self-possessed. She was wearing orchids. There seemed to be a girl with her whom he did not know.

Why the sudden encounter should have upset him so — why the quiet glance Elorn bestowed upon Palla should have made him more uncomfortable still, he could not understand.

He lighted a cigarette.

A wonderfully pretty girl, said Elorn serenely. I mean the girl you bowed to.

Yes, she is very charming.

Who is she, Jim?

I met her on the steamer coming back. She is a Miss Dumont.

Elorns smile was a careless dismissal of further interest. But in her heart perplexity and curiosity contended with concern. For she had seen Jims face. And had wondered.

He laid away his half-consumed cigarette. She was quite ready to go. She rose, and he laid the stole around her shoulders. She picked up her muff.

As she passed through the narrow aisle, she permitted herself a casual side-glance at this girl in black; and Palla looked up at her, kept her quietly in range of her brown eyes to the limit of breeding, then her glance dropped as Jim passed; and he heard her speaking serenely to the girl beside her.

At the revolving doors, Elorn said: Shall I drop you at the office, Jim?

Thanks — if you dont mind.

In the car he talked continually, not very entertainingly, but there was more vivacity about him than there had been.

Are you doing anything to-night? he inquired.

She was, of course. Yet, she felt oddly relieved that he had asked her.... But the memory of the strange expression in his face persisted in her mind.

Who was this girl with whom he had crossed the ocean? And why should he lose his self-possession on unexpectedly encountering her?

Had there been anything about Palla — the faintest hint of inferiority of any sort — Elorn Sharrow could have dismissed the episode with proud, if troubled, philosophy. For many among her girl friends had cub brothers. And the girl had learned that men are men — sometimes even the nicest — although she could not understand it.

But this brown-eyed girl in black was evidently her own sort — Jims sort. And that preoccupied her; and she lent only an inattentive ear to the animated monologue of the man beside her.

Before the offices of Sharrow & Co. her car stopped.

Im sorry, Jim, she said, that Im so busy this week. But we ought to meet at many places, unless you continue to play the recluse. Dont you really go anywhere any more?

No. But Im going, he said bluntly.

Please do. And call me up sometimes. Take a sporting chance whenever youre free. We ought to get in an hour together now and then. Youre coming to my dance of course, are you not?

Of course I am.

The girl smiled in her sweet, generous way and gave him her hand again.

And he went into the office feeling rather miserable and beginning to realise why.

For in spite of what he had said to Palla about the wisdom of absenting himself, the mere sight of her had instantly set him afire.

And now he wanted to see her — needed to see her. A day was too long to pass without seeing her. An evening without her — and another — and others, appalled him.

And all the afternoon he thought of her, his mind scarcely on his business at all.

* * * * *

His parents were dining at home. He was very gay that evening — very amusing in describing his misadventures with Messrs. Puma and Skidder. But his mother appeared to be more interested in the description of his encounter with Elorn.

Shes such a dear, she said. If you go to the Speedwells dinner on Thursday youll see her again. You havent declined, I hope; have you, Jim?

It appeared that he had.

If you drop out of things this way nobody will bother to ask you anywhere after a while. Dont you know that, dear? she said. This town forgets overnight.

I suppose so, mother. Ill keep up.

His father remarked that it was part of his business to know the sort of people who bought houses.

Jim agreed with him. Ill surely kick in again, he promised cheerfully.... I think Ill go to the club this evening.

His mother smiled. It was a healthy sign. Also, thank goodness, there were no girls in black at the club.

At the club he resolutely passed the telephone booths and even got as far as the cloak room before he hesitated.

Then, very slowly, he retraced his steps; went into the nearest booth, and called a number that seemed burnt into his brain. Palla answered.

Are you doing anything, dear? he asked — his usual salutation.

Oh. Its you! she said calmly.

It is. Who else calls you dear? May I come around for a little while?

Have you forgotten what you — —

No! May I come?

Not if you speak to me so curtly, Jim.

Im sorry.

She deliberated so long that her silence irritated him.

If you dont want me, he said, please say so.

I certainly dont want you if you are likely to be ill-tempered, Jim.

Im not ill-tempered.... Ill tell you whats the trouble if I may come. May I?

Is anything troubling you?

Of course.

Im so sorry!

Am I to come?

Yes.

She herself admitted him. He laid his hat and coat on a chair in the hall and followed her upstairs to the living-room.

When she had seated herself she looked up at him interrogatively, awaiting his pleasure. He stood a moment with his back to the fire, his hands twisting nervously behind him. Then:

My trouble, he explained naïvely, is that I am restless and unhappy when I remain away from you.

The girl laughed. But, Jim, you seemed to be having a perfectly good time at Delmonicos this noon.

He reddened and gave her a disconcerted look.

I dont see, she added, why any man shouldnt have a good time with such an attractive girl. May I ask who she is?

Elorn Sharrow, he replied bluntly.

Pallas glance had sometimes wandered over social columns in the papers and periodicals, and she was not ignorant concerning the identity and local importance of Miss Sharrow.

She looked up curiously at Jim. He was so very good to look at! Better, even, to know. And Miss Sharrow was his kind. They had seemed to belong together. And it came to Palla, hazily, and for the first time, that she herself seemed to belong nowhere in particular in the scheme of things.

But that was quite all right. She had now established for herself a habitation. She had some friends — would undoubtedly make others. She had her interests, her peace of mind, and her independence. And behind her she had the dear and tragic past — a passionate memory of a dead girl; a terrible remembrance of a dead God.

The heart of the world alone could make up to her these losses. For now she was already preparing to seek it in her own way, under her own Law of Love.

Jim, she said almost timidly, I have not intended to make you unhappy. Dont you understand that?

He seated himself: she lighted a cigarette for him.

I suppose you cant help doing it, he said glumly.

I really cant, it seems. I dont love you. I wish I did.

Do you mean that?

Of course I do.... I wish I were in love with you.

After a moment she said: I told you how much I care for you. But — if you think it is easier for you — not to see me — —

I cant seem to stay away.

Im glad you cant — for my sake; but Im troubled on your account. I do so adore to be with you! But — but if — —

Hang it all! he exclaimed, forcing a wry smile. I act like an unbaked fool! Youve gone to my head, Palla, and I behave like a drunken kid.... Ill buck up. Ive got to. Im not the blithering, balmy, moon-eyed, melancholy ass you think me — —

Her quick laughter rang clear, and his echoed it, rather uncertainly.

You poor dear, she said, youre nearest my heart of anybody. I told you so. Its only that one thing I dont dare do.

He nodded.

Cant you really understand that Im afraid?

Afraid! he repeated. I should think you might be, considering your astonishing point of view. I should think youd be properly scared to death!

I am. No girl, afraid, should ever take such a chance. Love and Fear cannot exist together. The one always slays the other.

He looked at her curiously, remembering what Estridge had told him about her — how, on that terrible day in the convent chapel, this girls love had truly slain the fear within her as she faced the Red assassins and offered to lay down her life for her friend. Than which, it is said, there is no greater love....

Of what are you thinking? she asked, watching his expression.

Of you — you strange, generous, fearless, wilful girl! Then he squared his shoulders and shook them as though freeing himself of something oppressive.

What you may need is a spanking! he suggested coolly.

Good heavens, Jim! — —

But Im afraid youre not likely to get it. And what is going to happen to you — and to me — I dont know — I dont know, Palla.

May I prophesy?

Go to it, Miriam.

Behold, then: I shall never care for any man more than I care now for you; I shall never care more for you than I do now.... And if you are sweet-tempered and sensible, we shall be very happy with each other.... Even after you marry.... Unless your wife misunderstands — —

My wife! he repeated derisively.

Miss Sharrow, for instance.

He turned a dull red; the girls heart missed a beat, then hurried a little before it calmed again under her cool recognition and instant disdain of the first twinge of jealousy she could remember since childhood.

The absurdity of it, too! After all, it was this mans destiny to marry. And, if it chanced to be that girl —— 

You know, he said in a detached, musing way, it is well for you to remember that I shall never marry unless I marry you.... Life is long. There are other women.... I may forget you — at intervals.... But I shall never marry except with you, Palla.

Her smile forced the gravity from her lips and eyes:

If you behave like a veiled prophet youll end by scaring me, she said.

But he merely gathered her into his arms and kissed her — laid back her head and looked down into her face and kissed her lips, without haste, as though she belonged to him.

Her head rested quite motionless on his shoulder. Perhaps she was still too taken aback to do anything about the matter. Her heart had hurried a little — not much — stimulated, possibly, by the rather agreeable curiosity which invaded her — charmingly expressive, now, in her wide brown eyes.

So thats the way of it, he concluded, still looking down at her. There are other women in the world. And life is long. But I marry you or nobody. And its my opinion that I shall not die unmarried.

She smiled defiantly.

You dont seem to think much of my opinions, she said.

Are you more friendly to mine?

Certain opinions of yours, he retorted, originated in the diseased bean of some crazy Russian — never in your mind! So of course I hold them in contempt.

She saw his face darken, watched it a moment, then impulsively drew his head down against hers.

I do care for your opinions, she said, her cheek, delicately warm, beside his. So, even if you can not comprehend mine, be generous to them. Im sincere. I try to be honest. If you differ from me, do it kindly, not contemptuously. For there is no such thing as noble contempt! There is respectability in anger and nobility in tolerance. But none in disdain, for they are contradictions.

I tell you, he said, I despise and hate this loose socialistic philosophy that makes a bonfire of everything the world believes in!

Dont hate other creeds; merely conform to your own, Jim. It will keep you very, very busy. And give others a chance to live up to their beliefs.

He felt the smile on her lips and cheek:

I cant live up to my belief if I marry you, she said. So let us care for each other peacefully — accepting each other as we are. Life is long, as you say.... And there are other women.... And ultimately you will marry one of them. But until then — —

He felt her lips very lightly against his — cool young lips, still and fragrant and sweet.

After a moment she asked him to release her; and she rose and walked across the room to the mirror.

Still busy with her hair, she turned partly toward him:

Apropos of nothing, she said, a man was exceedingly impudent to me on the street this evening. A Russian, too. I was so annoyed!

What do you mean?

It happened just as I started to ascend the steps.... There was a man there, loitering. I supposed he meant to beg. So I felt for my purse, but he jumped back and began to curse me roundly for an aristocrat and a social parasite!

What did he say?

I was so amazed — quite stupefied. And all the while he was swearing at me in Russian and in English, and he warned me to keep away from Marya and Vanya and Ilse and mind my own damned business. And he said, also, that if I didnt there were people in New York who knew how to deal with any friend of the Russian aristocracy.

She patted a curly strand of hair into place, and came toward him in her leisurely, lissome way.

Fancy the impertinence of that wretched Red! And I understand that both Vanya and Marya have received horribly insulting letters. And Ilse, also. Isnt it most annoying?

She seated herself at the piano and absently began the Adagio of the famous sonata.


CHAPTER X
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THERE WAS STILL, for Palla, much shopping to do. The drawing room she decided to leave, for the present, caring as she did only for a few genuine and beautiful pieces to furnish the pretty little French grey room.

The purchase of these ought to be deferred, but she could look about, and she did, wandering into antique shops of every class along Fifth and Madison Avenues and the inviting cross streets.

But her chiefest quest was still for pots and pans and china; for napery, bed linen, and hangings; also for her own and more intimate personal attire.

To her the city was enchanting and not at all as she remembered it before she had gone abroad.

New York, under its canopy of tossing flags and ablaze with brilliant posters, swarmed with unfamiliar people. Every other pedestrian seemed to be a soldier; every other vehicle contained a uniform.

There were innumerable varieties of military dress in the thronged streets; there was the universal note of khaki and olive drab, terminating in leather vizored barrack cap or jaunty overseas service cap, and in spiral puttees, leather ones, or spurred boots.

Silver wings of aviators glimmered on athletic chests; chevrons, wound stripes, service stripes, an endless variety of insignia.

Here the grey-green and oxidised metal of the marines predominated; there, the conspicuous sage-green and gold of naval aviators. On campaign hats were every hue of hat cord; the rich gilt and blue of naval officers and the blue and white of their jackies were everywhere to be encountered.

And then everywhere, also, the brighter hue and exotic cut of foreign uniforms was apparent — splashes of gayer tints amid khaki and sober civilian garb — the beautiful garance and horizon-blue of French officers; the familiar brass hat of the British; the grey-blue and maroon of Italians. And there were stranger uniforms in varieties inexhaustible — the schapska-shaped head-gear of Polish officers, the beret of Czecho-Slovaks. And everywhere, too, the gay and well-known red pom-pon bobbed on the caps of French blue-jackets, and British marines stalked in pairs, looking every inch the soldier with their swagger sticks and their vizorless forage-caps.

Always, it seemed to Palla, there was military music to be heard above the roar of traffic — sometimes the drums and bugles of foreign detachments, arrived in aid of drives and loans of various sorts.

Ambulances painted grey and bright blue, and driven by smartly uniformed young women, were everywhere.

And to womens uniforms there seemed no end, ranging all the way from the sober blue of the army nurse and the pretty white of the Red Cross, to bizarre but smart effects carried smartly by well set up girls representing scores of service corps, some invaluable, some of doubtful utility.

Eagle huts, canteens, soldiers rest houses, Red Cross quarters, clubs, temporary barracks, peppered the city. Everywhere the service flags were visible, also, telling their proud stories in five-pointed symbols — sometimes tragic, where gold stars glittered.

Never had New York seemed to contain so many people; never had the overflow so congested avenue and street, circle and square, and the wretchedly inadequate and dirty street-car and subway service.

And into the heart of it all went Palla, engulfed in the great tides of Fifth Avenue, drifting into quieter back-waters to east and west, and sometimes caught and tossed about in the glittering maelstrom of Broadway when she ventured into the theatre district.

Opera, comedy, musical show and cinema interested her; restaurant and cabaret she had evaded, so far, but what most excited and fascinated her was the people themselves — these eager, restless moving millions swarming through the city day and night, always in motion under blue skies or falling rain, perpetually in quest of what the world eternally offered, eternally concealed — that indefinite, glimmering thing called hearts desire.

To discover, to comprehend, to help, to guide their myriad aspirations in the interminable and headlong hunt for happiness, was, to Palla, the most vital problem in the world.

For her there existed only one solution of this problem: the Law of Love.

And in this world-wide Hunt for Happiness, where scrambling millions followed the trail of Hearts Desire, she saw the mad huntsman, Folly, leading, and Black Care, the whipper-in; and, at the bitter end, only the bones of the worlds woe; and a Horseman seated on his Pale Horse.

But the problem that still remained was how to swerve the headlong hunt to the true trail toward the only goal where the worlds quarry, happiness, lies asleep.

How to make service the Universal Hearts Desire? How to transfigure self-love into Love?

To preach her faith from the street corners — to cry it aloud in the wilderness where no ear heeded — violence, aggression, the campaign militant, had never appealed to the girl.

Like her nation, only when cornered did she blaze out and strike. But to harangue, threaten, demand of the world that it accept the Law of Service and of Love, seemed to her a mockery of the faith she had embraced, which, unless irrevocably in liaison with freedom, was no faith at all.

So, for Palla, the solution lay in loyalty to the faith she professed; in living it; in swaying ignorance by example; in overcoming incredulity by service, scepticism by love.

Love and Service? Why, all around her among these teeming millions were examples — volunteers in khaki, their sisters in the garments of mercy! Why must the world stop there? This was the right scent. Why should the hunt swerve for the devils herring drawn across the trail?

One for all; all for one! She had read it on one of the war-posters. Somebody had taken the splendid Guardsmans creed and had made it the slogan for this war against darkness.

And that was her creed — the true faith — the Law of Love. Then, was it good only in war? Why not make it the nations creed? Why not emblazon it on the wall of every city on earth? — one for all; all for one; Love, Service, Freedom!

Before such a faith, autocracy and tyranny die. Under such a law every evil withers, every question is unravelled. There are no more problems of poverty and riches, none of greed and oppression.

The tyranny of convention, of observance, of taboo, of folkways, ends. And into the brain of all living beings will be born the perfect comprehension of their own indestructible divinity.

* * * * *

Part of this she ventured to say to Ilse Westgard one day, when they had met for luncheon in a modest tea-room on Forty-third Street.

But Ilse, always inclined toward militancy, did not entirely agree with Palla.

To embody in ones daily life the principles of ones living faith is scarcely sufficient, she said. Good is a force, not an inert condition. So is evil. And we should not sit still while evil moves.

Example is not inertia, protested Palla.

Example, alone, is sterile, I think, said the ex-girl-soldier of the Battalion of Death, buttering a crescent. She ate it with the delightful appetite of flawless health, and poured out more chocolate.

For instance, dear, she went on, the forces of evil — of degeneration, ignorance, envy, ferocity, are gathering like a tornado in Russia. Virtuous example, sucking its thumbs and minding its own business, will be torn to fragments when the storm breaks.

The Bolsheviki?

The Reds. The Terrorists, I mean. You know as well as I do what they really are — merely looters skulking through the smoke of a world in flames — buzzards on the carcass of a civilisation dead. But, Palla, they do not sit still and suck their thumbs and say, I am a Terrorist. Behold me and be converted. No, indeed! They are moving, always in motion, preoccupied by their hellish designs.

In Russia, yes, admitted Palla.

Everywhere, dearest. Here, also.

I believe there are scarcely any in America, insisted Palla.

The country crawls with them, retorted Ilse. They work like moles, but already if you look about you can see the earth stirring above their tunnels. They are here, everywhere, active, scheming, plotting, whispering treason, stirring discontent, inciting envy, teaching treason.

They are the Russians — Christians and Jews — who have filtered in here to do the nation mischief. They are the Germans who blew up factories, set fires, scuttled ships. They are foreigners who came here poisoned with envy; who have acquired nothing; whose greed and ferocity are whetted and ready for a universal conflagration by which they alone could profit.

They are the labour leaders who break faith and incite to violence; they are the I. W. W.; they are the Black Hand, the Camorra; they are the penniless who would slay and rob; the landless who would kill and seize; the ignorant, nursing suspicion; the shiftless, brooding crimes to bring them riches quickly.

And, Palla, your Law of Love and Service is good. But not for these.

What law for them, then?

Education. Maybe with machine guns.

Palla shook her head. Is that the way to educate defectives?

When they come at you en masse, yes!

Palla laughed. Dear, she said, there is no nation-wide Terrorist plot. These mental defectives are not in mass anywhere in America.

They are in dangerous groups everywhere. And every group is devoting its cunning to turning the working masses into a vast mob of the Black Hundred! They did it in Russia. They are working for it all over the world. You do not believe it?

No, I dont, Ilse.

Very well. You shall come with me this evening. Are you busy?

The thought of Jim glimmered in her mind. He might feel aggrieved. But he ought to begin to realise that he couldnt be with her every evening.

No, I havent any plans, Ilse, she said, no definite engagement, I mean. Will you dine at home with me?

Early, then. Because there is a meeting which you and I shall attend. It is an education.

An anarchist meeting?

Yes, Reds. I think we should go — perhaps take part — —

What?

Why not? I shall not listen to lies and remain silent! said Ilse, laughing. The Revolution was good. But the Bolsheviki are nothing but greedy thieves and murderers. You and I know that. If anybody teaches people the contrary, I certainly shall have something to say.

Palla desired to purchase silk for sofa pillows, having acquired a chaise-longue for her bedroom.

So she and Ilse went out into the sunshine and multi-coloured crowd; and all the afternoon they shopped very blissfully — which meant, also, lingering before store windows, drifting into picture-galleries, taking tea at Sherrys, and finally setting out for home through a beflagged avenue jammed with traffic.

Dusk fell early but the drooping, orange-tinted globes which had replaced the white ones on the Fifth Avenue lamps were not yet lighted; and there still remained a touch of sunset in the sky when they left the bus.

At the corner of Pallas street, there seemed to be an unusual congestion, and now, above the noise of traffic, they caught the sound of a band; and turned at the curb to see, supposing it to be a military music.

The band was a full one, not military, wearing a slatternly sort of uniform but playing well enough as they came up through the thickening dusk, marching close to the eastern curb of the avenue.

They were playing The Marseillaise. Four abreast, behind them, marched a dingy column of men and women, mostly of foreign aspect and squatty build, carrying a flag which seemed to be entirely red.

Palla, perplexed, incredulous, yet almost instantly suspecting the truth, stared at the rusty ranks, at the knots of red ribbon on every breast.

Other people were staring, too, as the unexpected procession came shuffling along — late shoppers, business men returning home, soldiers — all paused to gaze at this sullen visaged battalion clumping up the avenue.

Surely, said Palla to Ilse, these people cant be Reds!

Surely they are! returned the tall, fair girl calmly. Her face had become flushed, and she stepped to the edge of the curb, her blue, wrathful eyes darkening like sapphires.

A soldier came up beside her. Others, sailors and soldiers, stopped to look. There was a red flag passing. Suddenly Ilse stepped from the sidewalk, wrenched the flag from the burly Jew who carried it, and, with the same movement, shattered the staff across her knee.

Men and women in the ranks closed in on her; a shrill roar rose from them, but the soldiers and sailors, cheering and laughing, broke into the enraged ranks, tearing off red rosettes, cuffing and kicking the infuriated Terrorists, seizing every seditious banner, flag, emblem and placard in sight.

Female Reds, shrieking with rage, clawed, kicked and bit at soldier, sailor and civilian. A gaunt man, with a greasy bunch of hair under a bowler, waved dirty hands above the mêlée and shouted that he had the Mayors permission to parade.

Everywhere automobiles were stopping, crowds of people hurrying up, policemen running. The electric lights snapped alight, revealed a mob struggling there in the yellowish glare.

Ilse had calmly stepped to the sidewalk, the fragments of flag and staff in her white-gloved hands; and, as she saw the irresponsible soldiers and blue-jackets wading lustily into the Reds — saw the lively riot which her own action had started — an irresistible desire to laugh seized her.

Clear and gay above the yelling of Bolsheviki and the Yip — yip! of the soldiers, peeled her infectious laughter. But Palla, more gentle, stood with dark eyes dilated, fearful of real bloodshed in the furious scene raging in the avenue before her.

A little shrimp of a Terrorist, a huge red rosette streaming from his buttonhole, suddenly ran at Ilse and seized the broken staff and the rags of the red flag. And Palla, alarmed, caught him by the coat-collar and dragged him screeching and cursing away from her friend, rebuking him in a firm but excited voice.

Ilse came over, shouldering her superb figure through the crowd; looked at the human shrimp a moment; then her laughter pealed anew.

Thats the man who abused me in Denmark! she said. Oh, Palla, look at him! Do you really believe you could educate a thing like that!

The man had wriggled free, and now he turned a flat, whiskered visage on Palla, menaced her with both soiled fists, inarticulate in his fury.

But police were everywhere, now, sweeping this miniature riot from the avenue, hustling the Reds uptown, checking the skylarking soldiery, sending amused or indignant citizens about their business.

A burly policeman said to Ilse with a grin: Ill take whats left of that red flag, Miss; and the girl handed it to him still laughing.

Soldiers wearing overseas caps cheered her and Palla. Everybody on the turbulent sidewalk was now laughing.

Dyeh see that blond nab the red flag outer that big kikes fists? shouted one soldier to his sweating bunkie. Some skirt!

God love the Bolsheviki she grabs by the slack o the pants! cried a blue-jacket who had lost his cap. A roar followed.

Only one flag in this little old town! yelled a citizen nursing a cut cheek with reddened handkerchief.

Gwan, now! grumbled a policeman, trying to look severe; its all over; theys nothing to see. Av ye got homes — —

Yip! Where do we go from here? demanded a marine.

Home! repeated the policeman;  — thats the answer. Gwan, now, peaceable — lave these ladies pass! — —

Ilse and Palla, still walled in by a grinning, admiring soldiery, took advantage of the opening and fled, followed by cheers as far as Pallas door.

Good heavens, Ilse, she exclaimed in fresh dismay, as she began to realise the rather violent rôles they both had played,  — is that your idea of education for the masses?

A servant answered the bell and they entered the house. And presently, seated on the chaise-longue in Pallas bedroom, Ilse Westgard alternately gazed upon her ruined white gloves and leaned against the cane back, weak with laughter.

How funny! How degrading! But how funny! she kept repeating. That large and enraged Jew with the red flag! — the wretched little Christian shrimp you carried wriggling away by the collar! Oh, Palla! Palla! Never shall I forget the expression on your face — like a bored housewife, who, between thumb and forefinger, carries a dead mouse by the tail — —

He was trying to kick you, my dear, explained Palla, beginning to remove the hairpins from her hair.

Ilse touched her eyes with her handkerchief.

They might have thrown bombs, she said. Its all very well to laugh, darling, but sometimes such affairs are not funny.

Palla, seated at her dresser, shook down a mass of thick, bright-brown hair, and picked up her comb.

I am wondering, she said, turning partly toward Ilse, what Jim Shotwell would think of me.

Fighting on the street! — her laughter rang out uncontrolled. And Palla, too, was laughing rather uncertainly, for, as her recollection of the affair became more vivid, her doubts concerning the entire procedure increased.

Of course, she said, that red flag was outrageous, and you were quite right in destroying it. One could hardly buttonhole such a procession and try to educate it.

Ilse said: One can usually educate a wild animal, but never a rabid one. Youll see, to-night.

Where are we going, dear?

We are going to a place just west of Seventh Avenue, called the Red Flag Club.

Is it a club?

No. The Reds hire it several times a week and try to fill it with people. There is the menace to this city and to the nation, Palla — for these cunning fomenters of disorder deluge the poorer quarters of the town with their literature. Thats where they get their audiences. And that is where are being born the seeds of murder and destruction.

Palla, combing out her hair, gazed absently into the mirror.

Why should not we do the same thing? she asked.

Form a club, rent a room, and talk to people?

Yes; why not? asked Palla.

That is exactly why I wish you to come with me to-night — to realise how we should combat these criminal and insane agents of all that is most terrible in Europe.

And you are right, Palla; that is the way to fight them. That is the way to neutralise the poison they are spreading. That is the way to educate the masses to that sane socialism in which we both believe. It can be done by education. It can be done by matching them with club for club, meeting for meeting, speech for speech. And when, in some local instances, it can not be done that way, then, if there be disorder, force!

It can be done entirely by education, said Palla. But remember! — Marx gave the forces of disorder their slogan— Unite! Only a rigid organisation of sane civilisation can meet that menace.

You are very right, darling, and a club to combat the Bolsheviki already exists. Vanya and Marya already have joined; there are workmen and working women, college professors and college graduates among its members. Some, no doubt, will be among the audience at the Red Flag Club to-night.

I shall join this club. I think you, also, will wish to enroll. It is called only Number One. Other clubs are to be organised and numbered.

And now you see that, in America, the fight against organised rascality and exploited insanity has really begun.

Palla, her hair under discipline once more, donned a fresh but severe black gown. Ilse unpinned her hat, made a vigorous toilet, then lighted a cigarette and sauntered into the living room where the telephone was ringing persistently.

Please answer, said Palla, fastening her gown before the pier glass.

Presently Ilse called her: Its Mr. Shotwell, dear.

Palla came into the room and picked up the receiver:

Yes? Oh, good evening, Jim! Yes.... Yes, I am going out with Ilse.... Why, no, I had no engagement with you, Jim! Im sorry, but I didnt understand — No; I had no idea that you expected to see me — wait a moment, please! — she put one hand over the transmitter, turned to Ilse with flushed cheeks and a shyly interrogative smile: Shall I ask him to dine with us and go with us?

If you choose, called Ilse, faintly amused.

Then Palla called him:  — Jim! Come to dinner at once. And wear your business clothes.... What?... Yes, your every day clothes.... What?... Why, because I ask you, Jim. Isnt that a reason?... Thank you.... Yes, come immediately.... Good-bye, de — —

She coloured crimson, hung up the receiver, and picked up the evening paper, not daring to glance at Ilse.


CHAPTER XI
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WHEN SHOTWELL ARRIVED, dinner had already been announced, and Palla and Ilse Westgard were in the unfurnished drawing-room, the former on a step-ladder, the latter holding that collapsible machine with one hand and Pallas ankle with the other.

Palla waved a tape-measure in airy salute: Im trying to find out how many yards it takes for my curtains, she explained. But she climbed down and gave him her hand; and they went immediately into the dining-room.

Whats all this nonsense about the Red Flag Club? he inquired, when they were seated. Do you and Ilse really propose going to that dirty anarchist joint?

How do you know its dirty? demanded Palla,  — or do you mean its only morally dingy?

Both she and Ilse appeared to be in unusually lively spirits, and they poked fun at him when he objected to their attending the meeting in question.

Very well, he said, but there may be a free fight. There was a row on Fifth Avenue this evening, where some of those rats were parading with red flags.

Palla laughed and cast a demure glance at Ilse.

What is there to laugh at? demanded Jim. There was a small riot on Fifth Avenue! I met several men at the club who witnessed it.

The sea-blue eyes of Ilse were full of mischief. He was aware of Pallas subtle exhilaration, too.

Why hunt for a free fight? he asked.

Why avoid one if its free? retorted Ilse, gaily.

They all laughed.

Is that your idea of liberty? he asked Palla.

What is all human progress but a free fight? she retorted. Of course, she added, Ilse means an intellectual battle. If they misbehave otherwise, I shall flee.

I dont see why you want to go to hear a lot of Reds talk bosh, he remarked. It isnt like you, Palla.

It is like me. You see you dont really know me, Jim, she added with smiling malice.

The main thing, said Ilse, is for one to be ones self. Palla and I are social revolutionists. Revolutionists revolt. A revolt is a row. There can be no row unless people fight.

He smiled at their irresponsible gaiety, a little puzzled by it and a little uneasy.

All right, he said, as coffee was served; but its just as well that Im going with you.

The ex-girl-soldier gave him an amused glance, lighted a cigarette, glanced at her wrist-watch, then rose lightly to her graceful, athletic height, saying that they ought to start.

So they went away to pin on their hats, and Jim called a taxi.

* * * * *

The hall was well filled when they arrived. There was a rostrum, on which two wooden benches faced a table and a chair in the centre. On the table stood a pitcher of drinking water, a soiled glass, and a jug full of red carnations.

A dozen men and women occupied the two benches. At the table a man sat writing. He held a lighted cigar in one hand; a red silk handkerchief trailed from his coat pocket.

* * * * *

As Ilse and Palla seated themselves on an empty bench and Shotwell found a place beside them, somebody on the next bench beyond leaned over and bade them good evening in a low voice.

Mr. Brisson! exclaimed Palla, giving him her hand in unfeigned pleasure.

Brisson shook hands, also, with Ilse, cordially, and then was introduced to Jim.

What are you doing here? he inquired humorously of Palla. And, by the way, — dropping his voice— these Reds dont exactly love me, so dont use my name.

Palla nodded and whispered to Jim: He secured all that damning evidence at the Smolny for our Government.

Brisson and Ilse were engaged in low-voiced conversation: Palla ventured to look about her.

The character of the gathering was foreign. There were few American features among the faces, but those few were immeasurably superior in type — here and there the intellectual, spectacled visage of some educated visionary, lured into the red tide and left there drifting; — here and there some pale girl, carelessly dressed, seated with folded hands, and intense gaze fixed on space.

But the majority of these people, men and women, were foreign in aspect — round, bushy heads with no backs to them were everywhere; muddy skins, unhealthy skins, loose mouths, shifty eyes! — everywhere around her Palla saw the stigma of degeneracy.

She said in a low voice to Jim: These poor things need to be properly housed and fed before theyre taught. Education doesnt interest empty stomachs. And when theyre given only poison to stop the pangs — what does civilisation expect?

He said: Theyre a lot of bums. The only education they require is with a night-stick.

Thats cruel, Jim.

Its law.

One of your laws which does not appeal to me, she remarked, turning to Brisson, who was leaning over to speak to her.

There are half a dozen plain-clothes men in the audience, he said. There are Government detectives here, too. I rather expect theyll stop the proceedings before the programme calls for it.

Jim turned to look back. A file of policemen entered and carelessly took up posts in the rear of the hall. Hundreds of flat-backed heads turned, too; hundreds of faces darkened; a low muttering arose from the benches.

Then the man at the table on the rostrum got up abruptly, and pulled out his red handkerchief as though to wipe his face.

At the sudden flourish of the red fabric, a burst of applause came from the benches. Orator and audience were en rapport; the former continued to wave the handkerchief, under pretence of swabbing his features, but the intention was so evident and the applause so enlightening that a police officer came part way down the aisle and held up a gilded sleeve.

Hey! he called in a bored voice, Cut that out! See!

That man on the platform is Max Sondheim, whispered Brisson. Hell skate on thin ice before hes through.

Sondheim had already begun to speak, ignoring the interruption from the police:

The Mayor has got cold feet, he said with a sneer. He gave us a permit to parade, but when the soldiers attacked us his police clubbed us. Thats the kind of government we got.

Shame! cried a white-faced girl in the audience.

Shame? repeated Sondheim ironically. Whats shame to a cop? They got theirs all the same — —

Thats enough! shouted the police captain sharply. Any more of that and Ill run you in!

Sondheims red-rimmed eyes measured the officer in silence for a moment.

I have the privilege, he said to his audience, of introducing to you our comrade, Professor Le Vey.

Le Vey, whispered Brisson in Pallas ear. Hes a crack-brained chemist, and they ought to nab him.

The professor rose from one of the benches on the rostrum and came forward — a tall, black-bearded man, deathly pale, whose protruding, bluish eyes seemed almost stupid in their fixity.

Words are by-products, he said, and of minor importance. Deeds educate. T. N. T., also, is a byproduct, and of no use in conversation unless employed as an argument— A roar of applause drowned his voice: he gazed at the audience out of his stupid pop-eyes.

Tyranny has kicked you into the gutter, he went on. Capital makes laws to keep you there and hires police and soldiers to enforce those laws. This is called civilisation. Is there anything for you to do except to pick yourselves out of the gutter and destroy what kicked you into it and what keeps you there?

No! roared the audience.

Only a clean sweep will do it, said Le Vey. If you have a single germ of plague in the world, it will multiply. If you leave a single trace of what is called civilisation in the world, it will hatch out more tyrants, more capitalists, more laws. So there is only one remedy. Destruction. Total annihilation. Nothing less can purify this rotten hell they call the world!

Amid storms of applause he unrolled a manuscript and read without emphasis:

Therefore, the Workers of the World, in council assembled, hereby proclaim at midnight to-night, throughout the entire world:

1. That all debts, public and private, are cancelled.

2. That all leases, contracts, indentures and similar instruments, products of capitalism, are null and void.

3. All statutes, ordinances and other enactments of capitalist government are repealed.

4. All public offices are declared vacant.

5. The military and naval organisations will immediately dissolve and reorganise themselves upon a democratic basis for speedy mobilisation.

6. All working classes and political prisoners will be immediately freed and all indictments quashed.

7. All vacant and unused land shall immediately revert to the people and remain common property until suitable regulations for its disposition can be made.

8. All telephones, telegraphs, cables, railroads, steamship lines and other means of communication and transportation shall be immediately taken over by the workers and treated henceforth as the property of the people.

9. As speedily as possible the workers in the various industries will proceed to take over these industries and organise them in the spirit of the new epoch now beginning.

10. The flag of the new society shall be plain red, marking our unity and brotherhood with similar republics in Russia, Germany, Austria and elsewhere — —

Thatll be about all from you, Professor, interrupted the police captain, strolling down to the platform. Come on, now. Kiss your friends good-night!

A sullen roar rose from the audience; Le Vey lifted one hand:

I told you how to argue, he said in his emotionless voice. Anybody can talk with their mouths. And he turned on his heel and went back to his seat on the bench.

Sondheim stood up:

Comrade Bromberg! he shouted.

A small, shabby man arose from a bench and shambled forward. His hair grew so low that it left him practically no forehead. Whiskers blotted out the remainder of his features except two small and very bright eyes that snapped and sparkled, imbedded in the hairy ensemble.

Comrades, he growled, it has come to a moment when the only law worth obeying is the law of force! — —

You bet! remarked the police captain, genially, and, turning his back, he walked away up the aisle toward the rear of the hall, while all around him from the audience came a savage muttering.

Brombergs growling voice grew harsher and deeper as he resumed: I tell you that there is only one law left for proletariat and tyrant alike! It is the law of force!

As the audience applauded fiercely, a man near them stood up and shouted for a hearing.

Comrade Bromberg is right! he cried, waving his arms excitedly. There is only one real law in the world! The fit survive! The unfit die! The strong take what they desire! The weak perish. That is the law of life! That is the — —

An amazing interruption checked him — a clear, crystalline peal of laughter; and the astounded audience saw a tall, fresh, yellow-haired girl standing up midway down the hall. It was Ilse Westgard, unable to endure such nonsense, and quite regardless of Brissons detaining hand and Shotwells startled remonstrance.

What that man says is absurd! she cried, her fresh young voice still gay with laughter. He looks like a Prussian, and if he is he ought to know where the law of force has landed his nation.

In the ominous silence around her, Ilse turned and gaily surveyed the audience.

The law of force is the law of robbers, she said. That is why this war has been fought — to educate robbers. And if there remain any robbers theyll have to be educated. Dont let anybody tell you that the law of force is the law of life! — —

Who are you? interrupted Bromberg hoarsely.

An ex-soldier of the Death Battalion, comrade, said Ilse cheerfully. I used a rifle in behalf of the law of education. Sometimes bayonets educate, sometimes machine guns. But the sensible way is to have a meeting, and everybody drink tea and smoke cigarettes and discuss their troubles without reserve, and then take a vote as to what is best for everybody concerned.

And she seated herself with a smile just as the inevitable uproar began.

All around her now men and women were shouting at her; inflamed faces ringed her; gesticulating fists waved in the air.

What are you — a spy for Kerensky? yelled a man in Russian.

The bourgeoisie has its agents here! bawled a red-haired Jew. I offer a solemn protest — —

Agent provocateur! cried many voices. Pay no attention to her! Go on with the debate!

An I. W. W. — a thin, mean-faced American — half arose and pointed an unwashed finger at Ilse.

A Government spy, he said distinctly. Keep your eye on her, comrades. There seems to be a bunch of them there — —

Sit down and shut up! said Shotwell, sharply. Do you want to start a riot?

You bet Ill start something! retorted the man, showing his teeth like a rat. What the hell did you come here for — —

Silence! bawled Bromberg, hoarsely, from the platform. That woman is recognised and known. Pay no attention to her, but listen to me. I tell you that your law is the law of hatred! — —

Palla attempted to rise. Jim tried to restrain her: she pushed his arm aside, but he managed to retain his grasp on her arm.

Are you crazy? he whispered.

That man lies! she said excitedly. Dont you hear him preaching hatred?

Well, its not your business — —

It is! That man is lying to these ignorant people! Hes telling them a vile untruth! Let me go, Jim — —

Better keep cool, whispered Brisson, leaning over. Were all in dutch already.

Palla said to him excitedly: Im afraid to stand up and speak, but Im going to! Id be a coward to sit here and let that man deceive these poor people — —

Listen to Bromberg! motioned Ilse, her blue eyes frosty and her cheeks deeply flushed.

The orator had come down into the aisle. Every venomous word he was uttering now he directed straight at the quartette.

Russia is showing us the way, he said in his growling voice. Russia makes no distinctions but takes them all by the throat and wrings their necks — aristocrats, bourgeoisie, cadets, officers, land owners, intellectuals — all the vermin, all the parasites! And that is the law, I tell you! The unfit perish! The strong inherit the earth! — —

Palla sprang to her feet: Liar! she said hotly. Did not Christ Himself tell us that the meek shall inherit the earth!

Christ? thundered Bromberg. Have you come here to insult us with legends and fairy-tales about a god?

Who mentioned God? retorted Palla in a clear voice. Unless we ourselves are gods there is none! But Christ did live! And He was as much a god as we are. And no more. But He was wiser! And what He told us is the truth! And I shall not sit silent while any man or woman teaches robbery and murder. Thats what you mean when you say that the law of the stronger is the only law! If it is, then the poor and ignorant are where they belong — —

They wont be when they learn the law of life! roared Bromberg.

There is only one law of life! cried Palla, turning to look around her at the agitated audience. The only law in the world worth obedience is the Law of Love and of Service! No other laws amount to anything. Under that law every problem you agitate here is already solved. There is no injustice that cannot be righted under it! There is no aspiration that cannot be realised!

She turned on Bromberg, her hazel eyes very bright, her face surging with colour.

You came here to pervert the exhortation of Karl Marx, and unite under the banner of envy and greed every unhappy heart!

Very well. Others also can unite to combat you. A league of evil is not the only league that can be formed under this roof. Nor are the soldiers and police the only or the better weapons to use against you. What you agitators and mischief makers are really afraid of is that somebody may really educate your audiences. And thats exactly what such people as I intend to do!

A score or more of people had crowded around her while she was speaking. Shotwell and Brisson, too, had risen and stepped to her side. And the entire audience was on its feet, craning hundreds of necks and striving to hear and see.

Somewhere in the crowd a shrill American voice cried: Throw them guys out! They got Wall Street cash in their pockets!

Sondheim levelled a finger at Brisson:

Look out for that man! he said. He published those lies about Lenine and Trotsky, and hes here from Washington to lie about us in the newspapers!

The I. W. W. lurched out of his seat and shoved against Shotwell.

Get the hell out o here, he snarled;  — go on! Beat it! And take your lady-friends, too.

Brisson said: No use talking to them. Youd better take the ladies out while the going is good.

But as they moved there was an angry murmur: the I. W. W. gave Palla a violent shove that sent her reeling, and Shotwell knocked him unconscious across a bench.

Instantly the hall was in an uproar: there was a savage rush for Brisson, but he stopped it with levelled automatic.

Get the ladies out! he said coolly to Shotwell, forcing a path forward at his pistols point.

Plain clothes men were active, too, pushing the excited Bolsheviki this way and that and clearing a lane for Palla and Ilse.

Then, as they reached the rear of the hall, there came a wild howl from the audience, and Shotwell, looking back, saw Sondheim unfurl a big red flag.

Instantly the police started for the rostrum. The din became deafening as he threw one arm around Palla and forced her out into the street, where Ilse and Brisson immediately joined them.

Then, as they looked around for a taxi, a little shrimp of a man came out on the steps of the hall and spat on the sidewalk and cursed them in Russian.

And, as Palla, recognising him, turned around, he shook his fists at her and at Ilse, promising that they should be attended to when the proper moment arrived.

Then he spat again, laughed a rather ghastly and distorted laugh, and backed into the doorway behind him.

They walked east — there being no taxi in sight. Ilse and Brisson led; Palla followed beside Jim.

Well, said the latter, his voice not yet under complete control, dont you think youd better keep away from such places in the future?

She was still very much excited: Its abominable, she exclaimed, that this country should permit such lies to be spread among the people and do nothing to counteract this campaign of falsehood! What is going to happen, Jim, unless educated people combine to educate the ignorant?

How? he asked contemptuously.

By example, first of all. By the purity and general decency of their own lives. I tell you, Jim, that the unscrupulous greed of the educated is as dangerous and vile as the murderous envy of the Bolsheviki. Weve got to reform ourselves before we can educate others. And unless we begin by conforming to the Law of Love and Service, some day the Law of Hate and Violence will cut our throats for us.

Palla, he said, I never dreamed that youd do such a thing as you did to-night.

I was afraid, she said with a nervous tightening of her arm under his, but I was still more afraid of being a coward.

You didnt have to answer that crazy anarchist!

Somebody had to. He lied to those poor creatures. I — I couldnt stand it!— Her voice broke a little. And if there is truly a god in me, as I believe, then I should show Christs courage ... lacking His wisdom, she added so low that he scarcely heard her.

Ilse, walking ahead with Brisson, looked back over her shoulder at Palla laughing.

Didnt I tell you that there are some creatures you cant educate? What do you think of your object lesson, darling?


CHAPTER XII
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ON A FOGGY afternoon, toward midwinter, John Estridge strolled into the new Overseas Club, which, still being in process of incubation, occupied temporary quarters on Madison Avenue.

Officers fresh from abroad and still in uniform predominated; tunics were gay with service and wound chevrons, citation cords, stars, crosses, strips of striped ribbon.

There was every sort of head-gear to be seen there, too, from the jaunty overseas bonnet de police, piped in various colours, to the corded campaign hat and leather-visored barrack-cap.

Few cavalry officers were in evidence, but there were plenty of spurs glittering everywhere — to keep their owners heels from slipping off the desks, as the pleasantry of the moment had it.

* * * * *

Estridge went directly to a telephone booth, and presently got his connection.

Its John Estridge, as usual, he said in a bantering tone. How are you, Ilse?

John! Im so glad you called me! Thank you so much for the roses! Theyre exquisite! — matchless! — —

Not at all!

What?

If you think theyre matchless, just hold one up beside your cheek and take a slant at your mirror.

I thought you were not going to say such things to me!

I thought I wasnt.

Are you alone? She laughed happily. Where are you, Jack?

At the Overseas Club. I stopped on my way from the hospital.

Y — es.

A considerable pause, and then Ilse laughed again —— a confused, happy laugh.

Did you think youd — come over? she inquired.

Shall I?

What do you think about it, Jack?

I suppose, he said in a humourous voice, youre afraid of that tendency which you say Im beginning to exhibit.

The tendency to drift?

Yes; — toward those perilous rocks you warned me of.

They are perilous! she insisted.

You ought to know, he rejoined; youre sitting on top of em like a bally Lorelei!

If thats your opinion, hadnt you better steer for the open sea, John?

Certainly Id better. But you look so sweet up there, with your classical golden hair, that I think Ill risk the rocks.

Please dont! Theres a deadly whirlpool under them. Im looking down at it now.

What do you see at the bottom, Ilse? Human bones?

I cant see the bottom. Its all surface, like a shining mirror.

Ill come over and take a look at it with you.

I think youll only see our own faces reflected.... I think youd better not come.

Ill be there in about half an hour, he said gaily.

* * * * *

He sauntered out and on into the body of the club, exchanging with friends a few words here, a smiling handclasp there; and presently he seated himself near a window.

For a while he rested his chin on his clenched hand, staring into space, until a waiter arrived with his order.

He signed the check, drained his glass, and leaned forward again with both elbows on his knees, twirling his silver-headed stick between nervous hands.

After all, he said under his breath, its too late, now.... Im going to see this thing through.

* * * * *

As he rose to go he caught sight of Jim Shotwell, seated alone by another window and attempting to read an evening paper by the foggy light from outside. He walked over to him, fastening his overcoat on the way. Jim laid aside his paper and gave him a dull glance.

How are things with you? inquired Estridge, carelessly.

All right. Are you walking up town?

No.

Jims sombre eyes rested on the discarded paper, but he did not pick it up. Its rotten weather, he said listlessly.

Have you seen Palla lately? inquired Estridge, looking down at him with a certain curiosity.

No, not lately.

Shes a very busy girl, I hear.

So I hear.

Estridge seated himself on the arm of a leather chair and began to pull on his gloves. He said:

I understand Palla is doing Red Cross and canteen work, besides organising her celebrated club; — what is it she calls it? — Combat Club No. 1?

I believe so.

And you havent seen her lately?

Shotwell glanced at the fog and shrugged his shoulders: Shes rather busy — as you say. No, I havent seen her. Besides, Im rather out of my element among the people one runs into at her house. So I simply dont go any more.

Pallas parties are always amusing, ventured Estridge.

Very, said the other, but her guests keep you guessing.

Estridge smiled: Because they dont conform to the established scheme of things?

Perhaps. The scheme of things, as it is, suits me.

But its interesting to hear other peoples views.

Im fed up on queer views — and on queer people, said Jim, with sudden and irritable emphasis. Why, hang it all, Jack, when a fellow goes out among apparently well bred, decent people he takes it for granted that ordinary, matter of course social conventions prevail. But nobody can guess what notions are seething in the bean of any girl you talk to at Pallas house!

Estridge laughed: What do you care, Jim?

Well, I wouldnt care if they all didnt seem so exactly like ones own sort. Why, to look at them, talk to them, youd never suppose them queer! The young girl you take in to dinner usually looks as though butter wouldnt melt in her mouth. And the chances are that shes all for socialism, self-determination, trial marriages and free love!

Hells bells! Im no prude. I like to overstep conventions, too. But this wholesale wrecking of the social structure would be ruinous for a girl like Palla.

But Palla doesnt believe in free love.

She hears it talked about by cracked illuminati.

Rain on a ducks back, Jim!

Rain drowns young ducks.

You mean all this spouting will end in a deluge?

I do. And then look for dead ducks.

Youre not very respectful toward modernism, remarked Estridge, smiling.

Then Jim broke loose:

Modernism? You yourself said that all these crazy social notions — crazy notions in art, literature, music — arise from some sort of physical degeneration, or from the perversion or checking of normal physical functions.

Usually they do — —

Well, continued Shotwell, its mostly due to perversion, in my opinion. Women have had too much of a hell of a run for their money during this war. Theyve broken down all the fences and theyre loose and running all over the world.

If theyd only kept their fool heads! But no. Every germ in the wind lodged in their silly brains! Biff. They want sex equality and a pair of riding breeches! Bang! They kick over the cradle and wreck the pantry.

Wifehood? Played out! Motherhood? In the discards! Domestic partnership? — each sex to its own sphere? Ha-ha! That was all very well yesterday. But woman as a human incubator and brooder is an obsolete machine. Why the devil should free and untramelled womanhood hatch out young?

If they choose to, casually, all right. But its purely a matter for self-determination. If a girl cares to take off her Sam Brown belt and her puttees long enough to nurse a baby, its a matter that concerns her, not humanity at large. Because the social revolution has settled all such details as personal independence and the same standard for both sexes. So, a bas Madame Grundy! A la lanterne with the old régime! No — hang it all, Im through!

Dont you like Palla any more? inquired Estridge, still laughing.

Jim gave him a singular look: Yes.... Do you like Ilse Westgard?

Estridge said coolly: I am accepting her as she is. I like her that much.

Oh. Is that very much? sneered the other.

Enough to marry her if shed have me, replied Estridge pleasantly.

And she wont do that, I suppose?

Not so far.

Jim eyed him sullenly: Well, I dont accept Palla as she is — or thinks she is.

Shes sincere.

I understand that. But no girl can get away with such notions. Where is it all going to land her? What will she be?

Estridge quoted: It hath not yet appeared what we shall be.

Shotwell rose impatiently, and picked up his overcoat: All I know is that when two healthy people care for each other its their business — their business, I repeat — to get together legally and do the decent thing by the human race.

Breed?

Certainly! Breed legally the finest, healthiest, best of specimens; — and as many as they can feed and clothe! For if they dont — if we dont — I mean our own sort — the land will be crawling with the robust get of all these millions of foreigners, who already have nearly submerged us in America; and whose spawn will, one day, smother us to death.

Hang it all, arent they breeding like vermin now? All yellow dogs do — all the unfit produce big litters. Thats the only thing they ever do — accumulate progeny.

And what are we doing? — our sort, I mean? Ill tell you! Our sisters are having such a good time that they wont marry, if they can avoid it, until theyre too mature to get the best results in children. Our wives, if they condescend to have any offspring at all, limit the output to one. Because more than one might damage their beauty. Hell! If the educated classes are going to practise race suicide and the Bolsheviki are going to breed like lice, you can figure out the answer for yourself.

They walked to the foggy street together. Shotwell said bitterly:

I do care for Palla. I like Ilse. All the women one encounters at Pallas parties are gay, accomplished, clever, piquant. The men also are more or less amusing. The conversation is never dull. Everybody seems to be well bred, sincere, friendly and agreeable. But theres something lacking. One feels it even before one is enlightened concerning the ultra-modernism of these admittedly interesting people. And Ill tell you what it is. Actually, deep in their souls, they dont believe in themselves.

Take Palla. She says there is no God — no divinity except in herself. And I tell you she may think she believes it, but she doesnt.

And her school-girl creed — Love and Service! Fine. Only theres a prior law — self-preservation; and another — race preservation! By God, how are you going to love and serve if girls stop having babies?

And as for this silly condemnation of the marriage ceremony, merely because some sanctified Uncle Foozle once inserted the word obey in it — just because, under the marriage laws, tyranny and cruelty have been practised — what callow rot!

Laws can be changed; divorce made simple and non-scandalous as it should be; all rights safeguarded for the woman; and still have something legal and recognised by one of those necessary conventions which make civilisation possible.

But this irresponsible idea of procedure through mere inclination — this sauntering through life under no law to safeguard and govern, except the law of personal preference — thats anarchy! That code spells demoralisation, degeneracy and disaster!... And the whole damned thing to begin again — a slow development of the human race, once more, out of the chaos of utter barbarism.

Estridge, standing there on the sidewalk in the fog, smiled:

Youre very eloquent, Jim. Why dont you say all this to Palla?

I did. I told her, too, that the root of the whole thing was selfishness. And it is. Its a refusal to play the game according to rule. There are only two sexes and one of em is fashioned to bear young, and the other is fashioned to hustle for mother and kid. You cant alter that, whether its fair or not. Its the game as we found it. The rules were already provided for playing it. The legal father and mother are supposed to look out for their own legal progeny. And any alteration of this rule, with a view to irresponsible mating and turning the offspring over to the community to take care of, would create an unhuman race, unconscious of the highest form of love — the love for parents.

A fine lot wed be as an incubated race!

Estridge laughed: Ive got to go, he said, And, if you care for Palla as you say you do, you oughtnt to leave her entirely alone with her circle of modernist friends. Stick around! It may make you mad, but if she likes you, at least she wont commit an indiscretion with anybody else.

I wish I could find my own sort as amusing, said Jim, naïvely. Ive been going about recently — dances, dinners, theatres — but I cant seem to keep my mind off Palla.

Estridge said: If youd give your sense of humour half a chance youd be all right. You take yourself too solemnly. You let Palla scare you. Thats not the way. The thing to do is to have a jolly time with her, with them all. Accept her as she thinks she is. Theres no damage done yet. Time enough to throw fits if she takes the bit and bolts — —

He extended his hand, cordially but impatiently:

You remember I once said that girl ought to be married and have children? If you do the marrying part shes likely to do the rest very handsomely. And it will be the making of her.

Jim held on to his hand:

Tell me what to do, Jack. She isnt in love with me. And she wouldnt submit to a legal ceremony if she were. You invoke my sense of humour. Im willing to give it an airing, only I cant see anything funny in this business.

It is funny! Pallas funny, but doesnt know it. Youre funny! Theyre all funny — unintentionally. But their motives are tragically immaculate. So stick around and have a good time with Palla until theres really something to scare you.

And then?

How the devil do I know? Its up to you, of course, what you do about it.

He laughed and strode away through the fog.

* * * * *

It had seemed to Jim a long time since he had seen Palla. It wasnt very long. And in all that interminable time he had not once called her up on the telephone — had not even written her a single line. Nor had she written to him.

He had gone about his social business in his own circle, much to his mothers content. He had seen quite a good deal of Elorn Sharrow; was comfortably back on the old, agreeable footing; tried desperately to enjoy it; pretended that he did.

But the days were long in the office; the evenings longer, wherever he happened to be; and the nights, alas! were becoming interminable, now, because he slept badly, and the grey winter daylight found him unrefreshed.

Which, recently, had given him a slightly battered appearance, commented on jestingly by young rakes and old sports at the Patroons Club, and also observed by his mother with gentle concern.

Dont overdo it, Jim, she cautioned him, meaning dances that ended with breakfasts and that sort of thing. But her real concern was vaguer than that — deeper, perhaps. And sometimes she remembered the girl in black.

Lately, however, that anxiety had been almost entirely allayed. And her comparative peace of mind had come about in an unexpected manner.

For, one morning, entering the local Red Cross quarters, where for several hours she was accustomed to sew, she encountered Mrs. Speedwell and her lively daughter, Connie — her gossiping informants concerning her sons appearance at Delmonicos with the mysterious girl in black.

Well, what do you suppose, Helen? said Mrs. Speedwell, mischievously. Jims pretty mystery in black is here!

Here? repeated Mrs. Shotwell, flushing and looking around her at the rows of prophylactic ladies, all sewing madly side by side.

Yes, and shes prettier even than I thought her in Delmonicos, remarked Connie. Her name is Palla Dumont, and shes a friend of Leila Vance.

* * * * *

During the morning, Mrs. Shotwell found it convenient to speak to Leila Vance; and they exchanged a pleasant word or two — merely the amiable civilities of two women who recognise each other socially as well as personally.

And it happened in that way, a few days later, that Helen Shotwell met this pretty friend of Leila Vance — Palla Dumont — the girl in black.

And Palla had looked up from her work with her engaging smile, saying: I know your son, Mrs. Shotwell. Is he quite well? I havent seen him for such a long time.

And instantly the invisible antennæ of these two women became busy exploring, probing, searching, and recognising in each other all that remains forever incomprehensible to man.

For Palla somehow understood that Jim had never spoken of her to his mother; and yet that his mother had heard of her friendship with her son.

And Helen knew that Palla was quietly aware of this, and that the girls equanimity remained undisturbed.

Only people quite sure of themselves preserved serenity under the merciless exploration of the invisible feminine antennæ. And it was evident that the girl in black had nothing to conceal from her in regard to her only son — whatever that same son might think he ought to make an effort to conceal from his mother.

To herself Helen thought: Jim has had his wings singed, and has fled the candle.

To Palla she said: Mrs. Vance tells me such interesting stories of your experiences in Russia. Really, its like a charming romance — your friendship for the poor little Grand Duchess.

A tragic one, said Palla in a voice so even that Helen presently lifted her eyes from her sewing to read in her expression something more than the mere words that this young girl had uttered. And saw a still, pale face, sensitive and very lovely; and the needle flying over a bandage no whiter than the hand that held it.

It was a great shock to you — her death, said Helen.

Yes.

And — you were there at the time! How dreadful!

Palla lifted her brown eyes: I cant talk about it yet, she said so simply that Helens sixth sense, always alert for information from the busy, invisible antennæ, suddenly became convinced that there were no more hidden depths to explore — no motives to suspect, no pretense to expose.

Day after day she chose to seat herself between Palla and Leila Vance; and the girl began to fascinate her.

There was no effort to please on Pallas part, other than that natural one born of sweet-tempered consideration for everybody. There seemed to be no pretence, no pose.

Such untroubled frankness, such unconscious candour were rather difficult to believe in, yet Helen was now convinced that in Palla these phenomena were quite genuine. And she began to understand more clearly, as the week wore on, why her son might have had a hard time of it with Palla Dumont before he returned to more familiar pastures, where camouflage and not candour was the rule in the gay and endless game of blind-mans buff.

This girl, thought Helen Shotwell to herself, could easily have taken Jim away from Elorn Sharrow had she chosen to do so. There is no doubt about her charm and her goodness. She certainly is a most unusual girl.

But she did not say this to her only son. She did not even tell him that she had met his girl in black. And Palla had not informed him; she knew that; because the girl herself had told her that she had not seen Jim for a long, long time. It really was not nearly as long as Palla seemed to consider it.

Helen lunched with Leila Vance one day. The former spoke pleasantly of Palla.

Shes such a darling, said Mrs. Vance, but the child worries me.

Why?

Well, shes absorbed some ultra-modern Russian notions — socialistic ones — rather shockingly radical. Can you imagine it in a girl who began her novitiate as a Carmelite nun?

Helen said: She does not seem to have a tendency toward extremes.

She has. That awful affair in Russia seemed to shock her from one extreme to another. Its a long way from the cloister to the radical rostrum.

She spoke of this new Combat Club.

She organised it, said Leila. They have a hall where they invite public discussion of social questions three nights a week. The other three nights, a rival and very red club rents the hall and howls for anarchy and blood.

Isnt it strange? said Helen. One can not imagine such a girl devoting herself to radical propaganda.

Too radical, said Leila. Im keeping an uneasy eye on that very wilful and wrong-headed child. Why, my dear, she has the most fastidious, the sweetest, the most chaste mind, and yet the things she calmly discusses would make your hair curl.

For example? inquired Helen, astonished.

Well, for example, theyve all concluded that its time to strip poor old civilisation of her tinsel customs, thread-worn conventions, polite legends, and pleasant falsehoods.

All laws are silly. Everybody is to do as they please, conforming only to the universal law of Love and Service. Do you see where that would lead some of those pretty hot-heads?

Good heavens, I should think so!

Of course. But they cant seem to understand that the unscrupulous are certain to exploit them — that the most honest motives — the purest — invite that certain disaster consequent on social irregularities.

Palla, so far, is all hot-headed enthusiast — hot-hearted theorist. But I remember that she did take the white veil once. And, as I tell you, I shall try to keep her within range of my uneasy vision. Because, she added, shes really a perfect darling.

She is a most attractive girl, said Helen slowly; but I think shed be more attractive still if she were happily married.

And had children.

Their eyes met, unsmilingly, yet in silent accord.

* * * * *

Their respective cars awaited them at the Ritz and took them in different directions. But all the afternoon Helen Shotwells mind was occupied with what she now knew of Palla Dumont. And she realised that she wished the girl were back in Russia in spite of all her charm and fascination — yes, on account of it.

Because this lovely, burning asteroid might easily cross the narrow orbit through which her own social world spun peacefully in its orderly progress amid that metropolitan galaxy called Society.

Leila Vance was part of that galaxy. So was her own and only son. Wandering meteors that burnt so prettily might yet do damage.

For Helen, having known this girl, found it not any too easy to believe that her son could have relinquished her completely in so disturbingly brief a time.

Had she been a young man she knew that she would not have done so. And, knowing it, she was troubled.

* * * * *

Meanwhile, her only son was troubled, too, as he walked slowly homeward through the winter fog.

And by the time he was climbing his front steps he had concluded to accept this girl as she was — or thought she was — to pull no more long faces or sour faces, but to go back to her, resolutely determined to enjoy her friendship and her friends too; and give his long incarcerated sense of humour an airing, even if he suffered acutely while it revelled.


CHAPTER XIII
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PALLAS ACTIVITIES SEEMED to exhilarate her physically and mentally. Body and brain were now fully occupied; and, if the profit to her soul were dubious, nevertheless the restless spirit of the girl now had an outlet; and at home and in the Combat Club she planned and discussed and investigated the worlds woes to her ardent hearts content.

Physically, too, Red Cross and canteen work gave her much needed occupation; and she went everywhere on foot, never using bus, tram or taxicab. The result was, in spite of late and sometimes festive hours, that Palla had become something more than an unusually pretty girl, for there was much of real beauty in her full and charming face and in her enchantingly rounded yet lithe and lissome figure.

About the girl, also, there seemed to be a new freshness like fragrance — a virginal sweetness — that indefinable perfume of something young and vigorous that is already in bud.

* * * * *

That morning she went over to the dingy row of buildings to sign the lease of the hall for three evenings a week, as quarters for Combat Club No. 1.

The stuffy place where the Red Flag Club had met the night before was still reeking with stale smoke and the effluvia of the unwashed; but the windows were open and a negro was sweeping up a litter of defunct cigars.

Yaasm, Mr. Pumas office is next do, he replied to Pallas inquiry;  — Sooperfillum Coporation. Yaasm.

Next door had been a stable and auction ring, and odours characteristic still remained, although now the ring had been partitioned, boarded over and floored, and Mr. Hewitts glass rods full of blinding light were suspended above the studio ceilings of the Super-Picture Corporation.

Palla entered the brick archway. An office on the right bore the name of Angelo Puma; and that large, richly coloured gentleman hastily got out of his desk chair and flashed a pair of magnificent as well as astonished eyes upon Palla as she opened the door and walked in.

When she had seated herself and stated her business, Puma, with a single gesture, swept from the office several men and a stenographer, and turned to Palla.

Is it you, then, who are this Combat Club which would rent from me the hall next door! he exclaimed, showing every faultless tooth in his head.

Palla smiled: I am empowered by the club to sign a lease.

That is sufficient! exclaimed Puma, with a superb gesture. So! It is signed! Your desire is enough. The matter is accomplished when you express the wish!

Palla blushed a little but smilingly affixed her signature to the papers elaborately presented by Angelo Puma.

A lease? he remarked, with a flourish of his large, sanguine, and jewelled hand. A detail merely for your security, Miss Dumont. For me, I require only the expression of your slightest wish. That, to me, is a command more binding than the seal of the notary!

And he flashed his dazzling smile on Palla, who was tucking her copy of the agreement into her muff.

Thank you so much, Mr. Puma, she said, almost inclined to laugh at his extravagances. And she laid down a certified check to cover the first months rental.

Mr. Puma bowed; his large, heavily lashed black eyes were very brilliant; his mouth much too red under the silky black moustache.

For me, he said impulsively, art alone matters. What is money? What is rent? What are all the annoying details of commerce? Interruptions to the soul-flow! Checks to the fountain jet of inspiration! Art only is important. Have you ever seen a cinema studio, Miss Dumont?

Palla never had.

Would it interest you, perhaps?

Thank you — some time — —

It is but a step! They are working. A peep will take but a moment — if you please — a thousand excuses that I proceed to show you the way! — —

She stepped through a door. From a narrow anteroom she saw the set-scene in a ghastly light, where men in soiled shirt-sleeves dragged batteries of electric lights about, each underbred face as livid as the visage of a corpse too long unburied.

There were women there, too, looking a little more human in their makeups under the horrible bluish glare. Camera men were busy; a cadaverous and profane director, with his shabby coat-collar turned up, was talking loudly in a Broadway voice and jargon to a bewildered girl wearing a ball gown.

As Puma led Palla through the corridor from partition to partition, disclosing each set with its own scene and people — the whole studio full of blatant noise and ghastly faces or painted ones, Palla thought she had never before beheld such a concentration of every type of commonness in her entire existence. Faces, shapes, voices, language, all were essentially the properties of congenital vulgarity. The language, too, had to be sharply rebuked by Puma once or twice amid the wrangling of director, camera man and petty subordinates.

So intense are the emotions evoked by a fanatic devotion to art, he explained to Palla, that, at moments, the old, direct and vigorous Anglo-Saxon tongue is heard here, unashamed. What will you? It is art! It is the fervour that forgets itself in blind devotion — in rapturous self-dedication to the god of Truth and Beauty!

As she turned away, she heard from a neighbouring partition the hoarse expostulations of one of Arts blind acolytes: Say, fr Christs sake, Delmour, what the hells loose in your bean! Yeh done it wrong an yeh know damn well yeh done it wrong — —

Puma opened another door: One of our projection rooms, Miss Dumont. If it is your pleasure to see a few reels run off — —

Thank you, but I really must go — —

The office door stood open and she went out that way. Mr. Puma confronted her, moistly brilliant of eye:

For me, Miss Dumont, I am frank like there never was a child in arms! Yes. I am all art; all heart. For me, beauty is God!— he kissed his fat fingers and wafted the caress toward the dirty ceiling.

Please excuse, he said with his powerful smile, but have you ever, perhaps, thought, Miss Dumont, of the screen as a career?

I? asked Palla, surprised and amused. No, Mr. Puma, I havent.

A test! Possibly, in you, latent, sleeps the exquisite apotheosis of Art incarnate! Who can tell? You have youth, beauty, a mind! Yes. Who knows if, also, happily, genius slumbers within? Yes?

Im very sure it doesnt, replied Palla, laughing.

Ah! Who can be sure of anything — even of heaven! cried Puma.

Very true, said Palla, trying to speak seriously, But the career of a moving picture actress does not attract me.

The emoluments are enormous!

Thank you, no — —

A test! We try! It would be amusing for you to see yourself upon the screen as you are, Miss Dumont? As you are — young, beautiful, vivacious — —

He still blocked her way, so she said, laying her gloved hand on the knob:

Thank you very much. Some day, perhaps. But I really must go — —

He immediately bowed, opened the glass door, and went with her to the brick arch.

I do not think you know, he said, that I have entered partnership with a friend of yours?

A friend of mine?

Mr. Elmer Skidder.

Oh, she exclaimed, smilingly, I hope the partnership will be a fortunate one. Will you kindly inform Mr. Skidder of my congratulations and best wishes for his prosperity? And you may say that I shall be glad to hear from him about his new enterprise.

To Mr. Pumas elaborate leave-taking she vouchsafed a quick, amused nod, then hurried away eastward to keep her appointment at the Canteen.

* * * * *

About five oclock she experienced a healthy inclination for tea and wavered between the Plaza and home. Ilse and Marya were with her, but an indefinable something caused her to hesitate, and finally to let them go to the Plaza without her.

What might be the reason of this sudden whim for an unpremeditated cup of tea at home she scarcely took the trouble to analyse. Yet, she was becoming conscious of a subtle and increasing exhilaration as she approached her house and mounted the steps.

Suddenly, as she fitted the latch-key, her heart leaped and she knew why she had come home.

For a moment her fast pulse almost suffocated her. Was she mad to return here on the wildest chance that Jim might have come — might be inside, waiting? And what in the world made her suppose so? — for she had neither seen him nor heard from him in many days.

Im certainly a little crazy, she thought as she opened the door. At the same moment her eyes fell on his overcoat and hat and stick.

Her skirt was rather tight, but her limbs were supple and her feet light, and she ran upstairs to the living room.

As he rose from an armchair she flung her arms out with a joyous little cry and wrapped them tightly around his neck, muff, reticule and all.

You darling, he was saying over and over in a happy but rather stupid voice, and crushing her narrow hands between his;  — you adorable child, you wonderful girl — —

Oh, Im so glad, Jim! Shall we have tea?... You dear fellow! Im so very happy that you came! Wait a moment— she leaned wide from him and touched an electric bell. Now youll have to behave properly, she said with delightful malice.

He released her; she spoke to the maid and then went over with him to the sofa, flinging muff, stole and purse on a chair.

Pure premonition, she explained, stripping the gloves from her hands. Ilse and Marya were all for the Plaza, but something sent me homeward! Isnt it really very strange, Jim? Why, I almost had an inclination to run when I turned into our street — not even knowing why, of course — —

Youre so sweet and generous! he blurted out. Why dont you raise hell with me?

You know, she said demurely, I dont raise hell, dear.

But Ive behaved so rottenly — —

It really wasnt friendly to neglect me so entirely.

He looked down — laid one hand on hers in silence.

I understand, Jim, she said sweetly. Is it all right now?

Its all right.... Of course I havent changed.

Oh.

But its all right.

Really?

Yes.... What is there for me to do but to accept things as they are?

You mean, accept me as I am! Oh, Jim, its so dear of you. And you know well enough that I care for no other man as I do for you — —

The waitress with the tea-tray cut short that sort of conversation. Pallas appetite was a healthy one. She unpinned her hat and flung it on the piano. Then she nestled down sideways on the sofa, one leg tucked under the other knee, her hair in enough disorder to worry any other girl — and began to tuck away tea and cakes. Sometimes, in animated conversation, she gesticulated with a buttered bun — once she waved her cup to emphasise her point:

The main idea, of course, is to teach the eternal law of Love and Service, she explained. But, Jim, I have become recently, and in a measure, militant.

Youre going to love the unwashed with a club?

You very impudent boy! Were going to combat this new and terrible menace — this sinister flood that threatens the world — the crimson tide of anarchy!

Good work, darling! I enlist for a machine gun uni — —

Listen! The battle is to be entirely verbal. Our Combat Club No. 1, the first to be established — is open to anybody and everybody. All are at liberty to enter into the discussions. We who believe in the Law of Love and Service shall have our say every evening that the club is open — —

The Reds may come and take a crack at you.

The Reds are welcome. We wish to face them across the rostrum, not across a barricade!

Well, you dear girl, I cant see how any Red is going to resist you. And if any does, Ill knock his bally block off — —

Oh, Jim, youre so vernacularly inclined! And youre very flippant, too — —

Im not really, he said in a lower voice. Whatever you care about could not fail to appeal to me.

She gave him a quick, sweet glance, then searched the tea-tray to reward him.

As she gave him another triangle of cinnamon toast, she remembered something else. It was on the tip of her tongue, now; and she checked herself.

He had not spoken of it. Had his mother mentioned meeting her at the Red Cross? If not — was it merely a natural forgetfulness on his mothers part? Was her silence significant?

Nibbling pensively at her cinnamon toast, Palla pondered this. But the girls mind worked too directly for concealment to come easy.

Im wondering, she said, whether your mother mentioned our meeting at the Red Cross. And she knew immediately by his expression that he heard it for the first time.

I was introduced at our headquarters by Leila Vance, said Palla, in her even voice; and your mother and she are acquaintances. That is how it happened, Jim.

He was still somewhat flushed but he forced a smile: Did you find my mother agreeable, Palla?

Yes. And she is so beautiful with her young face and pretty white hair. She always sits between Leila and me while we sew.

Did you say you knew me?

Yes, of course.

Of course, he repeated, reddening again.

No man ever has successfully divined any motive which any woman desires to conceal.

Why his mother had not spoken of Palla to him he did not know. He was aware, of course, that nobody within the circle into which he had been born would tolerate Pallas social convictions. Had she casually and candidly revealed a few of them to his mother in the course of the mornings conversation over their sewing?

He gave Palla a quick look, encountered her slightly amused eyes, and turned redder than ever.

You dear boy, she said, smiling, I dont think your very charming mother would be interested in knowing me. The informality of ultra-modern people could not appeal to her generation.

Did you — talk to her about — —

No. But it might happen. You know, Jim, I have nothing to conceal.

The old troubled look had come back into his face. She noticed it and led the conversation to lighter themes.

We danced last night after dinner, she said. There were some amusing people here for dinner. Then we went to see such a charming play — Tea for Three — and then we had supper at the Biltmore and danced.... Will you dine with me to-morrow?

Of course.

Do you think youd enjoy it? — a lot of people who entertain the same shocking beliefs that I do?

All right! he said with emphasis. Im through playing the rôle of deaths-head at the feast. I told you that Im going to take you as you are and enjoy you and our friends — and quit making an ass of myself — —

Dear, you never did!

Oh, yes, I did. And maybe Im a predestined ass. But every ass has a pair of heels and Im going to flourish mine very gaily from now on!

She protested laughingly at his self-characterisation, and bent toward him a little, caressing his sleeve in appeal, or shaking it in protest as he denounced himself and promised to take the world more gaily in the future.

Youll see, he remarked, rising to take his leave: I may even call the bluff of some of your fluffy ultra-modern friends and try a few trial marriages with each of em — —

Oh, Jim, youre absolutely horrid! As if my friends believed in such disgusting ideas!

They do — some of em.

They dont!

Well, then, I do! he announced so gravely that she had to look at him closely in the rather dim lamplight to see whether he was jesting.

She walked to the top of the staircase with him; let him take her into his arms; submitted to his kiss. Always a little confused by his demonstrations, nevertheless her hand retained his for a second longer, as though shyly reluctant to let him go.

I am so glad you came, she said. Dont neglect me any more.

And so he went his way.

* * * * *

His mother discovered him in the library, dressed for dinner. Something, as he rose — his manner of looking at her, perhaps — warned her that they were not perfectly en rapport. Then the subtle, invisible antennæ, exploring caressingly what is so palpable in the heart of man, told her that once more she was to deal with the girl in black.

When his mother was seated, he said: I didnt know you had met Palla Dumont, mother.

Helen hesitated: Mrs. Vances friend? Oh, yes; she comes to the Red Cross with Leila Vance.

Do you like her?

In her sons eyes she was aware of that subtle and unconscious appeal which all mothers of boys are, some day, fated to see and understand.

Sometimes the appeal is disguised, sometimes it is so subtle that only mothers are able to perceive it.

But what to do about it is the perennial problem. For between lack of sympathy and response there are many nuances; and opposition is always to be avoided.

Helen said, pleasantly, that the girl appeared to be amiable and interesting.

I know her merely in that way, she continued. We sit there sewing slings, pads, compresses, and bandages, and we gossip at random with our neighbours.

I like her very much, said Jim.

She does seem to be an attractive girl, said his mother carelessly.... Are you going to Yama Farms for the week end?

No.

Oh, Im sorry. The Speedwells party is likely to be such a jolly affair, and I hear theres lots of snow up there.

I havent met Mrs. Vance, said her son. Is she nice?

Leila Vance? Why, of course.

Who is she?

She married an embassy attaché, Captain Vance. He was in the old army — killed at Mons four years ago.

She and Palla are intimate?

I believe they are good friends, remarked his mother, deciding not to attempt to turn the current of conversation for the moment.

Mother?

Yes, dear.

I am quite sure I never met a girl I like as well.

Helen laughed: That is a trifle extravagant, isnt it?

No.... I asked her to marry me.

Helens heart stood still, then a bright flush stained her face.

She refused me, said the boy.

His mother said very quietly: Of course this is news to us, Jim.

Yes, I didnt tell you. I couldnt, somehow. But Ive told you now.

Dearest, she said, dropping her hand over his, dont think me unsympathetic if I say that it really is better that she refused you.

I understand, mother.

I hope you do.

Oh, yes. But I dont think you do. Because I am still in love with her.

You poor dear!

Its rotten luck, isnt it?

Time heals— She checked herself, turned and kissed him.

After all, she said, a soldier learns how to take things.

And presently: I do wish youd go up to Yama Farms.

That, he said, would be the obvious thing to do. Anything to keep going and keep your mind ticking away until youre safely wound up again.... But Im not going, dear.

Helen looked at him in silence, not wondering what he might be going to do with his week-end instead, because she already guessed.

Before she said anything more his father came in; and a moment later dinner was announced.

* * * * *

Jim slept soundly for the first night in a long time. His mother scarcely closed her eyes at all.


CHAPTER XIV
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THERE HAD BEEN a row at the Red Flag Club — a matter of differing opinions between members — nothing sufficient to attract the police, but enough to break several heads, benches and windows. And it was evident that some gentlemans damaged nose had bled all over the linoleum in the lobby.

Elmer Skidder, arriving at the studio next morning in his brand new limousine, heard about the shindy and went into the club to inspect the wreckage. Then, mad all through, he started out to find Puma. But a Sister Art had got the best of Angelo Puma in a questionable cabaret the night before, and he had not yet arrived at the studio of the Super-Picture Corporation.

Skidder, thrifty by every instinct, and now smarting under his wrongs at the hands — and feet — of the Red Flag Club, went away in his gorgeous limousine to find Sondheim, who paid the rental and who lived in the Bronx.

It was a long way; every mile and every gallon of gasoline made Skidder madder; and when at length he arrived at the brand new, jerry-built apartment house inhabited by Max Sondheim, he had concluded that the Red Flag Club was an undesirable tenant and that it must be summarily kicked out.

Sondheim was still in bed, but a short-haired and pallid young woman, with assorted spots on her complexion, bade Skidder enter, and opened the chamber door for him.

The bedroom, which smelled of sour fish, was very cold, very dirty, and very blue with cigar smoke. The remains of a delicatessen breakfast stood on a table near the only window, which was tightly shut, and under the sill of which a radiator emitted explosive symptoms of steam to come.

Sondheim sprawled under the bed-covers, smoking; two other men sat on the edge of the bed — Karl Kastner and Nathan Bromberg. Both were smoking porcelain pipes. Three slopping quarts of beer decorated the wash stand.

Skidder, who had halted in the doorway as the full aroma of the place smote him, now entered at the curt suggestion of Sondheim, but refused a chair.

Say, Sondheim, he began, I been to the club this morning, and Ive seen what youve done to the place.

Well? demanded Sondheim, in a growling voice, what haf we done?

Oh, nothing; — smashed the furniture fr instance. Thats all. But it dont go with me. See?

Kastner got up and gave him a sinister, near-sighted look: If ve done damach ve pay, he remarked.

Sure youll pay! blustered Skidder. And thats all right, too. But no more for yours truly. Im through. Heres where your bunch quits the hall for keeps. Get me?

Please? inquired Kastner, turning a brick red.

I say Im through! blustered Skidder. You gotta get other quarters. It dont pay us to keep on buying benches and mending windows, even if you cough up for em. It dont pay us to rent the hall to your club and get all this here notoriety, what with your red flags and the po-lice hanging around and nosin into everything — —

Ach wass! snapped Kastner, of vat are you speaking? Iss it for you to concern yourself mit our club und vat iss it ve do?

Say, who dyeh think youre talkin to? retorted Skidder, his eyes snapping furiously. Grab this from me, old scout? — Im half owner of that hall and Im telling you to get out! Is that plain?

So? Kastner sneered at him and nudged Sondheim, who immediately sat up in bed and levelled an unwashed hand at Skidder.

You think you fire us? he shouted, his eyes inflamed and his dirty fingers crisping to a talon. You go home and tell Puma what you say to us. Then you learn something maybe, what you dont know already!

Ill learn you something! retorted Skidder. Just wait till I show Puma the wreckage — —

Let him look at it and be damned! roared Bromberg. Go home and show it to him! And see if he talks about firing us!

Say, demanded Skidder, astonished, do you fellows think you got any drag with Angy Puma?

Go back and ask him! growled Bromberg. And dont try to come around here and get fresh again. Listen! You go buy what benches you say we broke and send the bill to me, and keep your mouth shut and mind your fool business!

Ill mind my own and yours too! screamed Skidder, seized by an ungovernable access of fury. Say, you poor nut! — you sick mink! — you stale hunk of cheese! — if you come down my way again Ill kick your shirttail for you! Get that? And he slammed the door and strode out in a flaming rage.

But when, still furiously excited, he arrived once more at the office, — and when Puma, who had just entered, had listened in sullen consternation to his story, he received another amazing and most unpleasant shock. For Puma told him flatly that the tenancy of the Red Flag Club suited him; that no lease could be broken, except by mutual consent of partners; and that he, Skidder, had had no business to go to Sondheim with any such threat of eviction unless he had first consulted his partners wishes.

Well, what — what— stammered Skidder— what the hell drag have those guys got with you?

Why is it you talk foolish? retorted Puma sharply. Drag? Did Sondheim say — —

No! I say it. I ask you what have those crazy nuts got on you that you stand for all this rumpus?

Pumas lustrous eyes, battered but still magnificent, fixed themselves on Skidder.

Go out, he said briefly to his stenographer. Then, when the girl had gone, and the glass door closed behind her, he turned heavily and gazed at Skidder some more. And, after a few moments silence: Go on, he said. What did Sondheim say about me?

Skidders small, shifty eyes were blinking furiously and his essentially suspicious mind was also operating at full speed. When he had calculated what to say he took the chance, and said:

Sondheim gave me to understand that hes got such a hell of a pull with you that I cant kick him out of my property. What do you know about that, Angelo?

Go on, said Puma impatiently, what else did he say about me?

Aint I telling you?

Tell more.

Skidder had no more to tell, so he manufactured more.

Well, he continued craftily, I didnt exactly get what that kike said. But his grin and his manner gave his words the lie, as he intended they should. Something about your being in dutch— He checked himself as Pumas black eyes lighted with a momentary glare.

What? He tells you I am in with Germans!

Naw; — in dutch!

Pumas sanguinary skin reddened; his puffy fingers fished for a cigar in the pocket of his fancy waistcoat; he found one and lighted it, not looking at his partner. Then he picked up the morning paper.

Skidder shrugged; stood up, pretending to yawn; started to open the door.

Elmer?

Yeh? What ywant?

I want to know exactly what Max Sondheim said to you about me.

Well, you better go ask Sondheim.

No. I ask you — my friend — my associate in business — —

A fine associate! — when I cant kick in when I want to kick out a bunch of nuts thats wrecking the hall, just because they got a drag with you — —

Listen. I am frank like there never was a — —

Sure. Go on!

I say it! Yes! I am frank like hell. From my friend and partner I conceal nothing — —

Not even the books, grinned Skidder.

Elmer. You pain me. I who am all heart! Elmer, I ask it of you if you will so kindly tell me what it is that Sondheim has said to you about this drag.

He said, replied the other viciously, that he had you cinched. He said youd hand me the ha-ha when I saw you. And youve done it.

Pardon. I did not say to you a ha-ha, Elmer. I was surprised when you have told me how you have gone to Sondheim so roughly, without one word to me — —

You was soused to the gills last night. I didnt know when youd show up at the studio — —

It was not just to me that you go to Sondheim in this so surprising manner, without informing me. He looked at his cigar; the wrapper was broken and he licked the place with a fat tongue. Elmer?

Thats me, replied the other, who had been slyly watching him. Spit it out, Angy. Whats on your mind?

I tell you, Elmer!

Pumas face became suddenly wreathed in guileless smiles: Me, I am frank like there never — but no matter, he added; listen attentively to what I shall say to you secretly, that I also desire to be rid of this Red Flag Club.

Well, then — —

A moment! I am embarrass. Yes. You ask why? I shall tell you. It is this. Formerly I have reside in Mexico. My business has been in Mexico City. I have there a little cinema theatre. In 1913 I arrive in New York. You ask me why I came? And I am frank like— his full smile burst on Skidder— like a heaven angel! But it is Gods truth I came here to make of the cinema a monument to Art.

And make your little pile too, eh, Angy?

As you please. But this I affirm to you, Elmer; of politics I am innocent like there never was a cherubim! Yes! And yet your Government has question me. Why? you ask so naturally. My God! I know no one in New York. I arrive. I repair to a recommended hotel. I make acquaintance — unhappily — with people who are under a suspicion of German sympathy!

What the devil did you do that for? demanded Skidder.

Puma spread his jewelled fingers helplessly.

How am I to know? I encounter people. I seek capital for my art. Me, I am all heart: I suspect nobody. I say: Gentlemen, my art is my life. Without it I cease to exist. I desire capital; I desire sympathy; I desire intelligent recognition and practical aid. Yes. In time some gentlemen evince confidence. I am offered funds. I produce, with joy, my first picture. Ha! The success is extravagant! But — alas!

What tripped you?

Alas, repeated Puma, your Government arrests some gentlemen who have lend to me much funds. Why? Imagine my grief, my mortification! They are suspect of German propaganda! Oh, my God!

How is it they didnt pinch you? asked Skidder coldly, and beginning to feel very uneasy.

Me? No! They investigate. They discover only Art!

Skidder squinted at him nervously. If he had heard anything of that sort in connection with Puma he never would have flirted with him financially.

Well, then, whats this drag they got with you? — Sondheim and the other nuts?

I tell you. Letters quite innocent but polite they have in possession — —

Blackmail, by heck!

I must be considerate of Sondheim.

Or hell squeal on you. Is that it?

Pumas black eyes were flaring up again; the heavy colour stained his face.

Me, I am — —

All right. Sondheims got something on you, then. Has he?

It is nothing. Yet, it has embarrass me — —

That ratty kike! I get you, Angy. You were played. Or maybe you did some playing too. Aw! wait! — as Puma protested— Im getting you, by gobs. Sure. And youre rich, now, and business is pretty good, and you wish Sondheim would let you alone.

Yes, surely.

How much hush-cash dyeh pay him?

I?

Yaas, you! Come on, now, Angy. What does he stick you up for per month?

Pumas face became empurpled: He is a scoundrel, he said thickly. Me — I wish to God and Jesus Christ I saw the last of him! He got up, and his step was lithe as a leopards as he paced the room, ranging the four walls as though caged. And, for the first time, then Skidder realised that this velvet-eyed, velvet-footed man might possibly be rather dangerous — dangerous to antagonise, dangerous to be associated with in business.

Say, he blurted out, what else did you let me in for when I put my money into your business? Think Im going to be held up by any game like that? Think Im going to stand for any shake-down from that gang? Watch me.

Puma stopped and looked at him stealthily: What is it you would do, Elmer?

But Skidder offered no suggestion. He remained, however, extremely uneasy. For it was plain enough that Puma had been involved in dealings sufficiently suspicious to warrant Government surveillance.

All Skidders money and real estate were now invested in Super-Pictures. No wonder he was anxious. No wonder Puma, also, seemed worried.

For, whatever he might have done in the past of a shady nature, now he had become prosperous and financially respectable and, if let alone, would doubtless continue to make a great deal of money for Skidder as well as for himself. And Skidder, profoundly troubled, wondered whether his partner had ever been guiltily involved in German propaganda, and had escaped Government detection only to fall a victim, in his dawning prosperity, to blackmailing associates of earlier days.

That mutt Sondheim looks like a bad one to me, and the other guy — Kastner, he observed gloomily.

It is better that we should not offend them.

Just as you say, brother.

I say it. Yes. We shall be wise to turn to them a pleasing face.

Sure. The best thing to do for a while is to stall along, nodded Skidder,  — but always be ready for a chance to hand it to them. Thats safest; wait till we get the goods on them. Then slam it to em plenty!

If they annoy me too much, purred Puma, displaying every dazzling tooth, it may not be so agreeable for them. I am bad man to crowd.... Meanwhile — —

Sure; well stall along, Angy!

They opened the glass door and went out into the studio. And Puma began again on his favourite theme, the acquiring of Broadway property and the erection of a cinema theatre. And Skidder, with his limited imagination of a cross-roads storekeeper, listened cautiously, yet always conscious of agreeable thrills whenever the subject was mentioned.

And, although he knew that capital was shy and that conditions were not favourable, his thoughts always reverted to a man he might be willing to go into such a scheme with — the president of the Shadow Hill Trust Company, Alonzo Pawling.

* * * * *

At that very moment, too, it chanced that Mr. Pawlings business had brought him to New York — in fact, his business was partly with Palla Dumont, and they were now lunching together at the Ritz.

Alonzo Pawling stood well over six feet. He still had all his hair — which was dyed black — and also an inky pair of old-fashioned side whiskers. For the beauty of his remaining features less could be said, because his eyes were a melancholy and faded blue, his nose very large and red, and his small, loose mouth seemed inclined to sag, as though saturated with moisture.

Many years a widower he had, when convenient opportunity presented itself, never failed to offer marriage to Palla Dumont. And when, as always, she refused him in her frank, amused fashion, they returned without embarrassment to their amiable footing of many years — she as child of his old friend and neighbour, Judge Dumont, he as her financial adviser, and banker.

As usual, Mr. Pawling had offered Palla his large, knotty hand in wedlock that morning. And now that this inevitable preliminary was safely over, they were approaching the end of a business luncheon on entirely amiable terms with each other.

Financial questions had been argued, investments decided upon, news of the town discussed, and Palla was now telling him about Elmer Skidder and his new and apparently prosperous venture into moving pictures.

He came to see me last evening, she said, smiling at the recollection, and he arrived in a handsome limousine with an extra man on the front — oh, very gorgeous, Mr. Pawling! — and we had tea and he told me how prosperous he had become in the moving picture business.

I guess, said Mr. Pawling, that theres a lot of money in moving pictures. But nobody ever seems to get any of it except the officials of the corporation and their favourite stars.

It seems to be an exceedingly unattractive business, said Palla, recollecting her unpleasant impressions at the Super-Picture studios.

The right end of it, said Mr. Pawling, is to own a big theatre.

She smiled: You wouldnt advise me to make such an investment, would you?

Mr. Pawlings watery eyes rested on her reflectively and he sucked in his lower lips as though trying to extract the omnipresent moisture.

I dunno, he said absently.

Mr. Skidder told me that he would double his invested capital in a year, she said.

I guess he was bragging.

Perhaps, she rejoined, laughing, but I should not care to make such an investment.

Did he ask you?

No. But it seemed to me that he hinted at something of that nature. And I was not at all interested because I am contented with my little investments and my income as it is. I dont really need much money.

Mr. Pawlings pendulous lip, released, sagged wetly and his jet-black eyebrows were lifted in a surprised arch.

Youre the first person I ever heard say they had enough money, he remarked.

But I have! she insisted gaily.

Mr. Pawlings sad horse-face regarded her with faded surprise. He passed for a rich man in Shadow Hill.

Where is Elmers place of business? he inquired finally, producing a worn note-book and a gold pencil. And he wrote down the address.

There was in all the world only one thing that seriously worried Mr. Pawling, and that was this worn note-book. Almost every day of his life he concluded to burn it. He lived in a vague and daily fear that it might be found on him if he died suddenly. Such things could happen — automobile or railroad accidents — any one of numberless mischances.

And still he carried it, and had carried it for years — always in a sort of terror while the recent Mrs. Pawling was still alive — and in dull but perpetual anxiety ever since.

There were in it pages devoted to figures. There were, also, memoranda of stock transactions. There were many addresses, too, mostly feminine.

Now he replaced it in the breast pocket of his frock-coat, and took out a large wallet strapped with a rubber band.

While he was paying the check, Palla drew on her gloves; and, at the Madison Avenue door, stood chatting with him a moment longer before leaving for the canteen.

Then, smilingly declining his taxi and offering her slender hand in adieu, she went westward on foot as usual. And Mr. Pawlings directions to the chauffeur were whispered ones as though he did not care to have the world at large share in his knowledge of his own occult destination.

* * * * *

Pallas duty at the canteen lasted until six oclock that afternoon, and she hurried on her way home because people were dining there at seven-thirty.

With the happy recollection that Jim, also, was dining with her, she ran lightly up the steps and into the house; examined the flowers which stood in jars of water in the pantry, called for vases, arranged a centre-piece for the table, and carried other clusters of blossoms into the little drawing-room, and others still upstairs.

Then she returned to criticise the table and arrange the name-cards. And, this accomplished, she ran upstairs again to her own room, where her maid was waiting.

Two or three times in a year — not oftener — Palla yielded to a rare inclination which assailed her only when unusually excited and happy. That inclination was to whistle.

She whistled, now, while preparing for the bath; whistled like a blackbird as she stood before the pier-glass before the maid hooked her into a filmy, rosy evening gown — her first touch of colour since assuming mourning.

The bell rang, and the waitress brought an elaborate florists box. There were pink orchids in it and Jims card; — perfection.

How could he have known! She wondered rapturously, realising all the while that theyd have gone quite as well with her usual black.

Would he come early? She had forgotten to ask it. Would he? For, in that event — and considering his inclination to take her into his arms — she decided to leave off the orchids until the more strenuous rites of friendship had been accomplished.

She was carrying the orchids and the long pin attached, in her left hand, when the sound of the doorbell filled her with abrupt and delightful premonitions. She ventured a glance over the banisters, then returned hastily to the living room, where he discovered her and did exactly what she had feared.

Her left hand, full of orchids, rested on his shoulder; her cool, fresh lips rested on his. Then she retreated, inviting inspection of the rosy dinner gown; and fastened her orchids while he was admiring it.

Her guests began to arrive before either was quite ready, so engrossed were they in happy gossip. And Palla looked up in blank surprise that almost amounted to vexation when the bell announced that their tête-à-tête was ended.

Shotwell had met the majority of Pallas dinner guests. Seated on her right, he received from his hostess information concerning some of those he did not know.

That rather talkative boy with red hair is Larry Rideout, she said in a low voice. He edits a weekly called The Coming Race. The Post Office authorities have refused to pass it through the mails. Its rather advanced, you know.

Who is the girl on his right — the one with the chalky map?

Questa Terrett. Dont you think her pallor is fascinating?

No. What particular stunt does she perform?

Dont be flippant. She writes.

Ads?

Jim! She writes poems. Havent you seen any of them?

I dont think so.

Theyre rather modern poems. The lines dont rhyme and theres no metrical form, explained Palla.

Are they any good?

Theyre a little difficult to understand. She leaves out so many verbs and nouns — —

I know. Its a part of her disease — —

Jim, please be careful. She is taken seriously — —

Taken seriously ill? There, dear, I wont guy your guests. What an absolutely deathly face she has!

She is considered beautiful.

She has the profile of an Egyptian. Shes as dead-white as an Egyptian leper — —

Hush!

Hush it is, sweetness! Whos the good-looking chap over by Ilse?

Stanley Wardner.

And his star trick?

Hes a secessionist sculptor.

Whats that?

He is one of the ultra-modern men who has seceded from the Society of American Sculptors to form, with a few others, a new group.

Is he any good?

Well, Jim, I dont know, she said candidly. I dont think I am quite in sympathy with his work.

What sort is it?

If I understand him, he is what is termed, I believe, a concentrationist. For instance, in a nude figure which he is exhibiting in his studio, its all a rough block of marble except, in the middle of the upper part, there is a nose.

A nose!

Really, it is beautifully sculptured, insisted Palla.

But — good heavens! — isnt there any other anatomical feature to that block of marble?

I explained that he is a concentrationist. His school believes in concentrating on a single feature only, and in rendering that feature as minutely and perfectly as possible.

Jim said: He looks as sane as a broker, too. You never can tell, can you, sweetness?

He glanced at several other people whose features were not familiar, but Pallas explanations of her friends had slightly discouraged him and he made no further inquiries.

Vanya Tchernov was there, dreamy and sweet-mannered; Estridge sat by Ilse, looking a trifle careworn, as though hospital work were taking it out of him. Marya Lanois was there, too, with her slightly slanting green eyes and her tiger-red hair — attracting from him a curious sort of stealthy admiration, inexplicable to him because he knew he was so entirely in love with Palla.

A woman of forty sat on his right — he promptly forgot her name each time he heard it — who ate fastidiously and chose birth-control as the subject for conversation. And he dodged it in vain, for her conversation had become a monologue, and he sat fiddling with his food, very red, while the silky voice, so agreeable in pitch and intonation, slid smoothly on.

Afterward Palla explained that she was a celebrated sociologist, but Jim remained shy of her.

Other people came in after dinner. Vanya seated himself at the piano and played from one of his unpublished scores. Ilse sang two Scandinavian songs in her fresh, wholesome, melodious voice — the song called Ygdrasil, and the Song of Thokk. Wardner had brought a violin, and he and Vanya accompanied Maryas Asiatic songs, but with some difficulty on the sculptors part, as modern instruments are scarcely adapted to the sort of Russian music she chose to sing.

Marya had a way, when singing, which appeared almost insolent. Seated, or carelessly erect, her supple figure fell into lines of indolently provocative grace; and the warm, golden notes welling from her throat seemed to be flung broadcast and indifferently to her listeners, as alms are often flung, without interest, toward abstract poverty and not to the poor breathing thing at ones elbow.

She sang, in her preoccupied way, one of her savage, pentatonic songs, more Mongol than Cossack; then she sang an impudent burlatskiya lazily defiant of her listeners; then a so-called dancing song, in which there was little restraint in word or air.

The subtly infernal enchantment of girl and music was felt by everybody; but several among the illuminati and the fair ultra-modernettes had now reached their limit of breadth and tolerance, and were becoming bored and self-conscious, when abruptly Maryas figure straightened to a lovely severity, her mouth opened sweetly as a cherubs, and, looking up like a little, ruddy bird, she sang one of the ancient Kolyadki, Vanya alone understanding as his long, thin fingers wandered instinctively into an improvised accompaniment:

I

Young tears
Your fears disguise;
He is not coming!
Sweet lips
Let slip no sighs;
Cease, heart, your drumming!
He is not coming,
[A]Lada!
He is not coming.
Lada oy Lada!

Gaze not in wonder, — 
Yonder no rider comes;
Hark how the kettle-drums
Mock his hoofs thunder;
Hark to their thudding,
Pretty breasts budding, — 
Setting the Buddhist bells
Clanking and banging, — 
Wheels at the hidden wells
Clinking and clanging!
(Lada oy Lada!)
Plough the flower under;
Tear it asunder!

Young eyes
In swift surprise,
What terror veils you?
Clear eyes,
Who gallops here?
What wolf assails you?
What horseman hails you,
Lada!
What pleasure pales you?
Lada oy Lada!

Knight who rides boldly,
May Erlik impale you, — 
Your mother bewail you,
If you use her coldly!
Health to the wedding!
Joy to the bedding!
Set all the Christian bells
Swinging and ringing — 
Monks in their stony cells
Chanting and singing
(Lada oy Lada!)
Bud of the rose,
Gently unclose!

Marya, her gemmed fingers bracketed on her hips, the last sensuous note still afloat on her lips, turned her head so that her rounded chin rested on her bare shoulder; and looked at Shotwell. He rose, applauding with the others, and found a chair for her.

But when she seated herself, she addressed Ilse on the other side of him, leaning so near that he felt the warmth of her hair.

Who was it wrestled with Loki? Was it Hel, goddess of death? Or was it Thor who wrestled with that toothless hag, Thokk?

Ilse explained.

The conversation became general, vaguely accompanied by Vanyas drifting improvisations, where he still sat at the piano, his lost gaze on Marya.

Bits of the chatter around him came vaguely to Shotwell — the birth-control ladys placid inclination toward obstetrics; Wardner on concentration, with Palla listening, bending forward, brown eyes wide and curious and snowy hands framing her face; Ilse partly turned where she was seated, alert, flushed, half smiling at what John Estridge, behind her shoulder, was saying to her, — some improvised nonsense, of which Jim caught a fragment:

If he who dwells in Midgard
With cunning can not floor her,
What hope that Mistress Westgard
Will melt if I implore her?

And yet Ive come to Asgard,
And hope I shall not bore her
If I tell Mistress Westgard
How deeply I adore her — —

Through the hum of conversation and capricious laughter, Vanyas vague music drifted like wind-blown thistle-down, and his absent regard never left Marya, where she rested among the cushions in low-voiced dialogue with Jim.

I had hoped, she smiled, that you had perhaps remembered me — enough to stop for a word or two some day at tea-time.

He had had no intention of going; but he said that he had meant to and would surely do so, — the while she was leisurely recognising the lie as it politely uncoiled.

Why wont you come? she asked under her breath.

I shall certainly — —

No; you wont come. She seemed amused: Tell me, are you too a concentrationist? And her beryl-green eyes barely flickered toward Palla. Then she smiled and laid her hand lightly on her breast: I, on the contrary, am a Diffusionist. Its merely a matter of how God grinds the lens. But prisms colour ones dull white life so gaily!

And split it up, he said, smiling.

And disintegrate it, she nodded,  — so exquisitely.

Into rainbows.

You do not believe that there is hidden gold there? And, looking at him, she let one hand rest lightly against her hair.

Yes. I believe it, he said, laughing at her enchanting effrontery. But, Marya, when the rainbow goes a-glimmering, the same old grey world is there again. Its always there — —

Awaiting another rainbow!

But storms come first.

Is another rainbow not worth the storm?

Is it? he demanded.

Shall we try? she asked carelessly.

He did not answer. But presently he looked across at Vanya.

Who is there who would not love him? said Marya serenely.

I was wondering.

No need. All love Vanya. I, also.

I thought so.

Think so. For it is quite true.... Will you come to tea alone with me some afternoon?

He looked at her; reddened. Marya turned her head leisurely, to hear what Palla was saying to her. At the sound of her voice, Jim turned also, and saw Palla bending near his shoulder.

Im sorry, she was saying to Marya, but Questa Terrett desires to know Jim — —

Is it any wonder, said Marya, that women should desire to know him? Alas!— She laughed and turned to Ilse, who seated herself as Jim stood up.

Palla, her finger-tips resting lightly on his arm, said laughingly: Our youthful and tawny enchantress seemed unusually busy with you this evening. Has she turned you into anything very disturbing?

Would you care?

Of course.

Enough to come to earth and interfere?

Good heavens, has it gone as far as that! she whispered in gay consternation. And could I really arrive in time, though breathless?

He laughed: You dont need to stir from your niche, sweetness. I swept your altar once. Ill keep the fire clean.

You adorable thing— He felt the faintest pressure of her fingers; then he heard himself being presented to Questa Terrett.

The frail and somewhat mortuary beauty of this slim poetess, with her full-lipped profile of an Egyptian temple-girl and her pale, still eyes, left him guessing — rather guiltily — recollecting his recent but meaningless disrespect.

I dont know, she said, just why you are here. Soldiers are no novelty. Is somebody in love with you?

It was a toss-up whether hed wither or laugh, but the demon of gaiety won out.

She also smiled.

I asked you, she added, because you seem to be quite featureless.

Oh, Ive a few eyes and noses and that sort — —

I mean psychologically accentless.

Just plain man?

Yes. That is all you are, isnt it?

Im afraid it is, he admitted, quite as much amused as she appeared to be.

I see. Some crazy girl here is enamoured of you. Otherwise, you scarcely belong among modern intellectuals, you know.

At that he laughed outright.

She said: You really are delightful. Youre just a plain, fighting male, arent you?

Well, I havent done much fighting — —

Unimaginative, too! You could have led yourself to believe you had done a lot, she pointed out. And maybe you could have interested me.

Im sorry. But suppose you try to interest me?

Dont I? Ive tried.

Do your best, he encouraged her cheerfully. You never can be sure Im not listening.

At that she laughed: You nice youth, she said, if youd talk that way to your sweetheart shed sit up and listen.... Which Im afraid she doesnt, so far.

He felt himself flushing, but he refused to wince under her amused analysis.

Youve simply got to have imagination, you know, she insisted. Otherwise, you dont get anywhere at all. Have you read my smears?

Smears?

Bacteriologists take a smear of something on a glass slide and slip it under a microscope. My poems are like that. The words are the bacteria. Few can identify them.

Are you serious?

Entirely.

He maintained his gravity: Would you be kind enough to take a smear and let me look? he inquired politely.

Certainly: the experiment is called Unpremeditation.

She dropped one thin and silken knee over the other and crossed her hands on it as she recited her poem.

UNPREMEDITATION.

In the tube.
Several,
With intonation.
Red, red, red.
A square fabric
Once white
With intention.
Soiled, soiled, soiled.
Six hundred hundred million
Swarm like vermin,
Without intention.
Redder. Redder.
Drip, drip, drip.
A goes west,
B goes east,
C goes north,
Pink, pink, pink.
Two white squares.
And a coat-sleeve.
Without intention,
Intonations.
Pinker. Redder.
Six hundred hundred million.
Billions. Trillions.
A week. Two weeks.
Otherwise?
Eternity.

Jims features had become a trifle glassy. You do skip a few words, he said, dont you?

Words are animalculæ. Some skip, some gyrate, some sub-divide.

He put a brave face on the matter: If youre not really guying me, he ventured, would you tell me a little about your poem?

Why, yes, she replied amiably. To put it redundantly, then, I have sketched in my poem a man in the subway, with influenza, which infects others in his vicinity.

She rose, smiled, and sauntered off, leaving him utterly unable to determine whether or not he had been outrageously imposed upon. Palla rescued him, and he went with her, a little wild-eyed, downstairs to the nearly empty and carpetless drawing-room, where a music box was playing and people were already dancing.

Toward midnight, Marya, passing Jim on her way to the front door, leaned wide from Vanyas arm:

Let us at least discuss my rainbow theory, she said, laughing, and her face a shade too close to his; and continued on, still clinging to the sleeve of Vanyas fur-lined coat.

Ilse was the last to leave, with Estridge waiting behind her to hold her wrap.

She came up to Palla, took both her hands in an odd, subdued, wistful way.

After a moment she kissed her, and, close to her ear: Wait, darling.

Palla did not understand.

Ilse said: I mean — wait before you ever take any step to — to prove any theory — or belief.

Still Palla did not comprehend.

With — Jim, said Ilse in a low voice.

Oh. Why, of course. But — it could never happen.

Why?

Palla said honestly: One reason is because he wouldnt anyway.

You must not be certain.

I am. Im absolutely certain.

Ilse gazed at her, then laughed and pressed her hand. Are you cold? asked Palla.

No.

I thought I felt you shiver, dearest.

Ilse flushed and held out her arms for the sleeves of her fur coat, which Estridge was holding.

They went away together, leaving Palla alone with Shotwell, among the fading flowers.

[A] The ancient Slavonic Venus.
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SO, SAID PUMA, you are quite convinced he has much wealth. Yes?

You betcha, replied Elmer Skidder. That pious guy has got all kinds of it. Why, Alonzo D. Pawling can buy you and me like we were two subway tickets and then forget which pocket he put us in.

He also is a sport? Yes?

On the quiet. Oh, I got his number some years ago. Ran into him once in New York, where you used to knock three times and ring twice before they slid the panel on you.

A bank president?

Did you ever know one that didnt? grinned Skidder, inserting pearl studs in his shirt.

It is very bad — for a shake-down, mused Puma, smoothing his glossy top hat with one of Skidders silk mufflers.

Aw, you cant scare Alonzo D. Pawling. Say, Angy, what dames have you commandeered?

I ask Barclay and West. Also, they got another — Vanna Brown.

Pictures?

No, she has a friend.

Skidder continued to attire himself in an over-braided evening dress; Puma, seated behind him, gazed absently at his partners features reflected in the looking glass.

A theatre on Broadway, he mused. You say he has seemed interested, Elmer?

He didnt run away screaming.

How did he behave?

Well, its hard to size up Alonzo D. Pawling. Hes a fly guy, Angy. What a man says at a little supper for four, with a peach pulling his Depews and a good looker sticking gardenias in his buttonhole, aint what hes likely to say next day in your office.

You have accompany him to Broadway and you have shown him the parcel?

I sure did.

You explain how we can not lose out? You mention the option?

Skidder cast aside his white tie and tried another, constructed on the butterfly plan.

I put the whole thing up to him, he said. No use stalling with Alonzo D. Pawling. I know him too well. So I let out straight from the shoulder, and he knows the scheme weve got in mind and he knows we want his money in it. Thats how it stands to-night.

Puma nodded and softly joined his over-manicured finger-tips:

We give him a good time, he said. We give him a little dinner like there never was in New York. Yes?

You betcha.

Barclay is a devil. You think she please him?

Alonzo D. Pawling is some bird himself, remarked Skidder, picking up his hat and turning to Puma, who rose with lithe briskness, put on his hat, and began to pull at his white gloves.

They went down to the street, where Pumas car was waiting.

I stop at the office a moment, he said, as they entered the limousine. You need not get out, Elmer.

At the studio he descended, saying to Skidder that hed be back in a moment.

But it was very evident when he entered his office that he had not expected to find Max Sondheim there; and he hesitated on the threshold, his white-gloved hand still on the door-knob.

Come in, Puma; I want to see you, growled Sondheim, retaining his seat but pocketing The Call, which he had been reading.

To-morrow, said Puma coolly; I have no time — —

No, now! interrupted Sondheim.

They eyed each other for a moment in silence, then Puma shrugged:

Very well, he said. But be quick, if you please — —

Look here, interrupted the other in a menacing voice, youre getting too damned independent, telling me to be quick! I had a date with you here at five oclock. You thought you wouldnt keep it and you left at four-thirty. But I stuck around till you phoned in that youd stop here to get some money. Its seven oclock now, and Ive waited for you. And I guess youve got enough time to hear what Im going to say.

Puma looked at him without any expression at all on his sanguine features. Go on, he said.

What I got to say to you is this, began Sondheim. Theres a kind of a club that uses our hall on off nights. Its run by women.

Puma waited.

They meet this evening at eight in our hall, — your hall, if you choose.

Puma nodded carelessly.

All right. Put them out.

What?

Put em out! growled Sondheim. We dont want them there to-night or any other night.

You ask me to evict respectable people who pay me rent?

I dont ask you; I tell you.

Puma turned a deep red: And whose hall do you think it is? he demanded in a silky voice.

Yours. Thats why I tell you to get rid of that bunch and their Combat Club.

Why have you ask me such a — —

Because theyre fighting us and you know it. Thats a good enough reason.

I shall not do so, said Puma, moistening his lips with his tongue.

Oh, I guess you will when you think it over, sneered Sondheim, getting up from his chair and stuffing his newspaper into his overcoat pocket. He crossed the floor and shot an ugly glance at Puma en passant. Then he jerked open the door and went out briskly.

Puma walked into the inner waiting room, where a telephone operator sat reading a book.

Wheres McCabe? he asked.

Here he comes now, Governor.

The office manager sauntered up, eating a slice of apple pie, and Puma stepped forward to meet him.

For what reason have you permit Mr. Sondheim to wait in my office? he demanded.

He said you told him to go in and wait there.

He is a liar! Hereafter he shall wait out here. You understand, McCabe?

Yes, sir. Youre always out when he calls, aint you?

Puma meditated a few moments: No. When he calls you shall let me know. Then I decide. But he shall not wait in my office.

Very good, sir. And, as Puma turned to go: The police was here again this evening, sir.

Why?

They heard of the row in the hall last night.

What did you tell them?

Oh, the muss was all swept up — windows fixed and the busted benches in the furnace, so I said there had been no row as far as I knew, and I let em go in and nose around.

Next time, said Puma, you shall say to them that there was a very bad riot.

Sir?

A big fight, continued Puma. And if there is only a little damage you shall make more. And you shall show it to the police.

I get you, Governor. Ill stage it right; dont worry.

Yes, you shall stage it like there never was in all of France any ruins like my hall! And afterward, he said, half to himself, we shall see what we shall see.

He went back to his office, took a packet of hundred dollar bills from the safe, and walked slowly out to where the limousine awaited him.

Say, what the hell— began Skidder impatiently; but Puma leaped lightly to his seat and pulled the fur robe over his knees.

Now, he said, in excellent humour, we pick up Mr. Pawling at the Astor.

Where are the ladies?

They join us, Hotel Rajah. It will be, I trust, an amusing evening.

* * * * *

About midnight, dinner merged noisily into supper in the private dining room reserved by Mr. Puma for himself and guests at the new Hotel Rajah.

There had been intermittent dancing during the dinner, but now the negro jazz specialists had been dismissed with emoluments, and a music-box substituted; and supper promised to become even a more lively repetition of the earlier banquet.

Puma was superb — a large, heavy man, he danced as lightly as any ballerina; and he and Tessa Barclay did a Paraguayan dance together, with a leisurely and agile perfection of execution that elicited uproarious demonstrations from the others.

Not a whit winded, Puma resumed his seat at table, laughing as Mr. Pawling insisted on shaking hands with him.

You are far too kind to my poor accomplishments, he said in deprecation. It was not at all difficult, that Paraguayan dance.

It was art! insisted Mr. Pawling, his watery eyes brimming with emotion. And he pressed the pretty waist of Tessa Barclay.

Art, rejoined Puma, laying a jewelled hand on his shirt-front, is an ecstatic outburst from within, like the song of the bird. Art is simple; art is not difficult. Where effort begins, art ends. Where self-expression becomes a labour, art already has perished!

He thumped his shirt-front with an impassioned and highly-coloured fist.

What is art? he cried, if it be not pleasure? And pleasure ceases where effort begins. For me, I am all heart, all art, like there never was in all the history of the Renaissance. As expresses itself the little innocent bird in song, so in my pictures I express myself. It is no effort. It is in me. It is born. Behold! Art has given birth to Beauty!

And the result, added Skidder, is a ne plus ultra par excellence which gathers in the popular coin every time. And say, if we had a Broadway theatre to run our stuff, and Angelo Puma to soopervise the combine — oh boy!— He smote Mr. Pawling upon his bony back and dug him in the ribs with his thumb.

Mr. Pawlings mouth sagged and his melancholy eyes shifted around him from Tessa Barclay — who was now attempting to balance a bon-bon on her nose and catch it between her lips — to Vanna Brown, teaching Miss West to turn cart-wheels on one hand.

Evidently Art had its consolations; and the single track genius who lived for art alone got a bonus, too. Also, what General Sherman once said about Art seemed to be only too obvious.

A detail, however, worried Mr. Pawling. Financially, he had always been afraid of Jews. And the nose of Angelo Puma made him uneasy every time he looked at it.

But an inch is a mile on a mans nose; and his own was bigger, yet entirely Yankee; so he had about concluded that there was no racial occasion for financial alarm.

What he should have known was that no Jew can compete with a Connecticut Yankee; but that any half-cast Armenian is master of both. Especially when born in Mexico of a Levantine father.

Now, in spite of Angelo Pumas agile gaiety and exotic exuberances, his brain remained entirely occupied with two matters. One of these concerned the possibility of interesting Mr. Pawling in a plot of ground on Broadway, now defaced by several taxpayers.

The other matter which fitfully preoccupied him was his unpleasant and unintentional interview with Sondheim.

For it had come to a point, now, that the perpetual bullying of former associates was worrying Mr. Puma a great deal in his steadily increasing prosperity.

The war was over. Besides, long ago he had prudently broken both his pledged word and his dangerous connections in Mexico, and had started what he believed to be a safe and legitimate career in New York, entirely free from perilous affiliations.

Government had investigated his activities; Government had found nothing for which to order his internment as an enemy alien.

It had been a close call. Puma realised that. But he had also realised that there was no law in Mexico ten miles outside of Mexico City; — no longer any German power there, either; — when he severed all connections with those who had sent him into the United States camouflaged as a cinema promoter, and under instruction to do all the damage he could to everything American.

But he had not counted on renewing his acquaintance with Karl Kastner and Max Sondheim in New York. Nor did they reveal themselves to him until he had become too prosperous to denounce them and risk investigation and internment under the counter-accusations with which they coolly threatened him.

So, from the early days of his prosperity in New York, it had been necessary for him to come to an agreement with Sondheim and Kastner. And the more his prosperity increased the less he dared to resent their petty tyranny and blackmail, because, whether or not they might suffer under his public accusations, it was very certain that internment, if not imprisonment for a term of years, would be the fate reserved for himself. And that, of course, meant ruin.

So, although Puma ate and drank and danced with apparent abandon, and flashed his dazzling smile over everybody and everything, his mind, when not occupied by Alonzo D. Pawling, was bothered by surmises concerning Sondheim. And also, at intervals, he thought of Palla Dumont and the Combat Club, and he wondered uneasily whether Sondheims agents had attempted to make any trouble at the meeting in his hall that evening.

* * * * *

There had been some trouble. The meeting being a public one, under municipal permission, Kastner had sent a number of his Bolshevik followers there, instructed to make what mischief they could. They were recruited from all sects of the Reds, including the American Bolsheviki, known commonly as the I. W. W. Also, among them were scattered a few pacifists, hun-sympathisers, conscientious objectors and other birds of analogous plumage, quite ready for interruptions and debate.

Palla presided, always a trifle frightened to find herself facing any audience, but ashamed to avoid the delegated responsibility.

Among others on the platform around her were Ilse and Marya and Questa Terrett and the birth-control lady — Miss Thane — neat and placid and precise as usual, and wearing long-distance spectacles for a more minute inspection of the audience.

Palla opened the proceedings in a voice which was clear, and always became steadier under heckling.

Her favourite proposition — the Law of Love and Service — she offered with such winning candour that the interruption of derisive laughter, prepared by several of Kastners friends, was postponed; and Terry Hogan, I. W. W., said to Jerry Smith, I. W. W.:

God love her, shes but a baby. Lave her chatter.

However, a conscientious objector got up and asked her whether she considered that the American army abroad had conformed to her Law of Love and Service, and when she answered emphatically that every soldier in the United States army was fulfilling to the highest degree his obligations to that law, both pacifists and conscientious objectors dissented noisily, and a student from Columbia College got up and began to harangue the audience.

Order was finally obtained: Palla added a word or two and retired; and Ilse Westgard came forward.

Somebody in the audience called out: Say, just because youre a good-looker it dont mean you got a brain!

Ilse threw back her golden head and her healthy laughter rang uncontrolled.

Comrade, she said, we all have to do the best we can with what brain we have, dont we?

Sure! came from her grinning heckler, who seemed quite won over by her good humour.

So, an armistice established, Ilse plunged vigorously into her theme:

Let me tell you something which you all know in your hearts: any class revolution based on violence and terrorism is doomed to failure.

Dont be too sure of that! shouted a man.

I am sure of it. And you will never see any reign of terror in America.

But you may see Bolshevism here — Bolshevist propaganda — Bolshevist ideas penetrating. You may see these ideas accepted by Labor. You may see strikes — the most senseless and obsolete weapon ever wielded by thinking men; you may see panics, tie-ups, stagnation, misery. But you never shall see Bolshevism triumphant here, or permanently triumphant anywhere.

Because Bolshevism is autocracy!

The hell it is! yelled an I. W. W.

Yes, said Ilse cheerfully, as you have said it is hell. And hell is an end, not a means, not a remedy.

Because it is the negation of all socialism; the death of civilisation. And civilisation has an immortal destiny; and that destiny is socialism!

A man interrupted, but she asked him so sweetly for a few moments more that he reseated himself.

Comrades, she said, I know something about Bolshevism and revolution. I was a soldier of Russia. I carried a rifle and full pack. I was part of what is history. And I learned to be tolerant in the trenches; and I learned to love this unhappy human race of ours. And I learned what is Bolshevism.

It is one of many protests against the exploitation of men by men. It is one of the many reactions against intolerable wrong. It is not a policy; it is an outburst against injustice; against the stupidity of present conditions, where the few monopolise the wealth created by the many; and the many remain poor.

And Bolshevism is the remedy proposed — the violent superimposition of a brand new autocracy upon the ruins of the old!

It does not work. It never can work, because it imposes the will of one class upon all other classes. It excludes all parties excepting its own from government. It is, therefore, not democratic. It is a tyranny, imposing upon capital and labour alike its will.

And I tell you that Labour has just won the greatest of all wars. Do you suppose Labour will endure the autocracy of the Bolsheviki? The time is here when a more decent division is going to be made between the employer and the labourer.

I dont care what sort of production it may be, the producer is going to receive a much larger share; the employer a much smaller. And the producer is going to enjoy a better standard of living, opportunities for leisure and self-cultivation; and the three spectres that haunt him from childhood to grave — lack of money to make a beginning; fear for a family left on its own resources by his death; terror of poverty in old age — shall vanish.

Against these three evil ghosts that haunt his bedside when the long day is done, there are going to be guarantees. Because those who won for us this righteous war, whether abroad or at home, are going to have something to say about it.

And it will be they, not the Bolsheviki — it will be labourer and employer, not incendiary and assassin, who shall determine what is to be the policy of this Republic toward those to whom it owes its salvation!

A man stood up waving his arms: All right! All right! The question is whether the sort of government we have is worth saving. You talk very flip about the Bolsheviki, but Ill tell you theyll run this country yet, and every other too, and run em to suit themselves! Its our turn; youve had your inning. Now, youll get a dose of what you hand to us if we have to ram it down with a gun barrel!

There was wild cheering from Kastners men scattered about the hall; cries of Thats the stuff! Take away their dough! Kick em out of their Fifth Avenue castles and set em to digging subways!

Ilse said calmly: Thank you very much for proving my contention for all these people who have been so kind as to listen to me.

I said to you that Bolshevism is merely a new and more immoral autocracy which wishes to confiscate all property, annihilate all culture and set up in the public places a new god — the god of Ignorance!

You have been good enough to corroborate me. And I and my audience now know that Bolshevism is on its way to America, and that its agents are already here.

It is in view of such a danger that this Combat Club has been organised. And it was time to organise it.

It is evident, too, that the newspapers agree with us. Let us read you what one of them has to say:

We fully realise the atrocity of the Bolshevik propaganda, which is really the doctrine of communism and anarchy. We realise the perilous ferment which endangers civilisation. But in the countries which have held fast to moral standards during the war we believe the factors of safety are sufficiently great, the forces of sanity are far stronger than those of chaos — —

Here, those whose rôle it was to interrupt with derisive laughter, broke out at a preconcerted signal. But Ilse read on:

In a word, as a mere matter of self-interest and common sense, we can only see the people, as a whole, in any country, as opposed to anarchy in any form. In our own land, even granted that there are a hundred thousand red agitators, or say a quarter of a million — and we have no real belief that this is so — what are these in a population of one hundred and five millions? Are the ninety and nine sane, moral, law abiding men and women going to allow themselves to be stampeded into ruin by a handful of criminals and lunatics?

We do not for a moment believe it. These agitators and incendiaries have a sort of maniacal impetus that fills the air with dust and noise and alarms the credulous. Perhaps it may be wise to counteract this with a little quiet promotion of ideas of safety and prosperity, based on order and law. It may be well to calm the nerves of the timorous and it can do no harm to set in motion a counter wave of horror and repulsion against those who are planning to lead the world back to conditions of tribal savagery. Educational work is always beneficent. Let us have much of that but no panic. The power of truth and reason is in calm confidence.

And now a bushy-headed man got on his feet and levelled his forefinger at Ilse: Take shame for your-selluf! he shouted. I know you! You fought mit Korniloff! You took orders from Kerensky, from aristocrats, from cadets!

Ilse said pleasantly. I fought for Russia, my friend. And when the robbers and despoilers of Russia became the stronger, I took a vacation.

Some people laughed, but a harsh voice cried: We know what you did. You rescued the friend of the Romanoffs — that Carmelite nun up there on the platform behind you, who calls herself Miss Dumont!

And from the other side of the hall another man bawled out: You and the White Nun have done enough mischief. And you and your club had better get out of here while the going is good!

Estridge, who was standing in the rear of the hall with Shotwell, came down along the aisle. Jim followed.

Who said that? he demanded, scanning the faces on that side while Shotwell looked among the seats beyond.

Nobody said anything, for John Estridge stood over six feet and Jim looked physically very fit.

Estridge, standing in the aisle, said in his cool, penetrating voice:

This club is a forum for discussion. All are free to argue any point. Only swine would threaten violence.

Now go on and argue. Say what you like. But the next man who threatens these ladies or this club with violence will have to leave the hall.

Wholl put him out? piped an unidentified voice.

Then the two young men laughed; and their mirth was not reassuring to the violently inclined.

* * * * *

There were disturbances during the evening, but no violence, and only a few threats — those that made them remaining in prudent incognito.

Miss Thane made a serene, precise and perfectly logical address upon birth control.

Somebody yelled that the millionaires didnt have to resort to it, being already sufficiently sterile to assure the dwindling of their class.

A woman rose and said she had always done what she pleased in the matter, law or no law, but that if it were true the Bolsheviki in America were but a quarter of a million to a hundred million of the bourgeoisie, then it was time to breed and breed to the limit.

And let the kids starve? cried another woman — a mere girl. That isnt the way. The way to do is to even things with a hundred million hand grenades!

Instantly the place was in an uproar; but Palla came forward and said that the meeting was over, and Estridge and Shotwell and two policemen kept the aisles fairly clear while the wrangling audience made their way to the street.

Aw, its all lollipop! said a man. What d yeh expect from a bunch of women?

The Red Flag Club is better, rejoined another. Say, bo! Theres somethin doin when Sondheim hands it out!

* * * * *

Ilse went away with Estridge. Palla came along among the other women, and turned aside to offer her hand to Jim.

Did you expect to take me home? she asked demurely.

Didnt you expect me to? he inquired uneasily.

I? Why should I? She slipped her arm into his with a little nestling gesture. And its a very odd thing, Jim, that they left the chafing dish on the table. And that before she went to bed my waitress laid covers for two.


CHAPTER XVI
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ARE YOU WORRIED about this Dumont girl? asked Shotwell Senior abruptly.

His wife did not look up from her book. After an interval:

Yes, she said, I am.

Her husband watched her over the top of his newspaper.

I cant believe theres anything in it, he said. But its a shame that Jim should worry you so.

He doesnt mean to.

Probably he doesnt, but whats the difference? Youre unhappy and hes the reason of it. And it isnt as though he were a cub any longer, either. Hes old enough to know what hes about. Hes no Willy Baxter.

That is what makes me anxious, said Helen Shotwell. Do you know, dear, that he hasnt dined here once this week, yet he seems to go nowhere else — nowhere except to her.

What sort of woman is she? he demanded, wiping his eyeglasses as though preparing to take a long-distance look at Palla.

I know her only at the Red Cross.

Well, is she at all common?

No.... That is why it is difficult for me to talk to Jim about her. Theres nothing of that sort to criticise.

No social objections to the girl?

None. Shes an unusual girl.

Attractive?

Unfortunately.

Well, then — —

Oh, James, I want him to marry Elorn! And if hes going to make himself conspicuous over this Dumont girl, I dont think I can bear it!

What is the objection to the girl, Helen? he asked, flinging his paper onto a table and drawing nearer the fire.

She isnt at all our kind, James — —

But you just said — —

I dont mean socially. And still, as far as that goes, she seems to care nothing whatever for position or social duties or obligations.

Thats not so unusual in these days, he remarked. Lots of nice girls are fed up on the social aspects of life.

Well, for example, she has not made the slightest effort to know anybody worth knowing. Janet Speedwell left cards and then asked her to dinner, and received an amiable regret for her pains. No girl can afford to decline invitations from Janet, even if her excuse is a club meeting.

And two or three other women at the Red Cross have asked her to lunch at the Colony Club, and have made advances to her on Leila Vances account, but she hasnt responded. Now, you know a girl isnt going to get on by politely ignoring the advances of such women. But she doesnt even appear to be aware of their importance.

Why dont you ask her to something? suggested her husband.

I did, she said, a little sharply. I asked her and Leila Vance to dine with us. I intended to ask Elorn, too, and let Jim realise the difference if he isnt already too blind to see.

Did she decline?

She did, said Helen curtly.

Why?

It happened that she had asked somebody to dine with her that evening. And I have a horrid suspicion it was Jim. If it was, she could have postponed it. Of course it was a valid excuse, but it annoyed me to have her decline. Thats what I tell you, James, she has a most disturbing habit of declining overtures from everybody — even from — —

Helen checked herself, looked at her husband with an odd smile, in which there was no mirth; then:

You probably are not aware of it, dear, but that girl has also declined Jims overtures.

Jims what?

Invitation.

Invitation to do what?

Marry him.

Shotwell Senior turned very red.

The devil she did! How do you know?

Jim told me.

That she turned him down?

She declined to marry him.

Her husband seemed unable to grasp such a fact. Never had it occurred to Shotwell Senior that any living, human girl could decline such an invitation from his only son.

After a painful silence: Well, he said in a perplexed and mortified voice, she certainly seems to be, as you say, a most unusual girl.... But — if its settled — why do you continue to worry, Helen?

Because Jim is very deeply in love with her.... And Im sore at heart.

Hard hit, is he?

Very unhappy.

Shotwell Senior reddened again: Hell have to face it, he said.... But that girl seems to be a fool!

I — wonder.

What do you mean?

A girl may change her mind. She lifted her head and looked with sad humour at her husband, whom she also had kept dangling for a while. Then:

James, dear, our son is as fine as we think him. But hes just a splendid, wholesome, everyday, unimaginative New York business man. And hes fallen in love with his absolute antithesis. Because this girl is all ardent imagination, full of extravagant impulses, very lovely to look at, but a perfectly illogical fanatic!

Mrs. Vance has told me all about her. She really belongs in some exotic romance, not in New York. Shes entirely irresponsible, perfectly unstable. There is in her a generous sort of recklessness which is quite likely to drive her headlong into any extreme. And what sort of mate would such a girl be for a young man whose ambition is to make good in the real estate business, marry a nice girl, have a pleasant home and agreeable children, and otherwise conform to the ordinary conventions of civilisation?

I think, remarked her husband grimly, that shed keep him guessing.

She would indeed! And thats not all, James. For Ive got to tell you that the girl entertains some rather weird and dreadful socialistic notions. She talks socialism — a mild variety — from public platforms. She admits very frankly that she entertains no respect for accepted conventions. And while I have no reason to doubt her purity of mind and personal chastity, the unpleasant and startling fact remains that she proposes that humanity should dispense with the marriage ceremony and discard it and any orthodox religion as obsolete superstitions.

Her husband stared at her.

For heavens sake, he began, then got frightfully red in the face once more. What that girl needs is a plain spanking! he said bluntly. Id like to see her or any other girl try to come into this family on any such ridiculous terms!

She doesnt seem to want to come in on any terms, said Helen.

Then what are you worrying about?

I am worrying about what might happen if she ever changed her mind.

But you say she doesnt believe in marriage!

She doesnt.

Well, that boy of ours isnt crazy, insisted Shotwell Senior.

But his mother remained silent in her deep misgiving concerning the sanity of the simpler sex, when mentally upset by love. For it seemed very difficult to understand what to do — if, indeed, there was anything for her to do in the matter.

To express disapproval of Palla to Jim or to the girl herself — to show any opposition at all — would, she feared, merely defeat its own purpose and alienate her sons confidence.

The situation was certainly a most disturbing one, though not at present perilous.

And Helen would not permit herself to believe that it could ever really become an impossible situation — that this young girl would deliberately slap civilisation in the face; or that her only son would add a kick to the silly assault and take the ruinous consequences of social ostracism.

* * * * *

The young girl in question was at that moment seated before her piano, her charming head uplifted, singing in the silvery voice of an immaculate angel, to her own accompaniment, the heavenly Mass of Saint Hildé:

Love me,
Adorable Mother!
Mary,
I worship no other.
Save me,
O, graciously save me
I pray!
Let my Darkness be turned into Day
By the Light of Thy Grace
And Thy Face,
I pray!

She continued the exquisite refrain on the keys for a while, then slowly turned to the man beside her.

The one Mass I still love, she murmured absently,  — memories of childhood, I suppose — when the Sisters made me sing the solo — I was only ten years old. ... She shrugged her shoulders: You know, in those days, I was a little devil, she said seriously.

He smiled.

I really was, Jim, — all over everything and wild as a swallow. I led the pack; Shadow Hill held us in horror. I remember I fought our butchers boy once — right in the middle of the street — —

Why?

He did something to a cat which I couldnt stand.

Did you whip him?

Oh, Jim, it was horrid. We both were dreadfully battered. And the constable caught us both, and I shall never, never forget my mothers face! — —

She gazed down at the keys of the piano, touched them pensively.

The very deuce was in me, she sighed. Even now, unless Im occupied with all my might, something begins — to simmer in me — —

She turned and looked at him:  — A sort of enchanted madness that makes me wild to seize the whole world and set it right! — take it into my arms and defend it — die for it — or slay it and end its pain.

Too much of an armful, he said with great gravity. The thing to do is to select an individual and take him to your heart.

And slay him? she inquired gaily.

Certainly — like the feminine mantis — if you find you dont like him. Individual suitors must take their chances of being either eaten or adored.

Jim, youre so funny.

She swung her stool, rested her elbow on the piano, and gazed at him interrogatively, the odd, half-smile edging her lips and eyes. And, after a little duetto of silence:

Do you suppose I shall ever come to care for you — imprudently? she asked.

I wouldnt let you.

How could you help it? And, as far as that goes, how could I, if it happened?

If you ever come to care at all, he said, youll care enough.

That is the trouble with you, she retorted, you dont care enough.

A slight flush stained his cheek-bones: Sometimes, he said, I almost wish I cared less. And that would be what you call enough.

Colour came into her face, too:

Do you know, Jim, I really dont know how much I do care for you? It sounds rather silly, doesnt it?

Do you care more than you did at first?

Yes.

Much more?

I told you I dont know how much.

Not enough to marry me?

Must we discuss that again?

He got up, went out to the hall, pulled a book from his overcoat pocket, and returned.

Would you care to hear what the greatest American says on the subject, Palla?

On the subject of marriage?

No; he takes the marriage for granted. Its what he has to say concerning the obligations involved.

Proceed, dear, she said, laughingly.

He read, eliminating what was not necessary to make his point:

A race is worthless and contemptible if its men cease to work hard and, at need, to fight hard; and if its women cease to breed freely. If the best classes do not reproduce themselves the nation will, of course, go down.

When the ordinary decent man does not understand that to marry the woman he loves, as early as he can, is the most desirable of all goals; when the ordinary woman does not understand that all other forms of life are but makeshift substitutes for the life of the wife, the mother of healthy children; then the State is rotten at heart.

The woman who shrinks from motherhood is as low a creature as a man of the professional pacifist, or poltroon, type, who shirks his duty as a soldier.

The only full life for man or woman is led by those men and women who together, with hearts both gentle and valiant, face lives of love and duty, who see their children rise up to call them blessed, and who leave behind them their seed to inherit the earth.

No celibate life approaches such a life in usefulness. The mother comes ahead of the nun.

But if the average woman does not marry and become the mother of enough healthy children to permit the increase of the race; and if the average man does not marry in times of peace and do his full duty in war if need arises, then the race is decadent and should be swept aside to make room for a better one.

Only that nation has a future whose sons and daughters recognise and obey the primary laws of their racial being!

He closed the book and laid it on the piano.

Now, he said, either were really a rotten and decadent race, and might as well behave like one, or were sound and sane.

Something unusual in his voice — in the sudden grim whiteness of his face — disturbed Palla.

I want you to marry me, he said. You care for no other man. And if you dont love me enough to do it, youll learn to afterward.

Jim, she said gently, and now rather white herself, that is an outrageous thing to say to me. Dont you realise it?

Im sorry. But I love you — I need you so that Im fit for nothing else. I cant keep my mind on my work; I cant think of anybody — anything but you.... If you didnt care for me more or less I wouldnt come whining to you. I wouldnt come now until Id entirely won your heart — except that — if I did — and if you refused me marriage and offered the other thing — Id be about through with everything! And Id know damned well that the nation wasnt worth the powder to blow it to hell if such women as you betray it!

The girl flushed furiously; but her voice seemed fairly under control.

Hadnt you better go, Jim, before you say anything more?

Will you marry me?

No.

He stood up very straight, unstirring, for a long time, not looking at her.

Then he said good-bye, in a low voice, and went out leaving her quite pale again and rather badly scared.

As the lower door closed, she sprang to the landing and called his name in a frightened voice that had no carrying power.

* * * * *

Later she telephoned to his several clubs. At eleven she called each club again; and finally telephoned to his house.

At midnight he had not telephoned in reply to the messages she had left requesting him to call her.

Her anxiety had changed to a vague bewilderment. Her dismayed resentment at what he had said to her was giving place to a strange and unaccustomed sense of loneliness.

Suddenly an overwhelming desire to be with Ilse seized her, and she would have called a taxi and started immediately, except for the dread that Jim might telephone in her absence.

Yet, she didnt know what it was that she wanted of him, except to protest at his attitude toward her. Such a protest was due them both — an appeal in behalf of the friendship which meant so much to her — which, she had abruptly discovered, meant far more to her than she supposed.

At midnight she telephoned to Ilse. A sleepy maid replied that Miss Westgard had not yet returned.

So Palla called a taxi, pinned on her hat and struggled into her fur coat, and, taking her latch-key, started for Ilses apartment, feeling need of her in a blind sort of way — desiring to listen to her friendly voice, touch her, hear her clear, sane laughter.

A yawning maid admitted her. Miss Westgard had dined out with Mr. Estridge, but had not yet returned.

So Palla, wondering a little, laid aside her coat and went into the pretty living room.

There were books and magazines enough, but after a while she gave up trying to read and sat staring absently at a photograph of Estridge in uniform, which stood on the table at her elbow.

Across it was an inscription, dated only a few days back: To Ilse from Jack, on the road to Asgard.

Then, as she gazed at the mans handsome features, for the first time a vague sense of uneasiness invaded her.

Of a gradually growing comradeship between these two she had been tranquilly aware. And yet, now, it surprised her to realise that their comradeship had drifted into intimacy.

Lying back in her armchair, her thoughts hovered about these two; and she went back in her mind to recollect something of the beginning of this intimacy; — and remembered various little incidents which, at the time, seemed of no portent.

And, reflecting, she recollected now what Ilse had said to her after the last party she had given — and which Palla had not understood.

What had Ilse meant by asking her to wait? Wait for what?... Where was Ilse, now? Why did she remain out so late with John Estridge? It was after one oclock.

Of course they must be dancing somewhere or other. There were plenty of dances to go to.

Palla stirred restlessly in her chair. Evidently Ilse had not told her maid that she meant to be out late, for the girl seemed to have expected her an hour ago.

Pallas increasing restlessness finally drove her to the windows, where she pulled aside the shades and stood looking out into the silent night.

The night was cold and clear and very still. Rarely a footfarer passed; seldom a car. And the stillness of the dark city increased her nervousness.

New York has rare phases of uncanny silence, when, for a space, no sound disturbs the weird stillness.

The clang of trains, the feathery whirr of motors, the echo of footsteps, the immense, indefinable breathing vibration of the iron monster, drowsing on its rock between three rivers and the sea, ceases utterly. And a vast stillness reigns, mournful, ominous, unutterably sad.

Palla looked down into the empty street. The dark chill of it seemed to rise and touch her; and she shivered unconsciously and turned back into the lighted room.

* * * * *

It was two oclock. Her eyes were heavy, her heart heavier. Why should everything suddenly happen to her in that way? Where had Jim gone when he left her? And who was it answered the telephone at his house when she had called up and asked to speak to him? It was a womans voice — a maid, no doubt — yet, for an instant, she had fancied that the voice resembled his mothers.

But it couldnt have been, for Palla had given her name, and Mrs. Shotwell would have spoken to her — unless — perhaps his mother — disapproved of something — of her calling Jim at such an hour.... Or of something ... perhaps of their friendship ... of herself, perhaps —— 

She heard the clock strike and looked across at the mantel.

What was Ilse doing at half-past two in the morning? Where could she be?

Palla involuntarily turned her head and looked at the photograph. Of course Ilse was safe with a man like John Estridge.... That is to say ...

Without warning, her face grew hot and the crimson tide mounted to the roots of her hair, dyeing throat and temples.

A sort of stunning reaction followed as the tide ebbed; she found herself stupidly repeating the word safe, as though to interpret what it meant.

Safe? Yes, Ilse was safe. She knew how to take care of herself ... unless....

Again the crimson tide invaded her skin to the temples.... A sudden and haunting fear came creeping after it had ebbed once more, leaving her gazing fixedly into space through the tumult of her thoughts. And always in dull, unmeaning repetition the word safe throbbed in her ears.

Safe? Safe from what? From the creed they both professed? From their common belief? From the consequences of living up to it?

At the thought, Palla sprang to her feet and stood quivering all over, both hands pressed to her throat, which was quivering too.

Where was Ilse? What had happened? Had she suddenly come face to face with that creed of theirs — that shadowy creed which they believed in, perhaps because it seemed so unreal! — because the ordeal by fire seemed so vague, so far away in that ghostly bourne which is called the future, and which remains always so inconceivably distant to the young — star-distant, remote as inter-stellar dust — aloof as death.

It was three oclock. There were velvet-dark smears under Pallas eyes, little colour in her lips. The weight of fatigue lay heavily on her young shoulders; on her mind, too, partly stupefied by the violence of her emotions.

Once she had risen heavily, had gone into the maids room and had told her to go to bed, adding that she herself would wait for Miss Westgard.

That, already, was nearly an hour ago, and the gilt hands of the clock were already creeping around the gilded dial toward the half hour.

As it struck on the clear French bell, a key turned in the outside door; then the door closed; and Palla rose trembling from her chair as Ilse entered, her golden hair in lovely disorder, the evening cloak partly flung from her shoulders.

There was a moments utter silence. Then Ilse stepped swiftly forward and took Palla in her arms.

My darling! What has happened? she asked. Why are you here at this hour? You look dreadfully ill! — —

Pallas head dropped on her breast.

What is it? whispered Ilse. Darling — darling — you did — you did wait — didnt you?

Pallas voice was scarcely audible: I dont know what you mean.... I was only frightened about you.... Ive been so unhappy.... And Jim said — good-bye — and I cant — find him — —

I want you to answer me! Are you in love with him?

No.... I dont — think so — —

Ilse drew a deep breath.

Its all right, then, she said.

Then, suddenly, Palla seemed to understand what Ilse had meant when she had said, Wait!

And she lifted her head and looked blindly into the sea-blue eyes — blindly, desperately, striving to see through those clear soul-windows what it might be that was looking out at her.

And, gazing, she knew that she dared not ask Ilse where she had been.

The latter smiled; but her voice was very tender when she spoke.

Well telephone your maid in the morning. You must go to bed, Palla.

Alone?

Ilse turned carelessly and laid her cloak across a chair. There was a second chamber beyond her own. She went into it, turned down the bed and called Palla, who came slowly after her.

They kissed each other in silence. Then Ilse went back to her own room.


CHAPTER XVII
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JIM, SAID HIS mother, Miss Dumont called you on the telephone at an unusual hour last night. You had gone to your room, and on the chance that you were asleep I did not speak to you.

That was all — sufficient explanation to discount any reproach from her son incident on his comparing notes with the girl in question. Also just enough in her action to convey to the girl a polite hint that the Shotwell family was not at home to people who telephoned at that unconventional hour.

On his way to business that morning, Jim telephoned to Palla, but, learning she was not at home, let the matter rest.

In his sullen and resentful mood he no longer cared — or thought he didnt, which resulted in the same thing — the accumulation of increasing bitterness during a dull, rainy working day at the office, and a dogged determination to keep clear of this woman until effort to remain away from her was no longer necessary.

For the thing was utterly hopeless; hed had enough. And in his bruised heart and outraged common sense he was boyishly framing an indictment of modern womanhood — lumping it all and cursing it out — swearing internally at the entire enfranchised pack which the war had set afoot and had licensed to swarm all over everything and raise hell with the ancient and established order of things.

The stormy dark came early; and in this frame of mind when he left the office he sulkily avoided the club.

He very rarely drank anything; but, not knowing what to do, he drifted into the Biltmore bar.

He met a man or two he knew, but declined all suggestions for the evening, turned up his overcoat collar, and started through the hotel toward the northern exit.

And met Marya Lanois face to face.

She was coming from the tea-room with two or three other people, but turned immediately on seeing him and came toward him with hand extended.

Dear me, she said, you look very wet. And you dont look particularly well. Have you arrived all alone for tea?

I had my tea in the bar, he said. How are you, Marya? — but I musnt detain you— he glanced at the distant group of people who seemed to be awaiting her.

You are not detaining me, she said sweetly.

Your people seem to be waiting — —

They may go to the deuce. Are you quite alone?

I — yes — —

Shall we have tea together?

He laughed. But youve had yours — —

Well, you know there are other things that one sometimes drinks.

There seemed no way out of it. They went into the tea-room together and seated themselves.

How is Vanya? he inquired.

Vanya gives a concert to-night in Baltimore.

And you didnt go!

No. It was rainy. Besides, I hear Vanya play when I desire to hear him.

Their order was served.

So you wouldnt go to Baltimore, said Jim smilingly. It strikes me, Marya, that you can be a coldblooded girl when you wish to be.

After all, what do you know about me?

He laughed: Oh, I dont mean that Ive got your number — —

No. Because I have many numbers. I am a complicated combination, she added, smiling;  — yet after all, a combination only. And quite simple when one discovers the key to me.

I think I know what it is, he said.

What is it?

Mischief.

They laughed. Marya, particularly, was intensely amused. She was extremely fetching in her bicorne toque and narrow gown of light turquoise, and her golden beaver scarf and muff.

Mischief, she repeated. I should say not. There seems to be already sufficient mischief loose in the world, with the red tide rising everywhere — in Russia, in Germany, Austria, Italy, England — yes, and here also the crimson tide of Bolshevism begins to move.... Tell me; you are coming to the club to-morrow evening, I hope.

No.

Oh. Why?

No, he repeated, almost sullenly. Ive had enough of queerness for a while — —

Jim! Do you dare include me?

He had to laugh at her pretence of fury: No, Marya, youre just a pretty mischief-maker, I suppose — —

Then what do you mean by queerness? Dont you think its sensible to combat Bolshevism and fight it with argument and debate on its own selected camping ground? Dont you think it is high time somebody faced this crimson tide — that somebody started to build a dyke against this threatened inundation?

The best dykes have machine guns behind them, not orators, he said bluntly.

My friend, I have seen that, also. And to what have machine guns led us in Petrograd, in Moscow, in Poland, Finland, Courland— She shrugged her pretty shoulders. No. I have seen enough blood.

He said: I have seen a little myself.

Yes, I know. But a soldier is always a soldier, as a hound is always a hound. The blood of the quarry is what their instinct follows. Your goal is death; we only seek to tame.

The proper way to check Bolshevism in America is to police the country properly, and kick out the outrageous gang of domestic Bolsheviki who have exploited us, tricked us, lied to us, taxed us unfairly, and in spite of whom we have managed to help our allies win this war.

Then, when this petty, wretched, crooked bunch has been swept out, and the nation aired and disinfected, and when the burden of taxation is properly distributed, and business dares lift its head again, then start your debates and propaganda and try to educate your enemies if you like. But keep your machine guns oiled.

You speak in an uncomplimentary fashion of government, said the girl, smiling.

I am all for government. That does not mean that I am for the particular incumbents in office under the present Government. I have no use for them. Know that this war was won, not through them but in spite of them.

Yet I place loyalty first of all — loyalty to the true ideals of that Government which some of the present incumbents so grotesquely misrepresent.

That means, stand by the ship and the flag she flies, no matter who steers or what crew capers about her decks.

That means, watch out for all pirates; — open fire on anything that flies a hostile flag, red or any other colour.

And thats my creed, Marya!

To shoot; not to debate?

An inquest is safer.

We shall never agree, said the girl, laughing. And Im rather glad.

Why?

Because disagreements are more amusing than any entente cordiale, mon ami. It is the opposing forces that never bore each other. In life, too — I mean among human beings. Once they agree, interest lessens.

Nonsense, he said, smiling.

Oh, it is quite true. Behold us. We dont agree. But I am interested, she added with pretty audacity; so please take me to dinner somewhere.

You mean now, as we are?

Parbleu! Did you wish to go home and dress?

I dont care if you dont, he said.

Suppose, she suggested, we dine where there is something to see.

A Broadway joint? he asked, amused.

A joint? she repeated, smilingly perplexed. Is that a place where we may dine and see a spectacle too and afterward dance?

Something of that sort, he admitted, laughing. But under his careless gaiety an ugly determination had been hardening; he meant to go no more to Palla; he meant to welcome any distraction of the moment to help tide him over the long, grey interval that loomed ahead — welcome any draught that might mitigate the bitter waters he was tasting — and was destined to drain to their revolting dregs.

* * * * *

They went to the Palace of Mirrors and were lucky enough to secure a box.

The food was excellent; the show a gay one.

Between intermissions he took Marya to the floor for a dance or two. The place was uncomfortably crowded: uniforms were everywhere, too; and Jim nodded to many men he knew, and to a few women.

And, in the vast, brilliant place, there was not a man who saw Marya and failed to turn and follow her with his eyes. For Marya had been fashioned to trouble man. And that primitively constructed and obviously-minded sex never failed to become troubled.

Wed better enjoy our champagne, remarked Marya. Well be a wineless nation before long, I suppose.

It seems rather a pity, he remarked, that a man shouldnt be free to enjoy a glass of claret. But if the unbaked and the half-baked, and the unwashed and the half-washed cant be trusted to practise moderation, we others ought to abstain, I suppose. Because what is best for the majority ought to be the law for all.

If it were left to me, said the girl, Id let the submerged drink themselves to death.

What on earth are you talking about? he said. I thought you were a socialist!

I am. I desire no law except that of individual inclination.

Why, thats Bolshevism!

Her laughter rang out unrestrained: I believe in Bolshevism — for myself — but not for anybody else. In other words, Id like to be autocrat of the world. If I were, Id let everybody alone unless they interfered with me.

And in that event? he asked, laughing, as the lights all over the house faded to a golden glimmer in preparation for the second part of the spectacle. He could no longer see her clearly across the little table. What would you do if people interfered with you? he repeated.

Marya smiled. The last ray of light smouldered in her tiger-red hair; the warm, fragrant, breathing youth of her grew vaguer, merging with the shadows; only the beryl-tinted eyes, which slanted slightly, remained distinct.

Her voice came to him through the music: If I were autocrat, any man who dared oppose me would have his choice.

What choice?

The music swelled toward a breathless crescendo.

She said: Oppose me and you shall learn! — —

The house burst into a dazzling flood of moon-tinted light, all thronged with slim shapes whirling in an enchanted dance. Then clouds seemed to gather; the moon slid behind them, leaving a frosty demi-darkness through which, presently, snow began to fall.

The girl leaned toward him, watching the spectacle in silence. Perhaps unconsciously her left hand, satin-smooth, slipped over his — as though the contact were a symbol of enjoyment shared.

Light broke the next moment, revealing the spectacle on stage and floor in all its tinsel magnificence — snow-nymphs, polar-bears, all capering madly until an unearthly shriek heralded the coming of a favorite clown, who tumbled all the way down the stage steps and continued hysterically turning flip-flaps, cart-wheels, and somersaults until he landed with a crash at the foot of the steps again.

* * * * *

A large, highly coloured and over-glossy man, passing under their box during a dancing intermission, bowed rather extravagantly to Jim. He recognised Angelo Puma, with contemptuous amusement at his impudence.

It was evident, too, that Puma was quite ready to linger if encouraged — anxious, in fact, to extend his hand.

But his impudence had already ceased to amuse Jim, and he said carelessly to Marya, in a voice perfectly audible to Puma:

There goes a man who, in collusion with a squinting partner of his, once beat me out of a commission.

Pumas heavy, burning face turned abruptly from Marya, whom he had been looking at; and he continued on across the floor. And Jim forgot him.

* * * * *

They remained until the place closed. Then he took her home.

It was an apartment overlooking the park from Fifty-ninth Street — a big studio and apparently many comfortable rooms — a large, still place where no servants were in evidence and where thick velvety carpets from Ushak and Sultanabad muffled every footfall.

She had insisted on his entering for a moment. He stood looking about him in the great studio, where Vanyas concert-grand loomed up, a sprawling, shadowy shape under the dim drop-light which once had been a mosque-lamp in Samarcand.

The girl flung stole and muff from her, rolled up her gloves and took a shot at the piano, then, laughing, unpinned her hat and sent it scaling away into the golden dusk somewhere.

Are you sleepy, Jim?

A sudden vision of his trouble in the long, long night to face — trouble, insomnia, and the bitterness welling ever fresher with the interminable thoughts he could not suppress, could not control —— 

Im not sleepy, he said. But dont you want to turn in?

She went over to the piano, and, accompanying herself on deadened pedal where she stood, sang in a low voice the Snow-Tiger, with its uncanny refrain:

Tiger-eyes
Tiger-eyes,
What do you see
Far in the dark
Over the snow?
Far in the dark
Over the snow,
Slowly the ghosts of dead men go, — 
Horses and riders under the moon
Trample along to the dead mens rune,
Slava! Slava!
Over the snow.

Thats too hilarious a song, said Jim, laughing. May I suggest a little rag to properly subdue us?

You dont like Tiger-eyes?

Ive heard more cheerful ditties.

When Im excited by pleasure, said the girl, I sing Tiger-eyes.

Does it subdue you?

She looked at him. No.

Still standing, she looked down at the keys, struck the muffled chords softly.

Tiger-eyes
Tiger-eyes,
Where do they go,
Far in the dark
Over the snow?
Into the dark,
Over the snow,
Only the ghosts of the dead men know
Where they have come from, whither they go,
Riding at night by the corpse-light glow,
Slava! Slava!
Over the snow.

Well, for the love of Mike — —

Maryas laughter pealed.

So you dont like Tiger-eyes? she demanded, coming from behind the piano.

I sure dont, he admitted.

The real Russian name of the song is Words! Words! And thats all the song is — all that any song is — all that anything amounts to — words! words!— She dropped onto the long couch,— Anything except — love.

You may include that, too, he said, lighting a cigarette for her; and she blew a ring of smoke at him, saying:

I may — but I wont. For goodness sake leave me the last one of my delusions!

They both laughed and he said she was welcome to her remaining delusion.

Wont you share it with me? she said, her smile innocent enough, save for the audacity of the red mouth.

Share your delusion?

Yes, that too.

This wouldnt do. He lighted a cigarette for himself and sauntered over to the piano.

I hope Vanyas concert is a success, he said. Hes such a charming fellow, Vanya — so considerate, so gentle— He turned and looked at Marya, and his eyes added: Why the devil dont you marry him and have a lot of jolly children?

There seemed to be in his clear eyes enough for the girl to comprehend something of the question they flung at her.

I dont love Vanya, she said.

Of course you do!

As I might love a child — yes.

After a silence: It strikes me, he said, that youre passionately in love.

I am.

With yourself, he added, smiling.

With you.

This wouldnt do any longer. The place slightly stifled him with its stillness, rugs — the odours that came from lacquered shapes, looming dimly, flowered and golden in the dusk — the aromatic scent of her cigarette —— 

Hell! he muttered under his breath. This is no place for a white man. But aloud he said pleasantly: My very best wishes for Vanya to-night. Tell him so when he returns— He put on his overcoat and picked up hat and stick.

Its infernally late, he added, and Ive been a beast to keep you up. It was awfully nice of you.

She rose from the lounge and walked with him to the door.

Good night, he said cheerily; but she retained his hand, added her other to it, and put up her face.

Look here, he said, smilingly, I cant do that, Marya.

Why cant you?

Her soft breath was on his face; the mouth too near — too near —— 

No, I cant! he said curtly, but his voice trembled a little.

Why? she whispered.

Because — theres Vanya. No, I wont do it!

Is that the reason?

Its a reason.

I dont love Vanya. I do love you.

Please remember — —

No! No! I have nothing to remember — unless you give me something — —

You had better try to remember that Vanya loves you. You and I cant do a thing like that to Vanya—

Are there no other reasons?

He reddened to the temples: No, there are not — now. There is no other reason — except myself.

Yourself?

Yes, damn it, myself! Thats all that remains now to keep me straight. And Ive been so. That may be news to you. Perhaps you dont believe it.

Is it so, Jim? she asked in a voice scarcely audible.

Yes, it is. And so I shall keep on, and play the game that way — play it squarely with Vanya, too — —

He had lost his heavy colour; he stood looking at her with a white, strained, grim expression that tightened the jaw muscles; and she felt his powerful hand clenching between hers.

Its no use, he said between his set lips, Ive got to go on — see it through in my own fashion — this rotten thing called life. Im sorry, Marya, that Im not a better sport — —

A wave of colour swept her face and her hands suddenly crushed his between them.

Youre wonderful, she said. I do love you.

But the tense, grey look had come back into his face. Looking at her in silence, presently his gaze seemed to become remote, his absent eyes fixed on something beyond her.

Ive a rotten time ahead of me, he said, not knowing he had spoken. When his eyes reverted to her, his features remained expressionless, but his voice was almost tender as he said good night once more.

Her hands fell away; he opened the door and went out without looking back.

He found a taxi at the Plaza. He was swearing when he got into it. And all the way home he kept repeating to himself: Im one of those cursed, creeping Josephs; thats what I am, — one of those pepless, sanctimonious, creeping Josephs.... And I always loathed that poor fish, too!


CHAPTER XVIII
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SHOTWELL JUNIOR DISCOVERED in due course of time the memoranda of the repeated messages which Palla had telephoned to his several clubs, asking him to call her up immediately.

It was rather late to do that now, but his pulses began to quicken again in the old, hopeless way; and he went to the telephone booth and called the number which seemed burnt into his brain forever.

A maid answered; Palla came presently; and he thought her voice seemed colourless and unfamiliar.

Yes, Im perfectly well, she replied to his inquiry; where in the world did you go that night? I simply couldnt find you anywhere.

What had you wished to say to me?

Nothing — except — that I was afraid you were angry when you left, and I didnt wish you to part with me on such terms. Were you annoyed?

No.

You say it very curtly, Jim.

Is that all you desired to say to me?

Yes.... I was a little troubled.... Something else went wrong, too; — everything seemed to go wrong that night.... I thought perhaps — if I could hear your voice — if youd say something kind — —

Had you nothing else to tell me, Palla?

No.... What?

Then you havent changed your attitude?

Toward you? I dont expect to — —

You know what I mean!

Oh. But, Jim, we cant discuss that over the telephone.

I suppose not.... Is anything wrong with you, Palla? Your voice sounds so tired — —

Does it? I dont know why. Tell me, please, what did you do that unhappy night?

I went home.

Directly?

Yes.

I telephoned your house about twelve, and was informed you were not at home.

They thought I was asleep. Im sorry, Palla — —

I shouldnt have telephoned so late, she interrupted, Im afraid that it was your mother who answered; and if it was, I received the snub I deserved!

Nonsense! It wasnt meant that way — —

Im afraid it was, Jim. Its quite all right, though. I wont do it again.... Am I to see you soon?

No, not for a while — —

Are you so busy?

Theres no use in my going to you, Palla.

Why?

Because Im in love with you, he said bluntly, and Im trying to get over it.

I thought we were friends, too.

After a lengthy silence: Youre right, he said, we are.

She heard his quick, deep breath like a sigh. Shall I come to-night?

Im expecting some people, Jim — women who desire to establish a Combat Club in Chicago, and they have come on here to consult me.

To-morrow night, then?

Please.

Will you be alone?

I expect to be.

Once more he said: Palla, is anything worrying you? Are you ill? Is Ilse all right?

There was a pause, then Pallas voice, resolutely tranquil. Everything is all right in the world as long as you are kind to me, Jim. When youre not, things darken and become queer — —

Palla!

Yes.

Listen! This is to serve notice on you. Im going to make a fight for you.

After a silence, he heard her sweet, uncertain laughter.

Jim?

Yes, dear.

I suppose it would shock you if I made a fight for — you!

He took it as a jest and laughed at her perverse humour. But what she had meant she herself scarcely realised; and she turned away from the telephone, conscious of a vague excitement invading her and of a vaguer consternation, too. For behind the humorous audacity of her words, she seemed to realise there remained something hidden — something she was on the verge of discovering — something indefinable, menacing, grave enough to dismay her and drive from her lips the last traces of the smile which her audacious jest had left there.

The ladies from Chicago were to dine with her; her maid had hooked her gown; orchids from Jim had just arrived, and she was still pinning them to her waist — still happily thrilled by this lovely symbol of their renewed accord, when the bell rang.

It was much too early to expect anybody: she fastened her orchids and started to descend the stairs for a last glance at the table, when, to her astonishment, she saw Angelo Puma in the hall in the act of depositing his card upon the salver extended by the maid.

He looked up and saw her before she could retreat: she made the best of it and continued on down, greeting him with inquiring amiability:

Miss Dumont, a thousand excuses for this so bold intrusion, he began, bowing extravagantly at every word. Only the urgent importance of my errand could possibly atone for a presumption like there never has been in all — —

Please step into the drawing room, Mr. Puma, if you have something of importance to say.

He followed her on tiptoe, flashing his magnificent eyes about the place, still wearing over his evening dress the seal overcoat with its gardenia, which was already making him famous on Broadway.

Palla seated herself, wondering a little at the perfumed splendour of her landlord. He sat on the extreme edge of an arm chair, his glossy hat on his knee.

Miss Dumont, he said, laying one white-gloved paw across his shirt-front, you shall behold in me a desolate man!

Im sorry. She looked at him in utter perplexity.

What shall you say to me? he cried. What just reproaches shall you address to me, Miss Dumont!

Im sure I dont know, Mr. Puma, she said, inclined to laugh,  — until you tell me what is your errand.

Miss Dumont, I am most unhappy and embarrass. Because you have pay me in advance for that which I am unable to offer you.

I dont think I understand.

Alas! You have pay to me by cheque for six months more rent of my hall.

Yes.

I have given to you a lease for six months more, and with it an option for a year of renewal.

Yes.

Miss Dumont, behold me desolate.

But why?

Because I am force by circumstance over which I have no control to cancel this lease and option, and ask you most respectfully to be so kind as to secure other quarters for your club.

But we cant do that! exclaimed Palla in dismay.

I am so very sorry — —

We cant do it, added Palla with decision. Its utterly impossible, Mr. Puma. All our meetings are arranged for months in advance; all the details are completed. We could not disarrange the programme adopted. From all over the United States people are invited to come on certain fixed dates. All arrangements have been made; you have my cheque and I have your signed lease. No, we are obliged to hold you to your contract, and Im very sorry if it inconveniences you.

Pumas brilliant eyes became tenderly apprehensive.

Miss Dumont, he said in a hushed and confidential voice, believe me when I venture to say to you that your club should leave for reasons most grave, most serious.

What reasons?

The others — the Red Flag Club. Who knows what such crazy people might do in anger? They are very angry already. They complain that your club has interfere with them — —

That is exactly why were there, Mr. Puma — to interfere with them, neutralise their propaganda, try to draw the same people who listen to their violent tirades. That is why were there, and why we refuse to leave. Ours is a crusade of education. We chose that hall because we desired to make the fight in the very camp of the enemy. And I must tell you plainly that we shall not give up our lease, and that we shall hold you to it.

The dark blood flooded his heavy features:

I do not desire to take it to the courts, he said. I am willing to offer compensation.

We couldnt accept. Dont you understand, Mr. Puma? We simply must have that particular hall for the Combat Club.

Puma remained perfectly silent for a few moments. There was still, on his thick lips, the suave smile which had been stamped there since his appearance in her house.

But in this mans mind and heart there was growing a sort of dull and ferocious fear — fear of elements already gathering and combining to menace his increasing prosperity.

Sullenly he was aware that this hard-won prosperity was threatened. Always its conditions had been unstable at best, but now the atmospheric pressure was slowly growing, and his sky of promise was not as clear.

Some way, somehow, he must manage to evict these women. Twice Sondheim had warned him. And that evening Sondheim had sent him an ultimatum by Kastner.

And Puma was perfectly aware that Karl Kastner knew enough about him to utterly ruin him in the great Republic which was now giving him a fortune and which had never discovered that his own treacherous mission here was the accomplishment of her ruin.

* * * * *

Puma stood up, heavily, cradling his glossy hat. But his urbane smile became brilliant again and he made Palla an extravagant bow.

It shall be arrange, he said cheerfully. I consult my partner — your friend, Mr. Skidder! Yes! So shall we arrive at entente.

His large womanish eyes swept the room. Suddenly they were arrested by a photograph of Shotwell Junior — in a silver frame — the only ornament, as yet, in the little drawing room.

And instantly, within Angelo Puma, the venomous instinct was aroused to do injury where it might be done safely and without suspicion of intent.

Ah, he exclaimed gaily, my friend, Mr. Shotwell! It is from him, Miss Dumont, you have purchase this so beautiful residence!

He bent to salute with a fanciful inclination the photograph of the man who had spoken so contemptuously of him the evening previous.

Mr. Shotwell also adores gaiety, he said laughingly. Last night I beheld him at the Palace of Mirrors — and with an attractive young lady of your club, Miss Dumont — the charming young Russian lady with whom you came once to pay me the rent— He kissed his hand in an ecstasy of recollection. So beautiful a young lady! So gay were they in their box! Ah, youth! youth! Ah, the happiness and folly when laughter bubbles in our wine! — the magic wine of youth!

He took his leave, moving lightly to the door, almost grotesque in his elaborate evolutions and adieux.

Palla went slowly upstairs.

The evening paper lay on a table in the living room. She unfolded it mechanically; looked at it but saw no print, merely an unsteady haze of greyish tint on which she could not seem to concentrate.

Marya and Jim ... together.... That was the night he went away angry.... The night he told her he had gone directly home.... But it couldnt have been.... He couldnt have lied....

She strove to recollect as she sat there staring at the newspaper.... What was it that beast had said about it?... Of course — last night!... Marya and Jim had been together last night.... But where was Vanya?... Oh, yes.... Last night Vanya was away ... in Baltimore.

The paper dropped to her lap; she sat looking straight ahead of her.

What had so shocked her then about Jim and Marya being together? True, she had not supposed them to be on such terms — had not even thought about it....

Yes, she had thought about it, scarcely conscious of her own indefinable uneasiness — a memory, perhaps, of that evening when the Russian girl had been at little pains to disguise her interest in this man. And Palla had noticed it — noticed that Marya was seated too near him — noticed that, and the subtle attitude of provocation, and the stealthy evolution of that occult sorcery which one woman instantly divines in another and finds slightly revolting.

Was it merely that memory which had been evoked when Pumas laughing revelation so oddly chilled her? — the suspected and discovered predilection of this Russian girl for Jim? Or was it something else, something deeper, some sudden and more profound illumination which revealed to her that, in the depths of her, she was afraid?

Afraid? Afraid of what?

Her charming young head sank; the brown eyes stared at the floor.

She was beginning to understand what had chilled her, what she had unconsciously been afraid of — her own creed! — when applied to another woman.

And this was the second time that this creed of hers had risen to confront her, and the second time she had gazed at it, chilled by fear: once, when she had waited for Ilse to return; and now once again.

For now she began to comprehend how ruthless that creed could become when professed by such a girl as Marya Lanois.

* * * * *

She was still seated there when Marya came in, her tiger-red hair in fascinating disorder from the wind, her skin fairly breathing the warm fragrance of exotic youth.

My Palla! How pale you seem! she exclaimed, embracing her. You are quite well? Really? Then I am reassured!

She went to the mirror and tucked in a burnished strand or two of hair.

These Chicago ladies — they have not arrived, I see. Am I then so early? For I see that Ilse is not yet here — —

It is only a quarter to eight, said Palla, smiling; but the brown eyes were calmly measuring this lithe and warm and lovely thing with green eyes — measuring it intently — taking its measure — taking, for the first time in her life, her measure of any woman.

Was Vanyas concert a great success? she asked.

Vanya has not yet returned. She shrugged. There was nothing in New York papers.

I suppose you were very nervous last night, said Palla.

For a moment Marya continued to arrange her hair by the aid of the mantel mirror, then she turned very lithely and let her green gaze rest full on Pallas face.

What she might possibly have divined was hidden behind the steady brown eyes that met hers may have determined her attitude and words; for she laughed with frank carelessness and plunged into it all:

Fancy, Palla, my encountering Jim Shotwell in the Biltmore, and dining with him at that noisy Palace of Mirrors last night! Did he tell you?

I havent seen him.

 — Over the telephone, perhaps?

No, he did not mention it.

Well, it was most amusing. It is the unpremeditated that is delightful. And can you see us in that dreadful place, as gay as a pair of school children? And we must laugh at nothing and find it enchanting — and we must dance amid the hoi polloi and clap our hands for the encore too! — —

A light peal of laughter floated from her lips at the recollections evoked:

And after! Can you see us, Palla, in Vanyas studio, too wide awake to go our ways! — and the song I sang at that unearthly hour — the song I sing always when happily excited — —

The bell rang; the first guest had arrived.


CHAPTER XIX
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VANYAS CONCERT HAD been enough of a success to attract the attention of genuine music-lovers and an impecunious impresario — an irresponsible promoter celebrated for rushing headlong into things and being kicked headlong out of them.

All promising virtuosi had cut their wisdom teeth on him; all had acquired experience and its accompanying toothache; none had acquired wealth until free of this ubiquitous impresario.

His name was Wilding: he seized upon Vanya; and that gentle and disconcerted dreamer offered no resistance.

So Wilding began to haunt Vanyas apartment at all hours of the day, rushing in with characteristic enthusiasm to discuss the vast campaign of nation-wide concerts which in his minds eye were already materialising.

Marya had no faith in him and was becoming very tired of his noise and bustle in the stillness and subdued light which meant home to her, and which this loud, excitable, untidy man was eternally invading.

Always he was shouting at Vanya: Its a knock-out! It will go big! big! big! We got em started in Baltimore! — a fact, but none of his doing! Well play Philadelphia next; Im fixin it for you. All you gotta do is go there and the yelling starts. Well, I guess. Some riot, believe me!

Wilding had no money in the beginning. After a while, Vanya had none, or very little; but the impresario wore a new fur coat and spats. And Broadway winked wearily and said: Hes got another! — doubtless deeming specification mere redundancy.

Yet, somehow, Wilding did manage to book Vanya in Philadelphia — at a somewhat distant date, it is true — but it was something with which to begin the promised nation-wide tour under the auspices of Dawson B. Wilding.

Marya had money of her own, but trusted none of it in Wildings schemes. In fact, she had come to detest him thoroughly, and whenever he was announced she would rise like some beautiful, disgusted feline, which something has disturbed in her dim and favourite corner, and move lithely away to another room. And it almost seemed as though her little, warm, closely-chiselled ears actually flattened with bored annoyance as the din of Wildings vociferous greeting to Vanya arose behind her.

* * * * *

One day toward Christmas time, she said to Vanya, in her level, satin-smooth voice:

You know, mon ami, I am tiring rapidly of this great fool who comes shouting and tramping into our home. And when I am annoyed beyond my nerve capacity, I am likely to leave.

Vanya said gently that he was sorry that he had entered into financial relations with a man who annoyed her, but that it could scarcely be helped now.

He was seated at his piano, not playing, but scoring. And he resumed his composition after he had spoken, his grave, delicate head bent over the ruled sheets, a gold pencil held between his long fingers.

Marya lounged near, watched him. Not for the first time, now, did his sweet temper and gentleness vaguely irritate her — string her nerves a little tighter until they began to vibrate with an indefinable longing to say something to arouse this man — startle him — awaken him to a physical tensity and strength.... Such as Shotwells for example....

Vanya?

He looked up absently, the beauty of dreams still clouding his eyes.

And suddenly, to her own astonishment, her endurance came to its end. She had never expected to say what she was now going to say to him. She had never dreamed of confession — of enlightening him. And now, all at once, she knew she was going to do it, and that it was a needless and cruel and insane and useless thing to do, for it led her nowhere, and it would leave him in helpless pain.

Vanya, she said, I am in love with Jim Shotwell.

After a few moments, she turned and slowly crossed the studio. Her hat and coat lay on a chair. She put them on and walked out.

* * * * *

The following morning, Palla, arriving to consult Marya on a matter of the Clubs business, discovered Vanya alone in the studio.

He was lying on the lounge when she entered, and he looked ill, but he rose with all his characteristic grace and charm and led her to a chair, saluting her hand as he seated her.

Marya has not yet arrived? she inquired.

His delicate features became very grave and still.

I thought, added Palla, that Marya usually breakfasted at eleven — —

Something in his expression checked her; and she fell silent, fascinated by the deathly whiteness of his face.

I am sorry to tell you, he said, in a pleasant and steady voice, that Marya has not returned.

Why — why, I didnt know she was away — —

Yesterday she decided. Later she was good enough to telephone from the Hotel Rajah, where, for the present, she expects to remain.

Oh, Vanya! Pallas involuntary exclamation brought a trace of colour into his cheeks.

He said: It is not her fault. She was loyal and truthful. One may not control ones heart.... And if she is in love — well, is she not free to love him?

Who — is — it? asked Palla faintly.

Mr. Shotwell, it appears.

In the dead silence, Vanya passed his hand slowly across his temples; let it drop on his knee.

Freedom above all else, he said,  — freedom to love, freedom to cease loving, freedom to love anew.... Well ... it is curious — the scheme of things.... Love must remain inexplicable. For there is no analysis. I think there never could be any man who cared as I have cared, as I do care for her....

He rose, and to Palla he seemed already a trifle stooped; — it may have been his studio coat, which fitted badly.

But, Vanya dear— Palla looked at him miserably, conscious of her own keen fears as well as of his sorrow. Dont you think shell come back? Do you suppose it is really so serious — what she thinks about — Mr. Shotwell?

He shook his head: I dont know.... If it is so, it is so. Freedom is of first importance. Our creed is our creed. We must abide by what we teach and believe.

Yes.

He nodded absently, staring palely into space.

Perhaps his lost gaze evoked the warm-skinned, sunny-haired girl who had gone out of the semi-light of this still place, leaving the void unutterably vast around him. For this had been the lithe things silken lair — the slim and supple thing with beryl eyes — here where thick-piled carpets of the East deadened every human movement — where no sound stirred, nor any air — where dull shapes loomed, lacquered and indistinct, and an odour of Chinese lacquer and nard haunted the tinted dusk.

* * * * *

Like one of those lazy, golden, jewelled sea-creatures of irresponsible freedom brought seemed to fill the girl cooler currents arouses a restlessness infernal, Maryas first long breath of freedom subtly excited her.

She had no definite ideas, no plans. She was merely tired of Vanya.

Perhaps her fresh, wholesome contact with Jim had started it — the sense of a clean vitality which had seemed to envelop her like the delicious, half-resented chill of a spring-pool plunge. For the exhilaration possessed her still; and the sudden stimulation which the sense of irresponsible freedom brought seemed to fill the girl with a new vigour.

Foot-loose, heart-loose, her green eyes on the open world where it stretched away into infinite horizons, she paced her new nest in the Hotel Rajah, tingling with subdued excitement, innocent of the faintest regret for what had been.

For a week she lived alone, enjoying the sensation of being hidden, languidly savouring the warm comfort of isolation.

She had not sent for her belongings. She purchased new personal effects, enchanted to be rid of familiar things.

There was no snow. She walked a great deal, moving in unaccustomed sections of the city at all hours, skirting in the early winter dusk the glitter of Christmas preparations along avenues and squares, lunching where she was unlikely to encounter anybody she knew, dining, too, at hazard in unwonted places — restaurants she had never heard of, tea-rooms, odd corners.

Vanya wrote her. She tossed his letters aside, scarcely read. Ilse and Palla wrote her, and telephoned her. She paid them no attention.

The metropolitan jungle fascinated her. She adored her liberty, and looked out of beryl-green eyes across the border of license, where ghosts of the half-world swarmed in no-mans-land.

Conscious that she had been fashioned to trouble man, the knowledge merely left her indefinitely contented, save when she remembered Jim. But that he had checked her drift toward him merely excited her; for she knew she had been made to trouble such as he; and she had seen his face that night....

* * * * *

Ilse, on her way home to dress — for she was going out somewhere with Estridge — stopped for tea at Pallas house, and found her a little disturbed over an anonymous letter just delivered — a typewritten sheet bluntly telling her to take her friends and get out of the hall where the Combat Club held its public sessions; and warning her of serious trouble if she did not heed this friendly advice.

Pouf! exclaimed Ilse contemptuously, I get those, too, and tear them up. People who talk never strike. Are you anxious, darling?

Palla smiled: Not a bit — only such cowardice saddens me.... And the days are grey enough....

Why do you say that? I think it is a wonderful winter — a beautiful year!

Palla lifted her brown eyes and let them dwell on the beauty of this clear-skinned, golden-haired girl who had discovered beauty in the aftermath of the worlds great tragedy.

Ilse smiled: Life is good, she said. This world is all to be done over in the right way. We have it all before us, you and I, Palla, and those who love and understand.

I am wondering, said Palla, who understands us. Im not discouraged, but — there seems to be so much indifference in the world.

Of course. That is our battle to overcome it.

Yes. But, dear, there seems to be so much hatred, too, in the world. I thought the war had ended, but everywhere men are still in battle — everywhere men are dying of this fierce hatred that seems to flame up anew across the world; everywhere men fight and slay to gain advantage. None yields, none renounces, none gives. It is as though love were dead on earth.

Love is being reborn, said Ilse cheerfully. Birth means pain, always — —

Without warning, a hot flush flooded her face; she averted it as the tea-tray was brought and set on a table before Palla. When her face cooled, she leaned back in her chair, cup in hand, a sort of confused sweetness in her blue eyes.

Pallas heart was beating heavily as she leaned on the table, her cup untasted, her idle fingers crumbing the morsel of biscuit between them.

After a moment she said: So you have concluded that you care for John Estridge?

Yes, I care, said Ilse absently, the same odd, sweet smile curving her cheeks.

That is — wonderful, said Palla, not looking at her.

Ilse remained silent, her blue gaze aloof.

A maid came and turned up the lamps, and went away again.

Palla said in a low voice: Are you — afraid?

No.

They both remained silent until she rose to go. Palla, walking with her to the head of the stairs, holding one of her hands imprisoned, said with an effort: I am frightened, dear.... I cant help it.... You will be certain, first, wont you? — —

It is as certain as death, said Ilse in a low, still voice.

Palla shivered; she passed one arm around her; and they stood so for a while. Then Ilses arm tightened, and the old gaiety glinted in her sea-blue eyes:

Is your house in order too, Palla? she asked. Turn around, little enigma! There; I can look into those brown eyes now. And I see nothing in them to answer me my question.

Do you mean Jim?

I do.

I havent seen him.

For how long?

Weeks. I dont know how long it has been — —

Have you quarrelled?

Yes. We seem to. This is quite the most serious one yet.

You are not in love with him.

Oh, Ilse, I dont know. He simply cant understand me. I feel so bruised and tired after a controversy with him. He seems to be so merciless to my opinions — so violent — —

You poor child.... After all, Palla, freedom also means the liberty to change ones mind.... If you should care to change yours — —

I cant change my inmost convictions.

Those — no.

I have not changed them. I almost wish I could. But Ive got to be honest.... And he cant understand me.

Ilse smiled and kissed her: That is scarcely to be wondered at, as you dont seem to know your own mind. Perhaps when you do he, also, may understand you. Good-bye! I must run — —

Palla watched her to the foot of the stairs; the door closed; the engine of a taxi began to hum.

Her telephone was ringing when she returned to the living room, and the quick leap of her heart averted her of the hope revived.

But it was a strange voice on the wire, — a mans voice, clear, sinister, tainted with a German accent:

Iss this Miss Dumont? Yess? Then this I haff to say to you: You shall find yourself in serious trouble if you do not move your foolish club of vimmen out of the vicinity of which you know. We giff you one more chance. So shall you take it or you shall take some consequences! Goot-night!

The instrument clicked in her ear as the unknown threatener hung up, leaving her seated there, astonished, hurt, bewildered.

* * * * *

The man who hung up on her stepped out of a saloon on Eighth Avenue and joined two other men on the corner.

The man was Karl Kastner; the other two were Sondheim and Bromberg.

Get her? growled the latter, as all three started east.

Yess. And now we shall see what we shall see. We start the finish now already. All foolishness shall be ended. Now we fix Puma.

They continued on across the street, clumping along with their overcoat collars turned up, for it had turned bitter cold and the wind was rising.

You dont think its a plant? inquired Sondheim, for the third time.

Bromberg blew his red nose on a dirty red handkerchief.

Well plant Puma if he tries any of that, he said thickly.

Kastner added that he feared investigation more than they did because he had more at stake.

Dot guy he iss rich like a millionaire, he added. Ve make him pay some dammach, too.

Hows he going to fire that bunch of women if they got a lease? demanded Bromberg.

Who the hell cares how he does it? grunted Sondheim.

Sure, added Kastner; let him dig up. You buy anybody if you haff sufficient coin. Effery time! Yess. Also! Let him dig down into his pants once. So shall he pay them, these vimmen, to go avay und shut up mit their mischief what they make for us already!

Sondheim was still muttering about plants in the depths of his soiled overcoat-collar, when they arrived at the hall and presented themselves at the door of Pumas outer office.

A girl took their message. After a while she returned and piloted them out, and up a wide flight of stairs to a door marked, No admittance. Here she knocked, and Pumas voice bade them enter.

Angelo Puma was standing by a desk when they trooped in, keeping their hats on. The room was ventilated and illumined in the daytime only by a very dirty transom giving on a shaft. Otherwise, there were no windows, no outlet to any outer light and air.

Two gas jets caged in wire — obsolete stage dressing-room effects — lighted the room and glimmered on Pumas polished top-hat and the gold knob of his walking-stick.

As for Puma himself, he glanced up stealthily from the scenario he was reading as he stood by the big desk, but dropped his eyes again, and, opening a drawer, laid away the typed manuscript. Then he pulled out the revolving desk chair and sat down.

Well? he inquired, lighting a cigar.

There was an ominous silence among the three men for another moment. Then Puma looked up, puffing his cigar, and Sondheim stepped forward from the group and shook his finger in his face.

What yah got planted around here for us? Hey? he demanded in a low, hoarse voice. Come on now, Puma! What yeh think yeh got on us? And to Kastner and Bromberg: Go ahead, boys, look for a dictaphone and them kind of things. And if this wop hollers Ill do him.

A ruddy light flickered in Pumas eyes, but the cool smile lay smoothly on his lips, and he did not even turn his head to watch them as they passed along the walls, sounding, peering, prying, and jerking open the door of the cupboard — the only furniture there except the desk and the chair on which Puma sat.

What the hells the matter with yeh? snarled Sondheim, suddenly stooping to catch Pumas eye, which had wandered as though bored by the proceedings.

Nothing, said Puma, coolly; whats the matter with you, Max?

Kastner came around beside him and said in his thin, sinister tone:

You know it vat I got on you, Angelo?

I do.

So? Also! Vas iss it you do about doze vimmen?

They wont go.

In Brombergs voice sounded an ominous roar: Dont hand us nothing like that! You hear what Im telling you?

Puma shrugged: I hand you what I have to hand you. They have the lease. What is there for me to do?

Buy em off!

I try. They will not.

You offer em enough and theyll quit!

No. They will not. They say they are here to fight you. They laugh at my money. What shall I do?

Ill tell you one thing youll do, and do it damn quick! roared Bromberg. Hand over that money we need!

If you bellow in so loud a manner, said Puma, they could hear you in the studio.... How much do you ask for?

Two thousand.

No.

What yeh mean by No?

What I say to you, that I have not two thousand.

You lying greaser — —

I do not lie. I have paid my people and there remains but six hundred dollars in my bank.

When do we get the rest? asked Sondheim, as Puma tossed the packet of bills onto the desk.

When I make it, replied Puma tranquilly. You will understand my receipts are my capital at present. What else I have is engaged already in my new theatre. If you will be patient you shall have what I can spare.

Bromberg rested both hairy fists on the desk and glared down at Puma.

Whos this new guy you got to go in with you? Whats the matter with our getting a jag of his coin?

You mean Mr. Pawling?

Yeh. Who the hell is that duck what inks his whiskers?

A partner.

Well, let him shove us ours then.

You wish to ruin me? inquired Puma placidly.

Not while youre milkin, said Sondheim, showing every yellow fang in a grin.

Then do not frighten Mr. Pawling out. Already you have scared my other partner, Mr. Skidder, like there never was any rabbits scared. You are foolish. If you are reasonable, I shall make money and you shall have your share. If you are not, then there is no money to give you.

Sondheim said: Take a slant at them yellow-backs, Karl. And Kastner screwed a powerful jewellers glass into his eye and began a minute examination of the orange-coloured treasury notes, to find out whether they were marked bills.

Bromberg said heavily: See here, Angelo, you gotta quit this damned stalling! You gotta get them women out, and do it quick or well blow your dirty barracks into the North River!

Sondheim began to wag his soiled forefinger again.

Yeh quit us cold when things was on the fritz. Now, yeh gotta pay. If you wasnt nothing but a wop skunk yehd stand in with us. The way youre fixed would help us all. But now yeh makin money and yeh scared o yeh shadow! — —

Bromberg cut in: And youll be outside when the band starts playing. Look whats doing all over the world! Every country is starting something! You watch Berlin and Rosa Luxemburg and her bunch. Keep your eye peeled, Angy, and see what we and the I. W. W. start in every city of the country!

Kastner, having satisfied himself that the bills had not been marked, and pocketed his jewellers glass, pushed back his lank blond hair.

Yess, he said in his icy, incisive voice, yoost vatch out already! Dot crimson tide it iss rising the vorld all ofer! It shall drown effery aristocrat, effery bourgeois, effery intellectual. It shall be but a red flood ofer all the vorld vere noddings shall live only our peoble off the proletariat!

And where the hell will you be then, Angelo? sneered Bromberg. By God, we wont have to ask you for our share of your money then!

Again Sondheim leaned over him and wagged his nicotine-dyed finger:

You get the rest of our money! Understand? And you get them women out! — or I tell you well blow you and your joint to Hoboken! Get that?

I have understood, said Puma quietly; but his heavy face was a muddy red now, and he choked a little when he spoke.

Give us a date and stick to it, added Bromberg. Set it yourself. And after that we wont bother to do any more jawin. Well just attend to business — your business, Puma!

After a long silence, Puma said calmly: How much you want?

Ten thousand, said Sondheim.

And them women out of this, added Bromberg.

Or ve get you, ended Kastner in his deadly voice.

Puma lifted his head and looked intently at each one of them in turn. And seemed presently to come to some conclusion.

Kastner forestalled him: You try it some monkey trick and you try it no more effer again.

Whats your date for the cash? insisted Sondheim.

February first, replied Puma quietly.

Kastner wrote it on the back of an envelope.

Und dese vimmen? he inquired.

Ill get a lawyer — —

The hell with that stuff! roared Bromberg. Get em out! Scare em out! Jesus Christ! how long dyeh think were going to stand for being hammered by that bunch o skirts? They got a lot o people sore on us now. The crowd what uster come around is gettin leery. And who are these damned women? One of em was a White Nun, when they did the business for the Romanoffs. One of em fired on the Bolsheviki — that big blond girl with yellow hair, I mean! Wasnt she one of those damned girl-soldiers? And look what shes up to now — comin over here to talk us off the platform! — the dirty foreigner!

Yes, growled Bromberg, and theres that redheaded wench of Vanyas! — some Grand Dukes slut, they say, before she quit him for the university to start something else — —

Kastner cut in in his steely voice: If you do not throw out these women, Puma, we fix them and your hall and you — all at one time, my friend. Also! Iss it then for February the first, our understanding? Or iss it, a little later, the end of all your troubles, Angelo?

Puma got up, nodded his acceptance of their ultimatum, and opened the door for them.

When they trooped out, under the brick arch, they noticed his splendid limousine waiting, and as they shuffled sullenly away westward, Bromberg, looking back, saw Puma come out and jump lightly into the car.

Swine! he snarled, facing the bitter wind once more and shuffling along beside his silent brethren.

Puma went east, then north to the Hotel Rajah, where, in a private room, he was to complete a financial transaction with Alonzo B. Pawling.

Skidder, too, came in at the same time, squinting rapidly at his partner; and together they moved toward the elevator.

The elevator waited a moment more to accommodate a willowy, red-haired girl in furs, whose jade eyes barely rested on Pumas magnificent black ones as he stepped aside to make way for her with an extravagant bow.

Some skirt, murmured Skidder in his ear, as the car shot upward.

Marya left the car at the mezzanine floor: Pumas eyes were like coals for a moment.

You know that dame? inquired Skidder, his eyes fairly snapping.

No. He did not add that he had seen her at the Combat Club and knew her to belong to another man. But his black eyes were almost blazing as he stepped from the elevator, for in Maryas insolent glance he had caught a vague glimmer of fire — merely a green spark, very faint — if, indeed, it had been there at all....

Pawling himself opened the door for them.

Is it all right? Do we get the parcel? were his first words.

Its a knock-out! cried Skidder, slapping him on the back. We got the land, we got the plans, we got the iron, we got the contracts! — Oh, boy! — our dough is in — go look at it and smell it for yourself! So get into the jack, old scout, and ante up, because we break ground Wednesday and therell be bills before then, you betcha!

When the cocktails were brought, Puma swallowed his in a hurry, saying hed be back in a moment, and bidding Skidder enlighten Mr. Pawling during the interim.

He summoned the elevator, got out at the mezzanine, and walked lightly into the deserted and cloister-like perspective, his shiny hat in his hand.

And saw Marya standing by the marble ramp, looking down at the bustle below.

He stopped not far away. He had made no sound on the velvet carpet. But presently she turned her head and the green eyes met his black ones.

Neither winced. The sheer bulk of the beast and the florid magnificence of its colour seemed to fascinate her.

She had seen him before, and scarcely noted him. She remembered. But the world was duller, then, and the outlook grey. And then, too, her still, green eyes had not yet wandered beyond far horizons, nor had her heart been cut adrift to follow her fancy when the tides stirred it from its mooring — carrying it away, away through deeps or shallows as the currents swerved.


CHAPTER XX
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THE PALE PARODY on that sacred date which once had symbolised the birth of Christ had come and gone; the ghastly year was nearing its own death — the bloodiest year, for all its final triumph, that the world had ever witnessed — lannée horrible!

Nor was the end yet, of all this death and dying: for the Crimson Tide, washing through Russia, eastward, seethed and eddied among the wrecks of empires, lapping Polands bones, splashing over the charred threshold of the huns, creeping into the Balkans, crawling toward Greece and Italy, menacing Scandinavia, and arousing the stern watchers along the French frontier — the ultimate eastward barrier of human liberty.

And unless, despite the fools who demur, that barrier be based upon the Rhine, that barrier will fall one day.

Even in England, where the captive navies of the anti-Christ now sulked at anchor under Englands consecrated guns, some talked glibly of rule by Soviet. All Ireland bristled now, baring its teeth at government; vast armies, disbanding, were becoming dully restless; and armed men, disarming, began to wonder what now might be their destiny and what the destiny of the world they fought for.

And everywhere, among all peoples, swarmed the stealthy agents of the Red Apocalypse, whispering discontent, hinting treasons, stirring the unhappy to sullen anger, inciting the simple-minded to insanity, the ignorant to revolution. For four years it had been a battle between Light and Night; and now there threatened to be joined in battle the uttermost forces of Evolution and Chaos — the spiritual Armageddon at last, where Life and Light and Order must fight a final fight with Degeneracy, Darkness and Death.

And always, everywhere, that hell-born Crimson Tide seemed to be rising. All newspapers were full of it, sounding the universal alarm. And Civilisation merely stared at the scarlet flood — gawked stupidly and unstirring — while the far clamour of massacre throughout Russia grew suddenly to a crashing discord in Berlin, shaking the whole world with brazen dissonance.

Like the first ominous puff before the tempest, the deadly breath of the Black Death — called influenza, but known of old among the verminous myriads of the East — swept over the earth from East to West. Millions died; millions were yet to perish of it; yet the dazed world, still half blind with blood and smoke, sat helpless and unstirring, barring no gates to this pestilence that stalked the stricken earth at noon-day.

New York, partly paralysed by sacrifice and the blood-sucking antics of half-crazed congressmen, gorged by six years feeding after decades of starvation, welcomed the incoming soldiers in a bewildered sort of way, making either an idiots din of dissonance or gaping in stupid silence as the huge troop-ships swept up the bay.

The battle fleet arrived — the home squadron and the 6th battle squadron — and lay towering along the Hudson, while officers and jackies swarmed the streets — streets now thronged by wounded, too — pallid cripples in olive drab, limping along slowly beneath lowering skies, with their citations and crosses and ribbons and wound chevrons in glinting gold under the relighted lustres of the metropolis.

So the false mockery of Christmas came to the city — a forced festival, unutterably sad, for all that the end of the war was subject of thanks in every church and synagogue. And so the mystic feast ended, scarcely heeded amid the slow, half-crippled groping for financial readjustment in the teeth of a snarling and vindictive Congress, mean in its envy, meaner in revenge — a domestic brand of sectional Bolsheviki as dirty and degenerate as any anarchist in all Russia.

The President had sailed away — (Slava! Slava! Nechevo!) — and the newspapers were preparing to tell their disillusioned public all about it, if permitted.

And so dawned the New Year over the spreading crimson flood, flecking the mounting tide with brighter scarlet as it crept ever westward, ever wider, across a wounded world.

* * * * *

Palla had not seen Jim for a very long time now. Christmas passed, bringing neither gift nor message, although she had sent him a little remembrance — The Divine Pantheon, by an unfrocked Anglican clergyman, one Loxon Fettars, recently under detention pending investigation concerning an alleged multiplicity of wives.

The New Year brought no greeting from him, either; nobody she knew had seen him, and her pride had revolted at writing him after she had telephoned and left a message at his club — her usual concession after a stormy parting.

And there was another matter that was causing her a constantly increasing unrest — she had not seen Marya for many a day.

Quiet grief for what now appeared to be a friendship ended — at other times a tingle of bitterness that he had let it end so relentlessly — and sometimes, at night, the secret dread — eternally buried yet perennially resurrected — the still, hidden, ever-living fear of Marya; these the girl knew, now, as part of life.

And went on, steadily, with her lifes business, as though moving toward a dark horizon where clouds towered gradually higher, reflecting the glimmer of unseen lightning.

Somehow, lately, a vague sensation of impending trouble had invaded her; and she never entirely shook it off, even in her lighter moods, when there was gay company around her; or in the warm flush of optimistic propaganda work; or in the increasingly exciting sessions of the Combat Club, now interrupted nightly by fierce outbreaks from emissaries of the Red Flag Club, who were there to make mischief.

Also, there had been an innovation established among her company of moderate socialists; a corps of missionary speakers, who volunteered on certain nights to speak from the classic soap-box on street corners, urging the propaganda of their panacea, the Law of Love and Service.

Twice already, despite her natural timidity and dread of public speaking, Palla had faced idle, half-curious, half sneering crowds just east or west of Broadway; had struggled through with what she had come to say; had gently replied to heckling, blushed under insult, stood trembling by her guns to the end.

Ilse was more convincing, more popular with her gay insouciance and infectious laughter, and her unexpected and enchanting flashes of militancy, which always interested the crowd.

And always, after these soap-box efforts, both Palla and Ilse were insulted over the telephone by unknown men. Their mail, also, invariably contained abusive or threatening letters, and sometimes vile ones; and Estridge purchased pistols for them both and exacted pledges that they carry them at night.

On the evening selected for Pallas third essay in street oratory, she slipped her pistol into her muff and set out alone, not waiting for Ilse, who, with John Estridge, was to have met her after dinner at her house, and, as usual, accompany her to the place selected.

But they knew where she was to speak, and she did not doubt they would turn up sooner or later at the rendezvous.

All that day the dull, foreboding feeling had been assailing her at intervals, and she had been unable to free herself entirely from the vague depression.

The day had been grey; when she left the house a drizzle had begun to wet the flagstones, and every lamp-post was now hooded with ghostly iridescence.

She walked because she had need of exercise, not even deigning to unfurl her umbrella against the mist which spun silvery ovals over every electric globe along Fifth Avenue, and now shrouded every building above the fourth story in a cottony ocean of fog.

When finally she turned westward, the dark obscurity of the cross-street seemed to stretch away into infinite night and she hurried a little, scarcely realising why.

There did not seem to be a soul in sight — she noticed that — yet suddenly, halfway down the street, she discovered a man walking at her elbow, his rubber-shod feet making no sound on the wet walk.

Palla had never before been annoyed by such attentions in New York, yet she supposed it must be the reason for the mans insolence.

She hastened her steps; he moved as swiftly.

Look here, he said, I know who you are, and where youre going. And weve stood just about enough from you and your friends.

In the quick revulsion from annoyance and disgust to a very lively flash of fright, Palla involuntarily slackened her pace and widened the distance between her and this unknown.

You better right-about-face and go home! he said quietly. You talk too damn much with your face. And were going to stop you. See?

At that her flash of fear turned to anger:

Try it, she said hotly; and hurried on, her hand clutching the pistol in her wet muff, her eyes fixed on the unknown man.

Ive a mind to dust you good and plenty right here, he said. Quit your running, now, and beat it back again— His vise-like grip was on her left arm, almost jerking her off her feet; and the next moment she struck him with her loaded pistol full in the face.

As he veered away, she saw the seam open from his cheek bone to his chin — saw the white face suddenly painted with wet scarlet.

The sight of the blood made her sick, but she kept her pistol levelled, backing away westward all the while.

There was an iron railing near; he went over and leaned against it as though stupefied.

And all the while she continued to retreat until, behind her, his dim shape merged into the foggy dark.

Then Palla turned and ran. And she was still breathing fast and unevenly when she came to that perfect blossom of vulgarity and apotheosis of all American sham — Broadway — where in the raw glare from a million lights the senseless crowds swept north and south.

And here, where Jew-manager and gentile ruled the histrionic destiny of the United States — here where art, letters, service, industry, business had each developed its own species of human prostitute — two muddy-brained torrents of humanity poured in opposite directions, crowding, shoving, shuffling along in the endless, hopeless Hunt for Happiness.

She had made, in the beginning of her street-corner career, arrangements with a neighbouring boot-black to furnish one soap-box on demand at a quarter of a dollar rent for every evening.

She extracted the quarter from her purse and paid the boy; carried the soap-box herself to the curb; and, with that invariable access of fright which attacked her at such moments, mounted it to face the first few people who halted out of curiosity to see what else she meant to do.

Columns of passing umbrellas hid her so that not many people noticed her; but gradually that perennial audience of shabby opportunists which always gathers anywhere from nowhere, ringed her soap-box. And Palla began to speak in the drizzling rain.

For some time there were no interruptions, no jeers, no doubtful pleasantries. But when it became more plain to the increasing crowd that this smartly though simply gowned young woman had come to Broadway in the rain for the purpose of protesting against all forms of violence, including the right of the working people to strike, ugly remarks became audible, and now and then a menacing word was flung at her, or some clenched hand insulted her and amid a restless murmur growing rougher all the time.

Once, to prove her point out of the mouth of the proletariat itself, she quoted from Rosa Luxemburg; and a well-dressed man shouldered his way toward her and in a low voice gave her the lie.

The painful colour dyed her face, but she went on calmly, explaining the different degrees and extremes of socialism, revealing how the abused term had been used as camouflage by the party committed to the utter annihilation of everything worth living for.

And again, to prove her point, she quoted:

Socialism does not mean the convening of Parliaments and the enactment of laws; it means the overthrow of the ruling classes with all the brutality at the disposal of the proletariat.

The same well-dressed man interrupted again:

Say, who pays you to come here and hand out that Wall Street stuff?

Nobody pays me, she replied patiently.

All right, then, if thats true why dont you tell us something about the interests and the profiteers and all them dirty games the capitalists is rigging up? Tell us about the guy who wants us to pay eight cents to ride on his damned cars! Tell us about the geezers who soak us for food and coal and clothes and rent!

You stand there chirping to us about Love and Service and how we oughta give. Give! Jesus! — we aint got anything left to give. They aint anything to give our wives or our children, — no, nor there aint enough left to feed our own faces or pay for a patch on our pants! Give? Hell! The interests took it. And you stand there twittering about Love and Service! We oughta serve em a brick on the neck and love em with a black-jack!

How far would that get you? asked Palla gently.

As far as their pants-pockets anyway!

And when you empty those, who is to employ and pay you?

Dont worry, he sneered, well do the employing after that.

And will your employees do to you some day what you did to your employers with a black-jack?

The crowd laughed, but her heckler shook his fist at her and yelled:

Aint I telling you that well be sitting in these damn gold-plated houses and payin wages to these here fat millionaires for blackin our shoes?

You mean that when Bolshevism rules there are to be rich and poor just the same as at present?

Again the crowd laughed.

All right! bawled the man, waving both arms above his head,  — yes, I do mean it! It will be our turn then. Why not? What do we want to split fifty-fifty with them soft, fat millionaires for? Nix on that stuff! It will be hog-killing time, and you can bet your thousand-dollar wrist watch, Miss, that therell be some killin in little old New York!

He had backed out of the circle and disappeared in the crowd before Palla could attempt further reasoning with him. So she merely shook her head in gentle disapproval and dissent:

What is the use, she said, of exchanging one form of tyranny for another? Why destroy the autocracy of the capitalist and erect on its ruins the autocracy of the worker?

How can class distinctions be eradicated by fanning class-hatred? In a battle against all dictators, why proclaim dictatorship — even of the proletariat?

All oppression is hateful, whether exercised by God or man — whether the oppressor be that murderous, stupid, treacherous, tyrannical bully in the Old Testament, miscalled God, or whether the oppressor be the proletariat which screamed for the blood of Jesus Christ and got it!

Free heart, free mind, free soul! — anything less means servitude, not service — hatred, not love!

A man in the outskirts of the crowd shouted: Say, youre some rag-chewer, little girl! Go to it!

She laughed, then glanced at her wrist watch.

There were a few more words she might say before the time she allowed herself had expired, and she found courage to go on, striving to explain to the shifting knot of people that the battle which now threatened civilisation was the terrible and final fight between Order and Disorder and that, under inexorable laws which could never change, order meant life and survival; disorder chaos and death for all living things.

A few cheered her as she bade them good-night, picked up her soap-box and carried it back to her boot-black friend, who inhabited a shack built against the family-entrance side of a saloon.

She was surprised that Ilse and John Estridge had not appeared — could scarcely understand it, as she made her way toward a taxicab.

For, in view of the startling occurrence earlier in the evening, and the non-appearance of Ilse and Estridge, Palla had decided to return in a taxi.

The incident — the boldness of the unknown man and vicious brutality of his attitude, and also a sickening recollection of her own action and his bloody face — had really shocked her, even more than she was aware of at the time.

She felt tired and strained, and a trifle faint now, where she lay back, swaying there on her seat, her pistol clutched inside her muff, as the ramshackle vehicle lurched its noisy way eastward. And always that dull sense of something sinister impending — that indefinable apprehension — remained with her. And she gazed darkly out on the dark streets, possessed by a melancholy which she did not attempt to analyse.

Yet, partly it came from the ruptured comradeship which always haunted her mind, partly because of Ilse and the uncertainty of what might happen to her — may have happened already for all Palla knew — and partly because — although she did not realise it — in the profound deeps of her girls being she was vaguely conscious of something latent which seemed to have lain hidden there for a long, long time — something inert, inexorable, indestructible, which, if it ever stirred from its intense stillness, must be reckoned with in years to come.

She made no effort to comprehend what this thing might be — if, indeed, it really existed — no pains to analyse it or to meditate over the vague indications of its presence.

She seemed merely to be aware of something indefinable concealed in the uttermost depths of her.

It was Doubt, unborn.

* * * * *

The taxi drew up before her house. Rain was falling heavily, as she ran up the steps — a cold rain through which a few wet snowflakes slanted.

Her maid heard the rattle of her night-key and came to relieve her of her wet things, and to say that Miss Westgard had telephoned and had left a number to be called as soon as Miss Dumont returned.

The slip of paper bore John Estridges telephone number and Palla seated herself at her desk and called it.

Almost immediately she heard Ilses voice on the wire.

What is the matter, dear? inquired Palla with the slightest shiver of that premonition which had haunted her all day.

But Ilses voice was cheerful: We were so sorry not to go with you this evening, darling, but Jack is feeling so queer that hes turned in and Ive sent for a physician.

Shall I come around? asked Palla.

Oh, no, replied Ilse calmly, but Ive an idea Jack may need a nurse — perhaps two.

What is it? faltered Palla.

I dont know. But he is running a high temperature and he says that it feels as though something were wrong with his appendix.

You see Jack is almost a physician himself, so if it really is acute appendicitis we must know as soon as possible.

Is there anything I could do? pleaded Palla. Darling, I do so want to be of use if — —

Ill let you know, dear. There isnt anything so far.

Are you going to stay there to-night?

Of course, replied Ilse calmly. Tell me, Palla, how did the soap-box arguments go?

Not very well. I was heckled. Im such a wretched public speaker, Ilse; — I can never remember what rejoinders to make until its too late.

She did not mention her encounter with the unknown man; Ilse had enough to occupy her.

They chatted a few moments longer, then Ilse promised to call her if necessary, and said good-night.

A little after midnight Pallas telephone rang beside her bed and she started upright with a pang of fear and groped for the instrument.

Jack is seriously ill, came the level voice of Ilse. We have taken him to the Memorial Hospital in one of their ambulances.

W — what is it? asked Palla.

They say it is pneumonia.

Oh, Ilse! — —

Im not afraid. Jack is in magnificent physical condition. He is too splendid not to win the fight.... And I shall be with him.... I shall not let him lose.

Tell me what I can do, darling!

Nothing — except love us both.

I do — I do indeed — —

Both, Palla!

Y — yes.

Do you understand?

Oh, I — I think I do. And I do love you — love you both — devotedly — —

You must, now.... I am going home to get some things. Then I shall go to the hospital. You can call me there until he is convalescent.

Will they let you stay there?

I have volunteered for general work. They are terribly short-handed and they are glad to have me.

Ill come to-morrow, said Palla.

No. Wait.... Good-night, my darling.


CHAPTER XXI
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AS A MISCHIEVOUS caricaturist, in the beginning, draws a fairly good portrait of his victim and then gradually habituates his public to a series of progressively exaggerated extravagances, so progressed the programme of the Bolsheviki in America, revealing little by little their final conception of liberty and equality in the bloody and distorted monster which they had now evolved, and which they publicly owned as their ideal emblem.

In the Red Flag Club, Sondheim shouted that a Red Republic was impossible because it admitted on an equality the rich and well-to-do.

Karl Kastner, more cynical, coolly preached the autocracy of the worker; told his listeners frankly that there would always be masters and servants in the world, and asked them which they preferred to be.

With the new year came sporadic symptoms of unrest; — strikes, unwarranted confiscations by Government, increasingly bad service in public utilities controlled by Government, loose talk in a contemptible Congress, looser gabble among those who witlessly lent themselves to German or Bolshevik propaganda — or both — by repeating stories of alleged differences between America and England, America and France, America and Italy.

The hen-brained — a small minority — misbehaved as usual whenever the opportunity came to do the wrong thing; the meanest and most contemptible partisanship since the shameful era of the carpet bagger prevailed in a section of the Republic where the traditions of great men and great deeds had led the nation to expect nobler things.

For the same old hydra seemed to be still alive on earth, lifting, by turns, its separate heads of envy, intolerance, bigotry and greed. Ignorance, robed with authority, legally robbed those comfortably off.

The bleat of the pacifist was heard in the land. Those who had once chanted in sanctimonious chorus, He kept us out of war, now sang sentimental hymns invoking mercy and forgiveness for the crucifiers of children and the rapers of women, who licked their lips furtively and leered at the imbecile choir. Representatives of a great electorate vaunted their patriotism and proudly repeated: We forced him into war! Whereas they themselves had been kicked headlong into it by a press and public at the end of its martyred patience.

There appeared to be, so far, no business revival. Prosperity was penalised, taxed to the verge of blackmail, constantly suspected and admonished; and the Congressional Bolsheviki were gradually breaking the neck of legitimate enterprise everywhere throughout the Republic.

And everywhere over the world the crimson tide crept almost imperceptibly a little higher every day.

* * * * *

Toward the middle of January the fever which had burnt John Estridge for a week fell a degree or two.

Palla, who had called twice a day at the Memorial Hospital, was seated that morning in a little room near the disinfecting plant, talking to Ilse, who had just laid aside her mask.

You look rather ill yourself, said Ilse in her cheery, even voice. Is anything worrying you, darling?

Yes.... You are.

I! exclaimed the girl, really astonished. Why?

Sometimes, murmured Palla, my anxiety makes me almost sick.

Anxiety about me! — —

You know why, whispered Palla.

A bright flush stained Ilses face: she said calmly:

But our creed is broad enough to include all things beautiful and good.

Palla shrank as though she had been struck, and sat staring out of the narrow window.

Ilse lifted a basket of soiled linen and carried it away. When, presently, she returned to take away another basket, she inquired whether Palla had made up her quarrel with Jim Shotwell, and Palla shook her head.

Do you really suppose Marya has made mischief between you? asked Ilse curiously.

Oh, I dont know, Ilse, said the girl listlessly. I dont know what it is that seems to be so wrong with the world — with everybody — with me — —

She rose nervously, bade Ilse adieu, and went out without turning her head — perhaps because her brown eyes had suddenly blurred with tears.

* * * * *

Half way to Red Cross headquarters she passed the Hotel Rajah. And why she did it she had no very clear idea, but she turned abruptly and entered the gorgeous lobby, went to the desk, and sent up her name to Marya Lanois.

It appeared, presently, that Miss Lanois was at home and would receive her in her apartment.

The accolade was perfunctory: Pallas first glance informed her that Marya had grown a trifle more svelte since they had met — more brilliant in her distinctive coloration. There was a tawny beauty about the girl that almost blazed from her hair and delicately sanguine skin and lips.

They seated themselves, and Marya lighted the cigarette which Palla had refused; and they fell into the animated, gossiping conversation characteristic of such reunions.

Vanya? repeated Marya, smiling, no, I have not seen him. That is quite finished, you see. But I hope he is well. Do you happen to know?

He seems — changed. But he is working hard, which is always best for the unhappy. And he and his somewhat vociferous friend, Mr. Wilding, are very busy preparing for their Philadelphia concert.

Wilding, repeated Marya, as though swallowing something distasteful. He was the last straw! But tell me, Palla, what are you doing these jolly days of the new year?

Nothing.... Red Cross, canteen, club — and recently I go twice a day to the Memorial Hospital.

Why?

John Estridge is ill there.

What is the matter with him?

Pneumonia.

Oh. I am so sorry for Ilse! — — Her eyes rested intently on Pallas for a moment; then she smiled subtly, as though sharing with Palla some occult understanding.

Pallas face whitened a little: I want to ask you a question, Marya.... You know our belief — concerning life in general.... Tell me — since your separation from Vanya, do you still believe in that creed?

Do I still believe in my own personal liberty to do as I choose? Of course.

From the moral side?

Moral! mocked Marya,  — What are morals? Artificial conventions accidentally established! Haphazard folkways of ancient peoples whose very origin has been forgotten! What is moral in India is immoral in England: what is right in China is wrong in America. Its purely a matter of local folkways — racial customs — as to whether one is or is not immoral.

Ethics apply to the Greek Ethos; morals to the Latin Mores — moeurs in French, sitte in German, custom in English; — and all mean practically the same thing — metaphysical hair-splitters to the contrary — which is simply this: all beliefs are local, and local customs or morals are the result. Therefore, they dont worry me.

Palla sat with her troubled eyes on the careless, garrulous, half-smiling Russian girl, and trying to follow with an immature mind the half-baked philosophy offered for her consumption.

She said hesitatingly, almost shyly: Ive wondered a little, Marya, how it ever happened that such an institution as marriage became practically universal — —

Marriage isnt an institution, exclaimed Marya smilingly. The family, which existed long before marriage, is the institution, because it has a definite structure which marriage hasnt.

Marriage always has been merely a locally varying mode of sex association. No laws can control it. Local rules merely try to regulate the various manners of entering into a marital state, the obligations and personal rights of the sexes involved. What really controls two people who have entered into such a relation is local opinion — —

She snapped her fingers and tossed aside her cigarette: You and I happen to be, locally, in the minority with our opinions, thats all.

Palla rose and walked slowly to the door. Have you seen Jim recently? she managed to say carelessly.

Marya waited for her to turn before replying: Havent you seen him? she asked with the leisurely malice of certainty.

No, not for a long while, replied Palla, facing with a painful flush this miserable crisis to which her candour had finally committed her. We had a little difference.... Have you seen him lately?

Maryas sympathy flickered swift as a dagger:

What a shame for him to behave so childishly! she cried. I shall scold him soundly. Hes like an infant — that boy — the way he sulks if you deny him anything— She checked herself, laughed in a confused way which confessed and defied.

Pallas fixed smile was still stamped on her rigid lips as she made her adieux. Then she went out with death in her heart.

* * * * *

At the Red Cross his mother exchanged a few words with her at intervals, as usual, during the séance.

The conversation drifted toward the subject of religious orders in Russia, and Mrs. Shotwell asked her how it was that she came to begin a novitiate in a country where Catholic orders had, she understood, been forbidden permission to establish themselves in the realm of the Greek church.

Palla explained in her sweet, colourless voice that the Czar had permitted certain religious orders to establish themselves — very few, however, — the number of nuns of all orders not exceeding five hundred. Also she explained that they were forbidden to make converts from the orthodox religion, which was why the Empress had sternly refused the pleading of the little Grand Duchess.

I do not think, added Palla, that the Bolsheviki have left any Catholic nuns in Russia, unless perhaps they have spared the Sisters of Mercy. But I hear that non-cloistered orders like the Dominicans, and cloistered orders such as the Carmelites and Ursulines have been driven away.... I dont know whether this is true.

Mrs. Shotwell, her eyes on her flying needle, said casually: Have you never felt the desire to reconsider — to return to your novitiate?

The girl, bending low over her work, drew a deep, still breath.

Yes, she said, it has occurred to me.

Does it still appeal to you at times?

The girl lifted her honest eyes: In life there are moments when any refuge appeals.

Refuge from what? asked Helen quietly.

Palla did not evade the question: From the unkindness of life, she said. But I have concluded that such a motive for cloistered life is a cowardly one.

Was that your motive when you took the white veil?

No, not then.... It seemed to be an overwhelming need for service and adoration.... Its strange how faiths change though need remains.

You still feel that need?

Of course, said the girl simply.

I see. Your clubs and other service give you what you require to satisfy you and make you happy and contented.

As Palla made no reply, Helen glanced at her askance; and caught a fleeting glimpse of tragedy in this girls still face — the face of a cloistered nun burnt white — purged utterly of all save the mystic passion of the spirit.

The face altered immediately, and colour came into it; and her slender hands were steady as she turned her bandage and cut off the thread.

What thoughts concerning this girl were in her mind, Helen could neither entirely comprehend nor analyse. At moments a hot hatred for the girl passed over her like flame — anger because of what she was doing to her only son.

For Jim had changed; and it was love for this woman that had changed him — which had made of him the silent, listless man whose grey face haunted his mothers dreams.

That he, dissipating all her hopes of him, had fallen in love with Palla Dumont was enough unhappiness, it seemed; but that this girl should have found it possible to refuse him — that seemed to Helen a monstrous thing.

And even were Jim able to forget the girl and free himself from this exasperating unhappiness which almost maddened his mother, still she must always afterward remember with bitterness the girl who had rejected her only son.

Not since Palla had telephoned on that unfortunate night had she or Helen ever mentioned Jim. The mother, expecting his obsession to wear itself out, had been only too glad to approve the rupture.

But recently, at moments, her courage had weakened when, evening after evening, she had watched her son where he sat so silent, listless, his eyes dull and remote and the book forgotten on his knees.

A steady resentment for all this change in her son possessed Helen, varied by flashes of impulse to seize Palla and shake her into comprehension of her responsibility — of her astounding stupidity, perhaps.

Not that she wanted her for a daughter-in-law. She wanted Elorn. But now she was beginning to understand that it never would be Elorn Sharrow. And — save when the change in Jim worried her too deeply — she remained obstinately determined that he should not bring this girl into the Shotwell family.

And the amazing paradox was revealed in the fact that Palla fascinated her; that she believed her to be as fine as she was perverse; as honest as she was beautiful; as spiritually chaste as she knew her to be mentally and bodily untainted by anything ignoble.

This, and because Palla was the woman to whom her sons unhappiness was wholly due, combined to exercise an uncanny fascination on Helen, so that she experienced a constant and haunting desire to be near the girl, where she could see her and hear her voice.

At moments, even, she experienced a vague desire to intervene — do something to mitigate Jims misery — yet realising all the while she did not desire Palla to relent.

* * * * *

As for Palla, she was becoming too deeply worried over the darkening aspects of life to care what Helen thought, even if she had divined the occult trend of her mind toward herself.

One thing after another seemed to crowd more threateningly upon her; — Jims absence, Maryas attitude, and the certainty, now, that she saw Jim; — and then the grave illness of John Estridge and her apprehensions regarding Ilse; and the increasing difficulties of club problems; and the brutality and hatred which were becoming daily more noticeable in the opposition which she and Ilse were encountering.

* * * * *

After a tiresome day, Palla left a new Hostess House which she had aided to establish, and took a Fifth Avenue bus, too weary to walk home.

The day had been clear and sunny, and she wondered dully why it had left with her the impression of grey skies.

Dusk came before she arrived at her house. She went into her unlighted living room, and threw herself on the lounge, lying with eyes closed and the back of one gloved hand across her temples.

* * * * *

When a servant came to turn up the lamp, Palla had bitten her lip till the blood flecked her white glove. She sat up, declined to have tea, and, after the maid had departed, she remained seated, her teeth busy with her under lip again, her eyes fixed on space.

After a long while her eyes swerved to note the clock and what its gilt hands indicated.

And she seemed to arrive at a conclusion, for she went to her bedroom, drew a bath, and rang for her maid.

I want my rose evening gown, she said. It needs a stitch or two where I tore it dancing.

At six, not being dressed yet, she put on a belted chamber robe and trotted into the living room, as confidently as though she had no doubts concerning what she was about to do.

It seemed to take a long while for the operator to make the connection, and Pallas hand trembled a little where it held the receiver tightly against her ear. When, presently, a servant answered:

Please say to him that a client wishes to speak to him regarding an investment.

Finally she heard his voice saying: This is Mr. James Shotwell Junior; who is it wishes to speak to me?

A client, she faltered,  — who desires to — to participate with you in some plan for the purpose of — of improving our mutual relationship.

Palla. She could scarcely hear his voice.

I — Im so unhappy, Jim. Could you come to-night?

He made no answer.

I suppose you havent heard that Jack Estridge is very ill? she added.

No. What is the trouble?

Pneumonia. Hes a little better to-night.

She heard him utter: Thats terrible. Thats a bad business. Then to her: Where is he?

She told him. He said hed call at the hospital. But he said nothing about seeing her.

I wondered, came her wistful voice, whether, perhaps, you would dine here alone with me this evening.

Why do you ask me?

Because — I — our last quarrel was so bitter — and I feel the hurt of it yet. It hurts even physically, Jim.

I did not mean to do such a thing to you.

No, I know you didnt. But that numb sort of pain is always there. I cant seem to get rid of it, no matter what I do.

Are you very busy still?

Yes.... I saw — Marya — to-day.

Is that unusual? he asked indifferently.

Yes. I havent seen her since — since she and Vanya separated.

Oh! Have they separated? he asked with such unfeigned surprise that the girls heart leaped wildly.

Didnt you know it? Didnt Marya tell you? she asked shivering with happiness.

I havent seen her since I saw you, he replied.

Pallas right hand flew to her breast and rested there while she strove to control her voice. Then:

Please, Jim, let us forgive and break bread again together. I— she drew a deep, unsteady breath— I cant tell you how our separation has made me feel. I dont quite know what its done to me, either. Perhaps I can understand if I see you — if I could only see you again — —

There ensued a silence so protracted that a shaft of fear struck through her. Then his voice, pleasantly collected:

Ill be around in a few minutes.

* * * * *

She was scared speechless when the bell rang — when she heard his unhurried step on the stair.

Before he was announced by the maid, however, she had understood one problem in the scheme of things — realised it as she rose from the lounge and held out her slender hand.

He took it and kept it. The maid retired.

Well, Palla, he said.

Well, she said, rather breathlessly,  — I know now.

His voice and face seemed amiable and lifeless; his eyes, too, remained dull and incurious; but he said: I dont think I understand. What is it you know?

Shall I tell you?

If you wish.

His pleasant, listless manner chilled her; she hesitated, then turned away, withdrawing her hand.

When she had seated herself on the sofa he dropped down beside her in his old place. She lighted a cigarette for him.

Tell me about poor old Jack, he said in a low voice.

Their dinner was a pleasant but subdued affair. Afterward she played for him — interrupted once by a telephone call from Ilse, who said that Johns temperature had risen a degree and the only thing to do was to watch him every second. But she refused Pallas offer to join her at the hospital, saying that she and the night nurse were sufficient; and the girl went slowly back to the piano.

But, somehow, even that seemed too far away from her lover — or the man who once had been her avowed lover. And after idling-with the keys for a few minutes she came back to the lounge where he was seated.

He looked up from his revery: This is most comfortable, Palla, he said with a slight smile.

Do you like it?

Of course.

You need not go away at all — if it pleases you. Her voice was so indistinct that for a moment he did not comprehend what she had said. Then he turned and looked at her. Both were pale enough now.

That is what — what I was going to tell you, she said. Is it too late?

Too late!

To say that I am — in love with you.

He flushed heavily and looked at her in a dazed way.

What do you mean? he said.

I mean — if you want me — I am — am not afraid any more — —

They had both risen instinctively, as though to face something vital. She said:

Dont ask me to submit to any degrading ceremony.... I love you enough.

He said slowly: Do you realise what you say? You are crazy! You and your socialist friends pretend to be fighting anarchy. You preach against Bolshevism! You warn the world that the Crimson Tide is rising. And every word you utter swells it! You are the anarchists yourselves! You are the Bolsheviki of the world! You come bringing disorder where there is order; you substitute unproven theory for proven practice!

Like the hun, you come to impose your will on a world already content with its own God and its own belief! And that is autocracy; and autocracy is what you say you oppose!

I tell you and your friends that it was not wolves that were pupped in the sand of the shaggy Prussian forests when the first Hohenzollern was dropped. It was swine! Swine were farrowed; — not even sanglier, but decadent domestic swine; — when Wilhelm and his degenerate litter came out to root up Europe! And they were the first real Bolsheviki!

He turned and began to stride to and fro; his pale, sunken face deeply shadowed, his hands clenching and unclenching.

What in Gods name, he said fiercely, are women like you doing to us! What do you suppose happens to such a man as I when the girl he loves tells him she cares only to be his mistress! What hope is there left in him? — what sense, what understanding, what faith?

You dont have to tell me that the Crimson Tide is rising. I saw it in the Argonne. I wish to God I were back there and the hun was still resisting. I wish I had never lived to come back here and see what demoralisation is threatening my own country from that cursed germ of wilful degeneracy born in the Prussian twilight, fed in Russian desolation, infecting the whole world — —

His voice died in his throat; he walked swiftly past her, turned at the threshold:

Ive known three of you, he said,  — you and Ilse and Marya. Ive seen a lot of your associates and acquaintances who profess your views. And Ive seen enough.

He hesitated; then when he could control his voice again:

Its bad enough when a woman refuses marriage to a man she does not love. That man is going to be unhappy. But have you any idea what happens to him when the girl he loves, and who says she cares for him, refuses marriage?

It was terrible even when you cared for me only a little. But — but now — do you know what I think of your creed? I hate it as you hated the beasts who slew your friend! Damn your creed! To hell with it!

She covered her face with both hands: there was a noise like thunder in her brain.

She heard the door close sharply in the hall below.

This was the end.


CHAPTER XXII
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SHE FELT A trifle weak. In her ears there lingered a dull, confused sensation, like the echo of things still falling. Something had gone very wrong with the scheme of nature. Even beneath her feet, now, the floor seemed unsteady, unreliable.

A half-darkness dimmed her eyes; she laid one slim hand on the sofa-back and seated herself, fighting instinctively for consciousness.

She sat there for a long while. The swimming faintness passed away. An intense stillness seemed to invade her, and the room, and the street outside. And for vast distances beyond. Half hours and hours rang clearly through the silence from the mantel-clock. So still was the place that a sheaf of petals falling from a fading rose on the piano seemed to fill the room with ghostly rustling.

* * * * *

This, then, was the finish. Love had ended. Youth itself was ending, too, here in the dead silence of this lamplit room.

There remained nothing more. Except that ever darkening horizon where, at the earths ends, those grave shapes of cloud closed out the vista of remote skies.

There seemed to be no shelter anywhere in the vast nakedness of the scheme of things — no shadow under which to crouch — no refuge.

Dim visions of cloistered forms, moving in a blessed twilight, grew and assumed familiar shape amid the dumb desolation reigning in her brain. The spectral temptation passed, repassed; processional, recessional glided by, timed by her hearts low rhythm.

But, little by little, she came to understand that there was no refuge even there; no mystic glow in the dark corridors of her own heart; no source of light save from the candles glimmering on the high altar; no aureole above the crucifix.

Always, everywhere, there seemed to be no shelter, no roof above the scheme of things.

* * * * *

She heard the telephone. As she slowly rose from the sofa she noted the hour as it sounded; — four oclock in the morning.

A mans voice was speaking — an unhurried, precise, low-pitched, monotonous voice:

This — is — the — Memorial Hospital. Doctor — Willis — speaking. Mr. — John — Estridge — died — at — ten minutes — to — four. Miss Westgard — wishes — to — go — to — your — residence — and — remain — over — night — if — convenient.... Thank you. Miss — Westgard — will — go — to — you — immediately. Good-night.

* * * * *

Palla rose from her chair in the unfurnished drawing-room, went out into the hall, admitted Ilse, then locked and chained the two front doors.

When she turned around, trembling and speechless, they kissed. But it was only Pallas mouth that trembled; and when they mounted the stairs it was Ilses arm that supported Palla.

Except that her eyes were heavy and seemed smeared with deep violet under the lower lids, Ilse did not appear very much changed.

She took off her furs, hat, and gloves and sat down beside Palla. Her voice was quite clear and steady; there appeared to be no sign of shock or of grief, save for a passing tremor of her tired eyes now and then.

She said: We talked a little together, Jack and I, after I telephoned to you.

That was the last. His hand began to burn in mine steadily, like something on fire. And when, presently, I found he was not asleep, I motioned to the night nurse.

The change seemed to come suddenly; she went to find one of the internes; I sat with my hand on his pulse.... There were three physicians there.... Jack was not conscious after midnight.

Pallas lips and throat were dry and aching and her voice almost inaudible:

Darling, she whispered,  — darling — if I could give him back to you and take his place! — —

Ilse smiled, but her heavy eyelids quivered:

The scheme of things is so miserably patched together.... Except for the indestructible divinity within each one of us, it all would be so hopeless.... I had never been able to imagine Jack and Death together— She looked up at the clock. He was alive only an hour ago.... Isnt it strange—

Oh, Ilse, Ilse! I wish this God who deals out such wickedness and misery had struck me down instead!

Neither seemed to notice the agnostic paradox in this bitter cry wrung from a young girls grief.

Ilse closed her eyes as though to rest them, and sat so, her steady hand on Pallas. And, so resting, said in her unfaltering voice:

Jack, of course, lives.... But it seems a long time to wait to see him.

Jack lives, whispered Palla.

Of course.... Only — it seems so long a time to wait.... I wanted to show him — how kind love has been to us — how still more wonderful love could have been to us ... for I could have borne him many children.... And now I shall bear but one.

After a silence, Palla lifted her eyes. In them the shadow of terror still lingered; there was not an atom of colour in her face.

* * * * *

Ilse slept that night, though Palla scarcely closed her eyes. Dreadful details of the coming day rose up to haunt her — all the ghastly routine necessary before the dead lie finally undisturbed by the stir and movement of many footsteps — the coming and going of the living.

* * * * *

Because what they called pneumonia was the Black Death of the ancient East, they had warned Ilse to remain aloof from that inert thing that had been her lover. So she did not look upon his face again.

There were relatives of sorts at the chapel. None spoke to her. The sunshine on the flower-covered casket was almost spring like.

And in the cemetery, too, there was no snow; and, under the dead grass, everywhere new herbage tinted the earth with delicate green.

Ilse returned from the cemetery with Palla. Her black veil and garments made of her gold hair and blond skin a vivid beauty that grief had not subdued.

That deathless courage which was part of her seemed to sustain the clear glow of her bodys vigour as it upheld her dauntless spirit.

Did you see Jim in the chapel? she asked quietly.

Palla nodded. She had seen Marya, also. After a little while Ilse said gravely:

I think it no treachery to creed when one submits to the equally vital belief of another. I think our creed includes submission, because that also is part of love.

Palla lifted her face in flushed surprise:

Is there any compromising with truth? she asked.

I think love is the greatest truth. What difference does it make how we love?

Does not our example count? You had the courage of your belief. Do you counsel me to subscribe to what I do not believe by acquiescing in it?

Ilse closed her sea-blue eyes as though fatigued. She said dreamily:

I think that to believe in love and mating and the bearing of children is the only important belief in the world. But under what local laws you go about doing these things seems to be of minor importance, — a matter, I should say, of personal inclination.

Ilse wished to go home. That is, to her own apartment, where now were enshrined all her memories of this dead man who had given to her womanhood that ultimate crown which in her eyes seemed perfect.

She said serenely to Palla: Mine is not the loneliness that craves company with the living. I have a long time to wait; that is all. And after a while I shall not wait alone.

So you must not grieve for me, darling. You see I know that Jack lives. Its just the long, long wait that calls for courage. But I think it is a little easier to wait alone until — until there are two to wait — for him — —

Will you call me when you want me, Ilse?

Always, darling. Dont grieve. Few women know happiness. I have known it. I know it now. It shall not even die with me.

She smiled faintly and turned to enter her doorway; and Palla continued on alone toward that dwelling which she called home.

The mourning which she had worn for her aunt, and which she had worn for John Estridge that morning, she now put off, although vaguely inclined for it. But she shrank from the explanations in which it was certain she must become involved when on duty at the Red Cross and the canteen that afternoon.

Undressed, she sent her maid for a cup of tea, feeling too tired for luncheon. Afterward she lay down on her bed, meaning merely to close her eyes for a moment.

It was after four in the afternoon when she sat up with a start — too late for the Red Cross; but she could do something at the canteen.

She went about dressing as though bruised. It seemed to take an interminable time. Her maid called a taxi; but the short winter daylight had nearly gone when she arrived at the canteen.

She remained there on kitchen duty until seven, then untied her white tablier, washed, pinned on her hat, and went out into the light-shot darkness of the streets and turned her steps once more toward home.

There is, among the weirder newspapers of the metropolis, a sheet affectionately known as pink-and-punk, the circulation of which seems to depend upon its distribution of fake extras.

As Palla turned into her street, shabby men with hoarse voices were calling an extra and selling the newspaper in question.

She bought one, glanced at the headlines, then, folding it, unlocked her door.

Dinner was announced almost immediately, but she could not touch it.

She sank down on the sofa, still wearing her furs and hat. After a little while she opened her newspaper.

It seemed that a Bolsheviki plot had been discovered to murder the premiers and rulers of the allied nations, and to begin simultaneously in every capital and principal city of Europe and America a reign of murder and destruction.

In fact, according to the account printed in startling type, the Terrorists had already begun their destructive programme in Philadelphia. Half a dozen buildings — private dwellings and one small hotel — had been more or less damaged by bombs. A New York man named Wilding, fairly well known as an impresario, had been killed outright; and a Russian pianist, Vanya Tchernov, who had just arrived in Philadelphia to complete arrangements for a concert to be given by him under Mr. Wildings management, had been fatally injured by the collapse of the hotel office which, at that moment, he was leaving in company with Mr. Wilding.

A numbness settled over Pallas brain. She did not seem to be able to comprehend that this affair concerned Vanya — that this newspaper was telling her that Vanya had been fatally hurt somewhere in Philadelphia.

Hours later, while she was lying on the lounge with her face buried in the cushions, and still wearing her hat and furs, somebody came into the room. And when she turned over she saw it was Ilse.

Palla sat up stupidly, the marks of tears still glistening under her eyes. Ilse picked up the newspaper from the couch, laid it aside, and seated herself.

So you know about Vanya? she said calmly.

Palla nodded.

You dont know all. Marya called me on the telephone a few minutes ago to tell me.

Vanya is dead, whispered Palla.

Yes. They found an unmailed letter directed to Marya in his pockets. Thats why they notified her.

After an interval: So Vanya is dead, repeated Palla under her breath.

Ilse sat plaiting the black edges of her handkerchief.

Its such a — a senseless interruption — death — — she murmured. It seems so wanton, so meaningless in the scheme of things ... to make two people wait so long — so long! — to resume where they had been interrupted — —

Palla asked coldly whether Marya had seemed greatly shocked.

I dont know, Palla. She called me up and told me. I asked her if there was anything I could do; and she answered rather strangely that what remained for her to do she would do alone. I dont know what she meant.

* * * * *

Whether Marya herself knew exactly what she meant seemed not to be entirely clear to her. For, when Mr. Puma, dressed in a travelling suit and carrying a satchel, arrived at her apartment in the Hotel Rajah, and entered the reception room with his soundless, springy step, she came out of her bedroom partly dressed, and still hooking her waist.

What are you doing here? she demanded contemptuously, looking him over from, head to foot. Did you really suppose I meant to go to Mexico with you?

His heavy features crimsoned: What pleasantry is this, my Marya? — — he began; but the green blaze in her slanting eyes silenced him.

The difference, she said, between us is this. You run from those who threaten you. I kill them.

Of — of what nonsense are you speaking! he stammered. All is arranged that we shall go at eleven — —

No, she said wearily, one sometimes plays with stray animals for a few moments — and that is all. And that is all I ever saw in you, Angelo — a stray beast to amuse and entertain me between two yawns and a cup of tea. She shrugged, still twisted lithely in her struggle to hook her waist. You may go, she added, not even looking at him, or, if you are not too cowardly, you may come with me to the Red Flag Club.

In Gods name what do you mean — —

Mean? I mean to take my pistol to the Red Flag Club and kill some Bolsheviki. That is what I mean, my Angelo — my ruddy Eurasian pig!

She slipped in the last hook, turned and enveloped him again with an insolent, slanting glance: Allons! Do you come to the Red Flag?

Marya — —

Yes or no! Allez!

My God, are — are you then demented? he faltered.

My God, Im not, she mimicked him, but I cant answer for what I might do to you if you hang around this apartment any longer.

She came slowly toward him, her hands bracketed on her hips, her strange eyes narrowing.

Listen to me, she said. I have loved many times. But never you! One doesnt love your kind. One experiments, possibly, if idle.

A man died to-day whom I loved; but was too stupid to love enough. Perhaps he knows now how stupid I am.... Unless they blew his soul to pieces, also. Allez! Good-night. I tell you I have business to attend to, and you stand there rolling your womans eyes at me! — —

Damn you! he said between his teeth. What is the matter with you — —

He had caught her arm; she wrenched it free, tearing the sleeve to her naked shoulder.

Then she went to her desk and took a pistol from an upper drawer.

If you dont go, she said, I shall have to shoot you and leave you here kicking on the carpet.

In Gods name, Marya! he cried hoarsely, who is it you shall kill at the hall?

I shall kill Sondheim and Bromberg and Kastner, I hope. What of it?

But — if I go to-night — the others will say I did it! I cant run away if you do such thing! I can not go into Mexico but they shall arrest me before I am at the border — —

Eurasian pig, I shall admit the killing! she said with a green gleam in her eyes that perhaps was laughter.

Yes, my Marya, he explained in agony, the sweat pouring from his temples, but if they think me your accomplice they shall arrest me. Me — I can not wait — I shall be ruined if I am arrest! You do not comprehend. I have not said it to you how it is that I am compel to travel with some money which — which is not — my own.

Marya looked at him for a long while. Suddenly she flung the pistol into a corner, threw back her head while peal on peal of laughter rang out in the room.

A thief, she said, fairly holding her slender sides between gemmed fingers:  — Just a Levantine thief, after all! Not a thing to shoot. Not a man. No! But a giant cockroach from the tropics. Ugh! Too large to place ones foot upon! — —

She came leisurely forward, halted, inspected him with laughing insolence:

And the others — Kastner, Sondheim — and the other vermin? You were quite right. Why should I kill them — merely because to-day a real man died? What if they are the same species of vermin that slew Vanya Tchernov? They are not men to pay for it. My pistol could not make a dead man out of a live louse! No, you are quite correct. You know your own kind. It would be no compliment to Vanya if I should give these vermin the death that real men die!

Puma stood close to the door, furtively passing a thick tongue over his dry, blanched lips.

Then you will not interfere? he asked softly.

She shrugged her shoulders: one was bare with the torn sleeve dangling. No, she said wearily. Run home, painted pig. After all, the world is mostly swine.... I, too, it seems — — She half raised her arms, but the gesture failed, and she stood thinking again and staring at the curtained window. She did not hear him leave.


CHAPTER XXIII
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IN THE STRANGE, springlike weather which prevailed during the last days of January, Vanya was buried under skies as fleecy blue as Aprils, and Marya Lanois went back to the studio apartment where she and Vanya had lived together. And here, alone, in the first month of the new year, she picked up again the ravelled threads of life, undecided whether to untangle them or to cut them short and move on once more to further misadventure; or to Vanya; or somewhere — or perhaps nowhere. So, pending some decision, she left her pistol loaded.

Afternoon sunshine poured into the studio between antique silken curtains, now drawn wide to the outer day for the first time since these two young people had established for themselves a habitation.

And what, heretofore, even the lighted mosque-lamps had scarcely half revealed, now lay exposed to outer air and daylight, gilded by the sun — cabinets and chests of ancient lacquer; deep-toned carpets in which slumbered jewelled fires of Asia; carved gods from the East, crusted with soft gold; and tapestries of silk shot with amethyst and saffron, centred by dragons and guarded by the burning pearl.

Over all these, and the great mosque lantern drooping from above, the false-spring sunshine fell; and through every open window flowed soft, deceptive winds, fluttering the leaves of music on the piano, stirring the clustered sheafs of growing jonquils and narcissus, so that they swayed in their Chinese bowls.

Marya, in black, arranged her tiger-ruddy hair before an ancient grotesquerie set with a reflecting glass in which, on some days, one could see the form of the Lord Buddha, though none could ever tell from whence the image came.

Where Vanya had left his music opened on the piano rack, the sacred pages now stirred slightly as the soft wind blew; and scented bells of Frisia swayed and bowed around a bowl where gold-fish glowed.

Marya, at the piano, reading at sight from his inked manuscript, came presently to the end of what was scored there — merely the first sketch for a little spring song.

Some day she would finish it as part of a new debt — new obligations she had now assumed in the slowly increasing light of new beliefs.

As she laid Vanyas last manuscript aside, under it she discovered one of her own — a cynical, ribald, pencilled parody which she remembered she had scribbled there in an access of malicious perversity.

As though curious to sound the obscurer depths of what she had been when this jeering cynicism expressed her mood, she began to read from her score and words, playing and intoning:



CROQUE-MITAINE.

Parfaît quon attend La Marée Rouge,
La chose est positive.
On nsait pas quand el bouge,
Mais on sait quel arrive.
La Marée Rouge arrivera
Et tout le monde en crèvera!

Croquemorts, sacristains et abbés,
Dans leurs sacrés boutiques
Se cachent auprès des machabés
En répètant des cantiques.
Pape, cardinal, et sacré soeur
Miaulent avec tout leurs cliques,
Lorsque les Bolsheviks reprenn nt en choeur;
Mort aux saligaudes chic!

La Marée Rouge montera
Et la bourgeoisie en crèvera!

The vicious irony of the atrocious parody — words and music — died out in the sunny silence: for a few moments the girl sat staring at the scored page; then she leaned forward, and, taking the manuscript in both hands, tore it into pieces.

She was still occupied in destroying the unclean thing when a servant appeared, and in subdued voice announced Palla and Ilse.

They came in as Marya swept the tattered scraps of paper into an incense-bowl, dropped a lighted match upon them, and set the ancient bronze vessel on the sill of the open window.

Some of my vileness I am burning, she said, coming forward and kissing Ilse on both cheeks.

Then, looking Palla steadily in the eyes, she bent forward and touched her lips with her own.

Nechevo, she said; the thing that dwelt within me for a time has continued on its way to hell, I hope.

She took the pale girl by both hands: Do you understand?

And Palla kissed her.

When they were seated: What religious order would be likely to accept me? she asked serenely. And answered her own question: None would tolerate me — no order with its rigid systems of inquiry and its merciless investigations.... And yet — I wonder.... Perhaps, as a lay-sister in some missionary order — where few care to serve — where life resembles death as one twin the other.... I dont know: I wonder, Palla.

Palla asked her in a low voice if she had seen the afternoon paper. Marya did not reply at once; but presently over her face a hot rose-glow spread and deepened. Then, after a silence:

The paper mentioned me as Vanyas wife. Is that what you mean? Yes; I told them that.... It made no difference, for they would have discovered it anyway. And I scarcely know why I made Vanya lie about it to you all; — why I wished people to think otherwise.... Because I have been married to Vanya since the beginning.... And I can not explain why I have not told you.

She touched a rosebud in the vase that stood beside her, broke the stem absently, and sat examining it in silence. And, after a few moments:

As a child I was too imaginative.... We do not change — we women. Married, unmarried, too wise, or too innocent, we remain what we were when our mothers bore us.... Whatever we do, we never change within: we remain, in our souls, what we first were. And unaltered we die.... In morgue or prison or Potters Field, where lies a dead female thing in a tattered skirt, there, hidden somewhere under rag and skin and bone, lies a dead girl-child.

She laid the unopened rosebud on Pallas knees; her preoccupied gaze wandered around that silent, sunlit place.

I could have taken my pistol, she said softly, and I could have killed a few among those whose doctrines at last slew Vanya.... Or I could have killed myself.

She turned and her remote gaze came back to fix itself on Palla.

But, somehow, I think that Vanya would grieve.... And he has grieved enough. Do you think so, Palla?

Yes.

Ilse said thoughtfully: There is always enough death on earth. And to live honestly, and love undauntedly, and serve humanity with a clean heart is the most certain way to help the slaying of that thing which murdered Vanya.

Palla gazed at Marya, profoundly preoccupied by the astounding revelation that she had been Vanyas legal wife; and in her brown eyes the stunned wonder of it still remained, nor could she seem to think of anything except of that amazing fact.

When they stood up to take leave of Marya, the rosebud dropped from Pallas lap, and Marya picked it up and offered it again.

It should open, she said, her strange smile glimmering. Cold water and a little salt, my Palla — that is all rosebuds need — that is all we women need — a little water to cool and freshen us; a little salt for all the doubtful worldly knowledge we imbibe.

She took Pallas hands and bent her lips to them, then lifted her tawny head:

What do words matter? Slava, slava, under the moon! Words are but symbols of needs — your need and Ilses and mine — and Jacks and Vanyas — and the master-word differs as differ our several needs. And if I say Christ and Buddha and I are one, let me so believe, if that be my need. Or if, from some high minarette, I lift my voice proclaiming the unity of God! — or if I confess the Trinity! — or if, for me, the god-fire smoulders only within my own accepted soul — what does it matter? Slava, slava — the word and the need spell Love — whatever the deed, Palla — my Palla! — whatever the deed, and despite it.

* * * * *

As they came, together, to Pallas house and entered the empty drawing-room, Ilse said:

In mysticism there seems to be no reasoning — nothing definite save only an occult and overwhelming restlessness.... Marya may take the veil ... or nurse lepers ... or she may become a famous courtesan.... I do not mean it cruelly. But, in the mystic, the spiritual, the intellectual and the physical seem to be interchangeable, and become gradually indistinguishable.

That is a frightful analysis, murmured Palla. A little shiver passed over her and she laid the rosebud against her lips.

Ilse said: Marya is right: love is the worlds overwhelming need. The way to love is to serve; and if we serve we must renounce something.

They locked arms and began to pace the empty room.

What should I renounce? asked Palla faintly.

Ilse smiled that wise, wholesome smile of hers:

Suppose you renounce your own omniscience, darling, she suggested.

I do not think myself omniscient, retorted the girl, colouring.

No? Well, darling, from where then do you derive your authority to cancel the credentials of the Most High?

What!

On what authority except your own omniscience do you so confidently preach the non-existence of omnipotence?

Palla turned her flushed face in sensitive astonishment under the gentle mockery.

Ilse said: Love has many names; and so has God. And all are good. If, to you, God means that little flame within you, then that is good. And so, to others, according to their needs.... And it is the same with love.... So, if for the man you love, love can be written only as a phrase — if the word love be only one element in a trinity of which the other two are Law and Wedlock — does it really matter, darling?

You mean I — I am to renounce my — creed?

Ilse shook her head: Who cares? The years develop and change everything — even creeds. Do you think your lover would care whether, at twenty-odd, you worship the flaming godhead itself, or whether you guard in spirit that lost spark from it which has become entangled with your soul? — whether you really do believe the man-made law that licenses your mating; or whether you reject it as a silly superstition? To a business man, convention is merely a safe procedure which, ignored, causes disaster — he knows that whenever he ignores it — as when he drives a car bearing no license; and the police stop him.

I never expected to hear this from you, Ilse.

Why?

You are unmarried.

No, Palla.

The girl stared at her: Did you marry Jack? she gasped.

Yes. In the hospital.

Oh, Ilse! — —

He asked me.

But— her mouth quivered and she bent her head and placed her hand on Ilses arm for guidance, because the starting tears were blinding her now. And at last she found her voice: I meant I am so thankful — darling — its been a — a nightmare — —

It would have been one to me if I had refused him. Except that Jack wished it, I did not care.... But I have lately learned — some things.

You — you consented because he wished it?

Of course. Is not that our law?

Do you so construe the Law of Love and Service? Does it permit us to seek protection under false pretences; to say yes when we mean no; to kneel before a God we do not believe in; to accept immunity under a law we do not believe in?

If all this concerned only ones self, then, no! Or, if the man believed as we do, no! But even then— she shook her head slowly, unless all agree, it is unfair.

Unfair?

Yes, it is unfair if you have a baby. Isnt it, darling? Isnt it unfair and tyrannical?

You mean that a child should not arbitrarily be placed by its parents at what it might later consider a disadvantage?

Of course I mean just that. Do you know, Palla, what Jack once said of us? He said — rather brutally, I thought — that you and I were immaturely un-moral and pitiably unbaked; and that the best thing for both of us was to marry and have a few children before we tried to do any more independent thinking.

Pallas reply was: He was such a dear! But what she said did not seem absurd to either of them.

Ilse added: You know yourself, darling, what a relief it was to you to learn that I had married Jack. I think you even said something like, Thank God, when you were choking back the tears.

Palla flushed brightly: I meant— but her voice ended in a sob. Then, all of a sudden, she broke down — went all to pieces there in the dim and empty little drawing-room — down on her knees, clinging to Ilses skirts....

She wished to go to her room alone; and so Ilse, watching her climb the stairs as though they led to some dread calvary, opened the front door and went her lonely way, drawing the mourning veil around her face and throat.


CHAPTER XXIV

[image: img660.jpg]

LEILA VANCE, LUNCHING with Elorn Sharrow at the Ritz, spoke of Estridge:

There seem to be so many of these well-born men who marry women we never heard of.

Perhaps we ought to have heard of them, suggested Elorn, smilingly. The trouble may lie with us.

It does, dear. But its something we cant help, unless we change radically. Because we dont stand the chance we once did. We never have been as attractive to men as the other sort. But once men thought they couldnt marry the other sort. Now they think they can. And they do if they have to.

What other sort? asked Elorn, not entirely understanding.

The sort of girl who ignores the customs which make us what we are. We dont stand a chance with professional women any more. We dont compare in interest to girls who are arbiters of their own destinies.

Take the stage as an illustration. Once the popularity of women who made it their profession was due partly to glamour, partly because that art drew to it and concentrated the very best-looking among us. But its something else now that attracts men; its the attraction of women who are doing something — clever, experienced, interesting, girls who know how to take care of themselves and who are not afraid to give to men a frank and gay companionship outside those conventional limits which circumscribe us.

Elorn nodded.

Its quite true, said Leila. The independent professional girl to-day, whatever art or business engages her, is the paramount attraction to men.

A few do sneak back to us after a jolly caper in the open — a few timid ones, or snobs of sorts — thrifty, perhaps, or otherwise material, or cautious. But thats about all we get as husbands in these devilish days of general feminine bouleversement. And its a sad and instructive fact, Elorn. But there seems to be nothing to do about it.

Elorn said musingly: The main thing seems to be that men admire a girls effort to get somewhere — when she happens to be good-looking.

Its a cynical fact, dear; they certainly do. And now that they realise they have to marry these girls if they want them — why, they do.

Elorn dissected her ice. You know Stanley Wardner, she remarked.

Mortimer Wardners son?

Elorn nodded. He became a queer kind of sculptor. I think it is called a Concentrationist. Well, hes concentrated for life, now.

Whom did he marry? asked Leila, laughing.

A girl named Questa Terrett. You never heard of her, did you?

No. And I can imagine the moans and groans of the Mortimer Wardners.

I have heard so. She lives — they live now, together, in Abdingdon Square, where she possesses a studio and nearly a dozen West Highland terriers.

What else does she do? inquired Leila, still laughing.

She writes cleverly when she needs an income; otherwise, she produces obscure poems with malice aforethought, and laughs in her sleeve, they say, when the precious-minded rave.

Leila reverted to Estridge:

I had no idea he was married, she said. Palla Dumont introduced his widow to me the other day — a most superb and beautiful creature. But, oh dear I — can you fancy her having once served as a girl-soldier in the Russian Battalion of Death!

The slightest shadow crossed Elorns face.

By the way, added Leila, following quite innocently her trend of thought, Helen Shotwell tells me that her son is going back to the army if he can secure a commission.

Yes, I believe so, said Elorn serenely.

Leila went on: I fancy therell be a lot of them. A taste of service seems to spoil most young men for a piping career of peace.

He cares nothing for his business.

What is it?

Real estate. He is with my father, you know.

Of course. I remember— She suddenly seemed to recollect something else, also — not, perhaps, quite certain of it, but instinctively playing safe. So she refrained from saying anything about this young mans recent devotion to her friend, Palla Dumont, although that was the subject which she had intended to introduce.

And, smiling to herself, she thought it a close call, because she had meant to ask Elorn whether she knew why the Shotwell boy had so entirely deserted her little friend Palla.

The Shotwell boy himself happened to be involved at that very moment, in matters concerning a friend of Mrs. Vances little friend Palla — in fact, he had been trying, for the last half hour, to find this friend of Pallas on the telephone. The friend in question was Alonzo D. Pawling. And he was being vigorously paged at the Hotel Rajah.

As for Jim, he remained seated in the private office of Angelo Puma, whither he had been summoned in professional capacity by one Skidder, the same being Elmer, and partner of the Puma aforesaid.

The door was locked; the room in disorder. Safe, letter-files, cupboards, desks had been torn open and their contents littered the place.

Skidder, in an agony of perspiring fright, kept running about the room like a distracted squirrel. Jim watched him, darkly preoccupied with other things, including the whereabouts of Mr. Pawling.

You say, he said to Skidder, that Mr. Pawling will confirm what you have told me?

John D. Pawling knows damn well I own this plant!

Jim shook his head: Im sorry, but that isnt sufficient. I can only repeat to you that there is no point in calling me in at present. You have no legal right to offer this property for sale. It belongs, apparently, to the creditors of your firm. What you require first of all is a lawyer — —

I dont want a lawyer and I dont want publicity before I get something out of this dirty mess that scoundrel left behind! cried Skidder, snapping his eyes like mad and swinging his arms. I got to get something, havent I? Isnt this property mine? Cant I sell it?

Apparently not, under the terms of your agreement with Puma, replied Jim, wearily. However, Im willing to hear what Mr. Pawling has to say.

You mean to tell me, Puma fixed it so Im stuck with all his debts? You mean to say my own personal property is subject to seizure to satisfy — —

I certainly do mean just that, Mr. Skidder. But Im not a lawyer — —

I tell you I want to get something for myself before I let loose any lawyers on the premises! Ill make it all right with you — —

Its out of the question. We wouldnt touch the property — —

Ill take a quarter of its value in spot cash! Ill give you ten thousand to put it through to-day!

Why cant you understand that what you suggest would amount to collusion?

What I propose is to get a slice of whats mine! yelled Skidder, fairly dancing with fury. Dyeh think Im going to let that crooked wop, Puma, do this to me just like that! Dyeh think hes going to get away with all my money and all Pawlings money and leave me planted on my neck while about a million other guys come and sell me out and fill their pants pockets with whats mine?

Jim said: If Mr. Pawling is the very rich man you say he is, hes not going to let the defalcation of this fellow, Puma, destroy such a paying property.

Damn it, I dont want him to buy it in for himself and freeze me out! I cant stop him, either; Pumas got all my money except whats in this parcel. And you betcha life I hang onto this, creditors or no creditors, and Pawling to the contrary! He knows damn well it belongs to me. Try him again at the Rajah — —

Theyre paging him. I left the number. But I tell you the proper thing for you to do is to go to a lawyer, and then to the police, repeated Jim. Theres nothing else to do. This fellow, Puma, may have run for the Mexican border, or he may still be in the United States. Without a passport he couldnt very easily get on any trans-Atlantic boat or any South American boat either. The proper procedure is to notify the police — —

Nix on the police! shouted Skidder. Thatll start the land-slide, and the whole shooting-match will go. I want this property. If the papers show its subject to the firms liabilities, then that dirty skunk altered the thing. Its forgery.

I never was fool enough to lump this parcel in with our assets. Not me. Its forgery; thats what it is, and this parcel belongs to me, privately — —

See an attorney, repeated Jim patiently. You cant keep a thing like this out of the papers, Mr. Skidder. Why, heres a man, Angelo Puma, who pounces on every convertible asset of his firm, stuffs a valise full of real money, and beats it for parts unknown.

Thats a matter for the police. You cant hope to hide it for more than a day or two longer. Your firm is bankrupt through the rascality of a partner. Hes gone with all the money he could scrape together. He converted everything into cash; he lied, swindled, stole, and skipped. And what he didnt take must remain to satisfy the firms creditors. You cant conceal conditions, slyly pocket what Puma has left and then call in an attorney. Thats criminal. You have your contracts to fulfil; you have a studio full of people whose salaries are nearly due; you have running expenses; you have notes to meet; you have obligations to face when a dozen or so contractors for your new theatre come to you on Saturday — —

You mean thats all up to me? shrieked Skidder, squinting horribly at a framed photograph of Puma. And suddenly he ran at it and hurled it to the floor and began to kick it about with strange, provincial maledictions:

Dern yeh, yeh poor blimgasted thing! Ill skin yeh, yeh dumb-faced, ring-boned, two-edged son-of-a-skunk! — —

The telephones clamour silenced him. Jim answered:

Who? Oh, long-distance. All right. And he waited. Then, again: Who wants him?... Yes, hes here in the office, now.... Yes, hell come to the phone.

And to Skidder: Shadow Hill wants to speak to you.

I wont go. By God, if this thing is out! — Who the hell is it wants to speak to me? Wait! Maybe its Alonzo D. Pawling! — —

Shall I inquire? And he asked for further information over the wire. Then, presently, and turning again to Skidder:

Youd better come to the wire. It seems to be the Chief of Police who wants you.

Skidders unhealthy skin became ghastly. He came over and took the instrument:

What dye want, Chief? Sure its me, Elmer.... Hey? Who? Alonzo D. Pawling? My God, is he dead? Took pizen! W-what for! Hes a rich man, aint he?... Speculated?... You say he took the banks funds? Trust funds? What! he screeched— put em into my company! Hes a liar! ... I dont care what letters he left!... Well, all right then. Sure, Ill get a lawyer — —

Tell him to hold that wire! cut in Jim; and took the receiver from Skidders shaking fingers.

Is the Shadow Hill Trust Company insolvent? he asked. You say that the bank closed its doors this morning? Have you any idea of its condition? Looted? Is it entirely cleaned out? Is there no chance for depositors? I wish to inquire about the trust funds, bonds and other investments belonging to a friend of mine, Miss Dumont.... Yes, Ill wait.

He turned a troubled and sombre gaze toward Skidder, who sat there pasty-faced, with sagging jaw, staring back at him. And presently:

Yes.... Yes, this is Mr. Shotwell, a friend of Miss Dumont.... Yes.... Yes.... Yes.... I see.... Yes, I shall try to communicate with her immediately.... Yes, I suppose the news will be published in the evening papers.... Certainly.... Yes, I have no doubt that she will go at once to Shadow Hill.... Thank you.... Yes, it does seem rather hopeless.... Ill try to find her and break it to her.... Thank you. Good-bye.

He hung up the receiver, took his hat and coat, his eyes fixed absently on Skidder.

Youd better beat it to your attorney, he remarked, and went out.

* * * * *

He could not find Palla. She was not at the Red Cross, not at the canteen, not at the new Hostess House.

He telephoned Ilse for information, but she was not at home.

Twice he called at Pallas house, leaving a message the last time that she should telephone him at the club on her arrival.

He went to the club and waited there, trying to read. At a quarter to six oclock no message from her had come.

Again he telephoned Ilse; she had not returned. He even telephoned to Marya, loath to disturb her; but she, also, was not at home.

The chances that he could break the news to Palla before she read it in the evening paper were becoming negligible. He had done his best to forestall them. But at six the evening papers arrived at the club. And in every one of them was an account of the defalcation and suicide of the Honorable Alonzo D. Pawling, president of the Shadow Hill Trust Company. But nothing yet concerning the defalcation and disappearance of Angelo Puma.

Jim had no inclination to eat, but he tried to at seven-thirty, still waiting and hoping for a message from Palla.

He tried her house again about half past eight. This time the maid answered that Miss Dumont had telephoned from down town that she would dine out and go afterward to the Combat Club. And that if Mr. Shotwell desired to see her he should call at her house after ten oclock.

So Jim hastened to the cloak-room, got his hat and coat, found the starter, secured a taxi, bought an evening paper and stuffed it into his pocket, and started out to find Palla at the Combat Club. For it seemed evident to him that she had not yet read the evening paper; and he hoped he might yet encounter her in time to prepare her for news which, according to the newspapers, appeared even blacker than he had supposed it might be.


CHAPTER XXV
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AS HE LEFT the taxi in front of the dirty brick archway and flight of steps leading to the hall, where he expected to find Palla, he noticed a small crowd of wrangling foreigners gathered there — men and women — and a policeman posted near, calm and indifferent, juggling his club at the end of its leather thong.

Jim paused to inquire if there had been any trouble there that evening.

Well, said the policeman, theres two talking-clubs that chew the rag in that joint. Its the Reds night, but wan o the ladies of the other club showed up — Miss Dumont — and the Reds yonder was all for chasing her out. So we run in a couple of em — that feller Sondheim and another called Bromberg. Theyre wanted, anyhow, in Philadelphia.

Is there a meeting inside?

Sure. The young lady went in to settle it peaceful like; and shes inside now jawin at them Reds to beat a pink tea.

Do you apprehend any violence? asked Jim uneasily.

The policeman juggled his club and eyed him. I — guess — not, he drawled. And, to the jabbering, wrangling crowd on pavement and steps:  — Hey, you! Go in or stay out, one or the other, now! Step lively; youre blockin the sidewalk.

A number of people mounted the steps and went in with Jim. As the doors to the hall opened, a flare of smoky light struck him, and he pushed his way into the hall, where a restless, murmuring audience, some seated, others standing, was watching a number of men and women on the rostrum.

There seemed to be more wrangling going on there — knots of people disputing and apparently quite oblivious of the audience.

And almost immediately he caught sight of Palla on the platform. But even before he could take a step forward in the crowded aisle, he saw her force her way out of an excited group of people and come to the edge of the platform, lifting a slim hand for silence.

Put her out! shouted some mans voice. A dozen other voices bawled out incoherencies; Palla waited; and after a moment or two there were no further interruptions.

Please let me say what I have to say, she said in that shy and gentle way she had when facing hostile listeners.

Speak louder! yelled a young man. Come on, silk-stockings! — spit it out and go home to mother!

I wish I could, she said.

Her rejoinder was so odd and unexpected that stillness settled over the place.

But all I can do, she added, in an even, colourless voice, is to go home. And I shall do that after I have said what I have to say.

At that moment there was a commotion in the rear of the hall. A dozen policemen filed into the place, pushing their way right and left and ranging themselves along the wall. Their officer came into the aisle:

If theres any disorder in this place to-night, Ill run in the whole bunch o ye! he said calmly.

All right. Hit out, little girl! cried the young man who had interrupted before. We gotta lot of business to fix up after youve gone to bed, so get busy!

I, also, have some business to fix up, she said in the same sweet, emotionless voice,  — business of setting myself right by admitting that I have been wrong.

Because, on this spot where I am standing, I have spoken against the old order of things. I have said that there is no law excepting only the law of Love and Service. I have said that there is no God other than the deathless germ of deity within each one of us. I have said that the conventions and beliefs and usages and customs of civilisation were old, outworn, and tyrannical; and that there was no need to regard them or to obey the arbitrary laws based on them.

In other words, I have preached disorder while attempting to combat it: I have preached revolution while counselling peace; I have preached bigotry where I have demanded toleration.

For there is no worse bigot than the free-thinker who demands that the world subscribe to his creed; no tyrant like the under-dog when he becomes the upper one; no autocracy to compare with mob rule!

You can not obtain freedom for all by imposing that creed upon anybody by the violence of revolutionary ukase!

You can not wreck any edifice until all who enjoy ownership in it agree to its demolition. You can not build for all unless each voluntarily comes forward to aid with stone and mortar.

Anarchy leaves the majority roofless. What is the use of saying, Let them perish? What is the use of trying to rebuild the world that way? You cant do it, even if you set fire to the world and start your endless war of human murder.

If you were the majority you would not need to do it. But you are the minority, and there are too many against you.

Only by infinite pains and patience can you alter the social structure to better it. Cautious and wary replacement is the only method, not exploding a mine beneath the keystone.

The world has won out from barbarism so far. It must continue to emerge by degrees. And if beliefs and laws and customs be obsolete, only by general agreement may they be modified without danger to all. Not the violent revolt of one or a dozen or a thousand can alter what has, so far, nourished and sustained civilisation.

That is the Prussian belief. Bolshevism was sired by Karl Marx and was hatched out in the shaggy gloom of the Prussian wilderness.

It does not belong anywhere else; it does not belong on the plains of Russia or in her forests or on her mountains. It is a Prussian thing — a misbegotten monster born of a vile and decadent race, — a horrible parasite, like that one which carries typhus, infects as it spreads from the degraded race that hatched it, crawling from country to country and leaving behind it dead minds, dead hearts, dead souls, and rotting flesh.

For order and disorder can not both reign paramount on this planet! The one shall slay the other. And Bolshevism is disorder — a violent and tyrannical and autocratic attempt to utterly destroy the vast majority for the benefit of the microscopic minority.

You can not do it, you Terrorists! Prussia tried terrorism on the world. Where is she to-day? You can not teach by frightfulness. You can not scare beliefs out of anybody.

Method, order, education — there is no other chance for any propagandist to-day.

I have stood here night after night proclaiming that my personal conception of right and wrong, of truth and falsehood, of law and morals was the only intelligent one, and that I should ignore and disregard any other opinion.

What I preached was Bolshevism! And I was such a fool I didnt know it. But thats what I preached. For it is an incitement to disorder to proclaim ones self above obedience to what has been established as a law to govern all.

It is an insidious counsel to violence, revolution, Bolshevism and utter anarchy to say to people that they should disregard any law formed by all for the common weal.

If the marriage law seems unnecessary, unjust, then only by common consent can it be altered; and until it is altered, any who disregard it strike at civilisation!

If the laws governing capital and labour seem cruel, stupid, tyrannical, only by general consent can they be altered safely.

You of the Bolsheviki can not come among us dripping with human blood, showing us your fangs, and expect from us anything except a fusillade.

And your propaganda, also, is not human. It is Prussian. Do you suppose, you foreign-born, that you can come here among this free people and begin your operations by cursing our laws and institutions and telling us we are not free?

Because we tolerate you, do you suppose we dont know that in most of the larger cities there are now organised Soviets, similar to those in Russia, that anarchists are now conducting schools, and that the radical propaganda which has taken on new life since the signing of the armistice is gaining headway in those parts of the country where there are large foreign-born populations?

Do you suppose we dont know Prussianism when we see it, after these last four years?

Do you suppose we have not read the Staats-Zeitung editorial of December 8, which in part was as follows:

Hundreds of thousands of our boys are standing now over there in the old homeland, which for nineteen months was enemy country and is that still, but which, as President Wilson promised, will soon be a land of peace again, rich in diligent work, rich in true and good people.... As the whole happy life of this blessed region presents a picture to the spectator, it is to be wondered whether his (the American soldiers) memory will awaken on what he read of this country (Germany) at home long ago, whether he will feel a slight blush of shame in his cheeks and anger for those who, not from their own knowledge but from doubtful sources, branded a whole great people, 70,000,000, as barbarians, huns, murderers of children and church robbers. And whether he (the American soldier) will at the same time make a pledge in his heart to combat those lies and rumours when he is back home again, and to tell the truth about those (the Germans) living behind those mountains.

Pallas face flushed and she came close to the edge of the platform:

I have been warned that if I came here to-night Id have trouble. The anonymous writers who send me letters talk about bombs.

Do you imagine because you murdered Vanya Tchernov in Philadelphia the other day that you can frighten anybody dumb?

I tell you you dont know what youre doing. Youre dazed and scared and bewildered by finding yourselves suddenly in the open world after all those lurking years in hiding. As a forest wolf, his eyes dazzled by the sun, runs blindly across a field of new mown hay, dodging where there is nothing to dodge, leaping over shadows, so you, emerging from darkness, start out across the fertile world, the sun of civilisation blinding you so that you run as though stupefied and frightened, shying at straws, dodging zephyrs, leaping a pool of dew as though it were the Volga.

What are you afraid of? You have nothing to fear except yourselves out here in the sunny open!

Behold your enemies — yourselves! — selfish, defiant, full of false council, of envy, of cowardice, of treachery.

For there would be no sorrow, no injustice in the world if we — each one of us — were true to our better selves! You know it! You can not come out of darkness and range the open world like wolves! Civilisation will kill you!

But you can come out of your long twilight bearing yourselves like men — and find, by Gods grace, that you are men! — that you are fashioned like other men to stand upright in the light without blinking and slinking and dodging into cover.

For the haymakers will not climb and stone you; the herds will not stampede; no watch-dogs of civilisation will attack you if you come out into the fields looking like men, behaving like men, asking to share the worlds burdens like men, and like men giving brain and brawn to make more pleasant and secure the only spot in the solar system dedicated by the Most High to the development of mankind!

There was a dead silence in the place.

Palla slowly lifted her head and raised her right hand.

I desire, she said in a low, grave voice, to acknowledge here my belief in law, in order, and in a divine, creative, and responsible wisdom. And in ultimate continuation.

She turned away as a demonstration began, and Jim saw her putting on her coat. There was some scattering applause, but considerable disorder where men in the audience began to harangue each other and shake dirty fingers under one anothers noses. Two personal encounters and one hair-pulling were checked by bored policemen: a girl got up and began to shout that she was a striking garment worker and that she had neither money, time, nor inclination to wait until some amateur silk-stocking felt like raising her wages.

On the platform Karl Kastner had come forward, and his icy, incisive, menacing voice cut the growing tumult.

You haff heard with patience thiss so silly prattle of a rich young girl— he began. Now it is a poor man who speaks to you out of a heart full of bitterness against this law and order which you haff heard so highly praised.

For this much-praised law and order it hass to-night assassinated free speech; it has arrested our comrades, Nathan Bromberg and Max Sondheim; it hass fill our hall with policemen. And I wonder if there iss, perhaps, a little too much law and order in the world, und iff vielleicht, there may be too many policemen as vell as capitalist-little-girls in thiss hall.

Und, sometimes, too, I am wondering why iss it ve do not kill a few — —

Thatll do! interrupted the sergeant of police, striding down the aisle. Come on, now, Karl; you done it that time.

An angry roar arose all around him; he nodded to his men:

Run in any cut-ups, he said briefly; climbed up to the rostrum, and laid his hand on Kastners arm.

At the same moment a stunning explosion shook the place and plunged it into darkness. Out of the smoke-choked blackness burst an uproar of shrieks and screams; plaster and glass fell everywhere; police whistles sounded; a frantic, struggling mass of humanity fought for escape.

As Jim reeled out into the lobby, he saw Palla leaning against the wall, with blood on her face.

Before the first of the trampling horde emerged he had caught her by the arm and had led her down the steps to the street.

Theyve blown up the — the place, she stammered, wiping her face with her gloved hand in a dazed sort of way.

Are you badly hurt? he asked unsteadily.

No, I dont think so — —

He had led her as far as the avenue, now echoing with the clang of fire engines and the police patrol. And out of the darkness, from everywhere, swarmed the crowd that only a great city can conjure instantly and from nowhere.

Blood ran down her face from a cut over her temple. A tiny triangular bit of glass still glittered in the wound; and he removed it and gave her his handkerchief.

Was Ilse there, too? he asked.

No. Nobody went to-night except myself.... Why were you there, Jim?

Why in Gods name did you go there all alone among those Reds!

She shook her head wearily:

I had to.... What a horrible thing to happen!... I am so tired, Jim. Could you get me home?

He found a taxi nearer Broadway and directed the driver to stop at a drug-store. Here he insisted that the tiny cut on Pallas temple be properly attended to. But it proved a simple matter; there was no glass in it, and the bleeding ceased before they reached her house.

At the door he took leave of her, deeming it no time to subject her to any further shock that night; but she retained her hold on his arm.

I want you to come in, Jim.

You said you were tired; and youve had a terrible shock — —

That is why I need you, she said in a low voice. Then, looking up at him with a pale smile: I want you — just once more.

They went in together. Her maid, hearing the opening door, appeared and took her away; and Jim turned into the living-room. A lighted lamp on the piano illuminated his own framed photograph — that was the first thing he noticed — the portrait of himself in uniform, flanked on either side by little vases full of blue forget-me-nots.

He started to lift one to his face, but reaction had set in and his hands were shaking. And he turned away and stood staring into the empty fireplace, passionately possessed once more by the eternal witchery of this young girl, and under the spell again of the enchanted place wherein she dwelt.

The very air breathed her magic; every familiar object seemed to be stealthily conspiring in the subdued light to reaccomplish his subjection.

Her maid appeared to say that Miss Dumont would be ready in a few minutes. She came, presently, in a clinging chamber-gown — a pale golden affair with misty touches of lace.

He arranged cushions for her: she lighted a cigarette for him; and he sank down beside her in the old place.

Both were still a little shaken. He said that he believed the explosion had come from the outside, and that the principal damage had been done next door, in Mr. Pumas office.

She nodded assent, listlessly, evidently preoccupied with something else.

After a few moments she looked up at him.

This is the second day of February, she said. Within the last month Jack Estridge died, and Vanya died.... To-day another man died — a man I have known from childhood.... His name was Pawling. And his death has ruined me.

When — when did you learn that? he asked, astounded.

This morning. My housekeeper in Shadow Hill telephoned me that Mr. Pawling had killed himself, that the bank was closed, and that probably there was nothing left for those who had funds deposited there.

You knew that this morning? he asked, amazed.

Yes.

And you — you still had courage to go to your Red Cross, to your canteen and Hostess House — to that horrible Red Flag Club — and face those beasts and make the — the perfectly magnificent speech you made! — —

Did — did you hear it! she faltered.

Every word.

For a few moments she sat motionless and very white in her knowledge that this man had heard her confess her own conversion.

Her brain whirled: she was striving to think steadily trying to find the right way to reassure him — to forestall any impulsive chivalry born of imaginary obligation.

Jim, she said in a colorless voice, there are so many worse things than losing money. I think Mr. Pawlings suicide shocked me much more than the knowledge that I should be obliged to earn my own living like millions of other women.

Of course it scared me for a few minutes. I couldnt help that. But after I got over the first unpleasant — feeling, I concluded to go about my business in life until it came time for me to adjust myself to the scheme of things.

She smiled without effort: Besides, its not really so bad. I have a house in Shadow Hill to which I can retreat when I sell this one; and with a tiny income from the sale of this house, and with what I can earn, I ought to be able to support myself very nicely.

So you — expect to sell?

Yes, I must. Even if I sell my house and land in Connecticut I cannot afford this house any longer.

I see.

She smiled, keeping her head and her courage high without apparent effort:

Its another job for you, she said lightly. Will you be kind enough to put this house on your list?

If you wish.

Thank you, Jim, I do indeed. And the sooner you can sell it for me the better.

He said: And the sooner you marry me the better, Palla.

At that she flushed crimson and made a quick gesture as though to check him; but he went on: I heard what you said to those filthy swine to-night. It was the pluckiest, most splendid thing I ever heard and saw. And I have seen battles. Some. But I never before saw a woman take her life in her hands and go all alone into a cage of the same dangerous, rabid beasts that had slain a friend of hers within the week, and find courage to face them and tell them they were beasts! — and more than that! — find courage to confess her own mistakes — humble herself — acknowledge what she had abjured — bear witness to the God whom once she believed abandoned her!

She strove to open her lips in protest — lifted her disconcerted eyes to his — shrank away a little as his hand fell over hers.

Ive never faltered, he said. It damned near killed me.... But Id have gone on loving you, Palla, all my life. There never could have been anybody except you. There was never anybody before you. Usually there has been in a mans life. There never was in mine. There never will be.

His firm hand closed on hers.

Im such an ordinary, every day sort of fellow, he said wistfully, that, after I began to realise how wonderful you are, Ive been terribly afraid I wasnt up to you.

Even if I have cursed out your theories and creeds, it almost seemed impertinent for me to do it, because you really have so many talents and accomplishments, so much knowledge, so infinite a capacity for things of the mind, which are rather out of my mental sphere. And Ive wondered sometimes, even if you ever consented to marry me, whether such a girl as you are could jog along with a business man who likes the arts but doesnt understand them very well and who likes some of his fellow men but not all of them and whose instinct is to punch law-breakers in the nose and not weep over them and lead them to the nearest bar and say, Go to it, erring brother!

Jim!

For all the while he had been drawing her nearer as he was speaking. And she was in his arms now, laughing a little, crying a little, her flushed face hidden on his shoulder.

He drew a deep breath and, holding her imprisoned, looked down at her.

Will you marry me, Palla?

Oh, Jim, do you want me now?

Now, darling, but not this minute, because a clergyman must come first.

It was cruel of him, as well as vigorously indelicate. Her hot blush should have shamed him; her conversion should have sheltered her.

But the man had had a hard time, and the bitterness was but just going.

Will you marry me, Palla?

After a long while her stifled whisper came: You are brutal. Do you think I would do anything else — now?

No. And you never would have either.

Lying there close in his arms, she wondered. And, still wondering, she lifted her head and looked up into his eyes — watching them as they neared her own — still trying to see them as his lips touched hers.

* * * * *

He was the sort of man who got hungry when left too long unfed. It was one oclock. They had gone out to the refrigerator together, his arm around her supple waist, her charming head against his shoulder — both hungry but sentimental.

And dont you really think, she said for the hundredth time, that we ought to sell this house?

Not a bit of it, darling. Well run it if we have to live on cereal and do our own laundry.

You mean Ill have to do that?

Ill help after business hours.

You wonderful boy!

There seemed to be some delectable things in the ice chest.

They sat side by side on the kitchen table, blissfully nourishing each other. Birds do it. Love-smitten youth does it.

To think, he said, that you had the nerve to face those beasts and tell them what you thought of them!

Darling! she remonstrated, placing an olive between his lips.

You should have the Croix de Guerre, he said indistinctly.

All I aspire to is a very plain gold ring, she said, smiling at him sideways.

And she slipped her hand into his.

Are you going back into the army, Jim? she asked.

Who said that? he demanded.

I — I heard it repeated.

Not now, he said. Unless— His eyes narrowed and he sat swinging his legs with an absent air and puckered brows.

And after a while the same aloof look came into her brown eyes, and she swung her slim feet absently.

Perhaps their remote gaze was fixed on visions of a nearing future, brilliant with happiness, gay with childrens voices; perhaps they saw farther than that, where the light grew sombre and where a shadowed sky lowered above a blood-red flood, rising imperceptibly, yet ever rising — a stealthy, crawling crimson tide spreading westward across the world.
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A rare return to the occult themes of Chambers earlier work, this supernatural thriller was first published in 1920. After an American, Tressa Norne, escapes the clutches of the followers of Erlik, a vengeful Oriental God, she must convince the Western authorities of a plot by a global conspiracy of black magicians to take over the world. She is aided by her lover and ally, the secret agent Victor Cleeves.
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TO

MY FRIEND

GEORGE ARMSBY




I

Mirror of Fashion, Admiral of Finance, Dont, in a passion, Denounce this poor Romance; For, while I dare not hope it might Enthuse you, Perhaps it will, some rainy night, Amuse you.

II

So, your attention, In poetry polite, To my invention I bashfully invite. Dont hurl the book at Eddies head Deep laden, Or Messmores; you might hit instead Will Braden.

III

Kahn among Canners, And Grand Vizier of style, Emir of Manners, Accept — and place on file — This tribute, which I proffer while I grovel, And honor with thy matchless Smile My novel.

R. W. C.




CHAPTER I

THE YEZIDEE
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ONLY WHEN THE Nan-yang Maru sailed from Yuen-San did her terrible sense of foreboding begin to subside.

For four years, waking or sleeping, the awful subconsciousness of supreme evil had never left her.

But now, as the Korean shore, receding into darkness, grew dimmer and dimmer, fear subsided and grew vague as the half-forgotten memory of horror in a dream.

She stood near the steamers stern apart from other passengers, a slender, lonely figure in her silver-fox furs, her ulster and smart little hat, watching the lights of Yuen-San grow paler and smaller along the horizon until they looked like a level row of stars.

Under her haunted eyes Asia was slowly dissolving to a streak of vapour in the misty lustre of the moon.

Suddenly the ancient continent disappeared, washed out by a wave against the sky; and with it vanished the last shreds of that accursed nightmare which had possessed her for four endless years. But whether during those unreal years her soul had only been held in bondage, or whether, as she had been taught, it had been irrevocably destroyed, she still remained uncertain, knowing nothing about the death of souls or how it was accomplished.

As she stood there, her sad eyes fixed on the misty East, a passenger passing — an Englishwoman — paused to say something kind to the young American; and added, if there is anything my husband and I can do it would give us much pleasure. The girl had turned her head as though not comprehending. The other woman hesitated.

This is Doctor Nornes daughter, is it not? she inquired in a pleasant voice.

Yes, I am Tressa Norne.... I ask your pardon.... Thank you, madam: — I am — I seem to be — a trifle dazed — —

What wonder, you poor child! Come to us if you feel need of companionship.

You are very kind.... I seem to wish to be alone, somehow.

I understand.... Good-night, my dear.

Late the next morning Tressa Norne awoke, conscious for the first time in four years that it was at last her own familiar self stretched out there on the pillows where sunshine streamed through the porthole. All that day she lay in her bamboo steamer chair on deck. Sun and wind conspired to dry every tear that wet her closed lashes. Her dark, glossy hair blew about her face; scarlet tinted her full lips again; the tense hands relaxed. Peace came at sundown.

That evening she took her Yu-kin from her cabin and found a chair on the deserted hurricane deck.

And here, in the brilliant moonlight of the China Sea, she curled up cross-legged on the deck, all alone, and sounded the four futile strings of her moon-lute, and hummed to herself, in a still voice, old songs she had sung in Yian before the tragedy. She sang the tent-song called Tchinguiz. She sang Camel Bells and The Blue Bazaar, — childrens songs of the Yiort. She sang the ancient Khiounnou song called The Saghalien:

I

In the month of Saffar Among the river-reeds I saw two horsemen Sitting on their steeds. Tulugum! Heitulum! By the river-reeds

II

In the month of Saffar A demon guards the ford. Tokhta, my Lover! Draw your shining sword! Tulugum! Heitulum! Slay him with your sword!

III

In the month of Saffar Among the water-weeds I saw two horsemen Fighting on their steeds. Tulugum! Heitulum! How my lover bleeds!

IV

In the month of Saffar, The Year I should have wed — The Year of The Panther — My lover lay dead, — Tulugum! Heitulum! Dead without a head.

And songs like these — the one called Keuke Mongol, and an ancient air of the Tchortchas called The Thirty Thousand Calamities, and some Chinese boatmens songs which she had heard in Yian before the tragedy; these she hummed to herself there in the moonlight playing on her round-faced, short-necked lute of four strings.

Terror indeed seemed ended for her, and in her heart a great overwhelming joy was welling up which seemed to overflow across the entire moonlit world.



She had no longer any fear; no premonition of further evil. Among the few Americans and English aboard, something of her story was already known. People were kind; and they were also considerate enough to subdue their sympathetic curiosity when they discovered that this young American girl shrank from any mention of what had happened to her during the last four years of the Great World War.

It was evident, also, that she preferred to remain aloof; and this inclination, when finally understood, was respected by her fellow passengers. The clever, efficient and polite Japanese officers and crew of the Nan-yang Maru were invariably considerate and courteous to her, and they remained nicely reticent, although they also knew the main outline of her story and very much desired to know more. And so, surrounded now by the friendly security of civilised humanity, Tressa Norne, reborn to light out of hells own shadows, awoke from four years of nightmare which, after all, perhaps, never had seemed entirely actual.

And now Gods real sun warmed her by day; His real moon bathed her in creamy coolness by night; sky and wind and wave thrilled her with their blessed assurance that this was once more the real world which stretched illimitably on every side from horizon to horizon; and the fair faces and pleasant voices of her own countrymen made the past seem only a ghastly dream that never again could enmesh her soul with its web of sorcery.



And now the days at sea fled very swiftly; and when at last the Golden Gate was not far away she had finally managed to persuade herself that nothing really can harm the human soul; that the monstrous devil-years were ended, never again to return; that in this vast, clean Western Continent there could be no occult threat to dread, no gigantic menace to destroy her body, no secret power that could consign her soul to the dreadful abysm of spiritual annihilation.



Very early that morning she came on deck. The November day was delightfully warm, the air clear save for a belt of mist low on the water to the southward.

She had been told that land would not be sighted for twenty-four hours, but she went forward and stood beside the starboard rail, searching the horizon with the enchanted eyes of hope.

As she stood there a Japanese ships officer crossing the deck, forward, halted abruptly and stood staring at something to the southward.

At the same moment, above the belt of mist on the water, and perfectly clear against the blue sky above, the girl saw a fountain of gold fire rise from the fog, drift upward in the daylight, slowly assume the incandescent outline of a serpentine creature which leisurely uncoiled and hung there floating, its lizard-tail undulating, its feet with their five stumpy claws closing, relaxing, like those of a living reptile. For a full minute this amazing shape of fire floated there in the sky, brilliant in the morning light, then the reptilian form faded, died out, and the last spark vanished in the sunshine.

When the Japanese officer at last turned to resume his promenade, he noticed a white-faced girl gripping a stanchion behind him as though she were on the point of swooning. He crossed the deck quickly. Tressa Nornes eyes opened.

Are you ill, Miss Norne? he asked.

The — the Dragon, she whispered.

The officer laughed. Why, that was nothing but Chinese day-fireworks, he explained. The crew of some fishing boat yonder in the fog is amusing itself. He looked at her narrowly, then with a nice little bow and smile he offered his arm: If you are indisposed, perhaps you might wish to go below to your stateroom, Miss Norne?

She thanked him, managed to pull herself together and force a ghost of a smile.

He lingered a moment, said something cheerful about being nearly home, then made her a punctilious salute and went his way.

Tressa Norne leaned back against the stanchion and closed her eyes. Her pallor became deathly. She bent over and laid her white face in her folded arms.

After a while she lifted her head, and, turning very slowly, stared at the fog-belt out of frightened eyes.

And saw, rising out of the fog, a pearl-tinted sphere which gradually mounted into the clear daylight above like the full moons phantom in the sky.

Higher, higher rose the spectral moon until at last it swam in the very zenith. Then it slowly evaporated in the blue vault above.

A great wave of despair swept her; she clung to the stanchion, staring with half-blinded eyes at the flat fog-bank in the south.

But no more Chinese day-fireworks rose out of it. And at length she summoned sufficient strength to go below to her cabin and lie there, half senseless, huddled on her bed.



When land was sighted, the following morning, Tressa Norne had lived a century in twenty-four hours. And in that space of time her agonised soul had touched all depths.

But now as the Golden Gate loomed up in the morning light, rage, terror, despair had burned themselves out. From their ashes within her mind arose the cool wrath of desperation armed for anything, wary, alert, passionately determined to survive at whatever cost, recklessly ready to fight for bodily existence.

That was her sole instinct now, to go on living, to survive, no matter at what price. And if it were indeed true that her soul had been slain, she defied its murderers to slay her body also.



That night, at her hotel in San Francisco, she double-locked her door and lay down without undressing, leaving all lights burning and an automatic pistol underneath her pillow.

Toward morning she fell asleep, slept for an hour, started up in awful fear. And saw the double-locked door opposite the foot of her bed slowly opening of its own accord.

Into the brightly illuminated room stepped a graceful young man in full evening dress carrying over his left arm an overcoat, and in his other hand a top hat and silver tipped walking-stick.

With one bound the girl swung herself from the bed to the carpet and clutched at the pistol under her pillow.

Sanang! she cried in a terrible voice.

Keuke Mongol! he said, smilingly.

For a moment they confronted each other in the brightly lighted bedroom, then, partly turning, he cast a calm glance at the open door behind him; and, as though moved by a wind, the door slowly closed. And she heard the key turn of itself in the lock, and saw the bolt slide smoothly into place again.

Her power of speech came back to her presently — only a broken whisper at first: Do you think I am afraid of your accursed magic? she managed to gasp. Do you think I am afraid of you, Sanang?

You are afraid, he said serenely.

You lie!

No, I do not lie. To one another the Yezidees never lie.

You lie again, assassin! I am no Yezidee!

He smiled gently. His features were pleasing, smooth, and regular; his cheek-bones high, his skin fine and of a pale and delicate ivory colour. Once his black, beautifully shaped eyes wandered to the levelled pistol which she now held clutched desperately close to her right hip, and a slightly ironical expression veiled his gaze for an instant.

Bullets? he murmured. But you and I are of the Hassanis.

The third lie, Sanang! Her voice had regained its strength. Tense, alert, blue eyes ablaze, every faculty concentrated on the terrible business before her, the girl now seemed like some supple leopardess poised on the swift verge of murder.

Tokhta! She spat the word. Any movement toward a hidden weapon, any gesture suggesting recourse to magic — and I kill you, Sanang, exactly where you stand!

With a pistol? He laughed. Then his smooth features altered subtly. He said: Keuke Mongol, who call yourself Tressa Norne, — Keuke — heavenly azure-blue, — named so in the temple because of the colour of your eyes — listen attentively, for this is the Yarlig which I bring to you by word of mouth from Yian, as from Yezidee to Yezidee:

Here, in this land called the United States of America, the Temple girl, Keuke Mongol, who has witnessed the mysteries of Erlik and who understands the magic of the Sheiks-el-Djebel, and who has seen Mount Alamout and the eight castles and the fifty thousand Hassanis in white turbans and in robes of white; — you — Azure-blue eyes — heed the Yarlig! — or may thirty thousand calamities overtake you!

There was a dead silence; then he went on seriously: It is decreed: You shall cease to remember that you are a Yezidee, that you are of the Hassanis, that you ever have laid eyes on Yian the Beautiful, that you ever set naked foot upon Mount Alamout. It is decreed that you remember nothing of what you have seen and heard, of what has been told and taught during the last four years reckoned as the Christians reckon from our Year of the Bull. Otherwise — my Master sends you this for your — convenience.

Leisurely, from under his folded overcoat, the young man produced a roll of white cloth and dropped it at her feet and the girl shrank aside, shuddering, knowing that the roll of white cloth was meant for her winding-sheet.

Then the colour came back to lip and cheek; and, glancing up from the soft white shroud, she smiled at the young man: Have you ended your Oriental mummery? she asked calmly. Listen very seriously in your turn, Sanang, Sheik-el-Djebel, Prince of the Hassanis who, God knows when and how, have come out into the sunshine of this clean and decent country, out of a filthy darkness where devils and sorcerers make earth a hell.

If you, or yours, threaten me, annoy me, interfere with me, I shall go to our civilised police and tell all I know concerning the Yezidees. I mean to live. Do you understand? You know what you have done to me and mine. I come back to my own country alone, without any living kin, poor, homeless, friendless, — and, perhaps, damned. I intend, nevertheless, to survive. I shall not relax my clutch on bodily existence whatever the Yezidees may pretend to have done to my soul. I am determined to live in the body, anyway.

He nodded gravely.

She said: Out at sea, over the fog, I saw the sign of Yu-lao in fire floating in the day-sky. I saw his spectral moon rise and vanish in mid-heaven. I understood. But — — And here she suddenly showed an edge of teeth under the full scarlet upper lip: Keep your signs and your shrouds to yourself, dog of a Yezidee! — toad! — tortoise-egg! — he-goat with three legs! Keep your threats and your messages to yourself! Keep your accursed magic to yourself! Do you think to frighten me with your sorcery by showing me the Moons of Yu-lao? — by opening a bolted door? I know more of such magic than do you, Sanang — Death Adder of Alamout!

Suddenly she laughed aloud at him — laughed insultingly in his expressionless face:

I saw you and Gutchlug Khan and your cowardly Tchortchas in red-lacquered jackets slink out of the Temple of Erlik where the bronze gong thundered and a cloud settled down raining little yellow snakes all over the marble steps — all over you, Prince Sanang! You were afraid, my Tougtchi! — you and Gutchlug and your red Tchortchas with their halberds all dripping with human entrails! And I saw you mount and gallop off into the woods while in the depths of the magic cloud which rained little yellow snakes all around you, we temple girls laughed and mocked at you — at you and your cowardly Tchortcha horsemen.

A slight tinge of pink came into the young mans pale face. Tressa Norne stepped nearer, her levelled pistol resting on her hip.

Why did you not complain of us to your Master, the Old Man of the Mountain? she asked jeeringly. And where, also, was your Yezidee magic when it rained little snakes? — What frightened you away — who had boldly come to seize a temple girl — you who had screwed up your courage sufficiently to defy Erlik in his very shrine and snatch from his temple a young thing whose naked body wrapped in gold was worth the chance of death to you?

The young mans top-hat dropped to the floor. He bent over to pick it up. His face was quite expressionless, quite colourless, now.

I went on no such errand, he said with an effort. I went with a thousand prayers on scarlet paper made in — —

A lie, Yezidee! You came to seize me!

He turned still paler. By Abu, Omar, Otman, and Ali, it is not true!

You lie! — by the Lion of God, Hassini!

She stepped closer. And Ill tell you another thing you fear — you Yezidee of Alamout — you robber of Yian — you sorcerer of Sabbah Khan, and chief of his sect of Assassins! You fear this native land of mine, America; and its laws and customs, and its clear, clean sunshine; and its cities and people; and its police! Take that message back. We Americans fear nobody save the true God! — nobody — neither Yezidee nor Hassani nor Russ nor German nor that sexless monster born of hell and called the Bolshevik!

Tokhta! he cried sharply.

Damn you! retorted the girl; get out of my room! Get out of my sight! Get out of my path! Get out of my life! Take that to your Master of Mount Alamout! I do what I please; I go where I please; I live as I please. And if I please, I turn against him!

In that event, he said hoarsely, there lies your winding-sheet on the floor at your feet! Take up your shroud; and make Erlik seize you!

Sanang, she said very seriously.

I hear you, Keuke-Mongol.

Listen attentively. I wish to live. I have had enough of death in life. I desire to remain a living, breathing thing — even if it be true — as you Yezidees tell me, that you have caught my soul in a net and that your sorcerers really control its destiny.

But damned or not, I passionately desire to live. And I am coward enough to hold my peace for the sake of living. So — I remain silent. I have no stomach to defy the Yezidees; because, if I do, sooner or later I shall be killed. I know it. I have no desire to die for others — to perish for the sake of the common good. I am young. I have suffered too much; I am determined to live — and let my soul take its chances between God and Erlik.

She came close to him, looked curiously into his pale face.

I laughed at you out of the temple cloud, she said. I know how to open bolted doors as well as you do. And I know other things. And if you ever again come to me in this life I shall first torture you, then slay you. Then I shall tell all!... and unroll my shroud.

I keep your word of promise until you break it, he interrupted hastily. Yarlig! It is decreed! And then he slowly turned as though to glance over his shoulder at the locked and bolted door.

Permit me to open it for you, Prince Sanang, said the girl scornfully. And she gazed steadily at the door.

Presently, all by itself, the key turned in the lock, the bolt slid back, the door gently opened.

Toward it, white as a corpse, his overcoat on his left arm, his stick and top-hat in the other hand, crept the young man in his faultless evening garb.

Then, as he reached the threshold, he suddenly sprang aside. A small yellow snake lay coiled there on the door sill. For a full throbbing minute the young man stared at the yellow reptile in unfeigned horror. Then, very cautiously, he moved his fascinated eyes sideways and gazed in silence at Tressa Norne.

The girl laughed.

Sorceress! he burst out hoarsely. Take that accursed thing from my path!

What thing, Sanang? At that his dark, frightened eyes stole toward the threshold again, seeking the little snake. But there was no snake there. And when he was certain of this he went, twitching and trembling all over.

Behind him the door closed softly, locking and bolting itself.

And behind the bolted door in the brightly lighted bedroom Tressa Norne fell on both knees, her pistol still clutched in her right hand, calling passionately upon Christ to forgive her for the dreadful ability she had dared to use, and begging Him to save her body from death and her soul from the snare of the Yezidee.




CHAPTER II

THE YELLOW SNAKE
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WHEN THE YOUNG man named Sanang left the bed-chamber of Tressa Norne he turned to the right in the carpeted corridor outside and hurried toward the hotel elevator. But he did not ring for the lift; instead he took the spiral iron stairway which circled it, and mounted hastily to the floor above.

Here was his own apartment and he entered it with a key bearing the hotel tag. A dusky-skinned powerful old man wearing a grizzled beard and a greasy broadcloth coat of old-fashioned cut known to provincials as a Prince Albert looked up from where he was seated cross-legged upon the sofa, sharpening a curved knife on a whetstone.

Gutchlug, stammered Sanang, I am afraid of her! What happened two years ago at the temple happened again a moment since, there in her very bedroom! She made a yellow death-adder out of nothing and placed it upon the threshold, and mocked me with laughter. May Thirty Thousand Calamities overtake her! May Erlik seize her! May her eyes rot out and her limbs fester! May the seven score and three principal devils — —

You chatter like a temple ape, said Gutchlug tranquilly. Does Keuke Mongol die or live? That alone interests me.

Gutchlug, faltered the young man, thou knowest that m-my heart is inclined to mercy toward this young Yezidee — —

I know that it is inclined to lust, said the other bluntly.

Sanangs pale face flamed.

Listen, he said. If I had not loved her better than life had I dared go that day to the temple to take her for my own?

You loved life better, said Gutchlug. You fled when it rained snakes on the temple steps — you and your Tchortcha horsemen! Kai! I also ran. But I gave every soldier thirty blows with a stick before I slept that night. And you should have had your thirty, also, conforming to the Yarlig, my Tougtchi.

Sanang, still holding his hat and cane and carrying his overcoat over his left arm, looked down at the heavy, brutal features of Gutchlug Khan — at the cruel mouth with its crooked smile under the grizzled beard; at the huge hands — the powerful hands of a murderer — now deftly honing to a razor-edge the Kalmuck knife held so firmly yet lightly in his great blunt fingers.

Listen attentively, Prince Sanang, growled Gutchlug, pausing in his monotonous task to test the blades edge on his thumb— Does the Yezidee Keuke Mongol live? Yes or no?

Sanang hesitated, moistened his pallid lips. She dares not betray us.

By what pledge?

Fear.

That is no pledge. You also were afraid, yet you went to the temple!

She has listened to the Yarlig. She has looked upon her shroud. She has admitted that she desires to live. Therein lies her pledge to us.

And she placed a yellow snake at your feet! sneered Gutchlug. Prince Sanang, tell me, what man or what devil in all the chronicles of the past has ever tamed a Snow-Leopard? And he continued to hone his yataghan.

Gutchlug — —

No, she dies, said the other tranquilly.

Not yet!

When, then?

Gutchlug, thou knowest me. Hear my pledge! At her first gesture toward treachery — her first thought of betrayal — I myself will end it all.

You promise to slay this young snow-leopardess?

By the four companions, I swear to kill her with my own hands!

Gutchlug sneered. Kill her — yes — with the kiss that has burned thy lips to ashes for all these months. I know thee, Sanang. Leave her to me. Dead she will no longer trouble thee.

Gutchlug!

I hear, Prince Sanang.

Strike when I nod. Not until then.

I hear, Tougtchi. I understand thee, my Banneret. I whet my knife. Kai!

Sanang looked at him, put on his top-hat and overcoat, pulled on a pair of white evening gloves.

I go forth, he said more pleasantly.

I remain here to talk to my seven ancestors and sharpen my knife, remarked Gutchlug.

When the white world and the yellow world and the brown world and the black world finally fall before the Hassanis, said Sanang with a quick smile, I shall bring thee to her. Gutchlug — once — before she is veiled, thou shalt behold what is lovelier than Eve.

The other stolidly whetted his knife.

Sanang pulled out a gold cigarette case, lighted a cigarette with an air.

I go among Germans, he volunteered amiably. The huns swam across two oceans, but, like the unclean swine, it is their own throats they cut when they swim! Well, there is only one God. And not very many angels. Erlik is greater. And there are many million devils to do his bidding. Adieu. There is rice and there is koumiss in the frozen closet. When I return you shall have been asleep for hours.

When Sanang left the hotel one of two young men seated in the hotel lobby got up and strolled out after him.

A few minutes later the other man went to the elevator, ascended to the fourth floor, and entered an apartment next to the one occupied by Sanang.

There was another man there, lying on the lounge and smoking a cigar. Without a word, they both went leisurely about the matter of disrobing for the night.

When the shorter man who had been in the apartment when the other entered, and who was dark and curly-headed, had attired himself in pyjamas, he sat down on one of the twin beds to enjoy his cigar to the bitter end.

Has Sanang gone out? he inquired in a low voice.

Yes. Benton went after him.

The other man nodded. Cleves, he said, I guess it looks as though this Norne girl is in it, too.

What happened?

As soon as she arrived, Sanang made straight for her apartment. He remained inside for half an hour. Then he came out in a hurry and went to his own rooms, where that surly servant of his squats all day, shining up his arsenal, and drinking koumiss.

Did you get their conversation?

Ive got a record of the gibberish. It requires an interpreter, of course.

I suppose so. Ill take the records east with me to-morrow, and by the same token Id better notify New York that Im leaving.

He went, half-undressed, to the telephone, got the telegraph office, and sent the following message:

Recklow, New York:

Leaving to-morrow for N. Y. with samples. Retain expert in Oriental fabrics.

Victor Cleves.

Report for me, too, said the dark young man, who was still enjoying his cigar on his pillows.

So Cleves sent another telegram, directed also to

Recklow, New York:

Benton and I are watching the market. Chinese importations fluctuate. Recent consignment per Nan-yang Maru will be carefully inspected and details forwarded.

Alek Selden.

In the next room Gutchlug could hear the voice of Cleves at the telephone, but he merely shrugged his heavy shoulders in contempt. For he had other things to do beside eavesdropping.

Also, for the last hour — in fact, ever since Sanangs departure — something had been happening to him — something that happens to a Hassani only once in a lifetime. And now this unique thing had happened to him — to him, Gutchlug Khan — to him before whose Khiounnou ancestors eighty-one thousand nations had bowed the knee.

It had come to him at last, this dread thing, unheralded, totally unexpected, a few minutes after Sanang had departed.

And he suddenly knew he was going to die.

And, when, presently, he comprehended it, he bent his grizzled head and listened seriously. And, after a little silence, he heard his soul bidding him farewell.

So the chatter of white men at a telephone in the next apartment had no longer any significance for him. Whether or not they had been spying on him; whether they were plotting, made no difference to him now.

He tested his knifes edge with his thumb and listened gravely to his soul bidding him farewell.

But, for a Yezidee, there was still a little detail to attend to before his soul departed; — two matters to regulate. One was to select his shroud. The other was to cut the white throat of this young snow-leopardess called Keuke Mongol, the Yezidee temple girl.

And he could steal down to her bedroom and finish that matter in five minutes.

But first he must choose his shroud, as is the custom of the Yezidee.

That office, however, was quickly accomplished in a country where fine white sheets of linen are to be found on every hotel bed.

So, on his way to the door, his naked knife in his right hand, he paused to fumble under the bed-covers and draw out a white linen sheet.

Something hurt his hand like a needle. He moved it, felt the thing squirm under his fingers and pierce his palm again and again. With a shriek, he tore the bedclothes from the bed.

A little yellow snake lay coiled there.

He got as far as the telephone, but could not use it. And there he fell heavily, shaking the room and dragging the instrument down with him.



There was some excitement. Cleves and Selden in their bathrobes went in to look at the body. The hotel physician diagnosed it as heart-trouble. Or, possibly, poison. Some gazed significantly at the naked knife still clutched in the dead mans hands.

Around the wrist of the other hand was twisted a pliable gold bracelet representing a little snake. It had real emeralds for eyes.

It had not been there when Gutchlug died.

But nobody except Sanang could know that. And later when Sanang came back and found Gutchlug very dead on the bed and a policeman sitting outside, he offered no information concerning the new bracelet shaped like a snake with real emeralds for eyes, which adorned the dead mans left wrist.

Toward evening, however, after an autopsy had confirmed the house physicians diagnosis that heart-disease had finished Gutchlug, Sanang mustered enough courage to go to the desk in the lobby and send up his card to Miss Norne.



It appeared, however, that Miss Norne had left for Chicago about noon.




CHAPTER III

GREY MAGIC
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TO VICTOR CLEVES came the following telegram in code:

Washington April 14th, 1919.

Investigation ordered by the State Department as the result of frequent mention in despatches of Chinese troops operating with the Russian Bolsheviki forces has disclosed that the Bolsheviki are actually raising a Chinese division of 30,000 men recruited in Central Asia. This division has been guilty of the greatest cruelties. A strange rumour prevails among the Allied forces at Archangel that this Chinese division is led by Yezidee and Hassani officers belonging to the sect of devil-worshipers and that they employ black arts and magic in battle.

From information so far gathered by the several branches of the United States Secret Service operating throughout the world, it appears possible that the various revolutionary forces of disorder, in Europe and Asia, which now are violently threatening the peace and security, of all established civilisation on earth, may have had a common origin. This origin, it is now suspected, may date back to a very remote epoch; the wide-spread forces of violence and merciless destruction may have had their beginning among some ancient and predatory race whose existence was maintained solely by robbery and murder.

Anarchists, terrorists, Bolshevists, Reds of all shades and degrees, are now believed to represent in modern times what perhaps once was a tribe of Assassins — a sect whose religion was founded upon a common predilection for crimes of violence.

On this theory then, for the present, the United States Government will proceed with this investigation of Bolshevism; and the Secret Service will continue to pay particular attention to all Orientals in the United States and other countries. You personally are formally instructed to keep in touch with XLY-371 (Alek Selden) and ZB-303 (James Benton), and to employ every possible means to become friendly with the girl Tressa Norne, win her confidence, and, if possible, enlist her actively in the Government Service as your particular aid and comrade.

It is equally important that the movements of the Oriental, called Sanang, be carefully observed in order to discover the identity and whereabouts of his companions. However, until further instructions he is not to be taken into custody. M. H. 2479.

(Signed) (John Recklow.)

The long despatch from John Recklow made Clevess duty plain enough.

For months, now, Selden and Benton had been watching Tressa Norne. And they had learned practically nothing about her.

And now the girl had come within Clevess sphere of operation. She had been in New York for two weeks. Telegrams from Benton in Chicago, and from Selden in Buffalo, had prepared him for her arrival.

He had his men watching her boarding-house on West Twenty-eighth Street, men to follow her, men to keep their eyes on her at the theatre, where every evening, at 10:45, her entr acte was staged. He knew where to get her. But he, himself, had been on the watch for the man Sanang; and had failed to find the slightest trace of him in New York, although warned that he had arrived.

So, for that evening, he left the hunt for Sanang to others, put on his evening clothes, and dined with fashionable friends at the Patroons Club, who never for an instant suspected that young Victor Cleves was in the Service of the United States Government. About half-past nine he strolled around to the theatre, desiring to miss as much as possible of the popular show without being too late to see the curious little entr acte in which this girl, Tressa Norne, appeared alone.

He had secured an aisle seat near the stage at an outrageous price; the main show was still thundering and fizzing and glittering as he entered the theatre; so he stood in the rear behind the orchestra until the descending curtain extinguished the outrageous glare and din.

Then he went down the aisle, and as he seated himself Tressa Norne stepped from the wings and stood before the lowered curtain facing an expectant but oddly undemonstrative audience.

The girl worked rapidly, seriously, and in silence. She seemed a mere child there behind the footlights, not more than sixteen anyway — her winsome eyes and wistful lips unspoiled by the worlds wisdom.

Yet once or twice the mouth drooped for a second and the winning eyes darkened to a remoter blue — the brooding iris hue of far horizons.

She wore the characteristic tabard of stiff golden tissue and the gold pagoda-shaped headpiece of a Yezidee temple girl. Her flat, slipper-shaped foot-gear was of stiff gold, too, and curled upward at the toes.

All this accentuated her apparent youth. For in face and throat no firmer contours had as yet modified the soft fullness of immaturity; her limbs were boyish and frail, and her bosom more undecided still, so that the embroidered breadth of gold fell flat and straight from her chest to a few inches above the ankles.

She seemed to have no stock of paraphernalia with which to aid the performance; no assistant, no orchestral diversion, nor did she serve herself with any magicians patter. She did her work close to the footlights.

Behind her loomed a black curtain; the strip of stage in front was bare even of carpet; the orchestra remained mute.

But when she needed anything — a little table, for example — well, it was suddenly there where she required it — a tripod, for instance, evidently fitted to hold the big iridescent bubble of glass in which swarmed little tropical fishes — and which arrived neatly from nowhere. She merely placed her hands before her as though ready to support something weighty which she expected and — suddenly, the huge crystal bubble was visible, resting between her hands. And when she tired of holding it, she set it upon the empty air and let go of it; and instead of crashing to the stage with its finny rainbow swarm of swimmers, out of thin air appeared a tripod to support it.

Applause followed, not very enthusiastic, for the sort of audience which sustains the shows of which her performance was merely an entr acte is an audience responsive only to the obvious.

Nobody ever before had seen that sort of magic in America. People scarcely knew whether or not they quite liked it. The lightning of innovation stupefies the dull; ignorance is always suspicious of innovation — always afraid to put itself on record until its mind is made up by somebody else.

So in this typical New York audience approbation was cautious, but every fascinated eye remained focused on this young girl who continued to do incredible things, which seemed to resemble putting something over on them; a thing which no uneducated American conglomeration ever quite forgives.

The girls silence, too, perplexed them; they were accustomed to gabble, to noise, to jazz, vocal and instrumental, to that incessant metropolitan clamour which fills every second with sound in a city whose only distinction is its din. Stage, press, art, letters, social existence unless noisy mean nothing in Gotham; reticence, leisure, repose are the three lost arts. The megaphone is the citys symbol; its chiefest crime, silence.

The girl having finished with the big glass bubble full of tiny fish, picked it up and tossed it aside. For a moment it apparently floated there in space like a soap-bubble. Changing rainbow tints waxed and waned on the surface, growing deeper and more gorgeous until the floating globe glowed scarlet, then suddenly burst into flame and vanished. And only a strange, sweet perfume lingered in the air.

But she gave her perplexed audience no time to wonder; she had seated herself on the stage and was already swiftly busy unfolding a white veil with which she presently covered herself, draping it over her like a tent.

The veil seemed to be translucent; she was apparently visible seated beneath it. But the veil turned into smoke, rising into the air in a thin white cloud; and there, where she had been seated, was a statue of white stone the image of herself! — in all the frail springtide of early adolescence — a white statue, cold, opaque, exquisite in its sculptured immobility.

There came, the next moment, a sound of distant thunder; flashes lighted the blank curtain; and suddenly a vein of lightning and a sharper peal shattered the statue to fragments.

There they lay, broken bits of her own sculptured body, glistening in a heap behind the footlights. Then each fragment began to shimmer with a rosy internal light of its own, until the pile of broken marble glowed like living coals under thickening and reddening vapours. And, presently, dimly perceptible, there she was in the flesh again, seated in the fiery centre of the conflagration, stretching her arms luxuriously, yawning, seemingly awakening from refreshing slumber, her eyes unclosing to rest with a sort of confused apology upon her astounded audience.

As she rose to her feet nothing except herself remained on the stage — no débris, not a shred of smoke, not a spark.

She came down, then, across an inclined plank into the orchestra among the audience.

In the aisle seat nearest her sat Victor Cleves. His business was to be there that evening. But she didnt know that, knew nothing about him — had never before set eyes on him.

At her gesture of invitation he made a cup of both his hands. Into these she poured a double handful of unset diamonds — or what appeared to be diamonds — pressed her own hands above his for a second — and the diamonds in his palms had become pearls.

These were passed around to people in the vicinity, and finally returned to Mr. Cleves, who, at her request, covered the heap of pearls with both his hands, hiding them entirely from view.

At her nod he uncovered them. The pearls had become emeralds. Again, while he held them, and without even touching him, she changed them into rubies. Then she turned away from him, apparently forgetting that he still held the gems, and he sat very still, one cupped hand over the other, while she poured silver coins into a womans gloved hands, turned them into gold coins, then flung each coin into the air, where it changed to a living, fragrant rose and fell among the audience.

Presently she seemed to remember Cleve, came back down the aisle, and under his close and intent gaze drew from his cupped hands, one by one, a score of brilliant little living birds, which continually flew about her and finally perched, twittering, on her golden headdress — a rainbow-crest of living jewels.

As she drew the last warm, breathing little feathered miracle from Clevess hands and released it, he said rapidly under his breath: I want a word with you later. Where?

She let her clear eyes rest on him for a moment, then with a shrug so slight that it was perceptible, perhaps, only to him, she moved on along the inclined way, stepped daintily over the footlights, caught fire, apparently, nodded to a badly rattled audience, and sauntered off, burning from head to foot.

What applause there was became merged in a dissonant instrumental outburst from the orchestra; the great god Jazz resumed direction, the mindless audience breathed freely again as the curtain rose upon a familiar, yelling turbulence, including all that Gotham really understands and cares for — legs and noise.

Victor Cleves glanced up at the stage, then continued to study the name of the girl on the programme. It was featured in rather pathetic solitude under Entr acte. And he read further: During the entr acte Miss Tressa Norne will entertain you with several phases of Black Magic. This strange knowledge was acquired by Miss Norne from the Yezidees, among which almost unknown people still remain descendants of that notorious and formidable historic personage known in the twelfth century as The Old Man of the Mountain — or The Old Man of Mount Alamout.

The pleasant profession of this historic individual was assassination; and some historians now believe that genuine occult power played a part in his dreadful record — a record which terminated only when the infantry of Genghis Khan took Mount Alamout by storm and hanged the Old Man of the Mountain and burned his body under a boulder of You-Stone.

For Miss Nornes performance there appears to be no plausible, practical or scientific explanation.

During her performance the curtain will remain lowered for fifteen minutes and will then rise on the last act of You Betcha Life.

The noisy show continued while Cleves, paying it scant attention, brooded over the programme. And ever his keen, grey eyes reverted to her name, Tressa Norne.

Then, for a little while, he settled back and let his absent gaze wander over the galloping battalions of painted girls and the slapstick principals whose perpetual motion evoked screams of approbation from the audience amid the din of the great god Jazz.

He had an aisle seat; he disturbed nobody when he went out and around to the stage door.

The aged man on duty took his card, called a boy and sent it off. The boy returned with the card, saying that Miss Norne had already dressed and departed.

Cleves tipped him and then tipped the doorman heavily.

Where does she live? he asked.

Say, said the old man, I dunno, and thats straight. But them ladies mostly goes up to the roof for a look in at the Moonlight Masque and a dance afterward. Was you ever up there?

Yes.

Seen the new show?

No.

Well, gwan up while you can get a table. And I bet the little girl will be somewheres around.

The little girl was somewheres around. He secured a table, turned and looked about at the vast cabaret into which only a few people had yet filtered, and saw her at a distance in the carpeted corridor buying violets from one of the flower-girls.

A waiter placed a reserve card on his table; he continued on around the outer edge of the auditorium.

Miss Norne had already seated herself at a small table in the rear, and a waiter was serving her with iced orange juice and little French cakes.

When the waiter returned Cleves went up and took off his hat.

May I talk with you for a moment, Miss Norne? he said.

The girl looked up, the wheat-straw still between her scarlet lips. Then, apparently recognising in him the young man in the audience who had spoken to her, she resumed her business of imbibing orange juice.

The girl seemed even frailer and younger in her hat and street gown. A silver-fox stole hung from her shoulders; a gold bag lay on the table under the bunch of violets.

She paid no attention whatever to him. Presently her wheat-straw buckled, and she selected a better one.

He said: Theres something rather serious Id like to speak to you about if youll let me. Im not the sort you evidently suppose. Im not trying to annoy you.

At that she looked around and upward once more.

Very, very young, but already spoiled, he thought, for the dark-blue eyes were coolly appraising him, and the droop of the mouth had become almost sullen. Besides, traces of paint still remained to incarnadine lip and cheek and there was a hint of hardness in the youthful plumpness of the features.

Are you a professional? she asked without curiosity.

A theatrical man? No.

Then if you havent anything to offer me, what is it you wish?

I have a job to offer if you care for it and if you are up to it, he said.

Her eyes became slightly hostile:

What kind of job do you mean?

I want to learn something about you first. Will you come over to my table and talk it over?

No.

What sort do you suppose me to be? he inquired, amused.

The usual sort, I suppose.

You mean a Johnny?

Yes — of sorts.

She let her insolent eyes sweep him once more, from head to foot.

He was a well-built young man and in his evening dress he had that something about him which placed him very definitely where he really belonged.

Would you mind looking at my card? he asked.

He drew it out and laid it beside her, and without stirring she scanned it sideways.

Thats my name and address, he continued. Im not contemplating mischief. Ive enough excitement in life without seeking adventure. Besides, Im not the sort who goes about annoying women.

She glanced up at him again:

You are annoying me!

Im sorry. I was quite honest. Good-night.

He took his congé with unhurried amiability; had already turned away when she said:

Please ... what do you desire to say to me? He came back to her table:

I couldnt tell you until I know a little more about you.

What — do you wish to know?

Several things. I could scarcely ask you — go over such matters with you — standing here.

There was a pause; the girl juggled with the straw on the table for a few moments, then, partly turning, she summoned a waiter, paid him, adjusted her stole, picked up her gold bag and her violets and stood up. Then she turned to Cleves and gave him a direct look, which had in it the impersonal and searching gaze of a child.

When they were seated at the table reserved for him the place already was filling rapidly — backwash from the theatres slopped through every aisle — people not yet surfeited with noise, not yet sufficiently sodden by their worship of the great god Jazz.

Jazz, said Cleves, glancing across his dinner-card at Tressa Norne— whats the meaning of the word? Do you happen to know?

Doesnt it come from the French jaser?

He smiled. Possibly. Im rather hungry. Are you?

Yes.

Will you indicate your preferences?

She studied her card, and presently he gave the order.

Id like some champagne, she said, unless you think its too expensive.

He smiled at that, too, and gave the order.

I didnt suggest any wine because you seem so young, he said.

How old do I seem?

Sixteen perhaps.

I am twenty-one.

Then youve had no troubles.

I dont know what you call trouble, she remarked, indifferently, watching the arriving throngs.

The orchestra, too, had taken its place.

Well, she said, now that youve picked me up, what do you really want of me? There was no mitigating smile to soften what she said. She dropped her elbows on the table, rested her chin between her palms and looked at him with the same searching, undisturbed expression that is so disconcerting in children. As he made no reply: May I have a cocktail? she inquired.

He gave the order. And his mind registered pessimism. There is nothing doing with this girl, he thought. Shes already on the toboggan. But he said aloud: That was beautiful work you did down in the theatre, Miss Norne.

Did you think so?

Of course. It was astounding work.

Thank you. But managers and audiences differ with you.

Then they are very stupid, he said.

Possibly. But that does not help me pay my board.

Do you mean you have trouble in securing theatrical engagements?

Yes, I am through here to-night, and theres nothing else in view, so far.

Thats incredible! he exclaimed.

She lifted her glass, slowly drained it.

For a few moments she caressed the stem of the empty glass, her gaze remote.

Yes, its that way, she said. From the beginning I felt that my audiences were not in sympathy with me. Sometimes it even amounts to hostility. Americans do not like what I do, even if it holds their attention. I dont quite understand why they dont like it, but Im always conscious they dont. And of course that settles it — to-night has settled the whole thing, once and for all.

What are you going to do?

What others do, I presume.

What do others do? he inquired, watching the lovely sullen eyes.

Oh, they do what Im doing now, dont they? — let some man pick them up and feed them. She lifted her indifferent eyes. Im not criticising you. I meant to do it some day — when I had courage. Thats why I just asked you if I might have some champagne — finding myself a little scared at my first step.... But you did say you might have a job for me. Didnt you?

Suppose I havent. What are you going to do?

The curtain was rising. She nodded toward the bespangled chorus. Probably that sort of thing. Theyve asked me.

Supper was served. They both were hungry and thirsty; the music made conversation difficult, so they supped in silence and watched the imbecile show conceived by vulgarians, produced by vulgarians and served up to mental degenerates of the same species — the average metropolitan audience.

For ten minutes a pair of comedians fell up and down a flight of steps, and the audience shrieked approval.

Miss Norne?

The girl who had been watching the show turned in her chair and looked back at him.

Your magic is by far the most wonderful I have ever seen or heard of. Even in India such things are not done.

No, not in India, she said, indifferently.

Where then?

In China.

You learned to do such things there?

Yes.

Where, in China, did you learn such amazing magic?

In Yian.

I never heard of it. Is it a province?

A city.

And you lived there?

Fourteen years.

When?

From 1904 to 1918.

During the great war, he remarked, you were in China?

Yes.

Then you arrived here very recently.

In November, from the Coast.

I see. You played the theatres from the Coast eastward.

And went to pieces in New York, she added calmly, finishing her glass of champagne.

Have you any family? he asked.

No.

Do you care to say anything further? he inquired, pleasantly.

About my family? Yes, if you wish. My father was in the spice trade in Yian. The Yezidees took Yian in 1910, threw him into a well in his own compound and filled it up with dead imperial troops. I was thirteen years old.... The Hassani did that. They held Yian nearly eight years, and I lived with my mother, in a garden pagoda, until 1914. In January of that year Germans got through from Kiaou-Chou. They had been six months on the way. I think they were Hassanis. Anyway, they persuaded the Hassanis to massacre every English-speaking prisoner. And so — my mother died in the garden pagoda of Yian.... I was not told for four years.

Why did they spare you? he asked, astonished at her story so quietly told, so utterly destitute of emotion.

I was seventeen. A certain person had placed me among the temple girls in the temple of Erlik. It pleased this person to make of me a Mongol temple girl as a mockery at Christ. They gave me the name Keuke Mongol. I asked to serve the shrine of Kwann-an — she being like to our Madonna. But this person gave me the choice between the halberds of the Tchortchas and the sorcery of Erlik.

She lifted her sombre eyes. So I learned how to do the things you saw. But — what I did there on the stage is not — respectable.

An odd shiver passed over him. For a second he took her literally, suddenly convinced that her magic was not white but black as the demon at whose shrine she had learned it. Then he smiled and asked her pleasantly, whether indeed she employed hypnosis in her miraculous exhibitions.

But her eyes became more sombre still, and, I dont care to talk about it, she said. I have already said too much.

Im sorry. I didnt mean to pry into professional secrets — —

I cant talk about it, she repeated. ... Please — my glass is quite empty.

When he had refilled it:

How did you get away from Yian? he asked.

The Japanese.

What luck!

Yes. One battle was fought at Buldak. The Hassanis and Blue Flags were terribly cut up. Then, outside the walls of Yian, Prince Sanangs Tchortcha infantry made a stand. He was there with his Yezidee horsemen, all in leather and silk armour with casques and corselets of black Indian steel.

I could see them from the temple — saw the Japanese gunners open fire. The Tchortchas were blown to shreds in the blast of the Japanese guns.... Sanang got away with some of his Yezidee horsemen.

Where was that battle?

I told you, outside the walls of Yian.

The newspapers never mentioned any such trouble in China, he said, suspiciously.

Nobody knows about it except the Germans and the Japanese.

Who is this Sanang? he demanded.

A Yezidee-Mongol. He is one of the Sheiks-el-Djebel — a servant of The Old Man of Mount Alamout.

What is he?

A sorcerer — assassin.

What! exclaimed Cleves incredulously.

Why, yes, she said, calmly. Have you never heard of The Old Man of Mount Alamout?

Well, yes — —

The succession has been unbroken since 1090 B.C.A Hassan Sabbah is still the present Old Man of the Mountain. His Yezidees worship Erlik. They are sorcerers. But you would not believe that.

Cleves said with a smile, Who is Erlik?

The Mongols Satan.

Oh! So these Yezidees are devil-worshipers!

They are more. They are actually devils.

You dont really believe that even in unexplored China there exists such a creature as a real sorcerer, do you? he inquired, smilingly.

I dont wish to talk of it.

To his surprise her face had flushed, and he thought her sensitive mouth quivered a little.

He watched her in silence for a moment; then, leaning a little way across the table:

Where are you going when the show here closes?

To my boarding-house.

And then?

To bed, she said, sullenly.

And to-morrow what do you mean to do?

Go out to the agencies and ask for work.

And if there is none?

The chorus, she said, indifferently.

What salary have you been getting?

She told him.

Will you take three times that amount and work with me?




CHAPTER IV

BODY AND SOUL

[image: img662.jpg]

THE GIRLS DIRECT gaze met his with that merciless searching intentness he already knew.

What do you wish me to do?

Enter the service of the United States.

Wh-what?

Work for the Government.

She was too taken aback to answer.

Where were you born? he demanded abruptly.

In Albany, New York, she replied in a dazed way.

You are loyal to your country?

Yes — certainly.

You would not betray her?

No.

I dont mean for money; I mean from fear.

After a moment, and, avoiding his gaze: I am afraid of death, she said very simply.

He waited.

I — I dont know what I might do — being afraid, she added in a troubled voice. I desire to — live.

He still waited.

She lifted her eyes: Id try not to betray my country, she murmured.

Try to face death for your countrys honour?

Yes.

And for your own?

Yes; and for my own.

He leaned nearer: Yet youre taking a chance on your own honour to-night.

She blushed brightly: I didnt think I was taking a very great chance with you.

He said: You have found life too hard. And when you faced failure in New York you began to let go of life — real life, I mean. And you came up here to-night wondering whether you had courage to let yourself go. When I spoke to you it scared you. You found you hadnt the courage. But perhaps to-morrow you might find it — or next week — if sufficiently scared by hunger — you might venture to take the first step along the path that you say others usually take sooner or later.

The girl flushed scarlet, sat looking at him out of eyes grown dark with anger.

He said: You told me an untruth. You have been tempted to betray your country. You have resisted. You have been threatened with death. You have had courage to defy threats and temptations where your countrys honour was concerned!

How do you know? she demanded.

He continued, ignoring the question: From the time you landed in San Francisco you have been threatened. You tried to earn a living by your magicians tricks, but in city after city, as you came East, your uneasiness grew into fear, and your fear into terror, because every day more terribly confirmed your belief that people were following you determined either to use you to their own purposes or to murder you — —

The girl turned quite white and half rose in her chair, then sank back, staring at him out of dilated eyes. Then Cleves smiled: So youve got the nerve to do Government work, he said, and youve got the intelligence, and the knowledge, and something else — I dont know exactly what to call it — Skill? Dexterity? Sorcery? he smiled— I mean your professional ability. Thats what I want — that bewildering dexterity of yours, to help your own country in the fight of its life. Will you enlist for service?

W-what fight? she asked faintly.

The fight with the Red Spectre.

Anarchy?

Yes.... Are you ready to leave this place? I want to talk to you.

Where?

In my own rooms.

After a moment she rose.

Ill go to your rooms with you, she said. She added very calmly that she was glad it was to be his rooms and not some other mans.

Out of countenance, he demanded what she meant, and she said quite candidly that shed made up her mind to live at any cost, and that if she couldnt make an honest living shed make a living anyway.

He offered no reply to this until they had reached the street and he had called a taxi.

On their way to his apartment he re-opened the subject rather bluntly, remarking that life was not worth living at the price she had mentioned.

That is the accepted Christian theory, she replied coolly, but circumstances alter things.

Not such things.

Oh, yes, they do. If one is already damned, what difference does anything else make?

He asked, sarcastically, whether she considered herself already damned.

She did not reply for a few moments, then she said, in a quick, breathless way, that souls have been entrapped through ignorance of evil. And asked him if he did not believe it.

No, he said, I dont.

She shook her head. You couldnt understand, she said. But Ive made up my mind to one thing; even if my soul has perished, my body shall not die for a long, long time. I mean to live, she added. I shall not let my body be slain! They shall not steal life from me, whatever they have done to my soul — —

What in heavens name are you talking about? he exclaimed. Do you actually believe in soul-snatchers and life-stealers?

She seemed sullen, her profile turned to him, her eyes on the brilliantly lighted avenue up which they were speeding. After a while: Id rather live decently and respectably if I can, she said. That is the natural desire of any girl, I suppose. But if I cant, nevertheless I shall beat off death at any cost. And whatever the price of life is, I shall pay it. Because I am absolutely determined to go on living. And if I cant provide the means Ill have to let some man do it, I suppose.

Its a good thing it was I who found you when you were out of a job, he remarked coldly.

I hope so, she said. Even in the beginning I didnt really believe you meant to be impertinent — a tragic smile touched her lips— and I was almost sorry — —

Are you quite crazy? he demanded.

No, my mind is untouched. Its my soul thats gone.... Do you know I was very hungry when you spoke to me? The management wouldnt advance anything, and my last money went for my room.... Last Monday I had three dollars to face the future — and no job. I spent the last of it to-night on violets, orange juice and cakes. My furs and my gold bag remain. I can go two months more on them. Then its a job or —— . She shrugged and buried her nose in her violets.

Suppose I advance you a months salary? he said.

What am I to do for it?

The taxi stopped at a florists on the corner of Madison Avenue and 58th Street. Overhead were apartments. There was no elevator — merely the street door to unlock and four dim flights of stairs rising steeply to the top.

He lived on the top floor. As they paused before his door in the dim corridor:

Are you afraid? he asked.

She came nearer, laid a hand on his arm:

Are you afraid?

He stood silent, the latch-key in his hand.

Im not afraid of myself — if that is what you mean, he said.

That is partly what I mean ... youll have to mount guard over your soul.

Ill look out for my soul, he retorted dryly.

Do so. I lost mine. I — I would not wish any harm to yours through our companionship.

Dont you worry about my soul, he remarked, fitting the key to the lock. But again her hand fell on his wrist:

Wait. I cant — cant help warning you. Neither your soul nor your body are safe if — if you ever do make of me a companion. Ive got to tell you this!

What are you talking about? he demanded bluntly.

Because you have been courteous — considerate — and you dont know — oh, you dont realise what spiritual peril is! — What your soul and body have to fear if you — if you win me over — if you ever manage to make of me a friend!

He said: People follow and threaten you. We know that. I understand also that association with you involves me, and that I shall no doubt be menaced with bodily harm.

He laid his hand on hers where it still rested on his sleeves:

But thats my business, Miss Norne, he added with a smile. So, otherwise, it being merely a plain business affair between you and me, I think I may also venture my immortal soul alone with you in my room.

The girl flushed darkly.

You have misunderstood, she said.

He looked at her coolly, intently; and arrived at no conclusion. Young, very lovely, confessedly without moral principle, he still could not believe her actually depraved. What did you mean? he said bluntly.

In companionship with the lost, one might lose ones way — unawares.... Do you know that there is an Evil loose in the world which is bent upon conquest by obtaining control of mens minds?

No, he replied, amused.

And that, through the capture of mens minds and souls the destruction of civilisation is being planned?

Is that what you learned in your captivity, Miss Norne?

You do not believe me.

I believe your terrible experiences in China have shaken you to your tragic little soul. Horror and grief and loneliness have left scars on tender, impressionable youth. They would have slain maturity — broken it, crushed it. But youth is flexible, pliable, and bends — gives way under pressure. Scars become slowly effaced. It shall be so with you. You will learn to understand that nothing really can harm the soul.

For a few moments silence they stood facing each other on the dim landing outside his locked door.

Nothing can slay our souls, he repeated in a grave voice. I do not believe you really ever have done anything to wound even your self-respect. I do not believe you are capable of it, or ever have been, or ever will be. But somebody has deeply wounded you, spiritually, and has wounded your mind to persuade you that your soul is no longer in Gods keeping. For that is a lie!

He saw her features working with poignant emotions as though struggling to believe him.

Souls are never lost, he said. Ungoverned passions of every sort merely cripple them for a space. God always heals them in the end.

He laid his hand on the door-knob once more and lifted the latch-key.

Dont! she whispered, catching his hand again, if there should be somebody in there waiting for us!

There is not a soul in my rooms. My servant sleeps out.

There is somebody there! she said, trembling.

Nobody, Miss Norne. Will you come in with me?

I dont dare — —

Why?

You and I alone together — no! oh, please — please! I am afraid!

Of what?

Of — giving you — my c-confidence — and trust — and — and f-friendship.

I want you to.

I must not! It would destroy us both, soul and body!

I tell you, he said, impatiently, that there is no destruction of the soul — and its a clean comradeship anyway — a fighting friendship I ask of you — all I ask; all I offer! Wherein, then, lies this peril in being alone together?

Because I am finding it in my heart to believe in you, trust you, hold fast to your strength and protection. And if I give way — yield — and if I make you a promise — and if there is anybody in that room to see us and hear us — then we shall be destroyed, both of us, soul and body — —

He took her hands, held them until their trembling ceased.

Ill answer for our bodies. Let God look after the rest. Will you trust Him?

She nodded.

And me?

Yes.

But her face blanched as he turned the latch-key, switched on the electric light, and preceded her into the room beyond.

The place was one of those accentless, typical bachelor apartments made comfortable for anything masculine, but quite unlivable otherwise.

Live coals still glowed in the hob grate; he placed a lump of cannel coal on the embers, used a bellows vigorously and the flame caught with a greasy crackle.

The girl stood motionless until he pulled up an easy chair for her, then he found another for himself. She let slip her furs, folded her hands around the bunch of violets and waited.

Now, he said, Ill come to the point. In 1916 I was at Plattsburg, expecting a commission. The Department of Justice sent for me. I went to Washington where I was made to understand that I had been selected to serve my country in what is vaguely known as the Secret Service — and which includes government agents attached to several departments.

The great war is over; but I am still retained in the service. Because something more sinister than a hun victory over civilisation threatens this Republic. And threatens the civilised world.

Anarchy, she said.

Bolshevism.

She did not stir in her chair.

She had become very white. She said nothing. He looked at her with his quiet, reassuring smile.

Thats what I want of you, he repeated.

I want your help, he went on, I want your valuable knowledge of the Orient. I want whatever secret information you possess. I want your rather amazing gifts, your unprecedented experience among almost unknown people, your familiarity with occult things, your astounding powers — whatever they are — hypnotic, psychic, material.

Because, to-day, civilisation is engaged in a secret battle for existence against gathering powers of violence, the force and limit of which are still unguessed.

It is a battle between righteousness and evil, between sanity and insanity, light and darkness, God and Satan! And if civilisation does not win, then the world perishes.

She raised her still eyes to his, but made no other movement.

Miss Norne, he said, we in the International Service know enough about you to desire to know more.

We already knew the story you have told to me. Agents in the International Secret Service kept in touch with you from the time that the Japanese escorted you out of China.

From the day you landed, and all across the Continent to New York, you have been kept in view by agents of this government.

Here, in New York, my men have kept in touch with you. And now, to-night, the moment has come for a personal understanding between you and me.

The girls pale lips moved — became stiffly articulate: I — I wish to live, she stammered, I fear death.

I know it. I know what I ask when I ask your help.

She said in the ghost of a voice: If I turn against them — they will kill me.

Theyll try, he said quietly.

They will not fail, Mr. Cleves.

That is in Gods hands.

She became deathly white at that.

No, she burst out in an agonised voice, it is not in Gods hands! If it were, I should not be afraid! It is in the hands of those who stole my soul!

She covered her face with both arms, fairly writhing on her chair.

If the Yezidees have actually made you believe any such nonsense — he began; but she dropped her arms and stared at him out of terrible blue eyes:

I dont want to die, I tell you! I am afraid! — afraid! If I reveal to you what I know theyll kill me. If I turn against them and aid you, theyll slay my body, and send it after my soul!

She was trembling so violently that he sprang up and went to her. After a moment he passed one arm around her shoulders and held her firmly, close to him.

Come, he said, do your duty. Those who enlist under the banner of Christ have nothing to dread in this world or the next.

If — if I could believe I were safe there.

I tell you that you are. So is every human soul! What mad nonsense have the Yezidees made you believe? Is there any surer salvation for the soul than to die in Christs service?

He slipped his arm from her quivering shoulders and grasped both her hands, crushing them as though to steady every fibre in her tortured body.

I want you to live. I want to live, too. But I tell you its in Gods hands, and we soldiers of civilisation have nothing to fear except failure to do our duty. Now, then, are we comrades under the United States Government?

O God — I — dare not!

Are we?

Perhaps she felt the physical pain of his crushing grip for she turned and looked him in the eyes.

I dont want to die, she whispered. Dont make me!

Will you help your country?

The terrible directness of her childs gaze became almost unendurable to him.

Will you offer your country your soul and body? he insisted in a low, tense voice.

Her stiff lips formed a word.

Yes! he exclaimed.

Yes.

For a moment she rested against his shoulder, deathly white, then in a flash she had straightened, was on her feet in one bound and so swiftly that he scarcely followed her movement — was unaware that she had risen until he saw her standing there with a pistol glittering in her hand, her eyes fixed on the portières that hung across the corridor leading to his bedroom.

What on earth, he began, but she interrupted him, keeping her gaze focused on the curtains, and the pistol resting level on her hip.

Ill answer you if I die for it! she cried. Ill tell you everything I know! You wish to learn what is this monstrous evil that threatens the world with destruction — what you call anarchy and Bolshevism? It is an Evil that was born before Christ came! It is an Evil which not only destroys cities and empires and men but which is more terrible still for it obtains control of the human mind, and uses it at will; and it obtains sovereignty over the soul, and makes it prisoner. Its aim is to dominate first, then to destroy. It was conceived in the beginning by Erlik and by Sorcerers and devils.... Always, from the first, there have been sorcerers and living devils.

And when human history began to be remembered and chronicled, devils were living who worshiped Erlik and practised sorcery.

They have been called by many names. A thousand years before Christ Hassan Sabbah founded his sect called Hassanis or Assassins. The Yezidees are of them. Their Chief is still called Sabbah; their creed is the annihilation of civilisation!

Cleves had risen. The girl spoke in a clear, accentless monotone, not looking at him, her eyes and pistol centred on the motionless curtains.

Look out! she cried sharply.

What is the matter? he demanded. Do you suppose anybody is hidden behind that curtain in the passageway?

If there is, she replied in her excited but distinct voice, here is a tale to entertain him:

The Hassanis are a sect of assassins which has spread out of Asia all over the world, and they are determined upon the annihilation of everything and everybody in it except themselves!

In Germany is a branch of the sect. The hun is the lineal descendant of the ancient Yezidee; the gods of the hun are the old demons under other names; the desire and object of the hun is the same desire — to rule the minds and bodies and souls of men and use them to their own purposes!

She lifted her pistol a little, came a pace forward:

Anarchist, Yezidee, Hassani, Boche, Bolshevik — all are the same — all are secretly swarming in the hidden places for the same purpose!

The girls blue eyes were aflame, now, and the pistol was lifting slowly in her hand to a deadly level.

Sanang! she cried in a terrible voice.

Sanang! she cried again in her terrifying young voice— Toad! Tortoise egg! Spittle of Erlik! May the Thirty Thousand Calamities overtake you! Sheik-el-Djebel! — cowardly Khan whom I laughed at from the temple when it rained yellow snakes on the marble steps when all the gongs in Yian sounded in your frightened ears!

She waited.

What! You wont step out? Tokhta! she exclaimed in a ringing tone, and made a swift motion with her left hand. Apparently out of her empty open palm, like a missile hurled, a thin, blinding beam of light struck the curtains, making them suddenly transparent.

A man stood there.

He came out, moving very slowly as though partly stupefied. He wore evening dress under his overcoat, and had a long knife in his right hand.

Nobody spoke.

So — I really was to die then, if I came here, said the girl in a wondering way.

Sanangs stealthy gaze rested on her, stole toward Cleves. He moistened his lips with his tongue. You deliver me to this government agent? he asked hoarsely.

I deliver nobody by treachery. You may go, Sanang.

He hesitated, a graceful, faultless, metropolitan figure in top-hat and evening attire. Then, as he started to move, Cleves covered him with his weapon.

I cant let that man go free! cried Cleves angrily.

Very well! she retorted in a passionate voice— then take him if you are able! Tokhta! Look out for yourself!

Something swift as lightning struck the pistol from his grasp, — blinded him, half stunned him, set him reeling in a drenching blaze of light that blotted out all else.

He heard the door slam; he stumbled, caught at the back of a chair while his senses and sight were clearing.

By heavens! he whispered with ashen lips, you — you are a sorceress — or something. What — what, are you doing to me?

There was no answer. And when his vision cleared a little more he saw her crouched on the floor, her head against the locked door, listening, perhaps — or sobbing — he scarcely understood which until the quiver of her shoulders made it plainer.

When at last Cleves went to her and bent over and touched her she looked up at him out of wet eyes, and her grief-drawn mouth quivered.

I — I dont know, she sobbed, if he truly stole away my soul — there — there in the temple dusk of Yian. But he — he stole my heart — for all his wickedness — Sanang, Prince of the Yezidees — and I have been fighting him for it all these years — all these long years — fighting for what he stole in the temple dusk!... And now — now I have it back — my heart — all broken to pieces — here on the floor behind your — your bolted door.




CHAPTER V

THE ASSASSINS
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ON THE WALL hung a map of Mongolia, that indefinite region a million and a half square miles in area, vast sections of which have never been explored.

Turkestan and China border it on the south, and Tibet almost touches it, not quite.

Even in the twelfth century, when the wild Mongols broke loose and nearly overran the world, the Tibet infantry under Genghis, the Tchortcha horsemen drafted out of Black China, and a great cloud of Mongol cavalry under the Prince of the Vanguard commanding half a hundred Hezars, never penetrated that grisly and unknown waste. The Eight Towers of the Assassins guarded it — still guard it, possibly.

The vice-regent of Erlik, Prince of Darkness, dwelt within this unknown land. And dwells there still, perhaps.

In front of this wall-map stood Tressa Norne.

Behind her, facing the map, four men were seated — three of them under thirty.

These three were volunteers in the service of the United States Government — men of independent means, of position, who had volunteered for military duty at the outbreak of the great war. However, they had been assigned by the Government to a very different sort of duty no less exciting than service on the fighting line, but far less conspicuous, for they had been drafted into the United States Department of Justice.

The names of these three were Victor Cleves, a professor of ornithology at Harvard University before the war; Alexander Selden, junior partner in the banking firm of Milwyn, Selden, and Co., and James Benton, a New York architect.

The fourth mans name was John Recklow. He might have been over fifty, or under. He was well-built, in a square, athletic way, clear-skinned and ruddy, grey-eyed, quiet in voice and manner. His hair and moustache had turned silvery. He had been employed by the Government for many years. He seemed to be enormously interested in what Miss Norne was saying.

Also he was the only man who interrupted her narrative to ask questions. And his questions revealed a knowledge which was making the girl more sensitive and uneasy every moment.

Finally, when she spoke of the Scarlet Desert, he asked if the Scarlet Lake were there and if the Xin was still supposed to inhabit its vermilion depths. And at that she turned and looked at him, her forefinger still resting on the map.

Where have you ever heard of the Scarlet Lake and the Xin? she asked as though frightened.

Recklow said quietly that as a boy he had served under Gordon and Sir Robert.

If, as a boy, you served under Chinese Gordon, you already know much of what I have told you, Mr. Recklow. Is it not true? she demanded nervously.

That makes no difference, he replied with a smile. It is all very new to these three young gentlemen. And as for myself, I am checking up what you say and comparing it with what I heard many, many years ago when my comrade Barres and I were in Yian.

Did you really know Sir Robert Hart?

Yes.

Then why do you not explain to these gentlemen?

Dear child, he interrupted gently, what did Chinese Gordon or Sir Robert Hart, or even my comrade Barres, or I myself know about occult Asia in comparison to what you know? — a girl who has actually served the mysteries of Erlik for four amazing years!

She paled a trifle, came slowly across the room to where Recklow was seated, laid a timid hand on his sleeve.

Do you believe there are sorcerers in Asia? she asked with that child-like directness which her wonderful blue eyes corroborated.

Recklow remained silent.

Because, she went on, if, in your heart, you do not believe this to be an accursed fact, then what I have to say will mean nothing to any of you.

Recklow touched his short, silvery moustache, hesitating. Then:

The worship of Erlik is devil worship, he said. Also I am entirely prepared to believe that there are, among the Yezidees, adepts who employ scientific weapons against civilisation — who have probably obtained a rather terrifying knowledge of psychic laws which they use scientifically, and which to ordinary, God-fearing folk appear to be the black magic of sorcerers.

Cleves said: The employment by the huns of poison gases and long-range cannon is a parallel case. Before the war we could not believe in the possibility of a cannon that threw shells a distance of seventy miles.

The girl still addressed herself to Recklow: Then you do not believe there are real sorcerers in Asia, Mr. Recklow?

Not sorcerers with supernatural powers for evil. Only degenerate human beings who, somehow, have managed to tap invisible psychic currents, and have learned how to use terrific forces about which, so far, we know practically nothing.

She spoke again in the same uneasy voice: Then you do not believe that either God or Satan is involved?

No, he replied smilingly, and you must not so believe.

Nor the — the destruction of human souls, she persisted; you do not believe it is being accomplished to-day?

Not in the slightest, dear young lady, he said cheerfully.

Do you not believe that to have been instructed in such unlawful knowledge is damning? Do you not believe that ability to employ unknown forces is forbidden of God, and that to disobey His law means death to the soul?

No!

That it is the price one pays to Satan for occult power over peoples minds? she insisted.

Hypnotic suggestion is not one of the cardinal sins, explained Recklow, still smiling— unless wickedly employed. The Yezidee priesthood is a band of so-called sorcerers only because of their wicked employment of whatever hypnotic and psychic knowledge they may have obtained.

There was nothing intrinsically wicked in the huns discovery of phosgene. But the use they made of it made devils out of them. My ability to manufacture phosgene gas is no crime. But if I manufacture it and use it to poison innocent human beings, then, in that sense, I am, perhaps, a sort of modern sorcerer.

Tressa Norne turned paler:

I had better tell you that I have used — forbidden knowledge — which the Yezidees taught me in the temple of Erlik.

Used it how? demanded Cleves.

To — to earn a living.... And once or twice to defend myself.

There was the slightest scepticism in Recklows bland smile. You did quite right, Miss Norne.

She had become very white now. She stood beside Recklow, her back toward the suspended map, and looked in a scared sort of way from one to the other of the men seated before her, turning finally to Cleves, and coming toward him.

I — I once killed a man, she said with a catch in her breath.

Cleves reddened with astonishment. Why did you do that? he asked.

He was already on his way to kill me in bed.

You were perfectly right, remarked Recklow coolly.

I dont know ... I was in bed.... And then, on the edge of sleep, I felt his mind groping to get hold of mine — feeling about in the darkness to get hold of my brain and seize it and paralyse it.

All colour had left her face. Cleves gripped the arm of his chair and watched her intently.

I — I had only a moments mental freedom, she went on in a ghost of a voice. I was just able to rouse myself, fight off those murderous brain-fingers — let loose a clear mental ray.... And then, O God! I saw him in his room with his Kalmuck knife — saw him already on his way to murder me — Gutchlug Khan, the Yezidee — looking about in his bedroom for a shroud.... And when — when he reached for the bed to draw forth a fine, white sheet for the shroud without which no Yezidee dares journey deathward — then — then I became frightened.... And I killed him — I slew him there in his hotel bedroom on the floor above mine!

Selden moistened his lips: That Oriental, Gutchlug, died from heart-failure in a San Francisco hotel, he said. I was there at the time.

He died by the fangs of a little yellow snake, whispered the girl.

There was no snake in his room, retorted Cleves.

And no wound on his body, added Selden. I attended the autopsy.

She said, faintly: There was no snake, and no wound, as you say.... Yet Gutchlug died of both there in his bedroom.... And before he died he heard his soul bidding him farewell; and he saw the death-adder coiled in the sheet he clutched — saw the thing strike him again and again — saw and felt the tiny wounds on his left hand; felt the fangs pricking deep, deep into the veins; died of it there within the minute — died of the swiftest poison known. And yet — —

She turned her dead-white face to Cleves— And yet there was no snake there!... And never had been.... And so I — I ask you, gentlemen, if souls do not die when minds learn to fight death with death — and deal it so swiftly, so silently, while ones body lies, unstirring on a bed — in a locked room on the floor below — —

She swayed a little, put out one hand rather blindly.

Recklow rose and passed a muscular arm around her; Cleves, beside her, held her left hand, crushing it, without intention, until she opened her eyes with a cry of pain.

Are you all right? asked Recklow bluntly.

Yes. She turned and looked at Cleves and he caressed her bruised hand as though dazed.

Tell me, she said to Cleves— you who know — know more about my mind than anybody living — — a painful colour surged into her face — but she went on steadily, forcing herself to meet his gaze: tell me, Mr. Cleves — do you still believe that nothing can really destroy my soul? And that it shall yet win through to safety?

He said: Your soul is in Gods keeping, and always shall be.... And if the Yezidees have made you believe otherwise, they lie.

Recklow added in a slow, perplexed way: I have no personal knowledge of psychic power. I am not psychic, not susceptible. But if you actually possess such ability, Miss Norne, and if you have employed such knowledge to defend your life, then you have done absolutely right.

No guilt touches you, added Selden with an involuntary shiver, if by hypnosis or psychic ability you really did put an end to that would-be murderer, Gutchlug.

Selden said: If Gutchlug died by the fangs of a yellow death-adder which existed only in his own mind, and if you actually had anything to do with it you acted purely in self-defence.

You did your full duty, added Benton— but — good God! — it seems incredible to me, that such power can actually be available in the world!

Recklow spoke again in his pleasant, undisturbed voice: Go back to the map, Miss Norne, and tell us a little more about this rather terrifying thing which you believe menaces the civilised world with destruction.

Tressa Norne laid a slim finger on the map. Her voice had become steady. She said:

The devil-worship, of which one of the modern developments is Bolshevism, and another the terrorism of the hun, began in Asia long before Christs advent: At least so it was taught us in the temple of Erlik.

It has always existed, its aim always has been the annihilation of good and the elevation of evil; the subjection of right by might, and the worldwide triumph of wrong.

Perhaps it is as old as the first battle between God and Satan. I have wondered about it, sometimes. There in the dusk of the temple when the Eight Assassins came — the eight Sheiks-el-Djebel, all in white — chanting the Yakase of Sabbah — always that dirge when they came and spread their eight white shrouds on the temple steps — —

Her voice caught; she waited to recover her composure. Then went on:

The ambition of Genghis was to conquer the world by force of arms. It was merely of physical subjection that he dreamed. But the Slayer of Souls — —

Who? asked Recklow sharply.

The Slayer of Souls — Erliks vice-regent on earth — Hassan Sabbah. The Old Man of the Mountain. It is of him I am speaking, exclaimed Tressa Norne — with quiet resolution. Genghis sought only physical conquest of man; the Yezidees ambition is more awful, for he is attempting to surprise and seize the very minds of men!

There was a dead silence. Tressa looked palely upon the four.

The Yezidees — who you tell me are not sorcerers — are using power — which you tell me is not magic accursed by God — to waylay, capture, enslave, and destroy the minds and souls of mankind.

It may be that what they employ is hypnotic ability and psychic power and can be, some day, explained on a scientific basis when we learn more about the occult laws which govern these phenomena.

But could anything render the threat less awful? For there have existed for centuries — perhaps always — a sect of Satanists determined upon the destruction of everything that is pure and holy and good on earth; and they are resolved to substitute for righteousness the dreadful reign of hell.

In the beginning there were comparatively few of these human demons. Gradually, through the eras, they have increased. In the twelfth century there were fifty thousand of the Sect of Assassins.

Beside the castle of the Slayer of Souls on Mount Alamout — — she laid her finger on the map— eight other towers were erected for the Eight Chief Assassins, called Sheiks-el-Djebel.

In the temple we were taught where these eight towers stood. She picked up a pencil, and on eight blank spaces of unexplored and unmapped Mongolia she made eight crosses. Then she turned to the men behind her.

It was taught to us in the temple that from these eight foci of infection the disease of evil has been spreading throughout the world; from these eight towers have gone forth every year the emissaries of evil — perverted missionaries — to spread the poisonous propaganda, to teach it, to tamper stealthily with the minds of men, dominate them, pervert them, instruct them in the creed of the Assassin of Souls.

All over the world are people, already contaminated, whose minds are already enslaved and poisoned, and who are infecting the still healthy brains of others — stealthily possessing themselves of the minds of mankind — teaching them evil, inviting them to mock the precepts of Christ.

Of such lost minds are the degraded brains of the Germans — the pastors and philosophers who teach that might is right.

Of such crippled minds are the Bolsheviki, poisoned long, long ago by close contact with Asia which, before that, had infected and enslaved the minds of the ruling classes with ferocious philosophy.

Of such minds are all anarchists of every shade and stripe — all terrorists, all disciples of violence, — the murderously envious, the slothful slinking brotherhood which prowls through the world taking every opportunity to set it afire; those mentally dulled by reason of excesses; those weak intellects become unsound through futile gabble, — parlour socialists, amateur revolutionists, theoretical incapables excited by discussion fit only for healthy minds.

She left the map and came over to where the four men were seated terribly intent upon her every word.

In the temple of Erlik, where my girlhood was passed after the murder of my parents, I learned what I am repeating to you, she said.

I learned this, also, that the Eight Towers still exist — still stand to-day, — at least theoretically — and that from the Eight Towers pours forth across the world a stream of poison.

I was told that, to every country, eight Yezidees were allotted — eight sorcerers — or adepts in scientific psychology if you prefer it — whose mission is to teach the gospel of hell and gradually but surely to win the minds of men to the service of the Slayer of Souls.

That is what was taught us in the temple. We were educated in the development of occult powers — for it seems all human beings possess this psychic power latent within them — only few, even when instructed, acquire any ability to control and use this force....

I — I learned — rapidly. I even thought, sometimes, that the Yezidees were beginning to be a little afraid of me, — even the Hassani priests.... And the Sheiks-el-Djebel, spreading their shrouds on the temple steps, looked at me with unquiet eyes, where I stood like a corpse amid the incense clouds — —

She passed her fingers over her eyelids, then framed her face between both hands for a moments thought lost in tragic retrospection.

Kai! she whispered dreamily as though to herself— what Erlik awoke within my body that was asleep, God knows, but it was as though a twin comrade arose within me and looked out through my eyes upon a world which never before had been visible.

Utter silence reigned in the room: Clevess breathing seemed almost painful to him so intently was he listening and watching this girl; Bentons hands whitened with his grip on the chair-arms; Selden, tense, absorbed, kept his keen gaze of a business man fastened on her face. Recklow slowly caressed the cold bowl of his pipe with both thumbs.

Tressa Nornes strange and remote eyes subtly altered, and she lifted her head and looked calmly at the men before her.

I think that there is nothing more for me to add, she said. The Red Spectre of Anarchy, called Bolshevism at present, threatens our country. Our Government is now awake to this menace and the Secret Service is moving everywhere.

Great damage already has been done to the minds of many people in this Republic; poison has spread; is spreading. The Eight Towers still stand. The Eight Assassins are in America.

But these eight Assassins know me to be their enemy.... They will surely attempt to kill me.... I dont believe I can avoid — death — very long.... But I want to serve my country and — and mankind.

Theyll have to get me first, said Cleves, bluntly. I shall not permit you out of my sight.

Recklow said in a musing voice: And these eight gentlemen, who are very likely to hurt us, also, are the first people we ought to hunt.

To get them, added Selden, we ought to choke the stream at its source.

To find out who they are is what is going to worry us, added Benton. Cleves had stood holding a chair for Tressa Norne. Finally she noticed it and seated herself as though tired.

Is Sanang one of these eight? he asked her. The girl turned and looked up at him, and he saw the flush mounting in her face.

Sometimes, she said steadily, I have almost believed he was Erliks own vice-regent on earth — the Slayer of Souls himself.



Benton and Selden had gone. Recklow left a little later. Cleves accompanied him out to the landing.

Are you going to keep Miss Norne here with you for the present? inquired the older man.

Yes. I dare not let her out of my sight, Recklow. What else can I do?

I dont know. Is she prepared for the consequences?

Gossip? Slander?

Of course.

I can get a housekeeper.

That only makes it look worse.

Cleves reddened. Well, do you want to find her in some hotel or apartment with her throat cut?

No, replied Recklow, gently, I do not.

Then what else is there to do but keep her here in my own apartment and never let her out of my sight until we can find and lock up the eight gentlemen who are undoubtedly bent on murdering her?

Isnt there some woman in the Service who could help out? I could mention several.

I tell you I cant trust Tressa Norne to anybody except myself, insisted Cleves. I got her into this; I am responsible if she is murdered; I dare not entrust her safety to anybody else. And, Recklow, its a ghastly responsibility for a man to induce a young girl to face death, even in the service of her country.

If she remains here alone with you shell face social destruction, remarked Recklow.

Cleves was silent for a moment, then he burst out: Well, what am I to do? What is there left for me to do except to watch over her and see her through this devilish business? What other way have I to protect her, Recklow?

You could offer her the protection of your name, suggested the other, carelessly.

What? You mean — marry her?

Well, nobody else would be inclined to, Cleves, if it ever becomes known she has lived here quite alone with you.

Cleves stared at the elder man.

This is nonsense, he said in a harsh voice. That young girl doesnt want to marry anybody. Neither do I. She doesnt wish to have her throat cut, thats all. And Im determined she shant.

There are stealthier assassins, Cleves, — the slayers of reputations. It goes badly with their victim. It does indeed.

Well, hang it, what do you think I ought to do?

I think you ought to marry her if youre going to keep her here.

Suppose she doesnt mind the unconventionality of it?

All women mind. No woman, at heart, is unconventional, Cleves.

She — she seems to agree with me that she ought to stay here.... Besides, she has no money, no relatives, no friends in America — —

All the more tragic. If you really believe it to be your duty to keep her here where you can look after her bodily safety, then the other obligation is still heavier. And there may come a day when Miss Norne will wish that you had been less conscientious concerning the safety of her pretty throat.... For the knife of the Yezidee is swifter and less cruel than the tongue that slays with a smile.... And this young girl has many years to live, after this business of Bolshevism is dead and forgotten in our Republic.

Recklow!

Yes?

You think I might dare try to find a room somewhere else for her and let her take her chances? Do you?

Its your affair.

I know — hang it! I know its my affair. Ive unintentionally made it so. But cant you tell me what I ought to do?

I cant.

What would you do?

Dont ask me, returned Recklow, sharply. If youre not man enough to come to a decision you may turn her over to me.

Cleves flushed brightly. Do you think you are old enough to take my job and avoid scandal?

Recklows cold eyes rested on him: If you like, he said, Ill assume your various kinds of personal responsibility toward Miss Norne.

Cleves visage burned. Ill shoulder my own burdens, he retorted.

Sure. I knew you would. And Recklow smiled and held out his hand. Cleves took it without cordiality. Standing so, Recklow, still smiling, said: What a rotten deal that child has had — is having. Her father and mother were fine people. Did you ever hear of Dr. Norne?

She mentioned him once.

They were up-State people of most excellent antecedents and no money.

Dr. Norne was our Vice-Consul at Yarkand in the province of Sin Kiang. All he had was his salary, and he lost that and his post when the administration changed. Then he went into the spice trade.

Some Jew syndicate here sent him up the Yarkand River to see what could be done about jade and gold concessions. He was on that business when the tragedy happened. The Kalmuks and Khirghiz were responsible, under Yezidee instigation. And there you are: — and here is his child, Cleves — back, by some miracle, from that flowering hell called Yian, believing in her heart that she really lost her soul there in the temple. And now, here in her own native land, she is exposed to actual and hourly danger of assassination.... Poor kid!... Did you ever hear of a rottener deal, Cleves?

Their hands had remained clasped while Recklow was speaking. He spoke again, clearly, amiably:

To lay down ones life for a friend is fine. Im not sure that its finer to offer ones honour in behalf of a girl whose honour is at stake.

After a moment Clevess grip tightened.

All right, he said.

Recklow went downstairs.




CHAPTER VI

IN BATTLE
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CLEVES WENT BACK into the apartment; he noticed that Miss Nornes door was ajar.

To get to his own room he had to pass that way; and he saw her, seated before the mirror, partly undressed, her dark, lustrous hair being combed out and twisted up for the night.

Whether this carelessness was born of innocence or of indifference mattered little; he suddenly realised that these conditions wouldnt do. And his first feeling was of anger.

If youll put on your robe and slippers, he said in an unpleasant voice, Id like to talk to you for a few moments.

She turned her head on its charming neck and looked around and up at him over one naked shoulder.

Shall I come into your room? she inquired.

No!... when youve got some clothes on, call me.

Im quite ready now, she said calmly, and drew the Chinese slippers over her bare feet and passed a silken loop over the silver bell buttons on her right shoulder. Then, undisturbed, she continued to twist up her hair, following his movements in the mirror with unconcerned blue eyes.

He entered and seated himself, the impatient expression still creasing his forehead and altering his rather agreeable features.

Miss Norne, he said, youre absolutely convinced that these people mean to do you harm. Isnt that true?

Of course, she said simply.

Then, until we get them, youre running a serious risk. In fact, you live in hourly peril. That is your belief, isnt it?

She put the last peg into her thick, curly hair, lowered her arms, turned, dropped one knee over the other, and let her candid gaze rest on him in silence.

What I mean to explain, he said coldly, is that as long as I induced you to go into this affair Im responsible for you. If I let you out of my sight here in New York and if anything happens to you, Ill be as guilty as the dirty beast who takes your life. What is your opinion? Its up to me to stand by you now, isnt it?

I had rather be near you — for a while, she said timidly.

Certainly. But, Miss Norne, our living here together, in my apartment — or living together anywhere else — is never going to be understood by other people. You know that, dont you?

After a silence, still looking at him out of clear unembarrassed eyes:

I know.... But ... I dont want to die.

I told you, he said sharply, theyll have to kill me first. So thats all right. But how about what I am doing to your reputation?

I understand.

I suppose you do. Youre very young. Once out of this blooming mess, you will have all your life before you. But if I kill your reputation for you while saving your body from death, youll find no happiness in living. Do you realise that?

Yes.

Well, then? Have you any solution for this problem that confronts you?

No.

Havent you any idea to suggest?

I dont — dont want to die, she repeated in an unsteady voice.

He bit his lip; and after a moments scowling silence under the merciless scrutiny of her eyes: Then you had better marry me, he said.

It was some time before she spoke. For a second or two he sustained the searching quality of her gaze, but it became unendurable.

Presently she said: I dont ask it of you. I can shoulder my own burdens. And he remembered what he had just said to Recklow.

Youve shouldered more than your share, he blurted out. You are deliberately risking death to serve your country. I enlisted you. The least I can do is to say my affections are not engaged; so naturally the idea of — of marrying anybody never entered my head.

Then you do not care for anybody else?

Her candour amazed and disconcerted him.

No. He looked at her, curiously. Do you care for anybody in that way?

A light blush tinted her face. She said gravely: If we really are going to marry each other I had better tell you that I did care for Prince Sanang.

What! he cried, astounded.

It seems incredible, doesnt it? Yet it is quite true. I fought him; I fought myself; I stood guard over my mind and senses there in the temple; I knew what he was and I detested him and I mocked him there in the temple.... And I loved him.

Sanang! he repeated, not only amazed but also oddly incensed at the naïve confession.

Yes, Sanang.... If we are to marry, I thought I ought to tell you. Dont you think so?

Certainly, he replied in an absent-minded way, his mind still grasping at the thing. Then, looking up: Do you still care for this fellow?

She shook her head.

Are you perfectly sure, Miss Norne?

As sure as that I am alive when I awake from a nightmare. My hatred for Sanang is very bitter, she added frankly, and yet somehow it is not my wish to see him harmed.

You still care for him a little?

Oh, no. But — cant you understand that it is not in me to wish him harm?... No girl feels that way — once having cared. To become indifferent to a familiar thing is perhaps natural; but to desire to harm it is not in my character.

You have plenty of character, he said, staring; at her.

You dont think so. Do you?

Why not?

Because of what I said to you on the roof-garden that night. It was shameful, wasnt it?

You behaved like many a thoroughbred, he returned bluntly; you were scared, bewildered, ready to bolt to any shelter offered.

Its quite true I didnt know what to do to keep alive. And that was all that interested me — to keep on living — having lost my soul and being afraid to die and find myself in hell with Erlik.

He said: Isnt that absurd notion out of your head yet?

I dont know ... I cant suddenly believe myself safe after all those years. It is not easy to root out what was planted in childhood and what grew to be part of one during the tender and formative period.... You cant understand, Mr. Cleves — you cant ever feel or visualise what became my daily life in a region which was half paradise and half hell — —

She bent her head and took her face between her fingers, and sat so, brooding.

After a little while: Well, he said, theres only one way to manage this affair — if you are willing, Miss Norne.

She merely lifted her eyes.

I think, he said, theres only that one way out of it. But you understand — he turned pink— it will be quite all right — your liberty — privacy — I shant bother you — annoy — —

She merely looked at him.

After this Bolshevistic flurry is settled — in a year or two — or three — then you can very easily get your freedom; and youll have all life before you ... he rose:  — and a jolly good friend in me — a good comrade, Miss Norne. And that means you can count on me when you go into business — or whatever you decide to do.

She also had risen, standing slim and calm in her exquisite Chinese robe, the sleeves of which covered her finger tips.

Are you going to marry me? she asked.

If youll let me.

Yes — I will ... its so generous and considerate of you. I — I dont ask it; I really dont — —

But I do.

 — And I never dreamed of such a thing.

He forced a smile. Nor I. Its rather a crazy thing to do. But I know of no saner alternative.... So we had better get our license to-morrow.... And that settles it.

He turned to go; and, on her threshold, his feet caught in something on the floor and he stumbled, trying to free his feet from a roll of soft white cloth lying there on the carpet. And when he picked it up, it unrolled, and a knife fell out of the folds of cloth and struck his foot.

Still perplexed, not comprehending, he stooped to recover the knife. Then, straightening up, he found himself looking into the colourless face of Tressa Norne.

Whats all this? he asked— this sheet and knife here on the floor outside your door?

She answered with difficulty: They have sent you your shroud, I think.

Are not those things yours? Were they not already here in your baggage? he demanded incredulously. Then, realising that they had not been there on the door-sill when he entered her room a few moments since, a rough chill passed over him — the icy caress of fear.

Where did that thing come from? he said hoarsely. How could it get here when my door is locked and bolted? Unless theres somebody hidden here!

Hot anger suddenly flooded him; he drew his pistol and sprang into the passageway.

What the devil is all this! he repeated furiously, flinging open his bedroom door and switching on the light.

He searched his room in a rage, went on and searched the dining-room, smoking-room, and kitchen, and every clothes-press and closet, always aware of Tressas presence close behind him. And when there remained no tiniest nook or cranny in the place unsearched, he stood in the centre of the carpet glaring at the locked and bolted door.

He heard her say under her breath: This is going to be a sleepless night. And a dangerous one. And, turning to stare at her, saw no fear in her face, only excitement.

He still held clutched in his left hand the sheet and the knife. Now he thrust these toward her.

Whats this damned foolery, anyway? he demanded harshly. She took the knife with a slight shudder. There is something engraved on the silver hilt, she said.

He bent over her shoulder.

Eighur, she added calmly, not Arabic. The Mongols had no written characters of their own.

She bent closer, studying the inscription. After a moment, still studying the Eighur characters, she rested her left hand on his shoulder — an impulsive, unstudied movement that might have meant either confidence or protection.

Look, she said, it is not addressed to you after all, but to a symbol — a series of numbers, 53-6-26.

That is my designation in the Federal Service, he said, sharply.

Oh! she nodded slowly. Then this is what is written in the Mongol-Yezidee dialect, traced out in Eighur characters: To 53-6-26! By one of the Eight Assassins the Slayer of Souls sends this shroud and this knife from Mount Alamout. Such a blade shall divide your heart. This sheet is for your corpse.

After a grim silence he flung the soft white cloth on the floor.

Theres no use my pretending Im not surprised and worried, he said; I dont know how that cloth got here. Do you?

It was sent.

How?

She shook her head and gave him a grave, confused look.

There are ways. You could not understand.... This is going to be a sleepless night for us.

You can go to bed, Tressa. Ill sit up and read and keep an eye on that door.

I cant let you remain alone here. Im afraid to do that.

He gave a laugh, not quite pleasant, as he suddenly comprehended that the girl now considered their rôles to be reversed.

Are you planning to sit up in order to protect me? he asked, grimly amused.

Do you mind?

Why, you blessed little thing, I can take care of myself. How funny of you, when I am trying to plan how best to look out for you!

But her face remained pale and concerned, and she rested her left hand more firmly on his shoulder.

I wish to remain awake with you, she said. Because I myself dont fully understand this — she looked at the knife in her palm, then down at the shroud. It is going to be a strange night for us, she sighed. Let us sit together here on the lounge where I can face that bolted door. And if you are willing, I am going to turn out the lights — — She suddenly bent forward and switched them off— because I must keep my mind on guard.

Why do you do that? he asked, you cant see the door, now.

Let me help you in my own way, she whispered. I — I am very deeply disturbed, and very, very angry. I do not understand this new menace. Yezidee that I am, I do not understand what kind of danger threatens you through your loyalty to me.

She drew him forward, and he opened his mouth to remonstrate, to laugh; but as he turned, his foot touched the shroud, and an uncontrollable shiver passed over him.

They went close together, across the dim room to the lounge, and seated themselves. Enough light from Madison Avenue made objects in the room barely discernible.



Sounds from the street below became rarer as the hours wore away. The iron jar of trams, the rattle of vehicles, the harsh warning of taxicabs broke the stillness at longer and longer intervals, until, save only for that immense and ceaseless vibration of the monstrous iron city under the foggy stars, scarcely a sound stirred the silence.

The half-hour had struck long ago on the bell of the little clock. Now the clear bell sounded three times.

Cleves stirred on the lounge beside Tressa. Again and again he had thought that she was asleep for her head had fallen back against the cushions, and she lay very still. But always, when he leaned nearer to peer down at her, he saw her eyes open, and fixed intently upon the bolted door.

His pistol, which still rested on his knee, was pointed across the room, toward the door. Once he reminded her in a whisper that she was unarmed and that it might be as well for her to go and get her pistol. But she murmured that she was sufficiently equipped; and, in spite of himself, he shivered as he glanced down at her frail and empty hands.

It was some time between three and half-past, he judged, when a sudden movement of the girl brought him upright on his seat, quivering with excitement.

Mr. Cleves!

Yes?

The Sorcerers!

Where? Outside the door?

Oh, my God, she murmured, they are after my mind again! Their fingers are groping to seize my brain and get possession of it!

What! he stammered, horrified.

Here — in the dark, she whispered— and I feel their fingers caressing me — searching — moving stealthily to surprise and grasp my thoughts.... I know what they are doing.... I am resisting.... I am fighting — fighting!

She sat bolt upright with clenched hands at her breast, her face palely aglow in the dimness as though illumined by some vivid inward light — or, as he thought — from the azure blaze in her wide-open eyes.

Is — is this what you call — what you believe to be magic? he asked unsteadily. Is there some hostile psychic influence threatening you?

Yes. Im resisting. Im fighting — fighting. They shall not trap me. They shall not harm you!... I know how to defend myself and you!... And you!

Suddenly she flung her left arm around his neck and the delicate clenched hand brushed his cheek.

They shall not have you, she breathed. I am fighting. I am holding my own. There are eight of them — eight Assassins! My mind is in battle with theirs — fiercely in battle.... I hold my own! I am armed and waiting!

With a convulsive movement she drew his head closer to her shoulder. Eight of them! she whispered,— trying to entrap and seize my brain. But my thoughts are free! My mind is defending you — you, here in my arms!

After a breathless silence: Look out! she whispered with terrible energy; they are after your mind at last. Fix your thoughts on me! Keep your mind clear of their net! Dont let their ghostly fingers touch it. Look at me! She drew him closer. Look at me! Believe in me! I can resist. I can defend you. Does your head feel confused?

Yes — numb.

Dont sleep! Dont close your eyes! Keep them open and look at me!

I can scarcely see you — —

You must see me!

My eyes are heavy, he said drowsily. I cant see you, Tressa — —

Wake! Look at me! Keep your mind clear. Oh, I beg you — I beg you! Theyre after our minds and souls, I tell you! Oh, believe in me, she beseeched him in an agonised whisper— Cant you believe in me for a moment, — as if you loved me!

His heavy lids lifted and he tried to look at her.

Can you see me? Can you?

He muttered something in a confused voice.

Victor!

At the sound of his own name, he opened his eyes again and tried to straighten up, but his pistol fell to the carpet.

Victor! she gasped, clear your mind in the name of God!

I can not — —

I tell you hell is opening beyond that door! — outside your bolted door, there! Cant you believe me! Cant you hear me! Oh, what will hold you if the love of God can not! she burst out. Id crucify myself for you if youd look at me — if youd only fight hard enough to believe in me — as though you loved me!

His eyes unclosed but he sank back against her shoulder.

Victor! she cried in a terrible voice.

There was no answer.

If the love of God could only hold you for a moment more! — she stammered with her mouth against his ear, just for a moment, Victor! Cant you hear me?

Yes — very far away.

Fight for me! Try to care for me! Dont let Sanang have me!

He shuddered in her arms, reached out and resting heavily on her shoulder, staggered to his feet and stood swaying like a drunken man.

No, by God, he said thickly, Sanang shall not touch you.

The girl was on her feet now, holding him upright with an arm around his shoulders.

They cant — cant harm us together, she stammered. Hark! Listen! Can you hear? Oh, can you hear?

Give me my pistol, he tried to say, but his tongue seemed twisted. No — by God — Sanang shall not touch you.

She stooped lithely and recovered the weapon. Hush, she said close to his burning face. Listen. Our minds are safe! I can hear somebodys soul bidding its body farewell!

White-lipped she burst out laughing, kicked the shroud out of the way, thrust the pistol into his right hand, went forward, forcing him along beside her, and drew the bolts from the door.

Suddenly he spoke distinctly:

Is there anything outside that door on the landing?

Yes.... I dont know what. Are you ready? She laid her hand on lock and knob.

He nodded. At the same instant she jerked open the door; and a hunchback who had been picking at the lock fell headlong into the room, his pistol exploding on the carpet in a streak of fire.

It was a horrible struggle to secure the powerful misshapen creature, for he clawed and squealed and bounced about on the floor, striking blindly with ape-like arms. But at last Cleves held him down, throttled and twitching, and Tressa ripped strips from the shroud to truss up the writhing thing.

Then Cleves switched on the light.

Why — why — you rat! he exclaimed in hysterical relief at seeing a living man whom he recognised there at his feet. What are you doing here?

The hunchbacks red eyes blazed up at him from the floor.

Who — who is he? faltered the girl.

Hes a German tailor named Albert Feke — one of the Chicago Bolsheviki — the most dangerous sort we harbour — one of their vile leaders who preaches that might is right and tells his disciples to go ahead and take what they want.

He looked down at the malignant cripple.

Youre wanted for the I. W. W. bomb murder, Albert. Did you know it?

The hunchback licked his bloody lips. Then he kicked himself to a sitting position, squatted there like a toad and looked steadily at Tressa Norne out of small red-rimmed eyes. Blood dripped on his beard; his huge hairy fists, tied and crossed behind his back, made odd, spasmodic movements.

Cleves went to the telephone. Presently Tressa heard his voice, calm and distinct as usual:

Weve caught Albert Feke. Hes here at my rooms. Id like to have you come over, Recklow.... Oh, yes, he kicked and scuffled and scratched like a cat.... What?... No, I hadnt heard that hed been in China.... Who?... Albert Feke? You say he was one of the Germans who escaped from Shantung four years ago?... You think hes a Yezidee! You mean one of the Eight Assassins?

The hunchback, staring at Tressa out of red-rimmed eyes, suddenly snarled and lurched his misshapen body at her.

Teufelstuck! he screamed, aint I tell efferybody in Yian already it iss safer if we cut your throat! Devil-slut of Erlik — snow-leopardess! — cat of the Yezidees who has made of Sanang a fool! — it iss I who haf said always, always, that you know too damn much!... Kai!... I hear my soul bidding me farewell. Gif me my shroud!

Cleves came back from the telephone. With the toe of his left foot he lifted the shroud and kicked it across the hunchbacks knees.

So you were one of the huns who instigated the massacre in Yian, he said, curiously. At that Tressa turned very white and a cry escaped her.

But the hunchbacks features were all twisted into ferocious laughter, and he beat on the carpet with the heels of his great splay feet.

Ja! Ja! he shrieked, in Yian it vas a goot hunting! English and Yankee men und vimmens ve haff dropped into dose deep wells down. Py Gott in Himmel, how dey schream up out of dose deep wells in Yian! He began to cackle and shriek in his frenzy. Ach Gott ja! It iss not you either — you there, Keuke Mongol, who shall escape from the Sheiks-el-Djebel! It iss dot Old Man of the Mountain who shall tell your soul it iss time to say farewell! Ja! Ja! Ach Gott! — it iss my only regret that I shall not see the world when it is all afire! Ja! Ja! — all on fire like hell! But you shall see it, slut-leopard of the snows! You shall see it und you shall burn! Kai! Kai! My soul it iss bidding my body farewell. Kai! May Erlik curse you, Keuke Mongol — Heavenly Azure — Sorceress of the temple!—

He spat at her and rolled over in his shroud.

The girl looking down on him closed her eyes for a moment, and Cleves saw her bloodless lips move, and bent nearer, listening. And he heard her whispering to herself:

Preserve us all, O God, from the wrath of Satan who was stoned.




CHAPTER VII

THE BRIDAL
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OVER THE UNITED States stretched an unseen network of secret intrigue woven tirelessly night and day by the busy enemies of civilisation — Reds, parlour-socialists, enemy-aliens, terrorists, Bolsheviki, pseudo-intellectuals, I. W. W.s, social faddists, and amateur meddlers of every nuance — all the various varieties of the vicious, witless, and mentally unhinged — brought together through the cohesive power of plunder and the degeneration of cranial tissue.

All over the United States the various departmental divisions of the Secret Service were busily following up these threads of intrigue leading everywhere through the obscurity of this vast and secret maze.

To meet the constantly increasing danger of physical violence and to uncover secret plots threatening sabotage and revolution, there were capable agents in every branch of the Secret Service, both Federal and State.

But in the first months of 1919 something more terrifying than physical violence suddenly threatened civilised America, — a wild, grotesque, incredible threat of a war on human minds!

And, little by little, the United States Government became convinced that this ghastly menace was no dream of a disordered imagination, but that it was real: that among the enemies of civilisation there actually existed a few powerful but perverted minds capable of wielding psychic forces as terrific weapons: that by the sinister use of psychic knowledge controlling these mighty forces the very minds of mankind could be stealthily approached, seized, controlled and turned upon civilisation to aid in the worlds destruction.

In terrible alarm the Government turned to England for advice. But Sir William Crookes was dead.

However, in England, Sir Conan Doyle immediately took up the matter, and in America Professor Hyslop was called into consultation.

And then, when the Government was beginning to realise what this awful menace meant, and that there were actually in the United States possibly half a dozen people who already had begun to carry on a diabolical warfare by means of psychic power, for the purpose of enslaving and controlling the very minds of men, — then, in the terrible moment of discovery, a young girl landed in America after fourteen years absence in Asia.

And this was the amazing girl that Victor Cleves had just married, at Recklows suggestion, and in the line of professional duty, — and moral duty, perhaps.

It had been a brief, matter-of-fact ceremony. John Recklow, of the Secret Service, was there; also Benton and Selden of the same service.

The brides lips were unresponsive; cold as the touch of the grooms unsteady hand.

She looked down at her new ring in a blank sort of way, gave her hand listlessly to Recklow and to the others in turn, whispered a timidly comprehensive Thank you, and walked away beside Cleves as though dazed.

There was a taxicab waiting. Tressa entered. Recklow came out and spoke to Cleves in a low voice.

Dont worry, replied Cleves dryly. Thats why I married her.

Where are you going now? inquired Recklow.

Back to my apartment.

Why dont you take her away for a month?

Cleves flushed with annoyance: This is no occasion for a wedding trip. You understand that, Recklow.

I understand. But we ought to give her a breathing space. Shes had nothing but trouble. Shes worn out.

Cleves hesitated: I can guard her better in the apartment. Isnt it safer to go back there, where your people are always watching the street and house day and night?

In a way it might be safer, perhaps. But that girl is nearly exhausted. And her value to us is unlimited. She may be the vital factor in this fight with anarchy. Her weapon is her mind. And its got to have a chance to rest.

Cleves, with one hand on the cab door, looked around impatiently.

Do you, also, conclude that the psychic factor is actually part of this damned problem of Bolshevism?

Recklows cool eyes measured him: Do you?

My God, Recklow, I dont know — after what my own eyes have seen.

I dont know either, said the other calmly, but I am taking no chances. I dont attempt to explain certain things that have occurred. But if it be true that a misuse of psychic ability by foreigners — Asiatics — among the anarchists is responsible for some of the devilish things being done in the United States, then your wifes unparalleled knowledge of the occult East is absolutely vital to us. And so I say, better take her away somewhere and give her mind a chance to recover from the incessant strain of these tragic years.

The two men stood silent for a moment, then Recklow went to the window of the taxicab.

I have been suggesting a trip into the country, Mrs. Cleves, he said pleasantly,  — into the real country, somewhere, — a months quiet in the woods, perhaps. Wouldnt it appeal to you?

Cleves turned to catch her low-voiced answer.

I should like it very much, she said in that odd, hushed way of speaking, which seemed to have altered her own voice and manner since the ceremony a little while before.

Driving back to his apartment beside her, he strove to realise that this girl was his wife.

One of her gloves lay across her lap, and on it rested a slender hand. And on one finger was his ring.

But Victor Cleves could not bring himself to believe that this brand-new ring really signified anything to him, — that it had altered his own life in any way. But always his incredulous eyes returned to that slim finger resting there, unstirring, banded with a narrow circlet of virgin gold.

In the apartment they did not seem to know exactly what to do or say — what attitude to assume — what effort to make.

Tressa went into her own room, removed her hat and furs, and came slowly back into the living-room, where Cleves still stood gazing absently out of the window.

A fine rain was falling.

They seated themselves. There seemed nothing better to do.

He said, politely: In regard to going away for a rest, you wouldnt care for the North Woods, I fancy, unless you like winter sports. Do you?

I like sunlight and green leaves, she said in that odd, still voice.

Then, if it would please you to go South for a few weeks rest — —

Would it inconvenience you?

Her manner touched him.

My dear Miss Norne, he began, and checked himself, flushing painfully. The girl blushed, too; then, when he began to laugh, her lovely, bashful smile glimmered for the first time.

I really cant bring myself to realise that you and I are married, he explained, still embarrassed, though smiling.

Her smile became an endeavour. I cant believe it either, Mr. Cleves, she said. I feel rather stunned.

Hadnt you better call me Victor — under the circumstances? he suggested, striving to speak lightly.

Yes.... It will not be very easy to say it — not for some time, I think.

Tressa?

Yes.

Yes — what?

Yes — Victor.

Thats the idea, he insisted with forced gaiety.

The thing to do is to face this rather funny situation and take it amiably and with good humour. Youll have your freedom some day, you know.

Yes — I — know.

And were already on very good terms. We find each other interesting, dont we?

Yes.

It even seems to me, he ventured, it certainly seems to me, at times, as though we are approaching a common basis of — of mutual — er — esteem.

Yes. I — I do esteem you, Mr. Cleves.

In point of fact, he concluded, surprised, we are friends — in a way. Wouldnt you call it — friendship?

I think so, I think Id call it that, she admitted.

I think so, too. And that is lucky for us. That makes this crazy situation more comfortable — less — well, perhaps less ponderous.

The girl assented with a vague smile, but her eyes remained lowered.

You see, he went on, when two people are as oddly situated as we are, theyre likely to be afraid of being in each others way. But they ought to get on without being unhappy as long as they are quite confident of each others friendly consideration. Dont you think so, Tressa?

Her lowered eyes rested steadily on her ring-finger. Yes, she said. And I am not — unhappy, or — afraid.

She lifted her blue gaze to his; and, somehow, he thought of her barbaric name, Keuke, — and its Yezidee significance, heavenly — azure.

Are we really going away together? she asked timidly.

Certainly, if you wish.

If you, also, wish it, Mr. Cleves.

He found himself saying with emphasis that he always wished to do what she desired. And he added, more gently:

You are tired, Tressa — tired and lonely and unhappy.

Tired, but not the — others.

Not unhappy?

No.

Arent you lonely?

Not with you.

The answer came so naturally, so calmly, that the slight sensation of pleasure it gave him arrived only as an agreeable afterglow.

Well go South, he said.... Im so glad that you dont feel lonely with me.

Will it be warmer where we are going, Mr. Cleves?

Yes — you poor child! You need warmth and sunshine, dont you? Was it warm in Yian, where you lived so many years?

It was always June in Yian, she said under her breath.

She seemed to have fallen into a revery; he watched the sensitive face. Almost imperceptibly it changed; became altered, younger, strangely lovely.

Presently she looked up — and it seemed to him that it was not Tressa Norne at all he saw, but little Keuke — Heavenly Azure — of the Yezidee temple, as she dropped one slim knee over the other and crossed her hands above it.

It was very beautiful in Yian, she said,  — Yian of the thousand bridges and scented gardens so full of lilies. Even after they took me to the temple, and I thought the world was ending, Gods skies still remained soft overhead, and His weather fair and golden.... And when, in the month of the Snake, the Eight Sheiks-el-Djebel came to the temple to spread their shrouds on the rose-marble steps, then, after they had departed, chanting the Prayers for the Dead, each to his Tower of Silence, we temple girls were free for a week.... And once I went with Tchagane — a girl — and with Yulun — another girl — and we took our keutch, which is our luggage, and we went to the yaïlak, or summer pavilion on the Lake of the Ghost. Oh, wonderful, — a silvery world of pale-gilt suns and of moons so frail that the cloud-fleece at high-noon has more substance!

Her voice died out; she sat gazing down at her spread fingers, on one of which gleamed her wedding-ring.

After a little, she went on dreamily:

On that week, each three months, we were free.... If a young man should please us....

Free? he repeated.

To love, she explained coolly.

Oh. He nodded, but his face became rather grim.

There came to me at the yaïlak, she went on carelessly, one Khassar Noïane — Noïane means Prince — all in a surcoat of gold tissue with green vines embroidered, and wearing a green cap trimmed with dormouse, and green boots inlaid with stiff gold....

He was so young ... a boy. I laughed. I said: Is this a Yaçaoul? An Urdu-envoy of Prince Erlik? — mocking him as young and thoughtless girls mock — not in unfriendly manner — though I would not endure the touch of any man at all.

And when I laughed at him, this Eighur boy flew into such a rage! Kai! I was amazed.

Sou-sou! Squirrel! he cried angrily at me. Learn the Yacaz, little chatterer! Little mocker of men, it is ten blows with a stick you require, not kisses!

At that I whistled my two dogs, Bars and Alaga, for I did not think what he said was funny.

I said to him: You had better go home, Khassar Noïane, for if no man has ever pleased me where I am at liberty to please myself, here on the Lake of the Ghost, then be very certain that no boy can please Keuke-Mongol here or anywhere!

And at that — kai! What did he say — that monkey? She looked at her husband, her splendid eyes ablaze with wrathful laughter, and made a gesture full of angry grace:

Squirrel! he cries— little malignant sorceress of Yian! May everything high about you become a sandstorm, and everything long a serpent, and everything broad a toad, and everything — —

But I had had enough, Victor, she added excitedly, and I made a wild bee bite him on the lip! What do you think of such a courtship? she cried, laughing. But Clevess face was a study in emotions.

And then, suddenly, the laughing mask seemed to slip from the bewitching features of Keuke Mongol; and there was Tressa Norne — Tressa Cleves — disconcerted, paling a little as the memory of her impulsive confidence in this man beside her began to dawn on her more clearly.

I — Im sorry — — she faltered.... Youll think me silly — think evil of me, perhaps — —

She looked into his troubled eyes, then suddenly she took her face into both hands and covered it, sitting very still.

Well go South together, he said in an uncertain voice.... I hope you will try to think of me as a friend.... Im just troubled because I am so anxious to understand you. That is all.... Im — Im troubled, too, because I am anxious that you should think well of me. Will you try, always?

She nodded.

I want to be your friend, always, he said.

Thank you, Mr. Cleves.



It was a strange spot he chose for Tressa — strange but lovely in its own unreal and rather spectral fashion — where a pearl-tinted mist veiled the St. Johns, and made exquisite ghosts of the palmettos, and softened the sun to a silver-gilt wafer pasted on a nacre sky.

It was a still country, where giant water-oaks towered, fantastic under their misty camouflage of moss, and swarming with small birds.

Among the trees the wood-ibis stole; without on the placid glass of the stream the eared grebe floated. There was no wind, no stirring of leaves, no sound save the muffled splash of silver mullet, the breathless whirr of a humming-bird, or the hushed rustle of lizards in the woods.

For Tressa this was the blessed balm that heals, — the balm of silence. And, for the first week, she slept most of the time, or lay in her hammock watching the swarms of small birds creeping and flitting amid the moss-draped labyrinths of the live-oaks at her very door.

It had been a little club house before the war, this bungalow on the St. Johns at Orchid Hammock. Its members had been few and wealthy; but some were dead in France and Flanders, and some still remained overseas, and others continued busy in the North.

And these two young people were quite alone there, save for a negro cook and a maid, and an aged negro kennel-master who wore a scarlet waistcoat and cords too large for his shrunken body, and who pottered, pottered through the fields all day, with his whip clasped behind his bent back and the pointers ranging wide, or plodding in at heel with red tongues lolling.

Twice Cleves went a little way for quail, using Bentons dogs; but even here in this remote spot he dared not move out of view of the little house where Tressa lay asleep.

So he picked up only a few brace of birds, and confined his sport to impaling too-familiar scorpions on the blade of his knife.

And all the while life remained unreal for him; his marriage seemed utterly unbelievable; he could not realise it, could not reconcile himself to conditions so incomprehensible.

Also, ever latent in his mind, was knowledge that made him restless — the knowledge that the young girl he had married had been in love with another man: Sanang.

And there were other thoughts — thoughts which had scarcely even taken the shape of questions.

One morning he came from his room and found Tressa on the veranda in her hammock. She had her moon-lute in her lap.

You feel better — much better! he said gaily, saluting her extended hand.

Yes. Isnt this heavenly? I begin to believe it is life to me, this pearl-tinted world, and the scent of orange bloom and the stillness of paradise itself.

She gazed out over the ghostly river. Not a wing stirred its glassy surface.

Is this dull for you? she asked in a low voice.

Not if you are contented, Tressa.

Youre so nice about it. Dont you think you might venture a days real shooting?

No, I think I wont, he replied.

On my account?

Well — yes.

Im so sorry.

Its all right as long as youre getting rested. What is that instrument?

My moon-lute.

Oh, is that what its called?

She nodded, touched the strings. He watched her exquisite hands.

Shall I? she inquired a little shyly.

Go ahead. Id like to hear it!

I havent touched it in months — not since I was on the steamer. She sat up in her hammock and began to swing there; and played and sang while swinging in the flecked shadow of the orange bloom:

Little Isle of Cispangou, Isle of iris, isle of cherry, Tell your tiny maidens merry Clouds are looming over you! La-ē-la! La-ē-la! All your oceans but a ferry; Ships are bringing death to you! La-ē-lou! La-ē-lou!

Little Isle of Cispangou, Half a thousand ships are sailing; Captain Death commands each crew; Lo! the ruddy moon is paling! La-ē-la! La-ē-la! Clouds the dying moon are veiling, Every cloud a shroud for you! La-ē-lou! La-ē-lou!

Cispangou, she explained, is the very, very ancient name, among the Mongols, for Japan.

Its not exactly a gay song, he said. Whats it about?

Oh, its a very ancient song about the Mongol invasion of Japan. I know scores and scores of such songs.

She sang some other songs. Afterward she descended from the hammock and came and sat down beside him on the veranda steps.

I wish I could amuse you, she said wistfully.

Why do you think Im bored, Tressa? Im not at all.

But she only sighed, lightly, and gathered her knees in both arms.

I dont know how young men in the Western world are entertained, she remarked presently.

You dont have to entertain me, he said, smiling.

I should be happy to, if I knew how.

How are young men entertained in the Orient?

Oh, they like songs and stories. But I dont think you do.

He laughed in spite of himself.

Do you really wish to entertain me?

I do, she said seriously.

Then please perform some of those tricks of magic which you can do so amazingly well.

Her dawning smile faded a trifle. I dont — I havent — — She hesitated.

You havent your professional paraphernalia with you, he suggested.

Oh — as for that — —

Dont you need it?

For some things — some kinds of things.... I could do — other things — —

He waited. She seemed disconcerted. Dont do anything you dont wish to do, Tressa, he said.

I was only — only afraid — that if I should do some little things to amuse you, I might stir — stir up — interfere — encounter some sinister current — and betray myself — betray my whereabouts — —

Well, for heavens sake dont venture then! he said with emphasis. Dont do anything to stir up any other wireless — any Yezidee — —

I am wondering, she reflected, just what I dare venture to do to amuse you.

Dont bother about me. I wouldnt have you try any psychic stunt down here, and run the chance of stirring up some Asiatic devil somewhere!

She nodded absently, occupied with her own thoughts, sitting there, chin on hand, her musing eyes intensely blue.

I think I can amuse you, she concluded, without bringing any harm to myself.

Dont try it, Tressa! — —

Ill be very careful. Now, sit quite still — closer to me, please.

He edged closer; and became conscious of an indefinable freshness in the air that enveloped him, like the scent of something young and growing. But it was no magic odour, — merely the virginal scent of her hair and skin that even clung to her summer gown.

He heard her singing under her breath to herself:

La-ē-la! La-ē-la!

and murmuring caressingly in an unknown tongue.

Then, suddenly in the pale sunshine, scores of little birds came hovering around them, alighting all over them. And he saw them swarming out of the mossy festoons of the water-oaks — scores and scores of tiny birds — Parula warblers, mostly — all flitting fearlessly down to alight upon his shoulders and knees, all keeping up their sweet, dreamy little twittering sound.

This is wonderful, he whispered.

The girl laughed, took several birds on her forefinger.

This is nothing, she said. If I only dared — wait a moment! — — And, to the Parula warblers:

Go home, little friends of God!

The air was filled with the musical whisper of wings. She passed her right arm around her husbands neck.

Look at the river, she said.

Good God! he blurted out. And sat dumb.

For, over the St. Johns misty surface, there was the span of a bridge — a strange, marble bridge humped up high in the centre.

And over it were passing thousands of people — he could make them out vaguely — see them passing in two never-ending streams — tinted shapes on the marble bridge.

And now, on the farther shore of the river, he was aware of a city — a vast one, with spectral pagoda shapes against the sky —— 

Her arm tightened around his neck.

He saw boats on the river — like the grotesque shapes that decorate ancient lacquer.

She rested her face lightly against his cheek.

In his ears was a far confusion of voices — the stir and movement of multitudes — noises on ships, boatmens cries, the creak of oars.

Then, far and sonorous, quavering across the water from the city, the din of a temple gong.

There were bells, too — very sweet and silvery — camel bells, bells from the Buddhist temples.

He strained his eyes, and thought, amid the pagodas, that there were minarets, also.

Suddenly, clear and ringing came the distant muezzins cry: There is no other god but God!... It is noon. Mussulmans, pray!

The girls arm slipped from his neck and she shuddered and pushed him from her.

There was nothing, now, on the river or beyond it but the curtain of hanging mist; no sound except the cry of a gull, sharp and querulous in the vapours overhead.

Have — have you been amused? she asked.

What did you do to me! he demanded harshly.

She smiled and drew a light breath like a sigh.

God knows what we living do to one another, — or to ourselves, she said. I only tried to amuse you — after taking counsel with the birds.

What was that bridge I saw!

The Bridge of Ten Thousand Felicities.

And the city?

Yian.

You lived there?

Yes.

He moistened his dry lips and stole another glance at this very commonplace Florida river. Sky and water were blank and still, and the ghostly trees stood tall, reflected palely in the translucent tide.

You merely made me visualise what you were thinking about, he concluded in a voice which still remained unsteady.

Did you hear nothing?

He was silent, remembering the bells and the enormous murmur of a living multitude.

And — there were the birds, too. She added, with an uncertain smile: I do not mean to worry you.... And you did ask me to amuse you.

I dont know how you did it, he said harshly. And the details — those thousands and thousands of people on the bridge!... And there was one, quite near this end of the bridge, who looked back.... A young girl who turned and laughed at us—

That was Yulun.

Who?

Yulun. I taught her English.

A temple girl?

Yes. From Black China.

How could you make me see her! he demanded.

Why do you ask such things? I do not know how to tell you how I do it.

Its a dangerous, uncanny knowledge! he blurted out; and suddenly checked himself, for the girls face went white.

I dont mean uncanny, he hastened to add. Because it seems to me that what you did by juggling with invisible currents to which, when attuned, our five senses respond, is on the same lines as the wireless telegraph and telephone.

She said nothing, but her colour slowly returned.

You mustnt be so sensitive, he added. Ive no doubt that its all quite normal — quite explicable on a perfectly scientific basis. Probably its no more mysterious than a man in an airplane over midocean conversing with people ashore on two continents.



For the remainder of the day and evening Tressa seemed subdued — not restless, not nervous, but so quiet that, sometimes, glancing at her askance, Cleves involuntarily was reminded of some lithe young creature of the wilds, intensely alert and still, immersed in fixed and dangerous meditation.

About five in the afternoon they took their golf sticks, went down to the river, and embarked in the canoe.

The water was glassy and still. There was not a ripple ahead, save when a sleeping gull awoke and leisurely steered out of their way.

Tressas arms and throat were bare and she wore no hat. She sat forward, wielding the bow paddle and singing to herself in a low voice.

You feel all right, dont you? he asked.

Oh, I am so well, physically, now! Its really wonderful, Victor — like being a child again, she replied happily.

Youre not much more, he muttered.

She heard him: Not very much more — in years, she said.... Does Scripture tell us how old Our Lord was when He descended into Hell?

I dont know, he replied, startled.

After a little while Tressa tranquilly resumed her paddling and singing:

 — And eight tall towers Guard the route Of human life, Where at all hours Death looks out, Holding a knife Rolled in a shroud.

For every man, Humble or proud, Mighty or bowed, Death has a shroud; — for every man, — Even for Tchingniz Khan! Behold them pass! — lancer. Baroulass, Temple dancer In tissue gold, Khiounnou, Karlik bold,

Christian, Jew, — Nations swarm to the great Urdu. Yaçaoul, with your kettledrum, Warn your Khan that his hour is come! Shroud and knife at his spurred feet throw, And bid him stretch his neck for the blow!—

You know, remarked Cleves, that some of those songs you sing are devilish creepy.

Tressa looked around at him over her shoulder, saw he was smiling, smiled faintly in return.

They were off Orchid Cove now. The hotel and cottages loomed dimly in the silver mist. Voices came distinctly across the water. There were people on the golf course paralleling the river; laughter sounded from the club-house veranda.

They went ashore.




CHAPTER VIII

THE MAN IN WHITE
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IT WAS AT the sixth hole that they passed the man ahead who was playing all alone — a courteous young fellow in white flannels, who smiled and bowed them through in silence.

They thanked him, drove from the tee, and left the polite and reticent young man still apparently hunting for a lost ball.

Like other things which depended upon dexterity and precision, Tressa had taken most naturally to golf. Her supple muscles helped.

At the ninth hole they looked back but did not see the young man in white flannels.

Hammock, set with pine and palmetto, and intervals of evil-looking swamp, flanked the course. Rank wire-grass, bayberry and scrub palmetto bounded the fairgreen.

On every blossoming bush hung butterflies — Palomedes swallowtails — drugged with sparkle-berry honey, their gold and black velvet wings conspicuous in the sunny mist.

Like the ceremonial vestments of a Yezidee executioner, murmured the girl. The Tchortchas wear red when they robe to do a man to death.

I wish you could forget those things, said Cleves.

I am trying.... I wonder where that young man in white went.

Cleves searched the links. I dont see him. Perhaps he had to go back for another ball.

I wonder who he was, she mused.

I dont remember seeing him before, said Cleves.... Shall we start back?

They walked slowly across the course toward the tenth hole.

Tressa teed up, drove low and straight. Cleves sliced, and they walked together into the scrub and towards the woods, where his ball had bounded into a bunch of palm trees.

Far in among the trees something white moved and vanished.

Probably a white egret, he remarked, knocking about in the scrub with his midiron.

It was that young man in white flannels, said Tressa in a low voice.

What would he be doing in there? he asked incredulously. Thats merely a jungle, Tressa — swamp and cypress, thorn and creeper, — and no man would go into that mess if he could. There is no bottom to those swamps.

But I saw him in there, she said in a troubled voice.

But when I tell you that only a wild animal or a snake or a bird could move in that jungle! The bog is one vast black quicksand. Theres death in those depths.

Victor.

Yes? He looked around at her. She was pale. He came up and took her hand inquiringly.

I dont feel — well, she murmured. Im not ill, you understand — —

Whats the matter, Tressa?

She shook her head drearily: I dont know.... I wonder whether I should have tried to amuse you this morning — —

You dont think youve stirred up any of those Yezidee beasts, do you? he asked sharply.

And as she did not answer, he asked again whether she was afraid that what she had done that morning might have had any occult consequences. And he reminded her that she had hesitated to venture anything on that account.

His voice, in spite of him, betrayed great nervousness now, and he saw apprehension in her eyes, also.

Why should that man in white have followed us, keeping out of sight in the woods? he went on. Did you notice about him anything to disturb you, Tressa?

Not at the time. But — its odd — I cant put him out of my mind. Since we passed him and left him apparently hunting a lost ball, I have not been able to put him out of my mind.

He seemed civil and well bred. He was perfectly good-humoured — all courtesy and smiles.

I think — perhaps — it was the way he smiled at us, murmured the girl. Everybody in the East smiles when they draw a knife....

He placed his arm through hers. Arent you a trifle morbid? he said pleasantly.

She stooped for her golf ball, retaining a hold on his arm. He picked up his ball, too, put away her clubs and his, and they started back together in silence, evidently with no desire to make it eighteen holes.

Its a confounded shame, he muttered, just as you were becoming so rested and so delightfully well, to have anything — any unpleasant flash of memory cut in to upset you — —

I brought it on myself. I should not have risked stirring up the sinister minds that were asleep.

Hang it all! — and I asked you to amuse me.

It was not wise in me, she said under her breath. It is easy to disturb the unknown currents which enmesh the globe. I ought not to have shown you Yian. I ought not to have shown you Yulun. It was my fault for doing that. I was a little lonely, and I wanted to see Yulun.

They came down the river back to the canoe, threw in their golf bags, and embarked on the glassy stream.

Over the calm flood, stained deep with crimson, the canoe glided in the sanguine evening light. But Tressa sang no more and her head was bent sideways as though listening — always listening — to something inaudible to Cleves — something very, very far away which she seemed to hear through the still drip of the paddles.

They were not yet in sight of their landing when she spoke to him, partly turning:

I think some of your men have arrived.

Where? he asked, astonished.

At the house.

Why do you think so?

I think so.

They paddled a little faster. In a few minutes their dock came into view.

Its funny, he said, that you should think some of our men have arrived from the North. I dont see anybody on the dock.

Its Mr. Recklow, she said in a low voice. He is seated on our veranda.

As it was impossible to see the house, let alone the veranda, Cleves made no reply. He beached the canoe; Tressa stepped out; he followed, carrying the golf bags.

A mousy light lingered in the shrubbery; bats were flying against a salmon-tinted sky as they took the path homeward.

With an impulse quite involuntary, Cleves encircled his young wifes shoulders with his left arm.

Girl-comrade, he said lightly, Id kill any man who even looked as though hed harm you.

He smiled, but she had not missed the ugly undertone in his words.

They walked slowly, his arm around her shoulders. Suddenly he felt her start. They halted.

What was it? he whispered.

I thought there was something white in the woods.

Where, dear? he asked coolly.

Over there beyond the lawn.

What she called the lawn was only a vast sheet of pink and white phlox, now all misty with the whirring wings of sphinx-moths and Noctuidæ.

The oak grove beyond was dusky. Cleves could see nothing among the trees.

After a moment they went forward. His arm had fallen away from her shoulders.

There were no lights except in the kitchen when they came in sight of the house. At first nobody was visible on the screened veranda under the orange trees. But when he opened the swing door for her a shadowy figure arose from a chair.

It was John Recklow. He came forward, bent his strong white head, and kissed Tressas hand.

Is all well with you, Mrs. Cleves?

Yes. I am glad you came.

Cleves clasped the elder mans firm hand.

Im glad too, Recklow. Youll stop with us, of course.

Do you really want me?

Of course, said Cleves.

All right. Ive a coon and a surrey behind your house.

So Cleves went around in the dusk and sent the outfit back to the hotel, and he himself carried in Recklows suitcase.

Then Tressa went away to give instructions, and the two men were left together on the dusky veranda.

Well? said Recklow quietly.

Cleves went to him and rested both hands on his shoulders:

Im playing absolutely square. Shes a perfectly fine girl and shell have her chance some day, God willing.

Her chance? repeated Recklow.

To marry whatever man she will some day care for.

I see, said Recklow drily.

There was a silence, then:

Shes simply a splendid specimen of womanhood, said Cleves earnestly. And intensely interesting to me. Why, Recklow, I havent known a dull moment — though I fear she has known many — —

Why?

Why? Well, being married to a — a sort of temporary figurehead — shut up here all day alone with a man of no particular interest to her — —

Dont you interest her?

Well, how could I? She didnt choose me because she liked me particularly.

Didnt she? asked Recklow, still more drily. Well, that does make it a trifle dull for you both.

Not for me, said the younger man naïvely. She is one of the most interesting women I ever met. And good heavens! — what psychic knowledge that child possesses! She did a thing to-day — merely to amuse me — — He checked himself and looked at Recklow out of sombre eyes.

What did she do? inquired the older man.

I think Ill let her tell you — if she wishes.... And that reminds me. Why did you come down here, Recklow?

I want to show you something, Cleves. May we step into the house?

They went into a little lamplit living-room. Recklow handed a newspaper clipping to Cleves: the latter read it, standing:

Had Deadliest Gas Ready for Germans

Lewisite Might Have Killed Millions

Washington, April 24. — Guarded night and day and far out of human reach on a pedestal at the Interior Department Exposition here is a tiny vial. It contains a specimen of the deadliest poison ever known, Lewisite, the product of an American scientist.

Germany escaped this poison by signing the armistice before all the resources of the United States were turned upon her.

Ten airplanes carrying Lewisite would have wiped out, it is said, every vestige of life — animal and vegetable — in Berlin. A single days output would snuff out the millions of lives on Manhattan Island. A drop poured in the palm of the hand would penetrate to the blood, reach the heart and kill the victim in agony.

What was coming to Germany may be imagined by the fact that when the armistice was signed Lewisite was being manufactured at the rate of ten tons a day. Three thousand tons of this most terrible instrument ever conceived for killing would have been ready for business on the American front in France on November 1.

Lewisite is another of the big secrets of the war just leaking out. It was developed in the Bureau of Mines by Professor W. Lee Lewis, of Northwestern University, Evanston, Ill., who took a commission as a captain in the army.

The poison was manufactured in a specially built plant near Cleveland, called the Mouse Trap, because every workman who entered the stockade went under an agreement not to leave the eleven-acre space until the war was won. The object of this, of course, was to protect the secret.

Work on the plant was started eighteen days after the Bureau of Mines had completed its experiments.

Experts are certain that no one will want to steal the sample. Everybody at the Exposition, which shows what Secretary Lanes department is doing, keeps as far away from it as possible.

When Cleves had finished reading, he raised his eyes in silence.

That vial was stolen a week ago, said Recklow gravely, by a young man who killed one guard and fatally wounded the other.

Was there any ante-mortem statement?

Yes. Ive followed the man. I lost all trace of him at Palm Beach, but I picked it up again at Ormond. And now Im here, Cleves.

You dont mean youve traced him here! exclaimed Cleves under his breath.

Hes here on the St. Johns River, somewhere. He came up in a motor-boat, but left it east of Orchard Cove. Benton knows this country. Hes covering the motor-boat. And I — came here to see how you are getting on.

And to warn us, added Cleves quietly.

Well — yes. Hes got that stuff. Its deadlier than the newspaper suspects. And I guess — I guess, Cleves, hes one of those damned Yezidee witch-doctors — or sorcerers, as they call them; — one of that sect of Assassins sent over here to work havoc on feeble minds and do murder on the side.

Why do you think so?

Because the dirty beast lugs his shroud around with him — a bed-sheet stolen from the New Willard in Washington.

We were so close to him in Jacksonville that we got it, and his luggage. But we didnt get him, the rat! God knows how he knew we were waiting for him in his room. He never came back to get his luggage.

But he stole a bed-sheet from his hotel in St. Augustine, and that is how we picked him up again. Then, at Palm Beach, we lost the beggar, but somehow or other I felt it in my bones that he was after you — you and your wife. So I sent Benton to Ormond and I went to Palatka. Benton picked up his trail. It led toward you — toward the St. Johns. And the reptile has been here forty-eight hours, trying to nose you out, I suppose — —

Tressa came into the room. Both men looked at her.

Cleves said in a guarded voice:

To-day, on the golf links at Orchard Cove, there was a young man in white flannels — very polite and courteous to us — but — Tressa thought she saw him slinking through the woods as though following and watching us.

My man, probably, said Recklow. He turned quietly to Tressa and sketched for her the substance of what he had just told Cleves.

The man in white flannels on the golf links, said Cleves, was well built and rather handsome, and not more than twenty-five. I thought he was a Jew.

I thought so too, said Tressa, calmly, until I saw him in the woods. And then — and then — suddenly it came to me that his smile was the smile of a treacherous Shaman sorcerer.

... And the idea haunts me — the memory of those smooth-faced, smiling men in white — men who smile only when they slay — when they slay body and soul under the iris skies of Yian! — O God, merciful, long suffering, she whispered, staring into the East, deliver our souls from Satan who was stoned, and our bodies from the snare of the Yezidee!




CHAPTER IX

THE WEST WIND
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THE NIGHT GREW sweet with the scent of orange bloom, and all the perfumed darkness was vibrant with the feathery whirr of hawk-moths wings.

Tressa had taken her moon-lute to the hammock, but her fingers rested motionless on the strings.

Cleves and Recklow, shoulder to shoulder, paced the moonlit path along the hedges of oleander and hibiscus which divided garden from jungle.

And they moved cautiously on the white-shell road, not too near the shadow line. For in the cypress swamp the bloated grey death was awake and watching under the moon; and in the scrub palmetto the diamond-dotted death moved lithely.

And somewhere within the dark evil of the jungle a man in white might be watching.

So Recklows pistol swung lightly in his right hand and Cleves weapon lay in his side-pocket, and they strolled leisurely around the drive and up and down the white-shell walks, passing Tressa at regular intervals, where she sat in her hammock with the moon-lute across her knees.

Once Cleves paused to place two pink hibiscus blossoms in her hair above her ears; and the girl smiled gravely at him in the light.

Again, pausing beside her hammock on one of their tours of the garden, Recklow said in a low voice: If the beast would only show himself, Mrs. Cleves, wed not miss him. Have you caught a glimpse of anything white in the woods?

Only the night mist rising from the branch and a white ibis stealing through it.

Cleves came nearer: Do you think the Yezidee is in the woods watching us, Tressa?

Yes, he is there, she said calmly.

You know it?

Yes.

Recklow stared at the woods. We cant go in to hunt for him, he said. That fellow would get us with his Lewisite gas before we could discover and destroy him.

Suppose he waits for a west wind and squirts his gas in this direction? whispered Cleves.

There is no wind, said Tressa tranquilly. He has been waiting for it, I think. The Yezidee is very patient. And he is a Shaman sorcerer.

My God! breathed Recklow. What sort of hellish things has the Old World been dumping into America for the last fifty years? An ordinary anarchist is bad enough, but this new breed of devil — these Yezidees — this sect of Assassins — —

Hush! whispered Tressa.

All three listened to the great cat-owl howling from the jungle. But Tressa had heard another sound — the vague stir of leaves in the live-oaks. Was it a passing breeze? Was a night wind rising? She listened. But heard no brittle clatter from the palm-fronds.

Victor, she said.

Yes, Tressa.

If a wind comes, we must hunt him. That will be necessary.

Either we hunt him and get him, or he kills us here with his gas, said Recklow quietly.

If the night wind comes, said Tressa, we must hunt the darkness for the Yezidee. She spoke coolly.

If hed only show himself, muttered Recklow, staring into the darkness.

The girl picked up her lute, caught Cleves worried eyes fixed on her, suddenly comprehended that his anxiety was on her account, and blushed brightly in the moonlight. And he saw her teeth catch at her underlip; saw her look up again at him, confused.

If I dared leave you, he said, Id go into the hammock and start that reptile. This wont do — this standing pat while he comes to some deadly decision in the woods there.

What else is there to do? growled Recklow.

Watch, said the girl. Out-watch the Yezidee. If there is no night-wind he may tire of waiting. Then you must shoot fast — very, very fast and straight. But if the night-wind comes, then we must hunt him in darkness.

Recklow, pistol in hand, stood straight and sturdy in the moonlight, gazing fixedly at the forest. Cleves sat down at his wifes feet.

She touched her moon-lute tranquilly and sang in her childish voice:

Ring, ring, Buddha bells, Gilded gods are listening. Swing, swing, lily bells, In my garden glistening. Now I hear the Shaman drum; Now the scarlet horsemen come; Ding-dong! Ding-dong! Through the chanting of the throng Thunders now the temple gong. Boom-boom! Ding-dong!

Let the gold gods listen! In my garden; what care I Where my lily bells hang mute! Snowy-sweet they glisten Where Im singing to my lute. In my garden; what care I Who is dead and who shall die? Let the gold gods save or slay Scented lilies bloom in May. Boom, boom, temple gong! Ding-dong! Ding-dong!

What are you singing? whispered Cleves.

The Bells of Yian.

Is it old?

Of the 13th century. There were few Buddhist bells in Yian then. It is Lamaism that has destroyed the Mongols and that has permitted the creed of the Assassins to spread — the devil worship of Erlik.

He looked at her, not understanding. And she, pale, slim prophetess, in the moonlight, gazed at him out of lost eyes — eyes which saw, perhaps, the bloody age of men when mankind took the devil by the throat and all Mount Alamout went up in smoking ruin; and the Eight Towers were dark as death and as silent before the blast of the silver clarions of Ghenghis Khan.

Something is stirring in the forest, whispered Tressa, her fingers on her lips.

Damnation, muttered Recklow, its the wind!

They listened. Far in the forest they heard the clatter of palm-fronds. They waited. The ominous warning grew faint, then rose again, — a long, low rattle of palm-fronds which became a steady monotone.

We hunt, said Recklow bluntly. Come on!

But the girl sprang from the hammock and caught her husbands arm and drew Recklow back from the hibiscus hedge.

Use me, she said. You could never find the Yezidee. Let me do the hunting; and then shoot very, very fast.

Weve got to take her, said Recklow. We dare not leave her.

I cant let her lead the way into those black woods, muttered Cleves.

The wind is blowing in my face, insisted Recklow. Wed better hurry.

Tressa laid one hand on her husbands arm.

I can find the Yezidee, I think. You never could find him before he finds you! Victor, let me use my own knowledge! Let me find the way. Please let me lead! Please, Victor. Because, if you dont, Im afraid well all die here in the garden where we stand.

Cleves cast a haggard glance at Recklow, then looked at his wife.

All right, he said.

The girl opened the hedge gate. Both men followed with pistols lifted.

The moon silvered the forest. There was no mist, but a night-wind blew mournfully through palm and cypress, carrying with it the strange, disturbing pungency of the jungle — wild, unfamiliar perfumes, — the acrid aroma of swamp and rotting mould.

What about snakes? muttered Recklow, knee deep in wild phlox.

But there was a deadlier snake to find and destroy, somewhere in the blotched shadows of the forest.

The first sentinel trees were very near, now; and Tressa was running across a ghostly tangle, where once had been an orange grove, and where aged and dying citrus stumps rose stark amid the riot of encroaching jungle.

Shes circling to get the wind at our backs, breathed Recklow, running forward beside Cleves. Thats our only chance to kill the dirty rat — catch him with the wind at our backs!

Once, traversing a dry hammock where streaks of moonlight alternated with velvet-black shadow a rattlesnake sprang his goblin alarm.

They could not locate the reptile. They shrank together and moved warily, chilled with fear.

Once, too, clear in the moonlight, the Grey Death reared up from bloated folds and stood swaying rhythmically in a horrible shadow dance before them. And Cleves threw one arm around his wife and crept past, giving death a wide berth there in the checkered moonlight.

Now, under foot, the dry hammock lay everywhere and the night wind blew on their backs.

Then Tressa turned and halted the two men with a gesture. And went to her husband where he stood in the palm forest, and laid her hands on his shoulders, looking him very wistfully in the eyes.

Under her searching gaze he seemed oddly to comprehend her appeal.

You are going to use — to use your knowledge, he said mechanically. You are going to find the man in white.

Yes.

You are going to find him in a way we dont understand, he continued, dully.

Yes.... You will not hold me in — in horror — will you?

Recklow came up, making no sound on the spongy palm litter underfoot.

Can you find this devil? he whispered.

I — think so.

Does your super-instinct — finer sense — knowledge — whatever it is — give you any inkling as to his whereabouts, Mrs. Cleves?

I think he is here in this hammock. Only — — she turned again, with swift impulse, to her husband,  — only if you — if you do not hold me in — in horror — because of what I do — —

There was a silence; then:

What are you about to do? he asked hoarsely.

Slay this man.

Well do that, said Cleves with a shudder. Only show him to us and well shoot the dirty reptile to slivers — —

Suppose we hit the jar of gas, said Recklow.

After a silence, Tressa said:

I have got to give him back to Satan. There is no other way. I understood that from the first. He can not die by your pistols, though you shoot very fast and straight. No!

After another silence, Recklow said:

You had better find him before the wind changes. We hunt down wind or — we die here together.

She looked at her husband.

Show him to us in your own way, he said, and deal with him as he must be dealt with.

A gleam passed across her pale face and she tried to smile at her husband.

Then, turning down the hammock to the east, she walked noiselessly forward over the fibrous litter, the men on either side of her, their pistols poised.

They had halted on the edge of an open glade, ringed with young pines in fullest plumage.

Tressa was standing very straight and still in a strange, supple, agonised attitude, her left forearm across her eyes, her right hand clenched, her slender body slightly twisted to the left.

The men gazed pallidly at her with tense, set faces, knowing that the girl was in terrible mental conflict against another mind — a powerful, sinister mind which was seeking to grasp her thoughts and control them.

Minute after minute sped: the girl never moved, locked in her psychic duel with this other brutal mind, — beating back its terrible thought-waves which were attacking her, fighting for mental supremacy, struggling in silence with an unseen adversary whose mental dominance meant death.

Suddenly her cry rang out sharply in the moonlight, and then, all at once, a man in white stood there in the lustre of the moon — a young, graceful man dressed in white flannels and carrying on his right arm what seemed to be a long white cloak.

Instantly the girl was transformed from a living statue into a lithe, supple, lightly moving thing that passed swiftly to the west of the glade, keeping the young man in white facing the wind, which was blowing and tossing the plumy young pines.

So it is you, young man, with whom I have been wrestling here under the moon of the only God! she said in a strange little voice, all vibrant and metallic with menacing laughter.

It is I, Keuke Mongol, replied the young man in white, tranquilly; yet his words came as though he were tired and out of breath, and the hand he raised to touch his small black moustache trembled as if from physical exhaustion.

Yarghouz! she exclaimed. Why did I not know you there on the golf links, Assassin of the Seventh Tower? And why do you come here with your shroud over your arm and hidden under it, in your right hand, a flask full of death?

He said, smiling:

I come because you are to die, Heavenly-Azure Eyes. I bring you your shroud. And he moved warily westward around the open circle of young pines.

Instantly the girl flung her right arm straight upward.

Yarghouz!

I hear thee, Heavenly Azure.

Another step to the west and I shatter thy flask of gas.

With what? he demanded; but stood discreetly motionless.

With what I grasp in an empty palm. Thou knowest, Yarghouz.

I have heard, he said with smiling uncertainty, but to hear of force that can be hurled out of an empty palm is one thing, and to see it and feel it is another. I think you lie, Heavenly Azure.

So thought Gutchlug. And died of a yellow snake.

The young man seemed to reflect. Then he looked up at her in his frank, smiling way.

Wilt thou listen, Heavenly Eyes?

I hear thee, Yarghouz.

Listen then, Keuke Mongol. Take life from us as we offer it. Life is sweet. Erlik, like a spider, waits in darkness for lost souls that flutter to his net.

You think my soul was lost there in the temple, Yarghouz?

Unutterably lost, little temple girl of Yian. Therefore, live. Take life as a gift!

Whose gift?

Sanangs.

It is written, she said gravely, that we belong to God and we return to him. Now then, Yezidee, do your duty as I do mine! Kai!

At the sound of the formula always uttered by the sect of Assassins when about to do murder, the young man started and shrank back. The west wind blew fresh in his startled eyes.

Sorceress, he said less firmly, you leave your Yiort to come all alone into this forest and seek me. Why then have you come, if not to submit! — if not to take the gift of life — if not to turn away from your seducers who are hunting me, and who have corrupted you?

Yarghouz, I come to slay you, she said quietly.

Suddenly the man snarled at her, flung the shroud at her feet, and crept deliberately to the left.

Be careful! she cried sharply; look what youre about! Stand still, son of a dog! May your mother bewail your death!

Yarghouz edged toward the west, clasping in his right hand the flask of gas.

Sorceress, he laughed, a witch of Thibet prophesied with a drum that the three purities, the nine perfections, and the nine times nine felicities shall be lodged in him who slays the treacherous temple girl, Keuke Mongol! There is more magic in this bottle which I grasp than in thy mind and body. Heavenly Eyes! I pray God to be merciful to this soul I send to Erlik!

All the time he was advancing, edging cautiously around the circle of little plumy pines; and already the wind struck his left cheek.

Yarghouz Khan! cried the girl in her clear voice. Take up your shroud and repeat the fatha!

Backward! laughed the young man,  — as do you, Keuke Mongol!

Heretic! she retorted. Do you also refuse to name the ten Imaums in your prayers? Dog! Toad! Spittle of Erlik! May all your cattle die and all your horses take the glanders and all your dogs the mange!

Silence, sorceress! he shouted, pale with fear and fury. Witch! Mud worm! May Erlik seize you! May your skin be covered with putrefying sores! May all the demons torment you! May God remember you in hell!

Yarghouz! Stand still!

Is your word then the Rampart of Gog and Magog, you young witch of Yian, that a Khan of the Seventh Tower need fear you! he sneered, stealing stealthily westward through the feathery pines.

I give thee thy last chance, Yarghouz Khan, she said in an excited voice that trembled. Recite thy prayer naming the ten, because with their holy names upon thy lips thou mayest escape damnation. For I am here to slay thee, Yarghouz! Take up thy shroud and pray!

The young man felt the west wind at the back of his left ear. Then he began to laugh.

Heavenly Eyes, he said, thy end is come — together with the two police who hide in the pines yonder behind thee! Behold the bottle magic of Yarghouz Khan!

And he lifted the glass flask in the moonlight as though he were about to smash it at her feet.

Then a terrible thing occurred. The entire flask glowed red hot in his grasp; and the man screamed and strove convulsively to fling the bottle; but it stuck to his hand, melted into the smoking flesh.

Then he screamed again — or tried to — but his entire lower jaw came off and he stood there with the awful orifice gaping in the moonlight — stood, reeled a moment — and then — and then — his whole face slid off, leaving nothing but a bony mask out of which burst shriek after shriek —— 

Keuke Mongol had fainted dead away. Cleves took her into his arms.

Recklow, trembling and deathly white, went over to the thing that lay among the young pines and forced himself to bend over it.

The glass flask still stuck to one charred hand, but it was no longer hot. And Recklow rolled the unspeakable thing into the white shroud and pushed it into the swamp.

An evil ooze took it, slowly sucked it under and engulfed it. A few stinking bubbles broke.

Recklow went back to the little glade among the pines.

A young girl lay sobbing convulsively in her husbands arms, asking Gods pardon and his for the justice she had done upon an enemy of all mankind.




CHAPTER X

AT THE RITZ
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WHEN VICTOR CLEVES telegraphed from St. Augustine to Washington that he and his wife were on their way North, and that they desired to see John Recklow as soon as they arrived, John Recklow remarked that he knew of no place as private as a public one. And he came on to New York and established himself at the Ritz, rather regally.

To dine with him that evening were two volunteer agents of the United States Secret Service, ZB-303, otherwise James Benton, a fashionable architect; and XYL-371, Alexander Selden, sometime junior partner in the house of Milwin, Selden & Co.

A single lamp was burning in the white-and-rose rococo room. Under its veiled glow these three men sat conversing in guarded voices over coffee and cigars, awaiting the advent of 53-6-26, otherwise Victor Cleves, recently Professor of Ornithology at Cambridge; and his young wife, Tressa, known officially as V-69.

Did the trip South do Mrs. Cleves any good? inquired Benton.

Some, said Recklow. When Selden and I saw her she was getting better.

I suppose that affair of Yarghouz upset her pretty thoroughly.

Yes. Recklow tossed his cigar into the fireplace and produced a pipe. Victor Cleves upsets her more, he remarked.

Why? asked Benton, astonished.

Shes beginning to fall in love with him and doesnt know whats the matter with her, replied the elder man drily. Selden noticed it, too.

Benton looked immensely surprised. I supposed, he said, that she and Cleves considered the marriage to be merely a temporary necessity. I didnt imagine that they cared for each other.

I dont suppose they did at first, said Selden. But I think shes interested in Victor. And I dont see how he can help falling in love with her, because shes a very beautiful thing to gaze on, and a most engaging one to talk to.

Shes about the prettiest girl I ever saw, admitted Benton, and about the cleverest. All the same — —

All the same — what?

Well, Mrs. Cleves has her drawbacks, you know — as a real wife, I mean.

Recklow said: There is a fixed idea in Clevess head that Tressa Norne married him as a last resort, which is true. But hell never believe shes changed her ideas in regard to him unless she herself enlightens him. And the girl is too shy to do that. Besides, she believes the same thing of him. Theres a mess for you!

Recklow filled his pipe carefully.

In addition, he went on, Mrs. Cleves has another and very terrible fixed idea in her charming head, and that is that she really did lose her soul among those damned Yezidees. She believes that Cleves, though kind to her, considers her merely as something uncanny — something to endure until this Yezidee campaign is ended and she is safe from assassination.

Benton said: After all, and in spite of all her loveliness, I myself should not feel entirely comfortable with such a girl for a real wife.

Why? demanded Recklow.

Well — good heavens, John! — those uncanny things she does — her rather terrifying psychic knowledge and ability — make a man more or less uneasy. He laughed without mirth.

For example, he added, I never was nervous in any physical crisis; but since Ive met Tressa Norne — to be frank — Im not any too comfortable in my mind when I remember Gutchlug and Sanang and Albert Feke and that dirty reptile Yarghouz — and when I recollect how that girl dealt with them! Good God, John, Im not a coward, I hope, but that sort of thing worries me!

Recklow lighted his pipe. He said: In the Governments campaign against these eight foreigners who have begun a psychic campaign against the unsuspicious people of this decent Republic, with the purpose of surprising, overpowering and enslaving the minds of mankind by a misuse of psychic power, we agents of the Secret Service are slowly gaining the upper hand.

In this battle of minds we are gaining a victory. But we are winning solely and alone through the psychic ability and the loyalty and courage of a young girl who, through tragedy of circumstances, spent the years of her girlhood in the infamous Yezidee temple at Yian, and who learned from the devil-worshipers themselves not only this so-called magic of the Mongol sorcerers, but also how to meet its psychic menace and defeat it.

He looked at Benton, shrugged:

If you and if Cleves really feel the slightest repugnance toward the strange psychic ability of this brave and generous girl, I for one do not share it.

Benton reddened: It isnt exactly repugnance — — But Recklow interrupted sharply:

Do you realise, Benton, what shes already accomplished for us in our secret battle against Bolshevism? — against the very powers of hell itself, led by these Mongol sorcerers?

Of the Eight Assassins — or Sheiks-el-Djebel — who came to the United States to wield the dreadful weapon of psychic power against the minds of our people, and to pervert them and destroy all civilisation, — of the Eight Chief Assassins of the Eight Towers, this girl already has discovered and identified four, — Sanang, Gutchlug, Albert Feke, and Yarghouz; and she has destroyed the last three.

He sat calmly enjoying his pipe for a few moments silence, then:

Five of this sect of Assassins remain — five sly, murderous, psychic adepts who call themselves sorcerers. Except for Prince Sanang, I do not know who these other four men may be. I havent a notion. Nor have you. Nor do I believe that with all the resources of the United States Secret Service we ever should be able to discover these four Sheiks-el-Djebel except for the astounding spiritual courage and psychic experience of the young wife of Victor Cleves.

After a moment Selden nodded. That is quite true, he said simply. We are utterly helpless against unknown psychic forces. And I, for one, feel no repugnance toward what Mrs. Cleves has done for all mankind and in the name of God.

Shes a brave girl, muttered Benton, but its terrible to possess such knowledge and horrible to use it.

Recklow said: The horror of it nearly killed the girl herself. Have you any idea how she must suffer by being forced to employ such terrific knowledge? by being driven to use it to combat this menace of hell? Can you imagine what this charming, sensitive, tragic young creature must feel when, with powers natural to her but unfamiliar to us, she destroys with her own mind and will-power demons in human shape who are about to destroy her?

Talk of nerve! Talk of abnegation! Talk of perfect loyalty and courage! There is more than these in Tressa Cleves. There is that dauntless bravery which faces worse than physical death. Because the child still believes that her soul is damned for whatever happened to her in the Yezidee temple; and that when these Yezidees succeed in killing her body, Erlik will surely seize the soul that leaves it.

There was a knocking at the door. Benton got up and opened it. Victor Cleves came in with his young wife.



Tressa Cleves seemed to have grown since she had been away. Taller, a trifle paler, yet without even the subtlest hint of that charming maturity which the young and happily married woman invariably wears, her virginal allure now verged vaguely on the delicate edges of austerity.

Cleves, sunburnt and vigorous, looked older, somehow — far less boyish — and he seemed more silent than when, nearly seven months before, he had been assigned to the case of Tressa Norne.

Recklow, Selden and Benton greeted them warmly; to each in turn Tressa gave her narrow, sun-tanned hand. Recklow led her to a seat. A servant came with iced fruit juice and little cakes and cigarettes.

Conversation, aimless and general, fulfilling formalities, gradually ceased.

A full June moon stared through the open windows — searching for the traditional bride, perhaps — and its light silvered a pale and lovely figure that might possibly have passed for the pretty ghost of a bride, but not for any girl who had married because she was loved.

Recklow broke the momentary silence, bluntly:

Have you anything to report, Cleves?

The young fellow hesitated:

My wife has, I believe.

The others turned to her. She seemed, for a moment, to shrink back in her chair, and, as her eyes involuntarily sought her husband, there was in them a vague and troubled appeal.

Cleves said in a sombre voice: I need scarcely remind you how deeply distasteful this entire and accursed business is to my wife. But she is going to see it through, whatever the cost. And we four men understand something of what it has cost her — is costing her — in violence to her every instinct.

We honour her the more, said Recklow quietly.

We couldnt honour her too much, said Cleves.

A slight colour came into Tressas face; she bent her head, but Recklow saw her eyes steal sideways toward her husband.

Still bowed a little in her chair, she seemed to reflect for a while concerning what she had to say; then, looking up at John Recklow:

I saw Sanang.

Good heavens! Where? he demanded.

I — dont — know.

Cleves, flushing with embarrassment, explained: She saw him clairvoyantly. She was lying in the hammock. You remember I had a trained nurse for her after — what happened in Orchid Lodge.

Tressa looked miserably at Recklow, — dumbly, for a moment. Then her lips unclosed.

I saw Prince Sanang, she repeated. He was near the sea. There were rocks — cottages on cliffs — and very brilliant flowers in tiny, pocket-like gardens.

Sanang was walking on the cliffs with another man. There were forests, inland.

Do you know who the other man was? asked Recklow gently.

Yes. He was one of the Eight. I recognised him. When I was a girl he came once to the Temple of Yian, all alone, and spread his shroud on the pink marble steps. And we temple girls mocked him and threw stemless roses on the shroud, telling him they were human heads with which to grease his toug.

She became excited and sat up straighter in her chair, and her strange little laughter rippled like a rill among pebbles.

I threw a big rose without a stem upon the shroud, she exclaimed, and I cried out, Niaz! which means, Courage, and I mocked him, saying, Djamouk Khagan, when he was only a Khan, of course; and I laughed and rubbed one finger against the other, crying out, Toug ia glachakho! which means, The toug is anointed. And which was very impudent of me, because Djamouk was a Sheik-el-Djebel and Khan of the Fifth Tower, and entitled to a toug and to eight men and a Toughtchi. And it is a grave offence to mock at the anointing of a toug.

She paused, breathless, her splendid azure eyes sparkling with the memory of that girlish mischief. Then their brilliancy faded; she bit her lip and stole an uncertain glance at her husband.

And after a pause she explained in a very subdued voice that the Iagla michi, or action of greasing the toug, or standard, was done when a severed human head taken in battle was cast at the foot of the lance shaft stuck upright in the ground.

You see, she said sadly, we temple girls, being already damned, cared little what we said, even to such a terrible man as Djamouk Khan. And even had the ghost of old Tchinguiz Khagan himself come to the temple and looked at us out of his tawny eyes, I think we might have done something saucy.

Tressas pretty face was spiritless, now; she leaned back in her armchair and they heard an unconscious sigh escape her.

Ai-ya! Ai-ya! she murmured to herself, what crazy things we did on the rose-marble steps, Yulun and I, so long — so long ago.

Cleves got up and went over to stand beside his wifes chair.

What happened is this, he said heavily. During my wifes convalescence after that Yarghouz affair, she found herself, at a certain moment, clairvoyant. And she thought she saw — she did see — Sanang, and an Asiatic she recognised as being one of the chiefs of the Assassins sect, whose name is Djamouk.

But, except that it was somewhere near the sea — some summer colony probably on the Atlantic coast — she does not know where this pair of jailbirds roost. And this is what we have come here to report.

Benton, politely appalled, tried not to look incredulous. But it was evident that Selden and Recklow had no doubts.

Of course, said Recklow calmly, the thing to do is for you and your wife to try to find this place she saw.

Make a tour of all such ocean-side resorts until Mrs. Cleves recognises the place she saw, added Selden. And to Recklow he added: I believe there are several perfectly genuine cases on record where clairvoyants have aided the police.

Several authentic cases, said Recklow quietly. But Bentons face was a study.

Tressa looked up at her husband. He dropped his hand reassuringly on her shoulder and nodded with a slight smile.

There — there was something else, she said with considerable hesitation— something not quite in line of duty — perhaps — —

It seems to concern Benton, added Cleves, smiling.

What is it? inquired Selden, smiling also as Bentons features froze to a mask.

Let me tell you, first, interrupted Cleves, that my wifes psychic ability and skill can make me visualise and actually see scenes and people which, God knows, I never before laid eyes upon, but which she has both seen and known.

And one morning, in Florida, I asked her to do something strange — something of that sort to amuse me — and we were sitting on the steps of our cottage — you know, the old club-house at Orchid! — and the first I knew I saw, in the mist on the St. Johns, a Chinese bridge humped up over that very commonplace stream, and thousands of people passing over it, — and a city beyond — the town of Yian, Tressa tells me, — and I heard the Buddhist bells and the big temple gong and the noises in streets and on the water — —

He was becoming considerably excited at the memory, and his lean face reddened and he gesticulated as he spoke:

It was astounding, Recklow! There was that bridge, and all those people moving over it; and the city beyond, and the boats and shipping, and the vast murmur of multitudes.... And then, there on the bridge crossing toward Yian, I saw a young girl, who turned and looked back at my wife and laughed.

And I told him it was Yulun, said Tressa, simply.

A playfellow of my wifes in Yian, explained Cleves. But if she were really Chinese she didnt look like what are my own notions of a Chinese girl.

Yulun came from Black China, said Mrs. Cleves. I taught her English. I loved her dearly. I was her most intimate friend in Yian.

There ensued a silence, broken presently by Benton; and:

Where do I appear in this? he asked stiffly.

Tressas smile was odd; she looked at Selden and said:

When I was convalescent I was lonely.... I made the effort one evening. And I found Yulun. And again she was on a bridge. But she was dressed as I am. And the bridge was one of those great, horrible steel monsters that sprawl across the East River. And I was astonished, and I said, Yulun, darling, are you really here in America and in New York, or has a demon tangled the threads of thought to mock my mind in illness?

Then Yulun looked very sorrowfully at me and wrote in Arabic characters, in the air, the name of our enemy who once came to the Lake of Ghosts for love of her — Yaddin-ed-Din, Tougtchi to Djamouk the Fox.... And who went his way again amid our scornful laughter.... He is a demon. And he was tangling my thread of thought!

Tressa became exceedingly animated once more. She rose and came swiftly to where Benton was standing.

And what do you think! she said eagerly. I said to her, Yulun! Yulun! Will you make the effort and come to me if I make the effort? Will you come to me, beloved? And Yulun made Yes, with her lips.

After a silence: But — where do I come in? inquired Benton, stiffly fearful of such matters.

You came in.

I dont understand.

You came in the door while Yulun and I were talking.

When?

When you came to see me after I was better, and you and Mr. Selden were going North with Mr. Recklow. Dont you remember; I was lying in the hammock in the moonlight, and Victor told you I was asleep?

Yes, of course — —

I was not asleep. I had made the effort and I was with Yulun.... I did not know you were standing beside my hammock in the moonlight until Yulun told me.... And that is what I am to tell you; Yulun saw you.... And Yulun has written it in Chinese, in Eighur characters and in Arabic, — tracing them with her forefinger in the air — that Yulun, loveliest in Yian, flame-slender and very white, has seen her heart, like a pink pearl afire, burning between your august hands.

My hands! exclaimed Benton, very red.

There fell an odd silence. Nobody laughed.

Tressa came nearer to Benton, wistful, uncertain, shy.

Would you care to see Yulun? she asked.

Well — no, he said, startled. I — I shall not deny that such things worry me a lot, Mrs. Cleves. Im a — an Episcopalian.

The tension released, Selden was the first to laugh.

Theres no use blinking the truth, he said; were up against something absolutely new. Of course, it isnt magic. It can, of course, be explained by natural laws about which we happen to know nothing at present.

Recklow nodded. What do we know about the human mind? It has been proven that no thought can originate within that mass of convoluted physical matter called the brain. It has been proven that something outside the brain originates thought and uses the brain as a vehicle to incubate it. What do we know about thought?

Selden, much interested, sat cogitating and looking at Mrs. Cleves. But Benton, still flushed and evidently nervous, sat staring out of the window at the full moon, and twisting an unlighted cigarette to shreds.

Why didnt you tell Benton when the thing occurred down there at Orchid Lodge, the night we called to say good-bye? asked Selden, curiously.

Tressa gave him a distressed smile: I was afraid he wouldnt believe me. And I was afraid that you and Mr. Recklow, even if you believed it, might not like — like me any the better for — for being clairvoyant.

Recklow came over, bent his handsome grey head, and kissed her hand.

I never liked any woman better, nor respected any woman as deeply, he said. And, lifting his head, he saw tears sparkling in her eyes.

My dear, he said in a low voice, and his firm hand closed over the slim fingers he had kissed.

Benton got up from his chair, went to the window, turned shortly and came over to Tressa.

Youre braver than I ever could learn to be, he said shortly. I ask your pardon if I seem sceptical. Im more worried than incredulous. Theres something born in me — part of me — that shrinks from anything that upsets my orthodox belief in the future life. But — if you wish me to see this — this girl — Yulun — its quite all right.

She said softly, and with gentle wonder: I know of nothing that could upset your belief, Mr. Benton. There is only one God. And if Mahomet be His prophet, or if he be Lord Buddha, or if your Lord Christ be vice-regent to the Most High, I do not know. All I know is that God is God, and that He prevailed over Satan who was stoned. And that in Paradise is eternal life, and in hell demons hide where dwells Erlik, Prince of Darkness.

Benton, silent and secretly aghast at her theology, said nothing. Recklow pleasantly but seriously denied that Satan and his demons were actual and concrete creatures.

Again Clevess hand fell lightly on his wifes shoulder, in a careless gesture of reassurance. And, to Benton, No soul is ever lost, he said, calmly. I dont exactly know how that agrees with your orthodoxy, Benton. But it is surely so.

I dont know myself, said Benton. I hope its so. He looked at Tressa a moment and then blurted out: Anyway, if ever there was a soul in Gods keeping and guarded by His angels, its your wifes!

That also is true, said Cleves quietly.

By the way, remarked Recklow carelessly, Ive arranged to have you stop at the Ritz while youre in town, Mrs. Cleves. You and your husband are to occupy the apartment adjoining this. Where is your luggage, Victor?

In our apartment.

That wont do, said Recklow decisively. Telephone for it.

Cleves went to the telephone, but Recklow took the instrument out of his hand and called the number. The voice of one of his own agents answered.

Cleves was standing alone by the open window when Recklow hung up the telephone. Tressa, on the sofa, had been whispering with Benton. Selden, looking over the evening paper by the rose-shaded lamp, glanced up as Recklow went over to Cleves.

Victor, he said, your man has been murdered. His throat was cut; his head was severed completely. Your luggage has been ransacked and so has your apartment. Three of my men are in possession, and the local police seem to comprehend the necessity of keeping the matter out of the newspapers. What was in your baggage?

Nothing, said Cleves, ghastly pale.

All right. Well have your effects packed up again and brought over here. Are you going to tell your wife?

Cleves, still deathly pale, cast a swift glance toward her. She sat on the sofa in animated conversation with Benton. She laughed once, and Benton smiled at what she was saying.

Is there any need to tell her, Recklow?

Not for a while, anyway.

All right. I suppose the Yezidees are responsible for this horrible business.

Certainly. Your poor servants head lay at the foot of a curtain-pole which had been placed upright between two chairs. On the pole were tied three tufts of hair from the dead mans head. The pole had been rubbed with blood.

Thats Mongol custom, muttered Cleves. They made a toug and greased it! — the murderous devils!

They did more. They left at the foot of your bed and at the foot of your wifes bed two white sheets. And a knife lay in the centre of each sheet. That, of course, is the symbol of the Sect of Assassins.

Cleves nodded. His body, as he leaned there on the window sill in the moonlight, trembled. But his face had grown dark with rage.

If I could — could only get my hands on one of them, he whispered hoarsely.

Be careful. Dont wear a face like that. Your wife is looking at us, murmured Recklow.

With an effort Cleves raised his head and smiled across the room at his wife.

Our luggage will be sent over shortly, he said. If youre tired, well say good-night.

So she rose and the three men came to make their adieux and pay their compliments and devoirs. Then, with a smile that seemed almost happy, she went into her own apartment on her husbands arm.

Cleves and his wife had connecting bedrooms and a sitting-room between. Here they paused for a moment before the always formal ceremony of leave-taking at night. There were roses on the centre table. Tressa dropped one hand on the table and bent over the flowers.

They seem so friendly, she said under her breath.

He thought she meant that she found even in flowers a refuge from the solitude of a loveless marriage.

He said quietly: I think you will find the world very friendly, if you wish. But she shook her head, looking at the roses.

Finally he said good-night and she extended her hand, and he took it formally.

Then their hands fell away. Tressa turned and went toward her bedroom. At the door she stopped, turned slowly.

What shall I do about Yulun? she asked.

What is there to do? Yulun is in China.

Yes, her body is.

Do you mean that the rest of her — whatever it is — could come here?

Why, of course.

So that Benton could see her?

Yes.

Could he see her just as she is? Her face and figure — clothes and everything?

Yes.

Would she seem real or like a ghost — spirit — whatever you choose to call such things?

Tressa smiled. Shed be exactly as real as you or I, Victor. Shed seem like anybody else.

Thats astonishing, he muttered. Could Benton hear her speak?

Certainly.

Talk to her?

Tressa laughed: Of course. If Yulun should make the effort she could leave her body as easily as she undresses herself. It is no more difficult to divest ones self of ones body than it is to put off one garment and put on another.... And, somehow, I think Yulun will do it to-night.

Come here?

It would be like her. Tressa laughed. Isnt it odd that she should have become so enamoured of Mr. Benton — just seeing him there in the moonlight that night at Orchid Lodge?

For a moment the smile curved her lips, then the shadow fell again across her eyes, veiling them in that strange and lovely way which Cleves knew so well; and he looked into her impenetrable eyes in troubled silence.

Victor, she said in a low voice, were you afraid to tell me that your man had been murdered?

After a moment: You always know everything, he said unsteadily. When did you learn it?

Just before Mr. Recklow told you.

How did you learn it, Tressa?

I looked into our apartment.

When?

While you were telephoning.

You mean you looked into our rooms from here?

Yes, clairvoyantly.

What did you see?

The Iaglamichi! she said with a shudder. Kai! The Toug of Djamouk is anointed at last!

Is that the beast of a Mongol who did this murder?

Djamouk and Prince Sanang planned it, she said, trembling a little. But that butchery was Yaddins work, I think. Kai! The work of Yaddined-Din, Tougtchi to Djamouk the Fox!

They stood confronting each other, the length of the sitting-room between them. And after the silence had lasted a full minute Cleves reddened and said: I am going to sleep on the couch at the foot of your bed, Tressa.

His young wife reddened too.

He said: This affair has thoroughly scared me. I cant let you sleep out of my sight.

I am quite safe. And you would have an uncomfortable night, she murmured.

Do you mind if I sleep on the couch, Tressa?

No.

Will you call me when you are ready?

Yes.

She went into her bedroom and closed the door.

When he was ready he slipped a pistol into the pocket of his dressing-gown, belted it over his pyjamas, and walked into the sitting-room. His wife called him presently, and he went in. Her night-lamp was burning and she extended her hand to extinguish it.

Could you sleep if it burns? he asked bluntly.

Yes.

Then let it burn. This business has got on my nerves, he muttered.

They looked at each other in an expressionless way. Both really understood how useless was this symbol of protection — this man the girl called husband; — how utterly useless his physical strength, and the pistol sagging in the pocket of his dressing-gown. Both understood that the only real protection to be looked for must come from her — from the gifted and guardian mind of this young girl who lay there looking at him from the pillows.

Good-night, he said, flushing; Ill do my best. But only one of Gods envoys, like you, knows how to do battle with things that come out of hell.

After a moments silence she said in a colourless voice: I wish youd lie down on the bed.

Had you rather I did?

Yes.

So he went slowly to the bed, placed his pistol under the pillow, drew his dressing-gown around him, and lay down.

After he had lain unstirring for half an hour: Try to sleep, Tressa, he said, without turning his head.

Cant you seem to sleep, Victor? she asked. And he heard her turn her head.

No.

Shall I help you?

Do you mean use hypnosis — the power of suggestion — on me?

No. I can help you to sleep very gently. I can make you very drowsy.... You are drowsy now.... You are very close to the edge of sleep.... Sleep, dear.... Sleep, easily, naturally, confidently as a tired boy.... You are sleeping, ... deeply ... sweetly ... my dear ... my dear, dear husband.




CHAPTER XI

YULUN THE BELOVED
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CLEVES OPENED HIS eyes. He was lying on his left side. In the pink glow of the night-lamp he saw his wife in her night-dress, seated sideways on the farther edge of the bed, talking to a young girl.

The strange girl wore what appeared to be a chamber-robe of frail gold tissue that clung to her body and glittered as she moved. He had never before seen such a dress; but he had seen the girl; he recognised her instantly as the girl he had seen turn to look back at Tressa as she crossed the phantom bridge over that misty Florida river. And Cleves comprehended that he was looking at Yulun.

But this charming young thing was no ghost, no astral projection. This girl was warm, living, breathing flesh. The delicate scent of her strange garments and of her hair, her very breath, was in the air of the room. Her half-hushed but laughing voice was deliciously human; her delicate little hands, caressing Tressas, were too eagerly real to doubt.

Both talked at the same time, their animated voices mingling in the breathless delight of the reunion. Their exclamations, enchanting laughter, bubbling chatter, filled his ears. But not one word of what they were saying to each other could he understand.

Suddenly Tressa looked over her shoulder and met his astonished eyes.

Tokhta! she exclaimed. Yulun! My lord is awake!

Yulun swung around swiftly on the edge of the bed and looked laughingly at Cleves. But when her red lips unclosed she spoke to Tressa: and, Darling, she said in English, I think your dear lord remembers that he saw me on the Bridge of Dreams. And heard the bells of Yian across the mist.

Tressa said, laughing at her husband: This is Yulun, flame-slender, very white, loveliest in Yian. On the rose-marble steps of the Yezidee Temple she flung a stemless rose upon Djamouks shroud, where he had spread it like a patch of snow in the sun.

And at the Lake of the Ghosts, where there is freedom to love, for those who desire love, came Yaddin, Tougtchi to Djamouk the Fox, in search of love — and Yulun, flame-slim, and flower-white.... Tell my dear lord, Yulun!

Yulun laughed at Cleves out of her dark eyes that slanted charmingly at the corners.

Kai! she cried softly, clapping her palms. I took his roses and tore them with my hands till their petals rained on him and their golden hearts were a powdery cloud floating across the water.

I said: Even the damned do not mate with demons, my Tougtchi! So go to the devil, my Banneret, and may Erlik seize you!

Cleves, his ears ringing with the sweet confusion of their girlish laughter, rose from his pillow, supporting himself on one arm.

You are Yulun. You are alive and real — — He looked at Tressa: She is real, isnt she? And, to Yulun: Where do you come from?

The girl replied seriously: I come from Yian. She turned to Tressa with a dazzling smile: Thou knowest, my hearts gold, how it was I came. Tell thy dear lord in thine own way, so that it shall be simple for his understanding.... And now — because my visit is ending — I think thy dear lord should sleep. Bid him sleep, my hearts gold!

At that calm suggestion Cleves sat upright on the bed, — or attempted to. But sank back gently on his pillow and met there a dark, delicious rush of drowsiness.

He made an effort — or tried to: the smooth, sweet tide of sleep swept over him to the eyelids, leaving him still and breathing evenly on his pillow.

The two girls leaned over and looked down at him.

Thy dear lord, murmured Yulun. Does he love thee, rose-bud of Yian?

No, said Tressa, under her breath.

Does he know thou art damned, heart of gold?

He says no soul is ever really harmed, whispered Tressa.

Kai! Has he never heard of the Slayer of Souls? exclaimed Yulun incredulously.

My lord maintains that neither the Assassin of Khorassan nor the Sheiks-el-Djebel of the Eight Towers, nor their dark prince Erlik, can have power over God to slay the human soul.

Tokhta, Rose of Yian! Our souls were slain there in the Yezidee temple.

Tressa looked down at Cleves:

My dear lord says no, she said under her breath.

And — Sanang?

Tressa paled: His mind and mine did battle. I tore my heart from his grasp. I have laid it, bleeding, at my dear lords feet. Let God judge between us, Yulun.

There was a day, whispered Yulun, when Prince Sanang went to the Lake of the Ghosts.

Tressa, very pallid, looked down at her sleeping husband. She said:

Prince Sanang came to the Lake of the Ghosts. The snow of the cherry-trees covered the young world.

The water was clear as sunlight; and the lake was afire with scarlet carp.... Yulun — beloved — the nightingale sang all night long — all night long.... Then I saw Sanang shining, all gold, in the moonlight.... May God remember him in hell!

May God remember him.

Sanang Noïane. May he be accursed in the Namaz Ga!

May he be tormented in Jehaunum! — Sanang, Slayer of Souls.

Tressa leaned forward on the bed, stretched herself out, and laid her face gently across her husbands feet, touching them with her lips.

Then she straightened herself and sat up, supported by one hand, and looking silently down at the sleeping man.

No soul shall die, she said. Niaz!

Is it written? asked Yulun, surprised.

My lord has said it.

Allahou Ekber, murmured Yulun; thy lord is only a man.

Tressa said: Neither the Tekbir nor the fatha, nor the warning of Khidr, nor the Yacaz of the Khagan, nor even the prayers of the Ten Imaums are of any value to me unless my dear lord confirms the truth of them with his own lips.

And Erlik? Is he nothing, then?

Erlik! repeated Tressa insolently. Who is Erlik but the servant of Satan who was stoned?

Her beautiful, angry lips were suddenly distorted; her blue eyes blazed. Then she spat, her mouth still tremulous with hatred. She said in a voice shaking with rage:

Yulun, beloved! Listen attentively. I have slain two of the Slayers of the Eight Towers. With Gods help I shall slay them all — all! — Djamouk, Yaddin, Arrak Sou-Sou — all! — every one! — Tiyang Khan, Togrul, — all shall I slay, even to the last one among them!

Sanang, also?

I leave him to God. It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God!

Yulun calmly paraphrased the cant phrase of the Assassins: For it is written that we belong to God and we return to Him. Heart of gold, I shall execute my duty!

Then Yulun slipped from the edge of the bed to the floor, and stood there looking oddly at Tressa, her eyes rain-bright as though choking back tears — or laughter.

Heart of a rose, she said in a suppressed voice, my time is nearly ended.... So.... I go to the chamber of this strange young man who holds my soul like a pearl afire between his hands.... I think it it written that I shall love him.

Tressa rose also and placed her lips close to Yuluns ear: His name, beloved, is Benton. His room is on this floor. Shall we make the effort together?

Yes, said Yulun. Lay your body down upon the bed beside your lord who sleeps so deeply.... And now stretch out.... And fold both hands.... And now put off thy body like a silken garment.... So! And leave it there beside thy lord, asleep.

They stood together for a moment, shining like dewy shapes of tall flowers, whispering and laughing together in the soft glow of the night lamp.

Cleves slept on, unstirring. There was the white and sleeping figure of his wife lying on the bed beside him.

But Tressa and Yulun were already melting away between the wall and the confused rosy radiance of the lamp.

Benton, in night attire and chamber-robe belted in, fresh from his bath and still drying his curly hair on a rough towel, wandered back into his bedroom.

When his short, bright hair was dry, he lighted a cigarette, took the automatic from his dresser, examined the clip, and shoved it under his pillow.

Then he picked up the little leather-bound Testament, seated himself, and opened it. And read tranquilly while his cigarette burned.

When he was ready he turned out the ceiling light, leaving only the night lamp lighted. Then he knelt beside his bed, — a custom surviving the nursery period, — and rested his forehead against his folded hands.

Then, as he prayed, something snapped the thread of prayer as though somebody had spoken aloud in the still room; and, like one who has been suddenly interrupted, he opened his eyes and looked around and upward.

The silent shock of her presence passed presently. He got up from his knees, looking at her all the while.

You are Yulun, he said very calmly.

The girl flushed brightly and rested one hand on the foot of the bed.

Do you remember in the moonlight where you walked along the hedge of white hibiscus and oleander — that night you said good-bye to Tressa in the South?

Yes.

Twice, she said, laughing, you stopped to peer at the blossoms in the moonlight.

I thought I saw a face among them.

You were not sure whether it was flowers or a girls face looking at you from the blossoming hedge of white hibiscus, said Yulun.

I know now, he said in an odd, still voice, unlike his own.

Yes, it was I, she murmured. And of a sudden the girl dropped to her knees without a sound and laid her head on the velvet carpet at his feet.

So swiftly, noiselessly was it done that he had not comprehended — had not moved — when she sat upright, resting on her knees, and grasped the collar of her tunic with both gemmed hands.

Have pity on me, lord of my lost soul! she cried softly.

Benton stooped in a dazed way to lift the girl; but found himself knee deep in a snowy drift of white hibiscus blossoms — touched nothing but silken petals — waded in them as he stepped forward. And saw her standing before him still grasping the collar of her golden tunic.

A great white drift of bloom lay almost waist deep between them; the fragrance of oleander, too, was heavy in the room.

There are years of life before the flaming gates of Jehaunum open. And I am very young, said Yulun wistfully.

Somebody else laughed in the room. Turning his head, he saw Tressa standing by the empty fireplace.

What you see and hear need not disturb you, she said, looking at Benton out of brilliant eyes. There is no god but God; and His prophet has been called by many names. And to Yulun: Have I not told you that nothing can harm our souls?

Yuluns expression altered and she turned to Benton: Say it to me! she pleaded.

As in a dream he heard his own words: Nothing can ever really harm the soul.

Yuluns hands fell from her tunic collar. Very slowly she lifted her head, looking at him out of lovely, proud young eyes.

She said, evenly, her still gaze on him: I am Yulun of the Temple. My heart is like a blazing pearl which you hold between your hands. May the four Blessed Companions witness the truth of what I say.

Then a delicate veil of colour wrapped her white skin from throat to temple; she looked at Benton with sudden and exquisite distress, frightened and ashamed at his silence.

In the intense stillness Benton moved toward her. Into his outstretched hands her two hands fell; but, bending above them, his lips touched only two white hibiscus flowers that lay fresh and dewy in his palms.

Bewildered, he straightened up; and saw the girl standing by the mantel beside Tressa, who had caught her by the left hand.

Tokhta! Look out! she said distinctly.

Suddenly he saw two men in the room, close to him — their broad faces, slanting eyes, and sparse beards thrust almost against his shoulder.

Djamouk! Yaddin-ed-Din! cried Tressa in a terrible voice. But quick as a flash Yulun tore a white sheet from the bed, flung it on the floor, and, whipping a tiny, jewelled knife from her sleeve, threw it glittering upon the sheet at the feet of the two men.

One shroud for two souls! she said breathlessly,  — and a knife like that to sever them from their bodies!

The two men sprang backward as the sheet touched their feet, and now they stood there as though confounded.

Djamouk, Kahn of the Fifth Tower! cried Tressa in a clear voice, you have put off your body like a threadbare cloak, and your form that stands there is only your mind! And it is only the evil will of Yaddin in the shape of his body that confronts us in this room of a man you have doomed!

Yulun, intent as a young leopardess on her prey, moved soundlessly toward Yaddin.

Tougtchi! she said coldly, you did murder this day, my Banneret, and the Toug of Djamouk has been greased. Now look out for yourself!

Dont stir! came Tressas warning voice, as Benton snatched his pistol from the pillow. Dont fire! Those men have no real substance! For Gods sake dont fire! I tell you they have no bodies!

Suddenly something — some force — flung Benton on the bed. The two men did not seem to touch him at all, but he lay there struggling, crushed, held by something that was strangling him.

Through his swimming eyes he saw Yaddin trying to drive a long nail into his skull with a hammer, — felt the piercing agony of the first crashing blow, — struggled upright, drenched in blood, his ears ringing with the screaming of Yaddin.

Then, there in the little rococo bedroom of the Ritz-Carlton, began a strange and horrible struggle — the more dreadful because the struggle was not physical and the combatants never touched each other — scarcely moved at all.

Yaddin, still screaming, confronted Yulun. The girls eyes were ablaze, her lips parted with the violence of her breathing. And Yaddin writhed and screamed under the terrible concentration of her gaze, his inferior but ferocious mind locked with her mind in deadly battle.

The girl said slowly, showing a glimmer of white teeth: Your will to do evil to my young lord is breaking, Yaddin-ed-Din.... I am breaking it. The nail and hammer were but symbols. It was your brain that brooded murder — that willed he should die as though shattered by lightning when that blood-vessel burst in his brain!

Sorceress! shrieked Yaddin, what are you doing to my heart, where my body lies asleep in a berth on the Montreal Express!

Your heart is weak, Yaddin. Soon the valves shall fail. A negro porter shall discover you dead in your berth, my Banneret!

The mans swarthy face became livid with the terrific mental battle.

Let me go back to my body! he panted. What are you doing to me that I can not go back? I will go back! I wish it! — I — —

Let us go back and rejoin our bodies! cried Djamouk in an agonised voice. There are teeth in my throat, deep in my throat, biting and tearing out the cords.

Cancer, said Tressa calmly. Your body shall die of it while your soul stumbles on through darkness.

My Tougtchi! shouted Djamouk, I hear my soul bidding my body farewell! I must go before my mind expires in the terrible gaze of this young sorceress!

He turned, drifted like something misty to the solid wall.

My soul be ransom for yours! cried Yulun to Tressa. Bar that mans path to life!

Tressa flung out her right hand and, with her forefinger, drew a barrier through space, bar above bar.

And Benton, half swooning on his bed, saw a cage of terrible and living light penning in Djamouk, who beat upon the incandescent bars and grasped them and clawed his way about, squealing like a tortured rat in a red-hot cage.

Through the deafening tumult Yuluns voice cut like a sword:

Their bodies are dying, Heart of a Rose!... Listen! I hear their souls bidding their minds farewell!

And, after a dreadful silence: The train speeding north carries two dead men! God is God. Niaz!

The bars of living fire faded. Two cinder-like and shapeless shadows floated and eddied like whitened ashes stirred by a wind on the hearth; then drifted through the lamp-light, fading, dissolving, lost gradually in thin air.

Tressa, leaning back against the mantel, covered her face with both hands.

Yulun crept to the bed where Benton lay, breathing evenly in deepest sleep.

With the sheer sleeve of her tunic she wiped the blood from his face. And, at her touch, the wound in the temple closed and the short, bright hair dried and curled over a forehead as clean and fresh as a boys.

Then Yulun laid her lips against his, rested so a moment.

Seek me, dear lord, she whispered. Or send me a sign and I shall come.

And, after a pause, she said, her lips scarcely stirring: Love me. My heart is a flaming pearl burning between your hands.

Then she lifted her head.

But Tressa had rejoined her body, where it lay asleep beside her deeply sleeping husband.

So Yulun stood a moment, her eyes remote. Then, after a while, the little rococo bedroom in the Ritz-Carlton was empty save for a young man asleep on the bed, holding in his clenched hand a white hibiscus blossom.




CHAPTER XII

HIS EXCELLENCY
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HIS EXCELLENCY PRESIDENT Tintinto, Chief Executive of one of the newer and cruder republics, visiting New York incognito with his Secretaries of War and of the Navy, had sent for John Recklow. And now the reception was in full operation.

Recklow was explaining. In the beginning, he said, the Bolsheviks aim was to destroy everything and everybody except themselves, and then to reorganise for their own benefit what was left of a wrecked world. That was their programme — —

Quite a programme, interrupted the Secretary of War, with something that almost resembled a giggle. But his prominent eyes continued to stare at Recklow untouched by the mirth which stretched his large, silly mouth.

The face of the Secretary of the Navy resembled the countenance of a benevolent manatee. The visage of the President was a study in tinted chalks.

Recklow said: To combat that sort of Bolshevism was a business that we of the United States Secret Service understood — or supposed we understood.

Then, suddenly, out of unknown Mongolia and into the civilised world stepped eight men.

Yezidees, said the President mechanically. Your Government has sent me a very full report.

Yezidees of the Sect of the Assassins, continued Recklow;  — the most ancient sect in the world surviving from ancient times — the Sorcerers of Asia. And, as it was in ancient times, so it is now: the Yezidees are devil worshipers; their god is Satan; his prophet is Erlik, Prince of Darkness; his regent on earth is the old man of Mount Alamout; and to this ancient and sinister title a Yezidee sorcerer called Prince Sanang, or Sanang Noïane, has succeeded.

His murderous deputies were the Eight Khans of the Eight Towers. Four of these assassins are dead — Gutchlug, Yarghouz, Djamouk the Fox, and Yaddin-ed-Din. One is in prison charged with murder, — Albert Feke.

Four of the sorcerers remain alive: Tiyang Khan, Togrul, Arrak, Sou-Sou, called The Squirrel, and the Old Man of the Mountain himself, Saï-Sanang, Prince of the Yezidees.

Recklow paused; the pop-eyes of the War Secretary were upon him; the benevolent manatee gazed mildly at him; the countenance of the President seemed more like a Rocky Mountain goat than ever — chiselled out of a block of tinted chalk.

Recklow said: To the menace of Bolshevism, which endangers this Republic and yours, has been added a more terrible threat — the threat of powerful and evil minds made formidable by psychic knowledge.

For these Yezidee Sorcerers are determined to conquer, seize, and subdue the minds of mankind. They are here for that frightful purpose. Powerfully, terrifically equipped to surprise and capture the unarmed minds of our people, enslave their very thoughts and use them to their own purposes, these Sorcerers of the Yezidees assumed control of the Bolsheviki, who were merely envious and ferocious bandits, but whose crippled minds are now utterly enslaved by these Assassins from Asia.

And this is what the United States Secret Service has to combat. And its weapons are not warrants, not pistols. For in this awful battle between decency and evil, it is mind against mind in an occult death grapple. And our only weapon against these minds made powerful by psychic knowledge and made terrible by an esoteric ability akin to what is called black magic, — our only weapon is the mind of a young girl.

I understand, said the President, that she became an adept in occult practices while imprisoned in the Yezidee Temple of Erlik at Yian.

Recklow looked into the Presidents face, which had grown very pale.

Yes, sir, he said. God alone knows what this child learned in the Yezidee Temple. All I know is that with this knowledge she has met the Yezidees in a battle of minds, has halted them, confounded them, fought them with their own occult knowledge, and has slain four of them.

The intense silence was broken by the frivolous titter of the Secretary of War:

Of course I dont believe any of this supernatural stuff, he said with the split grin which did not modify his protruding stare. This girl is merely a clever detective, that is the gist of the matter. And I dont believe anything else.

Perhaps, sir, you will believe this, then, said John Recklow quietly. I cut it from the Times this morning. And he handed the clipping to the Secretary of War.

NEW PLOT IN EAST

Moslem and Hindu Conspirators
Have Formed Secret
Organisation

Have World Revolution in View

Think to Rouse Asia, America, and Africa
to Outbreaks by Their
Propaganda.



Copyright, 1919, by The New York Times Company. Special Cable to The New York Times.

July 1. — A significant event has recently taken place. Under the name of the Oriental League has recently been established a central organisation uniting all the various secret societies of Moslem and Hindu nationalists. The aim of the new association is to prepare for joint revolutionary action in Asia, America, and Africa.

The effects of this vast conspiracy may already be traced in recent events in Egypt, India, and Afghanistan. For the first time, through the creation of this league, the racial and religious differences which have divided Eastern conspirators have been overcome. The Ottoman League, founded by Mahmud Muktar Pasha, Munir Pasha, and Ahmed Rechid Bey, has adhered to the new organisation. So have the extreme Egyptian nationalists and the Hindu revolutionary group, Pro India, emissaries of which were recently sentenced for bringing bombs into Switzerland during the war at the instigation of the German General Staff.

At a Constituent Assembly of the league, which took place in Yian, there were present, besides Young Turks, Egyptians and Hindus, delegates representing Persia, Afghanistan, Algeria, Morocco, and Mongolia.

The league is of Mongolian origin. Its leading spirit is a certain Prince Sanang, of whom little is known.

Associated with this mischievous and rather mysterious Mongolian personage are three better known criminals, now fugitives from justice — Talaat, Enver, and Djemal. It is to Enver Pashas talent for intrigue that the union between Moslems and Hindus, the most striking and dangerous feature of the movement, is chiefly due.

Considerable funds are at the disposal of the league. These are partly supplied from Germany. Besides enjoying the support of the Germans, the league is also in close touch with Lenine, who very soon after his advent to power organised an Oriental Department in Moscow.

The alliance between the league and the Russian Bolsheviki was brought about by the notorious German Socialist agent, Parvus, who is now in Switzerland. Many weeks ago he conferred with the Soviet rulers in Moscow, whence he went to Afghanistan, hoping to reorganise the new Amirs army and establish lines of communication for propaganda in India.

Evidence exists that the recent insurrection in Egypt, the sudden attack of the Afghans, and the rising in India, remarkable for co-operation between Moslems and Hindus, were connected with the activities of the league.

The Secretary looked up after he finished the reading.

I dont see anything about Black Magic in this? he remarked flippantly.

Recklows features became very grave.

I think, he said, that everybody — myself included — and, with all respect, even yourself, sir, — and your honourable colleague, — and perhaps even his Excellency your President, — should be on perpetual guard over their minds, and the thoughts that range there, lest, surreptitiously, stealthily, some taint of Yezidee infection lodge there and take root — and spread — perhaps — throughout your new Republic.

The Secretary of War grinned. They say Im something of a socialist already, he chuckled. Do you think your magic Yezidees are responsible?

The President, troubled and pallid, gazed steadily at Recklow.

Mine is a single-track mind, he remarked as though to himself.

Recklow said nothing. It is one kind of mind, after all. However, single-track roads are now obsolete.

A single-track mind, repeated the President. And — I should not like anything to happen to the switch. It would mean ditching — or a rusty siding at best.... Please do all that is possible to get those four Yezidees, Mr. Recklow.

Recklow said calmly: Our only hope is in this young girl, Tressa Norne, who is now Mrs. Cleves.

My conscience! piped the Secretary of the Navy. What would happen to us if these Yezidees should murder her?

God knows, replied John Recklow, unsmiling.

Why not put her aboard our new dreadnought? suggested the Secretary, and keep her cruising until you United States Secret Service fellows get the rest of these infernal Yezidees and clap em into jail?

We can do nothing without her, said Recklow sombrely.

There was a painful silence. The President joined his finger tips and stared palely into space.

May I not say, he suggested, that I think it a vital necessity that these Yezidees be caught and destroyed before they do any damage to the minds of myself and my cabinet?

God grant it, sir, said Recklow grimly.

Mine, murmured the President, is a single-track mind. I should be very much annoyed if anybody tampered with the rails — very much annoyed indeed, Mr. Recklow.

They mustnt murder that girl, said the Secretary of the Navy. Do you need any Marines, Mr. Recklow? Why not ask your Government for a few?

Recklow rose: Mr. President, he said, I shall not deny that my Government is very deeply disturbed by this situation. In the beginning, these eight Assassins, and Sanang, came here for the purpose of attacking, overpowering, and enslaving the minds of the people of the United States and of the South American Republics.

But now, after four of their infamous colleagues have been destroyed, the ferocious survivors, thoroughly alarmed, have turned their every energy toward accomplishing the death of Mrs. Cleves! Why, sir, scarcely a day passes but that some attempt upon her life is made by these Yezidees.

Scarcely a day passes that this young girl is not suddenly summoned to defend her mind as well as her body against the occult attacks of these Mongol Sorcerers. Yes, sir, Sorcerers! repeated Recklow, his calm voice deep with controlled passion,  — whatever your honourable Secretary of War may think about it!

His cold, grey eyes measured the President as he stood there.

Mr. President, I am at my wits end to protect her from assassination! Her husband is always with her — Victor Cleves, sir, of our Secret Service. But wherever he takes her these devils follow and send their emissaries to watch her, to follow, to attempt her mental destruction or her physical death.

There is no end to their stealthy cunning, to their devilish devices, to their hellish ingenuity!

And all we can do is to guard her person from the approach of strangers, and stand ready, physically, to aid her.

She is our only barrier — your only defence — between civilisation and horrors worse than Bolshevism.

I believe, Mr. President, that civilisation in North and South America — in your own Republic as well as in ours — depends, literally, upon the safety of Tressa Cleves. For, if the Yezidees kill her, then I do not see what is to save civilisation from utter disintegration and total destruction.

There was a silence. Recklow was not certain that the President had been listening.

His Excellency sat with finger tips joined, gazing pallidly into space; and Recklow heard him murmuring under his breath and all to himself, as though to fix the deathless thought forever in his brain:

May I not say that mine is a single-track mind? May I not say it? May I not, — may I not, — not, not, not — —




CHAPTER XIII

SA-NSA
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JUNE SUNSHINE POURED through the window of his bedroom in the Ritz; and Cleves had just finished dressing when he heard his wifes voice in the adjoining sitting-room.

He had not supposed that Tressa was awake. He hastened to tie his tie and pull on a smoking jacket, listening all the while to his wifes modulated but gay young voice.

Then he opened the sitting-room door and went in. And found his wife entirely alone.

She looked up at him, her lips still parted as though checked in what she had been saying, the smile still visible in her blue eyes.

Who on earth are you talking to? he asked, his bewildered glance sweeping the sunny room again.

She did not reply; her smile faded as a spot of sunlight wanes, veiled by a cloud — yet a glimmer of it remained in her gaze as he came over to her.

I thought theyd brought our breakfast, he said,  — hearing your voice.... Did you sleep well?

Yes, Victor.

He seated himself, and his perplexed scrutiny included her frail morning robe of China silk, her lovely bare arms, and her splendid hair twisted up and pegged down with a jade dagger. Around her bare throat and shoulders, too, was a magnificent necklace of imperial jade which he had never before seen; and on one slim, white finger a superb jade ring.

By Jove! he said, youre very exotic this morning, Tressa. I never before saw that negligee effect.

The girl laughed, glanced at her ring, lifted a frail silken fold and examined the amazing embroidery.

I wore it at the Lake of the Ghosts, she said.

The name of that place always chilled him. He had begun to hate it, perhaps because of all that he did not know about it — about his wifes strange girlhood — about Yian and the devils Temple there — and about Sanang.

He said coldly but politely that the robe was unusual and the jade very wonderful.

The alteration in his voice and expression did not escape her. It meant merely masculine jealousy, but Tressa never dreamed he cared in that way.

Breakfast was brought, served; and presently these two young people were busy with their melons, coffee, and toast in the sunny room high above the softened racket of traffic echoing through avenue and street below.

Recklow telephoned me this morning, he remarked.

She looked up, her face serious.

Recklow says that Yezidee mischief is taking visible shape. The Socialist Party is going to be split into bits and a new party, impudently and publicly announcing itself as the Communist Party of America, is being organised. Did you ever hear of anything as shameless — as outrageous — in this Republic?

She said very quietly: Sanang has taken prisoner the minds of these wretched people. He and his remaining Yezidees are giving battle to the unarmed minds of our American people.

Gutchlug is dead, said Cleves,  — and Yarghouz and Djamouk, and Yaddin.

But Tiyang Khan is alive, and Togrul, and that cunning demon Arrak Sou-Sou, called The Squirrel, she said. She bent her head, considering the jade ring on her finger.  — And Prince Sanang, she added in a low voice.

Why didnt you let me shoot him when I had the chance? said Cleves harshly.

So abrupt was his question, so rough his sudden manner, that the girl looked up in dismayed surprise. Then a deep colour stained her face.

Once, she said, Prince Sanang held my heart prisoner — as Erlik held my soul.... I told you that.

Is that the reason you gave the fellow a chance?

Yes.

Oh.... And possibly you gave Sanang a chance because he still holds your — affections!

She said, crimson with the pain of the accusation: I tore my heart out of his keeping.... I told you that.... And, believing — trying to believe what you say to me, I have tried to tear my soul out of the claws of Erlik.... Why are you angry?

I dont know.... Im not angry.... The whole horrible situation is breaking my nerve, I guess.... With whom were you talking before I came in?

After a silence the girls smile glimmered.

Im afraid you wont like it if I tell you.

Why not?

You — such things perplex and worry you.... I am afraid you wont like me any the better if I tell you who it was I had been talking with.

His intent gaze never left her. I want you to tell me, he repeated.

I — I was talking with Sa-nsa, she faltered.

With whom?

With Sa-nsa.... We called her Sansa.

Who the dickens is Sansa?

We were three comrades at the Temple, she said timidly,  — Yulun, Sansa, and myself. We loved each other. We always went to the Lake of the Ghosts together — for protection — —

Go on!

Sansa was a girl of the Aroulads, born at Buldak — as was Temujin. The night she was born three moon-rainbows made circles around her Yaïlak. The Baroulass horsemen saw this and prayed loudly in their saddles. Then they galloped to Yian and came crawling on their bellies to Sanang Noïane with the news of the miracle. And Sanang came with a thousand riders in leather armour. And, What is this childs name? he shouted, riding into the Yaïlak with his black banners flapping around him like devils wings.

A poor Manggoud came out of the tent of skins, carrying the new born infant, and touched his head to Sanangs stirrup. This babe is called Tchagane, he said, trembling all over. No! cries Sanang, she is called Sansa. Give her to me and may Erlik seize you!

And he took the baby on his saddle in front of him and struck his spurs deep; and so came Sansa to Yian under a roaring rustle of black silk banners.... It is so written in the Book of Iron.... Allahou Ekber.



Cleves had leaned his elbow on the table, his forehead rested in his palm.

Perhaps he was striving in a bewildered way to reconcile such occult and amazing things with the year 1920 — with the commonplace and noisy city of New York — with this pretty, modern, sunlit sitting-room in the Ritz-Carlton on Madison Avenue — with this girl in her morning negligee opposite, her coffee and melon fragrant at her elbow, her wonderful blue eyes resting on him.

Sansa, he repeated slowly, as though striving to grasp even a single word from the confusion of names and phrases that were sounding still in his ears like the vibration of distant and unfamiliar seas.

Is this the girl you were talking with just now? In — in this room? he added, striving to understand.

Yes.

She wasnt here, of course.

Her body was not.

Oh!

Tressa said in her sweet, humorous way: You must try to accustom yourself to such things, Victor. You know that Yulun talks to me.... I wanted to talk to Sansa. The longing awakened me. So — I made the effort.

And she came — I mean the part of her which is not her body.

Yes, she came. We talked very happily while I was bathing and dressing. Then we came in here. She is such a darling!

Where is she?

In Yian, feeding her silk-worms and making a garden. You see, Sansa is quite wealthy now, because when the Japanese came she filled a bullock cart with great lumps of spongy gold from the Temple and filled another cart with Yu-stone, and took the Hezar of Baroulass horsemen on guard at the Lake of the Ghosts. And with this Keutch, riding a Soubz horse, and dressed like an Urieng lancer, my pretty little comrade Tchagane, who is called Sansa, marched north preceded by two kettle-drums and a toug with two tails — —

Tressas clear laughter checked her; she clapped her hands, breathless with mirth at the picture she evoked.

Kai! she laughed; what adorable impudence has Sansa! Neither Tchortcha nor Khiounnou dared ask her who were her seven ancestors! No! And when her caravan came to the lovely Yliang river, my darling Sansa rode out and grasped the lance from her Tougtchi and drove the point deep into the fertile soil, crying in a clear voice: A place for Tchagane and her people! Make room for the toug!

Then her Manggoud, who carried the spare steel tip for her lance, got out of his saddle and, gathering a handful of mulberry leaves, rubbed the shaft of the lance till it was all pale green.

Toug iaglachakho! cries my adorable Sansa! Build me here my Urdu! — my Mocalla! And upon it pitch my tent of skins!

Again Tressas laughter checked her, and she strove to control it with the jade ring pressed to her lips.

Oh, Victor, she added in a stifled voice, looking at him out of eyes full of mischief, you dont realise how funny it was — Sansa and her toug and her Urdu — Oh, Allah! — the bones of Tchinguiz must have rattled in his tomb!

Her infectious laughter evoked a responsive but perplexed smile from Cleves; but it was the smile of a bewildered man who has comprehended very little of an involved jest; and he looked around at the modern room as though to find his bearings.

Suddenly Tressa leaned forward swiftly and laid one hand on his.

You dont think all this is very funny. You dont like it, she said in soft concern.

It isnt that, Tressa. But this is New York City in the year 1920. And I cant — I absolutely can not get into touch — hook up, mentally, with such things — with the unreal Oriental life that is so familiar to you.

She nodded sympathetically: I know. You feel like a Mergued Pagan from Lake Baïkal when all the lamps are lighted in the Mosque; — like a camel driver with his jade and gold when he enters Yarkand at sunrise.

Probably I feel like that, said Cleves, laughing outright. I take your word, dear, anyway.

But he took more; he picked up her soft hand where it still rested on his, pressed it, and instantly reddened because he had done it. And Tressas bright flush responded so quickly that neither of them understood, and both misunderstood.

The girl rose with heightened colour, not knowing why she stood up or what she meant to do. And Cleves, misinterpreting her emotion as a silent rebuke to the invasion of that convention tacitly accepted between them, stood up, too, and began to speak carelessly of commonplace things.

She made the effort to reply, scarcely knowing what she was saying, so violently had his caress disturbed her heart, — and she was still speaking when their telephone rang.

Cleves went; listened, then, still listening, summoned Tressa to his side with a gesture.

Its Selden, he said in a low voice. He says he has the Yezidee Arrak Sou-Sou under observation, and that he needs you desperately. Will you help us?

Ill go, of course, she replied, turning quite pale.

Cleves nodded, still listening. After a while: All right. Well be there. Good-bye, he said sharply; and hung up.

Then he turned and looked at his wife.

I wish to God, he muttered, that this business were ended. I — I cant bear to have you go.

I am not afraid.... Where is it?

I never heard of the place before. Were to meet Selden at Fools Acre.

Where is it, Victor?

I dont know. Selden says there are no roads, — not even a spotted trail. Its a wilderness left practically blank by the Geological Survey. Only the contours are marked, and Selden tells me that the altitudes are erroneous and the unnamed lakes and water courses are all wrong. He says it is his absolute conviction that the Geological Survey never penetrated this wilderness at all, but merely skirted it and guessed at what lay inside, because the map he has from Washington is utterly misleading, and the entire region is left blank except for a few vague blue lines and spots indicating water, and a few heights marked 1800.

He turned and began to pace the sitting-room, frowning, perplexed, undecided.

Selden tells me, he said, that the Yezidee, Arrak Sou-Sou, is in there and very busy doing something or other. He says that he can do nothing without you, and will explain why when we meet him.

Yes, Victor.

Cleves turned on his heel and came over to where his wife stood beside the sunny window.

I hate to ask you to go. I know that was the understanding. But this incessant danger — your constant peril — —

That does not count when I think of my countrys peril, she said in a quiet voice. When are we to start? And what shall I pack in my trunk?

Dear child, he said with a brusque laugh, its a wilderness and we carry what we need on our backs. Selden meets us at a place called Glenwild, on the edge of this wilderness, and we follow him in on our two legs.

He glanced across at the mantel clock.

If youll dress, he said nervously, well go to some shop that outfits sportsmen for the North. Because, if we can, we ought to leave on the one oclock train.

She smiled; came up to him. Dont worry about me, she said. Because I also am nervous and tired; and I mean to make an end of every Yezidee remaining in America.

Sanang, too?

They both flushed deeply.

She said in a steady voice: Between God and Erlik there is a black gulf where a million million stars hang, lighting a million million other worlds.

Prince Sanangs star glimmers there. It is a sun, called Yramid. And it lights the planet, Yu-tsung. Let him reign there between God and Erlik.

You will slay this man?

God forbid! she said, shuddering. But I shall send him to his own star. Let my soul be ransom for his! And may Allah judge between us — between this man and me.

Then, in the still, sunny room, the girl turned to face the East. And her husband saw her lips move as though speaking, but heard no sound.



What on earth are you saying there, all to yourself? he demanded at last.

She turned her head and looked at him across her left shoulder.

I asked Sansa to help me.... And she says she will.

Cleves nodded in a dazed way. Then he opened a window and leaned there in the sunshine, looking down into Madison Avenue. And the roar of traffic seemed to soothe his nerves.

But Good heavens! he thought; do such things really go on in New York in 1920! Is the entire world becoming a little crazy? Am I really in my right mind when I believe that the girl I married is talking, without wireless, to another girl in China!

He leaned there heavily, gazing down into the street with sombre eyes.

What a ghastly thing these Yezidees are trying to do to the world — these Assassins of mens minds! he thought, turning away toward the door of his bedroom.

As he crossed the threshold he stumbled, and looking down saw that he had tripped over a white sheet lying there. For a moment he thought it was a sheet from his own bed, and he started to pick it up. Then he saw the naked blade of a knife at his feet.

With an uncontrollable shudder he stepped out of the shroud and stood staring at the knife as though it were a snake. It had a curved blade and a bone hilt coarsely inlaid with Arabic characters in brass.

The shroud was a threadbare affair — perhaps a bed-sheet from some cheap lodging house. But its significance was so repulsive that he hesitated to touch it.

However, he was ashamed to have it discovered in his room. He picked up the brutal-looking knife and kicked the shroud out into the corridor, where they could guess if they liked how such a rag got into the Ritz-Carlton.

Then he searched his bedroom, and, of course, discovered nobody hiding. But chills crawled on his spine while he was about it, and he shivered still as he stood in the centre of the room examining the knife and testing edge and point.

Then, close to his ear, a low voice whispered: Be careful, my lord; the Yezidee knife is poisoned. But it is written that a poisoned heart is more dangerous still.

He had turned like a flash; and he saw, between him and the sitting-room door, a very young girl with slightly slanting eyes, and rose and ivory features as perfect as though moulded out of tinted bisque.

She wore a loose blue linen robe, belted in, short at the elbows and skirt, showing two creamy-skinned arms and two bare feet in straw sandals. In one hand she had a spray of purple mulberries, and she looked coolly at Cleves and ate a berry or two.

Give me the knife, she said calmly.

He handed it to her; she wiped it with a mulberry leaf and slipped it through her girdle.

I am Sansa, she said with a friendly glance at him, busy with her fruit.

Cleves strove to speak naturally, but his voice trembled.

Is it you — I mean your real self — your own body?

Its my real self. Yes. But my body is asleep in my mulberry grove.

In — in China?

Yes, she said calmly, detaching another mulberry and eating it. A few fresh leaves fell on the centre table.

Sansa chose another berry. You know, she said, that I came to Tressa this morning, — to my little Heart of Fire I came when she called me. And I was quite sleepy, too. But I heard her, though there was a night wind in the mulberry trees, and the river made a silvery roaring noise in the dark.... And now I must go. But I shall come again very soon.

She smiled shyly and held out her lovely little hand,  — As Tressa tells me is your custom in America, she said, I offer you a good-bye.

He took her hand and found it a warm, smooth thing of life and pulse.

Why, he stammered in his astonishment, you are real! You are not a ghost!

Yes, I am real, she answered, surprised, but Im not in my body, — if you mean that. Then she laughed and withdrew her hand, and, going, made him a friendly gesture.

Cherish, my lord, my darling Heart of Fire. Serpents twist and twine. So do rose vines. May their petals make your path of velvet and sweet scented. May everything that is round be a pomegranate for you two to share; may everything that sways be lilies bordering a path wide enough for two. In the name of the Most Merciful God, may the only cry you hear be the first sweet wail of your first-born. And when the tenth shall be born, may you and Heart of Fire bewail your fate because both of you desire more children!

She was laughing when she disappeared. Cleves thought she was still there, so radiant the sunshine, so sweet the scent in the room.

But the golden shadow by the door was empty of her. If she had slipped through the doorway he had not noticed her departure. Yet she was no longer there. And, when he understood, he turned back into the empty room, quivering all over. Suddenly a terrible need of Tressa assailed him — an imperative necessity to speak to her — hear her voice.

Tressa! he called, and rested his hand on the centre table, feeling weak and shaken to the knees. Then he looked down and saw the mulberry leaves lying scattered there, tender and green and still dewy with the dew of China.

Oh, my God! he whispered, such things are! It isnt my mind that has gone wrong. There are such things!

The conviction swept him like a tide till his senses swam. As though peering through a mist of gold he saw his wife enter and come to him; — felt her arm about him, sustaining him where he swayed slightly with one hand on the table among the mulberry leaves.

Ah, murmured Tressa, noticing the green leaves, she oughtnt to have done that. That was thoughtless of her, to show herself to you.

Cleves looked at her in a dazed way. The body is nothing, he muttered. The rest only is real. That is the truth, isnt it?

Yes.

I seem to be beginning to believe it.... Sansa said things — I shall try to tell you — some day — dear.... Im so glad to hear your voice.

Are you? she murmured.

And so glad to feel your touch.... I found a shroud on my threshold. And a knife.

The Yezidees are becoming mountebanks.... Where is the knife? she asked scornfully.

Sansa said it was poisoned. She took it. She — she said that a poisoned heart is more dangerous still.

Then Tressa threw up her head and called softly into space: Sansa! Little Silk-Moth! What are these mischievous things you have told to my lord?

She stood silent, listening. And, in the answer which he could not hear, there seemed to be something that set his young wifes cheeks aflame.

Sansa! Little devil! she cried, exasperated. May Erlik send his imps to pinch you if you have said to my lord these shameful things. It was impudent! It was mischievous! You cover me with shame and confusion, and I am humbled in the dust of my lords feet!

Cleves looked at her, but she could not sustain his gaze.

Did Sansa say to you what she said to me? he demanded unsteadily.

Yes.... I ask your pardon.... And I had already told her you did not — did not — were not — in — love — with me.... I ask your pardon.

Ask more.... Ask your heart whether it would care to hear that I am in love. And with whom. Ask your heart if it could ever care to listen to what my heart could say to it.

Y-yes — Ill ask — my heart, she faltered.... I think I had better finish dressing — — She lifted her eyes, gave him a breathless smile as he caught her hand and kissed it.

It — it would be very wonderful, she stammered,  — if our necessity should be-become our choice.

But that speech seemed to scare her and she fled, leaving her husband standing tense and upright in the middle of the room.



Their train on the New York Central Railroad left the Grand Central Terminal at one in the afternoon.

Cleves had made his arrangements by wire. They travelled lightly, carrying, except for the clothing they wore, only camping equipment for two.

It was raining in the Hudson valley; they rushed through the outlying towns and Pokeepsie in a summer downpour.

At Hudson the rain slackened. A golden mist enveloped Albany, through which the beautiful tower and façades along the river loomed, masking the huge and clumsy Capitol and the spires beyond.

At Schenectady, rifts overhead revealed glimpses of blue. At Amsterdam, where they descended from the train, the flag on the arsenal across the Mohawk flickered brilliantly in the sunny wind.

By telegraphic arrangement, behind the station waited a touring car driven by a trooper of State Constabulary, who, with his comrade, saluted smartly as Cleves and Tressa came up.

There was a brief, low-voiced conversation. Their camping outfit was stowed aboard, Tressa sprang into the tonneau followed by Cleves, and the car started swiftly up the inclined roadway, turned to the right across the railroad bridge, across the trolley tracks, and straight on up the steep hill paved with blocks of granite.

On the level road which traversed the ridge at last they speeded up, whizzed past the great hedged farm where racing horses are bred, rushing through the afternoon sunshine through the old-time Scotch settlements which once were outposts of the old New York frontier.

Nine miles out the macadam road ended. They veered to the left over a dirt road, through two hamlets; then turned to the right.

The landscape became rougher. To their left lay the long, low Maxon hills; behind them the Mayfield range stretched northward into the open jaws of the Adirondacks.

All around them were woods, now. Once a Gate House appeared ahead; and beyond it they crossed four bridges over a foaming, tumbling creek where Cleves caught glimpses of shadowy forms in amber-tinted pools — big yellow trout that sank unhurriedly out of sight among huge submerged boulders wet with spray.

The State trooper beside the chauffeur turned to Cleves, his purple tie whipping in the wind.

Yonder is Glenwild, sir, he said.

It was a single house on the flank of a heavily forested hill. Deep below to the left the creek leaped two cataracts and went flashing out through a belt of cleared territory ablaze with late sunshine.

The car swung into the farm-yard, past the barn on the right, and continued on up a very rough trail.

This is the road to the Ireland Vlaie, said the trooper. It is possible for cars for another mile only.

Splendid spruce, pine, oak, maple, and hemlock fringed the swampy, uneven trail which was no more than a wide, rough vista cut through the forest.

And, as the trooper had said, a little more than a mile farther the trail became a tangle of bushes and swale; the car slowed down and stopped; and a man rose from where he was seated on a mossy log and came forward, his rifle balanced across the hollow of his left arm.

The man was Alek Selden.



It was long after dark and they were still travelling through pathless woods by the aid of their electric torches.

There was little underbrush; the forest of spruce and hemlock was first growth.

Cleves shined the trees but could discover no blazing, no trodden path.

In explanation, Selden said briefly that he had hunted the territory for years.

But I dont begin to know it, he added. There are vast and ugly regions of bog and swale where a sea of alders stretches to the horizon. There are desolate wastes of cat-briers and witch-hopple under leprous tangles of grey birches, where stealthy little brooks darkle deep under matted débris. Only wild things can travel such country.

Then there are strange, slow-flowing creeks in the perpetual shadows of tamarack woods, where many a man has gone in never to come out.

Why? asked Tressa.

Under the tender carpet of green cresses are shining black bogs set with tussock; and under the bog stretches quicksand, — and death.

Do you know these places? asked Cleves.

No.

Cleves stepped forward to Tressas side.

Keep flashing the ground, he said harshly. I dont want you to step into some hell-hole. Im sorry I brought you, anyway.

But I had to come, she said in a low voice.

Like the two men, she wore a grey flannel shirt, knickers, and spiral puttees.

They, however, carried rifles as well as packs; and the girls pack was lighter.

They had halted by a swift, icy rivulet to eat, without building a fire. After that they crossed the Ireland Vlaie and the main creek, where remains of a shanty stood on the bluff above the right bank — the last sign of man.

Beyond lay the uncharted land, skimped and shirked entirely in certain regions by map-makers; — an unknown wilderness on the edges of which Selden had often camped when deer shooting.

It was along this edge he was leading them, now, to a lean-to which he had erected, and from which he had travelled in to Glenwild to use the superintendents telephone to New York.

There seemed to be no animal life stirring in this forest; their torches illuminated no fiery orbs of dazed wild things surprised at gaze in the wilderness; no leaping furry form crossed their flashlights fan-shaped radiance.

There were no nocturnal birds to be seen or heard, either: no bittern squawked from hidden sloughs; no herons howled; not an owl-note, not a whispering cry of a whippoorwill, not the sudden uncanny twitter of those little birds that become abruptly vocal after dark, interrupted the dense stillness of the forest.

And it was not until his electric torch glimmered repeatedly upon reaches of dusk-hidden bog that Cleves understood how Selden took his bearings — for the night was thick and there were no stars.

Yes, said Selden tersely, Im trying to skirt the bog until I shine a peeled stick.



An hour later the peeled alder-stem glittered in the beam of the torches. In ten minutes something white caught the electric rays.

It was Seldens spare undershirt drying on a bush behind the lean-to.

Can we have a fire? asked Cleves, relieving his wife of her pack and striding into the open-faced camp.

Yes, Ill fix it, replied Selden. Are you all right, Mrs. Cleves?

Tressa said: Delightfully tired, thank you. And smiled faintly at her husband as he let go his own pack, knelt, and spread a blanket for his wife.

He remained there, kneeling, as she seated herself.

Are you quite fit? he asked bluntly. Yet, through his brusqueness her ear caught a vague undertone of something else — anxiety perhaps — perhaps tenderness. And her heart stirred deliciously in her breast.

He inflated a pillow for her; the firelight glimmered, brightened, spread glowing across her feet. She lay back with a slight sigh, relaxed.

Then, suddenly, the thrill of her husbands touch flooded her face with colour; but she lay motionless, one arm flung across her eyes, while he unrolled her puttees and unlaced her muddy shoes.

A heavenly warmth from the fire dried her stockinged feet. Later, on the edge of sleep, she opened her eyes and found herself propped upright on her husbands shoulder.

Drowsily, obediently she swallowed spoonfuls of the hot broth which he administered.

Are you really quite comfortable, dear? he whispered.

Wonderfully.... And so very happy.... Thank you — dear.

She lay back, suffering him to bathe her face and hands with warm water.

When the fire was only a heap of dying coals, she turned over on her right side and extended her hand a little way into the darkness. Searching, half asleep, she touched her husband, and her hand relaxed in his nervous clasp. And she fell into the most perfect sleep which she had known in years.



She dreamed that somebody whispered to her, Darling, darling, wake up. It is morning, beloved.

Suddenly she opened her eyes; and saw her husband set a tray, freshly plaited out of Indian willow, beside her blanket.

Heres your breakfast, pretty lady, he said, smilingly. And over there is an exceedingly frigid pool of water. Youre to have the camp to yourself for the next hour or two.

You dear fellow, she murmured, still confused by sleep, and reached out to touch his hand. He caught hers and kissed it, back and palm, and got up hastily as though scared.

Selden and I will stand sentry, he muttered. There is no hurry, you know.

She heard him and his comrade walking away over dried leaves; their steps receded; a dry stick cracked distantly; then silence stealthily invaded the place like a cautious living thing, creeping unseen through the golden twilight of the woods.

Seated in her blanket, she drank the coffee; ate a little; then lay down again in the early sun, feeling the warmth of the heap of whitening coals at her feet, also.

For an hour she dozed awake, drowsily opening her eyes now and then to look across the glade at the pool over which a single dragon-fly glittered on guard.

Finally she rose resolutely, grasped a bit of soap, and went down to the edge of the pool.



Tressa was in flannel shirt and knickers when her husband and Selden hailed the camp and presently appeared walking slowly toward the dead fire.

Their grave faces checked her smile of greeting; her husband came up and laid one hand on her arm, looking at her out of thoughtful, preoccupied eyes.

What is the Tchordagh? he said in a low voice.

The girls quiet face went white.

The — the Tchordagh! she stammered.

Yes, dear. What is it?

I dont — dont know where you heard that term, she whispered. The Tchordagh is the — the power of Erlik. It is a term.... In it is comprehended all the evil, all the cunning, all the perverted spiritual intelligence of Evil, — its sinister might, — its menace. It is an Alouäd-Yezidee term, and it is written in brass in Eighur characters on the Eight Towers, and on the Rampart of Gog and Magog; — nowhere else in the world!

It is written on a pine tree a few paces from this camp, said Cleves absently.

Selden said: It has not been there more than an hour or two, Mrs. Cleves. A square of bark was cut out and on the white surface of the wood this word is written in English.

Can you tell us what it signifies? asked Cleves, quietly.

Tressas studied effort at self-control was apparent to both men.

She said: When that word is written, then it is a death struggle between all the powers of Darkness and those who have read the written letters of that word.... For it is written in The Iron Book that no one but the Assassin of Khorassan — excepting the Eight Sheiks — shall read that written word and live to boast of having read it.

Let us sit here and talk it over, said Selden soberly.

And when Tressa was seated on a fallen log, and Cleves settled down cross-legged at her feet, Selden spoke again, very soberly:

On the edges of these woods, to the northwest, lies a sea of briers, close growing, interwoven and matted, strong and murderous as barbed wire.

Miles out in this almost impenetrable region lies a patch of trees called Fools Acre.

At Wells I heard that the only man who had ever managed to reach Fools Acre was a trapper, and that he was still living.

I found him at Rainbow Lake — a very old man, who had a fairly clear recollection of Fools Acre and his exhausting journey there.

And he told me that man had been there before he had. For there was a roofless stone house there, and the remains of a walled garden. And a skull deep in the wild grasses.

Selden paused and looked down at the recently healed scars on his wrists and hands.

It was a rotten trip, he said bluntly. It took me three days to cut a tunnel through that accursed tangle of matted brier and grey birch.... Fools Acre is a grove of giant trees — first growth pine, oak, and maple. Great outcrops of limestone ledges bound it on the east. A brook runs through the woods.

There is a house there, no longer roofless, and built of slabs of fossil-pitted limestone. The glass in the windows is so old that it is iridescent.

A seven-foot wall encloses the house, built also of slabs blasted out of the rock outcrop, and all pitted with fossil shells.

Inside is a garden — not the remains of one — a beautiful garden full of unfamiliar flowers. And in this garden I saw the Yezidee on his knees making living things out of lumps of dead earth!

The Tchordagh! whispered the girl.

What was the Yezidee doing? demanded Cleves nervously.

Involuntarily all three drew nearer each other there in the sunshine.

It was difficult for me to see, said Selden in his quiet, serious voice. It was nearly twilight: I lay flat on top of the wall under the curving branches of a huge syringa bush in full bloom. The Yezidees — —

Were there two! exclaimed Cleves.

Two. They were squatting on the old stone path bordering one of the flower-beds. He turned to Tressa: They both wore white cloths twisted around their heads, and long soft garments of white. Under these their bare, brown legs showed, but they wore things on their naked feet which were shaped like what we call Turkish slippers — only different.

Black and green, nodded Tressa with the vague horror growing in her face.

Yes. The soles of their shoes were bright green.

Green is the colour sacred to Islam, said Tressa. The priests of Satan defile it by staining with green the soles of their footwear.

After an interval: Go on, said Cleves nervously.

Selden drew closer, and they bent their heads to listen:

I dont, even now, know what the Yezidees were actually doing. In the twilight it was hard to see clearly. But Ill tell you what it looked like to me. One of these squatting creatures would scoop out a handful of soil from the flower-bed, and mould it for a few moments between his lean, sinewy fingers, and then hed open his hands and — and something alive — something small like a rat or a toad, or God knows what, would escape from between his palms and run out into the grass — —

Seldens voice failed and he looked at Cleves with sickened eyes.

I cant — cant make you understand how repulsive to me it was to see a wriggling live thing creep out between their fingers and — and go running or scrambling away — little loathsome things with humpy backs that hopped or scurried through the grass — —

What on earth were these Yezidees doing, Tressa? asked Cleves almost roughly.

The girls white face was marred by the imprints of deepening horror.

It is the Tchor-Dagh, she said mechanically. They are using every resource of hell to destroy me — testing the gigantic power of Evil — as though it were some vast engine charged with thunderous destruction! — and they were testing it to discover its terrific capacity to annihilate — —

Her voice died in her dry throat; she dropped her bloodless visage into both hands and remained seated so.

Both men looked at her in silence, not daring to interfere. Finally the girl lifted her pallid face from her hands.

That is what they were doing, she said in a dull voice. Out of inanimate earth they were making things animate — living creatures — to — to test the hellish power which they are storing — concentrating — for my destruction.

What is their purpose? asked Cleves harshly. What do these Mongol Sorcerers expect to gain by making little live things out of lumps of garden dirt?

They are testing their power, whispered the girl.

Like tuning up a huge machine? muttered Selden.

Yes.

For what purpose?

To make larger living creatures out of — of clay.

They cant — they cant create! exclaimed Cleves. I dont know how — by what filthy tricks — they make rats out of dirt. But they cant make a — anything — like a — like a man!

Tressas body trembled slightly.

Once, she said, in the temple, Prince Sanang took dust which was brought in sacks of goat-skin, and fashioned the heap of dirt with his hands, so that it resembled the body of a man lying there on the marble floor under the shrine of Erlik.... And — and then, there in the shadows where only the Dark Star burned — that black lamp which is called the Dark Star — the long heap of dust lying there on the marble pavement began to — to breathe!—

She pressed both hands over her breast as though to control her trembling body: I saw it; I saw the long shape of dust begin to breathe, to stir, move, and slowly lift itself — —

A Yezidee trick! gasped Cleves; but he also was trembling now.

God! whispered the girl. Allah alone knows — the Merciful, the Long Suffering — He knows what it was that we temple girls saw there — that Yulun saw — that Sa-nsa and I beheld there rising up like a man from the marble floor — and standing erect in the shadowy twilight of the Dark Star....

Her hands gripped at her breast; her face was deathly.

Then, she said, I saw Prince Sanang draw his sabre of Indian steel, and he struck ... once only.... And a dead man fell down where the thing had stood. And all the marble was flooded with scarlet blood.

A trick, repeated Cleves, in the ghost of his own voice. But his gaze grew vacant.

Presently Selden spoke in tones that sounded weakly querulous from emotional reaction:

There is a path — a tunnel under the matted briers. It took me more than a week to cut it out. It is possible to reach Fools Acre. We can try — with our rifles — if you say so, Mrs. Cleves.

The girl looked up. A little colour came into her cheeks. She shook her head.

Their bodies may not be there in the garden, she said absently. What you saw may not have been that part of them — the material which dies by knife or bullet.... And it is necessary that these Yezidees should die.

Can you do anything? asked Cleves, hoarsely.

She looked at her husband; tried to smile:

I must try.... I think we had better not lose any time — if Mr. Selden will lead us.

Now?

Yes, we had better go, I think, said the girl. Her smile still remained stamped on her lips, but her eyes seemed preoccupied as though following the movements of something remote that was passing across the far horizon.




CHAPTER XIV

A DEATH TRAIL
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THE WAY TO Fools Acre was under a tangled canopy of thorns, under rotting windfalls of grey mirch, through tunnel after tunnel of fallen débris woven solidly by millions of strands of tough cat-briers which cut the flesh like barbed wire.

There was blood on Tressa, where her flannel shirt had been pierced in a score of places. Cleves and Selden had been painfully slashed.

Silent, thread-like streams flowed darkling under the tangled mass that roofed them. Sometimes they could move upright; more often they were bent double; and there were long stretches where they had to creep forward on hands and knees through sparse wild grasses, soft, rotten soil, or paths of sphagnum which cooled their feverish skin in velvety, icy depths.

At noon they rested and ate, lying prone under the matted roof of their tunnel.

Cleves and Selden had their rifles. Tressa lay like a slender boy, her brier-torn hands empty.

And, as she lay there, her husband made a sponge of a handful of sphagnum moss, and bathed her face and her arms, cleansing the dried blood from the skin, while the girl looked up at him out of grave, inscrutable eyes.



The sun hung low over the wilderness when they came to the woods of Fools Acre. They crept cautiously out of the briers, among ferns and open spots carpeted with pine needles and dead leaves which were beginning to burn ruddy gold under the level rays of the sun.

Lying flat behind an enormous oak, they remained listening for a while. Selden pointed through the woods, eastward, whispering that the house stood there not far away.

Dont you think we might risk the chance and use our rifles? asked Cleves in a low voice.

No. It is the Tchor-Dagh that confronts us. I wish to talk to Sansa, she murmured.

A moment later Selden touched her arm.

My God, he breathed, who is that!

It is Sansa, said Tressa calmly, and sat up among the ferns. And the next instant Sansa stepped daintily out of the red sunlight and seated herself among them without a sound.

Nobody spoke. The newcomer glanced at Selden, smiled slightly, blushed, then caught a glimpse of Cleves where he lay in the brake, and a mischievous glimmer came into her slanting eyes.

Did I not tell my lord truths? she inquired in a demure whisper. As surely as the sun is a dragon, and the flaming pearl burns between his claws, so surely burns the soul of Heart of Flame between thy guarding hands. There are as many words as there are demons, my lord, but it is written that Niaz is the greatest of all words save only the name of God.

She laughed without any sound, sweetly malicious where she sat among the ferns.

Heart of Flame, she said to Tressa, you called me and I made the effort.

Darling, said Tressa in her thrilling voice, the Yezidees are making living things out of dust, — as Sanang Noïane made that thing in the Temple.... And slew it before our eyes.

The Tchor-Dagh, said Sansa calmly.

The Tchor-Dagh, whispered Tressa.

Sansas smooth little hands crept up to the collar of her odd, blue tunic; grasped it.

In the name of God the Merciful, she said without a tremor, listen to me, Heart of Flame, and may my soul be ransom for yours!

I hear you, Sansa.

Sansa said, her fingers still grasping the embroidered collar of her tunic:

Yonder, behind walls, two Tower Chiefs meddle with the Tchor-Dagh, making living things out of the senseless dust they scrape from the garden.

Selden moistened his dry lips. Sansa said:

The Yezidees who have come into this wilderness are Arrak Sou-Sou, the Squirrel; and Tiyang Khan.... May God remember them in Hell!

May God remember them, said Tressa mechanically.

And these two Yezidee Sorcerers, continued Sansa coolly, have advanced thus far in the Tchor-Dagh; for they now roam these woods, digging like demons, for the roots of Ginseng; and thou knowest, O Heart of Flame, what that indicates.

Does Ginseng grow in these woods! exclaimed Tressa with a new terror in her widening eyes.

Ginseng grows here, little Rose-Heart, and the roots are as perfect as human bodies. And Tiyang Khan squats in the walled garden moulding the Ginseng roots in his unclean hands, while Sou-Sou the Squirrel scratches among the dead leaves of the woods for roots as perfect as a naked human body.

All day long the Sou-Sou rummages among the trees; all day long Tiyang pats and rubs and moulds the Ginseng roots in his skinny fingers. It is the Tchor-Dagh, Heart of Flame. And these Sorcerers must be destroyed.

Are their bodies here?

Arrak is in the body. And thus it shall be accomplished: listen attentively, Rose Heart Afire! — I shall remain here with — — she looked at Selden and flushed a trifle,  — with you, my lord. And when the Squirrel comes a-digging, so shall my lord slay him with a bullet.... And when I hear his soul bidding his body farewell, then I shall make prisoner his soul.... And send it to the Dark Star.... And the rest shall be in the hands of Allah.

She turned to Tressa and caught her hands in both of her own:

It is written on the Iron Pages, she whispered, that we belong to Erlik and we return to him. But in the Book of Gold it is written otherwise: God preserve us from Satan who was stoned! ... Therefore, in the name of Allah! Now then, Heart of Flame, do your duty!

A burning flush leaped over Tressas features.

Is my soul, then, my own!

It belongs to God, said Sansa gravely.

And — Sanang?

God is greatest.

But — was God there — at the Lake of the Ghosts?

God is everywhere. It is so written in the Book of Gold, replied Sansa, pressing her hands tenderly.

Recite the Fatha, Heart of Flame. Thy lips shall not stiffen; God listens.

Tressa rose in the sunset glory and stood as though dazed, and all crimsoned in the last fiery bars of the declining sun.

Cleves also rose.

Sansa laughed noiselessly: My lord would go whither thou goest, Heart of Fire! she whispered. And thy ways shall be his ways!

Tressas cheeks flamed and she turned and looked at Cleves.

Then Sansa rose and laid a hand on Tressas arm and on her husbands:

Listen attentively. Tiyang Khan must be destroyed. The signal sounds when my lords rifle-shot makes a loud noise here among these trees.

Can I prevail against the Tchor-Dagh? asked Tressa, steadily.

Is not that event already in Gods hands, darling? said Sansa softly. She smiled and resumed her seat beside Selden, amid the drooping fern fronds.

Bid thy dear lord leave his rifle here, she added quietly.

Cleves laid down his weapon. Selden pointed eastward in silence.

So they went together into the darkening woods.



In the dusk of heavy foliage overhanging the garden, Tressa lay flat as a lizard on the top of the wall. Beside her lay her husband.

In the garden below them flowers bloomed in scented thickets, bordered by walks of flat stone slabs split from boulders. A little lawn, very green, centred the garden.

And on this lawn, in the clear twilight still tinged with the sombre fires of sundown, squatted a man dressed in a loose white garment.

Save for a twisted breadth of white cloth, his shaven head was bare. His sinewy feet were naked, too, the lean, brown toes buried in the grass.

Tressas lips touched her husbands ear.

Tiyang Khan, she breathed. Watch what he does!

Shoulder to shoulder they lay there, scarcely daring to breathe. Their eyes were fastened on the Mongol Sorcerer, who, squatted below on his haunches, grave and deliberate as a great grey ape, continued busy with the obscure business which so intently preoccupied him.

In a short semi-circle on the grass in front of him he had placed a dozen wild Ginseng roots. The roots were enormous, astoundingly shaped like the human body, almost repulsive in their weird symmetry.

The Yezidee had taken one of these roots into his hands. Squatting there in the semi-dusk, he began to massage it between his long, muscular fingers, rubbing, moulding, pressing the root with caressing deliberation.

His unhurried manipulation, for a few moments, seemed to produce no result. But presently the Ginseng root became lighter in colour and more supple, yielding to his fingers, growing ivory pale, sinuously limber in a newer and more delicate symmetry.

Look! gasped Cleves, grasping his wifes arm. What is that man doing?

The Tchor-Dagh! whispered Tressa. Do you see what lies twisting there in his hands?

The Ginseng root had become the tiny naked body of a woman — a little ivory-white creature, struggling to escape between the hands that had created it — dark, powerful, masterly hands, opening leisurely now, and releasing the living being they had fashioned.

The thing scrambled between the fingers of the Sorcerer, leaped into the grass, ran a little way and hid, crouched down, panting, almost hidden by the long grass. The shocked watchers on the wall could still see the creature. Tressa felt Cleves body trembling beside her. She rested a cool, steady hand on his.

It is the Tchor-Dagh, she breathed close to his face. The Mongol Sorcerer is becoming formidable.

Oh, God! murmured Cleves, that thing he made is alive! I saw it. I can see it hiding there in the grass. Its frightened — breathing! Its alive!

His pistol, clutched in his right hand, quivered. His wife laid her hand on it and cautiously shook her head.

No, she said, that is of no use.

But what that Yezidee is doing is — is blasphemous — —

Watch him! His mind is stealthily feeling its way among the laws and secrets of the Tchor-Dagh. He has found a thread. He is following it through the maze into hells own labyrinth! He has created a tiny thing in the image of the Creator. He will try to create a larger being now. Watch him with his Ginseng roots!

Tiyang, looming ape-like on his haunches in the deepening dusk, moulded and massaged the Ginseng roots, one after another. And one after another, tiny naked creatures wriggled out of his palms between his fingers and scuttled away into the herbage.

Already the dim lawn was alive with them, crawling, scurrying through the grass, creeping in among the flower-beds, little, ghostly-white things that glimmered from shade into shadow like moonbeams.

Tressas mouth touched her husbands ear:

It is for the secret of Destruction that the Yezidee seeks. But first he must learn the secret of creation. He is learning.... And he must learn no more than he has already learned.

That Yezidee is a living man. Shall I fire?

No.

I can kill him with the first shot.

Hark! she whispered excitedly, her hand closing convulsively on her husbands arm.

The whip-crack of a rifle-shot still crackled in their ears.

Tiyang had leaped to his feet in the dusk, a Ginseng root, half-alive, hanging from one hand and beginning to squirm.

Suddenly the first moonbeam fell across the wall. And in its lustre Tressa rose to her knees and flung up her right hand.

Then it was as though her palm caught and reflected the moons ray, and hurled it in one blinding shaft straight into the dark visage of Tiyang-Khan.

The Yezidee fell as though he had been pierced by a shaft of steel, and lay sprawling there on the grass in the ghastly glare.

And where his features had been there gaped only a hole into the head.

Then a dreadful thing occurred; for everywhere the grass swarmed with the little naked creatures he had made, running, scrambling, scuttling, darting into the black hole which had been the face of Tiyang-Khan.

They poured into the awful orifice, crowding, jostling one another so violently that the head jerked from side to side on the grass, a wabbling, inert, soggy mass in the moonlight.

And presently the body of Tiyang-Khan, Warden of the Rampart of Gog and Magog, and Lord of the Seventh Tower, began to burn with white fire — a low, glimmering combustion that seemed to clothe the limbs like an incandescent mist.

On the wall knelt Tressa, the glare from her lifted hand streaming over the burning form below.

Cleves stood tall and shadowy beside his wife, the useless pistol hanging in his grasp.

Then, in the silence of the woods, and very near, they heard Sansa laughing. And Seldens anxious voice:

Arrak is dead. The Sou-Sou hangs across a rock, head down, like a shot squirrel. Is all well with you?

Tiyang is on his way to his star, said Tressa calmly. Somewhere in the world his body has bid its mind farewell.... And so his body may live for a little, blind, in mental darkness, fed by others, and locked in all day, all night, until the end.

Sansa, at the base of the wall, turned to Selden.

Shall I bring my body with me, one day, my lord? she asked demurely.

Oh, Sansa — — he whispered, but she placed a fragrant hand across his lips and laughed at him in the moonlight.




CHAPTER XV

IN THE FIRELIGHT
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IN 1920 THE whole spiritual world was trembling under the thundering shock of the Red Surf pounding the frontiers of civilisation from pole to pole.

Up out of the hell-pit of Asia had boiled the molten flood, submerging Russia, dashing in giant waves over Germany and Austria, drenching Italy, France, England with its bloody spindrift.

And now the Red Rain was sprinkling the United States from coast to coast, and the mindless administration, scared out of its stupidity at last, began a frantic attempt to drain the country of the filthy flood and throw up barriers against the threatened deluge.

In every state and city Federal agents made wholesale arrests — too late!

A million minds had already been perverted and dominated by the terrible Sect of the Assassins. A million more were sickening under the awful psychic power of the Yezidee.

Thousands of the disciples of the Yezidee devil-worshipers had already been arrested and held for deportation, — poor, wretched creatures whose minds were no longer their own, but had been stealthily surprised, seized and mastered by Mongol adepts and filled with ferocious hatred against their fellow men.

Yet, of the Eight Yezidee Assassins only two now remained alive in America, — Togrul, and Sanang, the Slayer of Souls.

Yarghouz was dead; Djamouk the Fox, Kahn of the Fifth Tower was dead; Yaddin-ed-Din, Arrak the Sou-Sou, Gutchlug, Tiyang Khan, all were dead. Six Towers had become dark and silent. From them the last evil thought, the last evil shape had sped; the last wicked prayer had been said to Erlik, Khagan of all Darkness.

But his emissary on earth, Prince Sanang, still lived. And at Sanangs heels stole Togrul, Tougtchi to Sanang Noïane, the Slayer of Souls.



In the United States there had been a cessation of the active campaign of violence toward those in authority. Such unhappy dupes of the Yezidees as the I. W. W. and other radicals were, for the time, physically quiescent. Crude terrorism with its more brutal outrages against life and law ceased. But two million sullen eyes, in which all independent human thought had been extinguished, watched unblinking the wholesale arrests by the government — watched panic-stricken officials rushing hither and thither to execute the mandate of a miserable administration — watched and waited in dreadful silence.

In that period of ominous quiet which possessed the land, the little group of Secret Service men that surrounded the young girl who alone stood between a trembling civilisation and the threat of hells own chaos, became convinced that Sanang was preparing a final and terrible effort to utterly overwhelm the last vestige of civilisation in the United States.

What shape that plan would develop they could not guess.

John Recklow sent Benton to Chicago to watch that centre of infection for the appearance there of the Yezidee Togrul.

Selden went to Boston where a half-witted group of parlour-socialists at Cambridge were talking too loudly and loosely to please even the most tolerant at Harvard.

But neither Togrul nor Sanang had, so far, materialised in either city; and John Recklow prowled the purlieus of New York, haunting strange byways and obscure quarters where the dull embers of revolution always smouldered, watching for the Yezidee who was the deep-bedded, vital root of this psychic evil which menaced the minds of all mankind, — Sanang, the Slayer of Souls.

Recklows lodgings were tucked away in Westover Court — three bedrooms, a parlour and a kitchenette. Tressa Cleves occupied one bedroom; her husband another; Recklow the third.

And in this tiny apartment, hidden away among a group of old buildings, the very existence of which was unknown to the millions who swarmed the streets of the greatest city in the world, — here in Westover Court, a dozen paces from the roar of Broadway, was now living a young girl upon whose psychic power the only hope of the world now rested.



The afternoon had turned grey and bitter; ragged flakes still fell; a pallid twilight possessed the snowy city, through which lighted trains and taxis moved in the foggy gloom.

By three oclock in the afternoon all shops were illuminated; the south windows of the Hotel Astor across the street spread a sickly light over the old buildings of Westover Court as John Recklow entered the tiled hallway, took the stairs to the left, and went directly to his apartment.

He unlocked the door and let himself in and stood a moment in the entry shaking the snow from his hat and overcoat.

The sitting-room lamp was unlighted but he could see a fire in the grate, and Tressa Cleves seated near, her eyes fixed on the glowing coals.

He bade her good evening in a low voice; she turned her charming head and nodded, and he drew a chair to the fender and stretched out his wet shoes to the warmth.

Is Victor still out? he inquired.

She said that her husband had not yet returned. Her eyes were on the fire, Recklows rested on her shadowy face.

Benton got his man in Chicago, he said. It was not Togrul Kahn.

Who was it?

Only a Swami fakir whod been preaching sedition to a little group of greasy Bengalese from Seattle.... Ive heard from Selden, too.

She nodded listlessly and lifted her eyes.

Neither Sanang nor Togrul have appeared in Boston, he said. I think theyre here in New York.

The girl said nothing.

After a silence:

Are you worried about your husband? he asked abruptly.

I am always uneasy when he is absent, she said quietly.

Of course.... But I dont suppose he knows that.

I suppose not.

Recklow leaned over, took a coal in the tongs and lighted a cigar. Leaning back in his armchair, he said in a musing voice:

No, I suppose your husband does not realise that you are so deeply concerned over his welfare.

The girl remained silent.

I suppose, said Recklow softly, he doesnt dream you are in love with him.

Tressa Cleves did not stir a muscle. After a long silence she said in her even voice:

Do you think I am in love with my husband, Mr. Recklow?

I think you fell in love with him the first evening you met him.

I did.

Neither of them spoke again for some minutes. Recklows cigar went wrong; he rose and found another and returned to the fire, but did not light it.

Its a rotten day, isnt it? he said with a shiver, and dumped a scuttle of coal on the fire.

They watched the blue flames playing over the grate.

Tressa said: I could no more help falling in love with him than I could stop my heart beating.... But I did not dream that anybody knew.

Dont you think he ought to know?

Why? He is not in love with me.

Are you sure, Mrs. Cleves?

Yes. He is wonderfully sweet and kind. But he could not fall in love with a girl who has been what I have been.

Recklow smiled. What have you been, Tressa Norne?

You know.

A temple-girl at Yian?

And at the Lake of the Ghosts, she said in a low voice.

What of it?

I can not tell you, Mr. Recklow.... Only that I lost my soul in the Yezidee Temple — —

That is untrue!

I wish it were untrue.... My husband tells me that nothing can really harm the soul. I try to believe him.... But Erlik lives. And when my soul at last shall escape my body, it shall not escape the Slayer of Souls.

That is monstrously untrue — —

No. I tell you that Prince Sanang slew my soul. And my souls ghost belongs to Erlik. How can any man fall in love with such a girl?

Why do you say that Sanang slew your soul? asked Recklow, peering at her averted face through the reddening firelight.

She lay still in her chair for a moment, then turned suddenly on him:

He did slay it! He came to the Lake of the Ghosts as my lover; he meant to have done it there; but I would not have him — would not listen, nor suffer his touch! — I mocked at him and his passion. I laughed at his Tchortchas. They were afraid of me!—

She half rose from her chair, grasped the arms, then seated herself again, her eyes ablaze with the memory of wrongs.

How dare I show my dear lord that I am in love with him when Sanangs soul caught my soul out of my body one day — surprised my soul while my body lay asleep in the Yezidee Temple! — and bore it in his arms to the very gates of hell!

Good God, whispered Recklow, what do you mean? Such things cant happen.

Why not? They do happen. I was caught unawares.... It was one golden afternoon, and Yulan and Sansa and I were eating oranges by the fountain in the inner shrine. And I lay down by the pool and made the effort — you understand?

Yes.

Very well. My soul left my body asleep and I went out over the tops of the flowers — idly, without aim or intent — as the winds blow in summer.... It was in the Wood of the White Moth that I saw Sanangs soul flash downward like a streak of fire and wrap my soul in flame!... And, in a flash, we were at the gates of hell before I could free myself from his embrace.... Then, by the Temple pool, among the oranges, I cried out asleep; and my terrified body sat up sobbing and trembling in Yuluns arms. But the Slayer of Souls had slain mine in the Wood of the White Moth — slain it as he caught me in his flaming arms.... And now you know why such a woman as I dare not bend to kiss the dust from my dear Lords feet — Aie-a! Aie-a! I who have lost my girls soul to him who slew it in the Wood of the White Moth!

She sat rocking in her chair in the red firelight, her hands framing her lovely face, her eyes staring straight ahead as though they saw opening before them through the sombre shadows of that room all the dread magic of the East where the dancing flame of Sanangs blazing soul lighted their path to hell through the enchanted forest.

Recklow had grown pale, but his voice was steady.

I see no reason, he said, why your husband should not love you.

I tell you my girls soul belonged to Sanang — was part of his, for an instant.

It is burned pure of dross.

It is burned.

Recklow remained silent. Tressa lay deep in her armchair, twisting her white fingers.

What makes him so late? she said.... I sent my soul out twice to look for him, and could not find him.

Send it again, said Recklow, fearfully.

For ten minutes the girl lay as though asleep, then her eyes unclosed and she said drowsily: I can not find him.

Did — did you learn anything while — while you were — away? asked Recklow cautiously.

Nothing. There is a thick darkness out there — I mean a darkness gathering over the whole land. It is like a black fog. When the damned pray to Erlik there is a darkness that gathers like a brown mist — —

Her voice ceased; her hands tightened on the arms of her chair.

That is what Sanang is doing! she said in a breathless voice.

What? demanded Recklow.

Praying! That is what he is doing! A million perverted minds which he has seized and obsessed are being concentrated on blasphemous prayers to Erlik! Sanang is directing them. Do you understand the terrible power of a million minds all willing, in unison, the destruction of good and the triumph of evil? A million human minds! More! For that is what he is doing. That is the thick darkness that is gathering over the entire Western world. It is the terrific materialisation of evil power from evil minds, all focussed upon the single thought that evil must triumph and good die!

She sat, gripping the arms of her chair, pale, rigid, terribly alert, dreadfully enlightened, now, concerning the awful and new menace threatening the sanity of mankind.

She said in her steady, emotionless voice: When the Yezidee Sorcerers desire to overwhelm a nomad people — some yort perhaps that has resisted the Sheiks of the Eight Towers, then the Slayer of Souls rides with his Black Banners to the Namaz-Ga or Place of Prayer.

Two marble bridges lead to it. There are fourteen hundred mosques there. Then come the Eight, each with his shroud, chanting the prayers for those dead in hell. And there the Yezidees pray blasphemously, all their minds in ferocious unison.... And I have seen a little yort full of Broad Faces with their slanting eyes and sparse beards, sicken and die, and turn black in the sun as though the plague had breathed on them. And I have seen the Long Noses and bushy beards of walled towns wither and perish in the blast and blight from the Namaz-Ga where the Slayer of Souls sat his saddle and prayed to Erlik, and half a million Yezidees prayed in blasphemous unison.

Recklows head rested on his left hand. The other, unconsciously, had crept toward his pistol — the weapon which had become so useless in this awful struggle between this girl and the loosened forces of hell.

Is that what you think Sanang is about? he asked heavily.

Yes. I know it. He has seized the minds of a million men in America. Every anarchist is to-day concentrating in one evil and supreme mental effort, under Sanangs direction, to will the triumph of evil and the doom of civilisation.... I wish my husband would come home.

Tressa?

She turned her pallid face in the firelight: If Sanang has appointed a Place of Prayer, she said, he himself will pray on that spot. That will be the Namaz-Ga for the last two Yezidee Sorcerers still alive in the Western World.

Thats what I wished to ask you, said Recklow softly. Will you try once more, Tressa?

Yes. I will send out my soul again to look for the Namaz-Ga.

She lay back in her armchair and closed her eyes.

Only, she added, as though to herself, I wish my dear lord were safe in this room beside me.... May Gods warriors be his escort. And surely they are well armed, and can prevail over demons. Aie-a! I wish my lord would come home out of the darkness.... Mr. Recklow?

Yes, Tressa.

I thought I heard him on the stairs.

Not yet.

Aie-a! she sighed and closed her eyes again.

She lay like one dead. There was no sound in the room save the soft purr of the fire.

Suddenly from the sleeping girl a frightened voice burst: Yulun! Yulun! Where is that yellow maid of the Baroulass?... What is she doing? That sleek young thing belongs to Togrul Kahn? Yulun! I am afraid of her! Tell Sansa to watch that she does not stir from the Lake of the Ghosts!... Warn that young Baroulass Sorceress that if she stirs I slay her. And know how to do it in spite of Sanang and all the prayers from the Namaz-Ga! Yulun! Sansa! Watch her, follow her, hearts of flame! My soul be ransom for yours! Tokhta!

The girls eyes unclosed. Presently she stirred slightly, passed one hand across her forehead, turned her head toward Recklow.

I could not discover the Namaz-Ga, she said wearily. I wish my husband would return.




CHAPTER XVI

THE PLACE OF PRAYER
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HER HUSBAND CALLED her on the telephone a few minutes later:

Fifty-three, Six-twenty-six speaking! Who is this?

V-sixty-nine, replied his young wife happily. Are you all right?

Yes. Is M. H. 2479 there?

He is here.

Very well. An hour ago I saw Togrul Khan in a limousine and chased him in a taxi. His car got away in the fog but it was possible to make out the number. An empty Cadillac limousine bearing that number is now waiting outside the 44th Street entrance to the Hotel Astor. The doorman will hold it until I finish telephoning. Tell M. H. 2479 to send men to cover this matter — —

Victor!

Be careful! Yes, what is it?

I beg you not to stir in this affair until I can join you — —

Hurry then. Its just across the street from Westover Court — — His voice ceased; she heard another voice, faintly, and an exclamation from her husband; then his hurried voice over the wire: The doorman just sent word to hurry. The car number is N. Y. 015 F 0379! Ive got to run! Good-b — —



He left the booth at the end of Peacock Alley, ran down the marble steps to the left and out to the snowy sidewalk, passing on his way a young girl swathed to the eyes in chinchilla who was hurrying into the hotel. As he came to where the limousine was standing, he saw that it was still empty although the door stood open and the engine was running. Around the chauffeur stood the gold laced doorman, the gorgeously uniformed carriage porter and a mounted policeman.

Hey! said the latter when he saw Cleves,— whats the matter here? What are you holding up this car for?

Cleves beckoned him, whispered, then turned to the doorman.

Why did you send for me? Was the chauffeur trying to pull out?

Yes, sir. A lady come hurrying out an she jumps in, and the shawfur he starts her humming — —

A lady! Where did she go?

It was that young lady in chinchilla fur. The one you just met when you run out. Yessir! Why, as soon as I held up the car and called this here cop, she opens the door and out she jumps and beats it into the hotel again — —

Hold that car, Officer! interrupted Cleves. Keep it standing here and arrest anybody who gets into it! Ill be back again — —

He turned and hurried into the hotel, traversed Peacock Alley scanning every woman he passed, searching for a slim shape swathed in chinchilla. There were no chinchilla wraps in Peacock Alley; none in the dining-room where people already were beginning to gather and the orchestra was now playing; no young girl in chinchilla in the waiting room, or in the north dining-room.

Then, suddenly, far across the crowded lobby, he saw a slender, bare-headed girl in a chinchilla cloak turn hurriedly away from the room-clerks desk, holding a key in her white gloved hand.

Before he could take two steps in her direction she had disappeared in the crowd.

He made his way through the packed lobby as best he could amid throngs of people dressed for dinner, theatre, or other gaiety awaiting them somewhere out there in the light-smeared winter fog; but when he arrived at the room clerks desk he looked for a chinchilla wrap in vain.

Then he leaned over the desk and said to the clerk in a low voice: I am a Federal agent from the Department of Justice. Here are my credentials. Now, who was that young woman in chinchilla furs to whom you gave her door key a moment ago?

The clerk leaned over his counter and, dropping his voice, answered that the lady in question had arrived only that morning from San Francisco; had registered as Madame Aoula Baroulass; and had been given a suite on the fourth floor numbered from 408 to 414.

Do you mean to arrest her? added the clerk in a weird whisper.

I dont know. Possibly. Have you the master-key?

The clerk handed it to him without a word; and Cleves hurried to the elevator.

On the fourth floor the matron on duty halted him, but when he murmured an explanation she nodded and laid a finger on her lips.

Madame has gone to her apartment, she whispered.

Has she a servant? Or friends with her?

No, sir.... I did see her speak to two foreign looking gentlemen in the elevator when she arrived this morning.

Cleves nodded; the matron pointed out the direction in silence, and he went rapidly down the carpeted corridor, until he came to a door numbered 408.

For a second only he hesitated, then swiftly fitted the master-key and opened the door.

The room — a bedroom — was brightly lighted; but there was nobody there. The other rooms — dressing closet, bath-room and parlour, all were brilliantly lighted by ceiling fixtures and wall brackets; but there was not a person to be seen in any of the rooms — nor, save for the illumination, was there any visible sign that anybody inhabited the apartment.

Swiftly he searched the apartment from end to end. There was no baggage to be seen, no garments, no toilet articles, no flowers in the vases, no magazines or books, not one article of feminine apparel or of personal bric-a-brac visible in the entire place.

Nor had the bed even been turned down — nor any preparation for the nights comfort been attempted. And, except for the blazing lights, it was as though the apartment had not been entered by anybody for a month.

All the windows were closed, all shades lowered and curtains drawn. The air, though apparently pure enough, had that vague flatness which one associates with an unused guest-chamber when opened for an airing.

Now, deliberately, Cleves began a more thorough search of the apartment, looking behind curtains, under beds, into clothes presses, behind sofas.

Then he searched the bureau drawers, dressers, desks for any sign or clew of the girl in the chinchillas. There was no dust anywhere, — the hotel management evidently was particular — but there was not even a pin to be found.

Presently he went out into the corridor and looked again at the number on the door. He had made no mistake.

Then he turned and sped down the long corridor to where the matron was standing beside her desk preparing to go off duty as soon as the other matron arrived to relieve her.

To his impatient question she replied positively that she had seen the girl in chinchillas unlock 408 and enter the apartment less than five minutes before he had arrived in pursuit.

And I saw her lights go on as soon as she went in, added the matron, pointing to the distant illuminated transom.

Then she went out through into the next apartment, insisted Cleves.

The fire-tower is on one side of her; the scullery closet on the other, said the matron. She could not have left that apartment without coming out into the corridor. And if she had come out I should have seen her.

I tell you she isnt in those rooms! protested Cleves.

She must be there, sir. I saw her go in a few seconds before you came up.

At that moment the other matron arrived. There was no use arguing. He left the explanation of the situation to the woman who was going off duty, and, hastening his steps, he returned to apartment 408.

The door, which he had left open, had swung shut. Again he fitted the master-key, entered, paused on the threshold, looked around nervously, his nostrils suddenly filled with a puff of perfume.

And there on the table by the bed he saw a glass bowl filled with a mass of Chinese orchids — great odorous clusters of orange and snow-white bloom that saturated all the room with their freshening scent.

So astounded was he that he stood stock still, one hand still on the door-knob; then in a trice he had closed and locked the door from inside.

Somebody was in that apartment. There could be no doubt about it. He dropped his right hand into his overcoat pocket and took hold of his automatic pistol.

For ten minutes he stood so, listening, peering about the room from bed to curtains, and out into the parlour. There was not a sound in the place. Nothing stirred.

Now, grasping his pistol but not drawing it, he began another stealthy tour of the apartment, exploring every nook and cranny. And, at the end, had discovered nothing new.

When at length he realised that, as far as he could discover, there was not a living thing in the place excepting himself, a very faint chill grew along his neck and shoulders, and he caught his breath suddenly, deeply.

He had come back to the bedroom, now. The perfume of the orchids saturated the still air.

And, as he stood staring at them, all of a sudden he saw, where their twisted stalks rested in the transparent bowl of water, something moving — something brilliant as a live ember gliding out from among the mass of submerged stems — a living fish glowing in scarlet hues and winnowing the water with grotesquely trailing fins as delicate as filaments of scarlet lace.

To and fro swam the fish among the maze of orchid stalks. Even its eyes were hot and red as molten rubies; and as its crimson gills swelled and relaxed and swelled, tints of cherry-fire waxed and waned over its fat and glowing body.

And vaguely, now, in the perfume saturated air, Cleves seemed to sense a subtle taint of evil, — something sinister in the intense stillness of the place — in the jewelled fish gliding so silently in and out among the pallid convolutions of the drowned stems.

As he stood staring at the fish, the drugged odour of the orchids heavy in his throat and lungs, something stirred very lightly in the room.

Chills crawling over every limb, he looked around across his shoulder.

There was a figure seated cross-legged in the middle of the bed!

Then, in the perfumed silence, the girl laughed.

For a full minute neither of them moved. No sound had echoed her low laughter save the deadened pulsations of his own heart. But now there grew a faint ripple of water in the bowl where the scarlet fish, suddenly restless, was swimming hither and thither as though pursued by an invisible hand.

With the slight noise of splashing water in his ears, Cleves stood staring at the figure on the bed. Under her chinchilla the girl seemed to be all a pale golden tint — hair, skin, eyes. The scant shred of an evening gown she wore, the jewels at her throat and breast, all were yellow and amber and saffron-gold.

And now, looking him in the eyes, she leisurely disengaged the robe of silver fur from her naked shoulders and let it fall around her on the bed. For a second the lithe, willowy golden thing gathered there as gracefully as a coiled snake filled him with swift loathing. Then, almost instantly, the beauty of the lissome creature fascinated him.

She leaned forward and set her elbows on her two knees, and rested her face between her hands — like a gold rose-bud between two ivory petals, he thought, dismayed by this young things beauty, shaken by the dull confusion of his own heart battering his breast like the blows of a rising tide.

What do you wish? she inquired in her soft young voice. Why have you come secretly into my rooms to search — and clasping in your hand a loaded pistol deep within your pocket?

Why have you hidden yourself until now? he retorted in a dull and laboured voice.

I have been here.

Where?

Here!... Looking at you.... And watching my scarlet fish. His name is Dzelim. He is nearly a thousand years old and as wise as a magician. Look upon him, my lord! See how rapidly he darts around his tiny crystal world! — like a comet through outer star-dust, running the eternal race with Time.... And — yonder is a chair. Will my lord be seated — at his new servants feet?

A strange, physical weariness seemed to weight his limbs and shoulders. He seated himself near the bed, never taking his heavy gaze from the smiling, golden thing which squatted there watching him so intently.

Whose limousine was that which you entered and then left so abruptly? he asked.

My own.

What was the Yezidee Togrul Kahn doing in it?

Did you see anybody in my car? she asked, veiling her eyes a little with their tawny lashes.

I saw a man with a thick beard dyed red with henna, and the bony face and slant eyes of Togrul the Yezidee.

May my soul be ransom for yours, my lord, but you lie! she said softly. Her lips parted in a smile; but her half-veiled eyes were brilliant as two topazes.

Is that your answer?

She lifted one hand and with her forefinger made signs from right to left and then downward as though writing in Turkish and in Chinese characters.

It is written, she said in a low voice, that we belong to God and we return to him. Look out what you are about, my lord!

He drew his pistol from his overcoat and, holding it, rested his hand on his knee.

Now, he said hoarsely, while we await the coming of Togrul Kahn, you shall remain exactly where you are, and you shall tell me exactly who you are in order that I may decide whether to arrest you as an alien enemy inciting my countrymen to murder, or to let you go as a foreigner who is able to prove her honesty and innocence.

The girl laughed:

Be careful, she said. My danger lies in your youth and mine — somewhere between your lips and mine lies my only danger from you, my lord.

A dull flush mounted to his temples and burned there.

I am the golden comrade to Heavenly-Azure, she said, still smiling. I am the Third Immaum in the necklace Keuke wears where Yulun hangs as a rose-pearl, and Sansa as a pearl on fire.

Look upon me, my lord!

There was a golden light in his eyes which seemed to stiffen the muscles and confuse his vision. He heard her voice again as though very far away:

It is written that we shall love, my lord — thou and I — this night — this night. Listen attentively. I am thy slave. My lips shall touch thy feet. Look upon me, my lord!

There was a dazzling blindness in his eyes and in his brain. He swayed a little still striving to fix her with his failing gaze. His pistol hand slipped sideways from his knee, fell limply, and the weapon dropped to the thick carpet. He could still see the glimmering golden shape of her, still hear her distant voice:

It is written that we belong to God.... Tokhta!...

Over his knees was settling a snow-white sheet; on it, in his lap, lay a naked knife. There was not a sound in the room save the rushing and splashing of the scarlet fish in its crystal bowl.

Bending nearer, the girl fixed her yellow eyes on the man who looked back at her with dying gaze, sitting upright and knee deep in his shroud.

Then, noiselessly she uncoiled her supple golden body, extending her right arm toward the knife.

Throw back thy head, my lord, and stretch thy throat to the knifes sweet edge, she whispered caressingly. No! — do not close your eyes. Look upon me. Look into my eyes. I am Aoula, temple girl of the Baroulass! I am mistress to the Slayer of Souls! I am a golden plaything to Sanang Noïane, Prince of the Yezidees. Look upon me attentively, my lord!

Her smooth little hand closed on the hilt; the scarlet fish splashed furiously in the bowl, dislodging a blossom or two which fell to the carpet and slowly faded into mist.

Now she grasped the knife, and she slipped from the bed to the floor and stood before the dazed man.

This is the Namaz-Ga, she said in her silky voice. Behold, this is the appointed Place of Prayer. Gaze around you, my lord. These are the shadows of mighty men who come here to see you die in the Place of Prayer.

Clevess head had fallen back, but his eyes were open. The Baroulass girl took his head in both hands and turned it hither and thither. And his glazing eyes seemed to sweep a throng of shadowy white-robed men crowding the room. And he saw the bloodless, symmetrical visage of Sanang among them, and the great red beard of Togrul; and his stiffening lips parted in an uttered cry, and sagged open, flaccid and soundless.

The Baroulass sorceress lifted the shroud from his knees and spread it on the carpet, moving with leisurely grace about her business and softly intoning the Prayers for the Dead.

Then, having made her arrangements, she took her knife into her right hand again and came back to the half-conscious man, and stood close in front of him, bending near and looking curiously into his dimmed eyes.

Ayah! she said smilingly. This is the Place of Prayer. And you shall add your prayer to ours before I use my knife. So! I give you back your power of speech. Pronounce the name of Erlik!

Very slowly his dry lips moved and his dry tongue trembled. The word they formed was,

Tressa!

Instantly the girls yellow eyes grew incandescent and her lovely mouth became distorted. With her left hand she caught his chin, forced his head back, exposing his throat, and using all her strength drew the knifes edge across it.

But it was only her clenched fingers that swept the taut throat — clenched and empty fingers in which the knife had vanished.

And when the Baroulass girl saw that her clenched hand was empty, felt her own pointed nails cutting into the tender flesh of her own palm, she stared at her blood-stained fingers in sudden terror — stared, spread them, shrieked where she stood, and writhed there trembling and screaming as though gripped in an invisible trap.

But she fell silent when the door of the room opened noiselessly behind her; — and it was as though she dared not turn her head to face the end of all things which had entered the room and was drawing nearer in utter silence.

Suddenly she saw its shadow on the wall; and her voice burst from her lips in a last shuddering scream.

Then the end came slowly, without a sound, and she sank at the knees, gently, to a kneeling posture, then backward, extending her supple golden shape across the shroud; and lay there limp as a dead snake.

Tressa went to the bowl of water and drew from it every blossom. The scarlet fish was now thrashing the water to an iridescent spume; and Tressa plunged in her hands and seized it and flung it out — squirming and wheezing crimson foam — on the shroud beside the golden girl of the Baroulass. Then, very slowly, she drew the shroud over the dying things; stepped back to the chair where her husband lay unconscious; knelt down beside him and took his head on her shoulder, gazing, all the while, at the outline of the dead girl under the snowy shroud.

After a long while Cleves stirred and opened his eyes. Presently he turned his head sideways on her shoulder.

Tressa, he whispered.

Hush, she whispered, all is well now. But she did not move her eyes from the shroud, which now outlined the still shapes of two human figures.

John Recklow! she called in a low voice.

Recklow entered noiselessly with drawn pistol. She motioned to him; he bent and lifted the edge of the shroud, cautiously. A bushy red beard protruded.

Togrul! he exclaimed.... But who is this young creature lying dead beside him?

Then Tressa caught the collar of her tunic in her left hand and flung back her lovely face looking upward out of eyes like sapphires wet with rain:

In the name of the one and only God, she sobbed— if there be no resurrection for dead souls, then I have slain this night in vain!

For what does it profit a girl if her soul be lost to a lover and her body be saved for her husband?

She rose from her knees, the tears still falling, and went and looked down at the outlined shapes beneath the shroud.

Recklow had gone to the telephone to summon his own men and an ambulance. Now, turning toward Tressa from his chair:

God knows what wed do without you, Mrs. Cleves. I believe this accounts for all the Yezidees except Sanang.

Excepting Prince Sanang, she said drearily. Then she went slowly to where her husband lay in his armchair, and sank down on the floor, and laid her cheek across his feet.




CHAPTER XVII

THE SLAYER OF SOULS
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IN THAT GREAT blizzard which, on the 4th of February, struck the eastern coast of the United States from Georgia to Maine, John Recklow and his men hunted Sanang, the last of the Yezidees.

And Sanang clung like a demon to the country which he had doomed to destruction, imbedding each claw again as it was torn loose, battling for the supremacy of evil with all his dreadful psychic power, striving still to seize, cripple, and slay the bodies and souls of a hundred million Americans.

Again he scattered the uncounted myriads of germs of the Black Plague which he and his Yezidees had brought out of Mongolia a year before; and once more the plague swept over the country, and thousands on thousands died.

But now the National, State and City governments were fighting, with physicians, nurses, and police, this gruesome epidemic which had come into the world from they knew not where. And National, State and City governments, aroused at last, were fighting the more terrible plague of anarchy.

Nation-wide raids were made from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and from the Gulf to the Lakes. Thousands of terrorists of all shades and stripes whose minds had been seized and poisoned by the Yezidees were being arrested. Deportations had begun; government agents were everywhere swarming to clean out the foulness that had struck deeper into the body of the Republic than any one had supposed.

And it seemed, at last, as though the Red Plague, too, was about to be stamped out along with the Black Death called Influenza.

But only a small group of Secret Service men knew that a resurgence of these horrors was inevitable unless Sanang, the Slayer of Souls, was destroyed. And they knew, too, that only one person in America could hope to destroy Sanang, the last of the Yezidees, and that was Tressa Cleves.

Only by the sudden onset of the plague in various cities of the land had Recklow any clew concerning the whereabouts of Sanang.

In Boston, then Washington, then Kansas City, and then New York the epidemic suddenly blazed up. And in these places of death the Secret Service men always found a clew, and there they hunted Sanang, the Yezidee, to kill him without mercy where they might find him.

But they never found Sanang Noïane; only the ghastly marks of his poisoned claws on the body of the sickened nation — only minds diseased by the Red Plague and bodies dying of the Black Death — civil and social centres disorganized, disrupted, depraved, dying.

When the blizzard burst upon New York, struggling in the throes of the plague, and paralysed the metropolis for a week, John Recklow sent out a special alarm, and New York swarmed with Secret Service men searching the snow-buried city for a graceful, slender, dark young man whose eyes slanted a trifle in his amber-tinted face; who dressed fashionably, lived fastidiously, and spoke English perfectly in a delightfully modulated voice.

And to New York, thrice stricken by anarchy, by plague, and now by God, hurried, from all parts of the nation, thousands of secret agents who had been hunting Sanang in distant cities or who had been raiding the traitorous and secret gatherings of his mental dupes.

Agent ZB-303, who was volunteer agent James Benton, came from Boston with his new bride who had just arrived by way of England — a young girl named Yulun who landed swathed in sables, and stretched out both lovely little hands to Benton the instant she caught sight of him on the pier. Whereupon he took the slim figure in furs into his arms, which was interesting because they had never before met in the flesh.

So, — their honeymoon scarce begun, Benton and Yulun came from Boston in answer to Recklows emergency call.

And all the way across from San Francisco came volunteer agent XLY-371, otherwise Alek Selden, bringing with him a girl named Sansa whom he had gone to the coast to meet, and whom he had immediately married after she had landed from the Japanese steamer Nan-yang Maru. Which, also, was remarkable, because, although they recognised each other instantly, and their hands and lips clung as they met, neither had ever before beheld the living body of the other.

The third man who came to New York at Recklows summons was volunteer agent 53-6-26, otherwise Victor Cleves.

His young wife, suffering from nervous shock after the deaths of Togrul Khan and of the Baroulass girl, Aoula, had been convalescing in a private sanitarium in Westchester.

Until the summons came to her husband from Recklow, she had seen him only for a few moments every day. But the call to duty seemed to have effected a miraculous cure in the slender, blue-eyed girl who had lain all day long, day after day, in her still, sunny room scarcely unclosing her eyes at all save only when her husband was permitted to enter for the few minutes allowed them every day.

The physician had just left, after admitting that Mrs. Cleves seemed to be well enough to travel if she insisted; and she and her maid had already begun to pack when her husband came into her room.

She looked around over her shoulder, then rose from her knees, flung an armful of clothing into the trunk before which she had been kneeling, and came across the room to him. Then she dismissed her maid from the room. And when the girl had gone:

I am well, Victor, she said in a low voice. Why are you troubled?

I cant bear to have you drawn into this horrible affair once more.

Who else is there to discover and overcome Sanang? she asked calmly.

He remained silent.

So, for a few moments they stood confronting each other there in the still, sunny chamber — husband and wife who had never even exchanged the first kiss — two young creatures more vitally and intimately bound together than any two on earth — yet utterly separated body and soul from each other — two solitary spirits which had never merged; two bodies virginal and inviolate.

Tressa spoke first: I must go. That was our bargain.

The word made him wince as though it had been a sudden blow. Then his face flushed red.

Bargain or no bargain, he said, I dont want you to go because Im afraid you can not endure another shock like the last one.... And every time you have thrown your own mind and body between this Nation and destruction you have nearly died of it.

And if I die? she said in a low voice.

What answer she awaited — perhaps hoped for — was not the one he made. He said: If you die in what you believe to be your line of duty, then it will be I who have killed you.

That would not be true. It is you who have saved me.

I have not. I have done nothing except to lead you into danger of death since I first met you. If you mean spiritually, that also is untrue. You have saved yourself — if that indeed were necessary. You have redeemed yourself — if it is true you needed redemption — which I never believed — —

Oh, she sighed swiftly, Sanang surprised my soul when it was free of my body — followed my soul into the Wood of the White Moth — caught it there all alone — and — slew it!

His lips and throat had gone dry as he watched the pallid terror grow in her face.

Presently he recovered his voice: You call that Yezidee the Slayer of Souls, he said, but I tell you there is no such creature, no such power!

I suppose I — I know what you mean — having seen what we call souls dissociated from their physical bodies — but that this Yezidee could do you any spiritual damage I do not for one instant believe. The idea is monstrous, I tell you — —

I — I fought him — soul battling against soul — — she stammered, breathing faster and irregularly. I struggled with Sanang there in the Wood of the White Moth. I called on God! I called on my two great dogs, Bars and Alaga! I recited the Fatha with all my strength — fighting convulsively whenever his soul seized mine; I cried out the name of Khidr, begging for wisdom! I called on the Ten Imaums, on Ali the Lion, on the Blessed Companions. Then I tore my spirit out of the grasp of his soul — but there was no escape! — no escape, she wailed. For on every side I saw the cloud-topped rampart of Gog and Magog, and the woods rang with Erliks laughter — the dissonant mirth of hell — —

She began to shudder and sway a little, then with an effort she controlled herself in a measure.

There never has been, she began again with lips that quivered in spite of her— there never has been one moment in our married lives when my soul dared forget the Wood of the White Moth — dared seek yours.... God lives. But so does Erlik. There are angels; but there are as many demons.... My soul is ashamed.... And very lonely ... very lonely ... but no fit companion — for yours — —

Her hands dropped listlessly beside her and her chin sank.

So you believe that Yezidee devil caught your soul when it was wandering somewhere out of your body, and destroyed it, he said.

She did not answer, did not even lift her eyes until he had stepped close to her — closer than he had ever come. Then she looked up at him, but closed her eyes as he swept her into his arms and crushed her face and body against his own.

Now her red lips were on his; now her face and heart and limbs and breast melted into his — her breath, her pulse, her strength flowed into his and became part of their single being and single pulse and breath. And she felt their two souls flame and fuse together, and burn together in one heavenly blaze — felt the swift conflagration mount, overwhelm, and sweep her clean of the last lingering taint; felt her soul, unafraid, clasp her husbands spirit in its white embrace — clung to him, uplifted out of hell, rising into the blinding light of Paradise.

Far — far away she heard her own voice in singing whispers — heard her lips pronounce The Name— Ata — Ata! Allahou — —

Her blue eyes unclosed; through a mist, in which she saw her husbands face, grew a vast metallic clamour in her ears.

Her husband kissed her, long, silently; then, retaining her hand, he turned and lifted the receiver from the clamouring telephone.

Yes! Yes, this is 53-6-26. Yes, V-69 is with me.... When?... To-day?... Very well.... Yes, well come at once.... Yes, we can get a train in a few minutes.... All right. Good-bye.

He took his wife into his arms again.

Dearest of all in the world, he said, Sanang is cornered in a row of houses near the East River, and Recklow has flung a cordon around the entire block. Good God! I cant take you there!

Then Tressa smiled, drew his head down, looked into his face till the clear blue splendour of her gaze stilled the tumult in his brain.

I alone know how to deal with Prince Sanang, she said quietly. And if John Recklow, or you, or Mr. Benton or Mr. Selden should kill him with your pistols, it would be only his body you slay, not the evil thing that would escape you and return to Erlik.

Must you do this thing, Tressa?

Yes, I must do it.

But — if our pistols cannot kill this sorcerer, how are you going to deal with him?

I know how.

Have you the strength?

Yes — the bodily and the spiritual. Dont you know that I am already part of you?

We shall be nearer still, he murmured.

She flushed but met his gaze.

Yes.... We shall be but one being.... Utterly.... For already our hearts and souls are one. And we shall become of one mind and one body.

I am no longer afraid of Sanang Noïane!

No longer afraid to slay him? he asked quietly.

A blue light flashed in her eyes and her face grew still and white and terrible.

Death to the body? That is nothing, my lord! she said, in a hard, sweet voice. It is written that we belong to God and that we return to Him. All living things must die, Heart of the World! It is only the death of souls that matters. And it has arrived at a time in the history of mankind, I think, when the Slayer of Souls shall slay no more.

She looked at him, flushed, withdrew her hand and went slowly across the room to the big bay window where potted flowers were in bloom.

From a window-box she took a pinch of dry soil and dropped it into the bosom of her gown.

Then, facing the East, with lowered arms and palms turned outward:

There is no god but God, she whispered— the merciful, the long-suffering, the compassionate, the just.

For it is written that when the heavens are rolled together like a scroll, every soul shall know what it hath wrought.

And those souls that are dead in Jehannum shall arise from the dead, and shall have their day in court. Nor shall Erlik stay them till all has been said.

And on that day the soul of a girl that hath been put to death shall ask for what reason it was slain.

Thus it has been written.

Then Tressa dropped to her knees, touched the carpet with her forehead, straightened her lithe body and, looking over her shoulder, clapped her hands together sharply.

Her maid opened the door. Hasten with my lords luggage! she cried happily; and, still kneeling, lifted her head to her husband and laughed up into his eyes.

You should call the porter for we are nearly ready. Shall we go to the station in a sleigh? Oh, wonderful!

She leaped to her feet, extended her hand and caught his.

Horses for the lord of the Yiort! she cried, laughingly. Kosh! Take me out into this new white world that has been born to-day of the ten purities and the ten thousand felicities! It has been made anew for you and me who also have been born this day!

He scarcely knew this sparkling, laughing girl with her quick grace and her thousand swift little moods and gaieties.

Porters came to take his luggage from his own room; and then her trunk and bags were ready, and were taken away.

The baggage sleigh drove off. Their own jingling sleigh followed; and Tressa, buried in furs, looked out upon a dazzling, unblemished world, lying silvery white under a sky as azure as her eyes.

Keuke Mongol — Heavenly Azure, he whispered close to her crimsoned cheek, do you know how I have loved you — always — always?

No, I did not know that, she said.

Nor I, in the beginning. Yet it happened, also, from the beginning when I first saw you.

That is a delicious thing to be told. Within me a most heavenly glow is spreading.... Unglove your hand.

She slipped the glove from her own white fingers and felt for his under the furs.

Aie, she sighed, you are more beautiful than Ali; more wonderful than the Flaming Pearl. Out of ice and fire a new world has been made for us.

Heavenly Azure — my darling!

Oh-h, she sighed, your words are sweeter than the breeze in Yian! I shall be a bride to you such as there never has been since the days of the Blessed Companions — may their names be perfumed and sweet-scented!... Shall I truly be one with you, my lord?

Mind, soul, and body, one being, you and I, little Heavenly Azure.

Between your two hands you hold me like a burning rose, my lord.

Your sweetness and fire penetrate my soul.

We shall burn together then till the sky-carpet be rolled up. Kosh! We shall be one, and on that day I shall not be afraid.

The sleigh came to a clashing, jingling halt; the train plowed into the depot buried in vast clouds of snowy steam.

But when they had taken the places reserved for them, and the train was moving swifter and more swiftly toward New York, fear suddenly overwhelmed Victor Cleves, and his face grew grey with the menacing tumult of his thoughts.

The girl seemed to comprehend him, too, and her own features became still and serious as she leaned forward in her chair.

It is in Gods hands, Heart of the World, she said in a low voice. We are one, thou and I, — or nearly so. Nothing can harm my soul.

No.... But the danger — to your life — —

I fear no Yezidee.

The beast will surely try to kill you. And what can I do? You say my pistol is useless.

Yes.... But I want you near me.

Do you imagine Id leave you for a second? Good God, he added in a strangled voice, isnt there any way I can kill this wild beast? With my naked hands —— ?

You must leave him to me, Victor.

And you believe you can slay him? Do you?

She remained silent for a long while, bent forward in her armchair, and her hands clasped tightly on her knees.

My husband, she said at last, what your astronomers have but just begun to suspect is true, and has long, long been known to the Sheiks-el-Djebel.

For, near to this world we live in, are other worlds — planets that do not reflect light. And there is a dark world called Yrimid, close to the earth — a planet wrapped in darkness — a black star.... And upon it Erlik dwells.... And it is peopled by demons.... And from it comes sickness and evil — —

She moistened her lips; sat for a while gazing vaguely straight before her.

From this black planet comes all evil upon earth, she resumed in a hushed voice. For it is very near to the earth. It is not a hundred miles away. All strange phenomena for which our scientists can not account are due to this invisible planet, — all new and sudden pestilences; all convulsions of nature; the newly noticed radio disturbances; the new, so-called inter-planetary signals — all — all have their hidden causes within that black and demon-haunted planet long known to the Yezidees, and by them called Yrimid, or Erliks World. And — it is to this black planet that I shall send Sanang, Slayer of Souls. I shall tear him from this earth, though he cling to it with every claw; and I shall fling his soul into darkness — out across the gulf — drive his soul forth — hurl it toward Erlik like a swift rocket charred and falling from the sky into endless night.

So shall I strive to deal with Prince Sanang, Sorcerer of Mount Alamout, the last of the Assassins, Sheik-el-Djebel, and Slayer of Souls.... May God remember him in hell.



Already their train was rolling into the great terminal.

Recklow was awaiting them. He took Tressas hands in his and gazed earnestly into her face.

Have you come to show us how to conclude this murderous business? he asked grimly.

I shall try, she said calmly. Where have you cornered Sanang?

Could you and Victor come at once?

Yes. She turned and looked at her husband, who had become quite pale.

Recklow saw the look they exchanged. There could be no misunderstanding what had happened to these two. Their tragedy had ended. They were united at last. He understood it instantly, — realised how terrible was this new and tragic situation for them both.

Yet, he knew also that the salvation of civilisation itself now depended upon this girl. She must face Sanang. There was nothing else possible.

The streets are choked with snow, he said, but I have a coupé and two strong horses waiting.

He nodded to one of his men standing near. Cleves gave him the hand luggage and checks.

All right, he said in a low voice to Recklow; and passed one arm through Tressas.



The coupé was waiting on Forty-second Street, guarded by a policeman. When they had entered and were seated, two mounted policemen rode ahead of the lurching vehicle, picking a way amid the monstrous snow-drifts, and headed for the East River.

Weve got him somewhere in a wretched row of empty houses not far from East River Park. Im taking you there. Ive drawn a cordon of my men around the entire block. He cant get away. But I dared take no chances with this Yezidee sorcerer — dared not let one of my men go in to look for him — go anywhere near him, — until I could lay the situation before you, Mrs. Cleves.

Yes, she said calmly, it was the only way, Mr. Recklow. There would have been no use shooting him — no use taking him prisoner. A prisoner, he remains as deadly as ever; dead, his mind still lives and breeds evil. You are quite right; it is for me to deal with Sanang.

Recklow shuddered in spite of himself. Can you tear his claws from the vitals of the world, and free the sick brains of a million people from the slavery of this monsters mind?

The girl said seriously:

Even Satan was stoned. It is so written. And was cast out. And dwells forever and ever in Abaddon. No star lights that Pit. None lights the Black Planet, Yrimid. It is where evil dwells. And there Sanang Noïane belongs.

And now, beyond the dirty edges of the snow-smothered city, under an icy mist they caught sight of the river where ships lay blockaded by frozen floes.

Gulls circled over it; ghostly factory chimneys on the further shore loomed up gigantic, ranged like minarettes.

The coupé, jolting along behind the mounted policemen, struggled up toward the sidewalk and stopped. The two horses stood steaming, knee deep in snow. Recklow sprang out; Tressa gave him one hand and stepped lithely to the sidewalk. Then Cleves got out and came and took hold of his wifes arm again.

Well, he said harshly to Recklow, where is this damned Yezidee hidden?

Recklow pointed in silence, but he and Tressa had already lifted their gaze to the stark, shabby row of abandoned three-story houses where every dirty blind was closed.

Theyre to be demolished and model tenements built, he said briefly.

A man muffled in a fur overcoat came up and took Tressas hand and kissed it.

She smiled palely at Benton, spoke of Yulun, wished him happiness. While she was yet speaking Selden approached and bent over her gloved hand. She spoke to him very sweetly of Sansa, expressing pleasure at the prospect of seeing her again in the body.

The Seldens and ourselves have adjoining apartments at the Ritz, said Benton. We have reserved a third suite for you and Victor.

She inclined her lovely head, gravely, then turned to Recklow, saying that she was ready.

It makes no difference which front door I unlock, he said. All these tenements are connected by human rat-holes and hidden runways leading from one house to another.... How many men do you want?

I want you four men, — nobody else.

Recklow led the way up a snow-covered stoop, drew a key from his pocket, fitted it, and pulled open the door.

A musty chill struck their faces as they entered the darkened and empty hallway. Involuntarily every man drew his pistol.

I must ask you to do exactly what I tell you to do, she said calmly.

Certainly, said Recklow, caressing his white moustache and striving to pierce the gloom with his keen eyes.

Then Tressa took her husbands hand. Come, she said. They mounted the stairway together; and the three others followed with pistols lifted.

There was a vague grey light on the second floor; the broken rear shutters let it in.

As though she seemed to know her way, the girl led them forward, opened a door in the wall, and disclosed a bare, dusty room in the next house.

Through this she stepped; the others crept after her with weapons ready. She opened a second door, turned to the four men.

Wait here for me. Come only when I call, she whispered.

For Gods sake take me with you, burst out Cleves.

In Gods name stay where you are till you hear me call your name! she said almost breathlessly.

Then, suddenly she turned, swiftly retracing her steps; and they saw her pass through the first door and disappear into the first house they had entered.

A terrible silence fell among them. The sound of her steps on the bare boards had died away. There was not a sound in the chilly dusk.

Minute after minute dragged by. One by one the men peered fearfully at Cleves. His visage was ghastly and they could see his pistol-hand trembling.

Twice Recklow looked at his wrist watch. The third time he said, unsteadily: She has been gone three-quarters of an hour.

Then, far away, they heard a heavy tread on the stairs. Nearer and nearer came the footsteps. Every pistol was levelled at the first door as a mans bulky form darkened it.

Its one of my men, said Recklow in a voice like a low groan. Where on earth is Mrs. Cleves?

I came to tell you, said the agent, Mrs. Cleves came out of the first house nearly an hour ago. She got into the coupé and told the driver to go to the Ritz.

What! gasped Recklow.

Shes gone to the Ritz, repeated the agent. No one else has come out. And I began to worry — hearing nothing of you, Mr. Recklow. So I stepped in to see — —

You say that Mrs. Cleves went out of the house we entered, got into the coupé, and told the driver to go to the Ritz? demanded Cleves, astounded.

Yes, sir.

Where is that coupé? Did it return?

It had not returned when I came in here.

Go back and look for it. Look in the other street, said Recklow sharply.

The agent hurried away over the creaking boards. The four men gazed at one another.

The thing to do is to obey her and stay where we are, said Recklow grimly. Who knows what peril we may cause her if we move from — —

His words froze on his lips as Tressas voice rang out from the darkness beyond the door they were guarding:

Victor I I — I need you! Come to me, my husband!

As Cleves sprang through the door into the darkness beyond, Benton smashed a window sash with all the force of his shoulder, and, reaching out through the shattered glass, tore the rotting blinds from their hinges, letting in a flood of sickly light.

Against the bare wall stood Tressa, both arms extended, her hands flat against the plaster, and each hand transfixed and pinned to the wall by a knife.

A white sheet lay at her feet. On it rested a third knife. And, bending on one knee to pick it up, they caught a glimpse of a slender young man in fashionable afternoon attire, who, as they entered with the crash of the shattered window in their ears, sprang to his nimble feet and stood confronting them, knife in hand.

Instantly every man fired at him and the bullets whipped the plaster to a smoke behind him, but the slender, dark skinned young man stood motionless, looking at them out of brilliant eyes that slanted a trifle.

Again the racket of the fusillade swept him and filled the room with plaster dust.

Cleves, frantic with horror, laid hold of the knives that pinned his wifes hands to the wall, and dragged them out.

But there was no blood, no wound to be seen on her soft palms. She took the murderous looking blades from him, threw one terrible look at Sanang, kicked the shroud across the floor toward him, and flung both knives upon it.

The place was still dim with plaster dust and pistol fumes as she stepped forward through the acrid mist, motioning the four men aside.

Sanang! she cried in a clear voice, may God remember you in hell, for my feet have spurned your shroud, and your knives, which could not scar my palms, shall never pierce my heart! Look out for yourself, Prince Sanang!

Tokhta! he said, calmly. My soul be ransom for yours!

That is a lie! My soul is already ransomed! My mind is the more powerful. It has already halted yours. It is conquering yours. It is seizing your mind and enslaving it. It is mastering your will, Sanang! Your mind bends before mine. You know it! You know it is bending. You feel it is breaking down!

Sanangs eyes began to glitter but his pale brown face had grown almost white.

I slew you once — in the Wood of the White Moth, he said huskily. There is no resurrection from such a death, little Heavenly Azure. Look upon me! My soul and yours are one!

You are looking upon my soul, she said.

A lie! You are in your body!

The girl laughed. My body lies asleep in the Ritz upon my husbands bed, she said. My body is his, my mind belongs to him, my soul is already one with his. Do you not know it, dog of a Yezidee? Look upon me, Sanang Noïane! Look upon my unwounded hands! My shroud lies at your feet. And there lie the knives that could not pierce my heart! I am thrice clean! Listen to my words, Sanang! There is no other god but God!

The young mans visage grew pasty and loose and horrible; his lips became flaccid like dewlaps; but out of these sagging folds of livid skin his voice burst whistling, screaming, as though wrenched from his very belly:

May Erlik strangle you! May you rot where you stand! May your face become a writhing mass of maggots and your body a corruption of living worms!

For what you are doing to me this day may every demon in hell torment you!

Have a care what you are about! he screeched. You are slaying my mind, you sorceress! You have seized my mind and are crushing it! You are putting out its light, you Yezidee witch! — you are quenching the last spark — of reason — in — me — —

Sanang!

His knife fell clattering to the floor. But he stood stock still, his hands clutching his head — stood motionless, while scream on scream tore through the loose and gaping lips, blowing them into ghastly, distorted folds.

Sanang Noïane! she cried in her clear voice, the Eight Towers are darkened! The Rampart of Gog and Magog is fallen! On Mount Alamout nothing is living. The minds of mankind are free again!

She stepped forward, slowly, and stood near him chanting in a low voice the Prayers for the Dead She bent down and unrolled the shroud, laid it on his shoulders and drew it up and across his face, covering his dying eyes, and swathed him so, slowly, from head to foot.

Then she gathered up the three knives, cast them upward into the air. They did not fall again. They disappeared. And all the while, under her breath, the girl was chanting the Prayers for the Dead as she moved silently about her business.

Shrouded to the forehead in its white cerements, the muffled figure of Sanang stood upright, motionless as a swathed and frozen corpse.

Outside, the daylight had become greyer. It had begun to snow again, and a few flakes blew in through the shattered windows and clung to the winding sheet of Sanang.

And now Tressa drew close to the shrouded shape and stood before it, gazing intently upon the outlined features of the last of the Yezidees.

Sanang, she said very softly, I hear your soul bidding your body farewell. Tokhta!

Then, under the strained gaze of the four men gathered there, the shroud fell to the floor in a loose heap of white folds. There was nobody under it; no trace of Sanang. The human shape of the Yezidee had disappeared; but a greyish mist had filled the room, wavering up like smoke from the shroud, and, like smoke, blowing in a long streamer toward the window where the draught drew it out through the falling snow and scattered the last shred of it against the greying sky.

In the room the mist thinned swiftly; the four men could now see one another. But Tressa was no longer in the room. And in place of the white shroud a piece of filthy tattered carpet lay on the floor. And a dead rat, flattened out, dry and dusty, lay upon it.

For Gods sake, whispered Recklow hoarsely, let us get out of this!

Cleves, his pistol clutched convulsively, stared at him in terror. But Recklow took him by the arm and drew him away, muttering that Tressa was waiting for him, and might be ill, and that there was nothing further to expect in this ghastly spot.



They went with Cleves to the Ritz. At the desk the clerk said that Mrs. Cleves had the keys and was in her apartment.

The three men entered the corridor with him; watched him try the door; saw him open it; lingered a moment after it had closed; heard the key turn.

At the sound of the door closing the maid came.

Madame is asleep in her room, she whispered.

When did she come in?

More than two hours ago, sir. I have drawn her bath, but when I opened the door a few moments ago, Madame was still asleep.

He nodded; he was trembling when he put off his overcoat and dropped hat and gloves on the carpet.

From the little rose and ivory reception room he could see the closed door of his wifes chamber. And for a while he stood staring at it.

Then, slowly, he crossed this room, opened the door; entered.

In her bedroom the tinted twilight was like ashes of roses. He went to the bed and looked down at her shadowy face; gazed intently; listened; then, in sudden terror, bent and laid his hand on her heart. It was beating as tranquilly as a childs; but as she stirred, turned her head, and unclosed her eyes, under his hand her heart leaped like a wild thing caught unawares and the snowy skin glowed with an exquisite and deepening tint as she lifted her arms and clasped them around her husbands, neck, drawing his quivering face against her own.

THE END


The Little Red Foot
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CHAPTER I

SIR WILLIAM PASSES
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THE DAY SIR William died there died the greatest American of his day. Because, on that mid-summer evening, His Excellency was still only a Virginia gentleman not yet famous, and best known because of courage and sagacity displayed in that bloody business of Braddock.

Indeed, all Americans then living, and who since have become famous, were little celebrated, excepting locally, on the day Sir William Johnson died. Few were known outside a single province; scarcely one among them had been heard of abroad. But Sir William was a world figure; a great constructive genius; the greatest land-owner in North America; a wise magistrate, a victorious soldier, a builder of cities amid a wilderness; a redeemer of men.

He was a Baronet of the British Realm; His Majestys Superintendent of Indian Affairs for all North America. He was the only living white man implicitly trusted by the savages of this continent, because he never broke his word to them. He was, perhaps, the only representative of royal authority in the Western Hemisphere utterly believed in by the dishonest, tyrannical, and stupid pack of Royal Governors, Magistrates and lesser vermin that afflicted the colonies with the British plague.

He was kind and great. All loved him. All mourned him. For he was a very perfect gentleman who practiced truth and honour and mercy; an unassuming and respectable man who loved laughter and gaiety and plain people.

He saw the conflict coming which must drench the land in blood and dry with fire the blackened cinders.

Torn betwixt loyalty to his King whom he had so tirelessly served, and loyalty to his country which he so passionately loved, it has been said that, rather than choose between King and Colony, he died by his own hand.

But those who knew him best know otherwise. Sir William died of a broken heart, in his great Hall at Johnstown, all alone.



His son, Sir John, killed a fine horse riding from Fort Johnson to the Hall. And arrived too late and all of a lather in the starlight.

And I have never ceased marvelling how such a man could have been the son of the great Sir William.

At the Hall the numerous household was all in a turmoil; and, besides Sir Williams immediate family, there were a thousand guests — a thousand Iroquois Indians encamped around the Hall, with whom Sir William had been holding fire-council.

For he had determined to restrain his Mohawks, and to maintain tranquillity among all the fierce warriors of the Six Nations, and so pledge the entire Iroquois Confederacy to an absolute neutrality in the imminence of this war betwixt King and Colony, which now seemed to be coming so rapidly upon us that already its furnace breath was heating restless savages to a fever.

All that hot June day, though physically ill and mentally unhappy, — and under a vertical sun and with head uncovered, — Sir William had spoken to the Iroquois with belts.

The days labour of that accursed council-fire ended at sunset; sachem and chief departed — tall spectres in the flaming west; there was a clash of steel at the guard-house as the guard presented arms; Mr. Duncan saluted the Confederacy with lifted claymore.

Then an old man, bareheaded, alone, turned away from the covered council-fire; and an officer, seeing how feebly he moved, flung an arm about his shoulders.

So Sir William came slowly to his great Hall, and slowly entered. And laid him down in his library on a sofa.

And slowly died there while the sun was going down.

Then the first star came out where, in the ashes of the June sunset, a pale rose tint still lingered.

But Sir William lay dead in his great Hall, all alone.




CHAPTER II

TWO PEERS SANS PEERAGE
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SIR JOHN HAD arrived and I caught sight of his heavy, expressionless face, which seemed more colourless than ever in the candle light.

Consternation reigned in the Hall, — a vast tumult of whispering and guarded gabble among servants, checked by sobs, — and I saw officers come and go, and the tall forms of Mohawks still as pines on a summer night.

The entire household was there — all excepting only Michael Cardigan and Felicity Warren.

The two score farm slaves were there huddled along the wall in dusky clusters, and their great, dark eyes wet with tears.

I saw Sir Williams lawyer, Lafferty, come in with Flood, the Baronets Bouw-Meester.

His blacksmith, his tailor, and his armourer were there; also his gardener; the German, Frank, his butler; Pontioch, his personal waiter; and those two uncanny and stunted servants, the Bartholomews, with their dead white faces and dwarfish dignity.

Also I saw poor Billy, Sir Williams fiddler, gulping down the blubbers; and there was his personal physician, Doctor Daly, very grave; and the servile Wall, schoolmaster to Lady Mollys brood; and I saw Nicholas, his valet, and black Flora, his cook, both sobbing into the same bandanna.

The dark Lady Johnson was there, very quiet in her grief, slow-moving, still beautiful, having by the hands the two youngest girls and boy, while near her clustered the older children, fat Peter and Betsy and pretty Lana.

A great multitude of candles burned throughout the hall; Sir Williams silver and mahogany sparkled everywhere; and so did the naked claymores of the Highlanders on guard where the dead man lay in his own chamber, done, at last, with all perplexity and grief.



In the morning came the quality in scores — all the landed gentry of Tryon County, Tory and Whig alike, to show their reverence: — old Colonel John Butler from his seat at Butlersbury near Caughnawaga, and his dark, graceful son Walter, — he of the melancholy golden eyes — an attorney then and sick of a wound which, some said, had been taken in a duel with Michael Cardigan near Fort Pitt.

Colonel Claus was there, too, son-in-law to Sir William, and battered much by frontier battles: and Guy Johnson, a cousin, and a son-in-law, too, had come from his fine seat at Guy Park to look upon a face as tranquil in death as a sleeping childs.

The McDonald, of damned memory, was there in his tartan and kilts and bonnet; and the Albany Patroon, very modest; and God knows how many others from far and near, all arrived to honour a man who had died very tired in the service of our Lord, who knows and pardons all.

The pretty lady of Sir John, who was Polly Watts of New York, came to me where I stood in the noon breeze near the lilacs; and I kissed her hand, and, straightening myself, retained it, looking into her woeful face of a child, all marred with tears.

I had not thought to be mistress of the Hall for many years, said she, her lips a-tremble. But yesterday, at this hour, he was living: and, today, in this hour, the heavy importunities of strange new duties are already crushing me.... I count on you, Jack.

I made no answer.

May we not count on you? she said. Sir John and I expect it.

As I stood silent there in the breezy sunshine by the porch, there came across the grass Billy Alexander, who is Lord Stirling, a man much older than I, but who seemed young enough; and made his reverence to Lady Johnson, kissing the hand which I very gently released.

Oh, Billy, says she, the tears starting again, why should death take him at such a time, when Gods wrath darkens all the world?

Gods convenience is not always ours, he replied, looking at me sideways, with a certain curiosity which I understood if Lady Johnson did not.

She turned and gazed out across the sunny grass where, beyond the hedge fence, the primeval forest loomed like a dark cloud along the sky, far as the eye could see.

Well, says she, half to herself, the storm is bound to break, now. And we women of County Tryon may need your swords, gentlemen, before snow flies.

Lord Stirling stole another look at me. He knew as well as I how loosely in their scabbards lay our two swords. He knew, also, as well as I, in which cause would flash the swords of the landed gentry of County Tryon. And he knew, too, that his blade as well as mine must, one day, be unsheathed against them and against the stupid King they served.

Something of this Lady Johnson had long since suspected, I think; but Billy Alexander, for all his years, was a childhood friend; and I, too, a friend, although more recent.

She looked at my Lord Stirling with that troubled sweetness I have seen so often in her face, alas! and she said in a low voice:

It would be unthinkable that Lord Stirlings sword could lay a-rusting when the Boston rabble break clear out o bounds.

She turned to me, touched my arm confidingly, child that she seemed and was, God help her.

A Stormont, she said, should never entertain any doubts. And so I count on you, Lord Stormont, as I count upon my Lord Stirling — —

I am not Lord Stormont, said I, striving to force a smile at the old and tiresome contention. Lord Stormont is the Kings Ambassador in Paris — if it please you to recollect — —

You are as surely Viscount Stormont as is Billy Alexander, here, Lord Stirling — and as I am Lady Johnson, she said earnestly. What do you care if your titles be disputed by a doddering committee on privileges in the House of Lords? What difference does it make if usurpers wear your honours as long as you know these same stolen titles are your own?

A pair o peers sans peerage, quoth Billy Alexander, with that boyish grin I loved to see.

I care nothing, said I, still smiling, but Billy Alexander does — pardon! — my Lord Stirling, I should say.

Said he: Sure I am Lord Stirling and no one else; and shall wear my title however they dispute it who deny me my proper seat in their rotten House of Lords!

I think you are very surely the true Lord Stirling, said I, but I, on the other hand, most certainly am not a Stormont Murray. My name is John Drogue; and if I be truly also Viscount Stormont, it troubles me not at all, for my ambition is to be only American and to let the Stormonts glitter as they please and where.

Lady Johnson came close to me and laid both hands upon my shoulders.

Jack, she pleaded, be true to us. Be true to your gentle blood. Be true to your proper caste. God knows the King will have a very instant need of his gentlemen in America before we three see another summer here in County Tryon.

I made no reply. What could I say to her? And, indeed, the matter of the Stormont Viscounty was distasteful, stale, and wearisome to me, and I cared absolutely nothing about it, though the landed gentry of Tryon were ever at pains to place me where I belonged, — if some were right, — and where I did not belong if others were righter still.

For Lady Johnson, like many of her caste, believed that the second Viscount Stormont died without issue, — which was true, — and that the third Viscount had a son, — which is debatable.

At any rate, David Murray became the fourth Viscount, and the claims of my remote ancestor went a-glimmering for so many years that, in 1705, we resumed our family name of the Northesks, which is Drogue; and in this natural manner it became my proper name. God knows I found it good enough to eat and sleep with, so that my Lord Stormonts capers in Paris never disturbed my dreams. Thank Heaven for that, too; and it was a sad day for my Lord Stormont when he tried to bully Benjamin Franklin; for the whole world is not yet done a-laughing at him.

No, I have no desire to claim a Viscounty which our witty Franklin has made ridiculous with a single shaft of satire from his bristling repertoire.

Thinking now of this, and reddening a little at the thought, — for no Stormont even of remotest kinship to the family can truly relish Mr. Franklins sauce, though it dressed an undoubted goose, — I become far more than reconciled to the decision rendered in the House of Lords.



Two people who had come from the house, and who were advancing slowly toward us across the clipped grass, now engaged our full attention.

The one we perceived to be Sir John Johnson himself; the other his ladys school friend and intimate companion, Claudia Swift, the toast of the British Army and of all respectable young Tories; and the Sacharissa of those verses made by the new and lively Adjutant General, Major André, who was then a captain.

For, though very young, our lovely Sacharissa had murdered many a gallants peace of mind, leaving a trail of hearts bled white from New York to Boston, and from that afflicted city to Albany; where, it was whispered, her bright and merciless eyes had made the sad young Patroon much sadder, and his offered manor a more melancholy abode than usual.

She gave us, now, her dimpled hand to kiss. And, to Lady Johnson: My dear, she said very tenderly, how pale you seem! God sends us affliction as a precious gift and we must accept it with meekness, letting her eyes rest absently the while on Lord Stirling, and then on me.

Our Sacharissa might babble of meekness if she chose, but that virtue was not lodged within her, God knows, — nor many other virtues either.

Billy Alexander, old enough to be her parent, nevertheless had been her victim; and I also. It was our opinion that we had recovered. But, to be honest with myself, I could not avoid admitting that I had been very desperate sick o love, and that even yet, at times —— But no matter: others, stricken as deep as I, know well that Claudia Swift was not a maid that any man might easily forget, or, indeed, dismiss at will from his mind as long as she remained in his vicinity.

Are you well, Billy, since we last met? she asked Lord Stirling in that sweet, hesitating way of hers. And to me: You have grown thin, Jack. Have you been in health?

I said that I had been monstrous busy with my new glebe in the Sacandaga patent, and had swung an axe there with the best o them until an express from Sir William summoned me to return to aid him with the Iroquois at the council-fire. At which explaining of my silence the jade smiled.

When I mentioned the Sacandaga patent and the glebe I had had of Sir William on too generous terms — he making all arrangements with Major Jelles Fonda through Mr. Lafferty — Sir John, who had been standing silent beside us, looked up at me in that cold and stealthy way of his.

Do you mean your parcel at Fondas Bush? he inquired.

Yes; I am clearing it.

Why?

So that my land shall grow Indian corn, pardie!

Why clear it now? he persisted in his deadened voice.

I could have answered very naturally that the land was of no value to anybody unless cleared of forest. But of course he knew this, too; so I did not evade the slyer intent of his question.

I am clearing my land at Fondas Bush, said I, because, God willing, I mean to occupy it in proper person.

And when, sir, is it your design to do this thing?

Do what, sir? Clear my glebe?

Remove thither — in proper person, Mr. Drogue?

As soon as may be, Sir John.

At that Lady Johnson gave me a quick look and Claudia said: What! Would you bury yourself alive in that wilderness, Jack Drogue?

I smiled. But I must hew out for myself a career in the world some day, Sacharissa. So why not begin now?

Then in Heavens name, she exclaimed impatiently, go somewhere among men and not among the wild beasts of the forest! Why, a young man is like to perish of loneliness in such a spot; is he not, Sir John?

Sir Johns inscrutable gaze remained fixed on me.

In such times as these, said he, it is better that men like ourselves continue to live together.... To await events.... And master them.... And afterward, each to his vocation and his own tastes.... It is my desire that you remain at the Hall, he added, looking steadily at me.

I must decline, Sir John.

Why?

I have already told you why.

If your present position is irksome to you, he said, you have merely to name a deputy and feel entirely at liberty to pursue your pleasure. Or — you are at least the Laird of Northesk if you are nothing greater. There is a commission in my Highlanders — if you desire it.... And your salary, of course, continues also.

He looked hard at me: Augmented by — half, he added in his slow, cold voice. And this, with your income, should properly maintain a young man of your age and quality.

I had been Brent-Meester to Sir William, for lack of other employment; and had been glad to take the important office, loving as I do the open air. Also the addition of a salary to my slender means had been acceptable. But it was one matter to serve Sir William as Brent-Meester, and another to serve Sir John in any capacity whatsoever. And as for the remainder of the family, — Guy Johnson and Colonel Claus — and their intimates the Butlers, I had now had more than enough of them, having endured these uncongenial people only because I had loved Sir William. Yet, for his fathers sake, I now spoke to Sir John politely, using him most kindly because I both liked and pitied his lady, too.

Said I: My desire is to become a Tryon County farmer, Sir John; and to that end I happily became possessed of the parcel at Fondas Bush. For that reason I am clearing it. And so I must beg of you to accept my resignation as Brent-Meester at the Hall, for I mean to start as soon as convenient to occupy my glebe.

There was a silence; Sacharissa gazed at me in pity, astonishment, and unfeigned horror; Lady Johnson gave me an odd, unhappy look; and Billy Alexander a meaning one, half grin.

Then Sir Johns slow and heavy voice invaded the momentary silence: As my fathers Brent-Meester, only an Indian or a Forest Runner knows the wilderness as do you. And we shall have great need of such forest knowledge as you possess, Mr. Drogue.

I think we all understood the Baronets meaning.

I considered a moment, then replied very quietly that in time of stress no just cause would find me skulking to avoid duty.

I think my manner and tone, as well as what I said, combined to stop Sir Johns mouth. For nobody could question such respectable sentiments unless, indeed, a quarrel was meant.

But Sir John Johnson, in his way, was as slow to mortal quarrel as was I in mine. And whatever suspicion of me he might nurse in his secret mind he now made no outward sign of it.

Also, other people were coming across the grass to join us; and presently grave greetings were exchanged in sober voices suitable to the occasion when a considerable company of ladies and gentlemen are gathered at a house of mourning.

Turning away, I noticed Mr. Duncan and the Highland officers at the magazine, all wearing their black badges of respect and a knot of crape on the basket-hilts of their claymores; and young Walter Butler, still stiff in his bandages, gazing up at the June sky out of melancholy eyes, like a damned man striving to see God.

Sir John had now given his arm to his lady. His left hand rested on his sword-hilt — the same left hand he had offered to poor Claire Putnam — and to which the child still clung, they said.

Claudia turned from Billy Alexander and came toward me. Her face was serious, but I saw the devil looking out of her blue eyes.

Nature had given this maid most lovely proportions — that charming slenderness which is plumply moulded — and she stood straight, and tall enough, too, to meet on a level the love-sick gaze of any stout young man she had bedevilled; and she wore a most bewitching countenance — short-nosed, red-lipped, a skin as white as a water-lily, and thick soft hair as black as night, which she wore unpowdered — the dangerous jade!

Jack, says she in honeyed tones, are you truly designing to become a hermit?

Oh, no, said I, smilingly, only a farmer, Claudia.

Why?

Because I am a poor man and must feed and clothe myself.

There is a commission from Sir John in the Scotch regiment — —

Im Scotch enough without that, said I.

Jack?

Yes, Madam?

Are you a little angry with me?

No, said I, feeling uncomfortable and concluding to beware of her, for she stood now close to me, and the scent of her warm breath troubled me.

Why are you angry with me, Jack? she asked sorrowfully. And took one step nearer.

I am not, said I.

Am — am I driving you into the wilderness? she inquired.

That, also, is absurd, I replied impatiently. No woman could ever boast of driving me, though some may once have led me.

Oh, I feared that I had sapped, perhaps, your faith in women, John.

I forced a laugh: Why, Claudia? Because I lately — and vainly — was enamoured of you?

Lately?

Yes. I did love you, once.

Did love? she breathed. Do you not love me any more, Jack?

I think not, said I, very cheerfully.

And why? Sure I used you kindly, Jack. Did I not so?

You conducted as is the privilege of maid with man, Sacharissa, said I uneasily. And that is all I have to say.

How so did I conduct, Jack?

Sweetly — to my undoing.

Try me again, she said, looking up at me, and the devil in her eyes.

But already I was becoming sensible of the ever-living enchantment of this young thing, so wise in stratagems and spoils of Love, and I chose to leave my scalp hang drying at her lodge door beside the scanter pol of Billy Alexander.

For God knows this vixen-virgin spared neither young nor old, but shot them through and through at sight with those heavenly darts from her twin eyes.

And no man, so far, could boast of obtaining from Mistress Swift the least token or any serious guerdon that his quest might lead him by a single step toward Hymens altar, but only to that cruel arena where all her victims agonized under the mocking sweetness of her smile, and her pretty, down-turned and merciless thumbs — the little Vestal villain!

No, Claudia, quoth I, you have taken my bow and spear, and shorn me of my thatch like any Mohawk. No; I go to Fondas Bush — — I smiled,  — to heal, perhaps, my heart, as you say; but, anyhow, to consult my soul, and armour it in a wilderness.

A hermit! she exclaimed scornfully,  — and afeard of a maid armed only with two matched eyes, a nose, a mouth and thirty teeth!

Afeard of a monster more frightful than that, said I, laughing.

Of what monster, John Drogue?

Of that red monster that is surely, surely creeping northward to surprise and rend us all, said I in a low voice. And so I shall retire to question my secret soul, and arm it cap-à-pie as God directs.

She was looking at me intently. After a silence she said:

I do love you; and Billy Alexander; and all gay and brave young men whose unstained swords hedge the women of County Tryon from this same red monster that you mention. And watched me to see how I swallowed this.

I said warily: Surely, Claudia, all women command our swords ... no matter which cause we espouse.

Jack!

I hear you, Claudia.

But, Oh, my God! she breathed; and put her hands to her face. A moment she stood so, then, eyes still covered by one hand, extended the other to me. I kissed it lightly; then kissed it again.

Do you leave us, Jack?

I understood.

It is you who leave me, Claudia.

She, too, understood. It was my first confession that all was not right betwixt my conscience and my King. For that was the only thing I was certain about concerning her: she never betrayed a confidence, whatever else she did. And so I made plain to her where my heart and honour lay — not with the Kings men in this coming struggle — but with my own people.

I think she knew, too, that I had never before confessed as much to any living soul, for she took her other hand from her eyes and looked at me as though something had happened in which she took a sorrowful pride.

Then I kissed her hand for the third time, and let it free. And, going:

God be with you, she said with a slight smile; you are my dear friend, John Drogue.

At the Hall porch she turned, the mischief glimmering in her eyes:  — And so is Billy Alexander, quoth she.

So she went into the darkened Hall.



It was many months before I saw our Sacharissa again — not until Major André had made many another verse for many another inamorata, and his soldier-actors had played more than one of his farces in besieged Boston to the loud orchestra of His Excellencys rebel cannon.




CHAPTER III

THE POT BOILS
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SIR WILLIAM DIED on the 24th of June in the year 1774; which was the twentieth year of my life.

On the day after he was buried in Saint Johns Church in Johnstown, which he had built, I left the Hall for Fondas Bush, which was a wilderness and which lay some nine miles distant in the Mohawk country, along the little river called Kennyetto.

I speak of Fondas Bush as a wilderness; but it was not entirely so, because already old Henry Stoner, the trapper who wore two gold rings in his ears, had built him a house near the Kennyetto and had taken up his abode there with his stalwart and handsome sons, Nicholas and John, and a little daughter, Barbara.

Besides this family, who were the pioneers in that vast forest where the three patents met, others now began settling upon the pretty little river in the wilderness, which made a thousand and most amazing windings through the Bush of Major Fonda.

There came, now, to the Kennyetto, the family of one De Silver; also the numerous families of John Homan, and Elias Cady; then the Salisburys, Putnams, Bowmans, and Helmers arrived. And Benjamin De Luysnes followed with Joseph Scott where the Frenchman, De Golyer, had built a house and a mill on the trout brook north of us. There was also a dour Scotchman come thither — a grim and decent man with long, thin shanks under his kilts, who roved the Bush like a weird and presently went away again.

But before he took himself elsewhere he marked some gigantic trees with his axe and tied a rag of tartan to a branch.

And, Fondas Bush is no name, quoth he. Where a McIntyre sets his mark he returns to set his foot. And where he sets foot shall be called Broadalbin, or I am a great liar!

And he went away, God knows where. But what he said has become true; for when again he set his foot among the dead ashes of Fondas Bush, it became Broadalbin. And the clans came with him, too; and they peppered the wilderness with their Scottish names, — Perth, Galway, Scotch Bush, Scotch Church, Broadalbin, — but my memory runs too fast, like a young hound giving tongue where the scent grows hotter! — for the quarry is not yet in sight, nor like to be for many a bloody day, alas! —— 



There was a forest road to the Bush, passable for waggons, and used sometimes by Sir William when he went a-fishing in the Kennyetto.

It was by this road I travelled thither, well-horsed, and had borrowed the farm oxen to carry all my worldly goods.

I had clothing, a clock, some books, bedding of my own, and sufficient pewter.

I had my own rifle, a fowling piece, two pistols, and sufficient ammunition.

And with these, and, as I say, well horsed, I rode out of Johnstown on a June morning, all alone, my heart still heavy with grief for Sir William, and deeply troubled for my country.

For the provinces, now, were slowly kindling, warmed with those pure flames that purge the human soul; and already the fire had caught and was burning fiercely in Massachusetts Bay, where John Hancock fed the flames, daintily, cleverly, with all the circumstance, impudence, and grace of your veritable macaroni who will not let an inferior outdo him in a bow, but who is sometimes insolent to kings.

Well, I was for the forest, now, to wrest from a sunless land a mouthful o corn to stop the stomachs mutiny.

And if the Northland caught fire some day — well, I was as inflammable as the next man, who will not suffer violation of house or land or honour.



As Brent-Meester to Sir William, my duties took me everywhere. I knew old man Stoner, and Nick had become already my warm friend, though I was now a grown man of more than twenty and he still of boys age. Yet, in many ways, he seemed more mature than I.

I think Nick Stoner was the most mischievous lad I ever knew — and admired. He sometimes said the same of me, though I was not, I think, by nature, designed for a scapegrace. However, two years in the wilderness will undermine the grace of saint or sinner in some degree. And if, when during those two hard years I went to Johnstown for a breath of civilization — or to Schenectady, or, rarely, to Albany — I frequented a few good taverns, there was little harm done, and nothing malicious.

True, disputes with Tories sometimes led to blows, and mayhap some Albany watchmans Dutch noddle needed vinegar to soothe the flamms drummed upon it by a stout stick or ramrod resembling mine.

True, the humming ale at the Admiral Warren Tavern may sometimes have made my own young noddle hum, and Nick Stoners, too; but there came no harm of it, unless there be harm in bussing a fresh and rosy wench or two; or singing loudly in the tap-room and timing each catch to the hammering of our empty leather jacks on long hickory tables wet with malt.

But why so sad, brother Broadbrim? Youth is not to be denied. No! And youth that sets its sinews against an iron wilderness to conquer it, — youth that wields its puny axe against giant trees, — youth that pulls with the oxen to uproot enormous stumps so that when the sun is let in there will be a soil to grow corn enough to defy starvation, — youth that toils from sun-up to dark, hewing, burning, sawing, delving, plowing, harrowing day after day, month after month, pausing only to kill the wild meat craved or snatch a fish from some forest fount, — such youth cannot be decently denied, brother Broadbrim!

But if Nick and I were truly as graceless as some stiff-necked folk pretended, always there was laughter in our scrapes, even when hot blood boiled at the Admiral Warren, and Tory and Rebel drummed one anothers hides to the outrage of law and order and the mortification of His Majestys magistrates in County Tryon.

Even in Fondas Bush the universal fire had begun to smoulder; the names Rebel and Tory were whispered; the families of Philip Helmer and Elias Cady talked very loudly of the King and of Sir John, and how a hempen rope was the fittest cravat for such Boston men as bragged too freely.

But what most of all was in my thoughts, as I swung my axe there in the immemorial twilight of the woods, concerned the Indians of the great Iroquois Confederacy.

What would these savages do when the storm broke? What would happen to this frontier? What would happen to the solitary settlers, to such hamlets as Fondas Bush, to Johnstown, to Schenectady — nay, to Albany itself?

Sir William was no more. Guy Johnson had become his Majestys Superintendent for Indian affairs. He was most violently a Kings man — a member of the most important family in all the Northland, and master of six separate nations of savages, which formed the Iroquois Confederacy.

What would Guy Johnson do with the warriors of these six nations that bordered our New York frontier?

Always these questions were seething in my mind as I swung my axe or plowed or harrowed. I thought about them as I sat at eventide by the door of my new log house. I considered them as I lay abed, watching the moonlight crawl across the puncheon floor.



As Brent-Meester to Sir William, I knew Indians, and how to conduct when I encountered them in the forest, in their own castles, or when they visited the Hall.

I had no love for them and no dislike, but treated them always with the consideration due from one white man to another.

I was not conscious of making any friends among them, nor of making any enemies either. To me they were a natural part of the wilderness, like the trees, rivers, hills, and wild game, belonging there and not wantonly to be molested.

Others thought differently; trappers, forest runners, coureurs-du-bois often hated them, and lost no opportunity to display their animosity or to do them a harm.

But it was not in me to feel that way toward any living creature whom God had fashioned in His own image if not in His own colour. And who is so sure, even concerning the complexion of the Most High?

Also, Sir Williams kindly example affected my sentiments toward these red men of the forest. I learned enough of their language to suit my requirements; I was courteous to their men, young and old; and considerate toward their women. Otherwise, I remained indifferent.



Now, during these first two years of my life in Fondas Bush, events in the outer world were piling higher than those black thunder-clouds that roll up behind the Mayfield hills and climb toward mid-heaven. Already the dull glare of lightning lit them redly, though the thunder was, as yet, inaudible.

In April of my first year in Fondas Bush a runner came to the Kennyetto with the news of Lexington, and carried it up and down the wilderness from the great Vlaie and Maxon Ridge to Frenchmans Creek and Fondas Bush.

This news came to us just as we learned that our Continental Congress was about to reassemble; and it left our settlement very still and sober, and a loaded rifle within reach of every man who went grimly about his spring plowing.

But the news of open rebellion in Massachusetts Bay madded our Tory gentry of County Tryon; and they became further so enraged when the Continental Congress met that they contrived a counter demonstration, and, indeed, seized upon a pretty opportunity to carry it with a high hand.

For there was a Court holden in Johnstown, and a great concourse of Tryon loyalists; and our Tory hatch-mischiefs did by arts and guile and persuasions obtain signatures from the majority of the Grand Jurors and the County Magistracy.

Which, when known and flaunted in the faces of the plainer folk of Tryon County, presently produced in all that slow, deep anger with which it is not well to trifle — neither safe for kings nor lesser fry.

In the five districts, committees were appointed to discuss what was to be the attitude of our own people and to erect a liberty pole in every hamlet.

The Mohawk district began this business, which, I think, was truly the beginning of the Revolution in the great Province of New York. The Canajoharie district, the Palatine, the Flatts, the Kingsland followed.

And, at the Mohawk district meeting, who should arrive but Sir John, unannounced, uninvited; and with him the entire company of Tory big-wigs — Colonels Claus, Guy Johnson, and John Butler, and a heavily armed escort from the Hall.

Then Guy Johnson climbed up onto a high stoop and began to harangue our unarmed people, warning them of offending Majesty, abusing them for dolts and knaves and traitors to their King, until Jacob Sammons, unable to stomach such abuse, shook his fist at the Intendant. And, said he: Guy Johnson, you are a liar and a villain! You may go to hell, sir, and take your Indians, too!

But Guy Johnson took him by the throat and called him a damned villain in return. Then the armed guard came at Sammons and knocked him down with their pistol-butts, and a servant of Sir John sat astride his body and beat him.

There was a vast uproar then; but our people were unarmed, and presently took Sammons and went off.

But, as they left the street, many of them called out to Sir John that it were best for him to fortify his Baronial Hall, because the day drew near when he would be more in need of swivel guns than of congratulations from his Royal Master.

Sure, now, the fire blazing so prettily in Boston was already running north along the Hudson; and Tryon had begun to smoke.

Now there was, in County Tryon, a number of militia regiments of which, when brigaded, Sir William had been our General.

Guy Johnson, also, was Colonel of the Mohawk regiment. But the Mohawk regiment had naturally split in two.

Nevertheless he paraded the Tory remainder of it, doubtless with the intention of awing the entire county.

It did awe us who were unorganized, had no powder, and whose messengers to Albany in quest of ammunition were now stopped and searched by Sir Johns men.

For the Baronet, also, seemed alarmed; and, with his battalion of Highlanders, his Tory militia, his swivels, and his armed retainers, could muster five hundred men and no mean artillery to hold the Hall if threatened.

But this is not what really troubled the plain people of Tryon. Guy Johnson controlled thousands of savage Iroquois. Their war chief was Sir Williams brother-in-law, brother to the dark Lady Johnson, Joseph Brant, called Thayendanegea, — the greatest Mohawk who ever lived, — perhaps the greatest of all Iroquois. And I think that Hiawatha alone was greater in North America.

Brave, witty, intelligent, intellectual, having a very genius for war and stratagems, educated like any gentleman of the day and having served Sir William as secretary, Brant, in the conventional garments of civilization, presented a charming and perfectly agreeable appearance.

Accustomed to the society of Sir Williams drawing room, this Canienga Chief was utterly conversant with polite usage, and entirely qualified to maintain any conversation addressed to him. Always he had been made much of by ladies — always, when it did not too greatly weary him, was he the centre of batteries of bright eyes and the object of gayest solicitation amid those respectable gatherings for which, in Sir Williams day, the Hall was so justly celebrated.

That was the modest and civil student and gentleman, Joseph Brant.

But in the forest he was a painted spectre; in battle a flame! He was a war chief: he never became Royaneh; but he possessed the wisdom of Hendrik, the eloquence of Red Jacket, the terrific energy of Hiakatoo.

We, of Tryon, were aware of all these things. Our ears were listening for the dread wolf cry of the Iroquois in their paint; our eyes were turned in dumb expectation toward our Provincial Congress of New York; toward our dear General Schuyler in Albany; toward the Continental Congress now in solemn session; toward our new and distant hope shining clearer, brighter as each day ended — His Excellency the Virginian.

How long were Sir John and his people to be left here in County Tryon to terrorize all friends to liberty, — to fortify Johnstown, to stop us about our business on the Kings highway, to intrigue with the Mohawks, the Oneidas, the Cayugas, the Onondagas, the Senecas, the Tuscaroras?

Guy Johnson tampered with the River Indians at Poughkeepsie, and we knew it. He sent belts to the Shawanese, to the Wyandottes, to the Mohicans. We knew it. He met the Delaware Sachems at a mongrel fire — God knows where and by what authority, for the Federal Council never gave it! — and we stopped one of his runners in the Bush with his pouch full o belts and strings; and we took every inch of wampum without leave of Sir John, and bade the runner tell him what we did.

We wrote to Albany; Albany made representations to Sir John, and the Baronet replied that his show of armed force at the Hall was solely for the reason that he had been warned that the Boston people were laying plans to invade Tryon and make of him a prisoner.

I think this silly lie was too much for Schuyler, for all now knew that war must come. Twelve Colonies, in Congress assembled, had announced that they had rather die as free people than continue to live as slaves. Very fine indeed! But what was of more interest to us at Fondas Bush, this Congress commissioned George Washington as Commander in Chief of a Colonial Army of 20,000 men, and prepared to raise three millions on bills of credit for the prosecution of the war!

Now, at last, the cleavage had come. Now, at last, Sir John was forced into the open.

He swore by Almighty God that he had had no hand in intriguing against the plain people of Tryon: and while he was making this oath, Guy Johnson was raising the Iroquois against us at Oswego; he was plotting with Carleton and Haldimand at Montreal; he had arranged for the departure of Brant with the great bulk of the Mohawk nation, and, with them, the fighting men of the Iroquois Confederacy. Only the Western Gate Keepers remained, — the fierce Senecas.

And so, except for a few Tuscaroras, a few lukewarm Onondagas, a few of the Lenape, and perhaps half — possibly two-thirds of the Oneida nation, Guy Johnson already had swung the terrible Iroquois to the King.

And now, secretly, the rats began to leave for the North, where, behind the Canada border, savage hordes were gathering by clans, red and white alike.

Guy Johnson went on pretense of Indian business; and none dare stop the Superintendent for Indian affairs on a mission requiring, as he stated, his personal appearance at Oswego.

But once there he slipped quietly over into Canada; and Brant joined him.

Colonel Claus sneaked North; old John Butler went in the night with a horde of Johnstown and Caughnawaga Tories. McDonald followed, accompanied by some scores of bare-shinned Tory Mcs. Walter Butler disappeared like a phantom.

But Sir John remained behind his stockade and swivels at the Hall, vowing and declaring that he meditated no mischief — no, none at all.

Then, in a fracas in Johnstown, that villain sheriff, Alexander White, fired upon Sammons, and the friends to liberty went to take the murderous Tory at the jail.

Frey was made sheriff, which infuriated Sir John; but Governor Tryon deposed him and reappointed White, so the plain people went again to do him a harm; and he fled the district to the mortification of the Baronet.

But Sir Johns course was nearly at an end: and events in the outer world set the sands in his cloudy glass running very swiftly. Schuyler and Montgomery were directing a force of troops against Montreal and Quebec, and Sir Guy Carleton, Governor General of Canada, was shrieking for help.

St. Johns surrendered, and the Mohawk Indians began fighting!

Here was a pretty pickle for Sir John to explain.

Suddenly we had news of the burning of Falmouth.



On a bitter day in early winter, an Express passed through Fondas Bush on snow-shoes, calling out a squad of the Mohawk Regiment of District Militia.

Nick Stoner, Andrew Bowman, Joe Scott, and I answered the summons.

Snow-shoeing was good — a light fall on the crust — and we pulled foot for the Kingsborough trail, where we met up with a squad from the Palatine Regiment and another from the Flatts.

But scarce were we in sight of Johnstown steeples when the drums of an Albany battalion were heard; and we saw, across the snow, their long brown muskets slanting, and heard their bugle-horn on the Johnstown road.



I saw nothing of the affair at the Hall, being on guard at St. Johns Church, lower down in the town. But I saw our General Schuyler ride up the street with his officers; and so knew that all would go well.

All went well enough, they say. For when again the General rode past the church, I saw waggons under our escort piled with the muskets of the Highland Battalion, and others heaped high with broad-swords, pistols, swivels, and pikes. And on Saturday, the twentieth of January, when our tour of duty ended, and our squads were dismissed, each to its proper district, all people knew that Sir John Johnson had given his parole of honor not to take up arms against America; not to communicate with the Royalists in Canada; not to oppose the friends of liberty at home; nor to stir from his Baronial Hall to go to Canada or to the sea, but with liberty to transact such business as might be necessary in other parts of this colony.

And I, for one, never doubted that a son of the great Sir William would keep his word and sacred parole of honour.




CHAPTER IV

TWO COUNTRY MICE
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IT WAS LATE in April, and I had boiled my sap and had done with my sugar bush for another year. The snow was gone; the Kennyetto roared amber brilliant through banks of melting ice, and a sweet odour of arbutus filled all the woods.

Spring was in the land and in my heart, too, and when Nick Stoner galloped to my door in his new forest dress, very fine, I, nothing loath, did hasten to dress me in my new doe-skins, not less fine than Nicks and lately made for me by a tailor-woman in Kingsborough who was part Oneida and part Dutch.

That day I wore a light, round cap of silver mole fur with my unshorn hair, all innocent of queue or powder, curling crisp like a womans. Of which I was ashamed and eager to visit Toby Tice, our Johnstown barber, and be trimmed.

My new forest dress, as I say, was of doe-skin — a laced shirt belted in, shoulder-caped, cut round the neck to leave my throat free, and with long thrums on sleeve and skirt against need.

Trews shaped to fit my legs close; and thigh moccasins, very deep with undyed fringe, but ornamented by an infinite pattern of little green vines, made me brave in my small mirror. And my ankle moccasins were gay with Oneida devices wrought out of porcupine quills and beads, scarlet, green, purple, and orange, and laid open at the instep by two beaded flaps.

I saddled my mare, Kaya, in her stall, which was a log wing to my house, and presently mounted and rode around to where Nick sat his saddle a-playing on his fife, which he carried everywhere with him, he loving music but obliged to make his own.

Lord Harry! cried he on seeing me so fine. If you are not truly a Viscount then you look one!

I would not change my name and health and content, said I, for a kings gold crown today. And I clinked the silver coins in my pouch and laughed. And so we rode away along the Johnstown road.

He also, I think, was dying for a frolic. Young minds in trouble as well as hard-worked bodies need a holiday now and then. He winked at me and chinked the shillings in his bullet-pouch.

We shall see all the sights, quoth he, and the Kennyetto could not quench my thirst today, nor our two horses eat as much, nor since time began could all the lovers in history love as much as could I this April day.... Were there some pretty wench of my own mind to use me kindly.... Like that one who smiled at us — do you remember?

At Christmas?

Thats the one! he exclaimed. Lord! but she was handsome in her sledge! — and her sister, too, Jack.

I forget their names, said I.

Browse, he said,  — Jessica and Betsy. And they live at Pigeon-Wood near Mayfield.

Oho! said I, you have made their acquaintance!

He laughed and we galloped on.

Nick sang in his saddle, beating time upon his thigh with his fife:

Flammadiddle! Paddadiddle! Flammadiddle dandy! My Loves kisses Are sweet as sugar-candy! Flammadiddle! Paddadiddle! Flammadiddle dandy! She makes fun o me Because my legs are bandy — —

He checked his gay refrain:

Speaking of flamms, said he, my brother John desires to be a drummer in the Continental Line.

He is only fourteen, said I, laughing.

I know. But he is a tall lad and stout enough. What will be your regiment, Jack?

I like Colonel Livingstons, said I, but nobody yet knows what is to be the fate of the district militia and whether the Mohawk regiment, the Palatine, and the other three are to be recruited to replace the Tory deserters, or what is to be done.

Nick flourished his flute: All I know, he said, is that my father and brother and I mean to march.

I also, said I.

Then its in Gods hands, he remarked cheerfully, and I mean to use my ears and eyes in Johnstown today.

We put our horses to a gallop.



We rode into Johnstown and through the village, very pleased to be in civilization again, and saluting many wayfarers whom we recognized, Tory and Whig alike. Some gave us but a cold good-day and looked sideways at our forest dress; others were marked in cordiality, — men like our new Sheriff, Frey, and the two Sammonses and Jacob Shew.

We met none of the Hall people except the Bouw-Meester, riding beside five yoke of beautiful oxen, who drew bridle to exchange a mouthful of farm gossip with me while the grinning slaves waited on the footway, goads in hand.

Also, I saw out o the tail of my eye the two Bartholomews passing, white and stunted and uncanny as ever, but pretended not to notice them, for I had always felt a shiver when they squeaked good-day at me, and when they doffed hats the tops of their heads had blue marbling on the scalp under their scant dry hair. Which did not please me.

Whilst I chattered with the Bouw-Meester of seeds and plowing, Nick, who had no love for husbandry, practiced upon his fife so windily and with such enthusiasm that we three horsemen were soon ringed round by urchins of the town on their reluctant way to school.

Hows old Wall? cried Nick, resting his puckered lips and wiping his fife. Theres a schoolmaster for pickled rods, I warrant. Eh, boys? Am I right?

Lads and lassies giggled, some sucked thumbs and others hung their heads.

Come, then, cried Nick, hes a good fellow, after all! And so am I — when Im asleep!

Whereat all the children giggled again and Nick fished a great cake of maple sugar from his Indian pouch, drew his war-hatchet, broke the lump, and passed around the fragments. And many a childish face, which had been bright and clean with scrubbing, continued schoolward as sticky as a bear cub in a bee-tree.

And now the Bouw-Meester and his oxen and the grinning slaves had gone their way; so Nick and I went ours.

There were taverns enough in the town. We stopped at one or two for a long pull and a dish of meat.

Out of the window I could see something of the town and it seemed changed; the Court House deserted; the jail walled in by a new palisade; fewer people on the street, and little traffic. Nor did I perceive any red-coats ruffling it as of old; the Highlanders who passed wore no side-arms, — excepting the officers. And I thought every Scot looked glum as a stray dog in a new village, where every tyke moves stiffly as he passes and follows his course with evil eyes.

We had silver in our bullet pouches. We visited every shop, but purchased nothing useful; for Nick bought sweets and a mouse-trap and some alley-taws for his brother John — who wished to go to war! Oh, Lord! — and for his mother he found skeins of brightly-coloured wool; and for his father a Barlow jack-knife.

I bought some suekets and fish-hooks and a fiddle, — God knows why, for I can not play on it, nor desire to! — and I further purchased two books, Lives of Great Philosophers, by Rudd, and a witty poem by Peter Pindar, called The Lousiad — a bold and mirthful lampoon on the British King.

These packets we stowed in our saddle-bags, and after that we knew not what to do save to seek another tavern.

But Nick was no toss-pot, nor was I. And having no malt-thirst, we remained standing in the street beside our horses, debating whether to go home or no.

Shall you pay respects at the Hall? he asked seriously.

But I saw no reason to go, owing no duty; and the visit certain to prove awkward, if, indeed, it aroused in Sir John no more violent emotion than pain at sight of me.

With our bridles over our arms, still debating, we walked along the street until we came to the Johnson Arms Tavern, — a Tory rendezvous not now frequented by friends of liberty.

It was so dull in Johnstown that we tied our horses and went into the Johnson Arms, hoping, I fear, to stir up a mischief inside.

Their brew was poor; and the spirits of the dozen odd Tories who sat over chess or draughts, or whispered behind soiled gazettes, was poorer still.

All looked up indifferently as we entered and saluted them.

Ah, gentlemen, says Nick, this is a glorious April day, is it not?

Its well enough, said a surly man in horn spectacles, but I should be vastly obliged, sir, if you would shut the door, which you have left swinging in the wind.

Sir, says Nick, I fear you are no friend to Gods free winds. Free winds, free sunshine, free speech, these suit my fancy. Freedom, sir, in her every phase — and Liberty — the glorious jade! Ah, gentlemen, theres a sweetheart you can never tire of. Take my advice and woo her, and youll never again complain of a breeze on your shins!

If you are so ardent, sir, retorted another man in a sneering voice, why do you not go courting your jade in Massachusetts Bay?

Because, sir, said I, our sweetheart, Mistress Liberty, is already on her joyous way to Johnstown. It is a rendezvous, gentlemen. Will it please you to join us in receiving her?

One man got up, overturning the draught board, paid his reckoning, and went out muttering and gesticulating.

A married man, quoth Nick, and wedded to that old hag, Tyranny. It irks him to hear of fresh young jades, knowing only too well what old sour-face awaits him at home with the bald end of a broom.

The dark looks cast at us signalled storms; but none came, so poor the spirit of the company.

Gentlemen, you seem melancholy and distrait, said I. Are you so pensive because my Lord Dunmore has burned our pleasant city of Norfolk? Is it that which weighs upon your minds? Or is the sad plight of Tommy Gage distressing you? Or the several pickles in which Sir Guy Carleton, General Burgoyne, and General Howe find themselves?

Possibly, quoth Nick, a short poem on these three British warriors may enliven you:

Carleton, Burgoyne, Howe, Bow-wow-wow!

But there was nothing to be hoped of these sullen Tories, for they took our laughter scowling, but budged not an inch. A pity, for it was come to a pretty pass in Johnstown when two honest farmers must go home for lack of a rogue or two of sufficient spirit to liven a dull day withal.



We stopped at the White Doe Tavern, and Nick gave the company another poem, which he said was writ by my Lord North:

O Boston wives and maids draw near and see Our delicate Souchong and Hyson tea; Buy it, my charming girls, fair, black, or brown; If not, well cut your throats and burn your town!

Whereat all the company laughed and applauded; and there was no hope of any sport to be had there, either.

Well, said Nick, sighing, the war seems to be done ere it begun. Whats in those whelps at the Johnson Arms, that they stomach such jests as we cook for them? Time was when I knew where I could depend upon a broken head in Johnstown — mine own or anothers.

We had it in mind to dine at the Doe, planning, as we sat on the stoop, bridles in hand, to ride back to the Bush by new moonlight.

If a pretty wench were as rare as a broken head in Johnstown, he muttered, Id be undone, indeed. Come, Jack; shall we ride that way homeward?

Which way?

By Pigeon-Wood.

By Mayfield?

Aye.

You have a sweetheart there, you say?

And so, perhaps, might you, for the pain of passing by.

No, said I, I want no sweetheart. To clip a lip en passant, if the lip be warm and willing, — that is one thing. A blush and a laugh and tis over. But to journey in quest of gallantries with malice aforethought — no.

I saw her in a sledge, sighed Nick, sucking his empty pipe. And followed. Lord, but she is handsome, — Betsy Browse! — and looked at me kindly, I thought.... We had a fight.

What?

Her father and I. For an hour the old man nigh twisted his head off turning around to see what sledge was following his. Then he shouts, Whoa! and out he bounces into the snow; and I out o my sledge to see what it was he wanted.

He wanted my scalp, I think, for when I named myself and said I lived at Fondas Bush, he fetched me a knock with his frozen mittens, — Lord, Jack, I saw a star or two, I warrant you; and a gay stream squirted from my nose upon the snow and presently the whole wintry world looked red to me, so I let fly a fist or two at the old man, and he let fly a few more at me.

Dammy! says he, Ill learn ye to foller my darters, you poor dum Boston critter! Ill drum your hide from Fundys Bush to Canady!

But after I had rolled him in the snow till his scratch-wig fell off, he became more civil — quite polite for a Tory with his mouth full o snow.

So I went with him to his sledge and made a polite bow to the ladies — who looked excited but seemed inclined to smile when I promised to pass by Pigeon-Wood some day.

A rough wooing, said I, laughing.

Rough on old man Browse. But hes gone with Guy Johnson.

What! To Canada? The beast!

Aye. So I thought to stop some day at Pigeon-Wood to see if the cote were entirely empty or no. Lord, what a fight we had, old Browse and I, there in the snow of the Mayfield road! And he burly as an October bear — a man all knotted over with muscles, and two fists that slapped you like the front kick of a moose! Oh, Lordy! Lordy! What a battle was there.... What bright eyes hath that little jade Betsy, of Pigeon-Wood!

Now, as he spoke, I had a mind to see this same Tory girl of Pigeon-Wood; and presently admitted to him my curiosity.

And then, just as we had mounted and were gathering bridles and searching for our stirrups with moccasined toes, comes a galloper in scarlet jacket and breeks, with a sealed letter waved high to halt me.

Sitting my horse in the street, I broke the seal and read what was written to me.

The declining sun sent its rosy shafts through the still village now, painting every house and setting glazed windows a-glitter.

I looked around me, soberly, at the old and familiar town; I glanced at Nick; I gazed coldly upon the galloper, — a cornet of Border Horse, and as solemn as he was young.

Sir, said I, pray present to Lady Johnson my duties and my compliments, and say that I am honoured by her ladyships commands, and shall be — happy — to present myself at Johnson Hall within the hour.

Young galloper salutes; I outdo him in exact and scrupulous courtesy, mole-skin cap in hand; and round he wheels and away he tears like the celebrated Tory in the song, Jock Gallopaway.

Heres a kettle o fish, remarked Nick in disgust.

Were it not Lady Johnson, muttered I, but checked myself. After all, it seemed ungenerous that I should decline to see even Sir John, who now was virtually a prisoner of my own party, penned here within that magnificent domain of which his great father had been creator and absolute lord.

I must go, Nick, I said in a low voice.

He said with a slight sneer, Noblesse oblige — — and then, sorry, laid a quick hand on my arm.

Forgive me, Jack. My father wears two gold rings in his ears. Your father wore them on his fingers. I know I am a boor until your kindness makes me forget it.

I said quietly: We are two comrades and friends to liberty. It is not what we are born to but what we are that matters a copper penny in the world.

It is easy for you to say so.

It is important for you to believe so. As I do.

Do you really so? he asked with that winning upward glance that revealed his boyish faith in me.

I really do, Nick; else, perhaps, I had been with Guy Johnson in Canada long ago.

Then I shall try to believe it, too, he murmured,  — whether ears or fingers or toes wear the rings.

We laughed.

How long? he inquired bluntly.

To sup, I think. I must remain if Lady Johnson requests it of me.

And afterward. Will you ride home by way of Pigeon-Wood?

Will you still be lingering there? I asked with a smile.

Whether the pigeon-cote be empty or full, I shall await you there.

I nodded. We smiled at each other and wheeled our horses in opposite directions.




CHAPTER V

A SUPPER
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NOW, WHAT SEEMED strange to me at the Hall was the cheerfulness of all under circumstances which must have mortified any Royalist, and, in particular, the principal family in North America of that political complexion.

Even Sir John, habitually cold and reserved, appeared to be in most excellent spirits for such a man, and his wintry smile shed its faint pale gleam more than once upon the company assembled at supper.

On my arrival there seemed to be nobody there except the groom, who took my mare, Kaya, and Frank, Sir Williams butler, who ushered me and seemed friendly.

Into the drawing room came black Flora, all smiles, to say that the gentlemen were dressing but that Lady Johnson would receive me.

She was seated before her glass in her chamber, and the red-cheeked Irish maid she had brought from New York was exceedingly busy curling her hair.

Oh, Jack! said Lady Johnson softly, and holding out to me one hand to be saluted, they told me you were in the village. Has it become necessary that I must send for an old friend who should have come of his own free will?

I thought perhaps you and Sir John might not take pleasure in a visit from me, I replied, honestly enough.

Why? Because last winter you answered the district summons and were on guard at the church with the Rebel Mohawk company?

So she knew that, too. But I had scarcely expected otherwise. And it came into my thought that the dwarfish Bartholomews had given her news of my doings and my whereabouts.

Come, said she in her lively manner, a good soldier obeys his colonel, whoever that officer may chance to be — for the moment. And, were you even otherwise inclined, Jack, of what use would it have been to disobey after Philip Schuyler disarmed our poor Scots?

If Sir John feels as you do, it makes my visit easier for all, said I.

Sir John, she replied, is not a whit concerned. We here at the Hall have laid down our arms; we are peaceably disposed; farm duties begin; a multitude of affairs preoccupy us; so let who will fight out this quarrel in Massachusetts Bay, so only that we have tranquillity and peace in County Tryon.

I listened, amazed, to this school-girl chatter, marvelling that she herself believed such pitiable nonsense.

Yet, that she did believe it I was assured, because in my Lady Johnson there was nothing false, no treachery or lies or cunning.

Somebody sure had filled her immature mind with this jargon, which now she repeated to me. And in it I vaguely perceived the duplicity and ingenious manœuvring of wills and minds more experienced than her own.

But I said only that I hoped this county might escape the conflagration now roaring through all New England and burning very fiercely in Virginia and the Carolinas. Then, smiling, I made her a compliment on her hair, which her Irish maid was dressing very prettily, and laughed at her mans banyan which she so saucily wore in place of a levete. Only a young and pretty woman could presume to wear a flowered silk banyan at her toilet; but it mightily became Polly Johnson.

Claudia is here, she remarked with a kindly malice perfectly transparent.

I took the news in excellent part, and played the hopeless swain for a while, to amuse her, and so cunningly, too, that presently the charming child felt bound to comfort me.

Claudia is a witch, says she, and does vast damage to no purpose but that it feeds her vanity. And this I have said frequently to her very face, and shall continue until she chooses to refrain from such harmful coquetry, and seems inclined to a more serious consideration of life and duty.

Claudia serious! I exclaimed. When Claudia becomes pensive, beware of her!

Claudia should marry early — as I did, said she. But her features grew graver as she said it, and I saw not in them that inner light which makes delicately radiant the face of happy wifehood.

I thought, God pity her, but I said gaily enough that retribution must one day seize Claudias dimpled hand and place it in the grasp of some gentleman fitly fashioned to school her.

We both laughed; then she being ready for her stays and gown, I retired to the library below, where, to my chagrin, who should be lounging but Hiakatoo, war chief of the Senecas, in all his ceremonial finery. Despite what dear Mary Jamison has written of him, nor doubting that pure souls testimony, I knew Hiakatoo to be a savage beast and a very devil, the more to be suspected because of his terrible intelligence.

With him was a Mr. Hare, sometime Lieutenant in the Mohawk Regiment, with whom I had a slight acquaintance. I knew him to be Tory to the bone, a deputy of Guy Johnson for Indian affairs, and a very shifty character though an able officer of county militia and a scout of no mean ability.

Hare gave me good evening with much courtesy and self-possession. Hiakatoo, also, extended a muscular hand, which I was obliged to take or be outdone in civilized usage by a savage.

Well, sir, says Hare in his frank, misleading manner, the last o the sugar is a-boiling, I hear, and spring plowing should begin this week.

Neither he nor Hiakatoo had as much interest in husbandry as two hoot-owls, nor had they any knowledge of it, either; but I replied politely, and, at their request, gave an account of my glebe at Fondas Bush.

There is game in that country, remarked Hiakatoo in the Seneca dialect.

Instantly it entered my head that his remark had two interpretations, and one very sinister; but his painted features remained calmly inscrutable and perhaps I had merely imagined the dull, hot gleam that I thought had animated his sombre eyes.

There is game in the Bush, said I, pleasantly,— deer, bear, turkeys, and partridges a-drumming the long roll all day long. And I have seen a moose near Lake Desolation.

Now I had replied to the Seneca in the Canienga dialect; and he might interpret in two ways my reference to bears, and also what I said concerning the drumming of the partridges.

But his countenance did not change a muscle, nor did his eyes. And as for Hare, he might not have understood my play upon words, for he seemed interested merely in a literal interpretation, and appeared eager to hear about the moose I had seen near Lake Desolation.

So I told him I had watched two bulls fighting in the swamp until the older beast had been driven off.

Civilization, too, will soon drive away the last of the moose from Tryon, quoth Hare.

How many families at Fondas Bush? asked Hiakatoo abruptly.

I was about to reply, telling him the truth, and checked myself with lips already parted to speak.

There ensued a polite silence, but in that brief moment I was convinced that they realized I suddenly suspected them.

What I might have answered the Seneca I do not exactly know, for the next instant Sir John entered the room with Ensign Moucher, of the old Mohawk Regiment, and young Captain Watts from New York, brother to Polly, Lady Johnson, a handsome, dissipated, careless lad, inclined to peevishness when thwarted, and marred, perhaps, by too much adulation.

Scarce had compliments been exchanged with snuff when Lady Johnson entered the room with Claudia Swift, and I thought I had seldom beheld two lovelier ladies in their silks and powder, who curtsied low on the threshold to our profound bows.

As I saluted Lady Johnsons hand again, she said: This is most kind of you, Jack, because I know that all farmers now have little time to waste.

Like Cincinnatus, said I, smilingly, I leave my plow in the furrow at the call of danger, and hasten to brave the deadly battery of your bright eyes.

Whereupon she laughed that sad little laugh which I knew so well, and which seemed her manner of forcing mirth when Sir John was present.

I took her out at her request. Sir John led Claudia; the others paired gravely, Hare walking with the Seneca and whispering in his ear.

Candles seemed fewer than usual in the dining hall, but were sufficient to display the late Sir Williams plate and glass.

The scented wind from Claudias fan stirred my hair, and I remembered it was still the hair of a forest runner, neither short nor sufficiently long for the queue, and powdered not a trace.

I looked around at Claudias bright face, more brilliant for the saucy patches and newly powdered hair.

La, said she, you vie with Hiakatoo yonder in Mohawk finery, Jack, — all beads and thrums and wampum. And yet you have a pretty leg for a silken stocking, too.

In the Bush, said I, the backwoods aristocracy make little of your silk hosen, Claudia. Our stockings are leather and our powder black, and our patches are of buckskin and are sewed on elbow and knee with pack-thread or sinew. Or we use them, too, for wadding.

It is a fashion like another, she remarked with a shrug, but watching me intently over her fans painted edge.

The mode is a tyrant, said I, and knows neither pity nor good taste.

How so?

Why, Hiakatoo also wears paint, Claudia.

Meaning that I wear lip-rouge and lily-balm? Well, I do, my impertinent friend.

Who could suspect it? I protested, mockingly.

You might have suspected it long since had you been sufficiently adventurous.

How so? I inquired in my turn.

By kissing me, pardieu! But you always were a timid youth, Jack Drogue, and a womans No, with the proper stare of indignation, always was sufficient to route you utterly.

In spite of myself I reddened under the smiling torment.

And if any man has had that much of you, said I, then I for one will believe it only when I see your lip-rouge on his lips!

Court me again and then look into your mirror, she retorted calmly.

What in the world are you saying to each other? exclaimed Lady Johnson, tapping me with her fan. Why, you are red as a squaw-berry, Jack, and your wine scarce tasted.

Claudia said: I but ask him to try his fortune, and he blushes like a silly.

Shame, returned Lady Johnson, laughing; and you have Mr. Hares scalp fresh at your belt!

Hare heard it, and laughed in his frank way, which instantly disarmed most people who had not too often heard it.

I admit, said he, that I shall presently perish unless this cruel lady proves kinder, or restores to me my hair.

It were more merciful, quoth Ensign Moucher, to slay outright with a single glance. I myself am long since doubly dead, he added with his mealy-mouthed laugh, and his mean reddish eyes a-flickering at Lady Johnson.

Sir John, who was carving a roast of butchers meat, carved on, though his young wife ventured a glance at him — a sad, timid look as though hopeful that her husband might betray some interest when other men said gallant things to her.

I asked Sir Johns permission to offer a toast, and he gave it with cold politeness.

To the two cruellest and loveliest creatures alive in a love-stricken world, said I. Gentlemen, I offer you our charming tyrants. And may our heads remain ever in the dust and their silken shoon upon our necks!

All drank standing. The Seneca gulped his Madeira like a slobbering dog, noticing nobody, and then fell fiercely to cutting up his meat, until, his knife being in the way, he took the flesh in his two fists and gnawed it.

But nobody appeared to notice the Senecas beastly manners; and such general complaisance preoccupied me, because Hiakatoo knew better, and it seemed as though he considered himself in a position where he might disdain to conduct suitably amid a company which, possibly, stood in need of his good will.

Nobody spoke of politics, nor did I care to introduce such a subject. Conversation was general; matters concerning the town, the Hall, were mentioned, together with such topics as are usually discussed among land owners in time of peace.

And it seemed to me that Sir John, who had, as usual, remained coldly reticent among his guests, became of a sudden conversational with a sort of forced animation, like a man who recollects that he has a part to play and who unwillingly attempts it.

He spoke of the Hall farm, and of how he meant to do this with this part and that with that part; and how the herd bulls were now become useless and he must send to the Patroon for new blood, — all a mere toneless and mechanical babble, it seemed to me, and without interest or sincerity.

Once, sipping my claret, I thought I heard a faint clash of arms outside and in the direction of the guard-house.

And another time it seemed to me that many horses were stirring somewhere outside in the darkness.

I could not conceive of anything being afoot, because of Sir Johns parole, and so presently dismissed the incidents from my mind.

The wine had somewhat heated the men; laughter was louder, speech less guarded. Young Watts spoke boldly of Haldimand and Guy Carleton, naming them as the two most efficient servants that his Majesty had in Canada.

Nobody, however, had the effrontery to mention Guy Johnson in my presence, but Ensign Moucher pretended to discuss a probable return of old John Butler and of his son Walter to our neighborhood, — to hoodwink me, I think, — but his mealy manner and the false face he pulled made me the more wary.

The wine burned in Hiakatoo, but he never looked toward me nor directly at anybody out of his blank red eyes of a panther.

Sir John had become a little drunk and slopped his wine-glass, but the wintry smile glimmered on his thin lips as though some secret thought contented him, and he was ever whispering with Captain Watts.

But he spoke always of the coming summer and of his cattle and fields and the pursuits of peace, saying that he had no interest in Haldimand nor in any kinsmen who had fled Tryon; and that all he desired was to be let alone at the Hall, and not bothered by Phil Schuyler.

For, says he, emptying his glass with unsteady hand, Ive enough to do to feed my family and my servants and collect my rents; and Im damned if I can do it unless those excitable gentlemen in Albany mind their own business as diligently as I wish to mind mine.

Surely, Sir John, said I, nobody wishes to annoy you, because it is the universal desire that you remain. And, as you have pledged your honour to do so, only a fool would attempt to make more difficult your position among us.

Oh, there are fools, too, said he in his slow voice. There were fools who supposed that the Six Nations would not resent ill treatment meted out to Guy Johnson. His cold gaze rested for a second upon Hiakatoo, then swept elsewhere.

Preoccupied, I heard Claudias voice in my ear:

Do you take no pleasure any longer in looking at me, Jack! You have paid me very scant notice tonight.

I turned, smilingly made her a compliment, and she was now gazing into the little looking-glass set in the handle of her French fan, and her dimpled hand busy with her hair.

Pollys Irish maid dressed my hair, she remarked. I would to God I had as clever a wench. Could you discover one to wait on me?

Hare, who had no warrant for familiarity, as far as I was concerned, nevertheless called out with a laugh that I knew every wench in the countryside and should find a pretty one very easily to serve Claudia.

Which pleasantry did not please me; but Ensign Moucher and young Watts bore him out, and they all fell a-laughing, discussing with little decency such wenches as the two Wormwood girls near Fish House, and Betsy and Jessica Browse — maids who were pretty and full of gaiety at dance or frolic, and perhaps a trifle free in manners, but of whom I knew no evil and believed none whatever the malicious gossip concerning them.

The gallantries of such men as Sir John and Walter Butler were known to everybody in the country; and so were the carryings on of all the younger gentry and the officers from Johnstown to Albany. Young girls names — the daughters of tenants, settlers, farmers, were bandied about carelessly enough; and the names of those famed for beauty, or a lively disposition, had become more or less familiar to me.

Yet, for myself, my escapades had been harmless enough — a pretty maid kissed at a quilting, perhaps; another courted lightly at a barn-romp; a laughing tavern wench caressed en passant, but no evil thought of it and nothing to regret — no need to remember aught that could start a tear in any womans eyes.

Watts said to Claudia: There is a maid at Caughnawaga who serves old Douw Fonda — a Scotch girl, who might serve you as well as Flora cares for my sister.

Penelope Grant! exclaims Hare with an oath. Whereat these three young men fell a-laughing, and even Sir John leered.

I had heard her name and that the careless young gallants of the country were all after this young Scotch girl, servant to Douw Fonda — but I had never seen her.

She lives with the old gentleman, does she not? inquired Claudia with a shrug.

She cares for him, dresses him, cooks for him, reads to him, sews, mends, lights him to bed and tucks him in, said Hare. My God, what a wife shed make for a farmer! Or a mistress for a gentleman.

A wench I would employ very gladly, quoth Claudia, frowning. Could you get her ear, Jack, and fetch her?

Take her from Douw Fonda? I exclaimed in surprise.

The old man is like to die any moment, remarked Watts.

Besides, said Moucher, he has scores of kinsmen and their women to take him in charge.

Shes a pretty bit o baggage, said Sir John drunkenly. If you but kiss the little slut she looks at you like a silly kitten, and, I think, with no more sense or comprehension.

Captain Watts darted an angry look at his brother-in-law but said nothing.

Lady Johnsons features were burning and her lip quivered, but she forced a laugh, saying that her husband could have judged only by hearsay, and that the Scotch girls reputation was still very good in the country.

Somebodyll get her, retorted Sir John, thickly, for theyre all a-pestering — Walter Butler, too, when he was here, — and your brother, and Hare and Moucher yonder. The little slut has yellow hair, but shes too damned thin! — — he hiccoughed and upset his wine; and a servant wiped his neck-cloth and his silk and silver waistcoat while he, with wagging and unsteady head, gazed gravely down at the damage done.

Claudia set her lips to my ear: The beast! — to affront his wife! she whispered. Tell me, do you, also, go about your rustic gallantries in the shameful manner of these educated and Christian gentlemen?

I seek no womans destruction, said I drily.

Not even mine? She laughed as I reddened, and tapped me with her fan.

If our young men do not turn this Scotch girls head with their philandering, send her to me and I will use her kindly.

You would not seduce her from an old and almost helpless man who needs her? I demanded.

I find my servants where I can in such days as these, said she coolly. And there are plenty to care for old Douw Fonda in Caughnawaga, but only an accomplished wench like Penelope Grant would I trust to do my hair and lace me. Will you send this girl to me?

No, I wont, said I bluntly. I shall not charge myself with such an errand, even for you. It is not a decent thing you ask of me or of the wench, either.

It is decent, retorted Claudia pettishly. If shes as pretty a baggage as is reported, some of our young fools will never let her alone until one among them turns her silly head. Whereas the girl would be safe with me.

That is not my affair, I remarked.

Do you wish her harm?

I tell you she is no concern of mine. And if shes not a hopeless fool shell know how to trust the gentry of County Tryon.

You are of them, too, Jack, she said maliciously.

I am a plain farmer and I trouble no woman.

You trouble me, she insisted sweetly.

I laughed, not agreeably.

You do so, she repeated. I would you had courage to court me again.

Do you mean courage or inclination, Claudia?

She gave me a melting look, very sweet, and a trifle sad.

With patience, she murmured, you might awaken both our hearts.

I know well what Id awaken in you, said I; Id awaken the devil. No; Ive had my chance.

She sighed, still looking at me, and I awaited her further assault, grimly armed with memories.

But ere she could speak, Hiakatoo lurched to his feet and stood towering there unsteadily, his burning gaze fixed on space.

Whereat Sir John, now very tight and very drowsy, opened owlish eyes; and Hare took the Seneca by the arm.

If you desire to go, said he, here are three of us ready to ride beside you.

Moucher, too, stood up, and so did Captain Watts; but they were not in their cups. Watts took Hiakatoos blanket from a servant and cast it over the tall warriors shoulders.

The Western Gate of the Confederacy lies unguarded, explained Hare to us all, in his frank, amiable manner. The great Gate Keeper, Hiakatoo, bids you all farewell. Duty calls him toward the setting sun.

All had now risen from the table. Hiakatoo lurched past us and out into the hallway; Hare and Moucher and Watts took smiling leave of Sir John; the ladies gave them all a courteous farewell. Hare, passing, said to me:

To any who enquire you can answer pat enough to make an end to foolish rumours concerning any meditated flight of this family.

My answer, said I quietly, is always the same: Sir Williams son has given his parole.

They went out after their Indian, which disturbed me greatly, as I could not account for Hiakatoos presence at Johnstown, and I was ill at ease seeing him so apparently in charge of three known Tories, and one of them a deputy of Guy Johnson.

However, I took my leave of Sir John, who gave me a wavering hand and stared at me blankly. Then I kissed the ladies hands and went out to the porch where Billy waited with my mare, Kaya.

Lady Johnson came to the door as I mounted.

Dont forget us when again you are in Johnstown, she said.

Claudia, too, appeared and stepped daintily out on the dewy grass, lifting her petticoat.

What a witching night, she exclaimed mischievously,  — what a night for love! Do you mark the young moon, Jack, and how all the dark is saturated with a sweet smell of new buds?

I mark it all, said I, laughing, and, as for love, why, I love it all, Claudia, — moon, darkness, scent of young leaves, the far forest still as death, and the noise of the brook yonder.

I meant a sweeter love, quoth she, coming to my stirrup and laying both hands upon my saddle.

There is no sweeter love, said I, still laughing,  — none happier than the love of this silvery world of night which God made to heal us of the blows of day.

Whither do you ride, Jack?

Homeward.

To Fondas Bush?

Yes.

Directly home?

I have a comrade — — said I. He awaits me on the Mayfield Road.

Why do you ride by Mayfield?

Because he waits for me there.

Why, Jack?

He has friends to visit — —

At Mayfield?

At Pigeon-Wood, I muttered.

More gallantry! she said, tossing her head. But young men must have their fling, and I am not jealous of Betsy Browse or of her pretty sister, so that you ride not toward Caughnawaga — —

What?

To see this rustic beauty, Penelope Grant — —

Have I not refused to seek her for you? I demanded.

Yes, but not for yourself, Jack! Curiosity killed a cat and started a young man on his travels!

Exasperated by her malice I struck my mares flanks with moccasined heels; and as I rode out into the darkness Claudias gaily mocking laugh floated after me on the still, sweet air.




CHAPTER VI

RUSTIC GALLANTRY
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THERE WERE FEW lanterns and fewer candle lights in Johnstown; sober folk seemed to be already abed; only a constable, Hugh McMonts, stood in the main street, leaning upon his pike as I followed the new moon out of town and down into a dark and lovely land where all was still and fragrant and dim as the dreams of those who lie down contented with the world.

Now, as I jogged along on my mare, Kaya, over a well-levelled road, my mind was very full of what I had seen and heard at Johnson Hall.

One thing seemed clear to me; there could be no foundation for any untoward rumours regarding Sir John, — no fear that he meant to shame his honoured name and flee to Canada to join Guy Johnson and his Indians and the Tryon County Tories who already had fled.

No; Sir John was quietly planning his summer farming. All seemed tranquil at the Hall. And I could not find it in my nature to doubt his pledged word, nor believe that he was plotting mischief.

Still, it had staggered me somewhat to see Hiakatoo there in his ceremonial paint, as though the fire were still burning at Onondaga. But I concluded that the Seneca War Chief had come on some private affair and not for his nation, because a chief does not travel alone upon a ceremonial mission. No; this Indian had arrived to talk privately with Hare, who, no doubt, now represented Guy Johnsons late authority among the Johnstown Tories.

Thinking over these matters, I jogged into the Mayfield road; and as I passed in between the tall wayside bushes, without any warning at all two shadowy horsemen rode out in front of me and threw their horses across my path, blocking it.

Instantly my hand flew to my hatchet, but at that same moment one of the tall riders laughed, and I let go my war-axe, ashamed.

Its John Drogue! said a voice I recognized, as I pushed my mare close to them and peered into their faces; and I discovered that these riders were two neighbors of mine, Godfrey Shew of Fish House, and Joe de Golyer of Varicks.

What frolic is this? I demanded, annoyed to see their big pistols resting on their thighs and their belted hatchets loosened from the fringed sheaths.

No frolic, answered Shew soberly, though Joe may find it a matter for his French mirth.

Why do you stop folk at night on the Kings highway? I inquired curiously of de Golyer.

Voyons, lami Jean, he replied gaily, Sir Johnson and his Scottish bare-shanks, they have long time stop us on their sacré Kings highway. Now, in our turn, we stop them, by gar! Oui, nom de dieu! And we shall see what we shall see, and we shall catch in our little trap what shall step into it, pardieu!

Shew said in his heavy voice: Our authorities in Albany have concluded to watch, for smuggled arms, the roads leading to Johnstown, Mr. Drogue.

Do they fear treachery at the Hall?

They do not know what is going on at the Hall. But there are rumours abroad concerning the running in of arms for the Highlanders, and the constant passing of messengers between Canada and Johnstown.

I have but left the Hall, said I. I saw nothing to warrant suspicion. And I told them who were there and how they conducted at supper.

Shew said with an oath that Lieutenant Hare was a dangerous man, and that he hoped a warrant for him would be issued.

As for the Indian, Hiakatoo, he went on, hes a surly and cunning animal, and a fierce one as are all Senecas. I do not know what has brought him to Johnstown, nor why Moucher was there, nor Steve Watts.

Young Watts, no doubt, came to visit his sister, said I. That is natural, Mr. Shew.

Oh, no doubt, no doubt, grumbled Shew. You, Mr. Drogue, are one of those gentlemen who seem trustful of the honour of all gentlemen. And for every gentleman who is one, the next is a blackguard. I do not contradict you. No, sir. But we plain folk of Tryon think it wisdom to watch gentlemen like Sir John Johnson.

I am as plain a man as you are, said I, but I am not able to doubt the word of honour given by the son of Sir William Johnson.

De Golyer laughed and asked me which way I rode, and I told him.

Nick Stoner also went Mayfield way, said Shew with a shrug. I think he unsaddled at Pigeon-Wood.

They wheeled their horses into the bushes with gestures of adieu; I shook my bridle, and my mare galloped out into the sandy road again.

The sky was very bright with that sweet springtime lustre which comes not alone from the moon but also from a million million unseen stars, all a-shining behind the purple veil of night.

Presently I heard the Mayfield creek babbling like a dozen laughing lasses, and rode along the bushy banks looking up at the mountains to the north.

They are friendly little mountains which we call the Mayfield Hills, all rising into purple points against the sky, like the waves on Lake Ontario, and so tumbling northward into the grim jaws of the Adirondacks, which are different — not sinister, perhaps, but grim and stolid peaks, ever on guard along the Northern wilderness.

Long, still reaches of the creek stretched away, unstarred by rising trout because of the lateness of the night. Only a herons croak sounded in the darkness; there were no lights where I knew the Mayfield settlement to be.

Already I saw the grist mill, with its dusky wheel motionless; and, to the left, a frame house or two and several log-houses set in cleared meadows, where the vast ramparts of the forest had been cut away.

Now, there was a mile to gallop eastward along a wet path toward Summer House Point; and in a little while I saw the long, low house called Pigeon-Wood, which sat astride o the old Iroquois war trail to the Sacandaga and the Canadas.

It was a heavy house of hewn timber and smoothed with our blue clay, which cuts the sandy loam of Tryon in great streaks.

There was no light in the windows, but the milky lustre of the heavens flooded all, and there, upon the rail fence, I did see Nick Stoner a-kissing of Betsy Browse.

They heard my horse and fluttered down from the fence like two robins, as I pulled up and dismounted.

Hush! said the girl, who was bare of feet and her gingham scarce pinned decently; and laid her finger on her lips as she glanced toward the house.

The old man is back, quoth Nick, sliding a graceless arm around her. But he sleeps like an ox. And, to Betsy, Whistle thy little sister from her nest, sweetheart. For there are no gallants in Tryon to match with my comrade, John Drogue!

Which did not please me to hear, for I had small mind for rustic gallantry; but Martha pursed her lips and whistled thrice; and presently the house door opened without any noise.

She was a healthy, glowing wench, half confident, half coquette, like a playful forest thing in springtime, when all things mate.

And her sister, Jessica, was like her, only slimmer, who came across the starlit grass rubbing both eyes with her little fists, like a child roused from sleep, — a shy, smiling, red-lipped thing, who gave me her hand and yawned.

And presently went to where my mare stood to pet her and pull the new, wet grass and feed her tid-bits.

I did not feel awkward, yet knew not how to conduct or what might be expected of me at this star-dim rendezvous with a sleepy, woodland beauty.

But she seemed in nowise disconcerted after a word or two; drew my arm about her; put up her red mouth to be kissed, and then begged to be lifted to my saddle.

Here she sat astride and laughed down at me through her tangled hair. And:

I have a mind to gallop to Fish House, said she, only that it might prove a lonely jaunt.

Shall I come, Jessica?

Will you do so?

I waited till the blood cooled in my veins; and by that time she had forgotten what she had been about — like any other forest bird.

You have a fine mare, Mr. Drogue, said she, gently caressing Kaya with her naked heels. No rider better mounted passes Pigeon-Wood.

Do many riders pass, Jessica?

Sir Johns company between Fish House and the Hall.

Any others lately?

Yes, there are horsemen who ride swiftly at night. We hear them.

Who may they be?

I do not know, sir.

Sir Johns people?

Very like.

Coming from the North?

Yes, from the North.

Have they waggons to escort?

I have heard waggons, too.

Lately?

Yes. She leaned down from the saddle and rested both hands on my shoulders:

Have you no better way to please than in catechizing me, John Drogue? she laughed. Do you know what lips were fashioned for except words?

I kissed her, and, still resting her hands on my shoulders, she looked down into my eyes.

Are you of Sir Johns people? she asked.

Of them, perhaps, but not now with them, Jessica.

Oh. The other party?

Yes.

You! A Boston man?

Nick and I, both.

Why?

Because we design to live as free as God made us, and not as king-fashioned slaves.

Oh, la! quoth she, opening her eyes wide, you use very mighty words to me, Mr. Drogue. There are young men in red coats and gilt lace on their hats who would call you rebel.

I am.

No, she whispered, putting both arms around my neck. You are a pretty boy and no Yankee! I do not wish you to be a Boston rebel.

Are all your lovers Kings men?

My lovers?

Yes.

Are you one?

At which I laughed and lifted the saucy wench from my saddle, and stood so in the starlight, her arms still around my neck.

No, said I, I never had a sweetheart, and, indeed, would not know how to conduct — —

We could learn.

But I only laughed, disengaging her arms, and passing my own around her supple waist.

Listen, said I, Nick and I mean no harm in a starlit frolic, where we tarry for a kiss from a pretty maid.

No harm?

Neither that nor better, Jessica. Nor do you; and I know that very well. With me its a laugh and a kiss and a laugh; and into my stirrups and off.... And you are young and soft and sweet as new maple-sap in the snow. But if you dream like other little birds, of nesting — —

May a lass not dream in springtime?

Surely. But let it end so, too.

In dreams.

It is wiser.

There is no wisdom in me, pretty boy in buckskin. And I love thrums better than red-coats and lace.

Love spinning better than either!

Oh, la! He preaches of wheels and spindles when my mouth aches for a kiss!

And mine, said I,  — but my legs ache more for my saddle; and I must go.

At that moment when I said adieu with my lips, and she did not mean to unlink her arms, came Nick on noiseless tread to twitch my arm. And, Look, said he, pointing toward the long, low rampart of Maxon Ridge.

I turned, my hand still retaining Jessicas: and saw the Iroquois signal-flame mount thin and high, tremble, burn red against the stars, then die there in the darkness.

Northward another flame reddened on the hills, then another, fire answering fire.

What the devil is this? growled Nick. These are no times for Indians to talk to one another with fire.

Get into your saddle, said I, and we shall ride by Varicks, for Ive a mind to see what will-o-the-wisps may be a-dancing over the great Vlaie!

So the tall lad took his leave of his little pigeon of Pigeon-Wood, who seemed far from willing to let him loose; and I made my adieux to Jessica, who stood a-pouting; and we mounted and set off at a gallop for Varicks, by way of Summer House Point.

I could not be certain, but it seemed to me that there was a light at the Point, which came through the crescents from behind closed shutters; but that was within reason, Sir John being at liberty to keep open the hunting lodge if he chose.

As for the Drowned Lands, as far as we could see through the night there was not a spark over that desolate wilderness.

The Mohawk fires on the hills, too, had died out. Fish House, if still burning candles, was too far away to see; we galloped through Varicks, past the mill where, from its rocky walls, Frenchmans Creek roared under the stars; then turned west along the Brent-Meesters trail toward Fondas Bush and home.

Those Iroquois fires trouble me mightily, quoth Nick, pushing his lank horse forward beside my mare.

And me, said I.

Why should they talk with fire on the night Hiakatoo comes to the Hall?

I do not know, said I. But when I am home I shall write it in a letter to Albany that this night the Mohawks have talked among themselves with fire, and that a Seneca was present.

And that mealy-mouthed Ensign, Moucher; and Hare and Steve Watts!

I shall so write it, said I, very seriously.

Good! cried he with a jolly slap on his horses neck. But the sweeter part of this nights frolic you and I shall carry locked in our breasts. Eh, John? By heaven, is she not fresh and pink as a dewy strawberry in June — my pretty little wench? Is she not apt as a school-learned lass with any new lesson a man chooses to teach?

Yes, too apt, perhaps, said I, shaking my head but laughing. But I think they have had already a lesson or two in such frolics, less innocent, perhaps, than the lesson we gave.

Ill break the back of any red-coat who stops at Pigeon-Wood! cried Nick Stoner with an oath. Yes, red-coat or any other colour, either!

You would not take our frolic seriously, would you, Nick?

I take all frolics seriously, said he with a gay laugh, smiting both thighs, and his bridle loose. Where I place my mark with my proper lips, let roving gallants read and all roysterers beware! — even though I so mark a dozen pretty does!

A very Turk, said I.

An antlered stag in the blue-coat that brooks no other near his herd! cried he with a burst of laughter. And fell to smiting his thighs and tossing up both arms, riding like a very centaur there, with his hair flowing and his thrums streaming in the starlight.

And, Lord God of Battles! he cried out to the stars, stretching up his powerful young arms. Thou knowest how I could love tonight; but dost Thou know, also, how I could fight if I had only a foe to destroy with these two empty hands!

Thou murderous Turk! I cried in his ear. Pray, rather, that there shall be no war, and no foe more deadly than the pretty wench of Pigeon-Wood!

Love or war, I care not! he shouted in his spring-tide frenzy, galloping there unbridled, his lean young face in the wind. But God send the one or the other to me very quickly — or love or war — for I need more than a plow or axe to content my soul afire!

Idiot! said I, have done a-yelling! You wake every owl in the bush!

And above his youth-maddened laughter I heard the weird yelping of the forest owls as though the Six Nations already were in their paint, and blood fouled every trail.



So we galloped into Fondas Bush, pulling up before my door; but Nick would not stay the night and must needs gallop on to his own log house, where he could blanket and stall his tired and sweating horse — I owning only the one warm stall.

Well, says he, still slapping his thighs where he sat his saddle as I dismounted, and his young face still aglow in the dim, silvery light,  — well, John, I shall ride again, one day, to Pigeon-Wood. Will you ride with me?

I think not.

And why?

But, standing by my door, bridle in hand, I slowly shook my head.

There is no prettier bit o baggage in County Tryon than Jessica Browse, he insisted— unless, perhaps, it be that Scotch girl at Caughnawaga, whom all the red-coats buzz about like sap flies around a pan.

And who may this Scotch lassie be? I asked with a smile, and busy, now, unsaddling.

I mean the new servant to old Douw Fonda.

I have not noticed her.

You have not seen the Caughnawaga girl?

No. I remain incurious concerning servants, said I, drily.

Is it so! he laughed. Well, then, — for all that they have a right to gold binding on their hats, — the gay youth of Johnstown, yes, and of Schenectady, too, have not remained indifferent to the Scotch girl of Douw Fonda, Penelope Grant!

I shrugged and lifted my saddle.

Every man to his taste, said I. Some eat woodchucks, some porcupines, and others the tail of a beaver. Venison smacks sweeter to me.

Nick laughed again. When she reads the old man to sleep and takes her knitting to the porch, you should see the ring of gallants every afternoon a-courting her! — and their horses tied to every tree around the house as at a quilting!

But theres no quilting frolic; no supper; no dance; — nothing more than a yellow-haired slip of a wench busy knitting there in the sun, and looking at none o them but intent on her needles and with that faint smile she wears — —

Go court her, said I, laughing; and led my mare into her warm stall.

Youll court her yourself, one day! he shouted after me, as he gathered bridle. And if you do, God help you, John Drogue, for they say shes a born disturber of quiet mens minds, and mistress of a very mischievous and deadly art!

What art? I laughed.

The art o love! he bawled as he rode off, slapping his thighs and setting the moonlit woods all a-ringing with his laughter.




CHAPTER VII

BEFORE THE STORM
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JOHNNY SILVER HAD ridden my mare to Varicks to be shod, the evening previous, and was to remain the night and return by noon to Fondas Bush.

It was the first sunny May day of the year, murmurous with bees, and a sweet, warm smell from woods and cleared lands.

Already bluebirds were drifting from stump to stump, and robins, which had arrived in April before the snow melted, chirped in the furrows of last autumns plowing.

Also were flying those frail little grass-green moths, earliest harbingers of vernal weather, so that observing folk, versed in the pretty signals which nature displays to acquaint us of her designs, might safely prophesy soft skies.

I was standing in my glebe just after sunrise, gazing across my great cleared field — I had but one then, all else being woods — and I was thinking about my crops, how that here should be sown buckwheat to break and mellow last years sod; and here I should plant corn and Indian squashes, and yonder, God willing, potatoes and beans.

And I remember, now, that I presently fell to whistling the air of The Little Red Foot, while I considered my future harvest; and was even planning to hire of Andrew Bowman his fine span of white oxen for my spring plowing; when, of a sudden, through the May woods there grew upon the air a trembling sound, distant and sad. Now it sounded louder as the breeze stirred; now fainter when it shifted, so that a mournful echo only throbbed in my ears.

It was the sound of the iron bell ringing on the new Block House at Mayfield.

The carelessly whistled tune died upon my lips; my heart almost ceased for a moment, then violently beat the alarm.

I ran to a hemlock stump in the field, where my loaded rifle rested, and took it up and looked at the priming powder, finding it dry and bright.

A strange stillness had fallen upon the forest; there was no sound save that creeping and melancholy quaver of the bell. The birds had become quiet; the breeze, too, died away; and it was as though each huge tree stood listening, and that no leaf dared stir.

As a dark cloud gliding between earth and sun quenches the skys calm brightness, so the bells tolling seemed to transform the scene about me to a sunless waste, through which the dread sound surged in waves, like the complaint of trees before a storm.

Standing where my potatoes had been hoed the year before, I listened a moment longer to the dreary mourning of the bell, my eyes roving along the edges of the forest which, like a high, green rampart, enclosed my cleared land on every side.

Then I turned and went swiftly to my house, snatched blanket from bed, spread it on the puncheon floor, laid upon it a sack of new bullets, a new canister of powder, a heap of buckskin scraps for wadding, a bag of salt, another of parched corn, a dozen strips of smoked venison.

Separately on the blanket beside these I placed two pair of woollen hose, two pair of new ankle moccasins, an extra pair of deer-skin leggins, two cotton shirts, a hunting shirt of doe-skin, and a fishing line and hooks. These things I rolled within my blanket, making of everything a strapped pack.

Then I pulled on my District Militia regimentals, which same was a hunting shirt of tow-cloth, spatter-dashes of the same, and a felt hat, cocked.

Across the breast of my tow-cloth hunting-shirt I slung a bullet-pouch, a powder-horn and a leather haversack; seized my light hatchet and hung it to my belt, hoisted the blanket pack to my shoulders and strapped it there; and, picking up rifle and hunting knife, I passed swiftly out of the house, fastening the heavy oaken door behind me and wondering whether I should ever return to open it again.

The trodden forest trail, wide enough for a team to pass, lay straight before me due west, through heavy woods, to Andrew Bowmans farm.

When I came into the cleared land, I perceived Mrs. Bowman washing clothing in a spring near the door of her log house, and the wash a-bleaching in the early sun. When she saw me she called to me across the clearing:

Have you news for me, John Drogue?

None, said I. Where is your man, Martha?

Gone away to Stoners with pack and rifle. He is but just departed. Is it only a drill call, or are the Indians out at the Lower Castle?

I know nothing, said I. Are you alone in the house?

A young kinswoman, Penelope Grant, servant to old Douw Fonda, arrived late last night with my man from Caughnawaga, and is still asleep in the loft.

As she spoke a girl, clothed only in her shift, came to the open door of the log house. Her naked feet were snow-white; her hair, yellow as October-corn, seemed very thick and tangled.

She stood blinking as though dazzled, the glory of the rising sun in her face; then the tolling of the tocsin swam to her sleepy ears, and she started like a wild thing when a shot is fired very far away.

And, What is that sound? she exclaimed, staring about her; and I had never seen a womans eyes so brown under such yellow hair.

She stepped out into the fresh grass and stood in the dew listening, now gazing at the woods, now at Martha Bowman, and now upon me.

Speech came to me with an odd sort of anger. I said to Mrs. Bowman, who stood gaping in the sunshine:

Where are your wits? Take that child into the house and bar your shutters and draw water for your tubs. And keep your door bolted until some of the militia can return from Stoners.

Oh, my God, said she, and fell to snatching her wash from the bushes and grass.

At that, the girl Penelope turned and looked at me. And I thought she was badly frightened until she spoke.

Young soldier, said she, do you know if Sir John has fled?

I know nothing, said I, and am like to learn less if you women do not instantly go in and bar your house.

Are the Mohawks out? she asked.

Have I not said I do not know?

Yes, sir.... But I should have escort by the shortest route to Cayadutta — —

You talk like a child, said I, sharply. And you seem scarcely more, I added, turning away. But I lingered still to see them safely bolted in before I departed.

Soldier, she began timidly; but I interrupted:

Go fill your tubs against fire-arrows, said I. Why do you loiter?

Because I have great need to return to Caughnawaga. Will you guide me the shortest way by the woods?

Do you not hear that bell? I demanded angrily.

Yes, sir, I hear it. But I should go to Cayadutta — —

And I should answer that militia call, said I impatiently. Go in and lock the house, I tell you!

Mrs. Bowman, her arms full of wet linen, ran into the house. The girl, Penelope, gazed at the woods.

I am servant to a very old man, she said, twisting her linked fingers. I can not abandon him! I can not let him remain all alone at Cayadutta Lodge. Will you take me to him?

And if I were free of duty, said I, I would not take you or any other woman into those accursed woods!

Why not, sir?

Because I do not yet comprehend what that bell is telling me. And if it means that there is a painted war-party out between the Sacandaga and the Mohawk, I shall not take you to Caughnawaga when I return from Stoners, and thats flat!

I am not afraid to go, said she. But I think I saw her shudder; and her face seemed very still and white. Then Mrs. Bowman ran out of the house and caught the girl by her homespun shift.

Come indoors! she cried shrilly, or will you have us all pulling war arrows out of our bodies while you stand blinking at the woods and gossiping with Jack Drogue?

The girl shook herself free, and asked me again to take her to Cayadutta Lodge.

But I had no more time to argue, and I flung my rifle to my shoulder and started out across the cleared land.

Once I looked back. And I saw her still standing there, the rising sun bright on her tangled hair, and her naked feet shining like silver in the dew-wet grass.

By a spring path I hastened to the house of John Putman, and found him already gone and his family drawing water and fastening shutters.

His wife, Deborah, called to me saying that the Salisburys should be warned, and I told her that I had already spoken to the Bowmans.

Your labour for your pains, John Drogue! cried she. The Bowmans are Kings people and need fear neither Tory nor Indian!

It is unjust to say so, Deborah, I retorted warmly. Dries Bowman is already on his way to answer the militia call!

Watch him! she said, slamming the shutters; and fell to scolding her children, who, poor things, were striving at the well with dripping bucket too heavy for their strength.

So I drew the water they might need if, indeed, it should prove true that Little Abes Mohawks at the Lower Castle had painted themselves and were broken loose; and then I ran back along the spring path to the Salisburys, and found them already well bolted in, and their man gone to Stoners with rifle and pack.

And now comes Johnny Silver, who had ridden my mare from Varicks, but had no news, all being tranquil along Frenchmans Creek, and nobody able to say what the Block House bell was telling us.

Did you stable Kaya? I asked.

Oui, mon garce! I have bolt her in tight!

Good heavens, said I, she can not remain bolted in to starve if I am sent on to Canada! Get you forward to Stoners house and say that I delay only to fetch my horse!

The stout little French trapper flung his piece to his shoulder and broke into a dog-trot toward the west.

Follow quickly, Sieur Jean! he called gaily. By gar, I have smell Iroquois war paint since ver long time already, and now I smell him strong as old dog fox!

I turned and started back through the woods as swiftly as I could stride.

As I came in sight of my log house, I was astounded to see my mare out and saddled, and a woman setting foot to stirrup. As I sprang out of the edge of the woods and ran toward her, she wheeled Kaya, and I saw that it was the Caughnawaga wench in my saddle and upon my horse — her yellow hair twisted up and shining like a Turks gold turban above her bloodless face.

What do you mean! I cried in a fury. Dismount instantly from that mare! Do you hear me?

I must ride to Caughnawaga! she called out, and struck my mare with both heels so that the horse bounded away beyond my reach.

Exasperated, I knew not what to do, for I could not hope to overtake the mad wench afoot; and so could only shout after her.

However, she drew bridle and looked back; but I dared not advance from where I stood, lest she gallop out of hearing at the first step.

This is madness! I called to her across the field. You do not know why that bell is ringing at Mayfield. A week since the Mohawks were talking to one another with fires on all these hills! There may be a war party in yonder woods! There may be more than one betwixt here and Caughnawaga!

I cannot desert Mr. Fonda at such a time, said she with that same pale and frightened obstinacy I had encountered at Bowmans.

Do you wish to steal my horse! I demanded.

No, sir.... It is not meant so. If some one would guide me afoot I would be glad to return to you your horse.

Oh. And if not, then you mean to ride there in spite o the devil. Is that the situation?

Yes, sir.

Had it been any man I would have put a bullet in him; and could have easily marked him where I pleased. Never had I been in colder rage; never had I felt so helpless. And every moment I was afeard the crazy girl would ride on.

Will you parley? I shouted.

Parley? she repeated. How so, young soldier?

In this manner, then: I engage my honour not to seize your bridle or touch you or my horse if you will sit still till I come up with you.

She sat looking at me across the fallow field in silence.

I shall not use violence, said I. I shall try only to find some way to serve you, and yet to do my own duty, too.

Soldier, she replied in a troubled voice, is this the very truth you speak?

Have I not engaged my honour? I retorted sharply.

She made no reply, but she did not stir as I advanced, though her brown eyes watched my every step.

When I stood at her stirrup she looked down at me intently, and I saw she was younger even than I had thought, and was made more like a smooth, slim boy than a woman.

You are Penelope Grant, of Caughnawaga, I said.

Yes, sir.

Do you know who I am?

No, sir.

I named myself, saying with a smile that none of my name had ever broken faith in word or deed.

Now, I continued, that bell calls me to duty as surely as drum or trumpet ever summoned soldier since there were wars on earth. I must go to Stoners; I can not guide you to Caughnawaga through the woods or take you thither by road or trail. And yet, if I do not, you mean to take my horse.

I must.

And risk a Mohawk war party on the way?

I — must.

That is very brave, said I, curbing my impatience, but not wise. There are others of his kin to care for old Douw Fonda if war has truly come upon us here in Tryon County.

Soldier, said she in her still voice, which I once thought had been made strange by fear, but now knew otherwise— my honour, too, is engaged. Mr. Fonda, whom I serve, has made of me more than a servant. He uses me as a daughter; offers to adopt me; trusts his age and feebleness to me; looks to me for every need, every ministration....

Soldier, I came to Dries Bowmans last night with his consent, and gave him my word to return within a week. I came to Fondas Bush because Mr. Fonda desired me to visit the only family in America with whom I have the slightest tie of kinship — the Bowmans.

But if war has come to us here in County Tryon, then instantly my duty is to this brave old gentleman who lives all alone in his house at Caughnawaga, and nobody except servants and black slaves to protect him if danger comes to the door.

What the girl said touched me; nor could I discern in her anything of the coquetry which Nick Stoners story of her knitting and her ring of gallants had pictured for me.

Surely here was no rustic coquette to be flattered and courted and bedeviled by her betters — no country suck-thumb to sit a-giggling at her knitting, surfeited with honeyed words that meant destruction; — no wench to hang her head and twiddle apron while some pup of quality whispered in her ear temptations.

I said: This is the better way. Listen. Ride my mare to Mayfield by the highway. If you learn there that the Lower Castle Indians have painted for war, there is no hope of winning through to Cayadutta Lodge. And of what use to Mr. Fonda would be a dead girl?

That is true, she whispered.

Very well. And if the Mohawks are loose along the river, then you shall remain at the Block House until it becomes possible to go on. There is no other way. Do you understand?

Yes, sir.

Do you engage to do this thing? And to place my horse in safety at the Mayfield fort?

Yes, sir.

Then, said I, in my turn I promise to send aid to you at Mayfield, or come myself and take you to Cayadutta Lodge as soon as that proves possible. And I promise more; I shall endeavour to get word through to Mr. Fonda concerning your situation.

She thanked me in that odd, still voice of hers. Her eyes had the starry look of a childs — or of unshed tears.

My mare will carry two, said I cheerfully. Let me mount behind you and set you on the Mayfield road.

She made no reply. I mounted behind her, took the bridle from her chilled fingers, and spoke to Kaya very gaily. And so we rode across my sunlit glebe and across the sugar-bush, where the moist trail, full of ferns, stretched away toward Mayfield as straight as the bee flies.

I do not know whether it was because the wench was now fulfilling her duty, as she deemed it, and therefore had become contented in a measure, but when I dismounted she took the bridle with a glance that seemed near to a faint smile. But maybe it was her mouth that I thought fashioned in pleasant lines.

Will you remember, soldier? she asked, looking down at me from the saddle. I shall wait some news of you at the Mayfield fort.

I shall not let you remain there long abandoned, said I cheerily. Be kind to Kaya. She has a tender mouth and an ear more sensitive still to a harsh word.

The girl laid a hand flat on my mares neck and looked at me, the shy caress in her gesture and in her eyes.

Both were meant for my horse; and a quick kindness for this Scotch girl came into my heart.

Take shelter at the Mayfield fort, said I, and be very certain I shall not forget you. You may gallop all the way on this soft wood-road. Will you care for Kaya at the fort when she is unsaddled?

A smile suddenly curved her lips.

Yes, John Drogue, she answered, looking me in the eyes. And the next moment she was off at a gallop, her yellow hair loosened with the first bound of the horse, and flying all about her face and shoulders now, like sunshine flashing across windblown golden-rod.

Then, in her saddle, the girl turned and looked back at me, and sat so, still galloping, until she was out of sight.

And, as I stood there alone in the woodland road, I began to understand what Nick Stoner meant when he called this Scotch girl a disturber of mens minds and a mistress — all unconscious, perhaps — of a very deadly art.




CHAPTER VIII

SHEEP AND GOATS
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NOW, AS I came again to the forests edge and hastened along the wide logging road, to make up for moments wasted, I caught sight of two neighbors, John Putman and Herman Salisbury, walking ahead of me.

They wore the regimentals of our Mohawk Regiment of district militia, carried rifles and packs; and I smelled the tobacco from their pipes, which seemed pleasant though I had never learned to smoke.

I called to them; they heard me and waited.

Well, John, says Putman, as I came up with them, this is like to be a sorry business for farmers, what with plowing scarce begun and not a seed yet planted in all the Northland, barring winter wheat.

You think we are to take the field in earnest this time? I asked anxiously.

It looks that way to me, Mr. Drogue. Its a long, long road to liberty, lad; and Im thinking were off at last.

He believes, explained Salisbury, that Little Abrahams Mohawks are leaving the Lower Castle — which God prevent! — but I think this business is liker to be some new deviltry of Sir Johns.

Sir John gave his parole to General Schuyler, said I, turning very red; for I was mortified that the honour of my caste should be so carelessly questioned.

It is not unthinkable that Sir John might lie, retorted Salisbury bluntly. I knew his father. Well and good. I know the son, also.... But I suppose that gentlemen like yourself, Mr. Drogue, are ashamed to suspect the honour of any of their own class, — even an enemy.

But Putman was plainer spoken, saying that in his opinion any Tory was likely to attempt any business, however dirty, and rub up his tarnished honour afterward.

I made him no answer; and we marched swiftly forward, each engaged with a multitude of serious and sombre thoughts.

A few moments later, chancing to glance behind me, stirred by what instinct I know not, I espied two neighbors, young John, son of Philip Helmer, and Charles Cady, of Fondas Bush, following us so stealthily and so closely that they might decently have hailed us had they been so minded.

Now, when they perceived that I had noticed them, they dodged into the bush, as though moved by some common impulse. Then they reappeared in the road. And, said I in a low voice to John Putman:

Yonder comes slinking a proper pair o tree-cats to sniff us to our destination. If these two be truly of the other party, then they have no business at John Stoners.

Putman and Salisbury both looked back. Said the one, grimly:

They are not coming to answer the militia call; they have rifles but neither regimentals nor packs.

Said the other: I wish we were clean split at Fondas Bush, so that an honest man might know when neighbor spells traitor in low Dutch.

Some riddles are best solved by bullets, muttered the other. Who argues with wolves or plays cats-cradle with catamounts!

Glancing again over my shoulder, I saw that the two behind us were mending their pace and must soon come up with us. And so they did, Putman giving them a civil good-day.

Have you any news, John Drogue? inquired young Helmer.

I replied that I had none to share with him, meaning only that I had no news at all. But Cady took it otherwise and his flat-featured face reddened violently, as though the pox were coming out on him.

And, What the devil, says he, does this young, forest-running cockerel mean? And why should he not share his news with John Helmer here, — yes, or with me, too, by God, or yet with any true man in County Tryon?

I said that I had not intended any such meaning; that he mistook me; and that I had aimed at no discourtesy to anybody.

And safer for you, too! retorted Cady in a loud and threatening tone. A boys wisdom lies in his silence.

Johnny Helmer asked a question of me, said I quietly. I replied as best I knew how.

Yes, and Ill ask a dozen questions if I like! shouted Cady. Dont think to bully me or cast aspersions on my political complexion!

If, said I, your political complexion be no clearer than your natural one, God only can tell what ferments under your skin.

At which he seemed so taken aback that he answered nothing; but Helmer urgently demanded to know what political views I pretended to carry.

I wear mine on my back, said I pleasantly, glancing around at both Helmer and Cady, who bore no packs on their backs in earnest of their readiness for service.

You are a damned impudent boy! retorted Cady, whatever may be your politics or your complexion.

Salisbury and Putman looked around at him in troubled silence, and he said no more for the moment. But Helmers handsome features darkened again: and, Ill not be put upon, said he, whatever Charlie Cady stomachs! Who is Jack Drogue to flaunt his pack and his politics under my nose!

And, he added, looking angrily at me, by every natural right a gentleman should be a Kings man. So if your politics stink somewhat of Boston, you are doubly suspect as an ingrate to the one side and a favour-currying servant to the other!

I said: Had Sir William lived to see this day in Tryon, I think he, also, would be wearing his regimentals as I do, and to the same purpose.

Cady burst into a jeering laugh: Say as much to Sir John! Go to the Hall and say to Sir John that his father, had he lived, would this day be sending out a district militia call! Tell him that, young cockerel, if you desire a flogging at the guard-house.

You know more of floggings than do I, said I quietly. Which stopt his mouth. For, despite my scarcity of years, I had given him a sound beating the year before, being so harassed and pestered by him because I had answered the militia-call on the day that General Schuyler marched up and disarmed Sir Johns Highlanders at the Hall.

Putman, beside whom I was marching, turned to me and said, loud enough for all to hear: You are only a lad, John Drogue, but I bear witness that you display the patience and good temper of a grown man. For if Charlie Cady, here, had picked on me as he has on you, he sure had tasted my rifle-butt before now!

Neighbors must bear with one another in such times, said I, and help each other stamp down the earth where the war-axe lies buried.

And, Damn you! shouts Cady at a halt, I shall not stir a step more to be insulted. I shall not budge one inch, bell or no bell, call or no call! — —

But Helmer dropped to the rear and got him by the elbow and pulled him forward; and I heard them whispering together behind us as we hastened on.

Herman Salisbury said: A pair of real tree-cats, old Tom and little Kit! Im in half a mind to turn them back! And he swung his brown rifle from the shoulder and let it drop to the hollow of his left arm — an insult and a menace to any man.

They but answer their nature, which is to nose about and smell out whats a-frying, growled Putman. Shall we turn them back and be done with them? It will mean civil war in Fondas Bush.

Watched hens never lay, said I. Let them come with us. While they remain under our eyes the stale old plan they brood will addle like a cluck-egg.

Salisbury nodded meaningly:

So that I can see my enemy, growled he, I have no care concerning him. But let him out o sight and I fret like a chained beagle.

As he finished speaking we came into Stoners clearing, which was but a thicket of dead weed-stalks in a fallow field fenced by split rails. Fallow, indeed, lay all the Stoner clearing, save for a patch o hen-scratched garden at the log-cabins dooryard; for old Henry Stoner and his forest-running sons were none too fond of dallying with plow and hoe while rifle and fish-pole rested across the stag-horns crotch above the chimney-piece.

And if ever they fed upon anything other than fish and flesh, I do not know; for I never saw aught growing in their garden, save a dozen potato-vines and a stray corn-stalk full o worms.

Around the log house in the clearing already were gathered a dozen or sixteen men, the greater number wearing the tow-cloth rifle-frock of the district militia.

Other men began to arrive as we came up. Everywhere great, sinewy hands were extended to greet us; old Henry Stoner, sprawling under an apple tree, saluted us with a harsh pleasantry; and I saw the gold rings shining in his ears.

Nick came over to where I stood, full of that devils humour which so often urged him into — and led him safely out of — endless scrapes betwixt sun-up and moon-set every day in the year.

Its Sir John were to take, I hear, he said to me with a grin. They say the lying louse of a Baronet has been secretly plotting with Guy Johnson and the Butlers in Canada. What wonder, then, that our Provincial Congress has its belly full of these same Johnstown Tories and must presently spew them up. And they say we are to march on the Hall at noon and hustle our merry Baronet into Johnstown jail.

I felt myself turning red.

Is it not decent to give Sir John the benefit of doubt until we learn why that bell is ringing? said I.

There we go! cried Nick Stoner. Just because your father loved Sir William and you may wear gold lace on your hat, you feel an attachment to all quality. Hearken to me, John Drogue: Sir William is dead and the others are as honourable as a pack of Canada wolves. He climbed to the top of the rickety rail fence and squatted there. The landed gentry of Tryon County are a pack of bloody wolves, said he, lighting his cob pipe;— Guy Johnson, Colonel Claus, Walter Butler, every one of them — every one! — only excepting you, John Drogue! Look, now, where theyre gathering in the Canadas — Johnsons, Butlers, McDonalds, — the whole Tory pack — with Brant and his Mohawks stole away, and Little Abraham like to follow with every warrior from the Lower Castle!

And do you suppose that Sir John has no interest in all this Tory treachery? Do you suppose that this poisonous Baronet is not in constant and secret communication with Canada?

I looked elsewhere sullenly. Nick took me by the arm and drew me up to a seat beside him on the rail fence.

Lets view it soberly and fairly, Jack, says he, tapping his palm with the stem of his pipe, through which smoke oozed. Lets view it from the start. Begin from the Boston business. Now, then! George the Virginian got the Red-coats cooped up in Boston. Thats the Yankee answer to too much British tyranny.

We, in the Northland, looked to our landed gentry to stand by us, lead us, and face the British King who aims to turn us into slaves.

We called on our own governing class to protect us in our ancient liberties, — to arm us, lead us in our own defense! We begged Guy Johnson to hold back his savages so that the Iroquois Confederacy should remain passive and take neither the one side nor tother.

I grant you that Sir William in his day did loyally his uttermost to quiet the Iroquois and hold his own Mohawks tranquil when Cresap was betrayed by Dunmore, and the first breeze from this storm which is now upon us was already stirring the Six Nations into restlessness.

Sir William, said I, was the greatest and the best of all Americans.

He said gravely: Sir William is dead. May God rest his soul. But this is the situation that confronts us here this day on the frontier: We appealed to the landed gentry of Tryon. They sneered at us, and spoke of us as rebels, and have used us very scornfully — all excepting yourself, John!

They forced Alec White on us as Sheriff, and he broke up our meetings. They strove by colour of law and by illegal force to stamp out in Tryon County the last spark of liberty, of manhood among us. God knows what we have endured these last few years from the landed gentry of Tryon! — what we have put up with and stomached since the first shot was fired at Lexington!

And what has become of our natural protectors and leaders! Where is the landed gentry of County Tryon at this very hour? Except you, John Drogue, where are our gentlemen of the Northland?

Gone, said I soberly.

Gone to Canada with the murderous Indians they were supposed to hold neutral! Guy Park stands empty and locked. It is an accursed place! Guy Johnson is fled with every Tory desperado and every Indian he could muster! May God damn him!

Old John Butler followed; and is brigading malcontents in Canada. Butlersbury stands deserted. May every devil in hell haunt that house! Young Walter Butler is gone with many of our old neighbors of Tryon; and at Niagara he is forming a merciless legion to return and cut our throats.

And Colonel Claus is gone, and McDonald, the bloody thief! — with his kilted lunatics and all his Scotch banditti — —

But Sir John remains, said I quietly.

Jack! Are you truly so blinded by your caste! Did not you yourself answer the militia call last winter and march with our good General to disarm Sir Johns popish Highlanders! And even then they lied — and Sir John lied — for they hid their broad-swords and pikes! and delivered them not when they paraded to ground their muskets!

Sir John has given his parole, I repeated stubbornly.

Sir John breaks it every hour of the day! cried Nick. And he will break it again when we march to take him. Do you think he wont learn of our coming? Do you suppose he will stay at the Hall, which he has pledged his honour to do?

His lady is still there.

With his lady I have no quarrel, rejoined Nick. I know her to be a very young, very wilful, very bitter, and very unhappy Tory; and she treats us plain folk like dirt under her satin shoon. But for that I care nothing. I pity her because she is the wife of that cold, sleek beast, Sir John. I pity her because she is gently bred and frail and lonely and stuffed with childish pride o race. I pity her lot there in the great Hall, with her girl companions and her servants and her slaves. And I pity her because everybody in County Tryon, excepting only herself, knows that Sir John cares nothing for her, and that Claire Putnam of Tribes Hill is Sir Johns doxy! — and be damned to him! And you think such a man will not break his word?

He broke his vows to wife and mistress alike. Why should he keep his vows to men? He slid to the ground as he spoke, and I followed, for our three drummers had formed rank and were drawing their sticks from their cross-belts. Our fifers, also, lined up behind them; and Nick and his young brother, John, took places with them.

Fall in! Fall in! cried Joe Scott, our captain; and everybody ran with their packs and rifles to form in double ranks of sixteen files front while the drums rolled like spring thunder, filling the woods with their hollow sound, and the fifes shrilled like the swish of rain through trees.

Standing at ease between Dries Bowman and Baltus Weed, I answered to the roll call. Some among us lighted pipes and leaned on our long rifles, chatting with neighbors; others tightened belts and straps, buttoned spatter-dashes, or placed a sprig of hemlock above the black and white cockades on their felt hats.

Balty Weed, who lived east of me, a thin fellow with red rims to his eyes and dry, sparse hair tied in a queue with a knot of buckskin, asked me in his stealthy way what I thought about our present business, and if our Provincial Congress had not, perhaps, unjustly misjudged Sir John.

I replied cautiously. I had never trusted Balty because he frequented taverns where few friends to liberty cared to assemble; and he was far too thick with Philip and John Helmer and with Charlie Cady to suit my taste.

We, in the little hamlet of Fondas Bush, were scarce thirty families, all counted; and yet, even here in this trackless wilderness, out of which each man had hewed for himself a patch of garden and a stump pasture along the little river Kennyetto, the bitter quarrel had long smouldered betwixt Tory and Patriot — Kings man and so-called Rebel.

And this was the Mohawk country. And the Mohawks stood for the King of England.

The road, I say, ended here; but there was a Mohawk path through twenty odd miles of untouched forest to those healing springs called Saratoga.

Except for this path and a deep worn war-trail north to the Sacandaga, which was the Iroquois road to Canada, and except for the wood road to Sir Williams Mayfield and Fish House settlements, we of Fondas Bush were utterly cut off. Also, save for the new Block House at Mayfield, we were unprotected in a vast wilderness which embodied the very centre of the Mohawk country.

True, north of us stood that little pleasure house built for his hour of leisure by Sir William, and called The Summer House.

Painted white and green, it stood on a hard ridge jutting out into those dismal, drowned lands which we call the Great Vlaie. But it was not fortified.

Also, to the north, lay the Fish House, a hunting lodge of Sir William. But these places were no protection for us. On the other hand, they seemed a menace; for Tories, it had been rumoured, were ever skulking along the Vlaie and the Sacandaga; and for aught we knew, these buildings were already designed to be made into block-houses and to be garrisoned by our enemies as soon as the first rifle-shot cracked out in the cause of liberty.



Our company of the Mohawk Regiment numbered thirty-six rifles — all that now remained of the old company, three-fourths of which had already deserted to the Canadas with Butler. All our officers had fled; Joe Scott of Maxon, formerly a sergeant, now commanded us; Benjamin de Luysnes was our lieutenant; Dries Bowman and Phil Helmer our sergeants — both already suspected.

Well, we got away from Stoners, marching in double file, and only the little creatures of the forest to hear our drums and fifes.

But the old discipline which had obtained in all our Tryon regiments when Sir William was our Major General and the landed gentry our officers seemed gone; a dull sense of bewilderment reigned, confusing many among us, as when leaderless men begin to realize how they had depended upon a sturdy staff now broken forever.

We marched with neither advanced guard nor flankers for the first half mile; then Joe Scott halted us and made Nick Stoner put away his beloved fife and sent him out on our right flank where the forest was heavy.

Me he selected to scout forward on the left — a dirty job where alders and willows grew thick above the bogs.

But why in Gods name our music played to advertise our coming I can not guess, for our men needed no heartening, having courage and resolution, only the lack of officers causing them any anxiety at all.

On the left flank of the little column I kept very easily in touch because of this same silly drumming and fifing. And I was glad when we came to high ground and breasted the hills which lead to that higher plateau, over which runs the road to Johnstown.

Plodding along in the bush, keeping a keen watch for any enemy who might come in paint or in scarlet coat, and the far rhythm of our drums thumping dully in my ears, I wondered whether other companies of my regiment were marching on Johnstown, and if other Tryon regiments — or what was left of them — were also afoot that day.

Was this, then, the beginning of the war in the Northland? And, when we made a prisoner of Sir John, would all the dusky forests glow with scarlet war-paint and scarlet coats?

Today birds sang. Tomorrow the terrific panther-slogan of the Iroquois might break out into hells own uproar among these purple hills.

Was this truly the beginning? Would these still, leafy trails where the crested partridge strutted witness bloody combats between old neighbors — all the horrors of a fratricidal war?

Would the painted men of the woods hold their hands while Tory and patriot fought it out? Or was this utter and supreme horror to be added to this unnatural conflict?

Reflecting very seriously upon these matters, I trotted forward, rifle a-trail, and saw nothing living in the woods save a big hare or two in the alders, and the wild brown poultry of the woods, that ran to cover or rose into thunderous flight among the thickets.



About four oclock came to me Godfrey Shew, of Fish House, a private soldier like myself, with news of a halt on the Johnstown road, and orders that I eat a snack and rest in my tracks.

He told me that a company of horse from Albany was out scouting along the Mohawk, and that a column of three thousand men under Colonel Dayton were marching on Johnstown and had passed Schenectady about noon.

Other news he had none, excepting that our company was to remain where we had halted, in order to stop the road to Fondas Bush and Saratoga, in case Sir John should attempt to retire this way.

Well, Godfrey, said I, if Sir John truly turns out to be without shame and honour, and if he marches this way, there is like to be a lively time for us of the Bush, because Sir John has three hundred Highlanders to thirty odd of ourselves, and enough Borderers and Tory militia to double the count.

We all know that, said Shew calmly, and are not afraid.

Do you think our people mean to stand?

Yes, said he simply.

A hot thrill of pride tingled my every vein. Suddenly I completely comprehended that these plain folk of Fondas Bush were my own people; that I was one of them; that, as they meant to stand for the ancient liberties of all Englishmen, now wickedly denied them, so I also meant to stand to the end.

And now, at last, I comprehended that I was in actual revolt against that King and against that nobility and gentry who were deserting us when we had so desperate need of them in this coming battle for human freedom in a slave-cursed world.

The cleavage had come at last; the Northland was clean split; the red livery of the Kings men had suddenly become a target for every honest rifle in Tryon.

Godfrey, I said, the last chance for truce is passing as you and I stand here, — the last chance for any reconciliation and brotherly understanding between us and our Tory neighbors.

It is better that way, he said, giving me a sombre look.

I nodded, but all the horror of civil war lay heavy in my heart and I thought of my many friends in Tryon who would wear the scarlet coat tomorrow, and whom I now must try to murder with my proper hands, lest they do the like for me.

Around us, where we were standing, a golden dusk reigned in the forest, into which, through the roof of green above, fell a long sunbeam, lighting the wooded aisle as a single candle on the altar gleams athwart the gloom of some still cathedral.



At five oclock Godfrey and I had not moved from that silent place where we stood on watch, leaning upon our rifles.

Twice soldiers came to bid us keep close guard in these open woods which, being primeval, were clear of underbrush and deep with the brown carpet of dead leaves.

At last, toward six oclock, we heard our drums rolling in the distance — signal to scout forward. I ran out among the great trees and started on toward Johnstown, keeping Godfrey in view on my left hand.

Very soon I came out of the forest on the edge of cleared land. Against the evening sky I saw the spires of Johnstown, stained crimson in the westering sun which was going down red as a cherry.

But what held me in spell was the sight that met my eyes across the open meadows, where moving ranks of musket-barrels glanced redly in the last gleam of sunset and the naked swords and gorgets of mounted officers glittered.

Godfrey Shew emerged from the edge of the forest on my left and stood knee deep in last years wild grass, one hand shading his eyes.

What troops are those? I shouted to him. They look like the Continental Line!

Its a reglar rigment, he bawled, but whose I know not!

The clanking of their armament came clearly to my ears; the timing tap of their drum sounded nearer still.

There can be no mistake, I called out to Godfrey; yonder marches a regiment of the New York line! Were at war!

We moved out across the pasture. I examined my flint and priming, and, finding all tight and bright, waded forward waist high, through last years ghostly golden-rod, ready for a quick shot if necessary.

The sun had gone down; a lilac-tinted dusk veiled the fields, through which the gay evening chirruping of the robins rang incessantly.

There go our people! shouted Godfrey.

I had already caught sight of the Fondas Bush Company filing between some cattle-bars to the left of us; and knew they must be making straight for Johnson Hall.

We shouldered our pieces and ran through the dead weeds to intercept them; but there was no need for haste, because they halted presently in some disorder; and I saw Joe Scott walking to and fro along the files, gesticulating.

And then, as Godfrey and I came up with them, we witnessed the first shameful exhibition of disorder that for so many months disgraced the militia of New York — a stupidity partly cowardly, partly treacherous, which at one time so incensed His Excellency the Virginian that he said they were, as a body, more detrimental than helpful to the cause, and proposed to disband them.

In the light of later events, I now realize that their apparent poltroonery arose not from individual cowardice. But these levies had no faith in their companies because every battalion was still full of Tories, nor had any regiment yet been purged.

Also, they had no confidence in their officers, who, for the greater part, were as inexperienced as they themselves. And I think it was because of these things that the New York militia behaved so contemptibly after the battle of Long Island, and in Tryon County, until the terrific trial by fire at Oriskany had burnt the dross out of us and left only the nobler metal.



Our Fondas Bush Company presented a most mortifying spectacle as Godfrey and I came up. Joe Scott stood facing the slovenly single rank which he had contrived to parade in the gathering dusk; and he was arguing with the men while they talked back loudly.

There was a hubbub of voices, angry arguments, some laughter which sounded more sinister to me than the cursing.

Then Charlie Cady and John Howell of Sacandaga left the ranks, refusing to listen to Scott, and withdrew a little distance, where they stood sullenly in their defiance.

Elias Cady called out that he would not march to the Hall to take Sir John, and he, also, left the ranks.

Then, and despite Joe Scotts pleading, Phil Helmer and his sullen son, John, walked away and joined the Cadys, and called on Andrew Bowman to do the like.

Dries wavered; but Baltus Weed and Eugene Grinnis left the company.

Which so enraged me that I, also, forgot all discipline and duty, and shook my rifles at the mutineers.

You Tory dogs! I said, were well purged of you, and I for one thank God that we now know you for what you are!

Godfrey, a stark, fierce figure in his blackened buckskins, went out in front of our single rank and called to the malcontents:

Pull foot, you swine, or Ill mark you!

And, Pull foot! shouted Nick Stoner, and be damned to you! Why do you loiter! Do you wait for a volley in your guts!

At that, Balty Weed turned and ran toward the woods; but the others moved more slowly and sullenly, not exactly menacing us with their rifles, but carrying them conveniently across the hollow of their left arms.

In the increasing darkness I heard somebody sob, and saw Joe Scott standing with one hand across his eyes, as though to close from his sight such a scene of deep disgrace.

Then I went to him. I was trembling and could scarce command my voice, but gave him a salute and stood at attention until he finally noticed me.

Well, John, said he, this is like to be the death of me.

Sir; will you order the drums to beat a march?

Do you think the men will march?

Yes, sir — what remains of them.

He came slowly back, motioning what was left of the company to close up. I could not hear what he said, but the men began to count off, and their voices were resolute enough to hearten all.

So presently Nick Stoner, who acted as fife-major, blew lustily into his fife, playing the marching tune, which is called The Little Red Foot; and the drums beat it; and we marched in column of fours to take Sir John at his ancestral Hall, if it chanced to be Gods will.




CHAPTER IX

STOLE AWAY

[image: img662.jpg]

JOHNSON HALL WAS a blaze of light with candles in every window, and great lanterns flaring from both stone forts which flanked the Hall, and along the new palisades which Sir John had built recently for his defense.

All gates and doors stood wide open, and officers in Continental uniform and in the uniform of the Palatine Regiment, were passing in and out with a great clanking of swords and spurs.

Everywhere companies of regular infantry from Colonel Daytons regiment of the New York Line were making camp, and I saw their baggage waggons drive up from the town below and go into park to the east of the Hall, where cattle were lying in the new grass.

An officer of the Palatine Regiment carrying a torch came up to Joe Scott, where our little company stood at ease along the hedge fence.

What troops are these, sir? he inquired, indicating us with a nervous gesture.

And when he was informed:

Oho! said he, there should be material for rangers among your farmer-militia. Pick me two men for Colonel Dayton who live by rifle and trap and who know the wilderness from Albany to the Lakes.

So our captain told off Nick Stoner and me, and we stepped out of the ranks into the red torch-glow.

Thank you, sir, said the Palatine officer to our Captain. And to us: Follow me, lads.

He was a brisk, handsome and smartly uniformed officer of militia; and his cheerful demeanor heartened me who had lately witnessed such humiliations and disgrace.

We followed him through the stockade gate and into the great house, so perfectly familiar to me in happier days.

Excepting for the noise and confusion of officers coming and going, there was no disorder within; the beautiful furniture stood ranged in stately symmetry; the pictures hung on the walls; but I saw no silver anywhere, and all the candlesticks were pewter.

As we came to the library, an officer in the uniform of a colonel of the Continental Line turned from a group of men crowded around the centre table, on which lay a map. Nick Stoner and I saluted his epaulettes.

He came close to us and searched our faces coolly enough, as a farmer inspects an offered horse.

This is young Nick Stoner, of Fondas Bush, sir, said the Palatine officer.

Oh, said the Colonel drily, I have heard of the Stoner boys. And what may be your name? he inquired, fastening his piercing eyes on mine.

John Drogue, sir.

I have heard of you, also, he remarked, more drily still.

For a full minute, it seemed to me, he scrutinized me from head to foot with a sort of curiosity almost brutal. Then, on his features a fine smile softened what had seemed insolence. With a glance he dismissed the Palatine, motioned us to follow him, and we three entered the drawing-room across the hall, which was lighted but empty.

Mr. Drogue, said he, I am Colonel Dayton; and I have in my personal baggage a lieutenants commission for you from our good Governor, procured, I believe, through the solicitation of our mutual and most excellent friend, Lord Stirling.

I stood astonished to learn of my preferment, never dreaming nor even wishing for military rank, but perfectly content to carry the sack of a private soldier in this most just of all wars. And as for Billy Alexander remembering to so serve me, I was still more amazed. For Lord Stirling was already a general officer in His Excellencys new army, and I never expected him to remember me amid the desperate anxieties of his new position.

Mr. Drogue, said Dayton, you, I believe, are the only example among the gentry of Tryon County who has openly embraced the cause of our thirteen colonies. I do not include the Albany Patroon; I speak only of the nobility and gentry of this county.... And it took courage to turn your back upon your own caste.

It would have taken more to turn against my own countrymen, sir.

He smiled. Come, sir, were you not sometime Brent-Meester to Sir William?

Yes, sir.

Then you should know the forest, Mr. Drogue.

I do know it.

So General Schuyler has informed me.

He clasped his gloved hands behind his back and began to pace to and fro, his absent glances on the window candles. Presently he halted:

Sir John is fled. Did you know it? he said abruptly.

I felt the hot shame burn my face to the roots of my hair.

Broke his parole of honour and gone off, added Dayton. Where do you suppose he is making for with his Tories and Highlanders?

I could scarcely speak, so mortified was I that a gentleman of my own class could have so foully conducted. But I made out to say that Sir John, no doubt, was traveling toward Canada. Certainly, said the Colonel; but which route?

God knows, sir. By the Sacandaga and the Lakes, no doubt.

Could he go by Saratoga and the top o the Hudson?

It is a pathless wilderness.

Yes. And still I think the rogue went that way. I have rangers out looking for signs of him beyond Ballston. Also, I sent half a battalion toward the Sacandaga. Of course Albany Royalists warned him of my coming; I couldnt prevent that, nor could Schuyler, no, nor the very devil himself!

And here am I at the Hall, and the fox stole away to the Canadas. And what now to do I know not.... Do you?

He shot the question in my face point blank; and I stood dumb for a minute, striving to collect and marshall any ideas that might bear upon so urgent a matter.

Colonel, said I, unless the British hold Champlain, Sir John would scarcely risk a flight in that direction. No. He would prefer to plunge into the wilderness and travel by Oswegatchi.

Do you so believe, Mr. Drogue?

I considered a moment more; then:

Yet, if Guy Johnsons Indians have come down toward the Sacandaga to protect him — knowing that he had meant to flee — —

I looked at Dayton, then turned to Nick.

What think you, Nick? I demanded.

By God, he blurted out, I am of that mind too! Only a madman would attempt the wilderness by Oswegatchi; and I wager that Sir John is already beyond the Sacandaga and making for the Canadas on the old Mohawk war-trail!

Colonel Dayton laid one hand on my shoulder:

Mr. Drogue, said he, we have militia and partizans more than sufficient in Tryon. What we need are more regulars, too; but most of all, and in this crisis, we need rangers. God alone knows what is coming upon Tryon County from the North, — what evil is breeding there, — what sinister forces are gathering to overwhelm these defenceless settlements.

We have scarcely a fort on this frontier, scarcely a block house. Every town and village and hamlet north of Albany is unprotected; every lonely settler is now at the mercy of this unknown and monstrous menace which is gathering like a thundercloud in the North.

Regular regiments require time to muster; the militia have yet to prove their worth; partizans, minute men, alarm companies — the value of all these remains a question still. Damn it, I want rangers! I want them now!

He began to stride about the room again in his perplexity, but presently came back to where we stood.

How many rifles in your company from Fondas Bush? he demanded.

I blushed to tell him, and further confessed what had occurred that very evening in the open fields before Johnstown.

Well, said he coolly, it is well to be rid of vermin. Now you should pick your men in safety, Mr. Drogue. And if none will volunteer — such as have families or are not fit material for rangers — you are authorized to go out into the wilderness and recruit any forest-running fellow you can persuade.

He drove one gloved hand into the palm of the other to emphasize what he said:

I want real rangers, not militia! I want young men who laugh at any face old Death can pull at them! I want strong men, keen men, tough men, rough men.

I want men who fear God, if that may be, or who fear the devil, if that may be; but who fear nothing else on earth!

He shot a look at Nick,  — like that boy there! he exclaimed— or I am no judge of men! And like yourself, Mr. Drogue, when once they blood you! Come, sir; can you find a few such men for me, and take full charge?

Yes, sir.

A pledge! he exclaimed, beating his gloved palms. And when you can collect a dozen — the first full dozen — I want you to stop the Iroquois trail at the Sacandaga. Thats where you shall chiefly operate — along the Sacandaga and the mountains northward! Thats where I expect trouble. There lies this accursed war-trail; and along it there is like to be a very bloody business!

He turned aside and stood smiting his hands softly together, his preoccupied eyes regarding the candles.

A very bloody business, he repeated absently to himself. Only rangers can aid us now.... Help us a little in this dreadful crisis.... Until we can recruit — build forts — —

An officer appeared at the open door and saluted.

Well, sir, inquired Dayton sharply.

Lady Johnson is not to be discovered in the town, sir.

What? Has Lady Johnson run away also? Does the poor, deluded woman imagine that any man in my command would offer insult to her?

It is reported, sir, that Lady Johnson said some very bitter things concerning us. It is further reported that Lady Johnson is gone in a great rage to the hunting lodge of the late Sir William, as there were already family servants there at last accounts.

Wheres this place? demanded Dayton, turning to me.

The summer house on the Vlaie, sir.

Very well. Take what men you can collect and go there instantly, Mr. Drogue, and place that foolish woman under arrest!

A most painful colour burnt my face, but I saluted in silence.

The little fool, muttered Dayton, to think we meant to insult her! And to me: Let her remain there, Mr. Drogue, if she so desires. Only guard well the house. I shall march a battalion of my regiment thither in the morning, and later I shall order a company of Colonel Livingstons regiment to Fish House. And then we shall see what we shall see, he added grimly to the officer in the doorway, who smiled in return.

There ensued a silence through which, very far away, we heard the music of another regiment marching into the town, which lay below us under the calm, high stars.

Thats Livingston, now! said Colonel Dayton, briskly; and went out in a hurry, his sword and spurs ringing loudly in the hall. And a moment later we heard him ride away at a gallop, and the loud clatter of horsemen at his heels.

I pulled a bit of jerked venison from my sack and bit into it. Nick Stoner filled his mouth with cold johnnycake.

And so, munching our supper, we left the Hall, headed for the Drowned Lands to make prisoner an unhappy girl who had gone off in a rage to Summer House Point.




CHAPTER X

A NIGHT MARCH
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THE VILLAGE OF Johnstown was more brightly lighted than I had ever before seen it. Indeed, as we came out of the Hall the glow of it showed rosy in the sky and the distant bustle in the streets came quite plainly to our ears.

Near the hedge fence outside the Hall we came upon remnants of our militia company, which had just been dismissed from further duty, and the men permitted to go home.

Some already were walking away across the fields toward the Fondas Bush road, and these all were farmers; but I saw De Luysnes and Johnny Silver, the French trappers, talking to old man Stoner and his younger boy; and Nick and I went over to where they were gathered near a splinter torch, which burned with a clear, straight flame like a candle.

Joe Scott, too, was there, and I told him about my commission, whereupon he gave me the officers salute and we shook hands very gravely.

There is scarce a handful remaining of our company, said he, and you had best choose from us such as may qualify for rangers, and who are willing to go with you. As for me, I can not go, John, because I have here a letter but just delivered from Honikol Herkimer, calling me to the Canajoharie Regiment.

It appeared, also, that old man Stoner had already enlisted with Colonel Livingstons regiment, and his thirteen-year-old boy, also, had been taken into the same command as a drummer.

Dries Bowman shook his head when I appealed to him, saying he had a wife and children to look after, and would not leave them alone in the Bush.

None could find fault with such an answer, though his surly tone troubled me a little.

However, the two French trappers offered to enlist in my company of Rangers, and they instantly began to strap up their packs like men prepared to start on any journey at a moments notice.

Then Godfrey Shew, of Fish House, said to me very simply that his conscience and his country weighed more together than did his cabin; and that he was quite ready to go with me at once.

At that, Joe de Golyer, of Varicks, fetched a laugh and came up in the torch-light and stood there towering six foot eight in his greasy buckskins, and showing every hounds tooth in his boyish head.

Give me my shilling, John, quoth he, for I, also, am going with you. Ive a grist-mill and a cabin and a glebe fair cleared at Varicks. But my father was all French; I have seen red for many a day; and if the King of England wants my mill I shall take my pay for it where I find it!

Silver began to grin and strut and comb out his scarlet thrums with dirty fingers.

Enfin, said he, with both thumbs in his arm-pits, we shall be ver happee familee in our pretee Bush. No more Toree, no more Iroquois! Tryon Bush all belong to us.

All that belongs to us today, remarked Godfrey grimly, is what we hold over our proper rifles, Johnny Silver!

Old man Stoner nodded: What you look at over your rifle sight is all thatll ever feed and clothe you now, Silver.

Oh, sure, by gar! cried Silver with his lively grin. Deer in blue coat, man in red coat, même chose, savvy? All good game to Johnee Silver. Ver fine chasse! Ah, sacré garce! And he strutted about like a cock-partridge, slapping his hips.

Nick Stoner burst into a loud laugh.

Ours is like to be a rough companionship, John! he said. For the first shot fired will hum in our ears like new ale; and the first screech from the Iroquois will turn us into devils!

Come, said I with a shiver I could not control.

I shook hands with Joe Scott; Nick took leave of his big, gaunt father. We both looked at Dries Bowman, but he had turned away in pretense of firing the torch.

Good-bye, Brent-Meester! cried little Johnny Stoner in his childish treble, as we started down the stony way toward the town below.



Johnstown streets were full of people and every dwelling, shop, and tavern lighted brightly as we came into the village.

Mounted troopers of the Albany Horse guarded every street or clattered to and fro in search, they told us, of hidden arms and supplies. Soldiers of the regiments of Colonels Dayton and Livingston, too, were to be seen everywhere, some guarding the jail, some encamped before the Court House, others occupying suspected dwellings and taverns notorious as Tory nests.

Such inhabitants as were known friends to liberty roamed about the streets or stood in knots under the trees, whispering together and watching the soldiers. But Tories and their families remained indoors, peering sullenly from their windows and sometimes scowling upon these soldiers of a new nation, within the confines of which they already were discovering that no place remained for any friend to England or her King.

As my little file of riflemen passed on moccasined feet through the swarming streets of Johnstown, soldiers and townspeople gazed curiously after us, surmising immediately what might be our errand. And many greeted us or called out pleasantries after us, such as, Hearkaway! The red fox will fool you yet! And, Dig him out, you wolf-hounds! Hes gone to earth at Sacandaga!

Many soldiers cheered us, swinging their cocked hats; and Nick Stoner and Johnny Silver swung their coon-tailed caps in return, shouting the wolf-cry of the Coureur-du-Bois— Yik-yik-hoo-hoolo — o!

And now we passed the slow-moving baggage waggons of Colonel Livingstons regiment, toiling up from Caughnawaga, the sleepy teamsters nodding, and armed soldiers drowsing behind, who scarce opened one eye as we trotted by them and out into the darkness of the Mayfield road.

Now, in this dim and starlit land, we moved more slowly, for the road lay often through woods where all was dark; and among us none had fetched any lantern.

It was close to midnight, I think, when we were challenged; and I knew we were near the new Block House, because I heard the creek, very noisy in the dark, and smelled English grass.

The sentinel held us very firmly and bawled to his fellow, who arrived presently with a lantern; and we saw the grist-mill close to us, with its dripping wheel and the high flume belching water.

When they were satisfied, I asked for news and they told us they had seen none of Sir Johns people, but that a carriage carrying two ladies had nigh driven over them, refusing to halt, and that they had been ashamed to fire on women.

He informed us, further, that a sergeant and five men of Colonel Daytons regiment had arrived at the Block House and would remain the night.

Also, said one of the men, we caught a girl riding a fine horse this morning, who gave an account that she came from Fondas Bush and was servant to Douw Fonda at Caughnawaga.

Where is the horse? I asked.

Safe stabled in the new fort.

Where is the girl?

Well, said he, she sits yonder eating soupaan in the fort, and all the Continentals making moon-eyes at her.

Thats my horse, said I shortly. Take your lantern and show her to me.

One of the militia men picked up the lantern, which had been burning on the grass between us, and I followed along the bank of the creek.

Presently I saw the Block House against the stars, but all loops were shuttered and no light came from them.

There was a ditch, a bridge of three logs, a stockade not finished; and we passed in between the palings where a gateway was to be made, and where another militia-man sat guard on a chopping block, cradling his fire-lock between his knees, fast asleep.

The stable was but a shed. Kaya turned her head as I went to her and made a soft little noise of welcome, and fell a-lipping me and rubbing her velvet nose against me.

The Scotch girl cared for your mare and fed her, paying four pence, said the militia-man. But we were ashamed to take pay.

I examined Kaya. She had been well cared for. Then I lifted her harness from the wooden peg where it hung and saddled her by the lantern light.

And when all was snug I passed the bridle over my arm and led her to the door of the Block House.

Before I entered, I could hear from within the strains of a fiddle; and then opened the door and went in.

The girl, Penelope, sat on a block of wood eating soupaan with a pewter spoon out of a glazed bowl upon her knees.

Ten soldiers stood in a ring around her, every man jack o them a-courting as hard as he could court and ogle — which all was as plain to me as the nose on your face! — and seemed to me a most silly sight.

For the sergeant, a dapper man smelling rank of pomatum and his queue smartly floured, was a-wooing her with his fiddle and rolling big eyes at her to kill at twenty paces; and a tall, thin corporal was tying a nosegay made of swamp marigolds for her, which, now and again, he pretended to match against her yellow hair and smirked when she lifted her eyes to see what he was about.

Every man jack o them was up to something, one with a jug o milk to douse her soupaan withal, another busy with his Barlow carving a basket out of a walnut to please her; — this fellow making pictures on birch-bark; that one scraping her name on his powder-horn and pricking a heart about it.

As for the girl, Penelope, she sat upon her chopping block with downcast eyes and very leisurely eating of her porridge; but I saw her lips traced with that faint smile which I remembered.

What with the noise of the fiddle and the chatter all about her, neither she nor the soldiers heard the door open, nor, indeed, noticed us at all until my militia-men sings out: Lieutenant Drogue, boys, on duty from Johnstown!

At that the Continentals jumped up very lively, I warrant you, being troops of some little discipline already; and I spoke civilly to their sergeant and went over to the girl, Penelope, who had risen, bowl in one hand, spoon in tother, and looking upon me very hard out of her brown eyes.

Come, said I pleasantly, you have kept your word to me and I mean to keep mine to you. My mare is saddled for you.

You take me to Caughnawaga, sir! she exclaimed, setting bowl and spoon aside.

Tomorrow. Tonight you shall ride with us to the Summer House, where I promise you a bed.

I held out my hand. She placed hers within it, looked shyly at the Continentals where they stood, dropped a curtsey to all, and went out beside me.

Is there news? she asked as I lifted her to the saddle.

Sir John is gone.

I meant news from Caughnawaga.

Why, yes. All is safe there. A regiment of Continentals passed through Caughnawaga today with their waggons. So, for the time at least, all is quite secure along the Mohawk.

Thank you, she said in a low voice.

I led the horse back to the road, where my little squad of men was waiting me, and who fell in behind me, astonished, I think, as I started east by north once more along the Mayfield road.

Presently Nick stole to my side through the darkness, not a whit embarrassed by my new military rank.

Why, John, says he in a guarded voice, is this not the Scotch girl of Caughnawaga who rides your mare, Kaya?

I told him how she had come to the Bowmans the night before, and how, having stolen my mare, I bargained with her and must send her or guide her myself on the morrow to Cayadutta.

I was conscious of his stifled mirth but paid no heed, for we were entering the pineries now, where all was inky dark, and the trail to be followed only by touch of foot.

Drop your bridle; Kaya will follow me, I called back softly to the girl, Penelope. Hold to the saddle and be not afraid.

I am not afraid, said she.

We were now moving directly toward Fondas Bush, and not three miles from my own house, but presently we crossed the brook, ascended a hill, and so came out of the pinery and took a wide and starlit waggon-path which bore to the left, running between fields where great stumps stood.

This was Sir Williams carriage road to the Point; and twice we crossed the Kennyetto by shallow fords.

Close beside this carriage path on the north, and following all the way, ran the Iroquois war trail, hard and clean as a sheep walk, worn more than a foot deep by the innumerable moccasined feet that had trodden it through the ages.

Very soon we passed Nine-Mile Tree, a landmark of Sir Williams, which was a giant pine left by the road to tower in melancholy majesty all alone.

When I rode the hills as Brent-Meester, this pine was like a guide post to me, visible for miles.

Now, as I passed, I looked at it in the silvery dusk of the stars and saw some strange object shining on the bark.

What is that shining on Nine-Mile Tree? said I to Nick. He ran across the road; we marched on, I leading, then the Scotch girl on my mare, then my handful of men trudging doggedly with pieces a-trail.

A moment later Nick same swiftly to my side and nudged me; and looking around I saw an Indian hatchet in his hand, the blade freshly brightened.

It was sticking in the tree, he breathed. My God, John, the Iroquois are out!

Chill after chill crawled up my back as I began to understand the significance of that freshly polished little war-axe with its limber helve of hickory worn slippery by long usage, and its loop of braided deer-hide blackened by age.

Was there aught else? I whispered.

Nothing except this Mohawk hatchet struck deep into the bark of Nine-Mile Tree, and sticking there.

Do you know what it means, Nick?

Aye. Also, it is an old war-axe newly polished. And struck deep into the tallest pine in Tryon. Any fool must know what all this means. Shall you speak of this to the others, John?

Yes, said I, they must know at once.

I waited for Kaya to come up, laid my hand on the bridle and called back in a low voice to my men: Boys, an Indian war-axe was left sticking in Nine-Mile Tree. Nick drew it out. The hatchet is an old one, but it is newly polished!

Sacré garce! whispered Silver fiercely. Now, grâce à dieu, shall I reckon with those dirtee trap-robbers who take my pelts like the carcajou! Ha! So is it war? A la bonheur! Let them come for my hair then! And if they get Johnny Silvers hair they may paint the Little Red Foot on the hoop, nom de dieu!

Get along forward, boys, said I. Some of you keep an eye on the mountains lest they begin calling to Sir John with fire — —

A flame on Maxon! whispered Nick at my elbow.

I jerked my head around as though I had been shot. There it rose, a thin red streak above the blunt headland that towered over the Drowned Lands. Steadily as a candles flame in a still room, it burned for a few moments, then was shattered into crimson jets.

Far to the North, on some invisible mountain, a faint crimson flare replied.

Nobody spoke, but I knew that every eye was fixed on those Indian signal-fires as we moved rapidly forward into the swale country where swampy willows spread away on either hand and little pools of water caught the starlight.

The road, too, had become wet, and water stood in the ruts; and every few minutes we crossed corduroy.

Yonder stands the Summer House, whispered Nick.

A ridge of hard land ran out into the reed-set water. A hinged gate barred the neck. Nick swung it wide; I led my mare and her rider through it; posted Godfrey and Silver there; posted Luysnes and De Golyer a hundred paces inland near the apple trees; left Nick by the well, and, walking beside my mare, continued on to the little green and white hunting lodge where, through the crescents of closed shutters, rays of light streamed out into the night.

Here I lifted the Scotch girl from her saddle, walked with her to the kitchen porch, and knocked softly on the kitchen door.

After a while I could hear a stirring within, voices, steps.

Nicholas! Pontioch! Flora! I called in guarded tones.

Presently I heard Floras voice inquiring timidly who I might be.

Mr. Drogue is arrived to await her ladyships commands, said I.

At that the bolts slid and the door creaked open. Black Flora stood there in her yellow night shift, rolling enormous eyes at me, and behind her I saw Colas with a lighted dip, gaping to see me enter with a strange woman.

Is your mistress here? I demanded.

Yassuh, answered Flora, mah lady done gone to baid, suh.

Who else is here? Mistress Swift?

Yassuh.

Is there a spare bed?

Flora rolled suspicious eyes at the Scotch girl, but thought there was a bed in Sir Williams old gun room.

I waited until the black wench had made sure, then bade Colas look to my mare, said a curt good-night to Penelope Grant, and went out to unroll my blanket on the front porch.

When I whistled softly Nick came across the garden from the well.

Lady Johnson is here, said I. Yonder lies my blanket. I stand first watch. Go you and sleep now while you can — —

Sleep first, John. I am not weary — —

Remember I am your officer, Nick!

Oh, hell! quoth he. That does not awe me, John. What awes me in you is your kindness — and to remember that your ancestors wore their gold rings upon their fingers.

I passed my arm about his shoulders, then released him and went slowly over to the well. And here I primed my rifle with bright, dry powder, shouldered it, and began to walk my post at a brisk pace to cheat the sleep which meddled with my heavy eyes and set me yawning till my young jaws crackled.




CHAPTER XI

SUMMER HOUSE POINT
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THE SUN IN my eyes and the noise of drums awoke me, where, relieved on post by Nick, I had been sleeping on the veranda.

Beyond the orchard on the Johnstown road, mounted officers in blue and buff were riding amid undulating ranks of moving muskets; and I knew that the Continental Line had arrived at Summer House Point, and was glad of it.

As I shook loose my blanket and stood up, black Flora and Colas came up from their kitchen below ground, and seemed astonished to see me still there.

Is your mistress awake? I demanded. But they did not know; so I bade Flora go inside and awaken Lady Johnson. Then I went down to the well in the orchard, where Nick stood sentry, looking through the blossoming boughs at what was passing on the mainland road beyond the Point.

It was a soft, sunny morning, and a pleasant scent from the apple bloom, which I remember was full o bees.

Through the orchard, on the small peninsula, now came striding toward us a dozen or more officers of the regiments of Colonels Dayton and Livingston, all laughing together and seeming very merry; and some, as they passed under the flowering branches, plucked twigs of white and pink flowers and made themselves nosegays.

Their major, who seemed to know me as an officer, though I did not know him, called out in high good humour:

Well, my lord Northesk, did you and your rangers arrive in time to close the cage on our pretty bird?

Yes, sir, said I, reddening, and not pleased.

Lady Johnson is here then?

Yes, Major.

At that instant the front door opened and Lady Johnson came out quickly and stood on the veranda, the sun striking across her pallid face, which paleness was more due to her condition than to any fear of our soldiery.

She was but partly robed, and that hastily; her hair all unpowdered and undressed, and only a levete of China silk flung about her girlish figure, and making still more evident her delicate physical condition.

But in her eyes I saw storms a-brewing, and her lips and features went white as she stood there, clenching and unclenching one hand, and still a little blinded by the sun in her face.

We all had uncovered before her, bowing very low; and, if she noticed me at first, I am not certain, but she gave our Major such a deadly stare that it checked his speech and put him clean out o countenance, leaving him a-twiddling his sword-knot and dumb as a fish.

What does this mean? said she, her lip trembling with increasing passion. Have you come here to arrest me?

And, as nobody replied, she stamped her bare foot in its silken chamber-shoe, like any angry child in petty fury when disobliged.

Is it not enough, she continued, that you drive my unhappy husband out of his own house, but you must presently follow me here to mock and insult me? What has our family done to merit this outrage?

Our Major, astonished and out o countenance, attempted a civil word to calm her, but she swept us all with scornful eyes and stamped her foot again in such anger that her shoe fell off and landed on the grass.

Our only crime is loyalty to a merciful and Christian King! she cried, paying no heed to the shoe. Our punishment is that we are like to be hunted as they hunt wild beasts! By a pack of rebels, too! Shame, gentlemen! Is this worthy even of embattled shop-keepers?

Madame, I beg you — —

But she had no patience to listen.

You have forced me out of my home in Johnstown, she said bitterly, and I thought to find refuge under this poor roof. But now you come hunting me here! Very well, gentlemen, I leave you in possession and go to Fish House. And if you hunt me out o Fish House, I shall go on, God knows where! — for I do not choose to endure the insult with which your mere presence here affronts me!

I had picked up her silk shoe and now went to her with it, where she stood on the veranda, biting at her lip, and her eyes all a-glitter with angry tears.

For Gods sake, madam, said I, do not use us so harshly. We mean no insult and no harm — —

John Drogue, she said with a great sob, I have loved you as a brother, but I had rather see you dead there on this violated threshold than know that the Laird of Northesk is become a rebel to his King!

I knelt down and drew the shoe over her bare foot. Then I stood up and took her hand, laying it very gently upon my arm. She suffered me to lead her into the house — to the door of her bedroom, where Claudia, already dressed, took her from me.

Oh, John, John, she sobbed, what is this pack o riff-raff doing here with their cobbler majors and carpenter colonels — all these petty shop-keepers in uniform who come from filthy Boston to ride over us?

Claudias eyes were very bright, but without any trace of fear or anger.

What troops are these, Jack? she inquired coolly. And do they really come here to make prisoners of two poor women?

I told her that these soldiers formed a mixed battalion from the commands of Colonels Dayton and Livingston, and that they would encamp for the present within sight of the Summer House.

Do you mean that Polly and I are prisoners? she repeated incredulously.

Im afraid I do mean that, Claudia, said I.

At the word prisoner Lady Johnson flamed:

Are you not ashamed, Jack Drogue, to tell me to my face such barbarous news! she cried. You, a gentleman, to consort with vulgar bandits who make prisoners of women! What do you think of your Boston friends now? What do you think of your blacksmith generals and pothecary colonels — —

Polly! Be silent! entreated Claudia, shaking her arm. Is this a decent manner to conduct when the fortune of war fails to suit your tastes?

And to me: No one is like to harm us, I take it. We are not in personal danger, are we?

Good Lord! said I, mortified that she should even ask me.

Well, then! she said in a lively voice to Lady Johnson, who had turned her back on me in sullen rage, it will be but a few days at worst, Polly. These rebel officers are not ogres. No! So in Heavens name let us make the best of this business — until Mr. Washington graciously permits us to go on to Albany or to New York.

I shall not go thither! stormed Lady Johnson, pacing her chamber like a very child in the tantrums; I shall not deign to inhabit any city which is held by dirty rebels — —

But we shall drive them out first! insisted Claudia, with an impudent look at me. Surely, dear, Albany will soon be a proper city to reside in; General Howe has said it; — and so we had best address a polite letter to Mr. Washington, requesting a safe conduct thither and a flag — —

I shall not write a syllable to the arch-rebel Washington! stormed Lady Johnson. And I tell you plainly, Jack, I expect to have my throat cut before this shameful business is ended!

You had best conduct sensibly, both of you, said I bluntly; for Im tired of your airs and vapours; and Colonel Dayton will stand no nonsense from either of you!

John! faltered Lady Johnson, do — do you, too, mean to use us brutally?

I merely beg you to consider what you say before you say it, Polly Johnson! You speak to a rebel of dirty rebels and arch rebels; you conduct as though we, who hold another opinion than that entertained by you, were the scum and offscouring of the earth.

I meant it not as far as it concerns you, John Drogue, she said with another sob.

Then be pleased to trim your speech to my brother officers, said I, still hotly vexed by her silly behaviour. We went to Johnstown to take your husband because we believe he has communicated with Canada. And it was proper of us to do so.

We came here to detain you until some decent arrangement can be made whereby you shall have every conceivable comfort and every reasonable liberty, save only to do us a harm by communicating with your friends who are our enemies.

Therefore, it would be wise for you to treat us politely and not rail at us like a spoiled child. Our duty here is not of our own choosing, nor is it to our taste. No man desires to play jailer to any woman. But for the present it must be so. Therefore, as I say, it might prove more agreeable for all if you and Claudia observe toward us the ordinary decencies of polite usage!

There was a silence. Lady Johnsons back remained turned toward me; she was weeping.

Claudia took her hand and turned and looked at me with all the lively mischief, all the adorable impudence I knew so well:

La, Mr. Drogue, says she mockingly, some gentlemen are born so and others are made when made officers in armies. And captivity is irksome. So, if your friends desire to pay their respects to us poor captives, I for one shall not be too greatly displeased — —

Claudia! cried Lady Johnson, do you desire a dish of tea with tinkers and tin-peddlars?

I hear you, Polly, said she, but prefer to hear you further after breakfast — which, thank God! I can now smell a-cooking. And, to me: Jack, will you breakfast with us — —

She stopped abruptly: the door of Sir Williams gun room opened, and the Scottish girl, Penelope Grant, walked out.

Lord! said Claudia, looking at her in astonishment. And who may you be, and how have you come here?

I am Penelope Grant, she answered, servant to Douw Fonda of Caughnawaga; and I came last night with Mr. Drogue.

The perfect candour of her words should have clothed them with innocence. And, I think, did so. Yet, Claudia shot a wicked look at me, which did not please me.

But I ignored her and explained the situation briefly to Lady Johnson, who had turned to stare at Penelope, who stood there quite self-possessed in her shabby dress of gingham.

There was a silence; then Claudia asked the girl if she would take service with her; and Penelope shook her head.

I pay handsomely, and I need a clever wench to care for me, insisted Claudia; and by your fine, white hands I see you are well accustomed to ladies needs. Are you not, Penelope?

I am servant to Douw Fonda, repeated the girl. It would not be kind in me to leave him who offers to adopt me. Nor is it decent to abandon him in times like these.

Lady Johnson came forward slowly, her tear-marred eyes clearing.

My brother, Stephen, has spoken of you. I understood him to say that you are the daughter of a Scottish minister. Is this true?

Yes, my lady.

Then you are no servant wench.

I serve.

Why?

My parents are dead. I must earn my bread.

Oh. You have no means to maintain you?

None, madam.

How long have you been left an orphan?

These three years, my lady.

You came from Scotland?

From France, my lady.

How so?

My father preached to the exiled Scots who live in Paris. When he was dying, I promised to take ship and come to America, because, he said, only in America is a young girl safe from men.

Safe? quoth Claudia, smiling.

Yes, madam.

Safe from what, child?

From the unlawful machinations of designing men, madam. My father told me that men hunt women as a sport.

Oh, la! cried Claudia, laughing; you have it hind end foremost! Man is the hunted one! Man is the victim! Is it not so, Jack? — looking so impudently at me that I was too vexed to smile in return, but got very red and gazed elsewhere.

And what did you then, Penelope Grant? inquired Lady Johnson, with a soft sort of interest which was natural and unfeigned, she having a gentle heart and tender under all her pride and childishness.

I took ship, my lady, and came to New York.

And then?

I went to Parson Gano in his church, — who was a friend to my father, though a Baptist. I was but a child, and he cared for me for three years. But I could not always live on others bounty; so he yielded to my desires and placed me as servant to Douw Fonda, who was at that time visiting New York. And so, when Mr. Fonda was ready to go home to Caughnawaga, I accompanied him.

And are his aid and crutch in his old age, said Lady Johnson, gently. What wonder, then, he wishes to adopt you, Penelope Grant.

If you will be my companion, cried Claudia, I shall dare adopt you, pretty as you are — and risk losing every lover I possess!

The Scottish girls brown eyes widened at that; but even Lady Johnson laughed, and I saw the loveliest smile begin to glimmer on Penelopes soft lips.

Thank heaven for a better humour in the house, thought I, and was pleased that Claudia had made a gayety of the affair.

I went to the window and looked out. Smoke from the camp fires of the Continentals made a haze all along the reedy waterfront. I saw their sentries walking their posts; heard the noise of their axes in the bush; caught a glimpse of my own men lying in the orchard on the new grass, and Nick cooking jerked meat at a little fire of coals, which gleamed in the grass like a heap of dusty jewels.

And, as I stood a-watching, I felt a touch at my elbow, and turned to face the girl, Penelope.

Your promise, sir, she said. You have not forgotten?

No, I replied, flushing again under Claudias mocking gaze. But you should first eat something.

And you, also, said Lady Johnson, coming to me and laying both hands upon my shoulders.

She looked into my eyes very earnestly, very sadly.

Forgive me, Jack, she said.

I kissed her hands, saying that it was I who needed forgiveness, to so speak to her in her deep anxiety and unhappiness; but she shook her head and bade me remain and eat breakfast; and went away to her chamber to dress, carrying Claudia to aid her, and leaving me alone there with the girl Penelope.

So, said I civilly, though still annoyed by memory of my horse and how this girl had carried everything with so high a hand, so you have lived in France?

Yes, sir.

Hum! Well, did you find the people agreeable?

Yes, sir — the children. I was but fifteen when I left France.

Then you now own to eighteen years.

Yes, sir.

A venerable age.

At that she lifted her brown eyes. I smiled; and that enchanting, glimmering smile touched her lips again. And I thought of what I had heard concerning her in Caughnawaga, and how, when the old gentleman was enjoying his afternoon nap, she was accustomed to take her knitting to the porch.

And I remembered, too, what Nick and others said concerning all the gallants of the countryside, how they swarmed about that porch like flies around a sap-pan.

I have been told, said I, that all young men in Tryon sit ringed around you when you take your knitting to the porch at Cayadutta Lodge. Nor can I blame them, now that I have seen you smile.

At that she blushed so brightly that I was embarrassed and somewhat astonished to see how small a progress this girl had really made in coquetry. I was to learn that she blushed easily; I did not know it then; but it presently amused me to find her, after all, so unschooled.

Why, said I, should you show your colours to a passing craft that fires no shot nor even thinks to board you? I am no pirate, Penelope; like those Johnstown gallants who gather like flies, they say — —

But I checked my words, not daring to plague her further, for the colour was surging in her cheeks and she seemed unaccustomed to such harmless bantering as mine.

Lord! thought I, here is a very lie that this maid is any such siren as Nick thinks her, for her pretty thumb is still wet with sucking.

Yet I myself had become sensible that there really was about her a something — exactly what I knew not — but some seductive quality, some vague enchantment about her, something unusual which compelled mens notice. It was not, I thought, entirely the agreeable contrast of yellow hair and dark eyes; nor a smooth skin like new snow touched to a rosy hue by the afterglow.

She sat near the window, where I stood gazing out across the water, toward the mountains beyond. Her hands, joined, rested flat between her knees; her hair, in the sun, was like maple gold reflected in a ripple.

Lord! thought I, small wonder that the gay blades of Tryon should come a-meddling to undo so pretty a thing.

But the thought did not please me, yet it was no concern o mine. But I now comprehended how this girl might attract men, and, strangely enough, was sorry for it.

For it seemed plain that here was no coquette by intention or by any knowledge of the art of pleasing men; but she was one, nevertheless, so sweetly her dark eyes regarded you when you spoke; so lovely the glimmer of her smile.

And it was, no doubt, something of these that men noticed — and her youth and inexperience, which is tender tinder to hardened flint that is ever eager to strike fire and start soft stuff blazing.




CHAPTER XII

THE SHAPE IN WHITE
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WE BREAKFASTED ON soupaan, new milk, johnnycake, and troutlings caught by Colas, who had gone by canoe to the outlet of Hans Creek by daylight, after I had awakened him. Which showed me how easily one could escape from the Summer House, in spite of guards patrolling the neck and mainland road.

We were four at table; Lady Johnson, Claudia, Penelope, and I; and all seemed to be in better humour, for Claudias bright eyes were ever roaming toward the Continental camp, where smart officers passed and repassed in the bright sunlight; and Lady Johnson did not conceal her increasing conviction that Sir John had got clean away; which, naturally, pleased the poor child mightily; — and Penelope, who had offered very simply to serve us at table, sat silent and contented by the civil usage she received from Polly Johnson, who told her very sweetly that her place was in a chair and not behind it.

For, said my lady, a parsons daughter may serve where her heart directs, but is nowise or otherwise to be unclassed.

Were I obliged by circumstances to labour for my bread, said Claudia, would you still entertain honourable though ardent sentiments toward me, Jack?

Which saucy question I smiled aside, though it irritated me, and oddly, too, because Penelope Grant had heard — though why I should care a farthing for that I myself could not understand.

Lady Johnson laid a hand on Penelopes, who looked up at her with that shy, engaging smile I had already noticed. And,

Penelope, said she, if rumour does not lie, and if all our young gallants do truly gather round when you take your knitting to the porch of Cayadutta Lodge, then you should make it very plain to all that you are a parsons daughter as well as servant to Douw Fonda.

How should I conduct, my lady?

Firmly, child. And send any light o love a-packing at the first apropos!

Oh, lud! says Claudia, would you make a nun of her, Polly? Sure the child must learn — —

Learn to take care of herself, quoth Polly Johnson tartly. You have been schooled from childhood, Claudia, and heaven knows you have had opportunities enough to study that beast called man!

I love him, too, said Claudia. Do you, Penelope?

Men please me, said the Scotch girl shyly. I do not think them beasts.

They bite, snapped Lady Johnson.

Slap them, said Claudia,— and that is all there is to it.

You think any man ever has been tamed and the beast cast out of him, even after marriage? demanded Lady Johnson. She smiled, but I caught the undertone of bitterness in her gaiety, poor girl!

Before marriage, said Claudia coolly, man is exactly as treacherous as he is afterward; — no more so, no less. What about it? You take the creature as he is fashioned by his Maker, or you drive him away and live life like a cloistered nun. What is your choice, Penelope?

I have no passion for a cloister, replied the girl, so candidly that all laughed, and she blushed prettily.

That is best, nodded Claudia; accept the creature as he is. Were fools if were bitten before were married, and fortunate if were not nipped afterward. Anyway, I love men, and so God bless them, for they cant help being what they are and its our own fault if they play too roughly and hurt us.

Lady Johnson laughed and laid her hand lightly on my shoulder.

Dear Jack, said she, we do not mean you, of course.

Oho! cried Claudia, its in em all and crops out one day. Jack Drogue is no tamer than the next man. Nay, I know the sort — meek as a mouse among petticoats — —

Claudia! protested Lady Johnson.

I hear you, Polly. But when I solemnly swear to you that I have been afraid of this young man — —

Afraid of what? said I, smiling at her audacity, but vexed, too.

Afraid you might undo me, Jack — —

What!

 — And then refuse me an honest name — —

What mad nonsense do you chatter! exclaimed Lady Johnson, out of countenance, yet laughing at Claudias effrontery. And Penelope, abashed, laughed a little, too. But Claudias nonsense madded me, though her speech had been no broader than was fashionable among a gentry so closely in touch with London, where speech, and manners, too, were broader still.

Vexed to be made her silly butt, I sat gazing out of the window, over the great Vlaie, where, in the reeds, tall herons stood as stiff as driven stakes, and the painted wood-ducks, gorgeous as tropic birds, breasted Mayfield Creek, or whirred along the waterways to and fro between the Stacking Ridge and the western bogs, where they nested among trees that sloped low over the water.

Beyond, painted blue mountains ringed the vast wilderness of bog and woods and water; and presently I was interested to see, on the blunt nose of Maxon, a stain of smoke.

I watched it furtively, paying only a civil heed to the womens chatter around me — watched it with sideway glance as I dipped my spoon into the smoking soupaan and crumbled my johnnycake.

At first, on Maxons nose there was only a slight blue tint of vapour, like a spot of bloom on a blue plum. But now, above the mountain, a thin streak of smoke mounted straight up; and presently I saw that it became jetted, rising in rings for a few moments.

Suddenly it vanished.

Claudia was saying that one must assume all officers of either party to be gentlemen; but Lady Johnson entertained the proposition coldly, and seemed unwilling to invite Continental officers to a dish of tea.

Not because they are my captors and have driven my husband out of his own home, she said haughtily; I could overlook that, because it is the fortune of war. But it is said that the Continental officers are a parcel of Yankee shop-keepers, and I have no desire to receive such people on equal footing.

But, said Claudia, Jack is a rebel officer, and so is Billy Alexander.

I think Lord Stirling must be crazy, retorted Lady Johnson. Then she looked at me, bit her lip and laughed, adding:

You, too, Jack — and every gentleman among you must be mad to flout our King!

Mad, indeed — and therefore to be pitied, not punished, says Claudia. Therefore, let us drink tea with our rebel officers, Polly — out of sheer compassion for their common infirmity.

We rebels dont drink tea, you know, said I, smiling.

Oh, la! Wait till we invite your Continentals yonder. For, if Polly and I are to be imprisoned here, I vow I mean to amuse myself with the likeliest of these young men in blue and buff, whom I can see yonder, stalking to and fro along the Johnstown Road. May I not send them a civil invitation, Polly?

If you insist. I, however, decline to meet them, pouted Lady Johnson.

I shall write a little letter to their commanding officer, quoth Claudia. Do as you like, Polly, but, as for me, I do not desire to perish of dullness with only women to talk to, and only a swamp to gaze upon!

She sprang to her feet; Lady Johnson and Penelope also rose, as did I.

Is it true, Jack, that you are under promise to take this young girl to Douw Fondas house in Caughnawaga? asked Lady Johnson.

Yes, madam.

She turned to Penelope: When do you desire to set out?

As soon as may be, my lady.

I like you. I wish you would remain and share my loneliness.

I would, my lady, only I feel in honour bound to go to Mr. Fonda.

Claudia passed her arm around the Scottish girls slim waist.

Come, she coaxed, be my companion! Be more friend than servant, more sister than friend. For I, also, begin to love you, with your dark eyes and yellow hair, and your fine hands and sweet, fresh skin, like a child from a bath.

They both laughed, looking at each other with a gaze shy but friendly, like two who seem to think they are, perhaps, destined to love each other.

I wish I might remain, said the Scottish girl, reluctantly turning toward me.

Are you for Caughnawaga? I asked bluntly.

Yes, sir.

Very well, said I. Polly Johnson, may I take your carriage?

It is always at your command, Jack. But I am sorry that our little Scottish lass must go.

However, she gave the order to black Colas, who must drive us, also, because, excepting for Colas and poor Flora, and one slave left in Johnstown, all servants, slaves, tenants, and officers of Sir Johns household had fled with the treacherous Baronet and were now God knows where in the terrific wilderness and making, without doubt, for the Canadas.

For personal reasons I was glad that the dishonoured man was gone. I should have been ashamed to take him prisoner. But I was deeply troubled on other accounts; for this man had gone northward with hundreds of my old neighbors, for the purpose of forming an army of white men and Indians, with which he promised to return and cut our throats and lay our beautiful countryside in ashes.

We had scarce any force to oppose Sir John; no good forts except Stanwix and a few block-houses; our newly-organized civil government was chaotic; our militia untried, unreliable, poorly armed, and still rotten with toryism.

To defend all this immense Tryon County frontier, including the river as far as Albany, only one regular regiment had been sent to help us; for what remained of the State Line was needed below, where His Excellency was busy massing an army to face the impending thunder-clap from England.



As I stood by the window, looking out across the Vlaie at Maxon Ridge, where I felt very sure that hostile eyes were watching the Sacandaga and this very house, a hand touched my arm, and, turning, I saw Penelope Grant beside me.

May I have a word alone with you, Mr. Drogue? she asked in her serious and graver way — a way as winning as her lighter mood, I thought.

So we went out to the veranda and walked a little way among the apple trees, slowly, I waiting to hear what she had for my ear alone.

Beyond, by the well, I saw my Rangers squatting cross-legged on the grass in a little circle, playing at stick-knife. Beyond them a Continental soldier paced his beat in front of the gate which closed the mainland road.

Birds sang, sunshine glimmered on the water, the sky was softly blue.

The girl had paused under a fruit tree. Now, she pulled down an apple branch and set her nose to the blossoms, breathing their fresh scent.

Well, said I, quietly.

Her level eyes met mine across the flowering branch.

I am sorry to disturb you, said she.

How disturb me?

By obliging you to take me to Caughnawaga. It inconveniences you.

I promised to see you safely there, and that is all about it, said I drily.

Yes, sir. But I ask your pardon for exacting your promise.... And — I ask pardon for — for stealing your horse.

There seemed to ensue a longer silence than I intended, and I realized that I had been looking at her without other thought than of her dark, young eyes under her yellow hair.

What did you say? I asked absently.

She hesitated, then: You do not like me, Mr. Drogue.

Did I say so? said I, startled.

No.... I feel that you do not like me. Is it because I used you without decency when I stole your horse?

Perhaps some trifling chagrin remains. But it is now over — because you say you are sorry.

I am so.

Then — I am friendly — if you so desire, Penelope Grant.

Yes, sir, I do desire your countenance.

I smiled at her gravity, and saw, dawning in return, that lovely, childs smile I already knew and waited for.

I wish to whisper to you, said she, bending the flowering bough lower.

So I inclined my ear across it, and felt her delicate breath against my cheek.

I wish to make known to you that I am of your party, Mr. Drogue, she whispered.

I nodded approval.

I wished you to know that I am a friend to liberty, she continued. My sentiment is very ardent, Mr. Drogue: I burn with desire to serve this land, to which my fathers wish has committed me. I am young, strong, not afraid. I can load and shoot a pistol — —

Good Lord! I exclaimed, laughing, do you wish to enlist and go for a soldier?

Yes, sir.

I drew back in amazement and looked at her, and she blushed but made me a firm countenance. And so sweetly solemn a face did this maid pull at me that I could not forbear to laugh again.

But how about Mr. Fonda? I demanded, if you don jack-boots and hanger and go for a dragoon?

I shall ask his permission to serve my country.

A-horse, Penelope? Or do you march with fire-lock and knapsack and a well-floured queue? I had meant to turn it lightly but not to ridicule; but her lip quivered, though she still found courage to sustain my laughing gaze.

Come, said I, we Tryon County men have as yet no need to call upon our loyal women to shoulder rifle and fill out our ranks.

No need of me, sir?

Surely, surely, but not yet to such a pass that we strap a bayonet on your thigh. Sew for us. Knit for us — —

Sir, for three years I have done so, foreseeing this hour. I have knitted many, many score o stockings; sewed many a shirt against this day that is now arrived. I have them in Mr. Fondas house, against my countrys needs. All, or a part, are at your requisition, Mr. Drogue.

But I remained mute, astonished that this girl had seen so clearly what so few saw at all — that war must one day come between us and our King. This foreseeing of hers amazed me even more than her practical provision for the day of wrath — now breaking red on our horizon — that she had seen so clearly what must happen — a poor refugee — a child.

Sir, says she, have you any use for the stockings and shirts among your men?

She stood resting both arms on the bent bough, her face among the flowers. And I dont know how I thought of it, or remembered that in Scotland there are some who have the gift of clear vision and who see events before they arrive — nay, even foretell and forewarn.

And, looking at her, I asked her if that were true of her. And saw the tint of pink apple bloom stain her face; and her dark eyes grow shy and troubled.

Is it that way with you? I repeated. Do you see more clearly than ordinary folk?

Yes, sir — sometimes.

Not always?

No, sir.

But if you desire to penetrate the future and strive to do so — —

No, sir, I can not if I try. Visions come unsought — even undesired.

Is effort useless?

Yes, sir.

Then this strange knowledge of the future comes of itself unbidden?

Unbidden — when it comes at all. It is like a flash — then darkness. But the glimpse has convinced me, and I am forewarned.

I pondered this for a space, then:

Could you tell me anything concerning how this war is to end?

I do not know, Mr. Drogue.

I considered. Then, again: Have you any knowledge of what Fate intends concerning yourself?

No, sir.

Nothing regarding your own future? That is strange.

She shook her head, watching me. And then I laughed lightly:

Nothing, by any chance, concerning me, Penelope?

Yes.

I was so startled that I found no word to question her.

There is to be a battle, she said in a low voice. Men will fight in the North. I do not know when. But there will be strange uniforms in the woods — not British red-coats.... And I know you, also, are to be there. Her voice sank to a whisper.... And there, she breathed, you shall meet Death ... or Love.

When presently my composure returned to me, and I saw her still regarding me across the apple-bough, I felt inclined to laugh.

When did this strange knowledge come to you? I asked, smiling my unbelief.

The day I first heard your voice at my cousin Bowmans — waking me in my bed — and I came out and saw you in the eye of the rising sun. And you were not alone. And instantly I saw a strange battle that is not yet fought — and I saw you — the way you stood — there — dark and straight in a blinding sheet of yellow light made by cannon!... The world was aflame, and I saw you, tall and dark, shadowed against the blaze — but you did not fall.

Then I came to my senses, and heard the bell ringing, and asked you what it meant. Do you remember?

Yes.

She released the apple-bough and came under it toward me, through a snow of falling blossoms.

It will surely happen — this battle, she said. I knew it when I saw you, and that other figure near you, where I sat your stolen horse and heard you shout at me in anger, and turned to look at you — then, also, I caught a glimpse of that other figure near you.

What other figure?

The one which was wrapped in white — like a winding sheet — and veiled.... Like Death.... Or a bride, perhaps.

A slight chill went over me, even in the warmth of the sun. But I laughed and said I knew not which would be the less welcome, having no stomach for Master Death, and even less, perhaps, for Mistress Bride.

Doubtless, said I, you saw some ghost of the morning mist afloat from the wet earth where I stood.

She made no answer.

Now, as the carriage still tarried, though I had seen Colas taking out the horses, I asked her indulgence for a few moments, and walked over to the well, where my men still sat at stick-knife. And here I called Nick aside and laid one hand on his shoulder:

There was Indian smoke on Maxon an hour ago, said I. Take Johnny Silver and travel the war trail north, but do not cross the creek to the east. I go as armed escort for a traveller to Caughnawaga, and shall return as soon as may be. Learn what you can and meet me here by sunrise tomorrow.

Nick grinned and cast a sidelong glance at Penelope Grant, where she stood in the orchard, watching us.

Scotched by the Scotch, said he. Adam fell; and so I knew youd fall one day, John — in an apple orchard! Lord Harry! but shes a pretty baggage, too! Only take care, John! for shes soft and young and likes to be courted, and theres plenty to oblige her when youre away!

Let them oblige her then, said I, vexed, though I knew not why. She stole my horse and would not surrender him until I pledged my word to give her escort back to Caughnawaga. And that is all my story — if it interests you.

It does so, said he, his tongue in his cheek. At which I turned away in a temper, and encountered an officer, in militia regimentals of the Caughnawaga Regiment, coming through the orchard toward me.

Hallo, Jack! he called out to me, and I saw he was a friend of mine, Major Jelles Fonda, and hastened to offer him his officers salute.

When he had rendered it, he gave me his honest hand, and we linked arms and walked together toward the house, exchanging gossip concerning how it went with our cause in Johnstown and Caughnawaga. For the Fonda clan was respectable and strong among the landed gentry of Tryon, and it meant much to the cause of liberty that all the Fondas, I think without exception, had stood sturdily for their own people at a time when the vast majority of the influential and well-to-do had stood for their King.

When we drew near the house, Major Fonda perceived Penelope and went at once to her.

She dropped him a curtsey, but he took her hands and kissed her on both cheeks.

I heard you were here, said he. We sent old Douw Fonda to Albany for safety, not knowing what is like to come upon us out o that damned Canada. And, knowing you had gone to your cousin Bowmans, I rode over to my Bush, got news of you through a Mayfield militia man, and trailed you here. And now, my girl, you may take your choice; go to Albany and sit snug with the Patroon until this tempest breaks and blows over, or go to Johnstown Fort with me.

Does not Douw Fonda need me? she asked.

Only your pretty face and sweet presence to amuse him. But, until we are certain that Sir John and Guy Johnson do not mean to return and murder us in our beds, Douw Fonda will not live in Caughnawaga, and so needs no housekeeper.

Why not remain here with Lady Johnson and Mistress Swift, said I, until we learn what to expect from Sir John and his friends in Canada? These ladies are alone and in great anxiety and sorrow. And you could be of aid and service and comfort.

What made me say this I do not know. But, somehow, I did not seem to wish this girl to go to Albany, where there were many gay young men and much profligacy.

To sit on Douw Fondas porch with her knitting was one thing, and the sap-pan gallants had little opportunity to turn the head of this inexperienced girl; but Albany was a very different matter; and this maid, who said that she liked men, alone there with only an aged man to stand between her and idle, fashionable youth, might very easily be led into indiscretions. The mere thought of which caused me so lively a vexation that I was surprised at myself.

And now I perceived the carriage, with horses harnessed, and Colas in a red waistcoat and a red and green cockade on his beaver.

We walked together to the Summer House. Lady Johnson came out on the veranda, and Claudia followed her.

When they saw Major Fonda, they bowed to him very coolly, and he made them both a stately salute, shrugged his epaulettes, and took snuff.

Lady Johnson said to Penelope: Are you decided on abandoning two lonely women to their own devices, Penelope?

Do you really mean to leave me, who could love you very dearly? demanded Claudia, coming down and taking the girl by both hands.

If you wish it, I am now at liberty to remain with you till Mr. Fonda sends for me, replied Penelope. But I have no clothes.

Claudia embraced her with rapture. Come to my room, darling! she cried, and you shall divide with me every stitch I own! And then we shall dress each others hair! Shall we not? And we shall be very fine to drink a dish of tea with our friends, the enemy, yonder!

She flung her arm around Penelope. Going, the girl looked around at me. Thank you for great kindness, my lord, she called back softly.

Lady Johnson said in a cold voice to Major Fonda: If our misfortunes have not made us contemptible to you, sir, we are at home to receive any enemy officer who, like yourself, Major, chances to be also a gentleman.

Damnation, Polly! says he with a short laugh, dont treat an old beau to such stiff-neck language! You know cursed well Id go down on both knees and kiss your shoes, though Id kick the Kings shins if I met him!

He passed his arm through mine; we both bowed very low, then went away together, arm in arm, the Major fuming under his breath.

Silly baggage, he muttered, to treat an old friend so high and mighty. Dash it, whats come over these Johnstown gentlemen and ladies. Cant we fight one another politely but they must affect to treat us as dirt beneath their feet, who once were welcome at their tables?

At the well I called to my men, who got up from the grass and greeted Major Fonda with unmilitary familiarity.

Major, said I, were off to scout the Sacandaga trail and learn what we can. Its cold sniffing, now, on Sir Johns heels, but there was Iroquois smoke on old Maxon this morning, and I should like at least to poke the dead ashes of that same fire before moonrise.

Certainly, said the Major, gravely; and we shook hands.

Now, Nick, said I briskly.

Ready, said he; and Ready! repeated every man.

So, rifle a-trail, I led the way out into the Fish House road.




CHAPTER XIII

THE DROWNED LANDS

[image: img662.jpg]

FOR TWO WEEKS my small patrol of six remained in the vicinity of the Sacandaga, scouting even as far as Stony Creek, Silver Lake, and West River, covering Maxon, too, and the Drowned Lands, but ever hovering about the Sacandaga, where the great Iroquois War Trail runs through the dusk of primeval woods.

But never a glimpse of Sir John did we obtain. Which was scarcely strange, inasmuch as the scent was already stone cold when we first struck it. And though we could trace the Baronets headlong flight for three days journey, by his dead fires and stinking camp débris, and, plainer still, by the trampled path made by his men and horses and by the wheel-marks of at least one cannon, our orders, which were to stop the War Trail from Northern enemies, permitted no further pursuit.

Yet, given permission, I think I could have come up with him and his motley forces, though what my six scouts could have accomplished against nearly two hundred people is but idle surmise. And whether, indeed, we could have contrived to surprise and capture Sir John, and bring him back to justice, is a matter now fit only for idlest speculation.

At the end of the first week I sent Joe de Golyer and Godfrey Shew into Johnstown to acquaint Colonel Dayton of what we had seen and what we guessed concerning Sir Johns probable route. De Luysnes and Johnny Silver I stationed on Maxons honest nose, where the valley of the Sacandaga and the Drowned Lands lay like a vast map at their feet, while Nick Stoner and I prowled the silent Iroquois trail or slid like a pair of otters through the immense desolation of the Drowned Lands, from the jungle-like recesses of which we could see the distant glitter of muskets where our garrison was drilling at Fish House, and a white speck to the southward, which marked the little white and green lodge at Summer House Point.

We had found a damaged birch canoe near the Stacking Ridge, and I think it was the property of John Howell, who lived on the opposite side of the creek a mile above. But his log house stood bolted and empty; and, as he was a very rabid Tory, we helped ourselves to his old canoe, and Nick patched it with gum and made two paddles.

In this leaky craft we threaded the spectral Drowned Lands, penetrating every hidden water-lead, every concealed creek, every lost pond which glimmered unseen amid cranberry bogs, vast wastes of stunted willow, pinxter shrubs in bloom, and the endless wilderness of reeds. Nesting black-ducks rose on clattering wings in scores and scores at our stealthy invasion; herons and bitterns flapped heavily skyward; great chain-pike, as long as a young boy, slid like shadows under our dipping paddles. But we saw no Indians.

Nor was there a sign of any canoe amid the Drowned Lands; not a moccasin print in swamp-moss or mud; no trace of Iroquois on the Stacking Ridge, where already wild pigeons were flying among the beech and oak trees, busy with courtship and nesting.

It was now near the middle of June, but Nick thought that Sir John had not yet reached Canada, nor was like to accomplish that terrible journey through a pathless wilderness under a full month.

We know now that he did accomplish it in nineteen days, and arrived with his starving people in a terrible plight. But nobody then supposed it possible that he could travel so quickly. Even his own Mohawks never dreamed he was already so far advanced on his flight; and this was their vital mistake; for there had been sent from Canada a war party to meet and aid Sir John; and, by hazard, I was to learn of this alarming business in a manner I had neither expected nor desired.



I was sitting on a great, smooth bowlder, where the little trout stream, which tumbles down Maxon from the east, falls into Hans Creek. It was a still afternoon and very warm in the sun, but pleasant there, where the confluence of the waters made a cool and silvery clashing-noise among the trees in full new leaf.

Nick had cooked dinner — parched corn and trout, which we caught in the brook with one of my fish hooks and a red wampum bead from my moccasins tied above the barb.

And now, dinner ended, Nick lay asleep with a mat of moss over his face to keep off black flies, and I mounted guard, not because I apprehended danger, but desired not to break a military rule which had become already a habit among my handful of men.

I was seated, as I say, on a bowlder, with my legs hanging over the swirling water and my rifle across both knees. And I was thinking those vague and dreamy thoughts which float ghost-like through young mens minds when skies are blue in early summer and life seems but an endless vista through unnumbered æons to come.

Through a pleasant and reflective haze which possessed my mind moved figures of those I knew or had known — my honoured father, grave, dark-eyed, deliberate in all things, living for intellectual pleasure alone; — my dear mother, ardent yet timid, thrilled ever by what was most beautiful and best in the world, and loving all things made by God.

I thought, too, of my silly kinsman in Paris, Lord Stormont, and how I had declined his pompous patronage, to carve for myself a career, aided by the slender means afforded me; and how Billy Alexander did use me very kindly — a raw youth in a New York school, left suddenly orphaned and alone.

I thought of Stevie Watts, of Polly, of the DeLancys, Crugers, and other Kings people who had made me welcome, doubtless for the sake of my Lord Stormont. And how I finally came to know Sir William Johnson, and his great kindness to me.

All these things I thought of in the golden afternoon, seated by Hans Creek, my eyes on duty, my thoughts a-gypsying far afield, where I saw, in my minds eye, my log house in Fondas Bush, my new-cleared land, my neighbors houses, the dark walls of the forest.

Yet, drifting between each separate memory, glided ever a slender shape with yellow hair, and young, unfathomed eyes as dark as the velvet on the wings of that earliest of all our butterflies, which we call the Beauty of Camberwell.

Think of whom I might, or of what scenes, always this slim phantom drifted in between the sequences of thought, and vaguely I seemed to see her yellow hair, and that glimmer which sometimes came into her eyes, and which was the lovely dawning of her smile.

War seemed very far away, death but a fireside story half forgotten. For my thoughts were growing faintly fragrant with the scent of apple blossoms — white and pink bloom — sweet as her breath when she had whispered to me.

A strange young thing to haunt me with her fragrance — this girl Penelope — her smooth hands and snowy skin — and her little naked feet, like whitest silver there in the dew at Bowmans —— 

Suddenly, thought froze; from the foliage across the creek, scarce twenty feet from where I sat, and without the slightest sound, stepped an Indian in his paint.

Like a shot squirrel I dropped behind my bowlder and lay flat among the shore ferns, my heart so wild that my levelled rifle shook with the shock of palsy.

The roar of the waters was loud in my ears, but his calm voice came through it distinctly:

Peace, brother! he said in the soft, Oneida dialect, and lifted his right hand high in the sunshine, the open palm turned toward me.

Dont move! I called across the stream. Lay your blanket on the ground and place your gun across it!

Calmly he obeyed, then straightened up and stood there empty handed, naked in his paint, except for the beaded breadth of deer-skin that fell from belt to knee.

Nick! I called cautiously.

I am awake and I have laid him over my rifle-sight, came Nicks voice from the woods behind me. Look sharp, John, that there be not others ambuscaded along the bank.

He could have killed me, said I, without showing himself. By his paint I take him for an Oneida.

Thats Oneida paint, replied Nick, cautiously, but its war paint, all the same. Shall I let him have it?

Not yet. The Oneidas, so far, have been friendly. For Gods sake, be careful what you do.

Best parley quick then, returned Nick, for I trust no Iroquois. You know his lingo. Speak to him.

I called across the stream to the Indian: Who are you, brother? What is your nation and what is your clan, and what are you doing on the Sacandaga, with your face painted in black and yellow bars, and fresh oil on your limbs and lock?

He said, in his quiet but distinct voice: My nation is Oneida; my clan is the Tortoise; I am Tahioni. I am a young and inexperienced warrior. No scalp yet hangs from my girdle. I come as a friend. I come as my brothers ally. This is the reason that I seek my brother on the Sacandaga. Hiero! Tahioni has spoken.

And he quietly folded his arms.

He was a magnificent youth, quite perfect in limb and body, and as light of skin as the Mohawks, who are often nearly white, even when pure breed.

He stood unarmed, except for the knife and war-axe swinging from crimson-beaded sheaths at his cincture. Still, I did not rise or show myself, and my rifle lay level with his belly.

I said, in as good Oneida as I could muster:

Young Oneida warrior, I have listened to what you have had to say. I have heard you patiently, oh Tahioni, my brother of the great Oneida nation who wears an Onondaga name! For Tahioni means The Wolf in Onondaga dialect.

There was a silence, broken by Nicks low voice from somewhere behind me: Shall I shoot the Onondaga dog?

Will you mind your business? I retorted sharply.

The Oneida had smiled slightly at my sarcasm concerning his name; his eyes rested on the rock behind which I lay snug, stock against cheek.

I am Tahioni, he repeated simply. My mothers clan is the Onondaga Tortoise.

Which explained his clan and name, of course, if his father was Oneida.

I continue to listen, said I warily.

Tahioni has spoken, he said; and calmly seated himself.

For a moment I remained silent, yet still dared not show myself.

Is my brother alone? I asked at last.

Two Oneida youths and my adopted sister are with me, brother.

Where are they?

They are here.

Let them show themselves, said I, instantly bitten by suspicion.

Two young men and a girl came calmly from the thicket and stood on the bank. All carried blanket and rifle. At a sign from Tahioni, all three laid their blankets at their feet and placed their rifles across them.

One, a stocky, powerful youth, spoke first:

I am Kwiyeh. My clan is the Oneida Tortoise.

The other young fellow said: Brother, I am Hanatoh, of the Oneida Tortoise.

Then they calmly seated themselves.

I rose from my cover, my rifle in the hollow of my left arm. Nick came from his bed of juniper and stood looking very hard at the Oneidas across the stream.

Save for the girl, all were naked except for breech-clout, sporran, and ankle moccasins; all were oiled and in their paint, and their heads shaven, leaving only the lock. There could be no doubt that this was a war party. No doubt, also, that they could have slain me very easily where I sat, had they wished to do so.

There was, just below us, a string of rocks crossing the stream. I sprang from one to another and came out on their bank of the creek; and Nick followed, leaping the boulders like a lithe tree-cat.

The Oneidas, who had been seated, rose as I came up to them. I gave my hand to each of them in turn, until I faced the girl. And then I hesitated.

For never anywhere, among any nation of the Iroquois Confederacy, had I seen any woman so costumed, painted, and accoutred.

For this girl looked more like a warrior than a woman; and, save for her slim and hard young bodys shape, and her full hair, must have passed for an adolescent wearing his first hatchet and his first touch of war paint.

She, also, was naked to the waist, her breasts scarce formed. Two braids of hair lay on her shoulders, and her skin was palely bronzed and smooth in its oil, as amber without a flaw.

But she wore leggins of doe-skin, deeply fringed with pale green and cinctured in at her waist, where war-axe and knife hung on her left thigh, and powder horn and bullet pouch on her right. And over these she wore knee moccasins of green snake-skin, the feet of which were deer-hide sewn thick with scarlet, purple, and greenish wampum, which glistened like a humming-birds throat.

I said, wondering: Who is this girl in a young warriors dress, who wears a disk of blue war-paint on her forehead?

But Nick pulled my arm and said in my ear:

Have you heard of the little maid of Askalege? Yonder she stands, thank God! For the Oneida follow their prophetess; and the Oneida are with us in this war if she becomes our friend!

I had heard of the little Athabasca girl, found in the forest by Skenandoa and Spencer, and how she grew up like a boy at Askalege, with the brave half-breed interpreter, Thomas Spencer; and how it was her delight to roam the forests and talk — they said — to trees and beasts by moonlight; how she knew the language of all things living, and could hear the tiny voices of the growing grass! Legends and fairy tales, but by many believed.

Yet, Sir William had seen the child at Askalege dancing in the stream of sparks that poured from Spencers smithy when the Oneida blacksmith pumped his home-made bellows or struck fire-flakes from the cherry-red iron.

I said: Are you sure, Nick? For never have I seen an Indian maid play boy in earnest.

She is the little witch-maid of Askalege — their prophetess, he repeated. I saw her once at Oneida Lake, dancing on the shore amid a whirl of yellow butterflies at their strawberry feast. God send she favours our party, for the Oneidas will follow her.

I turned to the girl, who was standing quietly beside a young silver birch-tree.

Who are you, my sister, who wear a little blue moon on your brow, and the dress and weapons of an adolescent?

Brother, she said in her soft Oneida tongue, I am an Athabascan of the Heron Clan, adopted into the Oneida nation. My name is Thiohero, and my privilege is Oyaneh. Brother, I come as a friend to liberty, and to help you fight your great war against your King.

Brother, I have spoken, she concluded, with lowered eyes.

Surprised and charmed by this young girls modesty and quiet speech, but not knowing how to act, I thanked her as I had the young men, and offered her my hand.

She took it, lifted her deep, wide eyes unabashed, looked me calmly and intelligently in the face, and said in English:

My adopted father is Thomas Spencer, the friend to liberty, and Oneida interpreter to your General Schuyler. My adopted uncle is the great war-chief Skenandoa, also your ally. The Oneida are my people. And are now become your brothers in this new war.

Your words make our hearts light, my sister.

Your words brighten our sky, my elder brother.

Our clasped hands fell apart. I turned to Tahioni:

Brother, why are you in battle-paint? I demanded.

At that the eyes of the Oneida youths began to sparkle and burn; and Tahioni straightened up and struck the knife-hilt at his belt with a quick, fierce gesture.

Give me a name that I may know my brother, he said bluntly. Even a tree has a name. And I flushed at this merited rebuke.

My name is John Drogue, and I am lieutenant of our new State Rangers, said I. And this is my comrade, Nicholas Stoner, of Fondas Bush, and first sergeant in my little company.

Brother John, said he, then listen to this news we Oneidas bring from the North: a Canada war-party is now on the Iroquois trail, looking for Sir John to guide them to the Canadas!

Taken aback, I stared at the young warrior for a moment, then, recovering composure, I translated for Nick what he had just told me.

Then I turned again to Tahioni, the Wolf:

Where is this same war-party? I demanded, still scarce convinced.

At West River, near the Big Eddy, said he. They have taken scalps.

Why — why, then, it is war! I exclaimed excitedly. And what people are these who have taken scalps in the North? Are they Caniengas?

Mohawks! He fairly spat out the insulting term, which no friendly Iroquois would dream of using to a Canienga; and the contemptuous word seemed to inflame the other Oneidas, for they all picked up their rifles and crowded around me, watching my face with gleaming eyes.

How many? I asked, still a little stunned by this reality, though I had long foreseen the probability.

Thirty, said the girl Thiohero, turning from Nick, to whom she had been translating what was being said in the Oneida tongue.

Now, in a twinkling, I found myself faced with an instant crisis, and must act as instantly.

I had two good men on Maxon, the French trapper, Johnny Silver and Benjamin De Luysnes; Nick and I counted two more. With four Oneida, and perhaps Joe de Golyer and Godfrey Shew — if we could pick them up on the Vlaie — we would be ten stout men to stop this Mohawk war-party until the garrisons at Summer House Point and Fish House could drive the impudent marauders North again.

Turning to Thiohero, I said as much in English. She nodded and spoke to the others in Oneida; and I saw their eager and brilliant eyes begin to glitter.

Now, I carried always with me in the bosom of my buckskin shirt a carnet, or tablet of good paper, and a pencil given me years ago by Sir William.

And now I seated myself on a rock and took my instruments and wrote:

Hans Creek, near
Maxon Brook,
June 13th, 1776.

To the Officer commdng ye
Garrison at ye Summer House
on Vlaie,

Sir:

I am to acquaint you that this day, about two oclock, afternoon, arrived in my camp four Oneidas who give an account that a Mohawk War Party is now at ye Big Eddy on West River, headed south.

By the same intelligence I am to understand that this War Party has taken scalps.

Sir, anybody familiar with the laws and customs of the Iroquois Confederacy understands what this means.

Murder, or mere slaying, when not accompanied by such mutilation, need not constitute an act of war involving nation and Confederacy in formal declaration.

But the taking of a single scalp means only one thing: that the nation whose warrior scalps an enemy approves the trophy and declares itself at war with the nation of the victim.

I am aware, sir, that General Schuyler and Mr. Kirkland and others are striving mightily in Albany to placate the Iroquois, and that they still entertain such hope, although the upper Mohawks are gone off with Brant, and Guy Johnson holds in his grasp the fighting men of the Confederacy, save only the Oneida, and also in spite of news, known to be certain, that Mohawk Indians were in battle-paint at St. Johns.

Now, therefore, conscious of my responsibility, and asking Gods guidance in this supreme moment, lest I commit error or permit hot blood to confuse my clearer mind, I propose to travel instantly to the West River with my scout of four Rangers, and four Oneidas, and ask of this Mohawk War Party an explanation in the name of the Continental Congress and His Excellency, our Comnder in Chief.

Sir, I doubt not that you will order your two garrisons to prepare for immediate defense, and also to support my scout on the Sacandaga; and to send an express to Johnstown as soon as may be, to acquaint Colonel Dayton of what measures I propose to take to carry out my orders which are to stop the Sacandaga trail.

This, sir, it is my present endeavour to do.

I am, sir, with all respect, Yr most obedient John Drogue, Lieut Rangers.

When I finished, I discovered that Nick and the Oneidas had fastened on their blanket-packs and were gathered a little distance away in animated conversation, the little maid of Askalege translating.

Nick had fetched my pack; I strapped it, picked up my rifle, and walked swiftly into the woods; and without any word from me they fell into file at my heels, headed west for Fish House and the fateful river.

My scout of six moved very swiftly and without noise; and it was not an hour before I caught sight of a Continental soldier on bullock guard, and saw cattle among low willows.

The soldier was scared and bawled lustily for his mates; but among them was one of the Sammons, who knew me; and they let us through with little delay.

Fish House was full o soldiers a-sunning in every window, and under them, on the grass; and here headquarters guards stopped us until the captain in command could be found, whilst the gaping Continentals crowded around us for news, and stared at our Oneidas, whose quiet dignity and war paint astonished our men, I think. To the west and south, and along the river, I saw many soldiers in their shirts, a-digging to make an earthwork; and presently from this redoubt came a Continental Captain, out o breath, who listened anxiously to what news I had gathered, and who took my letter and promised to send it by an express to Summer House Point.

A quartermasters sergeant asked very civilly if I desired to draw rations for my scout; and I drew parched corn, salt, dried fish, jerked venison, and pork from the brine, for ten men; and Nick and I and my Oneidas did divide between us the burthen.

The dogs! he kept repeating in a confused way— the dirty dogs, to take our scalps! And I pray God your painted Oneidas yonder may do the like for them!

I saw a horse saddled and a soldier mount and gallop off with my letter. That was sufficient for me; I gave the Continental Captain the officers salute, and looked around at my men, who had made a green fire for me on the grass in front of the house.

It was smoking thickly, now, so I took a soldiers watch-coat by the skirts, glanced up at Maxon Ridge, then, flinging wide the garment above the fire, kept it a-flutter there and moved it up and down till the jetted smoke mounted upward in great clots, three together, then one, then three, then one.

Presently, high on Maxon, I saw smoke, and knew that Johnny Silver understood. So I flung the watch-coat to the soldier, turned, and walked swiftly along the river bank, where sheep grazed, then entered the forest with Nick at my heels and the four Oneidas a-padding in his tracks.




CHAPTER XIV

THE LITTLE RED FOOT
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BY DUSK WE were ten rifles; for an hour after we left Fish House Johnny Silver and Luysnes joined us on the Sacandaga trail; and, just as the sun set behind the Mayfield mountains, comes rushing down stream a canoe with Godfrey Shews bow-paddle flashing red in the last rays and Joe de Golyer steering amid the rattling rapids, nigh buried in a mountain of silvery spray.

And here, by the river, we ate, but lighted no fire, though it seemed safe to do so.

I sent Godfrey Shew and the Water-snake far up the Iroquois trail to watch it. The others gathered in a friendly circle to munch their corn and jerked meat, and the Frenchmen were merry, laughing and jesting and casting sly, amorous eyes toward Thiohero, who laughed, too, in friendly fashion and was at her ease and plainly not displeased with gallantry.

It had proved a swift comradery between us and our young Oneidas, and I marvelled at the rapid accomplishment of such friendly accord in so brief a time, yet understood it came through the perfect faith of these Oneidas in their young Athabasca witch; and that what their prophetess found good they did not even think of questioning.

Her voice was soft, her smile bewitching; she ate with the healthy appetite of an animal, yet was polite to those who offered meat. And her sweet neah-wennah never failed any courtesy offered by these rough Forest Runners, who now, for the first time in their reckless lives, I think, were afforded a glimpse of the forest Indian as he really is when at his ease and among friends.

For it is not true that the Iroquois live perpetually in their paint; that they are cruel by nature, brutal, stern, and masters of silence; or that they stalk gloomily through life with hatchet ever loosened and no pursuit except war in their ferocious minds.

White men who have mistreated them see them so; but the real Iroquois, except the Senecas, who are different, are naturally a kindly, merry, and trustful people among themselves, not quarrelsome, not fierce, but like children, loving laughter and all things gay and bright and mischievous.

Their women, though sometimes broad in speech and jests, are more truly chaste in conduct than the women of any nation I ever heard of, except the Irish.

They have their fixed and honourable places in clan, nation, and Federal affairs.

Rank follows the female line; the son of a chief does not succeed to the antlers, but any of his mothers relatives may. And in the Great Rite of the Iroquois, which is as sacred to them as is our religion to us, and couched in poetry as beautiful as ever Homer sang, the most moving part of the ceremony concerns the Iroquois women, — the women of the Six Nations of the Long House, respected, honoured, and beloved.



We ate leisurely, feeling perfectly secure there in the starlight of the soft June night.

The Iroquois war-trail ran at our elbows, trodden a foot deep, hard as a sheep path, and from eighteen inches to two feet in width — a clean, firm, unbroken trail through a primeval wilderness, running mile after mile, mile after mile, over mountains, through valleys, by lonely lakes, along lost rivers, to the distant Canadas in the North.

On this trail, above us, two of my men lay watching, as I have said, which was merely a customary precaution, for we were far out of earshot of the Big Eddy, and even of our own sentries.

We were like one family eating together, and Silver and Luysnes jested and played pranks on each other, and de Golyer and Nick entered into gayest conversation with the Oneidas through their interpreter, the River-reed.

As for Nick, I saw him making calfs eyes at the lithe young sorceress, which I perceived displeased her not at all; yet she gaily divided herself between translating for the others and keeping up a lively repartee with Nick.

The Oneidas, now, had begun to shine up their war-hatchets, sitting cross-legged and contentedly rubbing up knife, axe, and rifle; and I was glad to see them so at home and so confident of our friendship.

Older men might not have been so easily won, but these untried young warriors seemed very children, and possessing the lovable qualities of children, being alternately grave and gay, serious and laughing, frank and impatient, yet caressing in speech and gesture.

From Kwiyeh, the Screech-owl, I had an account of how, burning for glory, these four youngsters had stolen away from Oneida Lake, and, painting themselves, had gone North of their own accord, to win fame for the Oneida nation, which for the greater part had espoused our cause.

He told me that they had seen Sir John pass, floundering madly northward and dragging three brass cannon; but explained naïvely that four Oneidas considered it unsafe to give battle to two hundred white men.

For a week, however, it appeared, they had hung on Sir Johns flanks, skulking for a stray scalp; but it was evident that the Baronets people were thoroughly frightened, and the heavy flank guards and the triple line of sentries by night made any hope of a stray scalp futile.

Then, it appeared, these four Oneidas gave up the quest and struck out for the Iroquois trail. And suddenly came upon nearly two score Mohawks, silently passing southward, painted for war, oiled, shaved, and stripped, and evidently searching for Sir John, to aid and guide him in his flight to Canada.

Which proved to me the Baronets baseness, because his flight was plainly a premeditated one, and the Mohawks could not have known of it unless Sir John had been in constant communication with Canada — a thing he had pledged his honour not to do.

Others around me, now, were listening to the burly young Oneidas account of their first war-path; and presently their young sorceress took up the tale in English and in Oneida, explaining with lively gestures to both red men and white.

Not one of the Mohawks saw us, she said scornfully, and when they made a camp and had sent their hunters out to kill game, we came so near that we could see their warriors curing and hooping the scalps they had taken and painting on every scalp the Little Red Foot — even on the scalps of two little boys.

Nick turned pale, but said nothing. A sickness came to my stomach and I spoke with difficulty.

What were these scalps, little sister, which you saw the Mohawks curing?

White peoples. Three were of men, — one very thin and gray; two were the glossy hair of women; and two the scalps of children — —

She flung back her blanket with a peculiarly graceful gesture:

Be honoured, O white brothers, that these Mohawk dogs were forced to paint upon every scalp the Little Red Foot!

After a silence: Some poor settlers family, muttered Nick; and fell a-fiddling with his hatchet.

All died fighting, I added in a dull voice.

Thiohero snapped her fingers and her dark eyes flamed.

What are the Mohawks, after all! she said in a tense voice. Who are they, to paint for war without fire-right given them at Onondaga? What do they amount to, these Keepers of the Eastern Gate, since Sir William died?

They have become outlaws and there is no honour among them!

Their clan-right is destroyed and neither Wolf, Bear, nor Tortoise know them any longer. Nor does any ensign of my own clan of the Heron know these mad yellow wolves that howl and tear the Long House with their teeth to destroy it! Like carcajoux, they defile the Iroquois League and smother its fire in their filth! Dig up the ashes of Onondaga for any living ember, O you Oneidas! You shall find not one live spark! And this is what the Canienga have done to the Great Confederacy!

Tahioni said, looking straight ahead of him: The Great League of the Iroquois is broken. Skenandoa has said it, and he has painted his face scarlet! The Long House crumbles slowly to its fall.

Those who should have guarded the Eastern Gate have broken it down. Death to the Canienga!

Kwiyeh lifted his right hand high in the starlight:

Death to the Canienga! They have defiled Thendara. Spencer has said it. They have spat upon the Fire at the Woods Edge. They have hewn down the Great Tree. They have uncovered the war-axe which lay deep buried under the roots.

Death to the Canienga!

I turned to Thiohero: O River-reed, my little sister! Oyaneh! Is it true that your great chief, Skenandoa, has put on red paint?

She said calmly: It is true, my brother. Skenandoa has painted himself in red. And when your General Herkimer rides into battle, on his right hand rides Skenandoa; and on his left hand rides Thomas Spencer, the Oneida interpreter!

Tahioni said solemnly: And before them rides the Holder of Heaven. We Oneidas can not doubt it. Is it true, my sister?

The girl answered: The Holder of Heaven has flung a red wampum belt between Oneida and Canienga! Five more red belts remain in his hand. They are so brightly red that even the Senecas can see the colour of these belts from the Western Gate of the Long House.

There was a silence; then I chose De Luysnes and Kwiyeh to relieve our sentinels, and went north with them along the starlit trail.

When I returned with Hanoteh and Godfrey Shew, the Oneidas were still sitting up in their blankets, and the Frenchmen lay on theirs, listening to Nick, who had pulled his fife from his hunting shirt and was trilling the air of the Little Red Foot while Joe de Golyer sang the words of the endless and dreary ballad — old-time verses, concerning bloody deeds of the Shawanese, Western Lenape, and French in 56, when blood ran from every creek and man, woman and child went down to death fighting.

I hated the words, but the song had ever haunted me with its quaint and sad refrain:

Lord Loudon he weareth a fine red coat, And red is his ladyes foot-mantelle; Red flyeth ye flagge from his pleasure-boat, And red is the wine he loves so well: But, oh! for the dead at Minden Town, — Naked and bloody and black with soot, Where the Lenni-Lenape and the French came down To paint them all with the Little Red Foot!

For Gods sake, quit thy piping, Nick, said I, and let us sleep while we may, for we move again at dawn.

At which Nick obediently tucked away his fife, and de Golyer, who had a thin voice like a tree-cat, held his songful tongue; and presently we all lay flat and rolled us in our blankets.

The night was still, save for a love-sick panther somewhere on the mountain, a-caterwauling under the June stars. But the distant and melancholy love-song and the golden melody of the stream pouring through its bowlders blended not unpleasantly in my ears, and presently conspired to lull me into slumber.



The mountain peaks were red when I awoke and spoke aloud to rouse my people. One by one they sat up, owlish with sleep, yet soon clearing their eyes and minds with remembering the business that lay before us.

I sent Joe de Golyer and Tahioni to relieve our sentinels, Luysnes and the Screech-owl.

When these came in with report that all was still as death on the Iroquois trail, we ate breakfast and drank at the river, where some among us also washed our bodies, — among others the River-reed, who stripped unabashed, innocent of any shame, and cleansed herself knee-deep in a crystal green pool under the Indian willows.

When she came back, the disk of blue paint was gone from her brow, and I saw her a-fishing in her beaded wallet and presently bring forth blue and red paint and a traders mirror about two inches in diameter.

Then the little maid of Askalege sat down cross-legged and began to paint herself for battle.

At the root of her hair, where it made a point above her forehead, she painted a little crescent moon in blue. And touched no more her face; but on her belly she made a blue picture of a heron — her clan being the Heron, which is an ensign unknown among Iroquois.

Now she took red paint, and upon her chest she made a tiny human foot.

I was surprised, for neither for war nor for any ceremony I ever heard of had I seen that dread symbol on any Indian.

The Oneidas, also, were looking at her in curiosity and astonishment, pausing in their own painting to discover what she was about.

Then, as it struck me, so, apparently, it came to them at the same instant what their sorceress meant, — what pledge to friend and foe alike this tiny red foot embodied, shining above her breast. And the two young warriors who had painted the tortoise in blue upon their bellies, now made each a little red foot upon their chests.

By gar! exclaimed Silver, ees it onlee ze gens-du-bois who shall made a boast to die fighting? Nom de dieu, non! And he unrolled his blanket and pulled out a packet of red cloth and thread and needle — which is like a Frenchman, who lacks for nothing, even in the wilderness.

He made a pattern very deftly out of his cloth, using the keen point of his hunting knife; and, as we all, now, wished to sew a little red foot upon the breasts of our buckskin shirts, and as he had cloth enough for all, and for Joe de Golyer, too, when we should come up with him, I and my men were presently marked with the dread device, which was our pledge and our defiance.



The sun had painted scarlet the lower Adirondack peaks when we started north on the Sacandaga trail.

When we came up with our sentinels, I gave Joe time to sew on his symbol, and the Oneida time to paint it upon his person. Then we examined flint and priming, tightened girth and cincture, tested knife, hatchet, and the stoppers of our powder horns; and I went from one to another to inspect all, and to make my dispositions for the march to the Big Eddy on West River.

We marched in the following fashion: Tahioni and Nick as left flankers, two hundred yards in advance of us, and in sight of the trail. On the right flank, the Water-snake and Johnny Silver at the same intervals.

Then, on the trail itself, I leading, Luysnes next, then the River-reed. Then a hundred yards interval, and Joe de Golyer on the left rear, Kwiyeh on the right rear, and Godfrey on the trail.

And, I said, if you catch a roving Tree-eater, slay him not, but bring him to me, for if there be any of these wild rovers, the Montagnais, in our vicinity, they should know something of what is now happening in the Canadas, and they shall tell us what they know, or Im a Tory! Forward! Our alarm signal is the long call-note of the Canada sparrow!




CHAPTER XV

WEST RIVER

[image: img662.jpg]

THE WATER-SNAKE CAUGHT an Adirondack just before ten oclock, and was holding him on the trail as I came up, followed by Luysnes and Thiohero.

The Indian was a poor, starved-looking creature in ragged buckskins and long hair, from which a few wild-turkey quills fell to his scrawny neck.

He wore no paint, had been armed with a trade-rifle, the hammer of which was badly loosened and mended with copper wire, and otherwise he carried arrows in a quiver and a greasy bow.

Like a fierce, lean forest thing, made abject by fear, the Adirondacks sloe-black eyes now flickered at me, now avoided my gaze. I looked down at the rags which served him for a blanket, and on which lay his wretched arms, including knife and hatchet.

Let him loose, said I to the Water-snake; here is no Mengwe but a poor brother, who sees us armed and in our paint and is afraid.

And I went to the man and offered my hand. Which he touched as though I were a rattlesnake.

Brother, said I, we white men and Oneidas have no quarrel with any Saguenay that I know about. Our quarrel is with the Canienga, and that is the reason we wear paint on this trail. And we have stopped our Saguenay brother in the forest on his lawful journey, to say to him, and to all Saguenays, that we mean them no harm.

There was an absolute silence; Luysnes and Thiohero drew closer around the Tree-eater; the Water-snake gazed at his captive in slight disgust, yet, I noticed, held his rifle in a position for instant use.

The Saguenays slitted eyes travelled from one to another, then he looked at me.

Brother, I said, how many Maquas are there camped near the Big Eddy?

His low, thick voice answered in a dialect or language I did not comprehend.

Can you speak Iroquois? I demanded.

He muttered something in his jargon. Thiohero touched my arm:

The Saguenay says he understands the Iroquois tongue, but can speak it only with difficulty. He says that he is a hunter and not a warrior.

Ask him to answer me concerning the Maqua.

A burst of volubility spurted from the prisoner.

Again the girl translated the guttural reply:

He says he saw painted Mohawks fishing in the Big Eddy, and others watching the trail. He does not know how many, because he can not count above five numbers. He says the Mohawks stoned him and mocked him, calling him Tree-eater and Woodpecker; and they drove him away from the Big Eddy, saying that no Saguenay was at liberty to fish in Canienga territory until permitted by the Canienga; and that unless he started back to Canada, where he belonged, the Iroquois women would catch him and beat him with nettles.

As Thiohero uttered the dread name, Canienga, I could see our captive shrink with the deep fear that the name inspired. And I think any Iroquois terrified him, for it seemed as though he dared not sustain the half-contemptuous, half-indifferent glances of my Oneidas, but his eyes shifted to mine in dumb appeal for refuge.

What is my brothers name? I asked.

Yellow Leaf, translated the girl.

His clan?

The Hawk, she said, shrugging her shoulders.

Nevertheless, said I, very quietly, my Saguenay brother is a man, and not an animal to be mocked by the Maqua!

And I stooped and picked up his blanket and weapons, and gave them to him.

The Saguenays are free people, said I. The Yellow Leaf is free as is his clan ensign, the Hawk. Brother, go in peace!

And I motioned my people forward.

Our flankers, who, keeping stations, had waited, now started on again, the Water-snake running swiftly to his post on the extreme right flank.

After ten minutes silent and swift advance, Thiohero came lightly to my side on the trail.

Brother, she whispered, was it well considered to let loose that Tree-eating rover in our rear?

Would the Oneida take such a wretched trophy as that poor hunters tangled scalp?

Neah. Yet, I ask again, was it wisdom to let him loose, who, for a mouthful of parched corn, might betray us to the Mengwe?

Poor devil, he means no harm to anybody.

Then why does he skulk after us?

Startled, I turned and caught a glimpse of something slinking on the ridge between our flankers; but was instantly reassured because no living thing could dog us without discovery from the rear. And presently I did see the Screech-owl run forward and hurl a clod of moss into the thicket; and the Saguenay broke cover like a scared dog, running perdue so that he came close to Hanatoh, who flung a stick at him.

That was too much for me; and, as the Tree-eater bolted past me, I seized him.

Come, said I, dragging him along, what the devil do you want of us? Did I not bid you go in peace?

Thiohero caught him by the other arm, and he panted some jargon at her.

Koué! she exclaimed, and her long, sweet whistle of the Canada sparrow instantly halted us in our tracks, flankers, rearguard, and all.

Thiohero, still holding the Saguenay by his lean, muscular arm, spoke sharply to him in his jargon; then, at his reply, looked up at me with the flaming eyes of a lynx.

Brother, said she, this Montagnais hunter has given an account that the Maquas have prepared an ambuscade, knowing we are on the Great Trail.

I said, coolly: What reason does the Saguenay give for returning to us with such a tale?

He says, she replied, that we only, of all Iroquois or white men he has ever encountered, have treated him like a man and not as an unclean beast.

He says that my white brother has told him he is a man, and that if this is true he will act as real men act.

He says he desires to be painted upon the breast with a little red foot, and wishes to go into battle with us. And, she added naïvely, to an Oneida this seems very strange that a Saguenay can be a real man!

Paint him, said I, smiling at the Saguenay.

But no Oneida would touch him. So, while he stripped to the clout and began to oil himself from the flask of gun-oil I offered, I got from him, through Thiohero, all he had noticed of the ambuscade prepared for us, and into which he himself had run headlong in his flight from the stones and insults of the Mohawks at the Big Eddy.

While he was thus oiling himself, Luysnes shaved his head with his hunting blade, leaving a lock to be braided. Then, very quickly, I took blue paint from Thiohero and made on the fellows chest a hawk. And, with red paint, under this I made a little red foot, then painted his fierce, thin features as the girl directed, moving a dainty finger hither and thither but never touching the Saguenay.

To me she said disdainfully, in English: My brother John, this is a wild wolf you take hunting with you, and not a hound. The Saguenays are real wolves and not to be tamed by white men or Iroquois. And like a lone wolf he will run away in battle. You shall see, brother John.

I hope not, little sister.

You shall see, she repeated, her pretty lip curling as Luysnes began to braid the mans scalp-lock. You think him a warrior, now, because he is oiled and wears war paint and lock. But I tell you he is only a wild Montagnais hunter. Warriors are not made with a word.

Sometimes men are, said I pleasantly.

The girl came closer to me, looked up into my face with unfeigned curiosity.

What manner of white man are you, John? she asked. For you speak like a preacher, yet you wear no skirt and cross, as do the priests of the Praying Indians.

Little sister, said I, taking both her hands, I am only a young man going into battle for the first time; and I have yet to fire my first shot in anger. If my white and red brothers — and if you, little sister — do full duty this day, then we shall be happy, living or dead. For only those who do their best can look the Holder of Heaven in the face.

She gave me a strange glance; our hands parted. I gave the Canada-sparrow call in the minor key — as often the bird whistles — and, at the signal, all my scouts came creeping in.

We cross West River here, said I, and go by the left bank in the same order of march, crossing the shoulder of the mountain by the Big Eddy, then fording the river once more, so as to take their ambuscade from the north and in the rear.

They seemed to understand. The Montagnais, in his new paint, came around behind me like some savage dog that trusts only his owner. And I saw my Oneidas eyeing him as though of two minds whether to ignore him or sink a hatchet into his narrow skull.

Who first sights a Mohawk, said I, shall not fire or try to take a scalp to satisfy his own vanity and his desire for glory. No. He shall return to me and report what he sees. For it is my business to order the conduct of this battle.... March!



We had forded West River, crept over the mountains shoulder, recrossed the river roaring between its rounded and giant bowlders, and now were creeping southward toward the Big Eddy.

Already I saw ahead of me the brook that dashes into that great crystal-green pool, where, in happier days, I have angled for those huge trout that always lurk there.

And now I caught a glimpse of the pool itself, spreading out between forested shores. But the place was still as death; not a living thing nor any sign of one was to be seen there — not a trace of a fire, nor of any camp filth, nor a canoe, nor even a broken fern.

Moment after moment, I studied the place, shore and slope and hollow.

Tahioni, flat on his belly in the Great Trail, lay listening and looking up the slope, where our Saguenay had warned us Death lay waiting.

The Water-snake slowly shook his head and cast a glance of fierce suspicion at the Montagnais, who lay beside me, grasping his sorry trade-rifle, his slitted gaze of a snake fixed on the forest depths ahead.

Suddenly, Nick caught my arm in a nervous grasp, and My God! says he, what is that in the tree — in the great hemlock yonder?

And now we began to see their sharpshooters as we crawled forward, standing upright on limbs amid the foliage of great evergreens, to scan the trail ahead and the forest aisles below — these Mohawk panthers that would slay from above.

Under them, hidden close to the ground, lay their comrades on either side of the little ravine, through which the trail ran. We could not see them, but we never doubted they were there.

Four of their tree-cat scouts were visible: I made the sign; our rifles crashed out. And, thump! slap! thud! crash! down came their dead a-sprawling and bouncing on the dead leaves. And up rose their astounded comrades from every hollow, bush and windfall, only to drop flat at our rifles crack, and no knowing if we had hit any among them.

A veil of smoke lay low among the ferns in front of us. There was a terrible silence in the forest, then screech on screech rent the air, as the panther slogan rang out from our unseen foes; and, like a dreadful echo, my Oneidas hurled their war cry back at them; and we all sprang to our feet and moved swiftly forward, crouching low in our own rifle smoke.

There came a shot, and a cloud spread among the boughs of a tall hemlock; but the fellow left his tree and slid down on tother side, like a squirrel, and my wild Saguenay was after him in a flash.

I saw the Oneidas looking on as though stupefied; saw the Saguenay, shoulder deep in witch-hopple, seize something, heard the mad struggle, and ran forward with Tahioni, only to hear the yelping scalp-cry of the Montagnais, and see him in the tangle of witch-hopple, both knees on his victims shoulders, ripping off the scalp, his arms and body spattered with blood.

The stupefaction of the Oneidas lasted but a second, then their battle yell burst out in jealous fury indescribable.

I saw Tahioni chasing a strange Indian through a little hollow full of ferns; saw Godfrey Shew raise his rifle and kill the fugitive as coolly as though he were a running buck.

Nick, his shoulder against a beech tree, stood firing with great deliberation at something I could not see.

The three Frenchmen, de Golyer, Luysnes, and Johnny, had gone around, as though deer driving, and were converging upon a little wooded knoll, from which a hard-wood hogback ran east.

Over this distant ridge, like shadows, I could see somebodys light feet running, checkered against the sunshine beyond, and I fired, judging a mans height, if stooping. And saw something dark fall and roll down into a gully full o last years damp and rotting leaves.

Re-charging my rifle, I strove to realize that I had slain, but could not, so fierce the flame in me was burning at the thought of the childrens scalps these Iroquois had taken.

Is he down, Johnny Silver? I bawled.

Fairly paunched! shouted Luysnes. Tell your Oneidas they can take his hair, for I shant touch it.

But Johnny Silver, in no wise averse, did that office very cheerfully.

Nom de Dieu! he panted, tugging at the oiled lock and wrenching free the scalp; I have one veree fine jou-jou, sacré garce! I take two; mek for me one fine wallet!

Down by the river the rifles were cracking fast and a smoke mist filled the woods. Ranging widely eastward we had turned their left flank — now their right — and were forcing them to a choice between the Sacandaga trail southward or the bee-line back to Canada by the left bank of West River.

How many there were of them I never have truly learned; but that scarcely matters to the bravest Indian, when ambuscaded and taken so completely by surprise from the rear.

No Indians can stand that, and but few white men are able to rally under such circumstances.

The Screech-owl, locked in a death struggle with a young Mohawk, broke his arm, stabbed him, and took his scalp before I could run to his aid.

And there on the ground lay four other scalps, two of white children, with the Little Red Foot painted on all.

I looked down at the dead murderer. He was a handsome boy, not twenty, and wore a white mask of war paint and two bars of scarlet on his chin, I thought — then realized that they were two thick streaks of running blood.

May his clan bewail him! shouted the burly Screech-owl. Let the Mohawk women mourn their dead who died this day at West River! The Oneida mock them! Koué! And his terrific scalp-yell pierced the racket of the rifles.

I heard a gruffling sound and thick breathing from behind a pine, where the Water-snake was scalping one of the tree-cat scouts — grunting and panting as he tugged at the tough and shaven skin, which he had grasped in his teeth, plying his knife at the same time because the circular incision had not been continuous.

Suddenly I felt sick, and leaned against a tree, fighting nausea and a great dizziness. And was aware of an arm around my shoulder.

Whereupon I straightened up and saw the little maid of Askalege beside me, looking at me very strangely.

At the same instant I heard a great roaring and cursing and a crash among the river-side willows, and was horrified to see Nick down on his back a-clawing and tearing and cuffing a Mohawk warrior, who was clinging to him and striving to use his hatchet.

We made but a dozen leaps of it, Thiohero and I, and were in a wasp-nest of Mohawks ere we knew it.

I heard Nick roar again with pain and fury, but had my hands too full to succor him, for a wild beast painted yellow was choking me and wrestling me off my feet, and little Thiohero was fighting like a demon with her knife, on the waters edge.

The naked warrior I clutched was so vilely oiled that my fingers slipped over him as though it were an eel I plucked at, and his foul and stinking breath in my face was like a full fed bears.

Then, as he strangled me, out of darkening eyes I saw his arm lifted — glimpsed the hatchets sparkle — saw an arm seize his, saw a broad knife pass into his belly as though it had been butter — pass thrice, slowly, ripping upward so that he stood there, already gralloched, yet still breathing horribly and no bowels in him.... His falling hatchet clinked among the stones. Then he sank like a stricken bull, bellowed, and died.

And, as he fell, I heard my Saguenay gabbling, Brother! brother! in my ears, and felt his hand timidly seeking mine.

Breath came back, and eyesight, too, in time to see Nick and his Mohawk enemy on their feet again, and the Indian strike my comrade with clubbed rifle, turn, and dart into the willows.

My God, what a crack! And down went Nick, like a felled pine in the thicket.

But now in my ears rang a distressful crying, like a gentle wild thing wounded to the death; and I saw two Mohawks had got the little maid of Askalege between them, and were drowning her in the Big Eddy.

I ran out into the water, but Tahioni, her brother, came in a flying leap from the bank above me, and all four went down under water as I reached them.

They came up blinded, staggering, one by one, and I got Thiohero by the hair, where she lay in shallow water, and dragged her ashore behind me.

Then I saw her brother clear his eyes of water and swing his hatchet like swift lightning, and heard the smashing skull stroke.

The other Mohawk dived like an otter between us, and I strove to spear him with my knife, but only slashed him and saw the long, thin string of blood follow where he swam under water.

My powder-pan was wet and flashed when I tried to shoot him, where I stood shoulder deep in the Big Eddy.

Then came a thrashing, splashing roar like a deer herd crossing a marshy creek, and, below us, I saw a dozen Mohawks leap into the water and thrash their way over. And not a rifle among us that was dry enough to take a toll of our enemies crossing the West River plain in sight!

Lord, what a day! And not fought as I had pictured battles. No! For it was blind combat, and neither managed as planned nor in any kind of order or discipline. Nor did we ever, as I have said, discover how many enemies were opposed to us. And I am certain they believed that a full regiment had struck their rear; otherwise, I think it had proven a very bloody business for me and my people. Because the Mohawks are brave warriors, and only the volley at their backs and the stupefying down-crash of their tree-scouts demoralized them and left them capable only of fighting like cornered wild things in a maddened effort to get away.

Lord, Lord! What a battle! For all were filthy with blood, and there were brains and hair and guts sticking to knives and hatchets, and bodies and limbs all smeared. Good God! Was this war? And the green flies already whirling around us in the sunshine, and settling on the faces of the dead! — 



The little maid of Askalege, leaning on her brothers shoulder, was coughing up water she had swallowed.

Nick, with a bloody sconce, but no worse damage, sat upon a rock and washed out his clotted hair.

Hell! quoth he, when he beheld me. Here be I with a broken poll, and yonder goes the Indian who gave it me.

Sit still, idiot! said I, and set the rangers whistle to my lips.

White and red, my men came running from their ferocious hunting. Not a man was missing, which was another lesson in war to me, for I thought always that death dealt hard with both sides, and I could not understand how so many guns could be fired with no corpse to mourn among us.

We had taken ten scalps; and, as only Johnny Silver among my white people fancied such trophies, my Oneidas skinned the noddles of our quarry, and, like all Indians, counted any scalp a glory, no matter whose knife or bullet dropped the game.

We all bore scratches, and some among us were stiff, so that the scratch might, perhaps, be called a wound. A bullet had barked de Golyer, another had burned Tahioni; Silver proudly wore a knife wound; the Screech-owl had been beaten and somewhat badly bitten. As for Nick, his head was cracked, and the little maid of Askalege still spewed water.

As for me, my throat was so swollen and bruised I could scarce speak or swallow.

However, there was work still to be done, so I took Godfrey and Luysnes, the Screech-owl, and the Water-snake; motioned Yellow Leaf, the Montagnais to follow, and set off across West River, determined to drive our enemies so deep into the wilderness that they would never forget the Big Eddy as long as they survived on earth.




CHAPTER XVI

A TROUBLED MIND
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THAT WAS A wild brant chase indeed! And although there were good trackers among us, the fleeing Canienga took to the mountain streams and travelled so, wading northward mile after mile, which very perfectly covered their tracks, and finally left us travelling in circles near Silver Lake.

I now think St. Sacrament must have mirrored their canoes — God and they alone know the truth! — for I never heard of any other Mohawks, or any Englishmen at all, or Frenchmen for that matter, who ever have heard of this Mohawk war party coming south to meet and rescue Sir John. Nor do our own records, except generally, mention our measures taken to stop the Sacandaga trail, or speak of the fight at the Big Eddy as a separate and distinct combat.

It may be that this fight at the Big Eddy remained unnoticed because we sustained no losses. Also, we were losing our people all along the wilderness, from the ashes of Falmouth to the Ohio. I do not know. But my chiefest concern, then and later, was that the survivors among these Caniengas got clean away, which misfortune troubled my mind, although my Oneidas had a Dutch dozen of their scalps, all hooped and curing, when we limped into the Drowned Lands from our wild brant chase above.



Now, my orders being to stop the Sacandaga Trail, there seemed no better way than to cut this same trail with a ditch and plant in it a chevaux-de-frise; and then so dispose my men that even a scout might remain in touch by signal and be prepared to fall back behind this barrier if Sir John crept upon our settlements by stealth.

Fish House could provision us, or the Point, if necessary; and any scout of ours in the Drowned Lands ought to see smoke by day or fire by night from Maxons nose to Mayfield.

My scout of four and I passed in wearily between the rough, low redoubts at Fish House, after sunset, and gave an account to Peter Wayland, the captain commanding the post, that the northward war-trail was now clean as far as Silver Lake, and that I proposed to block it and watch it above and below.

Twilight was deepening when we came to John Howells deserted log-house on the Vlaie, and heard the owls very mournful in the tamarack forests eastward.

A few rods farther on the hard ridge and one of my men challenged smartly. In thick darkness he led us over hard ground along the vast wastes of bushes and reeds, to where a new ditch had been dug down to the Vlaie Water.

Thence he guided us through our chevaux-de-frise; and I saw my own people lying in the shadowy gleam of a watch-fire; and an Oneida slowly moving around the smouldering coals, chanting the refrain of his first scalp-dance:

SCALP SONG

Chiefs in your white plumes! When your Tall Cloud glooms, And we Oneidas wonder To hear your thunder — And the moon pales, And the Seven Dancers wear veils, Is it your rain that wails? Is it the noise of hail? Is it the rush of frightened deer That we Oneidas hear?

And the others chanted in sombre answer:

It is the weeping of the Mohawk Nation, Mourning amid their desolation, For the scalpless head Of each young warrior dead.



A Voice from the Dark

It is the cry of their women, who bewail Their warriors dead, Not the east wind we hear! It is the noise of their women, who rail At those who fled, Not whistling hail we hear! It is the rush of feet that are afraid, Not the swift flight of deer!



Another Voice

Let them flee, — the East Gate Keepers — Whose dead lie still as sleepers! Let the Canienga fly before our wrath, Scatter like chaff, When we Oneidas laugh! Koué!



Tahioni

Holder of Heaven, And every Chief named in the Great Rite! Dancers Seven! And the Eight Thunders plumed in white! At dawn I was a young man, Who had seen no enemy die. But my foe was a deer who ran, And I struck; and let him lie.



The Screech-owl Dances

The Mohawk Nation has fled, But my war-axe sticks in its head! Koué!



The Water-snake Dances

Let the Wild Goose keep to the skies! Where the Brant alights, he dies! Koué!



Thiohero, their Prophetess

The Lodge poles crack in the East! The Long House falls. Who calls the Condolence Feast? Who calls?



She Dances Very Slowly

Who calls the Roll of the Dead? Who opens the door? The Fire in the West burns red, But our fire-place burns no more! Thendara — Thendara no more!

It was plain to me that my Indians meant to make a night of it — even those who, dog weary, had but now returned with me from the futile brant chase and sat eating their samp.

The French trappers squatted in a row, smoking their pipes and looking on with that odd sympathy for any savage rite, which, I think, partly explains French success among all Indians.

Firelight glimmered red on their weather-ravaged faces, on their gaudy fringes and moccasins.

Near them, lolling in the warm young grass, sprawled Nick and Godfrey. I sat down by them, my back against a log. My Saguenay crept to my side. I gave him to eat, and, for my own supper, ate slowly a handful of parched corn, watching my young Oneidas around the fire, where they moved in their slow dance, singing and boasting of their first scalps taken.

The little maid of Askalege came and seated herself close to me on my right.

I am weary, she murmured, letting her head fall back against the log.

Tell me, said I in English, is there any reason why this Saguenay, who has proved himself a real man and no wolf, should not sing his own scalp-song among our Oneidas?

None, she repeated. The Yellow Leaf is a real man.

Tell him so.

The girl turned her head and spoke to the Saguenay in his own gutturals. I also watched to see what effect such praise might have.

For a few minutes he sat motionless and without any expression upon his narrow visage, yet I knew he must be bursting with pride.

Tahioni! I called out. Here, also, is a real man who has taken scalps in battle. Shall not our brother, Yellow Leaf, of the Montagnais, sing his first scalp-song at an Oneida fire?

There was a pause, then every Oneida hatchet flashed high in the firelight.

Koué! they shouted. We give fire right to our brother of the Montagnais, who is a real man and no wolf!

At that the Saguenay hunter, who, in a single day, had became a warrior, leaped lightly to his feet, and began to trot like a timber wolf around the fire, running hither and thither as an eager, wild thing runs when searching.

Then he shouted something I did not understand; but Thiohero interpreted, watching him: He looks in vain for the tracks of a poor Saguenay hunter, which once he was, but he can find only the footprints of a proud Saguenay warrior, which now he has become!

Now, in dumb show, this fierce and homeless rover enacted all that had passed, — how he had encountered the Canienga, how they had mocked and stoned him, how we had captured him, proved kind to him, released him; how he had returned to warn us of ambuscade.

He drew his war-axe and shouted his snarling battle-cry; and all the Oneidas became excited and answered like panthers on a dark mountain.

Then Yellow Leaf began to dance an erratic, weird dance — and, somehow, I thought of dead leaves eddying in a raw wind as he whirled around the fire, singing his first scalp-song:

Who are the Yanyengi, that a Saguenay should fear them? They are but Mowaks, and Real men jeer them! I am a warrior; I wear the lock! I am brother to the People of the Rock! Red is my hatchet; my knife is red; Woe to the Mengwe, who wail their dead! I wear the Little Red Foot and the Hawk; Death to the Maquas who stone and mock! Koué! Haï!



An Oneida

Hah! Hawasahsai! Hah!



The Saguenay

Who are the Yanyengi, that Real men should obey them? We People of the Dawn were Born to slay them! I eat twigs in winter when there is no game; What does he eat, the Maqua? What means his name? To each of us a Little Red Foot! To each his clan! Let the Mengwe flee when they scent a Man! Koué! Haï!

And

Hah! Hawasahsai!

chanted the Oneidas, trotting to and fro in the uncertain red light, while we white men sat, chin on fist, a-watching them; and the little sorceress of Askalege beat her palms softly together, timing the rhythm for lack of a drum.

An hour passed: my Indians still danced and sang and bragged of deeds done and deeds to be accomplished; my young sorceress sat asleep, her head fallen back against me, her lips just parted. At her feet a toad, attracted by the insects which came into the fire-ring, jumped heavily from time to time and snapped them up.

An intense silence brooded over that vast wilderness called the Drowned Lands; not a bittern croaked, not a wild duck stirred among the reeds.

Very far away in the mist of the tamaracks I heard owls faintly halooing, and it is a melancholy sound which ever renders me uneasy.

I was weary to the bones, yet did not desire sleep. A vague presentiment, like a mist on some young peak, seemed to possess my senses, making me feel as lonely as a mountain after the sun has set.

I had never before suffered from solitude, unless missing the beloved dead means that.

I missed them now, — parents who seemed ages long absent, — or was it I, their only son, who tarried here below too long, and beyond a reasonable time?



I was lonely. I looked at the scalps, all curing on their hoops, hanging in a row near the fire. I glanced at Nick. He lay on his blanket, sleeping.... The head of the little Athabasca Sorceress lay heavy on my shoulder; she made no sound of breathing in her quiet sleep. Both her hands were doubled into childish fists, thumbs inside.

Johnny Silver smoked and smoked, his keen, tireless eyes on the Scalp Dancers; Luysnes, also, blinked at them in the ruddy glare, his powerful hands clasping his knees; de Golyer was on guard.

I caught Godfreys eye, motioned him to relieve Joe, then dropped my head once more in sombre meditation, lonely, restless, weary, and unsatisfied....

And now, again, — as it had been for perhaps a longer period of time than I entirely comprehended, — I seemed to see darkly, and mirrored against darkness, the face of the Scottish girl.... And her yellow hair and dark eyes; ... and that little warning glimmer from which dawned that faint smile of hers....

That I was lonely for lack of her I never dreamed then. I was content to see her face grow vaguely; sweetly take shape from the darkness under my absent gaze; — content to evoke the silent phantom out of the stuff that ghosts are made of — those frail phantoms which haunt the secret recesses of mens minds.



I was asleep when Nick touched me. Thiohero still slept against my shoulder; the Yellow Leaf and the Oneidas still danced and vaunted their prowess, and they had set a post in the soft earth near the shore, and had painted it red; and now all their hatchets were sticking in it, while they trotted tirelessly in their scalping dance, and carved the flame-shot darkness with naked knives.

Wearily I rose, took my rifle, re-primed it, and stumbled away to take my turn on guard, relieving Nick, who, in turn, had replaced Godfrey, whom I had sent after Joe de Golyer.

They had dug our ditch so well that the Vlaie water filled it, making, with the pointed staves, an excellent abattis against any who came by stealth along the Sacandaga trail.

Behind this I walked my post, watching the eastern stars, which seemed paler, yet still remained clearly twinkling. And no birds had yet awakened, though the owls had become quiet in the tamaracks, and neither insect nor frog now chanted their endless runes of night.

Shouldering my rifle, I walked to and fro, listening, scanning the darkness ahead.... And, presently, not lonely; for a slim phantom kept silent pace with me as I walked my post — so near, at times, that my nostrils seemed sweet with the scent of apple bloom.... And I felt her breath against my cheek and heard her low whisper.

Which presently became louder among the reeds — a little breeze which stirs before dawn and makes a thin ripple around each slender stem.

Tahioni came to relieve me, grave, not seeming fatigued, and, in his eyes, the shining fire of triumph still unquenched.

I went back to the fire and lay down on my blanket, where now all were asleep save my Saguenay.

When he saw me he came and squatted at my feet.

Sleep you, also, brother, said I. Day dawns and the sunset is far away.

But the last time I looked before I slept I saw him still squatting at my feet like a fierce, lean dog, and staring straight before him.

And I remember that the fresh, joyous chorus of waking birds was like the loud singing of spirit-children. And to the sweet sound of that blessed choir I surrendered mind and body, and so was borne on wings of song into the halls of slumber-land.



The sun was high when our sentinel hailed a detail from Fish House, bringing us a sheep, three sacks of corn, and a keg of fresh milk.

I had bathed me in the Vlaie Water, had eaten soupaan, turned over my command to Nick, and now was ready to report in person to the Commandant at Summer House Point.

My Saguenay had slain a gorgeous wood-duck with his arrows; and now, brave in fresh paint and brilliant plumage, he sat awaiting me in the patched canoe which had belonged, no doubt, to John Howell.

I went down among the pinxter bushes and tall reeds to the shore; and so we paddled away on the calm, deep current which makes a hundred snake-like curls and bends to every mile, so that the mile itself becomes doubled, — nay, tripled! — ere one attains his destination.

It was strange how I was not yet rid of that vague sense of impending trouble, nor could account for the foreboding in any manner, being full of health and now rested.

My mind, occupied by my report, which I was now reading where I had written it in my carnet, nevertheless seemed crowded with other thoughts, — how we would seem each to the other when we met again, — Penelope Grant and I. And if she would seem to take a pleasure in my return ... perhaps say as much ... smile, perhaps.... And we might walk a little on the new grass under the apple bloom....

A troubled mind! And knew not the why and wherefore of its own restlessness and apprehension. For the sky was softly blue, and the water, too; and a gentle wind aided our paddles, which pierced the stream so silently that scarce a diamond-drop fell from the sunlit blades.

I could see the Summer House, and a striped jack flying in the sun. The green and white lodge seemed very near across the marshes, yet it was some little time before I first smelled the smoke of camp fires, and then saw it rising above the bushes.

Presently a Continental on guard hailed our canoe. We landed. A corporal came, then a sergeant, — one Caspar Quant, whom I knew, — and so we were passed on, my Indian and I, until the gate-guard at the Point halted us and an officer came from the roadside, — one Captain Van Pelt, whom I knew in Albany.

Saluted, and the officers salute rendered, he became curious to see the fresh scalps flapping at my Saguenays girdle, and the new war-paint and the oil smelling rank in the sweet air.

But I told him nothing, asking only for the Commandant, who, he gave account, was a certain Major Westfall, lodging at the Summer House, and lately transferred from the Massachusetts Line, along with other Yankee officers — why? — God and Massachusetts knew, perhaps.

So I passed the gate and walked toward the lodge. Sir Johns blooded cattle were grazing ahead, and I saw Flora at the well, and Colas busy among beds of garden flowers, spading and weeding under the south porch.

And I saw something else that halted me. For, seated upon a low limb of an apple tree, her two little feet hanging down, and garbed in pink-flowered chintz and snowy fichu, I beheld Penelope Grant, a-knitting.

And by all the pagan gods! — there in a ring around her strolled and lolled a dozen Continental officers in buff and blue and gold!

There was no reason why, but the scene chilled me.

One o these dandies had her ball of wool, and was a-winding of it as he sat cross-legged on the turf, a silly, happy look on his beardless face.

Another was busy writing on a large sheet of paper, — verses, no doubt! — for he seemed vastly pleased with his progress, and I saw her look at him shyly under her dark lashes, and could have slain him for the smirk he rendered. Also, it did not please me that her petticoat was short and revealed her ankles and slim feet in silver-buckled shoon.

I was near; I could hear their voices, their light laughter; and, rarely, her voice in reply to some pointed gallantry or jest.

None had perceived me advancing among the trees, nor now noticed me where I was halted there in the checkered sunshine.

But, as I stirred and moved forward, the girl turned her head, caught a glimpse of me and my painted Indian, stared in silence, then slid from her perch and stood up on the grass, her needles motionless.

All the young popinjays got to their feet, and all stared as I offered them the salute of rank; but all rendered it politely.

Lieutenant of Rangers Drogue to report to Major Westfall, said I bluntly, in reply to a Continental Captains inquiry.

Yonder, sir, on the porch with Lady Johnson, said he.

I bared my head, then, and walked to Penelope. She curtsied: I bent to her hand.

Are you well, my lord? she asked in a colourless voice, which chilled me again for its seeming lack of warmth.

And you, Penelope?

I am well, I thank you.

I am happy to learn so.

That was all. I bowed again. She curtsied. I replaced my mole-skin cap, saluted the popinjays, and marched forward. My Indian stalked at my heels.

God knew why, but mine had become a troubled mind that sunny morning.




CHAPTER XVII

DEEPER TROUBLE
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I HAD BEEN welcomed like a brother by Polly Johnson. Claudia, too, made a little fête of my return, unscathed from my first war-trail. And after I had completed my report to the Continental Major, who proved complacent to the verge of flattery, I was free to spend the day at the Summer House — or, rather, I was at liberty to remain as long a time as it took a well-mounted express to ride to Johnstown with my report and return with further orders from Colonel Dayton for me and my small command.

A Continental battalion still garrisoned the Point; their officers as I had been forced to notice in the orchard, were received decently by Lady Johnson.

And, at that crisis in her career, I think I admired Polly Johnson as entirely as I ever had admired any woman I ever knew.

For she was still only a child, and had been petted and spoiled always by flattery and attentions: and she was not very well — her delicate condition having now become touchingly apparent. She was all alone, — save for Claudia, — among the soldiery of a new and hostile nation; she was a fugitive from her own manor; and she must have been constantly a prey to the most poignant anxieties concerning her husband, whom she loved, — whatever were his fishy sentiments regarding her! — and who, she knew, was now somewhere in the Northern and trackless wilderness and fighting nature herself for his very life.

Her handsome and beloved brother, also, was roaming the woods, somewhere, with Walter Butler and McDonald and a bloody horde of Iroquois in their paint, — and, worse still, a horde of painted white men, brutes in mans guise and Mohawk war-paint and feathers, who already were known by the terrifying name of Blue-eyed Indians.

Yet this young girl, having resolved to face conditions with courage and composure, after her first bitter and natural outburst, never whimpered, never faltered.

Enemy officers, if gentlemen, she received with quiet, dignified civility, and no mention of politics or war was suffered to embarrass anybody at her table.

All, I noticed, paid her a deference both protective and tender, which, in gentlemen, is instinctive when a woman is in so delicate a condition and in straits so melancholy.

Claudia, however, I soon perceived, had been nothing tamed, and even less daunted by the errant arrows of adversity; for her bright eyes were ever on duty, and had plainly made a havoc of the Continental Majors heart, to judge by his sheeps eyes and clumsy assiduities.

For when he left the veranda and went away noisily in his big spurs, she whispered me that he had already offered himself thrice, and that she meant to make it a round half-dozen ere he received his final quietus.

A widower, quoth she, and bald; and with seven hungry children in Boston! Oh, Lord. Am I come to that? Only that it passes time to play with men, Id not trouble to glance askance at your Yankee gentlemen, Jack Drogue.

Some among them have not yet glanced askance at you, remarked Lady Johnson, placid above her sewing.

Do you mean those suckling babes in the orchard yonder? Oh, la! When the Major leaves, I shall choose the likeliest among em to amuse me. Not that I would cross Penelope, she added gaily, or flout her. No. But these boys perplex her. They are too ardent, and she too kind.

What! I exclaimed, feeling my face turn hot.

Why, it is true enough, remarked Lady Johnson. Yonder child has no experience, and is too tender at heart to resent a gallantry over-bold. Which is why I keep my eye upon these youngsters that they make not a fool of a girl who is easily confused by flattery, and who remains silent when dusk and the fleeting moment offer opportunities to impudent young men, which they seldom fail to embrace.

And seldom fail to embrace the lady, also, added Claudia, laughing. You were different, Jack.

I saw that ensign, Dudley, kiss her behind the lilacs, added Lady Johnson, and the girl seemed dumb, and never even upbraided the little beast. Had she complained to me I should have made him certain observations, but could not while she herself remained mute. Because I do not choose to have anybody think I go about eavesdropping.

Penelope Grant appears to find their company agreeable, said I, in a voice not like my own, but a dry and sullen voice such as I never before heard issue out o my own mouth.

Penelope likes men, observed Lady Johnson, sewing steadily upon her babys garments of fine linen.

Penelope is not too averse to a stolen kiss, I fear, said Claudia, smiling. Lord! Nor is any pretty woman, if only she admit the truth! No! However, there is a certain shock in a kiss which silences maiden inexperience and sadly confuses the unaccustomed. Wait till the girl gains confidence to box some impertinents ear!

I knew not why, yet never, I think, had any news sounded in my ears so distastefully as the news I now had of this girl, I remembered Nicks comment,— Like flies around a sap-pan. And it added nothing to my pleasure or content of mind to turn and gaze upon that disquieting scene in the orchard yonder.

For here, it seemed, was another Claudia in the making, — still unlearned in womans wiles; not yet equipped for those subtle coquetries and polished cruelties which destroy, yet naturally and innocently an enchantress of men. And some day to be conscious of her power, and certain to employ it!



Flora came, wearing a blue and orange bandanna, and the great gold hoops in her ears glittering in the sun.

Each day, now, it appeared, Lady Johnson retired for an hours repose whilst Claudia read to her; and that hour had arrived.

You dine with us, of course, said Lady Johnson, going, and looking at me earnestly. Then there was a sudden flash of tears; but none fell.

My dear, dear Jack, she murmured, as I laid my lips against both her hands.... And so she went into the house, Claudia lingering, having shamelessly pressed my hand, and a devil laughing at me out of her two eyes.

Is there news of Sir John to comfort us? she whispered, making a caress of her voice as she knew so well how to do.

And if I have any, I may not tell you, Claudia, said I.

Oh, la! Aid and comfort to the enemy? Is it that, Jack? And if you but wink me news that Sir John is safe?

I may not even wink, said I, smiling forlornly.

Aye? So! Thats it, is it! A wink from you at me, and pouf! — a courtmartial! Bang! A squad of execution! Is that it, Jack?

I should deserve it.

Lord! If men really got their deserts, procreation would cease, and the world, depopulated, revert to the forest beasts. Well, then — so Sir John is got away?

I did not say so.

You wear upon your honest countenance all the news you contain, dear Jack, said she gaily. It was always so; any woman may read you like a printed page — if she trouble to do it.... And so! Sir John is safe at last! Well, thank God for that.... You may kiss my cheek if you ask me.

She drew too near me, but I had no mind for more trouble than now possessed me, so let her pretty hand lie lightly on my arm, and endured the melting danger of her gaze.

She said, while the smile died on her lips, I jest with you, Jack. But you are dear to me.

Dear as any trophy, said I. No woman ever willingly lets any victim entirely escape.

You do not guess what you could do with me — if you would, she said.

No. But I guess what you could do to me, again, if you had an opportunity.

Jack! she sighed, looking up at me.

But the gentle protest alarmed me. And she was too near me; and the fresh scent of her hair and skin were troubling me.

And, more than that, there persisted a dull soreness in my breast, — something that had hurt me unperceived — an unease which was not pain, yet, at times, seemed to start a faint, sick throbbing like a wound.

Perhaps I assumed that it came from some old memory of her unkindness; I do not remember now, only that I seemed to have no mind to stir up dying embers. And so, looked at her without any belief in my gaze.

There was a silence, then a bright flush stained her face, and she laughed, but as though unnerved, and drew her hand from my arm.

If you think all the peril between us twain is yours alone, Jack Drogue, she said, you are a very dolt. And I think you are one!

And turned her back and walked swiftly into the house.

I took my rifle from where it stood against a veranda post, settled my war-belt, with its sheathed knife and hatchet, readjusted powder-horn and bullet pouch, and, picking up my cap of silver mole-skin, went out into the orchard.

Behind me padded my Saguenay in his new paint, his hooped scalps swinging from his cincture, and the old trade-rifle covered carefully by his blanket, except the battered muzzle which stuck out.

I walked leisurely; my heart was unsteady, my mind confused, my features, unless perhaps expressionless, were very likely grim.

I went straight to the group around the twisted apple-tree, where Penelope sat knitting, and politely made myself a part of that same group, giving courteous notice by my attitude and presence, that I, also, had a right to be there as well as they.

All were monstrous civil; some offered snuff; some a pipe and pouch; and a friendly captain man engaged me in conversation — gossip of Johnstown and the Valley — so that, without any awkwardness, the gay and general chatter around the girl suffered but a moments pause.

The young officer who had writ verses, now read them aloud amid lively approbation and some sly jesting:

IN PRAISE

Flavillas hair, Beyond compare, Like sunshine brightens all the earth! Old Sol, beware! She cheats you, there, And robs your rays of all their worth!

Impotent blaze! I shall not praise Your brazen ways, Nor dare compare Your flaming gaze To those sweet rays Which play around Flavillas hair.

For lo, behold! No sunshine bold Can hope to gild or make more fair The living gold, Where, fold on fold, In glory shines Flavillas hair!

There was a merry tumult of praise for the poet, and some rallied him, but he seemed complacent enough, and Penelope looked shyly at him over lagging needles, — a smile her acknowledgment and thanks.

Sir, says a cornet of horse, in helmet and jack-boots — though I perceived none of his company about, and wondered where he came from,— will you consent to entertain our merry Council with some account of the scout which, from your appearance, sir, I guess you have but recently accomplished.

To this stilted and somewhat pompous speech I inclined my head with civility, but replied that I did not yet feel at liberty to discuss any journey I may have accomplished until my commanding officer gave me permission. Which mild rebuke turned young Jack-boots red, and raised a titter.

An officer said: The dry blood on your hunting shirt, sir, and the somewhat amazing appearance of your tame Indian, who squats yonder, devouring the back of your head with his eyes, must plead excuse for our natural curiosity. Also, we have not yet smelled powder, and it is plain that you have had your nostrils full.

I laughed, feeling no mirth, however, but sensible of my dull pain and my restlessness.

Sir, said I, if I have smelled gun-powder, I shall know that same perfume again; and if I have not yet sniffed it, nevertheless I shall know it when I come to scent it. So, gentlemen, I can not see that you are any worse off in experience than I.

A subaltern, smiling, ventured to ask me what kind of Indian was that who enquired me.

Of Algonquin stock, said I, but speaks an odd lingo, partly Huron-Iroquois, partly the Loup tongue, I think. He is a Saguenay.

One of those fierce wanderers of the mountains, nodded an older officer. I thought they were not to be tamed.

I owned a tame tree-cat once, remarked another officer.

My friend, Jack-boots, now pulls out a bulls-eye watch with two fobs, and tells the time with a sort of sulky satisfaction. For many of the company arose, and made their several and gallant adieus to Penelope, who suffered their salute on one little hand, while she held yarn and needles in tother.

But when half the plague of suitors and gallants had taken themselves off to their several duties, there remained still too many to suit young Jack-boots. Too many to suit me, either; and scarce knowing what I did or why, I moved forward to the tree where she was seated on a low swinging limb.

Penelope, said I, it is long since I have seen you. And if these gentlemen will understand and pardon the desire of an old friend to speak privately with you, and if you, also, are so inclined, give me a little time with you alone before I leave.

Yes, she said, I am so inclined — if it seem agreeable to all.

I am sure it was not, but they conducted civilly enough, save young Jack-boots, who got redder than ever and spoke not a word with his bow, but clanked away pouting.

And there were also two militia officers, wrapped in great watch cloaks over their Canajoharie regimentals, and who took their leave in silence. One wore boots, the other black spatter-dashes that came above the knee in French fashion, and were fastened under it, too, with leather straps.

Their faces were averted when they passed me, yet something about them both seemed vaguely familiar to me. No wonder, either, for I should know, by sight at least, many officers in our Tryon militia.

Whether they were careless, or unmannerly by reason of taking offense at what I had done, I could not guess.

I looked after them, puzzled, almost sure I had seen them both before; but where I could not recollect, nor what their names might be.

Shall we stroll, Penelope? I said.

If it please you, sir.

Sir William had cut the alders all around the point, and a pretty lawn of English grass spread down to the water north and west, and pleasant shade trees grew there.

While she rolled her knitting and placed it in her silken reticule, I, glancing around, noticed that all the apple bloom had fallen, and the tiny green fruit-buds dotted every twig.

Then, as she was ready, and stood prettily awaiting me in her pink chintz gown, and her kerchief and buckled shoon, I gave her my hand and we walked slowly across the grass and down to the water.

Here was a great silvery iron-wood tree a-growing and spreading pleasant shade; and here we sat us down.

But now that I had got this maid Penelope away from the pest of suitors, it came suddenly to me that my pretenses were false, and I really had nothing to say to her which might not be discussed in company with others.

This knowledge presently embarrassed me to the point of feeling my face grow hot. But when I ventured to glance at her she smiled.

Have you been in battle? she asked.

Yes.

After a silence: I am most happy that you returned in safety.

Did you ever — ever think of me? I asked.

Why, yes, she replied in surprise.

I thought, said I, that being occupied — and so greatly sought after by so many gallants — that you might easily have forgotten me.

She laughed and plucked a grass-blade.

I did not forget you, she said.

That is amazing, said I,  — a maid so run after and so courted.

She plucked another blade of grass, and so sat, pulling at the tender verdure, her head bent so that I could not see what her eyes were thinking, but her lips seemed graver.

Well, said I, is there news of Mr. Fonda?

None, sir.

Tell me, said I, smiling, why, when I speak, do you answer ever with a sir?

At that she looked up: Are you not Lord Stormont, Mr. Drogue? she asked innocently.

Why, no! That is, nobody believes it any more than did the Lords in their House so many years ago. Is that why you sometimes say my lord, and sometimes call me sir?

But you still are the Laird of Northesk.

Lord! said I, laughing. Is it that Scottish title bothers you? Pay it no attention and call me John Drogue — or John.... Or Jack, if you will.... Will you do so?

If it — pleases you.

She was still busy with the grass, and I watched her, waiting to see her dark eyes lift again — and see that little tremor of her lips which presaged the dawning smile.

It dawned, presently; and all the unrest left my breast — all that heavy dullness which seemed like the flitting shadow of a pain.

Tell me, said I, are you happy?

I am contented. I love my Mistress Swift. I love and pity Lady Johnson.... Yes, I am happy.

I know they both love you, said I. So you should be happy here.... And admired as you are by all men....

Again she laughed in her enchanting little way, and bent her bright head. And, presently:

John Drogue?

I hear you, Penelope.

Do you wish warm woolen stockings for your men?

Why — yes.

I sent to Caydutta Lodge for the garments. They are in the house. You shall choose for yourself and your men before the Continentals take their share.

I was touched, and thanked her. And now, it being near the noon hour, we walked together to the house.

The partition which Sir John had made for a gun-room, and which now served to enclose Penelopes chamber, was all hung with stout woolen stockings of her own knitting; and others lay on her trundle-bed. So I admired and handled and praised these sober fruits of her diligence and foresight, and we corded up some dozen pair for my white people; and I stuffed them into my soldiers leather sack.

Then I took her hands and said my thanks; and she looked at me and answered, You are welcome, John Drogue.

I do not know what possessed me to put my arm around her. She flushed deeply. I kissed her; and it went to my head.

The girl was dumb and scarlet, not resisting, nor defending her lips; but there came a clatter of china dishes, and I released her as Flora and Colas appeared from below, with dinner smoking, and clattering platters.

And presently Lady Johnsons door opened, and she stepped out in her silk levete, followed by Claudia.

I invited no one else, said Lady Johnson,  — if that suits you, Jack.

I protested that it suited me, and that I desired to spend my few hours from duty with them alone.

As we were seated, I ventured a side glance at Penelope and perceived that she seemed nothing ruffled, though her colour was still high. For she gave me that faint, enchanting smile that now began to send a thrill through me, and she answered without confusion any remarks addressed to her.

Remembering my Indian outside, I told Flora, and Colas took food to him on the veranda.

And so we spent a very happy hour there — three old friends together once more, and a young girl stranger whom we loved already. And I did not know in what degree I loved her, but that I did love her now seemed somewhat clear to my confused senses and excited mind, — though to love, I knew, was one thing, and to be in love was still another. Or so it seemed to me.

My animation was presently noticed by Claudia; and she rested her eyes on me. For I talked much and laughed more, and challenged her gay conceits with a wit which seemed to me not wholly contemptible.

One might think you had been drinking of good news, quoth she; so pray you share the draught, Jack, for we have none of our own to quench our thirst.

Unless none be good news, as they say, said Lady Johnson, wistfully.

News! said I. Nenni! But the sun shines, Claudia, and life is young, and tis a pretty world we live in after all.

If you admire a marsh, says she, theres a world o mud and rushes to admire out yonder.

Or if you admire a cabinful o lonely ladies, added Lady Johnson, you may gaze your fill upon us.

I should never be done or have my fill of beauty if I sat here a thousand years, Polly, said I.

A thousand years and a dead fish outshines our beauty, smiled Lady Johnson. If you truly admire our beauty, Jack, best prove it now.

To which of us the Golden Apple? inquired Claudia, offering one of the winter russets which had been picked at the Point.

Ho! said I, you think to perplex and frighten me? Non, pas! Polly Johnson shall not have it, because, if she ever makes me wise, wisdom is its own reward and needs no other. And you shall not have it, Claudia!

Why not?

Mere beauty cannot claim it.

Why not? Venus received the apple cast by Eris.

But only because Venus promised Love! Do you promise me the reward of the shepherd?

Myself? she asked impudently.

Venus, said Lady Johnson, made that personal exception, and so must you, Claudia. The goddess promised beauty; but not herself.

Then, said I, Claudia has nothing to offer me. And so I give the apple to Penelope!

She refused it, shyly.

Industry is the winner, said I. Thrift triumphs. I already have her gift. I have a dozen pair of woolen stockings for my men, knitted by this fair Penelope of today. And, as she awaits no wandering lord, though many suitors press her, then she should have at least this golden apple of Eris to reward her. And so she shall.

And I offered it again.

Take it, my dear, said Claudia, laughing, for this young man has given you a reason. Pallas offered military glory; you offer military stockings! What chance have Hera and poor Aphrodite in such a contest?

We all were laughing while the cloth was cleared, and Flora brought us a great dish of wild strawberries.

These we sopped in our wine and tasted at our ease, there by the open windows, where a soft wind blew the curtains and the far-spreading azure waters sparkled in the sun.

How far away seemed death!

I looked out upon the mountains, now a pale cobalt tint, and their peaks all denting the sky like blue waves on Lake Erie against the horizon.

Low over the Vlaie Water flapped a giant heron, which alighted not far away and stood like a sentry, motionless at his post.

A fresh, wild breath of blossoms grew upon the breeze — the enchanting scent of pinxters. From the mainland, high on a sugar-maples spire, came the sweet calling of a meadow-lark.

Truly, war seemed far away; and death farther still in this dear Northland of ours. And I fell a-thinking there that if kings could only see this land on such a day, and smell the pinxters, and hear the sweetened whistle of our lark, there would be no war here, no slavery, no strife where liberty and freedom were the very essence of the land and sky.



My Lady Johnson wished to rest; and there was a romance out of France awaiting her in gilt binding in her chamber.

She went, when the board was cleared, linking her arm in Claudias.

Penelope took up her knitting with a faint smile at me.

Will you tell me a story to amuse me, sir? she said in her shy way.

You shall tell me one, said I.

I? What story?

Some story you have lived.

I told you all.

No, said I, not any story concerning this very pest of suitors which plague you — or, if not you, then me! — as the suitors of the first Penelope plagued Telemachus.

Now she was laughing, and, at one moment, hid her face in her yarn, still laughing.

Does this plague you, John Drogue? she asked, still all rosy in her mirth.

Well, said I, they all seem popinjays to me in their blue and gold and buff. But it was once red-coats, too, at Caughnawaga, or so I hear.

Oh. Did you hear that?

I did. They sat like flies around a sap-pan.

Deary me! she exclaimed, all dimples, who hath gossiped of me at Cayadutta Lodge?

Penelope?

I am attentive, sir.

I suppose all maids enjoy admiration.

I suppose so.

Hum! And do you?

La, sir! I am a maid, also.

And enjoy it?

Yes, sir.... Do not you?

What?

Do not you enjoy admiration? Is admiration displeasing to young men?

Well — no, I admitted. Only it is well to be armed with experience — hum-hum! — and discretion when one encounters the flattery of admiration.

Yes, sir.... Are you so armed, Mr. Drogue?

At a loss to answer, her question being unexpected — as were many of her questions — and answers also — I finally admitted that flattery was a subtle foe and that perhaps experience had not wholly armed me against that persuasive enemy.

Nor me, said she, with serene candour. And I fear that I lack as much in knowledge and experience as I do in years, Mr. Drogue. For I think no evil, nor perhaps even recognize it when I meet it, deeming the world kind, and all folk unwilling to do me a wrong.

I — kissed you.

Was that a wrong you did me?

Have not others kissed you? said I, turning red and feeling mean.

But she laughed outright, telling me that it concerned herself and not me what she chose to let her lips endure. And I saw she was a very child, all unaccustomed, yet shyly charmed by flatteries, and already vaguely aware that men found her attractive, and that she also was not disinclined toward men, nor averse to their admiration.

How many write you verses? I asked uneasily.

Gentlemen are prone to verses. Is it unbecoming of me to encourage them to verse?

Why, no....

Did you think the verses fine you heard in the orchard?

Oh, yes, said I, carelessly, but smacking strong of Major Andrés verses to his several Sacharissas.

Oh. I thought them fine.

And all men think you fine, I fear — from that soldier who pricked your name on his powder-horn at Mayfield fort to Bully Jock Gallopaway of the Border Horse at Caughnawaga, and our own little Jack-boots in the orchard yonder.

Only Jack Drogue dissents, she murmured, bending over her knitting.

At that I caught her white hand and kissed it; and she blushed and sat smiling in absent fashion at the water, while I retained it.

You use me sans façon, she murmured at last. Do you use other women so?

Now, I had used some few maids as wilfully, but none worse, yet had no mind to admit it, nor yet to lie.

You ask me questions, said I, but answer none o mine.

At that her gay smile broke again. What a very boy, quoth she, to be Laird o Northesk! For it is cats-cradle talk between us two, and give and take to no advancement. Will you tell me, my lord, if it gives you pleasure to touch my lips?

Yes, said I. Does it please you, too?

I wonder, says she, and was laughing again out of half-shy eyes at me.

But, ere I could speak again, comes an express a-galloping; and we saw him dismount at the mainland gate and come swiftly across the orchard.

My orders, said I, and went to the edge of the veranda.

The letter he handed me was from Colonel Dayton. It commended me, enjoined secrecy, approved my Oneidas and my Saguenay, but warned me to remain discreetly silent concerning these red auxiliaries, because General Schuyler did not approve our employing savages.

Further, he explained, several full companies of Rangers had now been raised and were properly officered and distributed for employment. Therefore, though I was to retain my commission, he preferred that I command my present force as a scout, and not attempt to recruit a Ranger company.

For, said he, we have great need of such a scout under an officer who, like yourself, has been Brent-Meester in these forests.

However, the letter went on to say, I was ordered to remain on the Sacandaga trail with my scout of ten until relieved, and in the meanwhile a waggon with pay, provisions, and suitable clothing for my men, and additional presents for my Indians, was already on its way.

I read the letter very carefully, then took my tinder-box and struck fire with flint and steel, blowing the moss to a glow. To this I touched the edge of my letter, and breathed on the coal till the paper flamed, crinkled, fell in black flakes, and was destroyed.

For a few moments I stood there, considering, then dismissed the express; but still stood a-thinking.

And it seemed to me that there was indecision in my commanders letter, where positive and virile authority should have breathed action from every line.

I know, now, that Colonel Dayton proved to be a most excellent officer of Engineers, later in our great war for liberty. But I think now, and thought then, that he lacked that energy and genius which meets with vigour such a situation as was ours in Tryon County.... God knows to what sublime heights Willett soared in the instant agony of black days to come!... And comparisons are odious, they say.... So Colonel Dayton occupied Johnstown, garrisoned Summer House Point and Fish House, and was greatly embarrassed what to do with his prisoner, Lady Johnson.... A fine, brave, loyal officer — who made us very good forts.

But, oh, for the dead of Tryon! — and the Valley in ashes from end to end; and the whole sky afire! — Lord! Lord! — what sights I have lived to see, and seeing, lived to tell!



My memories outstrip my quill.



So, when I came out of my revery, I turned and walked back slowly to Penelope, who lifted her eyes in silence, clasping her fair hands over idle needles.

I go back tonight, said I.

To the forest?

To the trail by the Drowned Lands.

Will you come soon again?

Do you wish it?

Why, yes, John Drogue, she said; and I saw the smile glimmer ere it dawned.

And now comes my Lady Johnson and her Abagail for a dish of tea on the veranda, where a rustic table was soon spread by Colas, very fine in his scarlet waistcoat and a new scratch-wig.

Now, to tea, comes sauntering our precious plague of suitors, one by one, and two by two, from the camp on the mainland. And all around they sit them down — with ceremony, its true, but their manners found no favour with me either. And I thought of Ulysses, and of the bow that none save he could bend.

Well, there was ceremony, as I say, and some subdued gaiety, not too marked, in deference to Lady Johnsons political condition.

There was tea, which our officers and I forbore to taste, making a civil jest of refusal. But there was an eggnog for us, and a cooled punch, and a syllabub and cakes.

Toward sundown a young officer brought his fiddle from camp and played prettily enough.

Others sang in acceptable harmony a catch or two, and a romantic piece for concerted voices, which I secretly thought silly, yet it pleased Lady Johnson.

Then, at Claudias request, Penelope sang a French song made in olden days. And I thought it a little sad, but very sweet to hear there in the gathering dusk.

Other officers came up in the growing darkness, paid their respects, tasted the punch. Candles glimmered in the Summer House. Shadowy forms arrived and departed or wandered over the grassy slope along the water.

I missed Claudia. Later, I saw Penelope rise and give her hand to a man who came stalking up in a watch cloak; and presently they strolled away over the lawn, with her arm resting on his.

Major Westfall and Lady Johnson were conversing gravely on the north porch. Others, dimly visible, chatted around me or moved with sudden clank of scabbard and spur.

Penelope did not come back. At first I waited calmly enough, then with increasing impatience.

Where the devil had she gone with her Captain Spatter-dash? Claudia I presently discovered with men a-plenty around her; but Penelope was not visible. This troubled me.

So I went down to the orchard, carelessly sauntering, and not as though in search of anybody. And so encountered Penelope.

She and her young man in the watch-cloak passed me, moving slowly under the trees. He wore black spatter-dashes. And, as we saluted, it came to me that this was one of the officers from the Canajoharie Regiment; but in the starlight I knew him no better than I had by day.

Strange, thought I, that young Spatter-dashes seems so familiar to my eyes, yet I can not think who he may be.

Then, looking after him, I saw his comrade walking toward me from the well, and with him was Colas, with a lantern, which shined dimly on both their faces.

And, suddenly: Why, sir! I blurted out in astonishment, are you not Captain Hare?

No, sir, said he, my name is Sims, and I am captain in the Canajoharie militia. And he bowed civilly and walked on, Colas following with the lantern, leaving me there perplexed and still standing with lifted cap in hand.

I put it on, pondered for a space, striving to rack my memory, for that mans features monstrously resembled Lieutenant Hares, as I saw him at supper that last night at Johnson Hall, when he came there with Hiokatoo and Stevie Watts, and that Captain Moucher, whom I knew a little and trusted less, for all his mealy flatteries.

Well, then, I had been mistaken. It was merely a slight resemblance, if it were even that. I had not thought of Hare since that evening, and when I saw this man by lantern light, as I had seen him by candles, why, I thought he seemed like Hare.... That was all.... That certainly was all there could be to it.



Near to the lilacs, where candle light fell from the south window of the little lodge, I stumbled once again upon Penelope. And she was in Spatter-dashs arms!

For a moment I stood frozen. Then a cold rage possessed me, and God knows what a fool I had played, but suddenly a far whistle sounded from the orchard; and young Spatter-dash kisses her and starts a-running through the trees.

He had not noticed me, nor discovered my presence at all; but Penelope, in his arms, had espied me over his shoulder; and I thought she seemed not only flushed but frightened, whether by the fellows rough ardour or my sudden apparition I could not guess.

Still cold with a rage for which there was no sensible warrant, I walked slowly to where she was standing and fumbling with her lace apron, which the callow fool had torn.

I came to say good-bye, said I in even tones.

She extended her hand; I laid grim and icy lips to it; released it.

There was a silence. Then: I did not wish him to kiss me, said she in an odd voice, yet steady enough.

Your lips are your own.

Yes.... They were yours, too, for an instant, Mr. Drogue.

And they were Spatter-dashs, too, said I, almost stifled by my jealous rage. Whose else they may have been I know not, and do not ask you. Good night.

She said nothing, and presently picked at her torn apron.

Good night, I repeated.

Good night, sir.

And so I left her, choked by I knew not what new and fierce emotions — for I desired to seek out Spatter-dash, Jack-boots, and the whole cursed crew of suitors, and presently break their assorted necks. For now I was aware that I hated these popinjays who came philandering here, as deeply as I hated to hear of the red-coat gallants at Caughnawaga.

Still a-quiver with passion, I managed, nevertheless, to make my compliments and adieux to Lady Johnson and to Claudia — felt their warm and generous clasp, answered gaily I know not what, saluted all, took a lantern that Flora fetched, and went away across the grass.

A shadow detached itself from darkness, and now my Saguenay was padding at my heels once more.

As we two came to the mainland, young Spatter-dash suddenly crossed the road in front of my lantern. Good God! Was I in my right mind! Was it Stephen Watts on whose white, boyish face my lantern glimmered for an instant? How could it be, when it meant death to catch him here?... Besides, he was in Canada with Walter Butler. What possessed me, that in young Spatter-dash I saw resemblance to Stevie Watts, and in another respectable militia officer a countenance resembling Lieutenant Hares?

Sure my mind was obsessed tonight by faces seen that last unhappy evening at the Hall; and so I seemed to see a likeness to those men in every face I met.... Something had sure upset me.... Something, too, had suddenly awakened in me new and deep emotions, unsuspected, unfamiliar, and unwelcome.

And for the first time in my life I knew that I hated men because a woman favoured them.

We had passed through the Continental camp, my Indian and I, and were now going down among the bushes to the Vlaie Water, where lay our canoe, when, of a sudden, a man leaped from the reeds and started to run.

Instantly my Indian was on his shoulders like a tree-cat, and down went both on the soft mud, my Saguenay atop.

I cocked my rifle and poked the muzzle into the prostrate strangers ribs, resting it so with one hand while I shined my lantern on his upturned face.

He wore a captains uniform in the Canajoharie Regiment; and, as he stared up at me, his throat still clutched by the Saguenay, I found I was gazing upon the blotched features of Captain Moucher!

Take your hands from his neck-cloth, cut your thrums, and make a cord to tie him, said I, in the Oneida dialect. He will not move, I added.

It took the Indian a little while to accomplish this. I held my rifle muzzle to Mouchers ribs. Until his arms were tied fast behind him, he had not spoken to me nor I to him; but now, as he rose to his knees from the mud and then staggered upright, I said to him:

This is like to be a tragic business for you, Captain Moucher.

He winced but made no reply.

I am sorry to see you here, I added.

Do you mean to murder me? he asked hoarsely.

I mean to question you, said I. Be good enough to step into that canoe.

The Indian and I held the frail craft. Moucher stepped into it, stumbling in the darkness and trembling all over.

Sit down on the bottom, midway between bow and stern!

He took the place as I directed.

Take the bow paddle, said I to Yellow Leaf. Also loosen your knife.

And when he was ready, I shoved off, straddled the stern, and, kneeling, took the broad paddle.

Captain Moucher, said I, if you think to overturn the canoe, in hope of escape, my Indian will kill you in the water.

The canoe slid out into darkness under the high stars.




CHAPTER XVIII

FIRELIGHT
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NOW, NO SOONER did I reach my camp with my prisoner than my people came crowding around us from their watch-fire, which burned dull because they had made a smudge of it, black flies being lively after dark.

I drew Nick aside and told him all.

You shall take Johnny Silver, said I, and set off instantly for Summer House and the Continental camp. You shall deliver a letter to Major Westfall, and then you shall search with your lanterns every face you encounter; for I am beginning to believe that I truly saw Stephen Watts and Lieutenant Hare in the orchard at Summer House Point this night. And if I did, then they are a pair o damned spies, and should be taken; and suffer as such!

My God, says he, Lady Johnsons brother!

And my one-time friend. Is it not horrible, Nick? But any hesitation makes me a traitor to my own people.

I sat down in the dull firelight, a block of wood for a seat, fished out my carnet, wrote a line to Major Westfall, and handed it to Nick.

Silver came with a lantern and both rifles.

Use the canoe, said I, and have a care that you reply clearly and promptly when challenged, for yonder Continentals are prone to shoot.

They went off with their rifles and the lantern, and I waited until I heard the dip of paddles in the dark.

Throw a dry log on the fire, Godfrey, said I. And to Joe de Golyer: Bring that prisoner here.

Joe fetched him, and he stood before me, arms trussed up and head hanging. Tahioni approached.

Untie him, said I.

Whilst they were fumbling with the knotted rope of thrums, I said to Tahioni:

Luysnes is on guard, I take it?

My French brother watches.

That is well. Now, tell my Oneida brothers that here we have taken a very dangerous man; and that if he makes any move to escape from where he stands beside that fire, they shall not attempt to take him alive!

The young warrior turned calmly and translated. I saw my Oneidas loosen their knives and hatchets. The Saguenay quietly strung his short, heavy bow, and, laying an arrow across the string, notched it.

Thiohero! I called.

I listen, my elder brother, said the little maid of Askalege.

You shall take a trade-rifle, move out one hundred paces to the west, and halt all who come. And fire on any who refuse to halt.

I listen, she said coolly.

You shall call to us if you need us.

I continue to listen.

And if there comes a wagon, then you shall take the horses by the head and lead them this way until the fire shines on their heads. Go, little sister.

She took a trade-rifle from the stack, primed it freshly, and crossed the circle on light, swift feet.

When she had gone into the darkness, I bade de Golyer kick the fire. He did so and it blazed ruddy, painting in sanguine colour the sombre, unhealthy visage of my prisoner.

Search him, said I briefly.

Joe and my Oneida rummaged him to the buff. It was in his boots they discovered, at last, a sheaf of papers.

I could not read what was writ, for the writing was in strange signs and figures; so presently I gave over trying and looked up at my prisoner, who now had dressed again.

You are Captain Moucher?

He denied it hoarsely; but I, having now no vestige of doubt concerning this miserable mans identity, ignored his answer.

What is this paper which was taken from your boot?

He seemed to find no word of explanation, but breathed harder and watched my eyes.

Is it writ in a military cipher?

I do not know.

How came these papers in your boot?

He stammered out that somebody who had cleansed his boots must have dropped them in, and that, in pulling on his boots that morning, he had neither seen nor felt the papers.

Where did you dress this morning?

At the Johnson Arms in Johnstown.

You wear the uniform of an officer in the Canajoharie Regiment. Are you attached to that regiment?

He said he was; then contradicted himself, saying he had been obliged to borrow the clothing from an officer because, while bathing in the Mohawk at Caughnawaga, his own clothing had been swept into the water and engulfed.

Over this lie he was slow in speech, and stammered much, licking his dry lips, and his reddish, furtive eyes travelling about him as though his stealthy mind were elsewhere.

Do you recollect that we supped in company at Johnson Hall — you and I — and not so long ago? I demanded.

He had no remembrance.

And Lieutenant Hare and Captain Watts were of the company?

He denied acquaintance with these gentlemen.

Or Hiakatoo?

Had never heard of him.

I bade Joe lay more dry wood on the fire and kick it well, for the sphagnum moss still dulled it. And, when it flared redly, I rose and walked close to the prisoner.

What are you doing here?

He had merely come out of curiosity to see the camp at Summer House.

In disguise?

He had no other clothing, and meant no harm. If we would let him go he would engage to return to Albany and never again to wear any clothing to which he was not entitled.

Oh. Who was your mate there in the orchard, who also wore the Canajoharie regimentals? I demanded.

An acquaintance made en passant, nothing more. He did not even know his name.

Ill tell you his name, said I. That man was Lieutenant Hare. And you are Captain Moucher. You are spies in our camp. Weve taken you; we ought to take him before midnight.

The paper I have of you is writ in British military cipher.

Now, before I send you to Colonel Dayton, with my report of this examination, what have you to confess that I might add to my report, in extenuation?

He made no answer. Presently a fit of ague seized him, so that he could scarce stand. Then he reeled sideways and, by accident, set foot in the live coals. And instantly went clean crazed with fright.

As the Oneida caught him by the shoulder, to steady him, he shrieked and cowered, grasping Joes arm in his terror.

They mean to murder me! he yelled. Keep your savages away, I tell you! — struggling between Tahioni and Joe— Ill say what you wish, if they wont burn me! — —

Be silent, I said. We mean no bodily harm to you. Compose yourself, Captain Moucher. Do you take me for a monster to threaten you with torture?

But the awful fear of fire was in this whimpering wretch, and I was ashamed to have my Oneidas see a white man so stricken with cowardly terrors.

His honour — what there was of it — he sold in stammering phrases to buy mercy of us; and I listened in disgust and astonishment to his confession, which came in a pell-mell of tumbling words, so that I was put to it to write down what he babbled.

He had gone on his knees, held back from my feet by the Oneida; and his poltroonery so sickened me that I could scarce see what I wrote down in my carnet.

Every word was a betrayal of comrades; every whine a plea for his own blotched skin.

To save his neck — if treachery might save it — he sold his King, his cause, his comrades, and his own manhood.

And so I learned of him that Stevie Watts, disguised, had been that night at Summer House with Lieutenant Hare; that they had brought news to Lady Johnson of Sir Johns safe arrival in Canada; that they had met and talked to Claudia Swift; had counted our men and made a very accurate report, which was writ in the military cipher which we discovered, and a copy of which Captain Watts also carried upon his proper person.

I learned that Walter Butler, now a captain of Royalist Rangers, also had come into the Valley in disguise, for the purpose of spying and of raising the Tory settlers against us.

I learned that Brant and Guy Johnson had been in England, but were on their way hither.

I learned that our army in Canada, decimated by battle, by smallpox, by fever, was giving ground and slowly retreating on Crown Point; and that Arnold now commanded them.

I learned that we were to be invaded from the west, the north, and the south by three armies, and thousands of savages; that Albany must burn, and Tryon flame from Schenectady to Saint Sacrement.... And I wrote all down.

Is there more? I asked, looking at him with utter loathing.

Howells house, he muttered, the log house of John Howell — tonight — —

The cabin on the hard ridge yonder?

Yes.... A plot to massacre this post.... They meet there.

Who?

Kings people.... John Howell, Dries Bowman, the Cadys, the Helmers, Girty, Dawling, Gene Grinnis, Balty Weed — —

Tonight!

Yes.

Where are they now?

Hid in the tamaracks — in the bush — God knows where! — —

When do they rendezvous?

Toward midnight.

At John Howells cabin?

He nodded, muttering.

I got up, took him by the arm and jerked him to his feet.

Read this! I said, and thrust the paper of cipher writing under his nose.

But he could not, saying that Steve Watts had writ it, and that he was to carry it express to Oswego.

Now, whilst I stood there, striving to think out what was best to do and how most prudently to conduct in the instant necessity confronting me, there came Thioheros sweet, clear whistle of a Canada sparrow, warning us to look sharp.

Then I heard the snort of a horse and the rattle and bump of a wagon.

Tie the prisoner, said I to Godfrey; and turned to see the little maid of Askalege, her rifle shouldered, leading in two horses, behind which rumbled the wagon carrying our pay, food, arms, and clothing sent from Johnstown.

Two armed Continental soldiers sat atop; one, a corporal, driving, tother on guard.

I spoke to them; called my Indians to unload the wagon, and bade Thiohero sling our kettle and make soupaan for us all.

The Continentals were nothing loth to eat with us. Tahioni had killed some wood-duck and three partridges; and these, with some dozen wild pigeons from the Stacking Ridge, furnished our meat.

I heaped a wooden platter and Godfrey squatted by Captain Moucher to feed him; but the prisoner refused food and sat with head hanging and the shivers shaking him with cowards ague.

When the meal was ended, I took the Continentals aside, gave the Corporal my report to Colonel Dayton, and charged them to deliver my prisoner at Johnstown jail. This they promised to do; and, as all was ready, horses fed, and a long, slow jog to Johnstown, the Corporal climbed to his seat and took the reins, and the other soldier aided my prisoner to mount.

Will you speak for me at the court martial? pleaded Moucher, in hoarse and dreadful tones. Remember, sir, as God sees me, my confession was voluntary, and I swear by my mothers memory that I now see the error and the wickedness of my ways! Say that I said this — in Christs name — —

The Corporal touched his cocked hat, swung his powerful horses. I am sure they were of Sir Williams stock and came from the Hall.

Mr. Drogue! wailed the doomed wretch, let God curse me if I meant any harm — —

I think the soldier beside him must have placed his hand over the poor wretchs mouth, for I heard nothing more except the rattle of wheels and the corporal-driver a-whistling The Little Red Foot.



In my absence that day my men had erected an open-face hut for our stores.

Here we set lanterns, and here divided the clothing, including the stockings given me by Penelope — which I distributed with a heavy heart.

There was laid aside new buckskin clothing and fresh underwear for Luysnes, for Nick, and for Johnny Silver.

Then I paid the men, and gave a cash bonus to every Indian, and also a new rifle each, — not the trade-gun, but good weapons carrying an ounce ball.

To each, also, a new hatchet, new knife, blanket, leggins, tobacco, paints, razor, mirror, ammunition, and a flask of sweet-smelling oil.

I think I never have seen any Iroquois so overjoyed as were mine. And as for my Saguenay, he instantly squatted by the fire, fixed his mirror on a crotched stick, and fell to adorning himself by the red glow of the coals.

But I had scant leisure for watching them, where they moved about laughing and gossiping excitedly, comparing rifles, trying locks and pans, sorting out finery, or smearing themselves with gaudy symbols.

For, not a hundred rods east of us, across the ridge, stood that log hut of Howells; and the owl-haunted tamaracks stretched away behind it in a misty wilderness. And in that swampy forest, at this very moment, were hidden desperate men who designed our deaths — men I knew — neighbors at Fondas Bush, like the Cadys, Helmers, and Dries Bowman! — men who lately served in my militia company, like Balty Weed and Gene Grinnis.

Now, as I paced the fire circle, listening and waiting for Nick and Johnny Silver, I could scarce credit what the wretch, Moucher, had told me, so horrid bloody did their enterprise appear to me.

That they should strive to kill us when facing us in proper battle, that I could comprehend. But to plan in the darkness! — to come by stealth in their farmers clothes to surprise us in our sleep! — faugh!

My God, says I to Godfrey, who paced beside me, why have they not at least embodied to do us such a filthy business? And if they were only a company with some officer to make them respectable — militia, minute men, rangers, anything!

They be bloody-minded folk, said he grimly. No coureur-du-bois is harder, craftier, or more heartless than John Howell; no forest runner more merciless than Charlie Cady. These be rough and bloody men, John. And I think we are like to have a rude fight of it before sun-up.

I thought so too, but did not admit as much. I had ten men. They mustered ten — if Mouchers accounts were true. And I did not doubt it, under the circumstances of his pusillanimous confession.

The River Reed came to me to show me her necklace of coloured glass. And I drew her aside, told her as much as I cared to, and bade her prepare her Oneidas for a midnight battle.

At that moment I heard the Canada sparrow. Thiohero answered, sweet and clear. A few seconds later Nick and Silver came in, carrying the canoe paddles.

Theyve gone, said Nick, with an oath. Two mounted men and a led horse rode toward Johnstown two hours since. They wore Canajoharie regimentals. Major Westfall sent a dozen riders after em; but men who came so boldly to spy us out are like to get away as boldly, too.

He plucked my arm and I stepped apart with him.

Westfalls in his dotage; Dayton is too slow. Why dont they send up Willett or Herkimer?

I dont know, said I, troubled.

Well, says Nick, its clear that Stevie Watts was there and has spoken with Lady Johnson. But what more is to be done? Shes our prisoner. I wish to God theyd sent her to Albany or New York, where she could contrive no mischief. And that other lady, too. Lord! but Major Westfall is in a pother! And I wager Colonel Dayton will be in another, and at his wits ends.

The business distressed me beyond measure, and I remained silent.

By the way, he added, your yellow-haired inamorata sends you a billet-doux. Here it is.

I took the bit of folded paper, stepped aside and read it by the firelight:

Sir:

I venture to entertain a hope that some day it may please you to converse again with one whose offense — if any — remains a mystery to her still.

P. G.

I read it again, then crumpled it and dropped it on the coals. I had seen Steve Watts kiss her. That was enough.

Theres a devils nest of Tories gathering in Howells house tonight to cut our throats, said I coldly. Should we take them with ten men, or call in the Continentals?

Who be they? asked Nick, astounded.

The old pack — Cadys, Helmers, Bowman, Weed, Grinnis. They are ten rifles.

He got very red.

This is a domestic business, said I. Shall we wash our bloody linen for the world to see what filth chokes Fondas Bush?

No, said he, slowly, with that faint flare in his eyes I had seen at times, let us clean our own house o vermin, and make no brag of what is only our proper shame.




CHAPTER XIX

OUT OF THE NORTH
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IT LACKED STILL an hour to midnight, which time I had set for our advance upon John Howells house, and my Oneidas had not yet done painting, when Johnny Silver, who was on guard, whistled from his post, and I ran thither with Nick.

A man in leather was coming in through the chevaux-de-frise, and Johnny dropped a tamarack log across the ditch for him, over which he ran like a tree-martin, and so climbed up into the flare of Nicks lantern.

The man in forest runners dress was Dave Ellerson, known to us all as a good neighbor and a staunch Whig; but we scarce recognized him in his stringy buckskins and coon-skin cap, with the ringed tail a-bobbing.

On his hunting shirt there was a singular device of letters sewed there in white cloth, which composed the stirring phrase, Liberty or Death. And we knew immediately that he had become a soldier in the 11th Virginia Regiment, which is called Morgans Rifles.

He seemed to have travelled far, though light, for he carried only rifle and knife, ammunition, and a small sack which flapped flat and empty; but his manner was lively and his merry gaze clear and untroubled as we grasped his powerful hands.

Why, Dave! said I, how come you here, out o the North?

I travel express from Arnold to Schuyler, said he. Have you a gill of rum, John?

Johnny Silver had not drunk his gill, and poured it into Daves pannikin.

Down it went, and he smacked his lips. Then we took him back to the fire, where the Oneidas were still a-painting, and made him eat and drink and dry him by the flames.

Is there a horse to be had at Summer House? he demanded, his mouth full of parched corn.

Surely, said I. And asked him news of the North, if he were at liberty to give us any account.

The news I can not give you is what I shall not, said he, laughing. But theres plenty besides, and damned bad.

Bad?

Monstrous bad, John. For on my forest-running south from Chambly, I saw Sir John and his crew as they gained the Canadas! They seemed near dead, too, but they were full three hundred, and I but one, so I did not tarry to mark em with a stealthy bullet, but pulled foot for Saint Sacrement.

He grinned, bit a morsel from a cold pigeon, and sat chewing it reflectively and watching the Indians at their painting.

You know what is passing in Canada? he demanded abruptly.

Nothing definite, said I.

Listen, then. We had taken Chambly, Montreal, and St. Johns. Arnold lay before Quebec. Sullivan commanded us. Six weeks ago he sent Hazens regiment to Arnold. Then the Canadians and Indians struck us at the Cedars, and we lost five hundred men before we were out of it.

What was the reason for such disaster? I demanded, turning hot with wrath.

Cowardice and smallpox, said he carelessly. They were new troops sent up to reinforce us, and their general, Thomas, died o the pox.

And atop of that comes news of British transports in the St. Lawrence, and of British regulars and Hessians.

So Sullivan sends the Pennsylvania Line to strike em. St. Clair marches, Wayne marches, Irving follows with his regiment. Lord, how they were peppered, the Pennsylvania Line! And Thompson was taken, and Colonel Irving, and they wounded Anthony Wayne; and the Line ran!

Ran!

By God, yes. And our poor little Northern Army is on the run today, with thirteen thousand British on their heels.

They drove us out o Chambly. They took the Cedars. Montreal fell. St. Johns followed. Quebec is freed. Were clean kicked out o Canada, and marching up Lake Champlain, our rear in touch with the red-coats.

If we stand and face about at Crown Point, we shall do more than I hope for.

Thomas is dead, Thompson and Irving taken, Arnold and Wayne wounded, the army a skeleton, what with losses by death, wounds, disease, and in prisoners.

Had not Arnold broke into the Montreal shops and taken food and woolen clothing, I think we had been naked now.

Good heavens! said I, burning with mortification, I had not heard of such a rout!

Oh, it was no rout, John, said he carelessly. Sullivan marched us out of that hell-hole in good order — whatever John Adams chooses to say about our army.

What does John Adams say?

Why, he says we are disgraced, defeated, dispirited, discontented, undisciplined, diseased, eaten up with vermin.

My God! exclaimed Nick.

Its true enough, said Dave, coolly. And when John Adams also adds that we have no clothing, no beds, no blankets, no medicines, and only salt pork and flour to eat and little o these, why, hes right, too. Why not admit truth? Does it help to conceal it? Nenni, lads! It is best always to face it and endeavour to turn into a falsehood tomorrow what is disgracefully true today.

So when I tell you that in three months our Northern Army has lost five thousand men by smallpox, camp fever, bullets, and privation — that out of five thousand who remain, two thousand are sick, why, its the plain and damnable truth.

But any soldier who loses sleep or appetite over such cursed news should be run through with a bayonet, for hes a rabbit and no man!

After a silence: Who commands them now? I asked.

Gates is to take them over at Crown Point, I hear.

This news chilled me, for Schuyler should have commanded. But the damned Yankees, plotting their petty New England plots to discredit our dear General, had plainly hoodwinked Congress; and now our generous and noble Schuyler had again fallen a victim to nutmeg jealousy and cunning.

Well, said I, God help us all in Tryon, now; for a vain ass is in the saddle, and the counsel of the brave and wise remains unheeded. Will Guy Carleton drive us south of Crown Point?

I think so, said Ellerson, carelessly.

Then the war will come among us here in Tryon!

Straight as a storm from the North, John.

When?

Oh, that? God knows. We shall hold the lakes as long as we can. But unless we are reinforced by Continentals — unless every Colony sends us a regiment of their Lines — we can not hope to hold Crown Point, and thats sure as shooting and plain as preaching.

Very well, said I between clenched teeth, then we here in Tryon had best go about the purging of that same county, and physic this district against a dose o red-coats.

Ellerson laughed and rose with the lithe ease of a panther.

I should be on my way to Albany, says he. You tell me there are horses at the Summer House, John?

Certainly.

We shook hands.

You find Morgans agreeable? inquired Nick.

A grand corps, lad! Tim Murphy is my mate. And I think theres not a rifleman among us who can not shoot the whiskers off a porcupine at a hundred yards. And to me, with a nod toward my Oneidas: They are painting. Do you march tonight, John?

A matter of cleaning out a Tory nest yonder, said I.

A filthy business and not war, quoth he. Well, God be with all friends to liberty, for all hell is rising up against us. A thousand Indians are stripped for battle on this frontier — and the tall ships never cease arriving crammed with red-coats and Germans.

So we should all do our duty now, whether that same duty lie in emptying barrack slops, or in cleaning out a Tory nest, or in marching to drum and fife, or guarding the still places of the wilderness — its all one business, John.

Again we shook hands all around, then, waving aside Joe de Golyer and his proffered lantern, the celebrated rifleman passed lightly into the shadows.

Yonder goes the best shot in the North, said Nick.

Saving only yourself and Jack Mount and Tim Murphy, remarked Godfrey Shew.

As for the whiskers of a porcupine, quoth Nick, with the wild flare a-glimmering in his eyes, why, I have never tried such a target. But I should pick any button on a red coat at a hundred yards — that is, if I cast and pare my own bullet, and load in my own fashion.

Silver swore that any rifle among us white men should shave an otter of his whiskers, as a barber trims a Hessian.

Sacré garce! cried he, why should we miss — we coureurs-du-bois, who have learn to shoot by ze hardes of all drill-masters — a empty belly!

We must not miss at Howells house, said I, counting my people at a glance.

The Saguenay, ghastly in scarlet and white, came and placed himself behind me.

All the Oneidas were naked, painted from lock to ankle in terrific symbols.

Thiohero was still oiling her supple, boyish body when I started a brief description of the part each one of us was to act, speaking in the Oneida dialect and in English.

Take these bloody men alive, I added, if it can be done. But if it can not, then slay them. For every one of these that escapes tonight shall return one day with a swarm of hornets to sting us all to death in County Tryon!... Are you ready for the command?

Ready, John, says Nick.

March!



At midnight we had surrounded Howells house, save only the east approach, which we still left open for tardy skulkers.

A shadowy form or two slinking out from the tamaracks, their guns trailing, passed along the hard ridge, bent nearly double to avoid observation.

We could not recognize them, for they were very shadows, vague as frost-driven woodcock speeding at dusk to a sheltered swamp.

But, as they arrived, singly and in little groups, such a silent rage possessed me that I could scarce control my rifle, which quivered to take toll of these old neighbors who were returning by stealth at night to murder us in our beds.

The Saguenay lay in the wild grasses on my left; the little maid of Askalege, in her naked paint, lay on my right hand. Her forefinger caressed the trigger of her new rifle; the stock lay close to her cheek. And I could hear her singing her Karenna in a mouses whisper to herself:

Listen, John Drogue, Though we all die, You shall survive! Listen, John Drogue, This will happen, And it is well, Because I love you.

Why do I love you? Because you are a boy-chief, And we are both young, Thou and I. Why do I love you? Because you are my elder brother, And you speak to the Oneidas Very gently.

I am a prophetess; I see events beforehand; This is my Karenna: Though we all die tonight, You shall survive in Scarlet: And this is well, Because I love you.

So, crooning her prophecy, she lay flat in the wild grasses, cuddling the rifle-stock close to her shoulder; and her songs low cadence was like the burden of some cricket amid the herbage.

Tharon alone knows all, I breathed in her ear.

Neah! she murmured; and touched her cheek against mine.

Only God knows who shall survive tonight, I insisted.

Onhteh. Ra-ko-wan-enh, she murmured. But I have seen you, niare, through a mist, coming from this place, O-ne-kwen-da-ri-en. And dead bodies lay about. Do you believe me?

I made no reply but lay motionless, watching the tamaracks, ghostly in their cerements of silver fog. And I heard, through the low rhythm of her song, owls howling far away amid those spectral wastes, and saw the Oneida Dancers, very small and pale above the void.

I stared with fierce satisfaction at Howells house. There was no gleam of light visible behind the closed shutters; but I already had counted nine men who came creeping to that silent rendezvous. And now there arrived the tenth man, running and stooping low; and went in by the east side of the house.

I waited a full minute longer, then whistled the whitethroats call.

Now! said I to Thiohero; and we rose and walked forward through the light mist which lay knee-deep over the ground.

We had not advanced ten paces when three men, whom I had not perceived, rose up on the ridge to our right.

One of these shouted and fired a gun, and all three dropped flat again before we could realize what they had been about.

But already, out of that shadowy house, armed men swarmed like black hornets from their nest, and we ran to cut them from the tamaracks, but could not mark their flight in the so great darkness.

Then Nick Stoner struck flint, and dropped his tinder upon the remnants of a hay-stack, where wisps of last years marsh grass still littered the rick.

In the smoky glow which grew I saw that great villain, Simon Girty, fire his gun at us, then turn and run toward the water; and Dries Bowman took after him, shouting in his fear.

Very carefully I fired at Girty, but he was not scotched, and was lost in the dark with Dries.

Then, in the increasing glow of the marsh-hay afire, I saw and recognized Elias Cady, and his venomous son, Charlie; and called loudly upon them to halt.

But they plunged into the shore reeds; and John and Phil Helmer at their heels; and we fired our guns into the dark, but could not stop them or again even hope to glimpse them in their flight.

But the Oneidas had now arrived between the tamaracks and the log house, and my Rangers were swiftly closing in on the west and south, when suddenly a couple of loud musket shots came from the crescents in the bolted shutters, hiding the west window in a double cloud of smoke.

I called out, Halt! to my people, for it was death to cross that circle of light ahead while the marsh-hay burned.

There were at least five men now barricaded in Howells house. I called to Tahioni, the Wolf, and he came crouching and all trembling with excitement and impatience, like a fierce hound restrained.

Take your people, said I, and follow those dirty cowards who are fleeing toward the tamaracks.

Instantly his terrific panther-cry shattered the silence, and the Oneidas wild answer to his slogan hung quavering over the Drowned Lands like the melancholy pulsations of a bell.

The hay-rick burned less brightly now. I crept out to the dark edge of the wavering glare and called across to those in the log-house:

If you will surrender I promise to send you to Johnstown and let a court judge you! If you refuse, we shall take you by storm, try you on the spot, and execute sentence upon you in that house! I allow you five minutes!

At that, two of them fired in the direction from whence came my voice; and I heard their bullets passing, aimed too high.

Then John Howells voice bawls out, I know you, Drogue; and so help me God, I shall cut your throat before this business ends! — you dirty renegade and traitor to your King!

Such a rage possessed me that I scarce knew what I was about, and I ran across the grass to the bolted door of the house, and fell to slashing at it with my hatchet like a madman.

They were firing now so rapidly that the smoke of their guns made a choking fog about the house; but the log cabin had no overhang, not being built for defense, and so they over-shot me whilst my hatchet battered splinters from the door and shook it almost from its hinges.

Some one was coughing in the thick, rifle-fog near me, and presently I heard Nick swearing and hammering at the door with his gun butt.

The French trappers, not so rash as we, lay close in the darkness, shooting steadily into the shutters at short range.

Shutters and door, though splintering, held; the defenders fired at my mens rifle-flashes, or strove to shoot at Nick and me, where we crouched low in the sheltered doorway; but they could not sufficiently depress the muzzles of their guns to hit us.

Suddenly, from out of the night, came a fire-arrow, whistling, with dry moss all aflame, and lodged on the roof of Howells house.

Quoth Nick: Your Tree-eater is in action, John. God send that the fire catch!

From the darkness, Silver called out to me that the marsh-hay had nearly burned out, and what were he and Joe to do? Then came a-whizzing another fire-arrow, and another, but whether the dew was too heavy on the roof or the moss too damp, I do not know; only that when at length the roof caught fire, it was but a tiny blaze and flickered feebly, eating a slow way along the edges of the eaves.

Nick, who had been wrenching at the imbedded door stone, finally freed and lifted it, and hurled it at the bolted shutters. In they crashed. Then the door, too, burst open, and Tom Dawling rushed upon me with his rifle clubbed high above me.

You damned Whig! he shouted, Ill knock your brains all over the grass!

My hatchet in a measure fended the blow and eased its murderous force, but I stumbled to my knees under it; and Baltus Weed came to the window and shot me through the body.

At that, Gene Grinnis ran out o the house to cut my throat, where like a crippled wild beast I floundered, a-kicking and striving to find my feet; and I saw Nick draw up and shoot Gene through the face, with a load of buck, so that where were his features suddenly became but a vast and raw hole.

Down he sprawled across my hurt legs; down tumbled John Howell, too, and Silver, a-clinging to him tooth and nail, their broad knives flashing and ripping and whipping into flesh.

Striving desperately to free me of Grinnis, and get up, I saw Tom Dawling throw his axe at Godfrey; and saw Luysnes shoot him, then seize him and cut his throat, even as he was falling.

Johnny Silver began bawling lustily for help, with John Howell atop of him, cursing him for a rebel and striving to disembowel him. De Golyer caught Howell by the throat, and Silver scrambled to his feet, his clothing in bloody ribbons. Then Joes hatchet flashed level with terrific swiftness, crashing to its mark; and Howell pitched backward with his head clean split from one eye to the other, making of the top of his skull a lid which hung hinged only by the hairy skin.

Luysnes and the Saguenay were now somewhere inside the house a-chasing of Balty Weed; and I could hear Balty screaming, and the thud and clatter of loose logs as they dragged him down from the loft overhead.

Nick came panting to me where I sat on the bloody grass, feeling sick o my wound and now vomiting.

Are you bad? he asked breathlessly.

Balty shot me.... I dont know — —

Somebody knelt down behind me, and I laid back my head, feeling very sick and faint, but entirely conscious.

The awful screaming in the house had never ceased; Nick sat down on the grass and fumbled at my shirt with trembling fingers.

Presently the screaming ceased. Luysnes came out o the house with a lighted lantern, followed by the Saguenay; and in the wavering radiance I saw behind them the feet of a man twitching above the floor.

We hung the louse to the rafters, said Luysnes, and your Indian asks your leave to scalp him as soon as hes done a-kicking.

Let him have the scalp, said de Golyer, grimly. He shot John Drogue through the body. Shine your lantern on him, Ben.

They crowded around me. Nick opened my shirt and drew off my leggins. I saw Johnny Silver, in tatters and all drenched with blood, come into the lanterns rays.

Are you bad hurt, John? I gasped.

Bah! Non, alors. Onlee has Howell slash my shirt into leetle rags and I am scratch all raw. Zat ees nozzing, mon capitaine — a leetle cut like wiz a Barlow — like zat! Pouf! Bah! I laugh. I make mock!

Your ribs are broken, John, says Nick, still squatting beside me. I think your bones turned the bullet, and its not lodged in your belly at all, but in your right thigh.... Fetch a sop o wet moss, Joe!

De Luysnes also got up and went away to chop some stout alders for a litter. De Golyer was back in a moment, both hands full of dripping sphagnum; and Nick washed away the mess of blood.

After that I was sick at my stomach again; and not clear in my mind what they were about.

I gazed around out of fevered eyes, and saw dead men lying near me. Suddenly the full horror of this civil war seemed to seize my senses; — all the shame of such a conflict, a black disgrace upon us here in County Tryon.

Nick! I cried, in Gods name give those men burial.

Let them lie, damn them! said Godfrey, sullenly.

But they were our neighbors! I — I cant endure such a business.... And there are wolves in the tamaracks.

Let wolf eat wolf, muttered Luysnes. But he drew his knife and went into the house. And I heard Baltys body drop when he cut it down.

Nick came over to me, where I lay on a frame of alders, over which a blanket had been thrown, and he promised that a burial party should come out here as soon as they got me into camp.

So two of my men lifted the litter, and, feeling sick and drowsy, I closed my eyes and felt the slow waves of pain sweep me with every step the litter-bearers took.



I had been lying in a kind of stupor upon my blanket, aware of dark figures passing to and fro before the lurid radiance of our watch fire, yet not heeding what they said and did, save only when I saw Nick and Luysnes go away carrying two ditch-spades. And was vaguely contented to have the dead put safe from wolves.

Later, when I opened my burning eyes and asked for water, I saw Tahioni in the flushed light of dawn, and knew that my Indians had returned.

Nick filled my pannikin. When I had drunk, I felt very ill and could scarcely find voice to ask him how my Oneidas had made out in the tamaracks.

He admitted that they had not come up with the fugitives; and added that I was badly hurt and should be quiet and trouble my mind about nothing for the present.

One by one my Indians came gravely to gaze upon me, and I tried to smile and to speak to each, but my mind seemed confused, what with the burning of my body and my great weariness.



When again I unclosed my eyes and asked for water, I was lying under the open-faced shed, and it was brilliant sunshine outside.

Somebody had stripped me and had heated water in the kettle, and was bathing my body.

Then I saw it was the little maid of Askalege.

Thiohero, — little sister?

At the sound of my voice, she came and bent over me. La one hand she held a great sponge of steaming sphagnum.

Then came Nick, who leaned closer above me.

Their young sorceress, said he, has washed your body with bitter-bark and sumach, and has cleansed the wounds and stopped them with dry moss and balsam, so that they have ceased bleeding.

I turned my heavy eyes on the Oneida girl.

Truly, said I, I have come back through the mist, returning in scarlet.... My little sister is very wise.

She said nothing, but lifted a pannikin of cold water to my lips. It had bitter herbs in it, and, I think, a little gin. I satisfied my thirst.

Little sister, I gasped, is the hole that Balty made in my body so great that my soul shall presently escape?

She answered calmly: I have looked through the wound into your body; and I saw your soul there, watching me. Then I conjured your soul, which is very white, to remain within your body. And your soul, seeing that it was not the Eye of Tharon looking in to discover it, went quietly to sleep. And will abide within you.

She spoke in the Oneida dialect, and Nick listened impatiently, not understanding.

What does the little Oneida witch say? he demanded.

Her brother, Tahioni, the Wolf, answered calmly: The River-reed is a witch and is as wise as the Woman of the Sounding Skies. The River-reed sees events beforehand.

She says John Drogue will live? demanded Nick.

He shall surely live, said Thiohero, drawing the blanket over me.

Well, then, said Nick, in Gods name let us get him to the Summer House, where the surgeon of the Continentals can treat him properly, and the ladies there nurse him — —

That roused me, and I strove to sit up, but could not.

I shall not go to Summer House! I cried. If I am in need of a surgeon, bring him here; but I want no women near me! — I do not desire any woman at Summer House to nurse me or aid or touch me — —

In my angry excitement at the very remembrance of Lady Johnson and Claudia, and of Penelope, whom I had beheld in Steve Watts arms — and of that man himself, who had come spying, — I forced my body upright, furious at the mere thought and swore I had rather die here in camp than be taken thither.

Then, suddenly my elbow crumpled under me, and I fell back in an agony of pain so great that presently the world grew swiftly black and I knew no more.




CHAPTER XX

IN SHADOW-LAND
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WHEN I BECAME conscious, I was lying under blankets upon a trundle-bed, within the four walls of a very small room.

I wore a night-shift which was not mine, being finer and oddly ruffled; and under it my naked body was as stiff as a pike pole, and bound up like a mummy. My right thigh, too, was stiffly swathed and trussed, and I thought I should stifle from the heat of the blankets.

My mind was clear; I was aware of no sharp pain, no fever; but felt very weak, and could have slept again, only that perspiration drenched me and made me restless even as I dozed.

Sometime afterward — the same day, I think — I awoke in some pain, and realized that I was lying on my right side and that the wound in my thigh was being dressed.

The place smelled rank, like a pharmacy, and slightly sickened me.

There were several people in the little room. I saw Nick kneeling beside the bed, holding a pewter basin full of steaming water, and a Continental officer with his wrist-bands tucked up, choosing forceps from a battered leather case.

I could not move my body; my head seemed too heavy to lift; but I was aware of a woman standing close to where my head rested. I could see her two feet in their buckled shoes, and her petticoat of cotton stuff printed in flowers.

When the surgeon had done a-packing my wound with lint, pain had left me weak and indifferent, and I lay heavily, with lids closed.

Also, I had seen and heard enough to satisfy what languid curiosity I might have possessed. For I was in the gun-room at Summer House, whither, it appeared, they had taken me, despite my command to the contrary.

But now I was too weary to resent it; too listless to worry; too incurious to wonder who it might be that was at any pains to care for my broken body at Summer House Point.

Nick came, later, and I opened my eyes, but made no effort to speak. He seemed pleased, however, and gave me a filthy and bitter draught, which I swallowed, but which so madded me that I swore at him.

Whereupon he smiled and wiped my lips and tucked in the accursed blankets that had been stifling me and which now scraped my unshaven chin.

Damnation! I whispered, you smother me, drown me in sweat, and feed me gall and wormwood!

And I closed my eyes to sleep; but found my mind not so inclined, and lay half dozing, conscious of the sunlight on the floor.

So I was awake when he arrived again with a pot o broth.

Can you not leave me in peace! said I, so savagely that he laughed outright and bent over, stirring the broth and grinning down at me.

Spoonful by spoonful I swallowed the broth. There was wine in it. This made me drowsy.

To keep account of time, whether it were still this day or the next, or how the hours were passing, had been a matter of indifference to me. Or how the world wagged outside the golden dusk of this small room had interested me not at all.

My Continental surgeon, whom they called Dr. Thatcher, came twice a day and went smartly about his business.

Nick dosed me and fed me. I had asked no questions; but my mind had become sullen and busy; and now I was groping backward and searching memory to find the time and place when I had lost touch with the world and with the business which had brought me into these parts.

All was clearly linked up to the time that Balty shot me. Afterward, only fragments of the chain of events remained in my memory. I heard again the thud of Baltys body on the puncheon floor, when Luysnes cut him down from the rafters of Howells house. I remember that I saw men take ditch-spades to bury the dead. I remember that my body seemed all afire and that I became enraged and forbade them to take me to Summer House.

Further — and of the blank spaces between — I had no recollection save that the whole world seemed burning up in darkness and that my body was being consumed like a fagot in some hellish conflagration, where the flames were black and gave no light.

This day Dr. Thatcher and Nick washed me and closed my wounds.

There had been, it appeared, some drains left in them. The stiff harness on my ribs they left untouched. I breathed, now, without any pain, but itched most damnably.

My closed wounds itched. I desired broth no longer and demanded meat. But got none and swore at Nick.

A barber from the Continental camp arrived to trim me. He took a beard from me that amazed me, and enough hair to awake the envy of a school-girl — for I refused to wear a queue, and bade him trim my pol à la Coureur-du-Bois.

Now this barber, who was a private soldier, seemed willing to gossip; and of him I asked my first questions concerning the outside world and train of events.

But I soon perceived that all he knew was the veriest camp gossip, and that his budget of rumours and reports was of no value whatever. For he said that our armies were everywhere victorious; that the British armies were on the run; and that the war would be over in another month. Everybody, quoth he, would become rich and happy, with General Washington for our King, and every general a duke or marquis, and every soldier a landed proprietor, with nothing to do save sit on his porch, smoke his pipe, and watch his slaves plow his broad acres.

When this sorry ass took his leave, I had long since ceased to listen to him.

I felt very well, except for the accursed itching where my flesh was mending, and rib-bones knitting.

Dr. Thatcher came in. He was booted, spurred, wore pistols and sword, and a military foot-mantle.

When he caught my eyes he smiled slightly and asked me how I did. And I expressed my gratitude as suitably as I knew how, saying that I was well and desired to rise and be about my business.

In two weeks, he said, which took me aback.

Do you know how long you have been here? he asked, amused.

Some three or four days, I suppose.

A month today, Mr. Drogue.

This stunned me. He seated himself on the camp-stool beside my trundle-bed.

What preys upon your mind, Mr. Drogue? he asked pleasantly.

Sir?

I ask you what it is that troubles you.

I felt a slow heat in my cheeks:

I have nothing on my mind, sir, save desire to return to duty.

He said in his kindly way: You would mend more quickly, sir, if your mind were tranquil.

I felt my face flush to my hair:

Why do you suppose that my mind is uneasy, Doctor?

You have asked no questions. A sick man, when recovering, asks many. You seem to remain incurious, indifferent. Yet, you are in the house of old friends.

He looked at me out of his kind, grave eyes: Also, he said, you had many days of fever.

My face burned: I feared to guess what he meant, but now I must ask.

Did I babble?

A feverish patient often becomes loquacious.

Of — of whom did I — rave? I could scarce force myself to the question. Then, as he also seemed embarrassed, I added: You need not name her, Doctor. But I beg you to tell me who besides yourself overheard me.

Only your soldier, Nicholas Stoner, and a Saguenay Indian, who squats outside your door day and night.

Nobody else?

I think not.

Has Lady Johnson heard me? Or Mistress Swift? Or — Mistress Grant? I stammered.

Why, no, said he. These ladies were most tender and attentive when your soldiers brought you hither; but two days afterward, while you still lay unconscious, — and your right lung filling solid, — there came a flag from General Schuyler, and an escort of Albany Horse for the ladies. And they departed as prisoners the following morning, with their flag, to be delivered and set at liberty inside the British lines.

They are gone?

Yes, sir. Lady Johnson, while happy in her prospective freedom, and hopeful of meeting her husband in New York City, seemed very greatly distressed to leave you here in such a plight. And Mistress Swift offered to remain and care for you, but our military authorities would not allow it.

I said nothing.

He added, with a faint smile: Our authorities, I take it, were impatient to be rid of responsibility for these fair prisoners, Mr. Drogue. I know that Schuyler is vastly relieved.

Has Stephen Watts been taken? I asked abruptly. Or Hare, or Butler?

Not that I have heard of.

So they had got clean away, that spying crew! — Watts and Hare and Walter Butler! Well, that was better. God knows I had a million times rather meet Steve Watts in battle than take him skulking here inside our lines a-spying on our camp, exchanging information with his unhappy sister and with Claudia, or slinking about the shrubbery by night to press his sweethearts waist and lips —— 

I turned my hot face on the pillow and lay a-thinking. The doctor laid back my blanket, looked at my hurts, then covered me.

You do well, he said. In two weeks you shall be out o bed. Bones must knit and wounds scar before you carry pack again. And before your lung is strong you shall need six months rest ere you take the field.

Aghast at such news, I asked him the true nature of my hurts, and learned that Baltys bullet had broken three ribs into my right lung, then, glancing, had made a hole clean through my thigh, but not splintering the bone.

That Oneida girl of Thomas Spencers saved you, said he, for she picked out the burnt wadding and bits of cloth, cleaned and checked the hemorrhage, and purged you. And there was no gangrene.

She did all that anybody could have done; but the cold had already seized your lung before she arrived, and it was that which involved you so desperately.

After a silence: Good God, doctor! Six months!

Six months before you take the field, sir.

A half year of idleness? Why, that can not be, sir — —

It is better than eternity in a coffin, sir, said he quietly.

Then he came and took my hand, saying that orders had come directing him to join our Northern Army at Crown Point, and that he was to set off within the hour.

A little nursing and continued rest are all you now require, said he; and so I leave you without anxiety, Mr. Drogue.

I strove to express my deep gratitude for his service to me; he pressed my hand, smilingly:

If you would hasten convalescence, said he, seek to recover that serenity of mind which is a surer medicine than any in my phials.

At the door he turned and looked back to me:

I think, said he in an embarrassed voice, that you have really no true reason for unhappiness, Mr. Drogue. If you have, then my experience of men and women has taught me nothing.

With that he went; and I heard his sword and spurs through the hallway, and the outer door close.

What had he meant?

For a long while I pondered this. Then into my mind came another and inevitable question: What had I said in my delirium?

I was hungry when Nick came.

Well, says he, grinning at me, our Continental saw-bones permits this fat wild pigeon. And now I hope I shall have no more cursing to endure.

Tears came into my eyes and I held out my hand. It was blanched white, and bony, and lay oddly in his great, brown paw.

Lord, says he, what a fright you have given us, John, what with coughing all day and night like a sick bullock — —

I am mending, Nick.

So says Major Squills. Here, lad, eat thy pigeon. Does it smack? And here is a little Spanish wine in this glass to nourish you. I had three bottles of the Continentals ere they marched — —

Marched! Have they departed? I demanded in astonishment.

Horse, foot, and baggage, said he cheerily. When I say horse, I mean young Jack-boots, for he departed first with the flag that took my Lady Johnson to New York.

So everybody has gone, said I, blankly.

Why, yes, John. The flag came from Schuyler and off went the ladies, bag, baggage, and servants.

Then come Colonels Van Schaick and Dayton from Johnstown to inspect our works at this place and at Fish House. And two days later orders come to abandon Fish House and Summer House Point.... You do not remember hearing their drums?

No.

You were very bad that day, he said soberly. But when their music played you opened your eyes and nothing would do but you must rise and dress. Lord, how wild you talked, and I was heartily glad when their drumming died away on the Johnstown road.

You mean to tell me that there is no longer any garrison on the Sacandaga? I asked, amazed.

None. And but a meagre one at Johnstown. It seems we need troops everywhere and have none to send anywhere. Theyve even taken your scout and your Oneidas.

What! I exclaimed.

They left a week ago, John, to work on the new fort which is being fashioned out of old Fort Stanwix. So Dayton sends your scout thither to play with pick and mattock, and your Oneidas to prowl along Wood Creek and guard the batteaux.

You tell me that the Sacandaga is left destitute of garrison or scouts! I asked angrily. And Tryon crawling alive with Tories! — and the Cadys and Helmers and Bowmans and Reeds and Butlers and Hares and Stephen Watts stirring the disloyal to violence in every settlement betwixt Schenectady and Ballston!

I tell you we are too few for all our need, John, — too few to watch all places threatened. Schuyler has but one regiment of Continentals now. Gates commands at Crown Point and draws to him all available men. His Excellency is pressed for men in the South, too. Albany is almost defenceless, Schenectady practically unguarded, and only a handful of our people guard Johnstown.

Where are the militia? I demanded.

Farming — save when the district call sends a regiment on guard or to work on the forts. But Herkimer has them in hand against a crisis, and I have no doubt that those Palatines will turn out to a man if Sir John comes hither with his murderous hordes.

I sat in silence, picking the bones of my pigeon. Nick said:

Colonel Dayton came in here and looked at you. And when he left he said to me that you had proven a valuable scout; and that, if you survived, he desired you to remain here at the Summer House with me and with your Saguenay.

For what purpose? I demanded, sullenly.

On observation.

A scout of three! To cover the Sacandaga! Do they think we have wings? Or are a company of tree-cats with nine lives apiece?

Well, said Nick, scratching his ear in perplexity, I know not what our colonels and our generals are thinking; but the soldiers are gone, and our doctor has now departed, so if Dayton leaves us four people alone here in the Summer House it must be because there is nothing for the present to apprehend, either from Sir John or from any Indian or Tory marauders.

Four people? I repeated. I thought you said we were but three here.

Why, said he, I mean that we are three men — three rifles!

Is there a servant woman, also?

He looked at me oddly.

The Caughnawaga girl came back.

What!

The Scottish girl, Penelope.

Came back! When?

Oh, that was long ago — after the flag left.... It seems she had meant to travel only to Mayfield with them.... She had not said so to anybody. But in the dark o dawn she rides in on your mare, Kaya, having travelled all night long.

Why, says I, what do you here on John Drogues horse in the dark o dawn?

If theres danger, says she calmly, this sick man should have a horse to carry him to Mayfield fort.

Which was true enough; and I said so, and stabled your mare where Lady Johnsons horses had left a warm and empty manger.

Well, said I harshly, as he remained silent.

Lord, Jack, that is all I know. She has cooked for you since, and has kept this house in order, washed dishes, fed the chickens and ducks and pig, groomed your horse, hoed the garden, sewed bandages, picked lint, knitted stockings and soldiers vests — —

Why? I demanded.

I asked her that, John. And she answered that there was nobody here to care for a sick mans comfort, and that Dr. Thatcher had told her you would die if they moved you to Johnstown hospital.

I thought shed become frightened and leave when the Continentals marched out; they all came — the officers — where she sat a-knitting by the apple-tree; but she only laughed at their importunities, made light of any dangers to be apprehended, and refused a seat on their camp wagon. And it pleased me, John, to see how doleful and crestfallen were some among those same young blue-and-buffs when they were obliged to ride away that morning and leave here there a-sewing up your shirt where Baltys bullet had rent it.

A slight thrill shot me through. But it died cold. And I thought of Steve Watts, and of her in his embrace under the lilacs.

If she now remained here it was for no reason concerning me. It was because she thought her lover might return some night and take her in his arms again. That was the reason.

And with this miserable conclusion, a more dreadful doubt seized me. What of the loyalty of a girl whose lover is a Kings man?

I remembered how, in the blossoming orchard, she had whispered to me that she was a friend to liberty.

Was that to be believed of a maid whose lover came into our camp a spy?

I lay back on my pillow and closed my eyes. What was this girl to me that I should care one way or the other?

Nick took my platter and went away, leaving me to sleep as I seemed to desire it.

But I had no desire to sleep. And as I lay there, I became sensible that my entire and battered body was almost imperceptibly a-tremble.




CHAPTER XXI

THE DEMON
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I THINK THAT summer was the strangest ever I have lived, — the most unreal days of life, — so still, so golden, so strangely calm the solitude that ringed me where I was slowly healing of my hurt.

Each dawn was heralded by gold fire, each evening by a rosy conflagration in the west. It rained only at night; and all that crystal clear mid-summer scarcely a shred of fleece dappled the empyrean.

Those winds which blow so frequently in our Northland seemed to have become zephyrs, too; and there was but a reedy breeze along the Vlaie Water, and scarce a ripple to rock the lily pads in shallow reach and cove.

It was strange. And, only for the loveliness of night and day, there might have seemed in this hushed tranquillity around me a sort of hidden menace.

For all around about was war, where Tryon County lay so peacefully in the sunshine, ringed within the outer tumult, and walled on all sides by battle smoke.

Above us our fever-stricken Northern army, driven from Crown Point, now lay and sickened at Ticonderoga, where General Gates did now command our people, while poor Arnold, turned ships carpenter, laboured to match Guy Carletons flotilla which the British were dragging piecemeal over Chambly Rapids to blow us out o the lake.

From south of us came news of the Long Island disaster where His Excellency, driven from Brooklyn and New York, now lay along the Harlem Heights.

And it was a sorry business; for Billy Alexander, who is Lord Stirling, was taken a prisoner; and Sullivan also was taken; and their two brigades were practically destroyed.

But worse happened at New York City, where the New York militia ran and two New England brigades, seized with panic, fled in a shameful manner. And so out o town our people pulled foot, riotous and disorderly in retreat, and losing all our heavy guns, nearly all our stores, and more than three hundred prisoners.

This was the news I had of the Long Island battle, where I lay in convalescence at Summer House that strange, still summer in the North.

And I thought very bitterly of what advantage was it that we had but just rung bells and fired off our cannon to salute our new Declaration of Independence, and had upset the prancing leaden King from his pedestal on the Bowling Green, if our militia ran like rabbits at sight of the red-coats, and general officers like Lord Stirling were mouse-trapped in their first battle.

Alas for poor New York, where fire and explosion had laid a third of the city in ruins; where the drums of the red-coats now rolled brazenly along the Broadway; where Delancys horsemen scoured the island for friends to liberty; where that great wretch, Loring, lorded it like an unclean devil of the pit.

God! to think on it when all had gone so well; and Boston clean o red-coats, and Canada all but in our grasp; and old Charleston shaking with her dauntless cannonade, and our peoples volleys pouring into Dunmores hirelings through the levelled cinders of Norfolk town!

What was the matter with us that these Southern gentlemen stood the British fire while, if we faced it, we crumpled and gave ground; or, if we shunned it, we ran disgracefully? Save only at Boston had we driven the red-coats on land. The British flame had scorched us on Long Island, singed us in New York, blasted us at Falmouth and Quebec, and left our armies writhing in the ashes from Montreal to Norfolk.

And yet how tranquil, how fair, how ominously calm lay our Valley Land in the sunshine, ringed here by our blue mountains where no slightest cloud brooded in an unstained sky!

And more still, more strange even than the untroubled calm of Tryon, lay the Summer House in its sunlit, soundless, and green desolation.

Where, through the long days, nothing moved on the waste of waters save where a sun-burnished reed twinkled. Where, under star-powdered skies, no wind stirred; and only the vague far cry of some wandering wild thing ever disturbed that vast and velvet silence.



Long before she came near me to speak to me, and even before she had glanced at me from the west porch, whither she took her knitting in the afternoons, I had seen Penelope.

From where I lay on my trundle in Sir Williams old gun-room I could see out across the hallway and through the door, where the west veranda ran.

In the mornings either my Indian, Yellow-Leaf, or Nick Stoner mounted guard there, watching the green and watery wastes to the northward, while his comrade freshened my sheets and pillows and cleansed my room.

In the afternoons one o them went a-fishing or prowling after meat for our larder, or, sometimes, Nick went a-horse to Mayfield on observation, or to Johnstown for news or a bag of flour. And tother watched from the veranda roof, which was railed, and ran all around the house, so that a man might walk post there and face all points of the compass.

As for Penelope, I soon learned her routine; for in the morning she was in the kitchen and about the house — save only she came not to my room — but swept and dusted the rest, and cooked in the cellar-kitchen.

Sometimes I could see her in apron and pink print, drawing water from the orchard well, and her skirt tucked up against the dew.

Sometimes I saw her early in the garden, where greens grew and beans and peas; or sometimes she hoed weeds where potatoes and early corn stood in rows along a small strip planted between orchard and posy-bed.

And sometimes I could see her a-milking our three Jersey cows, or, with a sickle, cutting green fodder for my mare, Kaya, whose dainty hoofs I often heard stamping the barn floor.

But after the dinner hour, and when the long, still afternoons lay listlessly betwixt mid-summer sun and the pale, cool dusk, she came from her chamber all freshened like a faint, sweet breeze in her rustling petticoat of sheer, sprigged stuff, to seat herself on the west veranda with her knitting.

Day after day I lay on my trundle where I could see her. She never noticed me, though by turning her head she could have seen me where I lay.

I do not now remember clearly what was my state of mind except that a dull bitterness reigned there.

Which was, of course, against all common sense and decent reason.

I had no claim upon this girl. I had kissed her — through no fault of hers, and by no warrant and no encouragement from her to so conduct in her regard.

I had kissed her once. But other men had done that perhaps with no more warrant. And I, though convinced that the girl knew not how to parry such surprises, brooded sullenly upon mine own indiscretion with her; and pondered upon the possible behaviour of other men with her. And I silently damned their impudence, and her own imprudence which seemed to have taught her little in regard to men.

But in my mind the chiefest and most sullen trouble lay in what I had seen under the lilacs that night in June.

And when I closed my eyes I seemed to see her in Steve Watts arms, and the lads ardent embrace of her throat and hair, and the flushed passion marring his youthful face —— 

I often lay there, my eyes on her where I could see her through the door, knitting, and strove to remember how I had first heard her name spoken, and how at that last supper at the Hall her name was spoken and her beauty praised by such dissolute young gallants as Steve Watts and Lieutenant Hare; and how even Sir John had blurted out, in his cups, enough to betray an idle dalliance with this yellow-haired girl, and sufficient to affront his wife and his brother-in-law, and to disgust me.

And Nick had said that men swarmed about her like forest-flies around a pan o syrup!

And all this, too, before ever I had laid eyes upon this slim and silent girl who now sat out yonder within my sullen vision, knitting or winding her wool in silence.

What, then, could be the sentiments of any honest man concerning her? What, when I considered these things, were my own sentiments in her regard?

And though report seemed clear, and what I had witnessed plainer still, I seemed to be unable to come to any conclusion as to my true sentiments in this business, or why, indeed, it was any business of mine, and why I concerned myself at all.

Men found her young and soft and inexperienced; and so stole from her the kiss that heaven sent them.

And Steve Watts, at least, was more wildly enamoured.... And, no doubt, that reckless flame had not left her entirely cold.... Else how could she have strolled away to meet him that same night when her lips must still have felt the touch of mine?... And how endured his passion there in the starlight?... And if she truly were a loyal friend to liberty, how in Gods name give secret tryst and countenance to a spy?



One morning, when Nick had bathed me, I made him dress me in forest leather. Lord, but I was weak o the feet, and light in head as a blown egg-shell!

Thus, dressed, I lay all morning on my trundle, and there, seated on the edge, was given my noon dinner.

But I had no mind, now, to undress and rest. I desired to go to the veranda, and did fume and curse and bully poor Nick until he picked me up and carried me thither and did seat me within a large and cushioned Windsor chair.

Then, madded, he went away to fish for a silver pike in our canoe, saying with much viciousness that I might shout my throat raw and perish there ere he would stir a foot to put me to bed again.

So I watched him go down to the shore where the canoe lay, lift in rod and line and paddle, and take water in high dudgeon.

Even an ass knows when hes sick! he called out to me. But I laughed at him and saw his broad paddle stab the water, and the birchen craft shoot out among the reeds.

Now it was in my thoughts to see how Mistress Penelope would choose to conduct, who had so long and so tranquilly ignored me.

For here was I established upon the spot where she had been accustomed to sit through the long afternoons ... and think on Steve Watts, no doubt!...

Comes Mistress Penelope in sprigged gown of lavender, and smelling fresh of the herb itself or of some faint freshness.

I rested both hands upon the arms of my Windsor chair and so managed to stand erect.

She turned rosy to her ear-tips at the sudden encounter, but her voice was self-possessed and in nowise altered when she greeted me.

I offered my hand; she extended hers and I saluted it.

Then she seated herself at leisure in her Windsor reading-chair, laid her basket of wool-skeins upon the polished book-rest, and calmly fell to knitting.

So, you are mending fast, sir, says she; and her smooth little fingers travelling steadily with her shining needles, and her dark eyes intent on both.

Oh, for that, said I, I am well enough, and shall soon be strong to strap war-belt and sling pack and sack.... Are you in health, Mistress Pen?

She expressed thanks for the civil inquiry. And knitted on and on. And silence fell between us.

If it was then that I first began to fear I was in love with her, I do not surely remember now. For if such a doubt assailed me, then instantly my mind resented so unwelcome a notion. And not only was there no pleasure in the thought, but it stirred in me a kind of breathless anger which seemed to have long slumbered in its own ashes within me and now gave out a dull heat.

Have you news of Lady Johnson and of Mistress Swift? I asked at last.

She lifted her eyes in surprise.

No, sir. How should news come to us here?

I thought there might be channels of communication.

I know of none, sir. York is far, and the Canadas are farther still. No runners have come to Summer House.

Still, said I, communication was possible when I got my hurt last June.

Sir?

Is that not true?

She looked at me in troubled silence.

Did not Lady Johnsons brother come here in secret to give her news, and take as much away?

She did not answer.

Once, said I, although I had not asked, you told me that you were a friend to liberty.

And am so, said she.

And have a Tory lover.

At that her face flamed and her wool dropped into her lap. She did not look at me but sat with gaze ahead of her as though considering.

At last: Do you mean Captain Watts? she asked.

Yes, I mean him.

He is not my lover.

I ask your pardon. The inference was as natural as my error.

Sir?

Appearances, said I, are proverbially deceitful. Instead of saying your lover, I should, perhaps, have said one of your lovers. And so again ask pardon.

Are you my lover, sir?

I? said I, taken aback at the direct shot so unexpected.

Yes, you, my lord. Are you one of my lovers?

I think not. Why do you ask me that which never could be a question that yes or no need answer?

I thought perhaps you might deem yourself my lover.

Why?

Because you kissed me once, — as did Captain Watts.... And two other gentlemen.

Two other gentlemen?

Yes, sir. A cornet of horse, — his name escapes me — and Sir John.

Who! I blurted angrily.

Sir John Johnson.

The dissolute beast! said I. Had I known it that night at Johnson Hall — — But here I checked my speech and waited till the hot blood in my face was done burning.

And when again I was cool: I am sorry for my heat, said I. Your conduct is your own affair.

You once made it yours, sir, — for a moment.

Again I went hot and red; and how I had conducted with this maid plagued me so that I found no word to answer.

She knitted for a little while. Then, lifting her dark young eyes:

You have as secure a title to be my lover as has any man, Mr. Drogue. Which is no title at all.

Steve Watts took you in his arms near the lilacs.

What was that to you, Mr. Drogue?

He was a spy in our uniform and in our camp!

Yes, sir.

And you gave him your lips.

He took what he took. I gave only what was in my heart to give to any friend in peril.

What was that?

Solicitude.

Oh. You warned him to leave? And he an enemy and a spy?

I begged him to go, Mr. Drogue.

Do you still call yourself a friend to liberty? I asked angrily.

Yes, sir. But I was his friend too. I did not know he had come here. And when by accident I recognized him I was frightened, because I thought he had come to carry news to Lady Johnson.

And so he did! Did he not?

He said he came for me.

To visit you?

Yes, sir. And I think that was true. For when he made himself known to his sister, she came near to fainting; and so he spoke no more to her at all but begged me for a tryst before he left.

Oh. And you granted it?

Yes, sir.

Why?

I was in great fright, fearing he might be taken.... Also I pitied him.

Why so? I sneered.

Because he had courted me at Caughnawaga.... And at first I think he made a sport of his courting, — like other young men of Tryon gentry who hunt and court to a like purpose.... And so, one day at Caughnawaga, I told him I was honest.... I thought he ought to know, lest folly assail us in unfamiliar guise and do us a harm.

Did you so speak to this young man?

Yes, sir. I told him that I am a maiden. I thought it best that he should know as much.... And so he courted me no more. But every day he came and glowered at other men.... I laughed secretly, so fiercely he watched all who came to Cayadutta Lodge.... And then Sir John fled. And war came.... Well, sir, there is no more to tell, save that Captain Watts dared come hither.

To take you in his arms?

He did so, — yes, sir, — for the first time ever.

Then he is honestly in love with you?

But you, also, did the like to me. Is it a consequence of honest love, Mr. Drogue, when a young man embraces a maidens lips?

Her questions had so disconcerted me that I found now no answer to this one.

I know nothing about love, said I, looking out at the sunlit waters.

Nor I, said she.

You seem willing to be schooled, I retorted.

Not willing, not unwilling. I do not understand men, but am not averse to learning something of their ways. No two seem similar, Mr. Drogue, save in the one matter.

Which? I asked bluntly.

The matter of paying court. All seem to do it naturally, though some take fire quicker, and some seem to burn more ardently than others.

It pleasures you to be courted? Gallantries suit you? And the flowery phrases suitors use?

They pleasurably perplex me. Time passes more agreeably when one is knitting. To be courted is not an unwelcome diversion to any woman, I think. And flowery phrases are pleasant to notice, — like music suitably played, and of which one is conscious though occupied with other matters.

If this be not coquetry, I thought, then it is most perilously akin to it.

Obscurely yet deeply disturbed by the blind stirring of emotions I could not clearly analyze, I sat brooding there. Now I watched her fingers playing with the steels, and her young face lowered; now I gazed afar across the blue Vlaie Water to the bluer mountains beyond, which dented the horizon as the great blue waves of Lake Ontario make molten mountains against an azure sky.

So still was the world that the distant leap and splash of a great silver pike sounded like a gun-shot in that breathless, sun-drenched solitude.

Yet I found no solace now in all this golden peace; for, of the silence between this maid and me, had been born a vague and malicious thing; and like a subtle demon it had come, now, into my body to turn me sullen and restless with the scarce-formed, scarce-comprehended thoughts it hatched within me. And one of these had to do with Stevie Watts, and how he had come here for the sake of this girl.... And had taken her into his arms under the stars, near the lilacs.... And my lips still warm from hers.... Yet she had gone to him in the dusk.... Was afeard for him.... Pitied him.... And doubtless loved him, whatever she might choose to say to me.... Under any circumstances a coquette; and, innocent or wise, to the manner born at any rate.... And some Tryon County gallant likely to take her measure some day ere she awake from her soft bewilderment at the ways and conducting of mankind.

Nick came at eventide, carrying a pike by the gills, and showed us his fingers bleeding of the watery conflict.

Is all calm on the Sacandaga? I enquired.

Calm as a roadside puddle, Jack. And every day I ask myself if there be truly any war in North America or no, so placid shines Gods sun on Tryon.... You mend apace, old friend. Do you suffer fatigue?

None, Nick. I shall sit at table tonight with Mistress Grant and you — —

My voice ceased, and, without warning, the demon that had entered into me began a-whispering. Then the first ignoble and senseless pang of jealousy assailed me to remember that this girl and my comrade had been alone for weeks together — supped all alone at table — companioned each the other while I lay ill! —— 

Senseless, miserable clod that I was to listen to that demons whispering till my very belly seemed sick-sore with the pain of it and my heart hurt me under the ribs.

Now she rose and looked at Nick and laughed; and they said a word or two I could not quite hear, but she laughed again as though with some familiar understanding, and went lightly away to her evening milking.

We shall be content indeed, said Nick, that you sit at supper with us, old friend.

But I had changed my mind, and said so.

You will not sit with us tonight? he asked, concerned.

I looked at him coldly:

I shall go to bed, said I, and desire no supper.... Nor any aid whatever.... I am tired. The world wearies me.... And so do my own kind.

And I got up and all alone walked to my little chamber.

So great an ass was I.




CHAPTER XXII

HAG-RIDDEN
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SO PASSED THAT unreal summer of 76; and so came autumn upon us with its crimsons, purples, and russet-gold; its cherry-red suns a-swimming in the flat marsh fogs; its spectral mists veiling Vlaie Water and curtaining the Sacandaga from shore to shore.

Rumours of wars came to us, but no war; gossip of armies and of battles, but no battles.

Armies of wild-fowl, however, came to us on the great Vlaie; duck and geese and companies of snowy swans; and at night I could hear their fairy trumpets in the sky heralding the white onset from the North.

And pigeons came to the beech-woods, millions and millions, so that their flight was a windy roaring in the sky and darkened the sun.

Birches and elms and chestnuts and soft maples turned yellow; and so turned the ghostly tamaracks ere their needles fell. Hard maples and oaks grew crimson and scarlet and the blueberry bushes and sumachs glowed like piles of fire.

But the world of pines darkened to a deeper emerald; spruce and hemlock took on a more sober hue; and the flowing splendour of the evergreens now robed plain and mountain in sombre magnificence, dully brocaded here and there by an embroidery of silver balsam.

When I was strong enough to trail a rifle and walk my post on the veranda roof, my Saguenay Indian took to the Drowned Lands, scouting the meshed water-leads like a crested diving-duck; and his canoe nosed into every creek from Mayfield to Fish House.

Nick foraged, netting pigeons on the Stacking Ridge, shooting partridge, turkey, and squirrel as our need prompted, or dropping a fat doe at evening on the clearings edge beyond Howells house.

Of fish we had our fill, — chain-pike and silver-pike from Vlaie Water; trout out of Hans Creek and Frenchmans Creek.

Corn, milled grain, and pork we drew a-horse from Johnstown or Mayfield; we had milk and butter of our own cows, and roasting ears and potatoes, squash, beets, and beans, and a good pumpkin for our pies, all from Summer House garden. And a great store of apples — for it was a year for that fruit — and we had so many that Nick pitted scores of bushels; and we used them to eat, also, and to cook.

Now, against first frost, Penelope had sewed for us sacks out o tow cloth; and when frost came to moss the world with spongy silver, we went after nuts, Nick and I, — chestnuts from the Stacking Ridge, and gathered beechnuts there, also. Butternuts we found, sticky and a-plenty, along the Sacandaga; and hickory nuts on every ridge, and hazel filberts bordering clearing and windfall in low, moist woods.

Sure we were well garnered if not well garrisoned at Summer House when the first snow flakes came a-drifting like errant feathers floating from a wild-fowl shot in mid-air.

The painted leaves dropped in November, settling earthward through still sunshine in gold and crimson clouds.

Mother Earth hath put on war-paint, quoth Penelope, knitting. She spoke to Nick, turning her head slightly. She spoke chiefly to him in these days, I having become, as I have said, a silent ass; and so strange and of so infrequent speech that they did not even venture to remark to me my reticence; and I think they thought my hurt had changed me in my mind and nature. Yet I was but a simple ass, differing only from other asses in that they brayed more frequently than I.

In silence I nursed a challenging in my breast, where love should have lain secure and warm; and I wrapped the feverish, mewling thing in envy, jealousy, and sullen pride, — fit rags to swaddle such a waif.

For once, coming upon Penelope unawares, I did see her gazing upon a miniature picture of Steve Watts, done bravely in his red regimentals.

Which, perceiving me, she hid in her bosom and took her milk-pails to the orchard without a word spoken, though the colour in her face was eloquent enough.

And very soon, too, I had learned for sure what I already believed of her, that she was a very jade; for it was plain that she had now ensnared Nick, and that they were thick as a pair o pup hounds, and had confidences between them in low voices and with smiles. Which my coming checked only so far. For it was mostly to him she spoke openly at table, when, the smoking dishes set, she took her seat between us, out o breath and sweet as a sun-hot rose.

God knows they were not to blame; for in one hour I might prove glum and silent as a stone; and in another I practiced carelessness and indifference in my speech; and in another, still, I was like to be garrulous and feverish, insisting upon any point raised; laughing without decent provocation; moody and dull, loquacious and quarrelsome by turns, — unstable, unhinged, out o balance and incapable of any decent equilibrium. Oh, the sorry spectacle a young man makes when that sly snake, jealousy, hath fanged him!

And my disorder was such that I knew I was sick o jealousy and sore hurt of it to the bones, yet conducted like a mindless creature that, trapped, falls to mutilating itself.

And so I was ever brooding how I might convince her of my indifference; how I might pain her by coldness; how I might subtly acquaint her of my own desirability and then punish her by a display of contempt and a mortifying revelation of the unattainable. Which was to be my proper self.

Jealousy is sure a strange malady and breaketh out in divers disorders in different young men, according to their age and kind.

I was jealous because she had been courted by others; was jealous because she had been caressed by other men; I was wildly jealous because of Steve Watts, their tryst by the lilacs; his picture which I discovered she wore in her bosom; I was madly jealous of her fellowship with my old comrade, Nick, and because, chilled by my uncivil conduct and by my silences, she conversed with him when she spoke at all.

And for all this silly grievance I had no warrant nor any atom of lucid reason. For until I had seen her no woman had ever disturbed me. Until that spring day in the flowering orchard I had never desired love; and if I even desired it now I knew not. I had certainly no desire for marriage or a wife, because I had no thought in my callow head of either.

Only jealousy of others and a desire to be first in her mind possessed me, — a fierce wish to clear out this rabble of suitors which seemed to gather in a very swarm wherever she passed, — so that she should turn to me alone, lean upon me, trust only me in the world to lend her countenance, shelter her, and defend her. And, though God knows I meant her no wrong, nor had passion, so far, played any rôle in this my ridiculous behaviour, I had not so far any clear intention in her regard. A fierce and selfish longing obsessed me to drive others off and keep her for my own where in some calm security we could learn to know each other.

And this — though I did not understand it — was merely the romantic desire of a very young man to study, unhurried and untroubled, the first female who ever had disturbed his peace of mind.

But all was vain and troubled and misty in my mind, and love — or its fretful changeling — weighed on my heart heavily. But I carried double weight: jealousy is a heavy hag, and I was hag-ridden morn and eve and all the livelong day to boot.

All asses are made to be ridden.



The first snow came, as I have said, like shot-scattered down from a wild-ducks breast. Then days of golden stillness, with mornings growing ever colder and the frost whitening shady spots long after sun-up.

I remember a bear swam Vlaie Water, but galloped so swiftly into the bush that no rifle was ready to stop him.

We mangered our cattle o nights; and, as frosty grazing checks milk flow, Nick and I brought in hay from the stacks which the Continental soldiers had cut against a long occupation of Summer House Point.

Nights had become very cold and we burned logs all day long in the chimney place. My Indian was snug enough in the kitchen by the oven, where he ate and slept when not on post; and we, above, did very well by the blaze where we roasted nuts and apples and drank new cider from Johnstown and had a cask of ale from the Johnson Arms by waggon.

Also, in the cellar, was some store of Sir Williams — dusty bottles of French and Spanish wines; but of these I took no toll, because they belonged not to me.

But a strange circumstance presently placed these wines in my possession; for, upon a day before the first deep snow fell, comes galloping from Johnstown a man in caped riding coat, one Jerry Van Rensselaer, to nail a printed placard upon our Summer House — notice of sale by the Committee for Sequestration.

But who was to read this notice and attend the vendue save only the birds and beasts of the wilderness I do not know; for on the day of the sale, which was conducted by Commissioner Harry Outthout, only some half dozen farmer folk rode hither from Johnstown, and only one man among em bid in money — a sullen fellow named Jim Huetson, who had Tory friends, I knew, if he himself were not of that complexion.

His bid was £5; which was but a beggarly offer, and angered me to see Sir Williams beloved Lodge come to so mean an end. So, having some little money, I showed the Schoharie fellow a stern countenance, doubled his bid, and took snuff which I do not love.

And Lord! Ere I realized it, Summer House Point, Lodge and contents, and riparian rights as far as Howells house were mine; and a clear deed promised.

Bewildered, I signed and paid the Sequestration Commissioner out o my buckskin pouch in hard coin.

You should buy the cattle, too, whispered Nick. There be folk in Johnstown would pay well for such a breed o cow. And theres the pig, Jack, and the sheep and the hens, and all that grain and hay so snug in the barn.

So I asked very fiercely if any man desired to bid against me; and neither Huetson nor his sulky comrade, Davis, having any such stomach, I fetched ale and apples and nuts and made them eat and drink, and so drew aside the Commissioner and bargained with him like a Jew or a shoe-peg Yankee; and in the end bought all.

Shall you move hither from Fondas Bush and sell your house? asked Nick, who now was going out on watch.

But I made him no answer, for I had been bitten by an idea, the mere thought of which fevered me with excitement. Oh, I was mad as a March fox running his first vixen, in that first tide of romantic love, — clean daft and lacking reason.

So when Commissioner Outthout and those who had come for the vendue had drank as much of my new ale as they cared to carry home a-horse, and were gone a-bumping down the Johnstown road like a flock of Gilpins all, I took my parchment and went into my bed chamber; and there I sat upon my trundle bed and read what was writ upon my deed, making me the owner of Summer House and of all that appertained to the little hunting lodge.

But I had not purchased it selfishly; and the whole business began with an impulse born of love for Sir William, who had loved this place so well. But even as that impulse came, another notion took shape in my love-addled sconce.

I sat on my trundle bed a-thinking and — God forgive me — admiring my own lofty and romantic purpose.

The house was still, but on the veranda roof overhead I could hear the moccasined tread of Nick pacing his post; and from below in the kitchen came the distant thump and splash of Penelopes churn, where she was making new butter for to salt it against our needs.

Now, as I rose my breath came quicker, but admiration for my resolve abated nothing — no! — rather increased as I tasted the sad pleasures of martyrdom and of noble renunciation. For I now meant to figure in this girls eyes in a manner which she never could forget and which, I trusted, might sadden her with a wistful melancholy after I was gone and she had awakened to the irreparable loss.



When I came down into the kitchen where, bare of arms and throat, she stood a-churning, she looked at me out of partly-lowered eyes, as though doubting my mood — poor child. And I saw the sweat on her flushed cheeks, and her yellow hair, in disorder from the labour, all curled into damp little ringlets. But when I smiled I saw that lovely glimmer dawning, and she asked me shyly what I did there — for never before had I come into her kitchen.

So, still smiling, I gave an account of how I had bought Summer House; and she listened, wide-eyed, wondering.

But, continued I, I have already my own glebe at Fondas Bush, and a house; but there be many with whom fortune has not been so complacent, and who possess neither glebe nor roof, yet deserve both.

Yes, sir, she said, smiling, there be many such folk and always will be in the world. Of such company am I, also, but it saddens me not at all.

I went to her and showed her my deed, and she looked down on it, her hands clasped on the churn handle.

So that, said she, is a lawful deed! I have never before been shown such an instrument.

You shall have leisure enough to study this one, said I, for I convey it to you.

Sir?

I give Summer House to you, said I. Here is the deed. When I go to Johnstown again I will execute it so that this place shall be yours.

She gazed at me in dumb astonishment.

Meanwhile, said I, you shall keep the deed.... And now you are, in fact, if not yet in title, mistress of Summer House. And I think, this night, we should break a bottle of Sir Williams Madeira to drink health to our new châtelaine.

She came from her churn and caught my arm, where I had turned to ascend the steps.

You are jesting, are you not, my lord?

No! And do not use that term, lord, to me.

You — you offer to give me — me — this estate!

Yes. I do give it you.

There was a tense silence.

Why do you offer this? she burst out breathlessly.

Why should I have two estates and you have none, Penelope?

But that is no reason! she retorted, almost violently. For what reason, then, do you give me Summer House? It — it must be you are jesting, my lord! — —

At that, displeasure made me redden, and I damned the title under my breath.

If you please, said I, you will have done with all these sirs and my lords, for I am a plain yoeman of County Tryon and wear a buckskin shirt. Not that I would criticise Lord Stirling or any such who still care to wear by courtesy what I have long ago worn out, I added, but the gentry and nobility of Tryon travel one way and I the other; and my friends should remember it when naming me.

She stood looking at me out of her brown eyes, and slowly their troubled wonder changed to dumb perplexity. And, looking, took up her aprons edge and stood twisting it between both hands.

I give you Summer House, said I, because you are orphaned and live alone and have nothing. I give it because a maid ought to possess a portion; and, thirdly, I give it because I have enough of my own, and never desired more of anything than I need. So take the Summer House, Penelope, with the cattle and fowl and land; for it gives you a station and a security among men and women of this odd world of ours, and lends to yourself a confidence and dignity which only sheerest folly can overthrow.

She came, after a silence, slowly, and took me by the hand.

John Drogue, says she in a voice not clear, I can not take of you this estate.

You shall take it! And when again, where you sit a-knitting, the young men gather round you like flies around a sap-pan — then, by God, you shall know what countenance to give them, and they shall know what colour to give their courting! — suitors, gallants, Whig or Tory — the whole damned rabble — —

Oh, she cried softly, John Drogue! And fell a-laughing — or was it a quick sob that checked her throat?

But I heeded it not, having caught fire; and presently blazed noisily.

Because you are servant to Douw Fonda! I cried, and because you are alone, and because you are young and soft with a childs eyes and yellow hair, they make nothing of schooling you to their pot-house gallantries, and every damned man jack among them comes a-galloping to the chase. Yes, even that pallid beast, Sir John! — and the tears of Claire Putnam to haunt him if he were a man and not the dirty libertine he is!

I looked upon her whitened face in ever-rising passion:

I tell you, said I, that the backwoods aristocracy is the better and safer caste, for the other is rotten under red coat or blue; and a ring-tailed cap doffed by a gnarled hand is worth all your laced cocked hats bound around with gold and trailed in the dust with fine, smooth fingers!

Sure I was in a proper phrensy now, nor dreamed myself a target for the high gods laughter, where I vapoured and strode and shouted aloud my moral jeremiad.

So, said I, you shall have Summer House; and shall, as you sit a-knitting, make your choice of honest suitors at your ease and not be waylaid and hunted and used without ceremony by the first young hot-head who entraps you in the starlight! No! Nor be the quarry of older villains and subtler with persuasion. No!

For today Penelope Grant, spinster, is a burgesse of Johnstown, and is a person both respectable and taxed. And any man who would court her must conduct suitably and in a customary manner, nor, like a wild falcon, circle over head awaiting the opportunity to strike.

No! All that sport — all that gay laxity and folly is at an end. And heres the damned deed that ends it! I added, thrusting the parchment into her hands.

She seemed white and frightened. And, Oh, Lord! she breathed, have I, then, conducted so shamelessly? And did I so wholly lose your favour when you kissed me?

I had not meant that, and I winced and grew hot in the cheeks.

I am not a loose woman, she said in her soft, bewildered way. Unless it be a fault that I find men somewhat to my liking, and their gay manners pleasure me and divert me.

I said: You have a way with men. None is insensible to your youth and beauty.

Is it so? she asked innocently.

Are you not aware of it?

I had thought that I pleased.

You do so. Best tread discreetly. Best consider carefully now. Then choose one and dismiss the rest.

Choose?

Aye.

Whom should I choose, John Drogue?

Why, said I, losing countenance, there is the same ardent rabble like that plague of suitors which importuned the Greek Penelope. There are the sap-pan flies all buzzing.

Oh. Should I make a choice if entreated?

A burgesse is free to choose.

Oh. And to which suitor should I give my smile?

Well, said I, sullenly, there is Nick. There also is your Cornet of Horse — young Jack-boots. And there is the young gentleman whose picture you wear in your bosom.

Captain Watts? she asked, so naïvely that jealousy stabbed me instantly, so that my smile became a grimace.

Sure, said I, you think tenderly on Stephen Watts.

Yes.

In fact, I almost groaned, you entertain for him those virtuous sentiments not unbecoming to the maiden of his choice.... Do you not, Penelope?

He has courted me a year. I find him agreeable. Also, I pity him — although his impatience causes me concern and his ardour inconveniences me.... The sentiments I entertain for him are virtuous, as you say, sir. And so are my sentiments for any man.

But is not your heart engaged in this affair?

With Captain Watts?

Yes.

Oh, I thought you meant with you, sir.

I affected to smile, but my heart thumped my ribs.

I have not pretended to your heart, Penelope.

No, sir. Nor I to yours. And, for the matter, know nothing concerning hearts and the deeper pretensions to secret passions of which one hears so much in gossip and romance. No, sir; I am ignorant. Yet, I have thought that kindness might please a woman more easily than sighs and vapours.... Or so it seems to me.... And that impatient ardour only perplexes.... And passion often chills the natural pity that a woman entertains for any man who vows he is unhappy and must presently perish of her indifference....

Yet I am not indifferent to men.... And have used men gently.... And forgiven them.... Being not hard but pitiful by disposition.

She made a movement of unconscious grace and drew from her bosom the little picture of Steve Watts.

You see, said she, I guard it tenderly. But he went off in a passion and rebuked me bitterly for my coquetry and because I refused to flee with him to Canada.... He, being an enemy to liberty, I would not consent.... I love my country.... And better than I love any man.

He begged an elopement that night?

Yes.

With marriage promised, doubtless.

Lord, says she, I had not thought so far.

Did he not promise it?

No, sir.

What? Nor mention it?

I did not hear him.

But in his courtship of a year surely he conducted honestly! I insisted angrily.

Should a man ask marriage when he asks love, Mr. Drogue?

If he means honestly he must speak of it.

Oh.... I did not understand.... I thought that love, offered, meant marriage also.... I thought they all meant that — save only Sir John.

We both fell silent. After a little while: I shall some day ask Captain Watts what he means, said she, thoughtfully. Surely he must know I am a maiden.

Do you suppose such young men care! I said sullenly.

But she seemed so white and distressed at the thought that the sneer died on my lips and I made a great effort to do generously by my old school-mate, Stevie Watts.

Surely, said I, he meant no disrespect and no harm. Stephen Watts is not of the corrupt breed of Walter Butler nor debauched like Sir John.... However, if he is to be your lover — perhaps it were convenient to ask him something concerning his respectful designs upon you.

Yes, sir, I shall do so — if he comes hither again.

So hope, which had fallen a-flickering, expired like a tiny flame. She loved Steve Watts!

I turned and limped up the stairway.

And, at the stair-head, met Nick.

Well, said I savagely, you may not have her. For she loves Steve Watts and dotes on his picture in her bosom. And as for you, you may go to the devil!

Why, you sorry ass, says he, have you thought I desired her?

Do you not?

Good God! cried he, because this poor and moon-smitten gentleman hath rolled sheeps eyes upon a yellow-haired maid, then, in his mind, all the worlds aflame to woo her too and take her from his honest arms! What the plague do I want of your sweetheart, Jack Drogue, when Ive one at Pigeon Wood and my eye on another, too!

Then he fell a-laughing and smote his thighs with a loud slapping.

Aha! he cried, did I not warn you? Did I not foresee, foretell, and prophesy that you would one day sicken of a passion for this yellow-haired girl from Caughnawaga!

Idiot, said I in a rage, I do not love her!

Then you bear all the earmarks! said he, and went off stamping his moccasins and roaring with laughter.

And I went on watch to walk my post all a-tremble with fury, and fair sick of jealousy and my first boyish passion.



Now, it is a strange thing how love undid me; but it is still stranger how, of a sudden, my malady passed. And it came about in this way, that toward sunset one day, when I came from walking my post on the veranda roof to find why Nick had not relieved me, I descended the stairs and looked into the kitchen, where was a pleasant smell of cinnamon crullers fresh made and of johnnycake and of meat a-stewing.

And there I did see Nick push Penelope into a corner to kiss her, and saw her fetch him a clout with her open hand.

Then again, and broad on his surprised and silly face, fell her little hand like the clear crack of a drovers whip.

And, There! she falters, out o breath, theres for you, friend Nicholas!

My God! says he, in foolish amaze, why do you that, Penelope!

I kiss whom I please and none other! says she, fast breathing, and her dark eyes wide and bright.

Whom you please, quoth Nick, abashed but putting a bold face on it— well then, you please me, and therefore ought to kiss me — —

No, I will not! John Drogue hath shown me what is my privilege in this idle game of bussing which men seem so ready to play with me, whether I will or no!... Have I hurt you, Nick?

She came up to him, still flushed and her childish bosom still rising and falling fast.

You love Jack Drogue, said he, sulkily, and therefore belabour me who dote on you.

I love you both, said she, but I am enamoured of neither. Also, I desire no kisses of you or of Mr. Drogue, but only kindness and good will.

You entertain a passion for Steve Watts! he muttered sullenly, and theres the riddle read for you!

But she laughed in his face and took up her pan of crullers and set them on the shelf.

I am châtelaine of Summer House, said she, and need render no account of my inclinations to you or to any man. Who would learn for himself what is in my mind must court me civilly and in good order.... Do you desire leave to court me, Nick?

Not I! — to be beaten by a besom and flouted and mocked to boot! Nenni, my pretty lass! I have had my mouthful of blows.

Oh. And your comrade? Is he, do you think, inclined to court me?

Jack Drogue?

The same.

You have bedeviled him, said Nick sulkily, as you have witched all men who encounter you. He hath a fever and is sick of it.

She was slicing hot johnnycake with a knife in the pan; and now looked up at him with eyes full of curiosity.

Bewitched him? I?

Surely. Who else, then?

You are jesting, Nick.

No. Like others he has taken the Caughnawaga fever. The very air you breathe is full of it. But, with a man like my comrade, it is no more than a fever. And it passes, pretty maid! — it passes.

Does it so?

It does. It burns out folly and leaves him the healthier.

Oh, then — with a gentleman like your comrade, Mr. Drogue — lamour nest quune maladie légère qui se guérira sans médecin, nest-ce pas?

Say that in Canada and doubtless the very dicky-birds will answer wee-wee-wee! he retorted. But if you mean, does John Drogue mate below his proper caste, then theres no wee-wee-wee about it; for that the Laird of Northesk will never do!

I know that, said she coolly. And opened the pot to fork the steaming stew, then set on the cover and passed her hand over her brow where a slight dew glistened and where her hair curled paler gold and tighter, like a childs.

Friend Nick?

I hear thee, breeder of heart-troubles.

Listen, then. No thought of me should trouble any man as yet. My heart is not awake — not troublesome, — not engaged, — no, not even to poor Stephen Watts. For the sentiment I entertain for him is only pity for a boy, Nick, who is impetuous and rash and has been too much flattered by the world.... Poor lad — in his play-hour regimentals! — and no beard on his smooth cheek.... Just a fretful, idle, and self-indulgent boy!... Who protests that he loves me.... Oh, no, Nick! Men sometimes bewilder me; but I think it is our own passion that destroys us women — not theirs.... And there is none in me, — only pity, and a great friendliness to men.... And these only have ever moved me.

He was sitting on a pine table and munching of a cruller. Penelope, says he, your honesty and wholesome spirit should physic men of their meaner passions. If you are servant to Douw Fonda, nevertheless you think like a great lady. And I for one, he added, munching away, shall quarrel with any man who makes little of the mistress of Summer House Point!

And then — oh, Lord! — she turns from her oven, takes his silly head between both hands, and gives him a smack on the lips!

There, says she, you have had of your sister what you never should have had of the Scottish lass of Caughnawaga!

He got off the table at that, looking mighty pleased but sheepish, and muttered something concerning relieving me on post.

And so, lest I should be disgraced by my eavesdropping, and feeling mean and degraded, yet oddly contented that Penelope loved no man with secret passion, I slunk away, my moccasins making no sound.

So when Nick came to relieve me he discovered me still on post; and said he pettishly: Penelope Grant hath clouted me, mind and body; and I am the better man by it, though somewhat sore; and I shall knock the head of any popinjay who fails in the respect all owe this girl. And I wish to God I had a hickory stick here, and Sir John Johnson across my knee!

I went into my chamber and laid me down on my trundle bed.

I was contented. I no longer seemed to burn for the girl. Also, I knew she burned for no man. A vast sense of relief spread over me like a soft garment, warming and soothing me.

And so, pleasantly passed my sick passion for the Scottish girl; and pleasantly I fell asleep.




CHAPTER XXIII

WINTER AND SPRING

[image: img662.jpg]

SNOW CAME AS it comes to us in the Northland — a blinding fall, heavy and monotonous — and in forty-eight hours the Johnstown Road was blocked.

Followed a day of dazzling sunshine and intense cold, which set our timbers cracking; and the snow, like finest flour, creaked under our snow-shoes.

All the universe had turned to blue and silver; and the Vlaie Water ran fathomless purple between its unstained snows. But that night the clouds returned and winds grew warmer, and soon the skies opened with feathery white volleys, and the big, thick flakes stormed down again, obliterating alike the work of nature and of man.

Summer House was covered to the veranda eaves. We made shovels and cleared the roofs and broke paths to stable and well.

Here, between dazzling ramparts, we lived and moved and had our being, week after week; and every new snow-storm piled higher our palisades and buried the whole land under one vast white pall.

Vlaie Water froze three feet solid; fierce winds piled the ice with gigantic drifts so that no man could mark the course of the creeks any more; and a vast white desolation stretched away to the mountains, broken only by naked hard-wood forests or by the interminable ocean of the pines weighted deep with snow.

Only when a crust came were we at any pains to set a watch against a war party from the Canadas. But none arrived; no signal smoke stained the peaks; nothing living stirred on that dead white waste save those little grey and whining birds which creep all day up and down tree-trunks, or a sudden gusty flight of snow-birds, which suddenly arrive from nowhere and are gone as suddenly.

Once a white owl with yellow eyes sat upon the ridge-pole of our barn; but our pullets were safe within, and Penelope drove him away with snowballs.

The deer yarded on Maxon; lynx-tracks circled our house and barn, and we sometimes heard old tassel-ears a-miauling on the Stacking Ridge.

And, toward the end of February, there were two panthers that left huge cat-prints across the drifts on the Johnstown Road; but they took no toll of our sheep, which were safe in a stone fold, though the oaken door to it bore marks of teeth and claws, where the pumas had striven hard to break in and do murder.

Save when a crust formed and we took our turns on guard, my Indian rolled himself in bear-furs by the kitchen oven, and like a bear he slept there until hunger awoke him long enough to gorge for another stretch of sleep.

Nick and I took axes to the woods and drew logs on a sledge to split for fire use. Our tasks, too, kept us busy feeding our live creatures, fetching water, keeping paths open, and fishing through the ice.

In idler intervals we carved devices upon our powder-horns, cured deer-skins in the Oneida fashion, boiled pitch and mended our canoe, fashioned paddles, poles, and shafts for fish-spears, strung snow-shoes, built a fine sledge out of ash and hickory, and made Kaya draw us on the crust.

So, all day, each was busy with tasks and duties, and had little leisure left for that dull restlessness which, in idle people, is the root of all the mischief they devise to do.

Penelope mended our clothing and knitted mittens and jerkins. All house-work and cooking she accomplished, and milked and churned and cared for the pullets. Also, she dipped candles and moulded bullets from the lead bars I found in the gun-room. And when our deer-skins were cured and softened, she made for us soft wallets, sacks, and pouches, and sewed upon them bright beads in the Oneida fashion, from the pack of trade beads in Sir Williams gun-room. She sewed upon every accoutrement a design done in scarlet beads, showing a picture of a little red foot.

Lord, but we meant to emerge from our snows in brave fashion, come spring-tide; for now our deer-skin garments were splendid with beads, and our fringes were green and purple. Also, Nick had trapped it some when opportunity offered, setting his line from Summer House along Vlaie Water to Howells house, thence across the frozen Drowned Lands to the Stacking Ridge, and from there back over the Spring Pool, and thence down-creek to the Sacandaga, where Fish House stood with its glazed windows empty as a blind mans eyes.

He had, by March, a fine pack of peltry; and of these we cured and used sufficient muskrat to sew us blankets, and made a mantle of otter for Penelope and a hood and muff to match.

For ourselves we made us caps out of black mink, and sewed all together by our dip-lights in the red firelight, where apples slowly sizzled with the rich, sweet perfume I love to smell.

Sometimes Nick played upon his fife; and sometimes we all told stories and roasted chestnuts. Nick had more stories and more imagination than had I, and a livelier wit in the telling of tales. But chiefly I was willing to hear Penelope when she told us of her childhood in France, and how folk lived in that warm and sweet country, and what were their daily customs.

Also, she sang sometimes childrens songs of France, and other pretty ballads, mostly concerning love. For the French occupy themselves chiefly with love and cooking and the fine arts, I judge, and know how to make an art of eating, also. For there in France every meal is a ceremony; but in this land we eat not for the pleasurable taste which, in savory food, delights and tempts, but we eat swiftly and carelessly and chiefly to stay our hunger.

Yet, at times, food smacks smartly to my tongue; as when at Christmas tide I shot a great wild turkey on the Stacking Ridge; and when Penelope basted it in the kitchen my mouth watered as I sniffed the door-crack.

And again, gone stale with soupaan and jerked meat and fish soused or dried with salt, Nick shot a yearling buck near our barn at daylight; and the savour of his cooking filled all with pleasure.

Upon the New Year we made a feast and had a bottle of Sir Williams port, another of Madeira, a punch of spirits, and three pewters of buttery ale.

Lord! there was a New Year. And first, not daring to give drink to my Saguenay, we fed him till he was gorged, and so rolled him in a pile of furs till he slept by the oven below. Then we set twenty dips afire by the chimney, and filled it up with dry logs.... I am sorry we had so little sense; for I was something fuddled, and sang ballads — which I can not — and Nick would dance, which he did by himself; and his hornpipes and pigeon-wings and shuffles and war-dances made my head spin and my heavy eyes desire to cross.

Penelopes cheeks burned, and she fanned and fanned her with a turkey wing and laughed to see Nick caper and to hear the piteous squalling which was my way of singing.

But she complained that the dip-lights danced and that the floor behaved in strange fashion, running like ripples on Vlaie Water in a west wind.

She had sipped but one glass of Sir Williams port, but I think it was a glass too much; for the wine made her so hot, so she vowed, that her body was all one ardent coal, and so presently she pulled the hair-pegs from her hair and let it down and shook it out in the firelight till it flashed like a golden scarf flung about her.

Her pannier basque of rose silk — gift of Claudia and made in France — she presently slipped out of, leaving her in her petticoat and folded like a Quakeress in her crossed foulard, and her white arms as bare as her neck.

Which innocently concerned her not a whit, nor had she any more thought of her throats loveliness than she had of herself in her shift that morning at Bowmans.

She sat cooling her face with the turkey-wing fan and watching Nicks contre-dancing — his own candle-cast shadow on the wall dancing vis-à-vis — and she laughed and laughed, a-fanning there, like a child delighted by the antics of two older brothers, while Nick whirled on moccasined feet in his mad career, and I fifed windily to time his gambolading.

Then we played country games, but she would not kiss us as forfeit, defending her lips and vowing that no man should ever again take that toll of her.

Which contented me, though I remonstrated; and I was glad that Nick should not cheapen her lips though it cost me the same privilege. For we played Swallow! Swallow! and I guessed correctly how many apple pips she held in her hand when she sang:

Who can count the swallows eggs? Try it, Master Nimble-legs! Climb and find a swallows nest, Count the eggs beneath her breast, Take an egg and leave the rest And kiss the maid you love the best!

But it was her hand only we might kiss, and but one finger at that — the smallest — for, says she, John Drogue hath said it, and I am mistress of Summer House! What I choose to give — or forgive — is of my proper choice.... And I do not choose to be kissed by any man whether he wears silk puce or deer-skin shirt!

But the devil prompted me to remember Steve Watts, and my countenance changed.

Do you bar regimentals? I asked, forcing a wry smile.

She knew what was in my mind, for jealousy grinned at her out of my every feature; and she came toward me and laid her light hand upon my arm.

Or red coat or blue, my lord, she said, her smile fading to a glimmer, men have had of me my last complaisance. Are you not content? You taught me, sir.

If he taught you that a kiss is folly, he taught you more folly than is in a thousand kisses! cries Nick. Why, said he, turning on me, you pitiful, sober-faced, broad-brimmed spoil-sport! says he, what are lips made for, you meddlesome ass, and be damned to you!

Instantly we were in clinch like two bears; and we wrestled and strained and swayed there, panting and nigh stifled with our laughter, till we fell with a crash that shook the house and set the bottles clinking; and there thrashed like a pair o pups till I got his shoulders flat.

But it was nothing — he being the younger — and he leaped up and fell to treading an Oneida battle-dance, while Penelope and I did beat upon the table, singing:

Ha-wa-sa-say! Hah! Ha-wa-sa-say—

till the door opened and there stands my Saguenay, bleary-eyed, sleep-muddled, but his benumbed brain responsive to the thumping cadence of the old scalp-song.

But I pushed him down stairs ere he had sniffed a lung-full of our punch, having no mind to face a drink-mad Indian that night or any other.

So I went below and piled the furs upon him and waited till he snored before I left him to his hibernation.

Such childishness! Who would believe it of us that were no longer children! And all alone there in a little house amid a vast and wintry wilderness, where no living thing stirred abroad save the white hares ghost in the starlight, and the shadow of the lean, weird beast that tracked her.

Well, if we conducted like children we were as light-minded and as innocent. There was in our behaviour no lesser levity; in our mirth no grossness; in our jests and stories no license of the times nor any country coarseness in our speech.

Nor, in me, now remained aught of that sick-heart jealousy nor sentimental disorder which lately had seized me and upset my sense and reason.

My sentiments concerning Penelope seemed very clear to me now; — a warm liking; a chivalrous desire for her well-being and happiness; a pride that I had been, in some measure, the instrument which had awakened her to her own prerogatives in a world whose laws are made by men.

And if, on such an occasion as this, she gave us her countenance and even frolicked with us, there was a new and clearer note in her laughter, a swifter confidence in her smile, and, in voice and look and movement, a subtle and shy authority which had not been there in the inexperienced and candid child whose heart seemed bewildered when assaulted, and whose lips, undefended, rendered them to the first marauder.

I said as much, one day, to Nick.

Youve turned the childs head, said he, with your kingly benefactions. You have but to woo her if you want her to wife.

Wife! said I, scared o the very word. What the devil shall I do with a wife, who am contented as I am? Also, it is not in her mind, nor in mine, who now are pleasant friends and comrades.... Also, I added, love is a disorder and begets a brood of jealousies to plague a man to death! I am calm and contented. I am enamoured of no woman, and do not desire to be so.... Although, when I pass thirty, and possess estates, doubtless I shall desire an heir.

And go a-hunting a mother for this same heir among the gilt-hats of New York, said Nick. Which is your destiny, John Drogue, for like seeks like, and a yeoman is born, not made; — and wears his rings in his ears — —

Have done! said I impatiently. I am of the soil! I love it! I love plowed land and corn and the smell of stables! I love my log house and my glebe and the smell of English grass!

But a servant is a servant, John Drogue, and the mistress of your roof shall have walked in silk before she ever puts on homespun and pattens for love of you! Lord, man! I am I, and you are you! And we mate not with the same breed o birds. No! For mine shall be a ground-chick of sober hue and feather; and your sweetheart shall have bright wings and own the air for a home.

That is already written: each after its kind. So God send you your rainbow lady from the clouds, and give you a pretty heir in due event; and as for me, if I guess right, my mate to be hath never fluttered higher than her garret nor worn a shred of silk till she sews her wedding dress!



On the last day of March maple sap ran.

Nick and I set out that day to seek a sugar-bush for the new mistress of Summer House.

Snow was soft and our snow-shoes scarce bore us, but we floundered along the hard woods, and presently discovered a grove of stately maples.

All that day we were busy in the barn making buckets out o staves stored there; and on the first day of April we waded the softening snow to the new sugar-bush, tapped the trees, set our spouts and buckets, and also drew thither a kettle and dry wood against future need.

I remember that the day was clear and warm, where, in the sun, the barn doors stood open and the chickens ventured out to scratch about, where the sun had melted the snow.

All day long our cock was a-crowing and a-courting; the south wind came warm with spring and fluttered the wash which Penelope was hanging out to dry and whiten under soft, blue skies.

In pattens she tripped about the slushy yard, her thick, bright hair pegged loosely, and her childs bosom and arms as white as the snow she stepped on.

Save only for my Saguenay, who stood on the veranda roof, resting upon his rifle, the scene was sweet and peaceful. Sheep bleated in yard and fold; cattle lowed in their manger; our cocks full-throated challenge rang out under sunny skies; and everywhere the blue air was murmurous with the voice of rills running from the melting snows like mountain brooks.

On Vlaie Water the ice rotted awash; and already black crows were walking there, and I could see them busily searching the dead and yellow sedge, from where I sat hooping my sap-buckets and softly whistling to myself.

Nick made a snowball and flung it at me, but I dodged it. Then Penelope made another and aimed it at me so truly that the soft lump covered my cap and shoulders with snow.

But her quick peal of laughter was checked when I sprang up to chasten her, and she fled on her pattens, but I caught her around the corner of the house under the lilacs.

You should be trussed up and trounced like any child, said I, holding her with one hand whilst I scraped out snow from my neck with tother.

At that she bent and flung a handful of snow over me; and I seized her, bent her back, and scrubbed her face till it was pink.

Choked with snow and laughter, we swayed together, breathless, she still defiant and snatching up snow to fling over me.

You truss me up! she panted. Do you think you are more than a boy to use me as a father or a husband only has the right?

You little minx! said I, when I had spat out a mouthful of snow, is not anyone free to trounce a child! — —

At that I slipped, or she tripped me; into a drift I went, and she pounced on me and sat astride with a cry of triumph.

Now, says she, I shall take your scalp, my fine friend; and twisted one hand in my hair.

Hiu-u! Kou-ee! she cried, a scalp taken means war to the end! Do you cry me mercy, John Drogue?

I struggled, but the snow was soft and I sank the deeper, and could not unseat her.

I drown in snow, said I. Get up, you jade!

Jade! cries she, and stopped my mouth with snow.

I struggled in vain; under her clinging weight the soft snow engulfed and held me like a very quicksand. I looked up at her and she laughed down at me.

Do you yield you, John Drogue?

It seems I must. But wait! — —

You threaten!

No! Do you mean to drown me, you vixen!

You engage not to seek revenge?

I do so.

Why? Because you love me tenderly?

Yes, said I, half choked. Let me up, you plague of Egypt!

That is not a loving speech, John Drogue. Do you love me or no?

Yes, I do, — you little, — —

Little what?

Object of my hearts desire! I fairly yelled. I am like to smother here! — —

This is All Fools Day, says she, sick with laughter to see me mad and at her mercy. Therefore, you must tell me lies, not truths. Tell me a pretty lie, — quickly! — else I scrub your features!

After a helpless heave or two I lay still.

You say you love me tenderly. That is a lie, John Drogue — it being All Fools Day. So you shall vow, instead, that you hate me. Come, then!

I hate you! said I, licking the snow from my lips.

Passionately?

I looked up at her where deep in the snow, under the lilacs, I lay, my arms spread and her two hands pinning my wrists. She was flushed with laughter and I saw the devils o mischief watching me deep in her dark eyes.

It was under these lilacs, said I, that I had my first hurt of you. You should heal that hurt now.

That confused her, and she blushed and swore to punish me for that fling; but I grinned at her.

Come, said I, heal me of my ancient wound as you dealt it me — with your lips!

I did not kiss Steve Watts!

But he kissed you. So do the like by me and I forgive you all.

All?

Everything.

Even what I have now done?

Even that.

And you will not truss me up to chasten me when you go free? For it would shame me and I could not endure it.

I promise.

She looked down at me, smiling, uncertain.

What will you do to me if I do not? she asked.

Drown you in snow three times every day.

And I needs must kiss you to buy my safety?

Yes, and with hearty good will, too.

She glanced hastily around, perhaps to seek an avenue for escape, perhaps to see who might spy us.

Then, looking down at me, a-blush now, yet laughing, she bent her head slowly, very slowly to mine, and rested her lips on mine.

Then she was up and off like a young tree-lynx, fleeing, stumbling on her pattens; but, like a white hare, I lay very still in my form, unstirring, gazing up into the bluest, softest sky that my dazzled eyes ever had unclosed upon.

There was a faint fragrance in the air. It may have been arbutus — or the trace of her lips on mine.

In my ears trilled the pretty melody of a million little snow rills running in the sunshine. I heard the gay cock-crow from the yard, the restless lowing of cattle, the distant caw of a crow flying high over the Drowned Lands.

When at last I got to my feet a strange, new soberness had come over me, stilling exhilaration, quieting the rough and boyish spirits which had possessed me.

Penelope, hanging out linen to sweeten, looked at me over her shoulder, plainly uncertain concerning me. But I kept my word and did not offer to molest her, and so went about my coopers work again, where Nick also squatted, matching bucket staves, whilst I fell to shaping sap-pans.

It was very still there in the sunshine. And, as I sat there, it seemed to me that I was putting more behind me than the icy and unsullied months of winter, — and that I should never be a boy any more, with a boys passionless and untroubled soul.



And so came spring upon us in the Northland that fateful year of 77, with blue skies and melting snow and the cocks clarion sounding clear.

But it was mid-April before the first Forest Runner, with pelts, passed through the Sacandaga, twelve days out from Ty, and the woods nigh impassable, he gave account, what with soft drifts choking the hills and all streams over their banks.

And then, for the first, we learned something concerning the great war that was waging everywhere around our outer borders, — how His Excellency had surprised the Hessians at Trenton, and had tricked Cornwallis and beat up the enemy at Princeton. It was amazing to realize that His Excellency, with only the frozen fragments of a meagre and defeated army, had recovered all the Jerseys. But this was so, thank God; and we wondered to hear of it.

All this the Forest Runner told us as he ate and drank in the kitchen, — and how Lord Stirling had been made a major-general, and that we had now enlisted four fine regiments of horse to curb DeLancys bold riders; and how that great Tory, John Penn, who was lately Governor of Pennsylvania, Thomas Wharton, and Benjamin Chew, had been packed off with other villains as prisoners into Virginia. Which pleased me, because of all that Quaker treachery in the proprietary; and I deemed them mean and selfish and self-righteous dogs who whined all day of peace and brotherhood and non-resistance, and did conduct most cruelly by night for greed and sordid gain.

Not that I liked the New Englanders the better; but, of the two, preferred them and had rather they settled the Pennsylvania wilds than that the sly, smug proprietaries multiplied there and nursed treason at the breast.

Well, our Coureur-du-Bois, in his greasy leather, quills, and scarlet braid, had other news for us less palatable.

For it seemed that we had lost two thousand men and all their artillery when Fort Washington fell; that we had lost a hundred more men and eleven vessels to Sir Guy Carleton on Lake Champlain; that the garrison at Ty was a slim one and sick for the most, and the relief regiments were so slow in filling that three New England states were drafting their soldiery by force.

There were rumours rife concerning the summer campaign, and how the British had a plan to behead our new United States by lopping off all New England.

It was to be done in this manner: Guy Carletons army was to come down from the North through the lakes, driving Gates, descend the Hudson to Albany and there join Clinton and his British, who were to force the Highlands, march up the river, and so hold all the Hudson, which would cut the head — New England — from the body of the new nation.

And to make this more certain, there was now gathering in the West an army under Butler and Brant, to strike the Mohawk Valley, sweep through it to Schenectady, and there come in touch with Burgoyne.

To oppose this terrible invasion from three directions we had forts on the Hudson and a few troops; but His Excellency was engaged south of these points and must remain there.

We had, at Ty, a skeleton army, and Gates to lead it, with which to face Burgoyne. We had, in the Mohawk Valley, to block the west and show a bold front to Brant and Butler, only fragments of Van Schaicks and Livingstons Continental line, now digging breastworks at Stanwix, a company at Johnstown, and at a crisis, our Tryon County militia, now drilling under Herkimer.

And, save for a handful of Rangers and Oneidas, these were all we had in Tryon to resist the hordes that were gathering to march on us from north, west and south, — British regulars with horse, foot, and magnificent artillery; partizans and loyalists numbering 1200; a thousand savages in their paint; Highlanders, Canadians, Hessians; Sir John Johnsons regiment of Royal Greens; Colonel John Butlers regiment of Rangers; McDonalds renegades and painted Tories — God! what a murderous horde; and all to make their common tryst here in County Tryon!

Our grim, lank Forest Runner sprawled on the settle by the kitchen table, smoking his bitter Indian tobacco and drinking rum and water, well sugared; and Penelope and Nick and I sat around him to listen, and look gravely at one another as we learned more and more of what it seemed that Fate had in storage for us.

The hot spiced rum loosened the Runners tongue. His name was Dick Jessup; and he was a hard, grim man whose business, from youth — which was peltry — had led him through perilous ways.

He told us of wild and horrid doings, where solitary settlers and lone trappers had been murdered by Guy Carletons outlying Iroquois, from Quebec to Crown Point.

Scores and scores of scalps had been taken; wretched prisoners had suffered at the Iroquois stake under tortures indescribable — the mere mention of which made Penelope turn sickly white and set Nick gnawing his knuckles.

But what most infuriated me was the thought that in the regiments of old John Butler and Sir John Johnson were scores of my old neighbors who now boasted that they were coming back to cut our throats on our own thresholds, — coming back with a thousand savages to murder women and children and ravage all with fire so that only a blackened desert should remain of the valleys and the humble homes we had made and loved.

Jessup said, puffing the acrid willow smoke from his clay: Where I lay hidden near Oneida Lake, I saw a Seneca war party pass on the crust; and they had fresh scalps which dripped on the snow.

And, near Niagara, I saw Butlers Rangers manœuvring on snow-shoes, with drums and curly bugle-horns.

Did you know any among them? I asked sombrely.

Why, yes. There was Michael Reed, kin to Henry Stoner.

My cousin, damn him! quoth Nick, calmly.

He was a drummer in the Rangers of John Butler, nodded Jessup. And I saw Philip Helmer there in a green uniform, and Charles Cady, too, of Fondas Bush.

All I ask, says Nick, is to get these two hands on them. I demand no weapons; I want only to feel my fingers closing on them. He sat staring into space with the blank glare of a panther. Then, Were they painted? he demanded.

No, said Jessup, but Simon Girty was and Newberry, too. There were a dozen painted Tories or blue-eyed Indians, — whatever you call em, — and they sat at a Seneca fire where the red post stood, and all eating half-raw venison, guts and all — —

Penelope averted her pallid face and leaned her head on her hand.

Jessup took no notice: They burned a prisoner that day. I was sick, where I lay hidden, to hear his shrieks. And the British in their cantonments could hear as plainly as I, yet nobody interfered.

There could have been no British officer there, said Penelope, in the ghost of a voice.

Well, there were, then, said Jessup bluntly. Turning to me he added: Theres a ginrall there at Niagara, called St. Leger, and hes a drunken son of a slut! We should not be afeard of that puffed up bladder, and I hope he comes against us. But Butler has some smart officers, like his son Walter, and Lieutenant Hare, and young Stephen Watts — —

You saw him there! exclaimed Penelope.

Yes, I saw him in a green uniform; and, with him also, a-horse, rode Sir John Johnson, all in red, and Walter Butler in black and green, and his long cloak a-trail to his spurs. By God, there is a motley crew for you — what with Brant in the saddle, in paint and buckskins and fur robe, and shaved like any dirty Mohawk; and Hiakatoo, like a blackened devil out o hell, all barred with scarlet and wearing the head of a great wolf for a cap, as well as the pelt to cover his war-paint! — and McDonald, with his kilt and dirk, and the damned black eyes of him and the two buck-teeth shining on his lips! — God! he breathed; and took a long pull at his pannikin of spiced rum.



That evening Jessup left for Johnstown on his way to Albany with his peltry; and took with him a letter which I wrote to the Commandant at Johnstown fort.

But it was past the first of May before I had any notice taken of my letter; and on a Sunday came an Oneida runner, bearing two letters for me; one from the Commandant, acquainting me that it was not his intention to garrison Fish House or Summer House, that Nick and I were sufficient to stand watch on the Mohawk Trail and Drowned Lands and report any movement threatening the Valley from the North, and that what few men he had must go to Stanwix, where the fort had not yet been completed.

The other letter was writ me from Fondas Bush by honest John Putman:

Friend Jack (says he), this Bush is a desert indeed and all run off, — the Tories to Canady, — such as the Helmers, Cadys, Bowmans, Reeds, and the likes, — save Adam Helmer, who is of our complexion, — and our own people who are friends to liberty have fled to Johnstown excepting me, — all the women and children, — Jean De Silvers family, De Luysnes people, the Salisburys, Scotts, Barbara Stoner, who married Conrad Reed and has gone to New York now; and all the Putmans save myself, who shall go presently in fear of the savages and Sir John.

Sir, it is sad to see our housen empty and our fields fallow, and weeds growing in plowed land. There remain no longer any cattle or fowls or any beasts at all, only the wild poultry of the woods come to the deserted doorsteps, and the red fox runs along the fence.

Your house stands empty as it was when you marched away. Only squirrels inhabit it now, and porcupines gnaw the corn-crib.

Well, friend Jack, this is all I have to say. I shall drive my oxen to Johnstown Fort tomorrow, and give this letter to the first runner or express.

I learn that you have bought the Summer House of the Commission. I wish you joy of it, but it seems a perilous purchase, and I fear that you shall soon be obliged to leave it.

So, wishing you health, and beholden to you for many kindnesses — as are we all who come from Fondas Bush — I close, sir, with respect and my obedience and duty to my brave young friend who serves liberty that we old folk and our women and children shall not perish or survive as British slaves.

Sir, awaiting the dread onset of Sir John with that firmness which becomes a good American, I am,

Your obliged and humble servant, John Putman.

The Oneida left in an hour for Ty.

And it was, I think, an hour later when Nick comes a-running to find me.

A fire at Fish House, he cries, and a dense smoke mounting to the sky!

I flung aside my letter, ran to the kitchen, and called Penelope.

Pack up and be ready to leave! said I. And, to Nick: Saddle Kaya and be ready to take Penelope a-horse to Mayfield block-house. Call my Indian!

As I belted my shirt and stood ready, my Saguenay came swiftly, trailing his rifle.

Come, said I, we must learn why that smoke towers yonder to the sky.

Penelope took me by the sleeve:

Do nothing rash, John Drogue, she said in a breathless way.

Get you ready for flight, said I, fixing a fresh flint. Nick shall run at your stirrup if it comes to that pinch — —

But you!

Why, I am well enough; and if the Iroquois are at Fish House then I retreat through Varicks, and so by Fondas Bush to Mayfield Fort.

She clasped her hands.

I do not wish to leave Summer House, she said pitifully. What is to happen to our sheep and cattle — and to our fowls and all our stores — and to Summer House itself?

God knows, said I impatiently. Why do you stand there idle when you must make ready for flight!

I — I can not bear to have you go to Fish House — all alone — —

I have the Yellow Leaf, and can keep clear o trouble. Come, Penelope! — —

When you move toward trouble I do not desire to flee the other way, toward safety! — —

Pack up, Penelope! shouted Nick, leading Kaya into the orchard, all saddled; and fell to making up his pack on the grass.

At Mayfield Fort! I called across to Nick. And if I be not there by night, then take Penelope to Johnstown, for it means that the Iroquois are on the Sacandaga!

I mark you, Jack! he replied. I turned to the girl:

Farewell, Penelope, I said. You shall be safe with Nick.

But you, John Drogue?

Safe in the forest, always, and the devil himself could not catch me, said I cheerily.

She stretched out her hand. I took it, looked at her, then kissed her fingers. And so went away swiftly, to where our canoe lay, troubled because of this young girl whom I had no desire to fall truly in love with, and yet knew I had been near to it many times that spring.

I got into the canoe and took the stern paddle; my Saguenay kneeled down in the bow; and we shot out across the Vlaie Water.

Once I turned and looked back over my shoulder; and I saw Penelope standing there on the grass, and Nick awaiting her with Kaya.

But I did not wish to feel as I felt at that moment. I did not desire to fall in love. No!

Au large! I said to my Indian, and swept the birchen craft out into the deep and steady current.




CHAPTER XXIV

GREEN-COATS
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NOTHING STIRRED ON the Drowned Lands as we drove our canoe at top speed between tall bronzed stalks of rushes and dead water-weeds. Vlaie Water was intensely blue and patched with golden débris of floating stuff — shreds of cranberry vine, rotting lily pads, and the like — and in twenty minutes we floated silently into the Spring Pool, opposite the Stacking Ridge, where hard earth bordered both shores and where maples and willows were now in lusty bud.

Two miles away, against Maxons sturdy bastion, a vast quantity of smoke was writhing upward in dark and cloudy convolutions. I could not see Fish House — that oblong, unpainted building a story and a half in height, with its chimneys of stone and the painted fish weather vane swimming in the sky. But I was convinced that it was afire.

We beached our canoe and drew it under the shore-reeds, and so passed rapidly down the right bank of the stream along the quick water, holding our guns cocked and primed, like hunters ready for a hazard shot at sight.

There was no snow left; all frost was out of the ground along the Drowned Lands; and the earth was sopping wet. Everywhere frail green spears of new grass pricked the dead and matted herbage; and in sheltered places tiny green leaves embroidered stems and twigs; and I saw wind-flowers, and violets both yellow and blue, and the amber shoots of skunk cabbage growing thickly in wet places. The shadbush, too, was in exquisite white bloom along the stream, and I remember that I saw one tree in full flower, and a dozen bluejays sitting amid the snowy blossoms like so many lumps of sapphire.

Now, on the mainland, a clearing showed in the sunshine; and beyond it I saw a rail fence bounding a field still black and wet from last autumns plowing.

We took to the brush and bore to the right, where on firm ground a grove of ash and butternut forested the ridge, and a sandy path ran through.

I knew this path. Sir William often used it when hunting, and his cows, kept at Fish House when his two daughters lived there, travelled this way to and from pasture.

Between us and the Sacandaga lay one of those grassy gulleys where, in time of flood, back-water from the Sacandaga spread deep.

My Indian and I now lay down and drew our bodies very stealthily toward the woods edge, where the setback from the river divided us from Fish House.

Ahead of us, through the trees, dense volumes of smoke crowded upward and unfolded into strange, cloudy shapes, and we could hear a loud and steady crackling noise made by feeding flames.

Presently, through the trees, I saw Fish House all afire, and now only a glowing skeleton in the sunshine. But the dense smoke came not now from Fish House, but from three barracks of marsh-hay burning, which vomited thick smoke into the sky. Near the house some tall piles of hewn logs were blazing, also a corn-crib, a small barn, and a log farmhouse, where I think that damned rascal, Wormwood, once lived. And it had been bought by a tenant of Sir William, — one of the patriot Shews or Helmers, if I mistake not, who was given favourable advantages to undertake such a settlement, but now had fled to Johnstown.

Godfrey Shews own house, just over the knoll to the eastward, was also on fire: I could see the flames from it and a thin brownish smoke which belched out black cinders and shreds of charred bark.

I did not see a living creature near these fires, but farther toward the east clearing I heard voices and the sound of picks and axes; and my Saguenay and I crept thither along the bank of the flooded hollow.

Very soon I perceived the new earthwork and log-stockade made the previous summer by our Continentals; and there, to my astonishment, I saw a motley company of white men and Indians, who were chopping down the timbers of the palisades, levelling the earthwork with pick and shovel.

So near were they across the flooded hollow that I recognized Elias Beacraft, brother to Benjy, who had gone off with McDonald. Also, I saw and knew Captain James Hare, brother to Lieutenant Henry Hare, of Butlers regiment; and Henry, also, was there; and Captain Nellis, of the forester service. Both the Hares and Nellis were dressed in green uniforms, and there were two other green-coats whom I knew not, but all busy with their work of destruction, and their axes flashing in the sunshine.

The others I had, of course, taken for very savages, for they were feathered and painted and wore Indian dress; but when one of these came down to the flooded hollow to fill his tin cup and drink, to my horror I saw that the eyes in that hideously-painted face were a light blue!

Nai! Yengese! whispered the Yellow Leaf.

The painted Tory was not ten yards from where we lay, and, as I gazed intently at those hideously daubed features, all at once I knew the man.

For this horrid and grotesque figure, all besmeared with ochre and indigo, and wearing Indian dress, was none other than an old neighbour of mine in Tryon County, one George Cuck, who lived near Jan Zuyler and his two buxom daughters, and who had gone off with Sir John last May.

As I stared at him in ever-rising astonishment and rage, comes another blue-eyed Indian — Barney Cane, — wearing Iroquois paint and feathers, and all gaudy in his beaded war-dress. And, at his belt, I saw a fresh scalp hanging by its hair, — the light brown hair of a white man!

I could hear Cane speaking with Cuck in English. Beacraft came down to the water; and Billy Newberry and Hare also came down, both wearing the uniform of the forester service. And I was astounded to see Henry Hare back again after his narrow escape at Summer House last autumn, the night I got my hurt.

But he wore no Valley militia disguise now; all these men were in green-coats, openly flaunting the enemy uniform in County Tryon, — save only those painted beasts Cuck and Cane.

It was a war party, and it had accomplished a clean job at Fish House; and now they all were coming down to the flooded hollow and looking across it where lay the short route west to Summer House.

Presently I heard a great splashing to our left, and saw a skiff and two green-coats and two Mohawk Indians in it pulling across the back-water.

And these latter were real Mohawks, stripped, oiled, their heads shaved, and in their battle-paint, who squatted there in the skiff, scanning with glowing eyes the bank where my Saguenay and I lay concealed.

It was perfectly plain, now, what they meant to do. Beacraft, Cane, and Cuck went back to the ruined redoubt, and presently returned loaded with packs. Baggage and rifles were laid in the skiff.

I touched Yellow Leaf on the arm, and we wriggled backward out of sight. Then, rising, we turned and pulled foot for our canoe.

Now my chiefest anxiety was whether Penelope and Nick had got clean away and were already well on the road to the Mayfield Block House.

We found our canoe where we had hid it, and we made the still water boil with our two paddles, so that, although it seemed an age to me, we came very swiftly to our landing at Summer House Point.

Here we sprang out, seized the canoe, ran with it up the grassy slope, then continued over the uncut lawn and down the western slope, where again we launched it and let it swing on the water, held anchored by its nose on shore.

House, barn, orchard, all were deathly still there in the brilliant sunshine; I ran to the manger and found it empty of cattle. There were no fowls to be seen or heard, either. Then I hastened to the sheep-fold. That, also, was empty.

Perplexed, I ran down to the gates, found them open, and, in the mud of the Johnstown Road, discovered sheep and cattle tracks, the imprint of Kayas sharp-shod hoofs, a waggon mark, and the plain imprint of Nicks moccasins.

So it was clear enough what he and Penelope had done. A terrible anxiety seized me, and I wondered how far they had got on the way to Mayfield, with cattle and sheep to drive ahead of a loaded waggon and one horse.

And now, more than ever, it was certain that my Indian and I must make a desperate stand here to hold back these marauders until our people were safe in Mayfield without a shadow of doubt.

The Saguenay had gone to the veranda roof with his rifle, where he could see any movement by land or water.

I called up to him that the destructives might come by both routes; then I went to my room, gathered all the lead bars and bags of bullets, seized our powder keg, and dragged all down to the water, where I stored everything in the canoe.

That was all I could take, save a sack of ground corn mixed with maple sugar, a flask of rum, and a bag of dry meat.

These articles, with our fur robes and blankets, a fish-spear, and a spontoon which I discovered, were all I dared attempt to save.

I stood in the pretty house, gazing desperately about me, sad to leave this place to flames, furious to realize that this little lodge must perish, which once was endeared to me because Sir William loved it, and now had become doubly dear because I had given it to a young girl whom I loved — and tenderly — yet desired not to become enamoured with.

Sunshine fell through the glazed windows, where chintz curtains stirred in the wind.

I looked around at the Windsor chairs, the table where we had supped together so often. I went into Penelopes room and looked at her maple bed, so white and fresh.

There was a skein of wool yarn on the table. I took it; gazed at it with new and strange emotions a-fiddling at my throat and twitching eyes and lips; and placed it in the breast of my hunting shirt.

Then I listened; but my Indian overhead remained silent. So I went on through the house, and then down to the kitchen, where I saw all sweetly in order, and pan and china bright; and soupaan still simmering where Penelope had left it.

There was a bowl of milk there, and the cream thick on it. And she had set a dozen red apples handy, with flour and spices and a crock of lard for to fashion a pie, I think.

Slowly I went up stairs and then out the kitchen door, across the grass. The Saguenay saw me from above and made a sign that all was still quiet on the Drowned Lands.

So I went to the manger again, and thence to the barn and around the house.

The lilacs had bursted their buds, and I could see tiny bunches pushing out on every naked stem where the fragrant, grape-like bunches of bloom should hang in May.

Then I looked down, and remembered where I had lain in the snow under these same lilacs, and how there Penelope had bullied me and then consented to kiss me on the mouth.... And, as I was thinking sadly of these things, — bang! went my Indians rifle from the veranda roof.

I sprang out upon the west lawn and saw the powder cloud drifting over the house, and my Indian, sheltered by the roof, reloading his piece on one knee.

By water! he called out softly, when he saw me.

At that I ran into the house by the front door, which faced south; closed and bolted the four heavy green shutters in the two rooms on the ground floor, barred the south door and the west, or kitchen door below; and sprang up the ladder to the low loft chamber, from whence, stooping, I crept out of the south-gable window upon the veranda.

This piazza promenade was nearly as high as the eaves. The gable ends of the roof, in which were windows, faced north and south, but the promenade ran all around the east end and sides, which, supported by columns, afforded a fine rifle-platform for defense against a water attack, and gave us a wide view out over the mysterious Drowned Lands.

It was a vast panorama that lay around us — a great misty amphitheatre more than a hundred miles in circumference. At our feet lay that immense marsh of fifteen thousand acres, called the Great Vlaie; mountains walled the Drowned Lands north, east, west; and to the south stretched a wilderness of pine and spectral tamaracks.

Lying flat on the roof, and peering cautiously between the spindles of the railing, I saw, below on the Vlaie Water, the same skiff I had seen at Fish House.

In the heavy skiff, the gunwales of which were barricaded with their military packs, lay six green-coats, — Captains Hare and Nellis, Sergeant Newberry, Beacraft, and two strangers in privates uniform.

They had a white flag set in the prow.

But the two blue-eyed Indians, Barney Cane and George Cuck, were not with them, nor were the two Mohawks. And in a whisper I bade my Saguenay go around to the south gable and keep his eye on the gate and the Johnstown Road on the mainland.

Hare took the white flag from the prow and waved it, the two rowers continuing up creek and heading toward our landing.

Then I called out to them to halt and back water; and, as they paid no heed, I fired at their white flag, and knocked the staff and rag out of Hares hand without wounding him.

At that two or three cried out angrily, but their rowers ceased and began to back water hastily; and I, reloading, kept an eye on them.

Then Hare stood up in the skiff and bawled through his hollowed hand:

Will you parley? Or do you wish to violate a flag?

Keep your interval, Henry Hare! I retorted. If you have anything to say, say it from where you are or Ill drill you clean!

Is that John Drogue, the Brent-Meester? he shouted.

None other, said I. What brings you to Summer House in such fair weather, Harry Hare?

I wish to land and parley, he replied. You may blindfold me if you like.

When I put out your lights, said I, it will be a quicker job than that. What do you wish to do — count our garrison?

Captain Nellis got up from his seat and replied that he knew how many people occupied Summer House, and that, desiring to prevent the useless effusion of blood, he demanded our surrender under promise of kind treatment.

I laughed at him. No, said I, my hair suits my head and I like it there rather than swinging all red and wet at the girdle of your blue-eyed Indians.

As I spoke I saw Newberry and Beacraft bring the butts of their rifles to their shoulders, and I shrank aside as their pieces cracked out sharply across the water.

Splinters flew from the painted column on the corner of the house; the green-coats all fell flat in their skiff and lay snug there, hidden by their packs.

Presently, as I watched, I saw an oar poked out.

Very cautiously somebody was sculling the skiff down stream and across in the direction of the reeds.

As the craft turned to enter the marsh, I had a fleeting view of the sculler — only his head and arm — and saw it was Eli Beacraft.

I was perfectly cool when I fired on him. He let go his oar and fell flat on the bottom of the boat. The echo of my shot died away in wavering cadences among the shoreward woods; an intense stillness possessed the place.

Then, of a sudden, Beacraft fell to kicking his legs and screeching, and so flopped about in the bottom of the boat, like a stranded fish all over blood.

The boat nosed in between the marsh-grasses and tall sedge, and I could not see it clearly any more.

But the green-coats in it were no sooner hid than they began firing at Summer House, and the storm of lead ripped and splintered the gallery and eaves, tore off shingles, shattered chimney bricks, and rang out loud on the iron hinges of door and shutter.

I fired a few shots into their rifle-smoke, then lay watching and waiting, and listening ever for the loud explosion of my Indians piece, which would mean that the painted Tories and the Mohawks were stealing upon us from the mainland.

Every twenty minutes or so the men in the batteau-skiff let off a rifle shot at Summer House, and the powder-cloud rising among the dead weeds, pinxters, and button-ball bushes, discovered the location of their craft.

Sometimes, as I say, I took a shot at the smoke; but time was the essence of my contract, and God knows it contented me to stand siege whilst Penelope and Nick, with waggon and cattle, were plodding westward toward Mayfield.



About four oclock in the afternoon I was hungry and went to get me a piece in the pantry.

Then I took Yellow Leafs place whilst he descended to appease his hunger.

We ate our bread and meat together on the roof, our rifles lying cocked across our knees.

Brother, said I, munching away, if, indeed, you be, as they say, a tree-eater, and live on bark and buds when there is no game to kill, then I think your stomach suffers nothing by such diet, for I want no better comrade in a pinch, and shall always be ready to bear witness to your bravery and fidelity.

He continued to eat in silence, scraping away at his hot soupaan with a pewter spoon. After he had licked both spoon and pannikin as clean as a cat licks a saucer, he pulled a piece of jerked deer meat in two and gravely chewed the morsel, his small, brilliant eyes ever roving from the water to the mainland.

Presently, without looking at me, he said quietly:

When I was only a poor hunter of the Montagnais, I said to myself, I am a man, yet hardly one. I learned that a Saguenay was a real man when my brother told me.

My brother cleared my eyes and wiped away the ancient mist of tears. I looked; and lo! I found that I was a real man. I was made like other men and not like a beast to be kicked at and stoned and driven with sticks flung at me in the forest.

The Yellow Leaf is a warrior, I said. The Oneida Anowara bear witness to scalps taken in battle by the Yellow Leaf. Tahioni, the Wolf, took no more.

Ni-ha-ron-ta-kowa, said the Saguenay proudly, onkwe honwe! Yet it was my white brother who cleared my eyes of mist. Therefore, let him give me a new name — a warriors name — meaning that my vision is now clear.

Very well, said I, your war name shall be Sak-yen-haton! — which was as good Iroquois as I could pronounce, and good enough for the Montagnais to comprehend, it seemed, for a gleam shot from his eyes, and I heard him say to himself in a low voice: Haiah-ya! I am a real warrior now!... Onenh! at last!

A shot came from the water; he looked around contemptuously and smiled.

My elder brother, said he, shall we two strip and set our knives between our teeth, and swim out to scalp those muskrats yonder?

And if they fire at us in the water? said I, amused at his mad courage, who had once been hardly a man.

Then we dive like Tchurako, the mink, and swim beneath the water, as swims old long face the great wolf-pike! Shall we rush upon them thus, O my elder brother?

Absurd as it was, the wild idea began to inflame me, and I was seriously considering our chances at twilight to accomplish such a business, when, of a sudden, I saw on the mainland an officer of the Indian Department, who bore a white rag on the point of his hanger and waved it toward the house.

He came across the Johnstown Road to our gate, but made no motion to open it, and stood there slowly waving his white flag and waiting to be noticed and hailed.

Keep your rifle on that man, I whispered to my Indian, for I shall go down to the orchard and learn what are the true intentions of these green-coats and blue-eyed Indians. Find a rest for your piece, hold steadily, and kill that flag if I am fired on.

I saw him stretch out flat on his belly and rest his rifle on the veranda rail. Then I crawled into the garret, descended through the darkened house, and, unbolting the door, went out and down across the grass to the orchard.

What is your errand? I called out, you flag there outside our gate?

Is that you, John Drogue? came a familiar voice.

I took a long look at him from behind my apple tree, and saw it was Jock Campbell, one of Sir Johns Highland brood and late a subaltern in the Royal Provincials.

And that he should come here in a green coat with these murderous vagabonds incensed me.

What do you want, Jock Campbell! I demanded, controlling my temper.

I want a word with you under a flag!

Say what you have to say, but keep outside that gate! I retorted.

John Drogue, says he, we came here to burn Summer House, and mean to do it. We know how many you have to defend the place — —

Oh, do you know that? Then tell me, Jock, if you truly possess the information.

Very well, said he calmly. You are two white men, a Montagnais dog, and a girl. And pray tell me, sir, how long do you think you can hold us off?

Well, said I, if you are as thrifty with your skins as you have been all day, then we should keep this place a week or two against you.

What folly! he exclaimed hotly. Do you think to prevail against us?

Why, I dont know, Jock. Ask Beacraft yonder, who hath a bullet in his belly. Hes wiser than he was and should offer you good counsel.

I offer you safe conduct if you march out at once! he shouted.

I offer you one of Beacrafts pills if you do not instantly about face and march into the bush yonder! I replied.

At that he dashed the flag upon the road and shook his naked sword at me.

Your blood be on your heads! he bawled. I can not hold my Indians if you defy them longer!

Well, then, Jock, said I, Ill hold em for you, never fear!

He strode to the fence and grasped it.

Will you march out? Shame on you, Stormont, who are seduced by this Yankee rabble o rebels when your place is with Sir John and with the loyal gentlemen of Tryon!

For the last time, then, will you parley and march out? Or shall I give you and your Caughnawaga wench to my Indians?

I walked out from behind my tree and drew near the fence, where he was standing, his sword hanging from one wrist by the leather knot.

Jock Campbell, said I, you are a great villain. Do you lay aside your hanger and your pistols, and I will set my rifle here, and we shall soon see what your bragging words are worth.

At that he drove his sword into the earth, but, as I set my rifle against a tree, he lifted his pistol and fired at me, and I felt the wind of the bullet on my right cheek.

Then he snatched his sword and was already vaulting the gate, when my Saguenays bullet caught him in mid-air, and he fell across the top rail and slid down on the muddy road outside.

Then, for the first time, I saw the two real Mohawks where they lay in ambush in the bush. One of them had risen to a kneeling position, and I saw the red flash of his piece and saw the smoke blot out the tree-trunk.

For a second I held my fire; then saw them both on the ground under the alders across the road, and fired very carefully at the nearest one.

He dropped his gun and let out a startling screech, tried to get up off the ground, screeching all the while; then lay scrabbling on the dead leaves.

I stepped behind an apple tree, primed and reloaded in desperate haste, and presently drew the fire of the other Indian with my cap on my ramrod.

Then, as I ran to the gate, my Saguenay rushed by me, leaping the fence at a great bound, and I saw his up-flung hatchet sparkle, and heard it crash through bone.

I shouted for him to come back, but when he obeyed he had two Mohawk scalps, and came reluctantly, glancing down at Campbell where he lay still breathing on the muddy road, and darting an uncertain glance at me.

But I told him with an oath that it would be an insult to me if he touched a white mans hair in my presence; and he opened the gate and came inside like a great, sullen dog from whom I had snatched a bone of his own digging.

Very cautiously we retreated through the orchard to the house, entered, and climbed again to the roof.

And from there we saw that, in our absence, the boat had been rowed to our landing, and that its occupants were now somewhere on the mainland, doubtless preparing to assault the place as soon as dusk offered them sufficient cover.

Well, the game was nearly up now. Our people should have arrived by this time at Mayfield with sheep, cattle, and waggon. We had remained here to the limit of safety, and there was no hope of aid in time to save our skins or this house from destruction.

The sun was low over the forest when, at length, we crept out of the house and stole down to our canoe.

We made no sound when we embarked, and our craft glided away under the rushes, driven by cautiously-dipped paddles which left only silent little swirls on the dark and glassy stream.

Up Mayfield Creek we turned, which, above, is not fair canoe-water save at flood; but now the spring melting filled it brimfull, and a heavy current set into Vlaie Water so that there was labour ahead for us; and we bent to it as dusk fell over the Drowned Lands.



It was not yet full dark when, over my shoulder, I saw a faint rose light in the north. And I knew that Summer House was on fire.

Then, swiftly the rosy light grew to a red glow, and, as we watched, a great conflagration flared in the darkness, mounting higher, burning redder, fiercer, till, around us, vague smouldering shadows moved, and the water was touched with ashy glimmerings.

Summer House was all afire, and the infernal light touched us even here, painting our features and the paddle-blades, and staining the dark water with a prophecy of blood.



It was a long and irksome paddle, what with floating trees we encountered and the stream over its banks and washing us into sedge and brush and rafts of weed in the darkness. Again and again, checked by some high dam of drifted windfall, we were forced to make a swampy carry, waist high through bog and water.

Often, so, we were forced to rest; and we sat silent, panting, skin-soaked in the chilly night air, gazing at the distant fire, which, though now miles away, seemed so near. And I could even see trees black against the blaze, and smoke rolling turbulently, and a great whirl of sparks mounting skyward.

It was long past midnight when I hailed the picket at the grist-mill and drove our canoe shoreward into the light of a lifted lantern.

Is Nick Stoner in? I called out.

All safe! replied somebody on shore.

A dark figure came down to the water and took hold of our bow to steady us.

Summer House and Fish House are burned, said I, climbing out stiffly.

Aye, said the soldier, and what of Fondas Bush, Mr. Drogue?

What! I exclaimed, startled.

Look yonder, said he.

I scarce know how I managed to stumble up the bushy bank. And then, when I came out on level land near the block house, I saw fire to the southeast, and the sky crimson above the forest.

My God! I stammered, Fondas Bush is all afire!

There was a red light toward Frenchmans Creek, too, but where Fondas Bush should lie a vast sea of fire rose and ebbed and waxed and faded above the forest.

Were any people left there? I asked.

None, sir.

Thank God, I said. But my heart was desolate, for now my house of logs that I had builded and loved was gone; my glebe destroyed; all my toil come to naught in the distant mockery of those shaking flames. All I had in the world was gone save for my slender funds in Albany.

Where are my friends? said I to a soldier.

At the Block House, sir, and very anxious concerning you. They have not long been in, but Nick Stoner is all for going back to Summer House to discover your whereabouts, and has been beating up recruits for a flying scout.

Even as he spoke, I saw Nick come up the road with a torch, and called out to him.

Where have you been, John Drogue? said he, coming to me and laying a hand on my shoulder.

Is Penelope safe? I asked.

She is as safe as are any here in Mayfield. Is it Summer House that burns in the north, or only the marsh hay?

The whole place is afire, said I. A dozen green-coats, blue-eyed Indians, and two real ones, burnt Fish House and attacked us at Summer House. I saw and knew Jock Campbell, Henry Hare, Billy Newberry, Barney Cane, Eli Beacraft, and George Cuck. My Saguenay mortally wounded Jock. Hes lying on the road. He tomahawked a Canienga, too, and took his scalp and anothers.

Did you mark any of the dirty crew? demanded Nick.

I shot Beacraft and one Mohawk. How many are we at the Block House?

A full company to hold it safe, said he, gloomily. Do you know that Fondas Bush is burning?

Yes.

After a silence I said: Who commands here? I think we ought to move toward Johnstown this night. I dont know how many green-coats have come to the Sacandaga, but it must have been another detachment that is burning Fondas Bush.

As I spoke a Continental Captain followed by a Lieutenant came up in the torch-light; and I gave him his salute and rendered an account of what had happened on the Drowned Lands.

He seemed deeply disturbed but told me he had orders to defend the Mayfield Fort. He added, however, that if I must report at Johnstown he would give me a squad of musket-men as escort thither.

Yes, sir, said I, my report should not be delayed. But I have Nick Stoner and an Indian, and apprehend no danger. So if I may beg a dish of porridge for my little company, and dry my clothing by your block-house fire-place, I shall set out within the hour.

He was very civil, — a tall, haggard, careworn man, whose wife and children lived at Torloch, and their undefended situation caused him deep anxiety.

So I walked to the Fort, Nick and my Indian following; and presently saw Penelope on the rifle-platform of the stockade, among the soldiers.

She was gazing at the fiery sky in the north when I caught sight of her and called her name.

For a moment she bent swiftly down over the pickets as though to pierce the dark where my voice came from; then she turned, and was descending the ladder when I entered by the postern.

As I came up she took my shoulders between both hands, but said nothing, and I saw she had trouble to speak.

Yes, said I, there is bad news for you. Your pretty Summer House is no more, Penelope.

Oh, she stammered, did you — did you suppose it was the loss of a house that has driven me out o my five senses?

Are your sheep and cattle safe? I asked in sudden alarm.

My God, she breathed, and stood with her face in both hands, there at the foot of the ladder under the April stars.

What is it frightens you? I asked.

Her hands fell to her side and she looked at me: Nothing, sir.... Unless it be myself, she said calmly. Your clothing is wet and you are shivering. Will you come into the fort?

We went in. I remembered how I had seen her there that night, nearly a year ago, and all the soldiers gathered around to entertain her, whilst she supped on porridge and smiled upon them over her yellow bowls edge, like a very child.

The few soldiers inside rose respectfully. A sergeant drew a settle to the blazing fire; a soldier brought us soupaan and a gill of rum. Nick came in with the Saguenay, and they both squatted down in their blankets before the fire, grave as a pair o cats; and there they ate their fill of porridge at our feet, and blinked at the blaze and smoked their clays in silence.

I told Penelope that we must travel this night to Johnstown, it being my duty to give an account of what had happened, without delay.

There can be no danger to us on the road, said I, but the thought of leaving you here in this fort disturbs me.

What would I do here alone? she asked.

What will you do alone in Johnstown? I inquired in turn.

At the same time I realized that we both were utterly homeless; and that in Johnstown our shelter must be a tavern, or, if danger threatened, the fortified jail called Johnstown Fort.

You will not abandon me, will you, sir? she asked, touching my sleeve with the pretty confidence of a child.

Why, no, said I. We can lodge at Jimmy Burkes Tavern. And there is Nick to give us countenance — and a most respectable Indian.

Is it scandalous for me to go thither in your company?

What else is there for us to do?

I should go to Albany, said she, as soon as may be. And I am resolved to do so and to seek out Mr. Fonda and disembarrass you of any further care for me.

It is no burden, said I; but I do not know where I shall be sent, now that the war is come to Tryon County. And — I can not bear to think of you alone and unprotected, living the miserable life of a refugee in the womens quarters at Johnstown Fort.

Does solicitude for my welfare truly occupy your thoughts, sir?

Why, yes, and naturally. Are we not close friends and comrades in misfortune, Penelope?

I counted it no misfortune to live at Summer House.

No, nor I.... I was very happy there.... Alas for your pretty cottage! — poor little châtelaine of Summer House!

John Drogue?

I hear you.

Did you suppose I ever meant to take that gift of you?

Why — why, yes! I gave it! Even now I have the deed to the land and shall convey it to you. And one day, God willing, a new cottage shall be built — —

Then you must build it, John Drogue, for the land is yours and I never meant to take it of you, and never shall.... And I thank you, — and am deeply beholden — and touched in my hearts deep depths — that you have offered this to me.... Because you desired me to be respectable, and well considered by men.... And you wished me to possess substance which I lacked — so that none could dare use me lightly and without consideration.... And I promise you that I have learned my lesson. You have schooled me well, Mr. Drogue.... And if for no other reason save respect for you, and gratitude, I promise you I shall so conduct hereafter that you shall have no reason to think contemptuously of me.

I never held you in contempt.

Yes; when I stole your horse; and when you deemed me easy — and proved me so — —

I meant it not that way! said I, reddening.

Yet it was so, John Drogue. I was not difficult. I meant no harm, but had not sense enough to know harm when it approached me!... And so I thank you for schooling me. But I never could have taken any gift from you.

After a silence I rose and went into the officers quarters.

The Continental Captain was lying on his trundle-bed, but got up and sent two men to harness Kaya to our waggon.

I told him I should leave all stores and provisions with him, and asked if he would look after our sheep and cattle and fowls until they could be fetched to Johnstown and cared for there.

He was a most kindly man, and promised to care for our creatures, saying that the eggs and milk would be welcome to his garrison, and that if he took a lamb or two he would pay for it on demand.

So when our waggon drove up in the darkness outside, he came and took leave of us all very kindly, saying he hoped that Penelope would be safe in Johnstown, and that the raiders would soon be driven out of the Sacandaga.

I gave him our canoe, for which he seemed grateful.

Then I helped Penelope into the waggon, got in myself and took the reins. Nick and the Saguenay vaulted into the box and lay down on our pile of furs and blankets.

And so we drove out of the stockade and onto the Johnstown Road, Penelope in a wolf-robe beside me, and both her hands clasped around my left arm.

Are you a-chill? I asked.

I do not know what ails me, she murmured, but — the world is so vast and dark.... and God is so far — so far — —

You are unhappy.

No.

You grieve for somebody?

No, I do not grieve.

Are you lonesome?

I do not know if I am.... I do not know why I tremble so.... The world is so dark and vast.... I am so small a thing to be alone in it.... It is the war, perhaps, that awes me. It seems so near now. Alas for the battles to be fought! — the battles in the North.... Where you shall be, John Drogue.

You said that once before.

Yes. I saw you there against a cannons rising cloud.... And a white shape near you.

You said it was Death, I reminded her.

Death or a bride.... I did not wish to see that vision. I never desire to see such things.

Pooh! Do you really believe in dreams, Penelope?

There were strange uniforms there, she murmured,  — not red-coats.

Oh; green-coats!

No. I never saw the like. I never saw such soldiery in England or in France or in America.

They were only dream soldiers, said I gaily. So now you must laugh a little, and take heart, Penelope, because if we two have been made homeless this night by fire, still we are young, and in health, and have all life before us. Come, then! Shall we be melancholy? And if there are to be battles in the North, why, there will be battles, and some must die and some survive.

So, in the meanwhile, shall we be merry?

If you wish, sir.

Excellent! Sing me a pretty French song — low voiced — in my ear, Penelope, whilst I guide my horse.

What song, sir?

What you will.

So, holding my arm with both her hands, she leaned close to me on the jolting seat and placed her lips at my ear; and sang Malbrook, as we drove toward Johnstown through the dark forest under the April stars.

Something hot touched my cheek.

Why, Penelope! said I, are you weeping?

She shook her head, rested her forehead a moment against my shoulder, and, sitting so, strove to continue — 

Il ne — ne reviendra—

Her voice sank to a tremulous whisper and she bowed her face in her two hands and rested so in silence, her slender form swaying with the swaying waggon.

It was plain to me that the child was afeard. The shock of flight, the lurid tokens of catastrophe in the heavens, the alarming rumours in those darkening hours, anxiety, suspense, all had contributed to shake a heart both gentle and courageous.

For in the thickening gloom around us a very murk of murder seemed to brood over this dark and threatened land, seeming to grow more sinister and more imminent as the fading crimson in the northern heavens paled to a sickly hue in the first faint pallor of the coming dawn.




CHAPTER XXV

BURKES TAVERN
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NOW, WHETHER IT was the wetting I got on Mayfield Creek and the chill I took on the long nights journey to Johnstown, or if my thigh-wound became inflamed from that days exertion at Fish House, Summer House, and Mayfield, I do not know for certain.

But when at sunrise we drove up to Jimmy Burkes Tavern in Johnstown, I discovered that I could not move my right leg; and, to my mortification, Nick and my Indian were forced to make a swinging chair of their linked hands, and carry me into the tavern, Penelope following forlornly, her arms full of furs and blankets.

Here was a pretty dish! But try as I might I could not set my foot to the ground; so they laid me upon a bed and stripped me, and my Saguenay wrapped my leg in hot blankets and laid furs over me, till I was wet with sweat to the hair.

Presently comes Jimmy Burke himself — that lively, lovable scamp, to whom all were friendly; for he was both kind and gay, though a great braggart, and few believed that he had any stomach for the deeds he said he meant to do in battle.

Faith, says he, its Misther Drogue, God bless him, an in a sad plight along o the bloody Sacandaga Tories! Wisha then, sorr, had I been there its me would ha trimmed the hair o them!

Are you well, Jimmy? I inquired, smiling, spite my pain.

Am I well? I am that! I was never fitter fr to fight thim dirty green coats of Sir Johns. Och — the poor lad! Lave me fetch a hot brick — —

Im lame as a one-legged duck, Jimmy, said I. Send word to the Fort that Ive an account to render, and beg the Commandant to overlook my tardiness until I can be carried thither on a litter.

And th yoong leddy, sorr? Will she bait here?

Yes; where is she?

She lies on a wolf-skin on the bed in the next chamber, foreninst the wall, sorr. Theres tears on her purty face, but I think she sleeps, fr all that. Is she hurted, too, Misther Drogue?

Oh, no. When she wakes send a maid-servant to care for her. Find a loft-bed for my Indian and give him no rum — mind that, James Burke! — or we quarrel.

Th red divil gets no sup in my shabeen! said he. Do I lave him gorge or no?

Certainly. Let him stuff himself. And let no man use him with contempt. He is faithful and brave. He is my friend. Do you mark me, Jimmy?

I do, sorr. And Nick Stoner — that long-legged limb of Satan! — av he plays anny thricks on Jimmy Burke may God help him — the poor little scut! — —

I had some faint recollection of pranks played upon Burke by Nick in this same tavern; but what he had done to Jimmy I did not remember, save that it had set Sir William and the town all a-laughing.

Nick is a good lad and my friend, said I. Use him kindly. Your wit is a match for his, anyway, and so are your fists.

Is it so! muttered Burke, casting a smouldering side-look at me. Dye mind what he done three year come Shrove Tuesday? The day I gave out I was a better man than Sir Williams new blacksmith? Well, then — av ye disremember — that scut of a Nick shtole me breeches, an he put them on a billy-goat, an tuk him to the tap-room where was company. An, Here, says he, is a better Irishman than you, Jimmy Burke! — an a better fighter, too. An wid that the damned goat rares up an butts me over; an up I gets an he butts me over, an up an down I go, an the five wits clean knocked out o me, an the company an Sir William all yelling like loons an laying odds on the goat — —

I lay there convulsed with laughter, remembering now this prank of the most mischievous boy I ever knew.

Burke licked his lips grimly at the memory of that ancient wrong.

Sure, hes th bould wan fr to come into me house wid the score unreckoned an all that balance agin him.

Touch pewter with him and forgive the lad, said I. These are sterner days, Jimmy, and we should cherish no private malice here where we may be put to it to stand siege.

Is it thrue, sor, that the destructives are on the Sacandaga?

Yes, it is true. Fish House, Summer House, and Fondas Bush are in ashes, Jimmy, and your late friend, Sir John, is at Buck Island with a thousand Indians, regulars, and Tories, and like to pay us a call before planting time.

Oh, my God, says Burke, the divil take Sir John an the black heart of him av he comes back here to murther his old neighbors! Sorra the day we let him scape! — him an Alex White, an Toby Tice an moody Wally Butler, — an ould John, an Indian Claus, an Black Guy! — may the divil take the whole Tory ruck o them! — —

He checked himself; behind him, through the door, entered a Continental Captain; and I sat up in bed to do him courtesy.

As I suspected, here proved to be our Commandant come to learn of me my news; and it presently appeared that Nick had run to the jail with an account of how I lay here crippled.

Well, the Commandant was a simple, kindly man, whose present anxiety made little of military custom. And so he had come instantly to learn my news of me; and we talked there alone for an hour.

At his summons a servant fetched paper, ink, pen and sand; and, whilst he looked on, I wrote out my report to him.

Also, I made for him a drawing of the Drowned Lands from Fish House to Mayfield, marking all roads and paths and trails, and all canoe water, carries, and cleared land. For, as Brent-Meester, no man had more accurate knowledge of Tryon than had I; and it was all clearly in my mind, so that to make a map of it proved no task at all.

I asked him if I was to remain detached and with authority to raise a company of rangers — as had once been given me — or whether, perhaps, the Line lacked commissioned officers, saying that it was all one to me and that I wished only to serve where most needed.

He replied that, unless I went to Morgans corps of Virginia Riflemen, concerning which detail he had heard some talk, my full value lay in my woodcraft and in my wide, personal knowledge of the wilderness.

Who better than you, Mr. Drogue, could take a scout to this same Buck Island, where Sir Johns hordes are gathering? Who better than yourself could undertake a swift and secret mission to any point within the confines of this vast desolation of mountain, lake, and forest, which promises soon to be the theatre of a most bloody struggle?

Champlain already spews red-coats upon us in the North. Sir John threatens in the West. A great army menaces the Highland Forts and Albany from the South. And only such officers as you, sir, are competent to discover and dog the march of enemy marauders, come to touch with their scouts, follow and ambush them, and lead others to vital points across an uncharted world of woods when there are raiders to check or communications to threaten and cut.

He rose, hooked up his sword, and shook hands with me.

I have asked Colonel Willett, said he, to use your talents in this manner, and he has very kindly consented. Johnstown will remain your base, therefore, and your employment is certain as soon as you are able to walk.

I thanked him and said very confidently that I should be rid of all lameness and pain within a day or so.



That night I had a fever; and for pearly four weeks my leg remained swollen and red, and the pain was such that I could not bear the weight of a linen sheet, and Nick made a frame for my bed-covers, like a tent, so that they should not touch me.

Dr. Younglove came from the Flatts, — who was surgeon in General Herkimers brigade of militia — and he said it was a pernicious rheumatism consequent upon the cold wetting I got upon a wound still green.

Further, he concluded, there was naught to do save that I must lie on my back until my trouble departed of its own accord; but he could not say how soon that might me — whether within a day or two or as many months, or more.

He recommended hot blankets and some draughts which they sent me from the pharmacy at the Fort, but I think they did me neither good nor evil, but were pleasant and spicy and cooled my throat.

So that was now the dogs life I led during the early summer in Johnstown, — a most vexatious and inglorious career, laid by the heels at a time when, from three points o the compass, three separate storms were brewing and darkening the heavens, and a tempest more frightful than man could conceive was threatening to shatter Tryon, sweep the whole Mohawk Valley, and leave Johnstown but a whirl of whitened ashes in the evening winds.

We were comfortably established at Burkes Inn, and, as always, baited well where food and bed were ever clean and good.

Penelope had the chamber next to mine; Nick slept in the little bedroom on my left; and the Saguenay haunted the kitchen, with a perpetual appetite never damaged by gorging.

All the news of town and country was fetched me by word o mouth, by penny broadsides, by journals, so that I never wanted for gossip to entertain or alarm me.

Town tattle, rumours from West and North, camp news conveyed by Coureurs-du-Bois, by runners, by expresses, all this came to my chamber where I lay impatient, brought sometimes by Burke, often by Nick, more often by Penelope.

She was very kind and patient with me. In the first feverish and agonizing days of my illness I had sent for her, and begged her to take the first convenient waggon and escort into Albany, where surely Douw Fonda would now care for her and the Patroons household would welcome and shelter her until the oncoming storm had passed and her aged charge should again return to Caughnawaga.

She would not go, but gave no reason. And, my sickness making me peevish, I was often fretful and short with her; and so badgered and bullied her that one night, in desperation, she wrote a letter to Douw Fonda at my request, offering to go to Albany and care for him if he desired it.

But presently there came a polite letter in reply, writ kindly to her by the young Patroon himself, who very delicately revealed how it was with Mr. Fonda. And it appeared that he had become childish from great age, and seemed now to retain no memory of her, and desired not to be cared for by anybody — as he said — who was a stranger to him.

Which was sad to know concerning so good and wise and gallant an old gentleman as had been Mr. Douw Fonda, — a fine, honourable, educated and cultivated man, whose chiefest pleasure was in his books and garden, and who never in all his life had uttered an unkind word.

This news, too, was disturbing in another manner; for Mr. Fonda had wished, as all knew, to adopt Penelope and make provision for her. And now, if his mind had begun to cloud and his memory betray him, no provision was likely to be made to support this young girl who was utterly alone in the world, and entirely without fortune.



On an afternoon late in May I was feeling less pain, and could permit the covers to rest on me, and was impatient for a dish o porridge. About five oclock Penelope brought me a bowl of chocolate. When she had seated herself near me, she took her sewing from her apron pocket, and stitched away busily whilst I drank my sweet, hot brew, and watched her over the blue bowls edge.

Are you better this afternoon, sir? she inquired presently, not lifting her eyes.

I told her, fretfully, that I was but a lame dog and fit only to be knocked on the head by some obliging Tory. Im sick o life, said I, where no one heeds me, and I am left alone all day without food or companionship, to play at twiddle-thumb.

At that she looked at me in sweet concern, but, seeing me wear a wry grin, smiled too.

Poor lad, said she, it is nearly a month you lie there so patiently.

Not patiently; no! And if I knew more oaths than I think up all day long it might ease me to endure more meekly this accursed sickness.... What is it you sew?

Wrist-bands.

Whose?

As she offered no reply I supposed that she was making a pair o bands for Nick.

Do you hear further from Albany? I inquired.

No, sir.

Then it is sure that Mr. Fonda has become childish and his memory is gone, said I, because if he comprehended your present situation and your necessity he would surely have sent for you long since.

He always was kind, she said simply.

I lay on my pillows, sipping chocolate and watching her fingers so deft with thread and needle. After a long silence I asked her rather bluntly why she had not long ago consented to the necessary legal steps offered her by Mr. Fonda, which would have secured her always against want.

As she made me no answer, I looked hard at her over my bowl, and saw her eyes very faintly glimmering with tears.

The news of Mr. Fondas condition has greatly saddened you, said I.

Yes. He was kind to me.

Why, then, did you evade his expressed wishes? I repeated. He must surely have loved you like a father to offer you adoption.

I could not accept, she said in a low voice, sewing rapidly the while.

Why not?

I scarcely know. It was because of pride, perhaps.... I was his servant. He paid me well. I could not permit him to overpay my poor services.... And he has other children, and grandchildren, with whose proper claims I would not permit myself — or him — to interfere. No, it was unthinkable — however kindly meant — —

That, said I impatiently, smacks of a too Scotch and stubborn conscience, does it not, Penelope?

Stubborn Scotch pride, I fear. For it is not in my Scottish nature to accept benefits for which I never can hope to render service in return.

Imaginary obligation! said I scornfully, yet admiring the independence which, naked and defenceless, prefers to spin its own raiment rather than accept the divided cloak of charity.

And it was plain to me that this girl was no beggar, no passive accepter of bounties unearned from anybody. And now I was secretly chagrined and ashamed that I had so postured before her as My Lord Bountiful, and had offered her the Summer House who had refused a modest fortune from a good old man who loved her and who had some excuse and reason to so deal by one to whom his bodily comfort had long been beholden.

Few, said I, would have put aside so agreeable an opportunity for ease and comfort in life. I fear you were foolish, Penelope.

She smiled at me: There is a family saying, A Grant grants but never accepts.... I have youth, health, two arms, two legs, and a pair of steady eyes. If these can not keep me alive through the worlds journey, then I ought to perish and make room for another.

What do you meditate to keep you? I asked uneasily.

For the present, said she, still smiling, what I am doing is well enough to keep me in food and clothes and lodging.

At first I did not understand her, then an odd suspicion seized me; for I remembered during the last two weeks, when I lay sick, hearing strange voices in her ante-chamber, and strange people coming and going in the passageway.

Seeing me perplexed and frowning, she laughed and took the empty bowl from my hands, and set it aside. Then she smoothed my pillow.

I am employed by the garrison, said she, to work for them with needle and shears. I do their mending; I darn, stitch, sew, and alter. I patch shirts and under-garments; I also make shirts, and devise officers neck-cloths, stocks, and wrist-bands at request.

Also, I now employ a half-breed Oneida woman as tailoress; and she first measures and then I cut out patterns of coats, breeches, rifle-frocks, and watch-coats, which she then takes home and sews, then tries on her customers, and finally finishes, — I sewing on all galons, laces, and braids.... And so you see I pay my way, Mr. Drogue, and am in no stress for the present at any rate.

Good heavens! said I amazed, I never dreamed that you were so employed!

But I am obliged to eat, John Drogue!

I have sufficient for both, I muttered. I thought it was understood — —

That I should live on your bounty, my lord?

Will you ever have done with lording me? I said angrily. I think you do it to plague me.

I ask forgiveness, she murmured, still smiling. Also, I crave pardon for refusing to live on your kind bounty.

I do not mean it that way! said I sharply. Besides, you kept Summer House for us, and did all things indoors and most things outdoor; and had no pay for the labour — —

I had food and a bed. And your protection.... And most excellent company, she added, smiling saucily upon me. You owe me nothing, John Drogue. Nor do I mean to owe you, — or any man, — more than that proper debt of kindness which kindness to me begets.

I lay back on my pillows, not knowing whether to laugh or scowl. That Penelope had become a tailoress and sempstress to the garrison did not pleasure me at all; and it was as though I had lost some advantage or influence over this girl, whose present situation and whose future did now considerably begin to concern me.

Yet, what was I to say against this business, or what offer make her that her modesty and pride could consider?

It was perfectly clear to me that she never had intended to be obliged to me for anything, and never would be. And now her saucy smile and gentle mockery confirmed this conclusion and put me out of countenance.

I cast a troubled glance at her from my pillow, where she sat by my bed sewing on a pair of wrist-bands for some popinjay of the garrison — God knew who he might be! — and, as I regarded her, further and further she seemed to be slipping out of my influence and out of the care which, mentally at least, I had felt it my duty to give to her.

She troubled me. She troubled me deeply. Her independence, her sufficiency, her beauty, her sly and pretty mockery of me, all conspired to give me a new concern for her, and I had not experienced the like since Steve Watts kissed her by the lilacs.

I had seen her in many phases, but never before in this phase, and I knew not what face to put on such a disturbing situation.



For a while I lay there frowning and sulky, and spoke not. She tranquilly finished her wrist-bands, went to her chamber, returned with a dozen stocks, all cut out and basted, and picked up one to fit a plain military frill to it.

From my window, near where my head rested, I saw a gold sunset between the maple trees and the roofs across the street. Birds sang their evening carols, — robins on every fence post, orioles in the elms, and far away a wood-thrush filled the quiet with his liquid ecstasies.

And suddenly it seemed to me horrible and monstrous that this heavenly tranquillity should be shattered by the red blast of war! — that men could actually be planning to devastate this quiet land where already the new harvest promised, tender and green; where cattle grazed in blossoming meadows; where swallows twittered and fowls clucked; where smoke drifted from chimneys and the homely sights and sounds of a peaceful town sweetened the evening silence.

Then the thought of my own helplessness went through me like a spear, and I groaned, — not meaning to, — and turned over on my pillow.... And presently felt her hand lightly on my shoulder.

Is it pain? she asked softly.

No, only the weariness of life, I muttered.

She was silent, but presently her hand smoothed back my hair, and passed in a sort of gentle rhythm across my forehead and my hair.

If I lie here long enough, said I bitterly, I may have to beg a crust of you. So get you to your sewing and see that you earn enough against a beggared cripples need.

You mock me, she said in a low voice.

Why, no, said I. If I am to remain crippled my funds will dwindle and go, and one day I shall sit in the sun like any poor old soldier, with palm lifted for alms — —

I beg — I beg you — — she stammered; and her hand closed on my lips as though to stifle the perverse humour.

Would you offer me charity if I remain crippled? I managed to say.

Hush. You sadden me.

Would you aid me? I insisted.

She drew a long, deep breath but made no answer.

Tell me, I repeated, taking her by the hand, would you aid me, Penelope Grant?

Why do you ask? she protested. You know I would.

And yet, said I, although I am in funds, you refuse aid and choose rather to play the tailoress! Is that fair?

But — I am nothing to you — —

Are you not? And am I then more to you than are you to me, that you would aid me in necessity?

She drew her hand from mine and went back to her chair.

That is my fate, said she, smiling at me. I was born to give, not to receive. I can not take; I can not refuse to give.

Yes, said I, you even gave me your lips once.

She blushed vividly, her eyes hard on her sewing.

I shall not do the like again, said she, all rosy to the roots of her gold hair.

And why, pray?

Because I know better now.

After a silence I turned me on my pillow and sighed heavily.

John? she inquired in gentle anxiety, are you in great pain?

I groaned.

She came to me again and laid her cool, soft hand on my head; and I caught it in both of mine and drew her down to me.

I am a cripple and a beggar for your kindness, Penelope, I said. I ask alms of you. Will you kiss me?

Oh, she exclaimed, you have deceived me! Let me go! Loose me instantly!

Will you kiss me out of that charity which you say you practice?

That is not charity! — —

What is begged for is charity. And you say you are made to give.

But you taught me otherwise! And now you undo your own schooling! — —

But I owe it you — this kiss!

How do you owe it me?

You kissed me in the snow, and left me in your debt.

Oh, goodness! That frolic! Have you not long ago forgotten our winter madness — —

Like you, said I, I must pay my just debts and owe nobody. And I drew her nearer, all flushed with protest, firm to escape, yet gentle in her supple, pretty way lest she hurt me.

I laughed, and saw my gaiety reflected in her eyes an instant.

Then, of a sudden, she put one arm around my neck and rested her lips on mine. And so I kissed her, and she suffered it, resting so against me with lowered eyes.

The flower-sweetness of her mouth bewildered me, and I was confused by it and by the stifled tumult of my heart, so that I scarce had sense enough to detain her when she drew away.

She sat at my side, the faint smile still stamped on her lips, but her brown eyes seemed a little frightened, and her breast rose and fell like a scared birds under the snowy kerchief.

Well — and well, says she in her pretty, breathless way— I am overpaid, I think, and you are now acquitted of your debt. And so — and so our folly ends ... and now is finally ended.

She took her sewing. A golden light was in the room; and she seemed to me the loveliest thing I had ever looked upon. I realized it. I knew she was loveliest of all. And the swift knowledge seemed to choke me.

After a little while she stole a look at me, met my eyes, laughed guiltily.

You! said she, a schoolmaster! You teach me one thing and would have me practice another. What confidence can I entertain for such wisdom as is yours, John Drogue?

Rules, said I, are made to be proven by their more interesting exceptions. However, in future you are to endure no kiss and no caress — unless from me.

Oh. Is that the new lesson I am to learn and understand?

That is the lesson. Will you remember it when I am gone?

Gone?

Yes. When I am gone away on duty. Will you remember, Penelope?

I am like to, she said under her breath, and sewing rapidly.

She stitched on in silence for a while; but now the light was dimming and she moved nearer the window, which was close by my bed head.

After a while her hands dropped in her lap; she looked out into the twilight. I took her tired little hand in mine, but she did not turn her head.

I have, said I, two thousand pounds sterling at my solicitors in Albany. I wish you to have it if any accident happens to me.... And my glebe in Fondas Bush.... I shall so write it in my will.

She shook her head slightly, still gazing from the window.

Will you accept? I asked.

What good would it do me? If I accept it I should only divide it among the needy — in memory of — of my dear boy friend — Jack Drogue — —

She rose hastily and walked to the door, then very slowly retraced her steps to my bedside.

You are so kind to me, she murmured, touching my forehead.

You are so different to other men, — so truly gallant in your boys soul. There is no evil in you, — no ruthlessness. Oh, I know — I know — more than I seem to know — of men.... And their importunities.... And of their wilful selfishness.

I sat up straight. Has any man made you unhappy? I demanded in angry surprise.

She seated herself and looked at me gravely.

Do you know, she said, men have courted me always — even when I was scarce more than a child? And mine is a friendly heart, Mr. Drogue. I have a half shy desire to please. I am loath to inflict pain. But always my kindness seems like to cost me more than I choose to pay.

Pay to whom?

To any man.... For example, I would not elope with Stephen Watts when he begged me at Caughnawaga. And Walter Butler addressed me also — in secret — being a friend of the Fondas and so free of the house.... And was ever stealthily importuning me to a stolen rendezvous which I had sense enough to refuse, knowing him to be both married and a rake, and cruel to women.

Oh, I tell you that they all courted me, — not kindly, — for ever there seemed to me in their ardent gaze and discreet whisperings something vaguely sinister. Not that it frightened me, nor did I take alarm, being too ignorant — —

She folded her hands and looked down at them.

I like men.... I cared most for Stephen Watts.... Then one day I had a great fright.... Shall I tell it?

Yes.

Well, then, Sir Johns gallantries neither pleased nor flattered me from the first. But he was very cautious what he said and did in Douw Fondas house, and never spoke to me save coldly when others were present, or when he was alone with us and Mr. Fonda was awake and not dozing in his great chair.... Well, there came a day when Mr. Fonda went to the house of Captain Fonda, and I was alone in the house....

And Sir John came.... Shall I tell it?

Tell it, Penelope.

Ive had it long in my mind. I wished to ask you if it lessened me in your esteem.... For Sir John was drunk, and, finding me alone, he conducted roughly — and followed me and locked us in my chamber.... I was horribly afraid.... I had never struck any living being before. But I beat his red face with my hands until he became confused and stupid — and there was blood on him and on me.... And my kerchief was torn off and my hair all tangled.... I beat him till he dropped my door key, and so unlocked my door and returned again to him, silent and flaming, and drove him with blows out o my chamber and out of the house — all over blood as he was, and stupid and drunk.... His negro man got him on his horse and rode off, holding him on.

And none knew — none know, save Sir John and you and I.

After a silence I said in a controlled voice: If Sir John comes this way I shall hope not to miss him.... I shall pray God not to miss this — gentleman.

Do you think meanly of me that he used me so?

I did not answer.

I have told you all, she said timidly. I am still honest. If I were not I would not have let you touch my lips.

Why not?

For both our sakes.... I would not do you any evil.

I said impatiently: No need to tell me you never had a lover. I never believed it of you from the day I saw you first. And, God willing, I mean to stop a mouth or two in Tryon, war or no war — —

John Drogue! she exclaimed in consternation— you shall seek no quarrel on my account! Swear to me!

But I made no reply. Whatever the quarrel, I knew now it was to be on my own account; for whether or no I was falling in love with this girl, Penelope Grant, I realized at all events that I would suffer no other man to interfere, however he conducted, and should hold any man to stern account who would make of this girl a toy and plaything.

And so, all hotly resolved on that point; sore, also, at the knowledge of Sir Johns baseness which seemed to touch my proper honour; and swifter, too, with tenderness in my heart to reassure her, I did exactly that for which I was now prepared to cut the throats of various other gentlemen — I drew her into my arms and held her close, body and lips imprisoned.

She sought her chair and sat there silent and subdued until a maid-servant brought lights and my supper.

In the candle light she ventured to look at me and laugh.

Such schooling says she. I never knew before that there was such a personage as a sweetheart pro tem! But you seem to know the rôle by heart, Mr. Drogue. And so, no doubt, feel warranted to instruct others. But this is the end of it, my friend. For one day you shall have to confess you to your wife! And I think my future Lady Northesk is like to have a pretty temper and will give you a mauvais quart dheur when she hears of this May days folly in a Johnstown public house!




CHAPTER XXVI

ORDERS
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IN JUNE I was out o bed and managed to set foot on ground for the first time since early spring. By the end of the month I had my strength in a measure and was able to hobble about town. Pernicious rheumatism is no light matter, for with the agony, — and weakness afterward, — a dull despair settles upon the victim; and it was mind, not body, that caused me the deeper distress, I think.

Life seemed useless; effort hopeless. Dark apprehensions obsessed me; I despaired of my country, of my people, of myself. And this all was part of my malady, but I did not know it.

All through June and July an oppressive summer heat brooded over Tryon. Save for thunder storms of unusual violence, the heat remained unbroken day and night. In the hot and blinding blue of heaven, a fierce sun blazed; at night the very moon looked sickly with the heat.

Never had I heard so many various voices of the night, nor so noisy a tumult after dark, where the hylas trilled an almost deafening chorus and the big frogs stringy croaking never ceased, and a myriad confusion of insects chirred and creaked and hummed in the suffocating dark.

At dawn the birds outburst was like the loud outrush of a torrent filling the waking world; at twilight scores of unseen whippoorwills put on their shoes and shouted in whistling whisper voices to one another across the wastes of night like the False Faces gathering at a secret tryst.

If the whole Northland languished, drooping and drowsy in the heat, the very air, too, seemed heavy with the foreboding gloom of dreadful rumours.

Every day came ominous tidings from North, from West, from South of great forces uniting to march hither and crush us. And the terrible imminence of catastrophe, far from arousing and nerving us for the desperate event, seemed rather to confuse and daze our people, and finally to stupefy all, as though the horror of the immense and hellish menace were beyond human comprehension.

Men laboured on the meagre defences of the county as though weighted by a nightmare — as though drowsing awake and not believing in their ghostly dream.

And all preparation went slow — fearfully slow — and it was like dragging a mass of chained men, whose minds had been drugged, to drive the militia to the drill ground or force the labourers to the unfinished parapets of our few and scattered forts.

Men still talked of the Sacandaga Block House as though there were such a refuge; but there was none unless they meant the ruins at Fish House or the unburned sheep-fold at Summer House Point, or the Mayfield defenses.

There remained only one fort of consequence south of the Lakes — Fort Stanwix, now called Schuyler, and that was far from finished, far from properly armed, garrisoned, and provisioned.

Whatever else of defense Tryon County possessed were merest makeshifts — stone farmhouses fortified by ditch, stockade, and bastions; block-houses of wood; nothing more.

Fragments of our two regular regiments were ever shifting garrison — a company here, a battalion there. A few rangers kept the field; a regiment of Herkimers militia, from time to time, took its turn at duty; a scout or two of irregulars and Oneida Indians haunted the trail toward Buck Island — which some call Deer Island, and others speak of as Carleton Island, and others still name it Ile-aux-Chevreuil, which is a mistake.

But any name for the damned spot was good enough for me, who had been there in years past, and knew how strong it could be made to defy us and to send out armed hordes to harass us on the Mohawk.

And at that instant, under Colonel Barry St. Leger, the Western flying force of the enemy was being marshalled at Buck Island.

Our scouts brought an account of the forces already there — detachments of the 8th British regulars, the 34th regulars, the regiment of Sir John, called the Royal New Yorkers by some, by others the Greens — (though our scouts told us that their new uniforms were to be scarlet) — the Corps of Chasseurs, a regiment of green-coats known as Butlers Rangers, a detachment of Royal Artillery, another of Highlanders, and, most sinister of all, Brants Iroquois under Thayendanegea himself and a number of young officers of the Indian Department, with Colonel Claus to advise them.

This was the flying force that threatened us from the West, directed by Burgoyne.

From the South we were menaced by the splendid and powerful British army which held New York City, Long Island, and the lower Hudson, and stood ready and equipped to march on a straight road right into Albany, cleaning up the Hudson, shore and stream, on their way hither.

But our most terrible danger threatened us from the North, where General Burgoyne, with a superb army and a half thousand Iroquois savages, had been smashing his way toward us through the forests, seizing the lakes and the vessels and forts defending them, outmanœuvring our General St. Clair; driving him from our fortress of Ticonderoga with loss of all stores and baggage; driving Francis out of Skenesborough and Fort Anne, and destroying both posts; chasing St. Clair out of Castleton and Hubbardton, destroying two-thirds of Warners army; driving Schuylers undisciplined militia from Fort Edward, toward Saratoga.

Every day brought rumours or positive news of disasters in our immediate neighbourhood. We knew that St. Leger, Sir John, Walter Butler, and Brant had left Buck Island and that Burgoyne was directing the campaign planned for the most hated army that ever invaded the Northland. And we learned the horrid details of these movements from Thomas Spencer, the Oneida who had just come in from that region, and whose certain account of how matters were swiftly coming to a crisis at last seemed to galvanize our people into action.

I was now, in August, well enough to take the field with a scout, and I applied for active duty and was promised it; but no orders came, and I haunted the Johnstown Fort impatiently, certain that every man who rode express and who went galloping through the town must bring my marching orders.

Precious days succeeded one another; I fretted, fumed, sickened with anxiety, deemed myself forgotten or perhaps disdained.

Then I had a shock when General Herkimer, ignoring me, sent for my Saguenay, but for what purpose I knew not, only that old Blocks loud-voiced son-in-law, Colonel Cox, desired a Montagnais tracker.

The Yellow Leaf came to me with the courier, one Barent Westerfelt, who had brought presents from Colonel Cox; and I had no discretion in the matter, nor would have exercised any if I had.

Brother, said I, taking him by both hands, go freely with this messenger from General Herkimer; because if you were not sorely needed our brother Corlear had not ordered an express to find and fetch you.

He replied that he made nothing of the presents sent him, but desired to remain with me. I patiently pointed out to him that I was merely a subaltern in the State Rangers and unattached, and that I must await my turn of duty like a good soldier, nor feel aggrieved if fortune called others first.

Still he seemed reluctant, and would not go, and scowled at the express rider and his sack of gew-gaws.

Brother, said I, would you shame me who, as you say, found you a wild beast and have taught you that you are a real man?

I am a man and a warrior, he said quickly.

Real men and warriors are known by their actions, my younger brother. When there is war they shine their hatchets. When the call comes, they bound into the war-trail. Brother, the call has come! Hiero!

The Montagnais straightened his body and threw back his narrow, dangerous head.

Haih! he said. I hear my brothers voice coming to me through the forests! Very far away beyond the mountains I hear the panther-cry of the Mengwe! My axe is bright! I am in my paint. Koué! I go!



He left within the hour; and I had become attached to the wild rover of the Saguenay, and missed him the more, perhaps, because of my own sore heart which beat so impotently within my idle body.

That Herkimer had taken him disconcerted and discouraged me; but there was a more bitter blow in store for a young soldier of no experience in discipline or in the slow habit of military procedure; for, judge of my wrath when one rainy day in August comes Nick Stoner to me in a new uniform of the line, saying that Colonel Livingstons regiment lacked musicians, and he had thought it best to transfer and to list and not let opportunity go a-glimmering.

My God, Jack, says he, you can not blame me very well, for my father is drafted to the same regiment, and my brother John is a drummer in it. It is a marching regiment and certain to fight, for there be three Livingstons commanding of it, and who knows what old Herkimer can do with his militia, or what the militia themselves can do?

You are perfectly right, Nick, said I in a mortified voice. I am not envious; no! only it wounds me to feel I am so utterly forgotten, and my application for transfer unnoticed.

Nick took leave of us that night, sobered not at all by the imminence of battle, for he danced around my chamber in Burkes Inn, a-playing upon his fife and capering so that Penelope was like to suffocate with laughter, though inclined to seriousness.

We supped all together in my chamber as we had so often gathered at Summer House, but if I were inclined to gloomy brooding, and if Penelope seemed concerned at parting with a comrade, Nick permitted no sad reflexions to disturb us whom he was leaving behind.

He made us drink a very devilish flip-cup, which he had devised in the tap-room below with Jimmy Burkes aid, and which filled our young noddles with a gaiety not natural.

He sang and offered toasts, and played on his fife and capered until we were breathless with mirth.

Also, he took from his new knapsack a penny broadside, — witty, but like most broadsides of the kind, somewhat broad, — which he had for thrippence of a pedlar, the same being a parody on the Danbury Broadside; and this he read aloud to us, bursting with laughter, while standing upon his chair at table to recite it:

THE EXPEDITION TO JOHNSTOWN

(In search of provisions)

Scene — New York City

(Enter General Sir Wm. Howe and Mrs. —— , preceded by Fame in cap and bells, flourishing a bladder.)



Fame (speaks)

Without wit, without wisdom, half stupid, half drunk, And rolling along arm-in-arm with his Punk, Comes gallant Sir William, the warrior (by proxy) To harangue his soldiers (held up by his Doxy)!



Sir Wm. (speaks)

My boys, Im a-going to send you to Tryon, To Johnstown, where youll get as groggy as I am! By a Tory from there I have just been informed That theres nobody there, so the town shall be stormed! For if nobodys there and nobody near it, My army shall conquer that town, never fear it!



(Enter Joe Gallopaway, a refugee Tory)

Joe

Brave soldiers, go fight that we all may get rich!



Regular Soldiers

Well fetch you a halter, you * * * * ! Get out! And go live in the woods upon nuts, Or well give you our bayonets plump in your guts! Do you think we are fighting to feed such a crew As Butler, Sir John, Mr. Singler and you?

(Enter Sir John Johnson)

Sir John

Come on, my brave boys! Now! as bold as a lion! And march at my heels to the County called Tryon; My lads, theres no danger, for this you should know, That Id let it alone if I thought it was so! So point all your noses towards the Dominion And well all live like lords is my honest opinion!



Scene — Buck Island Trail

(Enter Fame, Sir John, and his Royal Greens)

Fame

In cunning and canting, deceit and disguise, In breaking parole by inventing cheap lies, Sir John is a match for the worst of his species, But in this undertaking hell soon go to pieces. Hell fall to the rear, for hed rather go last, Crying, Forward, my boys! Let me see you all past! For his Majestys service (so reads my commission) Requires I push forward the whole expedition!



Sir John

I care not a louse for the United States, — For General Schuyler or General Gates! March forward, my lads, and account for each sinner, While Butler, St. Leger, and I go to dinner. For plentys in Tryon of eating and drinking, Whod stay in New York to be starving and stinking. March over the Mohawk! March over, march over, Youll live like a parcel of hogs in sweet clover!



Scene — Outside Fort Stanwix

(A council of war. At a distance the new American flag flying above the bastions)

Sir John

Im sorry Im here, for Im horribly scared, But how did I know that theyd all be prepared? The fate of our forray looks darker and darker, The state of our larder grows starker and starker, I fear that a round-shot or one of their carkers May breech my new breeches like poor Peter Parkers! Oh, say, if my rear is uncovered, what then!—



(Enter Walter Butler in a panic)

Butler

Held! Schuyler is coming with ten thousand men!



(A canon shot from the Fort)

Sir John (falls flat)

Im done! A cannon ball of thirty pound Has hit me where Sir Peter got his wound. Im done! Im all undone! So dont unbuttnm; But say adieu for me to Clairette Putnam!



(Enter a swarm of surgeons)

Surgeons

Compose yourself, good sir — forget your fright; We promise you you are not slain outright. The wound you got is not so mortal deep But bleeding, cupping, patience, rest, and sleep, With blisters, clysters, physic, air and diet Will set you up again if youll be quiet!



Sir John

So thick, so fast the balls and bullets flew, Some hit me here, some there, some thro and thro, Beneath my legs a score of hosses fell, Shot under me by twice as many shell; And though my soldiers falter and beseech, Forward I strode, defiant to the breech, And there, as History my valour teaches, I fell as Cæsar fell, and lost — my breeches! His face lay in his toga, in defeat, So let me hide my face within my seat, My requiem the rebel cannons roar, My duty done, my bottom very sore. Tell Willett he may keep his flour and pork, For I am going back to dear New York.



(Exit on a litter to the Rogues March)



If we fight at Stanwix, says Penelope, God send the business end as gaily as your broadside, Nick!

And so, amid laughter, our last evening together came to an end, and it was time to part.

Nick gave Penelope a hearty smack, grinned broadly at me, seized my hands and whispered: What did I tell you of the Scotch girl of Caughnawaga, who hath a way with her which is the undoing of all innocent young men?

Idiot! said I fiercely, I am not undone in such a manner! Like two bear-cubs we clutched and wrestled; then he hugged me, laughed, and broke away.

Farewell, comrades, he cried, snatching sack and musket from the corner. If I can not fife the red-coats into hell to the Rogues March, or my brother John drum them there to the Devils tattoo, then my daddy shall persuade em thither with musket-music! Three stout Stoners and three lanky Livingstons, and all in the same regiment! Hurrah!

And off and down the tavern stairs he ran, clattering and clanking, and shouting out a fond good-bye to Burke, who had forgiven him the goat.

Standing in the candle-light by the window, where a million rainwashed stars twinkled in the depthless ocean of the night, I rested my brow against the cool, glazed pane, lost in most bitter reflexion.

Penelope had gone to her chamber; behind me the dishevelled table stood, bearing the candles and the débris of our last supper; a nosegay of bright flowers — Nicks parting token — lay on the floor, where they had fallen from Penelopes bosom.

After a while I left the window and sat down, taking my head between my hands; and I had been sitting so for some time in ugly, sullen mood, when a noise caused me to look up.

Penelope stood by the door, her yellow hair about her face and shoulders, and still combing of it while her brown eyes regarded me with an odd intentness.

Your light still blazed from your window, she said. I had some misgiving that you sat here brooding all alone.

I felt my face flush, for it had deeply humiliated me that she should know how I was offered no employment while others had been called or permitted to seek relief from inglorious idleness.

She flung the bright banner of her hair over her right shoulder, caressed the thick and shining tresses, and so continued combing, still watching me, her head a little on one side.

All know you to be faithful, diligent and brave, said she. You should not let it chafe your pride because others are called to duty before you are summoned. Often it chances that Merit paces the ante-chamber while Mediocrity is granted audience. But Opportunity redresses such accidents.

Opportunity, I repeated sneeringly,  — where is she? — for I have not seen or heard of that soft-footed jade who, they say, comes a-knocking once in a life-time; and thereafter knocks at our door no more.

Oh, John Drogue — John Drogue, said she in her strange and wistful way, you shall hear the clear summons on your door very soon — all too soon for one of us, — for one of us, John Drogue.

Her brown eyes were on me, unabashed; by touch she was dividing the yellow masses of her hair into two equal parts. And now she slowly braided each to peg them for the night beneath her ruffled cap.

When she had braided and pegged her hair, she took the night-cap from her apron pocket and drew it over her golden head, tying the tabs under her chin.

It is strange, she said with her wistful smile, that, though the world is ending, we needs must waste in sleep a portion of what time remains to us.... And so I am for bed, John Drogue.... Lest that same tapping-jade come to your door tonight and waken me, also, with her loud knocking.

Why do you say so? Have you news?

Did I not once foresee a battle in the North? And men in strange uniforms?

Yes, said I, smiling away the disappointment of a vague and momentary hope.

I think that battle will happen very soon, she said gravely.

You said that I should be there, — with that pale shadow in its shroud. Very well; only that I be given employment and live to see at least one battle, I care not whether I meet my weird in its winding-sheet. Because any man of spirit, and not a mouse, had rather meet his end that way than sink into dissolution in aged and toothless idleness.

If you were not a very young and untried soldier, said she, you would not permit impatience to ravage you and sour you as it does. And for me, too, it saddens and spoils our last few days together.

Our last few days? You speak with a certainty — an authority — —

I know the summons is coming very soon.

If I could but believe in your Scottish second-sight — —

Would you be happy?

Happy! I should deem myself the most fortunate man on earth! — if I could believe your Scottish prophecy!

She came nearer, and her eyes seemed depthless dusky in her pale face.

If that is all you require for happiness, John Drogue, said she in her low, still voice, then you may take your pleasure of it. I tell you I know! And we have but few hours left together, you and I.

Spite of common sense and disbelief in superstitions I could not remain entirely unconcerned before such perfect sincerity, though that she believed in her own strange gift could scarcely convince me.

Come, said I smilingly, it may be so. At all events, you cheer me, Penelope, and your kindness heartens me.... Forgive my sullen temper; — it is hard for a man to think himself ignored and perhaps despised. And my ears ache with listening for that same gentle tapping upon my door.

I hear it now, she said under her breath.

I hear nothing.

Alas, no! Yet, that soft-footed maid is knocking on your door.... If only you had heart to hear.

One does not hear with ones heart, said I, smiling, and stirred to plague her for her mixed metaphor.

I do, said she, faintly.

After a little silence she turned to go; and I followed, scarce knowing why; and took her hand in the doorway.

Little prophetess, said I, who promises me what my heart desires, will you touch your lips to mine as a pledge that your prophecy shall come true?

She looked back over her shoulder, and remained so, her cheek on her right shoulder.

Your heart desires a battle, John Drogue; your idle vanity my lips.... But you may possess them if you will.

I do love you dearly, Penelope Grant.

She said with a breathless little smile:

Would you love me better if my prophecy came true this very night?

But I was troubled at that, and had no mind to sound those unventured deeps which, at such moments, I could feel vaguely astir within me. Nor yet did I seriously consider what I truly desired of this slender maid within the circle of my arms, nor what was to come of such sudden encounters with their swift smile and oddly halting breath and the heart, surprised, rhyming rapidly and unevenly in a reckless measure which pleasured less than it embarrassed.

She loosed her hands and drew away from me, and leaned against the wall, not looking toward me.

I think, she said in a stifled voice, you are to have your wish this night.... Do you hear anything?

In the intense stillness, straining my ears, I fancied presently that I heard a distant sound in the night. But if it had been so it died out, and the beat of my heart was louder. Then, of a sudden, I seemed to hear it again, and thought it was my pulses startled by sudden hope.

What is that sound? I whispered. Do you hear it?

Aye.

I hear it also.... Is it imagination? Is there a horse on the highway? Why, I tell you there is!... There is! Do you think he rides express?

Out o the North, my lord, she whispered. And suddenly she turned, gave me a blind look, stretched out one hand.

Why do you think that horseman comes for me! I said. My imagination caught fire, flamed, and I stood shivering and crushing her fingers in my grasp. Why — why — do you think so? I stammered. Hes turned into William Street! He gallops this way! Damnation! He heads toward the Hall! — No! No! By God, he is in our street, galloping — galloping — —

Like a pistol shot came a far cry in the darkness: Express-ho! I pass! I pass! The racket of iron-shod hoofs echoed in the street; doors and windows flew open; a confusion of voices filled my ears; the rattling roar of the hoofs came to a clashing halt.

Jimmy Burkes Tavern! shouted a hoarse voice.

Yere there, me gay galloper! came Burkes bantering voice. An phwats afther ye that ye ride the night like a banshee? Is it Sir John thats chasin ye crazy, Jock Gallopaway?

Ah-h, retorted the express, fetch a drink for me and tell me is there a Mr. Drogue lodging here? Hey? Upstairs? Well, wait a minute — —

I still had Penelopes hand in mine as in the grip of a vise, so excited was I, when the express came stamping up the stairs in his jack-boots and pistols — a light-horseman of the Albany troop, who seemed smart enough in his mud-splashed helmet and uniform.

You are Mr. Drogue, sir?

I am.

He promptly saluted, fished out a letter from his sack and offered it.

In my joy I gave him five shillings in hard money, and then, dragging Penelope by the hand, hastened to break the numerous and heavy seals and open my letter and read it by the candles yellow flare.

Headquarters Northern Dist:
Dept: of Tryon County.
Albany, N. Y.
August 1st, 1777.

Confidential

To John Drogue, Esqr,
Lieut: Rangers.

Sir,

An Oneida runner arrived today, who gives an account that Genl St. Leger, with the corps of Sir John Johnson and Colonel John Butler, including a thousand savages under Joseph Brant, has been detached from the army of Genl Burgoyne, and is marching on Fort Schuyler.

You are directed to take the field instantly with a scout of Oneida Indians, who await you at a rendezvous marked upon the secret map which I enclose herewith.

You will cross the Buck Island trail somewhere between Rocky River and the Mohawk, and observe St. Legers line of communications, cutting off such small posts as prove not too strong, taking prisoners if possible, and ascertaining St. Legers ultimate objective, which may be Johnstown or even Schenectady.

Having satisfied yourself concerning these matters, you will send your despatch by a runner to Albany, and instantly move your detachment toward Saratoga, where you should come into touch with our Northern forces under General Gates, and there render a verbal report to General Gates in person.

You are strictly cautioned to destroy this letter after reading, and to maintain absolute secrecy concerning its contents. The map you may retain, but if you are taken you should endeavour to destroy it.

Sir, I have the honour to be, etc., etc.,

Ph. Schuyler,
Maj: Genl.

Twice I read the letter before I twisted it to a torch and burned it in the candle flame.

Then I called out to the express: Say to the personage who sent you hither that his letter is destroyed, and his orders shall be instantly obeyed. Burke has fresh horses for those who ride express.

Off downstairs he went in his jack-boots, equipments jingling and clanking, and I unfolded my map but scarce could hold it steady in my excitement.

Immediately I perceived that I did not need the map to find the rendezvous, for, as Brent-Meester, I had known that wilderness as perfectly as I knew the streets in Johnstown.

So I made another torch of the map, laughing under my breath to think that Sir Williams late forest warden should require such an article.

All this time, too, I had forgotten Penelope; and turned, now, and saw her watching me, slim and motionless and white as snow.

When her eyes met mine she strove to smile, asking me whether indeed she had not proven a true prophetess.

As she spoke, suddenly a great fear possessed me concerning her; and I stood staring at her in a terrible perplexity.

For now there seemed to be nothing for it but to leave her here, the Schenectady road already being unsafe, or so considered by Schuyler until more certain information could be obtained.

Do you leave tonight? she asked calmly.

Yes, immediately.

She cast a glance at my rifle standing in the corner, and at my pack, which I had always ready in the event of such sudden summons.

Now I went over to the corner where my baggage lay, lifted the pack and strapped it; put on powder horn, bullet pouch, and sack, slung my knife and my light war-hatchet, and took my cap and rifle.

The moment of parting was here. It scared and confused me, so swiftly had it come upon us.

As I went toward her she turned and walked to the door, and leaned against the frame awaiting me.

If trouble comes, I muttered, the fort is strong.... But I wish to God you were in Albany.

I shall do well enough here.... Will you come again to Johnstown?

Yes. Good-bye.

Good-bye, John Drogue.

Will you care for Kaya?

Yes.

And if I do not return you are to have all with which I die possessed. I have written it.

In that event I keep only my memory of you. The rest I offer to the needy — in your name.

Her voice was steady, and her hand, too, where it lay passive in mine. But it crisped and caught my fingers convulsively when I kissed her; and crept up along my fringed sleeve to my shoulder-cape, and grasped the green thrums.

And now her arm lay tightly around my neck, and I looked down into the whitest face I ever had gazed upon.

I love you dearly, I said, and am deep in love.... I want you, Penelope Grant.

I want you, she said.

My heart was suffocating me:

Shall we exchange vows? I managed to say.

What vows, sir?

Such as engage our honour. I want you to wife, Penelope Grant.

Dear lad! What are you saying? You should travel widely and at leisure before you commit your honour to an unconsidered vow. I desire that you first see great cities, other countries, other women — of your own caste.... And then ... if you return ... and are still of the same mind ... concerning me....

But you? There are other men in the world. And I must have your vows before I go!

Oh, if it be only mine you desire, then I promise you, John Drogue, to look at no man with kindness in your absence, think of no man excepting you, pray for none save only His Excellency and General Schuyler, dream of none, God willing, but you. And to remain in deed and thought and word and conduct constant and faithful to you alone.

Then, said I, trembling, I also promise — —

No!

But I — —

Wait! For Gods sake mind what you say; for I will not have it that your honour should ever summon you hither and not your heart! No! Let be as it is.

Her sudden warmth and the quick flush of determination on her face checked and silenced me.

She said very coolly: Any person of sense must know that a marriage is unsuitable between a servant to Douw Fonda and John Murray Drogue Forbes, Laird of Northesk, and a Stormont to boot!

Where got you that Forbes? I demanded, astonished and angry.

She laughed. Because I know the clan, my lord!

How do you know? I repeated, astounded.

Because it is my own clan and name. Drogue-Forbes, Grant-Forbes! — a claymore or a pair of scissors can snip the link when some Glencoe or Culloden of adversity scatters families to the four winds and seven seas.... Well, sir, as the saying is in Northesk, a Drogue stops at nothing but a Forbes. And a Grant is as stubborn. Did you ever hear that?

Yes.... And you are a Forbes of Northesk?

Like yourself, sir, we stop before a liaison.

Her rapier wit confused and amazed me; her sudden revelation of our kinship confounded me.

Good God, said I, why have you never told me this, Penelope?

She shook her yellow head defiantly: A would na, quoth she, her chin hanging down, but the brown eyes of her watching me. And it was a servant-maid you asked to wife you, and none other either.... Dye ken that, you Stormont lad? It was me — me! — who may wear the Beadlaidh, too! — me who can cry Lonach! Lonach! Creag Ealachaidh! with as stout a heart and clean a pride as you, Ian Drogue, Laird o Northesk! — laird o my soul and heart — my lord — my dear, dear lord — —

She flung her arms across her face and burst into a fit of weeping; and as I caught her in my arms she leaned so on my breast, sobbing out her happiness and fears and pride and love, and her gratitude to God that I should have loved her for herself in the body of a maid-servant, and that I had bespoken her fairly where in all the land no man had offered more than that which she might take from him out of his left hand.

So, for a long while, we stood there together, clasped breast to breast, dumb with tenderness and mazed in the spell of first young love.

I stammered my vows, and she now opposed me nothing, only clinging to me the closer, confident, submissive, acquiescent in all I wished and asked and said.

There were ink, paper, a quill, and sand in her chamber. We went thither, and I wrote out drafts upon Schenectady, and composed letters of assurance and recognition, which would be useful to her in case of necessity.

I got Jimmy Burke out o bed and shewed him all I had writ, and made him witness our signatures and engaged him to appear if necessary.

These papers and money drafts, together with Penelopes papers and letters she had of Douw Fonda and of the Patroon, were sufficient to establish her with the new will I made and had witnessed at the fort a week before.

And so, at midnight, in her little chamber at Burkes Inn, I parted from Penelope Grant, — dropped to my knee and kissed her feet, who had been servant to the county gentry and courted by the county quality, but had been mistress of none in all the world excepting only of herself.



When I was ready she handed me my rifle, buckled up my shoulder sack, smoothed my fringed cape with steady hands, walked with me to her chamber door.

Her face rested an instant against mine, but there were no tears, no trembling, only the swift passion of her lips; and then— God be with you, John Drogue! And so, with gay courage, closed her chamber door.

I turned and stumbled out along the corridor, carrying my rifle and feeling my way to the hand-rail, down the creaking stairway, and out into the starry night.




CHAPTER XXVII

FIRE-FLIES

[image: img662.jpg]

THAT NIGHT I lay on my blanket in the forest, but slept only three hours, and was awake in the gates of morning before the sun rose, ready to move on to the Wood of Brakabeen, our rendezvous in Schoharie.

Never shall I forget that August day so crowded with events.

And first in the yellow flare of sun-up, on the edge of a pasture where acres of dew sparkled, I saw a young girl milking; and went to her to beg a cup of new milk.

But she was very offish until she learned to what party I belonged, and then gave me a dipper full of sweet milk.

When I had satisfied my thirst, she took me by the hand and drew me into a grove of pines where none could observe us. And here she told me her name, which was Angelica Vrooman, and warned me not to travel through Schoharie by any highway.

For, said she, the district was all smouldering with disloyalty, and the Tories growing more defiant day by day with news of Sir Johns advance and McDonald also on the way from the southward to burn the place and murder all.

My God, sir, says she, in a very passion of horror and resentment, I know not how we, in Schoharie, shall contrive, for Herkimer has called out our regiment and they march this morning to their rendezvous with the Palatine Regiment.

What are we to do, sir? The Middle Fort alone is defensible; the Upper and Lower Forts are still a-building, and sodders still at labour, and neither ditch nor palisade begun.

You have your exempts, said I, troubled, and your rangers.

Our exempts work on the forts; our rangers are few and scattered, and Colonel Harper knows not where to turn for a runner or a rifleman!

General Schuyler has writ to my father and says how he desires General Ten Broeck to order out the whole of the militia, only that he fears that they will behave like the Schenectady and Schoharie militia have done and that very few will march unless provision is made for their families security.

A man rides express today to the garrison in the Highlands to pray for two hundred Continentals. Which is only just, as we are exposed to McDonald and Sir John, and have already sent most of our men to the Continental Line, and have left only our regiment, which marches today, and the remainder all disaffected and plotting treason.

Plotting treason? What do you mean, child? I demanded anxiously.

Why, sir, Captain Mann and his company refuse to march. He declares himself a friend to King George, has barricaded Brick House, is collecting Indians and Tories, and swears he will join McDonalds outlaws and destroy us unless we lay down our arms and accept royal protection.

Why — why the filthy dog! I stammered, I have never heard the like of such treason!

Can you help us, sir? she asked earnestly.

I shall endeavour to do so, said I, red with wrath.

Our people have planned to seize and barricade Stone House, said she. My father rides express to Albany. Why, sir, so put to it are we that Henry Hager, an aged exempt of over seventy years, is scouting for our party. Is our situation not pitiful?

Have all the young men gone? Have you no brothers to defend this house?

No, sir.... I have a lover.... He is Lieutenant Wirt, of the Albany Light Horse. But he has writ to my father that he can not leave his cavalry to help us.

It was sad enough; and I promised the girl I would do what I could; and so left her, continuing on along the fences in the shadow of the woods.

It was not long afterward when I heard military music in the distance. And now, from a hill, I saw long files of muskets shining in the early sun.

It was the Canajoharie Regiment marching with fife, drum, and bugle-horn to join Herkimer; and so near they passed at the foot of the low hill where I stood that I could see and recognize their mounted officers; and saw, riding with them, Spencer, the Oneida interpreter, splendidly horsed; and Colonel Cox, old George Klocks smart son-in-law, who, when Brant asked him if he were not related to that thieving villain of the Moonlight Survey, replied: Yes, I am, but what is that to you, you s — of an Indian!

I saw and recognized Colonels Vrooman and Zielie, Majors Becker and Eckerson, and Larry Schoolcraft, the regimental adjutant; and, sitting upon their transport waggon, Dirck Larraway, Storm Becker, Jost Bouck of Clavarack, and Barent Bergen of Kinderhook.

So, in the morning sunshine, marched the 15th N. Y. Militia, carrying in its ranks the flower of the districts manhood and the principal defenders of the Schoharie Valley.

Very soberly I turned away into the woods.

For it was a strange and moving and dreadful sight I had beheld, knowing personally almost every man who was marching there toward the British fire, and aware that practically every soldier in those sturdy ranks had a brother, or father, or son, or relative of some description in the ranks of the opposing party.

Here, indeed, were the seeds of horror that civil war sprouts! For I think that only the Hager family, and perhaps the Beckers, were all mustered in our own service. But there were Tory Vroomans, Swarts, Van Dycks, Eckersons, Van Slycks — aye, even Tory Herkimer, too, which most furiously saddened our brave old General Honikol.

Well, I took to the forest as I say, but it was so thick and the travelling so wearisome, that I bore again to the left, and presently came out along the clearings and pasture fences.

Venturing now to travel the highway for a little way, and being stopped by nobody, I became more confident; and when I saw a woman washing clothes by the Schoharie Creek, I did not trouble to avoid her, but strode on.

She heard me coming, and looked up over her shoulder; and I saw she was a notorious slattern of the Valley, whose name, I think, was Staats, but who was commonly known as Ryas Pup.

Aha! says she, clearing the unkempt hair from her ratty face. What is Forbes o Culloden doing in Schoharie? Sure, says she, there must be blood to sniff in the wind when a Northesk bloodhound comes here a-nosing northward!

Well, Madame Staats, said I calmly, you appear to know more about Culloden than do I myself. Did that great loon, McDonald, tell you all these old-wives tales?

Ho-ho! says she, her two hands on her hips, a-kneeling there by the waters edge, the McDonalds should know blood, too, when they smell it.

You seem to be friends with that outlaw. And do you know where he now is? I asked carelessly.

If I do, says the slut, with an oath, it is my own affair and none of the Forbes or Drogues or such kittle-cattle either; — mark that, my young cockerel, and journey about your business!

You are not very civil, Madame Staats.

Why, you damned rebel, says she, would you teach me manners?

God forbid, madam, said I, smiling. Id wear gray hairs ere you learned your a-b-c.

Youll wear no hair at all when McDonald is done with you, she cries, and bursts into laughter so shocking that I go on, shivering and sad to see in any woman such unkindness.



About noon I saw Lawyers Tavern; and from the fences north of the house I secretly observed it for a long while before venturing thither.

John Lawyer, whatever his political complexion, welcomed me kindly and gave me dinner.

I asked news, and he gave an account that Brick House was now but a barracks full of Tories and Schoharie Indians, led by Sethen and Little David or Ogeyonda, a runner, who now took British money and wore scarlet paint.

We in this valley know not what to do, said he, nor dare, indeed, do aught save take protection from the stronger party, as it chances to be at the moment, and thank God we still wear our proper hair.

And, try as I might, I could not determine to which party he truly belonged, so wary was mine host and so fearful of committing himself.



The sun hung low when I came to the Wood of Brakabeen; and saw the tall forest oaks, their tops all rosy in the sunset, and the great green pines wearing their gilded spires against the evening sky.

Dusk fell as I traversed the wood, where, deep within, a cool and ferny glade runs east and west, and a small and icy stream flows through the nodding grasses of the swale, setting the wet green things and spray-drenched blossoms quivering along its banks.

And here, suddenly, in the purple dusk, three Indians rose up and barred my way. And I saw, with joy, my three Oneidas, Tahioni the Wolf, Kwiyeh the Screech-owl, Hanatoh the Water-snake, all shaven, oiled, and in their paint; and all wearing the Tortoise and The Little Red Foot.

So deeply the encounter affected me that I could scarce speak as I pressed their extended hands, one after another, and felt their eager, caressing touch on my arms and shoulders.

Brother, they said, we are happy to be chosen for the scout under your command. We are contented to have you with us again.

We were told by the Saguenay, who passed here on his way to the Little Falls, that you had recovered of your hurts, but we are glad to see for ourselves that this is so, and that our elder brother is strong and well and fit once more for the battle-trail!

I told them I was indeed recovered, and never felt better than at that moment. I inquired warmly concerning each, and how fortune had treated them. I listened to their accounts of stealthy scouting, of ambushes in silent places, of death-duels amid the eternal dusk of shaggy forests, where sunlight never penetrated the matted roof of boughs.

They shewed me their scalps, their scars, their equipment, accoutrement, finery. They related what news was to be had of the enemy, saying that Stanwix was already invested by small advance parties of Mohawks under forester officers; that trees had been felled across Wood Creek; that the commands of Gansevoort and Willett occupied the fort on which soldiers still worked to sod the parapets.

Of McDonald, however, they knew nothing, and nothing concerning Burgoyne, but they had brazenly attended the Iroquois Federal Council, when their nation was summoned there, and saw their great men, Spencer and Skenandoa treated with cold indifference when the attitude of the Oneida nation was made clear to the Indian Department and the Six Nations.

Then, brother, said Tahioni sadly, our sachems covered themselves in their blankets, and Skenandoa led them from the last Onondaga fire that ever shall burn in North America.

And we young warriors followed, added Kwiyeh, and we walked in silence, our hands resting on our hatchets.

The Long House is breaking in two, said the Water-snake. In the middle it is sinking down. It sags already over Oneida Lake. The serpent that lives there shall see it settling down through the deep water to lie in ruins upon the magic sands forever.

After a decent silence Tahioni patted the Little Red Foot sewed on the breast of my hunting shirt.

If we all are to perish, he said proudly, they shall respect our scalps and our memory. Haih! Oneida! We young men salute our dying nation.

I lifted my hatchet in silence, then slowly sheathed it.

Is our Little Maid of Askalege well? I asked.

Thiohero is well. The River-reed makes magic yonder in the swale, said Tahioni seriously.

Is Thiohero here? I exclaimed.

Her brother smiled: She is a girl-warrior as well as our Oneida prophetess. Skenandoa respects and consults her. Spencer, who worships your white God and is still humble before Tharon, has said that my sister is quite a witch. All Oneidas know her to be a sorceress. She can make a pair of old moccasins jump about when she drums.

Where is she now?

Yonder in the glade dancing with the fire-flies.

I walked forward in the luminous dusk, surrounded by my Oneidas. And, of a sudden, in the swale ahead I saw sparks whirling up in clouds, but perceived no fire.

Fire-flies, whispered Tahioni.

And now, in the centre of the turbulent whirl of living sparks, I saw a slim and supple shape, like a boy warrior stripped for war, and dancing there all alone amid the gold and myriad greenish dots of light eddying above the swale grass.

Swaying, twisting, graceful as a thread of smoke, the little sorceress danced in a perfect whirlwind of fire-flies, which made an incandescent cloud enveloping her.

And I heard her singing in a low, clear voice the song that timed the rhythm of her naked limbs and her painted body, from which the cinctured wampum-broidered sporran flew like a shower of jewels:

Wood o Brakabeen, Hiahya! Leaves, flowers, grasses green, Dancing where you lean Above the stream unseen, Hiahya! Dance, little fireflies, Like shooting stars in winter skies; Dance, little fireflies, As the Oneida Dancers whirl, Where silver clouds unfurl, Revealing a dark Heaven And Sisters Seven. Hiahya! Wood o Brakabeen! Hiahya! Grasses green! You shall tell me what they mean Who ride hither, Who bide thither, Who creep unseen In red coats and in green; Who come this way, Who come to slay! Hiahya! my fireflies! Tell me all you know About the foe! Where hath he hidden? Whither hath he ridden? Where are the Maquas in their paint, Who have forgotten their Girl-Sainte? Hiahya! I am The River-Reed! Hiahya! All things take heed! Naked, without drum or mask I do my magic task. Fireflies, tell me what I ask!...

He-he! chuckled The Water-snake, Thiohero is quite a witch!

We seated ourselves. If the Little Maid of Askalege, whirling in her dance, perceived us through her veil of living phosphorescence, she made no sign.

And it was a long time before she stood still, swayed outward, reeled across the grass, and fell face down among the ferns.

As I sprang to my feet Tahioni caught my arm.

Remain very silent and still, my elder brother, he said gravely.

For a full hour, I think, the girl lay motionless among the ferns. The cloud of fire-flies had vanished. Rarely one sparkled distantly now, far away in the glade.

The delay, in the darkness, seemed interminable before the girl stirred, raised her head, slowly sat upright.

Then she lifted one slim arm and called softly to me:

Nai, my Captain!

Nai, Thiohero! I answered.

She came creeping through the herbage and gathered herself cross-legged beside me. I took her hands warmly, and released them; and she caressed my arms and face with velvet touch.

It is happiness to see you, my Captain, she said softly.

Nai! Was I not right when I foretold your hurt at the fight near the Drowned Lands?

Truly, said I, you are a sorceress; and I am deeply grateful to you for your care of me when I lay wounded by Howells house.

I hear you. I listen attentively. I am glad, she said. And I continue to listen for your voice, my Captain.

Then — have you talked secretly with the fire-flies? I asked gravely.

I have talked with them.

And have they told you anything, little sister?

The fire-flies say that many green-coats and Maquas have gone to Stanwix, she replied seriously, and that other green-coats, — who now wear red coats, — are following from Oswego.

I nodded: Sir Johns Yorkers, I said to Tahioni.

Also, she said, there are with them men in strange uniforms, which are not American, not British.

What! I exclaimed, startled in spite of myself.

Strange men in strange dress, she murmured, who speak neither English nor French nor Iroquois nor Algonquin.

Then, all in an instant, it came to me what she meant — what Penelope had meant.

You mean the Chasseurs from Buck Island, said I, the Hessians!

But she did not know, only that they wore gray and green clothing and were tall, ruddy men — taller for the odd caps they wore, and their long legs buttoned in black to the hips.

Hessians, I repeated. Hainault riflemen hired out to the King of England by their greedy and contemptible German master and by that great ass, George Third, shipped hither to stir in us Americans a hatred for himself that never shall be extinguished!

Are their scalps well haired? inquired Tahioni anxiously.

It seemed a ludicrous thing to say, and I was put to it to stifle my sudden mirth.

They wear pig-tails in eel-skins, and stiffened with pomade that stinks from New York to Albany, said I.

Then my mood sobered again; and I thought of Penelopes vision and wondered whether I was truly fated to meet my end in combat with these dogs of Germans.



The Screech-owl had made a fire. Also, before my arrival he had killed an August doe, and a haunch was now a-roasting and filling my nostrils with a pleasant odour.

We spread our blankets and ate our parched corn, watching our meat cooking.

And McDonald? I inquired of Thiohero, who sat close to me and rested her head on my shoulder while eating her parched com.

My fire-flies tell me, said she gravely, that the outlaws travel this way, and shall hang on the Schoharie in ambush.

When?

When there is a battle near Stanwix.

Oh. Shall McDonald come to Brakabeen?

Yes.

I gazed absently at the fire, slowly chewing my parched corn.




CHAPTER XXVIII

OYANEH!
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THE PROBLEM WHICH I must now solve staggered me. How was it possible, with my little scout of five, to discover McDonalds approach and also find Sir Johns line of communication and penetrate his purpose?

On a leaf of my carnet I made a map which was shaped like an immense right-angle triangle, its apex Fort Stanwix in the west; its base Schoharie Creek; the Mohawk River its perpendicular; its hypothenuse my bees-flight to Oneida.

The only certain information I possessed was that Sir John and St. Leger had sailed from Buck Island to Oswego, and from there were marching somewhere. I guessed, of course, that they were approaching the Mohawk by way of Oneida Lake; yet, even so, they might have detached McDonalds outlaws and sent them to Otsego; or they might be coming upon us in full force from that same direction, with flanking war parties flung out toward Stanwix to aid their strategy.

One thing, however, seemed almost certain, and that was the direction their waggons must take from Oneida Lake; for I did not think Sir John would attempt Otsego in any force after his tragic dose of a pathless wilderness the year before.

I saw very plainly, however, that I must now give up any attempt to scout for McDonalds painted demons on the Schoharie until I had discovered Sir Johns objective and traced his line of communications. And I realized that I must now move quickly.

There were only two logical methods left open to me to accomplish this hazardous business with my handful of scouts. The easier way was instantly to face about, secure two good canoes at Schoharie, make directly for the Mohawk River, and follow it westward by water day and night.

But the surer way to run across Sir Johns trail — and perhaps McDonalds — was to take to the western forests, follow the hypothenuse of the great triangle, and, travelling lightly and swiftly northwest, headed straight for Oneida Lake.

This was what, finally, I decided to attempt as I lay on my blanket that night; and I was loath to leave the Schoharie and ashamed to turn tail to McDonalds ragamuffins, when the entire district was in so great distress, and Brakabeen farms a rats nest of disloyal families.

But there seemed to be no other way to conduct if I obeyed my orders, too; — no better method of discovering McDonald and of devising punishment for him, even though in the meanwhile he should carry fire and sword through Schoharie, — perhaps menace Schenectady, — perhaps Albany itself.

No, there was no other choice; and finally I realized this, after a night passed in agonized indecision, and asking Gods guidance to aid my inexperience in this so terrible a crisis.

At dawn my Indians began to paint.

After we had eaten a bowl of samp I called them around me, shewed them the map I had made in my carnet, told them what I had decided, and invited opinions from everybody. I added that there now was no time for any customary formalities of deliberation so dear to all Indians: I told them that Tharon and God were one; and that our ancestors understood and approved what we were about to do.

Then I laid a handful of dry sticks upon the ground, pretended that this was a fire; warmed my hands at it; lighted an imaginary pipe; puffed it and passed it around in pantomime.

Still employing symbols to reassure these young Oneida warriors concerning time-honoured formalities which they dared not disregard, I drew a circle in the air with my finger, cut it twice with an imaginary horizontal line to indicate a sunrise and a sunset, then turned to Tahioni and bade him answer my speech of yesterday after a nights deliberation.

The young warrior replied gravely that he and his comrades had consulted, and were of one mind with me. He said that it was with sorrow that they turned their backs on McDonald, who was a great villain and who surely would now be coming to Schoharie to murder and destroy; but that it did no good to sever the tail of a snake. He said that the fanged head of the Tory Serpent was somewhere east of Oneida Lake; that if we scouted swiftly and thoroughly in that direction we could very soon surmise where the poisonous head was about to strike, by discovering and then observing the direction in which the body of the serpent was travelling.

One by one I asked my young men for an opinion: the youthful warriors were unanimous.

Then I turned and gazed fearfully at Thiohero, knowing well enough that these other adolescents would obey her blindly, and in dread lest her own dreams should sway her judgment and counsel her to advise us to some folly. She was their prophetess; there was nothing to do without her sanction. I could not order these Oneidas; I could only attempt to use them through their own instincts and personal loyalty to myself.

The early sun gilded the painted body of their sorceress, making of her clan ensign and the Little Red Foot two brilliant and jewelled symbols.

She stood lithely upright, one smooth knee nestling to the other, her feet in their ankle moccasins planted parallel and close together, and her body all glistening like a gold dragon-fly.

From her painted cincture hung her war-sporran, — a narrow cascade of pale blue wampum barred with scarlet and lined with winter weasel. Hatchet and knife swung from either hip; powder-horn and bullet-wallet dangled beneath her arm-pits. A war bow and a quiver full of scarlet arrows hung at her back. Her hair, shoulder-short and glossy-thick, was bound above the brows by a tight scarlet circlet. From this, across her left ear, sagged a herons feather.

Never had I beheld such wild and supple grace in any living thing save only in a young panther clothed in the soft, dun-gold of her wedding fur.

Thiohero, I said, little sister to whom has been given an instinct more delicate than ours, and senses more subtle, and a wisdom both human and superhuman, — you who listen when the forest trees talk one to another under the full moons lustre, — you who understand the speech of our lesser comrades that fly through the air paths on bright wings, or run through the dusky woodlands on four furry feet — you who speak secretly with the mighty dead; who whisper and laugh with fairies and little people and stone-throwers; who with your magic drum can make worn-out and cast-off moccasins dance; whose ancestress ate live coals to frighten away the Flying Heads; whose forefathers destroyed the Stonish Giants; we Oneidas of the clan of the Little Red Foot are now of one mind concerning the war-trail we ought to take and follow to the end!

Little sister; we desire to know your opinion. Hiero!

Then the Little Maid of Askalege folded her arms, looking me intently in the eyes.

Brother, and my Captain, she said very quietly, a year ago I told you that you should come from Howells house in scarlet. And it was so.

And while you lay at Summer House a Caughnawaga woman, with yellow hair, washed the scarlet from your body.

And there came a day when, we met under apple-trees in green fruit — this Yellow Haired woman and I. And, stopping, we confronted each the other; and looked deeply into one anothers minds.

Brother: when I discovered that Yellow Hair was in love with you I became angry. But when I discovered that this young woman also was a sorceress, then I became afraid.

Brother: there was a vision in her mind, and I also beheld the scene she gazed at.

Brother: we saw a battle in the North, and men in strange uniforms, and cannon smoke. And we both were looking upon you; and upon a shape near you, which stood wrapped to the head in white garments.

Brother: I do not know what that shape may have been which stood robed in white like a Chief of the Eight Plumed Ones.

But at that moment we both understood — the Yellow Haired one and I — that you must surely travel to this place we gazed at.

So it makes no difference where you decide to go; all trails lead to that appointed place; and you shall surely come there at the hour appointed, though you travel the world over and across before you shall at last arrive.

Brother: we Oneida, of the Allied Clan of the Little Red Foot, are now of one mind with our elder brother. He is our chief and Captain. He has spoken as an Oneida to Oneidas. We understand. We thank him for his love offered. We thank him for his kinship offered. We accept; and, in our turn, we offer to our elder brother and Captain our love and our kinship. We take him among us as an Oneida.

At this our fire — for alas! no fire shall burn again at Onondaga, nor at Oneida Lake, nor at The Woods Edge, nor at Thendara — I, Thiohero, Sorceress of Askalege, and Oyaneh, salute an Oneida chief and Sachem. Hail Royaneh!

Hai! Royaneh! shouted the young warriors in rising excitement.

The girl come to me slowly, stooped and tore from the ground a strand of club-moss. Then, straightening up, she lifted her arms and held the chaplet of moss over my head, — symbol of the chiefs antlers.

O nen ti eh o ya nen ton tah ya qua wen ne ken....

Her young voice faltered, broke:

Tah o nen sah gon yan nen tah ah tah o nen ti ton tah ken yahtas! she added in a strangled voice: Now I have finished. Now show me the man!

He is here! cried the excited Oneidas. He wears the antlers!

Tahioni stretched out his hand; it was trembling when he touched the red foot sewed on my hunting shirt.

What is his name, O Thiohero, whom you have raised up among the Oneida? Who mourn a great man dead?

A deep silence fell among them; for what their prophetess had done meant that she must have knowledge that a great man and chief among the Oneida lay dead somewhere at that very moment.

Slowly the girl turned her head from one to another; a veiled look drowned her gaze; the young men were quivering in the imminence of a revelation based upon knowledge which could be explained only by sorcery.

Then the Little Maid of Askalege took a dry stick from the pretended fire, crumbled it, touched her lips with the powder in sign of personal and intimate mourning.

Spencer, Interpreter and Oneida Chief, shall die this week in battle, she said in a dull voice.

A murmur of horror and rage, instantly checked and suppressed, left the Oneidas staring at their prophetess.

Therefore, she whispered, I acquaint you that we have chosen this young man to take his place; we lift the antlers; we give him the same name, — Hahyion!

Haih! Hahyion! shouted the Oneidas with up-flung hands.

I was dumb. I could not speak. I dared not ask this girl why and by what knowledge she presumed to predict the death of Spencer, and to raise me up in his place and give me the same name.

In spite of me her magic made me shudder.

But now that I was truly an Oneida, and in absolute authority, I must act quickly.

Come, then, said I in a shaky voice, we People of the Rock must march on the Gates of Sunset. If my fate lies there, why then I am due to die in that place!... Make ready, Oneidas!

The Screech-owl found a hollow under a windfall; and here we hurriedly hid our heavier baggage.

Then, when all had completed painting the Little Red Foot on their bellies, I stepped swiftly ahead of them and turned northwest.

March, I said in a low voice.

We travelled as the honey-bee flies, and as rapidly while the going was good en route; but to cover this great triangle of forests we were obliged to use the tactics of hunting wolves and, from some given point, circle the surrounding country, in hopes of cutting the hidden British trail we sought.

This delayed us; but it was the only way. And, like trained hunting dogs, we even quartered and cut up the wilderness, halting and encircling Cherry Valley on the second day out, because I knew how familiar was Walter Butler with that region and with the people who inhabited it, and suspected that he might be likely to lead his first attack over ground he knew so well.

Ah, God! — had I known then what all the world knows now! And I erred only in guessing at the time of Cherry Valleys martyrdom, not in estimating the ferocious purpose of young Walter Butler.



On the afternoon of our second day out from Schoharie, while we were still beating up the bush of the Cherry Valley district, I left my Indians and went alone down into the pretty settlement in quest of information and also to renew our scanty stock of provisions. I found the lovely place almost deserted, save for a few old men of the exempts working on a sort of fort around Colonel Clydes house, and a few women and children who had not yet gone off to Schenectady or Albany.

I stopped at the house of the Wells family. John Wells, the father of my friend Bob, had been one of the Judges of the Tryon County courts, sitting on the bench with old John Butler, who now was invading us, with Sir John, in arms.

Bob was away on military duty, but there were in the house his mother, his wife, his four little children, his brother Jack, and Janet, his engaging sister whom I had admired so often at the Hall, and who was beloved like a daughter by Sir William.

I shall never forget the amazement of these delightful and kindly people when I appeared at their door in Cherry Valley, nor their affectionate hospitality when they learned my purpose and my errand.

A sack of provisions was immediately provided me; their kindness and courtesy seemed inexhaustible, although even now the shadow of terror lay over Cherry Valley. Their young men under Colonels Clyde and Campbell had gone to join Herkimer; they were utterly destitute of defense against McDonald or Sir John if Schoharie were invaded, or if Stanwix fell, or if Herkimer gave way before St. Leger.

They asked news of me very calmly, and I told them all I had learned and something of the sinister rumours which now were current in the Mohawk and Schoharie Valleys.

They, in their turn, knew nothing positive of Sir John, but had heard that he was marching on Stanwix with St. Leger and Brant, and that a thousand savages were with them.

My sojourn at the Wells house was brief; the family was evidently very anxious but not gloomy; even the children smiled courageously when I made my adieux; and my dear little friend, Janet, led me by the hand to the edge of the brush-field, through which I must travel to regain the forest, and kissed me at our parting.

On the woods edge, I paused and looked back at the place called Cherry Valley, lying so peacefully in the sunshine, where in the fields grain already was turning golden green; and fat cattle grazed their pastures; and wisps of smoke drifted from every chimney.

That is my memory of Cherry Valley in the sunny tranquillity of late afternoon, where tasseled corn like ranks of plumed Indians, covered vale and hillock; and clover and English grass grew green again after the first haying; and on some orchard trees the summer apples glimmered rosy ripe or lush gold among the leaves; — ah, God! — if I could have known what another year was to bring to Cherry Valley!

There was no sound in the still settlement except a dull and distant stirring made by the workmen sodding parapets on the new and unfinished fort.

From where I stood I could see the Wells house, and the little children at play in the dooryard; and Peter Smith, a servant, drawing water, who one day was to see his masters family in their blood.

I could make out Colonel Campbells house, too, and the chimney of Colonel Clydes house; and had a far glimpse of the residence of the Reverend Mr. Dunlop, the aged minister of Cherry Valley.

From a gilded weather-cock I was able to guess about where Captain MKean should reside; and Mr. Mitchells barn I discovered, also. But MKean and his rangers must now be marching with Herkimers five regiments to meet the hordes of St. Leger.

The sun sank blood-red behind the unbroken forests, and the sky over Cherry Valley seemed to be all afire as I turned away and entered the twilight of the woods, lugging my sack of provisions on my back.

That night my Indians and I lay within rifle-shot of the Mohawk River; and at dawn we made a crow-flight of it toward Oneida Lake; and found not a trace of Sir John or of anybody in that trackless wilderness; and so camped at last, exhausted and discouraged.

On the fourth day, toward sunset, the Screech-owl, roaming far out on our western flank, returned with news of a dead and stinking fire in the woods, and fish heads rotting in it; and he thought the last ember burnt out some four days since.

He took us to it in the dark, and his was a better woodcraft than I could boast, who had been Brent-Meester, too. At dawn we examined the ashes, but discovered nothing; and we were eating our parched corn and discussing the matter of the fire when, very far away in the west, a shot sounded; and in that same second we were on our feet and listening like damned men for the last trumpet.

My heart made a deadened rataplan like a muffled drum, and seemed to deafen me, so terribly intent was I.

Tahioni stretched out like a panther sunning on a log; and laid his ear flat against the earth. Seconds grew to minutes; nobody stirred; no other sound came from the westward.

Presently I turned and signalled in silence; my Indians crawled noiselessly to their allotted intervals, extending our line north and south; then, trailing my rifle, I stole forward through an open forest, beneath the ancient and enormous trees of which no underbrush grew in the eternal twilight.

Nothing stirred. There were no animals here, no birds, no living creature that I could hear or see, — not even an insect.

Under our tread the mat of moist dead leaves gave back no sound; the silence in this dim place was absolute.

We had been creeping forward for more than an hour, I think, before I discovered the first sign of man in that spectral region.

I was breasting a small hillock set with tall walnut trees, in hopes of obtaining a better view ahead, and had just reached the crest, and, lying flat, was lifting my head for a cautious survey, when my eye caught a long, wide streak of sunlight ahead.

My Indians, too, had seen this tell-tale evidence which indicated either a stream or a road. But we all knew it was a road. We could see the sunshine dappling it; and we crawled toward it, belly dragging, like tree-cats stalking a dappled fawn.

Scarce had we come near enough to observe this road plainly, and the crushed ferns and swale grasses in the new waggon ruts, when we heard horses coming at a great distance.

Down we drop, each to a tree, and lie with levelled pieces, while slop! thud! clink! come the horses, nearer, nearer; and, to my astonishment and perplexity, from the east, and travelling the wrong way.

I cautioned my Oneidas fiercely against firing unless I so signalled them; we lay waiting in an excitement well nigh unendurable, while nearer and nearer came the leisurely sound of the advancing horses.

And now we saw them! — three red-coat dragoons riding very carelessly westward on this wide, well-trodden road which now I knew must lead to Oneida Lake.

I could see the British horsemen plainly. The day was hot; the sun beat down on their red jackets and helmets; they sat their saddles wearily; their faces were wet with perspiration, and they had loosened jacket and neck-cloth, and their pistols were in holster, and their guns slung upon their backs.

It was plain that these troopers had no thought of precaution nor entertained any apprehension of danger on this road, which must lie in the rear of their army, and must also be their route of communication between the Lake and the Mohawk.

Slap, slop, clink! they trampled past us where my Oneidas lay a-tremble like crouched cats to see the rats escaping on their runway.

But my ears had caught another sound, — the distant noise of wheels; and I guessed that this was a waggon which the three horsemen should have escorted, but, feeling entirely secure, had let their horses take their own gait, and so had straggled on far ahead of the convoy with which they should have kept in touch.

The waggon was far away. It approached slowly. Already the horsemen had ridden clear out o sight; and we crept to the edge of the road and lay flat in the weeds, waiting, listening.

Twice the approaching vehicle halted as though to rest the horses; the dragoons must have been a long way ahead by this time, for it was some minutes since the sound of their horses hoofs had died away in the woods.

And now, near and ever nearer, creeps the waggon; and now it seems close at hand; and now we see it far away down the road, slowly moving toward us.

But it is no baggage-wain, — no transport cart that approaches us. The two horses are caparisoned in bright harness; the driver wears a red waistcoat and is a negro, and powdered. The vehicle is a private coach which lurches, though driven cautiously.

Good God! said I, that is Sir Johns family coach! Tahioni, hold your Oneidas! For I mean to find out who rides so carelessly to Oneida Lake, confiding too much in the army which has passed this way!

Slowly, slowly the coach drew near our ambush. I recognized Colas as the coachman pro tem; I knew the horses and the family coach; saw the Johnson arms emblazoned on the panels as I rose from the roadside weeds.

Colas! I said quietly.

The negro pulled in his horses and sat staring at me, astounded.

I walked leisurely past the horses to the window of the coach. And there, seated, I saw Polly Johnson and Claudia Swift.

There ensued a terrible silence and they gazed upon me as though they were looking upon a dead man.

Jack Drogue! whispered Claudia, how — how come you here?

I bowed, my cap in my hand, but could not utter a word.

Jack! Jack, are — are you alone? faltered Lady Johnson. Good heavens, what does this mean, I beg of you? — —

Where are your people, Polly? I asked in a dead voice.

My — my people? Do you mean my husband?

I mean him.... And his troops. Where are they at this moment?

Do you not know that the army is before Stanwix?

I know it now, said I gravely.

Mercy on us, Jack! cried Claudia, finding her voice shrilly; will you not tell us how it is that we meet you here on the Oneida road and close to our own army?

I shook my head: No, Claudia, I shall not tell you. But I must ask you how you came here and whither you now are bound. And you must answer.

They gazed at my sombre face with an intentness and anxiety that made me sadder than ever I was in all my life.

Then, without a word, Lady Johnson laid aside the silken flap of her red foot-mantle. And there my shocked eyes beheld a new born baby nursing at her breast.

We accompanied my husband from Buck Island to Oswego, she said tremulously. And, as the way was deemed so utterly secure, we took boat at Oneida Lake and brought our horses.... And now are returning — never dreaming of danger from — from your people — Jack.

I stared at the child; I stared at her.

In Gods name, I said, get forward then, and hail your horsemen escort. Say to them that the road is dangerous! Take to your batteau and get you to Oswego as soon as may be. And I strictly enjoin you, come not this way again, for there is now no safety in Tryon for man or woman or child, nor like to be while red-coat or green remains within this new-born nation!

And you, Claudia, say to Sir Frederick Haldimand that he has lighted in Tryon a flame that shall utterly consume him though he hide behind the ramparts of Quebec itself! Say that to him!

Then I stepped back and bade Colas drive on as fast as he dare. And when he cracked his long whip, I stood uncovered and looked upon the woman I once had loved, and upon the other woman who had been my childhood playmate; and saw her child at her breast, and her pale face bowed above it.

And so out of my life passed these two women forever, without any word or sign save for the white faces of them and the deadly fear in their eyes.

I stood there in the Oneida Road, watching their coach rolling and swaying until it was out of view, and even the noise of it had utterly died away.

Then I walked slowly back to the woods edge; in silence my Oneidas rose from the weeds and stood around me where I halted, the sleeve of my buckskin shirt across my eyes.

Then, when I was ready, I turned and went forward, swiftly, in a southeasterly direction; and heard their padded footsteps falling lightly at my heels as I Hastened toward the Mohawk, a miserable, sad, yet angry man.



All that long, hot day we travelled; and in the afternoon black clouds hid the sun, and presently a most furious thunder storm burst on us in the woods, so that we were obliged to shelter us under the hemlocks and lie there while rain roared and lightning blinded, and deafening thunder shook the ground we lay on.

It was over in an hour. The forest dripped and steamed as we unwrapped our rifles and started on.

Twice, it seemed to me, far to the east I heard a duller, vaguer noise of thunder; and my Indians also noticed it.

Later, with the sky all blue above, it came again — dull, distant shocks with no rolling echo trailing after.

Tahioni came to me, and I saw in his uneasy eyes what I also now divined. For to the bravest Indian the sound of cannon is a terror and an abomination. And I now had become very sure that it was cannon we heard; for Stanwix lay far across the wilderness in that direction, and the heavy, lifeless, and superheated air might carry the solemn sound from a great distance.

But I said nothing, not choosing to share my conclusions with these young warriors who, though they had taken scalps at Big Eddy, were yet scarcely tried in war.



That night we lay near an old trail which I knew ran to Otsego and passed by Colonel Croghans new house.

And on this trail, early the following morning, we encountered two men whom my Indians, instead of taking as they should have done, instantly shot down. Which betrayed their inexperience in war; and I rated them roundly.

The two dead men were blue-eyed Indians in all the horror of their shameful paint and forest dress.

I knew one of them, for when Tahioni washed their lifeless visages and laid them on their backs, there, to my hot indignation, I beheld young Thomas Hare, brother to Lieutenant Henry Hare and to Captain James Hare, of the Indian Service.

Horror-stricken, bitterly mortified, I gazed down at the dead features of these two renegades who had betrayed their own race and colour; and my Indians, watching me, understood when I turned and spat upon the ground; and so they scalped both — which otherwise they had not dared in my presence.

We found on them every evidence that they were serving as a scout for McDonald. Probably when we encountered them they had been on their way to Sir John at Stanwix with verbal intelligence. But now it was idle to surmise what they might have been able to tell us.

We found upon their bodies no papers to shew where McDonald might be lurking; and so, as I would not trouble to bury the carrion, my Oneidas despoiled them, hid their weapons, pouched their money and ammunition, and left them lying on the trail for their more respectable relatives, the wolves, to devour.



Now, on the Otsego trail, which was but a vile one and nigh impassable with undergrowth, we beat toward the Mohawk like circling hounds cast out and at fault to find a scent.

And at evening of that day, the seventh of August, I saw a man in the woods, and, watching, ordered my Indians to surround him and bring him in alive.

Judge, then, of my chagrin when presently comes walking up, and arm in arm with my Oneidas, one Daniel Wemple in his militia regimentals, a Torloch farmer whom I knew.

Great God, John! says he, what are you doing here with your tame panthers and a pair o raw scalps that smell white in my nostrils?

I told him, and asked in turn for news.

You know nothing? he demanded.

Nothing, Dan, only that we heard cannon to the eastward yesterday.

Well, says he, there has been a bloody fight at Oriska, John; and Tryon must mourn her sons.

For our fine regiments marched into an ambuscade on our way to drive Sir John from Stanwix, which he had invested. Colonel Cox is dead, and Majors Eisinlord and Klepsattle and Van Slyck. Colonel Paris is taken, and our brigade surgeon, Younglove, and Captain Martin of the batteaux service. John Frey, Major of brigade, is missing, and so is Colonel Bellinger. Scarce an inferior officer but is slain or taken; our dead soldiers are carted off by waggon-loads; our wounded lie in their alder-litters. And among them our general, — old Honikol Herkimer! — and I myself saw that brave Oneida die — our interpreter, Spencer — —

A cry escaped me, instantly checked as I looked at Thiohero. The girl came and rested her arm on my left shoulder and gazed steadily at the militia man.

He passed his hand wearily through his hair: Only one regiment ran, he said dully. I shall not name it to you because it was not entirely their fault; and afterward they lost heavily and fought bravely. But this is a dreadful blow to Tryon, John Drogue.

We were routed, then?

No. We drove them from the field pell mell! We cut Brants savages to pieces. We went at Sir Johns Greens with our bayonets and tore the guts out of them! We put the fear o God into Butlers green-coats, too, and therell be caterwauling in Canada when the news is carried, for I saw young Stephen Watts dead in his blood, and Hare running off with a broken arm a-flapping and he a-screaming like a singed wildcat — —

Steve Watts! Dead!

I saw him. I saw one of our soldiers take his watch from his body. God! What a shambles was there at Oriska!

But I was thinking of young Stevie Watts, Polly Johnsons brother, and my one-time friend, lying dead in his blood. And I thought of his boyish passion for Penelope. And her kindness for him. And remembered how last I had seen him.... And now he lay dead; and I had seen his sister but a few hours ago — seen her for the last time I should ever behold her.

I drew a breath like a deep and painful sigh.

And the Fort? I asked in a low voice.

Stanwix holds fast, John Drogue. Willett is there, and Gansevoort with the 3rd New York of the Line.

Have you news of McDonald, Dan?

None.

Whither do you travel express?

To Johnstown with the news if I can get there.

I warned him concerning conditions in Schoharie. We shook hands, and I watched the brave militia man stride away through the forest all alone.

When we camped that night, Thiohero touched her brow and breasts with ashes from our fire. That was her formal symbol of mourning for Spencer. Later we all should mourn him in due ceremony.

Then she came and lay down close against me and rested her childs face on my hollowd arm. And so slept all night long, trembling in her dreams.

I know not how it chanced that I erred in my scouting and lost direction, but on the tenth day of August my Indians and I came out into a grassy place where trees grew thinly.

The first thing I saw was an Indian, hanging by the heels from a tree, and lashed there with the traces from a harness.

At the same time one of my Oneidas discovered a white man lying with his feet in a pool of water. But when Tahioni drew the cocked hat from his head to see his countenance, hair and skin stuck to it, and a most horrid smell filled the woods.

And now, everywhere, we beheld evidences of the Oriska combat, for here lay a soldiers empty knapsack, and yonder a ragged shirt, and there a rusting tin cup, and here a boot all bloody and slit to the toe.

And now, looking about me, I suddenly comprehended that we were nearer to Stanwix Fort than to Oriska; and had no business any nearer to either place.

We now were in a most perilous region and must proceed with every caution, for in this forest Brants Iroquois must be roaming everywhere in the rear of the troops which had invested Stanwix.

My Oneidas understood this without explanation from me; and they and I also became further alarmed when, to our astonishment, we came upon a broad road running through a forest where I swear no road had existed a twelve-month past.

Where this road led, and from whence, neither my Oneidas nor I knew. It was a raw and new road, yet it had been heavily travelled both ways by horse, foot, and waggons. It seemed to have as many windings as the Kennyetto at Fondas Bush; and I saw it had been builded to run clear of hills and swampy land, as though made for a traffic heavier than a log road might easily sustain.

We left the road but scouted eastward along its edge, I desiring to learn more of it; for it seemed to bear toward Wood Creek; and if there were enemy batteaux to be seen I wished to count them.

Suddenly Thiohero touched my arm, — caught my sleeve convulsively.

Hahyion — Royaneh — my elder brother — O my white Captain! she stammered, clinging to me in her excitement, here is the place! Here is the place I saw in my vision! Here I saw strange uniforms and cannon smoke — and a strange white shape — and you — O Hahyion — my Captain! — —

I looked around me, suddenly chilled and shivering in spite of the heat of a summer afternoon. But I perceived nobody except my Oneidas. We were on a long, sparsely-wooded hillock where juniper spread waist high. Below I could see the new road curving sharply to the eastward. But nobody moved down there; there was not a sound to be heard, not a movement in the forest. All around us was still as death.

Something about the abrupt bend in the empty road below me attracted my attention. I examined it intently for a while, then, cautioning my Indians, I ventured to move forward and around the south slope of the hillock, wading waist-deep in juniper, in order to get a look at what might lie behind the bend in this road of mystery.

The road appeared to end abruptly just around the curve, as though it had been opened only so far and then abandoned. This first amazed me and then alarmed me, because I knew it could not be so as I had seen on the roadbed evidences of recent and heavy travel.

I stood peering down at it where it seemed to stop short against the green and tangled barrier of the woods which blocked it like a living abattis —— 

God! It was an abattis! — a mask!

As I realized this I saw a man in a strange, outlandish uniform run out from the green and living barrier, look up at me where I stood in the juniper, shout out something in German, and stand pointing up at me while a score of soldiers, all in this same outlandish uniform, swarmed out upon the road and started running toward where I stood.

Then I came to my senses, clapped my rifle to my cheek and fired, stopping one of these strange soldiers and curing him of his running habits forever.

To me arrived swiftly my Oneidas, and dropped in the juniper, kneeling and firing upon the soldiers below. Two among them fell down flat on the road, and then the others turned and fled straight into their green barrier of branches. From there they fired at us wildly, keeping up a strange, hoarse shouting.

Hessian chasseurs! I exclaimed. These troops can be no other than the filthy Germans hired by King George to come here and cut our throats!

Those men wear the uniform I saw in my vision of this place! whispered Thiohero, quietly reloading her rifle. I think that this is truly your battle, my Captain.

Then, as her prophecy of cannon came into my mind, there was a blinding flash from that green barrier below; a vast cloud blotted it from view; the pine beside which I stood shivered as though thunder-smitten; and the entire top of it crashed down upon us, burying us all in lashing, writhing branches.

So stunned and stupefied was I that I lay for an instant without motion, my ears still deafened by that clap of thunder.

But now I floundered to my feet amid the pine-tops débris; around me rose my terrified Oneidas, nearly paralyzed with fright.

Come, said I, we should pull foot ere they blow us into pieces with their damned artillery. Thiohero, where are you?

I come, Royaneh!

Tahioni! Kwiyeh! Hanatoh! I called anxiously.

Then I saw them all creeping like weasels from under the green débris.

Hasten, I muttered, for we shall have all the Iroquois in North America on our backs in another moment.

As we started to retreat, the Germans emptied their muskets after us; but I did not think anybody had been hit.

We now were running in single file, our rifles a-trail, Tahioni leading, and I some distance in the rear, turning my head over my shoulder from moment to moment to see if we were followed.

And now, as I ran on, I understood that this accursed road had been made expressly to transport their siege artillery; that their guns were still in transit; that they had masked a cannon and manned it with Hessian chasseurs to keep their gun-road safe against surprise from any party scouting out of Oriska.

Lord, what an ambuscade! And what an escape for us!

As I jogged on at the heels of my Indians, still dazed and shaken by the deadly surprise of it all, I saw Thiohero, who was some little distance in front of me, reel sideways as though out o breath, and stand still near a beech tree, holding her scarlet blanket against her body.

When I came up to her she was leaning against the tree, clutching her blanket to her face and breast with both hands. But she heard me and lifted her head from the gaily coloured folds.

Hahyion — Royaneh! she panted, this was your battle.... And now — it is over ... and you shall live!...

My Oneidas had halted and were looking back at us. And now they returned rapidly and clustered around us.

Are you exhausted, little sister? I demanded, drawing nearer. Are you hurt — —

Listen — my brother and — my Captain! she burst out breathlessly. This was the battle of my vision! — the strange uniforms — the cannon-cloud — the white shape!... I saw it near you where — where you stood in the cannon smoke! — a shape like mist at sunrise.... Haihee! It was the face and shape of the Caughnawaga girl!... It was Yellow Hair who floated there beside you in the cannon smoke! — covered to her eyes in white and flowers — —

The Little Maid of Askalege clutched her gay blanket closer to her breast and began to sway gently on her feet as though the thumping of a distant partridge were a witch-drum.

Haihya Hahyion! she whispered— Thiohero Oyaneh salutes — her Captain.... I speak — as one dying.... Haiee! Haie — e! Yellow Hair is — is quite — a witch! — —

Her voice failed; down on her knees she sank. And, as I snatched her from the ground and lifted her, she looked up into my face and smiled. Then, in a long-drawn sigh, her soul escaped between my arms that could not stay its flight to Tharon.

Her face became as wax; her head fell forward on my breast; her eyes rolled upward. And, as I pressed her in my arms, all my body grew warm and wet with bright blood pouring from her softly parted lips.




CHAPTER XXIX

THE WOOD OF BRAKABEEN
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IT WAS THE 12th day of August when we came again to the Wood of Brakabeen, — we four young warriors of the clan of the Little Red Foot.

We were ragged and bruised and weary, and starving; but the fierce rage burning in our breasts gave to each a strength and purpose that nerved our briar-torn and battered bodies to effort inexhaustible.

Under scattered and furtive shots from German muskets we had retreated through the forest with our dead prophetess, until night ended pursuit by the chasseurs, and we ourselves had lost our direction.

All the next day we travelled southwest with our dead. On the tenth day we came out on Otsego Lake, near to Croghans new house.

Where he had cleared the bush and where Indian grass was growing as tall as a mans head, we made a deep grave. And here we four clansmen buried the Little Maid of Askalege; and sodded the mound with wild grasses where strawberries grew, and blue asters and plumes of golden-rod.

A Canada whitethroat called sweetly, sadly, from the forest in the sunset glow. We made for the grave a white cross of silver birch. We placed parched corn and a cup of water at the foot of the cross; and her bow and scarlet arrows against her needs where deer, God willing, should be plenty. And near these we set her little moccasins lest in that unknown land her tender feet should suffer on the trail.

In the morning we made a fire of ozier, sweet-birch, cherry wood, and samphire.

When the aromatic smoke blew over us I rose and spoke. After I had finished, the others in turn rose and spoke their mind, saying very simply what was in their hearts concerning their little prophetess, who had died wearing a little red foot painted on her body.

So we left her at rest under the wild flowers and Indian grass, near to Croghans empty house, with a vast wilderness around to guard the sanctuary, and the sad whitethroats to mourn her.



And now, fierce and starved and ragged, we came once more to the Wood of Brakabeen. And heard McDonalds guns in the valley and his pibroch on the hills.

The afternoon was still and hot, the deep blue sky cloudless. Over Vroomans Land a brown smoke hung; more smoke was rising above Clyberg; more rolled up beyond the swampy ground near the Flockey.

From the edge of Brakabeen Wood, looking out over the valley, we could hear firing in the direction of Stone House, more musketry toward Fox Creek.

McDonald is in Schoharie, I said to Tahioni. There will be many dead here, women and children and the grey-haired. Are my brothers of the Little Red Foot too weary to strike?

The young Oneida warrior laughed. I looked at my ragged comrades where they crouched in their frightful paint, listening excitedly to the distant firing, and I saw their lean cheeks twitching and their nostrils a-flare as they scented the distant fighting.

The wild screaming of the pibroch, too, seemed to madden them; and it enraged me, also, because I saw that Sir Johns Highlanders were here with McDonalds fantastic crew and had come to slaughter us all with their dirks and broad-swords as they had threatened before Sir John fled North.

We turned to the left and I led my Oneidas in a file through the ferny glades of Brakabeen Wood, and amid still places where clear streams ran deep in greenest moss; where tall lilies nodded their yellow Chinese caps in the flowery swale; where, in the demi-light of forest aisles, nothing grew save the great trees bedded there since the dawn of time, which sprung their vast arches high above us to support their glowing tapestry of leaves.

It was mid-afternoon when, smelling hot smoke, we came near the woods by the river; and saw, close to us, a barn afire, and three men carrying guns, running hither and thither in a hay field and setting every stack aflame with their torches.

One o the fellows was a drummer in the green uniform of Butlers Rangers, and his drum was slung on his back. And I knew him. He was Michael Reed of Fondas Bush, and cousin to Nick Stoner.

And then, to my astonishment and rage, I saw Dries Bowman in his farmers clothes; and the other man was a huge German — one of their chasseurs, who wore a stiff pig-tail that was greased, and a black mustache, and waist-high spatter-dashes — a very barbarian in red and blue and green; and grunting and puffing as he ran about in the hot sunshine to set the hay-cocks afire with his torch.

I remember giving no command; we sprang out of the woods, trailing our rifles in our left hands; and Bowman fired at me and, missing, started to run; but I got him by his collar and knocked him over with my gun-butt.

The Hessian chasseur instantly drew up and fired in our direction; and Tahioni shot him dead in his tracks, where he fell heavily on his back and lay in the grass with limbs outspread.

You may take his scalp! I care not! shouted I, watching my Oneidas, who had got at Micky Reed and were striving to take him alive as I had ordered.

But Reed had a big dragoons pistol in his belt and would have used it had not Kwiyeh killed him swiftly with his hatchet.

But I would not permit them to take Reeds scalp, and bade them despoil the body quickly and bring the leather cross-belts and girdle to me.

Hanatoh ran up and caught Dries Bowman by the collar; and we jerked him to his feet and dragged and hustled him into the woods. And here despoiled him, pulling from his pockets a Royal Protection and a bundle of papers, which revealed him as a spy sent down to preach treason in Schoharie and carry what men he might corrupt as recruits to McDonald and Sir John.

Thats enough to hang him! I said sharply to Tahioni. Link me up those drummers cross-belts!

What — what do you mean, John Drogue! stammered the wretch. Would you murder an old neighbour?

That same old neighbour would have murdered me at Howells house. And now is come disguised in civilian clothing to Schoharie with a spys commission, to raise the district in arms against us.

My God! he shrieked, as Tahioni flung the leather halter about his neck, is it a crime if honest men stand by their King?

Not when they stand out in plain day and wear a red coat or a green, said I, flinging the leather halter over the oak trees limb.

Hanatoh swiftly pinioned his arms and tied his wrists; I tossed the halters end to Kwiyeh. Tahioni also took hold of it.

Hoist that spy! I said coldly. And in a second more his feet were kicking some half dozen inches above the ground.

My Oneidas fastened the halter to a stout bush; I was shaking all over and felt sick and dizzy to hear him raling and choking in the leather noose which was too stiff for the ghastly business.

But at that instant Tahioni shouted a shrill warning; I looked over my shoulder and saw a great number of soldiers wearing red patches on their hats, running across the burning hayfield to surround us.

Yet it needed better men than McDonalds to take me and my Oneidas in Brakabeen Wood. We turned and plunged into the bush, leaving the wretched spy hanging to the oak, his convulsed body now spinning dizzily round and round above the ground.

Looking back as I ran, I soon saw that the men who were chasing us had little stomach for a pursuit which must presently lead to bush-fighting. They shouted and halooed, but lagged as they arrived at the denser woods; and they seemed to have no officers to encourage them, or if they indeed possessed any I saw none.

Tahioni came fiercely to me, where I had halted, to watch the red-patch soldiers, saying that we had now been out thirteen days and had taken but three scalps. He said that to hang a man was not a proper vengeance to atone the death of Thiohero; and wanted to know why my prisoners should not be delivered to him and his Oneida comrades, who knew how to punish their enemies.

Which speech so angered me that I had a mind to take him by the throat. Only the sudden memory of our Red Foot clan-ship, and of Thiohero, deterred me. Also, that was no way to treat any Indian; and to lose my self-control was to lose the Oneidas respect and my authority over them.

My brother, Tahioni, said I coldly, should not forget that he is my younger brother.

If Tahioni were older, and possessed of more wisdom and experience, he would know that unless a chief asks opinions none should be offered.

The youths eyes flashed at me and he stiffened under a rebuke that is hard for any Iroquois to swallow.

My younger brother, said I, ought to know that I am not like an officer of Guy Johnsons Indian Department, who delivers prisoners to the Mohawks. I deliver no prisoner to any Indian. I obey my orders, and expect my Indians to obey mine. They are free always to take Indian scalps. The scalps of white men they take only if permitted by me.

Tahioni hung his head, the Screech-owl and the Water-snake nodded emphatic assent.

Yonder, said I, are the red-patch soldiers. They are Tory marauders and outlaws. If you can ambush and cut off any of them, do so. And I care not if you scalp them, either. But if any are taken I shall not deliver them to any Oneida fire. No prisoner of this flying scout shall burn.

The Water-snake twitched my sleeve timidly.

Hahyion, he said, we obey. But an Iroquois prefers the fire and torment to the noose. Because he can sing his death songs and laugh at his enemies through the flames. But what man can sing or boast when a rope chokes his speech in his throat?

I scarcely heeded him, for I was watching the red-patch soldiers, who now were leaving the woods and crossing the hayfield, which still was smoking where the fire made velvet-black patches in the dry grass.

The barn had fallen in and was only a great heap of glowing coals, over which a pale flame played in the late afternoon sunshine.

Listening and looking after the red-patches, I heard very distinctly the sound of guns in the direction of Stone House.

Now, while it was none of my business to hang on McDonalds flanks for prisoners and scalps, it was my business to observe him and what he might be about in Schoharie; and to carry this news to Saratoga by way of Johnstown, along with my budget concerning Stanwix and St. Leger.

Besides, Stone House lay on my way. So I signalled my Indians and started west. And it was not very long before we came upon two Schoharie militia-men whom I knew, Jacob Enders and George Warner, who took to a tree when they discovered my Oneidas in their paint, but came out when I called them by name, and gave an account that they were hunting a notorious Tory, — a renegade and late officer in the Schoharie Regiment, — a certain George Mann, a captain, who would have carried his entire company to McDonald, but was surprised in his villainy and had fled to the woods near Fox Creek.

I told them that we had not seen this fellow, and asked for news; and Warner showed me a scalp which he said he took an hour ago from Ogeyonda, after shooting that treacherous savage at the Flockey.

He gave it to Tahioni, which pleased the Oneida mightily and contented me; for I hate to see any white man take a scalp, though Tim Murphy and Dave Elerson took them as coolly as they took any other peltry.

Warner said that McDonald was up the valley, murdering and burning his way westward; that cavalry from Albany had just arrived, had raided Brick House and taken prisoner a lot of red-patch militia, forced them to tear up their Royal Protections, tied up the most obnoxious, and kicked out the remainder with a warning.

He said, further, that Adam Crysler and Joseph Brown, of Clyberg, were great villains and had joined McDonald with Billy Zimmer and others; and that McDonald had a motley army, full of kilted Highlanders, chasseurs, red-patches, Indians, and painted Tories; and that the cavalry from Albany were marching to meet them, reinforced by Schoharie mounted-militia under Colonel Harper.

And now, even as Warner was still speaking, we heard the trumpet of the cavalry on the river road below; and, running out to the forests edge, we saw the Albany Riders marching up the river, — two hundred horsemen in bright new helmets and uniforms, finely horsed, their naked sabers all glittering in the sun, and their trumpeter trotting ahead on a handsome white charger.

The horses, four abreast, were at a fast walk; flankers galloped ahead on either wing. And, as we hurried down to the road, an officer I knew, Lieutenant Wirt, came spurring forward to meet and question us, followed by two troopers, — one named Rose and the other was Jake Van Dyck, whom I also recognized.

Jack Drogue, by all the gods of war! cried the handsome lieutenant, as I saluted and spoke to him by name.

Dave Wirt! I exclaimed, offering my hand, which he grasped, leaning wide from his saddle.

He turned his mount toward the road again, and I and my Oneidas walked along beside him.

Are those your tame panthers? he demanded, pointing toward my Oneidas with his sword. If they are, then we should have agreeable work for them and for you, Jack Drogue. For Vrooman and his men are in Stone House and the red-patches fire on them whenever they show a head; and our cavalry are like to strike McDonald at any moment now. We caught two of his damned spies — —

At that instant, far down the road I saw a woman; and even at that distance I recognized her.

Yonder walks a bad citizen, said I sharply. That is Madame Staats!

We had now arrived beside the moving column of riders; and, as I spoke, a dozen cavalrymen shouted: Here comes Ryas Pup!

A captain of cavalry who spoke English with a French accent shouted to the Pup and beckoned her; but she turned and ran the other way.

Immediately two troopers spurred after her and caught her as she was fording the river; and each seized her by a hand, turned their horses, and trotted back to us with their prisoner, amid shouts of laughter.

Ryas Pup, breathless from her enforced run, fairly spat at us in her fury, cursing and threatening and holding her panting flanks in turn.

You dirty rebel dogs! she screamed, wait till McDonald catches you! Ah — therell be blood enow for you all to wade in as I waded in the river yonder, when your filthy cavalry headed me!

Wirt tried to question her, but she mocked us all, boasted that McDonald had a huge army at the Flockey, and that he was now on his way to Stone House to destroy us all.

Turn that slut loose! said the Captain sharply.

So we let go the Pup, and she turned and legged it, yelling her scorn and fury as she ran; and we saw her go floundering and splashing across the river, doubtless to carry news of us to McDonald.

And it contented us that she so do, because now we came upon Stone House, where the small garrison under a Lieutenant Wallace had ventured out and were a-digging of a ditch and piling fence rails across the road to stop McDonalds riders in a charge.

Here, also, were Harpers mounted militia, sitting their saddles, poorly armed with militia fire-locks.

But we had a respectable force and were ashamed to await the outlaws behind ditch and rail; so we marched on through the gathering dusk to a house about two miles further, where a dozen strangely painted horsemen galloped away as we approached.

A yell of rage at sight of those blue-eyed Indians arose from our riders. Our trumpet sounded; the cavalry broke into a gallop.

It was now twilight.

I begged some mounted militia-men to take me and my Oneidas up behind them; and they were obliging enough to do so; and we jogged away into the rosy dusk of an August evening.

Almost immediately I saw the Flockey ahead, and Adam Cryslers house on the bank; and on the lawn in front of it I saw McDonalds grotesque legion drawn up in line of battle.

As I came up our cavalry was forming to charge; Lieutenant Wirt had just turned in his saddle to speak to me, when one of the outlaws ran out to the edge of the lawn and called across the road to Wirt that he should never live to marry Angelica Vrooman, but would die a dogs death as he deserved.

As the cavalry charged, Wirt rode directly at this man, who coolly shot him out of his saddle.

I saw and recognized the outlaw, who was a Tory named Shafer.

As Wirt fell to the grass, stone dead, his horse knocked down Shafer. The Tory got up, streaming with blood but not badly hurt, and, clubbing his piece, attempted to dash out Wirts dead brains; but Trooper Rose swung his horse violently against Shafer, sabred him, and, in turn, fell from his own saddle, fatally wounded.

Another trooper dismounted to pick up poor Rose, who was in a bad way, but one of McDonalds painted Tories fired on them and both fell.

I fired at this man and wounded him, and Tahioni chased him, caught him, and slew him by the fence.

Then, above the turmoil of horses and gun-shots, the Oneidas terrific scalp-yell rang out in the deepening dusk; and at that dread panther-cry a panic seemed to seize McDonalds men, for their grotesque riders suddenly whirled their horses and stampeded ventre-à-terre, riding westward like damned men; and I saw their Highlanders and Chasseurs and renegade Greens break and scatter into the forest on every side, melting away into the night before our eyes.

Into the brush leaped my Oneidas; their war-yells awoke the shuddering echoes of Brakabeen Wood. I saw a chasseur leap a rail fence, stumble, and fall with the Screech-owl on top of him. Again the awful Oneida scalp-yelp rang out under the first dim stars.



The cavalry returned and camped at Stone House that night. They brought in their dead by torch-light; and I saw Wirts body borne on a stretcher, and the corpse of Trooper Rose, and others.

One by one my Oneidas returned like blood-slaked and weary hounds. All had taken scalps, and sat late at our fire to hoop and stretch them, and neatly plait the miserable dead hair that hung all draggled from the pitiful shreds of skin.

At a cavalry watch-fire near to ours were also some people I knew — Mayfield men of a scout of six, just come in; and I went over to their fire and greeted them and questioned them concerning news from home.

Truman Christie was their lieutenant; Sol and Seely Woodworth, the two Reynolds, and Billy Dunham composed the scout; and all were in rifle-dress and keen to try their rifles on McDonald, but were arrived too late, and feared now that the outlaws were on their way to Canada.

Christie told me that the alarm in Johnstown and at Mayfield was great; that hostile Indians had been seen near Tribes Hill, and had killed a farmer there; that some people were leaving Caughnawaga and moving their household goods down the river to Schenectady.

By God, says he, and I dont blame em, John Drogue! No! For a Mohawk war party is like to strike Caughnawaga at any hour; and why foolish folk, like old Douw Fonda, remain there is beyond my comprehension.

Douw Fonda! said I, astonished. Why, he is gone to Albany.

He came back a week ago, says Christie. They tell me that the young Patroon tried to dissuade the old gentleman from going, but could do nothing with him — Mr. Fonda being childish and obstinate — and so he had his way and summoned his coach and his three niggers and drove in state up the river to Caughnawaga. We passed that way on scout, and I saw the old gentleman two days ago sitting on his porch with his gold-headed walking stick and his book, and dozing there in the sun; and the yellow-haired girl knitting at his feet — —

What!

He looked at me, startled by my vehemence.

Sir, said he, did I say aught to offend you?

Good God, no. You say that the — the yellow-haired girl, Penelope Grant, is at Caughnawaga with Douw Fonda!

Yes, sir.

Did you see her?

I did; and spoke with her.

What did she say? I asked unsteadily.

She said that Mr. Fonda had sent a negro servant to Johnstown to fetch her, because, having returned to Caughnawaga, he needed her.

I think Mr. Fondas three sons and their families must all be mad to permit the old gentleman to come to Caughnawaga in such perilous times as these! I said sharply.

And so do I think likewise, rejoined Christie. Let them think and say what they like, but, Mr. Drogue, I am an old Indian fighter and have served under Colonel Claus and Sir William Johnson. I know the Iroquois; I know their ways and wiles and craft and subtle designs; and I know how they think, and what they are most likely to do.

And I say to you very solemnly, Mr. Drogue, that were I Joseph Brant I would strike Caughnawaga before snow flies. And, sir, under God, it is my honest belief that he will do exactly that very thing. And it will be a sorry business for the Valley when he does so!

It was a dreadful thing for me to hear this veteran affirm what I myself already feared.

But I had never dreamed that the aged Douw Fonda would return to Caughnawaga, or that his sons would permit the obstinate, helpless, and childish old gentleman to so have his say and way in times like these.

Nor did I dream that Penelope would go to him again. I knew, of course, that she would surely go if he asked for her; but thought he had too completely forgotten her — as the Patroon wrote — and that his childishness and feeble memory no longer retained any remembrance of the young girl he had loved and had offered to adopt and to make his legatee.

The news that Captain Christie brought was truly dismal news for me and most alarming.

What on earth I could do about it I had no idea. Penelope, the soul of loyalty, believed that her duty lay with Mr. Fonda, and that, if he asked for her, she must go and care for him, who had been to her a father when she was poor, shelterless, and alone.

I realized that no argument, no plea of mine could move her to abandon him now. And what logic could I employ to arouse this childish and obstinate old gentleman to any apprehension of his own peril or hers?

To think of it madded me, because Mr. Fonda had three wealthy sons living near him, who could care for him properly with their ample means and all their servants and slaves. And why in Gods name Captain John Fonda, Major Jelles Fonda, or Major Adam Fonda did not take some means of moving themselves and their families into the Queens Fort, or, better still, into Albany, I can not comprehend.

But it was a fact, as Christie related to me, that scarce a soul had fled from Caughnawaga. All the landed gentry remained; all people of high or low degree were still there — folk like the Veeders, Sammons, Romeyns, Hansens, Yates, Putmans, Stevens, Fishers, Gaults.

That night my dreams were horrible: I seemed to see Dries Bowmans body spinning in the sunshine, whilst he darted his swollen tongue at me like a snake. And always I seemed all wet with blood and could not dry myself or escape the convulsed embrace of the Little Maid of Askalege.

Moaning, waking with a cry on my lips to gaze on the red embers of our fire and see my Indians stir under their blankets and open slitted eyes at me — or to lie exhausted in body and all trembling in my thoughts, while the slow, dark hours dragged to the dead march beating in my heart — thus passed the night at Stone House, full of visions of the dead.

Long ere the cavalry trumpet pealed and the tired troopers awakened after near fifty miles of riding the day before, I had dragged my weary Indians from their sleep; and almost immediately we were on our way, eating a pinch of salted corn from the palms of our hands as we moved forward. For, after a brief ceremony in the Wood of Brakabeen, I meant to make Johnstown without a halt. My mind was full of anxiety for Caughnawaga, and for her who had promised herself to me when again I should come to seek her.

But first we must halt in the Wood of Brakabeen to fulfill in ceremony that office due to the memory of a brave and faithful Oneida warrior — our little Maid of Askalege.

It was not yet dawn, and the glades of Brakabeen Wood were dark and still; and on the ferns and grasses rested myriads of fire-flies, all pulsating with faint phosphorescence.

I thought of Thiohero as I had beheld her in this glade, swaying on her slender feet amid a dizzy whirl of fire-flies.

Tahioni had gathered a dry faggot; Kwiyeh carried a bundle of cherry-birch, samphire, and witch-hopple. The Water-snake laid the fire.

All seated themselves; I struck flint, blew the tinder to a coal, and lighted a silver birch-shred.

The scented smoke mounted straight up through the trees; I rose in silence; and when the first burning stick fell into soft white ashes, I took a few flakes in my palm and rubbed them across my forehead. Then I spoke, facing the locked gates of morning in the dark:

Now — now I hear your voice coming to us through the forest in the night.

Now our hearts are heavy, little sister. The gates of morning are still locked; the forest is still; everywhere there is thick darkness.

Thiohero, listen!

Now we Oneidas are depressed in our minds. You were a prophetess. You foretold events. You were a warrior. We were your clansmen of the Little Red Foot. You were a sorceress. Empty moccasins danced when you touched the witch-drum. Now, in white plumes, you have mounted to the stars like morning mist.

Oyaneh! Continue to listen.

Our lodge is empty without you. Our fire is lonely without you. Our hearts are desolate, O Thiohero Oyaneh!

Little Sister, continue to listen!

We have heard your voice at this hour coming to us through the Wood of Brakabeen. It comes in darkness like light when the gates of morning open.

Thiohero Oyaneh, virgin warrior of the People of the Rock, we are come to the Wood of Brakabeen to greet and thank you.

We give you gratitude and love. You were a warrior and wore the Little Red Foot. You struck your enemies where you found them. They are dead and without scalps, your enemies. The Canienga howl. Your war-axe sticks in their heads. The Hessians are swine. Your scarlet arrows turn them into porcupines. The green-coats flee and your bullets burn their bowels.

O my little sister, listen now!

Our trail is very lonely without you. We are dejected. We move like old men and sick. We need your wisdom. We are less wise than those littlest ones still strapped to the cradle board.

Thiohero!

We have placed food and a cup of water for you lest you hunger and thirst.

We have laid a bow and scarlet arrows near you so that you shall hunt when you wish.

We have given you moccasins so that the strange, bright trail shall not hurt your feet.

We have placed paint for you so that Tharon shall know you by your clan. And we have made for your grave a cross of silver-birch, so that our white Lord Christ shall meet you and take you by the hand in a land so new and strange.

Oyaneh!

We have said what is in our hearts and minds. We think that is all we have to say. We turn our eyes to the morning. When the gates open we shall depart.

As I ended, the three Oneidas rose and faced the east in silence. All the sky had become golden. Minute after minute passed. Suddenly a blinding lance of light pierced the Wood of Brakabeen.

Haih! they exclaimed softly. Nai Thiohero Oyaneh!

Tahioni covered the fire. The Screech-owl marked us all with a coal still warm.

Then, in silence, I led my people from the misty Wood of Brakabeen.




CHAPTER XXX

A LONG GOOD-BYE

[image: img662.jpg]

ON THE EVENING of the 15th of August, the Commandant of Johnstown Fort stood aghast to see a forest-running ragamuffin and three scare-crow Indians stagger into headquarters at the jail.

Gad a-mercy! says he as I offered the salute, is it you, Mr. Drogue!

I was past all speech; for we had wolf-jogged all the way up from the river, but from my rags I fished out my filthy papers and thrust them at him. He was kind enough to ask me to sit; I nodded a like permission to my Oneidas and dropped onto a settle; a sergeant fetched new-baked bread, meat, buttermilk, and pipes for my Indians; and for me a draught of summer cider, which presently I swallowed to the dregs when I found strength to do it.

This refreshed me. I asked permission to lodge my Oneidas in some convenient barn and to draw for them food, pay, tobacco, and clothing; and very soon a corporal of Continentals arrived with a lantern and led the Oneidas out into the night.

Then, at the Commandants request, I gave a verbal account of my scout, and reminded him of my instructions, which were to report at Saratoga.

But he merely shuffled my papers together and smiled, saying that he would attend to that matter, and that there were new orders lately arrived for me, and a sheaf of letters, among which two had been sent in with a flag, and seals broken.

Sir, he said, still smiling in kindly fashion, I have every reason to believe that patriotic service faithfully performed is not to remain too long unrecognized at Albany. And this business of yours amounts to that, Mr. Drogue.

He laughed and rubbed his powerful hands together, peering good-humouredly at me out of a pair of small and piercing eyes.

However, he added, all this is for you to learn from others in higher places than I occupy. Here are your letters, Mr. Drogue.

He laid his hand on a sheaf which lay near his elbow on the table and handed them to me. They were tied together with tape which had been sealed.

Sir, said he, you are in a woeful plight for lack of sleep; and I should not detain you. You lodge, I think, at Burkes Tavern. Pray, sir, retire to your quarters at your convenience, and dispose of well-earned leisure as best suits you.

He rose, and I got stiffly to my feet.

Your Indians shall have every consideration, said he. And I dare guess, sir, that you are destined to discover at the Tavern news that should pleasure you.

We saluted; I thanked him for his kind usage, and took my leave, so weary that I scarce knew what I was about.

How I arrived at the Tavern without falling asleep on my two legs as I walked, I do not know. Jimmy Burke, who had come out with a light to greet me, lifted his hands to heaven at sight of me.

John Drogue! Is it yourself, avic? Ochone, the poor lad! Wirra the day! says he,— and luk at him in his rags and thin as a clapperrail! And, Magda! Betty! he shouts, fr the sake o the saints, run fetch a wash-tub above, an bilin wather in a can, and soft-soap, too, an a-bite-an-a-sup, or himself will die on me two hands — —

I heard maids running as I climbed the stairway, gripping at the rail to steady me. I was asleep in my chair when some one shook me.

Blindly I pulled the dirty rags from my body and let them fall anywhere; and I near died o drowning in the great steaming tub, for twice I fell asleep in the bath. I know not who pulled me out. I do not remember eating. They say I did eat. Nor can I recollect how, at last, I got me into bed.

I was still deeply asleep when Burke awoke me. He had a great bowl of smoking soupaan and a pitcher of sweet milk; and I ate and drank, still half asleep. But now the breeze from the open window and the sunshine in my room slowly cleared my battered senses. I began to remember where I was, and to look about the room.

Mine was the only bed; and there was nobody lying in it save only myself, yet it was evident that another gentleman shared this room with me; for yonder, on a ladder-back chair, lay somebodys clothing neatly folded, — a Continental officers uniform, on which I perceived the insignia of a staff-captain.

Spurred boots also stood there, and a smartly cocked hat.

And now, on a peg in the wall, I discovered this unknown officers watch-coat, and his sword dangling by it, and a brace o pistols.

But where the devil the owner of these implements might be I could not guess.

And now my eyes fell upon the sheaf of letters lying on the table beside me. I broke the sealed tape that bound them; they fell upon the bed clothes; and I picked up the first at hazard, which was a packet, and broke the seal of it. And sat there in my night shift, utterly astounded at what I beheld.

For within the packet were two papers. One was a captains commission in the Continental Line; and my own name was writ upon it.

And the other paper was a letter, sent express from the Forest of Dean, five days since, and it was from Major General Lord Stirling to me, acquainting me that he had taken the liberty to request a captains commission in the Line for me; that His Excellency had concurred in the request; that a commission had been duly granted and issued; and that — His Excellency still graciously concurring and General Schuyler endorsing the request — I had been transferred from the State Rangers to the Line, and from the Line to the military family of General Lord Stirling. And should report to him at the Forest of Dean.

To this elegant and formal and amazing letter, writ by a secretary and signed by my Lord Stirling, was appended in his own familiar hand this postscript:

Jack Drogue will not refuse his old friend, Billy Alexander. So for Gods sake leave your rifle-shirt and moccasins in Johnstown and put on the clothing which I have bespoken of the same Johnstown tailoress who made your forest dress and mine when in happier days we hunted and fished with Sir William in the pleasant forests of Fondas Bush.

I sat there quite overcome, gazing now upon my commission, now upon my friends kind letter, now at my beautiful new uniform which his consideration had procured for me while I was wandering leagues away in the Northern bush, never dreaming that a celebrated Major General had time to waste on any thought concerning me.

There was a bell-rope near my bed, and now I pulled it, and said to the buxom wench who came that I desired a barber to trim me instantly, and that the pot-boy should run and fetch him and bid him bring his irons and powder and an assortment of queue ribbons for a club.

The barber arrived as I, having bathed me, was dressing in fresh underwear which I found rolled snug in the pack I had left here when I went away.

Lord, but my beard and hair were like Orsons; and I gave myself to the razor with great content; and later to the shears, bidding young Master Snips shape my pol for a club and powder in the most fashionable and military mode then acceptable to the service.

Which he swore he knew how to accomplish; so I took my letters from the bed and disposed myself in a chair to peruse them while Snips should remain busy with his shears.

The first letter I unsealed was from Nick Stoner, and written from Saratoga:

Friend Jack,

I take quill and ink to acquaint you how it goes with us here in the regiment.

I am fifer, and when in action am stationed near to the colours for duty. Damn them, they should give me a gun, also, as I can shoot better than any of em, as you know.

My brother John is a drummer in our regiment, and has learned all his flamms and how to beat all things lively save the devil.

My father is a private in our regiment, which is pleasant for all, and he is a dead shot and afeard of nothing save hell.

I have got into mischief and been punished on several occasions. I like not being triced up between two halbards.

I long to see Betsy Browse. She hath a pretty way of kissing. And sometimes I long to see Anne Mason, who has her own way, too. You are not acquainted with that saucy baggage, I think. But she lives only two miles from where my Betsy abides. And I warrant you I was put to it, sparking both, lest they discover I drove double harness. And there was Zuylers pretty daughter, too — but enough of tender memories!

Anna has raven hair and jet black eyes and is snowy otherwise. I dont mean cold. Angelica Zuyler is fair of hair but brown for the rest —— 

Well, Jack, I think on you every day and hope you do well with your Oneidas, who, we hear, are out with you on the Schoharie.

Our headquarters runner is your old Saguenay, and he is much trusted by our General, they say. Sometimes the fierce fellow comes to visit me, but asks only for news of you, and when I say I have none he sits in silence. And always, when he leaves, he says very solemnly: Tell my Captain that I am a real man. But did not know it until my Captain told me so.

Now the news is that Burgoyne finds himself in a pickle since the bloody battle at Oriskany. I think he flounders like a big chain-pike stranded belly-deep in a shallow pool which is slowly drying up around him.

We are no longer afeard of his Germans, his General Baum-Boom, his famous artillery, or his Indians.

What the Tryon County lads did to St. Leger we shall surely do to that big braggart, John Burgoyne. And mean to do it presently.

I send this letter to you by Adam Helmer, who goes this day to Schenectady, riding express.

I give you my hand and heart. I hope Penelope is well.

And beg permission to remain, sir, your most humble and obliged and obedient servant,

Nicholas Stoner.

I laid aside Nicks letter, half smiling, half sad, at the thoughts it evoked within me.

Young Master Snips was now a-drying of my hair. I opened another letter, which bore the inscription, By flag. It had been unsealed, which, of course, was the rule, and so approved and delivered to me:

Dear Jack,

I am fearfully unhappy. This day news is brought of the action at Oriska, and that my dear brother is dead.

I pray you, if it be within your power, to give my poor Stephen decent burial. He was your boyhood friend. Ah, God, what an unnatural strife is this that sets friend against friend, brother against brother, father against son!

Can you not picture my wretchedness and distress to know that my darling brother is slain, that my husband is at this moment facing the terrible rifle-fire of your infuriated soldiery, that many of my intimate friends are dead or wounded at this terrible Oriskany where they say your maddened soldiers flung aside their muskets and leaped upon our Greens and Rangers with knife and hatchet, and tore their very souls out with naked hands.

I pray that you were not involved in that horrible affair. I pray that you may live through these fearful times to the end, whatever that end shall be. God alone knows.

I thank you for your generous forbearance and chivalry to us on the Oneida Road. I saw your painted Oneida Indians crouching in the roadside weeds, although I did not tell you that I had discovered them. But I was terrified for my baby. You have heard how Iroquois Indians sometimes conduct.

Dear Jack, I can not find in my heart any unkind thought of you. I trust you think of me as kindly.

And so I ask you, if it be within your power, to give my poor brother decent burial. And mark the grave so that one day, please God, we may remove his mangled remains to a friendlier place than Tryon has proven for me and mine.

I am, dear Jack, with unalterable affection,

Your unhappy,
Polly.

My eyes were misty as I laid the letter aside, resolving to do all I could to carry out Lady Johnsons desires. For not until long afterward did I hear that Steve Watts had survived his terrible wounds and was finally safe from the vengeance of outraged Tryon.

Another letter, also with broken seal, I laid open and read while Snips heated his irons and gazed out of the breezy window, where, with fife and drum, I could hear the garrison marching out for exercise and practice.

And to the lively marching music of The Huron, I read my letter from Claudia Swift:

Oneida; Aug: 7th, 1777.

My dearest Jack,

I am informed that I may venture to send this epistle under a flag that goes out today. No doubt but some Yankee Paul Pry in blue-and-buff will crack the seal and read it before you receive it.

But I snap my fingers at him. I care not. I am bold to say that I do love you. And dearly! So much for Master Pry!

But, alas, my friend, now indeed I am put to it; for I must confess to you a sadder and deeper anxiety. For if I love you, sir, I am otherwise in love. And with another! I shall not dare to confess his name. But you saw and recognized him at Summer House when Steve was there a year ago last spring.

Now you know. Yes, I am madly in love, Jack. And am racked with terrors and nigh out o my wits with this awful news of the Oriska battle.

We hear that Captain Walter Butler is taken out o uniform within your lines; and so, lacking the protection of his regimentals, he is like to suffer as a spy. My God! Was he alone when apprehended by Arnolds troops? And will General Arnold hang him?

This is the urgent news I ask of you. I am horribly afraid. In mercy send me some account; for there are terrible rumours afloat in this fortress — rumours of other spies taken by your soldiery, and of brutal executions — I can not bring myself to write of what I fear. Pity me, Jack, and write me what you hear.

Could you not beg this one mercy of Billy Alexander, that he send a flag or contrive to have one sent from your Northern Department, explaining to us poor women what truly has been, — and is like to be — the fate of such unfortunate prisoners in your hands?

And remember who it is appeals to you, dear Jack; for even if I have not merited your consideration, — if I, perhaps, have even forfeited the regard of Billy Alexander, — I pray you both to remember that you once were a little in love with me.

And so, deal with me gently, Jack. For I am frightened and sick at heart; and know very little about love, which, for the first time ever in my life, has now undone me.

Will you not aid and forgive your unhappy,Claudia.

Good Lord! Claudia enamoured! And enamoured of that great villain, Henry Hare! Why, damn him, he hath a wife and children, too, or I am most grossly in error.

I had not heard that Walter Butler was taken. I knew not whether Lieutenant Hare had been caught in Butlers evil company or if, indeed, he had fought at all with old John Butler at Oriska.

Frowning, disgusted, yet sad also to learn that Claudia could so rashly and so ignobly lavish her affections, nevertheless I resolved to ask Lord Stirling if a flag could not be sent with news to Claudia and such other anxious ladies as might be eating their hearts out at Oneida, or Oswego, or Buck Island.

And so I laid aside her painful letter, and unfolded the last missive. And discovered it was writ me by Penelope:

You should not think harshly of me, Jack Drogue, if you return and discover that I am gone away from Johnstown.

Douw Fonda is returned to Cayadutta Lodge. He has now sent a carriage for to fetch me. It is waiting while I write. I can not refuse him.

If, when we meet again, you desire to know my mind concerning you, then, if you choose to look into it, you shall discover that my mind contains only a single thought. And the thought is for you.

But if you desire no longer to know my mind when again — if ever — we two meet together, then you shall not feel it your duty to concern yourself about my mind, or what thought may be within it.

I would not write coldly to you, John Drogue. Nor would I importune with passion.

I have no claim upon your further kindness. You have every claim upon my life-long gratitude.

But I offer more than gratitude if you should still desire it; and I would offer less — if it should better please you.

Feel not offended; feel free. Come to me if it pleaseth you; and, if you come not, there is in me that which shall pardon all you do, or leave undone, as long as ever I shall live on earth.

Penelope Grant.

When Snips had powdered me and had tied my club with a queue-ribbon of his proper selection, he patched my cheek-bone where a thorn had torn me, and stood a-twirling his iron as though lost in admiration of his handiwork.

When I paid him I bade him tell Burke to bring around my horse and fetch my saddle bags; and then I dressed me in my regimentals.

When Burke came with the saddle-bags, we packed them together. He promised to care for my rifle and pack, took my new light blanket over his arm, and led the way down stairs, where I presently perceived Kaya saddled, and pricking ears to hear my voice.

Whilst I caressed her and whispered in her pretty ear the idle tenderness that a man confides to a beloved horse, Burke placed my pistols, strapped saddle-bags and blanket, and held my stirrup as I gathered bridle and set my spurred boot firmly on the steel.

And so swung to my saddle, and sat there, dividing bridles, deep fixed in troubled thought and anxiously concerned for the safety of the unselfish but very stubborn girl I loved.



I had said my adieux to Jimmy Burke; I had taken leave of the Commandant at the palisades jail. I now galloped Kaya through the town, riding by way of Butlersbury; and saw the steep roof of the Butler house through the grove, and shuddered as I thought of the unhappy young man who had lived there and who, at that very moment, might be hanging by his neck while the drums rolled from the hollow square.

Down the steep hill I rode, careful of loose stone, and so came to the river and to Caughnawaga.

All was peaceful and still in the noonday sunshine; the river wore a glassy surface; farm waggons creaked slowly through golden dust along the Fort Johnson highway; fat cattle lay in the shade; and from the brick chimneys of Caughnawaga blue smoke drifted where, in her cellar kitchen, the good wife was a-cooking of the noontide dinner.

When presently I espied Douw Fondas great mansion of stone, I saw nobody on the porch, and no smoke rising from the chimneys, yet the front door stood open.

But when I rode up to the porch, a black wench came from the house, who said that Mr. Fonda dined at his sons that day, and would remain until evening.

However, when I made inquiry for Penelope, I found that she was within, — had already been served with dinner, — and was now gone to the library to read and knit as usual when alone.

The black wench took my mare and whistled shrilly for a slave to come and hold the horse.

But I had already mounted the stoop and entered the silent house; and now I perceived Penelope, who had risen from a chair and was laying aside her book and knitting.

She seemed very white when I went to her and drew her into my embrace; and she rested her cheek against my shoulder and took close hold of my two arms, but uttered not a word.

Under her lace cap her hair glimmered like sun-warmed gold; and her hands, which had become very fine and white again, began to move upward to my shoulders, till they encircled my neck and rested there, tight linked.

For a space she wept, but presently staunched her tears with her laced aprons edge, like a child at school. And when I made her look upon me she smiled though she still breathed sobbingly, and her lips still quivered as I kissed her.



We sat close together there in the golden gloom of the curtained room, where only a bar of dusty sunlight fell across a row of gilded books.

I had told her everything — had given an account of all that had befallen my little scout, and how I had returned to Johnstown, and how so suddenly my fortunes had been completely changed.

I told her of what I knew of the battle at Oriskany, of the present situation at Stanwix and at Saratoga, and of what I saw of the fight at the Flockey, where McDonald ran.

I begged her to persuade Mr. Fonda to go to Albany, and she promised to do so. And when I pointed out in detail how perilous was his situation here, and how desperate her own, she said she knew it, and had been horribly afraid, but that Caughnawaga folk seemed strangely indifferent to the danger, — could not bring themselves to believe in it, perhaps, — and were loath to leave their homes unprotected and their fields untilled.

But when I touched on her leaving these foolish people and, as my wife, travelling southward with me to the great fortress on the Hudson, she only wept, saying, in tears, that she was needed by an old and feeble man who had protected her when she was poor and friendless, and that, though she loved me, her duty still lay first at Douw Fondas side.

Quit him she utterly refused to do; and it was in vain I pointed out his three stalwart sons and their numerous families, retainers, tenants, servants, and slaves, who ought to care for the obstinate old gentleman and provide a security for him whether he would or no.

But argument was useless; I knew it. And all I obtained of her was that, whether matters north of us mended or grew worse, she would persuade Mr. Fonda to return to Albany until such time as Tryon County became once more safe to live in.

This she promised, and even assured me that she had already spoken of the matter to Mr. Fonda, and that the old gentleman appeared to be quite willing to return to Albany as soon as his grain could be reaped and threshed.

So with this I had to content my heavy heart. And now, by the tall clock, I perceived that my time was up; for Schenectady lay far away, and Albany father still; and it was like to be a long and dreary journey to West Point, if, indeed, I should find Lord Stirling still there.

For at Johnstown fort that morning I was warned that my General Lord Stirling had already rejoined his division in the Jerseys; and that the news was brought by riflemen of Morgans corps, which was now swiftly marching to join our Northern forces near Saratoga.

Well, Gods will must obtain on earth; none can thwart it; none foretell —— 

At the thought I looked down at Penelope, where I held her clasped; and I told her of the vision of Thiohero.

She remained very still when she learned what the Little Maid of Askalege had seen there beside me in the cannon-cloud, where the German foresters of Hainau, in their outlandish dress, were shouting and shooting.

For Penelope had seen the same white shape; and had been, she said, afeard that it was my own weird she saw, — so white it seemed to her, she said, — so still and shrouded in its misty veil.

Was it I? she whispered in an awed voice. Was it truly I that the Oneida virgin saw? And did she know my features in the shroud?

She saw you all in white and flowers, floating there near me like mist at sunrise.

She told you it was I?

Dying, she so told me. And, Yellow Hair, she gasped, is quite a witch! And then she died between my arms.

I am no witch, she whispered.

Nor was the Little Maid of Askalege. Both of you, I think, saw at times things that we others can not perceive until they happen; — the shadow of events to come.

Yes.

After a silence: Have you, perhaps, discovered other shadows since we last met, Penelope?

Yes; shadows.

What coming event cast them?

After a long pause: Will it make his mind more tranquil if I tell him? she murmured to herself; and I saw her dark eyes fixed absently on the dusty ray of sunlight slanting athwart the room.

Then she looked up at me; blushed to her hair: I saw children — with yellow hair — and your eyes — —

With your hair!

And your eyes — John Drogue — John Drogue — —

The stillness of Paradise grew all around us, filling my soul with a great and heavenly silence.

We could not die — we two who stood here so closely clasped — until this vision had been fulfilled.

And so, presently, her hands fell into mine, and our lips joined slowly, and rested.

We said no word. I left her standing there in the golden twilight of the curtains, and got to my saddle, — God knows how, — and rode away beside the quiet river to the certain destiny that no man ever can hope to hinder or escape.




CHAPTER XXXI

IN THE VALLEY

[image: img662.jpg]

ON THE 24TH of June, 1777, Major General Lord Stirling had disobeyed the orders of His Excellency; and, in consequence, his flank was turned, he lost two guns and 150 men.

It is the only military mistake that my Lord Stirling ever made; the only lesson he ever had to learn in military judgment and obedience.

I was of his family for three years, — serving as one of his secretaries and aids-de-camp.

I was present at the battle of Brandywine; I served under him at Germantown in the fog, and at Monmouth; and never doubted that my Lord Stirling was a fine and capable and knightly soldier, if not possibly a great one.

Yet, perhaps, there was only one great soldier in that long and bloody war of the American Revolution. I need not name His Excellency.



For nearly three years, as I say, I served as a member of Lord Stirlings military family. The lights and shadows of those days of fire and ice, of plenty and starvation, of joy and despair, of monstrous and incredible effort, and of paralyzing inaction, are known now to all.

And the end is not yet — nor, I fear, very near to a finish. But we all await our nations destiny with confidence, I think; — and our own fate with composure.

No man can pass through such years and remain what he was born. No man can regret them; none can dare wish to live through such days again; none would shun them. And how many months, or years, maybe, of fighting still remain before us, no man can foretell. But the grim men in their scare-crow regimentals who today, in the present year of 1780, are closing ranks to prepare for future battles, even in the bitter aftermath of defeat, seem to know, somehow, that this nation is destined to survive.



From the month of August in 1777 to May, 1780, I had not seen Penelope; I had asked for no leave to travel, knowing, by reason of my confidential office and better than many others, how desperate was our armys plight and how utterly every able-bodied man was needed.

In consequence, I had not seen my own Northland in all those months; I had not seen Penelope. Letters I wrote and sent to her when opportunity offered; letters came from her, and always written from Caughnawaga.

For it appeared that Douw Fonda had never consented to return to Albany; but, by some miracle of God, the Valley so far had suffered no serious harm. Yet, the terrible business at Wyoming renewed my every crudest fear for the safety of Caughnawaga; and when, in the same year, a Continental regiment of the Pennsylvania Line marched out from Schoharie to destroy Unadilla, I, who knew the Iroquois, knew that their revenge was certain to follow.

It followed in that very year; and Cherry Valley became a bloodsoaked heap of cinders; and there, under Iroquois knife and hatchet, and under the merciless clubbed muskets of the blue-eyed Indians, many of my old friends died — all of the Wells family save only one — old and young and babies. What a crime was done by young Walter Butler on that fearful day! And I sometimes wonder, now, what our generous but sentimental young Marquis thinks of his deed of mercy when he saw and pitied Walter Butler in an Albany prison, sick and under sentence of death, and procured medical treatment for him and more comfortable quarters in a private residence.

And Butler drugged his sentry and slipped our fingers like a rat and was off in a trice and gone to his bloody destiny in the West! Lord — Lord! — the things men do to men!



When Brant burned Minnisink I trembled anew for Caughnawaga; and breathed freely only when our General Sullivan marched on Tioga with six thousand men.

Yet, though he cleaned out the foul and hidden nests of the Iroquois Confederacy, I, knowing these same Iroquois, knew in my dreading heart that Iroquois vengeance would surely strike again, and this time at the Valley.

Because, out of the Mohawk Valley, came all their chiefest woes; Oriskany, which set the whole Six Nations howling their dead; Stillwater; Unadilla; Tioga; The Chemung — these battles tore the Iroquois to fragments.

The Long House, in ruins, rang with the frantic wailing of four fierce nations. The Senecas screamed in their pain from the Western Gate; the Cayugas and Onondagas were singing the death song of their nations; the proud Keepers of the Eastern Gate, driven headlong into exile, gathered like bleeding panthers on the frontier, their glowing gaze intent and patient, watching the usurpers and marking them for vengeance and destruction.

To me, personally, the conflict in my Northland had become unutterably horrible.

Our battles in the Jerseys, in Pennsylvania, in Delaware, and farther south, held for me no such horror and repugnance; for if the panoply of war be dreadful, its pomp and circumstance make it endurable and to be understood by human beings.

But to me there was something terrifying in secret ambush and ghastly massacre amid the eternal twilight of the Northern wilderness, where painted men stole through still places, intent on murder; where death was swift and silent, where all must watch and none dared rest; where children wept in their sleep, and mothers lay listening all night long, and hollow-eyed men cut their corn with sickle in one hand and rifle in the other.

We, in the Jerseys, watching red-coat and Hessian, heard of scalps taken in the North from babies lying in their cradles — aye, the very watch-dog at the gate was scalped; and painted Tories threw their victims over rail fences to hang there, disembowelled, like dead game.

We heard terrible and inhuman tales of Simon Girty, of Benjy Beacraft, of Billy Newbury — all old neighbours of mine, and now turned child-killers and murderers of helpless women — all painted men, now, ferocious and without mercy.

But these men had never been more than ignorant peasants and dull tillers of the soil for thriftier masters. Yet they were no crueller than others of birth and education. And what was I to think of Walter Butler and other gentlemen of like condition, — officers who had delivered Tom Boyd of Derry to the Senecas, — Colonel Paris to the Mohawks!

The day we heard that Sergeant Newbury and Henry Hare were taken, I thanked God on my knees. And when our General Clinton hung them both for human monsters as well as spies, then I thanked God again.... And wrote tenderly to Claudia, poor misguided girl! — condoling with her — not for her grief and the death of Henry Hare — but that the black disgrace of it should so nearly touch and soil her.

I have received, so far, no letter from Claudia in reply. But Lord Stirling tells me that she reigns a belle in New York; and that she hath wrought havoc among the Queens Rangers, and particularly in De Lancys Horse and the gay cavalry of Colonel Tarleton.

I pray her pretty, restless wings may not be singed or broken, or flutter, dying, in the web of Fate.

Nick Stoners father, Henry, that grim old giant with his two earhoops in his leathery ears, and with all his brawn, and mighty strength, and the lurking scowl deep bitten betwixt his tiger eyes, — old Henry Stoner is dead and scalped.

Nick, who is now fife-major, has writ me this in a letter full of oaths and curses for the Iroquois who have done this shame to him and his.

For every hair on old Henrys mangled head, said he, an Iroquois should spit out his death-yell. He tells me that he means to quit the army and enter the business of tanning Iroquois hides to make boots and moccasins; and says that Tim Murphy has knee moccasins as fine as ever he saw, and made out o leather skinned off an Indians legs!

Faugh! Grief and shame have made Nick blood-mad.... Yet, I know not what I should do, or how conduct, if she who is nearest to my heart should ever suffer from an Indian.



This sweet April day, taking the air near Lord Stirlings marquee, I see the first white butterflies a-fluttering like windblown bits o paper across the new grass.... In the North the woodlands should be soft with snow; and, in warm places, perhaps the butterfly we call the beauty of Camberwell may sit sipping the first drops o maple sap.... And there should be a scent of pink arbutus in the breeze, if winds be soft.... Lord — Lord — I am become sick for home.... And would see my glebe again in Fondas Bush; and hear the spring roaring of the Kennyetto between melting banks.... And listen to the fairy thunder of the cock partridge drumming on his log.

My neighbours are all dead or gone away, they say. My house is a heap of wind-stirred ashes, — as are all houses in Fondas Bush save only Stoners. My cleared land sprouts young forests; my fences are gone; wolves travel my paths; deer pasture my hill; and my new orchard stands dead and girdled by wood-mouse and rabbit.... And still I be sick for a sight of it that was once my home, — and ever shall be while I possess a handful of mother earth to call mine own.

It is near the end of April and I seem sick, but would not have Billy Alexander think I mope.

I have a letter from Penelope. She lately saw a small scout on the Mohawk, it being a part of MKeans corps; and she recognized and conversed with several men who once composed my first war party — Jean de Silver, Benjamin De Luysnes, Joe de Golyer of Frenchmans Creek, and Godfrey Shew of Fish House.

They were on their way to Canada by way of Sacandaga, to learn what Sir John might be about.... God knows I also desire very earnestly to know what the sinister Baronet may be planning.

Penelope writes me that Tahioni the Wolf is dead in his glory; and that Hiakatoo took his scalp and heart.... I suppose that is glory enough for any dead young warrior, but the intelligence fills me with foreboding. And Kwiyeh the Screech-owl is dead at Lake Desolation, and so is Hanatoh the Water-snake, where some Praying Indians caught them in a canoe and made a dreadful example of my two young comrades.... But at least they were permitted to sing their death-songs, and so died happy — if that indeed be happiness....

The Cadys, who were gone off to Canada, and John and Phil Helmer, have been seen in green uniforms and red; and Adam Helmer has sworn an oath to seek them, follow them, and slay them for the bloody turncoat dogs they are. Lord, Lord, how hast Thou changed Thy children into creatures of the wild to prey one upon another till all the Northland becomes once more a desert and empty of human life!

It is May. I sicken for Penelope and for my home.



I am given a furlough! I asked it not. Lord Stirling dismisses me — with a grin. Pretense of inspection covering the Johnstown district, and to count the batteaux between Schenectady and the Creek of Askalege! Which is but sheer nonsense; and I had as well spend the time a-telling of my thumbs — which Lord Stirling knows as well as I is the pastime of an idiot.... God bless him!

I am given a month, to arrange my personal affairs. I have asked for nothing; and am given a month!... And stand here at the tent door all a-tremble while my mare is saddled, not trusting my voice lest it break and shame me before all....

I close my carnet and strap it with a buckle.



I am on my way! Shad-bushes drop a million snowy petals in the soft May breeze; dogwood is in bloom; orchards are become great nosegays of pink and silver. Everywhere birds are singing.

And through this sweet Paradise I ride in my dingy regimentals; but my pistols are clean and my leathers; and my sword and spurs are bright, and chime gaily as I ride beside the great gray river northward, ever northward to my sweetheart and my home.

I baited at Tarrytown. The next night I was at Poughkeepsie, where the landlord was a low-Dutchman and a skinflint too.

I passed opposite to where Kingston lay in ashes, burned wantonly by a brute. And after that I advanced but slowly, for roads were bad and folk dour and suspicious — which state of mind I also shared and had no traffic with those I encountered, and chose to camp in the woods, too, rather than risk a night under the dubious roofs I saw, even though invited.

Only near the military posts in the Highlands did I feel truly secure until, one day at sunrise, I beheld the shining spires of Albany, and hundreds of gilded weather-cocks all shining me a welcome.

But in Albany streets I encountered silent people who looked upon me with no welcome in their haunted gaze; and everywhere I saw the same strange look, — pinched faces, brooding visages, a strained, intent gaze, yet vacant too, as though their eyes, which looked at me, saw nothing save some hidden vision within their secret minds.

I baited at the Half-Moon; and now I learned for the first what anxieties harassed these good burghers of the old Dutch city. For rumour had come the night before on the heels of a galloping light-horseman, that Sir John was expected to enter the Valley by the Sacandaga route; and that already strange Indians had been seen near Askalege.

How these same rumours originated nobody seemed to know. The light horseman had them from batteaux-men at Schenectady. But who carried such alarming news to the Queens Fort nobody seemed to know, only that the garrison had become feverishly active, and three small scouts were preparing to start for Schoharie and Caughnawaga.

All this from the landlord, a gross, fat, speckled man who trembled like a dish of jelly as he told it.

But as I went out to climb into my saddle, leaving my samp and morning draught untasted, comes a-riding a gay company of light horse, careless and debonaire. Their officer saluted my uniform and, as I spurred up beside him and questioned him, he smilingly assured me that the rumours had no foundation; that if Sir John came at all he would surely arrive by the Susquehanna; and that our scouts would give warning to the Valley in ample time.

God knows that what he said comforted me somewhat, yet I did not choose to lose any time at breakfast, either; so bought me a loaf at a bake-shop, and ate as I rode forward.

At noon I rode into the Queens Fort and there fed Kaya. I saw no unusual activity there; none in the town, none on the river.

Officers of whom I made inquiry had heard nothing concerning Sir John; did not expect a raid from him before autumn anyway, and vowed that General Sullivan had scotched the Iroquois snake in its den and driven the fear o God into Sir John and the two Butlers with the cannon at Chemung.

As I rode westward again, I saw all around me men at work in the fields, plowing here, seeding there, clearing brush-fields yonder. There seemed to be no dread among these people; all was calm as the fat Dutch cattle that stood belly deep in meadows, watching me out o gentle, stupid eyes as I rode on toward Caughnawaga.

A woman whom I encountered, and who was driving geese, stopped to answer my inquiries. From her I learned that Colonel Fisher, at Caughnawaga, had received a letter from Colonel Jacob Klock six days ago, which stated that Sir John Johnson was marching on the Valley. But she assured me that this news was now entirely discredited by everybody, because on Sunday a week ago Captain Walter Vrooman, of Guilderland, had marched his company to Caughnawaga, but on arriving was told he was not needed, and so continued on to Johnstown.

I do not know why all these assurances from the honest people of the Valley did not ease my mind.

Around me as I rode all was sunny, still, and peaceful, yet deep in my heart always I seemed to feel the faint pulse of fear as I looked around me upon a smiling region once familiar and upon which I had not laid eyes for nearly three whole years.

And my nearness to Penelope, too, so filled me with happy impatience that the last mile seemed a hundred leagues on the dusty Schenectady road.



I had just come into view of the first chimneys of Caughnawaga, and was riding by an empty waggon driven by an old man, when, very far away, I heard a gun-shot.

I drew bridle sharply and asked the man in the waggon if he also had heard it; but his waggon rattled and he had not. However, he also pulled up; and we stood still, listening.

Then, again, and softened by distance, came another gun-shot.

The old man thought it might be some farmer emptying his piece to clean it.

As he spoke, still far away along the river we heard several shots fired in rapid succession.

With that, the old man fetched a yell: Durn-ding it! he screeched, if Sir Johns in the Valley it aint no place for my old woman and me! And he lashed his horses with the reins, and drove at a crazy gallop toward the distant firing.

At the same moment I spurred Kaya, who bounded forward over the rise of land; and instantly I saw smoke in the sky beyond the Johnstown Road, and caught a glimpse of other fires in another direction, very near to where should stand the dwellings of Jim Davis and Sampson Sammons.

And now, seated by the roadside just ahead, I saw a young man whom I knew by sight, named Abe Veeder; and I pulled in my horse and called to him.

He would not move or notice me, and seemed distracted; so I spurred up to him and caught him by the shirt collar. At that he jumps up in a fright, and:

Oh, Jesus! he bawls, Sir Johns red devils are murdering everybody from Johnstown to the River!

Where are they? I cried. Answer me and compose yourself!

Where are they? he shrieked. Why, theyre everywhere! Lodowick Putmans house is afire and theyve murdered him and Aaron. Amasa Stevens house is burning, and he hangs naked and scalped on his garden fence!

They killed Billy Gault and that other man from the old country, and they murdered Captain Hansen in his bed, and his house is all afire! Everything in the Valley is afire! he screamed, wringing his scorched hands, Tribes Hill is burning, Fishers is on fire, and the Colonel and John and Harmon all murdered — all scalped and lying dead in the barn! — —

Listen to me! I cried, shaking the wretched fellow, when did this happen? Are Sir Johns people still here? Where are they?

It happened last night and lasted after sunrise this morning, he blubbered. Everything is burning from Schoharie to the Nose, and theyll come back and kill the rest of us — —

I flung him aside, struck spurs, and galloped for Cayadutta Lodge.

Everywhere I looked I saw smoke; barns were but heaps of live coals, houses marked only by charred cellars out of which flames leaped.

Yet, I saw the church still standing, and Dr. Romeyns parsonage still intact, though all doors and windows stood wide open and bedding and broken furniture lay scattered over the grass.

But Adam Fondas house was burning and the dwelling of Major Jelles was on fire; and now I caught sight of Douw Fondas great stone house, with its two wings and tall chimneys of hewn stone.

It was not burning, but shutters hung from their hinges, window glass was shattered, doors smashed in, and all over the trampled garden and lawn lay a débris of broken furniture, tattered books, bedding, fragments of fine china and torn garments.

And there, face downward on the bloody grass, lay old Douw Fonda, his aged skull split to the backbone, his scalp gone.

Such a sick horror seized me that I reeled in my saddle and the world grew dark before my eyes for a moment.

But my mind cleared again and my eyes, also; and I sat my horse, pistol in hand, searching the desolation about me for a sign of aught that remained alive in this awful spot.

I heard no more gun-shots up the river. The silence was terrible.

At length, ill with fear, I got out of my saddle and led Kaya to the shattered gate and there tied her.

Then I entered that ruined mansion to search it for what I feared most horribly to discover, — searched every room, every closet, every corner from attic to cellar. And then came out and took my horse by the bridle.

For there was nobody within the house, living or dead — no sign of death anywhere save there on the grass, where that poor corpse lay, a grotesque thing sprawling indecently in its blood.

Then, as I stood there, a man appeared, slinking up the road. He was in his shirt sleeves, wore no hat, and his face and hair were streaked red from a wet wound over his left ear. He carried a fire-lock; and when he discovered me in my Continental uniform he swerved and shuffled toward me, making a hopeless gesture as he came on.

Theyve all gone off, he called out to me, green-coats, red-coats and savages. I saw them an hour since crossing the river some three miles above. God! What a harm have they done us here on this accursed day!

He crept nearer and stood close beside me and looked down at the body of Douw Fonda. But in my overwhelming grief I no longer noticed him.

Why, sir, says he, a devil out o hell would have spared yonder good old man. But Sir Johns people slew him. I saw him die. I saw the murder done with my own eyes.

Startled from my agonized reflections, I turned and gazed at him, still stunned by the calamity which had crushed me.

I say I saw that old man die! he repeated shrilly. I saw them scalp him, too!

I summoned all my courage: Did — did you know Penelope Grant?

Aye.

Is — is she dead? I whispered.

I think she is, sir. Listen, sir: I am Jan Myndert, Bouw-Meester to Douw Fonda. I saw Mistress Grant this morning. It was after sunrise and our servants and black slaves had been long a-stirring, and soupaan a-cooking, and none dreamed of any trouble. No, sir! Why — God help us all! — the black wenches were at their Monday washing, and the farm bell was ringing, and I was at the new barrack a-sorting out seed.

And the old gentleman, he was up and dressed and supped his porridge along with me, sir; for he rose always with the sun, sir, feeble though he seemed.

I — — he passed a cinder-blackened hand across his hair; drew it away red and sticky; stood gazing at the stain with a stupid air until I could not endure his silence; and burst out:

Where did you last see Mistress Grant?

But my violence confused him, and it seemed difficult for him to speak when finally he found voice at all:

Sir — as I have told you, I had been sorting seeds for early planting, in the barracks, he said tremulously, and I was walking, as I remember, toward the house, when, of a sudden, I heard musket-firing toward Johnstown, and not very far distant.

With that comes a sound of galloping and rattle o wheels, and I see Barent Wemple standing up in his red-painted farm waggon, and whipping his fine colts, and a keg o rum bouncing behind him in the waggon-box, — which rolled off as the horses reached the river — and galloped into it — them two colts, sir, — breast deep in the river!

Then I shouts down to him: Barent! Barent! Is it them red devils of Sir John? Or why be you in such a God-amighty hurry?

But Barent he is too busy cutting his traces to notice me; and up onto one o the colts he jumps and seizes tother by the head, and away across the shoals, leaving his new red waggon there in the water, hub-deep.

Then I run to the house and I fall to shouting: Look out! Look out! Sir John is in the Valley! And then I run to the house, where my gun stands, and where the black boys and wenches are all a-screeching and a-praying.

Somebody calls out that Captain Fishers house is on fire; and then, of a sudden, I see a flock o naked, whooping devils come leaping down the road.

Then, sir, I saw Mistress Grant in her shift come out in the dew and stand yonder in her bare feet, a-looking across at them red devils, bounding and leaping about the Fisher place.

Then, out o the house toddles Douw Fonda with his gold headed cane and his favorite book. Sir, though the poor old gentleman was childish, he still knew an Indian when he saw one. Fetch me a gun! he cries. I take command here! And then he sees Mistress Grant, and he pipes out in his cracked voice: Stand your ground, Penelope! Have no fear, my child. I command this post! I will protect you!

The green-coats and savages were now swarming around the house of Major Jelles, whooping and yelling and capering and firing off their guns. Bang-bang-bang! Jesus! the noise of their musketry stopped your ears.

Then Mistress Grant she took the old gentleman by the arm and was begging him to go with her through the orchard, where we now could see Mrs. Romeyn running up the hill and carrying her two little children in her arms.

I also went to Mr. Fonda and took him by the other arm, but he walked with us only to the porch and there seized my gun that I had left there.

Stand fast, Penelope! he pipes up, I will defend your life and honour! And further he would not budge, but turns mulish, yet too feeble to lift the gun he clung to with a grip I could not loosen lest I break his bones.

We got him, with his gun a-dragging, into the house, but could force him no farther, for he resisted and reproached me, demanding that I stand and face the enemy.

At that, through the window of the library wing I see a body of green-coats, — some three hundred or better, — marching down the Schenectady road. And some score of these, and as many Indians, were leaving the Majors house, which they had fired; and now all began to run toward us, firing off their muskets at our house as they came on.

I was grazed, as you see, sir, and the blow dashed out my senses for a moment. But when I came alive I found I had fallen beside the wainscot of the east wall, where is a secret spring panel made for Mr. Fondas best books. My fall jarred it open; and into this closet I crawled; and the next moment the library was filled with the trample of yelling men.

I heard Mistress Grant give a kind of choking cry, and, through the crack of the wainscot door, I saw a green-coat put one hand over her mouth and hold her, cursing her for a rebel slut and telling her to hush her damned head or hed do the proper business for her.

An Indian I knew, called Quider, and having only one arm, took hold of Mr. Fonda and led him from the library and out to the lawn, where I could see them both through the west window. The Indian acted kind to the old gentleman, gave him his hat and his book and cane, and conducted him south across the lawn. I could see it all plainly through the wainscot crack.

Then, of a sudden, the one-armed Indian swung his hatchet and clove that helpless and bewildered old man clean down to his neck cloth. And there, before all assembled, he took the old mans few white hairs for a scalp!

Then a green-coat called out to ask why he had slain such an old and feeble man, who had often befriended him; and the one-armed Indian, Quider, replied that if he hadnt killed Douw Fonda somebody else might have done so, and so he, Quider, thought hed do it and get the scalp-bounty for himself.

And all this time the Indians and green-coats were running like wild wolves all over the house, stealing, destroying, yelling, flinging out books from the library shelves, ripping off curtains and bed-covers, flinging linen from chests, throwing crockery about, and keeping up a continual screeching.

Sir, I do not know why they did not set fire to the house. I do not know how my hiding place remained unnoticed.

From where I kneeled on the closet floor, and my face all over blood, I could see Mistress Grant across the room, sitting on a sofa, whither the cursing green-coat had flung her. She was deathly white but calm, and did not seem afraid; and she answered the filthy beasts coolly enough when they addressed her.

Then a big chair, which they had ripped up to look for money, was pushed against my closet, and the back of it closed the wainscot crack, so that I could no longer see Mistress Grant.

And that is all I know, sir. For the firing began again outside; they all ran out, and when I dared creep forth Mistress Grant was gone.... And I lay still for a time, and then found a jug o rum. When I could stand up I followed the destructives at a distance. And, an hour since, I saw the last stragglers crossing the river rifts some three miles above us.... And that is all, I think, sir.



And that was all.... The end of all things.... Or so it seemed to me.

For now I cared no longer for life. The world had become horrible; the bright sunshine seemed a monstrous sacrilege where it blazed down, unveiling every detail of this ghastly Golgotha — this valley in ashes now made sacred by my dear loves martyrdom. Slowly I looked around me, still stupefied, helpless, not knowing where to seek my dead, which way to turn.

And now my dulled gaze became fixed upon the glittering river, where something was moving.... And presently I realize it was a batteau, poled slowly shoreward by two tall riflemen in their fringes.

Holloa! you captain-mon out yonder! bawled one o them, his great voice coming to me through his hollowed hand.

Leading my horse I walked toward them as in a fiery nightmare, and the sun but a vast and dancing blaze in my burning eyes. One of the riflemen leaped ashore:

Is anny wan alive in this place? he began loudly; then: Jasus! Its Captain Drogue. Fr the love o God, asthore! Are they all dead entirely in Caughnawaga, savin yourself, sorr, an the Dominies wife an childer, an the yellow-haired lass o Douw Fonda — —

I caught him by the rifle-cape. My clutch shook him; and I was shaking, too, so I could not pronounce clearly:

Where is Penelope Grant? I stammered. Where did you see her, Tim Murphy?

Whos that? he demanded, striving to loosen my grip. Ah, the poor lad, hes crazy! Lave me loose, avie! Is it the yellow-haired lass ye ask for?

Yes — where is she?

God be good to you, Jack Drogue, shes on the hill yonder with Mrs. Romeyn an the two childer! — — He took my arm, turned me partly around, and pointed:

Dye mind the pine? The big wan, I mean, betchune the two ellums? Twas an hour since that we seen her foreninst the pine-tree yonder, an the Romeyn childer hidin their faces in her skirt — —

I swung my horse and flung myself across the saddle.

Shes safe, I warrant, cried Murphy, as I rode off; Sir Johns divils was gone off two hours whin we seen her safe and sound on the long hill!

I galloped over the shattered fence which was still afire where the charred rails lay in the grass.

As I spurred up the bank opposite, I caught sight of a mounted officer on the stony Johnstown road, advancing at a trot, and behind him a mass of sweating militia jogging doggedly down hill in a rattle of pebbles and dust.

When the mounted officer saw me he shouted through the dust-cloud that Sir John had been at the Hall, seized his plate and papers, and a lot of prisoners, and had murdered innocent people in Johnstown streets.

Tim Murphy and his comrade, Elerson, also came up, calling out to the Johnstown men that they had come from Schoharie, and that both militia and Continentals were marching to the Valley.

There was some cheering. I pushed my horse impatiently through the crowd and up the hill. But a little way farther on the road was choked with troops arriving on a run; and they had brought cohorns and their ammunition waggon, and God knows what! — alas! too late to oppose or punish the blood-drenched demons who had turned the Caughnawaga Valley to a smoking hell.

Now, my horse was involved with all these excited people, and I, exasperated, thought I never should get clear of the soldiery and cohorns, but at length pushed a way through to the woods on my right, and spurred my mare into them and among the larger elms and pines where sheep had pastured, and there was less brush.

I could not see the great pine now, but thought I had marked it down; and so bore again to the right, where through the woods I could see a glimmer of sun along cleared land.

It was rocky; my horse slipped and I was obliged to walk him upward among stony places, where moss grew green and deep.

And now, through a fringe of saplings, I caught a glimpse of the two elms and the tall pine between.

Penelope! I cried. Then I saw her.

She was standing as once she stood the first time ever I laid eyes on her. The sun shone in her face and made of her yellow hair a glory. And I saw her naked feet shining snow white, ankle deep in the wet grass.

As though sun-dazzled she drew one hand swiftly across her eyes when I rode up, leaned over, and swung her up into my arms. And earth and sky and air became one vast and thrilling void through which no sound stirred save the wild beating of her heart and mine.

Then, as from an infinite distance, came a thin cry, piercing our still paradise.

Her arms loosened on my neck; we looked down as in a dream; and there were the little Romeyn children in the grass, naked in their shifts, and holding tightly to my stirrup.

And now we saw light horsemen leading their mounts this way, and the poor Dominies lady carried on a troopers saddle, her bare foot clinging to the shortened stirrup.

Other troopers lifted the children to their saddles; a great hubbub began below us along the Schenectady highway, where I now heard drums and the shrill marching music of an arriving regiment.

I reached behind me, unstrapped my military mantle, clasped it around Penelope, swathed her body warmly, and linked up the chain. Then I touched Kaya with my left knee — she guiding left at such slight pressure — and we rode slowly over the sheep pasture and then along the sheep-walk, westward until we arrived at the bars. The bars were down and lay scattered over the grass. And thus we came quietly out into the Johnstown road.

So still lay Penelope in my arms that I thought, at times, she was asleep; but ever, as I bent over her, her dark eyes unclosed, gazing up at me in tragic silence.

Cautiously we advanced along the Johnstown road, Kaya cantering where the way was easy.

We passed ruined houses, still smoking, but Penelope did not see them. And once I saw a dead man lying near a blackened cellar; and a dead hound near him.

Long before we came in sight of Johnstown I could hear the distant quaver of the tocsin, where, on the fort, the iron bell rang ceaselessly its melancholy warning.

And after a while I saw a spire above distant woods, and the setting sun brilliant on gilt weather-vanes.

I bent over Penelope: We arrive, I whispered.

One little hand stole out and drew aside the collar of the cloak; and she turned her head and saw the roofs and chimneys shining red in the westering sun.

Jack, she said faintly.

I listen, beloved.

Douw Fonda is dead.

Hush! I know it, love.

Douw Fonda is with God since sunrise, she whispered.

Yes, I know.... And many others, too, Penelope.

She shook her head vaguely, looking up at me all the while.

It came so swiftly.... I was still abed.... The guns awoke me.... And the blacks screaming. I ran to the window of my chamber.

A Continental soldier was driving an army cart toward the Johnstown road. And I saw him jump out of his cart, cut his traces, mount, turn his horse, and gallop down the valley.... That was the first real fear that assailed me, when I saw that soldier flee.... I went below immediately; and saw Indians near the Fisher place.... But I could not persuade Mr. Fonda to escape with me through the orchard.... He would not go, Jack — he would not listen to me or to the Bouw-Meester, who also had hold of him.

And when we went into the library somebody fired through the window and hit the Bouw-Meester.... I dont know what happened to him or where he fell.... For the next moment the house was full of green-coats and savages.... They led Mr. Fonda out of the house.... An Indian killed him with a hatchet.... A green-coat took hold of me and said he meant to cut my throat for a damned rebel slut! But an Indian pushed him away.... They disputed. An officer of the Indian Department came into the library and told me to go out to the orchard and escape if I was able.

Then a Tory neighbour of ours, Joseph Clement, came in and shouted out in low Dutch: Laat de vervlukten rabble starven! ... A green-coat clubbed his musket to slay me, but the Indian officer caught the gun and called out to me: Run! Run, you yellow-haired slut!

But I dared not stir to pass by where Clement stood with his gun. I caught up a heavy silver candle-stick, broke the window with two blows, and leaped out into the orchard.... Clement ran around the house and I saw him enter the orchard, carrying a gun and looking for me; but I lay very still under the lilac hedge; and he must have thought I had run down to the river, for he went off that way.

Then I got to my feet and crept up the hill.... And presently saw Mrs. Romeyn and the children toiling up the hill; and helped her carry them.... All the morning we hid there and looked down at the burning houses.... And after a long while the firing grew more distant.

And then — and then — you came! My dear lord! — my lover.... My own lover who has come to me at last!




AFTERMATH
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I KNOW NOT how it shall be with me and mine! In this year of our Lord, 1782, in which I write, here in the casemates at West Point, the war rages throughout the land, and there seems no end to it, nor none likely that I can see.

That horrid treason which, through Gods mercy, did not utterly confound us and deliver this fortress to our enemy, still seems to brood over this calm river and the frowning hills that buttress it, like a low, dark cloud.

But I believe, under God, that our cause is now clean purged of all villainy, and all that is sordid, base, and contemptible.

I believe, under God, that we shall accomplish our freedom and recover our ancient and English liberties in the end.

That dull and German King, who sits yonder across the water, can never again stir in any American the faintest echo of that allegiance which once all offered simply and without question.

Nor can his fat jester, my Lord North, contrive any new pleasantry to seduce us, or any new and bloody deviltry to make us fear the wrath of Gods anointed or the monkey chatter of his clown.

For us, the last king has sat upon a throne; the last privilege has been accorded to the last and noble drone; the last slaves tax has long been paid.

Yet — and it sounds strange — England still seems home to us.... We think of it as home.... It is in our blood; and I am not ashamed to say it. And I think a hundred years may pass, and, in our hearts, shall still remain deep, deep, a tenderness for that far, ocean-severed home our grandsires knew as England.

I say it spite o the German King, spite of his mad ministers, spite o British wrath and scorn and jibes and cruelty. For, by God! I believe that we ourselves who stand in battle here are the true mind and heart and loins of England, fighting to slay her baser self!

Well, we are here in the Highlands, my sweetheart-wife and I.... I who now wear the regimentals of a Continental Colonel, and have a regiment as pretty as ever I see — though it be not over-strong in numbers. But, oh, the powder toughened line o them in their patched blue-and-buff! And their bright bayonets! Sir, I would not boast; and ask I pardon if it seems so....

Below us His Excellency, calm, imperturbable, holds in his hand our destinies, juggling now with Sir Henry Clinton, now with my Lord Cornwallis, as suits his temper and his purpose.

The traitor, Arnold, ravages where he may; the traitor, Lee, sulks in retreat; and Conway has confessed his shame; and the unhappy braggart, Gates, now mourns his laurels, wears his willows, and sits alone, a broken and preposterous man.

I think no day passes but I thank God for my Lord Stirling, for our wise Generals Greene and Knox and Wayne, for the gallant young Marquis, so loved and trusted by His Excellency.

But war is long — oh, long and wearying! — and a dismal and vexing business for the most.

I, being in garrison at this fortress, which is the keystone of our very liberties, find that, in barracks as in the field, every hour brings its anxieties and its harassing duties.

Yet, thank God, I have some hours of leisure.... And we have leased a pretty cottage within our works — and our two children seem wondrous healthy and content.... Both have yellow hair. I wish they had their mothers lovely eyes!... But, for the rest, they have her beauty and her health.

And shall, no doubt, inherit all the beauty of her mind and heart.



Comes a soldier servant where I sit writing:

Sir: Colonel Forbes lady; her compliments to Colonel Forbes, and desires to be informed how soon my Colonel will be free to drink a dish of tea with my lady?

Pray offer my compliments and profound respect to my lady, Billy, and say that I shall have the honour of drinking a dish of tea with my lady within no more than five amazing minutes!

And so he salutes and off he goes; and I gather up the sheaf of memoirs I have writ and lock them in my desk against another day.

And so take leave of you, with every kindness, because Penelope should not sit waiting.



Farm overseer.

The Three Patents were Sacandaga, Kayaderosseras, and Stones.

Sachem: the Canienga term.

One of his abandoned brass cannon is — or recently was — lying embedded in a swamp in the North Woods.

The Screech-Owl.

The Water-Snake.

The River-reed.

The noble or honourable one. The feminine of Royaneh, or Sachem, in the Algonquin.

Thank you.

To show that the late owner of the scalp had died fighting bravely.

This was a true prophecy for it happened later at Oriskany.

Years later, Thayendanegea made a reference to this attempt, but the inference was that he himself led the war party, which is not true, because Brant was then in England.

The Huron for Canienga.

A Mohican term of insult, but generally used to express contempt for the Canienga.

Oneida.



The Karenna of Thiohero

Yi-ya-thon-dek, John Drogue, Da-ed-e-wenh-he-i, Engh-si-tsko-dak-i! Yi-ya-thon-dek, John Drogue, Nenne-a-wenni Yo-ya-neri Kenonwes!

Perhaps! He is Chief.

Beforehand.

Literally, in scarlet blood.

The Pleiades.

The Commissioners for selling real estate in Tryon County sold the personal property of Sir John Johnson some time before the Hall and acreage were sold. The Commissioners appointed for selling confiscated personal property in Tryon County were appointed later, March 6, 1777.

This same man, William Newberry, a sergeant in Butlers regiment; and Henry Hare, lieutenant in the same regiment, were caught inside the American lines, court-martialed, convicted of unspeakable cruelties, and Were hung as spies by order of General Clinton, July 6th, 1779.

Kon-kwe-ha. Literally, I am a little of a real man.

Tortoise, or Noble Clan.

He is an Oneida.

A real man, in Canienga dialect. The Saguenays Iroquois is mixed and imperfect.

Disappearing Mist — Sakayen-gwaration.

Che-go-sis — pickerel. In the Oneida dialect, Ska-ka-lux or Bad-eye.

In October, 1919, the author talked to a farmer and his son, who, a few days previously, while digging sand to mend the Johnstown road at this point, had disinterred two skeletons which had been buried there. From the shape of the skulls, it is presumed that the remains were Indian.

Indian lore. The yellow moccasin flower is the whippoorwills shoe.

A secret society common to all nations of the Iroquois Confederacy.

32 parallel to The Expedition to Danbury, printed in a Pennsylvania newspaper, May 14th, 1777.

Carkers — carcass — a shell fired from a small piece of artillery.

Sir Peter Parkers breeches were carried away by a round shot at Fort Moultrie.

His charming but abandoned mistress.

The house stood in the forks of the Albany and Schenectady road.

Catherine. Her shrine is at Auriesville — the Lourdes of America — where many miraculous cures are effected.

Haghriron, of the Great Rite, in the Canienga dialect.

Captain Watts was left for dead but ultimately recovered.

The historian, J. R. Simms, says that Benjamin De Luysnes and his party strung up Dries Bowman, and then cut him down and let him go with a warning. Simms also gives a different date to this affair. At all events, it seems that Bowman was cut down in time to save his life. Simms, by the way, spells De Luysnes name De Line. Campbell mentions Captain Stephen Watts as Major Stephen Watson. We all commit error.

Angelica Vrooman sewed the winding sheet for Lieutenant Wirts body.

A letter written by Colonel Butler so designates the place where the ancient Butler house is still standing. The letter mentioned is in the possession of the author.

Now the town of Fonda.

The British account makes it three guns and 200 men.

In the writers possession is a letter written by the widow of Lieutenant Hare, retailing the circumstances of his execution and praying for financial relief from extreme poverty. General Sir Frederick Haldimand indorses the application in his own handwriting and recommends a pension. The widow mentions her six little children.

The gossipy, industrious, and diverting historian, Simms, whose account of this incident would seem to imply that Penelope Grant herself related it to him, gives a different version of her testimony. The statement he offers is signed: Mrs. Penelope Fortes. Her maiden name was Grant. So Simms may have had it first hand.

In Valley Dutch: Let the accursed rebel die!


The Flaming Jewel
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To my friend R. T. Haines-Halsey who unreservedly believes everything I write.

To R.T.

* * * * *

I Three Guests at dinner! Thats the life! — Wedgewood, Revere, and
Duncan Phyfe!

II You sit on Duncan — when you dare, — And out of Wedgewood, using care, With Paul Revere you eat your fare.

III From Paul you borrow fork and knife To wage a gastronomic strife n porringers; and platters rare Of blue Historic Willow-ware.

IV Banquets with cymbal, drum and fife, Or rose-wreathed feasts with riot rife To your chaste suppers cant compare.

V Let those deny the truth who dare! — Paul, Duncan, Wedgewood! Thats the life! All else is bunk and empty air.

ENVOI The Cordon-bleu has set the pace With Goulash, Haggis, Bouillabaisse, Curry, Chop-suey, Kous-Kous Stew — I can not offer these to you, — Being a plain, old-fashioned cook, — So pray accept this scrambled book.

May, 1922 R.W.C.

* * * * *


Episode One

Eve
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* * * * *

I

During the last two years, Fate, Chance, and Destiny had been too busy to attend to Mike Clinch. But now his turn was coming in the Eternal Sequence of things. The stars in their courses indicated the beginning of the undoing of Mike Clinch.

From Esthonia a refugee Countess wrote to James Darragh in New York:  — After two years we have discovered that it was Jose Quintanas band of international thieves that robbed Ricca. Quintana has disappeared. A Levantine diamond broker in New York, named Emanuel Sard, may be in communication with him. Ricca and I are going to America as soon as possible. Valentine.

The day Darragh received the letter he started to look up Sard.

But that very morning Sard had received a curious letter from Rotterdam.
This was the letter:

Sardius — Tourmaline — Aragonite — Rhodonite * Porphyry — Obsidian
— Nugget Gold — Diaspore * Novaculite * Yu * Nugget Silver — Amber — 
Matrix Turquoise — Elaeolite * Ivory — Sardonyx * Moonstone — Iceland
Spar — Kalpa Zircon — Eye Agate * Celonite — Lapis — Iolite — 
Nephrite — Chalcedony — Hydrolite * Hegolite — Amethyst — Selenite *
Fire Opal — Labradorite — Garnet * Jade — Emerald — Wood Opal — 
Essonite — Lazuli * Epidote — Ruby — Onyx — Sapphire — Indicolite
— Topaz — Euclase * Indian Diamond * Star Sapphire — African Diamond
— Iceland Spar — Lapis Crucifer * Abalone — Turkish Turquoise * Old
Mine Stone — Natrolite — Cats Eye — Electrum * * * 1/5 a a.

That afternoon young Darragh located Sards office and presented himself as a customer. The weasel-faced clerk behind the wicket laid a pistol handy and informed Darragh that Sard was away on a business trip.

Darragh looked cautiously around the small office: Can anybody hear us?

Nobody. Why?

I have important news concerning Jose Quintana, whispered Darragh;
Where is Sard?

Why, he had a letter from Quintana this very morning, replied the clerk in a low, uneasy voice. Mr. Sard left for Albany on the one oclock train. Is there any trouble?

Plenty, replied Darragh coolly; do you know Quintana?

No. But Mr. Sard expects him here any day now.

Darragh leaned closer against the grille: Listen very carefully; if a man comes here who calls himself Jose Quintana, turn him over to the police until Mr. Sard returns. No matter what he tells you, turn him over to the police. Do you understand?

Who are you? demanded the worried clerk. Are you one of Quintanas people?

Young man, said Darragh, Im close enough to Quintana to give you orders. And give Sard orders. … And Quintana, too!

A great light dawned on the scared clerk: You are Jose Quintana! he said hoarsely.

Darragh bored him through with his dark stare: Mind your business, he said.

* * * * *

That night in Albany Darragh picked up Sards trail. It led to a dealer in automobiles. Sard had bought a Comet Six, paying cash, and had started north.

Through Schenectady, Fonda, and Mayfield, the following day, Darragh traced a brand new Comet Six containing one short, dark Levantine with a parrot nose. In Northville Darragh hired a Ford.

At Lake Pleasant Sards car went wrong. Darragh missed him by ten minutes; but he learned that Sard had inquired the way to Ghost Lake Inn.

That was sufficient. Darragh bought an axe, drove as far as Harrods Corners, dismissed the Ford, and walked into a forest entirely familiar to him.

He emerged in half an hour on a wood road two miles farther on. Here he felled a tree across the road and sat down in the bushes to await events.

Toward sunset, hearing a car coming, he tied his handkerchief over his face below the eyes, and took an automatic from his pocket.

Sards car stopped and Sard got out to inspect the obstruction. Darragh sauntered out of the bushes, poked his pistol against Mr. Sards fat abdomen, and leisurely and thoroughly robbed him.

In an agreeable spot near a brook Darragh lighted his pipe and sat him down to examine the booty in detail. Two pistols, a stiletto, and a blackjack composed the arsenal of Mr. Sard. A large wallet disclosed more than four thousand dollars in Treasury notes — something to reimburse Ricca when she arrived, he thought.

Among Sards papers he discovered a cipher letter from Rotterdam — probably from Quintana. Cipher was rather in Darraghs line. All ciphers are solved by similar methods, unless the key is contained in a code book known only to sender and receiver.

But Quintanas cipher proved to be only an easy acrostic — the very simplest of secret messages. Within an hour Darragh had it pencilled out:

Cipher

Take notice: Star Pond, N.Y. … Name is Mike Clinch. … Has Flaming
Jewel. … Erosite. … I sail at once. Quintana.

Having served in Russia as an officer in the Military Intelligence Department attached to the American Expeditionary Forces, Darragh had little trouble with Quintanas letter. Even the signature was not difficult, the fraction 1/5 was easily translated Quint; and the familiar prescription symbol a a spelled ana; which gave Quintanas name in full.

He had heard of Erosite as the rarest and most magnificent of all gems. Only three were known. The young Duchess Theodorica of Esthonia had possessed one.

* * * * *

Darragh was immensely amused to find that the chase after Emanuel Sard should have led him to the very borders of the great Harrod estate in the Adirondacks.

He gathered up his loot and walked on through the splendid forest which once had belonged to Henry Harrod of Boston, and which now was the property of Harrods nephew, James Darragh.

When he came to the first trespass notice he stood a moment to read it. Then, slowly, he turned and looked toward Clinchs. An autumn sunset flared like a conflagration through the pines. There was a glimmer of water, too, where Star Pond lay.

* * * * *

Fate, Chance, and Destiny were becoming very busy with Mike Clinch. They had started Quintana, Sard, and Darragh on his trail. Now they stirred up the sovereign State of New York.

That lank wolf, Justice, was afoot and sniffing uncomfortably close to the heels of Mike Clinch.

* * * * *

II

Two State Troopers drew bridles in the yellowing October forest. Their smart drab uniforms touched with purple blended harmoniously with the autumn woods. They were as inconspicuous as two deer in the dappled shadow. There was a sunny clearing just ahead. The wood road they had been travelling entered it. Beyond lay Star Pond.

Trooper Lannis said to Trooper Stormont: Thats Mike Clinchs clearing.
Our man may be there. Now well see if anybody tips him off this time.

Forest and clearing were very still in the sunshine. Nothing stirred save gold leaves drifting down, and a hawk high in the deep blue sky turning in narrow circles.

Lannis was instructing Stormont, who had been transferred from the Long
Island Troop, and who was unacquainted with local matters.

Lannis said: Clinchs dump stands on the other edge of the clearing.
Clinch owns five hundred acres in here. Hes a rat.

Bad?

Well, hes mean. I dont know how bad he is. But he runs a rotten dump. The forest has its slums as well as the city. This is the Hells Kitchen of the North Woods.

Stormont nodded.

All the scum of the wilderness gathers here, went on Lannis. Heres where half the trouble in the North Woods hatches. Well eat dinner at Clinchs. His stepdaughter is a peach.

The sturdy, sun-browned trooper glanced at his wrist watch, stretched his legs in his stirrups.

Jack, he said, I want you to get Clinch right, and Im going to tell you about his outfit while we watch this road. Its like a movie. Clinch plays the lead. Ill dope out the scenario for you — —

He turned sideways in his saddle, freeing both spurred heels and lolled so, constructing a cigarette while he talked:

Way back around 1900 Mike Clinch was a guide — a decent young fellow they say. He guided fishing parties in summer, hunters in fall and winter. He made money and built the house. The people he guided were wealthy. He made a lot of money and bought land. I understand he was square and that everybody liked him.

About that time there came to Clinchs `hotel a Mr. and Mrs. Strayer. They were `lungers. Strayer seemed to be a gentleman; his wife was good looking and rather common. Both were very young. He had the consump bad — the galloping variety. He didnt last long. A month after he died his young wife had a baby. Clinch married her. She also died the same year. The babys name was Eve. Clinch became quite crazy about her and started to make a lady of her. That was his mania.

Lannis leaned from his saddle and carefully dropped his cigarette end into a puddle of rain water. Then he swung one leg over and sat side saddle.

Clinch had plenty of money in those days, he went on. He could afford to educate the child. The kid had a governess. Then he sent her to a fancy boarding school. She had everything a young girl could want.

She developed into a pretty young thing at fifteen. … Shes eighteen now — and I dont know what to call her. She pulled a gun on me in July.

What!

Sure. There was a row at Clinchs dump. A rum-runner called Jake Kloon got shot up. I came up to get Clinch. He was sick-drunk in his bunk. When I broke in the door Eve Strayer pulled a gun on me.

What happened? inquired Stormont.

Nothing. I took Clinch. … But he got off as usual.

Acquitted?

Lannis nodded, rolling another cigarette:

Now, Ill tell you how Clinch happened to go wrong, he said. You see hed always made his living by guiding. Well, some years ago Henry Harrod, of Boston, came here and bought thousands and thousands of acres of forest all around Clinchs — — Lannis half rose on one stirrup and, with a comprehensive sweep of his muscular arm, ending in a flourish:  — He bought everything for miles and miles. And that started Clinch down hill. Harrod tried to force Clinch to sell. The millionaire tactics you know. He was determined to oust him. Clinch got mad and wouldnt sell at any price. Harrod kept on buying all around Clinch and posted trespass notices. That meant ruin to Clinch. He was walled in. No hunters care to be restricted. Clinchs little property was no good. Business stopped. His step-daughters education became expensive. He as in a bad way. Harrod offered him a high price. But Clinch turned ugly and wouldnt budge. And thats how Clinch began to go wrong.

Poor devil, said Stormont.

Devil, all right. Poor, too. But he needed money. He was crazy to make a lady of Eve Strayer. And there are ways of finding money, you know.

Stormont nodded.

Well, Clinch found money in those ways. The Conservation Commissioner in Albany began to hear about game law violations. The Revenue people heard of rum-running. Clinch lost his guides license. But nobody could get the goods on him.

There was a rough backwoods bunch always drifting around Clinchs place in those days. There were fights. And not so many miles from Clinchs there was highway robbery and a murder or two.

Then the war came. The draft caught Clinch. Malone exempted him, he being the sole support of his stepchild.

But the girl volunteered. She got to France, somehow — scrubbed in a hospital, I believe — anyway, Clinch wanted to be on the same side of the world she was on, and he went with a Forestry Regiment and cut trees for railroad ties in southern France until the war ended and they sent him home.

Eve Strayer came back too. Shes there now. Youll see her at dinner time. She sticks to Clinch. Hes a rat. Hes up against the dry laws and the game laws. Government enforcement agents, game protectors, State Constabulary, all keep an eye on Clinch. Harrods trespass signs fence him in. Hes like a rat in a trap. Yet Clinch makes money at law breaking and nobody can catch him red-handed.

He kills Harrods deer. Thats certain. I mean Harrods nephews deer. Harrods dead. Darraghs the young nephews name. Hes never been here — he was in the army — in Russia — I dont know what became of him — but he keeps up the Harrod preserve — game-wardens, patrols, watchers, trespass signs and all.

Lannis finished his second cigarette, got back into his stirrups and, gathering bridle, began leisurely to divide curb and snaffle.

Thats the layout, Jack, he said. Yonder lies the Red Light district of the North Woods. Mike Clinch is the brains of all the dirty work that goes on. A floating population of crooks and bums — game violators, boot-leggers, market hunters, pelt `collectors, rum-runners, hootch makers, do his dirty work — and I guess there are some wholl stick you up by starlight for a quarter and others wholl knock your block off for a dollar. … And theres the girl, Eve Strayer. I dont get her at all, except that shes loyal to Clinch. … And now you know what you ought to know about this movie called `Hell in the woods. And its up to us to keep a calm, impartial eye on the picture and try to follow the plot theyre acting out — if there is any.

Stormont said: Thanks, Bill; Im posted. … And Im getting hungry, too.

I believe, said Lannis, that you want to see that girl.

I do, returned the other, laughing.

Well, youll see her. Shes good to look at. But I dont get her at all.

Why?

Because she looks right. And yet she lives at Clinchs with him and his bunch of bums. Would you think a straight girl could stand it?

No man can tell what a straight girl can stand.

Straight or crooked she stands for Mike Clinch, said Lannis, and hes a ratty customer.

Maybe the girl is fond of him. Its natural.

I guess its that. But I dont see how any young girl can stomach the life at Clinchs.

Its a wonder what a decent woman will stand, observed Stormont.
Ninety-nine per cent, of all wives ought to receive the D.S.O.

Do you think were so rotten? inquired Lannis, smiling.

Not so rotten. No. But any man knows what men are. And its a wonder women stick to us when they learn.

They laughed. Lannis glanced at his watch again.

Well, he said, I dont believe anybody has tipped off our man. Its noon. Come on to dinner, Jack.

They cantered forward into the sunlit clearing. Star Pond lay ahead.
On its edge stood Clinchs.

* * * * *

III

Clinch, in his shirt sleeves, came out on the veranda. He had little light grey eyes, close-clipped grey hair, and was clean shaven.

How are you, Clinch, inquired Lannis affably.

All right, replied Clinch; youre the same, I hope.

Trooper Stormont, Mr. Clinch, said Lannis in his genial way.

Pleased to know you, said Clinch, level-eyed, unstirring.

The troopers dismounted. Both shook hands with Clinch. Then Lannis led the way to the barn.

Well eat well, he remarked to his comrade. Clinch cooks.

From the care of their horses they went to a pump to wash. One or two rough looking men slouched out of the house and glanced at them.

Hallo, Jake, said Lannis cheerily.

Jake Kloon grunted acknowledgment.

Lannis said in Stormonts ear: Here she comes with towels. Shes pretty, isnt she?

A young girl in pink gingham advanced toward them across the patch of grass.

Lannis was very polite and presented Stormont. The girl handed them two rough towels, glanced at Stormont again after the introductions, smiled slightly.

Dinner is ready, she said.

They dried their faces and followed her back to the house.

It was an unpainted building, partly of log. In the dining room half a dozen men waited silently for food. Lannis saluted all, named his comrade, and seated himself.

A delicious odour of johnny-cake pervaded the room. Presently Eve
Strayer appeared with the dinner.

There was dew on her pale forehead — the heat of the kitchen, no doubt. The girls thick, lustrous hair was brownish gold, and so twisted up that it revealed her ears and a very white neck.

When she brought Stormont his dinner he caught her eyes a moment — experienced a slight shock of pleasure at their intense blue — the gentian-blue of the summer zenith at midday.

Lannis remained affable, even became jocose at moments: No hootch for dinner, Mike? Hows that, now?

The Boot-leg Express is a day late, replied Clinch, with cold humour.

Around the table ran an odd sound — a company of catamounts feeding might have made such a noise — if catamounts ever laugh.

Hows the fur market, Jake? inquired Lannis, pouring gravy over his mashed potato.

Kloon quoted prices with an oath.

A mean-visaged young man named Leverett complained of the price of traps.

What do you care? inquired Lannis genially. The other man pays. What are you kicking about, anyway? It wasnt so long ago that muskrats were ten cents.

The troopers good-humoured intimation that Earl Leverett took fur in other mens traps was not lost on the company. Leveretts fox visage reddened; Jake Kloon, who had only one eye, glared at the State Trooper but said nothing.

Clinchs pale gaze met the troopers smiling one: The jays and squirrels talk too, he said slowly. It dont mean anything. Only the show-down counts.

Youre quite right, Clinch. The show-down is what we pay to see. But talk is the tune the orchestra plays before the curtain rises.

Stormont had finished dinner. He heard a low, charming voice from behind his chair:

Apple pie, lemon pie, maple cake, berry roll.

He looked up into two gentian-blue eyes.

Lemon pie, please, he said, blushing.

* * * * *

When dinner was over and the bare little dining room empty except for Clinch and the two State Troopers, the former folded his heavy, powerful hands on the tables edge and turned his square face and pale-eyed gaze on Lannis.

Spit it out, he said in a passionless voice.

Lannis crossed one knee over the other, lighted a cigarette:

Is there a young fellow working for you named Hal Smith?

No, said Clinch.

Sure?

Sure.

Clinch, continued Lannis, have you heard about a stick-up on this wood-road out of Ghost Lake?

No.

Well, a wealthy tourist from New York — a Mr. Sard, stopping at Ghost
Lake Inn — was held up and robbed last Saturday toward sundown.

Never heard of him, said Clinch, calmly.

The robber took four thousand dollars in bills and some private papers from him.

Its no skin off my shins, remarked Clinch.

Hes laid a complaint.

Yes?

Have any strangers been here since Saturday evening?

No.

There was a pause.

We heard you had a new man named Hal Smith working around your place.

No.

He came here Saturday night.

Who says so?

A guide from Ghost Lake.

Hes a liar.

You know, said Lannis, it wont do you any good if hold-up men can hide here and make a getaway.

Gwan and search, said Clinch, calmly.

* * * * *

They searched the hotel from garret to cellar. They searched the barn, boat-shed, out-houses.

While this was going on, Clinch went into the kitchen.

Eve, he said coolly, the State Troopers are after that fellow, Hal
Smith, who came here Saturday night. Where is he?

He went into Harrods to get us a deer, she replied in a low voice.
What has he done?

Stuck up a man on the Ghost Lake road. He ought to have told me. Do you think you could meet up with him and tip him off?

Hes hunting on Owl Marsh. Ill try.

All right. Change your clothes and slip out the back-door. And look out for Harrods patrols, too.

All right, dad, she sad. If I have to be out to-night, dont worry.
Ill get word to Smith somehow.

Half an hour later Lannis and Stormont returned from a prowl around the clearing. Lannis paid the reckoning; his comrade led out the horses. He said again to Lannis:

Im sure it was the girl. She wore mens clothes and she went into the woods on a run.

As they started to ride away, Lannis said to Clinch, who stood on the veranda:

Its still the blue-jay and the squirrel talk between us, Mike, but the show-down is sure to come. Better go straight while the goings good.

I go straight enough to suit me, said Clinch.

But its the Government that is to be suited, Mike. And if it gets you right youll be in dutch.

Dont let that worry you, said Clinch.

* * * * *

About three oclock the two State Troopers, riding at a walk, came to the forks of the Ghost Lake road.

Now, said Lannis to Stormont, if you really believe you saw the girl beat it out of the back door and take to the woods, shes probably somewhere in there — — he pointed into the western forest. But he added, whats your idea in following her?

She wore mens clothes; she was in a hurry and trying to keep out of sight. I wondered whether Clinch might have sent her to warn this hold-up fellow.

Thats rather a long shot, isnt it?

Very long. I could go in and look about a bit, if youll lead my horse.

All right. Take your bearings. This road runs west to Ghost Lake. We sleep at the Inn there — if you mean to cross the woods on foot.

Stormont nodded, consulted his map and compass, pocketed both, unbuckled his spurs.

When he was ready he gave his bridle to Lannis.

Id just like to see what shes up to, he remarked.

All right. If you miss me come to the Inn, said Lannis, starting on with the led horse.

* * * * *

The forest was open amid a big stand of white pine and hemlock, and
Stormont traveled easily and swiftly. He had struck a line by compass
that must cross the direction taken by Eve Strayer when she left
Clinchs. But it was a wild chance that he would ever run across her.

And probably he never would have if the man that she was looking for had not fired a shot on the edge of that vast maze of stream, morass and dead timber called Owl Marsh.

Far away in the open forest Stormont heard the shot and turned in that direction.

But Eve already was very near when the young man who called himself Hal Smith fired at one of Harrods deer — a three-prong buck on the edge of the dead water.

* * * * *

Smith had drawn and dressed the buck by the time the girl found him.

He was cleaning up when she arrived, squatting by the waters edge when he heard her voice across the swale:

Smith! The State Troopers are looking for you!

He stood up, dried his hands on his breeches. The girl picked her way across the bog, jumping from one tussock to the next.

When she told him what had happened he began to laugh.

Did you really stick up this man? she asked incredulously.

Im afraid I did, Eve, he replied, still laughing.

The girls entire expression altered.

So thats the sort you are, she said. I thought you different. But youre all a rotten lot — —

Hold on, he interrupted, what do you mean by that?

I mean that the only men who ever come to Star Pond are crooks, she retorted bitterly. I didnt believe you were. You look decent. But youre as crooked as the rest of them — and it seems as if I — I couldnt stand it — any longer — —

If you think me so rotten, why did you run all the way form Clinchs to warn me? he asked curiously.

I didnt do it for you; I did it for my father. Theyll jail him if they catch him hiding you. Theyve got it in for him. If they put him in prison hell die. He couldnt stand it. I know. And thats why I came to find you and tell you to clear out — —

The distant crack of a dry stick checked her. The next instant she picked up his rifle, seized his arm, and fairly dragged him into a spruce thicket.

Do you want to get my father into trouble! she said fiercely.

The rocky flank of Star Peak bordered the marsh here.

Come on, she whispered, jerking him along the thicket and up the rocks to a cleft — a hole in the sheer rock overhung by shaggy hemlock.

Get in there, she said breathlessly.

Whoever comes, he protested, will see the buck yonder, and will certainly look in here — —

Not if I go down there and take your medicine. Creep into that cave and lie down.

What do you intend to do? he demanded, interested and amused.

If its one of Harrods game-keepers, said the girl, drily, it only means a summons and a fine for me. And if its a State Trooper, who is prowling in the woods yonder hunting crooks, hell find nobody here but a trespasser. Keep quiet. Ill stand him off.

* * * * *

IV

When State Trooper Stormont came out on the edge of Owl Marsh, the girl was kneeling by the water, washing deer blood from her slender, sun-tanned fingers.

What are you doing here? she enquired, looking up over her shoulder with a slight smile.

Just having a look around, he said pleasantly. Thats a nice fat buck you have there.

Yes, hes nice.

You shot him? asked Stormont.

Who else do you suppose shot him? she enquired, smilingly. She rinsed her fingers again and stood up, swinging her arms to dry her hands, — a lithe, grey-shirted figure in her boyish garments, straight, supple, and strong.

I saw you hurrying into the woods, said Stormont.

Yes, I was in a hurry. We need meat.

I didnt notice that you carried a rifle when I saw you leave the house — by the back door.

No; it was in the woods, she said indifferently.

You have a hiding place for your rifle?

For other things, also, she said, letting her eyes of gentian-blue rest on the young man.

You seem to be very secretive.

Is a girl more so than a man? she asked smilingly.

Stormont smiled too, then became grave.

Who else was here with you? he asked quietly.

She seemed surprised. Did you see anybody else?

He hesitated, flushed, pointed down at the wet sphagnum. Smiths foot-prints were there in damning contrast to her own. Worse than that, Smiths pipe lay on an embedded log, and a rubber tobacco pouch beside it.

She said with a slight catch in her breath: It seems that somebody has been here. … Some hunter, perhaps, — or a game warden. …

Or Hal Smith, said Stormont.

A painful colour swept the girls face and throat. The man, sorry for her, looked away.

After a silence: I know something about you, he said gently. And now that Ive seen you — heard you speak — met your eyes — I know enough about you to form an opinion. … So I dont ask you to turn informer. But the law wont stand for what Clinch is doing — whatever provocation he has had. And he must not aid or abet any criminal, or harbour any malefactor.

The girls features were expressionless. The passive, sullen beauty of her troubled the trooper.

Trouble for Clinch means sorrow for you, he said. I dont want you to be unhappy. I bear Clinch no ill will. For this reason I ask him, and I ask you too, to stand clear of this affair.

Hal Smith is wanted. Im here to take him.

As she said nothing, he looked down at the foot-print in the sphagnum. Then his eyes moved to the next imprint; to the next. Then he moved slowly along the waters edge, tracking the course of the man he was following.

The girl watched him in silence until the plain trail led him to the spruce thicket.

Dont go in there! she said sharply, with an odd tremor in her voice.

He turned and looked at her, then stepped calmly into the thicket. And the next instant she was among the spruces, too, confronting him with her rifle.

Get out of these woods! she said.

He looked into the girls deathly white face.

Eve, he said, it will go hard with you if you kill me, I dont want you to live out your life in prison.

I cant help it. If you send my father to prison hell die. Id rather die myself. Let us alone, I tell you! The man youre after is nothing to us. We didnt know he had stuck up anybody!

If hes nothing to you, why do you point that rifle at me?

I tell you his is nothing to us. But my father wouldnt betray a dog. And I wont. Thats all. Now get out of these woods and come back to-morrow. Nobodyll interfere with you then.

Stormont smiled: Eve, he said, do you really think me as yellow as that?

Her blue eyes flashed a terrible warning, but, in the same instant, he had caught her rifle, twisting it out of her grasp as it exploded.

The detonation dazed her; then, as he flung the rifle into the water, she caught him by neck and belt and flung him bodily into the spruces.

But she fell with him; he held her twisting and struggling with all her superb and supple strength; staggered to his feet, still mastering her; and, as she struggled, sobbing, locked hot and panting in his arms, he snapped a pair of handcuffs on her wrists and flung her aside.

She fell on both knees, got up, shoulder deep in spruce, blood running from her lip over her chin.

The trooper took her by the arm. She was trembling all over. He took a thin steel chain and padlock from his pocket, passed the links around her steel-bound wrists, and fastened her to a young birch tree.

Then, drawing his pistol from its holster, he went swiftly forward through the spruces.

When he saw the cleft in the rocky flank of Star Peak, he walked straight to the black hole which confronted him.

Come out of there, he said distinctly.

After a few seconds Smith came out.

Good God! said Stormont in a low voice. What are you doing here,
Darragh?

Darragh came close and rested one hand on Stormonts shoulder:

Dont crab my game, Stormont. I never dreamed you were in the
Constabulary or Id have let you know.

Are you Hal Smith?

I sure am. Wheres the girl?

Handcuffed out yonder.

Then for Gods sake go back and ac as if you hadnt found me. Tell
Mayor Chandler that Im after bigger game than he is.

Clinch?

Stormont, Im here to protect Mike Clinch. Tell the Mayor not to touch him. The men Im after are going to try to rob him. I dont want them to because — well, Im going to rob him myself.

Stormont stared.

You must stand by me, said Darragh. So must the Mayor. He knows me through and through. Tell him to forget that hold-up. I stopped that man Sard. I frisked him. Tell the Mayor. Ill keep in touch with him.

Of course, said Stormont, that settles it.

Thanks, old chap. Now go back to that girl and let her believe that you never found me.

A slight smile touched their eyes. Both instinctively saluted. Then they shook hands; Darragh, alias Hal Smith, went back into the hemlock-shaded hole in the rocks; Trooper Stormont walked slowly down through the spruces.

When Eve saw him returning empty handed, something flashed in her pallid face like sunlight across snow.

Stormont passed her, went to the waters edge, soaked a spicy handful of sphagnum moss in the icy water, came back and wiped the blood from her face.

The girl seemed astounded; her face surged in vivid colour as he unlocked the handcuffs and pocketed them and the little steel chain.

Her lip was bleeding again. He washed it with wet moss, took a clean handkerchief from the breast of his tunic and laid it against her mouth.

Hold it there, he said.

Mechanically she raised her hand to support the compress. Stormont went back to the shore, recovered her rifle from the shallow water, and returned with it.

As she made no motion to take it, he stood it against the tree to which he had tied her.

Then he came close to her where she stood holding his handkerchief against her mouth and looking at him out of steady eyes as deeply blue as gentian blossoms.

Eve, he said, you win. But you wont forgive me. … I wish we could be friends, some day. … We never can, now. … Good-bye.

Neither spoke again. Then, of a sudden, the girls eyes filled; and Trooper Stormont caught her free hand and kissed it; — kissed it again and again, — dropped it and went striding away through the underbrush which was now all rosy with the rays of the sunset.

* * * * *

After he had disappeared, the girl, Eve, went to the cleft in the rocks above.

Come out, she said contemptuously. Its a good thing you hid, because there was a real man after you; and God help you if he ever finds you!

Hal Smith came out.

Pack in your meat, said the girl curtly, and flung his rifle across her shoulder.

Through the ruddy afterglow she left the way homeward, a mans handkerchief pressed to her wounded mouth, her eyes preoccupied with the strangest thoughts that ever had stirred her virgin mind.

Behind her walked Darragh with his load of venison and his alias, - and his tongue in his cheek.

Thus began the preliminaries toward the ultimate undoing of Mike Clinch.
Fate, Chance, and Destiny had undertaken the job in earnest.

* * * * *


Episode Two

The Ruling Passion

[image: img662.jpg]

* * * * *

I

Nobody understood how Jose Quintana had slipped through the Secret
Service net spread for him at every port.

The United States authorities did not know why Quintana had come to America. They realised merely that he arrived for no good purpose; and they had meant to arrest and hold him for extradition if requested; for deportation as an undesirable alien anyway.

Only two men in America knew that Quintana had come to the United States for the purpose of recovering the famous Flaming Jewel, stolen by him from the Grand Duchess Theodorica of Esthonia; and stolen from Quintana, in turn, by a private soldier in an American Forestry Regiment, on leave in Paris. This soldiers name, probably, was Michael Clinch.

One of the men who knew why Quintana might come to America was James Darragh, recently of the Military Intelligence, but now passing as a hold-up man under the name of Hal Smith, and actually in the employment of Clinch at his disreputable hotel at Star Pond in the North Woods.

The other man who knew why Quintana had come to America was Emanuel
Sard, a Levantine diamond broker of New York, Quintanas agent in
America.

* * * * *

Now, as the October days passed without any report of Quintanas detention, Darragh, known as Hal Smith at Clinchs dump, began to suspect that Quintana had already slid into America through the meshes of the police.

If so, this desperate international criminal could be expected at
Clinchs under some guise or other, piloted thither by Emanuel Sard.

So Hal Smith, whose duty was to wash dishes, do chores, and also to supply Clinchs with mountain beef — or deer taken illegally — made it convenient to prowl every day in the vicinity of the Ghost Lake road.

He was perfectly familiar with Emanuel Sards squat features and parrot nose, having robbed Mr. Sard of Quintanas cipher and of $4,000 at pistol point. And one morning, while roving around the guides quarters at Ghost Lake Inn, Smith beheld Sard himself on the hotel veranda, in company with five strangers of foreign aspect.

During the midday dinner Smith, on pretense of enquiring for a guides license, got a look at the Inn ledger. Sards signature was on it, followed by the names of Henri Picquet, Nicolas Salzar, Victor Georgiades, Harry Beck, and Jose Sanchez. And Smith went back through the wilderness to Star Pond, convinced that one of these gentlemen was Quintana, and the remainder, Quintanas gang; and that they were here to do murder if necessary in their remorseless quest of The Flaming Jewel. Two million dollars once had been offered for the Flaming Jewel; and had been refused.

Clinch probably possessed it. Smith was now convinced of that. But he was there to rob Clinch of it himself. For he had promised the little Grand Duchess to help recover her Erosite jewel; and now that he had finally traced its probably possession to Clinch, he was wondering how this recovery was to be accomplished.

To arrest Clinch meant ruin to Eve Strayer. Besides he knew now that
Clinch would die in prison before revealing the hiding place of the
Flaming Jewel.

Also, how could it be proven that Clinch had the Erosite gem? The cipher from Quintana was not sufficient evidence.

No; the only way was to watch Clinch, prevent any robbery by Quintanas gang, somehow discover where the Flaming Jewel had been concealed, take it, and restore it to the beggared young girl whose only financial resource now lay in the possible recovery of this almost priceless gem.

* * * * *

Toward evening Hal Smith shot two dear near Owl Marsh. To poach on his own property appealed to his sense of humour. And Clinch, never dreaming that Hal Smith was the James Darragh who had inherited Harrods vast preserve, damned all millionaires for every buck brought in, and became friendlier to Smith.

* * * * *

II

Clinchs dump was the disposal plant in which collected the human sewage of the wilderness.

It being Saturday, the scum of the North Woods was gathering at the Star Pond resort. A venison and chicken supper was promised — and a dance if any women appeared.

Jake Kloon had run in some Canadian hooch; Darragh, alias Hal Smith, contributed two fat deer and Clinch cooked them. By ten oclock that morning many of the men were growing noise; some were already drunk by noon. Shortly after midday dinner the first fight started — extinguished only after Clinch had beaten several of the backwoods aristocracy insensible.

Towering amid the wreck of the battle, his light grey eyes a-glitter,
Clinch dominated, swinging his iron fists.

When the combat ended and the fallen lay starkly where they fell, Clinch sad in his pleasant, level voice:

Take them out and stick their heads in the pond. And dont go for to get me mad, boys, or Im liable to act up rough.

They bore forth the sleepers for immersion in Star Pond. Clinch relighted his cigar and repeated the rulings which had caused the fracas:

You gotta play square cards here or you don play none in my house. No
living thumb-nail can nick no cards in my place and get away with it.
Three kings and two trays is better than three chickens and two eggs.
If you dont like it, gwan home.

He went out in his shirt sleeves to see how the knock-outs were reviving, and met Hal Smith returning from the pond, who reported progress toward consciousness. They walked back to the hotel together.

Say, young fella, said Clinch in his soft, agreeable way, you want to keep your eye peeled to-night.

Why? inquired Smith.

Well, therell be a lot o folks here. Therell be strangers, too. …
Dont forget the State Troopers are looking for you.

Do the State Troopers ever play detective? asked Smith, smiling.

Sure. Theyve been in here rigged out like peddlers and lumber-jacks and timber lookers.

Did they ever get anything on you?

Not a thing.

Can you always spot them, Mike?

No. But when a stranger shows up here who dont know nobody, he never sees nothing and he dont never learn nothing. He gets no hootch outa me. No, nor no craps and no cards. He gets his supper; thats what he gets … and a dance, if theres ladies — and if any girl favours him. Thats all the change any stranger gets out of Mike Clinch.

They had paused on the rough veranda in the hot October sunshine.

Mike, suggested Smith carelessly, wouldnt it pay you better to go straight?

Clinchs small grey eyes, which had been roaming over the prospect of lake and forest, focussed on Smiths smiling features.

Whats that to you? he asked.

Ill be out of a job, remarked Smith, laughing, if they ever land you.

Clinchs level gaze measured him; his mind was busy measuring him too. Who the hell are you, anyway? he asked. I dont know. You stick up a man on the Ghost Lake Road and hide out here when the State Troopers come after you. And now you ask me if it pays better to go straight. Why didnt you go straight if you think it pays?

I havent got a daughter to worry about, explained Smith. If they get me it wont hurt anybody else.

A dull red tinge came out under Clinchs tan:

Who asked you to worry about Eve?

Shes a fine girl: thats all.

Clinchs steely glare measured the young man:

You trying to make up to her? he enquired gently.

No. She has no use for me.

Clinch reflected, his cold tiger-gaze still fastened on Smith.

Youre right, he said after a moment. Eve is a good girl. Some day
Ill make a lady of her.

She is one, Clinch.

At that Clinch reddened heavily — the first finer emotion ever betrayed before Smith. He did not say anything for a few moments, but his grim mouth worked. Finally:

I guess you was a gentleman once before you went crooked, Hal, he said. You act up like you once was. … Say; theres only one thing on Gods earth I care about. Youve guessed it, too. He was off again on his ruling passion.

Eve, nodded Smith.

Sure. She isnt my flesh and blood. But it seems like shes more, even. I want she should be a lady. Its all I want. That damned millionaire Harrod bust me. But he couldnt stop me giving Eve her schooling. And now all Im livin for is to be fixed sos to give her money to go to the city like a lady. I dont care how I make money; all I want is to make it. And Im a-going to.

Smith nodded again.

Clinch, now obsessed by his monomania, went on with an oath:

I cant make no money on the level after what Harrod done to me. And I gotta fix up Eve. What the hell do you mean by asking me would it pay me to travel straight. I dunno.

I was only thinking of Eve. A lady isnt supposed to have a crook for a father.

Clinchs grey eyes blazed for a moment, then their menacing glare dulled, died out into wintry fixity.

I warnt bon a crook, he said. I aint got no choice. And dont worry, young fella; they aint a-going to get me.

You cant go on beating the game forever, Clinch.

Im beating it — — he hesitated— and it wont be so long, neither, before I turn over enough to let Eve live in the city like any lady, with her autymobile and her own butler and her swell friends, in a big house like she is educated for — —

H broke off abruptly as a procession approached from the lake, escorting the battered gentry who now were able to wabble about a little.

One of them, a fox-faced trap thief named Earl Leverett, slunk hastily by as though expecting another kick from Clinch.

Gwan inside, Earl, and act up right, said Clinch pleasantly. You oughter have more sense than to start a fight in my place — you and Sid Hone and Harvey Chase. Gwan in and behave.

He and Smith followed the procession of damaged ones into the house.

The big unpainted room where a bar had once been was blue with cheap cigar smoke; the air reeked with the stench of beer and spirits. A score or more shambling forest louts in their dingy Saturday finery were gathered here playing cards, shooting craps, lolling around tables and tilting sloping glasses at one another.

Heavy pleasantries were exchanged with the victims of Clinchs ponderous fists as they re-entered the room from which they had been borne so recently, feet first.

Now, boys, said Clinch kindly, act up like swell gents and behave friendly. And if any ladies come in for the chicken supper, why, gol dang it, well have a dance!

* * * * *

III

Toward sundown the first woodland nymph appeared — a half-shy, half-bold, willowy thing in the rosy light of the clearing.

Hal Smith, washing glasses and dishes on the back porch for Eve Strayer to dry, asked who the rustic beauty might be.

Harvey Chases sister, said Eve. She shouldnt come here, but I cant keep her away and her brother doesnt care. Shes only a child, too.

Is there any harm in a chicken supper and a dance?

Eve looked gravely at young Smith without replying.

Other girlish shapes loomed in the evening light. Some were met by gallants, some arrived at the veranda unescorted.

Where do they all come from? Do they live in trees like dryads? asked
Smith.

There are always squatters in the woods, she replied indifferently.

Some of these girls come from Ghost Lake, I suppose.

Yes; waitresses at the Inn.

What music is there?

Jim Hastings plays a fiddle. I play the melodeon if they need me.

What do you do when theres a fight? he asked, with a side glance at her pure profile.

What do you suppose I do? Fight, too?

He laughed — mirthlessly — conscious always of his secret pity for this girl.

Well, he said, when your father makes enough to quit, hell take you out of this. Its a vile hole for a young girl — —

See here, she said, flushing; youre rather particular for a young man who stuck up a tourist and robbed him of four thousand dollars.

Im not complaining on my own account, returned Smith, laughing;
Clinchs suits me.

Well, dont concern yourself on my account, Hal Smith. And youd better keep out of the dance, too, if there are any strangers there.

You think a State Trooper may happen in?

Its likely. A lot of people come and go. We dont always know them. She opened a sliding wooden shutter and looked into the bar room. After a moment she beckoned him to her side.

There are strangers there now, she said,  — that thin, dark man who looks like a Kanuk. And those two men shaking dice. I dont know who they are. I never before saw them.

But Smith had seen them at Ghost Lake Inn. One of them was Sard.
Quintanas gang had arrived at Clinchs dump.

A moment later Clinch came through the pantry and kitchen and out onto the rear porch where Smith was washing glasses in a tub filled from an ever-flowing spring.

Im a-going to get supper, he said to Eve. Therell be twenty-three plates. And to Smith: Hal — you help Eve wait on the table. And if anybody acts up rough you slam him on the jaw — don argue, dont wait — just slam him good, and Ill come on the hop.

Who are the strangers, dad? asked Eve.

Dont nobody know em, girlie. But they aint State Troopers. They talk like they was foreign. One of ems English — the big, bony one with yellow hair and mustache.

Did they give any names? asked Smith.

You bet. The stout, dark man calls himself Hongri Picket. French, I guess. The fat beak is a fella names Sard. Sanchez is the guy with a face like a Canada priest — Jose Sanchez — or something on that style. And then the yellow skinned young man is Nichole Salzar; the Britisher, Harry Beck; and that good lookin dark gent with a little black Charlie Chaplin, hes Victor Georgiades.

What are those foreigners doing in the North Woods, Clinch? enquired
Smith.

Oh, they all give the same spiel — hire out in a lumber camp. But they aint no lumberjacks, added Clinch contemptuously. I dont know what they be — hootch runners maybe — or booze bandits — or they done something crooked somers rother. Its safe to serve em drinks.

Clinch himself had been drinking. He always drank when preparing to cook.

He turned and went into the kitchen now, rolling up his shirt sleeves and relighting his clay pipe.

* * * * *

IV

By nine oclock the noisy chicken supper had ended; the table had been cleared; Jim Hastings was tuning his fiddle in the big room; Eve had seated herself before the battered melodeon.

Ladies and gents, said Clinch in his clear, pleasant voice, which carried through the hubbub, were going to have dance — thanks and beholden to Jim Hastings and my daughter Eve. Eve, she dont drink and she dont dance, so no use askin and no hard feelin toward nobody.

So act up pleasant to one and all and have a good time and no rough stuff in no form, shape, or manner, but behave like gents all and swell dames, like you was to a swarry on Fifth Avenue. Lets go!

He went back to the pantry, taking no notice of the cheering. The fiddler scraped a fox trot, and Eves melodeon joined in. A vast scuffling of heavily shod feet filled the momentary silence, accented by the shrill giggle of young girls.

Theyre off, remarked Clinch to Smith, who stood at the pantry shelf prepared to serve whiskey or beer upon previous receipt of payment.

In the event of a sudden raid, the arrangements at Clinchs were quite simple. Two large drain pipes emerged from the kitchen floor beside Smith, and ended in Star Pond. In case of alarm the tub of beer was poured down one pipe; the whiskey down the other.

Only the trout in Star Pond would ever sample that hootch again.

Clinch, now slightly intoxicated, leaned heavily on the pantry shelf beside Smith, adjusting his pistol under his suspenders.

Young fella, he said in his agreeable voice, youre dead right. You sure said a face-full when you says to me, `Eves a lady, by God! You oughta know. You was a gentleman yourself once. Even if you take to stickin up the turn. She is a lady. All Im livin for is to get her down to the city and give her money to live like a lady. Ill do it yet. … Soon! … Id do it to-morrow — to-night — if I dared … If I thought it sure fire. … If I was dead certain I could get away with it. … Ive got money, Now! … Only it aint in money … Smith?

Yes, Mike.

You know me?

Sure.

You size me up?

I do.

All right. If you ever tell anyone I got money that aint money Ill shoot you through the head.

Dont worry, Clinch.

I aint. Youre a crook; you wont talk. Youre a gentleman, too. They dont sell out a pal. Say, Hal, theres only one fella I dont want to meet.

Whos that, Mike?

Lemme tell you, continued Clinch, resting more heavily on the shelf while Smith, looking out through the pantry shutter at the dancing, listened intently.

When I was in France in a Forestry Rigment, went on Clinch, lowering his always pleasant voice, I was to Paris on leave a few days before they sent us home.

I was in the washroom of a caffy — a-cleanin up for supper, when dod-bang! into the place comes a-tumblin a man with two cops pushing and kicking him.

They didnt see me in there for they locked the door on the man. He was a swell gent, too, in full dress and silk hat and all like that, and a opry cloak and white kid gloves, and mustache and French beard.

When they locked him up he stood stock still and lit a cigarette, as cool as ice. Then he begun walkin around looking for a way to get out; but there wasnt no way.

Then he seen me and over he comes and talks English right away: `Want to make a thousand francs, soldier? sez he in a quick whisper. `Youre on, sez I; `Show your dough. `Them Flies has went to get the Commissaire for to frisk me, sez he. `Go to 13 roo Quinze Octobre and give it to the concierge for Jose Quintana. And he shoves the packet on me and a thousand-franc note.

Then he grabs me sudden and pulls open my collar. God, he was strong.

`Whats the matter with you? says I. `Lemme go or Ill mash your mug flat. `Lemme see your identification disc, he barks.

Bein in Paris for a bat, I had exchanged with my bunkie, Bill Hanson.
`Let him look, thinks I; and he reads Bills check.

`If you fool me, says he, Ill folly ye and Ill do you in if it takes the rest of my life. You understand? `Sure, says I, me tongue in me cheek. `Bong! Alez vouz en! says he.

`How the hell, sez I, `do I get out of here? `Youre a Yankee soldier. The Flies dont know you were in here. You go and kick on that door and make a holler.

So I done it good; and a cope opens and swears at me, but when he sees a Yankee soldier was locked in the wash-room by mistake, he lets me out, you bet.

Clinch smiled a thin smile, poured out three fingers of hooch.

What else? asked Smith quietly.

Nothing much. I didnt go to no roo Quinze Octobre. But I dont never want to see that fella Quintana. Ive been waiting till its safe to sell — what was in that packet.

Sell what?

What was in that packet, replied Clinch thickly.

What was in it?

Sparklers — since youre so nosey.

Diamonds?

And then some. I dunno what theyre called. All I know is Ill croak Quintana if he even turns up askin for em. He frisked somebody. I frisked him. Ill kill anybody who tries to frisk me.

Where do you keep them? enquired Smith naively.

Clinch looked at him, very drunk: None o your dinged business, he said very softly.

The dancing had become boisterous but not unseemly, although all the men had been drinking too freely.

Smith closed the pantry bar at midnight, by direction of Eve. Now he came out into the ballroom and mixed affably with the company, even dancing with Harvey Chases sister once — a slender hoyden, all flushed and dishevelled, with a tireless mania for dancing which seemed to intoxicate her.

She danced, danced, danced, accepting any partner offered. But Smiths skill enraptured her and she refused to let him go when her beau, a late arrival, one Charly Berry, slouched up to claim her.

Smith, always trying to keep Clinch and Quintanas men in view, took no part in the discussion; but Berry thought he was detaining Lily Chase and pushed him aside.

Hold on, young man! exclaimed Smith sharply. Keep your hands to yourself. If your girl dont want to dance with you she doesnt have to.

Some of Quintanas gag came up to listen. Berry glared at Smith.

Say, he said, I seen you before somewhere. Wasnt you in Russia?

What are you talking about?

Yes, you was. You was an officer! What you doing at Clinchs?

Whats that? growled Clinch, shoving his way forward and shouldering the crowd aside.

Whos this man, Mike? demanded Berry.

Well, who do you think he is? asked Clinch thickly.

I think hes gettin the goods on you, thats what I think, yelled
Berry.

Gwan home, Charlie, returned Clinch. Gwan, all oyou. The dance is over. Go peaceable, every one. Stop that fiddle!

The music ceased. The dance was ended; they all understood that; but there was grumbling and demands for drinks.

Clinch, drunk but impassive, herded them through the door out into the starlight. There was scuffling, horse-play, but no fighting.

The big Englishman, Harry Beck, asked for accommodations for his part over night.

Naw, said Clinch, gwan back to the Inn. I cant bother with you folks to-night. And as the others, Salzar, Georgiades, Picquet and Sanchez gathered about to insist, Clinch pushed them all out of doors in a mass.

Get the hell out o here! he growled; and slammed the door.

He stood for a moment with head lowered, drunk, but apparently capable of reflection. Eve came from the melodeon and laid one slim hand on his arm.

Go to bed, girlie, he said, not looking past her.

You also, dad.

No. … I got business with Hal Smith.

Passing Smith, the girl whispered: You look out for him and undress him.

Smith nodded, gravely preoccupied with coming events, and nerving himself to meet them.

He had no gun. Clinchs big automatic bulged under his armpit.

When the girl had ascended the creaking stairs and her door, above, closed, Clinch walked unsteadily to the door, opened it, fished out his pistol.

Come on out, he said without turning.

Where? enquired Smith.

Clinch turned, lifted his square head; and the deadly glare in his eyes left Smith silent.

You comin?

Sure, said Smith quietly.

But Clinch gave him no chance to close in: it was death even to swerve. Smith walked slowly out into the starlight, ahead of Clinch — slowly forward in the luminous darkness.

Keep going, came Clinchs quiet voice behind him. And, after they had entered the woods,— Bear to the right.

Smith knew now. The low woods were full of sink-holes. They were headed for the nearest one.

* * * * *

On the edge of the thing they halted. Smith turned and faced Clinch.

Whats the idea? he asked without a quaver.

Was you in Roosia?

Yes.

Was you an officer?

I was.

Then youre spyin. Youre a cop.

Youre mistaken.

Ah, dont had me none like that. Youre a State Trooper or a Secret
Service guy, or a plain, dirty cop. And Im a-going to croak you.

Im not in any service, now.

Wasnt you an army officer?

Yes. Cant an officer go wrong?

Soft stuff. Dont feed it to me. I told you too much anyway. I was babblin drunk. Im drunk now, but I got sense. Dyou think Ill run chances of sittin in States Prison for the next ten years and leave Eve out here alone? No. I gotta shoot you, Smith. And Im a-going to do it. Gwan and say what you want … if you think theres some kind o god you can square before you croak.

If you go to the chair for murder, what good will it do Eve? asked
Smith. His lips were crackling dry; he moistened them.

Sink holes dont talk, said Clinch. Gwan and square yourself, if youre the church kind.

Clinch, said Smith unsteadily, if you kill me now youre as good as dead yourself. Quintana is here.

Say, dont hand me that, retorted Clinch. Do you square yourself or no?

I tell you Quintanas gang were at the dance to-night — Picquet,
Salzar, Georgiades, Sard, Beck, Jose Sanchez — the one who looks like a
French priest. Maybe he had a beard when you saw him in that cafe
wash-room — —

What! shouted Clinch in sudden fury. What yeh talkin about, you poor dumb dingo! Yeh fixin to scare me? What do you know about Quintana? Are you one of Quintanas gang, too? Is that what youre up to, hidin out at Star Pond. Come on, out with it! Ill have it all out of you now, Hal Smith, before I plug you — —

He came lurching forward, swinging his heavy pistol as though he meant to brain his victim, but he halted after the first step or two and stood there, a shadowy bulk, growling, enraged, undecided.

And, as Smith looked at him, two shadows detached themselves from the trees behind Clinch — silently — silently glided behind — struck in utter silence.

Down crashed Clinch, black-jacked, his face in the ooze. His pistol flew from his hand, struck Smiths leg; and Smith had it at the same instance and turned it like lightning on the murderous shadows.

Hands up! Quick! he cried, at bay now, and his back to the sink-hole.

Pistol levelled, he bent one knee, pushed Clinch over on his back, lest the ooze suffocate him.

Now, he said coolly, what do you bums want out of Mike Clinch?

Who are you? came a sullen voice. This is none o your bloody business. We want Clinch, not you.

What do you want of Clinch?

Take your gun off us!

Answer, or Ill let go at you. What do you want of Clinch?

Money. What do you think?

Youre here to stick up Clinch? enquired Smith.

Yes. Whats that to you?

What has Clinch done to you?

He stuck us up, thats what! Now, are you going to keep out of this?

No.

We aint going to hurt Clinch.

You bet youre not. Wheres the rest of your gang?

What gang?

Quintanas, said Smith, laughing. A wild exhilaration possessed him. His flanks and rear were protected by the sink-hole. He had Quintanas gang — two of them — over his pistol.

Turn your backs and sit down, he said. As the shadowy forms hesitated, he picked up a stick and hurled it at them. They sat down hastily, hands up, backs toward him.

Youll both die where you sit, remarked Smith, if you yell for help.

Clinch sighed heavily, stirred, groped on the damp leaves with his hands.

I say, began the voice which Smith identified as Harry Becks, if youll come in with us on this it will pay you, young man.

No, drawled Smith, Ill go it alone.

It cant be done, old dear. Youll see if you try it on.

Wholl stop me? Quintana?

Come, urged Beck, and be a good pal. You cant manage it alone. Weve got all night to make Clinch talk. I now how, too. Youll get your share — —

Oh, stow it, said Smith, watching Clinch, who was reviving. He sat up presently, and put both hands over his head. Smith touched him silently on the shoulder and he turned his heavy, square head in a dazed way. Blood striped his visage. He gazed dully at Smith for a little while, then, seeming to recollect, the old glare began to light his pale eyes.

The next instant, however, Beck spoke again, and Clinch turned in astonishment and saw the two figures sitting there with backs toward Smith and hands up.

Clinch stared at the squatting forms, then slowly moved his head and looked at Smith and his levelled pistol.

We know how to make a man squeal, said Harry Beck suddenly. Hell talk. We can make Clinch talk, no fear! Leave it to us, old pal. Are you with us? He started to look around over his shoulder and Smith hurled another stick and hit him in the face.

Quiet there, Harry, he said. Whats my share if I go in with you?

One sixth, sames we all get.

Whats it worth? asked Smith, with a motion of caution toward Clinch.

If I say a million youll tell me I lie. But its nearer three — or you can have my share. Is it a go?

Youll not hurt Clinch when he comes to?

Well make him talk, thats all. It may hurt him some.

You wont kill him?

I swear by God — —

Wait! Isnt it better to shoot him after he squeals? Heres a lovely sink-hole handy.

Right-o! Well make him talk first and then shove him in. Are you with us?

If you turn your head Ill blow the face off you, Harry, said Smith, cautioning Clinch to silence with a gesture.

All right. Only you better make up your mind. That cove is likely to wake up now any time, grumbled Beck.

Clinch looked at Smith. The latter smiled, leaned over, and whispered:

Can you walk all right?

Clinch nodded.

Well, we better beat it. Quintanas whole gang is in these woods, somewhere, hunting for you, and they might stumble on us here, at any moment. And, to the two men in front: Lie down flat on your faces. Dont stir; dont speak; or its you for the sink-hole. … Lie down, I tell you! Thats it. Dont move till I tell you to.

Clinch got up from where he was sitting, cast one murderous glance at the prostrate forms, then followed Smith, noiselessly, over the stretch of sphagnum moss.

* * * * *

When they reached the house they saw Eve standing on the steps in her night-dress and bare feet, holding a lantern.

Daddy, she whimpered, I was frightened. I didnt know where you had gone — —

Clinch put his arm around her, turned his bloody face and looked at
Smith.

Its this, he said, that I aint forgetting, young fella. What you done for me you done for her.

I gotta live to make a lady of her. Thats why, he added thickly,
Im much obliged to you, Hal Smith. … Get to bed, girlie — —

Youre bleeding, dad?

Aw, a twig scratched me. I been in the woods with Hal. Gwan to bed.

He went to the sink and washed his face, dried it, kissed the girl, and gave her a gentle shove toward the stairs.

Hal and I is sittin up talkin business, he remarked, bolting the door and all the shutters.

* * * * *

When the girl had gone, Clinch went to a closet and brought back two
Winchester rifles, two shot guns, and a box of ammunition.

Goin to see it out with me, Hal?

Sure, smiled Smith.

Aw right. Have a drink?

No.

Aw right. Wherell you set?

Anywhere.

Aw right. Set over there. They may try the back porch. Ill jest set here a spell, nthen Ill kind er mosey round. … Plug the first fella that tries a shutter, Hal.

You bet.

Clinch came over and held out his hand.

You said a face-full that time when you says to me, `Clinch, you says,
`Eve is a lady. … I gotta fix her up. I gotta be alive to do it.
… Thats why Im greatly obliged to yeh, Hal.

He took his rifle and walked slowly toward the pantry.

You bet, he muttered, she is a lady, so help me God.

* * * * *


Episode Three

On Star Peak
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* * * * *

I

Mike Clinch regarded the jewels taken from Jose Quintana as legitimate loot acquired in war. He was prepared to kill anybody who attempted to take the gems from him.

At the very possibility his ruling passion blazed — his mania to make of Eve Strayer a grand lady.

But now, what he had feared for years had happened. Quintana had found him, — Quintana, after all these years, had discovered the identity and dwelling place of the obscure American soldier who had robbed him in the wash-room of a Paris cafe. And Quintana was now in America, here in this very wilderness, tracking the man who had despoiled him.

* * * * *

Clinch, in his shirt-sleeves, carrying a rifle, came out on the log veranda and sat down to think it over.

He began to realise that he was likely to have trouble with a man as cold-blooded and as dogged as himself.

Nor did he doubt that those with Quintana were desperate men.

On whom could he count? On nobody unless he paid their hire. None among the lawless men who haunted his backwoods hotel at Star Pond would lift a finger to help him. Almost any among them would have robbed him, — murdered him, probably, — if it were known that the jewels were hidden in the house.

He could not trust Jake Kloon; Leverett was as treacherous as only a born coward can be; Sid Hone, Harvey Chase, Blommers, Byron Hastings, — he knew them all too well to trust them, — a sullen, unscrupulous pack, partly cowardly, always fierce, — as are any creatures that live furtively, feed only by their wits, and slink through life just outside the frontiers of law.

And yet, one of this gang had stood by him — Hal Smith — the man he himself had been about to slay.

Clinch got up from the bench where he had been sitting and walked down to the pond where Hal Smith sat cleaning trout.

Hal, he said, I been figuring some. Quintana dont dare call in the constables. I cant afford to. Quintana and Ive got to settle this on our own.

Smith slit open a ten-inch trout, stripped it, flung the entrails out into the pond, soused the fish in water, and threw it into a milk pan.

Whose jewels were they in the beginning? he enquired carelessly.

How do I know?

If you ever found out — —

I dont want to. I got them in the way, anyway. And it dont make no difference how I got em; Eves going to be a lady if I go to the chair for it. So thats that.

Smith slit another trout, gutted it, flung away the viscera but laid back the roe.

Shame to take them in October, he remarked, but people must eat.

Sames me, nodded Clinch; I dont want to kill no one, but Eve shes gotta be a lady and ride in her own automobile with the proudest.

Does Eve know about the jewels?

Clinchs pale eyes, which had been roving over the wooded shores of Star
Pond, reverted to Smith.

Id cut my own throat before Id tell her, he said softly.

She wouldnt stand for it?

Hal, when you said to me, `Eves a lad, by God! you swallered the hull pie. Thats the answer. A lady dont stand for what you and I dont bother about.

Suppose she learns that you robbed the man who robbed somebody else of these jewels.

Clinchs pale eyes were fixed on him: Only you and me know, he said in his pleasant voice.

Quintana knows. His gang knows.

Clinchs smile was terrifying. I guess she aint never likely to know nothing, Hal.

What do you purpose to do, Mike?

Still hunt.

For Quintana?

I might mistake him for a deer. Them accidents is likely, too.

If Quintana catches you it will go hard with you, Mike.

Sure. I know.

Hell torture you to make you talk.

You think Id talk, Hal?

Smith looked up into the light-coloured eyes. The pupils were pin points. Then he went on cleaning fish.

Hal?

What?

If they get me, — but no matter; they aint a-going to get me.

Were you going to tell me where those jewels are hidden, Mike? enquired the young man, still busy with his fish. He did not look around when he spoke. Clinchs murderous gaze was fastened on the back of his head.

Dont go to gettin too damn nosey, Hal, he said in his always agreeable voice.

Smith soused all the fish in water again: Youd better tell somebody if you go gunning for Quintana.

Did I ask your advice?

You did not, said the young man, smiling.

All right. Mind your business.

Smith got up from the waters edge with his pan of trout:

Thats what I shall do, Mike, he said, laughing. So go on with your private war; its no button off my pants if Quintana gets you.

He went away toward the ice-house with the trout. Eve Strayer, doing chamber work, watched the young man from an upper room.

The girls instinct was to like Smith, — but that very instinct aroused her distrust. What was a man of his breeding and education doing at Clinchs dump? Why was he content to hang around and do chores? A man of his type who had gone crooked enough to stick up a tourist in an automobile nourishes higher- though probably perverted — ambitions than a dollar a day and board.

She heard Clinchs light step on the uncarpeted stair; went on making up Smiths bed; and smiled as her step-father came into the room, still carrying his rifle.

He had something else in his hand, too, — a flat, thin packet wrapped in heavy paper and sealed all over with black wax.

Girlie, he said, I want you should do a little errand for me this morning. If youre spry it wont take long — time to go there and get back to help with noon dinner.

Very well, dad.

Go git your pants on, girlie.

You want me to go into the woods?

I want you to go to the hole in the rocks under Star Peak and lay this packet under the hootch cache.

She nodded, tucked in the sheets, smoothed blanket and pillow with deft hands, went out to her own room. Clinch seated himself and turned a blank face to the window.

It was a sudden decision. He realised now that he couldnt keep the jewels in his house. War was on with Quintana. The hotel would be the goal for Quintana and his gang. And for smith, too, if ever temptation over-powered him. The house was liable to an attempt at robbery any night, now; — any day, perhaps. It was no place for the packet he had taken from Jose Quintana.

Eve came in wearing grey shirt, breeches, and puttees. Clinch gave her the packet.

Whats in it, dad? she asked smilingly.

Dont you get nosey, girlie. Come here.

She went to him. He put his left arm around her.

You like me some, dont you, girlie?

You know it, dad.

All right. Youre all that matters to me. … since your mother went and died. … after a year. … That was crool, girlie. Only a year. Well, I aint cared none for nobody since — only you, girlie.

He touched the packet with his forefinger:

If I step out, thats yours. But I aint a-going to step out. Put it with the hootch. You know how to move that keystone?

Yes, dad.

And watch out that no game protector and none of that damn millionaires wardens see you in the woods. No, nor none o these here fancy State Troopers. You gotta watch out this time, Eve. It means everything to us — to you, girlie — and to me. Go tip-toe. Lay low, coming and going. Take a rifle.

Eve ran to her bed-room and returned with her Winchester and belt.

You shoot to kill, said Clinch grimly, if anyone wants to stop you. But lay low and you wont need to shoot nobody, girlie. Gwan out the back way; Hals in the ice house.

* * * * *

II

Slim and straight as a young boy in her grey shirt and breeches, Eve continued on lightly through the woods, her rifle over her shoulder, her eyes of gentian-blue always alert.

The morning turned warm; she pulled off her soft felt hat, shook out her clipped curls, stripped open the shirt at where her snowy throat where sweat glimmered like melted frost.

The forest was lovely in the morning sunlight — lovely and still — save for the blue-jays — for the summer birds had gone and only birds destined to a long Northern winter remained.

Now and then, ahead of her, she saw a ruffed grouse wandering in the trail. These, and a single tiny grey bird with a dreary note interminably repeated, were the only living things she saw except here and there a summer-battered butterfly of the Vanessa tribe flitting in some stray sunbeam.

The haunting odour of the late autumn was in the air — delicately acrid — the scent of frost-killed brake and ripening wild grasses, of brilliant dead leaves and black forest loam pungent with mast from beech and oak.

Eves treat was light on the moist trail; her quick eyes missed nothing — not the dainty imprint of deer, fresh made, nor the sprawling insignia of rambling raccoons — nor the big barred owl huddled on a pine limb overhead, nor, where the swift gravelly reaches of the brook caught sunlight, did she miss the swirl of the furrowing and milling of painted trout on the spawning beds.

Once she took cover, hearing something stirring; but it was only a yearling buck that came out of the witch-hazel to stare, stamp, and wheel and trot away, displaying the danger signal.

In her cartridge-pouch she carried the flat, sealed packet which Clinch had trusted to her. The sack swayed gently as she strode on, slapping her left hip at every step; and always her subconscious mind remained on guard and aware of it; and now and then she dropped her hand to feel of the pouch and strap.

The character of the forest was now changing as she advanced. The first tamaracks appeared, slim, silvery trunks, crowned with the gold of autumn foliage, outer sentinels of that vast maze of swamp and stream called Owl Marsh, the stronghold and refuge of forest wild things — sometimes the sanctuary of hunted men.

From Star Peaks left flank an icy stream clatters down to the level floor of the woods, here; and it was here that Eve had meant to quench her thirst with a mouthful of sweet water.

But as she approached the tiny ford, warily, she saw a saddled horse tied to a sapling and a man seated on a mossy log.

The trappings of horse, the grey-green uniform of the man, left no room for speculation; a trooper of the State Constabulary was seated there.

His cap was off; his head rested on his palm. Elbow on knee, he sat there gazing at the water — watching the slim fish, perhaps, darting up stream toward their bridal-beds hidden far away at the headwaters.

A detour was imperative. The girl, from the shelter of a pine, looked out cautiously at the trooper. The sudden sight of him had merely checked her; now the recognition of his uniform startled her heart out of its tranquil rhythm and set the blood burning in her cheeks.

There was a memory of such a man seared into the girls very soul; — a man whose head and shoulders resembled this mans, — who had the same bright hair, the same slim and powerful body, — and who moved, too, as this young man moved.

The trooper stirred, lifted his head to relight his pipe.

The girl knew him. Her heart stood still; then heart and blood ran riot and she felt her knees tremble, — felt weak as she rested against the pines huge trunk and covered her face with unsteady fingers.

Until the moment, Eve had never dreamed what the memory of this man really meant to her, — never dreamed that she had capacity for emotion so utterly overwhelming.

Even now confusion, shame, fear were paramount. All she wanted was to get away, — get away and still her hearts wild beating, — control the strange tremor that possessed her, recover mind and sense and breath.

She drew her hand from her eyes and looked upon the man she had attempted to kill, — upon the young man who had wrestled her off her feet and handcuffed her, — and who had bathed her bleeding mouth with sphagnum, — and who had kissed her hands —— 

She was trembling so that she became frightened. The racket of the brook in his ears safeguarded her in a measure. She bent over nearly double, her rifle at a trail, and cautiously began the detour.

* * * * *

When at length the wide circle through the woods had been safely accomplished and Eve was moving out through the thickening ranks of tamarack, her heart, which seemed to suffocate her, quieted; and she leaned against a shoulder of rock, strangely tired.

After a while she drew from her pocket his handkerchief, and looked at it. The square of cambric bore his initials, J.S. Blood from her lip remained on it. She had not washed out the spots.

She put it to her lips again, mechanically. A faint odour of tobacco still clung to it.

By every law of loyalty, pride, self-respect, she should have held this man her enemy. Instead, she held his handkerchief against her lips, — crushed it there suddenly through her skin from throat to hair.

Then, wearily, she lifted her head and looked out into the grey and empty vista of her life, where the dreary years seemed to stretch like milestones away, away into an endless waste.

She put the handkerchief into her pocket, shouldered her rifle, moved on without looking about her, — a mistake which only the emotion of the moment could account for in a girl so habituated to caution, — for she had gone only a few rods before a mans strident voice halted her:

Halte la! Crosse en air!

Drop that rifle! came another voice from behind her. Youre covered!
Throw your gun to the ground!

She stood as though paralysed. To the right and left she heard people trampling through the thicket toward her.

Down with that gun, damn you! repeated the voice, breathless from running. All around her men came floundering and crashing toward her through the undergrowth. She could see some of them.

As she stopped to place her rifle on the dead leaves, she drew the flat packet from her cartridge sack at the same time and slid it deftly under a rotting log. Then, calm but very pale, she stood upright to face events.

The first man wore a red and yellow bandanna handkerchief over the lower half of his face, pulled tightly across a bony nose. He held a long pistol nearly parallel to his own body; and when he came up to where she was standing he poked the muzzle into her stomach.

She did no flinch; he said nothing; she looked intently into the two ratty eyes fastened on her over the edge of his bandanna.

Five other men were surrounding her, but they all wore white masks of vizard shape, revealing chin and mouth.

They were different otherwise, also, wearing various sorts and patterns of sport clothes, brand new, and giving them an odd, foreign appearance.

What troubled her most was the silence the maintained. The man wearing the bandanna was the only one who seemed at all a familiar figure, — merely, perhaps, because he was American in build, clothing, and movement.

He took her by the shoulder, turned her around and gave her a shove forward. She staggered a step or two; he gave her another shove and she comprehended that she was to keep on going.

Presently she found herself in a steep, wet deer-trail rising upward through a gully. She knew that runway. It led up Star Peak.

Behind her as she climbed she heard the slopping, panting tread of men; her wind was better than theirs; she climbed lithely upward, setting a pace which finally resulted in a violent jerk backward, — a savage, wordless admonition to go more slowly.

As she climbed she wondered whether she should have fired an alarm shot on the chance of the State Trooper, Stormont, hearing it.

But she had thought only of the packet at the moment of surprise. And now she wondered whether, when freed, she could ever again find that rotting log.

Up, up, always up along the wet gully, deep with silt and frost-splintered rock, she toiled, the heavy grasping of men behind her. Twice she was jerked to a halt while her escort rested.

Once, without turning, she said unsteadily: Who are you? What have I done to you?

There was no reply.

What are you going to do to me — — she began again, and was shaken by the shoulder until silent.

At last the vast arch of the eastern sky sprang out ahead, where stunted spruces stood out against the sunshine and the intense heat of midday fell upon bare table-land of rock and moss and fern.

As she came out upon the level, the man behind her took both her arms and pulled them back and somebody bandaged her eyes. Then a hand closed on her left arm and, so guided, she stumbled and crept forward across the rocks for a few moments until her guide halted her and forced her into a sitting position on a smooth, flat boulder.

She heard the crunching of heavy feet all around her, whispering made hoarse by breath exhausted, movement across rock and scrub, retreating steps.

For an interminable time she sat there alone in the hot sun, drenched to the skin in sweat, listening, thinking, striving to find a reason for this lawless outrage.

After a long while she heard somebody coming across the rocks, stiffened as she listened with some vague presentiment of evil.

Somebody had halted beside her. After a pause she was aware of nimble fingers busy with the bandage over her eyes.

At first, when freed, the light blinded her. By degrees she was able to distinguish the rocky crest of Star Peak, with the tops of tall trees appearing level with the rocks from depths below.

Then she turned, slowly, and looked at the man who had seated himself beside her.

He wore a white mask over a delicate, smoothly shaven face.

His soft hat and sporting clothes were dark grey, evidently new. And she noticed his hands — long, elegantly made, smooth, restless, plating with a pencil and some sheets of paper on his knees.

As she met his brilliant eyes behind the mask, his delicate, thin lips grew tense in what seemed to be a smile — or a soundless sort of laugh.

Veree happee, he said, to make the acquaintance. Pardon my unceremony, miss, but onlee necissitee compels. Are you, perhaps, a little rested?

Yes.

Ah! Then, if you permit, we proceed with affairs of moment. You will be sufficiently kind to write down what I say. Yes?

He placed paper and pencil in Eves hand. Without demurring or hesitation she made ready to write, her mind groping wildly for the reason of it all.

Write, he said, with his silent laugh which was more like the soundless snarl of a lynx unafraid:

To Mike Clinch, my fathaire, from his child Eve. … I am hostage, held by Jose Quintana. Pay what you owe him and I go free.

For each day delay he sends you one finger which will be severed from my right hand — —

Eves slender fingers trembled; she looked up at the masked man, stared steadily into his brilliant eyes.

Proceed miss, if you are so amiable, he said softly.

She wrote on:  — One finger for every days delay. The whole hand at the weeks end. The other hand then, finger by finger. Then, alas! the right foot — —

Eve trembled.

Proceed, he said softly.

She wrote: If you agree you shall pay what you owe to Jose Quintana in this manner: you shall place a stick at the edge of the Star Pond where the Star rivulet flows out. Upon this stick you shall tie a white rag. At the foot of the stick you shall lay the parcel which contains your indebt to Jose Quintana.

Failing this, by to-night one finger at sunset.

The man pause: Eve waited, dumb under the surging confusion in her brain. A sort of incredulous horror benumbed her, through which she still heard and perceived.

Be kind enough to sign it with your name, said the man pleasantly.

Eve signed.

Then the masked man took the letter, got up, removed his hat.

I am Quintana, he said. I keep my word. A thousand thanks and apologies, miss. I trust that your detention may be brief and not too disagreeable. I place at your feet my humble respects.

He bowed, put on his hat, and walked quickly away. And she saw him descend the rocks to the eastward, where the peak slopes.

When Quintana had disappeared behind the summit scrub and rocks, Eve slowly stood up and looked about her at the rocky pulpit so familiar.

There was only one way out. Quintana had gone that way. His men no doubt guarded it. Otherwise, sheet precipices confronted her.

She walked to the western edge where a sheet of slippery reindeer moss clothed the rock. Below the mountain fell away to the valley where she had been made prisoner.

She looked out over the vast panorama of wilderness and mountain, range on range stretching blue to the horizon. She looked down into the depths of the valley where deep under the flaming foliage of October, somewhere, a State Trooper was sitting, cheek on hand, beside a waterfall — or, perhaps riding slowly through a forest which she might never gaze upon again.

There was a noise on the rocks behind her. A masked man came out of the spruce scrub, laid a blanket on the rocks, placed a loaf of bread, some cheese, and a tin pail full of water upon it, motioned to her, and went away through the dwarf spruces.

Eve walked slowly to the blanket. She drank out of the tin pail. Then she set aside the food, lay down, and buried her quivering face in her arms.

* * * * *

The sun was half way between zenith and horizon when she heard somebody coming, and rose to a sitting posture. Her visitor was Quintana.

He came up to her quite close, stood with glittering eyes intent upon her.

After a moment he handed her a letter.

She could scarcely unfold it, she trembled so:

Girlie, for Gods sake give that packet to Quintana and come home. Im near crazy with it all. What the hells anything worth beside you girlie. I dont give a damn for nothing only you, so come on quick. Dad.

* * * * *

After a little while she lifted her eyes to Quintana.

So, he said quietly, you are the little she-fox that has learned tricks already.

What do you mean?

Where is that packet?

I havent it.

Where is it?

She shook her head slightly.

You had a packet, he insisted fiercely. Look here! Regard! and he spread out a penciled sheet in Clinchs hand:

* * * * *

Jose Quintana:

You win. Shes got that stuff with her. Take your damn junk and let my girl go.

Mike Clinch.

* * * * *

Well, said Quintana, a thin, strident edge to his tone.

My father is mistaken. I havent any packet.

The mans visage behind his mask flushed darkly. Without warning or ceremony he caught Eve by the throat and tore open her shirt. Then, hissing and cursing and panting with his own violence, he searched her brutally and without mercy — flung her down and tore off her spiral puttees and even her shoes and stockings, now apparently beside himself with fury, puffing, gasping, always with a fierce, nasal sort of whining undertone like an animal worrying about its kill.

Cowardly beast! she panted, fighting him with all her strength— filthy, cowardly beast! — — striking at him, wrenching his grasp away, snatching at the disordered clothing half stripped from her.

His hunting knife fell clattering and she fought to get it, but he struck her with his open hand, knocking her down at his feet, and stood glaring at her with every tooth bared.

So he cried. I give you ten minutes, make up your mind, tell me what you do with that packet.

He wiped the blood from his face where she had struck him.

You dont know Jose Quintana. No! You shall make his acquaintance.
Yes!

Eve got up on naked feed, quivering from head to foot, striving to button the grey shirt at her throat.

Where? he demanded, beside himself.

Her mute lips only tightened.

Ver well, by God! he cried. I go make some fire. You like it, eh? We shall put one toe in the fire until it burn off. Yes? Eh? How you like it? Eh?

The girls trembling hands continued busy with her clothing.

So! he said, hoarsely, you remain dumb! Well, then, in ten minutes you shall talk!

He walked toward her, pushed her savagely aside, and strode on into the spruce thicket.

The instant he disappeared Eve caught up the knife he had dropped, knelt down on the blanket and fell to cutting it into strips.

The hunting knife was like a razor; the feverish business was accomplished in a few moments, the pieces knotted, the cord strained in a desperate test over her knee.

And now she ran to the precipice where, ten feet below, the top of a great pine protruded from the gulf.

On the edge of the abyss was a spruce root. It looked dead, wedged deep between two rocks; but with all her strength she could not pull it out.

Sobbing, breathless, she tied her blanket rope to this, threw the other end over the cliffs edge, and, not giving herself time to think, lay flat, grasped the knotted line, swung off.

Knot by knot she went down. Half-way her naked feet brushed the needles. She looked over her shoulder, behind and down. Then, teeth clenched, she lowered herself steadily as she had learned to do in the school gymnasium, down, down, until her legs came astride of a pine limb.

It bent, swayed, gave with her, letting her sag to a larger limb below.
This she clasped, letting go of her rope.

Already, from the mountains rocky crest above, she heard excited cries. Once, on her breakneck descent, she looked up through the foliage of the pine; and she saw, far up against the sky, a white-masked face looking over the edge of the precipice.

But if it were Quintana or another of his people she could not tell.
And, again looking down, she began again the terrible descent.

* * * * *

An hour later, Trooper Stormont of the State Constabulary, sat his horse in amazement to see a ragged, breathless, boyish figure speeding toward him among the tamaracks, her naked feet splashing through pool and mire and sphagnum.

Good heavens! he exclaimed as she flung herself against his stirrup, sobbing, hysterical, and clinging to his knee.

Take me back, she stammered,  — take me back to daddy! I cant — go on — another step — —

He leaned down, swung her up to his saddle in front, holding her cradled in his arms.

Lie still, he said coolly; youre all right now.

For another second he sat looking down at her, at the dishevelled hair, the gasping mouth, — at the rags clothing her, and at the flat packet clasped to her breast.

Then he spoke in a low voice to his horse, guiding left with one knee.

* * * * *


Episode Four

A Private War
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* * * * *

I

When State Trooper Stormont rode up to Clinchs with Eve Strayer lying in his arms, Mike Clinch strode out of the motley crowd around the tavern, laid his rifle against a tree, and stretched forth his powerful hands to receive his stepchild.

He held her, cradle, looking down at her in silence as the men clustered around.

Eve, he said hoarsely, be you hurted?

The girl opened her sky-blue eyes.

Im all right, dad, … just tired. … Ive got your parcel … safe …

To hell with the gol-dinged parcel, he almost sobbed;  — did Quintana harm you?

No, dad.

As he carried her to the veranda the packet fell from her cramped fingers. Clinch kicked it under a chair and continued on into the house and up the stairs to Eves bedroom.

Flat on the bed, the girl opened her drowsy eyes again, unsmiling.

Did that dirty louse misuse you? demanded Clinch unsteadily. Gwan tell me, girlie.

He knocked me down. … He went away to get fire to make me talk. I cut up the blanket they gave me and made a rope. Then I went over the cliff into the big pine below. That was all, dad.

Clinch filled a tin basin and washed the girls torn feet. When he had dried them he kissed them. She felt his unshaven lips trembling, heard him whimper for the first time in his life.

Why the hell didnt you give Quintana the packet? he demanded. What does that count for — what does any damn thing count for against you, girlie?

She looked up at him out of heavy-lidded eyes: You told me to take good care of it.

Its only a little truck Id laid by for you, he retorted unsteadily,  — a few trifles for to make a grand lady of you when the times ripe. Taint worth a thorn in your little foot to me. … The hull gol-dinged world full o money aint worth that there stone-bruise onto them little white feet o yourn, Eve.

Look at you now — my God, look at you there, all peaked an scairt an bleedin — plum tuckered out, n all ragged n dirty — —

A blaze of fury flared in his small pale eyes:  — And he hit you, too, did he? — that skunk! Quintana done that to my little girlie, did he?

I dont know if it was Quintana. I dont know who he was, dad, she murmured drowsily.

Masked, want he?

Yes.

Clinchs iron visage twitched and quivered. He gnawed his thin lips into control.

Girlie, I gotta go out a spell. But I aint a-leavin you alone here. Ill git somebody to set up with you. You jest lie snug and dont think about nothin till I come back.

Yes, dad, she sighed, closing her eyes.

Clinch stood looking at her for a moment, then he went downstairs heavily, and out to the veranda where State Trooper Stormont still sat his saddle, talking to Hal Smith. On the porch a sullen crowd of the backwoods riff-raff lounged in the silence, awaiting events.

Clinch called across to Smith: Hey, Hal, gwan up and set with Eve a spell while shes nappin. Take a gun.

Smith said to Stormont in a low voice: Do me a favour, Jack?

You bet.

That girl of Clinchs is in real danger if left here alone. But Ive got another job on my hands. Can you keep a watch on her till I return?

Cant you tell me a little more, Jim?

I will, later. Do you mind helping me out now?

All right.

Trooper Stormont swung out of his saddle and led his horse away toward the stable.

Hal Smith went into the bar where Clinch stood, oiling a rifle.

Gwan upstairs, he muttered. I got a private way on. Its me or
Quintana, now.

Youre going after Quintana? inquired Smith, carelessly.

I be. And I want you should git your gun and set up by Evie. And I want you to kill any living human son of a slut that comes botherin around this here hotel.

Im going after Quintana with you, Mike.

Bgosh you aint. Youre a-goin to keep watch here.

No. Trooper Stormont has promised to stay with Eve. Youll need every man to-day, Mike. This isnt a deer drive.

Clinch let his rifle sag across the hollow of his left arm.

Did you beef to that trooper? he demanded in his pleasant, misleading way.

Do you think Im crazy? retorted Smith.

Well, what the hell — —

They all know that some man used your girl roughly. Thats all I said to him— keep an eye on Eve until we can get back. And I tell you, Mike, if we drive Star Peak we wont be back till long after sundown.

Clinch growled: I aint never asked no favours of no State Trooper — —

He did you a favour, didnt he? He brought your daughter in.

Yes, n hed jail us all if he got anything on us.

Yes; and hell shoot to kill if any of Quintanas people come here and try to break in.

Clinch grunted, peeled off his coat and got into a leather vest bristling with cartridge loops.

Trooper Stormont came into the back door, carrying his rifle.

Some rough fellow been bothering your little daughter, Clinch? he inquired. The child was nearly all in when she met me out by Owl Marsh — clothes half torn off her back, bare-foot and bleeding. Shes a plucky youngster. Ill say so, Clinch. If you think the fellow may come here to annoy her Ill keep an eye on her till you return.

Clinch went up to Stormont, put his powerful hands on the young fellows shoulders.

After a moments glaring silence: You look clean. I guess you be, too. I wanta tell you Ill cut the guts outa any guy that lays the heft of a single finger onto Eve.

Id do so, too, if I were you, said Stormont.

Would ye? Well, I guess youre a real man, too, even if youre a State Trooper, growled Clinch. Gwan up. Shes a-nappin. If she wakes up you kinda talk pleasant to her. You act pleasant and cozy. She aint had no ma. You tell her to set snug and cam. Then you cook her an egg if she wants it. Theres pie, too. I callate to be back by sundown.

Nearer morning, remarked Smith.

Stormont shrugged. Ill stay until you show up, Clinch.

The latter took another rifle from the corner and handed it to Smith with a loop of ammunition.

Come on, he grunted.

On the veranda he strode up to the group of sullen, armed men who regarded his advent in expressionless silence.

Sid Hone was there, and Harvey Chase, and the Hastings boys, and
Cornelius Blommers.

You fellas comin? inquired Clinch.

Where? drawled Sid Hone.

Me an Hal Smith is calkalatin to drive Star Peak. It aint a deer, neither.

There ensued a grim interval. Clinchs wintry smile began to glimmer.

Booze agents or game protectors? Which? asked Byron Hastings. They both look like deer — if a man gits mad enough.

Clinchs smile became terrifying. I shell out five hundred dollars for every deer thats dropped on Star Peak to-day, he said. And I hope there wont be no accidents and no mistakin no stranger for a deer, he added, wagging his great, square head.

Them accidents is liable to happen, remarked hone, reflectively.

After another pause: Wheres Jake Kloon? inquired Smith.

Nobody seemed to know.

He was here when Mike called me into the bar, insisted Smith. Whered he go?

Then, of a sudden, Clinch recollected the packet which he had kicked under a veranda chair. It was no longer there.

Any o you fellas seen a package here on the pyazza? demanded Clinch harshly.

Jake Kloon, he had somethin, drawled Chase. I supposed it was his lunch. Mebbe twas, too.

In the intense stillness Clinch glared into one face after another.

Boys, he said in his softly modulated voice, I kinda guess theres a rat amongst us. I wouldnt like for to be that there rat — no, not for a billion hundred dollars. No, I wouldnt. Becuz that there rat has bit my little girlie, Eve, — like that there deer bit her up on Star Peak. … No, I wouldnt like for to be that there rat. Fer hes a-going to die like a rat, sames that there deer is a-goin to die like a deer. … Anyone seen which way Jake Kloon went?

Now you speak of it, said Byron Hastings, seems like I noticed Jake and Earl Leverett down by the woods near the pond. I kinda disremembered when you asked, but I guess I seen them.

Sure, said Sid Hone. Now you mention it, I seen em, too. Thinks I to mself, they is pickin them blackberries down to the crick. Yes, I seen em.

Clinch tossed his rifle across his left shoulder.

Rats an deer, he said pleasantly. Thems the articles were lookin for. Only for Gods sake be careful you dont mistake a man for em in the woods.

One or two men laughed.

* * * * *

On the edge of Owl Marsh Clinch halted in the trail, and, as his men came up, he counted them with a cold eye.

Heres the runway and this here hazel bush is my station, he said. You fellas do the barkin. You, Sid Hone, and you, Corny, start drivin from the west. Harvey, you yelp em from the north by Lynx Brook. Jim and Byron, you get twenty minutes to go round to the eastward and drive by the Slide. And you, Hal Smith, — he looked around— where n hell be you, Hal? — —

Smith came up from the bogs edge.

Send em out, he said in a low voice. Ive got Jakes tracks in the bog.

Clinch motioned his beaters to their duty. Twenty minutes, he reminded Hone, Chase, and Blommers, before you start drivin. And, o the Hastings boys: If you shoot, aim low for their bellies. Dont leave on blood around. Scrape it up. We bury what we get.

He and Smith stood looking after the five slouching figures moving away toward their blind trails. When all had disappeared:

Show me Jakes mark, he said calmly.

Smith led him to the edge of the bog, knelt down, drew aside a branch of witch-hopple. A mans footprint was plainly visible in the mud.

Thats Jake, said Clinch slowly. I know them half-soled boots o hisn. He lifted another branch. Theres another mans track!

The other is probably Leveretts.

Likely. Hes got thin feet.

I think Id better go after them, said Smith, reflectively.

Theyll plug you, you poor jackass — two o them like that, and one a-settin up to watch out. Hell! Be you tired o bed an board?

Smith smiled: Dont you worry, Mike.

Why? You think youre that smart? Jest becuz you stuck up a tourist you think youre cock o the North Woods — with them two foxes lyin out for to snap you up? Hey? Why, you poor dumb thing, Jake runs Canadian hootch for a livin; and Leveretts a trap thief! What could you do with a pair o foxes like that?

Catch em, said Smith, coolly. You mind your business, Mike.

As he shouldered his rifle and started into the marsh, Clinch dropped a heavy hand on his shoulder; but the young man shook it off.

Shut up, he said sharply. Youve a private war on your hands. So have I. Ill take care of my own.

Whats your grievance? demanded Clinch, surprised.

Jake Kloon played a dirty trick on me.

When was that?

Not very long ago.

I hadnt heard, said Clinch.

Well, you hear it now, dont you? All right. All right; Im going after him.

As he started again across the marsh, Clinch called out in a guarded voice: Take good care of that packet if you catch them rats. It belongs to Eve.

Ill take such good care of it, replied Smith, that its proper owner need not worry.

* * * * *

II

The proper owner of the packet was, at that moment, on the Atlantic
Ocean, travelling toward the United States.

Four other pretended owners of the Grand Duchess Theodoricas jewels, totally unconscious of anything impending which might impair their several titles to the gems, were now gathered together in a wilderness within a few miles of one another.

Jose Quintana lay somewhere in the forests with his gang, fiercely planning the recovery of the treasure of which Clinch had once robbed him. Clinch squatted on his runway, watching the mountain flank with murderous eyes. It was no longer the Flaming Jewel which mattered. His master passion ruled him now. Those who had offered violence to Eve must be reckoned with first of all. The hand that struck Eve Strayer had offered mortal insult to Mike Clinch.

As for the third pretender to the Flaming Jewel, Jake Kloon, he was now travelling in a foxs circle toward Drowned Valley — that shaggy wilderness of slime and tamarack and depthless bog which touches the northwest base of Star Peak. He was not hurrying, having no thought of pursuit. Behind him plodded Leverett, the trap thief, very, very busy with his own ideas.

To Leveretts repeated requests that Kloon halt and open the packet to see what it contained, Kloon gruffly refused.

What do we care whats in it? he said. We get ten thousand apiece over our rifles for it from them guys. Aint it a good enough job for you?

Maybe we make more if we take whats inside it for ourselves, argued
Leverett. Lets take a peek, anyway.

Naw. I dont want no peek nor nothin. The ten thousand comes too
easy. More might scare us. Let that guy, Quintana, have whats hisn.
All I ask is my rake-off. You allus was a dirty, thieving mink, Earl.
Lets give him his and take ours and git. Im going to Albany to live.
You bet I dont stay in no woods where Mike Clinch dens.

They plodded on, arguing, toward their rendezvous with Quintanas outpost on the edge of drowned valley.

* * * * *

The fourth pretender to the pearls, rubies, and great gem called the
Flaming Jewel, stolen from the young Grand Duchess Theodorica of
Esthonia by Jose Quintana, was an unconscious pretender, entirely
innocent of the role assigned her by Clinch.

For Eve Strayer had never heard where the packet came from or what it contained. All she knew was that her stepfather had told her that it belonged to her. And the knowledge left her incurious.

* * * * *

III

Eve slept the sleep of mental and physical exhaustion. Reaction from fear brings a fatigue more profound than that which follows physical overstrain. But the healthy mind, like the healthy body, disposes very thoroughly of toxics which arise from terror and exhaustion.

The girl slept profoundly, calmly. Her bruised young mind and body left her undisturbed. There was neither restlessness nor fever. Sleep swept her with its clean, sweet tide, cleansing the superb youth and health of her with the most wonderful balm in the Divine pharmacy.

She awoke late in the afternoon, opened her flower-blue eyes, and saw
State Trooper Stormont sitting by the window, and gazing out.

Perhaps Eves confused senses mistook the young man for a vision; for she lay very still, nor stirred even her little finger.

After a while Stormont glanced around at her. A warm, delicate colour stained her skin slowly, evenly, from the throat to hair.

He got up and came over to the bed.

How do you feel? he asked, awkwardly.

Where is dad? she managed to inquire in a steady voice.

He wont be back till late. He asked me to stick around — in case you needed anything — —

The girls clear eyes searched his.

Trooper Stormont?

Yes, Eve.

Dads gone after Quintana.

Is he the fellow who misused you?

I think so.

Who is he?

I dont know.

Is he your enemy or your stepfathers?

But the girl shook her head: I cant discuss dads affairs with — with — —

With a State Trooper, smiled Stormont. Thats all right, Eve. You dont have to.

There was a pause; Stormont stood beside the bed, looking down at her with his diffident, boyish smile. And the girl gazed back straight into his eyes — eyes she had so often looked into in her dreams.

Im going to cook you an egg and bring you some pie, he remarked, still smiling.

Did dad say I am to stay in bed?

That was my inference. Do you feel very lame and sore?

My feet burn.

You poor kid! … Would you let me look at them? I have a first-aid packet with me.

After a moment she nodded and turned her face on the pillow. He drew aside the cover a little, knelt down beside the bed.

Then he rose and went downstairs to the kitchen. There was hot water in the kettle. He fetched it back, bathed her feet, drew out from the cut and scratch the flakes of granite-grit and brier-points that still remained there.

From his first-aid packet he took a capsule, dissolved it, sterilized the torn skin, then bandaged both feet with a deliciously cool salve, and drew the sheets into place.

Eve had not stirred nor spoken. He washed and dried his hands and came back, drawing his chair nearer to the bedside.

Sleep, if you feel like it, he said pleasantly.

As she made no sound or movement he bent over to see if she had already fallen asleep. And noticed that her flushed cheeks were wet with tears.

Are you suffering? he asked gently.

No. … You are so wonderfully kind. …

Why shouldnt I be kind? he said, amused and touched by the girls emotion.

I tried to shoot you once. That is why you ought to hate me.

He began to laugh: Is that what youre thinking about?

I — never can — forget — —

Nonsense. Were quits anyway. Do you remember what I did to you?

He was thinking of the handcuffs. Then, in her vivid blush he read what she was thinking. And he remembered his lips on her palms.

He, too, now was blushing brilliantly at the memory of that swift, sudden rush of romantic tenderness which this girl had witnessed that memorable day on Owl Marsh.

In the hot, uncomfortable silence, neither spoke. He seated himself after a while. And, after a while, she turned on her pillow part way toward him.

Somehow they both understood that it was friendship which had subtly filled the interval that separated them since that amazing day.

Ive often thought of you, he said, — as though they had been discussing his absence.

No hour of the waking day that she had not thought of him. But she did not say so now. After a little while:

Is yours a lonely life? she asked in a low voice.

Sometimes. But I love the forest.

Sometimes, she said, the forest seems like a trap that I cant escape. Sometimes I hate it.

Are you lonely, Eve?

As you are. You see I know what the outside world is. I miss it.

You were in boarding school and college.

Yes.

It must be hard for you here at Star Pond.

The girl sighed, unconsciously:

There are days when I — can scarcely — stand it. … The wilderness would be more endurable if dad and I were all alone. … Bu even then — —

You need young people of your own age, — educated companions — —

I need the city, Mr. Stormont. I need all it can give: Im starving for it. Thats all.

She turned on her pillow, and he saw that she was smiling faintly. Her face bore no trace of the tragic truth she had uttered. But the tragedy was plain enough to him, even without her passionless words of revolt. The situation of this young, educated girl, aglow with youth, bettered, body and mind, to the squalor of Clinchs dump, was perfectly plain to anybody.

She said, seeing his troubled expression: Im sorry I spoke that way.

I knew how you must feel, anyway.

It seems ungrateful, she murmured. I love my step-father.

Youve proven that, he remarked with a dry humour that brought the hot flush to her face again.

I must have been crazy that day, she said. It scares me to remember what I tried to do. … What a frightful thing — if I had killed you — How can you forgive me?

How can you forgive me, Eve?

She turned her head: I do.

Entirely?

Yes.

He said, — a slight emotion noticeable in his voice: Well, I forgave you before the darned gun exploded in our hands.

How could you? she protested.

I was thinking all the while that you were acting as Id have acted if anything threatened my father.

Were you thinking of that?

Yes, — and also how to get hold of you before you shot me. He began to laugh.

After a moment she turned her head to look at him, and her smile glimmered, responsive to his amusement. But she shivered slightly, too.

How about that egg? he inquired.

I can get up — —

Better keep off your feet. What is there in the pantry? You must be starved.

I could eat a little before supper time, she admitted. I forgot to take my lunch with me this morning. It is still there in the pantry on the bread box, wrapped up in brown paper, just as I left it — —

She half rose in bed, supported on one arm, her curly brown-gold hair framing her face:

 — Two cakes of sugar-milk chocolate in a flat brown packet tied with a string, she explained, smiling at his amusement.

So he went down to the pantry and discovered the parcel on the bread box where she had left it that morning before starting for the cache on Owl Marsh.

He brought it to her, placed both pillows upright behind her, stepped back gaily to admire the effect. Eve, with her parcel in her hands, laughed shyly at his comedy.

Begin on your chocolate, he said. Im going back to fix you some bread and butter and a cup of tea.

When again he had disappeared, the girl, still smiling, began to untie her packet, unhurriedly, slowly loosening string and wrapping.

Her attention was not fixed on what her slender fingers were about.

She drew from the parcel a flat morocco case with a coat of arms and crest stamped on it in gold, black, and scarlet.

For a few moments she stared at the object stupidly. The next moment she heard Stormonts spurred tread on the stairs; and she thrust the morocco case and the wrapping under the pillows behind her.

She looked up at him in a dazed way when he came in with the tea and bread. He set the tin tray on her bureau an came over to the bedside.

Eve, he said, you look very white and ill. Have you been hurt somewhere, and havent you admitted it?

She seemed unable to speak, and he took both her hands and looked anxiously into her lovely, pallid features.

After a moment she turned her head and buried her face in the pillow, trembling now in overwhelming realization of what she had endured for the sake of two cakes of sugar-milk chocolate hidden under a bush in the forest.

* * * * *

For a long while the girl lay there, the feverish flush of tears on her partly hidden face, her nervous hands tremulous, restless, now seeking his, convulsively, now striving to escape his clasp — eloquent, uncertain little hands that seemed to tell so much and yet were telling him nothing he could understand.

Eve, dear, he said, are you in pain? What is it that has happened to you? I thought you were all right. You seemed all right — —

I am, she said in a smothered voice. Youll stay here with me, wont you?

Of course I will. Its just the reaction. Its all over. Youre relaxing. Thats all, dear. Youre safe. Nothing can harm you now — —

Please don leave me.

After a moment: I wont leave you. … I wish I might never leave you.

In the tense silence that followed her trembling ceased. Then his heart, heavy, irregular, began beating so that the startled pulses in her body awoke, wildly responsive.

Deep emotions, new, unfamiliar, were stirring, awaking, confusing them both. In a sudden instinct to escape, she turned and partly rose on one elbow, gazing blindly about her out of tear-marred eyes.

I want my room to myself, she murmured in a breathless sort of way,
 — I want you to go out, please — —

A boyish flush burnt his face. He got up slowly, took his rifle from the corner, went out, closing the door, and seated himself on the stairs.

And there, on guard, sat Trooper Stormont, rigid, unstirring, hour after hour, facing the first great passion of his life, and stunned by the impact of its swift and unexpected blow.

* * * * *

In her chamber, on the beds edge, sat Eve Strayer, her deep eyes fixed on space. Vague emotions, exquisitely recurrent, new born, possessed her. The whole world, too, all around her seemed to have become misty and golden and all pulsating with a faint, still rhythm that indefinably thrilled her pulses to response.

Passion, full-armed, springs flaming from the heart of man. Woman is slow to burn. And it was the delicate phantom of passion that Eve gazed upon, there in her unpainted chamber, her sun-tanned fingers linking listlessly in her lap, her little feet like bruised white flowers drooping above the floor.

Hour after hour she sat there dreaming, staring at the tinted ghost of Eros, rose-hued, near-smiling, unreal, impalpable as the dusty sunbeam that slanted from her window, gilding the boarded floor.

* * * * *

Three spectres, gilding near, paused to gaze at State Trooper Stormont, on guard by the stairs. Then they looked at the closed door of Eves chamber.

Then the three spectres, Fate, Chance, and Destiny, whispering together, passed on toward the depths of the sunset forest.

* * * * *


Episode Five

Drowned Valley

[image: img662.jpg]

* * * * *

I

The soft, bluish forest shadows had lengthened, and the barred sun-rays, filtering through, were tinged with a rosy hue before Jake Kloon, the hootch runner, and Earl Leverett, trap thief, came to Drowned Valley.

They were still a mile distant from the most southern edge of that vast desolation, but already tamaracks appeared in the beauty of their burnt gold; the little pools glimmered here and there; patches of amber sphagnum and crimson pitcher-plants became frequent; and once or twice Kloons big boots broke through the crust of fallen leaves, soaking him to the ankles with black silt.

Leverett, always a coward, had pursued his devious and larcenous way through the world, always in deadly fear of sink holes.

His movements and paths were those of a weasel, preferring always solid ground; but he lacked the courage of that sinuous little beast, though he possessed all of its ferocity and far more cunning.

Now trotting lightly and tirelessly in the broad and careless spoor of Jake Kloon, his narrow, pointed head alert, and every fear-sharpened instinct tensely observant, the trap-thief continued to meditate murder.

Like all cowards, he had always been inclined to bold and ruthless action; but inclination was all that ever had happened.

Yet, even in his pitiable misdemeanours he slunk through life in terror of that strength which never hesitates at violence. In his petty pilfering he died a hundred deaths for every trapped mink or otter he filched; he heard the game protectors tread as he slunk from the bagged trout brook or crawled away, belly dragging, and pockets full of snared grouse.

Always he had dreamed of the day when, through some sudden bold and savage stroke, he could deliver himself from a life of fear and live in a city, grossly, replete with the pleasures of satiation, never again to see a tree or a lonely lake or the blue peaks which, always, he had hated because they seemed to spy on him from their sky-blue heights.

They were spying on him now as he moved lightly, furtively at Jake Kloons heels, meditating once more that swift, bold stroke which forever would free him from all care and fear.

He looked at the back of Kloons massive head. One shot would blow that skull into fragments, he thought, shivering.

One shot from behind, — and twenty thousand dollars, — or, if it proved a better deal, the contents of the packet. For, if Quintanas bribery had dazzled them, what effect might the contents of that secret packet have if revealed?

Always in his mean and busy brain he was trying to figure to himself what that packet must contain. And, to make the bribe worth while, Leverett had concluded that only a solid packet of thousand-dollar bills could account for the twenty thousand offered.

There might easily be half a million in bills pressed together in that heavy, flat packet. Bills were absolutely safe plunder. But Kloon had turned a deaf ear to his suggestions, — Kloon, who never entertained ambitions beyond his hootch rake-off, — whose miserable imagination stopped at a wretched percentage, satisfied.

One shot! There was the back of Kloons bushy head. One shot! — and fear, which had shadowed him from birth, was at an end forever. Ended, too, privation, — the bitter rigour of black winters; scorching days; bodily squalor; ills that such as he endured in a wilderness where, like other creatures of the wild, men stricken died or recovered by chance alone.

A single shot would settle all problems for him. … But if he missed? At the mere idea he trembled as he trotted on, trying to tell himself that he couldnt miss. No use; always the cowards if blocked him; and the cowards rage, — fiercest of all fury, — ravaged him, almost crazing him with his own impotence.

* * * * *

Tamaracks, sphagnum, crimson pitcher-plants grew thicker; wet woods set with little black pools stretched away on every side.

It was still nearly a mile from Drowned Valley when Jake Kloon halted in his tracks and seated himself on a narrow ridge of hard ground. And Leverett came lightly up and, after nosing the whole vicinity, sat down cautiously where Kloon would have to turn partly around to look at him.

Where the hell do we meet up with Quintana? growled Kloon, tearing a mouthful from a gnawed tobacco plug and shoving the remainder deep into his trousers pocket.

We gotta travel a piece, yet. … Say, Jake, be you a man or be you a poor dumb critter what aint got no spunk?

Kloon, chewing on his cud, turned and glanced at him. Then he spat, as answer.

If you got the spunk of a chipmunk you and mell take a peek at that there packet. I bet you its thousand-dollar bills — moren a billion million dollars, likely.

Kloons dogged silence continued. Leverett licked his dry lips. His rifle lay on his knees. Almost imperceptibly he moved it, moved it again, froze stiff as Kloon spat, then, by infinitesimal degrees, continued to edge the muzzle toward Kloon.

Jake?

Aw, shut your head, grumbled Kloon disdainfully. You allus was a dirty rat — you sneakin trap robber. Enoughs enough. I aint no use for no billion million dollar bills. Ten thousandll buy me all I callate to need till Im planted. But youre like a hawg; you aint never had enough o nothin and you wont never git enough, neither, — not if you wuz God amighty you wouldnt.

Ten thousand dollars haint nothin to a billion million, Jake.

Kloon squirted a stream of tobacco at a pitcher plant and filled the cup. Diverted and gratified by the accuracy of his aim, he took other shots at intervals.

Leverett moved the muzzle of his rifle a hairs width to the left, shivered, moved it again. Under his soggy, sun-tanned skin a pallour made his visage sickly grey.

Jake?

No answer.

Say, Jake?

No notice.

Jake, I wanta take a peek at them bills.

Merely another stream of tobacco soiling the crimson pitcher.

Im — Im desprit. I gotta take a peek. I gotta — gotta — —

Something in Leveretts unsteady voice made Kloon turn his head.

You gol rammed fool, he said, what you doin with your — —

The loud detonation of the rifle punctuated Kloons inquiry with a final period. The big, soft-nosed bullet struck him full in the face, spilling his brains and part of his skull down his back, and knocking him flat as though he had been clubbed.

Leverett, stunned, sat staring, motionless, clutching the rifle from the muzzle of which a delicate stain of vapour floated and disappeared through a rosy bar of sunshine.

In the intense stillness of the place, suddenly the dead man made a sound; and the trap-robber nearly fainted.

But it was only air escaping from the slowly collapsing lungs; and Leverett, ashy pale, shaking, got to his feet and leaned heavily against an oak tree, his eyes never stirring from the sprawling thing on the ground.

* * * * *

If it were a minute or a year he stood there he could never have reckoned the space of time. The suns level rays glimmered ruddy through the woods. A green fly appeared, buzzing about the dead man. Another zig-zagged through the sunshine, lacing it with streaks of greenish fire. Others appeared, whirling, gyrating, filling the silence with their humming. And still Leverett dared not budge, dared not search the dead and take from it that for which the dead had died.

A little breeze came by and stirred the bushy hair on Kloons head and fluttered the ferns around him where he lay.

Two delicate, pure-white butterflies — rare survivors of a native species driven from civilization into the wilderness by the advent of the foreign white — fluttered in airy play over the dead man, drifting away into the woodland at times, yet always returning to wage a fairy combat above the heap of soiled clothing which once had been a man.

Then, near in the ferns, the withering fronds twitched, and a red squirrel sprung his startling alarm, squeaking, squealing, chattering his opinion of murder; and Leverett, shaking with shock, wiped icy sweat from his face, laid aside his rifle, and took his first stiff step toward the dead man.

But as he bent over he changed his mind, turned, reeling a little, then crept slowly out among the pitcher-plants, searching about him as though sniffing.

In a few minutes he discovered what he was looking for; took his bearings; carefully picked his way back over a leafy crust that trembled under his cautious tread.

He bent over Kloon and, from the left inside coat pocket, he drew the packet and placed it inside his own flannel shirt.

Then, turning his back to the dead, he squatted down and clutched Kloons burly ankles, as a man grasps the handles of a wheelbarrow to draw it after him.

Dragging, rolling, bumping over roots, Jake Kloon took his last trail through the wilderness, leaving a redder path than was left by the setting sun through fern and moss and wastes of pitcher-plants.

Always, as Leverett crept on, pulling the dead behind him, the floor of the woods trembled slightly, and a black ooze wet the crust of withered leaves.

At the quaking edge of a little pool of water, Leverett halted. The water was dark but scarcely an inch deep over its black bed of silt.

Beside this sink hole the trap-thief dropped Kloon. Then he drew his hunting knife and cut a tall, slim swamp maple. The sapling was about twenty feet in height. Leverett thrust the butt of it into the pool. Without any effort he pushed the entire sapling out of sight in the depthless silt. He had to manoeuvre very gingerly to dump Kloon into the pool and keep out of it himself. Finally he managed it.

To his alarm, Kloon did not sink far. He cut another sapling and pushed the body until only the shoes were visible above the silt.

These, however, were very slowly sinking, now. Bubbles rose, dully iridescent, floated, broke. Strings of blood hung suspended in the clouding water.

Leverett went back to the little ridge and covered with dead leaves the spot where Kloon had lain. There were broken ferns, but he could not straighten them. And there lay Kloons rifle.

For a while he hesitated, his habits of economy being ingrained; but he remembered the packet in his shirt, and he carried the rifle to the little pool and shoved it, muzzle first, driving it downward, out of sight.

As he rose from the pools edge, somebody laid a hand on his shoulder.

That was the most real death that Leverett had ever died.

* * * * *

II

A coward died many times before Old Man Death really gets him.

The swimming minutes passed; his mind ceased to live for a space. Then, as through the swirling waters of the last dark whirlpool, a dulled roar of returning consciousness filled his being.

Somebody was shaking him, shouting at him. Suddenly instinct resumed its function, and he struggled madly to get away from the edge of the sink-hole — fought his way, blindly, through the tangled undergrowth toward the hard ridge. No human power could have blocked the frantic creature thrashing toward solid ground.

But there Quintana held him in his wiry grip.

Fool! Mule! Crazee fellow! What did you do, eh? For why you make jumps like rabbits! Eh? You expec Quintana? Yes? Alors!

Leverett, in a state of collapse, sagged back against an oak tree.
Quintanas nervous grasp fell from his arms and they swung, dangling.

What you do by that pond-hole? Eh? I come and touch you, and, my God! — one would think I have stab you. Such an ass!

The sickly greenish hue changed in Leveretts face as the warmer tide stirred from its stagnation. He lifted his head and tried to look at Quintana.

Where Jake Kloon? demanded the latter.

At that the weasel wits of the trap-robber awoke to the instant crisis. Blood and pulse began to jump. He passed one dirty hand over his mouth to mask any twitching.

Wheres my packet, eh? inquired Quintana.

Jakes got it. Leveretts voice was growing stronger. His small eyes switched for an instant toward his rifle, where it stood against a tree behind Quintana.

Where is he, then, this Jake? repeated Quintana impatiently.

He got bogged.

Bogged? What is that, then?

He got into a sink-hole.

What!

Thats all I know, said Leverett, sullenly. Him and me was travellin hell-bent to meet up with you, — Jake, he was for a short cut to Drowned Valley, — but no, sez I, sink-holes into the woods — —

What is it the talk you talk to me? asked Quintana, whose perplexed features began to darken. Where is it, my packet?

Im tellin you, aint I? retorted the other, raising a voice now shrill with the strain of this new crisis rushing so unexpectedly upon him: I heard Jake give a holler. `What the hells the trouble? I yells. Then he lets out a beller, `Save me! he screeches, `Im into a sink-hole! The quicksands got me, sez he. So I drop my rifle, I did, — there she stands against that birch sapling! — and I run down into them there pitcher-plants.

`Whar be ye! I yells. Then I listens, and dont hear nothin only a kina wallerin noise an a slobber like he was gulpin mud.

Then I foller them there sounds and I come out by that sink-hole. The water was a-shakin all over but Jake he had went down plum out o sight. Twant no use. I cut a sapling an I poked down. I was sick and scared like, so when you come up over the moss, not makin no noise, an grabbed me — God! — I guess youd jump, too.

Quintanas dark, tense face was expressionless when Leverett ventured to look at him. Like most liars he realised the advisability of looking his victim straight in the eyes. This he managed to accomplish, sustaining the cold intensity of Quintanas gaze as long as he deemed it necessary. Then he started toward his rifle. Quintana blocked his way.

Where my packet?

Gol ram it! Aint I told you? Jake had it in his pocket.

My packet?

Yaas, yourn.

My packet, it is down in thee sink ole?

You think Im lyin? blustered Leverett, trying to move around Quintanas extended arm. The arm swerved and clutched him by the collar of his flannel shirt.

Wait, my frien, said Quintana in a soft voice. You shall explain to me some things before you go.

Explain what! — you gol dinged — —

Quintana shook him into speechlessness.

Listen, my frien, he continued with a terrifying smile, I mus ask you what it was, that gun-shot, which I hear while I await at Drown Vallee. Eh? Who fire a gun?

I aint heard no gun, replied Leverett in a strangled voice.

You did not shoot? No?

No! — damn it all — —

And Jake? He did not fire?

No, I tell yeh — —

Ah! Someone lies. It is not me, my frien. No. Let us examine your rifle — —

Leverett made a rush for the gun; Quintana slung him back against the oak tree and thrust an automatic pistol against his chin.

Hans up, my frien, he said gently,  — up! high up! — or someone will fire another shot you shall never hear. … So! … Now I search the other pocket. … So! … Still no packet. Bah! Not in the pants, either? Ah, bah! But wait! Tiens! What is this you hide inside your shirt —— ?

I was jokin, gasped Leverett;  — I was jest a-goin to give it to you — —

Is that my packet?

Yes. It was all in fun; I want a-going to steal it — —

Quintana unbuttoned the grey wool shirt, thrust in his hand and drew forth the packet for which Jake Kloon had died within the hour.

Suddenly Leveretts knees gave way and he dropped to the ground, grovelling at Quintanas feet in an agony of fright:

Dont hurt me, he screamed,  — I didnt mean no harm! Jake, he wanted me to steal it. I told him I was honest. I fired a shot to scare him, an he tuk an run off! I want a-goin to steal it off you, so help me God! I was lookin for you — as God is my witness — —

He got Quintana by one foot. Quintana kicked him aside and backed away.

Swine, he sad, calmly inspecting the whimpering creature who had started to crawl toward him.

He hesitate, lifted his automatic, then, as though annoyed by Leveretts deafening shriek, shrugged, hesitated, pocket both pistol and packet, and turned on his heel.

By the birch sapling he paused and picked up Leveretts rifle. Something left a red smear on his palm as he worked the ejector. It was blood.

Quintana gazed curiously at his soiled hand. Then he stopped and picked up the empty cartridge case which had been ejected. And, as he stooped, he noticed more blood on a fallen leaf.

With one foot, daintily as a game-cock scratches, he brushed away the fallen leaves, revealing the mess underneath.

After he had contemplated the crimson traces of murder for a few moments, he turned and looked at Leverett with faint curiosity.

So, he said in his leisurely, emotionless way, you have fight with my frien Jake for thee packet. Yes? Ver amusing. he shrugged his indifference, tossed the rifle to his shoulder and, without another glance at the cringing creature on the ground, walked away toward Drowned Valley, unhurriedly.

* * * * *

III

When Quintana disappeared among the tamarracks, Leverett ventured to rise to his knees. As he crouched there, peering after Quintana, a man came swiftly out of the forest behind him and nearly stumbled over him.

Recognition was instant and mutual as the man jerked the trap-robber to his feet, stifling the muffled yell in his throat.

I want that packet you picked up on Clinchs veranda, said Hal Smith.

M-my God, stammered Leverett, Quintana just took it off me. He aint been gone a minute — —

You lie!

I aint lyin. Look at his foot-marks there in the mud!

Quintana?

Yaas, Quintana! He tuk my gun, too — —

Which way! whispered Hal Smith fiercely, shaking Leverett till his haws wagged.

Drowned Valley. … Lemme loose! — Im chokin — —

Smith pushed him aside.

You rat, he said, if youre lying to me Ill come back and settle your affair. And Kloons, too!

Quintana shot Jake and stuck him into a sink-hole! snivelled Leverett, breaking down and sobbing:  — oh, Gawd — Gawd — hes down under all that black mud with his brains spillin out — —

Bu Smith was already gone, running lightly along the string of footprints which led straight away across slime and sphagnum toward the head of Drowned Valley.

In the first clump of hard-wood trees Smith saw Quintana. He had halted an he was fumbling at the twine which bound a flat, paper-wrapped packet.

He did not start when Smiths sharp warning struck his ear: Dont move!
Ive got you over my rifle, Quintana!

Quintanas fingers instantly ceased operations. Then, warily, he lifted his head and looked into the muzzle of Smiths rifle.

Ah, bah! he said tranquilly. There were three of you, then.

Lay that packet on the ground.

My frien — —

Drop it or Ill drop you!

Quintana carefully placed the packet on a bed of vivid moss.

Now your gun! continued Smith.

Quintana shrugged and laid Leveretts rifle beside the packet.

Kneel down with your hands up and your back toward me! said Smith.

My frien — —

Down with you!

Quintana dropped gracefully into the humiliating attitude popularly indicative of prayerful supplication. Smith walked slowly up behind him, relieved him of two automatics and a dirk.

Stay put, he said sharply, as Quintana started to turn his head. Then he picked up the packet with its loosened string, slipped it into his side pocket, gathered together the arsenal which had decorated Quintana, and so, loaded with weapons, walked away a few paces and seated himself on a fallen log.

Here he pocketed both automatics, shoved the sheathed dirk into his belt, placed the captured rifle handy, after examining the magazine, and laid his own weapon across his knees.

You may turn around now, Quintana, he said amiably.

Quintana lowered his arms and started to rise.

Sit down! said Smith.

Quintana seated himself on the moss, facing Smith.

Now, my gay and nimble thimble-rigger, sad Smith genially, while I take ten minutes rest well have a little polite conversation. Or, rather, a monologue. Because I dont want to hear anything from you.

He settled himself comfortably on the log:

Let me assemble for you, Senor Quintana, the interesting history of the jewels which so sparklingly repose in the packet in my pocket.

In the first place, as you know, Monsieur Quintana, the famous Flaming
Jewel and the other gems contained in this packet of mine, belonged to
Her Highness the Grand Duchess Theodorica of Esthonia.

Very interesting. More interesting still — along comes Don Jose Quintana and his celebrated gang of international thieves, and steals from the Grand Duchess of Esthonia the Flaming Jewel and all her rubies, emeralds and diamonds. Yes?

Certainly, said Quintana, with a polite inclination of acknowledgment.

Bon! Well, then, still more interesting to relate, a gentleman named
Clinch helps himself to these famous jewels. How very careless of you,
Mr. Quintana.

Careless, certainly, assented Quintana politely.

Well, said Smith, laughing, Clinch was more careless still. The robber baron, Sir Jacobus Kloon, swiped, — as Froissart has it, — the Esthonian gems, and under agreement to deliver them to you, I suppose, thought better of it and attempted to abscond. Do you get me, Herr Quintana?

Gewiss.

Yes, and you got Jake Kloon, I hear, laughed Smith.

No.

Didnt you kill Kloon?

No.

Oh, pardon. The mistake was natural. You merely robbed Kloon and
Leverett. You should have killed them.

Yes, said Quintana slowly, I should have. It was my mistake.

Signor Quintana, it is human for the human crook to err. Sooner or later he always does it. And then the Piper comes around holding out two itching palms.

Mr. Smith, said Quintana pleasantly, you are an unusually agreeable gentleman for a thief. I regret that you do not see your way to an amalgamation of interests with myself.

As you say, Quintana mea, I am somewhat unusual. For example, what do you suppose I am going to do with this packet in my pocket?

Live, replied Quintana tersely.

Live, certainly, laughed Smith, but not on the proceeds of this coup-de-main. Non pas! I am going to return this packet to its rightful owner, the Grand Duchess Theodorica of Esthonia. And what do you think of that, Quintana?

Quintana smiled.

You do not believe me? inquired Smith.

Quintana smiled again.

Allons, bon! exclaimed Smith, rising. Its the unusual that happens in life, my dear Quintana. And now well take a little inventory of these marvellous gems before we part. … Sit very, very still, Quintana, — unless you want to lie stiller still. … Ill let you take a modest peep at the Flaming Jewel — — busily unwrapping the packet— just one little peep, Quintana — —

He unwrapped the paper. Two cakes of sugar-milk chocolate lay within.

Quintana turned white, then deeply, heavily red. Then he smiled in ghastly fashion:

Yes, he said hoarsely, as you have just said, sit, it is usually the unusual which happens in the world.

* * * * *


Episode Six

The Jewel Aflame
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* * * * *

I

Mike Clinch and his men drove Star Peak, and drew a blanket covert.

* * * * *

There was a new shanty atop, camp debris, plenty of signs of recent occupation everywhere, — hot embers in which offal still smouldered, bottles odorous of claret dregs, and an aluminum culinary outfit, unwashed, as though Quintana and his men had departed in haste.

For in the still valley below, Mike Clinch squatted beside the runway he had chosen, a cocked rifle across his knees.

The glare in his small, pale eyes waned and flared as distant sounds broke the forest silence, grew vague, died out, — the fairy clatter of a falling leaf, the sudden scurry of a squirrel, a feathery rustle of swift wings in play or combat, the soft crash of a rotten bough sagging earthward to enrich the soil that grew it.

And, as Clinch squatted there, murderously intent, ever the fixed obsession burned in his fever brain, stirring his thin lips incessant muttering, — a sort of soundless invocation, part chronicle, part prayer:

O God Amighty, in your big, swell mansion up there, all has went contrary with me sence you let that there damn millionaire, Harrod, come into this here forest. … He went and built unto himself an habitation, and he put up a wall of law all around me where I was earnin a lawful livin in Thy nice, clean wilderness. … And now comes this here Quintana and robs my girlie. … I promised her mother Id make a lady of her little Eve. … I loved my wife, O Lord. … Once she showed me a piece in the Bible, — I aint never found it sence, — but it said: `And the woman, she fled into the wilderness where there was a place prepared for her of God. … Thats what you wrote into your own Bible, O God! You cant go back on it. I seen it.

And now I wanta to ask, What place did you prepare for my Eve? What spot have you reference to? You didnt mean my `Dump, did you? Why, Lord, that aint no place for no lady. … And now Quintana has went and robbed me of what Id saved up for Eve. … Does that go with Thee, O Lord? No, it dont. And it dont go with me, neither. Im a-goin to git Quintana. Then Im a-goin to git them two minks that robbed my girlie, — I am! … Jake Kloon, he done it in cahoots with Earl Leverett; and Quintana set em on. And they gotta die, O Lord of Israel, them there Egyptians is about to hop the twig. … I aint aimin to be mean to nobody. I buy hootch of them that runs it. I eat mountain mutton in season and out. I trade with law-breakers, I do. But, Lord, I gotta get my girlie outa here; and Harrod he walled me in with the chariots and spears of Egypt, till I nigh went wild. … And now comes Quintana, and here I be a-lyin out to get him sos my girlie can become a lady, sames them fine folks with all their butlers and automobiles and what-not — —

A far crash in the forest stilled his twitching lips and stiffened every iron muscle. As he lifted his rifle, Sid Hone came into the glade.

Yahoo! Yahoo! he called. Where be you, Mike?

Clinch slowly rose, grasping his rifle, his small, grey eyes ablaze.

Wheres Quintana? he demanded.

Haint you seen nobody?

No.

In the intense silence other sounds broke sharply in the sunset forest;
Harvey Chases halloo rang out from the rocks above; Blommers and the
Hastings boys came slouching through the ferns.

Byron Hastings greeted Clinch with upflung gun: Me and Jim heard a shot away out on Drowned Valley, he announced. Was you out that way, Mike.

No.

One by one the men who had driven Star Peak lounged up in the red sunset light, gathering around Clinch and wiping the sweat from sun-reddened faces.

Someones in Drowned Valley, repeated Byron. Them minks slid offn
Star in a hurry, I reckon, judgin how they left their shanty. Phew!
It stunk! They had French hootch, too.

Mebby Leverett and Kloon told em we was fixin to visit them, suggested Blommers.

They didnt know, said Clinch.

Wheres Hal Smith? inquired Hone.

Clinch made no reply. Blommers silently gnawed a new quid from the remains of a sticky plug.

Well, inquired Jim Hastings finally, do we quit, Mike, or do we still-hunt in Drowned Valley?

Not me, at night, remarked Blommers drily.

Not amongst them sink-holes, added Hone.

Suddenly Clinch turned and stared at him. Then the deadly light from his little eyes shone on the others one by one.

Boys, he said, I gotta get Quintana. I cant never sleep another wink till I get that man. Come on. Act up like gents all. Lets go.

Nobody stirred.

Come on, repeated Clinch softly. But his lips shrank back, twitching.

As they looked at him they saw his teeth.

All right, all right, growled Hone, shouldering his rifle with a jerk.

The Hastings boys, young and rash, shuffled into the trail. Blommers hesitated, glanced askance at Clinch, and instantly made up his mind to take a chance with the sink-holes rather than with Clinch.

God Amighty, Mike, what be you aimin; to do? faltered Harvey.

Im aimin to stop the inlet and outlet to Drowned Valley, Harvey, replied Clinch in his pleasant voice. God is a-goin to deliver Quintana into my hands.

All right. What next?

Then, continued Clinch, I callate to set down and wait.

How long?

Ask God, boys. I dont know. All I know is that whatever is livin in Drowned Valley at this hour has gotta live and die there. For it cant never live to come outen that there morass walkin on two legs like a real man.

He moved slowly along the file of sullen men, his rifle a-trail in one huge fist.

Boys, he said, I got first. There aint no sink-hole deep enough o drowned me while Eve needs me. … And my little girlie needs me bad. … After she gits whats hern, then I dont care no more. … He looked up into the sky, where the last ashes of sunset faded from the zenith. … Then I dont care, he murmured. Likes not Ill creep away like some shot-up critter, nkinda find some lone, safe spot, nkinda fix me fr a long nap. … I guess thatll be the way … when Eves a lady down to Noo York rsomers — — he added vaguely.

Then, still looking up at the fading heavens, he moved forward, head lifted, silent, unhurried, with the soundless, stealthy, and certain tread of those who walk unseeing and asleep.

* * * * *

II

Clinch had not taken a dozen strides before Hal Smith loomed up ahead in the rosy dusk, driving in Leverett before him.

An exclamation of fierce exultation burst from Clinchs thin lips as he flung out one arm, indicating Smith and his clinking prisoner:

Who was that gol-dinged catamount that suspicioned Hal? I want worried none, neither. Has a gent. Mebbe he sticks up folks, too, but hes a gent. And gents is honest or they aint gents.

Smith came up at his easy, tireless gait, hustling Leverett along with prods from gun-butt or muzzle, as came handiest.

The prisoner turned a ghastly visage on Clinch, who ignored him.

Got my packet, Hal? he demanded.

Smith poked Leverett with his rifle: Tune up, he said; tell Clinch your story.

As a caged rat looks death in the face, his ratty wits working like lightning and every atom of cunning and ferocity alert for attack or escape, so the little, mean eyes of Earl Leverett became fixed on Clinch like two immobile and glassy beats of jet.

Gwan, said Clinch softly, spit it out.

Jake done it, muttered Leverett, thickly.

Done what?

Stole that there packet o yourn — whatever there was into it.

Who put him up to it?

A fella called Quintana.

What was there in it for Jake? inquired Clinch pleasantly.

Ten thousand.

How about you?

I told em I wouldnt touch it. Then they pulled their guns on me, and
I was scared to squeal.

So that was the way? asked Clinch in his even, reassuring voice.

Leveretts eyes travelled stealthily around the circle of men, then reverted to Clinch.

I dassnt touch it, he said, but I dassnt squeal. … I as huntin onto Drowned Valley when Jake meets up with me.

`I got the packet, he sez, `and Im a-going to double criss-cross
Quintana, I am, and beat it. Dont you wish you was whacks with me?

`No, sez I, `honesty is my policy, no matter what they tell about me. Shelp me God, I aint never robbed no trap and I aint no skin thief, whatever lies folks tell. All I ever done was run a little hootch, sames everybody.

He licked his lips furtively, his cold, bright eyes fastened on Clinch.

Gwan Earl, nodded the latter, heave her up.

Thats all. I sez, `Good-bye, Jake. An if you heed me warning, ill-gotten gains aint a-going to prosper nobody. Thats what I said to Jake Kloon, the last solemn words I spoke to that there man now in his bloody grave — —

Hey? demanded Clinch.

Thats where Jake is, repeated Leverett. Why, so help me, I want gone ten yards when, bang! goes a gun, and I see this here Quintana come outen the busy, I do, and walk up to Jake and frisk him and Jake still a-kickin the moss to slivers. Yessir, thats what I seen.

Gwan.

Yessir. … Nthen Quintana he shoved Jake into a sink-hole. Thaswot I seen with my own two eyes. Yessir. Nthen Quintana he run off, nI jest set down in the trail, I did; nthen Hal come up and acted like I had stole your packet, he did; nthen I told him what Quintana done. NHal, he takes after Quintana, but I dont guess he meets up with him, for he come back and ketched holt o me, nhe druv me in like I was a caaf, he did. Nhere I be.

The dusk in the forest had deepened so that the mens faces had become mere blotches of grey.

Smith said to Clinch: Thats his story, Mike. But I preferred he should tell it to you himself, so I brought him along. … Did you drive Star Peak?

There want nothin onto it, said Clinch very softly. Then, of a sudden, his shadowy visage became contorted and he jerked up his rifle and threw a cartridge into the magazine.

You dirty louse! he roared at Leverett, you was into this, too, a-robbin my little Eve — —

Run! yelled somebody, giving Leverett a violent shove into the woods.

In the darkness and confusion, Clinch shouldered his way out of the circle and fired at the crackling noise that marked Leveretts course, — fired again, lower, and again as a distant crash revealed the frenzied flight of the trap-robber. After he had fired a fourth shot, somebody struck up his rifle.

Aw, said Jim Hastings, that aint no good. You act up like a kid,
Mike. Taint so far to Ghost Lake, nthem Troopers might hear you.

After a silence, Clinch spoke, his voice heavy with reaction:

Into that there packet is my little girls dower. Its all I got to give her. Its all shes got to make her a lady. Ill kill any man that robs her or that helps rob her. Nthats that.

Are you going on after Quintana? asked Smith.

I am. Nthese fellas are a-goin with me. N I want you should go back to my Dump and look after my girlie while Im gone.

How long are you going to be away?

I dunno.

There was a silence. Then,

All right, said Smith, briefly. He added: Look out for sink-holes,
Mike.

Clinch tossed his heavy rifle to his shoulder: Lets go, he said in his pleasant, misleading way,  — and Ill shoot the guts outa any fella that dont show up at roll call.

* * * * *

III

For its size there is no fiercer animal than a rat.

Rat-like rage possessed Leverett. In his headlong flight through the dusk, fear, instead of quenching, added to his rage; and he ran on and on, crashing through the undergrowth, made wilder by the pain of vicious blows from branches which flew back and struck him in the dark.

Thorns bled him; unseen logs tripped him; he heard Clinchs bullets whining around him; and he ran on, beginning to sob and curse in a frenzy of fury, fear, and shame.

Shots from Clinchs rifle ceased; the fugitive dropped into a heavy, shuffling walk, slavering, gasping, gesticulating with his weaponless fists in the darkness.

Gol ram ye, Ill fix ye! he kept stammering in his snarlin, jangling voice, broken by sobs. Ill learn ye, yeh poor danged thing, gol ram ye — —

An unseen limb struck him cruelly across the face, and a moose-bush tripped him flat. Almost crazed, he got up, yelling in his pain, one hand wet and sticky from blood welling up from his cheek-bone.

He stood listening, infuriated, vindictive, but heard nothing save the panting, animal sounds in his own throat.

He strove to see in the ghostly obscurity around him, but could make out little except the trees close by.

But wood-rats are never completely lost in their native darkness; and Leverett presently discovered the far stars shining faintly through rifts in the phantom foliage above.

These heavenly signals were sufficient to give him his directions. Then the question suddenly came, which direction?

To his own shack on Stinking Lake he dared not go. He tried to believe that it was fear of Clinch that made him shy of the home shanty; but, in his cowering soul, he knew it was fear of another kind — the deep, superstitious horror of Jake Kloons empty bunk — the repugnant sight of Kloons spare clothing hanging from its peg — the dead mans shoes —— 

No, he could not go to Stinking Lake and sleep. … And wake with the faint stench of sulphur in his throat. … And see the worm-like leeches unfolding in the shallows, and the big, reddish water-lizards, livid as skinned eels, wriggling convulsively toward their sunless lairs. …

At the mere thought of his dead bunk-mate he sought relief in vindictive rage — stirred up the smouldering embers again, cursed Clinch and Hal Smith, violently searching in his inflamed brain some instant vengeance upon these men who had driven him out from the only place on earth where he knew how to exist — the wilderness.

All at once he thought of Clinchs step-daughter. The thought instantly scared him. Yet — what a revenge! — to strike Clinch through the only creature he cared for in all the world! … What a revenge! … Clinch was headed for Drowned Valley. Eve Strayer was alone at the Dump. … Another thought flashed like lightning across his turbid mind; — the packet!

Bribed by Quintana, Jake Kloon, lurking at Clinchs door, had heard him direct Eve to take a packet to Owl Marsh, and had notified Quintana.

Wittingly or unwittingly, the girl had taken a packet of sugar-milk chocolate instead of the priceless parcel expected.

Again, carried in, exhausted, by a State Trooper, Jake Kloon had been fooled; and it was the packet of sugar-milk chocolate that Jake had purloined from the veranda where Clinch kicked it. For two cakes of chocolate Kloon had died. For two cakes of chocolate he, Earl Leverett, had become a man-slayer, a homeless fugitive in peril of his life.

He stood licking his blood-dried lips there in the darkness, striving to hatch courage out of the dull fury eating at a cowards heart.

Somewhere in Clinchs Dump was the packet that would make him rich. … Here was his opportunity. He had only to dare; and pain and poverty and fear — above all else fear — would end forever! …

* * * * *

When, at last, he came out to the edge of Clinchs clearing, the dark
October heavens were but a vast wilderness of stars.

Star Pond, set to its limpid depths with the heavenly gems, glittered and darkled with its million diamond incrustations. The humped-up lump of Clinchs Dump crouched like some huge and feeding night-beast on the bank, ringed by the solemn forest.

There was a kerosene lamp burning in Eve Strayers rooms. Another light — a candle — flickered in the kitchen.

Leverett, crouching, ran rat-like down to the barn, slid in between the ice house and the corn-crib, crawled out among the wilderness of weeds and lay flat.

The light burned steadily from Eves window.

* * * * *

IV

From his form among the frost-blackened rag-weeds, the trap-robber could see only the plastered ceiling of the bed chamber.

But the kerosene lamp cast two shadows on that — tall shadows of human shapes that stirred at times.

The trap-robber, scared, stiffened to immobility, but his little eyes remained fastened on the camera obscura above. All the cunning, patience, and murderous immobility of the rat were his.

Not a weed stirred under the stars where he lay with tiny, unwinking eyes intent upon the shadows on the ceiling.

* * * * *

The shadows on the ceiling were cast by Eve Strayer and her State
Trooper.

Eve sat on her beds edge, swathed in a lilac silk kimona — delicate relic of school days. Her bandaged feet, crossed, dangled above the rag-rug on the floor; her slim, tanned fingers were interlaced over the book on her lap.

Near the door stood State Trooper Stormont, spurred, booted, trig and trim, an undecided and flushed young man, fumbling irresolutely with the purple cord on his campaign-hat.

The book on Eves knees — another relic of the past — was Sigurd the Volsung. Stormont had been reading to her — they having found, after the half shy tentatives of new friends, a point dappui in literature. And the girl, admitting a passion for the poets, invited him to inspect the bookcase of unpainted pine which Clinch had built into her bedroom wall.

Here it was he discovered mutual friends among the nobler Victorians — surprised to discover Sigurd there — and, carrying it to her bedside, looked leisurely through the half forgotten pages.

Would you read a little? she ventured.

He blushed but did his best. His was an agreeable, boyish voice, betraying taste and understanding. Time passed quickly — not so much in the reading but in the conversations intervening.

And now, made uneasy by chance consultation with his wrist-watch, and being rather a conscientious young man, he had risen and had informed Eve that she ought to go to sleep.

And she had denounced the idea, almost fretfully.

Even if you go I shant sleep till daddy comes, she said. Of course, she added, smiling at him out of gentian-blue eyes, if you are sleepy I shouldnt dream of asking you to stay.

Im not intending to sleep.

What are you going to do?

Take a chair on the landing outside your door.

What!

Certainly. What did you expect me to do, Eve?

Go to bed, of course. The beds in the guest rooms are all made up.

Your father didnt expect me to do that, he said, smiling.

Im not afraid, as long as youre in the house, she said.

She looked up at him again, wistfully. Perhaps he was restless, bored, sitting there beside her half the day, and, already, half the night. Men of that kind — active, nervous young men accustomed to the open, cant stand caging.

I want you to go out and get some fresh air, she said. Its a wonderful night. Go and walk a while. And — if you feel like — coming back to me — —

Will you sleep?

No, Ill wait for you.

Her words were natural and direct, but in their simplicity there seemed a delicate sweetness that stirred him.

Ill come back to you, he said.

Then, in his response, the girl in her turn became aware of something beside the simpler words — a vague charm about them that faintly haunted her after he had gone away down the stairs.

That was the man she had once tried to kill! At the sudden and terrible recollection she shivered from curly head to bandaged feet. Then she trembled a little with the memory of his lips against her bruised hands — bruised by handcuffs which he had fastened upon her.

She sat very, very still now, huddled on the beds edge, scarcely breathing.

For the girl was beginning to dare formulate the deepest of any thoughts that had ever stirred her virgin mind and body.

If it was love, then it had come suddenly, and strangely. It had come on that day — at the very moment when he flung her against the tree and handcuffed her — that terrible instant — if it were love.

Or — what was it that so delicately overwhelmed her with pleasure in his presence, in his voice, in the light, firm sound of his spurred tread on the veranda below?

Friendship? A lonely passion for young and decent companionship? The clean youth of him in contrast to the mangy, surly louts who haunted Clinchs Dump, — was that the appeal?

Listening there where she sat clasping the book, she heard his steady tread patrolling the veranda; caught the faint fragrance of his brier pipe in the still night air.

I think — I think its — love, she said under her breath. … But he couldnt ever think of me — — always listening to his spurred tread below.

After a while she placed both bandaged feet on the rug. It hurt her, but she stood up, walked to the open window. She wanted to look at him — just a moment —— 

By chance he looked up at that instant, and saw her pale face, like a flower in the starlight.

Why, Eve, he said, you ought no be on your feet.

Once, she said, you werent so particular about my bruises.

Her breathless little voice coming down through the starlight thrilled him.

Do you remember what I did? he asked.

Yes. You bruised my hands and made my mouth bleed.

I did penance — for your hands.

Yes, you kissed them!

What possessed her — what irresponsible exhilaration was inciting her to a daring utterly foreign to her nature? She heard herself laugh, knew that she was young, pretty, capable of provocation. And in a sudden, breathless sort of way an overwhelming desire seized her to please, to charm, to be noticed by such a man — whatever, on afterthought, he might think of the step-child of Mike Clinch.

Stormont had come directly under her window and stood looking up.

I dared not offer further penance, he said.

The emotion in his voice stirred her — but she was still laughing down at him.

She said: You did offer further penance — you offered your handkerchief. So — as that was all you offered as reparation for — my lips — —

Eve! I could have taken you into my arms—

You did! And threw me down among the spruces. You really did everything that a contrite heart could suggest — —

Good heavens! said that rather matter-of-fact young man, I dont believe you have forgiven me after all.

I have — everything except the handkerchief — —

Then Im coming up to complete my penance — —

Ill lock my door!

Would you?

I ought to. … But if you are in great spiritual distress, and if you really and truly repent, and if you humble desire to expiate your sin by doing — penance — — And hesitated: Do you so desire?

Yes, I do.

Humbly? Contritely?

Yes.

Very well. Say `Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.

Mea maxima culpa, he said so earnestly, looking up into her face that she bent lower over the sill to see him.

Let me come up, Eve, he said.

She strove to laugh, gazing down into his shadowy face — but suddenly the desire had left her, — and all her gaiety left her, too, suddenly, leaving only a still excitement in her breast.

You - you knew I was just laughing, she said unsteadily. You understood, didnt you?

I dont know.

After a silence: I didnt mean you to take me seriously, she said. She tried to laugh. It was no use. And, as she leaned there on the sill, her heart frightened her with its loud beating.

Will you let me come up, Eve?

No answer.

Would you lock your door?

What do you think Id do? she asked tremulously.

You know; I dont.

Are you so sure I know what Id do? I dont think either of us know our own minds. … I seem to have lost some of my wits. … Somehow. …

If you are not going to sleep, let me come up.

I want you to take a walk down by the pond. And while youre walking there all by yourself, I want you to think very clearly, very calmly, and make up your mind whether I should remain awake to-night, or whether, when you return, I ought to be asleep and — and my door bolted.

After a long pause: All right, he said in a low voice.

* * * * *

V

She saw him walk away — saw his shadowy, well-built form fade into the starlit mist.

An almost uncontrollable impulse set her throat and lips quivering with desire to call to him through the night, I do love you! I do love you! Come back quickly, quickly! — —

Fog hung over Star Pond, edging the veranda, rising in frail shreds to her window. The lapping of the water sounded very near. An owl was very mournful in the hemlocks.

The girl turned from the window, looked at the door for a moment, then her face flushed and she walked toward a chair and seated herself, leaving the door unbolted.

For a little while she sat upright, alert, as though a little frightened. After a few moments she folded her hands and sat unstirring, with lowered head, awaiting Destiny.

* * * * *

It came, noiselessly. And so swiftly that the rush of air from her violently opened door was what first startled her.

For in the same second Earl Leverett was upon her in his stockinged feet, one bony hand gripping her mouth, the other flung around her, pinning both arms to her sides.

The packet! he panted,  — quick, yeh dirty little cat, rIll break yeh head offn yeh damn neck!

She bit at the hand that he held crushed against her mouth. He lifted her bodily, flung her onto the bed, and, twisting sheet and quilt around her, swathed her to the throat.

Still controlling her violently distorted lips with his left hand and holding her so, one knee upon her, he reached back, unsheathed his hunting knife, and pricked her throat till the blood spurted.

Now, gol ram yet! he whispered fiercely, wheres Mikes packet?
Yell, and Ill hog-stick yeh fur fair! Where is it, you dum thing!

He took his left hand from her mouth. The distorted, scarlet lips writhed back, displaying her white teeth clenched.

Wheres Mikes bundle! he repeated, hoarse with rage and fear.

You rat! she gasped.

At that he closed her mouth again, and again he pricket her with his knife, cruelly. The blood welled up onto the sheets.

Now, by God! he said in a ghastly voice, answer or Ill hog-stick yeh next time! Where is it? Where! where!

She only showed her teeth in answer. Her eyes flamed.

Where! Quick! Gol ding yeh, Ill shove this knife in behind your ear if you dont tell! Go on. Where is it? Its in this Dump somers. I know it is — dont lie! You want that I should stick you good? That what you want — you dirty little dump-slut? Well, then, gol ram yeh — Ill fix yeh like Quintana was aimin at — —

He slit the sheet downward from her imprisoned knees, seized one wounded foot and tried to slash the bandages.

Ill cut a coupla toes offn yeh, he snarled,  — Ill hamstring yeh fur keeps! — struggling to mutilate her while she flung her helpless and entangled body from side to side and bit at the hand that was almost suffocating her.

Unable to hold her any longer, he seized a pillow, to bury the venomous little head that writhed, biting, under his clutch.

As he lifted it he saw a packet lying under it.

By God! he panted.

As he seized it she screamed for the first time: Jack! Jack Stormont! — and fairly hurled her helpless little body at Leverett, striking him full in the face with her head.

Half stunned, still clutching the packet, he tried to stab her in the stomach; but the armour of bed-clothes turned the knife, although his violence dashed all breath out of her.

Sick with the agony of it, speechless, she still made the effort; and, as he stumbled to his feet and turned to escape, she struggled upright, choking, blood running down from the knife pricks in her neck.

With the remnant of her strength, and still writhing and gasping for breath, she tore herself from the sheets and blankets, reeled across the room to where Stormonts rifle stood, threw in a cartridge, dragged herself to the window.

Dimly she saw a running figure in the night mist, flung the rifle across the window sill and fired. Then she fired again — or thought she did. There were two shots.

Eve! came Stormonts sharp cry, what the devil are you trying to do to me?

His cry terrified her; the rifle clattered to the floor.

The next instant he came running up the stars, bare headed, heavy pistol swinging, and halted, horrified at sight of her.

Eve! My God! he whispered, taking her blood-wet body into his arms.

Go after Leverett, she gasped. Hes robbed daddy. Hes running away — out there — somewhere—

Where did he hurt you, Eve — my little Eve — —

Oh, go! go! she wailed,— Im not hurt. He only pricked me with his knife. Im not hurt, I tell you. Go after him! Take your pistol and follow him and kill him!

Oh, she cried hysterically, twisting and sobbing in his arms, dont lose time here with me! Dont stand here while hes running away with dads money! And, Oh — oh — oh!! she sobbed, collapsing in his arms and clinging to him convulsively as he carried her to her tumbled bed and laid her there.

He said: I couldnt risk following anybody now, after what has happened to you. I cant leave you alone here! Dont cry, Eve. Ill get your man for you, I promise! Dont cry, dear. I was all my fault for leaving this room even for a minute — —

No, no, no! Its all my fault. I sent you away. Oh, I wish I hadnt. I wish I had let you come back when you wanted to. … I was waiting for you. … I left the door unbolted for you. When it opened I thought it was you. And it was Leverett! — it was Leverett! — —

Stormonts face grew very white: What did he do to you, Eve? Tell me, darling. What did he do to you?

Dads money was under my pillow, she wailed. Leverett tried to make me tell where it was. I wouldnt, and he hurt me — —

How?

He pricked me with his knife. When I screamed for you he tried to choke me with the pillow. Didnt you hear me scream?

Yes. I came on the jump.

It was too late, she sobbed;  — too late! He saw the money packet under my pillow and he snatched it and ran. Somehow I found your rifle and fired. I fired twice.

Her only bullet had torn his campaign hat from his head. But he did not tell her.

Let me see your neck, he said, bending closer.

She bared her throat, making a soft, vague complaint like a hurt bird, — lay there whimpering under her breath while he bathed the blood away with lint, sterilised the two cuts from his emergency packet, and bound them.

He was still bending low over her when her blue eyes unclosed on his.

That is the second time Ive tried to kill you, she whispered. I thought it was Leverett. … Id have died if I had killed you.

There was a silence.

Lie very still, he said huskily. Ill be back in a moment to rebandage your feet and make you comfortable for the night.

I cant sleep, she repeated desolately. Dad trusted his money to me and Ive let Leverett rob me. How can I sleep?

Ill bring you something to make you sleep.

I cant!

I promise you you will sleep. Lie still.

He rose, went away downstairs and out to the barn, where his campaign hat lay in the weed, drilled through by a bullet.

There was something else lying there in the weeds, — a flat, muddy, shoeless shape sprawling grotesquely in the foggy starlight.

One hand clutched a hunting knife; the other a packet.

Stormont drew the packet from the stiff fingers, then turned the body over, and, flashing his electric torch, examined the ratty visage — what remained of it — for his pistol bullet had crashed through from ear to cheek-bone, almost obliterating the trap-robbers features.

* * * * *

Stormont came slowly into Eves room and laid the packet on the sheet beside her.

Now, he said, there is no reason for you to lie awake any longer.
Ill fix you up for the night.

Deftly he unbandaged, bathed, dressed, and rebandaged her slim white feet — little wounded feet so lovely, so exquisite that his hand trembled as he touched them.

Theyre doing fine, he said cheerily. Youve half a degree of fever and Im going to give you something to drink before you go to sleep — —

He poured out a glass of water, dissolved two tablets, supported her shoulders while she drank in a dazed way, looking always at him over the glass.

Now, he said, go to sleep. Ill b on the job outside your door until your daddy arrives.

How did you get back dads money? she asked in an odd, emotionless way as though too weary for further surprises.

Ill tell you in the morning.

Did you kill him? I didnt hear your pistol.

Ill tell you all about it in the morning. Good night, Eve.

As he bent over her, she looked up into his eyes and put both arms around his neck.

It was her first kiss given to any man, except Mike Clinch.

After Stormont had gone out and closed the door, she lay very still for a long while.

Then, instinctively, she touched her lips with her fingers; and, at that contact, a blush clothed her from brow to ankle.

The Flaming Jewel in its morocco casket under her pillow burned with no purer fire than the enchanted flame glowing in the virgin heart of Eve Strayer of Clinchs Dump.

Thus they lay together, two lovely flaming jewels burning softly, steadily through the misty splendour of the night.

Under a million stars, Death sprawled in squalor among the trampled weeds. Under the same high stars dark mountains waited; and there was a silvery sound of waters stirring somewhere in the mist.

* * * * *


Episode Seven

Clinchs Dump
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* * * * *

I

When Mike Clinch bade Hal Smith return to the Dump and take care of Eve,
Smith already had decided to go there.

Somewhere in Clinchs Dump was hidden the Flaming Jewel. Now was his time to search for it.

There were two other reasons why he should go back. One of them was that Leverett was loose. If anything had called Trooper Stormont away, Eve would be alone in the house. And nobody on earth could forecast what a coward like Leverett might attempt.

But there was another and more serious reason for returning to Clinchs. Clinch, blood-mad, was headed for Drowned Valley with his men, to stop both ends of that vast morass before Quintana and his gang could get out.

It was evident that neither Clinch nor any of his men — although their very lives depended upon familiarity with the wilderness — knew that a third exit from Drowned Valley existed.

But the nephew of the late Henry Harrod knew.

When Jake Kloon was a young man and Darragh was a boy, Kloon had shown him the rocky, submerged game trail into Drowned Valley. Doubtless Kloon had used it in hootch running since. If ever he had told anybody else about it, probably he had revealed the trail to Quintana.

And that was why Darragh, or Hal Smith, finally decided to return to
Star Pond; — because if Quintana had been told or had discovered that
circuitous way out of Drowned Valley, he might go straight to Clinchs
Dump. … And, supposing Stormont was still there, how long could one
State Trooper stand off Quintanas gang?

* * * * *

No sooner had Clinch and his motley followers disappeared in the dusk than Smith unslung his basket-pack, fished out a big electric torch, flashed it tentatively, and then, reslinging the pack and taking his rifle in his left hand, he set off at an easy swinging stride.

His course was not toward Star Pond; it was at right angles with that trail. For he was taking no chances. Quintana might already have left Drowned Valley by that third exit unknown to Clinch.

Smiths course would now cut this unmarked trail, trodden, only by game that left no sign in the shallow mountain rivulet which was the path.

The trail lay a long way off through the night. But if Quintana had discovered and taken that trail, it would be longer still for him — twice as long as the regular trail out.

For a mile or two the forest was first growth pine, and sufficiently open so that Smith might economise on his torch.

He knew every foot of it. As a boy he had carried a jacob-staff in the
Geological Survey. Who better than the forest-roaming nephew of Henry
Harrod should know this blind wilderness?

The great pines towered on every side, lofty and smooth to the feathery canopy that crowned them under the high stars.

There was no game here, no water, nothing to attract anybody except the devastating lumberman. But this was a five thousand acre patch of State land. The ugly whine of the stream-saw would never be heard here.

On he walked at an easy, swinging stride, flashing his torch rarely, feeling no concern about discovery by Quintanas people.

It was only when he came into the hardwoods that the combined necessity for caution and torch perplexed and worried him.

Somewhere in here began an outcrop of rock running east for miles. Only stunted cedar and berry bushes found shallow nourishment on this ridge.

When at last he found it he travelled upon it, more slowly, constantly obliged to employ the torch.

After an hour, perhaps, his feet splashed in shallow water. That was what he was expecting. The water was only an inch or two deep; it was ice cold and running north.

Now, he must advance with every caution. For here trickled the thin flow of that rocky rivulet which was the other entrance and exit penetrating that immense horror of marsh and bog and depthless sink-hole known as Drowned Valley.

* * * * *

For a long while he did not dare to use his torch; but now he was obliged to.

He shined the ground at his feet, elevated the torch with infinite precaution, throwing a fan-shaped light over the stretch of sink he had suspected and feared. It flanked the flat, wet path of rock on either side. Here Death spread its slimy trap at his very feet.

Then, as he stood taking his bearings with burning torch, far ahead in the darkness a light flashed, went out, flashed twice more, and was extinguished.

Quintana!

Smiths wits were working like lightning, but instinct guided him before his brain took command. He levelled his torch and repeated the three signal flashes. Then, in darkness, he came to swift conclusion.

There were no other signals from the unknown. The stony bottom of the rivulet was his only aid.

In his right hand the torch hung almost touching the water. At times he ventured sufficient pressure for a feeble glimmer, then again trusted to his sense of contact.

For three hundred yards, counting his strides, he continued on. Then, in total darkness, he pocketed the torch, slid a cartridge into the breech of is rifle, slung the weapon, pulled out a handkerchief, and tied it across his face under the eyes.

Now, he drew the torch from his pocket, levelled it, sent three quick flashes, out into the darkness.

Instantly, close ahead, three blinding flashes broke out.

For Hal Smith it had all become a question of seconds.

Death lay depthless on either hand; ahead death blocked the trail in silence.

Out of the dark some unseen rifle might vomit death in his very face at any moment.

He continued to move forward. After a little while his ear caught a slight splash ahead. Suddenly a glare of light enveloped him.

Is that you, Harry Beck?

Instinct leg again while wits worked madly: Harry Beck is two miles back on guard. Where is Sard?

The silence became terrible. Once the glaring light in front moved, then become fixed. There was a light splashing. Instantly Smith realised that the man in front had set his torch in a tree-crotch and was now cowering somewhere behind a levelled weapon. His voice came presently:

He! Drap-a that-a gun damn quick!

Smith bent, leisurely, and laid his rifle on a mossy rock.

Now! You there! Why you want Sard! Eh?

Ill tell Sard, not you, retorted Smith coolly. You listen to me, whoever you are. Im from Sards office in New York. Im Abrams. The police are on their way here to find Quintana.

How do I know? Eh? Why shall I believe that? You tell-a me queeck or
I blow-a your damn head off!

Quintana will blow-a your head off unless you take me to Sard, drawled Smith.

A moment might have meant death, but he calmly rummaged for a cigarette, lighted it, blew a cloud insolently toward the white glare ahead. Then he took another chance:

I guess youre Nick Salzar, arent you?

Si! I am Salzar. Who the dev are you?

Im Eddie Abrams, Sards lawyer. My business is to find my client. If you stop me youll go to prison — the whole gang of you — Sard, Quintana, Picquet, Sanchez, Georgiades and Harry Beck, — and you!

After a dead silence: Maybe youll go to the chair, too!

It was the third chance he took.

There was a dreadful stillness in the woods. Finally came a slight series of splashes; the crunch of heavy boots on rock.

For why you com-a here, eh? demanded Salzar, in a less aggressive manner. Whata da matt, eh?

Well, said Smith, if youve got to know, there are people from
Esthonia in New York. … If you understand that.

Christi! When do their arrive?

A week ago. Sards place is in the hands of the police. I couldnt stop them. Theyve got his safe and all his papers. City, State, and federal officers are looking for him. The Constabulary rode into Ghost Lake yesterday. Now, dont you think youd better lead me to Sard?

Christi! exclaimed Salzar. Sard he is a mile ahead with the others. Damn! Damn! Me, how should I know what is to be done? Me, I have my orders from Quintana. What do I do, eh? Christi! What to do? What do you say I should do, eh, Abrams?

A new fear had succeeded the old one — that was evident — and Salzar came forward into the light of his own fixed torch — a well-knit figure in slouch hat, grey shirt, and grey breeches, and wearing a red bandanna over the lower part of his face. He carried a heavy rifle.

He came on, sturdily, splashing through the water, and walked up to
Smith, his rifle resting on his right shoulder.

For me, he said excitedly, long time I have worry in this-a damn wood! Si! Where did you say those carbiniery? Eh?

At Ghost lake. Your signature is in the hotel ledger.

Christi! You know where Clinch is?

You know too. He is on the way to Drowned Valley.

Damn! I knew it. Quintana also. You know where is Quintana? And
Sard? I tell-a you. They march ver fast to the Dump of Clinch. Si!
And there they would discover these-a beeg-a dimon — these-a
Flame-Jewel. Si! Now, you tell-a me what I do?

Smith said slowly: If Quintana is marching on Clinchs hes marching into a trap!

Salzar blanched above his bandana.

The State Troopers are there, said Smith. Theyll get him sure.

Cristi, faltered Salzar,  — then they are gobble — Quintana, Sard, everybody! Si!

Smith considered the man: You can save your skin anyway. You can go back and tell Harry Beck. Then both you can beat it for Drowned Valley.

He picked up his rifle, stood a moment in troubled reflection:

If I could overtake Quintana Id do it, he said. I think Ill try. If I cant, hes done for. You tell Harry Beck that Eddie Abrams advises him to beat it for Drowned Valley.

Suddenly Salzar tore the bandana from his face, flung it down and stamped on it.

What I tell Quintana! he yelled, his features distorted with rage. I
dont-a like! — no, not me! — no, I tell-a heem, stay at those Ghost-a
Lake and watch thees-a fellow Clinch. Si! Not for me thees-a wood.
No! I spit upon it! I curse like hell! I tell Quintana I dont-a
like. Now, eet is trouble that comes and we lose-a out! Damn! Damn!
Me, I find me Beck. You shall say to Jose Quintana how he is a damfool.
Me, I am finish — me, Nick Salzar! You hear me, Abrams! I am through!
I go!

He glared at Smith, started to move, came back and took his torch, made a violent gesture with it which drenched the weeds with goblin light.

You stop-a Quintana, maybe. You tell-a heem he is the bigg-a fool!
You tell-a heem Nick Salzar is no damn fool. No! Adios, my frien
Abrams. I beat it. I save my skin!

Once more Salzar turned and headed for Drowned Valley. … Where Clinch would not fail to kill him. … The man was going to his death. … And it as Smith who sent him.

Suddenly it came to Smith that he could not do this thing; that this man had no chance; that he was slaying a human being with perfect safety to himself and without giving him a chance.

Salzar! he called sharply.

The man halted and looked around.

Come back!

Salzar hesitated, turned finally, slouched toward him.

Smith laid aside his pack and rifle, and, as Salzar came up, he quietly took his weapon from him and laid it beside his own.

What-a da matt? demanded Salzar, astonished. Why you take my gun?

Smith measured him. They were well matched.

Set your torch in that crotch, he said.

Salzar, puzzled and impatient, demanded to know why. Smith took both torches, set them opposite each other and drew Salzar into the white glare.

Now, he said, you dirty desperado, I am going to try to kill you clean. Look out for yourself!

For a second Salzar stood rooted in blank astonishment.

Im one of Clinchs men, said Smith, but I cant stick a knife in your back, at that! Now, take care of yourself if you can — —

His voice died in his throat; Salzar was on him, clawing, biting, kicking, striving to strangle him, to wrestle him off his feet. Smith reeled, staggering under the sheer rush of the man, almost blinded by blows, clutched, bewildered in Salzars panther grip.

For a moment he writhed there, searching blindly for his enemys wrist, striving to avoid the teeth that snapped at his throat, stifled by the hot stench of the mans breath in his face.

I keel you! I keel you! Damn! Damn! panted Salzar, in convulsive fury as Smith freed his left arm and struck him in the face.

Now, on the narrow, wet and slippery strip of rock they swayed to and fro, murderously interlocked, their heavy boots splashing, battling with limb and body.

Twice Salzar forced Smith outward over the sink, trying to end it, but could not free himself.

Once, too, he managed to get a hidden knife, drag it out and stab at head and throat; but Smith caught the fist that wielded it, forced back the arm, held it while Salzar screamed at him, lunging at his face with bared teeth.

Suddenly the end came: Salzars body heaved upward, sprawled for an instant in the dazzling glare, hurtled over Smiths head and fell into the sink with a crashing splash.

Frantically he thrashed there, spattering and floundering in darkness.
He made no outcry. Probably he had landed head first.

In a moment only a vague heaving came from the unseen ooze.

Smith, exhausted, drenched with sweat, leaned against a tamarack, sickened.

After all sound had ceased he straightened up with an effort. Presently he bent and recovered Salzars red bandana and his hat, lifted his own rifle and pack and struggled into the harness. Then, kicking Salzars rifle overboard, he unfastened both torches, pocketed one, and started on in a flood of ghostly light.

He was shaking all over and the torch quivered in his hand. He had seen men die in the Great War. He had been near death himself. But never before had he been near death in so horrible a form. The sodden noises in the mud, the deadened flopping of the sinking body — mud-plastered hands beating frantically on mud, splattering, agonising in darkness— My God, he breathed, anything but that — anything but that! — —

* * * * *

II

Before midnight he struck the hard forest. Here there was no trail at all, only spreading outcrop of crock under dying leaves.

He could see a few stars. Cautiously he ventured to shine his compass close to the ground. He was still headed right. The ghastly sink country lay behind him.

About of him, somewhere in the darkness — but how far he did not know
— Quintana and his people were moving swiftly at Clinchs Dump.

It may have been an hour later — two hours, perhaps — when from far ahead in the forest came a sound — the faint clink of a shod heel on rock.

Now, Smith unslung his pack, placed it between two rocks where laurel grew.

Salzars red bandanna was still wet, but he tied it across his face, leaving his eyes exposed. The dead mans hat fitted him. His own hat and the extra torch he dropped into his basket-pack.

Ready, now, he moved swiftly forward, trailing his rifle. And very soon it became plain to him that the people ahead were moving without much caution, evidently fearing no unfriendly ear or eye in that section of the wilderness.

Smith could hear their tread on rock and root and rotten branch, or swishing through frosted fern and brake, or louder on newly fallen leaves.

At times he could even see the round white glare of a torch on the ground — see it shift ahead, lighting up tree trunks, spread out, fanlike, into a wide, misty glory, then vanish as darkness rushed in from the vast ocean of the night.

Once they halted at a brook. Their torches flashed it; he heard them sounding its depths with their gun-butts.

Smith knew that brook. It was the east branch of Star Brook, the inlet to Star Pond.

Far ahead above the trees the sky seemed luminous. It was star lustre over the pond, turning the mist to a silvery splendour.

Now the people ahead of him moved with more caution, crossing the brook without splashing, and their boots made less noise in the woods.

To keep in touch with them Smith hastened his pace until he drew near enough to hear the low murmur of their voices.

They were travelling in single file; he had a glimpse of them against the ghostly radiance ahead. Indeed, so near had he approached that he could hear the heavy, laboured breathing of the last man in the file — some laggard who dragged his feet, plodding on doggedly, panting, muttering. Probably the man was Sard.

Already the forest in front was invaded by the misty radiance from the clearing. Through the trees starlight glimmered on water. The perfume of the open land grew in the night air, — the scent of dew-wet grass, the smell of still water and of sedgy shores.

Lying flat behind a rotting log, Smith could see them all now, — spectral shapes against the light. There were five of them at the forests edge.

They seemed to know what was to be done and how to do it. Two went down among the ferns and stunted willows toward the west shore of the pond; two sheered off to the southwest, shoulder deep in blackberry and sumac. The fifth man waited for a while, then ran down across the open pasture.

Scarcely had he started when Smith glided to the woods edge, crouched, and looked down.

Below stood Clinchs Dump, plain in the starlight, every window dark. To the west the barn loomed, huge with its ramshackle outbuildings straggling toward the lake.

Straight down the slope toward the barn ran the fifth man of Quintanas gang, and disappeared among the out-buildings.

Smith crept after him through the sumacs; and, at the foot of the slope, squatted low in a clump of rag-weed.

So close to the house was he now that he could hear the dew rattling on the veranda roof. He saw shadowy figures appear, one after another, and take stations at the four corners of the house. The fifth man was somewhere near the out-buildings, very silent about whatever he had on hand.

The stillness was absolute save for the drumming dew and a faint ripple from the waters edge.

Smith crouched, listened, searched the starlight with intent eyes, and waited.

Until something happened he could not solve the problem before him. He could be of no use to Eve Strayer and to Stormont until he found out what Quintana was going to do.

He could be of little use anyway unless he got into the house, where two rifles might hold out against five.

There was no use in trying to get to Ghost Lake for assistance. He felt that whatever was about to happen would come with a rush. It would be all over before he had gone five minutes. No; the only thing to do was to stay where he was.

As for his pledge to the little Grand Duchess, that was always in his mind. Sooner or later, he was going to make good his pledge.

He knew Quintana and his gang were here to find the Flaming Jewel.

Had he not encountered Quintana, his own errand had been the same. For Smith had started for Clinchs prepared to reveal himself to Stormont, and then, masked to the eyes — and to save Eve from a broken heart, and Clinch from States Prison — he had meant to rob the girl at pistol-point.

It was the only way to save Clinch, the only way to save the pride of his blindly loyal girl. For the arrest of Clinch meant ruin to both, and Smith realised it thoughtfully.

* * * * *

A slight sound form one of the out-houses — a sort of wagon-shed — attracted his attention. Through the frost-highlighted rag-weeds a faint glow appeared in the shed. There was a crackling noise. The glow grew pinker.

* * * * *

III

Inside Clinchs home Eve awoke with a start. Her ears were filled with a strange, rushing, cracking noise. A rosy glare danced and shook outside her windows.

As she sprang to the floor on bandaged feet, a shrill scream burst out of the ruddy darkness — unearthly, horrible; and there came a thunderous battering from the burn.

The girl tore open her bedroom door. Jack! she cried in a terrified voice. The barns on fire!

Good Good! he said,  — my horse!

He had already sprung from his chair outside her door. Now he ran downstairs, and she heard bolt and chain clash at the kitchen door and his spurred boots land on the porch.

Oh, she whimpered, snatching a blanket wrapper from a peg and struggling into it. Oh, the poor house! Jack! Jack! Im coming to help! Dont risk your life! Im coming — Im coming — —

Terror clutched her as she stumbled downstairs on bandaged feet.

As she reached the door a great flare of light almost blinded her.

Jack!

And at the same instant she saw him struggling with three masked men in the glare of the wagon-shed afire.

His rifle stood in the corridor outside her door. With one bound she was on the stairs again. There came the crash and splinter of wood and glass from the kitchen, and a man with a handkerchief over his face caught her on the landing.

Twice she wrenched herself loose and her fingers almost touched Stormonts rifle; she fought like a cornered lynx, tore the handkerchief from her assailants face, recognised Quintana, hurled her very body at him, eyes flaming, small teeth bared.

Two other men laid hold. In another moment she had tripped Quintana, and all four fell, rolling over and over down the short flight of stairs, landing in the kitchen, still fighting.

Here, in darkness, she wriggled out, somehow, leaving her blanket wrapped in their clutches. In another instant she was up the stairs again, only to discover that the rifle was gone.

The red glare from the wagon-house lighted her bedroom; she sprang inside and bolted the door.

Her chamois jacket with its loops full of cartridges hung on a peg. She got into it, seized her rifle and ran to the window just as two masked men, pushing Stormont before them, entered the house by the kitchen way.

Her own door was resounding with kicks and blows, shaking, shivering under the furious impact of boot and rifle-butt.

She ran to the bed, thrust her hand under the pillow, pulled out the case containing the Flaming Jewel, and placed it in the breast pocket of her shooting jacket.

Again she crept to the window. Only the wagon-house was burning. Somebody, however, had led Stormonts horse from the barn, and had tied it to a tree at a safe distance. It stood there, trembling, its beautiful, nervous head turned toward the burning building.

The blows upon her bedroom door had ceased; there came a loud trampling, the sound of excited voices; Quintanas sarcastic tones, clear, dominant:

Dios! The police! Why you bring me this gendarme? What am I to do with a gentleman of the Constabulary, eh? Do you think I am fool enough to cut his throat? Well, Senor Gendarme, what are you doing here in the Dump of Clinch?

Then Stormonts voice, clear and quiet: What are you doing here? If youve a quarrel with Clinch, hes not here. Theres only a young girl in this house.

So? said Quintana. Well, that is what I expec, my frien. It is thees lady upon whom I do mysef the honour to call!

Eve, listening, heard Stormonts rejoinder, still, calm, and very grave:

The man who lays a finger on that young girl had better be dead. Hes as good as dead the moment he touches her. There wont be a chance for him. … Nor for any of you, if you harm her.

Calm yousef, my frien, said Quintana. I demand of thees young lady only that she return to me the property of which I have been rob by Monsieur Clinch.

I knew nothing of any theft. Nor does she — —

Pardon: Senor Clinch knows, and I know. His tone changed, offensively: Senor Gendarme, am I permit to understan that you are a frien of thees young lady? — a heart-frien, peraps — —

I am her friend, said Stormont bluntly.

Ah, said Quintana, then you shall persuade her to return to me thees packet of which Monsieur Clinch has rob me.

There was a short silence, then Quintanas voice again:

I know thees packet is conceel in thees house. Peaceably, if possible,
I would recover my property. … If she refuse — —

Another pause.

Well? inquired Stormont, coolly.

Ah! It is ver painful to say. Alas, Senor Gendarme, I mus have my property. … If she refuse, then I mus sever one of her pretty fingers. … An if she still refuse — I sever her pretty fingers one by one, until — —

You know what would happen to you? interrupted Stormont, in a voice that quivered in spite of himself.

I take my chance. Senor Gendarme, she is within that room. If you are her frien, you shall advise her to return to me my property.

After another silence.

Eve! he called sharply.

She placed her lips to the door: Yes, Jack.

He said: There are five masked men out here who say that Clinch robbed them and they are here to recover their property. … Do you know anything about this?

I know they lie. My father is not a thief. … I have my rifle and plenty of ammunition. I shall kill every man who enters this room.

For a moment nobody stirred or spoke. Then Quintana strode to the bolted door and struck it with the butt of his rifle.

You, in there, he said in a menacing voice,  — you listen once to me! You open your door and come out. I give you one minute! He struck the door again: One minute, senorita! — or I cut from your frien, here, the hand from his right arm!

There was a deathly silence. Then the sound of bolts. The door opened. Slowly the girl limped forward, still wearing the hunting jacket over her night-dress.

Quintana made her an elaborate and ironical bow, slouch hat in hand; another masked man took her rifle.

Senorita, said Quintana with another sweep of his hat, I ask pardon that I trouble you for my packet of which your father has rob me for ver long time.

Slowly the girl lifted her blue eyes to Stormont. He was standing between two masked men. Their pistols were pressed slightly against his stomach.

Stormont reddened painfully:

It was not for myself that I let you open your door, he said. They would not have ventured to lay hands on me.

Ah, said Quintana with a terrifying smile, you would not have been the first gendarme who had — accorded me his hand!

Two of the masked men laughed loudly.

* * * * *

Outside in the rag-weed patch, Smith rose, stole across the grass to the kitchen door and slipped inside.

Now, senorita, said Quintana gaily, my packet, if you please, — and we leave you to the caresses of your faithful gendarme, — who should thank God that he still possesses the good two hands to fondle you! Allons! Come then! My packet!

One of the masked men said: Take her downstairs and lock her up somewhere or shell shoot us from her window.

Lead out that gendarme, too! added Quintana, grasping Eve by the arm.

Down the stairs tramped the men, forcing their prisoners with them.

In the big kitchen the glare from the burning out-house fell dimly; the place was full of shadows.

Now, said Quintana, I take my property and my leave. Where is the packet hidden?

She stood for a moment with drooping head, amid the sombre shadows, then, slowly, she drew the emblazoned morocco case form her breast pocket.

What followed occurred in the twinkling of an eye: for, as Quintana extended his arm to grasp the case, a hand snatched it, a masked figure sprang through the doorway, and ran toward the barn.

Somebody recognized the hat and red bandanna:

Salzar! he yelled. Nick Salzar!

A traitor, by God! shouted Quintana. Even before he had reached the door, his pistol flashed twice, deafening all the semi-darkness, choking them with stifling fumes.

A masked man turned on Stormont, forcing him back into the pantry at pistol-point. Another man pushed Eve after him, slammed the pantry door and bolted it.

Through the iron bars of the pantry window, Stormont saw a man, wearing a red bandanna tied under his eyes, run up and untie his horse and fling himself astride under a shower of bullets.

As he wheeled the horse and swung him into the clearing toward the foot of Star Pond, his seat and horsemanship were not to be mistaken.

He was gone, now, the gallop stretching into a dead run; and Quintanas men still following, shooting, hallooing in the starlight like a pack of leaping shapes from hell.

But Quintana had not followed far. When he had emptied his automatic he halted.

Something about the transaction suddenly checked his fury, stilled it, summoned his brain into action.

For a full minute he stood unstirring, every atom of intelligence in terrible concentration.

Presently he put his left hand into his pocket, fitted another clip to his pistol, turned on his heel and walked straight back to the house.

Between the two locked in the pantry not a word had passed. Stormont still peered out between the iron bars, striving to catch a glimpse of what was going on. Eve crouched at the pantry doors, her face in her hands, listening.

Suddenly she heard Quintanas step in the kitchen. Cautiously she turned the pantry key from inside.

Stormont heard her, and instantly came to her. At the same moment
Quintana unbolted the door from the outside and tried to open it.

Come out, he said coldly, or it will not go well with you when my men return.

Youve got what you say is your property, replied Stormont. What do you want now?

I tell you what I want ver damn quick. Who was he, thees man who rides with my property on your horse away? Eh? Because it was not Nick Salzar! No! Salzar cannot ride thees way. No! Alors?

I cant tell you who he was, replied Stormont. Thats your affair, not ours.

No? Ah! Ver well, then. I shall tell you Senor Flic! He was one of yours. I understan. It is a trap, a cheat — what you call a plant! Thees man who rode your horse he is disguise! Yes! He also is a gendarme! Yes! You think I let a gendarme rob me? I got you where I want you now. You shall write your gendarme frien that he return to me my property, one days time, or I send him by parcel post two nice, fresh-out right-hands — your sweethearts and your own!

Stormont drew Eves head close to his:

This man is blood mad or out of his mind! Id better go out and take a chance at him before the others come back.

But the girl shook her head violently, caught him by the arm and drew him toward the mouth of the tile down which Clinch always emptied his hootch when the Dump was raided.

But now, it appeared that the tile which protruded from the cement floor was removable.

In silence she began to unscrew it, and he, seeing what she was trying to do, helped her.

Together they lifted the heavy tile and laid it on the floor.

You open thees door! shouted Quintana in a paroxysm of fury. I give you one minute! Then, by God, I kill you both!

Eve lifted a screen of wood through which the tile had been set. Under it a black hole yawned. It was a tunnel made of three-foot aqueduct tiles; and it led straight into star Pond, two hundred feet away.

Now, as she straightened up and looked silently at Stormont, they heard the trample of boots in the kitchen, voices, the bang of gun-stocks.

Does that drain lead into the lake? whispered Stormont.

She nodded.

Will you follow me, Eve?

She pushed him aside, indicating that he was to follow her.

As she stripped the hunting jacket from her, a hot colour swept her face. But she dropped on both knees, crept straight into the tile and slipped out of sight.

As she disappeared, Quintana shouted something in Portuguese, and fired at the lock.

With the smash of splintering wood in his ears, Stormont slid into the smooth tunnel.

In an instant he was shooting down a polished toboggan slide, and in another moment was under the icy water of Star Pond.

Shocked, blinded, fighting his way to the surface, he felt his spurred boots dragging at him like a ton of iron. Then to him came her helping hand.

I can make it, he gasped.

But his clothing and his boots and the icy water began to tell on him in mid-lake.

Swimming without effort beside him, watching his every stroke, presently she sank a little and glided under him and a little ahead, so that his hands fell upon her shoulders.

He let them rest, so, aware now that it was no burden to such a swimmer. Supple and silent as a swimming otter, the girl slipped lithely through the chilled water, which washed his body to the nostrils and numbed his legs till he could scarcely move them.

And now, of a sudden, his feet touched gravel. He stumbled forward in the shadow of overhanging trees and saw her wading shoreward, a dripping, silvery shape on the shoal.

Then, as he staggered up to her, breathless, where she was standing on the pebbled shore, he saw her join both hands, cup-shape, and lift them to her lips.

And out of her mouth poured diamond, sapphire, and emerald in a dazzling stream, — and among them, one great, flashing gem blazing in the starlight, — the Flaming Jewel!

Like a naiad of the lake she stood, white, slim, silent, the heaped gems glittering in her snowy hands, her face framed by the curling masses of her wet hair.

Then, slowly she turned her head to Stormont.

These are what Quintana came for, she said. Could you put them into your pocket?

* * * * *


Episode Eight

Cup and Lip

[image: img662.jpg]

* * * * *

I

Two miles beyond Clinchs Dump, Hal Smith pulled Stormonts horse to a walk. He was tremendously excited.

With naive sincerity he believed that what he had done on the spur of the moment had been the only thing to do.

By snatching the Flaming Jewel from Quintanas very fingers he had diverted that vindictive bandits fury from Eve, from Clinch, from Stormont, and had centred it upon himself.

More than that, he had sown the seeds of suspicion among Quintanas own people. they never could discover Salzars body. Always they must believe that it was Nicolas Salzar and no other who so treacherously robbed them, and who rode away in a rain of bullets, shaking the emblazoned morocco case above his masked head in triumph, derision and defiance.

At the recollection of what had happened, Hal Smith drew bridle, and, sitting his saddle there in the false dawn, threw back his handsome head and laughed until the fading stars overhead swam in his eyes through tears of sheerest mirth.

For he was still young enough to have had the time of his life. Nothing in the Great War had so thrilled him. For, in what had just happened, there was humour. There had been none in the Great Grim Drama.

Still, Smith began to realise that he had taken the long, long chance of the opportunist who rolls the bones with Death. He had kept his pledge to the little Grand Duchess. It was a clean job. It was even good drama —— 

The picturesque angle of the affair shook Hal Smith with renewed laughter. As a moving picture hero he thought himself the funniest thing on earth.

From the time he ha poked a pistol against Sards fat paunch, to this bullet-pelted ride for life, life had become one ridiculously exciting episode after another.

He had come through like the hero in a best-seller. … Lacking only a heroine. … If there had been any heroine it was Eve Strayer. Drama had gone wrong in that detail. … So perhaps, after all, it was real life he had been living and not drama. Drama, for the masses, must have a definite beginning and ending. Real life lacks the latter. In life nothing is finished. It is always a premature curtain which is yanked by that doddering old stage-hand, Johnny Death.

* * * * *

Smith sat in his saddle, thinking, beginning to be sobered now by the inevitable reaction which follows excitement and mirth as relentlessly as care dogs the horseman.

He had a fine time, — save for the horror of the Rock-trail. … He shuddered. … Anyway, at worst he had not shirked a clean deal in that ghastly game. … It was Gods mercy that he was not lying where Salzar lay, ten feet — twenty — a hundred deep, perhaps — in immemorial slime —— 

He shook himself in his saddle as though to be rid of the creeping horror, and wiped his clammy face.

Now, in the false dawn, a blue-jay awoke somewhere among the oaks and filled the misty silence with harsh grace-notes.

Then reaction, setting in like a tide, stirred more sombre depths in the heart of this young man.

He thought of Riga; and of the Red Terror; of murder at noon-day, and outrage by night. He remembered his only encounter with a lovely child — once Grand Duchess of Esthonia — then a destitute refugee in silken rags.

What a day that had been. … Only one day and one evening. … And never had he been so near in love in all his life. …

That one day and evening had been enough for her to confide in an American officer her entire lifes history. … Enough for him to pledge himself to her service while life endured. … And if emotion had swept every atom of reason out of his youthful head, there in the turmoil and alarm — there in the terrified, riotous city jammed with refugees, reeking with disease, halt frantic from famine and the filthy, rising flood of war — if really it all had been merely romantic impulse, ardour born of overwrought sentimentalism, nevertheless, what he had pledged that day to a little Grand Duchess in rags, he had fulfilled to the letter within the hour.

As the false dawn began to fade, he loosened hunting coat and cartridge sling, drew from his shirt-bosom the morocco case. It bore the arms and crest of the Grand Duchess Theodorica of Esthonia.

His fingers trembled slightly as he pressed the jewelled spring. It opened on an empty casket.

In the sudden shock of horror and astonishment, his convulsive clutch on the spring started a tiny bell ringing. Then, under his very nose, the empty tray slid aside revealing another tray underneath, set solidly with brilliants. A rainbow glitter streamed from the unset gems in the silken tray. Like an incredulous child he touched them. They were magnificently real.

In the centre lay blazing the great Erosite gem, — the Flaming Jewel itself. Priceless diamonds, sapphires, emeralds ringed it. In his hands he held nearly four millions of dollars.

Gingerly he balanced the emblazoned case, fascinated. Then he replaced the empty tray, closed the box, thrust it into the bosom of his flannel shirt and buttoned it in.

Now there was little more for this excited young man to do. He was through with Clinch. Hal Smith, hold-up man and dish-washer at Clinchs Dump, had ended his career. The time had now arrived for him to vanish and make room for James Darragh.

Because there still remained a very agreeable role for Darragh to play. and he meant to eat it up — as Broadway has it.

For by this time the Grand Duchess of Esthonia — Ricca, as she was called by her companion, Valentine, the pretty Countess Orloff-Strelwitz — must have arrived in New York.

At the big hunting lodge of the late Henry Harrod — now inherited by
Darragh — there might be a letter — perhaps a telegram — the cue for
Hal Smith to vanish and for James Darragh to enter, play his brief but
glittering part, and —— 

Darraghs sequence of pleasing meditations halted abruptly. … To walk out of the life of the little Grand Duchess did not seem to suit his ideas — indefinite and hazy as they were, so far.

He lifted the bridle from the horses neck, divided curb and snaffle thoughtfully, touched the splendid animal with heel and knee.

As he cantered on into the wide forest road that led to his late uncles abode, curiosity led him to wheel into a narrower trail running east along Star Pond, and from whence he could make a farewell view of Clinchs Dump.

He smiled to think of Eve and Stormont there together, and now in safety behind bolted doors and shutters.

He grinned to think of Quintana and his precious crew, blood-crazy, baffled, probably already distrusting one another, yet running wild through the night like starving wolves galloping at hazard across a famine-stricken waste.

Only wait till Stormont makes his report, he thought, grinning more broadly still. Every State Trooper north of Albany will be after Senor Quintana. Some hunting! And, if he could understand, Mike Clinch might thank his stars that what Ive done this night has saved him his skin and Eve a broken heart!

He drew his horse to a walk, now, for the path began to run closer to
Star Pond, skirting the pebbled shallows in the open just ahead.

Alders still concealed the house across the lake, but the trail was already coming out into the starlight.

Suddenly his horse stopped short, trembling, its ears pricked forward.

Darragh sat listening intently for a moment. Then with infinite caution, he leaned over the cantle and gently parted the alders.

On the pebbled beach, full in the starlight, stood two figures, on white and slim, the other dark.

The arm of the dark figure clasped the waist of the white and slender one.

Evidently they had heard his horse, for they stood motionless, looking directly at the alders behind which his horse had halted.

To turn might mean a shot in the back as far as Darragh knew. He was still masked with Salzars red bandanna. He raised his rifle, slid a cartridge into the breech, pressed his horse forward with a slight touch of heel and knee, and rode slowly out into the star-dusk.

What Stormont saw was a masked man, riding his own horse, with menacing rifle half lifted for a shot! What Eve Strayer thought she saw was too terrible for words. And before Stormont could prevent her she sprang in front of him, covering his body with her gown.

At that the horseman tore off his red mask:

Eve! Jack Stormont! What the devil are you doing over here!

Stormont walked slowly up to his own horse, laid one unsteady hand on its silky nose, kept it there while dusty, velvet lips mumbled and caressed his fingers.

I knew it was a calvaryman, he said quietly. I suspected you, Jim. It was the sort of crazy thing you were likely to do. … I dont ask you what youre up to, where youve been, what your plans may be. If you needed me youd have told me.

But Ive got to have my horse for Eve. Her feet are wounded. Shes in her night-dress and wringing wet. Ive got to set her on my horse and try to take her through to Ghost Lake.

Darragh stared at Stormont, at the ghostly figure of the girl who had sunk down on the sand at the lakes edge. Then he scrambled out of the saddle and handed over the bridle.

Quintana came back, said Stormont. I hope to reckon with him some day. … I believe he came back to harm Eve. … We got out of the house. … We swam the lake. … Id have gone under except for her — —

In his distress and overwhelming mortification, Darragh stood miserable, mute, irresolute.

Stormont seemed to understand: What you did, Jim, was well meant, he said. I understand. Eve will understand when I tell her. But that fellow Quintana is a devil. You cant draw a herring across any trail he follows. I tell you, Jim, this fellow Quintana is either blood-mad or just plain crazy. Somebody will have to put him out of the way. Ill do it if I ever find him.

Yes. … You people ought to do that. … Or, if you like, Ill volunteer. … Ive a little business to transact in New York, first. … Jack, your tunic an breeches are soaked; Ill be glad to chip in something for Eve. … Wait a moment — —

He stepped into cover, drew the morocco box from his grey shirt, shoved it into his hip pocket.

Then he threw off his cartridge belt and hunting coat, pulled the grey shirt over his head and came out in his undershirt and breeches, with the other garments hanging over his arm.

Give her these, he said. She can button the coat around her waist for a skirt. Shed better go somewhere and get out of that soaking wet night-dress — —

Eve, crouched on the sand, trying to wring out and twist up her drenched hair, looked up at Stormont as he came toward her holding our Darraghs dry clothing.

Youd better do what you can with these, he said, trying to speak carelessly. … He says youd better chuck — what youre wearing — —

She nodded in flushed comprehension. Stormont walked back to his horse, his boots slopping water at every stride.

I dont know any place nearer than Ghost Lake Inn, he said … except
Harrods.

Thats where were going, Jack, said Darragh cheerfully.

Thats your place, isnt it?

It is. But I dont want Eve to know it. … I think it better she should not know me except as Hal Smith — for the present, anyway. Youll see to that, wont you?

As you wish, Jim. … Only, if we go to your own house — —

Were not going to the main house. She wouldnt, anyway. Clinch as taught that girl to hate the very name of Harrod — hate every foot of forest that the Harrod game keepers patrol. She wouldnt cross my threshold to save her life.

I dont understand, but — its all right — whatever you say, Jim.

Ill tell you the whole business some day. But where Im going to take you now is into a brand new camp which I ordered built last spring. Its within a mile of the State Forest border. Eve wont know tat its Harrod property. Ive a hatchery there and the State lets me have a man in exchange for free fry. When I get there Ill post my man.

It will be a roof for to-night, anyway, and breakfast in the morning, whenever youre ready.

How far is it?

Only about three miles east of here.

Thats the thing to do, then, said Stormont bluntly.

He dropped one sopping-wet sleeve over his horses neck, asking care not to touch the handle. He was thinking of the handful of gems in his pocket; and he wondered why Darragh had said nothing about the empty case for which he had so recklessly risked his life.

What this whole business was about Stormont had no notion. But he knew Darragh. There was sufficient to leave him tranquil, and perfectly certain that whatever Darragh was doing must be the right thing to do.

Yet — Eve had swum Star Pond with her mouth filled with jewels.

When she had handed the morocco box to Quintana, Stormont now realised that she must have played her last card on the utterly desperate chance that Quintana might go away without examining the case.

Evidently she had emptied the case before she left her room. He recollected that, during all that followed, Eve had not uttered a single word. He knew why, now. How could she speak with her mouth full of (diamonds)?

A slight sound from the shore caused him to turn. Eve was coming toward him in the dusk, moving painfully on her wounded feet. Darraghs flannel shirt and his hunting coat buttoned around her slender waist clothed her.

The next instant he was beside her, lifting her in both arms.

As he placed her in the saddle and adjusted one stirrup to her bandaged foot, she turned and quietly thanked Darragh for the clothing.

And that was a brave thing you did, she added,  — to risk your life for my fathers property. Because the morocco case which you saved proved to be empty does not make what you did any less loyal and gallant.

Darragh gazed at her, astounded; took the hand she stretched out to him; held it with a silly expression on his features.

Hal Smith, she said with perceptible emotion, I take back what I once said to you on Owl Marsh. No man is a real crook by nature who did what you have done. That is `faithfulness unto death — the supreme offer — loyalty — —

Her voice broke; she pressed Darraghs hand convulsively and her lip quivered.

Darragh, with the morocco case full of jewels buttoned into his hip pocket, stood motionless, mutely swallowing his amazement.

What in the world did this girl mean, talking about an empty case?

But this was no time to unravel that sort of puzzle. He turned to
Stormont who, as perplexed as he, had been listening in silence.

Lead your horse forward, he said. I know the trail. All you need do is to follow me. And, shouldering his rifle, he walked leisurely into the woods, the cartridge belt sagging en bandouliere across his woollen undershirt.

* * * * *

II

When Stormont gently halted his horse it was dawn, and Eve sagging against him with one arm around his neck, sat huddled up on her saddle fast asleep.

In a birch woods, on the eastern slope of the divide, stood the log camp, dimly visible in the silvery light of early morning.

Darragh, cautioning Stormont with a slight gesture, went forward, mounted the rustic veranda, and knocked at a lighted window.

A man, already dressed, came and peered out at him, then hurried to open the door.

I didnt know you, Captain Darragh — — he began, but fell silent under the warning gesture that checked him.

Ive a guest outside. Shes Clinchs step-daughter, Eve Strayer. She knows me by the name of Hal Smith. Do you understand?

Yes, sir — —

Cut that out, too. Im Hal Smith to you, also. State Trooper
Stormont is out here with Eve Strayer. He was a comrade of mine in
Russia. Im Hal Smith to him, by mutual agreement. Now do you get
me, Ralph?

Sure, Hal. Go on; spit it out!

They both grinned.

Youre a hootch runner, said Darragh. This is your shack. The hatchery is only a blind. Thats all you have to know, Ralph. So put that girl into my room and let her sleep till she wakes of her own accord.

Stormont and I will take two of the guest-bunks in the L. And for heavens sake make us some coffee when you make your own. But first come out and take the horse.

They went out together. Stormont lifted Eve out of the saddle. She did not wake. Darragh led the way into the log house and along a corridor to his own room.

Turn down the sheets, whispered Stormont. And, when the bed was ready: Can you get a bath towel, Jim?

Darragh fetched one from the connecting bath-room.

Wrap it around her wet hair, whispered Stormont. Good heavens, I wish there were a woman here.

I wish so too, said Darragh; shes chilled to the bone. Youll have to wake her. She cant sleep in what shes wearing; its almost as damp as her hair — —

He went to the closet and returned with a mans morning robe, as soft as fleece.

Somehow or other shes got to get into that, he said.

There was a silence.

Very well, said Stormont, reddening. … If youll step out Ill — manage. … He looked Darragh straight in the eyes: I have asked her to marry me, he said.

* * * * *

When Stormont came out a great fire of birch-logs was blazing in the living-room, and Darragh stood there, his elbow on the rough stone mantel-shelf.

Stormont came straight to the fire and set one spurred boot on the fender.

Shes warm and dry and sound asleep, he said. Ill wake her again if you think she ought to swallow something hot.

At that moment the fish-culturist came in with a pot of steaming coffee.

This is my friend, Ralph Wier, said Darragh. I think youd better give Eve a cup of coffee. And, to Wier, Fill a couple of hot water bags, old chap. We dont want any pneumonia in this house.

When breakfast was ready Eve once more lay asleep with a slight dew of perspiration on her brow.

Darragh was half starved: Stormont ate little. Neither spoke at all until, satisfied, they rose, ready for sleep.

At the door of his room Stormont took Darraghs offered hand, understanding what it implied:

Thanks, Jim. … Hers is the loveliest character I have ever known. … If I werent as poor as a homeless dog Id marry her to-morrow. … Ill do it anyway, I think. … I cant let her go back to Clinchs Dump!

After all, said Darragh, smiling, if its only money that worries you, why not talk about a job to me!

Stormont flushed heavily: Thats rather wonderful of you, Jim — —

Why? Youre the best officer I had. Why the devil did you go into the
Constabulary without talking to me?

Stormonts upper lip seemed inclined to twitch but he controlled it and scowled at space.

Go to bed, you darned fool, said Darragh, carelessly. Youll find dry things ready. Ralph will take care of your uniform and boots.

Then he went into his own quarters to read two letters which, conforming to arrangements made with Mrs. Ray the day he had robbed Emanuel Sard, were to be sent to Trout Lodge to await his arrival.

Both, written from the Ritz, bore the date of the day before: the first he opened was from the countess Orloff-Strelwitz:

Dear Captain Darragh:

 — You are so wonderful! Your messenger, with the ten thousand dollars which you say you already have recovered from those miscreants who robbed Ricca, came aboard our ship before we landed. It was a godsend; we were nearly penniless, — and oh, so shabby!

Instantly, my friend, we shopped, Ricca and I. Fifth Avenue enchanted us. All misery was forgotten in the magic of that paradise for women.

Yet, spendthrifts that we naturally are, we were not silly enough to be extravagant. Ricca was wild for American sport-clothes. I, also. Yet — only two gowns apiece, excepting our sport clothes. And other necessaries. Dont you think we were economical?

Furthermore, dear Captain Darragh, we are hastening to follow your instructions. We are leaving to-day for your chateau in the wonderful forest, of which you told us of that never-to-be-day in Riga.

Your agent is politeness, consideration and kindness itself. We have our accommodations. We leave New York at midnight.

Ricca is so excited that it is difficult for her to restrain her happiness. God knows the child has seen enough unhappiness to quench the gaiety of anybody!

Well, all things end. Even tears. Even the Red Terror shall pass from our beloved Russia. For, after all, Monsieur, God still lives.

VALENTINE.

P.S. Ricca has written to you. I have read the letter. I have let it go uncensored.

* * * * *

Darragh went to the door of his room:

Ralph! Ralph! he called. And, when Wier hurriedly appeared:

What time does the midnight train from New York get into Five Lakes?

A little before nine — —

You can make it in the flivver, cant you?

Yes, if I start now.

All right. Two ladies. Youre to bring them to the house, not here. Mrs. Ray knows about them. And — get back here as soon as you can.

He closed his door again, sat down on the bed and opened the other letter. His hand shook as he unfolded it. He was so scared and excited that he could scarcely decipher the angular, girlish penmanship:

* * * * *

To dear Captain Darragh, our champion and friend — 

It is difficult for me, Monsieur, to express my happiness and my deep
gratitude in the so cold formality of the written page.

Alas, sir, it will be still more difficult to find words for it when
again I have the happiness of greeting you in proper person.

Valentine has told you everything, she warns me, and I am, therefore,
somewhat at a loss to know what I should write to you.

Yes, I know very well what I would write if I dare. It is this: that I wish you to know — although it may not pass the censor — that I am most impatient to see you, Monsieur. Not because of kindness past, nor with an unworthy expectation of benefits to come. But because of friendship, — the deepest, sincerest of my WHOLE LIFE.

Is it not modest of a young girl to say this? Yet, surely all the world which was once en regle, formal, artificial, has been burnt out of our hearts by this so frightful calamity which has overwhelmed the world with fire and blood.

If ever on earth there was a time when we might venture to express with candour what is hidden within our minds and hearts, it would seem, Monsieur, that the time is now.

True, I have known you only for one day and one evening. Yet, what happened to the world in that brief space of time — and to us, Monsieur — brought us together as though our meeting were but a blessed reunion after the happy intimacy of many years. … I speak, Monsieur, for myself. May I hope that I speak, also, for you?

With a heart too full to thank you, and with expectations indescribable — but with courage, always, for any event, — I take my leave of you at the foot of this page. Like death — I trust — my adieu is not the end, but the beginning. It is not farewell; it is a greeting to him whom I most honour in all the world. … And would willingly obey if he shall command. And otherwise — all else that in his mind — and heart — he might desire.

THEODORICA.

* * * * *

It was the most beautiful love-letter any man ever received in all the history of love.

And it had passed the censor.

* * * * *

III

It was afternoon when Darragh awoke in his bunk, stiff, sore, confused in mind and battered in body.

However, when he recollected where he was he got out of bed in a hurry and jerked aside the window curtains.

The day was magnificent; a sky of royal azure overhead, and everywhere the silver pillars of the birches supporting their splendid canopy of ochre, orange, and burnt-gold.

Wier, hearing him astir, came in.

How long have you been back! Did you meet the ladies with your flivver? demanded Darragh, impatiently.

I got to Five Lakes station just as the train came in. The young ladies were the only passengers who got out. I waited to get their two steamer trunks and then I drove them to Harrod Place — —

How did they seem, Ralph — worn-out — worried — ill?

Wier laughed: No, sir, they looked very pretty and lively to me. They seemed delighted to get here. They talked to each other in some foreign tongue — Russian, I should say — at least, it sounded like what we heard over in Siberia, Captain—

It was Russian. … You go on and tell me while I take another hot bath! — —

Wier followed him into the bath-room and vaulted to a seat on the deep set window-sill:

 — When they werent talking Russian and laughing they talked to me and admired the woods and mountains. I had to tell them everything — they wanted to see buffalo and Indians. And when I told them there werent any, enquired for bears and panthers.

We saw two deer on the Scaur, and a woodchuck near the house; I thought theyd jump out of the flivver — —

He began to laugh at the recollection: No, sir, they didnt act tired and sad; they said they were crazy to get into their knickerbockers and go to look for you — —

Where did you say I was? asked Darragh, drying himself vigorously.

Out in the woods, somewhere. The last I saw of them, Mrs. Ray had their hand-bags and Jerry and Tom were shouldering their trunks.

Im going up there right away, interrupted Darragh excitedly.  — 
Good heavens, Ralph, I havent any clothes here, have I?

No, sir. Bu those you wore last night are dry — —

Confound it! I meant to send some decent clothes here —— All right; get me those duds I wore yesterday —— and a bite to eat! Im in a hurry, Ralph — —

He ate while dressing, disgustedly arraying himself in the grey shirt, breeches, and laced boots which weather, water, rock, and brier had not improved.

In a pathetic attempt to spruce up, he knotted the red bandanna around his neck and punched Salzars slouch hat into a peak.

I look like a hootch-running Wop, he said. Maybe I can get into the house before I meet the ladies — —

You look like one of Clinchs bums, remarked Wier with native honesty.

Darragh, chagrined, went to his bunk, pulled the morocco case from under the pillow, and shoved it into the bosom of his flannel shirt.

Thats the main thing anyway, he thought. Then, turning to Wier, he asked whether Eve and Stormont had awakened.

It appeared that Trooper Stormont had saddled up and cantered away shortly after sunrise, leaving word that he must hunt up his comrade, Trooper Lannis, at Ghost Lake.

Theyre coming back this evening, added Wier. He asked you to look out for Clinchs step-daughter.

Shes all right here. Cant you keep an eye on her, Ralph?

Im stripping trout, sir. Ill be around here to cook dinner for her when she wakes up.

Darragh glanced across the brook at the hatchery. It was only a few yards away. He nodded and started for the veranda:

Thatll be all right, he said. Nobody is coming here to bother her.
… And dont let her leave, Ralph, till I get back — —

Very well, sir. But suppose she takes it into her head to leave — —

Darragh called back, gaily: She cant: she hasnt any clothes! And away he strode in the gorgeous sunshine of a magnificent autumn day, all the clean and vigorous youth of him afire in anticipation of a reunion which the letter from his lady-love had transfigured into a tryst.

For, in that amazing courtship of a single day, he never dreamed that he had won the heart of that sad, white-faced, hungry child in rags — silken tatters still stained with the blood of massacre, — the very soles of her shoes still charred by the embers of her own home.

Yes, that is what must have happened in a single day and evening. Life passes swiftly during such periods. Minutes lengthen into days; hours into years. The soul finds itself.

Then mind and heart become twin prophets, — clairvoyant concerning what hides behind the veil; comprehending the divine clair-audience what the Three Sisters whisper there — hearing even the whirr of the spindle — the very snipping of the Eternal Shears!

* * * * *

The soul finds itself; the mind knows itself; the heart perfectly understands.

He had not spoken to this young girl of love. The blood of friends and servants was still rusty on her skirts ragged hem.

Yet, that night, when at last in safety she had said good-bye to the man who had secured it for her, he knew that he was in love with her. And, at such crises, the veil that hides hearts becomes transparent.

At that instant he had seen and known. Afterward he had dared not believe that he had know.

But hers had been a purer courage.

* * * * *

As he strode on, the comprehension of her candour, her honesty, the sweet bravery that had conceived, created, and sent that letter, thrilled this young man until his heavy boots sprouted wings, and the trail he followed was but a path of rosy clouds over which he floated heavenward.

* * * * *

And half an hour later he came to his senses with a distinct shock.

Straight ahead of him on the trail, and coming directly toward him, moved a figure in knickers and belted tweed.

Flecked sunlight slanted on the strangers cheek and burnished hair, dappling face and figure with moving, golden spots.

Instantly Darragh knew and trembled.

But Theodorica of Esthonia had known him only in his uniform.

As she came toward him, lovely in her lithe and rounded grace, only friendly curiosity gazed at him from her blue eyes.

Suddenly she knew him, went scarlet to her yellow hair, then white: and tried to speak — but had no control of the short, rosy upper lip which only quivered as he took her hands.

The forest was dead still around them save for the whisper of painted leaves sifting down from a sunlit vault above.

Finally she sad in a ghost of a voice: My — friend. …

If you accept his friendship. …

Friendship is to be shared. … Ours mingled — on that day. … Your share is — as much as pleases you.

All you have to give me, then.

Take it … All I have. … Her blue eyes met his with a little effort. All courage is an effort.

Then that young man dropped on both knees at her feet and laid his lips to her soft hands.

In trembling silence she stood for a moment, then slowly sank on both knees to face him across their clasped hands.

So, in the gilded cathedral of the woods, pillared with silver, and azure-domed, the betrothal of these two was sealed with clasp and lip.

Awed, a little fearful, she looked into her lovers eyes with a gaze so chaste, so oblivious to all things earthly, that the still purity of her face seemed a sacrament, and he scarcely dared touch the childish lips she offered.

But when the sacrament of the kiss had been accomplished, she rested one hand on his shoulder and rose, and drew him with her.

Then his moment came: he drew the emblazoned case from his breast, opened it, and, in silence, laid it in her hands. The blaze of the jewels in the sunshine almost blinded them.

That was his moment.

The next moment was Quintanas.

* * * * *

Darragh hadnt a chance. Out of the bushes two pistols were thrust hard against his stomach. Quintanas face was behind them. He wore no mask, but the three men with him watched him over the edges of handkerchiefs, — over the sights of levelled rifles, too.

The youthful Grand Duchess had turned deadly white. One of Quintanas men took the morocco case from her hands and shoved her aside without ceremony.

Quintana leered at Darragh over his levelled weapons:

My frien Smith! he exclaimed softly. So it is you, then, who have twice try to rob me of my property!

Ah! You recollec? Yes? How you have rob me of a pacquet which contain only some chocolate?

Darraghs face was burning with helpless rage.

My frien, Smith, repeated Quintana, do you recollec what it was you say to me? Yes? … How often it is the onexpected which so usually happen? You are quite correc, lami Smith. It has happen.

He glanced at the open jewel box which one of the masked men held, then, like lightning, his sinister eyes focussed on Darragh.

So, he said, it was also you who rob me las night of my property.
… What you do to Nick Salzar, eh?

Killed him, said Darragh, dry lipped, nerved for death. I ought to have killed you, too, when I had the chance. But — Im white, you see.

At the insult flung into his face over the muzzles of his own pistols,
Quintana burst into laughter.

Ah! You should have shot me! You are quite right, my frien. I mus; say you have behave ver foolish.

He laughed again so hard that Darragh felt his pistols shaking against his body.

So you have kill Nick Salzar, eh? continued Quintana with perfect good humour. My frien, I am oblige to you for what you do. You are surprise? Eh? I is ver simple, my frien Smith. What I want of a man who can be kill? Eh? Of what use is he to me? Voila!

He laughed, patted Darragh on the shoulder with one of his pistols.

You, now — you could be of use. Why? Because you are a better man than was Nick Salzar. He who kills is better than the dead.

Then, swiftly his dark features altered:

My frien Smith, he said, I have come here for my property, not to kill. I have recover my property. Why shall I kill you? To say that I am a better man? Yes, perhaps. Bu also I should be oblige to say that also I am a fool. Yaas! A poor damfool.

Without shifting his eyes he made a motion with one pistol to his men. As they turned and entered the thicket, Quintanas intent gaze became murderous.

If I mus kill you I shall do so. Otherwise I have sufficient trouble to keep me from ennui. My frien, I am going home to enjoy my property. If you live or die it signifies nothing to me. No! Why, for the pleasure of killing you, should I bring your dirty gendarmes on my heels?

He backed away to the edge of the thicket, venturing one swift and evil glance at the girl who stood as though dazed.

Listen attentively, he said to Darragh. One of my men remains hidden very near. He is a dead shot. His aim is at your — sweethearts — body. You understan?

Yes.

Ver well. You shall not go away for one hour time. After that — — he took off his slouch hat with a sweeping bow— you may go to hell!

Behind him the bushes parted, closed.

Jose Quintana had made his adieux.

* * * * *


Episode Nine

The Forest and Mr. Sard
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* * * * *

I

When at last Jose Quintana has secured what he had been after for years, his troubles really began. In his pocket he had two million dollars worth of gems, including the Flaming Jewel.

But he was in the middle of a wilderness ringed in by hostile men, and obliged to rely for aid on a handful of the most desperate criminals in Europe.

Those openly hostile to him had a wide net spread around him — wide of mesh too, perhaps; and it was through a mesh he meant to wriggle, but the net was intact from Canada to New York.

Canadian police and secret agents held it on the north: this he had learned from Jake Kloon long since.

East, west and south he knew he had the troopers of the New York State Constabulary to deal with, and in addition every game warden and fire warden in the State Forests, a swarm of lain clothes men from the Metropolis, and the rural constabulary of every town along the edges of the vast reservation.

Just who was responsible for this enormous conspiracy to rob him of what he considered his own legitimate loot Quintana did not know.

Sards attorney, Eddie Abrams, believed that the French police instigated it through agents of the United States Secret Service.

Of one thing Quintana was satisfied, Mike Clinch had nothing to do with stirring up the authorities. Law-breakers of his sort dont shout for the police or invoke State or Government aid.

As for the status of Darragh — or Hal Smith, as he supposed him to be, a well-born young man gone wrong. Europe was full of that kind. To Quintana there was nothing suspicious about Hal Smith. On the contrary, his clever recklessness confirmed that polished bandits opinion that Smith was a gentleman degenerated into a crook. It takes an educated imagination for a man to do what Smith had done to him. If the common crook has any imagination at all it never is educated.

Another matter worried Jose Quintana: he was not only short on provisions, but what remained was cached in Drowned Valley; and Mike Clinch and his men were guarding every outlet to that sinister region, excepting only the rocky and submerged trail by which he had made his exit.

That was annoying; it cut off provisions and liquor from Canada, for which he had arranged with Jake Kloon. For Kloons hootch-runners now would be stopped by Clinch; ad not one among them knew about the rocky trail in.

All these matters were disquieting enough: but what really and most deeply troubled Quintana was his knowledge of his own men.

He did not trust one among them. Of international crookdom they were the cream. Not one of them but would have murdered his fellow if the loot were worth it and the chances of escape sufficient.

There was no loyalty to him, none to one another, no honour among thieves — and it was Jose Quintana who knew that only in romance such a thing existed.

N, he could not trust a single man. Only hope of plunder attached these marauders to him, and merely because he had education and imagination enough to provide what they wanted.

Anyone among them would murder and rob him if opportunity presented.

Now, how to keep his loot; how to get back to Europe with it, was the problem that confronted Quintana after robbing Darragh. And he determined to settle part of that question at once.

About five miles from Harrod Place, within a hundred rods of which he had held up Hal Smith, Quintana halted, seated himself on a rotting log, and waited until his men came up and gathered around him.

For a little while, in utter silence, his keen eyes travelled from one visage to the next, from Henri Picquet to Victor Georgiades, to Sanchez, to Sard. His intent scrutiny focussed on Sard; lingered.

If there was anybody he might trust, a little way, it would be Sard.

Then a polite, untroubled smile smoothed the pale, dark features of Jose
Quintana:

Bien, messieurs, the coup has been success. Yes? Ver well; in turn, then, en accord with our custom, I shall dispose mysef to listen to your good advice.

He looked at Henri Picquet, smiled and nodded invitation to speak.

Picquet shrugged: For me, mon capitaine, eet ees ver simple. We are five. Therefore, divide into five ze gems. After zat, each one for himself to make his way out — —

Nick Salzar and Harry Beck are in Drowned Valley, interrupted
Quintana.

Picquet shrugged again; Sanchez laughed, saying: If they are there it is their misfortune. Also, we others are in a hurry.

Picquet added: Also five shares are sufficient division.

It is propose, then, that we abandon our comrades Beck and Salzar to the rifle of Mike Clinch?

Why not? demanded Georgiades sullenly;— we shall have worse to face before we see the Place de lOpera.

There remains, also, Eddie Abrams, remarked Quintana.

Crooks never betray their attourney. Everybody expressed a willingness to have the five shares of plunder properly assessed to satisfy the fee due to Mr. Abrams.

Ver well, nodded Quintana, are you satisfy, messieurs, to divide an disperse?

Sard said, heavily, that they ought to stick together until they arrived in New York.

Sanchez sneered, accusing Sard of wanting a bodyguard to escort him to his own home. In this accursed forest, he insisted, five of us would attract attention where one alone, with sufficient stealth, can slip through into the open country.

Two by two is better, said Picquet. You, Sanchez, shall travel alone if you desire — —

Divide the gems first, growled Georgiades, and then let each do what pleases him.

That, nodded Quintana, is also my opinion. It is so settle. Attention! Two pistols were in his hands as by magic. With a slight smile he laid them on the moss beside him.

He then spread a large white handkerchief flat on the ground; and, from his pockets, he poured out the glittering cascade. Yet, like a feeding panther, every sense remained alert to the slightest sound or movement elsewhere; and when Georgiades grunted from excess emotion, Quintanas right hand held a pistol before the grunt had ceased.

It was a serious business, this division of loot; every reckless visage reflected the strain of the situation.

Quintana, both pistols in his hands, looked down at the scintillating heap of jewels.

I estimate two and one quartaire million dollaires, he said simply.
It has been agree that I accep for me the erosite gem known as The
Flaming Jewel. In addition, messieurs, it has been agree that I accep
for mysef one part in five of the remainder.

A fierce silence reigned. Every wolfish eye was on the leader. He smiled, rested his pair of pistols on either knee.

Is there, he asked softly, any gentleman who shall objec?

Who, demanded Georgiades hoarsely, is to divide for us?

It is for such purpose, explained Quintana suavely, that my frien, Emanuel Sard, has arrive. Monsieur Sard is a brokaire of diamons, as all know ver well. Therefore, it shall be our frien Sard who will divide for us what we have gain to-day by our — industry.

The savage tension broke with a laugh at the word chosen by Quintana to express their efforts of the morning.

Sard had been standing with one fat hand flat against the trunk of a tree. Now, at a nod from Quintana, he squatted down, and, with the same hand that had been resting against the tree, he spread out the pile of jewels into a flat layer.

As he began to divide this into five parts, still using the flat of his pudgy hand, something poked him lightly in the ribs. It was the muzzle of one of Quintanas pistols.

Sard, ghastly pale, looked up. His palm, sticky with balsam gum, quivered in Quintanas grasp.

I was going to scrape it off, he gasped. The tree was sticky — —

Quintana, with the muzzle of his pistol, detached half a dozen diamonds and rubies that clung to the gum on Mr. Sards palm.

Wash! he said drily.

Sard, sweating with fear, washed his right hand with whiskey from his pocket-flask, and dried it for general inspection.

My God, he protested tremulously, it was accidental, gentlemen. Do you think Id try to get away with anything like that — —

Quintana coolly shoved him aside and with the barrel of his pistol he pushed the flat pile of gems into five separate heaps. Only he and Georgiades knew that a magnificent diamond had been lodged in the muzzle of his pistol. The eyes of the Greek flamed with rage at the trick, but he awaited the division before he should come to any conclusion.

Quintana coolly picked out The Flaming Jewel and pocketed it. Then, to each man he indicated the heap which was to be his portion.

A snarling wrangle instantly began, Sanchez objecting to rubies and demanding more emeralds, and Picquet complaining violently concerning the smallness of the diamonds allotted him.

Sards trained eyes appraised every allotment. Without weighing, and, lacking time and paraphernalia for expert examination, he was inclined to think the division fair enough.

Quintana got to his feet lithely.

For me, he said, it is finish. With my frien Sard I shall now depart. Messieurs, I embrace and salute you. A bientot in Paris — if it be Gods will! Done — au revoir, les amis, et a la bonheur! Allons! Each for himself and gar aux flics!

Sard, seized with a sort of still terror, regarded Quintana with enormous eyes. Torn between dismay of being left alone in the wilderness, and a very natural fear of any single companion, he did not know what to say or do.

En masse, the gang were too distrustful of one another to unite on robbing any individual. But any individual might easily rob a companion when alone with him.

Why — why cant we all go together, he stammered. It is safer, surer — —

I go with Quintana and you, interrupted Georgiades, smilingly; his mind on the diamond in the muzzle of Quintanas pistol.

I do not invite you, said Quintana. But come if it pleases you.

I also prefer to come with you others, growled Sanchez. To roam alone in this filthy forest does not suit me.

Picquet shrugged his shoulders, turned on his heel in silence. They watched him moving away all alone, eastward. When he had disappeared among the trees, Quintana looked inquiringly at the others.

Eh, bien, non alors! snarled Georgiades suddenly. There are too many in your trupeau, mon capitaine. Bonne chance!

He turned and started noisily in the direction taken by Picquet.

They watched him out of sight; listened to his careless trample after he was lost to view. When at length the last distant sound of his retreat had died away in the stillness, Quintana touched Sard with the point of his pistol.

Go first, he said suavely.

For Gods sake, be a little careful of your gun — —

I am, my dear frien. It is of you I may become careless. You will mo kinly face south, and you will be kin sufficient to start immediate. Thas what I mean. … I thank you. … Now, my frien, Sanchez! Thas correc! You shall follow my frien Sard ver close. Me, I march in the rear. So we shall pass to the eas of thees Star Pon, then between the cross-road an Ghos Lake; an then we shall repose; an one of us, en vidette, shall discover if the Constabulary have patrol beyon. … Allons! March!

* * * * *

II

Guided by Quintanas directions, the three had made a wide detour of the east, steering by compass for the cross-roads beyond Star Pond.

In a dense growth of cedars, on a little ridge traversing wet land,
Quintana halted to listen.

Sard and Sanchez, supposing him to be at their heels, continued on, pushing their way blindly through the cedars, clinging to the hard ridge in terror of sink-holes. But their progress was very slow; and they were still in sight, fighting a painful path amid the evergreens, when Quintana suddenly squatted close to the moist earth behind a juniper bush.

At first, except for the threshing of Sard and Sanchez through the massed obstructions ahead, there was not a sound in the woods.

After a little while there was a sound — very, very slight. No dry stick cracked; no dry leaves rustled; no swish of foliage; no whipping sound of branches disturbed the intense silence.

But, presently, came a soft, swift rhythm like the pace of a forest creature in haste — a discreetly hurrying tread which was more a series of light earth-shocks than sound.

Quintana, kneeling on one knee, lifted his pistol. He already felt the slight vibration of the ground on the hard ridge. The cedars were moving just beyond him now. He waited until, through the parted foliage, a face appeared.

The loud report of his pistol struck Sard with the horror of paralysis.
Sanchez faced about with one spring, snarling, a weapon in either hand.

In the terrible silence they could hear something heavy floundering in the bushes, choking, moaning, thudding on the ground.

Sanchez began to creep back; Sard, more dead than alive, crawled at his heels. Presently they saw Quintana, waist deep in juniper, looking down at something.

And when they drew closer they saw Georgiades lying on his back under a cedar, the whole front of his shirt from chest to belly a sopping mess of blood.

There seemed no need of explanation. The dead Greek lay there where he had not been expected, and his two pistols lay beside him where they had fallen.

Sanchez looked stealthily at Quintana, who said softly:

Bien sure. … In his left side pocket, I believe.

* * * * *

Sanchez laid a cool hand on the dead mans heart; then, satisfied, rummaged until he found Georgiades share of the loot.

Sard, hurriedly displaying a pair of clean but shaky hands, made the division.

When the three men had silently pocketed what was allotted to each,
Quintana pushed curiously at the dead man with the toe of his shoe.

Peste! he remarked. I had place, for security, a ver large diamon in my pistol barrel. Now it is within the interior of this gentleman. … he turned to Sanchez: I sell him to you. One sapphire. Yes?

Sanchez shook his head with a slight sneer: We wait — if you want your diamond, mon capitaine.

Quintana hesitated, then made a grimace and shook his head.

No, he said, he had swallow. Let him digest. Allons! March!

But after they had gone on — two hundred yards, perhaps — Sanchez stopped.

Well? inquired Quintana. Then, with a sneer: I now recollec that once you have been a butcher in Madrid. … Suit your tase, lami Sanchez.

Sard gazed at Sanchez out of sickened eyes.

You keep away from me until youve washed yourself, he burst out, revolted. Dont you come near me till youre clean!

Quintana laughed and seated himself. Sanchez, with a hang-dog glance at him, turned and sneaked back on the trail they had traversed. Before he was out of sight Sard saw him fish out a Spanish knife from his hip pocket and unclasp it.

Almost nauseated, he turned on Quintana in a sort of frightened fury:

Come on! he said hoarsely. I dont want to travel with that man! I wont associate with a ghoul! My God, Im a respectable business man — —

Yaas, drawled Quintana, thas what I saw always mysef; my frien
Sard he is ver respecable, an I trus him like I trus mysef.

However, after a moment, Quintana got up from the fallen tree where he had been seated.

As he passed Sard he looked curiously into the mans frightened eyes.
There was not the slightest doubt that Sard was a coward.

You shall walk behin me, remarked Quintana carelessly. If Sanchez fin us, it is well; if he shall not, that also is ver well. … We go, now.

* * * * *

Sanchez made no effort to find them. They had been gone half an hour before he had finished the business that had turned him back.

After that he wandered about hunting for water — a rivulet, a puddle, anything. But the wet ground proved wet only on the surface moss. Sanchez needed more than damp moss for his toilet. Casting about him, hither and thither, for some depression that might indicate a stream, he came to a heavily wooded slope, and descended it.

There was a bog at the foot. With his fouled hands he dug out a basin which filled up full of reddish water, discoloured by alders.

But the water was redder still when his toilet ended.

As he stood there, examining his clothing, and washing what he could of the ominous stains from sleeve and shoe, very far away to the north he heard a curious noise — a far, faint sound such as he never before had heard. If it were a voice of any sort there was nothing human about it. … Probably some sort of unknown bird. … Perhaps a bird of prey. … That was natural, considering the attraction that Georgiades would have for such creatures. … If it were a bird it must be a large one, he thought. … Because there was a certain volume to the cry. … Perhaps it was a beast, after all. … Some unknown beast of the forest. …

Sanchez was suddenly afraid. Scarcely knowing what he was doing he began to run along the edge of the bog.

First growth timber skirted it; running was unobstructed by underbrush.

With his startled ears full of the alarming and unknown sound, he ran through the woods under gigantic pines which spread a soft green twilight around him.

He was tired, or thought he was, but the alarming sounds were filling his ears now; the entire forest seemed full of them, echoing in all directions, coming in upon him from everywhere, so that he knew not in which direction to run.

But he could no stop. Demoralised, he darted this way and that; terror winged his feet; the air vibrated above and around him with the dreadful, unearthly sounds.

The next instant he fell headlong over a ledge, struck water, felt himself whirled around in the icy, rushing current, rolled over, tumbled through rapids, blinded, deafened, choked, swept helplessly in a vast green wall of water toward something that thundered in his brain an instant, then dashed it into roaring chaos.

* * * * *

Half a mile down the turbulent outlet of Star Pond, — where a great sheet of green water pours thirty feet into the tossing foam below, — and spinning, dipping, diving, bobbing up like a lost log after the drive, the body of Senor Sanchez danced all alone in the wilderness, spilling from soggy pockets diamonds, sapphires, rubies, emeralds, into crystal caves where only the shadows of slim trout stirred.

* * * * *

Very far away to the eastward Quintana stood listening, clutching Sard by one sleeve to silence him.

Presently he said: My frien, somebody is hunting with houns in this fores.

Maybe they are not hunting us. … Maybe. … But, for me, I shall seek running water. Go you your own way! Houp! Vamose!

He turned westward; but he had taken scarcely a dozen strides when Sard came panting after him:

Dont leave me! gasped the terrified diamond broker. I dont know where to go — —

Quintana faced him abruptly — with a terrifying smile and glimmer of white teeth — and shoved a pistol into the fold of fat beneath Sards double chin.

You hear those dogs? Yes? Ver well; I also. Run, now. I say to you run ver damn quick. He! Houp! Allez vous en! Beat eer!

He struck Sard a stinging blow on his fleshy ear with the pistol barrel, ad Sard gave a muffled shriek which was more like the squeak of a frightened animal.

My God, Quintana — — he sobbed. Then Quintanas eyes blazed murder: and Sard turned and ran lumbering through the thicket like a stampeded ox, crashing on amid withered brake, white birch scrub and brier, not knowing whither he was headed, crazed with terror.

Quintana watched his flight for a moment, then, pistol swinging, he ran in the opposite direction, eastward, speeding lithely as a cat down a long, wooded slope which promised running water at the foot.

* * * * *

Sard could not run very far. He could scarcely stand when he pulled up and clung to the trunk of a tree.

More dead than alive, he embraced the tree, gulping horribly for air, every fat-incrusted organ labouring, his senses swimming.

As he sagged there, gripping his support on shaking knees, by degrees his senses began to return.

He could hear the dogs, now, vaguely as in a nightmare. But after a little while he began to believe that their hysterical yelping was really growing more distant.

Then this man whose every breath was an outrage on God, prayed.

He prayed that the hounds would follow Quintana, come up with him, drag him down, worry him, tear him to shreds of flesh and clothing.

He listened and prayed alternately After a while he no longer prayed but concentrated on his ears.

Surely, surely, the diabolical sound was growing less distinct. … It was changing direction too. But whether in Quintanas direction or no Sard could not tell. He was no woodsman. He was completely turned around.

He looked upward through a dense yellow foliage, but all was grey in the sky — very grey and still; — and there seemed to be no traces of the sun that had been shining.

He looked fearfully around; trees, trees, and more trees. No break, no glimmer, nothing to guide him, teach him. He could see, perhaps, fifty feet; no further.

In panic he started to move on. That is what fright invariably does to those ignorant of the forest. Terror starts them moving.

* * * * *

Sobbing, frightened almost witless, he had been floundering forward for over an hour, and made circle after circle knowing, when, by chance he set foot in a perfectly plain trail.

Emotion overpowered him. He was too overcome to stir for a while. At length, however, he tottered off down the trail, oblivious as to what direction he was taking, animated only by a sort of madness — horror of trees — an insane necessity to see open ground, get into it, and lie down on it.

And now, directly ahead, he saw clear grey sky low through the trees.
The woods edge!

He began to run.

As he emerged from the edge of the woods, waist-deep in brush and weeds, wide before his blood-shot eyes spread Star Pond.

Even in his half-stupefied brain there was memory enough left for recognition.

He remembered the lake. His gaze travelled to the westward; and he saw Clinchs Dump standing below, stark, silent, the doors swinging open in the wind.

When terror had subsided in a measure and some of his trembling strength returned, he got up out of the clump of rag-weeds where he had lain down, and earnestly nosed the unpainted house, listening with all his ears.

There was not a sound save the soughing of autumn winds and the delicate rattle of falling leaves in the woods behind him.

He needed food and rest. He gazed earnestly at the house. Nothing stirred there save the open doors swinging idly in every vagrant wind.

He ventured down a little way — near enough to see the black cinders of the burned bar, and close enough to hear the lake waters slapping the sandy shore.

If he dared —— 

And after a long while he ventured to waddle nearer, slinking through the brush and frosted weed, creeping behind boulders, edging always closer and closer to that silent house where nothing moved except the wind-blown door.

And now, at last, he set a furtive foot upon the threshold, stood listening, tip-toed in, peered here and there, sidled to the dining-room, peered in.

* * * * *

When, at length, Emanuel Sard discovered that Clinchs Dump was tenantless, he made straight for the pantry. Here was cheese, crackers, an apple pie, half a dozen bottles of home-brewed beer.

He loaded his arms with all they could carry, stole through the dance-hall out to the veranda, which overlooked the lake.

Here, hidden in the doorway, he could watch the road from Ghost Lake and survey the hillside down which an intruder must come from the forest.

And here Sard slaked his raging thirst and satiated the gnawing appetite of the obese, than which there is no crueller torment to an inert liver and distended paunch.

Munching, guzzling, watching, Sard squatted just within the veranda doorway, anxiously considering his chances.

He knew where he was. At the foot of the lake, and eastward, he had been robbed by a highwayman on the forest road branching from the main highway. Southwest lay Ghost Lake and the Inn.

Somewhere between these two points he must try to cross the State Road. … After that, comparative safety. For the miles that still would lie between him and distant civilisation seemed as nothing to the horror of that hell of trees.

He looked up now at the shaggy fringing woods, shuddered, opened another bottle of beer.

In all that panorama of forest, swale, and water the only thing that had alarmed him at all by moving was something in the water. When first he noticed it he almost swooned, for he took it to be a swimming dog.

In his agitation he had risen to his feet; and then the swimming creature almost frightened Sard out of his senses, for it tilted suddenly and went down with a report like the crack of a pistol.

However, when Sard regained control of his wits he realised that a swimming dog doesnt dive and doesnt whack the water with its tail.

He dimly remembered hearing that beavers behaved that way.

Watching the water he saw the thing out there in the lake again, swimming in erratic circles, its big, dog-like head well out of the water.

It certainly was no dog. A beaver, maybe. Whatever it was, Sard didnt care any longer.

Idly he watched it. Sometimes, when it swam very near, he made a sudden motion with his far arm; and crack! — with a pistol-shot report down it dived. But always it re-appeared.

What had a creature like that to do with him? Sard watched it with failing interest, thinking of other things — of Quintana and the chances that the dogs had caught him, — of Sanchez, the Ghoul, hoping that dire misfortune might overtake him, too; — of the dead man sprawling under the cedar-tree, all sopping crimson —— Faugh!

Shivering, Sard filled his mouth with apple-pie and cheese and pulled the cork from another bottle of home-brewed beer.

* * * * *

III

About that time, a mile and a half to the southward, James Darragh came out on the rocky and rushing outlet to Star Pond.

Over his shoulder was a rifle, and all around him ran dogs, — big, powerful dogs, built like foxhounds but with the rough, wiry coats of Airedales, even rougher of ear and features.

The dogs, — half a dozen or so in number, — seemed very tired. All ran down eagerly to the water and drank and slobbered and panted, lolling their tongues, and slaking their thirst again and again along the swirling edge of a deep trout pool.

Darraghs rifle lay in the hollow of his left arm; his khaki waistcoat was set with loops full of cartridges. From his left wrist hung a raw-hide whip.

Now he lad aside his rifle and whip, took from the pocket of his shooting coat three or four leather dog-leashes, went down among the dogs and coupled them up.

They followed him back to the bank above. Here he sat down on a rock and inspected his watch.

He had been seated there for ten minutes, possibly, with his tired dogs lying around him, when just above him he saw a State Trooper emerge from the woods on foot, carrying a rifle over one shoulder.

Jack! he called in a guarded voice.

Trooper Stormont turned, caught sight of Darragh, made a signal of recognition, and came toward him.

Darragh said: Your mate, Trooper Lannis, is down stream. Ive two of my own game wardens at the cross-roads, two more on the Ghost Lake Road, and two foresters and an inspector out toward Owl Marsh.

Stormont nodded, looked down at the dogs.

This isnt the State Forest, said Darragh, smiling. Then his face grew grave: How is Eve? he asked.

Shes feeling better, replied Stormont. I telephoned to Ghost Lake
Inn for the hotel physician. … I was afraid of pneumonia, Jim. Eve
had chills last night. … But Dr. Claybourn thinks shes all right. …
So I left her in care of your housekeeper.

Mrs. Ray will look out for her. … You havent told Eve who I am, have you?

No.

Ill tell her myself to-night. I dont know how shell take it when she learns Im the heir to the mortal enemy of Mike Clinch.

I dont know either, said Stormont.

There was a silence; the State Trooper looked down at the dogs:

What are they, Jim?

Otter-hounds, said Darragh,  — a breed of my own. … But thats all they are capable of hunting, I guess, he added grimly.

Stormonts gaze questioned him.

Darragh said: After I telephoned you this morning that a guest of mine at Harrod Place, and I, had been stuck up and robbed by Quintanas outfit, what did you do, Jack?

I called up Bill Lannis first, said Stormont,  — then the doctor. After he came, Mrs. Ray arrived with a maid. Then I went in a spoke to Eve. Then I did what you suggested — I crossed the forest diagonally toward The Scaur, zig-zagged north, turned by the rock hog-back south of Drowned Valley, came southeast, circled west, and came out here as you asked me to.

Almost on the minute, nodded Darragh. … You saw no signs of
Quintanas gang?

None.

Well, said Darragh, I left my two guests at Harrod Place to amuse each other, got out three couple of my otter-hounds and started them, — as I hoped and supposed, — on Quintanas trail.

What happened? inquired Stormont curiously.

Well — I dont know. I think they were following some of Quintanas gang — for a while, anyway. After that, God knows, — deer, hare, cotton-tail — I dont know. They yelled their bally heads off — I on the run — theyre slow dogs, you know — and whatever they were after either fooled them or there were too man trails. … I made a mistake, thats all. These poor beasts dont know anything except an otter. I just hoped they might take Quintanas trail if I put them on it.

Well, said Stormont, it cant be helped now. … I told Bill Lannis that wed rendezvous at Clinchs Dump.

All right, nodded Darragh. Lets keep to the open; my dogs are leashed couples.

They had been walking for twenty minutes, possibly, exchanging scarcely a word, and they were now nearing the hilly basin where star Pond lay, when Darragh said abruptly:

Im going to tell you about things, Jack. Youve taken my word so far that its all right — —

Naturally, said Stormont simply.

The two men, who had been brother officers in the Great War, glanced at each other, slightly smiling.

Here it is then, said Darragh. When I was on duty in Riga for the Intelligence Department, I met two ladies in dire distress, whose mansion had been burned and looted, supposedly by the Bolsheviki.

They were actually hungry an penniless; the only clothing they possessed they were wearing. These ladies were the Countess Orloff-Strelwitz, and a young girl, Theodorica, Grand Duchess of Esthonia. … I did what I could for them. After a while, in the course of other duty, I found out that the Bolsheviki had had nothing to do with the arson and robbery, but that the crime had been perpetrated by Jose Quintanas gang of international crooks masquerading as Bolsheviki.

Stormont nodded: I also came across similar cases, he remarked.

Well, this was a flagrant example. Quintana had burnt the chateau and
made off with over two million dollars worth of the little Grand
Duchesss jewels — among them the famous Erosite gem known as The
Flaming Jewel.

Ive heard of it.

There are only two others known. … Well, I did what I could with the
Esthonian police, who didnt believe me.

But after a short time ago the Countess Orloff sent me word that
Quintana really was the guilty one, and that he had started for America.

Ive been after him ever since. … But, Jack, until this morning
Quintana did not possess these stolen jewels, Clinch did!

What!

Clinch served over-seas in a Forestry Regiment. In Paris he robbed
Quintana of these jewels. Thats why Ive been hanging around Clinch.

Stormonts face was flushed and incredulous. Then it lost colour as he thought of the jewels that Eve had concealed — the gems for which she had risked her life.

He said: But you tell me Quintana robbed you this morning.

He did. The little Grand Duchess and the Countess Orloff-Strelwitz are my guests at Harrod Place.

Last night I snatched the case containing these gems from Quintanas fingers. This morning, as I offered them to the Grand Duchess, Quintana coolly stepped between us — —

His voice became bitter and his features reddened with rage poorly controlled:

By God, Jack, I should have shot Quintana when the opportunity offered. Twice Ive had the chance. The next time I shall kill him any way I can. … Legitimately.

Of course, said Stormont gravely. But his mind was full of the jewels which Eve had. What an whose were they, — if Quintana again had the Esthonian gems in his possession?

Had you recovered all the jewels for the Grand Duchess? he asked
Darragh.

Every one, Jack. … Quintana has done me a terrible injury. I shant let it go. I mean to hunt that man to the end.

Stormont, terribly perplexed, nodded.

A few minutes later, as they came out among the willows and alders on the northeast side of Star Pond, Stormont touched his comrades arm.

Look at that enormous dog-otter out there in the lake!

Grab those dogs! Theyll strangle each other, cried Darragh quickly. Thats it — unleash them, Jack, and let them go! — he was struggling with the other two couples while speaking.

And now the hounds, unleashed, lifted frantic voices. The very sky seemed full of the discordant tumult; wood and shore reverberated with the volume of convulsive and dissonant baying.

Damn it, said Darragh, disgusted,  — thats what theyve been trailing all the while across-woods, — that devilish dog-otter yonder. … And I had hoped they were on Quintanas trail — —

A mass rush and scurry of crazed dogs nearly swept him off his feet, and both men caught a glimpse of a large bitch-otter taking to the lake from a ledge of rock just beyond.

Now the sky vibrated with the deafening outcry of the dogs, some taking to water, others racing madly along the shore.

Crack! The echo of the dog-otters blow on the water came across to them as the beat dived.

Well, Im in for it now, muttered Darragh, starting along the bank toward Clinchs Dump, to keep an eye on his dogs.

Stormont followed more leisurely.

* * * * *

IV

A few minutes before Darragh and Stormont had come out on the father edge of Star Pond, Sard, who had heard from Quintana about the big drain pipe which led from Clinchs pantry into the lake, decided to go in and take a look at it.

He had been told all about its uses, — how Clinch, — in the event of a raid by State Troopers or Government enforcement agents, — could empty his contraband hootch into the lake if necessary, — and even could slide a barrel of ale or a keg of rum, intact, into the great tile tunnel and recover the liquor at his leisure.

Also, and grimly, Quintana had admitted that through this drain Eve
Strayer and the State Trooper, Stormont, had escaped from Clinchs Dump.

So now Sard, full of curiosity, went back into the pantry to look at it for himself.

Almost instantly the idea occurred to him to make use of the drain for his own safety and comfort.

Why shouldnt he sleep in the pantry, lock the door, and, in case of intrusion, — other exits being unavailable, — why shouldnt he feel entirely safe with such an avenue of escape open?

For swimming was Sards single accomplishment. He wasnt afraid of the water; he simply couldnt sink. Swimming was the only sport he ever had indulged in. He adored it.

Also, the mere idea of sleeping alone amid that hell of trees terrified Sard. Never had he known such horror as when Quintana abandoned him in the woods. Never again would he gaze upon a tree without malignant hatred. Never again did he desire to lay eyes upon even a bush. The very sight, now, of the dusky forest filled him with loathing. Why should he not risk one night in this deserted house, — sleep well and warmly, feed well, drink his bellyfull of Clinchs beer, before attempting the dead-line southward, where he was only too sure that patrols were riding and hiding on the lookout for the fancy gentlemen of Jose Quintanas selected company of malefactors?

Well, here in the snug pantry were pies, crullers, bread, cheese, various dried meats, tinned vegetables, ham, bacon, fuel and range to prepare what he desired.

Here was beer, too; and doubtless ardent spirits if he could nose out the hidden demijohns and bottles.

He peered out of the pantry window at the forest, shuddered, cursed it and every separate tree in it; cursed Quintana, too, wishing him black mischance. No; it was settled. Hed take his chance here in the pantry. … And there must be a mattress somewhere upstairs.

He climbed the staircase, cautiously, discovered Clinchs bedroom, took the mattress and blankets from the bed, and dragged them to the pantry.

Could any honest man be more tight and snug in this perilous world of the desperate and undeserving? Sard thought not. But one matter still troubled him; the lock of the pantry door had been shattered. To remedy this he moused around until he discovered some long nails and a claw-hammer. When he was ready to go to sleep hed nail himself in. Sard chuckled again for the first time since he had set eyes upon the accursed region.

And now the sun came out from behind a low bank of solid grey cloud, and fell upon the countenance of Emanuel Sard. It warmed his parrot-nose agreeably; it cheered and enlivened him.

Not for him a night of terrors in that horrible forest which he could see through the pantry window.

A sense of security and of well-being pervaded Sard to his muddy shoes.
He even curled his fat toes in them with animal contentment.

A little snack before cooking a heavily satisfactory dinner? Certainly.

So he tucked a couple of bottles of beer under one arm, a loaf of bread and a chunk of cheese under the other, and waddled out to the veranda door.

At that instant the very heavens echoed with that awful tumult which had first paralysed, then crazed him in the woods.

Bottles, bread, cheese fell from his grasp and his knees nearly collapsed under him. In the bushes on the lake shore he saw animals leaping and racing, but, in his terror, he did not recognise them for dogs.

Then, suddenly, he saw a man, close to the house, running: and another man not far behind. That he understood, and it electrified him into action.

It was too late to escape from the house now. He understood that instantly.

He ran back through the dance-hall and dining-room to the pantry; but he dared not let these intruders hear the noise of hammering.

In an agony of indecision he stood trembling, listening to the infernal racket of the dogs, and waiting for the first footstep within the house.

No step came. But, chancing to look over his shoulder, he saw a man peering through the pantry window at him.

Ungovernable terror seized Sard. Scarcely aware what he was about, he seized the edges of the big drain-pipe and crowded his obese body into it head first. He was so far and heavy that he filled the tile. To start himself down he pulled with both hands and kicked himself forward, tortoise-like, down the slanting tunnel, sticking now and then, dragging himself on and downward.

Now he began to gain momentum; he felt himself sliding, not fast but steadily.

There came a hitch somewhere; his heavy body stuck on the steep incline.

Then, as he lifted his bewildered head and stove to peer into the blackness in front, he saw four balls of green fire close to him in the darkness.

He began to slide at the same instant, and flung out both hands to check himself. But his palms slid in the slime and his body slid after.

He shrieked once as his face struck a furry obstruction where four balls of green fire flamed horribly and a fury of murderous teeth tore his face and throat to bloody tatters as he slid lower, lower, settling through crimson-dyed waters into the icy depths of Star Pond.

* * * * *

Stormont, down by the lake, called to Darragh, who appeared on the veranda:

Oh, Jim! Both otters crawled into the drain! I think your dogs must have killed one of them under water. Theres a big patch of blood spreading off shore.

Yes, said Darragh, something has just been killed, somewhere. …
Jack!

Yes?

Pull both your guns and come up here, quick!

* * * * *


Episode Ten

The Twilight of Mike
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* * * * *

I

When Quintana turned like an enraged snake on Sard and drove him to his destruction, he would have killed and robbed the frightened diamond broker had he dared risk the shot. He had intended to do this anyway, sooner or later. But with the noise of the hunting dogs filling the forest, Quintana was afraid to fire. Yet, even then he followed Sard stealthily for a few minutes, afraid yet murderously desirous of the gems, confused by the tumult of the hounds, timid and ferocious at the same time, and loath to leave his fat, perspiring, and demoralised victim.

But the racket of the dogs proved too much for Quintana. He sheered away toward the South, leaving Sard floundering on ahead, unconscious of the treachery that had followed furtively in his panic-stricken tracks.

About an hour later Quintana was seen, challenged, chased and shot at by
State Trooper Lannis.

Quintana ran. And what with the dense growth of seedling beech and oak and the heavily falling birch and poplar leaves, Lannis first lost Quintana and then his trail.

The State Trooper had left his horse at the cross-roads near the scene of Darraghs masked exploit, where he had stopped and robbed Sard — and now Lannis hastened back to find and mount his horse, and gallop straight into the first growth timber.

Through dim aisles of giant pine he spurred to a dead run on the chance of cutting Quintana from the eastward edge of the forest and forcing him back toward the north or west, where patrols were more than likely to hold him.

The State Trooper rode with all the reckless indifference and grace of the Western cavalryman, and he seemed to be part of the superb animal he rode — part of its bone and muscle, its litheness, its supple power — part of its vertebrae and ribs and limbs, so perfect was their bodily co-ordination.

Rifle and eyes intently alert, the rider scarce noticed his rushing mount; and if he guided with wrist and knee it was instinctive and as though the horse were guiding them both.

And now, far ahead through this primeval stand of pine, sunshine glimmered, warning of a clearing. And here Trooper Lannis pulled in his horse at the edge of what seemed to be a broad, flat meadow, vividly green.

But it was the intense, arsenical green of hair-fine grass that covers with its false velvet those quaking bogs where only a thin, crust-like skin of root-fibre and vegetation cover infinite depths of silt.

The silt had no more substance than a drop of ink colouring the water in a tumbler.

Sitting his fast-breathing mount, Lannis searched this wide, flat expanse of brilliant green. Nothing moved on it save a great heron picking its deliberate way on stilt-like legs. It was well for Quintana that he had not attempted it.

Very cautiously Lannis walked his horse along the hard ground which edged this marsh on the west. Nowhere was there any sign that Quintana had come down to the edge among the shrubs and swale grasses.

Beyond the marsh another trooper patrolled; and when at length he and
Lannis perceived each other and exchanged signals, the latter wheeled
his horse and retraced his route at an easy canter, satisfied that
Quintana had not yet broken cover.

Back through the first growth he cantered, his rifle at a ready, carefully scanning the more open woodlands, and so came again to the cross-roads.

And here stood a State Game Inspector, with a report that some sort of beagle-pack was hunting in the forest to the northwest; and very curious to investigate.

So it was arranged that the Inspector should turn road-patrol and the
Trooper become the rover.

There was no sound of dogs when Lannis rode in on the narrow, spotted trail whence he had flushed Quintana into the dense growth of saplings that bordered it.

His horse made little noise on the moist layer of leaves and forest mould; he listened hard for the sound of hounds as he rode; heard nothing save the chirr of red squirrels, the shriek of a watching jay, or the startling noise of falling acorns rapping and knocking on great limbs in their descent to the forest floor.

Once, very, very far away westward in the direction of Star Pond he fancied he heard a faint vibration in the air that might have been hounds baying.

He was right. And at that very moment Sard was dying, horribly, among two trapped otters as big and fierce as the dogs that had driven them into the drain.

But Lannis knew nothing of that as he moved on, mounted, along the spotted trail, now all a yellow glory of birch and poplar which made the woodland brilliant as though lighted by yellow lanterns.

Somewhere among the birches, between him and Star Pond, was Harrod
Place. And the idea occurred to him that Quintana might have ventured
to ask food and shelter there. Yet, that was not likely because Trooper
Stormont had called him that morning on the telephone from the Hatchery
Lodge.

No; the only logical retreat for Quintana was northward to the mountains, where patrols were plenty and fire-wardens on duty in every watch-tower. Or, the fugitive could make for Drowned Valley by a blind trail which, Stormont informed him, existed but which Lannis never had heard of.

However, to reassure himself, Lannis rode as far as Harrod Place, and found game wardens on duty along the line.

Then he turned west and trotted his mount down to the hatchery, where he saw Ralph Wier, the Superintendent, standing outside the lodge talking to his assistant, George Fry.

When Lannis rode up on the opposite side of the brook, he called across to Wier:

You havent seen anything of any crooked outfit around here, have you,
Ralph? Im looking for that kind.

See here, said the Superintendent, I dont know but George Fry may have seen one of your guys. Come over and hell tell you what happened an hour ago.

Trooper Lannis pivotted his horse and put him to the brook with scarcely any take-off; and the splendid animal cleared the water like a deer and came cantering up to the door of the lodge.

Frys boyish face seemed agitated; he looked up at the State Trooper with the flush of tears in his gaze and pointed at the rifle Lannis carried:

If Id had that, he said excitedly, Id have brought in a crook, you bet!

Where did you see him? inquired Lannis.

Jest west of the Scaur, about an hour and a half ago. Wier and me was stockin the head of Scaur Brook with fingerlings. Theres more good water — two miles of it — to the east, and all it needed was a fish-ladder around Scaur Falls.

So I toted in cement and sand and grub last week, and I built me a shanty on the Scaur, and I been laying up a fish-way around the falls. So thats how I come there — — He clicked his teeth and darted a furious glance at the woods. By God, he said, I was such a fool I didnt take no rifle. All I had was an axe and a few traps. … I wasnt going to let the mink get our trout whatever you fellows say, he added defiantly,  — and law or no law — —

Get along with your story, young man, interrupted Lannis;  — you can spill the rest out to the Commissioner.

All right, then. This is the way it happened down to the Scaur. I was eating lunch by the fish-stairs, looking up at em and kind of planning how to save cement, and not thinking about anybody being near me, when something made me turn my head. … You know how it is in the woods. … I kinda felt somebody near. And, by cracky! — there stood a man with a big, black automatic pistol, and he had a bead on my belly.

`Well, said I, `whats troubling you and your gun, my friend? — I was that astonished.

He was a slim-built, powerful guy with a foreign face and voice and way. He wanted to know if he had the honour — as he put it — to introduce himself to a detective or game constable, or a friend of Mike Clinch.

I told him I wasnt any of these, and that I worked in a private hatchery; and he called me a liar.

Young Frys face flushed and his voice began to quiver:

Thats the way he misused me; and he backed me into the shanty and I had to sit down with both hands up. Then he filled my pack-basket with grub, and took my axe, and strapped my kit onto his back. … And talking all the time in his mean, sneery, foreign way — and I guess he thought he was funny, for he laughed at his own jokes.

He told me his name was Quintana, and that he ought to shoot me for a rat, but he wouldnt because of the stink. Then he said he was going to do a quick job that the police were too cowardly to do; — that he was a-going to find Mike Clinch down to Drowned Valley and kill him; and if he could catch Mikes daughter, too, hed spoil her face for life — —

The boy was breathing so hard and his rage made him so incoherent that
Lannis took him by the shoulder and shook him:

What next? demanded the Trooper impatiently. Tell your story and quit thinking how you were misused!

He told me to stay in the shanty for an hour or hed do for me good, cried Fry. … Once I got up and went to the door; and there he stood by the brook, wolfing my lunch with both hands. I tell you he cursed and drove me, like a dog, inside with his big pistol — my God — like a dog. …

Then, the next time I took a chance he was gone. … And I beat it here to get me a rifle — — The boy broke down and sobbed: He drove me around — like a dog — he did — —

You leave that to me, interrupted Lannis sharply. And, to Wier: You and George had better get a gun apiece. That fellow might come back here or go to Harrod Place if we starve him out.

Wier said to Fry: Go up to Harrod Place and tell Jansen your story and bring back two 45-70s. … And quit snivelling. … You may get a shot at him yet.

Lannis had already ridden down to the brook. Now he jumped his horse across, pulled up, called back to Wier:

I think our man is making for Drowned Valley, all right. My mate,
Stormont, telephoned me that some of his gang are there, and that Mike
Clinch and his gang have them stopped on the other side! Keep your eye
on Harrod Place!

And away he cantered into the North.

* * * * *

Behind the curtains of her open window Eve Strayer, lying on her bed, had heard every word.

Crouched there beside her pillow she peered out and saw Trooper Lannis ride away; saw the Fry boy start toward Harrow Place on a run; saw Ralph Wier watch them out of sight and then turn and re-enter the lodge.

Wrapped in Darraghs big blanket robe she got off the bed and opened her chamber door as Wier was passing through the living-room.

Please — Id like to speak to you a moment, she called.

Wier turned instantly and came to the partly open door.

I want to know, she said, where I am.

Maam?

What is this place?

Its a hatchery — —

Whose?

Maam?

Whose lodge is this? Does it belong to Harrod Place?

Were h-hootch runners, Miss — — stammered Wier, mindful of
instructions, but making a poor business of deception;  — I and Hal
Smith, we run a `Easy One, and we strip trout for a blind and sell to
Harrod Place — Hal and I — —

Who is Hal Smith? she asked.

Maam?

The girls flower-blue eyes turned icy: Who is the man who calls himself Hal Smith? she repeated.

Wier looked at her, red and dumb.

Is he a Trooper in plain clothes? she demanded in a bitter voice. Is he one of the Commissioners spies? Are you one, too?

Wier gazed miserably at her, unable to formulate a convincing lie.

She flushed swiftly as a terrible suspicion seized her:

Is this Harrod property? Is Hal Smith old Harrods heir? Is he?

My God, Miss — —

He is!

Listen, Miss — —

She flung open the door and came out into the living-room.

Hal Smith is that nephew of old Harrod, she said calmly. His name is Darragh. And you are one of his wardens. … And I cant stay here. Do you understand?

Wier wiped his hot face and waited. The cat was out; there was a hole in the bag; and he knew there was no use in such lies as he could tell.

He said: All I know, Miss, is that I was to look after you and get you whatever you want — —

I want my clothes!

Maam?

My clothes! she repeated impatiently. Ive got to have them!

Where are they, maam? asked the bewildered man.

At the same moment the girls eyes fell on a pile of mens sporting clothing — garments sent down from Harrod Place to the Lodge — lying on a leather lounge near a gun-rack.

Without a glance at Wier, Eve went to the heap of clothing, tossed it about, selected cords, two pairs of woollen socks, grey shirt, puttees, shoes, flung the garments through the door into her own room followed them, and locked herself in.

* * * * *

When she was dressed — the two heavy of socks helping to fit her feet to the shoes — she emptied her handful of diamonds, sapphires and emeralds, including the Flaming Jewel, into the pockets of her breeches.

Now she was ready. She unlocked her door and went out, scarcely limping at all, now.

Wier gazed at her helplessly as she coolly chose a rifle and cartridge-belt at the gun-rack.

Then she turned on him as still and dangerous as a young puma:

Tell Darragh hed better keep clear of Clinchs, she said. Tell him
I always thought he was a rat. Now I know hes one.

She plunged one slim hand into her pocket and drew out a diamond.

Here, she said insolently. This will pay your gentleman for his gun and clothing.

She tossed the gem onto a table, where it rolled, glittering.

For heavens sake, Miss — — burst out Wier, horrified, but she cut him short:

 — He may keep the change, she said. Were no swindlers at Clinchs
Dump!

Wier started forward as though to intercept her. Eves eyes flamed. And he stood still. She wrenched open the door and walked out among the silver birches.

At the edge of the brook she stood a moment, coolly loading the magazine of her rifle. Then, with one swift glance of hatred, flung at the place that Harrods money had built, she sprang across the brook, tossed her rifle to her shoulder, and passed lithely into the golden wilderness of poplar and silver birch.

* * * * *

II

Quintana, on a fox-trot along the rock-trail into Drowned Valley, now thoroughly understood that it was the only sanctuary left him for the moment. Egress to the southward was closed; to the eastward, also; and he was too wary to venture westward toward Ghost Lake.

No, the only temporary safety lay in the swamps of Drowned Valley.

And there, he decided as he jogged along, if worse came to worst and starvation drove him out, hed settle matters with Mike Clinch and break through to the north.

He meant to settle matters with Mike Clinch anyway. He was not afraid of Clinch; not really afraid of anybody. It had been the dogs that demoralised Quintana. Hed had no experience with hunting hounds, — did not know what to expect, — how to manoeuvre. If only he could have seen these beasts that filled the forest with their hob-goblin outcries — if he could have had a good look at the creatures who gave forth that weird, crazed, melancholy volume of sound! — 

Bon! he said coolly to himself. It was a crisis of nerves which I experience. yes. … I should have shot him, that fat Sard. Yes. … Only those damn dog —— And now he shall die an rot — that fat Sard — all by himsef, parbleu! — like one big dead thing all alone in the wood. … A puddle of guts full of diamonds! Ah! — mon dieu! — a million francs in gems that shine like festering stars in this damn wood till the world end. Ah, bah — nome de dieu de — —

Halte la! came a sharp voice from the cedar fringe in front. A pause, then recognition; and Henri Picquet walked out on the hard ridge beyond and stood leaning on his rifle and looking sullenly at his leader.

Quintana came forward, carelessly, a disagreeable expression in his eyes and on his narrow lips, and continued on pas Picquet.

The latter slouched after his leader, who had walked over to the lean-to before which a pile of charred logs lay in cold ashes.

As Picquet came up, Quintana turned on him, with a gesture toward the extinguished fire: It is cold like hell, he said. Why do you not have some fire?

Not for me, non. growled Picquet, and jerked a dirty thumb in the direction of the lean-to.

And there Quintana saw a pair of muddy boots protruding from a blanket.

It is Harry Beck, yes? he inquired. Then something about the boots and blanket silenced him. He kept his eyes on them for a full minute, then walked into the lean-to. The blanket also covered Harry Becks features and there was a stain on it where it outlined the prostrate mans features, making a ridge over the bony nose.

After a moment Quintana looked around at Picquet:

So. He is dead. Yes?

Picquet shrugged: Since noon, mon capitaine.

Comment?

How shall I know. It was the fire, perhaps, — green wood or wet — it is no matter now. … I said to him, `Pay attention, Henri; your wood makes too much smoke. To me he reply I shall go to hell. … Well, there was too much smoke for me. I arise to search for wood more dry, when, crack! — they begin to shoot out there — — He waved a dirty hand toward the forest.

`Bon, said I, `Clinch, he have seen your damn smoke!

`What shall I care? he make reply, Henri Beck, to me. `Clinch he shall shoot and be damn to him. I cook me my dejeuner all the same.

I make representations to that Johnbull; he say to me that I am a frog, and other injuries, while he lay yet more wood on his sacre fire.

Then crack! crack! crack! and zing-gg! — whee-ee! come the big bullets of Clinch and his voyous yonder.

`Bon, I say, `me, I make my excuse to retire.

Then Henri Beck he laugh and he say, `Hop it, frog! And that is all he has find time to say, when crack! spat! Bien droit he has it — tenez, mon capitaine — here, over the left eye! … Like a beef surprise he go over, crash! thump! And like a beef that dies, the air bellows out from his big lungs — —

Picquet looked down at the dead comrade in sort of weary compassion for such stupidity.

 — So he pass, this ros-biff goddam Johnbull. … me, I roll him in there. … Je ne sais pas pourquoi. … Then I put out the fire and leave.

Quintana let his sneering glance rest on the head a moment, and his thin lip curled immemorial contempt for the Anglo-Saxon.

Then he divested himself of the basket-pack which he had stolen from the
Fry boy.

Alors, he said calmly, it has been Mike Clinch who shoot my frien
Beck. Bien.

He threw a cartridge into the breech of his rifle, adjusted his ammunition belt en bandouliere, carelessly.

Then, in a quiet voice: My frien Picquet, the time has now arrive when it become ver necessary that we go from here away. Done — I shall no go kill me my frien Mike Clinch.

Picquet, unastonished, gave him a heavy, bovine look of inquiry.

Quintana said softly: Me, I have enough already of this damn woods. Why shall we starve here when there lies our path? He pointed north; his arm remained outstretched for a while.

Clinch, he is there, growled Picquet.

Also our path, lami Henri. … And, behind us, they hunt us now with dogs.

Picquet bared his big white teeth in fierce surprise. Dogs? he repeated with a sort of snarl.

That is how they now hunt us, my frien — like they hunt the hare in the Cote dOr. … Me, I shall now reconnoitre — that way! And he looked where he was pointing, into the north — with smouldering eyes. Then he turned calmly to Picquet: An you, lami?

At orders, mon capitaine.

Cest bien. Venez.

They walked leisurely forward with rifles shouldered, following the hard ridge out across a vast and flooded land where the bark of trees glimmered with wet mosses.

After a quarter of a mile the ridge broadened and split into two, one hog-back branching northeast! They, however, continued north.

About twenty minutes later Picquet, creeping along on Quintanas left, and some sixty yards distant, discovered something moving in the woods beyond, and fired at it. Instantly two unseen rifles spoke from the woods ahead. Picquet was jerked clear around, lost his balance and nearly fell. Blood was spurting from his right arm, between elbow and shoulder.

He tried to lift and level his rifle; his arm collapsed and dangled broken and powerless; his rifle clattered to the forest floor.

For a moment he stood there in plain view, dumb, deathly white; then he began screaming with fury while the big, soft-nosed bullets came streaming in all around him. His broken arm was hit again. His scream ceased; he dragged out his big clasp-knife with his left hand and started running toward the shooting.

As he ran, his mangled arm flopping like a broken wing, Byron Hastings stepped out from behind a tree and coolly shot him down at close quarters.

Then Quintanas rifle exploded twice very quickly, and the Hastings boy stumbled sideways and fell sprawling. He managed to rise to his knees again; he even was trying to stand up when Quintana, taking his time, deliberately began to empty his magazine into the boy, riddling him limb and body and head.

Down once more, he still moved his arms. Sid Hone reached out from behind a fallen log to grasp the dying lads ankle and draw him into shelter, but Quintana reloaded swiftly and smashed Hones left hand with the first shot.

Them Jim Hastings, kneeling behind a bunch of juniper, fired a high-velocity bullet into the tree behind which Quintana stood; but before he could fire again Quintanas shot in reply came ripping through the juniper and tore a ghastly hole in the calf of his left leg, striking a blow that knocked young Hastings flat and paralysed as a dead flounder.

A mile to the north, blocking the other exit from Drowned Valley, Mike Clinch, Harve Chase, Cornelius Blommers, and Dick Berry stood listening to the shooting.

Bgosh, blurted out Chase, it sounds like they was goin through,
Mike. Bgosh, it does!

Clinchs little pale eyes blazed, but he said in his soft, agreeable voice:

Stay right here, boys. Like as not some of em will come this way.

The shooting below ceased. Clinchs nostrils expanded and flattened with every breath, as he stood glaring into the woods.

Have, he said presently, you an Corny go down there an kinda look around. And you signal if Im wanted. Gwan, both o you. Git!

They started, running heavily, but their feet made little noise on the moss.

Berry came over and stood near Clinch. For ten minutes neither man moved. Clinch stared at the woods in front of him. The younger mans nervous glance flickered like a snakes tongue in every direction, and he kept moistening his lips with his tongue.

Presently two shots came from the south. A pause; a rattle of shots from hastily emptied magazines.

Gwan down there, Dick! said Clinch.

Youll be alone, Mike — —

Au right. You do like I say; git along quick!

Berry walked southward a little way. He had turned very white under his tan.

Gol ding ye! shouted Clinch, take it on a lope or Ill kick the pants offn ye!

Berry began to run, carrying his rifle at a trail.

For half an hour there was not a sound in the forests of Drowned Valley except in the dead timber where unseen woodpeckers hammered fitfully at the ghosts of ancient trees.

Always Clinchs little pale eyes searched the forest twilight in front of him; not a falling leaf escaped him; not a chipmunk.

And all the while Clinch talked to himself; his lips moved a little now and then, but uttered no sound:

All I want God should do, he repeated again and again, is to just let Quintana come my way. Taint for because he robbed my girlie. Taint for the stuff he carries onto him. … No, God, taint them things. But its what that there skunk done to my Evie. … O God, be you listenin? He hurt her, Quintana did. Thats it. He misused her. … God, if you had seen my girlies little bleeding feet! —— Thats the reason. … Taint the stuff. I can work. I can save for to make my Evie a lady sames them high-steppers on Fifth Avenoo. I can moil and toil and slave an run hootch — hootch —— They wuz wine n fixins into the Bible. It aint you, God, its them fanatics. … Nobody in my Dump wanted I should sell em moren a bottle o beer before this here prohybishun set us all crazy. Taint right. … O God, dont hold a little hootch agin me when all I want of you is to let Quintana — —

The slightest noise behind him. He waited, turned slowly. Eve stood there.

Hell died in his pale eyes as she came to him, rested silently in his gentle embrace, returned his kiss, laid her flushed, sweet cheek against his unshaven face.

Dad, darling?

Yes, my baby—

Youre watching to kill Quintana. But theres no use watching any longer.

Have the boys below got him? he demanded.

They got one of his gang. Byron Hastings is dead. Jim is badly hurt:
Sid Hone, too, — not so badly — —

Wheres Quintana?

Dad, hes gone. … But it dont matter. See here! — — She dug her slender hand into her breeches pocket and pulled out a little fistful of gems.

Clinch, his powerful arm closing her shoulders, looked dully at the jewels.

You see, dad, theres no use killing Quintana. These are the things he robbed you of.

Taint them that matter. … Im glad you got em. I allus wanted you should be a great lady, girlie. Thems the ticket of admission. You put them in your pants. I gotta stay here a spell—

Dad! Take them!

He took them, smiled, shoved them into his pocket.

What is it, girlie? he asked absently, his pale eyes searching the woods ahead.

Ive just told you, she said, that the boys went in as far as Quintanas shanty. There was a dead man there, too; but Quintana has gone.

Clinch said, — not removing his eyes from the forest: If any o them boys has let Quintana crawl through Ill kill him, too. … Gwan home, girlie. I gotta mosey — I gotta kinda loaf around fr a spell — —

Dad, I want you to come back with me—

You go home; you hear me, Eve? Tell Corny and Dick Berry to hook it for Owl Marsh and stop the Star Peak trails — both on em. … Can Sid and Jimmy walk?

Jim cant—

Well, let Harve take him on his back. You go too. You help fix Jimmy up at the house. Hes a little fella, Jimmy Hastings is. Harve can tote him. And you go along — —

Dad, Quintana says he means to kill you! What is the use of hurting him? You have what he took — —

I gotta have moren he took. But even that aint enough. He couldnt pay for all he ever done to me, girlie. … Im aimin to draw him on sight—

Clinchs set visage relaxed into an alarming smile which flickered, faded, died in the wintry ferocity of his eyes.

Dad — —

Gwan home! he interrupted harshly. You want that Hastings boy to bleed to death?

She came up to him, not uttering a word, yet asking him with all the tenderness and eloquence of her eyes to leave this blood-trail where it lay and hunt no more.

He kissed her mouth, infinitely tender, smiled; then, again prim and scowling:

Gwan home, you little scut, an do what I told ye, or, by God, Ill cut a switch thatll learn ye good! Never a word, now! On yer way! Gwan!

* * * * *

Twice she turned to look back. The second time, Clinch was slowly walking into the woods straight ahead of him. She waited; saw him go in; waited. After a while she continued on her way.

When she sighted the men below she called to Blommers and Dick Berry:

Dad says youre to stop Star Peak trail by Owl Marsh.

Jimmy Hastings sat on a log, crying and looking down at his dead brother, over whose head somebody had spread a coat.

Blommers had made a tourniquet for Jimmy out of a bandanna and a peeled stick.

The girl examined it, loosened it for a moment, twisted it again, and bade Harvey Chase take him on his back and start for Clinchs.

The boy began to sob that he didnt want his brother to be left out there all alone; but Chase promised to come back and bring him in before night.

Sid Hone came up, haggard from pain and loss of blood, resting his mangled hand in the sling of his cartridge-belt.

Berry and Blommers were already starting across toward Owl Marsh; and the latter, passing by, asked Eve where Mike was.

He went into Drowned Valley by the upper outlet, she said.

Hell never find no one in them logans an sinks, muttered Chase, squatting to hoist Jimmy Hastings to his broad back.

I guess hell be over Star Peak side by sundown, nodded Blommers.

Eve watched him slouching off into the woods, followed sullenly by
Berry. Then she looked down at the dead man in silence.

Be you ready, Eve? grunted Chase.

She turned with a heavy heart to the home trail; but her mind was passionately with Clinch in the spectral forests of Drowned Valley.

* * * * *

II

And Clinchs mind was on her. All else — his watchfulness, his stealthy advance — all the alertness of eye and ear, all the subtlety, the cunning, the infinite caution — were purely instinctive mechanics.

Somewhere in this flooded twilight of gigantic trees was Jose Quintana. Knowing that, he dismissed that fact from his mind and turned his thoughts to Eve.

Sometimes his lips moved. They usually did when he was arguing with God or calling his Creators attention to the justice of his case. His two cases — each, to him, a cause celebre; the matter of Harrod; the affair of Quintana.

Many a time he had pleaded these two causes before the Most High.

But now his thoughts were chiefly concerned with Eve — with the problem of her future — his master passion — this daughter of the dead wife he had loved.

He sighed unconsciously; halted.

Well, Lord, he concluded, in his wordless way, my girlie has gotta have a chance if I gotta go to hell for it. Thats sure as shootin. … Amen.

At that instant he saw Quintana.

Recognition was instant and mutual. Neither man stirred. Quintana was standing beside a giant hemlock. His pack lay at his feet.

Clinch had halted — always the mechanics! — close to a great ironwood tree.

Probably both men knew that they could cover themselves before the other moved a muscle. Clinchs small, light eyes were blazing; Quintanas black eyes had become two slits.

Finally: You — dirty — skunk, drawled Clinch in his agreeably misleading voice, by Jesus Christ I got you now.

Ah — h, said Quintana, thees has happen ver nice like I expec. … Always I say mysef, yet a little patience, Jose, an one day you shall meet thees fellow Clinch, who has rob you. … I am ver thankful to the good God — —

He had made the slightest of movements: instantly both men were behind their trees. Clinch, in the ferocious pride of woodcraft, laughed exultingly — filled the dim and spectral forest with his roar of laughter.

Quintana, he called out, youre a-going to cash in. Savvy? Youre a-going to hop off. An first you gotta hear why. Taint for the stuff. Naw! I hooked it offn you; you hooked it offn me; now I got it again. Thats all square. … No, taint that grudge, you green-livered whelp of a cross-bred, still-born slut! No! Its becuz you laid the heft o your dirty little finger onto my girlie. N now you gotta hop!

Quintanas sinister laughter was his retort. Then: You damfool Clinch, he said. I got in my pocket what you rob of me. Now I kill you, and then I feel ver well. I go home, live like some kings; yes. But you, he sneered, you shall not go home never no more. No. You shall remain in thees damn wood like ver dead old rat that is all wormy. … He! I got a million dollaire — five million franc in my pocket. You shall learn what it cost to rob Jose Quintana! Understan?

You liar, said Clinch contemptuously, I got them jools in my pants pocket. — —

Quintanas derisive laugh cu him short: I give you thee Flaming Jewel if you show me you got my gems in you pants pocket!

Ill show you. Lay down your rifle sos I see the stock.

First you, my frien Mike, said Quintana cautiously.

Clinch took his rifle by the muzzle and shoved the stock into view so that Quintana could see it without moving.

To his surprise, Quintana did the same, then coolly stepped a pace outside the shelter of his hemlock stump.

You show me now! he called across the swamp.

Clinch stepped into view, dug into his pocket, and, cupping both hands, displayed a glittering heap of gems.

I wanted you should know whos gottem he said, before you hop. Itll give you something to think over in hell.

Quintanas eyes had become slits again. Neither man stirred. Then:

So you are a buzzard, eh, Clinch? You feed on dead mans pockets, eh? You find Sard somewhere an you feed. He held up the morocco case, emblazoned with the arms of the Grand Duchess of Esthonia, and shook it at Clinch.

In there is my share. … Not all. Ver quick, now, I take yours, too — —

Clinch vanished and so did his rifle; and Quintanas first bullet struck the moss where the stock had rested.

You black crow! jeered Clinch, laughing,  — I need that empty case of yours. And Im going after it. … But its because your filthy claw touched my girlie that you gotta hop!

Twilight lay over the phantom wood, touching with pallid tints the flooded forest.

So far only that one shot had been fired. Both men were still manoeuvering, always creeping in circles and always lining some great tree for shelter.

Now, the gathering dusk was making them bolder and swifter; and twice, already, Clinch caught the shadow of a fading edge of something that vanished against the shadows too swiftly for a shot.

Now Quintana, keeping a tree in line, brushed with his little back a leafy moose-bush that stood swaying as he avoided it.

Instantly a stealthy hope seized him: he slipped out of his coat, spread it on the bush, set the naked branches swaying, and darted to his tree.

Waiting, he saw that grey blot his coat made in the dusk was still moving a little — just vibrating a little bit in the twilight. He touched the bush with his rifle barrel, then crouched almost flat.

Suddenly the red crash of a rifle lit up Clinchs visage for a fraction of a second. And Quintanas bullet smashed Clinch between the eyes.

* * * * *

After a long while Quintana ventured to rise and creep forward.

Night, too, came creeping like an assassin amid the ghostly trees.

So twilight died in the stillness of Drowned Valley and the pall of night lay over all things, — living and dead alike.

* * * * *


Episode Eleven

The Place Of Pines
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* * * * *

I

The last sound that Mike Clinch heard on earth was the detonation of his own rifle. Probably it was an agreeable sound to him. He lay there with a pleasant expression on his massive features. His watch had fallen out of his pocket.

Quintana shined him with an electric torch; picked up the watch. Then, holding the torch in one hand, he went through the dead mans pockets very thoroughly.

When Quintana had finished, both trays of the flat morocco case were full of jewels. And Quintana was full of wonder and suspicion.

Unquietly he looked upon the dead — upon the glittering contents of the jewel-box, — but always his gaze reverted to the dead. The faintest shadow of a smile edged Clinchs lips. Quintanas lips grew graver. He said slowly, like one who does his thinking aloud:

What is it you have done to me, lami Clinch? … Are there truly two sets of precious stones? — two Flaming Jewels? — two gems of Erosite like there never has been in all thees worl excep only two more? … Or is one set false? … Have I here one set of paste facsimiles? … My frien Clinch, why do you lie there an smile at me so ver funny … like you are amuse? … I am wondering what you may have done to me, my frien Clinch. …

For a while he remained kneeling beside the dead. Then: Ah, bah, he said, pocketing the morocco case and getting to his feet.

He moved a little way toward the open trail, stopped, came back, stood his rifle against a tree.

For a while he was busy with his sharp Spanish clasp knife, whittling and fitting together two peeled twigs. A cross was the ultimate result. Then he placed Clinchs hands palm to palm upon his chest, lay the cross on his breast, and shined the result with complacency.

Then Quintana took off his hat.

Lami Mike, he said, you were a man! … Adios!

* * * * *

Quintana put on his hat. The path was free. The world lay open before
Jose Quintana once more; — the world, his hunting ground.

But, he thought uneasily, what is it that I bring home this time? How much is paste? My God, how droll that smile of Clinch. … Which is the false — his jewels or mine? Dieu que jetais bete! —— Me who have not suspec that there are two trays within my jewel-box! … I unnerstan. It is ver simple. In the top tray the false gems. Ah! Paste on top to deceive a thief! … Alors. … Then what I have recover of Clinch is the real! … Nom de Dieu! … I think thees dead man make mock of me — all inside himsef — —

So, in darkness, prowling south by west, shining the trail furtively, and loaded rifle ready, Quintana moved with stealthy, unhurried tread out of the wilderness that had trapped him and toward the tangled border of that outer world which led to safe, obscure, uncharted labyrinths — old-world mazes, immemorial hunting grounds — haunted by men who prey.

* * * * *

The night had turned frosty. Quintana, wet to the knees and very tired, moved slowly, not daring to leave the trail because of sink-holes.

However, the trail led to Clinchs Dump, and sooner or later he must leave it.

What he had to have was a fire; he realised that. Somewhere off the trail, in big timber if possible, he must built a fire and master this deadly chill that was slowly paralysing all power of movement.

He knew that a fire in the forest, particularly in big timber, could be seen only a little way. He must take his chances with sink-holes and find some spot in the forest to build that fire.

Who could discover him except by accident?

Who would prowl the midnight wilderness? At thirty yards the fire would not be visible. And, as for the odour — well, hed be gone before dawn. … Meanwhile, he must have that fire. He could wait no longer.

He cut a pole first. Then he left the trail where a little spring flowed west, and turned to the right, shining the forest floor as he moved and sounding with his pole every wet stretch of moss, every strip of mud, every tiniest glimmer of water.

At last he came to a place of pines, first growth giants towering into night, and, looking up, saw stars, infinitely distant. … where perhaps those things called souls drifted like wisps of vapour.

When the fire took, Quintanas thin dark hands had become nearly useless from cold. He could not have crooked finger to trigger.

For a long time he sat close to the blaze, slowly massaging his torpid limbs, but did not dare strip off his foot-gear.

Steam rose from puttee and heavy shoe and from sodden woollen breeches. Warmth slowly penetrated. There was little smoke: the big dry branches were dead and bleached and he let the fire eat into them without using his axe.

Once or twice he signed, Oh, my God, in a weary demi-voice, as though the contentment of well-being were permeating him.

Later he ate and drank languidly, looking up at the stars, speculating as to the possible presence of Mike Clinch up there.

Ah, the dirty thief, he murmured:  — nevertheless a man. Quel homme!
Mais bete a faire pleurer! Je lai bien triche, moi! Ha!

Quintana smiled palely as he thought of the coat and the gently-swaying bush — of the red glare of Clinchs shot, of the death-echo of his own shot.

Then, uneasy, he drew out the morocco case and gazed at the two trays full of gems.

The jewels blazed in the firelight. He touched them, moved them about, picked up several and examined them, testing the unset edges against his upper lip as an expert tests jade.

But he couldnt tell; there was no knowing. He replaced them, closed the case, pocketed it. When he had a chance he could try boiling water for one sort of trick. He could scratch one or two. … Sard would know. He wondered whether Sard got away, not concerned except selfishly. However, there were others in Paris whom he could trust — at a price. …

Quintana rested both elbows on his knees and framed his dark face between both bony hands.

What a chase Clinch had led him after the Flaming Jewel. And now Clinch lay dead in the forest — faintly smiling. At what?

In a very low, passionless voice, Quintana cursed monotonously as he gazed into the fire. In Spanish, French, Portuguese, Italian, he cursed Clinch. After a little while he remembered Clinchs daughter, and he cursed her, elaborately, thoroughly, wishing her black mischance awake and asleep, living or dead.

Darragh, too, he remembered in his curses, and did not slight him. And the trooper, Stormont — ah, he should have killed all of them when he had the chance. … And those two Baltic Russians, also the girl duchess and her friend. Why on earth hadnt he made a clean job of it? Overcaution. A wary disinclination to stir up civilization by needless murder. But after all, old maxims, old beliefs, old truths are the best, God knows. The dead dont talk! And thats the wisest wisdom of all.

If, murmured Quintana fervently, God gives me further opportunity to acquire a little property to comfort me in my old age, I shall leave no gossiping fool to do me harm with his tongue. No! I kill.

And though they raise a hue and cry, dead tongues can not wag and I save mysef much annoyance in the end.

He leaned his back against the trunk of a massive pine.

Presently Quintana slept after his own fashion — that is to say, looking closely at him one could discover a glimmer under his lowered eyelids. And he listened always in that kind of sleep. As though a shadowy part of him were detached from his body, and mounted to guard over it.

The inaudible movement of a wood-mouse venturing into the firelit circle awoke Quintana. Again a dropping leaf amid distant birches awoke him. Such things. And so he slept with wet feet to the fire and his rifle across his knees; and dreamed of Eve and of murder, and that the Flaming Jewel was but a mass of glass.

* * * * *

At that moment the girl whose white throat Quintana was dreaming, and whining faintly in his dreams, stood alone outside Clinchs Dump, rifle in hand, listening, fighting the creeping dread that touched her slender body at times — seemed to touch her very heart with frost.

Clinchs men had gone on to Ghost Lake with their wounded and dead, where there was fitter shelter for both. All had gone on; nobody remained to await Clinchs homecoming except Eve Strayer.

Black Care, that tireless squire of dames, had followed her from the time she had left Clinch, facing the spectral forests of Drowned Valley.

An odd, unusual dread weighted her heart — something in emotions that she never before had experienced in time of danger. In it there was the deathly unease of premonition. But of what it was born she did not understand, — perhaps of the strain of dangers passed — of the shock of discovery concerning Smiths identity with Darragh — Darragh! — the hated kinsman of Harrod the abhorred.

Fiercely she wondered how much her lover knew about this miserable masquerade. Was Stormont involved in this deception — Stormont, the object of her first girls passion — Stormont, for whom she would have died?

Wretched, perplexed, fiercely enraged at Darragh, deadly anxious concerning Clinch, she had gone about cooking supper.

The supper, kept warm on the range, still awaited the man who had no more need of meat and drink.

* * * * *

Of the tragedy of Sard Eve knew nothing. There was no traces save the disorder in the pantry and the bottles and chair on the veranda.

Who had visited the place excepting those from whom she and Stormont had fled, did not appear. She had no idea why her step-fathers mattress and bed-quilt lay in the pantry.

Her heart heavy with ceaseless anxiety, Eve carried mattress and bed-clothes to Clinchs chamber, re-made his bed, wandered through the house setting it in order; then, in the kitchen, seated herself and waited until the strange dread that possessed her drove her out into the starlight to stand and listen and stare at the dark forest where all her dread seemed concentrated.

* * * * *

It was not yet dawn, but the girl could not endure the strain no longer.

With electric torch and rifle she started for the forest, almost running at first; then, among the first trees, moving with caution and in silence along the trail over which Clinch should long since have journeyed homeward.

In soft places, when she ventured to flash her torch, footprints cast curious shadows, and it was hard to make out tracks so oddly distorted by the light. Prints mingled and partly obliterated other prints. She identified her own tracks leading south, and guessed at the others, pointing north and south, where they had carried in the wounded and had gone back to bring in the dead.

But nowhere could she discover any impression resembling her step-fathers, — that great, firm stride and solid imprint which so often she had tracked through moss and swale and which she knew so well.

Once when she got up from her knees after close examination of the muddy trail, she became aware of the slightest taint in the night air — stood with delicate nostrils quivering — advanced, still conscious of the taint, listening, wary, every stealthy instinct alert.

She had not been mistaken: somewhere in the forest there was smoke. Somewhere a fire was burning. It might not be very far away; it might be distant. Whose fire? Her fathers? Would a hunter of men build a fire?

The girl stood shivering in the darkness. There was not a sound.

Now, keeping her cautious feet in the trail by sense of touch alone, she moved on. Gradually, as she advanced, the odour of smoke became more distinct. She heard nothing, saw nothing; but there was a near reek of smoke in her nostrils and she stopped short.

After a little while in the intense silence of the forest she ventured to touch the switch of her torch, very cautiously.

In the faint, pale lustre she saw a tiny rivulet flowing westward from a spring, and, beside it, in the mud, imprints of a mans feet.

The tracks were small, narrow, slimmer than imprints made by any man she could think of. Under the glimmer of her torch they seemed quite fresh; contours were still sharp, some ready to crumble, and water stood in the heels.

A little way she traced them, saw where their maker had cut a pole, peeled it; saw, further on, where this unknown man had probed in moss and mud — peppered some particularly suspicious swale with a series of holes as though a giant woodcock had been boring there.

Who was this man wandering all alone at night off the Drowned Valley trail probing the darkness with a pole?

She knew it was not her father. She knew that no native — none of her fathers men — would behave in such a manner. Nor could any of these have left such narrow, almost delicate tracks.

As she stole along, dimly shining the tracks, lifting her head incessantly to listen an peer into the darkness, her quick eye caught something ahead — something very slightly different from the wall of black obscurity — a vague hint of colour — the very vaguest tint scarcely perceptible at all.

But she knew it was firelight touching the trunk of an unseen tree.

Now, soundlessly over damp pine needles she crept. The scent of smoke grew strong in nostril and throat; the pale tint became palely reddish. All about her the blackness seemed palpable — seemed to touch her body with its weight; but, ahead, a ruddy glow stained two huge pines. And presently she saw the fire, burning low, but redly alive. And, after a long, long while, she saw a man.

He had left the fire circle. His pack and belted mackinaw still lay there at the foot of a great tree. But when, finally, she discovered him, he was scarcely visible where he crouched in the shadow of a tree-trunk, with his rifle half lowered at a ready.

Had he heard her? It did not seem possible. Had he been crouching there since he made his fire? Why had he made it then — for its warmth could not reach him there. And why was he so stealthily watching — silent, unstirring, crouched in the shadows?

She strained her eyes; but distance and obscurity made recognition impossible. And yet, somehow, every quivering instinct within her was telling her that the crouched and shadowy watcher beyond the fire was Quintana.

And every concentrated instinct was telling her that hed kill her if he caught sight of her; her heart clamoured it; her pulses thumped it in her ears.

Had the girl been capable of it she could have killed him where he crouched. She thought of it, but knew it was not in her to do it. And yet Quintana had boasted that he meant to kill her father. That was what terribly concerned her. And there must be a way to stop that danger — some way to stop it short of murder, — a way to render this man harmless to her and hers.

No, she could not kill him this way. Except in extremes she could not bring herself to fire upon any human creature. And yet this man must be rendered harmless — somehow — somehow — ah! —— 

As the problem presented itself its solution flashed into her mind. Men of the wilderness knew how to take dangerous creatures alive. To take a dangerous and reasoning human was even less difficult, because reason makes more mistakes than does instinct.

Stealthily, without a sound, the girl crept back through the shadows over the damp pine needles, until, peering fearfully over her shoulder, she saw the last ghost-tint of Quintanas fire die out in the terrific dark behind.

Slowly, still, she moved until her sensitive feet felt the trodden path from Drowned Valley.

Now, with torch flaring, she ran, carrying her rifle at a trail. Before her, here and there, little night creatures fled — a humped-up raccoon, dazzled by the glare, a barred owl still struggling with its wood-rat kill.

She ran easily, — an agile, tireless young thing, part of the swiftness and silence of the woods — part of the darkness, the sinuous celerity, the ominous hush of wide, still places — part of its very blood and pulse and hot, sweet breath.

Even when she came out among the birches by Clinchs Dump she was breathing evenly and without distress. She ran to the kitchen door but did not enter. On pegs under the porch a score or more of rusty traps hung. She unhooked the largest, would the chain around it, tucked it under her left arm and started back.

* * * * *

When at last she arrived at the place of pines again, and saw the far, spectral glimmer of Quintanas fire, the girl was almost breathless. But dawn was not very far away and there remained little time for the taking alive of a dangerous man.

Where two enormous pines grew close together near a sapling, she knelt down, and, with both hands, scooped out a big hollow in the immemorial layers of pine needles. Here she placed her trap. It took all her strength and skill to set it; to fasten the chain around the base of the sapling pine.

And now, working with only the faintest glimmer of her torch, she covered everything with pine needles.

It was not possible to restore the forest floor; the place remained visible — a darker, rougher patch on the bronzed carpet of needles beaten smooth by decades of rain and snow. No animal would have trodden that suspicious space. But it was with man she had to deal — a dangerous but reasoning man with few and atrophied instincts — and with no experience in traps; and, therefore, in no dread of them.

* * * * *

Before she started she had thrown a cartridge into the breech of her rifle.

Now she pocketed her torch and seated herself between the two big pines and about three feet behind the hidden trap.

Dawn was not far away. She looked upward through high pine-tops where stars shone; and saw no sign of dawn. But the watcher by the fire beyond was astir, now, in the imminence of dawn, and evidently meant to warm himself before leaving.

Eve could hear him piling dry wood on the fire; the light on the tree trunks grew redder; a pungent reek of smoke was drawn through the forest aisles. She sniffed it, listened, and watched, her rifle across her knees.

Eve never had been afraid of anything. She was not afraid of this man. If it came to combat she would have to kill. It never entered her mind to fear Quintanas rifle. Even Clinch was not as swift with a rifle as she. … Only Stormont had been swifter — thank God! —— 

She thought of Stormont — sat there in the terrific darkness loving him, her heart of a child tremulous with adoration.

Then the memory of Darragh pushed in and hot hatred possessed her.
Always, in her heart, she had distrusted the man.

Instinct had warned her. A spy! What evil had he worked already? Where was her father? Evidently Quintana had escaped him at Drowned Valley. … Quintana was yonder by his fire, preparing the flee the wilderness where men hunted him. … But where was Clinch? Had this sneak, Darragh, betrayed him? Was Clinch already in the clutch of the State Troopers? Was he in jail?

At the thought the girl felt slightly faint, then a rush f angry blood stung her face in the darkness. Except for game and excise violations the stories they told about Clinch were lies.

He had nothing to fear, nothing to be ashamed of. Harrod had driven him to lawlessness; the Government took away what was left him to make a living. He had to live. What if he did break laws made by millionaire and fanatic! What of it? He had her love and her respect — and her deep, deep pity. And these were enough for any girl to fight for.

Dawn spread a silvery light above the pines, but Quintanas fire still reddened the tree trunks; and she could hear him feeding it at intervals.

Finally she saw him. He came out on the edge of the ruddy ring of light and stood peering around at the woods where already a vague greyness was revealing nearer trees.

When, finally, he turned his back and looked at his fire, Eve rose and stood between the two big pines. Behind one of them she placed her rifle.

It was growing lighter in the woods. She could see Quintana in the fire ring and outside, — saw him go to the spring rivulet, lie flat, drink, then, on his knees, wash face and hands in the icy water.

It became plain to her that he was nearly ready to depart. She watched him preparing. And now she could see him plainly, and knew him to be Quintana and no other.

He had a light basket pack. He put some articles into it, stretched himself and yawned, pulled on his hat, hoisted the pack and fastened it to his back, stood staring at the fire for a long time; then, with a sudden upward look at the zenith where a slight flush stained a cloud, he picked up his rifle.

At that moment Eve called to him in a clear and steady voice.

The effect on Quintana was instant; he was behind a tree before her voice ceased.

Hallo! Hi! You over there! she called again. This is Eve Strayer. Im looking for Clinch! He hasnt been home all night. Have you seen him?

After a moment she saw Quintanas head watching her, — not at the shoulder-height of a man but close to the ground and just above the tree roots.

Hey! she cried. Whats the matter with you over there? Im asking you who you are and if youve seen my father?

After a while she saw Quintana coming toward her, circling, creeping swiftly from tree to tree.

As he flitted through the shadows the trees between which she was standing hid her from him a moment. Instantly she placed her rifle on the ground and kicked the pine needles over it.

As Quintana continued his encircling manoeuvres Eve, apparently perplexed, walked out into the clear space, putting the concealed trap between her and Quintana, who now came stealthily toward her from the rear.

It was evident that he had reconnoitred sufficiently to satisfy himself that the girl was alone and that no trick, no ambuscade, threatened him.

And now, from behind a pine, and startlingly near her, came Quintana, moving with a confident grace yet holding his rifle ready for any emergency.

Eves horrified stare was natural; she had not realised that any man could wear so evil a smile.

Quintana stopped a short dozen paces away. The dramatic in him demanded of the moment its full value. He swept off his hat with a flourish, bowed deeply where he stood.

Ah! he cried gaily, the happy encounter, Senorita. God is too good to us. And it was but a moment since my thoughts were of you! I swear it! — —

It was not fear; it was a sort of slow horror of this man that began to creep over the girl. She stared at his brilliant eyes, at his thick mouth, too red — shuddered slightly. But the toe of her right foot touched the stock of her rifle under the pine needles.

She held herself under control.

So its you, she said unsteadily. I thought out people had caught you.

Quintana laughed: Charming child, he said, it is I who have caught your people. And now, my God! — I catch you! … It is ver funny. Is it not?

She looked straight into Quintanas black eyes, but the look he returned sent the shamed blood surging into her face.

By God, he said between his white, even teeth,— by God!

Staring at her he slowly disengaged his pack, let it fall behind him on the pine needles; rested his rifle on it; slipped out his mackinaw and laid that across his rifle — always keeping his brilliant eyes on her.

His lips tightened, the muscles in his face grew tense; his eyes became blazing insult.

For an instant he stood there, unencumbered, a wiry, graceful shape in his woollen breeches, leggings, and grey shirt open at the throat. Then he took a step toward her. And the girl watched him, fascinated.

One pace, two, a third, a fourth — the girls involuntary cry echoed the stumbling crash of the man thrashing, clawing, scrambling in the clenched jaws of the bear-trap amid a whirl of flying pine needles.

He screamed once, tried to rise, turned blindly to seize the jaws that clutched him; and suddenly crouched, loose-jointed, cringing like a trapped wolf — the true fatalist among our lesser brothers.

Eve picked up her rifle. She was trembling violently. Then, mastering her emotion, she walked over to the pack, placed Quintanas rifle and mackinaw in it, coolly hoisted it to her shoulders and buckled it there.

Over her shoulder she kept an eye on Quintana who crouched where he had fallen, unstirring, his deadly eyes watching her.

She placed the muzzle of her rifle against his stomach, rested it so, holding it with one hand, her finger at the trigger.

At her brief order he turned out both breeches pockets. She herself stooped and drew the Spanish clasp-knife from its sheath at his belt, took a pistol from the holster, another out of his hip pocket. Reaching up and behind her, she dropped these into the pack.

Maybe, she said slowly, your ankle is broken. Ill send somebody from Ghost Lake to find you. But whether youve a broken bone or not youll not go very far, Quintana. … After Im gone youll be able to free yourself. But you cant get away. Youll be followed and caught. … So if you can walk at all youd better go in to Ghost Lake an give yourself up. … Its that or starvation. … Youve got a watch. … Dont stir or touch that trap for half an hour. … And thats all.

As she moved away toward the Drowned Valley trail she looked back at him. His face was bloodless but his black eyes blazed.

If ever you come into this forest again, she said, my father will surely kill you.

To her horror Quintana slowly grinned at her. Then, still grinning, he placed the forefinger of his left hand between his teeth and bit it.

Whatever he meant by the gesture it seemed unclean, horrible; and the girl hurried on, seized with an overwhelming loathing through which a sort of terror pulsated like evil premonition in a heavy and tortured heart.

Straight into the fire of dawn she sped. A pale primrose light glimmered through the woods; trees, bushes, undergrowth turned a dusky purple. Already the few small clouds overhead were edged with fiery rose.

Then, of a sudden, a shaft of flame played over the forest. The sun had risen.

Hastening, she searched the soft path for any imprint of her fathers foot And even in the vain search she hoped to find him at home — hurried on burdened with two rifles and a pack, still all nervous and aquiver from her encounter with Quintana.

Surely, surely, she thought, if he had missed Quintana in Drowned Valley he would not linger in that ghastly place; hed come home, call in his men, take counsel perhaps —— 

* * * * *

Mist over Star Pond was dissolving to a golden powder in the blinding glory of the sun. The eastern window-panes in Clinchs Dump glittered as though the rooms inside were all on fire.

Down through withered weeds and scrub she hurried, ran across the grass to the kitchen door which swung ajar under its porch.

Dad! she called, Dad!

Only her own frightened voice echoed in the empty house. She climbed the stairs to his room. The bed lay undisturbed as she had made it. He was not in any of the rooms; there were no signs of him.

Slowly she descended to the kitchen. He was not there. The food she had prepared for him had become cold on a chilled range.

For a long while she stood staring through the window at the sunlight outside. Probably, since Quintana had eluded him, hed come home for something to eat. … Surely, now that Quintana had escaped, Clinch would come back for some breakfast.

Eve slipped the pack from her back and laid it on the kitchen table. There was kindling in the wood-box. She shook down the cinders, laid a fire, soaked it with kerosene, lighted it, filled the kettle with fresh water.

In the pantry she cut some ham, and found eggs, condensed milk, butter, bread, and an apple pie. After she had ground the coffee she placed all these on a tray and carried them into the kitchen.

Now there was nothing more to do until her father came, and she sat down by the kitchen table to wait.

Outside the sunlight was becoming warm and vivid. There had been no frost after all — or, at most, merely a white trace in the shadow — on a fallen plank here and there — but not enough to freeze the ground. And, in the sunshine, it all quickly turned to dew, and glittered and sparkled in a million hues and tints like gems — like that handful of jewels she had poured into her fathers joined palms — yesterday — there at the ghostly edge of Drowned Valley.

At the memory, and quite mechanically, she turned in her char and drew
Quintanas basket pack toward her.

First she lifted out his rifle, examined it, set it against the window sill. Then, one by one, she drew out two pistols, loaded; the murderous Spanish clasp-knife; an axe; a fry-pan and a tin pail, and the rolled-up mackinaw.

Under these the pack seemed to contain nothing except food and ammunition; staples in sacks and a few cans — lard, salt, tea — such things.

The cartridge boxes she piled up on the table; the food she tossed into a tin swill bucket.

About the effects of this man it seemed to her as though something unclean lingered. She could scarcely bear to handle them, — threw them from her with disgust.

The garment, also — the heavy brown and green mackinaw — she disliked to touch. to throw it out doors was her intention; but, as she lifted the coat, it unrolled and some things fell form the pockets to the kitchen table, — money, keys, a watch, a flat leather case —— 

She looked stupidly at the case. It had a coat of arms emblazoned on it.

Still, stupidly and as though dazed, she laid one hand on it, drew it to her, opened it.

The Flaming Jewel blazed in her face amid a heap of glittering gems.

Still she seemed slow to comprehend — as though understanding were paralysed.

It was when her eyes fell upon the watch that her heart seemed to stop.
Suddenly her stunned senses were lighted as by an infernal flare. …
Under the awful blow she swayed upright to her feet, sick with fright,
her eyes fixed on her fathers watch.

It was still ticking.

She did not know whether she cried out in anguish or was dumb under it.
The house seemed to reel around her; under foot too.

When she came to her senses she found herself outside the house, running with her rifle, already entering the woods. But, inside the barrier of trees, something blocked her way, stopped her, — a man — her man!

Eve! In Gods name! — — he said as she struggled in his arms; but she fought him and strove to tear her body from his embrace:

Theyve killed Dad! she panted,— Quintana killed him. I didnt know — oh, I didnt know! — and I let Quintana go! Oh, Jack, Jack, hes at the Place of Pines! Im going there to shoot him! Let me go! — hes killed Dad, I tell you! He had Dads watch — and the case of jewels — they were in his pack on the kitchen table — —

Eve!

Let me go! — —

Eve! He held her rigid a moment in his powerful grip, compelled her dazed, half-crazed eyes to meet his own:

You must come to your senses, he said. Listen to what I say: they are bringing in your father.

Her dilated blue eyes never moved from his.

W found him in Drowned Valley at sunrise, said Stormont quietly. The men are only a few rods behind me. They are carrying him out.

Her lips made a word without sound.

Yes, said Stormont in a low voice.

There was a sound in the woods behind them. Stormont turned. Far away down the trail the men came into sight.

Then the State Trooper turned the girl very gently and placed one arm around her shoulders.

Very slowly they descended the hill together. His equipment was shining in the morning sun: and the sun fell on Eves drooping head, turning her chestnut hair into fiery gold.

* * * * *

An hour later Trooper Stormont was at the Place of Pines.

There was nothing there except an empty trap and the ashes of the dying fire beyond.

* * * * *


Episode Twelve

Her Highness Intervenes
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* * * * *

I

Toward noon the wind changed, and about one oclock it began to snow.

Eve, exhausted, lay on the sofa in her bedroom. Her step-father lay on a table in the dance hall below, covered by a sheet from his own bed. And beside him sat Trooper Stormont, waiting.

It was snowing heavily when Mr. Lyken, the little undertaker from Ghost Lake, arrived with several assistants, a casket, and what he called swell trimmings.

Long ago Mike Clinch had selected his own mortuary site and had driven a section of iron pipe into the ground on a ferny knoll overlooking Star Pond. In explanation he grimly remarked to Eve that after death he preferred to be planted where he could see that Old Harrods ghost didnt trespass.

Here two of Mr. Lykens able assistants dug a grave while the digging was still good; for it Mike Clinch was to lie underground that season there might be need of haste — no weather prophet ever having successfully forecast Adirondack weather.

Eve, exhausted by shock an a sleepless night, was spared the more harrowing details of the coroners visit and the subsequent jaunty activities of Mr. Lyken and his efficient assistants.

She had managed to dress herself in a black wool gown, intending to watch by Mike, but Stormonts blunt authority prevailed and she lay down for an hours rest.

The hour lengthened into many hours; the girl slept heavily on her sofa under blankets laid over her by Stormont.

All that dark, snowy day she slept, mercifully unconscious of the proceedings below.

In its own mysterious way the news penetrated the wilderness; and out of the desolation of forest and swamp and mountain drifted the people who somehow existed there — a few shy, half wild young girls, a dozen silent, lank men, two or three of Clinchs own people, who stood silently about in the falling snow and lent a hand whenever requested.

One long shanked youth cut hemlock to line the grave; others erected a little fence of silver birch around it, making of the enclosure a plot.

A gaunt old woman from God knows where aided Mr. Lyken at intervals: a pretty, sulky-eyed girl with her slovenly, red-headed sister cooked for anybody who desired nourishment.

When Mike was ready to hold the inevitable reception everybody filed into the dance hall. Mr. Lyken was master of ceremonies: Trooper Stormont stood very tall and straight by the head of the casket.

Clinch wore a vague, indefinable smile and his best clothes, — that same smile which had so troubled Jose Quintana.

Light was fading fast in the room when the last visitor took silent leave of Clinch and rejoined the groups in the kitchen, where were the funeral baked meats.

Eve still slept. Descending again from his reconnaissance, Trooper
Stormont encountered Trooper Lannis below.

Has anybody picked up Quintanas tracks? inquired the former.

Not so far. An Inspector and two state Game Protectors are out beyond Owl Marsh. The Troopers from Five Lakes are on the job, and we have enforcement men along Drowned Valley from The Scaur to Harrod Place.

Does Darragh know?

Yes. Hes in there with Mike. He brought a lot of flowers from Harrod
Place.

The two troopers went into the dance hall where Darragh was arranging the flowers from his greenhouses.

Stormont said quietly: All right, Jim, but Eve must not know that they came from Harrods.

Darragh nodded: How is she, Jack?

All in.

Do you know the story?

Yes. Mike went into Drowned Valley early last evening after Quintana. He didnt come back. Before dawn this morning Eve located Quintana, set a bear-trap for him, and caught him with the goods — —

What goods? demanded Darragh sharply.

Well, she got his pack and found Mikes watch and jewelry in it — —

What jewelry?

The jewels Quintana was after. But that was after shed arrived at the
Dump, here, leaving Quintana to get free of the trap and beat it.

Thats how I met her — half crazed, going to find Quintana again. Wed found Mike in Drowned Valley and were bringing him out when I ran into Eve. … I brought her back here and called Ghost Lake. … They havent picked up Quintanas tracks so far.

After a silence: Too bad this snow came so late, remarked Trooper
Lannis. But we ought to get Quintana anyway.

Darragh went over and looked silently at Mike Clinch

I liked you, he said under his breath. It wasnt your fault. And it wasnt mine, Mike. … Ill try to square things. Dont worry.

He came back slowly to where Stormont was standing near the door:

Jack, he said, you cant marry Eve on a Troopers pay. Why not quit and take over the Harrod estate? … You and I can go into business together later if you like.

After a pause: Thats rather wonderful of you, Jim, said Stormont, but you dont know what sort of business man Id make — —

I know what sort of officer you made. … Im taking no chance. … And Ill make my peace with Eve — or somebody will do it for me. .. Is it settled then?

Thanks, said Trooper Stormont, reddening. They clasped hands. Then Stormont went about and lighted the candles in the room. Clinchs face, again revealed, was still faintly amused at something or other. The dead have much to be amused at.

As Darragh was about to go, Stormont said: Were burying Clinch at eleven to-morrow morning. The Ghost Lake Pilot officiates.

Ill come if it wont upset Eve, said Darragh.

She wont notice anybody, I fancy, remarked Stormont.

He stood by the veranda and watched Darragh take the Lake Trail through the snow. Finally the glimmer of his swinging lantern was lost in the woods and Stormont mounted the stairs once more, stood silently by Eves open door, realised she was still heavily asleep, and seated himself on a chair outside her door to watch and wait.

* * * * *

All night long it snowed hard over the Star Pond country, and the late grey light of morning revealed a blinding storm pelting a white robed world.

Toward ten oclock, Stormont, on guard, noticed that Eve was growing restless.

Downstairs the flotsam of the forest had gathered again: Mr. Lyken was there in black gloves; the Reverend Laomi Smatter had arrived in a sleigh from Ghost Lake. Both were breakfasting heavily.

The pretty, sulky-faced girl fetched a tray and placed Eves breakfast on it; and Trooper Stormont carried it to her room.

She was awake when he entered. He set the tray on the table. She put both her arms around his neck.

Jack, she murmured, her eyes tremulous with tears.

Everything has been done, he said. Will you be ready by eleven?
Ill come for you.

She clung to him in silence for a while.

* * * * *

At eleven he knocked on her door. She opened it. She wore her black wool gown and a black fur turban. Some of her pallor remained — traces of tears and bluish smears under both eyes. But her voice was steady.

Could I see Dad a moment alone?

Of course.

She took his arm: they descended the stairs. There seemed to be many people about but she did not lift her eyes until her lover led her into the dance hall where Clinch lay smiling his mysterious smile.

Then Stormont left her alone there and closed the door.

* * * * *

In a terrible snow-storm they buried Mike Clinch on the spot he had selected, in order that he might keep a watchful eye on the trespassing ghost of old man Harrod.

It blew and stormed and stormed, and the thin, nasal voice of Rev. Smatter was utterly lost in the wind. The slanting laces of snow drove down on the casket, building a white mound over the flowers, blotting the hemlock boughs from sight.

There was no time to be lost now; the ground was freezing under a veering and bitter wind out of the west. Mr. Lykens talented assistants had some difficulty in shaping the mound which snow began to make into a white and flawless monument.

The last slap of the spade rang with a metallic jar across the lake, where snow already blotted the newly forming film of ice; the human denizens of the wilderness filtered back into it one by one; Rev. Smatter got into his sleigh, plainly concerned about the road; Mr. Lyken betrayed unprofessional haste in loading his wagon with his talented assistants and starting for Ghost Lake.

A Game Protector or two put on snow-shoes when they departed. Trooper
Lannis led out his horse and Stormonts, and got into the saddle.

Id better get these beasts into Ghost Lake while I can, he said.
Youll follow on snow-shoes, wont you, Jack?

I dont know. I may need a sleigh for Eve. She cant remain here all alone. Ill telephone the Inn.

Darragh, in blanket outfit, a pair of snow-shoes on his back, a rifle in his mittened hand, came trudging up from the lake. He and Stormont watched Lannis riding away with the two horses.

Hell make it all right, but its time he started, said the latter.

Darragh nodded: Some storm. Where is Eve?

In her room.

What is she going to do, Jack?

Marry me as soon as possible. She wants to stay here for a few days but I cant leave her here alone. I think Ill telephone to Ghost Lake for a sleigh.

Let me talk to her, said Darragh in a low voice.

Do you think youd better — at such a time?

I think its a good time. It will divert her mind, anyway. I want her to come to Harrod Place.

She wont, said Stormont grimly.

She might. Let me talk to her.

Do you realise how she feels toward you, Jim?

I do, indeed. And I dont blame her. But let me tell you; Eve Strayer is the most honest and fair-minded girl I ever knew. … Except one. … Ill take a chance that shell listen to me. … Sooner or later she will be obliged to hear what I have to tell her. … But it will be easier for her — for everybody — if I speak to her now. Let me try, Jack.

Stormont hesitate, looked at him, nodded. Darragh stood his rifle against the bench on the kitchen porch. They entered the house slowly. And met Eve descending the stairs.

The girl looked at Darragh, astonished, then her pale face flushed with anger.

What are you doing in this house? she demanded unsteadily. Have you no decency, no shame?

Yes, he said, I am ashamed of what my kinsman has done to you and yours. That is partly why I am here.

You came here as a spy, she said with hot contempt. You lied about your name; you lied about your purpose. You came here to betray Dad! If he had known it he would have killed you!

Yes, he would have. But — do you know why I came here, Eve?

Ive told you!

And you are wrong. I didnt come here to betray Mike Clinch; I came to save him.

Do you suppose I believe a man who has lied to Dad? she cried.

I dont ask you to, Eve. I shall let somebody else prove what I say. I dont blame you for your attitude. God knows I dont blame Mike Clinch. He stood up like a man to Henry Harrod. … All I ask is to undo some of the rotten things that my uncle did to you and yours. And that is partly why I came here.

The girl said passionately: Neither Dad nor I want anything from Harrod Place or from you! Do you suppose you can come here after Dad is dead and pretend you want to make amends for what your uncle did to us?

Eve, said Darragh gravely, Ive made some amends already. You dont know it, but I have. … You may not believe it, but I liked your father. He was a real man. Had anybody done to me what Henry Harrod did to your father Id have behaved as your father behaved; Id never have budged from this spot; Id have hunted where I chose; Id have borne an implacable hatred against Henry Harrod and Harrod Place, and every soul in it!

The girl, silenced, looked at him without belief.

He said: I am not surprised that you distrust what I say. But the man you are going to marry was a junior officer in my command. I have no closer friend than Jack Stormont. Ask him whether I am to be believed.

Astounded, the girl turned a flushed, incredulous face to Stormont.

He said: You may trust Darragh as you trust me. I dont know what he has to say to you, dear. But whatever he says will be the truth.

Darragh said, gravely: Through a misunderstanding your father came into possession of stolen property, Eve. He did not know it had been stolen. I did. But Mike Clinch would not have believed me if I told him that the case of jewels in his possession had been stolen from a woman. … Quintana stole them. By accident they came into your fathers possession. I learned of this. I had promised this woman to recover her jewels.

I cam here for that purpose, Eve. And for two reasons: first, because I learned that Quintana also was coming here to rob your father of these gems; second, because, when I knew your father, and knew you, I concluded that it would be an outrage to call on the police. I would mean prison for Clinch, misery and ruin for you, Eve. So — I tried to steal the jewels … to save you both.

He looked at Stormont, who seemed astonished.

To whom do these jewels belong, Jim? demanded the trooper.

To the young Grand Duchess of Esthonia. … Do you remember that I befriended her over there?

Yes.

Do you remember that the Reds were accused of burning her chateau and looting it?

Yes, I remember.

Well, it was Quintana and his gang of international criminals who did that, said Darragh drily.

And, to Eve: By accident this case of jewels, emblazoned with the coat of arms of the Grand Duchess of Esthonia, came into your fathers possession. That is the story, Eve.

There was a silence. The girl looked at Stormont, flushed painfully, looked at Darragh.

Then, without a word, she turned ascended the stairs, and reappeared immediately carrying the leather case.

Thank you, Mr. Darragh, she said simply; and laid the case in his hand.

But, said Darragh, I want you to do a little more, Eve. The owner of these gems is my guest at Harrod Place. I want you to give them to her yourself.

I — I cant go to Harrod Place, stammered the girl.

Please dont visit the sins of Henry Harrod on me, Eve.

I — dont. But — but that place — —

After a silence: If Eve feels that way, began Stormont awkwardly, I couldnt become associated with you in business, Jim — —

Id rather sell Harrod Place than lose you! retorted Darragh almost sharply. I want to go into business with you, Jack — if Eve will permit me — —

She stood looking at Stormont, the heightened colour playing in her cheeks as she began to comprehend the comradeship between these two men.

Slowly she turned to Darragh, offered her hand:

Ill go to Harrod Place, she said in a low voice.

Darraghs quick smile brightened the sombre gravity of his face.

Eve, he said, when I came over here this morning from Harrod Place I was afraid you would refuse to listen to me; I was afraid you would not even see me. And so I brought with me — somebody — to whom I felt certain you would listen. … I brought with me a young girl — a poor refugee from Russia, once wealthy, to-day almost penniless. … Her name is Theodorica. … Once she was Grand Duchess of Esthonia. … But this morning a clergyman from Five Lakes changed her name. … To such friends as you and Jack she is Ricca Darragh now … and shes having a wonderful time on my new snow-shoes — —

He took Eve by one hand and Stormont by the other, and drew them to the kitchen door and kicked it open.

Through the swirling snow, over the lake-slope at the timber edge, a graceful, boyish figure in scarlet and white wool moved swiftly over the drifts with all the naive delight of a child with a brand new toy.

As Darragh strode out into the open the distant figure flung up one arm in salutation and came racing over the drifts, her brilliant scarf flying.

All aglow and a trifle breathless, she met Darragh just beyond the veranda, rested one mitten hand on his shoulder while he knelt and unbuckled her snow-shoes, stepped lightly from them and came forward to Eve with out-stretched hand and sudden winning gravity in her lovely face.

We shall be friends, surely, she said in her quick, winning voice;— because my husband has told me — and I am so grieved for you — and I need a girl friend — —

Holding both Eves hands, her mittens dangling from her wrist, she looked into her eyes very steadily.

Slowly Eves eyes filled; more slowly still Ricca kissed her on both cheeks, framed her face in both hands, kissed her lightly on the lips.

Then, still holding Eves hands, she turned and looked at Stormont.

I remember you now, she said. You were with my husband in Riga.

She freed her right hand and held it out to Stormont. He had the grace to kiss it an did it very well for a Yankee.

Together they entered the kitchen door and turned into the dining room on the left, where were chairs around the plain pine table.

Darragh said: The new mistress of Harrod Place has selected your quarters, Eve. They adjoin the quarters of her friend, the Countess Orloff-Strelwitz.

Valentine begged me, said Ricca, smiling. She is going to be lonely without me. All hours of day and night we were trotting into one anothers rooms — — She looked gravely at Eve: You will like Valentine; and she will like you very much. … As for me — I already love you.

She put one arm around Eves shoulders: How could you even think of remaining here all alone? Why, I should never close my eyes for thinking of you, dear.

Eves head drooped; she said in a stifled voice: Ill go with you. …
I want to. … Im very — tired.

We had better go now, said Darragh. Your things can be brought over later. If youll dress for snow-shoeing, Jack can pack what clothes you need. … Are there snow-shoes for him, too?

Eve turned tragically to her lover: In Dads closet — — she said, choking; then turned and went up the stairs, still clinging to Riccas hand and drawing her with her.

Stormont followed, entered Clinchs quarters, and presently came downstairs again, carrying Clinchs snow-shoes and a basket pack.

He seated himself near Darragh. After a silence: Your wife is beautiful, Jim. … Her character seems to be even more beautiful. … Shes like Gods own messenger to Eve. … And — youre rather wonderful yourself — —

Nonsense, said Darragh, Ive given my wife her first American friend and Ive done a shrew stroke of business in nabbing the best business associate I ever heard of — —

Youre crazy but kind. … I hope Ill be some good. … One thing;
Ill never get over what youve done for Eve in this crisis — —

Therell be no crisis, Jack. Marry, and hook up with me in business. That solves everything. … Lord! — what a life Eve has had! But youll make it all up to her … all this loneliness and shame and misery of Clinchs Dump — —

Stormont touched his arm in caution: Eve and Ricca came down the stairs — the former now in the grey wool snow-shoe dress, and carrying her snow-shoes, black gown, and toilet articles.

Stormont began to stow away her effects in the basket pack; Darragh went over to her and took her hand.

Im so glad we are to be friends, he said. It hurt a lot to know you held me in contempt. But I had to go about it that way.

Eve nodded. Then, suddenly recollecting: Oh, she exclaimed, reddening, I forgot the jewel case! Its under my pillow — —

She turned and sped upstairs and reappeared almost instantly, carrying the jewel-case.

Breathless, flushed, thankful and happy in the excitement of restitution, she placed the leather case in Riccas hands.

My jewels! cried the girl, astonished. Then, with a little cry of delight, she placed the case upon the table, stripped open the emblazoned cover, and emptied the two trays. All over the table rolled the jewels, flashing, scintillating, ablaze with blinding light.

And at the same instant the outer door crashed open and Quintana covered them with Darraghs rifle.

Now, by Christ! he shouted, who stirs a finger shall go to God in one jump! You, my gendarme frien — you, my frien Smith — turn your damn backs — hans up high! — thas the way! — now, ladies! — back away there — get back or I kill! — sure, by Jesus, I kill you like I would some white little mice! — —

With incredible quickness he stepped forward and swept the jewels into one hand — filled the pocket of his trousers, caught up every stray stone and pocketed them.

You gendarme, he cried in a menacing voice, you think you shall follow in my tack. Yes? I blow your damn head off if you stir before the hour. … After that — well, follow and be damn!

Even as he spoke he stepped outside and slammed the door; and Darragh and Stormont leaped for it. Then the lout detonation of Quintanas rifle was echoed by the splintered rip of bullets tearing through the closed door; and both men halted in the face of the leaden hail.

Eve ran to the pantry window and saw Quintana in somebodys stolen lumber-sledge, lash a big pair of horses to a gallop and go floundering past into the Ghost Lake road.

As he sped by in a whirl of snow he fired five times at the house, then, rising and swinging his whip, he flogged the frantic horses into the woods.

In the dining room, Stormont, red with rage and shame, and having found his rifle in the corridor outside Eves bedroom, was trying to open the shutters for a shot; and Darragh, empty-handed, searched the house frantically for a weapon.

Eve, terribly excited, came from the pantry:

Hes gone! she cried furiously. Hes in somebodys lumber-sledge with a pair of horses and hes driving west like the devil!

Stormont ran to the tap-room telephone, cranked it, and warned the constabulary at Five Lakes.

Good God! he exclaimed, turning to Darragh, scarlet with mortification, what a ghastly business! I never dreamed he was within miles of Clinchs! Its the most shameful thing that ever happened to me — —

What could anybody do under that rifle? said Eve hotly. That beat would have murdered the first person who stirred!

Darragh, exasperated and dreadfully humiliated, looked miserably at his brand-new wife.

Eve and Stormont also looked at her. She had come forward from the rear of the stairway where Quintana had brutally driven her. Now she stood with one hand on the empty leather jewel case, looking at everybody out of pretty, bewildered eyes.

To Darragh, in a perplexed, unsteady voice: Is it the same bandit who robbed us before?

Yes; Quintana, he said wretchedly. Rage began to redden his features.
Ricca, he said, I promised Id find your jewels. … I promise you
again that Ill never drop this business until your gems — and the
Flaming Jewel — are in your possession — —

But, Jim — —

I swear it! he exclaimed violently. Im not such a stupid fool as I seem — —

Dear! she protested excitedly, you have done what you promised. My gems are in my possession — I believe — —

She caught up the emblazoned case, stripped out the first tray, then the second, and flung them aside. Then, searching with the delicate tip of her forefinger in the empty case, she suddenly pressed the bottom hard, — thumb, middle finger and little finger forming the three apexes of an equilateral triangle.

There came a clear, tiny sound like the ringing of the alarm in a repeating watch. Very gently the false bottom of the case detached itself and came away in the palm of her hand.

And there, each embedded in its own shaped compartment of chamois, lay the Esthonian jewels — the true ones — deep hidden, always doubly guarded by two sets of perfect imitations lining the two visible trays above.

And, in the centre, blazed the Erosite gem — the magnificent Flaming
Jewel, a glory of living, blinding fire.

Nobody stirred or spoke. Darragh blinked at the crystalline blaze as though stunned.

Then the young girl who had once been Her Serene Highness Theodorica, Grand Duchess of Esthonia, looked up at her brand-new husband and laughed.

Did you really suppose it was these that brought me across the ocean? Did you suppose it was a passion for these that filled my heart? Did you think it was for these that I followed you?

She laughed again, turned to Eve:

You understand. Tell him that if he had been in rags I would have followed him like a gypsy. … They say there is gypsy blood in us. … God knows. … I think perhaps there is a little of it in all real women — — Still laughing she placed her hand lightly upon her heart— In all women — perhaps — a Flaming Jewel imbedded here — —

Her eyes, tender and mocking, met his; she lifted the jewel-case, closed it, and placed it in his hands.

Now, she said, you have everything in your possession; and we are safe — we are quite safe, now, my jewels and I.

Then she went to Eve and rested both hands on her shoulders.

Shall we put on our snow-shoes and go — home?

Stormont flung open the bullet-splintered door. Outside in the snow he dropped on both knees to buckle on Eves snow-shoes.

Darragh was performing like office for his wife, and the State Trooper, being unobserved, took Eves slim hands and kissed them, looking up at her where he was kneeling.

Her pale face blushed as it had that day in the woods on Owl Marsh, so long, so long ago, when this mans lips first touched her hands.

As their eyes met both remembered. Then she smiled at her lover with the shy girls soul of her gazing out at him through eyes as blue as the wild blind-gentians that grow among the ferns and mosses of Star Pond.

* * * * *

Far away in the northwestern forests Quintana still lashed his horses through the primeval pines.

Triumphant, reckless, resourceful, dangerous, he felt that now nothing could stop him, nothing bar his way to freedom.

Out of the wilderness lay his road and his destiny; out of it he must win his way, by strategy, by cunning, by violence — creep out, lie his way out, shoot his way out — it scarcely mattered. He was going out! He was going back to life once more. Who could forbid him? Who stop him? Who deny him, now, when, in his pockets, he held all that was worth living for — the keys to power, to pleasure, — the key to everything on earth!

In fierce exultation he slapped the glass jewels in his pocket and laughed aloud.

The keys to the world! he cried. Let him stop me and take them who is better than I! Then his long whip whistled and he cursed his horses.

Then, of a sudden, close by in the snowy road ahead, he saw a State Trooper on snow-shoes, — saw the upflung arm warning him — screamed curses at his horses, flogged them forward to crush this thing to death that dared menace him — this object that suddenly rose up out of nowhere to snatch from him the keys of the world —— 

* * * * *

For a moment the State Trooper looked after the runaway horses. There was no use following; theyd have to run till they dropped.

Then he lowered the levelled rifle from his shoulder, looked grimly at the limp thing which had tumbled from the sledge into the snowy road and which sprawled there crimsoning the spotless flakes that fell upon it.

* * * * *

THE END
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The Art Students League, New York City, where Chambers studied during the 1880s
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This short story collection is widely considered to be Chambers masterpiece. The first four stories are linked by three elements, most notable a fictional play, The King in Yellow, whose readers are invariably driven mad by the terrible cosmic truths revealed to them. More specific information on the play is not given, with the emphasis being not so much on plot, but on the eerie and disturbing atmosphere. Another linking theme in the first four stories is a malevolent supernatural entity, also known as the King in Yellow, and an occult symbol, known as the Yellow Sign (which was also the name of a 2001 film inspired by the collection). 

In these fascinating early tales, Chambers developed a brand of weird fiction that influenced later practitioners of the genre such as Algernon Blackwood and H. P. Lovecraft, who used elements of Chambers tales for his Cthulu mythology. In his turn, Chambers was himself influenced by Edgar Allan Poe and a number of French symbolists and decadents.

This sequence of stories is followed by two stand-alone macabre tales, while the last three stories are non-supernatural, featuring characters and settings from Chambers fin de siècle novel, In the Quarter. 
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Cover of the first edition
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The mysterious yellow sign, one of the linking motifs in the first four stories


THE KING IN YELLOW

IS DEDICATED

TO

MY BROTHER

Along the shore the cloud waves break,

The twin suns sink beneath the lake,

The shadows lengthen

In Carcosa.



Strange is the night where black stars rise,

And strange moons circle through the skies

But stranger still is

Lost Carcosa.



Songs that the Hyades shall sing,

Where flap the tatters of the King,

Must die unheard in

Dim Carcosa.



Song of my soul, my voice is dead;

Die thou, unsung, as tears unshed

Shall dry and die in

Lost Carcosa.



Cassildas Song in The King in Yellow, Act i, Scene 2.


THE REPAIRER OF REPUTATIONS

I
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NE RAILLONS PAS les fous; leur folie dure plus longtemps que la nôtre.... Voila toute la différence.

Toward the end of the year 1920 the Government of the United States had practically completed the programme, adopted during the last months of President Winthrops administration. The country was apparently tranquil. Everybody knows how the Tariff and Labour questions were settled. The war with Germany, incident on that countrys seizure of the Samoan Islands, had left no visible scars upon the republic, and the temporary occupation of Norfolk by the invading army had been forgotten in the joy over repeated naval victories, and the subsequent ridiculous plight of General Von Gartenlaubes forces in the State of New Jersey. The Cuban and Hawaiian investments had paid one hundred per cent and the territory of Samoa was well worth its cost as a coaling station. The country was in a superb state of defence. Every coast city had been well supplied with land fortifications; the army under the parental eye of the General Staff, organized according to the Prussian system, had been increased to 300,000 men, with a territorial reserve of a million; and six magnificent squadrons of cruisers and battle-ships patrolled the six stations of the navigable seas, leaving a steam reserve amply fitted to control home waters. The gentlemen from the West had at last been constrained to acknowledge that a college for the training of diplomats was as necessary as law schools are for the training of barristers; consequently we were no longer represented abroad by incompetent patriots. The nation was prosperous; Chicago, for a moment paralyzed after a second great fire, had risen from its ruins, white and imperial, and more beautiful than the white city which had been built for its plaything in 1893. Everywhere good architecture was replacing bad, and even in New York, a sudden craving for decency had swept away a great portion of the existing horrors. Streets had been widened, properly paved and lighted, trees had been planted, squares laid out, elevated structures demolished and underground roads built to replace them. The new government buildings and barracks were fine bits of architecture, and the long system of stone quays which completely surrounded the island had been turned into parks which proved a god-send to the population. The subsidizing of the state theatre and state opera brought its own reward. The United States National Academy of Design was much like European institutions of the same kind. Nobody envied the Secretary of Fine Arts, either his cabinet position or his portfolio. The Secretary of Forestry and Game Preservation had a much easier time, thanks to the new system of National Mounted Police. We had profited well by the latest treaties with France and England; the exclusion of foreign-born Jews as a measure of self-preservation, the settlement of the new independent negro state of Suanee, the checking of immigration, the new laws concerning naturalization, and the gradual centralization of power in the executive all contributed to national calm and prosperity. When the Government solved the Indian problem and squadrons of Indian cavalry scouts in native costume were substituted for the pitiable organizations tacked on to the tail of skeletonized regiments by a former Secretary of War, the nation drew a long sigh of relief. When, after the colossal Congress of Religions, bigotry and intolerance were laid in their graves and kindness and charity began to draw warring sects together, many thought the millennium had arrived, at least in the new world which after all is a world by itself.

But self-preservation is the first law, and the United States had to look on in helpless sorrow as Germany, Italy, Spain and Belgium writhed in the throes of Anarchy, while Russia, watching from the Caucasus, stooped and bound them one by one.

In the city of New York the summer of 1899 was signalized by the dismantling of the Elevated Railroads. The summer of 1900 will live in the memories of New York people for many a cycle; the Dodge Statue was removed in that year. In the following winter began that agitation for the repeal of the laws prohibiting suicide which bore its final fruit in the month of April, 1920, when the first Government Lethal Chamber was opened on Washington Square.

I had walked down that day from Dr. Archers house on Madison Avenue, where I had been as a mere formality. Ever since that fall from my horse, four years before, I had been troubled at times with pains in the back of my head and neck, but now for months they had been absent, and the doctor sent me away that day saying there was nothing more to be cured in me. It was hardly worth his fee to be told that; I knew it myself. Still I did not grudge him the money. What I minded was the mistake which he made at first. When they picked me up from the pavement where I lay unconscious, and somebody had mercifully sent a bullet through my horses head, I was carried to Dr. Archer, and he, pronouncing my brain affected, placed me in his private asylum where I was obliged to endure treatment for insanity. At last he decided that I was well, and I, knowing that my mind had always been as sound as his, if not sounder, paid my tuition as he jokingly called it, and left. I told him, smiling, that I would get even with him for his mistake, and he laughed heartily, and asked me to call once in a while. I did so, hoping for a chance to even up accounts, but he gave me none, and I told him I would wait.

The fall from my horse had fortunately left no evil results; on the contrary it had changed my whole character for the better. From a lazy young man about town, I had become active, energetic, temperate, and above all — oh, above all else — ambitious. There was only one thing which troubled me, I laughed at my own uneasiness, and yet it troubled me.

During my convalescence I had bought and read for the first time, The King in Yellow. I remember after finishing the first act that it occurred to me that I had better stop. I started up and flung the book into the fireplace; the volume struck the barred grate and fell open on the hearth in the firelight. If I had not caught a glimpse of the opening words in the second act I should never have finished it, but as I stooped to pick it up, my eyes became riveted to the open page, and with a cry of terror, or perhaps it was of joy so poignant that I suffered in every nerve, I snatched the thing out of the coals and crept shaking to my bedroom, where I read it and reread it, and wept and laughed and trembled with a horror which at times assails me yet. This is the thing that troubles me, for I cannot forget Carcosa where black stars hang in the heavens; where the shadows of mens thoughts lengthen in the afternoon, when the twin suns sink into the lake of Hali; and my mind will bear for ever the memory of the Pallid Mask. I pray God will curse the writer, as the writer has cursed the world with this beautiful, stupendous creation, terrible in its simplicity, irresistible in its truth — a world which now trembles before the King in Yellow. When the French Government seized the translated copies which had just arrived in Paris, London, of course, became eager to read it. It is well known how the book spread like an infectious disease, from city to city, from continent to continent, barred out here, confiscated there, denounced by Press and pulpit, censured even by the most advanced of literary anarchists. No definite principles had been violated in those wicked pages, no doctrine promulgated, no convictions outraged. It could not be judged by any known standard, yet, although it was acknowledged that the supreme note of art had been struck in The King in Yellow, all felt that human nature could not bear the strain, nor thrive on words in which the essence of purest poison lurked. The very banality and innocence of the first act only allowed the blow to fall afterward with more awful effect.

It was, I remember, the 13th day of April, 1920, that the first Government Lethal Chamber was established on the south side of Washington Square, between Wooster Street and South Fifth Avenue. The block which had formerly consisted of a lot of shabby old buildings, used as cafés and restaurants for foreigners, had been acquired by the Government in the winter of 1898. The French and Italian cafés and restaurants were torn down; the whole block was enclosed by a gilded iron railing, and converted into a lovely garden with lawns, flowers and fountains. In the centre of the garden stood a small, white building, severely classical in architecture, and surrounded by thickets of flowers. Six Ionic columns supported the roof, and the single door was of bronze. A splendid marble group of the Fates stood before the door, the work of a young American sculptor, Boris Yvain, who had died in Paris when only twenty-three years old.

The inauguration ceremonies were in progress as I crossed University Place and entered the square. I threaded my way through the silent throng of spectators, but was stopped at Fourth Street by a cordon of police. A regiment of United States lancers were drawn up in a hollow square round the Lethal Chamber. On a raised tribune facing Washington Park stood the Governor of New York, and behind him were grouped the Mayor of New York and Brooklyn, the Inspector-General of Police, the Commandant of the state troops, Colonel Livingston, military aid to the President of the United States, General Blount, commanding at Governors Island, Major-General Hamilton, commanding the garrison of New York and Brooklyn, Admiral Buffby of the fleet in the North River, Surgeon-General Lanceford, the staff of the National Free Hospital, Senators Wyse and Franklin of New York, and the Commissioner of Public Works. The tribune was surrounded by a squadron of hussars of the National Guard.

The Governor was finishing his reply to the short speech of the Surgeon-General. I heard him say: The laws prohibiting suicide and providing punishment for any attempt at self-destruction have been repealed. The Government has seen fit to acknowledge the right of man to end an existence which may have become intolerable to him, through physical suffering or mental despair. It is believed that the community will be benefited by the removal of such people from their midst. Since the passage of this law, the number of suicides in the United States has not increased. Now the Government has determined to establish a Lethal Chamber in every city, town and village in the country, it remains to be seen whether or not that class of human creatures from whose desponding ranks new victims of self-destruction fall daily will accept the relief thus provided. He paused, and turned to the white Lethal Chamber. The silence in the street was absolute. There a painless death awaits him who can no longer bear the sorrows of this life. If death is welcome let him seek it there. Then quickly turning to the military aid of the Presidents household, he said, I declare the Lethal Chamber open, and again facing the vast crowd he cried in a clear voice: Citizens of New York and of the United States of America, through me the Government declares the Lethal Chamber to be open.

The solemn hush was broken by a sharp cry of command, the squadron of hussars filed after the Governors carriage, the lancers wheeled and formed along Fifth Avenue to wait for the commandant of the garrison, and the mounted police followed them. I left the crowd to gape and stare at the white marble Death Chamber, and, crossing South Fifth Avenue, walked along the western side of that thoroughfare to Bleecker Street. Then I turned to the right and stopped before a dingy shop which bore the sign:

HAWBERK, ARMOURER.

I glanced in at the doorway and saw Hawberk busy in his little shop at the end of the hall. He looked up, and catching sight of me cried in his deep, hearty voice, Come in, Mr. Castaigne! Constance, his daughter, rose to meet me as I crossed the threshold, and held out her pretty hand, but I saw the blush of disappointment on her cheeks, and knew that it was another Castaigne she had expected, my cousin Louis. I smiled at her confusion and complimented her on the banner she was embroidering from a coloured plate. Old Hawberk sat riveting the worn greaves of some ancient suit of armour, and the ting! ting! ting! of his little hammer sounded pleasantly in the quaint shop. Presently he dropped his hammer, and fussed about for a moment with a tiny wrench. The soft clash of the mail sent a thrill of pleasure through me. I loved to hear the music of steel brushing against steel, the mellow shock of the mallet on thigh pieces, and the jingle of chain armour. That was the only reason I went to see Hawberk. He had never interested me personally, nor did Constance, except for the fact of her being in love with Louis. This did occupy my attention, and sometimes even kept me awake at night. But I knew in my heart that all would come right, and that I should arrange their future as I expected to arrange that of my kind doctor, John Archer. However, I should never have troubled myself about visiting them just then, had it not been, as I say, that the music of the tinkling hammer had for me this strong fascination. I would sit for hours, listening and listening, and when a stray sunbeam struck the inlaid steel, the sensation it gave me was almost too keen to endure. My eyes would become fixed, dilating with a pleasure that stretched every nerve almost to breaking, until some movement of the old armourer cut off the ray of sunlight, then, still thrilling secretly, I leaned back and listened again to the sound of the polishing rag, swish! swish! rubbing rust from the rivets.

Constance worked with the embroidery over her knees, now and then pausing to examine more closely the pattern in the coloured plate from the Metropolitan Museum.

Who is this for? I asked.

Hawberk explained, that in addition to the treasures of armour in the Metropolitan Museum of which he had been appointed armourer, he also had charge of several collections belonging to rich amateurs. This was the missing greave of a famous suit which a client of his had traced to a little shop in Paris on the Quai dOrsay. He, Hawberk, had negotiated for and secured the greave, and now the suit was complete. He laid down his hammer and read me the history of the suit, traced since 1450 from owner to owner until it was acquired by Thomas Stainbridge. When his superb collection was sold, this client of Hawberks bought the suit, and since then the search for the missing greave had been pushed until it was, almost by accident, located in Paris.

Did you continue the search so persistently without any certainty of the greave being still in existence? I demanded.

Of course, he replied coolly.

Then for the first time I took a personal interest in Hawberk.

It was worth something to you, I ventured.

No, he replied, laughing, my pleasure in finding it was my reward.

Have you no ambition to be rich? I asked, smiling.

My one ambition is to be the best armourer in the world, he answered gravely.

Constance asked me if I had seen the ceremonies at the Lethal Chamber. She herself had noticed cavalry passing up Broadway that morning, and had wished to see the inauguration, but her father wanted the banner finished, and she had stayed at his request.

Did you see your cousin, Mr. Castaigne, there? she asked, with the slightest tremor of her soft eyelashes.

No, I replied carelessly. Louis regiment is manœuvring out in Westchester County. I rose and picked up my hat and cane.

Are you going upstairs to see the lunatic again? laughed old Hawberk. If Hawberk knew how I loathe that word lunatic, he would never use it in my presence. It rouses certain feelings within me which I do not care to explain. However, I answered him quietly: I think I shall drop in and see Mr. Wilde for a moment or two.

Poor fellow, said Constance, with a shake of the head, it must be hard to live alone year after year poor, crippled and almost demented. It is very good of you, Mr. Castaigne, to visit him as often as you do.

I think he is vicious, observed Hawberk, beginning again with his hammer. I listened to the golden tinkle on the greave plates; when he had finished I replied:

No, he is not vicious, nor is he in the least demented. His mind is a wonder chamber, from which he can extract treasures that you and I would give years of our life to acquire.

Hawberk laughed.

I continued a little impatiently: He knows history as no one else could know it. Nothing, however trivial, escapes his search, and his memory is so absolute, so precise in details, that were it known in New York that such a man existed, the people could not honour him enough.

Nonsense, muttered Hawberk, searching on the floor for a fallen rivet.

Is it nonsense, I asked, managing to suppress what I felt, is it nonsense when he says that the tassets and cuissards of the enamelled suit of armour commonly known as the Princes Emblazoned can be found among a mass of rusty theatrical properties, broken stoves and ragpickers refuse in a garret in Pell Street?

Hawberks hammer fell to the ground, but he picked it up and asked, with a great deal of calm, how I knew that the tassets and left cuissard were missing from the Princes Emblazoned.

I did not know until Mr. Wilde mentioned it to me the other day. He said they were in the garret of 998 Pell Street.

Nonsense, he cried, but I noticed his hand trembling under his leathern apron.

Is this nonsense too? I asked pleasantly, is it nonsense when Mr. Wilde continually speaks of you as the Marquis of Avonshire and of Miss Constance—

I did not finish, for Constance had started to her feet with terror written on every feature. Hawberk looked at me and slowly smoothed his leathern apron.

That is impossible, he observed, Mr. Wilde may know a great many things—

About armour, for instance, and the Princes Emblazoned, I interposed, smiling.

Yes, he continued, slowly, about armour also — may be — but he is wrong in regard to the Marquis of Avonshire, who, as you know, killed his wifes traducer years ago, and went to Australia where he did not long survive his wife.

Mr. Wilde is wrong, murmured Constance. Her lips were blanched, but her voice was sweet and calm.

Let us agree, if you please, that in this one circumstance Mr. Wilde is wrong, I said.

II

I climbed the three dilapidated flights of stairs, which I had so often climbed before, and knocked at a small door at the end of the corridor. Mr. Wilde opened the door and I walked in.

When he had double-locked the door and pushed a heavy chest against it, he came and sat down beside me, peering up into my face with his little light-coloured eyes. Half a dozen new scratches covered his nose and cheeks, and the silver wires which supported his artificial ears had become displaced. I thought I had never seen him so hideously fascinating. He had no ears. The artificial ones, which now stood out at an angle from the fine wire, were his one weakness. They were made of wax and painted a shell pink, but the rest of his face was yellow. He might better have revelled in the luxury of some artificial fingers for his left hand, which was absolutely fingerless, but it seemed to cause him no inconvenience, and he was satisfied with his wax ears. He was very small, scarcely higher than a child of ten, but his arms were magnificently developed, and his thighs as thick as any athletes. Still, the most remarkable thing about Mr. Wilde was that a man of his marvellous intelligence and knowledge should have such a head. It was flat and pointed, like the heads of many of those unfortunates whom people imprison in asylums for the weak-minded. Many called him insane, but I knew him to be as sane as I was.

I do not deny that he was eccentric; the mania he had for keeping that cat and teasing her until she flew at his face like a demon, was certainly eccentric. I never could understand why he kept the creature, nor what pleasure he found in shutting himself up in his room with this surly, vicious beast. I remember once, glancing up from the manuscript I was studying by the light of some tallow dips, and seeing Mr. Wilde squatting motionless on his high chair, his eyes fairly blazing with excitement, while the cat, which had risen from her place before the stove, came creeping across the floor right at him. Before I could move she flattened her belly to the ground, crouched, trembled, and sprang into his face. Howling and foaming they rolled over and over on the floor, scratching and clawing, until the cat screamed and fled under the cabinet, and Mr. Wilde turned over on his back, his limbs contracting and curling up like the legs of a dying spider. He was eccentric.

Mr. Wilde had climbed into his high chair, and, after studying my face, picked up a dogs-eared ledger and opened it.

Henry B. Matthews, he read, book-keeper with Whysot Whysot and Company, dealers in church ornaments. Called April 3rd. Reputation damaged on the race-track. Known as a welcher. Reputation to be repaired by August 1st. Retainer Five Dollars. He turned the page and ran his fingerless knuckles down the closely-written columns.

P. Greene Dusenberry, Minister of the Gospel, Fairbeach, New Jersey. Reputation damaged in the Bowery. To be repaired as soon as possible. Retainer $100.

He coughed and added, Called, April 6th.

Then you are not in need of money, Mr. Wilde, I inquired.

Listen, he coughed again.

Mrs. C. Hamilton Chester, of Chester Park, New York City. Called April 7th. Reputation damaged at Dieppe, France. To be repaired by October 1st Retainer $500.

Note. — C. Hamilton Chester, Captain U.S.S. Avalanche, ordered home from South Sea Squadron October 1st.

Well, I said, the profession of a Repairer of Reputations is lucrative.

His colourless eyes sought mine, I only wanted to demonstrate that I was correct. You said it was impossible to succeed as a Repairer of Reputations; that even if I did succeed in certain cases it would cost me more than I would gain by it. To-day I have five hundred men in my employ, who are poorly paid, but who pursue the work with an enthusiasm which possibly may be born of fear. These men enter every shade and grade of society; some even are pillars of the most exclusive social temples; others are the prop and pride of the financial world; still others, hold undisputed sway among the Fancy and the Talent. I choose them at my leisure from those who reply to my advertisements. It is easy enough, they are all cowards. I could treble the number in twenty days if I wished. So you see, those who have in their keeping the reputations of their fellow-citizens, I have in my pay.

They may turn on you, I suggested.

He rubbed his thumb over his cropped ears, and adjusted the wax substitutes. I think not, he murmured thoughtfully, I seldom have to apply the whip, and then only once. Besides they like their wages.

How do you apply the whip? I demanded.

His face for a moment was awful to look upon. His eyes dwindled to a pair of green sparks.

I invite them to come and have a little chat with me, he said in a soft voice.

A knock at the door interrupted him, and his face resumed its amiable expression.

Who is it? he inquired.

Mr. Steylette, was the answer.

Come to-morrow, replied Mr. Wilde.

Impossible, began the other, but was silenced by a sort of bark from Mr. Wilde.

Come to-morrow, he repeated.

We heard somebody move away from the door and turn the corner by the stairway.

Who is that? I asked.

Arnold Steylette, Owner and Editor in Chief of the great New York daily.

He drummed on the ledger with his fingerless hand adding: I pay him very badly, but he thinks it a good bargain.

Arnold Steylette! I repeated amazed.

Yes, said Mr. Wilde, with a self-satisfied cough.

The cat, which had entered the room as he spoke, hesitated, looked up at him and snarled. He climbed down from the chair and squatting on the floor, took the creature into his arms and caressed her. The cat ceased snarling and presently began a loud purring which seemed to increase in timbre as he stroked her. Where are the notes? I asked. He pointed to the table, and for the hundredth time I picked up the bundle of manuscript entitled — 

THE IMPERIAL DYNASTY OF AMERICA.

One by one I studied the well-worn pages, worn only by my own handling, and although I knew all by heart, from the beginning, When from Carcosa, the Hyades, Hastur, and Aldebaran, to Castaigne, Louis de Calvados, born December 19th, 1877, I read it with an eager, rapt attention, pausing to repeat parts of it aloud, and dwelling especially on Hildred de Calvados, only son of Hildred Castaigne and Edythe Landes Castaigne, first in succession, etc., etc.

When I finished, Mr. Wilde nodded and coughed.

Speaking of your legitimate ambition, he said, how do Constance and Louis get along?

She loves him, I replied simply.

The cat on his knee suddenly turned and struck at his eyes, and he flung her off and climbed on to the chair opposite me.

And Dr. Archer! But thats a matter you can settle any time you wish, he added.

Yes, I replied, Dr. Archer can wait, but it is time I saw my cousin Louis.

It is time, he repeated. Then he took another ledger from the table and ran over the leaves rapidly. We are now in communication with ten thousand men, he muttered. We can count on one hundred thousand within the first twenty-eight hours, and in forty-eight hours the state will rise en masse. The country follows the state, and the portion that will not, I mean California and the Northwest, might better never have been inhabited. I shall not send them the Yellow Sign.

The blood rushed to my head, but I only answered, A new broom sweeps clean.

The ambition of Caesar and of Napoleon pales before that which could not rest until it had seized the minds of men and controlled even their unborn thoughts, said Mr. Wilde.

You are speaking of the King in Yellow, I groaned, with a shudder.

He is a king whom emperors have served.

I am content to serve him, I replied.

Mr. Wilde sat rubbing his ears with his crippled hand. Perhaps Constance does not love him, he suggested.

I started to reply, but a sudden burst of military music from the street below drowned my voice. The twentieth dragoon regiment, formerly in garrison at Mount St. Vincent, was returning from the manœuvres in Westchester County, to its new barracks on East Washington Square. It was my cousins regiment. They were a fine lot of fellows, in their pale blue, tight-fitting jackets, jaunty busbys and white riding breeches with the double yellow stripe, into which their limbs seemed moulded. Every other squadron was armed with lances, from the metal points of which fluttered yellow and white pennons. The band passed, playing the regimental march, then came the colonel and staff, the horses crowding and trampling, while their heads bobbed in unison, and the pennons fluttered from their lance points. The troopers, who rode with the beautiful English seat, looked brown as berries from their bloodless campaign among the farms of Westchester, and the music of their sabres against the stirrups, and the jingle of spurs and carbines was delightful to me. I saw Louis riding with his squadron. He was as handsome an officer as I have ever seen. Mr. Wilde, who had mounted a chair by the window, saw him too, but said nothing. Louis turned and looked straight at Hawberks shop as he passed, and I could see the flush on his brown cheeks. I think Constance must have been at the window. When the last troopers had clattered by, and the last pennons vanished into South Fifth Avenue, Mr. Wilde clambered out of his chair and dragged the chest away from the door.

Yes, he said, it is time that you saw your cousin Louis.

He unlocked the door and I picked up my hat and stick and stepped into the corridor. The stairs were dark. Groping about, I set my foot on something soft, which snarled and spit, and I aimed a murderous blow at the cat, but my cane shivered to splinters against the balustrade, and the beast scurried back into Mr. Wildes room.

Passing Hawberks door again I saw him still at work on the armour, but I did not stop, and stepping out into Bleecker Street, I followed it to Wooster, skirted the grounds of the Lethal Chamber, and crossing Washington Park went straight to my rooms in the Benedick. Here I lunched comfortably, read the Herald and the Meteor, and finally went to the steel safe in my bedroom and set the time combination. The three and three-quarter minutes which it is necessary to wait, while the time lock is opening, are to me golden moments. From the instant I set the combination to the moment when I grasp the knobs and swing back the solid steel doors, I live in an ecstasy of expectation. Those moments must be like moments passed in Paradise. I know what I am to find at the end of the time limit. I know what the massive safe holds secure for me, for me alone, and the exquisite pleasure of waiting is hardly enhanced when the safe opens and I lift, from its velvet crown, a diadem of purest gold, blazing with diamonds. I do this every day, and yet the joy of waiting and at last touching again the diadem, only seems to increase as the days pass. It is a diadem fit for a King among kings, an Emperor among emperors. The King in Yellow might scorn it, but it shall be worn by his royal servant.

I held it in my arms until the alarm in the safe rang harshly, and then tenderly, proudly, I replaced it and shut the steel doors. I walked slowly back into my study, which faces Washington Square, and leaned on the window sill. The afternoon sun poured into my windows, and a gentle breeze stirred the branches of the elms and maples in the park, now covered with buds and tender foliage. A flock of pigeons circled about the tower of the Memorial Church; sometimes alighting on the purple tiled roof, sometimes wheeling downward to the lotos fountain in front of the marble arch. The gardeners were busy with the flower beds around the fountain, and the freshly turned earth smelled sweet and spicy. A lawn mower, drawn by a fat white horse, clinked across the green sward, and watering-carts poured showers of spray over the asphalt drives. Around the statue of Peter Stuyvesant, which in 1897 had replaced the monstrosity supposed to represent Garibaldi, children played in the spring sunshine, and nurse girls wheeled elaborate baby carriages with a reckless disregard for the pasty-faced occupants, which could probably be explained by the presence of half a dozen trim dragoon troopers languidly lolling on the benches. Through the trees, the Washington Memorial Arch glistened like silver in the sunshine, and beyond, on the eastern extremity of the square the grey stone barracks of the dragoons, and the white granite artillery stables were alive with colour and motion.

I looked at the Lethal Chamber on the corner of the square opposite. A few curious people still lingered about the gilded iron railing, but inside the grounds the paths were deserted. I watched the fountains ripple and sparkle; the sparrows had already found this new bathing nook, and the basins were covered with the dusty-feathered little things. Two or three white peacocks picked their way across the lawns, and a drab coloured pigeon sat so motionless on the arm of one of the Fates, that it seemed to be a part of the sculptured stone.

As I was turning carelessly away, a slight commotion in the group of curious loiterers around the gates attracted my attention. A young man had entered, and was advancing with nervous strides along the gravel path which leads to the bronze doors of the Lethal Chamber. He paused a moment before the Fates, and as he raised his head to those three mysterious faces, the pigeon rose from its sculptured perch, circled about for a moment and wheeled to the east. The young man pressed his hand to his face, and then with an undefinable gesture sprang up the marble steps, the bronze doors closed behind him, and half an hour later the loiterers slouched away, and the frightened pigeon returned to its perch in the arms of Fate.

I put on my hat and went out into the park for a little walk before dinner. As I crossed the central driveway a group of officers passed, and one of them called out, Hello, Hildred, and came back to shake hands with me. It was my cousin Louis, who stood smiling and tapping his spurred heels with his riding-whip.

Just back from Westchester, he said; been doing the bucolic; milk and curds, you know, dairy-maids in sunbonnets, who say haeow and I dont think when you tell them they are pretty. Im nearly dead for a square meal at Delmonicos. Whats the news?

There is none, I replied pleasantly. I saw your regiment coming in this morning.

Did you? I didnt see you. Where were you?

In Mr. Wildes window.

Oh, hell! he began impatiently, that man is stark mad! I dont understand why you—

He saw how annoyed I felt by this outburst, and begged my pardon.

Really, old chap, he said, I dont mean to run down a man you like, but for the life of me I cant see what the deuce you find in common with Mr. Wilde. Hes not well bred, to put it generously; he is hideously deformed; his head is the head of a criminally insane person. You know yourself hes been in an asylum—

So have I, I interrupted calmly.

Louis looked startled and confused for a moment, but recovered and slapped me heartily on the shoulder. You were completely cured, he began; but I stopped him again.

I suppose you mean that I was simply acknowledged never to have been insane.

Of course that — thats what I meant, he laughed.

I disliked his laugh because I knew it was forced, but I nodded gaily and asked him where he was going. Louis looked after his brother officers who had now almost reached Broadway.

We had intended to sample a Brunswick cocktail, but to tell you the truth I was anxious for an excuse to go and see Hawberk instead. Come along, Ill make you my excuse.

We found old Hawberk, neatly attired in a fresh spring suit, standing at the door of his shop and sniffing the air.

I had just decided to take Constance for a little stroll before dinner, he replied to the impetuous volley of questions from Louis. We thought of walking on the park terrace along the North River.

At that moment Constance appeared and grew pale and rosy by turns as Louis bent over her small gloved fingers. I tried to excuse myself, alleging an engagement uptown, but Louis and Constance would not listen, and I saw I was expected to remain and engage old Hawberks attention. After all it would be just as well if I kept my eye on Louis, I thought, and when they hailed a Spring Street horse-car, I got in after them and took my seat beside the armourer.

The beautiful line of parks and granite terraces overlooking the wharves along the North River, which were built in 1910 and finished in the autumn of 1917, had become one of the most popular promenades in the metropolis. They extended from the battery to 190th Street, overlooking the noble river and affording a fine view of the Jersey shore and the Highlands opposite. Cafés and restaurants were scattered here and there among the trees, and twice a week military bands from the garrison played in the kiosques on the parapets.

We sat down in the sunshine on the bench at the foot of the equestrian statue of General Sheridan. Constance tipped her sunshade to shield her eyes, and she and Louis began a murmuring conversation which was impossible to catch. Old Hawberk, leaning on his ivory headed cane, lighted an excellent cigar, the mate to which I politely refused, and smiled at vacancy. The sun hung low above the Staten Island woods, and the bay was dyed with golden hues reflected from the sun-warmed sails of the shipping in the harbour.

Brigs, schooners, yachts, clumsy ferry-boats, their decks swarming with people, railroad transports carrying lines of brown, blue and white freight cars, stately sound steamers, déclassé tramp steamers, coasters, dredgers, scows, and everywhere pervading the entire bay impudent little tugs puffing and whistling officiously; — these were the craft which churned the sunlight waters as far as the eye could reach. In calm contrast to the hurry of sailing vessel and steamer a silent fleet of white warships lay motionless in midstream.

Constances merry laugh aroused me from my reverie.

What are you staring at? she inquired.

Nothing — the fleet, I smiled.

Then Louis told us what the vessels were, pointing out each by its relative position to the old Red Fort on Governors Island.

That little cigar shaped thing is a torpedo boat, he explained; there are four more lying close together. They are the Tarpon, the Falcon, the Sea Fox, and the Octopus. The gun-boats just above are the Princeton, the Champlain, the Still Water and the Erie. Next to them lie the cruisers Faragut and Los Angeles, and above them the battle ships California, and Dakota, and the Washington which is the flag ship. Those two squatty looking chunks of metal which are anchored there off Castle William are the double turreted monitors Terrible and Magnificent; behind them lies the ram, Osceola.

Constance looked at him with deep approval in her beautiful eyes. What loads of things you know for a soldier, she said, and we all joined in the laugh which followed.

Presently Louis rose with a nod to us and offered his arm to Constance, and they strolled away along the river wall. Hawberk watched them for a moment and then turned to me.

Mr. Wilde was right, he said. I have found the missing tassets and left cuissard of the Princes Emblazoned, in a vile old junk garret in Pell Street.

998? I inquired, with a smile.

Yes.

Mr. Wilde is a very intelligent man, I observed.

I want to give him the credit of this most important discovery, continued Hawberk. And I intend it shall be known that he is entitled to the fame of it.

He wont thank you for that, I answered sharply; please say nothing about it.

Do you know what it is worth? said Hawberk.

No, fifty dollars, perhaps.

It is valued at five hundred, but the owner of the Princes Emblazoned will give two thousand dollars to the person who completes his suit; that reward also belongs to Mr. Wilde.

He doesnt want it! He refuses it! I answered angrily. What do you know about Mr. Wilde? He doesnt need the money. He is rich — or will be — richer than any living man except myself. What will we care for money then — what will we care, he and I, when — when—

When what? demanded Hawberk, astonished.

You will see, I replied, on my guard again.

He looked at me narrowly, much as Doctor Archer used to, and I knew he thought I was mentally unsound. Perhaps it was fortunate for him that he did not use the word lunatic just then.

No, I replied to his unspoken thought, I am not mentally weak; my mind is as healthy as Mr. Wildes. I do not care to explain just yet what I have on hand, but it is an investment which will pay more than mere gold, silver and precious stones. It will secure the happiness and prosperity of a continent — yes, a hemisphere!

Oh, said Hawberk.

And eventually, I continued more quietly, it will secure the happiness of the whole world.

And incidentally your own happiness and prosperity as well as Mr. Wildes?

Exactly, I smiled. But I could have throttled him for taking that tone.

He looked at me in silence for a while and then said very gently, Why dont you give up your books and studies, Mr. Castaigne, and take a tramp among the mountains somewhere or other? You used to be fond of fishing. Take a cast or two at the trout in the Rangelys.

I dont care for fishing any more, I answered, without a shade of annoyance in my voice.

You used to be fond of everything, he continued; athletics, yachting, shooting, riding—

I have never cared to ride since my fall, I said quietly.

Ah, yes, your fall, he repeated, looking away from me.

I thought this nonsense had gone far enough, so I brought the conversation back to Mr. Wilde; but he was scanning my face again in a manner highly offensive to me.

Mr. Wilde, he repeated, do you know what he did this afternoon? He came downstairs and nailed a sign over the hall door next to mine; it read:

MR. WILDE,
REPAIRER OF REPUTATIONS.
Third Bell.

Do you know what a Repairer of Reputations can be?

I do, I replied, suppressing the rage within.

Oh, he said again.

Louis and Constance came strolling by and stopped to ask if we would join them. Hawberk looked at his watch. At the same moment a puff of smoke shot from the casemates of Castle William, and the boom of the sunset gun rolled across the water and was re-echoed from the Highlands opposite. The flag came running down from the flag-pole, the bugles sounded on the white decks of the warships, and the first electric light sparkled out from the Jersey shore.

As I turned into the city with Hawberk I heard Constance murmur something to Louis which I did not understand; but Louis whispered My darling, in reply; and again, walking ahead with Hawberk through the square I heard a murmur of sweetheart, and my own Constance, and I knew the time had nearly arrived when I should speak of important matters with my cousin Louis.

III

One morning early in May I stood before the steel safe in my bedroom, trying on the golden jewelled crown. The diamonds flashed fire as I turned to the mirror, and the heavy beaten gold burned like a halo about my head. I remembered Camillas agonized scream and the awful words echoing through the dim streets of Carcosa. They were the last lines in the first act, and I dared not think of what followed — dared not, even in the spring sunshine, there in my own room, surrounded with familiar objects, reassured by the bustle from the street and the voices of the servants in the hallway outside. For those poisoned words had dropped slowly into my heart, as death-sweat drops upon a bed-sheet and is absorbed. Trembling, I put the diadem from my head and wiped my forehead, but I thought of Hastur and of my own rightful ambition, and I remembered Mr. Wilde as I had last left him, his face all torn and bloody from the claws of that devils creature, and what he said — ah, what he said. The alarm bell in the safe began to whirr harshly, and I knew my time was up; but I would not heed it, and replacing the flashing circlet upon my head I turned defiantly to the mirror. I stood for a long time absorbed in the changing expression of my own eyes. The mirror reflected a face which was like my own, but whiter, and so thin that I hardly recognized it. And all the time I kept repeating between my clenched teeth, The day has come! the day has come! while the alarm in the safe whirred and clamoured, and the diamonds sparkled and flamed above my brow. I heard a door open but did not heed it. It was only when I saw two faces in the mirror: — it was only when another face rose over my shoulder, and two other eyes met mine. I wheeled like a flash and seized a long knife from my dressing-table, and my cousin sprang back very pale, crying: Hildred! for Gods sake! then as my hand fell, he said: It is I, Louis, dont you know me? I stood silent. I could not have spoken for my life. He walked up to me and took the knife from my hand.

What is all this? he inquired, in a gentle voice. Are you ill?

No, I replied. But I doubt if he heard me.

Come, come, old fellow, he cried, take off that brass crown and toddle into the study. Are you going to a masquerade? Whats all this theatrical tinsel anyway?

I was glad he thought the crown was made of brass and paste, yet I didnt like him any the better for thinking so. I let him take it from my hand, knowing it was best to humour him. He tossed the splendid diadem in the air, and catching it, turned to me smiling.

Its dear at fifty cents, he said. Whats it for?

I did not answer, but took the circlet from his hands, and placing it in the safe shut the massive steel door. The alarm ceased its infernal din at once. He watched me curiously, but did not seem to notice the sudden ceasing of the alarm. He did, however, speak of the safe as a biscuit box. Fearing lest he might examine the combination I led the way into my study. Louis threw himself on the sofa and flicked at flies with his eternal riding-whip. He wore his fatigue uniform with the braided jacket and jaunty cap, and I noticed that his riding-boots were all splashed with red mud.

Where have you been? I inquired.

Jumping mud creeks in Jersey, he said. I havent had time to change yet; I was rather in a hurry to see you. Havent you got a glass of something? Im dead tired; been in the saddle twenty-four hours.

I gave him some brandy from my medicinal store, which he drank with a grimace.

Damned bad stuff, he observed. Ill give you an address where they sell brandy that is brandy.

Its good enough for my needs, I said indifferently. I use it to rub my chest with. He stared and flicked at another fly.

See here, old fellow, he began, Ive got something to suggest to you. Its four years now that youve shut yourself up here like an owl, never going anywhere, never taking any healthy exercise, never doing a damn thing but poring over those books up there on the mantelpiece.

He glanced along the row of shelves. Napoleon, Napoleon, Napoleon! he read. For heavens sake, have you nothing but Napoleons there?

I wish they were bound in gold, I said. But wait, yes, there is another book, The King in Yellow. I looked him steadily in the eye.

Have you never read it? I asked.

I? No, thank God! I dont want to be driven crazy.

I saw he regretted his speech as soon as he had uttered it. There is only one word which I loathe more than I do lunatic and that word is crazy. But I controlled myself and asked him why he thought The King in Yellow dangerous.

Oh, I dont know, he said, hastily. I only remember the excitement it created and the denunciations from pulpit and Press. I believe the author shot himself after bringing forth this monstrosity, didnt he?

I understand he is still alive, I answered.

Thats probably true, he muttered; bullets couldnt kill a fiend like that.

It is a book of great truths, I said.

Yes, he replied, of truths which send men frantic and blast their lives. I dont care if the thing is, as they say, the very supreme essence of art. Its a crime to have written it, and I for one shall never open its pages.

Is that what you have come to tell me? I asked.

No, he said, I came to tell you that I am going to be married.

I believe for a moment my heart ceased to beat, but I kept my eyes on his face.

Yes, he continued, smiling happily, married to the sweetest girl on earth.

Constance Hawberk, I said mechanically.

How did you know? he cried, astonished. I didnt know it myself until that evening last April, when we strolled down to the embankment before dinner.

When is it to be? I asked.

It was to have been next September, but an hour ago a despatch came ordering our regiment to the Presidio, San Francisco. We leave at noon to-morrow. To-morrow, he repeated. Just think, Hildred, to-morrow I shall be the happiest fellow that ever drew breath in this jolly world, for Constance will go with me.

I offered him my hand in congratulation, and he seized and shook it like the good-natured fool he was — or pretended to be.

I am going to get my squadron as a wedding present, he rattled on. Captain and Mrs. Louis Castaigne, eh, Hildred?

Then he told me where it was to be and who were to be there, and made me promise to come and be best man. I set my teeth and listened to his boyish chatter without showing what I felt, but — 

I was getting to the limit of my endurance, and when he jumped up, and, switching his spurs till they jingled, said he must go, I did not detain him.

Theres one thing I want to ask of you, I said quietly.

Out with it, its promised, he laughed.

I want you to meet me for a quarter of an hours talk to-night.

Of course, if you wish, he said, somewhat puzzled. Where?

Anywhere, in the park there.

What time, Hildred?

Midnight.

What in the name of— he began, but checked himself and laughingly assented. I watched him go down the stairs and hurry away, his sabre banging at every stride. He turned into Bleecker Street, and I knew he was going to see Constance. I gave him ten minutes to disappear and then followed in his footsteps, taking with me the jewelled crown and the silken robe embroidered with the Yellow Sign. When I turned into Bleecker Street, and entered the doorway which bore the sign — 

MR. WILDE,
REPAIRER OF REPUTATIONS.
Third Bell.

I saw old Hawberk moving about in his shop, and imagined I heard Constances voice in the parlour; but I avoided them both and hurried up the trembling stairways to Mr. Wildes apartment. I knocked and entered without ceremony. Mr. Wilde lay groaning on the floor, his face covered with blood, his clothes torn to shreds. Drops of blood were scattered about over the carpet, which had also been ripped and frayed in the evidently recent struggle.

Its that cursed cat, he said, ceasing his groans, and turning his colourless eyes to me; she attacked me while I was asleep. I believe she will kill me yet.

This was too much, so I went into the kitchen, and, seizing a hatchet from the pantry, started to find the infernal beast and settle her then and there. My search was fruitless, and after a while I gave it up and came back to find Mr. Wilde squatting on his high chair by the table. He had washed his face and changed his clothes. The great furrows which the cats claws had ploughed up in his face he had filled with collodion, and a rag hid the wound in his throat. I told him I should kill the cat when I came across her, but he only shook his head and turned to the open ledger before him. He read name after name of the people who had come to him in regard to their reputation, and the sums he had amassed were startling.

I put on the screws now and then, he explained.

One day or other some of these people will assassinate you, I insisted.

Do you think so? he said, rubbing his mutilated ears.

It was useless to argue with him, so I took down the manuscript entitled Imperial Dynasty of America, for the last time I should ever take it down in Mr. Wildes study. I read it through, thrilling and trembling with pleasure. When I had finished Mr. Wilde took the manuscript and, turning to the dark passage which leads from his study to his bed-chamber, called out in a loud voice, Vance. Then for the first time, I noticed a man crouching there in the shadow. How I had overlooked him during my search for the cat, I cannot imagine.

Vance, come in, cried Mr. Wilde.

The figure rose and crept towards us, and I shall never forget the face that he raised to mine, as the light from the window illuminated it.

Vance, this is Mr. Castaigne, said Mr. Wilde. Before he had finished speaking, the man threw himself on the ground before the table, crying and grasping, Oh, God! Oh, my God! Help me! Forgive me! Oh, Mr. Castaigne, keep that man away. You cannot, you cannot mean it! You are different — save me! I am broken down — I was in a madhouse and now — when all was coming right — when I had forgotten the King — the King in Yellow and — but I shall go mad again — I shall go mad—

His voice died into a choking rattle, for Mr. Wilde had leapt on him and his right hand encircled the mans throat. When Vance fell in a heap on the floor, Mr. Wilde clambered nimbly into his chair again, and rubbing his mangled ears with the stump of his hand, turned to me and asked me for the ledger. I reached it down from the shelf and he opened it. After a moments searching among the beautifully written pages, he coughed complacently, and pointed to the name Vance.

Vance, he read aloud, Osgood Oswald Vance. At the sound of his name, the man on the floor raised his head and turned a convulsed face to Mr. Wilde. His eyes were injected with blood, his lips tumefied. Called April 28th, continued Mr. Wilde. Occupation, cashier in the Seaforth National Bank; has served a term of forgery at Sing Sing, from whence he was transferred to the Asylum for the Criminal Insane. Pardoned by the Governor of New York, and discharged from the Asylum, January 19, 1918. Reputation damaged at Sheepshead Bay. Rumours that he lives beyond his income. Reputation to be repaired at once. Retainer $1,500.

Note. — Has embezzled sums amounting to $30,000 since March 20, 1919, excellent family, and secured present position through uncles influence. Father, President of Seaforth Bank.

I looked at the man on the floor.

Get up, Vance, said Mr. Wilde in a gentle voice. Vance rose as if hypnotized. He will do as we suggest now, observed Mr. Wilde, and opening the manuscript, he read the entire history of the Imperial Dynasty of America. Then in a kind and soothing murmur he ran over the important points with Vance, who stood like one stunned. His eyes were so blank and vacant that I imagined he had become half-witted, and remarked it to Mr. Wilde who replied that it was of no consequence anyway. Very patiently we pointed out to Vance what his share in the affair would be, and he seemed to understand after a while. Mr. Wilde explained the manuscript, using several volumes on Heraldry, to substantiate the result of his researches. He mentioned the establishment of the Dynasty in Carcosa, the lakes which connected Hastur, Aldebaran and the mystery of the Hyades. He spoke of Cassilda and Camilla, and sounded the cloudy depths of Demhe, and the Lake of Hali. The scolloped tatters of the King in Yellow must hide Yhtill forever, he muttered, but I do not believe Vance heard him. Then by degrees he led Vance along the ramifications of the Imperial family, to Uoht and Thale, from Naotalba and Phantom of Truth, to Aldones, and then tossing aside his manuscript and notes, he began the wonderful story of the Last King. Fascinated and thrilled I watched him. He threw up his head, his long arms were stretched out in a magnificent gesture of pride and power, and his eyes blazed deep in their sockets like two emeralds. Vance listened stupefied. As for me, when at last Mr. Wilde had finished, and pointing to me, cried, The cousin of the King! my head swam with excitement.

Controlling myself with a superhuman effort, I explained to Vance why I alone was worthy of the crown and why my cousin must be exiled or die. I made him understand that my cousin must never marry, even after renouncing all his claims, and how that least of all he should marry the daughter of the Marquis of Avonshire and bring England into the question. I showed him a list of thousands of names which Mr. Wilde had drawn up; every man whose name was there had received the Yellow Sign which no living human being dared disregard. The city, the state, the whole land, were ready to rise and tremble before the Pallid Mask.

The time had come, the people should know the son of Hastur, and the whole world bow to the black stars which hang in the sky over Carcosa.

Vance leaned on the table, his head buried in his hands. Mr. Wilde drew a rough sketch on the margin of yesterdays Herald with a bit of lead pencil. It was a plan of Hawberks rooms. Then he wrote out the order and affixed the seal, and shaking like a palsied man I signed my first writ of execution with my name Hildred-Rex.

Mr. Wilde clambered to the floor and unlocking the cabinet, took a long square box from the first shelf. This he brought to the table and opened. A new knife lay in the tissue paper inside and I picked it up and handed it to Vance, along with the order and the plan of Hawberks apartment. Then Mr. Wilde told Vance he could go; and he went, shambling like an outcast of the slums.

I sat for a while watching the daylight fade behind the square tower of the Judson Memorial Church, and finally, gathering up the manuscript and notes, took my hat and started for the door.

Mr. Wilde watched me in silence. When I had stepped into the hall I looked back. Mr. Wildes small eyes were still fixed on me. Behind him, the shadows gathered in the fading light. Then I closed the door behind me and went out into the darkening streets.



I had eaten nothing since breakfast, but I was not hungry. A wretched, half-starved creature, who stood looking across the street at the Lethal Chamber, noticed me and came up to tell me a tale of misery. I gave him money, I dont know why, and he went away without thanking me. An hour later another outcast approached and whined his story. I had a blank bit of paper in my pocket, on which was traced the Yellow Sign, and I handed it to him. He looked at it stupidly for a moment, and then with an uncertain glance at me, folded it with what seemed to me exaggerated care and placed it in his bosom.

The electric lights were sparkling among the trees, and the new moon shone in the sky above the Lethal Chamber. It was tiresome waiting in the square; I wandered from the Marble Arch to the artillery stables and back again to the lotos fountain. The flowers and grass exhaled a fragrance which troubled me. The jet of the fountain played in the moonlight, and the musical splash of falling drops reminded me of the tinkle of chained mail in Hawberks shop. But it was not so fascinating, and the dull sparkle of the moonlight on the water brought no such sensations of exquisite pleasure, as when the sunshine played over the polished steel of a corselet on Hawberks knee. I watched the bats darting and turning above the water plants in the fountain basin, but their rapid, jerky flight set my nerves on edge, and I went away again to walk aimlessly to and fro among the trees.

The artillery stables were dark, but in the cavalry barracks the officers windows were brilliantly lighted, and the sallyport was constantly filled with troopers in fatigue, carrying straw and harness and baskets filled with tin dishes.

Twice the mounted sentry at the gates was changed while I wandered up and down the asphalt walk. I looked at my watch. It was nearly time. The lights in the barracks went out one by one, the barred gate was closed, and every minute or two an officer passed in through the side wicket, leaving a rattle of accoutrements and a jingle of spurs on the night air. The square had become very silent. The last homeless loiterer had been driven away by the grey-coated park policeman, the car tracks along Wooster Street were deserted, and the only sound which broke the stillness was the stamping of the sentrys horse and the ring of his sabre against the saddle pommel. In the barracks, the officers quarters were still lighted, and military servants passed and repassed before the bay windows. Twelve oclock sounded from the new spire of St. Francis Xavier, and at the last stroke of the sad-toned bell a figure passed through the wicket beside the portcullis, returned the salute of the sentry, and crossing the street entered the square and advanced toward the Benedick apartment house.

Louis, I called.

The man pivoted on his spurred heels and came straight toward me.

Is that you, Hildred?

Yes, you are on time.

I took his offered hand, and we strolled toward the Lethal Chamber.

He rattled on about his wedding and the graces of Constance, and their future prospects, calling my attention to his captains shoulder-straps, and the triple gold arabesque on his sleeve and fatigue cap. I believe I listened as much to the music of his spurs and sabre as I did to his boyish babble, and at last we stood under the elms on the Fourth Street corner of the square opposite the Lethal Chamber. Then he laughed and asked me what I wanted with him. I motioned him to a seat on a bench under the electric light, and sat down beside him. He looked at me curiously, with that same searching glance which I hate and fear so in doctors. I felt the insult of his look, but he did not know it, and I carefully concealed my feelings.

Well, old chap, he inquired, what can I do for you?

I drew from my pocket the manuscript and notes of the Imperial Dynasty of America, and looking him in the eye said:

I will tell you. On your word as a soldier, promise me to read this manuscript from beginning to end, without asking me a question. Promise me to read these notes in the same way, and promise me to listen to what I have to tell later.

I promise, if you wish it, he said pleasantly. Give me the paper, Hildred.

He began to read, raising his eyebrows with a puzzled, whimsical air, which made me tremble with suppressed anger. As he advanced his, eyebrows contracted, and his lips seemed to form the word rubbish.

Then he looked slightly bored, but apparently for my sake read, with an attempt at interest, which presently ceased to be an effort. He started when in the closely written pages he came to his own name, and when he came to mine he lowered the paper, and looked sharply at me for a moment. But he kept his word, and resumed his reading, and I let the half-formed question die on his lips unanswered. When he came to the end and read the signature of Mr. Wilde, he folded the paper carefully and returned it to me. I handed him the notes, and he settled back, pushing his fatigue cap up to his forehead, with a boyish gesture, which I remembered so well in school. I watched his face as he read, and when he finished I took the notes with the manuscript, and placed them in my pocket. Then I unfolded a scroll marked with the Yellow Sign. He saw the sign, but he did not seem to recognize it, and I called his attention to it somewhat sharply.

Well, he said, I see it. What is it?

It is the Yellow Sign, I said angrily.

Oh, thats it, is it? said Louis, in that flattering voice, which Doctor Archer used to employ with me, and would probably have employed again, had I not settled his affair for him.

I kept my rage down and answered as steadily as possible, Listen, you have engaged your word?

I am listening, old chap, he replied soothingly.

I began to speak very calmly.

Dr. Archer, having by some means become possessed of the secret of the Imperial Succession, attempted to deprive me of my right, alleging that because of a fall from my horse four years ago, I had become mentally deficient. He presumed to place me under restraint in his own house in hopes of either driving me insane or poisoning me. I have not forgotten it. I visited him last night and the interview was final.

Louis turned quite pale, but did not move. I resumed triumphantly, There are yet three people to be interviewed in the interests of Mr. Wilde and myself. They are my cousin Louis, Mr. Hawberk, and his daughter Constance.

Louis sprang to his feet and I arose also, and flung the paper marked with the Yellow Sign to the ground.

Oh, I dont need that to tell you what I have to say, I cried, with a laugh of triumph. You must renounce the crown to me, do you hear, to me.

Louis looked at me with a startled air, but recovering himself said kindly, Of course I renounce the — what is it I must renounce?

The crown, I said angrily.

Of course, he answered, I renounce it. Come, old chap, Ill walk back to your rooms with you.

Dont try any of your doctors tricks on me, I cried, trembling with fury. Dont act as if you think I am insane.

What nonsense, he replied. Come, its getting late, Hildred.

No, I shouted, you must listen. You cannot marry, I forbid it. Do you hear? I forbid it. You shall renounce the crown, and in reward I grant you exile, but if you refuse you shall die.

He tried to calm me, but I was roused at last, and drawing my long knife barred his way.

Then I told him how they would find Dr. Archer in the cellar with his throat open, and I laughed in his face when I thought of Vance and his knife, and the order signed by me.

Ah, you are the King, I cried, but I shall be King. Who are you to keep me from Empire over all the habitable earth! I was born the cousin of a king, but I shall be King!

Louis stood white and rigid before me. Suddenly a man came running up Fourth Street, entered the gate of the Lethal Temple, traversed the path to the bronze doors at full speed, and plunged into the death chamber with the cry of one demented, and I laughed until I wept tears, for I had recognized Vance, and knew that Hawberk and his daughter were no longer in my way.

Go, I cried to Louis, you have ceased to be a menace. You will never marry Constance now, and if you marry any one else in your exile, I will visit you as I did my doctor last night. Mr. Wilde takes charge of you to-morrow. Then I turned and darted into South Fifth Avenue, and with a cry of terror Louis dropped his belt and sabre and followed me like the wind. I heard him close behind me at the corner of Bleecker Street, and I dashed into the doorway under Hawberks sign. He cried, Halt, or I fire! but when he saw that I flew up the stairs leaving Hawberks shop below, he left me, and I heard him hammering and shouting at their door as though it were possible to arouse the dead.

Mr. Wildes door was open, and I entered crying, It is done, it is done! Let the nations rise and look upon their King! but I could not find Mr. Wilde, so I went to the cabinet and took the splendid diadem from its case. Then I drew on the white silk robe, embroidered with the Yellow Sign, and placed the crown upon my head. At last I was King, King by my right in Hastur, King because I knew the mystery of the Hyades, and my mind had sounded the depths of the Lake of Hali. I was King! The first grey pencillings of dawn would raise a tempest which would shake two hemispheres. Then as I stood, my every nerve pitched to the highest tension, faint with the joy and splendour of my thought, without, in the dark passage, a man groaned.

I seized the tallow dip and sprang to the door. The cat passed me like a demon, and the tallow dip went out, but my long knife flew swifter than she, and I heard her screech, and I knew that my knife had found her. For a moment I listened to her tumbling and thumping about in the darkness, and then when her frenzy ceased, I lighted a lamp and raised it over my head. Mr. Wilde lay on the floor with his throat torn open. At first I thought he was dead, but as I looked, a green sparkle came into his sunken eyes, his mutilated hand trembled, and then a spasm stretched his mouth from ear to ear. For a moment my terror and despair gave place to hope, but as I bent over him his eyeballs rolled clean around in his head, and he died. Then while I stood, transfixed with rage and despair, seeing my crown, my empire, every hope and every ambition, my very life, lying prostrate there with the dead master, they came, seized me from behind, and bound me until my veins stood out like cords, and my voice failed with the paroxysms of my frenzied screams. But I still raged, bleeding and infuriated among them, and more than one policeman felt my sharp teeth. Then when I could no longer move they came nearer; I saw old Hawberk, and behind him my cousin Louis ghastly face, and farther away, in the corner, a woman, Constance, weeping softly.

Ah! I see it now! I shrieked. You have seized the throne and the empire. Woe! woe to you who are crowned with the crown of the King in Yellow!

[EDITORS NOTE. — Mr. Castaigne died yesterday in the Asylum for Criminal Insane.]


THE MASK
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CAMILLA: YOU, SIR, should unmask.

Stranger: Indeed?

Cassilda: Indeed its time. We all have laid aside disguise but you.

Stranger: I wear no mask.

Camilla: (Terrified, aside to Cassilda.) No mask? No mask!

The King in Yellow, Act I, Scene 2.

I

Although I knew nothing of chemistry, I listened fascinated. He picked up an Easter lily which Geneviève had brought that morning from Notre Dame, and dropped it into the basin. Instantly the liquid lost its crystalline clearness. For a second the lily was enveloped in a milk-white foam, which disappeared, leaving the fluid opalescent. Changing tints of orange and crimson played over the surface, and then what seemed to be a ray of pure sunlight struck through from the bottom where the lily was resting. At the same instant he plunged his hand into the basin and drew out the flower. There is no danger, he explained, if you choose the right moment. That golden ray is the signal.

He held the lily toward me, and I took it in my hand. It had turned to stone, to the purest marble.

You see, he said, it is without a flaw. What sculptor could reproduce it?

The marble was white as snow, but in its depths the veins of the lily were tinged with palest azure, and a faint flush lingered deep in its heart.

Dont ask me the reason of that, he smiled, noticing my wonder. I have no idea why the veins and heart are tinted, but they always are. Yesterday I tried one of Genevièves gold-fish, — there it is.

The fish looked as if sculptured in marble. But if you held it to the light the stone was beautifully veined with a faint blue, and from somewhere within came a rosy light like the tint which slumbers in an opal. I looked into the basin. Once more it seemed filled with clearest crystal.

If I should touch it now? I demanded.

I dont know, he replied, but you had better not try.

There is one thing Im curious about, I said, and that is where the ray of sunlight came from.

It looked like a sunbeam true enough, he said. I dont know, it always comes when I immerse any living thing. Perhaps, he continued, smiling, perhaps it is the vital spark of the creature escaping to the source from whence it came.

I saw he was mocking, and threatened him with a mahl-stick, but he only laughed and changed the subject.

Stay to lunch. Geneviève will be here directly.

I saw her going to early mass, I said, and she looked as fresh and sweet as that lily — before you destroyed it.

Do you think I destroyed it? said Boris gravely.

Destroyed, preserved, how can we tell?

We sat in the corner of a studio near his unfinished group of the Fates. He leaned back on the sofa, twirling a sculptors chisel and squinting at his work.

By the way, he said, I have finished pointing up that old academic Ariadne, and I suppose it will have to go to the Salon. Its all I have ready this year, but after the success the Madonna brought me I feel ashamed to send a thing like that.

The Madonna, an exquisite marble for which Geneviève had sat, had been the sensation of last years Salon. I looked at the Ariadne. It was a magnificent piece of technical work, but I agreed with Boris that the world would expect something better of him than that. Still, it was impossible now to think of finishing in time for the Salon that splendid terrible group half shrouded in the marble behind me. The Fates would have to wait.

We were proud of Boris Yvain. We claimed him and he claimed us on the strength of his having been born in America, although his father was French and his mother was a Russian. Every one in the Beaux Arts called him Boris. And yet there were only two of us whom he addressed in the same familiar way — Jack Scott and myself.

Perhaps my being in love with Geneviève had something to do with his affection for me. Not that it had ever been acknowledged between us. But after all was settled, and she had told me with tears in her eyes that it was Boris whom she loved, I went over to his house and congratulated him. The perfect cordiality of that interview did not deceive either of us, I always believed, although to one at least it was a great comfort. I do not think he and Geneviève ever spoke of the matter together, but Boris knew.



Geneviève was lovely. The Madonna-like purity of her face might have been inspired by the Sanctus in Gounods Mass. But I was always glad when she changed that mood for what we called her April Manœuvres. She was often as variable as an April day. In the morning grave, dignified and sweet, at noon laughing, capricious, at evening whatever one least expected. I preferred her so rather than in that Madonna-like tranquillity which stirred the depths of my heart. I was dreaming of Geneviève when he spoke again.

What do you think of my discovery, Alec?

I think it wonderful.

I shall make no use of it, you know, beyond satisfying my own curiosity so far as may be, and the secret will die with me.

It would be rather a blow to sculpture, would it not? We painters lose more than we ever gain by photography.

Boris nodded, playing with the edge of the chisel.

This new vicious discovery would corrupt the world of art. No, I shall never confide the secret to any one, he said slowly.

It would be hard to find any one less informed about such phenomena than myself; but of course I had heard of mineral springs so saturated with silica that the leaves and twigs which fell into them were turned to stone after a time. I dimly comprehended the process, how the silica replaced the vegetable matter, atom by atom, and the result was a duplicate of the object in stone. This, I confess, had never interested me greatly, and as for the ancient fossils thus produced, they disgusted me. Boris, it appeared, feeling curiosity instead of repugnance, had investigated the subject, and had accidentally stumbled on a solution which, attacking the immersed object with a ferocity unheard of, in a second did the work of years. This was all I could make out of the strange story he had just been telling me. He spoke again after a long silence.

I am almost frightened when I think what I have found. Scientists would go mad over the discovery. It was so simple too; it discovered itself. When I think of that formula, and that new element precipitated in metallic scales—

What new element?

Oh, I havent thought of naming it, and I dont believe I ever shall. There are enough precious metals now in the world to cut throats over.

I pricked up my ears. Have you struck gold, Boris?

No, better; — but see here, Alec! he laughed, starting up. You and I have all we need in this world. Ah! how sinister and covetous you look already! I laughed too, and told him I was devoured by the desire for gold, and we had better talk of something else; so when Geneviève came in shortly after, we had turned our backs on alchemy.

Geneviève was dressed in silvery grey from head to foot. The light glinted along the soft curves of her fair hair as she turned her cheek to Boris; then she saw me and returned my greeting. She had never before failed to blow me a kiss from the tips of her white fingers, and I promptly complained of the omission. She smiled and held out her hand, which dropped almost before it had touched mine; then she said, looking at Boris — 

You must ask Alec to stay for luncheon. This also was something new. She had always asked me herself until to-day.

I did, said Boris shortly.

And you said yes, I hope? She turned to me with a charming conventional smile. I might have been an acquaintance of the day before yesterday. I made her a low bow. Javais bien lhonneur, madame, but refusing to take up our usual bantering tone, she murmured a hospitable commonplace and disappeared. Boris and I looked at one another.

I had better go home, dont you think? I asked.

Hanged if I know, he replied frankly.

While we were discussing the advisability of my departure Geneviève reappeared in the doorway without her bonnet. She was wonderfully beautiful, but her colour was too deep and her lovely eyes were too bright. She came straight up to me and took my arm.

Luncheon is ready. Was I cross, Alec? I thought I had a headache, but I havent. Come here, Boris; and she slipped her other arm through his. Alec knows that after you there is no one in the world whom I like as well as I like him, so if he sometimes feels snubbed it wont hurt him.

À la bonheur! I cried, who says there are no thunderstorms in April?

Are you ready? chanted Boris. Aye ready; and arm-in-arm we raced into the dining-room, scandalizing the servants. After all we were not so much to blame; Geneviève was eighteen, Boris was twenty-three, and I not quite twenty-one.

II

Some work that I was doing about this time on the decorations for Genevièves boudoir kept me constantly at the quaint little hotel in the Rue Sainte-Cécile. Boris and I in those days laboured hard but as we pleased, which was fitfully, and we all three, with Jack Scott, idled a great deal together.

One quiet afternoon I had been wandering alone over the house examining curios, prying into odd corners, bringing out sweetmeats and cigars from strange hiding-places, and at last I stopped in the bathing-room. Boris, all over clay, stood there washing his hands.

The room was built of rose-coloured marble excepting the floor, which was tessellated in rose and grey. In the centre was a square pool sunken below the surface of the floor; steps led down into it, sculptured pillars supported a frescoed ceiling. A delicious marble Cupid appeared to have just alighted on his pedestal at the upper end of the room. The whole interior was Boris work and mine. Boris, in his working-clothes of white canvas, scraped the traces of clay and red modelling wax from his handsome hands, and coquetted over his shoulder with the Cupid.

I see you, he insisted, dont try to look the other way and pretend not to see me. You know who made you, little humbug!

It was always my rôle to interpret Cupids sentiments in these conversations, and when my turn came I responded in such a manner, that Boris seized my arm and dragged me toward the pool, declaring he would duck me. Next instant he dropped my arm and turned pale. Good God! he said, I forgot the pool is full of the solution!

I shivered a little, and dryly advised him to remember better where he had stored the precious liquid.

In Heavens name, why do you keep a small lake of that gruesome stuff here of all places? I asked.

I want to experiment on something large, he replied.

On me, for instance?

Ah! that came too close for jesting; but I do want to watch the action of that solution on a more highly organized living body; there is that big white rabbit, he said, following me into the studio.

Jack Scott, wearing a paint-stained jacket, came wandering in, appropriated all the Oriental sweetmeats he could lay his hands on, looted the cigarette case, and finally he and Boris disappeared together to visit the Luxembourg Gallery, where a new silver bronze by Rodin and a landscape of Monets were claiming the exclusive attention of artistic France. I went back to the studio, and resumed my work. It was a Renaissance screen, which Boris wanted me to paint for Genevièves boudoir. But the small boy who was unwillingly dawdling through a series of poses for it, to-day refused all bribes to be good. He never rested an instant in the same position, and inside of five minutes I had as many different outlines of the little beggar.

Are you posing, or are you executing a song and dance, my friend? I inquired.

Whichever monsieur pleases, he replied, with an angelic smile.

Of course I dismissed him for the day, and of course I paid him for the full time, that being the way we spoil our models.

After the young imp had gone, I made a few perfunctory daubs at my work, but was so thoroughly out of humour, that it took me the rest of the afternoon to undo the damage I had done, so at last I scraped my palette, stuck my brushes in a bowl of black soap, and strolled into the smoking-room. I really believe that, excepting Genevièves apartments, no room in the house was so free from the perfume of tobacco as this one. It was a queer chaos of odds and ends, hung with threadbare tapestry. A sweet-toned old spinet in good repair stood by the window. There were stands of weapons, some old and dull, others bright and modern, festoons of Indian and Turkish armour over the mantel, two or three good pictures, and a pipe-rack. It was here that we used to come for new sensations in smoking. I doubt if any type of pipe ever existed which was not represented in that rack. When we had selected one, we immediately carried it somewhere else and smoked it; for the place was, on the whole, more gloomy and less inviting than any in the house. But this afternoon, the twilight was very soothing, the rugs and skins on the floor looked brown and soft and drowsy; the big couch was piled with cushions — I found my pipe and curled up there for an unaccustomed smoke in the smoking-room. I had chosen one with a long flexible stem, and lighting it fell to dreaming. After a while it went out, but I did not stir. I dreamed on and presently fell asleep.

I awoke to the saddest music I had ever heard. The room was quite dark, I had no idea what time it was. A ray of moonlight silvered one edge of the old spinet, and the polished wood seemed to exhale the sounds as perfume floats above a box of sandalwood. Some one rose in the darkness, and came away weeping quietly, and I was fool enough to cry out Geneviève!

She dropped at my voice, and, I had time to curse myself while I made a light and tried to raise her from the floor. She shrank away with a murmur of pain. She was very quiet, and asked for Boris. I carried her to the divan, and went to look for him, but he was not in the house, and the servants were gone to bed. Perplexed and anxious, I hurried back to Geneviève. She lay where I had left her, looking very white.

I cant find Boris nor any of the servants, I said.

I know, she answered faintly, Boris has gone to Ept with Mr. Scott. I did not remember when I sent you for him just now.

But he cant get back in that case before to-morrow afternoon, and — are you hurt? Did I frighten you into falling? What an awful fool I am, but I was only half awake.

Boris thought you had gone home before dinner. Do please excuse us for letting you stay here all this time.

I have had a long nap, I laughed, so sound that I did not know whether I was still asleep or not when I found myself staring at a figure that was moving toward me, and called out your name. Have you been trying the old spinet? You must have played very softly.

I would tell a thousand more lies worse than that one to see the look of relief that came into her face. She smiled adorably, and said in her natural voice: Alec, I tripped on that wolfs head, and I think my ankle is sprained. Please call Marie, and then go home.

I did as she bade me, and left her there when the maid came in.

III

At noon next day when I called, I found Boris walking restlessly about his studio.

Geneviève is asleep just now, he told me, the sprain is nothing, but why should she have such a high fever? The doctor cant account for it; or else he will not, he muttered.

Geneviève has a fever? I asked.

I should say so, and has actually been a little light-headed at intervals all night. The idea! — gay little Geneviève, without a care in the world, — and she keeps saying her hearts broken, and she wants to die!

My own heart stood still.

Boris leaned against the door of his studio, looking down, his hands in his pockets, his kind, keen eyes clouded, a new line of trouble drawn over the mouths good mark, that made the smile. The maid had orders to summon him the instant Geneviève opened her eyes. We waited and waited, and Boris, growing restless, wandered about, fussing with modelling wax and red clay. Suddenly he started for the next room. Come and see my rose-coloured bath full of death! he cried.

Is it death? I asked, to humour his mood.

You are not prepared to call it life, I suppose, he answered. As he spoke he plucked a solitary gold-fish squirming and twisting out of its globe. Well send this one after the other — wherever that is, he said. There was feverish excitement in his voice. A dull weight of fever lay on my limbs and on my brain as I followed him to the fair crystal pool with its pink-tinted sides; and he dropped the creature in. Falling, its scales flashed with a hot orange gleam in its angry twistings and contortions; the moment it struck the liquid it became rigid and sank heavily to the bottom. Then came the milky foam, the splendid hues radiating on the surface and then the shaft of pure serene light broke through from seemingly infinite depths. Boris plunged in his hand and drew out an exquisite marble thing, blue-veined, rose-tinted, and glistening with opalescent drops.

Childs play, he muttered, and looked wearily, longingly at me, — as if I could answer such questions! But Jack Scott came in and entered into the game, as he called it, with ardour. Nothing would do but to try the experiment on the white rabbit then and there. I was willing that Boris should find distraction from his cares, but I hated to see the life go out of a warm, living creature and I declined to be present. Picking up a book at random, I sat down in the studio to read. Alas! I had found The King in Yellow. After a few moments, which seemed ages, I was putting it away with a nervous shudder, when Boris and Jack came in bringing their marble rabbit. At the same time the bell rang above, and a cry came from the sick-room. Boris was gone like a flash, and the next moment he called, Jack, run for the doctor; bring him back with you. Alec, come here.

I went and stood at her door. A frightened maid came out in haste and ran away to fetch some remedy. Geneviève, sitting bolt upright, with crimson cheeks and glittering eyes, babbled incessantly and resisted Boris gentle restraint. He called me to help. At my first touch she sighed and sank back, closing her eyes, and then — then — as we still bent above her, she opened them again, looked straight into Boris face — poor fever-crazed girl! — and told her secret. At the same instant our three lives turned into new channels; the bond that held us so long together snapped for ever and a new bond was forged in its place, for she had spoken my name, and as the fever tortured her, her heart poured out its load of hidden sorrow. Amazed and dumb I bowed my head, while my face burned like a live coal, and the blood surged in my ears, stupefying me with its clamour. Incapable of movement, incapable of speech, I listened to her feverish words in an agony of shame and sorrow. I could not silence her, I could not look at Boris. Then I felt an arm upon my shoulder, and Boris turned a bloodless face to mine.

It is not your fault, Alec; dont grieve so if she loves you— but he could not finish; and as the doctor stepped swiftly into the room, saying— Ah, the fever! I seized Jack Scott and hurried him to the street, saying, Boris would rather be alone. We crossed the street to our own apartments, and that night, seeing I was going to be ill too, he went for the doctor again. The last thing I recollect with any distinctness was hearing Jack say, For Heavens sake, doctor, what ails him, to wear a face like that? and I thought of The King in Yellow and the Pallid Mask.

I was very ill, for the strain of two years which I had endured since that fatal May morning when Geneviève murmured, I love you, but I think I love Boris best, told on me at last. I had never imagined that it could become more than I could endure. Outwardly tranquil, I had deceived myself. Although the inward battle raged night after night, and I, lying alone in my room, cursed myself for rebellious thoughts unloyal to Boris and unworthy of Geneviève, the morning always brought relief, and I returned to Geneviève and to my dear Boris with a heart washed clean by the tempests of the night.

Never in word or deed or thought while with them had I betrayed my sorrow even to myself.

The mask of self-deception was no longer a mask for me, it was a part of me. Night lifted it, laying bare the stifled truth below; but there was no one to see except myself, and when the day broke the mask fell back again of its own accord. These thoughts passed through my troubled mind as I lay sick, but they were hopelessly entangled with visions of white creatures, heavy as stone, crawling about in Boris basin, — of the wolfs head on the rug, foaming and snapping at Geneviève, who lay smiling beside it. I thought, too, of the King in Yellow wrapped in the fantastic colours of his tattered mantle, and that bitter cry of Cassilda, Not upon us, oh King, not upon us! Feverishly I struggled to put it from me, but I saw the lake of Hali, thin and blank, without a ripple or wind to stir it, and I saw the towers of Carcosa behind the moon. Aldebaran, the Hyades, Alar, Hastur, glided through the cloud-rifts which fluttered and flapped as they passed like the scolloped tatters of the King in Yellow. Among all these, one sane thought persisted. It never wavered, no matter what else was going on in my disordered mind, that my chief reason for existing was to meet some requirement of Boris and Geneviève. What this obligation was, its nature, was never clear; sometimes it seemed to be protection, sometimes support, through a great crisis. Whatever it seemed to be for the time, its weight rested only on me, and I was never so ill or so weak that I did not respond with my whole soul. There were always crowds of faces about me, mostly strange, but a few I recognized, Boris among them. Afterward they told me that this could not have been, but I know that once at least he bent over me. It was only a touch, a faint echo of his voice, then the clouds settled back on my senses, and I lost him, but he did stand there and bend over me once at least.

At last, one morning I awoke to find the sunlight falling across my bed, and Jack Scott reading beside me. I had not strength enough to speak aloud, neither could I think, much less remember, but I could smile feebly, as Jacks eye met mine, and when he jumped up and asked eagerly if I wanted anything, I could whisper, Yes — Boris. Jack moved to the head of my bed, and leaned down to arrange my pillow: I did not see his face, but he answered heartily, You must wait, Alec; you are too weak to see even Boris.

I waited and I grew strong; in a few days I was able to see whom I would, but meanwhile I had thought and remembered. From the moment when all the past grew clear again in my mind, I never doubted what I should do when the time came, and I felt sure that Boris would have resolved upon the same course so far as he was concerned; as for what pertained to me alone, I knew he would see that also as I did. I no longer asked for any one. I never inquired why no message came from them; why during the week I lay there, waiting and growing stronger, I never heard their name spoken. Preoccupied with my own searchings for the right way, and with my feeble but determined fight against despair, I simply acquiesced in Jacks reticence, taking for granted that he was afraid to speak of them, lest I should turn unruly and insist on seeing them. Meanwhile I said over and over to myself, how would it be when life began again for us all? We would take up our relations exactly as they were before Geneviève fell ill. Boris and I would look into each others eyes, and there would be neither rancour nor cowardice nor mistrust in that glance. I would be with them again for a little while in the dear intimacy of their home, and then, without pretext or explanation, I would disappear from their lives for ever. Boris would know; Geneviève — the only comfort was that she would never know. It seemed, as I thought it over, that I had found the meaning of that sense of obligation which had persisted all through my delirium, and the only possible answer to it. So, when I was quite ready, I beckoned Jack to me one day, and said — 

Jack, I want Boris at once; and take my dearest greeting to Geneviève....

When at last he made me understand that they were both dead, I fell into a wild rage that tore all my little convalescent strength to atoms. I raved and cursed myself into a relapse, from which I crawled forth some weeks afterward a boy of twenty-one who believed that his youth was gone for ever. I seemed to be past the capability of further suffering, and one day when Jack handed me a letter and the keys to Boris house, I took them without a tremor and asked him to tell me all. It was cruel of me to ask him, but there was no help for it, and he leaned wearily on his thin hands, to reopen the wound which could never entirely heal. He began very quietly — 

Alec, unless you have a clue that I know nothing about, you will not be able to explain any more than I what has happened. I suspect that you would rather not hear these details, but you must learn them, else I would spare you the relation. God knows I wish I could be spared the telling. I shall use few words.

That day when I left you in the doctors care and came back to Boris, I found him working on the Fates. Geneviève, he said, was sleeping under the influence of drugs. She had been quite out of her mind, he said. He kept on working, not talking any more, and I watched him. Before long, I saw that the third figure of the group — the one looking straight ahead, out over the world — bore his face; not as you ever saw it, but as it looked then and to the end. This is one thing for which I should like to find an explanation, but I never shall.

Well, he worked and I watched him in silence, and we went on that way until nearly midnight. Then we heard the door open and shut sharply, and a swift rush in the next room. Boris sprang through the doorway and I followed; but we were too late. She lay at the bottom of the pool, her hands across her breast. Then Boris shot himself through the heart. Jack stopped speaking, drops of sweat stood under his eyes, and his thin cheeks twitched. I carried Boris to his room. Then I went back and let that hellish fluid out of the pool, and turning on all the water, washed the marble clean of every drop. When at length I dared descend the steps, I found her lying there as white as snow. At last, when I had decided what was best to do, I went into the laboratory, and first emptied the solution in the basin into the waste-pipe; then I poured the contents of every jar and bottle after it. There was wood in the fireplace, so I built a fire, and breaking the locks of Boris cabinet I burnt every paper, notebook and letter that I found there. With a mallet from the studio I smashed to pieces all the empty bottles, then loading them into a coal-scuttle, I carried them to the cellar and threw them over the red-hot bed of the furnace. Six times I made the journey, and at last, not a vestige remained of anything which might again aid in seeking for the formula which Boris had found. Then at last I dared call the doctor. He is a good man, and together we struggled to keep it from the public. Without him I never could have succeeded. At last we got the servants paid and sent away into the country, where old Rosier keeps them quiet with stories of Boris and Genevièves travels in distant lands, from whence they will not return for years. We buried Boris in the little cemetery of Sèvres. The doctor is a good creature, and knows when to pity a man who can bear no more. He gave his certificate of heart disease and asked no questions of me.

Then, lifting his head from his hands, he said, Open the letter, Alec; it is for us both.

I tore it open. It was Boris will dated a year before. He left everything to Geneviève, and in case of her dying childless, I was to take control of the house in the Rue Sainte-Cécile, and Jack Scott the management at Ept. On our deaths the property reverted to his mothers family in Russia, with the exception of the sculptured marbles executed by himself. These he left to me.

The page blurred under our eyes, and Jack got up and walked to the window. Presently he returned and sat down again. I dreaded to hear what he was going to say, but he spoke with the same simplicity and gentleness.

Geneviève lies before the Madonna in the marble room. The Madonna bends tenderly above her, and Geneviève smiles back into that calm face that never would have been except for her.

His voice broke, but he grasped my hand, saying, Courage, Alec. Next morning he left for Ept to fulfil his trust.

IV

The same evening I took the keys and went into the house I had known so well. Everything was in order, but the silence was terrible. Though I went twice to the door of the marble room, I could not force myself to enter. It was beyond my strength. I went into the smoking-room and sat down before the spinet. A small lace handkerchief lay on the keys, and I turned away, choking. It was plain I could not stay, so I locked every door, every window, and the three front and back gates, and went away. Next morning Alcide packed my valise, and leaving him in charge of my apartments I took the Orient express for Constantinople. During the two years that I wandered through the East, at first, in our letters, we never mentioned Geneviève and Boris, but gradually their names crept in. I recollect particularly a passage in one of Jacks letters replying to one of mine — 

What you tell me of seeing Boris bending over you while you lay ill, and feeling his touch on your face, and hearing his voice, of course troubles me. This that you describe must have happened a fortnight after he died. I say to myself that you were dreaming, that it was part of your delirium, but the explanation does not satisfy me, nor would it you.

Toward the end of the second year a letter came from Jack to me in India so unlike anything that I had ever known of him that I decided to return at once to Paris. He wrote: I am well, and sell all my pictures as artists do who have no need of money. I have not a care of my own, but I am more restless than if I had. I am unable to shake off a strange anxiety about you. It is not apprehension, it is rather a breathless expectancy — of what, God knows! I can only say it is wearing me out. Nights I dream always of you and Boris. I can never recall anything afterward, but I wake in the morning with my heart beating, and all day the excitement increases until I fall asleep at night to recall the same experience. I am quite exhausted by it, and have determined to break up this morbid condition. I must see you. Shall I go to Bombay, or will you come to Paris?

I telegraphed him to expect me by the next steamer.

When we met I thought he had changed very little; I, he insisted, looked in splendid health. It was good to hear his voice again, and as we sat and chatted about what life still held for us, we felt that it was pleasant to be alive in the bright spring weather.

We stayed in Paris together a week, and then I went for a week to Ept with him, but first of all we went to the cemetery at Sèvres, where Boris lay.

Shall we place the Fates in the little grove above him? Jack asked, and I answered — 

I think only the Madonna should watch over Boris grave. But Jack was none the better for my home-coming. The dreams of which he could not retain even the least definite outline continued, and he said that at times the sense of breathless expectancy was suffocating.

You see I do you harm and not good, I said. Try a change without me. So he started alone for a ramble among the Channel Islands, and I went back to Paris. I had not yet entered Boris house, now mine, since my return, but I knew it must be done. It had been kept in order by Jack; there were servants there, so I gave up my own apartment and went there to live. Instead of the agitation I had feared, I found myself able to paint there tranquilly. I visited all the rooms — all but one. I could not bring myself to enter the marble room where Geneviève lay, and yet I felt the longing growing daily to look upon her face, to kneel beside her.

One April afternoon, I lay dreaming in the smoking-room, just as I had lain two years before, and mechanically I looked among the tawny Eastern rugs for the wolf-skin. At last I distinguished the pointed ears and flat cruel head, and I thought of my dream where I saw Geneviève lying beside it. The helmets still hung against the threadbare tapestry, among them the old Spanish morion which I remembered Geneviève had once put on when we were amusing ourselves with the ancient bits of mail. I turned my eyes to the spinet; every yellow key seemed eloquent of her caressing hand, and I rose, drawn by the strength of my lifes passion to the sealed door of the marble room. The heavy doors swung inward under my trembling hands. Sunlight poured through the window, tipping with gold the wings of Cupid, and lingered like a nimbus over the brows of the Madonna. Her tender face bent in compassion over a marble form so exquisitely pure that I knelt and signed myself. Geneviève lay in the shadow under the Madonna, and yet, through her white arms, I saw the pale azure vein, and beneath her softly clasped hands the folds of her dress were tinged with rose, as if from some faint warm light within her breast.

Bending, with a breaking heart, I touched the marble drapery with my lips, then crept back into the silent house.

A maid came and brought me a letter, and I sat down in the little conservatory to read it; but as I was about to break the seal, seeing the girl lingering, I asked her what she wanted.

She stammered something about a white rabbit that had been caught in the house, and asked what should be done with it. I told her to let it loose in the walled garden behind the house, and opened my letter. It was from Jack, but so incoherent that I thought he must have lost his reason. It was nothing but a series of prayers to me not to leave the house until he could get back; he could not tell me why, there were the dreams, he said — he could explain nothing, but he was sure that I must not leave the house in the Rue Sainte-Cécile.

As I finished reading I raised my eyes and saw the same maid-servant standing in the doorway holding a glass dish in which two gold-fish were swimming: Put them back into the tank and tell me what you mean by interrupting me, I said.

With a half-suppressed whimper she emptied water and fish into an aquarium at the end of the conservatory, and turning to me asked my permission to leave my service. She said people were playing tricks on her, evidently with a design of getting her into trouble; the marble rabbit had been stolen and a live one had been brought into the house; the two beautiful marble fish were gone, and she had just found those common live things flopping on the dining-room floor. I reassured her and sent her away, saying I would look about myself. I went into the studio; there was nothing there but my canvases and some casts, except the marble of the Easter lily. I saw it on a table across the room. Then I strode angrily over to it. But the flower I lifted from the table was fresh and fragile and filled the air with perfume.

Then suddenly I comprehended, and sprang through the hallway to the marble room. The doors flew open, the sunlight streamed into my face, and through it, in a heavenly glory, the Madonna smiled, as Geneviève lifted her flushed face from her marble couch and opened her sleepy eyes.


IN THE COURT OF THE DRAGON
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OH, THOU WHO burnst in heart for those who burn

In Hell, whose fires thyself shall feed in turn;

How long be crying— Mercy on them. God!

Why, who art thou to teach and He to learn?

In the Church of St. Barnabé vespers were over; the clergy left the altar; the little choir-boys flocked across the chancel and settled in the stalls. A Suisse in rich uniform marched down the south aisle, sounding his staff at every fourth step on the stone pavement; behind him came that eloquent preacher and good man, Monseigneur C —— .

My chair was near the chancel rail, I now turned toward the west end of the church. The other people between the altar and the pulpit turned too. There was a little scraping and rustling while the congregation seated itself again; the preacher mounted the pulpit stairs, and the organ voluntary ceased.

I had always found the organ-playing at St. Barnabé highly interesting. Learned and scientific it was, too much so for my small knowledge, but expressing a vivid if cold intelligence. Moreover, it possessed the French quality of taste: taste reigned supreme, self-controlled, dignified and reticent.

To-day, however, from the first chord I had felt a change for the worse, a sinister change. During vespers it had been chiefly the chancel organ which supported the beautiful choir, but now and again, quite wantonly as it seemed, from the west gallery where the great organ stands, a heavy hand had struck across the church at the serene peace of those clear voices. It was something more than harsh and dissonant, and it betrayed no lack of skill. As it recurred again and again, it set me thinking of what my architects books say about the custom in early times to consecrate the choir as soon as it was built, and that the nave, being finished sometimes half a century later, often did not get any blessing at all: I wondered idly if that had been the case at St. Barnabé, and whether something not usually supposed to be at home in a Christian church might have entered undetected and taken possession of the west gallery. I had read of such things happening, too, but not in works on architecture.

Then I remembered that St. Barnabé was not much more than a hundred years old, and smiled at the incongruous association of mediaeval superstitions with that cheerful little piece of eighteenth-century rococo.

But now vespers were over, and there should have followed a few quiet chords, fit to accompany meditation, while we waited for the sermon. Instead of that, the discord at the lower end of the church broke out with the departure of the clergy, as if now nothing could control it.

I belong to those children of an older and simpler generation who do not love to seek for psychological subtleties in art; and I have ever refused to find in music anything more than melody and harmony, but I felt that in the labyrinth of sounds now issuing from that instrument there was something being hunted. Up and down the pedals chased him, while the manuals blared approval. Poor devil! whoever he was, there seemed small hope of escape!

My nervous annoyance changed to anger. Who was doing this? How dare he play like that in the midst of divine service? I glanced at the people near me: not one appeared to be in the least disturbed. The placid brows of the kneeling nuns, still turned towards the altar, lost none of their devout abstraction under the pale shadow of their white head-dress. The fashionable lady beside me was looking expectantly at Monseigneur C —— . For all her face betrayed, the organ might have been singing an Ave Maria.

But now, at last, the preacher had made the sign of the cross, and commanded silence. I turned to him gladly. Thus far I had not found the rest I had counted on when I entered St. Barnabé that afternoon.

I was worn out by three nights of physical suffering and mental trouble: the last had been the worst, and it was an exhausted body, and a mind benumbed and yet acutely sensitive, which I had brought to my favourite church for healing. For I had been reading The King in Yellow.

The sun ariseth; they gather themselves together and lay them down in their dens. Monseigneur C —— delivered his text in a calm voice, glancing quietly over the congregation. My eyes turned, I knew not why, toward the lower end of the church. The organist was coming from behind his pipes, and passing along the gallery on his way out, I saw him disappear by a small door that leads to some stairs which descend directly to the street. He was a slender man, and his face was as white as his coat was black. Good riddance! I thought, with your wicked music! I hope your assistant will play the closing voluntary.

With a feeling of relief — with a deep, calm feeling of relief, I turned back to the mild face in the pulpit and settled myself to listen. Here, at last, was the ease of mind I longed for.

My children, said the preacher, one truth the human soul finds hardest of all to learn: that it has nothing to fear. It can never be made to see that nothing can really harm it.

Curious doctrine! I thought, for a Catholic priest. Let us see how he will reconcile that with the Fathers.

Nothing can really harm the soul, he went on, in, his coolest, clearest tones, because — —

But I never heard the rest; my eye left his face, I knew not for what reason, and sought the lower end of the church. The same man was coming out from behind the organ, and was passing along the gallery the same way. But there had not been time for him to return, and if he had returned, I must have seen him. I felt a faint chill, and my heart sank; and yet, his going and coming were no affair of mine. I looked at him: I could not look away from his black figure and his white face. When he was exactly opposite to me, he turned and sent across the church straight into my eyes, a look of hate, intense and deadly: I have never seen any other like it; would to God I might never see it again! Then he disappeared by the same door through which I had watched him depart less than sixty seconds before.

I sat and tried to collect my thoughts. My first sensation was like that of a very young child badly hurt, when it catches its breath before crying out.

To suddenly find myself the object of such hatred was exquisitely painful: and this man was an utter stranger. Why should he hate me so? — me, whom he had never seen before? For the moment all other sensation was merged in this one pang: even fear was subordinate to grief, and for that moment I never doubted; but in the next I began to reason, and a sense of the incongruous came to my aid.

As I have said, St. Barnabé is a modern church. It is small and well lighted; one sees all over it almost at a glance. The organ gallery gets a strong white light from a row of long windows in the clerestory, which have not even coloured glass.

The pulpit being in the middle of the church, it followed that, when I was turned toward it, whatever moved at the west end could not fail to attract my eye. When the organist passed it was no wonder that I saw him: I had simply miscalculated the interval between his first and his second passing. He had come in that last time by the other side-door. As for the look which had so upset me, there had been no such thing, and I was a nervous fool.

I looked about. This was a likely place to harbour supernatural horrors! That clear-cut, reasonable face of Monseigneur C —— , his collected manner and easy, graceful gestures, were they not just a little discouraging to the notion of a gruesome mystery? I glanced above his head, and almost laughed. That flyaway lady supporting one corner of the pulpit canopy, which looked like a fringed damask table-cloth in a high wind, at the first attempt of a basilisk to pose up there in the organ loft, she would point her gold trumpet at him, and puff him out of existence! I laughed to myself over this conceit, which, at the time, I thought very amusing, and sat and chaffed myself and everything else, from the old harpy outside the railing, who had made me pay ten centimes for my chair, before she would let me in (she was more like a basilisk, I told myself, than was my organist with the anaemic complexion): from that grim old dame, to, yes, alas! Monseigneur C —— himself. For all devoutness had fled. I had never yet done such a thing in my life, but now I felt a desire to mock.

As for the sermon, I could not hear a word of it for the jingle in my ears of

The skirts of St. Paul has reached.

Having preached us those six Lent lectures,

More unctuous than ever he preached,

keeping time to the most fantastic and irreverent thoughts.

It was no use to sit there any longer: I must get out of doors and shake myself free from this hateful mood. I knew the rudeness I was committing, but still I rose and left the church.

A spring sun was shining on the Rue St. Honoré, as I ran down the church steps. On one corner stood a barrow full of yellow jonquils, pale violets from the Riviera, dark Russian violets, and white Roman hyacinths in a golden cloud of mimosa. The street was full of Sunday pleasure-seekers. I swung my cane and laughed with the rest. Some one overtook and passed me. He never turned, but there was the same deadly malignity in his white profile that there had been in his eyes. I watched him as long as I could see him. His lithe back expressed the same menace; every step that carried him away from me seemed to bear him on some errand connected with my destruction.

I was creeping along, my feet almost refusing to move. There began to dawn in me a sense of responsibility for something long forgotten. It began to seem as if I deserved that which he threatened: it reached a long way back — a long, long way back. It had lain dormant all these years: it was there, though, and presently it would rise and confront me. But I would try to escape; and I stumbled as best I could into the Rue de Rivoli, across the Place de la Concorde and on to the Quai. I looked with sick eyes upon the sun, shining through the white foam of the fountain, pouring over the backs of the dusky bronze river-gods, on the far-away Arc, a structure of amethyst mist, on the countless vistas of grey stems and bare branches faintly green. Then I saw him again coming down one of the chestnut alleys of the Cours la Reine.

I left the river-side, plunged blindly across to the Champs Elysées and turned toward the Arc. The setting sun was sending its rays along the green sward of the Rond-point: in the full glow he sat on a bench, children and young mothers all about him. He was nothing but a Sunday lounger, like the others, like myself. I said the words almost aloud, and all the while I gazed on the malignant hatred of his face. But he was not looking at me. I crept past and dragged my leaden feet up the Avenue. I knew that every time I met him brought him nearer to the accomplishment of his purpose and my fate. And still I tried to save myself.

The last rays of sunset were pouring through the great Arc. I passed under it, and met him face to face. I had left him far down the Champs Elysées, and yet he came in with a stream of people who were returning from the Bois de Boulogne. He came so close that he brushed me. His slender frame felt like iron inside its loose black covering. He showed no signs of haste, nor of fatigue, nor of any human feeling. His whole being expressed one thing: the will, and the power to work me evil.

In anguish I watched him where he went down the broad crowded Avenue, that was all flashing with wheels and the trappings of horses and the helmets of the Garde Republicaine.

He was soon lost to sight; then I turned and fled. Into the Bois, and far out beyond it — I know not where I went, but after a long while as it seemed to me, night had fallen, and I found myself sitting at a table before a small café. I had wandered back into the Bois. It was hours now since I had seen him. Physical fatigue and mental suffering had left me no power to think or feel. I was tired, so tired! I longed to hide away in my own den. I resolved to go home. But that was a long way off.

I live in the Court of the Dragon, a narrow passage that leads from the Rue de Rennes to the Rue du Dragon.

It is an impasse; traversable only for foot passengers. Over the entrance on the Rue de Rennes is a balcony, supported by an iron dragon. Within the court tall old houses rise on either side, and close the ends that give on the two streets. Huge gates, swung back during the day into the walls of the deep archways, close this court, after midnight, and one must enter then by ringing at certain small doors on the side. The sunken pavement collects unsavoury pools. Steep stairways pitch down to doors that open on the court. The ground floors are occupied by shops of second-hand dealers, and by iron workers. All day long the place rings with the clink of hammers and the clang of metal bars.

Unsavoury as it is below, there is cheerfulness, and comfort, and hard, honest work above.

Five flights up are the ateliers of architects and painters, and the hiding-places of middle-aged students like myself who want to live alone. When I first came here to live I was young, and not alone.

I had to walk a while before any conveyance appeared, but at last, when I had almost reached the Arc de Triomphe again, an empty cab came along and I took it.

From the Arc to the Rue de Rennes is a drive of more than half an hour, especially when one is conveyed by a tired cab horse that has been at the mercy of Sunday fête-makers.

There had been time before I passed under the Dragons wings to meet my enemy over and over again, but I never saw him once, and now refuge was close at hand.

Before the wide gateway a small mob of children were playing. Our concierge and his wife walked among them, with their black poodle, keeping order; some couples were waltzing on the sidewalk. I returned their greetings and hurried in.

All the inhabitants of the court had trooped out into the street. The place was quite deserted, lighted by a few lanterns hung high up, in which the gas burned dimly.

My apartment was at the top of a house, halfway down the court, reached by a staircase that descended almost into the street, with only a bit of passage-way intervening, I set my foot on the threshold of the open door, the friendly old ruinous stairs rose before me, leading up to rest and shelter. Looking back over my right shoulder, I saw him, ten paces off. He must have entered the court with me.

He was coming straight on, neither slowly, nor swiftly, but straight on to me. And now he was looking at me. For the first time since our eyes encountered across the church they met now again, and I knew that the time had come.

Retreating backward, down the court, I faced him. I meant to escape by the entrance on the Rue du Dragon. His eyes told me that I never should escape.

It seemed ages while we were going, I retreating, he advancing, down the court in perfect silence; but at last I felt the shadow of the archway, and the next step brought me within it. I had meant to turn here and spring through into the street. But the shadow was not that of an archway; it was that of a vault. The great doors on the Rue du Dragon were closed. I felt this by the blackness which surrounded me, and at the same instant I read it in his face. How his face gleamed in the darkness, drawing swiftly nearer! The deep vaults, the huge closed doors, their cold iron clamps were all on his side. The thing which he had threatened had arrived: it gathered and bore down on me from the fathomless shadows; the point from which it would strike was his infernal eyes. Hopeless, I set my back against the barred doors and defied him.



There was a scraping of chairs on the stone floor, and a rustling as the congregation rose. I could hear the Suisses staff in the south aisle, preceding Monseigneur C —— to the sacristy.

The kneeling nuns, roused from their devout abstraction, made their reverence and went away. The fashionable lady, my neighbour, rose also, with graceful reserve. As she departed her glance just flitted over my face in disapproval.

Half dead, or so it seemed to me, yet intensely alive to every trifle, I sat among the leisurely moving crowd, then rose too and went toward the door.

I had slept through the sermon. Had I slept through the sermon? I looked up and saw him passing along the gallery to his place. Only his side I saw; the thin bent arm in its black covering looked like one of those devilish, nameless instruments which lie in the disused torture-chambers of mediaeval castles.

But I had escaped him, though his eyes had said I should not. Had I escaped him? That which gave him the power over me came back out of oblivion, where I had hoped to keep it. For I knew him now. Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him — they had changed him for every other eye, but not for mine. I had recognized him almost from the first; I had never doubted what he was come to do; and now I knew while my body sat safe in the cheerful little church, he had been hunting my soul in the Court of the Dragon.

I crept to the door: the organ broke out overhead with a blare. A dazzling light filled the church, blotting the altar from my eyes. The people faded away, the arches, the vaulted roof vanished. I raised my seared eyes to the fathomless glare, and I saw the black stars hanging in the heavens: and the wet winds from the lake of Hali chilled my face.

And now, far away, over leagues of tossing cloud-waves, I saw the moon dripping with spray; and beyond, the towers of Carcosa rose behind the moon.

Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him, had changed him for every other eye but mine. And now I heard his voice, rising, swelling, thundering through the flaring light, and as I fell, the radiance increasing, increasing, poured over me in waves of flame. Then I sank into the depths, and I heard the King in Yellow whispering to my soul: It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God!


THE YELLOW SIGN
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LET THE RED dawn surmise

What we shall do,

When this blue starlight dies

And all is through.

I

There are so many things which are impossible to explain! Why should certain chords in music make me think of the brown and golden tints of autumn foliage? Why should the Mass of Sainte Cécile bend my thoughts wandering among caverns whose walls blaze with ragged masses of virgin silver? What was it in the roar and turmoil of Broadway at six oclock that flashed before my eyes the picture of a still Breton forest where sunlight filtered through spring foliage and Sylvia bent, half curiously, half tenderly, over a small green lizard, murmuring: To think that this also is a little ward of God!

When I first saw the watchman his back was toward me. I looked at him indifferently until he went into the church. I paid no more attention to him than I had to any other man who lounged through Washington Square that morning, and when I shut my window and turned back into my studio I had forgotten him. Late in the afternoon, the day being warm, I raised the window again and leaned out to get a sniff of air. A man was standing in the courtyard of the church, and I noticed him again with as little interest as I had that morning. I looked across the square to where the fountain was playing and then, with my mind filled with vague impressions of trees, asphalt drives, and the moving groups of nursemaids and holiday-makers, I started to walk back to my easel. As I turned, my listless glance included the man below in the churchyard. His face was toward me now, and with a perfectly involuntary movement I bent to see it. At the same moment he raised his head and looked at me. Instantly I thought of a coffin-worm. Whatever it was about the man that repelled me I did not know, but the impression of a plump white grave-worm was so intense and nauseating that I must have shown it in my expression, for he turned his puffy face away with a movement which made me think of a disturbed grub in a chestnut.

I went back to my easel and motioned the model to resume her pose. After working a while I was satisfied that I was spoiling what I had done as rapidly as possible, and I took up a palette knife and scraped the colour out again. The flesh tones were sallow and unhealthy, and I did not understand how I could have painted such sickly colour into a study which before that had glowed with healthy tones.

I looked at Tessie. She had not changed, and the clear flush of health dyed her neck and cheeks as I frowned.

Is it something Ive done? she said.

No, — Ive made a mess of this arm, and for the life of me I cant see how I came to paint such mud as that into the canvas, I replied.

Dont I pose well? she insisted.

Of course, perfectly.

Then its not my fault?

No. Its my own.

I am very sorry, she said.

I told her she could rest while I applied rag and turpentine to the plague spot on my canvas, and she went off to smoke a cigarette and look over the illustrations in the Courrier Français.

I did not know whether it was something in the turpentine or a defect in the canvas, but the more I scrubbed the more that gangrene seemed to spread. I worked like a beaver to get it out, and yet the disease appeared to creep from limb to limb of the study before me. Alarmed, I strove to arrest it, but now the colour on the breast changed and the whole figure seemed to absorb the infection as a sponge soaks up water. Vigorously I plied palette-knife, turpentine, and scraper, thinking all the time what a séance I should hold with Duval who had sold me the canvas; but soon I noticed that it was not the canvas which was defective nor yet the colours of Edward. It must be the turpentine, I thought angrily, or else my eyes have become so blurred and confused by the afternoon light that I cant see straight. I called Tessie, the model. She came and leaned over my chair blowing rings of smoke into the air.

What have you been doing to it? she exclaimed

Nothing, I growled, it must be this turpentine!

What a horrible colour it is now, she continued. Do you think my flesh resembles green cheese?

No, I dont, I said angrily; did you ever know me to paint like that before?

No, indeed!

Well, then!

It must be the turpentine, or something, she admitted.

She slipped on a Japanese robe and walked to the window. I scraped and rubbed until I was tired, and finally picked up my brushes and hurled them through the canvas with a forcible expression, the tone alone of which reached Tessies ears.

Nevertheless she promptly began: Thats it! Swear and act silly and ruin your brushes! You have been three weeks on that study, and now look! Whats the good of ripping the canvas? What creatures artists are!

I felt about as much ashamed as I usually did after such an outbreak, and I turned the ruined canvas to the wall. Tessie helped me clean my brushes, and then danced away to dress. From the screen she regaled me with bits of advice concerning whole or partial loss of temper, until, thinking, perhaps, I had been tormented sufficiently, she came out to implore me to button her waist where she could not reach it on the shoulder.

Everything went wrong from the time you came back from the window and talked about that horrid-looking man you saw in the churchyard, she announced.

Yes, he probably bewitched the picture, I said, yawning. I looked at my watch.

Its after six, I know, said Tessie, adjusting her hat before the mirror.

Yes, I replied, I didnt mean to keep you so long. I leaned out of the window but recoiled with disgust, for the young man with the pasty face stood below in the churchyard. Tessie saw my gesture of disapproval and leaned from the window.

Is that the man you dont like? she whispered.

I nodded.

I cant see his face, but he does look fat and soft. Someway or other, she continued, turning to look at me, he reminds me of a dream, — an awful dream I once had. Or, she mused, looking down at her shapely shoes, was it a dream after all?

How should I know? I smiled.

Tessie smiled in reply.

You were in it, she said, so perhaps you might know something about it.

Tessie! Tessie! I protested, dont you dare flatter by saying that you dream about me!

But I did, she insisted; shall I tell you about it?

Go ahead, I replied, lighting a cigarette.

Tessie leaned back on the open window-sill and began very seriously.

One night last winter I was lying in bed thinking about nothing at all in particular. I had been posing for you and I was tired out, yet it seemed impossible for me to sleep. I heard the bells in the city ring ten, eleven, and midnight. I must have fallen asleep about midnight because I dont remember hearing the bells after that. It seemed to me that I had scarcely closed my eyes when I dreamed that something impelled me to go to the window. I rose, and raising the sash leaned out. Twenty-fifth Street was deserted as far as I could see. I began to be afraid; everything outside seemed so — so black and uncomfortable. Then the sound of wheels in the distance came to my ears, and it seemed to me as though that was what I must wait for. Very slowly the wheels approached, and, finally, I could make out a vehicle moving along the street. It came nearer and nearer, and when it passed beneath my window I saw it was a hearse. Then, as I trembled with fear, the driver turned and looked straight at me. When I awoke I was standing by the open window shivering with cold, but the black-plumed hearse and the driver were gone. I dreamed this dream again in March last, and again awoke beside the open window. Last night the dream came again. You remember how it was raining; when I awoke, standing at the open window, my night-dress was soaked.

But where did I come into the dream? I asked.

You — you were in the coffin; but you were not dead.

In the coffin?

Yes.

How did you know? Could you see me?

No; I only knew you were there.

Had you been eating Welsh rarebits, or lobster salad? I began, laughing, but the girl interrupted me with a frightened cry.

Hello! Whats up? I said, as she shrank into the embrasure by the window.

The — the man below in the churchyard; — he drove the hearse.

Nonsense, I said, but Tessies eyes were wide with terror. I went to the window and looked out. The man was gone. Come, Tessie, I urged, dont be foolish. You have posed too long; you are nervous.

Do you think I could forget that face? she murmured. Three times I saw the hearse pass below my window, and every time the driver turned and looked up at me. Oh, his face was so white and — and soft? It looked dead — it looked as if it had been dead a long time.

I induced the girl to sit down and swallow a glass of Marsala. Then I sat down beside her, and tried to give her some advice.

Look here, Tessie, I said, you go to the country for a week or two, and youll have no more dreams about hearses. You pose all day, and when night comes your nerves are upset. You cant keep this up. Then again, instead of going to bed when your days work is done, you run off to picnics at Sulzers Park, or go to the Eldorado or Coney Island, and when you come down here next morning you are fagged out. There was no real hearse. There was a soft-shell crab dream.

She smiled faintly.

What about the man in the churchyard?

Oh, hes only an ordinary unhealthy, everyday creature.

As true as my name is Tessie Reardon, I swear to you, Mr. Scott, that the face of the man below in the churchyard is the face of the man who drove the hearse!

What of it? I said. Its an honest trade.

Then you think I did see the hearse?

Oh, I said diplomatically, if you really did, it might not be unlikely that the man below drove it. There is nothing in that.

Tessie rose, unrolled her scented handkerchief, and taking a bit of gum from a knot in the hem, placed it in her mouth. Then drawing on her gloves she offered me her hand, with a frank, Good-night, Mr. Scott, and walked out.

II

The next morning, Thomas, the bell-boy, brought me the Herald and a bit of news. The church next door had been sold. I thanked Heaven for it, not that being a Catholic I had any repugnance for the congregation next door, but because my nerves were shattered by a blatant exhorter, whose every word echoed through the aisle of the church as if it had been my own rooms, and who insisted on his rs with a nasal persistence which revolted my every instinct. Then, too, there was a fiend in human shape, an organist, who reeled off some of the grand old hymns with an interpretation of his own, and I longed for the blood of a creature who could play the doxology with an amendment of minor chords which one hears only in a quartet of very young undergraduates. I believe the minister was a good man, but when he bellowed: And the Lorrrrd said unto Moses, the Lorrrd is a man of war; the Lorrrd is his name. My wrath shall wax hot and I will kill you with the sworrrrd! I wondered how many centuries of purgatory it would take to atone for such a sin.

Who bought the property? I asked Thomas.

Nobody that I knows, sir. They do say the gent wot owns this ere Amilton flats was lookin at it. E might be a bildin more studios.

I walked to the window. The young man with the unhealthy face stood by the churchyard gate, and at the mere sight of him the same overwhelming repugnance took possession of me.

By the way, Thomas, I said, who is that fellow down there?

Thomas sniffed. That there worm, sir? Es night-watchman of the church, sir. E maikes me tired a-sittin out all night on them steps and lookin at you insultin like. Id a punched is ed, sir — beg pardon, sir—

Go on, Thomas.

One night a comin ome with Arry, the other English boy, I sees im a sittin there on them steps. We ad Molly and Jen with us, sir, the two girls on the tray service, an e looks so insultin at us that I up and sez: Wat you looking hat, you fat slug? — beg pardon, sir, but thats ow I sez, sir. Then e dont say nothin and I sez: Come out and Ill punch that puddin ed. Then I hopens the gate an goes in, but e dont say nothin, only looks insultin like. Then I its im one, but, ugh! is ed was that cold and mushy it ud sicken you to touch im.

What did he do then? I asked curiously.

Im? Nawthin.

And you, Thomas?

The young fellow flushed with embarrassment and smiled uneasily.

Mr. Scott, sir, I aint no coward, an I cant make it out at all why I run. I was in the 5th Lawncers, sir, bugler at Tel-el-Kebir, an was shot by the wells.

You dont mean to say you ran away?

Yes, sir; I run.

Why?

Thats just what I want to know, sir. I grabbed Molly an run, an the rest was as frightened as I.

But what were they frightened at?

Thomas refused to answer for a while, but now my curiosity was aroused about the repulsive young man below and I pressed him. Three years sojourn in America had not only modified Thomas cockney dialect but had given him the Americans fear of ridicule.

You wont believe me, Mr. Scott, sir?

Yes, I will.

You will lawf at me, sir?

Nonsense!

He hesitated. Well, sir, its Gawds truth that when I it im e grabbed me wrists, sir, and when I twisted is soft, mushy fist one of is fingers come off in me and.

The utter loathing and horror of Thomas face must have been reflected in my own, for he added:

Its orful, an now when I see im I just go away. E maikes me hill.

When Thomas had gone I went to the window. The man stood beside the church-railing with both hands on the gate, but I hastily retreated to my easel again, sickened and horrified, for I saw that the middle finger of his right hand was missing.

At nine oclock Tessie appeared and vanished behind the screen with a merry Good morning, Mr. Scott. When she had reappeared and taken her pose upon the model-stand I started a new canvas, much to her delight. She remained silent as long as I was on the drawing, but as soon as the scrape of the charcoal ceased and I took up my fixative she began to chatter.

Oh, I had such a lovely time last night. We went to Tony Pastors.

Who are we? I demanded.

Oh, Maggie, you know, Mr. Whytes model, and Pinkie McCormick — we call her Pinkie because shes got that beautiful red hair you artists like so much — and Lizzie Burke.

I sent a shower of spray from the fixative over the canvas, and said: Well, go on.

We saw Kelly and Baby Barnes the skirt-dancer and — and all the rest. I made a mash.

Then you have gone back on me, Tessie?

She laughed and shook her head.

Hes Lizzie Burkes brother, Ed. Hes a perfect genlman.

I felt constrained to give her some parental advice concerning mashing, which she took with a bright smile.

Oh, I can take care of a strange mash, she said, examining her chewing gum, but Ed is different. Lizzie is my best friend.

Then she related how Ed had come back from the stocking mill in Lowell, Massachusetts, to find her and Lizzie grown up, and what an accomplished young man he was, and how he thought nothing of squandering half-a-dollar for ice-cream and oysters to celebrate his entry as clerk into the woollen department of Macys. Before she finished I began to paint, and she resumed the pose, smiling and chattering like a sparrow. By noon I had the study fairly well rubbed in and Tessie came to look at it.

Thats better, she said.

I thought so too, and ate my lunch with a satisfied feeling that all was going well. Tessie spread her lunch on a drawing table opposite me and we drank our claret from the same bottle and lighted our cigarettes from the same match. I was very much attached to Tessie. I had watched her shoot up into a slender but exquisitely formed woman from a frail, awkward child. She had posed for me during the last three years, and among all my models she was my favourite. It would have troubled me very much indeed had she become tough or fly, as the phrase goes, but I never noticed any deterioration of her manner, and felt at heart that she was all right. She and I never discussed morals at all, and I had no intention of doing so, partly because I had none myself, and partly because I knew she would do what she liked in spite of me. Still I did hope she would steer clear of complications, because I wished her well, and then also I had a selfish desire to retain the best model I had. I knew that mashing, as she termed it, had no significance with girls like Tessie, and that such things in America did not resemble in the least the same things in Paris. Yet, having lived with my eyes open, I also knew that somebody would take Tessie away some day, in one manner or another, and though I professed to myself that marriage was nonsense, I sincerely hoped that, in this case, there would be a priest at the end of the vista. I am a Catholic. When I listen to high mass, when I sign myself, I feel that everything, including myself, is more cheerful, and when I confess, it does me good. A man who lives as much alone as I do, must confess to somebody. Then, again, Sylvia was Catholic, and it was reason enough for me. But I was speaking of Tessie, which is very different. Tessie also was Catholic and much more devout than I, so, taking it all in all, I had little fear for my pretty model until she should fall in love. But then I knew that fate alone would decide her future for her, and I prayed inwardly that fate would keep her away from men like me and throw into her path nothing but Ed Burkes and Jimmy McCormicks, bless her sweet face!

Tessie sat blowing rings of smoke up to the ceiling and tinkling the ice in her tumbler.

Do you know that I also had a dream last night? I observed.

Not about that man, she laughed.

Exactly. A dream similar to yours, only much worse.

It was foolish and thoughtless of me to say this, but you know how little tact the average painter has. I must have fallen asleep about ten oclock, I continued, and after a while I dreamt that I awoke. So plainly did I hear the midnight bells, the wind in the tree-branches, and the whistle of steamers from the bay, that even now I can scarcely believe I was not awake. I seemed to be lying in a box which had a glass cover. Dimly I saw the street lamps as I passed, for I must tell you, Tessie, the box in which I reclined appeared to lie in a cushioned wagon which jolted me over a stony pavement. After a while I became impatient and tried to move, but the box was too narrow. My hands were crossed on my breast, so I could not raise them to help myself. I listened and then tried to call. My voice was gone. I could hear the trample of the horses attached to the wagon, and even the breathing of the driver. Then another sound broke upon my ears like the raising of a window sash. I managed to turn my head a little, and found I could look, not only through the glass cover of my box, but also through the glass panes in the side of the covered vehicle. I saw houses, empty and silent, with neither light nor life about any of them excepting one. In that house a window was open on the first floor, and a figure all in white stood looking down into the street. It was you.

Tessie had turned her face away from me and leaned on the table with her elbow.

I could see your face, I resumed, and it seemed to me to be very sorrowful. Then we passed on and turned into a narrow black lane. Presently the horses stopped. I waited and waited, closing my eyes with fear and impatience, but all was silent as the grave. After what seemed to me hours, I began to feel uncomfortable. A sense that somebody was close to me made me unclose my eyes. Then I saw the white face of the hearse-driver looking at me through the coffin-lid — —

A sob from Tessie interrupted me. She was trembling like a leaf. I saw I had made an ass of myself and attempted to repair the damage.

Why, Tess, I said, I only told you this to show you what influence your story might have on another persons dreams. You dont suppose I really lay in a coffin, do you? What are you trembling for? Dont you see that your dream and my unreasonable dislike for that inoffensive watchman of the church simply set my brain working as soon as I fell asleep?

She laid her head between her arms, and sobbed as if her heart would break. What a precious triple donkey I had made of myself! But I was about to break my record. I went over and put my arm about her.

Tessie dear, forgive me, I said; I had no business to frighten you with such nonsense. You are too sensible a girl, too good a Catholic to believe in dreams.

Her hand tightened on mine and her head fell back upon my shoulder, but she still trembled and I petted her and comforted her.

Come, Tess, open your eyes and smile.

Her eyes opened with a slow languid movement and met mine, but their expression was so queer that I hastened to reassure her again.

Its all humbug, Tessie; you surely are not afraid that any harm will come to you because of that.

No, she said, but her scarlet lips quivered.

Then, whats the matter? Are you afraid?

Yes. Not for myself.

For me, then? I demanded gaily.

For you, she murmured in a voice almost inaudible. I — I care for you.

At first I started to laugh, but when I understood her, a shock passed through me, and I sat like one turned to stone. This was the crowning bit of idiocy I had committed. During the moment which elapsed between her reply and my answer I thought of a thousand responses to that innocent confession. I could pass it by with a laugh, I could misunderstand her and assure her as to my health, I could simply point out that it was impossible she could love me. But my reply was quicker than my thoughts, and I might think and think now when it was too late, for I had kissed her on the mouth.

That evening I took my usual walk in Washington Park, pondering over the occurrences of the day. I was thoroughly committed. There was no back out now, and I stared the future straight in the face. I was not good, not even scrupulous, but I had no idea of deceiving either myself or Tessie. The one passion of my life lay buried in the sunlit forests of Brittany. Was it buried for ever? Hope cried No! For three years I had been listening to the voice of Hope, and for three years I had waited for a footstep on my threshold. Had Sylvia forgotten? No! cried Hope.

I said that I was no good. That is true, but still I was not exactly a comic opera villain. I had led an easy-going reckless life, taking what invited me of pleasure, deploring and sometimes bitterly regretting consequences. In one thing alone, except my painting, was I serious, and that was something which lay hidden if not lost in the Breton forests.

It was too late for me to regret what had occurred during the day. Whatever it had been, pity, a sudden tenderness for sorrow, or the more brutal instinct of gratified vanity, it was all the same now, and unless I wished to bruise an innocent heart, my path lay marked before me. The fire and strength, the depth of passion of a love which I had never even suspected, with all my imagined experience in the world, left me no alternative but to respond or send her away. Whether because I am so cowardly about giving pain to others, or whether it was that I have little of the gloomy Puritan in me, I do not know, but I shrank from disclaiming responsibility for that thoughtless kiss, and in fact had no time to do so before the gates of her heart opened and the flood poured forth. Others who habitually do their duty and find a sullen satisfaction in making themselves and everybody else unhappy, might have withstood it. I did not. I dared not. After the storm had abated I did tell her that she might better have loved Ed Burke and worn a plain gold ring, but she would not hear of it, and I thought perhaps as long as she had decided to love somebody she could not marry, it had better be me. I, at least, could treat her with an intelligent affection, and whenever she became tired of her infatuation she could go none the worse for it. For I was decided on that point although I knew how hard it would be. I remembered the usual termination of Platonic liaisons, and thought how disgusted I had been whenever I heard of one. I knew I was undertaking a great deal for so unscrupulous a man as I was, and I dreamed the future, but never for one moment did I doubt that she was safe with me. Had it been anybody but Tessie I should not have bothered my head about scruples. For it did not occur to me to sacrifice Tessie as I would have sacrificed a woman of the world. I looked the future squarely in the face and saw the several probable endings to the affair. She would either tire of the whole thing, or become so unhappy that I should have either to marry her or go away. If I married her we would be unhappy. I with a wife unsuited to me, and she with a husband unsuitable for any woman. For my past life could scarcely entitle me to marry. If I went away she might either fall ill, recover, and marry some Eddie Burke, or she might recklessly or deliberately go and do something foolish. On the other hand, if she tired of me, then her whole life would be before her with beautiful vistas of Eddie Burkes and marriage rings and twins and Harlem flats and Heaven knows what. As I strolled along through the trees by the Washington Arch, I decided that she should find a substantial friend in me, anyway, and the future could take care of itself. Then I went into the house and put on my evening dress, for the little faintly-perfumed note on my dresser said, Have a cab at the stage door at eleven, and the note was signed Edith Carmichel, Metropolitan Theatre.

I took supper that night, or rather we took supper, Miss Carmichel and I, at Solaris, and the dawn was just beginning to gild the cross on the Memorial Church as I entered Washington Square after leaving Edith at the Brunswick. There was not a soul in the park as I passed along the trees and took the walk which leads from the Garibaldi statue to the Hamilton Apartment House, but as I passed the churchyard I saw a figure sitting on the stone steps. In spite of myself a chill crept over me at the sight of the white puffy face, and I hastened to pass. Then he said something which might have been addressed to me or might merely have been a mutter to himself, but a sudden furious anger flamed up within me that such a creature should address me. For an instant I felt like wheeling about and smashing my stick over his head, but I walked on, and entering the Hamilton went to my apartment. For some time I tossed about the bed trying to get the sound of his voice out of my ears, but could not. It filled my head, that muttering sound, like thick oily smoke from a fat-rendering vat or an odour of noisome decay. And as I lay and tossed about, the voice in my ears seemed more distinct, and I began to understand the words he had muttered. They came to me slowly as if I had forgotten them, and at last I could make some sense out of the sounds. It was this:

Have you found the Yellow Sign?

Have you found the Yellow Sign?

Have you found the Yellow Sign?

I was furious. What did he mean by that? Then with a curse upon him and his I rolled over and went to sleep, but when I awoke later I looked pale and haggard, for I had dreamed the dream of the night before, and it troubled me more than I cared to think.

I dressed and went down into my studio. Tessie sat by the window, but as I came in she rose and put both arms around my neck for an innocent kiss. She looked so sweet and dainty that I kissed her again and then sat down before the easel.

Hello! Wheres the study I began yesterday? I asked.

Tessie looked conscious, but did not answer. I began to hunt among the piles of canvases, saying, Hurry up, Tess, and get ready; we must take advantage of the morning light.

When at last I gave up the search among the other canvases and turned to look around the room for the missing study I noticed Tessie standing by the screen with her clothes still on.

Whats the matter, I asked, dont you feel well?

Yes.

Then hurry.

Do you want me to pose as — as I have always posed?

Then I understood. Here was a new complication. I had lost, of course, the best nude model I had ever seen. I looked at Tessie. Her face was scarlet. Alas! Alas! We had eaten of the tree of knowledge, and Eden and native innocence were dreams of the past — I mean for her.

I suppose she noticed the disappointment on my face, for she said: I will pose if you wish. The study is behind the screen here where I put it.

No, I said, we will begin something new; and I went into my wardrobe and picked out a Moorish costume which fairly blazed with tinsel. It was a genuine costume, and Tessie retired to the screen with it enchanted. When she came forth again I was astonished. Her long black hair was bound above her forehead with a circlet of turquoises, and the ends, curled about her glittering girdle. Her feet were encased in the embroidered pointed slippers and the skirt of her costume, curiously wrought with arabesques in silver, fell to her ankles. The deep metallic blue vest embroidered with silver and the short Mauresque jacket spangled and sewn with turquoises became her wonderfully. She came up to me and held up her face smiling. I slipped my hand into my pocket, and drawing out a gold chain with a cross attached, dropped it over her head.

Its yours, Tessie.

Mine? she faltered.

Yours. Now go and pose, Then with a radiant smile she ran behind the screen and presently reappeared with a little box on which was written my name.

I had intended to give it to you when I went home to-night, she said, but I cant wait now.

I opened the box. On the pink cotton inside lay a clasp of black onyx, on which was inlaid a curious symbol or letter in gold. It was neither Arabic nor Chinese, nor, as I found afterwards, did it belong to any human script.

Its all I had to give you for a keepsake, she said timidly.

I was annoyed, but I told her how much I should prize it, and promised to wear it always. She fastened it on my coat beneath the lapel.

How foolish, Tess, to go and buy me such a beautiful thing as this, I said.

I did not buy it, she laughed.

Where did you get it?

Then she told me how she had found it one day while coming from the Aquarium in the Battery, how she had advertised it and watched the papers, but at last gave up all hopes of finding the owner.

That was last winter, she said, the very day I had the first horrid dream about the hearse.

I remembered my dream of the previous night but said nothing, and presently my charcoal was flying over a new canvas, and Tessie stood motionless on the model-stand.

III

The day following was a disastrous one for me. While moving a framed canvas from one easel to another my foot slipped on the polished floor, and I fell heavily on both wrists. They were so badly sprained that it was useless to attempt to hold a brush, and I was obliged to wander about the studio, glaring at unfinished drawings and sketches, until despair seized me and I sat down to smoke and twiddle my thumbs with rage. The rain blew against the windows and rattled on the roof of the church, driving me into a nervous fit with its interminable patter. Tessie sat sewing by the window, and every now and then raised her head and looked at me with such innocent compassion that I began to feel ashamed of my irritation and looked about for something to occupy me. I had read all the papers and all the books in the library, but for the sake of something to do I went to the bookcases and shoved them open with my elbow. I knew every volume by its colour and examined them all, passing slowly around the library and whistling to keep up my spirits. I was turning to go into the dining-room when my eye fell upon a book bound in serpent skin, standing in a corner of the top shelf of the last bookcase. I did not remember it, and from the floor could not decipher the pale lettering on the back, so I went to the smoking-room and called Tessie. She came in from the studio and climbed up to reach the book.

What is it? I asked.

The King in Yellow.

I was dumfounded. Who had placed it there? How came it in my rooms? I had long ago decided that I should never open that book, and nothing on earth could have persuaded me to buy it. Fearful lest curiosity might tempt me to open it, I had never even looked at it in book-stores. If I ever had had any curiosity to read it, the awful tragedy of young Castaigne, whom I knew, prevented me from exploring its wicked pages. I had always refused to listen to any description of it, and indeed, nobody ever ventured to discuss the second part aloud, so I had absolutely no knowledge of what those leaves might reveal. I stared at the poisonous mottled binding as I would at a snake.

Dont touch it, Tessie, I said; come down.

Of course my admonition was enough to arouse her curiosity, and before I could prevent it she took the book and, laughing, danced off into the studio with it. I called to her, but she slipped away with a tormenting smile at my helpless hands, and I followed her with some impatience.

Tessie! I cried, entering the library, listen, I am serious. Put that book away. I do not wish you to open it! The library was empty. I went into both drawing-rooms, then into the bedrooms, laundry, kitchen, and finally returned to the library and began a systematic search. She had hidden herself so well that it was half-an-hour later when I discovered her crouching white and silent by the latticed window in the store-room above. At the first glance I saw she had been punished for her foolishness. The King in Yellow lay at her feet, but the book was open at the second part. I looked at Tessie and saw it was too late. She had opened The King in Yellow. Then I took her by the hand and led her into the studio. She seemed dazed, and when I told her to lie down on the sofa she obeyed me without a word. After a while she closed her eyes and her breathing became regular and deep, but I could not determine whether or not she slept. For a long while I sat silently beside her, but she neither stirred nor spoke, and at last I rose, and, entering the unused store-room, took the book in my least injured hand. It seemed heavy as lead, but I carried it into the studio again, and sitting down on the rug beside the sofa, opened it and read it through from beginning to end.

When, faint with excess of my emotions, I dropped the volume and leaned wearily back against the sofa, Tessie opened her eyes and looked at me....



We had been speaking for some time in a dull monotonous strain before I realized that we were discussing The King in Yellow. Oh the sin of writing such words, — words which are clear as crystal, limpid and musical as bubbling springs, words which sparkle and glow like the poisoned diamonds of the Medicis! Oh the wickedness, the hopeless damnation of a soul who could fascinate and paralyze human creatures with such words, — words understood by the ignorant and wise alike, words which are more precious than jewels, more soothing than music, more awful than death!

We talked on, unmindful of the gathering shadows, and she was begging me to throw away the clasp of black onyx quaintly inlaid with what we now knew to be the Yellow Sign. I never shall know why I refused, though even at this hour, here in my bedroom as I write this confession, I should be glad to know what it was that prevented me from tearing the Yellow Sign from my breast and casting it into the fire. I am sure I wished to do so, and yet Tessie pleaded with me in vain. Night fell and the hours dragged on, but still we murmured to each other of the King and the Pallid Mask, and midnight sounded from the misty spires in the fog-wrapped city. We spoke of Hastur and of Cassilda, while outside the fog rolled against the blank window-panes as the cloud waves roll and break on the shores of Hali.

The house was very silent now, and not a sound came up from the misty streets. Tessie lay among the cushions, her face a grey blot in the gloom, but her hands were clasped in mine, and I knew that she knew and read my thoughts as I read hers, for we had understood the mystery of the Hyades and the Phantom of Truth was laid. Then as we answered each other, swiftly, silently, thought on thought, the shadows stirred in the gloom about us, and far in the distant streets we heard a sound. Nearer and nearer it came, the dull crunching of wheels, nearer and yet nearer, and now, outside before the door it ceased, and I dragged myself to the window and saw a black-plumed hearse. The gate below opened and shut, and I crept shaking to my door and bolted it, but I knew no bolts, no locks, could keep that creature out who was coming for the Yellow Sign. And now I heard him moving very softly along the hall. Now he was at the door, and the bolts rotted at his touch. Now he had entered. With eyes starting from my head I peered into the darkness, but when he came into the room I did not see him. It was only when I felt him envelope me in his cold soft grasp that I cried out and struggled with deadly fury, but my hands were useless and he tore the onyx clasp from my coat and struck me full in the face. Then, as I fell, I heard Tessies soft cry and her spirit fled: and even while falling I longed to follow her, for I knew that the King in Yellow had opened his tattered mantle and there was only God to cry to now.

I could tell more, but I cannot see what help it will be to the world. As for me, I am past human help or hope. As I lie here, writing, careless even whether or not I die before I finish, I can see the doctor gathering up his powders and phials with a vague gesture to the good priest beside me, which I understand.

They will be very curious to know the tragedy — they of the outside world who write books and print millions of newspapers, but I shall write no more, and the father confessor will seal my last words with the seal of sanctity when his holy office is done. They of the outside world may send their creatures into wrecked homes and death-smitten firesides, and their newspapers will batten on blood and tears, but with me their spies must halt before the confessional. They know that Tessie is dead and that I am dying. They know how the people in the house, aroused by an infernal scream, rushed into my room and found one living and two dead, but they do not know what I shall tell them now; they do not know that the doctor said as he pointed to a horrible decomposed heap on the floor — the livid corpse of the watchman from the church: I have no theory, no explanation. That man must have been dead for months!



I think I am dying. I wish the priest would — 


THE DEMOISELLE DYS
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MAIS JE CROY que je

Suis descendu on puiz

Ténébreux onquel disoit

Heraclytus estre Vereté cachée.

There be three things which are too wonderful for me, yea, four which I know not:

The way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way of a man with a maid.

I

The utter desolation of the scene began to have its effect; I sat down to face the situation and, if possible, recall to mind some landmark which might aid me in extricating myself from my present position. If I could only find the ocean again all would be clear, for I knew one could see the island of Groix from the cliffs.

I laid down my gun, and kneeling behind a rock lighted a pipe. Then I looked at my watch. It was nearly four oclock. I might have wandered far from Kerselec since daybreak.

Standing the day before on the cliffs below Kerselec with Goulven, looking out over the sombre moors among which I had now lost my way, these downs had appeared to me level as a meadow, stretching to the horizon, and although I knew how deceptive is distance, I could not realize that what from Kerselec seemed to be mere grassy hollows were great valleys covered with gorse and heather, and what looked like scattered boulders were in reality enormous cliffs of granite.

Its a bad place for a stranger, old Goulven had said: youd better take a guide; and I had replied, I shall not lose myself. Now I knew that I had lost myself, as I sat there smoking, with the sea-wind blowing in my face. On every side stretched the moorland, covered with flowering gorse and heath and granite boulders. There was not a tree in sight, much less a house. After a while, I picked up the gun, and turning my back on the sun tramped on again.

There was little use in following any of the brawling streams which every now and then crossed my path, for, instead of flowing into the sea, they ran inland to reedy pools in the hollows of the moors. I had followed several, but they all led me to swamps or silent little ponds from which the snipe rose peeping and wheeled away in an ecstasy of fright. I began to feel fatigued, and the gun galled my shoulder in spite of the double pads. The sun sank lower and lower, shining level across yellow gorse and the moorland pools.

As I walked my own gigantic shadow led me on, seeming to lengthen at every step. The gorse scraped against my leggings, crackled beneath my feet, showering the brown earth with blossoms, and the brake bowed and billowed along my path. From tufts of heath rabbits scurried away through the bracken, and among the swamp grass I heard the wild ducks drowsy quack. Once a fox stole across my path, and again, as I stooped to drink at a hurrying rill, a heron flapped heavily from the reeds beside me. I turned to look at the sun. It seemed to touch the edges of the plain. When at last I decided that it was useless to go on, and that I must make up my mind to spend at least one night on the moors, I threw myself down thoroughly fagged out. The evening sunlight slanted warm across my body, but the sea-winds began to rise, and I felt a chill strike through me from my wet shooting-boots. High overhead gulls were wheeling and tossing like bits of white paper; from some distant marsh a solitary curlew called. Little by little the sun sank into the plain, and the zenith flushed with the after-glow. I watched the sky change from palest gold to pink and then to smouldering fire. Clouds of midges danced above me, and high in the calm air a bat dipped and soared. My eyelids began to droop. Then as I shook off the drowsiness a sudden crash among the bracken roused me. I raised my eyes. A great bird hung quivering in the air above my face. For an instant I stared, incapable of motion; then something leaped past me in the ferns and the bird rose, wheeled, and pitched headlong into the brake.

I was on my feet in an instant peering through the gorse. There came the sound of a struggle from a bunch of heather close by, and then all was quiet. I stepped forward, my gun poised, but when I came to the heather the gun fell under my arm again, and I stood motionless in silent astonishment. A dead hare lay on the ground, and on the hare stood a magnificent falcon, one talon buried in the creatures neck, the other planted firmly on its limp flank. But what astonished me, was not the mere sight of a falcon sitting upon its prey. I had seen that more than once. It was that the falcon was fitted with a sort of leash about both talons, and from the leash hung a round bit of metal like a sleigh-bell. The bird turned its fierce yellow eyes on me, and then stooped and struck its curved beak into the quarry. At the same instant hurried steps sounded among the heather, and a girl sprang into the covert in front. Without a glance at me she walked up to the falcon, and passing her gloved hand under its breast, raised it from the quarry. Then she deftly slipped a small hood over the birds head, and holding it out on her gauntlet, stooped and picked up the hare.

She passed a cord about the animals legs and fastened the end of the thong to her girdle. Then she started to retrace her steps through the covert. As she passed me I raised my cap and she acknowledged my presence with a scarcely perceptible inclination. I had been so astonished, so lost in admiration of the scene before my eyes, that it had not occurred to me that here was my salvation. But as she moved away I recollected that unless I wanted to sleep on a windy moor that night I had better recover my speech without delay. At my first word she hesitated, and as I stepped before her I thought a look of fear came into her beautiful eyes. But as I humbly explained my unpleasant plight, her face flushed and she looked at me in wonder.

Surely you did not come from Kerselec! she repeated.

Her sweet voice had no trace of the Breton accent nor of any accent which I knew, and yet there was something in it I seemed to have heard before, something quaint and indefinable, like the theme of an old song.

I explained that I was an American, unacquainted with Finistère, shooting there for my own amusement.

An American, she repeated in the same quaint musical tones. I have never before seen an American.

For a moment she stood silent, then looking at me she said. If you should walk all night you could not reach Kerselec now, even if you had a guide.

This was pleasant news.

But, I began, if I could only find a peasants hut where I might get something to eat, and shelter.

The falcon on her wrist fluttered and shook its head. The girl smoothed its glossy back and glanced at me.

Look around, she said gently. Can you see the end of these moors? Look, north, south, east, west. Can you see anything but moorland and bracken?

No, I said.

The moor is wild and desolate. It is easy to enter, but sometimes they who enter never leave it. There are no peasants huts here.

Well, I said, if you will tell me in which direction Kerselec lies, to-morrow it will take me no longer to go back than it has to come.

She looked at me again with an expression almost like pity.

Ah, she said, to come is easy and takes hours; to go is different — and may take centuries.

I stared at her in amazement but decided that I had misunderstood her. Then before I had time to speak she drew a whistle from her belt and sounded it.

Sit down and rest, she said to me; you have come a long distance and are tired.

She gathered up her pleated skirts and motioning me to follow picked her dainty way through the gorse to a flat rock among the ferns.

They will be here directly, she said, and taking a seat at one end of the rock invited me to sit down on the other edge. The after-glow was beginning to fade in the sky and a single star twinkled faintly through the rosy haze. A long wavering triangle of water-fowl drifted southward over our heads, and from the swamps around plover were calling.

They are very beautiful — these moors, she said quietly.

Beautiful, but cruel to strangers, I answered.

Beautiful and cruel, she repeated dreamily, beautiful and cruel.

Like a woman, I said stupidly.

Oh, she cried with a little catch in her breath, and looked at me. Her dark eyes met mine, and I thought she seemed angry or frightened.

Like a woman, she repeated under her breath, How cruel to say so! Then after a pause, as though speaking aloud to herself, How cruel for him to say that!

I dont know what sort of an apology I offered for my inane, though harmless speech, but I know that she seemed so troubled about it that I began to think I had said something very dreadful without knowing it, and remembered with horror the pitfalls and snares which the French language sets for foreigners. While I was trying to imagine what I might have said, a sound of voices came across the moor, and the girl rose to her feet.

No, she said, with a trace of a smile on her pale face, I will not accept your apologies, monsieur, but I must prove you wrong, and that shall be my revenge. Look. Here come Hastur and Raoul.

Two men loomed up in the twilight. One had a sack across his shoulders and the other carried a hoop before him as a waiter carries a tray. The hoop was fastened with straps to his shoulders, and around the edge of the circlet sat three hooded falcons fitted with tinkling bells. The girl stepped up to the falconer, and with a quick turn of her wrist transferred her falcon to the hoop, where it quickly sidled off and nestled among its mates, who shook their hooded heads and ruffled their feathers till the belled jesses tinkled again. The other man stepped forward and bowing respectfully took up the hare and dropped it into the game-sack.

These are my piqueurs, said the girl, turning to me with a gentle dignity. Raoul is a good fauconnier, and I shall some day make him grand veneur. Hastur is incomparable.

The two silent men saluted me respectfully.

Did I not tell you, monsieur, that I should prove you wrong? she continued. This, then, is my revenge, that you do me the courtesy of accepting food and shelter at my own house.

Before I could answer she spoke to the falconers, who started instantly across the heath, and with a gracious gesture to me she followed. I dont know whether I made her understand how profoundly grateful I felt, but she seemed pleased to listen, as we walked over the dewy heather.

Are you not very tired? she asked.

I had clean forgotten my fatigue in her presence, and I told her so.

Dont you think your gallantry is a little old-fashioned? she said; and when I looked confused and humbled, she added quietly, Oh, I like it, I like everything old-fashioned, and it is delightful to hear you say such pretty things.

The moorland around us was very still now under its ghostly sheet of mist. The plovers had ceased their calling; the crickets and all the little creatures of the fields were silent as we passed, yet it seemed to me as if I could hear them beginning again far behind us. Well in advance, the two tall falconers strode across the heather, and the faint jingling of the hawks bells came to our ears in distant murmuring chimes.

Suddenly a splendid hound dashed out of the mist in front, followed by another and another until half-a-dozen or more were bounding and leaping around the girl beside me. She caressed and quieted them with her gloved hand, speaking to them in quaint terms which I remembered to have seen in old French manuscripts.

Then the falcons on the circlet borne by the falconer ahead began to beat their wings and scream, and from somewhere out of sight the notes of a hunting-horn floated across the moor. The hounds sprang away before us and vanished in the twilight, the falcons flapped and squealed upon their perch, and the girl, taking up the song of the horn, began to hum. Clear and mellow her voice sounded in the night air.

Chasseur, chasseur, chassez encore,

Quittez Rosette et Jeanneton,

Tonton, tonton, tontaine, tonton,

Ou, pour, rabattre, dès laurore,

Que les Amours soient de planton,

Tonton, tontaine, tonton.

As I listened to her lovely voice a grey mass which rapidly grew more distinct loomed up in front, and the horn rang out joyously through the tumult of the hounds and falcons. A torch glimmered at a gate, a light streamed through an opening door, and we stepped upon a wooden bridge which trembled under our feet and rose creaking and straining behind us as we passed over the moat and into a small stone court, walled on every side. From an open doorway a man came and, bending in salutation, presented a cup to the girl beside me. She took the cup and touched it with her lips, then lowering it turned to me and said in a low voice, I bid you welcome.

At that moment one of the falconers came with another cup, but before handing it to me, presented it to the girl, who tasted it. The falconer made a gesture to receive it, but she hesitated a moment, and then, stepping forward, offered me the cup with her own hands. I felt this to be an act of extraordinary graciousness, but hardly knew what was expected of me, and did not raise it to my lips at once. The girl flushed crimson. I saw that I must act quickly.

Mademoiselle, I faltered, a stranger whom you have saved from dangers he may never realize empties this cup to the gentlest and loveliest hostess of France.

In His name, she murmured, crossing herself as I drained the cup. Then stepping into the doorway she turned to me with a pretty gesture and, taking my hand in hers, led me into the house, saying again and again: You are very welcome, indeed you are welcome to the Château dYs.

II

I awoke next morning with the music of the horn in my ears, and leaping out of the ancient bed, went to a curtained window where the sunlight filtered through little deep-set panes. The horn ceased as I looked into the court below.

A man who might have been brother to the two falconers of the night before stood in the midst of a pack of hounds. A curved horn was strapped over his back, and in his hand he held a long-lashed whip. The dogs whined and yelped, dancing around him in anticipation; there was the stamp of horses, too, in the walled yard.

Mount! cried a voice in Breton, and with a clatter of hoofs the two falconers, with falcons upon their wrists, rode into the courtyard among the hounds. Then I heard another voice which sent the blood throbbing through my heart: Piriou Louis, hunt the hounds well and spare neither spur nor whip. Thou Raoul and thou Gaston, see that the epervier does not prove himself niais, and if it be best in your judgment, faites courtoisie à loiseau. Jardiner un oiseau, like the mué there on Hasturs wrist, is not difficult, but thou, Raoul, mayest not find it so simple to govern that hagard. Twice last week he foamed au vif and lost the beccade although he is used to the leurre. The bird acts like a stupid branchier. Paître un hagard nest pas si facile.

Was I dreaming? The old language of falconry which I had read in yellow manuscripts — the old forgotten French of the middle ages was sounding in my ears while the hounds bayed and the hawks bells tinkled accompaniment to the stamping horses. She spoke again in the sweet forgotten language:

If you would rather attach the longe and leave thy hagard au bloc, Raoul, I shall say nothing; for it were a pity to spoil so fair a days sport with an ill-trained sors. Essimer abaisser, — it is possibly the best way. Ça lui donnera des reins. I was perhaps hasty with the bird. It takes time to pass à la filière and the exercises descap.

Then the falconer Raoul bowed in his stirrups and replied: If it be the pleasure of Mademoiselle, I shall keep the hawk.

It is my wish, she answered. Falconry I know, but you have yet to give me many a lesson in Autourserie, my poor Raoul. Sieur Piriou Louis mount!

The huntsman sprang into an archway and in an instant returned, mounted upon a strong black horse, followed by a piqueur also mounted.

Ah! she cried joyously, speed Glemarec René! speed! speed all! Sound thy horn, Sieur Piriou!

The silvery music of the hunting-horn filled the courtyard, the hounds sprang through the gateway and galloping hoof-beats plunged out of the paved court; loud on the drawbridge, suddenly muffled, then lost in the heather and bracken of the moors. Distant and more distant sounded the horn, until it became so faint that the sudden carol of a soaring lark drowned it in my ears. I heard the voice below responding to some call from within the house.

I do not regret the chase, I will go another time. Courtesy to the stranger, Pelagie, remember!

And a feeble voice came quavering from within the house, Courtoisie

I stripped, and rubbed myself from head to foot in the huge earthen basin of icy water which stood upon the stone floor at the foot of my bed. Then I looked about for my clothes. They were gone, but on a settle near the door lay a heap of garments which I inspected with astonishment. As my clothes had vanished, I was compelled to attire myself in the costume which had evidently been placed there for me to wear while my own clothes dried. Everything was there, cap, shoes, and hunting doublet of silvery grey homespun; but the close-fitting costume and seamless shoes belonged to another century, and I remembered the strange costumes of the three falconers in the courtyard. I was sure that it was not the modern dress of any portion of France or Brittany; but not until I was dressed and stood before a mirror between the windows did I realize that I was clothed much more like a young huntsman of the middle ages than like a Breton of that day. I hesitated and picked up the cap. Should I go down and present myself in that strange guise? There seemed to be no help for it, my own clothes were gone and there was no bell in the ancient chamber to call a servant; so I contented myself with removing a short hawks feather from the cap, and, opening the door, went downstairs.

By the fireplace in the large room at the foot of the stairs an old Breton woman sat spinning with a distaff. She looked up at me when I appeared, and, smiling frankly, wished me health in the Breton language, to which I laughingly replied in French. At the same moment my hostess appeared and returned my salutation with a grace and dignity that sent a thrill to my heart. Her lovely head with its dark curly hair was crowned with a head-dress which set all doubts as to the epoch of my own costume at rest. Her slender figure was exquisitely set off in the homespun hunting-gown edged with silver, and on her gauntlet-covered wrist she bore one of her petted hawks. With perfect simplicity she took my hand and led me into the garden in the court, and seating herself before a table invited me very sweetly to sit beside her. Then she asked me in her soft quaint accent how I had passed the night, and whether I was very much inconvenienced by wearing the clothes which old Pelagie had put there for me while I slept. I looked at my own clothes and shoes, drying in the sun by the garden-wall, and hated them. What horrors they were compared with the graceful costume which I now wore! I told her this laughing, but she agreed with me very seriously.

We will throw them away, she said in a quiet voice. In my astonishment I attempted to explain that I not only could not think of accepting clothes from anybody, although for all I knew it might be the custom of hospitality in that part of the country, but that I should cut an impossible figure if I returned to France clothed as I was then.

She laughed and tossed her pretty head, saying something in old French which I did not understand, and then Pelagie trotted out with a tray on which stood two bowls of milk, a loaf of white bread, fruit, a platter of honey-comb, and a flagon of deep red wine. You see I have not yet broken my fast because I wished you to eat with me. But I am very hungry, she smiled.

I would rather die than forget one word of what you have said! I blurted out, while my cheeks burned. She will think me mad, I added to myself, but she turned to me with sparkling eyes.

Ah! she murmured. Then Monsieur knows all that there is of chivalry—

She crossed herself and broke bread. I sat and watched her white hands, not daring to raise my eyes to hers.

Will you not eat? she asked. Why do you look so troubled?

Ah, why? I knew it now. I knew I would give my life to touch with my lips those rosy palms — I understood now that from the moment when I looked into her dark eyes there on the moor last night I had loved her. My great and sudden passion held me speechless.



Are you ill at ease? she asked again.

Then, like a man who pronounces his own doom, I answered in a low voice: Yes, I am ill at ease for love of you. And as she did not stir nor answer, the same power moved my lips in spite of me and I said, I, who am unworthy of the lightest of your thoughts, I who abuse hospitality and repay your gentle courtesy with bold presumption, I love you.

She leaned her head upon her hands, and answered softly, I love you. Your words are very dear to me. I love you.

Then I shall win you.

Win me, she replied.

But all the time I had been sitting silent, my face turned toward her. She, also silent, her sweet face resting on her upturned palm, sat facing me, and as her eyes looked into mine I knew that neither she nor I had spoken human speech; but I knew that her soul had answered mine, and I drew myself up feeling youth and joyous love coursing through every vein. She, with a bright colour in her lovely face, seemed as one awakened from a dream, and her eyes sought mine with a questioning glance which made me tremble with delight. We broke our fast, speaking of ourselves. I told her my name and she told me hers, the Demoiselle Jeanne dYs.

She spoke of her father and mothers death, and how the nineteen of her years had been passed in the little fortified farm alone with her nurse Pelagie, Glemarec René the piqueur, and the four falconers, Raoul, Gaston, Hastur, and the Sieur Piriou Louis, who had served her father. She had never been outside the moorland — never even had seen a human soul before, except the falconers and Pelagie. She did not know how she had heard of Kerselec; perhaps the falconers had spoken of it. She knew the legends of Loup Garou and Jeanne la Flamme from her nurse Pelagie. She embroidered and spun flax. Her hawks and hounds were her only distraction. When she had met me there on the moor she had been so frightened that she almost dropped at the sound of my voice. She had, it was true, seen ships at sea from the cliffs, but as far as the eye could reach the moors over which she galloped were destitute of any sign of human life. There was a legend which old Pelagie told, how anybody once lost in the unexplored moorland might never return, because the moors were enchanted. She did not know whether it was true, she never had thought about it until she met me. She did not know whether the falconers had even been outside, or whether they could go if they would. The books in the house which Pelagie, the nurse, had taught her to read were hundreds of years old.

All this she told me with a sweet seriousness seldom seen in any one but children. My own name she found easy to pronounce, and insisted, because my first name was Philip, I must have French blood in me. She did not seem curious to learn anything about the outside world, and I thought perhaps she considered it had forfeited her interest and respect from the stories of her nurse.

We were still sitting at the table, and she was throwing grapes to the small field birds which came fearlessly to our very feet.

I began to speak in a vague way of going, but she would not hear of it, and before I knew it I had promised to stay a week and hunt with hawk and hound in their company. I also obtained permission to come again from Kerselec and visit her after my return.



Why, she said innocently, I do not know what I should do if you never came back; and I, knowing that I had no right to awaken her with the sudden shock which the avowal of my own love would bring to her, sat silent, hardly daring to breathe.

You will come very often? she asked.

Very often, I said.

Every day?

Every day.

Oh, she sighed, I am very happy. Come and see my hawks.

She rose and took my hand again with a childlike innocence of possession, and we walked through the garden and fruit trees to a grassy lawn which was bordered by a brook. Over the lawn were scattered fifteen or twenty stumps of trees — partially imbedded in the grass — and upon all of these except two sat falcons. They were attached to the stumps by thongs which were in turn fastened with steel rivets to their legs just above the talons. A little stream of pure spring water flowed in a winding course within easy distance of each perch.

The birds set up a clamour when the girl appeared, but she went from one to another, caressing some, taking others for an instant upon her wrist, or stooping to adjust their jesses.

Are they not pretty? she said. See, here is a falcon-gentil. We call it ignoble, because it takes the quarry in direct chase. This is a blue falcon. In falconry we call it noble because it rises over the quarry, and wheeling, drops upon it from above. This white bird is a gerfalcon from the north. It is also noble! Here is a merlin, and this tiercelet is a falcon-heroner.

I asked her how she had learned the old language of falconry. She did not remember, but thought her father must have taught it to her when she was very young.

Then she led me away and showed me the young falcons still in the nest. They are termed niais in falconry, she explained. A branchier is the young bird which is just able to leave the nest and hop from branch to branch. A young bird which has not yet moulted is called a sors, and a mué is a hawk which has moulted in captivity. When we catch a wild falcon which has changed its plumage we term it a hagard. Raoul first taught me to dress a falcon. Shall I teach you how it is done?

She seated herself on the bank of the stream among the falcons and I threw myself at her feet to listen.

Then the Demoiselle dYs held up one rosy-tipped finger and began very gravely.

First one must catch the falcon.

I am caught, I answered.

She laughed very prettily and told me my dressage would perhaps be difficult, as I was noble.

I am already tamed, I replied; jessed and belled.

She laughed, delighted. Oh, my brave falcon; then you will return at my call?

I am yours, I answered gravely.

She sat silent for a moment. Then the colour heightened in her cheeks and she held up her finger again, saying, Listen; I wish to speak of falconry—

I listen, Countess Jeanne dYs.

But again she fell into the reverie, and her eyes seemed fixed on something beyond the summer clouds.

Philip, she said at last.

Jeanne, I whispered.

That is all, — that is what I wished, she sighed,— Philip and Jeanne.

She held her hand toward me and I touched it with my lips.

Win me, she said, but this time it was the body and soul which spoke in unison.

After a while she began again: Let us speak of falconry.

Begin, I replied; we have caught the falcon.

Then Jeanne dYs took my hand in both of hers and told me how with infinite patience the young falcon was taught to perch upon the wrist, how little by little it became used to the belled jesses and the chaperon à cornette.

They must first have a good appetite, she said; then little by little I reduce their nourishment; which in falconry we call pât. When, after many nights passed au bloc as these birds are now, I prevail upon the hagard to stay quietly on the wrist, then the bird is ready to be taught to come for its food. I fix the pât to the end of a thong, or leurre, and teach the bird to come to me as soon as I begin to whirl the cord in circles about my head. At first I drop the pât when the falcon comes, and he eats the food on the ground. After a little he will learn to seize the leurre in motion as I whirl it around my head or drag it over the ground. After this it is easy to teach the falcon to strike at game, always remembering to faire courtoisie á loiseau, that is, to allow the bird to taste the quarry.

A squeal from one of the falcons interrupted her, and she arose to adjust the longe which had become whipped about the bloc, but the bird still flapped its wings and screamed.

What is the matter? she said. Philip, can you see?

I looked around and at first saw nothing to cause the commotion, which was now heightened by the screams and flapping of all the birds. Then my eye fell upon the flat rock beside the stream from which the girl had risen. A grey serpent was moving slowly across the surface of the boulder, and the eyes in its flat triangular head sparkled like jet.

A couleuvre, she said quietly.

It is harmless, is it not? I asked.

She pointed to the black V-shaped figure on the neck.

It is certain death, she said; it is a viper.

We watched the reptile moving slowly over the smooth rock to where the sunlight fell in a broad warm patch.

I started forward to examine it, but she clung to my arm crying, Dont, Philip, I am afraid.

For me?

For you, Philip, — I love you.

Then I took her in my arms and kissed her on the lips, but all I could say was: Jeanne, Jeanne, Jeanne. And as she lay trembling on my breast, something struck my foot in the grass below, but I did not heed it. Then again something struck my ankle, and a sharp pain shot through me. I looked into the sweet face of Jeanne dYs and kissed her, and with all my strength lifted her in my arms and flung her from me. Then bending, I tore the viper from my ankle and set my heel upon its head. I remember feeling weak and numb, — I remember falling to the ground. Through my slowly glazing eyes I saw Jeannes white face bending close to mine, and when the light in my eyes went out I still felt her arms about my neck, and her soft cheek against my drawn lips.



When I opened my eyes, I looked around in terror. Jeanne was gone. I saw the stream and the flat rock; I saw the crushed viper in the grass beside me, but the hawks and blocs had disappeared. I sprang to my feet. The garden, the fruit trees, the drawbridge and the walled court were gone. I stared stupidly at a heap of crumbling ruins, ivy-covered and grey, through which great trees had pushed their way. I crept forward, dragging my numbed foot, and as I moved, a falcon sailed from the tree-tops among the ruins, and soaring, mounting in narrowing circles, faded and vanished in the clouds above.

Jeanne, Jeanne, I cried, but my voice died on my lips, and I fell on my knees among the weeds. And as God willed it, I, not knowing, had fallen kneeling before a crumbling shrine carved in stone for our Mother of Sorrows. I saw the sad face of the Virgin wrought in the cold stone. I saw the cross and thorns at her feet, and beneath it I read:

PRAY FOR THE SOUL OF THE
DEMOISELLE JEANNE DYs,
WHO DIED
IN HER YOUTH FOR LOVE OF
PHILIP, A STRANGER.
A.D. 1573.

But upon the icy slab lay a womans glove still warm and fragrant.


THE PROPHETS PARADISE
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IF BUT THE Vine and Love Abjuring Band

Are in the Prophets Paradise to stand,

Alack, I doubt the Prophets Paradise,

Were empty as the hollow of ones hand.

THE STUDIO

He smiled, saying, Seek her throughout the world.

I said, Why tell me of the world? My world is here, between these walls and the sheet of glass above; here among gilded flagons and dull jewelled arms, tarnished frames and canvasses, black chests and high-backed chairs, quaintly carved and stained in blue and gold.

For whom do you wait? he said, and I answered, When she comes I shall know her.

On my hearth a tongue of flame whispered secrets to the whitening ashes. In the street below I heard footsteps, a voice, and a song.

For whom then do you wait? he said, and I answered, I shall know her.

Footsteps, a voice, and a song in the street below, and I knew the song but neither the steps nor the voice.

Fool! he cried, the song is the same, the voice and steps have but changed with years!

On the hearth a tongue of flame whispered above the whitening ashes: Wait no more; they have passed, the steps and the voice in the street below.

Then he smiled, saying, For whom do you wait? Seek her throughout the world!

I answered, My world is here, between these walls and the sheet of glass above; here among gilded flagons and dull jewelled arms, tarnished frames and canvasses, black chests and high-backed chairs, quaintly carved and stained in blue and gold.

THE PHANTOM

The Phantom of the Past would go no further.

If it is true, she sighed, that you find in me a friend, let us turn back together. You will forget, here, under the summer sky.

I held her close, pleading, caressing; I seized her, white with anger, but she resisted.

If it is true, she sighed, that you find in me a friend, let us turn back together.

The Phantom of the Past would go no further.

THE SACRIFICE

I went into a field of flowers, whose petals are whiter than snow and whose hearts are pure gold.

Far afield a woman cried, I have killed him I loved! and from a jar she poured blood upon the flowers whose petals are whiter than snow and whose hearts are pure gold.

Far afield I followed, and on the jar I read a thousand names, while from within the fresh blood bubbled to the brim.

I have killed him I loved! she cried. The worlds athirst; now let it drink! She passed, and far afield I watched her pouring blood upon the flowers whose petals are whiter than snow and whose hearts are pure gold.

DESTINY

I came to the bridge which few may pass.

Pass! cried the keeper, but I laughed, saying, There is time; and he smiled and shut the gates.

To the bridge which few may pass came young and old. All were refused. Idly I stood and counted them, until, wearied of their noise and lamentations, I came again to the bridge which few may pass.

Those in the throng about the gates shrieked out, He comes too late! But I laughed, saying, There is time.

Pass! cried the keeper as I entered; then smiled and shut the gates.

THE THRONG

There, where the throng was thickest in the street, I stood with Pierrot. All eyes were turned on me.

What are they laughing at? I asked, but he grinned, dusting the chalk from my black cloak. I cannot see; it must be something droll, perhaps an honest thief!

All eyes were turned on me.

He has robbed you of your purse! they laughed.

My purse! I cried; Pierrot — help! it is a thief!

They laughed: He has robbed you of your purse!

Then Truth stepped out, holding a mirror. If he is an honest thief, cried Truth, Pierrot shall find him with this mirror! but he only grinned, dusting the chalk from my black cloak.

You see, he said, Truth is an honest thief, she brings you back your mirror.

All eyes were turned on me.

Arrest Truth! I cried, forgetting it was not a mirror but a purse I lost, standing with Pierrot, there, where the throng was thickest in the street.

THE JESTER

Was she fair? I asked, but he only chuckled, listening to the bells jingling on his cap.

Stabbed, he tittered. Think of the long journey, the days of peril, the dreadful nights! Think how he wandered, for her sake, year after year, through hostile lands, yearning for kith and kin, yearning for her!

Stabbed, he tittered, listening to the bells jingling on his cap.

Was she fair? I asked, but he only snarled, muttering to the bells jingling on his cap.

She kissed him at the gate, he tittered, but in the hall his brothers welcome touched his heart.

Was she fair? I asked.

Stabbed, he chuckled. Think of the long journey, the days of peril, the dreadful nights! Think how he wandered, for her sake, year after year through hostile lands, yearning for kith and kin, yearning for her!

She kissed him at the gate, but in the hall his brothers welcome touched his heart.

Was she fair? I asked; but he only snarled, listening to the bells jingling in his cap.

THE GREEN ROOM

The Clown turned his powdered face to the mirror.

If to be fair is to be beautiful, he said, who can compare with me in my white mask?

Who can compare with him in his white mask? I asked of Death beside me.

Who can compare with me? said Death, for I am paler still.

You are very beautiful, sighed the Clown, turning his powdered face from the mirror.

THE LOVE TEST

If it is true that you love, said Love, then wait no longer. Give her these jewels which would dishonour her and so dishonour you in loving one dishonoured. If it is true that you love, said Love, then wait no longer.

I took the jewels and went to her, but she trod upon them, sobbing: Teach me to wait — I love you!

Then wait, if it is true, said Love.


THE STREET OF THE FOUR WINDS
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FERME TES YEUX à demi,

Croise tes bras sur ton sein,

Et de ton cœur endormi

Chasse à jamais tout dessein.



Je chante la nature,

Les étoiles du soir, les larmes du matin,

Les couchers de soleil à lhorizon lointain,

Le ciel qui parle au cœur dexistence future!

I

The animal paused on the threshold, interrogative alert, ready for flight if necessary. Severn laid down his palette, and held out a hand of welcome. The cat remained motionless, her yellow eyes fastened upon Severn.

Puss, he said, in his low, pleasant voice, come in.

The tip of her thin tail twitched uncertainly.

Come in, he said again.

Apparently she found his voice reassuring, for she slowly settled upon all fours, her eyes still fastened upon him, her tail tucked under her gaunt flanks.

He rose from his easel smiling. She eyed him quietly, and when he walked toward her she watched him bend above her without a wince; her eyes followed his hand until it touched her head. Then she uttered a ragged mew.

It had long been Severns custom to converse with animals, probably because he lived so much alone; and now he said, Whats the matter, puss?

Her timid eyes sought his.

I understand, he said gently, you shall have it at once.

Then moving quietly about he busied himself with the duties of a host, rinsed a saucer, filled it with the rest of the milk from the bottle on the window-sill, and kneeling down, crumbled a roll into the hollow of his hand.

The creature rose and crept toward the saucer.

With the handle of a palette-knife he stirred the crumbs and milk together and stepped back as she thrust her nose into the mess. He watched her in silence. From time to time the saucer clinked upon the tiled floor as she reached for a morsel on the rim; and at last the bread was all gone, and her purple tongue travelled over every unlicked spot until the saucer shone like polished marble. Then she sat up, and coolly turning her back to him, began her ablutions.

Keep it up, said Severn, much interested, you need it.

She flattened one ear, but neither turned nor interrupted her toilet. As the grime was slowly removed Severn observed that nature had intended her for a white cat. Her fur had disappeared in patches, from disease or the chances of war, her tail was bony and her spine sharp. But what charms she had were becoming apparent under vigorous licking, and he waited until she had finished before re-opening the conversation. When at last she closed her eyes and folded her forepaws under her breast, he began again very gently: Puss, tell me your troubles.

At the sound of his voice she broke into a harsh rumbling which he recognized as an attempt to purr. He bent over to rub her cheek and she mewed again, an amiable inquiring little mew, to which he replied, Certainly, you are greatly improved, and when you recover your plumage you will be a gorgeous bird. Much flattered, she stood up and marched around and around his legs, pushing her head between them and making pleased remarks, to which he responded with grave politeness.

Now, what sent you here, he said— here into the Street of the Four Winds, and up five flights to the very door where you would be welcome? What was it that prevented your meditated flight when I turned from my canvas to encounter your yellow eyes? Are you a Latin Quarter cat as I am a Latin Quarter man? And why do you wear a rose-coloured flowered garter buckled about your neck? The cat had climbed into his lap, and now sat purring as he passed his hand over her thin coat.

Excuse me, he continued in lazy soothing tones, harmonizing with her purring, if I seem indelicate, but I cannot help musing on this rose-coloured garter, flowered so quaintly and fastened with a silver clasp. For the clasp is silver; I can see the mint mark on the edge, as is prescribed by the law of the French Republic. Now, why is this garter woven of rose silk and delicately embroidered, — why is this silken garter with its silver clasp about your famished throat? Am I indiscreet when I inquire if its owner is your owner? Is she some aged dame living in memory of youthful vanities, fond, doting on you, decorating you with her intimate personal attire? The circumference of the garter would suggest this, for your neck is thin, and the garter fits you. But then again I notice — I notice most things — that the garter is capable of being much enlarged. These small silver-rimmed eyelets, of which I count five, are proof of that. And now I observe that the fifth eyelet is worn out, as though the tongue of the clasp were accustomed to lie there. That seems to argue a well-rounded form.

The cat curled her toes in contentment. The street was very still outside.

He murmured on: Why should your mistress decorate you with an article most necessary to her at all times? Anyway, at most times. How did she come to slip this bit of silk and silver about your neck? Was it the caprice of a moment, — when you, before you had lost your pristine plumpness, marched singing into her bedroom to bid her good-morning? Of course, and she sat up among the pillows, her coiled hair tumbling to her shoulders, as you sprang upon the bed purring: Good-day, my lady. Oh, it is very easy to understand, he yawned, resting his head on the back of the chair. The cat still purred, tightening and relaxing her padded claws over his knee.

Shall I tell you all about her, cat? She is very beautiful — your mistress, he murmured drowsily, and her hair is heavy as burnished gold. I could paint her, — not on canvas — for I should need shades and tones and hues and dyes more splendid than the iris of a splendid rainbow. I could only paint her with closed eyes, for in dreams alone can such colours as I need be found. For her eyes, I must have azure from skies untroubled by a cloud — the skies of dreamland. For her lips, roses from the palaces of slumberland, and for her brow, snow-drifts from mountains which tower in fantastic pinnacles to the moons; — oh, much higher than our moon here, — the crystal moons of dreamland. She is — very — beautiful, your mistress.

The words died on his lips and his eyelids drooped.

The cat, too, was asleep, her cheek turned up upon her wasted flank, her paws relaxed and limp.

II

It is fortunate, said Severn, sitting up and stretching, that we have tided over the dinner hour, for I have nothing to offer you for supper but what may be purchased with one silver franc.

The cat on his knee rose, arched her back, yawned, and looked up at him.

What shall it be? A roast chicken with salad? No? Possibly you prefer beef? Of course, — and I shall try an egg and some white bread. Now for the wines. Milk for you? Good. I shall take a little water, fresh from the wood, with a motion toward the bucket in the sink.

He put on his hat and left the room. The cat followed to the door, and after he had closed it behind him, she settled down, smelling at the cracks, and cocking one ear at every creak from the crazy old building.

The door below opened and shut. The cat looked serious, for a moment doubtful, and her ears flattened in nervous expectation. Presently she rose with a jerk of her tail and started on a noiseless tour of the studio. She sneezed at a pot of turpentine, hastily retreating to the table, which she presently mounted, and having satisfied her curiosity concerning a roll of red modelling wax, returned to the door and sat down with her eyes on the crack over the threshold. Then she lifted her voice in a thin plaint.

When Severn returned he looked grave, but the cat, joyous and demonstrative, marched around him, rubbing her gaunt body against his legs, driving her head enthusiastically into his hand, and purring until her voice mounted to a squeal.

He placed a bit of meat, wrapped in brown paper, upon the table, and with a penknife cut it into shreds. The milk he took from a bottle which had served for medicine, and poured it into the saucer on the hearth.

The cat crouched before it, purring and lapping at the same time.

He cooked his egg and ate it with a slice of bread, watching her busy with the shredded meat, and when he had finished, and had filled and emptied a cup of water from the bucket in the sink, he sat down, taking her into his lap, where she at once curled up and began her toilet. He began to speak again, touching her caressingly at times by way of emphasis.

Cat, I have found out where your mistress lives. It is not very far away; — it is here, under this same leaky roof, but in the north wing which I had supposed was uninhabited. My janitor tells me this. By chance, he is almost sober this evening. The butcher on the rue de Seine, where I bought your meat, knows you, and old Cabane the baker identified you with needless sarcasm. They tell me hard tales of your mistress which I shall not believe. They say she is idle and vain and pleasure-loving; they say she is hare-brained and reckless. The little sculptor on the ground floor, who was buying rolls from old Cabane, spoke to me to-night for the first time, although we have always bowed to each other. He said she was very good and very beautiful. He has only seen her once, and does not know her name. I thanked him; — I dont know why I thanked him so warmly. Cabane said, Into this cursed Street of the Four Winds, the four winds blow all things evil. The sculptor looked confused, but when he went out with his rolls, he said to me, I am sure, Monsieur, that she is as good as she is beautiful.

The cat had finished her toilet, and now, springing softly to the floor, went to the door and sniffed. He knelt beside her, and unclasping the garter held it for a moment in his hands. After a while he said: There is a name engraved upon the silver clasp beneath the buckle. It is a pretty name, Sylvia Elven. Sylvia is a womans name, Elven is the name of a town. In Paris, in this quarter, above all, in this Street of the Four Winds, names are worn and put away as the fashions change with the seasons. I know the little town of Elven, for there I met Fate face to face and Fate was unkind. But do you know that in Elven Fate had another name, and that name was Sylvia?

He replaced the garter and stood up looking down at the cat crouched before the closed door.

The name of Elven has a charm for me. It tells me of meadows and clear rivers. The name of Sylvia troubles me like perfume from dead flowers.

The cat mewed.

Yes, yes, he said soothingly, I will take you back. Your Sylvia is not my Sylvia; the world is wide and Elven is not unknown. Yet in the darkness and filth of poorer Paris, in the sad shadows of this ancient house, these names are very pleasant to me.



He lifted her in his arms and strode through the silent corridors to the stairs. Down five flights and into the moonlit court, past the little sculptors den, and then again in at the gate of the north wing and up the worm-eaten stairs he passed, until he came to a closed door. When he had stood knocking for a long time, something moved behind the door; it opened and he went in. The room was dark. As he crossed the threshold, the cat sprang from his arms into the shadows. He listened but heard nothing. The silence was oppressive and he struck a match. At his elbow stood a table and on the table a candle in a gilded candlestick. This he lighted, then looked around. The chamber was vast, the hangings heavy with embroidery. Over the fireplace towered a carved mantel, grey with the ashes of dead fires. In a recess by the deep-set windows stood a bed, from which the bedclothes, soft and fine as lace, trailed to the polished floor. He lifted the candle above his head. A handkerchief lay at his feet. It was faintly perfumed. He turned toward the windows. In front of them was a canapé and over it were flung, pell-mell, a gown of silk, a heap of lace-like garments, white and delicate as spiders meshes, long, crumpled gloves, and, on the floor beneath, the stockings, the little pointed shoes, and one garter of rosy silk, quaintly flowered and fitted with a silver clasp. Wondering, he stepped forward and drew the heavy curtains from the bed. For a moment the candle flared in his hand; then his eyes met two other eyes, wide open, smiling, and the candle-flame flashed over hair heavy as gold.

She was pale, but not as white as he; her eyes were untroubled as a childs; but he stared, trembling from head to foot, while the candle flickered in his hand.

At last he whispered: Sylvia, it is I.

Again he said, It is I.

Then, knowing that she was dead, he kissed her on the mouth. And through the long watches of the night the cat purred on his knee, tightening and relaxing her padded claws, until the sky paled above the Street of the Four Winds.


THE STREET OF THE FIRST SHELL

[image: img667.jpg]

BE OF GOOD Cheer, the Sullen Month will die,

And a young Moon requite us by and by:

Look how the Old one, meagre, bent, and wan

With age and Fast, is fainting from the sky.

The room was already dark. The high roofs opposite cut off what little remained of the December daylight. The girl drew her chair nearer the window, and choosing a large needle, threaded it, knotting the thread over her fingers. Then she smoothed the baby garment across her knees, and bending, bit off the thread and drew the smaller needle from where it rested in the hem. When she had brushed away the stray threads and bits of lace, she laid it again over her knees caressingly. Then she slipped the threaded needle from her corsage and passed it through a button, but as the button spun down the thread, her hand faltered, the thread snapped, and the button rolled across the floor. She raised her head. Her eyes were fixed on a strip of waning light above the chimneys. From somewhere in the city came sounds like the distant beating of drums, and beyond, far beyond, a vague muttering, now growing, swelling, rumbling in the distance like the pounding of surf upon the rocks, now like the surf again, receding, growling, menacing. The cold had become intense, a bitter piercing cold which strained and snapped at joist and beam and turned the slush of yesterday to flint. From the street below every sound broke sharp and metallic — the clatter of sabots, the rattle of shutters or the rare sound of a human voice. The air was heavy, weighted with the black cold as with a pall. To breathe was painful, to move an effort.

In the desolate sky there was something that wearied, in the brooding clouds, something that saddened. It penetrated the freezing city cut by the freezing river, the splendid city with its towers and domes, its quays and bridges and its thousand spires. It entered the squares, it seized the avenues and the palaces, stole across bridges and crept among the narrow streets of the Latin Quarter, grey under the grey of the December sky. Sadness, utter sadness. A fine icy sleet was falling, powdering the pavement with a tiny crystalline dust. It sifted against the window-panes and drifted in heaps along the sill. The light at the window had nearly failed, and the girl bent low over her work. Presently she raised her head, brushing the curls from her eyes.

Jack?

Dearest?

Dont forget to clean your palette.

He said, All right, and picking up the palette, sat down upon the floor in front of the stove. His head and shoulders were in the shadow, but the firelight fell across his knees and glimmered red on the blade of the palette-knife. Full in the firelight beside him stood a colour-box. On the lid was carved,

J. TRENT.



École des Beaux Arts.

1870.

This inscription was ornamented with an American and a French flag.

The sleet blew against the window-panes, covering them with stars and diamonds, then, melting from the warmer air within, ran down and froze again in fern-like traceries.

A dog whined and the patter of small paws sounded on the zinc behind the stove.

Jack, dear, do you think Hercules is hungry?

The patter of paws was redoubled behind the stove.

Hes whining, she continued nervously, and if it isnt because hes hungry it is because—

Her voice faltered. A loud humming filled the air, the windows vibrated.

Oh, Jack, she cried, another— but her voice was drowned in the scream of a shell tearing through the clouds overhead.

That is the nearest yet, she murmured.

Oh, no, he answered cheerfully, it probably fell way over by Montmartre, and as she did not answer, he said again with exaggerated unconcern, They wouldnt take the trouble to fire at the Latin Quarter; anyway they havent a battery that can hurt it.

After a while she spoke up brightly: Jack, dear, when are you going to take me to see Monsieur Wests statues?

I will bet, he said, throwing down his palette and walking over to the window beside her, that Colette has been here to-day.

Why? she asked, opening her eyes very wide. Then, Oh, its too bad! — really, men are tiresome when they think they know everything! And I warn you that if Monsieur West is vain enough to imagine that Colette—

From the north another shell came whistling and quavering through the sky, passing above them with long-drawn screech which left the windows singing.

That, he blurted out, was too near for comfort.

They were silent for a while, then he spoke again gaily: Go on, Sylvia, and wither poor West; but she only sighed, Oh, dear, I can never seem to get used to the shells.

He sat down on the arm of the chair beside her.

Her scissors fell jingling to the floor; she tossed the unfinished frock after them, and putting both arms about his neck drew him down into her lap.

Dont go out to-night, Jack.

He kissed her uplifted face; You know I must; dont make it hard for me.

But when I hear the shells and — and know you are out in the city—

But they all fall in Montmartre—

They may all fall in the Beaux Arts; you said yourself that two struck the Quai dOrsay—

Mere accident—

Jack, have pity on me! Take me with you!

And who will there be to get dinner?

She rose and flung herself on the bed.

Oh, I cant get used to it, and I know you must go, but I beg you not to be late to dinner. If you knew what I suffer! I — I — cannot help it, and you must be patient with me, dear.

He said, It is as safe there as it is in our own house.

She watched him fill for her the alcohol lamp, and when he had lighted it and had taken his hat to go, she jumped up and clung to him in silence. After a moment he said: Now, Sylvia, remember my courage is sustained by yours. Come, I must go! She did not move, and he repeated: I must go. Then she stepped back and he thought she was going to speak and waited, but she only looked at him, and, a little impatiently, he kissed her again, saying: Dont worry, dearest.

When he had reached the last flight of stairs on his way to the street a woman hobbled out of the house-keepers lodge waving a letter and calling: Monsieur Jack! Monsieur Jack! this was left by Monsieur Fallowby!

He took the letter, and leaning on the threshold of the lodge, read it:

Dear Jack,

I believe Braith is dead broke and Im sure Fallowby is. Braith swears he isnt, and Fallowby swears he is, so you can draw your own conclusions. Ive got a scheme for a dinner, and if it works, I will let you fellows in.

Yours faithfully, 
WEST.

P.S. — Fallowby has shaken Hartman and his gang, thank the Lord! There is something rotten there, — or it may be hes only a miser.

P.P.S. — Im more desperately in love than ever, but Im sure she does not care a straw for me.

All right, said Trent, with a smile, to the concierge; but tell me, how is Papa Cottard?

The old woman shook her head and pointed to the curtained bed in the lodge.

Père Cottard! he cried cheerily, how goes the wound to-day?

He walked over to the bed and drew the curtains. An old man was lying among the tumbled sheets.

Better? smiled Trent.

Better, repeated the man wearily; and, after a pause, Have you any news, Monsieur Jack?

I havent been out to-day. I will bring you any rumour I may hear, though goodness knows Ive got enough of rumours, he muttered to himself. Then aloud: Cheer up; youre looking better.

And the sortie?

Oh, the sortie, thats for this week. General Trochu sent orders last night.

It will be terrible.

It will be sickening, thought Trent as he went out into the street and turned the corner toward the rue de Seine; slaughter, slaughter, phew! Im glad Im not going.

The street was almost deserted. A few women muffled in tattered military capes crept along the frozen pavement, and a wretchedly clad gamin hovered over the sewer-hole on the corner of the Boulevard. A rope around his waist held his rags together. From the rope hung a rat, still warm and bleeding.

Theres another in there, he yelled at Trent; I hit him but he got away.

Trent crossed the street and asked: How much?

Two francs for a quarter of a fat one; thats what they give at the St. Germain Market.

A violent fit of coughing interrupted him, but he wiped his face with the palm of his hand and looked cunningly at Trent.

Last week you could buy a rat for six francs, but, and here he swore vilely, the rats have quit the rue de Seine and they kill them now over by the new hospital. Ill let you have this for seven francs; I can sell it for ten in the Isle St. Louis.

You lie, said Trent, and let me tell you that if you try to swindle anybody in this quarter the people will make short work of you and your rats.

He stood a moment eyeing the gamin, who pretended to snivel. Then he tossed him a franc, laughing. The child caught it, and thrusting it into his mouth wheeled about to the sewer-hole. For a second he crouched, motionless, alert, his eyes on the bars of the drain, then leaping forward he hurled a stone into the gutter, and Trent left him to finish a fierce grey rat that writhed squealing at the mouth of the sewer.

Suppose Braith should come to that, he thought; poor little chap; and hurrying, he turned in the dirty passage des Beaux Arts and entered the third house to the left.

Monsieur is at home, quavered the old concierge.

Home? A garret absolutely bare, save for the iron bedstead in the corner and the iron basin and pitcher on the floor.

West appeared at the door, winking with much mystery, and motioned Trent to enter. Braith, who was painting in bed to keep warm, looked up, laughed, and shook hands.

Any news?

The perfunctory question was answered as usual by: Nothing but the cannon.

Trent sat down on the bed.

Where on earth did you get that? he demanded, pointing to a half-finished chicken nestling in a wash-basin.

West grinned.

Are you millionaires, you two? Out with it.

Braith, looking a little ashamed, began, Oh, its one of Wests exploits, but was cut short by West, who said he would tell the story himself.

You see, before the siege, I had a letter of introduction to a type here, a fat banker, German-American variety. You know the species, I see. Well, of course I forgot to present the letter, but this morning, judging it to be a favourable opportunity, I called on him.

The villain lives in comfort; — fires, my boy! — fires in the ante-rooms! The Buttons finally condescends to carry my letter and card up, leaving me standing in the hallway, which I did not like, so I entered the first room I saw and nearly fainted at the sight of a banquet on a table by the fire. Down comes Buttons, very insolent. No, oh, no, his master, is not at home, and in fact is too busy to receive letters of introduction just now; the siege, and many business difficulties—

I deliver a kick to Buttons, pick up this chicken from the table, toss my card on to the empty plate, and addressing Buttons as a species of Prussian pig, march out with the honours of war.

Trent shook his head.

I forgot to say that Hartman often dines there, and I draw my own conclusions, continued West. Now about this chicken, half of it is for Braith and myself, and half for Colette, but of course you will help me eat my part because Im not hungry.

Neither am I, began Braith, but Trent, with a smile at the pinched faces before him, shook his head saying, What nonsense! You know Im never hungry!

West hesitated, reddened, and then slicing off Braiths portion, but not eating any himself, said good-night, and hurried away to number 470 rue Serpente, where lived a pretty girl named Colette, orphan after Sedan, and Heaven alone knew where she got the roses in her cheeks, for the siege came hard on the poor.

That chicken will delight her, but I really believe shes in love with West, said Trent. Then walking over to the bed: See here, old man, no dodging, you know, how much have you left?

The other hesitated and flushed.

Come, old chap, insisted Trent.

Braith drew a purse from beneath his bolster, and handed it to his friend with a simplicity that touched him.

Seven sons, he counted; you make me tired! Why on earth dont you come to me? I take it d —— d ill, Braith! How many times must I go over the same thing and explain to you that because I have money it is my duty to share it, and your duty and the duty of every American to share it with me? You cant get a cent, the citys blockaded, and the American Minister has his hands full with all the German riff-raff and deuce knows what! Why dont you act sensibly?

I — I will, Trent, but its an obligation that perhaps I can never even in part repay, Im poor and—

Of course youll pay me! If I were a usurer I would take your talent for security. When you are rich and famous—

Dont, Trent—

All right, only no more monkey business.

He slipped a dozen gold pieces into the purse, and tucking it again under the mattress smiled at Braith.

How old are you? he demanded.

Sixteen.

Trent laid his hand lightly on his friends shoulder. Im twenty-two, and I have the rights of a grandfather as far as you are concerned. Youll do as I say until youre twenty-one.

The siège will be over then, I hope, said Braith, trying to laugh, but the prayer in their hearts: How long, O Lord, how long! was answered by the swift scream of a shell soaring among the storm-clouds of that December night.

II

West, standing in the doorway of a house in the rue Serpentine, was speaking angrily. He said he didnt care whether Hartman liked it or not; he was telling him, not arguing with him.

You call yourself an American! he sneered; Berlin and hell are full of that kind of American. You come loafing about Colette with your pockets stuffed with white bread and beef, and a bottle of wine at thirty francs and you cant really afford to give a dollar to the American Ambulance and Public Assistance, which Braith does, and hes half starved!

Hartman retreated to the curbstone, but West followed him, his face like a thunder-cloud. Dont you dare to call yourself a countryman of mine, he growled,— no, — nor an artist either! Artists dont worm themselves into the service of the Public Defence where they do nothing but feed like rats on the peoples food! And Ill tell you now, he continued dropping his voice, for Hartman had started as though stung, you might better keep away from that Alsatian Brasserie and the smug-faced thieves who haunt it. You know what they do with suspects!

You lie, you hound! screamed Hartman, and flung the bottle in his hand straight at Wests face. West had him by the throat in a second, and forcing him against the dead wall shook him wickedly.

Now you listen to me, he muttered, through his clenched teeth. You are already a suspect and — I swear — I believe you are a paid spy! It isnt my business to detect such vermin, and I dont intend to denounce you, but understand this! Colette dont like you and I cant stand you, and if I catch you in this street again Ill make it somewhat unpleasant. Get out, you sleek Prussian!

Hartman had managed to drag a knife from his pocket, but West tore it from him and hurled him into the gutter. A gamin who had seen this burst into a peal of laughter, which rattled harshly in the silent street. Then everywhere windows were raised and rows of haggard faces appeared demanding to know why people should laugh in the starving city.

Is it a victory? murmured one.

Look at that, cried West as Hartman picked himself up from the pavement, look! you miser! look at those faces! But Hartman gave him a look which he never forgot, and walked away without a word. Trent, who suddenly appeared at the corner, glanced curiously at West, who merely nodded toward his door saying, Come in; Fallowbys upstairs.

What are you doing with that knife? demanded Fallowby, as he and Trent entered the studio.

West looked at his wounded hand, which still clutched the knife, but saying, Cut myself by accident, tossed it into a corner and washed the blood from his fingers.

Fallowby, fat and lazy, watched him without comment, but Trent, half divining how things had turned, walked over to Fallowby smiling.

Ive a bone to pick with you! he said.

Where is it? Im hungry, replied Fallowby with affected eagerness, but Trent, frowning, told him to listen.

How much did I advance you a week ago?

Three hundred and eighty francs, replied the other, with a squirm of contrition.

Where is it?

Fallowby began a series of intricate explanations, which were soon cut short by Trent.

I know; you blew it in; — you always blow it in. I dont care a rap what you did before the siege: I know you are rich and have a right to dispose of your money as you wish to, and I also know that, generally speaking, it is none of my business. But now it is my business, as I have to supply the funds until you get some more, which you wont until the siege is ended one way or another. I wish to share what I have, but I wont see it thrown out of the window. Oh, yes, of course I know you will reimburse me, but that isnt the question; and, anyway, its the opinion of your friends, old man, that you will not be worse off for a little abstinence from fleshly pleasures. You are positively a freak in this famine-cursed city of skeletons!

I am rather stout, he admitted.

Is it true you are out of money? demanded Trent.

Yes, I am, sighed the other.

That roast sucking pig on the rue St. Honoré, — is it there yet? continued Trent.

Wh — at? stammered the feeble one.

Ah — I thought so! I caught you in ecstasy before that sucking pig at least a dozen times!

Then laughing, he presented Fallowby with a roll of twenty franc pieces saying: If these go for luxuries you must live on your own flesh, and went over to aid West, who sat beside the wash-basin binding up his hand.

West suffered him to tie the knot, and then said: You remember, yesterday, when I left you and Braith to take the chicken to Colette.

Chicken! Good heavens! moaned Fallowby.

Chicken, repeated West, enjoying Fallowbys grief;— I — that is, I must explain that things are changed. Colette and I — are to be married—

What — what about the chicken? groaned Fallowby.

Shut up! laughed Trent, and slipping his arm through Wests, walked to the stairway.

The poor little thing, said West, just think, not a splinter of firewood for a week and wouldnt tell me because she thought I needed it for my clay figure. Whew! When I heard it I smashed that smirking clay nymph to pieces, and the rest can freeze and be hanged! After a moment he added timidly: Wont you call on your way down and say bon soir? Its No. 17.

Yes, said Trent, and he went out softly closing the door behind.

He stopped on the third landing, lighted a match, scanned the numbers over the row of dingy doors, and knocked at No. 17.

Cest toi Georges? The door opened.

Oh, pardon, Monsieur Jack, I thought it was Monsieur West, then blushing furiously, Oh, I see you have heard! Oh, thank you so much for your wishes, and Im sure we love each other very much, — and Im dying to see Sylvia and tell her and—

And what? laughed Trent.

I am very happy, she sighed.

Hes pure gold, returned Trent, and then gaily: I want you and George to come and dine with us to-night. Its a little treat, — you see to-morrow is Sylvias fête. She will be nineteen. I have written to Thorne, and the Guernalecs will come with their cousin Odile. Fallowby has engaged not to bring anybody but himself.

The girl accepted shyly, charging him with loads of loving messages to Sylvia, and he said good-night.

He started up the street, walking swiftly, for it was bitter cold, and cutting across the rue de la Lune he entered the rue de Seine. The early winter night had fallen, almost without warning, but the sky was clear and myriads of stars glittered in the heavens. The bombardment had become furious — a steady rolling thunder from the Prussian cannon punctuated by the heavy shocks from Mont Valérien.

The shells streamed across the sky leaving trails like shooting stars, and now, as he turned to look back, rockets blue and red flared above the horizon from the Fort of Issy, and the Fortress of the North flamed like a bonfire.

Good news! a man shouted over by the Boulevard St. Germain. As if by magic the streets were filled with people, — shivering, chattering people with shrunken eyes.

Jacques! cried one. The Army of the Loire!

Eh! mon vieux, it has come then at last! I told thee! I told thee! To-morrow — to-night — who knows?

Is it true? Is it a sortie?

Some one said: Oh, God — a sortie — and my son? Another cried: To the Seine? They say one can see the signals of the Army of the Loire from the Pont Neuf.

There was a child standing near Trent who kept repeating: Mamma, Mamma, then to-morrow we may eat white bread? and beside him, an old man swaying, stumbling, his shrivelled hands crushed to his breast, muttering as if insane.

Could it be true? Who has heard the news? The shoemaker on the rue de Buci had it from a Mobile who had heard a Franctireur repeat it to a captain of the National Guard.

Trent followed the throng surging through the rue de Seine to the river.

Rocket after rocket clove the sky, and now, from Montmartre, the cannon clanged, and the batteries on Montparnasse joined in with a crash. The bridge was packed with people.

Trent asked: Who has seen the signals of the Army of the Loire?

We are waiting for them, was the reply.

He looked toward the north. Suddenly the huge silhouette of the Arc de Triomphe sprang into black relief against the flash of a cannon. The boom of the gun rolled along the quay and the old bridge vibrated.

Again over by the Point du Jour a flash and heavy explosion shook the bridge, and then the whole eastern bastion of the fortifications blazed and crackled, sending a red flame into the sky.

Has any one seen the signals yet? he asked again.

We are waiting, was the reply.

Yes, waiting, murmured a man behind him, waiting, sick, starved, freezing, but waiting. Is it a sortie? They go gladly. Is it to starve? They starve. They have no time to think of surrender. Are they heroes, — these Parisians? Answer me, Trent!

The American Ambulance surgeon turned about and scanned the parapets of the bridge.

Any news, Doctor, asked Trent mechanically.

News? said the doctor; I dont know any; — I havent time to know any. What are these people after?

They say that the Army of the Loire has signalled Mont Valérien.

Poor devils. The doctor glanced about him for an instant, and then: Im so harried and worried that I dont know what to do. After the last sortie we had the work of fifty ambulances on our poor little corps. To-morrow theres another sortie, and I wish you fellows could come over to headquarters. We may need volunteers. How is madame? he added abruptly.

Well, replied Trent, but she seems to grow more nervous every day. I ought to be with her now.

Take care of her, said the doctor, then with a sharp look at the people: I cant stop now — good-night! and he hurried away muttering, Poor devils!

Trent leaned over the parapet and blinked at the black river surging through the arches. Dark objects, carried swiftly on the breast of the current, struck with a grinding tearing noise against the stone piers, spun around for an instant, and hurried away into the darkness. The ice from the Marne.

As he stood staring into the water, a hand was laid on his shoulder. Hello, Southwark! he cried, turning around; this is a queer place for you!

Trent, I have something to tell you. Dont stay here, — dont believe in the Army of the Loire: and the attaché of the American Legation slipped his arm through Trents and drew him toward the Louvre.

Then its another lie! said Trent bitterly.

Worse — we know at the Legation — I cant speak of it. But thats not what I have to say. Something happened this afternoon. The Alsatian Brasserie was visited and an American named Hartman has been arrested. Do you know him?

I know a German who calls himself an American; — his name is Hartman.

Well, he was arrested about two hours ago. They mean to shoot him.

What!

Of course we at the Legation cant allow them to shoot him off-hand, but the evidence seems conclusive.

Is he a spy?

Well, the papers seized in his rooms are pretty damning proofs, and besides he was caught, they say, swindling the Public Food Committee. He drew rations for fifty, how, I dont know. He claims to be an American artist here, and we have been obliged to take notice of it at the Legation. Its a nasty affair.

To cheat the people at such a time is worse than robbing the poor-box, cried Trent angrily. Let them shoot him!

Hes an American citizen.

Yes, oh yes, said the other with bitterness. American citizenship is a precious privilege when every goggle-eyed German— His anger choked him.

Southwark shook hands with him warmly. It cant be helped, we must own the carrion. I am afraid you may be called upon to identify him as an American artist, he said with a ghost of a smile on his deep-lined face; and walked away through the Cours la Reine.

Trent swore silently for a moment and then drew out his watch. Seven oclock. Sylvia will be anxious, he thought, and hurried back to the river. The crowd still huddled shivering on the bridge, a sombre pitiful congregation, peering out into the night for the signals of the Army of the Loire: and their hearts beat time to the pounding of the guns, their eyes lighted with each flash from the bastions, and hope rose with the drifting rockets.

A black cloud hung over the fortifications. From horizon to horizon the cannon smoke stretched in wavering bands, now capping the spires and domes with cloud, now blowing in streamers and shreds along the streets, now descending from the housetops, enveloping quays, bridges, and river, in a sulphurous mist. And through the smoke pall the lightning of the cannon played, while from time to time a rift above showed a fathomless black vault set with stars.

He turned again into the rue de Seine, that sad abandoned street, with its rows of closed shutters and desolate ranks of unlighted lamps. He was a little nervous and wished once or twice for a revolver, but the slinking forms which passed him in the darkness were too weak with hunger to be dangerous, he thought, and he passed on unmolested to his doorway. But there somebody sprang at his throat. Over and over the icy pavement he rolled with his assailant, tearing at the noose about his neck, and then with a wrench sprang to his feet.

Get up, he cried to the other.

Slowly and with great deliberation, a small gamin picked himself out of the gutter and surveyed Trent with disgust.

Thats a nice clean trick, said Trent; a whelp of your age! Youll finish against a dead wall! Give me that cord!

The urchin handed him the noose without a word.

Trent struck a match and looked at his assailant. It was the rat-killer of the day before.

Hm! I thought so, he muttered.

Tiens, cest toi? said the gamin tranquilly.

The impudence, the overpowering audacity of the ragamuffin took Trents breath away.

Do you know, you young strangler, he gasped, that they shoot thieves of your age?

The child turned a passionless face to Trent. Shoot, then.

That was too much, and he turned on his heel and entered his hotel.

Groping up the unlighted stairway, he at last reached his own landing and felt about in the darkness for the door. From his studio came the sound of voices, Wests hearty laugh and Fallowbys chuckle, and at last he found the knob and, pushing back the door, stood a moment confused by the light.

Hello, Jack! cried West, youre a pleasant creature, inviting people to dine and letting them wait. Heres Fallowby weeping with hunger—

Shut up, observed the latter, perhaps hes been out to buy a turkey.

Hes been out garroting, look at his noose! laughed Guernalec.

So now we know where you get your cash! added West; vive le coup du Père François!

Trent shook hands with everybody and laughed at Sylvias pale face.

I didnt mean to be late; I stopped on the bridge a moment to watch the bombardment. Were you anxious, Sylvia?

She smiled and murmured, Oh, no! but her hand dropped into his and tightened convulsively.

To the table! shouted Fallowby, and uttered a joyous whoop.

Take it easy, observed Thorne, with a remnant of manners; you are not the host, you know.

Marie Guernalec, who had been chattering with Colette, jumped up and took Thornes arm and Monsieur Guernalec drew Odiles arm through his.

Trent, bowing gravely, offered his own arm to Colette, West took in Sylvia, and Fallowby hovered anxiously in the rear.

You march around the table three times singing the Marseillaise, explained Sylvia, and Monsieur Fallowby pounds on the table and beats time.

Fallowby suggested that they could sing after dinner, but his protest was drowned in the ringing chorus — 

Aux armes!
Formez vos bataillons!

Around the room they marched singing,

Marchons! Marchons!

with all their might, while Fallowby with very bad grace, hammered on the table, consoling himself a little with the hope that the exercise would increase his appetite. Hercules, the black and tan, fled under the bed, from which retreat he yapped and whined until dragged out by Guernalec and placed in Odiles lap.

And now, said Trent gravely, when everybody was seated, listen! and he read the menu.

Beef Soup à la Siège de Paris.

— 

Fish.

Sardines à la père Lachaise.

(White Wine).

— 

Rôti (Red Wine).

Fresh Beef à la sortie.

— 

Vegetables.

Canned Beans à la chasse-pot,

Canned Peas Gravelotte,

Potatoes Irlandaises,

Miscellaneous.

— 

Cold Corned Beef à la Thieis,

Stewed Prunes à la Garibaldi.

— 

Dessert.

Dried prunes — White bread,

Currant Jelly,

Tea — Café,

Liqueurs,

Pipes and Cigarettes.

Fallowby applauded frantically, and Sylvia served the soup.

Isnt it delicious? sighed Odile.

Marie Guernalec sipped her soup in rapture.

Not at all like horse, and I dont care what they say, horse doesnt taste like beef, whispered Colette to West. Fallowby, who had finished, began to caress his chin and eye the tureen.

Have some more, old chap? inquired Trent.

Monsieur Fallowby cannot have any more, announced Sylvia; I am saving this for the concierge. Fallowby transferred his eyes to the fish.

The sardines, hot from the grille, were a great success. While the others were eating Sylvia ran downstairs with the soup for the old concierge and her husband, and when she hurried back, flushed and breathless, and had slipped into her chair with a happy smile at Trent, that young man arose, and silence fell over the table. For an instant he looked at Sylvia and thought he had never seen her so beautiful.

You all know, he began, that to-day is my wifes nineteenth birthday—

Fallowby, bubbling with enthusiasm, waved his glass in circles about his head to the terror of Odile and Colette, his neighbours, and Thorne, West and Guernalec refilled their glasses three times before the storm of applause which the toast of Sylvia had provoked, subsided.

Three times the glasses were filled and emptied to Sylvia, and again to Trent, who protested.

This is irregular, he cried, the next toast is to the twin Republics, France and America?

To the Republics! To the Republics! they cried, and the toast was drunk amid shouts of Vive la France! Vive lAmérique! Vive la Nation!

Then Trent, with a smile at West, offered the toast, To a Happy Pair! and everybody understood, and Sylvia leaned over and kissed Colette, while Trent bowed to West.

The beef was eaten in comparative calm, but when it was finished and a portion of it set aside for the old people below, Trent cried: Drink to Paris! May she rise from her ruins and crush the invader! and the cheers rang out, drowning for a moment the monotonous thunder of the Prussian guns.

Pipes and cigarettes were lighted, and Trent listened an instant to the animated chatter around him, broken by ripples of laughter from the girls or the mellow chuckle of Fallowby. Then he turned to West.

There is going to be a sortie to-night, he said. I saw the American Ambulance surgeon just before I came in and he asked me to speak to you fellows. Any aid we can give him will not come amiss.

Then dropping his voice and speaking in English, As for me, I shall go out with the ambulance to-morrow morning. There is of course no danger, but its just as well to keep it from Sylvia.

West nodded. Thorne and Guernalec, who had heard, broke in and offered assistance, and Fallowby volunteered with a groan.

All right, said Trent rapidly,— no more now, but meet me at Ambulance headquarters to-morrow morning at eight.

Sylvia and Colette, who were becoming uneasy at the conversation in English, now demanded to know what they were talking about.

What does a sculptor usually talk about? cried West, with a laugh.

Odile glanced reproachfully at Thorne, her fiancé.

You are not French, you know, and it is none of your business, this war, said Odile with much dignity.

Thorne looked meek, but West assumed an air of outraged virtue.

It seems, he said to Fallowby, that a fellow cannot discuss the beauties of Greek sculpture in his mother tongue, without being openly suspected.

Colette placed her hand over his mouth and turning to Sylvia, murmured, They are horridly untruthful, these men.

I believe the word for ambulance is the same in both languages, said Marie Guernalec saucily; Sylvia, dont trust Monsieur Trent.

Jack, whispered Sylvia, promise me—

A knock at the studio door interrupted her.

Come in! cried Fallowby, but Trent sprang up, and opening the door, looked out. Then with a hasty excuse to the rest, he stepped into the hallway and closed the door.

When he returned he was grumbling.

What is it, Jack? cried West.

What is it? repeated Trent savagely; Ill tell you what it is. I have received a dispatch from the American Minister to go at once and identify and claim, as a fellow-countryman and a brother artist, a rascally thief and a German spy!

Dont go, suggested Fallowby.

If I dont theyll shoot him at once.

Let them, growled Thorne.

Do you fellows know who it is?

Hartman! shouted West, inspired.

Sylvia sprang up deathly white, but Odile slipped her arm around her and supported her to a chair, saying calmly, Sylvia has fainted, — its the hot room, — bring some water.

Trent brought it at once.

Sylvia opened her eyes, and after a moment rose, and supported by Marie Guernalec and Trent, passed into the bedroom.

It was the signal for breaking up, and everybody came and shook hands with Trent, saying they hoped Sylvia would sleep it off and that it would be nothing.

When Marie Guernalec took leave of him, she avoided his eyes, but he spoke to her cordially and thanked her for her aid.

Anything I can do, Jack? inquired West, lingering, and then hurried downstairs to catch up with the rest.

Trent leaned over the banisters, listening to their footsteps and chatter, and then the lower door banged and the house was silent. He lingered, staring down into the blackness, biting his lips; then with an impatient movement, I am crazy! he muttered, and lighting a candle, went into the bedroom. Sylvia was lying on the bed. He bent over her, smoothing the curly hair on her forehead.

Are you better, dear Sylvia?

She did not answer, but raised her eyes to his. For an instant he met her gaze, but what he read there sent a chill to his heart and he sat down covering his face with his hands.

At last she spoke in a voice, changed and strained, — a voice which he had never heard, and he dropped his hands and listened, bolt upright in his chair.

Jack, it has come at last. I have feared it and trembled, — ah! how often have I lain awake at night with this on my heart and prayed that I might die before you should ever know of it! For I love you, Jack, and if you go away I cannot live. I have deceived you; — it happened before I knew you, but since that first day when you found me weeping in the Luxembourg and spoke to me, Jack, I have been faithful to you in every thought and deed. I loved you from the first, and did not dare to tell you this — fearing that you would go away; and since then my love has grown — grown — and oh! I suffered! — but I dared not tell you. And now you know, but you do not know the worst. For him — now — what do I care? He was cruel — oh, so cruel!

She hid her face in her arms.

Must I go on? Must I tell you — can you not imagine, oh! Jack—

He did not stir; his eyes seemed dead.

I — I was so young, I knew nothing, and he said — said that he loved me—

Trent rose and struck the candle with his clenched fist, and the room was dark.

The bells of St. Sulpice tolled the hour, and she started up, speaking with feverish haste,— I must finish! When you told me you loved me — you — you asked me nothing; but then, even then, it was too late, and that other life which binds me to him, must stand for ever between you and me! For there is another whom he has claimed, and is good to. He must not die, — they cannot shoot him, for that others sake!

Trent sat motionless, but his thoughts ran on in an interminable whirl.

Sylvia, little Sylvia, who shared with him his student life, — who bore with him the dreary desolation of the siege without complaint, — this slender blue-eyed girl whom he was so quietly fond of, whom he teased or caressed as the whim suited, who sometimes made him the least bit impatient with her passionate devotion to him, — could this be the same Sylvia who lay weeping there in the darkness?

Then he clinched his teeth. Let him die! Let him die! — but then, — for Sylvias sake, and, — for that others sake, — Yes, he would go, — he must go, — his duty was plain before him. But Sylvia, — he could not be what he had been to her, and yet a vague terror seized him, now all was said. Trembling, he struck a light.

She lay there, her curly hair tumbled about her face, her small white hands pressed to her breast.

He could not leave her, and he could not stay. He never knew before that he loved her. She had been a mere comrade, this girl wife of his. Ah! he loved her now with all his heart and soul, and he knew it, only when it was too late. Too late? Why? Then he thought of that other one, binding her, linking her forever to the creature, who stood in danger of his life. With an oath he sprang to the door, but the door would not open, — or was it that he pressed it back, — locked it, — and flung himself on his knees beside the bed, knowing that he dared not for his lifes sake leave what was his all in life.

III

It was four in the morning when he came out of the Prison of the Condemned with the Secretary of the American Legation. A knot of people had gathered around the American Ministers carriage, which stood in front of the prison, the horses stamping and pawing in the icy street, the coachman huddled on the box, wrapped in furs. Southwark helped the Secretary into the carriage, and shook hands with Trent, thanking him for coming.

How the scoundrel did stare, he said; your evidence was worse than a kick, but it saved his skin for the moment at least, — and prevented complications.

The Secretary sighed. We have done our part. Now let them prove him a spy and we wash our hands of him. Jump in, Captain! Come along, Trent!

I have a word to say to Captain Southwark, I wont detain him, said Trent hastily, and dropping his voice, Southwark, help me now. You know the story from the blackguard. You know the — the child is at his rooms. Get it, and take it to my own apartment, and if he is shot, I will provide a home for it.

I understand, said the Captain gravely.

Will you do this at once?

At once, he replied.

Their hands met in a warm clasp, and then Captain Southwark climbed into the carriage, motioning Trent to follow; but he shook his head saying, Good-bye! and the carriage rolled away.

He watched the carriage to the end of the street, then started toward his own quarter, but after a step or two hesitated, stopped, and finally turned away in the opposite direction. Something — perhaps it was the sight of the prisoner he had so recently confronted nauseated him. He felt the need of solitude and quiet to collect his thoughts. The events of the evening had shaken him terribly, but he would walk it off, forget, bury everything, and then go back to Sylvia. He started on swiftly, and for a time the bitter thoughts seemed to fade, but when he paused at last, breathless, under the Arc de Triomphe, the bitterness and the wretchedness of the whole thing — yes, of his whole misspent life came back with a pang. Then the face of the prisoner, stamped with the horrible grimace of fear, grew in the shadows before his eyes.

Sick at heart he wandered up and down under the great Arc, striving to occupy his mind, peering up at the sculptured cornices to read the names of the heroes and battles which he knew were engraved there, but always the ashen face of Hartman followed him, grinning with terror! — or was it terror? — was it not triumph? — At the thought he leaped like a man who feels a knife at his throat, but after a savage tramp around the square, came back again and sat down to battle with his misery.

The air was cold, but his cheeks were burning with angry shame. Shame? Why? Was it because he had married a girl whom chance had made a mother? Did he love her? Was this miserable bohemian existence, then, his end and aim in life? He turned his eyes upon the secrets of his heart, and read an evil story, — the story of the past, and he covered his face for shame, while, keeping time to the dull pain throbbing in his head, his heart beat out the story for the future. Shame and disgrace.

Roused at last from a lethargy which had begun to numb the bitterness of his thoughts, he raised his head and looked about. A sudden fog had settled in the streets; the arches of the Arc were choked with it. He would go home. A great horror of being alone seized him. But he was not alone. The fog was peopled with phantoms. All around him in the mist they moved, drifting through the arches in lengthening lines, and vanished, while from the fog others rose up, swept past and were engulfed. He was not alone, for even at his side they crowded, touched him, swarmed before him, beside him, behind him, pressed him back, seized, and bore him with them through the mist. Down a dim avenue, through lanes and alleys white with fog, they moved, and if they spoke their voices were dull as the vapour which shrouded them. At last in front, a bank of masonry and earth cut by a massive iron barred gate towered up in the fog. Slowly and more slowly they glided, shoulder to shoulder and thigh to thigh. Then all movement ceased. A sudden breeze stirred the fog. It wavered and eddied. Objects became more distinct. A pallor crept above the horizon, touching the edges of the watery clouds, and drew dull sparks from a thousand bayonets. Bayonets — they were everywhere, cleaving the fog or flowing beneath it in rivers of steel. High on the wall of masonry and earth a great gun loomed, and around it figures moved in silhouettes. Below, a broad torrent of bayonets swept through the iron barred gateway, out into the shadowy plain. It became lighter. Faces grew more distinct among the marching masses and he recognized one.

You, Philippe!

The figure turned its head.

Trent cried, Is there room for me? but the other only waved his arm in a vague adieu and was gone with the rest. Presently the cavalry began to pass, squadron on squadron, crowding out into the darkness; then many cannon, then an ambulance, then again the endless lines of bayonets. Beside him a cuirassier sat on his steaming horse, and in front, among a group of mounted officers he saw a general, with the astrakan collar of his dolman turned up about his bloodless face.

Some women were weeping near him and one was struggling to force a loaf of black bread into a soldiers haversack. The soldier tried to aid her, but the sack was fastened, and his rifle bothered him, so Trent held it, while the woman unbuttoned the sack and forced in the bread, now all wet with her tears. The rifle was not heavy. Trent found it wonderfully manageable. Was the bayonet sharp? He tried it. Then a sudden longing, a fierce, imperative desire took possession of him.

Chouette! cried a gamin, clinging to the barred gate, encore toi mon vieux?

Trent looked up, and the rat-killer laughed in his face. But when the soldier had taken the rifle again, and thanking him, ran hard to catch his battalion, he plunged into the throng about the gateway.

Are you going? he cried to a marine who sat in the gutter bandaging his foot.

Yes.

Then a girl — a mere child — caught him by the hand and led him into the café which faced the gate. The room was crowded with soldiers, some, white and silent, sitting on the floor, others groaning on the leather-covered settees. The air was sour and suffocating.

Choose! said the girl with a little gesture of pity; they cant go!

In a heap of clothing on the floor he found a capote and képi.

She helped him buckle his knapsack, cartridge-box, and belt, and showed him how to load the chasse-pot rifle, holding it on her knees.

When he thanked her she started to her feet.

You are a foreigner!

American, he said, moving toward the door, but the child barred his way.

I am a Bretonne. My father is up there with the cannon of the marine. He will shoot you if you are a spy.

They faced each other for a moment. Then sighing, he bent over and kissed the child. Pray for France, little one, he murmured, and she repeated with a pale smile: For France and you, beau Monsieur.

He ran across the street and through the gateway. Once outside, he edged into line and shouldered his way along the road. A corporal passed, looked at him, repassed, and finally called an officer. You belong to the 60th, growled the corporal looking at the number on his képi.

We have no use for Franc-tireurs, added the officer, catching sight of his black trousers.

I wish to volunteer in place of a comrade, said Trent, and the officer shrugged his shoulders and passed on.

Nobody paid much attention to him, one or two merely glancing at his trousers. The road was deep with slush and mud-ploughed and torn by wheels and hoofs. A soldier in front of him wrenched his foot in an icy rut and dragged himself to the edge of the embankment groaning. The plain on either side of them was grey with melting snow. Here and there behind dismantled hedge-rows stood wagons, bearing white flags with red crosses. Sometimes the driver was a priest in rusty hat and gown, sometimes a crippled Mobile. Once they passed a wagon driven by a Sister of Charity. Silent empty houses with great rents in their walls, and every window blank, huddled along the road. Further on, within the zone of danger, nothing of human habitation remained except here and there a pile of frozen bricks or a blackened cellar choked with snow.

For some time Trent had been annoyed by the man behind him, who kept treading on his heels. Convinced at last that it was intentional, he turned to remonstrate and found himself face to face with a fellow-student from the Beaux Arts. Trent stared.

I thought you were in the hospital!

The other shook his head, pointing to his bandaged jaw.

I see, you cant speak. Can I do anything?

The wounded man rummaged in his haversack and produced a crust of black bread.

He cant eat it, his jaw is smashed, and he wants you to chew it for him, said the soldier next to him.

Trent took the crust, and grinding it in his teeth morsel by morsel, passed it back to the starving man.

From time to time mounted orderlies sped to the front, covering them with slush. It was a chilly, silent march through sodden meadows wreathed in fog. Along the railroad embankment across the ditch, another column moved parallel to their own. Trent watched it, a sombre mass, now distinct, now vague, now blotted out in a puff of fog. Once for half-an-hour he lost it, but when again it came into view, he noticed a thin line detach itself from the flank, and, bellying in the middle, swing rapidly to the west. At the same moment a prolonged crackling broke out in the fog in front. Other lines began to slough off from the column, swinging east and west, and the crackling became continuous. A battery passed at full gallop, and he drew back with his comrades to give it way. It went into action a little to the right of his battalion, and as the shot from the first rifled piece boomed through the mist, the cannon from the fortifications opened with a mighty roar. An officer galloped by shouting something which Trent did not catch, but he saw the ranks in front suddenly part company with his own, and disappear in the twilight. More officers rode up and stood beside him peering into the fog. Away in front the crackling had become one prolonged crash. It was dreary waiting. Trent chewed some bread for the man behind, who tried to swallow it, and after a while shook his head, motioning Trent to eat the rest himself. A corporal offered him a little brandy and he drank it, but when he turned around to return the flask, the corporal was lying on the ground. Alarmed, he looked at the soldier next to him, who shrugged his shoulders and opened his mouth to speak, but something struck him and he rolled over and over into the ditch below. At that moment the horse of one of the officers gave a bound and backed into the battalion, lashing out with his heels. One man was ridden down; another was kicked in the chest and hurled through the ranks. The officer sank his spurs into the horse and forced him to the front again, where he stood trembling. The cannonade seemed to draw nearer. A staff-officer, riding slowly up and down the battalion suddenly collapsed in his saddle and clung to his horses mane. One of his boots dangled, crimsoned and dripping, from the stirrup. Then out of the mist in front men came running. The roads, the fields, the ditches were full of them, and many of them fell. For an instant he imagined he saw horsemen riding about like ghosts in the vapours beyond, and a man behind him cursed horribly, declaring he too had seen them, and that they were Uhlans; but the battalion stood inactive, and the mist fell again over the meadows.

The colonel sat heavily upon his horse, his bullet-shaped head buried in the astrakan collar of his dolman, his fat legs sticking straight out in the stirrups.

The buglers clustered about him with bugles poised, and behind him a staff-officer in a pale blue jacket smoked a cigarette and chatted with a captain of hussars. From the road in front came the sound of furious galloping and an orderly reined up beside the colonel, who motioned him to the rear without turning his head. Then on the left a confused murmur arose which ended in a shout. A hussar passed like the wind, followed by another and another, and then squadron after squadron whirled by them into the sheeted mists. At that instant the colonel reared in his saddle, the bugles clanged, and the whole battalion scrambled down the embankment, over the ditch and started across the soggy meadow. Almost at once Trent lost his cap. Something snatched it from his head, he thought it was a tree branch. A good many of his comrades rolled over in the slush and ice, and he imagined that they had slipped. One pitched right across his path and he stopped to help him up, but the man screamed when he touched him and an officer shouted, Forward! Forward! so he ran on again. It was a long jog through the mist, and he was often obliged to shift his rifle. When at last they lay panting behind the railroad embankment, he looked about him. He had felt the need of action, of a desperate physical struggle, of killing and crushing. He had been seized with a desire to fling himself among masses and tear right and left. He longed to fire, to use the thin sharp bayonet on his chasse-pot. He had not expected this. He wished to become exhausted, to struggle and cut until incapable of lifting his arm. Then he had intended to go home. He heard a man say that half the battalion had gone down in the charge, and he saw another examining a corpse under the embankment. The body, still warm, was clothed in a strange uniform, but even when he noticed the spiked helmet lying a few inches further away, he did not realize what had happened.

The colonel sat on his horse a few feet to the left, his eyes sparkling under the crimson képi. Trent heard him reply to an officer: I can hold it, but another charge, and I wont have enough men left to sound a bugle.

Were the Prussians here? Trent asked of a soldier who sat wiping the blood trickling from his hair.

Yes. The hussars cleaned them out. We caught their cross fire.

We are supporting a battery on the embankment, said another.

Then the battalion crawled over the embankment and moved along the lines of twisted rails. Trent rolled up his trousers and tucked them into his woollen socks: but they halted again, and some of the men sat down on the dismantled railroad track. Trent looked for his wounded comrade from the Beaux Arts. He was standing in his place, very pale. The cannonade had become terrific. For a moment the mist lifted. He caught a glimpse of the first battalion motionless on the railroad track in front, of regiments on either flank, and then, as the fog settled again, the drums beat and the music of the bugles began away on the extreme left. A restless movement passed among the troops, the colonel threw up his arm, the drums rolled, and the battalion moved off through the fog. They were near the front now for the battalion was firing as it advanced. Ambulances galloped along the base of the embankment to the rear, and the hussars passed and repassed like phantoms. They were in the front at last, for all about them was movement and turmoil, while from the fog, close at hand, came cries and groans and crashing volleys. Shells fell everywhere, bursting along the embankment, splashing them with frozen slush. Trent was frightened. He began to dread the unknown, which lay there crackling and flaming in obscurity. The shock of the cannon sickened him. He could even see the fog light up with a dull orange as the thunder shook the earth. It was near, he felt certain, for the colonel shouted Forward! and the first battalion was hastening into it. He felt its breath, he trembled, but hurried on. A fearful discharge in front terrified him. Somewhere in the fog men were cheering, and the colonels horse, streaming with blood plunged about in the smoke.

Another blast and shock, right in his face, almost stunned him, and he faltered. All the men to the right were down. His head swam; the fog and smoke stupefied him. He put out his hand for a support and caught something. It was the wheel of a gun-carriage, and a man sprang from behind it, aiming a blow at his head with a rammer, but stumbled back shrieking with a bayonet through his neck, and Trent knew that he had killed. Mechanically he stooped to pick up his rifle, but the bayonet was still in the man, who lay, beating with red hands against the sod. It sickened him and he leaned on the cannon. Men were fighting all around him now, and the air was foul with smoke and sweat. Somebody seized him from behind and another in front, but others in turn seized them or struck them solid blows. The click! click! click! of bayonets infuriated him, and he grasped the rammer and struck out blindly until it was shivered to pieces.

A man threw his arm around his neck and bore him to the ground, but he throttled him and raised himself on his knees. He saw a comrade seize the cannon, and fall across it with his skull crushed in; he saw the colonel tumble clean out of his saddle into the mud; then consciousness fled.

When he came to himself, he was lying on the embankment among the twisted rails. On every side huddled men who cried out and cursed and fled away into the fog, and he staggered to his feet and followed them. Once he stopped to help a comrade with a bandaged jaw, who could not speak but clung to his arm for a time and then fell dead in the freezing mire; and again he aided another, who groaned: Trent, cest moi — Philippe, until a sudden volley in the midst relieved him of his charge.

An icy wind swept down from the heights, cutting the fog into shreds. For an instant, with an evil leer the sun peered through the naked woods of Vincennes, sank like a blood-clot in the battery smoke, lower, lower, into the blood-soaked plain.

IV

When midnight sounded from the belfry of St. Sulpice the gates of Paris were still choked with fragments of what had once been an army.

They entered with the night, a sullen horde, spattered with slime, faint with hunger and exhaustion. There was little disorder at first, and the throng at the gates parted silently as the troops tramped along the freezing streets. Confusion came as the hours passed. Swiftly and more swiftly, crowding squadron after squadron and battery on battery, horses plunging and caissons jolting, the remnants from the front surged through the gates, a chaos of cavalry and artillery struggling for the right of way. Close upon them stumbled the infantry; here a skeleton of a regiment marching with a desperate attempt at order, there a riotous mob of Mobiles crushing their way to the streets, then a turmoil of horsemen, cannon, troops without, officers, officers without men, then again a line of ambulances, the wheels groaning under their heavy loads.

Dumb with misery the crowd looked on.

All through the day the ambulances had been arriving, and all day long the ragged throng whimpered and shivered by the barriers. At noon the crowd was increased ten-fold, filling the squares about the gates, and swarming over the inner fortifications.

At four oclock in the afternoon the German batteries suddenly wreathed themselves in smoke, and the shells fell fast on Montparnasse. At twenty minutes after four two projectiles struck a house in the rue de Bac, and a moment later the first shell fell in the Latin Quarter.

Braith was painting in bed when West came in very much scared.

I wish you would come down; our house has been knocked into a cocked hat, and Im afraid that some of the pillagers may take it into their heads to pay us a visit to-night.

Braith jumped out of bed and bundled himself into a garment which had once been an overcoat.

Anybody hurt? he inquired, struggling with a sleeve full of dilapidated lining.

No. Colette is barricaded in the cellar, and the concierge ran away to the fortifications. There will be a rough gang there if the bombardment keeps up. You might help us—

Of course, said Braith; but it was not until they had reached the rue Serpente and had turned in the passage which led to Wests cellar, that the latter cried: Have you seen Jack Trent, to-day?

No, replied Braith, looking troubled, he was not at Ambulance Headquarters.

He stayed to take care of Sylvia, I suppose.

A bomb came crashing through the roof of a house at the end of the alley and burst in the basement, showering the street with slate and plaster. A second struck a chimney and plunged into the garden, followed by an avalanche of bricks, and another exploded with a deafening report in the next street.

They hurried along the passage to the steps which led to the cellar. Here again Braith stopped.

Dont you think I had better run up to see if Jack and Sylvia are well entrenched? I can get back before dark.

No. Go in and find Colette, and Ill go.

No, no, let me go, theres no danger.

I know it, replied West calmly; and, dragging Braith into the alley, pointed to the cellar steps. The iron door was barred.

Colette! Colette! he called. The door swung inward, and the girl sprang up the stairs to meet them. At that instant, Braith, glancing behind him, gave a startled cry, and pushing the two before him into the cellar, jumped down after them and slammed the iron door. A few seconds later a heavy jar from the outside shook the hinges.

They are here, muttered West, very pale.

That door, observed Colette calmly, will hold for ever.

Braith examined the low iron structure, now trembling with the blows rained on it from without. West glanced anxiously at Colette, who displayed no agitation, and this comforted him.

I dont believe they will spend much time here, said Braith; they only rummage in cellars for spirits, I imagine.

Unless they hear that valuables are buried there.

But surely nothing is buried here? exclaimed Braith uneasily.

Unfortunately there is, growled West. That miserly landlord of mine—

A crash from the outside, followed by a yell, cut him short; then blow after blow shook the doors, until there came a sharp snap, a clinking of metal and a triangular bit of iron fell inwards, leaving a hole through which struggled a ray of light.

Instantly West knelt, and shoving his revolver through the aperture fired every cartridge. For a moment the alley resounded with the racket of the revolver, then absolute silence followed.

Presently a single questioning blow fell upon the door, and a moment later another and another, and then a sudden crack zigzagged across the iron plate.

Here, said West, seizing Colette by the wrist, you follow me, Braith! and he ran swiftly toward a circular spot of light at the further end of the cellar. The spot of light came from a barred man-hole above. West motioned Braith to mount on his shoulders.

Push it over. You must!

With little effort Braith lifted the barred cover, scrambled out on his stomach, and easily raised Colette from Wests shoulders.

Quick, old chap! cried the latter.

Braith twisted his legs around a fence-chain and leaned down again. The cellar was flooded with a yellow light, and the air reeked with the stench of petroleum torches. The iron door still held, but a whole plate of metal was gone, and now as they looked a figure came creeping through, holding a torch.

Quick! whispered Braith. Jump! and West hung dangling until Colette grasped him by the collar, and he was dragged out. Then her nerves gave way and she wept hysterically, but West threw his arm around her and led her across the gardens into the next street, where Braith, after replacing the man-hole cover and piling some stone slabs from the wall over it, rejoined them. It was almost dark. They hurried through the street, now only lighted by burning buildings, or the swift glare of the shells. They gave wide berth to the fires, but at a distance saw the flitting forms of pillagers among the débris. Sometimes they passed a female fury crazed with drink shrieking anathemas upon the world, or some slouching lout whose blackened face and hands betrayed his share in the work of destruction. At last they reached the Seine and passed the bridge, and then Braith said: I must go back. I am not sure of Jack and Sylvia. As he spoke, he made way for a crowd which came trampling across the bridge, and along the river wall by the dOrsay barracks. In the midst of it West caught the measured tread of a platoon. A lantern passed, a file of bayonets, then another lantern which glimmered on a deathly face behind, and Colette gasped, Hartman! and he was gone. They peered fearfully across the embankment, holding their breath. There was a shuffle of feet on the quay, and the gate of the barracks slammed. A lantern shone for a moment at the postern, the crowd pressed to the grille, then came the clang of the volley from the stone parade.

One by one the petroleum torches flared up along the embankment, and now the whole square was in motion. Down from the Champs Elysées and across the Place de la Concorde straggled the fragments of the battle, a company here, and a mob there. They poured in from every street followed by women and children, and a great murmur, borne on the icy wind, swept through the Arc de Triomphe and down the dark avenue,— Perdus! perdus!

A ragged end of a battalion was pressing past, the spectre of annihilation. West groaned. Then a figure sprang from the shadowy ranks and called Wests name, and when he saw it was Trent he cried out. Trent seized him, white with terror.

Sylvia?

West stared speechless, but Colette moaned, Oh, Sylvia! Sylvia! — and they are shelling the Quarter!

Trent! shouted Braith; but he was gone, and they could not overtake him.

The bombardment ceased as Trent crossed the Boulevard St. Germain, but the entrance to the rue de Seine was blocked by a heap of smoking bricks. Everywhere the shells had torn great holes in the pavement. The café was a wreck of splinters and glass, the book-store tottered, ripped from roof to basement, and the little bakery, long since closed, bulged outward above a mass of slate and tin.

He climbed over the steaming bricks and hurried into the rue de Tournon. On the corner a fire blazed, lighting up his own street, and on the bank wall, beneath a shattered gas lamp, a child was writing with a bit of cinder.

HERE FELL THE FIRST SHELL.

The letters stared him in the face. The rat-killer finished and stepped back to view his work, but catching sight of Trents bayonet, screamed and fled, and as Trent staggered across the shattered street, from holes and crannies in the ruins fierce women fled from their work of pillage, cursing him.

At first he could not find his house, for the tears blinded him, but he felt along the wall and reached the door. A lantern burned in the concierges lodge and the old man lay dead beside it. Faint with fright he leaned a moment on his rifle, then, snatching the lantern, sprang up the stairs. He tried to call, but his tongue hardly moved. On the second floor he saw plaster on the stairway, and on the third the floor was torn and the concierge lay in a pool of blood across the landing. The next floor was his, theirs. The door hung from its hinges, the walls gaped. He crept in and sank down by the bed, and there two arms were flung around his neck, and a tear-stained face sought his own.

Sylvia!

O Jack! Jack! Jack!

From the tumbled pillow beside them a child wailed.

They brought it; it is mine, she sobbed.

Ours, he whispered, with his arms around them both.

Then from the stairs below came Braiths anxious voice.

Trent! Is all well?


THE STREET OF OUR LADY OF THE FIELDS
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ET TOUT LES jours passés dans la tristesse

Nous sont comptés comme des jours heureux!

I

The street is not fashionable, neither is it shabby. It is a pariah among streets — a street without a Quarter. It is generally understood to lie outside the pale of the aristocratic Avenue de lObservatoire. The students of the Montparnasse Quarter consider it swell and will have none of it. The Latin Quarter, from the Luxembourg, its northern frontier, sneers at its respectability and regards with disfavour the correctly costumed students who haunt it. Few strangers go into it. At times, however, the Latin Quarter students use it as a thoroughfare between the rue de Rennes and the Bullier, but except for that and the weekly afternoon visits of parents and guardians to the Convent near the rue Vavin, the street of Our Lady of the Fields is as quiet as a Passy boulevard. Perhaps the most respectable portion lies between the rue de la Grande Chaumière and the rue Vavin, at least this was the conclusion arrived at by the Reverend Joel Byram, as he rambled through it with Hastings in charge. To Hastings the street looked pleasant in the bright June weather, and he had begun to hope for its selection when the Reverend Byram shied violently at the cross on the Convent opposite.

Jesuits, he muttered.

Well, said Hastings wearily, I imagine we wont find anything better. You say yourself that vice is triumphant in Paris, and it seems to me that in every street we find Jesuits or something worse.

After a moment he repeated, Or something worse, which of course I would not notice except for your kindness in warning me.

Dr. Byram sucked in his lips and looked about him. He was impressed by the evident respectability of the surroundings. Then frowning at the Convent he took Hastings arm and shuffled across the street to an iron gateway which bore the number 201 bis painted in white on a blue ground. Below this was a notice printed in English:

1.For Porter please oppress once.

2.For Servant please oppress twice.

3.For Parlour please oppress thrice.

Hastings touched the electric button three times, and they were ushered through the garden and into the parlour by a trim maid. The dining-room door, just beyond, was open, and from the table in plain view a stout woman hastily arose and came toward them. Hastings caught a glimpse of a young man with a big head and several snuffy old gentlemen at breakfast, before the door closed and the stout woman waddled into the room, bringing with her an aroma of coffee and a black poodle.

It ees a plaisir to you receive! she cried. Monsieur is Anglish? No? Americain? Off course. My pension it ees for Americains surtout. Here all spik Angleesh, cest à dire, ze personnel; ze sairvants do spik, plus ou moins, a little. I am happy to have you comme pensionnaires—

Madame, began Dr. Byram, but was cut short again.

Ah, yess, I know, ah! mon Dieu! you do not spik Frainch but you have come to lairne! My husband does spik Frainch wiss ze pensionnaires. We have at ze moment a family Americaine who learn of my husband Frainch—

Here the poodle growled at Dr. Byram and was promptly cuffed by his mistress.

Veux tu! she cried, with a slap, veux tu! Oh! le vilain, oh! le vilain!

Mais, madame, said Hastings, smiling, il na pas lair très féroce.

The poodle fled, and his mistress cried, Ah, ze accent charming! He does spik already Frainch like a Parisien young gentleman!

Then Dr. Byram managed to get in a word or two and gathered more or less information with regard to prices.

It ees a pension serieux; my clientèle ees of ze best, indeed a pension de famille where one ees at ome.

Then they went upstairs to examine Hastings future quarters, test the bed-springs and arrange for the weekly towel allowance. Dr. Byram appeared satisfied.

Madame Marotte accompanied them to the door and rang for the maid, but as Hastings stepped out into the gravel walk, his guide and mentor paused a moment and fixed Madame with his watery eyes.

You understand, he said, that he is a youth of most careful bringing up, and his character and morals are without a stain. He is young and has never been abroad, never even seen a large city, and his parents have requested me, as an old family friend living in Paris, to see that he is placed under good influences. He is to study art, but on no account would his parents wish him to live in the Latin Quarter if they knew of the immorality which is rife there.

A sound like the click of a latch interrupted him and he raised his eyes, but not in time to see the maid slap the big-headed young man behind the parlour-door.

Madame coughed, cast a deadly glance behind her and then beamed on Dr. Byram.

It ees well zat he come here. The pension more serious, il nen existe pas, eet ees not any! she announced with conviction.

So, as there was nothing more to add, Dr. Byram joined Hastings at the gate.

I trust, he said, eyeing the Convent, that you will make no acquaintances among Jesuits!

Hastings looked at the Convent until a pretty girl passed before the gray façade, and then he looked at her. A young fellow with a paint-box and canvas came swinging along, stopped before the pretty girl, said something during a brief but vigorous handshake at which they both laughed, and he went his way, calling back, À demain Valentine! as in the same breath she cried, À demain!

Valentine, thought Hastings, what a quaint name; and he started to follow the Reverend Joel Byram, who was shuffling towards the nearest tramway station.

II

An you are pleas wiz Paris, Monsieur Astang? demanded Madame Marotte the next morning as Hastings came into the breakfast-room of the pension, rosy from his plunge in the limited bath above.

I am sure I shall like it, he replied, wondering at his own depression of spirits.

The maid brought him coffee and rolls. He returned the vacant glance of the big-headed young man and acknowledged diffidently the salutes of the snuffy old gentlemen. He did not try to finish his coffee, and sat crumbling a roll, unconscious of the sympathetic glances of Madame Marotte, who had tact enough not to bother him.

Presently a maid entered with a tray on which were balanced two bowls of chocolate, and the snuffy old gentlemen leered at her ankles. The maid deposited the chocolate at a table near the window and smiled at Hastings. Then a thin young lady, followed by her counterpart in all except years, marched into the room and took the table near the window. They were evidently American, but Hastings, if he expected any sign of recognition, was disappointed. To be ignored by compatriots intensified his depression. He fumbled with his knife and looked at his plate.

The thin young lady was talkative enough. She was quite aware of Hastings presence, ready to be flattered if he looked at her, but on the other hand she felt her superiority, for she had been three weeks in Paris and he, it was easy to see, had not yet unpacked his steamer-trunk.

Her conversation was complacent. She argued with her mother upon the relative merits of the Louvre and the Bon Marché, but her mothers part of the discussion was mostly confined to the observation, Why, Susie!

The snuffy old gentlemen had left the room in a body, outwardly polite and inwardly raging. They could not endure the Americans, who filled the room with their chatter.

The big-headed young man looked after them with a knowing cough, murmuring, Gay old birds!

They look like bad old men, Mr. Bladen, said the girl.

To this Mr. Bladen smiled and said, Theyve had their day, in a tone which implied that he was now having his.

And thats why they all have baggy eyes, cried the girl. I think its a shame for young gentlemen—

Why, Susie! said the mother, and the conversation lagged.

After a while Mr. Bladen threw down the Petit Journal, which he daily studied at the expense of the house, and turning to Hastings, started to make himself agreeable. He began by saying, I see you are American.

To this brilliant and original opening, Hastings, deadly homesick, replied gratefully, and the conversation was judiciously nourished by observations from Miss Susie Byng distinctly addressed to Mr. Bladen. In the course of events Miss Susie, forgetting to address herself exclusively to Mr. Bladen, and Hastings replying to her general question, the entente cordiale was established, and Susie and her mother extended a protectorate over what was clearly neutral territory.

Mr. Hastings, you must not desert the pension every evening as Mr. Bladen does. Paris is an awful place for young gentlemen, and Mr. Bladen is a horrid cynic.

Mr. Bladen looked gratified.

Hastings answered, I shall be at the studio all day, and I imagine I shall be glad enough to come back at night.

Mr. Bladen, who, at a salary of fifteen dollars a week, acted as agent for the Pewly Manufacturing Company of Troy, N.Y., smiled a sceptical smile and withdrew to keep an appointment with a customer on the Boulevard Magenta.

Hastings walked into the garden with Mrs. Byng and Susie, and, at their invitation, sat down in the shade before the iron gate.

The chestnut trees still bore their fragrant spikes of pink and white, and the bees hummed among the roses, trellised on the white-walled house.

A faint freshness was in the air. The watering carts moved up and down the street, and a clear stream bubbled over the spotless gutters of the rue de la Grande Chaumière. The sparrows were merry along the curb-stones, taking bath after bath in the water and ruffling their feathers with delight. In a walled garden across the street a pair of blackbirds whistled among the almond trees.

Hastings swallowed the lump in his throat, for the song of the birds and the ripple of water in a Paris gutter brought back to him the sunny meadows of Millbrook.

Thats a blackbird, observed Miss Byng; see him there on the bush with pink blossoms. Hes all black except his bill, and that looks as if it had been dipped in an omelet, as some Frenchman says—

Why, Susie! said Mrs. Byng.

That garden belongs to a studio inhabited by two Americans, continued the girl serenely, and I often see them pass. They seem to need a great many models, mostly young and feminine—

Why, Susie!

Perhaps they prefer painting that kind, but I dont see why they should invite five, with three more young gentlemen, and all get into two cabs and drive away singing. This street, she continued, is dull. There is nothing to see except the garden and a glimpse of the Boulevard Montparnasse through the rue de la Grande Chaumière. No one ever passes except a policeman. There is a convent on the corner.

I thought it was a Jesuit College, began Hastings, but was at once overwhelmed with a Baedecker description of the place, ending with, On one side stand the palatial hotels of Jean Paul Laurens and Guillaume Bouguereau, and opposite, in the little Passage Stanislas, Carolus Duran paints the masterpieces which charm the world.

The blackbird burst into a ripple of golden throaty notes, and from some distant green spot in the city an unknown wild-bird answered with a frenzy of liquid trills until the sparrows paused in their ablutions to look up with restless chirps.

Then a butterfly came and sat on a cluster of heliotrope and waved his crimson-banded wings in the hot sunshine. Hastings knew him for a friend, and before his eyes there came a vision of tall mulleins and scented milkweed alive with painted wings, a vision of a white house and woodbine-covered piazza, — a glimpse of a man reading and a woman leaning over the pansy bed, — and his heart was full. He was startled a moment later by Miss Byng.

I believe you are homesick! Hastings blushed. Miss Byng looked at him with a sympathetic sigh and continued: Whenever I felt homesick at first I used to go with mamma and walk in the Luxembourg Gardens. I dont know why it is, but those old-fashioned gardens seemed to bring me nearer home than anything in this artificial city.

But they are full of marble statues, said Mrs. Byng mildly; I dont see the resemblance myself.

Where is the Luxembourg? inquired Hastings after a silence.

Come with me to the gate, said Miss Byng. He rose and followed her, and she pointed out the rue Vavin at the foot of the street.

You pass by the convent to the right, she smiled; and Hastings went.

III

The Luxembourg was a blaze of flowers. He walked slowly through the long avenues of trees, past mossy marbles and old-time columns, and threading the grove by the bronze lion, came upon the tree-crowned terrace above the fountain. Below lay the basin shining in the sunlight. Flowering almonds encircled the terrace, and, in a greater spiral, groves of chestnuts wound in and out and down among the moist thickets by the western palace wing. At one end of the avenue of trees the Observatory rose, its white domes piled up like an eastern mosque; at the other end stood the heavy palace, with every window-pane ablaze in the fierce sun of June.

Around the fountain, children and white-capped nurses armed with bamboo poles were pushing toy boats, whose sails hung limp in the sunshine. A dark policeman, wearing red epaulettes and a dress sword, watched them for a while and then went away to remonstrate with a young man who had unchained his dog. The dog was pleasantly occupied in rubbing grass and dirt into his back while his legs waved into the air.

The policeman pointed at the dog. He was speechless with indignation.

Well, Captain, smiled the young fellow.

Well, Monsieur Student, growled the policeman.

What do you come and complain to me for?

If you dont chain him Ill take him, shouted the policeman.

Whats that to me, mon capitaine?

Wha — t! Isnt that bull-dog yours?

If it was, dont you suppose Id chain him?

The officer glared for a moment in silence, then deciding that as he was a student he was wicked, grabbed at the dog, who promptly dodged. Around and around the flower-beds they raced, and when the officer came too near for comfort, the bull-dog cut across a flower-bed, which perhaps was not playing fair.

The young man was amused, and the dog also seemed to enjoy the exercise.

The policeman noticed this and decided to strike at the fountain-head of the evil. He stormed up to the student and said, As the owner of this public nuisance I arrest you!

But, objected the other, I disclaim the dog.

That was a poser. It was useless to attempt to catch the dog until three gardeners lent a hand, but then the dog simply ran away and disappeared in the rue de Medici.

The policeman shambled off to find consolation among the white-capped nurses, and the student, looking at his watch, stood up yawning. Then catching sight of Hastings, he smiled and bowed. Hastings walked over to the marble, laughing.

Why, Clifford, he said, I didnt recognize you.

Its my moustache, sighed the other. I sacrificed it to humour a whim of — of — a friend. What do you think of my dog?

Then he is yours? cried Hastings.

Of course. Its a pleasant change for him, this playing tag with policemen, but he is known now and Ill have to stop it. Hes gone home. He always does when the gardeners take a hand. Its a pity; hes fond of rolling on lawns. Then they chatted for a moment of Hastings prospects, and Clifford politely offered to stand his sponsor at the studio.

You see, old tabby, I mean Dr. Byram, told me about you before I met you, explained Clifford, and Elliott and I will be glad to do anything we can. Then looking at his watch again, he muttered, I have just ten minutes to catch the Versailles train; au revoir, and started to go, but catching sight of a girl advancing by the fountain, took off his hat with a confused smile.

Why are you not at Versailles? she said, with an almost imperceptible acknowledgment of Hastings presence.

I — Im going, murmured Clifford.

For a moment they faced each other, and then Clifford, very red, stammered, With your permission I have the honour of presenting to you my friend, Monsieur Hastings.

Hastings bowed low. She smiled very sweetly, but there was something of malice in the quiet inclination of her small Parisienne head.

I could have wished, she said, that Monsieur Clifford might spare me more time when he brings with him so charming an American.

Must — must I go, Valentine? began Clifford.

Certainly, she replied.

Clifford took his leave with very bad grace, wincing, when she added, And give my dearest love to Cécile! As he disappeared in the rue dAssas, the girl turned as if to go, but then suddenly remembering Hastings, looked at him and shook her head.

Monsieur Clifford is so perfectly hare-brained, she smiled, it is embarrassing sometimes. You have heard, of course, all about his success at the Salon?

He looked puzzled and she noticed it.

You have been to the Salon, of course?

Why, no, he answered, I only arrived in Paris three days ago.

She seemed to pay little heed to his explanation, but continued: Nobody imagined he had the energy to do anything good, but on varnishing day the Salon was astonished by the entrance of Monsieur Clifford, who strolled about as bland as you please with an orchid in his buttonhole, and a beautiful picture on the line.

She smiled to herself at the reminiscence, and looked at the fountain.

Monsieur Bouguereau told me that Monsieur Julian was so astonished that he only shook hands with Monsieur Clifford in a dazed manner, and actually forgot to pat him on the back! Fancy, she continued with much merriment, fancy papa Julian forgetting to pat one on the back.

Hastings, wondering at her acquaintance with the great Bouguereau, looked at her with respect. May I ask, he said diffidently, whether you are a pupil of Bouguereau?

I? she said in some surprise. Then she looked at him curiously. Was he permitting himself the liberty of joking on such short acquaintance?

His pleasant serious face questioned hers.

Tiens, she thought, what a droll man!

You surely study art? he said.

She leaned back on the crooked stick of her parasol, and looked at him. Why do you think so?

Because you speak as if you did.

You are making fun of me, she said, and it is not good taste.

She stopped, confused, as he coloured to the roots of his hair.

How long have you been in Paris? she said at length.

Three days, he replied gravely.

But — but — surely you are not a nouveau! You speak French too well!

Then after a pause, Really are you a nouveau?

I am, he said.

She sat down on the marble bench lately occupied by Clifford, and tilting her parasol over her small head looked at him.

I dont believe it.

He felt the compliment, and for a moment hesitated to declare himself one of the despised. Then mustering up his courage, he told her how new and green he was, and all with a frankness which made her blue eyes open very wide and her lips part in the sweetest of smiles.

You have never seen a studio?

Never.

Nor a model?

No.

How funny, she said solemnly. Then they both laughed.

And you, he said, have seen studios?

Hundreds.

And models?

Millions.

And you know Bouguereau?

Yes, and Henner, and Constant and Laurens, and Puvis de Chavannes and Dagnan and Courtois, and — and all the rest of them!

And yet you say you are not an artist.

Pardon, she said gravely, did I say I was not?

Wont you tell me? he hesitated.

At first she looked at him, shaking her head and smiling, then of a sudden her eyes fell and she began tracing figures with her parasol in the gravel at her feet. Hastings had taken a place on the seat, and now, with his elbows on his knees, sat watching the spray drifting above the fountain jet. A small boy, dressed as a sailor, stood poking his yacht and crying, I wont go home! I wont go home! His nurse raised her hands to Heaven.

Just like a little American boy, thought Hastings, and a pang of homesickness shot through him.

Presently the nurse captured the boat, and the small boy stood at bay.

Monsieur René, when you decide to come here you may have your boat.

The boy backed away scowling.

Give me my boat, I say, he cried, and dont call me René, for my names Randall and you know it!

Hello! said Hastings,— Randall? — thats English.

I am American, announced the boy in perfectly good English, turning to look at Hastings, and shes such a fool she calls me René because mamma calls me Ranny—

Here he dodged the exasperated nurse and took up his station behind Hastings, who laughed, and catching him around the waist lifted him into his lap.

One of my countrymen, he said to the girl beside him. He smiled while he spoke, but there was a queer feeling in his throat.

Dont you see the stars and stripes on my yacht? demanded Randall. Sure enough, the American colours hung limply under the nurses arm.

Oh, cried the girl, he is charming, and impulsively stooped to kiss him, but the infant Randall wriggled out of Hastings arms, and his nurse pounced upon him with an angry glance at the girl.

She reddened and then bit her lips as the nurse, with eyes still fixed on her, dragged the child away and ostentatiously wiped his lips with her handkerchief.

Then she stole a look at Hastings and bit her lip again.

What an ill-tempered woman! he said. In America, most nurses are flattered when people kiss their children.

For an instant she tipped the parasol to hide her face, then closed it with a snap and looked at him defiantly.

Do you think it strange that she objected?

Why not? he said in surprise.

Again she looked at him with quick searching eyes.

His eyes were clear and bright, and he smiled back, repeating, Why not?

You are droll, she murmured, bending her head.

Why?

But she made no answer, and sat silent, tracing curves and circles in the dust with her parasol. After a while he said— I am glad to see that young people have so much liberty here. I understood that the French were not at all like us. You know in America — or at least where I live in Milbrook, girls have every liberty, — go out alone and receive their friends alone, and I was afraid I should miss it here. But I see how it is now, and I am glad I was mistaken.

She raised her eyes to his and kept them there.

He continued pleasantly— Since I have sat here I have seen a lot of pretty girls walking alone on the terrace there, — and then you are alone too. Tell me, for I do not know French customs, — do you have the liberty of going to the theatre without a chaperone?

For a long time she studied his face, and then with a trembling smile said, Why do you ask me?

Because you must know, of course, he said gaily.

Yes, she replied indifferently, I know.

He waited for an answer, but getting none, decided that perhaps she had misunderstood him.

I hope you dont think I mean to presume on our short acquaintance, he began,— in fact it is very odd but I dont know your name. When Mr. Clifford presented me he only mentioned mine. Is that the custom in France?

It is the custom in the Latin Quarter, she said with a queer light in her eyes. Then suddenly she began talking almost feverishly.

You must know, Monsieur Hastings, that we are all un peu sans gêne here in the Latin Quarter. We are very Bohemian, and etiquette and ceremony are out of place. It was for that Monsieur Clifford presented you to me with small ceremony, and left us together with less, — only for that, and I am his friend, and I have many friends in the Latin Quarter, and we all know each other very well — and I am not studying art, but — but—

But what? he said, bewildered.

I shall not tell you, — it is a secret, she said with an uncertain smile. On both cheeks a pink spot was burning, and her eyes were very bright.

Then in a moment her face fell. Do you know Monsieur Clifford very intimately?

Not very.

After a while she turned to him, grave and a little pale.

My name is Valentine — Valentine Tissot. Might — might I ask a service of you on such very short acquaintance?

Oh, he cried, I should be honoured.

It is only this, she said gently, it is not much. Promise me not to speak to Monsieur Clifford about me. Promise me that you will speak to no one about me.

I promise, he said, greatly puzzled.

She laughed nervously. I wish to remain a mystery. It is a caprice.

But, he began, I had wished, I had hoped that you might give Monsieur Clifford permission to bring me, to present me at your house.

My — my house! she repeated.

I mean, where you live, in fact, to present me to your family.

The change in the girls face shocked him.

I beg your pardon, he cried, I have hurt you.

And as quick as a flash she understood him because she was a woman.

My parents are dead, she said.

Presently he began again, very gently.

Would it displease you if I beg you to receive me? It is the custom?

I cannot, she answered. Then glancing up at him, I am sorry; I should like to; but believe me. I cannot.

He bowed seriously and looked vaguely uneasy.

It isnt because I dont wish to. I — I like you; you are very kind to me.

Kind? he cried, surprised and puzzled.

I like you, she said slowly, and we will see each other sometimes if you will.

At friends houses.

No, not at friends houses.

Where?

Here, she said with defiant eyes.

Why, he cried, in Paris you are much more liberal in your views than we are.

She looked at him curiously.

Yes, we are very Bohemian.

I think it is charming, he declared.

You see, we shall be in the best of society, she ventured timidly, with a pretty gesture toward the statues of the dead queens, ranged in stately ranks above the terrace.

He looked at her, delighted, and she brightened at the success of her innocent little pleasantry.

Indeed, she smiled, I shall be well chaperoned, because you see we are under the protection of the gods themselves; look, there are Apollo, and Juno, and Venus, on their pedestals, counting them on her small gloved fingers, and Ceres, Hercules, and — but I cant make out—

Hastings turned to look up at the winged god under whose shadow they were seated.

Why, its Love, he said.

IV

There is a nouveau here, drawled Laffat, leaning around his easel and addressing his friend Bowles, there is a nouveau here who is so tender and green and appetizing that Heaven help him if he should fall into a salad bowl.

Hayseed? inquired Bowles, plastering in a background with a broken palette-knife and squinting at the effect with approval.

Yes, Squeedunk or Oshkosh, and how he ever grew up among the daisies and escaped the cows, Heaven alone knows!

Bowles rubbed his thumb across the outlines of his study to throw in a little atmosphere, as he said, glared at the model, pulled at his pipe and finding it out struck a match on his neighbours back to relight it.

His name, continued Laffat, hurling a bit of bread at the hat-rack, his name is Hastings. He is a berry. He knows no more about the world, — and here Mr. Laffats face spoke volumes for his own knowledge of that planet,— than a maiden cat on its first moonlight stroll.

Bowles now having succeeded in lighting his pipe, repeated the thumb touch on the other edge of the study and said, Ah!

Yes, continued his friend, and would you imagine it, he seems to think that everything here goes on as it does in his d —— d little backwoods ranch at home; talks about the pretty girls who walk alone in the street; says how sensible it is; and how French parents are misrepresented in America; says that for his part he finds French girls, — and he confessed to only knowing one, — as jolly as American girls. I tried to set him right, tried to give him a pointer as to what sort of ladies walk about alone or with students, and he was either too stupid or too innocent to catch on. Then I gave it to him straight, and he said I was a vile-minded fool and marched off.

Did you assist him with your shoe? inquired Bowles, languidly interested.

Well, no.

He called you a vile-minded fool.

He was correct, said Clifford from his easel in front.

What — what do you mean? demanded Laffat, turning red.

That, replied Clifford.

Who spoke to you? Is this your business? sneered Bowles, but nearly lost his balance as Clifford swung about and eyed him.

Yes, he said slowly, its my business.

No one spoke for some time.

Then Clifford sang out, I say, Hastings!

And when Hastings left his easel and came around, he nodded toward the astonished Laffat.

This man has been disagreeable to you, and I want to tell you that any time you feel inclined to kick him, why, I will hold the other creature.

Hastings, embarrassed, said, Why no, I dont agree with his ideas, nothing more.

Clifford said Naturally, and slipping his arm through Hastings, strolled about with him, and introduced him to several of his own friends, at which all the nouveaux opened their eyes with envy, and the studio were given to understand that Hastings, although prepared to do menial work as the latest nouveau, was already within the charmed circle of the old, respected and feared, the truly great.

The rest finished, the model resumed his place, and work went on in a chorus of songs and yells and every ear-splitting noise which the art student utters when studying the beautiful.

Five oclock struck, — the model yawned, stretched and climbed into his trousers, and the noisy contents of six studios crowded through the hall and down into the street. Ten minutes later, Hastings found himself on top of a Montrouge tram, and shortly afterward was joined by Clifford.

They climbed down at the rue Gay Lussac.

I always stop here, observed Clifford, I like the walk through the Luxembourg.

By the way, said Hastings, how can I call on you when I dont know where you live?

Why, I live opposite you.

What — the studio in the garden where the almond trees are and the blackbirds—

Exactly, said Clifford. Im with my friend Elliott.

Hastings thought of the description of the two American artists which he had heard from Miss Susie Byng, and looked blank.

Clifford continued, Perhaps you had better let me know when you think of coming so, — so that I will be sure to — to be there, he ended rather lamely.

I shouldnt care to meet any of your model friends there, said Hastings, smiling. You know — my ideas are rather straitlaced, — I suppose you would say, Puritanical. I shouldnt enjoy it and wouldnt know how to behave.

Oh, I understand, said Clifford, but added with great cordiality,— Im sure well be friends although you may not approve of me and my set, but you will like Severn and Selby because — because, well, they are like yourself, old chap.

After a moment he continued, There is something I want to speak about. You see, when I introduced you, last week, in the Luxembourg, to Valentine—

Not a word! cried Hastings, smiling; you must not tell me a word of her!

Why—

No — not a word! he said gaily. I insist, — promise me upon your honour you will not speak of her until I give you permission; promise!

I promise, said Clifford, amazed.

She is a charming girl, — we had such a delightful chat after you left, and I thank you for presenting me, but not another word about her until I give you permission.

Oh, murmured Clifford.

Remember your promise, he smiled, as he turned into his gateway.

Clifford strolled across the street and, traversing the ivy-covered alley, entered his garden.

He felt for his studio key, muttering, I wonder — I wonder, — but of course he doesnt!

He entered the hallway, and fitting the key into the door, stood staring at the two cards tacked over the panels.

FOXHALL CLIFFORD

RICHARD OSBORNE ELLIOTT

Why the devil doesnt he want me to speak of her?

He opened the door, and, discouraging the caresses of two brindle bull-dogs, sank down on the sofa.

Elliott sat smoking and sketching with a piece of charcoal by the window.

Hello, he said without looking around.

Clifford gazed absently at the back of his head, murmuring, Im afraid, Im afraid that man is too innocent. I say, Elliott, he said, at last, Hastings, — you know the chap that old Tabby Byram came around here to tell us about — the day you had to hide Colette in the armoire—

Yes, whats up?

Oh, nothing. Hes a brick.

Yes, said Elliott, without enthusiasm.

Dont you think so? demanded Clifford.

Why yes, but he is going to have a tough time when some of his illusions are dispelled.

More shame to those who dispel em!

Yes, — wait until he comes to pay his call on us, unexpectedly, of course—

Clifford looked virtuous and lighted a cigar.

I was just going to say, he observed, that I have asked him not to come without letting us know, so I can postpone any orgie you may have intended—

Ah! cried Elliott indignantly, I suppose you put it to him in that way.

Not exactly, grinned Clifford. Then more seriously, I dont want anything to occur here to bother him. Hes a brick, and its a pity we cant be more like him.

I am, observed Elliott complacently, only living with you—

Listen! cried the other. I have managed to put my foot in it in great style. Do you know what Ive done? Well — the first time I met him in the street, — or rather, it was in the Luxembourg, I introduced him to Valentine!

Did he object?

Believe me, said Clifford, solemnly, this rustic Hastings has no more idea that Valentine is — is — in fact is Valentine, than he has that he himself is a beautiful example of moral decency in a Quarter where morals are as rare as elephants. I heard enough in a conversation between that blackguard Loffat and the little immoral eruption, Bowles, to open my eyes. I tell you Hastings is a trump! Hes a healthy, clean-minded young fellow, bred in a small country village, brought up with the idea that saloons are way-stations to hell — and as for women—

Well? demanded Elliott

Well, said Clifford, his idea of the dangerous woman is probably a painted Jezabel.

Probably, replied the other.

Hes a trump! said Clifford, and if he swears the world is as good and pure as his own heart, Ill swear hes right.

Elliott rubbed his charcoal on his file to get a point and turned to his sketch saying, He will never hear any pessimism from Richard Osborne E.

Hes a lesson to me, said Clifford. Then he unfolded a small perfumed note, written on rose-coloured paper, which had been lying on the table before him.

He read it, smiled, whistled a bar or two from Miss Helyett, and sat down to answer it on his best cream-laid note-paper. When it was written and sealed, he picked up his stick and marched up and down the studio two or three times, whistling.

Going out? inquired the other, without turning.

Yes, he said, but lingered a moment over Elliotts shoulder, watching him pick out the lights in his sketch with a bit of bread.

To-morrow is Sunday, he observed after a moments silence.

Well? inquired Elliott.

Have you seen Colette?

No, I will to-night. She and Rowden and Jacqueline are coming to Boulants. I suppose you and Cécile will be there?

Well, no, replied Clifford. Cécile dines at home to-night, and I — I had an idea of going to Mignons.

Elliott looked at him with disapproval.

You can make all the arrangements for La Roche without me, he continued, avoiding Elliotts eyes.

What are you up to now?

Nothing, protested Clifford.

Dont tell me, replied his chum, with scorn; fellows dont rush off to Mignons when the set dine at Boulants. Who is it now? — but no, I wont ask that, — whats the use! Then he lifted up his voice in complaint and beat upon the table with his pipe. Whats the use of ever trying to keep track of you? What will Cécile say, — oh, yes, what will she say? Its a pity you cant be constant two months, yes, by Jove! and the Quarter is indulgent, but you abuse its good nature and mine too!

Presently he arose, and jamming his hat on his head, marched to the door.

Heaven alone knows why any one puts up with your antics, but they all do and so do I. If I were Cécile or any of the other pretty fools after whom you have toddled and will, in all human probabilities, continue to toddle, I say, if I were Cécile Id spank you! Now Im going to Boulants, and as usual I shall make excuses for you and arrange the affair, and I dont care a continental where you are going, but, by the skull of the studio skeleton! if you dont turn up to-morrow with your sketching-kit under one arm and Cécile under the other, — if you dont turn up in good shape, Im done with you, and the rest can think what they please. Good-night.

Clifford said good-night with as pleasant a smile as he could muster, and then sat down with his eyes on the door. He took out his watch and gave Elliott ten minutes to vanish, then rang the concierges call, murmuring, Oh dear, oh dear, why the devil do I do it?

Alfred, he said, as that gimlet-eyed person answered the call, make yourself clean and proper, Alfred, and replace your sabots with a pair of shoes. Then put on your best hat and take this letter to the big white house in the Rue de Dragon. There is no answer, mon petit Alfred.

The concierge departed with a snort in which unwillingness for the errand and affection for M. Clifford were blended. Then with great care the young fellow arrayed himself in all the beauties of his and Elliotts wardrobe. He took his time about it, and occasionally interrupted his toilet to play his banjo or make pleasing diversion for the bull-dogs by gambling about on all fours. Ive got two hours before me, he thought, and borrowed a pair of Elliotts silken foot-gear, with which he and the dogs played ball until he decided to put them on. Then he lighted a cigarette and inspected his dress-coat. When he had emptied it of four handkerchiefs, a fan, and a pair of crumpled gloves as long as his arm, he decided it was not suited to add éclat to his charms and cast about in his mind for a substitute. Elliott was too thin, and, anyway, his coats were now under lock and key. Rowden probably was as badly off as himself. Hastings! Hastings was the man! But when he threw on a smoking-jacket and sauntered over to Hastings house, he was informed that he had been gone over an hour.

Now, where in the name of all thats reasonable could he have gone! muttered Clifford, looking down the street.

The maid didnt know, so he bestowed upon her a fascinating smile and lounged back to the studio.

Hastings was not far away. The Luxembourg is within five minutes walk of the rue Notre Dame des Champs, and there he sat under the shadow of a winged god, and there he had sat for an hour, poking holes in the dust and watching the steps which lead from the northern terrace to the fountain. The sun hung, a purple globe, above the misty hills of Meudon. Long streamers of clouds touched with rose swept low on the western sky, and the dome of the distant Invalides burned like an opal through the haze. Behind the Palace the smoke from a high chimney mounted straight into the air, purple until it crossed the sun, where it changed to a bar of smouldering fire. High above the darkening foliage of the chestnuts the twin towers of St. Sulpice rose, an ever-deepening silhouette.

A sleepy blackbird was carolling in some near thicket, and pigeons passed and repassed with the whisper of soft winds in their wings. The light on the Palace windows had died away, and the dome of the Pantheon swam aglow above the northern terrace, a fiery Valhalla in the sky; while below in grim array, along the terrace ranged, the marble ranks of queens looked out into the west.

From the end of the long walk by the northern façade of the Palace came the noise of omnibuses and the cries of the street. Hastings looked at the Palace clock. Six, and as his own watch agreed with it, he fell to poking holes in the gravel again. A constant stream of people passed between the Odéon and the fountain. Priests in black, with silver-buckled shoes; line soldiers, slouchy and rakish; neat girls without hats bearing milliners boxes, students with black portfolios and high hats, students with bérets and big canes, nervous, quick-stepping officers, symphonies in turquoise and silver; ponderous jangling cavalrymen all over dust, pastry cooks boys skipping along with utter disregard for the safety of the basket balanced on the impish head, and then the lean outcast, the shambling Paris tramp, slouching with shoulders bent and little eye furtively scanning the ground for smokers refuse; — all these moved in a steady stream across the fountain circle and out into the city by the Odeon, whose long arcades were now beginning to flicker with gas-jets. The melancholy bells of St Sulpice struck the hour and the clock-tower of the Palace lighted up. Then hurried steps sounded across the gravel and Hastings raised his head.

How late you are, he said, but his voice was hoarse and only his flushed face told how long had seemed the waiting.

She said, I was kept — indeed, I was so much annoyed — and — and I may only stay a moment.

She sat down beside him, casting a furtive glance over her shoulder at the god upon his pedestal.

What a nuisance, that intruding cupid still there?

Wings and arrows too, said Hastings, unheeding her motion to be seated.

Wings, she murmured, oh, yes — to fly away with when hes tired of his play. Of course it was a man who conceived the idea of wings, otherwise Cupid would have been insupportable.

Do you think so?

Ma foi, its what men think.

And women?

Oh, she said, with a toss of her small head, I really forget what we were speaking of.

We were speaking of love, said Hastings.

I was not, said the girl. Then looking up at the marble god, I dont care for this one at all. I dont believe he knows how to shoot his arrows — no, indeed, he is a coward; — he creeps up like an assassin in the twilight. I dont approve of cowardice, she announced, and turned her back on the statue.

I think, said Hastings quietly, that he does shoot fairly — yes, and even gives one warning.

Is it your experience, Monsieur Hastings?

He looked straight into her eyes and said, He is warning me.

Heed the warning then, she cried, with a nervous laugh. As she spoke she stripped off her gloves, and then carefully proceeded to draw them on again. When this was accomplished she glanced at the Palace clock, saying, Oh dear, how late it is! furled her umbrella, then unfurled it, and finally looked at him.

No, he said, I shall not heed his warning.

Oh dear, she sighed again, still talking about that tiresome statue! Then stealing a glance at his face, I suppose — I suppose you are in love.

I dont know, he muttered, I suppose I am.

She raised her head with a quick gesture. You seem delighted at the idea, she said, but bit her lip and trembled as his eyes met hers. Then sudden fear came over her and she sprang up, staring into the gathering shadows.

Are you cold? he said.

But she only answered, Oh dear, oh dear, it is late — so late! I must go — good-night.

She gave him her gloved hand a moment and then withdrew it with a start.

What is it? he insisted. Are you frightened?

She looked at him strangely.

No — no — not frightened, — you are very good to me—

By Jove! he burst out, what do you mean by saying Im good to you? Thats at least the third time, and I dont understand!

The sound of a drum from the guard-house at the palace cut him short. Listen, she whispered, they are going to close. Its late, oh, so late!

The rolling of the drum came nearer and nearer, and then the silhouette of the drummer cut the sky above the eastern terrace. The fading light lingered a moment on his belt and bayonet, then he passed into the shadows, drumming the echoes awake. The roll became fainter along the eastern terrace, then grew and grew and rattled with increasing sharpness when he passed the avenue by the bronze lion and turned down the western terrace walk. Louder and louder the drum sounded, and the echoes struck back the notes from the grey palace wall; and now the drummer loomed up before them — his red trousers a dull spot in the gathering gloom, the brass of his drum and bayonet touched with a pale spark, his epaulettes tossing on his shoulders. He passed leaving the crash of the drum in their ears, and far into the alley of trees they saw his little tin cup shining on his haversack. Then the sentinels began the monotonous cry: On ferme! on ferme! and the bugle blew from the barracks in the rue de Tournon.

On ferme! on ferme!

Good-night, she whispered, I must return alone to-night.

He watched her until she reached the northern terrace, and then sat down on the marble seat until a hand on his shoulder and a glimmer of bayonets warned him away.

She passed on through the grove, and turning into the rue de Medici, traversed it to the Boulevard. At the corner she bought a bunch of violets and walked on along the Boulevard to the rue des Écoles. A cab was drawn up before Boulants, and a pretty girl aided by Elliott jumped out.

Valentine! cried the girl, come with us!

I cant, she said, stopping a moment— I have a rendezvous at Mignons.

Not Victor? cried the girl, laughing, but she passed with a little shiver, nodding good-night, then turning into the Boulevard St. Germain, she walked a tittle faster to escape a gay party sitting before the Café Cluny who called to her to join them. At the door of the Restaurant Mignon stood a coal-black negro in buttons. He took off his peaked cap as she mounted the carpeted stairs.

Send Eugene to me, she said at the office, and passing through the hallway to the right of the dining-room stopped before a row of panelled doors. A waiter passed and she repeated her demand for Eugene, who presently appeared, noiselessly skipping, and bowed murmuring, Madame.

Who is here?

No one in the cabinets, madame; in the half Madame Madelon and Monsieur Gay, Monsieur de Clamart, Monsieur Clisson, Madame Marie and their set. Then he looked around and bowing again murmured, Monsieur awaits madame since half an hour, and he knocked at one of the panelled doors bearing the number six.

Clifford opened the door and the girl entered.

The garçon bowed her in, and whispering, Will Monsieur have the goodness to ring? vanished.

He helped her off with her jacket and took her hat and umbrella. When she was seated at the little table with Clifford opposite she smiled and leaned forward on both elbows looking him in the face.

What are you doing here? she demanded.

Waiting, he replied, in accents of adoration.

For an instant she turned and examined herself in the glass. The wide blue eyes, the curling hair, the straight nose and short curled lip flashed in the mirror an instant only, and then its depths reflected her pretty neck and back. Thus do I turn my back on vanity, she said, and then leaning forward again, What are you doing here?

Waiting for you, repeated Clifford, slightly troubled.

And Cécile.

Now dont, Valentine—

Do you know, she said calmly, I dislike your conduct?

He was a little disconcerted, and rang for Eugene to cover his confusion.

The soup was bisque, and the wine Pommery, and the courses followed each other with the usual regularity until Eugene brought coffee, and there was nothing left on the table but a small silver lamp.

Valentine, said Clifford, after having obtained permission to smoke, is it the Vaudeville or the Eldorado — or both, or the Nouveau Cirque, or—

It is here, said Valentine.

Well, he said, greatly flattered, Im afraid I couldnt amuse you—

Oh, yes, you are funnier than the Eldorado.

Now see here, dont guy me, Valentine. You always do, and, and, — you know what they say, — a good laugh kills—

What?

Er — er — love and all that.

She laughed until her eyes were moist with tears. Tiens, she cried, he is dead, then!

Clifford eyed her with growing alarm.

Do you know why I came? she said.

No, he replied uneasily, I dont.

How long have you made love to me?

Well, he admitted, somewhat startled,— I should say, — for about a year.

It is a year, I think. Are you not tired?

He did not answer.

Dont you know that I like you too well to — to ever fall in love with you? she said. Dont you know that we are too good comrades, — too old friends for that? And were we not, — do you think that I do not know your history, Monsieur Clifford?

Dont be — dont be so sarcastic, he urged; dont be unkind, Valentine.

Im not. Im kind. Im very kind, — to you and to Cécile.

Cécile is tired of me.

I hope she is, said the girl, for she deserves a better fate. Tiens, do you know your reputation in the Quarter? Of the inconstant, the most inconstant, — utterly incorrigible and no more serious than a gnat on a summer night. Poor Cécile!

Clifford looked so uncomfortable that she spoke more kindly.

I like you. You know that. Everybody does. You are a spoiled child here. Everything is permitted you and every one makes allowance, but every one cannot be a victim to caprice.

Caprice! he cried. By Jove, if the girls of the Latin Quarter are not capricious—

Never mind, — never mind about that! You must not sit in judgment — you of all men. Why are you here to-night? Oh, she cried, I will tell you why! Monsieur receives a little note; he sends a little answer; he dresses in his conquering raiment—

I dont, said Clifford, very red.

You do, and it becomes you, she retorted with a faint smile. Then again, very quietly, I am in your power, but I know I am in the power of a friend. I have come to acknowledge it to you here, — and it is because of that that I am here to beg of you — a — a favour.

Clifford opened his eyes, but said nothing.

I am in — great distress of mind. It is Monsieur Hastings.

Well? said Clifford, in some astonishment.

I want to ask you, she continued in a low voice, I want to ask you to — to — in case you should speak of me before him, — not to say, — not to say,—

I shall not speak of you to him, he said quietly.

Can — can you prevent others?

I might if I was present. May I ask why?

That is not fair, she murmured; you know how — how he considers me, — as he considers every woman. You know how different he is from you and the rest. I have never seen a man, — such a man as Monsieur Hastings.

He let his cigarette go out unnoticed.

I am almost afraid of him — afraid he should know — what we all are in the Quarter. Oh, I do not wish him to know! I do not wish him to — to turn from me — to cease from speaking to me as he does! You — you and the rest cannot know what it has been to me. I could not believe him, — I could not believe he was so good and — and noble. I do not wish him to know — so soon. He will find out — sooner or later, he will find out for himself, and then he will turn away from me. Why! she cried passionately, why should he turn from me and not from you?

Clifford, much embarrassed, eyed his cigarette.

The girl rose, very white. He is your friend — you have a right to warn him.

He is my friend, he said at length.

They looked at each other in silence.

Then she cried, By all that I hold to me most sacred, you need not warn him!

I shall trust your word, he said pleasantly.

V

The month passed quickly for Hastings, and left few definite impressions after it. It did leave some, however. One was a painful impression of meeting Mr. Bladen on the Boulevard des Capucines in company with a very pronounced young person whose laugh dismayed him, and when at last he escaped from the café where Mr. Bladen had hauled him to join them in a bock he felt as if the whole boulevard was looking at him, and judging him by his company. Later, an instinctive conviction regarding the young person with Mr. Bladen sent the hot blood into his cheek, and he returned to the pension in such a miserable state of mind that Miss Byng was alarmed and advised him to conquer his homesickness at once.

Another impression was equally vivid. One Saturday morning, feeling lonely, his wanderings about the city brought him to the Gare St. Lazare. It was early for breakfast, but he entered the Hôtel Terminus and took a table near the window. As he wheeled about to give his order, a man passing rapidly along the aisle collided with his head, and looking up to receive the expected apology, he was met instead by a slap on the shoulder and a hearty, What the deuce are you doing here, old chap? It was Rowden, who seized him and told him to come along. So, mildly protesting, he was ushered into a private dining-room where Clifford, rather red, jumped up from the table and welcomed him with a startled air which was softened by the unaffected glee of Rowden and the extreme courtesy of Elliott. The latter presented him to three bewitching girls who welcomed him so charmingly and seconded Rowden in his demand that Hastings should make one of the party, that he consented at once. While Elliott briefly outlined the projected excursion to La Roche, Hastings delightedly ate his omelet, and returned the smiles of encouragement from Cécile and Colette and Jacqueline. Meantime Clifford in a bland whisper was telling Rowden what an ass he was. Poor Rowden looked miserable until Elliott, divining how affairs were turning, frowned on Clifford and found a moment to let Rowden know that they were all going to make the best of it.

You shut up, he observed to Clifford, its fate, and that settles it.

Its Rowden, and that settles it, murmured Clifford, concealing a grin. For after all he was not Hastings wet nurse. So it came about that the train which left the Gare St. Lazare at 9.15 a.m. stopped a moment in its career towards Havre and deposited at the red-roofed station of La Roche a merry party, armed with sunshades, trout-rods, and one cane, carried by the non-combatant, Hastings. Then, when they had established their camp in a grove of sycamores which bordered the little river Ept, Clifford, the acknowledged master of all that pertained to sportsmanship, took command.

You, Rowden, he said, divide your flies with Elliott and keep an eye on him or else hell be trying to put on a float and sinker. Prevent him by force from grubbing about for worms.

Elliott protested, but was forced to smile in the general laugh.

You make me ill, he asserted; do you think this is my first trout?

I shall be delighted to see your first trout, said Clifford, and dodging a fly hook, hurled with intent to hit, proceeded to sort and equip three slender rods destined to bring joy and fish to Cécile, Colette, and Jacqueline. With perfect gravity he ornamented each line with four split shot, a small hook, and a brilliant quill float.

I shall never touch the worms, announced Cécile with a shudder.

Jacqueline and Colette hastened to sustain her, and Hastings pleasantly offered to act in the capacity of general baiter and taker-off of fish. But Cécile, doubtless fascinated by the gaudy flies in Cliffords book, decided to accept lessons from him in the true art, and presently disappeared up the Ept with Clifford in tow.

Elliott looked doubtfully at Colette.

I prefer gudgeons, said that damsel with decision, and you and Monsieur Rowden may go away when you please; may they not, Jacqueline?

Certainly, responded Jacqueline.

Elliott, undecided, examined his rod and reel.

Youve got your reel on wrong side up, observed Rowden.

Elliott wavered, and stole a glance at Colette.

I — I — have almost decided to — er — not to flip the flies about just now, he began. Theres the pole that Cécile left—

Dont call it a pole, corrected Rowden.

Rod, then, continued Elliott, and started off in the wake of the two girls, but was promptly collared by Rowden.

No, you dont! Fancy a man fishing with a float and sinker when he has a fly rod in his hand! You come along!

Where the placid little Ept flows down between its thickets to the Seine, a grassy bank shadows the haunt of the gudgeon, and on this bank sat Colette and Jacqueline and chattered and laughed and watched the swerving of the scarlet quills, while Hastings, his hat over his eyes, his head on a bank of moss, listened to their soft voices and gallantly unhooked the small and indignant gudgeon when a flash of a rod and a half-suppressed scream announced a catch. The sunlight filtered through the leafy thickets awaking to song the forest birds. Magpies in spotless black and white flirted past, alighting near by with a hop and bound and twitch of the tail. Blue and white jays with rosy breasts shrieked through the trees, and a low-sailing hawk wheeled among the fields of ripening wheat, putting to flight flocks of twittering hedge birds.

Across the Seine a gull dropped on the water like a plume. The air was pure and still. Scarcely a leaf moved. Sounds from a distant farm came faintly, the shrill cock-crow and dull baying. Now and then a steam-tug with big raking smoke-pipe, bearing the name Guêpe 27, ploughed up the river dragging its interminable train of barges, or a sailboat dropped down with the current toward sleepy Rouen.

A faint fresh odour of earth and water hung in the air, and through the sunlight, orange-tipped butterflies danced above the marsh grass, soft velvety butterflies flapped through the mossy woods.

Hastings was thinking of Valentine. It was two oclock when Elliott strolled back, and frankly admitting that he had eluded Rowden, sat down beside Colette and prepared to doze with satisfaction.

Where are your trout? said Colette severely.

They still live, murmured Elliott, and went fast asleep.

Rowden returned shortly after, and casting a scornful glance at the slumbering one, displayed three crimson-flecked trout.

And that, smiled Hastings lazily, that is the holy end to which the faithful plod, — the slaughter of these small fish with a bit of silk and feather.

Rowden disdained to answer him. Colette caught another gudgeon and awoke Elliott, who protested and gazed about for the lunch baskets, as Clifford and Cécile came up demanding instant refreshment. Céciles skirts were soaked, and her gloves torn, but she was happy, and Clifford, dragging out a two-pound trout, stood still to receive the applause of the company.

Where the deuce did you get that? demanded Elliott.

Cécile, wet and enthusiastic, recounted the battle, and then Clifford eulogized her powers with the fly, and, in proof, produced from his creel a defunct chub, which, he observed, just missed being a trout.

They were all very happy at luncheon, and Hastings was voted charming. He enjoyed it immensely, — only it seemed to him at moments that flirtation went further in France than in Millbrook, Connecticut, and he thought that Cécile might be a little less enthusiastic about Clifford, that perhaps it would be quite as well if Jacqueline sat further away from Rowden, and that possibly Colette could have, for a moment at least, taken her eyes from Elliotts face. Still he enjoyed it — except when his thoughts drifted to Valentine, and then he felt that he was very far away from her. La Roche is at least an hour and a half from Paris. It is also true that he felt a happiness, a quick heart-beat when, at eight oclock that night the train which bore them from La Roche rolled into the Gare St. Lazare and he was once more in the city of Valentine.

Good-night, they said, pressing around him. You must come with us next time!

He promised, and watched them, two by two, drift into the darkening city, and stood so long that, when again he raised his eyes, the vast Boulevard was twinkling with gas-jets through which the electric lights stared like moons.

VI

It was with another quick heart-beat that he awoke next morning, for his first thought was of Valentine.

The sun already gilded the towers of Notre Dame, the clatter of workmens sabots awoke sharp echoes in the street below, and across the way a blackbird in a pink almond tree was going into an ecstasy of trills.

He determined to awake Clifford for a brisk walk in the country, hoping later to beguile that gentleman into the American church for his souls sake. He found Alfred the gimlet-eyed washing the asphalt walk which led to the studio.

Monsieur Elliott? he replied to the perfunctory inquiry, je ne sais pas.

And Monsieur Clifford, began Hastings, somewhat astonished.

Monsieur Clifford, said the concierge with fine irony, will be pleased to see you, as he retired early; in fact he has just come in.

Hastings hesitated while the concierge pronounced a fine eulogy on people who never stayed out all night and then came battering at the lodge gate during hours which even a gendarme held sacred to sleep. He also discoursed eloquently upon the beauties of temperance, and took an ostentatious draught from the fountain in the court.

I do not think I will come in, said Hastings.

Pardon, monsieur, growled the concierge, perhaps it would be well to see Monsieur Clifford. He possibly needs aid. Me he drives forth with hair-brushes and boots. It is a mercy if he has not set fire to something with his candle.

Hastings hesitated for an instant, but swallowing his dislike of such a mission, walked slowly through the ivy-covered alley and across the inner garden to the studio. He knocked. Perfect silence. Then he knocked again, and this time something struck the door from within with a crash.

That, said the concierge, was a boot. He fitted his duplicate key into the lock and ushered Hastings in. Clifford, in disordered evening dress, sat on the rug in the middle of the room. He held in his hand a shoe, and did not appear astonished to see Hastings.

Good-morning, do you use Pears soap? he inquired with a vague wave of his hand and a vaguer smile.

Hastings heart sank. For Heavens sake, he said, Clifford, go to bed.

Not while that — that Alfred pokes his shaggy head in here an I have a shoe left.

Hastings blew out the candle, picked up Cliffords hat and cane, and said, with an emotion he could not conceal, This is terrible, Clifford, — I — never knew you did this sort of thing.

Well, I do, said Clifford.

Where is Elliott?

Ole chap, returned Clifford, becoming maudlin, Providence which feeds — feeds — er — sparrows an that sort of thing watcheth over the intemperate wanderer—

Where is Elliott?

But Clifford only wagged his head and waved his arm about. Hes out there, — somewhere about. Then suddenly feeling a desire to see his missing chum, lifted up his voice and howled for him.

Hastings, thoroughly shocked, sat down on the lounge without a word. Presently, after shedding several scalding tears, Clifford brightened up and rose with great precaution.

Ole chap, he observed, do you want to see er — er miracle? Well, here goes. Im goin to begin.

He paused, beaming at vacancy.

Er miracle, he repeated.

Hastings supposed he was alluding to the miracle of his keeping his balance, and said nothing.

Im goin to bed, he announced, poor ole Cliffords goin to bed, an thats er miracle!

And he did with a nice calculation of distance and equilibrium which would have rung enthusiastic yells of applause from Elliott had he been there to assist en connaisseur. But he was not. He had not yet reached the studio. He was on his way, however, and smiled with magnificent condescension on Hastings, who, half an hour later, found him reclining upon a bench in the Luxembourg. He permitted himself to be aroused, dusted and escorted to the gate. Here, however, he refused all further assistance, and bestowing a patronizing bow upon Hastings, steered a tolerably true course for the rue Vavin.

Hastings watched him out of sight, and then slowly retraced his steps toward the fountain. At first he felt gloomy and depressed, but gradually the clear air of the morning lifted the pressure from his heart, and he sat down on the marble seat under the shadow of the winged god.

The air was fresh and sweet with perfume from the orange flowers. Everywhere pigeons were bathing, dashing the water over their iris-hued breasts, flashing in and out of the spray or nestling almost to the neck along the polished basin. The sparrows, too, were abroad in force, soaking their dust-coloured feathers in the limpid pool and chirping with might and main. Under the sycamores which surrounded the duck-pond opposite the fountain of Marie de Medici, the water-fowl cropped the herbage, or waddled in rows down the bank to embark on some solemn aimless cruise.

Butterflies, somewhat lame from a chilly nights repose under the lilac leaves, crawled over and over the white phlox, or took a rheumatic flight toward some sun-warmed shrub. The bees were already busy among the heliotrope, and one or two grey flies with brick-coloured eyes sat in a spot of sunlight beside the marble seat, or chased each other about, only to return again to the spot of sunshine and rub their fore-legs, exulting.

The sentries paced briskly before the painted boxes, pausing at times to look toward the guard-house for their relief.

They came at last, with a shuffle of feet and click of bayonets, the word was passed, the relief fell out, and away they went, crunch, crunch, across the gravel.

A mellow chime floated from the clock-tower of the palace, the deep bell of St. Sulpice echoed the stroke. Hastings sat dreaming in the shadow of the god, and while he mused somebody came and sat down beside him. At first he did not raise his head. It was only when she spoke that he sprang up.

You! At this hour?

I was restless, I could not sleep. Then in a low, happy voice— And you! at this hour?

I — I slept, but the sun awoke me.

I could not sleep, she said, and her eyes seemed, for a moment, touched with an indefinable shadow. Then, smiling, I am so glad — I seemed to know you were coming. Dont laugh, I believe in dreams.

Did you really dream of, — of my being here?

I think I was awake when I dreamed it, she admitted. Then for a time they were mute, acknowledging by silence the happiness of being together. And after all their silence was eloquent, for faint smiles, and glances born of their thoughts, crossed and recrossed, until lips moved and words were formed, which seemed almost superfluous. What they said was not very profound. Perhaps the most valuable jewel that fell from Hastings lips bore direct reference to breakfast.

I have not yet had my chocolate, she confessed, but what a material man you are.

Valentine, he said impulsively, I wish, — I do wish that you would, — just for this once, — give me the whole day, — just for this once.

Oh dear, she smiled, not only material, but selfish!

Not selfish, hungry, he said, looking at her.

A cannibal too; oh dear!

Will you, Valentine?

But my chocolate—

Take it with me.

But déjeuner—

Together, at St. Cloud.

But I cant—

Together, — all day, — all day long; will you, Valentine?

She was silent.

Only for this once.

Again that indefinable shadow fell across her eyes, and when it was gone she sighed. Yes, — together, only for this once.

All day? he said, doubting his happiness.

All day, she smiled; and oh, I am so hungry!

He laughed, enchanted.

What a material young lady it is.

On the Boulevard St. Michel there is a Crémerie painted white and blue outside, and neat and clean as a whistle inside. The auburn-haired young woman who speaks French like a native, and rejoices in the name of Murphy, smiled at them as they entered, and tossing a fresh napkin over the zinc tête-à-tête table, whisked before them two cups of chocolate and a basket full of crisp, fresh croissons.

The primrose-coloured pats of butter, each stamped with a shamrock in relief, seemed saturated with the fragrance of Normandy pastures.

How delicious! they said in the same breath, and then laughed at the coincidence.

With but a single thought, he began.

How absurd! she cried with cheeks all rosy. Im thinking Id like a croisson.

So am I, he replied triumphant, that proves it.

Then they had a quarrel; she accusing him of behaviour unworthy of a child in arms, and he denying it, and bringing counter charges, until Mademoiselle Murphy laughed in sympathy, and the last croisson was eaten under a flag of truce. Then they rose, and she took his arm with a bright nod to Mile. Murphy, who cried them a merry: Bonjour, madame! bonjour, monsieur! and watched them hail a passing cab and drive away. Dieu! quil est beau, she sighed, adding after a moment, Do they be married, I dunno, — ma foi ils ont bien lair.

The cab swung around the rue de Medici, turned into the rue de Vaugirard, followed it to where it crosses the rue de Rennes, and taking that noisy thoroughfare, drew up before the Gare Montparnasse. They were just in time for a train and scampered up the stairway and out to the cars as the last note from the starting-gong rang through the arched station. The guard slammed the door of their compartment, a whistle sounded, answered by a screech from the locomotive, and the long train glided from the station, faster, faster, and sped out into the morning sunshine. The summer wind blew in their faces from the open window, and sent the soft hair dancing on the girls forehead.

We have the compartment to ourselves, said Hastings.

She leaned against the cushioned window-seat, her eyes bright and wide open, her lips parted. The wind lifted her hat, and fluttered the ribbons under her chin. With a quick movement she untied them, and, drawing a long hat-pin from her hat, laid it down on the seat beside her. The train was flying.

The colour surged in her cheeks, and, with each quick-drawn breath, her breath rose and fell under the cluster of lilies at her throat. Trees, houses, ponds, danced past, cut by a mist of telegraph poles.

Faster! faster! she cried.

His eyes never left her, but hers, wide open, and blue as the summer sky, seemed fixed on something far ahead, — something which came no nearer, but fled before them as they fled.

Was it the horizon, cut now by the grim fortress on the hill, now by the cross of a country chapel? Was it the summer moon, ghost-like, slipping through the vaguer blue above?

Faster! faster! she cried.

Her parted lips burned scarlet.

The car shook and shivered, and the fields streamed by like an emerald torrent. He caught the excitement, and his faced glowed.

Oh, she cried, and with an unconscious movement caught his hand, drawing him to the window beside her. Look! lean out with me!

He only saw her lips move; her voice was drowned in the roar of a trestle, but his hand closed in hers and he clung to the sill. The wind whistled in their ears. Not so far out, Valentine, take care! he gasped.

Below, through the ties of the trestle, a broad river flashed into view and out again, as the train thundered along a tunnel, and away once more through the freshest of green fields. The wind roared about them. The girl was leaning far out from the window, and he caught her by the waist, crying, Not too far! but she only murmured, Faster! faster! away out of the city, out of the land, faster, faster! away out of the world!

What are you saying all to yourself? he said, but his voice was broken, and the wind whirled it back into his throat.

She heard him, and, turning from the window looked down at his arm about her. Then she raised her eyes to his. The car shook and the windows rattled. They were dashing through a forest now, and the sun swept the dewy branches with running flashes of fire. He looked into her troubled eyes; he drew her to him and kissed the half-parted lips, and she cried out, a bitter, hopeless cry, Not that — not that!

But he held her close and strong, whispering words of honest love and passion, and when she sobbed— Not that — not that — I have promised! You must — you must know — I am — not — worthy— In the purity of his own heart her words were, to him, meaningless then, meaningless for ever after. Presently her voice ceased, and her head rested on his breast. He leaned against the window, his ears swept by the furious wind, his heart in a joyous tumult. The forest was passed, and the sun slipped from behind the trees, flooding the earth again with brightness. She raised her eyes and looked out into the world from the window. Then she began to speak, but her voice was faint, and he bent his head close to hers and listened. I cannot turn from you; I am too weak. You were long ago my master — master of my heart and soul. I have broken my word to one who trusted me, but I have told you all; — what matters the rest? He smiled at her innocence and she worshipped his. She spoke again: Take me or cast me away; — what matters it? Now with a word you can kill me, and it might be easier to die than to look upon happiness as great as mine.

He took her in his arms, Hush, what are you saying? Look, — look out at the sunlight, the meadows and the streams. We shall be very happy in so bright a world.

She turned to the sunlight. From the window, the world below seemed very fair to her.

Trembling with happiness, she sighed: Is this the world? Then I have never known it.

Nor have I, God forgive me, he murmured.

Perhaps it was our gentle Lady of the Fields who forgave them both.


RUE BARRÉE
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FOR LET PHILOSOPHER and Doctor preach

Of what they will and what they will not, — each

Is but one link in an eternal chain

That none can slip nor break nor over-reach.



Crimson nor yellow roses nor

The savour of the mounting sea

Are worth the perfume I adore

That clings to thee.

The languid-headed lilies tire,

The changeless waters weary me;

I ache with passionate desire

Of thine and thee.

There are but these things in the world — 

Thy mouth of fire,

Thy breasts, thy hands, thy hair upcurled

And my desire.

I

One morning at Julians, a student said to Selby, That is Foxhall Clifford, pointing with his brushes at a young man who sat before an easel, doing nothing.

Selby, shy and nervous, walked over and began: My name is Selby, — I have just arrived in Paris, and bring a letter of introduction— His voice was lost in the crash of a falling easel, the owner of which promptly assaulted his neighbour, and for a time the noise of battle rolled through the studios of MM. Boulanger and Lefebvre, presently subsiding into a scuffle on the stairs outside. Selby, apprehensive as to his own reception in the studio, looked at Clifford, who sat serenely watching the fight.

Its a little noisy here, said Clifford, but you will like the fellows when you know them. His unaffected manner delighted Selby. Then with a simplicity that won his heart, he presented him to half a dozen students of as many nationalities. Some were cordial, all were polite. Even the majestic creature who held the position of Massier, unbent enough to say: My friend, when a man speaks French as well as you do, and is also a friend of Monsieur Clifford, he will have no trouble in this studio. You expect, of course, to fill the stove until the next new man comes?

Of course.

And you dont mind chaff?

No, replied Selby, who hated it.

Clifford, much amused, put on his hat, saying, You must expect lots of it at first.

Selby placed his own hat on his head and followed him to the door.

As they passed the model stand there was a furious cry of Chapeau! Chapeau! and a student sprang from his easel menacing Selby, who reddened but looked at Clifford.

Take off your hat for them, said the latter, laughing.

A little embarrassed, he turned and saluted the studio.

Et moi? cried the model.

You are charming, replied Selby, astonished at his own audacity, but the studio rose as one man, shouting: He has done well! hes all right! while the model, laughing, kissed her hand to him and cried: À demain beau jeune homme!

All that week Selby worked at the studio unmolested. The French students christened him lEnfant Prodigue, which was freely translated, The Prodigious Infant, The Kid, Kid Selby, and Kidby. But the disease soon ran its course from Kidby to Kidney, and then naturally to Tidbits, where it was arrested by Cliffords authority and ultimately relapsed to Kid.

Wednesday came, and with it M. Boulanger. For three hours the students writhed under his biting sarcasms, — among the others Clifford, who was informed that he knew even less about a work of art than he did about the art of work. Selby was more fortunate. The professor examined his drawing in silence, looked at him sharply, and passed on with a non-committal gesture. He presently departed arm in arm with Bouguereau, to the relief of Clifford, who was then at liberty to jam his hat on his head and depart.

The next day he did not appear, and Selby, who had counted on seeing him at the studio, a thing which he learned later it was vanity to count on, wandered back to the Latin Quarter alone.

Paris was still strange and new to him. He was vaguely troubled by its splendour. No tender memories stirred his American bosom at the Place du Châtelet, nor even by Notre Dame. The Palais de Justice with its clock and turrets and stalking sentinels in blue and vermilion, the Place St. Michel with its jumble of omnibuses and ugly water-spitting griffins, the hill of the Boulevard St. Michel, the tooting trams, the policemen dawdling two by two, and the table-lined terraces of the Café Vacehett were nothing to him, as yet, nor did he even know, when he stepped from the stones of the Place St. Michel to the asphalt of the Boulevard, that he had crossed the frontier and entered the student zone, — the famous Latin Quarter.

A cabman hailed him as bourgeois, and urged the superiority of driving over walking. A gamin, with an appearance of great concern, requested the latest telegraphic news from London, and then, standing on his head, invited Selby to feats of strength. A pretty girl gave him a glance from a pair of violet eyes. He did not see her, but she, catching her own reflection in a window, wondered at the colour burning in her cheeks. Turning to resume her course, she met Foxhall Clifford, and hurried on. Clifford, open-mouthed, followed her with his eyes; then he looked after Selby, who had turned into the Boulevard St. Germain toward the rue de Seine. Then he examined himself in the shop window. The result seemed to be unsatisfactory.

Im not a beauty, he mused, but neither am I a hobgoblin. What does she mean by blushing at Selby? I never before saw her look at a fellow in my life, — neither has any one in the Quarter. Anyway, I can swear she never looks at me, and goodness knows I have done all that respectful adoration can do.

He sighed, and murmuring a prophecy concerning the salvation of his immortal soul swung into that graceful lounge which at all times characterized Clifford. With no apparent exertion, he overtook Selby at the corner, and together they crossed the sunlit Boulevard and sat down under the awning of the Café du Cercle. Clifford bowed to everybody on the terrace, saying, You shall meet them all later, but now let me present you to two of the sights of Paris, Mr. Richard Elliott and Mr. Stanley Rowden.

The sights looked amiable, and took vermouth.

You cut the studio to-day, said Elliott, suddenly turning on Clifford, who avoided his eyes.

To commune with nature? observed Rowden.

Whats her name this time? asked Elliott, and Rowden answered promptly, Name, Yvette; nationality, Breton—

Wrong, replied Clifford blandly, its Rue Barrée.

The subject changed instantly, and Selby listened in surprise to names which were new to him, and eulogies on the latest Prix de Rome winner. He was delighted to hear opinions boldly expressed and points honestly debated, although the vehicle was mostly slang, both English and French. He longed for the time when he too should be plunged into the strife for fame.

The bells of St. Sulpice struck the hour, and the Palace of the Luxembourg answered chime on chime. With a glance at the sun, dipping low in the golden dust behind the Palais Bourbon, they rose, and turning to the east, crossed the Boulevard St. Germain and sauntered toward the École de Médecine. At the corner a girl passed them, walking hurriedly. Clifford smirked, Elliott and Rowden were agitated, but they all bowed, and, without raising her eyes, she returned their salute. But Selby, who had lagged behind, fascinated by some gay shop window, looked up to meet two of the bluest eyes he had ever seen. The eyes were dropped in an instant, and the young fellow hastened to overtake the others.

By Jove, he said, do you fellows know I have just seen the prettiest girl— An exclamation broke from the trio, gloomy, foreboding, like the chorus in a Greek play.

Rue Barrée!

What! cried Selby, bewildered.

The only answer was a vague gesture from Clifford.

Two hours later, during dinner, Clifford turned to Selby and said, You want to ask me something; I can tell by the way you fidget about.

Yes, I do, he said, innocently enough; its about that girl. Who is she?

In Rowdens smile there was pity, in Elliotts bitterness.

Her name, said Clifford solemnly, is unknown to any one, at least, he added with much conscientiousness, as far as I can learn. Every fellow in the Quarter bows to her and she returns the salute gravely, but no man has ever been known to obtain more than that. Her profession, judging from her music-roll, is that of a pianist. Her residence is in a small and humble street which is kept in a perpetual process of repair by the city authorities, and from the black letters painted on the barrier which defends the street from traffic, she has taken the name by which we know her, — Rue Barrée. Mr. Rowden, in his imperfect knowledge of the French tongue, called our attention to it as Roo Barry—

I didnt, said Rowden hotly.

And Roo Barry, or Rue Barrée, is to-day an object of adoration to every rapin in the Quarter—

We are not rapins, corrected Elliott.

I am not, returned Clifford, and I beg to call to your attention, Selby, that these two gentlemen have at various and apparently unfortunate moments, offered to lay down life and limb at the feet of Rue Barrée. The lady possesses a chilling smile which she uses on such occasions and, here he became gloomily impressive, I have been forced to believe that neither the scholarly grace of my friend Elliott nor the buxom beauty of my friend Rowden have touched that heart of ice.

Elliott and Rowden, boiling with indignation, cried out, And you!

I, said Clifford blandly, do fear to tread where you rush in.

II

Twenty-four hours later Selby had completely forgotten Rue Barrée. During the week he worked with might and main at the studio, and Saturday night found him so tired that he went to bed before dinner and had a nightmare about a river of yellow ochre in which he was drowning. Sunday morning, apropos of nothing at all, he thought of Rue Barrée, and ten seconds afterwards he saw her. It was at the flower-market on the marble bridge. She was examining a pot of pansies. The gardener had evidently thrown heart and soul into the transaction, but Rue Barrée shook her head.

It is a question whether Selby would have stopped then and there to inspect a cabbage-rose had not Clifford unwound for him the yarn of the previous Tuesday. It is possible that his curiosity was piqued, for with the exception of a hen-turkey, a boy of nineteen is the most openly curious biped alive. From twenty until death he tries to conceal it. But, to be fair to Selby, it is also true that the market was attractive. Under a cloudless sky the flowers were packed and heaped along the marble bridge to the parapet. The air was soft, the sun spun a shadowy lacework among the palms and glowed in the hearts of a thousand roses. Spring had come, — was in full tide. The watering carts and sprinklers spread freshness over the Boulevard, the sparrows had become vulgarly obtrusive, and the credulous Seine angler anxiously followed his gaudy quill floating among the soapsuds of the lavoirs. The white-spiked chestnuts clad in tender green vibrated with the hum of bees. Shoddy butterflies flaunted their winter rags among the heliotrope. There was a smell of fresh earth in the air, an echo of the woodland brook in the ripple of the Seine, and swallows soared and skimmed among the anchored river craft. Somewhere in a window a caged bird was singing its heart out to the sky.



Selby looked at the cabbage-rose and then at the sky. Something in the song of the caged bird may have moved him, or perhaps it was that dangerous sweetness in the air of May.

At first he was hardly conscious that he had stopped, then he was scarcely conscious why he had stopped, then he thought he would move on, then he thought he wouldnt, then he looked at Rue Barrée.

The gardener said, Mademoiselle, this is undoubtedly a fine pot of pansies.

Rue Barrée shook her head.

The gardener smiled. She evidently did not want the pansies. She had bought many pots of pansies there, two or three every spring, and never argued. What did she want then? The pansies were evidently a feeler toward a more important transaction. The gardener rubbed his hands and gazed about him.

These tulips are magnificent, he observed, and these hyacinths— He fell into a trance at the mere sight of the scented thickets.

That, murmured Rue, pointing to a splendid rose-bush with her furled parasol, but in spite of her, her voice trembled a little. Selby noticed it, more shame to him that he was listening, and the gardener noticed it, and, burying his nose in the roses, scented a bargain. Still, to do him justice, he did not add a centime to the honest value of the plant, for after all, Rue was probably poor, and any one could see she was charming.

Fifty francs, Mademoiselle.

The gardeners tone was grave. Rue felt that argument would be wasted. They both stood silent for a moment. The gardener did not eulogize his prize, — the rose-tree was gorgeous and any one could see it.

I will take the pansies, said the girl, and drew two francs from a worn purse. Then she looked up. A tear-drop stood in the way refracting the light like a diamond, but as it rolled into a little corner by her nose a vision of Selby replaced it, and when a brush of the handkerchief had cleared the startled blue eyes, Selby himself appeared, very much embarrassed. He instantly looked up into the sky, apparently devoured with a thirst for astronomical research, and as he continued his investigations for fully five minutes, the gardener looked up too, and so did a policeman. Then Selby looked at the tips of his boots, the gardener looked at him and the policeman slouched on. Rue Barrée had been gone some time.

What, said the gardener, may I offer Monsieur?

Selby never knew why, but he suddenly began to buy flowers. The gardener was electrified. Never before had he sold so many flowers, never at such satisfying prices, and never, never with such absolute unanimity of opinion with a customer. But he missed the bargaining, the arguing, the calling of Heaven to witness. The transaction lacked spice.

These tulips are magnificent!

They are! cried Selby warmly.

But alas, they are dear.

I will take them.

Dieu! murmured the gardener in a perspiration, hes madder than most Englishmen.

This cactus—

Is gorgeous!

Alas—

Send it with the rest.

The gardener braced himself against the river wall.

That splendid rose-bush, he began faintly.

That is a beauty. I believe it is fifty francs—

He stopped, very red. The gardener relished his confusion. Then a sudden cool self-possession took the place of his momentary confusion and he held the gardener with his eye, and bullied him.

Ill take that bush. Why did not the young lady buy it?

Mademoiselle is not wealthy.

How do you know?

Dame, I sell her many pansies; pansies are not expensive.

Those are the pansies she bought?

These, Monsieur, the blue and gold.

Then you intend to send them to her?

At mid-day after the market.

Take this rose-bush with them, and — here he glared at the gardener— dont you dare say from whom they came. The gardeners eyes were like saucers, but Selby, calm and victorious, said: Send the others to the Hôtel du Sénat, 7 rue de Tournon. I will leave directions with the concierge.

Then he buttoned his glove with much dignity and stalked off, but when well around the corner and hidden from the gardeners view, the conviction that he was an idiot came home to him in a furious blush. Ten minutes later he sat in his room in the Hôtel du Sénat repeating with an imbecile smile: What an ass I am, what an ass!

An hour later found him in the same chair, in the same position, his hat and gloves still on, his stick in his hand, but he was silent, apparently lost in contemplation of his boot toes, and his smile was less imbecile and even a bit retrospective.

III

About five oclock that afternoon, the little sad-eyed woman who fills the position of concierge at the Hôtel du Sénat held up her hands in amazement to see a wagon-load of flower-bearing shrubs draw up before the doorway. She called Joseph, the intemperate garçon, who, while calculating the value of the flowers in petits verres, gloomily disclaimed any knowledge as to their destination.

Voyons, said the little concierge, cherchons la femme!

You? he suggested.

The little woman stood a moment pensive and then sighed. Joseph caressed his nose, a nose which for gaudiness could vie with any floral display.

Then the gardener came in, hat in hand, and a few minutes later Selby stood in the middle of his room, his coat off, his shirt-sleeves rolled up. The chamber originally contained, besides the furniture, about two square feet of walking room, and now this was occupied by a cactus. The bed groaned under crates of pansies, lilies and heliotrope, the lounge was covered with hyacinths and tulips, and the washstand supported a species of young tree warranted to bear flowers at some time or other.

Clifford came in a little later, fell over a box of sweet peas, swore a little, apologized, and then, as the full splendour of the floral fête burst upon him, sat down in astonishment upon a geranium. The geranium was a wreck, but Selby said, Dont mind, and glared at the cactus.

Are you going to give a ball? demanded Clifford.

N — no, — Im very fond of flowers, said Selby, but the statement lacked enthusiasm.

I should imagine so. Then, after a silence, Thats a fine cactus.

Selby contemplated the cactus, touched it with the air of a connoisseur, and pricked his thumb.

Clifford poked a pansy with his stick. Then Joseph came in with the bill, announcing the sum total in a loud voice, partly to impress Clifford, partly to intimidate Selby into disgorging a pourboire which he would share, if he chose, with the gardener. Clifford tried to pretend that he had not heard, while Selby paid bill and tribute without a murmur. Then he lounged back into the room with an attempt at indifference which failed entirely when he tore his trousers on the cactus.

Clifford made some commonplace remark, lighted a cigarette and looked out of the window to give Selby a chance. Selby tried to take it, but getting as far as— Yes, spring is here at last, froze solid. He looked at the back of Cliffords head. It expressed volumes. Those little perked-up ears seemed tingling with suppressed glee. He made a desperate effort to master the situation, and jumped up to reach for some Russian cigarettes as an incentive to conversation, but was foiled by the cactus, to whom again he fell a prey. The last straw was added.

Damn the cactus. This observation was wrung from Selby against his will, — against his own instinct of self-preservation, but the thorns on the cactus were long and sharp, and at their repeated prick his pent-up wrath escaped. It was too late now; it was done, and Clifford had wheeled around.

See here, Selby, why the deuce did you buy those flowers?

Im fond of them, said Selby.

What are you going to do with them? You cant sleep here.

I could, if youd help me take the pansies off the bed.

Where can you put them?

Couldnt I give them to the concierge?

As soon as he said it he regretted it. What in Heavens name would Clifford think of him! He had heard the amount of the bill. Would he believe that he had invested in these luxuries as a timid declaration to his concierge? And would the Latin Quarter comment upon it in their own brutal fashion? He dreaded ridicule and he knew Cliffords reputation.

Then somebody knocked.

Selby looked at Clifford with a hunted expression which touched that young mans heart. It was a confession and at the same time a supplication. Clifford jumped up, threaded his way through the floral labyrinth, and putting an eye to the crack of the door, said, Who the devil is it?

This graceful style of reception is indigenous to the Quarter.

Its Elliott, he said, looking back, and Rowden too, and their bulldogs. Then he addressed them through the crack.

Sit down on the stairs; Selby and I are coming out directly.

Discretion is a virtue. The Latin Quarter possesses few, and discretion seldom figures on the list. They sat down and began to whistle.

Presently Rowden called out, I smell flowers. They feast within!

You ought to know Selby better than that, growled Clifford behind the door, while the other hurriedly exchanged his torn trousers for others.

We know Selby, said Elliott with emphasis.

Yes, said Rowden, he gives receptions with floral decorations and invites Clifford, while we sit on the stairs.

Yes, while the youth and beauty of the Quarter revel, suggested Rowden; then, with sudden misgiving; Is Odette there?

See here, demanded Elliott, is Colette there?

Then he raised his voice in a plaintive howl, Are you there, Colette, while Im kicking my heels on these tiles?

Clifford is capable of anything, said Rowden; his nature is soured since Rue Barrée sat on him.

Elliott raised his voice: I say, you fellows, we saw some flowers carried into Rue Barrées house at noon.

Posies and roses, specified Rowden.

Probably for her, added Elliott, caressing his bulldog.

Clifford turned with sudden suspicion upon Selby. The latter hummed a tune, selected a pair of gloves and, choosing a dozen cigarettes, placed them in a case. Then walking over to the cactus, he deliberately detached a blossom, drew it through his buttonhole, and picking up hat and stick, smiled upon Clifford, at which the latter was mightily troubled.

IV

Monday morning at Julians, students fought for places; students with prior claims drove away others who had been anxiously squatting on coveted tabourets since the door was opened in hopes of appropriating them at roll-call; students squabbled over palettes, brushes, portfolios, or rent the air with demands for Ciceri and bread. The former, a dirty ex-model, who had in palmier days posed as Judas, now dispensed stale bread at one sou and made enough to keep himself in cigarettes. Monsieur Julian walked in, smiled a fatherly smile and walked out. His disappearance was followed by the apparition of the clerk, a foxy creature who flitted through the battling hordes in search of prey.

Three men who had not paid dues were caught and summoned. A fourth was scented, followed, outflanked, his retreat towards the door cut off, and finally captured behind the stove. About that time, the revolution assuming an acute form, howls rose for Jules!

Jules came, umpired two fights with a sad resignation in his big brown eyes, shook hands with everybody and melted away in the throng, leaving an atmosphere of peace and good-will. The lions sat down with the lambs, the massiers marked the best places for themselves and friends, and, mounting the model stands, opened the roll-calls.

The word was passed, They begin with C this week.

They did.

Clisson!

Clisson jumped like a flash and marked his name on the floor in chalk before a front seat.

Caron!

Caron galloped away to secure his place. Bang! went an easel. Nom de Dieu! in French,— Where in h — l are you goin! in English. Crash! a paintbox fell with brushes and all on board. Dieu de Dieu de— spat! A blow, a short rush, a clinch and scuffle, and the voice of the massier, stern and reproachful:

Cochon!

Then the roll-call was resumed.

Clifford!

The massier paused and looked up, one finger between the leaves of the ledger.

Clifford!

Clifford was not there. He was about three miles away in a direct line and every instant increased the distance. Not that he was walking fast, — on the contrary, he was strolling with that leisurely gait peculiar to himself. Elliott was beside him and two bulldogs covered the rear. Elliott was reading the Gil Blas, from which he seemed to extract amusement, but deeming boisterous mirth unsuitable to Cliffords state of mind, subdued his amusement to a series of discreet smiles. The latter, moodily aware of this, said nothing, but leading the way into the Luxembourg Gardens installed himself upon a bench by the northern terrace and surveyed the landscape with disfavour. Elliott, according to the Luxembourg regulations, tied the two dogs and then, with an interrogative glance toward his friend, resumed the Gil Blas and the discreet smiles.

The day was perfect. The sun hung over Notre Dame, setting the city in a glitter. The tender foliage of the chestnuts cast a shadow over the terrace and flecked the paths and walks with tracery so blue that Clifford might here have found encouragement for his violent impressions had he but looked; but as usual in this period of his career, his thoughts were anywhere except in his profession. Around about, the sparrows quarrelled and chattered their courtship songs, the big rosy pigeons sailed from tree to tree, the flies whirled in the sunbeams and the flowers exhaled a thousand perfumes which stirred Clifford with languorous wistfulness. Under this influence he spoke.

Elliott, you are a true friend—

You make me ill, replied the latter, folding his paper. Its just as I thought, — you are tagging after some new petticoat again. And, he continued wrathfully, if this is what youve kept me away from Julians for, — if its to fill me up with the perfections of some little idiot—

Not idiot, remonstrated Clifford gently.

See here, cried Elliott, have you the nerve to try to tell me that you are in love again?

Again?

Yes, again and again and again and — by George have you?

This, observed Clifford sadly, is serious.

For a moment Elliott would have laid hands on him, then he laughed from sheer helplessness. Oh, go on, go on; lets see, theres Clémence and Marie Tellec and Cosette and Fifine, Colette, Marie Verdier—

All of whom are charming, most charming, but I never was serious—

So help me, Moses, said Elliott, solemnly, each and every one of those named have separately and in turn torn your heart with anguish and have also made me lose my place at Julians in this same manner; each and every one, separately and in turn. Do you deny it?

What you say may be founded on facts — in a way — but give me the credit of being faithful to one at a time—

Until the next came along.

But this, — this is really very different. Elliott, believe me, I am all broken up.

Then there being nothing else to do, Elliott gnashed his teeth and listened.

Its — its Rue Barrée.

Well, observed Elliott, with scorn, if you are moping and moaning over that girl, — the girl who has given you and myself every reason to wish that the ground would open and engulf us, — well, go on!

Im going on, — I dont care; timidity has fled—

Yes, your native timidity.

Im desperate, Elliott. Am I in love? Never, never did I feel so d — n miserable. I cant sleep; honestly, Im incapable of eating properly.

Same symptoms noticed in the case of Colette.

Listen, will you?

Hold on a moment, I know the rest by heart. Now let me ask you something. Is it your belief that Rue Barrée is a pure girl?

Yes, said Clifford, turning red.

Do you love her, — not as you dangle and tiptoe after every pretty inanity — I mean, do you honestly love her?

Yes, said the other doggedly, I would—

Hold on a moment; would you marry her?

Clifford turned scarlet. Yes, he muttered.

Pleasant news for your family, growled Elliott in suppressed fury. Dear father, I have just married a charming grisette whom Im sure youll welcome with open arms, in company with her mother, a most estimable and cleanly washlady. Good heavens! This seems to have gone a little further than the rest. Thank your stars, young man, that my head is level enough for us both. Still, in this case, I have no fear. Rue Barrée sat on your aspirations in a manner unmistakably final.

Rue Barrée, began Clifford, drawing himself up, but he suddenly ceased, for there where the dappled sunlight glowed in spots of gold, along the sun-flecked path, tripped Rue Barrée. Her gown was spotless, and her big straw hat, tipped a little from the white forehead, threw a shadow across her eyes.

Elliott stood up and bowed. Clifford removed his head-covering with an air so plaintive, so appealing, so utterly humble that Rue Barrée smiled.

The smile was delicious and when Clifford, incapable of sustaining himself on his legs from sheer astonishment, toppled slightly, she smiled again in spite of herself. A few moments later she took a chair on the terrace and drawing a book from her music-roll, turned the pages, found the place, and then placing it open downwards in her lap, sighed a little, smiled a little, and looked out over the city. She had entirely forgotten Foxhall Clifford.

After a while she took up her book again, but instead of reading began to adjust a rose in her corsage. The rose was big and red. It glowed like fire there over her heart, and like fire it warmed her heart, now fluttering under the silken petals. Rue Barrée sighed again. She was very happy. The sky was so blue, the air so soft and perfumed, the sunshine so caressing, and her heart sang within her, sang to the rose in her breast. This is what it sang: Out of the throng of passers-by, out of the world of yesterday, out of the millions passing, one has turned aside to me.

So her heart sang under his rose on her breast. Then two big mouse-coloured pigeons came whistling by and alighted on the terrace, where they bowed and strutted and bobbed and turned until Rue Barrée laughed in delight, and looking up beheld Clifford before her. His hat was in his hand and his face was wreathed in a series of appealing smiles which would have touched the heart of a Bengal tiger.

For an instant Rue Barrée frowned, then she looked curiously at Clifford, then when she saw the resemblance between his bows and the bobbing pigeons, in spite of herself, her lips parted in the most bewitching laugh. Was this Rue Barrée? So changed, so changed that she did not know herself; but oh! that song in her heart which drowned all else, which trembled on her lips, struggling for utterance, which rippled forth in a laugh at nothing, — at a strutting pigeon, — and Mr. Clifford.



And you think, because I return the salute of the students in the Quarter, that you may be received in particular as a friend? I do not know you, Monsieur, but vanity is mans other name; — be content, Monsieur Vanity, I shall be punctilious — oh, most punctilious in returning your salute.

But I beg — I implore you to let me render you that homage which has so long—

Oh dear; I dont care for homage.

Let me only be permitted to speak to you now and then, — occasionally — very occasionally.

And if you, why not another?

Not at all, — I will be discretion itself.

Discretion — why?

Her eyes were very clear, and Clifford winced for a moment, but only for a moment. Then the devil of recklessness seizing him, he sat down and offered himself, soul and body, goods and chattels. And all the time he knew he was a fool and that infatuation is not love, and that each word he uttered bound him in honour from which there was no escape. And all the time Elliott was scowling down on the fountain plaza and savagely checking both bulldogs from their desire to rush to Cliffords rescue, — for even they felt there was something wrong, as Elliott stormed within himself and growled maledictions.

When Clifford finished, he finished in a glow of excitement, but Rue Barrées response was long in coming and his ardour cooled while the situation slowly assumed its just proportions. Then regret began to creep in, but he put that aside and broke out again in protestations. At the first word Rue Barrée checked him.

I thank you, she said, speaking very gravely. No man has ever before offered me marriage. She turned and looked out over the city. After a while she spoke again. You offer me a great deal. I am alone, I have nothing, I am nothing. She turned again and looked at Paris, brilliant, fair, in the sunshine of a perfect day. He followed her eyes.

Oh, she murmured, it is hard, — hard to work always — always alone with never a friend you can have in honour, and the love that is offered means the streets, the boulevard — when passion is dead. I know it, — we know it, — we others who have nothing, — have no one, and who give ourselves, unquestioning — when we love, — yes, unquestioning — heart and soul, knowing the end.

She touched the rose at her breast. For a moment she seemed to forget him, then quietly— I thank you, I am very grateful. She opened the book and, plucking a petal from the rose, dropped it between the leaves. Then looking up she said gently, I cannot accept.

V

It took Clifford a month to entirely recover, although at the end of the first week he was pronounced convalescent by Elliott, who was an authority, and his convalescence was aided by the cordiality with which Rue Barrée acknowledged his solemn salutes. Forty times a day he blessed Rue Barrée for her refusal, and thanked his lucky stars, and at the same time, oh, wondrous heart of ours! — he suffered the tortures of the blighted.

Elliott was annoyed, partly by Cliffords reticence, partly by the unexplainable thaw in the frigidity of Rue Barrée. At their frequent encounters, when she, tripping along the rue de Seine, with music-roll and big straw hat would pass Clifford and his familiars steering an easterly course to the Café Vachette, and at the respectful uncovering of the band would colour and smile at Clifford, Elliotts slumbering suspicions awoke. But he never found out anything, and finally gave it up as beyond his comprehension, merely qualifying Clifford as an idiot and reserving his opinion of Rue Barrée. And all this time Selby was jealous. At first he refused to acknowledge it to himself, and cut the studio for a day in the country, but the woods and fields of course aggravated his case, and the brooks babbled of Rue Barrée and the mowers calling to each other across the meadow ended in a quavering Rue Bar-rée-e! That day spent in the country made him angry for a week, and he worked sulkily at Julians, all the time tormented by a desire to know where Clifford was and what he might be doing. This culminated in an erratic stroll on Sunday which ended at the flower-market on the Pont au Change, began again, was gloomily extended to the morgue, and again ended at the marble bridge. It would never do, and Selby felt it, so he went to see Clifford, who was convalescing on mint juleps in his garden.

They sat down together and discussed morals and human happiness, and each found the other most entertaining, only Selby failed to pump Clifford, to the others unfeigned amusement. But the juleps spread balm on the sting of jealousy, and trickled hope to the blighted, and when Selby said he must go, Clifford went too, and when Selby, not to be outdone, insisted on accompanying Clifford back to his door, Clifford determined to see Selby back half way, and then finding it hard to part, they decided to dine together and flit. To flit, a verb applied to Cliffords nocturnal prowls, expressed, perhaps, as well as anything, the gaiety proposed. Dinner was ordered at Mignons, and while Selby interviewed the chef, Clifford kept a fatherly eye on the butler. The dinner was a success, or was of the sort generally termed a success. Toward the dessert Selby heard some one say as at a great distance, Kid Selby, drunk as a lord.

A group of men passed near them; it seemed to him that he shook hands and laughed a great deal, and that everybody was very witty. There was Clifford opposite swearing undying confidence in his chum Selby, and there seemed to be others there, either seated beside them or continually passing with the swish of skirts on the polished floor. The perfume of roses, the rustle of fans, the touch of rounded arms and the laughter grew vaguer and vaguer. The room seemed enveloped in mist. Then, all in a moment each object stood out painfully distinct, only forms and visages were distorted and voices piercing. He drew himself up, calm, grave, for the moment master of himself, but very drunk. He knew he was drunk, and was as guarded and alert, as keenly suspicious of himself as he would have been of a thief at his elbow. His self-command enabled Clifford to hold his head safely under some running water, and repair to the street considerably the worse for wear, but never suspecting that his companion was drunk. For a time he kept his self-command. His face was only a bit paler, a bit tighter than usual; he was only a trifle slower and more fastidious in his speech. It was midnight when he left Clifford peacefully slumbering in somebodys arm-chair, with a long suede glove dangling in his hand and a plumy boa twisted about his neck to protect his throat from drafts. He walked through the hall and down the stairs, and found himself on the sidewalk in a quarter he did not know. Mechanically he looked up at the name of the street. The name was not familiar. He turned and steered his course toward some lights clustered at the end of the street. They proved farther away than he had anticipated, and after a long quest he came to the conclusion that his eyes had been mysteriously removed from their proper places and had been reset on either side of his head like those of a bird. It grieved him to think of the inconvenience this transformation might occasion him, and he attempted to cock up his head, hen-like, to test the mobility of his neck. Then an immense despair stole over him, — tears gathered in the tear-ducts, his heart melted, and he collided with a tree. This shocked him into comprehension; he stifled the violent tenderness in his breast, picked up his hat and moved on more briskly. His mouth was white and drawn, his teeth tightly clinched. He held his course pretty well and strayed but little, and after an apparently interminable length of time found himself passing a line of cabs. The brilliant lamps, red, yellow, and green annoyed him, and he felt it might be pleasant to demolish them with his cane, but mastering this impulse he passed on. Later an idea struck him that it would save fatigue to take a cab, and he started back with that intention, but the cabs seemed already so far away and the lanterns were so bright and confusing that he gave it up, and pulling himself together looked around.

A shadow, a mass, huge, undefined, rose to his right. He recognized the Arc de Triomphe and gravely shook his cane at it. Its size annoyed him. He felt it was too big. Then he heard something fall clattering to the pavement and thought probably it was his cane but it didnt much matter. When he had mastered himself and regained control of his right leg, which betrayed symptoms of insubordination, he found himself traversing the Place de la Concorde at a pace which threatened to land him at the Madeleine. This would never do. He turned sharply to the right and crossing the bridge passed the Palais Bourbon at a trot and wheeled into the Boulevard St. Germain. He got on well enough although the size of the War Office struck him as a personal insult, and he missed his cane, which it would have been pleasant to drag along the iron railings as he passed. It occurred to him, however, to substitute his hat, but when he found it he forgot what he wanted it for and replaced it upon his head with gravity. Then he was obliged to battle with a violent inclination to sit down and weep. This lasted until he came to the rue de Rennes, but there he became absorbed in contemplating the dragon on the balcony overhanging the Cour du Dragon, and time slipped away until he remembered vaguely that he had no business there, and marched off again. It was slow work. The inclination to sit down and weep had given place to a desire for solitary and deep reflection. Here his right leg forgot its obedience and attacking the left, outflanked it and brought him up against a wooden board which seemed to bar his path. He tried to walk around it, but found the street closed. He tried to push it over, and found he couldnt. Then he noticed a red lantern standing on a pile of paving-stones inside the barrier. This was pleasant. How was he to get home if the boulevard was blocked? But he was not on the boulevard. His treacherous right leg had beguiled him into a detour, for there, behind him lay the boulevard with its endless line of lamps, — and here, what was this narrow dilapidated street piled up with earth and mortar and heaps of stone? He looked up. Written in staring black letters on the barrier was

RUE BARRÉE.

He sat down. Two policemen whom he knew came by and advised him to get up, but he argued the question from a standpoint of personal taste, and they passed on, laughing. For he was at that moment absorbed in a problem. It was, how to see Rue Barrée. She was somewhere or other in that big house with the iron balconies, and the door was locked, but what of that? The simple idea struck him to shout until she came. This idea was replaced by another equally lucid, — to hammer on the door until she came; but finally rejecting both of these as too uncertain, he decided to climb into the balcony, and opening a window politely inquire for Rue Barrée. There was but one lighted window in the house that he could see. It was on the second floor, and toward this he cast his eyes. Then mounting the wooden barrier and clambering over the piles of stones, he reached the sidewalk and looked up at the façade for a foothold. It seemed impossible. But a sudden fury seized him, a blind, drunken obstinacy, and the blood rushed to his head, leaping, beating in his ears like the dull thunder of an ocean. He set his teeth, and springing at a window-sill, dragged himself up and hung to the iron bars. Then reason fled; there surged in his brain the sound of many voices, his heart leaped up beating a mad tattoo, and gripping at cornice and ledge he worked his way along the façade, clung to pipes and shutters, and dragged himself up, over and into the balcony by the lighted window. His hat fell off and rolled against the pane. For a moment he leaned breathless against the railing — then the window was slowly opened from within.

They stared at each other for some time. Presently the girl took two unsteady steps back into the room. He saw her face, — all crimsoned now, — he saw her sink into a chair by the lamplit table, and without a word he followed her into the room, closing the big door-like panes behind him. Then they looked at each other in silence.

The room was small and white; everything was white about it, — the curtained bed, the little wash-stand in the corner, the bare walls, the china lamp, — and his own face, — had he known it, but the face and neck of Rue were surging in the colour that dyed the blossoming rose-tree there on the hearth beside her. It did not occur to him to speak. She seemed not to expect it. His mind was struggling with the impressions of the room. The whiteness, the extreme purity of everything occupied him — began to trouble him. As his eye became accustomed to the light, other objects grew from the surroundings and took their places in the circle of lamplight. There was a piano and a coal-scuttle and a little iron trunk and a bath-tub. Then there was a row of wooden pegs against the door, with a white chintz curtain covering the clothes underneath. On the bed lay an umbrella and a big straw hat, and on the table, a music-roll unfurled, an ink-stand, and sheets of ruled paper. Behind him stood a wardrobe faced with a mirror, but somehow he did not care to see his own face just then. He was sobering.

The girl sat looking at him without a word. Her face was expressionless, yet the lips at times trembled almost imperceptibly. Her eyes, so wonderfully blue in the daylight, seemed dark and soft as velvet, and the colour on her neck deepened and whitened with every breath. She seemed smaller and more slender than when he had seen her in the street, and there was now something in the curve of her cheek almost infantine. When at last he turned and caught his own reflection in the mirror behind him, a shock passed through him as though he had seen a shameful thing, and his clouded mind and his clouded thoughts grew clearer. For a moment their eyes met then his sought the floor, his lips tightened, and the struggle within him bowed his head and strained every nerve to the breaking. And now it was over, for the voice within had spoken. He listened, dully interested but already knowing the end, — indeed it little mattered; — the end would always be the same for him; — he understood now — always the same for him, and he listened, dully interested, to a voice which grew within him. After a while he stood up, and she rose at once, one small hand resting on the table. Presently he opened the window, picked up his hat, and shut it again. Then he went over to the rose-bush and touched the blossoms with his face. One was standing in a glass of water on the table and mechanically the girl drew it out, pressed it with her lips and laid it on the table beside him. He took it without a word and crossing the room, opened the door. The landing was dark and silent, but the girl lifted the lamp and gliding past him slipped down the polished stairs to the hallway. Then unchaining the bolts, she drew open the iron wicket.

Through this he passed with his rose.

THE END


The Maker of Moons
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Chambers followed up his first collection with this second offering of eight short stories, first published in 1896. The title story is considered one of his finest weird tales and is linked to the two stories that follow it (The Silent Land and The Black Water) by the mysterious dream wife, Ysonde.

This weird triptych is followed by an historical adventure story set during the American Civil War (In the Name of the Most High) and two romantic Art Nouveau stories in the vein of Chambers early novels.

The collection is rounded off with two further weird tales, A Pleasant Evening and The Man at the Next Table, both of which were subsequently incorporated into the episodic science fiction novel In Search of the Unknown.
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Illustration depicting a scene from the title story


TO MY FATHER


THE MAKER OF MOONS.
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I AM MYSELF just as much evil as good, and my nation is — 

And I say there is in fact no evil;

(Or if there is, I say it is just as important to you,

to the land, or to me, as anything else.)



Each is not for its own sake;

I say the whole earth, and all the stars in the sky

are for Religions sake.

I say no man has ever yet been half devout enough;

None has ever adored or worshipped half enough;

None has begun to think how divine he himself is, and

how certain the future is.

— WALT WHITMAN



I have heard what the Talkers were talking, — the talk

Of the beginning and the end;

But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.


Chapter I
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CONCERNING YUE-LAOU AND the Xin I know nothing more than you shall know. I am miserably anxious to clear the matter up. Perhaps what I write may save the United Stares Government money and lives, perhaps it may arouse the scientific world to action; at any rate it will put an end to the terrible suspense of two people. Certainty is better than suspense.

If the Government dares to disregard this warning and refuses to send a thoroughly equipped expedition at once, the people of the State may take swift vengeance on the whole region and leave a blackened devastated waste where to-day forest and flowering meadow land border the lake in the Cardinal Woods.

You already know part of the story; the New York papers have been full of alleged details.

This much is true: Barris caught the Shiner, red handed, or rather yellow handed, for his pockets and boots and dirty fists were stuffed with lumps of gold. I say gold, advisedly. You may call it what you please. You also know how Barris was — but unless I begin at the beginning of my own experiences you will be none the wiser after all.

On the third of August of this present year I was standing in Tiffanys, chatting with George Godfrey of the designing department. On the glass counter between us lay a coiled serpent, an exquisite specimen of chiselled gold.

No, replied Godfrey to my question, it isnt my work; I wish it was. Why, man, its a masterpiece!

Whose? I asked...Now I should be very glad to know also, said Godfrey. We bought it from an old jay who says he lives in the country somewhere about the Cardinal Woods. Thats near Starlit Lake, I believe—

Lake of the Stars? I suggested.

Some call it Starlit Lake, — its all the same. Well, my rustic Reuben says that he represents the sculptor of this snake for all practical and business purposes. He got his price too. We hope hell bring us something more. We have sold this already to the Metropolitan Museum.

I was leaning idly on the glass case, watching the keen eyes of the artist in precious metals as he stooped over the gold serpent.

A masterpiece! he muttered to himself fondling the glittering coil; look at the texture! whew! But I was not looking at the serpent. Something was moving, — crawling out of Godfreys coat pocket, — the pocket nearest to me, — something soft and yellow with crab-like legs all covered with coarse yellow hair.

What in Heavens name, said I, have you got in your pocket? Its crawling out — its trying to creep up your coat, Godfrey!

He turned quickly and dragged the creature out with his left hand.

I shrank back as he held the repulsive object dangling before me, and he laughed and placed it on the counter.

Did you ever see anything like that? he demanded.

No, said I truthfully, and I hope I never shall again. What is it?

I dont know. Ask them at the Natural History Museum — they cant tell you. The Smithsonian is all at sea too. It is, I believe, the connecting link between a sea-urchin, a spider, and the devil. It looks venomous but I cant find either fangs or mouth. Is it blind? These things may be eyes but they look as if they were painted. A Japanese sculptor might have produced such an impossible beast, but it is hard to believe that God did. It looks unfinished too. I have a mad idea that this creature is only one of the parts of some larger and more grotesque organism, — it looks so lonely, so hopelessly dependent, so cursedly unfinished. Im going to use it as a model. If I dont out-Japanese the Japs my name isnt Godfrey.

The creature was moving slowly across the glass case towards me. I drew back.

Godfrey, I said, I would execute a man who executed any such work as you propose. What do you want to perpetuate such a reptile for? I can stand the Japanese grotesque but I cant stand that — spider—

Its a crab.

Crab or spider or blind-worm — ugh! What do you want to do it for? Its a nightmare — its unclean!

I hated the thing. It was the first living creature that I had ever hated.

For some time I had noticed a damp acrid odour in the air, and Godfrey said it came from the reptile.

Then kill it and bury it, I said; and by the way, where did it come from?

I dont know that either, laughed Godfrey; I found it clinging to the box that this gold serpent was brought in. I suppose my old Reuben is responsible.

If the Cardinal Woods are the lurking places for things like this, said I, I am sorry that I am going to the Cardinal Woods.

Are you? asked Godfrey; for the shooting?

Yes, with Barris and Pierpont. Why dont you kill that creature?

Go off on your shooting trip, and let me alone, laughed Godfrey...I shuddered at the crab, and bade Godfrey good-bye until December.

That night, Pierpont, Barris, and I sat chatting in the smoking-car of the Quebec Express when the long train pulled out of the Grand Central Depot. Old David had gone forward with the dogs; poor things, they hated to ride in the baggage car, but the Quebec and Northern road provides no sportsmans cars, and David and the three Gordon setters were in for an uncomfortable night.

Except for Pierpont, Barris, and myself, the car was empty. Barris, trim, stout, ruddy, and bronzed, sat drumming on the window ledge, puffing a short fragrant pipe. His gun-case lay beside him on the floor.

When I have white hair and years of discretion, said Pierpont languidly, Ill not flirt with pretty serving-maids; will you, Roy?

No, said I, looking at Barris.

You mean the maid with the cap in the Pullman car? asked Barris.

Yes, said Pierpont.

I smiled, for I had seen it also.

Barris twisted his crisp grey moustache, and yawned.

You children had better be toddling off to bed, he said. That ladys-maid is a member of the Secret Service.

Oh, said Pierpont, one of your colleagues?

You might present us, you know, I said; the journey is monotonous.

Barris had drawn a telegram from his pocket, and as he sat turning it over and over between his fingers he smiled. After a moment or two he handed it to Pierpont who read it with slightly raised eyebrows.

Its rot, — I suppose its cipher, he said; I see its signed by General Drummond—

Drummond, Chief of the Government Secret Service, said Barris.

Something interesting? I enquired, lighting a cigarette.

Something so interesting, replied Barris, that Im going to look into it myself—

And break up our shooting trio—

No. Do you want to hear about it? Do you, Billy Pierpont?

Yes, replied that immaculate young man.

Barris rubbed the amber mouth-piece of his pipe on his handkerchief, cleared the stem with a bit of wire, puffed once or twice, and leaned back in his chair.

Pierpont, he said, do you remember that evening at the United States Club when General Miles, General Drummond, and I were examining that gold nugget that Captain Mahan had? You examined it also, I believe.

I did, said Pierpont.

Was it gold? asked Barris, drumming on the window.

It was, replied Pierpont.

I saw it too, said I; of course, it was gold.

Professor La Grange saw it also, said Barris; he said it was gold.

Well? said Pierpont.

Well, said Barris, it was not gold.

After a silence Pierpont asked what tests had been made.

The usual tests, replied Barris. The United States Mint is satisfied that it is gold, so is every jeweller who has seen it. But it is not gold, — and yet — it is gold.

Pierpont and I exchanged glances.

Now, said I, for Barris usual coup-de-théâtre: what was the nugget?

Practically it was pure gold; but, said Barris, enjoying the situation intensely, really it was not gold. Pierpont, what is gold?

Golds an element, a metal—

Wrong! Billy Pierpont, said Barris coolly.

Gold was an element when I went to school, said I.

It has not been an element for two weeks, said Barris; and, except General Drummond, Professor La Grange, and myself, you two youngsters are the only people, except one, in the world who know it, — or have known it.

Do you mean to say that gold is a composite metal? said Pierpont slowly.

I do. La Grange has made it. He produced a scale of pure gold day before yesterday. That nugget was manufactured gold.

Could Barris be joking? Was this a colossal hoax? I looked at Pierpont. He muttered something about that settling the silver question, and turned his head to Barris, but there was that in Barris face which forbade jesting, and Pierpont and I sat silently pondering.

Dont ask me how its made, said Barris, quietly; I dont know. But I do know that somewhere in the region of the Cardinal Woods there is a gang of people who do know how gold is made, and who make it. You understand the danger this is to every civilized nation. Its got to be stopped of course. Drummond and I have decided that I am the man to stop it. Wherever and whoever these people are — these gold-makers, — they must be caught, every one of them, — caught or shot.

Or shot, repeated Pierpont, who was owner of the Cross-Cut Gold Mine and found his income too small; Professor La Grange will of course be prudent; — science need not know things that would upset the world!

Little Willy, said Barris laughing, your income is safe.

I suppose, said I, some flaw in the nugget gave Professor La Grange the tip.

Exactly. He cut the flaw out before sending the nugget to be tested. He worked on the flaw and separated gold into its three elements.

He is a great man, said Pierpont, but he will be the greatest man in the world if he can keep his discovery to himself.

Who? said Barris.

Professor La Grange.

Professor La Grange was shot through the heart two hours ago, replied Barris slowly.


Chapter II
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WE HAD BEEN at the shooting box in the Cardinal Woods five days when a telegram was brought to Barris by a mounted messenger from the nearest telegraph station, Cardinal Springs, a hamlet on the lumber railroad which joins the Quebec and Northern at Three Rivers Junction, thirty miles below.

Pierpont and I were sitting out under the trees, loading some special shells as experiments; Barris stood beside us, bronzed, erect, holding his pipe carefully so that no sparks should drift into our powder box. The beat of hoofs over the grass aroused us, and when the lank messenger drew bridle before the door, Barris stepped forward and took the sealed telegram. When he had torn it open he went into the house and presently reappeared, reading something that he had written.

This should go at once, he said, looking the messenger full in the face...At once, Colonel Barris, replied the shabby countryman.

Pienpont glanced up and I smiled at the messenger who was gathering his bridle and settling himself in his stirrups. Barris handed him the written reply and nodded good-bye: there was a thud of hoofs on the greensward, a jingle of bit and spur across the gravel, and the messenger was gone. Barris pipe went out and he stepped to windward to relight it.

It is queer, said I, that your messenger — a battered native, — should speak like a Harvard man.

He is a Harvard man, said Barris.

And the plot thickens, said Pierpont; are the Cardinal Woods full of your Secret Service men, Barris?

No, replied Barris, but the telegraph stations are. How many ounces of shot are you using, Roy?

I told him, holding up the adjustable steel measuring cup. He nodded. After a moment on two he sat down on a camp-stool beside us and picked up a crimper.

That telegram was from Drummond, he said; the messenger was one of my men as you two bright little boys divined. Pooh! If he had spoken the Cardinal County dialect you wouldnt have known.

His make-up was good, said Pierpont.

Barris twirled the crimper and looked at the pile of loaded shells. Then he picked up one and crimped it.

Let em alone, said Pienpont, you crimp too tight.

Does his little gun kick when the shells are crimped too tight? enquired Barris tenderly; well, he shall crimp his own shells then, — wheres his little man?

His little man was a weird English importation, stiff, very carefully scrubbed, tangled in his aspirates, named Howlett. As valet, gilly, gun-bearer, and crimper, he aided Pierpont to endure the ennui of existence, by doing for him everything except breathing. Lately, however, Barris taunts had driven Pierpont to do a few things for himself To his astonishment he found that cleaning his own gun was not a bore, so he timidly loaded a shell or two, was much pleased with himself, loaded some more, crimped them, and went to breakfast with an appetite. So when Barris asked where his little man was, Pierpont did not reply but dug a cupful of shot from the bag and poured it solemnly into the half filled shell.

Old David came out with the dogs and of course there was a pow-wow when Voyou, my Gordon, wagged his splendid rail across the loading table and sent a dozen unstopped cartridges rolling oven the grass, vomiting powder and shot.

Give the dogs a mile on two, said I; we will shoot oven the Sweet Fern Covert about four oclock, David.

Two guns, David, added Barris.

Are you not going? asked Pierpont, looking up, as David disappeared with the dogs.

Bigger game, said Barris shortly. He picked up a mug of ale from the tray which Howlett had just set down beside us and took a long pull. We did the same, silently. Pierpont set his mug on the turf beside him and returned to his loading.

We spoke of the murder of Professor La Grange, of how it had been concealed by the authorities in New York at Drummonds request, of the certainty that it was one of the gang of gold-makers who had done it, and of the possible alertness of the gang.

Oh, they know that Drummond will be after them sooner on later, said Barris, but they dont know that the mills of the gods have already begun to grind. Those smart New York papers builded better than they knew when their ferret-eyed reporter poked his red nose into the house on 58th Street and sneaked off with a column on his cuffs about the suicide of Professor La Grange. Billy Pierpont, my revolver is hanging in your room; Ill take yours too— Help yourself, said Pierpont.

I shall be gone oven night, continued Barris; my poncho and some bread and meat are all I shall take except the barkers.

Will they bark to-night? I asked.

No, I trust not for several weeks yet. I shall nose about a bit. Roy, did it even strike you how queer it is that this wonderfully beautiful country should contain no inhabitants?

Its like those splendid stretches of pools and rapids which one finds on every trout river and in which one never finds a fish, suggested Pierpont.

Exactly, — and Heaven alone knows why, said Barris; I suppose this country is shunned by human beings for the same mysterious reasons.

The shooting is the better for it, I observed.

The shooting is good, said Barris, have you noticed the snipe on the meadow by the lake? Why its brown with them! Thats a wonderful meadow.

Its a natural one, said Pierpont, no human being even cleaned that land.

Then its supernatural, said Barris; Pierpont, do you want to come with me?

Pierponts handsome face flushed as he answered slowly, Its awfully good of you, — if I may.

Bosh, said I, piqued because he had asked Pierpont, what use is little Willy without his man?

True, said Barris gravely, you cant take Howlett, you know.

Pierpont muttered something which ended in d — n.

Then, said I, there will be but one gun on the Sweet Fern Covent this afternoon. Very well, I wish you joy of your cold supper and colder bed. Take your night-gown, Willy, and dont sleep on the damp ground.

Let Pierpont alone, retorted Barris, you shall go next time, Roy.

Oh, all right, — you mean when theres shooting going on?

And I? demanded Pierpont, grieved.

You too, my son; stop quarrelling! Will you ask Howlett to pack our kits — lightly mind you, — no bottles, — they clink.

My flask doesnt, said Pierpont, and went off to get ready for a nights stalking of dangerous men.

It is strange, said I, that nobody ever settles in this region. How many people live in Cardinal Springs, Barris?

Twenty counting the telegraph operator and not counting the lumbermen; they are always changing and shifting. I have six men among them.

Where have you no men? In the Four Hundred?

I have men there also, — chums of Billys only he doesnt know it. David tells me that there was a strong flight of woodcock last night. You ought to pick up some this afternoon.

Then we chatted about alder-coven and swamp until Pierpont came out of the house and it was time to part.

Au revoir, said Barris, buckling on his kit, come along, Pierpont, and dont walk in the damp grass.

If you are not back by to-morrow noon, said I, I will take Howlett and David and hunt you up. You say your course is due north?

Due north. replied Barris, consulting his compass.

There is a trail for two miles and a spotted lead for two more, said Pierpont.

Which we wont use for various reasons, added Barris pleasantly; dont worry, Roy, and keep your confounded expedition out of the way; theres no danger.

He knew, of course, what he was talking about and I held my peace.

When the tip end of Pienponts shooting coat had disappeared in the Long Covert, I found myself standing alone with Howlett. He bore my gaze for a moment and then politely lowered his eyes.

Howlett, said I, take these shells and implements to the gun room, and drop nothing. Did Voyou come to any harm in the briers this morning?

No arm, Mr. Cardenhe, sir, said Howlett.

Then be careful not no drop anything else, said I, and walked away leaving him decorously puzzled. For he had dropped no cartridges. Poor Howlett!


Chapter III
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ABOUT FOUR OCLOCK that afternoon I men David and the dogs at the spinney which leads into the Sweet Fern Covent. The three setters, Voyou, Gamin, and Mioche, were in fine feather, — David had killed a woodcock and a brace of grouse oven them that morning, — and they were thrashing about the spinney an short range when I came up, gun under arm and pipe lighted.

Whats the prospect, David, I asked, trying to keep my feet in the tangle of wagging, whining dogs; hello, whats amiss with Mioche?

A brier in his foot sir; I drew it and stopped the wound but I guess the gravels got in. If you have no objection, sin, I might take him back with me.

Its safer, I said; take Gamin too, I only want one dog this afternoon. What is the situation?

Fair sir; the grouse lie within a quarter of a mile of the oak second-growth. The woodcock are mostly on the alders. I saw any number of snipe on the meadows. Theres something else in by the lake, — I cant just tell what, but the wood-duck set up a clatter when I was in the thicket and they come dashing through the wood as if a dozen foxes was snappin an their tail feathers.

Probably a fox, I said; leash those dogs, — they must learn to stand in. Ill be back by dinner time.

There is one more thing sir, said David, lingering with his gun under his arm.

Well, said I.

I saw a man in the woods by the Oak Covern, — at least I think I did.

A lumberman?

I think not sir — at least, — do they have Chinamen among them?

Chinese? No. You didnt see a Chinaman in the woods here?

I — I think I did sir, — I cant say positively. He was gone when I ran into the covert.

Did the dogs notice it?

I cant say — exactly. They acted queer like. Gamin here lay down an whined — it may have been colic — and Mioche whimpered, — perhaps it was the brier.

And Voyou?

Voyou, he was most remarkable sir, and the hair on his back stood up, I did see a groundhog makin for a tree near by.

Then no wonder Voyou bristled. David, your Chinaman was a stump or tussock. Take the dogs now.

I guess it was sir; good afternoon sir, said David, and walked away with the Gordons leaving me alone with Voyou in the spinney.

I looked at the dog and he looked at me.

Voyou!

The dog sat down and danced with his fore feet, his beautiful brown eyes sparkling.

Youre a fraud, I said; which shall it be, the alders or the upland? Upland? Good! — now for the grouse, — heel, my friend, and show your miraculous self-restraint.

Voyou wheeled into my tracks and followed close, nobly refusing to notice the impudent chipmunks and the thousand and one alluring and important smells which an ordinary dog would have lost no time in investigating.

The brown and yellow autumn woods were crisp with drifting heaps of leaves and twigs that crackled under foot as we turned from the spinney into the forest. Every silent little stream hurrying toward the lake was gay with painted leaves afloat, scarlet maple or yellow oak. Spots of sunlight fell upon the pools, searching the brown depths, illuminating the gravel bottom where shoals of minnows swam to and fro, and to and fro again, busy with the purpose of their little lives. The crickets were chirping in the long brittle grass on the edge of the woods, but we left them far behind in the silence of the deeper forest.

Now! said I to Voyou.

The dog sprang to the front, circled once, zigzagged through the ferns around us and, all in a moment, stiffened stock still, rigid as sculptured bronze. I stepped forward, raising my gun, two paces, three paces, ten perhaps, before a great cock-grouse blundered up from the brake and burst through the thicket fringe toward the deeper growth. There was a flash and puff from my gun, a crash of echoes among the low wooded cliffs, and through the faint veil of smoke something dark dropped from mid-air amid a cloud of feathers, brown as the brown leaves under foot.

Fetch!

Up from the ground sprang Voyou, and in a moment he came galloping back, neck arched, tail stiff but waving, holding tenderly in his pink mouth a mass of mottled bronzed feathers. Very gravely he laid the bird at my feet and crouched close beside in, his silky ears across his paws, his muzzle on the ground.

I dropped the grouse into my pocket, held for a moment a silent caressing communion with Voyou, then swung my gun under my arm and motioned the dog on.

It must have been five oclock when I walked into a little opening in the woods and sat down to breathe. Voyou came and san down in front of me.

Well? I enquired.

Voyou gravely presented one paw which I took.

We will never get back in time for dinner, said I, so we might as well take it easy Its all your fault, you know. Is there a brier in your foot? — lets see, — there! its out my friend and you are free to nose about and lick it. If you loll your tongue out youll get it all over twigs and moss.

Cant you lie down and try to pant less? No, there is no use in sniffing and looking an that fern patch, for we are going to smoke a little, doze a little, and go home by moonlight. Think what a big dinner we will have! Think of Howletts despair when we are not in time! Think of all the stories you will have to tell to Gamin and Mioche! Think what a good dog you have been!

There — you are tired old chap; take forty winks with me.

Voyou was a little tired. He stretched out on the leaves at my feet but whether or not he really slept I could not be certain, until his hind legs twitched and I knew he was dreaming of mighty deeds.

Now I may have taken forty winks, but the sun seemed no be no lower when I sat up and unclosed my lids. Voyou raised his head, saw in my eyes that I was not going yet, thumped his tail half a dozen times on the dried leaves, and settled back with a sigh.

I looked lazily around, and for the first rime noticed what a wonderfully beautiful spot I had chosen for a nap. It was an oval glade in the heart of the forest, level and carpeted with green grass. The trees that surrounded it were gigantic; they formed one towering circular wall of verdure, blotting out all except the turquoise blue of the sky-oval above. And now I noticed that in the centre of the greensward lay a pool of water, crystal clear, glimmering like a mirror in the meadow grass, beside a block of granite. It scarcely seemed possible than the symmetry of tree and lawn and lucent pool could have been one of natures accidents. I had never before seen this glade nor had I ever heard it spoken of by either Pierpont on Barris. It was a marvel, this diamond clean basin, regular and graceful as a Roman fountain, set in the gem of turf. And these great trees, — they also belonged, not in America but in some legend-haunted forest of France, where moss-grown marbles stand neglected in dim glades, and the twilight of the forest shelters fairies and slender shapes from shadow-land.

I lay and watched the sunlight showering the tangled thicket where masses of crimson Cardinal-flowers glowed, or where one long dusty sunbeam tipped the edge of the floating leaves in the pool, running them to palest gilt. There were birds too, passing through the dim avenues of trees like jets of flame, — the gorgeous Cardinal-Bind in his deep stained crimson robe, — the bird that gave to the woods, to the village fifteen miles away, to the whole country, the name of Cardinal.

I rolled over on my back and looked up an the sky. How pale, — paler than a robins egg, — it was. I seemed to be lying at the bottom of a well, walled with verdure, high towering on every side. And, as I lay, all about me the air became sweet scented. Sweeter and sweeter and more penetrating grew the perfume, and I wondered what stray breeze, blowing oven acres of lilies, could have brought in. But there was no breeze; the air was still. A gilded fly alighted on my hand, — a honey-fly. It was as troubled as I by the scented silence.

Then, behind me, my dog growled.

I sat quite still at first, hardly breathing, but my eyes were fixed on a shape that moved along the edge of the pool among the meadow grasses. The dog had ceased growling and was now snaring, alert and trembling.

At last I nose and walked rapidly down to the pool, my dog following close to heel.

The figure, a womans, turned slowly toward us.


Chapter IV
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SHE WAS STANDING still when I approached the pool. The forest around us was so silent that when I spoke the sound of my own voice startled me.

No, she said, — and her voice was smooth as flowing water, I have not lost my way. Will he come to me, your beautiful dog?

Before I could speak, Voyou crept to her and laid his silky head against her knees.

But surely, said I, you did not come here alone.

Alone? I did come alone.

But the nearest settlement is Cardinal, probably nineteen miles from where we are standing.

I do not know Cardinal, she said.

Ste. Croix in Canada is forty miles at least, — how did you come into the Cardinal Woods? I asked amazed.

Into the woods? she repeated a little impatiently.

Yes.

She did not answer at first but stood caressing Voyou with gentle phrase and gesture.

Your beautiful dog I am fond of, but I am non fond of being questioned, she said quietly.

My name is Ysonde and I came to the fountain here to see your dog.

I was properly quenched. After a moment or two I did say that in another hour in would be growing dusky, but she neither replied nor looked at me.

This, I ventured, is a beautiful pool, — you call it a fountain, — a delicious fountain: I have never before seen it. It is hard to imagine that nature did all this.

Is it? she said.

Dont you think so? I asked.

I havent thought; I wish when you go you would leave me your dog.

My — my dog?

If you dont mind, she said sweetly, and looked at me for the first time in the face.

For an instant our glances met, then she grew grave, and I saw that her eyes were fixed on my forehead. Suddenly she rose and drew nearer, looking intently at my forehead. There was a faint mark there, a tiny crescent, just over my eyebrow. It was a birthmark.

Is that a scar? she demanded drawing nearer.

Than crescent shaped mark? No.

No? Are you sure? she insisted.

Perfectly, I replied, astonished.

A — a birthmark?

Yes, — may I ask why?

As she drew away from me, I saw that the color had fled from her cheeks. For a second she clasped both hands over her eyes as if to shut out my face, then slowly dropping her hands, she sat down on a long square block of stone which half encircled the basin, and on which to my amazement I saw carving. Voyou went to her again and laid his head in her lap.

What is your name? she asked at length.

Roy Cardenhe.

Mine is Ysonde. I carved these dragon-flies on the stone, these fishes and shells and butterflies you see.

You! They are wonderfully delicate, — but those are not American dragon-flies—

No — they are more beautiful. See, I have my hammer and chisel with me.

She drew from a queer pouch at her side a small hammer and chisel and held them toward me.

You are very talented, I said, where did you study?

I? I never studied, — I knew how. I saw things and cut them out of stone. Do you like them? Some time I will show you other things that I have done. If I had a great lump of bronze I could make your dog, beautiful as he is.

Her hammer fell into the fountain and I leaned over and plunged my arm into the water to find it.

It is there, shining on the sand, she said, leaning over the pool with me...Where, said I, looking at our reflected faces in the water. For it was only in the water that I had dared, as yet, to look her long in the face.

The pool mirrored the exquisite oval of her head, the heavy hair, the eyes. I heard the silken rustle of her girdle, I caught the flash of a white arm, and the hammer was drawn up dripping with spray.

The troubled surface of the pool grew calm and again I saw her eyes reflected.

Listen, she said in a low voice, do you think you will come again to my fountain?

I will come, I said. My voice was dull; the noise of water filled my ears.

Then a swift shadow sped across the pool; I rubbed my eyes. Where her reflected face had bent beside mine there was nothing mirrored but the rosy evening sky with one pale star glimmering.

I drew myself up and turned. She was gone. I saw the faint star twinkling above me in the afterglow, I saw the tall trees motionless in the still evening air, I saw my dog slumbering at my feet.

The sweet scent in the air had faded, leaving in my nostrils the heavy odor of fern and forest mould. A blind fear seized me, and I caught up my gun and sprang into the darkening woods.

The dog followed me, crashing through the undergrowth at my side. Duller and duller grew the light, but I strode on, the sweat pouring from my face and hair, my mind a chaos. How I reached the spinney I can hardly tell. As I turned up the path I caught a glimpse of a human face peering at me from the darkening thicket, — a horrible human face, yellow and drawn with high-boned cheeks and narrow eyes.

Involuntarily I halted; the dog at my heels snarled. Then I sprang straight at it, floundering blindly through the thicket, but the night had fallen swiftly and I found myself panting and struggling in a maze of twisted shrubbery and twining vines, unable to see the very undergrowth that ensnared me.

It was a pale face, and a scratched one that I carried no a lane dinner that night. Howlett served me, dumb reproach in his eyes, for the soup had been standing and the grouse was juiceless.

David brought the dogs in after they had had their supper, and I drew my chair before the blaze and set my ale on a table beside me. The dogs curled up at my feet, blinking gravely at the sparks that snapped and flew in eddying showers from the heavy birch logs.

David, said I, did you say you saw a Chinaman today?

I did sir.

What do you think about it now?

I may have been mistaken sir—

But you think not. What sort of whiskey did you put in my flask today?

The usual sir.

Is there much gone?

About three swallows sir, as usual.

You dont suppose there could have been any mistake about that whiskey, — no medicine could have gotten into it for instance.

David smiled and said, No sir.

Well, said I, I have had an extraordinary dream.

When I said dream, I felt comforted and reassured. I had scarcely dared to say it before, even to myself.

An extraordinary dream, I repeated; I fell asleep in the woods about five oclock, in that pretty glade where the fountain — I mean the pool is. You know the place?

I do not sir.

I described it minutely, twice, but David shook his head.

Carved stone did you say sir? I never chanced on it. You dont mean the New Spring—

No, no! This glade is way beyond that. Is it possible that any people inhabit the forest between here and the Canada line?

Nobody short of Ste. Croix; at least I have no knowledge of any.

Of course, said I, when I thought I saw a Chinaman, it was imagination. Of course I had been more impressed than I was aware of by your adventure. Of course you saw no Chinaman, David.

Probably not sir, replied David dubiously.

I sent him off no bed, saying I should keep the dogs with me all night; and when he was gone, I took a good long draught of ale, just no shame the devil, as Pierpont said, and lighted a cigar.

Then I thought of Barris and Pierpont, and their cold bed, for I knew they would not dare build a fire, and, in spite of the hot chimney corner and the crackling blaze, I shivered in sympathy.

Ill tell Barris and Pierpont the whole story and take them to see the carved stone and the fountain, I thought to myself; what a marvelous dream it was — Ysonde, — if it was a dream.

Then I went to the mirror and examined the faint white mark above my eyebrow.


Chapter V
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ABOUT EIGHT OCLOCK next morning, as I sat listlessly eyeing my coffee cup which Howlett was filling, Gamin and Mioche set up a howl, and in a moment more I heard Barris step on the porch.

Hello, Roy, said Pierpont, stamping into the dining room, I want my breakfast by jingo! Wheres Howlett, — none of your café au lait for me, — I want a chop and some eggs. Look an that dog, hell wag the hinge off his tail in a moment— Pierpont, said I, this loquacity is astonishing but welcome. Wheres Barris? You are soaked from neck to ankle.

Pierpont sat down and tore off his stiff muddy leggings.

Barris is telephoning to Cardinal Springs, — I believe he wants some of his men, — down! Gamin, you idiot! Howlett, three eggs poached and more toast, — what was I saying? Oh, about Barris; hes struck something or other which he hopes will locate these gold-making fellows. I had a jolly time, — hell tell you about it.

Billy! Billy! I said in pleased amazement, you are learning to talk! Dear me! You load your own shells and you carry your own gun and you fire it yourself — hello! heres Barris all over mud. You fellows really ought to change your rig — whew! what a frightful odor!

Its probably this, said Barris tossing something onto the hearth where it shuddered for a moment and then began to writhe; I found it in the woods by the lake. Do you know what it can be, Roy?

To my disgust I saw it was another of those spidery wormy crablike creatures that Godfrey had in Tiffanys.

I thought I recognized that acrid odor, I said; for the love of the Saints take it away from the breakfast table, Barris!

But what is it? he persisted, unslinging his field-glass and revolver.

Ill tell you what I know after breakfast, I replied firmly. Howlett, get a broom and sweep that thing into the road. — What are you laughing at, Pienpont? Howlett swept the repulsive creature out and Barris and Pierpont went to change their dew-soaked clothes for dryer raiment. David came to take the dogs for an airing and in a few minutes Barris reappeared and sat down in his place at the head of the table.

Well, said I, is there a story to tell?

Yes, not much. They are near the lake on the other side of the woods, — I mean these gold-makers. I shall collar one of them this evening. I havent located the main gang with any certainty, — shove the toast rack this way will you, Roy, — no, I am not at all certain, but Ive nailed one anyway. Pierpont was a great help, really, — and, what do you think, Roy? He wants to join the Secret Service!

Little Willy!

Exactly. Oh Ill dissuade him. What sort of a reptile was that I brought in? Did Howlett sweep it away?

He can sweep it back again for all I care, I said indifferently. Ive finished my breakfast.

No, said Barris, hastily swallowing his coffee, its of no importance; you can tell me about the beast—

Serve you right if I had it brought in on toast, I returned.

Pierpont came in radiant, fresh from the bath.

Go on with your story, Roy, he said; and I told them about Godfrey and his reptile pet.

Now what in the name of common sense can Godfrey find interesting in that creature? I ended, tossing my cigarette into the fireplace.

Its Japanese, dont you think? said Pierpont.

No, said Barris, it is non artistically grotesque, its vulgar and horrible, — it looks cheap and unfinished—

Unfinished, — exactly, said I, like an American humorist—

Yes, said Pierpont, cheap. What about that gold serpent?

Oh, the Metropolitan Museum bought it; you must see it, its marvellous.

Barris and Pierpont had lighted their cigarettes and, after a moment, we all rose and strolled out to the lawn, where chains and hammocks were placed under the maple trees.

David passed, gun under arm, dogs heeling.

Three guns on the meadows at four this afternoon, said Pierpont.

Roy, said Barris as David bowed and started on, what did you do yesterday?

This was the question that I had been expecting. All night long I had dreamed of Ysonde and the glade in the woods, where, at the bottom of the crystal fountain, I saw the reflection of her eyes. All the morning while bathing and dressing I had been persuading myself that the dream was not worth recounting and than a search for the glade and the imaginary stone carving would be ridiculous. But now, as Barris asked the question, I suddenly decided to tell him the whole story.

See here, you fellows, I said abruptly, I am going to tell you something queer. You can laugh as much as you please too, but first I want to ask Barris a question or two. You have been in China, Barris?

Yes, said Barris, looking straight into my eyes.

Would a Chinaman be likely to turn lumberman?

Have you seen a Chinaman? he asked in a quiet voice.

I dont know; David and I both imagined we did.

Barris and Pierpont exchanged glances.

Have you seen one also? I demanded, turning to include Pierpont...No, said Barris slowly; but I know that there is, or has been, a Chinaman in these woods.

The devil! said I.

Yes, said Barris gravely; the devil, if you like, — a devil, — a member of the Kuen-Yuin.

I drew my chair close to the hammock where Pierpont lay at full length, holding out to me a ball of pure gold.

Well? said I, examining the engraving on its surface, which represented a mass of twisted creatures, — dragons, I supposed.

Well, repeated Barris, extending his hand to take the golden ball, this globe of gold engraved with reptiles and Chinese hieroglyphics is the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin.

Where did you get it? I asked, feeling that something startling was impending.

Pierpont found it by the lake an sunrise this morning. It is the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin, he repeated, the terrible Kuen-Yuin, the sorcerers of China, and the most murderously diabolical sect on earth.

We puffed our cigarettes in silence until Barris rose, and began to pace backward and forward among the trees, twisting his grey moustache.

The Kuen-Yuin are sorcerers, he said, pausing before the hammock where Pierpont lay watching him; I mean exactly what I say, — sorcerers. Ive seen them, — Ive seen them at their devilish business, and I repeat to you solemnly, that as there are angels above, there is a race of devils on earth, and they are sorcerers. Bah! he cried, talk to me of Indian magic and Yogis and all that clap-trap! Why, Roy, I tell you than the Kuen-Yuin have absolute control of a hundred millions of people, mind and body, body and soul. Do you know what goes on in the interior of China? Does Europe know, — could any human being conceive of the condition of that gigantic hell-pit? You read the papers, you hear diplomatic twaddle about Li-Hung-Chang and the Emperor, you see accounts of battles on sea and land, and you know that Japan has raised a toy tempest along the jagged edge of the great unknown. But you never before heard of the Kuen-Yuin; no, nor has any European except a stray missionary or two, and yet I tell you that when the fires from this pit of hell have eaten through the continent to the coast, the explosion will inundate half a world, — and God help the other half.

Pierponts cigarette went out; he lighted another, and looked hard at Barris.

But, resumed Barris quietly, sufficient unto the day, you know, — I didnt intend to say as much as I did, — it would do no good, — even you and Pierpont will forget it, — it seems so impossible and so far away, — like the burning out of the sun. What I want to discuss is the possibility or probability of a Chinaman, — a member of the Kuen-Yuin, being here, an this moment, in the forest.

If he is, said Pienpont, possibly the gold-makers owe their discovery to him.

I do not doubt it for a second, said Barris earnestly.

I took the little golden globe in my hand, and examined the characters engraved upon it.

Barris, said Pierpont, I cant believe in sorcery while I am wearing one of Sanfords shooting suits in the pocket of which rests an uncut volume of the Duchess.

Neither can I, I said, for I read the Evening Post, and I know Mr. Godkin would not allow in. Hello! Whats the matter with this gold ball?

What is the matter? said Barris grimly.

Why — why — its changing color — purple, no, crimson — no, its green I mean — good Heavens! these dragons are twisting under my fingers—

Impossible! muttered Pierpont, leaning oven me; those are not dragons—

No! I cried excitedly; they are pictures of that reptile that Barris brought back — see — see how they crawl and turn—

Drop it! commanded Barris; and I threw the ball on the turf. In an instant we had all knelt down on the grass beside it, but the globe was again golden, grotesquely wrought with dragons and strange signs.

Pierpont, a little red in the face, picked it up, and handed it to Barris. He placed it on a chair, and sat down beside me.

Whew! said I, wiping the perspiration from my face, how did you play us that trick, Barris?

Trick? said Barris contemptuously.

I looked an Pierpont, and my heart sank. If this was not a trick, what was in? Pierpont returned my glance and colored, but all he said was, Its devilish queer, and Barris answered, Yes, devilish. Then Barris asked me again to tell my stony, and I did, beginning from the time I met David in the spinney to the moment when I sprang into the darkening thicket where than yellow mask had grinned like a phantom skull.

Shall we try to find the fountain? I asked after a pause.

Yes, — and — er — the lady, suggested Pierpont vaguely.

Dont be an ass, I said a little impatiently, you need not come, you know.

Oh, Ill come, said Pierpont, unless you think I am indiscreet—

Shut up, Pierpont, said Barris, this thing is serious; I never heard of such a glade on such a fountain, but its true that nobody knows this forest thoroughly. Its worth while trying for; Roy, can you find your way back to it?

Easily, I answered; when shall we go?

It will knock out snipe shooting on the head, said Pierpont, but then when one has the opportunity of finding a live dream-lady—

I rose, deeply offended, but Pierpont was not very penitent and his laughter was irresistible.

The ladys yours by right of discovery, he said. Ill promise not to infringe on your dreams, — Ill dream about other ladies—

Come, come, said I, Ill have Howlett put you to bed in a minute. Barris, if you are ready — we can get back no dinner—

Barris had risen and was gazing at me earnestly.

Whats the matter? I asked nervously, for I saw that his eyes were fixed on my forehead, and I thought of Ysonde and the white crescent scar.

Is that a birthmark? said Barris.

Yes — why, Barris?

Nothing, — an interesting coincidence—

What! — for Heavens sake!

The scar, — on rather the birthmark. It is the print of the dragons claw, — the crescent symbol of Yue-Laou—

And who the devil is Yue-Laou? I said crossly.

Yue-Laou, the Moon Maker, Dzil-Nbu of the Kuen-Yuin; — its Chinese mythology, but it is believed that Yue-Laou has returned to rule the Kuen-Yuin—

The conversation, interrupted Pierpont, smacks of peacocks feathers and yellow-jackets. The chicken-pox has left its card on Roy, and Barris is guying us. Come on, you fellows, and make your call fson the dream-lady. Barris, I hear galloping; here come your men.

Two mud splashed riders clattered up to the porch and dismounted at a motion from Barris. I noticed that both of them carried repeating rifles and heavy Colts revolvers.

They followed Barris, deferentially, into the dining-room, and presently we heard the tinkle of plates and bottles and the low hum of Barris musical voice.

Half an hour later they came out again, saluted Pierpont and me, and galloped away in the direction of the Canadian frontier. Ten minutes passed, and, as Barris did not appear, we rose and went into the house, to find him. He was sitting silently before the table, watching the small golden globe, now glowing with scarlet and orange fire, brilliant as a live coal. Howlett, mouth ajar, and eyes starting from the sockets, stood petrified behind him.

Are you coming, asked Pierpont, a little startled. Barris did not answer. The globe slowly turned to pale gold again, — but the face that Barris raised to ours was white as a sheet. Then he stood up, and smiled with an effort which was painful no us all.



Give me a pencil and a bit of paper, he said.

Howlett brought it. Barris went to the window and wrote rapidly. He folded the paper, placed it in the top drawer of his desk, locked the drawer, handed me the key, and motioned us to precede him.

When again we stood under the maples, he turned to me with an impenetrable expression.

You will know when to use the key, he said:

Come, Pierpont, we must try no find Roys fountain.


Chapter VI
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AT TWO OCLOCK that afternoon, at Barris suggestion, we gave up the search for the fountain in the glade and cut across the forest to the spinney where David and Howlett were waiting with our guns and the three dogs.

Pierpont guyed me unmercifully about the dream-lady as he called her, and, but for the significant coincidence of Ysondes and Barris questions concerning the white scar on my forehead, I should long ago have been perfectly persuaded that I had dreamed the whole thing.

As it was, I had no explanation no offer. We had not been able to find the glade although fifty times I came to landmarks which convinced me that we were just about to enter it. Barris was quiet, scarcely uttering a word to either of us during the entire search. I had never before seen him depressed in spirits. However, when we came in sight of the spinney where a cold bit of grouse and a bottle of Burgundy awaited each, Barris seemed no recover his habitual good humor.

Heres to the dream-lady! said Pierpont, raising his glass and standing up.

I did not like in. Even if she was only a dream, it irritated me to hear Pierponts mocking voice.

Perhaps Barris understood, — I dont know, but he bade Pierpont drink his wine without further noise, and that young man obeyed with a childlike confidence which almost made Barris smile.

What about the snipe, David, I asked; the meadows should be in good condition.

There is not a snipe on the meadows, sir, said David solemnly.

Impossible, exclaimed Barris, they cant have left.

They have, sir, said David in a sepulchral voice which I hardly recognized. We all three looked at the old man curiously, waiting for his explanation of this disappointing but sensational report.

David looked at Howlett and Howlett examined the sky...I was going, began the old man, with his eyes fastened on Howlett, I was going along by the spinney with the dogs when I heard a noise in the covert and I seen Howlett come walkin very fast toward me. In fact, continued David, I may say he was runnin. Was you runnin, Howlett?

Howlett said Yes, with a decorous cough.

I beg pardon, said David, but Id rather Howlett told the rest. He saw things which I did not.

Go on, Howlett, commanded Pierpont, much interested.

Howlett coughed again behind his large red hand.

What David says is true sir, he began; I hobserved the dogs at a distance ow they was a workin sir, and David stood a lightin of s pipe beind the spotted beech when I see a ead pop up in the covert oldin a stick like e was haimin at the dogs sir— A head holding a stick? said Pierpont severely.

The ead ad ands, sir, explained Howlent, ands that eld a painted stick, — like that, sir. Owlett, thinks I to meself this eres queer, so I jumps it an runs, but the beggar e seen me an wen I comes alongside of David, e was gone. Ello Owlett, sez David, what the ell — I beg pardon, sir,— ow did you come ere, sez e very loud. Run! sez I, the Chinaman is harrnyinthe dawgs! For Gawds sake wot Chinaman? sez David, haimin is gun at every bush. Then I thinks I see im an we run an run, the dawgs a boundin close to heel sir, but we dont see no Chinaman.

Ill tell the nest, said David, as Howlett coughed and stepped in a modest corner behind the dogs.

Go on, said Barris in a strange voice.

Well sir, when Howlett and I stopped chasin, we was on the cliff overlooking the south meadow. I noticed that there was hundreds of birds there, mostly yellow-legs and plover, and Howlett seen them too. Then before I could say a word to Howlett, something out in the lake gave a splash — a splash as if the whole cliff had fallen into the water. I was that scared that I jumped straight into the bush and Howlett he sat down quick, and all those snipe wheeled up — there was hundreds, — all a squeelin with fright, and the wood-duck came bowlin over the meadows as if the old Nick was behind.

David paused and glanced meditatively at the dogs.

Go on, said Barris in the same strained voice.

Nothing more sir. The snipe did not come back.

But that splash in the lake?

I dont know what it was sir.

A salmon? A salmon couldnt have frightened the duck and the snipe that way?

No — oh no, sir. If fifty salmon had jumped they couldnt have made that splash. Couldnt they, Howlett?

No ow, said Howlett.

Roy, said Barris at length, what David tells us settles the snipe shooting for to-day. I am going to take Pierpont up to the house. Howlett and David will follow with the dogs, — I have something to say to them. If you care to come, come along; if not, go and shoot a brace of grouse for dinner and be back by eight if you want to see what Pierpont and I discovered last night.

David whistled Gamin and Mioche to heel and followed Howlett and his hamper toward the house. I called Voyou to my side, picked up my gun and turned to Barris...I will be back by eight, I said; you are expecting to catch one of the gold-makers, are you not?

Yes, said Barris listlessly.

Pierpont began to speak about the Chinaman but Barris motioned him to follow, and, nodding to me, took the path that Howlett and David had followed toward the house. When they disappeared I tucked my gun under my arm and turned sharply into the forest, Voyou trotting close to my heels.

In spite of myself the continued apparition of the Chinaman made me nervous. If he troubled me again I had fully decided to get the drop on him and find out what he was doing in the Cardinal Woods. If he could give no satisfactory account of himself I would march him in to Barris as a gold-making suspect, — I would march him in anyway, I thought, and rid the forest of his ugly face. I wondered what it was that David had heard in the lake. It must have been a big fish, a salmon, I thought; probably Davids and Howletts nerves were overwrought after their Celestial chase.

A whine from the dog broke the thread of my meditation and I raised my head. Then I stopped short in my tracks.

The lost glade lay straight before me.

Already the dog had bounded into it, across the velvet turf to the carved stone where a slim figure sat. I saw my dog lay his silky head lovingly against her silken kirtle; I saw her face bend above him, and I caught my breath and slowly entered the sun-lit glade.

Half timidly she held out one white hand.

Now than you have come, she said, I can show you more of my work. I told you that I could do other things besides these dragon-flies and moths carved here in stone. Why do you stare at me so? Are you ill?

Ysonde, I stammered.

Yes, she said, with a faint color under her eyes.

I — I never expected to see you again, I blurted out,  — you — I — I — thought I had dreamed—

Dreamed, of me? Perhaps you did, is that strange?

Strange? N — no — but — where did you go when — when we were leaning over the fountain together? I saw your face, — your face reflected beside mine and then — then suddenly I saw the blue sky and only a star twinkling.

It was because you fell asleep, she said, was it not?

I — asleep?

You slept — I thought you were very tired and I went back—

Back? — where?

Back to my home where I carve my beautiful images; see, here is one I brought no show you to-day.

I took the sculptured creature that she held toward me, a massive golden lizard with frail claw-spread wings of gold so thin than the sunlight burned through and fell on the ground in flaming gilded patches.

Good Heavens! I exclaimed, this is astounding! Where did you learn to do such work? Ysonde, such a thing is beyond price!

Oh, I hope so, she said earnestly, I cant bear to sell my work, but my step-father takes it and sends it away. This is the second thing I have done and yesterday he said I must give it to him. I suppose he is poor.

I dont see how he can be poor if he gives you gold to model in, I said, astonished.

Gold! she exclaimed, gold! He has a room full of gold! He makes it. I sat down on the turf at her feet completely unnerved.

Why do you look at me so? she asked, a little troubled.

Where does your step-father live? I said at last.

Here.

Here!

In the woods near the lake. You could never find our house.

A house!

Of course. Did you think I lived in a tree? How silly. I live with my step-father in a beautiful house, — a small house, but very beautiful. He makes his gold there but the men who carry it away never come to the house, for they dont know where it is and if they did they could not get in. My step-father carries the gold in lumps to a canvas satchel. When the satchel is full he takes it out into the woods where the men live and I dont know what they do with it. I wish he could sell the gold and become rich for then I could go back to Yian where all the gardens are sweet and the river flows under the thousand bridges.

Where is this city? I asked faintly.

Yian? I dont know. It is sweet with perfume and the sound of silver bells all day long. Yesterday I carried a blossom of dried lotus buds from Yian, in my breast, and all the woods were fragrant. Did you smell it?

Yes.

I wondered, last night, whether you did. How beautiful your dog is; I love him. Yesterday I thought most about your dog but last night—

Last night, I repeated below my breath.

I thought of you. Why do you wear the dragon-claw?

I raised my hand impulsively to my forehead, covering the scar.

What do you know of the dragon-claw? I muttered.

In is the symbol of Yue-Laou, and Yue-Laou rules the Kuen-Yuin, my step-father says. My step-father tells me everything than I know. We lived in Yian until I was sixteen years old. I am eighteen now; that is two years we have lived in the forest. Look! — see those scarlet binds! What are they? There are birds of the same color in Yian.

Where is Yian, Ysonde? I asked with deadly calmness.

Yian? I dont know.

But you have lived there?

Yes, a very long time.

Is it across the ocean, Ysonde?

It is across seven oceans and the great river which is longer than from the earth to the moon.

Who told you that?

Who? My step-father; he tells me everything.

Will you tell me his name, Ysonde?

I dont know it, he is my step-father, that is all.

And what is your name?

You know it, Ysonde.

Yes, but what other name.

Than is all, Ysonde. Have you two names? Why do you look at me so impatiently?

Does your step-father make gold? Have you seen him make in?

Oh yes. He made it also in Yian and I loved to watch the sparks at night whirling like golden bees. Yian is lovely, — if it is all like our garden and the gardens around. I can see the thousand bridges from my garden and the white mountain beyond—

And the people — tell me of the people, Ysonde I urged gently.

The people of Yian? I could see them in swarms like ants — oh! many, many millions crossing and recrossing the thousand bridges.

But how did they look? Did they dress as I do?

I dont know. They were very far away, moving specks on the thousand bridges. For sixteen years I saw them every day from my garden but I never went out of my garden into the streets of Yian, for my step-father forbade me.

You never saw a living creature near by in Yian? I asked in despair.

My birds, oh such tall, wise-looking birds, all over grey and rose color.

She leaned over the gleaming water and drew her polished hand across the surface.

Why do you ask me these questions, she murmured; are you displeased?

Tell me about your step-father, I insisted. Does he look as I do? Does he dress, does he speak as I do? Is he American?

American? I dont know. He does not dress as you do and he does not look as you do. He is old, very, very old. He speaks sometimes as you do, sometimes as they do in Yian. I speak also in both manners.

Then speak as they do in Yian, I urged impatiently, speak as — why, Ysonde! why are you crying? Have I hurt you? — I did non intend, — I did not dream of your caring! There Ysonde, forgive me, — see, I beg you on my knees here at your feet.

I stopped, my eyes fastened on a small golden ball which hung from her waist by a golden chain. I saw it trembling against her thigh, I saw it change color, now crimson, now purple, now flaming scarlet. It was the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin.

She bent over me and laid her fingers gently on my arm.

Why do you ask me such things? she said, while the tears glistened on her lashes. In hurts me here,— she pressed her hand to her breast,— in pains. — I dont know why. Ah, now your eyes are hard and cold again; you are looking at the golden globe which hangs from my waist. Do you wish to know also what that is?

Yes, I muttered, my eyes fixed on the infernal color flames which subsided as I spoke, leaving the ball a pale gilt again.

It is the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin, she said in a trembling voice; why do you ask?

Is it yours?

Y — yes.

Where did you get in? I cried harshly.

My — my step-fa—

Then she pushed me away from her with all the strength of her slender wrists and covered her face.

If I slipped my arm about her and drew her to me, — if I kissed away the tears that fell slowly between her fingers, — if I told her how I loved her — how it cut me to the heart to see her unhappy, — after all that is my own business. When she smiled through her tears, the pure love and sweetness in her eyes lifted my soul higher than the high moon vaguely glimmering through the sun-lit blue above. My happiness was so sudden, so fierce and overwhelming that I only knelt there, her fingers clasped in mine, my eyes raised to the blue vault and the glimmering moon..Then something in the long grass beside me moved close to my knees and a damp acrid odor filled my nostrils.

Ysonde! I cried, but the touch of her hand was already gone and my two clenched fists were cold and damp with dew.

Ysonde! I called again, my tongue stiff with fright; — but I called as one awaking from a dream — a horrid dream, for my nostrils quivered with the damp acrid odor and I felt the crab-reptile clinging to my knee. Why had the night fallen so swiftly, — and where was I — where? — stiff, chilled, torn, and bleeding, lying flung like a corpse over my own threshold with Voyou licking my face and Barris snooping above me in the light of a lamp that flared and smoked in the night breeze like a torch. Faugh! the choking stench of the lamp aroused me and I cried out:

Ysonde!

What the devils the manner with him? muttered Pierpont, lifting me in his arms like a child, has he been stabbed, Barris?


Chapter VII
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IN A FEW minutes I was able to stand and walk stiffly into my bedroom where Howlett had a hot bath ready and a hotter tumbler of Scotch. Pierpont sponged the blood from my throat where it had coagulated. The cut was slight, almost invisible, a mere puncture from a thorn. A shampoo cleaned my mind, and a cold plunge and alcohol friction did the rest.

Now, said Pierpont, swallow your hot Scotch and lie down. Do you want a broiled woodcock? Good, I fancy you are coming about.

Barris and Pierpont watched me as I sat on the edge of the bed, solemnly chewing on the woodcocks wishbone and sipping my Bordeaux, very much an my ease.

Pierpont sighed his relief.

So, he said pleasantly, it was a mere case of ten dollars or ten days. I thought you had been stabbed—

I was not intoxicated, I replied, serenely picking up a bit of celery.

Only jagged? enquired Pierpont, full of sympathy.

Nonsense, said Barris, let him alone. Want some more celery, Roy? — it will make you sleep.

I dont want to sleep, I answered; when are you and Pierpont going no catch your gold-maker?

Barris looked at his watch and closed it with a snap.

In an hour; you dont propose to go with us?

But I do, — toss me a cup of coffee, Pierpont, will you, — thats just what I propose no do. Howlett, bring the new box of Panatellas, — the mild imported; — and leave the decanter. Now Barris, Ill be dressing, and you and Pierpont keep still and listen to what I have to say. Is that door shut night?

Barris locked it and sat down.

Thanks, said I. Barris, where is the city of Yian?

An expression akin to terror flashed into Barris eyes and I saw him stop breathing for a moment.

There is no such city, he said at length, have I been talking in my sleep?

It is a city, I continued, calmly, where the river winds under the thousand bridges, where the gardens are sweet scented and the air is filled with the music of silver bells—

Stop! gasped Barris, and rose trembling from his chain. He had grown ten years older.

Roy, interposed Pierpont coolly, what the deuce are you harrying Barris for?

I looked at Barris and he looked at me. After a second on two he sat down again.

Go on, Roy, he said.

I must, I answered, for now I am certain that I have not dreamed.

I told them everything; but, even as I told it, the whole thing seemed so vague, so unreal, that at times I stopped with the hot blood tingling in my ears, for it seemed impossible that sensible men, in the year of our Lord 1896, could seriously discuss such manners.

I feared Pierpont, but he did not even smile. As for Barris, he sat with his handsome head sunk on his breast, his unlighted pipe clasped tight in both hands.

When I had finished, Pierpont turned slowly and looked at Barris. Twice he moved his lips as if about to ask something and then remained mute.

Yian is a city, said Barris, speaking dreamily; was that why you wished to know, Pierpont?

We nodded silently.

Yian is a city, repeated Barris, where the great river winds under the thousand bridges, — where the gardens are sweet scented, and the air is filled with the music of silver bells.

My lips formed the question, Where is this city?

It lies, said Barris, almost querulously, across the seven oceans and the river which is longer than from the earth to the moon.

What do you mean? said Pierpont.

Ah, said Barris, rousing himself with an effort and raising his sunken eyes, I am using the allegories of another land; let it pass. Have I not told you of the Kuen-Yuin? Yian is the centre of the Kuen-Yuin. It lies hidden in that gigantic shadow called China, vague and vast as the midnight Heavens, — a continent unknown, impenetrable.

Impenetrable, repeated Pierpont below his breath.

I have seen it, said Barris dreamily. I have seen the dead plains of Black Cathay and I have crossed the mountains of Death, whose summits are above the atmosphere. I have seen the shadow of Xangi cast across Abaddon. Better to die a million miles from Yezd and Ater Quedah than to have seen the white water-lotus close in the shadow of Xangi! I have slept among the ruins of Xaindu where the winds never cease and the Wulwulleh is wailed by the dead.

And Yian, I urged gently.

There was an unearthly look on his face as he turned slowly toward me.

Yian, — I have lived there — and loved there. When the breath of my body shall cease, when the dragons claw shall fade from my arm, — he none up his sleeve, and we saw a white crescent shining above his elbow,— when the light of my eyes has faded forever, then, even then I shall not forget the city of Yian. Why, it is my home, — mine! The river and the thousand bridges, the white peak beyond, the sweet-scented gardens, the lilies, the pleasant noise of the summer wind laden with bee music and the music of bells, — all these are mine. Do you think because the Kuen-Yuin feared the dragons claw on my arm that my work with them is ended? Do you think than because Yue-Laou could give, that I acknowledge his right to take away? Is he Xangi in whose shadow the white water-lotus dares non raise ins head? No! No! he cried violently, it was not from Yue-Laou, the sorcerer, the Maker of Moons, that my happiness came! It was real, it was not a shadow to vanish like a tinted bubble! Can a sorcerer create and give a man the woman he loves? Is Yue-Laou as great as Xangi then? Xangi is God. In His own time, in His infinite goodness and mercy He will bring me again to the woman I love. And I know she waits for me at Gods feet.

In the strained silence that followed I could hear my hearts double beat and I saw Pierponts face, blanched and pitiful. Barris shook himself and raised his head. The change in his ruddy face frightened me.

Heed! he said, with a terrible glance at me; the print of the dragons claw is on your forehead and Yue-Laou knows in. If you must love, then love like a man, for you will suffer like a soul in hell, in the end. What is her name again?

Ysonde, I answered simply.


Chapter VIII
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AT NINE OCLOCK that night we caught one of the gold-makers. I do not know how Barris had laid his trap; all I saw of the affair can be told in a minute or two.

We were posted on the Cardinal road about a mile below the house, Pierpont and I with drawn revolvers on one side, under a butternut tree, Barris on the other, a Winchester across his knees.

I had just asked Pierpont the hour, and he was feeling for his watch when far up the road we heard the sound of a galloping horse, nearer, nearer, clattering, thundering past. Then Barris rifle spat flame and the dark mass, horse and rider, crashed into the dust. Pierpont had the half stunned horseman by the collar in a second, — the horse was stone dead, — and, as we lighted a pine knot to examine the fellow, Barris two riders galloped up and drew bridle beside us.

Hm! said Barris with a scowl, its the Shiner, or Im a moonshiner.

We crowded curiously around to see the Shiner. He was red-headed, fat and filthy, and his little red eyes burned in his head like the eyes of an angry pig.

Barris went through his pockets methodically while Pierpont held him and I held the torch. The Shiner was a gold mine; pockets, shirt, bootlegs, hat, even his dirty fists, clutched tight and bleeding, were bursting with lumps of soft yellow gold. Barris dropped this moonshine gold.

as we had come to call in, into the pockets of his shooting-coat, and withdrew to question the prisoner. He came back again in a few minutes and motioned his mounted men to take the Shiner in charge. We watched them, rifle on thigh, walking their horses slowly away into the darkness, the Shiner, tightly bound, shuffling sullenly between them.

Who is the Shiner? asked Pierpont, slipping the revolver into his pocket again.

A moonshiner, counterfeiter, forger, and highwayman, said Barris, and probably a murderer. Drummond will be glad to see him, and I think it likely he will be persuaded to confess to him what he refuses to confess no me.

Wouldnt he talk? I asked.

Not a syllable. Pierpont, there is nothing more for you to do.

For me to do? Are you not coming back with us, Barris?

No, said Barris.

We walked along the dark road in silence for a while, I wondering what Barris intended to do, but he said nothing more until we reached our own verandah. Here he held out his hand, first to Pienpont, then to me, saying good-bye as though he were going on a long journey.

How soon will you be back? I called out to him as he turned away toward the gate. He came across the lawn again and again took our hands with a quiet affection that I had never imagined him capable of.

I am going, he said, to put an end to his gold-making no-night. I know that you fellows have never suspected what I was about on my little solitary evening strolls after dinner. I will tell you. Already I have unobtrusively killed four of these gold-makers, — my men put them underground just below the new wash-out at the four mile stone. There are three left alive, — the Shiner whom we have, another criminal named Yellow, on Yaller in the vernacular, and the third—

The third, repeated Pierpont, excitedly.

The third I have never yet seen. But I know who and what he is, — I know; and if he is of human flesh and blood, his blood will flow to-night.

As he spoke a slight noise across the turf attracted my attention. A mounted man was advancing silently in the starlight oven the spongy meadowland. When he came nearer Barris struck a match, and we saw that he bore a corpse across his saddle bow.

Yaller, Colonel Barris, said the man, touching his slouched hat in salute.

This grim introduction to the corpse made me shudder, and, after a moments examination of the stiff, wide-eyed dead man, I drew back.

Identified, said Barris, take him to the four mile post and carry his effects to Washington, — under seal, mind, Johnstone.

Away cantered the rider with his ghastly burden, and Barris took our hands once more for the last time. Then he went away, gaily, with a jest on his lips, and Pierpont and I turned back into the house.

For an hour we sat moodily smoking in the hall before the fire, saying little until Pierpont burst out with: I wish Barris had taken one of us with him to-night!

The same thought had been running in my mind, but I said: Barris knows what hes about.

This observation neither comforted us nor opened the lane to further conversation, and after a few minutes Pierpont said good night and called for Howlett and hot water. When he had been warmly tucked away by Howlett, I turned out all but one lamp, sent the dogs away with David and dismissed Howlett for the night.

I was not inclined to retire for I knew I could not sleep. There was a book lying open on the table beside the fire and I opened it and read a page or two, but my mind was fixed on other things.

The window shades were raised and I looked out at the star-set firmament. There was no moon that night but the sky was dusted all over with sparkling stars and a pale radiance, brighter even than moonlight, fell over meadow and wood. Far away in the forest I heard the voice of the wind, a soft warm wind that whispered a name, Ysonde.

Listen, sighed the voice of the wind, and listen echoed the swaying trees with every little leaf a-quiver. I listened.

Where the long grasses trembled with the crickets cadence I heard her name, Ysonde; I heard it in the rustling woodbine where grey moths hovered; I heard it in the drip, drip, drip of the dew from the porch. The silent meadow brook whispered her name, the rippling woodland streams repeated in, Ysonde, Ysonde, until all earth and sky were filled with the soft thrill, Ysonde, Ysonde, Ysonde.

A night-thrush sang in a thicket by the porch and I stole to the verandah to listen. After a while it began again, a little further on. I ventured out into the road. Again I heard it far away in the forest and I followed it, for I knew it was singing of Ysonde.

When I came to the path than leaves the main road and enters the Sweet-Fern Covert below the spinney, I hesitated; but the beauty of the night lured me on and the night-thrushes called me from every thicket. In the starry radiance, shrubs, grasses, field flowers, stood out distinctly, for there was no moon to cast shadows. Meadow and brook, grove and stream, were illuminated by the pale glow. Like great lamps lighted the planets hung from the high domed sky and through their mysterious rays the fixed stars, calm, serene, stared from the heavens like eyes...I waded on waist deep through fields of dewy golden-rod, through late clover and wild-oat wastes, through crimson fruited sweetbrier, blueberry, and wild plum, until the low whisper of the Wier Brook warned me that the path had ended.

But I would not stop, for the night air was heavy with the perfume of water-lilies and far away, across the low wooded cliffs and the wet meadowland beyond, there was a distant gleam of silver, and I heard the murmur of sleepy waterfowl. I would go to the lake. The way was clear except for the dense young growth and the snares of the moose-bush.

The night-thrushes had ceased but I did not want for the company of living creatures. Slender, quick darting forms crossed my path at intervals, sleek mink, that fled like shadows at my step, wiry weasels and fan muskrats, hurrying onward to some tryst or killing.

I never had seen so many little woodland creatures on the move at night. I began to wonder where they all were going so fast, why they all hurried on in the same direction. Now I passed a hare hopping through the brushwood, now a rabbit scurrying by, flag hoisted. As I entered the beech second-growth two foxes glided by me; a little further on a doe crashed out of the underbrush, and close behind her stole a lynx, eyes shining like coals.

He neither paid attention to the doe nor to me, but loped away toward the north.

The lynx was in flight.

From what? I asked myself, wondering. There was no forest fine, no cyclone, no flood.

If Barris had passed that way could he have stirred up this sudden exodus? Impossible; even a regiment in the forest could scarcely have put to rout these frightened creatures.

What on earth, thought I, turning to watch the headlong flight of a fisher-cat, what on earth has started the beasts out at this time of night?

I looked up into the sky. The placid glow of the fixed stars comforted me and I stepped on through the narrow spruce belt that leads down to the borders of the Lake of the Stars.

Wild cranberry and moose-bush entwined my feet, dewy branches spattered me with moisture, and the thick spruce needles scraped my face as I threaded my way oven mossy logs and deep spongy tussocks down to the level gravel of the lake shone.

Although there was no wind the little waves were hurrying in from the lake and I heard them splashing among the pebbles. In the pale star glow thousands of water-lilies lifted their half-closed chalices toward the sky.

I threw myself full length upon the shone, and, chin on hand, looked out across the lake.

Splash, splash, came the waves along the shore, higher, nearer, until a film of water, thin and glittering as a knife blade, crept up to my elbows. I could not understand it; the lake was rising, but there had been no rain. All along the shore the water was running up; I heard the waves among the sedge grass; the weeds at my side were awash in the ripples. The lilies rocked on the tiny waves, every wet pad rising on the swells, sinking, rising again until the whole lake was glimmering with undulating blossoms. How sweet and deep was the fragrance from the lilies.

And now the water was ebbing, slowly, and the waves receded, shrinking from the shone rim until the white pebbles appeared again, shining like froth on a brimming glass.

No animal swimming out in the dankness along the shore, no heavy salmon surging, could have set the whole shore aflood as though the wash from a great boat were rolling in. Could it have been the overflow, through the Weir Brook, of some cloud-burst far back in the forest? This was the only way I could account for it, and yet when I had crossed the Wien Brook I had not noticed that it was swollen.

And as I lay there thinking, a faint breeze sprang up and I saw the surface of the lake whiten with lifted lily pads. All around me the alders were sighing; I heard the forest behind me stir; the crossed branches rubbing softly, bark against bark. Something — it may have been an owl — sailed out of the night, dipped, soared, and was again engulfed, and far across the water I heard its faint cry, Ysonde.

Then first, for my heart was full, I cast myself down upon my face, calling on her name. My eyes were wet when I raised my head, — for the spray from the shore was drifting in again, — and my heart beat heavily; No more, no more. But my heart lied, for even as I raised my face to the calm stars, I saw her standing still, close beside me; and very gently I spoke her name, Ysonde.

She held out both hands.

I was lonely, she said, and I went to the glade, but the forest is full of frightened creatures and they frightened me. Has anything happened in the woods? The deer are running toward the heights.

Her hand still lay in mine as we moved along the shore, and the lapping of the water on rock and shallow was no lower than our voices.

Why did you leave me without a word, there at the fountain in the glade? she said.

I leave you!—

Indeed you did, running swiftly with your dog, plunging through thickens and brush, — oh — you frightened me.

Did I leave you so?

Yes — after—

After?

You had kissed me—

Then we leaned down together and looked into the black water set with stars, just as we had bent together over the fountain in the glade.

Do you remember? I asked.

Yes. See, the water is inlaid with silver stars, — everywhere whine lilies floating and the stars below, deep, deep down.

What is the flower you hold in your hand?

White water-lotus.

Tell me about Yue-Laou, Dzil-Nbu of the Kuen-Yuin, I whispered, lifting her head so I could see her eyes.

Would it please you to hear?

Yes, Ysonde.

All than I know is yours, now, as I am yours, all than I am. Bend closer. Is it of Yue-Laou you would know? Yue-Laou is Dzil-Nhu of the Kuen-Yuin. He lived in the Moon. He is old — very, very old, and once, before he came to rule the Kuen-Yuin, he was the old man who unites with a silken cord all predestined couples, after which nothing can prevent their union. But all that is changed since he came to rule the Kuen-Yuin. Now he has perverted the Xin, — the good genii of China, — and has fashioned from their warped bodies a monster which he calls the Xin. This monster is horrible, for it not only lives in its own body, but it has thousands of loathsome satellites, — living creatures without mouths, blind, that move when the Xin moves, like a mandarin and his escort. They are part of the Xin although they are not attached. Yet if one of these satellites is injured the Xin writhes with agony. It is fearful — this huge living bulk and these creatures spread out like severed fingers that wriggle around a hideous hand.

Who told you this?

My step-father.

Do you believe it?

Yes. I have seen one of the Xins creatures.

Where, Ysonde?

Here in the woods.

Then you believe there is a Xin here?

There must be, — perhaps in the lake—

Oh, Xins inhabit lakes?

Yes, and the seven seas. I am not afraid here.

Why?

Because I wear the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin.

Then I am not safe, I smiled.

Yes you are, for I hold you in my arms. Shall I tell you more about the Xin? When the Xin is about to do to death a man, the Yeth-hounds gallop through the night—

What are the Yeth-hounds, Ysonde?

The Yeth-hounds are dogs without heads. They are the spirits of murdered children, which pass through the woods at night, making a wailing noise.

Do you believe this?

Yes, for I have worn the yellow lotus—

The yellow lotus—

Yellow is the symbol of faith—

Where?

In Yian, she said faintly.

After a while I said, Ysonde, you know there is a God?

God and Xangi are one.

Have you ever heard of Christ?

No, she answered softly.

The wind began again among the tree tops. I felt her hands closing in mine.

Ysonde, I asked again, do you believe in sorcerers?

Yes, the Kuen-Yuin are sorcerers; Yue-Laou is a sorcerer.

Have you seen sorcery?

Yes, the reptile satellite of the Xin—

Anything else?

My charm, — the golden ball, the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin. Have you seen it change, — have you seen the reptiles writhe — ?

Yes, I said shortly, and then remained silent, for a sudden shiver of apprehension had seized me. Barris also had spoken gravely, ominously of the sorcerers, the Kuen-Yuin, and I had seen with my own eyes the graven reptiles turning and twisting on the glowing globe.

Still, said I aloud, God lives and sorcery is but a name.

Ah, murmured Ysonde, drawing closer no me, they say, in Yian, the Kuen-Yuin live; God is but a name.

They lie, I whispered fiercely.

Be careful, she pleaded, they may hear you. Remember that you have the mark of the dragons claw on your brow.

What of it? I asked, thinking also of the white mark on Barris arm.

Ah dont you know that those who are marked with the dragons claw are followed by Yue-Laou, for good or for evil, — and the evil means death if you offend him?

Do you believe that! I asked impatiently...I know it, she sighed.

Who told you all this? Your step-father? What in Heavens name is he then, — a Chinaman!

I dont know; he is not like you.

Have — have you told him anything about me?

He knows about you — no, I have told him nothing, — ah what is this — see — it is a cord, a cord of silk about your neck — and about mine!

Where did that come from? I asked astonished.

It must be — in must be Yue-Laou who binds me to you, — it is as my step-father said — he said Yue-Laou would bind us—

Nonsense, I said almost roughly, and seized the silken cord, but to my amazement it melted in my hand like smoke.

What is all this damnable jugglery! I whispered angrily, but my anger vanished as the words were spoken, and a convulsive shudder shook me to the feet. Standing on the shone of the lake, a stones throw away, was a figure, twisted and bent, — a little old man, blowing sparks from a live coal which he held in his naked hand. The coal glowed with increasing radiance, lighting up the skull-like face above it, and threw a red glow oven the sands at his feet. But the face! — the ghastly Chinese face on which the light flickered, — and the snaky slitted eyes, sparkling as the coal glowed hotter. Coal! It was not a coal but a golden globe staining the night with crimson flames — it was the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin.

See! See! gasped Ysonde, trembling violently, see the moon rising from between his fingers! Oh I thought it was my step-father and it is Yue-Laou the Maker of Moons — no! no! it is my step-father — ah God! they are the same!

Frozen with terror I stumbled to my knees, groping for my revolver which bulged in my coat pocket; but something held me — something which bound me like a web in a thousand strong silky meshes. I struggled and turned but the web grew tighter; it was over us — all around us, drawing, pressing us into each others arms until we lay side by side, bound hand and body and foot, palpitating, panting like a pair of netted pigeons.

And the creature on the shore below! What was my horror to see a moon, huge, silvery, rise like a bubble from between his fingers, mount higher, higher into the still air and hang aloft in the midnight sky, while another moon rose from his fingers, and another and yet another until the vast span of Heaven was set with moons and the earth sparkled like a diamond in the white glare.

A great wind began to blow from the east and it bore to our ears a long mournful howl, — a cry so unearthly that for a moment our hearts stopped.

The Yeth-hounds! sobbed Ysonde, do you hear! — they are passing through the forest! The Xin is near!

Then all around us in the dry sedge grasses came a rustle as if some small animals were creeping, and a damp acrid odor filled the air. I knew the smell, I saw the spidery crablike creatures swarm out around me and drag their soft yellow hairy bodies across the shrinking grasses. They passed, hundreds of them, poisoning the air, rumbling, writhing, crawling with their blind mouthless heads raised. Birds, half asleep and confused by the darkness, fluttered away before them in helpless fright, rabbits sprang from their forms, weasels glided away like flying shadows. What remained of the forest creatures rose and fled from the loathsome invasion; I heard the squeak of a terrified hare, the snort of stampeding deer, and the lumbering gallop of a bear; and all the time I was choking, half suffocated by the poisoned air.

Then, as I struggled no free myself from the silken snare about me, I cast a glance of deadly fear at the sorcerer below, and at the same moment I saw him turn in his tracks...Halt! cried a voice from the bushes.

Barris! I shouted, half leaping up in my agony.

I saw the sorcerer spring forward, I heard the bang! bang! bang! of a revolver, and, as the sorcerer fell on the waters edge, I saw Barris jump out into the white glare and fire again, once, twice, three times, into the writhing figure at his feet.

Then an awful thing occurred. Up out of the black lake reared a shadow, a nameless shapeless mass, headless, sightless, gigantic, gaping from end to end.

A great wave struck Barris and he fell, another washed him up on the pebbles, another whirled him back into the water and then, — and then the thing fell over him, — and I fainted.

* * *

This, then, is all that I know concerning Yue-Laou and the Xin. I do not fear the ridicule of scientists or of the press for I have told the truth. Barris is gone and the thing that killed him is alive to-day in the Lake of the Stars while the spider-like satellites roam through the Cardinal Woods. The game has fled, the forests around the lake are empty of any living creatures save the reptiles than creep when the Xin moves in the depths of the lake.

General Drummond knows what he has lost in Barris, and we, Pierpont and I, know what we have lost also. His will we found in the drawer, the key of which he had handed me. It was wrapped in a bit of paper on which was written:

Yue-Laou the sorcerer is here in the Cardinal Woods. I must kill him or he will kill me. He made and gave to me the woman I loved, — he made her, — I saw him, — he made her out of a white water-lotus bud. When our child was born, he came again before me and demanded from me the woman I loved. Then, when I refused, he went away, and that night my wife and child vanished from my side, and I found upon her pillow a white lotus bud. Roy, the woman of your dream, Ysonde, may be my child. God help you if you love her for Yue-Laou will give, — and take away, as though he were Xangi, which is God. I will kill Yue-Laou before I leave this forest, — or he will kill me.

FRANKLYN BARRIS.

Now the world knows what Barris thought of the Kuen-Yuin and of Yue-Laou. I see than the newspapers are just becoming excited over the glimpses that Li-Hung-Chang has afforded them of Black Cathay and the demons of the Kuen-Yuin. The Kuen-Yuin are on the move.

Pierpont and I have dismantled the shooting box in the Cardinal Woods. We hold ourselves ready at a moments notice to join and lead the first Government party to drag the Lake of Stars and cleanse the forest of the crab reptiles. But it will be necessary that a large force assembles, and a well-armed force, for we never have found the body of Yue-Laou, and, living or dead, I fear him. Is he living?

Pierpont, who found Ysonde and myself lying unconscious on the lake shore, the morning after, saw no trace of corpse or blood on the sands. He may have fallen into the lake, but I fear and Ysonde fears than he is alive. We never were able to find either her dwelling place or the glade and the fountain again. The only thing that remains to her of hen former life is the gold serpent in the Metropolitan Museum and her golden globe, the symbol of the Kuen-Yuin; but the latter no longer changes color.

David and the dogs are waiting for me in the count yard as I write. Pierpont is in the gun room loading shells, and Howlett brings him mug after mug of my ale from the wood. Ysonde bends oven my desk, — I feel her hand on my arm, and she is saying, Dont you think you have done enough to-day, dear? How can you write such silly nonsense without a shadow of truth or foundation?


THE SILENT LAND.
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THERE WAS NEVER any more inception than there is now, 

Nor any more youth or age than there is now; 

And will never be any more perfection than there is now, 

Nor any more heaven or hell than there is how.

WALT WHITMAN.



THE SILENT LAND.

And the woman fled into the wilderness, where she hath a place prepared of God.

I.

FERRIS and I had had a dispute, a bitter one, and, as usual, Ferris had pushed his cap over his eyes until the hair on the back of his head stuck out.

You cant do it, he said, shoving both hands up to the wrists in his canvas fishing-coat.

Ill prove it, said I. What a stubborn mule you are, Ferris!

Stubborn nothing, he retorted, you and your theories must have your little airing, I suppose, but I dont intend to assist.

Im right sometimes, I said.

Sometimes youre wrong, too, said Ferris. Then he walked off toward the cliffs, whistling, uncompromising, untidy.

Theres a hole in your leggings! I called after him, but he did not deign to answer me.

Obstinate ass, I thought, for we were very fond of each other, if he wastes his time with the Silver Doctor hell rue it. Then I looked at Solomon and lighted a cigarette.

Solomon was a bird, an enervating bird of the Ibis species, wrinkled and wizened, like the mummies of his native land, which was Egypt. The bird was mine, a sarcastic tribute from Ferris, and the bird and the sarcasm both bore directly on the only disputes which ever arose between Ferris and myself. The cause of these disputes was a trout-fly, an innocent toy of scarlet and tinsel, known to anglers as the Red Ibis. I swore by it, Ferris swore at it. In the long winter nights when the streams gurgled under the frozen forests and the lake was a sheet of soggy snow, Ferris and I loafed before the fire pulling tangled masses of leaders and flies about and dragging the silken lines over the rugs to hear the reels click. Every fly known to the brethren of the angle was discussed — every fly except the Red Ibis. We both honestly tried to avoid this bone of contention. We talked of Duns and Hackles, and Spinners and Gnats, but in spite of every precaution the Red Ibis would occasionally rise like a fiery spectre between us, and then we disputed vehemently.

No angler with a rag of self-respect would use the Ibis, said Ferris, with that obstinate shrug which added gall to the insult, and I — well, the crowning insult came when Ferris sent to Cairo and imported a live Egyptian Ibis for me.

Pull out his tail feathers when youre short of Red Ibis, gasped Ferris, weak with laughter, as I stood silently inspecting the bird in my studio.

Ill send him to Central Park, said I, swallowing my wrath; but I thought better of it, and Solomon, the wizened, became an important member of my household.

The bird was a mystery. I never cared to encounter his filmy eyes. Centuries seemed to roll away when he unclosed them, visions of tombs and obelisks filled my mind — glimpses of desert sunsets and the warm waters of lazy rivers. His black shrivelled head, bare as a skull, lay like a withered gourd among the garish flame-coloured feathers on his breast.

Solly, said I, when Ferris disappeared below the cliff, do you want a frog?

The bird unclosed one eye. I went to a pail of water in which I kept minnows, and Solomon followed me, solemnly hopping.

Help yourself, Solly, said I, uncovering the pail.

I called him Solly because I wished to put myself at ease with this relic of Egyptian Royalty. The splendour of Pharos court had not dimmed this hoary prophets eye, which was piercing when the sleepy film left it — piercing enough to make me feel thousands of years young, and very bourgeois. In vain I addressed him as Solly, in vain I gave him chocolate creams, — he was the aristocrat, the venerable high-priest of an Empire dead — and I was his man-servant, his ass, and his ox.

Solomon dabbed once or twice at a sportive minnow, pecked pensively at the handle of the pail, swallowed a pebble or two, and then, ruffling his scarlet feathers, sidled aimlessly back into the sedge by the frog-pond. I watched him for awhile, brooding dreamily among the rushes, but he paid no further attention either to me or to the small green frogs that squatted on the lily-pads or floated half submerged, watching him with enormous eyes.

A noisy blue-jay flitted through the orchard and alighted on a crab-apple tree solely to insult Solomon. He of course was unsuccessful, and his language became so utterly unfit for publication that I moved away, shocked and annoyed.

The sun was very hot. It glittered with a blinding light across the rippling pond, where dragon-flies darted and sailed and chased each other over the water, or flitted among the clouds of dancing midges, searching for prey.

A sweet smell came to me from orchard and sedge; there was an odour of scented rushes in the air, and the lingering summer wind bore puffs of perfume from clover-fields and meadows fragrant with flowering mint. I looked again toward the cliffs. Ferris was not in sight.

Obstinate mule, I thought, and, picking up my rod and fly-book, I sauntered toward the forest.

Ferris, said I to myself, is after that big trout by the Red Rock Rapids, but hell never raise him with a Silver Doctor, and hell come home in a devil of a temper.

I sat down in a clump of sweet fern and joined my rod. When I had run the silk through the guides and had fastened the nine-foot leader, I opened my fly-book and sought for a Red Ibis fly. There was not one in the book.

I must send to New York to-morrow, I thought, turning the aluminium leaves impatiently; fancy my being out of Red Ibis! I selected a yellow Oak fly for the dropper and a nameless Gnat for the hand-fly, and, drawing the leader down to the reel, started on again, carrying my rod with the tip behind me.

The forest was dim and moist and silent. Where the sunshine fell among the ferns a few flies buzzed in the gilded warmth; but except for this and a strange grey bird which flitted before me silently as I walked, there was no sign of life, nothing stirring, not a rustle among the leaves, not a movement, not a bird-note.

Over moss and dead leaves aglisten in the pale forest light I passed, — over crumbling logs, damp and lichen-covered, half submerged in little pools; and the musty fragrance of the forest mould set me dreaming of dryads, and fauns, and lost altars, whose marbles, stained with tender green, glimmer in ancient forests.

This belt of woods was always silent; I often wondered why. There were no birds — none except this strange grey creature which kept flitting ahead of me, uttering no note. It was the first bird I had ever seen in the western forest belt — the first bird except Solomon, who occasionally accompanied me on my trips to the long pool in the river which borders the wooded belt on the west.

It was an unknown bird to me, — I could catch fleeting glimpses of it, — and its long slender wings and dark eyes brought no recollections to my mind.

To the north, south, and east the woods were full of thrushes and wood-peckers; full of game, too — grouse, deer, foxes, and an occasional mink and otter, but the shy wood creatures left the western forest belt alone, and even the trout seemed to shun the dark pools where the river swept the edges of the wood until it curved out again by Lynx Peak. I say the trout shunned it, but there was one, a monstrous fish, wily and subtle, that lived in the long amber pool below. Early in the season Ferris had raised him with a Silver Doctor, and Ferriss madness on the Silver Doctor dated from that moment. His mania for this fly lead him to use it in season and out, and no amount of persuasion or of ridicule moved him.

Because, said I, you had a Silver Doctor snapped off by a big fish, do you imagine its the only fly in the world?

Its good enough for me, he said.

There were two things which Ferris used to say that maddened me. One was, The Silver Doctors good enough for me; the other was, New Yorks good enough for me.

We never discussed the latter question after Ferris had alluded to me as a Latin Quarter Nondescript, but the battle still raged over the merits of the Silver Doctor and the Red Ibis.

When I came to the wooded slope which overhung the river I buttoned my shooting coat and began a cautious descent, trailing my rod carefully. I headed for the foot of the pool, for one of my theories, which ruffled Ferris, was that certain pools should be fished up stream. This was one of those pools, according to my theory; and when I had reached the rocks and had waded into the rushing water, I faced up stream and cast straight out into the rapids which curled among the boulders at the foot of the pool.

At the second cast I hooked a snag and waded out to disengage it. Fumbling about under the foaming water I found my fly imbedded in something which refused to give way. I tugged cautiously and gently; it was useless. Then I rolled up my sleeve and plunged my arm into the water up to the shoulder. This time it did give way; I drew out my arm and held up something glistening and dripping, in which my hook was firmly imbedded. It was a shoe, small, pointed, high-heeled, and buckled with a silver buckle.

This, said I, is most extraordinary, and I sat down on a flat rock, holding the shoe close to my eyes.

Besnard — Paris, I read stamped on the lining over the heel. And the buckle was of sterling silver. I sat for a moment, thinking.

Our cottage, Ferriss and mine, was the only house in the whole region that I knew of, except the old house in the glade by the White Moss Spring. That was unoccupied and had been for years — a crumbling, abandoned farm, tottering among the young growth of an advancing forest. But as I sat thinking I remembered early in the season having seen smoke above the trees once when we were in the neighbourhood of the White Moss Spring, and I recollected that Ferris had spoken of poachers. We had been too lazy to investigate, too lazy even to remember it until, as I sat there holding the small shoe, the incident came back to me, and I wondered whether anybody had taken up an abode in the abandoned farm.

I didnt like it. The forests and streams belonged to Ferris and me, and although up to the present moment it had not been necessary to employ many keepers, I began to fear that our woods were being invaded and that we should soon be obliged to find protection.

I looked at the shoe, turning it over carefully in my hands. It was new — had scarcely been worn at all.

Pooh, I thought, the owner of this could scarcely do much damage among the game, but of course there may be bigger shoes in company with this, and those bigger shoes had better look out!

My first impulse was to throw the shoe into the underbrush. I started to do this, and then carefully laid it down on a sun-warmed rock.

Let it dry, I muttered; its evidence for Ferris. But as it happened, Ferris was not destined to see the shoe.

II 

I FISHED the pool twice, once up and once down, and heaven knows I fished it conscientiously; but no trout rose to the flies, although I changed the cast half a dozen times and even violated my feelings by tying a Silver Doctor. It was true I glanced up and down the river to see whether Ferris was in sight before I did so.

The wily old devil wont come up, said I to myself, meaning the trout; Ill give him a rest for a while. And I sat down on the rock where the pointed shoe was drying in the sun, laying my rod beside me.

Whats the use of speculating about this shoe, I thought, and straightway began to speculate.

The strange grey bird with the slender wings and dark eyes slipped through the undergrowth along the opposite side of the pool, but it uttered no call, and I caught only fleeting glimpses of it at intervals. Once, for a moment, it flitted quite near, and a sudden sense of having seen it before came over me, but after a little thinking I found myself associating it with a rare bird I had once noticed in Northern France, and of course it was impossible that this could be a French bird.

It was an association of ideas, said I to myself, looking at the mark in the slim shoe. Besnard — Paris. And I began speculating upon the owner of the shoe.

Young? Probably. Slender? Probably. Pretty? The deuce take the shoe, I muttered, picking up my rod. Presently I laid it down again, softly.

Now, perhaps, said I to myself, this little shoe has tapped the gravel of the Luxembourg, patted the asphalt of the Boulevard des Italiens, brushed the lawns of the Bois — ah me! ah me! — the devil take the shoe!

The sun beat down upon the rock; the little shoe in my hand was nearly dry.

No, said I to myself, Ill not show it to Ferris. And Ill not shove it into my pocket — no — for if Ferris finds it hell rag me to death. Ill throw it away. I stood up.

Ill just throw it away, I repeated aloud to encourage myself, for I didnt want to throw it away.

One, two, three, said I, with an attempt at carelessness which changed to astonishment as I raised my eyes to the bank above whither I had intended to hurl the shoe.

For an instant I stood rigid, my right hand clutching the shoe, arrested in mid air. Then I placed the shoe very carefully upon the rock beside me and took off my shooting-cap.

I beg your pardon, said I, I did not see you.

I stood silent, politely holding my shooting-cap against my stomach. But I was confused, for she had answered me in French, pure Parisian French, and my ideas were considerably unbalanced.

I am afraid I stared a little. I tried not to. She was slender and very young. Her dark eyes, half shadowed under black lashes, made me think of the strange, dark-eyed bird that had followed me. She sat on the crooked trunk of a tree overhanging the bank, her feet negligently crossed, her hands in the pockets of a leather shooting-jacket. Im afraid to say how short her skirts were, — but of course this is the age of bicycles and shooting-kilts.

Madame, I said, trying to keep my eyes from one small stockinged foot, I have found a shoe—

My shoe, Monsieur, she said, serenely.

Permit me, madame, said I — 

Mademoiselle— said she — 

Permit me, — a thousand pardons, Mademoiselle, — to return to you your shoe.

It was very stupid of me to lose it, said she. It is nearly dry, said I; will Mademoiselle pardon the uncommitted stupidity of which I was nearly guilty.

You were going to throw it away, said she. I almost perpetrated that unpardonable crime—

Give it to me, she said, with a gracious gesture.

Now when she smiled I smiled too, and picking up the shoe waded across the pool to the bank under her.

May I come up? I asked.

Pardi, Monsieur, how else am I to get my shoe?

I clambered up, hanging to limbs and branches. It was a miracle I did not break my neck.

Why do you not take the path? she asked. Do you not know you might fall — and all for a shoe?

But such a shoe—

True, the buckle is silver—

Which I claim the privilege of buckling, said I, dragging myself up beside her.

She deliberately held out her slim stockinged foot, and I slipped the shoe on it.

The silver buckle was not easily buckled. There were difficulties — for the tongue had become bent and needed straightening.

You might take the shoe off again to arrange the buckle, she said.

I can straighten it without that, said I.

When at last the buckle was clasped we had been talking so long that I had told her my name, my residence, my profession, and more or less about Ferris. I dont know why I told her all this. She seemed to be interested. Then I asked her if she lived at the Brambles.

The Brambles? she repeated, looking at her shoes.

The deserted Farm by the White Moss Spring—

Yes — not alone; I have a housekeeper.

Aged?

Very — and fierce. But I shall do as I please.

Did you buy the house?

No. It was empty, and I walked in. Next day they sent my twelve trunks from Lynne Centre. The furniture was good.

And you have been there for two months?

Yes. I have a horse and dog cart too. Rose drives to Lynne Centre twice a week for the marketing. I think I shall keep a cow — I generally do what I please. I choose to amuse myself with you just now.

This, said I, is a very strange history; did you know that Mr. Ferris and myself — existed?

It is not a strange history, — no, I once saw your house as I passed through the forest belt, but there was nobody there on the lawn except an ordinary person with little side whiskers.

Howlett! I exclaimed.

Comment? she asked.

A servant, an Englishman.

Probably, said she, looking dreamily at me. Then I told her all about Ferris and myself; how we came every spring to the Clover Cottage with Howlett, a cook, and three dogs as retinue, how we fished in summer and shot in the autumn, how twice a year men came all the way from Lynne Center to house our hay and repair damages, how the game-keepers lurked at the mouth of the valley, miles to the south, to prevent poachers from entering, but we concluded it was not necessary for keepers to patrol the woods inside the valley.

Now, I said, the poachers are in our very midst — here established — and such dangerous poachers, too! What shall we do with them, Mademoiselle?

You mean me, she said, with wide open eyes.

No, said I, I do not mean you — you are very welcome in our valley.

But I am sure you do mean me, she said, smiling.

Then we talked of other things, of Paris and France; of trout, and flies, and Ferris, of Normandy, and the beauty of the world; but it was nearly five oclock before we spoke of love.

I have never loved, she said, looking at me calmly.

Oh, how unnecessary! I thought, for I had believed her clever.

But, she continued, gravely, I think it is time that I did.

I think so too, said I.

I should like to fall in love, said she; I have nothing else to do.

I also am very idle, I said.

Then, said she, the opportunity only is lacking.

I think I muttered something about poachers — I was not perfectly cool.

Now, said she, I know you mean me!

Ah, said I, I mean a keener poacher than you or I, a free rover more to be dreaded than an army of riflemen.

Then you dont mean me, she said.

I shook my head.

Do you know, said she, I should very much like to be the heroine of a romance.

I will aid you to be one! I said, hastily. We had known each other nearly three hours.

Let us, said she, pretend that this is the forest of Versailles in the time of Louis Quinze.

Let us indeed! I cried, enthusiastically.

And you are a Count—

And you a Marquise—

Named Diane it is my real name.

Diane.

And you—

My real name is Louis—

It will do; you may kiss my hand.

I wondered just where she was going to draw the line. Then, the devil prompting, I entered recklessly into this most extraordinary adventure.

And what an adventure! Words, thoughts even failed me as I looked at her. This woodland maid with the wonderful eyes! There was no mistaking the challenge in her eyes, the half innocent smile, the utter disregard for every human conventionality.

How, thought I— how can such a woman wear a childlike face! I had known coquettes, — many, — but the depth of this strange girls recklessness I feared to sound — I dreaded almost to understand.

She is too deep, said I to myself— too deep for me, and I looked her questioningly in the eyes.

I dont know why or how, — I never shall know probably, but a sudden conviction seized me that she was as innocent as she looked. Imagine a man coming to such a conclusion! I felt inclined to laugh, and yet I was as firmly convinced as though I had known her all my life.

You may kiss my hand, she said, and held it out to me.

I did. I wished I hadnt a moment later, for I tumbled head over heels in love with her and fairly gasped at the idea.

Lovers in the Court of Louis Quinze resembled us, I think, she said, after a long silence.

We will try to make the resemblance perfect, said I, taking both her hands in mine.

She bent her head a little, — there was just a shadow of resistance, — then I kissed her on the lips.

There are moments in a mans life when he does not know whether he is a-foot or a-horse-back. I remember that I sat down on the bank and carefully uprooted several ferns. When I had regained control of my voice, — the little maid was very silent, — I asked her to tell me of herself, if it might please her to do so.

I was born, said the little maid, resting her small head on one hand, in Rouen. Do you know Rouen?

Yes.

Papa was an officer, and he killed his general when I was seven years old. It was something about Mama; I never saw her again. Then we went to Canada very quickly; Papa died there. I had been in a convent school; I ran away, and went to New York. I am nineteen, and very reckless.

Yes, Diane.

I have a great deal of money in banknotes. It was Papas. I have never counted it — it is in a big trunk. I understand English, but do not care to speak it. I do not care what becomes of me; I wish it were over — this life. You are the first man who ever kissed me. Do you believe me?

Yes, Diane.

I wonder you do. Let us go down to the river where the sunlight falls. The descent is easy—

Diane — you must not go—

With you — will you give me your hand?

Come.

Did you see that shy grey bird? said the little maid, hesitating on the slope, her hand in mine.

I could not see it, for we had already begun the descent.

III.

WHERE the mischief have you been all day? demanded Ferris that evening as we sat on the veranda after dinner.

Well, said I lighting a pipe, when you had your fit of sulks I went off for a brace of trout.

Did you see anything worth seeing?

I saw no trout, said I.

Unfortunate, eh?

Oh not very, I said, looking at Solomon.

Not very?

Look at that ridiculous bird, Ferris.

Swallowed a frog the wrong way, said Ferris, watching the solemn contortions of Solomon; he looks like a little Jew in a crimson overcoat with a stomach ache. What fly did you use, Louis?

Everything; couldnt raise a fin.

Oh, youve been trying that old devil down by the west woods! I should think youd let him alone; its useless, yawned Ferris.

Im going to try for him every day till I get him, said I, trying not to lie more than necessary: Of course youll not infringe?

Infringe! Not much! You can have the whole west woods to your own sweet self; but youre an idiot!

Not at all, said I, thankfully; and in a burst of confidence I confessed that I had used a Silver Doctor.

There was a momentary gleam of triumph in Ferriss eyes, but he was very decent about it and asked me most politely for the loan of a Red Ibis. Oh men of the busy world, learn courtesy from the angler! There are other things you need not learn from anglers.

My dear fellow, said I, more touched than I had been for a long time, I havent a Red Ibis left. I shall write Conroy to-night before I retire. If you really do want an Ibis I will catch Solomon and pluck a plume from his tail feathers.

I dont want it enough to inconvenience you or hurt Solomons feelings, said Ferris, laughing.

After a long interval of silent smoking Ferris rose and yawned at the moon.

Do you know what a Spirit-bird is, Ferris? I asked, rapping my pipe on the arm of my chair.

Spirit-bird — the French one — the Oiseau Saint-Esprit? Yes, Ive seen one — in the Vosges.

Grey — with slim wings and big dark eyes?

Thats the bird, said Ferris; why?

Well, I thought I saw one to-day. Of course thats impossible.

Of course, said Ferris, yawning again! Im going to turn in; good-night, old chap.

Good-night, said I, tapping nervously on the veranda with my pipe.

Howlett came out a few moments later with my wading-shoes which he had been oiling.

Well, said I, are the hob-nails all right?

Seving ob nails is hout, sir, replied Howlett, holding up the shoes for my inspection.

Put them in as soon as theyre dry. Did you oil the bamboo? Good. Is my lamp lighted? Put it out — and you need not sit up, Howlett; Im going for a stroll.

Thank you sir, said Howlett,— and Solomon, sir?

Now it was one of my delights to see Howlett house Solomon. The wily Ibis loved to snoop about in the moonlight, and he was always ready for Howlett when that dignified servant came to round him up.

I looked at Solomon, who stood gloomily brooding among the water-lilies.

He ought to be in bed, said I.

Howlett descended the veranda steps with arms extended, but Solomon sidled out into the pond. Howlett pleaded earnestly. He flattered and cajoled, but Solomon was obdurate.

Nothink I say do move im, sir! said Howlett, stiffly; he is vicious to-night, sir.

Then take the boat, I said.

Howlett in a boat chasing a sulky Ibis was one of those rare spectacles that few are permitted to witness. Once a week Solomon turned vicious and then, at Ferriss and my suggestion, Howlett took to the boat. A terrestrial Howlett was solemnly ludicrous, but an aquatic Howlett was impossible. Of course Ferris and I never laughed — that is, aloud, but we usually felt rather weak after it was over.

In the course of half an hour Solomon, mad, wet, and rumpled was cornered by Howlett and clasped to his stiff shirt front, muddy, bedraggled, and kicking.

Are you not mortified, you bad bird? said I, as Howlett passed toward the kitchen where Kitty the cook was airing his straw-thatched house.

A vicious bird, sir, good-night, sir, murmured Howlett.

Good-night, Howlett; breakfast at seven tomorrow, said I, and sauntered out into the moonlit valley.

I had been walking almost half an hour when it occurred to me that I should be in bed.

What the deuce am I sprinting about the valley at this hour for? I thought, looking around.

Over the shadowy meadows the night mist hung, silvered by the moonlight, and I heard the meadow-brook rippling through the sedge. Slender birches glimmered among the alders, and all the little poplar leaves were quivering, but I felt no breath of air.

Where the dark forest fringed the meadow I saw the moonbeams sparkling on lonely pools, but the depths of the woodland were black and impenetrable, and the forest itself was vague as the mist that shrouded it.

For a long time I stood, looking at the stars and the mist, and little by little I came to understand why I was there alone.

I knew I should go on, I wished to, but I lingered in the moonlight staring at earth and sky until something moved in the thicket beside me, and I followed it, knowing it was the Spirit-bird.

When I entered the forest I could scarcely see my hand, but I felt a trodden path beneath my feet, and I heard before me the whisper of soft wings, and presently I heard the river, rushing through rocks of the western forest, and when I came to the wooded bank the moonlight fell all around me.

There was a narrow strip in the forest, overgrown with silver birch and poplar and lighted by the moon, but I searched it in vain, up and down, up and down, always with the whisper of soft wings in my ears.

At last I called, Diane, and before I called again, her hands lay close in mine.

* * * * * *

I came, said the little maid, because you were coming.

Who told you I was coming?

Told me? No one told me. Rose is asleep. Why did you come?

Why did you, Diane?

I? Because you came. How did you find my bower?

Your bower, Diane?

It is yours I know; I call it mine; I call it the Silent Land.

It is very silent, I said.

It is always silent — no birds, not even the noise of the water. Do you think it is sad? There are times when sounds, — the song of living creatures and the countless movements of things that live, trouble me. Then I come here. There are flowers.

The air is very sweet, too sweet. What is the perfume? The trees are heavy with fragrance. Ah! — are you tired, Diane?

No — it is the odour of blossoms; I sleep here sometimes.

Your hair is loose — how long it is! Is it the perfume from your hair — is it your breath—

The blossoms are very sweet; the moon has gone.

There is a star, — how soft your breath is.

I do not see the star; where, Louis?

It is there; — clouds are veiling it; — there is a mist over all—

It is my hair — over your eyes.

IV.

HOWLETT, said I, one warm afternoon, Solomon is unendurable: he follows me everywhere, and I wish you to see that he minds his own business.

A hobstinate bird, sir, said Howlett, and vicious when crossed, — which I scorn is hanger, — beg pardon sir, — for es took to biting wen is vittles disagrees.

Has he bitten you?

Twice, sir, — which appily my heyes is huninjured, though haimed at by is beak.

This is intolerable, said I; you must punish him, Howlett.

Ow, sir?

Tie him up when he bites. Have those flies come from Conroys?

Nothink as came, sir.

Where is Mr. Ferris?

Mr. Ferris is a whipping of the hAmber Pool sir, with three sea-trout to the good and a brace of square tails. Solomon followed im, sir, and is hobserving the sport.

Then I can get away without that red feathered Paul Pry tiptoeing after me, I thought, and sent Howlett for my rod-case.

Tell Mr. Ferris, when he returns, that I may not be back until dinner, I said, when Howlett brought the case.

I selected a four-ounce split bamboo, pocketed my fly-book and a tin box of floating flies for dry fishing, picked up a landing-net, and walked away toward the western woodland, whistling. I had not fished for three weeks, although every day I went away into the western woods with rod and creel. Ferris laughed at my infatuation for the long pool where the great fish lay and jeered at me when I returned evening after evening with no trout, although the river, except the western stretch, was full of trout. He had never come to the pool, — I should have seen him from the Silent Land if he had, — but Solomon sneaked after me on several occasions. Once I caught him craning his neck and peering into the bower, — our bower — and as I did not care to have him pilot Ferris thither, I hustled him off.

The woods were fragrant and warm, stained by the afternoon sun; the quiet murmur of the brook came to me from leafy thickets as I walked, and I heard the river rushing in the distance and the summer wind among the pines. White clouds shimmered in the blue above, sailing, sailing God knows where, but they passed across the azure, one by one, drifting to the south, and I watched them with the vague longing that comes to men who watch white sails at sea.

I had turned my steps toward the long pool, for I had decided to fish that afternoon, wishing to redeem my words to Ferris — at least in part; but as I stepped across the trail I heard the sound of wings, and a shadow glided in front of me toward the forest. It was always so from the first, and now, as always, I turned away, following unquestioningly the Spirit-bird. The noise of the river ceased as I entered the Silent Land. For an instant the grey bird hovered high in the sunshine, then left me alone.



I threw myself full length upon the blossoming bank and waited, chin on hand. And as I waited, she came noiselessly across the moss, so quietly, so silently that I saw her only when her fingers touched mine.

It has been a long time, we said; and; Did you sleep? and; When did you awake? Then we asked each other a thousand little questions which are asked when lovers meet, and we answered as lovers answer. We spoke of the Spirit-bird as we always did, wondering, and she told me how that morning it had tapped upon her window as the day broke.

Rose did not hear it, she said, but I was already awake and thinking.

I awoke at sunrise too, I said; for a moment I thought it was a swallow in the chimney that fluttered so—

The Spirit-bird flies swiftly when Love is dreaming, — that is a very old proverb of Normandy. What shall we do, Louis — there is so much to do and so little time in life! — I brought my lute — ah! you are laughing!

The lute is such an old-fashioned toy; I didnt know you played. Will you sing too, Diane? Something very old, older than the lute.

I learned a song this morning because I thought you would care for it. That is why I dared to bring my lute into the Silent Land. The song is called, Tristesse.

Then the little maid sat up among the blossoms and touched the soft strings, singing:



Jai perdu ma force et ma vie, 

Et mes amis et ma gaité; 

Jai perdu jusqu à la fierté 

Qui faisait croire à mon génie.



Quand jai connu la Vérité 

Jai cru que cétait une amie; 

Quand je lai comprise et sentie, 

Jen étais déjà dégoûté.



Et pourtant elle est éternelle 

Et ceux qui se sont passés delle 

Ici-bas ont tout ignoré.



Dieu parle, il faut quon lui réponde; 

Le seul bien qui me reste au monde 

Est davoir quelquefois pleuré.



That is all, said the little maid.

Sing, Diane, I said, but I scarcely heard my own voice.

She laughed and bent above me with a graceful gesture. Not that, she said, for you at least are not sad. There is a chansonnette, — shall I sing again? — then be very still, here at my feet. Do you not think my lute is sweet?



Je voudrais pour moi quil fut toujours fête 

Et tourner la tête Aux plus orgueilleux; 

Etre en même temps de glace et de flamme, 

La haine dans lâme, 

Lamour dans les yeux.

* * * *

You, Diane? I whispered; but she smiled, and the mystery of love veiled her dark eyes; and she sang:



Je ne voudrais pas à la contredanse, 

Sans quelque prudence 

Livrer mon bras nu 

Puis, au cotillion, laisser ma main blanche 

Trainer sur la manche 

Du premier venu.

* * * *

Si mon fin corset, si souple et si juste, 

Dun bras trop robuste Se sentait serré, 

Jaurais, je lavoue, une peur mortelle 

Quun bout de dentelle 

Nen fut déchiré.



She looked at me with soft, unfathomable eyes and touched the lute. When I moved she started from her reverie with a gay little nod to me:



Quand on est coquette, il faut être sage, 

Loiseau de passage 

Qui vole à plein cœur 

Ne dort pas en lair comme une hirondelle, 

Et peut, dun coup daile 

Briser une fleur!



Sing, I said in a changed voice.

I have sung, she said, and laid her lute in my hands. But I knew nothing of minstrelsy and lay silent, idly touching the strings.

She had fashioned for her fair head a wreath of sweet-fern twined with clustered buds, white as snow and faintly perfumed.

So I am crowned, she said, a princess in the Silent Land. Where I step, all things green shall flourish; where I turn my eyes, blossoms shall open in the summer wind; — am I not queen?

Will you not sing again, Diane?

No, it pleases me to hear a legend now. You may begin, Louis.

Which — the Were-wolf or the Man in Purple Tatters or the—

No, no — something new.

The Seventh Seal?

Begin it.

And when he opened the Seventh Seal there was silence in Heaven—

Dear Saints, have we not silence enough in the Silent Land? Tell me about battles.

And the sound of their wings was as the sound of chariots of many horses running to battle. I could tell you about battles, Diane.

Tell me, — dont move your arm, — tell me of battles, Louis.

There was once a King in Carcosa, I began. But the little maid was already asleep.

I thought I heard a step in the undergrowth and listened.

The forest was silent.

V.

WHEN we awoke it was night. Down from the dark heavens a great star fell, burning like a lamp. Above the low-hanging branches, sombre, drooping, heavy with fragrance, a misty darkness lay like a vast veil spread.

In the stillness I heard her quiet breathing, but we did not speak.

Silence is a Prophet, unveiling mysteries.

Then, through the forest, we heard the sound of wings, and as we moved, stepping together into the shadows, the moon rose above Lynx Peak, gigantic, golden, splendid.

So we passed out of the forest into the star-lit night.

VI 

THE skies were leaden, the watery clouds hung low over the valley, and a wet wind blew from the west, ruffling the long pool where Diane stood. Kilted and capped in tweeds, creel swinging with every movement of the rod which swayed and bent with her bending wrist, she moved from ripple to shallow, wading noiselessly while the silken line whistled and the gay flies chased each other across the wind-lashed pool.

We spoke in a low voice, glancing at each other when the light cast struck the water.

Under the alders Diane— I said; have you changed the Grey Dun for the Royal?

No, what is your new cast?

Emerald and Orange Miller — I shall tie an Alder-fly in place of the Miller. Do you think the water warrants a cast of three?

It is rough; I dont know, — Louis, was that an offer?

I think it was the spray from the rapids. Shall we move up a little? Do you feel the chill of the water?

I am cold to my knees, said the little maid, the river is rising I think — ah, what was that?

Nothing, — you touched a floating leaf in the swirl.

Splash! A great fish flopped over in the pool, a trout, lazy, unwieldy, monstrous.

Oh! he missed it! cried Diane, turning a little white.

Cast again, I whispered, tossing my rod onto the sandy beach and unslinging my landing-net.

Trembling a little with excitement she cast across the swirl, once, twice, twenty times, but the monster was invisible. Somewhere in the dusky depths of that amber well the fierce fish lay watching the lightly dropping flies, unmoved. Then we changed the cast; I emptied my fly-book, but nothing stirred except the hurrying water, curling, gurgling, tumbling through the rocks. Finally I broke the silence.

Diane, it was the spinner that he rose to. Hes after something redder. Have you a Scarlet Ibis?

No — have you?

I almost groaned, for Conroys flies had not arrived, and I hadnt an Ibis in the world.

After a while she reeled in her silken line, and we waded to the sandy beach and sat down.

Oh, the pity of it, sighed Diane; never have I seen such a trout before. I suppose it is useless, Louis.

I sat moodily poking holes in the sand with the butt of my landing-net.

We spoke of other things for a time, sinking our voices below the roar of the river. Presently a sunbeam stole through the vapour above, lighting the depths of the dark pool. And all at once we saw the trout, hanging just above the pebbly bottom; we saw the scarlet fins move, the great square tail waving gently in the current, the mottled spotted back, the round staring eyes. The swelling of the gills was scarcely perceptible, the broad mouth hardly moved.

For a long time we sat silent, fascinated; then something stirred behind us on the beach and we slowly turned. It was Solomon.

Ciel! faltered Diane, what is that?

My bird — an Egyptian Ibis, I whispered, laughing silently; he has followed me, after all.

Solomon ruffled his scarlet plumes, blinked at me, scratched his head with his broad foot, pecked at a bit of mica, and took two solemn steps nearer.

Diane, said I, suddenly, Ill get a red fly for you; dont move — the bird will come close to us.

But Solomon was in no hurry. Inch by inch he sidled nearer, dallying with bits of moss and shining pebbles, often pausing to reflect, but gradually approaching, for his curiosity concerning Diane was great.

He looks as if he had stepped off an obelisk, murmured Diane; I have seen hieroglyphics that resembled him. Oh, what a prehistoric head — so old, so old!

His name is Solomon, I whispered. Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. Im going to have a small bit of Solomons glory — sh — h! ah! Ive got him!

It was over in a second, and I do not believe it was painful. There was a flurry of sand, a furious flapping of flame-coloured wings, a squawk! a smothered laugh — nothing more.

Mortified, furious, Solomon marched off, shaking the river sand from wing and foot, and Diane and I, with tears of laughter in our eyes, wound the scarlet feather about a spare hook, tied it close with a thread from my coat, and whipped it firmly to the shank. I looped the improvised fly to Dianes leader, and she shook the line free. The reel sang a sweet tune as she drew the silk through the guides, and presently she motioned me to follow her out into the rippling shallows, and I went, swinging my landing-net to my shoulder. She cast once. The fly struck the swirl and sank a little, but she drew it to the surface and the current swept it under the alders. For a moment it sank again; then the ripples parted, and a broad crimson-flecked side rolled just below the surface of the water. At the same moment the light rod curved, deeply quivering, the reel screamed like the wind in the chimney, and the straining line cut through the water, moving up the pool with lightning speed.

Strike! I cried, and she struck heavily, but the reel sang out like a whistling buoy, and the fish tumbled into the churning water under the falls at the head of the pool.

Now, said Diane, with a strange quiet in her voice, I suppose he is gone, Louis.

But the vicious tug and long, fierce strain contradicted her, and I stepped back a pace or two to let her fight the battle to the bitter end.

The struggle was splendid. Once I believe she became a little frightened, — the rod was staggering under the furious fish, — and she spoke in a queer, small voice: Are you there, Louis?

I am here, Diane.

Close behind?

Close behind.

She said nothing more until the great fish lay floating within reach of my net.

Now! she gasped.

It was done in a second; and, as I bore the deep-laden net to the beach, I caught a fleeting glimpse of a figure among the trees on the bank above. Diane was kneeling breathlessly on a rock beside me; she did not see the figure. I did, for an instant. It was Ferris.

VII 

DINNER was over. Ferris and I lingered silently over the Burgundy, and Howlett hovered in the corner with a decanter of port until Ferris shook his head.

It had been a silent dinner. Ferris tried to be cordial, and failed. Then he tried to be indifferent, with better success. We exchanged a word or two concerning a new keeper who was to be stationed at the notch in the north, and I spoke to Howlett about cleaning the lamps.

Neither of us mentioned rods or trout, although Howlett had served us a delicious sea-trout that evening which had fallen to Ferriss rod, over which we ordinarily should have exulted.

Ferris of course knew that I had seen him among the trees on the bank above the long pool. It was my place to speak; we both understood that, but I did not. What was there to say? Suppose I should go back to the beginning and tell him — not all, but all that I was bound in honour to tell him. What would he think if I spoke of the Spirit-bird, of the Silent Land, of my long deception? An explanation was due him — I felt that with a vague sense of anger and humiliation. For weeks I had abandoned him; I never thought about his being lonely, but I knew now that he had felt it deeply. Oh, it was the underhand part of the business that sickened me, the daily deceit, the double dealing. Ferris was no infant. A word would have been enough. I had never by sign or speech spoken that word which would at least have set me right with him, and which I could have spoken honourably. And moreover, if I had spoken that word, — no, not a word even, a look would have been enough, — Ferris would never have entered the western forest belt.

We sat dawdling over our wine in the glow of the long candles while the fire crackled in the chimney place; for the evening was chilly, and Solomon brooded sullenly before the blaze. Howlett, noiseless and pompous, glided from side-board to table, decorously avoiding the evil jabs from Solomons curved bill, until Ferris woke up and told him he might retire, which he did with a modest good-night, sir, and a haughty glance at Solomon. A half hour of strained silence followed. I leaned on the table, my head on my hands, watching the candle light reflected on the fragile wine glasses. Myriads of little flames glistened on the crystal bowls, deep stained with the red wines glow. The fire snapped and sparkled on the hearth, and Solomon slept, his wizened head buried in the depths of his flaming plumage.

And as we sat there, there came a faint tapping at the curtained window. Ferris did not hear it I did, for it was the Spirit-bird.

I must go, said I, rising suddenly.

Where? said Ferris.

I looked at him stupidly for a moment, then sank back into my chair.

Solomon stirred in his slumber and I heard the wind rising in the chimney.

Ferris leaned across the table and touched my sleeve.

I looked at him silently.

I must speak, he said; are you ready?

I did not reply.

Sadness and silence have no place here, between you and me. Shall I tell you a story I once read?

I am half asleep, I muttered.

This is the story, he said, unheeding my words. There was once a King in Carcosa—

My hand fell heavily upon the table.

 — And there was given unto him a mouth speaking great things and blasphemies—

For Gods sake, Ferris—

Yes, he said, for Gods sake.

We sat staring at each other across the table, and if my face was as white as his I do not know, but my hand trembled among the glasses till they tinkled.

I was born in France, he said at last. You did not know it, for I never told you. What do you know about me after all? Nothing. What have years of friendship taught you about my past? Nothing. Now learn. My father was shot dead by an inferior officer in Rouen. The assassin escaped to Canada where — I found him. He died by his own hand — from choice. I did not know he had a child.

The dull fear at my heart must have looked from my eyes. Ferris nodded.

Yes, you know the rest, he said; the shame and disgrace of the suicide drove the child away — anywhere to escape it — anywhere — here, into the wilderness the woman fled where she hath a place prepared of God.

The Spirit-bird was tapping on the window, I heard the noise of wings beating against the pane.

I must go, I said, and my voice sounded within me as from a great distance.

Vengeance is Gods, said Ferris, quietly: lam guilty.

I must go, I repeated, steadying myself with my hand on the table.

The noise of wings filled my ears. I knew the summons.

Do you not hear? I cried.

The wind, said Ferris.

Then the door slowly opened from without, the long candles flared in the wind, and the ashes stirred and drifted among the embers on the hearth. And out of the night came a slender figure, with dark eyes wide, and timid hands outstretched — outstretched until they fell into my own and lay there.

I came from the Silent Land, she said; the bird lead me; see, it has entered with me, Louis.

It is my wife who has entered, I said quietly to Ferris, and the little maid clung close to me, holding out one slim hand to Ferris.

There was an interval of silence.

Father Gregory will breakfast with us tomorrow, said Ferris to me.

A Priest?

Open the window, smiled Ferris; there is a small grey bird here.

So I opened the window and it flew away.

Good-night, whispered the little maid, and kissed her hand to the open window.

Diane!

She came to me quietly. Ferris had vanished; Solomon peered dreamily at us with filmy eyes.

The Spirit-bird has gone, she said.

Then, with her arms about my neck, I raised her head, touching her white brow with my lips.

* * * *

When my wife read as far as you have read, she picked up the embroidery which she had dropped beside her on the table.

Do you like my story? I asked.

But she only smiled at me from under her straight eyebrows.

The next morning I received her ultimatum; I am to cease writing about beautiful women of doubtful antecedents who inhabit forest glades, I am to stop making fun of Howlett, I am to curb my passion for rod and gun, and, if I insist on writing about my wife, I am to tell the truth concerning her. This I have promised Ysonde to do, and I shall try to, in The Black Water.




THE BLACK WATER.
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LORSQUE LA COQUETTE Espérance 

Nous pousse le coude en passant, 

Puis a tire-daile sélance, 

Et se retourne en souriant; 

Où va lhomme! Où son coeur lappelle!

Lhirondelle suit le zephyr, 

Et moins légère est lhirondelle 

Que lhomme qui suit son désir.





THE BLACK WATER

Oh! could you view the melodie 

Of evry grace, 

And musick of her face, 

Youd drop a teare, 

Seeing more harmonie 

In her bright eye, 

Then now you heare.



LOVELACE.

I.

YSONDE swung her racquet. Her laughter was very sweet. A robin on the tip of a balsam-tree cocked his head to listen; a shy snow-bird peered at her through the meadow grass.

What are you laughingat? I asked, uneasily. I spoke sharply — I had not intended to. The porcupine on the porch lifted his head, his rising quills grating on the piazza; a drab-coloured cow, knee deep in the sedge, stared at me in stupid disapproval.

I beg your pardon, Ysonde, I said, sulkily, for I felt the rebuke of the cow. Then Ysonde laughed again; the robin chirped in sympathy, and the snow-bird crept to the edge of the tennis-court.

Deuce, I said, picking up a ball, are you ready?

She stepped back, making me a mocking reverence. Her eyes were bluer than the flowering flax behind her.

I had intended to send her a swift service, and I should have done so had I not noticed her eyes.

Deuce, I repeated, pausing to recover the composure necessary for good tennis. She made a gesture with her racquet. The service was a miserable failure. I drove the second ball into the net, and then, placing the butt of my racquet on the turf, sat down on the rim.

Vantage out, said I, gritting my teeth; what were you laughing at, Ysonde?

Vantage out, she repeated; I am not laughing.

You were, I said; you are now.

She went to the boxwood hedge, picked out one ball and sent it back; then she drove the other over the net and retired to her corner swinging her racquet. I did not move.

You are spoiling your racquet, she said.

I was sitting on it. I knew better.

And your temper, she said, sweetly.

Vantage out, I repeated, and raised my tennis-bat for a smashing service. The ball whistled close to the net, and the white dust flew from her court, but her racquet caught it fair and square and I heard the ring of the strings as the ball shot along my left alley and dropped exactly on the service line. How I got it I dont know, but the next moment a puff of dust rose in her vantage court, there was a rustle of skirts, a twinkle of small tennis shoes, and the ball rocketed, higher, higher, into the misty sunshine.

Oh, gasped Ysonde, and bit her lip.

The ball began to come down. I had time to laugh before it struck, — to laugh quietly and twirl my short moustache.

I shall place that ball, said I, where you will not find it easily; and I did, deliberately.

For a second Ysonde was disappointed, I could see that, but I imagined there was the slightest tremour of relief in her voice when she said:

Brute force is useless, Bobby; listen to the voice of the Prophetess.

I hear, I said, the echo of your voice in the throat of every bird.

Which is very pretty but unfair, said Ysonde, looking at the snow-birds beside her. It is unfair, she repeated.

Yes, said I, it is unfair; are you ready?

Let us finish the game this afternoon, she suggested; look at these snow-birds, Bobby; if I raise my racquet it will frighten them.

And you imagine, said I, that these snowbirds are going to interrupt the game — this game?

What a pity to frighten them; see — look how close they come to me? Do you think the little things are tamed by hunger?

Some creatures are not tamed by anything, I said.

Are you hungry? she asked, innocently.

I was glad that I suppressed my anger.

Ysonde, I said, you know what this game means to me — to us.

I know nothing about it, she said, hastily, retreating to her corner; play — its deuce you know.

I know, I replied, and sent a merciless ball shooting across her deuce court.

Vantage in, I observed, trying not to smile.

A swift glance from her wide eyes, a perceptible tremble of the long lashes — that was all; but I knew what I knew, for I have hunted wild creatures.

The porcupine on the piazza rose, sniffed, blinked in the sunlight, and lumbered down the steps, every quill erect.

Billy! Go back this minute! said Ysonde.

The quills on Billys back flattened.

Billy, I repeated, go and climb a tree.

If you speak to him he will bristle again,, said Ysonde, walking over to the porcupine.

Billy, my child, climb this pretty balsam tree for the gentleman; come — you are interrupting the game, and the gentleman is impatient.

The gentleman is very impatient, Billy, I said.

I saw Ysonde colour — a soft faint tint, nothing more; I saw Billy receive a gentle impulse — oh, very gentle indeed, from the point of her slender tennis shoes. So the porcupine was hustled up the balsam-tree, where he lay like an old mat, untidy, mortified, nursing his wrath, while two blue-birds tittered among the branches above him.

Ysonde came back and stood in the game court.

It is vantage, I believe, she said, indifferently.

Out, said I, with significance. Ysonde looked at me.

Out, I repeated.

Play, she said, desperately.

No, I replied, sitting down upon the edge of my racquet again — I knew better— let us clearly understand the consequences first.

She swung her racquet and looked me full in the eyes.

What consequences? she said.

The consequences incident upon my winning this set.

What consequences? she insisted, defiantly.

The forfeit, said I.

When you win the set we will discuss that, she said. Do you imagine you will win?

She was a better player than I; she could give me thirty on each game.

Yes, I said, and I believe the misery in my voice would have moved a tigress to pity.

Now perhaps it was because there is nothing of the tigress about Ysonde, perhaps because I showed my fear of her — I dont know which — but I saw her scarlet lips press one upon the other, and I saw her eyes darken like violet velvet at night.

Play, she said; lam ready.

The first ball struck the net; the racquet turned in my nerveless hand, and she smiled.

Play! I cried, and the second ball bit the lime dust at her feet. I saw the flash of her racquet, I saw a streak of gray lightning, and I lifted my racquet, but something struck me in the face, — the tennis-balls were heavy and wet, — and I staggered about blindly, faint with pain.

Oh, Bobby! cried Ysonde, and stood quite still.

Im a duffer, I muttered, trying to open my eye, but the pain sickened me. I placed my hand over it and looked out upon the world with one eye. The drab-coloured cow was watching me; she was chewing her cud; the porcupine had one sardonic eye fixed upon me; the robin, balanced on the tip of the balsam, mocked me. It was plain that the creatures were all on her side. The wild snow-birds scarcely moved as Ysonde hastened across the court to my side. I heard the blue-birds tittering over head, but I did not care; I had heard the tones of Ysondes voice, and I was glad that I had been banged in the eye. It was true she had only said, Oh, Bobby!

Is it very painful? she asked, standing close beside me.

Yes, I replied, seriously.

Let me look, she said, laying one hand on the sleeve of my cricket shirt.

Billy will rejoice at this, said I, removing my handkerchief so she could see the eyes. The pain was becoming intense. With my uninjured eye I could see how white her hand was.

She stood still a moment; my arm grew warm beneath her hand.

It will cheer Billy, I suggested; did I tell you that he bit me yesterday and I whacked him? No? Well, he did, and I did.

How can you! she murmured; how can you speak of that ridiculous Billy when you may have — have to be blind?

Nonsense, I said, with a shiver.

She crossed the turf to the spring and brought her handkerchief back soaking and cold as ice. I felt her palm on my cheek as she adjusted it. It was smooth, like an apricot.

Hold it there, I said, bribing my conscience; it is very pleasant. She thought I meant the wet handkerchief.

If — if I have ruined your sight: she began.

Now it was on the tip of my tongue to add— and yet you are going to ruin my life by beating me at tennis, but my conscience revolted.

Do you think it is serious? she asked, in a voice so low that I bent my head involuntarily. She mistook the gesture for one of silent acquiescence. A tear — a large warm one — fell on my wrist; I thought it was a drop of water from the handkerchief at first. Then I opened my uninjured eye and saw her mistake.

You misunderstood, I said, wearily. I dont believe what the oculist told me; the eye will be all right.

But he warned you that a sudden blow would—

Might—

Oh — did he say might?

Yes — but it wont. Im all right — dont take away your hand; are you tired?

No, no, she said, shall I get some fresh water?

Not yet — dont go. The game was at deuce, wasnt it?

Ysonde was silent.

Was it deuce? Does that point count against me? I insisted.

How can you think of the game now? said Ysonde, in a queer voice — like the note of a very young bird.

I sat down on the turf, and the handkerchief fell from my eye. Ysonde hastened to the spring and returned carrying the heavy stone jar full of water. It must have strained her delicate wrist — she said it did not; and, kneeling beside me, she placed the cold bit of cambric over my eye.

Thank you, I said; will you sit beside me on the turf? Both of my eyes were aching and closed, but I heard her skirts rustle and felt the momentary pressure of her palm on my cheek.

Are you seated? I asked.

Yes, Bobby.

Then tell me whether I lost that point.

How can I tell, she answered; I would willingly concede it if it were not—

For the forfeit, I added; then you think I did lose the point?

Does your eye pain very much? she asked.

Yes, said I, truthfully. Perhaps it was ungenerous, but I dared not reject such an ally as truth. I opened one eye and looked at Ysonde. She was examining a buttercup.

All buttercups look as though they had been carefully varnished, said she, touching one with the tip of her middle finger.

Did I win the set? I began again.

Oh — no — not the set! she protested.

Then I lost that point?

Oh! why will you dwell upon tennis at such a moment!

Because, said I, it means so much to me. I suppose there was something in my voice that frightened her.

Forgive me, I said, bitterly ashamed, for I had broken our compact, not directly, but in substance. Forgive me, Ysonde, I said, looking at the porcupine with my left eye.

Ridiculous Billy, for that was his name, stared at me with the insolence born of safety, and his white whiskers twitched in derision.

You old devil, I thought, remembering the scar on my ankle.

Where did he bite you? asked Ysonde unconsciously reading my thoughts. It was a trick of hers.

In the ankle, — it was nothing. I would rather have him bite the other ankle than get any more of his quills into me! I replied. See how the snow-birds have followed you. They are there among the wild strawberries.

She turned her head.

Hush! she whispered, raising one palm. It was pinker than the unripe berries. There was an ache in my heart as well as in my eyes, so I said something silly; There was an old man who said, Hush! I perceive a young bird in this bush—

When they said, Is it small? he replied, Not at all! It is four times as big as the bush! repeated Ysonde, solemnly. We both laughed, but I read a gratitude in her eyes which annoyed me.

We digress, I said, speaking of the game—

Oh, but we were not speaking of the game! she said, half-alarmed, half-smiling; there! I thought you were going to be sensible, Bobby.

I am. I only wish to know whether I lost that game.

You know the rules, she said.

Yes — I know the rules.

If it were not for the forfeit, I should not insist, she continued, returning to her buttercup. It seems unfair to take the point; — does the eye pain, Bobby?

Not so much, I replied, sticking to the truth to the bitter end. My ally was becoming a nuisance.

Let me see it, she said, gently removing the handkerchief. The eye must have looked bad, for her face changed.

Oh, you poor fellow, she said, and I fairly revelled in the delight of my own misery.

Then I lost that point, said I, stifling conscience.

She replaced the handkerchief. Her hand had become suddenly steady.

No, she said, you did not lose the point, — I concede it.

I wondered whether my ears were tricking me.

Then — if I won the point — I won the set, I said.

Yes.

And the forfeit—

The forfeit was that I should kiss you, said Ysonde, gravely.

That was not all—

No, — you are to be allowed to tell me that you love me, continued Ysonde in calm, even tones.

Then, said I, flushing uncomfortably, when will you pay the forfeit?

Now, if you wish it. Shall I kiss you?

She leaned on the turf, one hand hidden by the buttercups. She had dropped the handkerchief, and I picked it up and held it to my eye with my left hand. Then, with my right hand, I took her right hand, listlessly drooping beside her, and I looked her full in the eyes.

When we made the wager, I said, we were boy and girl. That was almost twenty-four hours ago. You need not kiss me, Ysonde.

A kiss means more at our age, she said.

We were very silly, said I.

It should mean love, she said, faintly.

Indeed it should, I said.

Ysonde sat straight up among the field flowers.

I do not love, she said.

I know it, I replied gaily, and I let the bandage drop from my eye. The pain is all gone,  I said, closing my left eye to see whether my vision was impaired.

I was totally blind in my right eye.

For an instant the shock staggered me. I dont know how long I sat, mouth open, staring at the sun with one sound, one sightless eye. Ysonde, her chin on her hands, lay with her face turned toward the White Lady, a towering peak in the east.

Come, I said, rising, your aunt will be impatient; dinner has been served this half hour.

She sprang to her feet, — she had been in a reverie, — and gave me a long look which I could not define.

And your eye doesnt pain? she asked, after a moment.

No, I said, for the pain had disappeared with the sight; I am all right except a headache.

And you can see perfectly well?

Perfectly.

It was at this point that truth and I parted; for what was a lost eye that it should cause her a moments regret?

II.

IT was about this time that the oculist came to Holderness and visited me at the Rosebud Inn. I was in a dark room; Ysonde thought it better, believing darkness a cure for headache.

When the oculist walked in — his name was Keen, — he said, What the devil are you doing here?

I am blind in one eye — will it be noticeable? I asked.

Banged in the eye? he enquired, opening the shutters.

Banged in the eye, I repeated, as he bent over me.

His examination lasted scarcely ten seconds. After a moment he rose and closed the shutters, and I stood up in the darkness.

Will it disfigure me? I asked again.

No, — an oculist could tell the difference perhaps. You may go out in three weeks.

Blind?

Nonsense, growled Keen, you have another eye yet.

But I am an artist, I said in a low voice, is there hope?

I heard Keen sit down in the room, and his rocking-chair squeaked through five minutes of the bitterest darkness I ever knew. I could stand it no longer, so I rose and felt my way towards the rocking-chair, — I wanted to touch him — I was terrified. Well, it only lasted a few moments — most men pass through crises — I was glad he did not attempt to pity me.

It was Miss— he began.

Hush! I whispered. Who told you, Keen?

She did, he replied. Of course, she need never know you are—

Blind, I said,— No, she need not know it.

I heard him feeling for the door.

Turn your back, he said.

I did so.

Three weeks? I enquired over my shoulder.

Yes — don t smoke.

What the devil shall I do? I said, savagely.

Think on your sins, old chap, — we had studied together in the Latin Quarter— think of Pépita—

I wont, I cried. Keen hummed in a mischievous voice, 



Quand le sommeil sur ta famille 

Autour de toi sest repondu, 

O Pépita, charmante fille, 

Mon amour, à quoi penses-tu?



Keen, I said, Ill break your head, if I am one-eyed.

Im a married man, he replied, and I refuse your offer; thats better, I like to hear the old ring in your voice, Bobby — keep a stiff upper lip. Surgery and painting are not the only things we learned in the Quarter.

I heard the door close behind him, then turned and groped my way toward the bed.

* * * * * *

How I ever lived through those three weeks! — Well, I did, and every fresh pipe of Birds-eye tasted sweeter for my disobedience.

Write him, I dictated through the closed door to Ysonde,— write him that I am smoking six pipes a day as he directed. After all, if I was going to be blind in one eye, I did not care whether tobacco hastened the blow, and I was glad to poke a little fun at Keen.

Ysonde could not imagine why the doctor had recommended smoking — she had heard that it weakened the sight, but she wrote as I directed, merely expressing her distrust in Keen, which amused me, for he is now one of the most famous oculists in the world.

Yes, said I, through the key-hole, Keen is young, and has much to learn, but I dare not disobey orders. How is your aunt?

My aunt is well, thank you, Bobby; did you like the sherbet she made?

Yes — thats six times you have asked me.

I was wearying of lying. The sherbet reposed among the soapsuds of my toilet jar.

Ysondes aunt, a tall aristocratic beauty, whose perfectly arched eye-brows betrayed the complacent vacancy of her mind, had actually prepared, with her own fair hands, a sherbet for me. I cannot bear sweets of any kind.

Aunt Lynda will make another to-morrow, cooed Ysonde through the key-hole.

Thank her for me, said I faintly; Ysonde, I am coming out to-night.

It is not yet three weeks! cried Ysonde.

It will be three weeks to-morrow at 1 p m. My eyes wont suffer at night. I should like to smell the woods a little. Will you walk with me this evening?

If Aunt Lynda will allow me, said Ysonde. After a moment she added: I will ask her now; and I heard her rise from her chair outside my door.

When she came back, I was lying face downwards on my bed, miserable, dreading the hour when I should first face my own reflection in a mirror. I heard her step on the stairs, and I jumped up and groped my way toward the door.

Bobby, she called softly.

Ysonde, I answered, with my mouth close to the key-hole. She started — I heard her — for she did not know I was so near. I bent my head to listen.

Aunt Lynda says you are foolish to go out before to-morrow—

The evening wont hurt me.

But suppose — only suppose your disobedience should cost you the sight of your eye?

It wont, said I.

Think how I should feel?

It wont, I repeated. The perspiration suddenly dampened my forehead, and I wiped it away.

Cant you wait? she pleaded.

No. Have you your aunts permission to walk with me this evening?

Yes, she said. Shall I read to you a little while?

For an hour I listened to her voice, and if it was Lovelace or Herrick or Isaac Walton, I do not know upon my soul, but I do know that my dark room was filled with the delicious murmur; and I heard the trees moving in the evening wind and the twitter of sleepy birds from the hedge. It might have been the perfume from the roses under my window — perhaps it was the fragrance of her hair — she bent so close to my door outside — but a sweet smell tinctured the darkness about me, stealing into my senses; and I rose and opened my blinds a little way.

It was night. I heard the rocky river rushing through the alders and the pines swaying on the ridge. The ray from the moon which silvered the windows caused my eyes no pain.

I listened. Through the low music of her voice crept the song of a night-thrush. A breeze stirred the roses under my window; the music of voice and thrush was stilled. Then, in the silence, some wild creature cried out from the mountain side.

Âme damnée! I muttered; for my soul was heavy with the dread of the coming morning.

What are you murmuring in there by yourself? whispered Ysonde, through the door.

Nothing — was it a lynx on Noon Peak?

I heard nothing, she said.

Nor I, said I, opening the door.

The light from the lamp dazzled but did not hurt me. She laid down the book and came swiftly toward me.

Now, said I, we will walk under the stars — with your aunts permission.

I heard her sigh as she took my arm; Bobby, I am so glad your eye is well. What could you have done if you had lost the sight of an eye?

III.

THE morning was magnificent. A gentleman with symmetrical whiskers named Blylock, and I were standing on the verandah of the Rosebud Inn. Blylocks mind was neutral. His lineage was long, his voice modulated, his every action acutely impersonal. The subdued polish of Harvard was reflected from his shoes to his collar. When he smoked he smoked judiciously, joylessly.

And you lost the fish? said I.

Yes, said Blylock, with colourless enthusiasm.

In the West Branch?

Near the Forks, said Blylock. Do you know the pool?

I regretted that I did not. He had once asked me whether I knew the Stryngbenes of Beacon Street, and I had replied with the same regret. Now he learned that I was culpably ignorant of the pool at the West Branch Forks.

Blylock looked at the mountains. The White Lady was capped with mist, but except for that there was not a cloud in the sky. The Gilded Dome towered, clear cut as a cameo, against the pure azure of the northern horizon; Lynx Peak, jagged and cold, shot up above the pines of Crested Hawk, whose sweeping base was washed by the icy river.

Do you think he might weigh five pounds? I asked.

Possibly, replied Blylock; I regret exceedingly that I lost him.

But, thank God, Plymouth Rock still stands! was what I felt he expected me to say. I did not; I merely asked him if he had ever experienced emotion. Why, of course, he answered seriously, but when I begged him to tell me when, he suspected a joke and smiled. If I had a son who smiled like that I would send him to Tony Pastors. Oh, that smile! — gentle, vacant, blank as the verses of a Brook Farm Bard, bleaker than Bunker Hill.

For sweet charitys sake, said I, tell me why you do it, Blylock.

Do what? he asked.

Oh, said I wearily, nothing — lose a five-pound trout, for instance.

I had on a brown hackle, said Blylock; it was defective.

It bust, said I, brutally, did you curse?

No, replied Blylock. Ysonde came out and we took off our shooting-caps.

Put them on again directly, said Ysonde, nestling deep into the collar of her jacket; is it too cold for the trout to rise, Mr. Blylock?

Blylock looked at the sky and then at his finger tips. There was a seal ring on one of his fingers which I was tired of seeing.

I listened to his even voice, I noticed his graceful carriage — I even noticed the momentary flush on his cold cheeks. Oh, how tired I was of looking at him; it wearied me as it wearies me to read advertisements in the cars of the elevated railroad. But I liked him.

Blylock, said I, get a gait on you, and well whip the stream to the Intervale before dinner.

The water will be cold, said Ysonde. You ought to have waders.

Now Ysonde knew that I had no waders. I loathed them. Blylock always wore waders.

Thank you, said Blylock, I will not neglect to wear them.

I looked at Ysonde and met her eyes.

Oh, said I, spoiling everything with intentional obstinacy, Mr. Blylock never forgets his waders. For a moment the colour touched her cheek, but she treated me much better than I deserved.

Bobby, said Ysonde, remember that you have been ill, and if you wade the river in knickerbockers you will be obliged to eat sherbert again.

So she knew the mystery of the soapsuds.

I have no waders, Ysonde, I said humbly, do you think I had better not go?

You know best, she said indifferently; and I got my deserts to the placid satisfaction of Blylock.

Ysonde walked away to join her aunt and I loafed about, sniffing the breeze, sulky, undecided, until Blylock appeared with rod and creel.

Going? enquired Blylock.

No, I shall paint, I said, after a moments silence.

He joined Ysonde and her aunt, and I saw them all walking toward the trail that crosses the river by the White Cascade. Blylock had undertaken to teach Ysonde to cast. I was surprised when she accepted, for I myself had taught her to cast. However I never asked any explanation and she never offered any — to my secret annoyance.

It was just two weeks that I had been out of the dark room. I was totally blind in my right eye, but nobody except Keen and myself knew it. I was becoming used to it — I was only too thankful that the eye, to all appearances, was as perfect as the other eye. But I dreaded to begin painting again. I feared that everything might be colourless and lop-sided, that I should be a ruined man as far as my profession was concerned. I had put off the beginning of work from sheer cowardice. Nobody but an artist can appreciate my mental suffering; — nobody but an artist knows that two eyes are little enough to see with. Had the accident destroyed the balance of my sight? Would my drawing be exaggerated, unstable, badly constructed, out of proportion? Would my colour be weak or brutally crude? I decided to find out without further delay, so when Ysonde and her aunt and Blylock had disappeared, I went to my room, gathered up my well-worn sketching kit, screwed two canvases into the holder, and marched manfully out the door into the sunlit forest.

Ridiculous Billy followed me. This capricious porcupine had taken a violent fancy to me, from the moment I emerged from the dark room. Of course I preferred his friendship to his enmity — I still bore a red scar on my ankle — but what soothed me most was his undisguised hatred of Blylock. Billy bit him whenever he could, and the blood of Bunker Hill appealed to Heaven from the piazza of the Rosebud Inn!

Blylock took it very decently — the porcupine was Ysondes property — but although he himself suffered in silence, and Ysonde darned his golf-stockings as partial reparation, I always fancied that his blood was importuning Heaven, and, remembering George III, I trembled for Ridiculous Billy.

Sometimes I was sorry for Blylock, sometimes I was not, especially when Ysonde darned his golf-stockings. Blylock was Lynda Sutherlands cousin, but I demonstrated to Ysonde that this did not concern her. Sometimes I wished that Blylock would go back to Beacon Street, and yet I had grown fond of him in a way.

The porcupine followed me into the forest, poking his rat-like muzzle into every soft rotten stump, twitching his white whiskers. A red squirrel followed him from tree to tree, chattering and squealing with rage, but Billy lumbered along, stolid, blasé, entirely wrapped up in his own business. What that business was I dared not enquire, for Billys malicious eyes boded evil for interlopers, and I respected his privacy.

Walking along the fragrant brown trail, barred with sunlight, I recalled that cold gray morning in camp when Sutherland — Lyndas late lamented — waking from the troubled dreams incident on an overdose of hot whiskey and water, called to me, to take that thing away!

That thing was Billy. From his nest among the pine-clad ridges, he had smelled our pork, and being a freeborn American, he had descended to appropriate it. In the gray of the morning, through the smouldering camp-fire smoke, I saw Billy in the act of removing the pork from the crotches of a spruce tree.

What is it? Take it away for Gods sake! bellowed Sutherland, associating Billy with other grotesque phantoms incident on overdoses.

Its a porcupine, said I.

Pink? faltered Sutherland.

Go to sleep, you brute, I muttered, not addressing the porcupine. I took a poncho, a thick one, and ran the porcupine down. Then I enveloped him in the blanket, and got a rope about his neck, tied him to a tree and examined my wounds. One of our guides helped me pull the spines from my person, and that night the other guide led Ridiculous Billy into the settlement which consists of the Rosebud Inn and three barns.

The taking of Billy preceded Sutherlands death by twenty-four hours; he was mauled by a panther whose cubs he was investigating. His wife, Lynda, who had secured a few months reprieve from his presence, and who first heard of his death at Fortress Monroe, came north with Ysonde. Sutherland was buried in New York, and two weeks later Lynda and Ysonde came to the Rosebud Inn. All this happened three years ago, and during those three years, Billy, gorgeous with a silver collar, had never forgiven me for removing him from his native wilds. His attitude toward the household was unmistakable. Lynda he avoided, Ysonde he followed with every mark of approbation, Blylock he loathed, and now, he had taken this sudden shine to me.

Billy and I followed the trail, solemnly, deliberately. The trail was a blind one, now plain, brown and gold with trampled wet leaves, now invisible, a labyrinth of twisted moose-bush and hemlock, badly blazed. But we knew our business, Billy and I, for presently we crossed a swift brook, darkling among mossy hollows, and turning to the right, entered a moist glade all splashed with dewy sunlight.

Here, said I, unstrapping my camp-stool, is a woodland Mecca; and I drove my white umbrella deep into the bank, where the brook widened in sunny shallows.

Billy eyed me a moment, rolled a pine-cone over with his nose, and mounted a tree. I liked to watch him mount trees. He did not climb, he neither scrambled nor scratched, he simply flowed up the trunk.

Pleasant dreams, said I, as he curled up in the first moss-covered crotch; and I began to set my palette.

In the fragrant sun-soaked glade the long grass, already crisp as hay, was vibrating with the hum of insects. Shy forest butterflies waved their soft wings over the Linnea, long-legged gnats with spotted wings danced across the fern patches, and I saw a great sleepy moth hanging from a chestnut twig among the green branches overhead. His powdery wings, soft as felt, glistened like gilded dust.

An Imperial Moth, said I to myself, for I was glad to recognize a friend. Then a wood-thrush ruffled his feathers under the spreading ferns, and I saw a baby rabbit sit up and wriggle its nose at me.

Lucky for you Im not a fox, said I, picking up a pointed sable brush; and I drew the outline of the chestnut tree, omitting the porcupine in the branches.

When I had indicated a bit of the forest beyond the glade, using a pointed brush dipped in Garance Rose foncée, I touched in a mousey shadow or two, scrubbed deep warm tones among my trees, using my rag when I pleased, and then, digging up a brushful of sunny greens and yellows, slapped it boldly on the foreground. Over this I drew a wavering sky reflection, indicated a sparkle among the dewy greens, scrubbed more sunlight into the shallow depths of the brook, and leaned back with a nervous sigh. What had God taken from me when he took the light from my eye? I pondered in silence while round me the brown-winged forest flies buzzed and hummed and droned an endless symphony. To me, with my single trembling eye, my painted foreground seemed aglow with sunlight, and the depths of the quiet forest, wrapped in hazy mystery, appeared true and just, slumbering there upon my canvas.

The brook prattled to me of dreams and splendid hopes, the pines whispered of fame, the ferns rustled and nodded consolation. I raised my head. High in the circle of quivering blue above, a gray hawk hung, turning, turning, turning in silence.

A light step sounded among the fallen leaves. Slowly I turned, my sight dazzled by the sky, but before my eye had found its focus I heard her low laughter and felt her touch on my arm.

You were asleep, she said, you must not deny it, do you hear me?

I was not asleep, I answered, rising from my camp-stool.

Then you are blind, — why I have been standing there for two minutes.

Two minutes? then I believe that I must be blind, said I, turning so that I could see her better. She stood on my right.

I expected to be challenged, said she; I did not hear your qui vive.

Then she sat down on my camp-stool and gazed at my canvas with amazement.

I watched her in silence, proud of my work, happy that she should recognize it, for she knew good work every time. After a while I began to chafe at her silence, and I bent my head to see her face. I shall never forget the pained surprise in her eyes nor the quiver of her voice as she said:

Bobby, this is childish, what on earth do you mean by such work?

The blow had fallen. At first I was stunned. Then terror seized me, and I grasped a low swinging branch to steady myself, for I felt as though I were falling.

Bobby, she cried, you are white — are you ill?

No, said I, that sketch was only a joke, — to tease you.

It is a very stupid joke, she said coldly; I cannot understand how an artist could bring himself to do such a thing.

It was a poor joke, said I, red as fire, pardon me, Ysonde, I dont know what possessed me to paint like that.

She picked up my paint rag and swept it across the face of my canvas; then turning to me:

Now you are forgiven; come and talk to me, Bobby.

The sun climbed to the zenith and still we sat there, she with her round white chin on her wrist, I at her feet.

Billy, who had descended from his perch in the chestnut tree as soon as he heard Ysondes voice, rambled about us, snuffling and snooping into every tuft of fern, one evil eye fixed on us, one on the red squirrel who chattered and twitched his brush, and rushed up and down a big oak tree in a delirium of temper.

No, replied Ysonde to my question, Mr. Blylock did not fish; he talked to Lynda most of the time. I came here because I had an intuition that you were going to paint.

But, said I, how did you know I was coming here? I never before painted in this glade.

I dont know how I knew it, said Ysonde, slowly.

Witchcraft? I asked.

Possibly, she said, with an almost imperceptible frown.

I have noticed already, I said, that you have a mysterious faculty for reading my thoughts and divining my intentions. Are you aware of it?

No, she said shortly.

But you have, I persisted.

You flatter yourself, Bobby. I am not thinking of you every minute.

Suppose, said I, after a moments silence, that you loved me—

I shall not suppose so, she answered haughtily.

Let us suppose, then, said I, that I love you—

Really, Bobby, you are more than tiresome.

I thought for a while in silence. The wood-thrush, who had come quite close to Ysonde — all wild creatures loved her — began to sing. The baby rabbit sat up to listen and wriggle its nose, and the speckled gnats danced giddily.

Suppose, said I, with something in my voice that silenced her, suppose that you loved me, and that I had lost my eye. Would you still love me?

Yes, said Ysonde, with an effort.

And suppose, I continued, I had been born with an eye blind; could you have loved such a man?

I do not think I could, she answered truthfully.

Probably not, I repeated, biting the stem of a wild strawberry. After a moment I looked up into the sky. The hawk was not there; but I was not looking for the hawk.

Come, said I, rising, dinner must be ready and your aunt should not be kept waiting.

I gathered up my sketching kit, tenderly perhaps, for I should never use it again, and whistled Billy to heel, — which he did when he chose.

Perhaps it was something in my face — I dont know — but Ysonde suddenly came up to me and took both my hands.

Are you going to be sensible, Bobby? she asked. Her face was very serious.

Yes, Ysonde, I said.

But she did not seem satisfied — there came a faint glow on her face — it may have been a sunbeam — and she dropped my hands and whistled to Billy.

Come! she cried, with a tinge of anger in her voice that I had never before heard,— heel, Billy!

But as Billy lingered, sniffing and rooting among the ferns, she picked up a twig and struck Billy on the nose. The blow was gentle — it would not have hurt a mosquito — but I was astounded, for it was the first time I had ever seen her lift her hand in anger to any living creature. Perplexed and wondering I followed her through the forest, my locked colour-box creaking on my shoulder.

IV.

To him that hath shall be given, and from him that hath not, shall be taken away even that which he hath, said I, knocking my pipe against the verandah railing.

Scripture, said Blylock, approvingly.

For this is the law and the prophets, I continued, grateful that the Bible had received Bostons approval.

Scripture, repeated Blylock, with the smile of a publisher mentioning the work of a very young author.

Exactly, I replied, also the Koran; I forget whether Tupper mentions it.

Probably, said Blylock seriously.

Probably, I repeated, inserting a straw in the stem of my pipe. Ysonde frowned at me.

Blylock, I continued, smiling at nothing, have you read Emerson?

Heavens! murmured Blylock under his breath.

I had aroused him. I made it a point to stir him up once every day, satisfied to allow him to relapse into his normal Beacon Street trance afterward.

Your scriptural quotation, said Ysonde, with a dangerous light in her eyes, would indicate that you have suffered a loss.

From him that hath not, shall be taken away even that which he hath, I repeated; yes, having nothing, I have lost all I have, which, I continued, is of course nothing. But I am encroaching on Brook Farm, — and the Koran—

And on the patience of your friends, said Ysonde; dont try to be epigrammatic, Bobby. There was a glass of water standing on a table to my right. I did not see it, my right eye being sightless, and I knocked it over. I was confused and startled at this — it brought back to me my misfortune so cruelly that I apologized more than was necessary, and received a puzzled stare from Ysonde. I noted it and chafed helplessly. Lynda Sutherland came out on the porch, and I rose and brought her a chair.

The moonlight reminds me of Venice, said Lynda, turning her lovely face to the moon.

We all agreed with her, although we knew it was nonsense, for we all had lived in Venice. If she had said it reminded her of peach ice-cream, we would have agreed. She was too beautiful for one to analyze what she said — she was too beautiful to analyze it herself. I remembered with a shock that the late lamented had once referred to his wifes being d — nd ornamental, and I was glad the panther had clawed his besotted soul from his body. But Sutherland had never said a truer thing in his life; drunkard that he was, he always spoke the truth.

Lynda, cooed Ysonde, do you think that we might camp for a few days with Bobby and Mr. Blylock? They are going to the Black Water to-morrow and Mr. Blylock asked us.

We take two guides, added Blylock, vaguely.

We will only stay three days, said I.

We will have a trout supper, suggested Blylock.

And flap-jacks for breakfast, said I.

I should so like to go, pleaded Ysonde.

Blylock examined the moon, and I saw Lynda look at him.

Is there any danger? she asked.

I was discreetly silent; the question was not addressed to me.

I think not, said Blylock turning around, I carry a rifle.

Threecheers for Bunker Hill, I said, there is nothing to shoot—

Except — panthers, observed Blylock dryly.

At this tactless remark I expected to hear Lynda refuse to go. She did not, although she looked at Blylock a little reproachfully. He, serenely unconscious, examined his seal ring in silence. Possibly Lynda did not believe that panthers ranged so near the Inn, perhaps she was not ungrateful to the last one that had patted her late lamented into a better land.

There are, said I, truthfully, a few panthers ranging between the Gilded Dome and Crested Hawk. Sometimes they get as far as Noon Peak and the White Lady, sometimes even as far as Lynx Peak, but I never heard of anything bigger than a lynx being seen near the Black Water.

I have been in these forests every summer and autumn for twenty years, said Blylock, and I never saw either panther or lynx; have you? he ended, turning toward me. Then, recollecting that I had witnessed the mauling of the late lamented, he turned rosy, and I was pleased to see that he was capable of experiencing two whole emotions in one evening.

I did not answer — it was not necessary, of course. I could show him the panther skin in my studio some day when I wanted to take a rise out of him. It measured nine feet from tip to tip — it might have measured more had the panther had time to nourish himself with Sutherland.

Now Ysonde must have read what was passing in my mind, for she looked shocked and nestled closer to Lynda.

What is a lynx, demanded Lynda, shivering.

There are two species found here, replied Blylock, glad to change the subject, one the big grey Canada lynx, the other the short-tailed American lynx—

Otherwise Bob-cat, Lucivee, and wild-cat, I interposed; they make a horrid noise in the woods and are harmless.

If you let them alone, added Blylock, conscientious to the end.

Which we will, said Ysonde, gaily, we are going, are we not, Lynda?

No, said Lynda, firmly.

But the next morning when the first sunbeams scattered the mist which clung to copse and meadow, and sent it rolling up the flanks of the Gilded Dome, Lynda said, Yes, and possibly her pretty mountain costume tipped the balance in Ysondes favour, for Lynda looked like a fin-de-siècle Diana in that frock and she knew it, bless her fair face!

The guides, Jimmy Ellis and Buck Hanson, were tightening straps and rolling blankets on the lawn outside.

Buck, said I, how many pounds do you take in?

Fifty, sir, drawled Buck, wiping the sweat from his face with the back of his hand.

And you, Jimmy? I asked.

About forty, sir, replied Ellis, seriously.

I callate, added Buck, the ladies will want extry blankets.

They will, I replied, the wind is hauling around to the northwest. Then I took a step nearer and dropped my voice.

Any panthers seen lately, Jimmy?

I haint seed none, replied Ellis.

What was it killed the white heifer two weeks ago?

Waal, replied Jimmy reflecting a little, I callate t war a cat.

It maught be a bar, said Buck, I seed one daown to Drakes clearin last week come Sabbath.

Sho! drawled Ellis, returning to his blankets.

I understand, said I, that Ezra Field found a thirty-pound trap missing last week.

Whar? asked Hanson.

Back of the gum-camp on Swift River, I replied.

Ellis looked cynical and Hanson laughed, the silent confiding laughter of the honest.

Ezry was scairt haf tu deth by a Bob-cat, onct, into Swift River Forks, said Ellis; he sees things whar there haint nawthin.

Do you think, said I, after a long pull at my pipe, that panthers ever attack? I mean, when you let their cubs alone.

Haint never seed no panther, replied Buck. You saw Mr. Sutherland when he was brought in three years ago.

Yes sir — you and Cy Holman toted him in.

Well, you saw the panther we brought in also, didnt you?

Yes sir, — but that was a daid panther, replied Buck, prosaically.

I laughed and walked toward the piazza.

All I want to know is whether you fellows have heard that these creatures are bothering honest people who mind their business, I said over my shoulder; and both the big guides laughed, and answered No fear o that sir! Half an hour later we were on the trail to the Black Water.

The morning was perfect, the air keen as September breezes on the moors, and the mottled sunlight spotted our broad trail which twisted and curved through the tangled underbrush along the bank of a mountain stream.

Blylock and Ysonde were well ahead, the latter swinging a light steelshod mountain stick; next came Lynda, beautiful and serene, approving the beauty of the forest in pleased little platitudes. I followed close behind, silent, spellbound by the splendour of the forest, charmed by the soft notes of the nesting thrushes and the softer babble of Lynda and the brook.

Broad dewy leaves slapped our faces, filmy floating spiders meshes crossed our chins and cheeks and tickled Ysondes pretty nose.

You may walk ahead, she said to Blylock, and break the spiders webs for me.

With pleasure, said Blylock, seriously, and I saw him take the lead, his single eyeglass gleaming in the sunshine.

It is written, said I, flippantly, that the first shall be last, and the last shall be first; — I believe that I should take the lead.

Please do, said Ysonde, coolly, it is your proper place.

Now Ysonde had never before said anything to me quite as sharp as that, although doubtless I had often invited it.

Do you want me to go? I asked inanely.

If you care to clear the path, I would not object, said Ysonde.

For you and Lynda, said I, feeling that I was speaking regardless of either sound or sense.

 — And for Mr. Blylock, added Ysonde, quietly.

With pleasure, said I, vaguely wishing my tongue might stop wagging before I said something hopelessly foolish, I shall clear the way for you — and Mr. Blylock.

I had said it; even Lynda raised her lovely eyes to me in disapproval. As for Ysonde, her face wore that pained expression that I dreaded to see — I had never seen it before but once — in the glade — and I felt that my proper place was among the wits of a country store. A boor in the kitchen of the Rosebud Inn would have had more instinctive tact — unless he was jealous! — that is the word! — I was jealous — vulgarly jealous of Blylock. Perhaps Ysonde read the shame in my face, perhaps she had divined my thoughts as she did when she chose, but she saw I was miserable, disgusted with myself, and she raised me to her own level with a smile so sweet and chivalrous that I felt there was manhood left in me yet.

Bobby, she said, you promised to show me how to blaze a trail. Have you forgotten?

I dropped out of the path to the right, she to the left; Lynda passed us to join Blylock who was waiting, the two big guides tramped by, their boots creaking on the trodden leaves. I drew the light hatchet from my belt, removed the leather blade-cover, and started on.

This is all it is, I said, and struck a light shaving from the bark of a hemlock, cutting it at the base with the next stroke so that the bit of bark fell, leaving a white scar on the tree trunk.

Always on both sides, said I, repeating the stroke on the other side of the tree. Will you try it, Ysonde?

She took the hatchet in her small gloved hand, and the chips flew along the trail until I begged her to spare the forest.

But the trees dont die! she exclaimed. Oh, Bobby, youre joking; am I overdoing it?

A little, said I, a blind man could follow this forest boulevard.

You are blind, she said, calmly.

Blind? I cried with a start.

 — To your own interests, Bobby. Aunt Lynda likes you, but she doesnt like to hear you speak flippantly. If you destroy her trust in you, she will not let us walk together when we please. We moved on in silence for a while, until Ysonde, tired of blazing, handed me the hatchet.

Yes, said I, I am blind — I cannot lead you — on any trail.

Nor I you, she said simply.

I did not reply, for who but I should know that through the fragrant forest, bathed in sun and dew, the blind led on the blind.

You have formed a habit, said Ysonde, of muttering to yourself. Are you afraid to have me know your thoughts?

Yes, said I, turning, I am afraid.

She did not answer, but I saw her colour deepen, and I feared that I had spoken bitterly.

I was thinking that I had forgotten my flask, I continued gaily.

Mr. Blylock has your flask — you were not thinking of that, said Ysonde.

Well, said I, then tell me of what I was thinking; you know you can read my thoughts — when you take the trouble, I added prudently.

Bobby, said Ysonde, I would take more trouble for your sake than you dream of.

I stopped short in the trail and faced her, but she passed me impatiently. I saw her bite her lips as she always did when annoyed.

The chestnut, oak, and dappled beech-woods were giving place to pines and hemlocks as we wheeled from the Gilded Dome trail into the narrower trail that leads over the long divide to the Black Water. Along the rushing stream alder and hazel waved, silver birches gleamed deep-set in tangled depths, and poplars rose along the waters edge, quivering as the breezes freshened, every glistening leaf a-tremble.

Under foot, brown pine-needles spread a polished matting over the forest mould, for we had entered the pine belt and the long trail had just begun.

The breeze in the pines! it will always make me think of Ysonde. Wild wind-swept harmonies swelling from the windy ridge, the whisper and sigh and rush of water, the grey ledges, the deep sweep of precipices where lonely rivers glimmer, lost in the sea of trees, — these I remember as I think of Ysonde, these and more too, — the dome of green, the fragments of sky between mixed branches, the silence, broken by a single birdnote.

* * * * * *

The trail crossed a sunny glade, mossy and moist, bordered by black birch thickets and carpeted with winter-green. Ysonde leaned upon her steel-shod staff and looked at her own reflection in the placid spring pool, shining among the ferns.

I am very much tanned, she said.

Are you thirsty, I asked.

There is a little freckle beside my nose, observed Ysonde.

It is becoming, I said truthfully.

Yes, I am thirsty, said Ysonde,  — what do you know about freckles?

I handed her a cup of water; she drank a little, looked over the rim of the cup reflectively, drank a little more, sighed, smiled, and poured what was left of the water upon the moss.

A libation to the gods, she explained.

To which? I asked.

Ah, she said; I had not thought of that. Well, then, to — to—

I looked at her and she tossed the cup to me saying, I shall not tell you. I am getting into the habit of telling you everything.

But — but the gentlemans name? I urged. No, no! Goodness! may I not have a secret, all my own?

Very well, said I, you pour out libations to a gentleman god and I shall even up matters. Heres to the lady!

Minerva, of course. You are so wise, suggested Ysonde.

Its neither to Minerva nor to the owl, said I, its to the Lady Aphrodite.

Pooh! said Ysonde, you are not clever; Hermes might —— —

Might what?

Be careful, Bobby, your sleeve is getting wet—

Might what?

Now how should I know, exclaimed Ysonde, mercy, Im not a little Greek maiden!

I strapped the cup to my belt, tightened the buckle of my rod-case, lighted my pipe, and sat down on a log.

Well, Master Bobby, said Ysonde in that bantering voice which she used when perfectly happy.

Well, Mistress Ysonde, said I.

Are you going to lose the others?

I pointed to the foot of the long slope, where, among the tree trunks, something blue fluttered.

Its Lyndas veil, said Ysonde, and there is Mr. Blylock, also; they are sitting down.

True, said I, let us rest also. We have been hours on the trail. Here is a dry spot on this log.

Ysonde sat down. Now whenever Ysonde seated herself there was something in the pose of her figure that made me think of courts and kings and coronations. The little ceremony of seating herself ended, I resumed my seat also, feeling it a privilege accorded only to the very great. I told her this and she pretended to agree with me.

You must be something at court, she said,  you cannot be an earl, for earls are blond and slender; you cannot be a count, for counts are dark and dapper; nor a duke, for dukes are big and always red in the face; you might be a baron — no, they are fierce and merciless—

So am I.

No youre not. You cant be a marquis either, for they are plausible and treacherous—

Then Ill be a Master of Ounds, I insisted, let the title go by the board.

She agreed, and I was installed Master of Stag-hounds to her petite Majesty — this position permitting me to sit occasionally in her presence.

I am thirsty again, said Ysonde.

I brought her a cup of ice-cold water into which I dropped a dozen wild strawberries. She touched a berry with the tip of her pink tongue, which was bad manners, and I told her so.

What do you know about Queens etiquette? she said disdainfully, and, finding the berries ripe, she ate three and smiled at me.

A thrush came fearlessly to her very feet and drank from the spring; a mottled wood-toad made futile efforts to clamber up the log into her lap, and two red lizards peeped at her from a cleft in the boulder beside us.

Its queer, said I, watching the scrambling toad, how you seem to fascinate all wild creatures. Shall I poke the toad away?

No, I am not afraid; I am very glad they all come to me.

You were possibly a dryad once, I hazarded. Possibly. And you?

Probably the oak tree that sheltered you.

Sheltered me?

There is something in the note of a very young bird that I have noticed in Ysondes voice, but now, as she laughed — oh, such soft, sweet laughter, — it seemed to me as though the bird had grown, and its note trembled with purer, truer melody.

Sheltered me! I imagine it! she said, with a wonderful sweetness in her eyes. Hark! Mr. Blylock is calling!

She rose with capricious grace as I answered Blylock in a view-halloo which awoke the echoes among the cliffs above us.

When we came up to them Lynda linked her arm in Ysondes, and Blylock and I pushed ahead after the plodding guides.

Blylock and I discussed trout-flies and casts and philosophy with an occasional question to the guides, and as we moved I could hear the light laughter of Lynda and the clear voice of Ysonde singing old songs that were made in France when hawks-bells tinkled in castle courts and tasselled palfreys pawed the drawbridge.

It was noon when we entered the Scaur Valley, and luncheon was grateful; but before the leading guide entered the spotted trail which swings to the west above the third spur of Crested Hawk, the sun had dropped into the notch between Mount Eternity and the White Lady, and the alpen-glow crimsoned every peak as we threw down our packs and looked out across the Black Water. Here, said I, our journey ends; Princess Ysonde, — I took her gloved hand,— be seated, for below you lies the Black Water — yours by right of conquest.

I callate t l be right cold to-night, Maam, said Buck Hanson.

Yes, said Ysonde listlessly.

V.

NIGHT fell over the Black Water before the shelter was raised, but the great camp-fire lighted up the cleared space among the trees, and I saw Ellis staggering in under loads of freshly-stripped bark for our roof. Buck Hanson finished thatching the exposed ends with hemlock and spruce. The partition, a broad sheet of heavy bark, separated the lean-to into two sections, one for Lynda and Ysonde, the other for Blylock, myself, and the guides.

I had roamed about the underbrush, lopping off balsam twigs for our bedding which Blylock brought in and spread over the pine-needle floor.

When Ellis finished roofing the hut with his thick rolls of bark I sent him to the spring below with the camp kettle, and picking up an axe, called to Buck to follow.

I should very much like,  said Blylock solemnly, to chop a tree into sections adequate for the camp fire.

Take the axe and my blessing, said I, I hate to chop.

Its very good of you, said Blylock, following Buck into the forest where our firelight glimmered red on rugged trunks towering into the blackness above.

Ysonde came creeping out of her compartment, her eyes and cheeks brilliant in the fires glare.

Lynda is lying down, she said, isnt supper nearly ready? How delicious our bed of balsam smells; what are you doing with your trout rod?

I knotted the nine-foot leader to the line, slipped on an orange miller for a dropper, tied a big coachman three feet above it, and picked up my landing-net.

What is home without a dinner? I asked, and what is dinner without a trout? Come down to that rock which hangs over the Black Water, and you shall see your future dinner leaping in the moonlight.

Bobby the poet, said Ysonde, steadying herself by my arm in the dark descent to the lake.

Poet Bobby, there is no moon on the Black Water.

Look, said I, pointing to a pale light in the sky above the White Lady, the moon will come up over that peak in ten minutes; give me your hand, its very dark.

Clinging closely to my arm, she moved through the undergrowth until we felt the firm flat rock under our feet. The rock ran straight out into the water at right angles from the shore like a pier.

Be careful — oh, be careful, she urged, you almost walked off into the water there where the shadows lie so black.

Then hold me, said I diplomatically, and I felt her warm hands close tightly on my left arm.

The moon peeped over the shoulder of the White Lady as I made my first cast into the darkness ahead, and I saw my leader strike the water, now placidly rocking like a lake of molten silver.

Oh-h! cried Ysonde, softly, oh, the wondrous beauty of it all.

In the silence I heard the thwack of an axe from the woods above and Blylocks voice quite plainly. The water lapped the edges of the rock below us, catching thin gleams from the shining sheet beyond, and my silk line whistled and whimpered like a keen wind lashing the sea.

Then a wonderful thing occurred. Out of the depths of the burnished water a slim shape shot, showering the black night with spray. Splash! A million little wavelets hurried away into the darkness, crowding, sparkling, dancing in widening circles, while the harsh whirr of the reel rang in my ears, and the silk line melted away like a thread of smoke. The rod staggered in my hand. — 

Ysonde, there are two on now! I whispered.

Give me the rod! she said, excitedly. I handed it to her, and for a moment she felt the splendid strain. Then the fish gave a deep surge to the west, and she gasped and pushed the rod into my hands.

Living wild things struggling for life, she sighed. Oh, hurry, Bobby, — it pains me so! and she pressed both hands to her breast.

For a second the joy of the battle left me. I had an impulse to fling the rod into the Black Water; but I am a hunter by instinct.

Deeper and deeper surged the fish, and the rod swayed and bent until the tip brushed my knuckles.

Oh, kill the creatures, murmured Ysonde, it is all so fierce and cruel, — I never thought you were like that!

I am, I muttered, checking a savage sweep toward the north,— quick, Ysonde — pass me my net.

She did so, and I crawled down to the waters edge, shortening my line at every step. It was soon over; I washed my hands in the black water, and flung the fish back into the landing-net.

Now, said I, tossing rod and net over my shoulder, we will go to dinner; lean on my shoulder; — how brutal you must think me, Ysonde.

Yes, said Ysonde.

She passed me — perhaps it was the moonlight that whitened her cheeks — and I saw her enter the circle of red firelight as Lynda came forward to meet her.

Hello, Ellis! I called.

Hallo, sir! came back from the spring among the rocks below, and Jimmy Ellis appeared, carrying a chunk of pork.

Two, I said, turning the trout out of the landing-net.

Good fish, sir, drawled Ellis, morn nuff for dinner, I suspicion.

Split them, said I, broil both as only you can broil them. Spring all right?

Sweet an full. Dinner is ready above. Blylock came down with a blazing pine knot to inspect the fish, and I heard him rigging his rod ten minutes later as I walked into camp and sat down, glowing from a dip in the tin bucket below.

Lynda and Ysonde were nibbling away at broiled trout, hot toast, and potted pheasant.

Dear me, said Lynda,  I really must not eat like this, I have had three cups of bouillon to begin with. Ysonde says you are the cleverest angler in the world.

That, of course, said Ysonde, may be an exaggeration, for I have seen very few anglers.

Oh, youre not exaggerating one bit, I assured her. Is there any toast over there? Lynda deigned to serve me with hot bouillon and Ysonde tossed a slice of toast to me, scandalizing her aunt.

You little savage, said Lynda, reproachfully.

Any trout left? I asked, Where is Mr. Blylock?

Heres the trout, smiled Ysonde, serving me a bit of the crisp pink fish. Mr. Blylock said ha! several times when he saw your two trout and went down to the rock flourishing his rod very recklessly.

Mr. Blylock never flourishes anything, observed Lynda.

No, he waved it as Merlin might have waved—

Why, Ysonde! said Lynda, warmly.

I was discreet enough to finish my toast in silence; I was very happy.

Now, Sir Fisherman, said Ysonde, a cup of this white wine with your trout? What! a whole bottle? Oh, Lynda, look at him!

I see him, said Lynda, sleepily, I wonder what time it is.

Buck and Jimmy, having finished their dinner, which included a trout between them and a gallon or so of coffee, piled half a dozen logs on the fire, backed them with half a tree trunk, said goodnight very politely, and ambled away with the dishes and a pail of boiling water. Ten minutes later Blylock came in with three fair-sized fish, which Lynda admired and I encored, and then Lynda and Ysonde rose with deep reverences, and mockingly prayed to be allowed to retire. Buck and Jimmy were already sound asleep.

If they snore, said I, there will be murder done on Black Water shore.

Blylock lighted a cigar and I my pipe.

I never sleep well in camp the first night, said I.

No? asked Blylock, politely.

No, you old jay, said I, for I was becoming very fond of Blylock. That broke the back of Beacon Street for the moment, and Blylock blossomed out as a story-teller without equal. I laughed till it hurt me, softly, of course, and still Blylock, imperturbable, bland, told story after story, until I marvelled, between my spasms of laughter, at the make-up of this Bostonian. At last he went to bed, mildly suggesting that I follow his example, which I did after I finished my pipe, although I knew I should sleep but little.

About ten oclock Buck Hanson snored. I leaned over Blylock, already fast asleep, and poked the wretched Buck until he stopped. Ten minutes later Ellis began a solo which I have never since heard equalled.

Great heavens! I muttered, and jabbed him viciously with my rod-butt, but Jimmy Ellis didnt wake, and before I knew it, Buck Hanson, taking a mean advantage, chimed in with a snort that would have done credit to a rogue elephant. This was not all. I dread to record it, but I am trying to tell the truth in this story — I pray the lady to pardon me if I suggest that from the other side of the bark partition came a sound, — delicate, discreet, but continuous, in short, a gentle — no! no! I can never bring myself to write it down. I am no brute, Madam — and, after all, only men snore.

A black fly got into my neck and bothered me; later a midge followed the example of his erring colleague. To slay them both was my intention, and in doing so I awoke Blylock, who sleepily protested. This was exasperating, and I told him so, but he was asleep again before I finished. Why on earth I should never be able to sleep more than an hour or so on my first night in camp, — I who have camped in the forest for years, — I never can understand.

I endured the concerted snores of the whole camp as long as I could, then I crawled to the fire outside, hauled two fresh logs into the blaze, swathed myself in my blankets, lighted a fresh pipe, and sat down with my feet to the heat and my back against a sapling.

Outside the wavering ring of firelight the blackness was so profound, so hopelessly impenetrable that I wondered whether a storm was rolling up behind the Scaur. Trees, brush, rocks, and ledges — the whole huge forest, root and branch, seemed woven together into curtains of utter darkness which wavered, advanced, and receded with the ever dying, ever leaping flames. There was no storm, for I saw stars on the strip of darkness above — little pale stars, timidly glimmering in the depths of a vast vault. The moon had long ago passed behind the Scaur — that sullen mass of menacing ledges, blackening the fathomless stretch of the Black Water. There were noises in the forest, stealthy steps and timid scratchings — now faint, as if across the rocking lake, now nearer, now so sudden and sharp that I involuntarily leaned forward, striving to pierce the outer circle of gloom beyond the fire ring. Once something brushed and rustled among the leaves behind me, and I saw a grey snake glide into the warm glow by my feet.

Get out, I whispered, with a gesture of annoyance.

The serpent slowly raised its head, flashed a forked tongue at me, swayed a moment, then noiselessly moved on into the night.

Salut! O mon Roi! said a low voice behind me, and Ysonde crept out of her fragrant bed of balsam, and curled up in her blanket at my feet.

Oh, dear, she sighed, I am so sleepy, but I cant sleep. Why is it, Bobby? — I havent closed my eyes once.

Then, said I, under my breath, it was not you who—

Sh-h! Lynda might hear you.

Not probable, judging from symptoms.

Youre impertinent, Bobby — hark! do you hear? What was it?

Anything from a toad to a porcupine; the forest is always full of sounds. Are you warm, Ysonde?

Yes, — and so sleepy that — ah! what was that?

Anything from a wood-mouse to a weasel.

I dont believe it.

A fawn, perhaps — I heard deer among the pitcher-plants at the head of the Black Water a few minutes ago.

Gentle things, murmured Ysonde, I wish they would come close to me; I love them — I love everything.

And everything on earth and sea loves you, Ysonde.

Her lids were drooping, and she smiled, half asleep.

Bobby, she murmured, I believe I could sleep here by you — you make me sleepy.

Her head drooped and rested on my blanket. After a moment — it may have been an hour — I whispered, bending above her: Do you sleep, Ysonde? and again, do you sleep?

The stars flickered and died in the heavens, the flames sank lower, lower, and the great black night crept into the camp, smothering the fading fire with pale shadows, vague and strange, moving, swaying, until my eyes closed and I slept.

Was it a second — was it an hour? I sat bolt upright staring at the dying embers before me. A bit of charred log fell in with a soft crash sending a jet of sparks into the air, where they faded and went out. Went out? There were two — two big green sparks that had not faded with the others, and I, half asleep, watched them, vaguely curious. Ah! they are moving now — no, they are still again, close together.

The hair stirred on my head, my heart ceased, thumped once, stopped — it seemed hours, — and leaped into my throat, almost stifling me with its throbbing. I was not dreaming, for I felt the sweat trickling in my eyebrows, and the roots of my hair were cold and damp.

Ysonde moved in her slumber, frowned and raised her hand.

A low snarl came from the shadows. Slowly the power of thinking returned to me, but my eye never left those two green sparks, now blazing like lamps there in the darkness.

When would the thing spring? Would I have time to fling Ysonde behind me? Would it spring if I called to Blylock? Blylock had a rifle. Would it spring if I moved, or if Ysonde moved again? Gently, scarcely stirring, I tried to free my knees, and the creature snarled twice.

Its against all precedent in these woods, I thought, for any of the cat tribe to dare attack a camp. A sudden anger took possession of me, a fury of impatience, and quick as the thought, I sprang among the embers and hurled a glowing branch straight into the creatures eyes. What happened after that I can scarcely tell; I know a heavy soft mass struck me senseless, but my ears at moments ring yet with that horrid scream which seemed to split and tear the night asunder, wavering, quavering, long after I was hurled on my back, and my eyes seemed stark open in oceans of blood.

VI.

WHEN I came to my senses it was still dark — or so it seemed to me. After a while I felt a hand shifting the bandage which pressed heavily over both eyes, and in a moment or two somebody raised me by the shoulders, somebody else by the knees, and I heard Blylock cock his rifle, and say: Give me that torch, Buck, and walk faster.

Blylock, I gasped, they re lugging me in as I lugged in Sutherland — mauled by a panther, and I laughed miserably.

Hello! said Blylock, in a low voice, I thought youd brace up; are you bleeding much?

I dont know, I muttered; what, in hells the matter?

Matter! repeated Blylock, the forest has gone mad — its preposterous, but the woods are full of bob-cats, troops of em, and the skulking brutes have actually got the nerve to follow us.

Cant I walk? I groaned. Where is Ysonde? — for I was beginning to remember.

Walk? — yes, if you want to bleed to death — the ladies are here between me and the guides who are toting you.

Ysonde, I murmured, pardon me for my profanity — I am dazed — where are you?

Here, Bobby, whispered Ysonde— close beside you; dont talk, dear, you are very much hurt.

Are you speaking to me, Ysonde? I said, doubting my senses.

To you, Bobby, she whispered close to my ear, didnt you know that I loved you? Ah, try to live and you will know!

My strength was ebbing fast, but I think I muttered something that she understood, for the light touch of her hand was on my cheek, and I felt it tremble. Somebody gave me water, — I was choking, — and my burning lips shrank and cracked beneath the cool draught. I could hear Jimmy Kllis muttering to Buck Hanson, and Hansons replies.

Look out, Buck, heres a rut, — Mr. Blylock, can you dip your pine knot this side? — so fashion, — steady, Buck.

Steady, it is, — hold up his legs, — Mr. Blylock, throw a stun by that windfall, — theres a lucivee sneakin araound in behind—

Crack! spoke Blylocks rifle, and then I heard Bucks nasal drawl: A stun is jests good, Mr. Blylock, theyre scairt haf tu deth — I suspicion its the pork theyre after!

Throw that pork into the woods, Jimmy, said Blylock, well be in before long. Good heavens! how dark it is — lay him down and throw that pork away — there may be a panther among them.

There be, drawled Buck, I seen him.

You did? Why didnt you say so! I cant waste cartridges on those infernal lynxes.

I sez to you, Mr. Blylock, sez I, throw stuns, its jest as good, replied Buck, placidly; and I was lifted again, fore and aft.

Its incredible, grumbled Blylock; whats got into all these moth-eaten lynxes and mangy panthers; Ive been twenty years in these woods, and I never before saw even a tom-cat.

I aint seed nothing like this, — theres three r four bob-cats raound us now, and I hant never seed but one so close before, — Jimmy was there that night. I jest disremember if it was abaout gummin time—

Crack! went Blylocks rifle, and I heard a whine from the thickets on the left.

Thets the panther — let him hev it again, said Ellis.

Again the rifle cracked.

The darned cuss! drawled Buck; shoot again, Mr. Blylock!

No need, said Ellis— listen! There he goes lopin off. Hear him snarl!

Hit, I guess, said Buck, and we moved on. Once I heard Buck complain that a particularly bold lynx kept trotting along the trail behind, smellin and sniffin almighty close to my shins, he asserted, and there certainly was an awful yell when Blylock wheeled in his tracks and fired. I heard Ellis laughing, and Buck said, haow them lucivees du screech!

Worse n a screech-owl, added Ellis.

That is the last thing I remembered until I woke in my bed in the Rosebud Inn.

The bandage was still on my eyes, — I felt too weak to raise a finger, — and the rest of my body seemed stiff and hard as wood. I heard somebody rocking in a rocking-chair and I spoke.

I am here, said Ysonde, — but her voice seemed choked and unsteady.

What time is it? I asked, incoherently.

Half past eleven, said Ysonde.

I am hungry, said I, and that was my last effort until they brought me a bowl of beef broth with an egg in it, and I had managed to swallow it all.

I heard the door close, and for a moment I thought I was alone, but presently the rocking-chair creaked, and I called again: Ysonde.

I am here.

What is the matter with me?

You have been ill.

How long?

Two days, Bobby. You will get well — the claws poisoned you. Try to sleep now.

What claws?

The — the panthers — dont you remember?

No — yes, a little. Where are the lynxes? Where is Blylock?

Ysonde laughed softly.

Mr. Blylock has gone to Boston on important business. I will tell you all about it when you can get up. Hes to be married.

And Lynda?

Lynda is downstairs. Shall I call her?

No.

The next day I drank more broth, and two days later I sat up, — it took me half an hour and some groans to do so.

I think, said I, listening to the rocking-chair, that it is high time I saw something. Lift my bandage, please, Ysonde.

Only one side, she said, and lowered the cloth that concealed my right eye — the sightless one.

There was a silence, a wretched moment of suspense, and then Ysonde cried: What — what is it — cant you see — cant you see me! — Oh, Bobby!

When I spoke I hardly knew what I said, but it was something about Keens assuring me that nobody but an oculist could tell that I was blind in my right eye. I remember I felt very angry at Keen, and demanded to know how Ysonde could see that my right eye was sightless. I am glad I was spared the agony of her face — I would willingly have been spared the agony of her voice as she cried. Did I do that?

I tried to move, but her arms were about me, — I tried to explain, but her warm mouth closed my lips; I only thought that it was very pleasant to be blind.

The eyes of an oculist and the eyes of love see everything. Who says that love is blind?

Her tears fell on my cheeks; when she asked pardon, I answered by asking pardon, and she — but, after all, that is our own affair.

And my left eye, said I, is that gone, too?

Almost well, said Ysonde, it was a sympathetic shock, or something; I was afraid the claws had struck it, but Dr. Keen—

Keen!

Yes — hes gone to Holderness now. Dont you remember his being here with Dr. Conroy, the surgeon?

No, said I, I was too badly mauled. I have been clawed by a panther, then?

A little, said Ysonde, with gentle sarcasm.

After a moment I inquired about the present health of the panther, and was assured that he was probably flourishing his tail in excellent spirits somewhere among the Scaur crags.

Then Blylock didnt hit him?

He hit something, for I heard it scream — Oh, my darling, what a horrible night! — and you dying, as I believed, and the tangled brush, and the flare of the torch, and the firing — 

* * * * * *

Are you thirsty? — your lips are burning, said Ysonde.

I have a joke on Keen — James Keen, the great oculist, the wise, the infallible, — and I trust he will swallow his medicine like a little man when he reads this. It happened in this way.

I was sitting under the trees by the Tennis Court with Ysonde, watching the snow-birds fluttering in the meadow grass, and listening to the robin who, boldly balanced on the tip of his spruce tree, was doing his best. The blue-birds were teaching their young to navigate the air, twittering and tittering at the efforts of their youngsters, a truly frivolous family. The drab-coloured cow had also done her best, and the result was a miniature copy of herself, also an expert cud-chewer.

Billy — Ridiculous Billy, the white-whiskered and malicious, was spread in the low forks of an apple tree, a splendid representation of a disreputable door-mat.

Lynda sat at the bay-window in the Rosebud Inn, embroidering something in white and gold. She also succeeded in doing her best in her own line, which was to look more beautiful every day. I saw Blylocks shadow behind her.

When are they to be married, Ysonde? I asked for the fiftieth time.

On the twenty-seventh, — oh, Bobby, it s shocking to keep forgetting — and were to be best man and brides maid, too!

The sun dazzled my left eye, and I closed it for a second. Then a miraculous thing happened, an everlasting joke on Keen, for, although I had closed my sound eye, and, by rights, should have been blind as a bat, I was nothing of the kind.

My right eye — Ysonde — I can see! — Do you understand? I can see! I stammered.

Oh, it was glorious — glorious as the joyous wonder in Ysondes eyes! — it was a miracle. I dont care what Keen says about it having happened before, or about it happening once in ten thousand cases, and I dont care a brass farthing for his subsequent observations concerning the optic nerve, and partial paralysis, and retinas, and things, — it was and must remain one of Gods miracles, and that is enough for Ysonde and for me.

We will go to the glade and repaint my picture which you erased, said I.

She understood and forgave me, for I hardly knew what I was saying.

Come, she said — her eyes were wonderfully sweet, and bluer than the flowering flax around us.

So, with her hand in mine, we walked up the scented path to the Rosebud Inn, Billy lumbering along behind us, twitching his hoary whiskers.


IN THE NAME OF THE MOST HIGH.
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IL NEST PAS nécessaire quil y ait de lamour dans un livre pour nous charmer, mais il est nécessaire quil y ait beaucoup de tendresse.

J. JOUBERT.



IN THE NAME OF THE MOST HIGH.

I.

ON the third day toward noon the fire slackened; the smoke from the four batteries on the bluff across the north fork of the river slowly lifted, drifting to the east. The Texas riflemen kept up a pattering fusillade until one oclock, then their bugles rang Cease firing, and the echoes of the last sulky shot died out against the cliffs.

Keenan, crouching behind one of his hot guns, could see the Texas sharpshooters retiring to the bluff, little grey shadows in the scrub-oak thicket gliding, flitting like wild hedge-birds toward the nest of cannon above.

Dont let em get away like that! shouted Douglas, give it to them in the name of God!

And Keenan smiled, and sent the Texans a messenger in the name of God — a messenger which fell thundering from the sky above them, crushing the face of the iron-stained cliff and the lives of those who had clustered there to breathe a little.

Amen, said Keenan, patting his gun. Douglas crawled out of a hole in the rocks and drew himself up to the edge of the breastworks. Cleymore emerged from a shallow rifle-pit and walked slowly along the intrenchments, motioning his men back into their burrows.

Because, he said, a hole in the hill is worth two in your head — get into that ditch, Morris! — Cunningham, if you dont duck that red head of yours, Ill dock it!

Captain Cleymore, said Douglas, lowering his field-glass, two batteries have limbered up, and are trotting toward the cemetery—

May they trot into it, and stay there! said Keenan, examining the wreck of an ammunition chest in the ditch.

Cleymore studied the bluff with his marine glasses for a while, then called to Keenan: How many guns have you now?

Four, shouted Keenan from the ditch; all my horses are shot except two mules— A burst of laughter cut him short — his own tattered artillerymen, to their credit, did not smile, but Douglas and Kellogg laughed and rows of grinning faces emerged from holes and pits along the ditch until Cleymore shouted, Down! and his infantry disappeared, chuckling. Keenan, red in the face, turned to his battery-men who were running the guns forward, and put his own ragged shoulder to the wheel. Cleymore sat down on a stone and watched a lank artilleryman splicing the dented staff of the battery guidon.

I guess thatll dew, Capting, he drawled, holding the staff out to Cleymore, who took it and rubbed the polished wood with his sleeve.

It will do, Pillsbury, he said, where is OHalloran?

Shot in the stummick, said the private, and unable tew work.

Dead?

I presume likely hes daid, sir, returned Pillsbury through his nose.

Ive got a man for the guidon, called Keenan from the ditch, and a fat freckled cannoneer waddled forward and stood at attention.

Look out! sang out Douglas from his post on the breastworks, and Down! cried Cleymore, as a shell rose in the air over them and the boom of a gun rolled across the river from the bluff. The scream of the shell ceased; a white cloud shot with lightning appeared in the air above them, and a storm of shrapnel swept the breastworks. Cleymore sprang to his feet, but the fat cannoneer remained on the ground., Get up, said Cleymore, cautiously, Pillsbury lift him; is he dead?

I guess, said Pillsbury, hes sufferin from a hereditary disease.

Eh? What disease? snapped Cleymore, stepping forward.

I guess its death, said Pillsbury, with an expressionless wink.

Cleymore stared at him through his eyeglasses, then turned on his heel.

I wish, grumbled Keenan, that the wounded would make less noise. Douglas, send them another bucket of water, will you? Is the surgeon dead?

Dying, said Kellogg,— never mind, Douglas, Ill see to the water; keep your glass on their batteries; what are they doing now?

Nothing, replied Douglas, wait a bit — ah! here come their sharpshooters again!

To hell with them! muttered Keenan savagely, for his battery-men had been cruelly scourged by the sharpshooters, and he almost foamed with rage when he looked over into the ditch at the foot of the mound. The odour from the ditch had become frightful.



Look down there, Captain, he called to Cleymore, his voice trembling with passion, but Cleymore only nodded sadly. He was watching something else. A figure in the uniform of a staff-officer, filthy with grime and sweat, had crawled through what was left of the covered bridge across the South Fork, and was wriggling his way toward the debris of Keenans battery. Cleymore watched him with puckered eyes.

What do you want, sonny? he asked, as the staff officer crept past him,— orders? Give em to me — keep to the ground, you fool, he added, as a flight of bullets swept overhead. The staff-officer lifted a flushed face, scratched and smeared with dust and sweat, and attempted a salute.

Colonel Worths compliments to Colonel Randal— he began, but was interrupted by Cleymore: Colonel Randals in the ditch below with most of his regiment piled on top of him. What are your orders? — hold on to the bridge till hell freezes? — I thought so, — Im Cleymore, Captain in the 10th New York Sharpshooters, yonders whats left of us, and theres two dozen of Colonel Randals Rhode Islanders among em, too. Major Wilcox has got a hole in his face, and cant speak — you see whats left of Keenans battery — four guns, and few to serve em except my riflemen. Isnt General Hooker in sight?

The staff-officer raised his blue eyes to the wreck of the battery, and then looked questioningly at Cleymore. The latter lay moodily twisting and untwisting the stained leather thong whipped about his sword hilt.

Im ranking officer here, he said, the rest are dead. My compliments to General Kempner, and tell him his orders shall be obeyed. Both bridges are mined. Murphy is watching for Longstreet — What are you shivering for?

Ague, said the staff-officer in a low voice. Cleymore spat out a mouthful of dust that a bullet had flung in his face, and wiped his glasses on his sleeve. Who are you from, anyway?  he demanded. I dont take orders from Colonel Worth.

General Kempner is dead, said the staff-officer simply.

Keenan came up chewing a twig and whistling.

Captain Cleymore, said the staff-officer, my horse has been shot and Colonel Worth is waiting. Will you point out to me the quickest way back?

Back! broke in Keenan, you cant get back, my boy!

I must, said the youngster, without glancing at the artillery officer.

Oh, if its a case of must, said Cleymore indifferently, come ahead, and he rose to his knees and peered across the swollen South Fork, now a vast torrent of mud.

Crack! Crack! rang the rifles from the opposite shore, and the little staff-officers cap was jerked from his head and rolled down the embankment into the river. Keenan cursed.

Come on, sonny, said Cleymore, scrambling down the embankment to the ditch. The ditch was choked with mangled bodies in blue, flung one over the other amid smashed gun-wheels, caissons, knapsacks, and rifles; and the staff-officer hesitated for an instant at the brink.

Jump! called Cleymore, here! Get down behind this rock and keep your nose out of sight; those Texas gentlemen waste few bullets; are you hit?

No, said the little staff-officer.

Bull luck; did you see Randals men? The shells did it — look there.

He pointed the length of the ditch. The staff-officer turned pale. Everywhere corpses, — mere heaps of blue rags, stained yellow by dust and black with stiff blood, everywhere dented canteens, twisted muskets, unsavoury scattered clothing, worn shoes, and shrunken blue caps. A big black horse, bloated and dusty lay with both hind legs stark in the air; under him were dead men, mostly Keenans, by the red stripes on the faded trousers.

Cleymore pulled his short blond moustache and turned to the staff-officer.

You see that slaughter pen, he said; tell Colonel Worth.

The staff-officer felt for his cap, remembered it had been shot off his head, and looked gravely at Cleymore.

I have four guns and two hundred and twenty odd men, said the latter; if they bring back their batteries, an hour or two will see us all in the ditch below with Randal; if they dont we can hold on to the South Fork bridge I fancy. Do you know why they withdrew their batteries?

No, — unless it was to shell Colonel Worths cavalry. His men are in the woods behind the railroad. If you can hold the bridge until night they will keep the line open. Colonel Worth is waiting. I must go back now, Captain.

Cleymore leaned along the edge of the protecting ledge and handed his field-glasses to the boy.

Now, he said, you can see the bend in the river. There are three pines on the bank above — see?

Yes.

Take the foot-path by those pines until you come to a burnt barn. Follow the river after that and if the iron bridge isnt blown up yet you can get across; if it is blown up you cant join Colonel Worth.

But — a — a boat—

A boat in that?

They looked at the foaming torrent, thundering among the rocks. After a moment the staff-officer pointed to the shot-torn bridge below them.

Oh, said Cleymore, you came that way, didnt you? Well, miracles happen, and that was one of them, but if you try to get back that way, the performance wont be encored, and you can bet your curly head on that, my son.

Its the shortest way, said the little staff-officer.

Yes, the shortest way to Kingdom come, said Cleymore, disgusted; if youre not shot, the Texans will catch you.

They were crouching on the hot dried grass, side by side. The sweat poured down Cleymores forehead washing the powder grime into thick patches over his young face. He threw his blackened jacket open at the throat, rubbed his forehead with his sleeve and said, Whew!

Its the shortest way, repeated the other, rising to his knees.

You cant go, said Cleymore, sharply, the bridge is mined and Murphy may blow it up any moment.

The youth handed back the field-glass with a smile. For a moment their eyes met, then Cleymore s flushed face turned a bright crimson and he caught his breath, murmuring Im blest!

Captain Cleymore, said the staff-officer coolly, you are detaining me from my duty. Have I your permission to leave?

They eyed each other steadily.

You must not go, said Cleymore in a curious, husky voice,  let me send a man—

Have I your leave?

Come back, cried Cleymore, I wont give it! — but the youngster sprang to his feet, touched his curly head in quick salute, and started on a run toward the covered bridge, holding his sabre close to his thigh.

Drop! shouted Cleymore, and began to swear under his breath, but the youngster ran on, and to Cleymores amazement, the rifles of the fierce Texans on the other side of the river were silent.

On and still on ran the boy, until, with a sigh of astonishment and relief, Cleymore saw him push in among the handful of blue-clad engineers at the end of the bridge; but he went no further, for they stopped him with levelled bayonets, shaking their heads and gesticulating, and suddenly Cleymore noticed that the bridge was afire at the further end.

Murphys fired the bridge! he called out to Kellogg on the plateau above.

Kelloggs head appeared over a shattered gun limber. Then Longstreets coming, you bet!

I suppose so, cant you see anything? Call Douglas.

The Texas rifles cracked again. Kellogg did not answer. Cant you see any movement near the woods? demanded Cleymore from his rock. Then he looked carefully at Kelloggs head, appearing to rest between two bits of sod, and he saw, in the middle of the forehead, a round dark spot from which a darker line crept slowly down over the nose.

After a second or two he turned from the dead eyes staring fixedly at him, and looked across the river where the rifles were spitting death. The round white blotches of smoke hung along the river bank like shreds of cotton floating. Then he glanced toward the bridge again. There was a commotion there; a group of excited soldiers around a slender figure, bareheaded, gesticulating.

Whats that hop o my thumb up to now? he muttered excitedly, and raised his field-glass.

By Jingo! Trying to cross the bridge, and its afire!

For a moment he knelt, his eye glued to the field-glasses, then with an angry exclamation he turned toward the floating rifle-smoke along the opposite bank. The chances were that hed be hit, and he knew it, but he only muttered pettishly; Young fool, and started, stooping low, toward the swaying knot of men at the bridge.

The chances were ten to one that hed be hit, and he was, but he only straightened up and ran on. The minié-balls came whining about his head, the blood ran down into his boot, and filled it so that he slopped as he ran. And after all he was too late, for, as he panted up to the bridge, far down the covered way he saw the youngster speeding over the smoking rafters.

Stop him! he gasped.

A soldier raised his rifle, but Cleymore jerked it down.

Not that way, he said, leaning back on his sword.

Along the dry timbered tunnel crept the boy, for the fire was all about him now. Once he fell but rose again.

Has the mine been fired — the powder trail? asked Cleymore, in a dull voice.

A soldier nodded and opened his mouth to speak, but a deafening roar drowned his voice and gave Cleymore his answer.

Is that all? asked Cleymore again, as the smoke rushed skyward, and the ground trembled and cracked beneath them.

One more, said a sergeant curtly, as Captain Murphy hurried up. The whole further section of the bridge had crumbled into the torrent below. The smoke swept through the tunnel, and when it lifted Cleymore caught a glimpse of a figure dragging itself back from the gulf ahead. The soldiers saw it too.

He would go, said one of them, as though speaking to himself.

Cleymore tore off his jacket and held it before his face.

You cant do it! cried Murphy, horrified.

Let go — I must, said Cleymore quietly, cut the match, if you can.

The other mines are on fire! In the name of God, Cleymore! urged the engineer officer, holding him back by both shoulders.

Damn you, Murphy, let me go! cried Cleymore fiercely; let go, I say.

I will not, Cleymore; we cant lose you for a fool of a boy — —

But its a woman! roared Cleymore, wrenching himself free.

II.

AS he ran through the smoke-choked bridge, bright little flames shot from the crackling timbers, and he felt the hot breath of the furnace underneath. And all the time he kept repeating as he ran, Im a fool, Im a fool, its all up now; but he hurried on, shielding his face with his braided jacket, feeling his way through the flurries of smoke and sparks until a whirl of flame blocked his way; and on the edge of the burning depths he found what he was looking for.

She was very slender and light, in her ragged uniform, and he lifted her and wrapped his jacket about her head. Then he started back, increasing his speed as the black smoke rolled up from the planks under foot, but it was easier than he had dared dream of, for she revived, and when Murphy loomed up in the gloom, and steadied them with an arm, he laughed aloud from sheer nervousness. Then a terrific explosion threw him on his face, but Murphy helped him up, and he seized his burden again and staggered toward the hill where Keenans guns were already thundering, and the crack — crack — crackle of rifles echoed and re-echoed from rock to cliff.

Youre hit, said Douglas, as he entered the entrenchment.

I know it, said Cleymore, hastily scanning the rifle-pits, keep the men under cover, Douglas — whats up? Wait, Ill be there in a second. Here, Pillsbury, take this we — this officer to my burrow and stay there until I come!

Douglas, lying close to the top of the breastworks, glasses levelled, began to speak in a monotonous voice: The two batteries have returned and are unlimbering to the west; they seem to have cavalry too; a heavy column is moving parallel to the railroad — infantry and ammunition convoy; more infantry coming through the cemetery; I can see more on the hill beyond; the batteries have unlimbered — look out!

Down! shouted Cleymore, but the shells sailed high overhead and plunged into the muddy torrent of the South Fork.

Keenan, he called, do you want volunteers?

Not yet — damn the Texans! bawled Keenan through the increasing din.

Douglas began, Cleymore, they are— and fell over stone dead.

Cleymore heard the miniê-balls thud! thud! as they struck the dead body, half flung across the breastwork, and Keenan, maddened by the bullets which searched his dwindling files, bellowed hoarsely, as one by one his guns flashed and roared, Now! In the name of God, lads, to hell with them!

Like red devils in the pit the cannoneers worked at their guns, looming through the infernal smoke pall stripped to their waists. Keenan, soaked with sweat and black from eyes to ankle, raged like a fiend from squad to squad while his guns crashed and the whole hill vomited flame.

Thicker and blacker rolled the smoke from the battery emplacement, until it shrouded the hill. Then out of the darkness reeled Keenan howling for volunteers and weeping over the loss of another gun.

Three left? motioned Cleymore faintly with his lips.

Three! Number four dismounted and all killed; send me some of your infantry! and the artilleryman plunged into the blazing furnace again. Below them the grass and abatis caught fire and the smarting smoke of green wood almost blinded Cleymore. Murphy and his engineers were at work among the crackling logs, but after a while the dull blows of their axes died away and Cleymore knew they were dead.

More men for the guns! roared Keenan from the darkness, and a dozen Rhode Islanders tumbled out of their burrows and groped their way into the battery. In another moment Keenan came staggering out again, gasping like a fish and waving his arms blindly.

Theyve got another gun, Cleymore, — only two now, — more men for the guns!

Cleymore, half fainting from the loss of blood, motioned to his men for volunteers; and they came, cheering for old New York, and vanished, engulfed in the battery smoke.

The hill was swept by fierce cyclones of lead; bullets flew in streams, whistling, hurtling among the rocks, rebounding into the rifle-pits, carrying death to those below. Great shells tore through the clouds, bursting and shattering the cliff overhead. A whirlwind of flame from the burning bridge swept over the hillside, hiding the river and the heights opposite, and the burning abatis belched smoke and torrents of sparks. Cleymore sat down near the burrow, and picked the bits of cloth from the long tear which the bullet had made in his flesh above the knee. The last of the engineer company came toiling up from the railroad bridge, and the lieutenant nodded to his question, Yes, the bridge is blown out of the water. Where can I put my men in, Captain?



Cleymore pointed to the pits, and they went into them, cheering shrilly. A moment later a shell fell into one of the crowded pits and exploded, throwing out a column of sand and bodies torn limb from limb. Only one gun was firing now from Keenans battery, but from that one gun the lightning sped continuously, fed by a constantly renewed stream of volunteers. Cleymore, watching Keenan, thought that he had really gone mad. Perhaps he had, and perhaps that is why Heaven directed a bullet to his brain, before the loss of his last gun should kill him with grief. Then a shell smashed up the muzzle of the last gun, and the remnants of the servants dragged themselves away to lie panting like hounds on the scorched earth, or die inch by inch from some gaping wound.

The jig is up, said Cleymore aloud to himself.

For a quarter of an hour the enemys guns rained shells into the extinct crater — the tomb of Keenan and his cannon. Then, understanding that Keenan had been silenced forever, their fire died out, and Cleymore could hear bugles blowing clearly in the distance.

He staggered to his feet and called to his men, but of the 10th New York Rifles, only thirty came stumbling from the pits. Pillsbury also answered the call, sauntering unconcernedly from the burrow whither he had carried Cleymores charge.

All around them the wounded were shrieking for water, and Cleymore aided his men to carry them to the spring which flowed sparkling from the rocks above. It was out of the question to remove them, — it was useless to think of burying the dead. The three days struggle for the hill had ended, and now all the living would have to leave, — all except one.

Pillsbury, said Cleymore, take my men, and strike for the turnpike due north. I cant walk — I am too weak yet, but you have time to get out. March!

The men refused, and Pillsbury called for a litter of rifles, but a volley whistled in among them and they reeled.

Save thet there flag! shouted Pillsbury, Ive got the guidon!

Cleymore lay on the ground motionless, and when they lifted him his head fell back.

Daid, said Pillsbury, soberly, poor cuss! A rifleman threw his jacket over Cleymores face, and started running down the hill to where the colour-guard was closing around a bundle of flags, black and almost dropping from the staffs.

Save the colours! they cried, and staggered on toward the north.

III.

IT may have been thirst, it may have been the groans of the wounded that roused Cleymore. He was lying close by the rivulet that ran from the rock spring, and he plunged hands and head into it and soaked his fill.

The wound on his leg had stiffened, but to his surprise he found it neatly dressed and bandaged. Had aid arrived?

Hello! he called.

The deep sigh of a dying man was his only answer. He hardly dared to look around. The air was stifling with the scent of blood and powder and filthy clothing, and he rose painfully to his feet and tottered into the cool burrow among the rocks.

His blanket and flask lay there, but before he raised the flask to his lips he lifted the corner of the blanket nervously. Underneath stood a small oblong box, into which was screwed an electric button. Two insulated wires entered the ground directly in front of the box, which was marked in black letters, Watsons Excelsior Soap.

Cleymore replaced the blanket, swallowed a mouthful of whiskey and lay down, utterly exhausted. It was late in the afternoon when he awoke from the pain in his leg, but somebody had bandaged it again while he slept, and he was able to move out into the intrenchments. Most of the wounded were dead — the rest were dying in silence. He did what he could for Cunningham who joked feebly and watched Morris with quiet eyes. Morris died first, and Cunningham, hearing the death-rattle in his comrades throat, murmured: Phin he lived he bate me, but oill give him a race to the Saints fur his money! Is Dick Morris dead now?

Dead, said Cleymore.

Thin, good-bye, Captain dear, whispered Cunningham.

At first Cleymore thought he was sleeping.

The evening fell over the hilltop, and the last of the wounded shivered and died with drawn face upturned to the driving clouds. Cleymore covered the boys face — he was scarcely sixteen — and sat down with his back against a rock.

The wreck of Keenans battery rose before him in the twilight, stark and mute, silhouetted against the western horizon. Lights began to sparkle along the opposite river bank, and now, from the heights, torches swung in semi-circles signalling victory for the army of the South, death and disaster to the North. Far away over the wooded hills dull sounds came floating on the breeze, the distant rhythmic cadence of volley firing. There were fires too, faint flares of light on the horizon where Thomas was standing like a rock. On a nearer slope a house and barn were burning, lighting up the stumps and rocks in the clearing, and casting strange shadows over the black woods. In the gathering twilight someone came down the cliffs at his back, treading carefully among the shellsplit fragments, and Cleymore saw it was the little staff-officer. She did not see him until he called her.

I want to thank you for dressing that scratch of mine, he said, rising.

You are very welcome, she said, is it better?

Yes — and you?

You saved my life, she said.

But are you burnt — you must have been—

No — only stifled. Are the wounded alive? I did what I could.

They are dead, said Cleymore. She unhooked her sabre, and sat down beside him looking off over the valley.

After a silence he said: I suppose you are one of our spies — I have heard of the women spies, and I once saw Belle Boyd. How did you happen to take the place of an aide-de-camp?

Am I to tell all my secrets to an infantry captain? she said, with a trace of a smile in her blue eyes.

Oh, I suppose not, he answered, and relapsed into silence.

Presently she drew a bit of bacon and hard-tack from her pouch and quietly divided it. They both drank from the rivulet after the meal was finished. She brushed the water from her lips with a sun-tanned hand, and looking straight at Cleymore, said: The hill below the abatis is mined, is it not?

Now, really, said Cleymore, am I to tell all my secrets to a girl spy? She stared at him for a moment, and then smiled.

I know it already, she said.

Oh, said Cleymore, and do you know where the wires are buttoned?

Wires? she exclaimed.

Of course. Be thankful that poor Murphys mines at the bridge were old-fashioned. If there had been wires there, you would not be sitting here.

And you have stayed to fire this mine? she said at length.

Yes.

The bridges are gone, and the river is impassable. It will be days before Longstreets men can cross.

I know it, said Cleymore, but when they come, Ill be here — and so will the mine.

The spy dropped her clasped hands into her lap.

Ill blow them to hell! said Cleymore savagely, glaring at the silent dead around him. Then he begged her pardon for forgetting himself, and leaned against the rock to adjust his eyeglasses.

That would be useless butchery, said the girl, earnestly.

That will do, said Cleymore, in a quiet voice.

The girl shrank away as though she had been struck. Cleymore noticed it, and said: If you are a Government spy, you are subject to army regulations. I would rather treat you as a woman, but I cannot while you wear that uniform or hold a commission. How, in Heavens name, did you come to enter the service? You cant be eighteen — you are of gentle breeding?

I am a spy! she exclaimed, and I thank God, and I hate the enemies of my country!

Amen, said Cleymore, wondering at her fierce outburst.

Do you not hate the Confederates? she demanded.

No, he answered, gravely, but I hate the rebellion.

But you must hate your enemies; I do.

I dont; it makes me sick to see them go down — splendid fellows, — Americans, and to think that such troops might have stood shoulder to shoulder with our own, under the same flag, against the world! — aye, against ten worlds! I hate the rebels? By Heaven, no! Think of Thomas and Grant and Lee and Jackson leading a united army against those thieving French in Mexico! Think of Sherman and Sheridan and Johnston and Stuart facing the fat-brained treachery of England! I tell you I respect the rebels. Look at that heap of dead! Look at those smashed guns! Look at me — the defeated commander, crouching in this slaughter pen, waiting to spring a mine — and die. The men who reduced me to this have my respect as soldiers and my love and admiration as Americans, but if I could blow them all to the four winds by one touch of an electric button, Id do it, and bless the chance! The girl trembled at his fervour.

That is a strange creed, she murmured.

Creed? The Union, in the Name of God — thats my creed!

IV.

THE next day it rained. The rebel batteries flung a dozen shells among Keenans ruined guns, but, receiving no answer, ceased firing. Cleymore was stiff and ill, but he managed to reach the intrenchment and rest his field-glasses against a rock. The four batteries were in motion, filing along the river bank toward the cemetery where a flag drooped above a marquee, the headquarters of some general. The Texan Riflemen were moving about the scrub-oak, showing themselves fearlessly, and a battalion of engineers was hard at work on the smouldering piers of the bridge. Dark masses of troops appeared on the distant hillsides as far as the eye could reach, and along the railroad track cavalry were riding through the rain.

All day long Cleymore watched the rebel army, and at night he shared his hard-tack and bacon with the girl. They spoke very little to each other, but when Cleymore was looking at the rebels her eyes never left him. Once, when he crept into his cave to swallow a drop of brandy, she hurried from rifle-pit to rifle-pit, evidently searching for something, but when again he reappeared she was seated listlessly against the rocky wall, her blond head buried in her hands. And that night too, when he was tossing in feverish slumber, she passed like a shadow through the intrenchment, over rocks, down among the dead in the hollows, her lantern shining on distorted faces and clenched hands.

The next day the rain still fell; the engineers were steadily at work on the ruined bridge, but the river had swollen enormously, and Cleymore could not see that they had progressed. He went back to his cave and dropped on the blanket, the box marked Watsons Excelsior Soap at his side. The girl brought him a bit of hard-tack and a cup of water. It was the last crumb left in the camp, except three biscuits which she had in her own pockets. She did not tell him so.

Toward midnight he fell asleep, and when she saw that he slept, she bent over him and looked into his face, lighting a match. Then she softly raised the blanket and saw his arm encircling a box marked Watsons Excelsior Soap. As she stooped to touch the wires he stirred in his sleep and smiled, and she shrank away, covering her eyes with her hands. The next day she brought Cleymore his biscuit and cup of water, for his strength was ebbing, and he could scarcely crawl to the breastworks. She ate nothing herself. The engineers were progressing a little, the sun shone on the wasted hills, and the music of a Confederate band came in gusts across the river from the cemetery.

They are playing Dixie, said the girl; but Cleymore only sighed and pulled the dirty blanket over his face. The next day she brought him his biscuit, there was but one left now, and he, not knowing, asked for another, and she gave him the last.

About noon he called to her, and she helped him to the breastworks and held his field-glasses. The engineers had made alarming progress, for the river was falling rapidly.

Theyll be over to-morrow, he said.

When he was lying in his blanket once more, he beckoned her to come close beside him.

Are you ill? he asked.

She shook her head.

You are so white and frail — I thought you might be ill.

Oh, no, she said.

Have you plenty to eat?

Plenty.

When are you going?

Going? she faltered.

You must go, of course, he said, querulously, they will be over the river to-morrow.

And you? said the girl.

Its my business to stay here.

And — fire the mine?

And fire the mine, he repeated.

What is the use? They will enter all the same.

Not all of them, said Cleymore, grimly.

No — not all of them — a hundred half-starved young fellows will be mangled — a hundred mothers will be childless — but what matter, Captain Cleymore?

What matter, he repeated,— my orders are to defend this hill until hell freezes over, and I am going to do it. Then, again, he wearily asked pardon for his words.

Toward evening she saw he was sleeping; his eye-glasses had fallen beside him on the blanket. Almost timidly she picked them up, held them a moment, then bent her head and touched them with her lips.

The morning broke in a burst of splendid sunlight. Over the river the rebel bands were playing when Cleymores hot eyes unclosed, but he could not rise from his blanket.

The girl brought him a cup of water and held it while he drank.

There are no more biscuits, she said.

I shall not need them, he murmured, what are the rebels doing?

They are massing to cross. The bridge is almost ready.

And Im ready, he said, good-bye.

The girl knelt beside him and took both of his hands in hers. I am not going, she said.

I order you, he muttered.

I refuse, she answered gently.

A hectic flush touched the hollows under his eyes and he raised his head. I order you to leave these works, he said angrily.

And I refuse, she repeated gently.

A burst of music from the river bank came up to them as their eyes met in mute conflict. Cleymores hand instinctively felt for the button and the wires, then he gave a great cry and sat up among his rags, and the girl rose slowly to her feet beside him.

Traitor! he gasped, and pointed at her with shaking hands.

She turned perfectly white for a moment, then a wan smile touched her lips, and she quietly drew a revolver from her jacket.

I am not a traitor, she said, I am a Confederate spy, and I cut those wires last night. You are my prisoner, Captain Cleymore.

The silence was broken by the noise from the bands, now massing about the further end of the completed bridge. Cleymore bent silently over the ruined wires, touched the button, then, turning savagely, whipped his revolver to his head and pulled the trigger. The hammer struck an empty cylinder, and he flung it from him with a sob.

In an instant the girl was on her knees beside him, raised him in her arms, holding his head on her shoulder.

Is it so hard to surrender to a woman? she asked, see, I give you my revolver — here — now shoot me down at your feet! I cut those wires! Shoot fearlessly — Ah, do you think I care for my life?

Cleymore raised his head a little.

I surrender, he sighed, and fainted.

Then there came a great sound of cheering from below, the drums rattled, and the music of the bugles swelled nearer and nearer, until a crash of eager feet sounded among the branches of the abatis and a figure clad in grey leaped upon the breastworks and drove the steel point of a standard into the gravel.

In the name of God! he shouted in a voice choked with emotion.

Let him pray,  muttered the dusty veterans of Longstreets infantry as they wheeled into the parallels, hes one of Jacksons men.

And all these things were done in the Name of the Most High.


THE BOYS SISTER.
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LE PLUS GRAND tort de la plupart des maris envers leurs femmes, cest de les avoir épousées.



Je ne me sens jamais plus seul que lorsque je livre mon coeur à quelque ami.

MAUPASSANT.

I.

GARLANDS profession took him to Ten Pin Corners. His profession was to collect butterflies for the Natural History Museum of New York. Uncle Billy, who kept the Constitution Hotel at Ten Pin Corners, thought bug huntin was a dampoor bizness, even fur a dood, — and perhaps it was — but that is none of your business or mine. Garland lived at the Constitution Hotel. The hotel did small honour to its name, in fact it would have ruined any other constitution. It was ruining Garlands by degrees, but a man of twenty-five doesnt notice such things. So Garland swallowed his saleratus biscuits and bolted pork and beans, and was very glad that he was alive.

He had met the male population of Ten Pin Corners over the bar at the Constitution Hotel, — it being a temperance state — and there he had listened to their views on all that makes life worth living.

He tried to love his fellow-countrymen. When Orrin Hayes spat upon the stove and denounced womans suffrage — when Cy Pettingil, whose wife was obliged to sign his name for him, agreed profanely — when the Hon. Hanford Perkins, A. P. A., demonstrated the wickedness of Catholicism, and proffered vague menaces against Rome, Garland conscientiously repressed a shudder.

They are my countrymen, God bless em, he thought, smiling upon the free-born.

Uncle Billys felonious traffic in the jyfull juice, did not prevent his attendance at town meeting, nor his enthusiastic voice against local option.

I aint no dum fool, he observed to Garland, let the wimmen hev their way.

But dont you think, suggested Garland, that a liberal law would be better?

Naw, replied Uncle Billy.

But dont you think even a poor law should be observed until wise legislation can find a remedy?

Naw, said Uncle Billy, and closed the subject.

Sometimes Uncle Billy would come out on the verandah where Garland was sitting in the sun, fussing over some captured caterpillar. His invariable salute was, More bugs? Gosh!

Once he brought Garland a cockroach, and suggested the bar-room as a new and interesting collecting ground, but Garland explained that his business did not include such augean projects, and the thrifty old man was baffled.

Whats them bugs good fur? he demanded at length. Garland explained, but Uncle Billy never got over the impression that Garlands real business was the advertising of Persian Powder. Most of the prominent citizens of Ten Pin Corners came to Garland to engage his services as potato-beetle exterminator, measuring-worm destroyer, and general annihilator of mosquitoes, and to each in turn he carefully explained what his profession was.

They were skeptical — sometimes sarcastic. One thing, however, puzzled them; he had never been known to try to sell anybody Persian Powder, for, possessed with the idea that he was some new species of drummer, they found this difficult to reconcile with their suspicions.

Bin a-buggin, haint ye? was the usual salute from the free-born whom he met in the fields; and when Garland smiled and nodded, the free-born would expectorate and chuckle, Oh, yew air slick, Mister Garland, yewre more n a Yankee than I be.

Ten Pin Corners was built along both sides of the road; the Constitution Hotel stood at one extremity of the main street, the Post Office at the other. Garland once asked why the place was called Ten Pin Corners, and Uncle Billy told him a lie about its having been named from his, Uncle Billys, palatial ten pin alley.

Then why not Ten Pin Alley? asked Garland.

Cuz it aint no alley, sniffed Uncle Billy.

But, persisted Garland, why Corners?

Becuz there haint no corners, said Uncle Billy evasively, and retired to his bar, thirsty and irritated. Asks enough damfool que-estions t set a man crazy, he confided to the Hon. Hanford Perkins; Ive hed drummers an drummers at the Constitooshun, but I haint seen nothin tew beat him.

The Hon. Hanford Perkins looked at Uncle Billy and spat gravely upon the stove, and Uncle Billy spat also, to put himself on an equality with the Hon. Hanford Perkins.

Concerning the mendacity of Uncle Billy there could be no question. Ten Pin Corners had been originally Ten Pines Corners. Half a mile from the terminus of the main street stood a low stone house. It was included in the paternal government of Ten Pin Corners, and it was from this house, surrounded by ten gigantic pines, and from the four cross-roads behind it, now long disused and overgrown with grass and fireweed, that the village name degenerated from Ten Pines to Ten Pin.

Thither Garland was wont to go in the evenings, for the pines were the trysting places of moths — grey moths with pink and black under wings, brown moths with gaudy orange under wings, rusty red moths flecked with silver, nankeen yellow moths, the product of the measuring-worm, big fluffy moths, little busy moths, and moths that you and I know nothing about. The sap from the pines attracted some of these creatures, the lily garden in front of the stone house attracted others, and the whole combination attracted Garland. Also there lived in the stone house a boys sister.

One afternoon when Uncle Billys continued expectoration and Cy Pettingils profanity had driven Garland from the hotel, he wandered down into a fragrant meadow, butterfly net in one hand, trout rod in the other, and pockets stuffed with cyanide jar, fly-book, sandwiches, and Wilson on Hybrids.

The stream was narrow and deep, for the most part flowing silently between level banks fragrant with mint and scented grass; but here and there a small moss-grown dam choked the current into a deeper pool below, into which poured musical waterfalls.

There were trout there, yellow, speckled, and greedy, but devious in their ways, and uncertain as April mornings. There were also frogs there, solemn green ones that snapped at the artificial flies and came out of the water with slim limbs outstretched and belly glistening.

Its like pulling up some nude dwarf, when they grab the fly, wrote Garland to his chief in New York, really they look so naked and indecent. Otherwise Garland was fond of frogs; he often sat for hours watching them half afloat along the bank or squatting majestically upon some mossy throne.

That afternoon he had put on a scarlet ibis fly, and the frogs plunged and lunged after it, flopping into the pools and frightening the lurking trout until Garland was obliged to substitute a yellow fly in self defence. But the trout were coy. One great fellow leaped for the fly, missed it, leaped again to see what was wrong, and finding out, fled into the depths, waving his square tail derisively. Garland walked slowly down the brook, casting ahead into the stream, sometimes catching his fly in the rank grass, sometimes deftly defeating the larcenous manœuvres of some fat frog, and now and then landing a plump orange-bellied trout among the perfumed mint, where it flopped until a merciful tap on the nose sent its vital spark into Nirvana and its crimson flecked body into Garlands moss-lined creel.

Once or twice he dropped his rod in the grass to net some conceited butterfly that flaunted its charms before the serious-minded clover bees, but he seldom found anything worth keeping, and the butterfly was left to pursue its giddy interrupted flight.

As he passed, walking lightly on the flowering turf, the big black crickets sang to him, the katydids scraped for him, and the grasshoppers, big and little, brown, green, and yellow, hopped out of the verdure before him, a tiny escort of outriders.

It was nearly four oclock in the afternoon when he came to the last pool, before the meadow brook flows silently into the woods where slim black trout lurk under submerged rocks and mosquitos swoop thankfully upon the wanderer.

On the bank of the pool sat a beautiful boy watching a cork floating with the current.

Hello, said Garland, you ought to be in school, Tip.

The boy looked at Garland through gilded tangled curls. Cant you see Im fishin? he said in a whisper.

I see, said Garland, but you know your sister wouldnt allow it. Why did you stay away from school, Tip?

The angelic eyes were lowered a moment, then the boy carefully raised his pole, and, seeing the bait intact, dropped it into the water again.

Bill Timerson biffed me, said the child.

If Willy Timerson struck you, you should not stay away from school, he said; did you — er — hit him back?

Did I?

Did you? repeated Garland, repressing a smile.

Heu! Why, Mister Garland, I slammed that d — n mug of his—

Tip! said Garland.

The boy hung his head and looked at the cork. Garland sat down beside him and lighted his pipe.

After a moment he said: Tip, I thought you promised me not to swear.

The boy was silent.

Did you? said Garland.

Yes, replied the boy, sullenly.

Well? persisted Garland.

I lied, said the boy.

You forgot, said Garland, quietly, you dont lie, Tip.

The boy looked at him shyly, then turned to his cork again.

Tip, said Garland, what do you think of these? he opened his creel and Tip looked in.

Hell! said the child softly.

What! interrupted Garland.

There! said Tip calmly, I lied again; lam me one in the snoot, Mister Garland.

Garland touched the boy lightly on the forehead. You will try, he said, trying to conceal the despair in his voice.

Yes, cried the child fervently, I will, Mr. Garland, so help me — I mean, cross my heart! After a moment he added, I — I brought you a green worm — here it is—

Hello! A Smerinthus, eh? Much obliged, Tip; where did you get it?

Sister found it on the piazza, — she said mebbe youd want it, replied the child lifting his line again; say, Mister Garland, Squire Perkins says youre loony.

What, laughed Garland.

Solemn, continued the child, he says you was once a book agent or a drummer, but youre loony now and cant work.

The Hon. Hanford Perkins, Tip? asked Garland, laughing frankly.

Yep, ole Perkins hisself.

To whom did he eulogize me, Tip?

What, sir?

To whom did he say this?

To sister — an Celia turned her back on him; I — seen it. Are you loony?

Garland was laughing but managed to say, no. Thats what I said, said Tip, scowling at the water, and I said youd kick the hel — youd kick the stuffins outen him if he said it much more. Will you, Mr. Garland?

I — I dont know, said Garland, trying to control his mirth, you mustnt say that sort of thing, you know, Tip.

I know it, said Tip, resignedly, I hove n apple through his hat though, — last night.

Then Garland explained to Tip all about the deference due to age, but so pleasantly that the child listened to every word.

All right, he said, Ill let the ole man be, — I was plannin to bust a window, he continued, with a trace of regret, but I wont! he cried in a climax of pious resignation.

Garland watched a distant butterfly critically for a moment, then picked up his rod and creel and shook the ashes from his pipe.

Goin to see Cis? inquired Tip.

Hem! Hum! I — er — may pass by that way, replied Garland.

You wont tell her that I smashed Bill Timerson?

Of course not, said Garland, thats for you to tell her.

I wont, said the child doggedly.

Very well, said Garland, walking away.

Tip watched him, but he did not turn, and the childs face became troubled.

I will tell, Mr. Garland! he called across the meadow.

All right, Tip, answered Garland, cheerily.

II.

BEFORE Garland came in sight of the low stone house he caught the fragrance of the lilies. The sun glittered low on the horizon, long luminous shadows stretched over meadow and pasture, and a thin blue haze floated high among the feathery tops of the pines about the house. A white nanny-goat of tender age, tethered on the velvet turf, cried me — h! me — h! watching him with soft silly eyes. Except for the kid, and a Maltese cat asleep on the porch, there was no sign of life about the house. Garland turned and looked out over the pastures. A spot of greyish-pink was moving down there. He watched it for a moment, quietly refilling his pipe, then dropped his rod and net upon the turf, and threw himself on the ground beside them. From time to time he raised his eyes from the pages of Wilson on Hybrids to note the progress of the pink spot in the distant pasture.

Wilson was most interesting on hybrids. What Wilson had to say was this: There can be no doubt that hybrid forms of these two splendid butterflies, Nymphalis Arthemis and Nymphalis Ephestion, exist in the localities frequented by these species. In the little village of Ten Pin Corners, Professor Wormly discovered an unknown hybrid, which, unfortunately, he was unable to capture or describe.

This was what Wilson had to say on hybrids. This was what Garland thought: Id give fifty dollars to capture one of these hybrids; — I wonder what Celia is doing in the pasture? It may not have been a hybrid; it may only have been a variety. Celia is milking the Alderney, thats what shes doing. Still Wormly ought to know what hes about. Celia has finished milking; now its the Jerseys turn. I should like to see a hybrid of Arthemis and — hello! Celia has finished, I fancy. Then he laid down his book and carefully retied his necktie.

When Celia arrived and placed her milk pail on the porch, Garland jumped to his feet with hypocritical surprise.

You are milking early, he said, did you just come from the pasture?

The girl looked at her pail and nodded. The sunlight gilded her arms, bare to the shoulder, and glittered in a fierce halo around her burnished hair. She had her brothers soft blue eyes, fringed with dark lashes, but the beauty of her mouth was indescribable. Garland, as usual, offered to take the milk pail, and she, as usual, firmly declined.

You never let me, he said, I wanted to bring it up from the pasture, but I knew what youd say.

Then you saw me in the pasture, she asked.

Br — er — yes, he admitted.

I saw you too, she said, and sat down in the red sunlight under the pines.

Garland sat down also, and made an idle pass at a white butterfly with his net.

Have you caught any new butterflies today? she asked, bending to tie her shoestring.

No, nothing new, he answered. She straightened up, brushed a drop or two of milk from the hem of her pink skirt, passed a slim hand over her crumpled apron, and leaned back against the tree trunk, touching her hair lightly with her fingers.

Last night, she said, a great green miller-moth came around the lamp. I caught him for you.

A Luna, he said, thank you, Celia.

Luna, she repeated gravely, is he rare? She had picked up a few phrases from Garland and used them with pretty conscientiousness.

No, said Garland, not very rare — but I will keep this one.

I caught some more, too, she continued,  a yellow miller—

Moth, Celia.

Miller-moth—

No — a moth—

A yellow moth, she continued serenely, that had eyes on its wings.

Saturnia Io, said Garland.

Io, repeated the girl, softly, is it rare?

It is rare here. I will keep it.

The Maltese cat lifted its voice and rubbed its arched back against the milk pail. Its name was Julia and Garland called it to him.

Julia has a saucer of milk on the porch; she is only teasing, said Celia.

But Julias voice was sustained and piercing, and Garland rose laughing and poured a few drops of warm fresh milk into the half-filled saucer. Then Julia exposed the depth of her capriciousness; she sniffed at the milk, walked around it twice, touched the saucer playfully, patted a stray leaf with velvet paw, and then suddenly pretending that she was in danger of instant annihilation from some impending calamity, pranced into the middle of the lawn, crooked her tail, rushed half way up a tree-trunk, slid back, and finally charged on the tethered kid with swollen tail and ears flattened.

Garland went back to his seat on the turf. It is the way of the world, he said gaily.

Celia picked up a pine cone and sniffed daintily at the dried apex.

Julia was not hungry; she only wanted attention, he added.

Some people are hungry for attention too, — and never get it, said Celia.

Garland knew what she meant. It was common gossip among the free-born who congregated about the saliva stricken stove at Uncle Billys or sat on musty barrels in the Post Office store.

But, said Garland, you do not want his attention, — now.

No, she said indifferently, I do not want it now, — it is too late.

Then dont lets think about it, said Garland quickly.

Think! think! she answered without impatience, what else can I do?

And you think of him? he asked.

No, not of him, but of his injustice, she said quietly.

They had talked sometimes on the subject — he never knew just how it came about. Perhaps his interest in Tip had moved her to the confidence, if it could be called a confidence, for all the free-born were unbidden participants in the secret. The story was commonplace enough. When Celia was sixteen, four years back, she lived with an elect uncle in the manufacturing town of Highfield, forty miles down the river. One day a road company with more repertoire than cash, stranded at Bowles Opera House and drifted back by highway and byway toward Boston. One member of the company, however, did not drift back. His name was Clarence Minster and he said he had found salvation, which was true in one sense, for Celias elect uncle clawed him into the fold and having cleansed his soul, gave him a job to cleanse the stable at very few dollars a month. Celia was young and simple and pitiful. She also possessed five hundred dollars of her own. So Clarence Minster first ran away with her and then with most of her five hundred dollars. Unfortunately the marriage was legal, and the uncle implacable, so Celia took her brother Tip in one hand, and a thinned-out pocket-book in the other, and went to her dead parents home, the stone house at Ten Pin Corners. She sometimes heard of Minster, never from him. He had struck the public taste as Dick Willard, the hero of the lachrymose melodrama, Honour, and his photographs were occasionally seen in Highfield store windows.

This was Celias story — part of it. The other part began as she began to listen to Garland, and to bring him delicate winged moths that sought her chamber lamp as she bent over Tips patched clothes. Something also was beginning for Garland; he felt it growing as he moved among the lilies in the dusk while Celia held the bullseye lantern, and the great sphinx moths hovered over the pinks. He felt it in the crystal clear mornings when sleepy butterflies clung to the late lilacs, and Celia moved far afield through raspberries and yellow buttercups. He felt it now, as he lay beside her among level shadows and gilt-tipped verdure — he felt it and wondered whether it was love. Perhaps Celia could have told him, I dont know, but it was plain enough to the tethered kid and the Maltese cat, to the drifting swallows, and the orioles in the linden tree besides the well-sweep. It was simple and self-evident to the Alderney, lowing at the bars, to the Jersey staring stolidly at Celia, to the robins, the hedge birds — yes, to the tireless crickets chirping from every tussock.

Now whether or not it was equally plain to Tip as he came trudging up the gravel walk, I do not know.

He said, Hello, Cis, and came and kissed her — a thing he did not often do voluntarily. I smashed Bill Timerson in the jaw, he continued, and he told the teacher, and I dasnt go back. Then he glanced humbly at Garland.

Celia had tears in her eyes, and she also turned instinctively to Garland. Speak to him, please, she said, I can do nothing.

Yes you can, said Tip— you and Mr. Garland together. Ive told him.

Tip will go back to school to-morrow, said Garland, and take his thrashing.

Tip looked doubtful.

And, continued Garland, as Bill Timerson is older and stronger than Tip, Tip will continue to punch him whenever assaulted.

Oh — no! pleaded Celia.

Let him, said Garland, smiling. Tip threw his arms around his sisters neck and kissed her again, and she held him tightly to her milk-stained apron.

Mr. Garland knows, she whispered, my darling, try to be good.

III.

GARLAND leaned back in his chair in the dingy bar-room of the Constitution Hotel. His abstracted gaze wandered from Uncle Billy to a framed chromo on the wall, a faithful reproduction of some catchup bottles, a boiled lobster and a platter of uninviting oysters. The Hon. Hanford Perkins was speaking — he had been speaking for half an hour. For years, like Peffer, he had been telling the Government what to do, but his patience, unlike Peffers, was exhausted, and now he had decided to let the country go to the devil. He wrote no more letters to the Highfield Banner, he sulked, and au ungrateful country never even knew it At times, however, under the kindly stimulus of Uncle Billys jy-full juice, he condescended to address the freeborn in the bar-room of the Constitution Hotel. He was doing it now. He had touched upon silver with the elephantine dexterity of a Populist, he had settled the tariff to the satisfaction of Ten Pin Corners, he spoke of the folly of maintaining a navy, and dismissed the army with a masterly sarcasm in which the phrase, fuss n feathers was dwelt upon. Uncle Billy, in the popular attitude of a cherub, elbows on the bar, gazed at him with undisguised admiration. Cy Pettingil, fearful that he was not on an equality with the drummer in the corner, spat upon the stove until he was. Then the drummer told an unclean story which was a success, but the Hon. Hanford Perkins, feeling slighted at the loss of attention, told a scandalous bit of gossip which threw the drummers story into the shade.

Garland stirred restlessly, and opened Wilson on Hybrids again. He had been reading for a moment or two when a name caught his ear, and he closed his book and raised his eyes.

The Hon. Hanford Perkins was speaking, and Garland leaned over and touched his coat sleeve.

You are speaking of a woman, he said, that is not the tone to use nor is this the place to discuss any woman.

Hey? said the Hon. Hanford, with a laugh, and winked at Uncle Billy.

I guess he can say what he dam pleases in my house, said Uncle Billy, expectorating; the girls not yourn.

The girl, added Cy Pettingil, is a damned little—

Then Garland took Cy Pettingil by the throat, swung him around the room twice, and kicked him headlong into the billiard-table, under which Pettingil hastily scrambled.

Now, said Garland to the Honourable Hanford Perkins, do you want to follow Pettingil? If you do, just wag that bunch of whiskers on your chin again.

The drummer in the corner smiled uneasily, picked up his sample case and key, and said goodnight in an uncertain voice to Garland. Uncle Billys eyes were fixed upon Garland with a fascinated stare, and his jaw slowly dropped. The Hon. Hanford Perkins cast one amazed glance at Pettingil, another at Uncle Billy, and waddled majestically out into the street.

When Garland had picked up his book and left the hotel, Cy Pettingil crawled from beneath the billard-table and approached Uncle Billy. He expectorated and leaned on the bar, but no amount of ejected saliva could re-establish him in his own estimation — he felt this bitterly.

Ill git the law on him, he said after a moist silence, and rubbed his red hand over his chin. Ill hev the law onto him, he repeated; but Uncle Billy was non-committal.

Gimme a little bug-juice, said Cy, after an uncomfortable silence, and tossed a quarter upon the bar, with ostentatious carelessness,— Im dry, Billy.

Yew be? said Uncle Billy, wall, yew dont git no bug-juice nor nawthin here.

Hey! said Pettingil.

Naw, said Uncle Billy, scornfully, and retired to the depths of the bar.

Garland walked slowly down the road in the twilight, switching the grass with the bamboo staff of his butterfly-net, angry with himself and nauseated with the free-born. And as he walked he was aware of a light touch on his arm, and a lighter footstep by his side. It was Tip.

I — I was in the hallway of the hotel, said Tip, eagerly, n I seen what you done to Cy Pettingil—

What were you doing there? said Garland sharply.

Buyin salt for Cis, — oh! I just love you, Mister Garland! And before Garland could raise his eyes, Tip had flung himself into his arms sobbing: I aint big enough to lick all the loafers in town, but I lick all their sons, and Cis says I am growin fast. Oh, you do love me and Cis, dont you, Mister Garland?

Yes, said Garland, gravely, and kissed his wet face. Then he took him by the hand and told him how low and mean a bar-room fight was, and that he must never tell Celia what had happened. He tried to explain to him what was necessary to resent, and what was not; he spoke sympathetically as he always did, and Tip absorbed every word.

Now let us forget it, said Garland, Tip, your grammar is very uncertain. Why do you not try to speak as your sister does?

The boys I play with dont speak that way, said Tip.

Neither does Cy Pettingil, — he speaks as you do, said Garland.

Tips hand trembled and clasped Garlands tighter. Learn me what to say, Mister Garland, he said after a silence.

I will, replied Garland, how would you like to go to school in Boston?

When?

Next winter.

Can Cis come too?

I — hadnt thought, — you cant leave her, can you, Tip?

No, said Tip.

Well — well see — you need not speak of this to your sister; I will — er — discuss the question with her later, said Garland.

Celia was standing under the pines as they walked up the gravel path. She knew his footsteps and came up on the verandah to greet him.

Why, you are all over white! she said; has Tip spilled the salt on you?

Tip and I hugged each other to the detriment of the salt, said Garland laughing and brushing the white grains from his coat.

Tip, dear, have you been naughty? asked Celia.

Nope, said Tip so promptly that even Celia laughed, and Tip retired to bed, glowing with virtuous resolves. Celia went up to his room and waited until he had said his prayers. She was troubled by the fervency of his prayer for Garland, but joined faintly in the Amen, and covered Tip with the white sheets.

Mr. Garland says he loves you, Cis, said Tip, holding up his lips to be kissed. Celia caught her breath and laid one hand on the bedpost.

Tip, she faltered.

Yep — an me, too, said Tip, blissfully.

He fell asleep soon; Celia stood and watched him in the moonlight. She was thinking of Garland; Tip was dreaming of him.

When she came down, Garland was busy among the lilies with bullseye lantern and butterfly net, and she took a chair on the verandah and watched him. Two Imperial moths had fallen to his lot, perfect specimens, and he was happy, for had not Professor Wormly cautiously deplored the absence of this species in the whole country?

One on Wormly, laughed Garland, dropping the great yellow and violet-brown moths from his cyanide-jar into her lap, are they not pretty, Celia?

Since Garland had come, Celia had seen beauty through his eyes where ever his eyes saw it; the shadows on the pasture, the long light over the hills, the massed pines red in the sunset, the morning meadow sheeted with cobwebs. For the first time in her innocent life she had turned to watch the colour in the evening sky, she had stooped to lift a clover-drunk butterfly and examine the rainbow span of its wings, she lingered at the bars, listening to the music of the meadow brook along the alders. So when he asked her if the moths were beautiful, she smiled and saw that they were; and when he asked her to hold his lantern among the lilies, she prettily consented.

Up and down they moved, to and fro through the lilies and clustered pinks, but the moonlight was too clear and the swift sphinx moths did not visit the garden that night.

He was standing still, looking at the lilies, and she was swinging the lantern idly. About Tip, he said abruptly, do you think the school here is good for him?

I know it is not, she said sadly.

His English is alarming, said Garland.

I know it — what can I do?

I dont know; if he goes to school he will play with those children, I suppose.

He was such a well-bred child, said Celia, before — before we came here. He talked when he was three. I seem to have little influence over him.

You have a great deal — not in that way perhaps. Suppose you take Tip out of school, Celia.

What would become of him? exclaimed Celia in gentle alarm.

Its better than leaving him there. I — er — I might help him a bit.

But — its very, very kind of you — but you will go away before winter — will you not?

I dont know, said Garland, and instinctively laid his hand on hers. At the contact, her cheeks flamed in the darkness.

Celia, he said, I do not want to go.

Her face was turned from him. After a moment his fingers unclosed and her impassive hand fell to her side. The swift touch left him silent and awkward. He tried to speak lightly again but could not. Finally he folded his net, extinguished the lantern and said good-night. Long after he had disappeared she stood among the lilies, her hands softly clasped to her breast.

IV

HEU! sniffed Uncle Billy, as he poured out a glass of beer for himself behind the fly-soiled bar at the Constitution Hotel, there haint a man around taown dass say a word abaout the Minster girl when Mister Garlands a settin here.

Mister Garlands a skunk! said Cy Pettingil, morosely.

He aint the skunk that yew be, Cy Pettingil, retorted Uncle Billy, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

Garland came in a moment later, satchel in hand, and laid a roll of bills on the bar. Uncle Billy moistened his thumb with his tongue, counted them, and shoved them into his waistcoat pocket. Crect, he said, shifting his quid, what can I dew for yew, sir?

Send this satchel with my trunk, said Garland, good-bye, Uncle Billy.

Uncle Billy emerged from the bar, wiped his right hand on his trousers and extended it.

Good luck, an many bugs to yew, Mister Garland. Im real cut up that yew air goin, sir; ennything in the bug line thet I hev Ill send t Noo York.

Thank you, Uncle Billy, said Garland, and walked out of the hotel, gloves in one hand, cane in the other.

Cy Pettingil sneered when he was gone, but, receiving no sympathy from Uncle Billy, went home and nagged at his wife, a pale woman weighed down with trouble and American pastry — until she retorted. Then he struck her.

Garland walked on past the church and school-house, through the sweet-briar lane by the Post Office, and, taking the path above the cemetery, followed it until he came in sight of the stone house among the pines. The Maltese cat trotted out to greet him, the tethered kid stared at him from the lawn, but Celia was invisible, and he stood hesitating under the woodbine on the porch. He had never entered Celias house. She had never asked him in, and he knew that she was right. He sat down under the pines and looked off over the pastures where the Alderney and Jersey were feeding along the brookside.

Garland had come to say good-bye. There was nothing that he could do for Tip; Celia was not able to send him to a better school, nor could she have afforded to go with him. Even if she should accept an offer to send Tip to school, what would she do there alone in that scandal nest of the freeborn? So Garland sat poking pine cones with his stick and crumpling his gloves in his brown hand until a tangle of sun-warmed curls rose over the fence and Tip appeared, smoking a cigarette. When he saw Garland he dropped the cigarette and looked the other way, whistling.

Come, Tip, said Garland, wearily, lets have it out before Celia comes.

Tip went to him at once.

Who gave you that cigarette? asked Garland. No one, I made it.

Tobacco?

No, sir, sweet-fern and corn silk.

That is not much better. Tip, are you going to stop this?

The child picked up a pine cone, examined it carefully, and tossed it toward the Maltese cat.

Answer me, said Garland.

The child was silent.

Very well, said Garland.

I promise! cried Tip,— I wont never smoke nothing, — dont go away, Mr. Garland!

Is that your word of honour, Tip?

Yes, sir.

All right, r said Garland, smiling, now you have promised me not to drink or smoke until you are twenty-one. I know I can trust you, and I am very happy. You need not tell Celia of this.

I — I will if you want? said Tip, humbly. No, — it will only worry her — and you have promised now. What did you do in school today?

I punched Jimmy Bro—

I did not ask for an account of your athletic victories, said Garland, I merely wished to know in what particular branch of the applied sciences you excelled.

Wh — a — at, sir?

Were you perfect in reading?

N — no, sir.

In writing?

No — o—

In arithmetic?

Tip stirred restlessly, and looked at the Maltese cat. Then he brightened and said, A skunk got into the cellar while school was goin. Teacher told us all about skunks an anermals.

Oh, said Garland, an object lesson in natural history?

Yep. Skunk aint its real name, its real name is Methodist Americanus—

Whats that? exclaimed Garland.

Methodist Americanus—

Mephetis Americanus, Tip, said Garland gravely.

Oh! I thought the man what named it might have had a uncle like mine—

Tip!

Yes, sir?

That will do, Said Garland seriously.

The child nodded contentedly and began an elaborate series of evolutions, the object of which was to capture the Maltese cat. The cat was perfectly aware of this; she allowed the boy to approach her until his hand was within an inch of her back; then she ran a few feet, cocked her ears, switched her tail, and pretended to forget him. After a while they disappeared behind the lilac bushes at the end of the verandah, and Garland leaned back against the tree and poked at pine cones again.

The sun sank lower and lower, flooding the pastures, tinging the calm meadow pools with the splendour of its fading glory. In the evening glow the turf burned like golden tapestry, the swallows twittered among the chimneys or drifted and rose high in the quiet air, and the chickens looked up with restless peeps to their roost in the lilac branches. An orange light, ever deepening, dyed the edges of the pools where the ripples of a rising fish or a low dipping gnat disturbed the surface reflection of the placid evening sky. From palest green to grey the horizon changed until, like a breath creeping over a window, a rosy flush stained the zenith. And the sun had set.

With sunset Celia came, walking slowly over the grass that shone in the shadows with a green almost metallic. She started slightly when Garland moved in the shade of the pines, but came to him, offering her hand.

Then you are going, she said simply.

Yes, — I am going. My train leaves at nine to-night. How did you know?

She glanced at his gloves and stick and smiled gently.

I am going, he said, because they want me in New York. Some day I will come back—

A ghost of a smile touched her lips again. He moved impatiently nearer, and she looked at his troubled eyes.

Shall I come back? he asked awkwardly.

Yes — come; Tip will welcome you—

And you?

I, — she said softly— I dont know.

What troubles you? he said; but she turned her head toward the sunset. What troubles you? he said again;— is — is he coming?

She dropped her head.

When? asked Garland in a hard voice. To-night.

Something of the horror in her face as she turned it was reflected in his own. This, then, was the reward for her quiet struggle for life; this was the reward, — the return of this miserable actor whom she had learned to loathe — her husband! Whew! the stench of perfume and grease paint seemed to fill his nostrils; he could see the smooth fat face shaved blue, as he had seen it behind the footlights in the metropolis, the bull neck, the professional curly head!

Then he set his teeth and dug his stick into the turf at his feet. The girl moved a step from him.

Celia, he said unsteadily, have you ever thought of divorce?

Yes.

They were silent again. The whistle of a distant train startled Garland from his reverie and he picked up his gloves and buttoned his coat. It was the incoming train from New York. With a frightened glance at him she held out her hand, murmuring good-bye, and turned toward the house, but he stepped swiftly to her side and touched her arm.

Oh, the terror in the eyes that met his, — and the kiss, — as she clung to his breast in the twilight there — the kiss that solved all problems, that broke down barriers and made the way plain and clear, — the way that they should travel together through life and the life to come.

And so they went away into the world together, and Tip went with them, one dimpled hand in Garlands, one clasping the Maltese cat close to his breast.




THE CRIME.
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HOW, SAYS HE, blessing himself, would I whip this child.... if it were my child.

SAMUEL, PEPYS.



THE CRIME

Heark! Oh, heark! you guilty trees, 

In whose gloomy galleries 

Was the cruellest murder done 

That ere yet eclipst the sunne.

I.

NOW it happened one day in the early Springtime when the sky was china blue and filmy clouds trailed like lace across the disk of a pale sun, that I, Henry Stenhouse, nineteen years of age, well and sound in mind and body, decided to commit a crime.

The crime which I contemplated was murder. For three years past I had watched the object of my pursuit; I had peered at him at night as he lay sleeping, I had crept stealthily to his home, evening after evening, waiting for a chance to kill him. I had seen him moving about on his daily business, growing fatter and sleeker, serene, sly, self-centred, absorbed in his own affairs, yet keeping a keen, shrewd eye upon strangers. For he mistrusted strangers; those who passed by him, not even noticing him, he mistrusted less than he did others who came to him with smiles and outstretched hands.

He never accepted anything from anybody. A strange step or the sound of a strange voice made him shy and suspicious. But he was cold and selfish, cold-blooded as a fish — in fact he — but I had better tell you a little more about him first. He was my enemy; I determined to kill him, and perhaps he read it in my drawn face and sparkling eyes, for, as I stepped toward him, the first time, he turned and fled — fled straight across the Clovermead River.

And although I searched the river banks up and down and up and down again, I saw no more of him that day.

When I went home, excited, furious, I made passionate preparations to kill him. All night long I tossed feverishly in my tumbled bed, longing, aching for the morning. When the morning came I stole out of the house and bent my steps towards the river, for I had reason to believe that he lived somewhere in that neighbourhood. As I crept along, the early morning sun glittered on something that I clutched with nervous fingers. It was a weapon.

This happened three years ago; I did not find him that morning although I searched until the shadows fell over meadow and thicket. That night too found me on his trail, but the calm Spring moon rose over Clovermead village and its pale light fell on no scene of blood.

So for three years I trailed him and stalked him, always awaiting the moment to strike, — praying for an opportunity to slay; but he never gave me one. He was fierce and shifty, swift as lightning when aroused, but the battle that I offered he declined. Oh, he was deep, — deep and crafty, cold-blooded as a fish, — in fact, he was a fish, Mine Enemy, the Trout.

Do you imagine that the killing of Mine Enemy was a crime? No, my friend — that, properly done, was what is known as sport; improperly done, it is murder; — there, the murders out! I was going to catch the trout with bait!

You, dear brethren of the angle, brave fly-fishermen, all, wet or dry, turn not from me with loathing! Hear my confession, the confession of one who was tempted, listened, fell, and fished for a trout with a worm!

Anyway, its your own fault if you throw down this book and beat your breasts with cruel violence. I told you that my story was to be the story of a crime, and if you dont like to read about crimes, you had no business to begin this tale. There are worse crimes too, — some people habitually fish with bait; some net fish, and there exist a few degraded objects in human shape who snare trout with a wicked wire loop on the end of a sapling.

Now I dont propose to tell you about these things, I am no depraved realist, so thank your stars that the crime I contemplated was no worse than it was, and listen to the story of an erring brother. Mea culpa!

I was only nineteen, a student at the State School of Engineering, and in my senior year. What I did in engineering was barely sufficient to carry me through my examination; what I did in shooting and trout fishing might have furnished material for a sporting library. I had no particular aversion to my profession; my father before me had been a mining engineer. I was not entirely ignorant either; I knew mica-chist from malachite, and I could — but thats of no consequence now. It is true, however, that instead of applying myself to the studies of my profession I spent a great deal of time contributing to a New York sporting journal called the Trigger. I produced a couple of columns a week on such subjects as German Trout versus Natives,

Do Automatic Reels Pay? and Experiments with the Amherst Pheasant. But my article entitled The Enemies of the Spawning-Beds, won me recognition, and I became a regular contributor to the Trigger.

How I ever passed my examinations is one of those mysteries that had better remain uninvestigated. I dont remember that I studied or attended many lectures. I was too busy, shooting or fishing, or writing for the Trigger.

Also there existed a girls boarding-school a mile away.

This school was run by two old maids, the Misses Timmins. It was the Timmins sisters aim in life to prevent the members of their school from coming into contact with the engineers from Clovermead; therefore we knew them all.

The means of communication were varied and ingenious, for the little maidens at the boarding-school were quite as enthusiastic as we were. We never went through the formality of an introduction, — it was not expected; we spoke when we had the chance, and thanked fortune for the chance.

There was, however, one weird custom laid down by the boarding-school maidens, a tradition which had existed as long as the school; and this was well understood by the Clovermead Engineers. It was this: no youth could expect to spoon with any Timmins maiden unless he first declared his intentions by serenading her.

We were not all blessed with a high order of musical ability, — I played a harmonica, — but we were willing to try. I had tried several times. The results were very sweet, — I dont mean in a musical way.

So between the boarding-school and the Trigger I found little leisure, and the less leisure I had the less I felt inclined to occupy it with engineering problems. Besides, there was the big trout to think of, Mine Enemy, whom I had sworn to drag from the depths of that most delicious of streams, the Clovermead River.

During these three years while I persistently fished for Mine Enemy (and goodness knows I had never before beheld so lusty a trout!) every fly known to anglers, and many flies unknown to anybody but myself, I tried on that impassive fish.

And he grew fatter and fatter.

I remember well the day of the temptation. I was sitting at the foot of the big oak tree that spreads above the pool where Mine Enemy lurked. Wearied with casting, I had sought the shadow of the oak and had lighted a cigarette to change my luck. And as I sat on the cool turf, I was aware of an angle worm, travelling along at my feet on business of its own. Scarcely conscious of what I did, I picked up a twig and tossed the little worm over the bank.

Then, in a moment, I was sorry, for I never willingly bother little things. I watched the worm sinking slowly into the crystalline depths of the pool.

When at last the little worm struck the bottom I suppose it was both astonished and indignant for it began to twist and turn and shoot out like a telescope over the gravelly bottom.

I was sorry, as I say, and I hoped it might make its way to the bank again and bore into it.

Several inquisitive minnows, half as long as the angle worm, gathered around it staring and opening their diminutive mouths. Then, all at once, the minnows darted away, scattering in every direction, and a huge shadow fell upon the gravel, a trout, monstrous, lazy, slowly gliding out from the dark bank to where the worm wriggled, pushing its pink head among the pebbles.

Very deliberately the great fish opened his mouth — not very wide — and the little worm was gone. For five minutes the trout lay there, and I watched him, scarcely daring to breathe. After a while I cautiously reached for my rod, freed the line and leader, bent a little forward, and cast over the fish. Lightly as snowflakes falling on window panes, the flies drifted onto the placid surface of the pool. The trout did not stir.

It was at this moment that temptation overtook me; my sinful eyes roved over the turf where the angle worm had been, and, brethren, forgive me! — I lusted after bait!!

It will be so easy, whispered the tempter, no one will ever know!

Get behind me, Satan, said I.

But its so easy, — and the big trout will never touch artificial flies!

Avaunt Apollyon! I groaned while the sweat stood in beads on my eyebrows.

So I overcame the devil, and went away to avoid further contention. And Heaven rewarded me with the sight of a pretty girl playing a guitar at her window.

She was so pretty that the fact alone was reward enough, but Heaven never does things by halves, Madame, and when for an instant I paused by the brier hedge to listen, the pretty girl gave me one of those swift, provoking sidelong glances, and then, touching her guitar, looked innocently up into the sky.

And this is what she sang:



Young am I, and yet unskilled 

How to make a lover yield; How to keep and how to gain, 

When to love and when to feign!



Take me, take me some of you 

While I yet am young and true; He that has me first is blest, 

For I may deceive the rest.



And the guitar went strum! tum-tum! strum! turn-turn! tinkle-tinkle-tinkle-strum! tum-tum!

The little innocent thing, I thought, and looked at her through the hedge.

She was not so very young; she might have been my own age. She was sitting in one of the windows of the dormitory which belonged to the Misses Timmins Select Boarding-school for Young Ladies!

Evidently the Misses Timmins were not in the immediate neighbourhood.

Dear little innocent thing, I repeated to myself.

I moved slightly. She looked at me with that dreamy confiding look that stirs the pulses of some people. I am one of those people.

She is lonely, said I to myself, it is the duty — nay, the precious privilege of the happy to sympathize with the lonely.

There was a bud of sweet-brier beside my cheek. I picked it, sniffed it pensively, and looked at the girl in the window.

She looked at me, glanced down at her guitar, thrummed a little, sighed a little, and ate a bonbon.

Ah, that sigh! — gentle, troubling, irresistible.

She, thought I to myself, shall be my goddess, — this humble dormitory shall be my temple, this window my shrine! Hither will I come to worship and bring burnt offerings, — almonds and bon-bons. This village will not be so dull after all, I thought to myself.

What time, said I, speaking very gently, for I did not wish to disturb the Misses Timmins with my rude voice,— what time, Mademoiselle, would it be advisable for an enamoured lover to serenade the delicious object of his adoration?

We retire at half-past nine, fair sir, said the maiden innocently.

I knew I was not mistaken. The poor child was lonely.

Heavens! said I,— driven to retire at half past nine! Are — er — the — Misses Timmins — er — fierce?

They are deaf, said the maiden, with a childlike smile.

Ah, — unhappy ladies! This is a fine old building, a noble façade. Are you fond of architecture?

My window is the one I am sitting in, said the maid with simple confidence, I could let down a string in case you had matters of grave import or state despatches to communicate.

Ahem! said I, have you a string there now?

Yes, fair sir.

So I slid through the hedge and stood under her window holding up my creel.

I have, said I, a few small brook trout here — nothing to boast of — but if you would accept —— — —

Indeed you are too kind—

They may vary the monotony of prunes and weak tea for supper—

Fair sir, I see you have known other boarding-school maidens!

Foi de gentilhomme! I protested.

Which is not pronounced the way we pronounce French here, she said,— let me see the trout.

I opened the creel.

I will accept, said the girl graciously, and let down a string, to which I fastened my creel.

You are very daring — how do you know that the whole school are not watching?

Because, said I, this is the afternoon when the whole school takes a solemn ramble into the country.

I am not rambling, she said.

All do not ramble on days of recreation, I replied significantly.

You know a great deal about this boarding-school, fair sir. I suppose you also know I am confined to my room as a disciplinary precaution.

 Monstrous! I cried, suppressing my satisfaction.

I only made a cider cocktail, she said.

Monstrous! I repeated, cider cocktails are no good.

By this time she had lowered the creel to me again and I slung it on my shoulders and picked up my rod from the lawn.

I will bring offerings, I said, do you like bon-bons, gentle maiden?

Yes, and pickles, she said gravely.

And music?

Sometimes — not too classical—

I will serenade you! I cried enthusiastically,— you say the Misses Timmins are deaf?

Shame on you! you know they are. What do you play? I am not sure that I will accept a serenade.

The banjo and the harmonica — not both at once. I play the harmonica best, but I cant sing to it at the same time, you know. Shall I come?

Y — es. Are you fond of pickled peaches? I can let some down to you.

I was on the point of accepting a pickled peach, — I would have accepted a pickled turnip from her, — when, out of the tail of my eye, I saw the tops of multi-coloured sunshades appearing above the crest of the hill, and I knew that the Misses Timmins were returning with their flock.

You must go! she whispered hurriedly,— go quickly!

Good-bye, — good-night, I said, you are the loveliest, sweetest—

Quick, — what?

Angel, — divine, glorious, — er—

Oh, hasten! What?

And I love you!

You mustnt say that; — must you? Oh, hurry and say it again — if you must—

Oh, I must! I cried, heedless of all the Timminses on earth, I really must—

My name is May Thorne — go quickly now.

Mine is Harry Stenhouse — the deuce! theyre at the gate!

They were.

Scarcely had I slipped around the building before I heard the chatter and laughter of girls and the patter of feet on the gravel walk. I had heard it before under similar circumstances. But there was a back gate; and I went. Now see how virtue is its own reward! I had resisted the devil and — he gave me another chance.

II.

YES, said I to myself, remembering how I had piously ascribed my reward to Heaven,— yes, I was mistaken. I should have said:  The devil, Madame, never does things by halves. 

I looked back at the dormitory door. One of the Misses Timmins was snipping roses from the porch trellis.

To eke out the meagre evening meal, I thought;  poor little maid — poor little May! Only nanny-goats eat roses, and an empty stomach rejoiceth not in perfumes.

This sounded to me like an Eastern proverb. It smacked well, and I repeated it to myself luxuriously.

Some day,  thought I,  when I am famous, and people begin to write books to prove that Im not, Ill marry May, — if I like her as well as I do now — and she likes me, — ahem! Id forgotten that part.

There is something about this little maid, I mused,  that touches my better nature; something too subtle to analyze, and anyway, Im not good at that sort of analysis. She is fond of eating trout, Im fond of catching them. Clearly we were designed for each other, — if only for an hour or so.

By this time I had reached my own gate, and stood pensively regarding a pair of tiny chipping birds that were absorbed in the excitement of a violent Spring courtship.

Certainly, said I to myself, I am infatuated, and Im proud of it. Any man would be — any man whose mind was not all mouse-coloured and neutral.

In the mellow evening light the pools of rain water glimmered like sheets of gold. Two swallows sat on a telegraph wire twittering to each other of the coming summer, two migrating blue-jays stopped in the apple tree by the porch to chatter scandal. A pair of belated white butterflies fluttered sleepily about the lower branches of the lilac bushes.

Theyre probably married also, thought I, and now theyre going home to bed. Everything that runs or flies or hops seems to be mated — except me. True, I dont fly — unless from the Misses Timmins.

I opened my creel and looked moodily into it. Fishing, after all, was cold comfort compared to stealing an interview with a winsome maid who ate bon-bons to guitar accompaniment.

May, said I to myself, softly, May, — might, — May makes might and might makes right — pshaw! Ill not go bothering my conscience with every little incident that comes up. I had some consideration for my conscience; I knew how tired it was.

The rain water in the long road ruts glimmered with a deeper orange light. A bat fluttered around the darkening foliage of the maples; a cricket creaked from door-sill.

The bat, thought I, is looking for a little lady-bat; the cricket is serenading; I think that Ill follow their example. I wish I could play on my harmonica and sing at the same time.

About ten oclock that night, the moon being well up, I went out onto the porch and looked at it until I felt sufficiently sentimental to sit on the damp grass under Mays window and make music as I understood it. So I took my banjo under my arm, dropped my harmonica into my coat pocket, and tip-toed off down the road as many a better man had done before me, and would continue to do as long as that boarding-school existed.

O delicious night in early Spring! Lured by the balm in the soft night winds, all the little field creatures had come out of their holes in meadow and pasture, in orchard and thicket, and were scraping away on monotonous shrill melodies, accentuated by the treble of hundreds of tree toads.

In every shadowy orchard Katydids performed countless encores to the bass bravos! of the great bull-frogs along the mill-brooks reedy banks. All living things did their part to celebrate the coming Summer, even a distant skunk added his mite to the spicy night. Personally I preferred the roadside lilacs, but its all a matter of taste, and George the Fourth liked his oysters over-ripe.

If these bull-frogs, thought I, keep up their sonorous tom-toms, it will ruin my serenade — I know it, from experience.

By this time I had reached the dormitory hedge.

A brassy cornet would be lost in this hubbub, I mused bitterly, looking up at the third window on the second floor.

I thumbed the bass string of my banjo doubtfully, paused, cleared my throat, included frogs, toads, katydids, and crickets in one general and comprehensive anathema, and sang this rehashed song:



Ye little loves that round her wait 

To bring me tidings of my fate, 

As May upon her pillow lies, 

Ah! gently whisper — Harry dies.



If this will not her pity move, 

And the proud fair disdains to love, 

Smile and say t is all a lie, 

And haughty Henry scorns to die!



Bother take it, I muttered, I shouldnt have sung that last verse — it may offend her. Thats the trouble about those old songs; you never can tell what youre singing until youve put your foot in it.

This mixed metaphor was probably due to the confusion in my mind, for what with the frogs and a lurking fear of the Misses Timmins, I was not as cool as I might have been.

While I was singing, two or three windows were softly raised, and now more were being raised, and I caught glimpses of shadowy white-draped figures leaning from sills or dodging behind curtains.

And now her window opened softly; I saw a shape between the curtains and the sweet notes of a guitar came throbbing out into the night.

Miss Thorne, I whispered, ask those young ladies to go in, please. They always come and bother.

Some of them took the hint. I did not care for the rest, for time was precious, and I feared the Timmins! So I told Miss Thorne in a hollow, passionate whisper that it was out of the question for me to try to live without her, — and a few other facts calculated to melt solid rocks into tears. But when I desired to be informed concerning her constancy, she interrupted me.

What was that last verse you sang? she asked.

Oh, that was only one of those old songs, you know; I didnt intend—

One of those old songs? Very well. Listen to this one then, and be assured of my constancy.



The time that is to come, is not; How then can it be mine?

The present moments all my lot, 

And that, as fast as it is got, 

Harry, is only thine!



Then talk not of inconstancy, 

False hearts and broken vows; If I, by miracle, can be 

This live-long minute true to thee, 

T is all that Heaven allows.



It was a pretty revenge for my parrot-like repetition of a verse that was out of place, but when, from a neighbouring window, another voice cried Brava May! serves him right! I was annoyed and protested in hoarse whispers.

Then all those little maids began to make fun of me. I thought I could distinguish Mays silvery mocking laughter, and, hurt and angry, I shook the dew of the lawn from my shoes, and went away, nursing my wrath and my hurt pride.

Thats what one gets, I mused, thats what a man gets by meddling with things that dont concern him! I was an ass to make eyes at her. I was doubly an ass to think that she would care for good music — I was a triple ass to sing that idiotic old song. It was a too-cock-sure-independent — well dont-if-you-dont-want-to! sort of song, and women dont like that. Women are all alike — it is only circumstances that change them. I wish I had sense enough to let em alone! The confounded song hurt her vanity — thats whats the matter!

I sat down on a flat rock by the roadside and blew a dismal strain from my harmonica. It comforted me a little, so I played Sir Daniel ODonnel and Caseys Lament.

The weird strains of the latter wrung howls from a dog in a stable near by, so I changed to a pleasanter air to save his feelings. But my heart was heavy; I eyed the moon furtively and moped.

Those feather-headed girls always come and listen every time a fellow tries to do a little wooing on his own account, I muttered; Barclay had the same experience, so did Kendall and Gordon. Ill be hanged if I repeat this fiasco — its cursedly silly, anyway, and I dont care whether its customary and traditional. Ill not play circus for any woman on earth!

I wiped my harmonica on my handkerchief and played Bannigans Barracks in a minor key. The dog in the stable howled intermittently.

I could see the dark mass of the dormitory out of the corner of my eye. A candle flickered behind one of the windows, I could not tell which, from where I was sitting.

And, as I eyed it askance, tooting resignedly the while, I saw somebody appear at the great gate, open it, and move swiftly out and up the moonlit road toward me.

Some of those girls have told a Timmins, and shes coming to do me! I thought. I dont care. Miss Thome made me ridiculous, and Ill not see her again, and Im on the public highway! Let the Misses Timmins advance!

So I struck up a lively quickstep on my harmonica, and blinked innocently at the moon. The figure was close to me now, I saw it, but I tootled away, regardless.

Mr. Stenhouse!

I turned slowly.

Oh, I know it is terribly imprudent, and if Im caught Ill be sent home, but I heard your harmonica — oh, such dismal strains! — and I thought if only I could see you for a second to tell you that it was not I that laughed, for I think your serenade was — was perfectly charming — there!

We were standing face to face in the moonlight. At last I said: I was a fool to sing that song; Im sorry, Miss Thorne.

Oh, it was not the song as much as it was that you said — you gave me to understand quite frankly that you had — had been to the school before. You said the girls always bothered—

Did I say that?

Yes, — it was most humiliating for — for me.

Oh, Im a perfect idiot, I admitted.

She looked down at her slippers — they had been hurriedly and carelessly tied — and I noticed it and knelt to repair the oversight.

I was in such haste, she said. Is it true that you have serenaded the dormitory before?

Not the dormitory—

You know what I mean; have you?

All the fellows do, I said, vaguely.

She tapped her foot on the gravel.

Those strings are sufficiently tied, she said, tell me whom you serenaded?

I cant do that, Miss Thorne.

Why? Then tell me when it was.

When? Oh, last year, before I ever imagined such a girl as you existed. Its a silly custom, anyway—

It isnt, — its charming — when the man has any tact. Its the tradition of the school that no girl shall spoon with a man who hasnt serenaded her, and I do not expect to break the traditions of my school—

Only the rules, Miss Thorne?

Only the rules — and a heart or two!

Or two!

Faith, sir, she said maliciously, did you think you were the only one?

Yes, said I, I did.

And you tell me deliberately that you had serenaded other girls there before I came — I dont know how many, perhaps a dozen, twenty, fifty, the whole school!

What! I cried, bewildered.

Oh, I dont care, she said, I only wished to show you what men are and what their selfishness requires of women, — to sacrifice everything while they sacrifice nothing.

And you dont care? I asked.

No, Mr. Stenhouse.

Then why did you risk everything to come and tell me?

W — what? she stammered.

Miss Thorne, said I, very gravely, your school is noted for its escapades. It is known in the village, not as the Misses Timminss Select Boarding-School for Young Ladies, but as The Devils Own. We engineer students are a reckless lot, also. We are, to put it plainly, a godless crew, but this — this is somehow different. I am beginning to believe that our thoughtless folly — yours and mine, may leave one of us miserable for life.

Me?

Who knows? I can only speak for myself, — I — I have changed already, — yes, in these few moments that we stood here face to face—

What do you mean? she said mockingly.

I mean that in another minute I shall love you — in another second!

Are you serious? she demanded incredulously. Then, Oh, I thought you jolly and clever, and you prove to be soft and silly! Master Harry, you bore me!

Do I? I answered angrily. Well, Ill never do it again, and I was a fool to believe you would understand anything but chocolate-creams and dormitory flirting!

Not only soft and silly, but a boor, she said. Good-night. No, you need not walk to the gate with me — I never wish to set eyes on you again.

III.

ON the first day of June I passed my final examinations at the great Engineering School at Clovermead, and was then ready to let myself loose on the mining regions of a deluded world.

The commencement exercises bored me; I went fishing most of the time, or else stayed in my rooms writing  Dry Fly Casting as a Fine Art  for the Trigger. In the long fragrant evenings I took lonely walks by the river or sat under the oak playing minor airs on my harmonica.

At the end of the first week in June the commencement exercises were over, the visiting hordes from New York and Boston had flitted away to Newport or Bar Harbor, the Government officers went back to Washington and West Point, and the little village of Clovermead lay in the sunshine, white, sweet-scented, deserted.

The Misses Timminss Select Boarding-School for Young Ladies had its commencement — a rainbow affair — and dissolved, leaving, as residue, an empty school-house and a dormitory dedicated to silence.



I didnt go to their commencement, not because I was not invited, for most of the fellows went anyway. No, since my last serenade, I had shunned the school and all it works.

It was true that I lingered in the village of Clovermead after my fellow-students had departed, not, as I frequently explained to myself, to catch a last glimpse of Miss Thorne, but to catch that veteran trout in the Clovermead River. I shall never see Miss Thorne again, I said to myself, and Im glad of it.

So on the day of her commencement I went fishing, very far off and I passed a miserable day. It rained, among other things.

The next morning the sun shone in at my window and I looked out into the village with a strange weight at my heart. I did not feel hungry, but went to breakfast, determined to let nothing disturb me or my appetite. As I touched the sugar-tongs to the sugar, a faint whistle came on the June wind from the distant railroad station.

There go the young ladies from the boarding-school,  said my landlady; do take one of these shirred eggs, Mr. Stenhouse.

Thank you, said I, with a queer sensation in my throat.

May has gone, I was thinking. After a while I said aloud: what of it!

I beg your pardon, said my landlady, smiling.

I beg yours — it was nothing; I was only thinking that I was alone in the village.

I hope you will stay, she said, fingering the black-edged handkerchief in her lap.

You are very good, I replied; I shall stay until I catch that big trout in the river.

Then poor luck to you! smiled the kindly old lady, what time will you have your dinner, Mr. Stenhouse?

I went back to my room and sat down by the window. A flowering branch of late apple blossoms scraped across the sash as I threw it open and leaned out.

For a long while I listened to the droning of bees among the half-opened buds, thinking that the warmth had fled from the sunshine and the scent was gone from mead and sedge.

And why? I repeated to myself again and again, until a sullen anger seized me and I tramped up and down my room, my hands buried in the canvas pockets of my shooting coat.

Now, said I to myself, this is d — d foolishness. Ill just go and try for that trout, and Ill catch him too, I added, gritting my teeth to dull the pain in my heart,— Ill catch him by fair means or foul, — yes, by jingo! Ill use a worm! No, I felt no horror for the deed I was about to commit. All that was base and depraved in my nature had risen with my better feelings to combat a depression, a sorrow, that was so sudden, so deep, that I hardly understood it.

Under such circumstances the truly good come out strong, — in novels; others do something wrong to occupy their minds. Wallowing dulls the capability of suffering, — for a time. It is much practised by weak and strong, contemporary fiction to the contrary.

So it happened one day in early June, when the sky was china blue and filmy clouds trailed like lace across the disk of a pale sun, that I, Henry Stenhouse, well and sound in mind and body, decided to commit a crime.

I started down the road, swinging my creel over my shoulder and whistling, buoyed up by that false exhilaration which always took possession of me when I felt myself on good terms with the devil. In my pocket nestled my luncheon, a small flask of Bordeaux, fly-book, harmonica, reel, and a tin bait box.

Imagine what it costs me to write this!

Well its written, — and on I went, whistling Sir Daniel ODonnel, as though I had not a care in the world and love was but an old wives tale.

Yet, whistle as I would, I could not close my eyes to the caustic criticism of the sunny world on my solitary condition. Robins hopped about the pastures in pairs, blue-birds flew from sapling to fence, in pairs, yellow butterflies whirled over the clover in dozens and dozens of pairs, and the very trees, the silver birches, the maples and elms, all seemed to grow in pairs. Two by two I counted oak and beach, nestling in each others shadows, two by two the twinkling silver aspens seemed to wink at me with every leaf.

I alone was alone.

Because, said I to myself, Ive got brains; but the boast fell only on the idle unbelieving ears of the corn, too young to understand or sympathize.

A great tenderness was in my heart, but I crushed it out, and turned into the fields, treading my way through rustling corn where June breezes lingered, whispering.

When I struck the hazel patch I felt better, and I whistled Sir Daniel ODonnel again.

A wood-thrush, striving to imitate me, produced an unconscious masterpiece; a cat-bird mewed unceasingly from the deeper growth. Both had mates.

I took the hidden path through the beech-woods until I came to a big pine. Here, following a trail, known to myself, I entered the denser woods, crossed the two spring brooks that feed the river, and after a few minutes rapid walking came to the oak which spreads above the limpid silvery pool, the abode of Mine Enemy.

As long as I have sunk to the level of a pothunter, said I, treading softly over the moss, I might as well do the thing thoroughly.

Very cautiously I produced an angle-worm from my box, baited my hook, cast the infernal machine into the pool, and then, placing my rod on the bank, put a flat stone on the butt and sat down to smoke. When I had finished my cigarette I lay down, stretching out on the moss under the oak tree.

And as I sprawled on my back looking skyward, I was aware of a pair of stockings, — black stockings, — hanging from a limb directly over my head.

Astonished and indignant I lay perfectly still, staring at the stockings. They had been wet but now were rapidly drying, swinging gently in the warm June wind.

This is pleasant! I thought; some credulous country wench has taken my pool for a footbath. Ill not put up with it, by jingo! Have fishermen no rights? Is this a picnic ground? Is that river a resort for barefooted giggling girls?

If there were any people splashing and paddling about among the stones down the river, I knew that every trout within range would be paralyzed with fright. I sat up and tried to see through the foliage which bordered the shallow river where it curved into the woods.

Theyre down there, I muttered, and I bet theyve done the business for every trout between here and the falls. Idiots!

I looked up at the stockings. They were certainly silk, I could see that. The sun bronzed the pointed toes, now almost dry. And while I looked there came a faint sound of splashing close by, just where the river narrows to curve into the woods. Something bright was glistening down there between the branches, something white that moved slowly up stream, nearer and nearer, now plainly in view through the leaves.

It was a young woman in a light summer gown with a big straw hat on her head, and she was slowly and deliberately wading through the shallow water toward my pool.

She seemed to be enjoying it; the swift water rippled around her ankles dashing her skirts with spray, as she lifted her wet pink feet carefully over the sharp rocks and deeper channels. Her skirt, gathered naïvely in both hands, fluttered perhaps a trifle higher than it might have done under other circumstances. It was a pretty innocent picture, but it was out of place in my trout pool, and I stood up, determined to expostulate. After a second I sat down again, somewhat suddenly. The black stockings waved triumphantly above my head. I looked at them, bewildered, utterly upset. The young lady in the water was Miss Thorne.

Before I could decide what to do, she came in sight around the trees, stepping daintily over the sandy shallows. I dared not move. She did not look up.

What the mischief shall I do? I thought, keeping very still so that no movement should attract her eyes to the oak on the bank above. I could not retreat and leave my rod, I dared not creep to the pool to recover it. Besides, I didnt want to go away.

She had sat down on a sunny rock, just below me, and was stirring the sandy bottom with her little toes. It was, as I said, a pretty picture, sweet and innocent, but utterly fatal to my peace of mind. I wondered what shed do next, and lay silent, scarcely breathing.

If she turns her back, I thought, Ill get up and go. Im no eavesdropper, and Ill go, — only I hope she wont give me the chance.

She had drawn a book from the folds of her skirt, and, as I lay there without sound or motion, she began to read, repeating aloud to herself the passages that pleased her.



I am the magic waterfall 

Whose waters leap from fathomless and living springs, Far in the mist-hung silence of the Past.



She paused, turning the leaves with languid capriciousness, then:



I fill the woods with songs; the trees, 

Through whose twigs flow prophecies, 

I deck with vestments green.



And again she read:



The shower has freshened the song of the bird And budded the bushes And gilded the maple and tasselled the linden and willow, Staining with green the forest-fringed path.

She sat silent, idly touching the fluttering pages. Then she raised her head, singing softly odd bits of songs to herself — to the thrushes around her.

A great belted kingfisher flashed past, a blurr of blue and white against the trees. His loud harsh rattle startled her for an instant.

And, as she turned to watch his flight along the winding stream, I rose and slipped noiselessly into the forest. Before I had taken a dozen steps, however, I remembered my rod, and halted irresolutely. Looking back through the thicket fringe, I saw that she had turned my way again, and it was out of the question to recover it without being seen.

If she only had her stockings on, I sighed.

Should I wait, taking discreet observations occasionally? Should I go and let the rod take care of itself? Suppose the big trout should seize hold and drag it into the river? Suppose Miss Thorne should step on the barbed hook with her bare little feet! At the thought I turned hastily back in my own tracks, halted again, started on, wavered, took one irresolute step, and stopped.

I could see her now quite plainly without being seen. She had tossed her book up on the moss, and was picking her way along the ascending bank, holding on to branch and root.

Shes coming for her stockings, thats what shes doing, I thought.

Until she had safely passed the pool where the hook lay, I kept my eyes on her. After that I waited until I saw her reach up to the oak-limb for the stockings; then I looked the other way.

I gave her ten minutes to complete her toilet, holding my watch in my hand.

Once she sang pensively that puzzling but pathetic old ballad:



 Mother, may I go out to swim?

 Yes, my darling daughter, — 

Hang your hose on a hickory limb, 

But dont go near the water.



The ten minutes were up at last. Now, said I to myself, shall I look? No — yes — no indeed! — I dont know, — Ill just see whether—

I turned around.

She had left the shelter of the oak and was hurrying down the bank toward my rod, with every appearance of excitement.

Ill bet theres a fish on it, said I to myself; by jingo! there is! — and its bending and tugging as if a porpoise had the line! Itll be into the river in a moment! There! Its gone!

But I was mistaken, for Miss Thorne grasped it just as it slid over the edge of the bank.

Shell break it! Ill bet its my big fish! There! Shes pulling the fish out — shes trying to drag the fish up! I cant stand this! Its no use — Ive got to go.

When she saw me hastening down the slope she did not cry out, neither did she drop the rod, but her blue eyes grew very large and round. And as I hurried up she gave one last convulsive tug and hauled up, over, and on to the bank an enormous trout, flapping and bouncing among the leaves.

In a second I had seized the fish — it took all the strength of my arm to hold him — and the rest was soon over. There he lay, a monarch among trout, glistening, dappled, crimson-flecked. I walked down to the waters edge, washed my hands mechanically, and slowly climbed back again.

I didnt know it was your rod, she said. I only saw a big fish on it, and I pulled it out.

I — I thought you had left Clovermead, I stammered.

I thought you had also, she said; all the others have gone. To-morrow I go; my guardian is coming.

To-morrow?

Yes; at eight oclock in the morning.

There was an awkward pause. I glanced askance at the fish, already ashamed of my work, dreading to know what she thought of a man who fished with bait.

It is a large trout, she said timidly; it is a wonder that I didnt break your rod and line. You see I never before caught a trout.

And — and you would not — you dont think less of a man because he fishes with bait? I asked, red with shame.

I? Why, no. What else would you use?

Flies, I said, desperately. You know it.

Flies? Can you catch enough?

I mean artificial flies, I said. You dont understand, you cant conceive the depth of depravity that leads a man to catch a trout as Ive caught this, — can you? Its simple murder.

But, said Miss Thorne, with a puzzled glance at the fish, I thought that I caught him.

I — I baited the hook, I faltered.

Then, said she, its a clear case of collusion, and were both responsible.

We looked at each other for an instant. She sighed, almost imperceptibly.

I am very sorry for what I said that night, I began. You cant think how it has troubled me ever since. I have suffered a great deal — er — and Im deucedly miserable, Miss Thorne.

I forgive you, she said sweetly. Why did you not ask me before?

Because, said I, being an idiot I didnt dare.

It made me very unhappy, she said. I should not have spoken so—

Oh, you were quite right! I cried; it was my fault entirely.

No indeed!

It was, really.

And to think I should have spoken so after the trout you gave me and the serenade—

If the music had been as good as the trout—

It was, — it was charming; and you said some things that first afternoon under my window—

meant them! — I mean them now a thousandfold!

The crimson stained her cheeks. She half turned toward the river.

I think, she said, that I am late for luncheon.

Very humbly I produced my flask of Bordeaux, my cold chicken, bread, and hot-house pears. She looked at them, her head on one side.

It is not very much, I ventured,— for two.

I think it will do, she said reflectively; there are some cresses by the brook. I am fond of cresses. Have you pepper and salt?

I rummaged in my pockets, produced the harmonica, a package of tobacco, a spare reel, a knife, a steel hunting watch, a cigarette case, a box of dry flies, a match-case, a box of leaders, and finally a neat little parcel of pepper and salt.

She watched me with perfect gravity.

If you please, she said, you may go and play on your harmonica under that oak tree while I — arrange the table. Will you?

Cant I help you? I murmured, giddy with happiness.

No. Go and play Sir Daniel ODonnell.

I watched her, tooting fitfully the while, and presently she called to me that luncheon was ready, and asked me to lend her my handkerchief to dry her hands.

We drank in turn from the flask, gravely begging pardon for the goutte sans façon.

But the luncheon! There never was such a luncheon served in the palaces of Stamboul! I ate ambrosia — some name it chicken — and I drank nectar — foolish people would have called it Bordeaux, and I sat opposite to and looked in the blue eyes of the sweetest maid in the world.

And so we sat and chatted on, I knowing little of what was said save that it was her voice, always her voice in my ears and every word was melody. The swift droop of the long lashes on the pure curved cheeks, the gentle caress in every movement, the light glinting on tawny hair, on stray curling strands blown across her eyes — these I remember.

The shadows came and laid their long shapes on the sands of the shore, the trees darkened where the massed foliage swept in one unbroken sheet above the moss; the red west blazed.

Once a fish splashed among the weeds; a wood-duck steered fearlessly past, peering and turning, sousing its gorgeous neck in the shallow stream.

At last she sprang up, touching her hair with light swift fingers, and shaking her skirts full breadth.

I must go.

So soon?

Yes. Shall I say good-bye now for tomorrow?

Say it.

Good-bye, then.

Is that all?

Good-bye—

Nothing more?

Oh, what — what else? she murmured; I can say no more.

I can, said I.

You must not — ah, do you mean it?

Yes. I love you.

Then we will go back — together, she said, innocently, and came close up to me, laying her white hands in mine.

Ah, said I, as we entered the road by the dormitory, the trout is a noble one, but, May, it was murder that was done on Clovermead water.

And theft, she said, with a faint smile, where is my heart, if you please?  And we looked long, smiling into each others eyes.

It all happened years ago. I have never touched bait to hook since, but I confess that I do still, at times, play Sir Daniel ODonnell on the harmonica. May permits it, especially when the children beg me; and, as they are teasing me now, I shall probably play it to-night.




A PLEASANT EVENING.
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ET PIS, DOUCETTMENT on sendort.

On fait sa carne, on fait sa sorgue.

On ronfle, et, comme un tuyan dorgue.

Ltuyan smet à ronfler pus fort...

Aristide Bruant


Chapter I
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AS I STEPPED upon the platform of a Broadway cable-cat at Forty-second Street, some body said:

Hello, Hilton, Jamisons looking for you.

Hello, Curtis, I replied, what does Jamison want?

He wants to know what youve been doing all the week, said Curtis, hanging desperately to the railing as the car lurched forward; he says you seem to think that the Manhattan Illustrated Weekly was created for the sole purpose of providing salary and vacations for you.

The shifty old tom-cat! I said, indignantly, he knows well enough where Ive been. Vacation! Does he think the State Camp in June is a snap?

Oh, said Curtis, youve been to Peekskill?

I should say so, I replied, my wrath rising as I thought of my assignment.

Hot? inquired Curtis, dreamily.

One hundred and three in the shade, I answered. Jamison wanted three full pages and three half pages, all for process work, and a lot of line drawings into the bargain. I could have faked them — I wish I had. I was fool enough to hustle and break my neck to get some honest drawings, and thats the thanks I get!

Did you have a camera?

No. I will next time — Ill waste no more conscientious work on Jamison, I said sulkily.

It doesnt pay, said Curtis. When I have military work assigned me, I dont do the dashing sketch-artist act, you bet; I go to my studio, light my pipe, pull out a lot of old Illustrated London News, select several suitable battle scenes by Caton Woodville — and use em too.

The car shot around the neck-breaking curve at Fourteenth Street.

Yes, continued Curtis, as the car stopped in front of the Morton House for a moment, then plunged forward again amid a furious clanging of gongs, it doesnt pay to do decent work for the fat-headed men who run the Manhattan Illustrated. They dont appreciate it.

I think the public does, I said, but Im sure Jamison doesnt. It would serve him right if I did what most of you fellows do — take a lot of Caton Woodvilles and Thulstrups drawings, change the uniforms, chic a figure or two, and turn in a drawing labelled from life. Im sick of this sort of thing anyway. Almost every day this week Ive been chasing myself over that tropical camp, or galloping in the wake of those batteries. Ive got a full page of the camp by moonlight, full pages of artillery drill and light battery in action, and a dozen smaller drawings that cost me more groans and perspiration than Jamison ever knew in all his lymphatic life!

Jamisons got wheels, said Curtis,— more wheels than there are bicycles in Harlem. He wants you to do a full page by Saturday.

A what? I exclaimed, aghast.

Yes he does he was going to send Jim Crawford, but Jim expects to go to California for the winter fair, and youve got to do it.

What is it? I demanded savagely.

The animals in Central Park, chuckled Curtis.

I was furious. The animals! Indeed! Id show Jamison that I was entitled to some consideration! This was Thursday; that gave me a day and a half to finish a full-page drawing for the paper, and, after my work at the State Camp I felt that I was entitled to a little rest. Anyway I objected to the subject. I intended to tell Jamison so — I intended to tell him firmly. However, many of the things that we often intended to tell Jamison were never told. He was a peculiar man, fat-faced, thin-lipped, gentle-voiced, mild-mannered, and soft in his movements as a pussy-cat.

Just why our firmness should give way when we were actually in his presence, I have never quite been able to determine. He said very little — so did we, although we often entered his presence with other intentions.

The truth was that the Manhattan Illustrated Weekly was the best paying, best illustrated paper in America, and we young fellows were not anxious to be cast adrift. Jamisons knowledge of art was probably as extensive as the knowledge of any Art editor in the city. Of course that was saying nothing, but the fact merited careful consideration on our part, and we gave it much consideration.

This time, however, I decided to let Jamison know that drawings are not produced by the yard, and that I was neither a floor-walker nor a hand-me-down. I would stand up for my rights; Id tell old Jamison a few things to set the wheels under his silk hat spinning, and if he attempted any of his pussy-cat ways on me, Id give him a few plain facts that would curl what hair he had left.

Glowing with a splendid indignation I jumped off the car at the City Hall, followed by Curtis, and a few minutes later entered the office of the Manhattan Illustrated News.

Mr. Jamison would like to see you, sir, said one of the compositors as I passed into the long hallway. I threw my drawings on the table and passed a handkerchief over my forehead.

Mr. Jamison would like to see you, sir, said a small freckle-faced boy with a smudge of ink on his nose.

I know it, I said, and started to remove my gloves.

Mr. Jamison would like to see you, sir, said a lank messenger who was carrying a bundle of proofs to the floor below.

The deuce take Jamison, I said to myself I started toward the dark passage that leads to the abode of Jamison, running over in my mind the neat and sarcastic speech which I had been composing during the last ten minutes.

Jamison looked up and nodded softly as I entered the room. I forgot my speech.

Mr. Hilton, he said, we want a full page of the Zoo before it is removed to Bronx Park. Saturday afternoon at three oclock the drawing must be in the engravers hands. Did you have a pleasant week in camp?

It was hot, I muttered, furious to find that I could not remember my little speech.

The weather, said Jamison, with soft courtesy, is oppressive everywhere. Are your drawings in, Mr. Hilton?

Yes. It was infernally hot and I worked like a nigger—

I suppose you were quite overcome. Is that why you took a two days trip to the Catskills? I trust the mountain air restored you — but — was it prudent to go to Cranstons for the cotillion Tuesday? Dancing in such uncomfortable weather is really unwise. Good-morning, Mr. Hilton, remember the engraver should have your drawings on Saturday by three.

I walked out, half hypnotized, half enraged. Curtis grinned at me as I passed — I could have boxed his ears.

Why the mischief should I lose my tongue whenever that old tom-cat purrs! I asked myself as I entered the elevator and was shot down to the first floor. Ill not put up with this sort of thing much longer — how in the name of all thats foxy did he know that I went to the mountains? I suppose he thinks Im lazy because I dont wish to be boiled to death. How did he know about the dance at Cranstons? Old cat!

The roar and turmoil of machinery and busy men filled my ears as I crossed the avenue and turned into the City Hall Park.

From the staff on the tower the flag drooped in the warm sunshine with scarcely a breeze to lift its crimson bars. Overhead stretched a splendid cloudless sky, deep, deep blue, thrilling, scintillating in the gemmed rays of the sun.

Pigeons wheeled and circled about the roof of the grey Post Office or dropped out of the blue above to flutter around the fountain in the square.

On the steps of the City Hall the unlovely politician lounged, exploring his heavy under jaw with wooden toothpick, twisting his drooping black moustache, or distributing tobacco juice over marble steps and close-clipped grass.

My eyes wandered from these human vermin to the calm scornful face of Nathan Hale, on his pedestal, and then to the grey-coated Park policeman whose occupation was to keep little children from the cool grass.

A young man with thin hands and blue circles under his eyes was slumbering on a bench by the fountain, and the policeman walked over to him and struck him on the soles of his shoes with a short club.

The young man rose mechanically, stared about, dazed by the sun, shivered, and limped away.

I saw him sit down on the steps of the white marble building, and I went over and spoke to him.

He neither looked at me, nor did he notice the coin I offered.

Youre sick, I said, you had better go to the hospital.

Where? he asked vacantly— Ive been, but they wouldnt receive me.

He stooped and tied the bit of string that held what remained of his shoe to his foot.

You are French, I said.

Yes.

Have you no friends? Have you been to the French Consul?

The Consul! he replied; no, I havent been to the French Consul.

After a moment I said, You speak like a gentleman.

He rose to his feet and stood very straight, looking me, for the first time, directly in the eyes.

Who are you? I asked abruptly.

An outcast, he said, without emotion, and limped off thrusting his hands into his ragged pockets.

Huh! said the Park policeman who had come up behind me in time to hear my question and the vagabonds answer; dont you know who that hobo is? — An you a newspaper man!

Who is he, Cusick? I demanded, watching the thin shabby figure moving across Broadway toward the river.

On the level you dont know, Mr. Hilton? repeated Cusick, suspiciously.

No, I dont; I never before laid eyes on him.

Why, said the sparrow policeman, thats Soger Charlie; — you remember — that French officer what sold secrets to the Dutch Emperor.

And was to have been shot? I remember now, four years ago — and he escaped — you mean to say that is the man?

Everybody knows it, sniffed Cusick, Id a-thought you newspaper gents would have knowed it first.

What was his name? I asked after a moments thought.

Soger Charlie—

I mean his name at home.

Oh, some French dago name. No Frenchman will speak to him here; sometimes they curse him and kick him. I guess hes dyin by inches.

I remembered the case now. Two young French cavalry officers were arrested, charged with selling plans of fortifications and other military secrets to the Germans. On the eve of their conviction, one of them, Heaven only knows how, escaped and turned up in New York. The other was duly shot. The affair had made some noise, because both young men were of good families. It was a painful episode, and I had hastened to forget it. Now that it was recalled to my mind, I remembered the newspaper accounts of the case, but I had forgotten the names of the miserable young men.

Sold his country, observed Cusick, watching a group of children out of the corner of his eyes— you cant trust no Frenchman nor dagoes nor Dutchmen either. I guess Yankees are about the only white men.

I looked at the noble face of Nathan Hale and nodded.

NoThin sneaky about us, eh, Mr. Hilton?

I thought of Benedict Arnold and looked at my boots.

Then the policeman said, Well, solong, Mr. Hilton, and went away to frighten a pasty-faced little girl who had climbed upon the railing and was leaning down to sniff the fragrant grass.

Cheese it, de cop! cried her shrill-voiced friends, and the whole bevy of small ragamuffins scuttled away across the square.

With a feeling of depression I turned and walked toward Broadway, where the long yellow cable-cars swept up and down, and the din of gongs and the deafening rumble of heavy trucks echoed from the marble walls of the Court House to the granite mass of the Post Office.

Throngs of hurrying busy people passed up town and down town, slim sober-faced clerks, trim cold-eyed brokers, here and there a red-necked politician linking arms with some favourite heeler, here and there a City Hall lawyer, sallow-faced and saturnine. Sometimes a fireman, in his severe blue uniform, passed through the crowd, sometimes a blue-coated policeman, mopping his clipped hair, holding his helmet in his white-gloved hand. There were women too, pale-faced shop girls with pretty eyes, tall blonde girls who might be typewriters and might not, and many, many older women whose business in that part of the city no human being could venture to guess, but who hurried up town and down town, all occupied with something that gave to the whole restless throng a common likeness — the expression of one who hastens toward a hopeless goal.

I knew some of those who passed me. There was little Jocelyn of the Mail and Express; there was Hood, who had more money than he wanted and was going to have less than he wanted when he left Wall Street; there was Colonel Tidmouse of the 45th Infantry, N.G.S.N.Y, probably coming from the office of the Army and Navy Journal, and there was Dick Harding who wrote the best stories of New York life that have been printed. People said his hat no longer fitted, — especially people who also wrote stories of New York life and whose hats threatened to fit as long as they lived.

I looked at the statue of Nathan Hale, then at the human stream that flowed around his pedestal.

Quand même, I muttered and walked out into Broadway, signalling to the gripman of an uptown cable-car.


Chapter II
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I PASSED INTO the Park by the Fifth Avenue and 59th Street gate; I could never bring myself to enter it through the gate that is guarded by the hideous pigmy statue of Thorwaldsen.

The afternoon sun poured into the windows of the New Netherlands Hotel, setting every orange-curtained pane a-glitter, and tipping the wings of the bronze dragons with flame.

Gorgeous masses of flowers blazed in the sunshine from the grey terraces of the Savoy, from the high grilled court of the Vanderbilt palace, and from the balconies of the Plaza opposite.

The white marble façade of the Metropolitan Club was a grateful relief in the universal glare, and I kept my eyes on it until I had crossed the dusty street and entered the shade of the trees.

Before I came to the Zoo I smelled it. Next week it was to be removed to the fresh cool woods and meadows in Bronx Park, far from the stifling air of the city, far from the infernal noise of the Fifth Avenue omnibuses.

A noble stag stared at me from his enclosure among the trees as I passed down the winding asphalt walk. Never mind, old fellow, said I, you will be splashing about in the Bronx River next week and cropping maple shoots to your hearts content.

On I went, past herds of staring deer, past great lumbering elk, and moose, and long-faced African antelopes, until I came to the dens of the great carnivora.

The tigers sprawled in the sunshine, blinking and licking their paws; the lions slept in the shade or squatted on their haunches, yawning gravely. A slim panther travelled to and fro behind her barred cage, pausing at times to peer wistfully out into the free sunny world. My heart ached for caged wild things, and I walked on, glancing up now and then to encounter the blank stare of a tiger or the mean shifty eyes of some ill-smelling hyena.

Across the meadow I could see the elephants swaying and swinging their great heads, the sober bison solemnly slobbering over their cuds, the sarcastic countenances of camels, the wicked little zebras, and a lot more animals of the camel and llama tribe, all resembling each other, all equally ridiculous, stupid, deadly uninteresting.

Somewhere behind the old arsenal an eagle was screaming, probably a Yankee eagle; I heard the rchug! rchug! of a blowing hippopotamus, the squeal of a falcon, and the snarling yap! of quarrelling wolves.

A pleasant place for a hot day! I pondered bitterly, and I thought some things about Jamison that I shall not insert in this volume. But I lighted a cigarette to deaden the aroma from the hyenas, unclasped my sketching block, sharpened my pencil, and fell to work on a family group of hippopotami.

They may have taken me for a photographer, for they all wore smiles as if welcoming a friend, and my sketch block presented a series of wide open jaws, behind which shapeless bulky bodies vanished in alarming perspective.

The alligators were easy; they looked to me as though they had not moved since the founding of the Zoo, but I had a bad time with the big bison, who persistently turned his tail to me, looking stolidly around his flank to see how I stood it. So I pretended to be absorbed in the antics of two bear cubs, and the dreary old bison fell into the trap, for I made some good sketches of him and laughed in his face as I closed the book.

There was a bench by the abode of the eagles, and I sat down on it to draw the vultures and condors, motionless as mummies among the piled rocks. Gradually I enlarged the sketch, bringing in the gravel plaza, the steps leading up to Fifth Avenue, the sleepy park policeman in front of the arsenal — and a slim, white-browed girl, dressed in shabby black, who stood silently in the shade of the willow trees.

After a while I found that the sketch, instead of being a study of the eagles, was in reality a composition in which the girl in black occupied the principal point of interest. Unwittingly I had subordinated everything else to her, the brooding vultures, the trees and walks, and the half indicated groups of sun-warmed loungers.

She stood very still, her pallid face bent, her thin white hands loosely clasped before her.

Rather dejected reverie, I thought, probably shes out of work. Then I caught a glimpse of a sparkling diamond ring on the slender third finger of her left hand.

Shell not starve with such a stone as that about her, I said to myself, looking curiously at her dark eyes and sensitive mouth. They were both beautiful, eyes and mouth — beautiful, but touched with pain.

After a while I rose and walked back to make a sketch or two of the lions and tigers. I avoided the monkeys — I cant stand them, and they never seem funny to me, poor dwarfish, degraded caricatures of all that is ignoble in ourselves.

Ive enough now, I thought; Ill go home and manufacture a full page that will probably please Jamison. So I strapped the elastic band around my sketching block, replaced pencil and rubber in my waistcoat pocket, and strolled off toward the Mall to smoke a cigarette in the evening glow before going back to my studio to work until midnight, up to the chin in charcoal grey and Chinese white.

Across the long meadow I could see the roofs of the city faintly looming above the trees. A mist of amethyst, ever deepening, hung low on the horizon, and through it, steeple and dome, roof and tower, and the tall chimneys where thin fillets of smoke curled idly, were transformed into pinnacles of beryl and flaming minarets, swimming in filmy haze. Slowly the enchantment deepened; all that was ugly and shabby and mean had fallen away from the distant city, and now it towered into the evening sky, splendid, gilded, magnificent, purified in the fierce furnace of the setting sun.

The red disk was half hidden now; the tracery of trees, feathery willow and budding birch, darkened against the glow; the fiery rays shot far across the meadow, gilding the dead leaves, staining with soft crimson the dark moist tree trunks around me.

Far across the meadow a shepherd passed in the wake of a huddling flock, his dog at his heels, faint moving blots of grey.

A squirrel sat up on the gravel walk in front of me, ran a few feet, and sat up again, so close that I could see the palpitation of his sleek flanks.

Somewhere in the grass a hidden field insect was rehearsing last summers solos; I heard the tap! tap! tat-tat-t-t-tat! of a woodpecker among the branches overhead and the querulous note of a sleepy robin.

The twilight deepened; out of the city the music of bells floated over wood and meadow; faint mellow whistles sounded from the river craft along the north shore, and the distant thunder of a gun announced the close of a June day.

The end of my cigarette began to glimmer with a redder light; shepherd and flock were blotted out in the dusk, and I only knew they were still moving when the sheep bells tinkled faintly.

Then suddenly that strange uneasiness that all have known — that half-awakened sense of having seen it all before, of having been through it all, came over me, and I raised my head and slowly turned.

A figure was seated at my side. My mind was struggling with the instinct to remember.

Something so vague and yet so familiar — something that eluded thought yet challenged it, something — God knows what! troubled me. And now, as I looked, without interest, at the dark figure beside me, an apprehension, totally involuntary, an impatience to understand, came upon me, and I sighed and turned restlessly again to the fading west.

I thought I heard my sigh re-echoed — I scarcely heeded; and in a moment I sighed again, dropping my burned-out cigarette on the gravel beneath my feet.

Did you speak to me? said some one in a low voice, so close that I swung around rather sharply.

No, I said after a moments silence.

It was a woman. I could not see her face clearly, but I saw on her clasped hands, which lay listlessly in her lap, the sparkle of a great diamond. I knew her at once. It did not need a glance at the shabby dress of black, the white face, a pallid spot in the twilight, to tell me that I had her picture in my sketch-book.

Do — do you mind if I speak to you? she asked timidly. The hopeless sadness in her voice touched me, and I said: Why, no, of course not. Can I do anything for you?

Yes, she said, brightening a little, if you — you only would.

I will if I can, said I, cheerfully; what is it? Out of ready cash?

No, not that, she said, shrinking back.

I begged her pardon, a little surprised, and withdrew my hand from my change pocket.

It is only — only that I wish you to take these, — she drew a thin packet from her breasr,— these two letters.

I? I asked astonished.

Yes, if you will.

But what am I to do with them? I demanded.

I cant tell you; I only know that I must give them to you. Will you take them?

Oh, yes, Ill take them, I laughed, am I to read them? I added to myself, Its some clever begging trick.

No, she answered slowly, you are not to read them; you are to give them to somebody.

To whom? Anybody?

No, not to anybody. You will know whom to give them to when the time comes.

Then I am to keep them until further instructions?

Your own heart will instruct you, she said, in a scarcely audible voice. She held the thin packet toward me, and to humor her I took it. It was wet.

The letters fell into the sea, she said; there was a photograph which should have gone with them but the salt water washed it blank. Will you care if I ask you something else?

I? Oh, no.

Then give me the picture that you made of me to-day. I laughed again, and demanded how she knew I had drawn her.

Is it like me? she said.

I think it is very like you, I answered truthfully. Will you not give it to me?

Now it was on the tip of my tongue to refuse, but I reflected that I had enough sketches for a full page without that one, so I handed it to her, nodded that she was welcome, and stood up. She rose also, the diamond flashing on her finger.

You are sure that you are not in want? I asked, with a tinge of good-natured sarcasm.

Hark! she whispered; listen! — do you hear the bells of the convent! I looked out into the misty night.

There are no bells sounding, I said, and anyway there are no convent bells here. We are in New York, mademoiselle — I had noticed her French accent — we are in Protestant Yankee-land, and the bells that ring are much less mellow than the bells of France.

I turned pleasantly to say good-night. She was gone.


Chapter III
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HAVE YOU EVER drawn a picture of a corpse? inquired Jamison next morning as I walked into his private room with a sketch of the proposed full page of the Zoo.

No, and I dont want to, I replied, sullenly.

Let me see your Central Park page, said Jamison in his gentle voice, and I displayed it. It was about worthless as an artistic production, but it pleased Jamison, as I knew it would.

Can you finish it by this afternoon? he asked, looking up at me with persuasive eyes.

Oh, I suppose so, I said, wearily; anything else, Mr. Jamison?

The corpse, he replied, I want a sketch by to-morrow — finished.

What corpse? I demanded, controlling my indignation as I met Jamisons soft eyes.

There was a mute duel of glances. Jamison passed his hand across his forehead with a slight lifting of the eyebrows.

I shall want it as soon as possible, he said in his caressing voice.

What I thought was, Damned purring pussy-cat! What I said was, Where is this corpse?

In the Morgue — have you read the morning papers? No? Ah, — as you very rightly observe you are too busy to read the morning papers. Young men must learn industry first, of course, of course. What you are to do is this: the San Francisco police have sent out an alarm regarding the disappearance of a Miss Tufft — the millionaires daughter, you know. To-day a body was brought to the Morgue here in New York, and it has been identified as the missing young lady, — by a diamond ring. Now I am convinced that it isnt, and Ill show you why, Mr. Hilton.

He picked up a pen and made a sketch of a ring on a margin of that mornings Tribune.

That is the description of her ring as sent on from San Francisco. You notice the diamond is set in the centre of the ring where the two gold serpents tails cross!

Now the ring on the finger of the woman in the Morgue is like this, and he rapidly sketched another ring where the diamond rested in the fangs of the two gold serpents.

That is the difference, he said in his pleasant, even voice.

Rings like that are not uncommon, said I, remembering that I had seen such a ring on the finger of the white-faced girl in the Park the evening before. Then a sudden thought took shape — perhaps that was the girl whose body lay in the Morgue!

Well, said Jamison, looking up at me, what are you thinking about?

Nothing, I answered, but the whole scene was before my eyes, the vultures brooding among the rocks, the shabby black dress, and the pallid face, — and the ring, glittering on that slim white hand!

Nothing, I repeated, when shall I go, Mr. Jamison? Do you want a portrait — or what?

Portrait, — careful drawing of the ring, and, — er — a centre piece of the Morgue at night. Might as well give people the horrors while were about it.

But, said I, the policy of this paper—

Never mind, Mr. Hilton, purred Jamison, I am able to direct the policy of this paper.

I dont doubt you are, I said angrily.

I am, he repeated, undisturbed and smiling; you see this Tufft case interests society. I am — er — also interested.

He held out to me a morning paper and pointed to a heading.

I read: Miss Tufft Dead! Her Fiancé was Mr. Jamison, the well known Editor.

What! I cried in horrified amazement. But Jamison had left the room, and I heard him chatting and laughing softly with some visitors in the press-room outside.

I flung down the paper and walked out.

The cold-blooded toad! I exclaimed again and again;— making capitral out of his fiancés disappearance! Well, I — Im d — nd! I knew he was a bloodless, heartless grip-penny, but I never thought — I never imagined— Words failed me.

Scarcely conscious of what I did I drew a Herald from my pocket and saw the column entitled:

Miss Tufft Found! Identified by a Ring. Wild Grief of Mr. Jamison, her Fiancé.

That was enough. I went out into the street and sat down in City Hall Park. And, as I sat there, a terrible resolution came to me; I would draw that dead girls face in such a way that it would chill Jamisons sluggish blood, I would crowd the black shadows of the Morgue with forms and ghastly faces, and every face should bear something in it of Jamison. Oh, Id rouse him from his cold snaky apathy! Id confront him with Death in such an awful form, that, passionless, base, inhuman as he was, hed shrink from it as he would from a dagger thrust. Of course Id lose my place, but that did not bother me, for I had decided to resign anyway, not having a taste for the society of human reptiles. And, as I sat there in the sunny park, furious, trying to plan a picture whose sombre horror should leave in his mind an ineffaceable scar, I suddenly thought of the pale black-robed girl in Central Park. Could it be her poor slender body that lay among the shadows of the grim Morgue! If ever brooding despair was stamped on any face, I had seen its print on hers when she spoke to me in the Park and gave me the letters. The letters! I had not thought of them since, but now I drew them from my pocket and looked at the addresses.

Curious, I thought, the letters are still damp; they smell of salt water too.

I looked at the address again, written in the long fine hand of an educated woman who had been bred in a French convent. Both letters bore the same address, in French:

Captain dYniol.

(Kindness of a Stranger.)

Captain dYniol, I repeated aloud— confound it, Ive heard that name! Now, where the deuce — where in the name of all thats queer— Somebody who had sat down on the bench beside me placed a heavy hand on my shoulder.

It was the Frenchman, Soger Charlie.

You spoke my name, he said in apathetic tones.

Your name!

Captain dYniol, he repeated; it is my name.

I recognized him in spite of the black goggles he was wearing, and, at the same moment, it flashed into my mind that dYniol was the name of the traitor who had escaped. Ah, I remembered now!

I am Captain dYniol, he said again, and I saw his fingers closing on my coat sleeve.

It may have been my involuntary movement of recoil, — I dont know, — bur the fellow dropped my coat and sat straight up on the bench.

I am Captain dYniol. he said for the third rime, charged with treason and under sentence of death.

And innocent! I muttered, before I was even conscious of having spoken. What was it that wrung those involuntary words from my lips, I shall never know, perhaps — but it was I, not he, who trembled, seized with a strange agitation, and it was I, not he, whose hand was stretched forth impulsively, touching his.

Without a tremor he took my hand, pressed it almost imperceptibly, and dropped it. Then I held both letters toward him, and, as he neither looked at them nor at me, I placed them in his hand. Then he started.

Read them, I said, they are for you.

Letters! he gasped in a voice that sounded like nothing human.

Yes, they are for you, — I know it now — Letters! — letters directed to me?

Can you not see? I cried.

Then he raised one frail hand and drew the goggles from his eyes, and, as I looked, I saw two tiny white specks exactly in the centre of both pupils.

Blind! I faltered.

I have been unable to read for two years, he said.

After a moment he placed the tip of one finger on the letters.

They are wet, I said; shall — would you like to have me read them? For a long time he sat silently in the sunshine, fumbling with his cane, and I watched him without speaking. At last he said, Read, Monsieur, and I rook the letters and broke the seals.

The first letter contained a sheet of paper, damp and discoloured, on which a few lines were written:

My darling, I knew you were innocent— Here the writing ended, but, in the blur beneath, I read: Paris shall know — France shall know, for at last I have the proofs and I am coming to find you, my soldier, and to place them in your own dear brave hands. They know, now, at the War Ministry — they have a copy of the traitors confession — but they dare not make it public — they dare not withstand the popular astonishment and rage. Therefore I sail on Monday from Cherbourg by the Green Cross Line, to bring you back to your own again, where you will stand before all the world, without fear, without reproach.

Aline.

This — this is terrible! I stammered; can God live and see such things done!

But with his thin hand he gripped my arm again, bidding me read the other letter; and I shuddered at the menace in his voice.

Then, with his sightless eyes on me, I drew the other letter from the wet, stained envelope. And before I was aware — before I understood the purport of what I saw, I had read aloud these half effaced lines:

The Lorient is sinking — an iceberg — mid-ocean — goodbye you are innocent — I love—

The Lorient! I cried; it was the French steamer that was never heard from — the Lorient of the Green Cross Line! I had forgotten — I—

The loud crash of a revolver stunned me; my ears rang and ached with it as I shrank back from a ragged dusty figure that collapsed on the bench beside me, shuddered a moment, and tumbled to the asphalt at my feet.

The trampling of the eager hard-eyed crowd, the dust and taint of powder in the hot air, the harsh alarm of the ambulance clattering up Mail Street, — these I remember, as I knelt there, helplessly holding the dead mans hands in mine.

Soger Charlie, mused the sparrow policeman, shot his-self, didnt he, Mr. Hilton? You seen him, sir, — blowed the top of his head off, didnt he, Mr. Hilton?

Soger Charlie, they repeated, a French dago what shot his-self; and the words echoed in my ears long after the ambulance rattled away, and the increasing throng dispersed, sullenly, as a couple of policemen cleared a space around the pool of thick blood on the asphalt.

They wanted me as a witness, and I gave my card to one of the policemen who knew me. The rabble transferred its fascinated stare to me, and I turned away and pushed a path between frightened shop girls and ill-smelling loafers, until I lost myself in the human torrent of Broadway.

The torrent took me with it where it flowed — East? West? — I did not notice nor care, but I passed on through the throng, listless, deadly weary of attempting so solve Gods justice — striving to understand His purpose — His laws — His judgments which are true and righteous altogether.


Chapter IV
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MORE TO BE desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold. Sweeter also than honey and the honey-comb!

I turned sharply toward the speaker who shambled at my elbow. His sunken eyes were dull and lustreless, his bloodless face gleamed pallid as a death mask above the blood-red jersey — the emblem of the soldiers of Christ.

I dont know why I stopped, lingering, but, as he passed, I said, Brother, I also was meditating upon Gods wisdom and His testimonies.

The pale fanatic shot a glance at me, hesitated, and fell into my own pace, walking by my side.

Under the peak of his Salvation Army cap his eyes shone in the shadow with a strange light.

Tell me more, I said, sinking my voice below the roar of traffic, the clang! clang! of the cable-cars, and the noise of feet on the worn pavements— tell me of His testimonies.

Moreover by them is Thy servant warned and in keeping of them there is great reward. Who can understand His errors? Cleanse Thou me from secret faults. Keep back Thy servant also from presumptuous sins. Let them not have dominion over me. Then shall I be upright and I shall be innocent from the great transgression. Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Thy sight, — O Lord! My strength and my Redeemer!

It is Holy Scripture that you quote, I said; I also can read that when I choose. But it cannot clear for me the reasons — it cannot make me understand—

What? he asked, and muttered to himself.

That, for instance, I replied, pointing to a cripple, who had been born deaf and dumb and horridly misshapen, — a wretched diseased lump on the sidewalk below Sr. Pauls Churchyard, — a sore-eyed thing that mouthed and mowed and rattled pennies in a tin cup as though the sound of copper could stem the human pack that passed hot on the scent of gold.

Then the man who shambled beside me turned and looked long and earnestly into my eyes.

And after a moment a dull recollection stirred within me — a vague something that seemed like the awakening memory of a past, long, long forgotten, dim, dark, too subtle, too frail, too indef-inite — ah! the old feeling that all men have known — the old strange uneasiness, that useless struggle to remember when and where it all occurred before.

And the mans head sank on his crimson jersey, and he muttered, muttered to himself of God and love and compassion, until I saw that the fierce heat of the city had touched his brain, and I went away and left him prating of mysteries that none but such as he dare name.

So I passed on through dust and heat; and the hot breath of men touched my cheek and eager eyes looked into mine. Eyes, eyes, — that met my own and looked through them, beyond — far beyond to where gold glittered amid the mirage of eternal hope. Gold! It was in the air where the soft sunlight gilded the floating moats, it was under foot in the dust that the sun made gilt, it glimmered from every window pane where the long red beams struck golden sparks above the gasping gold-hunting hordes of Wall Street.

High, high, in the deepening sky the tall buildings towered, and the breeze from the bay lifted the sun-dyed flags of commerce until they waved above the turmoil of the hives below — waved courage and hope and strength to those who lusted after gold.

The sun dipped low behind Castle William as I turned listlessly into the Battery, and the long straight shadows of the trees stretched away over greensward and asphalt walk.

Already the electric lights were glimmering among the foliage although the bay shimmered like polished brass and the topsails of the ships glowed with a deeper hue, where the red sun rays fall athwart the rigging.

Old men tottered along the sea-wall, tapping the asphalt with worn canes, old women crept to and fro in the coming rwilight, — old women who carried baskets that gaped for charity or bulged with mouldy stuffs, — food, clothing? — I could not tell; I did not care to know.

The heavy thunder from the parapets of Castle William died away over the placid bay, the last red arm of the sun shot up out of the sea, and wavered and faded into the sombre tones of the afterglow. Then came the night, timidly at first, touching sky and water with grey fingers, folding the foliage into soft massed shapes, creeping onward, onward, more swiftly now, until colour and form had gone from all the earth and the world was a world of shadows.

And, as I sat there on the dusky sea-wall, gradually the bitter thoughts faded and I looked out into the calm night with something of that peace that comes to all when day is ended.

The death at my very elbow of the poor blind wretch in the Park had left a shock, but now my nerves relaxed their tension and I began to think about it all, — about the letters and the strange woman who had given them to me. I wondered where she had found them, — whether they really were carried by some vagrant current in to the shore from the wreck of the fated Lorient.

Nothing but these letters had human eyes encountered from the Lorient, although we believed that fire or berg had been her portion; for there had been no storms when the Lorient steamed away from Cherbourg.

And what of the pale-faced girl in black who had given these letters to me, saying that my own heart would teach me where to place them?

I felt in my pockets for the letters where I had thrust them all crumpled and wet. They were there, and I decided to turn them over to the police. Then I thought of Cusick and the City Hall Park and these set my mind running on Jamison and my own work, — ah! I had forgotten that, — I had forgotten that I had sworn to stir Jamisons cold, sluggish blood! Trading on his fiancées reported suicide, — or murder! True, he had told me that he was satisfied that the body at the Morgue was not Miss Tuffts because the ring did not correspond with his fiancées ring. But what sort of a man was that! — to go crawling and nosing about morgues and graves for a full-page illustration which might sell a few extra thousand papers. I had never known he was such a man. It was strange too — for that was not the sort of illustration that the Weekly used; it was against all precedent — against the whole policy of the paper. He would lose a hundred subscribers where he would gain one by such work.

The callous brute! I muttered to myself, Ill wake him up — Ill—

I sat straight up on the bench and looked steadily at a figure which was moving toward me under the spluttering electric light.

It was the woman I had met in the Park.

She came straight up to me, her pale face gleaming like marble in the dark, her slim hands outstretched.

I have been looking for you all day — all day, she said, in the same low thrilling tones,— I want the letters back; have you them here?

Yes, I said, I have them here, — take them in Heavens name; they have done enough evil for one day!

She took the letters from my hand; I saw the ring, made of the double serpents, flashing on her slim finger, and I stepped closer, and looked her in the eyes.

Who are you? I asked.

I? My name is of no importance to you, she answered.

You are right, I said, I do not care to know your name. That ring of yours—

What of my ring? she murmured.

Nothing, — a dead woman lying in the Morgue wears such a ring. Do you know what your letters have done? No? Well I read them to a miserable wretch and he blew his brains out!

You read them to a man!

I did. He killed himself.

Who was that man?

Captain dYniol—

With something between a sob and a laugh she seized my hand and covered it with kisses, and I, astonished and angry, pulled my hand away from her cold lips and sat down on the bench.

You neednt thank me, I said sharply; if I had known that, — but no matter. Perhaps after all the poor devil is better off somewhere in other regions with his sweetheart who was drowned, — yes, I imagine he is. He was blind and ill, — and broken-hearted.

Blind? she asked gently.

Yes. Did you know him?

I knew him.

And his swcetheart, Aline?

Aline, she repeated softly,— she is dead. I come to thank you in her name.

For what? — for his death?

Ah, yes, for that.

Where did you get those letters? I asked her, suddenly.

She did not answer, but stood fingering the wet letters.

Before I could speak again she moved away into the shadows of the trees, lightly, silently, and far down the dark walk I saw her diamond flashing.

Grimly brooding, I rose and passed through the Battery to the steps of the Elevated Road.

These I climbed, bought my ticket, and stepped out to the damp platform. When a train came I crowded in with the rest, still pondering on my vengeance, feeling and believing that I was to scourge the conscience of the man who speculated on death.

And at last the train stopped at 28th Street, and I hurried out and down the steps and away to the Morgue.

When I entered the Morgue, Skelton, the keeper, was standing before a slab that glistened faintly under the wretched gas jets. He heard my footsteps, and turned around to see who was coming. Then he nodded, saying:

Mr. Hilton, just take a look at this here stiff — Ill be back in a moment — this is the one that all the papers take to be Miss Tufft, — but theyre all off, because this stiff has been here now for two weeks.

I drew out my sketching-block and pencils.

Which is it, Skelton? I asked, fumbling for my rubber.

This one, Mr. Hilton, the girl whats smilin. Picked up off Sandy Hook, too. Looks as if she was asleep, eh?

Whats she got in her hand — clenched tight? Oh, — a letter. Turn up the gas, Skelton, I want to see her face.

The old man turned the gas jet, and the flame blazed and whistled in the damp, fetid air. Then suddenly my eyes fell on the dead.

Rigid, scarcely breathing, I stared at the ring, made of two twisted serpents set with a great diamond, — I saw the wet letters crushed in her slender hand, — I looked, and — God help me! — I looked upon the dead face of the girl with whom I had been speaking on the Battery!

Dead for a month at least, said Skelton, calmly.

Then, as I felt my senses leaving me, I screamed out, and at the same instant somebody from behind seized my shoulder and shook me savagely — shook me until I opened my eyes again and gasped and coughed.

Now then, young feller! said a Park policeman bending over me, if you go to sleep on a bench, somebodyll lift your watch!

I turned, rubbing my eyes desperately.

Then it was all a dream — and no shrinking girl had come to me with damp letters, — I had not gone to the office — there was no such person as Miss Tufft, — Jamison was not an unfeeling villain, — no, indeed! — he treated us all much better than we deserved, and he was kind and generous too. And the ghastly suicide! Thank God that also was a myth, — and the Morgue and the Battery at night where that pale-faced girl had — ugh!

I felt for my sketch-block, found it; turned the pages of all the animals that I had sketched, the hippopotami, the buffalo, the tigers — ah! where was that sketch in which I had made the woman in shabby black the principal figure, with the brooding vultures all around and the crowd in the sunshine — ? It was gone.

I hunted everywhere, in every pocket. It was gone.

At last I rose and moved along the narrow asphalt path in the falling twilight.

And as I turned into the broader walk, I was aware of a group, a policeman holding a lantern, some gardeners, and a knot of loungers gathered about something, — a dark mass on the ground.

Found em just so, one of the gardeners was saying, better not touch em until the coroner comes.

The policeman shifted his bulls-eye a little; the rays fell on two faces, on two bodies, half supported against a park bench. On the finger of the girl glittered a splendid diamond, set between the fangs of two gold serpents. The man had shot himself; he clasped two wet letters in his hand. The girls clothing and hair were wringing wet, and her face was the face of a drowned person.

Well, sir, said the policeman, looking at me; you seem to know these two people — by your looks—

I never saw them before, I gasped, and walked on, trembling in every nerve.

For among the folds of her shabby black dress I had noticed the end of a paper, — my sketch that I had missed!


THE MAN AT THE NEXT TABLE.
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AWED AND AFRAID I cross the border-land.

Oh, who am I that I dare enter here Where the great artists of the world have trod?

ELLA WHEELER WILCOX.


THE MAN AT THE NEXT TABLE.

The caricaturist is a freebooter. Public tolerance grants him letters of marque....

MARMADUKE HUMPHREY.

Ainsi rien ne se passe, rien de vraiment immortel et déternellement doux que dans notre âme.

I.

IT was high noon in the city of Antwerp. From slender steeples floated the mellow music of the Flemish bells, and in the spire of the great cathedral across the square the cracked chimes clashed discords until my ears ached.

When the fiend in the cathedral had jerked the last tuneless clang from the chimes, I removed my fingers from my ears and sat down at one of the iron tables in the court. A waiter with his face shaved blue, brought me a bottle of Rhine wine, a tumbler of cracked ice, and a siphon.

Does Monsieur desire anything else? he inquired.

Yes — the head of the cathedral bell-ringer; bring it with vinegar and potatoes, I said, bitterly. Then I began to ponder on my great-aunt and the Crimson Diamond.

The white walls of the Hotel St. Antoine rose in a rectangle around the sunny court, casting long shadows across the basin of the fountain. The strip of blue overhead was cloudless. Sparrows twittered under the eaves; the yellow awnings fluttered, the flowers swayed in the summer breeze, and the jet of the fountain splashed among the water plants. On the sunny side of the piazza the tables were vacant; on the shady side, I was lazily aware that the tables behind me were occupied, but I was indifferent as to their occupants, partly because I shunned all tourists, partly because I was thinking of my great-aunt.

Most old ladies are eccentric, but there is a limit, and my great-aunt had overstepped it. I had believed her to be wealthy; — she died bankrupt. Still, I knew there was one thing she did possess, and that was the famous Crimson Diamond. Now, of course, you know who my great-aunt was.

Excepting the Koh-i-noor, and the Regent, this enormous and unique stone was, as everybody knows, the most valuable gem in existence. Any ordinary person would have placed that diamond in a safe-deposit. My great-aunt did nothing of the kind. She kept it in a small velvet bag, which she carried about her neck. She never took it off, but wore it dangling openly on her heavy silk gown.

In this same bag she also carried dried catnip leaves of which she was inordinately fond. Nobody but myself, her only living relative, knew that the Crimson Diamond lay among the sprigs of catnip in the little velvet bag.

Harold, she would say, do you think Im a fool? If I place the Crimson Diamond in any safe-deposit vault in New York, somebody would steal it sooner or later. Then she would nibble a sprig of catnip and peer cunningly at me. I loathed the odour of catnip and she knew it. I also loathed cats. This also she knew and of course surrounded herself with a dozen. Poor old lady! On the 1st day of March, 1896, she was found dead in her bed in her apartments at the Waldorf. The doctor said she died from natural causes. The only other occupant of her sleeping room was a cat. The cat fled when we broke open the door, and I heard that she was received and cherished by some people in a neighboring apartment.

Now, although my great-aunts death was due to purely natural causes, there was one very startling and disagreeable feature of the case. The velvet bag, containing the Crimson Diamond, had disappeared. Every inch of the apartment was searched, the floors torn up, the walls dismantled, but the Crimson Diamond had vanished. Chief of Police Conlin detailed four of his best men on the case, and as I had nothing better to do, I enrolled myself as a volunteer. I also offered $25,000 reward for the recovery of the gem. All New York was agog.

The case seemed hopeless enough, although there were five of us after the thief. McFarlane was in London, and had been for a month, but Scotland Yard could give him no help, and the last I heard of him he was roaming through Surrey after a man with a white spot in his hair. Harrison had gone to Paris. He kept writing me that clues were plenty and the scent hot, but as Dennet, in Berlin, and Clancy, in Vienna, wrote me the same thing, I began to doubt these gentlemens ability.

You say, I answered Harrison, that the fellow is a Frenchman, and that he is now concealed in Paris; but Dennet writes me by the same mail that the thief is undoubtedly a German, and was seen yesterday in Berlin. To-day I received a letter from Clancy, assuring me that Vienna holds the culprit, and that he is an Austrian from Trieste. Now for Heavens sake, I ended, let me alone and stop writing me letters until you have something to write about.

The night clerk of the Waldorf had furnished us with our first clue. On the night of my aunts death he had seen a tall, grave-faced man, hurriedly leave the hotel. As the man passed the desk, he removed his hat and mopped his forehead, and the night clerk noticed that in the middle of his head there was a patch of hair, as white as snow.

We worked this clue for all it was worth, and, a month later, I received a cable dispatch from Paris, saying that a man, answering to the description of the Waldorf suspect, had offered an enormous crimson diamond for sale to a jeweller in the Palais Royal. Unfortunately the fellow took fright and disappeared before the jeweller could send for the police, and since that time, McFarlane in London, Harrison in Paris, Dennet in Berlin, and Clancy in Vienna, had been chasing men with white patches on their hair until no gray-headed patriarch in Europe was free from suspicion. I myself had sleuthed it through England, France, Holland and Belgium, and now I found myself in Antwerp at the Hotel St. Antoine without a clue that promised anything except another outrage on some respectable white-haired citizen. The case seemed hopeless enough, unless the thief tried again to sell the gem. Here was our only hope, for, unless he cut the stone into smaller ones, he had no more chance of selling it than he would have had if he had stolen the Venus of Milo and peddled her about the rue de Seine. Even were he to cut up the stone, no respectable gem collector or jeweller would buy a crimson diamond without first notifying me; for although a few red stones are known to collectors, the colour of the Crimson Diamond was absolutely unique, and there was little probability of an honest mistake.

Thinking of all these things I sat sipping my Rhine wine in the shadow of the yellow awnings. A large white cat came sauntering by and stopped in front of me to perform her toilet until I wished she would go away. After a while she sat up, licked her whiskers, yawned once or twice, and was about to stroll on, when, catching sight of me, she stopped short and looked me squarely in the face. I returned the attention with a scowl because I wished to discourage any advances towards social intercourse which she might contemplate; but after a while her steady gaze disconcerted me, and I turned to my Rhine wine. A few minutes later I looked up again. The cat was still eyeing me.

Now what the devil is the matter with the animal, I muttered, does she recognize in me a relative?

Perhaps, observed a man at the next table.

What do you mean by that? I demanded.

What I say, replied the man at the next table.

I looked him full in the face. He was old and bald and appeared weak-minded. His age protected his impudence. I turned my back on him. Then my eyes fell on the cat again. She was still gazing earnestly at me.

Disgusted that she should take such pointed public notice of me, I wondered whether other people saw it; I wondered whether there was anything peculiar in my own personal appearance. How hard the creature stared. It was most embarrassing.

What has got into that cat? I thought.

Its sheer impudence. Its an intrusion, and I wont stand it! The cat did not move. I tried to stare her out of countenance. It was useless. There was aggressive inquiry in her yellow eyes. A sensation of uneasiness began to steal over me — a sensation of embarrassment not unmixed with awe. All cats looked alike to me, and yet there was something about this one that bothered me — something that I could not explain to myself, but which began to occupy me.

She looked familiar — this Antwerp cat. An odd sense of having seen her before — of having been well acquainted with her in former years slowly settled in my mind, and, although I could never remember the time when I had not detested cats, I was almost convinced that my relations with this Antwerp tabby had once been intimate if not cordial. I looked more closely at the animal. Then an idea struck me, — an idea which persisted and took definite shape in spite of me. I strove to escape from it, to evade it, to stifle and smother it; an inward struggle ensued which brought the perspiration in beads upon my cheeks, — a struggle short, sharp, decisive. It was useless — useless to try to put it from me, — this idea so wretchedly bizarre, so grotesque and fantastic, so utterly inane, — it was useless to deny that the cat bore a distinct resemblance to my great-aunt!

I gazed at her in horror. What enormous eyes the creature had!

Blood is thicker than water, said the man at the next table.

What does he mean by that? I muttered, angrily swallowing a tumbler of Rhine wine and seltzer. But I did not turn. What was the use?

Chattering old imbecile, I added to myself, and struck a match, for my cigar was out; but as I raised the match to relight it, I encountered the cats eyes again. I could not enjoy my cigar with the animal staring at me, but I was justly indignant, and I did not intend to be routed. The idea! forced to leave for a cat! I sneered, we will see who will be the one to go! I tried to give her a jet of seltzer from the siphon, but the bottle was too nearly empty to carry far. Then I attempted to lure her nearer, calling her in French, German, and English, but she did not stir. I did not know the Flemish for cat.

Shes got a name, and wont come, I thought. Now, what under the sun can I call her?

Aunty, suggested the man at the next table.

I sat perfectly still. Could that man have answered my thoughts? — for I had not spoken aloud. Of course not — it was a coincidence, — but a very disgusting one.

Aunty, I repeated mechanically, aunty, aunty — good gracious, how horribly human that cat looks! Then somehow or other, Shakespeares words crept into my head and I found myself repeating: the soul of his grandam might happily inhabit a bird; the soul of his grandam might happily inhabit a bird; the soul of — nonsense! I growled— it isnt printed correctly! One might possibly say, speaking in poetical metaphor, that the soul of a bird might happily inhabit ones grandam— I stopped short, flushing painfully. What awful rot! I murmured, and lighted another cigar. The cat was still staring; the cigar went out. I grew more and more nervous. What rot! I repeated. Pythagoras must have been an ass, but I do believe that there are plenty of asses alive to-day who swallow that sort of thing.

Who knows, sighed the man at the next table, and I sprang to my feet and wheeled about. But I only caught a glimpse of a pair of frayed coat-tails and a bald head vanishing into the dining-room. I sat down again, thoroughly indignant. A moment later the cat got up and went away.

II.

DAYLIGHT was fading in the city of Antwerp. Down into the sea sank the sun, tinting the vast horizon with flakes of crimson, and touching with rich deep undertones the tossing waters of the Scheldt. Its glow fell like a rosy mantle over red-tiled roofs and meadows; and through the haze the spires of twenty churches pierced the air like sharp, gilded flames. To the west and south the green plains, over which the Spanish armies tramped so long ago, stretched away until they met the sky; the enchantment of the afterglow had turned old Antwerp into fairyland; and sea and sky and plain were beautiful and vague as the night mists floating in the moats below.

Along the sea-wall from the Rubens Gate, all Antwerp strolled, and chattered, and flirted and sipped their Flemish wines from slender Flemish glasses or gossiped over krugs of foaming beer.

From the Scheldt came the cries of sailors, the creaking of cordage, and the puff! puff! of the ferry-boats. On the bastions of the fortress opposite a bugler was standing. Twice the mellow notes of the bugle came faintly over the water, then a great gun thundered from the ramparts, and the Belgian flag fluttered along the lanyards to the ground.

I leaned listlessly on the sea-wall and looked down at the Scheldt below. A battery of artillery was embarking for the fortress. The tublike transport lay hissing and whistling in the slip, and the stamping of horses, the rumbling of gun and caisson, and the sharp cries of the officers came plainly to the ear.

When the last caisson was aboard and stowed, and the last trooper had sprung jingling to the deck, the transport puffed out into the Scheldt, and I turned away through the throng of promenaders, and found a little table on the terrace, just outside of the pretty café. And as I sat down, I became aware of a girl at the next table — a girl all in white — the most ravishingly and distractingly pretty girl that I had ever seen. In the agitation of the moment I forgot that I was a woman-hater, I forgot my name, my fortune, my aunt, and the Crimson Diamond — all these I forgot in a purely human impulse to see clearly; and to that end I removed my monocle from my left eye. Some moments later I came to myself and feebly replaced it. It was too late; the mischief was done. I was not aware at first of the exact state of my feelings, — for I had never before been in love — but I did know that at her request I would have been proud to stand on my head, or turn a flip-flap into the Scheldt.

I did not stare at her, but I managed to see her most of the time when her eyes were in another direction. I found myself drinking something which a waiter brought presumably upon an order which I did not remember having given. Later I noticed that it was a loathsome drink which the Belgians call American Grog, but I swallowed it and lighted a cigarette. As the fragrant cloud rose in the air, a voice, which I recognized with a chill, broke into my dream of enchantment. Could he have been there all the while, — there sitting beside that vision in white? His hat was off, and the ocean breezes whispered about his bald head. His frayed coat-tails were folded carefully over his knees, and between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand he balanced a bad cigar. He looked at me in a mildly cheerful way, and said, I know now.

Know what? I asked, thinking it better to humour him, for I was convinced that he was mad.

I know why cats bite.

This was startling. I hadnt the vaguest idea what to say.

I know why, he repeated; can you guess why? There was a covert tone of triumph in his voice and he smiled encouragement. Come, try and guess, he urged.

I was uneasy, but I told him with stiff civility that I was unequal to problems.

Listen, young man, he continued, folding his coat-tails closely about his legs— try to reason it out; why should cats bite? Dont you know? I do.

He looked at me anxiously.

You take no interest in this problem? he demanded.

Oh, yes.

Then why do you not ask me why? he said, looking vaguely disappointed.

Well, I said in desperation, why do cats bite? — hang it all! I thought, its like a burnt-cork show, and Im Mr. Bones and hes Tambo!

Then he smiled gently. Young man, he said, cats bite because they feed on cat-nip. I have reasoned it out.

I stared at him in blank astonishment. Was this benevolent looking old party poking fun at me? Was he paying me up for the mornings snub? Was he a malignant and revengeful old party, or was he merely feeble-minded? Who might he be? What was he doing here in Antwerp — what was he doing now! — for the bald one had turned familiarly to the beautiful girl in white.

Elsie, he said, do you feel chilly? The girl shook her head.

Not in the least, papa.

Good Lord! I thought— her father!

I have been to the Zoo to-day, announced the bald one, turning toward me.

Ah, indeed, I observed,— er — I trust you enjoyed it.

I have been contemplating the apes, he continued, dreamily. Yes, contemplating the apes.

I said nothing, but tried to look interested.

Yes, the apes, he murmured, fixing his mild eyes on me. Then he leaned toward me confidentially and whispered; can you tell me what a monkey thinks?

I can not, I replied, sharply.

Ah, he sighed, sinking back in his chair, and patting the slender hand of the girl beside him, ah, who can tell what a monkey thinks? His gentle face lulled my suspicions, and I replied very gravely; who can tell whether they think at all?

True, true! Who can tell whether they think at all; and if they do think, ah! who can tell what they think?

But, I began, if you cant tell whether they think at all, whats the use of trying to conjecture what they would think if they did think?

He raised his hand in deprecation. Ah, it is exactly that which is of such absorbing interest, exactly that! It is the abstruseness of the proposition which stimulates research — which stirs profoundly the brain of the thinking world. The question is of vital and instant importance. Possibly you have already formed an opinion.

I admitted that I had thought but little on the subject.

I doubt, he continued, swathing his knees in his coat-tails,— I doubt whether you have given much attention to the subject lately discussed by the Boston Dodo Society of Pythagorean Research.

I am not sure, I said politely, that I recall that particular discussion. May I ask what was the question brought up?

The Felis Domesticus question.

Ah, that must indeed be interesting! And — er — what may be the Felis Do — do—

Domesticus — not Dodo. Felis Domesticus, the common or garden cat.

Indeed, I murmured.

You are not listening, he said.

I only half heard him; I could not turn my eyes from her face.

Cat! shouted the bald one, and I almost leaped from my chair. Are you deaf? he inquired, sympathetically.

No — oh no! I replied, colouring with confusion; you were — pardon me — you were — er — speaking of the Dodo. Extraordinary bird that—

I was not discussing the Dodo, he sighed— I was speaking of cats.

Of course, I said.

The question is, he continued, twisting his frayed coat-tails into a sort of rope— the question is, how are we to ameliorate the present condition and social status of our domestic cats —— —

Feed em, I suggested.

He raised both hands. They were eloquent with patient expostulation. I mean their spiritual condition, he said.

I nodded, but my eyes reverted to that exquisite face. She sat silent, her eyes fixed on the waning flecks of colour in the western sky.

Yes, repeated the bald one, the spiritual welfare of our domestic cats—

Toms and Tabbies? I murmured.

Exactly, he said, tying a large knot in his coat-tails.

You will ruin your coat, I observed.

Papa! exclaimed the girl, turning in dismay, as that gentleman gave a guilty start, stop it at once!

He smiled apologetically and made a feeble attempt to conceal his coat-tails.

My dear, he said, with gentle deprecation, I am so absent-minded — I always do it in the heat of argument.

The girl rose, and, bending over her untidy parent, deftly untied the knot in his flapping coat. When he was disentangled, she sat down and said, with a ghost of a smile; he is so very absent-minded.

Your father is evidently a great student, I said, pleasantly. How I pitied her, tied to this lunatic!

Yes, he is a great student, she said, quietly.

I am, he murmured, thats what makes me so absent-minded. I often go to bed and forget to sleep. Then looking at me he asked me my name, adding, with a bow, that his name was P. Royal Wyeth, Professor of Pythagorean Research and Abstruse Paradox.

My first name is Penny — named after Professor Penny of Harvard, he said, but I seldom use my first name in connection with my second, as the combination suggests a household remedy of penetrating odour.

My name is Kensett, I said, Harold Kensett of New York.

Student?

Er — a little—

Student of diamonds?

I smiled. Oh, I see you know who my great-aunt was, I said.

I know her, he said.

Ah, — perhaps you are unaware that my great-aunt is not now living—

I know her, he repeated, obstinately.

I bowed. What a crank he was!

What do you study? You dont fiddle away all your time, do you? he asked.

Now that was just what I did, but I was not pleased to have Miss Wyeth know it. Although my time was chiefly spent in shooting and fishing, I had once, in a fit of energy, succeeded in stuffing and mounting a woodcock, so I evaded a humiliating confession by saying that I had done a little work in ornithology.

Good! cried the Professor, beaming all over. I knew you were a fellow scientist. Possibly you are a brother member of the Boston Dodo Society of Pythagorean Research. Are you a Dodo?

I shook my head. No, I am not a Dodo.

Only a jay?

A — what? I said, angrily.

A jay. We call the members of the Junior Ornithological Jay Society of New York, jays, just as we refer to ourselves as Dodos. Are you not even a jay?

I am not, I said, watching him suspiciously.

I must convert you, I see, said the Professor, smiling.

Im afraid I do not approve of Pythagorean research, I began, but the beautiful Miss Wyeth turned to me very seriously, and looking me frankly in the eyes, said:

I trust you will be open to conviction.

Good Lord! I thought, can she be another crank. I looked at her steadily. What a little beauty she was. She also then belonged to the Pythagoreans — a sect I despised. Everybody knows all about the Pythagorean craze, its rise in Boston, its rapid spread, and its subsequent consolidation with Theosophy, Hypnotism, the Salvation Army, the Shakers, the Dunkards, and the Mind Cure Cult, upon a business basis. I had hitherto regarded all Pythagoreans with the same scornful indifference which I accorded to the Faith Curists; being a member of the Catholic Church I was scarcely prepared to take any of them seriously. Least of all did I approve of the business basis, and I looked very much askance indeed at the Scientific and Religious Trust Company, duly incorporated and generally known as the Pythagorean Trust, which, consolidating with Mind Curists, Faith Curists, and other flourishing Salvation Syndicates, actually claimed a place among ordinary Trusts, and at the same time pretended to a control over mans future life. No, I could never listen — I was ashamed of even entertaining the notion, and I shook my head.

No, Miss Wyeth, I am afraid I do not care to listen to any reasoning on this subject.

Dont you believe in Pythagoras? demanded the Professor, subduing his excitement with difficulty, and adding another knot to his coat-tails.

No, I said, I do not.

How do you know you dont? enquired the Professor.

Because, I said, firmly, it is nonsense to say that the soul of a human being can inhabit a hen!

Put it in a more simplified form! insisted the Professor; do you believe that the soul of a hen can inhabit a human being?

No, I dont!

Did you ever hear of a hen-pecked man? cried the Professor, his voice ending in a shout.

I nodded, intensely annoyed.

Will you listen to reason, then? he continued, eagerly.

No, I began, but I caught Miss Wyeths blue eyes fixed on mine with an expression so sad, so sweetly appealing, that I faltered.

Yes, I will listen, I said, faintly.

Will you become my pupil? insisted the Professor.

I was shocked to find myself wavering, but my eyes were looking into hers, and I could not disobey what I read there. The longer I looked the greater inclination I felt to waver. I saw that I was going to give in, and, strangest of all, my conscience did not trouble me. I felt it coming — a sort of mild exhilaration took possession of me. For the first time in my life I became reckless — I even gloried in my recklessness.

Yes, yes, I cried, leaning eagerly across the table, I shall be glad — delighted! Will you take me as your pupil? My single eye-glass fell from its position unheeded. Take me! Oh, will you take me? I cried. Instead of answering, the Professor blinked rapidly at me for a moment. I imagined his eyes had grown bigger, and were assuming a greenish tinge. The corners of his mouth began to quiver, emitting queer, caressing little noises, and he rapidly added knot after knot to his twitching coat-tails. Suddenly he bent forward across the table until his nose almost touched mine. The pupils of his eyes expanded, the iris assuming a beautiful changing golden-green tinge, and his coat-tails switched violently. Then he began to mew.

I strove to rouse myself from my paralysis — I tried to shrink back, for I felt the end of his cold nose touch mine. I could not move. The cry of terror died in my straining throat, my hands tightened convulsively; I was incapable of speech or motion. At the same time my brain became wonderfully clear. I began to remember everything that had ever happened to me — everything that I had ever done or said. I even remembered things that I had neither done nor said, I recalled distinctly much that had never happened. How fresh and strong my memory! The past was like a mirror, crystal clear, and there, in glorious tints and hues, the scenes of my childhood grew and glowed and faded, and gave place to newer and more splendid scenes. For a moment the episode of the cat at the Hotel St. Antoine flashed across my mind. When it vanished, a chilly stupor slowly clouded my brain; the scenes, the memories, the brilliant colours, faded, leaving me enveloped in a grey vapour, through which the two great eyes of the Professor twinkled with a murky light. A peculiar longing stirred me, — a strange yearning for something — I knew not what — but, oh! how I longed and yearned for it! Slowly this indefinite, incomprehensible longing became a living pain. Ah, how I suffered! — and how the vapours seemed to crowd around me. Then, as at a great distance, I heard her voice, sweet, imperative:

Mew! she said.

For a moment I seemed to see the interior of my own skull, lighted as by a flash of fire; the rolling eye-balls, veined in scarlet, the glistening muscles quivering along the jaw, the humid masses of the convoluted brain, — then awful darkness — a darkness almost tangible — an utter blackness, through which now seemed to creep a thin silver thread, like a river crawling across a world — like a thought gliding to the brain — like a song, a thin, sharp song which some distant voice was singing — which I was singing.

And I knew that I was mewing!

I threw myself back in my chair and mewed with all my heart. Oh, that heavy load which was lifted from my breast! How good, how satisfying it was to mew! And how I did mew!

I gave myself up to it, heart and soul; my whole being thrilled with the passionate outpourings of a spirit freed. My voice trembled in the upper bars of a feline love song, quavered, descended, swelling again into an intimation that I brooked no rival, and ended with a magnificent crescendo.

I finished, somewhat abashed, and glanced askance at the Professor and his daughter, but the one sat nonchalantly disentangling his coattails, and the other was apparently absorbed in the distant landscape. Evidently they did not consider me ridiculous. Flushing painfully, I turned in my chair to see how my gruesome solo had affected the people on the terrace. Nobody even looked at me. This, however, gave me little comfort, for, as I began to realize what I had done, my mortification and rage knew no bounds. I was ready to die of shame. What on earth had induced me to mew? I looked wildly about for escape — I would leap up — rush home to bury my burning face in my pillows, and later in the friendly cabin of a homeward-bound steamer. I would fly — fly at once! Woe to the man who blocked my way! I started to my feet, but at that moment I caught Miss Wyeths eyes fixed on mine.

Dont go, she said.

What in Heavens name lay in those blue eyes! I slowly sank back into my chair.

Then the Professor spoke. Elsie, I have just received a dispatch.

Where from, Papa?

From India. Im going at once.

She nodded her head, without turning her eyes from the sea. Is it important, papa?

I should say so. The cashier of the Trust has eloped with an Astral body, and has taken all our funds, including a lot of first mortgages on Nirvana. I suppose hes been dabbling in futures, and was short in his accounts. I shant be gone long.

Then good-night, papa, she said, kissing him,  try to be back by eleven. I sat stupidly staring at them.

Oh, its only to Bombay — I shant go to Thibet to-night, — good-night, my dear, said the Professor.

Then a singular thing occurred. The Professor had at last succeeded in disentangling his coat tails, and now, jamming his hat over his ears, and waving his arms with a bat-like motion, he climbed upon the seat of his chair, and ejaculated the word Presto! Then I found my voice.

Stop him! I cried, in terror.

Presto! Presto! shouted the Professor, balancing himself on the edge of his chair and waving his arms majestically, as if preparing for a sudden flight across the Scheldt; and, firmly convinced that he not only meditated it but was perfectly capable of attempting it, I covered my eyes with my hands.

Are you ill, Mr. Kensett? said the girl, quietly.

I raised my head indignantly. Not at all, Miss Wyeth, only Ill bid you good-evening, for this is the 19th century, and Im a Christian.

So am I, she said. So is my father.

The devil he is, I thought.

Her next words made me jump.

Please do not be profane, Mr. Kensett.

How did she know I was profane? I had not spoken a word! Could it be possible she was able to read my thoughts? This was too much, and I rose and bowed stiffly.

I have the honour to bid you good-evening, I began, and reluctantly turned to include the Professor, expecting to see that gentleman balancing himself on his chair. The Professors chair was empty.

Oh, said the girl, faintly, my father has gone.

Gone! Where?

To — to India, I believe.

I sank helplessly into my own chair.

I do not think he will stay very long — he promised to return by eleven, she said, timidly.

I tried to realize the purport of it all. Gone to India? Gone! How? On a broomstick? Good Heavens! I murmured, am I sane?

Perfectly, she said, and I am tired; you may take me back to the hotel.

I scarcely heard her; I was feebly attempting to gather up my numbed wits. Slowly I began to comprehend the situation, to review the startling and humiliating events of the day. At noon, in the court of the Hotel St. Antoine, I had been annoyed by a man and a cat. I had retired to my own room and had slept until dinner. In the evening I met two tourists on the sea-wall promenade. I had been beguiled into conversation — yes, into intimacy with these two tourists! I had had the intention of embracing the faith of Pythagoras! Then I had mewed like a cat with all the strength of my lungs. Then the male tourist vanishes — and leaves me in charge of the female tourist, alone and at night in a strange city! And now the female tourist proposes that I take her home!

With a remnant of self-possession I groped for my eye-glass, seized it, screwed it firmly into my eye, and looked long and earnestly at the girl. As I looked, my eyes softened, my monocle dropped, and I forgot everything in the beauty and purity of the face before me. My heart began to beat against my stiff white waistcoat. Had I dared — yes, dared to think of this wondrous little beauty, as a female tourist? Her pale sweet face, turned toward the sea, seemed to cast a spell upon the night. How loud my heart was beating. The yellow moon floated, half dipping in the sea, flooding land and water with enchanted lights. Wind and wave seemed to feel the spell of her eyes, for the breeze died away, the heaving Scheldt tossed noiselessly, and the dark Dutch luggers swung idly on the tide with every sail adroop.

A sudden hush fell over land and water, the voices on the promenade were stilled; little by little the shadowy throng, the terrace, the sea itself vanished, and I only saw her face, shadowed against the moon.

It seemed as if I had drifted miles above the earth, through all space and eternity, and there was nought between me and high Heaven but that white face. Ah, how I loved her! I knew it — I never doubted it. Could years of passionate adoration touch her heart — her little heart, now beating so calmly with no thought of love to startle it from its quiet and send it fluttering against the gentle breast? In her lap her clasped hands tightened, — her eyelids drooped as though some pleasant thought was passing. I saw the colour dye her temples, I saw the blue eyes turn, half frightened to my own, I saw — and I knew she had read my thoughts. Then we both rose, side by side, and she was weeping softly, yet for my life I dared not speak. She turned away, touching her eyes with a bit of lace, and I sprang to her side and offered her my arm.

You cannot go back alone, I said.

She did not take my arm.

Do you hate me, Miss Wyeth?

I am very tired, she said, I must go home.

You cannot go alone.

I do not care to accept your escort.

Then — you send me away?

No, she said, in a hard voice. You can come if you like. So I humbly attended her to the Hotel St. Antoine.

III.

AS we reached the Place Verte and turned into the court of the hotel, the sound of the midnight bells swept over the city, and a horse-car jingled slowly by on its last trip to the railroad station.

We passed the fountain, bubbling and splashing in the moonlit court, and, crossing the square, entered the southern wing of the hotel. At the foot of the stairway she leaned for an instant against the banisters.

I am afraid we have walked too fast, I said. She turned to me coldly. No, — conventionalities must be observed. You were quite right in escaping as soon as possible.

But, I protested, I assure you—

She gave a little movement of impatience. Dont, she said, you tire me — conventionalities tire me. Be satisfied, — nobody has seen you.

You are cruel, I said, in a low voice— what do you think I care for conventionalities—

You care everything, — you care what people think, and you try to do what they say is good form. You never did such an original thing in your life as you have just done.

You read my thoughts, I exclaimed, bitterly— it is not fair—

Fair or not, I know what you consider me, — ill-bred, common, pleased with any sort of attention. Oh! Why should I waste one word — one thought on you!

Miss Wyeth,— I began, but she interrupted me.

Would you dare tell me what you think of me? — Would you dare tell me what you think of my father?

I was silent. She turned and mounted two steps of the stairway, then faced me again.

Do you think it was for my own pleasure that I permitted myself to be left alone with you? Do you imagine that I am flattered by your attention — do you venture to think I ever could be? How dared you think what you did think there on the sea-wall?

I cannot help my thoughts! I replied. You turned on me like a tiger when you awoke from your trance. Do you really suppose that you mewed? Are you not aware that my father hypnotized you?

No — I did not know it, I said. The hot blood tingled in my finger tips, and I looked angrily at her.

Why do you imagine that I waste my time on you? she said. Your vanity has answered that question, — now let your intelligence answer it. I am a Pythagorean; I have been chosen to bring in a convert, and you were the convert selected for me by the Mahatmas of the Consolidated Trust Company. I have followed you from New York to Antwerp, as I was bidden, but now my courage fails, and I shrink from fulfilling my mission, knowing you to be the type of man you are. If I could give it up — if I could only go away, — never, never again to see you! Ah, I fear they will not permit it! — until my mission is accomplished. Why was I chosen, — I, with a womans heart and a womans pride. I — I hate you!

I love you, I said, slowly.

She paled and looked away.

Answer me, I said.

Her wide blue eyes turned back again, and I held them with mine. At last she slowly drew a long-stemmed rose from the bunch at her belt, turned, and mounted the shadowy staircase. For a moment I thought I saw her pause on the landing above, but the moonlight was uncertain. After waiting for a long time in vain, I moved away, and in going raised my hand to my face, but I stopped short, and my heart stopped too, for a moment. In my hand I held a long-stemmed rose.

With my brain in a whirl I crept across the court and mounted the stairs to my room. Hour after hour I walked the floor, slowly at first, then more rapidly, but it brought no calm to the fierce tumult of my thoughts, and at last I dropped into a chair before the empty fireplace, burying my head in my hands.

Uncertain, shocked, and deadly weary, I tried to think, — I strove to bring order out of the chaos in my brain, but I only sat staring at the longstemmed rose. Slowly I began to take a vague pleasure in its heavy perfume, and once I crushed a leaf between my palms, and, bending over, drank in the fragrance.

Twice my lamp flickered and went out, and twice, treading softly, I crossed the room to relight it. Twice I threw open the door, thinking that I heard some sound without. How close the air was, — how heavy and hot! And what was that strange, subtle odour which had insensibly filled the room? It grew stronger and more penetrating, and I began to dislike it, and to escape it I buried my nose in the half-opened rose. Horror! The odour came from the rose, — and the rose itself was no longer a rose — not even a flower now, — it was only a bunch of catnip; and I dashed it to the floor and ground it under my heel.

Mountebank! I cried in a rage. My anger grew cold — and I shivered, drawn perforce to the curtained window. Something was there — outside. I could not hear it, for it made no sound, but I knew it was there, watching me. What was it? The damp hair stirred on my head. I touched the heavy curtains. Whatever was outside them sprang up, tore at the window, and then rushed away.

Feeling very shaky, I crept to the window, opened it, and leaned out. The night was calm. I heard the fountain splashing in the moonlight and the sea winds soughing through the palms. Then I closed the window and turned back into the room; and as I stood there a sudden breeze, which could not have come from without, blew sharply in my face, extinguishing the candle and sending the long curtains bellying out into the room. The lamp on the table flashed and smoked and sputtered; the room was littered with flying papers and catnip leaves. Then the strange wind died away, and somewhere in the night a cat snarled.

I turned desperately to my trunk and flung it open. Into it I threw everything I owned, pellmell, closed the lid, locked it, and seizing my mackintosh and travelling bag, ran down the stairs, crossed the court and entered the night office of the hotel. There I called up the sleepy clerk, settled my reckoning, and sent a porter for a cab.

Now, I said, what time does the next train leave?

The next train for where?

Anywhere!

The clerk locked the safe, and carefully keeping the desk between himself and me, motioned the office boy to look at the time-tables.

Next train, 2.10. Brussels — Paris, read the boy.

At that moment the cab rattled up by the curbstone, and I sprang in while the porter tossed my traps on top. Away we bumped over the stony pavement, past street after street lighted dimly by tall gas-lamps, and alley after alley brilliant with the glare of villainous all-night café-concerts, and then, turning, we rumbled past the Circus and the Eldorado, and at last stopped with a jolt before the Brussels Station.

I had not a moment to lose. Paris! I cried,— first-class! and, pocketing the book of coupons, hurried across the platform to where the Brussels train lay. A guard came running up, flung open the door of a first-class carriage, slammed and locked it, after I had jumped in, and the long train glided from the arched station out into the starlit morning.

I was all alone in the compartment. The wretched lamp in the roof flickered dimly, scarcely lighting the stuffy box. I could not see to read my time-table, so I wrapped my legs in the travelling rug and lay back, staring out into the misty morning. Trees, walls, telegraph poles, flashed past, and the cinders drove in showers against the rattling windows. I slept at times, fitfully, and once, springing up, peered sharply at the opposite seat, possessed with the idea that somebody was there.

When the train reached Brussels, I was sound asleep, and the guard awoke me with difficulty.

Breakfast, sir? he asked.

Anything, I sighed, and stepped out to the platform, rubbing my legs and shivering. The other passengers were already breakfasting in the station cafe, and I joined them and managed to swallow a cup of coffee and a roll.

The morning broke, grey and cloudy, and I bundled myself into my mackintosh for a tramp along the platform: Up and down I stamped, puffing a cigar, and digging my hands deep in my pockets, while the other passengers huddled into the warmer compartments of the train or stood watching the luggage being lifted into the forward mail carriage. The wait was very long; the hands of the great clock pointed to six, and still the train lay motionless along the platform. I approached a guard, and asked him whether anything was wrong.

Accident on the line, * * he replied; Monsieur had better go to his compartment and try to sleep, for we may be delayed until noon.

I followed the guards advice, and crawling into my corner, wrapped myself in the rug and lay back watching the rain-drops spattering along the window-sill. At noon, the train had not moved, and I lunched in the compartment. At four oclock in the afternoon the station-master came hurrying along the platform, crying montez! montez! Messieurs — Dames, sil vous plait, — and the train steamed out of the station and whirled away through the flat, treeless Belgian plains. At times I dozed, but the shaking of the car always awoke me, and I would sit blinking out at the endless stretch of plain, until a sudden flurry of rain blotted the landscape from my eyes. At last, a long, shrill whistle from the engine, a jolt, a series of bumps, and an apparition of red trousers and bayonets warned me that we had arrived at the French frontier. I turned out with the others, and opened my valise for inspection, but the customs officials merely chalked it without examination, and I hurried back to my compartment amid the shouting of guards and the clanging of station bells. Again I found that I was alone in the compartment, so I smoked a cigarette, thanked Heaven, and fell into a dreamless sleep.

How long I slept I do not know, but when I awoke, the train was roaring through a tunnel. When again it flashed out into the open country, I peered through the grimy rain-stained window and saw that the storm had ceased and stars were twinkling in the sky. I stretched my legs, yawned, pushed my travelling cap back from my forehead, and stumbling to my feet, walked up and down the compartment until my cramped muscles were relieved. Then I sat down again, and, lighting a cigar, puffed great rings and clouds of fragrant smoke across the aisle.

The train was flying; the cars lurched and shook, and the windows rattled accompaniment to the creaking panels. The smoke from my cigar dimmed the lamp in the ceiling and hid the opposite seat from view. How it curled and writhed in the corners, now eddying upward, now floating across the aisle like a veil. I lounged back in my cushioned seat watching it with interest. What queer shapes it took. How thick it was becoming — how strangely luminous! Now it had filled the whole compartment, puff after puff crowding upward, waving, wavering, clouding the windows, and blotting the lamp from sight. It was most interesting. I had never before smoked such a cigar. What an extraordinary brand! I examined the end, flicking the ashes away. The cigar was out. Fumbling for a match to relight it, my eyes fell on the drifting smoke curtain, which swayed across the corner opposite. It seemed almost tangible. How like a real curtain it hung, grey, impenetrable. A man might hide behind it. Then an idea came into my head, and it persisted until my uneasiness amounted to a vague terror. I tried to fight it off — I strove to resist — but the conviction slowly settled upon me that something was behind that smoke veil, — something which had entered the compartment while I slept.

It cant be, I muttered, my eyes fixed on the misty drapery, the train has not stopped.

The car creaked and trembled. I sprang to my feet, and swept my arm through the veil of smoke. Then my hair slowly rose on my head. For my hand touched another hand, and my eyes had met two other eyes.

My senses reeled. I heard a voice in the gloom, low and sweet, calling me by name; I saw the eyes again, tender and blue; soft fingers touched my own.

Are you afraid? she said.

My heart began to beat again, and my face warmed with returning blood.

It is only I, she said, gently.

I seemed to hear my own voice speaking as if at a great distance; you here — alone?

How cruel of you, she faltered, I am not alone. At the same instant my eyes fell upon the Professor, calmly seated by the further window. His hands were thrust into the folds of a corded and tasselled dressing-gown, from beneath which peeped two enormous feet encased in carpet slippers. Upon his head towered a yellow night cap. He did not pay the slightest attention to either me or his daughter, and, except for the lighted cigar which he kept shifting between his lips, he might have been taken for a wax dummy.

Then I began to speak, feebly, hesitating like a child.

How did you come into this compartment? You — you do not possess wings, I suppose. You could not have been here all the time. Will you explain — explain to me? See, I ask you very humbly, for I do not understand. This is the 19th century, and these things dont fit in. Im wearing a Dunlap hat — Ive got a copy of the New York Herald in my bag, — President Cleveland is alive and everything is so very commonplace in the world! Is this real magic? Perhaps Im filled with hallucinations. Perhaps Im asleep and dreaming. Perhaps you are not really here — nor I — nor anybody, nor anything! — 

The train plunged into a tunnel, and when again it dashed out from the other end, the cold wind blew furiously in my face from the further window. It was wide open; the Professor was gone.

Papa has changed to another compartment, she said, quietly; I think perhaps you were beginning to bore him.

Her eyes met mine and she smiled faintly.

Are you very much bewildered?

I looked at her in silence. She sat very quietly, her white hands clasped above her knee, her curly hair glittering to her girdle. A long robe, almost silvery in the twilight, clung to her young figure; her bare feet were thrust deep into a pair of shimmering eastern slippers.

When you fled, she sighed, I was asleep and there was no time to lose. I barely had a moment to go to Bombay, to find Papa, and return in time to join you. This is an East Indian costume.

Still I was silent.

Are you shocked? she asked simply No, I replied in a dull voice, Im past that.

You are very rude, she said, with the tears starting to her eyes.

I do not mean to be. I only wish to go away — away somewhere and find out what my name is.

Your name is Harold Kensett.

Are you sure? I asked, eagerly.

Yes, — what troubles you?

Is everything plain to you? Are you a sort of prophet and second sight medium? Is nothing hidden from you? I asked.

Nothing, — she faltered. My head ached and I clasped it in my hand.

A sudden change came over her. I am human, — believe me! — she said with piteous eagerness; indeed I do not seem strange to those who understand. You wonder, because you left me at midnight in Antwerp and you wake to find me here. If, because I find myself reincarnated, endowed with senses and capabilities which few at present possess; — if I am so made, why should it seem strange? It is all so natural to me. If I appear to you—

Appear!!!

Yes—

Elsie! I cried, can you vanish?

Yes, she murmured,— does it seem to you unwomanly?

Great Heaven! I groaned.

Dont, she cried, with tears in her voice,— oh, please dont! Help me to bear it! If you only knew how awful it is to be different from other girls, — how mortifying it is to me to be able to vanish, — oh, how I hate and detest it all!

Dont cry, I said, looking at her pityingly.

Oh dear me! she sobbed. You shudder at the sight of me because I can vanish.

I dont! I cried.

Yes you do! You abhor me, — you shrink away! Oh why did I ever see you, — why did you ever come into my life, — what have I done in ages past, that now, reborn, I suffer cruelly — cruelly!

What do you mean! I whispered. My voice trembled with happiness.

I? — nothing — but you think me a fabled monster.

Elsie, — my sweet Elsie, I said, I dont think you a fabled monster; — I love you, — see — see — I am at your feet, — listen to me, my darling, — 

She turned her blue eyes to mine. I saw tears sparkling on the curved lashes.

Elsie, I love you, I said again.

Slowly she raised her white hands to my head and held it a moment, looking at me strangely. Then her face grew nearer to my own, her glittering hair fell over my shoulders, her lips rested on mine.

In that long sweet kiss, the beating of her heart answered mine, and I learned a thousand truths, wonderful, mysterious, splendid, — but when our lips fell apart, — the memory of what I learned departed also.

It was so very simple and beautiful, she sighed, and I — I never saw it. But the Mahatmas knew — ah, they knew that my mission could only be accomplished through love.

And it is, I whispered, for you shall teach me, — me your husband.

And — and you will not be impatient? You will try to believe?

I will believe what you tell me, my sweetheart. — 

Even about — cats?

Before I could reply the further window opened and a yellow nightcap, followed by the Professor, entered from somewhere without. Elsie sank back on her sofa, but the Professor needed not to be told, and we both knew he was already busily reading our thoughts.

For a moment there was dead silence, — long enough for the Professor to grasp the full significance of what had passed. Then he uttered a single exclamation; Oh!

After a while, however, he looked at me for the first time that evening, saying; Congratulate you, Mr. Kensett, Im sure; — tied several knots in the cord of his dressing-gown, lighted a cigar, and paid no further attention to either of us. Some moments later he opened the window again and disappeared. I looked across the aisle at Elsie.

You may come over beside me, she said, shyly.

IV.

IT was nearly ten oclock and our train was rapidly approaching Paris. We passed village after village wrapped in mist, station after station hung with twinkling red and blue and yellow lanterns, then sped on again with the echo of the switch bells ringing in our ears.

When at length the train slowed up and stopped, I opened the window and looked out upon a long wet platform, shining under the electric lights.

A guard came running by, throwing open the doors of each compartment, and crying, Paris next! Tickets, if you please.

I handed him my book of coupons from which he tore several and handed it back. Then he lifted his lantern and peered into the compartment saying: Is Monsieur alone?

I turned to Elsie.

He wants your ticket — give it to me.

Whats that? demanded the guard.

I looked anxiously at Elsie.

If your father has the tickets— I began, but was interrupted by the guard who snapped, Monsieur will give himself the trouble to remember that I do not understand English.



Keep quiet! I said sharply in French, I am not speaking to you.

The guard stared stupidly at me, then at my luggage, and finally, entering the car, knelt down and peered under the seats. Presently he got up, very red in the face, and went out slamming the door. He had not paid the slightest attention to Elsie, but I distinctly heard him say, only Englishmen and idiots talk to themselves!

Elsie, I faltered, do you mean to say that guard could not see you?

She began to look so serious again that I merely added, never mind, I dont care whether you are invisible or not, dearest.

I am not invisible to you, she said; why should you care?

A great noise of bells and whistles drowned our voices, and amid the whirring of switch bells, the hissing of steam, and the cries of Paris! All out! our train glided into the station.

It was the Professor who opened the door of our carriage. There he stood, calmly adjusting his yellow nightcap and drawing his dressing-gown closer with the corded tassels.

Where have you been? I asked.

On the engine.

In the engine I suppose you mean, I said. No I dont; I mean on the engine, — on the pilot. It was very refreshing. Where are we going now?

Do you know Paris? asked Elsie, turning to me.

Yes. I think your father had better take you to the Hotel Normandie on the rue de lEchelle—

But you must stay there too!

Of course — if you wish—

She laughed nervously.

Dont you see that my father and I could not take rooms — now? You must engage three rooms for yourself.

Why? I asked stupidly.

Oh dear — why because we are invisible.

I tried to repress a shudder. The Professor gave Elsie his arm and, as I studied his ensemble, I thanked Heaven that he was invisible.

At the gate of the station I hailed a four-seated cab, and we rattled away through the stony streets, brilliant with gas jets, and in a few moments rolled smoothly across the Avenue de lOpera, turned into the rue de lEchelle, and stopped. A bright little page, all over buttons, came out, took my luggage, and preceded us into the hallway.

I, with Elsie on my arm and the Professor shuffling along beside me, walked over to the desk.

Room? said the clerk, we have a very desirable room on the second fronting the rue St. Honoré—

But we — that is I want three rooms — three separate rooms! I said.

The clerk scratched his chin. Monsieur is expecting friends?

Say yes, whispered Elsie, with a suspicion of laughter in her voice.

Yes, I repeated feebly.

Gentlemen of course? said the clerk looking at me narrowly.

One lady.

Married, of course?

Whats that to you? I said sharply, what do you mean by speaking to us—

Us!

I mean to me, I said, badly rattled; give me the rooms and let me get to bed, will you?

Monsieur will remember, said the clerk coldly, that this is an old and respectable hotel.

I know it, I said, smothering my rage.

The clerk eyed me suspiciously.

Front! he called with irritating deliberation, show this gentleman to apartment ten.

How many rooms are there! I demanded.

Three sleeping rooms and a parlor.

I will take it, I said with composure.

On probation, muttered the clerk insolently.

Swallowing the insult I followed the bell-boy up the stairs, keeping between him and Elsie, for I dreaded to see him walk through her as if she were thin air. A trim maid rose to meet us and conducted us through a hallway into a large apartment. She threw open all the bed-room doors and said, Will Monsieur have the goodness to choose?

Which will you take, I began, turning to Elsie.

I! Monsieur! cried the startled maid.

That completely upset me. Here, I muttered, slipping some silver into her hand, now for the love of Heaven run away!

When she had vanished with a doubtful Merci, Monsieur, I handed the Professor the keys and asked him to settle the thing with Elsie.

Elsie took the corner room, the Professor rambled into the next one, and I said good night and crept wearily into my own chamber. I sat down and tried to think. A great feeling of fatigue weighted my spirits.

I can think better with my clothes off, I said, and slipped the coat from my shoulders. How tired I was. I can think better in bed, I muttered, flinging my cravat on the dresser and tossing my shirt studs after it. I was certainly very tired. Now, I yawned, grasping the pillow and drawing it under my head, now, I can think a bit, but before my head fell on the pillow, sleep closed my eyes.

I began to dream at once. It seemed as though my eyes were wide open and the Professor was standing beside my bed.

Young man, he said, youve won my daughter and you must pay the piper!

What piper? I said.

The pied piper of Hamlin, I dont think, replied the Professor vulgarly, and before I could realize what he was doing he had drawn a reed pipe from his dressing-gown and was playing a strangely annoying air. Then an awful thing occurred. Cats began to troop into the room, cats by the hundred, toms and tabbys, grey, yellow, Maltese, Persian, Manx, all purring and all marching round and round, rubbing against the furniture, the Professor, and even against me. I struggled with the nightmare.

Take them away! I tried to gasp.

Nonsense, he said, here is an old friend.

I saw the white tabby cat of the Hotel St. Antoine.

An old friend, he repeated, and played a dismal melody on his reed.

I saw Elsie enter the room, lift the white tabby in her arms and bring her to my side.

Shake hands with him, she commanded.

To my horror the tabby deliberately extended a paw and tapped me on the knuckles.

Oh! I cried in agony, this is a horrible dream! Why, oh, why cant I wake!

Yes, she said, dropping the cat, it is partly a dream but some of it is real. Remember what I say, my darling; you are to go to-morrow morning and meet the twelve oclock train from Antwerp at the Gare du Nord. Papa and I are coming to Paris on that train. Dont you know that we are not really here now, you silly boy? Good night then. I shall be very glad to see you.

I saw her glide from the room, followed by the Professor, playing a gay quick-step, to which the cats danced two and two.

Good night sir, said each cat, as it passed my bed; and I dreamed no more.

When I awoke, the room, the bed had vanished; I was in the street, walking rapidly; the sun shone down on the broad white pavements of Paris, and the streams of busy life flowed past me on either side. How swiftly I was walking! Where the devil was I going? Surely I had business somewhere that needed immediate attention. I tried to remember when I had awakened, but I could not. I wondered where I had dressed myself; I had apparently taken great pains with my toilet, for I was immaculate, monocle and all, even down to a long-stemmed rose nestling in my button-hole. I knew Paris and recognized the streets through which I was hurrying. Where could I be going? What was my hurry? I glanced at my watch and found I had not a moment to lose. Then as the bells of the city rang out mid-day, I hastened into the railroad station on the Rue Lafayette and walked out to the platform. And as I looked down the glittering track, around the distant curve shot a locomotive followed by a long line of cars. Nearer and nearer it came while the station gongs sounded and the switch-bells began ringing all along the track.

Antwerp express! cried the Sous-Chef de Gare, and as the train slipped along the tiled platform I sprang upon the steps of a first-class carriage and threw open the door.

How do you do, Mr. Kensett, said Elsie Wyeth, springing lightly to the platform. Really it is very nice of you to come to the train.  At the same moment a bald, mild-eyed gentleman emerged from the depths of the same compartment carrying a large covered basket.

How are you, Kensett? he said. Glad to see you again. Rather warm in that compartment — no I will not trust this basket to an expressman; give Miss Wyeth your arm and Ill follow. We go to the Normandie I believe?

All the morning I had Elsie to myself, and at dinner I sat beside her with the Professor opposite. The latter was cheerful enough, but he nearly ruined my dinner for he smelled strongly of catnip. After dinner he became restless and fidgeted about in his chair until coffee was brought, and we went up to the parlour of our apartment. Here his restlessness increased to such an extent that I ventured to ask him if he was in good health.

Its that basket — the covered basket which I have in the next room, he said.

Whats the trouble with the basket? I asked.

The baskets all right — but the contents worry me.

May I inquire what the contents are? I ventured.

The Professor rose.

Yes, he said, you may inquire of my daughter. He left the room but reappeared shortly, carrying a saucer of milk.

I watched him enter the next room which was mine.

What on earth is he taking that into my room for? I asked Elsie. I dont keep cats.

But you will, she said.

I? never!

You will if I ask you to.

But — but you wont ask me.

But I do.

Elsie!

Harold!

I detest cats.

You must not.

I cant help it.

You will when I ask it. Have I not given myself to you? Will you not make a little sacrifice for me?

I dont understand—

Would you refuse my first request?

No, I said miserably, I will keep dozens of cats—

I do not ask that; I only wish you to keep one.

Was that what your father had in that basket? I asked suspiciously.

Yes, the basket came from Antwerp.

What! The white Antwerp cat! I cried. Yes.

And you ask me to keep that cat? Oh Elsie!

Listen! she said, I have a long story to tell you; come nearer, close to me. You say you love me?

I bent and kissed her.

Then I shall put you to the proof, she murmured.

Prove me!

Listen. That cat is the same cat that ran out of the apartment in the Waldorf when your great-aunt ceased to exist — in human shape. My father and myself, having received word from the Mahatmas of the Trust Company, sheltered and cherished the cat. We were ordered by the Mahatmas to convert you. The task was appalling — but there is no such thing as refusing a command, and we laid our plans. That man with a white spot in his hair was my father—

What! Your father is bald.

He wore a wig then. The white spot came from dropping chemicals on the wig while experimenting with a substance which you could not comprehend.

Then — then that clue was useless; but who could have taken the Crimson Diamond? And who was the man with the white spot on his head who tried to sell the stone in Paris?

That was my father.

He — he — st — took the Crimson Diamond?! I cried aghast.

Yes and no. That was only a paste stone that he had in Paris. It was to draw you over here. He had the real Crimson Diamond also.

Your father?

Yes. He has it in the next room now. Can you not see how it disappeared, Harold? Why, the cat swallowed it!

Do you mean to say that the white tabby swallowed the Crimson Diamond?

By mistake. She tried to get it out of the velvet bag, and, as the bag was also full of catnip, she could not resist a mouthful, and unfortunately just then you broke in the door and so startled the cat that she swallowed the Crimson Diamond. There was a painful pause. At last I said; Elsie, as you are able to vanish, I suppose you also are able to converse with cats.

I am, she replied, trying to keep back the tears of mortification.

And that cat told you this?

She did.

And my Crimson Diamond is inside that cat?

It is.

Then, said I firmly, I am going to chloroform the cat.

Harold! she cried in terror, that cat is your great-aunt!

I dont know to this day how I stood the shock of that announcement, or how I managed to listen, while Elsie tried to explain the transmigration theory, but it was all Chinese to me. I only knew that I was a blood relation of a cat, and the thought nearly drove me mad.

Try, my darling, try to love her, whispered Elsie, she must be very precious to you—

Yes, with my diamond inside her, I replied faintly.

You must not neglect her, said Elsie.

Oh no, Ill always have my eye on her — I mean I will surround her with luxury — er, milk and bones and catnip and books — er — does she read?

Not the books that human beings read. Now go and speak to your aunt, Harold.

Eh! How the deuce—

Go, for my sake try to be cordial.

She rose and led me unresistingly to the door of my room.

Good Heavens! I groaned, this is awful.

Courage, my darling! she whispered, be brave for love of me.

I drew her to me and kissed her. Beads of cold perspiration started in the roots of my hair, but I clenched my teeth and entered the room alone. The room was dark and I stood silent, not knowing where to turn, fearful lest I step on the cat, my aunt! Then through the dreary silence I called; Aunty!

A faint noise broke upon my ear, and my heart grew sick, but I strode into the darkness calling hoarsely: — 

Aunt Tabby! it is your nephew!

Again the faint sound. Something was stirring there among the shadows, — a shape moving softly along the wall, a shade which glided by me, paused, wavered, and darted under the bed. Then I threw myself on the floor, profoundly moved, begging, imploring my aunt to come to me.

Aunty! Aunty! I murmured, your nephew is waiting to take you to his heart! And at last I saw my great-aunts eyes, shining in the dark.

Close the door. That meeting is not for the eyes of the world! Close the door upon that sacred scene where great-aunt and nephew are united at last.

THE END
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DEDICATION.

There is a maid, demure as she is wise,
With all of April in her winsome eyes,
And to my tales she listens pensively,
With slender fingers clasped about her knee,
Watching the sparrows on the balcony.

Shy eyes that, lifted up to me,
Free all my heart of vanity;
Clear eyes, that speak all silently,
Sweet as the silence of a nunnery — 
Read, for I write my rede for you alone,
Here where the citys mighty monotone
Deepens the silence to a symphony — 
Silence of Saints, and Seers, and Sorcery.

Arms and the Man! A noble theme, I ween!
Alas! I can not sing of these, Eileen — 
Only of maids and men and meadow-grass,
Of sea and fields and woodlands, where I pass;
Nothing but these I know, Eileen, alas!

Clear eyes that, lifted up to me,
Free all my soul from vanity;
Gray eyes, that speak all wistfully — 
Nothing but these I know, alas!

R. W. C.

April, 1896.


INTRODUCTION.

I.
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Where two fair paths, deep flowered
And leaf-embowered,
Creep East and West across a World concealed,
Which shall he take who journeys far afield?

II.

Canst thou then say, I go,
Or I forego?
What turns thee East or West, as thistles blow?
Is fair more fair than fair — and dost thou know?

III.

Turn to the West, unblessed
And uncaressed;
Turn to the East, and, seated at the Feast
Thou shall find Life, or Death from Life released.

IV.

And thou who lovest best
A maid dark-tressed,
And passest others by with careless eye,
Canst thou tell why thou choosest? Tell, then; why?

V.

So whun thy kiss is given
Or half-forgiven,
Why should she tremble, with her face flame-hot,
Or laugh and whisper, Love, I tremble not?

VI.

Or when thy hand may catch
A half-drawn latch.
What draws thee from the door, to turn and pass
Through streets unknown, dim, still, and choked with grass?

VII.

What! Canst thou not foresee
The Mystery?
Heed! For a Voice commands thy every deed!
And it hath sounded. And thou needs must heed!

R. W. C.

1896.


THE PURPLE EMPEROR.
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Un souvenir heureux est peut-être, sur terre,
Plus vrai que le bonheur. 

A. DE MUSSET.

I.

THE Purple Emperor watched me in silence. I cast again, spinning out six feet more of waterproof silk, and, as the line hissed through the air far across the pool, I saw my three flies fall on the water like drifting thistledown. The Purple Emperor sneered.

You see, he said, I am right. There is not a trout in Brittany that will rise to a tailed fly.

They do in America, I replied.

Zut! for America! observed the Purple Emperor.

And trout take a tailed fly in England, I insisted sharply.

Now do I care what things or people do in England? demanded the Purple Emperor.

You dont care for anything except yourself and your wriggling caterpillars, I said, more annoyed than I had yet been.

The Purple Emperor sniffed. His broad, hairless, sunburnt features bore that obstinate expression which always irritated me. Perhaps the manner in which he wore his hat intensified the irritation, for the flapping brim rested on both ears, and the two little velvet ribbons which hung from the silver buckle in front wiggled and fluttered with every trivial breeze. His cunning eyes and sharp-pointed nose were out of all keeping with his fat red face. When he met my eye, he chuckled.

I know more about insects than any man in Morbihan — or Finistère either, for that matter, he said.

The Red Admiral knows as much as you do, I retorted.

He doesnt, replied the Purple Emperor angrily.

And his collection of butterflies is twice as large as yours, I added, moving down the stream to a spot directly opposite him.

It is, is it? sneered the Purple Emperor.

Well, let me tell you, Monsieur Barrel, in all his collection he hasnt a specimen, a single specimen, of that magnificent butterfly, Apatura Iris, commonly known as the Purple Emperor.

Everybody in Brittany knows that, I said, casting across the sparkling water; but just because you happen to be the only man who ever captured a Purple Emperor in Morbihan, it doesnt follow that you are an authority on sea-trout flies. Why do you say that a Breton sea-trout wont touch a tailed fly?

Its so, he replied.

Why? There are plenty of May-flies about the stream.

Let em fly! snarled the Purple Emperor, you wont see a trout touch em.

My arm was aching, but I grasped my split bamboo more firmly, and, half turning, waded out into the stream and began to whip the ripples at the head of the pool. A great green dragon-fly came drifting by on the summer breeze and hung a moment above the pool, glittering like an emerald.

Theres a chance! Where is your butterfly net? I called across the stream.

What for? That dragon-fly? Ive got dozens — Anax Junius, Drury, characteristic, anal angle of posterior wings, in male, round; thorax marked with — —

That will do, I said fiercely. Cant I point out an insect in the air without this burst of erudition? Can you tell me, in simple every day French, what this little fly is — this one, flitting over the eel grass here beside me? See, it has fallen on the water.

Huh! sneered the Purple Emperor, thats a Linnobia annulus.

Whats that? I demanded.

Before he could answer there came a heavy splash in the pool, and the fly disappeared.

He! he! he! tittered the Purple Emperor. Didnt I tell you the fish knew their business? That was a sea-trout. I hope you dont get him.

He gathered up his butterfly net, collecting box, chloroform bottle, and cyanide jar. Then he rose, swung the box over his shoulder, stuffed the poison bottles into the pockets of his silver-buttoned velvet coat, and lighted his pipe. This latter operation was a demoralizing spectacle, for the Purple Emperor, like all Breton peasants, smoked one of those microscopical Breton pipes which requires ten minutes to find, ten minutes to fill, ten minutes to light, and ten seconds to finish. With true Breton stolidity he went through this solemn rite, blew three puffs of smoke into the air, scratched his pointed nose reflectively, and waddled away, calling back an ironical Au revoir, and bad luck to all Yankees!

I watched him out of sight, thinking sadly of the young girl whose life he made a hell upon earth — Lys Trevec, his niece. She never admitted it, but we all knew what the black-and-blue marks meant on her soft, round arm, and it made me sick to see the look of fear come into her eyes when the Purple Emperor waddled into the café of the Groix Inn.

It was commonly said that he half-starved her. This she denied. Marie Joseph and Fine Lelocard had seen him strike her the day after the Pardon of the Birds because she had liberated three bullfinches which he had limed the day before. I asked Lys if this were true, and she refused to speak to me for the rest of the week. There was nothing to do about it. If the Purple Emperor had not been avaricious, I should never have seen Lys at all, but he could not resist the thirty francs a week which I offered him; and Lys posed for me all day long, happy as a linnet in a pink thorn hedge. Nevertheless, the Purple Emperor hated me, and constantly threatened to send Lys back to her dreary flax-spinning. He was suspicious, too, and when he had gulped down the single glass of cider which proves fatal to the sobriety of most Bretons, he would pound the long, discoloured oaken table and roar curses on me, on Yves Terrec, and on the Red Admiral. We were the three objects in the world which he most hated: me, because I was a foreigner, and didnt care a rap for him and his butterflies; and the Red Admiral, because he was a rival entomologist.

He had other reasons for hating Terrec.

The Red Admiral, a little wizened wretch, with a badly adjusted glass eye and a passion for brandy, took his name from a butterfly which predominated in his collection. This butterfly, commonly known to amateurs as the Red Admiral, and to entomologists as Vanessa Atalanta, had been the occasion of scandal among the entomologists of France and Brittany. For the Red Admiral had taken one of these common insects, dyed it a brilliant yellow by the aid of chemicals, and palmed it off on a credulous collector as a South African species, absolutely unique. The fifty francs which he gained by this rascality were, however, absorbed in a suit for damages brought by the outraged amateur a month later; and when he had sat in the Quimperlé jail for a month, he reappeared in the little village of St. Gildas soured, thirsty, and burning for revenge. Of course we named him the Red Admiral, and he accepted the name with suppressed fury.

The Purple Emperor, on the other hand, had gained his imperial title legitimately, for it was an undisputed fact that the only specimen of that beautiful butterfly, Apatura Iris, or the Purple Emperor, as it is called by amateurs — the only specimen that had ever been taken in Finistère or in Morbihan — was captured and brought home alive by Joseph Marie Gloanec, ever afterward to be known as the Purple Emperor.

When the capture of this rare butterfly became known the Red Admiral nearly went crazy. Every day for a week he trotted over to the Groix Inn, where the Purple Emperor lived with his niece, and brought his microscope to bear on the rare newly captured butterfly, in hopes of detecting a fraud. But this specimen was genuine, and he leered through his microscope in vain.

No chemicals there, Admiral, grinned the Purple Emperor; and the Red Admiral chattered with rage.

To the scientific world of Brittany and France the capture of an Apatura Iris in Morbihan was of great importance. The Museum of Quimper offered to purchase the butterfly, but the Purple Emperor, though a hoarder of gold, was a monomaniac on butterflies, and he jeered at the Curator of the Museum. From all parts of Brittany and France letters of inquiry and congratulation poured in upon him. The French Academy of Sciences awarded him a prize, and the Paris Entomological Society made him an honorary member. Being a Breton peasant, and a more than commonly pig-headed one at that, these honours did not disturb his equanimity; but when the little hamlet of St. Gildas elected him mayor, and, as is the custom in Brittany under such circumstances, he left his thatched house to take up an official life in the little Groix Inn, his head became completely turned. To be mayor in a village of nearly one hundred and fifty people! It was an empire! So he became unbearable, drinking himself viciously drunk every night of his life, maltreating his niece, Lys Trevec, like the barbarous old wretch that he was, and driving the Red Admiral nearly frantic with his eternal harping on the capture of Apatura Iris. Of course he refused to tell where he had caught the butterfly. The Red Admiral stalked his footsteps, but in vain.

He! he! he! nagged the Purple Emperor, cuddling his chin over a glass of cider; I saw you sneaking about the St. Gildas spinny yesterday morning. So you think you can find another Apatura Iris by running after me? It wont do, Admiral, it wont do, dye see?

The Red Admiral turned yellow with mortification and envy, but the next day he actually took to his bed, for the Purple Emperor had brought home not a butterfly but a live chrysalis, which, if successfully hatched, would become a perfect specimen of the invaluable Apatura Iris. This was the last straw. The Red Admiral shut himself up in his little stone cottage, and for weeks now he had been invisible to everybody except Fine Lelocard who carried him a loaf of bread and a mullet or langouste every morning.

The withdrawal of the Red Admiral from the society of St. Gildas excited first the derision and finally the suspicion of the Purple Emperor. What deviltry could he be hatching? Was he experimenting with chemicals again, or was he engaged in some deeper plot, the object of which was to discredit the Purple Emperor? Roux, the postman, who carried the mail on foot once a day from Bannalec, a distance of fifteen miles each way, had brought several suspicious letters, bearing English stamps, to the Red Admiral, and the next day the Admiral had been observed at his window grinning up into the sky and rubbing his hands together. A night or two after this apparition the postman left two packages at the Groix Inn for a moment while he ran across the way to drink a glass of cider with me. The Purple Emperor, who was roaming about the café, snooping into everything that did not concern him, came upon the packages and examined the postmarks and addresses. One of the packages was square and heavy, and felt like a book. The other was also square, but very light, and felt like a pasteboard box. They were both addressed to the Red Admiral, and they bore English stamps.

When Roux, the postman, came back, the Purple Emperor tried to pump him, but the poor little postman knew nothing about the contents of the packages, and after he had taken them around the corner to the cottage of the Red Admiral the Purple Emperor ordered a glass of cider, and deliberately fuddled himself until Lys came in and tearfully supported him to his room. Here he became so abusive and brutal that Lys called to me, and I went and settled the trouble without wasting any words. This also the Purple Emperor remembered, and waited his chance to get even with me.

That had happened a week ago, and until to-day he had not deigned to speak to me.

Lys had posed for me all the week, and today being Saturday, and I lazy, we had decided to take a little relaxation, she to visit and gossip with her little black-eyed friend Yvette in the neighbouring hamlet of St. Julien, and I to try the appetites of the Breton trout with the contents of my American fly book.

I had thrashed the stream very conscientiously for three hours, but not a trout had risen to my cast, and I was piqued. I had begun to believe that there were no trout in the St. Gildas stream, and would probably have given up had I not seen the sea trout snap the little fly which the Purple Emperor had named so scientifically. That set me thinking. Probably the Purple Emperor was right, for he certainly was an expert in everything that crawled and wriggled in Brittany. So I matched, from my American fly book, the fly that the sea trout had snapped up, and withdrawing the cast of three, knotted a new leader to the silk and slipped a fly on the loop. It was a queer fly. It was one of those unnameable experiments which fascinate anglers in sporting stores and which generally prove utterly useless. Moreover, it was a tailed fly, but of course I easily remedied that with a stroke of my penknife. Then I was all ready, and I stepped out into the hurrying rapids and cast straight as an arrow to the spot where the sea trout had risen. Lightly as a plume the fly settled on the bosom of the pool; then came a startling splash, a gleam of silver, and the line tightened from the vibrating rod-tip to the shrieking reel. Almost instantly I checked the fish, and as he floundered for a moment, making the water boil along his glittering sides, I sprang to the hank again, for I saw that the fish was a heavy one and I should probably be in for a long run down the stream. The five-ounce rod swept in a splendid circle, quivering under the strain. Oh, for a gaff-hook! I cried aloud, for I was now firmly convinced that I had a salmon to deal with, and no sea trout at all.

Then as I stood, bringing every ounce to bear on the sulking fish, a lithe, slender girl came hurriedly along the opposite bank calling out to me by name.

Why, Lys! I said, glancing up for a second, I thought you were at St. Julien with Yvette.

Yvette has gone to Bannelec. I went home and found an awful fight going on at the Groix Inn, and I was so frightened that I came to tell you.

The fish dashed off at that moment, carrying all the line my reel held, and I was compelled to follow him at a jump. Lys, active and graceful as a young deer, in spite of her Pont-Aven sabots, followed along the opposite bank until the fish settled in a deep pool, shook the line savagely once or twice, and then relapsed into the sulks.

Fight at the Groix Inn? I called across the water. What fight?

Not exactly fight, quavered Lys, but the Red Admiral has come out of his house at last, and he and my uncle are drinking together and disputing about butterflies. I never saw my uncle so angry, and the Red Admiral is sneering and grinning. Oh, it is almost wicked to see such a face!

But Lys, I said, scarcely able to repress a smile, your uncle and the Red Admiral are always quarrelling and drinking.

I know — oh, dear me! — but this is different, Monsieur Darrel. The Red Admiral has grown old and fierce since he shut himself up three weeks ago, and oh, dear! I never saw such a look in my uncles eyes before. He seemed insane with fury. His eyes — I cant speak of it — and then Terrec came in.

Oh, I said more gravely, that was unfortunate. What did the Red Admiral say to his son?

Lys sat down on a rock among the ferns, and gave me a mutinous glance from her blue eyes.

Yves Terrec, loafer, poacher, and son of Louis Jean Terrec, otherwise the Red Admiral, had been kicked out by his father, and had also been forbidden the village by the Purple Emperor, in his majestic capacity of mayor. Twice the young ruffian had returned: once to rifle the bedroom of the Purple Emperor — an unsuccessful enterprise — and another time to rob his own father. He succeeded in the latter attempt, but was never caught, although he was frequently seen roving about the forests and moors with his gun. He openly menaced the Purple Emperor; vowed that he would marry Lys in spite of all the gendarmes in Quimperlé; and these same gendarmes he led many a long chase through brier-filled swamps and over miles of yellow gorse.

What he did to the Purple Emperor — what he intended to do — disquieted me but little; but I worried over his threat concerning Lys. During the last three months this had bothered me a great deal; for when Lys came to St. Gildas from the convent the first thing she captured was my heart. For a long time I had refused to believe that any tie of blood linked this dainty blue-eyed creature with the Purple Emperor. Although she dressed in the velvet-laced bodice and blue petticoat of Finistère, and wore the bewitching white coiffe of St. Gildas, it seemed like a pretty masquerade. To me she was as sweet and as gently bred as many a maiden of the noble Faubourg who danced with her cousins at a Louis XV fête champêtre. So when Lys said that Yves Terrec had returned openly to St. Gildas, I felt that I had better be there also.

What did Terrec say, Lys? I asked, watching the line vibrating above the placid pool.

The wild rose colour crept into her cheeks. Oh, she answered, with a little toss of her chin, you know what he always says.

That he will carry you away?

Yes.

In spite of the Purple Emperor, the Red Admiral, and the gendarmes?

Yes.

And what do you say, Lys?

I? Oh, nothing.

Then let me say it for you.

Lys looked at her delicate pointed sabots, the sabots from Pont-Aven, made to order. They fitted her little foot. They were her only luxury.

Will you let me answer for you, Lys? I asked.

You, Monsieur Darrel?

Yes. Will you let me give him his answer?

Mon Dieu, why should you concern yourself, Monsieur Darrel?

The fish lay very quiet, but the rod in my hand trembled.

Because I love you, Lys.

The wild rose colour in her cheeks deepened; she gave a gentle gasp, then hid her curly head in her hands.

I love you, Lys. Do you know what you say? she stammered.

Yes, I love you.

She raised her sweet face and looked at me across the pool.

I love you, she said, while the tears stood like stars in her eyes. Shall I come over the brook to you?

II.

That night Yves Terrec left the village of St. Gildas vowing vengeance against his father, who refused him shelter.

I can see him now, standing in the road, his bare legs rising like pillars of bronze from his straw-stuffed sabots, his short velvet jacket torn and soiled by exposure and dissipation, and his eyes, fierce, roving, bloodshot — while the Red Admiral squeaked curses on him, and hobbled away into his little stone cottage.

I will not forget you! cried Yves Terrec, and stretched out his hand toward his father with a terrible gesture. Then he whipped his gun to his cheek and took a short step forward, but I caught him by the throat before he could fire, and a second later we were rolling in the dust of the Bannalec road. I had to hit him a heavy blow behind the ear before he would let go, and then, rising and shaking myself, I dashed his muzzle-loading fowling piece to hits against a wall, and threw his knife into the river. The Purple Emperor was looking on with a queer light in his eyes. It was plain that he was sorry Terrec had not choked me to death.

He would have killed his father, I said, as I passed him, going toward the Groix Inn.

Thats his business, snarled the Purple Emperor. There was a deadly light in his eyes. For a moment I thought he was going to attack me; but he was merely viciously drunk, so I shoved him out of my way and went to bed, tired and disgusted.

The worst of it was I couldnt sleep, for I feared that the Purple Emperor might begin to abuse Lys. I lay restlessly tossing among the sheets until I could stay there no longer. I did not dress entirely; I merely slipped on a pair of chaussons and sabots, a pair of knickerbockers, a jersey, and a cap. Then, loosely tying a handkerchief about my throat, I went down the worm-eaten stairs and out into the moonlit road. There was a candle flaring in the Purple Emperors window, but I could not see him.

Hes probably dead drunk, I thought, and looked up at the window where, three years before, I had first seen Lys.

Asleep, thank Heaven! I muttered, and wandered out along the road. Passing the small cottage of the Red Admiral, I saw that it was dark, but the door was open. I stepped inside the hedge to shut it, thinking, in case Yves Terrec should be roving about, his father would lose whatever he had left.

Then, after fastening the door with a stone, I wandered on through the dazzling Breton moonlight. A nightingale was singing in a willow swamp below, and from the edge of the mere, among the tall swamp grasses, myriads of frogs chanted a bass chorus.

When I returned, the eastern sky was beginning to lighten, and across the meadows on the cliffs, outlined against the paling horizon, I saw a seaweed gatherer going to his work among the curling breakers on the coast. His long rake was balanced on his shoulder, and the sea wind carried his song across the meadows to me:

St. Gildas 
St. Gildas 
Pray for us, 
Shelter us, 
Us who toil in the sea.

Passing the shrine at the entrance of the village, I took off my cap and knelt in prayer to Our Lady of Faöuet; and if I neglected myself in that prayer, surely I believed Our Lady of Faöuet would be kinder to Lys. It is said that the shrine casts white shadows. I looked, but saw only the moonlight. Then very peacefully I went to bed again, and was only awakened by the clank of sabres and the trample of horses in the road below my window.

Good gracious! I thought, it must be eleven o clock, for there are the gendarmes from Quimperlé.

I looked at my watch; it was only half-past eight, and as the gendarmes made their rounds every Thursday at eleven, I wondered what had brought them out so early to St. Gildas.

Of course, I grumbled, rubbing my eyes, they are after Terrec, and I jumped into my limited bath.

Before I was completely dressed I heard a timid knock, and opening my door, razor in hand, stood astonished and silent. Lys, her blue eyes wide with terror, leaned on the threshold.

My darling! I cried, what on earth is the matter? But she only clung to me, panting like a wounded sea gull. At last, when I drew her into the room and raised her face to mine, she spoke in a heart-breaking voice:

Oh, Dick! they are going to arrest you, but I will die before I believe one word of what they say. No, dont ask me, and she began to sob desperately.

When I found that something really serious was the matter, I flung on my coat and cap, and, slipping one arm about her waist, went down the stairs and out into the road. Four gendarmes sat on their horses in front of the café door; beyond them, the entire population of St. Gildas gaped, ten deep. Hello, Durand! I said to the brigadier, what the devil is this I hear about arresting me?

Its true, mon ami, replied Durand with sepulchral sympathy. I looked him over from the tip of his spurred boots to his sulphur-yellow sabre belt, then upward, button by button, to his disconcerted face.

What for? I said scornfully. Dont try any cheap sleuth work on me! Speak up, man, whats the trouble?

The Purple Emperor, who sat in the door way staring at me, started to speak, but thought better of it and got up and went into the house. The gendarmes rolled their eyes mysteriously and looked wise.

Come, Durand, I said impatiently, whats the charge?

Murder, he said in a faint voice.

What! I cried incredulously. Nonsense! Do I look like a murderer? Get off your horse, you stupid, and tell me whos murdered.

Durand got down, looking very silly, and came up to me, offering his hand with a propitiatory grin.

It was the Purple Emperor who denounced you! See, they found your handkerchief at his door — —

Whose door, for Heavens sake? I cried.

Why, the Red Admirals!

The Red Admirals? What has he done?

Nothing — hes only been murdered.

I could scarcely believe my senses, although they took me over to the little stone cottage and pointed out the blood-spattered room. But the horror of the thing was that the corpse of the murdered man had disappeared, and there only remained a nauseating lake of blood on the stone floor, in the centre of which lay a human hand. There was no doubt as to whom the hand belonged, for everybody who had ever seen the Red Admiral knew that the shrivelled bit of flesh which lay in the thickening blood was the hand of the Red Admiral. To me it looked like the severed claw of some gigantic bird.

Well, I said, theres been murder committed. Why dont you do something?

What? asked Durand.

I dont know. Send for the Commiseaire.

Hes at Quimperlé. I telegraphed.

Then send for a doctor, and find out how long this blood has been coagulating.

The chemist from Quimperlé is here; hes a doctor.

What does he say?

He says that he doesnt know.

And who are you going to arrest? I inquired, turning away from the spectacle on the floor.

I dont know, said the brigadier solemnly; you are denounced by the Purple Emperor, because he found your handkerchief at the door when he went out this morning.

Just like a pig-headed Breton! I exclaimed, thoroughly angry. Did he not mention Yves Terrec?

No.

Of course not, I said. He overlooked the fact that Terrec tried to shoot his father last night, and that I took away his gun. All that counts for nothing when he finds my handkerchief at the murdered mans door.

Come into the café, said Durand, much disturbed, we can talk it over, there. Of course, Monsieur Darrel, I have never had the faintest idea that you were the murderer!

The four gendarmes and I walked across the road to the Groix Inn and entered the café. It was crowded with Britons, smoking, drinking, and jabbering in half a dozen dialects, all equally unsatisfactory to a civilized ear; and I pushed through the crowd to where little Max Fortin, the chemist of Quimperlé, stood smoking a vile cigar.

This is a bad business, he said, shaking hands and offering me the mate to his cigar, which I politely declined.

Now, Monsieur Fortin, I said, it appears that the Purple Emperor found my handkerchief near the murdered mans door this morning, and so he concludes — here I glared at the Purple Emperor— that I am the assassin. I will now ask him a question, and turning on him suddenly, I shouted, What were you doing at the Red Admirals door?

The Purple Emperor started and turned pale, and I pointed at him triumphantly.

See what a sudden question will do. Look how embarrassed he is, and yet I do not charge him with murder; and I tell you, gentlemen, that man there knows as well as I do who was the murderer of the Red Admiral!

I dont! bawled the Purple Emperor.

You do, I said. It was Yves Terrec.

I dont believe it, he said obstinately, dropping his voice.

Of course not, being pig-headed.

I am not pig-headed, he roared again, but I am mayor of St. Gildas, and I do not believe that Yves Terrec killed his father.

You saw him try to kill him last night?

The mayor grunted.

And you saw what I did.

He grunted again.

And, I went on, you heard Yves Terrec threaten to kill his father. You heard him curse the Red Admiral and swear to kill him. Now the father is murdered and his body is gone.

And your handkerchief? sneered the Purple Emperor.

I dropped it, of course.

And the seaweed gatherer who saw you last night lurking about the Red Admirals cottage, grinned the Purple Emperor.

I was startled at the mans malice.

That will do, I said. It is perfectly true that I was walking on the Bannalec road last night, and that I stopped to close the Red Admirals door, which was ajar, although his light was not burning. After that I went up the road to the Dinez Woods, and then walked over by St. Julien, whence I saw the seaweed gatherer on the cliffs. He was near enough for me to hear what he sang. What of that?

What did you do then?

Then I stopped at the shrine and said a prayer, and then I went to bed and slept until Brigadier Durands gendarmes awoke me with their clatter.

Now, Monsieur Darrel, said the Purple Emperor, lifting a fat finger and shooting a wicked glance at me, Now, Monsieur Darrel, which did you wear last night on your midnight stroll — sabots or shoes?

I thought a moment. Shoes no, sabots. I just slipped on my chaussons and went out in my sabots.

Which was it, shoes or sabots? snarled the Purple Emperor.

Sabots, you fool.

Are these your sabots? he asked, lifting up a wooden shoe with my initials cut on the instep.

Yes, I replied.

Then how did this blood come on the other one? he shouted, and held up a sabot, the mate to the first, on which a drop of blood had spattered.

I havent the least idea, I said calmly; but my heart was beating very fast and I was furiously angry.

You blockhead! I said, controlling my rage, Ill make you pay for this when they catch Yves Terrec and convict him. Brigadier Durand, do your duty if you think I am under suspicion. Arrest me, but grant me one favour. Put me in the Red Admirals cottage, and Ill see whether I cant find some clew that you have overlooked. Of course, I wont disturb anything until the Commissaire arrives. Bah! You all make me very ill.

Hes hardened, observed the Purple Emperor, wagging his head.

What motive had I to kill the Red Admiral? I asked them all scornfully. And they all cried:

None! Yves Terrec is the man!

Passing out of the door I swung around and shook my finger at the Purple Emperor.

Oh, Ill make you dance for this, my friend, I said; and I followed Brigadier Durand across the street to the cottage of the murdered man.

III.

They took me at my word and placed a gendarme with a bared sabre at the gateway by the hedge.

Give me your parole, said poor Durand, and I will let you go where you wish. But I refused, and began prowling about the cottage looking for clews. I found lots of things that some people would have considered most important, such as ashes from the Red Admirals pipe, footprints in a dusty vegetable bin, bottles smelling of Pouldu cider, and dust — oh, lots of dust! — but I was not an expert, only a stupid, everyday amateur; so I defaced the footprints with my thick shooting boots, and I declined to examine the pipe ashes through a microscope, although the Red Admirals microscope stood on the table close at hand.

At last I found what I had been looking for, some long wisps of straw, curiously depressed and flattened in the middle, and I was certain I had found the evidence that would settle Yves Terrec for the rest of his life. It was plain as the nose on your face. The straws were sabot straws, flattened where the foot had pressed them,, and sticking straight out where they projected beyond the sabot. Now nobody in St. Gildas used straw in sabots except a fisherman who lived near St. Julien, and the straw in his sabots was ordinary yellow wheat straw! This straw, or rather these straws, were from the stalks of the red wheat which only grows inland, and which, everybody in St. Gildas knew, Yves Terrec wore in his sabots. I was perfectly satisfied; and when, three hours later, a hoarse shouting from the Bannalec Road brought me to the window, I was not surprised to see Yves Terrec, bloody, dishevelled, hatless, with his strong arms bound behind him, walking with bent head between two mounted gendarmes. The crowd around him swelled every minute, crying: Parricide! parricide! Death to the murderer! As he passed my window I saw great clots of mud on his dusty sabots, from the heels of which projected wisps of red wheat straw. Then I walked back into the Red Admirals study, determined to find what the microscope would show on the wheat straws. I examined each one very carefully, and then, my eyes aching, I rested my chin on my hand and leaned back in the chair. I had not been as fortunate as some detectives, for there was no evidence that the straws had ever been used in a sabot at all. Furthermore, directly across the hallway stood a carved Breton chest, and now I noticed for the first time that, from beneath the closed lid, doxens of similar red wheat straws projected, bent exactly as mine were bent by the weight of the lid.

I yawned in disgust. It was apparent that I was not cut out for a detective, and I bitterly pondered over the difference between clews in real life and clews in a detective story. After a while I rose, walked over to the chest and opened the lid. The interior was wadded with the red wheat straws, and on this wadding lay two curious glass jars, two or three small vials, several empty bottles labelled chloroform, a collecting jar of cyanide of potassium, and a book. In a farther corner of the chest were some letters bearing English stamps, and also the torn coverings of two parcels, all from England, and all directed to the Red Admiral under his proper name of Sieur Louis Jean Terrec, St. Gildas, par Moëlan, Finistère.

All these traps I carried over to the desk, shut the lid of the chest, and sat down to read the letters. They were written in commercial French, evidently by an Englishman.

Freely translated, the contents of the first letter were as follows:

London, June 12, 1894.
DEAR MONSIEUR (sic): Your kind favour of the 19th inst. received and contents noted. The latest work on the Lepidoptera of England is Blowzers How to catch British Butterflies, with notes and tables, and an introduction by Sir Thomas Sniffer. The price of this work (in one volume, calf) is £5 or 125 francs of French money. A post-office order will receive our prompt attention. We beg to remain,

Yours, etc.,
FRADLEY & TOOMER,
470 Eegent Square, London, S. W.

The next letter was even less interesting. It merely stated that the money had been received and the book would be forwarded. The third engaged my attention, and I shall quote it, the translation being a free one:

DEAR SIR: Your letter of the 1st of July was duly received, and we at once referred it to Mr. Fradley himself. Mr. Fradley being much interested in your question, sent your letter to Professor Schweineri, of the Berlin Entomological Society, whose note Blowzer refers toon page 630, in his How to catch British Butterflies. We have just received an answer from Professor Schweineri, which we translate into French — (see inclosed slip). Professor Schweineri begs to present to you two jars of cythyl, prepared under his own supervision. We forward the same to you. Trusting that you will find everything satisfactory, we remain,

Yours, etc.,
FRADLEY & TOOMER.

The inclosed slip read as follows:

Messrs. FEADLEY & TOOMER,
GENTLEMEN: Cythaline, a complex hydrocarbon, was first used by Professor Schnoot, of Antwerp, a year ago. I discovered an analogous formula about the same time and named it cythyl. I have used it with great success everywhere. It is as certain as a magnet. I beg to present you three small jars, and would be pleased to have you forward two of them to your correspondent in St. Gildas with my compliments. Blowzers quotation of me, on page 630 of his glorious work, How to catch British Butterflies, is correct.

Yours, etc.,
HEINRICH SCHWEINERI,
P. H. D., D. D., D. S., M. S.

When I had finished this letter I folded it up and put it into my pocket with the others. Then I opened Blowzers valuable work, How to catch British Butterflies, and turned to page 630.

Now, although the Red Admiral could only have acquired the book very recently, and although all the other pages were perfectly clean, this particular page was thumbed black, and heavy pencil marks inclosed a paragraph at the bottom of the page. This is the paragraph:

Professor Schweineri says: Of the two old methods used by collectors for the capture of the swift-winged, high-flying Apatura Iris, or Purple Emperor, the first, which was using a long-handled net, proved successful once in a thousand times; and the second, the placing of bait upon the ground, such as decayed meat, dead cats, rats, etc., was not only disagreeable, even for an enthusiastic collector, but also very uncertain. Once in five hundred times would the splendid butterfly leave the tops of his favourite oak trees to circle about the fetid bait offered. I have found cythyl a perfectly sure bait to draw this beautiful butterfly to the ground, where it can be easily captured. An ounce of cythyl placed in a yellow saucer under an oak tree, will draw to it every Apatura Iris within a radius of twenty miles. So, if any collector who possesses a little cythyl, even though it be in a sealed bottle in his pocket if such a collector does not find a single Apatura Iris fluttering close about him within an hour, let him be satisfied that the Apatura Iris does not inhabit his country.

When I had finished reading this note I sat for a long while thinking hard. Then I examined the two jars. They were labelled Cythyl. One was full, the other nearly full. The rest must be on the corpse of the Red Admiral, I thought, no matter if it is in a corked bottle — —

I took all the things back to the chest, laid them carefully on the straw, and closed the lid. The gendarme sentinel at the gate saluted me respectfully as I crossed over to the Groix Inn. The Inn was surrounded by an excited crowd, and the hallway was choked with gendarmes and peasants. On every side they greeted me cordially, announcing that the real murderer was caught; but I pushed by them without a word and ran upstairs to find Lys. She opened her door when I knocked and threw both arms about my neck. I took her to my breast and kissed her. After a moment I asked her if she would obey me no matter what I commanded, and she said she would, with a proud humility that touched me.

Then go at once to Yvette in St. Julien, I said. Ask her to harness the dog-cart and drive you to the convent in Quimperlé. Wait for me there. Will you do this without questioning me, my darling?

She raised her face to mine. Kiss me, she said innocently; the next moment she had vanished.

I walked deliberately into the Purple Emperors room and peered into the gauze-covered box which had held the chrysalis of Apatura Iris. It was as I expected. The chrysalis was empty and transparent, and a great crack ran down the middle of its back, but, on the netting inside the box, a magnificent butterfly slowly waved its burnished purple wings; for the chrysalis had given up its silent tenant, the butterfly symbol of immortality. Then a great fear fell upon me. I know now that it was the fear of the Black Priest, but neither then nor for years after did I know that the Black Priest had ever lived on earth. As I bent over the box I heard a confused murmur outside the house which ended in a furious shout of Parricide! and I heard the gendarmes ride away behind a wagon which rattled sharply on the flinty highway. I went to the window. In the wagon sat Yves Terrec, bound and wild-eyed, two gendarmes at either side of him, and all around the wagon rode mounted gendarmes whose bared sabres scarcely kept the crowd away.

Parricide! they howled. Let him die!

I stepped back and opened the gauze-covered box. Very gently but firmly I took the splendid butterfly by its closed fore wings and lifted it unharmed between my thumb and forefinger. Then, holding it concealed behind my back, I went down into the café.

Of all the crowd that had filled it, shouting for the death of Yves Terrec, only three persons remained seated in front of the huge empty fireplace. They were the Brigadier Durand, Max Fortin, the chemist of Quimperlé, and the Purple Emperor. The latter looked abashed when I entered, but I paid no attention to him and walked straight to the chemist.

Monsieur Fortin, I said, do you know much about hydrocarbons?

They are my specialty, he said astonished.

Have you ever heard of such a thing as cythyl?

Schweineris cythyl? Oh, yes! We use it in perfumery.

Good! I said. Has it an odour?

No — and, yes. One is always aware of its presence, but really nobody can affirm it has an odour. It is curious, he continued, looking at me, it is very curious you should have asked me that, for all day I have been imagining I detected the presence of cythyl.

Do you imagine so now? I asked.

Yes, more than ever.

I sprang to the front door and tossed out the butterfly. The splendid creature beat the air for a moment, flitted uncertainly hither and thither, and then, to my astonishment, sailed majestically back into the café and alighted on the hearthstone. For a moment I was nonplussed, but when my eyes rested on the Purple Emperor I comprehended in a flash.

Lift that hearthstone! I cried to the Brigadier Durand; pry it up with your scabbard!

The Purple Emperor suddenly fell forward in his chair, his face ghastly white, his jaw loose with terror.

What is cythyl? I shouted, seizing him by the arm; but he plunged heavily from his chair, face downward on the floor, and at the same moment a cry from the chemist made me turn. There stood the Brigadier Durand, one hand supporting the hearthstone, one hand raised in horror. There stood Max Fortin, the chemist, rigid with excitement, and below, in the hollow bed where the hearthstone had rested, lay a crushed mass of bleeding human flesh, from the midst of which stared a cheap glass eye. I seized the Purple Emperor and dragged him to his feet.

Look! I cried; look at your old friend, the Red Admiral! but he only smiled in a vacant way, and rolled his head muttering; Bait for butterflies! Cythyl! Oh, no, no, no! You cant do it, Admiral, dye see. I alone own the Purple Emperor! I alone am the Purple Emperor!

And the same carriage that bore me to Quimperlé to claim my bride, carried him to Quimper, gagged and bound, a foaming, howling lunatic.

* * * *

This, then, is the story of the Purple Emperor. I might tell you a pleasanter story if I chose; but concerning the fish that I had hold of, whether it was a salmon, a grilse, or a sea trout, I may not say, because I have promised Lys, and she has promised me, that no power on earth shall wring from our lips the mortifying confession that the fish escaped.


A wind-swept sky,
The waste of moorland stretching to the west;
The sea, low moaning in a strange unrest — 
A seagulls cry.

Washed by the tide,
The rocks lie sullen in the waning light;
The foam breaks in long strips of hungry white,
Dissatisfied.

BATEMAN.
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IN THE DAYS when the keepers of the house shall tremble.

WHEN I first saw the sexton he was standing motionless behind a stone. Presently he moved on again, pausing at times, and turning right and left with that nervous, jerky motion that always chills me.

His path lay across the blighted moss and withered leaves scattered in moist layers along the bank of the little brown stream, and I, wondering what his errand might be, followed, pass ing silently over the rotting forest mould. Once or twice he heard me, for I saw him stop short, a blot of black and orange in the sombre woods; but he always started on again, hurrying at times as though the dead might grow impatient.

For the sexton that I followed through the November forest was one of those small creatures that God has sent to bury little things that die alone in the world. Undertaker, sexton, mute, and gravedigger in one, this thing, robed in black and orange, buries all things that die unheeded by the world. And so they call it — this little beetle in black and orange — the sexton.

How he hurried! I looked up into the gray sky where ashen branches, interlaced, swayed in unfelt winds, and I heard the dry leaves rattle in the tree tops, and the thud of acorns on the mould. A sombre bird peered at me from a heap of brush, then ran pattering over the leaves.

The sexton had reached a bit of broken ground, and was scuffling over sticks and gulleys toward a brown tuft of withered grass above. I dared not help him; besides, I could not bring myself to touch him, he was so horribly absorbed in his errand.

I halted for a moment. The eagerness of this live creature to find his dead and handle it; the odour of death and decay in this little forest world, where I had waited for spring when Lys moved among the flowering gorse, singing like a throstle in the wind — all this troubled me, and I lagged behind.

The sexton scrambled over the dead grass, raising his seared eyes at every wave of wind. The wind brought sadness with it, the scent of lifeless trees, the vague rustle of gorse buds, yellow and dry as paper flowers.

Along the stream, rotting water plants, scorched and frost-blighted, lay massed above the mud. I saw their pallid stems swaying like worms in the listless current.

The sexton had reached a mouldering stump, and now he seemed undecided. I sat down on a fallen tree, moist and bleached, that crumbled under my touch, leaving a stale odour in the air. Overhead a crow rose heavily and flapped out into the moorland; the wind rattled the stark blackthorns; a single drop of rain touched my cheek. I looked into the stream for some sign of life; there was nothing, except a shapeless creature that might have been a blindworm, lying belly upward on the mud bottom. I touched it with a stick. It was stiff and dead.

The wind among the sham paperlike gorse buds filled the woods with a silken rustle. I put out my hand and touched a yellow blossom; it felt like an immortelle on a funeral pillow.

The sexton had moved on again; something, perhaps a musty spiders web, had stuck to one leg, and he dragged it as he laboured on through the wood. Some little field mouse torn by weasel or kestrel, some crushed mole, some tiny dead pile of fur or feather, lay not far off, stricken by God or man or brother creature. And the sexton knew it — how, God knows! But he knew it, and hurried on to his tryst with the dead.

His path now lay along the edge of a tidal inlet from the Groix River. I looked down at the gray water through the leafless branches, and I saw a small snake, head raised, swim from a submerged clot of weeds into the shadow of a rock. There was a curlew, too, somewhere in the black swamp, whose dreary, persistent call cursed the silence.

I wondered when the sexton would fly; for he could fly if he chose; it is only when the dead are near, very near, that he creeps. The soiled mess of cobweb still stuck to him, and his progress was impeded by it. Once I saw a small brown and white spider, striped like a zebra, running swiftly in his tracks, but the sexton turned and raised his two clubbed forelegs in a horrid imploring attitude that still had something of menace under it. The spider backed away and sidled under a stone.

When anything that is dying — sick and close to death — falls upon the face of the earth, something moves in the blue above, floating like a moat; then another, then others. These specks that grow out of the fathomless azure vault are jewelled flies. They come to wait for Death.

The sexton also arranges rendezvous with Death, but never waits; Death must arrive the first.

When the heavy clover is ablaze with painted wings, when bees hum and blunder among the white-thorn, or pass by like swift singing bullets, the sexton snaps open his black and orange wings and hums across the clover with the bees. Death in a scented garden, the tokens of the plague on a fair young breast, the gray flag of fear in the face of one who reels into the arms of Destruction, the sexton scrambling in the lap of spring, folding his sleek wings, unfolding them to ape the buzz of bees, passing over sweet clover tops to the putrid flesh that summons him — these things must be and will be to the end.

The sexton was running now — running fast, trailing the cobweb over twigs and mud. The edge of the wood was near, for I could see the winter wheat, like green scenery in a theatre, stretching for miles across the cliffs, crude as painted grass. And as I crept through the brittle forest fringe, I saw a figure lying face downward in the wheat — a girls slender form, limp, motionless.

The sexton darted under her breast.

Then I threw myself down beside her, crying, Lys! Lys! And as I cried, the icy rain burst out across the moors, and the trees dashed their stark limbs together till the whole spectral forest tossed and danced, and the wind roared among the cliffs.

And through the Dance of Death Lys trembled in my arms, and sobbed and clung to me, murmuring that the Purple Emperor was dead; but the wind tore the words from her white lips, and flung them out across the sea, where the winter lightning lashed the stark heights of Groix.

Then the fear of death was stilled in my soul, and I raised her from the ground, holding her close.

And I saw the sexton, just beyond us, hurry across the ground and seek shelter under a little dead skylark, stiff-winged, muddy, lying alone in the rain.

In the storm, above us, a bird hovered singing through the rain. It passed us twice, still singing, and as it passed again we saw the shadow it cast upon the world was whiter than snow.


Little gray messenger, 
Robed like painted Death,
Your robe is dust.
Whom do you seek
Among lilies and closed buds
At dusk?

Among lilies and closed buds
At dusk,
Whom do you seek,
Little gray messenger,
Robed in the awful panoply
Of painted Death?

R. W. C.



THE MESSENGER.
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All-wise,
Hast thou seen all there is to see with thy two eyes?
Dost thou know all there is to know, and so, 
Omniscient,
Darest thou still to say thy brother lies?

R. W. C.

THE bullet entered here, said Max Tortin, and he placed his middle finger over a smooth hole exactly in the centre of the forehead.

I sat down upon a mound of dry seaweed and unslung my fowling piece.

The little chemist cautiously felt the edges of the shot-hole, first with his middle finger, then with his thumb.

Let me see the skull again, said I.

Max Fortin picked it up from the sod.

Its like all the others, he observed. I nodded, without offering to take it from him. After a moment he thoughtfully replaced it upon the grass at my feet.

Its like all the others, he repeated, wiping his glasses on his handkerchief. I thought you might care to see one of the skulls, so I brought this over from the gravel pit. The men from Bannalec are digging yet. They ought to stop.

How many skulls are there altogether? I inquired.

They found thirty-eight skulls; there are thirty-nine noted in the list. They lie piled up in the gravel pit on the edge of Le Bihans wheat field. The men are at work yet. Le Bihan is going to stop them.

Lets go over, said I; and I picked up my gun and started across the cliffs, Fortin on one side, Môme on the other.

Who has the list? I asked, lighting my pipe. You say there is a list?

The list was found rolled up in a brass cylinder, said the little chemist. He added: You should not smoke here. You know that if a single spark drifted into the wheat — —

Ah, but I have a cover to my pipe, said I, smiling.

Fortin watched me as I closed the pepper box arrangement over the glowing bowl of the pipe. Then he continued:

The list was made out on thick yellow paper; the brass tube has preserved it. It is as fresh to-day as it was in 1760. You shall see it.

Is that the date?

The list is dated April, 1760. The Brigadier Durand has it. It is not written in French.

Not written in French! I exclaimed.

No, replied Fortin solemnly, it is written in Breton.

But, I protested, the Breton language was never written or printed in 1760.

Except by priests, said the chemist.

I have heard of but one priest who ever wrote the Breton language, I began.

Fortin stole a glance at my face.

You mean — the Black Priest? he asked.

I nodded.

Fortin opened his mouth to speak again, hesitated, and finally shut his teeth obstinately over the wheat stem that he was chewing.

And the Black Priest? I suggested encouragingly. But I knew it was useless; for it is easier to move the stars from their courses than to make an obstinate Breton talk. We walked on for a minute or two in silence.

Where is the Brigadier Durand? I asked, motioning Môme to come out of the wheat, which he was trampling as though it were heather. As I spoke we came in sight of the farther edge of the wheat field and the dark, wet mass of cliffs beyond.

Durand is down there — you can see him; he stands just behind the Mayor of St. Gildas.

I see, said I; and we struck straight down, following a sun-baked cattle path across the heather.

When we reached the edge of the wheat field, Le Bihan, the Mayor of St. Gildas, called to me, and I tucked my gun under my arm and skirted the wheat to where he stood.

Thirty-eight skulls, he said in his thin, high-pitched voice; there is but one more, and I am opposed to further search. I suppose Fortin told you?

I shook hands with him, and returned the salute of the Brigadier Durand.

I am opposed to further search, repeated Le Bihan, nervously picking at the mass of silver buttons which covered the front of his velvet and broadcloth jacket like a breastplate of scale armour.

Durand pursed up his lips, twisted his tremendous mustache, and hooked his thumbs in his sabre belt.

As for me, he said, I am in favour of further search.

Further search for what — for the thirty-ninth skull? I asked.

Le Bihan nodded. Durand frowned at the sunlit sea, rocking like a bowl of molten gold from the cliffs to the horizon. I followed his eyes. On the dark glistening cliffs, silhouetted against the glare of the sea, sat a cormorant, black, motionless, its horrible head raised toward heaven.

Where is that list, Durand? I asked.

The gendarme rummaged in his despatch pouch and produced a brass cylinder about a foot long. Very gravely he unscrewed the head and dumped out a scroll of thick yellow paper closely covered with writing on both sides. At a nod from Le Bihan he handed me the scroll. But I could make nothing of the coarse writing, now faded to a dull brown.

Come, come, Le Bihan, I said impatiently, translate it, wont you? You and Max Fortin make a lot of mystery out of nothing, it seems.

Le Bihan went to the edge of the pit where the three Bannalec men were digging, gave an order or two in Breton, and turned to me.

As I came to the edge of the pit the Bannalec men were removing a square piece of sail-cloth from what appeared to be a pile of cobblestones.

Look! said Le Bihan shrilly. I looked. The pile below was a heap of skulls. After a moment I clambered down the gravel sides of the pit and walked over to the men of Bannalec. They saluted me gravely, leaning on their picks and shovels, and wiping their sweating faces with sunburned hands.

How many? said I in Breton.

Thirty-eight, they replied.

I glanced around. Beyond the heap of skulls lay two piles of human bones. Beside these was a mound of broken, rusted bits of iron and steel. Looking closer, I saw that this mound was composed of rusty bayonets, sabre blades, scythe blades, with here and there a tarnished buckle attached to a bit of leather hard as iron.

I picked up a couple of buttons and a belt plate. The buttons bore the royal arms of England; the belt plate was emblazoned with the English arms, and also with the number 27.

I have heard my grandfather speak of the terrible English regiment, the 27th Foot, which landed and stormed the fort up there, said one of the Bannalec men.

Oh! said I; then these are the bones of English soldiers?

Yes, said the men of Bannalec.

Le Bihan was calling to me from the edge of the pit above, and I handed the belt plate and buttons to the men and climbed the side of the excavation.

Well, said I, trying to prevent Môme from leaping up and licking my face as I emerged from the pit, I suppose you know what these bones are. What are you going to do with them?

There was a man, said Le Bihan angrily, an Englishman, who passed here in a dogcart on his way to Quimper about an hour ago, and what do you suppose he wished to do?

Buy the relics? I asked, smiling.

Exactly — the pig! piped the mayor of St. Gildas. Jean Marie Tregunc, who found the bones, was standing tfyere where Max Fortin stands, and do you know what he answered? He spat upon the ground, and said: Pig of an Englishman, do you take me for a desecrator of graves?

I knew Tregunc, a sober, blue-eyed Breton, who lived from one years end to the other without being able to afford a single bit of meat for a meal.

How much did the Englishman offer Tregunc? I asked.

Two hundred francs for the skulls alone.

I thought of the relic hunters and the relic buyers on the battlefields of our civil war.

Seventeen hundred and sixty is long ago, I said.

Respect for the dead can never die, said Fortin.

And the English soldiers came here to kill your fathers and burn your homes, I continued.

They were murderers and thieves, but — they are dead, said Tregunc, coming up from the beach below, his long sea rake balanced on his dripping jersey.

How much do you earn every year, Jean Marie? I asked, turning to shake hands with him.

Two hundred and twenty francs, monsieur.

Forty-five dollars a year, I said. Bah! you are worth more, Jean. Will you take care of my garden for me? My wife wished me to ask you. I think it would be worth one hundred francs a month to you and to me. Come on, Le Bihan — come along, Fortin — and you, Durand. I want somebody to translate that list into French for me.

Tregunc stood gazing at me, his blue eyes dilated.

You may begin at once, I said, smiling, if the salary suits you?

It suits, said Tregunc, fumbling for his pipe in a silly way that annoyed Le Bihan.

Then go and begin your work, cried the mayor impatiently; and Tregunc started across the moors toward St. Gildas, taking off his velvet-ribboned cap to me and gripping his sea rake very hard.

You offer him more than my salary, said the mayor, after a moments contemplation of his silver buttons.

Pooh! said I, what do you do for your salary except play dominoes with Max Fortin at the Groix Inn?

Le Bihan turned red, but Durand rattled his sabre and winked at Max Fortin, and I slipped my arm through the arm of the sulky magistrate, laughing.

Theres a shady spot under the cliff, I said; come on, Le Bihan, and read me what is in the scroll.

In a few moments we reached the shadow of the cliff, and I threw myself upon the turf, chin on hand, to listen.

The gendarme, Durand, also sat down, twisting his mustache into needlelike points. Fortin leaned against the cliff, polishing his glasses and examining us with vague, near-sighted eyes; and Le Bihan, the mayor, planted himself in our midst, rolling up the scroll and tucking it under his arm.

First of all, he began in a shrill voice, I am going to light my pipe, and while lighting it I shall tell you what I have heard about the attack on the fort yonder. My father told me; his father told him.

He jerked his head in the direction of the ruined fort, a small, square stone structure on the sea cliff, now nothing but crumbling walls. Then he slowly produced a tobacco pouch, a bit of flint and tinder, and a long-stemmed pipe fitted with a microscopical bowl of baked clay. To fill such a pipe requires ten minutes close attention. To smoke it to a finish takes but four puffs. It is very Breton, this Breton pipe. It is the crystallization of everything Breton.

Go on, said I, lighting a cigarette.

The fort, said the mayor, was built by Louis XIV, and was dismantled twice by the English. Louis XV restored it in 1739. In 1760 it was carried by assault by the English. They came across from the island of Groix — three shiploads — and they stormed the fort and sacked St. Julien yonder, and they started to burn St. Gildas — you can see the marks of their bullets on my house yet; but the men of Bannalec and the men of Lorient fell upon them with pike and scythe and blunderbuss, and those who did not run away lie there below in the gravel pit now — thirty-eight of them.

And the thirty-ninth skull? I asked, finishing my cigarette.

The mayor had succeeded in filling his pipe, and now he began to put his tobacco pouch away.

The thirty-ninth skull, he mumbled, holding the pipestem between his defective teeth— the thirty-ninth skull is no business of mine. I have told the Bannalec men to cease digging.

But what is whose is the missing skull? I persisted curiously.

The mayor was busy trying to strike a spark to his tinder. Presently he set it aglow, applied it to his pipe, took the prescribed four puffs, knocked the ashes out of the bowl, and gravely replaced the pipe in his pocket.

The missing skull? he asked.

Yes, said I impatiently.

The mayor slowly unrolled the scroll and began to read, translating from the Breton into French. And this is what he read:

ON THE CLIFFS OF ST. GILDAS,
April 13, 1760.

On this day, by order of the Count of Soisic, general in chief of the Breton forces now lying in Kerselec Forest, the bodies of thirty-eight English soldiers of the 27th, 50th, and 72d regiments of Foot were buried in this spot, together with their arms and equipments.

The mayor paused and glanced at me reflectively.

Go on, Le Bihan, I said.

With them, continued the mayor, turning the scroll and reading on the other side, was buried the body of that vile traitor who betrayed the fort to the English. The manner of his death was as follows: By order of the most noble Count of Soisic, the traitor was first branded upon the forehead with the brand of an arrow-head. The iron burned through the flesh, and was pressed heavily so that the brand should even burn into the bone of the skull. The traitor was then led out and bidden to kneel. He admitted having guided the English from the island of Groix. Although a priest and a Frenchman, he had violated his priestly office to aid him in discovering the password to the fort. This password he extorted during confession from a young Breton girl who was in the habit of rowing across from the island of Groix to visit her husband in the fort. When the fort fell, this young girl, crazed by the death of her husband, sought the Count of Soisic and told how the priest had forced her to confess to him all she knew about the fort. The priest was arrested at St. Gildas as he was about to cross the river to Lorient. When arrested he cursed the girl, Marie Trevec — —

What! I exclaimed, Marie Trevec!

Marie Trevec, repeated Le Bihan; the priest cursed Marie Trevec, and all her family and descendants. He was shot as he knelt, having a mask of leather over his face, because the Bretons who composed the squad of execution refused to fire at a priest unless his face was concealed. The priest was lAbbé Sorgue, commonly known as the Black Priest on account of his dark face and swarthy eyebrows. He was buried with a stake through his heart.

Le Bihan paused, hesitated, looked at me, and handed the manuscript back to Durand. The gendarme took it and slipped it into the brass cylinder.

So, said I, the thirty-ninth skull is the skull of the Black Priest.

Yes, said Fortin. I hope they wont find it.

I have forbidden them to proceed, said the mayor querulously. You heard me, Max Fortin.

I rose and picked up my gun. Môme came and pushed his head into my hand.

Thats a fine dog, observed Durand, also rising.

Why dont you wish to find his skull? I asked Le Bihan. It would be curious to see whether the arrow brand really burned into the bone.

There is something in that scroll that I didnt read to you, said the mayor grimly. Do you wish to know what it is?

Of course, I replied in surprise.

Give me the scroll again, Durand, he said; then he read from the bottom: I, lAbbé Sorgue, forced to write the above by my executioners, have written it in my own blood; and with it I leave my curse. My curse on St. Gildas, on Marie Trevec, and on her descendants. I will come back to St. Gildas when my remains are disturbed. Woe to that Englishman whom my branded skull shall touch!

What rot! I said. Do you believe it was really written in his own blood?

I am going to test it, said Fortin, at the request of Monsieur le Maire. I am not anxious for the job, however.

See, said Le Bihan, holding out the scroll to me, it is signed, lAbbé Sorgue.

I glanced curiously over the paper.

It must be the Black Priest, I said. He was the only man who wrote in the Breton language. This is a wonderfully interesting discovery, for now, at last, the mystery of the Black Priests disappearance is cleared up. You will, of course, send this scroll to Paris, Le Bihan?

No, said the mayor obstinately, it shall be buried in the pit below where the rest of the Black Priest lies.

I looked at him and recognised that argument would be useless. But still I said, It will be a loss to history, Monsieur Le Bihan.

All the worse for history, then, said the enlightened Mayor of St. Gildas.

We had sauntered back to the gravel pit while speaking. The men of Bannalec were carrying the bones of the English soldiers to ward the St. Gildas cemetery, on the cliffs to the east, where already a knot of white-coiffed women stood in attitudes of prayer; and I saw the sombre robe of a priest among the crosses of the little graveyard.

They were thieves and assassins; they are dead now, muttered Max Fortin.

Respect the dead, repeated the Mayor of St. Gildas, looking after the Bannalec men.

It was written in that scroll that Marie Trevec, of Groix Island, was cursed by the priest — she and her descendants, I said, touching Le Bihan on the arm. There was a Marie Trevec who married an Yves Trevec of St. Gildas — —

It is the same, said Le Bihan, looking at me obliquely.

Oh! said I; then they were ancestors of my wife.

Do you fear the curse? asked Le Bihan.

What? I laughed.

There was the case of the Purple Emperor, said Max Fortin timidly.

Startled for a moment, I faced him, then shrugged my shoulders and kicked at a smooth bit of rock which lay near the edge of the pit, almost embedded in gravel.

Do you suppose the Purple Emperor drank himself crazy because he was descended from Marie Trevec? I asked contemptuously.

Of course not, said Max Fortin hastily.

Of course not, piped the mayor. I only —— Hello! whats that youre kicking?

What? said I, glancing down, at the same time involuntarily giving another kick. The smooth bit of rock dislodged itself and rolled out of the loosened gravel at my feet.

The thirty-ninth skull! I exclaimed. By jingo, its the noddle of the Black Priest! See! there is the arrowhead branded on the front!

The mayor stepped back. Max Fortin also retreated. There was a pause, during which I looked at them, and they looked anywhere but at me.

I dont like it, said the mayor at last, in a husky, high voice. I dont like it! The scroll says he will come back to St. Gildas when his remains are disturbed. I — I dont like it, Monsieur Darrel — —

Bosh! said I; the poor wicked devil is where he cant get out. For Heavens sake, Le Bihan, what is this stuff you are talking in the year of grace 1896?

The mayor gave me a look.

And he says Englishman, You are an Englishman, Monsieur Darrel, he announced.

You know better. You know Im an American.

Its all the same, said the Mayor of St. Gildas, obstinately.

No, it isnt! I answered, much exasperated, and deliberately pushed the skull till it rolled into the bottom of the gravel pit below.

Cover it up, said I; bury the scroll with it too, if you insist, but I think you ought to send it to Paris. Dont look so gloomy, Fortin, unless you believe in were-wolves and ghosts. Hey! what the — what the devils the matter with you, anyway? What are you staring at, Le Bihan?

Come, come, muttered the mayor in a low, tremulous voice, its time we got out of this. Did you see? Did you see, Fortin?

I saw, whispered Max Fortin, pallid with fright.

The two men were almost running across the sunny pasture now, and I hastened after them, demanding to know what was the matter.

Matter! chattered the mayor, gasping with exasperation and terror. The skull is rolling uphill again! and he burst into a terrified gallop. Max Fortin followed close behind.

I watched them stampeding across the pasture, then turned toward the gravel pit, mystified, incredulous. The skull was lying on the edge of the pit, exactly where it had been before I pushed it over the edge. For a second I stared at it; a singular chilly feeling crept up my spinal column, and I turned and walked away, sweat starting from the root of every hair on my head. Before I had gone twenty paces the absurdity of the whole thing struck me. I halted, hot with shame and annoyance, and retraced my steps.

There lay the skull.

I rolled a stone down instead of the skull, I muttered to myself. Then with the butt of my gun I pushed the skull over the edge of the pit and watched it roll to the bottom; and as it struck the bottom of the pit, Môme, my dog, suddenly whipped his tail between his legs, whimpered, and made off across the moor.

Môme! I shouted, angry and astonished; but the dog only fled the faster, and I ceased calling from sheer surprise.

What the mischief is the matter with that dog! I thought. He had never before played me such a trick.

Mechanically I glanced into the pit, but I could not see the skull. I looked down. The skull lay at my feet again, touching them.

Good heavens! I stammered, and struck at it blindly with my gunstock. The ghastly thing flew into the air, whirling over and over, and rolled again down the sides of the pit to the bottom. Breathlessly I stared at it, then, confused and scarcely comprehending, I stepped back from the pit, still facing it, one, ten, twenty paces, my eyes almost starting from my head, as though I expected to see the thing roll up from the bottom of the pit under my very gaze. At last I turned my back to the pit and strode out across the gorse-covered moorland toward my home. As I reached the road that winds from St. Gildas to St. Julien I gave one hasty glance at the pit over my shoulder. The sun shone hot on the sod about the excavation. There was something white and bare and round on the turf at the edge of the pit. It might have been a stone; there were plenty of them lying about.

II.

When I entered my garden I saw Môme sprawling on the stone doorstep. He eyed me sideways and flopped his tail.

Are you not mortified, you idiot dog? I said, looking about the upper windows for Lys.

Môme rolled over on his back and raised one deprecating forepaw, as though to ward off calamity.

Dont act as though I was in the habit of beating you to death, I said, disgusted. I had never in my life raised whip to the brute. But you are a fool dog, I continued. No, you neednt come to be babied and wept over; Lys can do that, if she insists, but I am ashamed of you, and you can go to the devil.

Môme slunk off into the house, and I followed, mounting directly to my wifes boudoir. It was empty.

Where has she gone? I said, looking hard at Môme, who had followed me. Oh! I see you dont know. Dont pretend you do. Come off that lounge! Do you think Lys wants tan-coloured hairs all over her lounge?

I rang the bell for Catherine and Fine, but they didnt know where madame had gone; so I went into my room, bathed, exchanged my somewhat grimy shooting clothes for a suit of warm, soft knickerbockers, and, after lingering some extra moments over my toilet — for I was particular, now that I had married Lys — I went down to the garden and took a chair out under the fig-trees.

Where can she be? I wondered. Môme came sneaking out to be comforted, and I forgave him for Lyss sake, whereupon he frisked.

You bounding cur, said I, now what on earth started you off across the moor? If you do it again Ill push you along with a charge of dust shot.

As yet I had scarcely dared think about the ghastly hallucination of which I had been a victim, but now I faced it squarely, flushing a little with mortification at the thought of my hasty retreat from the gravel pit.

To think, I said aloud, that those old womans tales of Max Fortin and Le Bihan should have actually made me see what didnt exist at all! I lost my nerve like a schoolboy in a dark bedroom. For I knew now that I had mistaken a round stone for a skull each time, and had pushed a couple of big pebbles into the pit instead of the skull itself.

By jingo! said I, I m nervous; my liver must be in a devil of a condition if I see such things when Im awake! Lys will know what to give me.

I felt mortified and irritated and sulky, and thought disgustedly of Le Bihan and Max Fortin.

But after a while I ceased speculating, dismissed the mayor, the chemist, and the skull from my mind, and smoked pensively, watching the sun low dipping in the western ocean. As the twilight fell for a moment over ocean and moorland, a wistful, restless happiness filled my heart, the happiness that all men know — all men who have loved.

Slowly the purple mist crept out over the sea; the cliffs darkened; the forest was shrouded.

Suddenly the sky above burned with the afterglow, and the world was alight again.

Cloud after cloud caught the rose dye; the cliffs were tinted with it; moor and pasture, heather and forest burned and pulsated with the gentle flush. I saw the gulls turning and tossing above the sand bar, their snowy wings tipped with pink; I saw the sea swallows sheering the surface of the still river, stained to its placid depths with warm reflections of the clouds. The twitter of drowsy hedge birds broke out in the stillness; a salmon rolled its shining side above tide-water.

The interminable monotone of the ocean intensified the silence. I sat motionless, holding my breath as one who listens to the first low rumour of an organ. All at once the pure whistle of a nightingale cut the silence, and the first moonbeam silvered the wastes of mist-hung waters.

I raised my head.

Lys stood before me in the garden.

When we had kissed each other, we linked arms and moved up and down the gravel walks, watching the moonbeams sparkle on the sand bar as the tide ebbed and ebbed. The broad beds of white pinks about us were atremble with hovering white moths; the October roses hung all abloom, perfuming the salt wind.

Sweetheart, I said, where is Yvonne? Has she promised to spend Christmas with us?

Yes, Dick; she drove me down from Plougat this afternoon. She sent her love to you. I am not jealous. What did you shoot?

A hare and four partridges. They are in the gun room. I told Catherine not to touch them until you had seen them.

Now I suppose I knew that Lys could not be particularly enthusiastic over game or guns; but she pretended she was, and always scornfully denied that it was for my sake and not for the pure love of sport. So she dragged me off to inspect the rather meagre game bag, and she paid me pretty compliments and gave a little cry of delight and pity as I lifted the enormous hare out of the sack by his ears.

Hell eat no more of our lettuce, I said, attempting to justify the assassination.

Unhappy little bunny — and what a beauty! O Dick, you are a splendid shot, are you not?

I evaded the question and hauled out a partridge.

Poor little dead things! said Lys in a whisper; it seems a pity — doesnt it, Dick? But then you are so clever —— —

Well have them broiled, I said guardedly; tell Catherine.

Catherine came in to take away the game, and presently Tine Lelocard, Lyss maid, announced dinner, and Lys tripped away to her boudoir.

I stood an instant contemplating her blissfully, thinking, My boy, youre the happiest fellow in the world — youre in love with your wife!

I walked into the dining room, beamed at the plates, walked out again; met Tregunc in the hallway, beamed on him; glanced into the kitchen, beamed at Catherine, and went up stairs, still beaming.

Before I could knock at Lyss door it opened, and Lys came hastily out. When she saw me she gave a little cry of relief, and nestled close to my breast.

There is something peering in at my window, she said.

What! I cried angrily.

A man, I think, disguised as a priest, and he has a mask on. He must have climbed up by the bay tree.

I was down the stairs and out of doors in no time. The moonlit garden was absolutely deserted. Tregunc came up, and together we searched the hedge and shruhbery around the house and out to the road.

Jean Marie, said I at length, loose my bulldog — he knows you and take your supper on the porch where you can watch. My wife says the fellow is disguised as a priest, and wears a mask.

Tregunc showed his white teeth in a smile. He will not care to venture in here again, I think, Monsieur Darrel.

I went back and found Lys seated quietly at the table.

The soup is ready, dear, she said. Dont worry; it was only some foolish lout from Bannalec. No one in St. Gildas or St. Julien would do such a thing.

I was too much exasperated to reply at first, but Lys treated it as a stupid joke, and after a while I began to look at it in that light.

Lys told me about Yvonne, and reminded me of my promise to have Herbert Stuart down to meet her.

You wicked diplomat! I protested. Herbert is in Paris, and hard at work for the Salon.

Dont you think he might spare a week to flirt with the prettiest girl in Finistère? inquired Lys innocently.

Prettiest girl! Not much! I said.

Who is, then? urged Lys.

I laughed a trifle sheepishly.

I suppose you mean me, Dick, said Lys, colouring up.

Now I bore you, dont I?

Bore me? Ah, no, Dick.

After coffee and cigarettes were served I spoke about Tregunc, and Lys approved.

Poor Jean! he will be glad, wont he? What a dear fellow you are!

Nonsense, said I; we need a gardener; you said so yourself, Lys.

But Lys leaned over and kissed me, and then bent down and hugged Môme, who whistled through his nose in sentimental appreciation.

I am a very happy woman, said Lys.

Môme was a very bad dog to-day, I observed.

Poor Môme! said Lys, smiling.

When dinner was over and Môme lay snoring before the blaze — for the October nights are often chilly in Finistère — Lys curled up in the chimney corner with her embroidery, and gave me a swift glance from under her drooping lashes.

You look like a schoolgirl, Lys, I said teasingly. I dont believe you are sixteen yet.

She pushed back her heavy burnished hair thoughtfully. Her wrist was as white as surf foam.

Have we been married four years? I dont believe it, I said.

She gave me another swift glance and touched the embroidery on her knee, smiling faintly.

I see, said I, also smiling at the embroidered garment. Do you think it will fit?

Fit? repeated Lys. Then she laughed.

And, I persisted, are you perfectly sure that you — er — we shall need it?

Perfectly, said Lys. A delicate colour touched her cheeks and neck. She held up the little garment, all fluffy with misty lace and wrought with quaint embroidery.  It is very gorgeous, said I; dont use your eyes too much, dearest. May I smoke a pipe?

Of course, she said, selecting a skein of pale blue silk.

For a while I sat and smoked in silence, watching her slender fingers among the tinted silks and thread of gold.

Presently she spoke: What did you say your crest is, Dick?

My crest? Oh, something or other rampant on a something or other — —

Dick!

Dearest?

Dont be flippant.

But I really forget. Its an ordinary crest; everybody in New York has them. No family should be without em.

You are disagreeable, Dick. Send Josephine upstairs for my album.

Are you going to put that crest on the — the — whatever it is?

I am; and my own crest, too.

I thought of the Purple Emperor and wondered a little.

You didnt know I had one, did you? she smiled.

What is it? I replied evasively.

You shall see. Ring for Josephine.

I rang, and, when Fine appeared, Lys gave her some orders in a low voice, and Josephine trotted away, bobbing her white-coiffed head with a Bien, madame!

After a few minutes she returned, bearing a tattered, musty volume, from which the gold and blue had mostly disappeared.

I took the book in my hands and examined the ancient emblazoned covers.

Lilies! I exclaimed.

Fleur-de-lis, said my wife demurely.

Oh! said I, astonished, and opened the book.

You have never before seen this book? asked Lys, with a touch of malice in her eyes.

You know I havent. Hello! whats this? Oho! So there should be a de before Trevec? Lys de Trevec? Then why in the world did the Purple Emperor — —

Dick! cried Lys.

All right, said I. Shall I read about the Sieur de Trevec who rode to Saladins tent alone to seek for medicine for St. Louis? or shall I read about — what is it? Oh, here it is, all down in black and white about the Marquis de Trevec who drowned himself before Alvas eyes rather than surrender the banner of the fleur-de-lis to Spain? Its all written here. But, dear, how about that soldier named Trevec who was killed in the old fort on the cliff yonder?

He dropped the de, and the Trevecs since then have been Republicans, said Lys— all except me.

Thats quite right, said I; it is time that we Republicans should agree upon some feudal system. My dear, I drink to the king! and I raised my wine-glass and looked at Lys.

To the king, said Lys, flushing. She smoothed out the tiny garment on her knees; she touched the glass with her lips; her eyes were very sweet. I drained the glass to the king.

After a silence I said: I will tell the king stories. His Majesty shall be amused.

His Majesty, repeated Lys softly.

Or hers, I laughed. Who knows?

Who knows? murmured Lys, with a gentle sigh.

I know some stories about Jack the Giant-Killer, I announced. Do you, Lys?

I? No, not about a giant-killer, but I know all about the were-wolf, and Jeanne-la-Flamme, and the Man in Purple Tatters, and — dear me! I know lots more.

You are very wise, said I. I shall teach his Majesty English.

And I Breton, cried Lys jealously.

I shall bring playthings to the king, said I — big green lizards from the gorse, little gray mullets to swim in glass globes, baby rabbits from the forest of Kerselec — —

And I, said Lys, will bring the first primrose, the first branch of aubepine, the first jonquil, to the king — my king.

Our king, said I; and there was peace in Finistère.

I lay back, idly turning the leaves of the curious old volume.

I am looking, said I, for the crest.

The crest, dear? It is a priests head with an arrow-shaped mark on the forehead, on a field — —

I sat up and stared at my wife.

Dick, whatever is the matter? she smiled. The story is there in that book. Do you care to read it? No? Shall I tell it to you? Well, then: It happened in the third crusade. There was a monk whom men called the Black Priest. He turned apostate, and sold himself to the enemies of Christ. A Sieur de Trevec burst into the Saracen camp, at the head of only one hundred lances, and carried the Black Priest away out of the very midst of their army.

So that is how you come by the crest, I said quietly; but I thought of the branded skull in the gravel pit, and wondered.

Yes, said Lys. The Sieur de Trevec cut the Black Priests head off, but first he branded him with an arrow mark on the forehead. The book says it was a pious action, and the Sieur de Trevec got great merit by it. But I think it was cruel, the branding, she sighed.

Did you ever hear of any other Black Priest?

Yes. There was one in the last century, here in St. Gildas. He cast a white shadow in the sun. He wrote in the Breton language. Chronicles, too, I believe. I never saw them. His name was the same as that of the old chronicler, and of the other priest, Jacques Sorgue. Some said he was a lineal descendant of the traitor. Of course the first Black Priest was bad enough for anything. But if he did have a child, it need not have been the ancestor of the last Jacques Sorgue. They say this one was a holy man. They say he was so good he was not allowed to die, but was caught up to heaven one day, added Lys, with believing eyes.

I smiled.

But he disappeared, persisted Lys.

Im afraid his journey was in another direction, I said jestingly, and thoughtlessly told her the story of the morning. I had utterly forgotten the masked man at her window, but before I finished I remembered him fast enough, and realized what I had done as I saw her face whiten.

Lys, I urged tenderly, that was only some clumsy clowns trick. You said so yourself. You are not superstitious, my dear?

Her eyes were on mine. She slowly drew the little gold cross from her bosom and kissed it. But her lips trembled as they pressed the symbol of faith.

II.

About nine oclock the next morning I walked into the Groix Inn and sat down at the long discoloured oaken table, nodding goodday to Marianne Bruyere, who in turn bobbed her white coiffe at me.

My clever Bannalec maid, said I, what is good for a stirrup-cup at the Groix Inn?

Schist? she inquired in Breton.

With a dash of red wine, then, I replied.

She brought the delicious Quimperlé cider, and I poured a little Bordeaux into it. Marianne watched me with laughing black eyes.

What makes your cheeks so red, Marianne? I asked. Has Jean Marie been here?

We are to be married, Monsieur Darrel, she laughed.

Ah! Since when has Jean Marie Tregunc lost his head?

His head? Oh, Monsieur Darrel — his heart, you mean!

So I do, said I. Jean Marie is a practical fellow.

It is all due to your kindness — — began the girl, but I raised my hand and held up the glass.

Its due to himself. To your happiness, Marianne; and I took a hearty draught of the schist. Now, said I, tell me where I can find Le Bihan and Max Fortin.

Monsieur Le Bihan and Monsieur Fortin are above in the broad room. I believe they are examining the Red Admirals effects.

To send them to Paris? Oh, I know. May I go up, Marianne?

And God go with you, smiled the girl.

When I knocked at the door of the broad room above little Max Fortin opened it. Dust covered his spectacles and nose; his hat, with the tiny velvet ribbons fluttering, was all awry.

Come in, Monsieur Darrel, he said; the mayor and I are packing up the effects of the Purple Emperor and of the poor Red Admiral.

The collections? I asked, entering the room. You must be very careful in packing those butterfly cases; the slightest jar might break wings and antenna, you know.

Le Bihan shook hands with me and pointed to the great pile of boxes.

Theyre all cork lined, he said, but Fortin and I are putting felt around each box. The Entomological Society of Paris pays the freight.

The combined collections of the Red Admiral and the Purple Emperor made a magnificent display.

I lifted and inspected case after case set with gorgeous butterflies and moths, each specimen carefully labelled with the name in Latin. There were cases filled with crimson tiger moths all aflame with colour; cases devoted to the common yellow butterflies; symphonies in orange and pale yellow; cases of soft gray and dun-coloured sphinx moths; and cases of garish nettle-bred butterflies of the numerous family of Vanessa.

All alone in a great case by itself was pinned the purple emperor, the Apatura Iris, that fatal specimen that had given the Purple Emperor his name and quietus.

I remembered the butterfly, and stood looking at it with bent eyebrows.

Le Bihan glanced up from the floor where he was nailing down the lid of a box full of cases.

It is settled, then, said he, that madame, your wife, gives the Purple Emperors entire collection to the city of Paris?

I nodded.

Without accepting anything for it?

It is a gift, I said.

Including the purple emperor there in the case? That butterfly is worth a great deal of money, persisted Le Bihan.

You dont suppose that we would wish to sell that specimen, do you? I answered a trifle sharply.

If I were you I should destroy it, said the mayor in his high-pitched voice.

That would he nonsense, said I— like your burying the brass cylinder and scroll yesterday.

It was not nonsense, said Le Bihan doggedly, and I should prefer not to discuss the subject of the scroll.

I looked at Max Fortin, who immediately avoided my eyes.

You are a pair of superstitious old women, said I, digging my hands into my pockets; you swallow every nursery tale that is invented.

What of it? said Le Bihan sulkily; theres more truth than lies in most of em.

Oh! I sneered, does the Mayor of St. Gildas and St. Julien believe in the Loup-garou?

No, not in the Loup-garou.

In what, then — Jeanne-la-Flamme?

That, said Le Bihan with conviction, is history.

The devil it is! said I; and perhaps, monsieur the mayor, your faith in giants is unimpaired?

There were giants — everybody knows it, growled Max Fortin.

And you a chemist! I observed scornfully.

Listen, Monsieur Darrel, squeaked Le Bihan; you know yourself that the Purple Emperor was a scientific man. Now suppose I should tell you that he always refused to include in his collection a Deaths Messenger?

A what? I exclaimed.

You know what I mean — that moth that flies by night; some call it the Deaths Head, but in St. Gildas we call it Deaths Messenger.

Oh! said I, you mean that big sphinx moth that is commonly known as the deaths-head moth. Why the mischief should the people here call it deaths messenger?

For hundreds of years it has been known as deaths messenger in St. Gildas, said Max Fortin. Even Froissart speaks of it in his commentaries on Jacques Sorgues Chronicles. The book is in your library.

Sorgue? And who was Jacques Sorgue? I never read his book.

Jacques Sorgue was the son of some unfrocked priest — I forget. It was during the crusades.

Good Heavens! I burst out, Ive been hearing of nothing but crusades and priests and death and sorcery ever since I kicked that skull into the gravel pit, and I am tired of it, I tell you frankly. One would think we lived in the dark ages. Do you know what year of our Lord it is, Le Bihan?

Eighteen hundred and ninety-six, replied the mayor.

And yet you two hulking men are afraid of a deaths-head moth.

I dont care to have one fly into the window, said Max Fortin; it means evil to the house and the people in it.

God alone knows why he marked one of his creatures with a yellow deaths head on the back, observed Le Bihan piously, but I take it that he meant it as a warning; and I propose to profit by it, he added triumphantly.

See here, Le Bihan, I said; by a stretch of imagination one can make out a skull on the thorax of a certain big sphinx moth. What of it?

It is a bad thing to touch, said the mayor, wagging his head.

It squeaks when handled, added Max Fortin.

Some creatures squeak all the time, I observed, looking hard at Le Bihan.

Pigs, added the mayor.

Yes, and asses, I replied. Listen, Le Bihan: do you mean to tell me that you saw that skull roll uphill yesterday?

The mayor shut his mouth tightly and picked up his hammer.

Dont be obstinate, I said; I asked you a question.

And I refuse to answer, snapped Le Bihan. Fortin saw what I saw; let him talk about it.

I looked searchingly at the little chemist.

I dont say that I saw it actually roll up out of the pit, all by itself, said Fortin with a shiver, but — but then, how did it come up out of the pit, if it didnt roll up all by itself?

It didnt come up at all; that was a yellow cobblestone that you mistook for the skull again, I replied. You were nervous, Max.

A — a very curious cobblestone, Monsieur Darrel, said Fortin.

I also was a victim to the same hallucination, I continued, and I regret to say that I took the trouble to roll two innocent cobble stones into the gravel pit, imagining each time that it was the skull I was rolling.

It was, observed Le Bihan with a morose shrug.

It just shows, said I, ignoring the mayors remark, how easy it is to fix up a train of coincidences so that the result seems to savour of the supernatural. Now, last night my wife imagined that she saw a priest in a mask peer in at her window — —

Fortin and Le Bihan scrambled hastily from their knees, dropping hammer and nails.

W-h-a-t — whats that? demanded the mayor.

I repeated what I had said. Max Fortin turned livid.

My God! muttered Le Bihan, the Black Priest is in St. Gildas!

D-dont you — you know the old proph ecy? stammered Fortin; Froissart quotes it from Jacques Sorgue:

When the Black Priest rises from the dead,
St. Gildas folk shall shriek in bed;
When the Black Priest rises from his grave,
May the good God St. Gildas save!

Aristide Le Bihan, I said angrily, and you, Max Fortin, Ive got enough of this nonsense! Some foolish lout from Bannalec has been in St. Gildas playing tricks to frighten old fools like you. If you have nothing better to talk about than nursery legends Ill wait until you come to your senses. Good-morning. And I walked out, more disturbed than I cared to acknowledge to myself.

The day had become misty and overcast.

Heavy, wet clouds hung in the east. I heard the surf thundering against the cliffs, and the gray gulls squealed as they tossed and turned high in the sky. The tide was creeping across the river sands, higher, higher, and I saw the seaweed floating on the beach, and the lançons springing from the foam, silvery thread like flashes in the gloom. Curlew were flying up the river in twos and threes; the timid sea swallows skimmed across the moors toward some quiet, lonely pool, safe from the coming tempest. In every hedge field birds were gathering, huddling together, twittering restlessly.

When I reached the cliffs I sat down, resting my chin on my clenched hands. Already a vast curtain of rain, sweeping across the ocean miles away, hid the island of Groix. To the east, behind the white semaphore on the hills, black clouds crowded up over the horizon. After a little the thunder boomed, dull, distant, and slender skeins of lightning unravelled across the crest of the coming storm. Under the cliff at my feet the surf rushed foaming over the shore, and the lançons jumped and skipped and quivered until they seemed to be but the reflections of the meshed lightning. I turned to the east. It was raining over Groix, it was raining at Sainte Barbe, it was raining now at the semaphore. High in the storm whirl a few gulls pitched; a nearer cloud trailed veils of rain in its wake; the sky was spattered with lightning; the thunder boomed.

As I rose to go, a cold raindrop fell upon the back of my hand, and another, and yet another on my face. I gave a last glance at the sea, where the waves were bursting into strange white shapes that seemed to fling out menacing arms toward me. Then something moved on the cliff, something black as the black rock it clutched — a filthy cormorant, craning its hideous head at the sky.

Slowly I plodded homeward across the sombre moorland, where the gorse stems glimmered with a dull metallic green, and the heather, no longer violet and purple, hung drenched and dun-coloured among the dreary rocks. The wet turf creaked under my heavy boots, the black-thorn scraped and grated against knee and elbow. Over all lay a strange light, pallid, ghastly, where the sea spray whirled across the landscape and drove into my face until it grew numb with the cold. In broad bands, rank after rank, billow on billow, the rain burst out across the endless moors, and yet there was no wind to drive it at such a pace.

Lys stood at the door as I turned into the garden, motioning me to hasten; and then for the first time I became conscious that I was soaked to the skin.

How ever in the world did you come to stay out when such a storm threatened? she said. Oh, you are dripping! Go quickly and change; I have laid your warm underwear on the bed, Dick.

I kissed my wife, and went upstairs to change my dripping clothes for something more comfortable.

When I returned to the morning room there was a driftwood fire on the hearth, and Lys sat in the chimney corner embroidering.

Catherine tells me that the fishing fleet from Lorient is out. Do you think they are in danger, dear? asked Lys, raising her blue eyes to mine as I entered.

There is no wind, and there will be no sea, said I, looking out of the window. Far across the moor I could see the black cliffs looming in the mist.

How it rains! murmured Lys; come to the fire, Dick.

I threw myself on the fur rug, my hands in my pockets, my head on Lyss knees.

Tell me a story, I said. I feel like a boy of ten.

Lys raised a finger to her scarlet lips. I always waited for her to do that.

Will you be very still, then? she said.

Still as death.

Death, echoed a voice, very softly.

Did you speak, Lys? I asked, turning so that I could see her face.

No; did you, Dick?

Who said death? I asked, startled.

Death, echoed a voice, softly.

I sprang up and looked about. Lys rose too, her needles and embroidery falling to the floor. She seemed ahout to faint, leaning heavily on me, and I led her to the window and opened it a little way to give her air. As I did so the chain lightning split the zenith, the thunder crashed, and a sheet of rain swept into the room, driving with it something that fluttered — something that flapped, and squeaked, and beat upon the rug with soft, moist wings.

We bent over it together, Lys clinging to me, and we saw that it was a deaths-head moth drenched with rain.

The dark day passed slowly as we sat beside the fire, hand in hand, her head against my breast, speaking of sorrow and mystery and death. For Lys believed that there were things on earth that none might understand, things that must be nameless forever and ever, until God rolls up the scroll of life and all is ended. We spoke of hope and fear and faith, and the mystery of the saints; we spoke of the beginning and the end, of the shadow of sin, of omens, and of love. The moth still lay on the floor, quivering its sombre wings in the warmth of the fire, the skull and ribs clearly etched upon its neck and body.

If it is a messenger of death to this house, I said, why should we fear, Lys?

Death should be welcome to those who love God, murmured Lys, and she drew the cross from her breast and kissed it.

The moth might die if I threw it out into the storm, I said after a silence.

Let it remain, sighed Lys.

Late that night my wife lay sleeping, and I sat beside her bed and read in the Chronicle of Jacques Sorgue. I shaded the candle, but Lys grew restless, and finally I took the book down into the morning room, where the ashes of the fire rustled and whitened on the hearth.

The deaths-head moth lay on the rug before the fire where I had left it. At first I thought it was dead, but, when I looked closer I saw a lambent fire in its amber eyes. The straight white shadow it cast across the floor wavered as the candle flickered.



The pages of the Chronicle of Jacques Sorgue were damp and sticky; the illuminated gold and blue initials left flakes of azure and gilt where my hand brushed them.

It is not paper at all; it is thin parchment, I said to myself; and I held the discoloured page close to the candle flame and read, translating laboriously:

I, Jacques Sorgue, saw all these things. And I saw the Black Mass celebrated in the chapel of St. Gildas-on-the-Cliff. And it was said by the Abbé Sorgue, my kinsman: for which deadly sin the apostate priest was seized by the most noble Marquis of Plougastel and by him condemned to be burned with hot irons, until his seared soul quit its body and fly to its master the devil. But when the Black Priest lay in the crypt of Plougastel, his master Satan came at night and set him free, and carried him across land and sea to Mahmoud, which is Soldan or Saladin. And I, Jacques Sorgue, travelling afterward by sea, beheld with my own eyes my kinsman, the Black Priest of St. Gildas, borne along in the air upon a vast black wing, which was the wing of his master Satan. And this was seen also by two men of the crew.

I turned the page. The wings of the moth on the floor began to quiver. I read on and on, my eyes blurring under the shifting candle flame. I read of battles and of saints, and I learned how the great Soldan made his pact with Satan, and then I came to the Sieur de Trevec, and read how he seized the Black Priest in the midst of Saladins tents and carried him away and cut off his head, first branding him on the forehead. And before he suffered, said the Chronicle, he cursed the Sieur de Trevec and his descendants, and he said he would surely return to St. Gildas. For the violence you do to me, I will do violence to you. For the evil I suffer at your hands, I will work evil on you and your descendants. Woe to your children, Sieur de Trevec! There was a whirr, a beating of strong wings, and my candle flashed up as in a sudden breeze. A humming filled the room; the great moth dated hither and thither, beating, buzzing, on ceiling and wall. I flung down my book and stepped forward. Now it lay fluttering upon the window sill, and for a moment I had it under my hand, but the thing squeaked and I shrank back. Then suddenly it darted across the candle flame; the light flared and went out, and at the same moment a shadow moved in the darkness outside. I raised my eyes to the window. A masked face was peering in at me.

Quick as thought I whipped out my revolver and fired every cartridge, but the face advanced beyond the window, the glass melting away before it like mist, and through the smoke of my revolver I saw something creep swiftly into the room. Then I tried to cry out, but the thing was at my throat, and I fell backward among the ashes of the hearth.

* * * *

When my eyes unclosed I was lying on the hearth, my head among the cold ashes. Slowly I got on my knees, rose painfully, and groped my way to a chair. On the floor lay my revolver, shining in the pale light of early morning. My mind clearing by degrees, I looked, shuddering, at the window. The glass was unbroken. I stooped stiffly, picked up my revolver and opened the cylinder. Every cartridge had been fired. Mechanically I closed the cylinder and placed the revolver in my pocket. The book, the Chronicles of Jacques Sorgue, lay on the table beside me, and as I started to close it I glanced at the page. It was all splashed with rain, and the lettering had run, so that the page was merely a confused blur of gold and red and black. As I stumbled toward the door I cast a fearful glance over my shoulder. The deaths-head moth crawled shivering on the rug.

IV.

The sun was about three hours high. I must have slept, for I was aroused by the sudden gallop of horses under our window. People were shouting and calling in the road. I sprang up and opened the sash. Le Bihan was there, an image of helplessness, and Max Fortin stood beside him, polishing his glasses. Some gendarmes had just arrived from Quimperlé, and I could hear them around the corner of the house, stamping, and rattling their sabres and carbines, as they led their horses into my stable.

Lys sat up, murmuring half-sleepy, half-anxious questions.

I dont know, I answered. I am going out to see what it means.

It is like the day they came to arrest you, Lys said, giving me a troubled look. But I kissed her, and laughed at her until she smiled too. Then I flung on coat and cap and hurried down the stairs.

The first person I saw standing in the road was the Brigadier Durand.

Hello! said I, have you come to arrest me again? What the devil is all this fuss about, anyway?

We were telegraphed for an hour ago, said Durand briskly, and for a sufficient reason, I think. Look there, Monsieur Darrel!

He pointed to the ground almost under my feet.

Good heavens! I cried, where did that puddle of blood come from?

Thats what I want to know, Monsieur Darrel. Max Fortin found it at daybreak. See, its splashed all over the grass, too. A trail of it leads into your garden, across the flower beds to your very window, the one that opens from the morning room. There is another trail leading from this spot across the road to the cliffs, then to the gravel pit, and thence across the moor to the forest of Kerselec. We are going to mount in a minute and search the bosquets. Will you join us? Bon Dieu! but the fellow bled like an ox. Max Fortin says its human blood, or I should not have believed it.

The little chemist of Quimperlé came up at that moment, rubbing his glasses with a coloured handkerchief.

Yes, it is human blood, he said, but one thing puzzles me: the corpuscles are yellow. I never saw any human blood before with yellow corpuscles. But your English Doctor Thompson asserts that he has — —

Well, its human blood, anyway isnt it? insisted Durand, impatiently.

Ye-es, admitted Max Fortin.

Then its my business to trail it, said the big gendarme, and he called his men and gave the order to mount.

Did you hear anything last night? asked Durand of me.

I heard the rain. I wonder the rain did not wash away these traces.

They must have come after the rain ceased. See this thick splash, how it lies over and weighs down the wet grass blades. Pah!

It was a heavy, evil-looking clot, and I stepped back from it, my throat closing in disgust.

My theory, said the brigadier, is this: Some of those Biribi fishermen, probably the Icelanders, got an extra glass of cognac into their hides and quarrelled on the road. Some of them were slashed, and staggered to your house. But there is only one trail, and yet — and yet, how could all that blood come from only one person? Well, the wounded man, let us say, staggered first to your house and then back here, and he wandered off, drunk and dying, God knows where. Thats my theory.

A very good one, said I calmly. And you are going to trail him?

Yes.

When?

At once. Will you come?

Not now. Ill gallop over by-and-bye. You are going to the edge of the Kerselec forest?

Yes; you will hear us calling. Are you coming, Max Fortin? And you, Le Bihan? Good; take the dog-cart.

The big gendarme tramped around the corner to the stable and presently returned mounted on a strong gray horse; his sabre shone on his saddle; his pale yellow and white facings were spotless. The little crowd of white-coiffed women with their children fell back, as Durand touched spurs and clattered away followed by his two troopers. Soon after Le Bihan and Max Fortin also departed in the mayors dingy dog-cart.

Are you coming? piped Le Bihan shrilly.

In a quarter of an hour, I replied, and went back to the house.

When I opened the door of the morning room the deaths-head moth was beating its strong wings against the window. For a second I hesitated, then walked over and opened the sash. The creature fluttered out, whirred over the flower beds a moment, then darted across the moorland toward the sea. I called the servants together and questioned them. Josephine, Catherine, Jean Marie Tregunc, not one of them had heard the slightest disturbance during the night. Then I told Jean Marie to saddle my horse, and while I was speaking Lys came down.

Dearest, I began, going to her.

You must tell me everything you know, Dick, she interrupted, looking me earnestly in the face.

But there is nothing to tell — only a drunken brawl, and some one wounded.

And you are going to ride — where, Dick?

Well, over to the edge of Kerselec forest. Durand and the mayor, and Max Fortin, have gone on, following a — a trail.

What trail?

Some blood.

Where did they find it?

Out in the road there. Lys crossed herself.

Does it come near our house?

Yes.

How near?

It comes up to the morning-room window, said I, giving in.

Her hand on my arm grew heavy. I dreamed last night — —

So did I — — but I thought of the empty cartridges in my revolver, and stopped.

I dreamed that you were in great danger, and I could not move hand or foot to save you; but you had your revolver, and I called out to you to fire — —

I did fire! I cried excitedly.

You — you fired?

I took her in my arms. My darling, I said, something strange has happened — something that I can not understand as yet. But, of course, there is an explanation. Last night I thought I fired at the Black Priest.

Ah! gasped Lys.

Is that what you dreamed?

Yes, yes, that was it! I begged you to fire — —

And I did.

Her heart was beating against my breast. I held her close in silence.

Dick, she said at length, perhaps you killed the — the thing.

If it was human I did not miss, I answered grimly. And it was human, I went on, pulling myself together, ashamed of having so nearly gone to pieces. Of course it was human! The whole affair is plain enough. Not a drunken brawl, as Durand thinks; it was a drunken louts practical joke, for which he has suffered. I suppose I must have filled him pretty full of bullets, and he has crawled away to die in Kerselec forest. Its a terrible affair; Im sorry I fired so hastily; but that idiot Le Bihan and Max Fortin have been working on my nerves till I am as hysterical as a school-girl, I ended angrily.

You fired but the window glass was not shattered, said Lys in a low voice.

Well, the window was open, then. And as for the — the rest — Ive got nervous indigestion, and a doctor will settle the Black Priest for me, Lys.

I glanced out of the window at Tregunc waiting with my horse at the gate.

Dearest, I think I had better go to join Durand and the others.

I will go too.

Oh, no!

Yes, Dick.

Dont, Lys.

I shall suffer every moment you are away.

The ride is too fatiguing, and we cant tell what unpleasant sight you may come upon. Lys, you dont really think there is anything supernatural in this affair?

Dick, she answered gently, I am a Bretonne. With both arms around my neck, my wife said, Death is the gift of God. I do not fear it when we are together. But alone — oh, my husband, I should fear a God who could take you away from me!

We kissed each other soberly, simply, like two children. Then Lys hurried away to change her gown, and I paced up and down the garden waiting for her.

She came, drawing on her slender gauntlets. I swung her into the saddle, gave a hasty order to Jean Marie, and mounted.

Now, to quail under thoughts of terror on a morning like this, with Lys in the saddle beside me, no matter what had happened or might happen, was impossible. Moreover, Môme came sneaking after us. I asked Tregunc to catch him, for I was afraid he might be brained by our horses hoofs if he followed, but the wily puppy dodged and bolted after Lys, who was trotting along the high-road. Never mind, I thought; if hes hit hell live, for he has no brains to lose.

Lys was waiting for me in the road beside the Shrine of Our Lady of St. Gildas when I joined her. She crossed herself, I doffed my cap, then we shook out our bridles and galloped toward the forest of Kerselec.

We said very little as we rode. I always loved to watch Lys in the saddle. Her exquisite figure and lovely face were the incarnation of youth and grace; her curling hair glistened like threaded gold.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the spoiled puppy Môme come bounding cheerfully alongside, oblivious of our horses heels. Our road swung close to the cliffs. A filthy cormorant rose from the black rocks and flapped heavily across our path. Lys horse reared, but she pulled him down, and pointed at the bird with her riding crop.

I see, said I; it seems to be going our way. Curious to see a cormorant in a forest, isnt it?

It is a bad sign, said Lys. You know the Morbihan proverb: When the cormorant turns from the sea, Death laughs in the forest, and wise woodsmen build boats.

I wish, said I sincerely, that there were fewer proverbs in Brittany.

We were in sight of the forest now; across the gorse I could see the sparkle of gendarmes trappings, and the glitter of Le Bihans silver-buttoned jacket. The hedge was low and we took it without difficulty, and trotted across the moor to where Le Bihan and Durand stood gesticulating.

They bowed ceremoniously to Lys as we rode up.

The trail is horrible — it is a river, said the mayor in his squeaky voice. Monsieur Darrel, I think perhaps madame would scarcely care to come any nearer.

Lys drew bridle and looked at me.

It is horrible! said Durand, walking up beside me; it looks as though a bleeding regiment had passed this way. The trail winds and winds about there in the thickets; we lose it at times, but we always find it again. I cant understand how one man — no, nor twenty — could bleed like that!

A halloo, answered by another, sounded from the depths of the forest.

Its my men; they are following the trail, muttered the brigadier. God alone knows what is at the end!

Shall we gallop back, Lys? I asked.

No; let us ride along the western edge of the woods and dismount. The sun is so hot now, and I should like to rest for a moment, she said.

The western forest is clear of anything disagreeable, said Durand.

Very well, I answered; call me, Le Bihan, if you find anything.

Lys wheeled her mare, and I followed across the springy heather, Môme trotting cheerfully in the rear.

We entered the sunny woods about a quarter of a kilometre from where we left Durand. I took Lys from her horse, flung both bridles over a limb, and, giving my wife my arm, aided her to a flat mossy rock which overhung a shallow brook gurgling among the beach trees. Lys sat down and drew off her gauntlets. Môme pushed his head into her lap, received an undeserved caress, and came doubtfully toward me. I was weak enough to condone his offence, but I made him lie down at my feet, greatly to his disgust.

I rested my head on Lyss knees, looking up at the sky through the crossed branches of the trees.

I suppose I have killed him, I said. It shocks me terribly, Lys.

You could not have known, dear. He may have been a robber, and — if — not —— Did — have you ever fired your revolver since that day four years ago, when the Red Admirals son tried to kill you? But I know you have not.

No, said I, wondering. Its a fact, I have not. Why?

And dont you remember that I asked you to let me load it for you the day when Yves went off, swearing to kill you and his father?

Yes, I do remember. Well?

Well, I — I took the cartridges first to St. Gildas chapel and dipped them in holy water. You must not laugh, Dick, said Lys gently, laying her cool hands on my lips.

Laugh, my darling!

Overhead the October sky was pale amethyst, and the sunlight burned like orange flame through the yellow leaves of beach and oak. Gnats and midges danced and wavered overhead; a spider dropped from a twig halfway to the ground and hung suspended on the end of his gossamer thread.

Are you sleepy, dear? asked Lys, bending over me.

I am a little; I scarcely slept two hours last night, I answered.

You may sleep, if you wish, said Lys, and touched my eyes caressingly.

Is my head heavy on your knees?

No, Dick.

I was already in a half doze; still I heard the brook babbling under the beeches and the humming of forest flies overhead. Presently even these were stilled.

The next thing I knew I was sitting bolt upright, my ears ringing with a scream, and I saw Lys cowering beside me, covering her white face with both hands.

As I sprang to my feet she cried again and clung to my knees. I saw my dog rush growling into a thicket, then I heard him whimper, and he came backing out, whining, ears flat, tail down. I stooped and disengaged Lyss hand.

Dont go, Dick! she cried. God, its the Black Priest!

In a moment I had leaped across the brook and pushed my way into the thicket. It was empty. I stared about me; I scanned every tree trunk, every bush. Suddenly I saw him. He was seated on a fallen log, his head resting in his hands, his rusty black robe gathered around him. For a moment my hair stirred under my cap; sweat started on forehead and cheek-bone; then I recovered my reason, and understood that the man was human and was probably wounded to death. Ay, to death; for there, at my feet, lay the wet trail of blood, over leaves and stones, down into the little hollow, across to the figure in black resting silently under the trees.

I saw that he could not escape even if he had the strength, for before him, almost at his very feet, lay a deep, shining swamp.

As I stepped forward my foot broke a twig. At the sound the figure started a little, then its head fell forward again. Its face was masked. Walking up to the man, I bade him tell where he was wounded. Durand and the others broke through the thicket at the same moment and hurried to my side.

Who are you who hide a masked face in a priests robe? said the gendarme loudly.

There was no answer.

See — see the stiff blood all over his robe! muttered Le Bihan to Fortin.

He will not speak, said I.

He may be too badly wounded, whispered Le Bihan.

I saw him raise his head, I said; my wife saw him creep up here.

Durand stepped forward and touched the figure.

Speak! he said.

Speak! quavered Fortin.

Durand waited a moment, then with a sudden upward movement he stripped off the mask and threw hack the mans head. We were looking into the eye sockets of a skull. Durand stood rigid; the mayor shrieked. The skeleton burst out from its rotting robes and collapsed on the ground before us. From between the staring ribs and the grinning teeth spurted a torrent of black blood, showering the shrinking grasses; then the thing shuddered, and fell over into the black ooze of the bog. Little bubbles of iridescent air appeared from the mud; the bones were slowly engulfed, and, as the last fragments sank out of sight, up from the depths and along the bank crept a creature, shiny, shivering, quivering its wings.

It was a deaths-head moth.

* * * *

I wish I had time to tell you how Lys outgrew superstitions for she never knew the truth about the affair, and she never will know, since she has promised not to read this book. I wish I might tell you about the king and his coronation, and how the coronation robe fitted. I wish that I were able to write how Yvonne and Herbert Stuart rode to a boar hunt in Quimperlé, and how the hounds raced the quarry right through the town, overturning three gendarmes, the notary, and an old woman. But I am becoming garrulous, and Lys is call- ing me to come and hear the king say that he is sleepy. And his Highness shall not be kept waiting.



THE KINGS CRADLE SONG.

Seal with a seal of gold
The scroll of a life unrolled;
Swathe him deep in his purple stole;
Ashes of diamonds, crystalled coal.
Drops of gold in each scented fold.

Crimson wings of the Little Death,
Stir his hair with your silken breath;
Flaming wings of sins to be,
Splendid pinions of prophecy,
Smother his eyes with hues and dyes,
While the white moon spins and the winds arise,
And the stars drip through the skies.

Wave, O wings of the Little Death!
Seal his sight and stifle his breath,
Cover his breast with the gemmed shroud pressed;
From north to north, from west to west,
Wave, wings of the Little Death!
Till the white moon reels in the cracking skies,
And the ghosts of God arise.


We are no other than a moving row
Of magic shadow-shapes, that come and go
Round with this sun-illumined lantern, held 
In midnight by the master of the show.

A moments halt — a momentary taste
Of being from the well amid the waste — 
And lo! the phantom caravan has reached 
The nothing it set out from. Oh, make haste!

Ah, Love! could you and I with him conspire
To grasp this sorry scheme of things entire,
Would not we shatter it to bits — and then 
Remould it nearer to the hearts desire!

FITZGERALD.



THE WHITE SHADOW.
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Listen, then, love, and with your white hand clear
Your forehead from its cloudy hair.

I.

THREE great hulking cousins, said she, closing her gray eyes disdainfully.

We accepted the rebuke in astonished silence. Presently she opened her eyes, and seemed surprised to see us there yet.

O, she said, if you think I am going to stay here until you make up your minds — —

Ive made up mine, said Donald. We will go to the links. You may come.

I shall not, she announced. Walter, what do you propose?

Walter looked at his cartridge belt and then at the little breech-loader standing in a corner of the arbour.

Oh, I know, she said, but I wont! I wont! I wont!

The uncles and aunts on the piazza turned to look at us; her mother arose from a steamer-chair and came across the lawn.

Wont what, Sweetheart? she asked, placing both hands on her daughters shoulders.

Mamma, Walter wants me to shoot, and Don wants me to play golf, and I — wont!

She doesnt know what she wants, said I.

Dont I? she said, flushing with displeasure.

Her mother might suggest something, hazarded Donald. We looked at our aunt.

Sweetheart is spoiled, said that lady decisively. If you children dont go away at once and have a good time, I shall find employment for her.

Algebra? I asked maliciously.

How dare you! cried Sweetheart, sitting up. Oh, isnt he mean! isnt he ignoble! — and Ive done my algebra; havent I, mamma?

But your French? I began.

Donald laughed, and so did Walter. As for Sweetheart, she arose in all the dignity of sixteen years, closed her eyes with superb insolence, and, clasping her mothers waist with one round white arm, marched out of the arbour.

We tease her too much, said Donald.

Shes growing up fast; we ought not to call her Sweetheart when she puts her hair up, added Walter.

Shes going to put it up in October, when she goes back to school, said Donald. Jack, she will hate you if you keep reminding her of her algebra and French.

Then Ill stop, said I, suddenly conscious what an awful thing it would be if she hated me.

Donalds two pointers came frisking across the lawn from the kennels, and Donald picked up his gun.

Here we go again, said I. Donnys going to the coverts after grouse, Walters going up on the hill with his dust-shot and arsenic, and Im going across the fields after butterflies. Why the deuce cant we all go together, just for once?

And take Sweetheart? She would like it if we all went together, said Walter; she is tired of seeing Jack net butterflies.

Collecting birds and shooting grouse are two different things, began Donald. You spoil my dogs by shooting your confounded owls and humming birds.

Oh, your precious dogs! I cried. Shut up, Donny, and give Sweetheart a good days tramp. Its a pity if three cousins cant pool their pleasures for once.

Donald nodded uncertainly.

Come on, said Walter, well find Sweet heart. Jack, you get your butterfly togs and come back here.

I nodded, and watched my two cousins sauntering across the lawn — big, clean-cut fellows, resembling each other enough to be brothers instead of cousins.

We all resembled each other more or less, Donald, Walter, and I. As for Sweetheart, she looked like none of us.

It was all very well for her mother to call her Sweetheart, and for her aunts to echo it in chorus, but the time was coming when we saw we should have to stop. A girl of sixteen with such a name is ridiculous, and Sweetheart was nearly seventeen; and her hair was going up and her gowns were coming down in October.

Her own name was pretty enough. I dont know that I ought to tell it, but I will: it was the same as her mothers. We called her Sweetheart sometimes, sometimes The Aspen Beauty. Donald had given her that name from a butterfly in my collection, the Vanessa Pandora, commonly known as the Aspen beauty, from its never having been captured in America except in our village of Aspen.

Here, in the north of New York State, we four cousins spent our summers in the family house. There was not much to do in Aspen. We used the links, we galloped over the sandy roads, we also trotted our several hobbies, Donald, Walter, and I. Sweetheart had no hobby; to make up for this, however, she owned a magnificent team of bêtes-noires — Algebra and French.

As for me, my butterfly collection languished. I had specimens of nearly every butterfly in New York State, and I rather longed for new states to conquer. Anyway, there were plenty of Aspen beauties — I mean the butterflies — flying about the roads and balm-of-Gilead trees, and perhaps that is why I lingered there long enough to collect hundreds of duplicates for exchange. And perhaps it wasnt.

I thought of these things as I sat in the sun-flecked arbour, watching the yellow elm leaves flutter down from the branches. I thought, too, of Sweetheart, and wondered how she would look with her hair up. And while I sat there smoking, watching the yellow leaves drifting across the lawn, a sharp explosion startled me and I raised my head.

Sweetheart was standing on the lawn, gazing dreamily at the smoking débris of a large firecracker.

Whats that for? I asked.

It proclaims my independence, said Sweetheart— my independence forever. Here after my cousins will ask to accompany me on my walks; they need no longer charitably permit me to accompany them. Are you three boys going to ride your hobbies?

We are, I said.

Then good-bye. I am going to walk.

Cant we come too? I asked, laughing.

Oh, she said graciously, if you put it in that way I could not refuse.

May we bring our guns? asked Donald from the piazza.

May I bring my net? I added, half amused, half annoyed.

She made a gesture, indifferent, condescending.

Dear me! murmured the aunts in chorus from the piazza as we trooped after the Aspen beauty, Sweetheart is growing very fast.

I smiled vaguely at Sweetheart. I was wondering how she would look in long frocks and coiled hair.

II.

In the fall of the year the meadows of Aspen glimmer in the sunlight like crumpled sheets of beaten gold; for Aspen is the land of golden-rod, of yellow earth and gilded fern.

There the crisp oaks rustle, every leaf a blot of yellow; there the burnished pines sound, sound, tremble, and resound, like gilt-stringed harps aquiver in the wind.

Sweet fern, sun-dried, bronzed, fills all the hills with incense, vague and delicate as the white down drifting from the frothy milkweed.

And where the meadow brook prattled, limpid, filtered with sunlight, Sweetheart stood knee-deep in fragrant mint, watching the aimless minnows swimming in circles. On a distant hill, dark against the blue, Donald moved with his dogs, and I saw the sun-glint on his gun, and I heard the distant Hi — on! Hi — on! long after he disappeared below the brown hills brow.

Walter, too, had gone, leaving us there by the brook together, Sweetheart and I; and I saw the crows flapping and circling far over the woods, and I heard the soft report of his dust-shot shells among the trees.

The ruling passion, Sweetheart, I said. Donny chases the phantom of pleasure with his dogs. The phantom flies from Walter, and he follows with his dust-shot.

Then, said Sweetheart, follow your phantom also; there are butterflies everywhere. She raised both arms and turned from the brook. Everywhere flying I see butterflies phantoms of pleasure; and, Jack, you do not follow with your net.

No, said I, the world to-day is too fair to — slay in. I even doubt that the happiness of empires hinges on the discovery of a new species of anything. Do I bore you?

A little, said Sweetheart, touching the powdered gold of the blossoms about her. She laid the tip of her third finger on her lips and then on the golden-rod. I shall not pick it; the world is too fair to-day, she said. What are you going to do, Jack?

I could doze, I said. Could you?

Yes — if you told me stories.

I contemplated her in silence for a moment. After a while she sat down under an oak and clasped her hands.

I am growing so old, she sighed, I no longer take pleasure in childish things Donalds dogs, Walters humming birds, your butterflies. Jack?

What?

Sit down on the grass.

What for?

Because I ask you.

I sat down.

Presently she said: I am as tall as mamma. Why should I study algebra?

Because, I answered evasively.

Your answer is as rude as though I were twenty, instead of sixteen, said Sweetheart. If you treat me as a child from this moment, I shall hate you.

Me — Sweetheart?

And that name! — it is good for children and kittens.

I looked at her seriously. It is good for women, too when it is time, I said. I prophesy that one day you will hear it again. As for me, I shall not call you by that name if you dislike it.

I am a woman — now, she said.

Oh! at sixteen.

To-morrow I am to be seventeen.

Presently, looking off at the blue hills, I said: For a long time I have recognised that that subtle, indefinable attitude — we call it deference — due from men to women is due from us to you. Donny and Walter are slower to accept this. You know what you have been to us as a child; we cant bear to lose you — to meet you in another way — to reckon with you as we reckon with a woman. But it is true: our little Sweetheart has vanished, and — you are here!

The oak leaves began to rustle in the hill winds; the crows cawed from the woods.

Oui cest moi, she said at length.

I shall never call you Sweetheart again, I said, smiling.

Who knows? she laughed, and leaned over to pick a blade of wild wheat. She coloured faintly a moment later, and said: I didnt mean that, Jack.

And so Sweetheart took her first step across that threshold of mystery, the Temple of Idols. And of the gilded idols within the temple, one shall turn to living flesh at the sound of a voice. And lo! where a child had entered, a woman returned with the key to the Temple of Gilded Idols.

Jack, said Sweetheart, you are wrong. No day is too fair to kill in. I shall pick my arms full — full of flowers. Over the yellow fields, red with the stalks of the buckwheat, crowned with a glimmering cloud of the dusty gold of the golden-rod, Sweetheart passed, pensive, sedate, awed by the burden of sixteen years.

I followed.

Over the curling fern and wind-stirred grasses the silken milkweed seeds sailed, sailed, and the great red-brown butterflies drifted above, ruddy as autumn leaves aglow in the sun.

On the sand-cliff there are marigolds, said Sweetheart.

I looked at the mass of wild flowers in her arms; her white polished skin reflected the blaze of colour, warming like ivory under their glow.

Marigolds, I repeated; we will get some.

The sand slides on the face of the cliff; you must be careful, she said.

And I may see one of those rare cliff butterflies. I havent any good examples.

I fancy she was not listening; the crows were clamouring above the beech woods; the hill winds filled our ears with a sound like the sound of the sea on shoals. Her gray eyes, touched with the skys deep blue and the blue of the misty hills, looked out across the miles of woods and fields, and saw a world; not a world old, scarred, rock-ribbed, and salt with tears, but a new world, youthful, ripe, sunny, hazy with the splendour of wonders hidden behind the horizon — a world jewelled with gems, spanned by rose-mist rainbows — a world of sixteen years.

We are already at the cliffs edge, I said.

She stepped to the edge and looked over. I drew her back. The sand started among the rocks, running, running with a sound like silver water.

Then you shall not go either, she said. I do not care for marigolds.

But I was already on the edge, stooping for a blossom. The next instant I fell.

There was a whistle of sand, a flurry and a rush of wind, a blur of rock, fern, dead grasses — a cry!

For I remember as I fell, falling I called, Sweetheart! and again Sweetheart! Then my body struck the rocks below.

III.

Of all the seconds that tick the whole year through, of all the seconds that have slipped onward marking the beat of time since time was loosed, there is one, one brief moment, steeped in magic and heavy with oblivion, that sometimes lingers in the soul of man, annihilating space and time. If, at the feet of God, a year is a second passed unnoted, this magic second, afloat on the tide of time, moves on and on till, caught in the vortex of some lifes whirl, it sinks into the soul of a being near to death.

And in that soul the magic second glows and lingers, stretching into minutes, hours, days — aye, days and days, till, if the magic hold, the calm years crowd on one by one; and yet it all is but a second — that magic moment that comes on the tide of time — that came to me and was caught up in my lifes whirl as I fell, dropping there between sky and earth.

And so that magic moment grew to minutes, to hours; and when my body, whirling, pitching, struck and lay flung out on the earth, the magic second grew until the crystal days fell from my life, as beads, one by one, fall from the rosaries that saints tell kneeling.

Those days of a life that I have lived, those years that linger still aglow in the sun behind me, dim yet splendid as dust-dimmed jewels, they also have ended, not in vague night, but in the sunburst of another second — such a second as ticks from my watch as I write, quick, sharp, joyous, irrevocable! So, of that magic second, or day, or year, I shall tell — I, as I was, standing beside my body flung there across the earth.

I looked at my body, lying in a heap, then turned to the sand cliff smiling.

Sweetheart! I called.

But she was already at my side.

We walked on through fragrant pastures, watching the long shadows stretch from field to field, speaking of what had been and of all that was to be. It was so simple — everything was clear before us. Had there been doubts, fears, sudden alarms, startled heartbeats?

If there had been, now they were ended forever.

Not forever, said Sweetheart; who knows how long the magic second may last?

But we — what difference can that make? I asked.

To us?

Yes.

None, said Sweetheart decisively.

We looked out into the west. The sun turned to a mound of cinders; the hills loomed in opalescent steam.

But — but — your shadow! said Sweetheart.

I bent my head, thrilled with happiness.

And yours, I whispered.

The shadows we cast were whiter than snow.

I still heard the hill winds, soft in my ears as breaking surf; a bird-note came from the dusky woodland; a star broke out overhead.

What is your pleasure, Sweetheart, now all is said? I asked.

The world is all so fair, she sighed; is it fairer beyond the hills, Jack?

It is fair where you pass by, north, south, and from west to west again. In France the poplars are as yellow as our oaks. In Morbihan the gorse gilds all the hills, yellow as golden-rod. Shall we go?

But in the spring — let us wait until spring.

Where?

Here.

Until spring?

It is written that Time shall pass as a shadow across the sea. What is that book there under your feet — that iron-bound book, half embedded like a stone in the grass.

I did not see it!

Bring it to me.

I raised the book; it left a bare mark in the sod as a stone that is turned. Then, holding it on my knees, I opened it, and Sweetheart, leaning on my shoulder, read. The tall stars flared like candles, flooding the page with diamond light; the earth, perfumed with blossoms, stirred with the vague vibration of countless sounds, tiny voices swaying breathless in the hidden surge of an endless harmony.

The white shadow is the shadow of the soul, she read. Even the winds were hushed as her sweet lips moved.

And what shall make thee to understand what hell is? . . . When the sun shall be folded up as a garment that is laid away; when the stars fall, and the seas boil, and when souls shall be joined again to their bodies; and when the girl who hath been buried alive shall be asked for what crime; when books shall be laid open, when hell shall burn fiercely, and when paradise shall be brought very near:

Every soul shall know what it hath wrought!

I closed my eyes; the splendour of the star-light on the page was more than my eyes could bear.

But she read on; for what can dim her eyes?

O man, verily, labouring, thou labourest to meet thy LORD.

And thou shalt meet HIM!

When the earth shall be stretched like a skin, and shall cast forth that which is therein;

By the heaven adorned with signs, by the witness and the witnessed;

By that which appeareth by night; by the daybreak and the ten nights — the ten nights;

The night of Al Kadr is better than a thousand months.

Praise be to God, the Lord of all creatures; the Most Merciful, the King of the Day of Judgment. Thee do we worship, and of thee do we beg assistance. Direct us in the right way, in the way of those to whom thou hast been gracious; not of those against whom thou art incensed, nor of those who go astray!

* * * *

In the sudden silence that spread across earth and heaven I heard the sound of a voice under the earth, calling, calling, calling.

It is already spring, said Sweetheart; and she rose, placing her white hands in mine. Shall we go?

But we are already there, I stammered, turning my eyes fearfully; for the tall pines dwindled and clustered and rose again cool and gray in the morning air, all turned to stone, fretted and carved like lace work; and where the pines had faded, the twin towers of a cathedral loomed; and where the hills swept across the horizon, the roofs of a white city glimmered in the morning sun. Bridges and quays and streets and domes and the hum of traffic and rattle of arms; and over all, the veil of haze and the twin gray towers of Notre Dame!

Sweetheart! I faltered.

But we were already in my studio.

IV.

The studio had not changed. The sun flooded it.

Sweetheart sat in the broken armchair and watched me struggle with the packing. Every now and then she made an impulsive movement toward the heap of clothes on the floor, which I checked with a Thanks! I can fix it all alone, Sweetheart.

Clifford seemed to extract amusement from it all, and said as much to Rowden, who was as usual ruining my zitherine by trying to play it like a banjo.

Elliott, knowing he could be of no use to us, had the decency to sit outside the studio on one of the garden benches. He appeared at intervals at the studio door, saying, Come along, Clifford; they dont want you messing about. Drop that banjo, Rowden, or Jack will break your head with it — wont you, Jack?

I said I would, but not with the zitherine.

Clifford flatly refused to move unless Sweetheart would take him out into our garden and show him the solitary goldfish which lurked in the fountain under the almond trees. But Sweetheart, apparently fascinated by the mysteries of packing, turned a deaf ear to Cliffords blandishments and Rowdens discords.

I imagined, said Clifford, somewhat hurt, that you would delight in taking upon yourself the duties of a hostess. I should be pleased to believe that I am not an unwelcome guest.

So should I, echoed Rowden; I d be pleased too.

What a shame for you to bother, Jack! she said. Mr. Clifford shall go and make some tea directly. Mr. Rowden, you may take a table out by the fountain — and stay there.

Clifford, motioning Elliott to take the other end of the Japanese table, backed with it through the hallway and out to the gravel walk, expostulating.

The sugar is there in that tin box by the model stand, she said, when he reappeared, and the extra spoons are lying in a long box on Jacks big easel.

When Rowden, reluctantly relinquishing the zitherine, followed Clifford, bearing the cups and alcohol lamp, I raised my head and wiped the dust from my forehead. I believe I swore a little in French. Sweetheart looked startled. She knew more French than I supposed she did.

What is it, Jack?

Mais — rien, ça membête — cette espèce de malle — —

Then why wont you let me help you, Jack? I can at least put in my gowns.

But I must pack my colour box first, and the gun case, and the box of reels, and the pastel case, and our shooting boots, and the water-colour box, and the cartridge belt, and your golf shoes, and — —

O dear! said Sweetheart with a shudder.

I stood up and scowled at the trunk.

To look at you, Jack, murmured Sweetheart, one might think you unhappy.

Unhappy! At the thought our eyes met across the table.

Unhappy! I whispered.

Then Clifford came stumbling in, wearing a pair of Josephs sabots, and, imitating that faithful domestic in voice and manner, invited us to tea under the lilacs and almond blossoms.

In a moment, cried Sweetheart impatiently. Go and pour the tea.

Clifford looked aghast. No, no! he cried; its impossible — I wont believe that you two are deliberately getting rid of me so you can be alone to spoon! And your honeymoon already a year old, and — —

Sweetheart frowned, and tapped her foot.

Clifford retired indignant.

Then she raised her eyes to mine, and a delicate colour stained her cheeks and neck.

Yes, I said, we have been married nearly a year, Sweetheart.

We looked at our white shadows on the floor.

V.

Sweetheart sat under the lilac blossoms pouring out tea for Clifford, Elliott, and Rowden. She was gracious to Clifford, gentle to Elliott, and she took Rowden under her wing in the sweetest way possible, to which Clifford stated his objections.

Mr. Rowden is younger than you are, she said gravely. Monsieur Clifford, I do not wish you to torment him.

Rowdens no baby; hes as old as Jack is, and Jack doesnt murder music.

I am glad to see you acknowledge Jacks superiority in all matters, said Sweetheart with a dangerous smile.

I dont, cried Clifford laughing; and I dont see what you find to care about in a man who clips his hair like a gendarme and paints everything purple.

Everything is purple — if Jack paints it so, said Sweetheart, smiling at her reflected face in the water. She stood at the rim of the little stone fountain with her hands clasped behind her back. Elliott and Clifford were poking about in the water plants to dislodge the solitary goldfish, while Rowden gathered dewy clusters of lilacs as an offering.

There he goes! said Elliott.

Poor fellow, living there all alone! said Sweetheart. Jack must leave word with Joseph to get him a little lady fish to pay his court to.

Better put in another gentleman fish, then, if youre following Nature, said Clifford, with an attempt at cynicism which drew the merriest laugh from Sweetheart.

Oh, how funny is Monsieur Clifford when he wants to be like Frenchmen! she murmured.

Jack, said Elliott, as I came from the studio and picked up a cup of tea grown cold, Cliffords doing the world-worn disenchanted roué.

And — and I fear he will next make love to me! cried Sweetheart.

Youd better look out, Jack, said Clifford darkly, and pretended to sulk until Sweetheart sent him off to buy the bonbons she would need for the train.

Theyre packed, I said, every trunk of them!

Sweetheart was enchanted. All my new gowns, and the shoes from Rixs — Jack, you didnt forget the shoes and the bath robes and — —

All packed, I said, swallowing the tea with a wry face.

Oh, she cried reproachfully, dont drink that! Here, I will have some hot tea in a moment, and she ran over and perched on the arm of the garden bench while I lighted the alcohol lamp and then a cigarette.

Rowden came up with his offering of lilacs, and she decorated each of us with a spray.

It was growing late. The long shadows fell across the gravel walks and flecked the white walls of the sculptors studio opposite.

Its the nine-oclock train, isnt it? said Elliott.

We will meet you at the station at eight-thirty, added Rowden.

You dont mind, do you, our dining alone? said Sweetheart shyly; its our last day — Jacks and mine — in the old studio.

Not the last, I hope, said Elliott sincerely.

We all sat silent for a moment.

O Paris, Paris — how I fear it! murmured Sweetheart to me; and in the same breath, No, no, we must love it, you and I.

Then Elliott said aloud, I suppose you have no idea when you will return?

No, I replied, thinking of the magic second that had become a year.

And so we dined alone, Sweetheart and I, in the old studio.

At half-past eight oclock the cab stood at the gate with all our traps piled on top, and Joseph and his wife and the two brats were crying, Au revoir, madame! au revoir, monsieur! We will keep the studio well dusted. Bon voyage! bon voyage! and all of a sudden my arm was caught by Sweethearts little gloved hand, and she drew me back through the long ivy-covered alley to the garden where the studio stood, its doorway closed and silent, the hollow windows black and grim. Truly the light had passed away with the passing of Sweetheart. Her hand slipped from my arm, and she went and knelt down at the threshold and kissed it.

I first knew happiness when I first crossed it, she said; it breaks my heart to leave it. Only that magic second! but it seems years that we have lived here.

It was you who brought happiness to it, I said.

Good-bye! good-bye, dear, dear, old studio! she cried. Oh, if Jack is always the same to me as he has been here — if he will be faithful and true in that new home!

The new home was to be in a strange land. Sweetheart was a little frightened, but was dying to go there. Sweetheart had never seen the golden gorse ablaze on the moors of Morbihan.

VI.

I went inside the brass railing and waited my turn to buy the tickets. When it came, I took two first class to Quimperlé, for it was to be an all-night ride, and there was no sleeping car. Clifford had taken charge of the baggage, and I went with him to have it registered, leaving Sweetheart with Elliott and Rowden. All the traps were there the big trunks, the big valises, my sketching kit, the zitherine in a leather case, two handbags, a bundle of umbrellas and canes, and a huge package of canvases. The toilet case and the rugs and waterproofs we took with us into the compartment.

The compartment was empty. Sweetheart nestled into one corner, and when I had placed our traps in the racks overhead I sat down opposite, while Clifford handed in our sandwiches, a bottle of red wine, and Sweethearts box of bonbons.

We didnt say much; most had been said before starting. Clifford was more affected than he cared to show — I know by the way he grasped my hand. They are dear fellows, everyone. We did not realize that we were actually going going, perhaps, forever. She laughed, and chatted, and made fun of Clifford, and teased Rowden, aided and abetted by Elliott, until the starting gong clanged and a warning whistle sounded along the gaslit platform.

Jack, cried Clifford, leaning in the window, God bless you! God bless you both!

Elliott touched her hand and wrung mine, and Rowden risked his neck to give us both one last cordial grasp.

Count on me — on us, cried Clifford, speaking in English, if you are troubled!

By what, my poor Clifford? Can you, with all your gay courage, turn back the hands of the dials? Can you, with all your warm devotion, add one second to the magic second and make it two? The shadows we cast are white.

The train stole out into the night, and I saw them grouped on the platform, silhouettes in the glare of the yellow signals. I drew in my head and shut the window. Sweethearts face had grown very serious, but now she smiled across from her corner.

Arent you coming over by me, Jack?

VII.

We must have been moving very swiftly, for the car rocked and trembled, and it was probably that which awoke me. I looked across at Sweetheart. She was lying on her side, one cheek resting on her gloved hand, her travelling cap pushed back, her eyes shut. I smoothed away the curly strands of hair which straggled across her cheeks, and tucked another rug well about her feet. Her feet were small as a childs. I speak as if she were not a child. She was eighteen then.

The next time I awoke we lay in a long gaslit station. Some soldiers were disembarking from the forward carriages, and a gendarme stalked up and down the platform.

I looked sleepily about for the name of the station. It was painted in blue over the buffet— Petit St. Yves. Is it possible we are in Brittany? I thought. Then the voices of the station hands, who were hoisting a small boat upon the forward carriage, settled my doubts. Allons! tire hardiment, Jean Louis! mets le cannotte deboutte.

Arrête toi Yves! doucement! doucement! Sacré garce!

Somewhere in the darkness a mellow bell tolled. I settled back to slumber, my eyes on Sweetheart.

She slept.

VIII.

I awoke in a flood of brightest sunshine. From our window I could look into the centre of a most enchanting little town, all built of white limestone and granite. The June sunshine slanted on thatched roof and painted gable, and fairly blazed on the little river slipping by under the stone bridge in the square.

The streets and the square were alive with rosy-faced women in white head-dresses. Everywhere the constant motion of blue skirts and spotless coiffes, the twinkle of varnished socks, the clump! clump! of sabots.

Like a black shadow a priest stole across the square. Above him the cross on the church glowed like a live cinder, flashing its reflection along the purple-slated roof from the eaves of which a cloud of ash-gray pigeons drifted into the gutter below. I turned from the window to encounter Sweethearts eyes. Her lips moved a little, her long lashes heavy with slumber drooped lower, then with a little sigh she sat bolt upright. When I laughed, as I always did, she smiled, a little confused, a little ashamed, murmuring: Bonjour, mon cheri! Quelle heure est-il? That was always the way Sweetheart awoke.

O dear, I am so rumpled! she said. Jack, get me the satchel this minute, and dont look at me until I ask you to.

I unlocked the satchel, and then turning to the window again threw it wide open. Oh, how sweet came the morning air from the meadows! Some young fellows below on the bank of the stream were poking long cane fishing-rods under the arches of the bridge.

Sweetheart, I said over my shoulder, I believe there are trout in this stream.

Mr. Elliott says that whenever you see a puddle you always say that, she replied.

What does he know about it? I answered, for I am touchy on the subject; he doesnt know a catfish from a — a dogfish.

Neither do I, Jack dear, but Fm going to learn. Dont be cross.

She had finished her toilet and came over to the window, leaning out over my shoulder.

Where are we? she cried in startled wonder at the little white town and the acres of swaying clover. Oh, Jack, is is this the country?

A man in uniform passing under our window looked up surprised.

What are you doing here? he demanded; then, seeing Sweetheart, he took off his gold-laced cap, and added, with a bow: This carriage goes no farther, monsieur — madame —— —

Merci! exclaimed Sweetheart, we wish to go to Quimperlé!

And we have tickets for Quimperlé, I insisted.

But, smiled the official, this is Quimperlè.

It was true. There was the name written over the end of the station; and, looking ahead, I saw that our car had heen detached and was standing in stately seclusion under the freight shed. How long it had been standing so Heaven alone knows; but they evidently had neglected to call us, and there we were inhabiting a detached carriage in the heart of Quimperlé. I managed to get a couple of porters, and presently we found all our traps piled up on the platform, and a lumbering vehicle with a Breton driver waiting to convey us to the hotel.

Which, said I to the docile Breton, is the best hotel in Quimperlé?

The Hôtel Lion dOr, he replied.

How do you know? I demanded.

Because, said he mildly, it is the only hotel in Quimperlé.

Sweetheart observed that this ought to be convincing, even to me, and she tormented me all the way to the square, where I got even by pretending to be horrified at her dishevelled condition incident to a nights railway ride in a stuffy compartment.

Dont, Jack! people will look at us.

Let em.

Oh, this is cruel! Oh, Ill pay you for this!

And they did look at us — or rather at her; for from the time Sweetheart and I had cast our lots together, I noticed that I seemed to escape the observation of passers-by. When I lived alone in Paris I attracted a fair share of observation from the world as it wagged on its Parisian way. It was pleasant to meet a pretty girls eyes now and then in the throng which flowed through the park and boulevard. I really never flattered myself that it was because of my personal beauty; but in Paris, any young fellow who is dressed in the manner of Albion, hatted and gloved in the same style, is not entirely a cipher. But now it was not the same, by a long shot.

Sweethearts beauty simply put me in my place as an unnoticed but perhaps correct supplement to her.

She knew she was a beauty, and was delighted when she looked into her mirror. Nothing escaped her. The soft hair threaded with sunshine, which, when loosened, curled to her knees; the clear white forehead and straight brows; the nose delicate and a trifle upturned; the scarlet lips and fine cut chin — she knew the value of each of these. She was pleased with the soft, full curve of her throat, the little ears, and the colour which came and went in her cheeks.

But her eyes were the first thing one noticed. They were the most beautiful gray eyes that ever opened under silken lashes. She approved of my telling her this, which duty I fulfilled daily. Perhaps it may be superfluous to say that we were very much in love. Did I say were?

I think that, as I am chanting the graces of Sweetheart, it might not be amiss to say that she is just an inch shorter than I am, and that no Parisienne carried a pretty gown with more perfection than she did. I have seen gowns that looked like the devil on the manikin, but when Sweetheart wore them they were the astonishment and admiration of myself. And I do know when a woman is well dressed, though I am an art critic.

Sweetheart regarded her beauty as an intimate affair between ourselves, a precious gift for our mutual benefit, to be carefully treasured and petted. Her attitude toward the world was unmistakable. The world might look — she was indifferent. With our intimate friends she was above being flattered. Clifford said to me once: She carries her beauty as a princess would carry the Koh-i-noor — she knows she is worthy of it, and hopes it is worthy of her.

We ought to be so happy that I am beautiful! she would say to me. Just think, supposing I were not!

I used to try to make her believe that it would have made no difference.

Oh, not now, she would say gravely. I know that if I lost it it would be the same to us both, now; but you cant make me believe that, at first, when you used to lean over the terrace of the Luxembourg and wait patiently for hours just to see me walk out of the Odeon.

I didnt, I would always explain; I was there by accident.

Oh, what a funny accident to happen every day for two months!

Stop teasing! Of course, after the first week — —

And what a funny accident that I should pass the same way every day for two months, when before I always went by the Rue de Seine!

There was once such an accident, and such a girl. I never knew her; she is dead. I wondered sometimes that Sweetheart knew, and believed it was she herself. Yet the other womans shadow was black.

Sweetheart had a most peculiar and unworldly habit of not embellishing facts. She presently displayed it when we arrived at the Hôtel Lion dOr.

Jack, said she nervously, the cinders have made your face unpleasant. I am ashamed. They may not believe you are my husband.

As monsieur and madame, I said, we may have dirty faces and be honest.

Do you suppose they — they will believe it? These queer people — —

Theyd better! I said fiercely.

I — I hadnt thought of that, she said. You see, in our own little place in Paris everybody knew it, but here — —

I said, Dearest, what nonsense! and we marched unceremoniously up to the register, where I wrote our names. Then, with a hasty little squeeze of her gloved hand, she turned to the maid and tripped off to inspect our quarters. While I was pumping the fat-headed old proprietor about the trout fishing in the vicinity, the maid returned with the request that I mount to the room above. I followed her along the tiled passages and found Sweetheart sitting on a trunk.

Its charming! charming! she said. Just look at the roses outside, and the square, and the river! and oh, Jack, the funny little Breton cattle, and the old man with knee-breeches! Its charming! and — here she caught sight of the enraptured and fascinated maid— and you are charming, with your red cheeks and white coiffe, she said. Oh, how pretty!

Oh, madame! murmured the servant in dire confusion.

I said, Dearest, that will do. Nobody speaks of my peculiar charms, and I wish to be noticed.

The presence of the maid prevented Sweetheart from making amends, so we told her we were satisfied, and we would spare her life if she prepared breakfast in seventeen seconds

She accepted the gift of existence with a dazed courtsey, and vanished.

It was refreshing to get hold of a sponge and cold water after fourteen hours in a cramped compartment. Hunger drove us to hurry — a thing we rarely did in the morning and the way we splashed cold water about would have been fatal to any but a tiled floor.

Dear, I said, you have not yet seen me in my Tyrolese knickerbockers and beautiful shooting jacket. You have never beheld my legs clothed in Tyrolese stockings, at twenty francs a pair.

The legs? she inquired from the depths of a bath robe.

I ignored the question, and parted my hair with care. Then I sat down on the window and whistled.

Of course I was ready first. Sweethearts hair had got into a tangle and needed to be all combed out.

Oh, I know you are impatient, because youre whistling the Chant du Départ, she said from the door of her toilet room.

As usual, I said, I am ready first.

If you say that again — — she threatened.

I said it, and dodged a sponge. Presently I was requested to open the trunk and select a gown for her. Dear little Sweetheart! she loved to pretend that she had so many it needed long consultation to decide which.

The dark blue? I inquired.

Dont you think it is too warm?

The pale blue, then — or the pink and white?

Why not the white, with the cuffs à lAnglaise, and the canoe hat?

I hauled it out.

Then, of course, she changed her mind.

I think the gray is better for the morning; then I can wear the big chip hat.

I fished up the gray. It was light, almost silvery, and had white spots on it.

Jack, dear, she said, coming out with her hair tucked up in a knot, drawing the bath robe up to her chin with both hands, I think that the white cloth would be better, and that I can wear the béret.

By this time the trunk was in a pretty mess, which amused her; but at last I ferreted out the white cloth dress, and, refusing to listen to further discussion, sat down on the window seat. Sweetheart enjoyed it.

Stop telling me to hurry, she said; I cant, if you keep saying it all the time.

After a while she called me to fasten her corsage, which hooked with about ten hundred hooks along the side and collar. I hated to do it, and my finger ends stung for hours after, but, as Sweetheart very rightly says, When we are rich enough to have a maid you neednt, I submitted with an air which delighted her. Her tormenting Thank you, Jack, was the last straw, so I calmly picked her up and carried her out, and almost to the dining room, where I set her down just in time to avoid the proprietor and three domestics issuing from the office.

Sweetheart was half inclined to laugh, half indignant, and wholly scandalized. But she did not dare say anything, for we were at the dining-room door.

There were some people there, but except for a slight inclination we did not notice each other. We had a small table to ourselves by the rose-bowered window.

We were very hungry. Breakfast began with fresh sardines just caught, and ended with little Breton cakes and a demi-tasse. I finished first; I always do, because the wretched habit of bolting my food, contracted while studying under Bouguereau at Julians, clings to me yet. Oh, I shall have a merry time paying for it when I am forty! I began, as usual, to tease Sweetheart.

If you continue to eat like this, dear, you will never be able to wear your new frocks. This one seems a trifle too tight now.

Sweetheart, who prided herself as much on her figure as on her lovely face, repelled the insult with disdain and nibbled her Breton biscuit defiantly. When at last she condescended to rise, we strolled out under the trees in front of the hotel, and sat down on the low stone wall surrounding the garden. The noon sun hung in the zenith, flooding the town with a dazzling downpour. Sunbeams glanced and danced on the water; sunbeams filtered through the foliage; sunbeams stole under Sweethearts big straw hat, searching the depths of the gray eyes. Sunbeams played merry mischief with my ears and neck, which were beginning to sting in the first sunburn of the year. Through the square the white-coiffed women passed and repassed; small urchins with silver-buckled hatbands roamed about the bridge and market-place until collected and trooped off to school by a black-robed Jesuit frère; and in the shade of the trees a dozen sprawling men in Breton costume smoked their microscopical pipes and watched the water.

They are an industrious race, said I with fine irony, watching a happy inebriate pursuing a serpentine course toward the café opposite.

Sweetheart, who was as patriotic a little girl as ever hummed the Marseillaise, and adopted France as long as she lived in it, was up in arms in an instant.

I have read, she said with conviction, that the Bretons are a brave, industrious race. They are French.

They speak a different language, I said— not a word of French in it.

They are French, repeated Sweetheart, with an inflection which decided me to shun the subject until I could unpack my guide-book.

We sat a little while longer under the trees, until we both began nodding and mutually accused each other. Then Sweetheart went up to the room to take a nap, and I, scorning such weakness, lay down in a steamer chair under our window and fell fast asleep in no time.

I was aroused by a big pink rose which hit me squarely on the mouth. Sweetheart was perched in the window seat above, and as I looked up she sent a shower of blossoms down upon me.

Jack, you lazy creature, its five oclock, and Im dressed and ready for a walk!

So am I, I said, jumping up.

But not like that. You must come up and make yourself nice for dinner.

Nice? Whats the matter with these tweeds? Arent these new stockings presentable?

Look at your hair! she said evasively. Come up this minute and brush it.

I went, and was compelled to climb into a white collar and shirt, and trousers of an English cut. But before we had gone far along the great military road that climbed the heights above the little river, I took Sweethearts hand in mine and imparted to her my views and intentions upon the subject of my costume for the future.

You see, dearest, we are here in Brittany for three reasons. The first is, that I should paint outdoors. The second is, that we should economize like the deuce. The third is, our shadows — —

I know, she interrupted faintly. Never mind, Jack, dear.

We walked silently for a while, hand clasping hand very tightly, for we were both thinking of the third reason.

I broke the silence first, speaking cheerfully, and she looked up with a quick smile while the shadow fell from her brow.

You see, dear, in this place, where we are going, there are no people but peasants. Your frocks are all right for a place like this; we must both wear our free-and-easy togs I for painting, and you for scrambling about after your wild flowers or fishing with me. If you get tired of seeing me in corduroys or tweeds, Ill dress for you when you think you cant stand it any longer.

Oh, Jack, I do like your knickerbockers — —

And you shall wear your most gorgeous gown for me — —

Indeed I wont, she laughed, adding impulsively, indeed I will — every day, if you wish it!

At the top of the hill stood an ancient Ursuline convent surrounded by a high wall, which also inclosed the broad acres of the wealthy sisterhood. We sat down by the roadside hedge and looked across the valley, where the hurrying river had ceased to hasten and now lingered in placid pools and long, deep reaches. The sun had set behind the forest, and the sky threw a purple light over woods and meadow. The grassy pools below were swept by flocks of whistling martins and swallows. One or two white gulls flapped slowly toward the tide water below, and a young curlew, speeding high over head, uttered a lonesome cry. The grass — the brilliant green grass of Brittany — had turned a deep metallic blue in the twilight. A pale primrose light grew and died in the sky, and the forest changed from rose to ashes. Then a dull red bar shot across the parting clouds in the west, the forest smouldered an instant, and the pools glowed crimson. Slowly the red bar melted away, the light died out among the branches, the pools turned sombre. Looking up, we saw the new moon flashing in the sky above our heads. Sweetheart sighed in perfect contentment.

Its beautiful! I said, with another sigh.

Ah, yes, she murmured, beautiful to you, and to me — to me, Jack, who have never before seen this land of Morbihan.

After a while she said, And the ocean — oh, how I long to see it! Is it near us, Jack?

The river runs into it twenty kilometres below. We feel the tide at Quimperlé. I did not add, Baedeker,

I wonder, I said presently, what are the feelings of a little American who sees this country — the real country — for the first time?

I suppose you mean me, she said. I dont know — I dont think I understand it yet, but I know I shall love it, and never want to go back.

Perhaps we never shall, I said. The magic second may stretch into years that end at last as all ends.

Then our hands met in that sudden nervous clasp which seemed to help and steady us when we were thinking of the real world, so long, so long forgotten.

IX.

I was awakened next morning by a spongeful of cold water in the face, which I hate. I started up to wreak vengeance upon Sweetheart, but she fled to the toilet room and locked herself in. From this retreat she taunted me until further sleep was out of the question, and I bowed to the inevitable — indignantly, when I saw my watch pointed to five oclock.

Sweetheart was perfectly possessed to row; so when I had bolted my coffee and sat watching her placidly sip hers, we decided to go down to the bank of the little stream and hire a boat. The boat was a wretched, shapeless affair, with two enormous oars and the remnants of rowlocks. It was the best boat in town, so we took it. I managed to get away from the bank, and, conscious of Sweethearts open admiration, pulled boldly down the stream. It was easy work, for the tide was ebbing. The river up to the bridge was tidal, but above the bridge it leaped and flowed, a regular salmon stream. Sweetheart was so impatient to take the oars that I relinquished them and picked up my rod. The boat swung down the stream and under the high stone viaduct, where I insisted on anchoring and whipping the promising-looking water. The water was likely enough, and the sudden splash of a leaping grilse added to its likelihood. I was in hopes a grilse might become entangled with one of the flies, but though a big one shot up out of the water within five feet of Sweetheart, causing her to utter a suppressed scream, neither grilse nor trout rose to the beautiful lures I trailed about, and I only hooked two or three enormous dace, which came up like logs and covered the bottom of the boat with their coarse scales.

Sweetheart had never seen a French trout uncooked, and scarcely shared my disappointment.

They are splendid fish, she repeated; you are unreasonable.

There was an ancient Breton squatting on the bank; from his sulky attitude I took him to be a poacher visiting his infernal set lines and snares; but I hailed him pleasantly with a bonjour, which he returned civilly enough.

Are there trout in this stream?

About the bridge, he replied cautiously.

Have you caught any?

I aint fishing, he said, much alarmed.

Whats that? I demanded, pointing to as plump a trout as ever I saw, floating on the end of a string under the bank.

Where? he asked, looking about him with affected concern.

There!

He looked around, everywhere except where I pointed. He examined the horizon, and the tree tops, as though he expected a fish on every twig. I poled the boat up to the bank and pointed out the fish.

Ma doui! he exclaimed, there is a fish!

Yes, a trout, I said.

Trout? He burst into a forced laugh. Trout! Ha! ha! Why, monsieur, that is a dace — a poor little dace! He hastily jerked it up with a long homemade gaff which lay — of course quite by accident — at his feet.

A poor little dace! he mumbled. Of course, monsieur would not care to claim such a poor, coarse little fish; but I am only too glad to eat it — ah, yes, only too glad!

You see, said Sweetheart impulsively, that you are wrong. Give him our fish; that will make four dace for the poor fellow.

I placed the three dace across the blade of my oar and held it out to the poacher. He took them as if he were really glad to get them. Then I said, These are dace, and they dont have red spots.

He stood as if ready to bolt, but I laughed, and settled back on my oars, saying: Youre a poacher; but I dont care a continental, and you can poach all day in this confounded country, where there is about one trout to the kilometre. Dont look scared. What do I care? Only dont tell me Im unable to distinguish a trout when I can see the tip of his nose.

I then sailed majestically out into the stream.

Sweetheart wanted to know whether that was really a real poacher. She had read about them. Her ideal poacher was a young, stalwart, eagle-eyed giant, with a tangle of hair and a disposition toward assassination. The reality shocked her.

Anyway, she said, you frightened the poor old thing. How rough men are!

We returned to the landing place with difficulty, for the tide was still on the ebb, and we got aground more than once. My hands were in a fine condition when at last I drove that wretched scow into the mud and lifted Sweetheart out to the firm bank. The evil-eyed old man who rented us the boat glanced sardonically at my rod and blistered hands, and I was glad enough to pay him all he asked and break away for the hotel.

We had an hour to lunch in, pack, and be ready for the trap which was to bear us to our destination the distant village of Faöuet, in Morbihan.

X.

A long drive on a smooth white road, acres of gorse and broom, beech woods and oak thickets, and the Heu! heu! Allo! Allons! en route! of the Breton driver, these are my recollections of the ride to Faöuet. There are others, too — the hedges heavy with bloom, the perfume of the wild honeysuckle, the continual bird chorus from every grove and every bramble patch — and Sweethearts veil flying into my face.

We have spoken of it since together, but she has few recollections of that journey. She only remembers it as her first steps into our heritage.

And so we entered into our heritage, Sweetheart and I; and our heritage was very fair, for it lay everywhere about us. It was a world which we alone inhabited. Men said, This land is Gloanecs, This is Gurnalecs, This is Kerdecs; they spoke of my woods and his meadows and their pastures. And how we laughed; for when we passed together through their lands, around us, far as the eye could reach, our heritage lay in the sunshine.

XI.

One day, when Sweetheart had been weeping — for we were thinking of the end to the magic second I spoke of our heritage which swept far as the eye could reach across the moors of Faöuet.

She said: The past is ours, Jack; the present is ours; the future — —

We tried to smile, but our hearts were like lead. Yet we know that the future will also be ours. I know it as I write.

XII.

The letter from St. Gildas, bringing with it a breath of salt air, lay on the table before us. Sweetheart clasped her hands and looked at me.

Im in favour of going at once, I said for the third time. Over by the wall were piled my canvases, the result of three months in Faöuet.

The first was a study of Sweetheart under the trees of the ancient orchard in the convent grounds. What trouble I had had with that canvas! I remembered the morning that the old gardener came over and stood behind me as I painted; and when I had replied to his Good-morning, I recalled the pang his next words gave me:

I am so sorry, monsieur, but it is forbidden to enter the convent grounds.

My canvas was almost finished, and, as the romancers have it, my despair was great! A months work for nothing — or next to nothing!

Sweetheart rose from her pose on the low bough of the apple tree and came over to my side. Never mind, Jack; I shall go and ask the Mother Superior about it.

I knew that she would win over the Mother Superior; and when, that evening, she came back radiant, crying, She is lovely! — she says you may finish the picture, and I think you ought to go and thank her, I put on my cap, and stepping across the street, we rang at the gate.

The old gardener let us in, and in a moment I stood before the latticed windows behind which some one was moving. In a low voice the invisible nun told us that the Superior granted to us the privilege of working in the orchard, but we must be careful of the grass, because it was almost time to cut it.

I am sure we may have confidence in you, she said.

We will not trample the grass, my sister, and I thank you for us both.

The lattice trembled, was raised a little, and then fell.

You are English, said the hidden nun.

I am American, my sister.

I looked at the lattice a moment, then dropped my eyes. I may have been mistaken, but I think she sighed.

Sweetheart came closer to the lattice and murmured her thanks.

There was a pause.

Then came the voice again, sweet and gentle: May Our Lady of Saint Gildas protect you; and we went out by the little iron wicket.

The next picture was another study of Sweetheart in the woods; the next, another study of Sweetheart; and the others were studies of the same young lady.

The light in the room had grown dim, and I walked to the window which overlooked the convent chapel. The chapel windows were open; within, the nuns stood or knelt chanting. Three white-veiled figures were advancing to the altar, and the others, draped in black now knelt behind. I didnt think I had any business to look at them, so I did not. After all, they were cloistered nuns, and it was only on hot nights that they opened the chapel windows. Sweetheart was speaking beside my shoulder.

Poor things! The ones in white, they are the novices; they will never see parents or friends again. When they enter the gates they never leave — never; they are buried there.

I said: After all, we are much like them. We have left all; we have nothing now but each other, for the world is dead, and we are bound by vows which keep us within the narrow confines of our heritage.

But our heritage is everywhere — as far as we can see.

Ah, yes, but we can only see to the horizon. There is a world beyond.

I have renounced it, said Sweetheart faintly.

XIII.

The letter from St. Gildas had been lying on our table for a week before I thought of answering it, and even then it was Sweetheart who wrote:

DEAR MR. STUART:

Jack is too lazy to answer your kind note, so, in pure shame for his discourtesy, I hasten to reply to your questions.

First: Yes; we have been working very hard, and Jacks pictures are charming, though he growls over them all day.

Second: Yes; we intend to stay in Brittany this winter for lots of reasons — one being economy, and another, Jacks outdoor painting.

Third: Yes; we are coming to St. Gildas.

Fourth: To-morrow.

Fifth: No; we had not heard of Mr. Cliffords affair with the policeman; and oh, I am so sorry he was locked up and fined! Jack laughs. I suspect he, too, was as wicked as you all when he was a student, alone in Paris.

Sixth: I know you are Jacks oldest and most intimate friend, so I allow you more liberty than I do Messieurs Clifford and Elliott; therefore I will answer your question as to whether the honeymoon is not on the wane. No! no! no! There are three answers to one question. See how generous I can be!

Sweetheart called me to see whether or not I approved. I did, and added my answer to Stuarts last question as follows: No, you idiot! Then I signed the note, and Sweetheart sealed and directed it.

So we left for St. Gildas next morning before sunrise and in the rain. This leaving at such an unearthly hour was not my doing, but Sweetheart was determined, and rose by candle light in spite of desperate opposition on my part. It was cold, and the rain beat against the windows.

It was many kilometres to St. Gildas, but before we had gone six, the rain had ceased and the eastern sky flushed to a pale rose.

Thank goodness! I said, we shall have the sun.

Then the daily repeated miracle of the coming of dawn was wrought before our eyes. The heavens glowed in rainbow tints; the shredded mist rising along the river was touched with purple and gold, and acres of meadow and pasture dripped precious stones. Shreds of the fading night-mist drifted among the tree tops, now tipped with fire, while in the forest depths faint sparkles came from some lost ray of morning light falling on wet leaves. Then of a sudden up shot the sun, and against it, black and gigantic, a peasant towered, leaning upon his spade.

XIV.

We were fast nearing the end of our long journey. The sun blazed on us from the zenith, and the wheels creaked with the heat of the white road. The driver leaned back, saying, We enter Finistère here by this granite post. Presently he added, The ocean!

There it lay, a hasin of silver and blue. Sweetheart had started to her feet, speechless, one hand holding to my shoulder, the other clasped to her breast. And now, as the road wound through the hills and down to the coast, long stretches of white sand skirted the distant cliffs, and over the cliffs waved miles and miles of yellow gorse. A cluster of white and gray houses lay in the hollow to the left almost at the mouth of the river, and beyond, the waves were beating in the bar — beating the same rhythm which we were to hear so long there together, day and night. There was not a boat to be seen, not a creature, nor was there any sign of life save for the smoke curling from a cottage chimney below. The ocean lay sparkling beneath, and beyond its deeper blue melted into the haze on the horizon.

Suddenly, in the road below, the figure of a man appeared, and at the same moment a pointer pup came gambolling up beside us in an ecstasy of self-abnegation and apology. I sprang out of the lumbering vehicle and lifted Sweetheart to the ground, and in an instant we were shaking hands with a stalwart young fellow in knickerbockers and jersey, who said we were a pretty pair not to have come sooner, and told Sweetheart he pitied her lot — meaning me.

Then we walked arm in arm down a fragrant lane to the river bank, where the dearest old lady toddled out of the granite house to welcome us and show us our rooms. Sweetheart went with her, while I stopped an instant to chat with Stuart.

That is Madame Ylven, he said. She is the most stunning peasant woman in Finistére, and you will want for nothing. Then, after a moment, Good heavens! Jack, what a beauty your wife — — He stopped short, but added, What a delicious little beauty Sweetheart has grown to be!

A white-coiffed maid came to the door, and said, Will monsieur have the goodness to come? Madame wishes him to see the rooms.

The wind blew from the south, and the thunder of the sea was in my ears as I mounted the stairs to our new quarters.

Sweetheart met me at the door, saying, It seems almost too much happiness to bear, but I feel that we are at home at last — alone together for all time.

Alone together? The ocean at our threshold, the moors and forests at our back, and a good slate roof above us. Before me through the open door I could see the great old-fashioned room, warm in the afternoon sunlight — the room we were to live in so long, the room in which we were to pass the happiest and bitterest moments of our lives.

She hesitated an instant before the threshold. I think we knew that we stood upon the threshold of our destiny. Then I said, half in earnest: Are you afraid to cross with me into the unknown future? See, the room is filled with sunshine. Are you afraid?



She sprang across the threshold, and, turning to me, held out both hands.

XV.

The sun slipped lower and lower into the sea, until a distant tossing wave washed it out against the sky. Light died in the room, and shadows closed around us; yet it was in the darkness and shadows that we drew nearer to each other, then and after.

XVI.

Stuart stood under our window and yelled up at me, Oh, Jack! I say, Jack!

Sweetheart, who was fussing over the half-unpacked trunk, went to the window and threw open the panes.

You dont mean to say you have had your coffee? she said. Jack isnt up yet.

Jack is up, I explained, coming to the window in pajamas. Hello!

I only wanted to say that I havent had my coffee, he explained, and Im going to take it with you when youre ready.

Sweetheart picked up her béret, and, passing a hatpin through it, turned to me with a warning, I shall eat all the breakfast, monsieur! and vanished down the stairs. A moment later I heard her clear voice below:

Sonnez le chœur,
Chasseur!
Sonnez la mort!

Before I had finished dressing, Sweetheart tripped in with my coffee and toast.

Of course Ive finished, she said, and you dont deserve this. Mr. Stuart has gone off with his canvases, and says hell see you at lunch.

I swallowed the coffee and browsed on little squares of toast which she condescendingly buttered for me, and then, lighting a cigarette, I announced my intention of commanding an exploring expedition consisting of Sweetheart and myself. A scratching at the door and a patter of feet announced that I had been over-heard.

Sweetheart unlatched the door, and the pointer pup of the evening before charged into the room and covered us with boisterous caresses, which we took to indicate that he not only approved of the expedition, but intended to undertake the general supervision of it himself. I resigned the leadership at once.

His name, said Sweetheart in the tone of one who presents a distinguished guest, is Luff.

I gravely acknowledged the honour by patting his head.

Im afraid, I said to Sweetheart, that there is a bar sinister upon his escutcheon, but possibly it is only the indelible mark of the conquering British foxhound.

Sweetheart said, Nonsense! and the expedition moved, Luff leading with a series of ear-splitting orders in the dog language which we perfectly understood.

In ten minutes we stood on the cliffs, the salt wind whipping our faces. Saint-Grildas-des-Pres lay at our feet.

I know, observed Sweetheart calmly, all about this place. Captain Ylven told me at breakfast.

Well, said I, whats that island on the horizon?

Then she overwhelmed me with erudition, until I longed for Baedeker and revenge.

That is the Isle de Groix, and all about us is the Bay of Biscay. This little hamlet on the cliff is St. Julien, and if we follow the coast far enough we come to Lorient.

Follow the coast? Which way?

Sweetheart had forgotten, and I triumphed in silence, until she stamped her foot and marched off to assist Luff in investigating a suspicious hole in the cliff.

I went to the edge of the plateau and looked over. The surf thundered against the rocks, tossing long strands of seaweed over the pebbly beach. A man with a wooden rake stood in the water up to his knees. He raked the seaweed from the breakers as a farmer rakes weeds from the lawn. The salt wind began to sting my lips and eyes. My throat felt dry and salty. I turned toward the hamlet of St. Gildas. I had not imagined it so small. Besides our house there were but three others clustered under the river bank. Behind it stretched woods and grain fields broken by patches of yellow gorse. Across the river stood a stone chapel almost lost in the miles of moorland. To the east and west the downs covered with gorse and heather rolled to the horizon. Here and there along the cliffs stood what appeared to be the ruins of ancient forts, and on a rock, just where the river sweeps out into the sea, rose a dirty white signal tower. The tower was low and squatty and wet. It looked like some saline excrescence which had slowly exuded from the brine-soaked rock. On the bar hundreds of white gulls rose and settled as the tide encroached; curlew were running along the foam-splashed shore under the eastern cliffs across the river.

On our side of the river the cliffs were covered with blackthorn and hawthorn, with here and there a stunted oak, probably so placed by Providence as general rendezvous for all the

small twittering birds of Finistère. Birds were everywhere. From the clouds came the ceaseless carol of skylarks; from the grain fields and the flowering gorse rose an unbroken chorus, taken up and repeated by flocks of microscopical songsters among the blackthorns on the cliffs.

This is paradise, this wilderness, I thought.

Then, as I heard Sweethearts mocking voice from the cliff:

O frère Jaques,
Dormez vous

Im not asleep! I cried in answer.

What is it?

Luff has unearthed a poor little mole, but I wont allow him to hurt it.

Jack, dear, she said, as I came up, couldnt we keep it as a pet? See, the poor little thing is blind.

As it was blind we called it Love, which later was changed to Cupid, and finally, when we discovered it true gormandizing character, for Cupid we substituted Cupidity, by which name it flourished and fattened.

What a change, said Sweetheart sadly, from Blind Love to Blind Greed!

The mole grew very fat.

XVII.

When the winds stir the leaves among the poplars, and the long shadows fall athwart the fields; when the winds rise at night, and the branches scrape and crack above the moonlit snow; when in the long hot days the earth is bathed in fragrance, and all the little creatures of the fields are silent; when in the still evenings the flowers perfume the air, and the gravel walks shine white in the moonlight; when the breezes quicken from the distant coast; when the sand shakes beneath the shock of the breakers, and every wave is plumed with white; when the calm eye of the beacon turns to mine, lingers, and turn away, and the surf is yeasty and thick; when I start at the sound of a voice from the cliffs, and my eyes are raised in vain; when the white gulls toss and drift in the storm-clouds, and the water hurries out in the black ebb tide; when I rise and look from the window; when I dress; when I work with pen and colour; when I rest; when I walk; when I sleep — there is one face before my eyes, one name on my lips. For the white shadow is turning gray, and God alone knows the end.

XVIII.

And God alone knows the end, for the mists are crowding, brooding like angry-browed clouds, and I hear the whistle of unseen winds, and my life-flame wavers and sinks and flares, blown hither and thither, tossing, fading, leaping, but fading, always fading.

In a flash, like a printed picture on a screen, illuminated, keenly etched in the white glare, I see the bed, and the people around me, the black gowns, the pale eyes of the doctor, the sponge and basin, the rolls of lint.

Voices, minute but clean-cut and clear as picked harp-strings, tinkle in my ears; the voice of the doctor, other voices, but always the voice of the doctor— The splinter of bone on the brain; the splinter pressing on the tissues; the depression.

The doctor! That is the man! That is the man who comes to my side, who follows, follows where I go, who seeks me throughout the world! I saw him as I lay flung on the turf, limp, unconscious, below the cliffs on the Aspen hills; I felt his presence in the studio; I heard him creeping at my heels across the gorse thickets of St. Gildas. And now he has come to cut short the magic second, to turn back time — back, back, into the old worn channels, rock-ribbed and salt with tears.

As a leaf of written paper torn in two, so shall my life be torn in two; and the long tear shall mangle the chapter written in rose and gold.

Then, too, my shadow, already turned from white to gray, shall fall with a deeper stain wherever I pass; and I shall see the yellow gorse glimmer and turn to golden-rod, and the poplars turn to oaks; and the twin towers of Notre Dame, filmy, lace-carved, and gray with centuries, shall dwindle as I look — dwindle and sway and turn to pines, singing pines that murmur to the winds, blowing across the Aspen hills.

* * * *

All that is fair shall pass away; all that I love, all that I fear for — these shall the doctor take away, lifting them from my memory on the point of a steel blade. What has he to give in return? A hell of vapour, distorting sight; a hell of sound, drowning the soul.

* * * *

Gigantic apparitions arise across the world of water, wavering like shadows on the clouds. Steel-clad, clothed in skins, casqued in steel, their winged heads bend and nod and move against the clouds. And even they are changing as clouds change shape. I see steel limbs turn red and naked. I see winged casques trail to the earth, feathered, painted in colours of earth.

Ihó! Inâh! Etó! E-hó!

The bridge of stars spans the vast lake of air; the sun and the moon travel over it.

* * * *

My shadow is turning dark; I can scarcely see the doctor, but now — God have mercy! — I can touch him.

* * * *

All the high spectres are stooping from the clouds, bending above me to watch. I know them and their eyes of shadow I know them now; Hârpen that was to Chaské what Hárpstinâ shall be to Hapéda; and Harkâ shall come after all with the voice of winter winds:

Aké u, aké u, aké u!

But the magic second shall never return.

Mâ cânté maséca!

* * * *

Now they leave my bed, the people who crowded there under the shadowy forms of the spectres; now the doctor bends over; I see and feel him. His hands are tangled in the threads of time; he is cutting a thread; he —— 

XIX.

When I spoke to him first I spoke in the French language. Before he answered, the scream of a blue jay in the elms outside set my nerves aquiver, and I called for Donald and Walter.

As I lay there I could see the Aspen hills from the window, heaps of crumpled gold bathed in sunshine. Over them sailed the froth from the silken milkweed; over them drifted the big brown-red butterflies, luminous as richest autumn leaves.

Some one closed the door softly. The doctor had gone.

The sunlight poured into the window, etching my shadow on the wall behind. Lying very still there I saw it motionless beside me. The shadow was black.

Somebody said in the next room, Will he die?

Die? I said aloud.

A bird twittered outside my window.

The door opened again, noiselessly.

Sweetheart? I whispered.

Yes, Jack.

After a moment I said, When do you go back to school?

I? I finished school a year ago.

Come nearer.

I am here, Jack.

Time stopped a year ago.

A year ago to-day.

The same gray eyes, the same face, paler, perhaps.

We have journeyed far, I sighed, always together, but in those days our shadows were white as snow. Am I going to die? There are tears in your eyes.

They fell on my cheek; her arms fell too, closer, closer, around my neck.

Life has begun, she said.

Life? What was the year that ends to-day? The magic second of life?

A year of death, to me!

Ah, but her soul knows of a life in death! And she shall know it, too, when her shadow turns whiter than snow. For the Temple of Idols has closed its doors at the sound of a voice, and an idol of gilt has turned to flesh and blood.

I-hó!

So shall she know of the life in death when her soul and her body are one.


O friends, Ive served ye food and bed;
O friends, the mist is rising wet; 
Then bide a moment, O my dead,
Where, lonely, I must linger yet! 



PASSEUR.
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Because man goeth to his long home,
And the mourners go about the streets.

WHEN he had finished his pipe he tapped the brier bowl against the chimney until the ashes powdered the charred log smouldering across the andirons. Then he sank back in his chair, absently touching the hot pipe-bowl with the tip of each finger until it grew cool enough to be dropped into his coat pocket.

Twice he raised his eyes to the little American clock ticking upon the mantel. He had half an hour to wait.

The three candles that lighted the room might be trimmed to advantage; this would give him something to do. A pair of scissors lay open upon the bureau, and he rose and picked them up. For a while he stood dreamily shutting and opening the scissors, his eyes roaming about the room. There was an easel in the corner, and a pile of dusty canvases behind it; behind the canvases there was a shadow — that gray, menacing shadow that never moved.

When he had trimmed each candle he wiped the smoky scissors on a paint rag and flung them on the bureau again. The clock pointed to ten; he had been occupied exactly three minutes.

The bureau was littered with neckties, pipes, combs and brushes, matches, reels and fly-books, collars, shirt studs, a new pair of Scotch shooting stockings, and a womans workbasket. He picked out all the neckties, folded them once, and hung them over a bit of twine that stretched across the looking-glass; the shirt studs he shovelled into the top drawer along with brushes, combs, and stockings; the reels and fly-books he dusted with his handkerchief and placed methodically along the mantel shelf. Twice he stretched out his hand toward the womans workbasket, but his hand fell to his side again, and he turned away into the room staring at the dying fire.

Outside the snow-sealed window a shutter broke loose and banged monotonously, until he flung open the panes and fastened it. The soft, wet snow, that had choked the window-panes all day, was frozen hard now, and he had to break the polished crust before he could find the rusty shutter hinge.

He leaned out for a moment, his numbed hands resting on the snow, the roar of a rising snow-squall in his ears; and out across the desolate garden and stark hedgerow he saw the flat black river spreading through the gloom.

A candle sputtered and snapped behind him; a sheet of drawing-paper fluttered across the floor, and he closed the panes and turned back into the room, both hands in his worn pockets.

The little American clock on the mantel ticked and ticked, but the hands lagged, for he had not been occupied five minutes in all. He went up to the mantel and watched the hands of the clock. A minute — longer than a year to him — crept by.

Around the room the furniture stood ranged — a chair or two of yellow pine, a table, the easel, and in one corner the broad curtained bed; and behind each lay shadows, menacing shadows that never moved.

A little pale flame started up from the smoking log on the andirons; the room sang with the sudden hiss of escaping wood gases. After a little the back of the log caught fire; jets of blue flared up here and there with mellow sounds like the lighting of gas-burners in a row, and in a moment a thin sheet of yellow flame wrapped the whole charred log.

Then the shadows moved; not the shadows behind the furniture — they never moved — but other shadows, thin, gray, confusing, that came and spread their slim patterns all around him, and trembled and trembled.

He dared not step or tread upon them, they were too real; they meshed the floor around his feet, they ensnared his knees, they fell across his breast like ropes. Some night, in the silence of the moors, when wind and river were still, he feared these strands of shadow might tighten — creep higher around his throat and tighten. But even then he knew that those other shadows would never move, those gray shapes that knelt crouching in every corner.

When he looked up at the clock again ten minutes had straggled past. Time was disturbed in the room; the strands of shadow seemed entangled among the hands of the clock, dragging them back from their rotation. He wondered if the shadows would strangle Time, some still night when the wind and the flat river were silent.

There grew a sudden chill across the floor; the cracks of the boards let it in. He leaned down and drew his sabots toward him from their place near the andirons, and slipped them over his chaussons; and as he straightened up, his eyes mechanically sought the mantel above, where in the dusk another pair of sabots stood, little, slender, delicate sabots, carved from red beach. A years dust grayed their surface; a years rust dulled the silver band across the in-step. He said this to himself aloud, knowing that it was within a few minutes of the year.

His own sabots came from Mort-Dieu; they were shaved square and banded with steel. But in days past he had thought that no sabot in Mort-Dieu was delicate enough to touch the instep of the Mort-Dieu passeur. So he sent to the shore lighthouse, and they sent to Lorient, where the women are coquettish and show their hair under the coiffe, and wear dainty sabots; and in this town, where vanity corrupts and their is much lace on coiffe and collarette, a pair of delicate sabots was found, banded with silver and chiselled in red beach. The sabots stood on the mantel above the fire now, dusty and tarnished.

There was a sound from the window, the soft murmur of snow blotting glass panes. The wind, too, muttered under the roof eaves. Presently it would begin to whisper to him from the chimney — he knew it — and he held his hands over his ears and stared at the clock.

In the hamlet of Mort-Dieu the pines sing all day of the sea secrets, but in the night the ghosts of little gray birds fill the branches, singing of the sunshine of past years. He heard the song as he sat, and he crushed his hands over his ears; but the gray birds joined with the wind in the chimney, and he heard all that he dared not hear, and he thought all that he dared not hope or think, and the swift tears scalded his eyes.

In Mort-Dieu the nights are longer than anywhere on earth; he knew it — why should he not know? This had been so for a year; it was different before. There were so many things different before; days and nights vanished like minutes then; the pines told no secrets of the sea, and the gray birds had not yet come to Mort-Dieu. Also, there was Jeanne, passeur at the Carmes.

When he first saw her she was poling the square, flat-bottomed ferry skiff from the Carmes to Mort-Dieu, a red handkerchief bound across her silky black hair, a red skirt fluttering just below her knees. The next time he saw her he had to call to her across the placid river, Ohé! Ohé, passeur! She came, poling the flat skiff, her deep blue eyes fixed pensively on him, the scarlet skirt and kerchief idly flapping in the April wind. Then day followed day when the far call Passeur! grew clearer and more joyous, and the faint answering cry, I come! rippled across the water like music tinged with laughter. Then spring came, and with spring came love love, carried free across the ferry from the Carmes to Mort-Dieu.

The flame above the charred log whistled, flickered, and went out in a jet of wood vapour, only to play like lightning above the gas and relight again. The clock ticked more loudly, and the song from the pines filled the room. But in his straining eyes a summer landscape was reflected, where white clouds sailed and white foam curled under the square bow of a little skiff. And he pressed his numbed hands tighter to his ears to drown the cry, Passeur! Passeur!

And now for a moment the clock ceased ticking. It was time to go — who but he should know it, he who went out into the night swinging his lantern? And he went. He had gone each night from the first — from that first strange winter evening when a strange voice had answered him across the river, the voice of the new passeur. He had never heard her voice again.

So he passed down the windy wooden stairs, lantern hanging lighted in his hand, and stepped out into the storm. Through sheets of drifting snow, over heaps of frozen seaweed and icy drift he moved, shifting his lantern right and left, until its glimmer on the water warned him. Then he called out into the night, Passeur! The frozen spray spattered his face and crusted the lantern; he heard the distant boom of breakers beyond the bar, and the noise of mighty winds among the seaward cliffs.

Passeur!

Across the broad flat river, black as a sea of pitch, a tiny light sparkled a moment. Again he cried, Passeur!

I come!

He turned ghastly white, for it was her voice — or was he crazy? — and he sprang waist deep into the icy current and cried out again, but his voice ended in a sob.

Slowly through the snow the flat skiff took shape, creeping nearer and nearer. But she was not at the pole — he saw that; there was only a tall, thin man, shrouded to the eyes in oilskin; and he leaped into the boat and bade the ferryman hasten.

Halfway across he rose in the skiff, and called, Jeanne! But the roar of the storm and the thrashing of icy waves drowned his voice. Yet he heard her again, and she called to him by name.

When at last the boat grated upon the in visible shore, he lifted his lantern, trembling, stumbling among the rocks, and calling to her, as though his voice could silence the voice that had spoken a year ago that night. And it could not. He sank shivering upon his knees, and looked out into the darkness, where an ocean rolled across a world. Then his stiff lips moved, and he repeated her name; but the hand of the ferryman fell gently upon his head.

And when he raised his eyes he saw that the ferryman was Death.


The moving finger writes, and, having writ,
Moves on; nor all your piety nor wit 
Shall lure it back to cancel half a line,
Nor all your tears wash out a word of it. 
FITZGERALD.



THE KEY TO GRIEF.
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The wild hawk to the wind-swept sky
The deer to the wholesome wold, 
And the heart of a man to the heart of a maid,
As it was in the days of old. 

KIPLING.

I.

THEY were doing their work very badly. They got the rope around his neck, and tied his wrists with moose-bush withes, but again he fell, sprawling, turning, twisting over the leaves, tearing up everything around him like a trapped panther.

He got the rope away from them; he clung to it with bleeding fists; he set his white teeth in it, until the jute strands relaxed, unravelled, and snapped, gnawed through by his white teeth.

Twice Tully struck him with a gum hook. The dull blows fell on flesh rigid as stone.

Panting, foul with forest mould and rotten leaves, hands and face smeared with blood, he sat up on the ground, glaring at the circle of men around him.

Shoot him! gasped Tully, dashing the sweat from his bronzed brow; and Bates, breathing heavily, sat down on a log and dragged a revolver from his rear pocket. The man on the ground watched him; there was froth in the corners of his mouth.

Git back! whispered Bates, but his voice and hand trembled. Kent, he stammered, wont ye hang?

The man on the ground glared.

Yeve got to die, Kent, he urged; they all say so. Ask Lefty Sawyer; ask Dyce; ask Carrots. — Hes got to swing fur it — aint he, Tully? — Kent, fur Gods sake, swing fur these here gents!

The man on the ground panted; his bright eyes never moved.

After a moment Tully sprang on him again. There was a flurry of leaves, a crackle, a gasp and a grunt, then the thumping and thrashing of two bodies writhing in the brush. Dyce and Carrots jumped on the prostrate men. Lefty Sawyer caught the rope again, but the jute strands gave way and he stumbled. Tully began to scream, Hes chokin me! Dyce staggered out into the open, moaning over a broken wrist.

Shoot! shouted Lefty Sawyer, and dragged Tully aside. Shoot, Jim Bates! Shoot straight, bGod!

Git back! gasped Bates, rising from the fallen log.

The crowd parted right and left; a quick report rang out — another — another. Then from the whirl of smoke a tall form staggered, dealing blows — blows that sounded sharp as the crack of a whip.

Hes off! Shoot straight! they cried.

There was a gallop of heavy boots in the woods. Bates, faint and dazed, turned his head.

Shoot! shrieked Tully.

But Bates was sick; his smoking revolver fell to the ground; his white face and pale eyes contracted. It lasted only a moment; he started after the others, plunging, wallowing through thickets of osier and hemlock underbrush.

Far ahead he heard Kent crashing on like a young moose in November, and he knew he was making for the shore. The others knew too. Already the gray gleam of the sea cut a straight line along the forest edge; already the soft clash of the surf on the rocks broke faintly through the forest silence.

Hes got a canoe there! bawled Tully. Hell be into it!

And he was into it, kneeling in the bow, driving his paddle to the handle. The rising sun gleamed like red lightning on the flashing blade; the canoe shot to the crest of a wave, hung, bows dripping in the wind, dropped into the depths, glided, tipped, rolled, shot up again, staggered, and plunged on.

Tully ran straight out into the cove surf; the water broke against his chest, bare and wet with sweat. Bates sat down on a worn black rock and watched the canoe listlessly.

The canoe dwindled to a speck of gray and silver; and when Carrots, who had run back to the gum camp for a rifle, returned, the speck on the water might have been easier to hit than a loons head at twilight. So Carrots, being thrifty by nature, fired once, and was satisfied to save the other cartridges. The canoe was still visible, making for the open sea. Some where beyond the horizon lay the keys, a string of rocks bare as skulls, black and slimy where the sea cut their base, white on the crests with the excrement of sea birds.

Hes makin fur the Key to Grief! whispered Bates to Dyce.

Dyce, moaning, and nursing his broken wrist, turned a sick face out to sea.

The last rock seaward was the Key to Grief, a splintered pinnacle polished by the sea. From the Key to Grief, seaward a days paddle, if a man dared, lay the long wooded island in the ocean known as Grief on the charts of the bleak coast.

In the history of the coast, two men had made the voyage to the Key to Grief, and from there to the island. One of these was a rum-crazed pelt hunter, who lived to come back; the other was a college youth; they found his battered canoe at sea, and a day later his battered body was flung up in the cove.

So, when Bates whispered to Dyce, and when Dyce called to the others, they knew that the end was not far off for Kent and his canoe; and they turned away into the forest, sullen, but satisfied that Kent would get his dues when the devil got his.

Lefty spoke vaguely of the wages of sin. Carrots, with an eye to thrift, suggested a plan for an equitable division of Kents property.

When they reached the gum camp they piled Kents personal effects on a blanket.

Carrots took the inventory: a revolver, two gum hooks, a fur cap, a nickel-plated watch, a pipe, a pack of new cards, a gum sack, forty pounds of spruce gum, and a frying pan.

Carrots shuffled the cards, picked out the joker, and flipped it pensively into the fire. Then he dealt cold decks all around.

When the goods and chattels of their late companion had been divided by chance — for there was no chance to cheat — somebody remembered Tully.

Hes down there on the coast, starin after the canoe, said Bates huskily.

He rose and walked toward a heap on the ground covered by a blanket. He started to lift the blanket, hesitated, and finally turned away. Under the blanket lay Tullys brother, shot the night before by Kent.

Guess wed better wait till Tully comes, said Carrots uneasily. Bates and Kent had been campmates. An hour later Tully walked into camp.

He spoke to no one that day. In the morning Bates found him down on the coast digging, and said: Hello, Tully! Guess we aint much hell on lynchin!

Naw, said Tully. Git a spade.

Goin to plant him there?

Yep.

Where he kin hear them waves?

Yep.

Purty spot.

Yep.

Which way will he face?

Where he kin watch fur that damned canoe! cried Tully fiercely.

He — he cant see, ventured Bates uneasily. Hes dead, aint he?

Hell heave up that there sand when the canoe comes back! An its a-comin! An Bud Kentll be in it, dead or alive! Git a spade!

The pale light of superstition nickered in Batess eyes. He hesitated.

The — the dead cant see, he began; kin they?

Tully turned a distorted face toward him.

Yer lie! he roared. My brother kin see, dead or livin! An hell see the hangin

of Bud Kent! An hell git up outer the grave fur to see it, Bill Bates! Im tellin ye! Im tellin ye! Deep as Ill plant him, hell heave that there sand and call to me, when the canoe comes in! Ill hear him; Ill be here! An well live to see the hangin of Bud Kent!

Ahout sundown they planted Tullys brother, face to the sea.

II.

On the Key to Grief the green waves rub all day. White at the summit, black at the base, the shafted rocks rear splintered pinnacles, slanting like channel buoys. On the polished pillars sea birds brood white-winged, bright-eyed sea birds, that nestle and preen and flap and clatter their orange-coloured beaks when the sifted spray drives and drifts across the reef.

As the sun rose, painting crimson streaks criss-cross over the waters, the sea birds sidled together, huddling row on row, steeped in downy drowse.

Where the sun of noon burnished the sea, an opal wave washed, listless, noiseless; a sea bird stretched one listless wing.

And into the silence of the waters a canoe glided, bronzed by the sunlight, jewelled by the salt drops stringing from prow to thwart, sea weed a-trail in the diamond-flashing wake, and in the bow a man dripping with sweat.

Up rose the gulls, sweeping in circles, turning, turning over rock and sea, and their clamour filled the sky, starting little rippling echoes among the rocks.

The canoe grated on a shelf of ebony; the seaweed rocked and washed; the little sea crabs sheered sideways, down, down into limpid depths of greenest shadows. Such was the coming of Bud Kent to the Key to Grief.

He drew the canoe halfway up the shelf of rock and sat down, breathing heavily, one brown arm across the bow. For an hour he sat there. The sweat dried under his eyes. The sea birds came back, filling the air with soft querulous notes.

There was a livid mark around his neck, a red, raw circle. The salt wind stung it; the sun burned it into his flesh like a collar of red-hot steel. He touched it at times; once he washed it with cold salt water.

Far in the north a curtain of mist hung on the sea, dense, motionless as the fog on the Grand Banks. He never moved his eyes from it; he knew what it was. Behind it lay the Island of Grief.

All the year round the Island of Grief is hidden by the banks of mist, ramparts of dead white fog encircling it on every side. Ships give it wide berth. Some speak of warm springs on the island whose waters flow far out to sea, rising in steam eternally.

The pelt hunter had come back with tales of forests and deer and flowers everywhere; but he had been drinking much, and much was forgiven him.

The body of the college youth tossed up in the cove on the mainland was battered out of recognition, but some said, when found, one hand clutched a crimson blossom half wilted, but broad as a sap pan.

So Kent lay motionless beside his canoe, burned with thirst, every nerve vibrating, thinking of all these things. It was not fear that whitened the firm flesh under the tan; it was the fear of fear. He must not think — he must throttle dread; his eyes must never falter, his head never turn from that wall of mist across the sea. With set teeth he crushed back terror; with glittering eyes he looked into the hollow eyes of fright. And so he conquered fear.

He rose. The sea birds whirled up into the sky, pitching, tossing, screaming, till the sharp flapping of their pinions set the snapping echoes flying among the rocks.

Under the canoes sharp prow the kelp bobbed and dipped and parted; the sunlit waves ran out ahead, glittering, dancing. Splash! splash! bow and stern! And now he knelt again, and the polished paddle swung and dipped, and swept and swung and dipped again.



Far behind, the clamour of the sea birds lingered in his ears, till the mellow dip of the paddle drowned all sound and the sea was a sea of silence.

No wind came to cool the hot sweat on cheek and breast. The sun blazed a path of flame before him, and he followed out into the waste of waters. The still ocean divided under the bows and rippled innocently away on either side, tinkling, foaming, sparkling like the current in a woodland brook. He looked around at the world of flattened water, and the fear of fear rose up and gripped his throat again. Then he lowered his head, like a tortured bull, and shook the fear of fear from his throat, and drove the paddle into the sea as a butcher stabs, to the hilt.

So at last he came to the wall of mist. It was thin at first, thin and cool, but it thickened and grew warmer, and the fear of fear dragged at his head, but he would not look behind.

Into the fog the canoe shot; the gray water ran by, high as the gunwales, oily, silent. Shapes flickered across the bows, pillars of mist that rode the waters, robed in films of tattered shadows. Gigantic forms towered to dizzy heights above him, shaking out shredded shrouds of cloud. The vast draperies of the fog swayed and hung and trembled as he brushed them; the white twilight deepened to a sombre gloom. And now it grew thinner; the fog became a mist, and the mist a haze, and the haze floated away and vanished into the blue of the heavens.

All around lay a sea of pearl and sapphire, lapping, lapping on a silver shoal.

So he came to the Island of Grief.

III.

On the silver shoal the waves washed and washed, breaking like crushed opals where the sands sang with the humming froth.

Troops of little shore birds, wading on the shoal, tossed their sun-tipped wings and scuttled inland, where, dappled with shadow from the fringing forest, the white beach of the island stretched.

The water all around was shallow, limpid as crystal, and he saw the ribbed sand shining on the bottom, where purple seaweed floated, and delicate sea creatures darted and swarmed and scattered again at the dip of his paddle.

Like velvet rubbed on velvet the canoe brushed across the sand. He staggered to his feet, stumbled out, dragged the canoe high up under the trees, turned it bottom upward, and sank beside it, face downward in the sand. Sleep came to drive away the fear of fear, but hunger, thirst, and fever fought with sleep, and he dreamed — dreamed of a rope that sawed his neck, of the fight in the woods, and the shots. He dreamed, too, of the camp, of his forty pounds of spruce gum, of Tully, and of Bates. He dreamed of the fire and the smoke-scorched kettle, of the foul odour of musty bedding, of the greasy cards, and of his own new pack, hoarded for weeks to please the others. All this he dreamed, lying there face downward in the sand; but he did not dream of the face of the dead.

The shadows of the leaves moved on his blonde head, crisp with clipped curls. A butterfly flitted around him, alighting now on his legs, now on the back of his bronzed hands. All the afternoon the bees hung droning among the wildwood blossoms; the leaves above scarcely rustled; the shore birds brooded along the waters edge; the thin tide, sleeping on the sand, mirrored the sky.

Twilight paled the zenith; a breeze moved in the deeper woods; a star glimmered, went out, glimmered again, faded, and glimmered.

Night came. A moth darted to and fro under the trees; a beetle hummed around a heap of seaweed and fell scrambling in the sand. Somewhere among the trees a sound had become distinct, the song of a little brook, melodious, interminable. He heard it in his dream; it threaded all his dreams like a needle of silver, and like a needle it pricked him — pricked his dry throat and cracked lips. It could not awake him; the cool night swathed him head and foot.

Toward dawn a bird woke up and piped. Other birds stirred, restless, half awakened; a gull spread a cramped wing on the shore, preened its feathers, scratched its tufted neck, and took two drowsy steps toward the sea.

The sea breeze stirred out behind the mist bank; it raised the feathers on the sleeping gulls; it set the leaves whispering. A twig snapped, broke off, and fell. Kent stirred, sighed, trembled, and awoke.

The first thing he heard was the song of the brook, and he stumbled straight into the woods. There it lay, a thin, deep stream in the gray morning light, and he stretched himself beside it and laid his cheek in it. A bird drank in the pool, too — a little fluffy bird, bright-eyed and fearless.

His knees were firmer when at last he rose, heedless of the drops that beaded lips and chin. With his knife he dug and scraped at some white roots that hung half meshed in the bank of the brook, and when he had cleaned them in the pool he ate them.

The sun stained the sky when he went down to the canoe, but the eternal curtain of fog, far out at sea, hid it as yet from sight.

He lifted the canoe, bottom upwards, to his head, and, paddle and pole in either hand, carried it into the forest.

After he had set it down he stood a moment, opening and shutting his knife. Then he looked up into the trees. There were birds there, if he could get at them. He looked at the brook. There were the prints of his fingers in the sand; there, too, was the print of something else a deers pointed hoof.

He had nothing but his knife. He opened it again and looked at it.

That day he dug for clams and ate them raw. He waded out into the shallows, too, and jabbed at fish with his setting pole, but hit nothing except a yellow crab.

Fire was what he wanted. He hacked and chipped at flinty-looking pebbles, and scraped tinder from a stick of sun-dried driftwood. His knuckles bled, but no fire came.

That night he heard deer in the woods, and could not sleep for thinking, until the dawn came up behind the wall of mist, and he rose with it to drink his fill at the brook and tear raw clams with his white teeth. Again he fought for fire, craving it as he had never craved water, but his knuckles bled, and the knife scraped on the flint in vain.

His mind, perhaps, had suffered somewhat. The white beach seemed to rise and fall like a white carpet on a gusty hearth. The birds, too, that ran along the sand, seemed big and juicy, like partridges; and he chased them, hurling shells and bits of driftwood at them till he could scarcely keep his feet for the rising, plunging beach — or carpet, whichever it was. That night the deer aroused him at intervals. He heard them splashing and grunting and crackling along the brook. Once he arose and stole after them, knife in hand, till a false step into the brook awoke him to his folly, and he felt his way back to the canoe, trembling.

Morning came, and again he drank at the brook, lying on the sand where countless heart-shaped hoofs had passed leaving clean imprints; and again he ripped the raw clams from their shells and swallowed them, whimpering.

All day long the white beach rose and fell and heaved and flattened under his bright dry eyes. He chased the shore birds at times, till the unsteady beach tripped him up and he fell full length in the sand. Then he would rise moaning, and creep into the shadow of the wood, and watch the little song-birds in the branches, moaning, always moaning.

His hands, sticky with blood, hacked steel and flint together, but so feebly that now even the cold sparks no longer came.

He began to fear the advancing night; he dreaded to hear the big warm deer among the thickets. Fear clutched him suddenly, and he lowered his head and set his teeth and shook fear from his throat again.

Then he started aimlessly into the woods, crowding past bushes, scraping trees, treading on moss and twig and mouldy stump, his bruised hands swinging, always swinging.

The sun set in the mist as he came out of the woods on to another beach — a warm, soft beach, crimsoned by the glow in the evening clouds.

And on the sand at his feet lay a young girl asleep, swathed in the silken garment of her own black hair, round limbed, brown, smooth as the bloom on the tawny beach.

A gull napped overhead, screaming. Her eyes, deeper than night, unclosed. Then her lips parted in a cry, soft with sleep, Ihó!

She rose, rubbing her velvet eyes. Ihó! she cried in wonder; Inâh!

The gilded sand settled around her little feet. Her cheeks crimsoned.

E-hó! E-hó! she whispered, and hid her face in her hair.

IV.

The bridge of the stars spans the sky seas; the sun and the moon are the travellers who pass over it. This was also known in the lodges of the Isantee, hundreds of years ago. Chaské told it to Hârpam, and when Hârpam knew he told it to Hapéda; and so the knowledge spread to Hârka, and from Winona to Wehârka, up and down, across and ever across, woof and web, until it came to the Island of Grief. And how? God knows!

Wehârka, prattling in the tules, may have told Ne-kâ; and Ne-kâ, high in the November clouds, may have told Kay-óshk, who told it to Shinge-bis, who told it to Skeé-skah, who told it to Sé-só-Kah.

Ihó! Inâh! Behold the wonder of it! And this is the fate of all knowledge that comes to the Island of Grief.

* * * *

As the red glow died in the sky, and the sand swam in shadows, the girl parted the silken curtains of her hair and looked at him.

Ehó! she whispered again in soft delight.

For now it was plain to her that he was the sun! He had crossed the bridge of stars in the blue twilight; he had come!

E-tó!

She stepped nearer, shivering, faint with the ecstasy of this holy miracle wrought before her.

He was the Sun! His blood streaked the sky at dawn; his blood stained the clouds at even. In his eyes the blue of the sky still lingered, smothering two blue stars; and his body was as white as the breast of the Moon.

She opened both arms, hands timidly stretched, palm upward. Her face was raised to his, her eyes slowly closed; the deep-fringed lids trembled.

Like a young priestess she stood, motionless save for the sudden quiver of a limb, a quick pulse-flutter in the rounded throat. And so she worshipped, naked and unashamed, even after he, reeling, fell heavily forward on his face; even when the evening breeze stealing over the sands stirred the hair on his head, as winds stir the fur of a dead animal in the dust.

* * * *

When the morning sun peered over the wall of mist, and she saw it was the sun, and she saw him, flung on the sand at her feet, then she knew that he was a man, only a man, pallid as death and smeared with blood.

And yet — miracle of miracles! — the divine wonder in her eyes deepened, and her body seemed to swoon, and fall a-trembling, and swoon again.

For, although it was but a man who lay at her feet, it had been easier for her to look upon a god.

He dreamed that he breathed fire — fire, that he craved as he had never craved water. Mad with delirium, he knelt before the flames, rubbing his torn hands, washing them in the crimson-scented flames. He had water, too, cool scented water, that sprayed his burning flesh, that washed in his eyes, his hair, his throat. After that came hunger, a fierce rending agony, that scorched and clutched and tore at his entrails; but that, too, died away, and he dreamed that he had eaten and all his flesh was warm. Then he dreamed that he slept; and when he slept he dreamed no more.

One day he awoke and found her stretched beside him, soft palms tightly closed, smiling, asleep.

V.

Now the days began to run more swiftly than the tide along the tawny beach; and the nights, star-dusted and blue, came and vanished and returned, only to exhale at dawn like perfume from a violet.

They counted hours as they counted the golden bubbles, winking with a million eyes along the foam-flecked shore; and the hours ended, and began, and glimmered, iridescent, and ended as bubbles end in a tiny rainbow haze.

There was still fire in the world; it flashed up at her touch and where she chose. A bow strung with the silk of her own hair, an arrow winged like a sea bird and tipped with shell, a line from the silver tendon of a deer, a hook of polished bone — these were the mysteries he learned, and learned them laughing, her silken head bent close to his.

The first night that the bow was wrought and the glossy string attuned, she stole into the moonlit forest to the brook; and there they stood, whispering, listening, and whispering, though neither understood the voice they loved.

In the deeper woods, Kaug, the porcupine, scraped and snuffed. They heard Wabóse, the rabbit, pit-a-pat, pit-a-pat, loping across dead leaves in the moonlight. Skeé-skah, the wood-duck, sailed past, noiseless, gorgeous as a floating blossom.

Out on the oceans placid silver, Shinge-bis, the diver, shook the scented silence with his idle laughter, till Kay-óshk, the gray gull, stirred in his slumber. There came a sudden ripple in the stream, a mellow splash, a soft sound on the sand.

Ihó! Behold!

I see nothing.

The beloved voice was only a wordless melody to her.

Ihó! Ta-hinca, the red deer! E-hó! The buck will follow!

Ta-hinca, he repeated, notching the arrow.

E-tó! Ta-mdóka!

So he drew the arrow to the head, and the gray gull feathers brushed his ear, and the darkness hummed with the harmony of the singing string.

Thus died Ta-mdóka, the buck deer of seven prongs.

VI.

As an apple tossed spinning into the air, so spun the world above the hand that tossed it into space.

And one day in early spring, Sé-só-Kah, the robin, awoke at dawn, and saw a girl at the foot of the blossoming tree holding a babe cradled in the silken sheets of her hair.

At its feeble cry, Kaug, the porcupine, raised his quilled head. Wabóse, the rabbit, sat still with palpitating sides. Kay-óshk, the gray gull, tiptoed along the beach.

Kent knelt with one bronzed arm around them both.

Ihó! Inâh! whispered the girl, and held the babe up in the rosy flames of dawn.

But Kent trembled as he looked, and his eyes filled. On the pale green moss their shadows lay — three shadows. But the shadow of the babe was white as froth.

Because it was the firstborn son, they named it Chaské; and the girl sang as she cradled it there in the silken vestments of her hair; all day long in the sunshine she sang:

Wâ-wa, wâ-wa, wâ-we — yeá; 
Kah-wéen, nee-zhéka Ke-diaus-âi,
Ke-gâh nau-wâi, ne-mé-go Sweén,
Ne-bâun, ne-bâun, ne-dâun-is âis.
E-we wâ-wa, wâ-we — yeá;
E-we wâ-wa, wâ-we — yeá.

Out in the calm ocean, Shinge-bis, the diver, listened, preening his satin breast in silence. In the forest, Ta-hinca, the red deer, turned her delicate head to the wind.

That night Kent thought of the dead, for the first time since he had come to the Key of Grief.

Aké-u! aké-u! chirped Sé-só-Kah, the robin. But the dead never come again.

Beloved, sit close to us, whispered the girl, watching his troubled eyes. Ma-cânte maséca.

But he looked at the babe and its white shadow on the moss, and he only sighed: Ma-cânte maséca, beloved! Death sits watching us across the sea.

Now for the first time he knew more than the fear of fear; he knew fear. And with fear came grief.

He never before knew that grief lay hidden there in the forest. Now he knew it. Still, that happiness, eternally reborn when two small hands reached up around his neck, when feeble fingers clutched his hand — that happiness that Sé-só-Kah understood, chirping to his brooding mate — that Ta-mdóka knew, licking his dappled fawns — that happiness gave him heart to meet grief calmly, in dreams or in the forest depths, and it helped him to look into the hollow eyes of fear.

He often thought of the camp now; of Bates, his blanket mate; of Dyce, whose wrist he had broken with a blow; of Tully, whose brother he had shot. He even seemed to hear the shot, the sudden report among the hemlocks; again he saw the haze of smoke, he caught a glimpse of a tall form falling through the bushes.

He remembered every minute incident of the trial: Batess hand laid on his shoulder; Tully, red-bearded and wild-eyed, demanding his death; while Dyce spat and spat and smoked and kicked at the blackened log-ends projecting from the fire. He remembered, too, the verdict, and Tullys terrible laugh; and the new jute rope that they stripped off the market-sealed gum packs.

He thought of these things, sometimes wading out on the shoals, shell-tipped fish spear poised: at such times he would miss his fish. He thought of it sometimes when he knelt by the forest stream listening for Ta-hincas splash among the cresses: at such moments the feathered shaft whistled far from the mark, and Ta-mdóka stamped and snorted till even the white fisher, stretched on a rotting log, flattened his whiskers and stole away into the forests blackest depths.

When the child was a year old, hour for hour notched at sunset and sunrise, it prattled with the birds, and called to Ne-Kâ, the wild goose, who called again to the child from the sky: Northward! northward, beloved!

When winter came — there is no frost on the Island of Grief — Ne-Kâ, the wild goose, passing high in the clouds, called: Southward! south ward, beloved! And the child answered in a soft whisper of an unknown tongue, till the mother shivered, and covered it with her silken hair.

O beloved! said the girl, Chaské calls to all things living — to Kaug, the porcupine, to Wabóse, to Kay-óshk, the gray gull he calls, and they understand.

Kent bent and looked into her eyes.

Hush, beloved; it is not that I fear.

Then what, beloved?

His shadow. It is white as surf foam. And at night — I — I have seen — —

Oh, what?

The air about him aglow like a pale rose.

Ma cânté maséca. The earth alone lasts. I speak as one dying — I know, beloved!

Her voice died away like a summer wind.

Beloved! he cried.

But there before him she was changing; the air grew misty, and her hair wavered like shreds of fog, and her slender form swayed, and faded, and swerved, like the mist above a pond.

In her arms the babe was a figure of mist, rosy, vague as a breath on a mirror.

The earth alone lasts. Inâh! It is the end, O beloved!

The words came from the mist — a mist as formless as the ether — a mist that drove in and crowded him, that came from the sea, from the clouds, from the earth at his feet. Faint with terror, he staggered forward calling,  Beloved! And thou, Chaské, O beloved! Aké u! Aké u!

Far out at sea a rosy star glimmered an instant in the mist and went out.

A sea bird screamed, soaring over the waste of fog-smothered waters. Again he saw the rosy star; it came nearer; its reflection glimmered in the water.

Chaské! he cried.

He heard a voice, dull in the choking mist.

O beloved, I am here! he called again.

There was a sound on the shoal, a flicker in the fog, the flare of a torch, a face white, livid, terrible — the face of the dead.

He fell upon his knees; he closed his eyes and opened them. Tully stood beside him with a coil of rope.

* * * *

Ihó! Behold the end! The earth alone lasts. The sand, the opal wave on the golden beach, the sea of sapphire, the dusted starlight, the wind, and love, shall die. Death also shall die, and lie on the shores of the skies like the bleached skull there on the Key to Grief, polished, empty, with its teeth embedded in the sand.


A MATTER OF INTEREST.
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He that knows not, and knows not that he knows not, is a fool. Shun him.
He that knows not, and knows that he knows not, is simple. Teach him.
He that knows, and knows not that he knows, is asleep. Wake him.
He that knows, and knows that he knows, is wise. Follow him.
Arabian Proverb.

I.

MUCH as I dislike it, I am obliged to include this story in a volume devoted to fiction: I have attempted to tell it as an absolutely true story, but until three months ago, when the indisputable proofs were placed before the British Association by Professor James Holroyd, I was regarded as an impostor. Now that the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, the Philadelphia Zoölogical Society, and the Natural History Museum of New York city, are convinced that the story is truthful and accurate in every particular, I prefer to tell it my own way. Professor Holroyd urges me to do this, although Professor Bruce Stoddard, of Columbia College, is now at work upon a pamphlet, to be published the latter part of next month, describing scientifically the extraordinary discovery which, to the shame of the United States, was first accepted and recognised in England.

Now, having no technical ability concerning the affair in question, and having no knowledge of either comparative anatomy or zöology, I am perhaps unfitted to tell this story. But the story is true; the episode occurred under my own eyes here, within a few hours sail of the Battery. And as I was one of the first persons to verify what has long been a theory among scientists, and, moreover, as the result of Professor Holroyds discovery is to be placed on exhibition in Madison Square Garden on the twentieth of next month, I have decided to tell, as simply as I am able, exactly what occurred.

I first wrote out the story on April 1, 1896. The North American Review, the Popular Science Monthly, the Scientific American, Nature, Forest and Stream, and the Fossiliferous Magazine in turn rejected it; some curtly informing me that fiction had no place in their columns. When I attempted to explain that it was not fiction, the editors of these periodicals either maintained a contemptuous silence, or bluntly notified me that my literary services and opinions were not desired. But finally, when several publishers offered to take the story as fiction, I cut short all negotiations and decided to publish it myself. Where I am known at all, it is my misfortune to be known as a writer of fiction. This makes it impossible for me to receive a hearing from a scientific audience. I regret it bitterly, because now, when it is too late, I am prepared to prove certain scientific matters of interest, and to produce the proofs. In this case, however, I am fortunate, for nobody can dispute the existence of a thing when the bodily proof is exhibited as evidence.

This is the story; and if I write it as I write fiction, it is because I do not know how to write it otherwise.

I was walking along the beach below Pine Inlet, on the south shore of Long Island. The railroad and telegraph station is at West Oyster Bay. Everybody who has travelled on the Long Island Railroad knows the station, but few, perhaps, know Pine Inlet. Duck shooters, of course, are familiar with it; but as there are no hotels there, and nothing to see except salt meadow, salt creek, and a strip of dune and sand, the summer-squatting public may probably be unaware of its existence. The local name for the place is Pine Inlet; the maps give its name as Sand Point, I believe, but anybody at West Oyster Bay can direct you to it. Captain McPeek, who keeps the West Oyster Bay House, drives duck shooters there in winter. It lies five miles southeast from West Oyster Bay.

I had walked over that afternoon from Captain McPeeks. There was a reason for my going to Pine Inlet it embarrasses me to explain it, but the truth is I meditated writing an ode to the ocean. It was out of the question to write it in West Oyster Bay, with the whistle of locomotives in my ears. I knew that Pine Inlet was one of the loneliest places on the Atlantic coast; it is out of sight of everything except leagues of gray ocean. Rarely one might make out fishing smacks drifting across the horizon. Summer squatters never visited it; sportsmen shunned it, except in winter. Therefore, as I was about to do a bit of poetry, I thought that Pine Inlet was the spot for the deed. So I went there.

As I was strolling along the beach, biting my pencil reflectively, tremendously impressed by the solitude and the solemn thunder of the surf, a thought occurred to me: how unpleasant it would be if I suddenly stumbled on a summer boarder. As this joyless impossibility flitted across my mind, I rounded a bleak sand dune.

A summer girl stood directly in my path.

If I jumped, I think the young lady has pardoned me by this time. She ought to, because she also started, and said something in a very faint voice. What she said was Oh!

She stared at me as though I had just crawled up out of the sea to bite her. I dont know what my own expression resembled, but I have been given to understand it was idiotic.

Now I perceived, after a few moments, that the young lady was frightened, and I knew I ought to say something civil. So I said, Are there any mosquitoes here?

No, she replied, with a slight quiver in her voice; I have only seen one, and it was biting somebody else.

I looked foolish; the conversation seemed so futile, and the young lady appeared to be more nervous than before. I had an impulse to say, Do not run; I have breakfasted, for she seemed to be meditating a plunge into the breakers. What I did say was: I did not know anybody was here. I do not intend to intrude. I come from Captain McPeeks, and I am writing an ode to the ocean. After I had said this it seemed to ring in my ears like, I come from Table Mountain, and my name is Truthful James.

I glanced timidly at her.

Shes thinking of the same thing, said I to myself. What an ass I must appear!

However, the young lady seemed to be a trifle reassured. I noticed she drew a sigh of relief and looked at my shoes. She looked so long that it made me suspicious, and I also examined my shoes. They seemed to be fairly respectable.

I — I am sorry, she said, but would you mind not walking on the beach?

This was sudden. I had intended to retire and leave the beach to her, but I did not fancy being driven away so abruptly.

I was about to withdraw, madam, said I, bowing stiffly; I beg you will pardon any inconvenience — —

Dear me! she cried, you dont understand. I do not — I would not think for a moment of asking you to leave Pine Inlet. I merely ventured to request you to walk on the dunes. I am so afraid that your footprints may obliterate the impressions that my father is studying.

Oh! said I, looking about me as though I had been caught in the middle of a flower bed; really I did not notice any impressions. Impressions of what — if I may be permitted?

I dont know, she said, smiling a little at my awkward pose. If you step this way in a straight line you can do no damage.

I did as she bade me. I suppose my movements resembled the gait of a wet peacock. Possibly they recalled the delicate manœuvres of the kangaroo. Anyway, she laughed.

This seriously annoyed me. I had been at a disadvantage; I walk well enough when let alone.

You can scarcely expect, said I, that a man absorbed in his own ideas could notice impressions on the sand. I trust I have obliterated nothing.

As I said this I looked back at the long line of footprints stretching away in prospective across the sand. They were my own. How large they looked! Was that what she was laughing at?

I wish to explain, she said gravely, looking at the point of her parasol. I am very sorry to be obliged to warn you — to ask you to forego the pleasure of strolling on a beach that does not belong to me. Perhaps, she continued, in sudden alarm, perhaps this beach belongs to you?

The beach? Oh, no, I said.

But — but you were going to write poems about it?

Only one — and that does not necessitate owning the beach. I have observed, said I frankly, that the people who own nothing write many poems about it.

She looked at me seriously.

I write many poems, I added.

She laughed doubtfully.

Would you rather I went away? I asked politely.

I? Why, no — I mean that you may do as you please — except please do not walk on the beach.

Then I do not alarm you by my presence? I inquired. My clothes were a bit ancient. I wore them shooting, sometimes. My family is respectable, I added; and I told her my name.

Oh! Then you wrote Culled Cowslips and Faded Fig-Leaves, and you imitate Maeterlinck, and you —— Oh, I know lots of people that you know; she cried with every symptom of relief; and you know my brother.

I am the author, said I coldly, of Culled Cowslips, but Faded Fig-Leaves was an earlier work, which I no longer recognise, and I should be grateful to you if you would be kind enough to deny that I ever imitated Maeterlinck. Possibly, I added, he imitates me.

Now, do you know, she said, I was afraid of you at first? Papa is digging in the salt meadows nearly a mile away.

It was hard to bear.

Can you not see, said I, that I am wearing a shooting coat?

I do see — now; but it is so — so old, she pleaded.

It is a shooting coat all the same, I said bitterly.

She was very quiet, and I saw she was sorry.

Never mind, I said magnanimously, you probably are not familiar with sporting goods. If I knew your name I should ask permission to present myself.

Why, I am Daisy Holroyd, she said.

What! Jack Holroyds little sister?

Little! she cried.

I didnt mean that, said I. You know that your brother and I were great friends in Paris — —

I know, she said significantly.

Ahem! Of course, I said, Jack and I were inseparable — —

Except when shut in separate cells, said Miss Holroyd coldly.

This unfeeling allusion to the unfortunate termination of a Latin-Quarter celebration hurt me.

The police, said I, were too officious.

So Jack says, replied Miss Holroyd demurely.

We had unconsciously moved on along the sand hills, side by side, as we spoke.

To think, I repeated, that I should meet Jacks little — —

Please, she said, you are only three years my senior.

She opened the sunshade and tipped it over one shoulder. It was white, and had spots and posies on it.

Jack sends us every new book you write, she observed. I do not approve of some things you write.

Modern school, I mumbled.

That is no excuse, she said severely; Anthony Trollope didnt do it.

The foam spume from the breakers was drifting across the dunes, and the little tip-up snipe ran along the beach and teetered and whistled and spread their white-barred wings for a low, straight flight across the shingle, only to tip and skeep and sail on again. The salt sea wind whistled and curled through the crested waves, blowing in perfumed puffs across thickets of sweet bay and cedar. As we passed through the crackling juicy-stemmed marsh weed myriads of fiddler crabs raised their fore-claws in warning and backed away, rustling, through the reeds, aggressive, protesting.

Like millions of pigmy Ajaxes defying the lightning, I said.

Miss Holroyd laughed.

Now I never imagined that authors were clever except in print, she said.

She was a most extraordinary girl.

I suppose, she observed after a moments silence— I suppose I am taking you to my father.

Delighted! I mumbled. Hm! I had the honour of meeting Professor Holroyd in Paris.

Yes; he bailed you and Jack out, said Miss Holroyd serenely.

The silence was too painful to last.

Captain McPeek is an interesting man, I said. I spoke more loudly than I intended; I may have been nervous.

Yes, said Daisy Holroyd, but he has a most singular hotel clerk.

You mean Mr. Frisby?

I do.

Yes, I admitted, Mr. Frisby is queer. He was once a bill-poster.

I know it! exclaimed Daisy Holroyd, with some heat. He ruins landscapes when ever he has an opportunity. Do you know that he has a passion for bill-posting? He has; he posts bills for the pure pleasure of it, just as you play golf, or tennis, or billiards.

But hes a hotel clerk now, I said; no body employs him to post bills.

I know it! He does it all by himself for the pure pleasure of it. Papa has engaged him to come down here for two weeks, and I dread it, said the girl.

What Professor Holroyd might want of Frisby I had not the faintest notion. I suppose Miss Holroyd noticed the bewilderment in my face, for she laughed, and nodded her head twice.

Not only Mr. Frisby, but Captain McPeek also, she said.

You dont mean to say that Captain McPeek is going to close his hotel! I exclaimed.

My trunk was there. It contained guarantees of my respectability.

Oh, no; his wife will keep it open, replied the girl. Look! you can see papa now. Hes digging.

Where? I blurted out.

I remembered Professor Holroyd as a prim, spectacled gentleman, with close-cut, snowy beard and a clerical allure. The man I saw digging wore green goggles, a jersey, a battered souwester, and hip-boots of rubber. He was delving in the muck of the salt meadow, his face streaming with perspiration, his boots and jersey splashed with unpleasant-looking mud. He glanced up as we approached, shading his eyes with a sunburnt hand.

Papa, dear, said Miss Holroyd, here is Jacks friend, whom you bailed out of Mazas.

The introduction was startling. I turned crimson with mortification. The professor was very decent about it; he called me by name at once.

When he said this he looked at his spade. It was clear that he considered me a nuisance and wished to go on with his digging.

I suppose, he said, you are still writing?

A little, I replied, trying not to speak sarcastically. My output had rivaled that of The Duchess — in quantity, I mean.

I seldom read — fiction, he said, looking restlessly at the hole in the ground.

Miss Holroyd came to my rescue.

That was a charming story you wrote last, she said. Papa should read it — you should, papa; its all about a fossil.

We both looked narrowly at Miss Holroyd. Her smile was guileless.

Fossils! repeated the professor. Do you care for fossils?

Very much, said I.

Now I am not perfectly sure what my object was in lying. I looked at Daisy Holroyds dark-fringed eyes. They were very grave.

Fossils, said I, are my hobby.

I think Miss Holroyd winced a little at this. I did not care. I went on:

I have seldom had the opportunity to study the subject, but, as a boy, I collected flint arrow-heads — —

Flint arrow-heads! said the professor coldly.

Yes; they were the nearest things to fossils obtainable, I replied, marvelling at my own mendacity.

The professor looked into the hole. I also looked. I could see nothing in it. Hes digging for fossils, thought I to myself.

Perhaps, said the professor cautiously, you might wish to aid me in a little research — that is to say, if you have an inclination for fossils. The double-entendre was not lost upon me.

I have read all your books so eagerly, said I, that to join you, to be of service to you in any research, however difficult and trying, would be an honour and a privilege that I never dared to hope for.

That, thought I to myself, will do its own work.

But the professor was still suspicious. How could he help it, when he remembered Jacks escapades, in which my name was always blended! Doubtless he was satisfied that my influence on Jack was evil. The contrary was the case, too.

Fossils, he said, worrying the edges of the excavation with his spade, fossils are not things to be lightly considered.

No, indeed! I protested.

Fossils are the most interesting as well as puzzling things in the world, said he.

They are! I cried enthusiastically.

But I am not looking for fossils, observed the professor mildly.

This was a facer. I looked at Daisy Holroyd. She bit her lip and fixed her eyes on the sea. Her eyes were wonderful eyes.

Did you think I was digging for fossils in a salt meadow? queried the professor. You can have read very little about the subject. I am digging for something quite different.

I was silent. I knew that my face was a trifle flushed. I longed to say, Well, what the devil are you digging for? but I only stared into the hole as though hypnotized.

Captain McPeek and Frisby ought to be here, he said, looking first at Daisy and then across the meadows.

I ached to ask him why he had subpœnaed Captain McPeek and Frisby.

They are coming, said Daisy, shading her eyes. Do you see the speck on the meadows?

It may be a mud hen, said the professor.

Miss Holroyd is right, I said. A wagon and team and two men are coming from the north. There is a dog beside the wagon — its that miserable yellow dog of Frisbys.

Good gracious! cried the professor, you dont mean to tell me that you see all that at such a distance?

Why not?I said.

I see nothing, he insisted.

You will see that Im right, presently, I laughed.

The professor removed his blue goggles and rubbed them, glancing obliquely at me.

Havent you heard what extraordinary eyesight duck shooters have? said his daughter, looking back at her father. Jack says that they can tell exactly what kind of a duck is flying before most people could see anything at all in the sky.

Its true, I said; it comes to anybody, I fancy, who has had practice.

The professor regarded me with a new interest. There was inspiration in his eyes. He turned toward the ocean. For a long time he stared at the tossing waves on the beach, then he looked far out to where the horizon met the sea.

Are there any ducks out there? he asked at last.

Yes, said I, scanning the sea, there are.

He produced a pair of binoculars from his coat-tail pocket, adjusted them, and raised them to his eyes.

Hm! What sort of ducks?

I looked more carefully, holding both hands over my forehead.

Surf ducks — scoters and widgeon. There is one bufflehead among them — no, two; the rest are coots, I replied.

This, cried the professor, is most astonishing. I have good eyes, but I cant see a blessed thing without these binoculars!

Its not extraordinary, said I; the surf ducks and coots any novice might recognise; the widgeon and buffleheads I should not have been able to name unless they had risen from the water. It is easy to tell any duck when it is flying, even though it looks no bigger than a black pin-point.

But the professor insisted that it was marvellous, and he said that I might render him invaluable service if I would consent to come and camp at Pine Inlet for a few weeks.

I looked at his daughter, but she turned her back — not exactly in disdain either. Her back was beautifully moulded. Her gown fitted also.

Camp out here? I repeated, pretending to be unpleasantly surprised.

I do not think he would care to, said Miss Holroyd without turning.

I had not expected that.

Above all things, said I, in a clear, pleasant voice, I like to camp out.

She said nothing.

It is not exactly camping, said the professor. Come, you shall see our conservatory. Daisy, come, dear! you must put on a heavier frock; it is getting toward sundown.

At that moment, over a near dune, two horses heads appeared, followed by two human heads, then a wagon, then a yellow dog.

I turned triumphantly to the professor.

You are the very man I want, he muttered; the very man — the very man.

I looked at Daisy Holroyd. She returned my glance with a defiant little smile.

Waal, said Captain McPeek, driving up, here we be! Git out, Frisby.

Frisby, fat, nervous, and sentimental, hopped out of the cart.

Come! said the professor, impatiently moving across the dunes. I walked with Daisy Holroyd. McPeek and Frisby followed. The yellow dog walked by himself.

II.

The sun was dipping into the sea as we trudged across the meadows toward a high dome-shaped dune covered with cedars and thickets of sweet bay. I saw no sign of habitation among the sand hills. Far as the eye could reach, nothing broke the gray line of sea and sky save the squat dunes crowned with stunted cedars.

Then, as we rounded the base of the dune, we almost walked into the door of a house. My amazement amused Miss Holroyd, and I noticed also a touch of malice in her pretty eyes. But she said nothing, following her father into the house, with the slightest possible gesture to me. Was it invitation, or was it menace?

The house was merely a light wooden frame, covered with some waterproof stuff that looked like a mixture of rubber and tar. Over this — in fact, over the whole roof — was pitched an awning of heavy sail-cloth. I noticed that the house was anchored to the sand by chains, already rusted red. But this one-storied house was not the only building nestling in the south shelter of the big dune. A hundred feet away stood another structure — long, low, also built of wood. It had rows on rows of round port holes on every side. The ports were fitted with heavy glass, hinged to swing open if necessary. A single big double door occupied the front.

Behind this long, low building was still another, a mere shed. Smoke rose from the sheet-iron chimney. There was somebody moving about inside the open door.

As I stood gaping at this mushroom hamlet the professor appeared at the door and asked me to enter. I stepped in at once.

The house was much larger than I had imagined. A straight hallway ran through the centre from east to west. On either side of this hallway were rooms, the doors swinging wide open. I counted three doors on each side; the three on the south appeared to be bedrooms.

The professor ushered me into a room on the north side, where I found Captain McPeek and Frisby sitting at a table, upon which were drawings and sketches of articulated animals and fishes.

You see, McPeek, said the professor, we only wanted one more man, and I think Ive got him. — Havent I? turning eagerly to me.

Why, yes, I said, laughing; this is delightful. Am I invited to stay here?

Your bedroom is the third on the south side; everything is ready. McPeek, you can bring his trunk to-morrow, cant you? demanded the professor.

The red-faced captain nodded, and shifted a quid.

Then its all settled, said the professor, and he drew a sigh of satisfaction. You see, he said, turning to me, I was at my wits end to know whom to trust. I never thought of you. Jacks out in China, and I didnt dare trust anybody in my own profession. All you care about is writing verses and stories, isnt it?

I like to shoot, I replied mildly.

Just the thing! he cried, beaming at us all in turn. Now I can see no reason why we should not progress rapidly. McPeek, you and Frisby must get those boxes up here before dark. Dinner will be ready before you have finished unloading. Dick, you will wish to go to your room first.

My name isnt Dick, but he spoke so kindly, and beamed upon me in such a fatherly manner, that I let it go. I had occasion to correct him afterward, several times, but he always forgot the next minute. He calls me Dick to this day.

It was dark when Professor Holroyd, his daughter, and I sat down to dinner. The room was the same in which I had noticed the drawings of beast and bird, but the round table had been extended into an oval, and neatly spread with dainty linen and silver.

A fresh-cheeked Swedish girl appeared from a further room, bearing the soup. The professor ladled it out, still beaming.

Now, this is very delightful! — isnt it, Daisy? he said.

Very, said Miss Holroyd, with the faintest tinge of irony.

Very, I repeated heartily; but I looked at my soup when I said it.

I suppose, said the professor, nodding mysteriously at his daughter, that Dick knows nothing of what were about down here?

I suppose, said Miss Holroyd, that he thinks we are digging for fossils.

I looked at my plate. She might have spared me that.

Well, well, said her father, smiling to himself, he shall know everything by morning. Youll be astonished, Dick, my boy.

His name isnt Dick, corrected Daisy.

The professor said, Isnt it? in an absent-minded way, and relapsed into contemplation of my necktie.

I asked Miss Holroyd a few questions about Jack, and was informed that he had given up law and entered the diplomatic service — as what, I did not dare ask, for I know what our diplomatic service is.

In China, said Daisy.

Choo Choo is the name of the city, added her father proudly; its the terminus of the new trans-Siberian railway.

Its on the Yellow Kiver, said Daisy.

Hes vice-consul, added the professor triumphantly.

Hell make a good one, I observed. I knew Jack. I pitied his consul.

So we chatted on about my old playmate, until Freda, the red-cheeked maid, brought coffee, and the professor lighted a cigar, with a little bow to his daughter.

Of course, you dont smoke, she said to me, with a glimmer of malice in her eyes.

He mustnt, interposed the professor hastily; it will make his hand tremble.

No, it doesnt, said I, laughing; but my hand will shake if I dont smoke. Are you going to employ me as a draughtsman?

Youll know to-morrow, he chuckled, with a mysterious smile at his daughter— Daisy, give him my best cigars; put the box here on the table. We cant afford to have his hand tremble.

Miss Holroyd rose, and crossed the hallway to her fathers room, returning presently with a box of promising-looking cigars.

I dont think he knows what is good for him, she said. He should smoke only one every day.

It was hard to bear. I am not vindictive, but I decided to treasure up a few of Miss Holroyds gentle taunts. My intimacy with her brother was certainly a disadvantage to me now. Jack had apparently been talking too much, and his sister appeared to be thoroughly acquainted with my past. It was a disadvantage. I remembered her vaguely as a girl with long braids, who used to come on Sundays with her father and take tea with us in our rooms. Then she went to Germany to school, and Jack and I employed our Sunday evenings otherwise. It is true that I regarded her weekly visits as a species of infliction, but I did not think I ever showed it.

It is strange, said I, that you did not recognise me at once, Miss Holroyd. Have I changed so greatly in five years?

You wore a pointed French beard in Paris, she said— a very downy one. And you never stayed to tea but twice, and then you only spoke once.

Oh! said I blankly. What did I say?

You asked me if I liked plums, said Daisy, bursting into an irresistible ripple of laughter.

I saw that I must have made the same sort of an ass of myself that most boys of eighteen do.

It was too bad. I never thought about the future in those days. Who could have imagined that little Daisy Holroyd would have grown up into this bewildering young lady? It was really too bad. Presently the professor retired to his room, carrying with him an armful of drawings, and bidding us not to sit up late. When he closed his door Miss Holroyd turned to me.

Papa will work over those drawings until midnight, she said, with a despairing smile.

It isnt good for him, I said. What are the drawings?

You may know to-morrow, she answered, leaning forward on the table and shading her face with one hand. Tell me about yourself and Jack in Paris.

I looked at her suspiciously.

What! There isnt much to tell. We studied. Jack went to the law school, and I attended — er — oh, all sorts of schools.

Did you? Surely you gave yourself a little recreation occasionally?

Occasionally, I nodded.

I am afraid you and Jack studied too hard.

That may be, said I, looking meek.

Especially about fossils.

I couldnt stand that.

Miss Holroyd, I said, I do care for fossils. You may think that I am a humbug, but I have a perfect mania for fossils — now.

Since when?

About an hour ago, I said airily. Out of the corner of my eye I saw that she had flushed up. It pleased me.

You will soon tire of the experiment, she said with a dangerous smile.

Oh, I may, I replied indifferently.

She drew back. The movement was scarcely perceptible, but I noticed it, and she knew I did.

The atmosphere was vaguely hostile. One feels such mental conditions and changes instantly. I picked up a chessboard, opened it, set up the pieces with elaborate care, and began to move, first the white, then the black. Miss Holroyd watched me coldly at first, but after a dozen moves she became interested and leaned a shade nearer. I moved a black pawn forward.

Why do you do that? said Daisy.

Because, said I, the white queen threatens the pawn.

It was an aggressive move, she insisted.

Purely defensive, I said. If her white highness will let the pawn alone, the pawn will let the queen alone.

Miss Holroyd rested her chin on her wrist and gazed steadily at the board. She was flushing furiously, but she held her ground.

If the white queen doesnt block that pawn, the pawn may become dangerous, she said coldly.

I laughed, and closed up the board with a snap.

True, I said, it might even take the queen. After a moments silence I asked, What would you do in that case, Miss Holroyd?

I should resign, she said serenely; then realizing what she had said, she lost her self-possession for a second, and cried: No, indeed! I should fight to the bitter end! I mean — —

What? I asked, lingering over my revenge.

I mean, she said slowly, that your black pawn would never have the chance — never! I should take it immediately.

I believe you would, said I, smiling; so well call the game yours, and — the pawn captured.

I dont want it, she exclaimed. A pawn is worthless.

Except when its in the king row.

Chess is most interesting, she observed sedately. She had completely recovered her self-control. Still I saw that she now had a certain respect for my defensive powers. It was very soothing to me.

You know, said I gravely, that I am fonder of Jack than of anybody. Thats the reason we never write each other, except to borrow things. I am afraid that when I was a young cub in France I was not an attractive personality.

On the contrary, said Daisy, smiling, I thought you were very big and very perfect. I had illusions. I wept often when I went home and remembered that you never took the trouble to speak to me but once.

I was a cub, I said; not selfish and brutal, but I didnt understand schoolgirls. I never had any sisters, and I didnt know what to say to very young girls. If I had imagined that you felt hurt — —

Oh, I did — five years ago. Afterward I laughed at the whole thing.

Laughed? I repeated, vaguely disappointed.

Why, of course. I was very easily hurt when I was a child. I think I have outgrown it.

The soft curve of her sensitive mouth contradicted her.

Will you forgive me now? I asked.

Yes. I had forgotten the whole thing until I met you an hour or so ago.

There was something that had a ring not entirely genuine in this speech. I noticed it, but forgot it the next moment.

Tiger cubs have stripes, said I.  Selfishness blossoms in the cradle, and prophecy is not difficult. I hope I am not more selfish than my brothers.

I hope not, she said, smiling.

Presently she rose, touched her hair with the tip of one finger, and walked to the door.

Good-night, she said, courtesying very low.

Good-night, said I, opening the door for her to pass.

III.

The sea was a sheet of silver, tinged with pink. The tremendous arch of the sky was all shimmering and glimmering with the promise of the sun. Already the mist above, necked with clustered clouds, flushed with rose colour and dull gold. I heard the low splash of the waves breaking and curling across the beach. A wandering breeze, fresh and fragrant, blew the curtains of my window. There was the scent of sweet bay in the room, and everywhere the subtile, nameless perfume of the sea.

When at last I stood upon the shore, the air and sea were all aglimmer in a rosy light, deepening to crimson in the zenith. Along the beach I saw a little cove, shelving and all ashine, where shallow waves washed with a mellow sound. Fine as dusted gold the shingle glowed, and the thin film of water rose, receded, crept up again a little higher, and again flowed back, with the low hiss of snowy foam and gilded bubbles breaking.

I stood a little while quiet, my eyes upon the water, the invitation of the ocean in my ears, vague and sweet as the murmur of a shell. Then I looked at my bathing suit and towels.

In we go! said I aloud. A second later the prophecy was fulfilled.

I swam far out to sea, and as I swam the waters all around me turned to gold. The sun had risen.

There is a fragrance in the sea at dawn that none can name. Whitethorn abloom in May, sedges asway, and scented rushes rustling in an inland wind recall the sea to me — I cant say why.

Far out at sea I raised myself, swung around, dived, and set out again for shore, striking strong strokes until the flecked foam flew. And when at last I shot through the breakers, I laughed aloud and sprang upon the beach, breathless and happy. Then from the ocean came another cry, clear, joyous, and a white arm rose in the air.

She came drifting in with the waves like a white sea-sprite, laughing at me from her tangled hair, and I plunged into the breakers again to join her.

Side by side we swam along the coast, just outside the breakers, until in the next cove we saw the flutter of her maids cap strings.

I will beat you to breakfast! she cried, as I rested, watching her glide up along the beach.

Done! said I— for a sea-shell!

Done! she called across the water.

I made good speed along the shore, and I was not long in dressing, but when I entered the dining-room she was there, demure, smiling, exquisite in her cool, white frock.

The sea-shell is yours, said I. I hope I can find one with a pearl in it.

The professor hurried in before she could reply. He greeted me very cordially, but there was an abstracted air about him, and he called me Dick until I recognised that remonstrance was useless. He was not long over his coffee and rolls.

McPeek and Frisby will return with the last load, including your trunk, by early afternoon, he said, rising and picking up his bundle of drawings. I havent time to explain to you what we are doing, Dick, but Daisy will take you about and instruct you. She will give you the rifle standing in my room — its a good Winchester. I have sent for an Express for you, big enough to knock over any elephant in India. — Daisy, take him through the sheds and tell him everything. Luncheon is at noon. — Do you usually take luncheon, Dick?

When I am permitted, I smiled.

Well, said the professor doubtfully, you mustnt come back here for it. Freda can take you what you want. Is your hand unsteady after eating?

Why, papa! said Daisy. Do you intend to starve him?

We all laughed.

The professor tucked his drawings into a capacious pocket, pulled his sea boots up to his hips, seized a spade, and left, nodding to us as though he were thinking of something else.

We went to the door and watched him across the salt meadows until a distant sand dune hid him.

Come, said Daisy Holroyd, I am going to take you to the shop,

She put on a broad-brimmed straw hat, a distractingly pretty combination of filmy cool stuffs, and led the way to the long low structure that I had noticed the evening before.

The interior was lighted by the numberless little portholes, and I could see everything plainly. I acknowledge I was nonplussed by what I did see.

In the centre of the shed, which must have been at least a hundred feet long, stood what I thought at first was the skeleton of an enormous whale. After a moments silent contemplation of the thing I saw that it could not be a whale, for the frames of two gigantic bat-like wings rose from each shoulder. Also I noticed that the animal possessed legs — four of them — with most unpleasant-looking webbed claws fully eight feet long. The bony framework of the head, too, resembled something between a crocodile and a monstrous snapping turtle. The walls of the shanty were hung with drawings and blue prints. A man dressed in white linen was tinkering with the vertebræ of the lizard-like tail.

Where on earth did such a reptile come from? I asked at length.

Oh, its not real! said Daisy scornfully; its papier-maché.

I see, said I— a stage prop.

A what? asked Daisy, in hurt astonishment.

Why, a — a sort of Siegfried dragon — a whats-his-name — er, Pfafner, or Peffer, or — —

If my father heard you say such things he would dislike you, said Daisy. She looked grieved, and moved toward the door. I apologized for what, I knew not and we became reconciled. She ran into her fathers room and brought me the rifle, a very good Winchester. She also gave me a cartridge belt, full.

Now, she smiled, I shall take you to your observatory, and when we arrive you are to begin your duty at once.

And that duty? I ventured, shouldering the rifle.

That duty is, to watch the ocean. I shall then explain the whole affair — but you mustnt look at me while I speak; you must watch the sea.

This, said I, is hardship. I had rather go without the luncheon.

I do not think she was offended at my speech; still she frowned for almost three seconds.

We passed through acres of sweet bay and spear grass, sometimes skirting thickets of twisted cedars, sometimes walking in the full glare of the morning sun, sinking into shifting sand where sun-scorched shells crackled under our feet, and sun-browned seaweed glistened, bronzed and iridescent. Then, as we climbed a little hill, the sea wind freshened in our faces, and lo! the ocean lay below us, far-stretching as the eye could reach, glittering, magnificent.

Daisy sat down flat on the sand. It takes a clever girl to do that and retain the respectful deference due her from men. It takes a graceful girl to accomplish it triumphantly when a man is looking.

You must sit beside me, she said — as though it would prove irksome to me.

Now, she continued, you must watch the water while I am talking.

I nodded.

Why dont you do it, then? she asked.

I succeeded in wrenching my head toward the ocean, although I felt sure it would swing gradually round again in spite of me.

To begin with, said Daisy Holroyd, theres a thing in that ocean that would astonish you if you saw it. Turn your head!

I am, I said meekly.

Did you hear what I said?

Yes — er — a thing in the ocean thats going to astonish me. Visions of mermaids rose before me.

The thing, said Daisy, is a Thermosaurus!

I nodded vaguely, as though anticipating a delightful introduction to a nautical friend.

You dont seem astonished, she said reproachfully.

Why should I be? I asked.

Please turn your eyes toward the water. Suppose a Thermosaurus should look out of the waves!

Well, said I, in that case the pleasure would be mutual.

She frowned, and bit her upper lip.

Do you know what a Thermosaurus is? she asked.

If I am to guess, said I, I guess its a jellyfish.

Its that big, ugly, horrible creature that I showed you in the shed! cried Daisy impatiently.

Eh! I stammered.

Not papier-maché either, she continued excitedly; its a real one.

This was pleasant news. I glanced instinctively at my rifle and then at the ocean.

Well, said I at last, it strikes me that you and I resemble a pair of Andromedas waiting to be swallowed. This rifle wont stop a beast, a live beast, like that Nibelungen dragon of yours.

Yes, it will, she said; its not an ordinary rifle.

Then, for the first time, I noticed, just below the magazine, a cylindrical attachment that was strange to me.

Now, if you will watch the sea very carefully, and will promise not to look at me, said Daisy, I will try to explain.

She did not wait for me to promise, but went on eagerly, a sparkle of excitement in her blue eyes:

You know, of all the fossil remains of the great bat-like and lizard-like creatures that inhabited the earth ages and ages ago, the bones of the gigantic saurians are the most interesting. I think they used to splash about the water and fly over the land during the Carboniferous period; anyway, it doesnt matter. Of course, you have seen pictures of reconstructed creatures such as the Ichthyosaurus, the Plesiosaurus, the Anthracosaurus, and the Thermosaurus?

I nodded, trying to keep my eyes from hers.

And you know that the remains of the Thermosaurus were first discovered and reconstructed by papa?

Yes, said I. There was no use in saying no.

I am glad you do. Now, papa has proved that this creature lived entirely in the Gulf Stream, emerging for occasional nights across an ocean or two. Can you imagine how he proved it?

No, said I, resolutely pointing my nose at the ocean.

He proved it by a minute examination of the microscopical shells found among the ribs of the Thermosaurus. These shells contained little creatures that live only in the warm waters of the Gulf Stream. They were the food of the Thermosaurus.

It was rather slender rations for a thing like that, wasnt it? Did he ever swallow bigger food — er — men?

Oh, yes. Tons of fossil bones from prehistoric men are also found in the interior of the Thermosaurus.

Then, said I, you, at least, had better go back to Captain McPeeks — —

Please turn around; dont be so foolish. I didnt say there was a live Thermosaurus in the water, did I?

Isnt there?

Why, no!

My relief was genuine, but I thought of the rifle and looked suspiciously out to sea.

Whats the Winchester for? I asked.

Listen, and I will explain. Papa has found out how, I do not exactly understand that there is in the waters of the Gulf Stream the body of a Thermosaurus. The creature must have been alive within a year or so. The impenetrable scale armour that covers its body has, as far as papa knows, prevented its disintegration. We know that it is there still, or was there within a few months. Papa has reports and sworn depositions from steamer captains and seamen from a dozen different vessels, all corroborating each other in essential details. These stories, of course, get into the newspapers — sea-serpent stories — but papa knows that they confirm his theory that the huge body of this reptile is swinging along somewhere on the Gulf Stream.

She opened her sunshade and held it over her. I noticed that she deigned to give me the benefit of about one eighth of it.

Your duty with that rifle is this: If we are fortunate enough to see the body of the Thermosaurus come floating by, you are to take good aim and fire — fire rapidly every bullet in the magazine; then reload and fire again, and reload and fire as long as you have any cartridges left.

A self-feeding Maxim is what I should have, I said with gentle sarcasm. Well, and suppose I make a sieve of this big lizard?

Do you see these rings in the sand? she asked.

Sure enough, somebody had driven heavy piles deep into the sand all around us, and to the tops of these piles were attached steel rings, half buried under the spear grass. We sat almost exactly in the centre of a circle of these rings.

The reason is this, said Daisy: every bullet in your cartridges is steel-tipped and armour-piercing. To the base of each bullet is attached a thin wire of pallium. Pallium is that new metal, a thread of which, drawn out into finest wire, will hold a ton of iron suspended. Every bullet is fitted with minute coils of miles of this wire. When the bullet leaves the rifle it spins out this wire as a shot from a life-savers mortar spins out and carries the life line to a wrecked ship. The end of each coil of wire is attached to that cylinder under the magazine of your rifle. As soon as the shell is automatically ejected this wire flies out also. A bit of scarlet tape is fixed to the end, so that it will be easy to pick up. There is also a snap clasp on the end, and this clasp fits those rings that you see in the sand. Now, when you begin firing, it is my duty to run and pick up the wire ends and attach them to the rings. Then, you see, we have the body of the Thermosaurus full of bullets, every bullet anchored to the shore by tiny wires, each of which could easily hold a tons strain.

I looked at her in amazement.

Then, she added calmly, we have captured the Thermosaurus.

Your father, said I at length, must have spent years of labour over this preparation.

It is the work of a lifetime, she said simply.

My face, I suppose, showed my misgivings.

It must not fail, she added.

But — but we are nowhere near the Gulf Stream, I ventured.

Her face brightened, and she frankly held the sunshade over us both.

Ah, you dont know, she said, what else papa has discovered. Would you believe that he has found a loop in the Gulf Stream — a genuine loop that swings in here just outside of the breakers below? It is true! Everybody on Long Island knows that there is a warm current off the coast, but nobody imagined it was merely a sort of backwater from the Gulf Stream that formed a great circular mill-race around the cone of a subterranean volcano, and rejoined the Gulf Stream off Cape Albatross. But it is! That is why papa bought a yacht three years ago and sailed about for two years so mysteriously. Oh, I did want to go with him so much!

This, said I, is most astonishing.

She leaned enthusiastically toward me, her lovely face aglow.

Isnt it? she said; and to think that you and papa and I are the only people in the whole world who know this!

To be included in such a triology was very delightful.

Papa is writing the whole thing — I mean about the currents. He also has in preparation sixteen volumes on the Thermosaurus. He said this morning that he was going to ask you to write the story first for some scientific magazine. He is certain that Professor Bruce Stoddard, of Columbia, will write the pamphlets necessary. This will give papa time to attend to the sixteen-volume work, which he expects to finish in three years.

Let us first, said I, laughing, catch our Thermosaurus.

We must not fail, she said wistfully.

We shall not fail, I said, for I promise to sit on this sand hill as long as I live — until a Thermosaurus appears — if that is your wish, Miss Holroyd.

Our eyes met for an instant. She did not chide me, either, for not looking at the ocean. Her eyes were bluer, anyway.

I suppose, she said, bending her head and absently pouring sand between her fingers— I suppose you think me a blue-stocking, or something odious?

Not exactly, I said. There was an emphasis in my voice that made her colour. After a moment she laid the sunshade down, still open.

May I hold it?I asked.

She nodded almost imperceptibly.

The ocean had turned a deep marine blue, verging on purple, that heralded a scorching afternoon. The wind died away; the odour of cedar and sweet bay hung heavy in the air.

In the sand at our feet an iridescent flower beetle crawled, its metallic green and blue wings burning like a spark. Great gnats, with filmy, glittering wings, danced aimlessly above the young golden-rod; burnished crickets, inquisitive, timid, ran from under chips of driftwood, waved their antenna at us, and ran back again, One by one the marbled tiger beetles tumbled at our feet, dazed from the exertion of an aerial flight, then scrambled and ran a little way, or darted into the wire grass, where great brilliant spiders eyed them askance from their gossamer hammocks.

Far out at sea the white gulls floated and drifted on the water, or sailed up into the air to flap lazily for a moment and settle back among the waves. Strings of black surf ducks passed, their strong wings tipping the surface of the water; single wandering coots whirled from the breakers into lonely flight toward the horizon.

We lay and watched the little ring-necks running along the waters edge, now backing away from the incoming tide, now boldly wading after the undertow. The harmony of silence, the deep perfume, the mystery of waiting for that something that all await — what is it? love? death? or only the miracle of another morrow? — troubled me with vague restfulness. As sunlight casts shadows, happiness, too, throws a shadow, and the shadow is sadness.

And so the morning wore away until Freda came with a cool-looking hamper. Then delicious cold fowl and lettuce sandwiches and champagne cup set our tongues wagging as only very young tongues can wag. Daisy went back with Freda after luncheon, leaving me a case of cigars, with a bantering smile. I dozed, half awake, keeping a partly closed eye on the ocean, where a faint gray streak showed plainly amid the azure water all around. That was the Gulf Stream loop.

About four oclock Frisby appeared with a bamboo shelter tent, for which I was unaffectedly grateful.

After he had erected it over me he stopped to chat a bit, but the conversation bored me, for he could talk of nothing but bill-posting.

You wouldnt ruin the landscape here, would you? I asked.

Ruin it! repeated Frisby nervously. Its ruined now; there aint a place to stick a bill.

The snipe stick bills — in the sand, I said flippantly.

There was no humour about Frisby. Do they? he asked.

I moved with a certain impatience.

Bills, said Frisby, give spice an variety to Nature. They break the monotony of the everlastin green and what-you-may-call-its.

I glared at him.

Bills, he continued, are not easy to stick, lemme tell you, sir. Sign paintins a soft snap when it comes to bill-stickin. Now, I guess Ive stuck more bills in New York State than ennybody.

Have you? I said angrily.

Yes, siree! I always pick out the purtiest spots — kinder filled chuck full of woods and brooks and things; then I hist my paste-pot onto a rock, and I slather that rock with gum, and whoop she goes!

Whoop what goes?

The bill. I paste her onto the rock, with one swipe of the brush for the edges and a back-handed swipe for the finish — except when a bill is folded in two halves.

And what do you do then? I asked, disgusted.

Swipe twice, said Frisby with enthusiasm.

And you dont think it injures the landscape?

Injures it! he exclaimed, convinced that I was attempting to joke.

I looked wearily out to sea. He also looked at the water and sighed sentimentally.

Floatin buoys with bills onto em is a idea of mine, he observed. That damn ocean is monotonous, aint it?

I dont know what I might have done to Frisby — the rifle was so convenient — if his mean yellow dog had not waddled up at this juncture.

Hi, Davy, sic em! said Frisby, expectorating upon a clamshell and hurling it seaward. The cur watched the flight of the shell apathetically, then squatted in the sand and looked at his master.

Kinder lost his spirit, said Frisby, aint he? I once stuck a bill onto Davy, an it come off, an the paste sorter sickened him. He was hell on rats — once!

After a moment or two Frisby took himself off, whistling cheerfully to Davy, who followed him when he was ready. The rifle burned in my fingers.

It was nearly six oclock when the professor appeared, spade on shoulder, boots smeared with mud.

Well, he said, nothing to report, Dick, my boy?

Nothing, professor.

He wiped his shining face with his handkerchief and stared at the water.

My calculations lead me to believe, he said, that our prize may be due any day now. This theory I base upon the result of the report from the last sea captain I saw. I can not understand why some of these captains did not take the carcass in tow. They all say that they tried, but that the body sank before they could come within half a mile. The truth is, probably, that they did not stir a foot from their course to examine the thing.

Have you ever cruised about for it? I ventured.

For two years, he said grimly. Its no use; its accident when a ship falls in with it. One captain reports it a thousand miles from where the last skipper spoke it, and always in the Gulf Stream. They think it is a different specimen every time, and the papers are teeming with sea-serpent fol-de-rol.

Are you sure, I asked, that it will swing in to the coast on this Gulf Stream loop?

I think I may say that it is certain to do so. I experimented with a dead right whale. You may have heard of its coming ashore here last summer.

I think I did, said I with a faint smile. The thing had poisoned the air for miles around.

But, I continued, suppose it comes in the night?

He laughed.

There I am lucky. Every night this month, and every day, too, the current of the loop runs inland so far that even a porpoise would strand for at least twelve hours. Longer than that I have not experimented with, but I know that the shore trend of the loop runs across a long spur of the submerged volcanic mountain, and that anything heavier than a porpoise would scrape the bottom and be carried so slowly that at least twelve hours must elapse before the carcass could float again into deep water. There are chances of its stranding indefinitely, too, but I dont care to take those chances. That is why I have stationed you here, Dick, my boy.

He glanced again at the water, smiling to himself.

There is another question I want to ask, I said, if you dont mind.

Of course not! he said warmly.

What are you digging for?

Why, simply for exercise. The doctor told me I was killing myself with my sedentary habits, so I decided to dig. I dont know a better exercise. Do you?

I suppose not, I murmured, rather red in the face. I wondered whether hed mention fossils.

Did Daisy tell you why we are making our papier-maché Thermosaurus? he asked.

I shook my head.

We constructed that from measurements I took from the fossil remains of the Thermosaurus in the Metropolitan Museum. Professor Bruce Stoddard made the drawings. We set it up here, all ready to receive the skin of the carcass that I am expecting.

We had started toward home, walking slowly across the darkening dunes, shoulder to shoulder. The sand was deep, and walking was not easy.

I wish, said I at last, that I knew why Miss Holroyd asked me not to walk on the beach. Its much less fatiguing.

That, said the professor, is a matter that I intend to discuss with you to-night. He spoke gravely, almost sadly. I felt that something of unparalleled importance was soon to be revealed. So I kept very quiet, watching the ocean out of the corners of my eyes.

IV.

Dinner was ended. Daisy Holroyd lighted her fathers pipe for him, and insisted on my smoking as much as I pleased. Then she sat down, and folded her hands like a good little girl, waiting for her father to make the revelation which I felt in my bones must he something out of the ordinary.

The professor smoked for a while, gazing meditatively at his daughter; then, fixing his gray eyes on me, he said:

Have you ever heard of the kree — that Australian bird, half parrot, half hawk, that destroys so many sheep in New South Wales?

I nodded.

The kree kills a sheep by alighting on its back and tearing away the flesh with its hooked beak until a vital part is reached. You know that? Well, it has been discovered that the kree had prehistoric prototypes. These birds were enormous creatures, who preyed upon mammoths and mastodons, and even upon the great saurians. It has been conclusively proved that a few saurians have been killed by the ancestors of the kree, but the favourite food of these birds was undoubtedly the Thermosaurus. It is believed that the birds attacked the eyes of the Thermosaurus, and when, as was its habit, the mammoth creature turned on its back to claw them, they fell upon the thinner scales of its stomach armour and finally killed it. This, of course, is a theory, but we have almost absolute proofs of its correctness. Now, these two birds are known among scientists as the ekaf-bird and the ool-yllik. The names are Australian, in which country most of their remains have been unearthed. They lived during the Carboniferous period. Now it is not generally known, but the fact is, that in 1801 Captain Ransom, of the British exploring vessel Gull, purchased from the natives of Tasmania the skin of an ekaf-bird that could not have been killed more than twenty-four hours previous to its sale. I saw this skin in the British Museum. It was labelled unknown bird, probably extinct. It took me exactly a week to satisfy myself that it was actually the skin of an ekaf-bird. But that is not all, Dick, my boy, continued the professor excitedly. In 1854, Admiral Stuart, of our own navy, saw the carcass of a strange gigantic bird floating along the southern coast of Australia. Sharks were after it, and, before a boat could be lowered, these miserable fish got it. But the good old admiral secured a few feathers and sent them to the Smithsonian. I saw them. They were not even labelled, but I knew that they were feathers from the ekaf-bird or its near relative, the ool-yllik.

I had grown so interested that I had leaned far across the table. Daisy, too, bent forward. It was only when the professor paused for a moment that I noticed how close together our heads were — Daisys and mine. I dont think she realized it. She did not move.

Now comes the important part of this long discourse, said the professor, smiling at our eagerness. Ever since the carcass of our derelict Thermosaurus was first noticed, every captain who has seen it has also reported the presence of one or more gigantic birds in the neighbourhood. These birds, at a great distance, appeared to be hovering over the carcass, but on the approach of a vessel they disappeared. Even in midocean they were observed. When I heard about it I was puzzled. A month later I was satisfied that neither the ekaf-bird nor the ool-yllik was extinct. Last Monday I knew that I was right. I found forty-eight distinct impressions of the huge seven-toed claw of the ekaf-bird on the beach here at Pine Inlet. You may imagine my excitement. I succeeded in digging up enough wet sand around one of these impressions to preserve its form. I managed to get it into a soap box, and now it is there in my shop. The tide rose too rapidly for me to save the other footprints.

I shuddered at the possibility of a clumsy misstep on my part obliterating the impression of an ool-yllik.

That is the reason that my daughter warned you off the beach, he said mildly.

Hanging would have been too good for the vandal who destroyed such priceless prizes! I cried out in self-reproach.

Daisy Holroyd turned a flushed face to mine, and impulsively laid her hand on my sleeve.

How could you know? she said.

Its all right now, said her father, emphasizing each word with a gentle tap of his pipe-bowl on the table edge; dont be hard on yourself, Dick, my boy. Youll do yeomans service yet.

It was nearly midnight, and still we chatted on about the Thermosaurus, the ekaf-bird, and the ool-yllik, eagerly discussing the probability of the great reptiles carcass being in the vicinity. That alone seemed to explain the presence of these prehistoric birds at Pine Inlet.

Do they ever attack human beings? I asked.

The professor looked startled.

Gracious! he exclaimed, I never thought of that. And Daisy running about out of doors! Dear me! it takes a scientist to be an unnatural parent!

His alarm was half real, half assumed; but all the same, he glanced gravely at us both, shaking his handsome head, absorbed in thought, Daisy herself looked a little doubtful. As for me, my sensations were distinctly queer.

It is true, said the professor, frowning at the wall, that human remains have been found associated with the bones of the ekaf-bird — I dont know how intimately. It is a matter to be taken into most serious consideration.

The problem can be solved, said I, in several ways. One is, to keep Miss Holroyd in the house — —

I shall not stay in! cried Daisy indignantly.

We all laughed, and her father assured her that she should not be abused.

Even if I did stay in, she said, one of these birds might alight on Master Dick.

She looked saucily at me as she spoke, but turned crimson when her father observed quietly, You dont seem to think of me, Daisy.

Of course I do, she said, getting up and putting both arms around her fathers neck; but Dick — as — as you call him — is so helpless and timid.

My blissful smile froze on my lips.

Timid! I repeated.

She came back to the table, making me a mocking reverence.

Do you think I am to be laughed at with impunity? she said.

What are your other plans, Dick, my boy? asked the professor.— Daisy, let him alone, you little tease!

One is, to haul a lot of cast-iron boilers along the dunes, I said. If these birds come when the carcass floats in, and if they seem disposed to trouble us, we could crawl into the boilers and be safe.

Why, that is really brilliant! cried Daisy.

Be quiet, my child! Dick, the plan is sound and sensible and perfectly practical. McPeek and Frisby shall go for a dozen loads of boilers to-morrow.

It will spoil the beauty of the landscape, said Daisy, with a taunting nod to me.

And Frisby will probably attempt to cover them with bill-posters, I added, laughing.

That, said Daisy, I shall prevent, even at the cost of my life. And she stood up, looking very determined.

Children, children, protested the professor, go to bed — you bother me.

Then I turned deliberately to Miss Holroyd.

Good-night, Daisy, I said.

Good-night, Dick, she said, very gently.

V.

The week passed quickly for me, leaving but few definite impressions. As I look back to it now I can see the long stretch of beach burning in the fierce sunlight, the endless meadows, with the glimmer of water in the distance, the dunes, the twisted cedars, the leagues of scintillating ocean, rocking, rocking, always rocking. In the starlit nights the curlew came in from the sand-bars by twos and threes; I could hear their faint call as I lay in bed thinking. All day long the little ring-necks whistled from the shore. The plover answered them from distant lonely inland pools. The great white gulls drifted like feathers upon the sea.

One morning, toward the end of the week, I, strolling along the dunes, came upon Frisby. He was bill-posting. I caught him red-handed.

This, said I, must stop. Do you understand, Mr. Frisby?

He stepped back from his work, laying his head on one side, considering first me, then the bill that he had pasted on one of our big boilers.

Dont like the colour? he asked. It goes well on them boilers.

Colour! No, I dont like the colour either. Cant you understand that there are some people in the world who object to seeing patent-medicine advertisements scattered over a landscape?

Hey? he said perplexed.

Will you kindly remove that advertisement? I persisted.

Too late, said Frisby; its sot.

I was too disgusted to speak, but my disgust turned to anger when I perceived that, as far as the eye could reach, our boilers, lying from three to four hundred feet apart, were ablaze with yellow and red posters, extolling the Eureka Liver Pill Company.

It dont cost em nothin, said Frisby cheerfully; I done it fur the fun of it. Purty, aint it?

They are Professor Holroyds boilers, I said, subduing a desire to beat Frisby with my telescope. Wait until Miss Holroyd sees this work.

Dont she like yeller and red? he demanded anxiously.

Youll find out, said I.

Frisby gaped at his handiwork and then at his yellow dog. After a moment he mechanically spat on a clamshell and requested Davy to sic it.

Cant you comprehend that you have ruined our pleasure in the landscape? I asked more mildly.

Ive got some green bills, said Frisby; I kin stick em over the yeller ones — —

Confound it! said I, it isnt the colour!

Then, observed Frisby, you dont like them pills. Ive got some bills of the e Cropper Bicycle, and a few of Bagley, the Gents Tailor — —

Frisby, said I, use them all — paste the whole collection over your dog and yourself — then walk off the cliff.

He sullenly unfolded a green poster, swabbed the boiler with paste, laid the upper section of the bill upon it, and plastered the whole bill down with a thwack of his brush. As I walked away I heard him muttering.

Next day Daisy was so horrified that I promised to give Frisby an ultimatum. I found him with Freda, gazing sentimentally at his work, and I sent him back to the shop in a hurry, telling Freda at the same time that she could spend her leisure in providing Mr. Frisby with sand, soap, and a scrubbing brush. Then I walked on to my post of observation.

I watched until sunset. Daisy came with her father to hear my report, but there was nothing to tell, and we three walked slowly back to the house.

In the evenings the professor worked on his volumes, the click of his type-writer sounding faintly behind his closed door. Daisy and I played chess sometimes; sometimes we played hearts. I dont remember that we ever finished a game of either — we talked too much.

Our discussions covered every topic of interest: we argued upon politics; we skimmed over literature and music; we settled international differences; we spoke vaguely of human brotherhood. I say we slighted no subject of interest — I am wrong; we never spoke of love.

Now, love is a matter of interest to ten people out of ten. Why it was that it did not appear to interest us is as interesting a question as love itself. We were young, alert, enthusiastic, inquiring. We eagerly absorbed theories concerning any curious phenomena in Nature, as intellectual cocktails to stimulate discussion. And yet we did not discuss love. I do not say that we avoided it. No; the subject was too completely ignored for even that. And yet we found it very difficult to pass an hour separated. The professor noticed this, and laughed at us. We were not even embarrassed.

Sunday passed in pious contemplation of the ocean. Daisy read a little in her prayer-book, and the professor threw a cloth over his typewriter and strolled up and down the sands. He may have been lost in devout abstraction; he may have been looking for footprints. As for me, my mind was very serene, and I was more than happy. Daisy read to me a little for my souls sake, and the professor came up and said something cheerful. He also examined the magazine of my Winchester.

That night, too, Daisy took her guitar to the sands and sang one or two Armenian hymns. Unlike us, the Armenians do not take their pleasures sadly. One of their pleasures is evidently religion.

The big moon came up over the dunes and stared at the sea until the surface of every wave trembled with radiance. A sudden stillness fell across the world; the wind died out; the foam ran noiselessly across the beach; the crickets rune was stilled.

I leaned back, dropping one hand upon the sand. It touched another hand, soft and cool.

After a while the other hand moved slightly, and I found that my own had closed above it. Presently one finger stirred a little — only a little — for our fingers were interlocked.

On the shore the foam-froth bubbled and winked and glimmered in the moonlight. A star fell from the zenith, showering the night with incandescent dust.

If our fingers lay interlaced beside us, her eyes were calm and serene as always, wide open, fixed upon the depths of a dark sky. And when her father rose and spoke to us, she did not withdraw her hand.

Is it late? she asked dreamily.

It is midnight, little daughter.

I stood up, still holding her hand, and aided her to rise. And when, at the door, I said good-night, she turned and looked at me for a little while in silence, then passed into her room slowly, with head still turned toward me.

All night long I dreamed of her; and when the east whitened, I sprang up, the thunder of the ocean in my ears, the strong sea wind blowing into the open window.

She is asleep, I thought, and I leaned from the window and peered out into the east.

The sea called to me, tossing its thousand arms; the soaring gulls, dipping, rising, wheeling above the sand-bar, screamed and clamoured for a playmate. I slipped into my bathing suit, dropped from the window upon the soft sand, and in a moment had plunged head foremost into the surf, swimming beneath the waves toward the open sea.

Under the tossing ocean the voice of the waters was in my ears a low, sweet voice, intimate, mysterious. Through singing foam and broad, green, glassy depths, by whispering sandy channels atrail with seaweed, and on, on, out into the vague, cool sea, I sped, rising to the top, sinking, gliding. Then at last I flung myself out of water, hands raised, and the clamour of the gulls filled my ears.

As I lay, breathing fast, drifting on the sea, far out beyond the gulls I saw a flash of white, and an arm was lifted, signalling me.

Daisy! I called.

A clear hail came across the water, distinct on the sea wind, and at the same instant we raised our hands and moved toward each other.

How we laughed as we met in the sea! The white dawn came up out of the depths, the zenith turned to rose and ashes.

And with the dawn came the wind — a great sea wind, fresh, aromatic, that hurled our voices back into our throats and lifted the sheeted spray above our heads. Every wave, crowned with mist, caught us in a cool embrace, cradled us, and slipped away, only to leave us to another wave, higher, stronger, crested with opalescent glory, breathing incense.

We turned together up the coast, swimming lightly side by side, but our words were caught up by the winds and whirled into the sky.

We looked up at the driving clouds; we looked out upon the pallid waste of waters; but it was into each others eyes we looked, wondering, wistful, questioning the reason of sky and sea. And there in each others eyes we read the mystery, and we knew that earth and sky and sea were created for us alone.

Drifting on by distant sands and dunes, her white fingers touching mine, we spoke, keying our tones to the winds vast harmony. And we spoke of love.

Gray and wide as the limitless span of the sky and the sea, the winds gathered from the worlds ends to bear us on; but they were not familiar winds; for now, along the coast, the breakers curled and showed a million fangs, and the ocean stirred to its depths, uneasy, ominous, and the menace of its murmur drew us closer as we moved.

Where the dull thunder and the tossing spray warned us from sunken reefs, we heard the harsh challenges of gulls; where the pallid surf twisted in yellow coils of spume above the bar, the singing sands murmured of treachery and secrets of lost souls agasp in the throes of silent undertows.

But there was a little stretch of heach glimmering through the mountains of water, and toward this we turned, side by side. Around us the water grew warmer; the breath of the following waves moistened our cheeks; the water itself grew gray and strange about us.

We have come too far, I said; but she only answered: Faster, faster! I am afraid! The water was almost hot now; its aromatic odour filled our lungs.

The Gulf loop! I muttered. Daisy, shall I help you?

No. Swim — close by me! Oh-h! Dick — —

Her startled cry was echoed by another — a shrill scream, unutterably horrible — and a great bird flapped from the beach, splashing and beating its pinions across the water with a thundering noise.

Out across the waves it blundered, rising little by little from the water, and now, to my horror, I saw another monstrous bird swinging in the air above it, squealing as it turned on its vast wings. Before I could speak we touched the beach, and I half lifted her to the shore.

Quick! I repeated. We must not wait.

Her eyes were dark with fear, but she rested a hand on my shoulder, and we crept up among the dune grasses and sank down by the point of sand where the rough shelter stood, surrounded by the iron-ringed piles.

She lay there, breathing fast and deep, dripping with spray. I had no power of speech left, but when I rose wearily to my knees and looked out upon the water my blood ran cold. Above the ocean, on the breast of the roaring wind, three enormous birds sailed, turning and wheeling among each other; and below, drifting with the gray stream of the Gulf loop, a colossal bulk lay half submerged — a gigantic lizard, floating belly upward.

Then Daisy crept kneeling to my side and touched me, trembling from head to foot.

I know, I muttered. I must run back for the rifle.

And — and leave me?

I took her by the hand, and we dragged ourselves through the wire grass to the open end of a boiler lying in the sand.

She crept in on her hands and knees, and called to me to follow.

You are safe now, I cried. I must go back for the rifle.

The birds may — may attack you.

If they do I can get into one of the other boilers, I said. Daisy, you must not venture out until I come back. You wont, will you?

N~o-o, she whispered doubtfully.

Then — good-by.

Good-by, she answered, but her voice was very small and still.

Good-by, I said again. I was kneeling at the mouth of the big iron tunnel; it was dark inside and I could not see her, but, before I was conscious of it, her arms were around my neck and we had kissed each other.

I dont remember how I went away. When I came to my proper senses I was swimming along the coast at full speed, and over my head wheeled one of the birds, screaming at every turn.

The intoxication of that innocent embrace, the close impress of her arms around my neck, gave me a strength and recklessness that neither fear nor fatigue could subdue. The bird above me did not even frighten me; I watched it over my shoulder, swimming strongly, with the tide now aiding me, now stemming my course; but I saw the shore passing quickly and my strength increased, and I shouted when I came in sight of the house, and scrambled up on the sand, dripping and excited. There was nobody in sight, and I gave a last glance up into the air where the bird wheeled, still screeching, and hastened into the house. Freda stared at me in amazement as I seized the rifle and shouted for the professor.

He has just gone to town, with Captain McPeek in his wagon, stammered Freda.

What! I cried. Does he know where his daughter is?

Miss Holroyd is asleep — not? gasped Freda.

Wheres Frisby? I cried impatiently.

Yimmie? quavered Freda.

Yes, Jimmie; isnt there anybody here? Good heavens! wheres that man in the shop?

He also iss gone, said Freda, shedding tears, to buy papier-maché. Yimmie, he iss gone to post bills.

I waited to hear no more, but swung my rifle over my shoulder, and, hanging the cartridge belt across my chest, hurried out and up the beach. The bird was not in sight.

I had been running for perhaps a minute when, far up on the dunes, I saw a yellow dog rush madly through a clump of sweet bay, and at the same moment a bird soared past, rose, and hung hovering just above the thicket. Suddenly the bird swooped; there was a shriek and a yelp from the cur, but the bird gripped it in one claw and beat its wings upon the sand, striving to rise. Then I saw Frisby — paste, bucket, and brush raised — fall upon the bird, yelling lustily. The fierce creature relaxed its talons, and the dog rushed on, squeaking with terror. The bird turned on Frisby and sent him sprawling on his face, a sticky mass of paste and sand. But this did not end the struggle. The bird, croaking wildly, flew at the prostrate billposter, and the sand whirled into a pillar above its terrible wings. Scarcely knowing what I was about, I raised my rifle and fired twice. A horrid scream echoed each shot, and the bird rose heavily in a shower of sand; but two bullets were embedded in that mass of foul feathers, and I saw the wires and scarlet tape uncoiling on the sand at my feet. In an instant I seized them and passed the ends around a cedar tree, hooking the clasps tight. Then I cast one swift glance upward, where the bird wheeled screeching, anchored like a kite to the pallium wires; and I hurried on across the dunes, the shells cutting my feet, and the bushes tearing my wet swimming suit, until I dripped with blood from shoulder to ankle. Out in the ocean the carcass of the Thermosaurus floated, claws outspread, belly glistening in the gray light, and over him circled two birds. As I reached the shelter I knelt and fired into the mass of scales, and at my first shot a horrible thing occurred: the lizardlike head writhed, the slitted yellow eyes sliding open from the film that covered them. A shudder passed across the undulating body, the great scaled belly heaved, and one leg feebly clawed at the air.

The thing was still alive!

Crushing back the horror that almost paralyzed my hands, I planted shot after shot into the quivering reptile, while it writhed and clawed, striving to turn over and dive; and at each shot the black blood spurted in long, slim jets across the water. And now Daisy was at my side, pale and determined, swiftly clasping each tape-marked wire to the iron rings in the circle around us. Twice I filled the magazine from my belt, and twice I poured streams of steel-tipped bullets into the scaled mass, twisting and shuddering on the sea. Suddenly the birds steered toward us. I felt the wind from their vast wings. I saw the feathers erect, vibrating. I saw the spread claws outstretched, and I struck furiously at them, crying to Daisy to run into the iron shelter. Backing, swinging my clubbed rifle, I retreated, but I tripped across one of the taut pallium wires, and in an instant the hideous birds were on me, and the bone in my forearm snapped like a pipestem at a blow from their wings. Twice I struggled to my knees, blinded with blood, confused, almost fainting; then I fell again, rolling into the mouth of the iron boiler.

* * * *

When I struggled back to consciousness Daisy knelt silently beside me, while Captain McPeek and Professor Holroyd bound up my shattered arm, talking excitedly. The pain made me faint and dizzy. I tried to speak and could not. At last they got me to my feet and into the wagon, and Daisy came, too, and crouched beside me, wrapped in oilskins to her eyes. Fatigue, lack of food, and excitement had combined with wounds and broken bones to extinguish the last atom of strength in my body; but my mind was clear enough to understand that the trouble was over and the Thermosaurus safe.

I heard McPeek say that one of the birds that I had anchored to a cedar tree had torn loose from the bullets and winged its way heavily out to sea. The professor answered: Yes, the ekaf-bird; the others were ool-ylliks. Id have given my right arm to have secured them. Then for a time I heard no more; but the jolting of the wagon over the dunes roused me to keenest pain, and I held out my right hand to Daisy. She clasped it in both of hers, and kissed it again and again.

* * * *

There is little more to add, I think. Professor Bruce Stoddard has edited this story carefully. His own scientific pamphlet will be published soon, to be followed by Professor Holroyds sixteen volumes. In a few days the stuffed and mounted Thermosaurus will be placed on free public exhibition in the arena of Madison Square Garden, the only building in the city large enough to contain the body of this immense winged reptile.

When my arm came out of splints, Daisy and I —— But really that has nothing to do with a detailed scientific description of the Thermosaurus, which, I think, I shall add as an appendix to the book. If you do not find it there it will be because Daisy and I have very little time to write about Thermosaurians.

But what I really want to tell you about is the extraordinary adventures of Captain McPeek and Frisby — how they produced a specimen of Samia Cynthia that dwarfed a hundred of Attacus Atlas, and how the American line steamer St. Louis fouled the thing with her screw.

The more I think of it the more determined I am to tell it to you. It will be difficult to prevent me. And that is not fiction either.


ENVOI.

I.
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When shadows pass across the grass
And April breezes stir the sedge,
Along the brimming rivers edge
I trail my line for silver trout, 
And smoke, and dream of you, my lass,
And wonder why we two fell out, 
And how the deuce it came about. 

II.

When swallows sheer the meadow-mere
And thickets thrill with thrushes hymns,
Along the mill-ponds reedy rims
I trail my line for shining dace; 
But how can finny fishes cheer
A fellow, if he find no grace 
In your sweet eyes and your dear face? 

III.

Let thrushes wing their way and sing
Where cresses freshen pebbled nooks;
By silent rills and singing brooks
I pass my way alone, alas! 
With your dear name the woodlands ring — 
Your name is murmured by the grass, 
By earth, by air, all-where I pass. 

IV.

The painted bream may swim the stream — 
Ill cast no line to-day, pardi! 
In vain the river-ripples gleam,
In vain the thrushes minstrelsy. 
Vain is the wind that whispers, Lo!
Thy fish are waiting — Angler, go!

V.

Will you forgive if I forgive?
Life is too sad, I think, to live
Alone, and dream and smoke and fish;
Ill say Forgive first — if you wish?

VI.

For at that word, the Sorcery
Of Love shall change the earth and sky
To Paradise, with cherubim
Instead of birds on every limb.

VII.

Rivers shall sing our rhapsody;
The vaulted forest, tree by tree,
High hung with tapestry, shall glow
With golden pillars all a-row.

VIII.

And down the gilded forest aisle
Shy throngs of violets shall smile
And kiss your feet from tree to tree
While blue-bells droop in courtesy.

IX.

And if the sun incarnadine
The clouds — green leaves shall be your screen;
And if the clouds with jealousy
Should weep — well beg of some kind tree
A moments hospitality.

X.

Good cheer is here, if you incline;
Moss-hidden springs shall bubble wine
While squirrels chuckle, rank on rank,
And strawberries from every bank
Shall blush to see how deep we drank.

XI.

Winds of the West shall cool our eyes
While every woodland creature tries
His voice a little, so that he
May know his notes more perfectly
When crickets start the symphony.

XII.

Through hazel glade and scented dell
Where brooklets ring a tinkling bell,
The forest orchestra shall swell,
Until the sun-soaked grasses ring
With crickets strumming string on string.

XIII.

Then, with your white hand daintily
Scarce touching mine, well leave our tree
And ramble slowly toward the West
Where our high castles flaming crest,
Towering behind the setting sun,
Flings out its banners, one by one,
Signals of fire, that day is done.

XIV.

Deep in that palace we shall find
How blind we are, how blind! how blind!
And how hell laugh, who holds the key
To the great portals mystery!
And how his joyous laugh will ring
When you and I shall bid him fling
The gates ajar for you and me!

XV.

Let shadows flee athwart the lea
When dark December strips the hedge
Along the icy rivers edge;
Yet, if you will forgive me, lass, 
The world shall bloom like spring to me,
Snow turn to dew upon the grass 
And fagots blossom where you pass. 

XVI.

Swallows shall sheer the frozen mere,
Dead reeds along the mill-ponds rims
Shall thrill with summer-thrushes hymns,
While summer breezes blow apace, 
If you will but forgive me, dear,
And let me find a moments grace, 
In your sweet eyes and your dear face. 

R. W. C.

THE END


The Haunts of Men
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First published in 1898, the first four stories of this collection are set during the American Civil War, making full use of Chambers talent for describing the natural landscape. In addition, three of the stories are set in France, with the last two tales seeing a reappearance of characters that first featured in Chambers first novel, In the Quarter. The stories had originally appeared in various journals between 1895-98.
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Title page of the first edition


How shall we seem, each to the other, when, 

On that glad day, immortal, we shall meet — 

Thou who, long since, didst pass with hastening feet — 

I, who still wait here, in the haunts of men?





TO ELSA

As a Black Veil of Lace, 

Parted in sombre grace, 

Shadows a pallid face, 

So shall the Veil of Night, 

Dimly withdrawn, 

Shadow the coming Dawn.

Changed are the ashen skies, — 

The clearer blue 

Deep mirrored in thine eyes 

Is changing too.



If the dim Dawn be fair, 

Can its pale flames compare 

In glory to thy hair?

What, in the jewelled skies, 

Matches the dyes 

In thine uplifted eyes!

Out from the splendid night 

Bright as a spirits flight 

Thou comst with the Light.

And in the East the World spins, grey and old, 

And in the West wait Life and Death; behold!



Bend down with me; behold!

This is the World, — 

This tattered scroll unrolled, — 

This chart unfurled.

Here at thy feet, 

The Seven Oceans part and meet.



Trace with thy finger tips 

The round World round, 

Free as a shadow slips 

Over the ground.

The World sleeps there 

Steeped in the shadow of thy hair.


THE GOD OF BATTLES
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AH, WHO COULD couple thoughts of war and crime 

With such a blessed time?

Who in the West winds aromatic breath, 

Could hear the call of Death?

TIMROD.



Sovereign of the world.... these sabres hold another language to-day from that they held yesterday. — VATHEK.





IT happened so unexpectedly, so abruptly, that she forgot to scream. A moment before, she had glanced out of the pantry windows, dusting the flour from her faded pink apron, and she saw the tall oats motionless in the field and the sunlight sifting through the corn. In the heated stillness a wasp, creeping up and down the window pane, filled the dim house with its buzzing. She remembered that, — then she remembered hearing the clock ticking in the darkened dining-room. It was scarcely a moment; she bent again over her flour pan, wistful, saddened by the summer silence, thinking of her brother; then again she raised her eyes to the window.

It was too sudden; she did not scream. Had they dropped from the sky, these men in blue, — these toiling, tramping, crowding creatures? The corn was full of them, the pasture, the road; they were in the garden, they crushed the cucumbers and the sweet-peas, their muddy trousers tore tender tendrils from the melon vines, their great shoes, plodding across the potato hills, harrowed the bronzed earth and levelled it to a waste of beaten mould and green-stuff. They passed, hundreds, thousands, — she could not tell, — and at first they neither spoke nor turned aside, but she heard a harmony, subtle, vast as winds at sea, — a nameless murmur that sweeps through brains of marching men, — the voiceless prophecy of battle.

Breathless, spellbound, she moved on tiptoe to the porch, one hand pressed trembling across her lips. The field of oats shimmered a moment before her eyes, then a blue mass swung into it and it melted away, sheered to the earth in glimmering swathes as gilded grain falls at the sickles sparkle. And the men in blue covered the earth, the world, her world, which stretched from the orchard to Bensons Hill.

There was something on Bensons Hill that she had never before seen. It looked like a brook in the sunshine; it was a column of infantry, rifles slanting in the sun.

Somebody had been speaking to her for a minute or two, somebody below her on the porch steps, and now she looked down and saw a boy, slim, sunburnt, wearing gauntlets and spurs. His dusty uniform glittered with gilt and yellow braid; he touched the vizor of his cap and fingered his sword hilt. She looked at him listlessly, her hand still pressed to her lips.

Is there a well near the house? he asked. After a moment he repeated the question.

Men with red crosses on their sleeves came across the grass, trailing poles and rolls of dirty canvas. She saw horses too, dusty and patient, tied to the front gate. A soldier, with a yellow ornament on his sleeve, stood at their heads, holding a red flag in one hand.

Something tugged gently at her apron, and, show me the well, please, repeated the boy beside her.

She turned mechanically into the house; he followed, caking the rag-carpet with his boots dry mud. In the woodshed she started and turned trembling to him but he gravely motioned her on, and she went, passing more swiftly under the trees of the orchard to the vine-covered well-curb.

He thanked her; she pointed at the dipper and rope; but already blue-clad, red-faced soldiers were lowering the bucket and the orchard hummed with the buzz of the wheel.

She went back to the porch, not through the house but around it. Across the little lawn lay crushed stalks and dying flowers; the potato patch was a slough of muddy green.

Soldiers passed in the sunshine. She began to remember that her brother, too, was a soldier, somewhere out in the world; he had been a soldier for nearly a week, ever since Jim Bemis had taken him to Willow Corners to enlist. She remembered she had cried and gone into the pantry to make bread and cry again. She remembered that first night, how she had been afraid to sleep in the house, how at dusk she had gone into the parlour to be near her mother. Her mother was dead, but her picture hung in the parlour.

Soldiers were passing, clutching their rifle butts with dirty hands, turning toward her countless sun-dazzled eyes. The shimmer of gun-barrels, the dancing light on turning bayonets, the flicker and sparkle on belt and button dazed and wearied her.

Somebody said, Were the boys for the purty girls! Have ye no eyes for us, lass?

Another said, Shut up, Mike, shes not from the Bowery; and, Gwan ye dead rabbit! retorted the first.

A flag passed, and on it she read New York, and another flag passed, dipped to her in grim salute, while the folds shook out a faded Maine. She began to watch the flags; she saw a regiment plunge into the trampled corn, but she knew it was not her brothers because the trousers of the men were scarlet and the caps hung to the shoulders, tasselled and crimson.

Maryland, Maryland, Maryland, 60th Maryland, she repeated, but she did not know she spoke aloud until somebody said: Its yonder, and a blue sleeve swept towards the west.

Yonder, she repeated, looking at the ridge, cool in the beechwoods shadow.

Is it the 60th Maryland you want, Miss? asked another.

Silence, said an officer, wheeling a sweating horse past the porch.

She shrank back, but turned her head toward the beechwoods. As she looked a belt of flame encircled the forest, once, twice, again and yet again, and through the outrushing smoke, the crash! crash! crash! of rifles echoed and re-echoed across the valley.

All around her thousands of men burst into cheers; a deeper harmony grew on the idle breeze — the solemn tolling of cannon. The flags, the bright flags spread rainbow wings to the rising breeze; they were breasting the hills everywhere. The din of the rifles, the shouting, the sudden swift human wave, sweeping by on every side, thrilled her little heart until it beat out the long roll with the rolling drums.

In the orchard the rattle of the bucket, the creak and whirr of the well-wheel, never ceased. A very young officer sat on his horse, eating an unripe apple and watching the men around the well. The horse stretched a glossy neck toward the currant bushes, mumbling twigs and sun-curled leaves. A hen wandered near, peering fearlessly at the soldiers.

The girl went into the kitchen, reached up for her sun-bonnet, dangling on a peg, tied it under her chin, and walked gravely into the orchard. The men about the well looked up as she passed. They admired respectfully. So did the very young officer, pausing, apple half-eaten; so perhaps did the horse, turning his large, gentle eyes as she came up.

The officer wheeled in his saddle and leaned toward her deferentially, anticipating perhaps complaint or insult.

In Maryland Dixie was sung as often as The Red, White, and Blue.

Before she spoke she saw that it was the same officer who had asked her about the well; she had not noticed he was so young.

I am sorry, he said, — and, as he spoke, he removed his cap— I am very sorry that we have trampled your garden. If you are loyal, the Government will indemnify you—

The sudden crash of a cannon somewhere among the trees drowned his voice. Stunned, she saw him, undisturbed, gather his bridle with a deprecatory gesture. His voice came back to her through the ringing in her ears: We do not mean to be careless, but we could not turn aside, and your farm is in the line of advance.

Her ears still rang, and she spoke, scarcely hearing her own voice: It is not that — I am loyal — it is only I wish to ask you where my brothers regiment — where the 60th Maryland is.

The 60th Maryland — oh — why its in Kings Brigade, Wolcotts Division; I think its yonder. He pointed toward the beechwoods.

Yonder? Where they are firing?

Again the cannon thundered and the ground shook under her. She saw him nod, smiling faintly. Other mounted officers rode up; some looked at her curiously, others glanced carelessly; the attitudes of all were respectful. She heard them arguing about the water in the well and the length of the road to Willow Corners. They spoke of a turning movement, of driving somebody to Whitehall Station. The musketry on the hill had ceased; the cannon, too, were silent. Across the trampled corn a regiment moved listlessly to the tap, tap of a drum. On the road that circled Bensons Hill, mounted soldiers were riding fast in the dust; several little flags bobbed among them; metal on shoulder and stirrup flashed through the dust, burnished by the mid-day sun.

She heard an officer say that there would be no fighting, and she wondered, because the musketry began again, little spattering shots among the beeches on the ridge, and behind the house drums rolled and a sudden flurry of bugle music filled the air. Other officers rode up, some escorted by troopers who bounced in their saddles and grasped long-staffed flags, the butts resting in their stirrups.

She reached up and bent down an apple bough, studded with clustered green fruit. Through the leaves she looked at the officers.

The sunshine fell in brilliant spots, dappling flag and cap and the broad backs of horses; there was a jingle of spurs everywhere. The hum of voices and the movement were grateful to her, for her loneliness was not of her own seeking. In the pleasant summer air the distant gunshots grew softer and softer; the twitter of a robin came from the ash-tree by the gate.

Out on the road by Bensons Hill, the cavalry were still passing, the little flags sped along, rising and falling with the column, and the short clear note of a trumpet echoed the robins call.

But around the house the last of the troops had passed; she could see them, not yet far away, moving up among the fields toward the ridges where the sun burned on the bronzing scrub-oak thickets. The officers, too, were leaving the orchard, spurring on, singly or in groups, after the disappearing columns. From the main road came a loud thudding and pounding and clanking; a battery of artillery, the long guns slanted, the drivers swinging their thongs — passed at a trot. After it rode soldiers in blue and yellow, then waggons passed, ponderous grey wains covered with canvas, and on either side clattered more mounted troopers, their drawn sabres glittering through the heated haze.

She stood a moment, holding the apple bough, watching the yellow dust hanging motionless in the rear of the disappearing column. When the last wain had creaked out of sight and the last trooper had loped after it, she turned and looked at the silent garden, trodden, withered, desolate. She drew a long breath, the apple bough flew back, the little green apples dancing. A bee buzzed over a trampled geranium, a robin ran through the longer grass and stopped short, head raised. Beyond Bensons Hill a bugle blew faintly; distant rifle shots sounded along the ridge; then silence crept through the sunlit meadows, across the levelled corn, across dead stalks and stems, a silence that spread like a shadow, nearer, nearer, over the lawn, through the orchard to the house, and then from corner to corner, dulling the ticking of the clock, stifling the wasp on the window, driving her before it from room to room.

On the musty hair-cloth sofa in the parlour she lay, flung face down, hands pressed to her ears. But silence entered with her, stifling the sob in her throat.

When she raised her head it was dusk. She heard the murmur of wind in the trees and the chirr of crickets from the fields. She sat up, peering fearfully into the darkness, and she heard the clock ticking in the kitchen and rustle of vines on the porch. After a moment she rose, treading softly, and felt along the wall until her hands rested on her mothers picture. Then, no longer afraid, she slipped silently across the room, and through the hallway to the pantry.

It was nearly moonrise before she had cooked supper; when she sat down alone at the long table, the moon, yellow, enormous, stared at her through the window.

She sipped her tea, turned the lamp-wick a trifle lower, and ate slowly. The little grey dusk moths came humming in the open window and circled around her. The porch dripped with dew; there was a scent of night in the air.

When she had sat silent a little while dreaming over the sins of a blameless life, there came to her, peace, so sudden so perfect, that she could not understand. How should she know peace? What thought of the past might bring comfort? She could just remember her mother, — that was all. She loved her picture in the parlour. As for her father, he had died as he had lived, a snarling drunkard. And her brother? A lank, blue-eyed boy, dissipated, unwholesome, already cursed with his fathers sin — what comfort could he be to her? He had gone away to enlist; he was drunk when he did it.

She thought of all these things, her finger tips resting on the edge of the table. She thought too — of the soldiers passing, of the rippling crash of rifles, the drums, the cheering, the sunlight flecking the backs of the horses in the orchard.

There was a creak at the gate, a click of a latch, and the fall of a foot on the moonlit porch. She half rose; she was not frightened. How she knew who it was, God alone knows, but she looked up, timidly, understanding who was coming, knowing who would knock, who would enter, who would speak. And yet she had never seen him but once in her life.

All this she knew, — this child made wise in the space of time marked by the tick of the kitchen clock; but she did not know that the memory of his smile had given her the peace she could not understand, she did not know this until he entered, dusty, slim, sunburnt, his yellow gauntlets folded in his belt, his cap and sabre in his hand. Then she knew it. When she understood this she stood up, pale, uncertain. He bowed silently and stepped forward, fumbling with his sabre hilt. She motioned toward a chair.

He said he had a message for the master of the house, and glanced about vaguely, noting the single place at table and the single plate. She said he might give the message to her.

It is only that — if I do not inconvenience you too much— he smiled faintly,— if you would allow me, — well, the truth is I am billeted here for the night.

She did not know what that meant and he explained.

The master of the house is absent, she said, thinking of her brother.

Will he return to-night? he asked.

She shook her head; she was thinking that she did not want him to go away. Suddenly the thought of being alone laid hold of her with fresh horror.

You may stay, she said faintly. He bowed again. She asked him if he cared for supper, with a gesture toward the table, and when he thanked her she took courage and told him where to hang his cap and sabre.

There was a small room between the parlour and the dining-room. She offered it to him, and he accepted gratefully. While she was in the kitchen, toasting more bread, she heard him go to the front door and call. There came a clatter of hoofs, a quick word or two, and, as she re-entered the dining-room, he met her. My orderly, he explained,— he may sleep in the stable, may he not?

My own bed-room is all I have here, she said.

Not — not the one you gave me! he asked.

She nodded. You may have it, — I often sleep in the parlour, — I did when my brother was home.

If I had had any idea— he burst out. She stopped him with a gesture; but he insisted and at last he had his own way. If I may sleep in the parlour, I will stay, he said, and she nodded and seated herself at the table.

He ate a great deal; she wondered a little, but nodded again at his excuses, and insisted that he must have more tea. She watched him; the lamplight fell softly on his boyish head, on his faint moustache, and bronzed hands. He ate much bread and butter and many eggs; he spoke about his orderly and the horses, and presently asked for a lantern. She brought him one; he lighted it.

When he had gone away with his lantern, she rested her white face in her hands and looked at his empty chair. She thought of her brother, she thought of the village people who leered askance when she was obliged to go to the store at Willow Corners. The mention of her fathers name, of her brothers name in the village aroused sneers or laughter. As long as she could remember the one great longing of her life had been to be respected. She had seen her father fall at night in the village street, drunk as a hog; she had seen her brother reel across the fields at noonday. She knew that all the world knew — her world — that she was merely one of a drunkards family. She never spoke to a neighbour, nor did she answer when spoken to. She carried her curse, — and her longing, — supposing that she was a thing apart. In the orchard at midday a man, a young boy, a soldier, had spoken to her and looked at her in a way she had never known. All at once she realised, dreaming there in the lamplight, that she was a woman to him, like other women; a woman to be spoken to with deference, a woman to be approached with courtesy. She had read it in his eyes, she had heard it in his voice. It was this that brought to her a peace as gracious, as sweet, as the eyes that had met her own in the orchard.

He was coming back from the stable now, — she heard his spurs click across the grass by the orchard. And now he had entered, now he was there, sitting opposite, smiling vaguely across the table. A rush of tears blinded her and she looked out into the night where the yellow moon stared and stared.

She found herself in the parlour after a while, silent, listening to his voice; and all about her was peace, born of the peace within her breast.

He told her of the war. She had never before cared, but now she cared. He spoke of long marches, of hunger and of thirst, with a boyish laugh, and she laughed too, not knowing how else to show her pity. He spoke of the Land, and now, for the first time, she loved it; she knew it was also her Land. He spoke of the flag and what it meant. In her home she had no symbol of her country, and she told him so. He drew a penknife from his pocket, cut a button from his collar, and handed it to her. On the button was an eagle and stars, and she pinned it over her heart, looking at him with innocent eyes.

She told him of her mother, — she could not tell much but she told him all she remembered. Then, involuntarily, she told him more, — about her life, her hopes long dead, her brother bearing his fathers name and curse. She had not meant to do this at first; but as she spoke she had a dim idea that he ought to know who it was that he treated with gentleness and deference. She knew it would not change anything in him, that he would be the same. Perhaps it was a vague hope that he might advise her, — perhaps be sorry, she could not analyse it, but she felt the necessity of speaking.

There is a time for all things except confession. But, to the lonely soul, long stifled, time is chosen for confession when God sends the opportunity.

She spoke of honour as she understood it; she spoke of dishonour as she had known it.

When she was silent, he began to speak, and she listened breathlessly. Ah, but she was right! The God of Battles had sent to her a messenger of peace. Out of the smoke and flame he had come to find her and pity her. Through him she knew she was worthy of respect, through him she learned her womanhood, from his lips she heard the truths of youth, which are truer than the truths of age.

He sat there in the lamplight, his gilt straps gleaming, his glittering spurs ringing true with every movement, his bronzed young face bent to hers. She knew he knew everything that man could know; she drank in what he said, humbly. When he ceased speaking, she still looked into his eyes. Their brilliancy dazzled her; the lamp spun a halo behind his head. Wondering at his knowledge, she wondered what those things might be that he knew and had not told. He was smiling now. She felt the power and mystery of his eyes.

It is true that he had not told her all he knew, — although what a boy of eighteen knows is soon told. He had not told her that her brother lay buried in a trench in the beech-grove on the ridge, shot by court-martial for desertion in the face of the enemy. Yet that was the very thing he had come to tell her.

About midnight, when they had been whispering long together, he told her that her brother was dead. He told her that death with honour wiped out every stain, and she cried a little and blessed God, — the God of Battles, who had purified her brother in the flames of war.

And that night, when he lay asleep on the musty hair-cloth sofa, she crept in, white, silent, and kissed his hair.

He never knew it. In the morning he rode away.


PICKETS.
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HI, YANK!

Shut up! replied Alden, wriggling to the edge of the rifle-pit. Connor also crawled a little higher and squinted through the chinks of the pine logs.

Hey, Johnny! he called across the river, are you that clay-eatin Cracker with green lamps on your pilot?

Oh, Yank! Are yew the U. S. mewl with a C. S. A. brand on yewr head-stall?

Go to hell! replied Connor sullenly.

A jeering laugh answered him from across the river.

He had you there, Connor, observed Alden with faint interest.

Connor took off his blue cap and examined the bullet hole in the crown.

C. S. A. brand on my head-stall, eh! he repeated savagely, twirling the cap between his dirty fingers.

You called him a clay-eating Cracker, observed Alden; and you referred to his spectacles as green lanterns on his pilot.

Ill show him whose head-stall is branded, muttered Connor, shoving his smoky rifle through the log crack.

Alden slid down to the bottom of the shallow pit and watched him apathetically.

The silence was intense; the muddy river, smooth as oil, swirled noiselessly between its fringe of sycamores; not a breath of air stirred the leaves around them. From the sun-baked bottom of the rifle-pit came the stale smell of charred logs and smoke-soaked clothing. There was a stench of sweat in the air and the heavy odour of balsam and pine seemed to intensify it. Alden gasped once or twice, threw open his jacket at the throat, and stuffed a filthy handkerchief into the crown of his cap, arranging the ends as a shelter for his neck.

Connor lay silent, his right eye fastened upon the rifle-sight, his dusty army shoes crossed behind him. One yellow sock had slipped down over the worn shoe heel and laid bare a dust-begrimed ankle.

In the heated stillness Alden heard the boring of weevils in the logs overhead. A tiny twig snapped somewhere in the forest; a fly buzzed about his knees. Suddenly Connors rifle cracked; the echoes rattled and clattered away through the woods; a thin cloud of pungent vapour slowly drifted straight upward, shredding into filmy streamers among the tangled branches overhead.

Get him? asked Alden, after a silence.

Nope, replied Connor. Then he addressed himself to his late target across the river:

Hello, Johnny!

Hi, Yank!

How close?

Hey?

How close?

What, sonny?

My shot, you fool!

Why, sonny! called back the Confederate in affected surprise, was yew a shootin at me? Bang! went Connors rifle again. A derisive catcall answered him, and he turned furiously to Alden.

Oh, let up, said the young fellow; its too hot for that.

Connor was speechless with rage, and he hastily jammed another cartridge into his long, hot rifle, while Alden roused himself, brushed away a persistent fly, and crept up to the edge of the pit again.

Hello, Johnny! he shouted.

That you, sonny? replied the Confederate.

Yes. Say, Johnny, shall we call it square until four oclock?

What time is it? replied the cautious Confederate; all our expensive gold watches is bein repaired at Chickamauga.

At this taunt, Connor showed his teeth, but Alden laid one hand on his arm and sang out: Its two oclock, Richmond time; Sherman has just telegraphed us from your State-house.

Wa-al, in that case this crool war is over, replied the Confederate sharpshooter; well be easy on old Sherman.

See here! cried Alden; is it a truce until four oclock?

All right! Your word, Yank!

You have it!

Done! said the Confederate, coolly rising to his feet and strolling down to the river bank, both hands in his pockets.

Alden and Connor crawled out of their ill-smelling dust wallow, leaving their rifles behind them.

Whew! Its hot, Johnny, said Alden pleasantly. He pulled out a stained pipe, blew into the stem, polished the bowl with his sleeve, and sucked wistfully at the end. Then he went and sat down beside Connor who had improvised a fishing pole from his ramrod, a bit of string, and a rusty hook.

The Confederate rifleman also sat down on his side of the stream, puffing luxuriously on a fragrant corn-cob pipe.

Presently the Confederate soldier raised his head and looked across at Alden.

Whats yewr name, sonny? he asked. Alden, replied the young fellow briefly.

Mines Craig, observed the Confederate; whats yewr regiment?

Two hundred sixtieth New York; whats yours, Mr. Craig?

Ninety-third Maryland, Mister Alden.

Quit that throwin sticks in the water!  growled Connor; how do you spose Im goin to catch anythin?

Alden tossed his stick back Into the brush-heap and laughed.

Hows your tobacco, Craig? he called out.

Bully! Hows yewr coffee n tack, Alden?

First-rate! replied the youth.

After a silence he said: Is it a go?

You bet, said Craig, fumbling in his pockets. He produced a heavy twist of Virginia tobacco, laid it on a log, hacked off about three inches with his sheath knife, and folded it up in a big green sycamore leaf. This again he rolled into a corn-husk, weighted with a pebble, then stepping back, he hurled it into the air, saying: Deal squar, Yank!

The tobacco fell at Aldens feet. He picked it up, measured it carefully with his clasp-knife, and called out: Three and three-quarters, Craig. What do you want, hard-tack or coffee?

Tack, replied Craig: dont stint!

Alden laid out two biscuits. As he was about to hack a quarter from the third he happened to glance over the creek at his enemy. There was no mistaking the expression in his face. Starvation was stamped on every feature.

When Craig caught Aldens eye, he spat with elaborate care, whistled a bar of the Bonny Blue Flag, and pretended to yawn.

Alden hesitated, glanced at Connor, then placed three whole biscuits in the corn husk, added a pinch of coffee, and tossed the parcel over to Craig.

That Craig longed to fling himself upon the food and devour it was plain to Alden, who was watching his face. But he didnt; he strolled leisurely down the bank, picked up the parcel, weighed it critically before opening it, and finally sat down to examine the contents. When he saw that the third cracker was whole, and that a pinch of coffee had been added, he paused in his examination and remained motionless on the bank, head bent. Presently he looked up and asked Alden if he had made a mistake. The young fellow shook his head and drew a long puff of smoke from his pipe, watching it curl out of his nose with interest.

Then Im obliged to yew, Alden, said Craig; low, Ill eat a snack to see it aint pizened.

He filled his lean jaws with the dry biscuit, then scooped up a tin-cup full of water from the muddy river and set the rest of the cracker to soak.

Good? queried Alden.

Fair, drawled Craig, bolting an unchewed segment and choking a little. Hows the twist?

Fine, said Alden; tastes like stable-sweepings.

They smiled at each other across the stream.

Sa-a-y, drawled Craig with his mouth full, when yewre out of twist, jest yew sing out, sonny.

All right, replied Alden. He stretched back in the shadow of a sycamore and watched Craig with pleasant eyes.

Presently Connor had a bite and jerked his line into the air.

Look yere, said Craig, that aint no way foh to ketch red-horse. Yew want a catridge on foh a sinker, sonny.

Whats that? inquired Connor suspiciously.

Put on a sinker.

Go on, Connor, said Alden.

Connor saw him smoking and sniffed anxiously. Alden tossed him the twist, telling him to fill his pipe.

Presently Connor found a small pebble and improvised a sinker. He swung his line again into the muddy current with a mechanical sidelong glance to see what Craig was doing, and settled down again on his haunches, smoking and grunting.

Enny news, Alden? queried Craig after a silence.

Nothing much — except that Richmond has fallen, grinned Alden.

Quit foolin, urged the Southerner; aint thar no news?

No. Some of our men down at Long Pond got sick eating catfish. They caught them in the pond. It appears you Johnnys used the pond as a cemetery, and our men got sick eating the fish.

That so? grinned Craig; too bad. Lots of yewr men was in Long Pond, too, I reckon.

In the silence that followed, two rifle-shots sounded faint and dull from the distant forest.

Nother great Union victory, drawled Craig. Extry! extry! Richmond is took!

Alden laughed and puffed at his pipe.

We licked the boots off of the 30th Texas last Monday, he said.

Sho! exclaimed Craig. What did you go a lickin their boots for? — blackin?

Oh, shut up! said Connor from the bank, I cant ketch no fish if you two fools dont quit jawin.

The sun was dipping below the pine-clad ridge, flooding river and wood with a fierce radiance. The spruce needles glittered, edged with gold; every broad green leaf wore a heart of gilded splendour, and the muddy waters of the river rolled onward like a flood of precious metal, heavy, burnished, noiseless.

From a balsam bough a thrush uttered three timid notes; a great gauzy-winged grasshopper drifted blindly into a clump of sun-scorched weeds, click! click! cr-r-r-r!

Purty, aint it, said Craig, looking at the thrush. Then he swallowed the last morsel of muddy hard-tack, wiped his beard on his cuff, hitched up his trousers, took off his green glasses, and rubbed his eyes.

A he-cat-bird sings purtier though, he said with a yawn.

Alden drew out his watch, puffed once or twice, and stood up, stretching his arms in the air.

Its four oclock, he began, but was cut short by a shout from Connor.

Gee-whiz! he yelled, what have I got on this here pole!

The ramrod was bending, the line swaying heavily in the current.

Its four oclock, Connor, said Alden, keeping a wary eye on Craig.

Thats all right! called Craig; the times extended till yewr friend lands that there fish!

Pulls like a porpoise, grunted Connor, damn it! I bet it busts my ramrod!

Does it pull? grinned Craig.

Yes, — a dead weight!

Dont it jerk kinder this way an that, asked Craig, much interested.

Naw, said Connor, the bloody thing jest pulls steady.

Then it aint no red-horse, its a catfish!

Huh! sneered Connor,— dont I know a catfish? This aint no catfish, lemme tell yer!

Then its a log, laughed Alden.

By gum! here it comes, panted Connor; here, Alden, jest you ketch it with my knife, — hook the blade, blame ye!

Alden cautiously descended the red bank of mud, holding on to roots and branches, and bent over the water. He hooked the big-bladed clasp knife like a scythe, set the spring, and leaned out over the water.

Now! muttered Connor.

An oily circle appeared upon the surface of the turbid water, — another and another. A few bubbles rose and floated upon the tide.

Then something black appeared just beneath the bubbles and Alden hooked it with his knife and dragged it shoreward, It was the sleeve of a mans coat.

Connor dropped his ramrod and gaped at the thing: Alden would have loosed it, but the knife-blade was tangled in the sleeve.

He turned a sick face up to Connor.

Pull it in, said the older man,— here, give it to me, lad—

When at last the silent visitor lay upon the bank, they saw it was the body of a Union cavalryman. Alden stared at the dead face, fascinated; Connor mechanically counted the yellow chevrons upon the blue sleeve, now soaked black. The muddy water ran over the baked soil, spreading out in dust-covered pools; the spurred boots trickled slime. After a while both men turned their heads and looked at Craig. The Southerner stood silent and grave, his battered cap in his hand. They eyed each other quietly for a moment, then, with a vague gesture, the Southerner walked back into his pit and presently reappeared, trailing his rifle.

Connor had already begun to dig with his bayonet, but he glanced up at the rifle in Craigs hands. Then he looked suspiciously into the eyes of the Southerner. Presently he bent his head again and continued digging.

It was sunset before he and Alden finished the shallow grave, Craig watching them in silence, his rifle between his knees. When they were ready they rolled the body into the hole and stood up.

Craig also rose, raising his rifle to a present. He held it there while the two Union soldiers shovelled the earth into the grave. Alden went back and lifted the two rifles from the pit, handed Connor his, and waited.

Ready! growled Connor, aim!

Aldens rifle came to his shoulder. Craig also raised his rifle.

Fire!

Three times the three shots rang out in the wilderness, over the unknown grave. After a moment or two Alden nodded good night to Craig across the river and walked slowly toward his rifle-pit. Connor shambled after him. As he turned to lower himself into the pit he called across the river; Good night, Craig!

Good night, Connor, said Craig.


AN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIR
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... BROWN-BEAR CLAM de ole fence rail, 

Rabbit holler; Whar y oh tail?...

Banjo Song.

I.

When the gunboats entered Sandy River, Clelands regiment was ordered to garrison and reconstruct the forts at the Landing, evacuated by the Confederate troops as soon as the gunboats crossed the bar.

The gunboats tossed a few shells after the leisurely retreating Confederates, then dropped anchor below the Landing, and waited for something to turn up. A week later they steamed out of the river, promptly stuck on the bar, churned and thrashed and whistled and signalled, and finally slid out into blue water where a blockade runner tempted them into a chase that contributed to the amusement of the Southern Confederacy.

By Thanksgiving time, Clelands regiment had finished the forts at Sandy Landing. Cleland did it because he was told to, not because either forts or town were of the slightest military value to anybody. The Landing itself was a skunk-haunted village, utterly unimportant as supply depot, strategical pivot, or a menace to navigation. It was a key to nothing; its single railway led nowhere, its whisky was illegal, illimitable, and atrocious.

Clelands report embodied all of this. He was ordered to hold his ground, establish semaphores, and plant torpedoes. So he built his semaphores as directed, planted torpedoes, and reported. Twenty-four hours later orders came to go into winter-quarters. Then he was notified that he was to be reinforced, so he built barracks for two more regiments, as directed, and wondered what on earth was coming. Nothing came except the two regiments; one arrived on the first of December, by rail, — an Irish regiment; — the other turned up a week later in two cattle trains, band playing madly from the caboose. It was a German regiment full of strange oaths — and aromas.

Now Cleland was enlightened; he understood that the Landing was to be used as a species of cage for these two foreign regiments, raised, Heaven knows where, and destined to prove a nuisance to any army that harboured them. The Irish possessed an appalling record of pillage, bravery, and insubordination. The German regiment, raised to march mit Siegel, had an unbroken record of flight to its discredit. It had run at Greys Ford, at Crystal Hill, at Yellow Bank, and at Cypress-Court-House. It fled cheerfully, morning, noon and night; its band stampeded naively and naturally; it always followed its band, adored by all; and the regiment bore no rancour when scourged in general orders. Fallbach was its colonel, — known to the sarcastic and uninstructed as Fallback, — a rosy, short-winded, peaceful Teuton, who ran with his regiment every time, and always accepted censure with jocular resignation.

Poys will pe poys, aint it? he would say with a shrug; Der band iss a fine band alretty. Dot trombone iss timid, und der poys dey follow der trombone.

When Cleland understood that the authorities had rid themselves of the two regiments by interring them at Sandy Landing, he wrote a respectful protest, was snubbed and ordered to begin housekeeping for the winter, which meant that his regiment was now on police duty, stationed at the Landing to keep the peace between the Germans and their Irish neighbours.

Trouble began promptly; Bannon, colonel of the 1st Irish, met Fallbach of the 1st Jagers, and mispronounced his name with an emphasis unmistakable. An hour later the two regiments knew the war was on and made preparations accordingly. Hogan of the 10th company, crossing the street, hustled Franz Bummel of the Jagers and called him a dootch puddy-fud!

Quinn, listening to the Jagers band concert that afternoon, whistled Doolans Wake, and imitated Fritz Kleins piccolo, aided and abetted by Phelan and McCue. That night there were three scuffles and a fight, and the provost-marshal had his work cut out for him.

Little by little the two regiments were installed in distant sections of the town. Cleland dealt justice untempered with mercy, and the rival regiments understood that their warfare would have to be carried on by stealth.

When Phelan, Quinn, Hogan, and McCue were released from the guard-house, they rejoiced with their comrades of the ioth company, and prepared future calamity for the Jagers. But Fate was against them. Their regimental fetish, a strong young goat, disappeared, and that night the Jagers were reported to have revelled in a strangely suggestive stew.

A day or two later, Quinn, fishing for suckers in the Sandy River, was assaulted by three Jagers, his fishpole and three fish confiscated, and he himself ducked amid grunts of universal satisfaction.

The fury of the 10th company passed all bounds when Quinn was relegated to the guard-house for conduct unbecoming a soldier; but the Teutons never strayed from their barracks except in force, and, as night leave was forbidden both regiments, the 10th company hesitated to inaugurate riot by daylight.

Quinn, squatting in the guard-house found plenty of leisure to hatch revenge. He did not waste thought on mere individual schemes for assault and battery; he meditated a master stroke, a blow at the entire regiment calculated to tear every Teuton bosom. The two objects most cherished by the Jagers were their cat and a disreputable negro who cooked for the colonel. How to combine damage to these centres of Teutonic affection occupied Quinns waking hours. To kidnap the cat; that was not enough, — the Teutons must be beguiled into eating their cat — and liking it too. How? Quinn sucked at an empty pipe and brooded. Bribe the negro Cassius, first to kidnap the cat, then to cook it? Quinn writhed maliciously at the prospect; he hated Tom, the black and white cat who sang every night on the Jagers barrack roof — sang to each individual star in the firmament to the indignation of every Irishman in Sandy Landing.

When Quinn emerged from the guard-house he took council with Phelan and McCue; and that evening Hogan was despatched to tempt Cassius with promises and a little cash.

The affair was easier than Hogan had dared hope; Cassius took the cash and promised to betray, and Hogan, lips compressed, to stifle all outward mirthful symptoms, went back to the barracks where Quinn, Phelan, and McCue sat waiting in pessimistic silence.

Hell not kill the cat, said Hogan, hell fetch ut in a bag to the shanty foreninst the hill, — dye mind the hut, McCue?

I do, said McCue impressively.

Thin be aisy, continued Hogan; well skin ut an co-ook ut an the naygur can take the stew to thot Dootch runaway sodger, Fallback, bad cess to him an his! Pass th potheen, McCue.

Sure theres not stew in wan cat for all! objected Phelan.

There is! There is, said Quinn; theres cats in town to be had for the askin, an nary a Dootchman will starve! Usha! but theyll be crazy, th omadhouns!

Twill choke them, said Phelan.

Did they choke wid the goat they shtole? demanded McCue angrily.

I met Bummel an Klein, continued Quinn: Sure, T sez, tis dhirty thricks ye play on the Irish.

Phwats that? sez Klein. Ye ate our goat, sez I. Wid that they grinned an me phist hurrt wid the timptayshun of Bummels nose.

Sure, sez I, tis frinds we should be!

Sorra th day! sez Klein. Phvvy not? sez I. Ye hate us an bate us, sez Klein; Ill not thrust ye, Mike Quinn.

Take me hand, sez I, extindin me fingers; wan touch of nature, me lad. Tis a crool war entirely, an its frinds well be, an no favor!

Prove ut, sez he. I wull, sez I, an be th same token tis huntin we go this day week, so look fur a Christmas dinner to shame the Popes cook.

A dinner, sez he, wid th town betchune us!

Yell dine wid us, yet, sez I. An how, sez he, a lickin the chops av him. Whin ye dine wid the Irish ye should have a long spoon, sez I, laughin friendly like. Well sind ye a shtew, me by, if God sinds us the rabbits. Thin, continued Quinn, we parrted genteel; an theyll hear we have lave to hunt on Christmas day — musha, bad luck to th Dootch scuts!— tis cats theyll be eatin this blessed hour come Christmas, an may the howly saints sind them the black cramp of Drumgoole!

II.

Christmas eve, while Hogan and Phelan lay slumbering, and Quinn and McCue walked their rounds, gloating over revenge, Cassius the disreputable sat in the kitchen of the Jager barracks counting the advanced payment of cash received from Hogan, and leering at the black and white tom-cat who dozed peacefully by the dying fire.

Pore ole Tom, muttered Cassius guiltily, hits gwinter sprise dishyere kitty.Spec ole Tom gwinter git riled.

The cat opened its yellow eyes.

Gwinter sprise ole Tom, repeated Cassius, compassionately pursing up his lips.

The cat began to purr.

Pore ole Tom, sighed the darkey, tremulous with remorse.

The cat rose and began to march around, purring and hoisting an interrogative tail.

Cassius continued to bemoan Toms fate and recount the money until he had hardened his heart sufficiently. Finally he pocketed the coins, wiped his eyes, and approached the cat with seductive caution. Tom permitted caresses, courted further endearments, and suffered himself to be seized and dropped into a potato sack. But, once imprisoned, he scrambled and squalled and clawed until Cassius, unable to bear the sight and sound of Thomass distress, deposited the sack in the pantry and fled from the barracks to the street.

Guilt weighed heavily on the darkeys soul; he shuffled along, battling with conscience, trying to think of some compromise to save the cat and his money at the same time. Moonlight flooded hill and valley; he heard the sentries calling from post to post, the stir of the horses in the artillery stables across the square, the creaking of leafless branches overhead. He went around to the chicken coop; he often went there to enjoy the thrill of a temptation that he dared not succumb to, also to keep stray cats from doing murder on their own account. For, though he dared not steal a single chicken, he could at least have the bitter pleasure of foiling the feline marauders of Sandy Landing. This he was accustomed to do with a tin box, placed on its side, a trip-stick, a string, and a bit of bone for bait. Cat after cat he had trapped and committed to the depths of Sandy River, highly commended by his colonel and the rank and file of the Jagers. Now, as he stepped softly around the corner, his eyes fell on a black and white object, stealing toward the window where the long tin box stood temptingly baited. The next instant the trip-stick clicked, the weighted box-lid fell and snapped, and Cassius seized the box with a chuckle of triumph.

Cat! Cat! he repeated, addressing the frantic inmate of the box, doan yoh count yoh chickens fore deys hatched!—

Cassius stopped short, pulsating with a new idea. Why sacrifice Tom when here was a victim ready at hand, doubtless provided by Providence in the nick of time to save a poor darkey from treachery? And it was a kind of treachery that even Cassius found uncongenial.

Pit-a-pat! Pit-a-pat! mocked Cassius derisively listening to the manœuvres of the imprisoned victim; Stop dat scratchin on de box! He! He! He! Ise gwineter let ole Tom outen de bag, — pore ole Tom! Dishyere nigger aint no Judas! Lans sakes! — dat ole cat smell kinder funny!

He wrinkled his nose, sniffed, turned a pair of startled eyes on the big box under his arm, then a sickly smile of intelligence spread over his face and he placed the box gently on the ground.

Had mah spicions bout dat black an white kitty-cat, he muttered.

The animal inside scratched and writhed and scrambled.

Lans sake! chuckled Cassius, grinning from ear to ear, spec dat ole pole-cat gwine twiss he tail offn bout two-free minutes! Yah! yah! — he! he! yiah — ho!

And, as he entered the servants quarters he smote his knees and shook his head, and laughed and laughed and laughed.

About midnight he took his banjo from the nail, thumbed it, and began to croon to himself:



Bob-cat he caynt wag he tail — 

Ain got no tail foh to wag!

Brown-bear clam de ole fence rail, 

Rabbit holler; Whar yoh tail?

Bob-cat larf like he gwinter bus; 

Pole-cat stop for to see de fuss, 

De bob-cat scoot, de bear turn pale, 

An de rabbit he skip froo de ole fence rail.



Ef yoh wanter see a tail, sez de pole-cat; see!

Mah tails long nuff foh mah folks an me!

III.

About three oclock on Christmas afternoon, Hogans rifle exploded prematurely and killed a rabbit. The intense astonishment of McCue, Quinn and Phelan nerved Hogan for more glory, and he fired at every tuft of hill-weed until his cartridges were gone, and his temper too.

Bad cess to me goon! he shouted, tis twisted it do be, an Ill thank ye for th loan av yere piece, McCue.

Gwan, said McCue, till I show ye a thrick! — and he blazed away at a rapidly vanishing cottontail and missed. Occasionally, firing by volleys, they scored a rabbit to four rifles, and, at sunset, McCue spread out a dozen or so cotton-tails on the newly fallen snow before the door of the hill shanty. Phelan wiped his brow with the back of his fist.

Phweres th naygur? he demanded.

Hogan looked at his watch and began to swear, just as Cassius appeared over the hilltop, a tin box under his arm, and on his face a smile of confidence.

Have ye thould Tom! demanded Quinn, as Cassius shuffled up and, depositing the tin box on the doorstep, looked cheerfully around.

Evenin, gemmen, evenin, said Cassius, licking his lips and leaning down to pinch the fat rabbits lying in a row; Kinder cold dishyere Chrismus, gemmen.Spec we gwinter sperience moh snow—

Have ye the cat? repeated Quinn sternly.

Cose I has said Cassius indignantly, an Ise come foh de cash—

Phwats that! snarled Hogan.

Hould a bit! interposed Quinn; is the tom in the box now?

Cose he is, repeated Cassius; yaas, sah, dasser mighty fine kitty, dat is! Hit aint no ornary cat, hit aint, — no sah. Dasser pole-cat, sah, dat is!

Tis a Dootch cat! said Phelan.

Sure Poles is Dootch, too, observed McCue; Phwat are ye waitin for I dunno? he added, scowling at the darkey.

Ise lingerin foh mah cash, said Cassius.

Gwan! said Phelan briefly.

Cassius turned an injured face from one to the other. There was a hostile silence. Phelan produced a flour sack and threw the rabbits into it, one by one.

Scuse me, gemmen, began Cassius, — when an exclamation from Quinn silenced him and drew the attention of all to a black-and-white object advancing across the snow toward the shanty.

Lans sake! muttered Cassius, pole-cat in de box gwineter draw all de pole-cats in dishyere county!

Tis a rabbit! said McCue, seizing his gun.

Its a cat! said Hogan, dyez mind th tail of ut!

Dat aint no cat, said Cassius contemptuously, dasser skunk.

Skoonk is it? An phwats a skoonk, ye black mutt? demanded McCue. At the same instant Phelan fired and missed; Quinn, paralysed with buck-fever, clutched his rifle, mouth agape, while Hogan, in an access of excitement, began shouting and kicking the darkey from snowdrift to snowdrift.

Now will ye grin! he yelled; Gwan home ye omadhoun!—

Leggo mah wool! retorted the darkey, and rose from the snow with sullen alacrity: Wha foh yoh yank mah kinks?

Faith then, fur luck an bad-luck, said Hogan and followed McCue into the deserted shanty.

A moment later, Quinn and Phelan came back after an eager but fortunately fruitless quest for the game, and McCue and Hogan issued from the shanty, bearing the tin box, ready to return to the barracks.

Me heavy hand on th naygur! growled McCue: hes gone, where? — I dunno, but hell carry the bag o rabbits or me names not McCue! Call him, Hogan.

Come out, ye bat-o-th-bog, ye! Where are ye now! — the Red Witch o Drumgoole follow ye! shouted Hogan, tramping around the shanty and poking under the steps.

Lave th black scut, said McCue with dignity, Ill carry the sack. Have ye th sack? he added, turning to Phelan.

I have not, said Phelan, twas there foreninst the shanty.

Now the red itch o Drumgoole on him! shouted McCue. Usha, musha, hes gone wid the sack, an divil a bit or a sup av a shtew yell eat the night! Sorra the rabbit hes left! — me heavy hand on him an his! — may the saints sind him sorrow this blessed night!

We have th ould tom in th box, said Quinn, with a significant flourish of his rifle.

Theres no luck in it — Care killed a cat, an worrit the kittens. Begorra! — Ill kill no cat at all, at all! replied McCue superstitiously.

May the Dootch robbers choke whin they sup this night! shouted Phelan; Wirra the day I set eye on the naygur an his Dootch whippets!

Theyll have no luck, mark that! — McCue! said Hogan: Weve their Tom in a box an theyll have no luck!

They gathered up their rifles in silence; McCue carried the box; one by one they filed down the darkening hillside toward the village where already a lantern or two glimmered along the stockade and the bugles were sounding the evening call.

When the sportsmen reached the barracks, and it became known that the Jagers tom-cat had been captured, the regiment went wild with enthusiasm. It was decided not to open the box at once, because the cat might hastily migrate toward the familiar barracks of the Jagers; but Quinn, the prime mover in the capture of Thomas, was selected a delegate of one to present the box to Colonel Bannon as a surprise and a Christmas gift from the whole regiment.

So, that night, the regiment ate their Christmas dinner in eager anticipation, and their hilarity was scarcely marred by Hogans report that the Jagers barracks resounded with a joyous din of feasting and song.

May th banshee worrit thim! Let them be wid their futther — an — mutther! May the red banshee sup with them in hell! said Quinn as he rose in obedience to the orderly who said the Colonel would receive him.

He took the tin box gingerly, for the animal inside was very lively, and he followed the orderly to the door of the messroom in the officers quarters.

Here the orderly left him a moment but returned directly and whispered:

The colonel knows its the Dootch cat ye have, — but yell say ye bought it. Sure hes a dacent man, is Colonel Bannon, an no love lost betwixt him an Fallback. Are ye ready now?

Yis, said Quinn firmly, forage cap in one hand, box in the other: is the rigiment outside on the parade?

It is, an ready to cheer.

Then in I go, said Quinn.

The colonel sat at the head of the table, flanked by his staff and line officers. His face, a little red with Christmas cheer, was gravely composed for the occasion. His officers, to a man, beamed with anticipation.

Quinn, said the Colonel.

Sorr, said Quinn, standing at attention.

This is a very pleasant occasion, said the Colonel, and I am gratified that my men have remembered their colonel upon this blessed day. I am told you have a surprise for me, Quinn..

Yis sorr, — a cat, sorr.

A cat! said the Colonel in affected surprise. Weve lost our goat, sorr, but well conshole our sorrow wid a cat, sorr — Colonel Bannons cat if you plaze, sorr.

The Colonels eyes twinkled.

Tis a dacent kitty, sorr, said Quinn, undoing the rope that held the lid; a Dootch Kitty they do say from Poland, sorr, where we sint for a dozen an this is the pick o them.

The Colonel suppressed a smile; the officers gurgled.

I have the spachless honor, sorr, said Quinn, placing the box on the table before the Colonel,— I have the unmintionable deloight inpresinting to our beloved Colonel in the name av his beloved rigiment, this illegant kitty!

And he took off the lid.

There was a silence. Suddenly a long slender black and white creature sprang from the box to the table, flourishing a beautiful bushy tail; there came a yell, a frightful stampede, a crash of glass, a piteous shriek from the Colonel under the sofa: Quinn! Quinn! Ye murtherin scut. Tis a skoonk! Usha, but Ill have yer life fur this nights work!

And Quinn, taking his nose firmly in both hands, pranced away like one demented — fled for his life through the falling snow of that blessed Christmas night.

* * * * *

In the barracks of the Jagers was song and jest and Christmas cheer: — shouting and feasting and heart-friendships, and the intermittent din of trombones.

Cassius, feeding to repletion in the kitchen with a bowl of rabbit stew between his knees, paused to hold his aching sides because it hurt him to laugh when he ate. Beside him on the floor, Thomas licked his whiskers, and yawned and stared into the dying fire.
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A NEW WARRE ere while arose — 

LOVELACE.







Impotent Pieces of the Game 

He plays Upon this Checker-board of Nights and Days; 

Hither and thither moves, and checks, and slays, 

And one by one back in the Closet lays.

FITZGERALD.





On the evening of the 15th the cavalry left by moonlight, riding along the railroad toward Slow-River-Junction. The bulk of the infantry followed two days later, leaving behind them The Dead Rabbits, — a New York regiment, — a squad of cavalry, and Smiths four-gun battery, to garrison a hamlet inhabited principally by mosquitoes.

The hamlet of Slow-River contained a red brick church, some houses, a water-tank, and a race-track. The Dead Rabbits established their warren in the race-track sheds, the cavalry guarded the railway and water-tank, and Smiths battery decorated the graveyard around the red brick church.

The inhabitants of Slow-River, barring the mosquitoes, had mostly disappeared toward Dixie before the arrival of Wilsons division. When Wilson moved on toward the Junction, leaving behind him the Dead Rabbits, — and Smiths Battery to take care of them — the non-combatant population of Slow-River numbered two, — not including an Ethiopian of no account.

Smith, of Smiths Battery, had constituted himself an inquisition of one. The Reverend Laomi Smull, pastor of the brick church took the oath of allegiance and smacked the Book with moist thick lips. Mrs. Ashley, the remaining inhabitant of Slow-River, widow of a Union officer killed in the early days of the war, took the oath earnestly, then told Smith who she was and received his apologies with sensitive reserve.

I wished to take the oath, she said: I have not had my country brought so near for many months.

The Reverend Laomi Smull, clasped his soft fingers together and surveyed the firmament while Mrs. Ashley brushed the tears from her blue eyes. When she thanked Smith for the privilege of publicly acknowledging her country, the Reverend Laomi nodded and closed his small eyes as though in ecstatic contemplation of a soul regenerated.

Wheres the nigger? inquired Smith when Mrs. Ashley had gone back to her cottage below the church.

Do you refer to our unfortunate coloured brother? suggested the reverend gentleman.

Oh yes — of course, said Smith, fidgeting with his sabre.

Abiatha is angling from the bridge, said Smull wagging his double chin till his collar creaked.

What is he fishing for, inquired Smith, who was an angler.

Fish, said the Reverend Laomi, and entered his church with more agility than his fat bulk appeared to warrant.

At the door he turned to cast one last sly glance at the firmament.

Smith, distrustful, and of the earth earthy, walked back to the graveyard, lifting his sabre to prevent the clanking of the scabbard on fallen grave-stones.

Look out for that pastor, he said to Steele: if I know a copperhead from a copper kettle hes one with double fangs.

You think he may play tricks? asked Steele, toasting a rasher of bacon on the coals before his feet.

Yes, I do. Hell get no passes from me, I can tell you. Im going up into the church tower. Is there a bell there?

A cracked one, said Steele.

Ill take the clapper out, observed Smith. He accepted a bit of bacon from Steele, laid it on a morsel of hardtack, munched silently for a few minutes, then washed his breakfast down with a tin of coffee, returned Steeles salute, and entered the church through the vestry. Climbing the belfry ladder on tiptoe, cap in hand, he could not prevent the ladder from creaking. So, when he stepped out on the loosely laid planks beside the bell, he found the Reverend Laomi Smull leaning on the belfry-ledge, preoccupied with the sky.

Oh, said the reverend gentleman with a start, is it my young friend, Captain Smythe?

Smith, said the officer dryly, and felt in the bell for the iron clapper.

Where is the clapper? he added turning on Smull.

The Reverend Laomi regarded him calmly.

I do not know, he said.

To search the person of the minister was Smiths first impulse; Smull divined it and smiled sadly.

Hes thrown it from the tower where he can find it, thought Smith. Then he drew a jackknife from his blouse, cut the two bell-ropes and let them drop to the tiled floor far below. The thwack of the ropes echoed through the silent church; Smith apologised for the military precaution and stepped to the tower parapet. There he could look out over the ravaged country toward the Junction where rumour reported an ominous concentration of Union troops. He could see the water-tower and the railroad and cavalry patroling the embankment in the morning sunshine. He could see the weather-stained sheds of the race-track where the Dead Rabbits prowled, a nuisance and sometimes a terror to everybody except the enemy. Behind him he heard the Reverend Laomi pattering about over the loose planks that formed the belfry flooring.

I shall station a signal officer here, he said without turning.

Sir, stammered the minister.

I am sorry, said Smith impatiently: we need the church more than you do.

I agree with you, said Smull in a peculiarly soft voice.

I am sorry to exclude you— began Smith turning, — and those words had wellnigh been his last, for one leg slipped through an unexpected fissure between the planks, and he clutched a beam beside him and drew himself up, deadly pale.

He looked at Smull; the clergyman overwhelmed him with congratulations on his escape from pitching headlong to the tiled floor below. He spoke of the mercy of Providence, of the miracles of the Most High; he deplored the condition of the belfry floor; he reproached himself for not noticing the fissure.

I did not notice it either — when I came up, said Smith.

He followed Smull down the ladder and out of the church, returning the reverend gentlemans salute gravely. Then he ordered Steele to use the church for barracks and march his men in without delay.

Into the church? repeated Steele.

I guess Union soldiers wont desecrate this church or any other church, said Smith savagely, and turned on his heel.

On his way to the river he passed Mrs. Ashleys cottage; she was hanging a home-made flag over the porch; the stars and stripes were not symmetrical, but they were stars and stripes.

She stood on the top of a ladder, hammering tacks and holding the red, white, and blue folds in her pretty mouth. Occasionally she hammered one pink-tipped finger instead of a tack; at such moments she repeated, Oh dear!

Smith, cap in hand, offered to hold the ladder; Mrs. Ashley thanked him and continued to hammer serenely, until she remembered her ankles and descended precipitately. Then Smith climbed the ladder, drew out all the tacks Mrs. Ashley had hammered in, rehung the symbol of light and law, draped and nailed it with military rigidity, and descended, covered with perspiration and mosquito bites.

Mrs. Ashley, cool and sweet in a white gown and black sash, thanked him and offered him a cup of tea under the magnolias. He accepted and sat down, sabre between his knees, to mop his face and evade mosquitoes until she returned with two cups of cold tea, creamless and sugarless.

I have some limes — if you wish, — Captain Smith, she ventured, holding out the golden-green fruit in her smooth palm.

He thanked her and squeezed a lime into his tea.

Overhead, among the magnolia blossoms, the summer harmony had already begun with the deep symphony of bees; butterflies hovered under the perfumed branches; a grasshopper clicked incessantly among the myrtle vines.

Mrs. Ashley rested her chin on her wrist and looked at nothing. A breeze began to stir the folds of the draped flag over the porch; the crimson stripes undulated, the stars rose and fell.

We hear nothing in Slow River, said Mrs. Ashley: has anything important happened, Captain Smith? Her voice was almost inaudible.

Nothing important. The last battle went against us.

Will there be a battle here?

No — I dont know — I have no reason to suppose so, he said with conscientious precision. If by any possible chance the rebel cavalry should ride around our army we might be visited here, but, he added, the contingency is too remote for speculation.

Too remote for speculation? repeated Mrs. Ashley under her breath.

Smith looked up at her — he had been watching a file of ants bearing off minute crumbs from the biscuit he was nibbling. Smiths shoulder-straps were too recent to admit of trifling, and he had an instinct that Mrs. Ashley considered him young.

Too remote for speculation, he repeated, and touched the down on his upper lip with decision. The faintest flicker of amusement stirred Mrs. Ashleys blue eyes.

They spoke of the war, of battles on land and sea, of sieges and blockades, of prisons and of death. Listening to her passionless voice he forgot his shoulder-straps for a while. She noticed it. She spoke now as a very young hostess to a distinguished guest, and he appreciated it. Little by little they dropped into the half frank, half guarded repertoire peculiar to conventional civilisation; he recognised her beauty; she conceded his gallantry; the bees buzzed among the magnolias; the warm breeze stirred the flag.

Sitting there with white fingers interlaced, and blue eyes demurely fixed on his, she wondered at the pains she took to wind him around the least of those white fingers of hers. Yet there was reason enough for her; her reason, in concrete form, skulked up-stairs under a mound of bedclothes, — a sallow faced, furtive young man, reported killed at Bull Run, — a deserter from the Union army, a Rebel at heart, too cowardly to back his convictions, — the blight and sorrow and curse of her young life — her husband.

From the day of their marriage, she had found him out and loathed him, yet, when he marched with a loyal regiment, she had bade him God-speed.

When the news came from Bull Run she had wept and forgiven him the past, because he had been good to her in death, — he had left her the widow of a Union soldier. His apparition in Slow River almost killed her. The Reverend Laomi Smull sarcastically bade her rejoice and put off her widows weeds. She did neither.

Suddenly Wilsons advance was signalled from the hills beyond the river; the population of Slow River fled Dixie-ward, — all except young Ashley, who lay sleeping off a debauch in his own gutter. The Reverend Laomi preferred to remain for several reasons. Hours after the Union cavalry dashed into the village, Ashley awoke to consciousness. When he comprehended what had happened he crawled into bed and cursed his wife and his luck and the Union Army impartially.

With what loathing did she aid in concealing him! With what desperation did she evade questions and intrusive patrols and the quiet questions of officers, courteous young fellows in blue, who accepted her word of honour with a bow and went away, deceived by a loyal woman — the wife of a coward and traitor — for that traitors sake.

But she must play the frightful comedy to the end; she was doing it now, smiling back at Smith with eyes that caressed; with death in her heart.

When he rose to go she dropped him the quaintest and stateliest courtesy that can be dropped by a girl of twenty. His cap swept the tall grass-blades; Southern chivalry is infectious. So he passed on his way to the river.

Five minutes later the Reverend Laomi Smull appeared at the gate, smirked at the young wife, entered the cottage, and ascended the stairs with a parodoxical nimbleness that displayed two white cotton socks and inadequate attention to personal ensemble.

Smith pursued his way to the river through a weed-tangled path choked with rank marshy stalks, mint, elder, and wild lady-slipper. The little brown honey-bees hummed from bud to bud; dragon-flies, balanced in mid-air on quivering wings, selected plump mosquitoes from the cloud that wavered above Smiths head, and darted so close to his ears that he dodged like a new recruit at a bullet. When he came to the narrow sluggish river, where a footbridge swayed in the amber eddies, he took his cigar from his mouth and his Bible from his pocket.

A dilapidated individual of African descent, legs dangling over the water, fishpole clasped in both black fists, glanced up at the young officer and said: Mohnin suh! Smith nodded, looked hard at the darkey, shrugged his shoulders, and restored the cigar to his lips and the Bible to his pocket.

What are you fishing for, Uncle? he asked.

Fishin foh bass, suh, replied the dilapidated one.

Catch any?

I done cotch free bass an a tarrypin turkle, suh.

Want to sell them?

No, suh,

Going to eat them all yourself, Uncle?

Is gotter right ter, said the angler combatively.

Smith glanced down on the river sand where, anchored to a string, three plump bass floated out in the current.

Are you going to eat the terrapin, too, Uncle?

Cos I is, sniffed the darkey; Is gotter right ter.

Letssee it, said Smith.

The angler climbed down to the strip of sand, picked up the terrapin, and held it out to Smith.

How much? asked Smith.

Two dollahs, suh.

Smith paid the money grimly, picked up the terrapin, and stood a moment watching the darkey climb back to his perch on the footbridge.

Youll leave your footprints on the sand of time, said Smith; youll be in Wall Street in a month — or in Sing-Sing.

Whas dat yohs a-sayinbout leabin shoe-prints on de sans ob time, suh? asked the sable one, much interested.

Nothing. If you get any more terrapin, bring them to the artillery camp. Whats your name, Uncle?

Nuffin, suh?

No name?

No suh, jess Biah, suh.

Oh — Alcibiades? No? Then Abiatha?

Yaas, suh.

Whose darkey are you?

Mis Ashleys niggah, suh.

Oh! And the fish are for Mrs. Ashley?

Yaas, suh. Gwineter tote em back foh dinner, suh.

Then, said Smith, take back your terrapin too, you rascal! How dare you sell your mistresss property!

Biah watched the terrapin fall on the sands again, then he ruefully fished out the two dollars from some rent in his ragged coat. For a moment he struggled to tell the truth, — that Mrs. Ashley, in the present state of her finances, would rather have twenty-five cents than a dozen terrapins. Perhaps he feared Mrs. Ashleys wrath, perhaps a spark of Mrs. Ashleys pride had lodged beneath his own shirtless bosom. He said nothing, but rose, holding his fishpole in one hand, and sidled along the footbridge toward Smith, money clutched in one outstretched fist.

Smith glanced at the four silver half-dollars.

Keep them and buy a coat, Biah, he said, relighting his cigar. At the same instant a big bass seized Biahs hook and made off with it, and Biah, losing his balance, dropped the silver coins into the river. Then the tattered African lost his head, too; for a minute, bass, darkey, pole, and line became a blurr on the bridge, on the sands below, and finally in the water.

When Biah emerged, he had the bass by the gills; later he fished out pole and line, while Smith, wading through the shallows in his cavalry-boots, poked about for the lost coins with the butt of his sabre-scabbard.

Ten minutes later Biah had recovered three of the half dollars. Smith had found something else, — a bundle of soaked clothes bearing United States army buttons and a second lieutenants shoulder straps.

Instinctively he tossed the soaked packet into the alders and walked carelessly back to the footbridge where Biah, absorbed in disentangling his tackle, breathed hard and deep and muttered maledictions on dat ole bull-bass what fink he know a heap mohn ole Biah.

Done drap mah hook in de hole, he puffed; gwine ter gitter hook an tote mah fish, suh. Mohnin, suh, mohnin,; and Biah scrambled to his feet and shuffled back along the weed-grown footpath that led to Mrs. Ashleys cottage.

When the negro had disappeared, Smith leaped lightly to the sand below, parted the alders, found the bundle of clothes, and cut the cord with his sabre.

New clothes, he muttered: not a patch, not a rag — hello — whats this?

He drew a soaked bit of paper from the breastpocket of the jacket, and, standing in the alders, read the pencilled memorandum.

It was a receipt signed by the Reverend Laomi Smull for pew-rent received from Anderson Ashley. But what troubled Smith was the date, for, if Mrs. Ashleys husband had been killed at Bull Run, how could he be renting pews from the Reverend Laomi in Slow-River? Smith examined the paper closely; it read:

Received from Anderson Ashley, Esquire, $3.75, pew-rent for Mr. and Mrs. Anderson Ashley.

The date, two months back, startled him. As he stood, holding the paper, staring vacantly at the motionless leaves on the alders, far away he heard the noon call from the artillery bugles, taken up by the cavalry trumpets at the water-tank, and passed on to the infantry around the race-track. He shoved the wet clothes under a fallen log, opened the Bible in his pocket, placed the folded receipt between the leaves, and, carrying the Bible in one hand, sword in the other, went back along the tangled footpath toward Mrs. Ashleys cottage.

III.

When the Reverend Laomi Smull displayed unexpected agility on Mrs. Ashleys staircase, Ashley himself, hearing the ascending footsteps, cowered under the bed quilts and turned cold to the marrow of every bone.

Its me, said the reverend gentleman, entering the bed-room and waving his fat hands at the pile of quilts under which Ashley squirmed in fear: its me, Ashley, he repeated, disregarding the finer points of grammatical construction: Mosebys men is in the hills and I dont know what to do.

Ashleys dissipated face emerged from the bedcovers. Fear stamped every feature with a grimace that amused Smull.

What did you say about Mosebys men? stammered Ashley.

Theyre in the hills across the river, repeated Smull: I seen smoke on Painted Rock.

Its a blockade still, suggested Ashley.

No it aint, retorted Smull; its green wood burnin — dont I know a still, hey? Its Confederate cavalry, an theyve ridden around the Yankee army, thats what theyve done.

Ashley protruded his long pallid neck, looked around like an alarmed turkey, in a weed patch, and finally stared at Smull.

What are you going to do? he asked.

The fat cunning on Smulls face was indescribable.

Do? repeated Smull.

Yes, do! Didnt Moseby tell you to ring the church bell on Sunday as many times as there was Yankee companies in Slow-River? Didnt he tell you to hang out your washing according to code, — a shirt, come, two shirts run, a red undershirt, run like the devil — say, didnt he and you fix up the code?

Smulls small eyes rested on the door, then on Ashley.

The Yankee Battery Captain came to look at the bell. I threw the clapper out into the bushes, he said.

After a moment he added: He came near falling through the plank floor. Frightened me to death — most.

Ashleys eyes met his; Smull raised a fat white hand to conceal the expression of his mouth.

Thats all very well, said Ashley petulantly, but I reckon youd better go. If Im caught Im toted out to a shootin match — and Ill be the target too.

This observation appeared to start a new train of thought in Smulls mind. And, as he cogitated, his expression changed from sly malice to complacence, and then to that sanctimonious smirk with which, in the garden below, he had greeted Mrs. Ashley.

Ashley, he said gravely, I cant give no signals to Moseby, nohow. I regret, he continued piously, I regret and see the error that the South has made in this here unchristian war.

Ashley started and fixed his bloodshot eyes on Smull, who immediately raised his own to the ceiling and addressed it unctuously: This here unchristian war to disrupt the sacred union of the States is a offence against God and man, my young friend, and I now am brought to see, by Gods grace, the sin of secession an slavery, an Jefferson Davis an his wicked ways. Surely the wicked shall perish and be cut down like the grass; in the morning it flourisheth and groweth up, in the evenin it is cut down an withereth, my young fren.

Ashley had grown paler and paler; his fingers clutched at the bedclothes, and he watched Smulls increasing exaltation with a horror that pinched every feature in his face.

No! bawled Smull: no! no! I have took the oath of allegiance to these here United States! Blessed is the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy!

Shut up! gasped Ashley, do you want to have the Yankee provost here?

Smull raised his hands and wept on; Behold I am utterly enlightened! Blessed are the meek for they — 

Stop! shrieked Ashley, starting up in bed.

Smull glanced sharply at him, then sat down with a sigh.

Are you going to give me up to the provost-marshal because you took the oath? quavered Ashley, beside himself with fright and fury.

No, said Smull wagging his double chin and meeting Ashleys glance squarely; no, I will not bring the centurions for fear they utterly destroy thee with the sword.

Ashley, sweating with terror, looked at the reverend gentleman and wondered whether he could kill him without undue disturbance. That fat neck could not be strangled with Ashleys slender fingers; the revolver under the pillow was surer — and surer still to bring the Yankee soldiers pell-mell into the house. He had been jealous of Smull when that gentleman made his weekly call on Mrs. Ashley. He, besotted as he was, noticed the expression of Smulls small eyes when Mrs. Ashley entered the room, her innocent heart filled with plans for charities suggested by the minister. Would the Reverend Laomi like to see Mrs. Ashley a real widow? Would he even aid fate toward the accomplishment of her widowhood?

What the hell made you holler like that! stammered Ashley fiercely. Damn you, he added, if the Yankees had come into this room, you would have left it feet first an fit for a hole in the ground?

The Reverend Laomi Smull looked sadly at the young man. There were tears on his fat cheeks.

Yes, I tote a gun, sneered Ashley, tapping the pillow under his head. Dont be a fool. Hang out your shirt and let Moseby come and clean out these Yankees, for Gods sake, before they shoot me and hang you on my evidence.

Mosebys men cant face cannon, observed Smull with sudden alacrity.

Then lock the cannoniers in the church when Moseby signals. You can do it; youve got the keys, havent you?

Smull nodded.

Theyll come at night, of course; you can go and whine hymns in the church by special permit, and lock the door when the first carbine goes off.

And the bell on Sunday? inquired Smull: the clappers gone, the ropes are cut, and the Yankee Battery Captain wouldnt let me ring it nohow. — 

Never mind the bell. If Moseby sees the shirt hell attack by night, unless hes in force. If the whole Confederate cavalry has ridden around Wilson, then hell come by day and send the Yankees packing, battery or no battery. All youve got to do is to hang out that shirt. Now go away, dyou hear?

Smull rose and walked softly to the door.

And, added Ashley, if you play tricks on me youll hang on my evidence.

Smull opened the door.

And youll not get my wife anyway, damn you! finished Ashley triumphantly from the bed.

Smull turned and looked at him, then went out, quietly closing the door behind him.

At the foot of the stairs he met Mrs. Ashley, and he smirked and opened his thick moist lips to speak, but the young wifes face startled him and he closed his mouth with a snap of surprise.

You intend to betray my husband, she said breathlessly.

You have been listening at your husbands door, he retorted savagely.

She clenched her small hands: What of it! With cowards and traitors and hypocrites as guests, honest people need be forewarned! Shame on you! Shame on your cloth! Shame on your oath of allegiance! Youll sell my husband to steal his wife! Youll break your oath to bring the rebel cavalry down on us!

She brushed the tears from her eyes with both trembling hands.

God knows, she said, I thought I was right to hide my husband, and I think so now. Yet, if he or you betray these soldiers I shall denounce you both to the first picket!

Madame, began Smull in thick persuasive tones, you wrong me—

Leave this house! she said, trembling.

The Reverend Laomi bowed low, raised his eyes to the sky, sighed, and stepped out into the garden. There, before he could rearrange his expressive features, Smith met him face to face and returned the clergymans disconcerted salute gravely.

One moment, my dear young friend, stammered Smull.

Smith wheeled squarely in his tracks and stood rigid. Smull hesitated, passed a fat tongue over his lips, and weighed the chances. The next moment he made up his mind, glanced at the door, saw Mrs. Ashley entering the house, then leaned swiftly toward Smith and whispered.

Smith drew himself up sharply; the Reverend Laomi Smull turned and left the garden, head bowed on his breast as though in anguish of spirit. A few minutes later he brought a wash basket out of his house and pinned a single shirt to the line with a wooden clothespin. Then he ran to the woods, as fast as he could, and squatted under a rock where a tangle of brambles fell like a curtain to screen him from the eyes of the impious, indiscreet, and importunate.

IV.

Smith, holding his sabre very stiffly, raised the bronze knocker on Mrs. Ashleys door and rapped three times. Then he loosened the chin-strap of his forage-cap; drew off both gauntlets, folded them, and placed them in his belt.

As he waited for admittance he saw the flag over the porch, motionless in the still air; he heard the wild bees harmony overhead, he heard the rustle of a summer gown behind the door. But the door did not open. He waited. A burr stuck to the crimson stripe on his riding breeches; he flicked it off with his middle finger. Presently he knocked again, once; the door opened, and Mrs. Ashley came out, smiling faintly.

I hope you want another cup of tea, she said with the slightest gesture toward the table under the magnolias where the two chairs still stood as they had left them in the morning.

He attended her, cap in hand, to the table; when she was seated, he stood beside her.

Is it tea, Captain Smith? she asked, looking up at him.

He grew suddenly red, but did not reply.

What is it then? she repeated, smiling: not the mere honour of my poor presence I am sure. But, as a gallant officer, you must contradict me, Captain Smith.

Fear whitened her lips that the smile had not left; she faced him with the coquetry of desperation; and the pathos of it turned him sick at heart.

I brought the Bible to you, he said; it is the one you swore on — the oath of allegiance. You kissed it.

She inclined her throbbing head and took it.

Open it, he said.

She obeyed. The wet bit of folded paper caught her eyes and she held it out to Smith, saying: This is yours.

No! he said, it is yours.

She glanced swiftly up at him, caught her breath; and sat motionless, the paper clutched nervously in her fingers.

Read it, he said in a scarcely audible voice.

She opened it; one glance was enough. Then she dropped it on the grass at her feet. Presently he stooped and recovered it.

Yes, she said, obeying his eyes command, my husband is not dead. What of it?

Where is he?

She was silent.

A deserter.

Yes.

A traitor.

Yes.

Smith walked to the gate, looked down the road toward the church where the artillery pickets paraded, naked sabres drawn. Then he came back.

You are under arrest, he said, looking at the ground.

She turned a bloodless face to his, and raised one slender hand to her forehead.

Do you doubt my loyalty? she stammered.

He turned his back sharply.

My loyalty? she repeated as though dazed.

He was silent.

But — but you administered the oath — you saw me kiss the Book, she persisted with childlike insistence.

And your husband? he asked, turning abruptly.

What of him! she cried, revolted; I am myself! — I have a brain and a body and a soul of my own! Do you think I would damn my soul with a kiss on that Book! Do you think if I were a Rebel I would deny it to save my body?

You have denied it, he said. He took the Bible from her hand and opened it at a marked page:

By their acts ye shall know them, he read steadily, then closed the Book and laid it on the table. Their eyes met; the anguish in his bore a message to her that pleaded for forgiveness for what he was about to do.

Not that!— she stammered, half rising from the chair.

He turned, drew out a handkerchief, and signalled the artillery picket, flag-fashion. Then, before he could prevent it, she was on her knees to him, there on the grass, her white face lifted, speechless with horror.

For Gods sake dont do that, he said, trying to raise her, but she clung to him and pushed him toward the gate murmuring, Go! Go!

Furious at the agony he was causing her, tortured by the agony it cost him, he held her firmly and told her to be silent.

Your husband is hidden in that house, he said: he is attempting to add to his treason by communicating with the Rebel cavalry. He tried to force your own pastor, at the point of a pistol, to hang a red shirt on his clothesline, which means attack! The pastor is a good man; he had taken the oath; such villainy horrified him. To save his life in the room above he consented to hang out a signal, but the signal he hung out is a white shirt which means retreat. There it is!

He pointed angrily at the white shirt hanging on the ministers clothes-line down the road.

Now, he said, let me do my duty.

He took her by the wrists, and looked straight into her eyes, adding:

Id rather be lying dead at your feet than doing what Ive got to do.

But, she cried, struggling to free herself, but the signal! Cant you understand? The man lied! He lied! He lied! The white rag means attack!

Stupefied, he dropped her wrists and stepped back.

Run to your battery! she wailed, run! run! Cant you understand! Theyre coming! Theyll kill you!

Scarcely had she spoken when a rifle-shot rang out from the race-track, another, another, then a scattered volley.

An artillery guard approached the garden, halted, turned, then scattered pell mell toward the church. The next moment Smith was running for his battery and shouting to Steele, who, mounted, cantered among the grave-stones, and hurried the panic-stricken cannoniers to their stations.

A frightful tumult arose from the race-track, where the Dead Rabbits, taken utterly unprepared by a cloud of Confederate cavalry, ran like rabbits very much alive. Through them galloped the Confederate riders, heavy sabres dripping to the hilt. The Union cavalry at the water-tank was overwhelmed; the gray-jacketed troopers, shouting their Hi! yi! yi! yi! wheeled into the village, shaking a thousand glittering sabres; but here they met a blast of cannister from the churchyard that sent them reeling and tumbling back to the race-track, now swarming with the entire Confederate division.

Smiths battery, limbered up, filed out of the churchyard, while Smith, looking annihilation in the face, saw the last of the Dead-Rabbits legging it for the woods. He turned with a groan to Steele, and Steele said, Ride for it, if were to save the guns! The whole rebel cavalry is here!

Bullets began to sing into the bewildered column; the cannoniers struggled with the horses and swore. Suddenly a shell fell squarely on the church tower and burst.

Theyve got artillery; were goners! shouted a teamster.

Smith drew his sabre and raised it high above his head: Battery forward! he cried: by the left flank! Gallop!

God help us, gasped Steele.

Team after team dashed into position, dropped their guns, and wheeled into station behind. Smith dismounted and, standing by gun No. 1, began to make calculations, pad and pencil in hand. Presently he gave his orders; a shrapnel shell was rammed home, the screw twisted to the elevation, then:

Fire!

A lance of flame pierced the white cloud, the shell soared away toward the race-track and burst beyond it.

Before gun No. 2 could be fired, a roar broke from the wooded heights close to the left, and a flight of shells struck Smiths battery amidships. For a moment it was horrible; teams were butchered, guns dismounted, cannoniers torn to shreds.

Steele, bring that limber up! shouted Smith; they shant have every gun!

Steele seized the bridle; the terrified animals lashed out right and left, threatening to kick the traces to bits. A cannonier tried to hook up the gun but fell dead under the limber. A caisson blew up, hurling a dozen men into the air and stunning as many more. With blackened face and jacket, Steele reeled toward the gun again but fell on his face in the long grass.

Bring off that gun! shouted Smith, standing straight up in his stirrups. Crack! went the wheel, and the gun sank to its axle. Then Smith sprang from his horse and helped the gunners take the spare wheel from the caisson, roll it up over the grass, and mount it on the broken pieces. Smith hammered it on the axle, then drove home the linchpin, brushed the sweat from his half-blinded eyes, and looked around.

What he saw was the wreck of three guns and caissons, the blackened fragments of gunners and horses, and a mess of trampled grass; and beyond, between his single gun and the race-track, a long gray line, glittering with naked steel, sweeping straight upon him.

Of his battery there remained three men with him; the others were lying dead around Steele or stunned and mangled somewhere in the rank grass.

Scarcely conscious of what he did, he helped his three gunners hook the gun to the limber, then mounted and followed the gun back into the village through a constantly increasing rain of bullets. One of his men fell to the earth.

I guess the whole Rebel armys here, he said, as though speaking to himself: I guess Id better get this gun to the Junction damn quick.

In front of Mrs. Ashleys cottage, as the cannon passed, Ashley, in his shirt-sleeves, fired from the window point-blank at a cannonier and shot him out of his saddle. The dead mans clutch on the teams bridle brought the gun to a halt, and the remaining gunner sprang from his saddle with an oath and dashed into the house, sabre unsheathed.

Come back! shouted Smith, reining in; man! man! weve got to save the gun! Come back! He climbed from his own saddle into the saddle of the nigh battery horse and seized the heavy rawhide. A bullet broke his wrist as he lifted it.

There was a struggle going on in the room from which Ashley had fired, but Smith did not see it; his head swam and he looked at his gun with sick eyes. For a second all round grew black, then he found himself rising from his horses neck, and, in the road beside him, he saw Mrs. Ashley and Biah, holding the bridles he had dropped.

Theyve hit me, I cant guide the team, he said vacantly. Ive got to save the gun, you know. His eyes fell on the dead body of her husband, lying where it had been flung from the window among the flowers below.

Hes dead, said Mrs. Ashley; I cant stay. Dont leave me! I can sit a horse if you will let me. Ill go with you. Dont refuse me!

She sprang into the limber seat and clutched the railing with both hands; Biah followed with a howl of terror. There was a whip there; she swung the heavy rawhide and, seizing a horse by the mane, drew herself forward to the saddle, calling; here they come! Gallop! gallop!

With a plunge the six horses leaped forward, and tore down the road, Smith swaying in his saddle with a broken arm, the young girl, enveloped in a torrent of dust, riding the nigh horse of the wheel-team, limber and gun swaying and crashing on behind, Biah bouncing, jouncing, and howling intermittently. Guide! called Smith faintly: I cant.

She seized the bridles and lashed the horses. Biah shrieked.

There are soldiers ahead! she cried to him,— Rebel infantry! Theyre going to fire!

Drive over them! he gasped.

With a rumble, a roar, and a tearing crash, the train broke into the shouting mass of men, the scurrying wheels crunched on something, there came a flash of rifles, and Smith staggered. Before his eyes all was a blurr; he still heard the hoofs clink, the chains clash, the wheels thump and pound. Gun and limber struck an opposing body and leaped into the air; Smiths glazing eyes opened; he clung to his mount and attempted to turn.

He tried to say: Is the wheel broken?

She could not reply, nor did she dare turn her head to that heap in the road already far behind. Terror sealed her lips — had sealed her lips when, through the dust ahead, she saw Smull, almost under the head teams hoofs, start to run, then go down to death beneath her very eyes.

* * * * * *

Six wild horses, a runaway limber and gun, two half-dead creatures hanging to the saddles, and a frantic darkey on the limber, — that was all of Smiths battery that tore into the Junction to the horror of Wilson and the scandal of the rank and file.

It all happened years ago; too long ago to fix the year or the date. Perhaps the incident is recorded in the archives of the Nation. Perhaps not. At all events when they had picked some stray bullets out of Smith and set his wrist in splints, he went North on furlough.

I think Mrs. Ashley went with him; and Biah being of no account, toted their luggage and breathed hard.


AMBASSADOR EXTRAORDINARY.
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ALAS! HES GONE before, 

Gone to return no more, 



Whose well-spent life did last 

Full ninety year and past, 



Crowned with Eternal bliss 

We wish our souls with his.

Ancient Epitaph 



Sing again the song you sung 

When we were together young — 

When there were but you and I 

Underneath the summer sky.

GEORGE WILLIAM CURTIS.

I.

IT was the season when our beloved motherland undergoes a quadrennial Caesarian operation and presents a new president to a pardonably hysterical people.

Installed in the several departments of the national incubator, newly hatched cabinet officers, destitute of the Roman Augurs sense of humour, met around the Oracle, and parted, without the shadow of a smile; brand-new heads of departments gazed solemnly at each other, government clerks cast owlish eyes on brand-new chiefs, gloomily alert for new cues.

The Ambassador to England was named, and sent forth; at parting the President intimated to him that he was a statesman; they shook hands and looked into each others eyes; neither relaxed a muscle. The Ambassador to Germany departed; the Ambassador to Russia followed. Other statesmen-patriots expatriated themselves with serious alacrity; a Minister descended on Brazil, another on Spain, another on Belgium; no guilty land escaped.

When His Excellency the United States Ambassador to France presented his credentials to the President of the French Republic, the guard at the Elysée presented arms, a nurse-maid wheeling a baby-carriage stopped to look, and there was a paragraph in the Figaro several days later.

In the Latin Quarter the American students discussed the new Ambassador.

Selby said to Severn: Theres a new Ambassador, you know; I hear hes red-headed.

Severn said to Rowden: Theres a new Ambassador, you know. I understand his family have red hair.

Rowden observed to Lambert: I am told that the new Ambassadors daughter has red hair.

That morning the pale April sunshine, slanting through the glass-roofed studio in the rue Notre Dame, awoke Richard Osborne Elliott from refreshing slumbers. That young man, in turn, aroused Foxhall Clifford from a lethargy incident on a nuit blanche and a green table.

Black cant turn up every time; red is bound to assist the lowly, muttered Clifford on his pillow.

At that moment Elliott, reading the Figaro, encountered the paragraph concerning the new Ambassador.

Red is going to assist us, he remarked; they say he has red hair.

Who? yawned Clifford.

An hour later Elliott, swathed in a blue crash bath-robe, sat in the studio sipping his morning coffee and perusing the feuilleton in the Figaro.

His comrade entered a moment later carrying a pair of shoes, and sat down on the floor.

New Ambassador, repeated Clifford, lacing his patent leathers; what do I care for Ambassadors!

Theyre good to know, observed Elliott, they give receptions.

Yes, sneered Clifford, fourth of July receptions, where everybody waves little flags at every body else. Ive seen trained birds do that.

Ambassadors, insisted Elliott, can get you out of scrapes. If youre broke they can send you home. Youre not much of a patriot anyway.

Yes, I am, snapped Clifford, Im loyal to the spinal marrow, but I draw the line at our diplomats. He laced the other shoe, tied it, straightened up and rose, kicking out gently first with one leg then with the other until his trousers fell over each instep with satisfying symmetry.

Patriot? he went on, I am too patriotic to countenance the status quo at our consulate, where the United States Consul sits in his shirt-sleeves and practises at a cuspidor, and where you cant get a consular certificate without being bullied by an insolent roustabout! So your new Ambassador, he continued reflectively, can go to the devil!

Now youre too hasty, said Elliott; Ambassadors are not consuls. He added dreamily, His Excellency has a daughter — I understand.

Clifford, loitering before the mirror, unconsciously gave a smarter twist to his tie, and buttoned the snowy waistcoat in silence. When he was ready, gloved, hatted, and faultlessly groomed, he selected a blossom from a pot of fragrant pinks on the window and drew it through the lapel of his morning coat.

Going to see Jacquette? asked Elliott, pouring out more coffee.

No, replied Clifford. He hummed a bar of a wedding march, strolled to the great glass window, mused a moment, sighed, whistled softly, and sighed again. There was a cock-sparrow out in the garden, hopping around, chirping and trailing his dusty wings through the gravel. A lady sparrow pecked him at intervals. The innocent courtship of the little things stirred Clifford with amorous wistfulness. He flattened his nose against the window glass and watched them, gently humming:



The fox and the bear, 

The squirrel and the hare, 

The dickey-bird up in the tree, 

The roly-poly rabbits, 

So amazing in their habits, 

They all have a mate but me, 

But me!



They all — 

They a — a — a — ll — 

Oh, they all have a mate but me!



Elliott listened scornfully.

Why, said Clifford, twisting suddenly around, should I go to school and paint Italian models — on a day like this?

You havent been to the atelier in a week, said Elliott morosely. Oh, I know what youre going to say!

No, Im not, retorted Clifford.

You are! Youre going to tell me that youve seen the most wonderful girl in the Luxembourg, who must be some foreign countess! Dont I know! Havent I heard it a thousand times? And hasnt the countess always turned up with you at some cheap restaurant?

Clifford sat down on a camp-stool and pointed his cane toward the floor. Squinting along it at a spot of sunlight on the velvety Eastern rug, he listened in silence to Elliotts reproaches.

Have you finished? he asked.

Elliott girded up his bath-robe and moved off.

Because, continued Clifford, I have a proposition to make.

Make it then, said Elliott, scowling.

Well, sit down.

Elliott squatted Turk fashion on a divan, saying bitterly, Last week you moaned and protested that you had been wasting your time. Now go on with your proposition, — but Ill not be a party to any new infatuation, let me tell you—

Clifford began to walk up and down the studio, gloved hands clasped behind his back, head thoughtfully bent as far as his collar permitted. As he walked he twiddled his cane.

Well? inquired Elliott sarcastically.

Clifford came up to him and stood a moment in silence. Then he said: Elliott, suppose we get married to twins?

Married! bawled Elliott in angry astonishment.

Irretrievably, continued Clifford gently, suppose we go into the thing thoroughly. Suppose we become respectable!

I am, broke out Elliott, but the other held up five expostulating gloved fingers.

In a way — yes, in a way. But do you know what I think? I think no man is absolutely and hopelessly respectable unless he has a wife! — Elliott, a wife — a little wifey—

Rubbish! replied Elliott, rising from the divan. And let me inform you I dont want a wife. Im well enough as I am — if anybody should ask you. Let go of my bath-robe; Im going to paint.

Think, urged Clifford,— think of being really and legally married — think of the joyful anguish — no more suppers, no more Bullier, no more tzing! la! la!—

He removed his silk hat, skipped playfully, and pretended to kick it.

But, he continued, with sudden soberness, a wife — a little wifey — is recompense for all pleasure—

Antidote, you mean—

No, I dont! Joy is born from the nuptial blessing. I desire to wed—

Who? What?

A lovely, spirituelle, delicate vision — unworldly and — er — passably provided for—

By you?

Partly by me — partly by an adoring father, — a fine silvery-haired old patrician, borne down by the weighty cares of his millions — do you know any of that kind, Elliott? 

I know some silvery-haired patricians.

Tottering under the weight of millions?

Yes.

With daughters?

Never asked em.

What about the new Ambassador? You said his daughter—

Elliott laughed:

Oh, hes tottering under millions, but his hair is red and I think that hers—

You annoy me, said Clifford, and left the studio. He paused in the garden, sniffed at the lilacs, eyes raised in contemplation of the firmament.

Nevertheless, he said to himself, red hair or silver hair — Im not bigoted on the silver question. And, he added with sprightly humour, its 16 to 1 I call on his Excellency before the week is out.

II.

His Excellency the United States Ambassador was a sheep-faced old gentleman who became hopelessly mixed up in some railroads and escaped with impaired health and most of the stock. Wheat hit him hard a year later, and oil nearly ended him, but he became entangled in trolley wires and put them underground to save future annoyance to his legs. This naturally set him on his feet again; and he went to Washington where there is honour among — financiers, and where they practise statesmanship as she is taught. When his wife died and his daughter Amyce began to go to school, his future Excellency bobbed up and down in Congress with the caprice and abruptness of a bottled imp. The see-saw continued year after year; sometimes he had a bill passed, sometimes he blocked a bill; now and then he got other peoples money, now and then other people got his money; but it evened up in the end like dominoes — if you play long enough.

Then came the new administration, the stampede for office. Before his future Excellency made up his own mind, fate shoved him into the front rank, and he asked for the French mission and the odds were against him. The President weighed him — the scales of the mint are exquisitely adjusted — and, separating the dross from the pure metal, the mind from the material, the President found him available for the diplomatic mission and told him he might have it. So he took it and went.

His Excellencys income permitted him to keep up his establishment in the rue de Sfax. Two neat attachés, military and naval, played croquet with him; his first secretary read Ollendorf to him, his daughter played hostess on national holidays, and Massenet every morning from ten to twelve. From three to four she swung in a hammock in the garden, and read Henry James.

It was at that hour and under those circumstances that Clifford first met Amyce. He was permitting his Excellency to beat him at croquet on the lawn; he loathed the game with a loathing untranslatable. He sat on the butt-end of his mallet, watching his Excellency pattering about from stake to stake, adjusting the balls with a chuckle, stooping to peer through wickets, calculating angles and split-shots.

His Excellencys heavy, sheep-like face with its silvery tuft of side-whiskers was ruddy and minutely shaved. Always scrupulously dressed, he had the air of having been neatly attired by a dolls costumer, then varnished. There was something about the old gentleman that recalled the irresponsible inertia of a manikin, — something, when he moved that resembled the automatic trot of a marionnette. He left an impression of not being responsible for either his clothes or his movements, but mutely referred you to his maker for guarantees that both were O. K. His hair was the glossy white that red hair frequently changes to; his eyes were pale hazel, lambent and vitreous as the eyes of a middle-aged sheep. His upper lip, also, seemed as though it were intended for cropping short grass.

He had taken to Clifford at once; he introduced him to the naval attaché and to the military attaché, to the first, second, and third secretaries of the Embassy. He did this partly because Clifford came armed with three good letters of introduction, partly because the United Service began to fight shy of the croquet-ground, and a substitute was necessary.

He did not, however, present him to his daughter; in fact Clifford had never even caught a glimpse of her, although on two occasions he had been bidden to dine at the Embassy. Stanley of the cavalry, the military attaché, had been pumped by Clifford without result. All he learned was that the young lady sometimes dined by herself.

However, that afternoon in early May, as Clifford sat glum and impatient on his mallet, and the Ambassador trotted about mauling the lawn, a young lady suddenly appeared under the trees by the hammock, glanced nonchalantly at his Excellency, languidly surveyed Clifford, and then, placing a hammock-pillow where it would do the most good, sat down in the hammock. It was gracefully done; she appeared to dissolve among a cloud of delicate draperies; her head indented the feather cushion; one small patent-leather toe glistened in the sunlight.

She is red-haired, was Cliffords first thought; the next was: She is a beauty, — oh, my conscience!

She was. Her eyes were those great tender grey eyes that must have been forgotten when Saint Anthony was tortured; her skin was snow and roses. But her hair, her splendid, glistening hair, heavy and red gold! — dazzling as sunlight on floss-silk!

Its your shot, said his Excellency for the third time.

The Ambassador won the game; he proposed another and Clifford assented with a sickly smile. Inwardly he swore that he would be presented, willy-nilly, even though he had to drag his Excellency to the hammock.

Confound him, he thought; have rumours of my reputation in the Quarter penetrated my countrys Embassy?

They had not; yet, it was exactly because Clifford was an artist and inhabited the Latin Quarter that the Ambassador avoided taking him to the bosom of his family. Vague and dreadful stories had been afloat in the Embassy concerning the Quarter. His Excellency had read Trilby too. This may have weighed with him; he had that distrust of art and artists prevalent among Anglo-Saxons. He also had the Anglo-Saxon desire to explore the Quarter for him self, one day, — if all was true as rumour had it. Therefore Clifford was doubly welcome, for his croquet, and for what the future promised when his Excellency needed a companion to the veiled mysteries of the Rive Gauche. So, on the whole, Clifford was a good man to amuse him, but not at all the kind of man to amuse Amyce.

But Fate, busy, as usual, with other peoples business, began to meddle with the hammock cords where Amyce swung serenely reading Henry James.

Amyce rose just in time; there came a rapid unravelling of cords, and the collapsed hammock fell with a flop.

Flushed at the nearness of undignified disaster, Amyce shook out her fluffy skirts, Henry James tightly clasped in one hand, and looked appealingly at his Excellency.

The Ambassador started to rehang the hammock; Clifford said: Permit me—

Not at all, returned the Ambassador, — but that was where he collided with Fate.

Amyce smiled and looked relieved; Clifford rehung the hammock; Amyce thanked him. Then there was a pause during which both looked expectantly at his Excellency.

The Ambassador sullenly did his duty and took Clifford back to the lawn and beat him five games of croquet. But even this triumph was wet-blanketed, for Amyce, holding Henry James to her chin, came out to the lawn to watch papa and encourage papa, and condole with Clifford for his bad fortune. Only he knew how good that fortune had been — and, perhaps, she suspected it.

Amyce suggested tea on the lawn; his Excellency began to object, but Fate was there and took another fall out of his Excellency, for Amyce had already ordered it, and a servant appeared with tables and trays on the porch.

The Ambassador cropped thin slices of bread-and-butter; Amyce poured tea; Clifford, in a daze of love, saw everything through pink haze. From this dream he was abruptly roused by the advent of Captain Stanley of the cavalry. He saw Amyce feed the brute with tea; he heard her laugh softly when the Captain told some imbecile story or imitated Count Fantozzi. He measured the Captain, he accorded him six feet two, a pair of superb legs, and a cavalry moustache.

Granted him cards and spades, thought Clifford, Ill beat him yet. I know I can.

He was an honest youth with no more vanity than you or I.

III.

In the Quarter, Cliffords attitude became unbearable. Rumours were afloat that he had outgrown the Quarter and its simple lurid pleasures; that he had put away childish things; that he consorted exclusively with the ostentatious great. When garden parties were given at the English Embassy, Cliffords name figured among the guests, — and the Quarter read it in the Figaro and chafed.

Elliott, incredulous at first, observed the absence of Clifford from all Quarter rites with astonishment and grief. The studio grew lonelier and lonelier. Elliott drank cocktails and brooded.

See here, he blurted out, one day, how long are you going to keep this up?

What? replied Clifford, placing violets in his buttonhole.

This confounded pose of yours — this tolerating the Quarter — this Embassy nonsense!

I prefer it to Bullier, said Clifford— or, he added maliciously, to the Bal à lHôtel-de-Ville.

Then he put on his gloves, humming:



Des chapeaux melon et des chapeaux rond!

Dame! cest pas dia petite bière! — eu!

Tous ces gueux là 

Ils ont pigé ça 

A la Belle Jardinière! — eu!



Elliott arose in fury.

Very well, he said, go and eat thin bread-and-butter and talk to fat princesses! — go and learn baccarat from that yellow mummy Fantozzi! — go and play imbecile croquet games with his Excellency and marry his daughter and live in the Parc Monçéaux. But youll regret it! oh yes, youll be sorry. And youll think of the Luxembourg and of Jacquette and the old studio, and youll hear a nursery full of babies squawling and youll see Fantozzi leering at your wife and—

Clifford looked around with gently raised eyebrows.

I wont be back to dinner, he said amiably.

Where are you going — dressed like that! burst out Elliott with new violence.

Going to shoot pigeons in the Bois.

They stood for a while in silence. Presently Elliott arose, went over to his manikin, and began to dress it; the manikin at present was doing duty as a French fireman for Elliotts great picture, Saved!

He mechanically placed the brass pot-helmet on the manikins papier-maché head, twisted the neck viciously, straightened out a sawdust stuffed arm, placed a rope in the hand, and closed the jointed fingers. Then he hauled out his easel, opened his colour box, and clattered the brushes.

Clifford watched him.

Elliott set his palette rainbow fashion, touched the canvas with the tip of his third finger, rolled a badger brush in rose-dorée, and began to glaze.

Dont glaze yet, said Clifford.

Why? snapped Elliott without turning.

Because you make the flames too pink.

What do you know about flames or pictures or glazing? said Elliott bitterly. Go and shoot pigeons and get married.

Clifford went out haughtily; yet there was an unaccustomed pang in his breast. He suddenly realised how utterly out of it he was; he began to comprehend that he was afloat on the Rubicon in a very leaky boat. There was nothing to warrant his hopes of Amyce except a superb self-confidence. He saw he was alienating the Quarter; — he noticed it now, as he walked, when Selby passed with a constrained smile, when Lambert bowed to him with unaccustomed rigidity, when, as he crossed the Luxembourg, Jacquette, passing with Marianne Dupoix, averted her pretty eyes.

He knew that an announcement of his engagement would be followed by excommunication from the Quarter. He had intended, in the event of betrothal, to confine his Quarter visits to Elliott and Selby and Rowden, but the prospect of involuntary exclusion had small attraction for him. He thought of Jacquette; the odour of violets from a street flower-stand recalled her.

He was in a bad humour when he reached the Tir aux Pigeons. Before he entered he saw Captain Stanley laughing on the lawn with Amyce. That, and the apparition of Fantozzi, completed his irritation and his score at the traps was ridiculous.

You play croquet better, observed his Excellency, at his elbow.

That was the last straw, and Clifford forced a smile and went across the lawn.

What was your score? asked Amyce, looking up at him from the shade of her white parasol.

He was compelled to confess it.

Fantozzi, interrupted in the recountal of recent personal experience with an electric tram-car, raised his eyebrows superciliously.

Pooh, said Captain Stanley, everybody gets out of form at times.

Clifford looked gratefully at his generous rival; Amyce also raised her eyes to the well-knit military figure. Generosity is sometimes its own reward — sometimes it even receives perquisites.

Fantozzi continued his dramatic recital of the discourteous tram-car.

I would come in a tram electrique — Mademoiselle — behold me on the corner street! — the tram approach! — I nod my head! — he do not hear me—

Couldnt hear you nod your head? inquired Stanley sympathetically.

Wonder his brains didnt rattle, muttered Clifford to himself.

I nod! I nod! repeated Fantozzi with mercurial passion; I permit myself to make observation to stop! Cease! arrest ze tram! He regard me insolent! the tram vanishes itself! I am left on the corner street! The miserable laugh!

Are you sure you called to the motor-man to stop? asked Stanley gravely.

Parbleu! I did say stop! I said it! I did hear myself say it!

Mr. Clifford, said Amyce, who is shooting? She raised her lorgnettes: Oh, Count Routier! Do you know I am not pleased to see little birds shot. Captain Stanley, it is your turn next. Have you no pity for those poor pigeons?

Monsieur Clifford had, said Count Fantozzi. Amyce frowned a little; Fantozzi, prepared to laugh at his own wit, winced at the silence.

Well, said Stanley, I must go and perform. Shall I miss every bird — is it your pleasure? he added, looking at Amyce.

Amyce smiled, her face was an enigma.

Do as you please, I wish you good fortune in any event, she said.

Fantozzi pretended to shudder for the pigeon victims; Stanley walked thoughtfully across the lawn; Clifford, on fire with mixed emotions of jealousy and love, pretended to be absorbed in the shooting. He glanced indifferently at the gaily-dressed groups on the green, recognised some people and bowed, returned the salutes of other people who recognised him, and finally sat down on a camp-stool near Amyce.

Others were joining the group; a lieutenant of hussars, in sky-blue and silver, a brilliant-eyed diplomatic group from Brazil, one or two tall Englishmen, scrubbed pink, and finally his Excellency the United States Ambassador.

Clifford loathed them all; yet, Amyce was very kind to him. While Captain Stanley stood shooting, she scarcely glanced at the traps, and when that sober-faced young cavalryman sauntered back and confessed he had killed every bird, she scarcely raised her eyebrows. Was it displeasure?

It is but a sport brutal, whispered Fantozzi close behind her.

Like your bull-fights, said Clifford, seriously. He and Stanley were quits. It was war with Fantozzi.

The Spanish attaché with the Italian name glared blankly at Clifford who returned his glance wickedly.

Croquet is better sport, bleated his Excellency, accepting a glass of champagne and a thin slice of bread-and-butter.

Cliffords turn came again at the traps; he missed right and left. He heard Fantozzi laugh. When he came back Amyce had gone away with his Excellency and Captain Stanley. However, Fantozzi was there and Clifford succeeded in picking a quarrel with him and followed it with a smile and the slightest touch on the Counts shirt front.

Fantozzi turned a delicate green, then crimson. Then he went away to the club-house and called for a cab, and drove to his Embassy at a speed that interested pedestrians along the Champs Elysée.

Clifford withdrew a little later to the Café Anglais where he sullenly brooded and dined too freely. About nine oclock, he went to see Stanley; at halfpast ten a handsome young Spaniard called to pay his respects and bring courteous greetings from Fantozzi.

Clifford left the Spaniard and Stanley deeply interested in each others society, and took a cab to the United States Embassy, where, as an artist, he was to oversee the decorative preparations for next evenings garden-party. His Excellency had requested it; Amyce appeared pleasantly cordial; so Clifford went to direct the hanging of lanterns and gaily-coloured scarfs, and, incidentally to propose marriage to his Excellencys only daughter.

His Excellency was smoking a cigar on the lawn as Clifford entered, mentally thanking all the saints that it was too late to play croquet. Servants moved through the shrubbery; a few lanterns threw an orange light among the chestnut branches.

His Excellency was in good humour; he pattered about, as though driven by improved mechanism; he chuckled at times that irritating chuckle incident to victory at croquet.

Well have electric lights next week, he said; ever play croquet by moonlight?

There is no moon to-night, said Clifford, triumphantly.

I know it, sighed his Excellency.

Presently the Ambassador exhibited a desire to interfere with Cliffords directions to the servants; he insisted on mounting a ladder and fussing with a string of crimson lanterns. The first, second, and third Secretaries of the Embassy were summoned to steady the ladder; Clifford saw an opportunity and seized it.

Amyce, who had been standing on the porch, observed Cliffords advance with mixed sentiments.

Are all the lanterns hung? she asked.

No, said Clifford, his Excellency has proposed modifications.

Man proposes— began Amyce, gaily, then stopped.

The silence was startling.

Presently Amyce picked a rose from the vine at her elbow.

Is it mine? asked Clifford.

Yours? I — I dont know.

She held it a moment, then he took if And the giver? he whispered.

I — I dont know, said Amyce.

Then, said Clifford, I shall take her — as I took the rose; and he moved toward her up the steps.

At that moment Fate, who had been listening as usual, somewhere among the shadows, took a hand in the proceedings; there was a crunch of footsteps on the gravel walk, the dim glimmer of a cigar, and Captain Stanley entered the house, bowing pleasantly to Amyce and casting a look at Clifford that meant, Follow me.

Before Clifford could move, Amyce passed him with a pale smile and crossed the lawn toward the lantern-hangers.

His emotions were indescribable; he damned Stanley, then, buoyed with the intoxicating thought that Amyce had not refused him, he went into the house and found Stanley waiting in the smoking-room.

Well, said Clifford ungraciously.

Stanley appeared a trifle surprised but said: Im sorry you are in this mess, old fellow. Fantozzi naturally wants a shot at you.

An unpleasant sensation passed through Clifford; Fantozzi and his shot were repulsive at the moment.

When? asked Clifford.

To-morrow at sunrise. Ive notified Bull.

Clifford grew angry: Then he can have his shot, he said savagely, and sat down for a conference, interrupted about eleven oclock by his Excellency.

The Ambassador was in no mood for bed. Perhaps something in the lighted lanterns had roused the long smouldering spark of revelry, dormant in every masculine bosom. Being an Anglo-Saxon he knew of no lighter gaiety than heavy drinking. He began to tell stories — quite pointless tales — and he would not let Clifford go, and he spoke vaguely of wonderful brands of whisky past and whisky to come. He sat there, his limpid hazel eyes meeker than any lambkins, a carefully dressed lay-figure, irresponsible to God and man, and for whom nobody was responsible except his Constructor.

About midnight he became entirely automatic; his eyes seemed to plead for somebody to wind him up and set him going again.

When he gets this way he has a tendency to wander, whispered Stanley; I usually lock him in his room; if I didnt hed be all over town — like an escaped toy.

Clifford went out on the porch; Stanley followed. At sunrise, said Clifford soberly. Will you call for me in a carriage?

At sunrise, replied Stanley offering his hand. Then Clifford went away, and Stanley, lingering to watch him to the gate, walked slowly back to the smoking-room.

To his horror his Excellency had disappeared. The west porch door swung wide open.

Hell be all over Paris! groaned Stanley smiting his head with both hands.

IV.

Clifford did not go back to the studio; he took a long drive in a cab to steady his nerves. He alternately thought of Amyce, of Fantozzi, of his Excellencys incoherent stories, of Elliott and the studio, — and, perhaps, of Jacquette. Two hours before dawn he found himself standing in front of Sylvains; and, wondering why he had wandered there, he went in and upstairs. The long glittering room reeked with cigar smoke; voices rose harshly from the disordered tables; a piano tinkled faintly on the floor above. He looked at his watch; it lacked an hour of the appointed time when he was to meet Stanley with the carriage at the studio. He turned toward the portal impatiently; somebody entered as he opened the leather doors; he glanced up and met his Excellency face to face.

His Excellency began a mechanical trot into the room; Clifford involuntarily detained him and the Ambassador stopped obediently as though somebody had arrested his running-gear. He examined Clifford with mild vitreous eyes as though he had never before seen him. He was perfectly docile, perfectly contented to be started again in any new direction. He needed a few repairs; Clifford saw that at once. It would never do to send his Excellency home with such a hat and collar and tie; the personnel at the Embassy must never see his Excellency in such disorder.

Come, said Clifford gently. There was a cab at the door; he stowed his Excellency away in one corner and followed, ordering the cabby to hasten to the studio in the rue Notre Dame. There was not much time to lose when they reached the studio. Clifford attempted to adorn his Excellency with clean linen, but found that it might take some hours as the machinery had run down and the Ambassador evinced an unmistakable inclination to slumber. He seated his Excellency in an arm-chair, and hurriedly changed his own evening dress for morning clothes. Then he went up to Elliotts bedroom, but that young mans bed was untenanted and undisturbed. The Ambassador slept peacefully in the studio; after a moments thought Clifford scribbled a note:



DEAR ELLIOTT



When you come in please give this gentleman clean linen and a new hat and brush his clothes and send him to the United States Embassy p d. q.

Yours, 

CLIFFORD.



As he finished he heard carriage-wheels in the street outside and he thrust the note into his Excellencys hat-band, jammed the hat on the slumbering diplomats head, and hurried out to the street where Stanley and Bull were waiting in the dim grey of the coming dawn.

Not had coffee! exclaimed Bull; nonsense, its traditional!

Well take it at St. Cloud, said Stanley. Are you ready, old fellow?

The carriage door slammed, the wheels rattled faster and faster.

By the way, said Clifford, his Excellency paid me a visit this morning. Ill see he gets home in good shape.

Thank heaven! cried Stanley; Ive been hunting him all night!

A moment later he looked earnestly at Clifford: Is your hand steady?

Yes, said Clifford pleasantly.

Youd better shoot closer than you did at the pigeons, suggested Bull.

Why? Is Fantozzi a good shot?

Rotten, said Stanley.

Hes the more to be feared then, observed Bull cynically.

Why, you know, confessed Clifford with a frank smile, I feel certain that Im not going to be hit. I was nervous last night, but not on that account.

And he smiled confidently, thinking of Amyce.

But, insisted Bull, are you going to hit your man?

Perhaps. What bosh it all is, anyway, laughed Clifford.

V.

It was not yet sunrise when Elliott, entering the studio with Selby, lighted the gas and started to prepare for bed. As Elliott turned up the gas Selby encountered the owl-like eyes of his Excellency, blinking, limpid, vacant.

Whats that? he said nervously. But when he saw the evening dress, the disordered tie, the hat, he approached the Ambassador curiously. Presently he reached up, slipped the note from his Excellencys hat-band, opened it, read it in silence, then passed it to Elliott without a word.

May I ask who you are? said Elliott. His Excellency bleated and waited for somebody to set him in motion, with placid confidence. Elliott frowned. This then was one of those who had lured Clifford from the fold! — this wicked old creature, apparently paralysed by depravity, planted in an arm-chair! His ruffled hat accused him! His crumpled tie, coyly peeping from behind one ear, convicted him!

Call a cab, said Elliott thickly.

His Excellency betrayed no emotion; his round eyes followed Elliotts movements with trustful tranquillity. When Selby returned, saying the cab was there, Elliott assisted the Ambassador to his feet; but, what was his surprise and indignation to see that his Excellency was entirely capable of movement. For, once set in motion, the Ambassador began trotting all about the room with perfect solemnity and, apparently with keen satisfaction.

I beg your pardon, said Elliott coldly, your cab is waiting. He might as well have talked to the statues in the Louvre. Then he lost his selfcontrol and, taking his Excellency by one sleeve he led him to the arm-chair and seated him.

Aged man, he said, are you not mortified? You have dragged my comrade into your depraved society! Youve taken him away from the Latin Quarter, youve stuffed his head full of marriage nonsense, of ambition, of desire for wealth and position. How dare you come here and ask for a hat and a collar!

Do you intend to ruin Clifford at baccarat? demanded Selby.

Or marry him to anybody? added Elliott hoarsely.

Who are you? cried Selby; are you a corrupt diplomat? Or are you merely a wicked old man on a spree?

He cant wear that hat; it wont stay on, observed Elliott. Selby took a womans bonnet from the manikin, placed it on his Excellencys head and tied the strings under his chin. Elliott threw Cliffords covert-coat over his Excellencys shoulders.

That bonnet will keep him from catching cold, he said, it may teach him a lesson, too, when his wife sees it.

His Excellency unmoved, serene, surveyed Elliott from under his bonnet.

Come, said Selby, and they set the Ambassador in motion again, out the door, along the garden to the street where the cab stood. The cabby stared a little, but Elliott said grimly: Take him to the United States Embassy with Mr. Cliffords compliments. And leave word that he can keep the bonnet for future use.

* * * * * *

About that time, several miles away in the forest of St. Cloud, Clifford was taking careful aim at Fantozzis anatomy, and Fantozzi was returning the attention. A moment later two insignificant reports broke the silence; both men, very pale, stood motionless; two tiny shreds of smoke floated upward through the tender foliage above.

Captain Stanley turned to Fantozzis second, they conferred for a moment, then Stanley turned away to avoid a smile and went hastily up to Clifford.

He says he doesnt want another shot; he says honour is satisfied; look out, I believe hes preparing to embrace you!

In vain Clifford attempted to shun the fervid reconciliation, in vain he dodged Fantozzis tears and hugs. Fantozzi would not leavehim, not he! Clifford dexterously escaped a kiss aimed at his cheek.

There were compliments from seconds, from the surgeon, from the principals. Undismayed, Stanley tackled the procés-verbal. Bull locked up his instruments, the carriages were summoned by handkerchief signal; the duel was at an end. Gaily they drove back to breakfast — a red-hot Spanish breakfast at Fantozzis apartments. They toasted each other, they toasted the two nations, Spain and the United States.

Stanley, obliged to report at his Embassy, excused himself and promised to return. The breakfast continued; Fantozzi played exquisite Spanish airs on the guitar between courses; his handsome attaché accompanied him on the piano.

Bull, tactless to the back-bone, sang Cuba Libre, but nobody cared and everybody laughed. Afternoon came; they still breakfasted. Fantozzi insisted on a bout with the foils; Clifford accepted; they broke a handsome vase and some saucers.

About four oclock, while Bull was singing Cuba Libre for the eleventh time by special request, Stanley entered, glanced gravely around, and motioned Clifford to come outside. Clifford went, closing the door behind him, troubled by the stony solemnity of Stanleys visage.

Whats up? he inquired.

This, said Stanley with inscrutable eyes. His Excellency was sent home in a cab this morning, wearing a womans bonnet and your covert-coat!

What! gasped Clifford.

Also with your compliments and a request that his Excellency keep the bonnet for future use.

Cold sweat broke out on Cliffords brow.

Its Elliott! he moaned. Its Elliotts work! Oh, Heaven, he didnt know what he was doing!

Stanley was silent.

Ill go to the Embassy, cried Clifford, Ill go now.

Better not, said Stanley kindly.

There was a pause.

Does — does she know? faltered Clifford.

Yes, said Stanley.

And — and she — she believed I did it!

No — I told her you were incapable of such a thing. But she is perhaps a little prejudiced — that is — I mean — you understand, I found her much distressed.

Clifford raised his eyes, searching the handsome young face before him. Something in that face made his heart turn to water.

Stanley! he blurted out, it isnt you, is it, she has promised to marry—

Yes, said Stanley slowly.

Clifford went and leaned over the banisters. After a long time he straightened up, mopped his brow with his handkerchief, smiled, and came up to Stanley holding out his hand.

Before I take it I want to say that this incident had nothing to do with it, said Stanley; I proposed and was accepted at the pigeon match.

Clifford was staggered for a moment; then he recovered and held out his hand again.

She is one in a million, he said cordially, thinking to himself, and the rest of the millions are just like her, oh, Lord! just like her!

Stanley grasped his hand; they stood looking at each other with kindly eyes. Fantozzis voice came through the closed door:



Espagne! Espagne!

Bravo!Toro!



Somewhere in there Bull still chanted Cuba Libre! Presently they bowed to each other, shook hands again, and parted.

My compliments to His Excellency and to Miss Amyce, said Clifford. Then he went in and took leave of Fantozzi and the others despite their united protests. An hour later he entered the studio, fell upon Elliott and beat him madly. They fought like schoolboys until tired; perspiring and breathless, they retreated to separate sofas and panted.

Confound you! gasped Elliott, what do you mean by it?

I mean that I forgive you, said Clifford grimly; go to the devil!

They smiled at each other across the studio.

Was that the Ambassador, then? asked Elliott.

It was, — Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary.

He isnt red-headed, suggested Elliott, your Ambassador Extraordinary.

Nevertheless, said Clifford he is a most extraordinary Ambassador. Where shall we dine?

In the Quarter?

In the Quarter.

With me?

With you.

And Colette and Jacquette?

And Colette and Jacquette.

Elliott, choking with emotion, nodded, and picked up a ruffled silk hat from the floor.

His Excellencys, said Clifford softly, and hung it over an easel.


YO ESPERO
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GOD BE MERCIFUL to me, a sinner. Thou hast already been merciful to the virtuous by making them so. — Arabian Prayer.

I.

Good morning, said the young fellow, lifting his cap.

Good morning, said the girl.

It was the third time they had met; they had never before spoken. The young fellow buttoned his tweed jacket to the throat, glanced over the wooden railing of the foot-bridge, and then looked up at the sky. The sky was pale blue, fleckless and untroubled save for a shred of filmy vapour floating all alone in the zenith; — that was all, except the gilt incandescent disc of the sun; — all, except a speck, high in the scintillating vault, that circled slowly, slowly southwards, and vanished in mid-air.

The speck was a buzzard.

The young fellow turned from the glimmering water and looked diffidently at the girl. She bent her grey eyes upon the stream.

Would you mind telling me whether there are trout in this river? he asked, moving a step toward her.

She raised her head instantly, smiling.

Gay Brook was a famous trout stream — once, she answered.

Then I suppose there are a few still left in it, he asked, also smiling.

But, continued the girl, that was very, very long ago. She was looking again at the water, pensively.

How long ago? he persisted, drawing a little nearer.

About seventy-five years ago, she replied without raising her head; Buck Gordon says so. Do you know Buck Gordon? His boys are the telegraph agents at the station above. I dont know the Gordon boys; I have spoken twice with old man Gordon. I do not suppose, she continued reflectively, that there has been a trout in Gay Brook for fifty years. Do you know why?

No, he said, but I should be glad to know.

He had drawn a little nearer and now leaned on the wooden railing of the bridge, his back to the water, his hands in his pockets. A leather rod-case was slung over one shoulder. The southern sun crisped the edges of his short hair and shorter moustache.

The reason, said the girl, gazing dreamily into the stream again,— the reason is because they cut off so much timber in the mountain notch yonder that now the freshets come every spring, and for weeks the water is nothing but yellow mud. Trout cant live in mud, — can they?

After a silence he said: And so there are no more trout. She shook her head. The sun burnished her dark hair and tinged the delicate contour of cheek and throat with a warmer flush. Her white cambric sunbonnet swung from her waist by both strings. Presently she put it on and turned toward him, holding the tips of the strings between the forefinger and thumb of her left hand. Her right hand lay indolently along the grey railing of the bridge. It was dimpled and tanned to a creamy tint.

I have seen you three times here at the bridge, she observed.

And I have seen you, he said; I wish I had spoken before.

She tore a tiny splinter from the sun-bleached railing and dropped it into the water. It danced away through the trembling sunbeams.

I wondered why you came to fish in Gay Brook, she went on; I might have told you that there are nothing but minnows here; — I nearly did tell you—

I wish I had asked the first time we — I saw you, he said; it would have saved me no end of disappointment. Why did you not tell me?

Because — you didnt ask me. I might have told you anyway if I had not seen that you were from the North.

You dislike Northern people?

I? Oh, no, — I dont know any.

But you say that if—

I mean that I do not understand Northern strangers.

The young fellow looked at her curiously.

Why, I thought you also were from the North, he said; you do not speak with a Southern accent—

I am from Maryland, but I have lived here in North Carolina nearly all of my life. The reason that I do not speak with a Southern accent is because my uncle is from the North and I have lived alone with him, — ever since I can remember.

Here?

Yes. I am very glad you spoke to me. When do you go away to the North again?

The young fellow touched his short moustache and gave her a sharp glance. His sunburned cheeks were tinged with a faint colour.

I am very glad too, he said; I find it a bit lonely at the hotel..

The hotel, she repeated; there are two hundred people there.

And I am lonely, he said again.

You cant be, — how can you be? she persisted, raising her grey eyes to his.

Because, he replied; I havent anything in common with any of them, — except Tom OHara.

I dont understand, she insisted. It seems to me that if I had the happiness of being with a great many people I should have all in the world that I long for. I have nobody, — except my uncle.

You have your friends, he said.

No, nobody except my uncle. I do not count Zeke, and the boys.

Zeke?

Zeke Chace.

Oh, he said; Ive heard of him. He runs the blockade, doesnt he?

Does he? she asked demurely.

He laughed and rested his head on his wrist, looking into her face. Her face was half hidden in the shadow of her sunbonnet, so she met his gaze placidly.

Doesnt Zeke Chace run the blockade? he repeated.

What blockade? she asked. Her grey eyes were very round and innocent.

Have you never heard of blockade whisky? he insisted.

She had to laugh.

I might have heard something about it, she admitted.

His pleasant serious face questioned hers and her lips parted in the merriest laugh again.

How silly! she cried; everybody has heard of blockade whisky.

Oh, he said, I have often asked, but the people around here wont talk about it!

Perhaps they take you for a Revenue Officer, she ventured gravely.

Very probably, he answered.

At this she laughed outright. It occurred to him that she was making fun of him and he glanced at her again sharply.

How do you know that I am not a Revenue Officer? he asked.

Her laughing eyes met his.

Can you tell a coon from a possum? she asked in return.

I? Of course.

So can I, she said, trying hard to look serious. After a moment they both laughed outright.

You have teased me unmercifully, he said; dont you think you ought to tell me where I can catch a trout or two?

Then I will, she answered impulsively, moving a step nearer; but Zeke wont like it. There are trout in the Buzzard Run.

The Buzzard Run?

Its yonder, behind Mist Mountain. Zeke wont like it, she repeated.

Why? Does Zeke fish too?

Zeke? Hm! Not exactly. Never mind, — I shall tell Zeke about you and nobody will bother you. But you must be a little careful; there are snakes on Mist Mountain.

Not dangerous snakes, — are there?

I dont know what kind you are used to, she said; there are rattlers in the rocks on Mist Mountain.

After a pause he asked her if there were many rattlesnakes there.

Sometimes one sees two or three, sometimes none at all, she answered. They give you warning; they run if you let them. It might be better if you kept to the path. There is a path all the way.

Then Ill stick to it, he said lightly I suppose its too late to go to-day. He looked at his watch and raised his eyebrows. Why, its twelve oclock! he exclaimed.

She refused to believe it and bent her dainty head over his shoulder to see.

Dear me! she cried, uncle will question me!

They stood looking at each other with new-born awkwardness. She took one short step backward.

Are you going? he asked, scarcely conscious of what he said.

Why, yes, — I must.

He leaned over the bridge railing and looked at the crinkling ripples. After a while she also bent over, resting her elbows on the railing. A brilliant green beetle ran across the bleached board, halted, spread its burnished wings, and buzzed away across the stream. A small fluffy honey-wasp alighted between her elbows and crept quickly into a hole in the splintering plank.

Yes, she repeated, I must go.

He raised his head and looked her frankly in the eyes:

I should like to see you again, he said.

Really? Oh, I suppose I shall pass the bridge again before you go.

How do you know? Suppose I should go tomorrow?

You said you were going fishing to-morrow, — didnt you?

Why no, — I didnt say so, he said eagerly; I would rather talk with you.

Why dont you go fishing?

I would rather talk to you, he repeated.

What shall we talk about — blockade whisky? They both laughed. He had moved up beside her again.

I want to see you again, she said, I think you can see that I do. I could come to the bridge tomorrow. I would rather the people at the hotel did not know. My uncle has forbidden me to speak to anybody except Zeke and the boys. When I was a child I did not feel very lonely; now I have the greatest longing to know people — girls of my own age. I dare not.

Have you no girl friend at all?

No. I should like to know older women too. At night in bed I often cry and cry — there! — I should not tell you such things—

Tell me, he said soberly.

But she only smiled and shook her head saying; It is lonely at Yo Espero.

He looked into her grey eyes; they troubled him. I dare not wait any longer, she said,— goodbye, — will you come to-morrow?

Here? Yes. Shall I come early?

Oh, yes.

At seven?

Yes.

He offered her his hand but she did not take it.

Wait, she said, I do not know your name, — no, — dont tell me now, — let me think a little of what I have done. If I come to-morrow — then you may tell me.

He watched her hurry away up the woodland path that leads to Yo Espero. When she was gone he stood still, idly tearing dried splinters from the bridge railing.

II.

The piazzas of the Diamond Spring Hotel were empty; the guests came trooping through the great square hall and into the big dining-room to be fed.

Young Edgeworth arrived late and silently took his seat, bowing civilly to his neighbours.

There were fifteen people at his table, including the Reverend Dr. Beezeley, who presided, flanked by his wife, his progeny, and a bottle of Diamond Spring water. Near to the Reverend Orlando Beezeley sat another minister, a little pink gentleman with bulging eyes. His name was Meeke and he looked it. But he wasnt.

Now the Reverend Orlando Beezeley and Dr. Samuel Meeke were both of a stripe, differing on one or two obscure questions. One reverend gentleman was a pillar of the Pure Peoples League; the other wore the badge of the Charity Band. And they squabbled.

For their leagues, their bands, and their squabbles, Edgeworth cared nothing. He believed that all people should be allowed to worship God in their own fashion, — even by squabbling if they chose. He was disposed to be courteous to the two ministers and their wives and young. It was difficult, however, partly because they were inquisitive, partly on account of the Reverend Orlandos personal habits, which were maddening. He put his fingers into everything, including his mouth; they were always sticky, and this, combined with cuffs that came too far over his knuckles, oppressed Edgeworth. The Reverend Orlandos fingers were obtrusive. When he walked they spread out, perhaps to stem the downward avalanche of cuff. He also twiddled them when he had no other use for them, and Heaven knows he put them to uses for which they were never intended.

All this interfered with Edgeworths appetite and he shunned the Reverend Orlando Beezeley. Once, at the table, the minister asked him why he didnt go to the Sunday services which he, Dr. Beezeley, held in the hotel parlours, and when Edgeworth said it was because he didnt want to, the Reverend Orlando sniffed offensively. For a week the atmosphere was surcharged with unpleasantness; but one day Dr. Beezeley asked Edgeworth what he did for a living, and Edgeworth pleasantly told him that it was none of his business. The atmosphere at once cleared up and the Reverend Orlando became irksomely affable. This was because he was afraid of Edgeworth and disliked him.

Therefore, when Edgeworth entered the diningroom and slipped quietly into his chair, Dr. Beezeley said: Hey! been a-fishin?

No, said Edgeworth.

Whereve you been then? urged Mrs. Beezeley, devoured by curiosity. She had contracted this disease in the little Boston suburb where she lived, and she had infected her whole family.

I have been out, said Edgeworth pleasantly.

Dr. Samuel Meeke, who had pricked up his ears, relapsed into a dull contemplation of Mrs. Dill again.

But Mrs. Beezeley was not defeated. She turned to the pallid lady beside her, Mrs. Dill, and said in a thin high voice: Pass the trout to Mr. Edgeworth; he cant seem to catch any — even off the old foot-bridge.

Edgeworth was intensely annoyed, for it was plain that some of the Beezeley brood had been spying. He looked at Master Ballington Beezeley who grinned at him impertinently.

His father was busy feeding himself with mashed potato, but he observed his heirs impudence and was not displeased.

I seen you, cried the youthful Beezeley, writhing with the pressure of untold secrets,— you was mashin a country-girl, Mister Edgeworth, — I seen you!

Te-he! tittered Mrs. Dill.

I saw you, would perhaps be more correct, said Edgeworth; unless perhaps your parents have instructed you to the contrary—

Ballington! cried Mrs. Beezeley, turning red, how dare yo use such grammar?

Edgeworth surveyed the defeat of the Beezeleys without any particular emotion.

Mrs. Dill attempted to save the day but choked on an olive and was assisted from the room by Dr. Samuel Meeke. Then the Beezeleys made Mrs. Meeke wretched with significant looks and smiles and half-suppressed coughs, until she rose to find out why Mrs. Dill and her husband did not return. Poor little woman! her bosom friend, Mrs. Beezeley, had long ago quenched for her what little comfort in life she ever knew.

When the Reverend Orlando Beezeley had fed to repletion, he removed the napkin from his chin, cleared his throat, picked his teeth, and finally took himself off to the piazza.

I cant stand this table full much longer, muttered Edgeworth to himself, and he called to the head waiter, a majestic personage of colour, and also a Baptist deacon.

Deacon, said he, give me a place at another table to-night, can you?

Sholy, Sholy, Mistuh Edgewurf, said the majestic one; might you prefer to be seated at Mis Weldons table, Mistuh Edgewurf?

Edgeworth looked across at Mrs. Weldon and then at her pretty daughter, Claire.

Go over and ask Mrs. Weldon whether she objects, he said.

Mrs. Weldon did not object and neither did Claire, so Edgeworth walked over and said some polite things which he forgot a minute afterward. So did Mrs. Weldon. I am not sure about Claire.

When Edgeworth went out on the veranda to smoke his pipe, a young fellow in tweeds and scarlet golf-jacket, who was sitting astride the railing said: Hello, Jim, its all over the hotel that youre sweet on some country girl.

Tommy, said Edgeworth, in a low pleasant voice, go to the devil!

OHara smiled serenely.

I suppose its that Beezeley whelp, eh, Jim?

I fancy it is. A fellow cant brush his hair but its reported in Diamond Springs.

Oh, theres truth in it then, laughed OHara. That, said Edgeworth, is none of your confounded business; and they strolled off together, arm in arm, smoking placidly.

These Beezeleys, said OHara, are blights on the landscape. They ought to be exterminated with Paris-green.

Or drowned in tubs, said Edgeworth.

Like unpleasant kittens, added OHara. Come, said Jim Edgeworth, what was that yarn you wanted to spin for me this morning?

Yarn. Tis no yarn, said OHara; its the truth and it troubles me. Sit down here on the grass till I tell you. Look at the veranda, Jim; its like a circus with the band playing.

The girls frocks are very pretty; I like lots of colour, said Edgeworth.

Theres plenty in Claire Weldons cheeks, observed OHara, gloomily.

Its natural, said Jim.

It was before you came. Now she puts more on in your honour; — confound it, man, cant you see the lass is forever making eyes at you? — and, Jim, its death to me!

Edgeworth stared at him.

Oh, youre blinder than the white bat of Drum-gilt! said OHara; youve eyes in your head, but theyre only there for ornament. Didnt you know I am in love with Claire Weldon now?

Why no, said Edgeworth, are you really, Tommy?

Am I really, Tommy? Faith, I thought even the fish in Gay Brook knew it.

Well, laughed Edgeworth, go in and win, then!

Do you mean it? said Tommy gravely.

Mean it? My dear fellow, why shouldnt I?

OHara beamed upon him and grasped his hand.

There! he cried, I knew it! Ive told her ye didnt care tuppence for any lass, and if she didnt take me shed be doin herself but ill service.

Edgeworth burst into fits of laughter. Is that the way you woo a girl, Tom OHara?

There are ways and ways, said OHara doggedly.

How about Sir Brian? asked Jim, checking his mirth.

Sir Brian was Tommys father. The several thousand miles that separated father and son did not lessen Tommys uneasiness concerning his fathers approval.

I cant help it, said Tom; if he disowns me Ill go to work, that I will! and Claire knows it.

They say, said Edgeworth, that the OHaras always get what they want.

They do. My grandfather loved a lass who died, so he blew out his brains and caught her in heaven.

Hm! coughed Edgeworth.

Do you know to the contrary? demanded OHara.

No, said Jim, Ill have to wait a bit to verify this story. Have you any tobacco? Thanks, my pipes out. Look at the sky, Tom; its pretty, isnt it?

They sprawled on their backs and kicked up their heels; two bronzed young athletes, — as trim a pair as one might see anywhere betwixt the poles of this planet.

Hark, said Edgeworth, hear Beezeley and Meeke squabbling over their Maker. Do you suppose He hears them? He is so very faraway. Hark how they wrangle over their future blessedness. I should think they would be ashamed to have God hear them.

Beezeley says he believes in hell, but doesnt want to go there, said OHara, lazily.

Theres no hell, said Edgeworth. He hadnt lived long enough to know; he was nineteen.

OHara raised himself on one elbow and looked at him.

No hell? he asked.

No.

If he had seen the lines in OHaras young face, — the faint marks about the eyes and mouth, he might have answered differently.

The afternoon sunlight lay warm across the level meadow. The locust trees were in full bloom, deep laden with heavy, drooping clusters of white blossoms. Every wandering breeze bore the penetrating sweetness of the locusts and the delicate odour of hemlock and pine. Great scarlet trumpet-flowers swayed in the May wind; from the nearer forest came the scent of dogwood and azalea. Over the greensward butterflies fluttered, little white ones, chasing each other among the dandelions, great swallow-tailed butterflies, yellow and black, flopping around the phlox, or pursuing a capricious course along the river bank. There were others too, gay comma-butterflies, delicate violet or blue swallow-tailed butterflies, and now and then a rare shy comrade of theirs, pale sulphur and grey, striped like a zebra, that darted across the flower-beds and flitted away to its dusky haunts among the shrub-oak and holly of the mountain sides. An oriole, gorgeous in orange and black, uttered a sweet call from the lower branches of an oak. A bluebird dropped into the lower grass under the bushes. Then a catbird began to sing and trill and warble until the whole air rippled with melody.

Tis a nightingale or Im in Drumgilt! said OHara, sitting up.

Its a male catbird, said Edgeworth, rising; come on, Tom!

OHara picked himself up from the grass, scraped out his pipe, ran a grass-stem through it, and looked at the sun.

We have loafed the whole afternoon away, he said.

I was anxious to kill time, said Edgeworth. He was thinking of the girl at the bridge.

Kill time! kill time! said OHara impatiently,— why, man, tis time that kills us! Im going to find Miss Weldon, and Id be obliged to ye to stay away.

Bosh! said Edgeworth, youre worth twenty like me.

That I am! said Tom, but Ill be saying good night, lad! And for the love of me, stay away from Claire Weldon. You dont want my curse?

Oh,.no, laughed Edgeworth; but Im going to dine at their table. I asked the Deacon to fix it. I cant stand the holy alliance any longer.

All right, said OHara, when a girl has to see a man eat three times a day, she loses her illusions concerning him.

Whats that? demanded Edgeworth.

But OHara swung off across the clover, whistling Terry Bowen and buttoning his scarlet golf-jacket with an irritating air of self-satisfaction.

The mischief take Tom and his girls! said Edgeworth to himself, but he looked after Tom and smiled, for he thought the world revolved about OHara. Still he began to be lonely again, now that OHara was gone.

Why the deuce cant he spend a half hour now and then with me? he muttered to himself; what can he find to talk about all day to that one girl?

III.

That night after dinner he found himself joining the procession upon the veranda, walking with a pretty girl whom he did not remember meeting, but, from whose conversation, he knew he must have danced attendance on somewhere or other.

In the half light of the mellow Japanese lanterns, he caught glimpses of familiar faces in the throng; Dr. Beezeley, unctuous and sticky-fingered, the faded Mrs. Dill with Dr. Samuel Meeke, poor little Mrs. Meeke, anxiously smiling when she caught the protruding eyes of her husband, Mrs. Weldon, gracious and serene, walking with some tall, heavy-whiskered Southerner, Tommy OHara conducting Miss Claire Weldon, with something of the determination that one notices in troopers who convoy treasure-trains. In and out of the lights they passed him, vague impressions of filmy draperies and lantern-lit faces, with now and then a shadowy gesture or a sparkle of eyes in the twilight. Beyond, the dark foliage of sycamore and maple loomed motionless, with never a wind to stir the tender leaves, but the locust-trees, where the grape-like bunches of white blossoms hung, were all hazy with the quivering wings of dusk-moths. Slender sphinx-moths darted and turned and hovered over the phlox, grey wraiths of dead humming-birds, poised above phantom flowers. Below the fountain spray, drifting fine as a veil of mist across the shadowy blossoms of white iris, a hidden tree-frog quavered a sweet-treble, and on every twig-tip gauzy-winged creatures scraped resonant accompaniment.

Of what are you thinking, Mr. Edgeworth? asked the girl beside him.

He started slightly; he had quite forgotten her. He had been thinking of the girl at the bridge and the tryst next morning, but he said: I was listening to the tree-frog. It means rain to morrow.

I am very sorry, said the girl, I was going to Painted Mountain on horseback. Shall we sit here a moment? She shook out her skirts and seated herself, and he found a place on the veranda railing beside her.

Painted Mountain? he asked; that is beyond Yo Espero, isnt it?

Yo Espero is on the southern slope. I heard such an interesting story about Yo Espero to-day; shall I tell you?

He looked at her sharply, then nodded, saying: Tell me first what Yo Espero means. Its Spanish, isnt it?

I dont know, — I suppose so. I believe it means I hope The village, — theres only one house you know, — was named Yo Espero by the only inhabitant. They say he took the name from the label on the lid of an old cigar-box that he found among the rocks.

Very unromantic and intensely American, said Edgeworth laughing.

Ah, but wait, — theres more to come. The man who lives at Yo Espero has a niece, a beauty they say, and would you believe it, the man, her uncle, named her also Yo Espero!

Oh! said Edgeworth musingly.

Poor girl, — named from a cigar brand! It is wicked — dont you think so, Mr. Edgeworth?

Yo Espero, he repeated softly,— I dont know, — Yo Espero.

Her uncle calls her Io for short when he does not call her Yo Espero. He must be a brute. They say he knows things about the blockade too. Edgeworth became interested.

I have never seen the girl, she continued, but Mrs. Weldon has, and she says the girl is simply a raving beauty. Dr. Beezeley tried to call on the uncle but was shown the door without ceremony. They say the man is well educated and from the North, but he wont allow anybody to enter his house or speak to his niece.

Do you know his name? asked Edgeworth.

Mrs. Beezeley says it is Clyde. He is some broken-down Northern man of good family who has sunk low enough to mix himself up with the blockade. People say the Revenue Officers are after him and will get him sooner or later. I wonder what the girl will do then?

I wonder, repeated Edgeworth under his breath; hello! heres Tommy OHara, the pride of Drumgilt!

And the Pride has had a fall, said OHara sentimentally;— did — did you notice if Miss Weldon was passing this way, Jim? Ah, did you see her pass, Miss Marwood? With Colonel Scarborough? Oh, the mischief!

Come, laughed Miss Marwood, well go and find them; Mr. Edgeworth doesnt care; he likes solitude—

Edgeworth attempted to protest, but was bidden to go with them or stay, as he pleased. And he stayed, — to smoke and muse and ponder on the long dim porch while the dew dripped from the perfumed vines, and the great stars spangled the sky, and the million voices of the night sang of summers past and summers to come. And the burden of the song was always the same, Yo Espero, Yo Espero.

At seven oclock next morning, Edgeworth stood on the little foot-bridge, leaning both elbows upon the wooden railing. Between his elbows was a fresh white cut in the weather-stained plank, from which a shaving of wood had recently been planed, and on this white space was printed in pencil:

I shall not see you again.

He never doubted that the message was for him He leaned idly upon the rail, reading and re-reading it. A fine warm rain, scarcely more than a mist, was falling through the calm air. The tiny globules powdered his cap and coat, shining like frost-dust.

Presently he fumbled in his pocket, found a jack-knife, opened it, and deliberately shaved the writing from the plank. Then, in his turn he wrote:

If you will not see me I shall go to-morrow.

Let the Beezeley whelp read that and make the most of it, he muttered, turning away with an unaccustomed feeling of wistfulness.

What he longed for he did not know; perhaps for a little of OHaras society, so he lighted his pipe and started toward the hotel, his hands deep in his pockets, his tanned cheeks glistening with the fine rain.

After a few moments it occurred to him that he had put it rather strongly; — in fact it was an unwarranted and idiotic thing to write. Why in the world should he leave Diamond Springs because a girl whom he had met three times and spoken to once, refused to meet him again? He hesitated, mused a little, and finally resumed his course. Let it stay as it was; it mattered nothing to him anyway. He would leave the hotel, — he would leave the state too, for that matter, for he was sick and weary of the Carolinas, and of the big hotels, filled with invalids who sat in hot baths or drank bottles of nasty waters. Would OHara go with him? He thought of Claire Weldon and frowned.

Shes spoiled OHara, thats what shes done! he pondered bitterly.

When he came in sight of the hotel he saw Dr. Beezeley pottering about the croquet ground. When the reverend gentleman walked, his flat feet scraped the gravel and lapped over each other in front, like the toes of a Shanghai rooster.

Hey! said Dr. Beezeley, been a walkin?

Edgeworth nodded.

Want to play croquet? asked Beezeley, looking at him over his glasses; it aint goin to rain much more.

Edgeworth said he never played croquet.

Beezeley straightened a wicket, hammered a painted stake, and sniffed.

His face, with the bunchy chop-whiskers cut a little close, reminded Edgeworth of the countenance of some big buck rabbit. The reverend gentleman also had other rabbit peculiarities, such as a perpetual appetite, a prehensile lip, and an enormous progeny.

OHara hailed him from the tennis courts and he went over, puffing his pipe moodily. But when he found that Tommy intended to invite two girls to make up doubles, Edgeworth flatly refused to play.

Confound it, Tommy, he said, you are good enough company for me, and I ought to be for you. Whats the use of lugging in strangers every minute?

Ladies are never strangers, said Tom airily; one of them is Miss Weldon.

Thats all right, said Edgeworth savagely, but she cant play tennis. Is it a kindergarten youre setting up, Tom OHara? Call your caddy and come on to the links.

Listen to the lad! said OHara; why, man, Ill go with you where you like and Ill do what you like, — only, he added, I have an appointment to ride at ten — with Miss Weldon.

Ride then, said Edgeworth with a scowl, and turned on his heel, leaving OHara a sadly puzzled man.

What the mischief is the matter with me, anyhow? muttered Edgeworth, striding wrathfully away across the meadow; why cant I let Tommy alone with his girl. Im making a nuisance of myself I fancy.

The restlessness which possessed him he did not even attempt to analyse. That it was caused by something or somebody outside of himself he was convinced.

These people here, he thought, are empty-headed and common — when theyre not sanctimonious and vulgar. Ill be hanged if Im going to spend the time talking platitudes to girls in golf gowns.

Of course it was their fault that he felt irritable and bored. He thought of his book, The Origin of the Cherokee Indian, but the prospect of shutting himself in his room to drive a pen over reams of foolscap had small attraction for him. The rain had ceased, the heavy perfumed air, vague with vapour, oppressed him, and he looked up at the mountains, half veiled in mist. But climbing was out of the question, — he didnt know exactly why, — but it was clearly out of the question. He would not go fishing either; neither would he read. What was there left to do? Nothing, except to go back to the foot-bridge.

So when at last, by the highways and byways of cogitation, he had completed the circle, and had arrived at the point from which he started, he found that his legs had secured the precedence of his brain, for already they were landing him at the footbridge.

He was really a little surprised when he found himself there. He stepped to the railing to find his inscription. Somebody had shaved it off with a knife, and, in its place was written:

Good-bye.

It was then that Edgeworth experienced a most amazing, not to say painful, sensation. It started in the region of the heart, and, before he was aware, it began to affect his throat.

Good-bye.

He looked stupidly at the word, repeating it aloud once or twice. Presently he pulled out his knife and hacked away the writing with a misty idea that it might bother him less when it was obliterated. On the contrary it bothered him more than ever. A desire possessed him to go away, but, when he pictured himself in a train, rushing northward, the prospect was not as alluring as he felt it should be. Perhaps it was because he knew OHara would not go with him.

The devil take Tom OHara! he blurted out.

The effect of this outburst did not soothe him; it did, however, frighten a small hedge-sparrow nearly to death.

He looked up at the sun-warped sign-post on the end of the bridge. It bore the following valuable information.
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Yo Espero, he repeated aloud.

There was a step on the creaking planks behind him, — a light step, — but he heard it.

They faced each other for a moment in silence. The sun shone out of the mist above and tinged the edges of her hair with a mellow radiance.

Come, she said, we cant stay here.

Where — then?

Their eyes met. Her lips were slightly parted; perhaps she had walked fast, for her breast rose and fell irregularly. In that silent exchange of glances, each read, for one brief second, a line in the book of fate; — each read, — but whether they understood or not, God knows, for they smiled at each other and turned away, side by side into the forest.

Yo Espero! Yo Espero! Asleep, awake, the words haunted him, night and day they rang in his ears, Yo Espero, Yo Espero. The brooks sang it; in the hot mid-day the cadence of the meadow creatures took it up; the orioles repeated it across the fields, the thrushes hymn was for her alone: Yo Espero, Yo Espero.

Days dawned and vanished, brief as the flash of a fire-fly wing. The locust-trees powdered the greensward with white blossoms, the laurel, dainty and conventional, spread its flowered cambric out to dry, and the dogwood leaves drifted through the forest like snowflakes.

OHara, the triumphant affianced of Claire, provoked the wrath of all unaffianced gods and men. He simply mooned. Guests arrived and guests left the Diamond Spring Hotel, but the Beezeleys stayed on for ever. There were captains and colonels and generals from the South; the names of Fairfax and Marmaduke and Carter and Stuart were heard in corridor and card-room. There were Rittenhouses and Appletons, and Van Burens, too, and the flat bleat of Philadelphia echoed the colourless jargon of Boston and the semi-civilized accent of New York.

It was the middle of May. The catbirds had ceased their music and now haunted the garden, mewing from every thicket. A crested blue jay, ominous prophet of distant autumn, screamed viciously at the great belted kingfishers, but wisely avoided these dagger-billed birds, and also the occasional cock-of-the-woods that flew into the oak-grove, and tapped all day on the loose bark.

Edgeworth loved all these creatures. A few weeks previous he hadnt cared tuppence for them. But now it was different; he felt at home with all the world; he smiled knowingly at the thrushes, he nodded gaily to the great blue heron, and laughed when that dignified but snobbish biped, cut him dead. Flowers too he was on good terms with; he haunted the woods, now all ablaze with azaleas, he sat among blue and violet larkspurs and felt that he was among friends. The little wood-violets peeped up at him fearlessly; they knew he would never pick them; the big orange lady-slippers arranged themselves neatly, two by two, as he passed, but he laughingly disregarded their offers. True, the girl at his side, — for he never rambled alone, — was worthy of such self-sacrifice on the part of any lady-slipper, orange or maroon.

Io, he said, as they lay in the forest on the heights above Diamond Springs, can you realise it all? I scarcely can. Was it yesterday, was it last week, — was it years ago that I said good morning to you there on our bridge?

Jim, I dont know.

Her hair had fallen down and she flung it like a glistening veil from her face. She lay full length across the soft pine needles, her scarlet lips parted, tearing bits of flame-colored azalia blossoms from a cluster at her belt.

See the lizards, said Edgeworth sitting up beside her, see them race over the dry leaves! There! Theyve run up a tree! Look, Io.

I see, she said. But she was looking up at him.

He bent over her and kissed her, both hands clasped in hers.

You didnt look at all, he said.

Didnt I? whispered Yo Espero.

It was true that she had not looked. When her eyes were not fastened upon his face, they were closed.

So he sat smiling down at her with her slim fingers twisted in his; and that shadow of wistfulness that ever hovers close to happiness, fell over his eyes. And he said: Do you ever regret — anything — Io?

She smiled faintly.

No — nothing, dear.

Nothing?

Nothing.

Then you are happy.

Yes.

What had she to regret? She loved him. To him she came, sick at heart for the companionship which she had never known. He had delivered her from her loneliness. First she listened to him with the fierce happiness of the lonely; then she idolized him; then she loved him. Love was all she had to give; and she gave it, even before he asked, — gave it without thought or regret.

Do you know, he said, that you have the prettiest hands in the world?

Have I?

Dont you know that your whole figure is exquisite?

She raised one hand indolently and placed the fingers across his lips.

What do I care, — if you love me? she said.

But I care, he said; to think that you, — all, all of you, — with your beautiful eyes and your neck and your lips and these two little hands, are mine — all mine!—

And that brown hair above me — is mine, — isnt it? murmured the girl; I never asked you before, but dont — dont I own some of you too? I have given you all of myself.

It was little to ask; — the question was a new one though, and he suddenly began to wonder how much of him she did own. He looked at her half curiously as she lay there, her innocent face upturned, her young figure flung across the pine-needle matting of the forest. Her eyes told him she loved him; every line and curve of her sweet body solemnized the vow.

Io, he said, all of me that is worth owning you own.

This hand? she asked, locking her fingers in his. Both, he said.

Everything? All — all?

All, Yo Espero.

You never said so — before.

I say it now; all! all! all!

* * * * * *

We will go to Silver Mine Creek, said Yo Espero, and we will fish there for a little fish. There are bass in the French Broad, and you shall catch them from the rifts below Deepwater Bridge. We will gallop on horseback to Sunset Sands and we will go to Bubbling Spring. All this will take time, you know, but you are never going away, are you? Hush! I could not live until sunrise. Then, in the fall, we will go across to the little Hurricane where there are deer. You shall shoot a great wild-turkey also! Dear me! What more can a man ask for? And then there are teal and mallard on the French Broad before the ice has bridged the Little Red Horse. You will love the South.

Yes, dear, he answered, soberly; but his eyes were turned to the North.

I know lots of springs in the forest, she said, watching his face.

And blockade stills? he smiled.

She laughed outright and sat up, gathering her heavy hair into a twist.

There is one within a few steps of. where we sit; you could never find it, she said, tauntingly.

Oho! he exclaimed, whose?

Zekes, said the girl, I could go to it in two minutes, — hark! — was that a gunshot from the valley?

I think it was, he said, it came from that way, and he pointed to the west.

From Painted Mountain! Did it sound like a rifle, Jim?

Her eyes were very bright. Two red spots glowed on either cheek.

I dont know, dear, he said, why?

As he spoke he rose and stepped back two paces. And as he took the second step there came a whirr, a girls scream, and a rattlesnake struck him twice above the ankle.

For one second the forest swam before his eyes; then a cold sweat started from the roots of his hair and he bent and picked up a stick, shaking in every limb. It was over in a moment; the snake lay dead, shuddering and twisting among the rocks, but it was Yo Espero who had crushed it, and now she turned to him a face as bloodless as his own.

Wait! she panted, theres whisky at Zekes! and she sprang across the mountain-side and vanished among the thickets.

He bent over and tore down his stocking; then his head whirled and he sank trembling upon the ground.

As he lay there great throbs of pain swept through him in waves, succeeded by momentary numbness, but through the mist of faintness and the delirium of pain he heard the dead snake thumping among the leaves. Then all was one great thrill of agony, but, as his senses reeled again, a touch fell upon his arm and he heard her voice:

Drink, — quickly — all — all you can!

And he did, blindly, guided by her arm. She held the demijohn until his head fell back.

Then she knelt, ripped her own sleeve from wrist to shoulder and stared at her round white arm. Two blue marks, close together, capped the summit of a terrible swelling, and she cried out once for help. With all the strength that remained, she dragged the demijohn to her mouth and stretched out on the ground, the crystal clear liquor running between her teeth. She tried hard to swallow. Once she murmured, I knew there was not enough for both, — I guess there isnt much left; I guess — its — too late—

After a minute or two she wandered in her delirium, but still she swallowed desperately until the demijohn rolled away from her nerveless grasp, and she seemed to lose consciousness. With the last spark of understanding left in her numbed brain, she turned over and stretched out, her lips crushed against his face.

Zeke found them. Whether it was the smell of blockade whisky, coupled with the absence of his demijohn, or whether it was Providence, cannot be successfully argued here. But he found them, and he carried them into his ramshackle cabin and laid them side by side across his mattress.

After he had looked at them for half an hours absolute silence, he spat the remains of a hard-chewed quid into a corner, picked up his gun, and wended his way down the mountain-side to the Diamond Springs Hotel.

Here he was promptly arrested by two pale-faced Revenue Officers, and here, for the first time, he learned that Clyde, the tenant of Yo Espero on Painted Mountain, had been shot dead, two hours before, for resisting arrest at the hands of United States officers.

The hotel was in commotion, but when Zeke drawled out his story, panic reigned supreme, and the Beezeleys started in a body for Zekes hut. How they got lost on the mountain and were frightened by snakes, and how Dr. Samuel Meeke headed a rescue party in their behalf, has no place in this story, — nor, I imagine, in any story. OHara went on Zekes bond, and Zeke, followed by OHara and the proprietor of the Diamond Springs Hotel, started for the blockaders burrow. The proprietors name was Eph Doom, but, unlike his namesake, nothing about him was sealed, not even his lips, and he chattered continually until Zeke drawled out: O shet up, yew mewl o misery!

Once OHara spoke:

You left them both lying across your bed, Zeke?

Bout a foot apart, drawled Zeke.

But when OHara burst into the cabin, he cried: Thank God! For they were in each others arms.

* * * * * *

And that is all there is to say.

Eph Doom recounts a great deal more; he tells how those two striplings, dazed by alcohol and numbed with poison, clung together blindly; he tells how he, personally, drove a shoal of Beezeleys and Meekes and Dills from the door of the cabin, and he relates with fire how young Edgeworth sat up, pale, trembling, and demanded that he, Ephraim Doom, should, as a Justice of the Peace, then and there instantly unite in holy wedlock James Edgeworth and Yo Espero Clyde: which he did not do, because OHara whispered: Wait till hes sober. How Zeke escaped the clutches of the law needs a story by itself.

How Dr. Samuel Meeke and Mrs. Dill — but that is scandal.

How Yo Espero and Edgeworth loved is all that concerns this story.




COLLECTOR OF THE PORT
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WHY DO YOU limp? asked the maid.

I always stumble when the path is smooth, said Love.





I will grow round him in his place, 

Grow, live, die looking on his face, 

Die, dying claspd in his embrace.

TENNYSON.





In winter the Port is closed, the population migrates, the Collector of the Port sails southward. There is nothing left but black rocks sheathed in ice where icy seas clash and splinter and white squalls howl across the headland. When the wind slackens and the inlet freezes, spotted seals swim up and down the ragged edges of the ice, sleek restless heads raised, mild eyes fixed on the turbid shallows.

In January, blizzard-driven, snowy owls whirl into the pines and sit all day in the demi-twilight, the white ptarmigan covers the softer snow with winding tracks, and the white hare, huddled in his whiter form, plays hide and seek with his own shadow.

In February the Port-of-Waves is still untenanted. A few marauders appear, now and then a steel grey panther from the north frisking over the snow after the white hares, now and then a stub-tailed lynx, mean-faced, famished, snarling up at the white owls who look down and snap their beaks and hiss.

The first bud on the Indian-willow brings the first inhabitant back to the Port-of-Waves, Francis Lee, superintendent of the mica quarry. The quarry-men follow in batches; the willow-tassels see them all there; the wind-flowers witness the defile of the first shift through the pines.

On the last day of May the companys flag was hoisted on the tool-house, the French-Canadians came down to repair the rusty narrow-gauge railroad, and Lee, pipe lighted, sea-jacket buttoned to the throat, tramped up and down the track with the lumber detail, chalking and condemning sleepers, blazing spruce and pine, sounding fish-plate and rail, and shouting at intervals until the washouts were shored up, windfalls hacked through, and landslide and boulder no longer blocked the progress of the companys sole locomotive.

The first of June brought sunshine and black flies, but not the Collector of the Port. The Canadians went back to Sainte Isole across the line, the white-throated sparrows long dreary melody broke out in the clearings edge, but the Collector of the Port did not return.

That evening, Lee, smoking his pipe on the headland, looked out across the sunset-tinted ocean and saw the white gulls settling on the shoals and the fish-hawks soaring overhead with the red sunglint on their wings. The smoke of a moss smudge kept the flies away, his own tobacco smoke drove away care. Incidentally both drove Williams away, — a mere lad in baggy blue-jeans, smooth-faced, cleareyed, with sea-tan on wrist and cheek.

How did you cut your hand? asked Lee, turning his head as Williams moved away.

Mica, replied Williams briefly. After a moment Williams started on again.

Come back, said Lee; that wasnt what I had to tell you.

He sat down on the headland, opened a jack-knife, and scraped the ashes out of his pipe. Williams came slowly up and stood a few paces behind his shoulder.

Sit down, said Lee.

Williams did not stir. Lee waited a moment, head slightly turned, but not far enough for him to see the figure motionless behind his shoulder.

Its none of my business, began Lee, but perhaps you had better know that you have deceived nobody. Finn came and spoke to me to-day. Dyce knows it, Carrots and Lefty Sawyer know it, — I should have known it myself had I looked at you twice.

The June wind blowing across the grass, carried two white butterflies over the cliff. Lee watched them struggle back to land again. Williams watched Lee.

I dont know what to do, said Lee, after a silence; it is not forbidden for women to work in the quarry — that I am aware of. If you need work and prefer that sort, and if you perform your work properly, I shall not interfere with you. And Ill see that the men do not.

Williams stood motionless; the smoke from the smudge shifted west, then south.

But, continued Lee, I must enter you properly on the pay-roll; I cannot approve of this masquerade. Finn will see you in the morning; it is unnecessary for me to repeat that you will not be disturbed.

There was no answer. After a silence Lee turned, then rose to his feet. Williams was weeping.

Lee had never noticed her face; both sun-tanned hands hid it now; her felt hat was pulled down over the forehead.

Why did you come to the quarry? he asked soberly. She did not reply.

It is mens work, he said; look at your hands! You cannot do it.

She tightened her hands over her eyes; tears stole between her fingers and dropped, one by one, on the young grass.

If you need work — if you can find nothing else — I — I think perhaps I may manage something better, he said. You must not stand there crying — listen! Here come Finn and Dyce, and I dont want them to talk all over the camp. Finn and Dyce came toiling up the headland with news that the west drain was choked. They glanced askance at Williams, who turned her back. The sea-wind dried her eyes; it stung her torn hands too. She unconsciously placed one aching finger in her mouth and looked out to sea.

The dreens bust by the second windfall, said Dyce, with a jerk of his stunted thumb toward the forest. If them sluice-props caves in, the timbers wasted.

Finn proposed new sluice gates; Lee objected, and swore roundly that if the damage was not repaired by next evening hed hold Finn responsible. He told them he was there to save the companys money, not to experiment with it; he spoke sharply to Finn of last years extravagance, and warned him not to trifle with orders.

I pay you to follow my directions, he said. Do so and Ill be responsible to the company; disobey, and Ill hold you to the chalk-mark every time.

Finn sullenly shifted his quid and nodded; Dyce looked rebellious.

You might as well know, continued Lee, that I mean what I say. Youll find it out. Do your work and well get on without trouble. Youll find Im just.

When Dyce and Finn had shuffled away toward the coast, Lee looked at the figure outlined on the cliffs against the sunset sky, — a desolate, lonely little figure in truth.

Come, said Lee; if you must have work I will give you enough to keep you busy; not in the quarry either, — do you want to cripple yourself in that pit? Its no place for children anyway. Can you write properly?

The girl nodded, back turned toward him.

Then you can keep the rolls, duplicates, and all. Youll have a room to yourself in my shanty. Ill pay quarry wages.

He did not add that those wages must come out of his own pocket. The company allowed him no secretary, and he was too sensitive to suggest one.

I dont ask you where you came from or why you are here, he said a little roughly. If there is gossip I cannot help it. He walked to the smudge and stood in the smoke, for the wind had died out and the black flies were active.

Perhaps, he hazarded, you would like to go back to — to where you came from? Ill send you back.

She shook her head.

There may be gossip in camp.

The slightest movement of her shoulders indicated her indifference. Lee re-lighted his pipe, poked the smudge, and piled damp moss on it.

All right, he said, dont be unhappy; Ill do what I can to make you comfortable. You had better come into the smudge, to begin with.

She came, touching her eyes with her hands, awkward, hesitating. He looked gravely at her clumsy boots, at the loose, toil-stained overalls.

What is your name? he said, without embarrassment.

My name is Helen Pine. She looked up at him steadily; after a moment she repeated her name as though expecting him to recognise it. He did not; he had never before heard it, as far as he knew. Neither did he find in her eager, wistful face anything familiar. How should he remember her? Why should he remember? It was nearly six months ago that, snow-bound in the little village on the Mohawk, he and the directors of his company left their private Pullman car to amuse themselves at a country dance. How should he recollect the dark-eyed girl who had danced the firemans quadrille with him, who had romped through a reel or two with him, who had amused him through a snowy evening? How should he recall the careless country incident, — the corn popping, the apple race, the flirtation on the dark, windy stairway? Who could expect him to remember the laughing kiss, the meaningless promise to write, the promises to return some day for another dance, and kiss? A week later he had forgotten the village, forgotten the dance, the pop-corn, the stairway, and the kiss. She never forgot. Had he told her he loved her? He forgot it before she replied. Had he amused himself? Passably. But he was glad that the snow-plows cleared the track next morning, for there was trouble in Albany and lobbying to do, and a rival company was moving wheels within wheels to lubricate the machinery of honest legislation.

So it meant nothing to him, this episode of a snow blockade; it meant all the world to her. For months she awaited the letter that never came. An Albany journal mentioned his name and profession. She wrote to the company and learned where the quarry lay. She was young and foolish and nearly brokenhearted, so she ran away. Her first sentimental idea was to work herself to death, disguised, under his very eyes. When she lay dying she would reveal herself to him, and he should know too late the value of such a love. To this end she purchased some shears to cut her hair with; but the mental picture she conjured was not improved by such a sacrifice. She re-coiled her hair tightly and bought a slouched hat, too big.

When, arrived at the quarry, she saw him again, she nearly fainted from fright. He met her twice, face to face, and she was astounded that he did not recognise her. Reflection, however, assured her that her disguise must be perfect, and she awaited the dramatic moment when she should reveal herself — not dying from quarry-toil — for she did not wish to die now that she had seen him. No — she would live — live to prove to him how a woman can love — live to confound him with her constancy. She had read many romances. Now, when he had bade her follow him to the headland, she knew she had been discovered; she was weak with terror and shame and hope. She thought he knew her; when he spoke so coolly she stood dumb with amazement; when he spoke of Finn and Sawyer and Dyce she understood he had not penetrated her disguise, except from hearsay, and a terror of loneliness and desolation rushed over her.

Then the impulse came to hide her identity from him, — why, she did not know. Again that vanished when he called her to come into the smoke. As she looked up at him her heart almost stopped; yet he did not recognise her. Then the courage of despair seized her and she told her name. When at length she comprehended that he had entirely forgotten her — forgotten her very name — fright sealed her lips. All the hopelessness and horror of her position dawned upon her, — all she had believed, expected, prayed for, came down with a crash.

As they stood together in the smoke of the smudge, she mechanically laid her hand on his sleeve, for her knees scarcely supported her.

What is it; does the smoke make you dizzy? he asked.

She nodded; he aided her to the cliffs edge and seated heron a boulder. Under the cliff the sunset light reddened the sea. A quarryman, standing on a rock, looked up at Lee and pointed seaward.

Hello! answered Lee, what is it? The Collector of the Port?

Other quarrymen, grouped on the coast, took up the cry; the lumbermen, returning from the forest along the inlet, paused, axe on shoulder, to stare at the sea. Presently, out in the calm ocean, a black triangle cut the surface, dipped, glided landward, dipped, glided, disappeared. Again the dark point came into view, now close under the cliff where thirty feet of limpid water bathed its base.

The Collector of the Port! shouted Finn from the rocks.

Lee bent over the cliffs brink. Far down into the clear water he followed the outline of the cliff. Under it a shadowy shape floated, a monstrous shark, rubbing the rock softly as if in greeting for old acquaintance sake.

The Collector of the Port had returned from the south.

II.

The Collector of the Port and the company were rivals; both killed their men, one at sea, the other in the quarry. The company objected to pelagic slaughter and sent some men with harpoons, bombs, and shark-hooks to the Port; but the Collector sheered off to sea and waited for them to go away.

The company could not keep the quarrymen from bathing; Lee could not keep the Collector from Port-of-Waves. Every year two or three quarrymen fell to his share; the company killed the even half-dozen. Years before, the quarrymen had named the shark; the name fascinated everybody with its sinister conventionality. In truth he was Collector of the Port, — an official who took toll of all who ventured from this Port where nothing entered from the sea save the sea itself, wave on wave, wave after wave.

In the superintendents office there were two rolls of victims, — victims of the quarry and victims of the Collector of the Port. Pensions were not allowed to families of the latter class, so, as Dyce said to Dyces dying brother: Thank God you was blowed up, an say no more about it, Hank.

There was, curiously enough, little animosity against the Collector of the Port among the quarry-men. When June brought the great shark back to the Port they welcomed him with sticks of dynamite, but nevertheless a sense of proprietorship, of exclusive right to the biggest shark on the coast, aroused in the quarrymen a sentiment akin to pride. Between the shark and the men existed an uncanny comradeship, curiously in evidence when the companys imported shark-destroyers appeared at the Port.

Gwan now, observed Farrely, an divil a shark yell get in the wather, me bucks! Is it sharks yell harpoon? Sure th companys full o thim.

The shark-catchers, harpoons, bombs, and hooks, retired after a months useless worrying, and the men jeered them as they embarked on the gravel train.

Drhop a dynamite shtick on the nob av his nibs! shouted Farrely after them — meaning the president of the company. The next day, little Caesar lHommedieu, indulging in his semi-annual bath, was appreciated and accepted by the Collector of the Port, and his name was added to the unpensioned roll in the office of the companys superintendent, Francis Lee.

Helen Pine, sitting alone in her room, copied the roll, erased little Caesars name from the pay-roll, computed the total back pay due him, and made out an order on the company for $20.39. Then she rose, stepped quietly into Lees office which adjoined her own room, and silently handed him the order.

Lee was busy and motioned her to be seated. Dyce and Finn, hats in hand, looked obliquely at her as she leaned on the window-ledge, face turned toward the sea. She heard Lee say, Go on, Finn; and Finn began again in his smooth plausible voice:

I opened the safe on a flat-car, an God knows who uncoupled the flat. Then Dyce signalled go ahead, but Henderson he sez Dyce signalled to back her up, an the first I see was that flat hangin over the dump-dock. Then she tipped up like a seesaw an slid the safe into the water — fifty-eight feet sheer at low tide.

Lee said quietly: Rig a derrick on the dump-dock, and tell Kinny to get his diving kit ready by three oclock.

Finn and Dyce exchanged glances.

Kinny he went to Bangor last night to see about them new drills, said Finn defiantly.

Who sent him? asked Lee angrily. Oh, you did, eh?

I thought you wanted them drills, repeated Finn.

Lees eyes turned from Finn to Dyce. There was, in the sullen faces before him, something that he had never before seen, something worse than sinister. The next moment he said pleasantly: Well then, tell Lefty Sawyer to take his diving kit and be ready by three. If you need a new ladder at the dump-dock send one there by noon. That is all, men.

When Finn and Dyce had gone, Lee sprang to his feet and began to pace the office. Once he stopped to light his pipe; once he jerked open the top drawer of his table and glanced at a pair of heavy Colts revolvers lying there, cocked and loaded. He sat down at his desk after a while and spoke, perhaps half unconsciously, to Helen, as though he had been speaking to her since Finn and Dyce left:

Theyre a hard crowd — a tough lot — and I knew it would come to a crisis sooner or later. Last year they drove the other superintendent to resign, and I was warned to look out for myself. Now they see that they cant use me, and they mean to get rid of me.

She turned from the window as he finished; he looked at her without seeing the oval face, the dark questioning eyes, the young rounded figure involuntarily bending toward him.

They tipped that safe off the dock on purpose, he said; they sent Kinny to Bangor on a fools errand. Now Sawyers got to go down and see what can be done. I know what hell say! — Hell report the safe broken and one or two cash boxes missing, and hell bring up the rest and wait for a chance to divide with his gang.

He started to his feet and began to pace the floor again, talking all the while:

Its come to a crisis now, and Pm not going under! Ill face them down; Ill break that gang as they break stone! If I only knew how to use a diving kit — and if I dared — with Dyce at the lifeline—

Half an hour later Lee, seated at his desk, raised his pale face from his hands and, for the first time, became conscious that Helen sat watching him beside the window.

Can I do anything for you? he asked pleasantly.

She held the order out to him; he took it, examined it, and, picking up a pen, signed his name.

Forward it to the company, he said; Caesars family will collect it quicker than the shark collected Caesar.

He did not mean to shock the girl with cynicism; indeed it was only such artificial indifference that enabled him to endure the misery of the Port-of-Waves, — misery that came under his eyes from sea and land, — interminable hopeless human woe.

What could he do for the lacerated creatures at the quarry? He had only his salary. What could he do for families made destitute? The mica crushed and cut and blinded; the Collector of the Port exacted bloody toll in spite of him. He could not drive the dust-choked, half-maddened quarry-men from their one solace and balm, the cool, healing ocean; he could not drive the Collector from the Port-of-Waves.

I didnt mean to speak unfeelingly, he said. I feel such things very deeply.

To his surprise and displeasure she replied: I did not know you felt anything.

She grew red after she said it; he stared at her. Do you regard me as brutal? he asked sarcastically.

No, she said, steadying her voice: you are not brutal; one must be human to be brutal.

He looked at her half angrily, half inclined to laugh.

You mean I am devoid of human feeling?

I am not here to criticise my employer, she answered faintly.

Oh — but you have.

She was silent.

You said you were not aware that I felt anything.

She did not reply.

He thought to himself: I took her from the quarry, and this is what I get. She divined his thought. She could have answered: And you sent me to the quarry — for the memory of a kiss. But she did not speak.

Watching her curiously, he noticed the gray woollen gown, the spotless collar and cuffs, the light on her hair, like light on watered silk. Her young face was turned toward the window. For the first time it occurred to him that she might be lonely. He wondered where she came from, why she had sought Port-of-Waves among all places on earth, what tragedy could have driven her from kin and kind to the haunts of men. She seemed so utterly alone, so hopelessly dependent, so young that his conscience smote him, and he resolved to be a little companionable toward her, as far as his position of superintendent permitted. True, he could not do much; and whatever he might do would perhaps be misinterpreted by her, certainly by the quarrymen.

A safe fell off the dock, to-day, he said pleasantly, forgetting she had been present at the announcement of the disaster by Finn and Dyce. Would you like to see the diver go down?

She turned toward him and smiled.

It might interest you, he went on, surprised at the beauty of her eyes; were going to try to hoist the safe out of fifty odd feet of water — unless it is smashed on the rocks. Come down when I go at three oclock.

As he spoke his face grew grave, and he glanced at the open drawer by his elbow, where two blue revolver barrels lay shining in the morning light.

At noon she went into her little room, locked the door, and sat down on the bed. She cried steadily till two oclock; from two until three she spent the time in obliterating all traces of tears; at three he knocked at her door, and she opened the door, fresh, dainty, smiling, and joined him, tying the strings of a pink sun-bonnet under her oval chin.

III.

The afternoon sun beat down on the dump-dock where the derrick swung like a stumpy gallows against the sky. A dozen hard-faced, silent quarry-men sat around in groups on the string-pieces; Farrely raked out the fire in the rusty little engine; Finn and Dyce whispered together, glowering at Lefty Sawyer, who stood dripping in his diving suit while Lee unscrewed the helmet and disentangled the lines.

Behind Lee, Helen Pine sat on a pile of condemned sleepers, nervously twisting and untwisting the strings of her sun-bonnet.

When Sawyer was able to hear and be heard, Lee listened, tight-lipped and hard eyed, to a report that brought a malicious sneer to Finns face and a twinkle of triumph into Dyces dissipated eyes.

The safe is smashed an the door open. Them there eight cash-boxes is all that I see. He pointed to the pile of steel boxes, still glistening with salt water, and already streaked and blotched with orange colored rust.

There are ten boxes, said Lee coldly; go down again.

Unwillingly, sullenly, Lefty Sawyer suffered himself to be invested with the heavy helmet; the lines and tubes were adjusted, Dyce superintended the descent and Finn seized the signal cord. After a minute it twitched; Lee grew white with anger; Dyce turned away to conceal a grin.

When again Sawyer stood on the dock and reported that the two cash-boxes were hopelessly engulfed in the mud, Lee sternly bade him divest himself of the diving suit.

What you goin to do? said Finn, coming up.

Is it your place to ask questions? said Lee sharply. Obey orders or youll regret it!

Hes going down himself, whispered Dyce to Sawyer. The diver cast a savage glance at Lee and hesitated.

Take off that suit, repeated Lee.

Finn, scowling with anger, attempted to speak, but Lee turned on him and bade him be silent.

Slowly Sawyer divested himself of the clumsy diving suit; one after the other he pushed the leaden soled shoes from him.

Lee watched him with mixed emotions. He had gone too far to go back now — he understood that. Flinching at such a moment meant chaos in the quarry, and he knew that the last shred of his authority and control would go if he hesitated. Yet, with all his heart and soul he shrank from going down into the sea. What might not such men do? Dyce held the life-line. A moment or two suffocation — would such men hesitate? Accidents are so easy to prove and signals may be easily misunderstood. He laid a brace of heavy revolvers on the dock.

As Dyce lifted the helmet upon his shoulders, he caught a last glimpse of sunlight and blue sky and green leaves — a brief vision of dark, brutal faces — of Helen Pines frightened eyes. Then he felt himself on the dock ladder, then a thousand tons seemed to fall from his feet and the dusky ocean enveloped him.

On the dump-dock silence reigned. After a moment or two Finn whispered to Sawyer; Dyce joined the group; Farrely whitened a bit under his brick-red sunburn and pretended to fuss at his engine.

Helen Pine, heart beating furiously, watched them. She did not know what they were going to do — what they were doing now with the air tubes. She did not understand such things, but she saw a line suddenly twitch in Dyces fingers, and she saw murder in Finns eyes.

Before she knew what she was doing she found herself clutching both of Lees revolvers.

Finn saw her and stood petrified; Dyce gaped at the level muzzles. Nobody moved.

After a little while Dyces right hand twitched violently. Finn started and swore; Sawyer said distinctly; Cut that line!

The next instant she fired at him point-blank, and he dropped to the bleached boards with a howl of dismay. The crack of the revolver echoed and echoed among the rocks. Presently, behind his engine, Farrely began to laugh; two quarrymen near him got up and shambled hastily away.

Draw him up! gasped the girl with a desperate glance at the water.

Finn, the foreman, cursed and flung down his lines and walked away, cursing.

Take the lines, Noonan, she cried breathlessly; Dyce, pull him up!

The great blank-eyed helmet appeared; she watched it as though hypnotised. When, dragging his leaden feet, Lee stumbled to the dock and flung one of the two missing cash-boxes at Dyces feet, she grew dizzy and her little hands ached with their grip on the heavy weapons.

Sawyer, stupid, clutching his shattered fore-arm, never removed his eyes from her face; Dyce unscrewed the helmet, shaking with fright.

There, you lying blackguard! panted Lee, pointing to the recovered cash-box, take them all to my office where Ill settle with you once and for all!

Nobody replied. Lee, flushed with excitement and triumph, stripped off his diving-dress before he became aware that something beside his own episode had occurred. Then he saw Lefty Sawyer, bedabbled with blood, staring with sick, surprised eyes at somebody — a woman, — who sat huddled on a heap of sun-dried sleepers, sun-bonnet fallen back, cocked revolver in either hand, and, in her dark eyes, tears that flowed silently over colourless cheeks.

Lee glared at Dyce.

Ask her, muttered Dyce doggedly.

He turned toward Helen, but Farrely, behind his engine, shouted: Faith, she stood off th gang or the breathin below wud ha choked ye! Thank the lass, lad, an mind shes a gun whin ye go worritin the fishes for the coompanys cash-box!

That night Lee made a speech at the quarry. The men listened placidly. Dyce, amazed that he was not discharged, went back to nurse Sawyer, a thoroughly cowed man. Noonan, Farrely, and Phelan, retired to their shanty and got fighting drunk to the health of the colleen wid the gun; the rest of the men went away with wholesome convictions concerning their superintendent that promised better things.

Didnt shanghai Dyce, — no he didnt, was the whispered comment.

Lees policy had done its work.

As for the murderous mover of the plot, the plausible foreman, Finn, he had shown the white feather under fire and he knew the men might kill him on sight. Its an Irish characteristic under such circumstances.

Lee walked back from the quarry, realising his triumph, recognising that he owed it neither to his foolhardy impulse, nor yet to his mercy to Dyce and Sawyer. He went to the house and knocked at Helens door. She was not there. He sat alone in his office, absently playing with pen and ruler until the June moon rose over the ocean and yellow sparkles flashed among the waves. An hour later he went to the dock and found her sitting there alone in the moonlight.

She did not repulse him. Her hour had come and she knew it, for she had read such things in romances. It came. But she was too much in love, too sincere to use a setting so dramatic. She told him she loved him; she told him why she had come to the Port-of-Waves, why she had remembered the kiss and the promise. She rested her head on his shoulder and looked out at the moon, smaller and more silvery now. She was contented.

Under the dock the dark waves lapped musically. Under the dock Finn, stripped to the skin, plunged silently downward for the one missing cash-box, trusting to his sense of touch to find the safe.

But what he found was too horrible for words.

Hark, whispered Helen; did you hear something splash?

Lee looked out into the moonlight; a shadow, a black triangular point cut the silvery surface, steered hither and thither, — circled, sheered seaward, and was lost. Then came another splash, far out among the waves.

The Collector of the Port, said Lee; is making merry in the moonlight.




THE WHISPER
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I BRUINAIT.... LTEMPS était gris, 

On nvoyait pas lciel... Latmosphère 

Semblant suer au-dssus dla ville, 

Tombait en buê sii la terre.

FANTAISIE TRISTE.





As I entered the alley the bells of the dim city tolled for the passing night. Far in the black maze of filthy lanes and mist-choked streets a policeman whistled; I heard the distant din of an Elevated train, rushing through the fog, nearer, nearer, duller now, now smothered in the vapour which rolled from river to river, thick, heavy, stifling.

In the gloom of the alley a shadowy form loomed up and passed, leaving no sound of footsteps in my ears, but all around me the vapour became faintly tainted with opium and a flare of yellow light streamed out across the fog from an opening door. There was a momentary murmur of voices, the soft shuffle of felt-shod feet, the rustle of silken sleeves. A painted paper lantern swung from the doorway, dipped, and disappeared. I heard the deadened slam of the door and the black night veiled my eyes again.

An empty truck, with broken shafts buried in the mud of the gutter, blocked the sidewalk, and I crossed the greasy pavement to avoid it.

Around the pale flame of a gas lamp the fog spun an iridescent oval; the wet sidewalk glimmered un derneath. Far down the reeking throat of the alley an arc-light shone like a grey star.

I raised my eyes to the dark house before me where from a rusting balcony a sign hung low above the doorway.

This was her house, I said aloud to myself; but I passed on to the next house. Here I paused a moment, looking back at the bamboo sign dripping with fog, then turned and descended some wooden steps to an iron door. Before I could find the handle, wrought in bronze like a dragons claw, the door flew open and I heard McManus angry bellow; Git thell outer here, yer dope suckin yap! and a Chinaman was hustled into the area beside me.

Chin chin thlough hattee! snarled the Chinaman, walkee where dlam please!

Ill walkee you on yer neck! growled McManus, and kicked the Chinaman half way up the steps.

Dlam! Dlam! Dlam! screamed the Chinaman, dancing with rage, but Charley, the bouncer, burst out of the door, and the Chinaman fled chattering like an infuriated ape.

I stepped into the low-ceilinged room and took a chair at a cherry-wood table beside the wall. Two young men sitting there said, Hello, Jim!

Good evenin, said McManus, leaning over the bar, did you see me givin de bounce to Wah-Wo?

Yes, I said, when did he come back?

He jest come in. I told him to git an he give me de ha-ha, so Charley trun him down. What thell, sez I, an he gives me back talk! Say, I wont do a ting to him!

One of the young men at the table beside me looked up from the Welsh-rabbit he was eating and called for ale. McManus brought it himself, a brimming pewter mug, and wiped his hands on his blue apron. Then he bawled for Charley to take my order.

Sure, said Charley coming in from the street where he had been patiently waiting for a scrap, and he leaned with both fists on the table and winked pleasantly at the company. Lynde, of the Herald, advised me to try a rabbit, and Penlow, of the Tribune, spoke well of the chops, so I left it to Charley and he retired to the grill, whistling, Oh! dont know!

Its a wonder to me, I said, hanging my wet mackintosh on a peg and kicking off my overshoes, its a wonder to me that Wah-Wo was discharged.

There was no evidence to hold him, observed Lynde after a moments silence.

Penlow lighted his pipe and rattled his mug on the table.

No evidence, I repeated; do you fellows doubt that Wah-Wo did it?

I suppose he did, said Penlow, it was my scoop too.

We may scoop yet, said Lynde, the mans bound to be caught. What did they do with that young tough from Hells Kitchen?

Sheehan? Oh, his alibi is good, said Penlow. Mac, fill her up will you?

McManus replenished the pewter and stood for a moment beside us as if undecided.

Gents, began McManus, youse is dead off — excuse me. He shifted his toothpick and rubbed his thumb on the polished bar.

Wah-Wo aint in it, he said contemptuously: I give him de trow-down, — fur why? — fur because I dont give de glad hand to no dope suckin come-on — an hes dopy. But he didnt do no dirt to the gal whut youse gents was stuck on — he aint that kind! He give me the laugh an I trowed him down, see? An I wont do a ting but push his face in. See?

But, said Penlow, her dog flew at him when he went to the house. Kerrigan, you know— Happy Days Mike — said that Wah-Wo tried to cut a girl in Doyers Street.

Nit! I dont think, said McManus scornfully: Kerrigans a stuff—

Well, Mac, said Lynde, whats your theory? You know as much about it as anybody. The girl came in here every night, didnt she? People say that she lived alone, but of course she had company when she wanted it. Whats your idea, Mac? McManus looked out of the window and drummed on the bar with the blade of his oyster knife. Charley, clad in a blue checked jumper, arrived with some chops and ale. I unfolded my napkin and began my supper.

For a while I ate in silence, thinking of Wah-Wo and the dead girl.

Caithness of the Consolidated Press came in looking cold and ill, and we hastily made room for him at our table.

Youre sick, said Lynde sharply, you ought to be in bed.

Im all right, said Caithness, glancing at us with his large dark eyes: Mac, get me something hot.

I swallowed my ale and turned again to the chops, scarcely listening to the hum of voices beside me, for I was thinking again of the dead girl.

I had no doubt that Wah-Wo had killed her. Again and again I had seen his eyes fastened upon her as she sat chatting with us, here at this very table. The motive was clear to me. I had spoken of this to the others but they laughed at me. The District Attorney took no stock in it, either; the result was the discharge of Wah-Wo.

How could anybody but a Chinaman, crazed with jealousy and opium, harm the child? For she was a mere child, this pallid victim whose soul had mounted to the Judgment seat from the filth of Chinatown.

Pale, slim, childish, depraved, she had never haunted Chinese resorts nor, to my knowledge, had she ever touched needle to flame. She had shunned the women of the quarter. I seldom saw her speak to any man except the reporters and newspaper artists who came to McManuss for a midnight chop or rarebit.

Her acquaintance with us had been open and guileless. She chatted with us about our business, discussed the latest police shake-up or the newest Tammany scandal, gave us her views on politics and the City Hall, and glided away into the street again followed by her dog. Her dog! A great hulking brute, black as night, with sombre eyes and low hanging jowl, — a creature silent, unmoved except when she bent her pale face to his ear and whispered. Then and then only he would rise, shuffling from the sawdust floor under the bar, and stalk after her into the night.

He never paid the slightest attention to us. Calls, caresses, threats, left him unmoved.

What is it you whisper into his ear, Lil? we often asked, but she would only smile and answer: His name.

And so, as none of us knew his name, we called him simply, her dog.

It had been two months now since Lil was found on her bed with a bullet in her heart and the dog lying stolidly across her bare little feet. And after we had clubbed together and buried her, we were kinder to her dog.

Every night he came gravely into McManus to lie down under the bar just as he had done when Lil sat there chatting with us.

At first McManus was afraid that the dog would hoodoo the place, but he left the silent brute undisturbed, and, after a while, began to grow fond of it.

That dog aint no mutt, McManus would say as he stood behind the bar opening oysters; no an he aint no rube! Say! hes in it all the time when Charley trims the steaks.

As I sat thinking of all these things and sipping my ale meditatively, I heard the iron door creak on its hinges and the knocker fall once. Then something heavy and hairy rubbed its body against the door outside. McManus stood up saying: Here he comes, gents!

Her dog entered.

Lynde held out his hand as the brute passed, and Penlow flung a bone on the floor. The dog noticed neither the caress nor the bone, but lay down under the bar and stretched his great limbs across the floor, sighing heavily.

There is one thing certain, said Lynde, looking at the dog: the man who killed the girl was in the habit of visiting her, — and that dog knew him.

I also believe the murderer was known to the dog, said Penlow.

The murderer, said Caithness, was her lover.

It is strange, said I, that none of us suspects anybody except Wah-Wo.

Why strange? asked Caithness, then he added impatiently, yes, it is strange! Do you think she would have looked at a Chinaman?

The Chinaman looked at her; I saw him, I replied.

After all, she was a common girl of the street, said Penlow unaffectedly, and I guess pride cut no figure with her.

That is where you lie, said Caithness in a low voice.

There was a dead silence. Then Penlow said: Did I understand you, Caithness?

I rose and laid my hand on Penlows arm, which was twitching though his face was calm.

Are you crazy? I said to Caithness.

I think I am, said Caithness slowly, I beg your pardon, Penlow.

Lynde turned his puzzled eyes from Penlow to Caithness and lifted his mug mechanically. Penlow straightened in his chair but said nothing, and I leaned back motioning McManus to remove the covers.

After a few moments the constraint became irksome. Red, the tortoise-shell cat, mascotte of McManus and exterminator of mice by special appointment, had cornered a vicious rat in the backyard, and now came marching in to display the game for our benefit.

Git! said McManus with pardonable pride, the gents here dont give a damn fur to see rats.

Charley hustled the cat out again and McManus assured us for the hundredth time that Red was the only cross-eyed cat in New York.

None of us had ever before seen a cross-eyed cat, so we did not deny it, although I remonstrated with McManus concerning his pride in Reds ocular misfortune.

Whats that? demanded McManus.

I dont see why, said I, a cat should be the more valuable because it happens to be afflicted with strabismus.

Sure! said McManus doggedly.

No, I dont, I repeated.

Its a mascot, said McManus.

How do you know?

Did youse gents ever see another cross-eyed cat? demanded McManus hotly.

We all said no.

Then what thell do youse gents know about mascots? he exclaimed triumphantly.

The constraint still weighed upon us, however, for Caithness had neither spoken nor smiled, and Penlow, it was easy to see, had not forgotten.

Lynde picked up a paper and ran it through, unaffectedly searching for his own matter; after a while Penlow did the same.

I looked at Caithness, and he felt my eyes, for presently he moved a little and passed his hand over his sunken cheeks.

Whats up? I asked, dropping my voice and bending toward him.

Nothing — why?

You look like the last rose of summer, — youve got a beastly cough.

He smiled faintly. Its consumption, he said, I found out to-day.

I stared at him stupidly.

I dont mind, he said; Im dead sick of the whole business.

How do you know its consumption? I asked at length.

I went to three doctors to make sure; I tell you I dont care.

Little Penlow was listening now; before I could speak again he leaned over and took Caithnesss hand affectionately.

Brace up, old boy, he said, go to California and get well.

Of course, I cried, youre a fool to stay in this cursed climate, Caithness!

I spoke harshly for I was more affected than I cared to show.

Chuck up your job! Let the Consolidated Press go to the devil! urged Lynde.

I have resigned, said Caithness quietly. A fit of coughing shook him, and he raised his napkin to his lips. He continued, I thought Id come around to-night and say good-bye.

The dog shifted his position under the bar and sighed again. One of the gas jets behind the bar blazed up suddenly; McManus turned it lower, cursing the gas company.

Do you fellows know that I have scooped? said Caithness abruptly.

Not — not the fellow who shot Lil, faltered Penlow, who had thrown his whole soul into solving the mystery.

Yes — the murderer of Lily White, said Caithness. In the silence I could hear McManus grinding his toothpick in his yellow teeth.

Im out of the Consolidated now, continued Caithness calmly,— the scoop is yours if you want it, Penlow.

But — but you — began Penlow.

I? said Caithness fiercely, what do I care for newspapers? What do I care who knows it now, — what paper prints it first?

Lynde leaned over the table, his head in his hand; Penlows pipe went out; he did not relight it.

Did you never know, said Caithness with a touch of scorn in his voice, that I also loved the girl? Do you think I am ashamed to confess it? Do you know what I have been through since she died? Hell? Oh, yes, thats what they say in books. It doesnt matter; — Penlow, when you are ready—

Penlow started, then groped in his pocket for pencil and pad.

I am ready, Jack, he said.

This is the story, said Caithness, almost eagerly. On the 13th of last November, Lily White, a girl living next door, was shot through the heart by a man who was jealous of her. He knew that she came into McManuss and gossiped with the newspaper men, and he knew that Wah-Wo had offered her all his money, which was a great deal. When she was chatting with us here, this man was not jealous, — have you got that, Penlow?

Yes, said Penlow, scratching away on his pad.

He was not jealous when Lily chatted with us, but when he saw Wah-Wo talking to her one night under the electric light by the Joss-house, he watched the girl night and day. She said that she loved him — she laughed at him when he offered her marriage, — so he watched her. Have you got that, Penlow?

Yes.

Then a day came when Lily was to go to the country to see her sister, — that is what she said, — to see her sister, and this man went with her to the train and saw her off on her journey. But something told him to watch the next in-coming train, and he did. And Lily was on it.

He followed her. She came straight to Doyers Street, heavily veiled, and entered a house that you all know, — the house with the paper lanterns and red signs. Wah-Wo lives there. A week later she returned to the man who had followed her. He was waiting for her, — have you written that?

Yes, Jack.

He was waiting in her room, — alone with that dog there. He accused her, and she denied it. She called Heaven to witness her innocence. He offered her marriage again; she laughed at him. Then he shot her through the heart.

Penlow ceased writing and looked up expectantly.

The murderers name? Have patience, said Caithness grimly smiling. The man called to the dog, — her dog there, and, because he was the only living soul who knew the brutes name, the dog answered and followed him out into the street.

All day long he wandered about the city, and at night he went back to look upon the dead. He did not care who saw him, — he courted discovery, but no one paid him any attention, and, as it now appears, nobody even saw him. About midnight he went away, leaving the dog crouched at the dead girls feet, and since then he has moved like a living death among the people of the city, unsuspected, unnoticed by any, — except me. He paused and looked at us. Tears had quenched the pale flame in his eyes, and the hair clung to his damp forehead.

That man killed the woman I loved, he said, and now I am going to give him up! Then he rose trembling. The sleeping dog sighed heavily; his hind legs quivered.

Caithness bent and touched the massive head, muttering, Come!

At his touch the dog raised its head and looked at him with grave eyes.

Then, moving toward the door, he whispered again, calling the dog by name; and the great brute rose stiffly, yawned, and slowly followed him out into the night.

The iron door slammed behind them; the damp odour of fog came from the black street. Lynde buried his head in his hands; McManus leaned heavily on the bar, pale as a corpse. Presently I heard the sound of rustling paper.

It was Penlow, tearing up his pad.


THE LITTLE MISERY
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IF YOU BE dead also and are come hither to join us, I pity your lot, for you will be stunned with the noise of the dwarfs and the storks.

VATHEK.

I.

THERE was a river-driver beyond the Northwest Carry who respected neither moose nor man. Because he was the best river-driver on the West Branch they let him alone until he struck an Indian with a pick-pole.

The Indians head was damaged and while he waited for it to heal, he selected his revenge. His revenge was simple and effective. He hunted up the moose-warden and told many lies. Deftly concealed among these lies, however, was a truth that infuriated the warden.

The river-driver, whose name was Skeene, sat on his haunches and sneered when the moose-warden glided into camp. But when he dug out a head and antlers behind a shanty, Skeene picked up his rifle, looked obliquely at the moose-warden, tied his blanket and fry-pan, hoisted his canoe onto his head, and walked away to the southward, still sneering.

I dont know what they said about it in Foxcroft, but Hale, who owned the timber, and who thought he owned Skeene, hunted him up and sent him to work on the new cut-off, hoping the affair might blow over in time for Skeene to drive logs again. But Skeene turned lazy and lined the dead water with traps and set-lines, and when Hale remonstrated, Skeene laughed. Then Hale threatened him and hinted about moose-wardens, and $500 fines, but Skeene thrashed Hale before the whole camp, packed his kit and canoe, and paddled serenely away down the West Branch.

That really began the trouble, for Hale never forgave him. When Skeene started to guide for Henderson on the upper Portage, Hale heard of it and ran him out. That, of course, marked him among the guides in the lake-country, and Skeene perhaps felt the ostracism, for he quietly went to work for Colby on the new sluice that ran from the carry-pond to the lake. Possibly, if they had let him alone, he might have turned out as tame as a moose-bird, — he was only twenty-three, — but Hale remembered, and the Indian remembered, and one day a man came in to the Carry Camp with a forty-four bullet in his wrist and an unserved warrant in his pocket. The man was a moose-warden, and the warrant was for Skeene.

When the news spread that Skeene had shot a warden, the guides from Portage to Lily-Bay condemned him. Down at Greenville a sheriff and posse boarded the Katahdin, and spent several weeks cruising about at public expense. The lake steamboat was comfortable, the food good, and the sheriff and posse were in no hurry to quit. Possibly they expected Skeene to come down to the shore and sit on the rocks; perhaps they fancied he might paddle across their bows in his sleep. Naturally he did neither. When at length somebody suggested that the sheriff and posse take to their canoes, that official steamed back to the foot of the lake in a huff, and presently the rumours of Skeenes misdoings became scarcely more definite than campfire gossip.

Perhaps even then, if they had given him a chance, he might have surrendered and taken his punishment, but they didnt give him the chance. A warden saw him building a lean-to, on the island that divides the West Branch. The warden waited until dark, crawled in outside the fire, and caught Skeene asleep. That is all the warden recollects, merely that he caught Skeene asleep. What Skeene did to the warden when he awoke, the official cannot remember distinctly.

Three weeks after that, Skeene walked into Kineo store, handling his rifle in a most alarming fashion. He suggested that they place certain provisions and ammunition in his canoe, which lay on the beach below. The three clerks complied with an enthusiasm borne of fright. Twenty minutes later Skeene, in his canoe, was seen making for Moose River. Two guides, just from Lily Bay, refused to fire at him, arguing it was not right to drown a man for stealing pork and powder. The hotel had not yet opened, and the people at the annex objected to a man-hunting trip, so they only notified the sheriff again and secretly wished Skeene in hell.

Of course, at the hotels they denied the very existence of Skeene; but the Bangor News printed the story, and people fought shy of Moose River and the lake beyond which is called Red Lake. In vain the guides declared the region safe. It was safe as far as they were concerned. It is not the nature of a guide — that is, a white guide — to inform on or interfere with any man. Skeene let them alone. The Indians, too, paddled about Red Lake when they wanted to. The Indian log-driver, however, stayed away after Skeene had shot a hole in his canoe. The canoe being bark, it was through Providence and a patch of gum that the log-driving half-breed ever paddled out of the mouth of Moose River.

Now if they had not started to hunt Skeene from the Lakes, he would never have troubled anybody, except possibly Hale and the half-breed. He went to Canada for a year, worked at anything that came along, and sent money to Kineo store to pay for his pork and powder. That, of course, won him the guides again. So when home-sickness drove him back to Red Lake, he expected to be let alone. Hale, sluicing at the Northwest Carry, heard he had returned, and started for Red Lake with the log-driving half-breed and six men. Two days later they returned; Hale had a bullet in his leg above the knee and the half-breed carried a similar gift in his forearm.

This incident, while relieving the conversational monotony at camp and landing, bothered the sheriff cruelly. He went to Foxcroft where they said unpleasant things to him; he went back to the Landing and they made fun of him.

There was a captain on the lake named Snow, — a white-bearded, mild-eyed giant. When the local paper wanted an item it filled in with, Extraordinary weather on the Lake in July! Steamboat Red-Deer in port with six feet two inches of Snow in her pilot house!

The sheriff went to see Snow, and, after a long confab, summoned his posse, boarded the Red-Deer, and left Greenville, as the local paper expressed it, under sealed orders, bound for Moose River. Naturally, half a dozen canoes were aboard, some lying bottom upward on the superstructure, some lashed to the rail. The posse carried Winchesters, although no game was in season.

Off the Grey Gull, an island, the little steamboat slowed down and stopped, the canoes were hoisted over the rail and dropped; the posse embarked. The sheriff said good-bye in a voice made loud by nervousness, and the Red-Deer swung about and steamed back to the foot of the lake with six feet two inches of Snow in her pilot-house.

At the mouth of Moose River two more canoes were waiting; Hale sat in one, paddle glistening in the pale spring sunshine; in the other sat the Indian log-driver, nursing the hammer of a rifle.

Below the long ridge the water is nearly dead, although a canoe might drift to the point in twenty-four hours. It was paddling for a mile to the first wing-dam, and there, the sheriff, who led, flung his stern-paddle into the bottom of the canoe, flourished the setting-pole, and stood up. At the same moment a jet of flame leaped from the edge of the wing-dam and a bullet passed through the sheriffs hat. The amazed official promptly fell overboard, sank, rose, grasped the edge of the canoe, and swamped it, turning the bow-paddler into the river. The swift current landed them on a shoal before the sheriff could shriek more than twice, and they crawled up on a rock, sleek and wet as half drowned flies in a sap-pan.

The other canoes had halted; some of the posse waved their rifles, but nobody fired at the wing-dam except Hale. He banged away as fast as he could pump the breach-lever, and Billy Sebato, the Indian, took to the bushes and lay patiently waiting for a mark, purring with eagerness.

Jim Skeene, you darned thief! shouted Hale, come out from them stones! Jest you come out on to that there wing-dam once!

Above the rush and gurgle of the river they heard Skeenes voice: You let me be or Ill shoot to kill!

Thief! Thief! yelled Hale, dancing in his seat with anger, until the canoe heeled and almost swamped.

I aint no more thief than you be, Josh Hale! bawled Skeene, I paid for them rations and cartridges and you know damn well I did! Before he could add anything, the Indian, Sebato, fired twice.

If that nigger Sebato dont quit shootin Ill let loose on all o ye! called Skeene, shaking his rifle above the wing-darn edge. Git back to your dreen, Josh Hale, I tell you.

Hale had reloaded his magazine, and now, swinging his setting-pole with one hand, started to push his canoe among the rocks where he could hold it and fire under cover. Skeene evidently saw him for he slid suddenly to the corner of the wing-dam and fired three shots through the canoe, cutting a swale lengthwise at the waters edge.

Oh, you sneaky bob-cat! yelled Hale, white with rage. In another moment he was working cup and sponge to bail his canoe, which swung away on the current and drifted broadside across the sandbar below, where it settled in two feet of limpid water.

Nowll you let me be? called Skeene. I haint done nothin to you. If that there moosewarden wants me let him come and get me. Aint you ashamed to go huntin a man like a Lucivee? I tell ye Ill shoot to kill, b God I will, at the next man that fires!

You dasnt, shouted the sheriff from behind his rock; you aint half a man, Jim Skeene!

I be, said Skeene calmly, but I dont want no fuss. You keep offn this river, and you keep offn this here wing-dam. And you stop sneakin along the woods there, Billy Sebato! Git back there! Git back, or Ill shoot to kill!

Youll hang if you do! bawled the sheriff. Then tell that nigger Indian to git back! Tell him quick! I see him — I—

Sebatos rifle cracked, and the shot was repeated by Hale, wading out on the shoal. Then a forked flame flashed from the wing-darn, there came a crash and crackle of dry twigs, and the Indian pitched heavily over the bank into the swirling river.

The echoes of the shots died out among the trees; for a minute the gurgle of the river ripple alone troubled the stillness. A kingfisher wheeled up stream, the sun flashing on his blue wings; a fish soused in a calm pool below the dam. Presently the changed voice of the sheriff broke the silence: Jim Skeene, God help you, youll swing for this. Skeenes pale face appeared above the dam, but nobody shot at him.

You drove me to it, said Skeene. He spoke huskily. I told him to git back, — I warned him to quit sneakin up on me.

Come down offn that wing-dam, commanded Hale.

Not for you, Josh Hale, replied Skeene, nor not for any man o ye! An I wont be took neither. Im goin away to live quiet if they let me.

He crouched and watched them as they pushed their canoes out into the main channel. The sheriff and Hale advanced to the pool where Sebato lay.

A slender fillet of blood, a mere thread hung in the water just below the surface, and stretched out, following the current, floating like a red string.

Bring them settin-poles, said the sheriff soberly, paddles wont stand the heft, an hes hefty. Hale suddenly turned, snarling at the wing-dam; Jim Skeene, you sneakinmuskrat!— he said; but Skeene was gone when Hales bullet stung the rock above.

II.

They gave Skeene little peace for two months. Week after week a string of canoes passed the swift water under the first and second wing-dams, poled to the point-trail, and, disembarking a file of riflemen, poled on again to the discharge at Red Lake. Week after week the distant flash of a paddle startled the deer at sunrise among the lily-pads. At evening, too, silent canoes stealing through the sedge-grass, roused the great blue herons from their heavenward contemplation and sent the sheldrake scuttling and splashing across shoal water with a noise like a churning twinscrew.

But they did not catch Skeene.

Once they saw him for a moment standing in the stern of his canoe. The canoe lay at the mouth of the Little Misery, that dead stretch of water and dead-fall, winding through the bog to the southward. They gave chase, trailing Skeenes canoe by the wake bubbles until they ran plump into quick water.

But the Little Misery is a strange stream draining a strange land, and there, in that maze of cuts and channels, of logans and quick water, of swamp, shoal, sedge, and spectral ranks of dead trees, towering above swale and deadwood, they stood no more chance of flushing Skeene than a caribou has of raising three fawns in a season.

What he did with his canoe nobody might know. Certainly he left the main channel. Did he himself hide in the bog or dead-falls? Where do young sandpipers vanish on a shingle beach? Oh there were sounds in the swamp as the sheriffs posse steered through the even with silent paddle, — sounds that stir only in lonely places, faint splashes, a sound of a swirl in still water, the breeze in the swale-grass.

And so they hunted Skeene at twilight, at dusk of morning, at high noon, from the Northeast Carry to the Northwest Carry, from the West-Branch to Seboomook, from Portage to Lily Bay, and through a hundred miles of lake and stream, up and down, up and down. But Moose River bore no tales on its placid breast, and the wing-dams towered silent as twin Sphinxes, and the sounds that startled the silence where the Little Misery coils through the strange country, are mysteries even to those who interpret them.

It was in May that the ice went out, in company with Skeene; it was in July that they felt the bite of his bullets below the wing-dam; it was in August that they gave up the chase.

That evening, Skeene stood on a wind-fall in the depths of the Little Misery and watched three canoes file out of the discharge and glide into the swift water of Moose River. The next morning he started a lean-to on the ridge back of the Little Misery, and the sharp crack and thwack of his axe rang out over Red Lake. At sunrise a moose-cow heard it and ploughed hastily shoreward through the lily-pads with an ouf! woof! ouf! as she struck the pebbles on the beach. One by one the great blue herons flapped up from the dead pines, circled, sailed, and turned over to pitch head downwards into the sedge with dull cries.

At noon the echoes of axe-strokes died away and the hut was thatched with balsam, blue side skyward. By three oclock a spike buck, a yearling, lay across a log on the ridge, and at four oclock Skeene had satisfied his hunger.

He sat on the shore under the ridge, pensively picking his white teeth with the enjoyment of the abandoned. Across the lake the mountains turned to sapphire and ashes; a pale sky deepened into flame colour; the sun hung a globe of crimson in gilded mist.

One by one the last sunbeams reddened the trunks of the trees to the eastward, the foliage burned, the shore line glimmered. Like changing hues on a bubble, the colours deepened, and played over the placid lake. A single snowy bank of cloud, piled up in the east, glowed where the sun stained its edges. The midges danced above the sedge; the lake-wash rocked the swales, to and fro, to and fro.

A trout broke in shallow water, flapped up and splashed again, and the red sky crimsoned the widening rings, spreading slowly shoreward.

In the days that followed, Skeene learned to talk to himself. When he did this he forgot that he had killed Sebato; after a while he forgot it altogether.

When the August afternoons were ablaze with brazen sunlight and the lake glistened like a sheet of steel, Skeene sprawled on a log in the shade and watched the great blue herons. When they drove stakes he mocked them with the same note until they answered Ke-whack! Ke-whack! Ke-whack! The red squirrels thin treble he imitated; he called the chipmunks with a tsip! tsip! and laughed until his white teeth glistened when a carrion-jay alighted on his knee for a shin-joint half hacked. The great belted-kingfishers knew him, the sheldrake, stringing along the creek at evening, turned their bright eyes to his, the osprey who lived above the ledge, wheeled above him for hours, knowing that he also was a savage thing and hunted when hungry.

He was hungry several times between sunrise and sunset. The swift water of the Little Misery gave him a trout to every set-line; the deeper pools by the sedge gave him pleasure.

On the Little Misery deer swarm at evening, and he had meat for the price of a cartridge.

The white nights of August brought that vague unrest that all forest creatures feel. The deer girdled the roots of the ash-trees and the spike bucks grew bolder; the great blue herons danced their contre-dance, evening after evening, at first solemnly, advancing, retreating in stately quadrilles, lifting their slim shins high in the sedge; but, as the month ended, the contre-dance lost dignity and gained in abandon, until the lone loon out on the lake shook the silence with his demons laughter. As the moon waned, the forest world stirred; its attitude was expectant; it waited. The cow-moose began to cast evil oblique glances on her calves, now turned darker; and the little bull moose-calf, frisked until his tiny bell swung like the wattle on a turkey.

An impatience, almost a sadness fell upon Skeene. And with sadness came fear. He covered his lean-to and built a smoke-hole through which blue haze rose in the calm morning air. But, like wild things in winter, he was wary, and the steam-hole of a beavers house might be more easily located than the chimney of Skeenes hut.

When September came a hush fell over the forest; and and water were silent; the trout no longer broke,vater or leaped full length in the after glow; the deer picked a silent path along the shore; the herons stood all day, heads stretched heavenward; the loons maniac laughter was stilled. Silent and more silent the woods grew as the new moon, a faint tracery above the hills, rose in the evening sky. At its first quarter the silence deepened, at its half, the stillness was intense. Then one black night the Full Moon of September flashed in the sky, and before the last shore ripple had caught its glitter, a gigantic black shadow waded out into the lake and a roar shook the hills.

The first bull-moose had bellowed, and the rutting season had begun.

Instantly the forest, the lake, the shore, the stream were alive; the meat-birds cried from every cedar; the deer barked from the sedge; a lynx howled and miauled in the second growth. Everywhere plumage and fur were growing glossy and gay. Even Skeene sewed porcupine quills into his boot-moccasins, and sang fragments of a song he had heard in Quebec.

III.

Now there is a season for all things; in the fall the black moose grows blacker and sleeker; in the fall the red buck rubs the tattered velvet from every prong; in the spring the mewing cat-bird whistles dreamily as a spotted thrush; in the spring the snowbird changes its feathers, chameleon like, as the snow drifts or melts; and the dry chirring of the red squirrel grows sweeter.

Each after its kind, says the quaint Book, and so the spruce-grouse drums in the long summer days, and the crested wood-duck ruffles its rainbow plumes, and the painted trout hang over the gravel beds in September, and the antlered moose barks at the September moon.

As for Skeene, he sewed porcupine quills in a semicircle over the instep of his moccasins, laced a string of scarlet trout-flies across his slouch hat, and listened to the bull-moose, bellowing out on the moonlit ridge.

At times he sang his Quebec song, at times he sighed. Twice he spared a yearling buck, — he could not tell why. He caught a big red sable, bigger than the coon-cat at the Carry House. It scratched and bit him, but he was very good to it. A lazy beaver, driven from the colony by his industrious relatives, bored a hole in the bank under Skeenes shanty. Beaver-tail and hindquarters are good, cold boiled, but Skeene let him live in peace and even piled enough poplar saplings at his door to last any lazy beaver a year. And all this time he was sorry he killed Sebato at the wing-dam; he wished he had shot him a year before in the bog-country, — it was a good chance and nobody would have been the wiser.

When the September moon waxed full and the water lapped softly along the lake ledge, Skeenes heart grew full, and the blood in his neck and cheeks ebbed and surged like moon-tides. So, on the second night, he took his rifle and dragged the canoe to the beach. But his heart failed him and he feared the Carry House, and he went back to his camp and rolled and grunted through a sleepless night. On the third evening he started on foot, but he hesitated when the lamp in the Carry House broke out, a red beam in the night. He stood, wretched, wistful, undecided, fingering his rifle butt, and his heart beat to suffocation. Something near him stirred and moaned among the rocks, — a miserable gluttonous fisher-cat, its head bristling with porcupine quills. And Skeene, sick with self-compassion, trailed the wounded creature to the waters edge and killed it, — pitying it as he pitied himself. Then, worn out with the fever in his veins, he slept openly where he lay, wondering if he should wake on Red Lake shore or on the shores of a redder lake.

On the fourth night of the full of the moon, he went swiftly across the ridge, unarmed, and the miles of woodland and shore sped away like mist, so eagerly he ran. On that night he heard the moose-cows calling the barking bull, and the whoof! of the dun doe in the sedge. Far on the shore the red beam of the Carry lamp signalled him and his blood flamed the answer in his face. And, as he strode up to the house, he saw a woman on the shore looking out into the night across the spectral lake. It was Lois, servant at South Carry. He had danced with her two years ago at Foxcroft Landing, he had sent her six otter pelts a month before he shot Sebato.

She was the girl he had come for.

Is it possible she expected him? The restlessness of September had drawn her to the lake and something had led him to her.

The moon, a silver lamp, traced a shining trail across the shadowy waters; his canoe grated softly on the shoal, a string of bubbles followed the paddle sweep, the foam whispered secrets to the clustered sedge-grass.

* * * * * *

And so, together, they glided away on a trail of silver water to the strange country, drained by strange streams, stirred by strange winds. The red spark of the Carry lamp died out in the night, the little grey stars twinkled over the dead waters, pale sparks from phantom nuptial torches flaring in the north.

At dawn the sky crimsoned the Little Misery. They slept. At sunrise a moose roared a salute to the coming day.

They awoke and kissed each other.

IV.

When the public-spirited citizens of Foxcroft offered $500 reward for the capture of Skeene, Placide LHommedieu scratched his greasy chin, licked his lips, and went out to buy cartridges. Placide had trapped in the Province and thought he could trap as well in Maine.

Monsieur LHommedieu what will you do with $500? asked the Mayor of Foxcroft.

Le Hommydoo wont need it, observed a grizzled portage guide who had once shot a match with Skeene. And he was right for they found LHommedieu a week later peacefully floating down Moose River in his canoe, with a bullet in his brain.

When Skeene paddled away with Lois, there was trouble in Foxcroft. Hale left sluice, drain, and chain, and wired the Sheriff at the Landing to meet him at Moosehead Inn. The Mayor went also, and next morning the reward was doubled for James Skeene, Murderer, dead or alive.

Hale had never forgiven the blow at the cut-off, but a busy man would scarcely have left his sluice to hunt another man to death for that alone. No, Hale had other reasons, and they concerned neither Billy Sebato nor Placide LHommedieu. They concerned Lois, servant at South Carry; for when she left with Jim Skeene she took Hales betrothal ring with her.

After Skeene had set Placide LHommedieu afloat, with mud on his face and a bullet in his skull, he shoved the canoe into swift water at Moose River, broke both paddles, splintered the setting-pole, and solemnly watched the canoe out of sight.

Lois, waiting for him when he poled into the Little Misery, looked at his knife in the scolloped leather sheath, then at his rifle, and finally into his sombre eyes.

I heard, — only one shot. Was it a deer?

He nodded muttering that he had missed; but that night she caressed him, taking his curly head into her arms, and wept over him till daybreak crimsoned the world.

After that they were almost gay. He notched logs and built a hut and rammed moss into the cracks. Lois brought clay from the sweet water, and cut balsam until her little hands were stained to the palm. Twice he passed the three carrys to the C. P. R. and hung to a freight as far as Sainte Croix. They knew nothing and cared less in the Dominion, and he bought salt and pork and flour and cartridges with the proceeds of Hales ring. The third trip he walked on the C. P. fearing the train, and he got his price for ten pelts, including musk-rat.

They knew that happiness that is bred in haunting fear, that fierce, that intense love whose roots are imbedded in terror. Lois had been to school and these were the things she knew; — that two and two make four, that Moose calves are born in May, that bark peels best in June, that Moose-calves are weaned in September. She knew also how to use Skeenes knife, and when he found beaver above swift water and told her so in the evening, she cut saplings and whittled trip-sticks and notched chokers while he hewed out the bed-pieces for the traps, and sharpened enough young ash to build the fences for winter traps. Mink traps, too, were no mystery to Lois, and they talked long and wisely concerning standards and cubbies and spindles while the embers died under the simmering tins and the deer whistled on the windy ridge.

Snow came, a phantom flurry through the pale sunshine, and Skeene lugged more deer hides into his hut. A hot week followed, sending the trout to the bottom-sands and the deer to the shallows; then came the ice; at first a brittle, glittering skin, encasing stem and reed, and wrinkling hidden stagnant pools. The wind in the grasses grew harsher, the reeds rattled at evening; vast flocks of little birds circled high in the sky for the winds of the South called them, and the geese were drifting overhead.

One day the snow came again, and at evening it had not ceased falling. A week later the lake froze and Skeene dragged his canoe into the hut and daubed it with white-lead, while Lois crept close to his side and strung snowshoes. At times she sang. He listened, lying beside the canoe. When she had sung the same song until evening he taught her the song he had learned in Quebec; 



Mossieu Meenoose 

Mossieu Meenoose 

Mon dieu que tu as 

Un villain chat la.



And she sang it and sewed scarlet braid across her moccasins.

During these weeks Hale was busy in Foxcroft. When the smaller lakes froze he leered sideways at the Sheriff and ordered a dozen pairs of snowshoes. Once or twice he went back to his sluice and cursed, but the River Drivers regarded him with evil eyes, and the sluicers drove their props sullenly until he went away leaving a string of oaths in his wake. There were men of the stamp he wanted on the Province side of the C. P. R.; there was Achille Verdier, one-eyed and idle; there was greasy little Armand Fleury, dirtier for his fox-skin cap, dingier for the red braid on the tail. There also resided Wyombo, pigeon-toed, furtive, aboriginal. Much could be done with these gentlemen and $1000.

The value of Hales ring was $150, therefore the people of Foxcroft gossiped.

Snow fell on the frozen lake; the Little Misery was mantled, the carrys choked. All day long the meat-birds whined in the fir-trees and at night the sleet pelted the frozen snow. The deer yarded on the ridge, the moose on the slope above; the black bear buried his feeble nose in his stomach and dreamed, and the otters frisked over their slide. As for Lois, she was learning things; she learned that the fur on the belly of a young panther is wavy, she learned that men are brutes, and that Skeene was all the world to her; she learned that she also had her value, for she saw him swim the swift water of the Little Misery when she screamed affrighted by an impudent lynx. She learned that he sometimes preferred solitude to company, that he sometimes preferred sleep to caresses. She learned that he went hungry that she might eat, that he shivered while she slept under skin and blanket.

Sometimes they played together, Skeene and this slender girl, like young foxes in the snow. She would often hide, too, in the hollow of a great swamp-oak, and when he came home she would call: Jim! Jim! find me!

But God lives, and the world spins, and the hare turns white in winter, and the routine of the beginning and the end never varies.

And so it came about that Skeene, laughing up at Lois in the hollow swamp-oak, glanced over his shoulder and saw six black dots clustered upon the frozen lake to the southward. He said nothing but looked into the north. There were more dots there, more also on the ice in the west. For a moment he thought the east was still open; after a while he heard the scrape of a snow-shoe very near. Lois also heard and her face was like death as she reached down and took the rifle from Skeenes hand.

When he had climbed up into the hollow tree beside her and looked out from the hole above the great branch, he saw Hale peering at him from a dead-fall.

Come down, said Hale.

Skeene clapped his rifle to his cheek and fired.

Come down, repeated Hale from behind his dead-fall. Lois, trembling at Skeenes feet, shrank at the sombre voice from the woods. Skeene bent and kissed her and caressed her, muttering things she could not understand, but she caught his hand in hers and tore off the fur mitten and pressed it to her hot lips, moaning and sobbing.

Come down for the last time, Jim Skeene, said Hale slowly. Suddenly a rifle shot rang through the frozen forest. The hand that Lois held tightened against her lips, quivered, relaxed. Something outside fell clinking and clattering to the ground at the foot of the tree. It was Skeenes rifle; and Skeene sank forward, hanging half out of the hole in the tree, head downward, like a dead squirrel.

And beside him, the other wild thing sobbed and whimpered and moaned among the branches while below the swift axes bit into the tree from which the dead game hung, head downward.

Look in the hut for the woman! bawled Hale. The tree swayed and crackled and fell crashing into the snow.

Wheres that woman? shouted Hale from the hut;— G — d d — n her! — 

But when at last he found her he changed his mind and let her stay with Skeene there in the snow.


ENTER THE QUEEN

[image: img676.jpg]

VOTRE AMOUR ME ferait dieu.

Maimez-vous, mademoiselle?

Soupirez un mois, dit-elle.

Un moisi Cest la mort! Adieu!







Souvenir cher à mes pensées!

Grâce à la fraîcheur qu il leur rend, 

Je souris aux heures passées, 

Je marrange du jour mourant.

BERANGER.

I 

THE middle of the studio was occupied by a rug. The middle of the rug was occupied by Clifford. He sat on the floor playing a dirge on a brass cornet. Around him lay bureau drawers, empty trunks and satchels, flanked by cabinets and chests littered with palettes, underclothes, colour-tubes, pipes, and paint-rags.

When Elliott came in, an hour later, he found Clifford still performing on the cornet. He played Hark! from the Tomb, and Death and The Maiden; and while he played he winked ominously at Elliott.

Now, when Clifford played on his cornet, something was amiss. Elliott knew this and watched him sideways, sullenly removing overcoat and gloves. Every dismal bleat of the brass prophesied calamity. The hollow studio echoed with forebodings of disaster.

Stop that, said Elliott, flinging his hat on a chair; whats the matter with you?

O Commander of the Faithful, said Clifford, behold the end of the world! Jai beau cherchai — je nen trouve point—

Money? asked Elliott, sitting down; stop blowing into that cornet.

I know of no other way to raise the wind, said Clifford,— get your cornet and well play duets.

You mean we are actually without means? Clifford threaded his way through an abatis of easels, canvasses, books, and bird-cages to the Japanese tea-table.

Have some tea? he inquired.

No, I wont, snapped Elliott, and you can tell me where our funds have gone.

Clifford poured himself a cup of tea, raised his eyes piously, sipped it, and looked at Elliott over the edge of the cup.

Wheres our money? repeated Elliott; you had charge of the common account for the last three months—

Clifford sighed, unrolled a sheet of paper, shoved it toward his confrère, and offered himself more tea. Elliott examined the figures anxiously.

You hopeless ass! he blurted out. Why didnt you draw the purse strings?

I can deny you nothing, my son, protested Clifford, casting furtive glances toward his cornet again.

But were ruined! bawled Elliott in sudden fright.

Utterly, admitted Clifford pleasantly.

Through the broad glass roof the pale winter sunlight fell over piles of rugs and weapons on the floor; in the garden the sparrows chirped unceasingly around the frozen fountain. Elliott sat motionless, hypnotised by the column of figures before him. Clifford regarded his canary birds with vague reproach.

At last Elliott broke the silence:

We had enough, — more than enough to live on decently; we threw our money away! Ass that I am, I didnt realise I was such an ass.

I didnt either, said Clifford.

Oh, you didnt? sneered Elliott; who was it that spent five hundred francs on those idiot birds? They frowned at the two dozen canaries. The birds hopped aimlessly from pole to perch and from perch to pole.

I didnt buy a coupé for a lady, retorted Clifford. No, but you gave garden parties with fireworks and Chinese lanterns, and the company broke windows and set the curtains ablaze, and the police fined us for shooting rockets without a permit—

Accidents, observed Clifford; our social position in the Latin Quarter required us to entertain.

Our social position on this planet will also require us to eat, — occasionally.

Theres the furniture.

I wont! I wont! You hear me, Clifford! Ill not sell a chair. Isnt there any money in any of those bureau drawers?

No, — look for yourself, replied Clifford cheerfully.

Now Ill not mortgage our furniture, said Elliott; so you neednt finger my carved chairs. We must pull through, — I dont know how, — but we must pull through. I shall cut down my tobacco, I shall drink cheap wine, I shall see Colette at once—

Do you think she can stand the blow? inquired Clifford.

Your wit is unseasonable, said Elliott haughtily; how much can you get for your canaries?

Clifford flatly refused to sell the birds and played a dirge on his cornet. Then the horror of poverty laid hold of Elliott and drove him out into the Luxembourg where he sat in the fading sunshine until the drums boomed from the southern terrace and the challenge of the sentinels, droning, monotonous, sounded and resounded across the windy park.

There was a hint of snow in the air as he passed out into the Place de Medici. He clinked the few gold pieces in his pocket as he walked. This appalled him, and he stepped more quickly.

On the Boulevard, a slim white-browed girl, exquisitely gowned, called to him from a coupé. When he motioned the coachman to stop and stepped to the curb, she buried her nose in a bunch of violets and laughed.

Colette, said Elliott gloomily, Mr. Clifford and I are compelled to retire for the space of three months. Therefore, most charming and most wise Colette, — therefore—

He raised one hand and opened his fingers as though releasing a butterfly.

II.

All that week Clifford roamed about the studio blowing melancholy blasts from his cornet. Elliott sold a picture to Solomon Moritz for twenty francs, regretted it, tried to get it back, beat Mr. Moritz with a mahl-stick and resisted an officer. To his horror the French Government insisted on entertaining him for a week at Mazas, whither Clifford visited his comrade daily until Saturday and freedom arrived.

This is a hell of a country, observed Elliott as he shook the dust of Mazas from his heels in company with Clifford. Its no place for the breadwinner; the Jews have the country by the throat.

They said, observed Clifford, that you had Moritz by the throat.

I did; the ruffian refused me thirty francs for my Judgment of Solomon.

Dear me! exclaimed Clifford with an impudent gesture, wasnt it worth it?

You will refrain, said Elliott furiously, from poking me in the ribs, — now and hereafter.

Half an hour later they entered the studio and sat down opposite each other in silence. The canaries filled the room with their imbecile twittering, and hopped and hopped until Elliott jumped up and seized his hat.

Is this studio a bird-cage? he demanded bitterly.

Clifford said something about jail-birds and picked up his cornet. For an hour he played Tite Femme and Place aux Gosses. But when he attacked The Emperors Funeral March, Elliott seized him.

Let go, said Clifford sullenly.

No. See here, Clifford, lets be friends and lets try to be practical. Weve got to make our living for the next three months. Lets stop squabbling and hold a conference. Will you?

Yes, replied Clifford amiably.

Then where do we dine?

We havent lunched yet.

This is awful, muttered Elliott, staring at the canaries; do you suppose we could eat those birds?

In the silence that ensued a piano began in the studio above, and a voice sang:



Et quelle est folle dans sa joie, 

Lorsqelle chante le matin, — 

Lorsquen tirant son bas de soie, 

Elle fait; sur son flanc qui ploie, 

Craquer son corset de satin!



The piano ceased; there came a laugh, a double roll on a Tambour-Basque, and the clicking of castanets.

Whos that? said Elliott morosely. Then with a sneer he paraphrased the last line of the song.

Clifford pricked up his ears but shook his head.

Hear her laugh! I suppose shes dined, continued Elliott with a vicious eye on the birds. Well, are we going to eat those cursed canaries?

I never heard you swear like that, protested Clifford. Has poverty weakened your intellect?

Yes, said Elliott savagely.

If we eat em our meal will cost five hundred francs.

Then youve got to sell them. They are no good, — yellow birds are always feeble-minded. Canaries are ridiculous.

The castanets began again, and the voice took up the Spanish measure:



My Picador! My Picador!

Thy Spanish customs I adore, 

Thou garlic loving, 

Cattle shoving, 

Spick-and-spangled Picador!

* * * * *

I hear the mottled heifer roar, 

My Picador!

The people pounding on the floor, 

My Picador!

The ring is clear!

The cow is here?

Theyve had to haul her by the ear; 

The Banderillos linger near!

Oh, Picador! My Picador!



Shes very gay, observed Clifford, after another silence broken only by the distant click! click! click! of the castanets. Hm! I — er — I suppose we ought to call—

Call, repeated Elliott; when Im hollow!

If we call, said Clifford briskly, we maybe invited to dinner. He smiled, whistled a bar or two, and poked the fire.

Dont, said the other, you waste fuel.

The wind showered the sleet across the great windows; in the twilight a chill crept in over the rugs; a distant shutter banged, rattled, and banged again. Elliott jumped up and paced the floor.

Weve got to do something, he said, and do it now. Wheres your watch?

You ought to know, said Clifford reproachfully. Yours is there too.

After a moment he continued; Ive got those cuff-buttons you gave me— He went into his bedroom and returned with the cuff-buttons. Elliott took them, jerked on his overcoat, nodded, and opened the door.

Ill be back in half an hour, — wait for me, he said, and slammed the door behind him.

III.

Now, what the mischief am I to do for half an hour, mused Clifford, staring out of the blank window, both hands in his pockets, an empty pipe between his teeth. There was a vacancy in his stomach that bothered him, and the more he thought about it, the more it hurt. The canary birds were revelling in bird-seed; he eyed them enviously for a while, then walked up and down whistling. Every time he passed the big gilded cage he could hear the birds cracking and splitting the seeds, and the noise of the feast irritated him.

His neighbour on the floor above was singing away with heart and soul about bull-rings and toreadors, banging joyously upon the Basque drum or snapping and clicking the castanets.

Dear! Dear! he thought, my neighbour is really very gay. She must have moved in to-day. I — I wonder what shes like!

He listened, sitting close to his dying fire. After a moment he heard her cross the room and open the piano again.

Dear! Dear! he said to himself, what a musical young lady! Probably an embryo actress from the Conservatoire; — or — or—

The piano began; it was scales this time. For an hour he sat huddled before the cold ashes, listening to the five-fingered acrobatic exercises, alternately yawning with hunger and cursing Elliott. When six oclock struck from the concierges lodge he stood up, gazing dismally out into the night.

Suddenly he heard the scrape of feet outside, and he hurried to his door and opened it.

Through the lighted hallway a figure shuffled, carrying a large tray covered with a white napkin.

It was a waiter from the Café Rose-Croix and Clifford knew him.

Bon soir, Monsieur Clifford, he said doubtfully.

Good evening, Placide, Placide, — er — is that little banquet for me? Oh, its all right! I suppose Monsieur Elliott paid for it—

But, Monsieur, said the waiter, this dinner is for a lady.

Whats that? said Clifford sharply. Then he buttonholed Placide and hauled him inside the studio.

Who is the lady? The one upstairs?

Yes — Mademoiselle Plessis — she awaits her dinner — let me go, Monsieur Clifford, pleaded Placide.

Oh, Im not going to play tricks on you, said Clifford, here! hold on! — if you move Ill tip the tray. Now all I want you to do is — is — er — dear me!

The odour of a nicely browned fowl disturbed his thoughts; his mind wandered with his eyes. Placide gaped at him. He knew Clifford and he dreaded him. Here you! said that young gentleman, removing his eyes from the fowl with an effort, do you think that because I do you the honour of conversing with you that I wish to rob you? Do I look like a man to interfere with a ladys dinner? Placide, you know me?

I do, Monsieur, replied the waiter despondently.

Then listen! I am going to make you my confidant! Think of that, Placide!

The waiter looked at him obliquely and did not appear to appreciate the honour in store.

Placide!

Monsieur!

I am in love!

Doubtless — if it is Monsieurs pleasure—

Silence! Idiot! I am about to bestow gifts; am about to—

The chicken, Monsieur, is becoming cold—

I am, repeated Clifford majestically, about to offer two dozen — twenty-four — canary birds to my adored. You may ask; what is that to you—

I do, began Placide.

Silence! Pig! These twenty-four canaries are to be carried to her by — think of it, Placide! — by you!

Placide rolled his eyes, big with anguish. The chicken exhaled a delicious aroma.

Clifford drew in a long breath of the fragrance. Then he lifted the enormous gilt cage, and placed it in Placides hands. Go up-stairs and take these cursed birds with the compliments of Foxhall Clifford, artist, American, 70 rue Bara, first floor, door on the right.

But — but my tray—

Imbecile! Do you think Im going to eat your tray? Come back for it and — tell me what the lady says.

Placide shuffled sullenly to the door; Clifford opened it.

My tray— began the unwilling waiter.

Placide, said Clifford, I have not dined — er — re — cently and my temper is uncertain. You are discreet. I wish to dine. Do you understand? Placide smirked.

Then use your wits — and when I have ten francs — well — hasten, my good Placide.

When the waiter had gone, Clifford tiptoed over to the tray and sniffed at the napkin.

Dear! Dear! he said, what a wonderful congregation of perfumes. Now if she doesnt shut the door on Placides nose — I — I hope — I delicately hope that I may receive my reward.

He paced to and fro, whistling, but never taking his eyes from the tray. After a few minutes he heard Placides slippered tread on the stairs, and hastened to admit him.

The young lady says, began Placide, lifting the tray,  — the young lady says that Monsieur is too amiable—

Cliffords heart sank.

And, pursued Placide with dreary deliberation, edging toward the staircase, the young lady says that she hopes to see you — 

When? blurted out Clifford.

Some day, grinned Placide, and escaped up the stairway, sneering, triumphant.

The blow staggered Clifford for a moment — but only for a moment. Before Placide had descended again, Clifford was changing his clothes; before Placide had passed the lodge-gate, Clifford had fastened a white neck-tie under a spotless collar. Then he tied a bit of crimson silk tightly around his forehead, inserted two feathers from a duster in the fillet where they waved like the plumes of a Sioux War-chief; and ten minutes later, radiant, patent-leathered, but starved, he rang gaily at the door of the studio overhead.

When Claire Plessis opened the door, Clifford bowed profoundly and skipped in, introducing himself with joyous abandon.

It is the custom, he said, bowing again and again with something of an Oriental salaam, it is the custom in America — in far distant,. sunny America, — to call at once upon distinguished strangers who come to lodge in the building. Therefore, Mademoiselle, — and although he spoke French flawlessly he brutalised it now to suit his purpose,— therefore, Mademoiselle, — He salaamed again, rapidly and said:

How! How! How!

Monsieur, faltered the girl, not knowing whether to laugh or call for assistance,— Monsieur, I am honoured — pray be — be seated.

Mademoiselle — it is too much honour!

Monsieur—

They bowed again, and Clifford sank into a chair, his duster plumes nodding on his head.

The girl regarded him with undisguised amazement. She saw his eyes rolling toward the white-covered table and thought, Oh dear, what shall I do with this foreign savage who sends me canary birds by the gross and who skips like a dancing dervish?

Monsieur, she stammered.

How! How! How! grunted Clifford absently, sniffing the tablecloth.

Nothing — nothing, Monsieur, she said hastily; I wish to thank you for the birds—

We eat them in America, he said, and chattered his teeth.

Like — like chickens?

What are chickens?

She laughed and looked at the uncarved fowl on the table.

Is that a chicken? asked Clifford in his most awful French. Is it good to eat?

If you would do me the honour to accept my hospitality, Monsieur, you could prove it for yourself, she said laughing, and a little more at ease. I have not yet dined, — I am quite alone—

Clifford accepted, rising with oriental languor, and bowed magnificently. He led her to her place, seated her, drew up a chair opposite, and smiled upon her. His feathers bobbed with every movement.

Now of course, I must carve, she said, striving hard to repress an hysterical laugh; for Clifford, desiring to play his part of a foreign savage to perfection, was doing impossible things with his knife and fork.

If she finds me out, he was thinking, it will not be very gay for me. So he showed his teeth and muttered and salaamed occasionally, while the girl bowed to him over her slender glass of claret and helped him to more and more and more until the suffocating desire to laugh brought tears to her eyes.

In America it is etiquette to eat until there is nothing left — at least I have read that in books, she ventured.

It is, said Clifford, uncorking another bottle.

You seem to like chicken, she said.

Ah, he replied, wait until you try my canary birds!

But, she cried, I am not going to eat them!

Their eyes met across the table. He felt that he was going to laugh; he looked into her big grey eyes. Her dark-fringed lashes were trembling too; on each cheek a dimple deepened; between her scarlet lips the white teeth parted; then she sank back, her hands flung helplessly into her lap, and, looking into each others eyes, they burst into ringing peals of laughter.

Three times she dried the tears in her eyes, and, leaning forward, attempted to speak, but when her eyes met his again, she threw back her pretty head and laughed until the colour deepened to her throat. And so they sat there, trying to speak, but shrieking with laughter, until the glasses and bottles clinked and vibrated and the window panes sang again.

At last she murmured, For shame, Monsieur! I — I ought to be very angry, — but I laugh — oh dear! oh! dear! I laugh and I should be furious! Fie! You play the foreigner — the — the untutored one who never saw chicken — oh dear! oh dear!—

She rose, drying her eyes again on a dainty pocket handkerchief.

Shame on you! How dared you come to my room and — oh dear — and tell me you eat canary birds — and walk like a dancing dervish, and do such things with your knife, and — what is your name? — mine is Claire.

* * * * * *

When, three hours later, he rose to go, he had told her all, — the whole wretched truth, and she had watched him with curious grey eyes, now brimming with laughter, now exquisite in their sympathy. She forgave him — not easily — but when he removed the feathers from his headdress and said he was sorry, she held out her hand to him with brilliant eyes and grave lips.

So — you are forgiven, — not because you deserve it. Here in the Quarter we are like the leaves in the Luxembourg; we bud with the promise of summer, — we unfold, we nestle and whisper together, — we grow gorgeous and brilliant, — then we fall. Let us live in friendship while we may, — we of the Latin Quarter. I forgive you, mon ami.

IV.

When Clifford reached his own door on the floor below, he heard voices in the studio. A hard world had driven some caution into his head and he listened for a moment to assure himself that the voices were not the voices of creditors.

Its Elliott and Colette, he murmured, knocking discreetly. Elliott opened the door; on the piano-stool sat Colette demurely twisting the fur of her boa. Clifford bent over the extended hand, then looked at Elliott. The latter felt in his pocket, produced the cuff buttons, and tossed them on the table.

You can keep your jewellery, he said, Ive got a better scheme; Colette proposed it—

You wouldnt listen to the other plan, she said shyly, I dont want that coupé—

You mustnt say such things, interposed Clifford gravely; then, turning to Elliott, what are we going to do?

Let me tell, cried Colette, fanning her flushed face with the end of the boa; sit down and be very still, — you also, Monsieur Clifford, — there! Now listen! I, Colette, have a very beautiful plan.

How to become a millionaire in a week, — by Mademoiselle Colette, began Clifford, and was beaten with the fur boa.

Very well she cried; then I shall not trouble myself, — oh! you had better say you are sorry! Now listen! It is my plan, — mine, Co-lette!

She settled herself on the piano-stool, whirled around until her pointed shoes rested on the rug, smiled, buried her nose in the point of her boa, and said; To begin, you are poor! — dont interrupt! It is well to begin at the beginning. Then, you are poor. You have nothing to live on — you improvident ones, — for three more months. Comment faire! Paint and sell pictures? No. Why? Because you have not yet learned enough at the Ecole des Beaux Arts! But yet you must live. How? Ah, Dick, if you would only let me return you that old coupé — there! I didnt mean it! Now let us begin again! — You are poor—

Were back where we started, began Clifford but was snubbed.

So, — you are poor. You must earn something. How? Why, with your cornets!

Eh? stammered Clifford.

Exactly! cried Colette; you shall play every evening in Bobinots orchestra and gain many many francs, industrious ones! Voilà!

Clifford stared at her. She nodded her head at him and smiled.

Its an idea, said Elliott; Boissy told Colette that Bobinots two cornet players had gone, and old Bobinot is looking for two new ones. Its a chance, — we need only play in the evenings — it will keep soul and body together — wont it? Why dont you say something?

Its an idea, — isnt it? repeated Colette solemnly.

What! faltered Clifford, play a cornet in that cheap Montparnasse Theatre, — Bobinots! Suppose they hear of it in New York?

Suppose we have to go to the American Consul and ask him to ship us home, retorted Elliott. Bobinots, the students theatre on Montparnasse, was not the Théâtre Français perhaps, but the acting was good, — indeed it was better than that seen in most New York theatres. Clifford had spent joyous evenings at this Quarter theatre; it was often better than the Cluny — even Antonio, père et fils, admitted that.

Still, he said, the Quarter will never stop laughing — er — Colette in her coupé and you in the orchestra—

I shall not drive in my coupé until Dick wishes it! cried Colette, crimson and white by turns. For your bad taste I — I pardon you.

Too utterly snubbed to have a mind of his own, Clifford meekly made his peace with Colette and opened the door for her and Elliott.

Are you sure we can get the place? he asked. Perhaps Bobinot wont want us.

Bobinot must! said Colette; I shall call upon Claire Plessis who is to sing the première rôles there. She is sweet; she is also from Tours. That is my country. And I love her very much.

Where does she live? inquired Clifford with a guilty start.

Upstairs. I shall call upon her to-morrow. Dick, are you coming? Then good-night, wicked one! Come, Dick, dear! To your evil conscience I leave you, Monsieur Clifford — and she laughed and gave him her gloved hand.

Clifford closed the door gently behind them. For a moment he stood staring at the panels, then raised his eyes to the ceiling.

I wonder, he thought, I — I wonder whether Claire will tell Colette?

He shivered. The Quarter is pitiless in ridicule. Elliott came back late that night, but he was cheerful and he whistled as he shook the snow from hat and coat and stamped around the studio.

Well see Bobinot to-morrow, he said; I tell you its not a bad idea — all Colettes, too!

I thought you and Colette had agreed to disagree, observed Clifford.

The other reddened a little. We have, he said— for three months.

Before he was ready for bed he missed the canary birds and questioned Clifford, but the latter told him to mind his business. This Elliott cheerfully complied with and went to bed.

By the way, did you dine to-night? he called out before he closed his door.

Yes, snapped Clifford.

V.

Thanks to Colette and Claire, through the medium of Boissy, the little snare-drummer, who lived on the top floor, Monsieur Bobinot consented to give Elliott and Clifford a trial.

Boissy presented them to Monsieur Bobinot as two eminent American virtuosi, but Bobinot sneered openly.

Dont try to stuff me, he said; theyre two students on their uppers. What do I care as long as they can play?

They — they are very eminent — pleaded Boissy— their — hm! — technique is so original, Monsieur Bobinot—

Bobinot turned a pair of hard bright eyes on Clifford.

En effet, Monsieur Bobinot, we are students, said Clifford with magnificent condescension; but we can blow harmony out of a broken bottle; — Elliott, kindly play The Battle of Buena Vista for Monsieur Bobinot.

Elliott drew his cornet from beneath his overcoat and gravely performed the stirring war march with hideous variations, while Clifford imitated a drum with his knuckles on the window pane.

Cannon, said Clifford, banging on a sheet of tin which lay on the floor.

Let my properties alone! shouted Bobinot.

Drums, — the Mexicans retreating, continued Clifford serenely, returning to the window.

Humph! snorted Bobinot.

Cries of the wounded! observed Clifford, and emitted a series of piercing screams while Elliott continued his variations.

Ow! Ow! Ow! wailed Clifford, winking at Boissy who had sunk helpless on a chair, weak with laughter.

Stop! thundered Bobinot.

Elliott finished his variations and looked expectantly at the manager of the Théâtre Bobinot.

Its d — n fine, said Monsieur Bobinot, but I could manage to exist and earn an honest living without your artistic collaboration. I say I could dispense with your musical services, but I cannot, Messieurs, afford to lose from my personnel, two such splendid examples of human impudence. Consider yourselves engaged. Boissy, Ill pay you for this!

Then, said Clifford artlessly, lets cement the contract with a bottle!

Bottle of what? demanded Elliott; we havent any money! You mortify me!

Clifford smiled blandly. Come, Monsieur Bobinot, no hard feelings you know! What shall it be?

Whatever you like, Messieurs, said Bobinot grimly; Ill take it out of your salary.

But Monsieur Bobinot was better than his word. He saw at a glance that the young fellows were in earnest, and he not only acted the host very decently, but, as Boissy dragged the two young men away, he handed them each a weeks salary in advance.

Its for your infernal cheek! he said; come to rehearsal at ten!

The first week passed without a hitch. Elliott played the orchestrated scores for Clifford, and the latter, being quick and instinctively musical, learned his part by heart, to the utter demoralisation of the tenants on the upper floors. Mademoiselle Plessis stood it as long as she possibly could and then sent for Clifford.

Monsieur Clifford, she said seriously, this must stop.

If it stops I stop, said Clifford; I cant live on air.

No, she said, you are neither a chameleon nor an angel.

Not an angel yet, but on the floor below, he said humbly.

Mademoiselle Plessis tapped her foot against the fender and brushed the leaves of her rôle with the tip of one white finger.

Mon ami, she said, I cannot learn my rôle if you toot all day on that cornet.

What am I to do? inquired Clifford miserably.

You must have certain hours to practise. Monsieur Boissy plays on his drum from two until four; Monsieur Castro chooses that time for trombone exercise; why can you not play your cornet during those hours?

I will, said Clifford craftily, but what shall I do from four until six? He looked at her with eyes that appealed and languished.

Do?

Ah, yes! It will be lonely up there on the floor above — wont it?

Mademoiselle Plessis raised her clear eyes to the ceiling.

Is it so very lonely down there? It is not, — up here.—

Very. I think of you all day.

Of me? How foolish!

Yes; I wish I were able to aid you to learn your parts.

But you cant—

I could if youd let me read your cues—

— I dont need that—

— Dont refuse—

— I must—

— Dont—

— But I do! And you are very silly.—

* * * * * *

So it was arranged that Clifford should bleat on his cornet from two until four, during which time Claire would go out for a walk; and from four to six, when Claire was at home, he might aid her by his presence and advice and judiciously regulated sympathy.

The idea! she said, with a pretty gesture of disdain; you will only bother me. You had much better write me a little play.

A lever de rideau! exclaimed Clifford; by Jove, Ill do it!

Can you write French well enough, mon pauvre ami?

No, but you can supply all the localisms and wit. Will you?

We might try, she said with a doubtful smile. She was very much interested, however, and when, a few days later, he brought her a rough sketch of the Queen of Siam, she read it with serious interest. It is a pretty idea, she said, flushing with pleasure. Then, resting her chin on her hand, she invited him to sit beside her.

You know, she said thoughtfully, if we are really going to collaborate, we must be very grave and serious for you are not working for pleasure and I am earning my bread—

— And honey, — oh! youll have woodcock on toast and champagne too if this play goes!

Then let us make it go, she exclaimed enthusiastically.

Lets! he cried with equal fervour.

There was a pause.

The play wont go if you dont take your pen in hand, she said.

— But I will—

Then hadnt you better release my hand?

And so the afternoons wore away while with heads together over the manuscript they chattered about exits and entries, scenarios, cues and pan coupés and Clifford rose to the occasion, displaying a wit which matched her dainty cleverness and struck the quick warm spark of sympathy between them.

Delicious! she would laugh at some hastily pencilled bit of dialogue, and then, bending over the table: Dont you think that we might shorten the Kings lines just here? See, I only strike out these three words — ah! see how much better it reads!

Much better! — very much better!

Very much; it flows smoothly now — oh! oh! how funny to make the Queen threaten them! How did you ever think of that?

Why, it follows naturally — you see she is all in armour, and the spurs trip up the archbishop—

And so the afternoons wore away.

This was all very pleasant, but it had its drawbacks and one winter evening toward six oclock Clifford jumped up and stared at the clock horrified:

Good heavens! he muttered, they are giving Pomme dApi, to-night and I havent practised the music! What the deuce shall I do!

And you cant read music at sight? Oh, what a shame! It is all my fault, mon ami, she cried in contrition.

No it isnt — only the afternoon flew, and I never thought. Bobinot will sack me for this!

You must get a substitute, she said,its often done.

Where can I find one?

Ask Boissy, he knows lots of people who do that sort of thing, — theres his drum now! go down and see him — hurry — go quickly, mon ami, — Oh! you mustnt! — you mustnt! There! my gown is all in wrinkles. I do not wish you ever to return, — no, never, — go quickly now or Boissy will be gone! — hasten! — ah well — then I will try to forgive you, mon ami.

As he galloped down the stairs and out into the street he felt as though he were treading on clouds — rosy clouds.

Nevertheless, he said to himself, I must never kiss her again.

VI.

The substitute cornet player was a success but was also very expensive. Clifford paid him thankfully, but it made a large hole in his meagre weekly salary, and he decided to do without substitutes in future. He explained to Elliott how it was, and the latter young gentleman, who viewed Cliffords infatuation for Claire with alarm, shook his head and sighed.

You cant afford it, my son. Suppose you hadnt been able to get a cornet player? Bobinot would have bounced you.

Now I am not so sure of that, said Clifford, who had been consulting Claire. I understand that the leader of the orchestra — whats his name—— Bock—

— Bock, — I understand that hes generally drunk and cant tell whether one or two cornets are playing.

But he would see your empty place.

I could get any ordinary man to sit there, — Selby would do it for the lark. If he pretended to play, Bock wouldnt know the difference. I had to pay that substitute of mine twenty francs. Kid Selby would do it to oblige me.

And he could stuff the cornet with cotton, suggested Elliott.

Exactly — Bock would never know. So any time we want a vacation well call on Selby, stuff his cornet with cotton, and let him blow his cheeks out while the other man does the playing? Where are you going?

Im going to get Kid Selby — its my turn for a vacation to-night, replied Elliott laughing, and walked out, slamming the great doors.

Clifford opened his desk, took out a pile of manuscript, and, thrusting them into his pocket, hurried up-stairs to begin his daily collaboration with his fair neighbour. Time flew for them, but the Queen of Siam was slowly taking the shape of a curtain-raiser whose fate would soon be determined. The lyrics were fortunately few, and of course Claire rhymed them, for poetry in French was beyond Cliffords ken. And she rhymed them charmingly, setting them to the music of quaint old songs that all France knows. Clifford hung breathlessly over the piano, gaping with admiration.

Monsieur Bobinot had read the piece and had found it suitable, — so suitable in fact, that for a long time he refused to believe that Clifford could be the author.

Voyons, confess he hashed it up from some old vaudeville! he repeated to Mademoiselle Plessis, until at last he was constrained to accept it as original. Of course he cast Claire for the Queen; she refused to stir a step unless he did; and the other parts were given to Mesdames Paule Nevers, Bonelly, Mario-Widmer, and to Messieurs Max, Bourdielle, Deberg, Bayard, Brunet, and Simon. Naturally Max was cast for the Archbishop of Ept, and Bayard for the King, while Bourdeilles character, Syleuse, was written entirely with the view that he should create the rôle.

Bobinot grumbled. It seemed to him that he had nothing to say about anything in his own theatre, but Mademoiselle Plessis had her way and the property man and costumer were already at work on the designs that Elliott furnished gratis. Deberg orchestrated the score.

It would cost me, shouted Bobinot in a fury, as he blue-pencilled Elliotts voluminous directions on each drawing,— it would cost me more than my theatre is worth to make these costumes according to Monsieur Elliotts advice. He can save himself literary work, and me several sous worth of blue pencil by sticking to his designing and leaving the execution to a man who wears a head in the proper place!

The Théâtre Bobinot was flourishing. The Serment dAmour,

Princess des Canaries,

Mignapour,

Le Jour et la Nuit, followed successively Le Panache, and Pomme dApi of Offenbach; and already in the programme of Les Domestiques, the comedy by Grangé and Deslandes, appeared the announcement of the preparations for The Queen of Siam.

A comedy in three acts by M. Foxhall Clifford and Mlle. Claire Plessis; for, at Bobinots demand, the lever de rideau, had been expanded into a three act musical comedy.

Bobinot said very little in praise of it either to Clifford or to Claire, but he bragged about it to everybody else in the Latin Quarter as well as in the Montparnasse Quarter. He refused to pay any cash for it, but signed a contract for a generous royalty, and Clifford and Claire were more than satisfied. The former promised princely sums to Elliott for his costume designs as soon as the money began to pour in. Elliott was grateful and redoubled his pages of instructions for Bobinot, whose curses rang loud and deep as he slashed through them with his blue pencil.

Clifford took a good many days off from the orchestra, and, finding that a cotton-stuffed cornet in the hands of the untutored and unmusical Selby was perfectly satisfactory, took more days off. Selby for his part, liked the fun and became the envy of the Quarter. At times, however, Clifford had slight clashes with Elliott when they both wanted the same night off.

Come, come, Clifford would urge, Claire isnt on to-night you know, and Ive promised to dine with her at Thirions.

And Ive promised Colette to meet her at the Vachette.

But you can meet her there to-morrow and I cant meet Claire because she takes Nevers place in Pomme d Api.

Then Elliott would mutter; the deuce take you and Claire! But he always gave in and tootled away in the orchestra, while Selby, the delighted substitute beside him, puffed and perspired over a noiseless cotton-stuffed cornet. Bock, the besotted, never doubted that both cornets were playing.

Thank goodness this wont last, thought Elliott; our three months poverty is up on Monday and then! — then this cursed orchestra can go to the devil!

Rat-tat-tat — ! rattled Bocks baton as he glanced at Elliott.

Oh you old ass! grumbled Elliott, toot! toot!— go to Guinea! — toot — toot — tootle — too-o-ot.

VII.

The humiliating part of it was that neither Clifford nor Elliott could attend the rehearsals of the Queen of Siam except in the orchestra. Bobinot was omnipresent, and they were obliged to occupy their places.

Now the orchestra was sunk in a pit so far below the footlights that although the musicians were visible to the audience, nothing on the stage could be seen by the musicians themselves.

When Clifford was not obliged to blow his cornet, he could hear Claires sweet voice:



Oh, papa dear I much prefer 

My helmet and my steel-ringed shirt, 

My jewelled hilt, my gilded spur, 

Targe, Casque, Tassett and Bassinet 

So take away my waist and skirt!

Oh, take away 

Oh, take away 

Oh-h! take away my maidens skirt!



Then he would stretch and crane his neck to see, but Bock always caught him with the angry rat-tat-tat!— hé! la bas! and he would clutch his cornet and breathe music and anathemas. Its a pretty state of affairs if I cant see my own play, he grumbled to Elliott, Ill fix that ass, Bock — just wait! When Claire and Georges Max held the stage, and the repartee made even the prompter chuckle, Cliffords curiosity almost crazed him, and he cursed impartially, Bobinot, Bock, the orchestra and himself.

Claire was delicious, Max irresistible. Clifford squirmed and listened:

Claire; Larcheveque!

Max; Mais non, il faut — 

Claire (excited); Quil vienne! Quil vienne! Jy suis, Jy reste! — Et quil fait attention à mes éperons!

Max; Mais — mais — cest moi lArchiveque— Claire (much disturbed); Té! je le savais bien, Monseigneur!

Thats going to take like wildfire, whispered Elliott lowering his cornet; I wish I could see the expression on Maxs face—

And on Claires! Hear the prompter laugh!

Look out — here comes the flourish — ready — now! Enter the Queen, you know I

Tara — ta-ta-tata! wheezed the cornets for the entry of the Queen, while Boissys snare drum rattled the salute, Clifford was sulky and spoke no more that morning, but the next day he went to see Selby.

Im d — d if I miss the first night of my own opera, he muttered.

VIII.

Clifford was determined to see the first nights performance but he decided not to tell Elliott, as that youth might also wish to see it. No, he would not mention it to Elliott; he would quietly arrange it for Selby to play the dummy and blow a cotton-stuffed cornet beside Elliott. True, the flourish of trumpets that was to announce the entrance of the Queen would be, strictly speaking, a flourish of one cornet, but Bock could never know and the audience wouldnt either for that matter. So he spoke to Selby and gave him his stuffed cornet.

Theres no cornet in the overture, you know — its that stringed affair of Lalos. You are to watch Elliott and pretend to toot when he does. The first flourish is when the Queen comes in, he explained to Selby.

Then he went to bed, chuckling, for he had covertly secured the last seat but one in a prominent box, and he chuckled again as he thought of Elliotts fury on beholding him among the spectators.

All the next day he chuckled too, watching Elliott furtively. The latter seemed very unsuspicious; he did not even mention a wish to view the performance. And at last the impatiently expected night arrived.

The Théâtre Bobinot was ablaze; banners waved from the mansard; posters flamed under the gas jets outside, — big yellow posters announcing THE QUEEN OF SIAM!

Inside the theatre the orchestra was assembling.

IX.

Selby pretended to fuss over the leaves of the score; he fiddled with his cornet a moment, then he sat down and looked up at the house.

The audience was not what is termed brilliant, but the house was jammed with the good people of the Montparnasse Quarter, sandwiched in between hordes of Latin Quarter students, actresses, grisettes and vivacious young persons who preside over the counters of the Bon Marché and Grands Magazines of the Louvre. A first night always filled the little theatre, box, pit, and gallery, and the announcement of the Queen of Siam, with Mlle. Claire Plessis, Mlle. Nevers and Max and Bourdeille, had stirred the Quarter profoundly.

Selby polished the mouthpiece of his cornet and called to Boissy, who left his snare drum and came over.

Where is Elliott? he asked.

Hasnt come yet. Oh, youre here to give Clifford a chance? Its a good house, isnt it?

Great, said Selby pensively, I bet Clifford makes a lot out of this. Here comes old Bock now. The leader of the orchestra, vinous as usual, emerged from below, wiping his moustache, and walked straight to his seat.

I wish Elliott would hurry, said Selby nervously. Theres no overture, — Bock cut it out because the plays long enough.

I know — I know, but there he is taking a last look at the gallery and Elliott isnt here. The thing begins with a flourish of trumpets to the Queen. As he spoke, a figure came out of the little door under the stage, holding a cornet.

Thank goodness, said Selby, here he is now, — no,! by jingo, its a new cornettist!

The stranger sat down in Elliotts seat, picked pensively at some cotton in his cornet, and smiled at Selby.

Wheres Elliott? said Selby hoarsely.

In that box, — see him? He wants to witness the first act. He says — But Selby sprang to his feet, pallid with fright.

Can you play a cornet? he almost shrieked. No, — cant you? stammered the new arrival. Before the wretched Selby could reply, Bock rapped for attention; there came three heavy knocks on the stage floor behind the curtain, and, as the violins began the Air of the Petticoat, the curtain twitched, trembled, and began to ascend, exposing a brilliant stage and dozens of glittering limbs.

Clifford in his box, gazed at the chorus in rapture.

Then, as the chorus began to sing, he felt a violent tug at his coat, and, looking round, beheld Elliott.

You! faltered Clifford, what are you doing here?

Elliotts face was shrunken with fright.

Heavens! he gasped, theyll miss the flourish! Those fellows cant play! I — I didnt know you had engaged Selby so I hired a man in the street — Clifford was rooted to the spot; his eyes fixed on the miserable substitutes below. Then his hair slowly rose as Max cried joyously:

The Queen! The Queen! Hark — hark to the trumpets shrill welcome!

A dismal silence ensued. All eyes were turned on the orchestra where Selby sat frozen stiff with horror, while his companion, scarlet in the face, cheeks puffed out and eyes starting from their sockets, blew madly into his cotton-stuffed cornet from which no sound proceeded.

Hark! The trumpets ring again! cried Max, looking anxiously at Bock, who, speechless and furious, waved his wand toward Selby.

Idiots! Play! he roared at last.

We cant! gasped Selby. The audience screamed.

Claire coolly walked to the footlights, but the sight of Selbys face sent her into wild uncontrollable laughter.

Claires laughter saved the piece. The house stood by her from that moment, and the Queen of Siam went merrily on to the sound of a cornetless orchestra. For Clifford and Elliott and Selby had fled; — fled away into the snowy night, far, far from the haunts of men.

* * * * * *

This is a story of the Quarter, truer than it ought to be. You have, doubtless, heard it before. It is not original with me. I myself have heard it told in London.

Ah! when shall we be wise, Madame? — When shall we learn wisdom — we of the Quartier Montparnasse?

I could tell you how Clifford returned and was forgiven by, Claire and Bobinot, — but I wont. I could tell you how Clifford presented his royalty rights to Claire on the occasion of her marriage to Monsieur Bobin — but there! — I nearly told you a stage secret! So I shall answer no more questions — unless you care to know about Colette and Elliott and Selby.

Do you?


ANOTHER GOOD MAN.
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AH! DUNE ARDEUR sincere.

Le temps ne peut distraire, 

Et nos plus doux plaisirs 

Sont dans nos souvenirs.

On pense, on pense encore 

A celle quon adore, 

Et Von revient toujours 

A ses premiers amours.





Une conscience sans Dieu est un tribunal sans juge.

LAMARTINE.

I.

WHEN Fradley came to Paris he renounced literature as a means of livelihood, for, although his success as a writer in Brooklyn Babyhood, had been pecuniarily satisfying, it occurred to him that painting might be less fatiguing than poetry, and he decided to adopt it as his profession.

His illustrations to his own rhymes had been, up to the present time, of archaic simplicity, and were limited to pen and ink productions representing infants afflicted with exaggerated eyes and eyelashes.

Young mothers hovered over the pages of Brooklyn Babyhood spelling out his rhymes to crowing infancy. In these jingles, children were told that they were arch and cute, they were assured of their importance, their every action was applauded, solid pages of baby-talk were administered, and baby-ridden Brooklyn writhed with delight.

There were some people, however, who revolted, — some who even declared that Fradley was a public nuisance and that his rhymes inculcated self-consciousness; but these people were probably unnatural parents.

When he wrote his immortal poem, How many toes has the Baby? the Brooklyn Banner published the poem in full with a portrait of and a peon to Brooklyns Brilliant Son.

This was all very well but it couldnt last. A rival poet from Flatbush got hold of the Brooklyn Star and began a series of poems, the baby talk of which made Fradleys most earnest efforts fall flat. In vain he demanded to know the exact number of fingers and toes which the baby possessed; in vain he cooed and gurgled and bleated! The Flatbush poet was a woman, and she knew her business. When Fradley cooed, she cooed; when Fradley gurgled and bleated, she gurgled and bleated, backed up by the entire staff of the Brooklyn Star. In vain Fradley called for a counting of toes; she extended her researches into distant sections of babys anatomy, and Fradley was doomed. The last blow fell when the Flatbush poet produced



BABYS ICKLE TOOFY,

which, translated freely, means babys little tooth. That settled it. Fickle Brooklyn fell down and worshipped the Flatbush lady, and Fradley sullenly packed his bag and sailed for France.

When Fradley took up his abode in the Latin Quarter, he expected that his arrival would create something of a stir. It did not. He waited a month for appreciation and finally asked Garland what he thought of his illustrations.

I havent seen any, replied Garland.

I didnt know you illustrated, added Carrington, but noticing the mortification on Fradleys face, said good-naturedly, You know we dont see much over here except the Paris papers; what do you illustrate for?

Fradley was speechless.

What paper are they in? asked Garland, yawning innocently.

In Brooklyn Babyhood, snarled Fradley and left the café.

Carrington, a modest young Englishman with a high colour and blond moustache, looked troubled. Garland was irritated.

You know, he said to Carrington, if he shows that sort of temper the older men will be down on him.

Its very annoying, said Carrington.

Very. We new men have got to keep pretty quiet just now or the old men will make it hot for us. This man Fradley is enough to turn the whole studio against us. Did you make the fire this morning?

Oh, yes, of course. Clifford was very decent to me. me.

Hes all right, but there are some of the older men in Julians who are spoiling to discipline us. Did you notice it to-day?

I fancy I did, replied Carrington, swallowing his beer.

This man Fradley, continued Garland, is enough to queer the whole batch of this years men. Confound him, hes effeminate.

Oh, I dont know, said Carrington pleasantly. Well, I do. His room is opposite mine, you know, and hes trotting in and bothering me all the time about the decorations of his boudoir. Whew! Why, Carrington, he has tied ribbons all over his furniture, and he has tidies and things about so that you are afraid to sit down. I dont want to misjudge the man, for we new men must hang together, but I draw the line at embroidered night shirts stuck all over with lace and ribbon.

So do I, said Carrington, does he do that sort of thing?

I suppose so. He brought one in to show me.

Maybe it wasnt his, suggested Carrington.

Possibly not. It would have been more appropriate for the Queen of Sheba.

II.

Dont, said Clifford, pat me on the back and tell me to keep my shirt on!

Nonsense! said Elliott, you are making a mountain out of a mole-hill!

And your language, said Selby, is not exactly—

Oh, isnt it! Now you listen to me; the Café des Écoles is no boudoir, and if a man cant express his views here then Im a fossil.

Rowden looked vaguely uneasy and Braith studied Clifford over his pipe.

The Quarter, continued Clifford, is going to the devil; do you deny it?

Yes, said Elliott cheerfully.

That makes no difference — keep cool, Elliott, I know you only said it for argument, but it isnt so—

Messieurs, you must make less noise, said the proprietor, hurrying over from the desk.

Stop pounding on the table and yelling, said Clifford to Carroll.

If you dont, observed Elliott, the sergot will come back and take our names again—

For the last time too, and Elliotts already got three, so hell go to the cooler and devil a sou will I go bail, growled Clifford; now listen to me, you fellows, if you want to know why the Quarter is going to the bow-wows. Just look at the crop of this years men! Are we going to put up with McCloud. He threw the proprietor of the Café des Arts out of doors and ran the Café himself at ruinous rates until the proprietor came back with the police. I paid his fine.

Well, said Elliott, McCloud is certainly cocky for a nouveau!

Cocky? Well rather. Because hes a sort of infant Hercules and has played on the Australian team is no reason why he should split all the tables with his fist and do cheap feats of strength, and grab a cab by the hind wheels and hold it with the cabby yelling like a demon and everybody laughing at me—

You!

I was in the cab; it was on the Boulevard Montparnasse—

And you were going— began Elliott.

Never mind where I was going, said Clifford with dignity, the fact remains that I was inside. It was lucky for McCloud that I was, for when a policeman nipped his budding humour my bail came in very handy.

And is that, inquired Braith suavely, the ground for your assertion that the Quarter is doomed?

Isnt it enough? demanded Clifford;— a nouveau taking liberties, — making me ridiculous before the whole Montparnasse Quarter, — who know me — every one of them, — and to crown all, being with a lady—

Oh! said Elliott tenderly. Osborne smirked and whistled the devils quadrille, Elliott and Thaxton played phantom trombones with enervating effect and Carroll beat madly upon a bottle.

Clifford became redder and redder. His unrequited affection for that wonderful little creature, the new Bullier star, was a topic for mirth and gentle jest throughout the Latin Quarter. They had recently parted, friends, — it being understood that she liked him, but hardly cared to pin her affections to a man who sat helpless in a cab while somebody held the hind wheels and the boulevard laughed. It was putting it plainly perhaps, but it did no harm, and Clifford was very careful to keep it to himself.

You fellows, observed Clifford scornfully, had better stop those monkey shines. Put down that bottle, Carroll, or Ill take it away. Youll be trying to stuff it in your mouth next. Bite on the cork, its better for teething.

This cruel thrust at the very recent advent of Carroll to full-fledged honours in the studio had its effect.

I know, continued Clifford, that you all think Im blighted, but youre all mistaken. Im sure you will see that I am right about these new men when I tell you what happened at the studio this morning. I sat down in a front place and waited for the roll call, and, before my name was called, a thing — a nouveau took the place himself.

What! cried the others incredulously.

Its true, continued Clifford, this baby — this nouveau violated all precedent, and, because his name came before mine on the list, he actually had the impudence to throw me down!

The others looked thoughtful.

That is going too far, observed Elliott gravely, we must discipline these young gentlemen.

There are two or three, said Thaxton, who seem worse than the rest, for instance, young Garland—

Seems to me that was the creatures name who took my place, interrupted Clifford.

It couldnt be — hes a decent fellow and makes the fire when hes told to, said Selby.

Perhaps he didnt know you were an old man, suggested Elliott.

Probably not, said Carroll, who was still smarting from the teething taunt, Clifford hasnt been twice in the studio since the nouveaux came

Elliott took out a note-book and wrote down Garlands name.

Ill keep an eye on him, he said, but there is another little wretch who ought to have an example made of him at once.

Who? asked Clifford.

I believe his name is Fradley, replied Elliott lighting a cigar.

Then well fix Fradley, muttered Clifford. Who cares for a game of billiards?

III.

The roll call was over at Julians and every place had been marked in white chalk on the floor. The model in the first studio had profited by the confusion attendant on the distribution of bread, colours and canvasses, and, shuffling into his trousers and slippers, strolled into the second studio of Boulanger and Lefevre to investigate the cause of the uproar which had arisen and which continued with increasing violence.

The studio was packed with yelling students, some mounted on tabourets, some on the old dust-chest by the door, others on the stove and model stand. From Doucets two studios a delegation had arrived, all of the Sculptors and most of Bouguereaus men were there, and the noise was terrific. A big blond fellow wearing the uniform of a cuirassier seemed to be directing things, and his bellows shook the windows and rattled the bones on Pierre, the battered studio skeleton.

The clerk came in and remonstrated, but Clifford put him out and locked the glass door, leaving him gesticulating and taking names as fast as he could write. Then Jules peeped in, smiled sadly and beckoned to Boissy, the cuirassier massier. Boissy opened the door and explained that they were only organising. That was sufficient, and Jules and the clerk withdrew.

When the classic halls of Julians echoed with demoniac screams, cat-calls, and howls — when voices were uplifted in every language except German, and the thickets of easels were mowed down in rows by some playful boot-heel, it was generally an indication that the students were organising. They had a passion for organising, and they seldom failed to indulge it. Just now they were organising under the leadership of that strange creature, Sara, also known as La Rousse, who was generally the root of all mischief in the Quarter. She stood on the model stand beside Boissy, her fiery red hair coiled along her neck, her wonderful white skin glistening, her mysterious face bathed in the sunshine which streamed down from the glass roof above.

With an inscrutable smile she studied the massed faces below her. Occasionally her eyes rested on some new man, who never failed to feel uncomfortable and look at the floor until the grayish-green eyes swept in another direction. Sara was haughty at best. In her sunniest smiles lurked the lightning of scorn, and in all her brief affairs, the caprice of passion never disturbed her astounding egotism, never lowered the imperious head, never drove the shadow of irony from her scarlet lips.

Boissy shouted for silence, and banged on the floor with his spurred heels, but nobody paid attention until the girl took a step forward and held up both pink palms as if to shield her ears from the pandemonium. That was sufficient.

Then with a nod to Boissy, who straightened his epaulettes and looked fierce, she began very quietly.

Messieurs il sagit— when an unlucky nouveau fell off a stool and crashed to the floor carrying several easels with him. He was mobbed at once amid cries of Silence, cochon! Down with the Nouveau! Vive Sara!

Cest épatant, observed Sara with superb scorn, fiche moi cet nouveau au clou!

No sooner said than the unlucky youth was seized and hustled toward the dust-chest amid cries of au clou! au clou!

Elliott opened the lid of the dust-chest and looked at Boissy.

Whats his name, growled Boissy.

Freddie Fradley, replied Elliott, shall he go in?

Fradley screamed and struggled, but at a sign from Sara they shoved him in, and, inserting some mahl-sticks under the lid to give him air, requested Fatty Carriere to sit on the top, which he did with alacrity. Sara tossed her glittering hair and continued, undeterred by the faint screams from the chest:

Messieurs, you all know that on the night of the Mi-Carême, it is the custom of our studio to go en masse, to the Bullier. Messieurs, the massiers of all the studios have decided to honour me with an escort, but— laughing proudly, that is the difficulty! All of you wish to go with me, which you know very well is impossible. Are there not other girls in the Quarter?

No! shouted the students in a spasm of gallantry.

She opened her arms with a peculiarly graceful motion. You know that I adore you all, — all the Julian men, and I do not wish to show favouritism—

Vive Sara! Vive la Rousse! came thundering from the students and was echoed by stifled yells from the dust-chest.

Fatty Carriere banged on the lid and uttered awful threats against Fradleys health unless he ceased. Sara smiled. No, no favouritism, she said— mais — mais comment faire?

Take us all as escorts! cried Clifford, and the Frenchmen understood and took up the cry— en choisisez pas! nous voulons aller tous!

The girls eyes sparkled, and she shook her head at Clifford. Monsieur the incorrigible!

Clifford waved his hat and cried,— Cest entendu alors! Vive Sara!

Mais non, mon petit Clifford, smiled the girl, cest impossible—

Not at all, exclaimed Boissy with a reckless laugh, Clifford and I — we will arrange that!

Of course, replied Clifford, well fix the police.

Then bedlam broke loose, and impromptu quadrilles began, and Fatty Carriere, unwilling to lose his share of the dance, hastily locked the chest, punched some air holes in the lid, oblivious of the danger which Fradley would run if anybody sat down on them, and went lumbering and gyrating about until his elephantine gambols shook the building.

Shortly afterward, the fatherly Monsieur Julian appeared, softly suggesting that work should begin, and ten minutes later the seats were full, the models posed in the various rooms, and the scrape of charcoal and palette knife alone broke the quiet of the studio.

Clifford, who had missed the morning roll-call, roamed about looking for a place. There appeared to be none. The lines of easels radiating in circles from the model-stand were all occupied. He glared at the nouveaux.

This is disgusting, he observed to Elliott! fancy a four-year man hunting a place and those fool nouveaux squatting on the tabourets!

Come in time, — its the only way now, replied Elliott.

Here is a place, Mr. Clifford, said Garland who was sitting in the front row. Clifford threaded his way among the easels to his side.

Its very good of you, he said; whose name is that on the floor?

Fradleys, said Garland. Clifford rubbed it out and substituted his own signature.

This begins Fradleys discipline, he muttered, and called to Ciceri to bring him his portfolio. Then he looked at Garland and was prepossessed in his favor.

Youre a nouveau, are you not? he asked amiably; what is your name?

Garland.

Mine is Clifford.

Oh, we all know that, laughed Garland.

Oh, you do! said Clifford, and how the devil do you know it?

Garland did not think it prudent to mention the cab incident, and Clifford picked up his charcoal and squinted at the model.

I hear, said Garland, that you older men are going to discipline us.

We are, said Clifford calmly.

Why?

Well, you see, we usually receive a certain amount of respect and deference from new men, and before you fellows came nobody ever heard of a nouveau turning an old man out of his seat.

Carrington looked up from his easel. I am a nouveau, he said, and I think, Mr. Clifford, you will find that the nouveaux respect the traditions of the studio.

I think so, too, insisted Garland.

Clifford looked at him coldly. Didnt you turn me out last week? he demanded.

I, cried Garland, never!

Fradley did, said Cary, and I noticed it at the time and wondered why you didnt spank him, Clifford.

Well, by Jove! exclaimed Clifford, I thought it was you, Garland.

I know you did, replied Garland indignantly, and a pretty life Ive led with Rowden and Elliott and all the concour men making it hot for me. I respect the traditions and always will.

Then I beg your pardon, said Clifford cordially, come and see me at my studio.

All the nouveaux knew what that meant. It indicated that Garland would soon be released from menial work, and would find himself in the charmed circle of the powers that be.

By the way, said Clifford, there is that fellow Fradley in the dust chest. Hadnt I better let him out?

Has he enough air? asked Selby.

Plenty. I bored some more holes just nowand asked him how he felt. He said I was no gentleman.

He says, said Rowden, that its a disgrace to his family and a blot on his honour. Hes an excitable customer and screams like a cat when addressed through the air-holes in the lid.

Oh, let him out, said Clifford.

No, he must be taught decency. Hes been here three months, and thats long enough for the studio to size him up.

Why did you put him in? asked Garland.

Because, replied Elliott, he made a racket trying to go out when Sara was speaking.

He couldnt help it, he fell off the stool; let him out, said Clifford.

No, he must understand that this studio wont tolerate a sneak. Did you know that he went to old Julian with tales of our doings and said that for his part he never met such a rude and vulgar set of men before? He said he had not come to Paris to listen to models make speeches, but had expected to find a refined and elevating art atmosphere. He insisted that he could not draw if the studio was noisy, and he asked old Julian to stop the racket. Fancy the expression on Julians face!

Cliffords face was a study. What impudence, he said, what did Julian do?

He? Oh, he told him that he was not obliged to stay; that there were other schools in Paris. Clifford turned to his drawing and shrugged his shoulders. Let him sit in the box then, he muttered, steadying his plumb line with the end of his pencil; dust-chest discipline wont hurt him!

Clifford was a clever draughtsman. The nouveaux watched him in respectful admiration as he constructed his study, indicated a shadow here and there, and then, dusting the paper, rapidly sketched in the essential outlines and began to model the head with a vigour and dash which did not at all detract from its value as a serious academic study.

Mid-day struck, and there was a scramble for hats and a rush for the stairs. Bouguereaus men came trampling out of their atelier with the studio band at their head and the studio mascot, a pale-eyed goat named Tapage, bringing up the rear. Following Bouguereaus atelier came Doucets two rooms and behind them Chapus sculptors. The stairs were jammed, and as Clifford was in a hurry to get his luncheon, he persuaded Tapage to butt the passage clear, which the goat was only too glad to do, for he smelled the appetising odour of brown paper and cabbage leaves in the court below.

When Clifford had reached the restaurant on the corner of the boulevard he remembered that Fradley was still in the dust-bin. The deuce! he muttered, Ive got to go back and let the beggar out!

Sara, who had been posing in the second studio for the concour men had also forgotten Fradley, and it was only when she had finished dressing and stood alone in the studio twisting up her burnished tresses, that a rustling in the dust-chest behind her recalled Fradleys existence to her mind.

Ben vrai! she exclaimed, I forgot you, my friend! and she stooped and drawing the bolt, lifted the heavy lid. Fradley was squatting in a corner of the chest.

Ah! mais ça — cest trop fort! she cried in self-reproach; I am so sorry.

Fradley snarled.

The girl looked at him curiously for a moment and then began to laugh. To think that we all should have forgotten you, my poor friend.! I shall scold Boissy and Clifford — oh — they shall catch it! Do you know you are very dusty?

Fradley arose and surveyed his cuffs. Then he turned to the mirror and grew giddy with rage. His long, artistically arranged hair was full of straws, and his thin egotistical features bore little resemblance to Byrons at twenty, which he was confident they did when not smeared with soot.

The rude, ungentlemanly creatures! The horrid brutes? he cried. I will complain to Julian, I will have them dismissed—

Comment? said the girl.

Then Fradley plunged into the French language.

Vooly voo donny moi — er — a — rest, or vooly voo pas! Je swee tray fachy, — er — er — tray, tray fachy!

You are angry? Mais mon petit, tu as raison!

Fradley eyed her with animosity. Cest votre faut! he said; Je dirais Musseer Julian toot sweet!

Comment? inquired Sara.

Wee! Wee! he said with a venomous glance at her, vooz avvy mis moi dans cette boite! She did not understand his accusation, but she laughed wickedly and marched straight up to him. Before he knew what she was about she had deliberately thrown hex arms about his neck and kissed him.

There, she said calmly, we must not be enemies, mon petit; now I forgive you for making a racket when I was trying to speak, and you may tell the whole atelier that Sara has kissed you. Then with an imperious nod she marched out of the studio leaving Fradley petrified.

A few moments later Clifford came in and found him still motionless, gaping vacantly.

Oh, youre out, eh? said Clifford. Fradley paid no attention to this salute, but stared at the door through which Sara had disappeared.

Clifford eyed him for a moment and then sat down on the chest.

Fradley, he said, you listen to me and Ill give you a pointer or two concerning this studio. Be manly and youll get along. Dont kick against tradition. Better men than either of us have conformed to the customs here and filled the stove and searched for the grand reflecteur on dark days. He looked hard at Fradley. You had better conform to custom or go somewhere else. We seldom haze here, — we never haze a manly man, and if you know anything about the École des Beaux Arts you will appreciate what I say.

Fradley was looking at him, but something in his eyes told Clifford he was not listening.

Then Clifford rose, disgusted, and swung out through the hall and down the stairs, leaving Fradley in an imbecile trance.

IV.

Fradley had delicate tastes. His rooms were hung with pale green draperies, tidies lay on every divan, and his initials were embroidered on his pillow shams. He worked very little at the studio.

It is not necessary, he told Garland; mere painting doesnt make an artist, — its experience; an artist must be broad! So Fradley began the process of broadening by going to theatres, concerts, exhibitions and museums. He also presented letters of introduction to families who maintained nourishing tables. There was one thing about him that Garland could not understand. Fradley was thin, very thin, but he ate ravenously, and Garland, eyeing him from his meagre face to his spindle shanks, wondered why he did not grow stouter.

Its most extraordinary, he said to Carrington, the fellow eats like a pig and grows thin on it. Its very disagreeable to me. I wish hed stop coming in here every evening.

Youre too severe on him, said Carrington.

I am? Well just wait until he begins visiting you with a roll of manuscript poems to read. By Jove, he nearly drives me idiotic!

Oh, hes a very decent fellow, said Carrington; hes a man of splendid morals—

 — According to himself, said Garland. Since he arrived in the Quarter he has not missed an evening in telling us how he scorns the immoral students of this immoral Quarter, and how innocent and pure he is himself. I take no stock in that sort of thing. You and I are morally decent, but we dont sound trumpets on that account.

Carrington was silent for a moment, then he said diffidently; Im rather sorry for him; he isnt popular, you know. I think we ought to be friendly to him.

Its his own fault that he is unpopular.

Perhaps so; anyway I might as well tell you that he asked us to come to see him to-night. I accepted.

Good heavens, groaned Garland, hes sure to read us a poem.

What of it?

Oh, I can stand it if you can. Im tired and cross, but if you have accepted that settles it.

Its nine oclock, said Carrington, glancing at his watch, we might as well go now and get away early. Im dead tired myself. Come on, old chap, and face the music. We nouveaux should stick together!

Youre d — n democratic for an aristocrat, laughed Garland, following him across the hallway to Fradleys door. They found Fradley sitting before the piano. He could not play the piano, but he had an enervating habit of striking single notes with one finger which filled Garland with murderous inclinations.

Ah! said Fradley in affected surprise, Garland? — and Lord Ronald Carrington—

How are you, Fradley, said Carrington hastily, trot out your verses, for Garland and I are going to sport our oak directly — were dead beat from the studio concour.

Carrington had worked modestly in the Quarter for months, living under his name of Carrington with no prefix, for he hated notoriety and fuss, and was perfectly aware that a fuss would be made over him if people discovered him to be identical with the young Lord Carrington who led his company so gallantly in Burmah, He had resigned from the service to study art, and he worked hard and faithfully to make up for lack of ability. It took Fradley to discover his title and identity and, much to Carringtons chagrin, he spread the glad news and fell down and worshipped.

Come, said Garland, lets hear your verses. Got anything to smoke?

You may smoke, murmured Fradley, in a trance before Carrington, for Lord Carrington smokes—

For goodness, sake call me Carrington, said Ronald, and give us some tobacco will you? Fradley produced his tobacco and then began to glide about the room tidying things, arranging knick-knacks, dusting albums, until Garland shuddered.

Come, Fradley, he said, as amiably as he could, trot out your grog and poetry and lets get to bed. You know we only have to-morrow on the concour and we must get up early.

Fradley tripped over to the piano, found his manuscript, tripped back again to the fireplace, sat down, throwing one lank leg over the other, and coughed gently.

Its only a trifle — a little thing I finished tonight. Let me read it to you.

Garland, aghast at the bulky manuscript, lighted a cigar and gave himself up to gloom. Carrington settled back in his chair and determined to enjoy it.

It is entitled, The Kiss of Sin, observed Fradley.

Oh, fin-de-siècle? inquired Carrington.

I thought you were opposed to immorality, said Garland.

This is moral! gasped Fradley, do you think I would—

No — no! go on, old fellow, said Carrington.

For Heavens sake, muttered Garland.

Then with a smile the poet began:



Her burnished hair is red as flame, 

Her red lips burn like fire, 

And she has pressed the kiss of shame, 

Upon my lips. Am I to blame?

Away, bold siren! Learn to tame 

Thy culpable desire!

Now is that immoral? asked Fradley.

Ronald was dozing, eyes wide open.

No, said Garland, thats harmless; go on, and he curled himself up in the armchair and thought of Sara La Rousse. The poem was in cantos and they were numerous. Some cantos were tearful, some tempestuous. Many paid beautiful tribute to temperance, such as the verse beginning:



Away! away! with the rose-wreathed cup!



A little further along, Fradleys morals tottered, for the lines, 

Oh, never shall lips of mine be pressed 

To thy wicked mouth or thy sinful breast!

were almost immediately followed by:



Beautiful creature, fly with me!

Ill build thee a house neath the hawthorn tree.



I thought you said you gave her the shake! interrupted Garland querulously. Carrington woke up at the same moment and looked terribly ashamed of himself.

Very charming, he murmured, its about Sara, isnt it?

Fradley blushed. Oh, no — er — its only a poetic fancy.

Any red-headed girl — eh? said Garland rising; well, I am awfully obliged to you, — well have the rest of it soon I hope — come along, Ronald.

Fradley accompanied them to the door.

Are you going to that — that orgie at the Bal Bullier on Mi-Carême? he asked.

I am, said Garland.

Are you? he asked of Carrington.

Oh, yes, I suppose so; everybody else is going.

And do you think it right?

No — its not decent; you would not enjoy it, said Garland with a malicious smile. Dont go.

I dont know — I dont know, murmured Fradley; an artist must be broad—

Especially when hes abroad—

Oh, come on! grumbled Carrington,— good night, Fradley, awfully obliged you know.

The poet entered his boudoir and lighting a wax candle looked at himself in the mirror. He smoothed his love-locks, touched his lips with glycerine, and crawling into an embroidered night-shirt sank languidly upon the bed, pulling the silken coverlet over his ears. Then he began to think of Sara.

V.

From the Seine to the Bullier, the Boulevard St. Michel lay glistening under the frosty stars. On the fountain in the Place St. Michel, the iron griffins which spat water all summer into the basin below, sat grim and helpless, jaws and claws bound in chains of ice. Above them victorious St. Michel lifted the fiat of his sword to spank a prostrate Satan whose nether limbs were now mercifully padded with snow.

The Boulevard, packed from grutter to gutter, echoed with the fanfare of Carnival. Cabs crowded along five deep; tram-cars and omnibuses wheezed and tooted and ploughed their way through the constantly increasing throngs.

With mask and horn and mirliton the crowd swept through the boulevard, while from the terraces and windows of every café, students sprawled, and shouted and chanted strange anthems to celebrate the Mi-Carême.

The Café Vachette was festooned with gas jets, the Café de la Source glowed under clusters of electric globes, the Cafés dHarcourt and Rouge were ablaze with lanterns and electricity, and the ice-covered fountain in the Place de Medici flashed back from its crystalline basin a million sparkling rays of blue and gold. On top of the hill the Bullier rose terraced with coloured lamps, bathed in a flood of electric light, which traced a trembling network of shadows over the asphalt among the trees of the Avenue de LObservatoire. And among the shadows which the branches flung across the parkway, partly concealed by the terrace of the café which forms the angle of the avenue, a figure, enveloped in a sealskin overcoat, shivered and peered across the square to where the frivolous and godless were pouring along the sidewalk to the Bullier. On they swept, with horn and song and the rattle of canes on bench and shutter; and past them dashed cab after cab, halting for an instant at the entrance, while visions of light draperies and lighter feet sped across the foyer to the cloak-room. Now a band of architects arrived, chanting the slogan of Lalou, now a masked company of artists in blouse and béret, locking arms with a dozen of the gentler sex. At times the throng closed about some favourite who immediately mounted a boulevard bench to harangue them on the evil of being serious.

The figure in the sealskin overcoat appeared to be interested, and ventured a little way along the square, but was almost immediately frightened back by the voice of a compatriot, inebriated but melodious; 

He didnt come back no more.

N — o!

He didnt come more.



N — n she sat by the fire — hic!



It was Arizona.



N — n she sat by the fire—

here memory proved treacherous, and, after several attempts to recall the fate of the abandoned one, Arizona jerked a large felt hat over one eye, squared his shoulders, advanced his lower jaw and began to yell. Come an pick up the dead — aw! Come an rescue the dyin! Its my night to howl, an a souvenir goes with each an every corpse!

Across the square somebody in the crowd shouted: Arizona, shut up!

Was that? demanded Arizona indignantly; and, encircling a tree with one arm, he started the other in a rapid rotary motion increasing in velocity until it looked like an extinct Catherine-wheel.

Whats the matter, Arizona? asked Garland who came running across the street; you know you mustnt yell like that in English.

A souvenir goes with each corpse, said Arizona sullenly, Im a pitiless wolf—

Youre a pitiful ass, said Clifford, coming up, whom are you scrapping with now?

If I find him Ill jump on to his neck, said Arizona sulkily.

He means Fradley, said Elliott to Clifford, hes jealous because Sara forbade him to assault Fradley.

The figure in the sealskin coat shuddered behind his tree.

Arizona, my son, said Clifford, youre a nouveau yet, and youd better not make yourself too conspicuous. Youre drunk too, and if I catch you trying to get into the Bullier Ill settle with you in a way youll remember. Give me that six-shooter — quick. Now dont try any of your cheap cowboy humor in the Latin Quarter. Go home.

Look yere, Clifford, said Arizona, Im a noovo but I aint no slouch, an you fellows never have to tell me to be less fresh. Now I — hic! — I objec to Fradley chasin Sara—

You have no claims on Sara, said Elliott laughing.

All right, then I haint, but I objec to that fool-hen Fradley scratchin alkali in my sage-bush, Mebbe Sara aint my business; but Im doin dooty about thet there public claim, an Im death on jumpers like him!

At that moment the uproar on the boulevard was redoubled. A battalion of singing students, each clad in evening dress over which was draped a white blouse, was advancing from the Boulevard Montparnasse.

Come on, Garland, — Arizona, go home! said Clifford, and he hurried across the square to join the procession, followed by Elliott and Garland.

In the middle of the procession, enthroned upon the roof of a cab sat Sara. She was engaged in exploding squibs while Boissy held the terrified horse down to a sideway prance. Behind the cab marched Julians young hopefuls, singing Le Bal à lHôtel de Ville. Sara fired a whole bunch of squibs as the cab came to a halt before the statue of Marshal Ney, then, as it moved on into the flare of light, a mighty shout arose; Vive Sara! to which that young person politely replied, Vive latelier Julien!

A moment later Sara and her cohorts were engulfed in the throng passing through the foyer of the Bal Bullier.

Half an hour later, Arizona appeared at the box office and charged in with a whoop which raised the hair under the silver helmet of the cavalryman on guard. It was, however, nearly twelve oclock when Fradley, his eyes bulging with fright, sidled into the lobby, bought his ticket and sought the den of the female harpies who take checks for wraps. He slipped the sealskin overcoat from his meagre frame, and a harpy grabbed it. He hurriedly thrust the zinc check into his pocket, smoothed his love-locks and tripped timidly to the head of the stairs which leads down to the floor of the ballroom. Here a coarse red-necked man relieved him of his ticket, and he stood face to face with the gilded demon — Vice! For a moment he thought of flight; then something on the floor below made him blush violently.

Get out of the way! Youre blocking the stairs! shouted the red-necked man, but Fradley did not hear him in the din. Then a brutal cavalryman seized Fradley and hustled him down the stairs.

Stop! screamed the poet, but somebody in the crowd below caught him by the leg. It was a fearful struggle. The red-necked man vociferated, the soldier pushed and the masked figure below hauled away at his feet. Fradley felt he was losing consciousness; the scene swam before him. For one awful moment he saw, in the gaudy surging masses below, the glittering pit of hell — his ears were stunned by the crash of demoniac music, — then something gave way, the soldier snickered, and Fradley found himself jerked headlong into the gulf, only to be caught in the arms of a stalwart personage wearing a false nose and a tin crown over one ear.

Welcome to Pandemonium! yelled the crowned personage, as he banged Fradley over the head with a bladder; and may I ask, Monsieur, if you generally come into a Royal Presence on your head?

Before Fradley could reply, a Nautch Girl caught him around the neck and swung him into the crush of dancers. He struggled violently.

What! you wont dance? she cried, with a stamp of her bangled sandals.

No, I wont! cried Fradley, perspiring with terror.

You shall! she insisted.

Then a clown with his face all white, came squealing and tumbling along, neatly floored him in an unexpected flip-flap, picked him up, and laying his chalky face on his shoulder, shrieked and sobbed, oh, mon frère! mon frère! This was the last straw. With a wrench and a twist he freed himself and fled to the gallery, where he found a vacant table and sat down to collect his thoughts. Little by little his fright gave way to anger. A waiter dusted-the chalk from his coat and told him that there was a mirror behind the musicians box. Here he smoothed his hair and rebuttoned his collar, keeping a suspicious eye on two young ladies of the ballet who were practising strange steps before an adjoining mirror.

Monsieur, said one of them, have the goodness to tell me whether I do the grand écart, as well as La Goulu.

What is the grand écart, asked Fradley stiffly.

He was instructed, and he withdrew in haste to his table in the gallery.

A quadrille was in progress below. He stood on his chair to see and then sat down again, not to see. This manœuvre he repeated at intervals and ended by remaining on his chair, For, he argued, its life, — and an artist must be broad.

Before the quadrille ended, he was playfully toppled from his chair by a Spanish dancer, who took his place and offered to reward him with a kiss which he refused. After a while the dancer skipped off with an Arab, and a feeling akin to loneliness took possession of Fradley.

The dull red and blue woodwork of the Bullier was hung with the banners of all nations. In the musicians gallery, Conor and his orchestra banged away at the March into Hell, and the tables trembled with the crash of the brass. The floor was crowded to suffocation. Imbecile shrieking clowns in ruffles and powder, went madly bounding about, Turks footed it with Russian peasant girls, gendarmes wearing false noses and enormous moustaches locked arms with ces messieurs of the Vilette who wore the charming costume of that quarter including favoris and rouflaquettes. Students in evening-dress galloped about playing circus, and a pretty Cupid, mounted on one young gentlemans shoulders, challenged a shepherdess, mounted on another, to a race, so away they went, crying Allons! houp! houp! From a near corner a monotonous chanting arose, where some thirty students were squatting in a ring beating upon drums with their hands. It was the rhythmic air of an Egyptian dance which was being executed in the middle by a willowy white-veiled girl who swung two gilded scimitars. Like sheet lightning the broad blades of the swords flashed above the silver-flecked veil, as her slender, supple figure swayed to the music.

Brava! Bis! Bis! they cried, and the girl, with eyes like stars above her veil, whirled the scimitars into circles of flame. Suddenly she stood rigid, there came a clash of steel, the swords lay crossed before her, and, as the minor air swelled out, she whipped off her veil and sent it floating and billowing above her head while her little feet began to move to and fro among the swords, blade upward on the floor. The applause was deafening as she tossed back her head and said with the merriest laugh, Je veux bien boire un bock!

Clifford jumped up from the floor and picking up the swords presented them on one knee.

Tiens! cest toi, mon ami?

Yes. Forgive me the cab, Cécile, he murmured, drawing her half resisting arm through his.

I cant forgive you. It was too ridiculous to sit there, — and somebody holding the hind wheels.

Oh, Cécile—

No — no!

Ma petite Cécile—

By Jove, shes going to forgive him, said Elliott to Rowden who was dancing attendance on the pretty Cupid.

Mr. Rowden, I insist, pouted the Cupid, shaking her curls.

But I dont enjoy playing circus, pleaded Rowden, as Boissy pranced proudly by, his epaulettes over his ears, bearing Sara as Diana, who prodded him on with a silver-gilt arrow.

Then Cupid became petulant and signified her intention of seeking another steed, and presently Elliott became the pleased spectator of his friend careering about in company with similarly burdened youths.

Im not in it, sighed Elliott, until he spied Margot, who stamped her foot and called for a steed. Shortly afterwards he joined the rest in feats of the haut-école.

To say that Fradley was enjoying himself is not strictly true. Once every ten minutes he subdued some bound of a tortured conscience with the thought; artists must be broad; but except for these encounters with his doubts he found it all secretly thrilling and pleasant. He was lonely, in a way, yet he hardly knew what he would want of company. As for speaking to any of those brighteyed young persons who now and then slapped his face with a rose or rattled a tambourine over his hat, — that was out of the question. No, indeed! He would look on, because an artist must be broad, but he had no desire to contaminate himself with a word or a smile from such as they. No, indeed! No! No! There seemed to be some need of repeating this frequently to himself, but curiously enough it did not assuage his loneliness. Once a black-eyed Mephistopheles poked her pointed red feather into his eyes and then begged pardon with an irresistible smile which, fortunately for history, came several centuries too late for St. Anthony.

What Fradley might have done had not the girl been carried off by Garland, nobody can tell. He felt a thump in his throat and a murderous feeling toward Garland, and yet he was sure that he had been about to wither temptation with a frown. Carrington spoke in his car.

Look at Sara! Magnificent! Fradley turned.

Seated upon a table in the gallery with the air of an Empress, Sara received the homage of the Quarter. Behind her Cécile and Clifford waved gaudy fans and imbibed champagne in tall goblets. The curly-headed Cupid and the black-eyed Mephistopheles were endangering their silken hose by sliding down the balustrade, aided and applauded by a Japanese maid and three fairies.

Fradley had eyes for Sara only. Vulgar, he said.

Yes, said Carrington doubtfully. A great wave of loneliness swept over Fradley.

Shameless! he gasped.

Then Saras strange grey eyes met his across the whirl of the carnival; he saw her throw up her haughty head and send to him a wonderful smile, — a smile that scorched and yet healed, and in an agony of doubt he opened his lips to cry again to Carrington — to the world, shameless! but his lips were dry, and his voice died in his throat with a click.

The music clashed; Cécile dropped her glass and clasped Cliffords hand; Sara sprang into Boissys arms, — there was a rush, a tempest of cheers, and Fradley, jostled and hustled clung to a pillar, — clung a moment only, then was swept away, into the throng.

Dance! cried a breathless voice behind him, and, dance! cried another voice beside him. He tried to stem the tide, — he shut his eyes, but soft arms were around his neck and a puff of perfume smote him like a blow in the face, and dance! dance! cried a voice in his ear. He knew the voice, his eyes flew open and he cried out, but dance! dance! dance! she panted, and her burnished hair flew in his face. He saw the crescent on her brow, he saw the strange grey eyes below it. Each separate hair in the fiery mane flashed like a perfumed flame, and he reeled and steadied himself with a soft hand that sought his own, while the orchestra thundered and the rosy ring of faces floated away, away, into an endless rosy chain.

When it was that he drank something, he could not remember. He was very thirsty, and iced champagne was but a temporary relief.

Good! cried Boissy with a stare, so youre going in for it!

Fradley looked at him, but Sara dropped her hand on his arm saying, Toi, tu sais bien danser, and turning scornfully to Boissy, go away. You dance like a gendarme!

The music began again, and with the music bedlam broke loose. There was no pretence of sets. After a couple had danced themselves into exhaustion, they climbed over the balcony and watched the others. Cécile tossed her veil into the human whirlpool below, laughing delightedly as the silver stars were rent from it and sent scaling into the air. Rowden howled through the din for Clifford to pledge him, and smashed glass after glass in a vain effort to make him hear, while the black-eyed Mephistopheles, perched on Garlands shoulders, poured out goblet after goblet of gold-dust and flung it over the throng until heads and shoulders glittered with the golden scales. Elliott had climbed into the orchestra with a bottle of champagne, and while the grateful musicians were quenching their thirst, he pounded on the spare cymbals until the handles came off and Monsieur Conor ejected him.

Then in the height of the delirium, Arizona shook the walls with his war-cry. Aw! Im bad! b-b-a-a-d! Me teeth is choke-bored an a hair-trigger works both feet! Fradley heard that cry and trembled. It came nearer and nearer.

Pick up the dead! Pick up the dyin, an git the souvenir!

Sara cried: Arizona, va t en! but it was too late. With a howl from Arizona and a scream from Fradley, they clinched and fell, Arizona on top. He remembered that he punched Arizona and in turn received a tap on the ear which made him forget that he was alive. Garland picked him up, and when consciousness returned he saw Sara, furious, withering Arizona with her scorn.

Go! she cried, pointing to the door.

Arizona, humbled and dishevelled, went.

It needed much cooling liquid to put Fradley back where he had been prior to Arizonas assault, and that condition was far from normal. He proffered menaces, he attempted to divest himself of his coat, but Sara, very pale, and paler still after each goblet in which she pledged the exalted Fradley, took possession of him with all the blindness of sudden caprice.

Fradley felt that his hour, — the hour of the truly great, had struck. Dimly he recalled that other Fradley, the normal one, timid as a rabbit, dreading battle, loathing brute force. Vaguely he remembered that other and normal Fradley, moral, temperate in all but feeding. And he scorned him! Buried forever let him be, that other recreant Fradley! And all the while he went on talking with the others, capering when they capered, drinking when they drank, returning gibe for gibe, defending his own, claiming and pushing his claim with threats — warlike threats, and all the time, dimly, dully commiserating, scorning that other, — that normal Fradley.

Later he revived enough to have a pang of fright as the cold air of the boulevard blew in his face, but the cab was warm and cosey and he sank back to the cushions with a sigh of content. As in a dream he heard the rattle of wheels and the cries of the driver. Other cabs passed — endless lines of them. It seemed centuries before his cab stopped and when it did he objected to leaving it, but Sara had her way, alas now as hazy as his own, and the porter who opened the door for them at the Café Sylvain, winked solemnly at the ancient cabby, who only shook his white head and drove slowly away.


ENVOI.
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THE ROCK-RIBBED PLANET drifts across the Sun, Swarming with creatures creeping on the crust, Freighted with fears, and tears, and human dust, Speaking the blank star-beacons, one by one.

Tossed on the ocean of Ten Million Nights, The Moon a battered battle-lantern swings; A Meteor a battle-pennant flings, Lost in the ocean of Ten Million Lights.

Down to the Sea in Ships! Who knows? — Who knows What Unseen Thing shall climb the mist-hung shrouds And set the spread of splendid crowding clouds, And light the signals set in starry rows?

Deep in the Black Crypt of the Universe A feeble thing stood sobbing on a star; I live! I live. Tis mine to make or mar! And Silence was the Answer and the Curse.

Bee-haunted blossoms bud and bloom at Noon; Bird-haunted meadows belt the Seven Zones; And under all lie bedded human bones, And over all still swings the tarnished moon.

On Men and Haunts of Men — if all Light dies, — And, where a million stars hang tenantless Whence the last ray is fled, — yet — none the less A Million Lamps are trimmed for other Skies.

Believe it, O my soul! Arise and go Forth among Men and seek the Haunts of Men; — Nor shalt thou, O my soul, return again To tell thou knowest naught; We know! We know!

R. W. C.

April, 1896.


A Young Man in a Hurry
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First published in 1904, this series of non-supernatural tales are all set in America, drawing not only on Chambers talent for descriptions of landscape, but also on his love of fishing and hunting. All of the stories have a light, romantic feel and the title story is an especially atmospheric vignette depicting a snow-covered New York City at night.
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A YOUNG MAN IN A HURRY
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SOYEZ TRANQUILLES, MESDAMES.… Je suis un jeune homme pressé.… Mais modeste. — Labiche.

AT ten minutes before five in the evening the office doors of the Florida and Key West Railway Company flew open, and a young man emerged in a hurry.

Suit-case in one hand, umbrella in the other, he sped along the corridor to the elevator-shaft, arriving in time to catch a glimpse of the lighted roof of the cage sliding into depths below.

Down! he shouted; but the glimmering cage disappeared, descending until darkness enveloped it.

Then the young man jammed his hat on his head, seized the suit-case and umbrella, and galloped down the steps. The spiral marble staircase echoed his clattering flight; scrub-women heard him coming and fled; he leaped a pail of water and a mop; several old gentlemen flattened themselves against the wall to give him room; and a blond young person with pencils in her hair lisped Gee! as he whizzed past and plunged through the storm-doors, which swung back, closing behind him with a hollow thwack.

Outside in the darkness, gray with whirling snowflakes, he saw the wet lamps of cabs shining, and he darted along the line of hansoms and coupés in frantic search for his own.

Oh, there you are! he panted, flinging his suit-case up to a snow-covered driver. Do your best now; were late! And he leaped into the dark coupé, slammed the door, and sank back on the cushions, turning up the collar of his heavy overcoat.

There was a young lady in the farther corner of the cab, buried to her nose in a fur coat. At intervals she shivered and pressed a fluffy muff against her face. A glimmer from the sleet-smeared lamps fell across her knees.

Down-town flew the cab, swaying around icy corners, bumping over car-tracks, lurching, rattling, jouncing, while its silent occupants, huddled in separate corners, brooded moodily at their respective windows.

Snow blotted the glass, melting and running down; and over the watery panes yellow light from shop windows played fantastically, distorting vision.

Presently the young man pulled out his watch, fumbled for a match-box, struck a light, and groaned as he read the time.

At the sound of the match striking, the young lady turned her head. Then, as the bright flame illuminated the young mans face, she sat bolt upright, dropping the muff to her lap with a cry of dismay.

He looked up at her. The match burned his fingers; he dropped it and hurriedly lighted another; and the flickering radiance brightened upon the face of a girl whom he had never before laid eyes on.

Good heavens! he said. Wheres my sister?

The young lady was startled, but resolute. You have made a dreadful mistake, she said; you are in the wrong cab—

The match went out; there came a brief moment of darkness, then the cab turned a corner, and the ghostly light of electric lamps played over them in quivering succession.

Will you please stop this cab? she said, unsteadily. You have mistaken my cab for yours. I was expecting my brother.

Stunned, he made no movement to obey. A sudden thrill of fear passed through her.

I must ask you to stop this cab, she faltered.

The idiotic blankness of his expression changed to acute alarm.

Stop this cab? he cried. Nothing on earth can induce me to stop this cab!

You must! she insisted, controlling her voice. You must stop it at once!

How can I? he asked, excitedly; Im late now; I havent one second to spare!

Do you refuse to leave this cab?

I beg that you will compose yourself—

Will you go? she insisted.

A jounce sent them flying towards each other; they collided and recoiled, regarding one another in breathless indignation.

This is simply hideous! said the young lady, seizing the door-handle.

Please dont open that door! he said. She tried to wrench it open; the handle stuck — or perhaps the strength had left her wrist. But it was not courage that failed, for she faced him, head held high, and — 

You coward! she said.

Over his face a deep flush burned — and it was a good face, too — youthfully wilful, perhaps, with a firm, clean-cut chin and pleasant eyes.

If I were a coward, he said, Id stop this cab and get out. I never faced anything that frightened me half as much as you do!

She looked him straight in the eyes, one hand twisting at the knob.

Dont you suppose that this mistake of mine is as humiliating and unwelcome to me as it is to you? he said. If you stop this cab it will ruin somebodys life. Not mine — if it were my own life, I wouldnt hesitate.

Her hand, still clasping the silver knob, suddenly fell limp.

You say that you are in a hurry? she asked, with dry lips.

A desperate hurry, he replied.

So am I, she said, bitterly; and, thanks to your stupidity, I must make the journey without my brother!

There was a silence, then she turned towards him again:

Where do you imagine this cab is going?

Its going to Cortlandt Street — isnt it? Suddenly the recollection came to him that it was her cab, and that he had only told the driver to drive fast.

The color left his face as he pressed it to the sleet-shot window. Fitful flickers of light, snow, darkness — that was all he could see.

He turned a haggard countenance on her; he was at her mercy. But there was nothing vindictive in her.

I also am going to Cortlandt Street; you need not be alarmed, she said.

The color came back to his cheeks. I suppose, he ventured, that you are trying to catch the Eden Limited, as I am.

Yes, she said, coldly; my brother— An expression of utter horror came into her face. What on earth shall I do? she cried; my brother has my ticket and my purse!

A lunge and a bounce sent them into momentary collision; a flare of light from a ferry lantern flashed in their faces; the cab stopped and a porter jerked open the door, crying:

Eden Limited? Youd better hurry, lady. Theyre closin the gates now.

They sprang out into the storm, she refusing his guiding arm.

What am I to do? she said, desperately. I must go on that train, and I havent a penny.

Its all right; youll take my sisters ticket, he said, hurriedly paying the cabman.

A porter seized their two valises from the box and dashed towards the ferry-house; they followed to the turnstile, where the tickets were clipped.

Now weve got to run! he said. And off they sped, slipped through the closing gates, and ran for the gang-plank, where their porter stood making frantic signs for them to hasten. It was a close connection, but they made it, to the unfeigned amusement of the passengers on deck.

Sa-ay! drawled a ferry-hand, giving an extra twist to the wheel as the chains came clanking in, she puts the bunch on the blink fr a looker. Hey?

Plenty, said his comrade; adding, after a moments weary deliberation, Shes his tootsy-wootsy sure. B. and G.

The two young people, who had caught the boat at the last second, stood together, muffled to the eyes, breathing rapidly. She was casting tragic glances astern, where, somewhere behind the smother of snow, New York city lay; he, certain at last of his train, stood beside her, attempting to collect his thoughts and arrange them in some sort of logical sequence.

But the harder he thought, the more illogical the entire episode appeared. How on earth had he ever come to enter a strangers cab and drive with a stranger half a mile before either discovered the situation? And what blind luck had sent the cab to the destination he also was bound for — and not a second to spare, either?

He looked at her furtively; she stood by the rail, her fur coat white with snow.

The poor little thing! he thought. And he said: You need not worry about your section, you know. I have my sisters ticket for you.

After a moments gloomy retrospection he added: When your brother arrives to knock my head off Im going to let him do it.

She made no comment.

I dont suppose, he said, that you ever could pardon what I have done.

No, she said, I never could.

A brief interval passed, disturbed by the hooting of a siren.

If you had stopped the cab when I asked you to— she began.

If I had, he said, neither you nor I could have caught this train.

If you had not entered my cab, I should have been here at this moment with my brother, she said. Now I am here with you — penniless!

He looked at her miserably, but she was relentless.

It is the cold selfishness of the incident that shocks me, she said; it is not the blunder that offended me— She stopped short to give him a chance to defend himself; but he did not. And now, she added, you have reduced me to the necessity of — borrowing money—

Only a ticket, he muttered.

But she was not appeased, and her silence was no solace to him.

After a few minutes he said: Its horribly cold out here; would you not care to go into the cabin?

She shook her head, and her cheeks grew hot, for she had heard the observations of the ferrymen as the boat left. She would freeze in obscurity rather than face a lighted cabin full of people. She looked at the porter who was carrying their valises, and the dreadful idea seized her that he, too, thought them bride and groom.

Furious, half frightened, utterly wretched, she dared not even look at the man whose unheard-of stupidity had inflicted such humiliation upon her.

Tears were close to her eyes; she swallowed, set her head high, and turned her burning cheeks to the pelting snow.

Oh, he should rue it some day! When, how, where, she did not trouble to think; but he should rue it, and his punishment should leave a memory ineffaceable. Pondering on his future tribulation, sternly immersed in visions of justice, his voice startled her:

The boat is in. Please keep close to me.

Bump! creak — cre — ak! bump! Then came the clank of wheel and chain, and the crowded cabin, and pressing throngs which crushed her close to his shoulder; and, Please take my arm, he said; I can protect you better so.

A long, covered way, swarming with people, a glimpse of a street and whirling snowflakes, an iron fence pierced by gates where gilt-and-blue officials stood, saying, monotonously: Tickets! Please show your tickets. This way for the Palmetto Special. The Eden Limited on track number three.

Would you mind holding my umbrella a moment? he asked.

She took it.

He produced the two tickets and they passed the gate, following a porter who carried their luggage.

Presently their porter climbed the steps of a sleeping-car. She followed and sat down beside her valise, resting her elbow on the polished window-sill, and her flushed cheek on her hand.

He passed her and continued on towards the end of the car, where she saw him engage in animated conversation with several officials. The officials shook their heads, and, after a while, he came slowly back to where she sat.

I tried to exchange into another car, he said. It cannot be done.

Why do you wish to? she asked, calmly.

I suppose you would — would rather I did, he said. Ill stay in the smoker all I can.

She made no comment. He stood staring gloomily at the floor.

Im awfully sorry, he said, at last. Im not quite as selfish as you think. My — my younger brother is in a lot of trouble — down at St. Augustine. I couldnt have saved him if I hadnt caught this train.… I know you cant forgive me; so Ill say — so Ill ask permission to say good-bye.

Dont — please dont go, she said, faintly.

He wheeled towards her again.

How on earth am I to dine if you go away? she asked. Ive a thousand miles to go, and Ive simply got to dine.

What a stupid brute I am! he said, between his teeth. I try to be decent, but I cant. Ill do anything in the world to spare you — indeed I will. Tell me, would you prefer to dine alone—

Hush! people are listening, she said, in a low voice. Its bad enough to be taken for bride and groom, but if people in this car think weve quarrelled I — I simply cannot endure it.

Who took us for — that? he whispered, fiercely.

Those people behind you; dont look! I heard that horrid little boy say, B. and G.! and others heard it. I — I think you had better sit down here a moment.

He sat down.

The question is, she said, with heightened color, whether it is less embarrassing for us to be civil to each other or to avoid each other. Everybody has seen the porter bring in our luggage; everybody supposes we are at least on friendly terms. If I go alone to the dining-car, and you go alone, gossip will begin. Im miserable enough now — my position is false enough now. I — I cannot stand being stared at for thirty-six hours—

If you say so, Ill spread the rumor that youre my sister, he suggested, anxiously. Shall I?

Even she perceived the fatal futility of that suggestion.

But when you take off your glove everybody will know were not B. and G., he insisted.

She hesitated; a delicate flush crept over her face; then she nervously stripped the glove from her left hand and extended it. A plain gold ring encircled the third finger. What shall I do? she whispered. I cant get it off. Ive tried, but I cant.

Does it belong there? he asked, seriously.

You mean, am I married? No, no, she said, impatiently; its my grandmothers wedding-ring. I was just trying it on this morning — this morning of all mornings! Think of it!

She looked anxiously at her white fingers, then at him.

What do you think? she asked, naïvely; Ive tried soap and cold-cream, but it wont come off.

Well, he said, with a forced laugh, Fate appears to be personally conducting this tour, and its probably all right— He hesitated. Perhaps its better than to wear no ring—

Why? she asked, innocently. Oh! perhaps its better, after all, to be mistaken for B. and G. than for a pair of unchaperoned creatures. Is that what you mean?

Yes, he said, vaguely.

There came a gentle jolt, a faint grinding sound, a vibration increasing. Lighted lanterns, red and green, glided past their window.

Weve started, he said.

Then a negro porter came jauntily down the aisle, saying something in a low voice to everybody as he passed. And when he came to them he smiled encouragement and made an extra bow, murmuring, First call for dinner, if you please, madam.

They were the centre of discreet attention in the dining-car; and neither the ring on her wedding-finger nor their bearing and attitude towards each other were needed to confirm the general conviction.

He tried to do all he could to make it easy for her, but he didnt know how, or he never would have ordered rice pudding with a confidence that set their own negro waiter grinning from ear to ear.

She bit her red lips and looked out of the window; but the window, blackened by night and quicksilvered by the snow, was only a mirror for a very lovely and distressed face.

Indeed, she was charming in her supposed rôle; their fellow-passengers criticisms were exceedingly favorable. Even the young imp who had pronounced them B. and G. with infantile unreserve appeared to be impressed by her fresh, young beauty; and an old clergyman across the aisle beamed on them at intervals, and every beam was a benediction.

As for them, embarrassment and depression were at first masked under a polite gayety; but the excitement of the drama gained on them; appearances were to be kept up in the rôles of a comedy absolutely forced upon them; and that brought exhilaration.

From mental self-absolution they ventured on mentally absolving each other. Fate had done it! Their consciences were free. Their situation was a challenge in itself, and to accept it must mean to conquer.

Stirring two lumps of sugar into his cup of coffee, he looked up suddenly, to find her gray eyes meeting his across the table. They smiled like friends.

Of what are you thinking? she asked.

I was thinking that perhaps you had forgiven me, he said, hopefully.

I have — she frowned a little— I think I have.

And — you do not think me a coward?

No, she said, watching him, chin propped on her linked fingers.

He laughed gratefully.

As a matter of cold fact, he observed, if we had met anywhere in town — under other circumstances — there is no reason that I can see why we shouldnt have become excellent friends.

No reason at all, she said, thoughtfully.

And that reminds me, he went on, dropping his voice and leaning across the table, Im going to send back a telegram to my sister, and I fancy you may wish to send one to your wandering brother.

I suppose Id better, she said. An involuntary shiver passed over her. Hes probably frantic, she added.

Probably, he admitted.

My father and mother are in Europe, she observed. I hope my brother hasnt cabled them.

I think wed better get those telegrams off, he said, motioning the waiter to bring the blanks and find pen and ink.

They waited, gazing meditatively at each other. Presently he said:

Id like to tell you what it is that sends me flying down to Florida at an hours notice. I think some explanation is due you — if it wouldnt bore you?

Tell me, she said, quietly.

Why, then, its that headlong idiot of a brother of mine, he explained. Hes going to try to marry a girl he has only known twenty-four hours — a girl we never heard of. And Im on my way to stop it! — the young fool! — and Ill stop it if I have to drag him home by the heels! Heres the telegram we got late this afternoon — a regular bombshell. He drew the yellow bit of paper from his breast-pocket, unfolded it, and read:

St. Augustine, Florida.

I am going to marry to-morrow the loveliest girl in the United States. Only met her yesterday. Love at first sight. Youll all worship her! Shes eighteen, a New-Yorker, and her name is Marie Hetherford. Jim.

He looked up angrily. What do you think of that? he demanded.

Think? she stammered— think? She dropped her hands helplessly, staring at him. Marie Hetherford is my sister! she said.

Your — sister, he repeated, after a long pause— your sister!

She pressed a white hand to her forehead, clearing her eyes with a gesture.

Isnt it too absurd! she said, dreamily. My sister sent us a telegram like yours. Our parents are abroad. So my brother and I threw some things into a trunk and — and started! Oh, did you ever hear of anything like this?

Your sister! he repeated, dazed. My brother and your sister. And I am on my way to stop it; and you are on your way to stop it—

She began to laugh — not hysterically, but it was not a natural laugh.

And, he went on, Ive lost another sister in the shuffle, and youve lost another brother in the shuffle, and now theres a double-shuffle danced by you and me—

Dont. Dont! she said, faint from laughter.

Yes, I will, he said. And Ill say more! Ill say that Destiny is taking exclusive charge of our two families, and it would not surprise me if your brother and my sister were driving around New York together at this moment looking for us!

Their laughter infected the entire dining-car; every waiter snickered; the enfant terrible grinned; the aged minister of the Church of England beamed a rapid fire of benedictions on them.

But they had forgotten everybody except each other.

From what I hear and from what I know personally of your family, she said, it seems to me that they never waste much time about anything.

We are rather in that way, he admitted. I have been in a hurry from the time you first met me — and you see what my brother is going to do.

Going to do? Are you going to let him?

Let him? He looked steadily at her, and she returned the gaze as steadily. Yes, he said, Im going to let him. And if I tried to stop him Id get my deserts. I think I know my brother Jim. And I fancy it would take more than his brother to drag him away from your sister. He hesitated a moment. Is she like — like you?

A year younger — yes, we are alike.… And you say that you are going to let him — marry her?

Yes — if you dont mind.

The challenge was in his eyes, and she accepted it.

Is your brother Jim like you?

A year younger — yes.… May he marry her?

She strove to speak easily, but to her consternation she choked, and the bright color dyed her face from neck to hair.

This must not be: she must answer him. To flinch now would be impossible — giving a double meaning and double understanding to a badinage light as air. Alas! Il ne faut pas badiner avec lamour! Then she answered, saying too much in an effort to say a little with careless and becoming courage.

If he is like you, he may marry her.… I am glad he is your brother.

The answering fire burned in his face; she met his eyes, and twice her own fell before their message.

He leaned forward, elbows on the table, hot face between his hands; a careless attitude for others to observe, but a swift glance warned her what was coming — coming in a low, casual voice, checked at intervals as though he were swallowing.

You are the most splendid girl I ever knew. He dropped one hand and picked up a flower that had slipped from her finger-bowl. You are the only person in the world who will not think me crazy for saying this. Were a headlong race. Will you marry me?

She bent her head thoughtfully, pressing her mouth to her clasped fingers. Her attitude was repose itself.

Are you offended? he asked, looking out of the window.

There was a slight negative motion of her head.

A party of assorted travellers rose from their table and passed them, smiling discreetly; the old minister across the aisle mused in his coffee-cup, caressing his shaven face with wrinkled fingers. The dining-car grew very still.

Its in the blood, he said, under his breath; my grandparents eloped; my fathers courtship lasted three days from the time he first met my mother — you see what my brother has done in twenty-four hours.… We do things more quickly in these days.… Please — please dont look so unhappy!

I — I am not unhappy.… I am willing to — hear you. You were saying something about — about—

About love.

I — think so. Wait until those people pass!

He waited, apparently hypnotized by the beauty of the car ceiling. Then: Of course, if you were not going to be my sister-in-law to-morrow, Id not go into family matters.

No, of course not, she murmured.

So he gave her a brief outline of his own affairs, and she listened with bent head until there came the pause which was her own cue.

Why do you tell me this? she asked, innocently.

It — it — why, because I love you.

On common ground once more, she prepared for battle, but to her consternation she found the battle already ended and an enemy calmly preparing for her surrender.

But when — when do you propose to — to do this? she asked, in an unsteady voice.

Now, he said, firmly.

Now? Marry me at once?

I love you enough to wait a million years — but I wont. I always expected to fall in love; Ive rather fancied it would come like this when it came; and I swore Id never let the chance slip by. Were a headlong family — but a singularly loyal one. We love but once in our lifetime; and when we love we know it.

Do you think that this is that one time?

There is no doubt left in me.

Then — she covered her face with her hands, leaning heavily on the table— then what on earth are we to do?

Promise each other to love.

Do you promise?

Yes, I do promise, forever. Do you?

She looked up, pale as a ghost. Yes, she said.

Then — please say it, he whispered.

Some people rose and left the car. She sat apparently buried in colorless reverie. Twice her voice failed her; he bent nearer; and — 

I love you, she said.
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I

THE servants had gathered in the front hall to inspect the new arrival — cook, kitchen-maid, butler, flanked on the right by parlor-maids, on the left by a footman and a small buttons.

The new arrival was a snow-white bull-terrier, alert, ardent, quivering in expectation of a welcome among these strangers, madly wagging his whiplike tail in passionate silence.

When the mistress of the house at last came down the great stone stairway, the servants fell back in a semi-circle, leaving her face to face with the white bull-terrier.

So that is the dog! she said, in faint astonishment. A respectful murmur of assent corroborated her conclusion.

The dogs eyes met hers; she turned to the servants with a perplexed gesture.

Is the brougham at the door? asked the young mistress of the house.

The footman signified that it was.

Then tell Phelan to come here at once.

Phelan, the coachman, arrived, large, rosy, freshly shaven, admirably correct.

Phelan, said the young mistress, look at that dog.

The coachman promptly fixed his eyes on the wagging bull-terrier. In spite of his decorous gravity a smile of distinct pleasure slowly spread over his square, pink face until it became a subdued simper.

Is that a well-bred dog, Phelan? demanded the young mistress.

It is, maam, replied Phelan, promptly.

Very well bred?

Very, maam.

Dangerous?

In a fight, maam. Stifled enthusiasm swelled the veins in the coachmans forehead. Triumphant pæans of praise for the bull-terrier trembled upon his lips; but he stood rigid, correct, a martyr to his perfect training.

Say what you wish to say, Phelan, prompted the young mistress, with a hasty glance at the dog.

Thanky, maam.… The bull is the finest I ever laid eyes on.… He hasnt a blemish, maam; and the three years of him doubled will leave him three years to his prime, maam.… And theres never another bull, nor a screw-tail, nor cross, be it mastiff or fox or whippet, maam, that can loose the holt o thim twin jaws.… Beg pardon, maam, I know the dog.

You mean that you have seen that dog before?

Yes, maam; he won his class from a pup at the Garden. That is His Highness, maam, Mr. Langhams champion three-year.

She had already stooped to caress the silent, eager dog — timidly, because she had never before owned a dog — but at the mention of his masters name she drew back sharply and stood erect.

Never fear, maam, said the coachman, eagerly; he wont bite, maam—

Mr. Langhams dog? she repeated, coldly; and then, without another glance at either the dog or the coachman, she turned to the front door; buttons swung it wide with infantile dignity; a moment later she was in her brougham, with Phelan on the box and the rigid footman expectant at the window.

II

Seated in a corner of her brougham, she saw the world pass on flashing wheels along the asphalt; she saw the April sunshine slanting across brown-stone mansions and the glass-fronted façades of shops; … she looked without seeing.

So Langham had sent her his dog! In the first year of her widowhood she had first met Langham; she was then twenty-one. In the second year of her widowhood Langham had offered himself, and, with the declaration on his lips, had seen the utter hopelessness of his offer. They had not met since then. And now, in the third year of her widowhood, he offered her his dog!

She had at first intended to keep the dog. Knowing nothing of animals, discouraged from all sporting fads by a husband who himself was devoted to animals dedicated to sport, she had quietly acquiesced in her husbands dictum that horse-women and dog-women made a man ill! — and so dismissed any idea she might have entertained towards the harboring of the four-footed.

A miserable consciousness smote her: why had she allowed the memory of her husband to fade so amazingly in these last two months of early spring? Of late, when she wished to fix her thoughts upon her late husband and to conjure his face before her closed eyes, she found that the mental apparition came with more and more difficulty.

Sitting in a corner of her brougham, the sharp rhythm of her horses hoofs tuning her thoughts, she quietly endeavored to raise that cherished mental spectre, but could not, until by hazard she remembered the portrait of her husband hanging in the smoking-room.

But instantly she strove to put that away; the portrait was by Sargent, a portrait she had always disliked, because the great painter had painted an expression into her husbands face which she had never seen there. An aged and unbearable aunt of hers had declared that Sargent painted beneath the surface; she resented the suggestion, because what she read beneath the surface of her husbands portrait sent hot blood into her face.

Thinking of these things, she saw the spring sunshine gilding the gray branches of the park trees. Here and there elms spread tinted with green; chestnuts and maples were already in the full glory of new leaves; the leafless twisted tangles of wistaria hung thick with scented purple bloom; everywhere the scarlet blossoms of the Japanese quince glowed on naked shrubs, bedded in green lawns.

Her husband had loved the country.… There was one spot in the world which he had loved above all others — the Sagamore Angling Club. She had never been there. But she meant to go. Probably to-morrow.… And before she went she must send that dog back to Langham.

At the cathedral she signalled to stop, and sent the brougham back, saying she would walk home. And the first man she met was Langham.

III

There was nothing extraordinary in it. His club was there on the corner, and it was exactly his hour for the club.

It is so very fortunate … for me, he said. I did want to see you.… I am going north to-morrow.

Of course its about the dog, she said, pleasantly.

He laughed. I am so glad that you will accept him—

But I cant, she said; … and thank you so much for asking me.

For a moment his expression touched her, but she could not permit expressions of mens faces to arouse her compunction, so she turned her eyes resolutely ahead towards the spire of the marble church.

He walked beside her in silence.

I also am going north to-morrow, she said, politely.

He did not answer.

Every day since her widowhood, every day for three years, she had decided to make that pilgrimage … some time. And now, crossing Union Square on that lovely afternoon late in April, she knew that the time had come. Not that there was any reason for haste. … At the vague thought her brown eyes rested a moment on the tall young man beside her.…

Yes … she would go … to-morrow.

A vender of violets shuffled up beside them; Langham picked up a dewy bundle of blossoms, and their perfume seemed to saturate the air till it tasted on the tongue.

She shook her head. No, no, please; the fragrance is too heavy.…

Wont you accept them? he inquired, bluntly.

Again she shook her head; there was indecision in the smile, assent in the gesture. However, he perceived neither.

She took a short step forward. The wind whipped the fountain jet, and a fanlike cloud of spray drifted off across the asphalt. Then they moved on together.

Presently she said, quietly, I believe I will carry a bunch of those violets; and she waited for him to go back through the fountain spray, find the peddler, and rummage among the perfumed heaps in the basket. Because, she added, cheerfully, as he returned with the flowers, I am going to the East Tenth Street Mission, and I meant to take some flowers, anyway.

If you would keep that cluster and let me send the whole basket to your mission— he began.

But she had already started on across the wet pavement.

I did not know you were going to give my flowers to those cripples, he said, keeping pace with her.
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Do you mind? she asked, but she had not meant to say that, and she walked a little more quickly to escape the quick reply.

I want to ask you something, he said, after a moments brisk walking. I wish — if you dont mind — I wish you would walk around the square with me — just once—

Certainly not, she said; and now you will say good-bye — because you are going away, you say. She had stopped at the Fourth Avenue edge of the square. So good-bye, and thank you for the beautiful dog, and for the violets.

But you wont keep the dog, and you wont keep the violets, he said; and, besides, if you are going north—

Good-bye, she repeated, smiling.

 — besides, he went on, I would like to know where you are going.

That, she said, is what I do not wish to tell you — or anybody.

There was a brief silence; the charm of her bent head distracted him.

If you wont go, she said, with caprice, I will walk once around the square with you, but it is the silliest thing I have ever done in my entire life.

Why wont you keep the bull-terrier? he asked, humbly.

Because Im going north — for one reason.

Couldnt you take His Highness?

No — that is, I could, but — I cant explain — he would distract me.

Shall I take him back, then?

Why? she demanded, surprised.

I — only I thought if you did not care for him— he stammered. You see, I love the dog.

She bit her lip and bent her eyes on the ground. Again he quickened his pace to keep step with her.

You see, he said, searching about for the right phrase, I wanted you to have something that I could venture to offer you — er — something not valuable — er — I mean not — er—

Your dog is a very valuable champion; everybody knows that, she said, carelessly.

Oh yes — hes a corker in his line; out of Empress by Ameer, you know—

I might manage … to keep him … for a while, she observed, without enthusiasm. At all events, I shall tie my violets to his collar.

He watched her; the roar of Broadway died out in his ears; in hers it grew, increasing, louder, louder. A dim scene rose unbidden before her eyes — the high gloom of a cathedral, the great organs first unsteady throbbing — her wedding-march! No, not that; for while she stood, coldly transfixed in centred self-absorption, she seemed to see a shapeless mass of wreaths piled in the twilight of an altar — the dreadful pomp and panoply and circumstance of death — 

She raised her eyes to the man beside her; her whole being vibrated with the menace of a dirge, and in the roar of traffic around her she divined the imprisoned thunder of the organ pealing for her dead.

She turned her head sharply towards the west.

What is it? he asked, in the voice of a man who needs no answer to his question.

She kept her head steadily turned. Through Fifteenth Street the sun poured a red light that deepened as the mist rose from the docks. She heard the river whistles blowing; an electric light broke out through the bay haze.

It was true she was thinking of her husband — thinking of him almost desperately, distressed that already he should have become to her nothing more vital than a memory.

Unconscious of the man beside her, she stood there in the red glow, straining eyes and memory to focus both on a past that receded and seemed to dwindle to a point of utter vacancy.

Then her husbands face grew out of vacancy, so real, so living, that she started — to find herself walking slowly past the fountain with Langham at her side.

After a moment she said: Now we have walked all around the square. Now I am going to walk home; … and thank you … for my walk, … which was probably as wholesome a performance as I could have indulged in — and quite unconventional enough, even for you.

They faced about and traversed the square, crossed Broadway in silence, passed through the kindling shadows of the long cross-street, and turned into Fifth Avenue.

You are very silent, she said, sorry at once that she had said it, uncertain as to the trend his speech might follow, and withal curious.

It was only about that dog, he said.

She wondered if it was exactly that, and decided it was not. It was not. He was thinking of her husband as he had known him — only by sight and by report. He remembered the florid gentleman perfectly; he had often seen him tooling his four; he had seen him at the traps in Monte Carlo, dividing with the best shot in Italy; he had seen him riding to hounds a few days before that fatal run of the Shadowbrook Hunt, where he had taken his last fence. Once, too, he had seen him at the Sagamore Angling Club up state.

When are you going? he said, suddenly.

To-morrow.

I am not to know where?

Why should you? and then, a little quickly: No, no. It is a pilgrimage.

When you return— he began, but she shook her head.

No, … no. I do not know where I may be.

In the April twilight the electric lamps along the avenue snapped alight. The air rang with the metallic chatter of sparrows.

They mounted the steps of her house; she turned and swept the dim avenue with a casual glance.

So you, too, are going north? she asked, pleasantly.

Yes — to-night.

She gave him her hand. She felt the pressure of his hand on her gloved fingers after he had gone, although their hands had scarcely touched at all.

And so she went into the dimly lighted house, through the drawing-room, which was quite dark, into the music-room beyond; and there she sat down upon a chair by the piano — a little gilded chair that revolved as she pushed herself idly, now to the right, now to the left.

Yes, … after all, she would go; … she would make that pilgrimage to the spot on earth her husband loved best of all — the sweet waters of the Sagamore, where his beloved club lodge stood, and whither, for a month every year, he had repaired with some old friends to renew a bachelors love for angling.

She had never accompanied him on these trips; she instinctively divined a mans desire for a ramble among old haunts with old friends, freed for a brief space from the happy burdens of domesticity.

The lodge on the Sagamore was now her shrine; there she would rest and think of him, follow his footsteps to his best-loved haunts, wander along the rivers where he had wandered, dream by the streams where he had dreamed.

She had married her husband out of awe, sheer awe for his wonderful personality. And he was wonderful; faultless in everything — though not so faultless as to be in bad taste, she often told herself. His entourage also was faultless; and the general faultlessness of everything had made her married life very perfect.

As she sat thinking in the darkened music-room, something stirred in the hallway outside. She raised her eyes; the white bull-terrier stood in the lighted doorway, looking in at her.

A perfectly incomprehensible and resistless rush of loneliness swept her to her feet; in a moment she was down on the floor again, on her silken knees, her arms around the dog, her head pressed tightly to his head.

Oh, she said, choking, I must go to-morrow — I must — I must.… And here are the violets; … I will tie them to your collar.… Hold still!… He loves you; … but you shall not have them — do you hear?… No, no, … for I shall wear them, … for I like their odor; … and, anyway, … I am going away.…

IV

The next day she began her pilgrimage; and His Highness went with her; and a maid from the British Isles.

She had telegraphed to the Sagamore Club for rooms, to make sure, but that was unnecessary, because there were at the moment only three members of the club at the lodge.

Now although she herself could scarcely be considered a member of the Sagamore Angling Club, she still controlled her husbands shares in the concern, and she was duly and impressively welcomed by the steward. Two of the three members domiciled there came up to pay their respects when she alighted from the muddy buckboard sent to the railway to meet her; they were her husbands old friends, Colonel Hyssop and Major Brent, white-haired, purple-faced, well-groomed gentlemen in the early fifties. The third member was out in the rain fishing somewhere down-stream.

New man here, madam — a good fellow, but a bad rod — eh, Brent?

Bad rod, repeated Major Brent, wagging his fat head. Uses ferrules to a six-ounce rod. We splice — eh, Colonel?

Certainly, said the Colonel.
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She stood by the open fire in the centre of the hallway, holding her shapely hands out towards the blaze, while her maid relieved her of the wet rain-coat.

Splice what, Colonel Hyssop, if you please? she inquired, smiling.

Splice our rods, madam — no creaky joints and ferrules for old hands like Major Brent and me, maam. Do you throw a fly?

Oh no, she said, with a faint smile. I — I do nothing.

Except to remain the handsomest woman in the five boroughs! said the Major, with a futile attempt to bend at the waist — utterly unsuccessful, yet impressive.

She dropped him a courtesy, then took the glass of sherry that the steward brought and sipped it, meditative eyes on the blazing logs. Presently she held out the empty wine-glass; the steward took it on his heavy silver salver; she raised her eyes. A half-length portrait of her husband stared at her from over the mantel, lighted an infernal red in the fire-glow.

A catch in her throat, a momentary twitch of the lips, then she gazed calmly up into the familiar face.

Under the frame of the picture was written his full hyphenated name; following that she read:

President and Founder
of
The Sagamore Angling Club
1880–1901

Major Brent and Colonel Hyssop observed her in decorously suppressed sympathy.

I did not know he was president, she said, after a moment; he never told me that.

Those who knew him best understood his rare modesty, said Major Brent. I knew him, madam; I honored him; I honor his memory.

He was not only president and founder, observed Colonel Hyssop, but he owned three-quarters of the stock.

Are the shares valuable? she asked. I have them; I should be glad to give them to the club, Colonel Hyssop — in his memory.

Good gad! madam, said the Colonel, the shares are worth five thousand apiece!

I am the happier to give them — if the club will accept, she said, flushing, embarrassed, fearful of posing as a Lady Bountiful before anybody. She added, hastily, You must direct me in the matter, Colonel Hyssop; we can talk of it later.

Again she looked up into her husbands face over the mantel.

Her bull-terrier came trotting into the hall, his polished nails and padded feet beating a patter across the hardwood floor.

I shall dine in my own rooms this evening, she said, smiling vaguely at the approaching dog.

We hoped to welcome you to the club table, cried the Major.

There are only the Major and myself, added the Colonel, with courteous entreaty.

And the other — the new man, corrected the Major, with a wry face.

Oh yes — the bad rod. Whats his name?

Langham, said the Major.

The English maid came down to conduct her mistress to her rooms; the two gentlemen bowed as their build permitted; the bull-terrier trotted behind his mistress up the polished stairs. Presently a door closed above.

Devilish fine woman, said Major Brent.

Colonel Hyssop went to a mirror and examined himself with close attention.

Good gad! he said, irritably, how thin my hair is!

Thin! said Major Brent, with an unpleasant laugh; thin as the hair on a Mexican poodle.

You infernal ass! hissed the Colonel, and waddled off to dress for dinner. At the door he paused. Better have no hair than a complexion like a violet!

Whats that? cried the Major.

The Colonel slammed the door.

Up-stairs the bull-terrier lay on a rug watching his mistress with tireless eyes. The maid brought tea, bread and butter, and trout fried crisp, for her mistress desired nothing else.

Left alone, she leaned back, sipping her tea, listening to the million tiny voices of the night. The stillness of the country made her nervous after the clatter of town. Nervous? Was it the tranquil stillness of the night outside that stirred that growing apprehension in her breast till, of a sudden, her heart began a deadened throbbing?

Langham here? What was he doing here? He must have arrived this morning. So that was where he was going when he said he was going north!

After all, in what did it concern her? She had not run away from town to avoid him, … indeed not, … her pilgrimage was her own affair. And Langham would very quickly divine her pious impulse in coming here.… And he would doubtless respect her for it.… Perhaps have the subtle tact to pack up his traps and leave.… But probably not.… She knew a little about Langham, … an obstinate and typical man, … doubtless selfish to the core, … cheerfully, naïvely selfish.…

She raised her troubled eyes. Over the door was printed in gilt letters:

The Presidents Suite.

Tears filled her eyes; truly they were kindly and thoughtful, these old friends of her husband.

And all night long she slept in the room of her late husband, the president of the Sagamore Angling Club, and dreamed till daybreak of … Langham.

V

Langham, clad in tweeds from head to foot, sat on the edge of his bed.

He had been sitting there since daybreak, and the expression on his ornamental face had varied between the blank and the idiotic. That the only woman in the world had miraculously appeared at Sagamore Lodge he had heard from Colonel Hyssop and Major Brent at dinner the evening before.

That she already knew of his presence there he could not doubt. That she did not desire his presence he was fearsomely persuaded.

Clearly he must go — not at once, of course, to leave behind him a possibility for gossip at his abrupt departure. From the tongues of infants and well-fed club-men, good Lord deliver us!

He must go. Meanwhile he could easily avoid her.

And as he sat there, savoring all the pent-up bitterness poured out for him by destiny, there came a patter of padded feet in the hallway, the scrape of nails, a sniff at the door-sill, a whine, a frantic scratching. He leaned forward and opened the door. His Highness landed on the bed with one hysterical yelp and fell upon Langham, paw and muzzle.

When their affection had been temporarily satiated, the dog lay down on the bed, eyes riveted on his late master, and the man went over to his desk, drew a sheet of club paper towards him, found a pen, and wrote:

Of course it is an unhappy coincidence, and I will go when I can do so decently — to-morrow morning. Meanwhile I shall be away all day fishing the West Branch, and shall return too late to dine at the club table.

I wish you a happy sojourn here—

This he reread and scratched out.

I am glad you kept His Highness.

This he also scratched out.

After a while he signed his name to the note, sealed it, and stepped into the hallway.

At the farther end of the passage the door of her room was ajar; a sunlit-scarlet curtain hung inside.

Come here! said Langham to the dog.

His Highness came with a single leap.

Take it to … her, said the man, under his breath. Then he turned sharply, picked up rod and creel, and descended the stairs.

Meanwhile His Highness entered his mistresss chamber, with a polite scratch as a by your leave! and trotted up to her, holding out the note in his pink mouth.

She looked at the dog in astonishment. Then the handwriting on the envelope caught her eye.

As she did not offer to touch the missive, His Highness presently sat down and crowded up against her knees. Then he laid the letter in her lap.

Her expression became inscrutable as she picked up the letter; while she was reading it there was color in her cheeks; after she had read it there was less.

I see no necessity, she said to His Highness— I see no necessity for his going. I think I ought to tell him so.… He overestimates the importance of a matter which does not concern him.… He is sublimely self-conscious, … a typical man. And if he presumes to believe that the hazard of our encounter is of the slightest moment … to me …

The dog dropped his head in her lap.

I wish you wouldnt do that! she said, almost sharply, but there was a dry catch in her throat when she spoke, and she laid one fair hand on the head of His Highness.

A few moments later she went down-stairs to the great hall, where she found Colonel Hyssop and Major Brent just finishing their morning cocktails.

When they could at last comprehend that she never began her breakfast with a cocktail, they conducted her solemnly to the breakfast-room, seated her with empressement, and the coffee was served.

It was a delicious, old-fashioned, country breakfast — crisp trout, bacon, eggs, and mounds of fragrant flapjacks.

Langhams gone off to the West Branch; left dutys compliments and all that sort of thing for you, observed the Colonel, testing his coffee with an air.

His Highness, who had sniffed the bacon, got up on a chair where he could sit and view the table. Moisture gathered on his jet-black nose; he licked his jowl.

You poor darling! cried his mistress, rising impulsively, with her plate in her hand. She set the plate on the floor. It was cleaned with a snap, then carefully polished.

You are fond of your dog, madam, said the Major, much interested.

Hes a fine one, added the Colonel. Gad! I took him for Langhams champion at first.

She bent her head over the dogs plate.

Later she walked to the porch, followed by His Highness.

A lovely little path invited them on — a path made springy by trodden leaves; and the dog and his mistress strolled forth among clumps of hazel and silver-birches, past ranks of alders and Indian-willows, on across log bridges spanning tiny threads of streams which poured into the stony river.

The unceasing chorus of the birds freshened like wind in her ears. Spring echoes sounded from blue distances; the solemn congress of the forest trees in session murmured of summers past and summers to come.

How could her soul sink in the presence of the young worlds uplifting?

Her dog came back and looked up into her eyes. With a cry, which was half laughter, she raced with him along the path, scattering the wild birds into flight from bush and thicket.

Breathless, rosy, she halted at the rivers shallow edge.

Flung full length on the grass, she dipped her white fingers in the river, and dropped wind-flowers on the ripples to watch them dance away.

She listened to the world around her; it had much to say to her if she would only believe it. But she forced her mind back to her husband and lay brooding.

An old man in leggings and corduroys came stumping along the path; His Highness heard him coming and turned his keen head. Then he went and stood in front of his mistress, calm, inquisitive, dangerous.

Mornin, miss, said the keeper; I guess you must be one of our folks.

I am staying at the club-house, she said, smiling, and sitting up on the grass.

Im old Peter, one o the guards, he said. Fine mornin, miss, but a leetle bright for the fish — though I aint denyin that a small dark flyd raise em; nom. If I was sot on ketchin a mess o fish, I guess a hares-ear would do the business; yesm. I jest passed Mr. Langham down to the forks, and I seed he was a-chuckin a hares-ear; an he riz em, too; yesm.

How long have you been a keeper here? she asked.

How long, m? Waal, I was the fustest guard they had; yesm. I live down here a piece. They bought my water rights; yesm. An they give me the job. The president he sez to me, Peter, he sez, jest like that— Peter, you was raised here; you know all them brooks an rivers like a mink; you stay right here an watch em, an Ill do the squar by ye, he sez, jest like that. An he done it; yesm.

So you knew the president, then? she asked, in a low voice.

Knew him? — him? Yesm.

The old man laughed a hollow, toothless laugh, and squinted out across the dazzling river.

Knew him twenty year, I did. A good man, and fair at that. Why, Ive seen him a-settin jest where youre settin this minute — seen him a hundred times a-settin there.

Fishing? she said, in an awed voice.

Sometimes. Sometimes he was a-drinkin out o that silver pocket-pistol o hisn. He got drunk a lot up here; but he didnt drink alone; nom. There wasnt a stingy hair in his head; he—

Do you mean the president? she said, incredulously, almost angrily.

Him? Yesm. Him an Colonel Hyssop an Major Brent; they had good times in them days.

You knew the president before his marriage, she observed, coldly.

Him? He wasnt never married, miss! said the old man, scornfully.

Are you sure? she asked, with a troubled smile.

Sure? Yesm. Why, the last time he was up here, three year come July Fourth, I seen him a-kissin an a-huggin of old man Dawsons darter—

She was on her feet in a flash. The old man stood there smiling his senile smile and squinting out across the water, absorbed in his garrulous reminiscence.

Yesm; all the folks down to the village was fond o the president, he was that jolly and free, an no stuck-up city airs; nom; jest free and easy, an a-sparkin the gals with the best o them—

The old man laughed and crossed his arms under the barrel of his shot-gun.

Folks said he might o married old man Dawsons darter if hed lived. I dunno. I guess it was all fun. But I hear the gal took on awful when they told her he was dead; yesm.

VI

Towards evening Langham waded across the river, drew in his dripping line, put up his rod, and counted and weighed his fish. Then, lighting a pipe, he reslung the heavy creel across his back and started up the darkening path. From his dripping tweeds the water oozed; his shoes wheezed and slopped at every step; he was tired, soaked, successful — but happy? Possibly.

It was dark when the lighted windows of the lodge twinkled across the hill; he struck out over the meadow, head bent, smoking furiously.

On the steps of the club-house Colonel Hyssop and Major Brent greeted him with the affected heartiness of men who disliked his angling methods; the steward brought out a pan; the fish were uncreeled, reweighed, measured, and entered on the club book.

Finest creel this year, sir, said the steward, admiringly.

The Major grew purple; the Colonel carefully remeasured the largest fish.

Twenty-one inches, steward! he said. Wasnt my big fish of last Thursday twenty-two?

Nineteen, sir, said the steward, promptly.

Then it shrank like the devil! said the Colonel. By gad! it must have shrunk in the creel!

But Langham was in no mood to savor his triumph. He climbed the stairs wearily, leaving little puddles of water on each step, slopped down the hallway, entered his room, and sank into a chair, too weary, too sad even to think.

Presently he lighted his lamp. He dressed with his usual attention to detail, and touched the electric button above his bed.

Im going to-morrow morning, he said to the servant who came; return in an hour and pack my traps.

Langham sat down. He had no inclination for dinner. With his chin propped on his clinched hands he sat there thinking. A sound fell on his ear, the closing of a door at the end of the hall, the padded pattering of a dogs feet, a scratching, a whine.

He opened his door; the bull-terrier trotted in and stood before him in silence. His Highness held in his mouth a letter.

Langham took the note with hands that shook. He could scarcely steady them to open the envelope; he could scarcely see to read the line:

Why are you going away?

He rose, made his way to his desk like a blind man, and wrote,

Because I love you.

His Highness bore the missive away.

For an hour he sat there in the lamp-lit room. The servant came to pack up for him, but he sent the man back, saying that he might change his mind. Then he resumed his waiting, his head buried in his hands. At last, when he could endure the silence no longer, he rose and walked the floor, backward, forward, pausing breathless to listen for the patter of the dogs feet in the hall. But no sound came; he stole to the door and listened, then stepped into the hall. The light still burned in her room, streaming out through the transom.

She would never send another message to him by His Highness; he understood that now. How he cursed himself for his momentary delusion! how he scorned himself for reading anything but friendly kindness in her message! how he burned with self-contempt for his raw, brutal reply, crude as the blurted offer of a yokel!

That settled the matter. If he had any decency left, he must never offend her eyes again. How could he have hoped? How could he have done it? Here, too! — here in this place so sanctified to her by associations — here, whither she had come upon her pious pilgrimage — here, where at least he might have left her to her dead!

Suddenly, as he stood there, her door opened. She saw him standing there. For a full minute they faced each other. Presently His Highness emerged from behind his mistress and trotted out into the hall.

Behind His Highness came his mistress, slowly, more slowly. The dog carefully held a letter between his teeth, and when Langham saw it he sprang forward eagerly.

No, no! she said. I did not mean — I cannot — I cannot — Give me back the letter!

He had the letter in his hand; her hand fell over it; the color surged into her face and neck. The letter dropped from her yielding hand; the thrill from their interlocked fingers made her faint, and she swayed forward towards him, so close that their lips touched, then clung, crushed in their first kiss.…

Meanwhile His Highness picked up the letter and stood politely waiting.
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THE SHINING BAND
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I

BEFORE the members of the Sagamore Fish and Game Association had erected their handsome club-house, and before they had begun to purchase those thousands of acres of forest, mountain, and stream which now belonged to them, a speculative lumberman with no capital, named OHara, built the white house across the river on a few acres of inherited property, settled himself comfortably with his wife and child, and prepared to acquire all the timber in sight at a few dollars an acre … on credit. For thus, thought he, is the beginning of all millionaires.

So certain was OHara of ultimately cornering the standing timber that he took his time about it, never dreaming that a rival might disturb him in the wilderness of Sagamore County.

He began in the woodland which he had inherited, which ran for a mile on either side of the river. This he leisurely cut, hired a few river drivers, ran a few logs to Foxville, and made money.

Now he was ready to extend business on a greater scale; but when he came to open negotiations with the score or more of landholders, he found himself in the alarming position of a bidder against an unknown but clever rival, who watched, waited, and quietly forestalled his every movement.

It took a long time for OHara to discover that he was fighting a combination of fifteen wealthy gentlemen from New York. Finally, when the Sagamore Club, limited to fifteen, had completed operations, OHara suddenly perceived that he was bottled up in the strip of worthless land which he had inherited, surrounded by thousands of acres of preserved property — outwitted, powerless, completely hemmed in. And that, too, with the best log-driving water betwixt Foxville and Canada washing the very door-sill of his own home.

At first he naturally offered to sell, but the clubs small offer enraged him, and he swore that he would never sell them an inch of his land. He watched the new club-house which was slowly taking shape under the trowels of masons and the mallets of carpenters; and his wrath grew as grew the house.

The mans nature began to change; an inextinguishable hatred for these people took possession of him, became his mania, his existence.

His wife died; he sent his child to a convent school in Canada and remained to watch. He did the club what damage he could, posting his property, and as much of the river as he controlled. But he could not legally prevent fishermen from wading the stream and fishing; so he filled the waters with sawdust, logs, barbed-wire, brambles, and brush, choking it so that no living creature, except perhaps a mink, could catch a fish in it.

The club protested, and then offered to buy the land on OHaras own terms. OHara cursed them and built a dam without a fishway, and sat beside it nights with a loaded shot-gun.

He still had a few dollars left; he wanted millions to crush these rich men who had come here to mock him and take the bread out of his mouth for their summers sport.

He had a shrewd young friend in New York, named Amasa Munn. Through this man, OHara began to speculate in every wild-cat scheme that squalled aloud for public support; and between Munn and the wild-cats his little fortune spread its wings of gold and soared away, leaving him a wreck on his wrecked land.

But he could still find strength to watch the spite dam with his shot-gun. One day a better scheme came into his unbalanced brain; he broke the dam and sent for Munn. Between them they laid a plan to ruin forever the trout-fishing in the Sagamore; and Munn, taking the last of OHaras money as a bribe, actually secured several barrels full of live pickerel, and shipped them to the nearest station on the Sagamore and Inland Railway.

But here the club watchers caught Munn, and held him and his fish for the game-wardens. The penalty for introducing trout-destroying pickerel into waters inhabited by trout was a heavy fine. Munn was guilty only in intent, but the club keepers swore falsely, and Peyster Sprowl, a lawyer and also the new president of the Sagamore Club, pushed the case; and Munn went to jail, having no money left to purge his sentence.

OHara, wild with rage, wrote, threatening Sprowl.

Then Sprowl did a vindictive and therefore foolish thing: he swore out a warrant for OHaras arrest, charging him with blackmail.

The case was tried in Foxville, and OHara was acquitted. But a chance word or two during the testimony frightened the club and gave OHara the opportunity of his life. He went to New York and scraped up enough money for his purpose, which was to search the titles of the lands controlled by the Sagamore Club.

He worked secretly, grubbing, saving, starving; he ferreted out the original grants covering nine-tenths of Sagamore County; he disinterred the OHara patent of 1760; and then he began to understand that his title to the entire Sagamore Club property was worth the services, on spec, of any first-class Centre Street shyster.

The club got wind of this and appointed Peyster Sprowl, in his capacity of lawyer and president of the club, to find out how much of a claim OHara really had. The club also placed the emergency fund of one hundred thousand dollars at Sprowls command with carte-blanche orders to arrest a suit and satisfy any claim that could not be beaten by money and talent.

Now it took Sprowl a very short time to discover that OHaras claim was probably valid enough to oust the club from three-quarters of its present holdings.

He tried to see OHara, but the lumberman refused to be interviewed, and promptly began proceedings. He also made his will; for he was a sick man. Then he became a sicker man, and suspended proceedings and sent for his little daughter.

Before she arrived he called Munn in, gave him a packet of papers, and made him burn them before his eyes.

Theyre the papers in my case, he said. Im dying; Ive fought too hard. I dont want my child to fight when Im dead. And theres nothing in my claim, anyway. This was a lie, and Munn suspected it.

When the child, Eileen, arrived, OHara was nearly dead, but he gathered sufficient strength to shove a locked steel box towards his daughter and tell her to keep it from Munn, and keep it locked until she found an honest man in the world.

The next morning OHara appeared to be much better. His friend Munn came to see him; also came Peyster Sprowl in some alarm, on the matter of the proceedings threatened. But OHara turned his back on them both and calmly closed his eyes and ears to their presence.

Munn went out of the room, but laid his large, thin ear against the door. Sprowl worried OHara for an hour, but, getting no reply from the man in the bed, withdrew at last with considerable violence.

OHara, however, had fooled them both: he had been dead all the while.

The day after the funeral, Sprowl came back to look for OHaras daughter; and as he peeped into the door of the squalid flat he saw a thin, yellow-eyed young man, with a bony face, all furry in promise of future whiskers, rummaging through OHaras effects. This young gentleman was Munn.

In a dark corner of the disordered room sat the child, Eileen, a white, shadowy elf of six, reading in the Book of Common Prayer.

Sprowl entered the room; Munn looked up, then coolly continued to rummage.

Sprowl first addressed himself to the child, in a heavy, patronizing voice:

Its too dark to read there in that corner, young one. Take your book out into the hall.

I can see better to read in the dark, said the child, lifting her great, dark-blue eyes.

Go out into the hall, said Sprowl, sharply.

The child shrank back, and went, taking her little jacket in one hand, her battered travelling-satchel in the other.

If the two men could have known that the steel box was in that satchel this story might never have been told. But it never entered their heads that the pallid little waif had sense enough to conceal a button to her own profit.

Munn, said Sprowl, lighting a cigar, what is there in this business?

Ill tell you when Im done, observed Munn, coolly.

Sprowl sat down on the bed where OHara had died, cocked the cigar up in his mouth, and blew smoke, musingly, at the ceiling.

Munn found nothing — not a scrap of paper, not a line. This staggered him, but he did not intend that Sprowl should know it.

Found what you want? asked Sprowl, comfortably.

Yes, replied Munn.

Belong to the kid?

Yes; Im her guardian.

The men measured each other in silence for a minute.

What will you take to keep quiet? asked Sprowl. Ill give you a thousand dollars.

I want five thousand, said Munn, firmly.

Ill double it for the papers, said Sprowl.

Munn waited. Theres not a paper left, he said; OHara made me burn em.

Twenty thousand for the papers, said Sprowl, calmly.

My God, Mr. Sprowl! growled Munn, white and sweating with anguish. Id give them to you for half that if I had them. Cant you believe me? I saw OHara burn them.

What were you rummaging for, then? demanded Sprowl.

For anything — to get a hold on you, said Munn, sullenly.

Blackmail?

Munn was silent.

Oh, said Sprowl, lazily. I think Ill be going, then—

Munn barred his exit, choking with anger.

You give me five thousand dollars, or Ill stir em up to look into your titles! he snarled.

Sprowl regarded him with contempt; then another idea struck him, an idea that turned his fat face first to ashes, then to fire.

A month later Sprowl returned to the Sagamore Club, triumphant, good-humored, and exceedingly contented. But he had, he explained, only succeeded in saving the club at the cost of the entire emergency fund — one hundred thousand dollars — which, after all, was a drop in the bucket to the remaining fourteen members.

The victory would have been complete if Sprowl had also been able to purchase the square mile of land lately occupied by OHara. But this belonged to OHaras daughter, and the child flatly refused to part with it.

Youll have to wait for the little slut to change her mind, observed Munn to Sprowl. And, as there was nothing else to do, Sprowl and the club waited.

Trouble appeared to be over for the Sagamore Club. Munn disappeared; the daughter was not to be found; the long-coveted land remained tenantless.

Of course, the Sagamore Club encountered the petty difficulties and annoyances to which similar clubs are sooner or later subjected; disputes with neighboring land-owners were gradually adjusted; troubles arising from poachers, dishonest keepers, and night guards had been, and continued to be, settled without harshness or rancor; minks, otters, herons, kingfishers, and other undesirable intruders were kept within limits by the guns of the watchers, although by no means exterminated; and the wealthy club was steadily but unostentatiously making vast additions to its splendid tracts of forest, hill, and river land.

After a decent interval the Sagamore Club made cautious inquiries concerning the property of the late OHara, only to learn that the land had been claimed by Munn, and that taxes were paid on it by that individual.

For fifteen years the OHara house remained tenantless; anglers from the club fished freely through the mile of river; the name of Munn had been forgotten save by the clubs treasurer, secretary, and president, Peyster Sprowl.

However, the members of the club never forgot that in the centre of their magnificent domain lay a square mile which did not belong to them; and they longed to possess it as better people than they have coveted treasures not laid up on earth.

The relations existing between the members of the Sagamore Club continued harmonious in as far as their social intercourse and the general acquisitive policy of the club was concerned.

There existed, of course, that tacit mutual derision based upon individual sporting methods, individual preferences, obstinate theories concerning the choice of rods, reels, lines, and the killing properties of favorite trout-flies.

Major Brent and Colonel Hyssop continued to nag and sneer at each other all day long, yet they remained as mutually dependent upon each other as David and Jonathan. For thirty years the old gentlemen had angled in company, and gathered inspiration out of the same books, the same surroundings, the same flask.

They were the only guests at the club-house that wet May in 1900, although Peyster Sprowl was expected in June, and young Dr. Lansing had wired that he might arrive any day.

An evening rain-storm was drenching the leaded panes in the smoking-room; Colonel Hyssop drummed accompaniment on the windows and smoked sulkily, looking across the river towards the OHara house, just visible through the pelting downpour.

Irritates me every time I see it, he said.

Some day, observed Major Brent, comfortably, Im going to astonish you all.

How? demanded the Colonel, tersely.

The Major examined the end of his cigarette with a cunning smile.

It isnt for sale, is it? asked the Colonel. Dont try to be mysterious; it irritates me.

Major Brent savored his cigarette leisurely.

Can you keep a secret? he inquired.

The Colonel intimated profanely that he could.

Well, then, said the Major, in calm triumph, theres a tax sale on to-morrow at Foxville.

Not the OHara place? asked the Colonel, excited.

The Major winked. Ill fix it, he said, with a patronizing squint at his empty glass.

But he did not fix it exactly as he intended; the taxes on the OHara place were being paid at that very moment.

He found it out next day, when he drove over to Foxville; he also learned that the Rev. Amasa Munn, Prophet of the Shining Band Community, had paid the taxes and was preparing to quit Maine and re-establish his colony of fanatics on the OHara land, in the very centre and heart of the wealthiest and most rigidly exclusive country club in America.

That night the frightened Major telegraphed to Munnville, Maine, an offer to buy the OHara place at double its real value. The business-like message ended: Wire reply at my expense.

The next morning an incoherent reply came by wire, at the Majors expense, refusing to sell, and quoting several passages of Scripture at Western Union rates per word.

The operator at the station counted the words carefully, and collected eight dollars and fourteen cents from the Major, whose fury deprived him of speech.

Colonel Hyssop awaited his comrade at the club-house, nervously pacing the long veranda, gnawing his cigar. Hello! he called out, as Major Brent waddled up. Have you bought the OHara place for us?

The Major made no attempt to reply; he panted violently at the Colonel, then began to run about, taking little, short, distracted steps.

Made a mess of it? inquired the Colonel, with a badly concealed sneer.

He eyed the Major in deepening displeasure. If you get any redder in the face youll blow up, he said, coldly; and I dont propose to have you spatter me.

He — hes an impudent swindler! hissed the Major, convulsively.

The Colonel sniffed: I expected it. What of it? After all, theres nobody on the farm to annoy us, is there?

Wait! groaned the Major— wait! and he toddled into the hall and fell on a chair, beating space with his pudgy hands.

When the Colonel at length learned the nature of the threatened calamity, he utterly refused to credit it.

Rubbish! he said, calmly— rubbish! my dear fellow; this man Munn is holding out for more money, dye see? Rubbish! rubbish! Its blackmail, dye see?

Do you think so? faltered the Major, hopefully. It isnt possible that they mean to come, is it? Fancy all those fanatics shouting about under our windows—

Rubbish! said the Colonel, calmly. Ill write to the fellow myself.

All through that rainy month of May the two old cronies had the club-house to themselves; they slopped about together, fishing cheek by jowl as they had fished for thirty years; at night they sat late over their toddy, and disputed and bickered and wagged their fingers at each other, and went to bed with the perfect gravity of gentlemen who could hold their own with any toddy ever brewed.

No reply came to the Colonel, but that did not discourage him.

They are playing a waiting game, he said, sagely. This man Munn has bought the land from OHaras daughter for a song, and he means to bleed us. Ill write to Sprowl; hell fix things.

Early in June Dr. Lansing and his young kinsman, De Witt Coursay, arrived at the club-house. They, also, were of the opinion that Munns object was to squeeze the club by threats.

The second week in June, Peyster Sprowl, Master of Fox-hounds, Shadowbrook, appeared with his wife, the celebrated beauty, Agatha Sprowl, née Van Guilder.

Sprowl, now immensely large and fat, had few cares in life beyond an anxious apprehension concerning the durability of his own digestion. However, he was still able to make a midnight mouthful of a Welsh rarebit on a hot mince-pie, and wash it down with a quart of champagne, and so the world went very well with him, even if it wabbled a trifle for his handsome wife.

Shes lovely enough, said Colonel Hyssop, gallantly, to set every star in heaven wabbling. To which the bull-necked Major assented with an ever-hopeless attempt to bend at the waistband.

Meanwhile the Rev. Amasa Munn and his flock, the Shining Band, arrived at Foxville in six farm wagons, singing Roll, Jordan!

Of their arrival Sprowl was totally unconscious, the Colonel having forgotten to inform him of the threatened invasion.

II

The members of the Sagamore Club heard the news next morning at a late breakfast. Major Brent, who had been fishing early up-stream, bore the news, and delivered it in an incoherent bellow.

What dye mean by that? demanded Colonel Hyssop, setting down his cocktail with unsteady fingers.

Mean? roared the Major; I mean that Munn and a lot o women are sitting on the river-bank and singing Home Again!

The news jarred everybody, but the effect of it upon the president, Peyster Sprowl, appeared to be out of all proportion to its gravity. That gentlemans face was white as death; and the Major noticed it.

Youll have to rid us of this mob, said the Major, slowly.

Sprowl lifted his heavy, overfed face from his plate. Ill attend to it, he said, hoarsely, and swallowed a pint of claret.

I think it is amusing, said Agatha Sprowl, looking across the table at Coursay.

Amusing, madam! burst out the Major. Theyll be doing their laundry in our river next!

Soapsuds in my favorite pools! bawled the Colonel. Damme if Ill permit it!

Sprowl ought to settle them, said Lansing, good-naturedly. It may cost us a few thousands, but Sprowl will do the work this time as he did it before.

Sprowl choked in his claret, turned a vivid beef-color, and wiped his chin. His appetite was ruined. He hoped the ruin would stop there.

What harm will they do? asked Coursay, seriously— beyond the soapsuds?

Theyll fish, theyll throw tin cans in the water, theyll keep us awake with their fanatical powwows — confound it, havent I seen that sort of thing? said the Major, passionately. Yes, I have, at nigger camp-meetings! And these people beat the niggers at that sort of thing!

Leave em to me, repeated Peyster Sprowl, thickly, and began on another chop from force of habit.

About fifteen years ago, said the Colonel, there was some talk about our title. You fixed that, didnt you, Sprowl?

Yes, said Sprowl, with parched lips.

Of course, muttered the Major; it cost us a cool hundred thousand to perfect our title. Thank God its settled.

Sprowls immense body turned perfectly cold; he buried his face in his glass and drained it. Then the shrimp-color returned to his neck and ears, and deepened to scarlet. When the earth ceased reeling before his apoplectic eyes, he looked around, furtively. Again the scene in OHaras death-chamber came to him; the threat of Munn, who had got wind of the true situation, and the bribing of Munn to silence.

But the club had given Sprowl one hundred thousand dollars to perfect its title; and Sprowl had reported the title perfect, all proceedings ended, and the payment of one hundred thousand dollars to Amasa Munn, as guardian of the child of OHara, in full payment for the OHara claims to the club property.

Sprowls coolness began to return. If five thousand dollars had stopped Munns mouth once, it might stop it again. Besides, how could Munn know that Sprowl had kept for his own uses ninety-five thousand dollars of his clubs money, and had founded upon it the House of Sprowl of many millions? He was quite cool now — a trifle anxious to know what Munn meant to ask for, but confident that his millions were a buckler and a shield to the honored name of Sprowl.

Ill see this fellow, Munn, after breakfast, he said, lighting an expensive cigar.

Ill go with you, volunteered Lansing, casually, strolling out towards the veranda.

No, no! called out Sprowl; youll only hamper me. But Lansing did not hear him outside in the sunshine.

Agatha Sprowl laid one fair, heavily ringed hand on the table and pushed her chair back. The Major gallantly waddled to withdraw her chair; she rose with a gesture of thanks, and a glance which shot the Major through and through — a wound he never could accustom himself to receive with stoicism.

Mrs. Sprowl turned carelessly away, followed by her two Great Danes — a superb trio, woman and dogs beautifully built and groomed, and expensive enough to please even such an amateur as Peyster Sprowl, M.F.H.

Gad, Sprowl! sputtered the Major, your wife grows handsomer every minute — and you grow fatter.

Sprowl, midway in a glass of claret, said: This simple backwoods régime is what she and I need.

Agatha Sprowl was certainly handsome, but the Majors eyesight was none of the best. She had not been growing younger; there were lines; also a discreet employment of tints on a very silky skin, which was not quite as fresh as it had once been.

Dr. Lansing, strolling on the veranda with his pipe, met her and her big dogs turning the corner in full sunlight. Coursay was with her, his eager, flushed face close to hers; but he fell back when he saw his kinsman Lansing, and presently retired to the lawn to unreel and dry out a couple of wet silk lines.

Agatha Sprowl sat down on the veranda railing, exchanging a gay smile across the lawn with Coursay; then her dark eyes met Lansings steel-gray ones.

Good-morning, once more, she said, mockingly.

He returned her greeting, and began to change his mist leader for a white one.

Will you kindly let Jack Coursay alone? she said, in a low voice.

No, he replied, in the same tone.

Are you serious? she asked, as though the idea amused her.

Of course, he replied, pleasantly.

Is it true that you came here because he came? she inquired, with faint sarcasm in her eyes.

Yes, he answered, with perfect good-nature. You see hes my own kin; you see Im the old-fashioned sort — a perfect fool, Mrs. Sprowl.

There was a silence; he unwound the glistening leader; she flicked at shadows with her dog-whip; the Great Danes yawned and laid their heavy heads against her knees.

Then you are a fool, she concluded, serenely.

He was young enough to redden.

Three years ago she had thought it time to marry somebody, if she ever intended to marry at all; so she threw over half a dozen young fellows like Coursay, and married Sprowl. For two years her beauty, audacity, and imprudence kept a metropolis and two capitals in food for scandal. And now for a year gossip was coupling her name with Coursays.

I warned you at Palm Beach that Id stop this, said Lansing, looking directly into her eyes. You see, I know his mother.

Stop what? she asked, coolly.

He went on: Jack is a curiously decent boy; he views his danger without panic, but with considerable surprise. But nobody can tell what he may do. As for me, Im indifferent, liberal, and reasonable in my views of … other peoples conduct. But Jack is not one of those other people, you see.

And I am? she suggested, serenely.

Exactly; Im not your keeper.

So you confine your attention to Jack and the Decalogue?

As for the Commandments, observed Lansing, any ass can shatter them with his hind heels, so why should he? If he must be an ass, let him be an original ass — not a cur.

A cur, repeated Agatha Sprowl, unsteadily.

An affaire de cœur with a married woman is an affair do cur, said Lansing, calmly— Gallicize it as you wish, make it smart and fashionable as you can. I told you I was old-fashioned.… And I mean it, madam.

The leader had eluded him; he uncoiled it again; she mechanically took it between her delicate fingers and held it steady while he measured and shortened it by six inches.

Do you think, she said, between her teeth, that it is your mission to padlock me to that — in there?

Lansing turned, following her eyes. She was looking at her husband.

No, replied Lansing, serenely; but I shall see that you dont transfer the padlock to … that, out there — glancing at Coursay on the lawn.

Try it, she breathed, and let go of the leader, which flew up in silvery crinkles, the cast of brightly colored flies dancing in the sunshine.

Oh, let him alone, said Lansing, wearily; all the men in Manhattan are drivelling about you. Let him go; hes a sorry trophy — and theres no natural treachery in him; … its not in our blood; … its too cheap for us, and we cant help saying so when were in our right minds.

There was a little color left in her face when she stood up, her hands resting on the spiked collars of her dogs. The trouble with you, she said, smiling adorably, is your innate delicacy.

I know I am brutal, he said, grimly; let him alone.

She gave him a pretty salutation, crossed the lawn, passed her husband, who had just ridden up on a powerful sorrel, and called brightly to Coursay: Take me fishing, Jack, or Ill yawn my head off my shoulders.

Before Lansing could recover his wits the audacious beauty had stepped into the canoe at the edge of the lawn, and young Coursay, eager and radiant, gave a flourish to his paddle, and drove it into the glittering water.

If Sprowl found anything disturbing to his peace of mind in the proceeding, he did not betray it. He sat hunched up on his big sorrel, eyes fixed on the distant clearing, where the white gable-end of OHaras house rose among the trees.

Suddenly he wheeled his mount and galloped off up the river road; the sun glowed on his broad back, and struck fire on his spurs, then horse and rider were gone into the green shadows of the woods.

To play spy was not included in Lansings duties as he understood them. He gave one disgusted glance after the canoe, shrugged, set fire to the tobacco in his pipe, and started slowly along the river towards OHaras with a vague idea of lending counsel, aid, and countenance to his president during the expected interview with Munn.

At the turn of the road he met Major Brent and old Peter, the head-keeper. The latter stood polishing the barrels of his shot-gun with a red bandanna; the Major was fuming and wagging his head.

Doctor! he called out, when Lansing appeared; Peter says they raised the devil down at OHaras last night! This cant go on, dye see! No, by Heaven!

What were they doing, Peter? asked Lansing, coming up to where the old man stood.

Them Shinin Banders? Waal, sir, they was kinder rigged out in white night-gounds — robes o Jordan they call em — an they had rubbed some kind o shiny stuff — like matches — all over these there night-gounds, an then they sang a spell, an then they all sot down on the edge o the river.

Is that all? asked Lansing, laughing.

Wait! growled the Major.

Waal, continued old Peter, the shinin stuff on them night-gounds was that bright that I seen the fishes swimmin round kinder dazed like. Gosh! sez I to mself, its like a Jack a-drawnin them trout — yaasr. So I hollers out, Here! You Shinin Band folk, you air a-drawin the trout. Quit it! sez I, hash an pert-like. Then that there Munn, the Prophet, he up an hollers, Hark how the heathen rage! he hollers. An with that, blamed if he didnt sling a big net into the river, an all them Shinin Banders ketched holt an they drawed it clean up-stream. Quit that! I hollers, its agin the game laws! But the Prophet he hollers back, Hark how the heathen rage! Then they drawed that there net out, an it were full o trout, big an little—

Great Heaven! roared the Major, black in the face.

I think, said Lansing, quietly, that Ill walk down to OHaras and reason with our friend Munn. Sprowl may want a man to help him in this matter.

III

When Sprowl galloped his sorrel mare across the bridge and up to the OHara house, he saw a man and a young girl seated on the grass of the river-bank, under the shade of an enormous elm.

Sprowl dismounted heavily, and led his horse towards the couple under the elm. He recognized Munn in the thin, long-haired, full-bearded man who rose to face him; and he dropped the bridle from his hand, freeing the sorrel mare.

The two men regarded each other in silence; the mare strayed leisurely up-stream, cropping the fresh grass; the young girl turned her head towards Sprowl with a curious movement, as though listening, rather than looking.

Mr. Munn, I believe, said Sprowl, in a low voice.

The Reverend Amasa Munn, corrected the Prophet, quietly. You are Peyster Sprowl.

Sprowl turned and looked full at the girl on the grass. The shadow of her big straw hat fell across her eyes; she faced him intently.

Sprowl glanced at his mare, whistled, and turned squarely on his heel, walking slowly along the river-bank. The sorrel followed like a dog; presently Munn stood up and deliberately stalked off after Sprowl, rejoining that gentleman a few rods down the river-bank.

Well, said Sprowl, turning suddenly on Munn, what are you doing here?

From his lank height Munns eyes were nevertheless scarcely level with the eyes of the burly president.

Im here, said Munn, to sell the land.

I thought so, said Sprowl, curtly. How much?

Munn picked a buttercup and bit off the stem. With the blossom between his teeth he surveyed the sky, the river, the forest, and then the features of Sprowl.

How much? asked Sprowl, impatiently.

Munn named a sum that staggered Sprowl, but Munn could perceive no tremor in the fat, blank face before him.

And if we refuse? suggested Sprowl.

Munn only looked at him.

Sprowl repeated the question.

Well, observed Munn, stroking his beard reflectively, theres that matter of the title.

This time Sprowl went white to his fat ears. Munn merely glanced at him, then looked at the river.

I will buy the title this time, said Sprowl, hoarsely.

You cant, said Munn.

A terrible shock struck through Sprowl; he saw through a mist; he laid his hand on a tree-trunk for support, mechanically facing Munn all the while.

Cant! he repeated, with dry lips.

No, you cant buy it.

Why?

OHaras daughter has it.

But — she will sell! Wont she sell? Where is she? burst out Sprowl.

She wont sell, said Munn, studying the ghastly face of the president.

You can make her sell, said Sprowl. What is your price?

I cant make her sell the title to your club property, said Munn. Shell sell this land here. Take it or leave it.

If I take it — will you leave? asked Sprowl, hoarsely.

Munn smiled, then nodded.

And will that shut your mouth, you dirty scoundrel? said Sprowl, gripping his riding-crop till his fat fingernails turned white.

It will shut my mouth, said Munn, still with his fixed smile.

How much extra to keep this matter of the title quiet — as long as I live?

As long as you live? repeated Munn, surprised.

Yes, I dont care a damn what they say of me after Im dead, snarled Sprowl.

Munn watched him for a moment, plucked another buttercup, pondered, smoothed out his rich, brown, silky beard, and finally mentioned a second sum.

Sprowl drew a check-book from the breast-pocket of his coat, and filled in two checks with a fountain pen. These he held up before Munns snapping, yellowish eyes.

This blackmail, said Sprowl, thickly, is paid now for the last time. If you come after me again you come to your death, for Ill smash your skull in with one blow, and take my chances to prove insanity. And Ive enough money to prove it.

Munn waited.

Ill buy you this last time, continued Sprowl, recovering his self-command. Now, you tell me where OHaras child is, and how you are going to prevent her from ever pressing that suit which he dropped.

OHaras daughter is here. I control her, said Munn, quietly.

You mean shes one of your infernal flock? demanded Sprowl.

One of the Shining Band, said Munn, with a trace of a whine in his voice.

Where are the papers in that proceeding, then? You said OHara burned them, you liar!

She has them in a box in her bedroom, replied Munn.

Does she know what they mean? asked Sprowl, aghast.

No — but I do, replied Munn, with his ominous smile.

How do you know she does not understand their meaning?

Because, replied Munn, laughing, she cant read.

Sprowl did not believe him, but he was at his mercy. He stood with his heavy head hanging, pondering a moment, then whistled his sorrel. The mare came to him and laid her dusty nose on his shoulder.

You see these checks? he said.

Munn assented.

You get them when you put those papers in my hands. Understand? And when you bring me the deed of this cursed property here — house and all.

A week from to-day, said Munn; his voice shook in spite of him. Few men can face sudden wealth with a yawn.

And after that— began Sprowl, and glared at Munn with such a fury that the Prophet hastily stepped backward and raised a nervous hand to his beard.

Its a square deal, he said; and Sprowl knew that he meant it, at least for the present.

The president mounted heavily, and sought his bridle and stirrups.

Ill meet you here in a week from to-day, hour for hour; Ill give you twenty-four hours after that to pack up and move, bag and baggage.

Done, said Munn.

Then get out of my way, you filthy beast! growled Sprowl, swinging his horse and driving the spurs in.

Munn fell back with a cry; the horse plunged past, brushing him, tearing out across the pasture, over the bridge, and far down the stony road Munn heard the galloping. He had been close to death; he did not quite know whether Sprowl had meant murder or whether it was carelessness or his own fault that the horse had not struck him and ground him into the sod.

However it was, he conceived a new respect for Sprowl, and promised himself that if he ever was obliged to call again upon Sprowl for financial assistance he would do it through a telephone.

A dozen women, dressed alike in a rather pretty gray uniform, were singing up by the house; he looked at them with a sneer, then walked back along the river to where the young girl still sat under the elm.

I want to talk to you, he said, abruptly, and I dont want any more refusals or reasons or sentiments. I want to see the papers in that steel box.

She turned towards him in that quaint, hesitating, listening attitude.

The Lord, he said, more cheerfully, has put it into my head that we must journey once more. Ive had a prayerful wrestle out yonder, and I see light. The Lord tells me to sell this land to the strangers without the gates, and Im going to sell it to the glory of God.

How can you sell it? said the girl, quietly.

Isnt all our holdings in common? demanded Munn, sharply.

You know that I am not one of you, said the girl.

Yes, you are, said Munn; you dont want to be because the light has been denied you, but Ive sealed you and sanctified you to the Shining Band, and you just cant help being one of us. Besides, he continued, with an ugly smile, Im your legal guardian.

This was a lie; but she did not know it.

So I want to see those papers, he added.

Why? she asked.

Oh, legal matters; Ive got to examine em or I cant sell this land.

Father told me not to open the box until … I found an … honest man, she said, steadily.

Munn glared at her. She had caught him in a lie years ago; she never forgot it.

Wheres the key? he demanded.

She was silent.

Ill give you till supper-time to find that key, said Munn, confidently, and walked on towards the house.

But before he had fairly emerged from the shadow of the elm he met Lansing face to face, and the young man halted him with a pleasant greeting, asking if he were not the Reverend Doctor Munn.

Thats my name, said Munn, briefly.

I was looking for Mr. Sprowl; I thought to meet him here; we were to speak to you about the netting of trout in the river, said Lansing, good-humoredly.

Munn regarded him in sulky silence.

It wont do, continued Lansing, smiling; if you net trout youll have the wardens after you.

Oh! and I suppose youll furnish the information, sneered Munn.

I certainly will, replied Lansing.

Munn had retraced his steps towards the river. As the men passed before Eileen OHara, Lansing raised his cap. She did not return his salute; she looked towards the spot where he and Munn had halted, and her face bore that quaint, listening expression, almost pitifully sweet, as though she were deaf.

Peter, our head-keeper, saw you netting trout in that pool last night, said Lansing.

Munn examined the water and muttered that the Bible gave him his authority for that sort of fishing.

Hes a fake, thought Lansing, in sudden disgust. Involuntarily he glanced around at the girl under the elm. The beauty of her pale face startled him. Surely innocence looked out of those dark-blue eyes, fixed on him under the shadow of her straw hat. He noted that she also wore the silvery-gray uniform of the elect. He turned his eyes towards the house, where a dozen women, old and young, were sitting out under the tree, sewing and singing peacefully. The burden of their song came sweetly across the pasture; a golden robin, high in the elms feathery tip, warbled incessant accompaniment to the breeze and the flowing of water and the far song of the women.

We dont mean to annoy you, said Lansing, quietly; I for one believe that we shall find you and your community the best of courteous neighbors.

Munn looked at him with his cunning, amber-yellow eyes and stroked his beard.

What do you want, anyway? he said.

Ill tell you what I want, said Lansing, sharply; I want you and your people to observe the game laws.

Keep your shirt on, young man, said Munn, coarsely, and turned on his heel. Before he had taken the second step Lansing laid his hand on his shoulder and spun him around, his grip tightening like a vise.

What y doing? snarled Munn, shrinking and squirming, terrified by the violent grasp, the pain of which almost sickened him.

Lansing looked at him, then shoved him out of his path, and carefully rinsed his hands in the stream. Then he laughed and turned around, but Munn was making rapid time towards the house, where the gray-clad women sat singing under the neglected apple-trees. The young mans eyes fell on the girl under the elm; she was apparently watching his every movement from those dark-blue eyes under the straw hat.

He took off his cap and went to her, and told her politely how amiable had been his intentions, and how stringent the game laws were, and begged her to believe that he intended no discourtesy to her community when he warned them against the wholesale destruction of the trout.

He had a pleasant, low voice, very attractive to women; she smiled and listened, offering no comment.

And I want to assure you, he ended, that we at the club will always respect your boundaries as we know you will respect ours. I fear one of our keepers was needlessly rude last night — from his own account. Hes an old man; he supposes that all people know the game laws.

Lansing paused; she bent her head a trifle. After a silence he started on, saying, Good-morning, very pleasantly.

I wish you would sit down and talk to me, said the girl, without raising her head.

Lansing was too astonished to reply; she turned her head partly towards him as though listening. Something in the girls attitude arrested his attention; he involuntarily dropped on one knee to see her face. It was in shadow.

I want to tell you who I am, she said, without looking at him. I am Eily OHara.

Lansing received the communication with perfect gravity. Your father owned this land? he asked.

Yes; I own it now, … I think.

He was silent, curious, amused.

I think I do, she repeated; I have never seen my fathers will.

Doubtless your lawyer has it, he suggested.

No; I have it. It is in a steel box; I have the key hanging around my neck inside my clothes. I have never opened the box.

But why do you not open the box? asked Lansing, smiling.

She hesitated; color crept into her cheeks. I have waited, she said; I was alone; my father said — that — that— She stammered; the rich flush deepened to her neck.

Lansing, completely nonplussed, sat watching the wonderful beauty of that young face.

My father told me to open it only when I found an honest man in the world, she said, slowly.

The undertone of pathos in her voice drove the smile from Lansings lips.

Have you found the world so dishonest? he asked, seriously.

I dont know; I came from Notre Dame de Sainte Croix last year. Mr. Munn was my guardian; … said he was; … I suppose he is.

Lansing looked at her in sympathy.

I am not one of the community, she said. I only stay because I have no other home but this. I have no money, … at least I know of none that is mine. Lansing was silent and attentive.

I — I heard your voice; … I wanted to speak to you — to hear you speak to me, she said. A new timidity came into her tone; she raised her head. I — somehow when you spoke — I felt that you — you were honest. She stammered again, but Lansings cool voice brought her out of her difficulty and painful shyness.

What is your name? she asked.

Im Dr. Lansing, he said.

Will you open my steel box and read my papers for me? she inquired, innocently.

I will — if you wish, he said, impulsively; if you think it wise. But I think you had better read the papers for yourself.

Why, I cant read, she said, apparently surprised that he should not know it.

You mean that you were not taught to read in your convent school? he asked, incredulously.

A curious little sound escaped her lips; she raised both slender hands and unpinned her hat. Then she turned her head to his.

The deep-blue beauty of her eyes thrilled him; then he started and leaned forward, closer, closer to her exquisite face.

My child, he cried, softly, my poor child! And she smiled and fingered the straw hat in her lap.

Will you read my fathers papers for me? she said.

Yes — yes — if you wish. Yes, indeed! After a moment he said: How long have you been blind?

IV

That evening, at dusk, Lansing came into the club, and went directly to his room. He carried a small, shabby satchel; and when he had locked his door he opened the satchel and drew from it a flat steel box.

For half an hour he sat by his open window in the quiet starlight, considering the box, turning it over and over in his hands. At length he opened his trunk, placed the box inside, locked the trunk, and noiselessly left the room.

He encountered Coursay in the hall, and started to pass him with an abstracted nod, then changed his mind and slipped his arm through the arm of his young kinsman.

Thought you meant to cut me, said Coursay, half laughing, half in earnest.

Why? Lansing stopped short; then, Oh, because you played the fool with Agatha in the canoe? You two will find yourselves in a crankier craft than that if you dont look sharp.

You have an ugly way of putting it, began Coursay. But Lansing scowled and said:

Jack, I want advice; Im troubled, old chap. Come into my room while I dress for dinner. Dont shy and stand on your hind-legs; its not about Agatha Sprowl; its about me, and Im in trouble.

The appeal flattered and touched Coursay, who had never expected that he, a weak and spineless back-slider, could possibly be of aid or comfort to his self-sufficient and celebrated cousin, Dr. Lansing.

They entered Lansings rooms; Coursay helped himself to some cognac, and smoked, waiting for Lansing to emerge from his dressing-room.

Presently, bathed, shaved, and in his shirt-sleeves, Lansing came in, tying his tie, a cigarette unlighted between his teeth.

Jack, he said, give me advice, not as a self-centred, cautious, and orderly citizen of Manhattan, but as a young man whose heart leads his head every time! I want that sort of advice; and I cant give it to myself.

Do you mean it? demanded Coursay, incredulously.

By Heaven, I do! returned Lansing, biting his words short, as the snap of a whip.

He turned his back to the mirror, lighted his cigarette, took one puff, threw it into the grate. Then he told Coursay what had occurred between him and the young girl under the elm, reciting the facts minutely and exactly as they occurred.

I have the box in my trunk yonder, he went on; the poor little thing managed to slip out while Munn was in the barn; I was waiting for her in the road.

After a moment Coursay asked if the girl was stone blind.

No, said Lansing; she can distinguish light from darkness; she can even make out form — in the dark; but a strong light completely blinds her.

Can you help her? asked Coursay, with quick pity.

Lansing did not answer the question, but went on: Its been coming on — this blindness — since her fifth year; she could always see to read better in dark corners than in a full light. For the last two years she has not been able to see; and shes only twenty, Jack — only twenty.

Cant you help her? repeated Coursay, a painful catch in his throat.

I havent examined her, said Lansing, curtly.

But — but you are an expert in that sort of thing, protested his cousin; isnt this in your line?

Yes; I sat and talked to her half an hour and did not know she was blind. She has a pair of magnificent deep-blue eyes; nobody, talking to her, could suspect such a thing. Still — her eyes were shaded by her hat.

What kind of blindness is it? asked Coursay, in a shocked voice.

I think I know, said Lansing. I think there can be little doubt that she has a rather unusual form of lamellar cataract.

Curable? motioned Coursay.

I havent examined her; how could I — But — Im going to do it.

And if you operate? asked Coursay, hopefully.

Operate? Yes — yes, of course. It is needling, you know, with probability of repetition. We expect absorption to do the work for us — bar accidents and other things.

When will you operate? inquired Coursay.

Lansing broke out, harshly: God knows! That swindler, Munn, keeps her a prisoner. Doctors long ago urged her to submit to an operation; Munn refused, and he and his deluded women have been treating her by prayer for years — the miserable mountebank!

You mean that he wont let you try to help her?

I mean just exactly that, Jack.

Coursay got up with his clinched hands swinging and his eager face red as a pippin. Why, then, he said, well go and get her! Come on; I cant sit here and let such things happen!

Lansing laughed the laugh of a school-boy bent on deviltry.

Good old Jack! Thats the sort of advice I wanted, he said, affectionately. We may see our names in the morning papers for this; but who cares? We may be arrested for a few unimportant and absurd things — but who cares? Munn will probably sue us; who cares? At any rate, were reasonably certain of a double-leaded column in the yellow press; but do you give a tinkers damn?

Not one! said Coursay, calmly.

Then they went down to dinner.

Sprowl, being unwell, dined in his own rooms; Agatha Sprowl was more witty and brilliant and charming than ever; but Coursay did not join her on the veranda that evening, and she sat for two hours enduring the platitudes of Colonel Hyssop and Major Brent, and planning serious troubles for Lansing, to whose interference she attributed Coursays non-appearance.

But Coursay and Lansing had other business in hand that night. Fortune, too, favored them when they arrived at the OHara house; for there, leaning on the decaying gate, stood Eileen OHara, her face raised to the sky as though seeking in the soft star radiance which fell upon her lids a celestial balm for her sightless eyes.

She was alone; she heard Lansings step, and knew it, too. From within the house came the deadened sound of womens voices singing:

Light of the earth and sky, Unbind mine eyes, Lest I in darkness lie While my soul dies. Blind, at Thy feet I fall, All blindly kneel, Fainting, Thy name I call; Touch me and heal!

In the throbbing hush of the starlight a whippoorwill called three times; the breeze rose in the forest; a little wind came fragrantly, puff on puff, along the road, stirring the silvery dust.



She laid one slim hand in Lansings; steadily and noiselessly they traversed the dew-wet meadow, crossed the river by the second bridge, and so came to the dark club-house under the trees.

There was nobody visible except the steward when they entered the hall.

Two rooms and a bath, John, said Lansing, quietly; and followed the steward up the stairs, guiding his blind charge.

The rooms were on the north angle; Lansing and Coursay inspected them carefully, gave the steward proper direction, and dismissed him.

Get me a telegram blank, said Lansing. Coursay brought one. His cousin pencilled a despatch, and the young man took it and left the room.

The girl was sitting on the bed, silent, intent, following Lansing with her sightless eyes.

Do you trust me? he asked, pleasantly.

Yes, … oh, yes, with all my heart!

He steadied his voice. I think I can help you — I am sure I can. I have sent to New York for Dr. Courtney Thayer.

He drew a long breath; her beauty almost unnerved him. Thayer will operate; hes the best of all. Are you afraid?

She lifted one hand and held it out, hesitating. He took it.

No, not afraid, she said.

You are wise; there is no need for fear. All will come right, my child.

She listened intently.

It is necessary in such operations that the patient should, above all, be cheerful and — and happy—

Oh, yes, … and I am happy! Truly! truly! she breathed.

 — and brave, and patient, and obedient — and— His voice trembled a trifle. You must lie very still, he ended, hastily.

Will you be here?

Yes — yes, of course!

Then I will lie very still.

He left her curled up in an easy-chair, smiling at him with blind eyes; he scarcely found his way down-stairs for all his eyesight. He stumbled to the grill-room door, felt for the knob, and flung it open.

A flood of yellow light struck him like a blow; through the smoke he saw the wine-flushed faces of Colonel Hyssop and Major Brent staring at him.

Gad, Lansing! said the Major, youre white and shaky as a ninety-nine-cent toy lamb. Come in and have a drink, mboy!

I wanted to say, said Lansing, that I have a patient in 5 and 6. Its an emergency case; Ive wired for Courtney Thayer. I wish to ask the privilege and courtesy of the club for my patient. Its unusual; its intrusive. Absolute and urgent necessity is my plea.

The two old gentlemen appeared startled, but they hastily assured Lansing that his request would be honored; and Lansing went away to pace the veranda until Coursay returned from the telegraph station.

In the grill-room Major Brents pop eyes were fixed on the Colonel in inflamed inquiry.

Damme! snapped the Colonel, does that young man take this club for a hospital?

Hell be washing bandages in the river next; hell poison the trout with his antiseptic stuffs! suggested the Major, shuddering.

The clubs going to the dogs! said the Colonel, with a hearty oath.

But he did not know how near to the dogs the club already was.

V

It is perfectly true that the club and the dogs were uncomfortably close together. A week later the crisis came when Munn, in a violent rage, accused Sprowl of spiriting away his ward, Eileen OHara. But when Sprowl at last comprehended that the girl and the papers had really disappeared, he turned like a maddened pig on Munn, tore the signed checks to shreds before his eyes, and cursed him steadily as long as he remained within hearing.

As for Munn, his game appeared to be up. He hurried to New York, and spent a month or two attempting to find some trace of his ward, then his money gave out. He returned to his community and wrote a cringing letter to Sprowl, begging him to buy the OHara land for next to nothing, and risk the legality of the transfer. To which Sprowl paid no attention. A week later Munn and the Shining Band left for Munnville, Maine.

It was vaguely understood at the club that Lansing had a patient in 5 and 6.

Probably a rich woman whom he cant afford to lose, suggested Sprowl, with a sneer; but Im cursed if I can see why he should turn this club into a drug-shop to make money in! And the Colonel and the Major agreed that it was indecent in the extreme.

To his face, of course, Sprowl, the Colonel, and the Major treated Lansing with perfect respect; but the faint odor of antiseptics from rooms 5 and 6 made them madder and madder every time they noticed it.

Meanwhile young Coursay had a free bridle; Lansing was never around to interfere, and he drove and rode and fished and strolled with Agatha Sprowl until neither he nor the shameless beauty knew whether they were standing on their heads or their heels. To be in love was a new sensation to Agatha Sprowl; to believe himself in love was nothing new to Coursay, but the flavor never palled.

What they might have done — what, perhaps, they had already decided to do — nobody but they knew. The chances are that they would have bolted if they had not run smack into that rigid sentinel who guards the pathway of life. The sentinel is called Fate. And it came about in the following manner:

Dr. Courtney Thayer arrived one cool day early in October; Lansing met him with a quiet smile, and, together, these eminent gentlemen entered rooms 5 and 6.

A few moments later Courtney Thayer came out, laughing, followed by Lansing, who also appeared to be a prey to mirth.

Shes charming — shes perfectly charming! said Courtney Thayer. Where the deuce do these Yankee convent people get that elusive Continental flavor? Her father must have been a gentleman.

He was an Irish lumberman, said Lansing. After a moment he added: So you wont come back, doctor?

No, its not necessary; you know that. Ive an operation to-morrow in Manhattan; I must get back to town. Wish I could stay and shoot grouse with you, but I cant.

Come up for the fall flight of woodcock; Ill wire you when its on, urged Lansing.

Perhaps; good-bye.

Lansing took his outstretched hand in both of his. There is no use in my trying to tell you what you have done for me, doctor, he said.

Thayer regarded him keenly. Thought I did it for her, he remarked.

Instantly Lansings face turned red-hot. Thayer clasped the young mans hands and shook them till they ached.

Youre all right, my boy — youre all right! he said, heartily; and was gone down the stairs, two at a jump — a rather lively proceeding for the famous and dignified Courtney Thayer.

Lansing turned and entered rooms 5 and 6. His patient was standing by the curtained window. Do you want to know your fate? he asked, lightly.

She turned and looked at him out of her lovely eyes; the quaint, listening expression in her face still remained, but she saw him, this time.

Am I well? she asked, calmly.

Yes; … perfectly.

She sat down by the window, her slender hands folded, her eyes on him.

And now, she asked, what am I to do?

He understood, and bent his head. He had an answer ready, trembling on his lips; but a horror of presuming on her gratitude kept him silent.

Am I to go back … to him? she said, faintly.

God forbid! he blurted out. With all his keen eyesight, how could he fail to see the adoration in her eyes, on her mute lips quivering curve, in every line of her body? But the brutality of asking for that which her gratitude might not withhold froze him. It was no use; he could not speak.

Then — what? Tell me; I will do it, she said, in a desolate voice. Of course I cannot stay here now.

Something in his haggard face set her heart beating heavily; then for a moment her heart seemed to stop. She covered her eyes with a swift gesture.

Is it pain? he asked, quickly. Let me see your eyes! Her hands covered them. He came to her; she stood up, and he drew her fingers from her eyes and looked into them steadily. But what he saw there he alone knows; for he bent closer, shaking in every limb; and both her arms crept to his shoulders and her clasped hands tightened around his neck.

Which was doubtless an involuntary muscular affection incident on successful operations for lamellar or zonular cataract.



That day they opened the steel box. She understood little of what he read to her; presently he stopped abruptly in the middle of a sentence and remained staring, reading on and on in absorbed silence.

Content, serene, numbed with her happiness, she watched him sleepily.

He muttered under his breath: Sprowl! What a fool! What a cheap fool! And yet not one among us even suspected him of that!

After a long time he looked up at the girl, blankly at first, and with a grimace of disgust. You see, he said, and gave a curious laugh— you see that — that you own all this land of ours — as far as I can make out.

After a long explanation she partly understood, and laughed outright, a clear childs laugh without a trace of that sad undertone he knew so well.

But we are not going to take it away from your club — are we? she asked.

No, he said; let the club have the land — your land! What do we care? We will never come here again! He sat a moment, thinking, then sprang up. We will go to New York to-morrow, he said; and Ill just step out and say good-bye to Sprowl — I think he and his wife are also going to-morrow; I think theyre going to Europe, to live! Im sure they are; and that they will never come back.

And, curiously enough, that is exactly what they did; and they are there yet. And their establishment in the American colony is the headquarters for all nobility in exile, including the chivalrous Orleans.

Which is one sort of justice — the Lansing sort; and, anyway, Coursay survived and married an actress a year later. And the club still remains in undisturbed possession of Eileen Lansings land; and Major Brent is now its president.

As for Munn, he has permanently retired to Munnville, Maine, where, it is reported, he has cured several worthy and wealthy people by the simple process of prayer.
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ONE MAN IN A MILLION
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Do you desire me to marry him? asked Miss Castle, quietly.

Let me finish, said her uncle. Jane, he added, turning on his sister, if you could avoid sneezing for a few moments, I should be indebted to you.

Miss Jane Garcide, a sallow lady of forty, who suffered with colds all winter and hay-fever all summer, meekly left the room.

Miss Castle herself leaned on the piano, tearing the pink petals from a half-withered rose, while her guardian, the Hon. John Garcide, finished what he had to say and pulled out his cigar-case with decision.

I have only to add, he said, that James J. Crawford is one man in a million.

Her youthful adoration of Garcide had changed within a few years to a sweet-tempered indifference. He was aware of this; he was anxious to learn whether the change had also affected her inherited passion for truthfulness.

Do you remember a promise you once made? he inquired, lighting his cigar with care.

Yes, she said, calmly.

When was it?

On my tenth birthday.

He looked out of the heavily curtained window.

Of course you could not be held to such a promise, he remarked.

There is no need to hold me to it, she answered, flushing up.

Her delicate sense of honor amused him; he lay back in his arm-chair, enjoying his cigar.

It is curious, he said, that you cannot recall meeting Mr. Crawford last winter.

A girl has an opportunity to forget hundreds of faces after her first season, she said.

There was another pause; then Garcide went on: I am going to ask you to marry him.

Her face paled a trifle; she bent her head in acquiescence. Garcide smiled. It had always been that way with the Castles. Their word, once given, ended all matters. And now Garcide was gratified to learn the value of a promise made by a child of ten.

I wonder, said Garcide, plaintively, why you never open your heart to me, Hilda?

I wonder, too, she said; my father did.

Garcide turned his flushed face to the window.

Years before, when the firm of Garcide & Castle went to pieces, Peter Castle stood by the wreck to the end, patching it with his last dollar. But the wreck broke up, and he drifted piteously with the débris until a kindly current carried him into the last harbor of all — the port of human derelicts.

Garcide, however, contrived to cling to some valuable flotsam and paddle into calm water, and anchor.

After a few years he built a handsome house above Fiftieth Street; after a few more years he built a new wing for Saint Berolds Hospital; and after a few more years he did other things equally edifying, but which, if mentioned, might identify him.

Church work had always interested him. As a speculation in moral obligation, he adopted Peter Castles orphan, who turned to him in a passion of gratitude and blind devotion. And as she bade fair to rival her dead mother in beauty, and as rich men marry beauty when it is in the market, the Hon. John Garcide decided to control the childs future. A promise at ten years is quickly made, but he had never forgotten it, and she could not forget.

And now Garcide needed her as he needed mercy from Ophir Steel, which was slowly crushing his own steel syndicate to powder.

The struggle between Steel Plank and James J. Crawfords Ophir Steel is historical. The pure love of fighting was in Crawford; he fought Garcide to a standstill and then kicked him, filling Garcide with a mixture of terror and painful admiration.

But sheer luck caught at Garcides coat-tails and hung there. Crawford, prowling in the purlieus of society, had seen Miss Castle.

The next day Crawford came into Garcides office and accepted a chair with such a humble and uneasy smile that Garcide mistook his conciliatory demeanor and attempted to bully him. But when he found out what Crawford wanted, he nearly fainted in an attempt to conceal his astonishment and delight.

Do you think Id buy you off with an innocent child? he said, lashing himself into a good imitation of an insulted gentleman.

Crawford looked out of the window, then rose and walked towards the door.

Do you think you can bribe me? shouted Garcide after him. Crawford hesitated.

Come back here, said Garcide, firmly; I want you to explain yourself.

I cant, muttered Crawford.

Well — try, anyway, said Garcide, more amiably.

And now this was the result of that explanation, at least one of the results; and Miss Castle had promised to wed a gentleman in Ophir Steel named Crawford, at the convenience of the Hon. John Garcide.

The early morning sunshine fell across the rugs in the music-room, filling the gloom with golden lights. It touched a strand of hair on Miss Castles bent head.

Youll like him, said Garcide, guiltily.

Her hand hung heavily on the piano keys.

You have no other man in mind? he asked.

No, … no man.

Garcide chewed the end of his cigar.

Crawfords a bashful man. Dont make it hard for him, he said.

She swung around on the gilded music-stool, one white hand lying among the ivory keys.

I shall spare us both, she said; I shall tell him that it is settled.

Garcide rose; she received his caress with composure. He made another grateful peck at her chin.

Why dont you take a quiet week or two in the country? he suggested, cheerfully, Go up to the Sagamore Club; Jane will go with you. You can have the whole place to yourselves. You always liked nature and — er — all that, eh?

Oh yes, she said, indifferently.

That afternoon the Hon. John Garcide sent a messenger to James J. Crawford with the following letter:

My dear Crawford, — Your manly and straightforward request for permission to address my ward, Miss Castle, has profoundly touched me.

I have considered the matter, I may say earnestly considered it.

Honor and the sacred duties of guardianship forbid that I should interfere in any way with my dear childs happiness if she desires to place it in your keeping. On the other hand, honor and decency prevent me from attempting to influence her to any decision which might prove acceptable to myself.

I can therefore only grant you the permission you desire to address my ward. The rest lies with a propitious Providence.

Cordially yours, John Garcide.

P.S. — My sister, Miss Garcide, and Miss Castle are going to the Sagamore Club to-night. Ill take you up there whenever you can get away.

To which came answer by messenger:

Hon. John Garcide:

My dear Garcide, — Cant go for two weeks. My fool nephew Jim is on his vacation, and I dont know where he is prowling.
Hastily yours,
James J. Crawford.

P. S. — Theres a directors meeting at three. Come down and well settle all quarrels.

To this the Hon. John Garcide telegraphed: All right, and hurriedly prepared to escort his sister and Miss Castle to the mid-day express for Sagamore Hills.

II

Miss Castle usually rose with the robins, when there were any in the neighborhood. There were plenty on the lawn around the Sagamore Club that dewy June morning, chirping, chirking, trilling, repeating their endless arias from tree and gate-post. And through the outcry of the robins, the dry cackle of the purple grackles, and the cat-birds whine floated earthward the melody of the golden orioles.

Miss Castle, fresh from the bath, breakfasted in her own rooms with an appetite that astonished her.

She was a wholesome, fresh-skinned girl, with a superb body, limbs a trifle heavy in the strict classical sense, straight-browed, blue-eyed, and very lovely and Greek.

Pensively she ate her toast, tossing a few crumbs at the robins; pensively she disposed of two eggs, a trout, and all the chocolate, and looked into the pitcher for more cream.

The swelling bird-music only intensified the deep, sweet country silence which brooded just beyond the lawns wet limits; she saw the flat river tumbling in the sunlight; she saw the sky over all, its blue mystery untroubled by a cloud.

I love all that, she said, dreamily, to her maid behind her. Never mind my hair now; I want the wind to blow it.

The happy little winds of June, loitering among the lilacs, heard; and they came and blew her bright hair across her eyes, puff after puff of perfumed balm, and stirred the delicate stuff that clung to her, and she felt their caress on her bare feet.

I mean to go and wade in that river, she said to her maid. Dress me very quickly.

But when she was dressed the desire for childish things had passed away, and she raised her grave eyes to the reflected eyes in the mirror, studying them in silence.

After all, she said, aloud, I am young enough to have found happiness — if they had let me.… The sunshine is full of it, out-doors.… I could have found it.… I was not meant for men.… Still … it is all in the future yet. I will learn not to be afraid.

She made a little effort to smile at herself in the mirror, but her courage could not carry her as far as that. So, with a quick, quaint gesture of adieu, she turned and walked rapidly out into the hallway.

Miss Garcide was in bed, sneezing patiently. I wont be out for weeks, said the poor lady, so you will have to amuse yourself alone.

Miss Castle kissed her and went away lightly down the polished stairs to the great hall.

The steward came up to wish her good-morning, and to place the resources of the club at her disposal.

I dont know, she said, hesitating at the veranda door; I think a sun-bath is all I care for. You may hang a hammock under the maples, if you will. I suppose, she added, that I am quite alone at the club?

One gentleman arrived this morning, said the steward— Mr. Crawford.

She looked back, poised lightly in the doorway through which the morning sunshine poured. All the color had left her face. Mr. Crawford, she said, in a dull voice.

He has gone out after trout, continued the steward, briskly; he is a rare rod, maam, is Mr. Crawford. He caught the eight-pound fish — perhaps you noticed it on the panel in the billiard-room.

Miss Castle came into the hall again, and stepped over to the register. Under her signature, Miss Castle and maid, she saw J. Crawford, New York. The ink was still blue and faint.

She turned and walked out into the sunshine.

The future was no longer a gray, menacing future; it had become suddenly the terrifying present, and its shadow fell sharply around her in the sunshine.

Now all the courage of her race must be summoned, and must respond to the summons. The end of all was at hand; but when had a Castle ever flinched at the face of fate under any mask?

She raised her resolute head; her eyes matched the sky — clear, unclouded, fathomless.

In hours of deep distress the sound of her own voice had always helped her to endure; and now, as she walked across the lawn bareheaded, she told herself not to grieve over a just debt to be paid, not to quail because life held for her nothing of what she had dreamed.

If there was a tremor now and then in her low voice, none but the robins heard it; if she lay flung face downward in the grasses, under the screen of alders by the water, there was no one but the striped chipmunk to jeer and mock.

Now listen, you silly girl, she whispered; he cannot take away the sky and the sunshine from you! He cannot blind and deafen you, silly! Cry if you must, you little coward! — you will marry him all the same.

Suddenly sitting up, alert, she heard something singing. It was the river flowing close beside her.

She pushed away the screen of leaves and stretched out full length, looking down into the water.

A trout lay there; his eyes were shining with an opal tint, his scarlet spots blazed like jewels.

And as she lay there, her bright hair tumbled about her face, she heard, above the rivers monotone, a sharp, whiplike sound — swis-s-sh — and a silvery thread flashed out across her vision. It was a fishing-line and leader, and the fisherman who had cast it was standing fifty feet away up-stream, hip-deep in the sunlit water.

Swish! swish! and the long line flew back, straightened far behind him, and again lengthened out, the single yellow-and-gilt fly settling on the water just above the motionless trout, who simply backed off down-stream.

But there were further troubles for the optimistic angler; a tough alder stem, just under water, became entangled in the line; the fisherman gave a cautious jerk; the hook sank into the water-soaked wood, buried to the barb.

Oh, the deuce! said the fisherman, calmly.

Before she could realize what he was about, he had waded across the shallows and seized the alder branch. A dash of water showered her as he shook the hook free; she stood up with an involuntary gasp and met the astonished eyes of the fisherman.

He was a tall, sunburned young fellow, with powerful shoulders and an easy, free-limbed carriage; he was also soaking wet and streaked with mud.

Upon my word, he said, I never saw you! Awflly sorry; hope I havent spoiled your sport — but I have. You were fishing, of course?

No, I was only looking, she said. Of course Ive spoiled your sport.

Not at all, he said, laughing; that alder twig did for me.

But there was a trout lying there — I saw him; and the trout saw me, so of course he wouldnt rise to your cast. And Im exceedingly sorry, she ended, smiling in spite of herself.

Her hair was badly rumpled; she had been crying, and he could see it, but he had never looked upon such tear-stained, smiling, and dishevelled loveliness.

As he looked and marvelled, her smile died out; it came to her with a distinct shock that this water-logged specimen of sun-tanned manhood must be Crawford.

Are you? she said, scarcely aware that she spoke.

What? he asked, puzzled.

Mr. Crawford?

Why, yes — and, of course, you are Miss Castle, he replied, smiling easily. I saw your name in the guest-book this morning. Awflly glad you came, Miss Castle; hope youll let me show you where the big fellows lie.

You mean the fish, she said, with composure.

The shock of suddenly realizing that this man was the man she had to marry confused her; she made an effort to get things back into proper perspective, for the river was swimming before her eyes, and in her ears rang a strangely pleasant voice — Crawfords — saying all sorts of good-humored things, which she heard but scarcely comprehended.

Instinctively she raised her hands to touch her disordered hair; she stood there naïvely twisting it into shape again, her eyes constantly reverting to the sun-tanned face before her.

And I have the pleasure of knowing your guardian, Mr. Garcide, very slightly — in a business way, he was saying, politely.

Ophir Steel, she said.

He laughed.

Oh, we are making a great battle, he said. Im only hoping we may come to an understanding with Mr. Garcide.

I thought you had already come to an understanding, she observed, calmly.

Have we? I hope so; I had not heard that, he said, quickly. How did you hear?

Without warning she flushed scarlet to her neck; and she was as amazed as he at the surging color staining her white skin.

She could not endure that — she could not face him — so she bent her head a little in recognition of his presence and stepped past him, out along the river-bank.

He looked after her, wondering what he could have said.

She wondered, too, and her wonder grew that instead of self-pity, repugnance, and deep dread, she should feel such a divine relief from the terror that had possessed her.

Now at least she knew the worst. This was the man!

She strove to place him, to recall his face. She could not. All along she had pictured Crawford as an older man. And this broad-shouldered, tanned young fellow was Crawford, after all! Where could her eyes have been? How absurd that her indifference should have so utterly blinded her!

She stood a moment on the lawn, closing her eyes.

Oh, now she had no difficulty in recalling his face — in fact the difficulty was to shut it out, for it was before her eyes, open or shut — it was before her when she entered her bedroom and sank into a cushioned chair by the breezy window. And she took her burning cheeks in both hands and rested her elbows on her knees.

Truly terror had fled. It shamed her to find herself thanking God that her fate was to lie in the keeping of this young man. Yet it was natural, too, for the child had nigh died of horror, though the courage of the Castles had held her head high in the presence of the inevitable. And now suddenly into her gray and hopeless future, peopled by the phantoms of an old man, stepped a living, smiling young fellow, with gentle manners and honest speech, and a quick courtesy which there was no mistaking.

She had no mother — nobody to talk to — so she had long ago made a confidante of her own reflection in the looking-glass. And to the mirror she now went, meeting the reflected eyes shyly, yet smiling with friendly sympathy:

Silly! to frighten yourself! It is all over now. Hes young and tall and sunburned. I dont think he knows a great deal — but dont be frightened, he is not a bit dreadful, … only … it is a pity, … but I suppose he was in love with me, … and, after all, it doesnt matter, … only I am … sorry … for him.… If he had only cared for a girl who could love him!… I dont suppose I could, … ever!… But I will be very kind to him, … to make up.

III

She saw him every day; she dined at the club table now.

Miss Garcides hay-fever increased with the ripening summer, and she lay in her room with all the windows closed, sneezing and reading Anthony Trollope.

When Miss Castle told her that Mr. Crawford was a guest at the club, Miss Garcide wept over her for an hour.

I feel like weeping, too, said Miss Castle, tremulously— but not over myself.

Dot over hib? inquired Miss Garcide.

Yes, over him. He ought to marry a girl who could fall in love with him.

Meanwhile Crawford was dining every evening with her at the great club table, telling her of the days sport, and how a black bear had come splashing across the shallows within a few rods of where he stood fishing, and how the deer had increased, and were even nibbling the succulent green stalks in the kitchen garden after nightfall.

During the day she found herself looking forward to his return and his jolly, spirited stories, always gay and humorous, and never tiresome, technical, nor conceited, although for three years he had held the club cup for the best fish taken on Sagamore water.

She took sun-baths in her hammock; she read novels; she spent hours in reverie, blue eyes skyward, arms under her head, swayed in her hammock by the delicious winds of a perfect June.

All her composure and common-sense had returned. She began to experience a certain feeling of responsibility for Crawford — a feeling almost maternal.

Hes so amusingly shy about speaking, she told Miss Garcide; I suppose hes anxious and bashful. I think Ill tell him that it is all arranged. Besides, I promised Mr. Garcide to speak. I dont see why I dont; Im not a bit embarrassed.

But the days went shining by, and a new week dawned, and Miss Castle had not taken pity upon her tongue-tied lover.

Oh, this is simply dreadful, she argued with herself. Besides, I want to know how soon the man expects to marry me. Ive a few things to purchase, thank you, and if he thinks a trousseau is thrown together in a day, hes a — a man!

That evening she determined to fulfil her promise to Garcide as scrupulously as she kept all her promises.

She wore white at dinner, with a great bunch of wild iris that Crawford had brought her. Towards the end of the dinner she began to be frightened, but it was the instinct of the Castles to fight fear and overcome it.

Im going to walk down to the little foot-bridge, she said, steadily, examining the coffee in her tiny cup; and if you will stroll down with your pipe, I … I will tell you something.

That will be very jolly, he said. Theres a full moon; I mean to have a try at a thumping big fish in the pool above.

She nodded, and he rose and attended her to the door.

Then he lighted a cigar and called for a telegram blank.

This is what he wrote:

James J. Crawford, 318 New Broad Street, N.Y.:
I am at the Sagamore. When do you want me to return?
James H. Crawford.

The servant took the bit of yellow paper. Crawford lay back smoking and thinking of trout and forests and blue skies and blue eyes that he should miss very, very soon.

Meanwhile the possessor of the blue eyes was standing on the little foot-bridge that crossed the water below the lawn.

A faint freshness came upward to her from the water, cooling her face. She looked down into that sparkling dusk which hangs over woodland rivers, and she saw the ripples, all silvered, flowing under the moon, and the wild-cherry blossoms trembling and quivering with the gray wings of moths.

Surely, she said, aloud— surely there is something in the world besides men. I love this — all of it! I do indeed. I could find happiness here; I do not think I was made for men.

For a long while she stood, bending down towards the water, her whole body saturated with the perfume from the fringed milkweed. Then she raised her delicate nose a trifle, sniffing at the air, which suddenly became faintly spiced with tobacco smoke.

Where did the smoke come from? She turned instinctively. On a rock up-stream stood young Crawford, smoking peacefully, and casting a white fly into the dusky water. Swish! the silk line whistled out into the dusk.

After a few moments casting, she saw him step ashore and saunter towards the bridge, where she was standing; then his step jarred the structure and he came up, cap in one hand, rod in the other.

I thought perhaps you might like to try a cast, he said, pleasantly. Theres a good-sized fish in the pool above; I raised him twice. Hell scale close to five pounds, I fancy.

Thank you, said Miss Castle; that is very generous of you, because you are deliberately sacrificing the club loving-cup if I catch that fish.

He said, laughing: Ive held the cup before. Try it, Miss Castle; that is a five-pound fish, and the record this spring is four and a half.

She took the rod; he went first and she held out her hand so that he could steady her across the stones and out into the dusk.

My skirts are soaked with the dew, anyway, she said. I dont mind a wetting.

He unslung his landing-net and waited ready; she sent the line whirling into the darkness.

To the right, he said.

For ten minutes she stood there casting in silence. Once a splash in the shadows set his nerves quivering, but it was only a muskrat.

By-the-way, she said, quietly, over her shoulder, I know why you and I have met here.

And as Crawford said nothing she reeled in her line, and held out her hand to him as a signal that she wished to come ashore.

He aided her, taking the rod and guiding her carefully across the dusky stepping-stones to the bank.

She shook out her damp skirts, then raised her face, which had grown a trifle pale.

I will marry you, Mr. Crawford, she said, bravely,— and I hope you will make me love you. Mr. Garcide wishes it.… I understand … that you wish it. You must not feel embarrassed, … nor let me feel embarrassed. Come and talk it over. Shall we?

There was a rustic seat on the river-bank; she sat down in one corner.

His face was in shadow; he had dropped his rod and landing-net abruptly. And now he took an uncertain step towards her and sat down at her side.

I want you to make me love you, she said, frankly; I hope you will; I shall do all I can to help you. But — unless I do — will you remember that? — I do not love you. As he was silent, she went on: Take me as a comrade; I will go where you wish. I am really a good comrade; I can do what men do. You shall see! It will be pleasant, I think.

After a little while he spoke in a low voice which was not perfectly steady: Miss Castle, I am going to tell you something which you must know. I do not believe that Mr. Garcide has authorized me to offer myself to you.

He told me that he desired it, she said. That is why he brought us together. And he also said, she added, hastily, that you were somewhat bashful. So I thought it best to make it easy for us both. I hope I have.

Crawford sat motionless for a long while. At last he passed his hands over his eyes, leaning forward and looking into her face.

Ive simply got to be honest with you, he said; I know there is a mistake.

No, there is no mistake, she said, bending her head and looking him in the eyes— unless you have made the mistake — unless, she said, quickly— you do not want me.

Want you! he stammered, catching fire of a sudden— want you, you beautiful child! I love you if ever man loved on earth! Want you? His hand fell heavily on hers, and closed. For an instant their palms lay close together; her heart almost stopped; then a swift flame flew to her face and she struggled to withdraw her fingers twisted in his.

You must not do that, she said, breathlessly. I do not love you — I warned you!

He said: You must love me! Cant you understand? You made me love you — you made me! Listen to me — it is all a mistake — but it is too late now. I did not dare even think of you — I have simply got to tell you the truth — I did not dare think of you — I must say it — and I cant understand how I could ever have seen you and not loved you. But when you spoke — when I touched you—

Please, please, she said, faintly, let me go! It is not a mistake; I — I am glad that you love me; I will try to love you. I want to — I believe I can—

You must!

Yes, … I will.… Please let me go!

Breathless and crimson, she fell back into her corner, staring at him. He dropped his arm on the back of the rustic seat.

Presently he laughed uncertainly, and struck his forehead with his open hand.

Its a mistake, he said; and if it is a mistake, Heaven help the other man!

She watched him with curious dismay. Never could she have believed that the touch of a mans hand could thrill her; never had she imagined that the words of a man could set her heart leaping to meet his stammered vows. A new shame set her very limbs quaking as she strove to rise. The distress in her eyes, the new fear, the pitiful shyness, called to him for mercy.

For a miracle he understood the mute appeal, and he took her hand in his quietly and bade her good-night, saying he would stay and smoke awhile.

Good-night, she said; I am really tired. I would rather you stayed here. Do you mind?

No, he said.

Then I shall go back alone.

He watched her across the lawn. When she had gone half-way, she looked back and saw him standing there in the moonlight.

And that night, as her little silver hand-glass reflected her brilliant cheeks, she veiled her face in her bright hair and knelt down by her bedside.

But all she could say was, I love him — truly I love him! which was one kind of prayer, after all.

IV

A deep, sweet happiness awoke her ere the earliest robin chirped. Never since the first pink light touched Eden had such a rosy day dawned for any maid on earth.

She awoke in love; her enchanted eyes unclosed on a world she had never known.

Unashamed, she held out her arms to the waking world and spoke her lovers name aloud. Then the young blood leaped in her, and her eyes were like stars after a rain.

Oh, she must hasten now, for there was so little time to live in the world, and every second counted. Healthy of body, wholesome of soul, innocent and ardent in her new-born happiness, she could scarcely endure the rush of golden moments lost in an impetuous bath, in twisting up her bright hair, in the quick knotting of a ribbon, the click of a buckle on knee and shoe.

Then, as she slipped down the stairs into the darkened hall, trepidation seized her, for she heard his step.

He came swinging along the hallway; she stood still, trembling. He came up quickly and took her hands; she did not move; his arm encircled her waist; he lifted her head; it lay back on his shoulder, and her eyes met his.

All day together, he was saying; and her soul leaped to meet his words, but she could not speak.

He held her at arms-length, laughing, a little troubled.

Mystery of mysteries, he said, under his breath; there is some blessed Heaven-directed mistake in this. Is there, sweetheart?

No, she said.

And if there was?

Can you ask?

Then come to breakfast, heart of my heart! — the moments are flying very swiftly, and there is only this day left — until to-morrow. Listen! I hear the steward moving like a gray rat in the pantry. Can we endure a steward in Eden?

Only during breakfast, she said, laughing. I smell the wheaten flapjacks, and, oh, I am famished!

There have been other breakfasts — Barmecide breakfasts compared with their first crust broken in love.

But they ate — oh, indeed, they ate everything before them, from flapjacks to the piles of little, crisp trout. And they might have called for more, but there came, on tiptoe, the steward, bowing, presenting a telegram on a tray of silver; and Crawfords heart stopped, and he stared at the bit of paper as though it concealed a coiled snake.

She, too, suddenly apprehensive, sat rigid, the smile dying out in her eyes; and when he finally took the envelope and tore it open, she shivered.

Crawford, Sagamore Club:

Ophir has consolidated with Steel Plank. You take charge of London office. Make arrangements to catch steamer leaving a week from to-morrow. Garcide and I will be at Sagamore to-night. James J. Crawford.

He sat staring at the telegram; she, vaguely apprehensive for the safety of this new happiness of hers, clasped her hands tightly in her lap and waited.

Any answer, sir? asked the steward.

Crawford took the offered telegram blank and mechanically wrote:

Instructions received. Will expect you and Garcide to-night.
James Crawford.

She sat, twisting her fingers on her knees, watching him in growing apprehension. The steward took the telegram.

Crawford looked at her with a ghastly smile.

They rose together, instinctively, and walked to the porch.

Oh yes, he said, under his breath, such happiness was too perfect. Magic is magic — it never lasts.

What is it? she asked, faintly.

He picked up his cap, which was lying on a chair.

Lets get away, somewhere, he said. Do you mind coming with me — alone?

No, she said.

There was a canoe on the river-bank below the lawn. He took a paddle and setting-pole from the veranda wall, and they went down to the river, side by side.

Heedless of the protests of the scandalized belted kingfishers, they embarked on Sagamore Water.

The paddle flashed in the sunlight; the quick river caught the blade, the spray floated shoreward.

V

Late in the afternoon the canoe, heavily festooned with dripping water-lilies, moved like a shadow over the shining sands. The tall hemlocks walled the river with palisades unbroken; the calm water stretched away into the forests sombre depths, barred here and there by dusty sunbeams.

Over them, in the highest depths of the unclouded blue, towered an eagle, suspended from mid-zenith. Under them the shadow of their craft swept the yellow gravel.

Knee to knee, vis-à-vis, wrapped to their souls in the enchantment of each other, sat the entranced voyagers. Their rods lay idle beside them; life was serious just then for people who stood on the threshold of separation.

I simply shall depart this life if you go to-morrow, she said, looking at him.

The unfeigned misery in his face made her smile adorably, but she would not permit him to touch her.

See to what you have brought me! she said. Im utterly unable to live without you. And now what are you going to do with me?

Her eyes were very tender. He caught her hand and kissed it, and laid it against his face.

There is a way, he said.

A way?

Shall I lead? Would you follow?

What do you mean? she asked, amused.

There is a way, he repeated. That thread of a brook leads to it.

He pointed off to the westward, where through the forest a stream, scarcely wider than the canoe, flowed deep and silent between its mounds of moss.

He picked up the paddle and touched the blade to the water; the canoe swung westward.

Where are you taking me? she asked.

But the canoe was already in the narrow stream, and he was laughing recklessly, setting-pole poised to swing round the short turns.

If we turned back now, she said, it would be sunset before we reached the club.

What do we care? he laughed. Look!

Without warning, a yellow glory broke through the trees, and the canoe shot out into a vast, flat country, drenched with the rays of the sinking sun.

Blue woods belted the distance; all in front of them was deep, moist meadow-land, carpeted with thickets of wild iris, through which the stream wound in pools of gold.

The beauty of it held her speechless; the spell was upon him, too, and he sat motionless, the water dripping from his steel-tipped setting-pole in drops of fire.

There was a figure moving in the distant meadow; the sun glimmered on something that might have been a long reed quivering.

An old friend fishing yonder, he said, quietly; I knew he would be there. He touched her and pointed to the distant figure. That is the parson of Foxville, he said. We will need him before we go to London.

She looked across the purple fields of iris. Suddenly his meaning flashed out like a sunbeam.

Do — do you wish — that — now? she faltered.

He picked up the paddle; she caught his hand, trembling.

No, no! — she whispered, with bent head— I cannot; dont take me so — so quickly. Truly we must be mad to think of it.

He held the paddle poised; after a while her hand slid from the blade and she looked up into his eyes. The canoe moved on.

Oh, we are quite mad, she said, unsteadily.

I am glad we are, he said.

The mellow dip! dip! of the paddle woke the drowsing red-winged blackbirds from the reeds; the gray snipe wheeled out across the marsh in flickering flight.

The aged parson of Foxville, intent on his bobbing cork, looked up in mild surprise to see a canoe, heavily hung with water-lilies, glide into his pool and swing shoreward.

The parson of Foxville was a very old man — almost too old to fish for trout.

Crawford led him a pace aside, leaving Miss Castle, somewhat frightened, knee-deep in the purple iris.

Then the old parson came toddling to her and took her hand, and peered at her with his aged eyes, saying, You are quite mad, my child, and very lovely, and very, very young. So I think, after all, you would be much safer if you were married.

Somebody encircled her waist; she turned and looked into the eyes of her lover, and still looking at him, she laid her hands in his.

A wedding amid the iris, all gray with the hovering, misty wings of moths — that was her fate — with the sky a canopy of fire above her, and the curlew calling through the kindling dusk, and the blue processional of the woods lining the corridors of the coming night.

And at last the aged parson kissed her and shook hands with her husband and shambled away across the meadows.

Slowly northward through the dusk stole the canoe once more, bearing the bride of an hour, her head on her husbands knees. The stars came out to watch them; a necklace of bubbles trailed in the paddles wake, stringing away, twinkling in the starlight.

Slowly through the perfumed gloom they glided, her warm head on his knees, his eyes fixed on the vague water ahead.

A stag crashed through the reeds ashore; the June fawn stared with eyes like rubies in the dark.

Onward, onward, through the spell-bound forest; and at last the windows of the house glimmered, reflected in the water.

Garcide and Crawford awaited them on the veranda as they came up, rising in chilling silence, ignoring the offered hands of greeting.

Ive a word to say to you, snarled the Hon. John Garcide, in his wards ear— and another word for your fool of an aunt!

She shrank back against her husband, amazed and hurt. What do you mean? she stammered; we — we are married. Will you not speak to my — my husband?

A silence, too awful to last, was broken by a hoarse laugh.

Youre all right, Jim, said the elder Crawford, slowly. Ophir Steel wont slip through your fingers when Im under the sod. Been married long, Jim?
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AND of course what I buy is my own, continued Burleson, patiently. No man here will question that, I suppose?

For a moment there was silence in the cross-roads store; then a lank, mud-splashed native arose from behind the stove, shoving his scarred hands deep into the ragged pockets of his trousers.

Young man, he said, harshly, theres a few things you cant buy; you may think you can buy em — you may pay for em, too — but they cant be bought an sold. You thought you bought Griers tract; you thought you bought a lot o deer an birds an fish, several thousand acres in timber, and a dozen lakes. An you paid for em, too. But, sonny, you was took in; you paid for em, but you didnt buy em, because Grier couldnt sell Gods free critters. He fooled ye that time.

Is that the way you regard it, Santry? asked Burleson. Is that the way these people regard private property?

I guess it is, replied the ragged man, resuming his seat on the flour-barrel. I callate the Lord Amighty fashioned His wild critters fr to peramble round about, offerin a fair mark an no favor to them thats smart enough to git em with buck, bird-shot, or bullet. Live wild critters aint for sale; they never was made to buy an sell. The spryest gits em — an thats all about it, I guess, Mister Burleson.

A hard-faced young man leaning against the counter, added significantly: We talked some to Grier, an he sold out. He come here, too, just like you.

The covert menace set two spots of color deepening in young Burlesons lean cheeks; but he answered calmly:

What a man believes to be his own he seldom abandons from fear of threats.

Thats kinder like our case, observed old man Santry, chewing vigorously.

Another man leaned over and whispered to a neighbor, who turned a grim eye on Burleson without replying.

As for Burleson and his argument, a vicious circle had been completed, and there was little chance of an understanding; he saw that plainly, but, loath to admit it, turned towards old man Santry once more.

If what has been common rumor is true, he said, Mr. Grier, from whom I bought the Spirit Lake tract, was rough in defending what he believed to be his own. I want to be decent; I desire to preserve the game and the timber, but not at the expense of human suffering. You know better than I do what has been the history of Fox Cross-roads. Twenty-five years ago your village was a large one; you had tanneries, lumber-mills, paper-mills — even a newspaper. To-day the timber is gone, and so has the town except for your homes — twenty houses, perhaps. Your soil is sand and slate, fit only for a new forest; the entire country is useless for farming, and it is the natural home of pine and oak, of the deer and partridge.

He took one step nearer the silent circle around the stove. I have offered to buy your rights; Grier hemmed you in on every side to force you out. I do not want to force you; I offer to buy your land at a fair appraisal. And your answer is to put a prohibitive price on the land.

Because, observed old man Santry, weve got you ketched. Thats business, I guess.

Burleson flushed up. Not business; blackmail, Santry.

Another silence, then a man laughed: Is that what they call it down to York, Mr. Burleson?

I think so.

When a man wants to put up a skyscraper an gits all but the key-lot, an if the owner of the key-lot holds out for his price, do they call it blackmail?

No, said Burleson; I think I spoke hastily.

Not a sound broke the stillness in the store. After a moment old man Santry opened his clasp-knife, leaned forward, and shaved off a thin slice from the cheese on the counter. This he ate, faded eyes fixed on space. Men all around him relaxed in their chairs, spat, recrossed their muddy boots, stretching and yawning. Plainly the conference had ended.

I am sorry, said young Burleson; I had hoped for a fair understanding.

Nobody answered.

He tucked his riding-crop under one arm and stood watching them, buttoning his tan gloves. Then with the butt of his crop he rubbed a dry spot of mud from his leather puttees, freed the incrusted spurs, and turned towards the door, pausing there to look back.

I hate to leave it this way, he said, impulsively. I want to live in peace with my neighbors. I mean to make no threats — but neither can I be moved by threats.… Perhaps time will aid us to come to a fair understanding; perhaps a better knowledge of one another. Although the shooting and fishing are restricted, my house is always open to my neighbors. You will be welcome when you come—

The silence was profound as he hesitated, standing there before them in the sunshine of the doorway — a lean, well-built, faultless figure, an unconscious challenge to poverty, a terrible offence to their every instinct — the living embodiment of all that they hated most in all the world.

And so he went away with a brief Good-morning, swung himself astride his horse, and cantered off, gathering bridle as he rode, sweeping at a gallop across the wooden bridge into the forest world beyond.

The September woods were dry — dry enough to catch fire. His troubled eyes swept the second growth as he drew bridle at a gate set in a fence eight feet high and entirely constructed of wire net interwoven with barbed wire, and heavily hedged with locust and buck-thorn.

He dismounted, unlocked the iron gate, led his horse through, refastened the gate, and walked on, his horse following as a trained dog follows at heel.

Through the still September sunshine ripened leaves drifted down through interlaced branches, and the whispering rustle of their fall filled the forest silence. The wood road, carpeted with brilliant leaves, wound through second growth, following the edge of a dark, swift stream, then swept westward among the pines, where the cushion of brown needles deadened every step, and where there was no sound save the rustle of a flock of rose-tinted birds half buried in the feathery fronds of a white pine. Again the road curved eastward; skirting a cleft of slate rocks, through which the stream rushed with the sound of a wind-stirred woodland; and by this stream a man stood, loading a rusty fowling-piece.

Young Burleson had retained Griers keepers, for obvious reasons; and already he knew them all by name. But this man was no keeper of his; and he walked straight up to him, bidding him a rather sharp good-morning, which was sullenly returned.

Then Burleson told him as pleasantly as he could that the land was preserved, that he could not tolerate armed trespassing, and that the keepers were charged to enforce the laws.

It is better, he said, to have a clear understanding at once. I think the law governing private property is clearly set forth on the signs along my boundary. This preserve is posted and patrolled; I have done all I could to guarantee public rights; I have not made any application to have the public road closed, and I am perfectly willing to keep it open for public convenience. But it is not right for anybody to carry a gun in these preserves; and if it continues I shall surely apply for permission to close the road.

I guess you think youll do a lot o things, observed the man, stolidly.

I think I will, returned Burleson, refusing to take offence at the insolence.

The man tossed his gun to his shoulder and slouched towards the boundary. Burleson watched him in silence until the fellow reached the netted wire fence, then he called out.

There is a turnstile to the left.

But the native deliberately drew a hatchet from his belt, opened the wire netting with one heavy slash, and crawled through. Then wheeling in his tracks outside, he cursed Burleson and shook his gun at him, and finally slouched off towards Fox Cross-roads, leaving the master of the forest a trifle white and quivering under the cutting curb of self-control.

Presently his spasmodic grip on the riding-crop relaxed; he looked about him with a long, quiet breath, flicked a burr from his riding-breeches, and walked on, head lowered and jaw set. His horse followed at his heels.

A mile beyond he met a keeper demolishing a deadfall along the creek, and he summoned him with a good-humored greeting.

Rolfe, were headed for trouble, but it must not come — do you hear? I wont have it if it can be avoided — and it must be avoided. These poor devils that Grier hemmed in and warned off with his shot-gun patrol are looking for that same sort of thing from me. Petty annoyance shall not drive me into violence; Ive made it plain to every keeper, every forester, every man who takes wages from me. If I can stand insolence from people I am sorry for, my employés can and must.… Who was that man I met below here?

Abe Storm, sir.

What was he doing — building deadfalls?

Seven, sir. He had three muskrats, a mink, and a string of steel traps when I caught him—

Rolfe, you go to Abe Storm and tell him I give him leave to take muskrat and mink along Spirit Creek, and that Ill allow him a quarter bounty on every unmarked pelt, and he may keep the pelts, too.

The keeper looked blankly at the master: Why — why, Mr. Burleson, hes the dirtiest, meanest market hunter in the lot!

You do as I say, Rolfe, said the master, amiably.

Yes, sir — but—

Did you deliver my note to the fire-warden?

Yes, sir. The old mans abed with miseries. He said hed send his deputy at noon.

Burleson laid his gloved hand on his horses saddle, looking sharply at the keeper.

They tell me that Mr. Elliott has seen better fortune, Rolfe.

Yes, sir. When the Cross-roads went to pot, he went too. He owned a piece o land that was no good only for the timber. Hes like the rest o them, I guess — only he had more to lose — an he lost it same as all o them.

Burleson drew out his watch, glanced at it, and then mounted.

Try to make a friend of Abe Storm, he said; that is my policy, and you all know it. Help me to keep the peace, Rolfe. If I keep it, I dont see how theyre going to break it.

Very well, sir. But it riles me to—

Nonsense! Now tell me where Im to meet the fire-wardens deputy. Oh! then Ill jump him somewhere before long. And remember, Rolfe, that its no more pleasure for me to keep my temper than it is for anybody. But Ive got to do it, and so have you. And, after all, its more fun to keep it than to let it loose.

Yes, sir, said Rolfe, grinning like a dusty fox in July.

So Burleson rode on at a canter, presently slacking to a walk, arguing with himself in a low, calm voice:

Poor devils — poor, half-starved devils! If I could afford to pay their prices Id do it.… Ill wink at anything short of destruction; I cant let them cut the pine; I cant let them clean out the grouse and deer and fish. As for law-suits, I simply wont! There must be some decent way short of a shot-gun.

He stretched out a hand and broke a flaming maple leaf from a branch in passing, drew it through his button-hole, thoughtful eyes searching the road ahead, which now ran out through long strips of swale bordered by saplings.

Presently a little breeze stirred the foliage of the white birches to a sea of tremulous gold; and at the same moment a rider appeared in the marsh beyond, galloping through the blanched swale-grass, which rose high as the horses girth.

Young Burleson drew bridle; the slim youth who sat his saddle so easily must be the deputy of the sick fire-warden; this was the time and the place.

As the young rider galloped up, Burleson leaned forward, offering his hand with an easy, pleasant greeting. The hand was unnoticed, the greeting breathlessly returned; two grave, gray eyes met his, and Burleson found himself looking into the flushed face of a young girl.

When he realized this, he took off his cap, and she inclined her head, barely acknowledging his salute.

I am Mr. Elliotts daughter, she said; you are Mr. Burleson?

Burleson had the honor of presenting himself, cap in hand.

I am my fathers deputy, said the girl, quietly, gathering her bridle and wheeling her horse. I read your note. Have you reason to believe that an attempt has been made to fire the Owl Vlaie?

There was a ring of business in her voice that struck him as amusingly delightful — and such a sweet, clear voice, too, untinged with the slightest taint of native accent.

Yes, said Burleson, gravely, Im afraid that somebody tried to burn the vlaie. I think that a change in the wind alone saved us from a bad fire.

Shall we ride over? inquired the girl, moving forward with unconscious grace.

Burleson ranged his big horse alongside; she set her mount at a gallop, and away they went, wheeling into the swale, knee-deep in dry, silvery grasses, until the deputy fire-warden drew bridle with a side-flung caution: Muskrats! Look out for a cropper!

Now, at a walk, the horses moved forward side by side through the pale, glistening sea of grass stretching out on every side.

Over a hidden pond a huge heron stood guard, stiff and shapeless as a weather-beaten stake. Blackbirds with crimson-slashed shoulders rose in clouds from the reeds, only to settle again as they passed amid a ceaseless chorus of harsh protest. Once a pair of summer duck came speeding overhead, and Burleson, looking up, exclaimed:

Theres a bird I never shoot at. Its too beautiful.

The girl turned her head, serious gray eyes questioning his.

Have you ever seen a wood-duck? — a drake? in full plumage? he asked.

Often — before Mr. Grier came.

Burleson fell silent, restless in his saddle, then said:

I hope you will see many wood-duck now. My boats on Spirit Water are always at Mr. Elliotts disposal — and at yours.

She made the slightest sign of acknowledgment, but said nothing. Once or twice she rose upright, standing straight in her stirrups to scan the distance under a small, inverted hand. East and north the pine forest girdled the vlaie; west and south hardwood timber laced the sky-line with branches partly naked, and the pines outposts of white birch and willow glimmered like mounds of crumpled gold along the edges of the sea of grass.

There is the stream! said Burleson, suddenly.
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She saw it at the same moment, touched her mare with spurred heels, and lifted her clean over with a grace that set Burlesons nerves thrilling.

He followed, taking the water-jump without effort; and after a seconds hesitation ventured to praise her horse.

Yes, she said, indifferently, The Witch is a good mare. After a silence, My father desires to sell her.

I know a dozen men who would jump at the chance, said the young fellow. But — he hesitated— it is a shame to sell such a mare—

The girl colored. My father will never ride again, she said, quietly. We should be very glad to sell her.

But — the mare suits you so perfectly—

She turned her head and looked at him gravely. You must be aware, Mr. Burleson, that it is not choice with us, she said. There was nothing of bitterness in her voice; she leaned forward, patting the mares chestnut neck for a moment, then swung back, sitting straight as a cavalryman in her saddle. Of course, she said, smiling for the first time, it will break my heart to sell The Witch, but — she patted the mare again— the mare wont grieve; it takes a dog to do that; but horses — well, I know horses enough to know that even The Witch wont grieve.

That is a radical theory, Miss Elliott, said Burleson, amused. What about the Arab and his loving steed?

That is not a legend for people who know horses, she replied, still smiling. The love is all on our side. You know horses, Mr. Burleson. Is it not the truth — the naked truth, stripped of poetry and freed from tradition?

Why strip poetry from anything? he asked, laughing.

She rode on in silence for a while, the bright smile fading from lips and eyes.

Oh, you are quite right, she said; let us leave what romance there may be in the world. My horse loves me like a dog. I am very happy to believe it, Mr. Burleson.

From the luminous shadow of her sombrero she looked out across the stretch of marsh, where from unseen pools the wild-duck were rising, disturbed by the sound of their approach. And now the snipe began to dart skyward from under their horses feet, filling the noon silence with their harsh squak! squak!

Its along here somewhere, said Burleson, leaning forward in his saddle to scan the swale-grass. A moment later he said, Look there, Miss Elliott!

In the tall, blanched grasses a velvety black space marked the ashes of a fire, which had burned in a semi-circle, then westward to the waters edge.

You see, he said, it was started to sweep the vlaie to the pine timber. The wind changed, and held it until the fire was quenched at the shore.

I see, she said.

He touched his horse, and they pressed forward along the bogs edge.

Here, he pointed out, they fired the grass again, you see, always counting on the west wind; and here again, and yonder too, and beyond that, Miss Elliott — in a dozen places they set the grass afire. If that wet east wind had not come up, nothing on earth could have saved a thousand acres of white pine — and Im afraid to say how many deer and partridges and woodcock.… It was a savage bit of business, was it not, Miss Elliott?

She sat her horse, silent, motionless, pretty head bent, studying the course of the fire in the swale. There was no mistaking the signs; a grass fire had been started, which, had the west wind held, must have become a brush fire, and then the most dreaded scourge of the north, a full-fledged forest-fire in tall timber. After a little while she raised her head and looked full at Burleson, then, without comment, she wheeled her mare eastward across the vlaie towards the pines.

What do you make of it? he asked, pushing his horse forward alongside of her mare.

The signs are perfectly plain, she said. Whom do you suspect?

He waited a moment, then shook his head.

You suspect nobody?

I havent been here long enough. I dont exactly know what to do about this. It is comparatively easy to settle cases of simple trespass or deer-shooting, but, to tell the truth, Miss Elliott, fire scares me. I dont know how to meet this sort of thing.

She was silent.

So, he added, I sent for the fire-warden. I dont know just what the wardens duties may be.

I do, she said, quietly. Her mare struck solid ground; she sent her forward at a gallop, which broke into a dead run. Burleson came pounding along behind, amused, interested at this new caprice. She drew bridle at the edge of the birches, half turned in her saddle, bidding him follow with a gesture, and rode straight into the covert, now bending to avoid branches, now pushing intrusive limbs aside with both gloved hands.

Out of the low bush pines, heirs of the white birches heritage, rabbits hopped away; sometimes a cock grouse, running like a rat, fled, crested head erect; twice twittering woodcock whirred upward, beating wings tangled for a moment in the birches, fluttering like great moths caught in a net.

And now they had waded through the silver-birches which fringed the pines as foam fringes a green sea; and before them towered the tall timber, illuminated by the sun.

In the transparent green shadows they drew bridle; she leaned forward, clearing the thick tendrils of hair from her forehead, and sat stock-still, intent, every exquisite line and contour in full relief against the pines.

At first he thought she was listening, nerves keyed to sense sounds inaudible to him. Then, as he sat, fascinated, scarcely breathing lest the enchantment break, leaving him alone in the forest with the memory of a dream, a faint aromatic odor seemed to grow in the air; not the close scent of the pines, but something less subtle.

Smoke! he said, aloud.

She touched her mare forward, riding into the wind, delicate nostrils dilated; and he followed over the soundless cushion of brown needles, down aisles flanked by pillared pines whose crests swam in the upper breezes, filling all the forest with harmony.

And here, deep in the splendid forest, there was fire, — at first nothing but a thin, serpentine trail of ashes through moss and bedded needles; then, scarcely six inches in width, a smouldering, sinuous path from which fine threads of smoke rose straight upward, vanishing in the woodland half-light.

He sprang from his horse and tore away a bed of green moss through which filaments of blue smoke stole; and deep in the forest mould, spreading like veins in an autumn leaf, fire ran underground, its almost invisible vapor curling up through lichens and the brown carpet of pine-needles.

At first, for it was so feeble a fire, scarcely alive, he strove to stamp it out, then to smother it with damp mould. But as he followed its wormlike course, always ahead he saw the thin, blue signals rising through living moss — everywhere the attenuated spirals creeping from the ground underfoot.

I could summon every man in this town if necessary, she said; I am empowered by law to do so; but — I shall not — yet. Where could we find a keeper — the nearest patrol?

Please follow me, he said, mounting his horse and wheeling eastward.

In a few moments they came to a foot-trail, and turned into it at a canter, skirting the Spirit Water, which stretched away between two mountains glittering in the sun.

How many men can you get? she called forward.

I dont know; theres a gang of men terracing below the lodge—

Call them all; let every man bring a pick and shovel. There is a guard now!

Burleson pulled up short and shouted, Murphy!

The patrol turned around.

Get the men who are terracing the lodge. Bring picks, shovels, and axes, and meet me here. Run for it!

The fire-wardens horse walked up leisurely; the girl had relinquished the bridle and was guiding the mare with the slightest pressure of knee and heel. She sat at ease, head lowered, absently retying the ribbon on the hair at her neck. When it was adjusted to her satisfaction she passed a hat-pin through her sombrero, touched the bright, thick hair above her forehead, straightened out, stretching her legs in the stirrups. Then she drew off her right gauntlet, and very discreetly stifled the daintiest of yawns.

You evidently dont believe there is much danger, said Burleson, with a smile which seemed to relieve the tension he had labored under.

Yes, there is danger, she said.

After a silence she added, I think I hear your men coming.

He listened in vain; he heard the wind above filtering through the pines; he heard the breathing of their horses, and his own heart-beats, too. Then very far away a sound broke out.

What wonderful ears you have! he said — not thinking of their beauty until his eye fell on their lovely contour. And as he gazed the little, clean-cut ear next to him turned pink, and its owner touched her mare forward — apparently in aimless caprice, for she circled and came straight back, meeting his gaze with her pure, fearless gray eyes.

There must have been something not only perfectly inoffensive, but also well-bred, in Burlesons lean, bronzed face, for her own face softened into an amiable expression, and she wheeled the mare up beside his mount, confidently exposing the small ear again.

The men were coming; there could be no mistake this time. And there came Murphy, too, and Rolfe, with his great, swinging stride, gun on one shoulder, a bundle of axes on the other.

This way, said Burleson, briefly; but the fire-warden cut in ahead, cantering forward up the trail, nonchalantly breaking off a twig of aromatic black birch, as she rode, to place between her red lips.

Murphy, arriving in the lead, scanned the haze which hung along the living moss.

Sure, its a foolish fire, sorr, he muttered, burrowing like a mole gone mad. Rest aisy, Misther Burleson; well scotch the divil that done this nights worruk! — bad cess to the dhirrty scut!

Never mind that, Murphy. Miss Elliott, are they to dig it out?

She nodded.

The men, ranged in an uneven line, stood stupidly staring at the long vistas of haze. The slim fire-warden wheeled her mare to face them, speaking very quietly, explaining how deep to dig, how far a margin might be left in safety, how many men were to begin there, and at what distances apart.

Then she picked ten men and bade them follow her.

Burleson rode in the rear, motioning Rolfe to his stirrup.

What do you think of it? he asked, in a low voice.

I think, sir, that one of those damned Storms did it—

I mean, what do you think about the chances? Is it serious?

That young lady ahead knows better than I do. Ive seen two of these here underground fires: one was easy killed; the other cleaned out three thousand acres.

Burleson nodded. I think, he said, that you had better go back to the lodge and get every spare man. Tell Rudolf to rig up a wagon and bring rations and water for the men. Put in something nice for Miss Elliott — see to that, Rolfe; do you hear?

Yes, sir.

And, Rolfe, bring feed for the horses — and see that there are a couple of men to watch the house and stables— He broke out, bitterly, Its a scoundrelly bit of work theyve done!— and instantly had himself under control again. Better go at once, Rolfe, and caution the men to remain quiet under provocation if any trespassers come inside.

II

By afternoon they had not found the end of the underground fire. The live trail had been followed and the creeping terror exterminated for half a mile; yet, although two ditches had been dug to cut the fire off from farther progress, always ahead the haze hung motionless, stretching away westward through the pines.

Now a third trench was started — far enough forward this time, for there was no blue haze visible beyond the young hemlock growth.

The sweating men, stripped to their undershirts, swung pick and axe and drove home their heavy shovels. Burleson, his gray flannel shirt open at the throat, arms bared to the shoulder, worked steadily among his men; on a knoll above, the fire-warden sat cross-legged on the pine-needles, her straight young back against a tree. On her knees were a plate and a napkin. She ate bits of cold partridge at intervals; at intervals she sipped a glass of claret and regarded Burleson dreamily.

To make certain, she had set a gang of men to clear the woods in a belt behind the third ditch; a young growth of hemlock was being sacrificed, and the forest rang with axe-strokes, the cries of men, the splintering crash of the trees.

I think, said Burleson to Rolfe, who had just come up, that we are ahead of the trouble now. Did you give my peaceful message to Abe Storm?

No, sir; he wasnt to home — damn him!

The young man looked up quickly. Whats the trouble now? he asked.

Theres plenty more trouble ahead, said the keeper, in a low voice. Look at this belt, sir! and he drew from his pocket a leather belt, unrolled it, and pointed at a name scratched on the buckle. The name was Abe Storm.

Where did that come from? demanded Burleson.

The man that fired the vlaie grass dropped it. Barry picked it up on patrol. Theres the evidence, sir. The belt lay on the edge of the burning grass.

You mean he dropped it last night, and Barry found it where the grass had been afire?

No, sir; that belt was dropped two hours since. The grass was afire again.

The color left Burlesons face, then came surging back through the tightening skin of the set jaws.

Barry put out the blaze, sir. Hes on duty there now with Chase and Connor. God help Abe Storm if they get him over the sights, Mr. Burleson.

Burlesons self-command was shaken. He reached out his hand for the belt, flung away his axe, and walked up the slope of the knoll where the fire-warden sat calmly watching him.

For a few moments he stood before her, teeth set, in silent battle with that devils own temper which had never been killed in him, which he knew now could never be ripped out and exterminated, which must, must lie chained — chained while he himself stood tireless guard, knowing that chains may break.

After a while he dropped to the ground beside her, like a man dead tired. Tell me about these people, he said.

What people, Mr. Burleson? My own?

Her sensitive instinct had followed the little drama from her vantage-seat on the knoll; she had seen the patrol display the belt; she had watched the color die out and then flood the young mans face and neck; and she had read the surface signs of the murderous fury that altered his own visage to a mask set with a pair of blazing eyes. And suddenly, as he dropped to the ground beside her, his question had swept aside formality, leaving them on the very edge of an intimacy which she had accepted, unconsciously, with her low-voiced answer.

Yes — your own people. Tell what I should know I want to live in peace among them if theyll let me.

She gathered her knees in her clasped fingers and looked out into the forest. Mr. Burleson, she said, for every mental, every moral deformity, man is answerable to man. You dwellers in the pleasant places of the world are pitiless in your judgment of the sullen, suspicious, narrow life you find edging forests, clinging to mountain flanks, or stupidly stifling in the heart of some vast plain. I cannot understand the mental cruelty which condemns with contempt human creatures who have had no chance — not one single chance. Are they ignorant? Then bear with them for shame! Are they envious, grasping, narrow? Do they gossip about neighbors, do they slander without mercy? What can you expect from starved minds, human intellects unnourished by all that you find so wholesome? Mans progress only inspires man; mans mind alone stimulates mans mind. Where civilization is, there are many men; where is the greatest culture, the broadest thought, the sweetest toleration, there men are many, teaching one another unconsciously, consciously, always advancing, always uplifting, spite of the shallow tide of sin which flows in the footsteps of all progress—

She ceased; her delicate, earnest face relaxed, and a smile glimmered for a moment in her eyes, in the pretty curled corners of her parted lips.

Im talking very like a school-marm, she said. I am one, by-the-way, and I teach the children of these people — my people, she added, with an exquisite hint of defiance in her smile.

She rested her weight on one arm and leaned towards him a trifle.

In Fox Cross-roads there is much that is hopeless, much that is sorrowful, Mr. Burleson; there is hunger, bodily hunger; there is sickness unsolaced by spiritual or bodily comfort — not even the comfort of death! Ah, you should see them — once! Once would be enough! And no physician, nobody that knows, I tell you — nobody through the long, dusty, stifling summers — nobody through the lengthening bitterness of the black winters — nobody except myself. Mr. Burleson, old man Storm died craving a taste of broth; and Abe Storm trapped a partridge for him, and Rolfe caught him and Grier jailed him — and confiscated the miserable, half-plucked bird!

The hand which supported her weight was clinched; she was not looking at the man beside her, but his eyes never left hers.

You talk angrily of market hunting, and the law forbids it. You say you can respect a poacher who shoots for the love of it, but you have only contempt for the market hunter. And you are right sometimes— She looked him in the eyes. Old Santrys little girl is bedridden. Santry shot and sold a deer — and bought his child a patent bed. She sleeps almost a whole hour now without much pain.

Burleson, eyes fixed on her, did not stir. The fire-warden leaned forward, picked up the belt, and read the name scratched with a hunting-knife on the brass buckle.

Before Grier came, she said, thoughtfully, there was misery enough here — cold, hunger, disease — oh, plenty of disease always. Their starved lands of sand and rock gave them a little return for heart-breaking labor, but not enough. Their rifles helped them to keep alive; timber was free; they existed. Then suddenly forest, game, vlaie, and lake were taken from them — fenced off, closed to these people whose fathers fathers had established free thoroughfare where posted warnings and shot-gun patrols now block every trodden trail! What is the sure result? — and Grier was brutal! What could be expected? Why, Mr. Burleson, these people are Americans! — dwarfed mentally, stunted morally, year by year reverting to primal type — yet the fire in their blood set their grandfathers marching on Saratoga! — marching to accomplish the destruction of all kings! And Grier drove down here with a coachman and footman in livery and furs, and summoned the constable from Brier Bridge, and arrested old man Santry at his childs bedside — the new bed paid for with Griers buck.…

She paused; then, with a long breath, she straightened up and leaned back once more against the tree.

They are not born criminals, she said. See what you can do with them — see what you can do for them, Mr. Burleson. The relative values of a deer and a man have changed since they hanged poachers in England.

They sat silent for a while, watching the men below.

Miss Elliott, he said, impulsively, may I not know your father?

She flushed and turned towards him as though unpleasantly startled. That was only instinct, for almost at the same moment she leaned back quietly against the tree.

I think my father would like to know you, she said. He seldom sees men — men like himself.

Perhaps you would let me smoke a cigarette, Miss Elliott? he ventured.

You were very silly not to ask me before, she said, unconsciously falling into his commonplace vein of easy deference.

I wonder, he went on, lazily, what that débris is on the land which runs back from the store at Fox Cross-roads. It cant be that anybody was simple enough to go boring for oil.

She winced; but the smile remained on her face, and she met his eyes quite calmly.

That pile of débris, she said, is, I fancy, the wreck of the house of Elliott. My father did bore for oil and found it — about a pint, I believe.

Oh, I beg your pardon, cried Burleson, red as a pippin.

I am not a bit sensitive, she said. Her mouth, the white, heavy lids of her eyes, contradicted her.

There was a very dreadful smash-up of the house of Elliott, Mr. Burleson. If you feel a bit friendly towards that house, you will advise me how I may sell The Witch. I dont mind telling you why. My father has simply got to go to some place where rheumatism can be helped — be made bearable. I know that I could easily dispose of the mare if I were in a civilized region; even Grier offered half her value. If you know of any people who care for that sort of horse, Ill be delighted to enter into brisk correspondence with them.

I know a man, observed Burleson, deliberately, who would buy that mare in about nine-tenths of a second.

Oh, Ill concede him the other tenth! cried the girl, laughing. It was the first clear, care-free laugh he had heard from her — and so fascinating, so delicious, that he sat there silent in entranced surprise.

About the value of the mare, she suggested, diffidently, you may tell your friend that she is only worth what father paid for her—

Good Lord! he said, thats not the way to sell a horse!

Why not? Isnt she worth that much?

What did your father pay for her?

The girl named the sum a trifle anxiously. Its a great deal, I know—

Its about a third what shes worth, announced Burleson. If I were you, Id add seventy-five per cent., and hold out like — like a demon for it.

But I cannot ask more than we paid—

Why not?

I — dont know. Is it honorable?

They looked at each other for a moment, then he began to laugh. To her surprise, she felt neither resentment nor chagrin, although he was plainly laughing at her. So presently she laughed, too, a trifle uncertainly, shy eyes avoiding his, yet always returning curiously. She did not know just why; she was scarcely aware that she took pleasure in this lean-faced young horsemans company.

I have always believed, she began, that to sell anything for more than its value was something as horrid as — as usury.

Such a transaction resembles usury as closely as it does the theory of Pythagoras, he explained; and presently their laughter aroused the workmen, who looked up, leaning on spade and pick.

I cannot understand, she said, why you make such silly remarks or why I laugh at them. A boy once affected me in the same way — years ago.

She sat up straight, a faint smile touching her mouth and eyes. I think that my work is about ended here, Mr. Burleson. Do you know that my pupils are enjoying a holiday — because you choose to indulge in a forest-fire?

He strove to look remorseful, but he only grinned.

I did not suppose you cared, she said, severely, but made no motion to rise.

Presently he mentioned the mare again, asking if she really desired to sell her; and she said that she did.

Then Ill wire to-night, he rejoined. There should be a check for you day after to-morrow.

But suppose the man did not wish to buy her?

No chance of that. If you say so, the mare is sold from this moment.

I do say so, she answered, in a low voice, and thank you, Mr. Burleson. You do not realize how astonished I am — how fortunate — how deeply happy—

I can only realize it by comparison, he said.

What, exactly, did he mean by that? She looked around at him; he was absorbed in scooping a hole in the pine-needles with his riding-crop.

She made up her mind that his speech did not always express his thoughts; that it was very pleasant to listen to, but rather vague than precise.

It is quite necessary, he mused aloud, that I meet your father—

She looked up quickly. Oh! have you business with him?

Not at all, said Burleson.

This time the silence was strained; Miss Elliott remained very still and thoughtful.

I think, he said, that this country is only matched in paradise. It is the most beautiful place on earth!

To this astonishing statement she prepared no answer. The forest was attractive, the sun perhaps brighter than usual — or was it only her imagination due to her own happiness in selling The Witch?

When may I call upon Mr. Elliott? he asked, suddenly. To-night?

No; really he was too abrupt, his conversation flickering from one subject to another without relevance, without logic. She had no time to reflect, to decide what he meant, before, crack! he was off on another trail — and his English no vehicle for the conveyance of his ideas.

There is something, he continued, that I wish to ask you. May I?

She bit her lip, then laughed, her gray eyes searching his. Ask it, Mr. Burleson, for if I lived a million years Im perfectly certain I could never guess what you are going to say next.

Its only this, he said, with a worried look, I dont know your first name.

Why should you? she demanded, amused, yet instinctively resentful. I dont know yours, either, Mr. Burleson — and I dont even ask you.

Oh, Ill tell you, he said; my name is only John William. Now will you tell me yours?

She remained silent, coping with a candor that she had not met with since she went to parties in a muslin frock. She remembered one boy who had proposed elopement on ten minutes acquaintance. Burleson, somehow or other, reminded her of that boy.

My name, she said, carelessly, is Constance.

I like that name, said Burleson.

It was pretty nearly the last straw. Never had she been conscious of being so spontaneously, so unreasonably approved of since that wretched boy had suggested flight at her first party. She could not separate the memory of the innocent youth from Burleson; he was intensely like that boy; and she had liked the boy, too — liked him so much that in those ten heavenly minutes acquaintance she was half persuaded to consent — only there was nowhere to fly to, and before they could decide her nurse arrived.

If you had not told me your first name, said Burleson, how could anybody make out a check to your order?

Is that why— she began; and without the slightest reason her heart gave a curious little tremor of disappointment.

You see, he said, cheerfully, it was not impertinence — it was only formality.

I see, she said, approvingly, and began to find him a trifle tiresome.

Meanwhile he had confidently skipped to another subject. Phosphates and nitrogen are what those people need for their farms. Now if you prepare your soil — do your own mixing, of course — then begin with red clover, and plough—

Her gray eyes were so wide open that he stopped short to observe them; they were so beautiful that his observation continued until she colored furiously. It was the last straw.

The fire is out, I think, she said, calmly, rising to her feet; my duty here is ended, Mr. Burleson.

Oh — are you going? he asked, with undisguised disappointment. She regarded him in silence for a moment. How astonishingly like that boy he was — this six-foot — 

Of course I am going, she said, and wondered why she had said of course with emphasis. Then she whistled to her mare.

May I ride with you to the house? he asked, humbly.

She was going to say several things, all politely refusing. What she did say was, Not this time.

Then she was furious with herself, and began to hate him fiercely, until she saw something in his face that startled her. The mare came up; she flung the bridle over hastily, set foot to metal, and seated herself in a flash. Then she looked down at the man beside her, prepared for his next remark.

It came at once. When may we ride together, Miss Elliott?

She became strangely indulgent. You know, she said, as though instructing youth, that the first proper thing to do is to call upon my father, because he is older than you, and he is physically unable to make the first call.

Then by Wednesday we may ride? he inquired, so guilessly that she broke into a peal of delicious laughter.

How old are you, Mr. Burleson? Ten?

I feel younger, he said.

So do I, she said. I feel like a little girl in a muslin gown. Two spots of color tinted her cheeks. He had never seen such beauty in human guise, and he came very near saying so. Something in the aromatic mountain air was tempting her to recklessness. Amazed, exhilarated by the temptation, she sat there looking down at him; and her smile was perilously innocent and sweet.

Once, she said, I knew a boy — like you — when I wore a muslin frock, and I have never forgotten him. He was extremely silly.

Do you remember only silly people?

I cant forget them; I try.

Please dont try any more, he said.

She looked at him, still smiling. She gazed off through the forest, where the men were going home, shovels shouldered, the blades of axe and spade blood-red in the sunset light.

How long they stood there she scarcely reckoned, until a clear primrose light crept in among the trees, and the evening mist rose from an unseen pond, floating through the dimmed avenues of pines.

Good-night, she said, gathered bridle, hesitated, then held out her ungloved hand.

Galloping homeward, the quick pressure of his hand still burning her palm, she swept along in a maze of disordered thought. And being by circumstances, though not by inclination, an orderly young woman, she attempted a mental reorganization. This she completed as she wheeled her mare into the main forest road; and, her happy, disordered thoughts rearranged with a layer of cold logic to quiet them, reaction came swiftly; her cheeks burned when she remembered her own attitude of half-accepted intimacy with this stranger. How did he regard her? How cheaply did he already hold her — this young man idling here in the forest for his own pleasure?

But she had something more important on hand than the pleasures of remorseful cogitation as she rode up to the store and drew bridle, where in their shirt-sleeves the prominent citizens were gathered. She began to speak immediately. She did not mince matters; she enumerated them by name, dwelt coldly upon the law governing arson, and told them exactly where they stood.

She was, by courtesy of long residence, one of them. She taught their children, she gave them pills and powders, she had stood by them even when they had the law against them — stood by them loyally and in the very presence of Grier, fencing with him at every move, combating his brutality with deadly intelligence.

They collapsed under her superior knowledge; they trusted her, fawned on her, whined when she rebuked them, carried themselves more decently for a day or two when she dropped a rare word of commendation. They respected her in spite of the latent ruffianly instinct which sneers at women; they feared her as a parish fears its priest; they loved her as they loved one another — which was rather toleration than affection; the toleration of half-starved bob-cats.

And now the school-marm had turned on them — turned on them with undisguised contempt. Never before had she betrayed contempt for them. She spoke of cowardice, too. That bewildered them. Nobody had ever suggested that.

She spoke of the shame of jail; they had heretofore been rather proud of it — all this seated there in the saddle, the light from the store lamp shining full in her face; and they huddled there on the veranda, gaping at her, stupefied.

Then she suddenly spoke of Burleson, praising him, endowing him with every quality the nobility of her own mind could compass. She extolled his patience under provocation, bidding them to match it with equal patience. She bad them be men in the face of this Burleson, who was a man; to display a dignity to compare with his; to meet him squarely, to deal fairly, to make their protests to his face and not whisper crime behind his back.

And that was all; she swung her mare off into the darkness; they listened to the far gallop, uttering never a word. But when the last distant hoof-stroke had ceased, Mr. Burlesons life and forests were safe in the country. How safe his game was they themselves did not exactly know.

That night Burleson walked into the store upon the commonplace errand of buying a jack-knife. It was well that he did not send a groom; better still when he explained, one of the old-fashioned kind — the kind I used as a school-boy.

To whittle willow whistles, suggested old man Santry. His voice was harsh; it was an effort for him to speak.

Thats the kind, said Burleson, picking out a one-blader.

Santry was coughing; presently Burleson looked around.

Find swallowing hard? he asked.

Swallerin aint easy. I ketched cold.

Lets see, observed Burleson, strolling up to him and deliberately opening the old mans jaws, not only to Santrys astonishment, but to the stupefaction of the community around the unlighted stove.

Bring a lamp over here, said the young man.

Somebody brought it.

Tonsilitis, said Burleson, briefly. Ill send you something to-night?

Be you a doctor? demanded Santry, hoarsely.

Was one. Ill fix you up. Go home; and dont kiss your little girl. Ill drop in after breakfast.

Two things were respected in Fox Cross-roads — death and a doctor — neither of which the citizens understood.

But old man Santry, struggling obstinately with his awe of things medical, rasped out, I aint goin to pay no doctors bills fur a cold!

Nobody pays me any more, said Burleson, laughing. I only doctor people to keep my hand in. Go home, Santry; youre sick.

Mr. Santry went, pausing at the door to survey the gathering with vacant astonishment.

Burleson paid for the knife, bought a dozen stamps, tasted the cheese and ordered a whole one, selected three or four barrels of apples, and turned on his heel with a curt good-night.

Say! broke out old man Storm as he reached the door; you wasnt plannin to hev the law on Abe, was you?

About that grass fire? inquired Burleson, wheeling in his tracks. Oh no; Abe lost his temper and his belt. Any mans liable to lose both. By-the-way — he came back slowly, buttoning his gloves— about this question of the game — it has occurred to me that it can be adjusted very simply. How many men in this town are hunters?

Nobody answered at first, inherent suspicion making them coy. However, it finally appeared that in a community of twenty families there were some four of natures noblemen who admired to go gunnin with a smell-dog.

Four, repeated Burleson. Now just see how simple it is. The law allows thirty woodcock, thirty partridges, and two deer to every hunter. That makes eight deer and two hundred and forty birds out of the preserve, which is very little — if you shoot straight enough to get your limit! he laughed. But it being a private preserve, youll do your shooting on Saturdays, and check off your bag at the gate of the lodge — so that you wont make any mistakes in going over the limit. He laughed again, and pointed at a lean hound lying under the counter.

Hounds are barred; only smell-dogs admitted, he said. And — he became quietly serious— I count on each one of you four men to aid my patrol in keeping the game-laws and the fire-laws and every forest law on the statutes. And I count on you to take out enough fox and mink pelts to pay me for my game — and you yourselves for your labor; for though it is my game by the law of the land, what is mine is no source of pleasure to me unless I share it. Let us work together to keep the streams and coverts and forests well stocked. Good-night.

About eleven oclock that evening Abe Storm slunk into the store, and the community rose and fell on him and administered the most terrific beating that a husky young man ever emerged from alive.

III

In October the maple leaves fell, the white birches showered the hill-sides with crumpled gold, the ruffed grouse put on its downy stockings, the great hares flanks became patched with white. Cold was surely coming; somewhere behind the blue north the Great White Winter stirred in its slumber.

As yet, however, the oaks and beeches still wore their liveries of rustling amber, the short grass on hill-side pastures was intensely green, flocks of thistle-birds disguised in demure russet passed in wavering flight from thicket to thicket, and over all a hot sun blazed in a sky of sapphire, linking summer and autumn together in the magnificence of a perfect afternoon.

Miss Elliott, riding beside Burleson, had fallen more silent than usual. She no longer wore her sombrero and boys clothes; hat, habit, collar, scarf — ay, the tiny polished spur on her polished boot — were eloquent of Fifth Avenue; and she rode a side-saddle made by Harrock.

Alas! alas! said Burleson; where is the rose of yesterday?

If you continue criticising my habit— she began, impatiently.

No — not for a minute! he cried. I didnt mention your habit or your stock—

You are always bewailing that soiled sombrero and those unspeakable breeches—

I never said a word—

You did. You said, Where is the rose of yesterday?

I meant the wild rose. You are a cultivated rose now, you know—

She turned her face at an angle which left him nothing to look at but one small, close-set ear.

May I see a little more of your face by-and-by? he asked.

Dont be silly, Mr. Burleson.

If Im not, Im afraid youll forget me.

They rode on in silence for a little while; he removed his cap and stuffed it into his pocket.

Its good for my hair, he commented, aloud; Im not married, you see, and it behooves a man to keep what hair he has until hes married.

As she said nothing, he went on, reflectively: Eminent authorities have computed that a man with lots of hair on his head stands thirty and nineteen-hundredths better chance with a girl than a man who has but a scanty crop. A man with curly hair has eighty-seven chances in a hundred, a man with wavy hair has seventy-nine, a man—

Mr. Burleson, she said, exasperated, I am utterly at a loss to understand what it is in you that I find attractive enough to endure you.

Seventy-nine, he ventured— my hair is wavy—

She touched her mare and galloped forward, and he followed through the yellow sunshine, attendant always on her caprice, ready for any sudden whim. So when she wheeled to the left and lifted her mare over a snake-fence, he was ready to follow; and together they tore away across a pasture, up a hill all purple with plumy bunch-grass, and forward to the edge of a gravel-pit, where she whirled her mare about, drew bridle, and flung up a warning hand just in time. His escape was narrower; his horses hind hoofs loosened a section of undermined sod; the animal stumbled, sank back, strained with every muscle, and dragged himself desperately forward; while behind him the entire edge of the pit gave way, crashing and clattering into the depths below.

They were both rather white when they faced each other.

Dont take such a risk again, he said, harshly.

I wont, she answered, with dry lips; but she was not thinking of herself. Suddenly she became very humble, guiding her mare alongside of his horse, and in a low voice asked him to pardon her folly.

And, not thinking of himself, he scored her for the risk she had taken, alternately reproaching, arguing, bullying, pleading, after the fashion of men. And, still shaken by the peril she had so wilfully sought, he asked her not to do it again, for his sake — an informal request that she accepted with equal informality and a slow droop of her head.

Never had she received such a thorough, such a satisfying scolding. There was not one word too much — every phrase refreshed her, every arbitrary intonation sang in her ears like music. And so far not one selfish note had been struck.

She listened, eyes downcast, face delicately flushed — listened until it pleased him to make an end, which he did with amazing lack of skill:

What do you suppose life would hold for me with you at the bottom of that gravel-pit?

The selfish note rang out, unmistakable, imperative — the clearest, sweetest note of all to her. But the question was no question and required no answer. Besides, he had said enough — just enough.

Let us ride home, she said, realizing that they were on dangerous ground again — dangerous as the gravel-hill.

And a few moments later she caught a look in his face that disconcerted and stampeded her. It was partly your own fault, Mr. Burleson. Why does not your friend take away the mare he has bought and paid for?

Partly — my — fault! he repeated, wrathfully.

Can you not let a woman have that much consolation? she said, lifting her gray eyes to his with a little laugh. Do you insist on being the only and perfect embodiment of omniscience?

He said, rather sulkily, that he didnt think he was omniscient, and she pretended to doubt it, until the badinage left him half vexed, half laughing, but on perfectly safe ground once more.

Indeed, they were already riding over the village bridge, and he said: I want to stop and see Santrys child for a moment. Will you wait?

Yes, she said.

So he dismounted and entered the weather-battered abode of Santry; and she looked after him with an expression on her face that he had never surprised there.

Meanwhile, along the gray village thoroughfare the good folk peeped out at her where she sat her mare, unconscious, deep in maiden meditation.

She had done much for her people; she was doing much. Fiction might add that they adored her, worshipped her very footprints! — echoes all of ancient legends of a grateful tenantry that the New World believes in but never saw.

After a little while Burleson emerged from Santrys house, gravely returning the effusive adieus of the family.

You are perfectly welcome, he said, annoyed; it is a pleasure to be able to do anything for children.

And as he mounted he said to Miss Elliott, Ive fixed it, I think.

Fixed her hip?

No; arranged for her to go to New York. They do that sort of thing there. I see no reason why the child should not walk.

Oh, do you think so? she exclaimed, softly. You make me very happy, Mr. Burleson.

He looked her full in the face for just the space of a second.

And you make me happy, he said.

She laughed, apparently serene and self-possessed, and turned up the hill, he following a fraction of a length behind.

In grassy hollows late dandelions starred the green with gold, the red alders scarlet berries flamed along the road-side thickets; beyond, against the sky, acres of dead mullein stalks stood guard above the hollow scrub.

Do you know, she said, over her shoulder, that there is a rose in bloom in our garden?

Is there? he asked, without surprise.

Doesnt it astonish you? she demanded. Roses dont bloom up here in October.

Oh yes, they do, he muttered.

At the gate they dismounted, he silent, preoccupied, she uneasily alert and outwardly very friendly.

How warm it is! she said; it will be like a night in June with the moon up — and that rose in the garden.… You say that you are coming this evening?

Of course. It is your last evening.

Our last evening, she repeated, thoughtfully.… You said …

I said that I was going South, too. I am not sure that I am going.

I am sorry, she observed, coolly. And after a moment she handed him the bridle of her mare, saying, You will see that she is forwarded when your friend asks for her?

Yes.

She looked at the mare, then walked up slowly and put her arms around the creatures silky neck. Good-bye, she said, and kissed her. Turning half defiantly on Burleson, she smiled, touching her wet lashes with her gloved wrist.

The Arab lady and the faithful gee-gee, she said. I know The Witch doesnt care, but I cant help loving her.… Are you properly impressed with my grief?

There was that in Burlesons eyes that sobered her; she instinctively laid her hand on the gate, looking at him with a face which had suddenly grown colorless and expressionless.

Miss Elliott, he said, will you marry me?

The tingling silence lengthened, broken at intervals by the dull stamping of the horses.

After a moment she moved leisurely past him, bending her head as she entered the yard, and closing the gate slowly behind her. Then she halted, one gloved hand resting on the closed gate, and looked at him again.

There is an awkwardness in men that women like; there is a gaucherie that women detest. She gazed silently at this man, considering him with a serenity that stunned him speechless.

Yet all the while her brain was one vast confusion, and the tumult of her own heart held her dumb. Even the man himself appeared as a blurred vision; echoes of lost voices dinned in her ears — the voices of children — of a child whom she had known when she wore muslin frocks to her knees — a boy who might once have been this man before her — this tall, sunburned young man, awkward, insistent, artless — oh, entirely without art in a wooing which alternately exasperated and thrilled her. And now his awkwardness had shattered the magic of the dream and left her staring at reality — without warning, without the courtesy of a garde à vous!

And his answer? He was waiting for his answer. But men are not gods to demand! — not highwaymen to bar the way with a Stand and deliver! And an answer is a precious thing — a gem of untold value. It was hers to give, hers to withhold, hers to defend.

You will call on us to say good-bye this evening? she asked, steadying her voice.

A deep color stung his face; he bowed, standing stiff and silent until she had passed through the open door of the veranda. Then, half blind with his misery, he mounted, wheeled, and galloped away, The Witch clattering stolidly at his stirrup.

Already the primrose light lay over hill and valley; already the delicate purple net of night had snared forest and marsh; and the wild ducks were stringing across the lakes, and the herons had gone to the forest, and plover answered plover from swamp to swamp, plaintive, querulous, in endless reiteration— Lost! lost! shes lost — shes lost — shes lost!

But it was the first time in his life that he had so interpreted the wild crying of the killdeer plover.



There was a gown that had been packed at the bottom of a trunk; it was a fluffy, rather shapeless mound of filmy stuff to look at as it lay on the bed. As it hung upon the perfect figure of a girl of twenty it was, in the words of the maid, a dhream an a blessed vision, glory be! It ought to have been; it was brand-new.
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At dinner, her father coming in on crutches, stared at his daughter — stared as though the apparition of his dead wife had risen to guide him to his chair; and his daughter laughed across the little table — she scarcely knew why — laughed at his surprise, at his little tribute to her beauty — laughed with the quick tears brimming in her eyes.

Then, after a silence, and thinking of her mother, she spoke of Burleson; and after a while of the coming journey, and their new luck which had come up with the new moon in September — a luck which had brought a purchaser for the mare, another for the land — all of it, swamp, timber, barrens — every rod, house, barn, garden, and stock.

Again leaning her bare elbows on the cloth, she asked her father who the man could be that desired such property. But her father shook his head, repeating the name, which was, I believe, Smith. And that, including the check, was all they had ever learned of this investor who had wanted what they did not want, in the nick of time.

If he thinks there is gas or oil here he is to be pitied, said her father. I wrote him and warned him.

I think he replied that he knew his own business, said the girl.

I hope he does; the price is excessive — out of all reason. I trust he knows of something in the land that may justify his investment.

After a moment she said, Do you really think we may be able to buy a little place in Florida — a few orange-trees and a house?

His dreamy eyes smiled across at her.

Thank God! she thought, answering his smile.

There was no dampness in the air; she aided him to the garden, where he resumed his crutches and hobbled as far as the wonderful bush that bore a single belated rose.

In the South, he said, under his breath, there is no lack of these.… I think — I think all will be well in the South.

He tired easily, and she helped him back to his study, where young Burleson presently found them, strolling in with his hands in the pockets of his dinner-jacket.

His exchange of greetings with Miss Elliott was quietly formal; with her father almost tender. It was one of the things she cared most for in him; and she walked to the veranda, leaving the two men alone — the man and the shadow of a man.

Once she heard laughter in the room behind her; and it surprised her, pacing the veranda there. Yet Burleson always brought a new anecdote to share with her father — and heretofore he had shared these with her, too. But now! — 

Yet it was by her own choice she was alone there, pacing the moonlit porches.

The maid — their only servant — brought a decanter; she could hear the ring of the glasses, relics of better times.… And now better times were dawning again — brief, perhaps, for her father, yet welcome as Indian summer.

After a long while Burleson came to the door, and she looked up, startled.

Will you sing? Your father asks it.

Wont you ask me, too, Mr. Burleson?

Yes.

But I want to show you my rose first. Will you come? — it is just a step.

He walked out into the moonlight with her; they stood silently before the bush which had so capriciously bloomed.

Now — I will sing for you, Mr. Burleson, she said, amiably. And they returned to the house, finding not a word to say on the way.

The piano was in decent tune; she sat down, nodding across at her father, and touched a chord or two.

The same song — the one your mother cared for, murmured her father.

And she looked at Burleson dreamily, then turned, musing with bent head, sounding a note, a tentative chord. And then she sang.

A dropping chord, lingering like fragrance in the room, a silence, and she rose, looking at her father. But he, dim eyes brooding, lay back unconscious of all save memories awakened by her song. And presently she moved across the room to the veranda, stepping out into the moonlit garden — knowing perfectly well what she was doing, though her heart was beating like a trip-hammer, and she heard the quick step on the gravel behind her.

She was busy with the long stem of the rose when he came up; she broke it short and straightened up, smiling a little greeting, for she could not have spoken for her life.

Will you marry me? he asked, under his breath.

Then the slow, clear words came, I cannot.

I love you, he said, as though he had not heard her. There is nothing for me in life without you; from the moment you came into my life there was nothing else, nothing in heaven or earth but you — your loveliness, your beauty, your hair, your hands, the echo of your voice haunting me, the memory of your every step, your smile, the turn of your head — all that I love in you — and all that I worship — your sweetness, your loyalty, your bravery, your honor. Give me all this to guard, to adore — try to love me; forget my faults, forgive all that I lack. I know — I know what I am — what little I have to offer — but it is all that I am, all that I have. Constance! Constance! Must you refuse?

Did I refuse? she faltered. I dont know why I did.

With bare arm bent back and hand pressed over the hand that held her waist imprisoned, she looked up into his eyes. Then their lips met.

Say it, he whispered.

Say it? Ah, I do say it: I love you — I love you. I said it years ago — when you were a boy and I wore muslin gowns above my knees. Did you think I had not guessed it?… And you told father to-night — you told him, because I never heard him laugh that way before.… And you are Jack — my boy that I loved when I was ten — my boy lover? Ah, Jack, I was never deceived.

He drew her closer and lifted her flushed face. I told your father — yes. And I told him that we would go South with him.

You — you dared assume that! — before I had consented! she cried, exasperated.

Why — why, I couldnt contemplate anything else.

Half laughing, half angry, she strained to release his arm, then desisted, breathless, gray eyes meeting his.

No other man, she breathed— no other man— There was a silence, then her arms crept up closer, encircling his neck. There is no other man, she sighed.
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A WARM OCTOBER was followed by a muggy, wet November. The elm leaves turned yellow but did not fall; the ash-trees lighted up the woods like gigantic lanterns set in amber; single branches among the maples slowly crimsoned. As yet the dropping of acorns rarely broke the forest silence in Sagamore County, although the blue-jays screamed in the alders and crows were already gathering for their annual caucus.

Because there had been as yet no frost the partridges still lurked deep in the swamps, and the woodcock skulked, shunning the white birches until the ice-storms in the north should set their comrades moving southward.

There was little doing in the feathered world. Of course the swallows had long since departed, and with the advent of the blue-jays and golden-winged wood peckers a few heavy-pinioned hawks had appeared, wheeling all day over the pine-woods, calling querulously.

Then one still night the frost silvered the land, and the raccoons whistled from the beach-woods on the ridges, and old man Jocelyns daughter crept from her chilly bed to the window which framed a staring, frosty moon.

Through the silence she heard a whisper like the discreet rustle of silken hangings. It was the sound of leaves falling through the darkness. She peered into the night, where, unseen, the delicate fingers of the frost were touching a million leaves, and as each little leaf was summoned she heard it go, whispering obedience.

Now the moonlight seemed to saturate her torn, thin night-gown and lie like frost on her body; and she crept to the door of her room, shivering, and called, Father!

He answered heavily, and the bed in the next room creaked.

There is a frost, she said; shall I load the cartridges?

She could hear him stumble out of bed and grope for the window.

Presently he yawned loudly and she heard him tumble back into bed.

There wont be no flight to-night, he said; the birds wont move for twenty-four hours. Go to bed, Jess.

But there are sure to be a few droppers in to-night, she protested.

Go to bed, he said, shortly.

After a moment she began again: I dont mind loading a dozen shells, dad.

What for? he said. Its my fault I aint ready. I didnt want you foolin with candles around powder and shot.

But I want you to have a good time to-morrow, she urged, with teeth chattering. You know, and she laughed a mirthless laugh, its Thanksgiving Day, and two woodcock are as good as a turkey.

What he said was, Turkey be darned! but, nevertheless, she knew he was pleased, so she said no more.

There was a candle on her bureau; she lighted it with stiff fingers, then trotted about over the carpetless floor, gathering up the loading-tools and flimsy paper shells, the latter carefully hoarded after having already served.

Sitting there at the bedside, bare feet wrapped in a ragged quilt, and a shawl around her shoulders, she picked out the first shell and placed it in the block. With one tap she forced out the old primer, inserted a new one, and drove it in. Next she plunged the rusty measuring-cup into the black powder and poured the glistening grains into the shell, three drams and a half. On this she drove in two wads. Now the shell was ready for an ounce and an eighth of number nine shot, and she measured it and poured it in with practised hand. Then came the last wad, a quick twirl of the crimper, and the first shell lay loaded on the pillow.

Before she finished her hands were numb and her little feet like frozen marble. But at last two dozen cartridges were ready, and she gathered them up in the skirt of her night-gown and carried them to her fathers door.

Here they are, she said, rolling them in a heap on the floor; and, happy at his sleepy protest, she crept back to bed again, chilled to the knees.

At dawn the cold was intense, but old man Jocelyn, descending the dark stairway gun in hand, found his daughter lifting the coffee-pot from the stove.

Youre a good girl, Jess, he said. Then he began to unwind the flannel cover from his gun. In the frosty twilight outside a raccoon whistled from the alders.

When he had unrolled and wiped his gun he drew a shaky chair to the pine table and sat down. His daughter watched him, and when he bent his gray head she covered her eyes with one delicate hand.

Lord, he said, it being Thanksgiving, I do hereby give Thee a few extry thanks. And Amen they said together.

Jess stood warming herself with her back to the stove, watching her father busy with his bread and coffee. Her childish face was not a sad one, yet in her rare smile there was a certain beauty which sorrow alone brings to young lips and eyes.

Old man Jocelyn stirred his sugarless coffee and broke off a lump of bread.

One of young Gordons keepers was here yesterday, he said, abruptly.

His daughter slowly raised her head and twisted her dishevelled hair into a great, soft knot. What did Mr. Gordons keeper want? she asked, indifferently.

Why, some one, said old man Jocelyn, with an indescribable sneer— some real mean man has been and shot out them swales along Brier Brook.

Did you do it? asked the girl.

Why, come to think, I guess I did, said her father, grinning.

It is your right, said his daughter, quietly; the Brier Brook swales were yours.

Before young Gordons pa swindled me out o them, observed Jocelyn, tearing off more bread. And, he added, even old Gordon never dared post his land in them days. If he had hed been tarred n feathered.

His daughter looked grave, then a smile touched her eyes, and she said: I hear, daddy, that young Gordon gives you cattle and seeds and ploughs.

Jocelyn wheeled around like a flash. Who told you that? he demanded, sharply.

The incredulous smile in her eyes died out. She stared at him blankly.

Why, of course it wasnt true, she said.

Who told you? he cried, angrily.

Murphy told me, she stammered. Of course it is a lie! of course he lied, father! I told him he lied—

With horror in her eyes she stared at her father, but Jocelyn sat sullenly brooding over his coffee-cup and tearing bit after bit from the crust in his fist.

Has young Gordon ever said that to you? he demanded, at length.

I have never spoken to him in all my life, answered the girl, with a dry sob. If I had known that he gave things to — to — us — I should have died—

Jocelyns eyes were averted. How dare he! she went on, trembling. We are not beggars! If we have nothing, it is his fathers shame — and his shame! Oh, father, father! I never thought — I never for one instant thought—

Dont, Jess! said Jocelyn, hoarsely.

Then he rose and laid a heavy hand on the table. I took his cows and his ploughs and his seed. What of it? He owes me more! I took them for your sake — to try to find a living in this bit of flint and sand — for you. Birds are scarce. Theyve passed a law against market-shooting. Every barrel of birds I send out may mean prison. Ive lived my life as a market-hunter; I aint fitted for farming. But you were growing, and you need schooling, and between the game-warden and young Gordon I couldnt keep you decent — so I took his damned cattle and I dug in the ground. What of it! he ended, violently. And, as she did not speak, he gave voice to the sullen rage within him— I took his cattle and his ploughs as I take his birds. They aint his to give; theyre mine to take — the birds are. I guess when God set the first hen partridge on her nest in Sagamore woods he wasnt thinking particularly about breeding them for young Gordon!

He picked up his gun and started heavily for the door. His eyes met the eyes of his daughter as she drew the frosty latch for him. There was a pause, then he pulled his cap over his eyes with a long grunt.

Dear dad, she said, under her breath.

I guess, he observed unsteadily, youre ashamed of me, Jess.

She put both arms around his neck and laid her head against his.

I think as you do, she said; God did not create the partridges for Mr. Gordon — but, darling dad, you will never, never again take even one grain of buckwheat from him, will you?

His father robbed mine, said Jocelyn, with a surly shrug. But she was content with his answer and his rough kiss, and when he had gone out into the gray morning, calling his mongrel setter from its kennel, she went back up the stairs and threw herself on her icy bed. But her little face was hot with tearless shame, and misery numbed her limbs, and she cried out in her heart for God to punish old Gordons sin from generation to generation — meaning that young Gordon should suffer for the sins of his father. Yet through her torture and the burning anger of her prayer ran a silent undercurrent, a voiceless call for mercy upon her and upon all she loved, her father and — young Gordon.

After a while she fell asleep dreaming of young Gordon. She had never seen him except Sundays in church, but now she dreamed he came into her pew and offered her a hymn-book of ivory and silver; and she dreamed they sang from it together until the church thrilled with their united voices. But the song they sang seemed to pain her, and her voice hurt her throat. His voice, too, grew harsh and piercing, and — she awoke with the sun in her eyes and the strident cries of the blue-jays in her ears.

Under her window she heard somebody moving. It was her father, already returned, and he stood by the door, drawing and plucking half a dozen woodcock.

When she had bathed and dressed, she found the birds on the kitchen-table ready for the oven, and she set about her household duties with a glance through the window where Jocelyn, crouching on the bank of the dark stream, was examining his set-lines one by one.

The sun hung above the forest, sending fierce streams of light over the flaming, frost-ripened foliage. A belt of cloud choked the mountain gorge in the north; the alders were smoking with chilly haze.

As she passed across the yard towards the spring, bucket in hand, her father called out: I guess well keep Thanksgiving, Jess, after all. Ive got a five-pounder here!

He held up a slim, gold-and-green pickerel, then flung the fish on the ground with the laugh of a boy. It was always so; the forest and the pursuit of wild creatures renewed his life. He was born for it; he had lived a hunter and a roamer of the woods; he bade fair to die a poacher — which, perhaps, is no sin in the eyes of Him who designed the pattern of the partridges wings and gave two coats to the northern hare.

His daughter watched him with a strained smile. In her bitterness against Gordon, now again in the ascendant, she found no peace of mind.

Dad, she said, I set six deadfalls yesterday. I guess Ill go and look at them.

If you line them too plainly, Gordons keepers will save you your trouble, said Jocelyn.

Well, then, I think Ill go now, said the girl. Her eyes began to sparkle and the wings of her delicate nostrils quivered as she looked at the forest on the hill.

Jocelyn watched her. He noted the finely moulded head, the dainty nose, the clear, fearless eyes. It was the sensitive head of a free woman — a maid of windy hill-sides and of silent forests. He saw the faint quiver of the nostril, and he thought of the tremor that twitches the dainty muzzles of thoroughbred dogs afield. It was in her, the mystery and passion of the forest, and he saw it and dropped his eyes to the fish swinging from his hand.

Your mother was different, he said, slowly.

Instinctively they both turned towards the shanty. Beside the doorstep rose a granite headstone.

After a while Jocelyn drew out his jack-knife and laid the fish on the dead grass, and the girl carried the bucket of water back to the house. She reappeared a moment later, wearing her fathers shooting-jacket and cap, and with a quiet good-bye to Jocelyn she started across the hill-side towards the woods above.

Jocelyn watched her out of sight, then turning the pickerel over, he slit the firm, white belly from vent to gill.

About that time, just over the scrubby hill to the north, young Gordon was walking, knee deep in the bronzed sweet fern, gun cocked, eyes alert. His two beautiful dogs were working close, quartering the birch-dotted hill-side in perfect form. But they made no points; no dropping woodcock whistled up from the shelter of birch or alder; no partridge blundered away from bramble covert or willow fringe. Only the blue-jays screamed at him as he passed; only the heavy hawks, sailing, watched him with bright eyes.

He was a dark-eyed, spare young man, with well-shaped head and a good mouth. He wore his canvas shooting-clothes like a soldier, and handled his gun and his dogs with a careless ease that might have appeared slovenly had the results been less precise. But even an amateur could see how thoroughly the ground was covered by those silent dogs. Gordon never spoke to them; a motion of his hand was enough.

Once a scared rabbit scuttled out of the sweet fern and bounded away, displaying the piteous flag of truce, and Gordon smiled to himself when his perfectly trained dogs crossed the alluring trail without a tremor, swerving not an inch for bunny and his antics.

But what could good dogs do, even if well handled, when there had been no flight from the north? So Gordon signalled the dogs and walked on.

That part of his property which he had avoided for years he now came in sight of from the hill, and he halted, gun under his arm. There was the fringe of alders, mirrored in Rats Run; there was Jocelyns shanty, the one plague-spot in his estate; there, too, was old man Jocelyn, on his knees beside the stream, fussing with something that glistened, probably a fish.

The young man on the hill-top tossed his gun over his shoulder and called his two silvery-coated dogs to heel; then he started to descend the slope, the November sunlight dancing on the polished gun-barrels. Down through the scrubby thickets he strode; burr and thorn scraped his canvas jacket, blackberry-vines caught at elbow and knee. With an unfeigned scowl he kept his eyes on Jocelyn, who was still pottering on the streams bank, but when Jocelyn heard him come crackling through the stubble and looked up the scowl faded, leaving Gordons face unpleasantly placid.

Good-morning, Jocelyn, said the young man, stepping briskly to the bank of the stream; I want a word or two with you.

Words are cheap, said Jocelyn, sitting up on his haunches; how many will you have, Mr. Gordon?

I want you, said Gordon, slowly emphasizing each word, to stop your depredations on my property, once and for all.

Squatting there on the dead grass, Jocelyn eyed him sullenly without replying.

Do you understand? said Gordon, sharply.

Well, whats the trouble now— began Jocelyn, but Gordon cut him short.

Trouble! Youve shot out every swale along Brier Brook! There isnt a partridge left between here and the lake! And its a shabby business, Jocelyn — a shabby business.

He flung his fowling-piece into the hollow of his left arm and began to walk up and down the bank.

This is my land, he said, and I want no tenants. There were a dozen farms on the property when it came to me; I gave every tenant a years lease, rent free, and when they moved out I gave them their houses to take down and rebuild outside of my boundary-lines. Do you know any other man who would do as much?

Jocelyn was silent.

As for you, continued Gordon, you were left in that house because your wifes grave is there at your very threshold. You have your house free, you pay no rent for the land, you cut your wood without payment. My gardener has supplied you with seed, but you never cultivate the land; my manager has sent you cows, but you sell them.

One died, muttered Jocelyn.

Yes — with a cut throat, replied Gordon. See here, Jocelyn, I dont expect gratitude or civility from you, but I do expect you to stop robbing me!

Robbing! repeated Jocelyn, angrily, rising to his feet.

Yes, robbing! My land is posted, warning people not to shoot or fish or cut trees. The land, the game, and the forests are mine, and you have no more right to kill a bird or cut a tree on my property than I have to enter your house and steal your shoes!

Gordons face was flushed now, and he came and stood squarely in front of Jocelyn. You rob me, he said, and you break not only my own private rules, but also the State laws. You shoot for the market, and its a dirty, contemptible thing to do!

Jocelyn glared at him, but Gordon looked him straight in the eye and went on, calmly: You are a law-breaker, and you know it! You snare my trout, you cover the streams with set-lines and gang-hooks, you get more partridges with winter grapes and deadfalls than you do with powder and shot. As long as your cursed poaching served to fill your own stomach I stood it, but now that youve started wholesale game slaughter for the market I am going to stop the whole thing.

The two men faced each other in silence for a moment; then Jocelyn said: Are you going to tear down my house?

Gordon did not answer. It was what he wanted to do, but he looked at the gaunt, granite headstone in the door-yard, then dropped the butt of his gun to the dead sod again. Cant you be decent, Jocelyn? he asked, harshly.

Jocelyn was silent.

I dont want to turn you out, said Gordon. Cant you let my game alone? Come, lets start again; shall we? Ill send Banks down to-morrow with a couple of cows and a crate or two of chickens, and Murphy shall bring you what seeds you want for late planting—

To hell with your seeds! roared Jocelyn, in a burst of fury. To hell with your cows and your Murphys and your money and yourself, you loafing millionaire! Do you think I want to dig turnips any more than you do? I was born free in a free land before you were born at all! I hunted these swales and fished these streams while you were squalling for your pap!

With blazing eyes the ragged fellow shook his fist at Gordon, cursing him fiercely, then with a violent gesture he pointed at the ground under his feet: Let those whose calling is to dig, dig! he snarled. Ive turned my last sod!

Except that Gordons handsome face had grown a little white under the heavy coat of tan, he betrayed no emotion as he said: You are welcome to live as you please — under the law. But if you fire one more shot on this land I shall be obliged to ask you to go elsewhere.

Keep your ears open, then! shouted Jocelyn, for Ill knock a pillowful of feathers out of the first partridge I run over!

Better not, said Gordon, gravely.

Jocelyn hitched up his weather-stained trousers and drew his leather belt tighter. I told you just now, he said, that Id never turn another sod. Ill take that back.

I am glad to hear it, said Gordon, pleasantly.

Yes, continued Jocelyn, with a grim gesture, Ill take it back. You see, I buried my wife yonder, and I guess Im free to dig up what I planted. And Ill do it.

After a pause he added: Tear the house down. Im done with it. I guess I can find room somewhere underground for her, and a few inches on top of the ground for me to sit down on.

Dont talk like that, said Gordon, reddening to the roots of his hair. You are welcome to the house and the land, and you know it. I only ask you to let my game alone.

Your game? retorted Jocelyn. Theyre wild creatures, put there by Him who fashioned them.

Nonsense! said Gordon, dryly. My land is my own. Would you shoot the poultry in my barn-yard?

If I did, cried Jocelyn, with eyes ablaze, Id not be in your debt, young man. You are walking on my fathers land. Ask your father why! Yes, go back to the city and hunt him up at his millionaires club and ask him why you are driving Tom Jocelyn off of his old land!

My father died three years ago, said Gordon, between his set teeth. What do you mean?

Jocelyn looked at him blankly.

What do you mean? repeated Gordon, with narrowing eyes.

Jocelyn stood quite still. Presently he looked down at the fish on the ground and moved it with his foot. Then Gordon asked him for the third time what he meant, and Jocelyn, raising his eyes, answered him: With the dead all quarrels die.

That is not enough! said Gordon, harshly. Do you believe my father wronged you?

Hes dead, said Jocelyn, as though speaking to himself.

Presently he picked up the fish and walked towards his house, gray head bent between his shoulders.

For a moment Gordon hesitated, then he threw his gun smartly over his shoulder and motioned his dogs to heel. But his step had lost something of its elasticity, and he climbed the hill slowly, following with troubled eyes his own shadow, which led him on over the dead grass.

The edge of the woods was warm in the sunshine. Faint perfumes of the vanished summer lingered in fern and bramble.

He did not enter the woods. There was a fallen log, rotten and fragrant, half buried in the briers, and on it he found a seat, calling his dogs to his feet.

In the silence of morning he could hear the pine-borers at work in the log he was sitting on, scra-ape! scra-ape! scr-r-rape! deep in the soft, dry pulp under the bark. There were no insects abroad except the white-faced pine hornets, crawling stiffly across the moss. He noticed no birds, either, at first, until, glancing up, he saw a great drab butcher-bird staring at him from a dead pine.

At first that inert oppression which always came when the memory of his father returned to him touched his fine lips with a gravity too deep for his years. No man had ever said that his father had dealt unfairly with men, yet for years now his son had accumulated impressions, vague and indefinable at first, but clearer as he grew older, and the impressions had already left the faintest tracery of a line between his eyebrows. He had known his father as a hard man; he knew that the world had found him hard and shrewd. And now, as he grew older and understood what the tribute of honest men was worth, even to the dead, he waited to hear one word. But he never heard it. He had heard other things, however, but always veiled, like the menacing outbreak of old man Jocelyn — nothing tangible, nothing that he could answer or refute. At times he became morbid, believing he could read reproach in mens eyes, detect sarcasm in friendly voices. Then for months he would shun men, as he was doing now, living alone month after month in the great, silent house where his father and his grandfathers father had been born. Yet even here among the Sagamore Hills he had found it — that haunting hint that honor had been moulded to fit occasions when old Gordon dealt with his fellow-men.

He glanced up again at the butcher-bird, and rose to his feet. The birds cruel eyes regarded him steadily.

You wholesale murderer, thought Gordon, Ill just give you a charge of shot.

But before he could raise his gun, the shrike, to his amazement, burst into an exquisite song, sweet and pure as a thrushs melody, and, spreading its slaty wings, it sailed off through the sunshine.

Thats a new trick to me, said Gordon, aloud, wondering to hear such music from the fierce feathered criminal. But he let it go for the sake of its song, and, lowering his gun again, he pushed into the underbrush.

The yellow beech leaves illuminated the woods above and under foot; he smelled the scent of ripened foliage, he saw the purple gentians wistfully raising their buds which neither sun nor frost could ever unseal.

In a glade where brambles covered a tiny stream, creeping through layers of jewel-weed and mint, the white setter in the lead swung suddenly west, quartered, wheeled, crept forward and stiffened to a point. Behind him his mate froze into a silvery statue. But Gordon walked on, gun under his arm, and the covey rose with a roar of heavy wings, driving blindly through the tangle deep into the dim woods depths.

Gordon was not in a killing mood that morning.

When the puzzled dogs had come wagging in and had been quietly motioned to heel, Gordon stood still and looked around at the mottled tree-trunks glimmering above the underbrush. The first beechnuts had dropped; a few dainty sweet acorns lay under the white oaks. Somewhere above a squirrel scolded incessantly.

As he was on the point of moving forward, stooping to avoid an ozier, something on the edge of the thicket caught his eye. It was a twig, freshly broken, hanging downward by a film of bark.

After he had examined it he looked around cautiously, peering into the thicket until, a few yards to the right, he discovered another twig, freshly broken, hanging by its film of bark.

An ugly flush stained his forehead; he set his lips together and moved on noiselessly. Other twigs hung dangling every few yards, yet it took an experts eye to detect them among the tangles and clustering branches. But he knew what he was to find at the end of the blind trail, and in a few minutes he found it. It was a deadfall, set, and baited with winter grapes.

Noiselessly he destroyed it, setting the heavy stone on the moss without a sound; then he searched the thicket for the next line, and in a few moments he discovered another broken twig leading to the left.

He had been on the trail for some time, losing it again and again before the suspicion flashed over him that there was somebody ahead who had either seen or heard him and who was deliberately leading him astray with false lines that would end in nothing. He listened; there was no sound either of steps or of cracking twigs, but both dogs had begun growling and staring into the demi-light ahead. He motioned them on and followed. A moment later both dogs barked sharply.

As he stepped out of the thicket on one side, a young girl, standing in the more open and heavier timber, raised her head and looked at him with grave, brown eyes. Her hands were on the silky heads of his dogs; from her belt hung a great, fluffy cock-partridge, outspread wings still limber.

He knew her in an instant; he had seen her often in church. Perplexed and astonished, he took off his cap in silence, finding absolutely nothing to say, although the dead partridge at her belt furnished a text on which he had often displayed biting eloquence.

After a moment he smiled, partly at the situation, partly to put her at her ease.

If I had known it was you, he said, I should not have followed those very inviting twigs I saw dangling from the oziers and moose-vines.

Lined deadfalls are thoroughfares to woodsmen, she answered, defiantly. You are as free as I am in these woods — but not more free.

The defiance, instead of irritating him, touched him. In it he felt a strange pathos — the proud protest of a heart that beat as free as the thudding wings of the wild birds he sometimes silenced with a shot.

It is quite true, he said, gently; you are perfectly free in these woods.

But not by your leave! she said, and the quick color stung her cheeks.

It is not necessary to ask it, he replied.

I mean, she said, desperately, that neither I nor my father recognize your right to these woods.

Your father? he repeated, puzzled.

Dont you know who I am? she said, in surprise.

I know you sing very beautifully in church, he said, smiling.

My name, she said, quietly, is the name of your fathers old neighbor. I am Jessie Jocelyn.

His face was troubled, even in his surprise. The line between his eyes deepened. I did not know you were Mr. Jocelyns daughter, he said, at last.

Neither spoke for a moment. Presently Gordon raised his head and found her brown eyes on him.

I wish, he said, wistfully, that you would let me walk with you a little way. I want to ask your advice. Will you?

I am going home, she said, coldly.

She turned away, moving two or three paces, then the next step was less hasty, and the next was slower still. As he joined her she looked up a trifle startled, then bent her head.

Miss Jocelyn, he said, abruptly, have you ever heard your father say that my father treated him harshly?

She stopped short beside him. Have you? he repeated, firmly.

I think, she said, scornfully, your father can answer that question.

If he could, said Gordon, I would ask him. He is dead.

She was listening to him with face half averted, but now she turned around and met his eyes again.

Will you answer my question? he said.

No, she replied, slowly; not if he is dead.

Young Gordons face was painfully white. I beg you, Miss Jocelyn, to answer me, he said. I beg you will answer for your fathers sake and — in justice to my fathers son.

What do you care— she began, but stopped short. To her surprise her own bitterness seemed forced. She saw he did care. Suddenly she pitied him.

There was a promise broken, she said, gravely.

What else?

A mans spirit.

They walked on, he clasping his gun with nerveless hands, she breaking the sapless twigs as she passed, with delicate, idle fingers.

Presently he said, as though speaking to himself: He had no quarrel with the dead, nor has the dead with him — now. What my father would now wish I can do — I can do even yet—

Under her deep lashes her brown eyes rested on him pitifully. But at his slightest motion she turned away, walking in silence.

As they reached the edge of the woods in a burst of sunshine he looked up at her and she stopped. Below them the smoke curled from her weather-racked house. Will you have me for a guest? he said, suddenly.

A guest! she faltered.

A new mood was on him; he was smiling now.

Yes, a guest. It is Thanksgiving Day, Miss Jocelyn. Will you and your father forget old quarrels — and perhaps forgive?

Again she rested her slender hands on his dogs heads, looking out over the valley.

Will you forgive? he asked, in a low voice.

I? Yes, she said, startled.

Then, he went on, smiling, you must invite me to be your guest. When I look at that partridge, Miss Jocelyn, hunger makes me shameless. I want a second-joint — indeed I do!

Her sensitive lips trembled into a smile, but she could not meet his eyes yet.

Our Thanksgiving dinner would horrify you, she said— a pickerel taken on a gang-hook, woodcock shot in Brier Brook swales, and this partridge— She hesitated.

And that partridge a victim to his own rash passion for winter grapes, added Gordon, laughing.

The laugh did them both good.

I could make a chestnut stuffing, she said, timidly.

Splendid! Splendid! murmured Gordon.

Are you really coming? she asked.

Something in her eyes held his, then he answered with heightened color, I am very serious, Miss Jocelyn. May I come?

She said Yes under her breath. There was color enough in her lips and cheeks now.

So young Gordon went away across the hills, whistling his dogs cheerily on, the sunlight glimmering on the slanting barrels of his gun. They looked back twice. The third time she looked he was gone beyond the brown hills crest.

She came to her own door all of a tremble. Old man Jocelyn sat sunning his gray head on the south porch, lean hands folded over his stomach, pipe between his teeth.

Daddy, she said, look! and she held up the partridge. Jocelyn smiled.

All the afternoon she was busy in the kitchen, and when the early evening shadows lengthened across the purple hills she stood at the door, brown eyes searching the northern slope.

The early dusk fell over the alder swales; the brawling brook was sheeted with vapor.

Up-stairs she heard her father dressing in his ancient suit of rusty black and pulling on his obsolete boots. She stole into the dining-room and looked at the table. Three covers were laid.

She had dressed in her graduating gown — a fluffy bit of white and ribbon. Her dark soft hair was gathered simply; a bunch of blue gentian glimmered at her belt.

Suddenly, as she lingered over the table, she heard Gordons step on the porch, and the next instant her father came down the dark stairway into the dining-room just as Gordon entered.

The old man halted, eyes ablaze. But Gordon came forward gravely, saying, I asked Miss Jocelyn if I might come as your guest to-night. It would have been a lonely Thanksgiving at home.

Jocelyn turned to his daughter in silence. Then the three places laid at table and the three chairs caught his eye.

I hope, said Gordon, that old quarrels will be forgotten and old scores wiped out. I am sorry I spoke as I did this morning. You are quite right, Mr. Jocelyn; the land is yours and has always been yours. It is from you I must ask permission to shoot.

Jocelyn eyed him grimly.

Dont make it hard for me, said Gordon. The land is yours, and that also which you lost with it will be returned. It is what my father wishes — now.

He held out his hand. Jocelyn took it as though stunned.

Gordon, still holding his hard hand, drew him outside to the porch.

How much did you have in the Sagamore & Wyandotte Railway before our system bought it? asked Gordon.

All I had — seven thousand dollars— Suddenly the old mans hand began to tremble. He raised his gray head and looked up at the stars.

That is yours still, said Gordon, gently, with interest. My father wishes it.

Old man Jocelyn looked up at the stars. They seemed to swim in silver streaks through the darkness.

Come, said Gordon, gayly, we are brother sportsmen now — and that sky means a black frost and a flight. Will you invite me to shoot over Brier Brook swales to-morrow?

As he spoke, high in the starlight a dark shadow passed, coming in from the north, beating the still air with rapid wings. It was a woodcock, the first flight bird from the north.

Come to dinner, young man, said Jocelyn, excited; the flight is on and we must be on Brier Brook by daybreak.

In the blaze of a kerosene-lamp they sat down at table. Gordon looked across at Jocelyns daughter; her eyes met his, and they smiled.

Then old man Jocelyn bent his head on his hard clasped hands.

Lord, he said, tremulously, it being Thanksgiving, I gave Thee extry thanks this A.M. It being now P.M., I do hereby double them extry thanks — his mind wandered a little— with interest to date. Amen.
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THE PATH-MASTER
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THE BANKRUPT CAN always pay one debt, but neither God nor man can credit him with the payment.

I

WHEN Dingman, the fate game-warden, came panting over the mountain from Spencers to confer with young Byram, road-master at Foxville, he found that youthful official reshingling his barn.

The two men observed each other warily for a moment; Byram jingled the shingle-nails in his apron-pocket; Dingman, the game-warden, took a brief but intelligent survey of the premises, which included an unpainted house, a hen-yard, and the newly shingled barn.

Hello, Byram, he said, at length.

Is that you? replied Byram, coldly.

He was a law-abiding young man; he had not shot a bird out of season for three years.

After a pause the game-warden said, Aint you a-comin down offn that ridge-pole?

Im a-comin down when I quit shinglin, replied the road-master, cautiously. Dingman waited; Byram fitted a shingle, fished out a nail from his apron-pocket, and drove it with unnecessary noise.

The encircling forest re-echoed the hammer strokes; a squirrel scolded from the orchard.

Didnt I hear a gun go off in them alder bushes this morning? inquired the game-warden. Byram made no reply, but hammered violently. Anybody got a ice-house round here? persisted the game-warden.

Byram turned a non-committal eye on the warden.

I quit that business three years ago, an you know it, he said. I aint got no ice-house for to hide no patridges, an I aint a-shootin out o season for the Saratogy market!

The warden regarded him with composure.

Who said you was shootin patridges? he asked. But Byram broke in:

What would I go shootin them birds for when I aint got no ice-box?

Who says you got a ice-box? replied the warden, calmly. There is other folks in Foxville, aint there?

Byram grew angrier. If you want to stop this shootin out o season, he said, you go to them rich hotel men in Saratogy. Are you afraid jest because theyve got a pull with them politicians that makes the game-laws and then pays the hotel men to serve em game out o season an reason? Thems the men to ketch; thems the men that set the poor men to vilatin the law. Folks here aint got no money to buy powder n shot for to shoot nothin. But when them Saratogy men offers two dollars a bird for patridge out o season, what dye think is bound to happen?

Shootin, said the warden, sententiously. An its been did, too. An Im here for to find out who done that shootin in them alders.

Well, why dont you find out, then? sneered young Byram from his perch on the ridge-pole.

Thats it, said the warden, bitterly; all you folks hang together like bees in a swarm-bunch. Youre nuthin but a passel o critters that digs ginseng for them Chinese an goes gunnin for patridges out o season—

Ill go gunnin for you! shouted Byram, climbing down the ladder in a rage. I am going to knock your head off, you darned thing!

Prudence halted him; the game-warden, who had at first meditated flight, now eyed him with patronizing assurance.

Dont git riled with me, young man, he said. Im a fical of this State. Anyway, it aint you Im lookin for—

Well, why dont you say so, then? broke in Byram, with an oath.

But its one o your family, added the warden.

My family! stammered Byram, in genuine surprise. Then an ugly light glimmered in his eyes. You mean Dan McCloud?

I do, said the warden, an Im fixed to git him, too.

Well, what do you come to me for, then? demanded Byram.

For because Dan McCloud is your cousin, aint he? An I jest dropped in on you to see how the land lay. If its a fight its a fight, but I jest want to know how many Im to buck against. Air you with him? Ive proofs. I know hes got his ice-box stuffed full o patridges an woodcock. Air you with him?

No, said Byram, with a scowl; but I aint with you, neither!

Dont git riled, said the warden. Im that friendly with folks I dont wanter rile nobody. Look here, friend, you an me is ficials, aint we?

Im road-master of Foxville, said Byram, aggressively.

Well, then, lets set down onto this bunch o shingles an talk it over ficially, suggested the warden, suavely.

All right, said Byram, pocketing his hammer; if youre out to ketch Dan McCloud I dont care. Hes a low-down, shifty cuss, who wont pay his road-tax, an I say it if he is my cousin, an no shame to me, neither.

The warden nodded and winked.

If you hep me ketch Dan McCloud with them birds in his ice-box, Ill hep you git your road-tax outen him, he proposed. An you git half the reward, too.

I aint no spy, retorted Byram, an I dont want no reward outen nobody.

But youre a ficial, same as me, persisted the warden. Set down onto them shingles, friend, an talk it over.

Byram sat down, fingering the head of his hammer; the warden, a fat, shiny man, with tiny, greenish eyes and an unshaven jaw, took a seat beside him and began twisting a greasy black mustache.

You an mes ficials, he said, with dignity, an we has burdens that folks dont know. My burden is these here folks that shoots patridges in July; your burdens is them people who dont pay no road-tax.

One o them people is Dan McCloud, an Im goin after that road-tax to-night, said Byram.

Cant you wait till I ketch McCloud with them birds? asked the warden, anxiously.

No, I cant, snapped Byram; I cant wait for no such thing! But he spoke without enthusiasm.

Cant we make it a kind o ficial surprise for him, then? suggested the warden. Me an you is ficials; your path-masters is ficials. Well all go an see Dan McCloud, thats what well do. How many path-masters hev you got to back you up?

Byrams face grew red as fire.

One, he said; we aint a metropolipus.

Well, git your path-master an come on, anyhow, persisted the game-warden, rising and buttoning his faded coat.

I — I cant, muttered Byram.

Aint you road-master? asked Dingman, astonished.

Yes.

Then, cant you git your own path-master to do his dooty an execoote the statoots?

You see, stammered Byram, I appinted a — a lady.

A what! cried the game-warden.

A lady, repeated Byram, firmly. Tell the truth, we aint got no path-master; weve got a path-mistress — Eltons kid, you know—

Elton?

Yes.

What hung hisself in his orchard?

Yes.

His kid? The girl that folks say is sweet on Dan McCloud?

A scowl crisped Byrams face.

Its a lie, he said, thickly.

After a silence Byram spoke more calmly. Old man Elton he didnt leave her nothin. She done chores around an taught school some, down to Frog Holler. Shes that poor — nothin but pertaters an greens for to eat, an her a-savin her money for to go to one o them female institoots where women learn to nurse sick folks.

So you pinted her path-master to kinder hep her along?

I — I kinder did.

Shes only a kid.

Only a kid. Bout sixteen.

An its against the law?

Kinder gainst it.

The game-warden pretended to stifle a yawn.

Well, he said, petulantly. I never knowed nothin about it — if they ask me over to Spencers.

Thats right! An Ill hep you do your dooty regardin them patridges, said Byram, quickly. Dan McClouds a loafer an no good. When hes drunk he raises hell down to the store. Foxville is jest plumb sick o him.

Is it? inquired the game-warden, with interest.

The folks is that sick o him that they was talkin some o runnin him acrost the mountains, replied Byram; but I jest made the boys hold their horses till I got that there road-tax outen him first.

Cant you git it?

Naw, drawled Byram. I sent Billy Delany to McClouds shanty to collect it, but McCloud near killed Bill with a axe. That was Tuesday. Some o the boys was fixin to run McCloud outer town, but I guess most of us aint hankerin to lead the demonstration.

Fraid?

Ya-as, drawled Byram.

The game-warden laboriously produced a six-shooter from his side pocket. A red bandanna handkerchief protected the shiny barrel; he unwrapped this, regarded the weapon doubtfully, and rubbed his fat thumb over the butt.

Huh! ejaculated Byram, contemptuously, hes got a repeatin-rifle; he can cut a patridges head off from here to that butternut cross the creek!

Im goin to git into his ice-house all the same, said the warden, without much enthusiasm.

An Im bound to git my road-tax, said Byram, but jest how Im to operate I dunno.

Me neither, added the warden, musingly. God knows I hate to shoot people.

What he really meant was that he hated to be shot at.

A young girl in a faded pink sunbonnet passed along the road, followed by a dog. She returned the road-masters awkward salutation with shy composure. A few moments later the game-warden saw her crossing the creek on the stepping-stones; her golden-haired collie dog splashed after her.

Thats a slick girl, he said, twisting his heavy black mustache into two greasy points.

Byram glanced at him with a scowl.

Thats the kid, he said.

Eh? Eltons?

Yes.

Your path-master?

Well, what of it?

Nuthin — shes good-lookin — for a path-master, said the warden, with a vicious leer intended for a compliment.

What of it? demanded Byram, harshly.

Be you fixin to splice with that there girl some day? asked the game-warden, jocosely.

What of it? repeated Byram, with an ugly stare.

Oh, said the warden, hastily, I didnt know nothin was goin on; I wasnt meanin to rile nobody.

Oh, you wasnt, wasnt you? said Byram, in a rage. Now you can jest git your patridges by yourself an leave me to git my road-tax. Im done with you.

How you do rile up! protested the warden. How was I to know that you was sweet on your path-master when folks over to Spencers say shes sweet on Dan McCloud—

Its a lie! roared young Byram.

Is it? asked the warden, with interest. Hes a good-lookin chap, an folks say—

Its a damn lie! yelled Byram, an you can tell them folks that I say so. She dont know Dan McCloud to speak to him, an hes that besotted with rum half the time that if he spoke to her shed die o fright, for all his good looks.

Well, well, said the game-warden, soothingly; I guess he aint no account nohow, an its jest as well that we ketch him with them birds an run him off to jail or acrost them mountains yonder.

I dont care where he is as long as I git my tax, muttered Byram.

But he did care. At the irresponsible suggestion of the gossiping game-warden a demon of jealousy had arisen within him. Was it true that Dan McCloud had cast his sodden eyes on Ellie Elton? If it were true, was the girl aware of it? Perhaps she had even exchanged words with the young man, for McCloud was a gentlemans son and could make himself agreeable when he chose, and he could appear strangely at ease in his ragged clothes — nay, even attractive.

All Foxville hated him; he was not one of them; if he had been, perhaps they could have found something to forgive in his excesses and drunken recklessness.

But, though with them, he was not of them; he came from the city — Albany; he had been educated at Princeton College; he neither thought, spoke, nor carried himself as they did. Even in his darkest hours he never condescended to their society, nor, drunk as he was, would he permit any familiarities from the inhabitants.

Byram, who had been to an agricultural college, and who, on his return to Foxville had promptly relapsed into the hideous dialect which he had imbibed with his mothers milk, never forgave the contempt with which McCloud had received his advances, nor that young mans amused repudiation of the relationship which Byram had ventured to recall.

So it came about that Byram at length agreed to aid the game-warden in his lawful quest for the ice-box, and he believed sincerely that it was love of law and duty which prompted him.

But their quest was fruitless; McCloud met them at the gate with a repeating-rifle, knocked the game-warden down, took away his revolver, and laughed at Byram, who stood awkwardly apart, dazed by the business-like rapidity of the operation.

Road-tax? repeated McCloud, with a sneer. I guess not. If the roads are good enough for cattle like you, pay for them yourselves! I use the woods and I pay no road-tax.

If you didnt have that there rifle— began Byram, sullenly.

Its quite empty; look for yourself! said McCloud, jerking back the lever.

The mortified game-warden picked himself out of the nettle-choked ditch where he had been painfully squatting and started towards Foxville.

Ill ketch you at it yet! he called back; Ill fix you an your ice-box!

McCloud laughed.

Gimme that two dollars, demanded Byram, sullenly, or do your days stint on them there public roads.

McCloud dropped his hands into the pockets of his ragged shooting-jacket.

Youd better leave or Ill settle you as I settled Billy Delany.

You hit him with a axe; thats hommycide assault; hell fix you, see if he dont! said Byram.

No, said McCloud, slowly; I did not hit him with an axe. I had a ring on my finger when I hit him. Im sorry it cut him.

Oh, youll be sorrier yet, cried Byram, turning away towards the road, where the game-warden was anxiously waiting for him.

Well run you outer town! called back the warden, waddling down the road.

Try it, replied McCloud, yawning.

II

McCloud spent the afternoon lolling on the grass under the lilacs, listlessly watching the woodpeckers on the dead pines. Chewing a sprig of mint, he lay there sprawling, hands clasping the back of his well-shaped head, soothed by the cadence of the chirring locusts. When at length he had drifted pleasantly close to the verge of slumber a voice from the road below aroused him.

He listened lazily; again came the timid call; he arose, brushing his shabby coat mechanically.

Down the bramble-choked path he slouched, shouldering his wood-axe as a precaution. Passing around the rear of his house, he peered over the messed tangle of sweetbrier which supported the remains of a rotting fence, and he saw, down in the road below, a young girl and a collie dog, both regarding him intently.

Were you calling me? he asked.

Its only about your road-tax, began the girl, looking up at him with pleasant gray eyes.

What about my road-tax?

Its due, isnt it? replied the girl, with a faint smile.

Is it? he retorted, staring at her insolently. Well, dont let it worry you, young woman.

The smile died out in her eyes.

It does worry me, she said; you owe the path-master two dollars, or a days work on the roads.

Let the path-master come and get it, he replied.

I am the path-master, she said.

He looked down at her curiously. She had outgrown her faded pink skirts; her sleeves were too short, and so tight that the plump, white arm threatened to split them to the shoulder. Her shoes were quite as ragged as his; he noticed, however, that her hands were slender and soft under their creamy coat of tan, and that her fingers were as carefully kept as his own.

You must be Ellice Elton, he said, remembering the miserable end of old man Elton, who also had been a gentleman until a duel with drink left him dangling by the neck under the new moon some three years since.

Yes, she said, with a slight drawl, and I think you must be Dan McCloud.

Why do you think so? he asked.

From your rudeness.

He gave her an ugly look; his face slowly reddened.

So youre the path-master? he said.

Yes.

And you expect to get money out of me?

She flushed painfully.

You cant get it, he said, harshly; Im dog poor; I havent enough to buy two loads for my rifle. So Ill buy one, he added, with a sneer.

She was silent. He chewed the mint-leaf between his teeth and stared at her dog.

If you are so poor— she began.

Poor! he cut in, with a mirthless laugh; its only a word to you, I suppose.

He had forgotten her ragged and outgrown clothing, her shabby shoes, in the fresh beauty of her face. In every pulse-beat that stirred her white throat, in every calm breath that faintly swelled the faded pink calico over her breast, he felt that he had proved his own vulgarity in the presence of his betters. A sullen resentment arose in his soul against her.

I dont know what you mean, she said; I also am terribly poor. If you mean that I am not sorry for you, you are mistaken. Only the poor can understand each other.

I cant understand you, he sneered. Why do you come and ask me to pay money to your road-master when I have no money?

Because I am path-master. I must do my duty. I wont ask you for any money, but I must ask you to work out your tax. I cant help it, can I?

He looked at her in moody, suspicious silence.

Idle, vicious, without talent, without ambition, he had drifted part way through college, a weak parody on those wealthy young men who idle through the great universities, leaving unsavory records. His father had managed to pay his debts, then very selfishly died, and there was nobody to support the son and heir, just emerging from a drunken junior year.

Creditors made a clean sweep in Albany; the rough shooting-lodge in the Fox Hills was left. Young McCloud took it.

The pine timber he sold as it stood; this kept him in drink and a little food. Then, when starvation looked in at his dirty window, he took his rifle and shot partridges.

Now, for years he had been known as a dealer in game out of season; the great hotels at Saratoga paid him well for his dirty work; the game-wardens watched to catch him. But his ice-house was a cave somewhere out in the woods, and as yet no warden had been quick enough to snare McCloud red-handed.

Musing over these things, the young fellow leaned on the rotting fence, staring vacantly at the collie dog, who, in turn stared gravely at him.

The path-master, running her tanned fingers through her curls, laid one hand on her dogs silky head and looked up at him.

I do wish you would work out your tax, she said.

Before McCloud could find voice to answer, the alder thicket across the road parted and an old man shambled forth on a pair of unsteady bowed legs.

The kids right, he said, with a hoarse laugh; git yewr pick an hoe, young man, an save them two dollars tew pay yewr pas bad debts!

It was old Tansey, McClouds nearest neighbor, loaded down with a bundle of alder staves, wood-axe in one hand, rope in the other, supporting the heavy weight of wood on his bent back.

Get out of that alder-patch! said McCloud, sharply.

Aint I a-gittin? replied Tansey, winking at the little path-master.

And keep out after this, added McCloud. Those alders belong to me!

To yew and the blue-jays, assented Tansey, stopping to wipe the sweat from his heavy face.

Hes only cutting alders for bean-poles, observed the path-master, resting her slender fingers on her hips.

Well, he can cut his bean-poles on his own land hereafter, said McCloud.

Gosh! observed Tansey, in pretended admiration. Aint he neighborly? Cut em on my own land, hey? Dont git passionate, he added, moving off through the dust; passionate folks is liable to pyralyze their inards, young man!

Dont answer! said the path-master, watching the sullen rage in McClouds eyes.

Pay yewr debts! called out Tansey at the turn of the road. Pay yewr debts, an the Lord will pay yewr taxes!

The Lord can pay mine, then, said McCloud to the path-master, for Ill never pay a cent of taxes in Foxville. Now what do you say to that?

The path-master had nothing to say. She went away through the golden dust, one slim hand on the head of her collie dog, who trotted beside her waving his plumy tail.

That evening at the store where McCloud had gone to buy cartridges, Tansey taunted him, and he replied contemptuously. Then young Byram flung a half-veiled threat at him, and McCloud replied with a threat that angered the loungers around the stove.

What you want is a rawhide, said McCloud, eying young Byram.

I guess I do, said Byram, an Im a-goin to buy one, too — unless you pay that there road-tax.

Ill be at home when you call, replied McCloud, quietly, picking up his rifle, and pocketing his cartridges.

Somebody near the stove said, Go fur him! to Byram, and the young road-master glared at McCloud.

He was a-sparkin Ellie Elton, added Tansey, grinning; yew owe him a few for that, too, Byram.

Byram turned white, but made no movement. McCloud laughed.

Wait, said the game-warden, sitting behind the stove; jest wait awhile; thats all. No man can fire me into a ditch full o stinging nettles an live to larf no pizened larf at me!

Dingman, said McCloud, contemptuously, youre like the rest of them here in Foxville — all foxes who run to earth when they smell a Winchester.

He flung his rifle carelessly into the hollow of his left arm; the muzzle was in line with the game-warden, and that official promptly moved out of range, upsetting his chair in his haste.

Quit that! bawled the storekeeper, from behind his counter.

Quit what — eh? demanded McCloud. Here, you old rat, give me the whiskey bottle! Quick! What? Money to pay? Trot out that grog or Ill shoot your lamps out!

Hes been a-drinkin again, whispered the game-warden. Fur Gods sake, give him that bottle, somebody!

But as the bottle was pushed across the counter, McCloud swung his rifle-butt and knocked the bottle into slivers. Drinks for the crowd! he said, with an ugly laugh. Get down and lap it up off the floor, you fox cubs!

Then, pushing the fly-screen door open with one elbow, he sauntered out into the moonlight, careless who might follow him, although now that he had insulted and defied the entire town there were men behind who would have done him a mischief if they had dared believe him off his guard.

He walked moodily on in the moonlight, disdaining to either listen or glance behind him. There was a stoop to his shoulders now, a loose carriage which sometimes marks a man whose last shred of self-respect has gone, leaving him nothing but the naked virtues and vices with which he was born. McClouds vices were many, though some of them lay dormant; his virtues, if they were virtues, could be counted in a breath — a natural courage, and a generous heart, paralyzed and inactive under a load of despair and a deep resentment against everybody and everything. He hated the fortunate and the unfortunate alike; he despised his neighbors, he despised himself. His inertia had given place to a fierce restlessness; he felt a sudden and curious desire for a physical struggle with a strong antagonist — like young Byram.

All at once the misery of his poverty arose up before him. It was not unendurable simply because he was obliged to endure it.

The thought of his hopeless poverty stupefied him at first, then rage followed. Poverty was an antagonist — like young Byram — a powerful one. How he hated it! How he hated Byram! Why? And, as he walked there, shuffling up the dust in the moonlight, he thought, for the first time in his life, that if poverty were only a breathing creature he would strangle it with his naked hands. But logic carried him no further; he began to brood again, remembering Tanseys insults and the white anger of young Byram, and the threats from the dim group around the stove. If they molested him they would remember it. He would neither pay taxes nor work for them.

Then he thought of the path-master, reddening as he remembered Tanseys accusation. He shrugged his shoulders and straightened up, dismissing her from his mind, but she returned, only to be again dismissed with an effort.

When for the third time the memory of the little path-master returned, he glanced up as though he could see her in the flesh standing in the road before his house. She was there — in the flesh.

The moonlight silvered her hair, and her face was the face of a spirit; it quickened the sluggish blood in his veins to see her so in the moonlight.

She said: I thought that if you knew I should be obliged to pay your road-tax if you do not, you would pay. Would you?

A shadow glided across the moonlight; it was the collie dog, and it came and looked up into McClouds shadowy eyes.

Yes — I would, he said; but I cannot.

His heart began to beat faster; a tide of wholesome blood stirred and flowed through his veins. It was the latent decency within him awaking.

Little path-master, he said, I am very poor; I have no money. But I will work out my taxes because you ask me.

He raised his head and looked at the spectral forest where dead pines towered, ghastly in the moons beams. That morning he had cut the last wood on his own land; he had nothing left to sell but a patch of brambles and a hut which no one would buy.

I guess Im no good, he said; I cant work.

But what will you do? she asked, with pitiful eyes raised.

Do? Oh, what I have done. I can shoot partridges.

Market-shooting is against the law, she said, faintly.

The law! he repeated; it seems to me there is nothing but law in this God-forsaken hole!

Cant you live within the law? It is not difficult, is it? she asked.

It is difficult for me, he said, sullenly. The dogged brute in him was awaking in its turn. He was already sorry he had promised her to work out his taxes. Then he remembered the penalty. Clearly he would have to work, or she would be held responsible.

If anybody would take an unskilled man, he began, I — I would try to get something to do.

Wont they?

No. I tried it — once.

Only once?

He gave a short laugh and stooped to pat the collie, saying, Dont bother me, little path-master.

No — I wont, she replied, slowly.

She went away in the moonlight, saying good-night and calling her collie, and he walked up the slope to the house, curiously at peace with himself and the dim world hidden in the shadows around.

He was not sleepy. As he had no candles, he sat down in the moonlight, idly balancing his rifle on his knees. From force of habit he loaded it, then rubbed the stock with the palm of his hand, eyes dreaming.

Into the tangled garden a whippoorwill flashed on noiseless wings, rested a moment, unseen, then broke out into husky, breathless calling. A minute later the whispering call came from the forests edge, then farther away, almost inaudible in the thickening dusk.

And, as he sat there, thinking of the little path-master, he became aware of a man slinking along the moonlit road below. His heart stopped, then the pulses went bounding, and his fingers closed on his rifle.

There were other men in the moonlight now — he counted five — and he called out to them, demanding their business.

Youre our business, shouted back young Byram. Git up an dust out o Foxville, you dirty loafer!

Better stay where you are, said McCloud, grimly.

Then old Tansey bawled: Yew low cuss, git outer this here taown! Yew air meaner n pussley an meaner n quack-root, an we air bound tew run yew into them mountings, b gosh!

There was a silence, then the same voice: Be yew calculatin tew mosey, Dan McCloud?

You had better stay where you are, said McCloud; Im armed.

Ye be? replied a new voice; then come aout o that or well snake ye aout!

Byram began moving towards the house, shot-gun raised.

Stop! cried McCloud, jumping to his feet.

But Byram came on, gun levelled, and McCloud retreated to his front door.

Give it to him! shouted the game-warden; shoot his windows out! There was a flash from the road and a load of buckshot crashed through the window overhead.

Before the echoes of the report died away, McClouds voice was heard again, calmly warning them back.

Something in his voice arrested the general advance.

I dont know why I dont kill you in your tracks, Byram, said McCloud; Ive wanted the excuse often enough. But now Ive got it and I dont want it, somehow. Let me alone, I tell you.

Hes no good! said the warden, distinctly. Byram crept through the picket fence and lay close, hugging his shot-gun.

I tell you I intend to pay my taxes, cried McCloud, desperately. Dont force me to shoot!

The sullen rage was rising; he strove to crush it back, to think of the little path-master.

For Gods sake, go back! he pleaded, hoarsely.

Suddenly Byram started running towards the house, and McCloud clapped his rifle to his cheek and fired. Four flashes from the road answered his shot, but Byram was down in the grass screaming, and McCloud had vanished into his house.

Charge after charge of buckshot tore through the flimsy clapboards; the moonlight was brightened by pale flashes, and the timbered hills echoed the cracking shots.

After a while no more shots were fired, and presently a voice broke out in the stillness:

Be yew layin low, or be yew dead, Dan McCloud?

There was no answer.

Or be yew playin foxy possum, continued the voice, with nasal rising inflection.

Byram began to groan and crawl towards the road.

Let him alone, he moaned; let him alone. Hes got grit, if he haint got nothin else.

Air yew done for? demanded Tansey, soberly.

No, no, groaned Byram, Im jest winged. He done it, an he was right. Didnt he say hed pay his taxes? Hes plumb right. Let him alone, or hell come out an murder us all!

Byrams voice ceased; Tansey mounted the dark slope, peering among the brambles, treading carefully.

Whar be ye, Byram? he bawled.

But it was ten minutes before he found the young man, quite dead, in the long grass.

With an oath Tansey flung up his gun and drove a charge of buckshot crashing through the front door. The door quivered; the last echoes of the shot died out; silence followed.

Then the shattered door swung open slowly, and McCloud reeled out, still clutching his rifle. He tried to raise it; he could not, and it fell clattering. Tansey covered him with his shot-gun, cursing him fiercely. Up with them hands o yourn! he snarled; but McCloud only muttered and began to rock and sway in the doorway.

Tansey came up to him, shot-gun in hand. Yew hev done fur Byram, he said; yew air bound to set in the chair for this.

McCloud, leaning against the sill, looked at him with heavy eyes.

Its well enough for you, he muttered; you are only a savage; but Byram went to college — and so did I — and we are nothing but savages like you, after all — nothing but savages—

He collapsed and slid to the ground, lying hunched up across the threshold.

I want to see the path-master! he cried, sharply.

A shadow fell across the shot riddled door snow-white in the moonshine.

Shes here, said the game-warden, soberly.

But McCloud had started talking and muttering to himself.

Towards midnight the whippoorwill began a breathless calling from the garden.

McCloud opened his eyes.

Who is that? he asked, irritably.

Hes looney, whispered Tansey; he gabbles to hisself.

The little path-master knelt beside him. He stared at her stonily.

It is I, she whispered.

Is it you, little path-master? he said, in an altered voice. Then something came into his filmy eyes which she knew was a smile.

I wanted to tell you, he began, I will work out my taxes — somewhere — for you—

The path-master hid her white face in her hands. Presently the collie dog came and laid his head on her shoulder.
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THE LONG DROUGHT ended with a cloud-burst in the western mountains, which tore a new slide down the flank of Lynx Peak and scarred the Gilded Dome from summit to base. Then storm followed storm, bursting through the mountain-notch and sweeping the river into the meadows, where the haycocks were already afloat, and the gaunt mountain cattle floundered bellowing.

The stage from White Lake arrived at noon with the mail, and the driver walked into the post-office and slammed the soaking mail-sack on the floor.

Gracious! said the little postmistress.

Yesm, said the stage-driver, irrelevantly; them letters is wetter an Im madder n a swimmin shanghai! Upsot? Yesm — in Snow Brook. Roads awash, meadders is flooded, an the waters a-swashin an a-sloshin in them there galoshes. He waved one foot about carelessly, scattering muddy spray, then balanced himself alternately on heels and toes to hear the water wheeze in his drenched boots.

There must be a hole in the mail-pouch, said the postmistress, in gentle distress.

There certainly was. The letters were soaked; the wrappers on newspaper and parcel had become detached; the interior of the governments mail-pouch resembled the preliminary stages of a paper-pulp vat. But the postmistress worked so diligently among the débris that by one oclock she had sorted and placed in separate numbered boxes every letter, newspaper, and parcel — save one.

That one was a letter directed to

James Helm, Esq.
Nauvoo, via White Lake.

and it was so wet and the gum that sealed it was so nearly dissolved that the postmistress decided to place it between blotters, pile two volumes of government agricultural reports on it, and leave it until dry.

One by one the population of Nauvoo came dripping into the post-office for the mail, then slopped out into the storm again, umbrellas couched in the teeth of the wind. But James Helm did not come for his letter.

The postmistress sat alone in her office and looked out into her garden. It was a very wet garden; the hollyhocks still raised their flowered spikes in the air; the nasturtiums, the verbenas, and the pansies were beaten down and lying prone in muddy puddles. She wondered whether they would ever raise their heads again — those delicate flower faces that she knew so well, her only friends in Nauvoo.

Through the long drought she had tended them, ministering to their thirst, protecting them from their enemies the weeds, and from the great, fuzzy, brown-and-yellow caterpillars that travelled over the fences, guided by instinct and a raging appetite. Now each frail flower had laid its slender length along the earth, and the little postmistress watched them wistfully from her rain-stained window.

She had expected to part with her flowers; she was going away forever in a few days — somewhere — she was not yet quite certain where. But now that her flowers lay prone, bruised and broken, the idea of leaving them behind her distressed her sorely.

She picked up her crutch and walked to the door. It was no use; the rain warned her back. She sat down again by the window to watch her wounded flowers.

There was something else that distressed her too, although the paradox of parting from a person she had never met ought to have appealed to her sense of humor. But she did not think of that; never, since she had been postmistress in Nauvoo, had she spoken one word to James Helm, nor had he ever spoken to her. He had a key to his letter-box; he always came towards evening.

It was exactly a year ago to-day that Helm came to Nauvoo — a silent, pallid young fellow with unresponsive eyes and the bearing of a gentleman. He was cordially detested in Nauvoo. For a year she had watched him enter the post-office, unlock his letter-box, swing on his heel and walk away, with never a glance at her nor a sign of recognition to any of the village people who might be there. She heard people exchange uncomplimentary opinions concerning him; she heard him sneered at, denounced, slandered.

Naturally, being young and lonely and quite free from malice towards anybody, she had time to construct a romance around Helm — a very innocent romance of well-worn pattern and on most unoriginal lines. Into this romance she sometimes conducted herself, blushing secretly at her mental indiscretion, which indiscretion so worried her that she dared not even look at Helm that evening when he came for his mail. She was a grave, gentle little thing — a child still whose childhood had been a tragedy and whose womanhood promised only that shadow of happiness called contentment which comes from a blameless life and a nature which accepts sorrow without resentment.

Thinking of Helm as she sat there by the window, she heard the office clock striking five. Five was Helms usual hour, so she hid her crutch. It was her one vanity — that he should not know that she was lame.

She rose and lifted the two volumes of agricultural reports from the blotters where Helms letter lay, then she carefully raised one blotter. To her dismay half of the envelope stuck to the blotting-paper, leaving the contents of the letter open to her view.

On the half-envelope lay an object apparently so peculiarly terrifying that the little postmistress caught her breath and turned quite white at sight of it. And yet it was only a square bit of paper, perfectly blank save for half a dozen thread-like lines scattered through its texture.

For a long while the postmistress stood staring at the half-envelope and the bit of blank paper. Then with trembling fingers she lighted a lamp and held the little piece of paper over the chimney — carefully. When the paper was warm she raised it up to the light and read the scrawl that the sympathetic ink revealed:



I send you a sample of the latest style fibre. Look out for the new postmaster at Nauvoo. Hes a secret-service spy, and hes been sent to see what you are doing. This is the last letter I dare send you by mail.

There was no signature to the message, but a signature was not necessary to tell the postmistress who had written the letter. With set lips and tearless eyes she watched the writing fade slowly on the paper; and when again the paper was blank she sank down by the window, laying her head in her arms.

A few moments later Helm came in wrapped in a shining wet mackintosh. He glanced at his box, saw it was empty, wheeled squarely on his heels, and walked out.

Towards sunset the rain dissolved to mist; a trail of vapor which marked the course of an unseen brook floated high among the hemlocks. There was no wind; the feathery tips of the pines, powdered with rain-spray, rose motionless in the still air. Suddenly the suns red search-light played through the forest; long, warm rays fell across wet moss, rain-drenched ferns dripped, the swamp steamed. In the east the thunder still boomed, and faint lightning flashed under the smother of sombre clouds; but the storm had rolled off among the mountains, and already a white-throated sparrow was calling from the edge of the clearing. It promised to be a calm evening in Nauvoo.

Meanwhile, Helm walked on down the muddy road, avoiding the puddles which the sun turned into pools of liquid flame. He heard the catbirds mewing in the alders; he heard the evening carol of the robin — that sweet, sleepy, thrushlike warble which always promises a melody that never follows; he picked a spray of rain-drenched hemlock as he passed, crushing it in his firm, pale fingers to inhale the fragrance. Now in the glowing evening the bull-bats were soaring and tumbling, and the tree-frogs trilled from the darkling pastures.

Around the bend in the road his house stood all alone, a small, single-storied cottage in a tangled garden. He passed in at his gate, but instead of unlocking the front door he began to examine the house as though he had never before seen it; he scrutinized every window, he made a cautious, silent tour of the building, returning to stare again at the front door.

The door was locked; he never left the house without locking it, and he never returned without approaching the house in alert silence, as though it might conceal an enemy.

There was no sound of his footfalls as he mounted the steps; the next instant he was inside the house, his back against the closed door — listening. As usual, he heard nothing except the ticking of a clock somewhere in the house, and as usual he slipped his revolver back into the side pocket of his coat and fitted a key into the door on his left. The room was pitch dark; he lighted a candle and held it up, shading his eyes with a steady hand.

There was a table, a printing-press, and one chair in the room; the table was littered with engravers tools, copper plates, bottles of acid, packets of fibre paper, and photographic paraphernalia. A camera, a reading-lamp, and a dark-lantern stood on a shelf beside a nickel-plated clock which ticked sharply.

The two windows in the room had been sealed up with planks, over which sheet iron was nailed. The door also had been reinforced with sheet-iron. From a peg above it a repeating-rifle hung festooned with two cartridge belts.

When he had filled his lamp from a can of kerosene he lighted it and sat down to the task before him with even less interest than usual — and his interest had been waning for weeks. For the excitement that makes crime interesting had subsided and the novelty was gone. There was no longer anything in his crime that appealed to his intellect. The problem of successfully accomplishing crime was no longer a problem to him; he had solved it. The twelve months work on the plate before him demonstrated this; the plate was perfect; the counterfeit an absolute fac-simile. The government stood to lose whatever he chose to take from it.

As an artist in engraving and as an intelligent man, Helm was, or had been, proud of his work. But for that very reason, because he was an artist, he had tired of his masterpiece, and was already fingering a new plate, vaguely meditating better and more ambitious work. Why not? Why should he not employ his splendid skill and superb accuracy in something original? That is where the artist and the artisan part company — the artisan is always content to copy; the artist, once master of his tools, creates.

In Helm the artist was now in the ascendant; he dreamed of engraving living things direct from nature — the depths of forests shot with sunshine, scrubby uplands against a sky crowded with clouds, and perhaps cattle nosing for herbage among the rank fern and tangled briers of a scanty pasture — perhaps even the shy, wild country children, bareheaded and naked of knee and shoulder, half-tamed, staring from the road-side brambles.

It is, of course, possible that Helm was a natural-born criminal, yet his motive for trying his skill at counterfeiting was revenge and not personal gain.

He had served his apprenticeship in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. He had served the government for twelve years, through three administrations. Being a high salaried employé, the civil service gave him no protection when the quadrennial double-shuffle changed the politics of the administration. He was thrown aside like a shabby garment which has served its purpose, and although for years he had known what ultimate reward was reserved for those whom the republic hires, he could never bring himself to believe that years of faithful labor and a skill which increased with every new task set could meet the common fate. So when his resignation was requested, and when, refusing indignantly, he was turned out, neck and heels, after his twelve years of faultless service, it changed the man terribly.

He went away with revenge in his mind and the skill and intelligence to accomplish it. But now that he had accomplished it, and the plate was finished, and the government at his mercy, the incentive to consummate his revenge lagged. After all, what could he revenge himself on? The government? — that huge, stupid, abstract bulk! Had it a shape, a form concrete, nerves, that it could suffer in its turn? Even if it could suffer, after all, he was tired of suffering. There was no novelty in it.

Perhaps his recent life alone in the sweet, wholesome woods had soothed a bitter and rebellious heart. There is a balm for deepest wounds in the wind, and in the stillness of a wilderness there is salve for souls.

As he sat there brooding, or dreaming of the work he might yet do, there stole into his senses that impalpable consciousness of another presence, near, and coming nearer. Alert, silent, he rose, and as he turned he heard the front gate click. In an instant he had extinguished lamp and candle, and, stepping back into the hallway, he laid his ear to the door.

In the silence he heard steps along the gravel, then on the porch. There was a pause; leaning closer to the door he could hear the rapid, irregular breathing of his visitor. Knocking began at last, a very gentle rapping; silence, another uncertain rap, then the sound of retreating steps from the gravel, and the click of the gate-latch. With one hand covering the weapon in his coat-pocket, he opened the door without a sound and stepped out.

A young girl stood just outside his gate.

Who are you and what is your business with this house? he inquired, grimly. The criminal in him was now in the ascendant; he was alert, cool, suspicious, and insolent. He saw in anybody who approached his house the menace of discovery, perhaps an intentional and cunning attempt to entrap and destroy him. All that was evil in him came to the surface; the fear that anybody might forcibly frustrate his revenge — if he chose to revenge himself — raised a demon in him that blanched his naturally pallid face and started his lip muscles into that curious recession which, in animals, is the first symptom of the snarl.

What do you want? he repeated. Why do you knock and then slink away?

I did not know you were at home, said the girl, faintly.

Then why do you come knocking? Who are you, anyway? he demanded, harshly, knowing perfectly well who she was.

I am the postmistress at Nauvoo, she faltered— that is, I was—

Really, he said, angrily; your intelligence might teach you to go where you are more welcome.

His brutality seemed to paralyze the girl. She looked at him as though attempting to comprehend his meaning. Are you not Mr. Helm? she asked, in a sweet, bewildered voice.

Yes, I am, he replied, shortly.

I thought you were a gentleman, she continued, in the same stunned voice.

Im not, said Helm, bitterly. I fancy you will agree with me, too. Good-night.

He deliberately turned his back on her and sat down on the wooden steps of the porch; but his finely modelled ears were alert and listening, and when to his amazement he heard her open his gate again and re-enter, he swung around with eyes contracting wickedly.

She met his evil glance quite bravely, wincing when he invited her to leave the yard. But she came nearer, crossing the rank, soaking grass, and stood beside him where he was sitting.

May I tell you something? she asked, timidly.

Will you be good enough to pass your way? he answered, rising.

Not yet, she replied, and seated herself on the steps. The next moment she was crying, silently, but that only lasted until she could touch her eyes with her handkerchief.

He stood above her on the steps. Perhaps it was astonishment that sealed his lips, perhaps decency. He had noticed that she was slightly lame, although her slender figure appeared almost faultless. He waited for a moment.

Far on the clearings dusky edge a white-throated sparrow called persistently to a mate that did not answer.

If Helm felt alarm or feared treachery his voice did not betray it. What is the trouble? he demanded, less roughly.

She said, without looking at him: I have deceived you. There was a letter for you to-day. It came apart and — I found — this—

She held out a bit of paper. He took it mechanically. His face had suddenly turned gray.

The paper was fibre paper. He stood there breathless, his face a ghastly, bloodless mask; and when he found his voice it was only the ghost of a voice.

What is all this about? he asked.

About fibre paper, she answered, looking up at him.

Fibre paper! he repeated, confounded by her candor.

Yes — government fibre. Do you think I dont know what it is?

For the first time there was bitterness in her voice. She turned partly around, supporting her body on one arm. Fibre paper? Ah, yes — I know what it is, she said again.

He looked her squarely in the eyes and he saw in her face that she knew what he was and what he had been doing in Nauvoo. The blood slowly stained his pallid cheeks.

Well, he said, coolly, what are you going to do about it?

His eyes began to grow narrow and the lines about his mouth deepened. The criminal in him, brought to bay, watched every movement of the young girl before him. Tranquil and optimistic, he quietly seated himself on the wooden steps beside her. Little he cared for her and her discovery. It would take more than a pretty, lame girl to turn him from his destiny; and his destiny was what he chose to make it. He almost smiled at her.

So, he said, in smooth, even tones, you think the game is up?

Yes; but nothing need harm you, she answered, eagerly.

Harm me! he repeated, with an ugly sneer; then a sudden, wholesome curiosity seized him, and he blurted out, But what do you care?

Looking up at him, she started to reply, and the words failed her. She bent her head in silence.

Why? he demanded again.

I have often seen you, she faltered; I sometimes thought you were unhappy.

But why do you come to warn me? People hate me in Nauvoo.

I do not hate you, she replied, faintly.

Why?

I dont know.

A star suddenly gleamed low over the forests level crest. Night had fallen in Nauvoo. After a silence he said, in an altered voice, Am I to understand that you came to warn a common criminal?

She did not answer.

Do you know what I am doing? he asked.

Yes.

What?

You are counterfeiting.

How do you know, he said, with a touch of menace in his sullen voice.

Because — because — my father did it—

Did what?

Counterfeited — what you are doing now! she gasped. That is how I know about the fibre. I knew it the moment I saw it — government fibre — and I knew what was on it; the flame justified me. And oh, I could not let them take you as they took father — to prison for all those years!

Your father! he blurted out.

Yes, she cried, revolted; and his handwriting is on that piece of paper in your hand!

Through the stillness of the evening the rushing of a distant brook among the hemlocks grew louder, increasing on the night wind like the sound of a distant train on a trestle. Then the wind died out; a night bird whistled in the starlight; a white moth hummed up and down the vines over the porch.

I know who you are now, the girl continued; you knew my father in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

Yes.

And your name is not Helm.

No.

Do you not know that the government watches discharged employés of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing?

I know it.

So you changed your name?

Yes.

She leaned nearer, looking earnestly into his shadowy eyes.

Do you know that an officer of the secret service is coming to Nauvoo?

I could take the plate and go. There is time, he answered, sullenly.

Yes — there is time. A dry sob choked her. He heard the catch in her voice, but he did not move his eyes from the ground. His heart seemed to have grown curiously heavy; a strange inertia weighted his limbs. Fear, anger, bitterness, nay, revenge itself, had died out, leaving not a tranquil mind but a tired one. The pulse scarcely beat in his body. After a while the apathy of mind and body appeared to rest him. He was so tired of hate.

Give me the keys, she whispered. Is it in there? Where is the plate? In that room? Give me the keys.

As in a dream he handed her his keys. Through a lethargy which was almost a stupor he saw her enter his house; he heard her unlock the door of the room where his plates lay. After a moment she found a match and lighted the candles. Helm sat heavily on the steps, his head on his breast, dimly aware that she was passing and repassing, carrying bottles and armfuls of tools and paper and plates out into the darkness somewhere.

It may have been a few minutes; it may have been an hour before she returned to him on the steps, breathing rapidly, her limp gown clinging to her limbs, her dark hair falling to her shoulders.

The plates and acids will never be found, she said, breathlessly; I put everything into the swamp. It is quicksand.

For a long time neither spoke. At length she slowly turned away towards the gate, and he rose and followed, scarcely aware of what he was doing.

At the gate she stooped and pushed a dark object out of sight under the bushes by the fence.

Let me help you, he said, bending beside her.

No, no; dont, she stammered; it is nothing.

He found it and handed it to her. It was her crutch; and she turned crimson to the roots of her hair.

Lean on me, he said, very gently.

The girl bit her trembling lip till the blood came. Thank you, she said, crushing back her tears; my crutch is enough — but you need not have known it. Kindness is comparative; one can be too kind.

He misunderstood her and drew back. I forgot, he said, quietly, what privileges are denied to criminals.

Privilege! she faltered. After a moment she laid one hand on his arm.

I shall be very glad of your help, she said; I am more lame than I wish the world to know. It was only the vanity of a cripple that refused you.

But he thought her very beautiful as she passed with him out into the starlight.

Contents




MARLITTS SHOES
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I

Through the open window the spring sunshine fell on Calverts broad back. Tennant faced the window, smoking reflectively.

I should like to ask a favor, he said; may I?

Certainly you may, replied Calvert; everybody else asks favors three hundred and sixty-five times a year.

Tennant, smoking peacefully, gazed at an open window across the narrow court-yard, where, in the sunshine, a young girl sat sewing.

The favor, he said, is this: there is a vacancy on the staff, and I wish youd give Marlitt another chance.

Marlitt! exclaimed Calvert. Why Marlitt?

Because, said Tennant, I understand that I am wearing Marlitts shoes — and the shoes pinch.

Marlitts shoes would certainly pinch you if you were wearing them, said Calvert, grimly. But you are not. Suppose you were? Better wear even Marlitts shoes than hop about the world barefoot. You are a singularly sensitive young man. I come up-town to offer you Warringtons place, and your reply is a homily on Marlitts shoes!

Calverts black eyes began to snap and his fat, pink face turned pinker.

Mr. Tennant, he said, I am useful to those who are useful to me. I am a business man. I know of no man or syndicate of men wealthy enough to conduct a business for the sake of giving employment to the unsuccessful!

Tennant smoked thoughtfully.

Some incompetent, continued Calvert, is trying to make you uncomfortable. You asked us for a chance; we gave you the chance. You proved valuable to us, and we gave you Marlitts job. You need not worry: Marlitt was useless, and had to go anyway. Warrington left us to-day, and youve got to do his work.

Tennant regarded him in silence; Calvert laid one pudgy hand on the door-knob. You know what we think of your work. There is not a man in New York who has your chance. All I say is, we gave you the chance and you took it. Keep it; thats what we ask!

That is what I ask, said Tennant, with a troubled laugh. I am sentimentalist enough to feel something like gratitude towards those who gave me my first opportunity.

Obligations mutual, snapped Calvert. The hardness in his eyes, however, had died out. Youd better finish that double page, he added; they want to start the color-work by Monday. Youll hear from us if theres any delay. Good-bye.
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Tennant opened the door for him; Calvert, buttoning his gloves, stepped out into the hallway and rang for the elevator. Then he turned:

Dont let envy make things unpleasant for you, Mr. Tennant.

Nobody has shown me any envy, said Tennant.

I thought you said something about your friend Marlitt—

I never saw Marlitt; I only know his work.

Oh, said Calvert, with a peculiar smile, you only know his work!

That is all. Who is Marlitt?

The last of an old New York family; reduced circumstances, proud, incompetent, unsuccessful. Why does the artist who signs Marlitt interest you?

This is why, said Tennant, and drew a letter from his pocket. Do you mind listening?

Go on, said Calvert, with a wry face. And Tennant began:

Dear Mr. Tennant, — Just a few words to express my keenest interest and delight in the work you are doing — not only the color work, but the pen-and-ink. You know that the public has made you their idol, but I thought you might care to know what the unsuccessful in your own profession think. You have already taught us so much; you are, week by week, raising the standard so high; and you are doing so much for me, that I venture to thank you and wish you still greater happiness and success. Marlitt.

Calvert looked up. Is that all?

That is all. There is neither date nor address on the note. I wrote to Marlitt care of your office. Your office forwarded it, I see, but the post-office returned it to me to-day.… What has become of Marlitt?

Calvert touched the elevator-bell again. If I knew, he said, Id find a place for — Marlitt.

Tennants face lighted. Calvert, scowling, avoided his eyes.

I want you to understand, he said, peevishly, that there is no sentiment in this matter.

I understand, said Tennant.

You think you do, sneered Calvert, stepping into the elevator. The door slammed; the cage descended; the fat, pink countenance of Calvert, distorted into a furious sneer, slowly sank out of sight.

II

Tennant entered his studio and closed the door. In the mellow light the smile faded from his face. Perhaps he was thinking of the unsuccessful, from whose crowded ranks he had risen — comrades preordained to mediocrity, foredoomed to failure — industrious, hopeful, brave young fellows, who must live their lives to learn the most terrible of all lessons — that bravery alone wins no battles.

What luck I have had! he said, aloud, to himself, walking over to the table and seating himself before the drawing. For an hour he studied it; touched it here and there, caressing outlines, swinging masses into vigorous composition with a touch of point or a sweeping erasure. Strength, knowledge, command were his; he knew it, and he knew the pleasure of it.

Having finished the drawing, he unpinned the pencil studies, replacing each by its detail in color — charming studies executed with sober precision, yet sparkling with a gayety that no reticence and self-denial could dim. He dusted the drawing, tacked on tracing-paper, and began to transfer, whistling softly as he bent above his work.

Sunlight fell across the corner of the table, glittering among glasses, saucers of porcelain, crystal bowls in which brushes dipped in brilliant colors had been rinsed. To escape the sun he rolled the table back a little way, then continued, using the ivory-pointed tracing-stylus. He worked neither rapidly nor slowly; there was a leisurely precision in his progress; pencil, brush, tracer, eraser, did their errands surely, steadily. Yet already he had the reputation of being the most rapid worker in his craft.

During intervals when he leaned back to stretch his muscles and light a cigarette his eyes wandered towards a window just across the court, where sometimes a girl sat. She was there now, rocking in a dingy rocking-chair, stitching away by her open window. Once or twice she turned her head and glanced across at him. After an interval he laid his cigarette on the edge of a saucer and resumed his work. In the golden gloom of the studio the stillness was absolute, save for the delicate stir of a curtain rustling at his open window. A breeze moved the hair on his temples; his eyes wandered towards the window across the court. The window was so close that they could have conversed together had they known each other.

In the court new grass was growing; grimy shrubbery had freshened into green; a tree was already in full leaf. Here and there cats sprawled on sun-warmed roofs, sparrows chirked under eaves from whence wisps of litter trailed, betraying hidden nests.

Below his window, hanging in heavy twists, a wistaria twined, its long bunches of lilac-tinted blossoms alive with bees.

His eyes followed the flight of a shabby sparrow. If I were a bird, he said, aloud, Id not be idiot enough to live in a New York back yard. And he resumed his work, whistling.

But the languor of spring was in his veins, and he bent forward again, sniffing the mild air. The witchery of spring had also drawn his neighbor to her window, where she leaned on the sill, cheeks in her hands, listlessly watching the flight of the sparrows.

The little creatures were nest-building; from moment to moment a bird fluttered up towards the eaves, bearing with it a bit of straw, a feather sometimes, sometimes a twisted end of string.

Its spring-fever, he yawned, passing one hand over his eyes. I feel like rolling on the grass — theres a puppy in that yard doing it now—

He washed a badger brush and dried it. Perfume from the wistaria filled his throat and lungs; his very breath, exhaling, seemed sweetened with the scent.

Theres that girl across the way, he said, aloud, as though making the discovery for the first time.

Sunshine now lay in dazzling white patches across his drawing. He blinked, washed another brush, and leaned back in his chair again, looking across at his neighbor. Youth is in itself attractive; and she was young — a white-skinned, dark-eyed girl, a trifle colorless, perhaps, like a healthy plant needing the sun.

They grow like that in this town, he reflected, drumming idly on the table with his pencil. Who is she? Ive seen her there for months, and I dont know.

The girl raised her dark eyes and gave him a serene stare.

Oh yes, he muttered, I see your eyes, but they tell me nothing about you. Youre all alike when you look at us out of the windows called eyes. Whats behind those eyes? Nobody knows. Nobody knows.

He dropped his hand on the table and began tracing arabesques with his pencil-point. Then his capricious fancy blossomed into a sketch of his neighbor — a rapid idealization, which first amused, then enthralled him.

And while his pencil flew he murmured lazily to himself: You dont know what Im doing, do you? I wonder what youd do if you did know?… Thank you, ma belle, for sitting so still. Wont you smile a little? No?… Who are you? What are you? — with your dimpled white hands framing your face.… I had no idea you were half so lovely! … or is it my fancy and my pencil which endow you with qualities that you do not possess?… There! you moved. Dont let it occur again.…

He passed a soft eraser over the sketch, dimming its outline; picked out a brush and began in color, rambling on in easy, listless self-communion: Ive asked you who you are and you havent told me. Pas chic, ça. There are thousands and thousands of dark-eyed little things like you in this city. Did you ever see the streets when the shops close? There are thousands and thousands like you in the throng; — some poor, some poorer; some good, some better; some young, some younger; all trotting across the world on eager feet. Where? Nobody knows. Why? Nobody knows. Heigh-ho! Your portrait is done, little neighbor.

He hovered over the delicate sketch, silent a moment, under the spell of his own work. If you were like this, a man might fall in love with you, he muttered, raising his eyes.

The development of ideas is always remarkable, particularly on a sunny day in spring-time. Sunshine, blue sky, and the perfume of the wistaria were too much for Tennant.

Im going out! he said, abruptly, and put on his hat. Then he drew on his gloves, lighted a cigarette, and glanced across at his neighbor.

I wish you were going, too, he said.

His neighbor had risen and was now standing by her window, hands clasped behind her, gazing dreamily out into the sunshine.

Upon my word, said Tennant, you are really as pretty as my sketch! Now isnt that curious? I had no idea—

A rich tint crept into his neighbors face, staining the white skin with carmine.

The sun is doing you good, he said, approvingly. You ought to put on your hat and go out.

She turned, as though she had heard his words, and picked up a big, black straw hat, placing it daintily upon her head.

Well! — if — that — isnt — curious! said Tennant, astonished, as she swung nonchalantly towards an invisible mirror and passed a long, gilded pin through the crown of her hat.

It seems that I only have to suggest a thing— He hesitated, watching her.

Of course it was coincidence, he said; but — suppose it wasnt? Suppose it was telepathy — thought transmitted?

His neighbor was buttoning her gloves.

Im a beast to stand here staring, he murmured, as she moved leisurely towards her window, apparently unconscious of him. Its a shame, he added, that we dont know each other! Im going to the Park; I wish you were — I want you to go — because it would do you good! You must go!

Her left glove was now buttoned; the right gave her some difficulty, which she started to overcome with a hair-pin.

If mental persuasion can do it, you and I are going to meet under the wistaria arbor in the Park, he said, with emphasis.

To concentrate his thoughts he stood rigid, thinking as hard as a young man can think with a distractingly pretty girl fastening her glove opposite; and the effort produced a deep crease between his eyebrows.

You — are — going — to — the — wistaria — arbor — in — the Park! he repeated, solemnly.

She turned as though she had heard, and looked straight at him. Her face was bright with color; never had he seen such fresh beauty in a human face.

Her eyes wandered from him upward to the serene blue sky; then she stepped back, glanced into the mirror, touched her hair with the tips of her gloved fingers, and walked away, disappearing into the gloom of the room.

An astonishing sense of loneliness came over him — a perfectly unreasonable feeling, because every day for months he had seen her disappear from the window, always viewing the phenomenon with disinterested equanimity.

Now I dont for a moment suppose shes going to the wistaria arbor, he said, mournfully, walking towards his door.

But all the way down in the elevator and out on the street he was comforting himself with stories of strange coincidences; of how, sometimes, walking alone and thinking of a person he had not seen or thought of for years, raising his eyes he had met that person face to face. And a presentiment that he should meet his neighbor under the wistaria arbor grew stronger and stronger, until, as he turned into the broad, southeastern entrance to the Park, his heart began beating an uneasy, expectant tattoo under his starched white waist-coat.

Ive been smoking too many cigarettes, he muttered. Things like that dont happen. It would be too silly—

And it was rather silly; but she was there. He saw her the moment he entered the wistaria arbor, seated in a rustic recess. It may be that she was reading the book she held so unsteadily in her small, gloved fingers, but the book was upside down. And when his footstep echoed on the asphalt, she raised a pair of thoroughly frightened eyes.
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His expression verged on the idiotic; they were a scared pair, and it was only when the bright flush of guilt flooded her face that he recovered his senses in a measure and took off his hat.

I — I hadnt the slightest notion that you would come, he stammered. This is the — the most amazing example of telepathy I ever heard of!

Telepathy? she repeated, faintly.

Telepathy! Thought persuasion! Its incredible! Its — its a — it was a dreadful thing to do. I dont know what to say.

Is it necessary for you to say anything to — me?

Can you ever pardon me?

I dont think I understand, she said, slowly. Are you asking pardon for your rudeness in speaking to me?

No, he almost groaned; Ill do that later. There is something much worse—

Her cool self-possession unnerved him. Composure is sometimes the culmination of fright; but he did not know that, because he did not know the subtler sex. His fluency left him; all he could repeat was, Im sorry Im speaking to you — but theres something much worse.

I cannot imagine anything worse, she said.

Wont you grant me a moment to explain? he urged.

How can I? she replied, calmly. How can a woman permit a man to speak without shadow of excuse? You know perfectly well what convention requires.

Hot, uncomfortable, he looked at her so appealingly that her eyes softened a little.

I dont suppose you mean to be impertinent to me, she said, coldly.

He said that he didnt with so much fervor that something perilously close to a smile touched her lips. He told her who he was, and the information appeared to surprise her, so it is safe to assume she knew it already. He pleaded in extenuation that they had been neighbors for a year; but she had not, apparently, been aware of this either; and the snub completed his discomfiture.

I — I was so anxious to know you, he said, miserably. That was the beginning—

It is a perfectly horrid thing to say, she said, indignantly. Do you suppose, because you are a public character, you are privileged to speak to anybody?

He attempted to say he didnt, but she went on: Of course that is not a palliation of your offence. It is a dreadful condition of affairs if a woman cannot go out alone—

Please dont say that! he cried.

I must. It is a terrible comment on modern social conditions, she repeated, shaking her pretty head. A woman who permits it — especially a woman who is obliged to support herself — for if I were not poor I should be driving here in my brougham, and you know it! — oh, it is a hideously common thing for a girl to do! Opening her book, she appeared to be deeply interested in it. But the book was upside down.

Glancing at him a moment later, she was apparently surprised to find him still standing beside her. However, he had noted two things in that moment of respite: she held the book upside down, and on the title-page was written a signature that he knew— Marlitt.

Under the circumstances, she said, coldly, do you think it decent to continue this conversation?

Yes, I do, he said. Im a decent sort of fellow, or you would have divined the contrary long ago; and there is a humiliating explanation that I owe you.

You owe me every explanation, she said, but I am generous enough to spare you the humiliation.

I know what you mean, he admitted. I hypnotized you into coming here, and you are aware of it.

Pink to the ears with resentment and confusion, she sat up very straight and stared at him. From a pretty girl defiant, she became an angry beauty. And he quailed.

Did you imagine that you hypnotized me? she asked, incredulously.

What was it, then? he muttered. You did everything I wished for—

What did you wish for?

I — I thought you needed the sun, and as soon as I said that you ought to go out, you — you put on that big, black hat. And then I wished I knew you — I wished you would come here to the wistaria arbor, and — you came.

In other words, she said, disdainfully, you deliberately planned to control my mind and induce me to meet you in a clandestine and horrid manner.

I never looked at it in that way. I only knew I admired you a lot, and — and you were tremendously charming — more so than my sketch—

What sketch?

I — you see, I made a little sketch, he admitted— a little picture of you—

Her silence scared him.

Do you mind? he ventured.

Of course you will send that portrait to me at once! she said.

Oh yes, of course I will; I had meant to send it anyway—

That, she observed, would have been the very height of impertinence.

Opening her book again, she indulged him with a view of the most exquisite profile he had ever dreamed of.

She despised him; there seemed to be no doubt about that. He despised himself; his offence, stripped by her of all extenuation, appeared to him in its own naked hideousness; and it appalled him.

As a matter of fact, he said, theres nothing criminal in me. I never imagined that a man could appear to such disadvantage as I appear. Ill go. Theres no use in hoping for pardon. Ill go.

Studying her book, she said, without raising her eyes, I am offended — deeply hurt — but—

He waited anxiously.

But I am sorry to say that I am not as deeply offended as I ought to be.

That is very, very kind of you, he said, warmly.

It is very depraved of me, she retorted, turning a page.

After a silence, he said, Then I suppose I must go.

It is possible she did not hear him; she seemed engrossed, bending a little closer over the book on her knee, for the shadows of blossom and foliage above had crept across the printed page.

All the silence was in tremulous vibration with the hum of bees; the perfume of the flowers grew sweeter as the sun sank towards the west, flinging long, blue shadows over the grass and asphalt.

A gray squirrel came hopping along, tail twitching, and deliberately climbed up the seat where she was sitting, squatting beside her, paws drooping in dumb appeal.

You dear little thing! said the girl, impulsively. I wish I had a bonbon for you! Have you anything in the world to give this half-starved squirrel, Mr. Tennant?

Nothing but a cigarette, muttered Tennant. Ill go out to the gate if you— He hesitated. They generally sell peanuts out there, he added, vaguely.

Squirrels adore peanuts, she murmured, caressing the squirrel, who had begun fearlessly snooping into her lap.

Tennant, enchanted at the tacit commission, started off at a pace that brought him to the gate and back again before he could arrange his own disordered thoughts.

She was reading when he returned, and she cooled his enthusiasm with a stare of surprise.

The squirrel? Oh, Im sure I dont know where that squirrel has gone. Did you really go all the way to the gate for peanuts to stuff that overfed squirrel?

He looked at the four paper bags, opened one of them, and stirred the nuts with his hand.

What shall I do with them? he asked.

Then, and neither ever knew exactly why, she began to laugh. The first laugh was brief; an oppressive silence followed — then she laughed again; and as he grew redder and redder, she laughed the most deliciously fresh peal of laughter he had ever heard.

This is dreadful! she said. I should never have come alone to the Park! You should never have dared to speak to me. All we need to do now is to eat those peanuts, and you have all the material for a picture of courtship below-stairs! Oh, dear, and the worst part of it all is that I laugh!

If youd let me sit down, he said, Id complete the picture and eat peanuts.

You dare not!

He seated himself, opened a paper bag, and deliberately cracked and ate a nut.

Horrors! and disillusion! The idol of the public — munching peanuts!

You ought to try one, he said.

She stood it for a while; but the saving grace of humour warned her of her peril, and she ate a peanut.

To save my face, she explained. But I didnt suppose you were capable of it.

As a matter of fact, he said, tranquilly, a man can do anything in this world if he only does it thoroughly and appears to enjoy himself. Ive seen the Prince Regent of Boznovia sitting at the window of the Crown Regiment barracks arrayed in his shirt-sleeves and absorbing beer and pretzels.

But he was the Prince Regent!

And Im Tennant.

According to that philosophy you are at liberty to eat fish with your knife.

But I dont want to.

But suppose you did want to?

That is neither philosophy nor logic, he insisted; that is speculation. May I offer you a stick of old-fashioned circus candy flavored with wintergreen?

You may, she said, accepting it. If there is any lower depth I may attain, Im sure you will suggest it.

Ill try, he said. Their eyes met for an instant; then hers were lowered.

Squirrels came in troops; she fed the little, fat scamps to repletion, and the green lawn was dotted with squirrels all busily burying peanuts for future consumption. A brilliant peacock appeared, picking his way towards them, followed by a covey of imbecile peafowl. She fed them until their crops protruded.

The sun glittered on the upper windows of the clubs and hotels along Fifth Avenue; the west turned gold, then pink. Clouds of tiny moths came hovering among the wistaria blossoms; and high in the sky the metallic note of a nighthawk rang, repeating in querulous cadence the cries of water-fowl on the lake, where mallard and widgeon were restlessly preparing for an evening flight.

You know, she said, gravely, a woman who over-steps convention always suffers; a man, never. I have done something I never expected to do — never supposed was in me to do. And now that I have gone so far, it is perhaps better for me to go farther. She looked at him steadily. Your studio is a perfect sounding-board. You have an astonishingly frank habit of talking to yourself; and every word is perfectly audible to me when my window is raised. When you chose to apostrophize me as a white-faced, dark-eyed little thing, and when you remarked to yourself that there were thousands like me in New York, I was perfectly indignant.

He sat staring at her, utterly incapable of uttering a sound.

It costs a great deal for me to say this, she went on. But I am obliged to because it is not fair to let you go on communing aloud with yourself — and I cannot close my window in warm weather. It costs more than you know for me to say this; for it is an admission that I heard you say that you were coming to the wistaria arbor—

She bent her crimsoned face; the silence of evening fell over the arbor.

I dont know why I came, she said— whether with a vague idea of giving you the chance to speak, and so seizing the opportunity to warn you that your soliloquies were audible to me — whether to tempt you to speak and make it plain to you that I am not one of the thousand shop-girls you have observed after the shops close—

Dont, he said, hoarsely. Im miserable enough.

I dont wish you to feel miserable, she said. I have a very exalted idea of you. I — I understand artists.

Theyre fools, he said. Say anything you like before I go. I had — hoped for — perhaps for your friendship. But a woman cant respect a fool.

He rose in his humiliation.

I can ask no privileges, he said, but I must say one thing before I go. You have a book there which bears the signature of an artist named Marlitt. I am very anxious for his address; I think I have important news for him — good news. That is why I ask it.

The girl looked at him quietly.

What news have you for him?

I suppose you have a right to ask, he said, or you would not ask. I do not know Marlitt. I liked his work. Mr. Calvert suggested that Marlitt should return to resume work—

No, said the girl, you suggested it.

He was staggered. Did you even hear that! he gasped.

You were standing by your window, she said. Mr. Tennant, I think that was the real reason why I came to the wistaria arbor — to thank you for what you have done. You see — you see, I am Marlitt.

He sank down on the seat opposite.

Everything has gone wrong, she said. I came to thank you — and everything turned out so differently — and I was dreadfully rude to you—

She covered her face with her hands.

Then you wrote me that letter, he said, slowly. In the silence of the gathering dusk the electric lamps snapped alight, flooding the arbor with silvery radiance. He said:

If a man had written me that letter I should have desired his friendship and offered mine.

She dropped her hands and looked at him. Thank you for speaking to Calvert, she said, rising hastily; I have been desperately in need of work. My pride is quite dead, you see — one or the other of us had to die.

She looked down with a gay little smile. If it wouldnt spoil you I should tell you what I think of you. Meanwhile, as servitude becomes man, you may tie my shoe for me — Marlitts shoe that pinched you.… Tie it tightly, so that I shall not lose it again.… Thank you.

As he rose, their eyes met once more; and the perilous sweetness in hers fascinated him.

She drew a deep, unsteady breath. Will you take me home? she asked.
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PASQUE FLORIDA
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THE STEADY FLICKER of lightning in the southwest continued; the wind freshened, blowing in cooler streaks across acres of rattling rushes and dead marsh-grass. A dull light grew through the scudding clouds, then faded as the mid-day sun went out in the smother, leaving an ominous red smear overhead.

Gun in hand, Haltren stood up among the reeds and inspected the landscape. Already the fish-crows and egrets were flying inland, the pelicans had left the sandbar, the eagles were gone from beach and dune. High in the thickening sky wild ducks passed over Flyover Point and dropped into the sheltered marshes among the cypress.

As Haltren stood undecided, watching the ruddy play of lightning, which came no nearer than the horizon, a squall struck the lagoon. Then, amid the immense solitude of marsh and water, a deep sound grew — the roar of the wind in the wilderness. The solemn pæon swelled and died away as thunder dies, leaving the air tremulous.

Id better get out of this, said Haltren to himself. He felt for the breech of his gun, unloaded both barrels, and slowly pocketed the cartridges.

Eastward, between the vast salt river and the ocean, the dunes were smoking like wind-lashed breakers; a heron, laboring heavily, flapped inland, broad pinions buffeting the gale.

Somethings due to happen, said Haltren, reflectively, closing the breech of his gun. He had hauled his boat up an alligator-slide; now he shoved it off the same way, and pulling up his hip-boots, waded out, laid his gun in the stern, threw cartridge-sack and a dozen dead ducks after it, and embarked among the raft of wind-tossed wooden decoys.

There were twoscore decoys bobbing and tugging at their anchor-cords outside the point. Before he had fished up a dozen on the blade of his oar a heavier squall struck the lagoon, blowing the boat out into the river. He had managed to paddle back and had secured another brace of decoys, when a violent gale caught him broadside, almost capsizing him.

If I dont get those decoys now I never shall! he muttered, doggedly jabbing about with extended oar. But he never got them; for at that moment a tropical hurricane, still in its infancy, began to develop, and when, blinded with spray, he managed to jam the oars into the oar-locks, his boat was half a mile out and still driving.

For a week the wind had piled the lagoons and lakes south of the Matanzas full of water, and now the waves sprang up, bursting into menacing shapes, knocking the boat about viciously. Haltren turned his unquiet eyes towards a streak of green water ahead.

I dont suppose this catspaw is really trying to drive me out of Coquina Inlet! he said, peevishly; I dont suppose Im being blown out to sea.

It was a stormy end for a days pleasure — yet curiously appropriate, too, for it was the fourth anniversary of his wedding-day; and the storm that followed had blown him out into the waste corners of the world.

Perhaps something of this idea came into his head; he laughed a disagreeable laugh and fell to rowing.

The red lightning still darted along the southern horizon, no nearer; the wilderness of water, of palm forests, of jungle, of dune, was bathed in a sickly light; overhead oceans of clouds tore through a sombre sky.

After a while he understood that he was making no headway; then he saw that the storm was shaping his course. He dug his oars into the thick, gray waves; the wind tore the cap from his head, caught the boat and wrestled with it.

Somehow or other he must get the boat ashore before he came abreast of the inlet; otherwise — 

He turned his head and stared at the whitecaps tumbling along the deadly raceway; and he almost dropped his oars in astonishment to see a gasoline-launch battling for safety just north of the storm-swept channel. What was a launch doing in this forsaken end of the earth? And the next instant developed the answer. Out at sea, beyond the outer bar, a yacht, wallowing like a white whale, was staggering towards the open ocean.

He saw all this in a flash — saw the gray-green maelstrom between the dunes, the launch struggling across the inlet, the yacht plunging seaward. Then in the endless palm forests the roar deepened. Flash! Bang! lightning and thunder were simultaneous.

Thats better, said Haltren, hanging to his oars; theres a fighting chance now.

The rain came, beating the waves down, seemingly, for a moment, beating out the wind itself. In the partial silence the sharp explosions of the gasoline-engine echoed like volleys of pistol-shots; and Haltren half rose in his pitching boat, and shouted: Launch ahoy! Run under the lee shore. Theres a hurricane coming! You havent a second to lose!

He heard somebody aboard the launch say, distinctly, Theres a Florida cracker alongside who says a hurricane is about due. The shrill roar of the rain drowned the voice. Haltren bent to his oars again. Then a young man in dripping white flannels looked out of the wheel-house and hailed him. Weve grounded on the meadows twice. If you know the channel youd better come aboard and take the wheel.

Haltren, already north of the inlet and within the zone of safety, rested on his oars a second and looked back, listening. Very far away he heard the deep whisper of death.

On board the launch the young man at the wheel heard it, too; and he hailed Haltren in a shaky voice: I wouldnt ask you to come back, but there are women aboard. Cant you help us?

All right, said Haltren.

A horrible white glare broke out through the haze; the solid vertical torrent of rain swayed, then slanted eastward.

A wave threw him alongside the launch; he scrambled over the low rail and ran forward, deafened by the din. A woman in oilskins hung to the companion-rail; he saw her white face as he passed. Haggard, staggering, he entered the wheel-house, where the young man in dripping flannels seized his arm, calling him by name. Haltren pushed him aside.

Give me that wheel, Darrow, he said, hoarsely. Ring full speed ahead! Now stand clear—

Like an explosion the white tornado burst, burying deck and wheel-house in foam; a bellowing fury of tumbling waters enveloped the launch. Haltren hung to the wheel one second, two, five, ten; and at last through the howling chaos his stunned ears caught the faint staccato spat! puff! spat! of the exhaust. Thirty seconds more — if the engines could stand it — if they only could stand it!

They stood it for thirty-three seconds and went to smash. A terrific squall, partly deflected from the forest, hurled the launch into the swamp, now all boiling in shallow foam; and there she stuck in the good, thick mud, heeled over and all awash like a stranded razor-back after a freshet.

Twenty minutes later the sun came out; the waters of the lagoon turned sky blue; a delicate breeze from the southeast stirred the palmetto fronds.

Presently a cardinal-bird began singing in the sunshine.



Haltren, standing in the wrecked wheel-house, raised his dazed eyes as Darrow entered and looked around.

So that was a white tornado! Ive heard of them — but — good God! He turned a bloodless visage to Haltren, who, dripping, bareheaded and silent, stood with eyes closed leaning heavily against the wheel.

Are you hurt?

Haltren shook his head. Darrow regarded him stupidly.

How did you happen to be in this part of the world?

Haltren opened his eyes. Oh, Im likely to be anywhere, he said, vaguely, passing a shaking hand across his face. There was a moments silence; then he said:

Darrow, is my wife aboard this boat?

Yes, said Darrow, under his breath. Isnt that the limit?

Through the silence the cardinal sang steadily.

Isnt that the limit? repeated Darrow. We came on the yacht — that was Brents yacht, the Dione, you saw at sea. You know the people aboard. Brent, Mrs. Castle, your wife, and I left the others and took the launch to explore the lagoons.… And here we are. Isnt it funny? he added, with a nerveless laugh.

Haltren stood there slowly passing his hand over his face.

It is funnier than you know, Darrow, he said. Kathleen and I — this is our wedding-day.

Well, that is the limit, muttered Darrow, as Haltren turned a stunned face to the sunshine where the little cardinal sang with might and main.

Come below, he added. You are going to speak to her, of course?

If she cared to have me—

Speak to her anyway. Haltren; I — he hesitated— I never knew why you and Kathleen separated. I only knew what everybody knows. You and she are four years older now; and if theres a ghost of a chance — Do you understand?

Haltren nodded.

Then well go below, began Darrow. But Major Brent appeared at that moment, apoplectic eyes popping from his purple face as he waddled forward to survey the dismantled launch.

Without noticing either Haltren or Darrow, he tested the slippery angle of the deck, almost slid off into the lagoon, clutched the rail with both pudgy hands, and glared at the water.

I suppose, he said, peevishly, that there are alligators in that water. I know there are!

He turned his inflamed eyes on Haltren, but made no sign of recognition.

Major, said Darrow, sharply, you remember Dick Haltren—

Eh? snapped the major. Where the deuce did you come from, Haltren?

He was the man who hailed us. He took the wheel, said Darrow, meaningly.

Nice mess you made of it between you, retorted the major, scowling his acknowledgments at Haltren.

Darrow, disgusted, turned on his heel; Haltren laughed. The sound of his own laugh amused him, and he laughed again.

I dont see the humor, said the major. The Dione is blown half-way to the Bermudas by this time. He added, with a tragic gesture of his fat arms; Are you aware that Mrs. Jack Onderdonk is aboard?

The possible fate of Manhattans queen regent so horrified Major Brent that his congested features assumed the expression of an alarmed tadpole.

But Haltren, the unaccustomed taste of mirth in his throat once more, stood there, dripping, dishevelled, and laughing. For four years he had missed the life he had been bred to; he had missed even what he despised in it, and his life at moments had become a hell of isolation. Time dulled the edges of his loneliness; solitude, if it hurts, sometimes cures too. But he was not yet cured of longing for that self-forbidden city in the North. He desired it — he desired the arid wilderness of its treeless streets, its incessant sounds, its restless energy; he desired its pleasures, its frivolous days and nights, its satiated security, its ennui. Its life had been his life, its people his people, and he longed for it with a desire that racked him.

What the devil are you laughing at, Haltren? asked the major, tartly.

Was I laughing? said the young man. Well — now I will say good-bye, Major Brent. Your yacht will steam in before night and send a boat for you; and I shall have my lagoons to myself again.… I have been here a long time.… I dont know why I laughed just now. There was, indeed, no reason. He turned and looked at the cabin skylights. Its hard to realize that you and Darrow and — others — are here, and that theres a whole yacht-load of fellow-creatures — and Mrs. Van Onderdonk — wobbling about the Atlantic near by. Fashionable people have never before come here — even intelligent people rarely penetrate this wilderness.… I — I have a plantation a few miles below — oranges and things, you know. He hesitated, almost wistfully. I dont suppose you and your guests would care to stop there for a few hours, if your yacht is late.

No, said the major, we dont care to.

Perhaps Haltren will stay aboard the wreck with us until the Dione comes in, suggested Darrow.

I dare say you have a camp hereabouts, said the major, staring at Haltren; no doubt youd be more comfortable there.

Thanks, said Haltren, pleasantly; I have my camp a mile below. He offered his hand to Darrow, who, too angry to speak, nodded violently towards the cabin.

How can I? asked Haltren. Good-bye. And Ill say good-bye to you, major—

Good-bye, muttered the major, attempting to clasp his fat little hands behind his back.

Haltren, who had no idea of offering his hand, stood still a moment, glancing at the cabin skylights; then, with a final nod to Darrow, he deliberately slid over-board and waded away, knee-deep, towards the palm-fringed shore.

Darrow could not contain himself. Major Brent, he said, I suppose you dont realize that Haltren saved the lives of every soul aboard this launch.

The majors inflamed eyes popped out.

Eh? Whats that?

More than that, said Darrow, he came back from safety to risk his life. As it was he lost his boat and his gun—

Damnation! broke out the major; you dont expect me to ask him to stay and meet the wife he deserted four years ago!

And he waddled off to the engine-room, where the engineer and his assistant were tinkering at the wrecked engine.

Darrow went down into the sloppy cabin, where, on a couch, Mrs. Castle lay, ill from the shock of the recent catastrophe; and beside her stood an attractive girl stirring sweet spirits of ammonia in a tumbler.

Her eyes were fixed on the open port-hole. Through that port-hole the lagoon was visible; so was Haltren, wading shoreward, a solitary figure against the fringed rampart of the wilderness.

Is Mrs. Castle better? asked Darrow.

I think so; I think she is asleep, said the girl, calmly.

There was a pause; then Darrow took the tumbler and stirred the contents.

Do you know who it was that got us out of that pickle?

Yes, she said; my husband.

I suppose you could hear what we said on deck.

There was no answer.

Could you, Kathleen?

Yes.

Darrow stared into the tumbler, tasted the medicine, and frowned.

Isnt there — isnt there a chance — a ghost of a chance? he asked.

I think not, she answered— I am sure not. I shall never see him again.

I meant for myself, said Darrow, deliberately, looking her full in the face.

She crimsoned to her temples, then her eyes flashed violet fire.

Not the slightest, she said.

Thanks, said Darrow, flippantly; I only wanted to know.

You know now, dont you? she asked, a trifle excited, yet realizing instinctively that somehow she had been tricked. And yet, until that moment, she had believed Darrow to be her slave. He had been and was still; but she was not longer certain, and her uncertainty confused her.

Do you mean to say that you have any human feeling left for that vagabond? demanded Darrow. So earnest was he that his tanned face grew tense and white.

Ill tell you, she said, breathlessly, that from this moment I have no human feeling left for you! And I never had! I know it now; never! never! I had rather be the divorced wife of Jack Haltren than the wife of any man alive!

The angry beauty of her young face was his reward; he turned away and climbed the companion. And in the shattered wheel-house he faced his own trouble, muttering: Ive done my best; Ive tried to show the pluck he showed. Hes got his chance now! And he leaned heavily on the wheel, covering his eyes with his hands; for he was fiercely in love, and he had destroyed for a friends sake all that he had ever hoped for.

But there was more to be done; he aroused himself presently and wandered around to the engine-room, where the major was prowling about, fussing and fuming and bullying his engineer.

Major, said Darrow, guilelessly, do you suppose Haltrens appearance has upset his wife?

Eh? said the major. No, I dont! I refuse to believe that a woman of Mrs. Haltrens sense and personal dignity could be upset by such a man! By gad! sir, if I thought it — for one instant, sir — for one second — Id reason with her. Id presume so far as to express my personal opinion of this fellow Haltren!

Perhaps Id better speak to her, began Darrow.

No, sir! Why the devil should you assume that liberty? demanded Major Brent. Allow me, sir; allow me! Mrs. Haltren is my guest!

The majors long-latent jealousy of Darrow was now fully ablaze; purple, pop-eyed, and puffing, he toddled down the companion on his errand of consolation. Darrow watched him go. That settles him! he said. Then he called the engineer over and bade him rig up and launch the portable canoe.

Put one paddle in it, Johnson, and say to Mrs. Haltren that she had better paddle north, because a mile below there is a camp belonging to a man whom Major Brent and I do not wish to have her meet.

The grimy engineer hauled out the packet which, when put together, was warranted to become a full-fledged canoe.

Lord! how shell hate us all, even poor Johnson, murmured Darrow. I dont know much about Kathleen Haltren, but if she doesnt paddle south Ill eat cotton-waste with oil-dressing for dinner!

At that moment the major reappeared, toddling excitedly towards the stern.

What on earth is the trouble? asked Darrow. Is there a pizen sarpint aboard?

Trouble! stammered the major. Who said there was any trouble? Dont be an ass, sir! Dont even look like an ass, sir! Damnation!

And he trotted furiously into the engine-room.

Darrow climbed to the wheel-house once more, fished out a pair of binoculars, and fixed them on the inlet and the strip of Atlantic beyond.

If the Dione isnt in by three oclock, Haltren will have his chance, he murmured.

He was still inspecting the ocean and his watch alternately when Mrs. Haltren came on deck.

Did you send me the canoe? she asked, with cool unconcern.

Its for anybody, he said, morosely. Somebody ought to take a snap-shot of the scene of our disaster. If you dont want the canoe, Ill take it.

She had her camera in her hand; it was possible he had noticed it, although he appeared to be very busy with his binoculars.

He was also rude enough to turn his back. She hesitated, looked up the lagoon and down the lagoon. She could only see half a mile south, because Flyover Point blocked the view.

If Mrs. Castle is nervous you will be near the cabin? she asked, coldly.

Ill be here, he said.

And you may say to Major Brent, she added, that he need not send me further orders by his engineer, and that I shall paddle wherever caprice invites me.

A few moments later a portable canoe glided out from under the stern of the launch. In it, lazily wielding the polished paddle, sat young Mrs. Haltren, bareheaded, barearmed, singing as sweetly as the little cardinal, who paused in sheer surprise at the loveliness of song and singer. Like a homing pigeon the canoe circled to take its bearings once, then glided away due south.

Blue was the sky and water; her eyes were bluer; white as the sands her bare arms glimmered. Was it a sunbeam caught entangled in her burnished hair, or a stray strand, that burned far on the water.

Darrow dropped his eyes; and when again he looked, the canoe had vanished behind the rushes of Flyover Point, and there was nothing moving on the water far as the eye could see.



About three oclock that afternoon, the pigeon-toed Seminole Indian who followed Haltren, as a silent, dangerous dog follows its master, laid down the heavy pink cedar log which he had brought to the fire, and stood perfectly silent, nose up, slitted eyes almost closed.

Haltrens glance was a question. Paddlum boat, said the Indian, sullenly.

After a pause Haltren said, I dont hear it, Tiger.

Hunh! grunted the Seminole. Paddlum damn slow. Bime-by you hear.

And bime-by Haltren heard.

Somebody is landing, he said.

The Indian folded his arms and stood bolt upright for a moment; then, Hunh! he muttered, disgusted. Heap squaw. Tiger will go.

Haltren did not hear him; up the palmetto-choked trail from the landing strolled a girl, paddle poised over one shoulder, bright hair blowing. He rose to his feet; she saw him standing in the haze of the fire and made him a pretty gesture of recognition.

I thought Id call to pay my respects, she said. How do you do? May I sit on this soap-box?

Smiling, she laid the paddle on the ground and held out one hand as he stepped forward.

They shook hands very civilly.

That was a brave thing you did, she said. Mes compliments, monsieur.

And that was all said about the wreck.

Its not unlike an Adirondack camp, she suggested, looking around at the open-faced, palm-thatched shanty with its usual hangings of blankets and wet clothing, and its smoky, tin-pan bric-à-brac.

Her blue eyes swept all in rapid review — the guns leaning against the tree; the bunch of dead bluebill ducks hanging beyond; the improvised table and bench outside; the enormous mottled rattlesnake skin tacked lengthways on a live-oak.

Are there many of those about? she inquired.

Very few — he waited to control the voice which did not sound much like his own— very few rattlers yet. They come out later.

Thats amiable of them, she said, with a slight shrug of her shoulders.

There was a pause.

I hope you are well, he ventured.

Perfectly — and thank you. I hope you are well, Jack.

Thank you, Kathleen.

She picked up a chip of rose-colored cedar and sniffed it daintily.

Like a lead-pencil, isnt it? Put that big log on the fire. The odor of burning cedar must be delicious.

He lifted the great log and laid it across the coals.

Suppose we lunch? she proposed, looking straight at the simmering coffee-pot.

Would you really care to? Then he raised his voice: Tiger! Tiger! Where the dickens are you? But Tiger, half a mile away, squatted sulkily on the lagoons edge, fishing, and muttering to himself that there were too many white people in the forest for him.

He wont come, said Haltren. You know the Seminoles hate the whites, and consider themselves still unconquered. There is scarcely an instance on record of a Seminole attaching himself to one of us.

But your tame Tiger appears to follow you.

Hes an exception.

Perhaps you are an exception, too.

He looked up with a haggard smile, then bent over the fire and poked the ashes with a pointed palmetto stem. There were half a dozen sweet-potatoes there, and a baked duck and an ash-cake.

Goodness! she said; if you knew how hungry I am you wouldnt be so deliberate. Where are the cups and spoons? Which is Tigers? Well, you may use his.

The log table was set and the duck ready before Haltren could hunt up the jug of mineral water which Tiger had buried somewhere to keep cool.

When he came back with it from the shore he found her sitting at table with an exaggerated air of patience.

They both laughed a little; he took his seat opposite; she poured the coffee, and he dismembered the duck.

You ought to be ashamed of that duck, she said. The law is on now.

I know it, he replied, but necessity knows no law. Im up here looking for wild orange stock, and I live on what I can get. Even the sacred, unbranded razor-back is fish for our net — with a fair chance of a shooting-scrape between us and a prowling cracker. If you will stay to dinner you may have roast wild boar.

That alone is almost worth staying for, isnt it? she asked, innocently.

There was a trifle more color in his sunburned face.

She ate very little, though protesting that her hunger shamed her; she sipped her coffee, blue eyes sometimes fixed on the tall palms and oaks overhead, sometimes on him.

What was that great, winged shadow that passed across the table? she exclaimed.

A vulture; they are never far away.

Ugh! she shuddered; always waiting for something to die! How can a man live here, knowing that?

I dont propose to die out-doors, said Haltren, laughing.

Again the huge shadow swept between them; she shrank back with a little gesture of repugnance. Perhaps she was thinking of her nearness to death in the inlet.

Are there alligators here, too? she asked.

Yes; they run away from you.

And moccasin snakes?

Some. They dont trouble a man who keeps his eyes open.

A nice country you live in! she said, disdainfully.

It is one kind of country. There is good shooting.

Anything else?

Sunshine all the year round. I have a house covered with scented things and buried in orange-trees. It is very beautiful. A little lonely at times — one cant have Fifth Avenue and pick ones own grape-fruit from the veranda, too.

A silence fell between them; through the late afternoon stillness they heard the splash! splash! of leaping mullet in the lagoon. Suddenly a crimson-throated humming-bird whirred past, hung vibrating before a flowering creeper, then darted away.

Spring is drifting northward, he said. To-morrow will be Easter Day — Pasque Florida.

She rose, saying, carelessly, I was not thinking of to-morrow; I was thinking of to-day, and, walking across the cleared circle, she picked up her paddle. He followed her, and she looked around gayly, swinging the paddle to her shoulder.

You said you were thinking of to-day, he stammered. It — it is our anniversary.

She raised her eyebrows. I am astonished that you remembered.… I think that I ought to go. The Dione will be in before long—

We can hear her whistle when she steams in, he said.

Are you actually inviting me to stay? she laughed, seating herself on the soap-box once more.

They became very grave as he sat down on the ground at her feet, and, a silence threatening, she hastily filled it with a description of the yacht and Major Brents guests. He listened, watching her intently. And after a while, having no more to say, she pretended to hear sounds resembling a distant yachts whistle.

Its the red-winged blackbirds in the reeds, he said. Now will you let me say something — about the past?

It has buried itself, she said, under her breath.

To-morrow is Easter, he went on, slowly. Can there be no resurrection for dead days as there is for Easter flowers? Winter is over; Pasque Florida will dawn on a world of blossoms. May I speak, Kathleen?

It is I who should speak, she said. I meant to. It is this: forgive me for all. I am sorry.

I have nothing to forgive, he said. I was a — a failure. I — I do not understand women.

Nor I men. They are not what I understand. I dont mean the mob Ive been bred to dance with — I understand them. But a real man— she laughed, drearily— I expected a god for a husband.

I am sorry, he said; I am horribly sorry. I have learned many things in four years. Kathleen, I — I dont know what to do.

There is nothing to do, is there?

Your freedom—

I am free.

I am afraid you will need more freedom than you have, some day.

She looked him full in the eyes. Do you desire it?

A faint sound fell upon the stillness of the forest; they listened; it came again from the distant sea.

I think it is the yacht, she said.

They rose together; he took her paddle, and they walked down the jungle path to the landing. Her canoe and his spare boat lay there, floating close together.

It will be an hour before a boat from the yacht reaches the wrecked launch, he said. Will you wait in my boat?

She bent her head and laid her hand in his, stepping lightly into the bow.

Cast off and row me a little way, she said, leaning back in the stern. Isnt this lagoon wonderful? See the color in water and sky. How green the forest is! — green as a young woodland in April. And the reeds are green and gold, and the west is all gold. Look at that great white bird — with wings like an angels! What is that heavenly odor from the forest? Oh, she sighed, elbows on knees, this is too delicious to be real!

A moment later she began, irrelevantly: Ethics! Ethics! who can teach them? One must know, and heed no teaching. All preconceived ideas may be wrong; I am quite sure I was wrong — sometimes.

And again irrelevantly, I was horribly intolerant once.

Once you asked me a question, he said. We separated because I refused to answer you.

She closed her eyes and the color flooded her face.

I shall never ask it again, she said.

But he went on: I refused to reply. I was an ass; I had theories, too. Theyre gone, quite gone. I will answer you now, if you wish.

Her face burned. No! No, dont — dont answer me; dont, I beg of you! I — I know now that even the gods— She covered her face with her hands. The boat drifted rapidly on; it was flood-tide.

Yes, even the gods, he said. There is the answer. Now you know.

Overhead the sky grew pink; wedge after wedge of water-fowl swept through the calm evening air, and their aërial whimpering rush sounded faintly over the water.

Kathleen!

She made no movement.

Far away a dull shock set the air vibrating. The Dione was saluting her castaways. The swift Southern night, robed in rose and violet, already veiled the forest; and the darkling water deepened into purple.

Jack!

He rose and crept forward to the stern where she was sitting. Her hands hung idly; her head was bent.

Into the purple dusk they drifted, he at her feet, close against her knees. Once she laid her hands on his shoulders, peering at him with wet eyes.

And, with his lips pressed to her imprisoned hands, she slipped down into the boat beside him, crouching there, her face against his.

So, under the Southern stars, they drifted home together. The Dione fired guns and sent up rockets, which they neither heard nor saw; Major Brent toddled about the deck and his guests talked scandal; but what did they care!

Darrow, standing alone on the wrecked launch, stared at the stars and waited for the search-boat to return.

It was dawn when the truth broke upon Major Brent. It broke so suddenly that he fairly yelped as the Dione poked her white beak seaward.

It was dawn, too, when a pigeon-toed Seminole Indian stood upon the veranda of a house which was covered with blossoms of Pasque Florida.

Silently he stood, inspecting the closed door; then warily stooped and picked up something lying on the veranda at his feet. It was a gold comb.

Heap squaw, he said, deliberately. Tiger will go.

But he never did.



THE END
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CHAPTER I

THE CARPET OF BELSHAZZAR
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WE ALL WERE glad to see him; on his return he had found us all his friends. Nobody had spoken to him about his abrupt departure from New York; nobody had mentioned Westover; nothing connected with that episode was even hinted at by any of us, I believe, during his short sojourn among us. It was he himself who spoke of it first.

Of course during his absence we had followed his career; many among us had read and tried to understand what he had written in his three world-famous volumes, Occult Philosophy,

The Weight of Human Souls, and The Interstellar Laws of Psychic Phenomena.

It seemed, at times, here to us in America, that it was impossible that the man we had known so well could have become the great Psychic Scientist who had written these three astounding works — who now occupied the Chair of Psychical Philosophy in the great University of Trebizond — the man who was the confidential adviser of the Shah of Persia, the mentor of the Ameer of Afghanistan, the inspirer of the greatest diplomat of all the East — the late Akhound of Swat.

As he sat there in his immaculate evening dress, bronzed, youthful looking, presiding so quietly at the little dinner which he had given to us as a half-formal, half-intimate leave-taking before he sailed, it seemed to us incredible that this man, now on his return journey to Trebizond via Lhassa, could be the beloved and dreaded arbiter of Asiatic politics — the one white man in all the Orient who had ever been wholly respected, and absolutely feared by the temporal and spiritual heads of nations, religions, clans, and sects.

That, of course, he was what is popularly known as an adept, we supposed. What his wisdom, his insight, his amazing knowledge of the occult might include, we preferred, rather uncomfortably, not to conjecture.

There is, naturally, in all of us a childlike desire to hear of marvels; there is also a stronger and more childish desire to see miracles performed.

I am quite sure that we all hoped he might perhaps care to do something for us — merely to convince us. And at first, I know that many among us, seated there in the private room at the Lenox Club, felt a trifle ill at ease and a little in awe of this man with whom we were at such close quarters.

There was nothing particularly remarkable about the dinner; it was the usual excellent affair one might expect at the Lenox; the wines perfect, the service flawless.

And now, smoking our cigars, lounging in groups over the flower-laden table, we fell into the old, intimate, easy channels of conversation, chatting of past days, of our hopes and ambitions.

And our host, quiet, self-contained, pushed back his chair, looking somewhat curiously, I thought, from one to the other. And I thought, too, as his pleasant bronzed features changed from a faint smile to a graver expression, and then reverted to the smile for a moment, that he seemed to see something in each of us that was perhaps hidden from ourselves — that, as his eyes swept us, he was not only capable of reading much of what was not understood by us, but also something in the hidden future which awaited each of us.

So strongly did this idea begin to take hold of me that it began to make me uneasy. I felt, too, that others among us harbored that same idea — for the conversation was less accented now, and intermittent; voices had fallen to a lower, quieter pitch; and after a little nobody spoke.

Then I saw that we all were looking straight at our host, as though under some subtle and fascinated compulsion.

He sat very still; his composure appeared a trifle forced, as though he had voicelessly summoned us to concentrate upon him our attention, and was now searching for the exact words for some statement which he had meant to make to us all.

After a moment a slight flush crept over his handsome face. He said:

You fellows are very good to come here and let me take leave of you so pleasantly. You have been very kind to me since I have come again among you. The sort of friendship that asks nothing but takes a man for granted is a good sort. Helmer, — he looked at the sculptor Helmer— I shall see you soon again. We all turned in surprise to Helmer, who seemed as surprised as we were. I shall see you sooner than you expect.... Smith! — he smiled at J. Abingdon Smith, 3d— some day you will uproot a Tree of Dreams, but not the dream, Smith; that will become very real when you awake — as true — and he turned to the man on his left— as true as a dream which you shall dream under the Sign of Venus.

We sat there breathless, expectant. He was doing something after all; he was prophesying, in a curious sort of manner, probably speaking in symbols. And though we could not understand, we listened while the little shivers fluttered our pulses.

Then he looked at Edgerton, smiling; and Edgerton flushed up and looked back at him, almost defiantly.

Edgerton, he said, dont worry too much. What is not to be settled in court can sometimes be settled — ex curia. And to the young man on his right: Doctor, dont overwork. If you do you will learn a stranger truth than is locked up among the molecules and atoms in your laboratory! Then he leaned across the table and laid one hand on Leedss shoulder. I congratulate you, he said, smiling; youve got a good-natured ghost following you about. But hell leave you if you turn idle. And dont be afraid, my boy.

Im not afraid, said young Leeds, rather pallid, but straightening up in his chair.

Our host laughed; then his face changed, and he raised his eyes to Shannon:

Where is Harrod? he asked slowly.

At Bar Harbor, replied Shannon, I believe.

I thought so. And — remember one thing — there is a certain law which governs the validity of a check drawn to a mans order when that check has been signed by a man no longer living. But, Shannon, the intention is the important thing in such a matter.

What, exactly, do you mean? asked Shannon, astonished.

But our host had already turned to Escourt: Captain, he said, you sail — when?

I have no sailing orders, laughed Escourt.

Not yet? Our host looked quietly at the young officer. Well, it isnt the length of a voyage that counts, Escourt — nor the size of the troopship. No; you will anchor, some day, in a smaller craft than you started in, in the Port of the Golden Pool.

Escourt, still smiling, waited; but our host sat silent, head bent, one hand on the edge of the tablecloth.

Not one of you, he said, without raising his eyes, not one among you but who shall come face to face with what you still consider miracles.... Even Hildreth, yonder — Hildreth jumped— even Hildreth shall learn from the Swastika.

Swa — swat? What — what? stammered Hildreth.

Nothing to alarm you, smiled the other; then again the swift shadow fell across his face.

Not one man among you who has not proven his friendship for me, he said, looking up and around. And to me he added: You must prove it still further by telling fearlessly to the world what there will be to tell after I have gone, and after my words have been proven — the words I have spoken here to-night — and which no one among you understands.... But you all will understand them. And when the last man among you has understood — turning again to me— you must bear witness to the world, bear witness in printed page and over your own signature. Do you promise?

Yes, I said.

Then very quietly he looked around the table, and leaned forward, regarding each man in turn.

I think, he said, that it is time you understood exactly the facts about which you have forborne to question me. And I mean to tell you before we part; I mean to tell you the truth concerning Westover and — all that happened.... And when you know these facts, then you may begin to surmise why I went to Trebizond, why I remain, and — and — what miracle of happiness I have found there — for the third time reincarnated.

He leaned back in his chair; his clear eyes became fixed and dreamy. Then he began to speak, in a low voice, as though to himself:

* * * * *

Time, and the funeral of Time, alas! — and the Old Years passing-bell! Whistles from city and river, deep horns sounding from the foggy docks; and under my window a voice and a song — ah! that young voice in the street below calling me through the falling snow!



If it be true that Time makes all hurts well, I do not know; and a thousand years in Thy sight is but as yesterday when it is passed, and as a watch in the night; a thousand years! And this also is true; the flames of love make hot the furnace of Abaddon.



We were in the gallery as usual, Geraldine and I — the gallery where the carpets of the East were hung along the shadowy walls. For lately it was my pleasure to acquire rare rugs, and it was my profession to furnish expert opinion upon the age and origin of Oriental carpets, and to read and interpret the histories of forgotten emperors and the mysteries of long-forgotten gods from the colors and intricate flowery labyrinths tied in silk or wool to the warps of some dead sultans lustrous tapestry.

Here in the long sky gallery hung my own rugs against the arabesque incrusted-ivory panels — Tabriz, Shiraz, Sehna, and Saruk — a somber blaze of color shot with fire — all rare, some priceless; Turkish Kulah, softly silky as a golden lions hide, Persian Sehna, shimmering with rose and violet lights, fiercely brilliant rugs from Sarnarkand, superbly flowered, secreting deep in every floral thicket traceries of the ancient Mongol conqueror; Feraghans glowing like jewel-sewn velvets set with the Herati and the lotus — symbols of Egypt or of China, as you please to interpret the oldest pattern in the world.

Far in the gallerys amber-tinted gloom the red of Ispahan dominated, subduing fiery vistas to smoldering harmony through which, like a vast sapphire set in opals, glimmered the superb lost Persian blue.

There was one other rug, an Eighur, the famous so-called Babilu, or Carpet of Belshazzar; but it hung alone in imperial magnificence behind the locked doors of a marble room, which it seemed to fill with a soft luster of its own, radiating from the mystic Tree of Heaven woven in its center.

We were, as I say, in this gallery; Geraldine poring over an illuminated volume on cuneiform inscriptions, I, with pad and pencil, idly shifting and reshifting the Kufic key to the ancient cipher, which always left me stranded where I had begun with the stately repetition:



King of Kings — 

King of Kings — 

King of Kings—



As for Westover, my cousin, he was, as usual, in the laboratory fussing with his venomous extracts — an occupation which, to my dismay, he had taken up within the year, working, as he explained, on the theory that every poison has its antidote. Yet it seemed to me that he was more anxious to invent some new and subtle toxic than to devise the remedy.

From where I sat I could not see him, but the crystalline tinkle of his glass retorts and bottles distracted my attention from the penciled calculations. Without moving my head, I glanced across the room at Geraldine. She looked up immediately, raising her level eyebrows in mute inquiry as though I had moved or spoken; then, realizing that I had not, she bent above the book once more, the warm color stealing to her cheeks.

Within the year a wordless intimacy had grown up between us; we never understood it, never acknowledged it, and at times it disconcerted us.

I sat silent, tracing with my pencil series after series of futile Kufic combinations with the cuneiforms, but ever the first turn of the ancient key creaked in my ears, 



King of Kings — 

King of Kings—



until the triverbal reiteration wore on my nerves.

Geraldine leaned back abruptly, closing her book.

Im tired and nervous, she said. You may wear out your eyes and temper if you choose — and youre doing the latter, for Im as restless as an eel. Besides, Im lonely, and Im going back to the East — if youll come, too.

I laughed, understanding what she meant by the East.

Will you come with me? she insisted.

Yes, I said, whenever you are ready.

She sprang to her feet, scattering the illuminated pages over the floor, and stood an instant facing me, tall, dark-eyed, smiling, brushing back the lustrous hair from her cheeks.

Where is Jim? she asked — although we both knew.

In the laboratory, I replied mechanically.

Still busy with her hair, she regarded me dreamily out of those dark, sweet eyes of hers.

It would be wonderful, she mused, if Jim should find an antidote to death; but I wish it were not necessary to kill so many little helpless creatures. Did you hear that pitiful sound in there yesterday? Was it something he was killing?

I dont know, I said. And after a silence: What are you going to do?

She shook her head vaguely and leaned against the window, looking out into the rain.

Shall we go back to our inscriptions? I suggested.

She shook her head again. After a while she turned away from the window, stifling a dainty yawn, and stretched out, languidly straightening up to the full height of her young body.

I feel stupid, she said; Im tired of cryptograms and the pages of dusty books. Im tired of the rain, too. The languor of April is in me. Im homesick for lands I never knew. So come back to the East with me, Dick.

She held out her hand to me with a confident little smile; and knowing what she meant, I acquiesced in her caprice, and conducted her solemnly to the piano, leaving her before it.

She stood there for a space, musing, her lovely head bent; then, still standing, she struck a sequence of chords — chords pulsating with color; and through them flashed strange little trills like threads of tinsel.

This is an Eighur carpet I am dreaming of, she murmured, as the music swelled, glowing as tints and hues glow in the old dyes of the East.

Wave on wave of color seemed to spread from the keys under her fingers; she looked back at me over her shoulder with a warning nod.

I shall begin to weave very soon. Khiounnou horsemen may appear and frighten me for a moment — but I shall finish. Listen! I am at the loom.

Seating herself, she developed out of the flowing, somber harmony a monotonous minor theme, suddenly checked by a distant rattle like the clatter of nomad lances on painted stirrups; then she picked up the thread of the melody again, dropped it, breathless for a moments quivering silence, resumed it, twisting it into delicate arabesques, threading it across the dull, rich harmonies, at first slowly, then faster, faster, swift as the flying fingers of a nomad maid tying fretted silver in a Ghiordes knot. The whirring tempo was the cadence of the loom; soft feathery notes flew like carded wool; thicker, duller, softer grew the fabric, dense, silky, heavily lustrous.

Suddenly she broke the thread off short, the whole fabric falling with a muffled shock.

Why did you do that? I demanded wrathfully.

The rug is woven; the weaver is dead, she said.

Oh, go on, Geraldine, I insisted; dont stop half way in a thing like that. Its the East — its the real East, I tell you. How you do it — you who have never seen the East — Heaven only knows!

U Allah Aalem, she murmured;its in me. Then she looked back at me, laughing. Centuries ago you and I heard that music along the Arax — or I sang it among the Tcherkess roses for you, perhaps — perhaps in the gardens of Trebizond.

That might explain it, I said gravely. Lately she had found pleasure in a fancy that she and I had lived together in the East, centuries since, and that we were soon to return forever.

You and I, she mused, touching the keys lightly— and Jim, of course, she added.

Of course, I said.

She dropped her head, striking chord on chord with nervous precision; and hanging in the wake of every ringing harmony a frail melody floated like the Chinese cloud band in a Kirman tapestry.

Whats that air? I asked, fascinated.

I dont know; it sounds pagan, doesnt it? — like the wicked beauty of Babylon. Do you hear how it beats on and on like the rhythm of naked feet — little, delicate, naked feet ablaze with gems — the feet of Herodiade perhaps — thud — thud — tching! — dont you hear them, Dick? And now listen to those silky, flowery trills! Theyre Asiatic; ancient Cathay is awaking — camel bells in the hazar of the Golden Emperor! Hark! — now you hear trumpets, dont you? Well, of course that must be the Mongols marching with the Prince of the Vanguard. Hark! How savagely the brutal Afghan theme breaks in with its fierce trampling and the staccato echo of Tekke drums! Its frightening me out of the East. I think we had better come home, Dick, she added, mischievously running into the latest popular street song.

How on earth could you do that! I exclaimed wrathfully. Youre a futile mixture of feather brain and genius!

But where was the genius hidden under that laughing and exquisite mask confronting me? Suddenly the delicate mask became grave.

Let me laugh when I can, Dick, she said. It is not often I laugh.

I was silent.

Of course you may be horrid if you choose, she observed with a shrug, running a brilliantly inane series of trills from end to end of the keyboard. But its no use scolding, for I wont study, I wont compose, I wont try to do something, and I wont be serious. Im shallow, Im frivolous, Ive the soul of a Trebizond dancing girl, and I like it. Now what are you going to do?

Im going out, I said ungraciously.

Oh — alone?

Not if youll come. Its stopped raining. Will you come? Oh, get your hat, Geraldine, and stop that torment of idiotic trills!

If Jim doesnt mind, I think Ill go and sit in the laboratory with him, she observed carelessly. I looked at her without comment.

I have a curious idea, she continued, that he might like to have me around to-day while he is working.

I stared at her, but there was no bitterness in her tranquil smile as she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the polished rosewood case.

So I wont go with you, Dick, she said slowly. One of those intervals of restless silence, which within the year we had learned to dread, menaced us now. Mute, motionless, I watched the soft color deepening in her face, then, impatient, roused myself and walked over to the laboratory. Westover looked up as I pushed aside the screen.

Will you drive with us? I asked. The suns out.

He declined, peering at me through his glass mask.

Come on, Jim, I urged. Youve inhaled enough poison for one day. Take off your mask and wash your hands and drive us out to High Bridge. Ill telephone to the stable if you say the word, and theyll hook up the new four. Is it a go?

No, he said coldly, and turned on his heel, lifting a test tube to the light.

He was more taciturn and a trifle uglier than usual. I watched him for a moment warming the test tube over a burner, then without further parley replaced the screen, closed the double glass doors, and walked back to Geraldine.

Doesnt Jim care to come? she asked.

I said that her husband appeared to be absorbed in his work.

Very well, she said, with airy composure; trot along, Dicky — and if you see a bunch of jonquils growing on Fifth Avenue, you may pick them for me — or for that pretty girl you met at Lakewood—

Ill send you a bunch as big as a bushel.

A bushel of flowers is as compromising as a declaration, she said. Send them to her.

Theres only one way to settle it, I said; Ill send them to the loveliest girl in the world — shall I?

She assented, laughing uncertainly.

I think Ill pay Jim a little call, she said, rising from the piano and walking slowly toward the laboratory.

A few moments later as I passed down the broad stairway I heard Westovers penetrating voice: Let that glass tube alone, Geraldine! Why the devil cant you keep your hands off things when you come in here?

I lingered for a while in the hallway, thinking that she might change her mind and come down, for she had left the laboratory to her husband, and I heard her moving about in her own apartment. She did not come, and after a little while I left the house, a sense of apprehension depressing me.

The asphalt of Fifth Avenue was still wet with the first warm rain of April, but the sun glittered on window and pavement and flashed along the polished panels of carriages crowding the avenue from curb to curb. A breath of spring had set the sparrows chattering and chirping; the movement of the throng, the bright gowns, the fresh faces of young girls, and the endless façades of glass reflecting it — all were pleasant to me, a man sensitive to impressions.

And so in the pale sunshine I sauntered on through the throng, now idling curiously by some shop window whither a display of jewels or curios attracted me, now strolling on again content with the soft color in sky and sunlight.

I found a florist whose shop windows were filled with thickets of fragrant, fragile spring flowers; and every little scented blossom that I touched, choosing the freshest, nodded to the voiceless cadence of a name repeated — and: Geraldine! Geraldine! they nodded, so confidently, so sweetly, that what was I to do but send them to her?

And so I sauntered on again, threading the throng, half-minded to turn back, yet ever tempted on by idleness, until above me the twin spires of the cathedral glimmered, all silvered in the shimmering blue.

Halting, undecided, I presently became aware of an old man, his withered hands crossed before him, standing quite patiently under the cathedral terrace. Before him on the sidewalk rested a basket draped with a brilliant rug or two and heaped with tawdry rubbish — scarlet fezzes, slippers of spangled leather, tasseled charms of gilt, flimsy striped fabrics — all the worthless flummery known as Oriental to the good peoples of the West.

Few stopped to look; no one bought. As I passed him his dimmed gaze met mine; all the wistfulness of the very poor, all the mystery of the very, very old, was in his eyes. Moved by impulse, perhaps, I spoke to him in a low voice, using the Turkish language.

A dull animation came into his misty eyes.

Allahou Ekber, he muttered, in a trembling voice; it is sweet to hear your words, my son.

Mussulman, I said, who are you who recite the Tekbir here under the spires of a Roman church?

Is there harm in bearing witness to the glory of God here under the minarets of your cathedral? he asked humbly.

Spire and minaret are one to Him, I said. Who are you, Mussulman?

My name is Khassar, he said; my nation Eighur; my fort is the Issig-Kul; Baïon-Aoul my clan. I am an Eighur Turk, a Khodja; and I am able to write the Turkish language in Arabic and in Eighur-Mongol characters.

Reverend father, I said, full of astonishment and pity, how should a Khodja of the Baïon-Aoul come to this? Even the Tekrin horseman halts at the sea.

It is written, he said feebly, that we belong to God and we return to Him.

Troubled, I stood there on the sidewalk, oblivious of the knot of idlers around us, curious to hear two men so different conversing in a common tongue.

I wished to give him something, yet did not venture to humiliate him without pretense of buying.

Here is my card, I said, on which is written my name and where I live. Bring me these rugs to-night, ata. I wish to buy.

You do not desire them, he said, shaking his head. You know the East; you understand these rugs; you know they are worthless, acid-washed, singed, rubbed with pumice, smoked — every vile Armenian practice used! You know the dyes are aniline; that they are loosely tied, hastily and flimsily woven by Armenian dogs and sons of dogs. You mean kindness; you have done me enough by speaking to me.



He passed his trembling hand over his ragged beard.

You who know carpets and love them, he quavered; listen attentively. I have a strip to show — not here — but I could bring it.

Bring it, I said gently.

He fumbled in the pocket of his tattered coat and presently brought to light a scrap of paper on which was scrawled some Persian characters.

It is such a carpet as I have never seen, he said; there is nothing in our history or our traditions to teach us the meaning of this carpet — nothing save that it is an Eighur rug inscribed in Persian and in an unknown script. I have traced the characters in a single cartouche. Read, my son.

And I read, translating freely:



Ten thousand thousand stars shine down on Babylon. The desert well reflects but one.



I will bring the carpet, he said, after a silence. I do not know its value; it has no beauty any longer; only the ghost of ancient splendor remains in the thin knots clinging to warp and weft. And it is old, my son, older than tradition. Upon it there is not one sign to teach us the mystery of its meaning.

He peered at me with his old, sad eyes, earnestly.

I will bring it, he said. Go with Ali, thou fair comrade of Hassan.

May the Blessed Companions intervene for you, I said.

And so we parted, gravely and with circumstance, I to stroll homeward, touched, musing curiously upon this carpet of which a nomad Mussulman could make nothing. The Persian verse from the cartouche interested me, too, the refrain lingering persistently in my memory:



Ten thousand thousand stars shine down on Babylon. The desert well reflects but one.



Never before, save on the imperial carpet known as Belshazzars Rug, had I encountered any inscription mentioning Babylon. So, at the first glance, the nomads rug should have some value. But speculation was futile — surely I ought to have learned that if unnumbered disappointments could teach me anything.

Thinking of these things, I passed along the noble avenue, retracing my steps to the big dusky house standing alone, with two old trees to guard it — relics, like the mansion, of the great citys infancy — the last old dwelling left marooned amid the arid wastes of commerce. Here my cousin and his wife lived with me in winter; I with them at their Lenox home in summer.

A brougham or two at the curb before the house warned me of clients waiting or of visitors for Geraldine — doubtless the latter, for it was now past five.

Under the circumstances I went in to second Geraldine — for Westover never troubled himself to be civil to her friends.

There were people there, and tea — and a pretty, wordless welcome from Geraldine.

The violet-tinted April dusk brought candlelight; people went away and others came; then, one by one, they left, and we were alone, Geraldine and I — and the new moon shining through the frail curtains. For a long time we talked together, aimlessly, of this and that which mattered nothing to anybody. A maid entered to draw the curtains. When she left, Geraldine laughed and picked up a cluster of yellow jonquils.

Your courage failed you, after all, she said; the loveliest woman in the world must go without my flowers to-night.

She has them, I retorted.

Do you mean me, Dick? she said under her breath.

Did you doubt it? She bowed her head. Silence, ever waiting to ensnare us, crept like a shadow in between us. And I would not have it.

An old man is to bring a rug to-night, I said abruptly.

Geraldine stirred in her armchair, repeating in a low voice:

Ten thousand thousand stars shine down on Babylon. The desert well reflects but one. Abaddon none.

Bolt upright in my chair I listened, incredulous of my own ears.

Where on earth did you hear that? I demanded.

I read it on Belshazzars Rug in cuneiform with the Kufic key, she answered, watching me.

You — all alone — interpreted that? I asked, astounded.

Yes. It is the cuneiform inscription in the gold cartouche.

Profound astonishment left me silent. She lay back in her chair with a little laugh of pure excitement.

After you went out, she said, I was horribly lonely, and I thought of you, and then I thought about the work you loved — the cuneiforms — and — as Jim did not seem to need me in the laboratory — I thought to myself: Suppose — suppose by luck I could unravel the inscription on the gold cartouche! Dick would be the happiest man in the world. And then — your — your flowers came, and I sat for a while alone with them. Then, on impulse, I jumped up and took the Kufic tables and all the combinations that you and I had tried together, and I slipped upstairs to the marble room and knelt down before Belshazzars Rug. O Dick! the Tree of Heaven seemed to quiver in every jeweled branch and leaf! — it was only the draught from the closing door that moved the rug, but the mystic tree swayed there as the folds of the carpet moved, and I seemed to feel the mystery of the Prophets Paradise stealing into me, penetrating me like the incense of forbidden wine — and I — I felt very Eastern and very pagan, kneeling there.

It was strange, too; the intricate Kufic key seemed to be falling into place of its own impulse, symbol after symbol promising a linked symmetry of sense, until, almost before I was conscious of the miracle, it had been wrought there in the marble room; and my eyes were opened; and I, kneeling before the Tree of Heaven, read quite clearly what is written in the gold cartouche on the great carpet of Belshazzar. Dick! I prayed so hard that I might read it. And I have read it — for you!

In the eloquence of her emotion she had risen, holding out both hands to me; I caught them, crushing them to my lips.

Ominous pulsating silence grew between us; her fingers relaxed and her hands fell from my lips. The stillness, intense, absolute, became a tension, a growing resistless force pressing us apart, slowly, inexorably driving me back step by step against the silk-hung wall, which I reached for, groping, steadying myself.

Never before had we been so swayed, so thrilled; never before had we been so reckless of the peril. Over us a magic snare had fallen, and we had evaded it — an unseen and delicate web, enmeshing us, drawing us together limb to limb, body to body, soul to soul, there on the kindling edges of destruction.



She sank back into the deep seat by the window, her white hands tightening on the gilded foliation of the chairs carved arms. And I saw how pale her face was and how her dark eyes were fixed steadily upon the floor as though destruction was a pit whose edge lay at her feet.

Presently I became aware that the world outside the curtained windows was moving still — had perhaps never halted on its way to wait upon our fate. And, crossing the room, I raised the shade and saw the new moon, low in the sky, kneeling amid the watching stars. Yellow rays from a street lamp illuminated the old trees foliage, edging with palest fire the tracery of newborn leaves, tufting each stem and twig, exquisite, delicately formal as the leafy labyrinths of the Tree of Heaven spreading above the flowery field of Belshazzars Rug.



Khassar the nomad had come and gone, and his rug hung in the marble room, pale as the tinted shadow cast by the great carpet of Belshazzar.

The nomads rug was clean but very ancient, and so worn, so time-eaten to the very warp, that the Kherdeh was all but obliterated in the metnih. But outside of that, between the outside band and the ara, or central line, there were traces of ancient glory and dimmed outlines of design; and I saw the twelve cartouches inscribed alternately in Persian and in cuneiform characters. There, too, were the worn remains of floral thickets haunted of beast and bird, intricate allegories, chronicles in color and symbol, every leaf, every blossom, every creature fraught with mystic meaning; and there also, still faintly to be made out, the shadowy foliage of the Tree of Heaven.

How much did you pay for that ghost of a rug? demanded Westover, who had followed me upstairs after dressing for dinner.

When I told him he shrugged his shoulders, but made no comment. A moment later Geraldine entered, and his small eyes, no longer furtive, became fixed and dull.

They say in the East, I remarked, that when all color is gone from an Eighur rug a lost soul takes it for its abode. Eighur women are supposed to have souls occasionally, and to lose them now and then.

There are plenty of lost souls in town, observed Westover; no doubt youll have your choice of tenants for your carpet — or, he added, staring at space, if you like Ill provide you.

I did not understand his remark, but it left a vaguely sinister impression. Geraldine, standing between us, her white fingers linked behind her, looked up at me very gravely.

Do you know, she said, that I am convinced that I wove that rug some centuries ago?

I have no doubt of it, I replied, smiling.

Do you doubt it, Jim? she asked gayly.

He did not reply.

As a matter of fact, I said, it was always believed that a young girl who dared to weave the Tree of Heaven into an Eighur carpet died when her task was ended — her entire physical and spiritual vitality entering into the sacred tree and infusing it with mystic splendor.

Oh, I died as you say, observed Geraldine gravely.

I dont see that you infused much physical or spiritual splendor into that rug, observed Westover.

I must die again, you know, Jim, and bring its vanished beauty back, she said gayly. Shall I, Dick? — and leave you a priceless carpet as my bequest and monument?

Westover turned on his heel, fidgeting with his collar. Recently his neck had grown fat behind the ears.

A few moments later dinner was announced.

We lingered late over dinner, I remember. Jim drank heavily — a habit which both Geraldine and I had long since left unnoticed, she shrinking from the sullen rebuff certain to follow even a playful protest, I understanding the utter hopelessness of interference. His mind, already shaken, would one day shatter, and the dreadful price be paid.

As he sat there sousing walnuts in port, in his altered features and swollen hands I seemed to divine something malicious and patient and powerful — that indescribable physical menace one feels in the inert brooding eye of the mentally and spiritually crippled.

When Geraldine rose he stood up unsteadily. After she had gone he lighted a cigar and turned his bloodshot eyes on me.

Is that wine expensive? he demanded, pointing to Geraldines half-empty glass.

Rather, I said.

He picked up the glass, examined it, sniffing at the contents.

Its poor claret, he said. Taste it. Its pure poison, I tell you.

Im sorry, I said indifferently.

Again he sniffed it. Faugh! he sneered, and threw it into the fireplace behind him. Then he got on his feet, heavily, muttering to himself, and stumbled off through the drawing-room.

For a while I sat there amid the shaded candles, staring at space. But I could not read the future pictured there amid the empty chairs and the flowers, already drooping in each crystal vase.

When at length I roused myself and went upstairs, passing her apartment I heard her singing to herself, and I wondered that she could.

I paused on the gallery stairway to listen; and she could not have heard my footsteps on the thick deep carpeting, yet she came to the door and opened it, looking up at me where I stood.

You are going to the marble room. May I come and help you? she asked sweetly. And as I was silent, she said again: Let me be happy, wont you, Dick? Let me be where you are.

Have I ever avoided you, Geraldine?

I descended the steps, she laid her hand lightly on my arm, and together we mounted the stairway toward the gallery.

I was singing a Hillah tent song when you passed, she said, partly because I was lonely, and partly — she hesitated, looking around at me— partly because Ive come to the conclusion, Dick, that I was once at Belshazzars feast in Cadimirra — for theres a great deal of wickedness in me — youd never believe it, would you?

She smiled at me so innocently, so adorably, that I laughed outright.

Ive heard that the maids of Babilu-Ki had a bowing acquaintance with the devil, I said. Even an Eighur girl nodded pleasantly to Erlik now and then — according to the chronicles of the Tekrins.

Oh, they surely did, she said. And, Thank you, Dick, she added, as we reached the gallery; when I am an old woman you must help me up the steep places.

It is you who help me, I said lightly.

She stood, resting her arm on the table while I gathered up the mass of papers containing our cuneiform combinations and the Kufic key.

All that is useless, she said suddenly. Her manner and smile had altered.

I looked up in surprise, and at the same instant she pushed the papers from beneath my hands.

The memory of things forgotten centuries ago has returned to me, she said feverishly. I am a pagan again. It was Istar who first taught my hands to weave and my fingers to tie the Sehna knot. I wove that carpet; what I have woven there I can read. Why do you laugh? Will you believe me if I translate the mystery of each inscription as easily as I read the gold cartouche? Come; we shall never need those papers again.

What new caprice was this? She was smiling, almost fixedly, and I thought that there was something in her overflushed face and in the starlike brilliancy of her eyes not quite normal. At the same moment the electric lights in the laboratory went out. Westover was evidently in there. I waited, expecting him to appear, but he did not.

Again I reached for the papers, but Geraldine scattered them with a quick sweep of her hand.

Wont you believe me? Wont you let me try? she repeated almost impatiently.

With a quick movement she bent forward past me and shut off the lights in the gallery where we stood. Another second, and the lights in the marble room broke out fiercely; and there, full in the dazzling glory, I saw the great carpet of Belshazzar hanging, and beside it the Eighur rug — a pallid shadow on the wall.

Geraldine, hands clasped to her scarlet mouth, dark eyes fixed, moved forward slowly, opalescent tints flashing on her smooth bare arms and shoulders, her head a delicate silhouette against the glare.

I followed, pausing at her side, and we stood silently before the miracle, the great folds gently stirring in some unfelt current; and I saw the upper branches of the Tree of Heaven sway, and a thousand leaves, all glistening, quiver and subside.

One can almost hear the rustling of the leaves, I whispered.

I hear more than that, she murmured. I hear my soul bidding me good-by.

She smiled dreamily, turning to the faded Eighur carpet, and stepping back one pace, dropped her left arm, clasping my hand in hers.

It was I who wove that carpet — I, maid of the Issig-Kul — and it was you, beloved of Hassan, who inspired it.

What are you saying, Geraldine? I began uneasily; where did you ever hear my name linked with the name of Hassan?

Her palm was burning hot, her eyes too bright. The fever of caprice possessed her, and her imagination was running riot.

There was a silence, through which a distant sound penetrated — the faint ring of glass somewhere in the laboratory. Westover was tying on his crystal mask.

She heard it, too, and she turned, looking me full in the eyes.

Dick, she said, he has slain my body. My soul is bidding me good-by.

It is my own that he is dragging to destruction, not yours, I muttered.

But she only clasped my hand tighter, the fixed smile stamped on her lips.

Listen, she whispered, raising her arm. This is what is written in the rose cartouche on the Eighur carpet that I made:

Roses of Babylon: Ashes of roses in Abaddon.

Love and its awful penalty, Dick — and the warning I wove, coffined in cryptogram! Listen again. The cartouche below was once topaz — for I wove it — I!



All Paradise the cost:

Warp and weft for souls so lost.



— Mine, Dick, mine! — lost in loving as I loved, centuries since. I have no soul; I have never had any since I lost it then. It is there, tenanting the phantom of an Eighur carpet. Do you not understand? There is my faded monument and refuge — that magic-woven sanctuary — that hiding place from hell!

Her little feverish fingers tightened convulsively in mine; the color flamed in her cheeks. Suddenly she crushed our clasped hands to her heart, and I felt it leaping madly.

Geraldine, I stammered, what is all this ghastly nonsense? Are you ill?

Listen! Listen! she whispered; the next cartouche was blue — the lost Persian blue! I know; why should I not know — I who wove it centuries ago? And thus it reads, O thou whom I loved to my destruction — thou whom I love!



Time and the Guest 

Shall meet me twice — once East, once West.

Ah, prophetess was I by Istars favor — seeing I died for love. Do you not understand, Dick? Time and the Guest! — the Guest is Death — the Guest we all must entertain one day — and I twice — once in the East, once here in the West — here, now!

Geraldine, are you mad? I whispered; look at me! — turn and look at me, I say!

But she shivered in my arms, whispering that she was ransoming her soul and mine. A distant sound broke from the laboratory, and we listened.

Hush, beloved, she said breathlessly; the last cartouche is black! And this is written there:



Soul, lotus-sealed, 

Receive — thy — Paradise—



Her voice died out; a terrible pallor struck her face; she swayed where she stood, the smile frozen on her bloodless lips.

As I caught her to me, her head fell straight back and her body sank a dead weight in my arms. Then a dreadful thing occurred; the faded ancient tapestry glowed out like a live ember, kindling from end to end, brighter, fiercer, flaming into living fire; and the phantom Tree of Heaven, flashing, superbly jeweled, burst into magnificent florescence.

Blinded, almost stupefied, I staggered back, but the straining cry died in my throat as a voice is strangled in dreadful dreams. Again I strove to shout. The rug, glowing like a living ember, slowly faded before my eyes. Suddenly the last spark went out in a shower of whitening ashes.

Again I strove to cry out: Jim! Jim! but my lips stiffened with horror as I listened. For he was somewhere there in the darkness, laughing.

It was in her wine, he chuckled— and I saw her kiss the glass and look at you! — and you, there, staring at nothing! Stare at it now! And again: Do you think I have never watched her? — and you? Now shes in hell, and well race for her on even terms once more.

Silence: a low, insane laugh, cut by a report and the crash of glass as he fell, shattering his masked face upon the floor.

After a long while I spoke, listening intently. Then I took up my burden.

And there was no sound save the soft stirring of her silken gown as I bore her through the darkness, my cold lips pressed to hers.

* * * * *

He has never returned to America, but now that the time has come for me to fulfill my part, I do so, setting down what I know and what occult information I have received in letters from him, of the strange fate which overtook, separately, each and every man present at that farewell dinner at the Lenox Club.

My own fate is stranger still — to record these facts and take my position as his historian and his disciple.


CHAPTER II

THE SIGN OF VENUS
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IN THE CARD room the game, which had started from a chance suggestion, bid fair to develop into an all-night séance: the young foreign diplomat had shed his coat and lighted a fresh cigar; somebody threw a handkerchief over the face of the clock, and a sleepy club servant took reserve orders for two dozen siphons and other details.

That lets me out, said Hetherford, rising from his chair with a nod at the dealer. He tossed his cards on the table, settled side obligations with the man on his left, yawned, and put on his hat.

Somebody remonstrated: Its only two oclock, Hetherford; you have no white mans burden sitting up for you at home.

But Hetherford shook his head, smiling.

So a servant removed his chair, another man cut in, the dealer dealt cards all around. Presently from somewhere in the smoke haze came a voice, Hearts. And a quiet voice retorted, I double it.

Hetherford lingered a moment, then turned on his heel, sauntered out across the hallway and down the stairs into the court, refusing with a sign the offered cab.

Breathing deeply, yawning once or twice, he looked up at the stars. The night air refreshed him; he stood a moment, thoughtfully contemplating his half-smoked cigar, then tossed it away and stepped out into the street.

The street was quiet and deserted; darkened brownstone mansions stared at him through somber windows as he passed; his footsteps echoed across the pavement like the sound of footsteps following.

His progress was leisurely; the dreary monotony of the house fronts soothed him. He whistled a few bars of a commonplace tune, crossed the deserted avenue under the electric lamps, and entered the dimly lighted street beyond.

Here all was silence; the doors of many houses were boarded up — sign that their tenants had migrated to the country. No shadowy cat fled along the iron railings at his approach; no night watchman prowled in deserted dooryards or peered at him from obscurity.

Strolling at ease, thoughts nowhere, he had traversed half the block, when an opening door and a glimmer of light across the sidewalk attracted his attention.

As he approached the house from whence the light came, a figure suddenly appeared on the stoop — a girl in a white ball gown — hastily descending the stone steps. Gaslight from the doorway tinted her bared arms and shoulders. She bent her graceful head and gazed earnestly at Hetherford.

I beg your pardon, she almost whispered; might I ask you to help me?

Hetherford stopped and wheeled short.

I — I really beg your pardon, she said, but I am in such distress. Could I ask you to find me a cab?

A cab! he repeated uncertainly; why, yes — I will with pleasure— He turned and looked up and down the deserted street, slowly lifting his hand to his short mustache. If you are in a hurry, he said, I had better go to the nearest stables—

 But there is something more, she said, in a tremulous voice; could you get me a wrap — a cloak — anything to throw over my gown?

He looked up at her, bewildered. Why, I dont believe I— he began, then fell silent before her troubled gaze. Ill do anything I can for you, he said abruptly. I have a raincoat at the club — if your need is urgent—

It is urgent; but there is something else — something more urgent, more difficult for me to ask you. I must go to Willow Brook — I must go now, to-night! And I — I have no money.

Do you mean Willow Brook in Westchester? he asked, astonished. There is no train at this hour of the morning!

Then — then what am I to do? she faltered. I cannot stay another moment in that house. After a silence he said: Are you afraid of anybody in that house?

There is nobody in the house, she said with a shudder; my mother is in Westchester; all the household are there. I — I came back — a few moments ago — unexpectedly— She stammered and winced under his keen scrutiny; then the pallor of utter despair came into her cheeks, and she hid her white face in her hands.

Hetherford watched her for a moment.

I dont exactly understand, he said gently, but Ill do anything I can for you. Ill go to the club and get my raincoat; Ill go to the stables and get a cab; I havent any money with me, but it would take only a few minutes for me to drive to the club and get some.... Please dont be distressed; Ill do anything you desire.

She dropped her arms with a hopeless gesture. But you say there is no train!

You could drive to the house of some of your friends—

No, no! Oh, my friends must never know of this!

I see, he said gravely.

No, you dont see, she said unsteadily. The truth is that I am almost frightened to death.

Can you not tell me what has frightened you so?

If I tried to tell you, you would think me mad — you would indeed—

Try, he said soothingly.

Why — why, it startled me to find myself in this house, she began. You see, I didnt expect to come here; I didnt really want to come here, she added piteously. Oh, it is simply dreadful to come — like this! She glanced fearfully over her shoulder at the lighted doorway above, then turned to Hetherford as though dazed.

Tell me, he said in a quiet voice.

Yes — Ill tell you. At first it was all dark — but I must have known I was in my own room, for I felt around on the dresser for the matches and lighted a candle. And when I saw that it was truly my own room, and when I caught sight of my own face in the mirror, it terrified me— She pressed her fingers to her cheeks with a shudder. Then I ran downstairs and lighted the gas in the hall and peered into the mirror; and I saw a face there — a face like my own—

Pale, voiceless, she leaned on the bronze balustrade, fair head drooping, lids closed.

Presently, eyes still closed, she said: You will not leave me alone here — will you— Her voice died to a whisper.

No — of course not, he replied slowly.

There was an interval of silence; she passed her hand across her eyes and raised her head, looking up at the stars.

You see, she murmured, I dare not be alone; I dare not lose touch with the living. I suppose you think me mad, but I am not; I am only stunned. Please stay with me.

Of course, he said in. a soothing voice.

Everything will come out all right—

Are you sure?

Perfectly. I dont quite know what to say — how to reassure you and offer you any help—

He fell silent, standing there on the sidewalk, worrying his short mustache. The situation was a new one to him.

Suppose, he suggested, that you try to take a little rest. Ill sit down on the steps—

She looked at him in wide-eyed alarm. Do you mean that I should go into that house — alone!

Well — you oughtnt to stand on the steps all night. It is nearly three oclock. You are frightened and nervous. Really you must go in and—

Then you must come, too, she said desperately. This nightmare is more than I can endure alone. Im not a coward; none of my race is. But I need a living being near me. Will you come?

He bowed. She turned, hastily gathering her filmy gown, and mounted the shadowy steps without a sound; and he followed leisurely, even perhaps warily, every sense alert.

He was prepared to see the end of this encounter — see it through to an explanation if it took all summer. Of the situation, however, and of her, he had so far ventured no theory. The type of woman and the situation were perfectly new to him. He was aware that anything might happen in New York, and, closing the heavy front door, he was ready for it.

The hall gas jets were burning brightly, and in the darkened drawing-room he could distinguish the heavy outlines of furniture cased in dust coverings.

She asked him to strike a match and light the sconces in the drawing-room, and he did so, curiosity now thoroughly aroused.

As the gas flared up, shrouded pictures and furniture sprang into view surrounding him, and in the dusk of the room beyond he saw a ray of light glimmering on the foliated carving of a gilded harp.

Slowly he turned to the girl beside him. A warm shadow dimmed her delicate features, yet they were the loveliest he had ever looked upon.

Suddenly he understood the mute message of her eyes: My imprudence places me at your mercy.

Your helplessness places me at yours, he said aloud, scarcely conscious that he had spoken.

At that a bright flush transfigured her. I trusted you the moment I saw you, she said impulsively. Do you mind sitting there opposite me? I shall take this chair — rather near you—

She sank into an armchair; and, touched and a trifle amused, he seated himself, at a little nod from her, awaiting her further pleasure.

She lay there for a minute or two without speaking, rounded arms resting on the gilt arms of the chair, eyes thoughtfully studying him.

Ive simply got to tell you everything, she said at length.

It can do no harm, I think, he replied pleasantly.

No; no harm. The harm has been done. Yet, with you sitting there so near me, I am not frightened now. It is curious, she mused, that I should feel no apprehension now. And yet — and yet—

She leaned toward him, dropping her linked fingers in her lap.

Tell me, did you ever hear of the Sign of Venus? — the Signum Veneris? she asked.

Ive heard of it — yes, he replied, surprised. And as she said nothing, he went on: The distinguished gentleman who occupies the chair of Applied Psychics at the university lectures on the Sign of Venus, I believe.

Did you attend the lectures? she asked calmly.

He said he had not, smiling a trifle.

I did.

They were probably amusing, he ventured.

Not very. Psychic phenomena bored me; I went during Lent. Psychic phenomena— She hesitated, embarrassed at his amusement. I suppose you laugh at that sort of thing.

No, I dont laugh at it. Queer things occur, they say. All I know is that I myself have never seen anything happen that could not be explained by natural laws.

I have, she said.

He bent his head in polite acquiescence.

I went to the lectures, she said. I am not very intellectual; nothing he said interested me very much — which was, of course, suitable for a Lenten amusement.

She leaned a little nearer, small hands tightly interlaced on her knee.

His lecture on the Sign of Venus was the last. She lifted a white finger, drawing the imaginary Signum Veneris in the air. Hetherford nodded gravely.

The lecture, she continued, ended with an explanation of the Sign of Venus — how, contemplating it by starlight, one might pass into that physical unconsciousness which leaves the mind free to control the soul.

She held out her left hand toward him. On a stretched finger a ring glistened, mounted with the Sign of Venus blazing in brilliants.

I had this made specially, she said; not that I had any particular desire to test it — no curiosity. It never occurred to me that here in New York one could — could—

What? asked Hetherford dryly.

 — could leave ones own body at will.

I dont believe it could be accomplished in New York, he said with great gravity. And thats a pretty safe conclusion to come to, is it not?

She dropped her eyes, silent for a moment, resting her delicate chin on the palm of her hand. Then she lifted her eyes to him calmly, and the direct beauty of her gaze disturbed him.

No, it is not a safe conclusion to come to. Listen to me. Last night they gave a dance at the Willow Brook Hunt. It was nearly two oclock this morning when I left the club house and started home across the lawn with my mother and the maid—

But how on earth could— he began, then begged her pardon and waited.

She continued serenely: The night was warm and lovely, and it was clear starlight. When I entered my room I sent the maid away and sat down by the open window. The scent of the flowers and the beauty of the night made me restless; I went downstairs, unbolted the door, and slipped out through the garden to the pergola. My hammock hung there, and I lay down in it, looking out at the stars.

She drew the ring from her finger, holding it out for him to see.

The starlight caught the gems on the Sign of Venus, she said under her breath; that was the beginning. And then — I dont know why — as I lay there idly turning the ring on my finger, I found myself saying, I must go to New York: I must leave my body here asleep in the hammock and go to my own room in Fifty-eighth Street.

A curious little chill passed over Hetherford.

I said it again and again — I dont know why. I remember the ring glittered; I remember it grew brighter and brighter. And then — and then! I found myself upstairs in the dark, groping over the dresser for the matches.

Again that faint chill touched Hetherford.

I was stupefied for a moment, she said tremulously; then I suspected what I had done, and it frightened me. And when I lighted the candle, and saw it was truly my own room — and when I caught sight of my own face in the mirror — terror seized me; it was like a glimpse of something taken unawares. For, do you know that although in the glass I saw my own face, the face was not looking back at me. She dropped her head, crushing the ring in both hands. The reflected face was far lovelier than mine; and it was mine, I think, yet it was not looking at me, and it moved when I did not move. I wonder — I wonder—

The tension was too much. If that be so, he said, steadying his voice— if you saw a face in your mirror, the face was your own. He made an impatient gesture, rising to his feet at the same moment. All that you have told me can be explained, he said.



How can it? At this very moment I am asleep in my hammock.

We will deal with that later, he said, smiling down at her. Where is there a looking-glass?

There is one in the hallway. She rose, slipping the ring on her finger, and led the way to where an oval gilt mirror hung partly covered with dust cloths.

He cast aside the coverings. Now look into the glass, he said gayly. She raised her head and faced the mirror for an instant.

Come here, she whispered; and he stepped behind her, looking over her shoulder.

In the glass, as though reflected, he saw her face, but the face was in profile!

A shiver passed over him from head to foot.

Did I not tell you? she whispered. Look! See, the other face is moving, while I am still!

Theres something wrong about the glass, of course, he muttered; its defective.

But who is that in the glass?

It is you — your profile. I dont exactly understand. Good Lord! Its turning away from us!

She shrank against the wall, wide-eyed, breathing rapidly.

There is no use in our being frightened, he said, scarcely knowing what he uttered. This is Fifty-eighth Street, New York, 1903. He shook his shoulders, squaring them, and forced a smile. Dont be frightened; theres an explanation for all this. You are not asleep in Westchester; you are here in your own house. You mustnt tremble so. Give me your hand a moment.

She laid her hand in his obediently; it shook like a leaf. He held it firmly, touching the fluttering pulse.

You are certainly no spirit, he said, smiling; your hand is warm and yielding. Ghosts dont have hands like that, you know.

Her fingers lay in his, quite passive now, but the pulse quickened.

The explanation of it all is this, he said: You have had a temporary suspension of consciousness, during which time you, without being aware of what you were doing, came to town from Willow Brook. You believe you went to the dance at the Hunt Club, but probably you did not. Instead, during a lapse of consciousness, you went to the station, took a train to town, came straight to your own house— He hesitated.

Yes, she said, I have a key to the door. Here it is. She drew it from the bosom of her gown; he took it triumphantly.

You simply awoke to consciousness while you were groping for the matches. That is all there is to it; and you need not be frightened at all! he announced.

No, not frightened, she said, shaking her head; only — only I wonder how I can get back. Ive tried to fix my mind on my ring — on the Sign of Venus — I cannot seem to—

But thats nonsense! he protested cheerfully. That ring has nothing to do with the matter.

But it brought me here! Truly I am asleep in my hammock. Wont you believe it?

No; and you mustnt, either, he said impatiently. Why, just now I explained to you—

I know, she said, looking down at the ring on her hand; but you are wrong — truly you are.

I am not wrong, he said, laughing. It was only a dream — the dance, the return, the hammock — all these were parts of a dream so intensely real that you cannot shake it off at once.

Then — then who was that we saw in the mirror?

Let us try it again, he said confidently. She suffered him to lead her again to the mirror; again they peered into its glimmering depths, heads close together.

A seconds breathless silence, then she caught his hand in both of hers with a low cry; for the strange profile was slowly turning toward them a face of amazing beauty — her own face transfigured, radiantly glorified.

My soul! she gasped, and would have fallen at his feet had he not held her and supported her to the stairs, where she sank down, hiding her face in her arms.

As for him, he was terribly shaken; he strove to speak, to reason with her, with himself, but a stupor chained body and mind, and he only leaned there on the newel post, vaguely aware of his own helplessness.

Far away in the night the bells of a church began striking the hour — one, two, three, four. Presently the distant rattle of a wagon sounded. The city stirred in its slumbers.

He found himself bending beside her, her passive hands in his once more, and he was saying: As a matter of fact, all this is quite capable of an explanation. Dont be distressed — please dont be frightened or sad. Weve both had some sort of hallucination, thats all — really that is all.

I am not frightened now, she said dreamily. I am quite sure that — that I am not dead. I am only asleep in my hammock. When I awake—

Again, in spite of himself, he shivered.

Will you do one more thing for me? she asked.

Yes — a million.

Only one. It is unreasonable, it is perhaps silly — and I have no right to ask—



Ask it, he begged.

Then — then, will you go to Willow Brook? Now?

Now? he repeated blankly.

Yes. She looked down at him with the shadow of a smile touching lips and eyes. I am asleep in the hammock; I sleep very, very soundly — and very, very late into the morning. They may not find me there for a long while. So would you mind going to Willow Brook to awaken me?

I — I — but you do not expect me to leave you here and find you in Westchester! he stammered.

You need not go, she said quietly. If you will telephone to the house and ask somebody to go out to the pergola—

No, he said, I will go; I will go anywhere on earth for you.

He stood up, his senses in a whirl. She rose, too, leaning lightly on the balustrade.

Thank you, she said sweetly. When you awake me, give me this. She held out the Signum Veneris; and he took it, and bending his head slowly, raised it to his lips.

It was almost morning when he entered his own house. In a dull trance he dressed, turned again to the stairs, and crept out into the shadowy street.

People began to pass him; an early electric tram whizzed up Forty-second Street as he entered the railway station. Presently he found himself in a car, clutching his ticket in one hand, her ring in the other.

It is I who am mad, not she, he muttered as the train glided from the station, through the long yard, dim in morning mist, where green and crimson lanterns still sparkled faintly.

Again he pressed the Signum Veneris to his lips. It is I who am mad — love mad! he whispered as the far treble warning of the whistle aroused him and sent him stumbling out into the soft fresh morning air.

The rising sun smote him full in the eyes as he came in sight of the club house among the still green trees, and the dew on the lawn flashed like the gems of the Signum Veneris on the ring he held so tightly.

Across the club house lawn stood another house, circled with gardens in full bloom; and to the left, among young trees, the white columns of a pergola glistened, tinted with rose from the early sun.

There was not a soul astir as he crossed the lawn and entered the garden, brushing the dew from overweighted blossoms as he passed.

Suddenly, at a turn in the path, he came upon the pergola, and saw a brilliant hammock hanging in the shadow.

Over the hammocks fringe something light and fluffy fell in folds like the billowy frills of a ball gown. He stumbled forward, dazed, incredulous, and stood trembling for an instant.

Then, speechless, he sank down beside her, and dropped the ring into the palm of her half-closed and unconscious hand.

A ray of sunlight fell across her hair; slowly her blue eyes unclosed, smiling divinely.

And in her partly open palm the Sign of Venus glimmered like dew silvering a budding rose.


CHAPTER III

THE CASE OF MR. HELMER
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HE HAD REALLY been too ill to go; the penetrating dampness of the studio, the nervous strain, the tireless application, all had told on him heavily. But the feverish discomfort in his head and lungs gave him no rest; it was impossible to lie there in bed and do nothing; besides, he did not care to disappoint his hostess. So he managed to crawl into his clothes, summon a cab, and depart. The raw night air cooled his head and throat; he opened the cab window and let the snow blow in on him.

When he arrived he did not feel much better, although Catharine was glad to see him. Somebodys wife was allotted to him to take in to dinner, and he executed the commission with that distinction of manner peculiar to men of his temperament.

When the women had withdrawn and the men had lighted cigars and cigarettes, and the conversation wavered between municipal reform and contes drolatiques, and the Boznovian attaché had begun an interminable story, and Count Fantozzi was emphasizing his opinion of women by joining the tips of his overmanicured thumb and forefinger and wafting spectral kisses at an annoyed Englishman opposite, Helmer laid down his unlighted cigar and, leaning over, touched his host on the sleeve.

Hello! whats up, Philip? said his host cordially; and Helmer, dropping his voice a tone below the sustained pitch of conversation, asked him the question that had been burning his feverish lips since dinner began.

To which his host replied, What girl do you mean? and bent nearer to listen.

I mean the girl in the fluffy black gown, with shoulders and arms of ivory, and the eyes of Aphrodite.

His host smiled. Where did she sit, this human wonder?

Beside Colonel Farrar.

Farrar? Lets see — he knit his brows thoughtfully, then shook his head. I cant recollect; were going in now and you can find her and Ill—

His words were lost in the laughter and hum around them; he nodded an abstracted assurance at Helmer; others claimed his attention, and by the time he rose to signal departure he had forgotten the girl in black.

As the men drifted toward the drawing-rooms, Helmer moved with the throng. There were a number of people there whom he knew and spoke to, although through the increasing feverishness he could scarce hear himself speak. He was too ill to stay; he would find his hostess and ask the name of that girl in black, and go.

The white drawing-rooms were hot and overthronged. Attempting to find his hostess, he encountered Colonel Farrar, and together they threaded their way aimlessly forward.

Who is the girl in black, Colonel? he asked; I mean the one that you took in to dinner.

A girl in black? I dont think I saw her.

She sat beside you!

Beside me? The Colonel halted, and his inquiring gaze rested for a moment on the younger man, then swept the crowded rooms.

Do you see her now? he asked.

No, said Helmer, after a moment.

They stood silent for a little while, then parted to allow the Chinese minister thoroughfare — a suave gentleman, all antique silks, and a smile thousands of years old. The minister passed, leaning on the arm of the general commanding at Governors Island, who signaled Colonel Farrar to join them; and Helmer drifted again, until a voice repeated his name insistently, and his hostess leaned forward from the brilliant group surrounding her, saying: What in the world is the matter, Philip? You look wretchedly ill.

Its a trifle close here — nothings the matter.

He stepped nearer, dropping his voice: Catharine, who was that girl in black?

What girl?

She sat beside Colonel Farrar at dinner — or I thought she did—

Do you mean Mrs. Van Siclen? She is in white, silly!

No — the girl in black.

His hostess bent her pretty head in perplexed silence, frowning a trifle with the effort to remember.

There were so many, she murmured; let me see — it is certainly strange that I cannot recollect. Wait a moment! Are you sure she wore black? Are you sure she sat next to Colonel Farrar?

A moment ago I was certain— he said, hesitating. Never mind, Catharine; Ill prowl about until I find her.

His hostess, already partly occupied with the animated stir around her, nodded brightly; Helmer turned his fevered eyes and then his steps toward the cool darkness of the conservatories. But he found there a dozen people who greeted him by name, demanding not only his company but his immediate and undivided attention.

Mr. Helmer might be able to explain to us what his own work means, said a young girl, laughing.

They had evidently been discussing his sculptured group, just completed for the new façade of the National Museum. Press and public had commented very freely on the work since the unveiling a week since; critics quarreled concerning the significance of the strange composition in marble. The group was at the same time repellent and singularly beautiful; but nobody denied its technical perfection. This was the sculptured group: A vaquero, evidently dying, lay in a loose heap among some desert rocks. Beside him, chin on palm, sat an exquisite winged figure, calm eyes fixed on the dying man. It was plain that death was near; it was stamped on the ravaged visage, on the collapsed frame. And yet, in the dying boys eyes there was nothing of agony, no fear, only an intense curiosity as the lovely winged figure gazed straight into the glazing eyes.

It may be, observed an attractive girl, that Mr. Helmer will say with Mr. Gilbert,  It is really very clever, But I dont know what it means.

Helmer laughed and started to move away. I think Id better admit that at once, he said, passing his hand over his aching eyes; but the tumult of protest blocked his retreat, and he was forced to find a chair under the palms and tree ferns. It was merely an idea of mine, he protested, good-humoredly, an idea that has haunted me so persistently that, to save myself further annoyance, I locked it up in marble.

Demoniac obsession? suggested a very young man, with a taste for morbid literature.

Not at all, protested Helmer, smiling; the idea annoyed me until I gave it expression. It doesnt bother me any more.

You said, observed the attractive girl, that you were going to tell us all about it.

About the idea? Oh, no, I didnt promise that—

Please, Mr. Helmer! A number of people had joined the circle; he could see others standing here and there among the palms, evidently pausing to listen.

There is no logie in the idea, he said, uneasily— nothing to attract your attention. I have only laid a ghost—

He stopped short. The girl in black stood there among the others, intently watching him. When she caught his eye, she nodded with the friendliest little smile; and as he started to rise she shook her head and stepped back with a gesture for him to continue.

They looked steadily at one another for a moment.

The idea that has always attracted me, he began slowly, is purely instinctive and emotional, not logical. It is this: As long as I can remember I have taken it for granted that a person who is doomed to die, never dies utterly alone. We who die in our beds — or expect to — die surrounded by the living. So fall soldiers on the firing line; so end the great majority — never absolutely alone. Even in a murder, the murderer at least must be present. If not, something else is there.

But how is it with those solitary souls isolated in the world — the lone herder who is found lifeless in some vast, waterless desert, the pioneer whose bones are stumbled over by the tardy pickets of civilization — and even those nearer us — here in our city — who are found in silent houses, in deserted streets, in the solitude of salt meadows, in the miserable desolation of vacant lands beyond the suburbs?

The girl in black stood motionless, watching him intently.

I like to believe, he went on, that no living creature dies absolutely and utterly alone. I have thought that, perhaps in the desert, for instance, when a man is doomed, and there is no chance that he could live to relate the miracle, some winged sentinel from the uttermost outpost of Eternity, putting off the armor of invisibility, drops through space to watch beside him so that he may not die alone.

There was absolute quiet in the circle around him. Looking always at the girl in black, he said: Perhaps those doomed on dark mountains or in solitary deserts, or the last survivor at sea, drifting to certain destruction after the wreck has foundered, finds death no terror, being guided to it by those invisible to all save the surely doomed. That is really all that suggested the marble — quite illogical, you see.

In the stillness, somebody drew a long, deep breath; the easy reaction followed; people moved, spoke together in low voices; a laugh rippled up out of the darkness. But Helmer had gone, making his way through the half light toward a figure that moved beyond through the deeper shadows of the foliage — moved slowly and more slowly. Once she looked back, and he followed, pushing forward and parting the heavy fronds of fern and palm and masses of moist blossoms. Suddenly he came upon her, standing there as though waiting for him.

There is not a soul in this house charitable enough to present me, he began.

Then, she answered laughingly, charity should begin at home. Take pity on yourself — and on me. I have waited for you.

Did you really care to know me? he stammered.

Why am I here alone with you? she asked, bending above a scented mass of flowers. Indiscretion may be a part of valor, but it is the best part of — something else.

That blue radiance which a starless sky sheds lighted her white shoulders; transparent shadow veiled the contour of neck and cheeks.

At dinner, he said, I did not mean to stare so — but I simply could not keep my eyes from yours—

A hint that mine were on yours, too?

She laughed a little laugh so sweet that the sound seemed part of the twilight and the floating fragrance. She turned gracefully, holding out her hand.

Let us be friends, she said, after all these years.

Her hand lay in his for an instant; then she withdrew it and dropped it caressingly upon a cluster of massed flowers.

Forced bloom, she said, looking down at them, where her fingers, white as the blossoms, lay half buried. Then, raising her head, You do not know me, do you?

Know you? he faltered; how could I know you? Do you think for a moment that I could have forgotten you?

Ah, you have not forgotten me! she said, still with her wide smiling eyes on his; you have not forgotten. There is a trace of me in the winged figure you cut in marble — not the features, not the massed hair, nor the rounded neck and limbs — but in the eyes. Who living, save yourself, can read those eyes?

Are you laughing at me?

Answer me; who alone in all the world can read the message in those sculptured eyes?

Can you? he asked, curiously troubled. Yes; I, and the dying man in marble.

What do you read there?

Pardon for guilt. You have foreshadowed it unconsciously — the resurrection of the soul. That is what you have left in marble for the mercilessly just to ponder on; that alone is the meaning of your work.

Through the throbbing silence he stood thinking, searching his clouded mind.

The eyes of the dying man are your own, she said. Is it not true?

And still he stood there, groping, probing through dim and forgotten corridors of thought toward a faint memory scarcely perceptible in the wavering mirage of the past.

Let us talk of your career, she said, leaning back against the thick foliage— your success, and all that it means to you, she added gayly.

He stood staring at the darkness. You have set the phantoms of forgotten things stirring and whispering together somewhere within me. Now tell me more; tell me the truth.

You are slowly reading it in my eyes, she said, laughing sweetly. Read and remember.

The fever in him seared his sight as he stood there, his confused gaze on hers.

Is it a threat of hell you read in the marble? he asked.

No, nothing of destruction, only resurrection and hope of Paradise. Look at me closely.

Who are you? he whispered, closing his eyes to steady his swimming senses. When have we met?

You were very young, she said under her breath— and I was younger — and the rains had swollen the Canadian river so that it boiled amber at the fords; and I could not cross — alas!

A moment of stunning silence, then her voice again: I said nothing, not a word even of thanks when you offered aid.... I — was not too heavy in your arms, and the ford was soon passed — soon passed. That was very long ago. Watching him from shadowy sweet eyes, she said:

For a day you knew the language of my mouth and my arms around you, there in the white sun glare of the river. For every kiss taken and retaken, given and forgiven, we must account — for every one, even to the last.

But you have set a monument for us both, preaching the resurrection of the soul. Love is such a little thing — and ours endured a whole day long! Do you remember? Yet He who created love, designed that it should last a lifetime. Only the lost outlive it.

She leaned nearer:

Tell me, you who have proclaimed the resurrection of dead souls, are you afraid to die? Her low voice ceased; lights broke out like stars through the foliage around them; the great glass doors of the ballroom were opening; the illuminated fountain flashed, a falling shower of silver. Through the outrush of music and laughter swelling around them, a clear far voice called Françoise!

Again, close by, the voice rang faintly, Françoise! Françoise!

She slowly turned, staring into the brilliant glare beyond.

Who called? he asked hoarsely.

My mother, she said, listening intently. Will you wait for me?

His ashen face glowed again like a dull ember. She bent nearer, and caught his fingers in hers.

By the memory of our last kiss, wait for me! she pleaded, her little hand tightening on his.

Where? he said, with dry lips. We cannot talk here! — we cannot say here the things that must be said.

In your studio, she whispered. Wait for me.

Do you know the way?

I tell you I will come; truly I will! Only a moment with my mother — then I will be there! Their hands clung together an instant, then she slipped away into the crowded rooms; and after a moment Helmer followed, head bent, blinded by the glare.

You are ill, Philip, said his host, as he took his leave. Your face is as ghastly as that dying vaqueros — by Heaven, man, you look like him!

Did you find your girl in black? asked his hostess curiously.

Yes, he said; good night.

The air was bitter as he stepped out — bitter as death. Scores of carriage lamps twinkled as he descended the snowy steps, and a faint gust of music swept out of the darkness, silenced as the heavy doors closed behind him.

He turned west, shivering. A long smear of light bounded his horizon as he pressed toward it and entered the sordid avenue beneath the iron arcade which was even now trembling under the shock of an oncoming train. It passed overhead with a roar; he raised his hot eyes and saw, through the tangled girders above, the illuminated disk of the clock tower — all distorted — for the fever in him was disturbing everything — even the cramped and twisted street into which he turned, fighting for breath like a man stabbed through and through.

What folly! he said aloud, stopping short in the darkness. This is fever — all this. She could not know where to come—

Where two blind alleys cut the shabby block, worming their way inward from the avenue and from Tenth Street, he stopped again, his hands working at his coat.

It is fever, fever! he muttered. She was not there.

There was no light in the street save for the red fire lamp burning on the corner, and a glimmer from the Old Grapevine Tavern across the way. Yet all around him the darkness was illuminated with pale unsteady flames, lighting him as he groped through the shadows of the street to the blind alley. Dark old silent houses peered across the paved lane at their aged counterparts, waiting for him.

And at last he found a door that yielded, and he stumbled into the black passageway, always lighted on by the unsteady pallid flames which seemed to burn in infinite depths of night.

She was not there — she was never there, he gasped, bolting the door and sinking down upon the floor. And, as his mind wandered, he raised his eyes and saw the great bare room growing whiter and whiter under the uneasy flames.

It will burn as I burn, he said aloud — for the phantom flames had crept into his body. Suddenly he laughed, and the vast studio rang again.

Hark! he whispered, listening intently. Who knocked?

There was some one at the door; he managed to raise himself and drag back the bolt.

You! he breathed, as she entered hastily, her hair disordered and her black skirts powdered with snow.

Who but I? she whispered, breathless. Listen! do you hear my mother calling me? It is too late; but she was with me to the end. Through the silence, from an infinite distance, came a desolate cry of grief— Françoise!

He had fallen back into his chair again, and the little busy flames enveloped him so that the room began to whiten again into a restless glare. Through it he watched her.

The hour struck, passed, struck and passed again. Other hours grew, lengthening into night. She sat beside him with never a word or sigh or whisper of breathing; and dream after dream swept him, like burning winds. Then sleep immersed him so that he lay senseless, sightless eyes still fixed on her. Hour after hour — and the white glare died out, fading to a glimmer. In densest darkness, he stirred, awoke, his mind quite clear, and spoke her name in a low voice.

Yes, I am here, she answered gently.

Is it death? he asked, closing his eyes.

Yes. Look at me, Philip.

His eyes unclosed; into his altered face there crept an intense curiosity. For he beheld a glimmering shape, wide-winged and deep-eyed, kneeling beside him, and looking him through and through.


CHAPTER IV

THE TREE OF DREAMS
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IT WAS A slim, well-groomed, top-hatted, frock-coated Smith who entered his private office that morning; it was a very different species of Smith who left stealthily by a back corridor an hour later, a shabby-genteel Smith whose cravatless collar was fastened with a democratic bone collar button — whose clean but shapeless trousers bagged and flapped in the June breeze — who gazed out at Broadway from under the faded brim of a cheap felt hat — who, as he forced his pace from a Fifth Avenue saunter into a Third Avenue hustle, thrust both thin, clean hands into his trousers pockets and satisfied himself that every cent which he meant to spend for a week was there in the shape of ten one-dollar bills.

At Wall Street he adjusted his glasses and peered about with pleasant, near-sighted eyes to discover the policeman at the crossing in order to avoid him. Once beyond the financial zone downtown he had no fear of being recognized by anybody; his features, he was modestly persuaded, resembled the typical features of about fifty per cent of the male inhabitants of Manhattan, although those same features had been public and newspaper property for three years now — ever since his father, J. Abingdon Smith, 2d, had faded heavenward, leaving the enormous fortune in Manhattan real estate to his only son, J. Abingdon Smith, 3d.

He was still a young man, thin of hair, nearsighted, endowed with sufficient intelligence to enable him to turn over his inherited fortune, legitimately increased, to any heir he might have if he should ever marry. Had he resembled Smith the first, or Smith the second, he would have done this as a matter of family routine — married the sort of girl that generations of Smiths found inoffensive enough to marry; produced one heir, and, when the proper time arrived, would have in his turn decorously and formally faded heavenward — leaving a J. Abingdon Smith, 4th, to follow his example.

But Smith had inherited from his mother a thin but deep streak of romantic sentiment. This vein ran clean through him, and might have manifested itself in almost any form along the line of least resistance, had it not been half imbedded in a stratum of negative platitudes inherited from his emotionless father.

As he stood in his shabby clothes, near the new Hall of Records, waiting for a Fourth Avenue car, a slender, blue-eyed girl, passing, looked up at him with such a frank, sweet gaze that he missed his next breath and then made up for it by breathing twice too quickly. He had an idea that he had seen her before, but finally decided he hadnt.

To be loved for himself alone was one of his impractical ideas, born of the maternal sentimental streak; but, for years, the famous Smith fortune, its enormous holdings in realty, the doings of the Smiths, their shrewd sales, purchases, leases, improvements, their movements, their personal affairs, their photographed features had been common property and an unfailing source of news for the press; and he knew perfectly well that, however honest and theoretically disinterested a girl might be, the courtship of a J. Abingdon Smith, of whatever vintage, could not help representing a bunch of figures that no human being in shape of a female biped could avoid seeing, no matter how tightly she closed her innocent eyes. Thinking of these things, he calmly encountered the curious eyes of the conductor as he boarded a crowded car.

The blue-eyed girl also got in, but Smith, on the back platform, did not see her.

That fellow, said the conductor to the grip-man, as he swung off the front platform after collecting a fare, is a ringer for J. Abingdon Smith, the millionaire.

And the conductor was not the only one; several passengers were amused by the resemblance this near-sighted, shabby young man bore to the features that every newspaper had made familiar to the submerged tenth, the frantically swimming twentieth, and the marooned remainder of the great unwashed.

Half an hour later Smith said to the conductor: Would you be kind enough to stop here?

Certainly, Mr. Smith, said the conductor, meaning a joke.

Smith ambled along, intent upon his own business. The blue-eyed girl had preceded him in the same direction; but as he entered the main doorway of the Smith model tenement houses, which formed almost a complete quadrangle around the block, he was not aware that she was on the iron and concrete stairway, three stories above him, and was still climbing heavenward.

When he reached his room, which he had paid for in advance, he found that his trunk and furniture had arrived. The air in the room was close; he opened the window.

For a while he bustled busily about, arranging the meager furniture. The narrow iron bed he dragged into a corner by the window, pushed the washstand against the opposite wall and hung a ninety-eight-cent mirror over it. He laid a strip of carpet in the center of the floor, placed a pine table upon it, and then, picking up the only chair, distractedly began traveling about with it, trying the effect, first in one corner, then in another.

At this juncture Kerns, his agent, general estate manager, and boyhood friend, slipped into the room on tiptoe, carefully closing the door behind him.

I dont know where to put it, Smith said, pausing to settle his refractory glasses and glance suspiciously at Kerns out of pleasant, near-sighted eyes. When they have only one chair where do they usually put it, Tommy?

When they get down to one chair they usually put it in the stove, said Kerns.

What? They do? Thats another point, Kerns; weve got to give them free furniture somehow; I mean for the same rent. You figure it up; cut out something or other— He gazed vaguely about the bare walls as though contemplating their possible economic elimination. Then, he looked at the floor; but his tenants, being wingless, required something to stand on. Could we give them bed, tables, and chair, and cut out that gas range? he suggested.

Not unless you throw in a stove, said Kerns, trying to look serious. And if you do that, theyll keep their coal in the bath tubs, as before.

Smith began to remove the contents of a shabby little trunk. First, there were shaving utensils, which he placed in a row on the unpainted wash-stand, then a tin pitcher and wash basin, a cake of soap, and last, some cheap towels.

Ive a notion that Ive too much crockery, he said, gazing about. Do you think Ive overdone it? I dont need two plates — do I? And all that tinware — do I? What the deuce are you grinning at? he added, diving into his battered trunk again and emerging with both arms full of tinware. These utensils he hung upon nails above the sink in the corner, arranging them with care.

Thats the place for pots and pans, isnt it, Kerns? he said, backing off to observe the effect. Then, by chance, he caught sight of himself in the ninety-eight-cent mirror, and a slight flush of embarrassment rose to his cheeks.

Do I look like a respectable man out of work? he asked. Tell me the truth.

Exactly, replied Kerns; you look like what you are — a well-meaning gentleman, permanently unemployed — and likely to remain so. In other words, dear friend, you resemble a Lulu bird of leisure.

Do you mean to say I look like myself? demanded Smith innocently. Do I seem to be made up for a part? There was an impudent conductor who called me Smith. Dont you suppose he did it in joke? And — a — a girl — who looked at me — er—

Because youre a winner. Because a Smith ill dressed is half confessed; because a Smith in any other clothes would look as neat; because a Sm—

Smiths brows contracted, but lifelong endurance of Kernss raillery had habituated him to disregard such gibes.

John Abingdon, continued Kerns, Ive inspected these barracks of yours to-day because you insisted; Ive met you here because you told me to; but its all portentous and top-heavy nonsense on your part, and its my business to say so whether it makes you fidgety and sulky or not.

We wont start that line of discussion again, said Smith, because, Kerns, outside of your own harmless routine, youre so densely ignorant that I am continually ashamed of you. What do you know about humanity?

I thought you werent going to start that thing going, yawned Kerns.

You started it yourself, said Smith.

All right, then; Ill go on. Havent I told you a thousand times that, if you are anxious to know how your tenants live, I can tell you, or any of your collectors or your brokers, or even your janitors. Every time you do a thing without my advice you mess matters. You insisted on giving them bath tubs, and they used them for coal, and I had to straighten that out by taking away their cook stoves and substituting gas ranges and ovens. You insisted on inserting rotary ventilators in every window, and the noise of the wheels kept your tenants awake at night; and, when they dont sleep, they fight. Besides, they all caught cold, and there are a dozen enraged Hibernians suing you now. If you could only know what I know and see what Ive seen—

Ive told you a hundred times, Tom, that I dont intend to slop over and bestow charity; but I do want to know what are my just obligations to my tenants, and how I can place them in a better position.

He was somewhat heated when he finished, and stood touching his forehead with his handkerchief.

Toot! Toot! said Kerns plaintively, backing toward the door. The next stop is Chautauqua. Go it your own way, Smithy; Im about due at the club for luncheon.

The door slammed as the wash basin struck it; Smith glared at the dent in the woodwork, prepared to hurl the coffeepot. But Kerns did not come back; and, after a while, he replaced the coffeepot, searched his trunk for a collar, buttoned it to his flannel shirt, and, picking up his hat, went out into the hallway.

And there he encountered the slender girl with the blue eyes.

There was something very innocent in her confident, fearless gaze; as he passed her, lifting his hat, he bade her good day in his pleasant voice. Her quaintly impersonal nod in acknowledgment pleased him.

Just what I thought, he reflected, as he descended the stairs: the poor are always nice to each other; theyre frank and human, unspoiled by our asinine code of conventions. If Id worn a top hat that girl would have looked the other way; if Id noticed her shed have been defiant or sullen or saucy.

And while he trudged about, purchasing groceries for his luncheon, he looked out upon the world through optimistic glasses, smiling, warm-hearted, pleased with himself and everybody he encountered.

He was hungry — it being long past his regular luncheon time — an hour from which he had not varied half a dozen times in a dozen years.

As he ascended the iron stairs of his lodging house once more he counted over the little packages of groceries piled up in his arms — butter, salt, sugar, a bottle of milk, tea, coffee, rolls, and eggs. Probably too much, he reflected; Ill have to go about among these people and find out what they eat — Good Heavens! that is awful!

In his own hallway a khamsin gust of cabbage smote him with its answer to his question, and he shuddered. He forced his door in with the point of his knee, made his way to the table, and dropped the packages. Then, producing a match box, he advanced blithely toward the gas range.

The first thing to do is to start that exceedingly convenient machine and get action at once, he continued, turning on the gas and lighting a match. Cooking coffee and eggs is nothing to any man who has ever camped out in the woods—

Flash! — bang! went the gas range; and Smith executed what his office boys might have characterized as a quick get-away.

W-what a perfectly ghastly species of range, he stammered, g-going off in a mans face like a t-t-ten-inch shell! He sat down in the only chair, breathed hard, and stared at the range; then, suddenly afraid that gas might be pouring into the room, he crept toward it, lighted another match, and extended his arm like the hero touching off a magazine in the ships hold.

Bang! repeated the gas range emphatically.

W-well, this is a pleasant situation! he breathed, wringing his slightly scorched fingers. Am I expected to fry my eggs over a volcano? Hesitating, he wiped his glasses, affixed them, and gazed earnestly at the range. Very gingerly he tiptoed toward it and, with a sudden dash, turned off the gas.

For a while he alternately stood in front of it and walked all around it. He looked at his coffee and eggs — he could not eat them raw. It was now long after his usual luncheon hour, and he began to feel famished.

The trouble is that I dont know how to get the proper spark, he reflected; but, driven by necessity, he turned on the gas once more, and, lighting a match, applied it. There was no explosion this time; a bluish flame played all over the machine for a few seconds, sank, rose, subsided, and went out. In vain he lighted match after match. He got no more flame.

This is a disgracefully run house! he exclaimed aloud. Its high time I heard something about it! Here I am two hours late and cant get enough heat to cook an egg!

Very angry, he marched out on a hunt for the janitor; but, after climbing up and down stairs and making inquiries on every landing, he had come no nearer to discovering the janitor. A gentleman named Dugan thought that the janitor might be engaged in tenpins at Bauers popular corner resort. Smith repaired thither, but could not discover him. Another gentleman, named Clancy, emerging from the two-room apartment adjoining Smiths, came in at Smiths invitation and rubbed a flat, rough thumb up and down the range. Then he departed, scratching his head and advising further search for the jaintor. Ye cud cook a bit an a sup on our own range, he said, but th ould woman do be bilin shirrts. When Mr. Clancy had departed Smith spent ten more minutes tinkering with the range, growing hungrier and hungrier every second. But, hungry, angry and discouraged as he was, he obstinately refused to consider a restaurant as even a temporary solution. Once more he set off down the endless iron and concrete stairway to hunt up the janitor; and, returning unsuccessful, encountered the janitor on his own landing. The janitor was talking to the girl with the blue eyes.

Please dont let me interrupt you, said Smith; its only that I cant work my range.

You are not interrupting, said the girl with the blue eyes. My ceiling is beginning to fall, that is all.

Ill have that attended to at once! exclaimed Smith, forgetting his rôle of tenant— that is, he added, in confusion, the janitor will notify M — , the agent. You will, wont you? he continued, turning to the janitor, whose face had been growing redder and redder as he grew madder and madder.

Where do you think you are? he demanded. In the Waldorf? An who do you think you are, young man? John D.? or the Dutch Empror?



Or do you think youre J. Abingdon Smith, the owner of this here plant, because you look like his grandfathers hired man?

Not at all, said Smith, turning red. I had no intention of interfering.

Well, you go and sit on your range and keep it warm till I get a gasfitter, see! growled the janitor; an mebbe hell fix it to-night, he said, looking back malevolently over his shoulder as he descended the stairs, an mebbe hell fix it next month. You mind your business, young man, an Ill mind yours.

Smith, tingling all over, looked after him, but his anger passed with a shrug and a short laugh as he realized that the rebuke had been in a fashion his own fault.

He had made a step across the hallway toward his own room, when he remembered the girl with the blue eyes.

Im sorry I caused any unpleasantness, he said. I hope the janitor wont visit his petty tyranny on you.

I dont think he will; I — Cant you make your range burn properly?

No, he said, smiling. It blew up three times, and now it has retired from active business. I believe it has become permanently extinct.

Perhaps, she ventured, you are not accustomed to gas ranges. Are you?

No, but Ive got to learn to manage them if Im to do any cooking. He thought she meant to speak again, but, as she said no more, he turned to his own door. Behind him a hesitating voice began:

You may use my range to cook on — until your own is repaired, if you wish—

Thats awfully nice of you, he said, gratefully surprised. Ive only a couple of eggs to fry — or boil — and a little coffee, but I didnt like to ask you—

You didnt. I asked you, she said. You are quite welcome. And, as he still hesitated: I really dont mind, she said. I can take my work somewhere else while you are cooking.

No, no, he protested, beginning to realize the inconvenience he was causing her; but she nodded impatiently and, stepping back into her room, began to gather up into a writing portfolio a mass of scattered papers.

A few moments later he appeared in the open doorway, his arms piled high with the paper packages containing groceries. She looked up at him, her hands full of inky papers. Unbidden laughter was sparkling in her blue eyes.

The range is ready, she said, schooling her voice. You may begin at once. I shall be gone in a second. And she began to rummage furiously among the papers.

Sidelong glances she could not help casting at his culinary preparations. She saw him ruin two eggs, and hid her face in the table drawer where she was searching for that elusive something.

No use trying to fry those eggs, he observed, gazing at the disintegrating yolks.

You could scramble them, she suggested, raising her pretty head. Her face was delicately flushed; a bright strand of hair, loosened, fell like a tendril across one pink cheek.

To scramble an egg, he said slowly, as though attempting to recall some intricate evolution in cookery— To scramble an egg, you stir it round and round, I believe.

And to scramble two eggs, she said almost hysterically, you stir them both round and round.

But, he added thoughtfully, how to get them into the pan. I suppose one pours them in—

Dont! Please dont! You have put no butter in yet, she said; but he had already poured a spoonful into the pan, where it began to char and sputter and smoke.

She laid aside her portfolio and papers, removed the smoking pan, scraped it, tinkered with it, and then, preparing it properly, poured in the remainder of the eggs.

Its awfully good of you. Im ashamed of myself, he muttered; but, please — please dont mind about the coffee. I can do that, Im sure.

It will take only a moment, she said. You are not accustomed to — to — gas ranges, I see.

Before he knew it his modest luncheon was ready. She swept the papers from the table, threw over it a white square of linen, and placed his luncheon under his mortified eyes.

It will get cold if you attempt to carry it back to your room. You are quite welcome to eat it here, believe me. My range may fail me some day and I may have to beg a little fire at your door.

You shall have oceans of it! he cried gratefully.

Thank you; and, please, begin. I am on my way out.

Am I driving you away? I know I am—

No, really you are not. I work out of doors all I can. I was going out as soon as the janitor came to examine my ceiling. She raised her pretty eyes; he looked aloft.

Its a leak, he said. Ill have it fi — I mean Ill tell the jan — What I do mean, he said, is that somebody ought to have it fixed.

I think so, too, she said demurely, gathering up her portfolio and papers. At the doorsill she halted:

But — but how — but who is going to lock my door? she asked.

Oh, Id better take my luncheon into my own room!

No, no. Please sit down again. Please do so now! I can leave my key with you if you are going to be here.

He thought to himself, charmed, what touching confidence the poor have in each others honesty.

She drew from her purse the door key and laid it beside his plate.

If I dont hear you in the hallway, will you please knock? he asked.

I think you had better leave the key with the janitor, she said; then, thinking further along the same line: or perhaps you had better hide it.

She stepped back into the hallway and looked all around; but no plausible hiding place presented itself. Then she gazed at him.

I might leave it with my neighbor, Mrs. Clancy, he said with rare intelligence.

No, she said with her pretty, fearless smile, I will knock at your door and ask for it.

She was gone before he could rise again.

When he had finished he washed the dishes and did it thoroughly, restoring each to its shelf. His remaining groceries and his own tinware he carried into his own habitation, came back and locked her door, and then, lighting his pipe, began to prowl about the corridors.

Presently he fished out a pad and pencil, and, squatting down on the stairway, made some notes concerning the use of steel for doorsills and frames, and tiles or tassellated floors to replace the already worn and dirty planks of Southern pine.

First of all, plenty of ventilation, he murmured. Next, cleanliness; next, light.... I — Ive a mind to complete the entire block — put up a big, square tower on that vacant lot — a big, clean, airy tower, ten stories — sixteen — twenty, by jingo!

He seized his pad with enthusiasm and drew a plan of the block which he owned with the present model tenements on it and showing the vacant lot:
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There were no windows giving on the vacant lot — nothing but blank brick walls.

Thats what Ill do, he thought. Ill have my own way for once. Ill plan and design and build an absolutely beautiful and sanitary tower with a hundred rooms and two elevators in it, and Kerns can laugh if he wants to. What these people need is light and air — cheap light and cheap air. Ill just go down and take a look at that lot.

He pocketed pad and pencil, seized his hat, and, locking his door on the outside, ran down the stairs.

You cant go into that lot, said the janitor. No tenants aint allowed in there by orders of Mr. Kerns.

Well, cant I just look at it?

No, said the janitor. An lemme tell you something else. If you an me is goin to gee youd better do less buttin in an less runnin up an downstairs. You butt in an you run around like you was the Dutch Empror. Say, what are you lookin for, anyhow? If youre a spotter, say so; I aint worryin. If youre just loony youre in the wrong hotel.

But, my good fellow—

Forget it! retorted the janitor wrathfully. Your good fellow! Look here, Percy, I aint your good fellow, nor I aint your dear old college chum, an no buttin in goes. See?

Im not attempting to offend you! exclaimed Smith desperately.

Thats all right, too, said the janitor unconvinced. You seen me talkin to Miss Stevens an you make a play like you owned the buildin. Here, me good man, sez you, fix this an fix that, an be d — d quick about it, too, sez you—

I didnt, retorted Smith indignantly; at least I didnt mean to say—

What you are, interrupted the janitor deliberately, God knows an I dont. You may be makin phony stuff up there fur all I know.

Whats phony stuff? demanded Smith, getting hotter.

Look into the dictionary, Clarence, retorted the janitor, and slammed the door of his office in Smiths face.

That man, thought Smith to himself, as he started up the stairs, is a singularly impudent man, but hes probably faithful enough. I shall not do anything about it. But I wish I could get into my vacant lot.

The remainder of the afternoon he spent drawing magnificently unbuildable plans for his tower.

Then he pulled his chair out into the fire escape and sat there through the sunset hour and into the smoky June twilight.

Suddenly, as he sat there, dreaming, a faint sound at his door brought him to his feet and into the room.

I beg your pardon, he said. I was out on the fire escape. Did you knock more than once?

It doesnt matter, she said, smiling under the shadow of her big straw hat and taking her key from him.

Im terribly sorry, he repeated, and I really am very grateful for letting me cook on your range—

Is yours fixed yet? she asked diffidently.

By George! he said. Id forgotten that! But it doesnt matter, he added, determined to dine on the remainder of his rolls and milk, for he simply would not begin by running to a restaurant at the first mishap.

She hesitated, not knowing whether again to offer her salt and fire; then, finding it too difficult, she said Good night in a low voice, and crossed the hallway to her own abode. And there she sat down, fair face tense, gaze concentrated on space, her big straw hat still on her head, her portfolio and papers in her lap.

Minutes ticked away on the little nickel alarm clock. She pondered on, and, sometimes, her straight, delicate brows contracted, and, sometimes, her teeth worried the edge of her lower lip; and once she smiled and lifted her eyes as though she could see through her closed door into his room across the hall.

After that she rose, made her toilet, cooked her own supper; and when, at length, the dishes had been laid away and her pretty hands rinsed, carefully examined, and soothed with glycerine and cream of almonds — luxuries she preferred to a varied menu — she laid a pile of yellow manuscript paper on her table, and, dipping her pen into the ink, began to scribble like mad. For, at last, her chance in life had come.

Meanwhile, Smith, doggedly munching his buttered rolls, drank his milk and considered plans for doing good to his tenants without either injuring their self-respect or bankrupting himself.

Buy up block after block, cover em with handsome sanitary tenements, with a big, grassy court and a fountain in the middle — thats the decent and self-respecting way to invest ones surplus! Thats the only way a rich man can keep his own respect and administer his stewardship. Id be ashamed to make any more money! I wont! Id be ashamed to keep what I have if I didnt use the income to help somebody. Clean, airy, sunny homes — within the means of the poorest working people! It can be done without making it a charity. Its got to be done. Im going to build that tower — if my janitor ever lets me into the lot—

After he had completed his ablutions and was ready for bed he stood a moment at the open window looking out over the city.

That girl — she was very nice to me.... Ive the oddest notion that Ive seen her before... somewhere. Wonderfully — ah — decorative — her eyes — a graceful way of — er — moving.

He lay down on his bed and pulled up the sheet. A few minutes later he murmured drowsily: Build handsome tower — spite of Kerns.... Nobody pay rent....Strordinary eyes that girl... pretty blue — very blue for — a — a girl...Strordinary rot Im talking.... Gnight, Smith;... night!

The next morning a pessimistic gasfitter repaired Smiths range. That night it blew up again. Two days later it was again in commission, then remained quiescent for a week. After that the range worked fitfully, intimidating Smith until it had him so thoroughly cowed that he never attempted to light it except with the match inserted in the end of a broom handle. Between the range and the cookery he was almost famished.

However, it was a matter of too little importance to disturb him in his purpose; the days were full days indeed, no matter how empty he went. Hour after hour he sat cramped over the table, drawing impossible plans and elevations for the completion of his model tenements. Hour after hour he tramped the hot streets in search of likely sites for further philanthropic operations.

Almost every morning and evening he was sure to encounter his blue-eyed neighbor on the landing or stairs; and, after a while, he began to spend a few minutes of the day in looking forward to these brief meetings.

Matters were not going very well with his blue-eyed neighbor; but he didnt know it. Her work, always precarious and dependent on the whims of several underpaid people, was not sufficient to keep her very well nourished during the hot months of midsummer. She defaulted on the July payment for her small piano, and they took it away. The little desk went later; an armchair followed.

Alone in her room, palely considering the why and wherefore of the disagreeable, she invariably almost fell a prey to temptation; but, so far, the victory had remained with her. Temptation came when somebody refused her work or when somebody removed an article of furniture for nonpayment of the installment due, and the temptation confronted her in the shape of a packet of yellow manuscript.

She was the author of the manuscript; it lay in a drawer of her table.

Sometimes, when they frightened her by giving her no work or by lugging off a chair, she would sit down, white and desperate, and take out her manuscript and read it through.

She knew where she could place it in an hour. She had been promised a permanent position on the strength of just such work. It was well done, of its sort. It fairly bristled with double-leaded headlines; it was yellow enough for the yellowest — a 

beat, a scoop, a story that would be copied in every newspaper of the country. The title of it was A Millionaire in Disguise. The subject, Smith. She had only to show it to the city editor who had promised to take her on the first time she displayed any ability. All she had to do was to tuck the yellow sheets under her arm and start downtown, and that would end all this removing of furniture and scarcity of foodstuffs — all this sleeplessness, this perplexed dismay — all these heavy-hearted journeys to the offices of the fashion papers where sometimes she was paid for her articles on domestic affairs and sometimes not.

After these experiences she usually returned to the temptation of her yellow manuscript, read it through, wept a little, cast it from her into the table drawer once more, and buried her face in her slim hands. Later, she usually dried her eyes, hurriedly gathered up her papers and portfolio, and, locking the door on the outside, descended to the cellar.

In this profound crypt a small iron door and a few stone steps ascending permitted her access to the vacant lot which the janitor had forbidden Smith to enter. And here she was accustomed to sit in the long, rank grass under a big ailantus tree, writing for the fashion papers, to which she contributed such predigested pabulum as the weak-minded might assimilate. In this manner she paid for lodging, board, and almond cream.

Meanwhile, she was growing shyer and more formal with Smith when they chanced to meet on stairs or landing. Beginning with the politely pleasant exchange of a few words concerning the initial episode which had excused their acquaintance, they had ventured on a little laughter at his expense — a shade less of the impersonal. But, little by little, the pretty, fearless gaze which he found so attractive changed to something more reserved and far less expressive. Her laughter, always edging lips and eyes, her untroubled voice, with its winningly careless sweetness, changed, too. He noticed this. Sometimes he wondered whether she was quite well. He had been aware from the first that she did not belong in her surroundings any more than did he, and at times he speculated on the subject, wondering what crumbling of her social and financial fabric had landed her here on her own resources, stranded along the outer edges of things.

One scorching day he had been drawing an elevation for his tower, which partook impartially of the worst in both Manhattan, Gothic, and Chinese architecture — a new crinkle in his theory being that the poor had a right to the best in art, and that they should have it in spite of Kerns. For an hour he had been trying to estimate the cost of such a masterpiece, and had grown cross and discouraged in the effort.

July was fast going. August already had been discounted by the monthly magazines; he had purchased one which contained an article on concrete construction, and, tired of his sweltering room, he put on his hat, pocketed the magazine, and went out to seek a bit of shade in Central Park.

As he passed his neighbors door he glanced at it a trifle wistfully. He had not seen her now for nearly a week. He actually missed her, even though now she seldom seemed to have the leisure or inclination to chat with him.

The last time, he reflected, that they had exchanged a dozen words, he had, lured by her receptively intelligent attitude, drifted into an almost enthusiastic dissertation upon model lodgings for the poor. He had kept her standing before her door for almost half an hour while he, forgetting everything except the subject and the acquiescence of his audience, had aired his theories with a warmth and brilliancy which, later, it slightly astonished him to remember.

Since that they had exchanged scarcely a word. And now, as he passed her door, he looked wistfully at it, thinking of his slender neighbor.

And, thinking of her, he descended the stairs, and, still immersed in this agreeable reverie, he did not notice that he had passed the ground floor and was descending the cellar stairs, until he came to in front of an iron door. This seemed unfamiliar. He took out his handkerchief to rub his glasses, looked around at the furnaces and coal bins, passed his hand over his eyes, replaced the glasses, gazed at the iron door which was partly ajar, and caught a glimpse of green grass outside.

Ill bet thats my vacant lot, he said aloud, and, opening the door, he ascended the stone steps into his own property.

There was green grass everywhere; south and west a high board fence; north and east the brick, windowless, rearward cliffs of the tenements; in the middle of the lot an ailantus tree in full foliage.

And, under it, a young girl lying in the grass, her wide straw hat hanging from a leafy branch above. Even before he stirred in his tracks she sat up, instinctively looking across the grass at him. It was his duty to make his excuses and go. But, for almost the first time in his life, he deliberately neglected duty.

So this is where you come every day to work out of doors! he exclaimed, smiling, as he halted beside her where she remained, seated in the grass, looking up at him.

There was color in her face and in his, too. He had had absolutely no idea how pleasant it could be to meet his neighbor again after so many days — seven in number — but a great many all the same.

Then he told her, laughingly, how he came to discover the cellar door that led to Paradise. Paradise, he repeated; for, you see, the Tree of Ten Thousand Dreams is here. Did you know that the ailantus tree is the Chinese Tree of Paradise — the fabled Tree of Dreams? Have you never heard of the Feng-Shui? Dragons live deep in the earth among the tree roots. You didnt know that, did you?

No, he said, smiling, I didnt know that.

He looked at her. Her manner was not very cordial, and he decided not to ask permission to seat himself just yet. But he had nothing in particular to say to her and he was very anxious to say it.

The Fung-Hwang also perches in the branches of the Dream Tree, he continued, for lack of a better topic; its an imperial as well as a celestial tree. Are you interested in Chinese mythology? If you are not, its all right, because I am interested in anything you like.

She looked up at the foliage above her. It is a curious tree, she said. In early June these branches were full of great olive and rose-colored moths, enormous ones, flopping about at sunset like big, soft bats. In the daytime they hang to the leaves and bark, wings wide — such beautiful, such miraculous wings — set with silvery quarter-moons!

She raised both hands to the nape of her neck to smooth and secure her hair — a most fascinating gesture, he thought, watching her seated there in the grass, slim and graceful as the lovely lotus-bearing goddess, Kwan-Yin.

Silvery quarter-moons, she repeated, and now, look! The silver has changed into metal pendants! She pointed upward where, among the foliage, shining, white cocoons swung from silk-wound stems, each wrapped in its single green leaf.

Wonderful fairy fruit your Tree of Dreams bears! he said. And how thickly it hangs! I dont know much about such things. I was inclined to be fond of all that until I read some modern nature books. So I fell back on real myths again.

She began to laugh and, meeting in her eyes all the old-time friendliness, he ventured to ask if he might seat himself.

Yes, she said gravely, but I must be going.

Then I dont care to stay here, he said, unprepared to hear himself utter any such sentiment. His astonishment at himself overcame even the reaction which turned his face red. She, too, surprised, looked at him unconvinced.

What have I to do with it? she inquired.

The fact is, he said impressively, as though the intelligence were well worth sharing with her, I have been rather lonely.

Have you? she asked, wide-eyed. So have I. But I usually am.

I wish you had said so!

How could I? And to whom?

They said nothing more for a while. The sunlight, filtering through the Tree of Dreams, glimmered on her hair. Her eyes, darker in the shadow, dwelt tranquilly upon the waste of thick, tall grass which the languid breezes furrowed now and then.

Do you mind my offering you my friendship? he asked at length; for thats what Im doing.

No, I dont mind, she replied listlessly. Other men have done that.

Will you accept — this time?

Shall I? she asked, raising her clear eyes. Shall I? I have been here two years — and I have made no friends.

She folded her unringed hands on her knees, examined them with calm inattention, and said: After a while, I suppose, a girl becomes partly stupefied under the strain of it all — the tension of self-respecting silence. Two years of self-suppression! Even pickpockets receive a sentence more humane. Shall I try your remedy?

It would be very jolly to see each other, now and then, he said, so pleasantly that she smiled at his simplicity.

What about the conventions? she inquired, amused. Still, after all, what has a girl to do with conventions who lives as I live? Her problem is a great deal simpler than to bother with usages. There was a defiant smile hovering about eyes and lips — a hint of recklessness in the bright color rising under his gaze: A girl cant live and flourish on silence.

You always hurry past me when we meet—

But surely you didnt expect me to invite you to a seat on the stairs, did you?

I wish you had.

Then why didnt you invite me? she asked with a gay audacity new to him. For, in the summer sunshine of the moment, she was forgetting all except the pleasure of the moment and its pretense that the old order of things had returned. Sunshine and green grass and the sophisticated city breeze in the leaves above — youth, and ardent health, and one of her own kind to speak to after the arid silence of these sad months — what wonder that she willfully forgot? What wonder that she dared to breathe and laugh again, drifting and relaxing in the moments merciful relief from a tension that had benumbed her to the verge of actual stupidity?

Afterwards, in her room, the relaxed strain tightened again. She realized their acquaintance was only an episode — she knew his advent here was but a caprice. But it was an interim that gave her a chance — a brief vacation in which she might breathe for a moment before the inevitable returned again to submerge her. And she meant to enjoy it with all her heart — every moment, every atom of sunshine, every bright second of respite from what she actually dared look forward to no longer.

That first meeting under the ailantus tree was only one of a sequence.

At first, when he came sauntering across the grass, she politely laid aside her work — dissertation on flounces and napkins and old mahogany and the care of infants, and what Heppelwhite knew about table legs, and why Sheraton is usually saluted as Chippendale.

Later, she continued her work unembarrassed as long as she was able to concentrate her mind under the agreeable little shock of pleasure which his advent always brought to her.

How did you find out all about such things? he asked curiously, looking over her manuscripts with her shrugged permission.

All about what things?

These — ah — crooked-legged tables and squatty chairs?

I had them — once.

I see, he said gravely. Then, with embarrassed hesitation, but very nicely: There must have been a pretty bad smash-up?

She nodded.

Ah — Im awfully sorry! Hope its going to come out all right — some day.

Thank you. But she continued to be brief and uncommunicative, never volunteering anything.

In the days when she became accustomed to his coming to find her under the tree, she ventured to continue her writing, merely greeting him with a nod of confidence and pleasure. And so he fell into the habit of bringing his own impossible plans and elevations to the vacant lot. And often, biting her pencil reflectively, she would cast side glances at him where he lay, flat in the grassy shade, drawing board under his nose, patiently constructing lines and angles and Corinthian capitals and Romanesque back doors. He was a very, very poor draughtsman; even she could see that.

Im doing this for a man who means to build a big tower on this lot, he explained cheerfully. Ive a notion he will be delighted with this plan of mine.

Oh, is he going to cut down your Tree of Dreams! she exclaimed, raising her eyes in dismay.

He looked up at the tree, then at her. By Jove! It is a pity, isnt it? he said, after the jolly hours we have spent out here.

Perhaps he wont build his tower until after — after—

After what?

After we — you and I have forgotten all about this tree— She hesitated. Then calmly— and each other. Which, of course, she laughed, means no tower at all.

He sat so long silent, preoccupied with his drawing, looking at it half dreamily, that she thought he had forgotten her rather foolish observations.

But he hadnt; for he said in a troubled voice: Theres a way — a way of taking up big trees. Ill ask him to do it. I dont want it chopped down.

Youre afraid of angering the dragon! she said, laughing. What use could such a man have for an old ailantus tree? Besides, where could he plant it?

Theres a place I know of, he said. Ill speak to him.... No; it wouldnt do to have our Tree of Dreams cut down—

Its not my tree, she said, looking down at her pencil; its yours.

It is yours, he insisted. You found it, and I found you under it.

Oh, its mine because I found it? she mocked gayly, and, I suppose, Im yours because you found me under it.

Her tongue had run away that time. She checked her badinage, picked up her pencil with an admirable self-possession that admitted nothing, and scribbled away in calm insouciance. Only the heightened brilliancy of her cheeks could have undeceived the adept. Smith was no adept; besides, he was thinking of other matters.

Do you know, he said solemnly, that I am going away for about a week?

She congratulated him without raising her head from her writing pad. That was pure instinct, for the emotion she had detected in Smiths voice was perfectly apparent in his features.

Smith gazed at her for a long time, during which she grew busier and busier with her pencil, and more oblivious of him.

The intellectual processes of Smith were, at times, childlike in their circuitous simplicity.

Do you think Im a good draughtsman? he asked.

I dont know; are you? she asked, numbering a fresh sheet of her pad.

Why, youve seen my drawing! he reminded her, a little hurt. I think I am a good draughtsman. I could probably earn about a hundred and twenty dollars a month.

You are very fortunate, she murmured, rubbing out a sentence.

A hundred and twenty dollars a month is enough for anybody to marry on, he continued. Dont — you think so?

It is probably sufficient, she said carelessly.

Do you think it is?

I havent considered such matters very seriously, she said. It will be time when I am earning a hundred and twenty dollars a month. And Im not likely to earn it if you continue to interrupt me.

Smith turned red; presently he tucked his drawing board under his arm and stood up.

Im going, he said. Good-by.

She nodded her adieux pleasantly, scarcely raising her head from her work.

But when Smith had disappeared she straightened up with a quick, indrawn breath and stared across the grass at the blank, brick walls. After a long while she dropped her tired shoulders back against the trunk of the Tree of Dreams, reclining there inert, blue eyes brooding in vacancy.

Meanwhile, Smith had locked up his room, gone home for the first time in two months, telephoned for a stateroom on the Western Limited, and sent for Kerns, who presently arrived in an electric cab.

Im going to Illinois, said Smith, to-night.

The nation must know of this, insisted Kerns; let me telegraph for fireworks.

Therell be fireworks, observed Smith— fireworks to burn, presently. Im going to get married to a working girl.

Oh, piffle! said Kerns faintly; lets go and sit on the third rail and talk it over.

Not with you, idiot. Did you ever hear of Stanley Stevens, who tried to corner wheat? I think its his daughter Im going to marry. Im going to Chicago to find out. Good heavens, Kerns! Its the most pitiful case, whoever she is! Its a case to stir the manhood in any man. I tell you its got to be righted. I am thoroughly stirred up, and I wont stand any nonsense from you.

Kerns looked at him. Smith, he pleaded in sepulchral tones; Smithy! For the sake of decency and of common sense—

Exactly, nodded Smith, picking up his hat and gloves; for the sake of decency and of common sense. Good-by, Tommy. And — ah! — indicating a parcel of papers on the desk— just have an architect look over these sketches with a view to estimating the — ah — cost of construction. And find some good landscape gardener to figure up what it will cost to remove a big ailantus tree from New York to the Berkshires. You can tell him Ill sue him if he injures the tree, but that I dont care what it costs to move it.

Smith! faltered Kerns, appalled, youre as mad as Hamlet!

Its one of my ambitions to be madder, retorted Smith, going out and running nimbly downstairs.

Help! observed Kerns feebly as the front door slammed. And, as nobody responded, he sat down in the bachelor quarters of J. Abingdon Smith, a prey to melancholy amazement.

When Smith had been gone a week Kerns wrote him, when he had been gone two weeks he telegraphed him, when the third week ended he telephoned him, and when the month was up he prepared to leave for darkest Chicago; in fact he was actually leaving his house, suit case in hand, when Smith drove up in a hansom and gleefully waved his hand.

Smith beckoned him to enter the cab. Im going home to put on my old clothes, he said. Its all right, Tom. Ive been collecting old furniture, tons of antique chairs and things. They were pretty widely scattered at the sale two years ago—

What sale, in the name of sanity? shouted Kerns.

Why, when Stanley Stevens failed to corner wheat he shot his head off before they pounced on his effects. I managed to find most of the things. Ive sent them to my place, Abingdon, and now Im going to ask her to marry me.

Oh, are you?

Certainly. And, Kerns, if she will have me it will be for my own sake. Do you know what she thinks? She thinks Im a draughtsman at thirty dollars a week. Isnt it delightful? Isnt it perfectly splendid?

Dazzling, whispered Kerns, unable to utter another word.

Smiths progress was certainly rapid. When he arrived at the door of his tenement lodgings he fairly soared up the stairs, flight on flight, until he came to the top.

The door of his neighbors room stood open and he impulsively crossed the hallway, but there were only two men there moving out a table, and his slender blue-eyed neighbor was nowhere visible.

Whats that for? he inquired. Is Miss Stevens moving?

No, but her table is, said one of the men. Something about the proceeding kept Smith silent. He saw one of the men drop his end of the table, close the door, lock it, and hang the key on a nail outside.

That isnt safe, said Smith. Ill take charge of the key until Miss Stevens returns.

He unhooked it, and, turning, let himself into his own room, but left the door ajar.

Two flights down the table drawer dropped out, dumping a pile of yellow manuscript on the stairs.

Glory! panted one of the movers; thats hers. Take it up and leave it with the guy in the glasses, Bill.

And so it happened that Smith, standing outside on his fire escape for a breath of air, returned to find a mass of yellow manuscript littering his bed.

Wondering, he picked up the first sheet, saw his own name in her handwriting, stared, and sat down in astonishment to read. Suddenly his face burned fiery red, and, as long as he sat there, the deep color remained throbbing, scorching him anew with every page he turned.

After a long while he dropped the sheets and returned to the first page. It was dated in June, the day after his arrival.

He was slowly beginning to understand the matter now. He was beginning to realize that this manuscript had been placed in his room by mistake; that it had never been intended for him to read; that, if it had been written with a purpose, it had never been used for any purpose.

Then he remembered the moving of her table. Clearly the men had found it and, as he had assumed possession of her key, no doubt they had returned and flung the papers on his bed.

In that case, said Smith thoughtfully, I think Ill go down to the ailantus tree, and see if, by any chance, she is there.

She was there, seated in a chair, very intent on her writing pad. He was quite near her before she noticed him, and then she seemed dazed for a moment, rising and holding out her hand mechanically, looking at him in silence as he held her fingers imprisoned.

I did not think you would return, she said. It is a month — at least—

Are you glad to see me?

Of course, she said simply, reseating herself. Have you been well?

Yes; and you?

Perfectly, thank you.

He looked around at the long grass withered in patches; at the leafless tree. Do you remember our first encounter here? he said.

Perfectly. You told me that there was a dragon under the tree, and a Chinese bird sat in its branches. That was in August, I think. This is November. Look up at the branches. All the leaves are gone. Only the silvery cocoons are hanging in clusters everywhere. And, bending slowly above her work again, When are you going to turn our Tree of Dreams into a tower of bricks?

But he only sat silent, smiling, watching her white fingers flying over the pad on her knees.

I wonder, she said carelessly, how long you are going to stay here this time.

I wonder, too, he said.

Dont you know? she asked, raising her eyes and laughing faintly.

No, I dont. Besides, why should I leave this lodging house? I like it.

Cant you afford to leave — after all that lucrative tower designing?

He said, looking at her deliberately: You know perfectly well that I can afford to. Something in the quiet voice and gaze of the man startled her, but only a delicate glow of rising color in her cheeks betrayed any lack of self-possession. I dont think I understand you, she said.

I think you do, he insisted, seating himself at her feet in the grass.

She wrote a word or two on her pad, then looked down to meet his changed smile. A moment more, and she resumed her work in flushed confusion.

You know who I am, he said calmly. I didnt think you did until an hour ago. Shall I tell you what happened an hour ago?

She managed to meet his gaze without expression, but she did not answer.

Then I will tell you what happened, he continued.

Some men carried out a table from your room. A few moments later one of the men deposited a lot of loose manuscript which he had, I suppose, found in the table drawer. This all occurred while I was out on the balcony. When I returned to the room I found the papers on my bed. I could not avoid seeing my own name at the head of this breezy newspaper article. It is very cleverly written.

Wave after wave of scarlet flooded her face.



So you have known who I am all this time? he nodded slowly.

Y-yes.

It was a good chance — a legitimate chance for an article. You thought so, and you wrote it. The papers would have given it three columns and double leads.... Why didnt you use it? The tears flashed in her eyes. I did not use it for the same reason that I am here with you now! Some things can be done, and some cannot. Good-by.

Good-by? he repeated slowly.

He stepped back; she passed before him, halted, turned, and spoke again, steadying her voice which broke deliciously in spite of her: I did not mean to ridicule you. When I wrote that article I had known you only a day or two — and I was desperate — frightened — half-starved. The chance came, and I took it — or tried to. But I couldnt. I never could have. So — that is all.

I knew all that, too, he said. I only thought Id speak of it. I wanted to ask you something else—

She had halted.

Ask it, she said, exercising every atom of self-command.

Wont you turn around?

No. I — I cannot. What is it you wish, Mr. Smith?

Ah — about this tree. Its to be taken up, I believe. Theyve a method of doing it, you know. I — ah — have considered arrangements.

She made no movement.

Fact is, he ventured, Ive a sort of a country place in the Berkshires. Do you think that our tree would do well in the Berkshires?

I dont know, Mr. Smith.

Oh, I thought, perhaps, youd be likely to know!

There was a pause of a full minute. Is that all? she asked, turning toward him with tear-flushed self-possession — but she had no idea that he was so close to her — no idea of what he was doing with her hands so suddenly imprisoned in his.

Can you stand such a-a m-man as I am? he stammered, the ancestral sentimental streak in the ascendency. Would yo — ah — mind marrying me?

Her face was pale enough now.

Do you mean you love me? she said, dazed. And the next moment she had released her hands, stepping toward the tree.

Yes, I mean that, he repeated; I love you.

But — but I do not love you, Mr. Smith—

I — I know it. P-perhaps you could try. D-do you mind trying — a little—

He had followed her to the ailantus. She retreated, facing him, and now stood backed up against the tree, her hands flat against the trunk behind her.

Couldnt you try? he asked. I love you — I love you dearly. I know youre younger — I know you think me m-more or less of a—

I dont!

I suppose I really havent many brains, he said; but yours are still intact.

Her blue eyes filled and grew starry.

Did you read that entire article? she asked unsteadily— did you?

Yes — in bits — before I knew you had not meant me to.... I guess I am the sort of a man you make fun of—

Her eyes met his fairly for a moment, were lowered, then again raised. Something within them gave him courage, or perhaps the splendid rising color in her face, or perhaps the provocation of her mouth. And he kissed her. She did not stir; her lips were stiffly unresponsive.

But when, once more, he bent above her, she caught both his hands with a sob and met his lips with heart and soul, closing her wet eyes.

D-darling, said J. Abingdon Smith, bending his head over hers where it lay buried in his shoulder, I dont mind being an ass — really I dont—

Her hands crushed his, signaling silence.

It isnt the funny things you wrote about me, he persisted; but I really am that sort of a man. And likely to continue. You dont care, do you, dear?

W-when I love you! she sobbed; how can you say such things! D-do you think Id love an idiot?

He was discreetly silent for a while, then: Anyway, Ive found all your furniture — the bandy-legged chairs and things, he whispered cheerfully. They are waiting for you at — a — Abingdon — a place I have in the country. Are you pleased?

She lifted her face and made an effort to speak. Never mind, he said, dizzy with happiness, well talk it over to-morrow. I think, he added, that Ill have the men here to-morrow to remove our tree. Theres a splendid place for it on the lawn.

She turned, her hands clasped in his, and looked up at the Tree of Dreams. Then, very gently, she bent and laid her lips against the bark.


CHAPTER V

THE BRIDAL PAIR
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IF I WERE you, said the elder man, I should take three months solid rest.

A month is enough, said the younger man. Ozone will do it; the first brace of grouse I bag will do it— He broke off abruptly, staring at the line of dimly lighted cars, where negro porters stood by the vestibuled sleepers, directing passengers to staterooms and berths.

Dog all right, doctor? inquired the elder man pleasantly.

All right, doctor, replied the younger; I spoke to the baggage master.

There was a silence; the elder man chewed an unlighted cigar reflectively, watching his companion with keen narrowing eyes.

The younger physician stood full in the white electric light, lean head lowered, apparently preoccupied with a study of his own shadow swimming and quivering on the asphalt at his feet.

So you fear I may break down? he observed, without raising his head.

I think youre tired out, said the other.

Thats a more agreeable way of expressing it, said the young fellow. I hear — he hesitated, with a faint trace of irritation— I understand that Forbes Stanly thinks me mentally unsound.

He probably suspects what youre up to, said the elder man soberly.

Well, what will he do when I announce ray germ theory? Put me in a strait-jacket?

Hell say youre mad, until you prove it; every physician will agree with him — until your radium test shows us the microbe of insanity.

Doctor, said the young man abruptly, Im going to admit something — to you.

All right; go ahead and admit it.

Well, I am a bit worried about my own condition.

Its time you were, observed the other.

Yes — its about time. Doctor, I am seriously affected.

The elder man looked up sharply.

Yes, Im — in love.

Ah! muttered the elder physician, amused and a trifle disgusted; so thats your malady, is it?

A malady — yes; not explainable by our germ theory — not affected by radio-activity. Doctor, Im speaking lightly enough, but theres no happiness in it.

Never is, commented the other, striking a match and lighting his ragged cigar. After a puff or two the cigar went out. All I have to say, he added, is, dont do it just now. Show me a scale of pure radium and Ill give you leave to marry every spinster in New York. In the mean time go and shoot a few dozen harmless, happy grouse; they cant shoot back. But let love alone.... By the way, who is she?

I dont know.

You know her name, I suppose?

The young fellow shook his head. I dont even know where she lives, he said finally.

After a pause the elder man took him gently by the arm: Are you subject to this sort of thing? Are you susceptible?

No, not at all.

Ever before in love?

Yes — once.

When?

When I was about ten years old. Her name was Rosamund — aged eight. I never had the courage to speak to her. She died recently, I believe.

The reply was so quietly serious, so destitute of any suspicion of humor, that the elder mans smile faded; and again he cast one of his swift, keen glances at his companion.

Wont you stay away three months? he asked patiently.

But the other only shook his head, tracing with the point of his walking stick the outline of his own shadow on the asphalt.

A moment later he glanced at his watch, closed it with a snap, silently shook hands with his equally silent friend, and stepped aboard the sleeping car.

Neither had noticed the name of the sleeping car.

It happened to be the Rosamund.



Loungers and passengers on Wildwood station drew back from the platforms edge as the towering locomotive shot by them, stunning their ears with the clangor of its melancholy bell.

Slower, slower glided the dusty train, then stopped, jolting; eddying circles of humanity closed around the cars, through which descending passengers pushed.

Wildwood! Wildwood! cried the trainmen; trunks tumbling out of the forward car descended with a bang! — a yelping, wagging setter dog landed on the platform, hysterically grateful to be free; and at the same moment a young fellow in tweed shooting clothes, carrying gripsack and gun case, made his way forward toward the baggage master, who was being jerked all over the platform by the frantic dog.

Much obliged; Ill take the dog, he said, slipping a bit of silver into the officials hand, and receiving the dogs chain in return.

Hope youll have good sport, replied the baggage master. Theres a lot o birds in this country, they tell me. Youve got a good dog there.

The young man smiled and nodded, released the chain from his dogs collar, and started off up the dusty village street, followed by an urchin carrying his luggage.

The landlord of the Wildwood Inn stood on the veranda, prepared to receive guests. When a young man, a white setter dog, and a small boy loomed up, his speculative eyes became suffused with benevolence.

How-de-do, sir? he said cordially. Guess you was with us three year since — stayed to supper. Aint that so?

It certainly is, said his guest cheerfully. I am surprised that you remember me.

Be ye? rejoined the landlord, gratified. Say! I can tell the name of every man, woman, an child that has ever set down to eat with us. You was here with a pair o red bird dawgs; shot a mess o birds before dark, come back pegged out, an took the ten-thirty to Noo York. Hey? Yaas, an you was cussin round because you couldnt stay an shoot for a month.

I had to work hard in those days, laughed the young man. You are right; it was three years ago this month.

Times a flyer; its fitted with triple screws these days, said the landlord. Come right in an make yourself to home. Ed! O Ed! Take this bag to 13! Were all full, sir. You aint scared at No. 13, be ye? Say! if I aint a liar you had 13 three years ago! Waal, now! — aint that the dumbdest — But you can have what you want Monday. How long was you calkerlatin to stay?

A month — if the shooting is good.

Its all right. Orrin Plummer come in last night with a mess o patridges. He says the woodcock is droppin in to the birches south o Sweetbrier Hill.

The young man nodded, and began to remove his gun from the service-worn case of sole leather.

Aint startin right off, be ye? inquired his host, laughing.

I cant begin too quickly, said the young man, busy locking barrels to stock, while the dog looked on, thumping the veranda floor with his plumy tail.

The landlord admired the slim, polished weapon. Thats the instrooment! he observed. That theres a slick bird dawg, too. Guess Id better fill my ice box. Your limits thirty of each — cock an patridge. After that theres ducks.

Its a good, sane law, said the young man, dropping his gun under one arm.

The landlord scratched his ear reflectively. Lemme see, he mused; wasnt you a doctor? I heard tell that you made up pieces for the papers about the idjits an loony ticks of Rome an Roosia an furrin climes.

I have written a little on European and Asiatic insanity, replied the doctor good-humoredly. Was you over to them parts?

For three years. He whistled the dog in from, the road, where several yellow curs were walking round and round him, every hair on end.

The landlord said: You look a little peaked yourself. Take it easy the fust, is my advice.

His guest nodded abstractedly, lingering on the veranda, preoccupied with the beauty of the village street, which stretched away westward under tall elms. Autumn-tinted hills closed the vista; beyond them spread the blue sky.

The cemetery lies that way, does it not? inquired the young man.

Straight ahead, said the landlord. Take the road to the Holler.

Do you — the doctor hesitated— do you recall a funeral there three years ago?

Whose? asked his host bluntly.

I dont know.

Ill ask my woman; she saves them funeral pieces an makes a album.... Friend o yours buried there?

No.

The landlord sauntered toward the barroom, where two fellow taxpayers stood shuffling their feet impatiently.

Waal, good luck, Doc, he said, without intentional offense; suppers at six. Well try an make you comfortable.

Thank you, replied the doctor, stepping out into the road, and motioning the white setter to heel.

I remember now, he muttered, as he turned northward, where the road forked; the cemetery lies to the westward; there should be a lane at the next turning—

He hesitated and stopped, then resumed his course, mumbling to himself: I can pass the cemetery later; she would not be there; I dont think I shall ever see her again.... I — I wonder whether I am — perfectly — well—

The words were suddenly lost in a sharp indrawn breath; his heart ceased beating, fluttered, then throbbed on violently; and he shook from head to foot.

There was a glimmer of a summer gown under the trees; a figure passed from shadow to sunshine, and again into the cool dusk of a leafy lane.

The pallor of the young fellows face changed; a heavy flush spread from forehead to neck; he strode forward, dazed, deafened by the tumult of his drumming pulses. The dog, alert, suspicious, led the way, wheeling into the bramble-bordered lane, only to halt, turn back, and fall in behind his master again.

In the lane ahead the light summer gown fluttered under the foliage, bright in the sunlight, almost lost in the shadows. Then he saw her on the hills breezy crest, poised for a moment against the sky.

When at length he reached the hill, he found her seated in the shade of a pine. She looked up serenely, as though she had expected him, and they faced each other. A moment later his dog left him, sneaking away without a sound.

When he strove to speak, his voice had an unknown tone to him. Her upturned face was his only answer. The breeze in the pinetops, which had been stirring lazily and monotonously, ceased.

Her delicate face was like a blossom lifted in the still air; her upward glance chained him to silence. The first breeze broke the spell: he spoke a word, then speech died on his lips; he stood twisting his shooting cap, confused, not daring to continue.



The girl leaned back, supporting her weight on one arm, fingers almost buried in the deep green moss.

It is three years to-day, he said, in the dull voice of one who dreams; three years to-day. May I not speak?

In her lowered head and eyes he read acquiescence; in her silence, consent.

Three years ago to-day, he repeated; the anniversary has given me courage to speak to you. Surely you will not take offense; we have traveled so far together! — from the end of the world to the end of it, and back again, here — to this place of all places in the world! And now to find you here on this day of all days — here within a step of our first meeting place — three years ago to-day! And all the world we have traveled over since, never speaking, yet ever passing on paths parallel — paths which for thousands of miles ran almost within arms distance—

She raised her head slowly, looking out from the shadows of the pines into the sunshine. Her dreamy eyes rested on acres of golden-rod and hillside brambles quivering in the September heat; on fern-choked gullies edged with alder; on brown and purple grasses; on pine thickets where slim silver birches glimmered.

Will you speak to me? he asked. I have never even heard the sound of your voice.

She turned and looked at him, touching with idle fingers the soft hair curling on her temples. Then she bent her head once more, the faintest shadow of a smile in her eyes.

Because, he said humbly, these long years of silent recognition count for something! And then the strangeness of it! — the fate of it — the quiet destiny that ruled our lives — that rules them now — now as I am speaking, weighting every second with its tiny burden of fate.

She straightened up, lifting her half-buried hand from the moss; and he saw the imprint there where the palm and fingers had rested.

Three years that end to-day — end with the new moon, he said. Do you remember?

Yes, she said.

He quivered at the sound of her voice. You were there, just beyond those oaks, he said eagerly; we can see them from here. The road turns there—

Turns by the cemetery, she murmured. Yes, yes, by the cemetery! You had been there, I think.

Do you remember that? she asked.

I have never forgotten — never! he repeated, striving to hold her eyes to his own; it was not twilight; there was a glimmer of day in the west, but the woods were darkening, and the new moon lay in the sky, and the evening was very clear and still.

Impulsively he dropped on one knee beside her to see her face; and as he spoke, curbing his emotion and impatience with the subtle deference which is inbred in men or never acquired, she stole a glance at him; and his worn visage brightened as though touched with sunlight.

The second time I saw you was in New York, he said— only a glimpse of your face in the crowd — but I knew you.

I saw you, she mused.

Did you? he cried, enchanted. I dared not believe that you recognized me.

Yes, I knew you.... Tell me more.

The thrilling voice set him aflame; faint danger signals tinted her face and neck.

In December, he went on unsteadily, I saw you in Paris — I saw only you amid the thousand faces in the candlelight of Notre Dame.

And I saw you.... And then?

And then two months of darkness.... And at last a light — moonlight — and you on the terrace at Amara.

There was only a flower bed — a few spikes of white hyacinths between us, she said dreamily.

He strove to speak coolly. Day and night have built many a wall between us; was that you who passed me in the starlight, so close that our shoulders touched, in that narrow street in Samarcand? And the dark figure with you—

Yes, it was I and my attendant.

And... you, there in the fog—

At Archangel? Yes, it was I.

On the Goryn?

It was I.... And I am here at last — with you. It is our destiny.

So, kneeling there beside her in the shadow of the pines, she absolved him in their dim confessional, holding him guiltless under the destiny that awaits us all.

Again that illumination touched his haggard face as though brightened by a sun ray stealing through the still foliage above. He grew younger under the level beauty of her gaze; care fell from him like a mask; the shadows that had haunted his eyes faded; youth awoke, transfiguring him and all his eyes beheld.

Made prisoner by love, adoring her, fearing her, he knelt beside her, knowing already that she had surrendered, though fearful yet by word or gesture or a glance to claim what destiny was holding for him — holding securely, inexorably, for him alone.

He spoke of her kindness in understanding him, and of his gratitude; of her generosity, of his wonder that she had ever noticed him on his way through the world.

I cannot believe that we have never before spoken to each other, he said; that I do not even know your name. Surely there was once a corner in the land of childhood where we sat together when the world was younger.

She said, dreamily: Have you forgotten?

Forgotten?

That sunny corner in the land of childhood.

Had you been there, I should not have forgotten, he replied, troubled.

Look at me, she said. Her lovely eyes met his; under the penetrating sweetness of her gaze his heart quickened and grew restless and his uneasy soul stirred, awaking memories.

There was a child, she said, years ago; a child at school. You sometimes looked at her; you never spoke. Do you remember?

He rose to his feet, staring down at her.

Do you remember? she asked again.

Rosamund! Do you mean Rosamund? How should you know that? he faltered.

The struggle for memory focused all his groping senses; his eyes seemed to look her through and through.

How can you know? he repeated unsteadily. You are not Rosamund.... Are you?... She is dead. I heard that she was dead.... Are you Rosamund?

Do you not know?

Yes; you are not Rosamund.... What do you know of her?

I think she loved you.

Is she dead?

The girl looked up at him, smiling, following with delicate perception the sequence of his thoughts; and already his thoughts were far from the child Rosamund, a sweetheart of a day long since immortal; already he had forgotten his question, though the question was of life or death.

Sadness and unrest and the passing of souls concerned not him; she knew that all his thoughts were centered on her; that he was already living over once more the last three years, with all their mystery and charm, savoring their fragrance anew in the exquisite enchantment of her presence.

Through the autumn silence the pines began to sway in a wind unfelt below. She raised her eyes and saw their green crests shimmering and swimming in a cool current; a thrilling sound stole out, and with it floated the pine perfume, exhaling in the sunshine. He heard the dreamy harmony above, looked up; then, troubled, somber, moved by he knew not what, he knelt once more in the shadow beside her — close beside her.

She did not stir. Their destiny was close upon them. It came in the guise of love.

He bent nearer. I love you, he said. I loved you from the first. And shall forever. You knew it long ago.

She did not move.

You knew I loved you?

Yes, I knew it.

The emotion in her voice, in every delicate contour of her face, pleaded for mercy. He gave her none, and she bent her head in silence, clasped hands tightening.

And when at last he had had his say, the burning words still rang in her ears through the silence. A curious faintness stole upon her, coming stealthily like a hateful thing. She strove to put it from her, to listen, to remember and understand the words he had spoken, but the dull confusion grew with the sound of the pines.

Will you love me? Will you try to love me?

I love you, she said; I have loved you so many, many years; I — I am Rosamund—

She bowed her head and covered her face with both hands.

Rosamund! Rosamund! he breathed, enraptured.

She dropped her hands with a little cry; the frightened sweetness of her eyes held back his out, stretched arms. Do not touch me, she whispered; you will not touch me, will you? — not yet — not now. Wait till I understand! She pressed her hands to her eyes, then again let them fall, staring straight at him. I loved you so! she whispered. Why did you wait?

Rosamund! Rosamund! he cried sorrowfully, what are you saying? I do not understand; I can understand nothing save that I worship you. May I not touch you? — touch your hand, Rosamund? I love you so.

And I love you. I beg you not to touch me — not yet. There is something — some reason why—

Tell me, sweetheart.

Do you not know?

By Heaven, I do not! he said, troubled and amazed.

She cast one desperate, unhappy glance at him, then rose to her full height, gazing out over the hazy valleys to where the mountains began, piled up like dim sun-tipped clouds in the north.

The hill wind stirred her hair and fluttered the white ribbons at waist and shoulder. The golden-rod swayed in the sunshine. Below, amid yellow treetops, the roofs and chimneys of the village glimmered.

Dear, do you not understand? she said. How can I make you understand that I love you — too late?

Give yourself to me, Rosamund; let me touch you — let me take you—

Will you love me always?

In life, in death, which cannot part us. Will you marry me, Rosamund?

She looked straight into his eyes. Dear, do you not understand? Have you forgotten? I died three years ago to-day.

The unearthly sweetness of her white face startled him. A terrible light broke in on him; his heart stood still.

In his dull brain words were sounding — his own words, written years ago: When God takes the mind and leaves the body alive, there grows in it, sometimes, a beauty almost supernatural.

He had seen it in his practice. A thrill of fright penetrated him, piercing every vein with its chill. He strove to speak; his lips seemed frozen; he stood there before her, a ghastly smile stamped on his face, and in his heart, terror.

What do you mean, Rosamund? he said at last.

That I am dead, dear. Did you not understand that? I — I thought you knew it — when you first saw me at the cemetery, after all those years since childhood.... Did you not know it? she asked wistfully. I must wait for my bridal.

Misery whitened his face as he raised his head and looked out across the sunlit world. Something had smeared and marred the fair earth; the sun grew gray as he stared.

Stupefied by the crash, the ruins of life around him, he stood mute, erect, facing the west.

She whispered, Do you understand?

Yes, he said; we will wed later. You have been ill, dear; but it is all right now — and will always be — God help us! Love is stronger than all — stronger than death.

I know it is stronger than death, she said, looking out dreamily over the misty valley.

He followed her gaze, calmly, serenely reviewing all that he must renounce, the happiness of wedlock, children — all that a man desires.

Suddenly instinct stirred, awaking mans only friend — hope. A lifetime for the battle! — for a cure! Hopeless? He laughed in his excitement.

Despair? — when the cure lay almost within his grasp! — the work he had given his life to! A month more in the laboratory — two months — three — perhaps a year. What of it? It must surely come — how could he fail when the work of his life meant all in life for her?

The light of exaltation slowly faded from his face; ominous, foreboding thoughts crept in; fear laid a shaky hand on his head which fell heavily forward on his breast.

Science and mans cunning and the wisdom of the world!

O God, he groaned, for Him who cured by laying on His hands!



Now that he had learned her name, and that her father was alive, he stood mutely beside her, staring steadily at the chimneys and stately dormered roof almost hidden behind the crimson maple foliage across the valley — her home.

She had seated herself once more upon the moss, hands clasped upon one knee, looking out into the west with dreamy eyes.

I shall not be long, he said gently. Will you wait here for me? I will bring your father with me.

I will wait for you. But you must come before the new moon. Will you? I must go when the new moon lies in the west.

Go, dearest? Where?

I may not tell you, she sighed, but you will know very soon — very soon now. And there will be no more sorrow, I think, she added timidly.

There will be no more sorrow, he repeated quietly.

For the former things are passing away, she said.

He broke a heavy spray of golden-rod and laid it across her knees; she held out a blossom to him — a blind gentian, blue as her eyes. He kissed it.

Be with me when the new moon comes, she whispered. It will be so sweet. I will teach you how divine is death, if you will come.

You shall teach me the sweetness of life, he said tremulously.

Yes — life. I did not know you called it by its truest name.

So he went away, trudging sturdily down the lane, gun glistening on his shoulder.

Where the lane joins the shadowy village street his dog skulked up to him, sniffing at his heels.

A mill whistle was sounding; through the red rays of the setting sun people were passing. Along the row of village shops loungers followed him with vacant eyes. He saw nothing, heard nothing, though a kindly voice called after him, and a young girl smiled at him on her short journey through the world.

The landlord of the Wildwood Inn sat sunning himself in the red evening glow.

Well, doctor, he said, you look tired to death. Eh? Whats that you say?

The young man repeated his question in a low voice. The landlord shook his head.

No, sir. The big house on the hill is empty — been empty these three years. No, sir, there aint no family there now. The old gentleman moved away three years ago.

You are mistaken, said the doctor; his daughter tells me he lives there.

His — his daughter? repeated the landlord. Why, doctor, shes dead. He turned to his wife, who sat sewing by the open window: Aint it three years, Marthy?

Three years to-day, said the woman, biting off her thread. Shes buried in the family vault over the hill. She was a right pretty little thing, too.

Turned nineteen, mused the landlord, folding his newspaper reflectively.

The great gray house on the hill was closed, windows and doors boarded over, lawn, shrubbery, and hedges tangled with weeds. A few scarlet poppies glimmered above the brown grass. Save for these, and clumps of tall wild phlox, there were no blossoms among the weeds.

His dog, which had sneaked after him, cowered as he turned northward across the fields. Swifter and swifter he strode; and as he stumbled on, the long sunset clouds faded, the golden light in the west died out, leaving a calm, clear sky tinged with faintest green.

Pines hid the west as he crept toward the hill where she awaited him. As he climbed through dusky purple grasses, higher, higher, he saw the new moons crescent tipping above the hills; and he crushed back the deathly fright that clutched at him and staggered on.

Rosamund!

The pines answered him.

Rosamund!

The pines replied, answering together. Then the wind died away, and there was no answer when he called.

East and south the darkening thickets, swaying, grew still. He saw the slim silver birches glimmering like the ghosts of young trees dead; he saw on the moss at his feet a broken stalk of golden-rod.

The new moon had drawn a veil across her face; sky and earth were very still.

While the moon lasted he lay, eyes open, listening, his face pillowed on the moss. It was long after sunrise when his dog came to him; later still when men came.

And at first they thought he was asleep.


CHAPTER VI

EX CURIA 
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AND NOW, AT his attorneys request, and before his report was made, they decided to run through the documents in the case once more, reviewing everything from the very beginning. So young Courtlandt, his attorney, lighted a cigar and unwrapped the pink tape from the bundle of papers.

There was enough daylight left to read by, for wall and ceiling still bore the faded imprint of the red winter sunset. Edgerton sat before the fire, his well-shaped head buried in his hands; Courtlandt, lounging on a sofa by the window, unfolded the first paper, puffed thoughtfully at his cigar, and presently began to read without inflection or apparent interest:



Paris, December 24, 1902.

John Edgerton, Esq.

Sir: My client, Michael Innis, is seriously ill, and I am writing you on his behalf and at his urgent solicitation.

It would appear that, during the panic of 1884, my client came to your fathers assistance, at a time when your fathers financial ruin, involving also, I believe, the ruin of many of his friends, was apparently only a question of hours.

It would also appear that, upon your fathers death, you wrote Mr. Innis, voluntarily assuming your fathers unpaid obligations. (Copy of your letter herewith inclosed.)

It further appears that Mr. Innis, accepting the assurance of your personal gratitude, generously offered to wait for the sums due him, permitting you to pay at your own convenience. (Copy of Mr. Inniss letter inclosed herewith.)

In the conclusion of this last letter (No. 2 on file) Mr. Innis mentions his lifelong respect for your father and his family, humorously drawing the social distinction between the late Winthrop Edgerton, Esq., and Michael Innis, the Tammany contractor; and rather wistfully contrasting the future prospects of Mr. Edgertons son, yourself, and the chances of the child of Michael Innis.

To this letter you replied (copy herewith), repeating in a manly fashion your assurance of gratitude, holding yourself at the service of Mr. Innis.

Now, sir, if your assurances meant more than mere civility, you have an opportunity to erase the deep obligations that your father assumed.

Mr. Innis is a man broken in mind and body. His fortune was invested, against my advice, in Madagascar Railways. To-day he could not realize a thousand dollars from the investment.

For twenty years his one absorbing passion has been the education and fitting of his only child for a position in the world which he himself could never hope to attain. Wealth and education, linked with an agreeable personality, may go anywhere in this century. And his daughter has had the best that Europe can afford.

Within a month all is changed. Sir, it is sad to see the stricken man lying here, watching his daughter.

And now, knowing that impending dissolution is near, terror of the future for her has wrung an appeal from him to you — a strange appeal, Mr. Edgerton. Money alone is little; he asks more; he asks your protection for her — not the perfunctory protection of a guardian for a ward, but the guidance of a father, the companionship of a brother, the loyalty of a husband.

The man is blinded by worship of his own child; your fathers son represents to him all that is noblest, most honorable, most desirable in the world.

Sir, this is a strange request, an overdrawn draft upon your gratitude, I fear. Yet I write you as I am bidden. An answer should be returned by cable with as little delay as possible. He will live until he receives it. Marriage by proxy is legal. Special dispensation is certain.

I am, sir, with great respect, 

Your very humble servant, 

WILLIAM CAMPBELL.



Atty and Counselor at Law, 

7 rue dIssy.



When Courtlandt finished reading he folded the letter, glancing across at Edgerton: That was written two years ago to-day, you remember? — this foreclosure of his mortgage upon your gratitude!

I remember, said Edgerton.

From the gratitude of the conscientious, good Lord deliver us! murmured Courtlandt, unfolding another paper. This is a copy of the asinine cablegram you sent, without consulting me. And he read:



INNIS, 23 rue dAbdul Hamid, Paris.

I assume all responsibility for your daughters future. Utterly impossible for me to leave New York. If you believe marriage advisable, arrange for special dispensation and ceremony by proxy.

JOHN EDGERTON.



Courtlandt rose and walked over to the fire where Edgerton was sitting. His client raised his head, eyes a trifle dazed from the pressure of his fingers on the closed lids.

What the merry deuce did you send that cable for? muttered Courtlandt under his breath.

I dont know — a debt of gratitude — and he did not want it paid in money. I — an appeal like that had to be honored, you see. I was ashamed to haggle at the day of reckoning. A man cannot appraise his own gratitude.

Such things cannot be asked of gratitude, growled the attorney. The business of the world is not run on impulse! What is gratitude?

It is not gratitude if it asks that question, returned Edgerton; and I fear that after all it was not exactly gratitude. Gratitude gives; a debt of honor exacts. There is no profit in following this line further, is there, Billy?

No, assented Courtlandt, unless its going to help us disentangle the unfortunate affair. He unfolded another paper. Its too dark to read, he observed, leaning forward into the firelight. The red reflection of the coals played over his face and the black-edged notepaper he was scanning. And he read, slowly:



January 3, 1903.

Dear Mr. Edgerton: For your very gentle letter to me I beg to thank you; I deeply appreciate your delicacy at a time when kindness is most needed. Had you not written as you have, I should have found it difficult to discuss a situation which I am only just beginning to realize must be as embarrassing to you as it is to me.

In the grief and distress which overwhelmed me when I was so suddenly summoned from the convent to find my father so ill, I did not, could not realize the step I was asked to take. All I knew was that he desired it, begged for it, and it meant to me nothing — this ceremony which made you my husband — nothing except a little happiness for the father I loved.

He made the responses for you, I kneeling at his bedside, scarce able to speak in my grief. There were two brief ceremonies, the civil and religious. He died very quietly that night.

Pray believe me that I understand how impossible it is for you to leave affairs of importance to come to Paris at this time. My aunt, who is with the Ursulines, has received me. It is very quiet, very peaceful; I have opportunity for meditation, and for studies which I left uncompleted. Mr. Campbell, whom you have so considerately retained for my legal guidance, is kind and tactful. He has, I believe, communicated with you in regard to the most generous provision you have made for me. Pray believe that I require very, very little. I regret the loss of my fathers fortune only because it should have perhaps compensated you a trifle for your kindness to my father in his last hours.

I hesitate — I feel the greatest reluctance and delicacy in addressing you upon a matter that troubles me. It is this, Mr. Edgerton: if, through gratitude to my father for service done your father, you offered to become responsible for me, perhaps — I do not know — perhaps, as you have done me the honor of protecting me with your name, it is all that could be expected — and I hasten to assure you that I am content. Indeed, had I realized, had I even begun to comprehend what I was doing — Yet what could I do but obey him at such a time?

So, if you think it well that we remain apart for a while, I am content and happy to obey your wishes. Your name, which I now bear, I honor; your wishes, monsieur, are my commands.

With gratitude, confidence, and respect, I remain, 

Faithfully yours, 

KATHLEEN INNIS EDGERTON.



Convent of the Ursulines, rue Daumont.

Courtlandt refolded the letter, and sat rubbing his eyes. For Heavens sake lets have a light! he grumbled, leaning over and pushing the electric button.

The light broke out overhead, flooding the library, glistening among gay evergreen wreaths tied with bunches of Christmas holly which hung against the library windows.

Edgerton raised his pale face, then his head sank on his breast; he folded his arms, gazing absently into the fire. Go on, he said.

So Courtlandt read other letters from Mrs. Edgerton, brief notes, perfunctory, reserved, and naïve; and he read letters from Campbell, the attorney, acknowledging provisions made for his young client.

When he finished he refolded all the papers, retied them with pink tape, and laid them on the table at Edgertons elbow. Now, he said, comes the question. You have arrived at the conclusion that Mrs. Edgerton desires and deserves her freedom. And you want to know what I think.

Yes, said Edgerton.

You gave me a month to look up the matter.

Yes, a month.

And now you want me to report, dont you, Jack?

Edgerton glanced up. If youre ready, he said.

Im ready. First I want to ask you a question. Is there any woman you have met, before or since your marriage, whom you might fall in love with if you were free to do so?

No, I believe not — I dont know. I am — I was not actuated by selfishness.

All right. Still, you are capable of loving somebody, are you not?

I fancy so. I should like to have a chance to marry — for love.

But you never met the right one?

There is — I have caught a glimpse — once — one woman—

Is that all? laughed Courtlandt. Thats not enough to bowl you over.

It was almost enough! retorted Edgerton. Through his voice rang an undertone of impatience. His attorney looked up quickly.

Oh, is it as serious as that? No wonder you want your freedom! Who is the woman?

I dont know what you mean, retorted the younger man sullenly. I told you that I saw a woman once, whom I should like to have had a chance to see again. What of it? I never shall.

When was this, Jack?

Yesterday — if you want to know.

Where?

Driving in the park.

Who is she?

You could answer that question, said Edgerton, wheeling around on his friend. You were driving with her.

Courtlandt stared, slowly turning redder and redder.

You wanted to know, observed Edgerton, eying him. It means nothing, of course — I was riding along the bridle path and I caught a glimpse of you, and I saw her face. I thought her beautiful, thats all. Drop the subject.

Certainly, answered Courtlandt. He opened his match box and relighted his cigar; then he fell to musing, breaking the burnt match up into little pieces and tossing the morsels, one by one, into the fire.

Jack, he drawled, still busy with the match, you gave me a month to report upon this matter concerning the dissolution of your marriage. It might interest you to learn the first step I took.

What was it? inquired Edgerton, raising his troubled eyes.

I went to Paris.

To — to see—

Certainly, to see Mrs. Edgerton.

The mens eyes met; the lawyer shrugged his shoulders.

Mrs. Edgerton is very inexperienced, very young, he said. She is, of course, a Catholic. But if she desired her freedom a thousand times as fervently as you might desire yours, the law of her religion bars her way. You knew that of course.

I thought — sometimes— began the other.

You are wrong.

Edgerton stared into the glowing coals.

So you left it to me to see what could be done, added the attorney dryly.

Edgerton assented.

Well, said Courtlandt, I shouldnt have accepted such a commission had I not known it was quite unselfish on your part. You told me that her letters to you were pitifully loyal and conscientious; that you felt like a jailer watching an innocent life prisoner; that if you only knew how to do it you would give her the liberty God meant her to enjoy — liberty to love and be loved. And you allowed me a month to find the way to settle this wretched affair.

Yes. Is there a way?

Only one, replied Courtlandt gravely. He rose, offering his hand.

Edgerton also rose, tall, clean cut, closely cropped hair just tinged with gray at the temples.

Only one way, repeated Courtlandt deliberately, and that is for you to discuss the situation with Mrs. Edgerton.

What! exclaimed Edgerton sharply, dropping his friends hand. You know I cant leave town to go to Paris.

Courtlandt coolly consulted his watch. I neglected to say that Mrs. Edgerton is in town. I believe — he glanced at his watch again, then closed it with a snap— I suggested that she waive ceremony and meet us here.

Here! muttered Edgerton. Wait a moment, will you? Do you mean to say that she is coming here to-night?

Why not? said Courtlandt, his gray eyes narrowing. If she chooses to accept my advice, if she is woman enough to overlook what is due her from her husband, why should she not come here as freely as you come?

Are you my attorney or hers? demanded the other in astonishment.

Yours, Jack — acting for your interest — which is hers, too — which must be hers. Where is your sense of honor? Where is your sense of justice? Has the glimpse of a womans face in the park seared your eyes? Is it true that an indifferent man can be just, but a man in love is a partisan? You could be coldly considerate and deal out passionless justice until yesterday. Now for the first time the fetters gall you. Is this the crisis where you flinch?

He stood, jerking on his gloves, scanning Edgertons face.

I told her that the proper place to discuss the situation was under her own roof; and I am right. Do you consider a public hotel the suitable environment for such a conference? Her pride and intelligence comprehended me. Thats all I have to say.

Why did you not tell me before this that she was in town? I understand the requirements of civilization, do I not?

I did not tell you, because we landed only yesterday morning.

She came over with you?

On my advice and at my earnest solicitation.

Edgerton stared at him, tugging at his short mustache.

What are we to discuss? he demanded sullenly. As she is Catholic we cannot discuss divorce. We could, of course, come to some conclusion concerning a modus vivendi.

I expect you to come to some such conclusion. Two years ago you were twenty-eight — an oversensitive young man, impulsive, illogical, and morbid concerning personal obligations. Without consulting your legal adviser you perpetrated a crime — for it is criminal to parody the highest safeguard to civilization — marriage. It was a crime; your wife is your accomplice — particeps criminis, my friend. Neither you nor she deserves mercy.

He turned away, buttoning his gloves.

Its touched your temples with gray, he observed. You have learned something at thirty, Jack, even if its cost you what you think a mésalliance.

As he stepped to the door a maid appeared with a card on a salver. Edgerton glanced at it, then looked straight into Courtlandts eyes.

Im sorry I needed this lesson in decency, he said. It was all right for you to administer it. You need not worry; I understand that I am at my wifes disposal, not she at mine. Ive kept my medicine waiting for two years, thats all.

Oh, youre getting on, observed Courtlandt carelessly. Good night — Ive a word to say to Mrs. Edgerton before I go.

You mean to stay, dont you? began the other, flushing up. It would be less trying for her—

But Courtlandt hurried off down the stairs, muttering vaguely of engagements for Christmas Eve, leaving Edgerton staring after him through the dimly lighted hallway.

He heard Courtlandt enter the drawing-room; he could distinguish the quick, low exchange of greeting; then he went down slowly, steadying himself by the banisters.

A young girl in furs turned toward him as he entered; he caught a glimpse of blue eyes, a glint of bright hair framed in fluffy fur; he heard 

Courtlandts cool, easy voice presenting him to his wife; he took the slim gloved hand outstretched, held it stupidly until it was withdrawn; then Courtlandts voice again, promising to return, and exacting her promise to wait here for him if he should be detained.

Im sorry I cant remain and dine with you and Mr. Edgerton on this night before Christmas, added Courtlandt blandly, making for the door.

Oh! she said, surprised, I did not understand that Mr. Edgerton invited us.

The color stung Edgertons face, and he said in a low voice: You are at home, madam; it is for you to invite us. Perhaps Mr. Courtlandt will stay if you ask him; I will if you ask me. She gave him a confused, brilliant little smile, a delicate tint mounting to her cheeks.

Thank you, she said; you — everybody is so delightful to me. Will you stay, Mr. Courtlandt? I — we beg of you! No? Then, until I — until we have the pleasure — at nine, I believe? From force of habit she turned to the dazed maid, who also instinctively recognized authority, and opened the door which a second later closed upon the most profoundly excited young attorney in Manhattan.

Mrs. Edgerton raised her blue eyes to her husband as a maid relieved her of her furs and little gilt-edged tricorne.

I — I wonder if you are as embarrassed as I am? she said, laughing and touching her golden hair with a frank side glance at the mirror.

Dreadfully embarrassed, admitted Edgerton, scarcely conscious of what he uttered; oblivious, too, of the usages of civilization until she sank into an armchair with a shy May I?

It is for me to ask the privilege, he said, biting his lip.

Oh, if you please? — she smiled, with a gesture toward the chair beside her.

Seated there with him under the crystal chandelier, she fell silent, meeting his gaze at moments with a questioning smile, partly confident, partly uncertain.

I saw you in the park yesterday, he said under his breath, never taking his eyes from her.

I saw you, too, she replied quickly. You rode a bay. I never imagined— she bent her head, thoughtfully studying the arabesques on the rug. You ride very well, she added. Then, after a moments silence: And you remembered me?

I recognized you at once, he said, the instant I entered this room. It was that which startled me — made me appear stupid—

You did not appear stupid—

I was awkward, dumb—

I chattered sufficiently for two. Indeed, I was not at all composed.

Did — did you recognize me at once?

She looked at him, she glanced at the rug, her blue eyes grew vague, lost in retrospective reverie.

He did not repeat the question, but asked her how long it was since she had been in America.

Oh, many years — I was only three when my father went to France. Then the warm color came into her face and she clasped her hands impulsively. I do not believe, she said, that I have conveyed to you in letters my deep appreciation of your loyalty to me. I — I did not know how to express it — I do not now. Believe me, monsieur, it does exist!

What have you to thank me for? he asked almost brusquely. Then, in a rush of bitterness: Your sentiments honor yourself, not me, madam. For two years I have been responsible for your happiness. What have I done to secure it?

She turned a trifle pale, unprepared for such a question. But she answered very sweetly: You left me guarded by the honor of your own name. I have never wanted for anything; I have had the quiet and seclusion I desired. What more is there, Mr. Edgerton?

And as he remained silent, she raised her head with a gay little smile: You could not leave your affairs to come to France; you did not suggest that I come to New York. How could I know that I should—

What? he urged.

But she closed her red lips, sitting mute, suddenly shy again.

After a moment she said: Mais — he is absent a long while, Mr. Courtlandt.

He isnt coming until nine oclock, said Edgerton. He glanced across at the clock. It was half-past seven.

So, in the meanwhile, we are to discuss matters of importance, she suggested seriously. Mr. Courtlandt said so. What, monsieur, are we to discuss?

There is absolutely nothing that I know of to discuss, replied Edgerton slowly.

Nothing? she inquired, wide-eyed and innocent.

Nothing, except your wishes, and they admit of no discussion. You are at home now.



But I — but I am staying at the Holland— Edgerton touched a button; a servant appeared.

Mrs. Edgertons luggage is at the Holland, he said quietly. Telephone for it.

Mrs. Edgerton half rose from her chair; then, meeting her husbands grave eyes, she sank back, crimson to the temples.

We are merely about to exchange quarters, he said pleasantly. I shall be most comfortable at the Holland.

Oh, you shall not! — no, it is all wrong! she pleaded, the color fading in her face. I cannot come into your house — into your life—

It is your house, he said gently. Still, if — if you dont mind — there is a better way still of arranging matters. I have a whole floor on the third story; and perhaps you might not mind if I retain it. I promise, he added, laughing, to be a model tenant and not keep coal in my bath tub!

She laughed, too, a little uncertainly.

You are so generous — so kindly, she said. How can you endure to have a perfectly silly girl march into your house—

Your house!

Your house! Carry it by assault, capture the nicest suite, and drive you to the roof among the sparrows! No, it is shameful! More than that, it is absurd!

I never have occupied the rooms on the second floor, he protested. They have been vacant since I took this house.

Truly?

Truly. They are too pretty for a man who smokes a pipe — all rococo, and furniture with beagle legs, you know.

For whom were they intended? she asked innocently.

He reddened. I bought the house after our wedding, he hesitated; then, afterwards, from your letters, I fancied that you might prefer to remain abroad. So I said nothing.

She bent her head. I — I thought it fairer — to you, she said in a low voice. I would have come had you asked me. I — how was I to know, Mr. Edgerton?

They sat silent, eyes bent on the floor. Presently he went on: So I had that suite fixed up for you. And I moved upstairs. I am very happy that you are to occupy it.

Do you really desire it?

You have no idea how pretty it is, he urged. Is it so pretty?

Come up and look at it!

She sprang to her feet on the impulse, smiling, confident of his kindness. And they mounted the stairs together, sans façon, arriving on the second floor breathless.

Oh, she cried softly, as she entered, it is perfectly charming! She stood a moment, gazing around, then with a delightful gesture bade him enter.

Is this really mine? she repeated. How delicious! She passed from room to room, pausing before bits of furniture that attracted her, touching and lifting the silver on dresser and table. My own initials! she said under her breath. And what is this? laying her white fingers on a jewel case. Am I to open it? Really! Oh, the beauty of it all! I — I am perfectly overwhelmed, mons — Mr. Edgerton! And she sat down on the edge of the bed, pressing her hands to her eyes.

A maid came to the door; the luggage from the Holland had arrived. Presently two burly expressmen entered, staggering under the first of a series of trunks. Her maid directed the men; Mrs. Edgerton sat, hands folded, smiling, blue eyes a trifle dim, while her husband, standing beside her, watched the operations.

The silvery chime of a clock sounded, striking eight times, and on either side of the dial gilt cupids fluttered their burnished wings.

Impossible! exclaimed Edgerton. Then with a laugh almost boyish, he said: Were supposed to dine at eight.

She looked vacantly at her husband. Dinner already! Can it be possible time has flown like that? And I — behold me! Have I time to dress?

Time is yours to dispose of, he said, smiling back into her eyes; all here are yours to dispose of as you see fit.

Even you, monsieur? She laughed in her excitement and happiness, not weighing words and their meaning until their echo returned again to appall her — while her maid aided her to dress — and the echo of his answer, too, rang persistently in her ears: Yes, to pardon, to dispose of, to command, always, as long as I have life to serve you.

And now she was ready, smiling nervously back at her own flushed reflection in the mirror — a young girl stirred to the soul by kindness, almost intoxicated at a glimpse of her own undreamed of beauty, surprised there in the depths of the mirror.

The banisters were decorated with twisted ropes of evergreens; she descended slowly, cheeks burning, eyes fixed steadily on her husband, who stood motionless below to receive her. A tiny light here and there caught the thick tendrils of her heavy burnished hair and glimmered on her smooth, full neck and arms.

At the foot of the stairs she paused, made him a low reverence, then, gathering her silken -train, she looked fearlessly into his face and laid her hand lightly in his.

So, moving serenely side by side, they passed under holly and mistletoe and ropes of evergreen, through the long drawing-room, through the music room, slowly, more slowly, until the great velvet hangings barred their way.

There they paused, turning face to face, her small hand scarcely touching his.

Can you forgive me? he asked under his breath.

Forgive you? she repeated tremulously; I can do — more than that.... Ask me.

But there was no time, for the butler, bowing, had drawn the portières to the full length of the golden cords.


CHAPTER VII

THE GOLDEN POOL

[image: img697.jpg]

SO THE DOCTOR, finding his patients quarters un tenanted for the first time in many months, hastened downstairs and out to the veranda, where he discovered a lean, soldierly looking young fellow clad in fishing coat fussing with rod and reel.

Oho, my enterprising friend! he said. What mischief are you hatching now?

Im going to try for your big trout in the Golden Pool, said his patient calmly.

This unlooked-for energy appeared to embarrass the doctor. His grim mouth tightened.

Dont go now, he said; its too late in the morning.

Im going anyhow, retorted his patient.

Dont be obstinate; that fish wont rise till evening.

I know it, but Im going.

Against my orders! demanded the exasperated doctor.

With pleasure, replied the young man gayly.

And its your own doing, too. Do you remember what you said last night?

I said I saw a big fish rising in that pool, growled the doctor.

Exactly; and that has done more to brace me up than all your purple pills for peculiar people.

Dont go to the Golden Pool now! said the doctor with emphasis. I have a particular reason for making this request.

What reason?

I wont tell you.

Youre after that fish yourself! No, you dont!

Thats idiotic.

Well, anyhow, good-by.

You shant! exclaimed the doctor wrathfully. Give me that rod!

But his patient clung to the rod, laughing.

Now what the devil possesses you to make for the Golden Pool at this particular minute? demanded the vexed doctor. Youve been an invalid for a year and more, and up to this moment youve done what I told you.

His patient continued to laugh — that same light-hearted, infectious laugh which the doctor had not heard in many a month, and he looked at him keenly.

All the same, youre not well yet, and you know it, he said.

My aversion to women?

Partly.

You mean my memory still fails me? Well, then, what do you think happened this morning?

What? inquired the doctor sulkily.

This: I went out to the stables and recognized Phelan and Riley! Hows that for a start? Then — he glanced across the lawn where an old gardener pottered about among the petunias— theres Dawson, isnt it? And this is my own place — Gleniris! Isnt it? Besides, he added, my aversion to women is disappearing; I saw a girl on the lawn from my window this morning. Who is she?

Was she dressed in white? asked the doctor. Dont remember.

You never before saw her?

No — I dont know. I didnt see her face.

So it seems you cant recollect the back of a relative or a neighbor! Now what do you think of yourself?

Relative? Nonsense, he laughed; I havent any. As for the neighbors, give me time, for Heavens sake! Im doing beautifully. There are millions of things that set me thinking and worrying now — funny flashes of memory — hints of the past, vague glimpses that excite me to effort; but nothing — absolutely nothing — yet of that blank year. Was it a year?

More; never mind that!

How long was it? asked his patient wistfully.

Sixteen months.

You said I was shot, I think.

No, I didnt. You think you were, but it was done with a Malay kris. Now, what can you remember about it?

The young man stood silent, fumbling with his rod.

And you tell me youre cured! observed the doctor sarcastically, and you cant even recollect how you got swiped with a Malay kris!

I might if I could see the Malay — or the kris. The doctor, who had begun to pace the veranda, halted and glanced sharply at his patient.

The best way to remember things is to see em? Is that your idea?

I think so. Its true Ive seen Phelan many times without remembering him, but to-day I recognized him. Isnt that good medicine?

The doctor thought a moment, fished out his watch from the fob pocket, regarded it absently, and came down the steps to the lawn, where his patient stood making practice casts with his light bamboo rod.

Ill tell you why I didnt want you to go to the Golden Pool, he said.

Well, why?

Poachers, replied the doctor, watching him. They fish in the pools, and they use your canoe, and they even have the impudence to go bathing in the Golden Pool.... I didnt want you to worry.

I think the poacher I catch will do the worrying, said the young man, laughing. Is that all?

That is all. Go ahead if you want to. If you run across that girl invite her to dinner. Shes a friend of mine. And the doctor walked off, shoving his hands deep into his capacious pockets.

His patient reeled in the line, smiling to himself, and started off across the meadow at a good swinging pace. He entered the forest by the meadow bridge, where a lank yokel was mowing grass.

Mornin! ventured the native, with a doubtful grin of recognition.

Look here, said the young man, halting in the path of the scythe, ought I to know your name? Tell me the truth.

I callate yew orter, replied the yokel. Ive been chorin for yew close tew ten year.

A shadow fell over the masters lean face, and he went on through the underbrush, muttering to himself, passing his thin hand again and again across his forehead.

Oh, well, Ill stick to it, he said aloud; a man cant dance on a broken leg nor think with a broken head; theyve got to be mended first — well mended.

Walking on through the fragrant forest, the shadow of care slipped from his face again, leaving it placid once more. The scent of the June woods, the far, dull throbbing of a partridge drumming in leafy depths, the happy sighing of a woodland world astir, all these were gentle stimulants to that sanity toward the shadowy borders of which he had so long been struggling from the region of dreadful night.

Spreading branches, dew-spangled, slapped his face as he passed; the moist rich odor of clean earth filled throat and lungs; a subdued, almost breathless expectancy brooded in the wake of the south wind.

When he emerged from the forest and entered the long glade, mountain and thicket were swimming in crystalline light; ferns hung weighted with dew; the outrush of bird music was incessant.

Far in the wet woods he could hear the river flowing — or was it the breeze freshening in the pines?

Listening, enraptured, boyish recollections awoke, and he instinctively took his bearings from the blue peak in the east. So the Ousel Pool lay to the west. He would fish that uncertain water later; but first the Golden Pool, where the great trout had been seen, rising as recklessly as a minnow in a meadow brook.

Now, all excitement and expectancy, he waded on, knee-deep in drenched grasses, watching the soft mothlike flutter of the bluebirds among the iris. They had always hovered over this spot in June, he remembered now. Truly summer skies were healing him of his hurt; he recognized the belt of blue-beech saplings all crossbarred with sunlight, and he heard the familiar rush of waters below.

Suddenly, beyond the sprayed undergrowth, he caught a glow of color, a glimpse of that rich sunny foliage which gave the Golden Pool its name; and now the familiar water lay glimmering before him through the trees, and he began the descent, stepping quietly as a deer entering a strange covert.

At the waters edge he paused, cautiously; but there was no canoe lying under the alders. Memory halted short, then began groping backward through the years.

Where was the canoe? There had always been one here — in his boyhood and ever since — up to that obscured and cloudy space of time — 

He dropped to his knees and parted the leafy thicket with his hands. There was no canoe there, nothing except a book lying on a luncheon basket; and — what was this? — and this?

He stared stupidly for a moment, then rose and stepped through the thicket to the edge of the water. A canoe glittered out there, pulled up on a flat, sunny rock in midstream, and upon the rock lay a girl in a dripping bathing dress drying her hair in the sun.

Instantly an odd sense of it all having happened before seized him — the sun on the water, the canoe, the slim figure lying there. And when she indolently raised her hand, stifling a dainty yawn, and stretched her arms luxuriously, it seemed to him the repetition of a forgotten scene too familiar to surprise him.

Then, as she sat up, leisurely twisting her sun-bronzed hair, a chance turn of her head brought him into direct line of vision. They stared at one another across the sunny water.

For one second the thought flashed on him that he knew her; then in the same moment all that had seemed familiar in the situation faded into strangeness and apprehension, and he was aware that he had never before looked upon her face.

Yet, curiously enough, his long and melancholy aversion to women had not returned at sight of her. She had risen in surprise, wide dark eyes on him; and he spoke immediately, saying he had not meant to disturb her, and that she was quite welcome to use the canoe.

Her first stammered words annoyed him. Did the doctor — come with you? Are you — are you alone?

I suppose the entire countryside knows I have been ill, he said; but Im perfectly able to be about without a doctor. He began to laugh. But those are not the questions. The questions are what are people doing in these woods with luncheon baskets and summer novels, and how am I to fish this pool if people swim in it; and how am I to fish at all if an attractive stranger takes possession of my canoe?

I — I had no idea you were coming here, she faltered. I bathe here every morning, and then I lunch here and read.

He laughed outright at her innocent acknowledgment of the trespass.

I have a clear case against you, he said. Havent you read all my notices nailed up on trees? Warning! All trespassers will be dealt with to the full extent of the law — and much more to similar effect? And do you know what a very dreadful thing it is to be dealt with to the full extent of the law?

But — I am not — not trespassing, she said. Can you not remember?

Im afraid I cant, he replied, smiling; Im afraid I have a clear case against you. The doctor warned me that trespassers were about.

Did he know you were coming here? she asked incredulously.

He did. And Im afraid somebody has been caught in flagrant délit! What do you think? He stood there, amused, curiously noting the play of emotions over her delicate features. Consternation, dismay, had given place to quick resentment; that in turn died out, leaving something of comprehension in her perplexed face.

So he sent you to catch a trespasser? she said.

I was coming to fish. Well, yes; he said I might find one.

A trespasser? A stranger? She hesitated; there was hurt astonishment in her voice. Suddenly her face took a deeper flush, as though she had come to an unexpected decision; her entire manner changed to serene self-possession. What are you going to do with me? she asked curiously.

Im afraid I cant put you in jail, he admitted. You see, theres no punishment for swimming in favorite trout pools and spoiling a mans morning sport. Now, if you had only thought of catching one of my trout I could arrange to have you imprisoned.

Please arrange it immediately, then, she said, lifting an enormous trout from the canoe and holding it up by the gills with both hands.

Good Lord, he gasped, its the big one! And he sat down suddenly on a log.

Her smiling defiance softened a trifle. Did you really wish to catch this fish very much? she asked. I — I never supposed you would come here — to-day.

The enormity of your crime stuns me, he said. First you invade my domain, then you abstract my canoe, then you swim in my favorite pool, then you catch the biggest fish that ever came out of it.

No, she said, I was not such a goose as to swim first. I caught the fish first.

Recount to me the battle, he said with a groan. Fish like that only rise once in a lifetime. Tell me how you — but thats useless. It was the usual case of a twig and a bent pin, I suppose?

She smiled uncertainly, and lifted a rod from the canoe.

By Jove, that looks like one of my rods! he exclaimed. Where did you get it?

Her eyes were bright with excitement; she shook her head, laughing.

Are you in league with my doctor? Who are you? he insisted.

Only a poacher, she admitted. I creep about and lurk outside windows where doctors talk in loud voices about big trout they have seen. Then — I go and catch them.

They were both laughing now; she standing beside the canoe, rod in hand, he balanced on a rock opposite.

Yet, even while laughing, his thin face sobered, darkening as though a gray shadow had crept across it.

Are you a neighbor of mine? he asked. If you are, you will know why I ask it. If you are not, never mind, he added wearily.

She shook her head. His face cleared.

I thought you were not a neighbor; I was certain that I had never seen you — as certain as a man can be awakening from — from illness, with his mind — his memory — shaky — almost blank. He bent his head, gazing into the water. Then he looked up. You know the doctor? I think I saw you on the lawn this morning.

Are you sure you have never before seen me? she asked, with a ghost of a smile.

I thought at first — for an instant — the canoe on the rock, and the sunshine, and you— He fell silent, groping through the darkened corridors of thought for the key to memory.

In the sunlit hush a rippling noise sounded far out across the pool; then up out of the glassy water shot a sinuous shape, dark against the sun — a fish in silhouette, curving over with a flapping splash. Widening circles spread from a center where a few bubbles floated; the pool became placid once more — a mirror for the tapestry of golden thickets set with the heavenly hue above.

The long-dormant passion which sleeps but never dies awoke in him; the flush on his lean cheeks deepened as he turned and looked across the pool where the pretty intruder stood watching him, an eager question dancing in her eyes.

Id like to try, he said. Do you mind?

Tell me what to do.

Paddle very quietly over here — very carefully and without a splash. Can you do it?

She loosened the canoe noiselessly, a lithe figure in her wet brown skirt and stockings. The mellow glow enveloped her as she moved into the shadows; and she seemed, in the soft forest light, part of the woodland harmony, blending with it as tawny-tinted shadows blend.

The canoe slipped into the pool; she knelt in the stern; then, with one silent push, sent it like an arrow across the water. He caught and steadied the frail craft; she stepped from it and sprang without a sound into the green shadows beside him.

He was muttering to himself: Ive forgotten some things — but not how to throw a fly, I think. Let us see — let us see.

She stood motionless as he embarked, watching him raise his rod and send the tiny brightly colored flies out over the water. The delicate accuracy seemed to fascinate her; her dark eyes followed the long upward loop of the back cast, the whistling flight of the silken line, the instants suspense as the leader curved, straightened out, and fell, dropping three flies softly on the still surface of the pool.

As the canoe drifted nearer, nearer to the spot where the trout had leaped, the sharp dry click of the reel, the windlike whistle of the line, grew fainter. Suddenly, far ahead of the floating flies, a dark lump broke the water; there came a spatter of spray, a flash of pink and silver, and that was all — all, though for two hours the silken line darted out across the water, and many feathered flies of many hues fell vainly across the glassy mirror of the Golden Pool.



She was still standing in the same place when he returned. He drew a long deep breath of disappointment as he stepped ashore, and she echoed his sigh. The tension had ended.

Showed color, but wouldnt fight, he said in a low voice. Biggest trout I ever saw.

Cant you possibly do something? she asked tremulously.

Not now; I must rest him. You cant force a fish like that by persistent worry. Theres a chance he may come again; hes not serious yet. I dare not bother him for an hour or two.

He looked into her sensitive face; then, suddenly conscious of its youthful beauty, he fell silent, reeling in his wet line inch by inch.

Through the heated stillness dragon flies darted; the mounting perfume of brake and fern, the almost imperceptible odor of earth and water, seemed to envelop him in a delicate spell, soothing, healing, while pulseless moments drifted away in the smooth flow of a summer hour.

The rod slipped from his hand; his musing eyes rested on her. She was seated on a mossy log, head bent, slender stockinged feet trailing in the pool.

All this has happened before, he said quietly. But there was no conviction in his voice.

She raised her dreamy eyes, the color came and went in throat and cheeks; through her halfparted lips the breath scarcely stirred.

He rose with a restless laugh, and stood a moment, his thin hand pressed across his forehead. Her eyes fell, were lifted to his, then fell again.

Cant you help me? he said wistfully.

Can you not remember? she breathed.

Then we — we have known one another. Have we?

I once knew a friend of yours — a close friend — named Escourt.

Escourt, he repeated blankly.

And after a long silence he turned away with a gesture that seemed to frighten her. But into her face came a flash of determination, reddening her cheeks again.

It does not matter, she said; nothing matters on a summer day like this.... I did not mean to trouble you.

He turned in his steps and stood looking at her. You say my friends name was Escourt? Is my friend dead?

Please dont let it matter.

It does matter. I — it is a fancy, perhaps, but the name of Escourt was once familiar — and pleasant. It is not your name, is it?

Yes, she said.

At last he began fretfully: That is the strangest thing in the world. I have never before seen you, and yet I am perfectly conscious that your name has haunted me for years. Escourt — Escourt! — for years, I tell you, he went on in a sort of impatient astonishment; ever since I can remember anything I can remember that name.

And my first name? Flushed, voice scarcely steady, she avoided his troubled gaze.

And as he did not answer, she said: You once knew my husband. Can you not remember? He shook his head, studying her intently.

No, he said in a dull voice, I have forgotten; I have been very ill. The name troubles me; it is strange how the name troubles me.

If it troubles you, let us talk of other things, will you? she asked, almost timidly. I did not think to awaken the memory of anything sad.

It is not sad, resting his sunken, perplexed eyes on her; it is something intimate — almost part of my life that I seem to have forgotten— His hand sought the same spot over his right eye. What were we doing when you interrupted everything? His wandering glance fell on the canoe and the rod lying in the bottom, and his face cleared.

I ought to be worrying that trout again, he said. You wont go away, will you?

No; but I wish you would go, she said, laughing; Id dress if you would give me half an hour.

You wont go — you will wait? he repeated almost childishly.

Yes, I will wait.

She shook her head, watching him embark; standing there looking out across the water where the paddle bubbles marked his course long after the canoe had vanished around the curved shore of the Golden Pool.

Suddenly her eyes filled; but she set her lips resolutely, groping with white hands for her knotted hair; the heavy shining twist, loosened, fell, veiling face and shoulders — a golden mask for sorrow and falling tears.

It was high noon when his far hail brought her to the waters edge, and she answered with a clear, prettily modulated call.

Do you observe? she asked, as he climbed the bank; and she made a little gesture of invitation toward a white napkin spread upon the moss.

A jug of milk, lettuce, bread, and a great bunch of hothouse grapes — and a hostess in a summer gown, smiling an invitation; what wonder that the haggard lines in his visage softened till something of the afterglow of youth lay like a ray of sun across his face.

This is perfectly charming, he said, dropping to his knees beside her. I — I am very happy that you waited for me.

She sat silent for a moment, with lowered eyes, then raised them shyly. Let us eat bread and salt together, will you? — that nothing break our friendship.

From your hands, he said.

She leaned over, took a tiny pinch of salt between her thumb and forefinger, and offered it to him on a bit of bread. He gravely broke the bread, returned half to her, and they ate, watching one another in silence.

By the bread and salt I have shared with you, he said, half seriously, half smiling, I promise to cherish this forest friendship. Let this day begin it.

Let it, she said.

Let pleasant years continue it.

Yes — the coming years. So be it.

Let nothing end it — nothing — not even—

Nothing — and, amen, she said faintly. Again, unbidden, the ghosts of the past stirred, whispering together within him; echoes of unquiet days awoke, blind consciousness of that somber year where darkness dwelt, where memory lay slain forever.

She sat watching him there on the moss, supporting her weight on one arm.

I am striving, he said, M to trace my thoughts. There was dull apology in his voice. All this is not accident — you and I here together. I am haunted by something long forgotten, something that I am almost conscious of.

When your voice sounds I seem to be quivering on the verge of memory.... Do you know what it is I have forgotten?

She trembled to her lips. Have you forgotten?

Yes — a great deal. Is it you I have forgotten?

Try to remember, she said under her breath. Remember? God knows I am trying. Begin with me, will you?

Yes; let us begin together. You were hurt.

Yes, I was hurt.

In a battle.

I was hurt in a skirmish.

Where? she whispered.

Why, on the Subig, he answered, surprised; I was in the Philippine scouts.

He sat bolt upright, electrified, and struck his knee sharply with the flat of his wasted hand.

Do you know, he said excitedly, that until this very instant I have not thought of the Philippine scouts. Isnt that extraordinary?

She strove to speak; her breast rose and fell, and she closed her lips convulsively.

He sat there, head drooping, passing his hand repeatedly across the scar over his right temple. She waited, whitening under the tension. His face became placid; he looked up at her; and a smile touched her wet lashes in response.

The contentment of convalescence seemed to banish his restlessness; her voice broke the silence, and its low, even tones satisfied the half-aroused longing for dead echoes.

So the ghost of happiness arose and sat between them; and she lay back, resting against a tree, smiling replies to his lazy badinage. And after a long while her laughter awoke to echo his, laughter as delicate as the breeze stirring her bright hair.

And afterward, long afterward, when the sunshine painted orange patches on the westward tree trunks and a haze veiled the taller spires, she reminded him of the great trout; but he would not go without her; so together they descended to the streams edge.

Floating in the canoe there through the mellow light, he remembered that he had left his rod ashore, but would not go back, and she laughed outright, through the thread of the song she had been humming:



Fate is a dragon, 

Faith the slim shape that braves it:

Hope holds the stirrup-cup — 

Drain it who craves it.



She smiled, singing carelessly:



Who art thou, young and brave?

La vie est un sommeil; lamour en est le rêve!





There is more, he said, watching her intently.

How do you know?

I know that song. I remember it, and there is more to it!

Is it this, then? and she sang again:



Life is but slumber, 

Love the sad dream that haunts it, 

Death is thy waking gift; 

Take it who wants it!



Who art thou, young and brave?

La vie est un sommeil; lamour en est le rêve!



He sat for a long while, very still, head buried in his hands. A violet mist veiled water and trees; through it the setting sun sent fiery shafts through the mountain cleft. And when the last crimson shaft was sped and tree and water faded into darker harmony, the canoe had drifted far downstream, and now lay still in the shoreward sands; and they stood together on the waters edge.

Her fingers had become interlocked with his; she half withdrew them, eyes lowered.



It is strange that our names should be the same, he said.

Is your name Escourt, too? she faltered.

Yes; I know it now.... I have been ill — very ill. God alone knows what my hurt has done to me. There is a doctor at the house; hes been with me for a long time — a long time. I — I wonder why? I wonder if it was because I had forgotten — even my own name.... Who are you who bear my name?

She swayed almost imperceptibly where she stood; he lifted both her hands and laid them against his lips, looking deep into her eyes.

Who are you, bearing my name? he whispered. Unclose your eyes.

In the twilight her dark eyes opened; she was in his arms now, her head fallen a little backward, yielding to his embrace crushing her.

Try — try to remember — before you kiss me, she breathed. I wish you to love me — I desire it — but not like this. Oh, try to remember before — before it is too late!

I do remember! — Helen! Helen!

Her lips on his stifled the cry; a long sigh, a sob, and she lay quivering in her husbands arms.


CHAPTER VIII

OUT OF THE DEPTHS

[image: img697.jpg]

DUST AND WIND had subsided; there seemed to be a hint of rain in the starless west.

Because the August evening had become oppressive, the club windows stood wide open as though gaping for the outer air. Rugs and curtains had been removed; an incandescent light or two accentuated the emptiness of the rooms; here and there shadowy servants prowled, gilt buttons sparkling through the obscurity, their footsteps on the bare floor intensifying the heavy quiet.

Into this weeks-end void wandered young Shannon, drifting aimlessly from library to corridor, finally entering the long room where the portraits of dead governors smirked through the windows at the deserted avenue.

As his steps echoed on the rugless floor, a shadowy something detached itself from the depths of a padded armchair by the corner window, and a voice he recognized greeted him by name.

You here, Harrod! he exclaimed. Thought you were at Bar Harbor.

I was. I had business in town.

Do you stay here long?

Not long, said Harrod slowly.

Shannon dropped into a chair with a yawn which ended in a groan.

Of all God-forsaken places, he began, a New York club in August.

Harrod touched an electric button, but no servant answered the call; and presently Shannon, sprawling in his chair, jabbed the button with the ferrule of his walking stick, and a servant took the order, repeating as though he had not understood: Did you say two, sir?

With olives, dry, nodded Shannon irritably. They sat there in silence until the tinkle of ice aroused them, and — 

Double luck to you, muttered Shannon; then, with a scarcely audible sigh: Bring two more and bring a dinner card. And, turning to the older man: Youre dining, Harrod?

If you like.

A servant came and turned on an electric jet; Shannon scanned the card under the pale radiance, scribbled on the pad, and handed it to the servant.

Did you put down my name? asked Harrod curiously.

No; youll dine with me — if you dont mind.

I dont mind — for this last time.

Going away again?

Yes.

Shannon signed the blank and glanced up at his friend. Are you well? he asked abruptly. Harrod, lying deep in his leather chair, nodded. Oh, youre rather white around the gills! Well have another.

I thought you had cut that out, Shannon.

Cut what out?

Drinking.

Well, I havent, said Shannon sulkily, lifting his glass and throwing one knee over the other.

The last time I saw you, you said you would cut it, observed Harrod.

Well, what of it?

But you havent?

No, my friend.

Cant you stop?

I could — now. To-morrow — I dont know; but I know well enough I couldnt day after tomorrow. And day after to-morrow I shall not care.

A short silence and Harrod said: Thats why I came back here.

What?

To stop you.

Shannon regarded him in sullen amazement.

A servant announcing dinner brought them to their feet; together they walked out into the empty dining room and seated themselves by an open window.

Presently Shannon looked up with an impatient laugh.

For Heavens sake lets be cheerful, Harrod. If you knew how the damned town had got on my nerves.

Thats what I came back for, too, said Harrod with his strange white smile. I knew the world was fighting you to the ropes.

It is; here I stay on, day after day, on the faint chance of something doing. He shrugged his shoulders. Business is worse than dead; I cant hold on much longer. Youre right; the world has hammered me to the ropes, and it will be down and out for me unless—

Unless you can borrow on your own terms?

Yes, but I cant.

You are mistaken.

Mistaken? Who will—

I will.

You! Why, man, do you know how much I need? Do you know for how long I shall need it? Do you know what the chances are of my making good? You! Why, Harrod, Id swamp you! You cant afford—

I can afford anything — now.

Shannon stared. You have struck something?

Something that puts me beyond want. He fumbled in his breast pocket, drew out a portfolio, and from the flat leather case he produced a numbered check bearing his signature, but not filled out.

Tell them to bring pen and ink, he said.

Shannon, perplexed, signed to a waiter. When the ink was brought, Harrod motioned Shannon to take the pen. Before I went to Bar Harbor, he said, I had a certain sum— He hesitated, mentioned the sum in a low voice, and asked Shannon to fill in the check for that amount. Now blot it, pocket it, and use it, he added listlessly, looking out into the lamp-lighted street.

Shannon, whiter than his friend, stared at the bit of perforated yellow paper.

I cant take it, he stammered; my security is rotten, I tell you—

I want no security; I — I am beyond want, said Harrod. Take it; I came back here for this — partly for this.

Came back here to — to — help me!

To help you. Shannon, I had been a lonely man in life; I think you never realized how much your friendship has been to me. I had nobody — no intimacies. You never understood — you with all your friends — that I cared more for our casual companionship than for anything in the world.

Shannon bent his head. I did not know it, he said.

Harrod raised his eyes and looked up at the starless sky; Shannon ate in silence; into his young face, already marred by dissipation, a strange light had come. And little by little order began to emerge from his whirling senses; he saw across an abyss a bridge glittering, and beyond that, beckoning to him through a white glory, all that his heart desired.

I was at the ropes, he muttered; how could you know it, Harrod? I — I never whined—

I know more than I did — yesterday, said Harrod, resting his pale face on one thin hand.

Shannon, nerves on edge, all aquiver, the blood racing through every vein, began to speak excitedly: Its like a dream — one of the blessed sort — Harrod! Harrod! — the dreams Ive had this last year! And I try — I try to understand what has happened — what you have done for me. I cant — Im shaking all over, and I suppose Im sitting here eating and drinking, but—

He touched his glass blindly; it tipped and crashed to the floor, the breaking froth of the wine hissing on the cloth.

Harrod! Harrod! What sort of a man am I to deserve this of you? What can I do—

Keep your nerve — for one thing.

I will! — you mean that! touching the stem of the new glass, which the waiter had brought and was filling. He struck the glass till it rang out a clear, thrilling, crystalline note, then struck it more sharply. It splintered with a soft splashing crash. Is that all? he laughed.

No, not all.

What more will you let me do?

One thing more. Tell them to serve coffee below.

So they passed out of the dining room, through the deserted corridors, and descended the stairway to the lounging room.. It was unlighted and empty; Shannon stepped back and the elder man passed him and took the corner chair by the window — the same seat where Shannon had first seen him sitting ten years before, and where he always looked to find him after the ending of a business day. And continuing his thoughts, the younger man spoke aloud impulsively: I remember perfectly well how we met. Do you? You had just come back to town from Bar Harbor, and I saw you stroll in and seat yourself in that corner, and, because I was sitting next you, you asked if you might include me in your order — do you remember?

Yes, I remember.

And I told you I was a new member here, and you pointed out the portraits of all those dead governors of the club, and told me what good fellows they had been. I found out later that you yourself were a governor of the club.

Yes — I was.

Harrods shadowy face swerved toward the window, his eyes resting on the familiar avenue, empty now save for the policeman opposite, and the ragged children of the poor. In August the high tide from the slums washes Fifth Avenue, stranding a gasping flotsam at the thresholds of the absent.

And I remember, too, what you told me, continued Shannon.

What? said Harrod, turning noiselessly to confront his friend.

About that child. Do you remember? That beautiful child you saw? Dont you remember that you told me how she used to leave her governess and talk to you on the rocks—

Yes, said Harrod. That, too, is why I came back here to tell you the rest. For the evil days have come to her, Shannon, and the years draw nigh. Listen to me.

There was a silence; Shannon, mute and perplexed, set his coffee on the window sill and leaned back, flicking the ashes from his cigar; Harrod passed his hands slowly over his hollow temples: Her parents are dead; she is not yet twenty; she is not equipped to support herself in life; and — she is beautiful. What chance has she, Shannon? The other was silent.

What chance? repeated Harrod. And, when I tell you that she is unsuspicious, and that she reasons only with her heart, answer me — what chance has she with a man? For you know men, and so do I, Shannon, so do I.

Who is she, Harrod?

The victim of divorced parents — awarded to her mother. Let her parents answer; they are answering now, Shannon. But their plea is no concern of yours. What concerns you is the living. The child, grown to womanhood, is here, advertising for employment — here in New York, asking for a chance. What chance has she?

When did you learn this? asked Shannon soberly.

I learned it to-night — everything concerning her — to-night — an hour before I — I met you. That is why I returned. Shannon, listen to me attentively; listen to every word I say. Do you remember a passing fancy you had this spring for a blue-eyed girl you met every morning on your way downtown? Do you remember that, as the days went on, little by little she came to return your glance? — then your smile? — then, at last, your greeting? And do you remember, once, that you told me about it in a moment of depression — told me that you were close to infatuation, that you believed her to be everything sweet and innocent, that you dared not drift any farther, knowing the chances and knowing the end — bitter unhappiness either way, whether in guilt or innocence—

I remember, said Shannon hoarsely. But that is not — cannot be—

That is the girl.

Not the child you told me of—

Yes.

How — when did you know—

To-night. I know more than that, Shannon. You will learn it later. Now ask me again, what it is that you may do.

I ask it, said Shannon under his breath. What am I to do?

For a long while Harrod sat silent, staring out of the dark window; then, It is time for us to go.

You wish to go out?

Yes; we will walk together for a little while — as we did in the old days, Shannon — only a little while, for I must be going back.

Where are you going, Harrod?

But the elder man had already risen and moved toward the door; and Shannon picked up his hat and followed him out across the dusky lamp-lighted street.

Into the avenue they passed under the white, unsteady radiance of arc lights which drooped like huge lilies from stalks of bronze; here and there the front of some hotel lifted like a cliff, its window-pierced façade pulsating with yellow light, or a white marble mass, cold and burned out, spread a sea of shadow over the glimmering asphalt. At times the lighted lamps of cabs flashed in their faces; at times figures passed like spectres; but into the street where they were now turning were neither lamps nor people nor sound, nor any light, save, far in the obscure vista, a dull hint of lightning edging the west.

Twice Shannon had stopped, peering at Harrod, who neither halted nor slackened his steady, noiseless pace; and the younger man, hesitating, moved on again, quickening his steps to his friends side.

Where are — are you going?

Do you not know?

The color died out of Shannons face; he spoke again, forming his words slowly with dry lips:

Harrod, why — why do you come into this street — to-night? What do you know? How do you know? I tell you I — I cannot endure this — this tension—

She is enduring it.

Good God!

Yes, God is good, said Harrod, turning his haggard face as they halted. Answer me, Shannon, where are we going?

To — her. You know it! Harrod! Harrod! How did you know? I — I did not know myself until an hour before I met you; I had not seen her in weeks — I had not dared to — for all trust in self was dead. To-day, downtown, I faced the crash and saw across to-morrow the end of all. Then, in my journey hellward to-night, just at dusk, we passed each other, and before I understood what I had done we were side by side. And almost instantly — I dont know how — she seemed to sense the ruin before us both — for mine was heavy on my soul, Harrod, as I stood, measuring damnation with smiling eyes — at the brink of it, there. And she knew I was adrift at last.

He looked up at the house before him. I said I would come. She neither assented nor denied me, nor asked a question. But in her eyes, Harrod, I saw what one sees in the eyes of children, and it stunned me.... What shall I do?

Go to her and look again, said Harrod. That is what I have come back to ask of you. Good-by.

He turned, his shadowy face drooping, and Shannon followed to the avenue. There, in the white outbreak of electric lamps, he saw Harrod again as he had always known him, a hint of a smile in his worn eyes, the well-shaped mouth edged with laughter, and he was saying: Its all in a lifetime, Shannon — and more than you suspect — much more. You have not told me her name yet?

I do not know it.

Ah, she will tell you if you ask! Say to her that I remember her there on the sea rocks. Say to her that I have searched for her always, but that it was only to-night I knew what to-morrow she shall know — and you, Shannon, you, too, shall know. Good-by.

Harrod! wait. Dont — dont go—

He turned and looked back at the younger man with that familiar gesture he knew so well.

It was final, and Shannon swung blindly on his heel and entered the street again, eyes raised to the high lighted window under which he had halted a moment before. Then he mounted the steps, groped in the vestibule for the illuminated number, and touched the electric knob. The door swung open noiselessly as he entered, closing behind him with a soft click.

Up he sped, mounting stair on stair, threading the narrow hallways, then upward again, until of a sudden she stood confronting him, bent forward, white hands tightening on the banisters.

Neither spoke. She straightened slowly, fingers relaxing from the polished rail. Over her shoulders he saw a lamplighted room, and she turned and looked backward at the threshold and covered her face with both hands.

What is it? he whispered, bending close to her. Why do you tremble? You need not. There is nothing in all the world you need fear. Look into my eyes. Even a child may read them now.

Her hands fell from her face and their eyes met, and what she read in his, and he in hers, God knows, for she swayed where she stood, lids closing; yielding hands and lips and throat and hair. She cried, too, later, her hands on his shoulders where he knelt beside her, holding him at arms length from her fresh young face to search his for the menace she once had read there. But it was gone — that menace she had read and vaguely understood, and she cried a little more, one arm around his head pressed close to her side.

From the very first — the first moment I saw you, he said under his breath, answering the question aquiver on her lips — lips divinely merciful, repeating the lovers creed and the confession of faith for which, perhaps, all souls in love are shriven in the end.

Naida! Naida! — for he had learned her name and could not have enough of it— all that the world holds for me of good is here, circled by my arms. Not mine the manhood to win out, alone — but there is a man who came to me to-night and stood sponsor for the falling soul within me.

How he knew my peril and yours, God knows. But he came like Fate and held his buckler before me, and he led me here and set a flaming sword before your door — the door of the child he loved — there on the sea rocks ten years ago. Do you remember? He said you would. And he is no archangel — this man among men, this friend with whom, unknowing, I have this night wrestled face to face. His name is Harrod.

My name! She stood up straight and pale, within the circle of his arms; he rose, too, speechless, uncertain — then faced her, white and appalled.

She said: He — he followed us to Bar Harbor. I was a child, I remember. I hid from my governess and talked with him on the rocks. Then we went away. I — I lost my father. Staring at her, his stiffening lips formed a word, but no sound came.

Bring him to me! she whispered. How can he know I am here and stay away! Does he think I have forgotten? Does he think shame of me? Bring him to me!

She caught his hands in hers and kissed them passionately; she framed his face in her small hands of a child and looked deep, deep into his eyes: Oh, the happiness you have brought! I love you! You with whom I am to enter Paradise! Now bring him to me!

Shaking, amazed, stunned in a whirl of happiness and doubt, he crept down the black stairway, feeling his way. The doors swung noiselessly; he was almost running when he turned into the avenue. The trail of white lights starred his path; the solitary street echoed his haste, and now he sprang into the wide doorway of the club, and as he passed, the desk clerk leaned forward, handing him a telegram. He took it, halted, breathing heavily, and asked for his friend.

Mr. Harrod? repeated the clerk. Mr. Harrod has not been here in a month, sir.

What? I dined with Mr. Harrod here at eight oclock! he laughed.

Sir? I — I beg your pardon, sir, but you dined here alone to-night—

Send for the steward! broke in Shannon impatiently, slapping his open palm with the yellow envelope. The steward came, followed by the butler, and to a quick question from the desk clerk, replied: Mr. Harrod has not been in the club for six weeks.

But I dined with Mr. Harrod at eight! Wilkins, did you not serve us?

I served you, sir; you dined alone— The butler hesitated, coughed discreetly; and the steward added: You ordered for two, sir—

Something in the stewards troubled face silenced Shannon; the butler ventured: Beg pardon, sir, but we — the waiters thought you might be — ill, seeing how you talked to yourself and called for ink to write upon the cloth and broke two glasses, laughing like—

Shannon staggered, turning a ghastly visage from one to another. Then his dazed gaze centered upon the telegram crushed in his hand, and shaking from head to foot, he smoothed it out and opened the envelope.

But it was purely a matter of business; he was requested to come to Bar Harbor and identify a useless check, drawn to his order, and perhaps aid to identify the body of a drowned man in the morgue.


CHAPTER IX

THE SWASTIKA 
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THIS IS RATHER a curious story — not nearly as artistic as if it were fiction. Fact seldom is artistic.

One thing is certain: Hildreth had never before heard of a swastika; he had heard of Judge Grey, one of the Mixed Tribunal, and he knew that the Sarna came from that magistrate as a wedding gift to his father; but he never for one moment connected anything that ever happened in the Orient with his stenographer and private secretary. Nor did he suspect — but this story is running away from me backward.

Reclining in his uncles emblazoned armchair, the tips of his fingers joined, young Hildreth gazed meditatively at the ceiling through the drifting haze of his cigar. On the ceiling several delicately tinted Cupids were attempting to asphyxiate one another with piles of roses. The room and its furniture also were gayly ornamental after the style popularly imputed to Louis XIV, that monarch being in no condition to deny the accusation. There was a view through one door into a rococo library, through another into a breakfast room, and through the windows into a snowstorm at Thirtieth Street and Fifth Avenue. However, the ensemble did not appear illogical if you turned your back to the window; besides, there was the stenographer to look at. But Hildreth was gazing fixedly at the ceiling through the stratified mist from his cigar.

The youthful stenographer, dimpled chin on hand, drummed softly with her pencil tip and watched him sidewise out of two very beautiful eyes. Her cuffs were as immaculate as her cool, white skin; her head, with its thick, bright hair, harmonized with other pretty things; and I do not think that Louis XIV would have repudiated her, at any rate.

Hildreth blew ring after ring of smoke at the ceiling, passing his hand, at intervals, through his hair, which was rather short and inclined to curl.

Miss Grey, he said, cant you think of anything else that rhymes with tin?

Gin, din, thin, suggested the stenographer, referring to a rhyming dictionary.

Weve used din and thin already in the second verse; dont you remember? And we cant use gin in any combination whatever; Ive tried it. Isnt there anything else you can think of?

Sin? she inquired demurely.

Sin, he repeated. Sin sounds interesting. We need something to flavor the poem. Do you believe that you and I could make any proper use of sin?

She appeared doubtful.

Let us see, anyway. Read what youve taken, he said, composing himself to listen to his own lines with the modest resignation of the true poet.

And the girl sorted her notes and read softly:



Behold them packed so snug within 

Their air-tight box of shining tin — 

Hildreths Honey Wafers!



Ready for breakfast, lunch or din Ner; crisp and fresh and sweet and thin — 

Hildreths Honey Wafers!



She raised her blue eyes, looking at him inquiringly over the penciled sheets of manuscript.

There ought to be another verse, he mused. Dont you think so?

I think two verses of this kind are sufficient, Mr. Hildreth.

You are mistaken; the poem is still incomplete. The first verse, you see, is an impression — a sort of word-picture of the tin box — a kind of prologue to prepare people for what is inside the box in the second verse. In the second I explain that Hildreths Honey Wafers are all ready to eat, and I excite peoples appetites. Now, the third verse must gratify them. Dont you see?

Is it not good advertising to break off abruptly and leave the public hungry?

No; thats only good literature; but in advertising you must not leave your public discontented. People like to look at pictures of other people who are enjoying something to repletion — pitching into a generous trough of breakfast food, or pausing to savor the delicious after-effects of a nerve tonic. Besides, he added moodily, puffing his cigar, my uncle requires three verses, and that settles it. What was that rhyme you suggested?

I — I ventured to suggest sin.

Sin, he repeated thoughtfully, pinching his chin and staring at the snowy roofs across Thirtieth Street. Well, how would this do for the third verse?



They invigorate the hair and clear the skin, 

And promote happiness in this world of sin — 



Hildreths Honey Wa—



But you have the meter all wrong again, she expostulated. You never pay any attention to the meter.

Oh, you can fix that as you fixed the other verses!

Besides, is it really true that Hildreths Honey Wafers do all those things?

He began an elaborate argument to prove that falling hair and poor complexion were caused by improper nourishment, and that the wafers were proper nourishment; but presently his voice dwindled to a grumble. He relighted his cigar, looking at her askance.

We might say, he resumed, using poetic license:

Into this world of crime and sin Like an angel above was wafted the box of tin; Hildreths Ho—

She shook her head.

Why not? he asked.

You cant compare a tin box to an angel above — and you cant waft a tin box, you know—

Yes, I can. Poets license—

That is one of the troubles with your verses, Mr. Hildreth — there is so much license and so little — so — little—

You are rather rough on me, he said, coloring up.

I dont mean to be; I only try to help you.

I know it; you are very kind — very amiable. I am perfectly aware that a stenographers duties do not include literary criticism. I ought to be ashamed to ask your aid, but if I dont have it Im done for.



But I give it most freely, Mr. Hildreth.

I know you do, and Im also aware that I am imposing on you most shamefully. After this week well let my verses go as I compose them. It will probably put me out of business, but I cant help that.

Mr. Hildreth, we simply cannot let your verses go unedited.

He looked at her for a moment in silence. Cant you stand my verses? he inquired. And, as she made no reply: If you cant — if they are really as bad as that, why, the public is going to recoil, too, and Ill doubtless ruin the business for my uncle. He has no more idea of good poetry than I have. Ill ruin him; and our rivals, The Bunsens Baby Biscuit Company, will call me blessed!

Your uncle writes you that he likes the advertising verses you send him, she interrupted cheerily. He tells you that the verses have made the wafers worth a fortune.

Yes, but you always have revised my verses, and he doesnt know that. Every poem Ive done for the Honey Wafers Company youve revised. It is you who have made them sell all over this continent.

What of it? she answered, amused, as long as your uncle is satisfied. I dont mind the trouble of editing your verses — truly I dont. She rested her cheek on her wrist, playing the while with her pencil. I am very happy to do what I can, Mr. Hildreth. Shall we try once more?

She seemed to grow more disturbingly pretty every day; he permitted himself to look at her long enough to remember that he had something else to do. Din, pin, gin, sin, he repeated sullenly. What the mischief am I to write, anyway?

I dont think we can use sin, do you? she asked, lifting her blue eyes.

Perhaps he found inspiration in them; he looked at them hard; an inward struggle set his mouth in an uncompromising line. And this is what he evolved:

Bright as blue eyes that are innocent of sin Is the box of tin theyre packed in — 

Hildreths Honey W—



You cant compare a tin box to blue eyes, Mr. Hildreth! You surely must admit that.

Tin is bright, isnt it? Blue eyes are bright, arent they? Well, if ones bright and the others are—

She shook her head slowly; her eyes had softened to a violet tint. He noticed that phenomenon, but he did not know that he had noticed it. His brows met in a frown of intense intellectual concentration; for five full minutes he remained rigid in the agony of composition, then, with a long breath, he delivered himself of another verse:



Soft as the color of blue violets that grow in 

The woods, is perfume from the box of tin!

Hil—



Oh, dear! said the stenographer with a sudden little indrawing of her breath.

If you want to laugh, he said, flushing, go ahead. Im not sensitive.

I had no desire to laugh, Mr. Hildreth; its far beyond a laughing matter.

He regarded her gloomily, relighted his cigar, and gazed out of the frosty window. After a moment a smile twitched his mouth.

I suppose its not good — that last idea about ingrowing violets—

She laughed: she could not help it; he laughed, too.

How long have we been working together? he asked, leaning back in his chair. He knew, but he wanted to know whether she knew.

She knew, but she pretended to think very hard before answering, laying her pencil thoughtfully across her lips, immersed in calculation.

It must be nearly a month, Mr. Hildreth.

Impossible! he exclaimed, pretending surprise.

Almost, she insisted. Let me see; I came to you on the fifth—

The ninth, he said quickly. He was easily beguiled.

Was it the ninth? she asked wonderingly — though what there was to wonder at is not clear, the date signalizing nothing in particular except the day they first laid eyes on one another. I believe it was the ninth, after all. That would make it almost a month—

Exactly a month, he said triumphantly. This is our first anniversary — and you didnt know it!

He stopped; he hadnt meant to use words of that sort. People employ such expressions for other matters, not to commemorate the date of a purely business engagement.

What you mean to say, Mr. Hildreth, is that I have been in your employment exactly a month, she said with amiable indifference.

Exactly, he repeated, opening the inlaid cover of a rococo desk and bringing forth a package. Then he rose to his feet and made her a bow, full of the charm of good breeding: May I venture to offer a little gift in memory of the fortunate event?

She stood up, surprised, quiet, a trifle perplexed.

What fortunate event, Mr. Hildreth?

The annivers — the — pleasant occasion— He floundered, and she let him. It irritated him to flounder, for his intentions were above reproach.

What I mean to say is simple enough, he snapped. Youve practically written my poems for me, and you didnt have to, but if you hadnt I either should have ruined my uncles business or lost my job, and Im grateful, and I wanted to give you something to show it — these books—

She took them, a trifle uncertain, but guided by inherited instinct. She looked at the beautifully bound and dreadfully expensive volumes.

The constraint lasted only a second; she thanked him, glanced at the title-page, where he had written the date and her name, but not his own. His good taste appealing to her, she smiled at him in a delightfully friendly fashion; and the charm of the transfiguration so occupied him that, finding himself staring, he neutralized the rudeness by closing his eyes with a wise look as though intent on pursuing elusive rhymes for commercial purposes.

She seated herself at her little flyaway gilded desk once more; he relapsed into his chair and sat there drumming with his fingers on the golden foliations of the carved arms.

She had, instinctively, picked up her pencil and pad, ready for dictation when the sacred fire should blaze up in him. The fire, however, appeared to be out. There was not a sputter.

And in all this time, he mused, continuing his cogitations aloud, you have never asked me why, in the name of common decency, I insisted on trying to be a poet!

As she made no reply:

Have you? he repeated.

Of course I havent—

Is it because you are too civil to hurt a mans feelings?

It is because I am employed by you, Mr. Hildreth—

Because you are employed by me? Nonsense! Thats no reason why I should torture a cultivated ear with unspeakable rhymes. I wonder, Miss Grey, what you really think of me?

She could have told him that she didnt think of him at all except in a business sense, which would have been an untruth, but the proper answer for him. She thought of several answers, all reserved, indifferent, discouraging the faintest hint of intimacy, and therefore suitable. Then she said: Would it interest you to know what your stenographer thinks about you?

He said it would interest him excessively, and he desired information.

I think, she said, not looking at him but at her pencil, with which she was tracing arabesques on the pad, I think that you could do some things much better than — others. Oh, dear! that sounds like Tupper — but its true.

You mean Id make a better bandit, for example, than I do a poet?

I dont know what qualification you have for the career you suggest, she replied demurely.

I understand you, he said; its as simple as those profound lines:

A fool is bent upon a twig, but wise men shun a bandit; Which is really very clever if you only understand it.

Thats what you intended to say, wasnt it?

They were both laughing, she with more reserve than he.

If a bandits life is not a happy one, what must a poets life resemble? he demanded. Why, its a perfect — but the word is inadequate, Miss Grey. Did you ever for one mad moment suppose that I wrote rhymes for the pleasure it gave me?

No, she said, I didnt.

Or did you imagine I was infatuated with the notion that my rhymes gave pleasure to others? She laughed such a care-free laugh — so sweet, so entirely gay and innocent — that he said impulsively: I wish youd let me tell you how it is. I do so hate to appear a fool to you.

Something checked her mirth, yet it scarcely could be what he said, for his speech and manner were quite free from offense.

May I tell you? he asked, conscious of the shadow of constraint between them.

There was something in her silent acquiescence which hinted: My time is yours, Mr. Hildreth; but, considering the strictly business footing of our relations, hadnt you better begin to make your third verse? And no doubt the slight impatient movement of his shoulders meant: No, I wont begin my third verse; I desire to unburden to you a soul too long misunderstood. But the interpretation of her silence and his shrug are purely speculative on my part.

Id quit this verse making in a moment if I could, he said; but its my livelihood. I always loathed poetry, even my own; but Ive simply got to earn my living.

Surely, she said, with an instinctive glance around the exceedingly ornate apartment, it would be silly for you to give up making advertising verses for your uncle as long as — as—

As long as it permits me to live like this? Do you suppose that this is my apartment? — that anything in it belongs to me? — that my income from my wafer poetry would even pay for a single weeks rent here? Theres the ghastly mockery of it. Why, my salary is just twice what yours is: in other words, I divide with you every week. She regarded him with amazement.

Apartment, servants — everything belongs to my uncle. My uncle has views, he said, waving his hand. Unfortunately, one of his views is how to bring up his only nephew. Just fancy a man fresh from Harvard flung neck and heels into his uncles wafer business on thirty dollars a week!

Dreadful, she motioned with her lips.

Neck and heels! He said I was to find no favors, no privileges; that I must begin at the lowest rung of the ladder, and, as he knew of nothing lower than poetry, he set me to work writing Honey Wafer ads. Im to be promoted next year to be the artist that draws pictures for the ads. After that I shall advance through the baking, packing, and truck departments until I become a traveling salesman. Meanwhile, Ive emerged from my cheap boarding house to keep his servants busy till he returns.

She sat very still, watching him with her beautiful, serious young eyes.

Then, some day, Im to be taken into the concern and become a partner if—

If?

If I dont marry.

Oh! she said faintly.

But if I do—

There was an ominous pause; then she repeated calmly: — 

If you do?

Im down and out, and he leaves about five millions to the Society for Psychical Research. A nice position for me if I should ever fall in love, isnt it?

The pause was longer this time.

The Society for Psychical Research, she repeated under her breath.

Yes. You know — they investigate spooks, and tip tables, and go into trances, and see blond gentlemen coming over the ocean to marry you, and dark ladies hiding around the corner.

Is he interested in such things — your uncle?

Mad about them. Hes up at his country place now with a bunch of Columbia professors and Sixth Avenue clairvoyants, engaged in crystal-gazing experiments. Later hes going to lecture about em at Columbia University.

What is crystal gazing? she asked innocently.

To tell you the truth, I dont know exactly. My uncle and a fat clairvoyant in a pink teagown sit at a table and squint into a big globe made of rock crystal; and he tells me that he can sit in his chair up there at Adrintha Lodge and see, in the crystal, everything that he wants to see — including how Im behaving myself down here in town. He told me that if I ever — ever kissed anybody hed see it and discharge me.

Does he say he can see you?

He does.

And everything you are doing?

Every blessed thing.

Do you believe it? she asked anxiously.

No, of course not. But I let him think he has me scared to death.

She leaned forward on the table, clasping both hands under her chin.

Is that what keeps you on your best behavior?

It was rather a curious thing to say.

Suppose, she added, that your uncle was looking into his crystal at this very minute. I think, if you please, wed better stop talking and begin our work.... Dont you? I think we ought at least to look as though we were busy.

You dont believe that he could see us, do you? demanded Hildreth.

No;... but suppose he could? Dont you think Id better copy your verses — or be doing something—

She hastily placed a sheet of paper in the machine, slid it into place, and struck several keys. It was quite unconscious on her part, but when, a moment later, she turned the sheet over she found that she had written his name about sixty times. The portent of this, however, did not then strike her.

Somewhere in the room little silvery chimes sounded the hour.

Can it be two oclock already? she exclaimed. He examined his watch in assumed surprise. Why, we are just in time! he said hazily.

Yes, Mr. Hildreth — in time for what?

You — you wont be offended — where anything but offense is meant — will you?

She had risen to face him; he, rather red about the ears, began by making a mess of what he was saying; and when she had grasped the import of it she let him go on making a mess until his irritation straightened out matters.

Its only that youve been so kind to help me do all that advertising poetry, and Im so tremendously grateful, and its our first annivers — our — er — the occasion — You know what I mean. So please stay to luncheon. Will you?

Please dont ask me, Mr. Hildreth—

Yes, I will! You simply cant be offended; you simply cannot mistake my attitude, my meaning—

I am not offended. You are very thoughtful — amiable — but I think I ought to go—



Our anni — the date, you know — just to celebrate a purely business arrangement which has been so delight — so profitable to me, I mean—

No, I could not stay, Mr. Hildreth—

But its partly for business purposes, he explained anxiously. Why, you must know, Miss Grey, that more business is transacted at luncheon than before or after. Thats what great financiers do; they say to the head of a department: Lunch with me, Mr. So-and-so. And Mr. So-and-so understands at once.

Does that great financier ever say: Lunch with me, Miss So-and-so?

Yes, often and often. And she understands!

Are you sure she does?

I am. Please let me be sure.

Mr. Hildreth, I should — should like to — there, I admit it! But it is not convenable. I know it; you know it; it is not the thing for us to do. I have no business here except as your stenographer. I could not accept.

Because you are a stenographer?

If I were not in your employment I should not be here with you. You know that.

But I should perhaps be at your house if—

You are speculating in impossibilities. She bent her head, smiling across the table at him, and dropping her hand on the books he had given her. Your kindness must have some bounds; let it end in these bindings; I — I shall remember it with each leaf I turn. And as he said nothing, but looked rather miserable, she added: Wont you?

There was another interval of silence; she considered his face anew. The unhappiness in it was evident.

Do you really want me... to talk business?

I want you to stay. Will you?

She did not answer, though a little tremor touched her lips.

Thats jolly! he said gayly, and touched an electric button behind him. And a moment later a maid in cap and apron respectfully piloted her out of sight.

About half past two a Japanese butler served them in the colonial breakfast room, and she laughed at the little silver trifle she found beside her plate — a tiny type-machine made to hold scents in microscopic crystal vials. Her initials were engraved upon it.

You see, he said, I do not regard our poetical partnership lightly, even if you do. What you have done for me is going to enable me to enter the firm one day — aided by your editing my verses.

I never before understood, she admitted, why you advertised for a stenographer who was a graduate of Barnard College. And — when I applied to you I was perfectly astonished when you asked me so anxiously whether I could rhyme and draw pictures.

He examined his grape fruit and extracted a minted cherry with great care. Presently he swallowed it.

I knew from the first instant I saw you that my chance in life had come, he observed.

You didnt know it before you questioned me.

Yes, I did.

How?

He looked up at her: I dont know how I knew it. She was apparently interested in the aroma of her wine. But I knew it, he ended.

The vintage was doubtless worthy of the serious attention she gave it.

Do you know what wine that is? he asked, amused.

Yes; it is Sarna, she said simply.

How did you know? he exclaimed in amazement.

She lifted the glass with a pretty gesture: Are you so astonished that your stenographer knows the rarest wine in the world — and the legend concerning it? A most inappropriate wine for such a luncheon, Mr. Hildreth—

You are a constant series of endless astonishments to me, he said. Where on earth you ever heard of Sarna — and how you should have known it when you saw it — this wine so rare that but one in ten thousand experts ever heard of it—

Why did you have it served? she asked directly. Do you know what this wine of Sarna signifies? Do you know every drop is worth ten times its weight in gold? Do you know there are not three other bottles of it known in the world?

I knew all that. I believed that Sarna alone was worthy of — of — he met her level gaze— of our first anniversary.

No; it is inappropriate, she replied steadily. Do you not know the legend?

It is the only wine not forbidden by the Koran. Is that what you mean? Or do you mean— He hesitated.

Yes, that. The last Khedive emptied the last glass of the last but three bottles remaining in all the world while his brides lips were still wet with the dew of Sarna. It is the custom of Emperors and Sultans — ask me for how long, and my answer is: as long as the saros; compute it, oh, Heaven-born! She crossed her pretty hands below her throat, a smile, half gay, half tender, parting her lips.

How did you know such things? he asked.

My father was a judge of the Mixed Tribunal, she answered gravely. My mother was married there; I was born in Cairo.

Fate! he said excitedly— sheer Fate! My father was the ex-Confederate, Hildreth Pasha, of the Khedival Court! The Sarna — that bottle cradled there — came from a judge of the Mixed Tribunal! Shall not their children touch the same glass?

They both were excited, flushed, a little bewildered.

Do you know the custom? he asked recklessly.

Y-es. She held up one slender finger; her mothers betrothal ring, set with the diamond scarab, sparkled on the white skin; and she drew the thin circlet from her finger and held it suspended over the glass of golden Sarna. The single brilliant flashed and flashed as though the sacred beetle were struggling to be free.

Shall I?

Try it, he laughed. Who knows what sign of fortune the dead Sultans may send?

They — they only send a sign to — to brides—

I know it. Try!

But the mechanism is unknown to me; it is not possible that a bath of this scented wine could start it—

Try!

There was a glimmer, a little clinking splash in the slim wineglass. They inspected the ring lying in the amber wine; they glanced at one another rather foolishly. Then, looking at him, she raised the glass, tasted, passed it to him. He tasted, his eyes on her, and set the half-empty glass before her.

I — I believe theres something happening to that ring, said Hildreth suddenly, rising and passing around the table to her side.

Breathless, they bent over the glass, heads close together.

Doesnt it look to you as though that diamond scarab were moving? he said in a low voice.

Yes; but it cant be — how can it—

Look!

Oh — h! she whispered— see! It — its alive! It is unfolding arms and legs like a crab.

What on earth— he stammered, but got no further, for the girl caught him by the arm: Look! Look Î The swastika! It means fortune! It means — it means—

His hand shook as he lifted the glass and reversed it. A shower of perfumed wine sprinkled the lace centerpiece; the mystic swastika, glittering, magnificent, fell heavily upon the mahogany — a dull, gem-incrusted lump of purest gold.

What is it? he gasped. I thought it was alive, like one of those jeweled Egyptian beetles! I thought those things were legs!

It is the swastika, she whispered, laying it in her pink palm. Who wears it shall always— She stopped short, hesitated, then the color in her face deepened, and she looked up over her shoulder at him. Will you do something for me? she asked.

Yes.

Wear this. Will you? She drew her tiny handkerchief from her sleeve, tore a shred of cambric from it, passed it through the swastika, and, before he knew what she meant to do, had tied it to his lapel.

Just to see what happens, she said, laughing almost hysterically. If there was the slightest chance of any luck in the world she wished it to be his. It was all she had to give.

You resign your chance of fortune to me? he asked curiously — and, as she only nodded: There is but one happiness Fortune can bring me. Are you willing to trust it to me?

Before she could reply a maid appeared with a telegram; he asked her pardon, and opened it. Twice he read it, read it again, nodded a dazed dismissal to the maid, read it again very carefully, and finally, with a smile that was somewhat sickly, handed it across the table to her.

What she read was this:

ADRINTHA LODGE, MOHAWK COUNTY, NEW YORK.

JOHN HILDRETH: I know what youre up to, and you had better stop. — PETER HILDRETH.

Peter Hildreth, she repeated blankly.

My uncle.

But — but what does he mean?

Thats what Id like to know, said the young fellow uneasily.

Is he in the habit of telegraphing you?

No, he isnt; he never did such a thing.

She turned the yellow leaf of paper over and over thoughtfully. Then he suddenly encountered her disturbed gaze.

He says that he knows what youre up to, and youd better stop, she said. What are you up to, Mr. Hildreth?

Up to? Absolutely nothing! Im fairly tingling with the consciousness of innocence, righteousness, and good intentions. I dont know what that old crank means — any mare than you know.

I — I am dreadfully afraid that I know what he means.

What?

I think he means me.

You! Why?

Because Im here — here lunching with you. He might draw — dreadful conclusions.

What on earth do you mean, Miss Grey? He never even heard of you. How can he know you are here?

Suppose — suppose he is — is looking into his crystal!

A sudden silence fell, lasting until the coffee was served.

It is nonsense to suppose that people can do such things, said Hildreth abruptly.

What things? she asked, watching him set fire to a cigarette.

Such things as looking into crystals and seeing nephews. Anyway, what is there to see? He waved his hands as though scattering suspicion to the four winds. What is there to see except a future financier and his principal chief of department at a purely business luncheon—

With silver souvenirs and Sarna, she murmured.

They laughed, feeling the constraint subsiding once more.

Please let us talk a little business — for forms sake, if nothing else, she said.

All right; your salary is to be increased—

Mr. Hildreth, you cannot afford any extravagances, and you know it.

I am not going to let you write my verses, and profit by it to your exclusion! Besides, this swastika is going to enable me to afford anything, I understand.

But you already divide your salary with me. You cant do more!

Yes, I can.

No, no, no! Wait until you are promoted to be the advertising artist. Wait until the swastika begins to help us — you.

No; because then youll have to draw all my pictures for me, and your salary must be increased again.

At that rate, she said, laughing, Ill be half partner when you are.

Full partner — if the swastika knows its business. I — I — wish he didnt have that crystal up there at Adrintha. Ive a mind to buy a rabbits foot. With a rabbits foot and a swastika we ought to checkmate any crystal-gazing, pink-eyed clairvoyants.

But — what have they to do with us? she asked gently.

What he was about to say he only half divined — for she was bewilderingly pretty — and perhaps she dimly foresaw it, too, for they both flushed with a sudden constraint that was abruptly broken by the entrance of the maid with another telegram.

What the deuce— stammered Hildreth, tearing open the yellow envelope; and he read:

ADRINTHA LODGE.

JOHN HILDRETH: Im watching you in my crystal. If you want the Society for Psychical Research to become my heirs, do exactly what youre doing with that girl.

PETER HILDRETH.

Is — is it anything alarming? asked the pretty stenographer as he crumpled the paper.

Alarming? I dont know — no! What the mischief has got into that uncle of mine?



Is it from him? she asked, turning pale.

Yes — it is. But if he thinks he can make me believe that he sees me in his dinky little crystal—

Oh, dont talk that way, she pleaded; there may be things that we dont understand happening all the while—

There cant be!

For a while she was dumb, mutely refusing to be reassured, and presently, rising from the table, they passed into the gay little room where her desk stood.

The fire was glowing very brightly in the carved fireplace of golden and pearl-tinted onyx. He drew up his uncles great chair for her; she shook her head and looked meaningly at her pad and pencil, but after a silent struggle with indecision and inclination she seated herself by the gilt fender, pretty hands folded in acquiescence.

Now, he said, let us speak of those things that have come true.

What has come true, Mr. Hildreth?

You.

The slightest of rose tints touched her cheeks.

Did you believe me unreal? she asked.

He was leaning forward, looking up into her face, which reflected the pink light of the fire.

And what he started to say Heaven alone knows, for his voice was dreadfully unsteady. However, it ceased quickly enough when the maid knocked rather loudly and presented a third telegram to her disconcerted master; and this was what he read:



ADRINTHA LODGE.

JOHN HILDRETH: If you kiss that girl youre talking to Ill disinherit you. — PETER HILDRETH.



Stunned, the young man sat for a moment, vacant eyes fixed on the writing that alternately blurred and sprang into dreadful distinctness under his gaze. Presently he heard a voice not much like his own saying: Its nonsense; things like this dont happen in 1907 in the borough of Manhattan. Why, thats Fifth Avenue out there, and theres Thirtieth Street, too; besides, the towns full of police; and they pinch star-readers and astrologers these days. Anyway, we have the swastika, and it will put any Sixth Avenue astrologer out of business—

I — I dont think I quite understand you, faltered the girl.

He looked at her; the scared expression died out.

Ill get my uncle on the long-distance phone in a moment, he said irritably. Then well clear up this business. Meanwhile— He twisted up the telegram as though to cast it on the coals.

Let me see it, she said calmly.

I — it is — no — I cant—

Then it concerns me?

He was silent.

Very well, she said. Dont burn it; leave it for a moment.

He laid the telegram on the arm of his chair. Its more crystal-gazing, he said, trying to laugh easily, and failing. It is rather extraordinary, too. But — see here, Miss Grey, its utter nonsense to believe that my uncle can actually see us here in this room!

I concede that it is rather odd, even, perhaps, exceedingly remarkable, he added slowly; but I cannot believe that my uncle, two hundred miles north of us, can see you and me in his confounded crystal. My explanation of his telegrams is this: he has merely taken the precaution, at intervals, to try to frighten me, assuming that I am in mischief. Its coincidence—

Mr. Hildreth!

Not that I admit for one moment that you and I are in mischief! he explained hastily.

But I admit it. It is all wrong, and we both know it. If I am not here officially I ought not to be here at all.

Cant I talk to you except on business?

Why should you?

Because I want to — because it is pleasant — because its the pleasantest thing that has ever come into my life!

That cannot be, she said, paling. You know many people, you go everywhere — everywhere that I do not—

If I were not an advertising poet at thirty dollars a week, he said, Id not care where my uncle left his millions. Id do what I pleased — what I ought to do — what any man with a grain of sense would do.

What would you do, Mr. Hildreth?

Make love to the girl I love, and not be scared away like a rabbit!

She was still paler when she said: Are you — in love, then?

Yes; but I cant tell her.

She was silent, staring into the fire.

I cant tell her, can I? I have nothing to offer — nothing except a prospect of losing my expectations. A man cant tell a girl that he loves her under such circumstances, can he?

I — dont know.

Do you suppose a — a girl like that would wait for him — until he got into the firm?

If she loved him, said Miss Grey in a low voice, there is absolutely no telling what that girl might do.

Suppose, he said carelessly, for the sake of illustration, that I was, at this moment, with that girl. For example — he waved his hand airily— for example, suppose you were that girl. Now, suppose that I told her I loved her; do you imagine that uncle of mine could see what I was about — if I worked the swastika on him vigorously?

I dont know, she said, staring at the fire, how to work the swastika.

If you — if you would consent to aid me — just a little, he ventured, I could soon prove whether it was safe to speak to the — the other girl.

How, Mr. Hildreth?

By just — just pretending that you were that other girl.

You mean that you might practice a declaration — test it — on me? Just to see how it might affect your uncle?

Yes, he said eagerly, and if my uncle doesnt telegraph again that he disowns me, why, Ill know that his other telegrams were merely coincidences!

And if he does telegraph that he has seen — everything — in his crystal?

Why — well have to wait—

The other girl and you? I see. You and I can truthfully deny our apparent guilt, cant we?... I will do what I can, Mr. Hildreth.

She stood up, one little hand on the back of the chair. He hesitated, then picked up the last telegram, opened it, and handed it to her, reading it again over her shoulder:

If you kiss that girl youre talking to Ill disinherit you.

A bright blush stained her skin.

It is only — only to test his power, he managed to say, but the thumping of his heart jarred his speech and scared him into silence.

You — is it necessary to kiss me?

Yes — absolutely.

She met his gaze, standing erect, one hand on the chair: Then she drew a long breath as he lifted her hand; her eyes closed. He said: I love you — I loved you the moment I saw you — a month ago! This was no doubt a mistake; he was mixing the two girls. What do I care for a crystal-squinting uncle, or for those accursed Honey Wafer verses? If hes looking at us now let us convince him; shall we — sweetheart?



She unclosed her eyes. Am I to play my part when you speak to me like that? I dont know how—

Do what I do, he stammered; and he encircled her slender waist and kissed her until, cheeks aflame, she swayed a moment in his arms, freed herself, and sank breathless into the chair, covering her face. And he knelt beside her by the gilt fender, his lips to her fingers, stammering words that almost stunned her and left her faint with their passion and sweetness:

You must have known that it was you I loved — that you were that other girl. You must have seen it a thousand times!

She was crying silently; she could not speak, but one arm tightened around his neck in tremulous assent.

The telephone bell had been ringing for some time in their ears, deaf to all sounds except each others whispers; but at length he stumbled to his feet, cleared his eyes of enchantment, and made his way across the room to the receiver.

What the deuce is the matter?

* * * *

Who?

* * * *

Oh, is that you, Uncle Peter?

* * * *

Yes, I did get your telegrams, but I thought — :—

* * * *

You mean to say you can see us now?

* * * *

No, I dont deny it; I did kiss her.

* * * *

Because I love her!

* * * *

I cant help it; you can do as you please. And I may as well tell you that Im not afraid of your professors, or clairvoyants, or your crystals, because Ive got a swastika—

* * * *

Yes, a swastika!

* * * *

You dont know what a swastika is? Well, let me tell you its about five thousand times more powerful than a rabbits foot.... What?... Yes, Ill hold the wire till you look it up in the dictionary.

A throbbing silence. Then:

Yes, Uncle Peter, Im here.

* * * *

Very well; Im sorry youre angry, and I regret that youre not afraid of the swastika. I am quite willing to trust to it; the swastika gave me the girl I love. And, by the way, Uncle Peter, didnt you write me that my advertising poems made a fortune for you out of your wafers?... All right; I only wanted to confess that she, not I, wrote them.

* * * *

Dont believe it? Why, I could no more write those charming verses than you could!

* * * *

You may imagine that with her talent and mine, and the swastika working away for us, we are not going to starve—

* * * *

Thats just what we intend to do. Bunsens Baby Biscuit Company will appreciate our talents. Besides, she can draw—

* * * *

You can call it blackmail if you choose. But what do you offer us to refuse advances from Bunsen?

* * * *

No, I wont consider it. My price is full partnership in the Hildreths Honey Wafer Company, a cordial blessing from you, use of your apartments for a year, and the same old cozy place in your testament.

* * * *

Yes, in return we will write your poetry and draw your pictures for you. And, besides, well name after you our first—

Jack! she exclaimed, aghast.

Dearest, for Heavens sake let me deal with him! whispered Hildreth; then he shouted through the transmitter:

Is it all right, Uncle Peter?

* * * *

I promise you — we promise you that we will name him Peter! If you dont, by Heaven, Ill name him Bunsen—

* * * *

Thats all right, but were desperate. Peter or Bunsen; take your choice!

* * * *

Yes; and Ill have his photograph taken for Bunsen, and under it Ill print: A Bunsens Baby Biscuit Boy!

* * * *

Dont use such language; theyll cut us off!

* * * *

What?

* * * *

Good! All right, Uncle Peter, youre a brick. But — just one thing more; please put that crystal away for an hour or two—

* * * *

Because wed like a little privacy!

* * * *

Of course I shall. Long engagements are foolish—

Jack!

Dearest, you know they are, he said, turning toward her. Shall I tell him in a week?

Her blue eyes filled; again the little tremor of acquiescence set her red mouth quivering.

In a week, Uncle Peter! he shouted.

* * * *

What? Ill ask her. Hold the wire.

And to her he said: Sweetheart, our kind Uncle Peter desires to say something civil to you. I — I think it may be something about a check. Will you speak to him?

She rose and came toward him; he handed her the receiver; she raised her head, and he bent his. They kissed — while his uncle waited.

Then she raised the receiver to her pretty ear, and said, very softly:

Hello! Hello, Uncle Peter!


CHAPTER X

THE GHOST OF CHANCE

[image: img697.jpg]

AS YOUNG LEEDS entered the imposing bronze and marble portico of the Algonquin Trust Building, where he had a studio on the top floor, the elevator boy handed him a telegram and he opened it with instinctive foreboding of trouble. Meanwhile, the Ghost of Chance, which had followed him into the building, looked over his shoulder at the telegram.

There was evidently trouble enough in it; he had turned rather white as he stood there, eyes riveted on the yellow paper. Minute after minute sped; the elevators whizzed up and down in their gilded cages; people passed and repassed; the ornamental marble pavement of the rotunda echoed the clatter of footsteps. Several people he knew nodded to him as they entered or left the elevators: an architect domiciled on the top floor in the east wing, McManus, of the Belden Building and Construction Company; young Farren, private Secretary to De Peyster Thorne, president of the great Algonquin Trust Company, and director of about everything worth directing in the five boroughs.

Mr. Farren! called out Leeds; and, as that suave man checked his speed, wheeled, and came back, Mr. Farren, could I see Mr. Thorne for half a second?

Farrens eyes narrowed thoughtfully. If its a favor you want to ask, dont ask it now—

It is, and Ive got to—

Better not; hes in a devilish humor; hed foreclose on his own grandmother to-day.

But I cant wait! Ill use your telephone while youre taking my card.

Farren shrugged, turned, and led the way across the rotunda, ushered Leeds into the outer office, and took his card. Leeds went to a desk and used the telephone vigorously until Farren reappeared, nodding; and Leeds walked into the presidents private room. De Peyster Thorne, handsome, rather too elaborately groomed, and ruddier of face and neck than usual, looked up to return the young mans greeting with an expressionless word and nod. He did not see the Ghost of Chance standing at Leedss elbow.

Im awfully sorry, said Leeds, but I dont see how I can finish the key panel on time, Mr. Thorne.

Why not? said Thorne, a darker flush mounting his heavy face and neck.

Ive a telegram this moment from my model; shes ill. I telephoned for another, but theres scarcely a chance I can get one I want. Something went wrong with the colors yesterday and I scraped out all I had done, expecting to finish to-day with a drier, dry to-morrow, and have Mr. McManus set the key panel in the ballroom Thursday morning. Now, Ive probably got to spend to-day chasing up a red-haired model; and if I do, I cannot finish by Thursday. Couldnt you give me one day more?

Mr. Leeds, said Thorne, biting off his words unpleasantly, a contract is a contract. Can you fulfill yours?

Ive told you, began Leeds, astonished — for never before had Thorne looked or spoken in that way— I told you that my model—

Can you keep your contract? repeated Thorne sharply.

Theres a ghost of a chance if I can get a proper model, replied Leeds, keeping his temper.

Then youd better take that ghost of a chance, Mr. Leeds. On reflection it will occur to you that my housewarming can scarcely be postponed to suit your rather erratic convenience. If the key panel is not in place, the room will be as attractive as a man in evening clothes without a collar. Id rather tear out the entire frieze, and call the contract void! — and Ill do it, too, if the contract is not fulfilled.

Is that the language you employ in all your commercial transactions? asked Leeds without a trace of the passion that clutched at him.

It is. An artist is as amenable to the commercial code of responsibility as any man I deal with — I dont care a damn who he is or how he likes it.... Is there anything more I can do for you, Mr. Leeds?

No, said Leeds thoughtfully, unless you choose to take a kindergarten course in the elements of decency.

Leaving the door ajar as he went out, and far too amazed and furious to notice Mr. Farren, the amused secretary, he crossed the corridor, followed by the Ghost of Chance, entered an elevator, and shot up to the top floor. Black rage and astonishment still possessed him when he met McManus in the hall, and he would have passed on with a nod and a scowl had that genial Irishman permitted.

Phwat the divils up now, Misther Leeds? inquired the big contractor and builder. Ill lay twinty to wan yeve joost come from Thorne. Leeds laid his hand on the door knob of his studio.

I have; I — Im not in very good humor, Mr. McManus— He jerked open the door and started to enter.

Hould on! — dont be runnin away. Sure havent I come from him meself — an kept me temper, too, Irish that I am! Phwats wrong betchune you an Misther Thorne an the hydrant?

Nothing much; my model is ill and I cant promise to give you that key panel to set. Thome said — one or two things — oh, I cant talk about it; he said one or two things—

Bedad, thin, he said a dozen things to me; an me as cool as a Waldorf julep, an he dammin the gildin whin I asked fr the sivinth installment due this day. Its an expert Ill have fr to examine it, sez he. Projooce the wad, sez I, an afther that Ill talk talks to anny expert ye name. An he had to.

Leedss heart turned heavy. I dont know what Thorne means to do, he said. Im not much on contracts; Ive done my best. I suppose he will rip it out if he wants to. If he does, and if he cancels the contract, it will about ruin me. I never had but four other commissions; it cost me more to execute them than I was paid.

The big Irishman studied the younger man with keen, kindly eyes. He knew what Leedss frieze really was — a piece of work that for sheer inspired beauty had not its equal in modern mural art. He knew — even his artisans knew. And he knew, also, that in this fifth essay, a young man, of whom the public had already heard, was stepping half unconsciously into the highest place in the Western world of art. All this McManus was shrewdly aware of, and he was aware, too, that Leeds was more or less conscious of it, and that Thorne was utterly unconscious that, in his new house, the golden ballroom already contained the mural masterpiece of the twentieth century — an exquisite, gay riot of color and design, so lovely, so fresh, that, concealed under the miracle of its simplicity, the marvelous technical perfections of color, drawing, and composition were almost unnoticed in the blinding brilliancy of the ensemble.

Did that red-necked madman say hed rip it out? inquired McManus, his fiery blue eyes aglitter.

Thats what he said. I dont know whether the work is good or bad; Im two years stale on it. I could paint a better one now. But if he holds me to the letter of the contract and throws back two years work on my hands, what can I do? I — I never imagined he was that sort of a man; I knew he didnt care much for painting — his architects got him to give me the work — my first commission that promised any profit—

Something tightened in his throat, and he turned his head sharply to the window of the corridor.

Arrah, thin, said McManus hastily, dont be frettin. Gwan, now, an paint like the divil. Give him anny ould thing fr to ploog the key. Sure, tis his frinds will tell him fasht enough the bargain hes got in a frieze — a frieze, begob! that no man twixt the two poles can paint like you! — an thats the truth, Misther Leeds, though ye dont know it, bein modestlike an misthrustin av the powers God sinds ye. Ploog him up with a key panel — anny ould daub, I tell ye! — fr to clinch the contract come pay-day! An Ill set it accordin to conthract Thursday cornin; an afther hes opened his big gilt house to the millionaires he consorts with, an afther the bunch has christened their muddy wits with the jyful juice, go to him quietlike, yer foot in yer hand an the tongue in the cheek o ye, an say modestlike: Wisha, sorr, me mastherpiece is not quite to me likin; an Im thinkin to add a few millions to its value wid a stroke av a badger brush.

The big Irishman laughed heartily and laid an enormous paw on Leedss shoulder — a gesture so kindly that the familiarity seemed without offense.

Phwat does the like o youse care for Mr. Thorne an his big red neck an the pants o him wid the creases, an his collar buttoned by his valley? Fr all his scarf pin an his shiny shoes an his Thrust Company an his millions, I seen a bit of a lass give him the frozen face an hour ago. Leeds looked up curiously.

Arrah, thin, thats what crazed him. I was there in his office discoorsin on conthracts, pwhen the dure opened an a young lady sthepped in not seein me pwhere I sat behind the dure.

Naida! sez he, joompin up, the Burrgundy flush on the face an neck av him.

I came to tell you that I cant do it, sez she, her purty face like a rose in blush. Im sorry, she sez, but I thought you ought to be told, an I drove downtown in a hurry, sez she, fr to tell you, she sez, that I was not in me right mind when you asked me to marry you, sez she. So Im sorry — Im so sorry, she sez, an good-by! an wid that the breath stopped in her an she gulped, scairtlike.

Phwat! sez he, bitin the worrud in two halves. An she gulped an shook her head.

Wid that he began in a wild way, clane forgettin me in the corner, me hat on me two knees; an the young lady was a bit wild, too, bein very young an excited; an there they had it like John Drew an his leadin lady — quietlike an soft-spoken, but turrible as a dress-shirt drama, till she said: No! No! No! wid a little sob, an out o the dure an off, he afther her. Sorra the sight av her he got, with Farren hunting her, an himself ridin up an down in the cages when the porther tould him shed dodged an gone up to the top floor.

So that was why he was so ugly, said Leeds curiously.

It was. He was smooth enough till the lass came in an left him her sweet little mitten. But whin he came back, red as a bottle o Frinch wine, an the two eyes o him like black holes burnt in a blanket — save us! All that was close an hard an mean an sly an bitter an miserly came out in the man, an the way he talked to me av honest work done wud stir the neck hair on a fightin pup. I was wild; but I sez to meself, lave him talk his talk; its all wan on pay-day. An so it is, Misther Leeds; it is so. Gwan into yere workshop, an shpit on yere hands, an well ploog that key space by 5 P.M., come Thursday, bad cess to the bad, an luck to the likes of us, glory be! Leeds stood half inside his threshold, the edge of the open door grasped in his hand, gazing thoughtfully at the floor.

All right, McManus, he said quietly; Ill do what I can to save my bread, but — he looked straight at the Irishman— its bitter bread we learn to eat sometimes — we who are employed.

Troth, Ive swallyed worse nor that; I have so, Misther Leeds. Bide the time, sorr. An phwin it comes! — paste him wan.

Oh, Ill have forgotten him by that time, said Leeds, laughing, as McManus, with a significant and powerful gesture, turned on his broad heel and strode off toward his own rooms, where Kenna, his partner, had been making frantic signals to him for the last five minutes.

Leeds entered his studio, the Ghost of Chance at his heels, closing the door behind him. Through the golden gloom of the room his huge picture loomed up, somber in the subdued light; an aromatic odor of wet colors and siccatif hung in the air.

First, he laid aside his overcoat and hat, unhooked from a door peg a short painting blouse and pulled it over his head; then he moved about briskly, opening ventilators to air the place, manipulating the curtains for top and side lights, dragging the carved mahogany model stand into the position marked by the chalk crosses on the polished floor. Presently he touched a spring; the top shade rolled up with a click; a flood of pure north light fell upon the gorgeous colors of the canvas. He began to adjust the delicate machinery of the complex easel, turning a silver screw to regulate the pitch of the heavy canvas, twisting a cogwheel here, a lever there, until he had brought that part of the canvas within reach whereon he expected to work.

He was one of those modest, dissatisfied young men who can never be content with the work done, perfectly aware of possibilities not yet attained, willing to try for them, vaguely confident of attaining them; a young man who would go far — had gone far — farther than he realized. Yet, although the critics were joyously bellowing his praises as the coming man, his work so far had barely given him a living.

He required great surfaces to cover, and the beauty of the results was apparent in the new marble library, the Hotel Oneida, the Theater Regent, and the new Brooklyn Academy of Music. Superb color, faultless taste, vigor, delicacy — all were his. The technique that sticks out like dry bones, the spineless lack of construction, fads, pitiful eccentricities to cover inability — nothing of these had ever, even in his student days, threatened him with the pitfall of common disaster. Nor was there in his work the faintest hint of physical weakness — nothing unwholesome, smug, suggestive — nothing sugary, nothing insincerely brutal; perhaps because he was a very normal young man, inclined to normal pleasures, and worldly enough to conform to the civilized code outside the barriers of which genius is popularly supposed to pasture.

And still, with all this, he had been paid so little for his work heretofore, and to produce his work had cost him so much in materials and in model and studio hire, that he scarcely knew how to make both ends meet in the most cruelly expensive metropolis of all the world.

For the first time, when approached by Thorne, he had dared name a price for his work which might give him a decent profit when the last brush stroke was laid on; and, while Thornes big new house slowly rose, stone on stone, overlooking the Park, he had worked on the frieze of life-size figures — two hundred in all — which was to complete the golden ballroom with an exquisite, springlike garland of youth and loveliness.

He had accepted Thornes cut-throat, cast-iron contract with the deadly time clause; he had used up every second of time, shirking nothing, sparing no expense; making life-size study after study, scintillating with a cleverness that would not only have satisfied but turned the heads of ninety-nine painters in a hundred. But he was the hundredth.

He had given himself just time to complete his work and say: I can do no better. I have done all that was in me. But, though he had foreseen trouble and delay from models, and the dozens of vexations artists fall heir to, he could not have foreseen that a young girl he never heard of should, at a critical moment, bring out a side of Thornes character he did not suspect existed in him — the sharp, ugly brutality of wounded arrogance, which vents itself where opportunity offers; the fiercely sullen desire to hurt, to stamp its power upon those who have no defense.

And now, with the entire frieze all but completed, the man had suddenly snarled at him — for no reason on earth save a willingness to crush and dominate. There was not a day of grace named in the contract; there was no grace to be expected from Thorne, who cared no more for the frieze that hid part of his golden-lacquered paneling than for the gilded sconces below. If one or the other did not suit him, hed tear them out without a word and cover the raw space with ten thousand dollars worth of hothouse roses for his housewarming. Leeds understood that. He was beginning to appreciate the man. He must try to beat him.

He stood there confronting his defaced picture, examining it as keenly as a physician might inspect an interesting phase of human misfortune, pondering the remedy. And, as he stood, silent, preoccupied, his telephone bell rang, and he stepped to the receiver.

Hello! Is this the Models League?

* * * *

Yes, James Leeds. Yes, I wanted a model with red hair, if possible, and good limbs.

* * * *

Well, that cant be helped. Send any model as close to Miss Clanceys type as you can. Send her now. Shes to take a cab. Im in a desperate hurry.

* * * *

Yes, Miss Clancey is ill. — I want a girl of her type, but dont waste time — hunting. Send me somebody at once.

* * * *

All right.... Good-by!

He hung up the receiver, walked back to his canvas, and began to set a huge ivory-faced palette table, squeezing out tube after tube of color, rainbow fashion, ending in a curly mass of silver white. Then he uncorked a jar of turpentine, filled a bowl with it, and began searching among twisted tubes and scrapers for an ivory palette knife, whistling thoughtfully the while.

A slight sound behind one of the great screens attracted his attention, and he glanced up. Nothing stirred. He sorted some paint rags, and picked up a bottle of drying medium. As he held it to the light, again a sudden sound came from the screen; he turned squarely, surprised, and the same instant a girl stepped out and raised a pair of very lovely and frightened eyes to his.

Do you want a model? she asked sweetly, but unsteadily. Because, if you do—

Good Heavens! he said, exasperated. Have you been behind that screen all this time while Ive been telephoning for a model?

Ye-s. I — I came in. I heard you.

But why didnt you come out? Why on earth—

I think I was a trifle frightened.

Oh!... I see... you have never before posed?

Never. I — I really have not made up my mind to pose now. I suppose I had better do — do something. Ive — the fact is, Ive got to do something to earn my living.

She was red-haired, white-skinned, blue-eyed, shod and gloved to perfection, and plainly scared. He looked at her from head to foot.

As a matter of fact, he said, delighted, you are a sort of God-sent miracle. Whether you mean to pose or not for a living, I want you to pose for me to-day. Dont be frightened; sit down here in this chair. Im in desperate need of somebody. Wont you help me?

She looked at him in breathless silence.

Wont you please sit here — just a moment? he said.

She bent her head a trifle, and moved forward to the offered chair with a grace that claimed his instant and serious attention. But he had no time to wonder or speculate on the reasons for such a woman with such a presence being in his studio to seek employment; he took a chair opposite, scrutinizing her fresh young beauty with frank approval. Indeed, he heartily approved of everything about her — the masses of red-gold hair, the lovely azure-tinted eyes, the wonderfully paintable white skin.

Your coloring — your figure — your hands are beautiful, he said slowly. I can give you all day to-day, and Ill take all the time you can give me to-morrow. You see, that canvas must be finished to-day, be dry by to-morrow, and be delivered Thursday. Tell me, is it only head and shoulders and costume, or will you pose without drapery for—

A bright flush stained her face. I — I am not a model! she stammered.

Not a model, he repeated blankly. Oh, no, of course not — I forgot.

Did you — do I look like— Words failed her; she glanced appalled at the canvas, then straight at him, self-possessed again, but paler.

I cant help what you think of me, she said. I am perfectly aware of my indiscretion — but your door was open and this — this is my hour of need.

Certainly, he said, soothingly, I see—

No, you dont see! I came in here to — to hide! By and by I shall go out. She sat up very straight. I am determined, she said, to remain concealed here until I can leave this building without annoyance. May I? She ended so sweetly, so piteously, that Leeds caught his breath in astonishment.

So — may I stay here for a while?

Well, theres a model coming to pose for that figure — if you refuse to pose—

Which figure? demanded the girl.

That one on the left — the one that is scraped down.

You mean that I couldnt stay here while you painted?

I dont believe you would care to. You wouldnt bother me, but I dont think youd care to.

Why? The blue eyes met his so purely, so fearlessly, that he gave her a frank and gentle answer.

Oh! Then — then hadnt you better dismiss your model for the day? she said, because Ive got to stay.

But I cant. The paint on that canvas is exactly in the right condition, neither too wet nor too dry. Ive simply got to use a drier, and paint on it now. That picture must be dry to-morrow.

Must it — truly?

It certainly must!

The girl rose, stood for a moment nervously twisting her veil up over her hat; then: But I cant go! You dont understand. Ive — Ive run away!

Run away! From whom?

Somebody, she said vaguely, looking about the room. Suddenly he remembered the story McManus told. And he spoke of it, watching her curiously.

Exactly, she said, nodding her pretty head, while the tint of excitement deepened on her cheeks, I ran away from him! You know who I am, dont you? You know my sister, anyhow.

She hesitated, searching his face; then impulsively: I usually decide all matters very quickly! She made an impatient little gesture and seated herself, looking up at him with bright eyes and heightened color: For three months Ive stood it—

Stood what?

Being engaged. I had not really thought much about it — were usually indifferent and obedient in my family — and no doubt Id have gone on and married just as my sisters have — if something had not happened. She dropped her head, looking thoughtfully at the floor. Then: I simply could not stand him, Mr. Leeds; I woke up this morning, understanding that I couldnt marry him. I was so excited — and dreadfully afraid of telling him — and I was so sorry for my mother, but I couldnt do it; I knew that, and it was time he knew, too.

So I told my mother, and there was trouble, and I went out and found a cab and drove here as fast as I could, and I said: Mr. Thorne, I cannot do it! You know what I said. That Irishman told you Leeds nodded.

So thats all; I simply ran away from him; and I wont go home and live on my mother, because we are as poor as mice and rabbits, and if I dont marry Mr. Thorne my mother will probably expire of mortification, and if I dont marry at all by Monday next, Ill lose what my grandfather left me in a horrid will, which forces me to marry before Im twenty-one — and thats next Monday. All my sisters did it — Mrs. Egerton, and Mrs. Clay-Dwyning, and another you dont know. But I wont, I wont, I wont! And my mother will probably starve unless I earn our living, so Id better begin at once.

I think you had, too, said Leeds gravely.

Oh, I thought of that when I was running away from Mr. Thorne; and when he came up in one elevator, I came down; and when he came down I went up, and I turned into the first corridor I saw, and entered somebodys office and shut the door.

A man came to ask me what I wanted. And I asked him if he required a stenographer, and he said he did — very offensively — so I marched out and walked about the hallways trying to find my way out. Then I heard Mr. Thornes voice on the stairs, and I opened your door and hid. And before I had courage to leave, you came and talked and talked with that Irishman. And now what am I to do? You know who I am, and you know my sisters — or you did once, before you went abroad to study — for theyve told me they knew you at Narragansett when you were a boy of twelve.

Are you their little sister, Naida? he asked curiously, when she stopped, clean out of breath, flushed and fascinating in her consternation.

Yes; Im Naida. Do you really remember me? I wish I could be civil and say the same to you, but I dont, Mr. Leeds, though since everybody says you are a very great artist, I pretend I do know you, and I say: Oh, yes, James Leeds; he was such a jolly fellow when he was a boy at Narragansett!

But Im careful not to tell them that I was so little that you never even looked at me, or that I was so young I couldnt remember you. Oh, dear, what frauds we all are! And here I am, compromising myself and not caring, after having driven my mother distracted, jilted my fiancé, and beggared myself. I think Id better pose for you.

Will you?

Why, coward that I am, I dont want to face the consequences of my own deeds. But I wont go back after smashing the finances so dreadfully.

Suppose you help me a little, then. And while youre helping me to avert financial ruin well talk of your future, he said laughingly.

She looked up quickly. I heard what you and that Irishman were saying. Are you truly in trouble about your picture?

All kinds of trouble, he assented.

Could I really help you?

Indeed you could.

Of course, I would compromise myself, wouldnt I? she asked innocently. Ive been doing it all day, havent I?

He sat there perplexed, fascinated, watching her in silence.

She shrugged her pretty shoulders. A rather valuable fur stole slipped down to the floor, and he picked it up and sat smoothing it and watching the exquisite color wane and deepen in her cheeks.

The telephone rang. He rose and set the receiver to his ear.

No, that model wont do. You need not send anybody now; I have exactly the model I require. Good-by.

Turning to her he said: You heard me say that I needed no model. Will you help me now? This is an hour of direst need with me.

I — I dont know—

Will you? If you will, I will promise to help you — not to become an artists model; that is silly. But I promise you, on my honor, that you shall have an offer which no woman need refuse; an offer suitable and honorable, where you may enjoy absolute independence and freedom from all annoyance, live your own life freely, without taxing your mothers resources, and without care or dread of importunities from anybody attempting to marry you. Will you?

If — if you could do that for me Id be grateful enough to do anything for you, she said slowly.

The Ghost of Chance sat watching them. His job was nearly ended.

A curious exhilaration, a gayety rather foreign to Leedss nature, took possession of him. He lifted a beautiful garment, all stiff with turquoise and gold, and held it toward her. He laid two jeweled sandals at her feet, pulled a table to the screen, and opened a box full of glittering gilded articles.

There was color enough in her face now, flooding it from brow to throat.

Wont you help me? he asked. It is ruin for me if you dont.

She searched his face. There was nothing in the eyes that a woman might not look upon, might not meet with a smile, might not respond to. She measured him in breathless silence, red lips parted. He was her own kind.

Will you?

Yes.

Then excitement transfigured him. She scarcely knew his face, lighted into quick enthusiasm.

Never, never, have I had such a model! he cried, delighted as a boy. Never have I seen such color, such exquisite loveliness. Good Heavens! A man might really paint with you before him! Dont — dont look at me that way — dont be frightened. Im simply astonished at my fortune — I dont mean to be rude — you know I dont!

Yes, I know it, she said tremulously.

May I suggest how you should tie the sandals?

Am I to — to be barefooted?

With sandals, you know, and that gorgeous gold and blue Byzantine robe hung straight from the shoulders! Everything is here. Ill step out and smoke a cigarette. Will you knock when you are ready?

She nodded, looking down at the crumpled heaps of gold and turquoise stuff.

Enchanted he saw her raise her pretty arms and begin to unpin her hat, with its floating veil. Then he went out.

For half an hour he walked the resounding corridor, smoking madly. Once or twice he doubted her — half convinced that she meant to lock him out — and the idea scared him. But at last a low knocking on the inside of the door summoned him; he entered, blinking in the flood of light after the darkness of the hallway, and the vision was revealed slowly to his dazzled eyes.

White — a trifle too pale; her eyes burned like azure stars under the gold-red glory of her hair, which fell in two loose, heavy braids straight down, framing her body from shoulders to hips. The rounded throat, the white arms glimmering along the seams of the blue and golden robe, the sandals accenting the snowy feet — and in her eyes the straight, fearless gaze of a child — left him mute, stunned, utterly spellbound, overwhelmed by a magic that sometimes wears another name.

She did not need to ask his criticism. The faint rose color came into her face again slowly.

She turned and mounted the model stand without a word, seating herself in the carved marble chair; and, glancing at the painted figure, let her arms fall in harmony with the drawing. Then she placed one little sandal-shod foot upon the silken cushion at her feet. When she looked up, with a pale smile, he had already begun to paint.

His hand, not steady at first — for a new emotion had given him new eyes — became steadier. Magnificent tints and hues grew upon the canvas, stiff gold folds and creases shimmered, framing the snowy contours of perfect arms.

The glory of hair, the wonder of wide azure-tinted eyes, the lips full scarlet, all took color and loveliness as his brushes flew. And into the picture came something else — a joyousness, a tint of youth and freshness, and something subtle, indefinable.

And now he seemed to hold the whole power of the world in his grasp. The color-wet point of every brush hovered, then left its message of beauty on an enchanted canvas. Power was his; he dominated; he could do anything, achieve anything — with her before him. Difficulties? There were none. He had but to wet a brush with purest tints, look her in the eyes, and the thing was wrought.

Twice she rested. He said nothing, nor did she, and, when she was ready, he went on. But already the work was done — finished! He lingered over it, thrilled, touching it here and there fearlessly, with the silent certainty of mastery.

At last he lay back on his chair, and the arm supporting his palette dropped to his side.

Wont you have mercy? she asked in a low voice.

Are you tired? Oh, I am so sorry! he cried, springing to his feet.

She rose. He held out his hand. She laid hers on his arm and descended.

You are terribly tired! he said anxiously, almost tenderly.

No — but — I am a little — hungry.

He dragged out his watch. Good Lord! Its four — almost dark! he cried. What a — a beast I am! I must be crazy!

She stood smiling beside him, looking curiously at the picture in the fading light.

Am I as — as glorious as that! she said under her breath. It was not a question, besides he scarcely dared answer, for the magic was thick about him.

Do you know, she said slowly, there is something in that canvas that I have never before seen?

What is it?

The — the eyes you have given me — as though I had just opened them on paradise.

They are like yours.

But I — I never saw paradise. What a heavenly beauty you have given me. My soul was never as untroubled as is hers — the lovely, snowy, golden saint you have raised up on my shadow. What eyes do you see with to work such miracles?

You are the miracle. I never painted like that until you came.

She turned to look at him. And, perhaps, the magic light was strong enough to dazzle her, too, for she thought there was something in his eyes that he had painted into hers upon the canvas.

For a little while they stood silent. Then she raised her head. And now? she questioned.

Now?

Yes. What am I to do?

He gazed at her blankly. You are not going away?

Your picture is finished.

Yes, but where are you going?

Where? She pressed her white hand over her brow. I — I dont exactly know. I — I thought you had a plan—

As long as you have run away, he began slowly—

Yes? And as long as I have done all the dreadful things I have done. Go on!

All those dreadful things—

Yes; all those common horrid things. Go on.

I — I think—

Yes—

That we — that we might further degrade ourselves by—

Yes — goon!

By taking tea together.

Do you think so?

I do, he said solemnly.

She reflected for a moment. But what after that?

We must consider the situation at the tea table, he said gravely. Well go out as soon as you can change your gown. And — is there any likelihood of our jumping any of your family if we go to Sherrys?

Ill risk it, she said slowly.

Then, and he smiled at her through a rosy light which really didnt exist, then Ill go out and smoke until you are ready.

And he did, no longer tormented with the fears of being locked out, and presently she opened the door and stood a moment on the threshold, looking at him.

I wonder, she said, if ever a girl has done as mad a thing as I have to-day?

She stepped out and closed the door behind her.

Listen, she said; a thousand dreadful questions are on my lips — tortured pride refuses to ask for mercy — but — oh, I do care to know what you think of me!

He told her as much as he dared tell, haltingly, stammering under the enchantment thickening always around them.

You — you think — that?

More. May — shall I say—

Not — not now.

Dazed, their young heads turned, they descended the marble steps together.

Elevator boys, hall servants, the gorgeous porter in his green and gilt livery, stared at the runaway. She passed them, head high.

There is going to be a great deal of trouble about nothing, I fear, she said softly, as they walked out into Fifth Avenue.

I fear so, he mused.

You — you will probably be evicted by Mr. Thorne when the porter tells him where Ive been.

Probably, he smiled.

Where will you go when you are evicted?

Where are you going?

She glanced at him sweetly. To tea — with you.

And after that? he asked unsteadily.

But she pretended not to hear him, repeating, To tea with the great artist, Mr. Leeds. Oh, you are surprised that I know how great you are? Did you think I didnt know? Dear me, dont my sisters talk of you as though our family discovered you?

That settles it then, he said, enchanted.

What settles what, if you please?

My status. Im one of your family and entitled to advise you.

A moment later two flushed young people entered Sherrys, utterly oblivious of cloak rooms, bellboys, and butlers, and instinctively chose a remote table secluded in a corner, banked high with verdure.

They may have had tea. They were so absorbed in talking to each other that they not only paid no attention to what they ordered, but did not notice whether they had eaten anything or not, when the early winter night found them on Fifth Avenue once more, strolling slowly uptown, absorbed in one another to the exclusion of time and similar unimportant trifles.

She was saying in that full-throated sweet voice, pitched a trifle lower than the roar of traffic, Yes, I do trust you. I have been horrid and common and silly to go dashing around that trust company, but you are perfectly lovely to understand, and Ill do exactly what you tell me to do — except—

What?

Oh — you wouldnt ask me that!

What?

To — to marry him—

Good God, he breathed.

After a silence he said: I have promised you an offer. But first you must go back as though nothing had happened.

Yes, I will. Theres no use in my going to a hotel like a silly, romantic creature, and starting out to look for work in the morning. Besides, my mother would be frantic and call up the police. Besides, I havent enough money to really run away; I have only a dollar and some pennies.

Home is the place for you, he said, laughing under his breath. When am I to come to tell you about my plan for you?

Youd better hurry, she said sincerely. Ill probably lose courage and be bullied into something or other if you dont.

May I come to-morrow?

No; theres a luncheon I dont dare cut out, and in the evening theres a dance at the Carringtons. Do you — do you ever go about? I go to the Lanarks dance to-night—

I was asked to that dance, too—

Oh! she cried enraptured, will you come? Please — please! If you dont, I wont go. Mr. Thorne will be there, and between mamma and him Ill be driven into something before I know it. Will you?

Yes, I will. And Ill do more, he added under his breath; Ill lay that offer before you.

That will be perfectly delightful! You wont fail, will you? And — she paused at the door of her own house and gave him a small gloved hand— and I want to tell you how happy I am to have helped you, and how glad I am that you are able to keep to that wicked contract, and that I have had a perfectly lovely time, and I shall, never — never forget how nice you have been even if I have behaved like a brainless ninny. And I am so glad you dont think me as horrid as I seemed to be. I was reckless for the first time in my life, and did all those desperate things because Ive been — Ive been a trifle unhappy.

And so he left her, the door opening to engulf her, she turning her pretty head to nod to him as it closed. And he went away soberly, walking up the dark avenue under the flaring electric lights, absorbed, almost stunned, by what had come so suddenly into a life that, but a few hours since, had seemed to him too full, too complete, to hold anything except the love he bore for his profession.

He dined at the club where he lived, read the evening papers, scarcely conscious of what he was reading, then went upstairs to his room, sat a long while on the beds edge, staring at vacancy, and finally lay down, closing his eyes. The Ghost of Chance stood by the bed a moment, considering his victim.

Hour after hour he lay there, thinking as clearly as the tumult in his breast permitted. Later he bathed, dressed very carefully, and, descending, climbed into a hansom.

Ive a ghost of a chance, he muttered. Thorne told me to take it once, and his advice was good. Now, Ill try it again — for I have got a ghost of a chance again, and Ill take that chance to-night!

And so he came to the great house of the Lanarkses, overlooking the wintry park, and he climbed out of his humble hansom amid the clustering clatter of the rich and great and agreeable, and entered the house which he might not have troubled himself to enter, had a young girl with red hair and wonderful blue eyes not asked him.

After drifting about in the scented crush for half an hour, he caught a glimpse of her surrounded by a dozen men, among them a diplomat or two, and several attaches; and now, with the intention of claiming her, he marked her down in the glittering throng as carefully as he might have marked a flushed quail in a thicket of golden willow.

But when, pressing his way through barriers of black coats and threading half an acre of rustling silk and lace, he found the spot where he had expected to find her, she was no longer there; only the red fez of the Turkish Ambassador, nodding affably above the press, indicated that he had reached the spot upon the floor that he had aimed at.

Glancing up at the gilded musicians gallery to verify his bearings, he struck a circle, as he would have done in the woods, and presently came across young Terriss, who was also in love with her — but Leeds did not know that.

Thorne took her off, said Terriss sullenly. Theyre in the conservatory. By the way, I didnt know you knew her.

I do, growled Leeds.

That pasty-white Russian prince, the fellow with a fat face and a thin nose splitting a brace of eyes too close together — Terriss shrugged his shoulders— hes hanging about, looking for her, too. Her mother steered him off. I suppose it will be announced to-night.

Leeds saw her mother and recalled himself to her memory, and her mothers cordiality surprised and flattered him until he found he could not get past her to the conservatory.

Meanwhile the musicians were playing away madly. He attempted to dodge her, affably explaining that it was his dance with her daughter. But Naida is not in here, said her mother, carefully riding him off.

Terriss said—

Doubtless, continued her mother cheerfully, Naida is waiting for you with Constance. Do you remember my daughter Constance? If you take me across, Mr. Leeds, we can find Naida.

Steered off, vaguely aware of too much sweetness in the matrons guileless smile, he looked back and beheld the girl he was seeking emerging from the thicket of palms with Thorne, followed by a heavy and very white young man, with rings on his fingers and under his eyes.

The girl looked at Leeds as though she had never before seen him. For a moment, as he instinctively stepped forward, they faced one another in silence. Then a faint recognition animated her eyes. She looked at Thorne, at the Russian, at her mother, then, as Leeds said a conventional but decisive word or two, she smiled, laid one hand on his shoulder as he encircled her waist with his right arm, nodded at her mother, and glided off into the glitter with a man who danced well enough to leave her indifferent and occupied with her own reflections.

How long she had been dancing with him she did not know, nor care, when his voice roused her from a meditation that had left her red mouth sullen and her eyebrows bent.



What did you say? she asked. I beg your pardon—

Nothing. I wondered whether you were bored? I dance pretty well, you know.

You dance very well. Do I look bored?

You certainly do.

I am.

They swung out through the center of the perfumed crush a little recklessly, but with sufficient skill.

I wish you would look at me — once, he said. What has happened since we parted?

She raised her eyes, amused. The inevitable. I couldnt escape.

I cant give you up yet to your own reflections, he said. You dance too perfectly. What do you mean by the inevitable?

Oh, it is not you or the dancing that I meant! You must not mind me; I am likely to say anything to-night.

Anything?

Absolutely anything to anybody. She raised her eyes again to his face. It was a cleanly modeled countenance, rather lean — not at all like Thornes or Prince Minkskys.

A vague feeling of being at home again after a foreign tour came over her, a comfortable sensation, lasting for a second — time enough to contrast his amiable features with the features of the man she had been with in the conservatory.

Constantly passing dancers nodded to them, exchanged a word or two or a brief smile — Terriss with a pretty girl who called her Naida, the British third secretary, very gay in his greeting, dozens and dozens, all whirling by; and through the brilliant glare, the scented breezy wavering scene, Leeds guided the girl with the ruddy gold hair and the sulky mouth — sulky, for she was preoccupied again, oblivious of all in her perfect grace and poise, swinging where he led, as easily, as unconsciously as a wind-blown bird floating half asleep in the flow of the upper air.

If you are really too much bored, he breathed — 

She looked up disturbed. I told you it was not you. You dont bore me. You dont know me well enough.

Is there no chance that I might know you better?

No, no chance.

May I try it?

Her beautiful brows unbent. Why, yes, try it; but I am not worth the effort.

Very well. For this evening you and I will speak the absolute and unvarnished truth; shall we? You may ask me whatever you care to; I will ask you. Dare you?

She had shaken her head first, but at the word dare her indifference changed to a slight amusement.

Oh, I dare anything to-night, she said. What question am I to answer?

Is it a bargain that we tell the truth? he persisted.

Certainly, if it amuses you. It wont amuse me.

And I may venture to be cheerfully impertinent?

She nodded, smiling.

Then tell me why you asked me to come to this dance?

She hesitated. A little more color crept into her face.

Am I to answer truthfully?

You promised.

Then her entire personality changed with an impulse as illogical, as sudden as any caprice that ever swept over a heart too young to bear bitterness.

I asked you, she said, to come because — because I was happy with you to-day. But now — now it is too late. I am for sale once more.... Will you buy me?

Willingly, he returned, amazed but smiling.

Too late, she said, looking up; I have sold myself.

They were on the outer edge of the whirl now. Her hand slid from his shoulder, and she stepped back, flushed, brilliant-eyed, perfectly self-possessed.

Thank you for offering to purchase, she laughed, looking him straight in the face. Shall we finish the dance? I am ready.

Let me see your card, he said coolly. She held out the cluster of ivory and gold filigree for his inspection.

I thought you had undertaken to amuse me, she observed. I didnt bargain to amuse you. Her blue eyes were too brilliant, her color almost feverish now.

I am going to, he said. But I warn you, you may not like it.

Try. Perhaps I may.

Im going to rub out these names, he said, watching her.

That will be deliciously rude and impertinent. Do it. Can you think of anything else?

Oh, yes! he said, filling in the card with his own name.

Let me see, she breathed, looking over his shoulder. Delightful! Why, what you have done is exquisitely indecent, and will certainly involve us both in everything unpleasant. Now, what else are you going to do?

That sale, he reflected— you remember?

Oh, yes!

Its canceled.

No, it isnt, she said with a laugh ending in a little check. But you may compromise me if you — if you can manage it. Ill flirt with you if you can keep the others off.

Ill do my best, he said, looking at her, scarcely knowing what he was saying. You danced too well for me to let you go when I bored you; now that I dont, do you think I shall let you go?

She was on the verge of something — laughter or tears. He felt it, yet knew that she would not pass the verge.

Now I have amused you a little, he said, will you sit out the rest of this dance with me?

How can I help it? Your name has replaced the others.

He erased his name, and, from memory, filled in the other names in sequence. Then pocketing the tablets, he said airily: Technically, I recover my self-respect — but, theres a second conservatory beyond this one where I may lose yours.

I hope it is dark, she said calmly.

It is. Well go to the farthest corner. Passing through palms and tree ferns, they heard the music behind them cease; and they moved a trifle more quickly.

Its locked, he said.

I dont care. Unlock it.

He turned the key. They entered. A few electric bulbs glimmered here and there, gilding thickets of blossoms. There were no chairs to be found, and he had started to return for them, when she called his attention to a green bench under a mass of flowering vines, and, seating herself, looked up at him expectantly.

Now, he said, as he took his place beside her, you may tell me anything or nothing, as you please. You are terribly excited — Im rather excited, too. Every normal man is always reckless; every normal woman is, once in a lifetime. Its a crisis; youve reached it. Im a decent sort of fellow — safer than the next man, maybe. And now Im keyed up, ready to listen, ready to talk, seriously or frivolously — ready to make love — either way.

Make love to me, seriously? she said gayly. Ah, but you are safe to say so — knowing that I am sold! After a moment she looked up: Why dont you ask me who bought me?

Oh, I know, he nodded.

How do you know?

I saw your face — after the bargain.

The smile on her mouth remained, but he looked away, unable to meet her haunted eyes.

Rub out these names, she said suddenly, offering to take the card again. And, as he made no movement, she suddenly tore it to pieces in her gloved hands and held the fragments toward him with a miserable little laugh. He took them, retaining her hand in his.

You are the prettiest girl in the world, he said lightly. Shall I tell you more?

Do you know that I am engaged to Mr. Thorne again?

But I am going to make love to you.

But — I am really going to marry him — on Monday.

He laughed, looking her in the eyes.

Do you not believe me? she asked.

No, he said, laughing.

But it is true. I have put it off — I have waited until the last moment — you know what I said to-day—

Incredulous, smiling, he recovered the hand she had withdrawn. She suffered it to lie in his, looking at him almost frightened.

It is stupid not to believe me, she said. Cant a man tell when a girl is speaking the truth? I tell you I must marry him on Monday, if Im to get anything from my grandfather—

His hand, holding hers, relaxed; he looked at her uneasily.

All my sisters did the same thing, she went on— all hung back until the last moment. Then, like me, deadly tired of the pressure, they gave in in a hurry. Im the youngest and last — thank Heaven!

What is all this? he demanded.

Nothing — indolence — an idea that I might fall in love, perhaps — kept me from marrying.

Her voice trailed, vaguely reminiscent; she gazed at him with dimmed, speculative eyes, resting her chin on one curved wrist, elbow denting her silken knee.

If a girl has a fool for a grandfather, what can she do? And Im tired of the home pressure.

She bent her head, idly lifting finger after finger of the white gloved hand that lay passively in his palm.

So there you are, she added; and, as he said nothing, she went on: Tuesday, Im twenty-one. Isnt it absurd and dreadful? But there you are; I put it off and put it off, vowing and declaring I wouldnt marry just to inherit my part. Mother has wept most of this year; but I said No! no! no! and I refused to be the victim of any grandfather, and I declined to consider his wishes, or Mr. Thornes.

She shrugged her shoulders: But — you see? Cupidity at the last moment!

Whose cupidity? he asked coolly.

Mine, she said, but he knew she was not truthful.

Thats all right, he observed cheerfully— as long as it was not your familys. And, still smiling, he thought of her mother adroitly blocking his way until the daughter and the merchant had concluded the bargain and patched up a broken truce.

It will be one of those married-while-you-wait affairs, she said, watching him; traveling clothes and a few of the family. Dont you want to come? You must come! she added; will you?

I have an idea, he said, with a curious stare, that I may be present at your wedding.

Good! Come with Jack Terriss and Prince Minsksky.

Oh, do you already number me with the Jack Terrisses? he drawled.

Certainly. Am I not pretty? Wouldnt you kiss me if you — could? He always wants to; others have wanted to. Then I number you with the others; they were no more serious than you are.

Is it they or you who are not serious? he asked. I think if you gave any of them the chance you have given Thorne—

Yes, but I dont love any of them. And Mr. Thorne is inevitable.

I see, said Leeds carelessly. So I am to say to-night: Much happiness! and other stupidities. Am I not to say all these things?

Yes, if you like.

But I wont.

That would be rude, wouldnt it? She looked up at him smiling, yet with something of concern, for he had both her hands now.

Do you know what I am going to do? he asked.

No.

I am going to make love to you at once.

You may; Im engaged.

He listened a moment; the music rang distantly; somebody was missing a dance with the woman whose gloved hands lay in his.

If you are going to marry for pure cupidity, why not take me? he asked. Any man would do for your amiable grandfather — and it seems to be all the same to you.

I did not know you well enough to ask you, she said audaciously.

Would I have done as well as anybody? he demanded.

Yes, as well — for me. Mother prefers the inevitable one.

Would I have done better than anybody — for you? he persisted.

Must I answer?

Yes; you have only fibbed once to-night.

Then — Id rather — not answer. Dont — dont pretend to be serious. Be as frivolous as you will; make love to me if you wish — only dont pretend.

No, I wont pretend, he said. She looked at him; his face caught fire though he strove to speak gayly: I never believed I should fall in love — like this — not even when I first met you. You are faultlessly beautiful, with your thick, ruddy-gold hair — the hair I painted into my picture — and I painted your splendid, innocent eyes, and that scarlet, sulky mouth — not sullen then, Naida. Had I known such things were bought and sold I should have bid—

Stop, she breathed.

But all I should have offered was an ordinary heart — and you say that counts nothing against — other considerations.

Nothing, she said, setting her lips.

It counts nothing, he repeated, watching her.

Nothing — absolutely nothing. Is this how you amuse me? Is this what you call making love?

Partly this, he said, partly — and he deliberately and unskillfully kissed her— partly this.

She rose, blushing scarlet, whisking her hands from his. He stood up to confront her, rather white.

You are too— she began unsteadily.

What?

Brutal. I have been kissed before — but not stupidly — as you did. It was almost an affront — if such a woman as I can be affronted. Cheeks and eyes were ablaze.

I told you, he said between lips almost colorless, that I should speak the truth. I do; I love you. Can you give me a ghost of a chance?

You are clumsy and silly, she said. I — I was ready for almost anything — supposing you were clever enough to carry it all off lightly—

I can; Ive kissed plenty of girls, but only one Ive cared for — thats why I was So awkward; I was scared to death. Why on earth did I awake at the eleventh hour to find that I loved you!

You are imposing on us both, she said calmly. Besides, I dont believe youve kissed very many girls. Jack Terriss says you have no use for them except as models.

Jacks crazy. Girls? Why, the girls Ive kissed, he explained blandly, would fill that ballroom—

And overflow into this conservatory, she added, quietly curious, yet perfectly convinced now that his experience had been as limited as her own. For she had never before been kissed.

If youll let me show you— he suggested.

Show me what?

That I do know how to kiss a girl—

She looked at him, then sat up straight, stripping off her gloves. Her face was hot; she used her fan.

He picked up one of her hands and she demurred, but he held to it with a fascinated determination that made a struggle unreasonable.

What is the use, she said, of kissing a girl who is engaged? No, I will not! I forbid you! I — please dont do—

Do what? he asked.

That! You have done it twice — when I asked you not to.

Was I clumsy this time?

Yes!

Then—

No — no — no! Hands locked, she bent backward, evading him breathlessly, yet looking into his eyes with a curiosity, a fear, and something else that no man had ever seen in her gaze — something that he saw, and which the scarlet mouth, no longer sulky, tremblingly confirmed.

There is a chance — a ghost of a chance! he said, steadying his voice.

No — no! There is no chance — even if you did—

What?

Love me! No chance, no ghost of a chance. Release me — please — I beg you. Oh, wont you listen? You — you must not put your arm around me—

The struggle was brief; she strained away from him desperately; and when he had her closer, she avoided his lips, hiding her face — and, as the hiding place happened to be, by some dreadful mistake, his shoulder, he drew her face upward and kissed her mouth again and again, until her head lay there quietly, eyes closed, wet lashes on her burning cheeks.

Then he used what voice he could command in a very manly and earnest fashion; and whether she heeded or whether even she heard was uncertain, for the tears kept her lashes wet, and her hands covered her face.

This was all very well, particularly when he drew one hand away, and her slim fingers closed convulsively over his. Between them they wrecked her delicate ivory fan, but neither seemed conscious of any loss.

Now will you give me a ghost of a chance? he whispered.

I — I cant—

Look at me, Naida—

No.

You must. I love you.

How can you — a girl bought — sold—

I bid higher, dear.

I know — my — my first kiss. You will not believe it — of a girl you kissed so easily. But it is — I have never before been kissed. But I cant take the price; Im sold — You had better kiss me for all the years to come.

He bent his head; her eyes unclosed, and, looking up at him, she put both arms around his neck. You do love me, he breathed.

She only looked at him.

You must!

I might — if there was time. How can I have time to love you?

Marry me; and you shall have years of time.

But suppose I found I did not love you, silly?

You would be no worse off than if you married the inevitable.

Her head lay on his shoulder; she looked at him reflectively. Suppose, she said, suppose I marry neither of you — for a while — and let that wretched inheritance go!

For Gods sake, let it go! he said fiercely.

Give me a ghost of a chance; that is all I ask — more than I dare hope.

And — if I loved you — in the remote future, would you marry a penniless girl?

Will that penniless girl promise me? he asked under his breath.

No! said her mother from the glass doorway. And they both stood up.

The dishonorable part you have played, continued the quivering matron, matches your lack of the elemental decencies, and your ignorance of the ordinary observances of conventional— Fury choked her.

I only desire to marry your daughter, madam.

Naida!

Yes, mamma.

She hesitated, turned to the man beside her, and looked up at him.

Good-by, she said; dont forget.

Forget what, silly child? A flirt whom he had so easily kissed in a conservatory? Why, men find them everywhere — and not too difficult. Her first? Why, some man must be a coquettes first — and in her case it happened to be Leeds.

So she walked slowly to the door, and her mother took her arm, and she looked back at the man standing there, his hands fumbling the shreds of her broken fan.

Good night! she said; and to her mother: You hurt my arm, dear.

Are you mad? hissed that horrified matron. Quite. I told him I was likely to do anything to-night.

You have done it!

I hope so, mother.

Hope what?

That Ive made him love me.

Merciful Heaven! What has— She halted, turning her tall daughter to face her. Is it champagne? she demanded.

No; do I look dreadfully mussed? Oh, well — it was my first kiss, you know. One doesnt understand how to take it coolly; I was very awkward — and fool enough to cry. My head aches. I fancy I look perfectly disreputable. Mother, will you — there he is now! — will you please keep off your Thornes and your Russians until I can escape? I will be in the dressing room — quite ready to go, mother dear.

Naida, she said, her voice trembling, I tell you now that if you are actually in love—

Yes, dear?

If you are, dont consider my — my wishes—

About Mr. Thorne?

About anybody — even a man disreputable enough to kiss you—

Any man — to save my inheritance, mother?

Any eligible man, we decided.

Then its got to be somebody?

It has, little daughter — unless were a pair of fools!

Well, then — if its to be a man, I think — I think— She turned and looked back into the long conservatories. But what she thought she did not utter, for at that moment the Russian spied her and came up palled and speechlessly fierce. And she took his arm very sweetly.

Now well dance until daylight if you desire, she said, heading him off in the midst of an astonished inquiry concerning her disappearance. I think we had better have the jolliest time we can — while it lasts. Because, she added pensively, I may run away from everybody some day. Im quite likely to do anything, you know; am I not, mother?

His alarm was so genuine that she threw back her head and laughed the most delicious and carefree laugh he had ever heard from her.

Ah! It is a pleasantry! he said, inexpressibly relieved.

Of course, she said gayly. I shall keep my legacy and marry somebody — you or Thorne or somebody. Therefore, monsieur, I require sleep; therefore — she dropped his arm and a courtesy at the same time— adieu, monsieur.

So soon, mademoiselle!

None too soon, monsieur. Mother! If you are ready? The prince is waiting to make his adieus.

An hour later her mother kissed her good night with the humble and modest conviction that she had done well by every daughter, and had garnered every penny with which that miserable will had tantalized her so long.

Good night, Naida, she said affectionately. De Peyster is a lovable fellow. If you cant love him you cant love anybody.

I dont know; Ill see how I sleep, mother.

What do you mean, Naida? she asked anxiously.

Thats just it — I dont know exactly what I do mean. But Ill know if I dont sleep. Good night, mother. If I am not in my room in the morning you will know I have married — somebody.

You — you wouldnt do—

Oh, you know I am likely to do anything! I wish I could guess what it is to be — the next thing I am destined to do.

She turned over in her great white bed, burying her hot cheeks in the pillow. She heard her mother leave the room; then her maid tiptoeing about, and presently the click of the electric button. She opened her eyes in darkness, and lying there fell a-thinking of the ghost of a chance a man had lost forever — or was it the man who had lost it? Was it not the maid after all?

Men kiss pretty women when they can, she reasoned, raising her hands to her heated cheeks. He meant nothing that he will not forget this time next month.... So that is how it feels to be kissed! And I sniveled.... dear me!

Still — if I had only had time — I could have made him love me — I think.... But artists are notoriously inconstant.... and usually very poor. If I — I could have married him, I should have felt morally obliged to bring him something. So there you are; I didnt know he was like that or I might have hunted him up and given him a chance a year ago.... Why didnt he take it? He — it is impossible he could suddenly love me — now — at the last moment, when its too late.... And I suppose it was abominable of him to have kissed me.... And he did it so frequently....

As a matter of fact, I, lying here, am a thoroughly kissed girl.... And Im shamelessly indifferent to his guilt and mine. So — I think Ill sleep a little...

But she couldnt.

If I really find that I cant sleep, she said softly to herself, Im likely to do almost anything. I wonder whether he is asleep.

He was not; he was seated in a rather small, dark, and chilly room not half a mile uptown. Jaws set, chin on his clenched fist, looking into the hollow eyes of a ghost — the Ghost of Chance. But the ghost as yet had made no sign.

For a while she lay there, wide-eyed, restless, face and arms flushed, her heart quickening to the rapid rush of disordered thought hurrying her onward — whither, she scarcely knew, until she found herself standing before her mirror, the electric light flooding the room once more.

I cant lie there, she said to herself; I cant sleep; it seems to me as if I could never sleep again.

The small gilt clock struck the hour — five! She considered it, turned and went to the window, and, raising the shade, looked out. The shadows of the electric lamps played quivering over the snow; nothing else stirred. She crossed the room and opened her door, listening there in the darkness. Then, treading softly, the tips of her fingers on the mahogany rail to guide her, she felt her way down the stairs, her small bare feet brushing the velvet carpet.

There was an electric jet in the lower hall; she turned it on, groped about on the telephone shelf for the directory, and turned the leaves noiselessly until she came to the letter, L. Very carefully she traced the column of names, eyes following her moving finger, until she found what she wanted. Then she turned, unhooked the receiver, and pressed it to her ear:

Hello! she almost whispered. Please give me nine — O — three — Lenox Hill.

And after a throbbing wait:

Is this the Lenox Club?

* * * *

Has Mr. Leeds come in yet?

* * * *

Perhaps he isnt asleep. Please find out.... No, I cant give my name.

* * * *

Yes; it is of great importance. If he is asleep, please wake him.

* * * *

Yes, Ill hold the wire.

The receiver against her ear was trembling, but she could not control her hand.

Yes!... Is that you, Mr. Leeds?

* * * *

Cant you guess who it is?

* * * *

You cant! Do you mean to intimate that other gir — other people call you up at five oclock in the morning!

* * * *

Of course it is I!

* * * *

Yes, Naida.

* * * *

I am at home. I could not sleep, so I thought I would find out whether you could. Besides, I wanted to know whether you stayed for the cotillon.

* * * *

But why didnt you?

* * * *

Oh! that is very nice of you — to say that I — And havent you really been asleep?

* * * *

Doing what?

* * * *

Thinking of me!

* * * *

All alone in your room at this ghastly hour of the morning, thinking about me? Do you expect me to believe—

* * * *

I wont tell you — now.

Havent I enough to keep me awake thinking?

* * * *

No, I dont mean that. You know perfectly well that you gave me sufficient to think about — for the rest of my days.

* * * *

Dont say that over the phone! Yes, it was the first — the very first time it had ever been — been done to me.

* * * *

No, I dont forget anything; I never shall. What do you mean by a ghost of a chance?

* * * *

Oh! Do you truly mean that? I am so — so dreadfully happy to hear you say that—

* * * *

Yes.

* * * *

Yes.

* * * *

Yes.

* * * *

Ye-s—

* * * *

Oh-h!

* * * *

What! Now!!

* * * *

Do you mean now? — at five oclock in the — —

* * * *

I do! I am in love with you! But Pm not insane—

* * * *

Oh, this is dreadful! — Yes, Ill hold the wire. Yes, the other name for it is the Church of the Transfiguration, but—

* * * *

Nobody will do it for us at this hour!

* * * *

Well, Ill wait—

She leaned against the telephone shelf, the receiver pressed convulsively to her ear, blue eyes closed. Years seemed to drag Time in endless chains across her vision; her knees fell trembling; thought, run riot, raced through her brain, and every little pulse clamored to the hearts hard beating.

Yes! she gasped with a start; Im still here.

* * * *

No, I am not dressed for — for the street—

* * * *

Yes — if you wish it.... It will take only a few minutes. But, oh — do you think — ?

* * * *

Truly I will; I do love you.

* * * *

Yes, I will hurry. Good-by—

* * * *

I do! I do! You will see!

Up the dark stairway once more in velvet-footed haste, giving herself no moment for considering what she was about to do; masses of heavy, glowing hair in a tangle, with comb and brush flying; the soft, intimate perfume of lace and delicate linen, silk, and the flutter of ribbon; then gown and hat and furs — a stare at the unknown face in the mirror — her last adieu to the girl she had known so long. But, in the dark outside her door, she heard the summons — the voiceless call of the Ghost of Chance, waiting attendance; and her heart responded passionately. Down through the darkness again — fumbling at chain and bolt — the keen night air in her throat; and, through the wintry silence veiled in darkness, the yellow lamps of a brougham gilding her face, dazzling her as she laid her groping hand on the arm of the man who sprang forward to guide her.

You mustnt shiver so — you must not tremble that way, he whispered. It is all right, dear; Ive got McManus and Kenna for witnesses; theyre at the church; Ive made arrangements. Naida! Naida! The inevitable was never inevitable while there was the ghost of a chance that you loved me.

She caught his hands in hers, staring into his face, which was as white as her own. Oh! she breathed. I love you so. As maid — as wife, you have taken all there is to me — all of good, of evil — with my first kiss! I am yours — no matter what an outward fate might hold for me.... Listen; look at me! Am I to go with you? Shall you repent it? Wait — hush, dear; it is not too late yet. I am not thinking of myself — for the first time in my life I am not thinking of self; nor of my mother; she is easily reconciled. I am thinking of you — of you and all that splendor your spirit lives in — all the heavenly world into which you set me — into which you painted me, transfigured, with eyes that seemed just opening in paradise!

Tell me, dear; your life is important; it is really not your own to throw away. Shall I go with you? Shall I stay here, quiet with your memory — my life already fulfilled?

His answer was so low that she bent her head close to his to listen. And, after a long while, unclosing her eyes, she saw through the carriage window the dim gas lamps shining and the stained light of a church window tracing across the snow a celestial pathway tinted with crimson, azure, and gold. The horses halted with a snowy thud of dancing hoofs; the wintry air rushed into her face as the carriage door was opened by two tall Irishmen wearing very shiny silk hats.

Naida, Mr. McManus — Mr. Kenna—

The tall hats of the tall Irishmen swept the snow; to each in turn she offered an unsteady little hand; then leaning on Leedss arm she entered the iron gateway, the two contractors following.

The purty lady, purred Kenna; dye mind the little hand of her, McManus?

I did so; an I seen the mitten to fit it. Shquare yer chist, man; were walkin on shtocks and bonds; were walkin on the red neck o pride and power, Kenna. Whisht; cock yer hat, an thread majestic!

And so through the snowy darkness of dawn they passed across the frozen gardens to that little church around the corner where no sweeter bride shall ever kneel than knelt there then at prayer among the tinted shadows. And behind them knelt the Ghost of Chance.

The sun rose at seven; and a little later the bride left the church, her pale, enraptured face uplifted to the rosy zenith. She returned to earth presently: Jim, shall we stop and breakfast with — our mother?

He pressed her hand in agonized acquiescence; he was too scared to speak. At the same time he seemed to be conscious of something at his elbow, laughing in silence. It was the Ghost of Chance bidding them au revoir. Then the brougham drove up at a signal from Kenna; the bride entered, and Leeds turned to McManus: At five oclock this morning I wired Thorne that the key panel was finished and ready to deliver. We leave for Florida this afternoon. Will you see that the contract is carried out?

Arrah, leave it to Kenna, Misther Leeds. Is that all, sorr?

All — I think—

There is wan little item Im thinkin yer sweet lady has forgotten — but mayhap she has no need av it — now—

Whats that, McManus?

The other mitten, sorr, giggled McManus. Leeds looked at him for a full second; they shook hands very seriously.

Then, as the carriage wheeled and drove west, the bride, leaning on her husbands shoulder to look back, caught a last glimpse of a snowy little church, an ice-festooned fountain behind the shrubbery, and, moving majestically in the middle distance, shoulder to shoulder, arm under arm, two dignified Irishmen, their tall hats burnished into splendor by the rising sun.

THE END


Police!!!

[image: img19.png]

Published in 1915, this short story collection is one of Chambers final works of fantastic fiction. The stories tackle themes that include xenobiology and cryptozoology – the study of creatures beyond the knowledge of conventional zoology. The tone is light and humorous rather than horrific, however, owing more to Mark Twain than to Ambrose Bierce. As with Chambers earlier collection, In Search of the Unknown, science fiction elements are intertwined with romantic love interest and comic touches to produce a whimsical atmosphere.
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TO 

LOUISE JOCELYN

All the pretty things you say, All the pretty things you do In your own delightful way Make me fall in love with you, Turning Autumn into May.

Every day is twice as gay Just because of you, Louise! Which is going some, you say? In my dull, pedantic way I am fashioning my lay Just because I want to please.

Just because the things you say, Just because the things you do In your clever, charming way Make me fall in love with you. That is all, my dear, to-day.

R.W.C.

Christmas, 1915.
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Dainty noses to the wind, their beautiful eyes wide and alert.


FOREWORD
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GIVE ME NO gold nor palaces Nor quarts of gems in chalices Nor mention me in Who is Who Id rather roam abroad with you Investigating sky and land, Volcanoes, lakes, and glacial sand Id rather climb with all my legs To find a nest of speckled eggs, Or watch the spotted spider spin Or see a serpent shed its skin! Give me no star-and-garter blue! Id rather roam around with you.

Flatten me not with flattery! Walk with me to the Battery, And see in glassy tanks the seals, The sturgeons, flounders, smelt and eels Disport themselves in ichthyic curves — And when it gets upon our nerves Then, while our wabbling taxi honks Ill tell you all about the Bronx, Where captive wild things mope and stare Through grills of steel that bar each lair Doomed to imprisonment for life — And you may go and take your wife.

Come to the Park with me; Ill show you crass stupidity Which sentences the hawk and fox To inactivity, and locks The door of freedom on the lynx Where puma pines and eagle stinks. Never a slavers fetid hold Has held the misery untold That crowds the great cats kennels where Their vacant eyes glare blank despair Half crazed by sloth, half dazed by fear All day, all night, year after year.

To the swift, clean things that cleave the air To the swift, clean things that cleave the sea To the swift, clean things that brave and dare Forest and peak and prairie free, A cage to craze and stifle and stun And a fat man feeding a penny bun And a she-one giggling, Aint it grand! As she drags a dirty-nosed brat by the hand.

Central Park, filthiest, cruellest and most outrageous of zoological exhibitions.
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PREFACE
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ON A BEAUTIFUL day in spring as I was running as hard as I could run pursued by the New York police and a number of excited citizens, my mind, which becomes brilliantly active under physical exhilaration, began to work busily.

I thought about all sorts of things: I thought about hard times and financial depression and about our great President who is in a class all alone with himself and soon to become extinct; I thought about art and why there isnt any when its talked about; I thought of macro-lepidoptera, of metagrammatism, monoliths, manicures, and monsoons.

And all the time I was running as fast as I could run; and the faster I ran the more things I thought about until my terrific pace set my brain whizzing like a wheel.

I felt no remorse at having published these memoirs of my life — which was why the police and populace were pursuing me, maddened to frenzy by the fearless revelation of mighty scientific truths in this little volume you are about to attempt to read. Ubicumque ars ostentatur, veritas abesse videtur!

I thought about it clearly, calmly, concisely as I fled. The maddened shouts of the prejudiced populace did not disturb me. Around and around the Metropolitan Museum of Art I ran; the inmates of that institution came out to watch me and they knew at a glance that I was one of them for they set up a clamor like a bunch of decoy ducks when one of their wild comrades comes whirling by.

Police! Police! they shouted; but I went careering on uptown, afraid only that the park squirrels might club together to corner me. There are corners in grain. Why not in — but let that pass.

I took the park wall in front of the great Mr. Carnegies cottage at a single bound. He stood on his terrace and shouted, Police! He was quite logical.

The Equal Franchise Society was having a May party in the park near the Harlem Mere. They had chosen the Honorable William Jennings Bryan as Queen of the May. He wore low congress-gaiters and white socks; he was walking under a canopy, crowned with paper flowers, his hair curled over his coat collar, the tips of his fingers were suavely joined over his abdomen.

The moment he caught sight of me he shouted, Police!

He was right. The cabinet lacked only me.

And I might have consented to tarry — might have allowed myself to be apprehended for political purposes, had not a nobler, holier, more imperative duty urged me northward still.

Though all Bloomingdale shouted, Stop him! and all Matteawan yelled, Police! I should not have consented to pause. Even the quackitudinous recognition spontaneously offered by the Metropolitan Museum had not been sufficient to decoy me to my fellows.

I knew, of course, that I could find a sanctuary and a welcome in many places — in almost any sectarian edifice, any club, any newspaper office, any of the great publishers, any school, any museum; I knew that I would be welcomed at Columbia University, at the annex to the Hall of Fame, in the Bishops Palace on Morningside Heights — there were many places all ready to receive, understand and honour me.

For a sufficiently crippled intellect, for a still-born brain, for the intellectually aborted, there is always a place on some editorial, sectarian, or educational staff.

Try It!

But I had other ideas as I galloped northward. The voiceless summons of the most jealous of mistresses was making siren music in my ears. That coquettish jade, Science, was calling me by wireless, and I was responding with both legs.

And so, at last, I arrived at the Bronx Park and dashed into the Administration Building where everybody rose and cheered me to the echo.

I was at home at last, unterrified, undismayed, and ready again as always to dedicate my life to the service of Truth and to every caprice and whim of my immortal mistress, Science. But I dont want to marry her.

Magna est veritas! Sed major et longinquo reverentia.




POLICE!!!

[image: img703.jpg]

BEING A FEW deathless truths concerning several mysteries recently and scientifically unravelled by a modest servant of Science.

Quo quisque stultior, eo magis insolescit.


THE THIRD EYE
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ALTHOUGH THE MANS back was turned toward me, I was uncomfortably conscious that he was watching me. How he could possibly be watching me while I stood directly behind him, I did not ask myself; yet, nevertheless, instinct warned me that I was being inspected; that somehow or other the man was staring at me as steadily as though he and I had been face to face and his faded, sea-green eyes were focussed upon me.

It was an odd sensation which persisted in spite of logic, and of which I could not rid myself. Yet the little waitress did not seem to share it. Perhaps she was not under his glassy inspection. But then, of course, I could not be either.
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No doubt the nervous tension incident to the expedition was making me supersensitive and even morbid.

Our sail-boat rode the shallow torquoise-tinted waters at anchor, rocking gently just off the snowy coral reef on which we were now camping. The youthful waitress who, for economys sake, wore her cap, apron, collar and cuffs over her dainty print dress, was seated by the signal fire writing in her diary. Sometimes she thoughtfully touched her pencil point with the tip of her tongue; sometimes she replenished the fire from a pile of dead mangrove branches heaped up on the coral reef beside her. Whatever she did she accomplished gracefully.

As for the man, Grue, his back remained turned toward us both and he continued, apparently, to scan the horizon for the sail which we all expected. And all the time I could not rid myself of the unpleasant idea that somehow or other he was looking at me, watching attentively the expression of my features and noting my every movement.

The smoke of our fire blew wide across leagues of shallow, sparkling water, or, when the wind veered, whirled back into our faces across the reef, curling and eddying among the standing mangroves like fog drifting.

Seated there near the fire, from time to time I swept the horizon with my marine glasses; but there was no sign of Kemper; no sail broke the far sweep of sky and water; nothing moved out there save when a wild duck took wing amid the dark raft of its companions to circle low above the ocean and settle at random, invisible again except when, at intervals, its white breast flashed in the sunshine.

Meanwhile the waitress had ceased to write in her diary and now sat with the closed book on her knees and her pencil resting against her lips, gazing thoughtfuly at the back of Grues head.

It was a ratty head of straight black hair, and looked greasy. The rest of him struck me as equally unkempt and dingy — a youngish man, lean, deeply bitten by the sun of the semi-tropics to a mahogany hue, and unusually hairy.

I dont mind a brawny, hairy man, but the hair on Grues arms and chest was a rusty red, and like a chimpanzees in texture, and sometimes a wildly absurd idea possessed me that the man needed it when he went about in the palm forests without his clothes.

But he was only a poor white — a cracker recruited from one of the reefs near Pelican Light, where he lived alone by fishing and selling his fish to the hotels at Heliatrope City. The sail-boat was his; he figured as our official guide on this expedition — an expedition which already had begun to worry me a great deal.

For it was, perhaps, the wildest goose chase and the most absurdly hopeless enterprise ever undertaken in the interest of science by the Bronx Park authorities.

Nothing is more dreaded by scientists than ridicule; and it was in spite of this terror of ridicule that I summoned sufficient courage to organize an exploring party and start out in search of something so extraordinary, so hitherto unheard of, that I had not dared reveal to Kemper by letter the object of my quest.

No, I did not care to commit myself to writing just yet; I had merely sent Kemper a letter to join me on Sting-ray Key.

He telegraphed me from Tampa that he would join me at the rendezvous; and I started directly from Bronx Park for Heliatrope City; arrived there in three days; found the waitress all ready to start with me; inquired about a guide and discovered the man Grue in his hut off Pelican Light; made my bargain with him; and set sail for Sting-ray Key, the most excited and the most nervous young man who ever had dared disaster in the sacred cause of science.

Everything was now at stake, my honour, reputation, career, fortune. For, as chief of the Anthropological Field Survey Department of the great Bronx Park Zoölogical Society, I was perfectly aware that no scientific reputation can survive ridicule.

Nevertheless, the die had been cast, the Rubicon crossed in a sail-boat containing one beachcombing cracker, one hotel waitress, a pile of camping kit and special utensils, and myself!

How was I going to tell Kemper? How was I going to confess to him that I was staking my reputation as an anthropologist upon a letter or two and a personal interview with a young girl — a waitress at the Hotel Gardenia in Heliatrope City?



I lowered my sea-glasses and glanced sideways at the waitress. She was still chewing the end of her pencil, reflectively.

She was a pretty girl, one Evelyn Grey, and had been a country school-teacher in Massachusetts until her health broke.

Florida was what she required; but that healing climate was possible to her only if she could find there a self-supporting position.

Also she had nourished an ambition for a postgraduate education, with further aspirations to a Government appointment in the Smithsonian Institute.

All very worthy, no doubt — in fact, particularly commendable because the wages she saved as waitress in a Florida hotel during the winter were her only means of support while studying for college examinations during the summer in Boston, where she lived.

Yet, although she was an inmate of Massachusetts, her face and figure would have ornamented any light-opera stage. I never looked at her but I thought so; and her cuffs and apron merely accentuated the delusion. Such ankles are seldom seen when the curtain rises after the overture. Odd that frivolous thoughts could flit through an intellect dedicated only to science!

The man, Grue, had not stirred from his survey of the Atlantic Ocean. He had a somewhat disturbing capacity for remaining motionless — like a stealthy and predatory bird which depends on immobility for aggressive and defensive existence.

The sea-wind fluttered his cotton shirt and trousers and the tattered brim of his straw hat. And always I felt as though he were watching me out of the back of his ratty head, through the ravelled straw brim that sagged over his neck.

The pretty waitress had now chewed the end of her pencil to a satisfactory pulp, and she was writing again in her diary, very intently, so that my cautious touch on her arm seemed to startle her.

Meeting her inquiring eyes I said in a low voice:

I am not sure why, but I dont seem to care very much for that man, Grue. Do you?

She glanced at the waters edge, where Grue stood, immovable, his back still turned to us.

I never liked him, she said under her breath.

Why? I asked cautiously.

She merely shrugged her shoulders. She did it gracefully.

I said:

Have you any particular reason for disliking him?

Hes dirty.

He looks dirty, yet every day he goes into the sea and swims about. He ought to be clean enough.

She thought for a moment, then:

He seems, somehow, to be fundamentally unclean — I dont mean that he doesnt wash himself. But there are certain sorts of animals and birds and other creatures from which one instinctively shrinks — not, perhaps, because they are materially unclean—

I understand, I said. After a silence I added: Well, theres no chance now of sending him back, even if I were inclined to do so. He appears to be familiar with these latitudes. I dont suppose we could find a better man for our purpose. Do you?

No. He was a sponge fisher once, I believe.

Did he tell you so?

No. But yesterday, when you took the boat and cruised to the south, I sat writing here and keeping up the fire. And I saw Grue climbing about among the mangroves over the water in a most uncanny way; and two snake-birds sat watching him, and they never moved.

He didnt seem to see them; his back was toward them. And then, all at once, he leaped backward at them where they sat on a mangrove, and he got one of them by the neck—
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Climbing about among the mangroves above the water



What!

The girl nodded.

By the neck, she repeated, and down they went into the water. And what do you suppose happened?

I cant imagine, said I with a grimace.

Well, Grue went under, still clutching the squirming, flapping bird; and he stayed under.

Stayed under the water?

Yes, longer than any sponge diver I ever heard of. And I was becoming frightened when the bloody bubbles and feathers began to come up—

What was he doing under water?

He must have been tearing the bird to pieces. Oh, it was quite unpleasant, I assure you, Mr. Smith. And when he came up and looked at me out of those very vitreous eyes he resembled something horridly amphibious.... And I felt rather sick and dizzy.

Hes got to stop that sort of thing! I said angrily. Snake-birds are harmless and I wont have him killing them in that barbarous fashion. Ive warned him already to let birds alone. I dont know how he catches them or why he kills them. But he seems to have a mania for doing it—

I was interrupted by Grues soft and rather pleasant voice from the waters edge, announcing a sail on the horizon. He did not turn when speaking.

The next moment I made out the sail and focussed my glasses on it.

Its Professor Kemper, I announced presently.

Im so glad, remarked Evelyn Grey.

I dont know why it should have suddenly occurred to me, apropos of nothing, that Billy Kemper was unusually handsome. Or why I should have turned and looked at the pretty waitress — except that she was, perhaps, worth gazing upon from a purely non-scientific point of view. In fact, to a man not entirely absorbed in scientific research and not passionately and irrevocably wedded to his profession, her violet-blue eyes and rather sweet mouth might have proved disturbing.

As I was thinking about this she looked up at me and smiled.

Its a good thing, I thought to myself, that I am irrevocably wedded to my profession. And I gazed fixedly across the Atlantic Ocean.



There was scarcely sufficient breeze of a steady character to bring Kemper to Sting-ray Key; but he got out his sweeps when I hailed him and came in at a lively clip, anchoring alongside of our boat and leaping ashore with that unnecessary dash and abandon which women find pleasing.

Glancing sideways at my waitress through my spectacles, I found her looking into a small hand mirror and patting her hair with one slim and suntanned hand.

When Professor Kemper landed on the coral he shot a curious look at Grue, and then came striding across the reef to me.

Hello, Smithy! he said, holding out his hand. Here I am, you see! Now whats up—

Just then Evelyn Grey got up from her seat beside the fire; and Kemper turned and gazed at her with every symptom of unfeigned approbation.

I introduced him. Evelyn Grey seemed a trifle indifferent. A good-looking man doesnt last long with a clever woman. I smiled to myself, polishing my spectacles gleefully. Yet, I had no idea why I was smiling.

We three people turned and walked toward the comb of the reef. A solitary palm represented the islands vegetation, except, of course, for the water-growing mangroves.

I asked Miss Grey to precede us and wait for us under the palm; and she went forward in that light-footed way of hers which, to any non-scientific man, might have been a trifle disturbing. It had no effect upon me. Besides, I was looking at Grue, who had gone to the fire and was evidently preparing to fry our evening meal of fish and rice. I didnt like to have him cook, but I wasnt going to do it myself; and my pretty waitress didnt know how to cook anything more complicated than beans. We had no beans.

Kemper said to me:

Why on earth did you bring a waitress?

Not to wait on table, I replied, amused. Ill explain her later. Meanwhile, I merely want to say that you need not remain with this expedition if you dont want to. Its optional with you.

Thats a funny thing to say!

No, not funny; sad. The truth is that if I fail Ill be driven into obscurity by the ridicule of my brother scientists the world over. I had to tell them at the Bronx what I was going after. Every man connected with the society attempted to dissuade me, saying that the whole thing was absurd and that my reputation would suffer if I engaged in such a ridiculous quest. So when you hear what that girl and I are after out here in the semi-tropics, and when you are in possession of the only evidence I have to justify my credulity, if you want to go home, go. Because I dont wish to risk your reputation as a scientist unless you choose to risk it yourself.

He regarded me curiously, then his eyes strayed toward the palm-tree which Evelyn Grey was now approaching.

All right, he said briefly, lets hear whats up.

So we moved forward to rejoin the girl, who had already seated herself under the tree.

She looked very attractive in her neat cuffs, tiny cap, and pink print gown, as we approached her.

Why does she dress that way? asked Kemper, uneasily.

Economy. She desires to use up the habiliments of a service which there will be no necessity for her to reënter if this expedition proves successful.

Oh. But Smithy—

What?

Was it — moral — to bring a waitress?

Perfectly, I replied sharply. Science knows no sex!

I dont understand how a waitress can be scientific, he muttered, and there seems to be no question about her possessing plenty of sex—

If that girls conclusions are warranted, I interrupted coldly, she is a most intelligent and clever person. I think they are warranted. If you dont, you may go home as soon as you like.

I glanced at him; he was smiling at her with that strained politeness which alters the natural expression of men in the imminence of a conversation with a new and pretty woman.

I often wonder what particular combination of facial muscles are brought into play when that politely receptive expression transforms the normal and masculine features into a fixed simper.

When Kemper and I had seated ourselves, I calmly cut short the small talk in which he was already indulging, and to which, I am sorry to say, my pretty waitress was beginning to respond. I had scarcely thought it of her — but thats neither here nor there — and I invited her to recapitulate the circumstances which had resulted in our present foregathering here on this strip of coral in the Atlantic Ocean.

She did so very modestly and without embarrassment, stating the case and reviewing the evidence so clearly and so simply that I could see how every word she uttered was not only amazing but also convincing Kemper.

When she had ended he asked a few questions very seriously:

Granted, he said, that the pituitary gland represents what we assume it represents, how much faith is to be placed in the testimony of a Seminole Indian?

A Seminole Indian, she replied, has seldom or never been known to lie. And where a whole tribe testify alike the truth of what they assert can not be questioned.

How did you make them talk? They are a sullen, suspicious people, haughty, uncommunicative, seldom even replying to an ordinary question from a white man.

They consider me one of them.

Why? he asked in surprise.

Ill tell you why. It came about through a mere accident. I was waitress at the hotel; it happened to be my afternoon off; so I went down to the coquina dock to study. I study in my leisure moments, because I wish to fit myself for a college examination.

Her charming face became serious; she picked up the hem of her apron and continued to pleat it slowly and with precision as she talked:

There was a Seminole named Tiger-tail sitting there, his feet dangling above his moored canoe, evidently waiting for the tide to turn before he went out to spear crayfish. I merely noticed he was sitting there in the sunshine, thats all. And then I opened my mythology book and turned to the story of Argus, on which I was reading up.

And this is what happened: there was a picture of the death of Argus, facing the printed page which I was reading — the well-known picture where Juno is holding the head of the decapitated monster — and I had read scarcely a dozen words in the book before the Seminole beside me leaned over and placed his forefinger squarely upon the head of Argus.

Who? he demanded.

I looked around good-humoredly and was surprised at the evident excitement of the Indian. Theyre not excitable, you know.

That, said I, is a Greek gentleman named Argus. I suppose he thought I meant a Minorcan, for he nodded. Then, without further comment, he placed his finger on Juno.

Who? he inquired emphatically.

I said flippantly: Oh, thats only my aunt, Juno.

Aunty of you?

Yes.

She kill um Three-eye?

Argus had been depicted with three eyes.

Yes, I said, my Aunt Juno had Argus killed.

Why kill um?

Well, Aunty needed his eyes to set in the tails of the peacocks which drew her automobile. So when they cut off the head of Argus my aunt had the eyes taken out; and thats a picture of how she set them into the peacock.

Aunty of you? he repeated.

Certainly, I said gravely; I am a direct descendant of the Goddess of Wisdom. Thats why Im always studying when you see me down on the dock here.

You Seminole! he said emphatically.

Seminole, I repeated, puzzled.

You Seminole! Aunty Seminole — you Seminole!

Why, Tiger-tail?

Seminole hunt Three-eye long time — hundred, hundred year — hunt um Three-eye, kill um Three-eye.

You say that for hundreds of years the Seminoles have hunted a creature with three eyes?

Sure! Hunt um now!

Now?

Sure!

But, Tiger-tail, if the legends of your people tell you that the Seminoles hunted a creature with three eyes hundreds of years ago, certainly no such three-eyed creatures remain today?

Some.

What! Where?

Black Bayou.

Do you mean to tell me that a living creature with three eyes still inhabits the forests of Black Bayou?

Sure. Me see um. Me kill um three-eye man.

You have killed a man who had three eyes?

Sure!

A man? With three eyes?

Sure.



The pretty waitress, excitedly engrossed in her story, was unconsciously acting out the thrilling scene of her dialogue with the Indian, even imitating his voice and gestures. And Kemper and I listened and watched her breathlessly, fascinated by her lithe and supple grace as well as by the astounding story she was so frankly unfolding with the consummate artlessness of a natural actress.

She turned her flushed face to us:

I made up my mind, she said, that Tiger-tails story was worth investigating. It was perfectly easy for me to secure corroboration, because that Seminole went back to his Everglade camp and told every one of his people that I was a white Seminole because my ancestors also hunted the three-eyed man and nobody except a Seminole could know that such a thing as a three-eyed man existed.

So, the next afternoon off, I embarked in Tiger-tails canoe and he took me to his camp. And there I talked to his people, men and women, questioning, listening, putting this and that together, trying to discover some foundation for their persistent statements concerning men, still living in the jungles of Black Bayou, who had three eyes instead of two.

All told the same story; all asserted that since the time their records ran the Seminoles had hunted and slain every three-eyed man they could catch; and that as long as the Seminoles had lived in the Everglades the three-eyed men had lived in the forests beyond Black Bayou.

She paused, dramatically, cooling her cheeks in her palms and looking from Kemper to me with eyes made starry by excitement.

And what do you think! she continued, under her breath. To prove what they said they brought for my inspection a skull. And then two more skulls like the first one.

Every skull had been painted with Spanish red; the coarse black hair still stuck to the scalps. And, behind, just over where the pituitary gland is situated, was a hollow, bony orbit — unmistakably the socket of a third eye!

W-where are those skulls? demanded Kemper, in a voice not entirely under control.

They wouldnt part with one of them. I tried every possible persuasion. On my own responsibility, and even before I communicated with Mr. Smith— turning toward me,  — I offered them twenty thousand dollars for a single skull, staking my word of honour that the Bronx Museum would pay that sum.

It was useless. Not only do the Seminoles refuse to part with one of those skulls, but I have also learned that I am the first person with a white skin who has ever even heard of their existence — so profoundly have these red men of the Everglades guarded their secret through centuries.

After a silence Kemper, rather pale, remarked:

This is a most astonishing business, Miss Grey.

What do you think about it? I demanded. Is it not worth while for us to explore Black Bayou?

He nodded in a dazed sort of way, but his gaze remained riveted on the girl. Presently he said:

Why does Miss Grey go?

She turned in surprise:

Why am I going? But it is my discovery — my contribution to science, isnt it?

Certainly! we exclaimed warmly and in unison. And Kemper added: I was only thinking of the dangers and hardships. Smith and I could do the actual work—

Oh! she cried in quick protest, I wouldnt miss one moment of the excitement, one pain, one pang! I love it! It would simply break my heart not to share every chance, hazard, danger of this expedition — every atom of hope, excitement, despair, uncertainty — and the ultimate success — the unsurpassable thrill of exultation in the final instant of triumph!

She sprang to her feet in a flash of uncontrollable enthusiasm, and stood there, aglow with courage and resolution, making a highly agreeable picture in her apron and cuffs, the sea wind fluttering the bright tendrils of her hair under her dainty cap.

We got to our feet much impressed; and now absolutely convinced that there did exist, somewhere, descendants of prehistoric men in whom the third eye — placed in the back of the head for purposes of defensive observation — had not become obsolete and reduced to the traces which we know only as the pituitary body or pituitary gland.

Kemper and I were, of course, aware that in the insect world the ocelli served the same purpose that the degenerate pituitary body once served in the occiput of man.

As we three walked slowly back to the campfire, where our evening meal was now ready, Evelyn Grey, who walked between us, told us what she knew about the hunting of these three-eyed men by the Seminoles — how intense was the hatred of the Indians for these people, how murderously they behaved toward any one of them whom they could track down and catch.

Tiger-tail told me, she went on, that in all probability the strange race was nearing extinction, but that all had not yet been exterminated because now and then, when hunting along Black Bayou, traces of living three-eyed men were still found by him and his people.

No later than last week Tiger-tail himself had startled one of these strange denizens of Black Bayou from a meal of fish; and had heard him leap through the bushes and plunge into the water. It appears that centuries of persecution have made these three-eyed men partly amphibious — that is, capable of filling their lungs with air and remaining under water almost as long as a turtle.

Thats impossible! said Kemper bluntly.

I thought so myself, she said with a smile, until Tiger-tail told me a little more about them. He says that they can breathe through the pores of their skins; that their bodies are covered with a thick, silky hair, and that when they dive they carry down with them enough air to form a sort of skin over them, so that under water their bodies appear to be silver-plated.

Good Lord! faltered Kemper. That is a little too much!

Yet, said I, that is exactly what air-breathing water beetles do. The globules of air, clinging to the body-hairs, appear to silver-plate them; and they can remain below indefinitely, breathing through spiracles. Doubtless the skin pores of these men have taken on the character of spiracles.

You know, he said in a curious, flat voice, which sounded like the tones of a partly stupified man, this whole business is so grotesque — apparently so wildly absurd — that its having a sort of nightmare effect on me. And, dropping his voice to a whisper close to my ear: Good heavens! he said. Can you reconcile such a creature as we are starting out to hunt, with anything living known to science?

No, I replied in guarded tones. And there are moments, Kemper, since I have come into possession of Miss Greys story, when I find myself seriously doubting my own sanity.

Im doubting mine, now, he whispered, only that girl is so fresh and wholesome and human and sane—

She is a very clever girl, I said.

And really beautiful!

She is intelligent, I remarked. There was a chill in my tone which doubtless discouraged Kemper, for he ventured nothing further concerning her superficially personal attractions.

After all, if any questions of priority were to arise, the pretty waitress was my discovery. And in the scientific world it is an inflexible rule that he who first discovers any particular specimen of any species whatever is first entitled to describe and comment upon that specimen without interference or unsolicited advice from anybody.

Maybe there was in my eye something that expressed as much. For when Kemper caught my cold gaze fixed upon him he winced and looked away like a reproved setter dog who knew better. Which also, for the moment, put an end to the rather gay and frivolous line of small talk which he had again begun with the pretty waitress.

I was exceedingly surprised at Professor William Henry Kemper, D.F.

As we approached the campfire the loathsome odour of frying mullet saluted my nostrils.

Kemper, glancing at Grue, said aside to me:

Thats an odd-looking fellow. What is he? Minorcan?

Oh, just a beachcomber. I dont know what he is. He strikes me as dirty — though he cant be so, physically. I dont like him and I dont know why. And I wish wed engaged somebody else to guide us.

Toward dawn something awoke me and I sat up in my blanket under the moon. But my leg had not been pulled.

Kemper snored at my side. In her little dog-tent the pretty waitress probably was fast asleep. I knew it because the string she had tied to one of her ornamental ankles still lay across the ground convenient to my hand. In any emergency I had only to pull it to awake her.

A similar string, tied to my ankle, ran parallel to hers and disappeared under the flap of her tent. This was for her to pull if she liked. She had never yet pulled it. Nor I the other. Nevertheless I truly felt that these humble strings were, in a subtler sense, ties that bound us together. No wonder Kempers behaviour had slightly irritated me.

I looked up at the silver moon; I glanced at Kempers unlovely bulk, swathed in a blanket; I contemplated the dog-tent with, perhaps, that slight trace of sentiment which a semi-tropical moon is likely to inspire even in a jellyfish. And suddenly I remembered Grue and looked for him.

He was accustomed to sleep in his boat, but I did not see him in either of the boats. Here and there were a few lumpy shadows in the moonlight, but none of them was Grue lying prone on the ground. Where the devil had he gone?

Cautiously I untied my ankle string, rose in my pajamas, stepped into my slippers, and walked out through the moonlight.

There was nothing to hide Grue, no rocks or vegetation except the solitary palm on the back-bone of the reef.

I walked as far as the tree and looked up into the arching fronds. Nobody was up there. I could see the moonlit sky through the fronds. Nor was Grue lying asleep anywhere on the other side of the coral ridge.

And suddenly I became aware of all my latent distrust and dislike for the man. And the vigour of my sentiments surprised me because I really had not understood how deep and thorough my dislike had been.

Also, his utter disappearance struck me as uncanny. Both boats were there; and there were many leagues of sea to the nearest coast.

Troubled and puzzled I turned and walked back to the dead embers of the fire. Kemper had merely changed the timbre of his snore to a whistling aria, which at any other time would have enraged me. Now, somehow, it almost comforted me.

Seated on the shore I looked out to sea, racking my brains for an explanation of Grues disappearance. And while I sat there racking them, far out on the water a little flock of ducks suddenly scattered and rose with frightened quackings and furiously beating wings.

For a moment I thought I saw a round, dark object on the waves where the flock had been.

And while I sat there watching, up out of the sea along the reef to my right crawled a naked, dripping figure holding a dead duck in his mouth.

Fascinated, I watched it, recognising Grue with his ratty black hair all plastered over his face.

Whether he caught sight of me or not, I dont know; but he suddenly dropped the dead duck from his mouth, turned, and dived under water.

It was a grim and horrid species of sport or pastime, this amphibious business of his, catching wild birds and dragging them about as though he were an animal.

Evidently he was ashamed of himself, for he had dropped the duck. I watched it floating by on the waves, its head under water. Suddenly something jerked it under, a fish perhaps, for it did not come up and float again, as far as I could see.

When I went back to camp Grue lay apparently asleep on the north side of the fire. I glanced at him in disgust and crawled into my tent.

The next day Evelyn Grey awoke with a headache and kept her tent. I had all I could do to prevent Kemper from prescribing for her. I did that myself, sitting beside her and testing her pulse for hours at a time, while Kemper took one of Grues grains and went off into the mangroves and speared grunt and eels for a chowder which he said he knew how to concoct.

Toward afternoon the pretty waitress felt much better, and I warned Kemper and Grue that we should sail for Black Bayou after dinner.



Dinner was a mess, as usual, consisting of fried mullet and rice, and a sort of chowder in which the only ingredients I recognised were sections of crayfish.

After we had finished and had withdrawn from the fire, Grue scraped every remaining shred of food into a kettle and went for it. To see him feed made me sick, so I rejoined Miss Grey and Kemper, who had found a green cocoanut and were alternately deriving nourishment from the milk inside it.
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To see him feed made me sick.



Somehow or other there seemed to me a certain levity about that performance, and it made me uncomfortable; but I managed to smile a rather sickly smile when they offered me a draught, and I took a pull at the milk — I dont exactly know why, because I dont like it. But the moon was up over the sea, now, and the dusk was languorously balmy, and I didnt care to leave those two drinking milk out of the same cocoanut under a tropic moon.

Not that my interest in Evelyn Grey was other than scientific. But after all it was I who had discovered her.

We sailed as soon as Grue, gobbling and snuffling, had cleaned up the last crumb of food. Kemper blandly offered to take Miss Grey into his boat, saying that he feared my boat was overcrowded, what with the paraphernalia, the folding cages, Grue, Miss Grey, and myself.

I sat on that suggestion, but offered to take my own tiller and lend him Grue. He couldnt wriggle out of it, seeing that his alleged motive had been the overcrowding of my boat, but he looked rather sick when Grue went aboard his boat.

As for me, I hoisted sail with something so near a chuckle that it surprised me; and I looked at Evelyn Grey to see whether she had noticed the unseemly symptom.

Apparently she had not. She sat forward, her eyes fixed soulfully upon the moon. Had I been dedicated to any profession except a scientific one — but let that pass.

Grue in Kempers sail-boat led, and my boat followed out into the silvery and purple dusk, now all sparkling under the high lustre of the moon.

Dimly I saw vast rafts of wild duck part and swim leisurely away to port and starboard, leaving a glittering lane of water for us to sail through; into the scintillant night from the sea sprang mullet, silvery, quivering, falling back into the wash with a splash.

Here and there in the moonlight steered ominous black triangles, circling us, leading us, sheering across bow and flashing wake, all phosphorescent with lambent sea-fire — the fins of great sharks.

You need have no fear, said I to the pretty waitress.

She said nothing.

Of course if you are afraid, I added, perhaps you might care to change your seat.

There was room in the stern where I sat.

Do you think there is any danger? she asked.

From sharks?

Yes.

Reaching up and biting you?

Yes.

Oh, I dont really suppose there is, I said, managing to convey the idea, I am ashamed to say, that the catastrophe was a possibility.

She came over and seated herself beside me. I was very much ashamed of myself, but I could not repress a triumphant glance ahead at the other boat, where Kemper sat huddled forward, evidently bored to extinction.

Every now and then I could see him turn and crane his neck as though in an effort to distinguish what was going on in our boat.

There was nothing going on, absolutely nothing. The moon was magnificent; and I think the pretty waitress must have been a little tired, for her head drooped and nodded at moments, even while I was talking to her about a specimen of Euplectilla speciosa on which I had written a monograph. So she must have been really tired, for the subject was interesting.

You wont incommode my operations with sheet and tiller, I said to her kindly, if you care to rest your head against my shoulder.

Evidently she was very tired, for she did so, and closed her eyes.

After a while, fearing that she might fall over backward into the sea — but let that pass.... I dont know whether or not Kemper could distinguish anything aboard our boat. He craned his head enough to twist it off his neck.

To be so utterly, so blindly devoted to science is a great safeguard for a man. Single-mindedness, however, need not induce atrophy of every humane impulse. I drew the pretty waitress closer — not that the night was cold, but it might become so. Changes in the tropics come swiftly. It is well to be prepared.

Her cheek felt very soft against my shoulder. There seemed to be a faint perfume about her hair. It really was odd how subtly fragrant she seemed to be — almost, perhaps, a matter of scientific interest.

Her hands did not seem to be chilled; they did seem unusually smooth and soft.

I said to her: When at home, I suppose your mother tucks you in; doesnt she?

Yes, she nodded sleepily.

And what does she do then? said I, with something of that ponderous playfulness with which I make scientific jokes at a meeting of the Bronx Anthropological Association, when I preside.

She kisses me and turns out the light, said Evelyn Grey, innocently.

I dont know how much Kemper could distinguish. He kept dodging about and twisting his head until I really thought it would come off, unless it had been screwed on like the top of a piano stool.

A few minutes later he fired his pistol twice; and Evelyn sat up. I never knew why he fired; he never offered any explanation.

Toward midnight I could hear the roar of breakers on our starboard bow. Evelyn heard them, too, and sat up inquiringly.

Grue has found the inlet to Black Bayou, I suppose, said I.

And it proved to be the case, for, with the surf thundering on either hand, we sailed into a smoothly flowing inlet through which the flood tide was running between high dunes all sparkling in the moonlight and crowned with shadowy palms.

Occasionally I heard noises ahead of us from the other boat, as though Kemper was trying to converse with us, but as his apropos was as unintelligible as it was inopportune, I pretended not to hear him. Besides, I had all I could do to manoeuvre the tiller and prevent Evelyn Grey from falling off backward into the bayou. Besides, it is not customary to converse with the man at the helm.

After a while — during which I seemed to distinguish in Kempers voice a quality that rhymes with his name — his tones varied through phases all the way from irony to exasperation. After a while he gave it up and took to singing.

There was a moon, and I suppose he thought he had a voice. It didnt strike me so. After several somewhat melancholy songs, he let off his pistol two or three times and then subsided into silence.

I didnt care; neither his songs nor his shots interrupted — but let that pass, also.

We were now sailing into the forest through pool after pool of interminable lagoons, startling into unseen and clattering flight hundreds of waterfowl. I could feel the wind from their whistling wings in the darkness, as they drove by us out to sea. It seemed to startle the pretty waitress. It is a solemn thing to be responsible for a pretty girls peace of mind. I reassured her continually, perhaps a trifle nervously. But there were no more pistol shots. Perhaps Kemper had used up his cartridges.

We were still drifting along under drooping sails, borne inland almost entirely by the tide, when the first pale, watery, gray light streaked the east. When it grew a little lighter, Evelyn sat up; all danger of sharks being over. Also, I could begin to see what was going on in the other boat. Which was nothing remarkable; Kemper slumped against the mast, his head turned in our direction; Grue sat at the helm, motionless, his tattered straw hat sagging on his neck.

When the sun rose, I called out cheerily to Kemper, asking him how he had passed the night. Evelyn also raised her head, pausing while bringing her disordered hair under discipline, to listen to his reply.

But he merely mumbled something. Perhaps he was still sleepy.

As for me, I felt exceedingly well; and when Grue turned his craft in shore, I did so, too; and when, under the overhanging foliage of the forest, the nose of my boat grated on the sand, I rose and crossed the deck with a step distinctly frolicsome.

Kemper seemed distant and glum; Evelyn Grey spoke to him shyly now and then, and I noticed she looked at him only when he was gazing elsewhere than at her. She had a funny, conciliatory air with him, half ashamed, partly humorous and amused, as though something about Kempers sulky ill-humour was continually making tiny inroads on her gravity.

Some mullet had jumped into the two boats — half a dozen during our moonlight voyage — and these were now being fried with rice for us by Grue. Lord! How I hated to eat them!

After we had finished breakfast, Grue, as usual, did everything to the remainder except to get into the fry-pan with both feet; and as usual he sickened me.

When hed cleaned up everything, I sent him off into the forest to find a dry shell-mound for camping purposes; then I made fast both boats, and Kemper and I carried ashore our paraphernalia, spare batterie-de-cuisine, firearms, fishing tackle, spears, harpoons, grains, oars, sails, spars, folding cage — everything with which a strictly scientific expedition is usually burdened.

Evelyn was washing her face in the crystal waters of a branch that flowed into the lagoon from under the live-oaks. She looked very pretty doing it, like a naiad or dryad scrubbing away at her forest toilet.

It was, in fact, such a pretty spectacle that I was going over to sit beside her while she did it, but Kemper started just when I was going to, and I turned away. Some men invariably do the wrong thing. But a handsome man doesnt last long with a pretty girl.

I was thinking of this as I stood contemplating an alligator slide, when Grue came back saying that the shore on which we had landed was the termination of a shell-mound, and that it was the only dry place he had found.

So I bade him pitch our tents a few feet back from the shore; and stood watching him while he did so, one eye reverting occasionally to Evelyn Grey and Kemper. They both were seated cross-legged beside the branch, and they seemed to be talking a great deal and rather earnestly. I couldnt quite understand what they found to talk about so earnestly and volubly all of a sudden, inasmuch as they had heretofore exchanged very few observations during a most brief and formal acquaintance, dating only from sundown the day before.

Grue set up our three tents, carried the luggage inland, and then hung about for a while until the vast shadow of a vulture swept across the trees.

I never saw such an indescribable expression on a human face as I saw on Grues as he looked up at the huge, unclean bird. His vitreous eyes fairly glittered; the corners of his mouth quivered and grew wet; and to my astonishment he seemed to emit a low, mewing noise.

What the devil are you doing? I said impulsively, in my amazement and disgust.

He looked at me, his eyes still glittering, the corners of his mouth still wet; but the curious sounds had ceased.

What? he asked.

Nothing. I thought you spoke. I didnt know what else to say.

He made no reply. Once, when I had partly turned my head, I was aware that he was warily turning his to look at the vulture, which had alighted heavily on the ground near the entrails and heads of the mullet, where he had cast them on the dead leaves.

I walked over to where Evelyn Grey and Kemper sat so busily conversing; and their volubility ceased as they glanced up and saw me approaching. Which phenomenon both perplexed and displeased me.

I said:

This is the Black Bayou forest, and we have the most serious business of our lives before us. Suppose you and I start out, Kemper, and see if there are any traces of what we are after in the neighborhood of our camp.

Do you think it safe to leave Miss Grey alone in camp? he asked gravely.

I hadnt thought of that:

No, of course not, I said. Grue can stay.

I dont need anybody, she said quickly. Anyway, Im rather afraid of Grue.

Afraid of Grue? I repeated.

Not exactly afraid. But hes — unpleasant.

Ill remain with Miss Grey, said Kemper politely.

Oh, she exclaimed, I couldnt ask that. It is true that I feel a little tired and nervous, but I can go with you and Mr. Smith and Grue—

I surveyed Kemper in cold perplexity. As chief of the expedition, I couldnt very well offer to remain with Evelyn Grey, but I didnt propose that Kemper should, either.

Take Grue, he suggested, and look about the woods for a while. Perhaps after dinner Miss Grey may feel sufficiently rested to join us.

I am sure, she said, that a few hours rest in camp will set me on my feet. All I need is rest. I didnt sleep very soundly last night.

I felt myself growing red, and I looked away from them both.

Oh, said Kemper, in apparent surprise, I thought you had slept soundly all night long.

Nobody, said I, could have slept very pleasantly during that musical performance of yours.

Were you singing? she asked innocently of Kemper.

He was singing when he wasnt firing off his pistol, I remarked. No wonder you couldnt sleep with any satisfaction to yourself.

Grue had disappeared into the forest; I stood watching for him to come out again. After a few minutes I heard a furious but distant noise of flapping; the others also heard it; and we listened in silence, wondering what it was.

Its Grue killing something, faltered Evelyn Grey, turning a trifle pale.

Confound it! I exclaimed. Im going to stop that right now.

Kemper rose and followed me as I started for the woods; but as we passed the beached boats Grue appeared from among the trees.

Where have you been? I demanded.

In the woods.

Doing what?

Nothing.

There was a bit of down here and there clinging to his cotton shirt and trousers, and one had caught and stuck at the corner of his mouth.

See here, Grue, I said, I dont want you to kill any birds except for camp purposes. Why do you try to catch and kill birds?

I dont.

I stared at the man and he stared back at me out of his glassy eyes.

You mean to say that you dont, somehow or other, manage to catch and kill birds?

No, I dont.

There was nothing further for me to say unless I gave him the lie. I didnt care to do that, needing his services.

Evelyn Grey had come up to join us; there was a brief silence; we all stood looking at Grue; and he looked back at us out of his pale, washed-out, and unblinking eyes.

Grue, I said, I havent yet explained to you the object of this expedition to Black Bayou. Now, Ill tell you what I want. But first let me ask you a question or two. You know the Black Bayou forests, dont you?

Yes.

Did you ever see anything unusual in these forests?

No.

Are you sure?

The man stared at us, one after another. Then he said:

What are you looking for in Black Bayou?

Something very curious, very strange, very unusual. So strange and unusual, in fact, that the great Zoölogical Society of the Bronx in New York has sent me down here at the head of this expedition to search the forests of Black Bayou.

For what? he demanded, in a dull, accentless voice.

For a totally new species of human being, Grue. I wish to catch one and take it back to New York in that folding cage.

His green eyes had grown narrow as though sun-dazzled. Kemper had stepped behind us into the woods and was now busy setting up the folding cage. Grue remained motionless.

I am going to offer you, I said, the sum of one thousand dollars in gold if you can guide us to a spot where we may see this hitherto unknown species — a creature which is apparently a man but which has, in the back of his head, a third eye—

I paused in amazement: Grues cheeks had suddenly puffed out and were quivering; and from the corners of his slitted mouth he was emitting a whimpering sound like the noise made by a low-circling pigeon.

Grue! I cried. Whats the matter with you?

What is he doing? screamed Grue, quivering from head to foot, but not turning around.

Who? I cried.

The man behind me!

Professor Kemper? Hes setting up the folding cage—

With a screech that raised my hair, Grue whipped out his murderous knife and hurled himself backward at Kemper, but the latter shrank aside behind the partly erected cage, and Grue whirled around, snarling, hacking, and even biting at the wood frame and steel bars.

And then occurred a thing so horrid that it sickened me to the pit of my stomach; for the mans sagging straw hat had fallen off, and there, in the back of his head, through the coarse, black, ratty hair, I saw a glassy eye glaring at me.

Kemper! I shouted. Hes got a third eye! Hes one of them! Knock him flat with your riflestock! And I seized a shot-gun from the top of the baggage bundle on the ground beside me, and leaped at Grue, aiming a terrific blow at him.
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Kemper! I shouted.... He is one of them! Knock him flat with your riflestock!



But the glassy eye in the back of his head was watching me between the clotted strands of hair, and he dodged both Kemper and me, swinging his heavy knife in circles and glaring at us both out of the front and back of his head.

Kemper seized him by his arm, but Grues shirt came off, and I saw his entire body was as furry as an apes. And all the while he was snapping at us and leaping hither and thither to avoid our blows; and from the corners of his puffed cheeks he whined and whimpered and mewed through the saliva foam.

Keep him from the water! I panted, following him with clubbed shot-gun; and as I advanced I almost stepped on a soiled heap of foulness — the dead buzzard which he had caught and worried to death with his teeth.

Suddenly he threw his knife at my head, hurling it backward; dodged, screeched, and bounded by me toward the shore of the lagoon, where the pretty waitress was standing, petrified.

For one moment I thought he had her, but she picked up her skirts, ran for the nearest boat, and seized a harpoon; and in his fierce eagerness to catch her he leaped clear over the boat and fell with a splash into the lagoon.

As Kemper and I sprang aboard and looked over into the water, we could see him going down out of reach of a harpoon; and his body seemed to be silver-plated, flashing and glittering like a burnished eel, so completely did the skin of air envelope him, held there by the fur that covered him.

And, as he rested for a moment on the bottom, deep down through the clear waters of the lagoon where he lay prone, I could see, as the current stirred his long, black hair, the third eye looking up at us, glassy, unwinking, horrible.



A bubble or two, like globules of quicksilver, were detached from the burnished skin of air that clothed him, and came glittering upward.

Suddenly there was a flash; a flurrying cloud of blue mud; and Grue was gone.



After a long while I turned around in the muteness of my despair. And slowly froze.

For the pretty waitress, becomingly pale, was gathered in Kempers arms, her cheek against his shoulder. Neither seemed to be aware of me.

Darling, he said, in the imbecile voice of a man in love, why do you tremble so when I am here to protect you? Dont you love and trust me?

Oo — h — yes, she sighed, pressing her cheek closer to his shoulder.

I shoved my hands into my pockets, passed them without noticing them, and stepped ashore.

And there I sat down under a tree, with my back toward them, all alone and face to face with the greatest grief of my life.

But which it was — the loss of her or the loss of Grue, I had not yet made up my mind.




THE IMMORTAL
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I

As everybody knows, the great majority of Americans, upon reaching the age of natural selection, are elected to the American Institute of Arts and Ethics, which is, so to speak, the Ellis Island of the Academy.

Occasionally a general mobilization of the Academy is ordered and, from the teeming population of the Institute, a new Immortal is selected for the American Academy of Moral Endeavor by the simple process of blindfolded selection from Whos Which.

The motto of this most stately of earthly institutions is a peculiarly modest, truthful, and unintentional epigram by Tupper:

Unknown, I became Famous; Famous, I remain Unknown.

And so I found it to be the case; for, when at last I was privileged to write my name, Smith, Academician, I discovered to my surprise that I knew none of my brother Immortals, and, more amazing still, none of them had ever heard of me.

This latter fact became the more astonishing to me as I learned the identity of the other Immortals.

Even the President of our great republic was numbered among these Olympians. I had every right to suppose that he had heard of me. I had happened to hear of him, because his Secretary of State once mentioned him at Chautauqua.

It was a wonderfully meaningless sensation to know nobody and to discover myself equally unknown amid that matchless companionship. We were like a mixed bunch of gods, Greek, Norse, Hindu, Hottentot — all gathered on Olympus, having never heard of each other but taking it for granted that we were all gods together and all members of this club.

My initiation into the Academy had been fixed for April first, and I was much worried concerning the address which I was of course expected to deliver on that occasion before my fellow members.

It had to be an exciting address because slumber was not an infrequent phenomenon among the Immortals on such solemn occasions. Like dozens of dozing Joves a dull discourse always set them nodding.

But always under such circumstances the pretty ushers from Barnard College passed around refreshments; a suffragette orchestra struck up; the ushers uprooted the seated Immortals and fox-trotted them into comparative consciousness.

But I didnt wish to have my inaugural address interrupted, therefore I was at my wits ends to discover a subject of such exciting scientific interest that my august audience could not choose but listen as attentively as they would listen from the front row to some deathless stunt in vaudeville.

That morning I had left the Bronx rather early, hoping that a long walk might compose my thoughts and enable me to think of some sufficiently entertaining and unusual subject for my inaugural address.

I walked as far as Columbia University, gazed with rapture upon its magnificent architecture until I was as satiated as though I had arisen from a banquet at Childs.

To aid mental digestion I strolled over to the noble home of the Academy and Institute adjoining Mr. Huntingtons Hispano-Moresque Museum.

It was a fine, sunny morning, and the Immortals were being exercised by a number of pretty ushers from Barnard.

I gazed upon the impressive procession with pride unutterable; very soon I also should walk two and two in the sunshine, my dome crowned with figurative laurels, cracking scientific witticisms with my fellow inmates, or, perhaps, squeezing the pretty fingers of some — But let that pass.

I was, as I say, gazing upon this inspiring scene on a beautiful morning in February, when I became aware of a short and visibly vulgar person beside me, plucking persistently at my elbow.

Are you the great Academician, Perfessor Smith? he asked, tipping his pearl-coloured and somewhat soiled bowler.

Yes, I said condescendingly. Your description of me precludes further doubt. What can I do for you, my good man?

Are you this here Perfessor Smith of the Department of Anthropology in the Bronx Park Zoölogical Society? he persisted.

What do you desire of me? I repeated, taking another look at him. He was exceedingly ordinary.

Prof, old sport, he said cordially, I took a slant at the papers yesterday, an I seen all about the big time these guys had when you rode the goat—

Rode — what?

When you was elected. Get me?

I stared at him. He grinned in a friendly way.

The privacy of those solemn proceedings should remain sacred. It were unfit to discuss such matters with the world at large, I said coldly.

I get you, he rejoined cheerfully.

What do you desire of me? I repeated. Why this unseemly apropos?

I was comin to it. Perfessor, Ill be frank. I need money—

You need brains!

No, he said good-humouredly, Ive got em; plenty of em; Im overstocked with idees. What I want to do is to sell you a few—

Do you know you are impudent!

Listen, friend. I seen a piece in the papers as how you was to make the speech of your life when you ride the goat for these here guys on April first—

I decline to listen—

One minute, friend! I want to ask you one thing! What are you going to talk about?

I was already moving away but I stopped and stared at him.

Thats the question, he nodded with unimpaired cheerfulness, what are you going to talk about on April the first? Remember its the hot-air party of your life. Ree-member that each an every paper in the United States will print what you say. Now, how about it, friend? Are you up in your lines?

Swallowing my repulsion for him I said: Why are you concerned as to what may be the subject of my approaching address?

There you are, Prof! he exclaimed delightedly; I want to do business with you. Thats me! Im frank about it. Say, there ought to be a wad of the joyful in it for us both—

What?

Sure. We can work it any old way. Take Tyng, Tyng and Company, the typewriter people. Id be ashamed to tell you what I can get out o them if youll mention the Tyng-Tyng typewriter in your speech—

What you suggest is infamous! I said haughtily.

Believe me theres enough in it to make it a financial coup, and I ask you, Prof, isnt a financial coup respectable?

You seem to be morally unfitted to comprehend—

Pardon me! Im fitted up regardless with all kinds of fixtures. Im fixed to undertake anything. Now if youd prefer the Bunsen Baby Biscuit bunch — why old man Bunsen would come across—

I wont do such things! I said angrily.

Very well, very well. Dont get riled, sir. Thats only one way to build on Fifth Avenoo. Ive got one hundred thousand other ways—

I dont want to talk to you—

Theyre honest — some of them. Say, if you want a stricly honest deal Ive got the goods. Only it aint as easy and the money aint as big—

I dont want to talk to you—

Yes you do. You dont reelize it but you do. Why youre fixin to make the holler of your life, aint you? What are you goin to say? Hey? What you aimin to say to make those guys set up? Whats the use of up-stagin? Aint you willin to pay me a few plunks if I dy-vulge to you the most startlin phenomena that has ever electrified civilization sense the era of P.T. Barnum!

I was already hurrying away when the mention of that great scientists name halted me once more.

The little flashy man had been tagging along at my heels, talking cheerfully and volubly all the while; and now, as I halted again, he struck an attitude, legs apart, thumbs hooked in his arm-pits, and his head cocked knowingly on one side.

Prof, he said, if youd work in the Tyng-Tyng Company, or fix it up with Bunsen to mention his Baby Biscuits as the most nootritious of condeements, thered be more in it for you an me. But its up to you.

Well I wont! I retorted.

Very well, ve-ry well, he said soothingly. Then look over another line o samples. No trouble to show em — none at all, sir! Now if P.T. Barnum was alive—

I said very seriously: The name of that great discoverer falling from your illiterate lips has halted me a second time. His name alone invests your somewhat suspicious conversation with a dignity and authority heretofore conspicuously absent. If, as you hint, you have any scientific information for sale which P.T. Barnum might have considered worth purchasing, you may possibly find in me a client. Proceed, young sir.

Say, listen, Bo — I mean, Prof. Ive got the goods. Dont worry. Ive got information in my think-box that would make your kick-in speech the event of the century. The question remains, do I get mine?
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Say, listen, Bo — I mean, Prof. Ive got the goods.



What is this scientific information?

We had now walked as far as Riverside Drive. There were plenty of unoccupied benches. I sat down and he seated himself beside me.

For a few moments I gazed upon the magnificent view. Even he seemed awed by the proportions of the superb iron gas tank dominating the prospect.

I gazed at the colossal advertisements across the Hudson, at the freight trains below; I gazed upon the lordly Hudson itself, that majestic sewer which drains the Empire State, bearing within its resistless flood millions of tons of insoluble matter from that magic fairyland which we call up-state, to the sea. And, thinking of disposal plants, I thought of that sublime paraphrase— From the Mohawk to the Hudson, and from the Hudson to the Sea.

Bo, he said, I gotta hand it to you. Them guys might have got wise if you had worked in the Tyng-Tyng Company or the Bunsen stuff. There was big money into it, but it might not have went.

I waited curiously.

But this here dope Im startin in to cook for you is a straight, reelible, an hones pill. P.T. Barnum he would have went a million miles to see what I seen last Janooary down in the Coquina country—

Where is that?

Say; thats what costs money to know. When I put you wise Im due to retire from actyve business. Get me?

Go on.

Sure. I was down to the Coquina country, a-doin — well, I was doin rubes. I gotta be hones with you, Prof. Thats what I was a-doin of — sellin farms under water to suckers. Bee-u-tiful Florida! Own your own orange grove. Seven crops o strawberries every winter in Gawds own country — get me?

He bestowed upon me a loathsome wink.

Well, it went big till I made a break and got in Dutch with the Navy Department what was surveyin the Everglades for a safe and sane harbor of refuge for the navy in time o war.

Sir, they was a-dredgin up the farms I was sellin, an the suckers heard of it an squealed somethin fierce, an I had to hustle! Yes, sir, I had to git up an mosey cross-lots. And what with the Federal Govment chasin me one way an them rubes an the sheriff of Pickalocka County racin me tother, I got lost for fair — yes, sir.

He smiled reminiscently, produced from his pockets the cold and offensive remains of a partly consumed cigar, and examined it critically. Then he requested a match.

I shall now pass over lightly or in subdood silence the painful events of my flight, he remarked, waving his cigar and expelling a long squirt of smoke from his unshaven lips. Surfice it to say that I got everythin that was comin to me, an then some, what with snakes and murskeeters, an briers an mud, an hunger an thirst an heat. Wasnt there a wop named Pizarro or somethin what got lost down in Florida? Well, hes got nothin on me. I never want to see the dam state again. But Ill go back if you say so!

His small rat eyes rested musingly upon the river; he sucked thoughtfully at his cigar, hooked one soiled thumb into the armhole of his fancy vest and crossed his legs.

To resoom, he said cheerily; I come out one day, half nood, onto the banks of the Miami River. The rest was a pipe after what I had went through.

I trimmed a guy at Miami, got clothes and railroad fare, an ducked.

Now the valyble portion of my discourse is this here partial information concernin what I seen — or rather what I run onto durin my crool flight from my ree-lentless persecutors.

An these here is the facts: There is, contrary to maps, Coast Survey guys, an general opinion, a range of hills in Florida, made entirely of coquina.

Its a good big range, too, fifty miles long an anywhere from one to five miles acrost.

An what Ive got to say is this: Into them there Coquina hills there still lives the expirin remains of the cave-men—

What! I exclaimed incredulously.

Or, he continued calmly, to speak more stricly, the few individools of that there expirin race is now totally reduced to a few women.

Your statement is wild—

No; but theyre wild. I seen em. Bein extremely bee-utiful I approached nearer, but they hove rocks at me, they did, an they run into the rocks like squirls, they did, an I was too much on the blink to stick around whistlin for dearie.

But I seen em; they was all dolled up in the skins of wild annermals. When I see the first one she was eatin onto a ear of corn, an I nearly ketched her, but she run like hellnall — yes, sir. Just like that.

So next I looked for some cave guy to waltz up an paste me, but no. An after I had went through them dam Coquina mountains I realized that there was nary a guy left in this here expirin race, only women, an only about a dozen o them.

He ceased, meditatively expelled a cloud of pungent smoke, and folded his arms.

Of course, said I with a sneer, you have proofs to back your pleasant tale?

Sure. I made a map.

I see, said I sarcastically. You propose to have me pay you for that map?

Sure.

How much, my confiding friend?

Ten thousand plunks.

I began to laugh. He laughed, too: Youll pay em if you take my map an go to the Coquina hills, he said.

I stopped laughing: Do you mean that I am to go there and investigate before I pay you for this information?

Sure. If the goods aint up to sample the deal is off.

Sample? What sample? I demanded derisively.

He made a gesture with one soiled hand as though quieting a balky horse.

I took a snapshot, friend. You wanta take a slant at it?

You took a photograph of one of these alleged cave-dwellers?

I took ten but when these here cave-ladies hove rocks at me the fillums was put on the blink — all excep this one which I dee-veloped an printed.

He drew from his inner coat pocket a photograph and handed it to me — the most amazing photograph I ever gazed upon. Astounded, almost convinced I sat looking at this irrefutable evidence in silence. The smoke of his cigar drifting into my face aroused me from a sort of dazed inertia.

Listen, I said, half strangled, are you willing to wait for payment until I personally have verified the existence of these — er — creatures?

You betcher! When you have went there an have saw the goods, just let me have mine if theyre up to sample. Is that right?

It seems perfectly fair.

It is fair. I wouldnt try to do a scientific guy — no, sir. Me without no eddycation, only brains? Fat chance Id have to put one over on a Academy sport whats chuck-a-block with Latin an Greek an scientific stuff an all like that!

I admitted to myself that hed stand no chance.

Is it a go? he asked.

Where is the map? I inquired, trembling internally with excitement.

Ha — ha! he said. Listen to my mirth! The map is inside here, old sport! and he tapped his retreating forehead with one nicotine-stained finger.

I see, said I, trying to speak carelessly; you desire to pilot me.

I dont desire to but I gotta go with you.

An accurate map—

Can it, old sport! A accurate map is all right when its pasted over the front of your head for a face. But I wear the other kind of map inside me conk. Get me?

I confess that I do not.

Well, get this, then. Its a cash deal. If the goods is up to sample you hand me mine then an there. I dont deliver no goods f.o.b. I shows em to you. After you have saw them its up to you to round em up. Thats all, as they say when our great President pulls a gun. There aint goin to be no shootin; walk out quietly, ladies!

After I had sat there for fully ten minutes staring at him I came to the only logical conclusion possible to a scientific mind.

I said: You are, admittedly, unlettered; you are confessedly a chevalier of industry; personally you are exceedingly distasteful to me. But it is useless to deny that you are the most extraordinary man I ever saw.... How soon can you take me to these Coquina hills?

Gimme twenty-four hours to — fix things, he said gaily.

Is that all?

Its plenty, I guess. An — say!

What?

Its a stricly cash deal. Get me?

I shall have with me a certified check for ten thousand dollars. Also a pair of automatics.

He laughed: Huh! he said, I could loco your cabbage-palm soup if I was that kind! Im on the level, Perfessor. If I wasnt I could get you in about a hundred styles while you was blinkin at what you was a-thinkin about. But I aint no gun-man. You hadnt oughta pull that stuff on me. Ive give you your chanst; take it or leave it.

I pondered profoundly for another ten minutes. And at last my decision was irrevocably reached.

Its a bargain, I said firmly. What is your name?

Sam Mink. Write it Samuel onto that there certyfied check — if you can spare the extra seconds from your valooble time.



II

On Monday, the first day of March, 1915, about 10:30 a.m., we came in sight of something which, until I had met Mink, I never had dreamed existed in southern Florida — a high range of hills.

It had been an eventless journey from New York to Miami, from Miami to Fort Coquina; but from there through an absolutely pathless wilderness as far as I could make out, the journey had been exasperating.

Where we went I do not know even now: saw-grass and water, hammock and shell mound, palm forests, swamps, wildernesses of water-oak and live-oak, vast stretches of pine, lagoons, sloughs, branches, muddy creeks, reedy reaches from which wild fowl rose in clouds where alligators lurked or lumbered about after stranded fish, horrible mangrove thickets full of moccasins and water-turkeys, heronry more horrible still, out of which the heat from a vertical sun distilled the last atom of nauseating effluvia — all these choice spots we visited under the guidance of the wretched Mink. I seemed to be missing nothing that might discourage or disgust me.

He appeared to know the way, somehow, although my compass became mysteriously lost the first day out from Fort Coquina.

Again and again I felt instinctively that we were travelling in a vast circle, but Mink always denied it, and I had no scientific instruments to verify my deepening suspicions.

Another thing bothered me: Mink did not seem to suffer from insects or heat; in fact, to my intense annoyance, he appeared to be having a comfortable time of it, eating and drinking with gusto, sleeping snugly under a mosquito bar, permitting me to do all camp work, the paddling as long as we used a canoe, and all the cooking, too, claiming, on his part, a complete ignorance of culinary art.

Sometimes he condescended to catch a few fish for the common pan; sometimes he bestirred himself to shoot a duck or two. But usually he played on his concertina during his leisure moments which were plentiful.

I began to detest Samuel Mink.

At first I was murderously suspicious of him, and I walked about with my automatic arsenal ostentatiously displayed. But he looked like such a miserable little shrimp that I became ashamed of my precautions. Besides, as he cheerfully pointed out, a little koonti soaked in my drinking water, would have done my business for me if he had meant me any physical harm. Also he had a horrid habit of noosing moccasins for sport; and it would have been easy for him to introduce one to me while I slept.

Really what most worried me was the feeling which I could not throw off that somehow or other we were making very little progress in any particular direction.

He even admitted that there was reason for my doubts, but he confided to me that to find these Coquina hills, was like traversing a maze. Doubling to and fro among forests and swamps, he insisted, was the only possible path of access to the undiscovered Coquina hills of Florida. Otherwise, he argued, these Coquina hills would long ago have been discovered.

And it seemed to me that he had been right when at last we came out on the edge of a palm forest and beheld that astounding blue outline of hills in a country which has always been supposed to lie as flat as a flabby flap-jack.

A desert of saw-palmetto stretched away before us to the base of the hills; game trails ran through it in every direction like sheep paths; a few moth-eaten Florida deer trotted away as we appeared.

Into one of these trails stepped Samuel Mink, burdened only with his concertina and a box of cigars. I, loaded with seventy pounds of impedimenta including a moving-picture apparatus, reeled after him.

He walked on jauntily toward the hills, his pearl-coloured bowler hat at an angle. Occasionally he played upon his concertina as he advanced; now and then he cut a pigeon wing. I hated him. At every toilsome step I hated him more deeply. He played Tipperary on his concertina.

See em, old top? he inquired, nodding toward the hills. Im a man of my word, I am. Look at em! Take em in, old sport! An reemember, each an every hill is guaranteed to contain one bony fidy cave-lady what is the last vanishin traces of a extinc an dissappeerin race!

We toiled on — that is, I did, bowed under my sweating load of paraphernalia. He skipped in advance like some degenerate twentieth century faun, playing on his pipes the unmitigated melodies of George Cohan.

Watch your step! he cried, nimbly avoiding the attentions of a ground-rattler which tried to caress his ankle from under a saw-palmetto.

With a shudder I gave the deadly little reptile room and floundered forward a prey to exhaustion, melancholy, and red-bugs. A few buzzards kept pace with me, their broad, black shadows gliding ominously over the sun-drenched earth; blue-tail lizards went rustling and leaping away on every side; floppy soft-winged butterflies escorted me; a strange bird which seemed to be dressed in a union suit of checked gingham, flew from tree to tree as I plodded on, and squealed at me persistently.

At last I felt the hard coquina under foot; the cool blue shadow of the hills enveloped me; I slipped off my pack, dumped it beside a little rill of crystal water which ran sparkling from the hills, and sat down on a soft and fragrant carpet of hounds-tongue.

After a while I drank my fill at the rill, bathed head, neck, face and arms, and, feeling delightfully refreshed, leaned back against the fern-covered slab of coquina.

What are you doing? I demanded of Mink who was unpacking the kit and disengaging the moving-picture machine.

Gettin ready, he replied, fussing busily with the camera.

You dont expect to see any cave people here, do you? I asked with a thrill of reviving excitement.

Why not?

Here?

Certnly. Why the first one I seen was a-drinkin into this brook.

Here! Where Im sitting? I asked incredulously.

Yes, sir, right there. It was this way; I was lyin down, tryin to figure the shortes way to Fort Coquina, an wishin I was nearer Broadway than I was to the Equator, when I heard a voice say, Blub-blub, muck-a-muck! an then I seen two cave-ladies come sofly stealin along.

W-where?

Right there where you are a-sittin. Say, they was lookers! An they come along quiet like two big-eyed deer, kinder nosin the air and listenin.

Gee whiz, thinks I, Longacre aint got so much on them dames! An at that one o them wore a wild-cats skin an thats all — an a wild-cat aint big. And tother she sported pam-leaf pyjamas.

So when they dont see nothin around to hinder, they just lays down flat and takes a drink into that pool, lookin up every swallow like little birds listenin and kinder thankin God for a good square drink.

I knowed they was wild girls soon as I seen em. Also they sez to one another, Blub-blub! Kinder sofly. All the same Ive seen wilder ladies on Broadway so I took a chanst where I was squattin behind a rock.

So sez I, Ah there, sweetie Blub-blub! Have a taxi on me! An with that they is on their feet, quiverin all over an nosin the wind. So first I took some snapshots at em with my Bijoo camera.

I guess they scented me all right for I seen their eyes grow bigger, an then they give a bound an was off over the rocks; an me after em. Say, that was some steeple-chase until a few more cave-ladies come out on them rocks above us an hove chunks of coquina at me.

An with all that dodgin an duckin of them there rocks the cave-girls got away; an I seen em an the other cave-ladies scurryin into little caves — one whisked into this hole, another scuttled into that — bing! all over!

All I could think of was to light a cigar an blow the smoke in after the best-lookin cave-girl. But I couldnt smoke her out, an I hadnt time to starve her out. So thats all I know about this here pree-historic an extinc race o vanishin cave-ladies.

As his simple and illiterate narrative advanced I became proportionally excited; and, when he ended, I sprang to my feet in an uncontrollable access of scientific enthusiasm:

Was she really pretty? I asked.

Listen, she was that peachy—

Enough! I cried. Science expects every man to do his duty! Are your films ready to record a scene without precedent in the scientific annals of creation?

They sure is!

Then place your camera and your person in a strategic position. This is a magnificent spot for an ambush! Come over beside me!

He came across to where I had taken cover among the ferns behind the parapet of coquina, and with a thrill of pardonable joy I watched him unlimber his photographic artillery and place it in battery where my every posture and action would be recorded for posterity if a cave-lady came down to the water-hole to drink.

It were futile, I explained to him in a guarded voice, for me to attempt to cajole her as you attempted it. Neither playful nor moral suasion could avail, for it is certain that no cave-lady understands English.

I thought o that, too, he remarked. I said, Blub-blub! muck-a-muck! to em when they started to run, but it didnt do no good.

I smiled: Doubtless, said I, the spoken language of the cave-dweller is made up of similarly primitive exclamations, and you were quite right in attempting to communicate with the cave-ladies and establish a cordial entente. Professor Garner has done so among the Simian population of Gaboon. Your attempt is most creditable and I shall make it part of my record.

But the main idea is to capture a living specimen of cave-lady, and corroborate every detail of that pursuit and capture upon the films.

And believe me, Mr. Mink, I added, my voice trembling with emotion, no Academician is likely to go to sleep when I illustrate my address with such pictures as you are now about to take!

The police might pull the show, he suggested.

No, said I, Science is already immune; art is becoming so. Only nature need fear the violence of prejudice; and doubtless she will continue to wear pantalettes and common-sense nighties as long as our great republic endures.

I unslung my field-glasses, adjusted them and took a penetrating squint at the hillside above.

Nothing stirred up there except a buzzard or two wheeling on tip-curled pinions above the palms.

Presently Mink inquired whether I had lamped anything, and I replied that I had not.

They may be snoozin in their caves, he suggested. But dont you fret, old top; youll get whats comin to you and Ill get mine.

About that check— I began and hesitated.

Sure. What about it?

I suppose Im to give it to you when the first cave-woman appears.

Thats what!

I pondered the matter for a while in silence. I could see no risk in paying him this draft on sight.

All right, I said. Bring on your cave-dwellers.

Hour succeeded hour, but no cave-dwellers came down to the pool to drink. We ate luncheon — a bit of cold duck, some koonti-bread, and a dish of palm-cabbage. I smoked an inexpensive cigar; Mink lit a more pretentious one. Afterward he played on his concertina at my suggestion on the chance that the music might lure a cave-girl down the hill. Nymphs were sometimes caught that way, and modern science seems to be reverting more and more closely to the simpler truths of the classics which, in our ignorance and arrogance, we once dismissed as fables unworthy of scientific notice.
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He played on his concertina ... on the chance that the music might lure a cave-girl down the hill.



However this Broadway faun piped in vain: no white-footed dryad came stealing through the ferns to gaze, perhaps to dance to the concertinas plaintive melodies.

So after a while he put his concertina into his pocket, cocked his derby hat on one side, gathered his little bandy legs under his person, and squatted there in silence, chewing the wet and bitter end of his extinct cigar.

Toward mid-afternoon I unslung my field-glasses again and surveyed the hill.

At first I noticed nothing, not even a buzzard; then, of a sudden, my attention was attracted to something moving among the fern-covered slabs of coquina just above where we lay concealed — a slim, graceful shape half shadowed under a veil of lustrous hair which glittered like gold in the sun.

Mink! I whispered hoarsely. One of them is coming! This — this indeed is the stupendous and crowning climax of my scientific career!

His comment was incredibly coarse: Gimme the dough, he said without a tremor of surprise. Indeed there was a metallic ring of menace in his low and entirely cold tones as he laid one hand on my arm. No welchin, he said, or I put the whole show on the bum!

The overwhelming excitement of the approaching crisis neutralized my disgust; I fished out the certified check from my pocket and flung the miserable scrap of paper at him. Get your machine ready! I hissed. Do you understand what these moments mean to the civilized world!

I sure do, he said.

Nearer and nearer came the lithe white figure under its glorious crown of hair, moving warily and gracefully amid the great coquina slabs — nearer, nearer, until I no longer required my glasses.
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She was a slender red-lipped thing, blue-eyed, dainty of hand and foot.

The spotted pelt of a wild-cat covered her, or attempted to.

I unfolded a large canvas sack as she approached the pool. For a moment or two she stood gazing around her and her close-set ears seemed to be listening. Then, apparently satisfied, she threw back her beautiful young head and sent a sweet wild call floating back to the sunny hillside.

Blub-blub! rang her silvery voice; blub-blub! Muck-a-muck! And from the fern-covered hollows above other voices replied joyously to her reassuring call, Blub-blub-blub!

The whole bunch was coming down to drink — the entire remnant of a prehistoric and almost extinct race of human creatures was coming to quench its thirst at this water-hole. How I wished for James Barnes at the cameras crank! He alone could do justice to this golden girl before me.

One by one, clad in their simple yet modest gowns of pelts and garlands, five exquisitively superb specimens of cave-girl came gracefully down to the water-hole to drink.

Almost swooning with scientific excitement I whispered to the unspeakable Mink: Begin to crank as soon as I move! And, gathering up my big canvas sack I rose, and, still crouching, stole through the ferns on tip-toe.

They had already begun to drink when they heard me; I must have made some slight sound in the ferns, for their keen ears detected it and they sprang to their feet.

It was a magnificent sight to see them there by the pool, tense, motionless, at gaze, their dainty noses to the wind, their beautiful eyes wide and alert.

For a moment, enchanted, I remained spellbound in the presence of this prehistoric spectacle, then, waving my sack, I sprang out from behind the rock and cantered toward them.

Instead of scattering and flying up the hillside they seemed paralyzed, huddling together as though to get into the picture. Delighted I turned and glanced at Mink; he was cranking furiously.

With an uncontrollable shout of triumph and delight I pranced toward the huddling cave-girls, arms outspread as though heading a horse or concentrating chickens. And, totally forgetting the uselessness of urbanity and civilized speech as I danced around that lovely but terrified group, Ladies! I cried, do not be alarmed, because I mean only kindness and proper respect. Civilization calls you from the wilds! Sentiment, pity, piety propel my legs, not the ruthless desire to injure or enslave you! Ladies! You are under the wing of science. An anthropologist is speaking to you! Fear nothing! Rather rejoice! Your wonderful race shall be rescued from extinction — even if I have to do it myself! Ladies, dont run! They had suddenly scattered and were now beginning to dodge me. I come among you bearing the precious promises of education, of religion, of equal franchise, of fashion!

Blub-blub! they whimpered continuing to dodge me.

Yes! I cried in an excess of transcendental enthusiasm. Blub-blub! And though I do not comprehend the exquisite simplicity of your primeval speech, I answer with all my heart, Blub-blub!

Meanwhile, they were dodging and eluding me as I chased first one, then another, one hand outstretched, the other invitingly clutching the sack.

A hasty glance at Mink now and then revealed him industriously cranking away.

Once I fell into the pool. That section of the film should never be released, I determined, as I blew the water out of my mouth, gasped, and started after a lovely, ruddy-haired cave-girl whose curiosity had led her to linger beside the pool in which I was floundering.

But run as fast as I could and skip hither and thither with all the agility I could muster I did not seem to be able to seize a single cave-girl.

Every few minutes, baffled and breathless, I rested; and they always clustered together uttering their plaintively musical blub-blub, not apparently very much afraid of me, and even exhibiting curiosity. Now and then they cast glances toward Mink who was grinding away steadily, and I could scarcely retain a shout of joy as I realized what wonderful pictures he was taking. Indeed luck seemed to be with me, so far, for never once did these beautiful prehistoric creatures retire out of photographic range.

But otherwise the problem was becoming serious. I could not catch one of them; they eluded me with maddening swiftness and grace; my pauses to recover my breath became more frequent.

At last, dead beat, I sat down on a slab of coquina. And when I was able to articulate I turned around toward Mink.

Youll have to drop your camera and come over and help me, I panted. Im all in!

Not quite, he said.

For a moment I did not understand him; then under my outraged eyes, and within the hearing of my horrified ears a terrible thing occurred.

Now, ladies! yelled Mink, all on for the fine-ally! Up-stage there, you red-headed little spot-crabber! Mabel! Take the call! Now smile the whole bloomin bunch of you!

What was he saying? I did not comprehend. I stared dully at the six cave-girls as they grouped themselves in a semi-circle behind me.

Then, as one of them came up and unfolded a white strip of cloth behind my head, the others drew from concealed pockets in their kilts of cat-fur, little silk flags of all nations and began to wave them.

Paralyzed I turned my head. On the strip of white cloth, which the tallest cave-girl was holding directly behind my head, was printed in large black letters:

SUNSET SOAP

For one cataclysmic instant I gazed upon this hideous spectacle, then with an unearthly cry I collapsed into the arms of the nicest looking one.
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There is little more to say. Contrary to my fears the release of this outrageous film did not injure my scientific standing. Modern science, accustomed to proprietary testimonials, has become reconciled to such things.

My appearance upon the films in the movies in behalf of Sunset Soap, oddly enough, seemed to enhance my scientific reputation. Even such austere purists as Guilford, the Cubist poet, congratulated me upon my fearless independence of ethical tradition.

And I had lived to learn a gentler truth than that, for, the pretty girl who had been cast for Cave-girl No. 3 — But let that pass. Adhibenda est in jocando moderatio.

Sweet are the uses of advertisement.




THE LADIES OF THE LAKE
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I

At the suggestion of several hundred thousand ladies desiring to revel and possibly riot in the saturnalia of equal franchise, the unnamed lakes in that vast and little known region in Alaska bounded by the Ylanqui River and the Thunder Mountains were now being inexorably named after women.

It was a beautiful thought. Already several exquisite, lonely bits of water, gem-set among the eternal peaks, mirrors for cloud and soaring eagle, a glass for the moon as keystone to the towering arch of stars, had been irrevocably labelled.

Already there was Lake Amelia Jones, Lake Sadie Dingleheimer, Lake Maggie McFadden, and Lake Mrs. Gladys Doolittle Batt.

I longed to see these lakes under the glamour of their newly added beauty.

Imagine, therefore, my surprise and happiness when I received the following communication from my revered and beloved chief, Professor Farrago, dated from the Smithsonian Institute, Washington, whither he had been summoned in haste to examine and pronounce upon the identity of a very small bird supposed to be a specimen of that rare and almost extinct creature, the two-toed titmouse, Mustitta duototus, to be scientifically exact, as I invariably strive to be.

The important letter in question was as follows:

To Percy Smith, B.S., D.F., etc., etc., Curator, Department of Anthropology, Administration Building, Bronx Park, N.Y.

My Dear Mr. Smith:

Several very important and determined ladies, recently honoured by the Government in having a number of lakes in Alaska named after them, have decided to make a pilgrimage to that region, inspired by a characteristic desire to gaze upon the lakes named after them individually.

They request information upon the following points:

1st. Are the waters of the lakes in that locality sufficiently clear for a lady to do her hair by? In that event, the expedition will not burden itself with looking-glasses.

2nd. Are there any hotels? (You need merely say, no. I have tried to explain to them that it is, for the most part, an unexplored wilderness, but they insist upon further information from you.)

3rd. If there are hotels, is there also running water to be had? (You may tell them that there is plenty of running water.)

4th. What are the summer outdoor amusements? (You may inform them that there is plenty of bathing, boating, fishing, and an abundance of shade trees. Also, excellent mountain-climbing to be had in the vicinity. You need not mention the pastimes of Hunt the Flea or Dodge the Skeeter.)

I am not by nature cruel, Mr. Smith, but when these ladies informed me that they had decided to penetrate that howling and unexplored wilderness without being burdened or interfered with by any member of my sex, for one horrid and criminal moment I hoped they would. Because in that event none of them would ever come back.

However, in my heart milder and more humane sentiments prevailed. I pointed out to them the peril of their undertaking, the dangers of an unexplored region, the necessity of masculine guidance and support.

My earnestness and solicitude were, I admit, prompted partly by a desire to utilize this expensively projected expedition as a vehicle for the accumulation of scientific data.

As soon as I heard of it I conceived the plan of attaching two members of our Bronx Park scientific staff to the expedition — you, and Mr. Brown.

But no sooner did these determined ladies hear of it than they repelled the suggestion with indignation.

Now, the matter stands as follows: These ladies dont want any man in the expedition; but they have at last realized that theyve got to take a guide or two. And there are no feminine guides in Alaska.

Therefore, considering the immense and vital importance of such an opportunity to explore and report upon this unknown region at somebody elses expense, I suggest that you and Brown meet these ladies at Lake Mrs. Susan W. Pillsbury, which lies on the edge of the region to be explored; that you, without actually perjuring yourselves too horribly, convey to them the misleading impression that you are the promised guides provided for them by a cowed and avuncular Government; and that you take these fearsome ladies about and let them gaze at their reflections in the various lakes named after them; and that, while the expedition lasts, you secretly make such observations, notes, reports, and collections of the flora and fauna of the region as your opportunities may permit.

No time is to be lost. If, at Lake Susan W. Pillsbury, you find regular guides awaiting these ladies, you will bribe these guides to go away and you yourselves will then impersonate the guides. I know of no other way for you to explore this region, as all our available resources at Bronx Park have already been spent in painting appropriate scenery to line the cages of the mammalia, and also in the present exceedingly expensive expedition in search of the polka-dotted boom-bock, which is supposed to inhabit the jungle beyond Lake Niggerplug.

My most solemn and sincere wishes accompany you. Bless you!

Farrago.



II

This, then, is how it came about that Kitten Brown and I were seated, one midgeful morning in July, by the pellucid waters of Lake Susan W. Pillsbury, gnawing sections from a greasily fried trout, upon which I had attempted culinary operations.

Browns baptismal name was William; but the unfortunate young man was once discovered indiscreetly embracing a pretty assistant in the Administration Building at Bronx, and, furthermore, was overheard to address her as Kitten.

So Kitten Brown it was for him in future. After he had fought all the younger members of the scientific staff in turn, he gradually became resigned to this annoying nom damour.

Lightly but thoroughly equipped for scientific field research, we had arrived at the rendezvous in time to bribe the two guides engaged by the Government to go back to their own firesides.

A week later the formidable expedition of representative ladies arrived; and now they were sitting on the shore of Lake Susan W. Pillsbury, at a little distance from us, trying to keep the midges from their features and attempting to eat the fare provided for them by me.

I myself couldnt eat it. No wonder they murmured. But hunger goaded them to attack the greasy mess of trout and fried cornmeal.

Kitten was saying to me:

Our medicine chest isnt very extensive. I hope they brought their own. If they didnt, some among us will never again see New York.

I stole a furtive glance at the unfortunate women. There was one among them — but let me first enumerate their heavy artillery:

There was the Reverend Dr. Amelia Jones, blond, adipose, and close to the four-score mark. She stepped high in the Equal Franchise ranks. Nobody had ever had the temerity to answer her back.

There was Miss Sadie Dingleheimer, fifty, emaciated, anemic, and gauntly glittering with thick-lensed eye-glasses. She was the President of the National Prophylactic Club, whatever that may be.

There was Miss Margaret McFadden, a Titian, profusely toothed, muscular, and President of the Hair Dressers Union of the United States.

There was Mrs. Gladys Doolittle Batt, a grass one — Batt being represented as a vanishing point — President of the National Eugenic and Purity League; tall, gnarled, sinuously powerful, and prone to emotional attacks. The attacks were directed toward others.

These, then, composed the heavy artillery. The artillery of the light brigade consisted only of a single piece. Her name was Angelica White, a delegate from the Trained Nurses Association of America. The nurses had been too busy with their business to attend such picnics, so one had been selected by lot to represent the busy Association on this expedition.

Angelica White was a tall, fair, yellow-haired girl of twenty-two or three, with violet-blue eyes and red lips, and a way of smiling a little when spoken to — but let that pass. I mean only to be scientifically minute. A passion for fact has ever obsessed me. I have little literary ability and less desire to sully my pen with that degraded form of letters known as fiction. Once in my life my mania for accuracy involved me lyrically. It was a short poem, but an earnest one:

Truth is mighty and must prevail, Otherwise it were inadvisable to tell the tale.

I bestowed it upon the New York Evening Post, but declined remuneration. My message belonged to the world. I dont mean the newspaper.

Her eyes, then, were tinted with that indefinable and agreeable nuance which modifies blue to a lilac or violet hue.

Watching her askance, I was deeply sorry that my cooking seemed to pain her.

Guide! said Mrs. Doolittle Batt, in that remarkable, booming voice of hers.

Maam! said Kitten Brown and I with spontaneous alacrity, leaping from the ground as though shot at.

This cooking, she said, with an ominous stare at us, is atrocious. Dont you know how to cook?

I said with a smiling attempt at ease:

There are various ways of cooking food for the several species of mammalia which an all-wise Providence—

Do you think youre cooking for wild-cats? she demanded.

Our smiles faded.

Its my opinion that youre incompetent, remarked the Reverend Dr. Jones, slapping at midges with a hand that might have rocked all the cradles of the nation, but had not rocked any.

Were not getting our moneys worth, said Miss Dingleheimer, even if the Government does pay your salaries.

I looked appealingly from one stony face to another. In Miss McFaddens eye there was the somber glint of battle. She said:

If you can guide us no better than you cook, God save us all this day week! And she hurled the contents of her tin plate into Lake Susan W. Pillsbury.

Mrs. Doolittle Batt arose:

Come, she said; it is time we started. What is the name of the first lake we may hope to encounter?

We knew no more than did they, but we said that Lake Gladys Doolittle Batt was the first, hoping to placate that fearsome woman.

Come on, then! she cried, picking up her carved and varnished mountain staff.

Miss Dingleheimer had brought one, too, from the Catskills.

So Kitten Brown and I loaded our mule, set him in motion, and drove him forward into the unknown.

Where we were going we had not the slightest idea; the margin of the lake was easy travelling, so easy that we never noticed that we had already gone around the lake three times, until Mrs. Batt recognized the fact and turned on us furiously.

I didnt know how to explain it, except to say feebly that I was doing it as a sort of preliminary canter to harden and inure the ladies.

We dont need hardening! she snarled. Do you understand that!

I comprehended that at once. But I forced a sickly smile and skipped forward in the wake of my mule, with something of the same abandon which characterizes the flight of an unwelcome dog.

In the terrified ear of Kitten I voiced my doubts concerning the prospects of a pleasant journey.

We marched in the following order: Arthur, the heavily laden mule, led; then came Kitten Brown and myself, all hung over with stew-pans, shotguns, rifles, cartridge-belts, ponchos, and the toilet reticules of the ladies; then marched the Reverend Dr. Jones, and, in order, filing behind her, Miss Dingleheimer, Mrs. Batt, Miss McFadden, and Miss White — the latter in her trained nurses costume and wearing a red cross on her sleeve — an idea of Mrs. Batt, who believed in emergency methods.

Mrs. Batt also bore a banner, much interfered with by the foliage, bearing the inscription:

EQUAL RIGHTS! EUGENICS OR EXTERMINATION!

After a while she shouted:

Guide! Here, you may carry this banner for a while! Im tired.

Kitten and I took turns with it after that. It was hard work, particularly as one by one in turn they came up and hung their parasols and shopping reticules all over us. We plodded forward like a pair of moving department stores, not daring to shift our burdens to Arthur, because we had already stuffed into the panniers of that simple and dignified animal all our collecting boxes, cyanide jars, butterfly nets, note-books, reels of piano wire, thermometers, barometers, hydrometers, stereometers, aeronoids, adnoids — everything, in fact, that guides are not supposed to pack into the woods, but which we had smuggled unbeknown to those misguided ones we guided.

And, to make room for our scientific paraphernalia, we had been obliged to do a thing so mean, so inexpressibly low, that I blush to relate it. But facts are facts; we discarded nearly a ton of feminine impedimenta. There was fancy work of all sorts in the making or in the raw — materials for knitting, embroidering, tatting, sewing, hemming, stitching, drawn-work, lace-making, crocheting.

Also we disposed of almost half a ton of toilet necessities — powder, perfumery, cosmetics, hot-water bags, slippers, negligees, novels, magazines, bon-bons, chewing-gum, hat-boxes, gloves, stockings, underwear.

We left enough apparel for each lady to change once. Theyd have to do some scrubbing now. Science can not be halted by hatpins; cosmos can not be side-tracked by cosmetics.

Toward sunset we came upon a small, crystal clear pond, set between the bases of several lofty mountains. I was ready to drop with fatigue, but I nerved myself, drew a deep, exultant breath, and with one of those fine, sweeping gestures, I cried:

Lake Mrs. Gladys Doolittle Batt! Eureka! At last! Excelsior!

There was a profound silence behind me. I turned, striving to mask my apprehension with a smile. The ladies were regarding the pond in surprise. I admit that it was a pond, not a lake.

Injecting into my voice the last remnants of glee which I could summon, I shouted, Eureka! and began to caper about as though the size and beauty of the pond had affected me with irrepressible enthusiasm, hoping by my emotion to stampede the convention.

The cold voice of Mrs. Doolittle Batt checked my transports:

Is that puddle named after me? she demanded.

M-maam? I stammered.

If that wretched frog-pond has been christened with my name, somebody is going to get into trouble, she said ominously.

A profound silence ensued. Arthur patiently switched at flies. As for me, I looked up at the majestic pines, gazed upon the lofty and eternal hills, then ventured a sneaking glance all around me. But I could discover no avenue of escape in case Mrs. Batt should charge me.

I had been informed, she began dangerously, that the majestic body of water, which I understood had been honoured with my name, was twelve miles long and three miles wide. This appears to be a puddle!

B-b-but its very p-pretty, I protested feebly. Its quite round and clear, and its nearly a quarter of a mile in d-diameter—

Mind your business! retorted Mrs. Doolittle Batt. Ive been swindled!

Kitten Brown knew more about women than did I. He said in a fairly steady voice:

Madame, it is an outrage! The women of this mighty nation should make the Government answerable for its duplicity! Your lake should have been at least twenty miles long!

Everybody turned and looked at Kitten. He was a handsome dog.

This young man appears to have some trace of common-sense, said Mrs. Batt. I shall see to it that the Government is held responsible for this odious act of insulting duplicity. I — I wont have my name given to this — this wallow!— She advanced toward me, her small eyes blazing: I retreated to leeward of Arthur.

Guide! she said in a voice still trembling with passion. Are you certain that you have made no mistake? You appear to be unusually ignorant.

I am afraid there can be no room for doubt, I said, almost scared out of my senses.

And on top of this outrage, am I to eat your cooking? she demanded passionately. Did I come here to look at this frog-pond and choke on your cooking? Did I?

I can cook, said a clear, pleasant voice at my elbow. And Miss White came forward, cool, clean, fresh as a posy in her uniform and cap. I immediately got behind her.

I can cook very nicely, she said smilingly. It is part of my profession, you know. So if you two guides will be kind enough to build the fire and help me— She let her violet eyes linger on me for an instant, then on Brown. A moment later he and I were jostling each other in our eagerness to obey her slightest suggestion. It is that way with men.

So we built her a fire and unpacked our provisions, and we waited very politely on the ladies when dinner was ready.

It was a fine dinner — coffee, bacon, flap-jacks, soup, ash-bread, stewed chicken.

The heavy artillery, made ravenous by their journey, required vast quantities of ammunition. They banqueted largely. I gazed in amazement at Mrs. Doolittle Batt as she swallowed one flap-jack after another, while her eyes bulged larger and larger.

Nor was the capacity of Miss Dingleheimer and the Reverend Dr. Jones to be mocked at by pachyderms.

Brown and I left them eating while we erected the row of little tents. Every lady had demanded a separate tent.

So we cut saplings, set up the silk, drove pegs, and brought armfuls of balsam boughs.

I was afraid theyd demand their knitting and other utensils, but they had eaten to repletion, and were sleepy; and as each toilet case or reticule contained also a nightgown, they drew the flaps of their several tents without insisting that we unpack Arthurs panniers.

They all had disappeared within their tents except Miss White, who insisted on cooking something for us, although we protested that the scraps of the banquet were all right for mere guides.

She stood beside us for a few minutes, watching us busy with our delicious dinner.

You poor fellows, she said gently. You are nearly starved.

It is agreeable to be sympathized with by a tall, fair, fresh young girl. We looked up, simpering gratefully.

This is really a most lovely little lake, she said, gazing out across the still, crystalline water which was all rose and gold in the sunset, save where the sombre shapes of the towering mountains were mirrored in glassy depths.

Its odd, I said, that no trout are jumping. There ought to be lots of them there, and this is their jumping hour.

We all looked at the quiet, oval bit of water. Not a circle, not the slightest ripple disturbed it.

It must be deep, remarked Brown.

We gazed up at the three lofty peaks, the bases of which were the shores of this tiny gem among lakes. Deep, deep, plunging down into dusky profundity, the rocks fell away sheer into limpid depths.

That little lake may be a thousand feet deep, I said. In 1903 Professor Farrago, of Bronx Park, measured a lake in the Thunder Mountains, which was two thousand seven hundred and sixty-nine feet deep.

Miss White looked at me curiously.

Into a patch of late sunshine flitted a small butterfly — one of the Grapta species. It settled on a chip of wood, uncoiled its delicate proboscis, and spread its fulvous and deeply indented wings.

Grapta California, remarked Brown to me.

Vanessa asteriska I corrected him. Note the anal angle of the secondaries and the argentiferous discal area bordering the subcostal nervule.

The characteristic stripes on the primaries are wanting, he demurred.

It is double brooded. The summer form lacks the three darker bands.

A few moments silence was broken by the voice of Miss White.

I had no idea, she remarked, that Alaskan guides were so familiar with entomological terms and nomenclature.

We both turned very red.

Brown mumbled something about having picked up a smattering. I added that Brown had taught me.

Perhaps she believed us; her blue eyes rested on us curiously, musingly. Also, at moments, I fancied there was the faintest glint of amusement in them.

She said:

Two scientific gentlemen from New York requested permission to join this expedition, but Mrs. Batt refused them. She gazed thoughtfully upon the waters of Lake Gladys Doolittle Batt. I wonder, she murmured, what became of those two gentlemen.

It was evident that we had betrayed ourselves to this young girl.

She glanced at us again, and perhaps she noticed in our fascinated gaze an expression akin to terror, for suddenly she laughed — such a clear, sweet, silvery little laugh!

For my part, she said, I wish they had come with us. I like — men.

With that she bade us goodnight very politely and went off to her tent, leaving us with our hats pressed against our stomachs, attempting by the profundity of our bows to indicate the depth of our gratitude.

Theres a girl! exclaimed Brown, as soon as she had disappeared behind her tent flaps. Shell never let on to Medusa, Xantippe, Cassandra and Company. I like that girl, Smith.

Youre not the only one imbued by such sentiments, said I.

He smiled a fatuous and reminiscent smile. He certainly was good-looking. Presently he said:

She has the most delightful way of gazing at a man—

Ive noticed, I said pleasantly.

Oh. Did she happen to glance at you that way? he inquired. I wanted to beat him.

All I said was:

Shes certainly some kitten. Which bottled that young man for a while.

We lay on the bank of the tiny lake, our backs against a huge pine-tree, watching the last traces of colour fading from peak and tree-top.

Isnt it queer, I said, that not a trout has splashed? It cant be that there are no fish in the lake.

There are such lakes.

Yes, very deep ones. I wonder how deep this is.

Well be out at sunrise with our reel of piano wire and take soundings, he said. The heavy artillery wont wake until theyre ready to be loaded with flap-jacks.

I shuddered:

Theyre fearsome creatures, Brown. Somehow, that resolute and bony one has inspired me with a terror unutterable.

Mrs. Batt?

Yes.

He said seriously:

Shell make a horrid outcry when she asks for her knitting. What are you going to tell her?

I shall say that Indians ambuscaded us while she was asleep, and carried off all those things.

You lie very nicely, dont you? he remarked admiringly.

In vitium ducit culpæ fuga, said I. Besides, they dont really need those articles.

He laughed. He didnt seem to be very much afraid of Mrs. Batt.

It had grown deliciously dusky, and myriads of stars were coming out. Little by little the lake lost its shape in the darkness, until only an irregular, star-set area of quiet water indicated that there was any lake there at all.

I remember that Brown and I, reclining at the foot of the tree, were looking at the still and starry surface of the lake, over which numbers of bats were darting after insects; and I recollect that I was just about to speak, when, of a sudden, the silent and luminous surface of the water was shattered as with a subterranean explosion; a geyser of scintillating spray shot upward flashing, foaming, towering a hundred feet into the air. And through it I seemed to catch a glimpse of a vast, quivering, twisting mass of silver falling back with a crash into the lake, while the huge fountain rained spray on every side and the little lake rocked and heaved from shore to shore, sending great sheets of surf up over the rocks so high that the very tree-tops dripped.

Petrified, dumb, our senses almost paralyzed by the shock, our ears still deafened by the watery crash of that gigantic something that had fallen into the lake, and our eyes starting from their sockets, we stared at the darkness.

Slap — slash — slush went the waves, hitting the shore with a clashing sound almost metallic. Vision and hearing told us that the water in the lake was rocking like the contents of a bath-tub.

G-g-good Lord! whispered Brown. Is there a v-volcano under that lake?

Did you see that huge, glittering shape that seemed to fall into the water? I gasped.

Yes. What was it? A meteor?

No. It was something that first came out of the lake and fell back — the way a trout leaps. Heavens! It couldnt have been alive, could it?

W-wh-what do you mean? stammered Brown.

It couldnt have been a f-f-fish, could it? I asked with chattering teeth.

No! No! It was as big as a Pullman car! It must have been a falling star. Did you ever hear of a fish as big as a sleeping car?

I was too thoroughly unnerved to reply. The roaring of the surf had subsided somewhat, enough for another sound to reach our ears — a raucous, gallinacious, squawking sound.

I sprang up and looked at the row of tents. White-robed figures loomed in front of them. The heavy artillery was evidently frightened.
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We went over to them, and when we got nearer they chastely scuttled into their tents and thrust out a row of heads — heads hideous with curl-papers.

What was that awful noise? An earthquake? shrilled the Reverend Dr. Jones. I think Ill go home.

Was it an avalanche? demanded Mrs. Batt, in a deep and shaky voice. Are we in any immediate danger, young man?

I said that it was probably a flying-star which had happened to strike the lake and explode.

What an awful region! wailed Miss Dingleheimer. Ive had my moneys worth. I wish to go back to New York at once. Ill begin to dress immediately—

It might be a million years before another meteor falls in this latitude, I said, soothingly.

Or it might be ten minutes, sobbed Miss Dingleheimer. What do you know about it, anyway! I want to go home. Im putting on my stockings now. Im getting dressed as fast as I can—

Her voice was blotted out in a mighty crash from the lake. Appalled, I whirled on my heel, just in time to see another huge jet of water rise high in the starlight, another, another, until the entire lake was but a cluster of gigantic geysers exploding a hundred feet in the air, while through them, falling back into the smother of furious foam, great silvery bulks dropped crashing, one after another.

I dont know how long the incredible vision lasted; the woods roared with the infernal pandemonium, echoed and re-echoed from mountain to mountain; the tree-tops fairly stormed spray, driving it in sheets through the leaves; and the shores of the lake spouted surf long after the last vast, silvery shape had fallen back again into the water.

As my senses gradually recovered, I found myself supporting Mrs. Batt on one arm and the Reverend Dr. Jones upon my bosom. Both had fainted. I released them with a shudder and turned to look for Brown.

Somebody had swooned in his arms, too.
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He was not noticing me, and as I approached him I heard him say something resembling the word kitten.

In spite of my demoralization, another fear seized me, and I drew nearer and peered closely at what he was holding so nobly in his arms. It was, as I supposed, Angelica White.

I dont know whether my arrival occultly revived her, for as I stumbled over a tent-peg she opened her blue eyes, and then disengaged herself from Browns arms.

Oh, I am so frightened, she murmured. She looked at me sideways when she said it.

Come, said I coldly to Brown, let Miss White retire and lie down. This meteoric shower is over and so is the danger.

He evinced a desire to further soothe and minister to Miss White, but she said, with considerable composure, that she was feeling better; and Brown came unwillingly with me to inspect the heavy artillery lines.

That formidable battery was wrecked, the pieces dismounted and lying tumbled about in their emplacements.

But a vigorous course of cold water in dippers revived them, and we herded them into one tent and quieted them with some soothing prevarication, the details of which I have forgotten; but it was something about a flock of meteors which hit the earth every twelve billion years, and that it was now all over for another such interim, and everybody could sleep soundly with the consciousness of having assisted at a spectacle never before beheld except by a primordial protoplasmic cell.

Which flattered them, I think, for, seated once more at the base of our tree, presently we heard weird noises from the reconcentrados, like the moaning of the harbour bar.

They slept, the heavy guns, like unawakened engines of destruction all a-row in battery. But Brown and I, fearfully excited, still dazed and bewildered, sat with our fascinated eyes fixed on the lake, asking each other what in the name of miracles it was that we had witnessed and heard.

On one thing we were agreed. A scientific discovery of the most enormous importance awaited our investigation.

This was no time for temporising, for deception, for any species of polite shilly-shallying. We must, on the morrow, tear off our masks and appear before these misguided and feminine victims of our duplicity in our own characters as scientists. We must boldly avow our identities and flatly refuse to stir from this spot until the mystery of this astounding lake had been thoroughly investigated.

And so, discussing our policy, our plans for the morrow, and mutually reassuring each other concerning our common ability to successfully defy the heavy artillery, we finally fell asleep.



III

Dawn awoke me, and I sat up in my blanket and aroused Brown.

No birds were singing. It seemed unusual, and I spoke of it to Brown. Never have I witnessed such a still, strange daybreak. Mountains, woods, and water were curiously silent. There was not a sound to be heard, nothing stirred except the thin veil of vapour over the water, shreds of which were now parting from the shore and steaming slowly upward.

There was, it seemed to me, something slightly uncanny about this lake, even in repose. The water seemed as translucent as a dark crystal, and as motionless as the surface of a mirror. Nothing stirred its placid surface, not a ripple, not an insect, not a leaf floating.

Brown had lugged the pneumatic raft down to the shore where he was now pumping it full: I followed with the paddles, pole, and hydroscope. When the raft had been pumped up and was afloat, we carried the reel of gossamer piano-wire aboard, followed it, pushed off, and paddled quietly through the level cobwebs of mist toward the centre of the lake. From the shore I heard a gruesome noise. It originated under one of the row of tents of the heavy artillery. Medusa, snoring, was an awesome sound in that wilderness and solitude of dawn.

I was unscrewing the centre-plug from the raft and screwing into the empty socket the lens of the hydroscope and attaching the battery, while Brown started his sounding; and I was still busy when an exclamation from my companion started me:

Were breaking some records! Do you know it, Smith?

Where is the lead?

Three hundred fathoms and still running!

Nonsense!

Look at it yourself! It goes on unreeling: Ive put the drag on. Hurry and adjust the hydroscope!

I sighted the powerful instrument for two thousand feet, altering it from minute to minute as Brown excitedly announced the amazing depth of the lake. When he called out four thousand feet, I stared at him.

Theres something wrong— I began.

Theres nothing wrong! he interrupted. Four thousand five hundred! Five thousand! Five thousand five hundred—

Are you squatting there and trying to tell me that this lake is over a mile deep!

Look for yourself! he said in an unsteady voice. Here is the tape! You can read, cant you? Six thousand feet — and running evenly. Six thousand five hundred!... Seven thousand! Seven thousand five—

It cant be! I protested.

But it was true. Astounded, I continued to adjust the hydroscope to a range incredible, turning the screw to focus at a mile and a half, at two miles, at two and a quarter, a half, three-quarters, three miles, three miles and a quarter — click!

Good Heavens! he whispered. This lake is three miles and a quarter deep!

Mechanically I set the lachet, screwed the hood firm, drew out the black eye-mask, locked it, then, kneeling on the raft I rested my face in the mask, felt for the lever, and switched on the electric light.

Quicker than thought the solid lance of dazzling light plunged down through profundity, and the vast abyss of water was revealed along its pathway.

Nothing moved in those tremendous depths except, nearly two miles below, a few spots of tinsel glittered and drifted like flakes of mica.

At first I scarcely noticed them, supposing them to be vast beds of silvery bottom sand glittering under the electric pencil of the hydroscope. But presently it occurred to me that these brilliant specks in motion were not on the bottom — were a little less than two miles deep, and therefore suspended.

To be seen at all, at two miles depth, whatever they were they must have considerable bulk.

Do you see anything? demanded Brown.

Some silvery specks at a depth of two miles.

What do they look like?

Specks.

Are they in motion?

They seem to be.

Do they come any nearer?

After a while I answered:

One of the specks seems to be growing larger.... I believe it is in motion and is floating slowly upward.... Its certainly getting bigger.... Its getting longer.

Is it a fish?

It cant be.

Why not?

Its impossible. Fish dont attain the size of whales in mountain ponds.

There was a silence. After an interval I said:

Brown, I dont know what to make of that thing.

Is it coming any nearer?

Yes.

What does it look like now?

It looks like a fish. But it cant be. It looks like a tiny, silver minnow. But it cant be. Why, if it resembles a minnow in size at this distance — what can be its actual dimensions?

Let me look, he said.

Unwillingly I raised my head from the mask and yielded him my place.

A long silence followed. The western mountain-tops reddened under the rising sun; the sky grew faintly bluer. Yet, there was not a bird-note in that still place, not a flash of wings, nothing stirring.

Here and there along the lake shore I noticed unusual-looking trees — very odd-looking trees indeed, for their trunks seemed bleached and dead, and as though no bark covered them, yet every stark limb was covered with foliage — a thick foliage so dark in colour that it seemed black to me.

I glanced at my motionless companion where he knelt with his face in the mask, then I unslung my field-glasses and focussed them on the nearest of the curious trees.

At first I could not quite make out what I was looking at; then, to my astonishment, I saw that these stark, gray trees were indeed lifeless, and that what I had mistaken for dark foliage were velvety clusters of bats hanging there asleep — thousands of them thickly infesting and clotting the dead branches with a sombre and horrid effect of foliage.

I dont mind bats in ordinary numbers. But in such soft, motionless masses they slightly sickened me. There must have been literally tons of them hanging to the dead trees.

This is pleasant, I said. Look at those bats, Brown.

When Brown spoke without lifting his head, his voice was so shaken, so altered, that the mere sound of it scared me:

Smith, he said, there is a fish in here, shaped exactly like a brook minnow. And I should judge, by the depth it is swimming in, that it is about as long as an ordinary Pullman car.

His voice shook, but his words were calm to the point of commonplace. Which made the effect of his statement all the more terrific.

A — a minnow — as big as a Pullman car? I repeated, dazed.

Larger, I think.... It looks to me through the hydroscope, at this distance, exactly like a tiny, silvery minnow. Its half a mile down.... Swimming about.... I can see its eyes; they must be about ten feet in diameter. I can see its fins moving. And there are about a dozen others, much deeper, swimming around.... This is easily the most overwhelming contribution made to science since the discovery of the purple-spotted dingle-bock, Bukkus dinglii.... Weve got to catch one of those gigantic fish!

How? I gasped. How are we going to catch a minnow as large as a sleeping car?

I dont know, but weve got to do it. Weve got to manage it, somehow.

It would require a steel cable to hold such a fish and a donkey engine to reel him in! And what about a hook? And if we had hook, line, steam-winch, and everything else, what about bait?

He knelt for some time longer, watching the fish, before he resigned the hydroscope to me. Then I watched it; but it came no nearer, seeming contented to swim about at the depth of a little more than half a mile. Deep under this fish I could see others glittering as they sailed or darted to and fro.

Presently I raised my head and sat thinking. The sun now gilded the water; a little breeze ruffled it here and there where dainty cats-paws played over the surface.

What on earth do you suppose those gigantic fish feed on? asked Brown under his breath.

I thought a moment longer, then it came to me in a flash of understanding, and I pointed at the dead trees.

Bats! I muttered. They feed on bats as other fish feed on the little, gauzy-winged flies which dance over ponds! You saw those bats flying over the pond last night, didnt you? That explains the whole thing! Dont you understand? Why, what we saw were these gigantic fish leaping like trout after the bats. It was their feeding time!

I do not imagine that two more excited scientists ever existed than Brown and I. The joy of discovery transfigured us. Here we had discovered a lake in the Thunder Mountains which was the deepest lake in the world; and it was inhabited by a few gigantic fish of the minnow species, the existence of which, hitherto, had never even been dreamed of by science.

Kitten, I said, my voice broken by emotion, which will you have named after you, the lake or the fish? Shall it be Lake Kitten Brown, or shall it be Minnius kittenii? Speak!

What about that old party whose name you said had already been given to the lake? he asked piteously.

Who? Mrs. Batt? Do you think Id name such an important lake after her? Anyway, she has declined the honour.

Very well, he said, Ill accept it. And the fish shall be known as Minnius Smithii!

Too deeply moved to speak, we bent over and shook hands with each other. In that solemn and holy moment, surcharged with ecstatic emotion, a deep, distant reverberation came across the water to our ears. It was the heavy artillery, snoring.

Never can I forget that scene; sunshine glittering on the pond, the silent forests and towering peaks, the blue sky overhead, the dead trees where thousands of bats hung in nauseating clusters, thicker than the leaves in Valembrosa — and Kitten Brown and I, cross-legged upon our pneumatic raft, hands clasped in pledge of deathless devotion to science and a fraternity unending.

And how about that girl? he asked.

What girl?

Angelica White?

Well, said I, what about her?

Does she go with the lake or with the fish?

What do you mean? I asked coldly, withdrawing my hand from his clasp.

I mean, which of us gets the first chance to win her? he said, blushing. Theres no use denying that we both have been bowled over by her; is there?

I pondered for several moments.

She is an extremely intelligent girl, I said, stalling.

Yes, and then some.

After a few minutes further thought, I said:

Possibly I am in error, but at moments it has seemed to me that my marked attentions to Miss White are not wholly displeasing to her. I may be mistaken—

I think you are, Smith.

Why?

Because — well, because I seem to think so.

I said coldly:

Because she happened to faint away in your arms last night is no symptom that she prefers you. Is it?

No.

Then why do you seem to think that tactful, delicate, and assiduous attentions on my part may prove not entirely unwelcome to this unusually intelligent—

Smith!

What?

Miss White is not only a trained nurse, but she also is about to receive her diploma as a physician.

How do you know?

She told me.

When?

When you were building the fire last night. Also, she informed me that she had relentlessly dedicated herself to a eugenic marriage.

When did she tell you that?

While you were bringing in a bucket of water from the lake last night. And furthermore, she told me that I was perfectly suited for a eugenic marriage.

When did she tell you that? I demanded.

When she had — fainted — in my arms.

How the devil did she come to say a thing like that?

He became conspicuously red about the ears:

Well, I had just told her that I had fallen in love with her—

Damn! I said. And thats all I said; and seizing a paddle I made furiously for shore. Behind me I heard the whirr of the piano wire as Brown started the electric reel. Later I heard him clamping the hood on the hydroscope; but I was too disgusted for any further words, and I dug away at the water with my paddle.

In various and weird stages of morning déshabillé the heavy artillery came down to the shore for morning ablutions, all a-row like a file of ducks.

They glared at me as I leaped ashore:

I want my breakfast! snapped Mrs. Batt. Do you hear what I say, guide? And I dont wish to be kept waiting for it either! I desire to get out of this place as soon as possible.

Im sorry, I said, but I intend to stay here for some time.

What! bawled the heavy artillery in booming unison.

But my temper had been sorely tried, and I was in a mood to tell the truth and make short work of it, too.

Ladies, I said, Ill not mince matters. Mr. Brown and I are not guides; we are scientists from Bronx Park, and we dont know a bally thing about this wilderness were in!

Swindler! shouted Mrs. Batt, in an enraged voice. I knew very well that the United States Government would never have named that puddle of water after me!

Dont worry, madam! Ive named it after Mr. Brown. And the new species of gigantic fish which I discovered in this lake I have named after myself. As for leaving this spot until I have concluded my scientific study of these fish, I simply wont. I intend to observe their habits and to capture one of them if it requires the remainder of my natural life to do so. I shall be sorry to detain you here during such a period, but it cant be helped. And now you know what the situation is, and you are at liberty to think it over after you have washed your countenances in Lake Kitten Brown.

Rage possessed the heavy artillery, and a fury indescribable seized them when they discovered that Indians had raided their half ton of feminine perquisites. I went up a tree.

When the tumult had calmed sufficiently for them to distinguish what I said, I made a speech to them. From the higher branches of a neighboring tree Kitten Brown applauded and cried, Hear! Hear!

Ladies, I said, you know the worst, now. If you keep me up this tree and starve me to death it will be murder. Also, you dont know enough to get out of these forests, but I can guide you back the way you came. Ill do it if you cease your dangerous demonstrations and permit Mr. Brown and myself to remain here and study these giant fish for a week or two.



[image: img719.jpg]

If you keep me up this tree and starve me to death it will be murder.



They now seemed disposed to consider the idea. There was nothing else for them to do. So after an hour or two, Brown and I ventured to descend from our trees, and we went among them to placate them and ingratiate ourselves as best we might.

Think, I argued, what a matchless opportunity for you to be among the first discoverers of a totally new and undescribed species of giant fish! Think what a legacy it will be to leave such a record to posterity! Think how proud and happy your descendants will be to know that their ancestors assisted at the discovery of Minnius Smithii!

Why cant they be named after me? demanded Mrs. Batt.

Because, I explained patiently, they have already been named after me!

Couldnt something be named after me? inquired that fearsome lady.

The bats, suggested Brown politely, we could name a bat after you with pleasure—

I thought for a moment she meant to swing on him. He thought so, too, and ducked.

A bat! she shouted. Name a bat after me!

Many a celebrated scientist has been honoured by having his name conferred upon humbler fauna, I explained.

But she remained dangerous, so I went and built the fire, and squatted there, frying bacon, while on the other side of the fire, sitting side by side, Kitten Brown and Angelica White gazed upon each other with enraptured eyes. It was slightly sickening — but let that pass. I was beginning to understand that science is a jealous mistress and that any contemplated infidelity of mine stood every chance of being squelched. No; evidently I had not been fashioned for the joys of legal domesticity. Science, the wanton jade, had not yet finished her dance with me. Apparently my maxixe with her was to be external. Fides servanda est.



That afternoon the heavy artillery held a council of war, and evidently came to a conclusion to make the best of the situation, for toward sundown they accosted me with a request for the raft, explaining that they desired to picnic aboard and afterward row about the lake and indulge in song.

So Brown and I put aboard the craft a substantial cold supper; and the heavy artillery embarked, taking aboard a guitar to be worked by Miss Dingleheimer, and knitting for the others.

It was a lovely evening. Brown and I had been discussing a plan to dynamite the lake and stun the fish, that method appealing to us as the only possible way to secure a specimen of the stupendous minnows which inhabited the depths. In fact, it was our only hope of possessing one of these creatures — fishing with a donkey engine, steel cable, and a hook baited with a bat being too uncertain and far more laborious and expensive.

I was still smoking my pipe, seated at the foot of the big pine-tree, watching the water turn from gold to pink: Brown sat higher up the slope, his arm around Angelica White. I carefully kept my back toward them.

On the lake the heavy artillery were revelling loudly, banqueting, singing, strumming the guitar, and trailing their hands overboard across the sunset-tinted water.

I was thinking of nothing in particular as I now remember, except that I noticed the bats beginning to flit over the lake; when Brown called to me from the slope above, asking whether it was perfectly safe for the heavy artillery to remain out so late.

Why? I demanded.

Suppose, he shouted, that those fish should begin to jump and feed on the bats again?

I had never thought of that.

I rose and hurried nervously down to the shore, and, making a megaphone of my hands, I shouted:

Come in! It isnt safe to remain out any longer!

Scornful laughter from the artillery answered my appeal.

Youd better come in! I called. You cant tell what might happen if any of those fish should jump.

Mind your business! retorted Mrs. Batt. Weve had enough of your prevarications—

Then, suddenly, without the faintest shadow of warning, from the centre of the lake a vast geyser of water towered a hundred feet in the air.

For one dreadful second I saw the raft hurled skyward, balanced on the crest of the stupendous fountain, spilling ladies, supper, guitars, and knitting in every direction.

Then a horrible thing occurred; fish after fish shot up out of the storm of water and foam, seizing, as they fell, ladies, luncheon, and knitting in mid-air, falling back with a crashing shock which seemed to rock the very mountains.

Help! I screamed. And fainted dead away.
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Is it necessary to proceed? Literature nods; Science shakes her head. No, nothing but literature lies beyond the ripples which splashed musically upon the shore, terminating forever the last vibration from that immeasurable catastrophe.

Why should I go on? The newspapers of the nation have recorded the last scenes of the tragedy.

We know that tons of dynamite are being forwarded to that solitary lake. We know that it is the determination of the Government to rid the world of those gigantic minnows.

And yet, somehow, it seems to me as I sit writing here in my office, amid the verdure of Bronx Park, that the destruction of these enormous fish is a mistake.

What more splendid sarcophagus could the ladies of the lake desire than these huge, silvery, itinerant and living tombs?

What reward more sumptuous could anybody wish for than to rest at last within the interior dimness of an absolutely new species of anything?

For me, such a final repose as this would represent the highest pinnacle of sublimity, the uttermost zenith of mortal dignity.



So what more is there for me to say?

As for Angelica — but no matter. I hope she may be comparatively happy with Kitten Brown. Yet, as I have said before, handsome men never last. But she should have thought of that in time.

I absolve myself of all responsibility. She had her chance.




ONE OVER
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I

Professor Farrago had remarked to me that morning:

The city of New York always reminds me of a slovenly, fat woman with her dress unbuttoned behind.

I nodded.

New Yorks architecture, said I,  — or what popularly passes for it — is all in front. The minute you get to the rear a pitiable condition is exposed.

He said: Professor Jane Bottomly is all façade; the remainder of her is merely an occiputal backyard full of theoretical tin cans and broken bottles. I think we all had better resign.

It was a fearsome description. I trembled as I lighted an inexpensive cigar.

The sentimental feminist movement in America was clearly at the bottom of the Bottomly affair.

Long ago, in a reactionary burst of hysteria, the North enfranchised the Ethiopian. In a similar sentimental explosion of dementia, some sixty years later, the United States wept violently over the immemorial wrongs perpetrated upon the restless sex, opened the front and back doors of opportunity, and sobbed out, Go to it, ladies!

They are still going.

Professor Jane Bottomly was wished on us out of a pleasant April sky. She fell like a meteoric mass of molten metal upon the Bronx Park Zoölogical Society splashing her excoriating personality over everybody until everybody writhed.

I had not yet seen the lady. I did not care to. Sooner or later Id be obliged to meet her but I was not impatient.

Now the Field Expeditionary Force of the Bronx Park Zoölogical Society is, perhaps, the most important arm of the service. Professor Bottomly had just been appointed official head of all field work. Why? Nobody knew. It is true that she had written several combination nature and love romances. In these popular volumes trees, flowers, butterflies, birds, animals, dialect, sobs, and sun-bonnets were stirred up together into a saccharine mess eagerly gulped down by a provincial reading public, which immediately protruded its tongue for more.

The news of her impending arrival among us was an awful blow to everybody at the Bronx. Professor Farrago fainted in the arms of his pretty stenographer; Professor Cornelius Lezard of the Batrachian Department ran around his desk all day long in narrowing circles and was discovered on his stomach still feebly squirming like an expiring top; Dr. Hans Fooss, our beloved Professor of Pachydermatology sat for hours weeping into his noodle soup. As for me, I was both furious and frightened, for, within the hearing of several people, Professor Bottomly had remarked in a very clear voice to her new assistant, Dr. Daisy Delmour, that she intended to get rid of me for the good of the Bronx because of my reputation for indiscreet gallantry among the feminine employees of the Bronx Society.

Professor Lezard overhead that outrageous remark and he hastened to repeat it to me.

I was lunching at the time in my private office in the Administration Building with Dr. Hans Fooss — he and I being too busy dissecting an unusually fine specimen of Dingue to go to the Rolling Stone Inn for luncheon — when Professor Lezard rushed in with the scandalous libel still sizzling in his ears.

Everybody heard her say it! he went on, wringing his hands. It was a most unfortunate thing for anybody to say about you before all those young ladies. Every stenographer and typewriter there turned pale and then red.

What! I exclaimed, conscious that my own ears were growing large and hot. Did that outrageous woman have the bad taste to say such a thing before all those sensitive girls!

She did. She glared at them when she said it. Several blondes and one brunette began to cry.

I hope, said I, a trifle tremulously, that no typewriter so far forgot herself as to admit noticing playfulness on my part.

They all were tearfully unanimous in declaring you to be a perfect gentleman!

I am, I said. I am also a married man — irrevocably wedded to science. I desire no other spouse. I am ineligible; and everybody knows it. If at times a purely scientific curiosity leads me into a detached and impersonally psychological investigation of certain — ah — feminine idiosyncrasies—

Certainly, said Lezard. To investigate the feminine is more than a science; it is a duty!

Of a surety! nodded Dr. Fooss.

I looked proudly upon my two loyal friends and bit into my cheese sandwich. Only men know men. A jury of my peers had exonerated me. What did I care for Professor Bottomly!

All the same, added Lezard, youd better be careful or Professor Bottomly will put one over on you yet.

I am always careful, I said with dignity.

All men should be. It is the only protection of a defenseless coast line, nodded Lezard.

Und neffer, neffer commid nodding to paper, added Dr. Fooss. Dond neffer write it, I lofe you like I was going to blow up alretty! Ach, nein! Dond you write down somedings. Effery man he iss entitled to protection; und so iss it he iss protected.

Stein in hand he beamed upon us benevolently over his knifeful of sauerfisch, then he fed himself and rammed it down with a hearty draught of Pilsner. We gazed with reverence upon Kultur as embodied in this great Teuton.

That woman, remarked Lezard to me, certainly means to get rid of you. It seems to me that there are only two possible ways for you to hold down your job at the Bronx. You know it, dont you?

I nodded. Yes, I said; either I must pay marked masculine attention to Professor Bottomly or I must manage to put one over on her.

Of course, said Lezard, the first method is the easier for you—

Not for a minute! I said, hastily; I simply couldnt become frolicsome with her. You say shes got a voice like a drill-sergeant and she goose-steps when she walks; and I dont mind admitting she has me badly scared already. No; she must be scientifically ruined. It is the only method which makes her elimination certain.

But if her popular nature books didnt ruin her scientifically, how can we hope to lead her astray? inquired Lezard.

There is, I said, thoughtfully, only one thing that can really ruin a scientist. Ridicule! I have braved it many a time, taking my scientific life in my hands in pursuit of unknown specimens which might have proved only imaginary. Public ridicule would have ended my scientific career in such an event. I know of no better way to end Professor Bottomlys scientific career and capability for mischief than to start her out after something which doesnt exist, inform the newspapers, and let her suffer the agonising consequences.

Dr. Fooss began to shout:

The idea iss schön! colossal! prachtvol! ausgezeichnet! wunderbar! wunderschön! gemütlich— A large, tough noodle checked him. While he labored with Teutonic imperturbability to master it Lezard and I exchanged suggestions regarding the proposed annihilation of this fearsome woman who had come ravening among us amid the peaceful and soporific environment of Bronx Park.

It was a dreadful thing for us to have our balmy Lotus-eaters paradise so startlingly invaded by a large, loquacious, loud-voiced lady who had already stirred us all out of our agreeable, traditional and leisurely inertia. Inertia begets cogitation, and cogitation begets ideas, and ideas beget reflexion, and profound reflexion is the fundamental cornerstone of that immortal temple in which the goddess Science sits asleep between her dozing sisters, Custom and Religion.

This thought seemed to me so unusually beautiful that I wrote it with a pencil upon my cuff.

While I was writing it, quietly happy in the deep pleasure that my intellectual allegory afforded me, Dr. Fooss swabbed the last morsel of nourishment from his plate with a wad of rye bread, then bolting the bread and wiping his beard with his fingers and his fingers on his waistcoat, he made several guttural observations too profoundly German to be immediately intelligible, and lighted his porcelain pipe.

Ach wass! he remarked in ruminative fashion. Dot Frauenzimmer she iss to raise hell alretty determined. Von Pachydermatology she knows nodding. Maybe she leaves me alone, maybe it is to be raus mit me. I weis ni! It iss aber besser one over on dat lady to put, yess?

It certainly is advisable, replied Lezard.

Let us try to think of something sufficiently disastrous to terminate her scientific career, said I. And I bowed my rather striking head and rested the point of my forefinger upon my forehead. Thought crystallises more quickly for me when I assume this attitude.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Lezard fold his arms and sit frowning at infinity.

Dr. Fooss lay back in a big, deeply padded armchair and closed his prominent eyes. His pipe went out presently, and now and then he made long-drawn nasal remarks, in German, too complicated for either Lezard or for me to entirely comprehend.

We must try to get her as far away from here as possible, mused Lezard. Is Oyster Bay too far and too cruel?

I pondered darkly upon the suggestion. But it seemed unpleasantly like murder.

Lezard, said I, come, let us reason together. Now what is womans besetting emotion?

Curiosity?

Very well; assuming that to be true, what — ah — quality particularly characterizes woman when so beset.

Ruthless determination.

Then, said I, we ought to begin my exciting the curiosity of Professor Bottomly; and her ruthless determination to satisfy that curiosity should logically follow.

How, he asked, are we to arouse her curiosity?

By pretending that we have knowledge of something hitherto undiscovered, the discovery of which would redound to our scientific glory.

I see. Shed want the glory for herself. Shed swipe it.

She would, said I.

Tee — hee! he giggled; Wouldnt it be funny to plant something phony on her—

I waved my arms rather gracefully in my excitement:

That is the germ of an idea! I said. If we could plant something — something — far away from here — very far away — if we could bury something — like the Cardiff Giant—

Hundreds and hundreds of miles away!

Thousands! I insisted, enthusiastically.

Tee-hee! In Tasmania, for example! Maybe a Tasmanian Devil might acquire her!

There exists a gnat, said I, in Borneo — Gnatus soporificus — and when this tiny gnat stings people they never entirely wake up. Its really rather a pleasurable catastrophe, I understand. Life becomes one endless cat-nap — one delightful siesta, with intervals for light nourishment.... She — ah — could sit very comfortably in some pleasant retreat and rock in a rocking-chair and doze quite happily through the years to come.... And from your description of her I should say that the Soldiers Home might receive her.

It wont do, he said, gloomily.

Why? Is it too much like crime?

Oh not at all. Only if she went to Borneo shed be sure to take a mosquito-bar with her.

In the depressed silence which ensued Dr. Fooss suddenly made several Futurist observations through his nose with monotonous but authoritative regularity. I tried to catch his meaning and his eye. The one remained cryptic, the other shut.

Lezard sat thinking very hard. And as I fidgetted in my chair, fiddling nervously with various objects lying on my desk I chanced to pick up a letter from the pile of still unopened mail at my elbow.

Still pondering on Professor Bottomlys proposed destruction, I turned the letter over idly and my preoccupied gaze rested on the postmark. After a moment I leaned forward and examined it more attentively. The letter directed to me was postmarked Fort Carcajou, Cooks Peninsula, Baffin Land; and now I recalled the handwriting, having already seen it three or four times within the last month or so.

Lezard, I said, that lunatic trapper from Baffin Land has written to me again. What do you suppose is the matter with him? Is he just plain crazy or does he think he can be funny with me?

Lezard gazed at me absently. Then, all at once a gleam of savage interest lighted his somewhat solemn features.

Read the letter to me, he said, with an evil smile which instantly animated my own latent imagination. And immediately it occurred to me that perhaps, in the humble letter from the wilds of Baffin Land, which I was now opening with eager and unsteady fingers, might lie concealed the professional undoing of Professor Jane Bottomly, and the only hope of my own ultimate and scientific salvation.

The room became hideously still as I unfolded the pencil-scrawled sheets of cheap, ruled letter paper.

Dr. Fooss opened his eyes, looked at me, made porcine sounds indicative of personal well-being, relighted his pipe, and disposed himself to listen. But just as I was about to begin, Lezard suddenly laid his forefinger across his lips conjuring us to densest silence.

For a moment or two I heard nothing except the buzzing of flies. Then I stole a startled glance at my door. It was opening slowly, almost imperceptibly.

But it did not open very far — just a crack remained. Then, listening with all our might, we heard the cautiously suppressed breathing of somebody in the hallway just outside of my door.

Lezard turned and cast at me a glance of horrified intelligence. In dumb pantomime he outlined in the air, with one hand, the large and feminine amplification of his own person, conveying to us the certainty of his suspicions concerning the unseen eavesdropper.

We nodded. We understood perfectly that she was out there prepared to listen to every word we uttered.

A flicker of ferocious joy disturbed Lezards otherwise innocuous features; he winked horribly at Dr. Fooss and at me, and uttered a faint click with his teeth and tongue like the snap of a closing trap.

Gentlemen, he said, in the guarded yet excited voice of a man who is confident of not being overheard, the matter under discussion admits of only one interpretation: a discovery — perhaps the most vitally important discovery of all the centuries — is imminent.

Secrecy is imperative; the scientific glory is to be shared by us alone, and there is enough of glory to go around.

Mr. Chairman, I move that epoch-making letter be read aloud!

I second dot motion! said Dr. Fooss, winking so violently at me that his glasses wabbled.

Gentlemen, said I, it has been moved and seconded that this epoch-making letter be read aloud. All those in favor will kindly say aye.

Aye! Aye! they exclaimed, fairly wriggling in their furtive joy.

The contrary-minded will kindly emit the usual negation, I went on.... It seems to be carried.... It is carried. The chairman will proceed to the reading of the epoch-making letter.

I quietly lighted a five-cent cigar, unfolded the letter and read aloud:

Joneses Shack,

Golden Glacier, Cooks Peninsula, Baffin Land,

March 15, 1915.

Professor, Dear Sir:

I already wrote you three times no answer having been recd perhaps you think Im kiddin youre a dam liar I aint.

Hoping to tempt you to come I will hereby tell you moren I told you in my other letters, the terminal moraine of this here Golden Glacier finishes into a marsh, nothing to see for miles excep frozen tussock and mud and all flat as hell for fifty miles which is where I am trappin it for mink and otter and now ready to go back to Fort Carcajou. i told you what I seen stickin in under this here marsh, where anything sticks out the wolves have eat it, but most of them there ellerphants is in under the ice and mud too far for the wolves to git em.

i aint kiddin you, there is a whole herd of furry ellerphants in the marsh like as they were stuck there and all lay down and was drownded like. Some has tusks and some hasnt. Two ellerphants stuck out of the ice, I eat onto one, the meat was good and sweet and joosy, the damn wolves eat it up that night, I had cut stakes and rost for three months though and am eating off it yet.

Thinking as how ellerphants and all like that is your graft, I being a keeper in the Mouse House once in the Bronx and seein you nosin around like you was full of scientific thinks, it comes to me to write you and put you next.

If you say so Ill wait here and help you with them ellerphants. Livin wages is all I ask also eleven thousand dollars for tippin you wise. I wont tell nobody till I hear from you. Im hones you can trus me. Write me to Fort Carcajou if you mean bizness. So no more respectfully,

James Skaw.

When I finished reading I cautiously glanced at the door, and, finding it still on the crack, turned and smiled subtly upon Lezard and Fooss.

In their slowly spreading grins I saw they agreed with me that somebody, signing himself James Skaw, was still trying to hoax the Great Zoölogical Society of Bronx Park.

Gentlemen, I said aloud, injecting innocent enthusiasm into my voice, this secret expedition to Baffin Land which we three are about to organise is destined to be without doubt the most scientifically prolific field expedition ever organised by man.

Imagine an entire herd of mammoths preserved in mud and ice through all these thousands of years!

Gentlemen, no discovery ever made has even remotely approached in importance the discovery made by this simple, illiterate trapper, James Skaw.

I thought, protested Lezard, that we are to be announced as the discoverers.

We are, said I, the discoverers of James Skaw, which makes us technically the finders of the ice-preserved herd of mammoths — technically, you understand. A few thousand dollars, I added, carelessly, ought to satiate James Skaw.

We could name dot glacier after him, suggested Dr. Fooss.

Certainly — the Skaw Glacier. That ought to be enough glory for him. It ought to satisfy him and prevent any indiscreet remarks, nodded Lezard.

Gentlemen, said I, there is only one detail that really troubles me. Ought we to notify our honoured and respected Chief of Division concerning this discovery?

Do you mean, should we tell that accomplished and fascinating lady, Professor Bottomly, about this herd of mammoths? I asked in a loud, clear voice. And immediately answered my own question: No, I said, no, dear friends. Professor Bottomly already has too much responsibility weighing upon her distinguished mind. No, dear brothers in science, we should steal away unobserved as though setting out upon an ordinary field expedition. And when we return with fresh and immortal laurels such as no man before has ever worn, no doubt that our generous-minded Chief of Division will weave for us further wreaths to crown our brows — the priceless garlands of professional approval! And I made a horrible face at my co-conspirators.

Before I finished Lezard had taken his own face in his hands for the purpose of stifling raucous and untimely mirth. As for Dr. Fooss, his small, porcine eyes snapped and twinkled madly behind his spectacles, but he seemed rather inclined to approve my flowers of rhetoric.

Ja, said he, so iss it besser oursellufs dot gefrozenss herd von elephanten to discover, und, by and by, die elephanten bei der Pronx Bark home yet again once more to bring. We shall therefore much praise thereby bekommen. Ach wass!

Gentlemen, said I, distinctly, it is decided, then, that we shall say nothing concerning the true object of this expedition to Professor Bottomly.

Lezard and Fooss nodded assent. Then, in the silence, we all strained our ears to listen. And presently we detected the scarcely heard sound of cautiously retreating footsteps down the corridor.

When it was safe to do so I arose and closed my door.

I think, said I, with a sort of infernal cheerfulness in my tones, that we are about to do something jocose to Jane Bottomly.

A few, said Professor Lezard. He rose and silently executed a complicated ballet-step.

I shall laff, said Dr. Fooss, earnestly, und I shall laff, und I shall laff — ach Gott how I shall laff my pally head off!

I folded my arms and turned romanesquely toward the direction in which Professor Bottomly had retreated.

Viper! I said. The Bronx shall nourish you in its bosom no more! Fade away, Ophidian!

The sentiment was applauded by all. There chanced to be in my desk a bottle marked: Thats all! On the label somebody had written: Do it now! We did.



III

It was given out at the Bronx that our field expedition to Baffin Land was to be undertaken solely for the purpose of bringing back living specimens of the five-spotted Arctic woodcock — Philohela quinquemaculata — in order to add to our onomatology and our glossary of onomatopoeia an ontogenesis of this important but hitherto unstudied sub-species.

I trust I make myself clear. Scientific statements should be as clear as the Spuyten Duyvil. Sola in stagno salus!

But two things immediately occurred which worried us; Professor Bottomly sent us official notification that she approved our expedition to Baffin Land, designated the steamer we were to take, and enclosed tickets. That scared us. Then to add to our perplexity Professor Bottomly disappeared, leaving Dr. Daisy Delmour in charge of her department during what she announced might be a somewhat prolonged absence on business.

And during the four feverish weeks of our pretended preparations for Baffin Land not one word did we hear from Jane Bottomly, which caused us painful inquietude as the hour approached for our departure.

Was this formidable woman actually intending to let us depart alone for the Golden Glacier? Was she too lazy to rob us of the secretly contemplated glory which we had pretended awaited us?

We had been so absolutely convinced that she would forbid our expedition, pack us off elsewhere, and take charge herself of an exploring party to Baffin Land, that, as the time for our leaving drew near we became first uneasy, and then really alarmed.

It would be a dreadful jest on us if she made us swallow our own concoction; if she revealed to our colleagues our pretended knowledge of the Golden Glacier and James Skaw and the supposedly ice-imbedded herd of mammoths, and then publicly forced us to investigate this hoax.

More horrible still would it be if she informed the newspapers and gave them a hint to make merry over the three wise men of the Bronx who went to Baffin Land in a boat.

What do you suppose that devious and secretive female is up to? inquired Lezard who, within the last few days, had grown thin with worry. Is it possible that she is sufficiently degraded to suspect us of trying to put one over on her? Is that what she is now doing to us?

Terminus est — it is the limit! said I.

He turned a morbid eye upon me. She is making a monkey of us. Thats what!

Suspendenda omnia naso, I nodded; tarde sed tute. When I think aloud in Latin it means that I am deeply troubled. Suum quemque scelus agitat. Do you get me, Professor? Im sorry I attempted to be sportive with this terrible woman. The curse of my scientific career has been periodical excesses of frivolity. See where this frolicsome impulse has landed me! — super abyssum ambulans. Trahit sua quemque voluptas; transeat in exemplum! She means to let us go to our destruction on this mammoth frappé affair.

But Dr. Fooss was optimistic:

I tink she iss alretty herselluf by dot Baffin Land ge-gone, he said. I tink she has der bait ge-swallowed. Ve vait; ve see; und so iss it ve know.

But why hasnt she stopped our preparations? I demanded. If she wants all the glory herself why does she permit us to incur this expense in getting ready?

No mans can to know der vorkings of der mental brocess by a Frauenzimmer, said Dr. Fooss, wagging his head.

The suspense became nerve-racking; we were obliged to pack our camping kits; and it began to look as though we would have either to sail the next morning or to resign from the Bronx Park Zoölogical Society, because all the evening papers had the story in big type — the details and objects of the expedition, the discovery of the herd of mammoths in cold storage, the prompt organization of an expedition to secure this unparalleled deposit of prehistoric mammalia — everything was there staring at us in violent print, excepting only the name of the discoverer and the names of those composing the field expedition.

She means to betray us after we have sailed, said Lezard, greatly depressed. We might just as well resign now before this hoax explodes and bespatters us. We can take our chances in vaudeville or as lecturing professors with the movies.

I thought so, too, in point of fact we all had gathered in my study to write out our resignations, when there came a knock at the door and Dr. Daisy Delmour walked in.

Oddly enough I had not before met Dr. Delmour personally; only formal written communications had hitherto passed between us. My idea of her had doubtless been inspired by the physical and intellectual aberrations of her chief; I naturally supposed her to be either impossible and corporeally redundant, or intellectually and otherwise as weazened as last years Li-che nut.

I was criminally mistaken. And why Lezard, who knew her, had never set me right I could not then understand. I comprehended later.

For the feminine assistant of Professor Jane Bottomly, who sauntered into my study and announced herself, had the features of Athene, the smile of Aphrodite, and the figure of Psyche. I believe I do not exaggerate these scientific details, although it has been said of me that any pretty girl distorts my vision and my intellectual balance to the detriment of my calmer reason and my differentiating ability.

Gentlemen, said Dr. Delmour, while we stood in a respectful semi-circle before her, modestly conscious of our worth, our toes turned out, and each mans features wreathed with that politely unnatural smirk which masculine features assume when confronted by feminine beauty. Gentlemen, on the eve of your proposed departure for Baffin Land in quest of living specimens of the five-spotted Philohela quinquemaculata, I have been instructed by Professor Bottomly to announce to you a great good fortune for her, for you, for the Bronx, for America, for the entire civilized world.

It has come to Professor Bottomlys knowledge, recently I believe, that an entire herd of mammoths lie encased in the mud and ice of the vast flat marshes which lie south of the terminal moraine of the Golden Glacier in that part of Baffin Land known as Dr. Cooks Peninsula.

The credit of this epoch-making discovery is Professor Bottomlys entirely. How it happened, she did not inform me. One month ago today she sailed in great haste for Baffin Land. At this very hour she is doubtless standing all alone upon the frozen surface of that wondrous marsh, contemplating with reverence and awe and similar holy emotions the fruits of her own unsurpassed discovery!

Dr. Delmours lovely features became delicately suffused and transfigured as she spoke; her exquisite voice thrilled with generous emotion; she clasped her snowy hands and gazed, enraptured, at the picture of Dr. Bottomly which her mind was so charmingly evoking.

Perhaps, she whispered, perhaps at this very instant, in the midst of that vast and flat and solemn desolation the only protuberance visible for miles and miles is Professor Bottomly. Perhaps the pallid Arctic sun is setting behind the majestic figure of Professor Bottomly, radiating a blinding glory to the zenith, illuminating the crowning act of her career with its unearthly aura!

She gazed at us out of dimmed and violet eyes.

Gentlemen, she said, I am ordered to take command of this expedition of yours; I am ordered to sail with you tomorrow morning on the Labrador and Baffin Line steamer Dr. Cook.

The object of your expedition, therefore, is not to be the quest of Philohela quinquemaculata; your duty now is to corroborate the almost miraculous discovery of Professor Bottomly, and to disinter for her the vast herd of frozen mammoths, pack and pickle them, and get them to the Bronx.

Tomorrows morning papers will have the entire story: the credit and responsibility for the discovery and the expedition belong to Professor Bottomly, and will be given to her by the press and the populace of our great republic.

It is her wish that no other names be mentioned. Which is right. To the discoverer belongs the glory. Therefore, the marsh is to be named Bottomlys Marsh, and the Glacier, Bottomlys Glacier.

Yours and mine is to be the glory of laboring incognito under the direction of the towering scientific intellect of the age, Professor Bottomly.

And the most precious legacy you can leave your children — if you get married and have any — is that you once wielded the humble pick and shovel for Jane Bottomly on the bottomless marsh which bears her name!



After a moments silence we three men ventured to look sideways at each other. We had certainly killed Professor Bottomly, scientifically speaking. The lady was practically dead. The morning papers would consummate the murder. We didnt know whether we wanted to laugh or not.

She was now virtually done for; that seemed certain. So greedily had this egotistical female swallowed the silly bait we offered, so arrogantly had she planned to eliminate everybody excepting herself from the credit of the discovery, that there seemed now nothing left for us to do except to watch her hurdling deliriously toward destruction. Should we burst into hellish laughter?

We looked hard at Dr. Delmour and we decided not to — yet.

Said I: To assist at the final apotheosis of Professor Bottomly makes us very, very happy. We are happy to remain incognito, mere ciphers blotted out by the fierce white light which is about to beat upon Professor Bottomly, fore and aft. We are happy that our participation in this astonishing affair shall never be known to science.

But, happiest of all are we, dear Dr. Delmour, in the knowledge that you are to be with us and of us, incognito on this voyage now imminent; that you are to be our revered and beloved leader.

And I, for one, promise you personally the undivided devotion of a man whose entire and austere career has been dedicated to science — in all its branches.

I stepped forward rather gracefully and raised her little hand to my lips to let her see that even the science of gallantry had not been neglected by me.

Dr. Daisy Delmour blushed.

Therefore, said I, considering the fact that our names are not to figure in this expedition; and, furthermore, in consideration of the fact that you are going, we shall be very, very happy to accompany you, Dr. Delmour. I again saluted her hand, and again Dr. Delmour blushed and looked sideways at Professor Lezard.



IV

It was, to be accurate, exactly twenty-three days later that our voyage by sea and land ended one Monday morning upon the gigantic terminal moraine of the Golden Glacier, Cooks Peninsula, Baffin Land.

Four pack-mules carried our luggage, four more bore our persons; an arctic dicky-bird sat on a bowlder and said, Pilly-willy-willy! Tweet! Tweet!

As we rode out to the bowlder-strewn edge of the moraine the rising sun greeted us cordially, illuminating below us the flat surface of the marsh which stretched away to the east and south as far as the eye could see.

So flat was it that we immediately made out the silhouettes of two mules tethered below us a quarter of a mile away.

Something about the attitude of these mules arrested our attention, and, gazing upon them through our field-glasses we beheld Professor Bottomly.

That resourceful lady had mounted a pneumatic hammock upon the two mules, their saddles had sockets to fit the legs of the galvanized iron tripod.

No matter in which way the mules turned, sliding swivels on the hollow steel frames regulated the hammock slung between them. It was an infernal invention.

There lay Jane Bottomly asleep, her black hair drying over the hammocks edge, gilded to a peroxide lustre by the rays of the rising sun.

I gazed upon her with a sort of ferocious pity. Her professional days were numbered. I also had her number!

How majestically she slumbers, whispered Dr. Delmour to me, dreaming, doubtless, of her approaching triumph.

Dr. Fooss and Professor Lezard, driving the pack-mules ahead of them, were already riding out across the marsh.

Daisy, I said, leaning from my saddle and taking one of her gloved hands into mine, the time has come for me to disillusion you. There are no mammoths in that mud down there.

She looked at me in blue-eyed amazement.

You are mistaken, she said; Professor Bottomly is celebrated for the absolute and painstaking accuracy of her deductions and the boldness and the imagination of her scientific investigations. She is the most cautious scientist in America; she would never announce such a discovery to the newspapers unless she were perfectly certain of its truth.

I was sorry for this young girl. I pressed her hand because I was sorry for her. After a few moments of deepest thought I felt so sorry for her that I kissed her.
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I felt so sorry for her that I kissed her.



You mustnt, said Dr. Delmour, blushing.

The things we mustnt do are so many that I cant always remember all of them.

Daisy, I said, shall we pledge ourselves to each other for eternity — here in the presence of this immemorial glacier which moves a thousand inches a year — I mean an inch every thousand years — here in these awful solitudes where incalculable calculations could not enlighten us concerning the number of cubic tons of mud in that marsh — here in the presence of these innocent mules—

Oh, look! exclaimed Dr. Delmour, lifting her flushed cheek from my shoulder. There is a man in the hammock with Professor Bottomly!

I levelled my field-glasses incredulously. Good Heavens! There was a man there. He was sitting on the edge of the hammock in a dejected attitude, his booted legs dangling.

And, as I gazed, I saw the arm of Professor Bottomly raised as though groping instinctively for something in her slumber — saw her fingers close upon the blue-flannel shirt of her companion, saw his timid futile attempts to elude her, saw him inexorably hauled back and his head forcibly pillowed upon her ample chest.

Daisy! I faltered, what does yonder scene of presumable domesticity mean?

I — I havent the faintest idea! she stammered.

Is that lady married! Or is this revelry? I asked, sternly.

She wasnt married when she sailed from N-New-York, faltered Dr. Delmour.

We rode forward in pained silence, spurring on until we caught up with Lezard and Fooss and the pack-mules; then we all pressed ahead, a prey, now, to the deepest moral anxiety and agitation.

The splashing of our mules feet on the partly melted surface of the mud aroused the man as we rode up and he scrambled madly to get out of the hammock as soon as he saw us.

A detaining feminine hand reached mechanically for his collar, groped aimlessly for a moment, and fell across the hammocks edge. Evidently its owner was too sleepy for effort.

Meanwhile the man who had floundered free from the hammock, leaped overboard and came hopping stiffly over the slush toward us like a badly-winged snipe.

Who are you? I demanded, drawing bridle so suddenly that I found myself astride of my mules ears. Sliding back into the saddle, I repeated the challenge haughtily, inwardly cursing my horsemanship.

He stood balancing his lank six feet six of bony altitude for a few moments without replying. His large gentle eyes of baby blue were fixed on me.

Speak! I said. The reputation of a lady is at stake! Who are you? We ask, before we shoot you, for purpose of future identification.

He gazed at me wildly. I dunno who I be, he replied. My name was James Skaw before that there lady went an changed it on me. She says she has changed my name to hers. I dunno. All I know is Im married.

Married! echoed Dr. Delmour.

He looked dully at the girl, then fixed his large mild eyes on me.

A mission priest done it for her a month ago when we was hikin towards Fort Carcajou. Hoon-hel are you? he added.

I informed him with dignity; he blinked at me, at the others, at the mules. Then he said with infinite bitterness:

Youre a fine guy, aint you, a-wishin this here lady onto a pore pelt-hunter what aint never done nothin to you!

Who did you say I wished on you? I demanded, bewildered.

That there lady a-sleepin into the nuptool hammick! You wished her onto me — yaas you did! Whatnhel have I done to you, hey?

We were dumb. He shoved his hand into his pocket, produced a slug of twist, slowly gnawed off a portion, and buried the remains in his vast jaw.

All I done to you, he said, was to write you them letters sayins as how I found a lot of ellerphants into the mud.

What you done to me was to send that there lady here. Was that gratitood? Man to man I ask you?

A loud snore from the hammock startled us all. James Skaw twisted his neck turkey-like, and looked warily at the hammock, then turning toward me:

Aw, he said, she dont never wake up till I have breakfast ready.

James Skaw, I said, tell me what has happened. On my word of honor I dont know.

He regarded me with lack-lustre eyes.

I was a-settin onto a bowlder, said he, a-fig-urin out whether you was a-comin or not, when that there lady rides up with her led-mule a trailin.

Sez she: Are you James Skaw?

Yes, marm, sez I, kinder scared an puzzled.

Where is them ellerphants? sez she, reachin down from her saddle an takin me by the shirt collar, an beatin me with her umbrella.

Sez I, I have wrote to a certain gent that I would show him them ellerphants for a price. Bein strictly hones I cant show em to no one else until I hear from him.

With that she continood to argoo the case with her umbrella, never lettin go of my shirt collar. Sir, she argood until dinner time, an then she resoomed the debate until I fell asleep. The last I knowed she was still conversin.

An so it went next day, all day long, an the next day. I couldnt stand it no longer so I started for Fort Carcajau. But she bein onto a mule, run me down easy, an kep beside me conversin volooble.

Sir, do you know what it is to listen to umbrella argooment every day, all day long, from sun-up to night-fall? An then some more?

I was loony, I tell you, when we met the mission priest. Marry me, sez she, or Ill talk you to death! I didnt realise what she was sayin an what I answered. But them words I uttered done the job, it seems.

We camped there an slep for two days without wakin. When I waked up I was convalescent.

She was good to me. She made soup an she wrapped blankets onto me an she didnt talk no more until I was well enough to endoor it.

An bymby she brooke the nooze to me that we was married an that she had went as far as to marry me in the sacred cause of science because man an wife is one, an what I knowed about them ellerphants she now had a right to know.

Sir, she had put one over on me. So bein strickly hones I had to show her where them ellerphants lay froze up under the marsh.



V

Where the ambition of this infatuated woman had led her appalled us all. The personal sacrifice she had made in the name of science awed us.

Still when I remembered that detaining arm sleepily lifted from the nuptual hammock, I was not so certain concerning her continued martyrdom.

I cast an involuntary glance of critical appraisal upon James Skaw. He had the golden hair and beard of the early Christian martyr. His features were classically regular; he stood six feet six; he was lean because fit, sound as a hounds tooth, and really a superb specimen of masculine health.

Curry him and trim him and clothe him in evening dress and his physical appearance would make a sensation at the Court of St. James. Only his English required manicuring.

The longer I looked at him the better I comprehended that detaining hand from the hammock. Fabas indulcet fames.

Then, with a shock, it rushed over me that there evidently had been some ground for this mans letters to me concerning a herd of frozen mammoths.

Professor Bottomly had not only married him to obtain the information but here she was still camping on the marsh!

James Skaw, I said, tremulously, where are those mammoths?

He looked at me, then made a vague gesture:

Under the mud — everywhere — all around us.

Has she seen them?

Yes, I showed her about a hundred. Theres one under you. Look! you can see him through the slush.

Ach Gott! burst from Dr. Fooss, and he tottered in his saddle. Lezard, frightfully pale, passed a shaking hand over his brow. As for me my hair became dank with misery, for there directly under my feet, the vast hairy bulk of a mammoth lay dimly visible through the muddy ice.

What I had done to myself when I was planning to do Professor Bottomly suddenly burst upon me in all its hideous proportions. Fame, the plaudits of the world, the highest scientific honours — all these in my effort to annihilate her, I had deliberately thrust upon this woman to my own everlasting detriment and disgrace.

A sort of howl escaped from Dr. Fooss, who had dismounted and who had been scratching in the slush with his feet like a hen. For already this slight gallinaceous effort of his had laid bare a hairy section of frozen mammoth.

Lezard, weeping bitterly, squatted beside him clawing at the thin skin of ice with a pick-axe.

It seemed more than I could bear and I flung myself from my mule and seizing a spade, fell violently to work, the tears of rage and mortification coursing down my cheeks.

Hurrah! cried Dr. Delmour, excitedly, scrambling down from her mule and lifting a box of dynamite from her saddle-bags.

Transfigured with enthusiasm she seized a crowbar, traced in the slush the huge outlines of the buried beast, then, measuring with practiced eye the irregular zone of cleavage, she marked out a vast oval, dug holes along it with her bar, dropped into each hole a stick of dynamite, got out the batteries and wires, attached the fuses, covered each charge, and retired on a run toward the moraine, unreeling wire as she sped upward among the bowlders.

Half frantic with grief and half mad with the excitement of the moment we still had sense enough to shoulder our tools and drive our mules back across the moraine.

Only the mule-hammock in which reposed Professor Bottomly remained on the marsh. For one horrid instant temptation assailed me to press the button before James Skaw could lead the hammock-mules up to the moraine. It was my closest approach to crime.

With a shudder I viewed the approach of the mules. James Skaw led them by the head; the hammock on its bar and swivels swung gently between them; Professor Bottomly slept, lulled, no doubt, to deeper slumber by the gently swaying hammock.

When the hammock came up, one by one we gazed upon its unconscious occupant.

And, even amid dark and revengeful thoughts, amid a mental chaos of grief and fury and frantic self-reproach, I had to admit to myself that Jane Bottomly was a fine figure of a woman, and good-looking, too, and that her hair was all her own and almost magnificent at that.

With a modiste to advise her, a maid to dress her, I myself might have — but let that pass. Only as I gazed upon her fresh complexion and the softly parted red lips of Professor Bottomly, and as I noted the beautiful white throat and prettily shaped hands, a newer, bitterer, and more overwhelming despair seized me; and I realized now that perhaps I had thrown away more than fame, honours, applause; I had perhaps thrown away love!

At that moment Professor Bottomly awoke. For a moment her lilac-tinted eyes had a dazed expression, then they widened, and she lay very quietly looking from one to another of us, cradled in the golden glory of her hair, perfectly mistress of herself, and her mind as clear as a bell.

Well, she said, so you have arrived at last. And to Dr. Delmour she smilingly extended a cool, fresh hand.

Have you met my husband? she inquired.

We admitted that we had.

James! she called.

At the sound of her voice James Skaw hopped nimbly to do her bidding. A tender smile came into her face as she gazed upon her husband. She made no explanation concerning him, no apology for him. And, watching her, it slowly filtered into my mind that she liked him.

With one hand in her husbands and one on Dr. Delmours arm she listened to Daisys account of what we were about to do to the imbedded mammoth, and nodded approval.

James Skaw turned the mules so that she might watch the explosion. She twisted up her hair, then sat up in her hammock; Daisy Delmour pressed the electric button; there came a deep jarring sound, a vast upheaval, and up out of the mud rose five or six dozen mammoths and toppled gently over upon the surface of the ice.
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Out of the mud rose five or six dozen mammoths.



Miserable as we were at such an astonishing spectacle we raised a tragic cheer as Professor Bottomly sprang out of her hammock and, telling Dr. Delmour to get a camera, seized her husband and sped down to where one of the great, hairy frozen beasts lay on the ice in full sunshine.

And then we tasted the last drop of gall which our over-slopping cup of bitterness held for us; Professor Bottomly climbed up the sides of the frozen mammoth, dragging her husband with her, and stood there waving a little American flag while Dr. Delmour used up every film in the camera to record the scientific triumph of the ages.



[image: img725.jpg]

Dr. Delmour used up every film in the camera to record the scientific triumph of the ages.



Almost idiotic with the shock of my great grief I reeled and tottered away among the bowlders. Fooss came to find me; and when he found me he kicked me violently for some time. Esel dumkopf! he said.

When he was tired Lezard came and fell upon me, showering me with kicks and anathema.

When he went away I beat my head with my fists for a while. Every little helped.

After a time I smelled cooking, and presently Dr. Delmour came to where I sat huddled up miserably in the sun behind the bowlder.

Luncheon is ready, she said.

I groaned.

Dont you feel well?

I said that I did not.

She lingered apparently with the idea of cheering me up. Its been such fun, she said. Professor Lezard and I have already located over a hundred and fifty mammoths within a short distance of here, and apparently there are hundreds, if not thousands, more in the vicinity. The ivory alone is worth over a million dollars. Isnt it wonderful!

She laughed excitedly and danced away to join the others. Then, out of the black depth of my misery a feeble gleam illuminated the Stygian obscurity. There was one way left to stay my approaching downfall — only one. Professor Bottomly meant to get rid of me, for the good of the Bronx, but there remained a way to ward off impending disaster. And though I had lost the opportunity of my life by disbelieving the simple honesty of James Skaw, — and though the honors and emoluments and applause which ought to have been mine were destined for this determined woman, still, if I kept my head, I should be able to hold my job at the Bronx.

Dr. Delmour was immovable in the good graces of Professor Bottomly; and the only way for me to retain my position was to marry her.

The thought comforted me. After a while I felt well enough to arise and partake of some luncheon.

They were all seated around the campfire when I approached. I was welcomed politely, inquiries concerning my health were offered; but the coldly malevolent glare of Dr. Fooss and the calm contempt in Lezards gaze chilled me; and I squatted down by Daisy Delmour and accepted a dish of soup from her in mortified silence.

Professor Bottomly and James Skaw were feasting connubially side by side, and she was selecting titbits for him which he dutifully swallowed, his large mild eyes gazing at vacancy in a gentle, surprised sort of way as he gulped down what she offered him.

Neither of them paid any attention to anybody else.

Fooss gobbled his lunch in a sort of raging silence; Lezard, on the other side of Dr. Delmour, conversed with her continually in undertones.

After a while his persistent murmuring began to make me uneasy, even suspicious, and I glared at him sideways.

Daisy Delmour, catching my eye, blushed, hesitated, then leaning over toward me with delightful confusion she whispered:

I know that you will be glad to hear that I have just promised to marry your closest friend, Professor Lezard—

What! I shouted with all my might, have you put one over on me, too?

Lezard and Fooss seized me, for I had risen and was jumping up and down and splashing them with soup.

Everybody has put one over on me! I shrieked. Everybody! Now Im going to put one over on myself!
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Everybody has put one over on me! I shrieked.



And I lifted my plate of soup and reversed it on my head.

They told me later that I screamed for half an hour before I swooned.

Afterward, my intellect being impaired, instead of being dismissed from my department, I was promoted to the position which I now hold as President Emeritus of the Consolidated Art Museums and Zoölogical Gardens of the City of New York.

I have easy hours, little to do, and twenty ornamental stenographers and typewriters engaged upon my memoirs which I dictate when I feel like it, steeped in the aroma of the most inexpensive cigar I can buy at the Rolling Stone Inn.

There is one typist in particular — but let that pass.

Vir sapit qui pauca loquitor.
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UN PEU DAMOUR
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When I returned to the plateau from my investigation of the crater, I realized that I had descended the grassy pit as far as any human being could descend. No living creature could pass that barrier of flame and vapour. Of that I was convinced.

Now, not only the crater but its steaming effluvia was utterly unlike anything I had ever before beheld. There was no trace of lava to be seen, or of pumice, ashes, or of volcanic rejecta in any form whatever. There were no sulphuric odours, no pungent fumes, nothing to teach the olfactory nerves what might be the nature of the silvery steam rising from the crater incessantly in a vast circle, ringing its circumference halfway down the slope.

Under this thin curtain of steam a ring of pale yellow flames played and sparkled, completely encircling the slope.

The crater was about half a mile deep; the sides sloped gently to the bottom.

But the odd feature of the entire phenomenon was this: the bottom of the crater seemed to be entirely free from fire and vapour. It was disk-shaped, sandy, and flat, about a quarter of a mile in diameter. Through my field-glasses I could see patches of grass and wild flowers growing in the sand here and there, and the sparkle of water, and a crow or two, feeding and walking about.

I looked at the girl who was standing beside me, then cast a glance around at the very unusual landscape.

We were standing on the summit of a mountain some two thousand feet high, looking into a cup-shaped depression or crater, on the edges of which we stood.

This low, flat-topped mountain, as I say, was grassy and quite treeless, although it rose like a truncated sugar-cone out of a wilderness of trees which stretched for miles below us, north, south, east, and west, bordered on the horizon by towering blue mountains, their distant ranges enclosing the forests as in a vast amphitheatre.

From the centre of this enormous green floor of foliage rose our grassy hill, and it appeared to be the only irregularity which broke the level wilderness as far as the base of the dim blue ranges encircling the horizon.

Except for the log bungalow of Mr. Blythe on the eastern edge of this grassy plateau, there was not a human habitation in sight, nor a trace of mans devastating presence in the wilderness around us.

Again I looked questioningly at the girl beside me and she looked back at me rather seriously.

Shall we seat ourselves here in the sun? she asked.

I nodded.

Very gravely we settled down side by side on the thick green grass.

Now, she said, I shall tell you why I wrote you to come out here. Shall I?

By all means, Miss Blythe.

Sitting cross-legged, she gathered her ankles into her hands, settling herself as snugly on the grass as a bird settles on its nest.

The phenomena of nature, she said, have always interested me intensely, not only from the artistic angle but from the scientific point of view.

It is different with father. He is a painter; he cares only for the artistic aspects of nature. Phenomena of a scientific nature bore him. Also, you may have noticed that he is of a — a slightly impatient disposition.

I had noticed it. He had been anything but civil to me when I arrived the night before, after a five-hundred mile trip on a mule, from the nearest railroad — a journey performed entirely alone and by compass, there being no trail after the first fifty miles.

To characterize Blythe as slightly impatient was letting him down easy. He was a selfish, bad-tempered old pig.

Yes, I said, answering her, I did notice a negligible trace of impatience about your father.

She flushed.

You see I did not inform my father that I had written to you. He doesnt like strangers; he doesnt like scientists. I did not dare tell him that I had asked you to come out here. It was entirely my own idea. I felt that I must write you because I am positive that what is happening in this wilderness is of vital scientific importance.

How did you get a letter out of this distant and desolate place? I asked.

Every two months the storekeeper at Windflower Station sends in a man and a string of mules with staples for us. The man takes our further orders and our letters back to civilization.

I nodded.

He took my letter to you — among one or two others I sent — —

A charming colour came into her cheeks. She was really extremely pretty. I liked that girl. When a girl blushes when she speaks to a man he immediately accepts her heightened colour as a personal tribute. This is not vanity: it is merely a proper sense of personal worthiness.

She said thoughtfully:

The mail bag which that man brought to us last week contained a letter which, had I received it earlier, would have made my invitation to you unnecessary. Im sorry I disturbed you.

I am not, said I, looking into her beautiful eyes.

I twisted my mustache into two attractive points, shot my cuffs, and glanced at her again, receptively.

She had a far-away expression in her eyes. I straightened my necktie. A man, without being vain, ought to be conscious of his own worth.

And now, she continued, I am going to tell you the various reasons why I asked so celebrated a scientist as yourself to come here.

I thanked her for her encomium.

Ever since my father retired from Boston to purchase this hill and the wilderness surrounding it, she went on, ever since he came here to live a hermits life — a life devoted solely to painting landscapes — I also have lived here all alone with him.

That is three years, now. And from the very beginning — from the very first day of our arrival, somehow or other I was conscious that there was something abnormal about this corner of the world.

She bent forward, lowering her voice a trifle:

Have you noticed, she asked, that so many things seem to be circular out here?

Circular? I repeated, surprised.

Yes. That crater is circular; so is the bottom of it; so is this plateau, and the hill; and the forests surrounding us; and the mountain ranges on the horizon.

But all this is natural.

Perhaps. But in those woods, down there, there are, here and there, great circles of crumbling soil — perfect circles a mile in diameter.

Mounds built by prehistoric man, no doubt.

She shook her head:

These are not prehistoric mounds.

Why not?

Because they have been freshly made.

How do you know?

The earth is freshly upheaved; great trees, partly uprooted, slant at every angle from the sides of the enormous piles of newly upturned earth; sand and stones are still sliding from the raw ridges.

She leaned nearer and dropped her voice still lower:

More than that, she said, my father and I both have seen one of these huge circles in the making!

What! I exclaimed, incredulously.

It is true. We have seen several. And it enrages father.

Enrages?

Yes, because it upsets the trees where he is painting landscapes, and tilts them in every direction. Which, of course, ruins his picture; and he is obliged to start another, which vexes him dreadfully.

I think I must have gaped at her in sheer astonishment.

But there is something more singular than that for you to investigate, she said calmly. Look down at that circle of steam which makes a perfect ring around the bowl of the crater, halfway down. Do you see the flicker of fire under the vapour?

Yes.

She leaned so near and spoke in such a low voice that her fragrant breath fell upon my cheek:

In the fire, under the vapours, there are little animals.

What!!

Little beasts live in the fire — slim, furry creatures, smaller than a weasel. Ive seen them peep out of the fire and scurry back into it.... Now are you sorry that I wrote you to come? And will you forgive me for bringing you out here?

An indescribable excitement seized me, endowing me with a fluency and eloquence unusual:

I thank you from the bottom of my heart! I cried;  — from the depths of a heart the emotions of which are entirely and exclusively of scientific origin!

In the impulse of the moment I held out my hand; she laid hers in it with charming diffidence.

Yours is the discovery, I said. Yours shall be the glory. Fame shall crown you; and perhaps if there remains any reflected light in the form of a by-product, some modest and negligible little ray may chance to illuminate me.

Surprised and deeply moved by my eloquence, I bent over her hand and saluted it with my lips.

She thanked me. Her pretty face was rosy.

It appeared that she had three cows to milk, new-laid eggs to gather, and the construction of some fresh butter to be accomplished.

At the bars of the grassy pasture slope she dropped me a curtsey, declining very shyly to let me carry her lacteal paraphernalia.

So I continued on to the bungalow garden, where Blythe sat on a camp stool under a green umbrella, painting a picture of something or other.

Mr. Blythe! I cried, striving to subdue my enthusiasm. The eyes of the scientific world are now open upon this house! The searchlight of Fame is about to be turned upon you—

I prefer privacy, he interrupted. Thats why I came here. Ill be obliged if youll turn off that searchlight.

But, my dear Mr. Blythe—

I want to be let alone, he repeated irritably. I came out here to paint and to enjoy privately my own paintings.

If what stood on his easel was a sample of his pictures, nobody was likely to share his enjoyment.

Your work, said I, politely, is — is — —

Is what! he snapped. What is it — if you think you know?

It is entirely, so to speak, per se — by itself—

What the devil do you mean by that?

I looked at his picture, appalled. The entire canvas was one monotonous vermillion conflagration. I examined it with my head on one side, then on the other side; I made a funnel with both hands and peered intently through it at the picture. A menacing murmuring sound came from him.

Satisfying — exquisitely satisfying, I concluded. I have often seen such sunsets—

What!

I mean such prairie fires—

Damnation! he exclaimed. Im painting a bowl of nasturtiums!

I was speaking purely in metaphor, said I with a sickly smile. To me a nasturtium by the river brink is more than a simple flower. It is a broader, grander, more magnificent, more stupendous symbol. It may mean anything, everything — such as sunsets and conflagrations and Götterdämmerungs! Or— and my voice was subtly modulated to an appealing and persuasive softness— it may mean nothing at all — chaos, void, vacuum, negation, the exquisite annihilation of what has never even existed.

He glared at me over his shoulder. If he was infected by Cubist tendencies he evidently had not understood what I said.

If you wont talk about my pictures I dont mind your investigating this district, he grunted, dabbing at his palette and plastering a wad of vermilion upon his canvas; but I object to any public invasion of my artistic privacy until I am ready for it.

When will that be?

He pointed with one vermilion-soaked brush toward a long, low, log building.

In that structure, he said, are packed one thousand and ninety-five paintings — all signed by me. I have executed one or two every day since I came here. When I have painted exactly ten thousand pictures, no more, no less, I shall erect here a gallery large enough to contain them all.

Only real lovers of art will ever come here to study them. It is five hundred miles from the railroad. Therefore, I shall never have to endure the praises of the dilettante, the patronage of the idler, the vapid rhapsodies of the vulgar. Only those who understand will care to make the pilgrimage.

He waved his brushes at me:

The conservation of national resources is all well enough — the setting aside of timber reserves, game preserves, bird refuges, all these projects are very good in a way. But I have dedicated this wilderness as a last and only refuge in all the world for true Art! Because true Art, except for my pictures, is, I believe, now practically extinct!... Youre in my way. Would you mind getting out?

I had sidled around between him and his bowl of nasturtiums, and I hastily stepped aside. He squinted at the flowers, mixed up a flamboyant mess of colour on his palette, and daubed away with unfeigned satisfaction, no longer noticing me until I started to go. Then:

What is it youre here for, anyway? he demanded abruptly. I said with dignity:

I am here to investigate those huge rings of earth thrown up in the forest as by a gigantic mole. He continued to paint for a few moments:

Well, go and investigate em, he snapped. Im not infatuated with your society.

What do you think they are? I asked, mildly ignoring his wretched manners.

I dont know and I dont care, except, that sometimes when I begin to paint several trees, the very trees Im painting are suddenly heaved up and tilted in every direction, and all my work goes for nothing. That makes me mad! Otherwise, the matter has no interest for me.

But what in the world could cause—

I dont know and I dont care! he shouted, waving palette and brushes angrily. Maybe its an army of moles working all together under the ground; maybe its some species of circular earthquake. I dont know! I dont care! But it annoys me. And if you can devise any scientific means to stop it, Ill be much obliged to you. Otherwise, to be perfectly frank, you bore me.

The mission of Science, said I solemnly, is to alleviate the inconveniences of mundane existence. Science, therefore, shall extend a helping hand to her frailer sister, Art—

Science cant patronize Art while Im around! he retorted. I wont have it!

But, my dear Mr. Blythe—

I wont dispute with you, either! I dont like to dispute! he shouted. Dont try to make me. Dont attempt to inveigle me into discussion! I know all I want to know. I dont want to know anything you want me to know, either!

I looked at the old pig in haughty silence, nauseated by his conceit.

After he had plastered a few more tubes of vermilion over his canvas he quieted down, and presently gave me an oblique glance over his shoulder.

Well, he said, what else are you intending to investigate?

Those little animals that live in the crater fires, I said bluntly.

Yes, he nodded, indifferently, there are creatures which live somewhere in the fires of that crater.

Do you realize what an astounding statement you are making? I asked.

It doesnt astound me. What do I care whether it astounds you or anybody else? Nothing interests me except Art.

But—

I tell you nothing interests me except Art! he yelled. Dont dispute it! Dont answer me! Dont irritate me! I dont care whether anything lives in the fire or not! Let it live there!

But have you actually seen live creatures in the flames?

Plenty! Plenty! What of it? What about it? Let em live there, for all I care. Ive painted pictures of em, too. Thats all that interests me.

What do they look like, Mr. Blythe?

Look like? I dont know! They look like weasels or rats or bats or cats or — stop asking me questions! It irritates me! It depresses me! Dont ask any more! Why dont you go in to lunch? And — tell my daughter to bring me a bowl of salad out here. Ive no time to stuff myself. Some people have. I havent. Youd better go in to lunch.... And tell my daughter to bring me seven tubes of Chinese vermilion with my salad!

You dont mean to mix— I began, then checked myself before his fury.

Id rather eat vermilion paint on my salad than sit here talking to you! he shouted.

I cast a pitying glance at this impossible man, and went into the house. After all, he was her father. I had to endure him.
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Miss Blythe had carried to her father a large bucket of lettuce leaves.



After Miss Blythe had carried to her father a large bucket of lettuce leaves, she returned to the veranda of the bungalow.

A delightful luncheon awaited us; I seated her, then took the chair opposite.

A delicious omelette, fresh biscuit, salad, and strawberry preserves, and a tall tumbler of iced tea imbued me with a sort of mild exhilaration.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Blythe down in the garden, munching his lettuce leaves like an ill-tempered rabbit, and daubing away at his picture while he munched.

Your father, said I politely, is something of a genius.

I am so glad you think so, she said gratefully. But dont tell him so. He has been surfeited with praise in Boston. That is why we came out here.

Art, said I, is like science, or tobacco, or tooth-wash. Every man to his own brand. Personally, I dont care for his kind. But who can say which is the best kind of anything? Only the consumer. Your father is his own consumer. He is the best judge of what he likes. And that is the only true test of art, or anything else.

How delightfully you reason! she said. How logically, how generously!

Reason is the handmaid of Science, Miss Blythe.

She seemed to understand me. Her quick intelligence surprised me, because I myself was not perfectly sure whether I had emitted piffle or an epigram.

As we ate our strawberry preserves we discussed ways and means of capturing a specimen of the little fire creatures which, as she explained, so frequently peeped out at her from the crater fires, and, at her slightest movement, scurried back again into the flames. Of course I believed that this was only her imagination. Yet, for years I had entertained a theory that fire supported certain unknown forms of life.

I have long believed, said I, that fire is inhabited by living organisms which require the elements and temperature of active combustion for their existence — microörganisms, but not, I added smilingly, any higher type of life.

In the fireplace, she ventured diffidently, I sometimes see curious things — dragons and snakes and creatures of grotesque and peculiar shapes.

I smiled indulgently, charmed by this innocently offered contribution to science. Then she rose, and I rose and took her hand in mine, and we wandered over the grass toward the crater, while I explained to her the difference between what we imagine we see in the glowing coals of a grate fire and my own theory that fire is the abode of living animalculae.

On the grassy edge of the crater we paused and looked down the slope, where the circle of steam rose, partly veiling the pale flash of fire underneath.

How near can we go? I inquired.

Quite near. Come; Ill guide you.

Leading me by the hand, she stepped over the brink and we began to descend the easy grass slope together.

There was no difficulty about it at all. Down we went, nearer and nearer to the wall of steam, until at last, when but fifteen feet away from it, I felt the heat from the flames which sparkled below the wall of vapour.

Here we seated ourselves upon the grass, and I knitted my brows and fixed my eyes upon this curious phenomenon, striving to discover some reason for it.

Except for the vapour and the fires, there was nothing whatever volcanic about this spectacle, or in the surroundings.

From where I sat I could see that the bed of fire which encircled the crater; and the wall of vapour which crowned the flames, were about three hundred feet wide. Of course this barrier was absolutely impassable. There was no way of getting through it into the bottom of the crater.

A slight pressure from Miss Blythes fingers engaged my attention; I turned toward her, and she said:

There is one more thing about which I have not told you. I feel a little guilty, because that is the real reason I asked you to come here.

What is it?

I think there are emeralds on the floor of that crater.

Emeralds!

I think so. She felt in the ruffled pocket of her apron, drew out a fragment of mineral, and passed it to me.

I screwed a jewelers glass into my eye and examined it in astonished silence. It was an emerald; a fine, large, immensely valuable stone, if my experience counted for anything. One side of it was thickly coated with vermilion paint.

Where did this come from? I asked in an agitated voice.

From the floor of the crater. Is it really an emerald?

I lifted my head and stared at the girl incredulously.

It happened this way, she said excitedly. Father was painting a picture up there by the edge of the crater. He left his palette on the grass to go to the bungalow for some more tubes of colour. While he was in the house, hunting for the colours which he wanted, I stepped out on the veranda, and I saw some crows alight near the palette and begin to stalk about in the grass. One bird walked right over his wet palette; I stepped out and waved my sun-bonnet to frighten him off, but he had both feet in a sticky mass of Chinese vermilion, and for a moment was unable to free himself.

I almost caught him, but he flapped away over the edge of the crater, high above the wall of vapour, sailed down onto the crater floor, and alighted.

But his feet bothered him; he kept hopping about on the bottom of the crater, half running, half flying; and finally he took wing and rose up over the hill.

As he flew above me, and while I was looking up at his vermilion feet, something dropped from his claws and nearly struck me. It was that emerald.

When I had recovered sufficient composure to speak steadily, I took her beautiful little hand in mine.

This, said I, is the most exciting locality I have ever visited for purposes of scientific research. Within this crater may lie millions of value in emeralds. You are probably, today, the wealthiest heiress upon the face of the globe!

I gave her a winning glance. She smiled, shyly, and blushingly withdrew her hand.

For several exquisite minutes I sat there beside her in a sort of heavenly trance. How beautiful she was! How engaging — how sweet — how modestly appreciative of the man beside her, who had little beside his scientific learning, his fame, and a kind heart to appeal to such youth and loveliness as hers!

There was something about her that delicately appealed to me. Sometimes I pondered what this might be; sometimes I wondered how many emeralds lay on that floor of sandy gravel below us.

Yes, I loved her. I realised it now. I could even endure her father for her sake. I should make a good husband. I was quite certain of that.

I turned and gazed upon her, meltingly. But I did not wish to startle her, so I remained silent, permitting the chaste language of my eyes to interpret for her what my lips had not yet murmured. It was a brief but beautiful moment in my life.

The way to do, said I, is to trap several dozen crows, smear their feet with glue, tie a ball of Indian twine to the ankle of every bird, then liberate them. Some are certain to fly into the crater and try to scrape the glue off in the sand. Then, I added, triumphantly, all we have to do is to haul in our birds and detach the wealth of Midas from their sticky claws!

That is an excellent suggestion, she said gratefully, but I can do that after you have gone. All I wanted you to tell me was whether the stone is a genuine emerald.

I gazed at her blankly.

You are here for purposes of scientific investigation, she added, sweetly. I should not think of taking your time for the mere sake of accumulating wealth for my father and me.

There didnt seem to be anything for me to say at that moment. Chilled, I gazed at the flashing ring of fire.

And, as I gazed, suddenly I became aware of a little, pointed muzzle, two pricked-up ears, and two ruby-red eyes gazing intently out at me from the mass of flames.

The girl beside me saw it, too.

Dont move! she whispered. That is one of the flame creatures. It may venture out if you keep perfectly still.

Rigid with amazement, I sat like a stone image, staring at the most astonishing sight I had ever beheld.

For several minutes the ferret-like creature never stirred from where it crouched in the crater fire; the alert head remained pointed toward us; I could even see that its thick fur must have possessed the qualities of asbestos, because here and there a hair or two glimmered incandescent; and its eyes, nose, and whiskers glowed and glowed as the flames pulsated around it.

After a long while it began to move out of the fire, slowly, cautiously, cunning eyes fixed on us — a small, slim, wiry, weasel-like creature on which the sunlight fell with a vitreous glitter as it crept forward into the grass.

Then, from the fire behind, another creature of the same sort appeared, another, others, then dozens of eager, lithe, little animals appeared everywhere from the flames and began to frisk and play and run about in the grass and nibble the fresh, green, succulent herbage with a snipping sound quite audible to us.

One came so near my feet that I could examine it minutely.

Its fur and whiskers seemed heavy and dense and like asbestos fibre, yet so fine as to appear silky. Its eyes, nose, and claws were scarlet, and seemed to possess a glassy surface.

I waited my opportunity, and when the little thing came nosing along within reach, I seized it.

Instantly it emitted a bewildering series of whistling shrieks, and twisted around to bite me. Its body was icy.

Dont let it bite! cried the girl. Be careful, Mr. Smith!

But its jaws were toothless; only soft, cold gums pinched me, and I held it twisting and writhing, while the icy temperature of its body began to benumb my fingers and creep up my wrist, paralyzing my arm; and its incessant and piercing shrieks deafened me.

In vain I transferred it to the other hand, and then passed it from one hand to the other, as one shifts a lump of ice or a hot potato, in an attempt to endure the temperature: it shrieked and squirmed and doubled, and finally wriggled out of my stiffened and useless hands, and scuttled away into the fire.

It was an overwhelming disappointment. For a moment it seemed unendurable.

Never mind, I said, huskily, if I caught one in my hands, I can surely catch another in a trap.

I am so sorry for your disappointment, she said, pitifully.

Do you care, Miss Blythe? I asked.

She blushed.

Of course I care, she murmured.

My hands were too badly frost-nipped to become eloquent. I merely sighed and thrust them into my pockets. Even my arm was too stiff to encircle her shapeful waist. Devotion to Science had temporarily crippled me. Love must wait. But, as we ascended the grassy slope together, I promised myself that I would make her a good husband, and that I should spend at least part of every day of my life in trapping crows and smearing their claws with glue.

That evening I was seated on the veranda beside Wilna — Miss Blythes name was Wilna — and what with gazing at her and fitting together some of the folding box-traps which I always carried with me — and what with trying to realise the pecuniary magnificence of our future existence together, I was exceedingly busy when Blythe came in to display, as I supposed, his most recent daub to me.

The canvas he carried presented a series of crimson speckles, out of which burst an eruption of green streaks — and it made me think of stepping on a caterpillar.

My instinct was to placate this impossible man. He was her father. I meant to honour him if I had to assault him to do it.

Supremely satisfying! I nodded, chary of naming the subject. It is a stride beyond the art of the future: it is a flying leap out of the Not Yet into the Possibly Perhaps! I thank you for enlightening me, Mr. Blythe. I am your debtor.

He fairly snarled at me:

What are you talking about! he demanded.

I remained modestly mute.

To Wilna he said, pointing passionately at his canvas:

The crows have been walking all over it again! Im going to paint in the woods after this, earthquakes or no earthquakes. Have the trees been heaved up anywhere recently?

Not since last week, she said, soothingly. It usually happens after a rain.

I think Ill risk it then — although it did rain early this morning. Ill do a moonlight down there this evening. And, turning to me: If you know as much about science as you do about art you wont have to remain here long — I trust.

What? said I, very red.

He laughed a highly disagreeable laugh, and marched into the house. Presently he bawled for dinner, and Wilna went away. For her sake I had remained calm and dignified, but presently I went out and kicked up the turf two or three times; and, having foozled my wrath, I went back to dinner, realising that I might as well begin to accustom myself to my future father-in-law.

It seemed that he had a mania for prunes, and thats all he permitted anybody to have for dinner.

Disgusted, I attempted to swallow the loathly stewed fruit, watching Blythe askance as he hurriedly stuffed himself, using a tablespoon, with every symptom of relish.

Now, he cried, shoving back his chair, Im going to paint a moonlight by moonlight. Wilna, if Billy arrives, make him comfortable, and tell him Ill return by midnight. And without taking the trouble to notice me at all, he strode away toward the veranda, chewing vigorously upon his last prune.

Your father, said I, is eccentric. Genius usually is. But he is a most interesting and estimable man. I revere him.

It is kind of you to say so, said the girl, in a low voice.

I thought deeply for a few moments, then:

Who is Billy? I inquired, casually.

I couldnt tell whether it was a sudden gleam of sunset light on her face, or whether she blushed.

Billy, she said softly, is a friend of fathers. His name is William Green.

Oh.

He is coming out here to visit — father — I believe.

Oh. An artist; and doubtless of mature years.

He is a mineralogist by profession, she said,  — and somewhat young.

Oh.

Twenty-four years old, she added. Upon her pretty face was an absent expression, vaguely pleasant. Her blue eyes became dreamy and exquisitely remote.

I pondered deeply for a while:

Wilna? I said.

Yes, Mr. Smith? as though aroused from agreeable meditation.

But I didnt know exactly what to say, and I remained uneasily silent, thinking about that man Green and his twenty-four years, and his profession, and the bottom of the crater, and Wilna — and striving to satisfy myself that there was no logical connection between any of these.

I think, said I, that Ill take a bucket of salad to your father.

Why I should have so suddenly determined to ingratiate myself with the old grouch I scarcely understood: for the construction of a salad was my very best accomplishment.

Wilna looked at me in a peculiar manner, almost as though she were controlling a sudden and not unpleasant inward desire to laugh.

Evidently the finer and more delicate instincts of a woman were divining my motive and sympathizing with my mental and sentimental perplexity.

So when she said: I dont think you had better go near my father, I was convinced of her gentle solicitude in my behalf.

With a bucket of salad, I whispered softly, much may be accomplished, Wilna. And I took her little hand and pressed it gently and respectfully. Trust all to me, I murmured.

She stood with her head turned away from me, her slim hand resting limply in mine. From the slight tremor of her shoulders I became aware how deeply her emotion was now swaying her. Evidently she was nearly ready to become mine.

But I remained calm and alert. The time was not yet. Her father had had his prunes, in which he delighted. And when pleasantly approached with a bucket of salad he could not listen otherwise than politely to what I had to say to him. Quick action was necessary — quick but diplomatic action — in view of the imminence of this young man Green, who evidently was persona grata at the bungalow of this irritable old dodo.

Tenderly pressing the pretty hand which I held, and saluting the finger-tips with a gesture which was, perhaps, not wholly ungraceful, I stepped into the kitchen, washed out several heads of lettuce, deftly chopped up some youthful onions, constructed a seductive French dressing, and, stirring together the crisp ingredients, set the savoury masterpiece away in the ice-box, after tasting it. It was delicious enough to draw sobs from any pig.

When I went out to the veranda, Wilna had disappeared. So I unfolded and set up some more box-traps, determined to lose no time.

Sunset still lingered beyond the chain of western mountains as I went out across the grassy plateau to the cornfield.

Here I set and baited several dozen aluminium crow-traps, padding the jaws so that no injury could be done to the birds when the springs snapped on their legs.

Then I went over to the crater and descended its gentle, grassy slope. And there, all along the borders of the vapoury wall, I set box-traps for the lithe little denizens of the fire, baiting every trap with a handful of fresh, sweet clover which I had pulled up from the pasture beyond the cornfield.

My task ended, I ascended the slope again, and for a while stood there immersed in pleasurable premonitions.

Everything had been accomplished swiftly and methodically within the few hours in which I had first set eyes upon this extraordinary place — everything! — love at first sight, the delightfully lightning-like wooing and winning of an incomparable maiden and heiress; the discovery of the fire creatures; the solving of the emerald problem.

And now everything was ready, crow-traps, fire-traps, a bucket of irresistible salad for Blythe, a modest and tremulous avowal for Wilna as soon as her father tasted the salad and I had pleasantly notified him of my intentions concerning his lovely offspring.

Daylight faded from rose to lilac; already the mountains were growing fairy-like under that vague, diffuse lustre which heralds the rise of the full moon. It rose, enormous, yellow, unreal, becoming imperceptibly silvery as it climbed the sky and hung aloft like a stupendous arc-light flooding the world with a radiance so white and clear that I could very easily have written verses by it, if I wrote verses.

Down on the edge of the forest I could see Blythe on his camp-stool, madly besmearing his moonlit canvas, but I could not see Wilna anywhere. Maybe she had shyly retired somewhere by herself to think of me.

So I went back to the house, filled a bucket with my salad, and started toward the edge of the woods, singing happily as I sped on feet so light and frolicsome that they seemed to skim the ground. How wonderful is the power of love!

When I approached Blythe he heard me coming and turned around.

What the devil do you want? he asked with characteristic civility.

I have brought you, said I gaily, a bucket of salad.

I dont want any salad!

W-what?

I never eat it at night.

I said confidently:

Mr. Blythe, if you will taste this salad I am sure you will not regret it. And with hideous cunning I set the bucket beside him on the grass and seated myself near it. The old dodo grunted and continued to daub the canvas; but presently, as though forgetfully, and from sheer instinct, he reached down into the bucket, pulled out a leaf of lettuce, and shoved it into his mouth.

My heart leaped exultantly. I had him!

Mr. Blythe, I began in a winningly modulated voice, and, at the same instant, he sprang from his camp-chair, his face distorted.

There are onions in this salad! he yelled. What the devil do you mean! Are you trying to poison me! What are you following me about for, anyway? Why are you running about under foot every minute!

My dear Mr. Blythe, I protested — but he barked at me, kicked over the bucket of salad, and began to dance with rage.
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Kicked over the bucket of salad, and began to dance with rage.



Whats the matter with you, anyway! he bawled. Why are you trying to feed me? What do you mean by trying to be attentive to me!

I — I admire and revere you—

No you dont! he shouted. I dont want you to admire me! I dont desire to be revered! I dont like attention and politeness! Do you hear! Its artificial — out of date — ridiculous! The only thing that recommends a man to me is his bad manners, bad temper, and violent habits. Theres some meaning to such a man, none at all to men like you!

He ran at the salad bucket and kicked it again.

They all fawned on me in Boston! he panted. They ran about under foot! They bought my pictures! And they made me sick! I came out here to be rid of em!

I rose from the grass, pale and determined.

You listen to me, you old grouch! I hissed. Ill go. But before I go Ill tell you why Ive been civil to you. Theres only one reason in the world: I want to marry your daughter! And Im going to do it!

I stepped nearer him, menacing him with outstretched hand:

As for you, you pitiable old dodo, with your bad manners and your worse pictures, and your degraded mania for prunes, you are a necessary evil thats all, and I havent the slightest respect for either you or your art!

Is that true? he said in an altered voice.

True? I laughed bitterly. Of course its true, you miserable dauber!

D-dauber! he stammered.

Certainly! I said dauber, and I mean it. Why, your work would shame the pictures on a childs slate!

Smith, he said unsteadily, I believe I have utterly misjudged you. I believe you are a good deal of a man, after all—

Im man enough, said I, fiercely, to go back, saddle my mule, kidnap your daughter, and start for home. And Im going to do it!

Wait! he cried. I dont want you to go. If youll remain Ill be very glad. Ill do anything you like. Ill quarrel with you, and you can insult my pictures. It will agreeably stimulate us both. Dont go, Smith—

If I stay, may I marry Wilna?

If you ask me I wont let you!

Very well! I retorted, angrily. Then Ill marry her anyway!

Thats the way to talk! Dont go, Smith. Im really beginning to like you. And when Billy Green arrives you and he will have a delightfully violent scene—

What!

He rubbed his hands gleefully.

Hes in love with Wilna. You and he wont get on. It is going to be very stimulating for me — I can see that! You and he are going to behave most disagreeably to each other. And I shall be exceedingly unpleasant to you both! Come, Smith, promise me that youll stay!

Profoundly worried, I stood staring at him in the moonlight, gnawing my mustache.

Very well, I said, Ill remain if—

Something checked me, I did not quite know what for a moment. Blythe, too, was staring at me in an odd, apprehensive way. Suddenly I realised that under my feet the ground was stirring.

Look out! I cried; but speech froze on my lips as beneath me the solid earth began to rock and crack and billow up into a high, crumbling ridge, moving continually, as the sod cracks, heaves up, and crumbles above the subterranean progress of a mole.

Up into the air we were slowly pushed on the ever-growing ridge; and with us were carried rocks and bushes and sod, and even forest trees.

I could hear their tap-roots part with pistol-like reports; see great pines and hemlocks and oaks moving, slanting, settling, tilting crazily in every direction as they were heaved upward in this gigantic disturbance.

Blythe caught me by the arm; we clutched each other, balancing on the crest of the steadily rising mound.

W-what is it? he stammered. Look! Its circular. The woods are rising in a huge circle. Whats happening? Do you know?

Over me crept a horrible certainty that something living was moving under us through the depths of the earth — something that, as it progressed, was heaping up the surface of the world above its unseen and burrowing course — something dreadful, enormous, sinister, and alive!

Look out! screamed Blythe; and at the same instant the crumbling summit of the ridge opened under our feet and a fissure hundreds of yards long yawned ahead of us.

And along it, shining slimily in the moonlight, a vast, viscous, ringed surface was moving, retracting, undulating, elongating, writhing, squirming, shuddering.

Its a worm! shrieked Blythe. Oh, God! Its a mile long!
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Its a worm! shrieked Blythe.

As in a nightmare we clutched each other, struggling frantically to avoid the fissure; but the soft earth slid and gave way under us, and we fell heavily upon that ghastly, living surface.

Instantly a violent convulsion hurled us upward; we fell on it again, rebounding from the rubbery thing, strove to regain our feet and scramble up the edges of the fissure, strove madly while the mammoth worm slid more rapidly through the rocking forests, carrying us forward with a speed increasing.

Through the forest we tore, reeling about on the slippery back of the thing, as though riding on a plowshare, while trees clashed and tilted and fell from the enormous furrow on every side; then, suddenly out of the woods into the moonlight, far ahead of us we could see the grassy upland heave up, cake, break, and crumble above the burrowing course of the monster.

Its making for the crater! gasped Blythe; and horror spurred us on, and we scrambled and slipped and clawed the billowing sides of the furrow until we gained the heaving top of it.

As one runs in a bad dream, heavily, half-paralyzed, so ran Blythe and I, toiling over the undulating, tumbling upheaval until, half-fainting, we fell and rolled down the shifting slope onto solid and unvexed sod on the very edges of the crater.

Below us we saw, with sickened eyes, the entire circumference of the crater agitated, saw it rise and fall as avalanches of rock and earth slid into it, tons and thousands of tons rushing down the slope, blotting from our sight the flickering ring of flame, and extinguishing the last filmy jet of vapour.

Suddenly the entire crater caved in and filled up under my anguished eyes, quenching for all eternity the vapour wall, the fire, and burying the little denizens of the flames, and perhaps a billion dollars worth of emeralds under as many billion tons of earth.

Quieter and quieter grew the earth as the gigantic worm bored straight down into depths immeasurable. And at last the moon shone upon a world that lay without a tremor in its milky lustre.

I shall name it Verma gigantica, said I, with a hysterical sob; but nobody will ever believe me when I tell this story!

Still terribly shaken, we turned toward the house. And, as we approached the lamplit veranda, I saw a horse standing there and a young man hastily dismounting.

And then a terrible thing occurred; for, before I could even shriek, Wilna had put both arms around that young mans neck, and both of his arms were clasping her waist.

Blythe was kind to me. He took me around the back way and put me to bed.

And there I lay through the most awful night I ever experienced, listening to the piano below, where Wilna and William Green were singing, Un Peu dAmour.




THE EGGS OF THE SILVER MOON
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IN THE NEW white marble Administration Building at Bronx Park, my private office separated the offices of Dr. Silas Quint and Professor Boomly; and it had been arranged so on purpose, because of the increasingly frequent personal misunderstanding between these two celebrated entomologists. It was very plain to me that a crisis in this quarrel was rapidly approaching.

A bitter animosity had for some months existed on both sides, born of the most intense professional jealousy. They had been friends for years. No unseemly rivalry disturbed this friendship as long as it was merely a question of collecting, preparing, and mounting for exhibition the vast numbers of butterflies and moths which haunt this insectivorous earth. Even their zeal in the eternal hunt for new and undescribed species had not made them enemies.

I am afraid that my suggestion for the construction of a great glass flying-cage for living specimens of moths and butterflies started the trouble between these hitherto godly and middle-aged men. That, and the Carnegie Educational Medal were the causes which began this deplorable affair.

Various field collectors, employed by both Quint and Boomly, were always out all over the world foraging for specimens; also, they were constantly returning with spoils from every quarter of the globe.

Now, to secure rare and beautiful living specimens of butterflies and moths for the crystal flying-cage was a serious and delicate job. Such tropical insects could not survive the journey of several months from the wilds of Australia, India, Asia, Africa, or the jungles of South America — nor could semi-tropical species endure the captivity of a few weeks or even days, when captured in the West Indies, Mexico, or Florida. Only our duller-coloured, smaller, and hardier native species tolerated capture and exhibition.

Therefore, the mode of procedure which I suggested was for our field expeditions to obtain males and females of the same species of butterfly or moth, mate them, and, as soon as any female deposited her eggs, place the tiny pearl-like eggs in cold storage to retard their hatching, which normally occurs, in the majority of species, within ten days or two weeks.

This now was the usual mode of procedure followed by the field collectors employed by Dr. Quint and Professor Boomly. And not only were the eggs of various butterflies and moths so packed for transportation, but a sufficient store of their various native food-plants was also preserved, where such food-plants could not be procured in the United States. So when the eggs arrived at Bronx Park, and were hatched there in due time, the young caterpillars had plenty of nourishment ready for them in cold storage.

Might I not, legitimately, have expected the Carnegie Educational Medal for all this? I have never received it. I say this without indignation — even without sorrow. I merely make the statement.

Yet, my system was really a very beautiful system; a tiny batch of eggs would arrive from Ceylon, or Sumatra, or Africa; when taken from cold storage and placed in the herbarium they would presently hatch; the caterpillars were fed with their accustomed food-plant — a few leaves being taken from cold storage every day for them — they would pass through their three or four moulting periods, cease feeding in due time, transform into the chrysalis stage, and finally appear in all the splendour and magnificence of butterfly or moth.

The great glass flying-cage was now alive with superb moths and butterflies, flitting, darting, fluttering among the flowering bushes or feeding along the sandy banks of the brook which flowed through the flying-cage, bordered by thickets of scented flowers. And it was like looking at a meteoric shower of winged jewels, where the huge metallic-blue Morphos from South America flapped and sailed, and the orange and gold and green Ornithoptera from Borneo pursued their majestic, bird-like flight — where big, glittering Papilios flashed through the bushes or alighted nervously to feed for a few moments on jasmine and phlox, and where the slowly flopping Heliconians winged their way amid the denser tangles of tropical vegetation.

Nothing like this flying-cage had ever before been seen in New York; thousands and thousands of men, women, and children thronged the lawn about the flying-cage all day long.

By night, also, the effect was wonderful; the electric lights among the foliage broke out; the great downy-winged moths, which had been asleep all day while the butterflies flitted through the sunshine, now came out to display their crimson or peacock-spotted wings, and the butterflies folded their wings and went to bed for the night.

The public was enchanted, the authorities of the Bronx proud and delighted; all apparently was happiness and harmony. Except that nobody offered me the Carnegie medal.

I was sitting one morning in my office, which, as I have said, separated the offices of Dr. Quint and Professor Boomly, when there came a loud rapping on my door, and, at my invitation, Dr. Quint bustled in — a little, meagre, excitable, near-sighted man with pointed mustaches and a fleck of an imperial smudging his lower lip.

Last week, he began angrily, young Jones arrived from Singapore bringing me the eggs of Erebia astarte, the great Silver Moon butterfly. Attempts to destroy them have been made. Last night I left them in a breeding-cage on my desk. Has anybody been in there?

I dont know, I said. What has happened?

I found an ichneumon fly in the cage yesterday! he shouted; and this morning the eggs have either shrunk to half their size or else the eggs of another species have been secretly substituted for them and the Silver Moon eggs stolen! Has he been in there?

Who? I asked, pretending to misunderstand.

He! demanded Quint fiercely. If he has Ill kill him some day.

He meant his one-time friend, Dr. Boomly. Alas!

For heavens sake, why are you two perpetually squabbling? I asked wearily. You used to be inseparable friends. Why cant you make up?

Because Ive come to know him. Thats why! I have unmasked this — this Borgia — this Machiavelli — this monster of duplicity! Matters are approaching a point where something has got to be done short of murder. Ive stood all his envy and jealousy and cheap imputations and hints and contemptible innuendoes that Im going to—

He stopped short, glaring at the doorway, which had suddenly been darkened by the vast bulk of Professor Boomly — a figure largely abdominal but majestic — like the massive butt end of an elephant. For the rest, he had a rather insignificant and peevish face and a melancholy mustache that usually looked damp.

Mr. Smith, he said to me, in his thin, high, sarcastic voice — a voice incongruously at variance with his bulk— has anybody had the infernal impudence to enter my room and nose about my desk?

Yes, I have! replied Quint excitedly. Ive been in your room. What of it? What about it?

Boomly permitted his heavy-lidded eyes to rest on Quint for a moment, then, turning to me:

I want a patent lock put on my door. Will you speak to Professor Farrago?

I want one put on mine, too! cried Quint. I want a lock put on my door which will keep envious, dull-minded, mentally broken-down, impertinent, and fat people out of my office!

Boomly flushed heavily:

Fat? he repeated, glaring at Quint. Did you say fat?

Yes, fat — intellectually and corporeally fat! I want that kind of individual kept out. I dont trust them. Im afraid of them. Their minds are atrophied. They are unmoral, possibly even criminal! I dont want them in my room snooping about to see what I have and what Im doing. I dont want them to sneak in, eaten up with jealousy and envy, and try to damage the eggs of the Silver Moon butterfly because the honour and glory of hatching them would probably procure for me the Carnegie Educational Medal—

Why, you little, dried-up, protoplasmic atom! burst out Boomly, his face suffused with passion, Are you insinuating that I have any designs on your batch of eggs?

Its my belief, shouted Quint, that you want that medal yourself, and that you put an ichneumon fly in my breeding-cage in hopes it would sting the eggs of the Silver Moon.

If you found an ichneumon fly there, retorted Boomly, you probably hatched it in mistake for a butterfly! And he burst into a peal of contemptuous laughter, but his little, pig-like eyes under the heavy lids were furious.

I now believe, said Quint, trembling with rage, that you have criminally substituted a batch of common Plexippus eggs for the Silver Moon eggs I had in my breeding-cage! I believe you are sufficiently abandoned to do it!

Ha! Ha! retorted Boomly scornfully. I dont believe you ever had anything in your breeding-cage except a few clothes moths and cockroaches!

Quint began to dance:

You did take them! he yelled; and you left me a bunch of milkweed butterflies eggs! Give me my eggs or I shall violently assault you!

Assault your grandmother! remarked Boomly, with unscientific brevity. What do you suppose I want of your ridiculous eggs? Havent I enough eggs of Heliconius salome hatching to give me the Carnegie medal if I want it?

The Silver Moon eggs are unique! cried Quint. You know it! You know that if they hatch, pupate, and become perfect insects that I shall certainly be awarded—

Youll be awarded the Matteawan medal, remarked Boomly with venom.

Quint ran at him with a half-suppressed howl, his momentum carrying him halfway up Professor Boomlys person. Then, losing foothold, he fell to the floor and began to kick in the general direction of Professor Boomly. It was a sorrowful sight to see these two celebrated scientists panting, mauling, scuffling and punching each other around the room, tables and chairs and scrapbaskets flying in every direction, and I mounted on the window-sill horrified, speechless, trying to keep clear of the revolving storm centre.

Where are my Silver Moon eggs! screamed Dr. Quint. Where are my eggs that Jones brought me from Singapore — you entomological robber! Youve got em somewhere! If you dont give em up Ill find means to destroy you!

You insignificant pair of maxillary palpi! bellowed Professor Boomly, galloping after Dr. Quint as he dodged around my desk. Ill pull off those antennæ you call whiskers if I can get hold of em—

Dr. Quints threatened mustaches bristled as he fled before the elephantine charge of Professor Boomly — once again around my desk, then out into the hall, where I heard the door of his office slam, and Boomly, gasping, panting, breathing vengeance outside, and vowing to leave Quint quite whiskerless when he caught him.

It was a painful scene for scientists to figure in or to gaze upon. Profoundly shocked and upset, I locked up the anthropological department offices and went out into the Park, where the sun was shining and a gentle June wind stirred the trees.

Too completely upset to do any more work that day, I wandered about amid the gaily dressed crowds at hazard; sometimes I contemplated the monkeys; sometimes gazed sadly upon the seals. They dashed and splashed and raced round and round their tank, or crawled up on the rocks, craned their wet, sleek necks, and barked — houp! houp! houp!

For luncheon I went over to the Rolling Stone Restaurant. There was a very pretty girl there — an unusually pretty girl — or perhaps it was one of those days on which every girl looked unusually pretty to me. There are such days.

Her voice was exquisite when she spoke. She said:

We have, today, corned beef hash, fried ham and eggs, liver and bacon— but let that pass, too.

I took my tea very weak; by that time I learned that her name was Mildred Case; that she had been a private detective employed in a department store, and that her duties had been to nab wealthy ladies who forgot to pay for objects usually discovered in their reticules, bosoms, and sometimes in their stockings.

But the confinement of indoor work had been too much for Mildred Case, and the only outdoor job she could find was the position of lady waitress in the rustic Rolling Stone Inn.

She was very, very beautiful, or perhaps it was one of those days — but let that pass, too.

You are the great Mr. Percy Smith, Curator of the Anthropological Department, are you not? she asked shyly.

Yes, I said modestly; and, to slightly rebuke any superfluous pride in me, I paraphrased with becoming humility, pointing upward: but remember, Mildred, there is One greater than I.

Mr. Carnegie? she nodded innocently. That was true, too. I let it go at that.

We chatted: she mentioned Professor Boomly and Dr. Quint, gently deploring the rupture of their friendship. Both gentlemen, in common with the majority of the administration personnel, were daily customers at the Rolling Stone Inn. I usually took my lunch from my boarding-house to my office, being too busy to go out for mere nourishment.

That is why I had hitherto missed Mildred Case.

Mildred, I said, I do not believe it can be wholesome for a man to eat sandwiches while taking minute measurements of defunct monkeys. Also, it is not a fragrant pastime. Hereafter I shall lunch here.

It will be a pleasure to serve you, said that unusually — there I go again! It was an unusually beautiful day in June. Which careful, exact, and scientific statement, I think ought to cover the subject under consideration.

After luncheon I sadly selected a five-cent cigar; and, as I hesitated, lingering over the glass case, undecided still whether to give full rein to this contemplated extravagance, I looked up and found her beautiful grey eyes gazing into mine.

What gentle thoughts are yours, Mildred? I said softly.

The cigar you have selected, she murmured, is fly-specked.

Deeply touched that this young girl should have cared — that she should have expressed her solicitude so modestly, so sweetly, concerning the maculatory condition of my cigar, I thanked her and purchased, for the same sum, a packet of cigarettes.

That was going somewhat far for me. I had never in all my life even dreamed of smoking a cigarette. To a reserved, thoughtful, and scientific mind there is, about a packet of cigarettes, something undignified, something vaguely frolicsome.

When I paid her for them I felt as though, for the first time in my life, I had let myself go.

Oddly enough, in this uneasy feeling of gaiety and abandon, a curious sensation of exhilaration persisted.

We had quite a merry little contretemps when I tried to light my cigarette and the match went out, and then she struck another match, and we both laughed, and that match was extinguished by her breath.

Instantly I quoted: Her breath was like the new-mown hay—

Mr. Smith! she said, flushing slightly.

Her eyes, I quoted, were like the stars at even!

You dont mean my eyes, do you?

I took a puff at my unlighted cigarette. It also smelled like recently mown hay. I felt that I was slipping my cables and heading toward an unknown and tempestuous sea.

What time are you free, Mildred? I asked, scarcely recognising my own voice in such reckless apropos.

She shyly informed me.

I struck a match, relighted my cigarette, and took one puff. That was sufficient: I was adrift. I realised it, trembled internally, took another puff.

If, said I carelessly, on your way home you should chance to stroll along the path beyond the path that leads to the path which—

I paused, checked by her bewildered eyes. We both blushed.

Which way do you usually go home? I asked, my ears afire.
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Which way do you usually go home? I asked.



She told me. It was a suitably unfrequented path.

So presently I strolled thither; and seated myself under the trees in a bosky dell.

Now, there is a quality in boskiness not inappropriate to romantic thoughts. Boskiness, cigarettes, a soft afternoon in June, the hum of bees, and the distant barking of the seals, all these were delicately blending to inspire in me a bashful sentiment.

A specimen of Papilio turnus, di-morphic form, Glaucus, alighted near me; I marked its flight with scientific indifference. Yet it is a rare species in Bronx Park.

A mock-orange bush was in snowy bloom behind me; great bunches of wistaria hung over the rock beside me.

The combination of these two exquisite perfumes seemed to make the boskiness more bosky.

There was an unaccustomed and sportive lightness to my step when I rose to meet Mildred, where she came loitering along the shadow-dappled path.

She seemed surprised to see me.

She thought it rather late to sit down, but she seated herself. I talked to her enthusiastically about anthropology. She was so interested that after a while she could scarcely keep still, moving her slim little feet restlessly, biting her pretty lower lip, shifting her position — all certain symptoms of an interest in science which even approached excitement.

Warmed to the heart by her eager and sympathetic interest in the noble science so precious, so dear to me, I took her little hand to soothe and quiet her, realizing that she might become overexcited as I described the pituitary body and why its former functions had become atrophied until the gland itself was nearly obsolete.

So intense her interest had been that she seemed a little tired. I decided to give adequate material support to her spinal process. It seemed to rest and soothe her. I dont remember that she said anything except: Mr. Smith! I dont recollect what we were saying when she mentioned me by name rather abruptly.

The afternoon was wonderfully still and calm. The month was June.

After a while — quite a while — some little time in point of accurate fact — she detected the sound of approaching footsteps.

I remember that she was seated at the opposite end of the bench, rather feverishly occupied with her hat and her hair, when young Jones came hastily along the path, caught sight of us, halted, turned violently red — being a shy young man — but instead of taking himself off, he seemed to recover from a momentary paralysis.

Mr. Smith! he said sharply. Professor Boomly has disappeared; theres a pool of blood on his desk; his coat, hat, and waistcoat are lying on the floor, the room is a wreck, and Dr. Quint is in there tearing up the carpet and behaving like a madman. We think he suddenly went insane and murdered Professor Boomly. What is to be done?

Horrified, I had risen at his first word. And now, as I understood the full purport of his dreadful message, my hair stirred under my hat and I gazed at him, appalled.

What is to be done? he demanded. Shall I telephone for the police?

Do you actually believe, I faltered, that this unfortunate man has murdered Boomly?

I dont know. I looked over the transom, but I couldnt see Professor Boomly. Dr. Quint has locked the door.

And hes tearing up the carpet?

Like a lunatic. I didnt want to call in the police until Id asked you. Such a scandal in Bronx Park would be a frightful thing for us all— He hesitated, looked around, coldly, it seemed to me, at Mildred Case. A scandal, he repeated, is scarcely what might be expected among a harmonious and earnest band of seekers after scientific knowledge. Is it, Mil — Miss Case?

Now, I dont know why Mildred should have blushed. There was nothing that I could see in this young mans question to embarrass her.

Preoccupied, still confused by the shock of this terrible news, I looked at Jones and at Mildred; and they were staring rather oddly at each other.

I said: If this affair turns out to be as ghastly as it seems to promise, well have to call in a detective. Ill go back immediately—

Why not take me, also? asked Mildred Case, quietly.

What? I asked, looking at her.

Why not, Mr. Smith? I was once a private detective.

Surprised at the suggestion, I hesitated.

If you desire to keep this matter secret — if you wish to have it first investigated privately and quietly — would it not be a good idea to let me use my professional knowledge before you call in the police? Because as soon as the police are summoned all hope of avoiding publicity is at an end.

She spoke so sensibly, so quietly, so modestly, that her offer of assistance deeply impressed me.

As for young Jones, he looked at her steadily in that odd, chilling manner, which finally annoyed me. There was no need of his being snobbish because this very lovely and intelligent young girl happened to be a waitress at the Rolling Stone Inn.

Come, I said unsteadily, again a prey to terrifying emotions; let us go to the Administration Building and learn how matters stand. If this affair is as terrible as I fear it to be, science has received the deadliest blow ever dealt it since Cagliostro perished.

As we three strode hastily along the path in the direction of the Administration Building, I took that opportunity to read these two youthful fellow beings a sermon on envy, jealousy, and coveteousness.

See, said I, to what a miserable condition the desire for notoriety and fame has brought two learned and enthusiastic delvers in the vineyard of endeavor! The mad desire for the Carnegie medal completely turned the hitherto perfectly balanced brains of these devoted disciples of Science. Envy begat envy, jealousy begat jealousy, pride begat pride, hatred begat hatred—

Its like that book in the Bible where everybody begat everybody else, said Mildred seriously.

At first I thought she had made an apt and clever remark; but on thinking it over I couldnt quite see its relevancy. I turned and looked into her sweet face. Her eyes were dancing with brilliancy and her sensitive lips quivered. I feared, she was near to tears from the reaction of the shock. Had Jones not been walking with us — but let that go, too.

We were now entering the Administration Building, almost running; and as soon as we came to the closed door of Dr. Quints room, I could hear a commotion inside — desk drawers being pulled out and their contents dumped, curtains being jerked from their rings, an unmistakable sound indicating the ripping up of a carpet — and through all this din the agitated scuffle of footsteps.

I rapped on the door. No notice taken. I rapped and knocked and called in a low, distinct voice.

Suddenly I recollected I had a general pass-key on my ring which unlocked any door in the building. I nodded to Jones and to Mildred to stand aside, then, gently fitting the key, I suddenly pushed out the key which remained on the inside, turned the lock, and flung open the door.

A terrible sight presented itself: Dr. Quint, hair on end, both mustaches pulled out, shirt, cuffs, and white waistcoat smeared with blood, knelt amid the general wreckage on the floor, in the act of ripping up the carpet.

Doctor! I cried in a trembling voice. What have you done to Professor Boomly?

He paused in his carpet ripping and looked around at us with a terrifying laugh.

Ive settled him! he said. If you dont want to get all over dust youd better keep out—

Quint! I cried. Are you crazy?

Pretty nearly. Let me alone—

Where is Boomly! I demanded in a tragic voice. Where is your old friend, Billy Boomly? Where is he, Quint? And what does that mean — that pool of blood on the floor? Whose is it?

Its Bills, said Quint, coolly ripping up another breadth of carpet and peering under it.

What! I exclaimed. Do you admit that?

Certainly I admit it. I told him Id terminate him if he meddled with my Silver Moon eggs.

You mean to say that you shed blood — the blood of your old friend — merely because he meddled with a miserable batch of butterflys eggs? I asked, astounded.

I certainly did shed his blood for just that particular thing! And listen; youre in my way — youre standing on a part of the carpet which I want to tear up. Do you mind moving?

Such cold-blooded calmness infuriated me. I sprang at Quint, seized him, and shouted to Jones to tie his hands behind him with the blood-soaked handkerchief which lay on the floor.

At first, while Jones and I were engaged in the operation of securing the wretched man, Quint looked at us both as though surprised; then he grew angry and asked us what the devil we were about.

Those who shed blood must answer for it! I said solemnly.

What? Whats the matter with you? he demanded in a rage. Shed blood? What if I did? Whats that to you? Untie this handkerchief, you unmentionable idiot!

I looked at Jones:

His mind totters, I said hoarsely.

Whats that! cried Quint, struggling to get off the chair whither I had pushed him: but with my handkerchief we tied his ankles to the rung of the chair, heedless of his attempts to kick us, and sprang back out of range.

Now, I said, what have you done with the poor victim of your fury? Where is he? Where is all that remains of Professor Boomly?

Boomly? I dont know where he is. How the devil should I know?

Dont lie, I said solemnly.

Lie! See here, Smith, when I get out of this chair Ill settle you, too—

Quint! There is another and more terrible chair which awaits such criminals as you!

You old fluff! he shouted. Ill knock your head off, too. Do you understand? Ill attend to you as I attended to Boomly—

Assassin! I retorted calmly. Only an alienist can save you now. In this awful moment—

A light touch on my arm interrupted me, and, a trifle irritated, as any man might be when checked in the full flow of eloquence, I turned to find Mildred at my elbow.

Let me talk to him, she said in a quiet voice. Perhaps I may not irritate him as you seem to.

Very well, I said. Jones and I are here as witnesses. And I folded my arms in an attitude not, perhaps, unpicturesque.

Dr. Quint, said Mildred in her soft, agreeable voice, and actually smiling slightly at the self-confessed murderer, is it really true that you are guilty of shedding the blood of Professor Boomly?

It is, said Quint, coolly.

She seemed rather taken aback at that, but presently recovered her equanimity.

Why? she asked gently.

Because he attempted a most hellish crime! yelled Quint.

W-what crime? she asked faintly.

Ill tell you. He wanted the Carnegie medal, and he knew it would be given to me if I could incubate and hatch my batch of Silver Moon butterfly eggs. He realised well enough that his Heliconian eggs were not as valuable as my Silver Moon eggs. So first he sneaked in here and put an ichneumon fly in my breeding-cage. And next he stole the Silver Moon eggs and left in their place some common Plexippus eggs, thinking that because they were very similar I would not notice the substitution.

I did notice it! I charged him with that cataclysmic outrage. He laughed. We came into personal collision. He chased me into my room.

Panting, breathless with rage at the memory of the mornings defeat which I had witnessed, Quint glared at me for a moment. Then he jerked his head toward Mildred:

As soon as he went to luncheon — Boomly, I mean — I climbed over that transom and dropped into this room. I had been hunting for ten minutes before I found my Silver Moon eggs hidden under the carpet. So I pocketed them, climbed back over the transom, and went to my room.

He paused dramatically, staring from one to another of us:

Boomly was there! he said slowly.

Where? asked Mildred with a shudder.

In my room. He had picked the lock. I told him to get out! He went. I shouted after him that I had recovered the Silver Moon eggs and that I should certainly be awarded the Carnegie medal.

Then that monster in human form laughed a horrible laugh, avowing himself guilty of a crime still more hideous than the theft of the Silver Moon eggs! Do you know what he had done?

W-what? faltered Mildred.

He had stolen from cold storage and had concealed the leaves of the Bimba bush, brought from Singapore to feed the Silver Moon caterpillars! Thats what Boomly had done!

And my Silver Moon eggs had already begun to hatch!!! And my caterpillars would starve!!!!

His voice ended in a yell; he struggled on his chair until it nearly upset.

You lunatic! I shouted. Was that a reason for spilling the blood of a human being!

It was reason enough for me!

Madman!

Let me loose! Hes hidden those leaves somewhere or other! Ive torn this place to pieces looking for them. Ive got to find them, I tell you—

Mildred went to the infuriated entomologist and laid a firm hand on his shoulder:

Listen, she said: how do you know that Professor Boomly has not concealed these Bimba leaves on his own person?

Quint ceased his contortions and gaped at her.

I never thought of that, he said.

What have you done with him? she asked, very pale.

I tell you, I dont know.

You must know what you did with him, she insisted.

Quint shook his head impatiently, apparently preoccupied with other thoughts. We stood watching him in silence until he looked up and became conscious of our concentrated gaze.

My caterpillars are starving, he began violently. I havent anything else theyll eat. They feed only on the Bimba leaf. They wont eat anything else. Its a well-known fact that they wont. Why, in Johore, where they came from, theyll travel miles over the ground to find a Bimba bush—

What! exclaimed Mildred.

Certainly — miles! Theyd starve sooner than eat anything except Bimba leaves. If theres a bush within twenty miles theyll find it—

Wait, said Mildred quietly. Where are these starving caterpillars?

In a glass jar in my pocket — here! What the devil are you doing! For the girl had dexterously slipped the glass jar from his coat pocket and was holding it up to the light.

Inside it were several dozen tiny, dark caterpillars, some resting disconsolately on the sides of the glass, some hungrily travelling over the bottom in pitiful and hopeless quest of nourishment.

Heedless of the shouts and threats of Dr. Quint, the girl calmly uncorked the jar, took on her slender forefinger a single little caterpillar, replaced the cork, and, kneeling down, gently disengaged the caterpillar. It dropped upon the floor, remained motionless for a moment, then, turning, began to travel rapidly toward the doorway behind us.

Now, she said, if poor Professor Boomly really has concealed these Bimba leaves upon his own person, this little caterpillar, according to Dr. Quint, is certain to find those leaves.
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This little caterpillar ... is certain to find those leaves.



Overcome with excitement and admiration for this intelligent and unusually beautiful girl, I seized her hands and congratulated her.

Murder, said I to the miserable Quint, will out! This infant caterpillar shall lead us to that dark and secret spot where you had hoped to conceal the horrid evidence of your guilt. Three things have undone you — a caterpillar replete with mysterious instinct, a humble bunch of Bimba leaves, and the marvellous intelligence of this young and lovely girl. Madman, your hour has struck!

He looked at me in a dazed sort of way, as though astonishment had left him unable to articulate. But I had become tired of his violence and his shouts and yells; so I asked Jones for his handkerchief, and, before Quint knew what I was up to I had tied it over his mouth.

He became a brilliant purple, but all he could utter was a furious humming, buzzing noise.

Meanwhile, Jones had opened the door; the little caterpillar, followed by Mildred and myself, continued to hustle along as though he knew quite well where he was going.

Down the hallway he went in undulating haste, past my door, we all following in silent excitement as we discovered that, parallel to the caterpillars course, ran a gruesome trail of blood drops.

And when the little creature turned and made straight for the door of Professor Farrago, our revered chief, the excitement among us was terrific.

The caterpillar halted; I gently tried the door; it was open.

Instantly the caterpillar crossed the threshold, wriggling forward at top speed. We followed, peering fearfully around us. Nobody was visible.

Could Quint have dragged his victim here? By Heaven, he had! For the caterpillar was travelling straight under the lounge upon which Professor Farrago was accustomed to repose after luncheon, and, dropping on one knee, I saw a fat foot partly protruding from under the shirred edges of the fringed drapery.

Hes there! I whispered, in an awed voice to the others.

Courage, Miss Case! Try not to faint.

Jones turned and looked at her with that same odd expression; then he went over to where she stood and coolly passed one arm around her waist.

Try not to faint, Mildred, he said. It might muss your hair.

It was a strange thing to say, but I had no time then to analyze it, for I had seized the fat foot which partly protruded from under the sofa, clad in a low-cut congress gaiter and a white sock.

And then I nearly fainted, for instead of the dreadful, inert resistance of lifeless clay, the foot wriggled and tried to kick at me.

Help! came a thin but muffled voice. Help! Help, in the name of Heaven!

Boomly! I cried, scarcely believing my ears.

Take that man away, Smith! whimpered Boomly. Hes a devil! Hell murder me! He made my nose bleed all over everything!

Boomly! Youre not dead!

Yes, I am! he whined. Im dead enough to suit me. Keep that little lunatic off — thats all I ask. He can have his Carnegie medal for all I care, only tie him up somewhere—

Professor Boomly! cried Mildred excitedly. Have you any Bimba leaves concealed about your person?

Yes, I have, he said sulkily. There came a hitch of the fat foot, a heavy scuffling sound, heavy panting, and then, skittering out across the floor came a flat, sealed parcel.

There you are, he said; now, let me alone until that fiend has gone home.

He wont attack you again, I said. Come out.

But Professor Boomly flatly declined to stir.

I looked at the parcel: it was marked: Bimba leaves; Johore.

With a sigh of unutterable relief, I picked up the ravenous little caterpillar, placed him on the packet, and turned to go. And didnt.

It is a very sickening fact I have now to record. But to a scientist all facts are sacred, sickening or otherwise.

For what I caught a glimpse of, just outside the door in the hallway, was Jones kissing Mildred Case. And being shyly indemnified for his trouble with a gentle return in kind. Both his arms were around her waist; both her hands rested upon his shoulders; and, as I looked — but let it pass! — let it pass.

Deliberately I fished in my pocket, found my packet of cigarettes, lighted one.

Tobacco diffugiunt mordaces curae et laetificat cor hominis!


The Better Man
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TO PRISCILLA SOUSA 

PRISCILLA 

By any other name youd look as sweet — 

By any other names, the Rose and You, — 

But the two things which made you both complete 

Were added when your names were added too.

Roses were Roses when the first rose bloomed.

Priscilla dear, what need to christen you 

Who to your name were pre-ordained, fore-doomed 

Ere Chaos crumbled and the stars were new.







Fair vestal priestess of that inner shrine, 

Serving the altars of the mystic Nine!

O wisest maid that ever Vassar grew, 

Deign to accept this silly book of mine 

Which I have dared to dedicate to you.



R W. C.


THE BETTER MAN

Which is the Better Man:

A man who wins 

Because another fails?

A Prince who flails 

A servant for his sins?

The Beggar, or the Viceroy of Nan Shan?

Which is the Better Man?



Which is the Better Man:

A man who lives Because another dies?

Hwang-Ti the wise?

A starving thief who gives?

The captive who forgives the Sword of Han?

Which is the Better Man?



Ride on, my Banneret; the wretched flee!

The weaker fall beneath thy sabre, Kaou-te!

For day is night, and might is right; — and yet 

Death to the slave who slays my Banneret!



From the Chinese.


THE PROGRESS OF JANET
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IT WAS GLADES eighteen-year-old wife who first saw the man fishing in Lynx Brook. Standing at her washtub, she could easily keep an eye on the strangers movements. For at Glades Bush the forest had been thinned from both sides of the glen, opening a mile-long vista through which Lynx Brook was visible, tumbling down the rocky valley.

Kathleen Glades grey eyes followed the stranger. Half a year as Glades wife had nearly paralyzed every human impulse in the girl, but a spark of natural loyalty still remained alive, and it was, perhaps, instinct and not fear that inclined her to warn her husband.

But Glade came that evening and slapped her face till her mouth bled, before hunching himself over his supper of trout, pork and flapjacks.

It was a silent meal; nobody spoke. Glade, often loudly loquacious abroad, was full of mean silences and furtive, half-articulated sounds at home. Only his ratty eyes were eloquent now.

An hour later the local game protector took a lantern and slouched off to Wildricks Tavern, four miles south, it being Saturday night. Which meant that hed remain there, drunk, until Monday; a matter of infinite relief to his wife and to her young sister, Janet, scarcely turned sixteen.

On Monday night Glade returned, dingy, unkempt, ghastly, from his carouse with the forest loafers at Wildricks Dump.

His fox-like countenance was caked with dry blood, where Wildrick had hit him with a cartridge belt — an incident involving a girl, one Helen Grey — and Glades hands were still twitching from the effects of his debauch as he squatted beside the spring trough to cleanse himself.

His young wife brought him a towel: he stood drying his sharp and battered features, eyeing her malevolently the while. But he said nothing to her nor to his little sister-in-law until he had bolted his breakfast. Then he opened fire:

So you seen a man a-fishin into Lynx Brook, and you haint said nothing about it — hey?

You struck me — for nothing — before I could tell you, Hal, returned Kathleen, in the dull, accentless voice which was becoming characteristic.

Youre a liar, observed her husband, scraping the leavings of his plate together on the blade of his knife and shoving in all into his mouth.

He munched reflectively for a moment; then, looking sideways from his wife to his sister-in-law:

You watch out, both of you. Dy hear what I say? Theres talk down to Wildricks.

Kathleen said indifferently:

Theres always talk at Wildricks, isnt there?

Yes, an some of its about you! snarled Glade, showing a full set of very yellow and pointed teeth — a fox-face full, as Jim Wildrick once had remarked. Kathleens bruised cheeks reddened.

Glade continued:

Yaas, you an a feller named Kent who calls hisself a timber-looker. Say, what the hell do you talk to him about?

Kathleen said:

I have not seen him in two months. I never said anything to him except good-morning.

Nursing his sullen irritation for a while in silence, he presently shot another very evil glance at his wife: If I ever ketch you philanderin, jest you say your prayers!

I say little else, Hal.

Wall, say em some more, then! he snapped, an quit talkin to me!

For an hour he slunk around the rough, frame house, shuffling from the little vegetable patch to the log barn, where a horse stood munching wild hay.

But after the local warden had braced himself with sufficient whiskey, he took his shotgun and a dozen shells full of buck and went out to where Kathleen was pinning up his freshly washed shirts.

Keep your eyes skinned, he growled. That there man a-fishin into Lynx Saturday is too dum careless to suit me an Jim Wildrick. An he might be one of Burlings men at that!

Burling, the new Conservation Commissioner, remained as yet an unknown quantity to faithless local wardens, law-breakers and forest bummers in general. But dire rumours were already astir in the State Forest and the mountainous country adjacent: strange men had begun to appear here and there in localities never before affected by strangers. And there was much whispering at Wildricks Dump.

Kathleen continued to hang out her wash without comment: Janet, at her ginseng pen, was busy nailing up more slats. As for Hal Glade, he continued to hang around the place for a while, his mean eyes ever shifting to the glen below, where the morning mist still rolled along the headlong course of Lynx Brook.

At last, when the mist had gone and the entire valley glittered with dewy sunshine, he took himself off, satisfied that nobody was concealed under the fairy avalanche of vapour. And again Glades Bush became silent and tranquil in the pale golden splendour of a perfect morning.

That morning Kathleen and Janet both saw the stranger; and they stood together watching him as he whipped pool after pool, rapid after rapid — a tall, loosely built young man in conventional fishing garb of khaki and shooting helmet, creel slung, landing-net suspended from his neck, and wearing knickerbockers instead of waders.

If he ever glanced up at the shanty above him it was so cleverly done that the sisters could not discern the slightest movement. He seemed to be perfectly unconscious of Glades Bush, of the clothes drying on the line, of the unpainted house, of the two girls standing there in the sunshine.

Kathleen said quietly:

He certainly acts like one of Burlings men. There is no reason why he should not look up at us, Janet.

After a silence Janet drew a long, deep breath:

Are you going to tell Hal?

As her sister made no answer, she turned and saw the painful colour staining the smooth, young cheek where Glade had struck it.

I shall never again tell him anything, said Kathleen in her colourless voice.

So that evening, when Glade returned, nothing was said by the young wife until her husband asked her directly. And not yet having learned to lie, she told him the truth.

An oil lamp shed a subdued light on the group of three, on the soiled weekly newspaper which Glade had unfolded to peruse. He let it fall on his greasy knees as his wife spoke. Then the mans eyes blazed, and Kathleen shrank away.

For a few minutes the silence, broken at intervals by the creak of Janets rocking chair, increased the tension of suspense. But Glade did not strike his wife; and when he began to question her there was in his voice an unsteady quality and in his questions a lack of decision which hinted of fear and an attempt to conceal it. And, as the exasperation of uncertainty and intermittent fear continued to invade and more fully possess the man, all cunning and caution — his only assets in emergencies — were forgotten in the irritation of increasing terror.

The damn fool, he blurted out, a-comin sneakin around here! Wait till the deer season opens! Ill learn him! Me an Jim Wildrick is fixin to dog him! Me an Jim is plannin for to bark him onto a knoll an let it go for a accident — yaas! red Mackinaw or leather jacket—

His shrill, tremulous voice abruptly ceased and he darted a venomous look at his wife. In six months the girl had learned about things which she had never even dreamed could be.

For she had come from the Hudson Valley, where law had more or less practical meaning, and where there was less ignorance than stupidity. But this was Sagamore County, where laws still remained theoretical, no jury so far having rendered them practical, even when a laggard district attorney awoke from a lethargy characteristic of the region — an inertia perhaps consequent upon malnutrition of mind and body.

In Sagamore County men were not infrequently done to death and the findings of a coroners jury never acted upon. Slayers of men walked freely abroad after a few years prison, Or after none at all. Jury duty was desirable because of the pay; fire wardens were harassed by incendiaries who started forest destruction merely for the wages of a volunteer; fish and game were taken illegally and out of season, corrupt local protectors conniving. And Wildricks Tavern was becoming notorious.

All this young Mrs. Glade had learned in the six months she had been a wife — if the marriage had been a genuine one — for Glade told her it was not; and she had no certificate.

And all this knowledge and his personal treatment of her had so battered her, mind and body, that there seemed left in the girl only a dull, animal-like endurance. She appeared to possess no spirit to combat brutality, no intelligence to evade it; her only outlook for partial escape would open when school began again and she could drive, seven miles east to her scanty and ragged flock — spawn of the vagabonds who prowled the mountain-set forests around Glades Bush.

All the following morning Glades small, mean eyes watched his wife intently, shifted to her sister, flickered for a moments swift survey of the glen, but always reverted to Kathleen. And just before he left the house he spoke:

Red Mackinaw or leather jacket, he repeated, moistening his slit of a mouth with a tobacco-stained tongue,— and what women-folk guess at theyd better forgit. Taint any too damn healthy for no woman to think too much in Sagamore Country.... She might get her face caved in.... Like as if she fell by accident down onto them pnted rocks.... An brok her fool neck.... By accident.... r somethin.

Kathleen picked up a wet and ragged garment and walked listlessly to the clothes line. Janets blue eyes sparkled and her colour rose, but she said nothing, though the tightening grip of her hand on the hammer hurt her small fingers.

When Glade slouched off toward Wildricks, far down the trail he could hear the rat-tat of Janets hammer as she nailed the slats over her ginseng lattice.

About noon she called to Kathleen in a low voice. The unknown angler was at it again along the stream; and they watched him from the window as long as he remained in view. But he never once as much as glanced up at the clearing and shanty at Glades Bush.

Whether or not Glade became aware of what had happened, he asked no questions that night or the next morning. But he was busy all the forenoon digging up deer heads from the waste edges of the vegetable garden, and sinking them in a small swamp behind the house. Also, very industriously he cleaned up all bones and filthy traces left where game had been hung and drawn. And he obliterated as well as he could the scarcely perceptible trail to his ice cave, brushed up moss and swale grass, drew sprays and branches across, and never again went there twice by the same route. Also he removed all deadfalls and twitch-ups from lined trails, reset them by dead reckoning, and left access to them a matter for instinct or blind memory.

Kathleen continued the dull, sordid routine of existence through the yellowing forest month: Janet roamed after wild ginseng.

Again and again, lying concealed or standing as motionless as a slim and dappled forest sapling, she saw the stranger fishing Lynx Brook — saw him sometimes at close range — so near at times that it seemed to her the quick, loud beating of her own heart must be audible to him.

The first time she saw him he could have touched her with his nine-foot trout rod, so near was he to her.

He appeared to be young, wiry, and much bronzed by the weather; and his mouth seemed always to retain a pleasant expression as though the memory of something agreeable still lingered.

But in the course of the next week or two, she came to find out that this agreeable expression was not a smile, merely the natural formation of his mouth.

And always she remained silent and motionless in her concealment until he had passed on along the noisy stream, his rod flashing and curving, the silk line curling forward and back, the cast glistening like a silvery strand of spiders gossamer in the sun.

Then Janet would steal forth once more from the shelter of thicket, bowlder, or beech, to search for her wild ginseng. And always, like a faint ray of sun, the memory of that half smile on his lips followed her through tangle and thicket, making the woodland less dim and softening the dreariness and monotony of her world to a curious and tranquil acquiescence in the destiny that had brought her to Glades Bush.

After a week or two she began to think of this young man at night. Then he invaded her dreams. And, one day, suddenly aware that the end of the trout season was already at hand, panic seized her. For she realized that after today he would come no more to fish Lynx Brook. As she loitered along the water, searching the undergrowth for ginseng, or scanning the stream vista for the glitter of his rod, she concluded that, if he truly were one of Burlings men, he might remain in the vicinity upon some other pretext than fishing — unless he had already acquired such information as he might have come for.

Whether it was the possibility of his going out of her life forever that now made her careless of discovery; whether the child was making of her dreamy romance even more than its filmy fabric warranted; whether her first curiosity concerning him had become an interest bordering on solicitude, and was now even edging on fear, she did not try to analyze.

But that day, when at last she caught the distant glimmer of his rod, scarcely knowing why, she waited for him among a group of beeches. And when he came abreast of her along the stream she called to him: Elease — would you come to me a moment?

But the roar of the water made her voice inaudible; and he passed on, rod curving, springing back, curving, and shooting out the long silk line over the tumbling cataracts of Lynx Brook. And she had no more courage left as she stood there, both hands pressing her breast, lips parted, and her face surging with colour to the roots of her hair.

Glade had forbidden Kathleen to resume her teaching. That avenue of temporary escape was closed.

Glade had remained now for three entire days at Wildricks; but the evening before the deer season opened he reappeared in his dingy forest garb, carrying sack, rope, hatchet, knife, and a rusty rifle.

Not a word did he vouchsafe to his wife or to Janet as he squatted there at table, all hunched up over his supper. Kathleen waited on him; Janet sat in silence, eyes remote, thinking, always thinking of the stranger who, when the fishing season closed, had returned no more to Lynx Brook.

At dawn Kathleen arose to cook breakfast for her lord and master, but discovered that Glade had risen before she was awake, had devoured whatever he found, and was gone with his rifle into parts unknown.

So she and Janet cooked and ate together; then the latter went down into the glen, as usual, on her ceaseless search for ginseng — perhaps, too, in wistful hope of something rarer and more valuable than the strange root worth its weight in Chinese gold.

For the memory of this man had never faded; the restless, incessant desire to see him again had never left her. And what the childs fancy had made of him or of the pitiful romance that had never even budded for her, God alone knows.

So Janet went down along the rapids of Lynx Brook; and first she searched the vista with undaunted eyes, although no fisherman might whip that sparkling flood again until the snows of a winter yet to come had melted and the frail buds and leaves of May had opened in the sun once more.

Mist still drifted along the stream; sunlight sparkled aloft on yellow leaves. Her errant steps led her from thicket to swale, from slope to intervale, through woodlands golden and scarlet with the drifting splendour of autumn, through little sunless hollows still opalescent with the fog.

All fairyland surrounded her, the great beeches were pillars of pure silver supporting arches of burnt gold; over the maples stretched a canopy of crimson from which exquisite shreds came winnowing down. And under foot the deep green pile of moss covered the floor of a magic world, so that she stepped in silence through the magnificence of this still and painted mystery.

And suddenly she came upon him, where he was standing amid the golden glory of dropping leaves, leaning upon his rifle, all alone.

For a moment the heavenly wonder of it stunned her; breathless, dazed, she halted, looking into the face so familiar to her in dreams: scarcely knowing what she did, she moved forward toward him, her eyes never swerving, even when on his pleasant lips a smile broke out and a wonderful voice spoke to her, half laughingly, calling her by name.

His rifle lay cradled along the hollow of his left arm; but his right hand closed firmly over both of hers as he stepped forward.

Janet, he repeated smilingly, has there not been silence enough between us two to last us for the rest of our lives?

The miracle that he knew her name thrilled her till she shivered, then passed like a flash of celestial flame, scorching her cheeks with fire.

It is — so long since I have seen you — said the child, except in dreams.

But I have seen you, often, since the trout season closed, he said, looking at her intently.

I did not know that you had ever seen me at all, she said.

Always.

In the beginning, too?

Yes, I saw you the first day I ever fished Lynx Brook. You and your sister were watching me from Glades Bush.

Yes.

After than you watched me very often, yonder, along the stream.

Did you see me? she asked.

Every time.

But — I never thought — I never saw you look at me — at anything except your rod and line and at the water. How could you have seen me?

I often see without looking, he said smilingly.

She regarded him very intently:

Are you one of Burlings men?

His smile altered, but he said quietly:

Does Hal Glade think so?

Yes.... Why are you wearing a red Mackinaw?

The law.

Twice he glanced behind him while speaking. Finally he turned, and she unconsciously fell into step beside him, tightening her hold on his right hand. What you must be told, she said, is this: Hal said to us that, red Mackinaw or leather jacket, he and Jim Wildrick would get you by accident... I think of it every night and all day long.... Once by the stream I called to you, but the water made such a noise you did not hear me.... And — I was afraid to — go to you.

Afraid?

He turned and looked at her, laughingly; then suddenly became grave. For in the clear, sweet eyes he had surprised what no man can discover unmoved — the blameless adoration of a child transfigured by the dawn of womanhood.

Flushed and suddenly abashed by his comprehension, she loosened her fingers from his with a nervous movement and stood aside, very still, looking fixedly away from him. He, also, had halted, and for a little while remained quite motionless, leaning on the muzzle of his rifle.

After a few moments he fell back a step or two beside her.

I have often thought about you, he said very gently. I think you have not been out of my mind for a single hour since I first saw you last summer. She could not answer or speak at all, or even look at him. It was all becoming unreal to her — the gold and crimson forest, this man beside her — nay, she herself was changing where she stood into something strange, unfamiliar, wonderful.

With an effort she strove to rouse herself, to listen and understand what he was saying to her:

Your and your sister Kathleen came here from Waiontha Landing, he repeated, did you not?

Yes.

To teach school.

Yes.

And your sister married Hal Glade.

She nodded.

He shook his head, slowly, and the smile faded from his face.

As at one accord they had begun to move forward together once more. After a little while she found her hand in his again. But it was a long time before she ventured to lift her enchanted eyes to his.

There was a tiny hollow, knee-deep with gold and scarlet autumn leaves. Sunlight fell in it, deep moss upholstered it. They descended, her small hand in his. For a while, curled up on the leaves beside him, her cheek rested against the moss; later it rested against his.

All this I have dreamed, she said.

Have you dreamed more than this, Janet?

She turned on his shoulder, looking into his eyes, then sighed, yielding her lips to his.

And once, opening her blue eyes, she looked up into a sky no bluer, between crossed branches overhead.

Like bits of crumpled tissue beaten out of gold, the leaves fell constantly from the sky, drifting, slanting, spinning into the pit. And over everything Magic spun its web, thicker and thicker, exquisitely soft and dense, until the very throb of the whirring loom beat softly in her ears like the loud echo of a human heart.

She sat up cautiously, listening. His eyes opened at the same moment, and he looked up at her, smiling.

Do you hear the dogs? she asked timidly.

Yes, Janet.

If you are one of Burlings men you will report deerhounds loose in the forest, wont you?

These dogs have only two legs, Janet.

Men! she exclaimed.

Men, he nodded, barking some knoll for deer. They had now risen to their knees. After a while he stood up, drew her out to the knoll, where they seated themselves, listening in silence to the distant tumult.

No wonder the deer run, he said grimly. It sounds exactly like hounds on a trail.

A little later she looked at him, questioningly; but for the moment his tranquillity reassured her. The next instant, however, she turned to him in fresh alarm, and caught his arm:

Why are those dogs — I mean those men — coming this way? she faltered.

I, also, have been wondering why, he replied.

Are — are they barking this hill? she demanded. It rather sounds like it, he admitted, staring at the woods ahead of him. Then, glancing around at her, he found her deathly white.

Janet! he said. What is the matter?

If — if it should be Hal — and some of Wildricks men?

The young man laughed, then suddenly his keen eyes narrowed, and he stood up, listening intently.

Take off that red Mackinaw! she whispered.

Nonsense, Janet—

Do it! Please do it!

Do you suppose for one moment that Glade and Wildrick—

Yes! Yes! They are devils! And if an accident happens, and if Kathleen tells, somebody will find her on the rocks in the glen with her face all battered in! Hal said so!

Did he?

Yes! Take off your red Mackinaw! Please do it — if you — care anything — for — me — now Trembling with fear she was plucking at the belted coat; his right arm closed around her, tightened, drew her against him.

She was whimpering and still plucking at the Mackinaw when he kissed her.

Take it off! she gasped. Take it off — take it off if you care for me at all! It is red — theyll kill you — by accident. Oh — couldnt you care for me enough to do what I ask?

So he released her, slipped off his Mackinaw, flung it over a stump, pushed forward the safety on his rifle, and, passing one arm around her, drew her down once more into the pit full of brilliant autumn leaves.

Lie down, close, he whispered. Dont stir, dear, whatever happens to me. Do you promise?

Yes,

And dont be afraid.

No.

Then he walked a few paces to the left and crouched at the foot of a great oak, his leather shooting jacket and breeches harmonizing with the trunk, his face well shadowed by his felt hat.

Moment after moment passed; the uncanny tumult of the dog-men drew nearer and nearer until the thud and scuffle of feet among the leaves became audible.

Suddenly a rifle cracked; another spoke; and the red Mackinaw on the stump twitched twice. A third shot, very near, rang out; again the Mackinaw twitched.

Then the owner of the Mackinaw threw up his rifle and fired three shots in rapid succession into the air. Very far away three shots answered in quick succession.

A dead silence fell upon the forest, broken suddenly by Glades shrill voice, frightened but furious:

You gol-darned thing! he screamed. What ye shootin them signals for? An who the hell ye shootinem to?

And Wildrick bawled angrily from the slope below: What are you a-doin of onto this here knoll whats bein barked lawful an peaceable in broad daylight?

Back out! replied the young man in a voice dangerously calm. The deer are in the blue-coat, Hal Glade — and my Mackinaw is red. There are three bullets in it. Back out! You pair of weasels!

Who be you? bawled Glade, his voice quavering and shaking in spite of him.

Yes, who the hell be you! roared Wildrick. Sneakin up onto this here knoll what was bein lawfully barked by hones an law-abidin men—

Let it go at that, Wildrick, but hit a back trail. Do you hear what I say?

Be you one o Burlings men? shouted Wildrick. Get off this knoll! came the amused reply.

Gor-a mighty! whined Glade. Ye dont think we plugged that there red Mackinaw a-puppus, do ye? Ye dont think we was aimin fur to plug it, do ye?

Come, clear out, replied Burlings young man contemptuously. Therell be warrants ready for you both next week, but not on that charge!

It may have been the contempt in his careless voice; it may have been a lively recollection of the three signal shots that decided Glade and Wildrick. If they had any further desire for murder in their hearts it was now very evident that the indulgence of that desire was to be postponed.

For a long time the young man stood by his oak tree and listened to the retreating trample of Wildrick and Glade.

After a while he walked over to the pit full of scarlet autumn leaves.

The girl lay there, quite still, looking up at him. When he knelt at the pits edge and held out his hands, she rose to her knees, still looking at him, and put both arms around his neck.

So he lifted her out of the brilliant pit and into the painted world of silence. But the magic of it all was fast dissolving for her. On the edges of her vision vanishing, the lonely spectre of life appeared. She recognized it and trembled. She said, still in her lovers arms, still looking up at him:

Are you going away?

Yes.

And what am I to do — now that you have — kissed Will you go with me?

Yes, said the child, if you want me.

I want you. There will be three of us in camp when Kent comes up.

She said nothing, but her face began to flame against his shoulder.

Dear, he said in a low voice, have you any regrets?

She slowly lifted her clear, young eyes to her lover, shook her head, looked out around her at the real world, undaunted, and saw the grim, grey shape of life gazing at her, unmasked.

Her lovers gay voice was sounding pleasantly in her ears again, but for a moment she did not comprehend what he was saying:

Three bullets through that Mackinaw, had I been wearing it, Janet — and what good would a brand new husband be to you?

Then, understanding, she looked up at him, white as a flower. She had not asked that: she had not expected it. Suddenly her eyes filled and her arms tightened convulsively around his neck.

Kent, creeping up on moccasined feet, came to a sudden and astonished halt. Incredulously he surveyed the scene, then discreetly turned his back and sat down on a log to wonder why on earth three signal shots for help should have been fired by the young man behind him.
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ALWAYS THE MEMORY of her remained with Kent as he prowled about his business — a fresh, sweet memory, fragrant as the summer woodland where he had first encountered her.

In the beginning it had been a mere lifting of his shooting cap as they passed each other in silence; then it became a grave good-morning on the narrow trail; and afterward it was the faintest of smiles from her, making her timid good-morning exquisite.

Recollections of her, now, always caused him to think of something white and fragrant and dewy — like blackberry vines in blossom, long, snowy sprays of them curving and crisscrossing the trail — perhaps associated with her in his mind because it was early summer when he first saw her in his district.

At the edge of the territory allotted him stood the log schoolhouse where she taught, haunted by the supple, quick-moving offspring of the shiftless forest derelicts — wild, shy, ragged little things, sun-browned, bright-eyed, darting under cover at the approach of a stranger, popping up like rabbits to look after him when he had passed.

But school ended, and the spawn of the forest returned to it and vanished in the undergrowth like partridge chicks; and now the schoolmistress, Kathleen Glade, came no more into Kents district.

He had, however, little leisure to sentimentalize over her absence or to haunt the closed schoolhouse where the wooden shutters remained closed and the flag no longer floated from its unpainted staff. For Burling, the new chief, was tremendously in earnest, and though the men he had sent out to watch and to collect evidence were trained foresters and woodsmen, they had their hands full the minute they entered the districts assigned them under a new policy and a new administration.

Here in this vast country of forests, mountains, lakes, and tumbling rivers there was but one formidable, treacherous, and destructive beast to watch, to follow, to circumvent — Man!

Even some of the game protectors had proven unfaithful — party henchmen appointed through sordid political considerations. The proportion of misdemeanor and crime to the scanty population interested the new Commissioner. And now in every county his men were out.

All summer long Kent haunted that part of Sagamore County in which his district lay, camping contentedly alone, scornful of wayside rumours or halfveiled hints from road house and tavern, never denying his identity nor ever admitting it, foraging for himself, aided by purchases from some lonely, crossroad store.

Every week he flagged a train on the U. A. R. R. and forwarded his report to Albany, then sauntered off across the track into the woods, an object of burning curiosity to crew and passengers.

Sometimes, sitting in some rough tavern, apparently dozing in his wet fishing garments, he heard very plainly the vague muttering and threats of the barroom oafs and loafers. But, as far as they could see, he dozed on, unconcerned.

So for a long while Sagamore County remained uncertain as to his name and business, and many finally accepted him as an ordinary city man, camping and fishing for his own pleasure. But rumours came from other counties of other men behaving in a similar manner, and not to be accounted for save as the first symptoms of a new Commissioner and a new policy.

Still, nothing unpleasant happened to Kent. Once, at the opening of the deer season, three signal shots from a confrère had brought him across the forest in haste, only to find that same confrère in sentimental juxtaposition with a pretty and preoccupied young girl whom he married next day.

But although Kent had learned that his comrades sudden wife was Kathleen Glades sister, he was obliged to postpone further inquiries and to return to his own district as soon as his duty ended along Lynx Brook. And, anyway, Kathleen Glade had a husband, despite her virginal allure and her eighteen years — one Hal Glade, local game protector, already under deep suspicion at Albany.

Kent came into contact with Glade a few days later, in company with a wall-eyed boon companion, notorious for crooked dealing in pelts and illegally taken game. They were squatting on a fallen tree, whispering together, and Kents silent appearance made them jump.

Hey! exclaimed Glade, plainly flustered, and jumping up from his log. Hey you got a license for that there gun, Mister?

Are you a warden? inquired Kent amiably.

Pm Game Protector Glade, blustered that rat-eyed individual, and Ill be much obliged if youll just show me that there license o your a, Mister.

Here it is, said Kent, good-humouredly.

While Glade scanned it, Kent inspected the other man, whose only remarkable feature was a wall-eye, not seared and whitened, but of a bright golden colour, like the metallic and lustrous iris of a bird of prey. Any luck? inquired Kent affably.

No, said the wall-eyed one. But Kent knew he had drawn a deer within the hour, judging from his soiled sleeves and hands.

Glade handed back the license and his little, mean eyes seemed to bore into Kents:

Had any luck? he inquired.

There were a couple of grouse bulging Kents pocket; he touched them with a shrug.

Haint seed no deer sign, hev ye? demanded the wall-eyed one, in a thin, nasal voice.

Plenty. Nothing very fresh.

You can believe me, young man, said Glade, there haint no deer around here. Theyve run em all off, haint they, Hank?

B gosh, they hev, said the wall-eyed one.

Lemme tell you what to do, urged Glade, becoming loquaciously familiar; you go over to the hotel behind Lynx Peak an hire a guide. Thats the only way to git a buck in Sagamore County — an he can bet on that, cant he, Hank?

S help me, God, admitted Hank, piously.

I understand there is a man around here who guides hunters — a man called Jim Wildrick—

Wildrick? Naw! He dont do no guidin, returned Glade hastily. Say, who told you that, Mister?

Oh, Ive heard it, replied Kent, carelessly. Then, glancing at Hank: Dont you guide hunters?

Me? No! Say, what put that idee into you, Mister? Why, I aint never shot a deer in my hull life, hev I, Hal?

Naw, said Glade. If you seed a doe into these here woods you wouldnt know her from a mewl.

Kent shrugged and turned away. Then, as at an afterthought, he glanced back at Glade:

By the way, he remarked, somebody very carelessly spilled a bag of salt down by the brook, yonder. I thought, since you are a warden, it might interest you. A dead silence fell on the group; Kent leisurely lighted his pipe, extinguished the match with care, tossed his rifle to his shoulder, and strolled off without another glance behind him, perfectly aware that he was going to be trailed.

But rocky slopes and new ankle moccasins left him small need for mental alacrity or physical exertion. So contemptuous was he of the precious pair sneaking after him that, doubling without effort, he yawned in sheer ennui as they lumbered past, like two headlong and ferocious hogs on a truffled trail.

But that was neither the point nor the problem; to evade these two notorious men was easy enough; but to secure evidence against them and to destroy the fierce and corrupt alliance between them presented a case bristling with difficulties.

A flat stone, a trip-stick, and a bait of corn or winter grapes was evidence, truly enough, but to connect these phenomena with Glade and his crony, wall-eyed Hank, had so far been beyond Kents power, even when a dead hare or grouse or squirrel lay there in mute corroboration and appeal.

On Kents information, men were watching all express and parcel post packages, and had seized some; but so far all discoveries involved others, and not Glade and his wall-eyed chum.

Glades ice house had been entered and ransacked in vain; his truck garden probed without result, his movements watched by the forester in charge of the district — and nothing discovered to incriminate this Protector, who every honest man knew was probably faithless to his trust.

And finally Kents confrère concluded that Glades field of operations lay elsewhere, and notified Kent that his own district might possibly be the territory.

At first glance Kents district seemed unsuitable for such operations. Three-quarters of it was open country, patched with brush and the flimsy second growth incident to fire; and that portion was easily kept under surveillance.

But there was a hill — really a small mountain — called Lynx Peak, dominating it. Ancient apple orchards clung to its lower flanks — some of these clearings choked and almost obliterated by second growth, some still open under the gnarled and lichen-encrusted limbs of the abandoned fruit trees.

And, at the foot of Lynx Peak, Kent had discovered a sack of cattle salt.

To sit up over this was not his intention — which was why he deliberately spoke of it to Glade. But the matter of Lynx Peak caused him anxiety, as did the too frequent shots from the lower slopes at dusk. And twice he had seen a light shining up there for an instant; and half a dozen trees all splashed and filthy offered him the unpleasant information that some dead doe, buck, or fawn had hung on each, and had been drawn and quartered there.

To prowl around second growth and abandoned orchards at dusk, where sullen and lawless men might make mistakes with bullet and buckshot, was a ticklish matter. Twice, already, their heavy, low-power bullets had struck the tree behind which Kent lay flat, but no flanking skill of his could bring him nearer to the unseen riflemen, although their non-appearance in the bullets wake was sufficient to establish murderous intentions.

Pondering, perplexed, he lay on the mountain flank one frosty morning, curled up in the wild grass under the limbs of an aged apple tree. Autumn sunshine fell aslant the hoary bark and gilded the dead grass, warming him where he lay looking out and down at the woods and brush fields below. And there, for the first time since last summer, he saw the faded flag flying from its unpainted pole before the log school-house.

The heart of Kent gave a quick and unmistakable thump; and, perhaps it was the perfume from the sun-heated grasses amid which he lay — perhaps it was a lively imagination — but the still, pure air around him seemed to exhale a spring-like fragrance, and he thought of snowy sprays of bloom — and of her.

That afternoon he contrived to meet her on the forest trail, and her shyly startled greeting checked him in his valiant and carefully rehearsed resolve to speak to her. For where women were concerned Kent had little courage: the shyest of them possessed more than he.

Whether Kathleen Glade, with no experience in matters sentimental — unless the dreadful parody with Glade were included — perceived in this young man her inferior in that sort of courage, there is no knowing. But it happened that, passing him again on the trail the next afternoon, she let her grey eyes linger on his a moment — something she had never before done — which scared the last remnant of pluck out of him.

Maybe the girl saw it go — or perhaps the pale ghost of a smile that edged her lips was bora of some inward and pleasant memory.

Anyway, poltroon that he had become, Kent stood still in the trail, looking after her. She did not turn. All the young woods were exquisitely eloquent of her passing; the scented silence glowed in the red splendour of the setting sun. Then the mousy dusk crept through the woods. And in that grey enchantment Kent still stood there, motionless, looking back along a trail invisible, trodden by a vague sweet phantom, fragrant and blossom-white.

All night long the girl lay awake; but before sunrise she fell asleep, and was aroused only by Glade kicking in the door of her bedroom.

Say! What the hell! What kind of a schoolmarm be you! he demanded. Asleep at sun-up, an five mile to the school us! An no vittles cookin, an me needin your pay! What with this damn Burling an his doins takin, the bread out of hones folks mouths—

Fury stifled him, and his rage grew blacker as his young wife, scarlet with the shame of his intrusion, covered herself to her chin with the ragged bedclothes.

Quit that! he said. Lemme tell you Im gittin damn sick of this here modesty an funny business. An its got to stop, do you hear?

She said nothing.

Air you my wife or air you not? he roared. Air you mine to do with as Ive a mind to — or haint you, b gosh!

I dont know, she said with a shiver.

Oh! You dont know, dont you? Yes you do. You know damn well you belong to me! Thats what you know!

How do I know, Hal?

Becus I tell you! he shouted. Thats how you know!

Sometimes, when you are very angry, you tell me I am not married to you.

Cant you take a little joke, you gol-dummed thing! he yelled. Aint you got no wit into you?

I have never seen any certificate, she said dully.

Quit that whinin about certificates. Dont I tell you its all right? Aint I promised to give it to you just as soon as you make good—

A hot scarlet flush mantled her from brow to throat.

Youre mine to do with as Ive a mind to! he repeated. Aint I proved it by the lickins Ive give you? Haint you submitted to em like a dootiful wife? Hey? Aint that proof concloosive that youre my wife?

You can never prove it by anything except blows, she said.

Aint it my right to cherish and love an philander—

No!

Hey! Not even if I give you your damn certificate — or hitch up with you legally?

I dont want you now.

Then, by God—

Remember what Ive told you, she said, her grey eyes coldly brilliant.

He remembered. For when, married as she supposed, she had demanded the proof from him, he had attempted violence. Then, within the very hour of the informal ceremony, pretended or otherwise — she did not know which — the girls eyes opened, appalled at what she had done to herself. And, dishevelled, bruised, bleeding, but mistress of the dreadful situation, shotgun in hand, she had warned Glade from her room and had told him that if ever again he attempted that kind of violence, sooner or later she would kill him.

And Glade believed her, and was afraid. Also he had a horror of bigamy, two brothers now serving terms for the overfond offense. Moreover, to complicate matters, a sick and abandoned wife of his in Hamilton County seemed to be too big a fool even to die. So what was an honest man to do — with a shotgun as an additional problem to worry him, and a young girl who submitted to blows but to nothing else — not even to a kiss.

Gwan to school! snapped Glade. Dy hear?

Dont touch me, Hal—

Hey! — he slapped her face, where she crouched. Ill learn ye to talk to me—

In a flash she had sprung from the bed, half naked, her grey eyes ablaze under her dishevelled hair.

Both reached for the shotgun in the corner; she got it, whipped it to her cheek.

Jesus! he shrieked. Be you fixin fur to murder me?

If you touch me again TO kill you, Hal.

Put down that gun!

No, I shall take it with me.... I am going.

Well, go to hell then! he snarled.

I may.... I dont know where I am going. But am not coming back, Hal.

Well, gwan, then! Git out an stay out — you poor, sick-faced, whiny, gol-durned — thing! Pm done figurin what to do with you; Im through; Ive got enough o wimmen, by God! Git to hell out o here and stay!

And he went out, cursing and slamming the door of her room behind him.

A letter summoning him to Albany reached Kent through the usual channels. Whether Burling merely desired to confer with him personally, or whether he was to be permanently detached from the district, he did not know.

Standing there on the valley trail, pack strapped on his back, rifle in hand, he read and reread the letter, striving to arrive at some conclusion, but, study it as hard as he might, the brief, formal wording disclosed to him nothing of the Commissioners intentions.
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So he put the letter away inside his shooting coat once more, adjusted his pack and resumed the trend of thought, now, alas! sadly and desperately disordered by the summons from Burling. For the only thought that his youthful head now contained — and had contained for days — concerned Kathleen Glade and his own state of mind regarding her.

Having been carefully brought up by several maiden aunts, he knew that it was not proper for unmarried young men to fall in love with married women. Which knowledge, heretofore, had irked him not at all, he considering such an event impossible as far as it concerned himself.

Now, as he wandered along the trail, garbed and accoutered for his journey, his steps lagged. For he was asking himself to try to explain to himself exactly what had happened to himself on this same trail. And what was to become of the moral precepts inculcated by his maiden aunts?

The effect of Burlings sudden summons, the dawning realization that he might never again see Kathleen Glade, and his own low state of mind, required explanation.

There seemed to be something really serious the matter with him, and he began to fear what might be the nature of it.

As he moved slowly along the base of Lynx Peak his absent glance encountered the spilled heap of cattle salt. Many deer had enjoyed it unmolested, so thorough and complete had been his success in arousing alarm and suspicion in the minds of Glade and the wall-eyed one. And he concluded that the salt might be left there with perfect safety for the present.

As he wandered along — not always keeping to the trail — for all his preoccupation, his quick eyes acted instinctively, faithful to their possessors business, noting imprints of deer and fox, the mark on a tree where a bear had rubbed head and shoulders, the cushioned progress of a wild cat across a swamp, dry powder from a rotten log where dusting grouse had left bits of down.

Twice, mechanically, his feet followed the half obliterated trail of some law-breaker; but the dangling twigs hanging by a shred, which lined it, were old and withered; and when at length he came upon the concealed trap, the flat stone had crushed the rotting trip-stick, and a cover of newly fallen leaves blotted out an infamy that had failed.

And now Kent began to consult his watch more frequently as the first sunbeams penetrated the trail, striping tree and moss and fallen leaves with palest fire.

For the youthful schoolmistress should have passed at sunrise, and now the sun was high.

Thick vapours drifted up from swamp and gully and rushing stream; the forest dimness pulsated with amber lights. A great barred owl dropped softly upon a limb overhead, folded his spotted wings, looked down at Kent out of dark, liquid eyes, snapped his beak, and settled himself into a feathery mass. The hour for slumber had come to the little folk of the forest.

Why did the young schoolmaam tarry? She should have passed an hour since. And here was the trails level end before it twisted to the right in its snaky course up Lynx Peak.

So he was not to meet her after all — not even to see her again before he left!

Up that twisting trail and over the ample shoulder of Lynx Peak lay the course he must now follow. There was one valley to traverse on the other side, a train to flag, and then Albany and Burling. And he must be on his way.

Watch open in his hand, he stood where the trail divided, giving himself his last chance to the limit of the last second.

And one minutes grace.

Then he snapped the hunting case and turned sharply to the right. And saw her seated on a fallen tree, watching him.

In the rush of surprise and happiness he sprang forward. There seemed to be no trace of self-consciousness in her or in him as she rose when he came up.

I thought you would come, she said.

I was waiting for you, he replied.

And I for you.

She bent her pretty head a trifle as he took her hands. Theyve sent for me, he said. I am on my way back to Albany.

She said nothing.

Where are you going? he asked. The schoolhouse lies in the other direction.

I shall not teach there any more.

Then — where are you going on the Lynx Peak trail?

I am going — somewhere — I dont know where.

You dont know where you are going?

She lifted her grey eyes to his, then lowered them, shaking her head.

Will you tell me what has happened? he asked. Hal Glade turned me out.

Your husband!

We were never married.

At that his sun-tanned face surged with heavy colour; and, looking up at him, and comprehending, her own cheeks burnt crimson signals answering his own. And she withdrew her hands from his.

It is not so — bad — as you think, she said... Do you — understand?

No.

She sighed, twisting her slender fingers, and looking down. There was nothing further she could explain — nothing more she could say.

I must go now, she said under her breath.

But both lingered in silence for a moment longer.

Then she turned away, and he moved forward beside her, slowly. The trail was steep.

When they entered the first abandoned orchard, knee-deep in bleached wild grass, far on the shoulder of the mountain a rifle cracked, and the pack on Kents shoulders quivered with the bullets impact.

Down he went flat into the high dead grass, pulling his little comrade with him, holding her rigid, motionless through the throbbing seconds.

And far away down the wooded slope went crashing the would-be murderers in headlong flight — Glade with the cowards reaction after vengeance fulfilled; the walleyed one no less fearful now that his first blow had been struck at Burling, although the 30-30 bullet which he supposed was embedded in Kent did not fit the magazine of his rusty 45-70.

Kent lay very still, listening, and clutching his comrade close to the earth, closer and more rigidly as he felt her struggle — to rise, as he thought.

But she was merely striving to crawl closer to him, deeming him hard hit and done for: and at last, when the heavy galloping of the assassins had died out in the valley below, and when Kents grip on her relaxed, she came creeping up beside him, trembling, and laid her whitened cheek against his.

Dear, she whispered, are you badly shot? Are you suffering?

Sheer astonishment struck him dumb. Her face touched his, her lips quivered.

I am with you, she said tremulously. I shall not leave you.... I have wanted you — so long — and now they have killed you—

Kathleen! he faltered.

Yes, she whispered, Kathleen — just as — as God made her — or she had not dared to touch you—

Kathleen!

He had swung himself upright, carrying her with him. Bewildered, beginning to understand, she stammered out painfully: Are you not hit? I — I heard the bullet strike—

My pack! — Kathleen — Oh, little Kathleen—

You fell! — I thought— Her face surged in shamed colour; she turned her tear-wet eyes away.

There were more bullets in their magazines.... So I threw you flat in the grass.... Kathleen, married or unmarried, free or bound — whatever you are or were, I want you — I want you, Kathleen — beloved — tenderest heart in the world!... Speak to me, dear!

But her lips were no longer under control when he drew her burning face to his shoulder. Unstirring, silent, she lay there, her tears falling like an April rain that lingers in fragrance amid the sighing of newborn leaves.

But at last the tardy gleam of sunshine came: and Kathleen lifted her head and looked up into her lovers eyes, palely smiling.

And life began from the very beginning for them, at that instant, and in that place.


WILDRICKS DUMP
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AFTER THE DEATH of her parents the solitary house became known to lumbermen and forest loafers as Wildricks Tavern, or Wildricks Dump. It had no tavern license.

Her stepfather, Jim Wildrick, had no guides license either — not even a gun license — much less any general or special dispensation to sell malt or spirituous liquors. Which bothered him not at all. Also he cherished what he called a collie — the same bearing an astonishing resemblance to a deerhound. But nobody mentioned the resemblance to Wildrick.

As for his stepdaughter, Helen Grey, when he acquired her he took her for granted, along with the house and acreage; and he lounged about his lawless business with no responsibility concerning her on his mind.

Had it not been for the memory of better things the child must have succumbed to circumstances — her mind decadent, her morals a matter of chance.

But she was thirteen when her father gave up his job as teacher in a New York school, and, with his meagre savings, built the unpainted frame house on the edge of the State Forest — where in a few months his lungs finished him.

She was fourteen when her pretty, shallow mother married Jim Wildrick — and died of the experiment within the year, leaving Helen alone with this forest loafer on the shaggy edges of desolation. And it was not long before Wildricks Dump became notorious as a rendezvous for everything lawless and sordid in the region.

When the new Commissioner of Conservation came into office Wildrick was warned to behave himself or get out. And Wildrick merely leered and spat and winked at his cronies.

A few months later rumours floated through the wilderness that John Burling, the new Commissioner, meant to get Wildrick.

But nothing seemed to happen.

Poor food, poverty, and solitude do not hasten maturity. Adolescence came late to Helen Grey.

For companions she had her fathers books, her memories of better things, and her own immature thoughts; for acquaintances she had her big, shambling stepfather, his forest loafing cronies, and the doubtful sort of men who sometimes came from cities, requiring a guide — being otherwise incompetent to catch trout or murder deer.

There was in her life nothing else to emphasize existence except the waste of bushy land to the south, slashed, disfigured, and marred by those twin scourges loosed by a half-baked civilization — lumbermen and fire.

Two miles to the north the State Forest bordered their own woods, where low, ugly mountains humped up against the sky. A shallow river, talkative, ever full of futile noises, gabbled incessantly behind the house.

Southward, out through the sad and devastated country, a sandy road ran twenty miles before it passed the first house. Beyond that, here and there among the lower hills aggressive towns, dreary and hideous, affronted the remnants of a noble forest, already doomed to clothespins, chair splints, and firewood.

Yet, ever to the child, Helen, southward somewhere beyond the skylines abominable desolation lay Paradise — rather a primitive and simple paradise to be sure, for, as she imagined, it contained as furniture merely books unlimited, baths with hot water, unsoiled clothing, and crowds of people who understood the grammatical construction of their native language. And for four years, now, she had been dreaming of such a heaven until it had become as far away and as unreal to her as the other Heaven.

With the opening of the deer season that year a few motley hunting parties drifted into the tavern — one or two local forest burns, a dingy village clerk or two, a fat bartender from a distant town, and the local deputy game warden, fox-faced, gimlet-eyed, full of mean silences and plausible loquacity.

To break the law was Wildricks specialty. Holes were as quickly dug for antlered heads in the velvet as for unantlered heads, in season and out. Also, from holes back of the house Wildrick extracted bottles when his guests required them.

And around the sheet-iron stove in the Dump dirty transactions were ratified, illegally shot birds started toward their destination by parcel post, illegally taken pelts bartered, plans made to cut State timber, plans hatched to start forest fires when the burns and loafers of the region needed pin money — the Fire Wardens paying two dollars a day.

So there was always more or less business to be transacted in the wilderness — and perhaps some of the business was more sinister than the mere breaking of game and forest and excise laws. As, for instance, when big Aristide Caron was found very dead below the logjam with a bloody peavy beside him — and when, in another instance, nobody was ever able to find a flashy travelling man who went hunting accompanied only by a new rifle, a gold watch — and a hundred and fifty dollars. Also something — if not somebody — had kicked to death one William Finn, a forest squatter — the coroners inquest disclosing as much. But nothing was ever done about it. Wildrick said that a vicious cow was the guilty one. And Sagamore County let it go at that.

In the first hunting party that came to Wildricks Dump that year were a shoe drummer, and a timber-looker out for pulp. And the drummer had gone into the kitchen and had wound both arms around Jim Wildricks stepdaughter when the timber-looker came in for the same purpose.

The girl watched them sullenly while they fought it out, then went to her room to mend her tom dress while Wildrick, hearing the fracas, shambled in and cursed both combatants because they had broken the kitchen table.

And on one of several similar occasions Wildrick intervened more pointedly:

Say, what the hell! he shouted. Aint any of you spry enough to git her without knockin down the hull house!

The girls arms and face were bruised, and a bright drop fell from her swollen lip.

An dont you worry none, neither, he added, turning and leering at her. The man that gits the better o you has got to marry you sooner or later — or Ill break his damn face for him.

Which threat impressed everybody; as legalizing such matters was often the tardy result of an afterthought in the imminency of emergency.

The hunting season advanced; Helens gingham dress was mended and her swelled lip resumed its normally sensitive curve; the black and blue bruises faded from her arms and body. So she went about her lifes business as she found it, dreaming sometimes of her own species of paradise, sometimes of a relief still more wonderful, more desirable, except that she always had been terrified at the thought of being buried in these woods.

All day long the routine of her life scarcely varied. First came the awakening in the bitter dusk of morning, then the reek of fire and kerosene lamp, crackle of frying food, men trampling to and fro with the thud of gunstocks on carpetless floors — the restless, incessant, ghost-like patter of the hound long since taught to conceal all emotional demonstrations.

Then the cautious departure, her stepfather slouching ahead and the furtive file sneaking after him, away into the white obscurity of the morning mist.

After that — dishes washed and wiped — there were a few gaunt mountain cows to milk and turn out among the ferns again, a few eggs to be gathered, a few potatoes to be peeled, pies and cake to be constructed, a little washing of ragged clothing, an hours ironing.

Then the rest of the day was hers; and she could go to her own little room, which was plastered and papered, and turn over the leaves of her fathers books, or she could sit in her mothers rocking-chair and gaze at the family photographs tacked up over the fireplace — or she could lay her cheek against the soft, creamy folds of her grandmothers Paisley shawl — her only heirloom.

Also, she might, if she wished, go out into the sunshine and seat herself on the chopping block, and listen to the garrulous little river, or to the blue jays in the chilly woods, or to a hawk mewing, sweeping the hillside in widening circles over acres of berry bramble and slashings.

And it happened one sunny morning, when frost still whitened the shadows of house and tree, and the few remaining yellow forest leaves fell more thickly with every breath of wind, that the creak of wheels aroused her from her reverie.

A man got out of a muddy wagon, came toward her, and lifted his shooting cap. Which in itself was extraordinary, because nobody had ever before saluted her in that fashion.

Is this Jim Wildricks tavern? he asked.

Yes, she said.

Is there anybody here to take my horse?

I can do that, she replied.

He said, smiling:

Ill bed and feed him myself.... Is that the barn? — doubtfully.

Yes.

Very well, Ill manage, thank you.

And taking his horse by the head he led him away, the muddy wagon rattling over the stones.

The girl sat on the chopping block, her purple-grey eyes following the stranger.

In due course of time he reappeared, all in leather, rifle balanced across his padded shoulder, a suit-case swinging in his left hand.

Is Mr. Wildrick about? he asked cheerfully.

No, she said.

Where is he?

Hunting.

Oh! Then he wont return until tonight?

He wont be back till tomorrow or next day.

What?

He has a party out beyond Lynx Peak. Hell lie out.

The young mans keen eyes rested on her for a second, and their alert intelligence softened.

Then I shall have to wait for my buck, I suppose, he remarked, looking around. May I have a room?

This way, if you please, and rising, she led the way into the house.

Up the rickety stairs he followed her; unplastered boards and bunks built in, straw ticks and ragged, musty coverings, did not appear to disturb him.

This is fine! he exclaimed. Thank you very much, Miss — Miss Wildrick — I suppose—

I am Helen Grey.

Thank you — I thought — understood—

He is only my stepfather.

Certainly. I ought to have known.

A slight flush came into her face, and she picked up his tin water pitcher.

Ill fill that, he said pleasantly, taking it from her hand with a decision that discounted instinctive resistance. She did not seem to know exactly how to confront such a situation — nobody before ever having relieved her of any burden.

Will you have dinner? she asked mechanically.

Please. Any time suits me.

She went away down the stairs.

For a while the young man was busy with his rifle and the contents of his suit-case, but about noon he also went downstairs. Dinner, including roast venison, potatoes, and flapjacks, was on the table.

As he ate he could see the girl busy in the kitchen, moving quickly and gracefully here and there. The fire had tinted her bare arms and face a delicate pink; her hair, with the ruddy glimmer in it, sagged heavily over both close-set ears. He decided that the snowy purity of her skin made the grey eyes seem purple and her lips almost scarlet, so vivid was the contrast.

She came presently to the kitchen doorway and looked in at him.

Will you have anything more? she asked seriously.

Nothing, thank you.... Is there anything to read in the house?

What?

Any newspapers?

No.

No books, I suppose—

She was silent; but as he rose to leave the room she said in a low voice that sounded unwilling and sullen:

I have some books.... Would you care to read one?

Why — thank you — if you dont mind—

If you will wait until the dishes are done.

Of course Ill wait— Then, with a laugh, he added: Im accustomed to camping. May I help you with your dishes?

She looked around at him in slow surprise, while his pleasant laugh was still sounding in her ears. Then the painful colour crept to the roots of her hair.

I didnt mean to be impertinent, he added, watching the grave, young face turn from him.

She made no response.

So he went outdoors to light his pipe and saunter about; and after a little while, chancing to turn, he saw her standing at the house door as though awaiting him.

The books are in my room, she said. Would you mind reading them there?

Not if you dont, he replied pleasantly.

I usually read after the dishes are done, she said in a low voice, looking away from him.

He made a slight and amiable inclination.

So she led the way to her room, with its faded wall paper, limp sash curtains, its painted rocking-chair with the Paisley shawl lying over one arm. He looked about him at the single bookcase, the two broken vases full of dry immortelles, the pale photograph of her mother.

You may have the chair, she said. I always lie on the bed when I read.

She picked up a volume of memoirs at random, took the Paisley shawl, crossed to the narrow bed and laid her slender length across the quilt, pulling a pillow under her head and the shawl over her knees. Then, without another glance at him, she opened her book and fixed her eyes on the first page.

She had been reading for a minute or two before he bestirred himself, went to the bookcase and took out a volume at random.

Then he seated himself in her mothers little rocking-chair and tried to read and keep one eye on her at the same time. This being impossible, his reading progressed slowly. But her gaze never left the printed page.

It is true she did not turn the page. Perhaps she read slowly.

A frost-stiffened wasp, crawling on the pane, diverted his attention; the little room itself was subtly disturbing to his thoughts, and he kept glancing around at its pathetic details, mute revelations of this young girls life and circumstances.

When again he looked in her direction he found the grey eyes intently fixed on him. Which, without any reason, startled him.

Does my being here disturb you? he asked.

I ought to tell you, she said slowly, that I have told you a lie.

What! he exclaimed.

I told you that I usually read after my dishes are done. That is not true. I read at night, usually.

Well, that isnt a very serious lie, is it? he asked.

The truth is, she continued, I thought that if you came up here — perhaps you might talk to me.... That is why I asked you to come — and why I came myself — not to read.

If he had any inclination to smile he did not betray it. Never had he seen youthful eyes so wistfully earnest.

Id much rather talk to you than read, he said with emphasis. Shall I?

Id be so glad if you would — unless your book interests you—

He said the book was not as interesting as she was. Because, she went on, you are the first man that has ever come here who reminds me of my real father.

Do I resemble him?

No. I mean to say that your voice, and manners — to me — your way of speaking — recall him.

I see. I am the general sort of man that your father was — that his friends were. Is that it?

I think so.

But other men of my sort sometimes come here hunting and fishing, dont they?

I have never seen any.

Thats odd. The keen expression flickered in his eyes; he turned his gaze on the window, carelessly, saying:

Your stepfather, Mr. Wildrick, is a guide, isnt he? Her answer was so long in coming that he turned to look at her. She said:

My stepfather has warned me not to answer questions from strangers.

Her calm, level gaze met his: he thought he had never seen such honest eyes in any woman.

After a moments silence she said:

Are you a warden?

No, he said pleasantly.

I thought you might be. We have to be careful.

Certainly, he returned quietly. Also, I imagine you have to be on the watch for excise officers and revenue men.

She nodded.

I am neither of these, he assured her gaily. Will you take my word for it?

She hesitated for a moment.

Yes, she said, I believe your word.

He opened the book on his knee, ran over its pages absently.

Your stepfather keeps a dog, does he not?

Yes.

A hound?

We call it a collie. You know, of course, what it is. The young man laughed.

How, he asked, do you ever manage to get any provisions in here? I fancy you have to live on mountain beef mostly.

She nodded.

Are you not afraid of the local game protector?

Hes out hunting with my stepfather now, she replied indifferently.

I see. Thats a very comfortable arrangement, isnt it?

She shrugged her shoulders; then, dropping her clasped hands back under her head, turned her face toward him.

Do you live in New York? she asked.

Yes — my home is there. Part of the year I am in Albany.

There are a great many theatres in New York, arent there?

About ten million, he admitted, amused.

She smiled, too, then a very deep and serious sigh escaped her.

You have been to New York? he inquired.

When I was a child.

Not since?

No, not for many, many years.

But, he said laughingly, that was not such a very long time ago. You are not more than eighteen?

I am twenty-four, she replied unsmiling. It was a long time ago — a long, long time.

But, he insisted, a trifle uneasy at what he was discovering in her face, you surely have been — somewhere — since then. Havent you?

She shook her head. And when she turned her grey eyes on him once more, he saw plainly what he thought he had seen in them — the tragedy of youth, dying of its own solitude.

Neither spoke for a long while; the sun glowed in spots on shabby carpet and faded wall; the maudlin wasp crawled and buzzed and fell sprawling, only to begin its aimless, stiff-legged journey again. From the woods came the far screaming of jays.

Without knowing why, he abruptly rose, laid aside his book, and walked over to the bed. She lay there, motionless, looking up at him; and in her young eyes he saw a very hell of solitude.

Shall we be friends? he asked pleasantly. Or have you already too many?

She did not seem to understand him.

How old did you say you are? he asked. Twenty-four.

I am thirty-one. Our ages are very perfectly suited for the best sort of friendship.

She made no response.

My name, he continued, is — well, its John — and then some. Ill tell you the rest — tomorrow — or next day. Will John do for the present?

She did not seem to comprehend what he was saying. Will John do for a beginning — Helen?

Did you wish me to — speak that way to you? she asked in a curious, still voice.

Yes — if youll let me speak that way to you.

Her eyes never left his, but she made no reply.

Shall I talk to you? Somehow, I have an idea youd like to be talked to. And what shall I say to you? Shall I tell you about New York — and theatres, and crowded streets, and women in pretty gowns—

She half rose on one elbow and rested so, breathless; and he looked into the flushed face, astonished at its sudden passionate transformation.

I — I saw New York — I saw all that — as a child — what you describe, she stammered. I saw it — I was part of it — part of — all that. I wish to be part of it again.

From her lips, scarcely moving, the breath came quickly and unevenly, and her eyes were the colour of purple iris bloom.

I cant forget it, she went on unsteadily. If I could forget it I might stand it here — better — stand the stillness — the dreadful woods — that terrible river — and the men who come here—

The men?

Yes, drunk or sober — even the game warden — Hal Glade — and the shoe clerk from Lynxville — who does the same thing—

What thing?

They never let me alone when they come—

What is it they do?

Try to get me — to be — what I — I dont want to be!

I see, he said coolly.

Some of them say they want to marry me, too — but nobody seems to care what men do in these mountains!

Theres a law for deer, and partridges, and trout — but none for men. They can even kill each other — and they dot I wish I were out of here — or dead! I — I wish you liked me — and would take me away! she cried out fiercely.

Astonished at the crude frankness of the outburst, he had seated himself on the beds edge, where she lay supported on one elbow, her eyes and cheeks brilliant.

Youre the only one Ive ever seen that I could go with, she muttered, turning her head on the pillow and staring out of the window.

There was nothing to see out there except wintry sunshine and naked tree tops, and a jay, intensely blue against the hemlocks.

She said, under her breath, still staring at the sky:

Unless somebody takes me I cant get away. Ive tried, but they always catch me. Its twenty miles of open and then ten more. Some friend of Jims always sees me.

For a while she lay silent; the young man beside gazed gravely at the floor.

Presently she said:

Some man will hit me and slam me around some day and get me that way. Its the only way anybody can get me — unless you want me to go away with you.

Dont talk that way, he said in a low voice.

She turned an expressionless face toward him.

I am only saying what is true. Unless they beat me insensible some day, they cant have me.... Ive often wished one of them would do it — and kill me by mistake. Theyve come near it.

You mean to say that men have hurt you?

Ive been black and blue from head to foot.

Here? In your own house?

Anywhere. I have been carrying a knife— She flung aside her apron and he saw a hunting knife strapped flat on her thigh.

Does Wildrick know? he asked quietly.

Yes. Whoever gets me will have to marry me, or Jim will kill him. It isnt that. I want to go away. The mountains and the river — you dont understand — but they are terrible! And the silence — and everywhere only the sky and the trees.... And nobody — nobody—

The feverish flush burnt her cheeks; her hands clenched and unclenched against the book on her breast; her superb hair, loosened, framed face and shoulders.

It is the first time, she said, that I have ever heard my own voice saying these things; but all day, all night I have thought them. I had to say them aloud to you.... You do not care to take me away with you, do you?

And as he remained silent, studying the floor, she raised herself on one arm, swung to her feet, and, walking to the little bookshelf, replaced the volume she had taken. Then she moved listlessly toward the stairs, adjusting her disordered hair.

Wait a minute, he said.

She halted and stood looking at him, her fingers still busy with the splendid masses of her ruddy hair.

If I take you away, he said, what then?

I dont know.

Would you expect me to marry you?

No — I dont suppose you would.

Would you care?

She shook her head.

You merely wish to get away?

Yes.

Any man would do?

I have never asked another man.

Why did you ask me?

I dont know: I must have been crazy.

It wasnt because you — thought you might — care for me?

Yes; I could.

Care very much?

Still busy with her hair, she lifted her head and regarded him with the clearest and saddest eyes he had ever seen.

I think, she said, that such a man as you could make of any woman whatever you wished.

Suppose, he said, I take you — honestly.

How?

Not marry you — and not — bother you.

You could never bother me. I know that.

Other men have.

She dropped her hands and her hair sagged again. For a few moments silence she stood in the doorway, eyes remote, her sensitive lips resting in troubled curves upon each other.

I thought perhaps you wanted me, she said at last. All men seem to.... And you offered to come into the kitchen.... I suppose I am half crazy — with loneliness and fear — of the woods and the river—

She leaned wearily against the doorway, one slim hand half framing her face, one finger worrying her scarlet lips.

I thought, for a moment, there was a chance for me, she said. And as its got to be some man I — had rather it were you.

He rose quietly and walked over to where she stood. If it were to be any woman, he said, I had rather it were to be you. But — love is not bora this way.

Love?

Is not that what you expect of a man?

She shook her pretty head vaguely.

No; I only hoped ftfr — kindness. And would have given for it whatever you wished.

Love?

I dont know. I could try.

You mean you would try to love me if I took you away and were kind to you?

I should try, she repeated, her clear gaze meeting his. I do not think it would be difficult, if you took me away and were kind to me.

And you do not care whether I marry you or not?

I — care. But — whatever you wish is better than to stay here and be beaten insensible some day — whether or not he marries me or Jim kills him for not doing it.... But you are not going to take me — are you?

I dont know what I am going to do, he said.

After a few moments silence she turned and went downstairs. He continued on along the passageway to his room, where he repacked his kit. Then he took his rifle and suit-case with him downstairs and out to the barn; harnessed the horse to the wagon, backed it out into the sunshine, and flung into it his own belongings.

The girl was nowhere in sight; in the frosty, sunlit silence nothing stirred except the grey-hawks shadow floating on the ground.

Helen! he called.

The river ledges echoed her name for a few seconds, then the babble of the stream filled the silence once more.

So he went up to her room, took the tattered, faded quilt from the bed; and into it he rolled her few possessions — books, photographs, Paisley shawl, scanty wardrobe, and carried everything to the wagon.

There remained the rocking-chair: he went up and got that, placed it in the wagon, and then seated himself on the chopping block.

Presently he rose, cut a sapling, sharpened the point, walked out to a brush-heap, dragged the dead branches aside, and began to probe in the soft earth.

When he had located what he was after, he went to the barn, returned with a spade, and dug out the head of a freshly killed doe.

Leaving it lying there, he sauntered about the house and barn, probing here and there with the pointed stick, pausing now and then to dig. Sometimes he disinterred nothing, sometimes a dozen bottles containing beer or whiskey. And whatever he dug out he left lying beside the excavation.

Pausing to rest upon his spade before entering upon fresh exertions, he glanced around him and saw the girl, wearing a heavy ulster, coming slowly along the road. But it was only when she turned the angle of the bam that she discovered the harnessed horse and wagon.

He saw her stop stock still, then turn slowly in his direction. Limply and with lagging steps she approached him; the hand he took and held seemed lifeless and icy cold.

You are going? she said.

Yes. I was waiting to tell you.

Good-bye, she whispered, in a voice so low that he only saw her lips move.

Are you not going with me, Helen?

She lifted a pale, incredulous face, gazed at him a moment, then slowly turned and looked at the wagon. And saw her own possessions in it lying beside his suitcase and rifle.

She seemed stunned; and when, her cold little hands still resting in his, he led her to the wagon, aided her up, and seated her, she never uttered a word but sat motionless and in silence as he sprang in beside her, gathered the reins, and guided, the horse out into the sandy road.

And there Wildrick leaped from the gully brambles, caught the horses head, threw him back on his haunches, and menaced them both with levelled rifle.

Been a-diggin, hey! he shouted. You poor damn, sneakin thing! And what the hell have you dug up that you aim to squeal about? Hey? And turning in fury on the girl: Ah, you dirty little slut — showin up your own fambly, damn you! Ill put a load o buck into you fust! You lyin little cat—

No good, Wildrick, interrupted the young man calmly. I found the stuff myself. Put up that gun! No, its no use. Theyll only send you to the chair instead of Clinton Prison. There are twenty of my men watching you now. Drop it. Its no good. Wildricks eyes blazed, but his lantern features had grown chalky.

And who the hell be you, he roared, with your twenty men bluff and the damned cheek of you?

I happen to be the new State Commissioner for Conservation, said the young man coolly.

John Burling! yelled Wildrick incredulously; and believed it at the same instant. Gor a-mighty! he stammered. Is them your wardens lyin out and drivin me back here! I knowed it was some dirty trick. And my dogs dead on Lynx Peak — and my party — God knows where!

He paused, jaws agape, slowly realizing that what had threatened him was now accomplished — that the new Commissioner had kept his word; and that Wildricks Dump was already but a legend.

Wildrick, said the young man quietly, you had better run for it. The Canada line isnt far. Its a sporting chance. Take it. But dont ever try to come back here. Stand clear, now!

The huge, shambling fellow glared at him, then the ferocity faded from his eyes and he slouched aside, staring at Helen as Burling gathered the reins once more.

What you aimin to do with my gal? demanded Wildrick.

Marry her, said Burling. Get out of the way, do you hear?

Wildrick shouted after him:

If you dont marry her Ill go to Albany and blow your head off, chair or no chair! Do you get that!

Burling drew rein and looked back with a friendly laugh:

Dont worry, Wildrick. And for Heavens sake stir your legs and get across the river! And he pointed to the hillside above, where three men were creeping toward them, through the berry bushes.

In the red blaze of the setting sun they passed the first house. After that lay ten more miles of sandy road.

Are you cold, Helen? he asked.

No.

Draw a little nearer. Are you tired?

No.

Hungry?

No.

He said lightly: Are you happy?

Her face flushed.

Are you? he repeated.

She said: You need not marry me because of what he said.

Dont you want me to?

Not — because of what he said.

I understand. But — suppose I wish to marry you? Silence.

Suppose I am falling in love with you. Then what?

Silence and drooping head.

Answer me, Helen.

Limp, unresisting, she suffered him to draw her to his shoulder; and when her head fell back upon it her cold, fresh cheek rested against his.

I care for you — a great deal, Helen, he whispered.... I should not care to think of living my life to an end without you, now.

I could never live without you, now, she said. As soon as I saw you and heard your voice I cared for you. As soon as you spoke to me, kindly, I — I think I began to — to love you.... Is that possible?

God knows, he said. You are the most honest woman I ever saw. And the sweetest — and — the most beautiful..... The most beautiful — loveliest — wonderful—

I? She lifted her head from his shoulder, amazed, flushed, confused; saw in his eyes the sudden light of selfrevelation, saw it transfigure him, and felt the long sealed fountains of youth and life bubbling, quickening, bursting within her into passionate response.

Helen, he whispered. I love you: I know it, now. Her head lay close to his breast again; but she found no way to answer, knew no way to reply save dumbly with closed lids and slowly welling tears.


HELLS ASHES
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WHEN BURLING RAN Wildricks gang out of Sagamore County very few bothersome lawbreakers remained south of the Canada line.

Some did remain — petty, persistent offenders of the meanest sort — poor, half-starved human things that skulked through the wintry wilderness and the devastated borderlands, furtively scratching out and picking up whatever God sent them to prolong existence.

But the more sinister and dangerous of the forest vagabonds had cleared out or were serving terms in jail — men like wall-eyed Hank, Hal Glade, and Bram Chace. Jim Wildrick remained in hiding somewhere adjacent to the Canadas; Dan Cloon had disappeared; and Jules Vallé was dead.

Talbot, of Burlings men, Kents successor, killed him one snowy morning back of the railroad beyond Lynx Peak — a simple matter of self-defence — for Valles 45- 70 bullet had mushroomed when it hit Talbot, and the latter was down and nearly dead when he shot Jules, who came trotting cheerfully toward him, whining with eagerness to cut his throat.

After the hospital came the trial; and the Sagamore County jurymen set Talbot free — just as they would have set free Jules Vallé had he killed Talbot. No jury from Sagamore County ever found anybody guilty of anything — perhaps for obvious reasons — and so Talbot limped out of court on his crutches, a free man, but physically no longer fit for the duties which had brought him into the wilderness to succeed Kent.

Steel, of Burlings men, his closest friend, bade him good-bye at the railroad station.

Talbot said:

I heard last week that Vallé had a shanty west of Lynx Crossing.

Where is the shanty?

Somewhere in that God-forsaken waste of burnt-over country near the Drowned Lands beyond the Black Vlaie. Did you ever hear of anybody living there?

No.

Do you know the country?

Yes. Nobody could live in it or on it. There are about sixty square miles of it — nothing but sand-hills and swamp and burnt woods. They call it Hells Ashes. The fire warden thinks Vallé burnt the border woods.

Ive been wondering, said Talbot thoughtfully, in case French Jules did have a shanty in that district, whether there might remain any living creature that had been dependent on him.... And which might perish now that hes dead.

That would be rather ghastly, remarked Steel.

Rather.... Im done for, Steel. Ill never tote a pack again. If you could manage to pass that way some day soon — its included in your enlarged district, I understand.

All right.... Talbot, you dont really suppose that anything human—

Human or animal — if its only a dog — or a cat — or a chicken — you understand — it keeps me awake nights.

Certainly. My winter quarters wont be far from the Black Vlaie.

I cant sleep for thinking of it, muttered Talbot. Ill attend to the matter, said Steel briefly.

The State-protected beaver had been molested on the upper reaches of Lynx Brook; and Steel went there; and the marauder, Dan Cloon, winded Nemesis and fled on snowshoes beyond jurisdiction and pursuit.

So, remembering his promise to Talbot, Steel made a long, oblique trail to the southwest; and on the third morning his snowshoes slid on the glare ice of the Drowned Lands. Hells Ashes lay before him.

In every direction stretched desolation, frozen and partly snow-dusted — the stark ruins of charred woods, miles of dead fireweed and pin cherry, marshes, icy sandhills, naked and barren save for a sparse and leprous growth, making their nudity the more hideous.

Fire had passed; man had passed; a fairy world of trees and stream and lake and marsh had gone down to abominable destruction, leaving the eroded earth uncovered in all its dreadful deformity.

God! What a country! muttered Steel, staring around him, and already convinced that no living human creature had ever made its habitation within the horizons boundaries of such a spot.

Bitter and sudden little winds blew icy particles from the sand-hills — snow or grit, he could net tell which. He looked out across Hells Ashes toward the Black Vlaie; he turned and scanned the fire-blackened woods — all the vast circle of the dreary horizon he scanned with his binoculars, standing there in his Mackinaw and furs, pack slung, rifle in hand.

And all at once, so near that his keen eyes had overlooked the very foreground of the sad cyclorama, he saw something move on the hillside. And after a moment he pocketed the glasses and walked swiftly toward the most sordid, most wretched, and the coldest sight he had ever beheld.

A boy knelt on the frozen sand, skinning a skunk. The child was wretchedly clad; his pinched features blue with cold, his small hands bleeding as he crouched in the icy wind over his bloody and malodorous business. Hello, there! said Steel, with an effort.

The boy turned his head and stared from under a shock of ruddy, curly hair as Steel came up and stood looking down at him.

Did I scare you, my boy? he asked, smilingly. No.

Oh. Were you expecting anybody?

Dan Cloon or father.

I see. By the way, who is your father?

Jules Vallé.

After a silence Steel said gravely:

You say you are expecting your father?

Yes.

When?

Some day, replied the boy vaguely.

You are quite sure your father will come here sooner or later?

He always does.

Steel said pleasantly: Has your father ever before remained away for as long a time as this?

I dont remember, said the boy, tugging at the pelt By this time he had turned the skin inside out and had drawn it from the raw carcass. Pelt and livid flesh had already frozen: the child shoved the carcass inside the deadfall, set up the sticks, laid the stone-weighted log in position, and rose to his knees, shivering. Youre a good deal of a trapper, observed Steel. Ive done well this week.

Thats a prime skunk — the blackest Ive seen this season.

Most of my pelts are prime, said the child.

What are they mostly?

Muskrat, skunk, and mink. I have otters, a lynx, a fisher-cat, and some coons.

I see, nodded Steel, much interested. And — what did you say is your name?

Raoul.

What?

Raoul Vallé. Father is French.

Certainly.... And where did you say you live? The child looked up at him out of big, grey eyes — eyes which seemed enormous in a face so thin, so drawn from cold — and perhaps from lack of nourishment.

I did not say where I live.

Didnt you? asked Steel, wincing before the childs candour.

No. You did not ask me, either.

Perhaps I forgot. Where do you live, Raoul?

The boy said slowly:

Do you know my father?

And, more slowly still, the man replied:

I once — saw your father.

Do you think he would be angry if I tell you where I live? asked the boy.

No, I am sure he would not mind, Raoul.

The boy gathered himself on his knees, rose, and stood irresolute, the raw, ill-smelling pelt dangling from his frostbitten fist.

Well, he said, I guess you may come, then.

Side by side they breasted the sand-hill and the icy wind. From the summit Steel looked down into a birch and hemlock pocket, untouched by fire or axe, and bordering on a deep channel of dead water — the confluence of some mountain stream with the waters of the Black Vlaie.

Frozen reeds bordered it; tamarack, balsam, pine, and hemlock bounded it; and grey birches and white clothed the southern sand-hill slope above, so that Steel looked over them into the short stretch of woodland and swamp below.

Its down there, said the boy briefly.

Have you a shanty there?

Yes.

Your home?

Yes.

Have you always lived there?

Since we came from Schenectady.

How many years?

Four.

Steel said pleasantly:

This seems to me to be a very lonely place to live in, Raoul.

It is very cold, said the boy.

And — do you find enough to eat in this country? inquired Steel.

Sometimes.

And — sometimes you go hungry.

The child nodded, eyes remote, as though preoccupied with matters more vital than cold and hunger. After a moment he said, looking up wistfully at Steel:

I hope my father is not sick.... Do you know? Steel thought hard for a moment:

I know your father is not sick, he replied.

Have you seen him lately?

Not very lately.

Where was he when you saw him?

A long, long way from here, Raoul.

Was he well?

I am sure he was not ill, said Steel quietly.

The boy sighed.

It has been such a long while, he said. And I have all those pelts for him.... Maybe he went to Montreal to run in our beaver pelts.... I think if he knew how little there has been to eat he would hurry home. He said he would come back as soon as he had seen Jim Wildrick.... It has been — very hard for — us.

Who else lives with you, Raoul?

My sister.

Jules Vallé had concealed his hut with all the cleverness, caution, and cunning instinct of a wild thing doomed to a habitation enforced. And like a wild thing which is often more perfectly concealed when squatting in the open than when hiding under the cover of a wilderness, where logic might look for wild things, the renegade from civilization had fashioned his shanty to accord with the exigencies of Fate.

It was not until Steel, piloted by Raoul, had entered the tunnelled hemlock maze below that he smelled smoke. And, after he had been looking at a vast windfall for a few moments, he realized that he was staring at a dwelling made by human hands for human habitation.

The stark bleached and tangled mass of this huge windfall projected from the hemlocks edges far out across the channel. Some tempest had cut a knife-like slice from the oak and chestnut timber, piling it like a gigantic bundle of twigs. And in the midst of this abattis stood the dwelling of the recent Jules Vallé.

Where the great trees lay uprooted, piled high in chaotic confusion, the walls of the hut had been faced with grey bark. Where, on stilts made from saplings, the dwelling projected over the frozen channel, it had been rounded and woven out of reeds and roots, as cleverly as a muskrats domed abode, set in among scraggy and leafless tamaracks, concealed by the bristling abattis of the windfall.

A thin, translucent smoke eddied from a single clay chimney. Otherwise there were no signs of life there except a runway leading to the closed door. It twisted narrowly and naturally through the windfall, like the runway made by rabbits through briers. Along this Steel followed the boy and silently entered the hut at his heels.

Two rooms were visible; in one was a rusty range; and a dishevelled girl of fifteen or so knelt there shoving in chunks of frosty wood.

Jeanne! said the boy.

The girl turned her head, stared at Steel through the curly disorder of her hair, rose, and came toward him, brushing aside the tangle of bronze locks.

I dont know who he is, remarked the boy, glancing at Steel without embarrassment, but I guess he wants something to eat — or something.... Is there anything?

I could make a stew— looking at Steel with eyes like her brothers, big, grey, and fearless. There is a partridge and two squirrels in the stewpan.

I am not hungry, said the man, slightly uneasy under her clear, expressionless gaze.

Oh, she said, coolly. Why did you come, then? The simplicity of the question; the direct gaze left the man at a loss.

I guess hes trapping it, remarked the boy, turning away, busy with his odoriferous skunk pelt once more. Are you? she asked in a friendly voice.

No, said Steel, Im not trapping.

Hunting, she concluded with a doubtful glance at his equipment. But the deer are in the mountains, yarding, and we have had no meat yet. She stepped nearer: Raoul tries very hard — but he is so young, she added, lowering her voice to a confidential tone.... Will you drop your pack and sit down? And Ill start the fire.

Thank you, said Steel.

If youre fixing to stay here a spell, remarked the boy, looking around over his shoulder, Ill get some balsam boughs for you.

There are only two bunks, explained the girl. Father sleeps in the kitchen. Its warm: youll find it quite nice.

Are you sure you can keep me? asked Steel, glancing furtively around at the stark poverty of the place.

Well do our best, nodded Raoul, fussing with his pelt. Jeanne can cook all right when theres anything to cook; cant you, Jeanne?

The girl blushed and presently ventured a glance at Steel, who had rid himself of pack, snowshoes, and rifle.

There were two benches in the hut, but no chairs: Jeanne seated herself and began to twist up her tangled hair.

The gown she wore was tied on with strings, the apron a rag. Arms and body seemed thin and immature; only her oval face was softly rounded under its weather-bloom from sun and wind.

And so you and your brother live here all alone, remarked Steel pleasantly.

With father.

Of course, he said hastily. I forgot your father. But even — with him here — it must be pretty lonely for you sometimes.

Its lonely all right, remarked Raoul, the transplanted city boys vernacular still flavouring his speech.

Nobody has ever come to the house, explained Jeanne, except Dan Cloon and Bram Chace. They run fathers furs — and anything else we may have.

Your father was — is — a trapper?

I guess he does about everything. He has had a great deal of trouble.

Trouble?

Yes, with people who interfere when he is trying to earn a living. It makes him very angry — because we are so poor, and they wont let father make a living.

Who wont let him? asked Steel quietly.

I dont exactly know — game protectors — and other men. When the woods yonder took fire they burned for three days before the call for fire fighters went out and the Fire Warden came. They promised father two dollars a day, and he fought the fire for a week. But — and the girls eyes flashed— they never paid him. And the Fire Warden swore at father and said he ought to be jailed!

Jailed? Why?

I didnt hear the reason he gave; Raoul and I were a little distance away, beating out sparks in the brush field. Father became very, very angry, and that night there was nothing to eat, and that made him still angrier. And he said he had a right to live and that some day hed kill any man who interfered with him.

Steel seated himself on a bench, crossed one knee over the other, and folded his arms to listen.

Raoul, who was now scrubbing his hands in a basin of soap and water, turned his curly head:

We left the city because we couldnt live on fathers wages. Now it seems we cant even live here.

As soon as we came here, where we do no harm to anybody, said the girl, the State interfered with father. We cant even live in Hells Ashes without getting into trouble.

The State stole a whole barrel of partridges that father shot, explained Raoul, and Bram Chace was sent to jail.

And father had to go away for three months.... We nearly died that winter — the porcupines got in and stole most of the pork; and fishing through the ice was poor, and rabbits scarce.

I had sore gums, said Raoul carelessly. Raw potatoes cured me; Hank brought us half a sack.

Were you two children here all winter alone and without any food except what you could kill? asked Steel.

The girl nodded and shrugged:

It was not so very bad — only Raoul ate some roots that poisoned him, and I was afraid he was dying. And if a deer had not come down by our kitchen door one morning I think we both might have died. She picked up a handful of moss and birch-bark, shoved it into the range and lighted it.

Steel said:

Did you shoot the deer, Jeanne?

She came back to the bench beside him:

Yes, I shot the buck. It was hard work getting the first bit of meat. I had no strength and Raoul was very sick. But the soup was good and I managed to cut up the buck, little by little.

The chickadees, meat-birds, and jays had a feast. I could see them from the window, said Raoul. But I was afraid the wildcats would drag off our deer before Jeanne could cut it up. And I was too sick to help her. Oh, it was fierce, I can tell you.

Jeanne sat a moment, silent and absent-eyed, her small, weather-stained hands gathered under her apron. Then, glancing up from her reverie, she encountered Steels gaze and smiled faintly. Rising, she took the brimming stewpan and set it on the rusty range, covering it.

The range was about done for; through its bulging sides, cracks showed red streaks of fire; and the thought came to Steel that a conflagration would leave these children naked in the most desolate and wretched wilderness he had ever seen.

Raoul said:

I guess Ill take a look at my traps. Jeanne, are you going to fish or look after the deadfalls?

I guess I can do both, replied the girl, picking up the almost furless remains of a coonskin overcoat and struggling into it.

A rusty shotgun stood in a corner: the boy took it, nodded civilly to his guest, and went out. Steel, however, caught him at the doorstep, holding out his own warm Mackinaw.

Get into this, Raoul, he insisted; and wear these one-fingered mitts, too.

The boy, astonished, suffered himself to be invested with the warm wool garment, looking up at Steel with an expression varying between surprise and doubt.

Wont you want it yourself? he asked at length.

No. Run along, Raoul. All the deer have not yet yarded. Keep a sharp lookout.

I will, said the boy.

Halfway out of the abattis he turned and came running back.

I meant to say thank you, he explained. You are very kind to me. I noticed that when you first spoke to me. Your — your face is — kind.

Dont mention it, old chap, returned Steel, flushing; and, on impulse, he threw one arm around the boys shoulders.... And that finished him; a blinding light flared in his brain, illuminating the source of impulse. For had his young wife survived childbirth his son should now have been as tall as this ragged boy beside him.

The mans throat had closed, choking back the convulsive, inarticulate sound of a sorrow forever new; his arm slipped from the boys shoulders.

Good-bye, said the child. The man only nodded, turned back into the hut.

To and fro he strode, hands clasped tightly behind his back. Jeanne, tugging at a pair of timber-jacks boots, glanced up at him now and then. After a while he fished out a brier pipe from the pocket of his heavy leather shooting coat and set it between his teeth, still continuing his sturdy, nervous pacing.

The girl wound an old wool comforter around her head and throat, picked up a tangled bundle of tip-ups, lines, sinkers, and hooks, pocketed a rag in which strips of meat from some uneatable animal were rolled, glanced once more at Steel, and then moved toward the door.

Jeanne, he said brusquely.

She halted.

How old are you?

Fifteen.

And Raoul?

Thirteen.

Neither spoke for a few moments; then Steel took his fur cap, gloves and rifle from the bench beside him.

Ill go with you, he said briefly.

On the way through the snowy hemlocks down to the frozen channel she replied very simply, almost carelessly, to his steady fire of questions, telling him unconcernedly of her childhoods poverty and want in the city; of starvation wages, of strikes, of violence, of police, and of hospitals.

But the more dreadful destitution of this fatherless child, here amid these devastated wastes, was now more painfully apparent to the man. And when with her slender, frozen fingers, she began to untangle the stiff fishlines, he stepped up and took from her the whole mess of line, hook, and sinker, drew off his fur gloves with his teeth, pulled them over her unresisting hands, and set about disentangling the snarl himself.

I am used to doing it, she expostulated, timidly.

So am I, he said. Wheres your bait, Jeanne?

She drew from the pocket of her moth-eaten coonskin coat the cloth-covered roll of shredded flesh.

What is it? he inquired, sniffing gingerly.

Fox.

Oh. Well, its good enough for lake trout.

He baited and laid out each line beside the holes already excavated, broke the shell of ice over them with his rifle butt, set the tip-ups in place, lowered the baited hooks. The child looked on gravely.

Is it well done, Jeanne? he asked gaily.

Yes.

Are you cold?

No.... Wont you take your gloves now?

Nonsense, he said, pulling out and loading his pipe.

When he had lighted it he walked over and passed his arm under hers. She looked up at him out of her clear, grey eyes.

Well walk about on the ice to keep warm, he explained. So together, arm under arm, they paced the ice along the line of fish holes, up and down, to and fro, till in her face the pink began to glow and her lovely mouth grew red.

Youre quite certain that youre warm enough? he asked.

Yes. Your gloves keep my wrists so comfortable. Are you sure you dont need them?

Very sure.... Jeanne, would you tell me a little about your mother?

Yes, said the child seriously. She is dead.

He waited.

It was in the city.... A very cold winter. In Mamas room there was an air shaft, and never any sun. The doctor said that was why she died.

I see.

Mama was so pretty.... She loved music.... She spoke French and English very well. She had been a salesgirl in a Montreal music shop.... Did you ever see Papa?

Yes — once.

He is very handsome. Dont you think so?

Yes, he said warmly, swallowing the lie and the memory of Jules Vallé as he lay there on the station platform, all splashed with blackish blood — a gaunt, shrunken, emaciated, grotesque thing of horror in his dingy trappers dress.

A tip-up signalled them; Steel walked over to it and jerked a white perch out onto the ice. Before he could bait again, the flapping fish had frozen stiff.

Thats a very good fish to eat, remarked Jeanne gravely, and we are very lucky to get him, because there are not many in this creek.

Hanging closer and more confidently to Steels arm as they resumed their pacing, she chattered at hazard of this and that:

As for fish, I like trout — speckled ones, not the lake trout. But I dont mind eating lakers; indeed, I am only too willing when Im hungry.... And — her voice became charmingly low and confidential— please dont tell Raoul, but I can not eat pickerel, because inside one that I cleaned I found — ugh! — a rat!

Horrible! he admitted. But a big pickerel will do that — and even snap up a young duck.

She gave a dainty shudder and clung tighter to his arm.

Once, she said, when Father was away and Raoul had gone trapping, I was fishing — down yonder where the stream flows through the woods, I saw three lynxes come out on the ice and look at me.

Were you afraid? he smiled.

Not at first. But when I threw a stick at them and they only sat down on the ice and snarled at me — then I was afraid.

Rather, he said. What did you do, Jeanne?

I called as loudly as I could. But Raoul was too far away on the sand-hills to hear me. Then I threw more sticks, but those wildcats sat there flattening their ears at me.... And I began to walk backward toward the house. And what do you suppose?

What? he asked, much interested.

Why, all they wanted was the frozen pile of fish I had caught. And they came trotting up and began to fight and snarl — I never saw such a sight! Wasnt it funny?

They both laughed, she clinging to his arm, grey eyes dancing, enjoying his mirth, he enjoying her youthful delight in her own story.

As for Jeanne, her little heart, which had so suddenly thawed out from the long winter of its hibernation, awoke, exulting like an April bluebird.

What a wonderful comrade was this tall man who had so miraculously appeared in her isolated life to talk to her, walk with her, laugh with her, care for her with great, warm fur gloves because her hands were numb and cracked!

When her laughter died away, and the excitement had died in her eyes, she walked beside him, clasping his arm, as though she were treading in a blissful dream.

Looking around at her, he saw the vague, reminiscent smile still touching her red lips, the happy light lingering still in her pretty eyes.

What a jolly little comrade you are! he said.

Oh!... But you! she breathed, smiling up at him. You are more like a boy than a man.

I am thirty-two, Jeanne.

Really? You seem no older than I. I shall be sixteen on Christmas Day.

A birthday! he exclaimed.

But as she did not seem to think the day of any particular interest, either as Christmas or as her natal day, and as she merely looked at him blankly when he spoke of presents, he said nothing more. But within him his heart was heavy for the childless parents of the earth who would have made a birthday and a Christmas mean something to this adorable child.

And then, abruptly and with a shock, he recollected that French Jules was dead and buried; and that sooner or later he must tell this girl and her brother.

A tip-up signalled; he jerked from the black water another perch, rebaited, came back; and Jeanne naively took possession of his arm again.

Jeanne, he said, Pm hungry. How about you?

I always am.

What have you to cook?

Frozen potatoes, she replied. They are not very good. But Ill try to fry them so you wont mind. And then we have the stew. Shall we go and look at my deadfalls first?

Deadfalls, he repeated, dismayed. Do you set deadfalls?

Yes; Ive set a lot of them. Shall we look at them before dinner?

His position amused him. Here he was, a special warden sworn to a special duty, conniving, aiding, and abetting this ragged, half-starved, and delightful child in breaking the State game laws.

Up through the thicket they walked, broken twigs teaching her the secret mazes and labyrinths to follow; and presently he found himself standing and watching her lift a big, flat stone from the neck of a cock-grouse. The huge birds crop was bulging with chestnuts, one of which had lured him to destruction.

She lifted the magnificent game bird triumphantly: Steel took it without blinking and, doubling back its limp, ruffled neck, forced it into his hunting pocket.

And when all the deadfalls had been visited and they had returned to the ice, he strung the fish on a willow wand, wound up the lines, and, taking fish and rifle in one hand, abandoned the other arm to Jeanne, who took possession of it naturally and without the slightest self-consciousness.

In her left hand she swung a fine pair of snowshoe rabbits — victims of her traps. Steel looked at them in grim amusement.

Jeanne, he said casually as they approached the hut, did anybody ever tell you that it is against the law to trap wild game?

She laughed and squeezed his arm in appreciation of the joke.

Do you suppose, if a game protector knew it, hed put me in prison? she asked, still laughing.

What would you have to say to a game protector?

I? Why, Id say that Raoul and I had to eat something. Or else how are we to live?

That is reason enough, admitted Steel, gravely.

When they reached the hut he aided her to draw, pluck, and skin the game and prepare the fish.

The stew simmered; she seasoned it and stirred and poked it with a pointed pine stick, moving swiftly and happily about her duties.

Once he heard her singing under her breath the gay refrain of a Canadian song, as she set out the tin dishes and cups on the home-made table.

Raoul came in with a pair of winter weasel pelts.

I saw a doe, he said excitedly, but she went off through the burnt lands and I couldnt get near her. Your rifle would have fetched her.

The grim smile came back to Steels lips. Here was every form of lawbreaking — a deer not only out of season, but a doe at that!

Take my rifle after dinner, he said, shamelessly. Shell keep out of buckshot range.

Jeanne scraped the fried potatoes into each tin plate; lifted the stewpan and picked from it with her pointed stick the bits of flesh and fowl, and distributed them with impartial accuracy.

Now! she exclaimed happily, seating herself on Steels bench and close to him.

Steel was audience; the children chattered incessantly, each joyous tongue unleashed and wagging like mad after the long months of silence.

Wonderful adventures by flood and field had been Raouls portion — a bear with two full-grown cubs had found him weaponless, to his never ending fury and despair; once, setting lines for wild ducks (and Steel shuddered slightly), he had fallen into a hole on the Black Vlaie and had almost drowned in the depthless slit; once he had seen a great pickerel asleep in the shallows, and had tried to shoot it (more shudders from Steel), but when he pulled the huge, stunned fish out of water the creature had come to life, bitten him with its wolfs jaws, and in one mighty and convulsive spasm had floundered back into the channel.

Wonderful and innumerable were the adventures of Raoul; more modest and less picturesque the tales that Jeanne had to tell; and Steel, intent and deeply moved, listened as the midday meal progressed, until Jeanne rose with a happy sigh of satisfaction and prepared to do the dishes.

That night a candle was lighted in Steels honour. They possessed only five. When it was half consumed Steel rose, took Raouls hand, and, shaking it very gravely, said good-night. Then he walked over to Jeanne; she laid her slender, cold-scarred hand in his; and he bent over it gravely and touched it with his lips.

Long after he had shut the kitchen door and had spread his blanket on the heap of balsam tips — long after the candle had been extinguished and Raoul was asleep in his blanket — the girl lay awake in her bunk, still steeped in the magic of the long days memories — a day which already seemed too delightful to be true.

At sunrise Steel opened the kitchen door and walked out. Raoul was chopping kindlings on the doorstep; Jeanne sat on the edge of her bunk, twisting up her splendid hair, a kettle of soapy water on the floor at her feet.

Im going, said Steel quietly.

For a moment she did not seem to comprehend; then her prettily flushed face grew blank and colourless.

Ill be gone three days, he said; then I am coming back for your birthday — if you want me.

The girl had risen, looking at him out of great, grey eyes that seemed frightened.

Will you come back? she asked.

Yes, if you want me.

I do want you.

Ill come — after three days.

He went outside and stood talking to Raoul until Jeanne called them to a breakfast of coffee, biscuits, and fried perch. It was the last cupful of flour, but she did not say so.

Steel remained silent; the childrens eyes scarcely left him, but they said very little. And when the quiet meal was ended and he was ready to depart they came to him with a new shyness, offering their hands without a word.

All that day the girl brooded by the range, performing her duties listlessly; the boy made the rounds of his traps and came back at evening empty handed.

Snow fell that night; and the next day it was snowing; and on the next. Then, as usual, the bitter winds came, and the children took to their bunks for warmth, and talked together in the bitter darkness in lieu of supper.

He said he would come back on the third day, began Raoul. This is the third day.

He said hed come back to us after three days. I think he will come tomorrow, said Jeanne.

Tomorrow is Christmas.

It is my birthday, too. He said he would come back for my birthday.

Maybe he has forgotten us, said the boy.

No, I dont think so.

Why?

He was kind to us.

He has other things to think of. Perhaps he has forgotten all about us.

The girl said no more; after a while the boy slept. But his sister lay thinking, shivering, fighting back the black fear that her brothers sombre words had stirred within her breast.

They both were still asleep when Steel came in all over snow. Raoul did not wake; Jeanne sat up in her bunk, peering at him through her burnished shock of hair. And:

Oh-h! she breathed, holding out both thin, bare arms. And Steel slipped out of his snowy jacket and went to the bunk, taking her to his breast.

For a while he could not speak; her cold face lay close against his cheek, her arms clung to his neck.

Have you missed me? he contrived to say.

She said nothing, but for the first time in many months her cheeks glistened with tears.

Jeanne, he said, I want to tell you about myself.... A word or two.... I am a very lonely man.... Many years ago my wife and baby died.... He would have been as tall as your brother had he lived.... I worked in a bank.... And I was not very well — needing air and sun — as your mother needed it.... So I went into the forest service. And have continued.... I have a little house in Albany; and I am not poor — except in children.... I want you and Raoul.

After a moment she loosened her arms around his neck and laid them on his shoulders.

Is Papa dead? she asked.

Yes, dear.

I knew it.

Who told you, Jeanne?

Nobody. But I knew it three days ago — after you left. And I said so to Raoul.

How did you know?

I dont know how I knew it, she said vaguely. Somebody seemed to say it to me in my sleep. Tell me.

So he told her of a very happy and peaceful passing which Jules Vallé never knew — lied quietly and deliberately to spare her.... She wept on her pillow, listening: but Raoul sat up in his blanket, dryeyed, biting steadily at his under lip.

Such an end to life is beautiful, said Steel. There is no reason to weep when a tired man falls into the most peaceful and happy sleep that God can send us.

Is there a horse outside? exclaimed the girl, drying her tear-brilliant eyes in amazement.

Two, said Steel. Raoul, come out and help me unpack them.

Did you lead two horses into Hells Ashes? asked the hoy, astounded.

Come out and see, replied Steel gaily.

It took the boy only a few seconds to pull on his dilapidated clothes and hasten out. But already the packs lay unrolled on the snow and Steel, loaded with bright and wonderful heaps of things, was already coming in the door.

For me! whispered Jeanne, staring at the gay and brilliant winter garments which he tumbled at her feet.

Look in the boxes, too, said Steel. And at home there is more — in fact, everything a young girl should have for her comfort and her pleasure.... Raoul, that clothing is yours — it will do for our journey. And of course when you are in Albany and going to school, there will be everything a boy needs. He turned to the girl, whose flushed, enraptured face startled him with its beauty.

A happy birthday, Jeanne! — and, to them both: A happy Christmas!... Your presents are waiting for you at home: very wonderful things, Raoul — a rifle — 30-30 — skates, books, a hockey stick — Oh, I forget them all; and in Jeannes little room there is a new dressing table with all kinds of wonderful silver articles; and there is a clothespress with pretty gowns in it, and a fur coat and muff and hat — Jeanne! You mustnt cry, dear.... We are going home tomorrow — you and Raoul and I.... And you and I — Jeanne — little Jeanne—


THE FIRE-BIRD
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AFTER THE FIRE Warden at Lynxville had held a conference with Burling over the long-distance wire, he came back to the waggon where Rittenfeldt and Kemper sat waiting.

As I was telling you gentlemen, continued the Fire Warden, the forest fires in this county are largely incendiary. Theres no doubt about that! But, as I said before, what can I do? As soon as there is an alarm given, I am obliged to call in as fire fighters the very ruffians who set the woods afire; and I am forced by law to pay em two dollars a day! Thats why they set the fires, G-d damn em! I know it: the Commissioner knows it; but what are we to do? I cant catch em in the act. I havent any men to patrol the forests. And when the woods are afire Ive got to call out people to fight the flames — havent I? — or the whole North Woods would go up in smoke and ashes. Now, I ask you, gentlemen, what am I to do?

I cant see what more you can do, admitted Kemper. Its up to the State to establish a forest constabulary — a body of trained foresters for patrol duty. And if that isnt done, and done pretty soon, I can see the end of the North Woods.

The Fire Warden, standing there in his shirtsleeves, rubbed a stubbly chin with his scarred thumb, reflectively:

Ill admit, he said, that now and then a fire is started by careless hunters or by fishermen, or fool berry pickers. But the proportion is small. Its the miserable half-starved creatures who try to keep soul and body together in these woods who set fire to the woods so they can earn the only money they ever see from one year to the next!

Lazy pigs, grunted Rittenfeldt, mit a leedle industry they grow for themselves vat farmers grow; und so iss it they have to eat sufficient.

The Fire Warden shook his head:

The soil is no good, he said. Once the thin, vegetable layer on the surface has been exhausted there remains only sand. This is no farming country: its only good for tree growing. Hemlock, pine, oak, maple, elm — thats all this region can grow. And when the woods are burnt or cut down, fire or sun shrivel the thin surface mold, leaving only the glacial desert underneath.... Its a bad business, gentlemen. The woods are going, the waters shrinking; drouth, hurricane, erosion, and flood follow.... This land was Gods own once.... Have you ever seen that part of it they call Hells Ashes?

Ive heard of it, said Kemper.... Well, then, to go back to business, you think that if we set out our hundred thousand three-year seedlings, well have our labour for our pains?

The Warden said, slowly:

I tell you that another fire is about due in the Lynx Peak country. Ive been Fire Warden too long not to know about when to expect such deviltry. Theres been no fire there this season. There will be. Some dirty scut of a half-starved skunk will set the woods afire, as sure as Im standing here telling you.... And his name might begin with a B at that!

Who? inquired Kemper drily.

Oh, hell! Theres Bram Chace, for example.

Hes still in jail.

Also, drawled the Fire Warden, theres Jim Billet.

Is Game Protector Kane there?

What good is one man for all those miles of wilderness?

The Commissioner has sent deputies there, I understand, insisted Kemper.

So he was telling me over the phone just now, remarked the Fire Warden blandly.

You dont think it will do much good?

No, I dont.

But Wildricks gang has been run out. Who is this fellow Billet?

Oh, just one of the forest vermin. Theyre all tarred with the same brush, more or less. What do you expect from minds stunted by solitude and bodies stunted by starvation? Theyre animals — theyre lower than animals — only a little more cunning; otherwise they couldnt shoot and trap them. No, Mr. Kemper, theres only one thing to be done: patrol the forests with foresters organized as constabulary. Nothing else is going to save the woods and waters and the game. And when all these go, then the States very lifeblood is tainted with a decay that means the beginning of the end of empire.

Dot iss true, nodded Rittenfeldt. It has in Spain alretty happened.

Mr. Kemper, said the Fire Warden, you are a trained forester and an educated man in pay of the State. You are a physician and surgeon in general practice, employed to diagnose the cases of sick lands — lands ruined by pulp-cutters, by fire, by flood — deforested tracts of every description. And to reforest these wretched and ruined regions with timber suitable is your job.

Now, you know that fire is the worst evil to deal with because it destroys the very life-supporting principles of the soil itself. Why dont you go back, to Albany and start a campaign for a proper forest service? What is the use of setting out millions of seedlings that may go up in flame within a week of their planting? Why not begin right by properly safeguarding your vast nurseries?

Kemper said:

It does not lie with me.... You are right.... But it does not lie with me to play the politics of the game, any more than it lies with you. Im ordered to set out trees; and Ive got to set them out even if they burn up tomorrow.

Said Rittenfeldt:

It iss to the fool people of the State up! If they their forests vish to have destroyed, so vill their forests be destroyed! As for me, I am by dot State paid a report upon the injurious coleoptera of the forests to make. I, therefore, my report expect to make.

Kemper, if you are retty, I dot off horse mit my whip shall hit.

One moment! — and to the Fire Warden: The Lynx Peak region is just slashings, isnt it?

Yes; not burnt.

Birch?

Plenty.

I thought so. It ought to support white pine. Ill look it over. And he waved his hand in adieu and gathered up the reins.

The June day was magnificent — a stainless blue overhead, and all the world clothed in tenderest green and blossoms. Rills trickled from depths still frost-bound, hidden in the hills; streams ran full, glancing in the sun; and the slim trout scattered as the waggon splashed through shallow fords, crunching over pebbles and sandy reaches.

Rittenfeldt calmly discussed large sandwiches made of cheese, and, at judicious intervals, balanced a bottle of beer on his lips very skillfully. Kemperdrove with one hand, leaning forward over his knees, chewing, reflectively, the com bread in his paper parcel.

I could cheerfully shoot any man who burns over any of my reforested territory, he remarked.

Ach, wass! grunted Rittenfeldt. It iss vilde piggs ve haff to deal mit. A salt cartridge is goot.

I shot a fellow full of salt last March, nodded Kemper. We had set out twenty thousand Norway spruce on the flats south of Stony River — State land. And — would you believe it? — this squatter had half of them plowed under before I caught him. And that night he fired the second growth where I was camping. So I let him have it. God! How he squealed!

Schwein! grunted Rittenfeldt, beginning another sandwich.

The road had now become sandy; the well cared for horses walked. Kemper had lighted his cob pipe, leaning lazily forward, his keen, dark eyes glancing right and left ceaselessly, studying the landscape. Patches of woods, miles of birch, willow runs, and acres of briers and bushes spread away east and west. Northward, low, humpy mountains hunched up like the rounded backs of gigantic raccoons.

It iss to me an unknown country, yawned Rittenfeldt. For collecting it shall for me great interest possess.

The region is peculiar in its fauna, I believe. For example, it is the extreme northern range of the scarlet tanager — called locally the fire-bird.

So?

Yes; its found around Lynx Peak; nowhere else except as far south as Albany. Did you ever seen one, Hugo?

Nein.

Its a beautiful bird about the size of an oriole. Its body is a flaming scarlet; its wings jet black. And when you see one flying across the dark pines it surely does look like a flash of living flame.

Rittenfeldt nodded, fished in his capacious pockets, drew out a folding butterfly net, and began to screw it together in case of emergencies. He was a wise German, for in a few moments a great, burnished longicorne came sailing across the waggon, and he captured it. The beetle promptly bit him, but he merely grunted and continued to examine it between fat thumb and forefinger, where, held as within a vise, the kicking creature creaked and twisted and bit at the empty air.

Theres only one house between us and Lynx Peak, I believe, observed Kemper. We might get some milk there.

A few moments later they came in sight of the house — an unpainted, flimsy, weather-beaten structure close to the road — the solitary habitation in all that desolate waste. And yet, lonely and poverty-stricken as it was, Kemper noticed a lilac bush in bloom by the door and a pot of geraniums on the window ledge. Also a cat sat upon the doorsill, polishing her countenance with one paw.

What a place to exist in! he remarked to Rittenfeldt. Shall I see if they have any milk to sell us?

And, at the same moment, a woman came out of the house and motioned them to stop. She was thin, colourless, grey-haired, but erect; her limp dress and the cheap shawl over her head and shoulders were faded, but clean.

As Kemper stopped his horses she came out into the road and gazed at the two men very earnestly.

Have you any milk to sell us? asked Kemper.

No. Our cow is dead.

Too bad, said the young man sympathetically.

Are you a-going as far as Lynx Peak? she asked in a voice as colourless and faded as her own features. But there was nothing nasal in it, no whine, no unpleasant local accent. And her face was cast in dignified mould Yes, said Kemper politely. Do you wish us to give you a lift, madam?

Not me. Its my daughter. Could you take her as far as Wild Plum Brook?

Where is that? inquired Kemper, smiling his ignorance of the metropolis she mentioned Its Jim Billets she wants to go to.

And who is Jim Billet? he asked, touching Rittenfeldt with his elbow.

The woman looked at him rather blankly.

Jim Billet, she repeated: my daughter is going over to marry him. He lives in the Bram Chace house just by Wild Plum Brook.

All right, nodded Kemper; tell your daughter to hurry: well take her along.

Shes all ready. She was fixing to go a-foot. Shes a mite scared o strangers, explained the woman. And lifting up her thin, unsteady voice: Mazie! Mazie Glenn! You Mazie! she called.

Both men turned and looked back toward the house, from which presently emerged a bashful girl clad in the dreadful finery of years back — faded and made-over finery from awful remnants of her mothers youth.

The scarlet, aniline-dyed plumes towered from a hat of black straw; a scarlet jacket with black leg-o-mutton sleeves covered a billowy, many-flounced gown of black organdie; new patent leather slippers and very trim ankles peeped from a skirt too short in front, too long behind; cotton gloves gripped a parasol, a paper suit-case, and a can of kerosene oil.

Slowly Mazie came across the strip of grass and out to the road. And Kemper looked down and saw under the hat and nodding plumes two dark blue eyes regarding him intently. Which made him smile involuntarily; and then the dark blue eyes sparkled and the fresh, young lips parted in the sweetest of smiles. Rittenfeldt whispered:

She iss of a colour like dot tanager fire-bird — all scarlet und black. Yess?

Kemper handed the reins to Rittenfeldt, climbed out, placed Mazies paper suit-case and the can of kerosene under the rear seat, placed Mazie herself upon the rear seat, then hesitated:

Do you want to drive for a while? he asked Rittenfeldt.

Yell — I can drive, too, shrugged the entomologist. So Kemper seated himself on the rear seat with Mazie. Her mother said:

Tell Jim Billet if twant for my rheumatism Id go and visit with you a spell. But you and he will have to come to me, I guess.

Yes, Mama.

Whenll you be over?

Oh, next week, I guess.

Well, come over if you can. Come the next week anyway.

All right, Mama.

You aint afraid, are you, Mazie?

Who? Me? No!

Very well. Dont get lonesome. If you feel too lonesome, come back and stay at home a spell.

Her daughter smiled at her, the pink of excitement tinting the girls smooth, oval face. Then mother and daughter exchanged a labial salute; Rittenfeldt grunted at his horses; the waggon creaked forward under the brilliant sun of a perfect day.

Mazie settled herself, patted her skirts into an effect symmetrically suitable; repinned the hat with its towering scarlet plumes; hunted for a perfume saturated handkerchief, found it, dried two tears with it, crossed her new shoes, and, glancing sideways at Kemper, found him looking at her.

They both smiled: he thought he had never in all his life seen such hideous embellishment as this youthful, creamy-skinned, blue-eyed, and physically superb young creature wore. It was horrible — like covering the loveliness of some full-throated Venus of tinted marble with the bedizened garments of an Irish cook. So this is your wedding trip? he said, still smiling. Yes. Im glad I didnt have to walk.

Walk! Thirty miles?

Thats what I expected to do, she said calmly, until we heard a waggon coming.

Kemper laughed.

You must be very desperately in love with him.

With Jim Billet?

Yes. Arent you?

Who? Me?

The girl laughed deliciously, pretty nose tilted toward heaven.

Im not in love she said scornfully; Im just marrying him.

Oh. Is there a difference?

She hesitated, glanced around at him, then lighthearted laughter parted her pretty lips again.

How foolish! To marry is one thing — and I dont know anything about — the other.

About love?

Whatever you call it:

What do you call it?

I dont call it anything, she retorted, laughing outright. Its story-talk — this love!

Oh, is it!

I suppose so.... Why are you going to Lynx Peak?

To plant trees, explained Kemper solemnly.

To — what?

To plant one hundred thousand little white-pine trees — no bigger than that — and he measured the height of them for her eye.

Pine bushes? Why, they grow everywhere in the fields!

Until somebody burns the fields.

What harm does that do? she asked innocently. It does good; it clears out the brush and makes the grass grow.

Kemper seemed interested:

By the way, he said carelessly, tell me about Jim Billet. What is he — a farmer?

No.

Lumberman?

No, I guess not.

What does he do?

Why, I dont know, she said He just hunts, I guess.

But what does he do when the hunting season is over?

I dont know, she said vaguely; he just fusses around, I suppose.

Is that all you know about the man you are going to marry? laughed Kemper.

Who? Me? I dont know him very well.

Then why on earth are you going to marry him?

Well, she said vaguely, he courted me... And there isnt enough for Mama and me to live on at home.

What is your name? he asked, looking at her intently.

Mazie Glenn.

Glenn, he repeated thoughtfully, trying to recollect where he had heard her name associated with the region. Then he remembered, glanced at her keenly:

Was Dick Glenn your father?

Yes.

Then he knew who she was — the daughter of Dick Glenn of Silver Pond, a forest lawbreaker who had abandoned his wife and child and established himself at Silver Pond defying warden and revenue officer.

Through him ran the sinister underground route from Canada to Wildricks Dump. And when Wildrick fled, he sat tight, the more dangerous because he was an educated renegade full of the resources of perverted intelligence. And finally a warden had mistaken him for a deer.

And now he vaguely remembered Jim Billet being described to him as the young runner passing between Silver Pond and Wildricks Dump — another forest vagabond — a shiftless, sullen type, expert in scraping a living out of whatever did not belong to him. There had been a rumpus over a pack of deer hides discovered somewhere and destined for a Lynxville glove shop — that sort of thing — and the bagging of one or two brooks. Also, fire wardens were beginning to look at him askance, so promptly did he volunteer, so omnipresent was this heavy, sullen-eyed young fellow whenever the dark ensign of destruction towered high in the blue above the summer forests.

With his heel, gingerly, Kemper touched the can of kerosene under the seat. It was full.

I suppose, he said to Mazie, that the parson will be at the house when you arrive.

Jim said hes fix that.

Oh. He said hed attend to that?

The girl nodded; and her towering scarlet plumes nodded with her.

Are you comfortable, Mazie? he asked.

She turned her head, surprised apparently that anybody should inquire concerning her comfort. Then she blushed, and an adorable smile curved her fresh, sweet lips.

This is fine, she said. I expected to walk, you know.

Carrying that suit-case and can of kerosene?

Yes.

But why the kerosene, Mazie?

Oh, Jim wanted I should bring him a can. Theres no store there since Wildricks closed.

And so he asked you, a young girl, to walk thirty miles lugging your suit-case and a heavy can of kerosene?

How else was he to get it? she asked simply. Couldnt he come himself?

I dont know. He didnt seem to want to. I guess hes too busy fishing.

Kemper relapsed against the padded back of the seat and said nothing more for a long while. The waggon creaked through the sand; Rittenfeldt, half dozing, kept one sleepy eye on duty for any drifting coleoptera; Mazie, for a while, continued to sit bolt upright in her gorgeous headgear and gown, feet crossed, clear, childish eyes ever on the alert for anything interesting. But there was little to see — a butterfly flitting ahead of the plodding horses; a glimpse of some quick, furry creature scuttling out of the road into the bushes, the undulating flight of a woodpecker from one dead tree to another — and little else.

The June sun, the warm perfume of new leaves and blossoms, the faint breeze from fragrant woodlands, the delicate freshness of shady hollows where little brooks crossed the road — these made Mazie drowsy. And after a while she leaned back.

Kempers arm, extended along the padded seat-rail, received the full pressure of her shoulders. She may have noticed, for she half turned her head, letting her languid, blue eyes rest on his for one expressionless moment.

He did not remove his arm.

This marrying of yours, he said in a low voice which sounded almost drowsy, seems to be rather a casual matter with you.

Casual? But she had heard the word at high school and recollected I have to do something — or go to Lynxville and work in the glove shop.

Why not do that?

Its too far to walk twice a day. We have no horse.

Why not move to Lynxville?

We havent anything to move there except ourselves.

Are you as poor as that?

Poor? I guess so.

I suppose, he said in a low voice, that you find the winters hard.

Yes. Last winter we lived on potatoes.

You had something else, of course?

No.

Nothing? No meat — milk—

No.

Thats terrible, he said.

What frightened us was the fear that they might try to send us to the county house.

What?

The poorhouse, she explained, flushing.

He was silent for a while, then he let his eyes rest on the fresh skin, the delicate curve of the cheeks, the white, slender neck.

Starvation seems to agree with you, he said, forcing a smile.

I thrive somehow, she nodded.

Mazie, is your hair brown? Or is it red?

She smilingly took off her plumed hat for him to see; and the dainty revelation left him silent.

She pinned her hat to her knee, remarking that the sun was good for her hair. A faint fragrance came from it, delicate as sun-warmed sweet fern.

And, as for the next few minutes he remained silent, Mazies eyes grew drowsy again. Once or twice they opened on him, blue and languidly inviting, then the white lids drooped.

His arm had become cramped; he stretched it, dropped it along the back of the seat again. And presently it lay around her shoulder, the slightest pressure causing her to open her eyes.

But after a moment they closed, and her pliant form insensibly obeyed the pressure, so that her firm young shoulder lay against his. There was a slight smile on her lips.

For a mile or two her head nodded at intervals on the edge of slumber. And finally he drew it down against his shoulder.

She made no resistance; she lay there awake, however, because he could feel her long lashes brush his cheek as she opened or closed her lids.

On Kemper the effect of the contact was curious. What he had done — merely to see whether he could do it — had been done idly, mischievously — a lazy idea of amusing himself on a dull journey with a fresh and pretty girl.

And now that he had done it, something in the soft yielding of the girl had subdued the smile in his rather reckless eyes. And, to his annoyance and slight consternation the smooth little head, the pliant body sheltered by his arm, seemed strange and almost awesome, like the cuddled loveliness of a baby experienced for the first time by a man unaccustomed to children.

It was odd and disturbing to Kemper — a young man of rather varied experiences. Never had his arm encircled anything so soft and fragrant, so helpless and innocent, so yielding, so silent, so apparently dependent upon his own and idle will.

To kiss a pretty girl in town or country was no very novel matter; but suddenly he realized that he could no more kiss this girl than he could a baby. And of the latter he stood in too deep awe and admiration and embarrassment to kiss.

Also, to his surprise and annoyance, his heart was making an absurd thumping noise, so vigorous that he flushed hotly, certain that Mazie must be aware of it.

For an hour, perhaps, she lay there against his shoulder, never stirring; and whether or not she slept at intervals he did not know.

At last she lifted her head and sat up, giving him a shy, almost breathless smile.

Did you sleep, Mazie?

Yes — almost. Did you?

He said, carelessly, that he had not slept. Her cotton-gloved hand remained in his, resting on the seat between them. She turned and looked toward the east. There is Lynx Peak, she said.

Yes. We ought to be at Wild Plum Brook in a few minutes.

She nodded, looking down.

And there, continued Kemper, you will be married in a few hours.

She nodded still looking down.

I hope you will be happy.

She said nothing.

You expect to be, dont you?

I had not thought about it.

What? Marry and not hope for a life of happiness?

Is life happy? Will it be if I marry Jim Billet?

Dont you expect to be happy?

There is not enough for Mama and me at home. I must do something.

He understood. What eke was there for her to do in that wilderness?

Rittenfeldt, hunched up over his horses, straightened his broad back and pointed with his whip stock. And in another minute the horses forded Wild Plum Brook and stood hock-deep in the cool current, drinking, while Kemper sprang out behind and lifted Mazie clear of the tailboard At the door of a log house stood a tall, shambling, sullen-faced young fellow; and, as Kemper and Mazie walked up to him, he greeted her, paying no attention to Kemper.

Waal, he remarked, so ye made up your mind to come, eh?

Yes, I made up my mind, Jim.... I brought your kerosene, too.

A dull flush mantled the youths sunburned visage, and he cast a slow glance at Kemper. Then he slouched down to the waggon which Rittenfeldt had driven up out of the stream, took Mazies suit-case and the kerosene can, and returned, carrying them in his powerful and rather dirty fists.

Come in an set, he said briefly.

This cordial invitation did not include Kemper. Mazie turned to him, her plumed hat in one hand:

Good-bye, she said.

Good-bye.

He held her hand a moment. Suddenly two tears flashed in her eyes. She turned, gazing at the waggon.

Wait a moment, he said in a very still and curious voice — a voice so altered that she could not have known it for his.

Then Kemper walked up to the log-house and rapped; and Billet came out.

How soon do you expect the parson? asked Kemper.

Hey?

I asked you how soon you expected the parson.

Whats that to you?

Never mind what it is to me, retorted Kemper quietly; answer my question.

Billets weather-roughened visage burned red.

Say, he growled, what you shovin your nose into my business fur?

Well, TO tell you. The mother of that girl put her in my charge. And until shes married she remains in my charge.

And who the hell be you? sneered Billet.

I represent her mother. Thats all you need to know.

Is it? Wall, youll find out that Ill have to know a damn sight more about ye than that! returned Billet, the low, bullying growl vibrating through the calmer tones of his voice.

The girl watching them had unconsciously moved up nearer.

Mazie, blustered Billet, come in and set and rest and make yourself a cup o tea.

She moved forward, looked up blankly at Kemper as she passed him, but entered the doorway. Then Billet stepped back and slammed and bolted the door leaving Kemper facing it.

Presently, looking over his shoulder, he caught Rittenfeldts eye, signalled him to drive up, and, when the waggon arrived, he took the horses heads and turned into the brush field along the course of a tiny spring brook.

Higher on the slope stood a grove of silver birches, and Kemper, leading the horses, made toward it. It was good camping ground; the trees gave shade; the icy rivulet formed a deep blue pool under them; dead wood from acres of slashings was handy for fires.

An hour later the horses had been fed and picketed, dinner cooked and eaten, and Rittenfeldt sat on a bleached pine log, seizing, chloroforming, and eagerly pinning specimen after specimen of the longicorne beetle, several species of which genus were continually alighting on the dead and sun-dried wood.

So iss recht! he said excitedly, consigning a huge specimen to his cork-lined collecting box, and grabbing another at the same time. Ach, suss big vones! Suss a grand collecting ground! Sehst du, Kemper, here iss it a paradise of beetles — my Gott von a dozen genera! Dot is a scarab as example — und dot iss a Buprestis! Also! I haff come to the longicornes to observe and to collect. So shall I principally collect the Cerambycidae!

Kemper, smoking his cob, lifted a preoccupied face and watched the Germans nimble manœuvres with a war-like specimen, pitchy-black in colour, which nipped his captor viciously when incautiously seized.

Prionus brevicomis! panted Rittenfeldt. He feeds on the balm of Gilead and Lombardy poplar. So! — He feeds no more! — dosing the insect with chloroform.

A moment later he nabbed a large beetle of a light bay colour, with the characteristically long antennœ of the genus. This one also bit him.

Orthosoma unicolor! he exclaimed; feeds on the grape!

They all seem to feed on you, too, remarked Kemper. But the entomologist had discovered a gorgeous yellow and black Clytus speciosus — the bane of the maple tree — and was triumphantly pushing the creaking, biting, kicking beetle into a cyanide jar.

Kemper sighed, refilled his pipe, and sat back clasping his knees in his strong, brown hands, gazing around him.

A noble woods had stood here; now nothing but bleached slashing remained, acres and acres of whitening limbs and tops. Under them ferns grew, and here and there a small pine seedling was venturing to push up in the shade of grey or white birches.

It was a difficult place to plant, but it ought to be planted with pine after the menacing dead wood had been removed.

Kemper mused in his fragrant pipe smoke, marking with speculative eye the evening flight of birds, listening to the sweet, wild piping of finch and vireo, the lonely and exquisite call of the white-throat, the robins headlong but limited melody.

A bluish bloom rested on the western hills: on slopes to the east sunlight burned red But Kempers troubled thoughts were elsewhere; and finally, when the descending sun hung low above the woods, and already an owl had called from the darkening flank of Lynx Peak, he got up, took a dozen impatient steps to and fro, lifted his shotgun, threw out both cartridges from the breech, and slipped in a couple which he took from his waistcoat pocket. Rittenfeldt, observing him, looked up inquiringly. Buck?

Salt.

So?

Yes.... Pm going to find out what this fellow Billet is about.

Shall I go? asked Rittenfeldt simply.

Oh, dont disturb yourself, Hugo.

As you please, said the entomologist, placidly squinting through his field microscope at a tiny speck that kicked.

Kemper, his light fowling piece cradled in his left arm, stepped around the fire. A few sunbeams still reddened the tree tops. Chancing to glance aloft, he saw a scarlet tanager on a hemlock top, glimmering like a live coal of fire in the setting sun.

Hugo! he called, pointing; a fire-bird!

Dot leetle girl of Billets iss dressed like your firebird, too, chuckled the German. It iss of her you think, not of dot leetle bird. Yess?

I am worried about her.... I think Ill go to the house and see whether shes all right.

Shall I come mit?

No, thanks.

So Kemper sauntered off down the slope, threading his way through the slashings until the squat shape of Billets shanty rose on his right.

He was a young man who came to quick conclusions and who did what he had to do with a directness disturbing to many. And what he did now was to walk up to the door and knock.

Nobody opened. The last rays of the sun glittered on the unwashed window panes; a film of blue smoke rose from the chimney.

Kemper knocked again, very loudly. And after waiting a reasonable time, and there being no response, no sound from within save a sudden shuffle and the slam of an inside door, he backed off, laid down his gun, picked up the loose doorstep, and, swinging it, drove in the door with a crash.

Instantly young Billet rushed toward him, but Kemper, swinging the remains of the doorstep, knocked him headlong into a corner.

Then he stepped out of the shattered doorway, picked up his shotgun, and came back. Billet had risen, dazed, and was leaning against the wall, spitting blood.

But to him Kemper paid no attention: there was a closed door — a flimsy barrier — at the other end of the room. He walked over to it, found it locked, and kicked it open.

Mazie sat on the bed, looking at him.

Well, he said bluntly, are you married?

Who? Me? she faltered. No, not yet.

Oh. When is the parson coming? Its getting late, you know.

She was silent.

Hes coming today — tonight — isnt he?

I dont know.

You dont know?

No.... Jim said he might not come till tomorrow — or next week.

Or the week after that, suggested Kemper grimly,  — or perhaps not for a month or two. Is that what he means, Mazie?

I dont know.... I guess he means to marry me — sometime—

Sooner or later? Is that the way he talks?

Yes.... Its often that way in this country.... I guess he means to do right.

Is that so! snapped Kemper savagely, and swung in his tracks. Billet, he said very distinctly, youre no good — you and your can of kerosene! Do you understand? Why, you dirty weasel, there isnt a lamp or lantern in your shanty that burns anything except a candle!

He took a step nearer to the big, sullen lout who stood nursing his battered countenance by the window.

The next time you come slinking around when the Fire Warden sends out a call, youll find yourself kicked headfirst into the lock-up. And Heaven help you if the woods burn within forty miles of Lynx Peak. Do you get that? And God help you if you ever monkey with my trees!

Prove it! snarled Billet. An lemme tell you Ill hev the law onto you — a-breakin into a honest mans—

Cut it out P said the other sternly. And, turning to Mazie: Come, he said, its getting late.

She shant stir outen this here house P yelled Billet. Why not? asked Kemper, staring at him.

Shes mine!

No — shes mine. Are you not, Mazie?

There was a silence, then came a low whisper.

Yes.

Well, then, by Gawd, screamed Billet in a fury, she kin take off them clothes an gimcracks!

What!

Theyre mine! I paid for the makin o them. Take em off, dye hear! he shouted, lurching out into the room. Kemper shoved him back and slapped his face till he howled. Then turning to the girl:

Mazie, is this true?

Yes.

Have you any clothes of your own?

A gingham dress and sunbonnet in my valise.

Put them on.

The two men waited in the darkening house while behind the half-closed door the girl exchanged her finery for gingham and sunbonnet. Billet, enraged but in deadly fear of the man who had so coolly damaged him, [image: img740.jpg] slouched in the doorway and gnawed his knuckles and glared; Kemper smoked and tried to think. But events were occurring too rapidly for him to analyze the reason why they were happening at all. And in a few moments Mazie came out in her clinging gingham gown.

Scant were her skirts, moulding the straight, young figure in limp and modest folds; her hair was lovely in its disorder; her eyes all starry with unshed tears.

There are your duds, said Kemper to Billet. Now, get out of my way P And he reached for the can of kerosene.

Then, in a flash, Billet had snatched it and dashed out of the door, headed for the forest.

Damn you! he panted back, Ill spile your woods for you before I git out o this!

Stop! shouted Kemper, levelling his gun. You wont? Well, then heres yours!

The room roared with the double explosion; and Billet was down in the grass, screaming and clawing at his trousers seat.

Have you killed him? whispered the girl, clutching Kempers arm.

No; its only salt, said Kemper quietly. Come, are you ready to go with me?

Where?

Wherever I take you.... Will you come?

Yes.

Billet, yelling lustily, had run squattering into the bushes. The can of kerosene, uncorked, lay in the dust, the last drops trickling out. Kemper gave it a kick as he passed, then, drawing his arm around the girls slender body, moved slowly beside her up the hill.

Through the violet twilight Rittenfeldts camp fire glimmered like a heap of dusty rubies as they came up and halted at its edge. Rittenfeldt rose, took off his cap to her politely, and then resumed a squinting observation, through a magnifying glass, of something that wriggled in the palm of his hand.

Oncideres cingulatushe remarked in his big, pleasant voice. I haff today already yet twenty-seven species identified.

Mazie seated herself on a log; Kemper wrapped her in a blanket and seated himself beside her.

As soon as your head touched my shoulder, there in the waggon, he explained under his breath, I knew that I wanted you.... I never took love seriously. But its hit me like lightning.

Her pretty head drooped; he put his arm around her, and her head sank on his shoulder.

You said, he whispered, that you didnt know what love was.... Do you know now, Mazie?

After a few moments, under the blanket her small hand, moving, encountered his and clung. It was his answer.

At the fire Rittenfeldt had caught another beetle:

Clytus pictus! he exclaimed excitedly. So iss it that I have alretty today twenty-eight species of coleoptera identified!


THE BETTER MAN
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ALTHOUGH THEIR RESPECTIVE fathers had been cordial enemies for years, these two young people had never even heard of each other. They lived more than a thousand miles apart, geographically speaking, and about a million, socially.

It happened that their fathers put on immortality within a few hours of each other. It also happened that the two youthful heirs came into their respective inheritances on the same day.

Kings and commis-voyageurs are born upon the same day: queens and couturières. Its one of those things that happen.

The newspapers noticed nothing extraordinary in the coincidence. But Fate smiled and made a memorandum on the border of her tunic, while her two sisters continued spinning and snipping.

Now, these same two young people, who had never even heard of each other, appeared to be perfectly capable of handling what the kind gods had so suddenly dumped into their laps: both, properly advised, entered into possession and enjoyment of their individual birthrights, and settled down to responsibilities which might have appalled maturity, but which merely mildly excited a young man of twenty-two and a girl of twenty-one. Felices errore suo.

The business in life for the young man was to maintain the social and financial prestige of his race and name. Conservative investments, financial and social, were traditional in his family — which happened to be one of those few families known abroad as well as at home. William de Montfort Clifton was his name; Clifton the hundred-year-old home of his race — along the Hudson somewhere; Montfort House the name of his Southern estate; and No. 1650 1/2 Fifth Avenue his turreted metropolitan stronghold. He did his best to live up to these things, but he was only twenty-two. Also, he had the Three, Fate Sisters Three, to reckon with, and a girl who lived more than a thousand miles away, and had a capacity for chewing-gum and romantic fiction.

It was part of her business in life to hold tight to what her father, Ritter the Brewer, had amassed for her. He left, along with much money, a flock of breweries, a meaningless mass of domestic architecture in a Western metropolis known to her as home, and a tract of scrubby Florida land, decorated with what her father had usually referred to as a chatoo, and at other and more modest intervals as a pungaloo. However, Edna never confused her ps and bs.

These material tokens of parental thrift Miss Ritter understood were to be adroitly cherished. So she first learned how to cherish them and then did it. The first six months of her administration showed profits increased all along the line.

The remainder of Ednas business in life was to better herself socially. And she went about it with that same vivid imagination and fearless enthusiasm which had made Peter Ritter the malt monarch of New Mexico. At the end of a month her manœuvres had landed her in a magnificent apartment at the Hotel Arabesque, Manhattan, from the windows of which she could gaze upon the locked gates of the citys social fortifications. One good look at them ought to have settled the social ambitions of any brewers daughter with brains.

But Edna Ritter, endowed with brains, was also cursed with a magnificent imagination. And in addition to these handicaps she thoroughly believed in the fiction she read.

For a week she sat beside her windows, perusing bestsellers, the social columns in all the papers, and inspecting a certain chilly mass of limestone and bronze architecture which composed the abiding place of William de Montfort Clifton. How to get into it and stay there was her problem.

The house stood just across the Avenue, in a direct line from her windows.

Now the young man who resided there was Ednas ideal of all that was desirable socially, financially, and sentimentally. And she knew that, speaking colloquially, she had the chances of the classic snowball.

Had it not been for American literature, hope had died within her the instant she set her dainty foot in Gotham Town. But even in full realization of the social gulf which now yawned before her in all its hideous proportions, American literature came to her aid.

And after a weeks steady study of the months bestselling books, and after a cool survey of her fresh, young face and figure in a triple mirror, she was perfectly persuaded that a personal encounter with this young man, under romantic circumstances, would prove as deadly to him and as satisfactory to her as any similar episode in any best-seller ever dictated.

It took her two or three days to create, mentally, the romantic setting and circumstances for the scene. Then she prepared to enter the great mansion.

But when at last Edna set out to scale the gilded bronze railing, she started in the opposite direction; for her Ritter imagination, now all afire, was inspiring her to an attempt as stupendous as any coup ever executed by her father. And she knew, deep in her determined mind, that in all romantic novels the shortest distance between two given points is always the longest way round. Otherwise there would be no novel.

As for young Clifton, he had decided to look over his Southern domain, Montfort House, with a view to a two weeks house party. This Edna read in several social columns. Also, he wanted some dove shooting. And being a man, and a young one, he went about this business of pleasure as straight as a flying bullet.

Which resulted in the hooking up of his private car to the end of the same train-de-luxe that was carrying Edna Ritter southward through the first snowstorm of the new year.

It was no coincidence. She had read about his plans in the daily papers.

He, in his handsome private quarters aboard, slept as innocently as a child, awoke refreshed, and dictated business letters to his private secretary.

But her imagination burned her like a living flame, and she lay tossing, with white hands clenched and cheeks afire far into the night.

Thus, also, had old Peter Ritter conceived those lightning strokes which delivered into his acquisitive fists all malted opposition to the monopoly of a territory doomed already to gulp down Ritters Extra Golden Brew — or nothing.

It gulped the Golden Brew.

And Edna swallowed everything the modern romantic novelist offered to a cloyed but still unexterminated clientèle.

Peter Ritters recognition of a social aristocracy which did not recognize him had been limited to an expensive imitation of what that aristocracy did with its money.

When he discovered that it built houses instead of sojourning at huge hotels, he, also, built a house — the largest of homes, with more kinds of architecture to it than any mansion in all the West. Which was going some.

When he learned that the aristocracy were affecting the life of landed, gentry — very carefully imitated from the real thing — Peter Ritter also bought land wholesale, erected a chatoo as near Montfort House as possible, and defiantly awaited the next social idiocy with stolid determination to see it and raise it.

That was really all he wanted — to match, aggressively, the best that challenged, then glare grimly across his own frontiers at a boundary line he had no desire to cross, but merely to defy. For at the social deadline his imagination stopped; that was its limit; he never could conceive himself crossing that Rubicon. So, of the two imaginations, his daughters was, perhaps, the more superb. Cæsars offspring was not afraid to go a-paddling. Her shoes and stockings were off already, her skirts tucked up.

The die is cast, she murmured, resolutely discarding her chewing-gum forever, as she boarded the train-de-luxe.

The chatoo, as Edna Ritter found it, appeared to be in as good a state of repair as any Florida residence possibly can be after a Florida summer has tampered with it.

Mildew marked the interior for its own; a fair number of spiders, ants, scorpions, lizards, and assorted and many-legged creatures were retreating before the languid and perfunctory manœuvres of black servants, when Miss Ritter entered upon the scene with her retinue of white ones.

But upon the arrival of the young and vigorous mistress of the chatoo, matters were accelerated indoors and out; lazy negroes galvanized into action as far as any Ethiopian can be; the work in marl pit, on the shell roads, in orange grove, and on pineapple plantation systematized and accelerated; dogs and horses sent on from summer quarters in Georgia; sloop, sailboat, powerboat, and canoe put into commission on the river; and the private signal of the house of Ritter flung to the breeze.

And at last only one matter remained unadjusted to perplex Miss Ritter — a matter which had given her father great pleasure during his aggressive life.

This matter concerned a great, flat plain about five miles square, bordered irregularly by woods — the greatest feeding place for wild doves in the entire South.

Claimed by the Cliftons, counterclaimed by Peter Ritter, fought over legally during the latters lifetime, posted by both claimants, taken from one court to another, this property had furnished to Peter Ritter the only light amusement and mental relaxation he ever had permitted himself.

To him it had been a delightful and exciting game — a satisfying combination of checkers, poker, and pinochle — a game so interesting that he never permitted a settlement to threaten the sport, but always made some legal move so that the lingering delight of the contest might continue indefinitely. And the fury of William de Montfort Clifton, Senior, knew no bounds. But it was a private and very discreet fury. Only his lawyers ever suspected it. As for his son and heir, he had heard of the contest for the first time when he arrived at Montfort House that lovely January morning.

The letter from his attorney ended:

Shoot there as often as you please: pay no attention to the Ritter trespass signs. Post the entire plain. And if any other people attempt to shoot over it, have them thrown out bodily. The courts will uphold you! So that evening, as William de Montfort Clifton paced the flowery coquina terraces of Montfort House, he determined to oust any of the brewers brood who might prove presumptuous enough to invade the plain that winter — never dreaming of what that brood consisted, and that its sole specimen, aged twenty-one, had already caused shooting pits to be dug, his own trespass notices to be torn down, and others posted bearing the hated name of Ritter.

Later that night, however, Ole George, his fathers negro kennel-master, brought the news of these outrages to the young master of Montfort House, who had just given his orders for a horse, a dog, a gun, and two hundred shells, an hour before sunrise.

What! said the young man incredulously. Do you mean to tell me the Ritter people are already on the spot?

Yaas, suh, repeated Ole George. Dees done dug de pits ercross de flight line, suh — mohn ten or six, suh, whar Ise done baited doves foh de Kunnel. Yaas, suh — hits dat white-trash nigger, Benjamin — dat ole kennel no count roustabout—

This man is Ritters kennel-master?

Mistuh Ritter daid, suh.

What? Oh, yes, I believe Ive heard so.... When was it? I forget — and anyway, who is it interfering with us now?

Ah reckon hits some o de fambly, suh, a-mekkin er fuss, same as hits allus been befo, suh.

Very well, said young Clifton grimly. Ill occupy one of those pits tomorrow. Then well see! No I dont want anybody with me — I dont want anybody, I tell you. Have the horse ready an hour before sunrise. Ill take that red-ticked pup — what do you call him? — that native-bred, nondescript thing you told me about this afternoon? Good night, George.

Muttering, he turned away toward his sleeping quarters, dropping his clenched hands into the pockets of his dressing gown, mad clean through. For there was one thing no Clifton could calmly endure, and that was any attempts upon real estate or acreage, the clever acquiring of which had been the foundation of the familys vast metropolitan prosperity.

Damn that Dutchman, muttered young Clifton to himself, whoever he may be! If his father fought mine all his life over that five-mile bit of sand and stubble, Ill fight him — no fear! And TO show him who is the better man!

Then, his irritation already ended, he yawned, stretched his athletic body, gazed humorously into vacancy, and smiled — merely because he was in good health and all the world still seemed to him as young and fresh and happy as himself. Only the weariness of age comprehends how long the world has lasted — or how endlessly it is doomed to endure. Tempus omnia revelat.

And so it came about that in the still dark hour before the dawn of a January day, several million little stars looked down at a young man in shooting coat and leggins, watched him curiously as he mounted his horse, shoved a shotgun into the leather bucket, adjusted saddle bags, gathered bridle, and whistled a red-ticked setter to follow out into the pallid lustre of a cloudless night.

Down the white shell drive he walked his horse through pale masses of phantom bloom, where oleander, hibiscus, and plumbago suavely perfumed the starry darkness.

He heard the splash of water from the phlox lawns; the scent of orange bloom stole into his senses, possessing them as he rode out by the gates and past the two groves.

Then subtly piquant woodland odours extinguished the languorous sweetness from the citrous groves; delicate hints of China trees in bloom and jasmine; little witch winds tinctured with spice from pine and brier; the faint, fresh aroma of swamp maple and bitter willow, and of frail, pulpy green things that grow in swamps.

Quietly his horse paced forward under the paling stars, out across the plain; and where a branch crossed his path, running molten silver, the breath of the wild briers mounted from the waterside; and, when he rode by some out-thrust peninsula of woods, the loud drumming of the dew filled his ears with its endless elfin tattoo.

A lurking cat-owl yelped at him; invisible widow-birds warned him huskily; the high whimper of rapid wings marked for him the hurrying wood ducks outward flight; the peevish, squashy croak of herons revealed some plume birds hidden bivouac.

Out into the plain he rode; and by a jutting point of pines dismounted, secured his horse, slung gun case and saddle bags across his shoulders, and walked forward across the open, his red-ticked comrade wagging at his heels.

Searching the dim ground under foot, where only grasses, ground-briers, and dead weeds clothed the nakedness of the sandy plain, he stumbled, frequently catching toe and ankle in thorny strands. And at length he came upon a newly excavated shooting pit, and crawled into it, dropping his burdens. Vastly contented, he laid out a sack of shells, drew forth his gun and assembled it, lighted a cigarette, and lay back, one caressing hand resting upon the red-ticked setters head.

Well, Speckles, he murmured, this is pretty comfortable, isnt it?

Thump! went the ratty tail of Speckles on the sand.

You are not beautiful, are you? inquired his master, gently humorous.

Thump!

You admit it, dont you!

Thump!

But who cares? smiled the young man, lazily massaging the dogs ears. You know your business, they tell me. And he who knows what is his business in life, and then performs it, requires nothing further from the gods. To embellish the surface merely gilds the lily of character.... And thats some epigram, Speckles, believe me.

The plain all around him was growing grey; already he could see walls of white mist skirting distant cypress woods. Few stars remained and these few faded as he watched. All the world seemed swathed in silvery grey velvet; the chill in the air softened; along the horizon a tint of primrose grew and deepened.

Gun poised, nose in the air, young Clifton squatted cross-legged in his pit, scanning the void above. Presently a single dove, far out of range, passed high to the right. The game was on.

But he had not the slightest idea what manner of game it promised to turn into.

Another dove came over, speeding high and wide of range; another; then three together, then a dozen; then company after company, suddenly appearing above the western woods, rushing high through the sky overhead — all far, far beyond range.

Then, as the flight streamed by into the east, the blinding disc of the sun appeared and shot rosy beams and turquoise-tinted shadows into the west. And at the same instant two light reports sounded from the plain directly in front of him.

Out of a rushing company of doves, which had been driving straight toward his pit, he saw two dark objects pitching swiftly earthward; the flight swerved wide, skirting him, and was gone.

Before he could make up his mind what to do, crack! crack! came from the plain; two black dots sheered downward, and a vast rush of doves veered south of him.

W-well, what do you know about that! he stammered aloud in his indignation, meeting the astonished eyes of his dog.

Crack! A single bird stopped in mid-air, whirled over and over in swift descent. And far across the scrub he saw a sinuous, dainty, blue-ticked setter creep forward, stand, then retrieve at some evident command from an unseen and pitted gunner. And a dead clean shot at that.

Damn! said Clifton heartily, and sprang to his feet. But the distant dog had vanished; the pit remained as invisible as its insolent occupant; and even when two more short, dry reports came to his ears, and he saw a bunch of doves swing wide of him, he merely caught the glint of gun barrels above a waste of withered grass and weeds.

But that glimpse was sufficient for him to mark the pit; and, gun in hand, and his red-ticked friend at heel, he sprang from the shallow hollow and strode angrily across the plain.

Twice, while he was en route, and greatly to his satisfaction, he saw that his appearance was demoralizing the line of flight. But as yet the unseen gunner could not suspect what was diverting the doves.

Two or three times he tripped on ground-briers, and once came down heavily on his knees. The shock did not sweeten his temper, and he swung forward, scowling, determined to find out once and for all which was the better man, his fathers only son or the progeny of the late lord of the pungaloo.

He was destined to discover which was the better man.

But the way he went about it was rather odd; as he caught sight of a slanted gun glittering above the ground just ahead of him, a tough carpet of briers caught his right foot and seized it.

He went into the pit on his ornamental head.

The abruptness of his intrusion resulted in three incidents; his own momentary unconsciousness, a dog fight, and a terrific whack on Edna Ritters left ankle from the barrels of his gun.

She thought that she was going to faint from the sheer pain of the blow, until she saw him open his eyes and sit up beside her. Then her fathers daughter understood that this was no time for fainting. So she pulled the dogs apart, cuffed her own canine, and shoved him behind her, where he crouched growling defiance at the red-ticked one.

When the young man had thoroughly realized what had happened, the first thing he did was to blush.

Good heavens! he said. What can you think of me! Is there any use in my asking?

Was it ground-briers? she asked seriously. The pain of her ankle still sickened her, but she managed to smile.

I suppose so — I dont know any other reason why I should present myself to you on my head.... Did I by any chance hurt you?

No, she said.

I am very thankful, he breathed, looking into the clearest, bluest eyes he had ever seen.

Her dog growled at him.

Our dogs appear to disagree, she observed; and her slight smile seemed to make her eyes almost starry, like the eyes of children. He clutched at Speckles and yanked him to his side.

There remains for me only my exit, said the young man. That exit is prepared by abject apologies — which you will inwardly deride and scorn — and then these stammered words of contrition will be duly followed by the most humiliating retreat since Moscow.

She laughed with the slightest trace of embarrassment.

First, he said, although it doesnt mitigate my offense, may I say that I never dreamed you were the occupant of this shooting pit?

Who did you expect to find here?

A man — some individual wearing the surname of Ritter.

Oh!

A poacher, a nuisance, an impudent claim-jumper whose father — while alive — tormented the courts with maddening and endless litigation over the title to this land. Thats who I expected to find here.

Oh! What did you intend to do to him? she asked, blue eyes very starry and wide.

Bounce him, said the young fellow.

Then perhaps — if this is your property — I had better—

Oh, I beg of you! he cried, red as a pippin again. Please if you could be gracious enough to accept the shooting privileges from such an idiot as I am—

But I am not sure that I care to—

Oh, I know how you feel — how naturally incensed and disgusted you must be — after I have diverted the line of flight, introduced myself head first, started a dog fight—

She laughed, furtively feeling of her ankle under her shooting kilts. It was swelling. Very cautiously she unbuckled the top strap of her high shooting boot below her knee, loosened the laces at the ankle, then by degrees eased them all the way up.

Her cheeks paled and flushed with pain; the gold-brown hair framed a face so delicate, so exquisite, that Clifton, who already had learned to sidestep all feminine loveliness because long warned by feminine pursuit that he was a universal object of prey, once again became conscious of his inculcated instinct toward caution.

Had this exquisite young creature guessed who he was? And, if so, was she, like the others, already busy with schemes concerning the only son and heir of the recent William de Monfort Clifton?

And suddenly it came into his head to lie. Why it entered his mind he did not know exactly — unless from a whimsical and almost pathetic desire that this young girl should smile at him because he was merely a man and not because he happened to be a Clifton.

May I name myself? he asked pleasantly.

Please.... But I think I know who you are.

He said with a stiffened smile on his lips:

Who do you suppose me to be?

You are Mr. Clifton of Montfort House, are you not?

I was afraid you might think so, because I said that this land belongs to me, he returned carelessly. And so it does — temporarily — but I merely lease it from the present Mr. Clifton.

But you are Mr. Clifton, are you not?

His private secretary, James Gay.

She considered him calmly for a few moments, seeing the romantic opportunity of a lifetime fading with every throb from a tortured ankle.

Vain then the pain sent by the gods themselves; vain the incident in all its best-seller possibilities! For though she had carefully and deliberately set this scene for them both, never had she hoped for such a perfect opening chapter — if this young man had only been the right man in the rôle.

Wave after wave of pain swept over her; the white smile became fixed.... Well, she would have to set another scene some day, on another stage, for the right mans entrance; that was all. Meanwhile — her shoe had to come off, even if pulled off by the wrong man. She fumbled for a while under the edge of her kilts, striving to manage it herself, then:

If you please, she said quietly, I have hurt my ankle, and it is swelling rather rapidly. Could you aid me to take off this boot?

Your ankle!... When did you— And, with sudden and awful misgiving: Had I anything to do with hurting your ankle?

A mere sprain, she returned coolly, extending the foot in its shapely shooting boot. I think you may have to cut the leather — its rather too late to unlace it. He knelt beside her at once, touched the foot cautiously, saw the blood leave her cheeks at the contact.

How long have you been here with an ankle like that? he demanded.

Not long. I thought it would get better.

Lie back, he said. I shall have to cut this boot to rags.

She carelessly crossed her arms under her head and extended her slender figure flat along the sandy bottom of the shooting pit. Very deftly, and with infinite precaution, he slit the leather with his hunting knife, severed the moose-hide laces, unbuckled the remaining strap, and eased the boot away.

She lay there without a whimper, her narrow, stockinged foot extended, giving no sign of suffering save for the pallor of her cheeks and the hands clenched under her head.

He had risen and was looking down at her; and presently her eyes unclosed.

You are suffering agonies, he insisted.

It — hurts, she admitted quietly.

I think, he said, I had better get my horse at once, mount you on him, and lead you — wherever you may happen to be stopping—

Let me lie still a while, she returned faintly. And closed her eyes.

After he had stood gazing down at the white face for five full minutes, he slipped off his shooting coat and spread it over the swollen foot. She winced and looked up at him pitifully, but in silence, and he removed the coat and dropped on one knee beside her.

This is a perfect mess, she murmured, striving to steady lip and voice.

You are sheer grit — every inch of you, he breathed.

But again she was thinking of this, magnificently romantic opportunity, if only the right man had been kneeling there beside her. Then it might have been worth while playing the heroine in distress.

But now it was not worth while being anything except herself. Wiles, arts, affected simplicity — these were not worth the effort with the private secretary of the young man she had meant to win.

Watching her exquisite and flower-like face, he saw the lovely lips move.

What beastly rotten luck P she murmured, closing her blue eyes.

And he supposed she meant the accident, not himself.

It is rotten luck, he said gently. I think I had better — carry you home — in my arms—

You couldnt. I weigh a hundred and! thirty-five.

Is it far?

Too far for you to carry me.... If I lie here a while perhaps I could sit my horse.... I dont know.... Oh, what a m-miserable thing to happen to me at — at such a time!

Under the thick, dark lashes resting on her cheeks two tears glistened in the sunlight; but they dried there. They were tears of vexation because of the stupidity of the wrong man.

He turned, picked up her shooting boot, examined it; walked over to where his gun lay, and looked at the barrels. Then, very gravely, he came back to where she was lying.

Are you perfectly sure, he asked quietly, that I had nothing to do with your injury?

She opened one eye and looked at him. But hers was a generous mind. And this young man appeared to be seriously unhappy over her plight.

No, she said, you had nothing to do with my injury.

I did not, by any awkward chance, hit you when I fell into this pit?

No.

Nor my gun, either?

No.

Then, he said, her boot in his hand, what is this mark, full of red gun-oil, denting the instep of your shooting boot?

She considered him in silence.

You dont use red gun-oil — do you? he insisted.

She said nothing.

But I do, he added.

After a moment she turned her head on its side, resting her cheek on her shoulder.

A thoroughbred, he said calmly. Perhaps I have broken your ankle.... But you wish to spare me the pain and mortification of knowing it.

She made no comment.

You ought to have turned your gun loose on me — both barrels, he muttered. Such clumsiness and stupidity as mine amount to crimes. Good Lord! What have I done?

She smiled: he could see the delicately rounded contour of her cheek curving.

Im sorry you are so clever, she whispered.

Clever!

Clever enough to find me out. Because I certainly should not have distressed you by admitting that you had hurt me.

When again she opened her eyes she found him on his knees beside her in the sand; and she lay looking at him very quietly for a while. Then a slight flush tinted the whiteness of her cheeks.

Mr. Gay, she said, you must not feel so unhappy about an accident which you could not avoid.

Never, he said slowly, have I felt as utterly wretched as I do at this moment. For all the world and every bally thing in it, I would not have done this to you!

But I am very sure of that, Mr. Gay; so let us not think any more about it—

I cant help it! I feel like a — a murderer — a striker down of something lovely and ipnocent and helpless—

I am not helpless and — and not very innocent—

Yes, you are! he said excitedly. I feel like a slayer of something gentle and beautiful and—

But you havent slain me, she returned, smiling at his earnestness. Why do you exaggerate such a—

I dont exaggerate! Its — its horrible — thats what it is to me — simply horrible — what I have done — to such a — thoroughbred girl as you—

It was not your fault—

Every generous and noble sentiment you utter, he said, makes my stupidity the more — the more criminal!

Mr. Gay, she protested, with the faintest of smiles curving her lips, I am afraid you have an infinite capacity for making yourself unhappy.

I really havent, he replied honestly, but somehow — to do such a thing to you — makes me immeasurably m-m-miserable—

You mustnt feel it so deeply—

Deeply! He laughed a hollow laugh. He was only twenty-two. And the girl was very beautiful. Or, to be scientifically accurate, she was very beautiful to him.

What it was that hit him so hard — her beauty, distress, clean shooting, pluck, thoroughbred philosophy, sweet consideration of his own wretched feelings, or whether it was a combination of all these — the deadliest combination he had ever encountered — he did not stop to consider.

One thing he knew: he had never before beheld such a girl. And in the lives of all men, once, there comes such a moment as was now coming upon him.

How can you lie there smiling at me, he asked in a low, unsteady voice, when perhaps I have crippled you for life?

How perfectly absurd!

It is not absurd. That exquisitely delicate ankle — that small-boned, perfectly arched—

I am built like a horse! she exclaimed, laughing the gay laugh of perfect health.

Yes, a thoroughbred horse—

No, a draught horse— She laughed again with a sudden sparkle of perverse recklessness — for a simile had flashed into her mind. A draught horse, Mr. Gay, she repeated, the kind that pulls beer wagons.

What?

She said with calm audacity:

Youve heard of beer on draught, havent you? Well, thats why they call them draught horses. And thats why Im built like one. Besides, she added, her perverse humour exciting her to kick over the card castle she had been so patiently erecting for months, I live at the bungalow, and Im as sturdy as one of my own brewery horses, and my name is Edna Ritter. And sometimes I drink a glass of my own beer.

His fascinated gaze remained fixed on hers.

So, she added, with a last figurative kick at the card castle, you may tell your employer, Mr. Clifton, that you found Edna Ritter, brewer, shooting doves on this disputed territory — and you may inform him how very properly and thoroughly you punished her for trespassing.

After a silence he said, looking into the blue eyes brilliant with humour, mischief, and pain:

So you are Edna Ritter!

Brewers of beers, she added. Dont forget that.

He remained silent.

She continued to watch his expression, dropped her curly head back on her arms, still watching him from under pretty, insolent lids.

As for the land, she added after a moment, he may have it if he wishes — your employer, Mr. Clifton.

Why? asked Clifton simply.

Why? Because he wants it.

Do you want it, too?

For a second her slightly; flushed and dainty features became beautiful.

I do not permit myself to desire what others want, she said very quietly. Mr. Clifton is welcome to this land. Tell him so. And she turned her head, resting her cheek on her left shoulder once more.

After a long silence she lifted her head, found him still kneeling beside her, smiled.

Are you still doing penance, Mr. Gay? How silly! Go to your pit, get what shooting is left, then when the morning flight is over bring your horse and mine — I will tell you where to find my horse. Then — if you have leisure to help me — I can manage somehow to get back to the bungalow, I suppose.

He made no response; she considered him at intervals, even ventured to study him furtively.

And once an odd thought flashed into her mind — what a pity he was not young Clifton! — for he looked the part.

But — all that was ended now. A disgust for it all had seized her when she had kicked over the castle of cards in that unconsidered moment of capricious and perverse humour.

Suddenly — and she knew not why — that sort of ambition had been totally extinguished in her. It had been for her a sort of game; the ardour of the chase, the skill, the audacity of the quest had amused her for a while. But — even a best-seller ends by surfeiting the intelligence and starving the imagination.

Now, all at once, she realized that she had outgrown childish things — outgrown the impulse toward romance, and no longer desired its fulfilment. And as she lay there, idly speculating and looking at him, she wondered what form her energy would now take — what newer and more interesting channel it might enter — whither lead her restless, ardent, youthful mind and spirit.

For in the brewery it might not rest contented to soar above the sanitary vats or hover eternally above the germ-proof bottling plant.

Then her vague and speculative thoughts clustered about and centered upon the young man on one knee beside her.

It did seem rather odd that he should be perhaps the physical embodiment of what her childish and ardent fancy had hoped for and desired in young Clifton. For, to the splendour of social rank, she had all by herself naïvely added a personal perfection entirely satisfactory to a young girls dream.

And it did seem odd that this young man should, in a measure, fulfil that part of her ideal.

For there was no doubt in her mind now that he was good to gaze upon — and that he had qualities — gentleness, good breeding, and very sweet manners to a girl alone with him in a shooting pit.

She glanced at him, then at his dog. Her own dog had curled up at her shoulder. She lay back and pillowed her head on his silky flank.

Our dogs no longer harbour ill will, she said with a friendly smile, so why should you think I bear you malice? I dont. I never did. And never shall. Please do not look so terribly dejected. For after all you dont know me well enough to be as unhappy as that.

Are you still in pain?

A little, she confessed honestly. Why dont you go back to your pit and shoot doves, like a sensible boy?

If I did Id feel more like shooting my bally head off!

Mr. Gay! Why do you take it so personally — so intimately — to heart?

Oh, you dont know what I feel — to see you suffering — you, of all women in the world — lying here — struck down my me!

What! Why — what a perfectly extraordinary thing to say—

Extraordinary! Why is it extraordinary? If I had injured the Queen of Sheba I could be philosophical about it. B-but I cant be philosophical about you!

Why should seeing me in some slight discomfort deject you more deeply than seeing any other girl — person — or the Queen of S-Sheba — s-suffering—

It does! That is all I know.

Why should it?

He was silent.

Why? she repeated — already a little uncertain why she should repeat the question.

Because, he broke out vehemently, I never before saw such a girl as you — and never shall — again — as long as I — live — if I lived for s-several million years—

Thats a — a c-c-curious thing to say — to think— Her breath seemed to fail her without reason; she took a long and steady one. Its very chivalrous — and gallant — to make amends to me — so delight — so — with such—

I — never supposed — that — it were possible — in a few minutes — for a man to — to— But he got no further.

She had turned her head to rest it again in the hollow of her arm; and she began to be surprised and somewhat disconcerted at the irregular proceedings of her own pulses.

For there was something unusual the matter with this young man — with them both — and something had been the matter for some time. She seemed to realize that. Perhaps, with her, it was only her ankle.

She remained silent for a long while. He stretched himself out, presently, pillowing his own head on the red-ticked dog. And they lay there quietly, thinking about each other with considerable amazement.

The sun hung well above the plain; its light gilded the edges of her clustering hair in a most charming and disturbing fashion.

Long since the last flight of laggard doves had driven past, far above them. The dogs looked up into the sky in tragical silence, sighed, and settled down to the inevitable.

At last he rose, came over and knelt beside her, a curious certainty in his heart and a still stranger peace within it: and she turned her head and looked up into his face with the tranquillity of a fearless child.

There seemed to be nothing questioning in his eyes or in hers — nothing even of doubt, only confidence, and a confused sort of comprehension, which delicately flushed her cheeks and deepened the sunburn on his.

Where is your horse? he asked.

She told him.

I wont be long away from you, he said.

She nodded.

He did not remain away very long; and when he returned leading the two horses, he found her sitting up waiting for him, with that faint smile on her face which had started the whole amazing business.

Put both arms around my neck, he said, bending down over her.

She looked away from him for a moment, and the smile faded; then she slowly complied with his request.

So he carried her to her saddle, and when she was comfortably installed there, he gathered up the odds and ends, buckled and made fast everything, snapped both dogs to heel, whistled in his own horse, and, one arm passed around the cantle of her saddle, walked slowly forward beside her stirrup. And it seemed to him that all the treasures of the world lay there within the half-circle of his sheltering arm.

Neither said anything; the plain was wide from the shooting-pits to the Ritter bungalow, and the sandy miles were traversed in silence save for the clatter of flushed doves rising before them with a flash of the four white feathers, the creak of leather, and the soft tread of the horses over dead grass.

High hawks circled over them: the black vultures soared higher still, wheeling motes floating in the uttermost blue vault. And all around them stretched a sunlit world, very perfect and very still, very wonderful — singula quid referam?

Toward afternoon they came in sight of the noble live oak forest which surrounded the bungalow. A little branch, running noiselessly and crystal clear over white sands, crossed their path. Here they halted; horses and dogs drank deep; a cardinal bird sang.

After a few moments, pensive and absent-eyed, she turned slightly in her saddle and looked down at him. And, for no particular reason, he took her narrow hand in his. And she left it there — probably noticing what he was doing — possibly not.

I dont know why this morning I told you I was somebody else: I suppose you know that I am Billy Clifton, he said.

I — did not know it. But — it does not surprise me.

why?

You could not be anybody else, because you are — what I always believed him — to be.

What did you believe him to be?

What I think you are.

And what is that?

A ghost of a smile touched her lips:

Of us two — here together — I think that you are the better man. And that is what I always thought. He did not smile.

You are the better man, he said.... I dont know why you endure me!

He drew her hand close against his lips; then very gravely he looked up at her.

I dont suppose any other girl in the whole world would understand me, he said.

I — suppose not, she murmured.

But you do — dear?

Yes. Her lips scarcely moved. She looked up into the dazzling blue, then, gravely, down at him.

He said: You understand that I am in love with you? Do you understand it, dear?

Yes.... I understand it.

He drew a deep, unsteady breath.

There is your house. Will you ever ask me there — after what I have just said to you?

She made no answer. And after he had waited a long while he climbed into his own saddle, and their horses splashed across the shallow water.

Among the giant oaks she drew bridle.

Come no further, she whispered as he rode up beside her.

Is that my answer?

Her head drooped; she sat absently playing with her bridle for a few moments. Then the lowered eyes were slowly lifted to him, all starry with inquiry.

You tell me, she said, that you — care for me?

Yes.

You say also that of us two I am the better man?

Yes.

If that is true you could not make me care for you.... You never can make me.

He bit his lip in silence.

A man is what he thinks he is. So— she added under her breath, please think that you are the better man.... And that will win me.... Because — I am sure of it already.


THE GERM OF MADNESS

[image: img741.jpg]

ALL HIS LIFE long he had heard of Saratoga; all his life he had meant to go there some day and see for himself those mid-Victorian splendours which had dazzled the solemn grandparents under whose tutelage he had been reared and educated.

Nursery tales of vast hotels, of upholstered magnificence, had haunted his adolescent and maturer years too long: he must go, contemplate, marvel, be a part of fabled Saratoga, ere he migrated to farther and celestial palaces. Before he put on immortality he must see Saratoga. Ultimate dissolution would be made easier.

And here he was at last, with two weeks leave from the office just beginning! Here he was in celebrated and historic Saratoga: in the famous Capital Hotel, seated under the awful majesty of that legendary roof, amid a wilderness of unbelievable furniture, in a vast and shapeless space populated exclusively by old ladies and negro servants of a species long since extinct except in Saratoga and in vaudeville.

East, west, north and south around him stretched away the endless waste of carpet; on every hand crowded forests of furniture, amid which rocking-chairs were in motion; their rhythmic squeak and the click of knitting needles alone broke the July silence.

The young man looked up at the high and indescribable ceiling; he gazed rather wildly at the tall marble mantels inset with hot air registers; his haunted gaze shifted from a life-size portrait of Washington to the fly-infested window panes. Outside in the street a Ford motor-car rattled jauntily down Broadway.

And the panic-stricken desperation of the trapped seized upon this young man. He must get out of Saratoga — get out instantly; he knew he must flee, or go mad and presently find himself running in circles. All in an instant he understood that the germ of madness lies latent in every human being awaiting only proper environment to develop. And suddenly he comprehended that Saratoga was that environment, and that he must go; go somewhere where he could forget; where he could learn to forget these nightmare hotels, these fly-cursed dining-rooms, this hideous forest of rocking-chairs; these fabulous Ethiopians, these spectres of old ladies knitting like the three awful Fates themselves.

Somewhere in the outer world there were real people, and real chairs, and fewer life-size pictures of Washington. Somewhere in the sane and modem world the horror of the mid-Victorian had become utterly extinct even though Queen Anne had indigestibly arisen to brood upon its ruins.

He must go! He must go at once. Madness lurked within the next five minutes.

Mistuh John Brown, suh, if yu please! Mr. John Brown, suh, if yu please! Mistuh John—

James Green arose mechanically and, stretching his neck above the forest of first growth furniture, gazed stupidly upon the approaching Ethiopian.

The Ethiop came on, dodging the furniture and still paging somebody named Brown; and behind him followed a woman winding a sinuous way amid the wastes of rockers while her Senegambian guide continued to recite in oily reiteration the name of Mr. Brown till the huge hall echoed the inquiry for miles around.

Mistuh John Brown, suh — —

And like lightning, madness struck Mr. James Green.

I am Mr. Brown, said the young man, looking not at the specimen of a species approaching extinction, but at the girl who followed.

Why he had suddenly said his name was Brown when it had been Green for twenty-three years he could not entirely understand. He merely understood that he had gone mad — that Saratoga already had developed the latent germ within him.

He looked at the girl and he felt the germ was already sprouting.

She was young, tall, freckled delightfully, and she wore grey eyes and chestnut hair and distractingly pretty clothes.

Mr. Brown? she asked with puzzled inquiry in voice and eyes.

The germ, already sprouted, matured rapidly: Yes, he said calmly and with the fixed smile that young men believe formality demands in the presence of the very beautiful. Yes, I am John Brown.

They inspected each other in silence for a moment, he, utterly astonished at his own meaningless mendacity, already exceedingly worried, but perversely prepared to go on with the adventure; she, hesitating, plainly perplexed.

Then a slight color came into her face; her lips parted as though speech were imminent; but she pressed her lips together again very firmly as though at some sudden inward decision; and the tint in her cheeks brightened. So did her eyes.

I had you paged, she said, but I thought Id save time by following him— she looked at the nearly extinct specimen, drew a quarter of a dollar from her reticule and daintily bestowed it.

Im very glad, said the young man, that you were able to find me because we havent very much time, I fear, for all that we have to say to each other. Again astonishment seized him at his own terrible temerity.

The bright tint deepened in her cheek; she looked at him intently, curiously, and he thought there was a hint, in her gaze, of unmitigated amazement — or was it a subtle hint of defiance? — or amusement? Anyway, there was brilliant animation in those grey eyes; and he knew within himself that he was now fairly launched upon his first adventure. And whatever the outcome, whether gaiety or jail, he meant to set sail across the unknown sea of Romance until his frail bark foundered or drifted into port wafted by the breezy laughter of the old and laughter-loving gods.

Of course I need not introduce myself, she said, dropping gracefully into the depths of a rocker.

No, of course not, he agreed, wondering how he was to discover her name.

You could not very well forget my name even if you never before have seen me, she continued; could you, Mr. Brown?

No, said James Green, I couldnt ever forget anything concerning you. And he began to wonder how long it would take her to discover his horrible and frivolous perfidy, and whether she would summon the Saratoga police.

However, he continued, I must confess that I sometimes forget exactly how your branch of the family spells the name.

With an e, said the grey-eyed girl, pleasantly. But her regard grew disconcertingly brilliant, and she seemed to gaze straight into the anguished depths of his mendacious soul.

Oh, he nodded, so you spell it with an el Of course I remember! And he continued to nod wisely to himself until interrupted by a sudden thought — a very subtle thought.

Suppose, he said, producing notebook and pencil, you write it out for me. Then I shall always be certain.

She declined the offered notebook.

Merely write it with an e she said. Then youll never forget.

But wont you— he persisted hopefully.

But why not write it yourself? she asked smilingly. It is a sure method of fixing it in your mind.

No need, he said, hastily pocketing his notebook; Ill be sure to remember it now. Ill always recollect that it is spelled with an e.

She nodded, looked down, and gently joined the tips of her gloved fingers as though immersed in reverie.

Well, she presently inquired softly and very thoughtfully, what decision have you come to in regard to the matter which interests us both so profoundly?

He hesitated only a moment: I have decided, he said, to leave it entirely to you.

She looked up directly into his eyes. I dont quite understand, Mr. Brown.

I mean, said the young man, that whatever you decide will be entirely agreeable to me.

But you didnt say so in your letters!

No, I believe I did not.

Indeed you did not. You said something very different. You reminded me of your years and experience, and that the decision must be with you in all important differences of opinion.

I know I said that, admitted the mad Mr. Green, but since meeting you in person I perceive that the difference in our ages scarcely warrants any arbitrary decision on my part—

But you knew I was only twenty-one; I wrote you so.

Well, I am only twenty-three—

What! You wrote that you were fifty-three!

Fifty-three! Did I write that? he asked aghast. Certainly. Otherwise I should not have felt so entirely at ease in what now appears a somewhat unconventional undertaking!

It was a misprint of the typewriter—

But you wrote it out in long hand!

Im likely to write things that I dont mean to write. Im absent-minded. I meant twenty instead of fifty. I dont look fifty, do I?

She glanced up at him, studied his rather nice and guileless countenance for a second, then gazed elsewhere; and continued to gaze as though thinking very deeply.

After a nervous interval he said: About this enterprise of ours—

She started, turned, looked at him, then suddenly laughed — an odd, nervous, little laugh, while in her bright eyes danced two little reckless devils.

Very well, Mr. Brown, she said, I shall tell you exactly what I am ready to do. You and I ought to contribute twenty thousand dollars apiece—

I beg your pardon!

 — Unless you think thirty is necessary?

No, he said hastily, twenty ought to be enough.

We can tell only by experimenting, she pointed out. Of course. That is the only way. Then if thirty thousand dollars is necessary, or if three hundred thousand are required— He waved his hand carelessly in termination of a sentence which was threatening to involve him.

She clasped her hands and rested her pretty chin on them.

What, she asked, in your opinion, is the first thing to do in this matter?

I had rather hear your opinion.

Please — I had rather hear yours, she insisted. You have a most elaborate plan matured on paper. I have studied the copy you sent me and I know it by heart.

He felt himself backed against the wall.

That plan, he explained, was merely tentative, and subject to your revision—

Oh!

Everything I ever mean to do is subject to your revision! he continued a trifle wildly as the sprouting germ within him put forth buds.

Thank you, she said, but of course you dont mean that—

I do — I— he checked himself.

She smiled and said with heightened colour: You are speaking figuratively of course.

Oh, yes, he replied, getting a grip on himself, I am speaking, so to speak, in a general generalization.

Entirely. So, if you please, what in your opinion is the first thing we ought to do?

Have you lunched? he inquired with sudden inspiration.

I — why, no—

Then that he said triumphantly, is the very first thing to do.

She looked at him; her grey eyes were very bright but inscrutable.

Do you think we have time to lunch? she asked gravely.

Time? Why not?

But we have a long distance to go and much to do.

I know it, he said, wondering where on earth they were bound for, and what they were going to do when they arrived.

I shall have to be back in Albany by six, in time to dress, she reminded him.

Naturally, he admitted.

And you no doubt expect to return to Albany in time for the meeting this evening?

Perhaps I can telephone—

But I understood that you are to preside! You wrote so.

Oh, he said carelessly, I often preside at meetings by telephone.

How can you?

Its easy. I can do it without any trouble. Trust me, Miss— he turned very red. Lord! he said, Ive forgotten how to spell your name again! Im sorry! But do let us lunch together and talk over this matter—

He rose; she stood up as though reluctant and a little bewildered; but as she looked up at him, into her eyes leaped suddenly the two little demons of gaiety, and she laughed as though scarcely knowing why.

Mr. Brown, you are odd, unusual. I suppose all great philanthropists are a little eccentric.

All great philanthropists! The dreadful clue began to enlighten him. This lovely young girl mistook him for the celebrated philanthropist, John Brown.

For a second he wavered; the golden sails on his bark of Romance fluttered and sagged in a dead calm. Should he pursue the adventure? Did jail lie that way? What was the penalty for impersonating philanthropists? Would the frivolous and jocose plea, just for fun, mitigate the sentence? Could he, indeed, plead Saratoga insanity?

Oh, and worse than all, worse than jail, worse than the anger of a great and wealthy philanthropist, worse than anything he ever heard of, would be the amazement, indignation and scorn of this grey-eyed girl — the prettiest girl he had ever beheld in all his uneventful life.

But, while he wavered, the old gods, lingering near, unseen, fell a-laughing and nudging one another, and their ambrosial breath stirred the idle golden sails and filled them; and the frail bark of Romance began to move out over uncharted and sapphire seas. And James Green remained on board.

They lunched together in a fly-haunted void where amid interstellar space dusky forms from Ethiop wafted spices of Araby in the outward form of fried chicken and succotash.

How delicious the food is in this hotel, said that infatuated young man.

It really is delicious, said the girl, vaguely surprised to find it so. However, she had a keen appetite, having motored from Albany.

She said: Then I shall not see you at the meeting this evening?

Why not? he asked, as though capable of slaying anybody who attempted to prevent him from attending any meeting adorned by her.

I thought you intended to preside by telephone.

Ive changed my mind. I shall certainly attend any meeting which you — —

Fm so glad, she exclaimed hurriedly. I really was disappointed. Besides, your personal presence there and your twenty-thousand-dollar contribution would insure a most generous support from the others.

He nodded, but his appetite became troubled. The mere mention of such sums depressed him; vaguely he realized how utterly out of the running he really was in company with this wealthy and charming philanthropist.

He glanced at her furtively. She looked disconcertingly wealthy in her fresh, supple, perfectly groomed beauty — clear-eyed, dear-skinned, faultless, unapproachable.

And Oh, how she was going to scorn him some day! It hurt already. But the old gods were still laughing and, lying cheek by jowl, were amusing themselves by blowing the golden sales full of fragrant puffs of wind. This plan of yours— he began.

Of yours! she corrected him. The honor of suggesting this splendid charity is yours alone, Mr. Brown.

You are too kind, he said, miserably. If you knew how little I deserve—

How can you? You who have done so much to alleviate human woe!

I did it, he said, desperately, because Ive been a bad man! — 

What?

Thats why I did it. Thats why Ive given all these millions to charity—

I dont believe it! What nonsense! You are famous for the ideal purity of your family life.

No, Im not! he exclaimed excitedly. Im a domestic demon!

You are not! Your wife and children —— —

What!

Your wife and children are held up as perfect models of domestic happiness by every Sunday newspaper in New York. And it is all due to the nobility, purity, and generosity of your life!

Flushed, smiling, and a trifle excited she assaulted her orange ice with unfeigned satisfaction; he, aghast, gazed out of the window, trying to realize how far he had already entangled himself in the identity of a famous and moral philanthropist, and in the career of a generous and beautiful and innocent young daughter of unknown and multimillionaire parentage. But while he sat cogitating, the bark of adventure drifted on toward Scylla.

This is an awful deal Im handing her, he thought. Ill stay with the game until she leaves for Albany, then Ill take poison quietly somewhere under somebodys bed. They can sweep me out in the morning. Maybe shell think less unkindly of me then—

Mr. Brown?

He remembered that it was his name and turned with a forced gaiety entirely ghastly.

I think I wrote you that I should come ever to Saratoga in my car, didnt I?

I believe you did.

Its a fast little Snapper runabout, and we ought to make Iron Ridge in two hours. I drive very nicely, she added with one of those frank smiles which had begun to do him unutterable damage.

He had no idea where Iron Ridge might be or why they were going there; but he went to the desk, signed their check, summoned a fabled Ethiop, and suddenly remembered that he didnt know whose car to send for. Shameful discovery confronted him; disaster glared at him out of mocking eyes.

There was a moments deadly silence on his part during which both ears were nearly burnt off, then the girl unclosed her lips which had tightened spasmodically:

Miss Greys car, she said sweetly to the darker individual.

Yaas, Miss.

She turned and glanced at Green who had put on the name and attributes of Brown. He was fixedly regarding the street. The street was full of sunshine and of nothing else. Maybe he was a sun worshipper.

When the smartest of little grey Snapper runabouts was brought around, they descended to the street, Miss Grey stepped in and took the wheel, the pseudo Brown got in beside her, the self-starter clicked, the engine whirred, then in silence the runabout glided away through the sunny, empty streets of Saratoga, carrying one remorseful, bewildered, and madly infatuated young man whose salary, he realized, would not have paid for a summer gown of the young girl beside him.

Out in the country they swung westward, the car increasing its speed over the fine state road, and before them opened the hazy hills of northern New York, rolling toward the blue Adirondacks, set with oak and elm and pines, clothed with sweet fern and wild grass, or more rarely squared with crops that grow on sandy loam — oats, barley, buckwheat, potatoes, and Indian corn.

An aromatic wind blew warmly in their faces; robin and bluebird and golden-winged woodpecker scattered into flight before them; burly, furry woodchucks scuttled across the road into tussock or stone wall; slow, poised mouse-hawks looked down at them from the blinding summer blue, and saw a young girl driving a smart grey car, very intent on her business, and a young man looking at her in fascinated and troubled silence.

A long while passed before they said anything; the gaunt, rocky, worn-out country came into view before they spoke — that desolate region of sand and charred slashings where dead trees stand stark and spectral amid brambles and fireweed; where shrunken streams clatter through tangled gulleys; where the marks of mans stupidity and ravage affront the pure and undefiled sky.

Everywhere were the shameful wrecks of forests; everywhere the dry bones of torrents, the dwindling streams, the hell-like brand of fire.

And now the region was dead, forests stripped of hemlock bark and great trunks prone, and nothing left save a light sandy loam which the breeze blew and shifted as dunes are blown.

Yet, to the iron flanks of the denuded hills human beings still clung, because they were too poor to get away. Ruin wrought by them and their fathers had caught them where their shanties stood gauntly amid the sandy fields. The curse had come upon them — all the ignorance and stupidity and wanton waste of tree and water they were now paying for in sterile fields and starving stomachs.

The girl at the wheel turned toward Green: This is the region, she said, which I have described to you in my letters. Did I make it more hideous than it is? He was silent.

Wild, shy, ragged children came from half-ruined shanties to stare at them; shaggy, gaunt men turned to lean upon hoe and spade and watch the grey runabout pass.

Everywhere ignorance and folly had wrought; everywhere hopeless faces and dull eyes met their gaze. The sun was hot; the country road sandy and full of rocks. Even the roadside shade trees had been wantonly felled, the bushes hacked and burned — God only knew why. These people in their madness seemed bent on obliterating the last green shadow, the last breath of merciful coolness that shielded them and the burnt land from the hot anger of a scornful sun.

What fools! said Green, aloud to himself.

What martyrs, she said quietly, poor sufferers from their own ignorance — from the ignorance of the State, of the Nation. How could we expect these people to know by instinct that which the educated in the United States are just beginning to learn.

Was there anybody to tell these people that the death of the forests meant starvation to them? Who was there to teach them that conservation of natural resources was vital — that axe and fire meant hunger and thirst for them and theirs? Not the State; not even the National Government. No, they are not fools; they are neglected children; and the Nation is responsible for their dreadful degeneration!

At the summit of a long treeless sandy ridge she brought the car to a stop; and they looked out over the grim desolation made by man. In a weedy field nearby a young girl was hoeing corn — her symmetrical features thin with malnutrition, her garments in tatters about her.

The girl at the wheel touched her companion on the sleeve and pointed, paraphrasing: There, but for the grace of God, delves Marion Grey.... And in the next instant a smile flashed in her eyes— with an e, she said gaily, and maybe you had better write out the Marion.

He was on the point of impulsive confession — he felt he could endure his own duplicity no longer — and opened his mouth with a boyish gasp; but she had begun speaking again.

To propose to aid these people is a noble charity, she said. Your idea of establishing a Conservation School here, of teaching these people how to wring a little more than a living out of this rock and sand — of aiding them with money, of employing them to reforest the ashes of this burnt-out hell, is a noble and God-inspired charity.

As you have pointed out to me in your letters, these people can be aided; they can be schooled; they can be taught fish culture, forest culture, land culture.

With a little education and aid they can raise fish and game for re-stocking purposes; they can re-plant devastated areas; they can make something of what fertile strips they possess; their children can be schooled, clothed, fed, taught; and this nightmare of a region and the pitiful shades who inhabit it can be reclaimed. She leaned on the wheel and looked him in the eyes.

I pledge you twenty thousand dollars — thirty if you need it. I pledge you three months every year personal service among these people. Others will contribute as much. Are you satisfied in your first meeting with your correspondent of many months, Mr. Brown?

The young man turned a deep and painful red.

I — am not — Mr. Brown, he said, looking her squarely in the eyes.

Whether she was struck dumb with astonishment and anger he did not know, but she said nothing; she did not even utter an exclamation; but her grey eyes remained fixed on him.

Im a broker; I earn about two thousand dollars a year. I dont know — know anything about conservation of n-natural resources, or about human misery — except what Im now enduring — or about philanthropy, or about anything. Im just as something fraudulent — and — Ill ask your pardon. Im — sorry; and Ill get out of your car and walk — somewhere or other.

Red, trembling slightly, he began to climb out of the runabout, had already laid an unsteady hand on the door when she spoke. Please — I must tell you something — before you go.

He turned; her slight gesture asked him to resume his seat.

I — Ill have to tell you something, too, she said. Suddenly the scarlet leaped into her face, but she managed to keep her grey eyes lifted.

All I told you was — was only what Id like to do — if I had the means.... But I havent. I — I am not wealthy. Im p-poor. I came — came to meet Mr. Brown at Saratoga because he — he wanted a secretary for this enterprise — and because I knew this region. M-my salary will be very s-small.

She continued to face him with a visible effort, but her voice was weakening a little.

I knew you were not the Mr. Brown as soon as I saw you. I have seen his photograph. He is old and bald. I — I dont know what madness seized me to do this thing — let you talk to me — lunch with you. I knew you were pretending. But suddenly I wanted to — to have an adventure. And I — have — had one.

After a silence he nodded in a dazed sort of way. She said, tremulously: There must be something about the air of Saratoga. I never before behaved this way.

There is, he said, something about the air of Saratoga.

I dont think you, either, have ever before done anything like this. H-have you? she asked timidly.

No. But the germ of this sort of thing is in us all. He drew a long deep breath. It has been very wonderful after all, hasnt it? he said almost dreamily. And, dreamily, the girl looked back at him out of her grey eyes tinged already with the vague beauty of that perennial enchantment born out of the morning mists in Eden.

Thoughtfully she backed the car, turned out through a dry field, and swung into the road again.

You drive wonderfully.

I demonstrated for the Snapper Motor Company. They let me have a car sometimes when I ask for it.

Oh.

She looked up at him, then her head dropped a little over the wheel.

And is — is this enterprise — this idea of aiding these people only a myth? he asked.

No. That is real enough.

It is actually going to be done?

Yes.

By Brown?

Yes.

And are you going to be his secretary?

Yes.

If there were a place in his office, said the young man, any old place, at any old salary — and if Mr. Brown would let me take it, Id do it — to be near — you. After a long while, and driving very carefully, Shall I ask Mr. Brown? she inquired, looking straight ahead of her.

Yes; if you would like to have me — near you.

She continued to gaze straight ahead, gravely. Intuition silently solved her unasked questions. A faint and adorable flush came over her face.

Then I shall ask Mr. Brown at the meeting tonight whether there is on his staff any place for— she hesitated; and suddenly the two little demons danced in her grey eyes.

Do you spell yours with an e? she asked.

Two, he said; G-r-e-e-n!
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They smiled rather confusedly at each other.

Suddenly her mood entirely changed. Oh, how guilty I have been! I never could have believed it of myself — I, Marion Grey—

She turned her dismayed gaze on him again. And after a moment they both smiled confusedly.

For, within each youthful body the germ, well-sprouted by the Saratoga atmosphere, was already in bud, and the buds had begun to open.

The frail bark of Romance sailed slowly on, leaving Scylla behind.

Then the old gods laughed and blew the golden sails until they filled above a sapphire sea.


LUCILLES LEGS
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SHE WAS YOUNG and pretty, and she came from Eagle City, N. M., where two years previously her husband had fallen down a shaft in his own mine and had immediately become nihil ad rem.

As he was a wealthy man, he required expensive obsequies, so they scraped him off the ore — which also was too rich to waste. Anyway, the mine continued to pay and young Mrs. Quest continued to wear mourning. Her name was Lucille, and she was just beginning to like being married; and her fat, florid husband was just beginning to find it a trifle wearisome.

In fact, he had an appointment with a senorita that evening and had imbibed sufficient courage to keep it, when he carelessly wandered down the shaft. So perhaps it happened just as well for all concerned.

Eagle City, N. M., was the garish setting; Lucille the jewel of purest ray serene. At the end of the second year the one wore out the other — it works either way — and Lucille made madly for New York. And was there instantly engulfed in the restless and boundless ocean of pretty women. In Eagle City, N. M., she had been a local gem; in Gotham she glimmered only as a single ray from the glittering mountain of brilliants, where every pebble is a jewel, and where nothing added is distinguishable, nothing subtracted missed.

Society, considering her transparent, gazed through her very indifferently at a point somewhere beyond her. Something had to be done. So she became a suffragette, a settlement worker, a social uplifter. But bettered herself socially not at all. Even the stage dodged her, although it was receptive concerning her money. There seemed nothing left but the Waldorf or Hot Springs.

A great and pensive seriousness came over Lucille: the world was cold and mostly vulgar; that seemed certain. Besides that, her young life had already been wrecked. Retirement, study, and contemplation remained to console her. The result, ultimately, should be a book — a sad one, full of subtleties and great truths, tinged with the gentle melancholy of a noble soul misunderstood by Manhattan.

The world should read and realize what it had not particularly noticed in her — a great moral and abiding purpose.

What that purpose was, however, she did not trouble herself to analyze. And had anybody told her that her purpose had been the spotlight, her delicacy might never have recovered from the libel. Libels in law are not necessarily untruths.

During her widowhood, Lucilles adventures with the brute, Man, had not endeared the species to her. There is, perhaps, as cynics assert, only one sort of man; but she had met all sorts of that sort. She detested them as frankly as she cherished the memory of her husband — why, she did not know. But the truth was that they too closely resembled her husband, whose smirking memory her loyalty to custom and precedent had so carefully repainted and varnished and framed under glass that all resemblance to the original had vanished.

Yes, men were all the same to her, only more so. The kind she encountered as a suffragette or a social uplifter and in the Waldorf or at Hot Springs, differed only in this: the latter danced tangos with her; the former sat too close to her, breathed on her when they spoke of uplift, and read the Evening Post.

Retirement, leisure in which to nourish ineffable thoughts and aspirations — a jug of wine, perhaps, but no loafer, no thou — merely a solitude of golden sunshine where golden thoughts might germinate and blossom — and plenty of pretty gowns in case mere man intruded — these ideas were now desperately attracting Lucille.

She had been reading Florida railroad literature. And she had fallen for it. But like all fallen women she should not be judged harshly. The literature was very, very alluring.

Which explains her ensuing situation along that coral strip which separates the social desert from the sown — not too far from Palm Beach and Miami; an orange grove fronting the sea; a straight, white road vanishing both ways into perspective between palmetto woods and acres of white and pink phlox; a cottage constructed of silvery palm logs; six English servants; and a basket phaeton.

In her narrow gown of snowy serge, her golden hair tied with a butterfly bow of black ribbon like a schoolgirl, she sat in a great wicker chair under a kumquat bush, writing the memoirs of her life. Which she realized would prove a long, serious, and exhausting effort, she being already nearly twenty-two and aging rapidly.

She began to write her memoirs with a pencil on a pad of yellow paper, balanced over her knees. When a quarter of an hour had elapsed she paused, overcome with astonishment at her own philosophy.

For, with the very first paragraph, she had already pointed out to the world with calm and pitiless logic that experience is a stern teacher, and that life is not worth the effort of living. And was intensely pleased with herself for discovering these great truths unaided.

The air was balmy, soft with the scent of orange blossoms. Suave little winds carried subtle odours from oleander hedges and stirred the great palm fronds till they glistened, rattling faintly overhead.

Life is not worth living, she repeated to herself, somewhat awed by her discovery. But presently she began to nourish what little vitality remained with kumquats, reaching up behind her head to pluck from the bush the little, egg-shaped, orange-like fruit.

She had eaten a dozen, perhaps, perhaps two dozen — for she was young and sturdy — and was reaching for another, when, on the veranda of the next cottage, appeared one of the objectionable young men who tenanted it.

She paused, her pretty, rounded arm raised, her golden head tilted back against the glossy foliage of the kumquat bush — truly a picture that any young man might well discover with a dramatic start.

Gage started, gazed to the limit of good breeding, then picked up his gun and sat down on the veranda rail, pretending to be busy with the locks.

As for Lucille, she regarded him with undisguised disapproval.

The cottage stood some hundred odd yards down the white road, embowered in palms and live oaks, with a field of pink and white phlox between it and her own abode.

Four young men inhabited it — sunburned, active, noisy young men who seemed to find much in this sad world to laugh at, much to eat, much to drink. This particular man was consuming a swizzle now. She couldnt hear the ice tinkle, but she could see the shape of the glass. And — had he intentionally glanced in her direction when he lifted it to his lips? As a good woman, and a recently widowed one, she sincerely hoped not; but she was gravely doubtful: noisy, healthy men of that sort were probably capable of anything — men prone to easy laughter, to unconsidered skylarking among themselves — men who went tramping about on their veranda whistling — men in whose hands was always to be seen either a gun, a riding crop, or a swizzle.

Lucille picked up her pencil and inspected the pencil-written pad on her knee with pretty gravity. During the next ten minutes she changed a comma to a semicolon and crossed three ts. Which was something.

When she got ready she lifted her dark blue eyes meditatively.

The young man on the veranda was evidently preparing to shoot quail. He wore over his thin, grey flannel shirt, which was open at the throat, a shooting coat of solaro cloth, breeches of the same, heavy shoes, and puttees. A gun lay across his knees; a dog wagged beside them. He sorted cartridges, smoked a cob pipe, petted his dog, and occasionally patronized his swizzle. And about every thirty or thirty-one seconds, as well as she could calculate, he lifted a lean, well-shaped head and glanced in her direction. Maybe it was something behind her that attracted him. Involuntarily she turned to see, but there was only the kumquat bush.

That man, she thought rather sadly to herself, is probably totally unaware of the seriousness and futility of life. Doubtless he lives only from moment to moment, from one pleasure to the next, utterly ignorant that nothing is really worth while — that the fountain of pleasure is already failing — that only the noble melancholy of meditation renders endurable an existence that is meaningless until it ends.

She wrote this down, rather fancying it. Then she looked at him.

His three companions presently came out on the veranda, noisily as usual, followed by three excited dogs and a negro; and after swizzles and much laughter they, their dogs, guns, lunch baskets, and ammunition were loaded into a wagon and driven off down the white road by the negro.

But the bronzed young man who had dared to look at her when he drank his swizzle remained seated on the veranda rail, smoking his cob pipe.

Exactly what his eyes were about she could not see, because he had put on a flat sun helmet, and the shadow of it fell across the bridge of his straight nose.

If, taking advantage of this natural phenomenon, he were looking at her out of the shadow, it was an impudent thing for him to do. Also, this had been going on now for nearly three weeks; whenever he put on his sun helmet she never was able to decide what his eyes were doing; and he always ended a period of mutual and silent inspection by putting it on.

To ignore him entirely, to appear utterly indifferent and oblivions to his presence in the landscape was what she intended. At any rate she wished him to understand that she was indifferent, preoccupied, and oblivious to his inspection. Yet she had to look at him to see whether the intended effect was being produced. But every time, before she could make up her mind, he always put on his sun helmet, leaving her irritated, curious, and uncertain.

Thoughtfully tracing her maiden initials over the yellow pad, she sat motionless in the shade of the kumquat bush, conscious, however, whenever he moved; for, while not looking at him any more, she kept him within her range of vision. And a womans range is boundless.

Eventually he got up from the veranda rail, shouldered his gun, descended the steps, and came sauntering along the white road in her direction, his dog wagging madly at his heels.

She saw him plainly without removing her blue eyes from her pad, saw him approaching, saw him turn slightly and look at her as he was passing, saw him suddenly halt, look very earnestly in her direction, hesitate, then swing out of the road and come swiftly across the phlox-starred lawn directly toward her.

She looked up in all the flushed inquiry of displeasure as he strode up to her chair.

Do what I tell you, he said very quietly. Dont move.

What!

Keep perfectly cool and dont move.

The colour faded from her cheeks. But there was plenty of courage in Lucille.

W-what is it? she asked. A snake?

No. Ill show you in a moment— He whisked from his pocket a pair of pliers, such as men use for extracting water-swollen cartridges from a breech when the ejector will not work.

Madam, he said, looking very stern and determined, have you plenty of moral courage?

Y-yes.

Very well, then; that white serge skirt of yours is slit up to your left knee, and only held together by buttons, isnt it?

What?

Isnt it!

Y-yes—

Unbutton those buttons — very carefully!

She froze with terror:

Is it a snake!

No!

Then I wont!

Madam, he said sharply, a senseless custom has for centuries inspired woman to conceal her legs — why, nobody knows. But there are moments when custom may properly be disregarded. This is one of those moments. And youd better hurry!

Tell me, she said, very pale, what is the matter with my l-legs!

Come, he said, hurry!

Is it necessary?

Yes!

Cautiously, swiftly, and with steady hands she undid the buttons; the slitted skirt fell gently apart. Then a slight gasp escaped her.

There, clinging to her white silk hose, just below the knee, crawled a scorpion — a huge one; and as the young man deftly seized him in the pliers the wicked tail curled up, darting furiously in every direction.

But it was all over with the blackish-red poisoner; there came a crunch of chitine and steel; and Lucille, slightly faint, averted her pallid face and buttoned up her skirt again.

Suddenly she heard him going as swiftly and quietly as he had come; the quick, hot colour whipped her cheeks, and she turned to express her thanks — to say something grateful — but he was already as far as the road, and walking fast. And she could not shout.

After all, here was a delicacy and tact of which she had never imagined any man capable. What a fine sense of propriety, what consideration for her modesty had this young man! How absolutely he understood a woman! Why, his intuition seemed almost feminine — almost — finicky.... For, after all, it had been a necessary thing to do.... And her ultimate ends had been very beautifully shaped by her Creator.... As far as her limbs were concerned, she had nothing to be ashamed of.

And her white silk stockings were innocent of a run and amazingly expensive.... After all, he could very properly have waited for her to thank him.... Perhaps his swift disappearance was calculated to make more of a deplorable but necessary situation than the situation had warranted.... His behaviour was, of course, praiseworthy, yet did it not suggest self-consciousness?... To go had been proper; to flee had been unnecessary.... Honi soit!... The story of Joseph had never particularly edified Lucille.

That afternoon she wrote him a note in perfectly good taste, not too grateful, not too austere, in which she expressed her gratitude.

No acknowledgment came until the next morning. He wrote:

So glad I happened to see the brute crawling over your white shoe. Theyre a bad lot, scorpions — lay you up for days. Sorry I startled you so suddenly.

Very truly yours, 

JOHN KENT.



P. S. — May I send you some quail?

Evidently he had not waited for permission; a fluffy bunch of birds was delivered with the note. She didnt know whether or not she cared for this attention — which meant she approved it.



DEAR MR. KENT [she wrote]:

It was very kind of you to send the quail. No, you did not startle me too much. I am very grateful.

Sincerely yours, 

LUCILLE QUEST.



Every day during the next week he passed down the white road with gun on shoulder and dog at heel, but he merely lifted his sun helmet; never presumed to speak on the strength of the recent incident and the notes exchanged in consequence.

But he sent her a bunch of quail or a brace of wild ducks or a wild turkey every day or two. And Lucille didnt know whether she liked his shyness and reticence or not. Which meant she didnt.

Also, she grew tired of thanking him by note for his feathered gifts — and receiving nothing in return except the salute of the lifted helmet as he passed on the white highroad.

Therefore, she sent him a basket of sapodillas, after learning that none grew on his grounds.

He wrote:

— So awfully good of you. Quite a luxury, I assure you. With many thanks, Very truly yours, JOHN KENT.

After reading this note several times with a subtle and absolutely inexplicable sense of disappointment, apropos of nothing, apparently, a sudden doubt assailed her: was this young man married?

Why the thought assailed her, why she should care one way or the other, also remained inexplicable to her.

He seemed to be like other men, and yet not quite like them, either. Any other man, by this time, would have been seated cross-legged on the ground beside her wicker chair, cheerfully ready for eventualities. And she would have snubbed him by this time.

Yet he was like other men — he was tall, muscular, sunburnt, well-groomed, and forever busy with swizzles, guns, dogs, and other men. That was manlike, too. But she had had no opportunity to snub him — granted the inclination.... And, considering, she found herself entirely innocent of any such inclination.

As bunches of game arrived from time to time, the formal formula of her acknowledgments varied scarcely at all, although their stilted reiteration made her nervous.

Yet she did not know what else to say to him, or how to say it, or even how to convey to him the faintest and most delicate intimation that if he cared to speak to her in person she might find it in her heart to overlook the insolence.

Now, had she suspected the real reason for his shyness, his aloofness, his offerings of game — why he continued to lay at her pretty feet the trophies of his bow and spear — had Lucille ever suspected the deep and abiding motive for all these manifestations, there is no knowing what she might have done — or whether she would have fled that spot or remained.

For the main trouble with Kent was his shyness, his ignorance of women, and his profound reverence for them.

Usually he blushed when one of them spoke to him, and partly because of that painful habit he had continued to remain aloof from them.

Fancy, then, what it had cost him to capture that scorpion — to approach this young and modest and innocent girl, resolutely swallow his terror of her in the presence of the emergency, demand of her that she reveal to his gaze her beauteous limbs without any apparent rhyme or reason, and then pluck from that sacred environment a wriggling, twisting scorpion!

What that act of sublime courage had cost him only he and his Maker knew. It had been easier for him to have swallowed the scorpion. No wonder he fled!

That was what ailed that young man — the memory of that necessary desecration. That was why, in chivalrous atonement, he sent gifts to mitigate what now could never be effaced from his mind — that exquisitely revealed picture of loveliness and of symmetry immortal.

Alas, those legs must ever stand between himself and any hope he might have dared to cherish in those blameless days when he had ventured to look at her from his veranda over the rim of his swizzle glass!

All that remained for him to do was to continue the offerings of his bow and spear as long as he remained there, and then go home and try to forget.

And had Lucille suspected this! But why speculate?

Anyway, she was becoming restless. Often she found herself, pencil in hand, pad on her knees, and with her mind wandering. Often a curious sense of impatience invaded her; sometimes she found herself sitting breathless as though listening. For what? She did not know. But the curious sense of expectancy continued to reoccur every day — several times a day — possessing her till her nerves protested and started her into motion.

So she began to take walks — she was young and vigorous — and she walked several miles every day, sometimes along the lagoon; sometimes, cutting across the bayberry scrub, she came to the ocean and marched along the beach, sturdily determined that if violent exercise could steady her nerves they should be calmed.

One day the beauty and wildness of the dunes lured her. Nobody had told her not to go into the tall, dead grass — not to ramble through sweet-bay and beech-grape tangles. So she rambled, now lingering over a sparkleberry bush alive with painted wings, now swinging onward, supple, free-limbed, the sea wind in her face, the sun crisping the burnished edges of her hair.

That night, in bed, she was restless, and in her sleep vaguely uncomfortable. Which memory next morning decided her that what she needed was more exercise of the same sort. So she took it, crossing the fragrant forest by trail from lagoon to ocean, and then swinging out across the dunes.

And very soon, what had been heretofore merely a vague discomfort became more pronounced. At first she scarcely paid it any attention, but a slight burning sensation became an itching, and the itching grew more unpleasant every moment, so that presently, to her astonishment and perplexity, it threatened to become almost unendurable. What under the sun was happening to her!

She came to a dead halt at the edge of the dune, where the narrow, blue inlet runs between snowy sands from lagoon to ocean.

Dismayed, not understanding, she stood on the sand for a moment, striving to surmise what on earth was the matter with her. The itching and burning was driving her almost frantic; her legs seemed to be on fire to her knees.

Then the moment arrived when endurance became impossible. Tears started in her eyes; frightened, she sat down in the sand, pulled off her shoes, tore off the white stockings, and gazed at her limbs.

Nothing seemed to be the matter with them, except that they were rather rosy instead of white.

But the fiery torture never ceased; and with a frightened sob she stepped out into the sparkling water of the inlet, wading in the blue coolness to her knees.

It seemed to help, yet as soon as she waded out again the fiery torture returned, scaring her, driving her back to the water as a fly-scourged doe is driven into a northern lake.

What had happened to her! In the confusion of mind and stress of physical misery, dreadful ideas gathered. Had she contracted, somehow, some hideous tropical disease? Was it a horrible species of fever that first attacked and consumed the extremities? Would it be a swift and sudden end? — or would it be slow, lingering, insidious?

Again and again she examined the smooth skin, but could see nothing except a deepening flush there. And the very absence of anything to alarm the eye began to terrify her.

As her tragic, blue gaze was lifted toward the sky in mute and agonized appeal to a firmament that as impotently rolls as you and I, into the range of her vision walked a man.

She was far too frightened to blush.

Please, she called unsteadily, something very dreadful has happened to me. Will you come here?

He came swiftly, straight down from the dunes, his gun barrels glistening, his heavy, leather puttees scraping through grass and brush and scrub.

Its — its my legs again, she faltered, standing there knee-deep in the blue water. Would you — k-kindly — look at them?

Yes, he said with an effort. And turned a delicate brick colour.

Slowly she waded toward him, and halted ankle-deep.

Theyre burning up, she said simply, but her mouth quivered pitifully and the tears glimmered in her eyes. Is — is it some terrible tropical disease?

No, he said, its red-bugs.

What!

Red-bugs. Have you been walking in the tall grass?

Yes.

Thats what it is. You shouldnt have done it. I wear leather leggins, you see.

W-what are red-bugs? she asked, shuddering.

Insects.

But — but I cant see any on my skin!

Theyre too small to see.

How perfectly horrid! she exclaimed, scarlet with shame and indignation. What a horrible country! And Oh, how m-miserable I am!... Thank you — I shall go home; I— she glanced around her, apparently searching for something.

Where are my shoes and stockings! she exclaimed. Where did you place them? he asked uneasily. Why — I placed them — there was a little sand-spit here just now — just a few minutes ago—

Its the tide, he said. Its rising.

But — but — where are my shoes and stockings, Mr. Kent! she exclaimed, wringing her pretty hands in consternation.

Floating somewhere in the lagoon by this time, he said calmly.

There is a kind of courage that comes to the timid when too long badgered and driven into a hopeless corner. Such courage now welled up and possessed John Kent.

Theres only one thing to do, he said— get you home and put ointment on you.

I — I can put it on myself—

Certainly! I didnt mean that. I merely mean that you have got to be taken home.

How? I cant walk in bare feet.

I know it. I shall — carry you.

There was a silence; she stood ankle-deep in the water, drying her eyes with a bit of lace. Presently she glanced at him. It was a comprehensive glance, including his entire six feet and sturdy shoulders.

Can you? she asked innocently.
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Yes, I can. Are you ready?

She stepped gingerly upon the snowy sand. It was no whiter than her pretty feet.

His gun had a strap: he unloaded it, slung it at his back: she folded her skirts, then looked up at him.

Would you mind putting your arms around my neck? he asked, blushing vividly.

It seemed that she could muster courage sufficient to do that. So he swung her up into his arms, whistled to his dog, turned, and strode away straight across the thorny brush and bay scrub.

They said nothing; but his thoughts were very busy. Fate was hustling him into the whither — a relentless fate that had now pursued him for weeks. It is true that he did not run away very fast.

Twice he was obliged to rest, the second time in the woods. She slid from his arms to the log which he selected and sat there, pale and silent, her little, bare feet drawn up under her skirt.

Are you suffering very much? he asked.

It burns like fire.

I know.... Ive had em.

C-can they be cured?

Certainly. I have an ointment. Ill send it to you.

You are so good.

He blushed:

Are you ready?

Oh, please wait. You are not rested! she exclaimed. Im all right.

No — please! I am very heavy—

She was heavy, despite the slender allure of her pretty figure and delicately moulded limbs. She was young, healthy, and sturdy, and weighed to an ounce exactly what she should have weighed. No wonder his shoulders and arms were perfectly aware of it.

But Kent was absorbed in a very different problem — a deep, intricate matter which taxed his intellect.

It was a good intellect for a business man, but rather sensitively inclined to chivalrous instincts.

One of these instincts had seized him. He faced the problem with the courage characteristic of a bashful, timid, but conscientious man driven into a corner and at bay.

I am ready, he said, rising.

She supposed he was only ready to lift her, never dreaming what other resolution he had come to.

He said:

When I pick you up and start to walk with you, I am going to tell you something.

As he swung her up in his strong arms, she turned her golden head and looked up at him inquiringly.

Its this, he said, blushing scarlet. Id like to marry you, if you dont mind.

What!

Id like to marry you, he repeated doggedly.

Put me down, Mr. Kent!

He found a log, strode over to it, deposited her, and stood before her.

Why did you say such a thing to me? she asked in a low, unsteady voice. And as she spoke she realized for the first time that this tall, young fellow was only a great big boy.

Because you have a right to ask it of me, he said.

What!!!

A modest woman can demand that right when a man — has — so frequently — invaded her — modesty.

At first she did not comprehend, and sat there staring at the painful colour in his face. There could be no doubt concerning his modesty or his sincerity — whatever was in his mind. And suddenly, intuitively, she knew what was in his mind — what curious, chivalrous, ridiculous twist his brain had taken. A desire to laugh, almost hysterical, seized her.

You — you think you ought to give me a chance to marry you because youve seen — more than is conventional — of my — my l-legs! she asked.

He couldnt turn any redder; he looked at her in a distressed, boyish way.

Is that it? she asked.

Partly — yes.

Lift me.... And take me home.

As he swung her up again she looked at him curiously, no longer afraid, no longer conscious of her arms clasped around his neck.

Is there, she asked, any other reason in the world why you might have asked me to marry you?

No other, he said.

No other?

None.... Except—

When she had waited a long time she turned her cheek from his shoulder and looked up at him again.

And he looked down into her dim, blue eyes.

No other reason, he said,  — except that — I love you.

She lay very still, her eyes on his.

When they came to the woods edge he kissed her. She closed her eyes, but her arms tightened around his neck in silence.

Inter arma leges silent.


A NURSERY TALE
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THE CAPTAIN RID himself of a minutely masticated quid.

This, suh, said he, is Sapphiah City!

Good heaven! remonstrated Burke, as the Sea Cow glided gently along the mud bank and a deck hand ran out the landing plank. This cant be my destination!

It suhtinly is, suh, returned the captain, giving the wheel another spin and his maxillary muscles another quid.

But where is Sapphire City?

This, suh, is Sapphiah City.

Theres nothing here but a forest, protested Burke. Theres not a single house, not even a wharf — not one solitary sign of civilization — he glanced across the gang plank— except that muddy path running into the woods!

What you call a path, suh, happens to be Main Street, remarked the captain coldly. The state of Florida may be as yet undeveloped, suh, but the people of this sovereign State, suh, stand foh progress and improvement! Improvements in Sapphiah City, suh, are now under way.

But I

Suh! interrupted the captain of the Sea Cow, in the bright lexicon of this sovereign State there is no such word as skedaddle! We may be few: we may be comparatively po; but to our courage and our nerve there exist no bounds! A vast cataclysm of wealth lies hidden in these woods and swamps, ready for the reaping; awaiting, suh, the rainbow of promise — the transmogrification of fulfillment!... Bill, take the gentlemans guns and valises ashore!

The deck hand obeyed, setting the luggage in a dry place on the edge of the woods, first driving from the spot a thumping big snake.

Now, suh, said the captain of the Sea Cow, I shall sound my whistle. The signal, suh, will bring the gentleman who is to entertain you in Sapphiah City. Three loud toots on the Sea Cows whistle shattered the primeval silence; the captain bowed Burke down the gang plank; the little, white steamboat, which was too long to turn at the head of navigation on Spanish Creek, began to back away.

Suppose, shouted Burke, with sudden misgiving, that nobody comes for me!

The captain of the Sea Cow waved his hand courteously:

We shall return in two weeks, suh.

And what am I to do for two weeks! demanded Burke, exasperated. I dont mind the quiet; I like it. But I cant live here totally alone!

Look around, suh. Make yosef acquainted with Sapphiah City, the richest soil in the garden spot of the South. Here one may behold the orange, the pomelo, the lemon, in fruit and in bloom—

Particularly the latter! suggested Burke, grinding his teeth. But the Sea Cow had now backed away down the creek too far for the captain to catch the sarcasm; and he merely bowed with a courtesy and urbanity unequalled north of Dixons historic line.

Burke sat down on his suit-case and stared at the vanishing steamboat. Long after it had disappeared beyond the first bend of Spanish Creek he could hear the far plash of paddle wheels. But this sound finally died away; and the young man sat alone on the edge of the woods at the head of navigation, in the middle of Main Street, Sapphire City, Inca County, Florida.

The terminal pool of Spanish Creek appeared to be a vast spring, limpid as a blue crystal — a huge, transparent bowl set in a forest of palm, palmetto, water oak, and magnolia.

The perfume of jasmine tinctured the heated silence; great black and gold butterflies hovered high among the trees; crimson cardinal birds flitted from branch to branch; parula warblers darted through the glade, and a Spanish mocker, sitting motionless on a dead limb, surveyed the underbrush with cold, cruel eyes.

Burke grimly lit a cigarette, drew from an inner pocket a newspaper, unfolded it, found the item he wanted, and carefully re-read it so that he might better digest it in the light of his present knowledge and experience.

The newspaper was the Verbena Herald, published daily at Verbena — a watering place situated at the confluence of Spanish Creek and the Atlantic Ocean, thirty miles away.

The item he read was as follows:

A gentleman, living alone with his daughter at Sapphire City, desires boarders. Bathing, boating, fishing, plenty of shade and quiet. Terms very moderate. Address Darrel, Sapphire City, Inca County, Florida, per steamboat Sea Cow, Captain Crum.

The trouble with Burke was that he had not addressed Darrel; he had carelessly and unthinkingly boarded the Sea Cow for his destination without making many inquiries or notifying Darrel.

Clearly it was his own fault. The only inquiries he had made concerned the shooting and the quiet. He was assured that it was quiet and that there was plenty of shooting.

As he sat there, gloomily perusing the Verbena Herald, a slight noise on the narrow forest trail attracted his attention, and a shadow fell across his newspaper.

He looked up, then got up; a small donkey with basket panniers had halted in the trail and was regarding Burke earnestly, furry ears slanted forward.

Beside the donkey stood a girl in rough grey homespun, her jacket belted in with a web cartridge loop, her short skirts wet with dew. She wore stout leather puttees strapped over heavy little walking boots, a broad felt hat, and a formidable revolver on either hip.

Are you going to Darrels? she asked diffidently.

Yes, he said, hat in hand.

We had no letter. Did you write? I am Miss Darrel.

He bowed and named himself.

I didnt write, he continued: I suppose I should have. I came up here on the impulse of the moment — the hotel at Verbena was noisy and full of tangos, and the shooting in that vicinity is said to be rotten. Not that I cared particularly. But I chanced to see your advertisement — and I came. He glanced around at the woods rather forlornly, then: I hope I have not inconvenienced you.

No, she said gravely.

Do you think you could take me? — with another profoundly distrustful glance at the surrounding jungle. Then, turning to look at her, he saw in the brown eyes a glimmer like sunlight crinkling a brook.

It is amusing, he admitted. If nobody had come for me Id have been in a fine mess, I fancy.

You should have let us know. I might have been away looking up wild orange stock.... And my father is an invalid. So there might have been nobody to meet you.

In that case, he said, no doubt an alligator or a snake would have got to me before long, so my sufferings would have been comparatively brief.

She laughed, shyly, watching him stow away his valises and gun-cases in the wicker panniers. Then she said to the little donkey in her pretty voice: Come, Joseph, were going home now. And the donkey turned in the trail and walked solemnly into the woods.

Joseph? he inquired, falling into step beside her. Father named him Joseph because he says hes such an ass. I never could see the joke, and father wont explain.

Burke laughed.

Your father must be a very interesting man.

I like him, she said demurely.

I suppose, suggested Burke mischievously, that your father is mayor of Sapphire City.

The girl laughed outright:

Did you expect to see a town here?

Naturally.

So did we when we came. There is a map of Sapphire City attached to the literature they sent us — streets, avenues, squares, plantations, orange groves — in process of completion! But the only street we could find was Main Street. Were walking on it now.

Well, when you found out that there was nothing here, why on earth did you remain? inquired Burke.

We did not know where else to go. We had no money left. And the grim joke of it seemed to amuse father. Besides, after the first month under a tent fathers health improved. So that settled it.

Do you live in a tent? inquired Burke.

Oh, no, she laughed. We built a bungalow. Weve done a great deal in the five years we have been here.

Five years in this place!

Yes. I was only fifteen when we came. There was nothing here then — except — she looked up laughingly— Main Street. But you shall see what we have done. The soil is wonderful, the climate healthful and — to us — delightful. We have a splendid orange grove; pineapples, bananas, cocoanuts, guavas, sapodillas; we have green vegetables the year-round — everything, in fact, except meat.... And we have that sometimes.

From where?

From the woods.

Game?

Sometimes. Sometimes, she laughed, it is something else.

So your father shoots.

No; I do.

He glanced at her superb, young figure and his eyes noted again the revolvers on her hips.

You dont go shooting with those, do you? he asked, amused.

I hope I may never have to, she replied quietly. Her expression had changed; for a moment she remained grave, and her brown eyes seemed clear and cold as pools in the October woods. Then the sunlight glimmered in them again.

Well try very hard to make you comfortable, she said, but our resources are slender.

Oh, Ill be all right! I wont be a nuisance—

We have no servants except negro wench who cooks, and her husband who potters about the grove and garden. I do the housework—

And hunting, he added, smilingly. And she smiled too, such a frank, sweet, winning smile that the cardiac muscles of Mr. Burke involuntarily contracted, causing him surprise and loss of breath. Maybe it was due to cigarettes and overwork. Maybe not.

The truth is, she said with gay indifference, we are dreadfully poor. If anybody had a little capital they could make a wonderful fruit and vegetable ranch of this place and ship North the very earliest and finest of everything. But — she shrugged— theres no possible way for us to do it — no way to begin. We cant hire men; and as we have nothing to ship out, the Sea Cow comes only every two weeks. So we just grow what we need for ourselves, and what one unusually lazy negro can attend to. Theres nothing else for us to do.... Her brown eyes grew remote and she became silent.

At intervals Burke watched the faraway expression that so entirely changed her face, and found the sudden dreaminess a phase of her intensely fascinating and exquisitely in contrast with her young and supple virility.

Sunlight slanted through the woods, barring the trail with gold; and he thought whimsically of the road through life which this young girl might have travelled had it also not been barred to her by gold. For she possessed no golden key.

There could be no progress where gold barred one out, no chance. He believed this — had been brought up to believe it. In practice he had proven it many times: his daily business life in New York confirmed it. And the only reason why he was not now in New York, busily accumulating more money than any one man really needed, was that he had begun to talk to himself and make financial deals in his sleep.

Which scared his partners and ultimately himself. And when his physicians verdict was the funny house or a vacation, he chose the latter.

But everywhere he had been assailed by too much noise; his manservant got on his nerves and he shipped him back; hotels, orchestras, automobiles, tangos, women, newspapers, all proved too much for his nerves.

He carried a gun about but would not fire it because of the noise it made; he became morbidly sensitive to noise, moving from one place to another to escape it. Even the ticking of his watch at night worried him, and he let it run down.

Reginald Burke was very nearly down and out when he left New York. When he arrived at Sapphire City he was merely holding his own.

She had noticed the lines in his face — features far too youthful to bear such imprints. But, oddly enough, turning now to glance at him again, it seemed to her as though the lines she had noticed had already become less visible and partly effaced. Or was it because he happened to smile at her?

This certainly is a pretty path, he said.

Path! Please, Mr. Burke, remember that the citizens of Sapphire City may be a trifle sensitive.

They both laughed; Joseph, plodding ahead, turned his wise ears to listen.

She said, her smile fading a trifle:

It is beautiful — all this. But it is lonely.... I ought not to say that; I suppose I feel it because Pm young.

Few people in the world really care for solitude — particularly those who say they do.

I dont see how anybody can really care for perpetual solitude. When we lived in New York, before we lost everything, even as a child of fifteen I used to creep off into my own room and lock myself in, fancying that I wanted to be alone. But — and her brown eyes became tragic for a moment— I could never again feel that way, I think.

You are mistaken.

No, no! These five years of loneliness have taught me the happiness of living in cities! You dont know, Mr. Burke — you dont know what silence and solitude mean.... Only for an hour of New York — only to be able to look out into a street where people are moving — where there is passing to and fro — and the sound of voices — the clatter — noise—

Noise! he repeated. Good Lord!

Yes, mere noise — the noise of human life and movement. I am sick for it — sick! She turned her head sharply, but he had caught the glint of a tear.

Its absurd for me to talk like this! she said, forcing a little laugh. Its idiotic to say such things to a man Ive known half an hour. I didnt mean to bore you.

Youre a very bad promoter, he remarked. Sapphire City will never boom if you say such things to possible investors.

He spoke so seriously that she turned to look at him and saw him laughing at her.

I thought you meant it, she said.

Maybe I do.

You would never dream of buying land in this place!

You seem to be very certain concerning the substance of my dreams, Miss Darrel.

The substance, she retorted, laughing, is of such stuff as dreams are made of.

That, he said mischievously, is all you know about it! My dreams, recently, have been so concretely profitable that one or two more of them might even finance Sapphire City!

She did not understand him; neither apparently did Joseph, who wagged his long, furry ears indifferently and plodded on at a brisker gait.

Joseph smells his stable, commented the girl. Little wretch! Its the only time he ever moves faster than a walk.

The trail — or rather, Main Street — widened. Looking ahead, Burke saw a vast area of sunshine in brilliant contrast to the tall, dusky forest walls between which they had been moving.

Presently they came into the clearing. A low house made of silvery palmetto logs rose in front of them, flanked by a vegetable garden and orange grove in brilliant fruit as well as bloom. Beyond the flat-woods stretched away, beautiful, open, park-like.

Sapphire City, whispered the girl demurely. Yonder on the veranda sits His Honor, the Mayor.

The Mayor, a spare gentleman of sixty, with closely cropped white hair and mustache and the pallid hands of an invalid, watched the progress of the approaching procession from his easy chair.

First, Joseph passed the veranda at a gleeful gait, headed for his stall; but a big, lazy negro headed him, unpacked the panniers, and deposited Burkes luggage on the veranda.

Next, side by side, came the daughter of the Mayor and Burke.

Father, began Jessie Darrel, this is Mr. Burke, who—

How are you, Burke? interrupted Darrel, smiling.

Why, Darrel! exclaimed the younger man. I did not dream it was you! — I never connected you with — with the Mayor of Sapphire City! he ended, laughingly.

Darrel offered his hand.

It takes several minutes for me to rise — Im an invalid — but getting better. How are you, Burke?

All right!... That is, Pm not supposed to be very well. Thats why Im here — for that down-and-out feeling.

That is why Im here, observed Darrel grimly.

I see; excessive mental and financial activity.

Excess of the former, total absence of the latter.

Oh.... Im sorry, Darrel— He looked at the elder man curiously, keenly. Then a slow, hot colour came into his face: Darrel, he said bluntly, it hadnt anything to do with us — had it?

Oh, thats all right, Burke; the half-gods go when the gods arrive! No mere individual can stand what competition has now become.

I didnt know, said the younger man. Im sorry.

Darrel waved his sunburned but translucent hand: Its the game. I was one of the tenpins, thats all. Now that Im down and out I really dont care. We dont care, do we, Jessie? passing his arm around his tall young daughter, who had been standing close to his chair.

Of course we dont, she said, looking at Burke and deliberately nullifying what she had said to him a few minutes before on the trail.

The young man reddened again, but she smiled at him, saying:

What could New York offer us in exchange for the sunny tranquillity of this spot?

You see, said Darrel, we are contented. A quiet conscience, a peaceful mind, enough to live on, sunshine, solitude — few can hope for as much as that in life. And turning to the big, lazy negro: Mose, take Mr. Burkes luggage to the spare room. Now, Burke, if you care to wash—

Thanks — I will.

Lizards frisked among the chinks of his log-walled chamber, playing hide-and-seek in the Spanish moss with which the chinks were stuffed.

Being harmless and rather pretty reptiles, Burke found them amusing, and paused in his ablutions to watch them catch flies and tiny winged things on the ceiling.

A bat hanging to his blinds like a velvety, withered leaf, did not disturb him either, and, while shaving, he made frequent trips to look at the grotesque and devillike little creature which hung pendant, sound asleep.

Lord! he muttered, if I could only sleep like that! And, somehow, I believe I shall.

And that night, for the first time in months, he ceased to dream of daring financial combinations; and in the morning Jessie Darrel noticed the absence of the deep lines in his face. The nervous expression of the mouth, too, seemed softened; and his hand was certainly steadier when he took his morning cup of coffee from her.

He had brought with him a dozen or so of the more recent novels, and Darrel, who had finished his breakfast, sat poring over them.

I suppose theyre rot, he said, but theyre a godsend to us. He glanced whimsically at Burke, who was eating vigorously of waffles and honey. Its an odd feeling to want trifles and not be able to afford them. Not that we really care, but you know even in these five years I cannot seem to get used to the sensation.

Squandering money for trifles, remarked Jessie, is hard to break away from — like any other bad habit.

As for me, added Darrel, I was never so happy in all my life as I am now.

And I, said Jessie quietly.

Darrel said, leaning forward and tapping the book he held:

I tell you, Burke, when the crash came all that worried me was my daughter. I was afraid she would miss all that she had been accustomed to — miss her friends, her little luxuries and extravagances — miss the city, the life and movement of the streets, the excitement and gaiety. But, do you know, she has never foil one moment felt the lack of all these things. Its odd, isnt it, that a young girl should be so thoroughly happy and contented in a place like this?

It is — fortunate, said Burke slowly; and he looked out across the sunny yard toward the orange grove, where golden fruit hung amid a mound of snowy, scented blossoms.

That night he slept as soundly as he had slept when a boy; and all day long he lounged on the veranda, soaking in sunshine, basking in the perfumed silence, conscious of a balm invading mind and body, realizing that a healing process was beginning.

He became aware, too — and it profoundly surprised him — that he was no longer worrying about his business — not even thinking of it half the time.

And by the end of the week he had ceased to think about it at all, except sporadically. And then the very idea of it bored him.

It was the stillest, calmest, sunniest, and most tranquil week in all his life. Nobody made demands on his attention; his bruised nerves and mind no longer shrank from sound; voices and movement he no longer dreaded.

Darrel read most of the time; Jessie remained noiselessly busy about her housework until noon, then chatted unconcernedly with both men or picked up a book or her sewing.

In the afternoon she usually went off somewhere, sometimes on horseback, followed by three nondescript dogs. After such absences they usually had game for dinner, quail or wild duck — once a wild turkey, once venison.

But the girl made so little of her success, deprecating any wonder or praise from Burke, that he never could learn the incidents of the chase — incidents dear to the average man — precious as memories, doubly precious as material for such hunting yams as the best of us spin — our chiefest glory and our chiefest sin.

You killed that turkey on the wing? repeated Burke.

Yes.

With a rifle!

Yes.

Thats wonderful! Tell me exactly how—

He flew over me. That is all.

But wasnt it a proud and thrilling moment for you when that great and magnificent wild bird came tumbling earthward out of a sapphire sky—

He looked like a tame turkey, she said, laughing; and anybody could have shot him. Will you have some more com pone, Mr. Burke?

The Sea Cow was due in a day or two, and Burke had decided to go home. When he told Jessie she merely nodded and smiled, which worried Burke enormously.

Darrel, he said, that same day, after Jessie had ridden off without either rifle or dogs, presumably on a quest for wild orange stock, what is land worth around here?

Darrel laughed and told him.

How many acres have you?

Darrel told him.

I suppose, said the younger man thoughtfully, I could pick up enough around here for a fruit ranch.

I suppose you could, without the slightest difficulty, replied the other, smiling; but I imagine its about the last thing in the world you would ever think of doing, or care to do if you ever did think of it.

Why?

Youre not that sort. You belong in town. Youd never be happy away from New York.

After a moments silence Burke turned and looked Darrel straight in the eyes.

You are not happy here, either, he said calmly. Darrel flushed, sustaining his cool scrutiny. Then, like a good sportsman who knows he has lost, he said very quietly:

No, I am not happy.

Youre homesick.

I think I am.

For New York.

Darrel nodded.

I knew it was a bluff, said Burke. You pretend to be happy on your daughters account.

Yes.

And you really think shes contented here? Darrels flush deepened; he looked at Burke in a startled, distressed way:

She says she is contented. Have you any reason to believe otherwise?

She is eating her heart out. And so are you, Darrel. Whats bred in the bone remains until the bones are buried. Dont tell me; I know. Medicine may help the sick, but it sickens the well. This place is medicine — good medicine. Im enjoying it. When I get well Ill want to go. You and your daughter have had your treatment. Youre well; she never was ill. You want to go and you cant. And this overdosing with silence and sunshine and Gods own country is killing you both by inches. Am I right, Darrel?

The elder man made no answer.

What I want to do is this, continued Burke. I want you to put in your acreage with as much more that I shall buy, and make out of this place a fruit ranch second to none in the country.

Ill finance it: well find the proper people to run it. Then let us come here in the winter and enjoy it and play with it until were tired; and then let us go back to town in Gods name!

Darrel sat trembling in his chair, looking down, picking aimlessly at the light shawl that lay across his knees.

Its a cinch, said Burke. Are you in?

No answer.

Is it a go?

I cant take — your money.

I guess I took yours, five years ago — and never knew it — never gave it a thought. Besides — with Gods help — Im going to take everything you have left in the world — if I can.

Darrel lifted his eyes and looked steadily at the younger man.

Do you think theres any chance for me? asked Burke. I never before loved a woman.... Do you think theres any chance?

You might try, said Darrel quietly.

Late that afternoon, Burke, still speaking of Jessie, mentioned the brace of heavy pistols she wore; and Darrel said gravely:

White women need such safeguards down here. Which gave Burke a sickly internal shock: and a few minutes later he looked at his watch: and repeated the inspection a little later.

Darrel was now dozing in his big chair: Jessie had not yet returned: and Burke, restless, and scarcely knowing why, took his shotgun and went out to the barn.

The three dogs came up, wagging and sniffling; he turned, looked out into the park-like expanse of flat-woods, then, seized with sudden nervousness, he called to Mose to saddle a horse for him and do it quickly. Mose grinned from ear to ear, but hastened not at all.

Which Way did Miss Darrel ride? asked Burke, as the horse was at last brought around in shabby accoutrements and trappings.

Miss Jessie low she gwine ride de flat-woods, sah. Das whar de wil orange grow, yaas, sah. An I spec she-all done tuk an rid to Owl Branch.

How far is it, Mose?

Fo mile, sah.

East?

Yaas, sah.

Trail?

Burnt grass trail, sah. Ef yo keeps de burnt grass aige on de pint uv yo right shoulder, you is sholy gwine fotch up at Owl Branch, sah.

Burke nodded from his saddle, half turned to whistle the dogs, shoved his shotgun into the worn leather boot, and shook out his bridle.

At a long, swinging lope, he rode into the flat-woods, where a turpentine orchard edged the cultivated land — groves of tall, scarred pines all but girdled — a pitiful, mutilated company.

Then in a few minutes the wilderness began — the beautiful flat-woods, where splendid trees dotted the park-like plain as though they had been set out there by some landscape gardener.

Eastward he cantered, the declining sun at his back, his horses long, blue shadow leading, until the velvet-black edge of the burnt grass appeared on his right.

Already, amid the ashes, tender new grass sprouts were springing up in tufts intensely green; bevy after bevy of quail whirred up and spread out across the horizon, steadily dwindling dots against the sky.

The hounds ran them; ran rabbits too, now and then, but, however far circling, they kept the cantering horse in view until a streak of brier and maple thicket, tall cypress tops, and a glimmer of silvery water revealed the course of Owl Branch. — 

He rode along it, first north, then south, finding no sign of Jessie Darrel. He had now become exceedingly nervous; the low-hanging sun began to scare him; and he drove his horse at a gallop through the open hammock, looking anxiously in every direction.

There was a narrow crossing, but he had already overrun it; and it was only when he missed the hounds, drew bridle, and looked back, that he saw them huddling on the edge of the briers, snuffing the ground.

So he wheeled his horse and came galloping back. There was a narrow lane, no wider than a game trail, leading down through the bushes.

Go on! he cried huskily to the dogs. Hie on! Forward! Get around there, you pups! And, as he waved them on and followed, he saw in the mud her horses tracks.

Through a clear, shallow branch, swarming with bream and tiny pike, thrashed the dogs; after them splashed his horse, breasting the rough hammock and mounting it in a dozen bounds.

And here Burke whipped out his shotgun and fired both barrels in quick succession, then sat his saddle, motionless, scarcely breathing.

A year of growing fear amounting to terror passed with the dragging seconds; then, suddenly, from the forest on his left three shots came, distant and dull.

His shout to the dogs ended in a sob; he swung his horse and launched him headlong across the palmetto scrub. Once he was almost unseated and thrown as a rattlesnake buzzed and his horse bounded aside, but he clung to the saddle and to his shotgun, and drove on through the waning light of the woods.

The setting sun painted every tree trunk crimson, and stained the dead leaves with sombre red: ghosts of the water already floated in filmy cerements among the cypress; strange whistlings and squawks and croaks and the heavy rustle of great wings fanning above him marked some hidden heronry.

A moment later the dogs yelped hysterically and fled past him, outstripping his horse; and as he galloped into the more open woods he caught sight of her, standing beside her horse, the dogs leaping madly about her.

The reaction from his dread of the black terror had evidently altered his face, for as he rode up and dismounted, she came forward and gazed earnestly into his drawn and pallid visage.

What is it? she asked. Has anything happened to father?

He shook his head, unable to speak for the moment.

What is the matter? she repeated. I heard your shots, and I answered them. Is there anything wrong, Mr. Burke?

No. Is there anything wrong with you? You are all over dead leaves and you have been crying! Did your horse throw you?

No.

She looked at him, bewildered; more bewildered still when he took her hands and pressed his lips to them, crushing them in silence. And she could feel the muscles of his face working.

Tell me, she faltered, what has happened — to make you look at me like that?

Nothing. Why have you been crying?

I dont know — exactly.... Why did you follow me out here?

I dont know what possessed me to follow you — what made me so anxious — worried—

Anxious? About what?

Your father mentioned the reason that you went armed.... And — it was getting late—

Was it for me you were afraid? she asked, amazed. Oh God, yes! he broke out: I couldnt stand it — I can never stand it again — to know you are out here alone — alone — and the black peril always to be reckoned with — and the sun going down — in such a land as this! — and you out in it — somewhere — alone—

Mr. Burke—

I cant stand it, Jessie! — I — whats the use of my telling you I love you — worship you — that since Ive known you Ive never had any thought except for you — you lovely, wonderful thing! — youve got to care for me. — Cant you, dear? You must! Forgive me — I dont know what Im saying: Im very humble; Im begging for your regard — just a little bit of your friendship to begin — Im totally at your mercy — but Ill never, never let you go! — Please — please overlook my b-bad manners and my violence, because Im really afraid of you — only Im more afraid of losing you — I dont know what Im saying! When a plain business man is — is in love under circumstances — like these — it — it knocks him down and out — it does, indeed.

Her bewilderment had become a flushed silence; her brown eyes had met and sustained his gaze to the limit of endurance.

Now, though he still retained her hands in a grip that might have hurt anybody except a girl too excited, too deeply moved to heed mere physical pain, she had lowered her brown eyes, her head, too; and she stood very straight and still there in the last level rays of the setting sun.

Presently she spoke with an effort, still looking down: So you came here — on my account — afraid for me.

I suppose, he said, chagrined, that I made a donkey of myself.

But his expression altered swiftly when she looked up. There were tears in her eyes and her lips quivered. It was dear of you to come, she said.

Jessie!

You knew that I cared for you. Didnt you? I began to do it within the very hour I saw you first.... And I was afraid Id show it Because I — I knew it was in my voice, in my eyes, in everything I said or thought or did....

Jessie! Jessie! I never even dreamed it!

Didnt you? Father did. Mose and Venus knew it. I believe the dogs knew it — I am sure that Joseph did — and even the very forest trees seemed to know. Oh, I was afraid youd know it, too! — but I was more afraid you wouldnt.

My darling!

And I didnt know what to do! she murmured; I didnt know what to do about it — and thats why I was sitting out here in the woods — trying to think — trying to think it out—

Dearest! Dearest!—

 — I had given you up. I was completely down and out when — you fired to signal me.

He drew her close; she put both strong, young arms around his neck.

You took your time about answering my signal, he said, unsteadily.

I could not seem to find my revolver.

Why not?

I was down and out — down on my knees, half blind with — with tears—

Doing what?

Asking God for you, she said faintly.

Dearest! Dearest! Was that your prayer?

Yes, my principal prayer.... I did pray for a home in New York, she added naïvely.... That was childish, wasnt it?

Poor little heart that misses its nursery! You shall have it again, toys and all.

But if I am to live with you I dont care where I live. Anywhere will be like New York to me — if I am to live with you.

He said:

Love is love; home is home. To combine them is to enter Paradise. I think I have found the key to it.

Paradise is wherever you take me, she whispered. And I shall take you home — back to New York. Because it is the nursery we both were born to, you and! Its full of dust and draughts and broken toys — trash, junk, memories, and tarnished household gods. Its shabby and old-fashioned, unsanitary, dingy, and worn out. But we miss it when we remain away too long. And our hearts know no peace until we are playing there once more with the old familiar and battered toys.

But your health — Reginald—

He unclasped one arm and waved it defiantly at the evening sky:

I had rather, he said, go crazy in New York than remain safe and sane and live to be a hundred anywhere else!

Dearest!

Not that I want to live there! No New Yorker wants to live there. All they want is to come back to town every two weeks to see whether its still there. And thats all I want. And when you and I go back, and after we have remained there long enough to be sure the town is all right and is still going, we can always go away again for a few weeks — until its time to return and look it over again. That is all New York means to New Yorkers; but what it means is everything on earth.

Our nursery, she sighed.

With the dear phantoms that haunt it.

She nodded, thinking of her mother. His eyes, too, had become remote and tender.

After a moment they looked at each other. And, divining his very thoughts, timidly, very sweetly, she offered her lips in her first kiss.


NUMBER SEVEN
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HE SPELLED LITERATURE with a large L and loved to indulge in it as a profession.

There undoubtedly was about him a certain lack of sophistication which incited the ungodly to guy him.

Yet his personal appearance seemed to be normal enough, and rather nice, except when practicing his profession or talking about it. And he usually was engaged in one or the other pastime. But when he did these things, and particularly when he put on his large, moon-like writing spectacles, he instantly became a provocation to the mischievous. Besides, he was smooth-shaven, boyish, and rather pink — a fascinating temptation to the irreverent. But the irreverent sometimes get theirs.

Through the round lenses of his glasses his eyes, also, seemed very round and wide, and of a baby-blue colour, and they beamed with benevolence, mildness, receptiveness, and gentle enthusiasms. Which was sufficient to damn him.

Also, the clean-cut and decisive virility of his head and shoulders seemed to disappear utterly under the consecrated mantle of genius, and a sort of downy immaturity immediately softened and transfigured him when monkeying with his Muse; and at such moments he resembled the illustrations of Verdant Green in the early editions of that immortal volume.

Perhaps his only trouble was that he insisted on spelling literature with a large L, and took it and himself too ponderously. When he said very seriously, I am writing a book, it was as though Napoleon had remarked, I am changing the map of Europe! — there was so much of finality in the observation — and of pleasantly informal omniscience.

Possibly he had been too long about that book. For the mere threatened consummation of a book in these piping times of genius, when everybody from the attic to below stairs cherishes literary designs upon a wealthy and insatiable public, may have left his friends unawed and but very slightly impressed. Authors, at best, are not held in excessive esteem by really busy people, the general idea beings — which is usually true — that literature is a godsend to those unfitted for real work. But very few authors comprehend what is their status in a brutal, practical, and humorous world.

Smith did not appreciate this any more than do you and I; and he went about his profession with an innocent and cheerful sort of consecrated gravity that is to be encountered only in the sister professions, Music and the Drama.

Now, this same book of his had progressed sufficiently to combine with the characteristic noises of New York and give Smith several headaches.

To the traditions of his calling he was as faithful as a district leader to Tammany Hall: the beliefs and customs of the past guided him: a writer who went to his work as regularly and simply as a banker went to his bank was merely a sordid machine; inspiration and his Muse remained the only motives toward labour that Smith recognized — the only signals for him to kick in and get busy with literature.

And of all traditions of his art, the tyranny of environment clutched him most completely, and he devoutly believed in solitude as a stimulus to reflection and as a necessity when genius was in labour.

That is why, conscious of subtle premonitions, he went south and hunted about for some cozy obscurity where the expected progeny of his brain might be born far from the distracting racket of the metropolis. And somewhere down there he heard of Number Seven — a solitary fruit ranch on Sting-Ray Creek — and thither he proceeded after a short correspondence with one C. Weymouth, evidently the owner and proprietor of Number Seven.

And there is where he made a radical mistake if dignified peace and quiet undisturbed were what he was after. For C. Weymouth was not Charles, or Chester, or even Cæsar, as he had idly speculated, but her name was Cyrille, and she was golden-haired, golden-eyed, Greek built, and entirely capable of taking up her late fathers prosperous business, of introducing a dehydrating plant as an innovation, and of making it pay nearly three hundred percent.

Also, she had no reverence at all for authors; she was inclined to be humorous, whether busy or otherwise; she went about in a white serge long-skirted riding coat, riding breeches, a flat sun helmet, and tan puttees. And she rolled her own cigarettes.

About a dozen houn-dawgs usually accompanied her. When they didnt, they were inclined to mourn, her absence — another serious condition for Smith and his unborn book to cope with.

He tried the seclusion of his room: the clatter of the dehydrators, the constant, melodious chatter and laughter of the negro fruit dryers distracted his inspired attention. He tried working on the various verandas with which the house seemed to be infested: and the birds — blue jays, robins, warblers, red-bellied woodpeckers, and mocking birds — were noisier than the noisiest street in Manhattan Town.

He took a folding card-table out under the trees: it wobbled. He paid a negro to build for him an immovable table and a movable and massively rustic chair, and plant both in the orange grove: and after the first week Cyrille formed the habit of coming and sitting sidesaddle on the table; and her dawgs clustered in cordial circles around him yawning, shoving, or scratching wood ticks. All the plumbers in the world could not have unplugged the fount of his inspiration under these conditions.

Whether it was ignorance of the habits and habitat of Genius, or whether it was merely mischief on Cyrilles part — whether the girl was unaccustomed to brainchildren in gestation, or whether she viewed the layette humorously — perhaps nobody knew except herself.

Sun-tanned to a creamy tint, all aglow with youth and a flawless digestion, she detached oranges from the branch over Smiths head and ate them, powdering Smith, his manuscript, and the table with perfumed blossoms, spiders, ants, caterpillars, and minute jets of vapour-like spray from the sunny pulp into which she bit.

And what are you going to make them do now — I mean your hero and heroine, Mr. Smith? she inquired, her golden-brown eyes which slanted slightly, Chinese fashion, opening wide under the long lashes.

You must understand, he said, that modern fiction does not tolerate either a hero or a heroine as the public understand such antiquities.

No? she exclaimed, surprised.

Not at all. All that sort of thing is as primitive as the old broadsides and chapbooks — as archaic as The Beggars Opera.

But you have to write about somebody? she insisted. Dont you?

I am not sure that even that is necessary, he replied, regarding her very seriously through his round writing glasses. I can conceive of a novel concerning nobody in particular — dealing only with vast, vague, passionless masses — with cosmic generalities. His conceptions were inclined to be immaculate.

But — goodness! exclaimed Cyrille. How can you make a pretty girl and a handsome young man out of cosmic generalities? And how can you make a novel without love?

You are all wrong, he said earnestly. Even granted a principal value in the composition and a balancing mass a degree or so less in value — in other words, what you speak of as a hero and a heroine — it is not necessary to attribute manly attractiveness to the one, nor physical beauty to the other.

Why not?

Because everybody else does. Pretty heroines and handsome heroes are insipid. Also they are false to nature. Better take the physically ugly and unattractive.

But the world is so full of pretty girls, insisted Cyrille, why not use a few?

Theyre used up. Thats why.

But there are millions of pretty girls — more than enough for all the novels that ever will be written! Why not use them? Why hunt about and pick out unattractive people?

Physical unattractiveness makes for literary strength! he explained solemnly. There is a girl in this novel of mine, but shes anything but ornamental. As a matter of fact, she is anæmic, unhealthy, and afflicted with strabismus and St. Vitus dance.

I suppose, she said innocently, that any sort of dancing is fashionable just now. You are appealing to the public very cleverly, Mr. Smith.

What! he protested warmly. Im doing nothing of the sort! Im ignoring every popular convention. Im making her strong, but repellant. And as for the man — the hero, as you might call him, hes physically something awful. He is bald!

Dear me, said Cyrille, detaching another orange and scattering white petals and caterpillars,  — I never saw but one really repulsive man, and he was the blue-gum nigger that the sheriff shot out in the flat-woods.

Really? inquired Smith, peering at her through his spectacles, his scholarly enthusiasm for the human document mildly aroused. And why, Miss Weymouth, did this — er — official — assassinate this — ah — blue-gum-colored man?

Because the — ah — colored man stopped my horse, said the girl quietly.

Why?

I didnt ask him why, she drawled. I was on the point of it, but the sheriff asked him first — with a Winchester. Mine was only an automatic. And it stuck in the holster.

Very interesting! observed Smith. A local incident somewhat remarkable — but not perfectly clear to me — in fact, a trifle obscure.

Yes, she said, you must live here a little longer to understand the subtleties of such episodes— She sat on the edge of his table, gently swinging one leg under the skirt of her snowy riding coat.

Presently she flung away the orange skin and dried her finger-tips.

Why not write about real things if you are so devoted to realism? she said. To burrow and tunnel and worm your way into the subterranean and subjective, to split philosophical hairs, subdivide paradoxical subtleties, plant theories in culture tubes and watch them multiply — these things are not real, not vital — are they?

What? he asked, astonished.

But the girl only laughed and looked straight into his round spectacles.

I dont know anything; you probably have discovered that, she said. Art seems to be lost on me — real beauty remains to me a closed book— She glanced upward and around her, the smile faintly lingering: Only sunshine and green leaves, blossoms, waters ruffled by the summer wind — and the high blue and the moons ghost sleeping there — a bird and its song — the stillness of woods — a young girl, fair, sweet of voice — and a man to match her — these are all that appeal to me or stir me — or interest me. Alas! I am no poet — not fitted for understanding.... As you see, I dont know very much about anything, Mr. Smith — except such things — and the dehydrating and sun-curing of fruit.

Smith removed his writing glasses. The downy, rosy immaturity of him seemed to fade at once. A deepening crease between his eyebrows, and his slightly troubled perplexity made of his face a visage, clean-cut, sunburnt, and firm.

Im not prepared to say that you lack in appreciation, he said. I do not precisely understand how it is, but I have noticed, frequently, that when you express yourself there is a flavour in what you say, not untinctured with an instinctive and — er — perhaps poetic species of comprehension.

What an odd idea!

He continued rather warmly:

In your society I have, at moments, been conscious of a very distinct mental pleasure — perhaps, even, a slight exhilaration. Which to me is proof conclusive that we understand the same language.

Naturally, being American.

I mean in a subtler sense.

That subtler sense of yours, Mr. Smith, leaves me alone and quite deserted — a material and wistful lingerer at the gates of your understanding.

That is very finely put! he said, much interested. I dont quite see — its really amazing that a girl — just a young, healthy, beautiful girl — should instinctively and without previous literary training, express herself so concisely and so interestingly — may I add, so charmingly?
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You may, she said, smiling, with a slightly mischievous inclination of her pretty head — but her cheeks became tinted with a noticeable colour.

Now, its all very well to play the game: its all very funny to find malicious amusement in the solemnity and innocence of a spectacled young literary man. But that same young man, without spectacles, and temporarily taking notice of his tormentors charm, is a different proposition.

Also, he rose and seated himself on the table beside her; and he was nearly six feet of symmetry in his white flannels.

Why dont you write? he asked.

I?

Why not? You say what you have to say delightfully.

But, she faltered, flushing, I have nothing to say, Mr. Smith.

Surely you have, Miss Weymouth! You are endowed with a mind!

Am I? But the mischief in her eyes was confused by his straight glance — keen, clear, grey eyes he had, a trifle nearsighted, but nice for a man to have.

Really, she said, the warm colour still heating her cheeks, you are very kind to think me capable of any worthy mental effort. But I am not; when I think at all I think of my dehydrating plant, which cost ten thousand dollars, and how it has already paid for itself. Thats about all I ever think of, Mr. Smith — except when I go North for three months. And then all I think about is having a good time.

She detached another orange, and powdered Smith with snowy petals.

Im sorry! she exclaimed, and impulsively dusted his head and shoulders with the softest, prettiest hand he had ever noticed in his rather brief career upon his native planet.

When Cyrille did what she did the slight consequences of her thoughtless action spread as atmospheric agitation spreads before a lifted finger, in never ending and concentric ripples until, as it is asserted, even the most distant star eventually feels the disturbance. This is called cause and effect.

Now the cause was Cyrilles hand dusting orange bloom from the short, brown hair and well-set shoulders of one George Smith: the effect was in duplicate — Smith noticed the slender and smooth loveliness of her hand, then he was agreeably aware of that same hand hovering over his hair and shoulders. And Cyrille, with philanthropic intentions only, became aware of the texture and short, thick crispness of Smiths hair. And, instinctively but confusedly transferring her attentions to the petals and caterpillars on his shoulders, she became aware, also, that these shoulders were rather broad, well made, and symmetrical. Which terminated her activities with her hand.

Thank you, said Smith.... Please dont bother.

Superfluous: Cyrille had already ceased to bother, rather abruptly. After a moment she quietly prepared the orange and bit into the brilliant pulp.

Why did you come down here? she asked naively.

So I might write my book undisturbed.

Do I disturb you?

No — please dont go— as she set one foot on the ground. No, you dont disturb me.... I didnt feel like writing this morning.

Do you have to wait until you feel like writing before you accomplish anything, Mr. Smith?

Of course.

What would happen if you just sat down and wrote whether or not you felt particularly like it? A bestseller?

Possibly, he replied, with a shrug of disdain.

How humiliating! And yet, she continued, her pretty head on one side and mischief in her golden-brown eyes again, I dont see why a writer should have to wait until he feels like writing.

What? he asked sharply.

Why, I might say the same — I might say that Ill wait until I feel like working. I dont always like to work, you know.

A man cant write he explained, unless hes in the mood.

To write, she said, it is merely necessary to have something to say, isnt it? Didnt you tell me so?

Yes — I

Well, then! You always have something to say, dont you — whether or not you happen to feel like saying it! Therefore, why shouldnt you do the work of writing it out, regularly, just as any business man goes to his business whether he feels like it or not? Theres always business for him to transact, you know.

Smith looked up impatiently as though about to answer her; but he seemed to find nothing to say. Maybe her beauty preoccupied him; maybe her logic was disturbing him. Something seemed to, for the perplexed expression came into his grey eyes, and his brows bent slightly inward; and she thought him exceedingly nice looking for the first time since she had laid eyes on him.

I think Ill go, she said, casually.

However, neither of them stirred.

How old are you? he asked.

Twenty-three.

You have rather a remarkable mind.

I havent any at all — except for drying fruit.

He said, taking no notice of her deprecating conclusions:

Its interesting to find mind and physical beauty together— Then, getting red, perhaps because she did: To me, Miss Weymouth, you are a human document, and interesting on that account.

Which statement cooled her cheeks rather suddenly, and she glanced at him out of her golden eyes with no very philanthropic designs.

I suppose, she said serenely, that is all you ever see in any girl — anybody — a human document — an aid to the practice of your profession.

Heretofore— he ceased, troubled by her smile. But why the smile of a human document should trouble him he could not explain to himself. So he picked up his pencil and made a few hen-tracks on his pad. They represented the total of his mornings work. She knew it, and somehow the knowledge gave her a malicious sense of satisfaction.

I suppose your book is progressing by leaps and bounds, she remarked, slightly swinging one spurred heel above its blue shadow on the ground.

He saw the little foot swing, the shadow oscillate.

He had never seen such a slim and exquisite foot; and he forgot what she had said.

Is it? she repeated, with emphasis.

My book? Oh — well, its — er — getting on, I fancy. It takes time. Books, you know, take time.

I think yours has taken a little more than the usual count, dont you?

What?

You say youve been three years at it, she added, blushing at herself for her sporting vernacular. But he had heard her soft, pretty voice uttering a simile inspired by the prize ring. It was the most congruous thing he had ever heard.

You know, he said, you are the most interesting — girl—

No, you mean document!

I dont mean document; Im speaking — er—

Professionally?

No! he said, annoyed. Im something else besides an author.

Is it possible!

Now, he said, reddening, you are ridiculing me.

I?

Yes, Im afraid you are.... Im afraid youve been doing it — for some time.... Perhaps ever since I came here.

Mr. Smith, she exclaimed, confused, contrite, and flushed, please dont think such a thing of me.

Evidently he was thinking it, and thinking it hard; and her sense of guilt kept her silent and ashamed. Also, for she had begun to take him, if not his book, rather seriously during the last week or so, his grave preoccupation frightened her a little.

Are you angry? she asked.

He looked up pleasantly, the becoming flush still in his cheeks:

No, I couldnt be that.

Because I do value your friendship.

I am glad of that, he said simply.

After an interval of silence she placed one spurred boot on the ground; and, as he made no motion to retain her, she stood on both feet, gazing at nothing rather soberly. Somehow the sunshine in the orange grove seemed to have grown duller. But there were no clouds: she glanced up to see.

Then she said, Good morning, in a subdued voice, and walked away through the grove. And she was wondering how deep a blow the lightest word could deal, and why after all it should matter so much to her what she said to this young man.

Conscience was busy with her; she had very gently ridiculed him — not meaning he should ever become aware of it, of course, but merely out of sheer caprice and a native, idle, and no doubt deplorable sense of humour.

Also, she accused herself of a lack of reverence for worthiness — a tendency toward mockery and mischievous misinterpretation. And pleaded guilty as charged.

Which made her unhappy — and furious because she was so honest with herself. That was the trouble with the girl — she had always found it impossible to fool herself. She was unhappy, and she knew it and admitted it: she was terribly sorry and ashamed of herself for having ridiculed Smith and his book, and she realized that, too.

But deepest and most painful of all was the fact that she had not, until that moment, understood how much she liked Smith.

Now it was plain, and was becoming plainer as she, a trifle disturbed by the genuineness of her sorrow, began instinctively to cross-examine herself concerning her actual state of mind.

To her consternation and surprise she presently discovered that Smith had become a rather important factor in her daily life. If he took it into his head to go away, shed miss him. She liked him. She didnt care to think of the next few months at Number Seven without Smith decorating the vicinity.

Of course there was no sentiment in the affair; not at all. She simply and frankly liked Smith.

By the time she had reached this conclusion she had arrived at the dehydrating plant.

A negro foreman presented her with a tiny, dry object and a glass of water. Cyrille mechanically dropped the dry object into the glass of water, and then she and the foreman watched it swell and grow big and plump and crimson and succulent.

When she drew it from the water it was a large, luscious and very fragrant strawberry, fresh and delicious as though just picked.

She thought to herself, listlessly:

Ill make my everlasting fortune here.

And she went to her room, stripped off her riding clothes, bathed, dressed in a filmy affair from Paris, with a hat to match — but why she dressed thusly she did not care to ask herself.

And, after all, she had her labour for her pains. It seemed that he had taken his luncheon in a parcel and gone off somewhere with his manuscript. And her appetite for the first time in her life flagged. Evidently he was very deeply offended.

She sat late that night reading a book she detested; but Smith remained in his room. She could, at intervals, hear him tramping about, hear things slam now and then.

After she had retired, and lay communing rather sadly with herself on her pillow, the disturbing idea occurred to her that Smith might have been packing up.

Feminine intuition is remarkable, for that is exactly what he had been doing.

And the next morning, at sunrise, he arose, settled with the superintendent, tipped the servants, had his steamer trunk placed on a waggon, and then, entering the living room, he seated himself before her desk and wrote his adieux:



DEAR MISS WEYMOUTH:

I have long overstayed my time under your delightful and hospitable roof, and I thank you very much for permitting a stranger to put up at your beautiful fruit ranch.

It has all been a novel experience for me; every moment rendered interesting by your employees and by yourself when you very graciously permitted me to trespass upon your time.

All that you have done — all that you are accomplishing — is very wonderful. Such energy, good judgment, executive ability, and personal charm are, I should judge, rarely united in one person. But you have them all.

Please accept the gratitude and adieux of a rather useless young man who has not very much to say to the world, and who is not very diligent about saying it.

I am afraid that what you say is true: a profession at which one works only intermittently is scarce worthy of the name. You are quite right: art is work: never idleness.

With many thanks for your kindness to me, I am very sincerely yours, GEORGE SMITH.

It was some letter: but he did not find it difficult to compose. That is why, perhaps.

He left it on her desk, went out and climbed into the waggon beside the negro driver.

Seated on her bed, her soft little hands against her breast, Cyrille listened breathlessly to the crunch of wheels on the marl road.

Then she made three separate jumps,: to the window where her eyes corroborated what her ears had divined; into her riding breeches and coat and stock; and down to the living-room.

There it was — the note she knew must be there: and she tore it open and swept it with tearful and excited eyes.

The tears dried before she was in the saddle: before she had overtaken the waggon her cheeks were brilliant.

Only the negro driver sat in the waggon.

Where is Mr. Smith? she demanded.

It appeared that Smith had walked forward toward the landing, saying he needed exercise.

Turn your horses and take that trunk back to the house, she said. Mr. Smith will decide to remain a little longer.

Yaasm, drawled the driver. She cantered her horse past him; then he slowly turned his horses around toward the house he had recently left.

As for Smith, he was sitting on a low-leaning branch of a white mulberry tree, eating the cool, dewy fruit, when Cyrille discovered him. How could a man eat under such circumstances! She forgot that he had had no breakfast, and, moreover, was probably angry at her.

She pulled in her horse; he got up: she flung herself from the cross-saddle and went straight up to him:

I read your letter, she said. I met the waggon and sent back your trunk! I am ashamed and — and frightened, and p-perfectly miserable.... And I am — in love — with you! She began to whimper. D-darling! stammered Smith, petrified.

I dont know whether you are in love with me or not! she said with a short sob. Are you?

I am now! he said.

Were you when you went away?

Yes.

Were you yesterday when you went off by yourself?

Yes.

Were you day before yesterday?

No.

There was a silence. Suddenly the rosy colour dyed her face and her superb, young figure grew limp.

Smith took her into his arms with a decision and vigour comforting to them both.

Dont you ever dare laugh at an author again! he said. You see what comes of it!

I wont, she said, very humbly.

But you were right, darling, he murmured. I was an awful ass. And I dont see how you can be in love with me.

But I am, she said, laying her face on his shoulder with a happy sigh.

The future promised well for them — what with a dehydrating plant and a deaërated author in the family, what prospect could be brighter?

Dearest? she said, with a heavenly sweetness in her eyes.

Cyrille, darling?

Shall we go back to breakfast? Im starved. After all, she was young and sturdy, and her health and digestion were as perfect as her body.

And only such as she can really love.


DOWN AND OUT
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ON STING-RAY BAYOU lived Cisthene and Chrysis. They wore very white skins, hair which had red gleams through it, blue eyes, and usually a few freckles. Thus costumed by nature they were equipped for eventualities. Also, their age was nineteen. As the Verbena Herald explained, when noting their presence at a University Commencement dance: The Misses Castle have been twins from birth.

Their father, Professor Castle, once temporarily inhabited Jasmine Inlet as assistant professor of Greek at Verbena University; hence the names adorning the twins — pronounced Cis-the-ne and Chry-sis — in case you read this story aloud.

But the production and the classical embellishment of progeny was all he ever accomplished of any permanent significance; and since his retirement to the home of his forebears he had continued to occupy easy chairs and read Greek for his own edification. Meanwhile, the twins kept his cuffs trimmed and his hose darned. The financial barometer of the family had never fallen lower — not even in 1865. And it was still falling. In plainer vernacular, the Castles were down and out. Which was nothing against them in that region, and would even have added to their social prestige, if anything could add prestige to a Castle of Sting-Ray Bayou. But that would have been gilding the lily, which everybody knows is a silly pastime.

As for Cisthene and Chrysis, they rode herd on the wild and branded razorbacks that roamed the outlying wilderness. Otherwise, they lounged about the business of life, looking slender, fresh, ornamental, and optimistic.

The Commencement Ball at Verbena University had been their only dissipation since they were old enough to dissipate. After which yearly revel, their money being spent, they invariably retired from civilization to Sting-Ray Bayou and the vast, unkempt, decaying house of their nativity, known for many generations to many generations as Castle Place.

But the Confederacy had come and gone, and now only honour remained at Castle Place. The house was full of it — every dim room, every screened gallery seemed redolent of it, as with a sad and subtle perfume.

The roofs of the flanking quarters, heavy with moss, had long since sagged inward. A few negroes still inhabited the western quarters, descendants of former occupants. They and a dozen houn-dawgs stuck to Castle Place as limpets stick to rocks, not to be loosened or pried away.

How they lived and multiplied, and remained as fat as they were lazy, nobody seemed to know, for there was no abundance of anything at Castle Place — nor had been since their fathers youth.

And yet, somehow, everybody lived and thrived and appeared wholesome and sturdy — the Professor, the graceful twins, negro, houn-dawg, and the four horses always ready and resigned to either saddle or plow.

How this distribution of manna was managed by Providence remained a mystery — for there seemed to be no other management at Castle Place — yet no negro ever yearned for hawg and hominy in vain; no creature hungered unappeased.

And if the Professors coat was darned, and if Cisthenes riding skirt displayed indiscreetly more of Cisthenes symmetry than might be regarded as conservative; and if Chrysis hunting bridle was part rope, and her saddle held together only by the grace of God and a copper wire, it bothered that family and their black retainers not at all.

For a ci-devant professor of Greek who, in the natural and kindly course of events, had not a hundred years of life before him, sufficient remained at Castle Place to interest and amuse him during the balance of his career. There was the house itself, the grounds, the aged trees; the many dim rooms furnished as they had been from the beginning: there were his books, shelf after shelf of them; there were his memories.

As for Cisthene and Chrysis, they shot, fished, made preserves and pies, knitted, darned, constructed their own clothes, managed the smokehouse, superintended the limited agricultured activities of the negroes in garden patch and orange grove, and rode herd like a pair of blond demons.

Rounding up and branding the wild hogs of the wilderness was a serious business. The twins took a hand in it partly from choice, liking the excitement of the headlong gallop through pathless woodlands — partly because they knew negroes too well to leave either hog or orange grove to the easy stewardship of any dusky overseer.

Such was the narrow world which circumscribed Castle Place and they that dwelt therein. And one day, into that very limited and remote section of North America sauntered a young man from New York.

His shoulders were adorned with a pack upon which was strapped a rifle and a stewpan; his grey flannel shirt hung open to his wishbone, and his sunburnt skin glimmered moist with perspiration. He was all in.

On the veranda the Professor closed his volume and rose rheumatically to receive the stranger: from the cool, dusky drawing-room also rose and presently appeared Cisthene with a tray, glasses, and a decanter of light, homemade wine; and Chrysis arrived with a newly-baked orange cake. So the rites of hospitality began without haste, apology, or embarrassment.

It naturally transpired that the strangers name was Jones; that he was a student at the forestry school which infested one of the Northern state forests; that he had come to study the adjacent forests. But Jones did not inform them that he was not obliged to work for a living, or that his fathers income tax alone would run an average railroad both prosperously and indefinitely.

Indeed, there was a simplicity, a homespun and butternut effect about the boy which, with the visible sweat of his manly brow, forbade any such surmise.

Jones was not, perhaps, actually horny-handed, but his brier-torn fists had been deeply stained with pine pitch, and his heavy boots and leggins would have instantly won the confidence of Northern proletariat or local aristocrat.

Gordon Jones was his entire and impressive name; and Cisthene looked at him and decided she was about to like him; and Chrysis gazed upon him with sweet, unspeculative eyes and made up her mind that she liked him, too.

So they all sipped a little homemade wine and ate orange cake; and Cisthene, keeping her riding skirt together with one furtive hand, resolved to take some more stitches in it; and Chrysis, who wore her mothers ring, let the sunshine glimmer on it with an innocent desire to please.

But when Jones arose and remarked that it was about time he made camp, Castle Place also arose, protesting; and Jones very quickly understood what hospitality meant to those whose ancestors had inherited the habit from forebears remoter yet.

A mere glance at the people before him, a casual survey of the dilapidated surroundings, was sufficient to inform Jones of their poverty and their pride. Yet, he had no choice; he must accept or hurt them.

So Cisthene and Chrysis went away very happily to prepare a room for him — which preparation consisted of dusting; investing the huge, four-post bed with clean but ragged linen, and sending a negro to fill the water pitcher. There were no candles; a splinter of light-wood projected from a candlestick, and two matches lay beside it. Such was compulsory economy at Castle Place.

Jones, seated on the veranda below with his mild-eyed, dreamy host, was troubled; and presently ventured to voice his apprehensions concerning one George Scott, his comrade and fellow student, whom he did not desire to inflict upon Castle Place.

But the Professor, surprised and courteously reproachful, reminded Jones that Castle Place was as ample as its hospitality: and a quarter of an hour later Scott appeared in rig similar to Jones; was received, formally regaled with wine and orange cake; and another chamber prepared for his entertainment.

The young fellows had only one change of outer garments, and these were anything but dainty.

They sat on the edge of Scotts bed, consulting and dressing intermittently, greatly disturbed at the expense which their sojourn must add to the slender means of these kindly people.

What a wreck of a fine place— observed Jones in a low voice, everywhere mildew, mould, decay, disintegration! How they exist here, I cant see, yet the niggers and the dogs stick to them. Its tragic, isnt it!

Its a sign theyll keep afloat, suggested. Jones. Rats leave a sinking ship.

It was a fine ship once, remarked Scott. Wonderful! Those doors — what beautiful old wood! What architectural degenerates we Yankees, have become!

We are becoming regenerated.

I dont agree with you.

Oh, you never do, retorted Scott.

Jones ignored the retort:

The wainscoting in this room would set an antiquary mad with delight! he said. Have you noticed any of the furniture?

Yes. Its mostly Sheraton.

Its mostly Chippendale.

In the fading light they turned and looked around them, and Scott presently got up and closely inspected the magnificently carved posts of the bed on which he had been sitting.

Old black San Domingo mahogany, he said, period of 1790. But the chairs yonder are English and much older.

Chippendale, nodded Jones, lifting one with an effort; and absolutely genuine. Scott, these things are amazingly beautiful! Look at that chest of drawers. Have you any idea what it would fetch in New York?

About eight hundred dollars.

About eighteen hundred!

He examined the carving, worn and softened to an exquisitely polished texture.

And those chairs, he exclaimed; why, they are worth easily from eight hundred to a thousand dollars apiece!

Scott said under his breath:

I wonder whether these people know what they have and what it is worth.

Perhaps they do, and prefer to keep them and live on nothing a year. I think theyre that sort of people.

Ought we to tell them? Some antique dealer may wander out here some day and skin the life out of them.

Jones, examining the faded and ghostly glass of a lovely old Adam mirror, looked around at his comrade perplexed.

If the entire house is full of such stuff, he said, theres a small fortune in it. No New England kitchen crudeness here! No back stairs slat-backs, no native Windsor chairs, no damn spinning-wheel junk — no rag-carpets, no messy Dutch cupboards, no heaps of pewter and coarse and cracked blue china sitting around on curly-maple bureaus! These are fine pieces, every one of them — mellowed and made beautiful by years of care — noble pieces designed, carved, and put together for aristocrats!

They are certainly museum pieces, nodded Scott. Jones walked back to the pale and faded mirror again, and began to knot his tie under the collar of his clean flannel shirt.

I know plenty of wealthy people who would go crazy over these things, he remarked.... And those very charming girls are so poor.... It seems a pity, doesnt it?

They are very pretty, mused Scott.... There is one — whose hair is a little redder than the others — Chrysis.

She is not so attractive as Cisthene. What a name for a girl — Chrysis!

Scott said:

You know that is purely a matter of opinion, Jones, about Chrysis having a punk name and not being as attractive as the other.

Do you think she is?

I do. I think she is even prettier and more attractive.

Youre wrong, old top.

Maybe you are, too.

One of their customary disputes had begun. Anybody, retorted Jones impatiently, can see that Cisthene is actually beautiful — I dont care whether she has freckles or not. Chrysis merely resembles her, but the original of this unusual type of beauty is Cisthene.

How can she be the original if theyre twins? demanded Scott, irritated. And let me tell you that she looks positively plain and faded compared to her sister.

Doubtless you prefer red hair to gold, snapped Jones with a shrug.

It isnt red insisted Scott earnestly. Not that I care — not that I have any personal interest in either of them; and of course were never likely to see them again after we leave; but your snapshot, cocksure opinions irritate me, and I want you to know that I have artistic taste and good taste in girls as well as in furniture; and my judgment tells me that Chrysis is beautiful and Cisthene isnt!

Cisthene, retorted Jones sharply, is, in face and figure, a practically perfect specimen of the human girl! Anybody who denies it doesnt know anything.

I know something, returned Scott, getting very red, and I know that Chrysis is what you say Cisthene is, and Cisthene isnt!

Jones sat down on the bed, too mad to speak; Scott shoved his hands into his pocket and sauntered out.

They quarrelled rather frequently concerning anything and everything; but they remained inseparable, neither one apparently being able to do without the other. So presently Jones went tagging after Scott, and came up with him on the veranda.

Scotty, he said, linking arms with him, youre fearfully pig-headed, but I like you. Youre welcome to your girl.

Same to you, Gordon, returned his comrade.

Lord! Listen to those mosquitoes! If it were not for the screens wed all be murdered alive!

A white figure stole out of the scented gloom: it was Cisthene come to summon them to dinner.

Here, on the polished, three-ply, antique Sheraton table, stood the only candles in the house, two of them, and their soft light glimmered on a wonderful sideboard — a masterpiece of plum-bloom mahogany exquisitely inlaid with dim, golden woods. Above hung two portraits.

Gilbert Stuart, nodded Jones mechanically.

The Professor made a courteous gesture in the affirmative, and his slender daughters looked up somewhat solemnly at their great-grandparents.

There was no cloth on the table; an ancient square of lace lay in the centre. A fat black wench served them hawg and hominy, home wine, corn-pone oranges, guavas, and bananas. And Jones thought he ought to cease eating, but simply couldnt; nor could Scott, who fairly groaned within himself as he ate, fearful of totally impoverishing his hosts with such an appetite.

And after dinner Scott formally escorted Chrysis ta the veranda, and Jones took out Cisthene.

The ancient custom of not smoking in the presence of ladies still prevailed at Castle Place: the Professor took his guests to the west porch, seated them, and produced three new cob pipes and a jug of brandy, 1840.

And here they sat in courteous conversation until the pipes burned! out and the tiny glasses were empty.

And what interested and touched the young fellows was this mans perfect confidence in them, his simplicity, his innocence of the world — for his travels had been only as far north as the travels of the Confederate army.

Of the worlds progress since the war, of the times he lived in, he knew very little. He read the Verbena Herald only when it was sent to him wrapped about some humble purchase; but the purchases of the Castle family were very few and far between. Any surplus from their slender means was invariably used for the yearly Commencement Ball. Because, he explained, it was proper and fitting that his family keep in touch with the celebrated institution of learning at Jasmine Inlet, wherein he had served his time in the cause of education. Besides, it was his daughters only social opportunity.

Otherwise, sir, I should have had this veranda repaired, had not the funds available been, requiahed for the yearly social demands made upon my daughters, explained the Professor without embarrassment.

Jones acquiesced gravely:

This is a fine old place, he said, glancing meaningly at Scott. In fact, sir, it has seldom been my privilege to see such a beautiful collection of furniture under one roof.

I am attached to it all, said the Professor simply.

Are all the rooms still furnished with the original furniture? Scott asked.

I believe so, sir.

Jones said casually:

Apart from the sentimental value you naturally attach to these very beautiful examples of early eighteenth century furniture, you doubtless are aware of how valuable your collection is?

The old man looked up inquiringly:

Sir?

The furniture at Castle Place, repeated Jones, is of considerable historical importance. Collectors would consider many of these pieces almost priceless.

Do you mean, sir, that the furniture here is of any particular value to anybody except my own family and mysef?

Jones smiled:

Why, yes. There are thousands and thousands of dollars worth of furniture here that I myself have seen. I dont know how much more this big house contains. But I know this, that the pair of Stuart portraits over the dining-room sideboard are alone worth thousands of dollars.

There was a long silence. After a while Jones said quietly:

Were you not aware of this?

The Professor lifted his delicate face. It seemed unusually pale.

No, sir, he said, I was not aware of the pecuniary value of my property.

Another long silence fell; then at length the Professor rose with a slight and graceful inclination to his guests:

Shall we have the honour of joining the ladies, gentlemen?

On their carved and stately beds, under canopies from which faded brocades hung in tatters, the young men slept profoundly in their old-time chambers.

The Southern moon looked in, courteously, to see that all was well with them. All was well. Each stately chair stood on guard as though aware of the hospitality devolving upon it: the long, deeply carved sofas opened wide arms between overflowing horns of plenty; creamy moonlight carpeted the floor.

Only the scented silence knew what dim, sweet ghosts entered, lingered, and glided away from those moonlit rooms where two sleeping Yankees lay.

But it was as though Jones divined their presence, for he lay sideways on his lavender-tinctured pillow, smiling in his dreams; and Scotts boyish head was pillowed lightly on one arm as though it had been another arm, more slenderly rounded, perhaps.

On the morrow they had not departed. They pretended to each other that they meant to go. A week later they no longer even pretended. But the week after that their vacation would end. Jones so informed Cisthene, and Scott told Chrysis. Both girls expressed their regrets very sweetly.

They breakfasted late the day fixed for their departure, and they were a trifle ashamed, not to say chagrined, to find the Professor reading on the veranda and his daughters gone at dawn with horse and hound and horn.

Not literally, gentlemen, explained the Professor mildly, for my daughters use a metal whistle and not a hunting horn.

A few minutes later, while Jones and Scott, accoutred for forest work, were pocketing notebooks, compass, and an assortment of vials, bottles, boxes, and unusual looking instruments, the Professor, who had been watching them, said:

I have to thank you for the information which you so courteously gave me in regard to the furniture of this house.

He looked down at his worn volume, gravely, touching the yellowed pages with delicate fingers:

It was, I must admit, a vey great surprise to me, gentlemen. I had never befo given any thought to such matters.

The growing appreciation of old-time art is very noticeable in New York, said Jones.

And the commercial value of such objects doubles every few years, added Scott.

The Professors absent eyes rested on the ancient oaks that ringed the house. His revery remained unbroken until Jones, moving gingerly, picked up and belted his light wood axe. Then he glanced up gravely:

Young gentlemen, he said, as though his thoughts had been lingering about his chair of Greek at Verbena University, the subject in question admits of but one interpretation. What the gods have given should be used foh the peace and happiness and material wellbeing of the living — not as memorials of the past, not as monuments to the dead.... I shall dispose of my furniture.... I have so informed my daughters.

Its too bad, isnt it? remarked Jones, an hour later, jotting down caliper measurements in his notebook.

Scott had discovered a borer unknown to him, crawling on the bark of a blackjack.

He can chew the damn tree for all I care, he muttered, but Id better bottle him, I suppose. And, answering Jones remark while immersing the reluctant beetle in alcohol: Sure, its tough on such people to part with their heirlooms. But what else is there for them to do?

Nothing, I suppose.... Unless some wealthy idiot came along and married one of the twins.... Chrysis, for instance.

Why Chrysis? asked Scott, looking around. Why not Cisthene? Isnt a wandering and wealthy idiot as likely to marry her as Chrysis?

She wouldnt, said Jones. Shes not that sort.

Well, is Chrysis? Why do you suppose she is mercenary?

Did I say mercenary? Chrysis could fall in love with some wealthy ass, couldnt she?

Why the devil do you assume that Chrysis could fall in love with an ass of any sort? demanded Scott, hotly. Your speculations concerning her are unwarranted.

I only said—

I know what you said! And its presumptuous!

Presumptuous P

Yes, it is! And its tiresome. If you want to speculate, speculate about Cisthene.

Off the handle again, commented Jones.

Why not? Yes, I am irritated. I talked to Chrysis last evening, and I know what sort of girl she is. She wouldnt marry for money; she wouldnt marry an ass. She is a very wonderful young girl, Jones — aside from her charm and beauty.

But why get mad about it?

I dont! Only it irritates me. If anybody is likely to marry an ass for his money its her sister, I imagine.

You never had any imagination, retorted Jones, warmly. And you dont know what youre talking about. It happens that I conversed with Cisthene last evening, and am perfectly able to form an estimate of the character of perhaps the most remarkable girl I ever met in all my life. And let me inform you right now; Cisthene is as incapable of marrying unless she was in love as you are of falling in love!

What!

As you are incapable of falling in love, repeated Jones.

Why am I incapable of falling in love? demanded Scott, angrily.

Youre too fond of yourself.

Do you think so?

I know it.

That, scowled Scott, shows how much you know about anything! Im not only capable of falling in love, but Ive been seriously thinking of doing it.

With whom? inquired Jones incredulously.

With a girl who is, perhaps, the most rare and unusual example of her sex that I have ever encountered.

Do you mean Chrysis?

Why not? retorted Scott, fiercely.

No reason, said Jones, with misleading mildness, except I doubt that shed return the compliment.

That may be. I never saw any man good enough for such a girl. Maybe she wouldnt bother with men like me — or you. But, he muttered, shaking his bottled beetle, well see.

You are going to ask her!

I dont know.... I cant keep my mind on this beetle, or on anything for thinking of her. Thats the truth, Jones. It — it hit me like lightning; thats what it did to me! he said, gesticulating with his bottled beetle. It just happened. I didnt know what was happening to me. Why, he demanded dramatically, why should this happen to me this way? How could I dream that Id ever come down into this God-forsaken corner of the world, after borers and fungi, and be sandbagged by — by Love within the first few minutes!

Jones came over to where his comrade was standing:

Are you really serious?

I seem to be. I didnt even realize I was serious, until this squabble with you opened my eyes.

Im sorry, said Jones.

Well, you neednt be. Im glad we had a row; Im glad I know how I feel about Chrysis. Im in love with her; thats what has happened to me. And Im going to stay here until I tell her so.

Good luck to you, said Jones respectfully.

They shook hands; Scott jiggled the alcohol and gazed absently upon the defunct beetle; Jones wandered off, a prey to uneasy wonder.

For what had happened to Scott might happen to him. Had it happened already, stealthily, without any suspicion on his part?

He examined himself honestly and didnt think it had.

No, Im not in love with Cisthene, he thought with a sigh — of relief, perhaps; and perhaps he sighed because he was not in love. Young men are odd.

Evidently, he said to himself, I am not in love with Cisthene.... But I dont feel like working, either.... I wonder if she has returned.

Half an hour later he realized that he had wandered in a semicircle through the woods, for here was the orange grove, and beyond it rose the weather stained portico of Castle Place.

A negro was crossing the open space leading two sweating saddle horses; a troop of nondescript and muddy dogs trudged at his heels, tongues lolling. And on the ancient horse block sat Cisthene and Chrysis, their riding habits spotted with marl and streaked with white dust from the shell road.

Where is Mr. Scott? asked Chrysis naïvely, as Jones came up, hat in hand.

Jones had been looking at Cisthene. And suddenly he realized that he loved her. And, with the descent of a great and sudden love upon the defenceless heart of Jones, there arose within that young mans brain a great and sudden cunning.

He said to Chrysis:

Scott is down by the stream in the woods where the blackjacks grow. He has discovered a most remarkable beetle — a creature unknown to him. Would you like to see it?

Very much, said Chrysis innocently.

Then Ill go back and get it— He turned and looked deliberately into the blue eyes of Cisthene. The eyes of Cisthene seemed to be perfectly guileless. Judge for yourself, however, for upon the cheeks of that maiden a slight flush came, and, still looking at Jones, she said:

Why not walk down there yourself, Chrysis? Its only a step.

Upon the fair cheek of Chrysis the faintest tinge of rose settled. She looked silently at her sister, then smiled upon Jones:

Yes, she said, Ill walk over mysef and look at that interesting beetle. And perhaps I may discover another one for Mr. Scott.

She went, gracefully, lightly; her sister looked after her; Jones marked her progress with thumping heart. His doom was upon him. He felt it, knew it, and derived from the knowledge alternate jabs and thrills of ecstasy and gloom.

Cisthene, seated on the horse block, waited very courteously to the limit of her youthful patience. Then she said:

What was it you desired to say to me alone, Mr. Jones?

But he simply couldnt say it that way, here in the full sunshine, and her father reading on the veranda above, and a row of pickaninnies staring at them from the quarters and sucking their dusky thumbs.

It — it was — concerned — the — your — your fathers furniture, he stammered.

Yes?

Its — its very handsome furniture — very valuable—

She shook her pretty head:

Father told us what you had said. He has offered to part with the furniture — if Chrysis and I wish it.... But we couldnt do it. We have talked it over this morning.... We couldnt do it.

But your father—

I know, Mr. Jones. I know what this house and everything in it means to him. No, Chrysis and I could not do it.

And yet, he said, your fathers reasoning was logical and just.

Are logic and justice the only things in life, Mr. Jones? She lifted her blue eyes to his: Love reasons more truly, she said.

You love him too dearly to accept such a sacrifice from him, said Jones under his breath.

Of course. What is there that money could give to Chrysis and to me that could console us for such a loss to him?

Jones heart began to cut up, and for a moment he decided not to try to say anything.

Cisthene sat very still on the horse block, gazing into space.

I wonder if youd let me t-tell you s-s-something? he stammered.

She looked up, inquiringly, her lips already parting to grant his request, when a something in the eyes of Jones checked her.

She sat motionless, stiller than before. As for Jones, he appeared to be petrified.

The throbbing seconds raced away; sunlight set ruddy threads gleaming in her hair and fell on her shabby riding skirt and on her slender hands clasped tightly in her lap.

Her head still remained lifted; a quick little pulse was beating in the delicate, white throat. But her eyes closed.

Cisthene!

She rose as a dreamer stirs at the sound of a familiar name, turned, slowly mounted the veranda steps, and passing her father as though unconscious of his presence, entered the dim house.

Jones found her in the parlour, sitting at one end of a sofa, her fair head bowed in her arms.

He gazed at her for a moment, then turned and walked out to where her father was sitting.

I dont know what you will think of me, sir, he said, but Im so deeply in love with Cisthene that I scarcely know what Im saying. Do you think you could possibly give me permission to pay my addresses to your daughter?

The Professor had closed his book and bowed his head on one thin wrist.

For a long while he sat there, motionless, listening to Jones account of himself, his family, his profession, his fortune, and his ambitions. There was no mistaking the boys candour, his earnestness, his frank but youthfully exaggerated self-depreciation.

I am not worthy of her, he said: no man ever could be. I know that, sir. But if — —

Yes— said the elder man quietly, if!... The answer to all riddles halts there.... If!... And if she could care for you — I should not — interfere.... My inclination is to like you.... It is perhaps more than an inclination. So— if my daughter cares to listen to you—

He passed his frail hand over his eyes, and let it remain there.

After a moment Jones rose quietly and went into the dim parlour. Cisthene still sat there, her head on her arm, a slim figure in the dusk, amid the stiff shapes of the old-time furniture.

In the vague, gracious half-light of that old and formal room, Jones dropped on one knee at the little feet of Cisthene. And she sat upright to listen to him.

And after she had listened, and when the room had become very still again, she bent forward slightly and placed her hands lightly on the shoulders of Jones. It was the very ghost of contact.

Could you care for me? he whispered.

Yes.

Down in the woods it was different. Chrysis, cheeks flushed, blue eyes hostile, stood looking sideways at Scott.

I reckon, she said, its your Yankee bringing up, but it is not the custom here.

What on earth am I to do? asked Scott, piteously. I fell in love? with you and I thought I ought to tell Why ought you to tell me, Mr. Scott?

Why — why, I have no right to do such a thing unless you are informed—

You have no right to do it at all!

I know it — I know it, he said, despairingly. Im a chump — an idiot — an ass—

You are not! she cried.

I am!

Then if you are, will you kindly tell me why you suppose me capable of — of c-caring for an idiot?

Thats the horrible part of it, he said. I know you — you couldnt fall in love with an idiot.

How do you know? How do you know what sort of man I could care for? I am at liberty to care for whom I please. I am at liberty to care for an idiot if I choose to.

But you never would, he said. And he went and sat down on a fallen tree and laid his head in his hands.

For ten minutes she said nothing. Neither did she go away. Finally he dropped his hands and looked up at her.

I dont know w-what I might do, she said, when I have time to think it over.

She walked over to a tree and seemed to be examining the bark for borers. After a moment she rested one arm across the trunk, doubled back the elbow, and hid her face in it. She was crying when he came up. But she let her right hand remain in his, and did not flinch very much when he kissed it.


CARONDELET
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ON THE OTHER side of Jasmine Inlet, out toward the flat-woods and the rougher hammock, beyond the outlet to the Gold Lagoon, stood Carondelet, home of the Carons, mother and daughter.

I say stood; perhaps floated better describes the house — if a converted barge might so be called. It had a roof, chimneys, dormers, gallery, and a semi-circle of pillars with Doric capitals for a porch. Porch and pillars had been built on shore.

A dry path through the saw-grass led to a bridge connecting with the porch: the back door opened upon the sunny waters of the Gold Lagoon.

As Tiger-foot said:

Him a helluva house, heap dam fine!

Carondelet was sometimes afloat; usually it rested in three feet of silt which covered the vast sheet of rock forming the bottom of the Gold Lagoon.

The late husband of Mrs. Caron had named his home Carondelet, partly from reasons not too subtle for any reader, partly in derisive compliment to a Federal gunboat of the same name, Carondelet, which craft had hurled a number of gigantic but ineffectual shells at his regiment during the late fraternal misunderstanding.

The circumstance of the barge and its conversion to a mansion was as follows: the fortunes of the Carons had vanished amid the smoke and flame of Northern victory; and, undaunted, the Colonel and his young wife had set their faces toward the wilderness where courage and faith led them to believe a place had been prepared for them of God.

There certainly seemed to be something in the idea; a record storm on the Atlantic scattered a string of transports and barges destined for the Federal guard fleet in the Gulf, piled the lagoons full of water, backing and heaping it up till every coast forest was afloat to the tree tops.

And into this driving deluge, across twelve miles of shoal, across beach, hammock, saw-grass, and lagoon, Providence had hurled a big, fat, empty barge on the crest of the tidal comber, and landed it in the Gold Lagoon.

Where it stuck when the deluge ebbed; and where Colonel Caron and his young wife found it very conveniently situated to command several acres of excellent hammock, a lagoon full of fish and wild-fowl, and a vast forest region where big game, welcome and unwelcome, roamed in fear only of the Seminoles.

And there they had lived and toiled and builded Carondelet, and cleared the hammock, and set orange groves, so that the wilderness blossomed like a garden.

Late in life to them came ease, prosperity, and surcease from troublous toil once more: also late in life came their child, Damaris, with hair as dark as the brown velvet of a great moths wing, and eyes to match the sapphire blue of the lagoon, and a skin like the lustrous and creamy petals of a magnolia blossom.

That occurred twenty years ago; and a year later the trumpeter wind in the saw-grass sounded a last lights out for Colonel Ashley Caron, C. S. A.

Damari s stood on the portico of Carondelet, fresh from her annual Northern sojourn, and gazed affectionately out over the broad acres of the paternal estate.

The wilderness bounded it; sunny fields and orange groves stretched away toward the blue palisades of woods; east, west, south, northward spread the Gold Lagoon, sapphire blue beyond the leads — broad lanes of water between the towering and terrible green walls of saw-grass.

She saw the high osprey circling; the sea-eagle towering higher still; she saw the blue heron in the sedge and the limpkin slipping along the shore.

It was a vast, silent, sunny world that lay so still under the crystal clearness of a sky as limpid as the water.

The path that her father had made through the saw-grass to the front porch was now a wide, smooth road made of shell and marl, and snowy white: and it ran straight away ahead of her down a vast avenue of water oaks to the forest, the unfading green ramparts of which bordered it like the evenly clipped hedges of some giants garden.

Maybe the girl was thinking of her Northern sojourn — thinking of New York in springtime, of Long Island, of Newport and Bar Harbor later: and of all the gallant men and pretty women that she had seen or met or known a little better than what is meant by meeting them.

It had been the usual happy journey through wonderland that she and her mother had taken every year since Damaris was twelve — memories of shop windows and glittering motor-cars on Fifth Avenue still slightly dazzled her; rocks, foam, brilliant gardens, palaces of grey or white stone, pleasure fleets and war fleets, and dancing everywhere — always dancing! — and a world full of sleek-headed young men and of perfectly gowned women — these were her souvenirs of Newport and the coast resorts.

But what slightly perplexed her almost to the verge of annoyance was the persistence of one perfectly negligible scene in her memory. Neither New York, nor Newport, nor, in fact, the entire kaleidoscopic recollections of the summer could entirely crowd out, smother, bury, or even dim the startling and photographic accuracy of this scene in her mind.

She had been following a drag-hunt in the Queens Landing country, Long Island, and her horse bolted, took a roadside wall, and in half a minute had kicked to pieces a very lovely, old-fashioned garden.

A young man in a very shabby coat had come out of the house, picked her up from a bed of crushed lilies, set her on her saddle, and dryly advised her not to ride such an animal until she had learned a little more about horsemanship.

This infuriated her; but the dreadful wreck of her insulters garden kept her resentment within control.

She said:

Thank you so much. I shall notify the nearest florist to repair the damage. I am Damaris Caron, of Carondelet, Inca County, Florida, and I am quite capable of riding this horse. A statement which, considering the condition of the garden and her own inglorious situation among the lilies, had been scarcely opportune.

Had the young man laughed she could have found it in her heart to slay him; but he didnt. He merely opened the gate for her when she bit her lip, winked back the tears in her eyes, and swung her horse toward the open.

And then she had done a silly thing, childish, petty, unworthy, inexcusable: she had ignored the open gate and had lifted her horse over the wall.

That was the last she had seen of the man; the last he had ever seen of her.

A brief note to her at the Queens Landing Hunt Club informed her that he had already engaged a florist to repair damages and that he could not accept any reparation at her expense.

Except for a civilly expressed hope that she had not been hurt, the note contained nothing further than his name, George Smith.

She replied as briefly, expressing regret that he had refused the only reparation she could offer, said that she had not been hurt, and, for some reason unknown to herself, she repeated in ink the information she had so haughtily given him — to wit, the following subscription:



Damans Caron, Carondelet, Inca County, Florida.



There was, naturally, no reply to this. A reply would have been an impertinence. But for several weeks Damaris ran through her mail every day, scanning all the envelopes before opening them, as a woman does when she expects a letter in a handwriting which she is capable of recognizing.

Another thing — she rode past that wretched garden several times without looking at it or at the house — except sideways. But she had not seen him again.

And one other thing: she had, by careless and casual inquiry, learned that the man was an artist and that the house contained his studio. Otherwise, fashion and sport wotted not of George Smith.

She had visited several gay houses; had assisted at motor show and opera in town, before her mother and herself set their faces southward.

And now she was back again in the sun, the broad acres and the woods before her, the Gold Lagoon behind her, and a scented wind gently stirring her thick, dark hair.

For the last week she had played hard amid the dear, familiar scenes; she had fished for gar-pike and bass in the lagoon; she had knocked over snipe and limpkin in the saw-grass with her light fowling piece; she had rambled over every foot of the home acres, through orange grove, banana plantation, pineapple cover, through scrub palmetto glades, over shell mound and hammock, kicking happily at the brown litter under foot.

She had taken her auxiliary sailboat to the Inlet; she had roamed the fragrant dunes, picked up shells, made memoranda of bird life, watched her mothers negro employees making new bridle paths, dragging marl from the wet pits, and dumping cartloads of snowy shells along main roads destined to be repaired.

Every day crates of grapefruit, oranges, tangerines, mandarins, and kumquats were shipped from their groves by water to the narrow-gauge, overgrown railroad. The perishable pines were for home consumption; the others for the Yankee. Also, the strawberries, tomatoes, and early green vegetables were for the snow-cursed, shivering North; and she saw them every day in transit from the home acres, northward bound. And once or twice she caught herself wondering whether, by any hazard, that man in the North might chance to regale himself on the fruits of Carondelet plantation.

And was sorry she even thought of it. Because that man had been rude — or stupid, or ungracious — whatever anybody chose to call his behaviour.

Sometimes she wondered exactly how his behaviour might be characterized. Being fairly fair-minded she admitted to herself it had not been rude. Even ungracious seemed rather a harsh term to apply to it. After all, maybe his insulting advice concerning her horsemanship had been kindly inspired. Doubtless he meant well.

But why hadnt he been more civil, more sympathetic. Pretty girls dont tumble into everybodys gardens. He might have expressed alarm, displayed some human feeling of consternation — a great, big, broad-shouldered young man like that! Really, his dry survey of the situation and his drier advice to her disgusted her. Southern chivalry would have understood the episode better. Southern chivalry would have made it plain to her that misfortune, not fault, had involved her in that wretched garden.

She blushed, partly with exasperation, as she remembered looking up at him from a fragrant mass of crushed lilies, and how he had lifted her with prompt decision and set her firmly in her saddle.

How could a man do that, knowing the horse might presently break her neck? True, the miserable animal stood quietly eating up the remainder of the garden.

It was a perfectly negligible memory, but it was, apparently, a memory of which she could not rid herself.

She didnt like it; she evoked it frequently nevertheless. And every time she evoked it the recollection hurt her pride till her cheeks grew slightly warm, and she vowed shed never think of it more.

Also, every time she thought of it, she wished that she might prove to that cool, superior, and condescending young man that she could ride anything that ever cut up on four legs.

That morning she took a canoe and paddled up the lagoon, rifle across her knees, hoping to get a shot at a wildcat — a large and enterprising animal that had calmly emerged from the woods and had slain a dozen of her own bronze turkeys.

But all she saw was a fat moccasin asleep, and after shooting his villainous head off she turned the canoe homeward.

The canoe of Tiger-tail, Miami Seminole, and generally reticent except to her mother and herself, came by along the edge of the saw-grass, poled by Tiger-tail himself, and laden with crayfish which he had been spearing at the Inlet.

How? said the Indian politely.

Tiger-tail, a big cat took my turkeys last night, said the girl, and Ive been looking for him.

No good huntum: got no dog, remarked the Seminole.

If I get the hounds out this week will you come? asked Damaris.

When?

Any time. Ill make ring-smoke on Palmetto Island so you can see the signal.

Me hurry. Goobye, said the Indian briefly, and sent his canoe gliding north.

Ive a beautiful new red turban for you! I bought it in New York! called the girl after him.

Make ring-smoke! Me come! he answered promptly. Which settled it. No Seminole ever lies.

So Damaris, pondering annihilation for his predatory catship, paddled slowly homeward.

Her mother met her on the veranda:

There is a Mr. Smith here, she said.

What! exclaimed the girl, flushing scarlet.

A Mr. George Smith, repeated her mother mildly. He came in a canoe from the Inlet.

The girl stood silent, the high colour pulsating in her cheeks.

Her mother said:

He brought a letter from the Winthrops. I asked him to remain with us at Carondelet while his shooting trip lasted.

Where is he? asked Damaris in an odd voice.

In his room.... Damaris, had you met him before he came here?

I — no.... That is, I think I saw him once — met him — at Queens Landing — if he is the same man.

Her mother said:

He is a painter. Are there any reasons you know of why we should not entertain him?

No-no — Oh, not at all! He — as I remember — he seemed to be a — a very agreeable man — not in any way remarkable — just nice — presentable—

Perhaps, said her mother, this is not the same young man — because he is rather remarkable for his good looks and his very delightful manners.... And, from her letter, I should imagine that Clarissa Winthrop is quite crazy about him.

Probably, said her daughter coldly, he is not the George Smith I — met — at Queens Landing.

Nevertheless, Damaris went straight to her room and summoned her maid. When she entered her boudoir there seemed to be nothing the matter with her personal appearance, but it was a full hour before her mirror and her maid consented to let her go.

He was in white serge when she came out on the veranda. She had never realized that he was so good-looking.

As she made not the slightest reference to any previous meeting, he also ignored that fact.

A little later he took her mother in to luncheon in a manner that slightly troubled her, because it was so formally, so charmingly, so subtly Southern. And she conceded him good manners, and a tact verging on cleverness. Her mother had already capitulated.

That young man, thought Damaris to herself, is entirely too adroit. I am sure that we are not going to get on together.

Such an attitude does not make for any very cordial understanding. And it took Damaris only a little while to discover how to relieve him of some of his superfluous self-possession and ease.

For example, intuition taught her that he didnt want to talk about himself or his art; and she made him do both.

Encouraged by his reticence and modesty on such matters, she extracted from him the unwilling admission that he had exhibited frequently in the Salon, had received medals of silver and gold, was hors-concours, and that the French Government had acquired from him a picture which now hung in the Luxembourg.

Men of attainment are shy and chary of self-exploitation. Damaris knew it, and deliberately made him suffer, sticking to her questions until even her mother became vaguely conscious of some intent and glanced at her animated daughter in perplexity and disapproval.

Which recalled Damaris within bounds, and the punishment of Smith was temporarily suspended.

The next day Damaris took him snipe shooting in her canoe. He made a fist at it, and she very seriously but kindly advised him to take a course at trap shooting; but reddened to her hair when he looked at her coolly, and accepted her suggestion with a smile that bordered too closely on a grin.

On the way home she said abruptly:

Of course you remember me perfectly well!

Not unless you desire it, he replied very gravely. Desire it! How can I help your recollecting me?

Merely by not wishing me to.

But you do! What difference do my wishes make! Besides, you asked Clarissa Winthrop for that letter. Didnt you?

Yes.

That shows that you recollected me, doesnt it?

No, it shows that I had planned a shooting trip to the Gold Lagoon.

You could have camped.

Too many mosquitoes, he said solemnly.

That is where you are mistaken, Mr. Smith. There are no mosquitoes at Carondelet.

He smiled, politely incredulous.

Its quite true, she said. There is no stagnant water here; no place for them to breed. This region is free from them. So you could have camped had you cared to.

Cornered! he admitted cheerfully.

Certainly you are cornered. Why did you ask for that letter?

To see you again, he admitted.

I thought, she said with heightened colour, it might have been to collect damages.

Oh, no, he said. I collected whatever was damaged. And I restored — it — to the back of the damager.

I was not damaged! she said hotly.

Oh, I know that. You were merely scared—

I was not!

Of course you have plenty of courage—

It requires none to ride a cow like that! I was angry and mortified, Mr. Smith. Your advice concerning horsemanship was inopportune and not welcome.

I knew that was it, he murmured.

What?

I knew you resented it. I didnt mean it that way.

But you are still very certain that a few lessons in riding can do me no harm?

Not unless you fall off while taking them, he said, laughing.

That, she retorted between compressed lips, is the limit! Listen to me, Mr. Smith: I have long chafed under the humiliating knowledge that you considered my horsemanship poor. I have wished very earnestly for an opportunity to enlighten you. I am glad you came — for that reason. Because I am going to take you tomorrow on a gallop that will set your doubts concerning me at rest.

Delighted, he said, smiling.

I dont know whether you will be. Do you ride well?

I — ride.

That, she said dangerously, remains to be seen. And she drove the canoe on the beach of a little island, balanced, sprang out, and watched him land and drag up the canoe.

Please make me a Seminole fire, she said sweetly. A — what?

A Seminole fire.... Surely, she added, you know what a Seminole fire is — being the excellent and seasoned sportsman that you are.

He grinned, enjoying his punishment. Her pretty eyebrows arched in surprise:

Is it possible you dont know what a Seminole fire is, Mr. Smith?

Its just possible, he admitted.

How strange. Perhaps a few lessons in woodcraft — when you have leisure—

Certainly. Now, tell me what a Seminole fire is.

Ill show you.

She began to gather dry sticks of wood and to arrange them on the ground in a star pattern, so that they radiated from the centre like the spokes of a wheel.

When they were properly placed she lighted a blaze in the centre with a great armful of sun-dried Spanish moss; then, walking around the circle, she shoved the end of each stick a little nearer to the centre until they caught fire.

Now, she said, some green wood, please. And bring the poncho from the canoe.

When the green wood began to send up a thick column of smoke, Damaris took the poncho, spread it to the wind with a flirt of her wrists, and, still manoeuvring the blanket as deftly as she might have kept a handkerchief fluttering, flashed it to and fro over the column of smoke.

And Smith, watching her, saw great, wavering rings of smoke ascend high into the still air.

Would you tell me what you are doing? he asked politely.

I am making ring-smoke for a gentleman named Tiger-foot.

A signal?

Yes.

To an Indian?

To a Seminole.

Oh. Where is he?

I dont know.

Will he see your smoke rings?

Yes.

How do you know?

Every Seminole in the region will see them. Tiger-foot will answer them.

With more smoke rings?

Exactly. You are learning woodcraft, Mr. Smith.

Id like to learn how to wave that blanket and make a column of smoke turn into rings.

Would you care to try? It is very easy, she said with adorable malice; and sent the blanket scaling across the fire toward him.

He caught it and began to wave it, but the results were pitiable, and the girl hastily retired from the choking smoke.

After he had sufficiently demonstrated his utter inability, she made him lay aside the blanket, cover the fire, and embark with her. And, as they lay afloat in the home lead, she pointed to the northeast.

Very far away ascending rings of smoke stained the pure horizon. Tiger-foot was saying to Damaris:

Me see; me come; goobye!

Presently the girl turned to Smith:

Have you, she asked, any riding clothes with you?

It appeared that he had brought riding breeches. Very well, said Damaris, smiling a singular smile upon Smith, now we shall see what we shall see.... You may pole the canoe — if you know how.

And that night she said to her mother:

He doesnt seem to be very clever after all. Hes a rotten shot. I hope he sticks to his saddle tomorrow. Ive sent for Tiger-foot.

Her mother sighed her resignation. Tiger-foot meant hunting, and hunting in that country meant a reckless, breakneck gallop through open but pathless woods, over rough hammock land, through cypress branches, across dunes set with a tangle of scrub more or less thorny — anywhere, in fact, that the game led and the dogs followed.

And Mrs. Caron mildly said she didnt like it.

But she was a wise mother and she had never yet set a trap for a sunbeam or tried to catch the wind in a net.

Damaris was that kind of girl; that was all there could be said about it. Besides, she had very great faith in Tiger-foot.

And so it happened that in the morning Smith found himself aboard a powerful horse beside Damaris mounted on another, and all around them wagged and whined and leaped a half-dozen big-jowled, heavy-shouldered hounds, controlled by a negro called Sammy.

And beside him, in flaming scarlet turban and shirt, stood Tiger-foot, his bronze legs naked, the clout-cloth hanging below his gaudy shirt.

All around them stretched the seaward wilderness, set thick with saw-palmetto in sunny glades, choked with brier in gullies where little silvery threads from the lagoon flowed away, following one crest or the other of the strange watershed.

Cast out, Sammy! said Damaris. The pink of excitement tinted her cheeks; her eyes of purest sapphire were like rain-washed gems.

Sammy uncoupled the dogs; Bouncer immediately ran along the top of a fallen log, sniffing; and Billy Bowlegs, a big, black hound with tan points and basset-set legs, joined him.

Its a cat, said Damaris, looking at Smith.

Really!

Is the trail cold? she called to Sammy, who had found it on a bit of sandy soil and was investigating, nose to the ground.

Fresh! said Tiger-foot, calmly. Big-cat walk here.

A tiger?

Tiger, nodded the Seminole. Hark um dogs!

To Smith, Damaris said:

By tiger he means panther, not wildcat.

Then she turned her pretty head, listening to the dogs.

They were running in a cypress cover, apparently at random but much excited. And presently Billy Bowlegs gave magnificent tongue and started westward.

Now! said Damaris. Follow me— she turned and looked Smith straight in the eyes— if you can!

Thats my business in life, he said quietly, looking at her.

What!

My business in life — to follow you. You know perfectly well it is.

The bright colour flew into her face; then a breathless little laugh came:

I hope you can ride! Youll need to — in your business!

Her horse bounded forward and his followed, straight into the forest, thrashing across the cypress branch, crashing through glade after glade of scrub palmetto, floundering in windfalls, turned by briers, checked amid rough hammock land where vines and trailers hung crisscrossing every avenue.

Far ahead the hounds were yelling; Smith caught glimpses on either side of Sammy running, of the Seminoles scarlet turban a blaze of colour through the trees.

A tough creeper nearly jerked Smith from his saddle; another almost decapitated him. Twice briers scored his legs and arms; he lost his hat and a tree branch, whipping back, laid his right cheek open for an inch.

Far ahead of him he saw Damaris riding like a demon, cool, collected, unmarked by such accidents as had befallen him, although she also rode cross-saddle and wore only a skirted riding coat of thin solaro cloth, and breeches of the same.

No tree limb whacked her, no creepers attempted to strangle her; the little maidens of the briers laid no violent fingers on her pretty legs, nor tore her clothes nor clutched at her stirrups.

Riding up to her horses withers at last, he saw her white stock framing her throat as though it had just been tied: nothing of disarrangement was visible about her anywhere: her fiat helmet, chin-strapped, remained unmarked by twig or leaf, her rifle lay snug in its leather boot.

She glanced sideways at him. He was not a dainty sight. One side of his countenance was painted with dry blood: his hat was gone, his shirt tom; rags fluttered at elbow and knee.

My lifes business! he nodded gaily to her.

His eyes were steady and amused; the short, bright hair ruffled by the wind; and on his battered visage was a smile.

As she looked at him a shaft of fear shot through Damaris; and, for a moment, she felt like the hunted panther, fleeing, yet conscious that her doom was upon her.

She set spurs to her mount; he kept abreast of her. Twice branches hit him; once he was almost knocked flat on his cantle, and she stifled a cry; but he was up, regaining his stirrups, a trifle dazed but smiling.

Lord! How you ride! he said. You are the best ever!

And Damaris knew that she could fall in love.

Which scared her, and she raced away from him through the flat-woods where, a half-mile away, she could see the dogs running round and round a tall pignut tree.
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Following a short cut from the north came the swift Seminole afoot, turban gleaming above the tall dead grass; and Sammy, mounted, galloped from the south, cheering on his dogs.

Up in the tree, standing with fore feet planted on an outshooting limb, stood a big, flat-flanked, ruddy-coloured panther.

Neither dogs nor hunters appeared to trouble him in the least; he cast about uneasily for further foothold, and turned his grim head left and right as though searching. Only the furry ears were flattened with annoyance — the one sign visible that his majesty heard the frantic uproar of the dogs below him; and the extreme tip of his tail twitched at intervals.

Suddenly, as Smith galloped up, loosening his rifle, the panther turned, snarled at the dogs, and took a flying leap of thirty feet straight out into the cypress thicket.

As he landed on the ground the dogs were upon him, but he whirled about, struck right and left, then bounded into the tangle and was gone.

Damaris was already down on the ground, rifle out, throwing a cartridge into the magazine.

The Indian glided to her side and pointed; but she turned and looked at Smith.

Come with me, she called back to him. I want you to kill this panther.

He is yours!

Please? she insisted.

Tiger-foot regarded Smith superciliously as he started toward them:

Ride very burn; heap damfool, he remarked to Damaris. No can shoot, praps; no catch-um tiger!

Tiger-foot, she said, turning scarlet, he is my very best friend! Do you understand?

Goonight! said the Seminole disgustedly, turning into the thicket.

Damaris caught Smith by the hand:

Follow with me, she said excitedly. Do you hear that dreadful uproar? The dogs have cornered him and hes fighting them.

Into the thorny thicket they wriggled, crossed the branch, then, free of the briers, they pressed forward behind the Indian, through close-grown thickets, clumps of palmetto, over fallen trees, until the Indian halted and dropped on his knees.

Just ahead of them a dogs tail was waving in the bushes; beyond lay piled up a vast windfall where a tree, still bearing green leaves, had crashed earthward.

From this windfall came the deafening racket of the dogs, and, through the tumult, at intervals, Smith caught the deep, menacing growling and loud explosive snarling of the panther.

No can see, whispered the Seminole, working his way forward on his knees.

Damaris followed; but Smith bore to the left, generously permitting her the coupe-de-grâce.

A dog ran past him howling and frantically licking his wounds; a terrific uproar followed.

Smith, dropping flat, saw the panther charge the pack, but instead of retreating again to cover the snarling cat came bounding forward.

Whether the beast meant to punish him, whether in fact it saw him at all or came on merely in the fury of flight, Smith never knew. The letter was doubtless the case.

But the creature, growling and snarling, was almost on top of him before he concluded to fire. After that he remembered nothing.

They discovered him lying flat in the grass all over blood. Across his body sprawled the panther, still kicking and biting at the empty air and tearing Smiths clothes to ribbons. And over both of them swarmed the dogs, snarling, tugging, and nipping at the panthers tough hide.

Smith, who had been knocked senseless by the impact, deprived of breath also, but not otherwise injured, came to when Tiger-foot soused him with water from the branch.

Damaris, deadly pale, kneeling beside him, saw him open his eyes and mouth, and she bent her head to hear what he was trying to say.

Did I get him? were the words of Smith.

And Damaris knew that she was in love.


OWLS HEAD
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WHEN AN OLD palmetto tree falls or is cut down it takes a long while for the trunk to decay. This fact is contrary to general opinion.

Brown happened to have heard it.

For reasons known only to itself the Government had sent Brown to Iris Lake to find out why there were no stagnant pools there and why the clear, shallow waters of the lake were always in motion. In addition, the Government desired to be informed why there was a rock basin to the lake; whether the crystalline flood welled up through bottom crevices or whether there was an inlet through the forests; whether the waters finally were drained through subterranean depths or through surface channels that ultimately found a way to the Atlantic.

With Bown went a scientific gentleman named Gibb, commissioned also by the Government to find out whether the Carolina parroquet really did nest in the Iris Lake region, and whether it was true that any scarlet flamingoes still visited that somewhat isolated sheet of semi-tropical water.

Saw-grass had left its wicked insignia on Gibbs nose and ears, and had slashed up Brown more or less; sun, briers, creepers, saw-palmetto, and prickly vegetation had added nothing to the physical beauty of either. Also, the seat of Gibbs breeches was missing, having been detained on a thorn bush; and the person of Gibb was now decorated with a section of spare sacking.

That morning Brown cooked breakfast on Owls Head, a small and almost circular island dominating the water level of Iris Lake by an inch or so. Dry land being at a premium in that region, and having sighted the lone palmetto on Owls Head, they had made for it with pole and paddle.

Brown fried a youthful limpkin in bacon and mush; Gibb, whistling cheerfully, beat about with his brush hook to clear out any rattlers and moccasins that might have been inclined to join in the festivities. Finally he came back to the fire and gazed upon the limpkin with unfeigned loathing.

A complete change of diet is what we need, he said. Of koonti Ive had enough, also of palm cabbage, fried fishy birds and mush—

Oh, shut up and tell me a story, said Brown, amiably. Gibb was the volunteer bard of the expedition.

He began:

Once upon a time there lived at Delmonicos a rich and handsome tenderloin steak — so rich, in fact, that he was soon trimmed and smothered in onions, and that was the end of that rich, handsome, juicy—

Quit! shouted Brown, hurling at his comrade the head of the defunct limpkin.

That settles it; I eat no breakfast, observed Gibb, dodging the feathered missile with a shudder. But he did, gnawing away lustily and with every symptom of satisfaction, until the breakfast was all gone and the plates closely scraped.

How old is that tree? inquired Brown, glancing up at the palmetto from the huge trunk of a fallen tree of the same species upon which he was squatting cross-legged. Gibbs looked around.

About two hundred years, he said.

Naturally, the boot-jacks had disappeared years and years ago. The tree stood like an enormous column of silver, tufted at the top with sweeping plumes of green.

If that tree, said Brown, is as old as you say, what about this one Im sitting on?

A hundred years older.

Its very solid yet.

Quite.

No doubt the Spaniards saw it.

No doubt, said Gibb, gnawing thoughtfully upon the wishbone.

Brown looked aloft at the towering green feather dusters above him.

This tree would make a fine lookout. Probably the Seminoles used it for such in that disgraceful war with us.

Maybe the Spaniards used the one youre sitting on.

Brown gravely rubbed his fingers over the surface of the trunk. It scaled off in spots, but the wood underneath appeared to be sound. After he had inadvertently dislodged and enraged a scorpion, he desisted, slew the villainous little poisoner, and, rising, walked over to the standing tree.

Hello! he said presently. Somebody has decorated the trunk with knife and colour. Come here, Gibb.

Seminoles, probably.

Maybe. But — there is no Owl Clan in the Seminole nation, is there?

None.

Was there ever? inquired Brown, fingering the tree trunk curiously.

They both studied the decoration on the bark for a few moments; then Gibb said:

Yes, there was an Owl Clan in the Seminole nation. I think the Spaniards slew the last living representatives of the clan. Beckerlin mentions the episode in his biography of Ponce de Leon, I believe.

Thats interesting, murmured Brown. What do you make out of this decoration, anyway?

The young men examined it attentively. Deep in the trunk had been carved the head of a tiger owl. How long ago the original incisions had been made it was impossible to say, because it appeared evident that, from time to time, whenever the tree seemed inclined to cover the scar with healing bark and fibre, somebody had recut the original design.

The last cutting had been done recently. Moreover, somebody had painted the relief with a brownish-red substance picked out in blue and black.

Thats a tiger owls head all right, said Brown, but what is the rest of the stuff? Its all smeared with Spanish red.

Seminole hieroglyphics, I suppose — pictographs — whatever you call em.

Recent?

Well these, of course, are recent. Maybe theyre retracings from originals painted there a century ago — perhaps more.

Brown fished out his notebook and a pencil, and standing before the tree he made a careful drawing of the embellishments on the trunk.

Gibb, watching him over his shoulder, said:

You know that upper design looks like the arms of Spain.

What!

Theres the Spanish crown — and the collar of the Fleece — or Saint Esprit — or whatever it is. But what is that thing on the left? By jinks! Its a Spanish dagger!

After a while Brown said:

Thats funny, isnt it?

Its so funny, replied Gibb, that I want to dig holes around this tree.

Dig holes?

There may be things in the ground, here, he said vaguely.

Why do you think so?

I just seem to think so; I dont know why, admitted Gibb, still more vaguely, looking about him where he stood. There are the Spanish arms, theres the owls head; theres a Seminole war arrow; theres a Spanish dagger. Who knows what they once signified? A fight, here, on this tiny island? — Spaniard versus Seminole — arrow against dagger? Did the last warrior of the Owl Clan fall here under a Spanish dagger? Did the Spaniard fall with a Seminole war arrow through the joint of his gorget? Did they both die? Is this decoration marking their burial places? Or is it merely a be it remembered?

You always were a good story teller, conceded Brown, smiling. Write it up for some magazine.

That may be; but Im going to dig.

Go on and dig then.

That means we camp here, you understand?

Its dry. Why not?

Youre on, said Gibb; and he went to the beached canoe, picked up both axes, a pick, a shovel, and a tent, and brought back the bundle on his shoulders.

We can look for parroquets, flamingoes, and outlets this afternoon, he remarked. Now lets pitch the tent, cut firewood, and then do a little pleasurable Egging.

Brown erected the tent; Gibb, flourishing his axe, looked about for dry wood. His eye presently fell on the fallen palmetto; he marked a section, then, swinging his axe, began to hew it.

Which was no childs work; and presently Brown picked up his axe and took a hand; and the silvery chips flew like hail.

Resting presently, one foot on the fallen tree, Gibb said:

Theres another odd thing about that tree. It didnt fall by any act of God: somebody cut it down. Look closely.

Thats right, nodded Brown.

Think of it, continued the other. This ancient palmetto was probably chopped down in the days of the Spaniards. What do you know about that, Brown?

They fell to hewing again; chips rained all around them, amazing them to find much of the fibre so sound.

When at length the trunk was hewn through, they rolled the heavy section from its immemorial but perfectly dry bed, and pushed it into place for a backlog to their fire.

Gibb was carefully building the fire against it, and Brown squatted on his haunches looking on, when something on the under side of the backlog attracted his attention. And the next moment he had scattered the brands and rolled the log away from the fire.

Gibb, he said excitedly, look at that!

There could me no mistake; imbedded in the trunk of the fallen palmetto, driven in deep and held by ancient spikes, was a plate of metal.

The metal plate was black, whether so enamelled, or whether the thin sheet of beaten silver welded to its surface had turned black, they did not know.

But on it, scratched through to the steel underneath with some keen-pointed instrument, was a replica of the design on the standing tree — the Spanish arms, the owls head, an arrow, and a dagger — all deeply incised and now outlined in brilliant orange rust against the black metallic background.

That tree, said Gibb, in an awed voice, bore that plate when it was standing in the days of Ponce de Leon!

Brown felt himself trembling slightly, but he examined the metal plate and finally managed to pry it from the trunk with the hook of his adz.

Whereupon, Gibb became greatly agitated.

Do you know what it is! he cried. Its a part of a suit of Spanish armour! I know enough about armour to tell that much. Its what they called a tasset. Tassets covered the thighs in a series of overlapping steel plates, like the jointed scales on a lobsters tail. Do you get me?

Sure, said Brown feverishly; lets dig! And the glitter in his eyes was that unholy blaze kindled only by the lust for buried treasure. No other desire arouses such a tigerish lustre in the human eye.

From them they flung everything save undershirts and trousers; then they went at it, pick and shovel.

By noon they had excavated a hole large enough for them to see that there was nothing in it except more dirt. Brown leaned upon the handle of his pick and panted; Gibb sat back upon the butt of his shovel.

Somebody, he said gloomily, has got to go out in the canoe and shoot one of those accursed limpkins for dinner. The other had better continue to dig.

Brown fished out his lucky penny.

Heads, I go, he said, and flipped it up. It came down tails.

Gibbs, afloat in the canoe presently, lingered near, shouting at intervals across the water for news. There was no news of buried treasure; no limpkins either in that neighborhood, as Brown pointed out to him.

So little by little Gibb edged along the saw-grass, northward; and, flushing no game of any description in the vicinity of Owls Head, he picked up his paddle, settled down to the nauseating business of food getting, and, cursing, started for parts remote.

Brown, pausing in his violent assault upon the ground, looked out across Iris Lake and saw a speck on the waters, miles to the north. The speck was Gibb in his canoe, still hunting the loathly limpkin.

It grew hot on Owls Head. The noon sun signalled Brown to cut it out, but he disregarded the celestial hint until, suddenly, under his flat sun helmet, he found himself gazing at a dull-black world instead of a sunny, green one.

Which scared him sufficiently, and he reeled to the lagoon and stuck his head into the water, where the palmettos shadow fell.

It was a close call. Had his helmet not been lined with solaro it might have gone hard with Brown.

In the shadow of the palmetto, therefore, he sat down and filled his cob pipe. Gradually the darkness and dizziness wore away; the world resumed its sunny, green tints; a little breeze ruffled the blue lagoon. Gibb and his canoe had disappeared.

When the sun had declined a little and the sea breeze blew fresher, Brown laid away his pipe.

It was not yet safe to resume his digging in the sunshine, but he could prowl around under the shade and plan future excavations. As a matter of fact, he couldnt keep away from the place very long. Such is the insidious lust for buried treasure.

And what happened to Brown was this: he walked back to the tent and the scene of his digging; and under the standing palmetto, bolt upright, he saw a girl. Which spectacle for a moment deprived him of breath.

She was young and ragged to an immodest degree, her sun-tanned knees being apparent through rents in her skirt. Her bodice was laced with the tough tendrils of a vine. She wore a brilliant scarlet kerchief around her head, and nothing else of clothing except a mass of thick, lustrous brown hair.

Her small, naked feet were as smooth as amber and seemed almost translucent to Brown — like the clear, golden skin of a chameleon.

She looked at Brown; and something immediately suggested that he take off his helmet — whether instinctive good manners or the poise of her small head, he did not stop to analyze. But the sun immediately suggested that he cover his head, which he did.

Where did you come from? she asked tranquilly — as though a youthful princess were asking the business of a strange beggar at her door.

The cool demand for his credentials nonplussed him for a moment, then, oddly enough, he experienced a desire for self-vindication — though why he should have desired to figure importantly in the eyes of this young and ragged girl, he did not clearly understand.

I have been sent, he said, by the United States Government, to report upon the physical phenomena of Iris Lake.

Why dont you do it, then? she said quietly. Which question jolted Brown disagreeably.

I am in process of doing it, he said.

You are in process of digging holes on Owls Head, she remarked. Please dont dig any more.

Why not? he asked, astonished.

Because Owls Head belongs to us.

This island belongs to you?

Why, yes.

Since when?

Always, she said, dreamily.

And what is your name?

Isene Herrara.

Do you live near here? he demanded.

She turned her slender body from the hips, her feet remaining motionless, and pointed toward the southeast A point of palms jutted out into the lake there, perhaps a mile away, but the foreground seemed an [image: img747.jpg] impenetrable waste of high and poisonous saw-grass.

I live there, she replied.

He said:

I had no idea that anybody lived in this region. When did your family come here?

They have always been here.

Always?

She shrugged her youthful shoulders.

No, not always. And, looking down into the excavation, her hands clasped behind her: Why were you digging? I saw your smoke from the house, through the sea-glass. That is why I came. Why are you digging? And, turning her head, she looked over her shoulder at Brown.

The face he saw, framed in the silky hair under the brow kerchief of scarlet, was a smooth, narrow oval, flawless as ivory. A delicate carmine flush tinted the cheeks; her lips were brilliant, her eyes had the splendour of dark stars.

I was digging, said Brown slowly, out of sheer curiosity. We — my friend Gibb and I — found here what we thought might be evidences of ancient Spanish occupation. So we began to dig.

But why?

Well, he said, reddening, we thought something might have been buried here — gold perhaps.

Gold?

Why not? Didnt it ever occur to you?

No, she said.

Then you — your people — have never dug up this place?

Never.

And yet you say the island is yours!

Yes.

Brown pointed at the design on the palmetto behind her, and she turned and glanced at it.

What is that? he asked.

That? Oh, it is something concerning my own family. It was done many, many years ago. Every four or five years my father recuts it and our friend, Tiger-Owl, paints it.

Tiger-Owl?

A Seminole Indian.

Do you know what this design signifies? asked Brown, amazed.

Father has told me; his father told him — and so it goes, very, very far back— she made a graceful gesture— until it tires me to count the years.

She stepped back, daintily, from the excavation and turned and looked at the palmetto tree. Brown came up and stood beside her. She laid one slim finger on the deeply scored carving.

The arms of Spain, she said: the first of my family to come here was Spanish.... And this owls head is in memory of a Seminole warrior of the Owl Clan. He was the first of my friend Tiger-Owls people- she moved her finger to the right: the Spaniard slew him with this dagger, here on this island — years and years ago.... And the broken arrow confirms his death and the Spaniards victory.... This is what we have been taught — we Herraras — year after year, century after century — living in the palm forest yonder, generation after generation.... So we keep the record cut clean on the palmetto, here; and Tiger-Owls people, for generations, have kept it painted. That is the story, senor!

And, glancing up at Brown, she smiled.

What that smile did to Brown he did not clearly comprehend at the moment; a confused sense of the girls nearness, of her youthful and delicate vigour, of a dewy sort of freshness in the air, invaded him.

T-thank you, he stammered; I wont dig any more. I didnt know it was a graveyard.

She shrugged her shoulders:

If it is a graveyard I do not know, she said. Possibly these two — the Spaniard and the Indian — are buried here. We have not supposed that anything had been buried.

Brown gazed at her in troubled fascination.

Do you mind, he asked, if we camp here on Owls Head?

She smiled and made a peculiarly graceful gesture.

What is ours is yours, sir. When my father returns from Fort Coquina our house shall offer itself to you — and to your friend.

She turned, passed lightly through the dead grass, sprang into a canoe which floated there, knelt down, and, swinging her pole, drove the frail craft out into the lake.

Good-bye, she said, looking over her shoulder.

Good-bye, said Brown.

And that might have ended it had she not looked back once more. Which settled the matter once and for all, as far as Brown was concerned.

Gibb, lugging in a brace of blue-bill duck and a limpkin, found Brown sitting in the edge of the excavation, vacant-eyed, gazing at nothing.

Well? he demanded.

Nothing doing. The owner of this island came over and stopped my digging.

Damn! said Gibb, hurling the dead ducks to the right, the limpkin to the left.

Then he sat down and listened to what Brown told him. And Brown told him everything except that the girl was beautiful and that she had smiled at him. Also, he neglected to acquaint Gibb with the state of his mind and heart, and further refrained from detailing and analyzing any of the strange, amazing, bewildering, and delightful sensations which had invaded him, and to which he was at present a prey.

When her father gets back, said Gibb, well try to make an arrangement with him. Hes probably some slothful, shiftless old cracker whod be glad enough to sell us his interest in the island for a few dollars. And I think its a good gamble; dont you?

Brown, plucking the ducks, sat as though in a daze, gazing across the lake. He scarcely heard what his comrade was saying.

It was the same after dinner; Gibbs stories and jests interested him not at all. He gazed at the big, yellow stars in silence until his friend, disgusted, rolled into his blanket with a grunt, and presently disturbed the welkin with his snores.

In the morning Gibb took to his canoe, heading northward in quest of the Carolina parroquet, and also of any edible game that might wander within shot.

As for Brown, he forced himself into his canoe and squatted there taking soundings and observations and making notes in his notebook until he could fix his mind on his business no longer.

And when he comprehended that he could no longer keep his attention on what he was doing, he ceased to do it. To the southeast he saw the saw-grass waving across the sparkling water; beyond it green palms cut the horizon.

Somewhere among those palms dwelt the most extraordinary, the most wonderful, the most fascinating, the most interesting, the most beautiful, the most inexplicable specimen of femininity that he had ever beheld.

He was, normally, a clear-headed young man. He had a fairly lucid idea of what her smile had done to him. Whether or not the injury was to be a permanent one he did not know. The chances were, he felt, that he had been crippled for life. And he decided to go and find her and learn for himself exactly how hard he had been hit.

So he headed his canoe across the mile of water, following the path her canoe had taken as well as he could remember; and presently came to the edges of the sawgrass barrier.

For nearly two hours he wandered along that impassable barrier, lured into false leads, poling though alluring channels that ended abruptly, leaving him to pole back again, perplexed and exasperated.

Somewhere there must be a lead; somewhere in those accursed and poisonous green thickets a narrow thread of water led to the palm-shaded shore beyond.

But he couldnt find it, and he tried scores.

At last, weary, scarred, baffled, and furious, he ceased to search. Hope died: he sat floating in his canoe outside the cruel, green, fairy jungle, staring at it, aware that it had him beaten. And presently another canoe came gliding along the edges of the grass.

He did not see it until she hailed him in a sweet and tranquil voice; and the ungodly start he gave nearly capsized him.

I saw you through the sea-glass, she said. Are you looking for the lead?

Before he answered he looked at her. Then realizing that his injury was permanent, he got very red and said that he was looking for the lead.

Were you coming to call on us?

He said that had been his intention.

Didnt I say to you that my father is away at Fort Coquina?

He sustained the smiling inquiry of her eyes, irresolutely:

I believe you did tell me, he muttered.

There was a short silence.

Perhaps, she said, I might as well show you the lead.... So you will know it when you come to call on — my father.... If you will follow me—

She swung her canoe: after her he poled in silence, entering the saw-grass in her wake through an aperture so narrow and which turned so suddenly that it might have deceived a Seminole or an otter, or even a miserable limpkin.

For a quarter of a mile this lead ran parallel with the grass which scarcely screened it from the waters of the lake; then it widened abruptly, became a broad, clearly outlined channel, curving through the high, green thickets until, above his head, Brown heard the wind in the palms, and their moving shadows fell over his canoe.

The girl had beached her own craft: he drove his up beside hers.

Now, she said gravely, you know the lead. I am sorry that my father is not here.

Still seated in his canoe he looked up at her where she stood, the thick, lustrous hair framing her face, the scarlet kerchief binding it above the brows. And when she met his eyes she smiled.

Would you tell me a little about yourself? he asked in a low voice.

She opened her velvet eyes in surprise:

About myself? Why, theres nothing to tell.

What you have already told me is enough to make a hundred romances and fill the nostrils of the pretentious with pride indescribable. Im thinking, he added smilingly, of various Colonial and Revolutionary descendants.

Yes, Ive heard of them, she said with a shrug. So youve been to school?

She laughed:

Of course. I went to the school at Fort Coquina first; then to Miami.

And then?

Our money gave out, she said simply.

So you came back to Iris Lake?

Naturally.

He sat gazing out through the palm forest, but could see nothing of any houses.

It is strange, he said, that a family such as yours should have lived in this one isolated spot for so many, many generations.

Always, she said, there has been a son in the family. And that son goes out into the world and marries a wife, and brings her here. Thus are the generations continued on Iris Lake.... I have a brother. He is now somewhere out in the world, searching for the girl he could love and marry.

And he will bring her here?

Yes.

And what will you do then?

I? She shrugged. What is there to do? Grow old here, I suppose.

You will never marry?

Who is there to marry, here?

She laughed lightly, leaning against the slender, silvery trunk of a palm and looking down at him. Besides, I am too poor.

Who cares how poor a girl may be — if she is loved! he said.

She gazed at him curiously:

Dont men care?

Not real men.

Oh, thoughtfully.

Not any man worth tying your shoestrings! he added with warmer emphasis.

She looked down at her pretty, bare feet:

I have no shoestrings, she remarked. And glanced up, and laughed.

Then her face grew serious:

Ive thought of it, she said. But I havent any money to go away where young men may be seen. We have nothing — nothing except that old tower house of coquina. — it was a small Spanish fort in the olden days, I believe — that, and our oranges and bananas and guavas, and a Seminole garden where beans and peas and tomatoes and melons and strawberries grow the year round. We can make no money by selling fruit or vegetables or timber; we are too far from the coast. The only money father has is what he earns by trapping otter and other animals. That is why he has gone to Fort Coquina.... So you see there is very little chance for me.... And after all it is my brothers children, not mine, who will have the family name and continue to live here.... So — she shrugged— it is unimportant what happens to me, I suppose.

You are not happy, he said.

Yes, I am, with a quick smile.

Is it not lonely?

No.... Yes, perhaps, when my thoughts turn to young men.... But, she added naively, that is not very often: more often in early spring.... After May I seldom think of love.

Then you sometimes do think of it?

What girl does not? she asked, opening her splendid eyes.

None, I suppose. Few are frank enough to admit it.

Oh, well, with a shrug— I admit it. When the moon is big and round and very red over the lake, and the April winds come from the jasmine and magnolia thickets, then I take my canoe into the golden path that the moon makes on the water, and there I drift and wonder and think and — wish — for love. She lifted her eyes and gazed wistfully out across the water, then, glancing at him again, a winning smile broke out, and she nodded:

You see: I do admit it. What is there in all the world to compare with what a girl dreams that love must truly be?

That night he had no appetite for limpkin or duck, nor for the palm cabbage lugged into camp by the omniverous Gibb.

Hell! remarked the latter. Youre such a dainty creature. Whats the matter with you? Are you ill?

No; Im not hungry, thats all.

So I notice, mumbled Gibb, munching away. Did the old cracker come back? Have you seen that girl again?

Yes, I saw her.

What did she say?

Nothing. Her father hasnt returned.

Well, when he comes back well get to him. Its my opinion that theres treasure under ground on this island.

Really, said Brown, languidly indifferent.

Gibb stared at him:

Doesnt it interest you any longer?

Not much.

Why not?

Possibly because Ive other and more interesting and more important things to think of.

Plain living breeds high thinking in your case, doesnt it? said Gibb sarcastically. Well, let me tell you that this living, plain and scanty as it is, hasnt interfered with my material desire for several millions of dollars. Thats as low as I am, Brown.

What would you do with it if you got it?

Oh, Lord! What a thing to say!

But you and I are independently well off—

As though that made anybody less keen about what somebody else has hidden in the ground! Why, Brown, if its only ten cents worth of Spanish gold, I want it, and Id spend ten hundred dollars to dig it up!

I wouldnt.

Now, you bet your life you would! Dont tell me!

The first sight of a copper coin in that excavation would drive you crazy. It isnt the actual value of what you dig up — its that you among all men on earth are clever enough to find what the whole world always falls for — buried treasure!

Ive found it, said Brown, slowly.

What!

Oh, I havent been digging. Whatever was in the ground is still there.

What do you mean by saying you have found buried treasure, then?

Brown let his eyes wander vaguely over his comrades countenance:

You wouldnt understand if I told you, Gibb, he said listlessly.

With a hitch and a grunt, Gibb turned over in his blanket. That night he groaned in his sleep. The limpkin was getting in its work.

All the next day Gibb remained away exploring distant waterside forests for parroquet and flamingo. In the morning Brown took soundings and measured currents; in the afternoon he took his canoe and poled over to the southeast.

It took him some time to discover the narrow lead, but at length he found it, and after half an hours steady poling his canoe touched the shore under the whispering palms. He drew up his canoe, and stepped upon the beach.

She was not there. A path ran inland through the palm woods, but he did not feel at liberty to take it.

Save for the murmur of the palm fronds, nothing was stirring in the woods except a great gold and black butterfly that kept fluttering persistently around him.

For a long time he sat there, sunlight and shadow playing over him, the big, velvety butterfly hovering ever above him.

At the end of the first hour he suspected he was in love; at the end of the second he knew he was. At the end of the third hour she came.

She said:

I saw your canoe: I am sorry I am late. But I had sewing to do for father — a new shirt I am making for him.... Besides, I was not sure you had come to — to call on me.

Are you sure now?

She glanced up at him, then the faint carmine tint in her cheeks spread and deepened.

Yes.

After a moment she went down to the shore and seated herself on the thwart of his beached canoe. He followed and sat down on the next thwart.

I want to tell you a little about myself, he said, irrelevantly. I want you to know everything. I have a very fine father and mother: Ill begin wherever you say — with my babyhood if you like— He was becoming a little incoherent, and she looked up at him out of her beautiful, dark eyes.

Im in love — deeply and s-suddenly in love, he stammered,  — and Ill come to that in a few minutes, but first I want you to know all about me—

Why?

B-because Im in love! he repeated, rather wildly.

With — whom?

Why, with you!

With me!

Wait, please. Ill tell you about my earliest infancy—

No; tell me about — the other, first.

Dont you want to know about me — who I am—

I know enough. I have eyes and ears. I dont want to hear about your earliest infancy. I want to hear about your being in love, said the girl, looking at him under lowered lashes.

Then — it happened, practically, at once.... As soon as I saw you.

Really?

Just about. Perhaps two or three seconds later. Anyway, as soon as you spoke — and smiled.... And when you looked back at me from the canoe — that finished me.... I love you very, very dearly; Pm terribly excited about it — not very clear in explaining — but I would like to ask you if you think you could ever care enough for me to marry me.

The girl sat there, her small sunburned hands clasped in her ragged lap, looking past him out over the sunny water.

And her still, enraptured gaze saw nothing but a blinding and rosy glory, like that celestial burst of light radiating from the abode of the blessed.

For before her youthful and dazzled eyes the very gates of Paradise had opened: harmonies immortally exquisite filled her senses; she heard his voice and words as in a dream, and answered as dreamers answer to their names, still sleeping, mechanically precise:

Yes; I could care for you — marry you.

Could you love me?

I — dont know.... Yes, I think so.... if you will let me try—

Let you!

In my own way, I mean.... Dont say anything more to me, now, will you? I am trying to think.

He remained silent: she passed her slim hand over her brow, clearing it of the hair.

It is so wonderful, so wonderful, she said under her breath. It does not seem real — that you are here — that you tell me you love me — that you are here at all.... Once at Miami I saw you.

What?

I was a child; you were in white. You came to the school. Do you remember?

Good Lord! Were you there?

Yes. They told us that a naturalist from Washington was stopping at the hotel, and that he was coming to the school. We were greatly excited. They told us that you would talk to us about the birds and fishes and animals of Florida. And you did come — in your beautiful white clothes — so wonderfully young and — and smiling — and you did talk to us.... And when you ended your lecture, and bowed to us all — and after the teachers had thanked you — do you remember a little girl who offered you a spray of white jasmine?

Was it your Yes.... Dont say anything more. Let me tell you what happened.... How I never forgot you.... So that even I dreamed of you — in your white clothes — and how I seemed often to hear your voice — pleasantly — and see your kind eyes.... That is what nearly killed me when there was no more money and I had to leave the school — fearing that you might return some day, and I not see you.... I — have been — very loyal — to that memory.... And when I saw smoke on Owls Head, and when I went there and saw you! — I nearly died — of happiness.... And I asked God to let me win you.... That is why I looked back at you.... That is why I brought you here. That is why I am here now.... To tell you — yes; I care for you — as I did when I was a child at school — not more so, for that couldnt be: but — differently — as a woman cares— she bent her head, trembling— loves, she added in a whisper.

That night Gibb, having dined alone, waited for Brown until his eyelids grew heavy.

Now, where do you suppose that damn fool has gone? he muttered to himself, turning over in his blanket. A moment later he was snoring.

But that outrageous performance did not bother Brown.

Where the moon made a golden pathway across Iris Lake, a canoe floated, and Brown sat in it, balancing rather carefully. For it is difficult to maintain your balance and kiss a girl who is seated at your feet, leaning back against you, unless she twists her head continually.

Only an expert canoeist can sit sideways under such circumstances.

But Isene was an expert, and she managed to sit sideways and rest her soft, young cheek on his knees.

And so they drifted away across Iris Lake into dim wastes of water, magic and remote, far from grass and land, far from the snores of Gibb, far from everything on earth except each other and the golden moon, their friend.
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BIG, TATTERED FRONDS of banana trees spread in ragged arches above him, and all about grew glossy kumquat shrubs, thick set with the small, egg-shaped, orange-coloured fruit.

It was a messy place; messy cabbage-palmettos in the boot-jack and hairy stage straggled among the banana trees and even invaded the neglected orange grove. Under foot his feet trod upon a sort of brittle, brown litter. It seemed to consist of dry leaves, bootjacks, fallen balls of Spanish moss, dead palm fans, hairy debris from the interstices of the palmetto bark, flakes of bark, fallen branches — everything untidy.

A sparkling stream, but smelling of sulphur, straggled through the clearing. Chickens and ducks drank from it to the peril of their future eggs and their own ultimate edible qualities.

Several semi-hairless, yellow hounds, with despondent jowls and sagging eyes, loitered about, scratching wood-ticks, as Gray crossed the open space in front of the house and walked toward it, gun in hand, his heavy pack strapped to his shoulders.

The house depressed him at once. It was a shrunken, warped, frame affair with two dreary live-oaks flanking it, from the branches of which trailed woebegone and tattered streamers of Spanish moss infested with parula warblers.

And the bright, steady, untempered sunshine, and the hard blue of the high zenith brought out all the dreary shabbiness and poverty-stricken ugliness of the unkempt dwelling place in the hammock.

A middle-aged man who had once been slim and probably trim, and who now was fat and slovenly, sat on the half-decayed veranda, busy about something.

From moment to moment he lifted his head, as though to note Grays progress across the clearing, but always returned to the task in hand, which was the unpinning of several beetles and butterflies from a cork-lined and smelly box, and the repinning of them in another box, similarly lined, and similarly redolent of carbolic and naphtha cones.

When Gray jumped across the rivulet and came walking up to the veranda, the untidy man glanced around at him, saying:

Well, how are you, young man? And went on with his pinning and unpinning.

Gray said:

Im pretty well, thank you.

Sit down, said the elderly man, waving a soiled hand but not lifting his eyes to his guest.

Gray seated himself on a three-legged chair, and, balancing there, looked on at the proceedings as though he entirely understood what he was looking at. From moment to moment the elder man grunted with the exertion of precaution, but he handled the delicate and brittle specimens without either antennae or wings coming to grief.

One large and somewhat unusually marked butterfly he unpinned with great care and held up to the light for a moment before consigning the specimen to the other box. The translucent wings shimmered with irregular patches of green and snow white.

Victorina steneles remarked Gray, interested. The other turned to stare at him:

Certainly: and a Florida caught specimen at that. Who may you be, young man?

Oh, Im just James Gray, State Entomologist.

What state?

Gray informed him, adding:

You are Dr. Stevens, I suppose. I was told you had a plantation out in the forest somewhere. So I took a chance of running across you.

The Doctor grunted and repinned the big green and white butterfly. Then:

What are you doing, Mr. Gray? he asked. Independent research, I suppose. They all long for it. Oh, I know; Ive had entomologists here before. Usually they come down into Inca County for the same thing, too. He shot a shrewd glance at the younger man. I think I can guess what particular attraction brings you to Inca County. Its Xylophanes iris! Ha! And he chuckled in derision and pinned another butterfly.

Yes, said Gray, smiling, its the Sphinx Iris that brings me into Inca County.

The Doctor, in his soiled linen clothes, crossed one leg over the other, relighted his half-burnt cheroot, wiped his brow with a snuffy handkerchief, and glanced ironically at Gray.

Let me tell you something, he said; I gave up practice many years ago and came down here with my little daughter. Ive been here ever since, and in all those years I have never seen this legendary and marvellous Sphinx Iris; I have never heard of anybody seeing it. And there are plenty of magnolia trees here, too — forests of them. He hunched up over his specimen boxes again with a shrug of disdain. The only reason for believing that the Sphinx Iris ever existed is the single specimen in the National Museum, reputed to have been taken in this vicinity nearly sixty years ago by a German named von Allerdings. Thats the label on it. Nobody knows anything further; nobody knows whether it was labelled by mistake, whether von Allerdings ever even saw the specimen, whether it came from America, or Europe, or Asia, or Australia.

The writing on the label seems to resemble von Allerdings writing, said Gray, diffidently.

Ive heard that, too; but von Allerdings never men-, tioned the Sphinx Iris in any of his notebooks.

He died within a few days of the alleged date of capture.

Yes, Ive heard that, also. But if you want to know my opinion, I think Sphinx Iris is an exceedingly rare moth from some still unexplored region south of us — say Venezuela or Brazil. It may have been carried here in some high, swift, air current; or maybe von Allerdings got it on the Amazon from some Indian. But I dont believe it is native in this region; I dont believe it was hatched here; that the caterpillar feeds on the magnolia — in fact, I havent any faith in anything concerning that moth. Youve got to show me, young man.

Gray laughed:

Id be delighted to show you, Doctor. Im going to try to show somebody.

Huh! And you came all the way down here for that!

Certainly.

Just because of an old and yellow label stuck on a pin under a moth which nobody knows anything about!

Thats the reason.... Its a good sporting proposition.

Science isnt sport, remarked the Doctor drily.

No; but dont you think a scientist ought to have a lively imagination — under perfect control, of course?

No, I dont. All I want to imagine is what I see under my nose. All I believe is what I can prove. Anything else, he grunted, doesnt concern me — doesnt interest me.

Gray said pleasantly:

Its different with me. The mere reading of that old, yellow label pinned under an unknown moth was an inspiration to me — a defiance — the most exciting challenge to intelligence and enterprise that I can conceive.

The trouble with modern scientists, growled the Doctor, is that theyre too picturesque. Nothing excites me unless red ants or dermestes beetles get into my collection.

Gray laughed.

Were alike in that respect, he said. But really, Doctor, dont you think that what is written on that old label is intensely interesting? Here it is; I made a transcript— He pulled out his notebook, unstrapped it, turned rapidly to the desired page, and held it out for the Doctor to peruse. Which that gentleman did, scowling:

Sphinx moth, female, believed to be undescribed, taken near Iris Creek, southern Florida, April 1st, 1854, while depositing her eggs on a magnolia leaf — eggs proving sterile. Dr von Allerdings suggests the name, Xylophanes iris.

The writing, repeated Gray, is very generally conceded to be in Dr von Allerdings hand.

You said that. It doesnt impress me, returned Dr. Stevens. Anyhow, its your affair. I suppose you have a months vacation, and if you choose to spend it looking around here for a moth that never existed in this region, why, go ahead! He waved his hand with a flourish, and pinned another specimen.

Yes, said Gray, I think Ill go ahead.... Thank you, anyway, for warning me. No doubt you are right. But Ill just wander about a bit— He rose, readjusted his pack, picked up his gun, and said good-bye very pleasantly.

Stop! grunted the other. Gray halted and turned inquiringly.

Theres plenty of room for you here.

Oh. Thank you, but Ive been camping and I dont mind it—

Well, I do! These are my woods. Everythings mine, as far as you can ride in any direction between sunrise and sunset. And I dont propose to have anybody camping on my land when Ive a roof and a bed to offer them.

Gray began to laugh, and he came back slowly to the porch.

Youre very kind, Doctor. Of course — if you feel that way about it—

I do.

That is very hospitable. Ill be glad to make your house my headquarters.

The Doctor nodded:

You wont be in our way. Theres only myself and my daughter Celia. And a few negroes. Take us as you find us. We dont keep up any style. My income doesnt amount to anything— he waved his expressive and soiled hand, but things grow here — enough for us to eat.... And Celia makes pin money out of her wild hogs. We get along — get along— he rambled on absently, examining a superb specimen of Papilio daunus which required a bath of naphtha.

Gray loosened the straps of his pack and let it fall.

Presently the Doctor noticed this, fished out a whistle from his coat pocket, and blew it noisily. Ten minutes later a lazy negro shuffled out of the house.

Take Mr. Grays things, and give him a room, said the Doctor, absently, still engrossed in his examination of Papilio daunus.

So Gray followed the negro into the house and down a hallway to the right, where he was shown into a room adorned with extremely simple and inartistic furniture.

As soon as he sat down on the iron bed he knew that the mattress was stuffed with Spanish moss. But, until that night, he did not know that several pine cones and assorted twigs had been included in the moss.

For a while he watched the blue-tail lizards scampering over wall and ceiling. A chestnut-coloured scorpion sidled coyly from a crack in the wall, and Gray transfixed him with his penknife and cast him into the slop jar.

His surroundings did not cheer him — the shabbiness, the neglect — the fat, untidy doctor with his soiled person and his obstinate and academic attitude toward everything — all these began to superinduce something resembling gloom.

Young, ardent, alert, burning to distinguish himself in special research, Gray had come to spend his vacation in a quest that had already lured and disheartened hundreds of his brother entomologists.

He had scarcely dared hope for results; he was prepared for failure; yet, somehow, the wet blanket so ponderously spread upon the entire enterprise by the Doctor depressed him.

And, as he sat there on his iron bed, he thought of the magnificent moth he had come to hunt for, the wonderful Xylophanes iris.

The only specimen known was a huge creature measuring a little more than eleven inches from tip to tip — a giant among the sphingida — a monstrous, bird-like creature.

As for its colouring, it was incredibly magnificent: a broad, metallic gold band, edged with coppery green, crossed midway both wings: the remainder of the wing surface was a metallic and iridescent blue, shading to violet; and head, thorax, and abdomen glittered in peacock hues like the dazzling plumage of a humming-bird.

The legs of the moth were crimson.

And, as he sat there, there came from the passageway outside the jingle of spurred heels — a sweet, gay, cheerful young voice inquiring:

Where did you put the gentleman, Scipio? And the next moment a young girl in ragged riding clothing and spurs came into his room like a breeze.

Oh, there you are! How do you do! offering her hand. Dont get up! Ill sit here beside you; Im Celia Stevens. So you came down to look for that big sphinx moth? Father told me just now. Oh, there have been others here on the same business — mostly old men. Father told me you were young, so I came in to talk to you.

Im very glad you did, said Gray, smiling down his astonishment at her unannounced and very unconventional entrance.

Yes, Im glad, too. There are not any men of my own age here — Ive only seen a few in all my life. Are you going to be very busy, Mr. Gray? Too busy to go about with me?

She took his breath away with her charming directness of appeal, but he managed to say that he would not be unduly occupied, and that he looked forward to their future acquaintance.

Oh, it will be more than acquaintance, I hope, she said. It will be friendship, I am sure. As for me, Im just dying for a friendship with somebody. Do you think youll like me?

V-very much, he said, bewildered and mentally blown about by this fresh and fragrant young hurricane that had suddenly invaded his rather unaired privacy — and was now sweeping him as a strong sweet wind sweeps a chamber too long unventilated.

Well, she concluded, after a serious inspection of him, Im perfectly sure I shall like you. How old are you?

I? Well, Im about twenty-six, I believe, he admitted, bracing himself mentally for the next assault upon convention.

Im nineteen. Ive lived here sixteen years. Father taught me; Ive never been to school. Ive never been anywhere except once to Fort Coquina. There was a young man there. I was dying to bring him back here with me — he was the first I had ever seen — but he behaved very oddly when I asked him to come, and afterward I found that he was married.... Are you?

N-no.

After all, I dont see why he couldnt have come over to visit us and go about with me. I didnt care whether he was married.

Perhaps his wife objected, suggested Gray, laughing.

I dont see why she should. He was hers. All I wanted was to go about with him, she said, frowning.

She looked down at her riding boots, crossed them, looked up at him, and instantly the sweet, direct, engaging smile broke out again.

The main thing, she said, is to have a friend. Its a wonderful thing to have a friend — a young one, I mean. But only entomologists ever come here, and theyre all rather too old for friendship. Youre the first young one Ive ever seen.... Tell me — leaning frankly nearer and looking very wistfully into his face— do you think youll like me?

I do now! he said, confused and touched by her candour.

She jumped up with a gay little laugh:

I thought Id make you like me. I shall try every minute. What would you like to do now?

She stood waiting as some slender, beautiful dog awaits impatiently the purpose of its friend and master, challenging him to anything with its eyes.

Where have you come from? he asked, looking at her shabby boys riding clothes and boots.

Ive been riding herd.

What?

Dont you know?

He shook his head.

Then come, she said impatiently, extending her slim hand, Ill tell you about it in the woods. Well go out into the woods and look about for your moth; and while were looking Ill tell you about my hogs.

He put on his shooting cap, slung a collecting box over his shoulder, pocketed a big cyanide jar and a folding net, and turned to find his welcome sparkling in her clear, grey eyes.

Father, she said, as they passed the Doctor on the veranda, Ive surely got to kill Ole Hawg. He caught a doe last night, down by Iris Creek, and tore her to bits; and thats the third deer this month.

Look sharp that Ole Hawg doesnt cut up your horse — and you too, said her father. You get a big boar like that on the rampage and hell tackle an elephant if hes cornered.

Ill go after him with Mr. Gray, she said. Therell be a branding this week. I dont want those Long Lagoon crackers to drive any more wild pigs over the line. And when we ride herd Ill take Mr. Gray and well hunt Ole Hawg and kill him. Shall we? — turning to Gray.

Certainly, said the young man, laughing, but I dont understand what is going to be done, and I dont know what you mean by Ole Hawg.

He included the Doctor in his humorous appeal, but the latter had hunched up over a bowl of naphtha, in which he was giying Papilio daunus a bath.

Gray was inclined to watch the proceedings, haying had experience in degreasing specimens, but a soft and sudden possession of his hand advised him that his youthful friend was impatient; and he turned away with her, shoulder to shoulder, down the steps across the scrubby clearing, and into the woods.

There was no path, and little undergrowth except on hammock land and along water courses.

Huge trees towered above them — both kinds of oak, hickory, palmetto, giant magnolias, pines, gum trees. Everywhere birds flitted; everywhere butterflies were flying through the alternate bands of sunlight and shadow. Lizards careered over the dead leaves and raced up trees, chasing one another round and round the trunk.

It all looks very wonderful to me, said Gray to his slender companion: I left Washington in a flurry of snow last week.

Snow, she repeated. I should like to see it — see it falling — see the world white and cool with it.

Youll go north some day?

I dont know how I am to get there. We havent any money at all, you know — except a very little that father has, and what I can earn by rounding up wild hogs for the smokehouse.

He said laughingly:

Youll go North some day, somehow — even if you have to marry a Yankee to do it.

Marry? I? She forced a smile. Pretty girls in silks and jewels and laces marry. Look at me, Mr. Gray.

Nonsense, he said. I am not wearing evening dress in these woods, am I?

But you have it to wear. She looked out into the forest vista, and her grey eyes became serious and remote. What a delightful place the outside world must be, she said, cities, people, steamboats, music, lights at night everywhere — I saw electric lights at Fort Coquina—

She checked herself abruptly: there came a sudden rustle among the dead leaves in the close-grown hammock — a scurry among the saw-palmettos.

Silence, she motioned, I want to see. And, one small hand resting lightly on his arm to keep him in his place, she leaned quietly forward, peering into the thicket. Minute after minute she stood there, motionless. And at last, from the tangle, came a questioning grunt.

Wild pigs, she whispered, yearlings. Look!

Then he saw three good-sized, shaggy beasts come out into an open space — black, wild looking, heavily furred with thick, coarse hair. And he could see no difference between these razorbacks and the wild boar of the Old World.

Suddenly their round, furry ears were pricked forward; they stood at gaze for a moment, then with savage grunts they wheeled and scrambled back into the hammock, crashing away through palmetto scrub and brier patch.

Unbranded, she said. Anybody can shoot them. Ill have to try to put our brand on those yearlings this week or the crackers north of our line will surely rope or shoot them.

But how do you catch them to brand them? he asked curiously.

Oh, I get my niggers and the dogs and then we ride them down and rope them.

Ride down those wiry beasts? Why, they run like rabbits! I should think it would take some riding to overtake them.

It does. They get into such terrible places — swamps and branches and brier swales.

Is it safe work for you? he asked.

Safe? Oh, yes.

But a headlong gallop through these woods is not what Id call exactly safe. Besides, theyre certainly surly and fierce looking brutes.

Oh, it wouldnt do to let a tusker catch you — or a big wild sow with pigs. Shed tear you to pieces with her teeth, even if she has no tusks.

Then it isnt safe, he insisted.

Yes, it is. I dont propose to let any sow or boar catch me! she retorted, laughing. Thats why Im going after Ole Hawg tomorrow.

Ole Hawg?

Thats what we call him in the forest. Hes a very big grey boar — almost as big as a hammock bear — and as shaggy as a goat. Hes so old — thats why hes grey — and his tusks! Why, the lower pair flare out like curved knives, and the upper pair almost meet over his bristly nose. And hes a devil, Mr. Gray. He goes alone — everything is afraid of him — hed kill anything, or try to. Thats why I want to get him out of the way.

After a moment he said:

Does your father approve of your hunting such a beast as this?

Approve? She laughed. I am not a child.

I know. But a creature like that is very dangerous. She halted, turned to him gaily:

The best sport is in going after something youre a little afraid of, she said. My first panther scared me badly. So did my first bear. Even my first wildcat gave me buck fever. I missed him. But I think Ill shoot straight at Ole Hawg.... Especially if you are near me.

I shall be near, he said gravely, Without any apparent reason a lump had come into his throat. He swallowed in silence and walked on beside her.

Its a curious thing, friendship, isnt it? she mused, slipping one arm under his and holding to his sleeve as she walked. Just this morning I was thinking how many friends I had — the dogs, the horses, my hens and ducks and turkeys — and Scipio and Rosa. And still I seemed to be so lonely.... But now — that I have you, too — it all seems perfect.... Do you feel that way, too?

Of course I do, he replied cordially, conscious again of the threatening lump in his throat.

You really like me.

Yes — certainly.

Much?

Very much.... Very, very much. You know that, dont you?

He was becoming conscious of the warmth of her arm and hand clasping his arm — and was annoyed with himself for noticing it or that her nearness to him was subtly disturbing him — so soft and gentle the contact seemed.

And there was something — some faint, warm fragrance about her — from her skin or hair perhaps; or it may have been her breath, which he noticed even amid the confusing sweetness of wild jasmine odour and the scent from opening magnolia and china flower.

Your Iris moth, she said, is supposed to feed on magnolia. Father said so. We are in the magnolia forest now.

He looked about him at the dark straight trunks, the splendid glossy foliage set with countless snowy chalices breathing perfume in the amber half-light of the woods.

Shall we search? he asked.

Yes; let us look about a bit— releasing his arm from her light clasp. But when he approached a great tree and began to examine the bark, she went there too, and presently took possession of his arm again.

Such a moth as that, he said, must resemble a heap of jewels when resting on a tree trunk. Evidently it requires no protective colouring.

Would you be very happy if you discovered one?

Happy? He laughed. Nothing on this earth could make me as happy. But the chance is not one in a million, I fancy.

She said:

Do you know what would make me happier than anything in the world?

No. What?

To find that moth for you.

He remained silent, stupidly so, the lump in his throat surprising him. And what was happening to him, anyway? How had he become so swiftly entangled in a friendship of a few hours birth — already an intimacy — if this young girls confidence in her new friendship could be so termed.

He understood, of course, that her loneliness, her isolation, magnified and exaggerated his importance to her — coloured him suddenly in rainbow tints, made of his coming a magic thing.

What confused and disturbed him was that he was conscious of responding to the unconscious appeal of her loneliness — to her candour, her fearless liking for him.

He no longer was aware of her shabbiness, of her limp, ragged riding clothes, worn boots, and the rusty spurs.

Only concerned him her narrow delicate wrist and hand hanging from the shrunken sleeves — the slim but rounded figure under the dingy, misfitting habit, the honest grey eyes, and winning mouth — and the fresh, sweet youth of her, ardent, frank, innocent.

In possession of his arm — youth seeking youth instinctively, unreasoningly, after lifelong deprivation — she searched the bark of the trees they stopped at, talking continually in a happy and almost childish monologue, content with the world and with her first glimpse of its meaning.

Ole Hawg must die, she chattered on; hes a bad old boar and hell get somebody yet and slash him all to pieces.... You and I must shoot him — you and I together.... What is your name, anyway?

Jim.

Am I to say that?

Do you care to?

She looked at him and laughed:

I dont know.... Yes.... Unless you think youre too old.

Old! he said, amused.

Oh, youre not, I know! But Im younger. You dont think Im too young to call you Jim?

No, Celia.

She laughed and he felt the momentary pressure of her hand on his arm.

It was growing late when they returned. A squashy, messy, greasy dinner, mitigated only by fruit, was what Gray sat down to on the veranda.

Red level rays from the setting sun lighted the table to a rosy glow and made pink the limp white gown that Celia wore.

See anything? asked the Doctor, eating fried chicken as a man eats who has no sense of taste and is thinking of anything except what hes doing.

No, admitted Gray, I saw nothing resembling our Iris moth.

And you never will in this region. Celia, did you take him to the magnolia woods?

Yes. We saw nothing. Tomorrow we are going out to kill Ole Hawg.

Good idea. Clear him out, Celia, nodded her father, absently swallowing a bit of pork. Then he rose from the table and went back to his collecting boxes.

Nomenclature is another thing that infuriates me, he remarked; every Tom, Dick and Harry has a shy at it, and the result is sickening. Sometimes Ive a mind to knock down every family, subfamily, and species and erect a brand-new structure founded on common sense, and with a sensible and systematic nomenclature of my own.

Why not? said Gray, smiling.

Maybe I will some day. The idea, for instance, of lumping structurally different genera — but, Oh, damn it! Whats the use? When the time comes Ill have something to say about the diurnal Lepidoptera of Iris Creek. Ive forty notebooks full already. Ive over forty more devoted to the life histories alone of the Noctuida? of this region. Some day Ill publish em. Then well see!

Gray nodded, but he was looking rather intently at Celia Stevens, who sat with her childlike head resting on her hand, gazing out into the sunset forest.

During the next two weeks they hunted Ole Hawg afoot and ahorse, but did not run across him, although they jumped and rode down, roped and branded dozens of other wild hogs.

It was a mad, exhilarating, and somewhat reckless business, this furious, headlong galloping through the forest with Scipio, mounted, cracking his lash and cheering on the hounds, and Celia riding like a lithe and graceful demon through branch, over hammock, swale, and swamp. Gray rode his level best to keep up with her, and be in at the roping and branding when the hounds held to the squealing, snarling, biting pig, and Scipio passed the ropes, and Celia built the fire and set the iron to heat in the quick-leaping blaze.

And in the course of the next two weeks, the furry black hide of many a wild hog was marked as property of the house of Stevens. Many a singed and demoralized razorback went shying and bucketting and caracolling away through the forest wearing a neat fleur-de-lis on his withers. Scores of razorbacks were rounded up and driven back from the northern boundary — all marked with the home brand.

Any cracker who shoots branded pigs is liable to stop a charge of buckshot, explained Celia blandly. But I wouldnt do that; Id only dust them with quail shot, wouldnt I, Scipio?

I done see you duss em, Miss Celia, grinned Scipio.

Did you ever do that? inquired Gray, amazed.

Once. The Crawfords started in to cut loose in the hickory woods and gallop everything piggy across the boundary; and I saw my pin money going and dozens of my newly branded razorbacks stampeding over the line. So when I heard the dogs I rode out in front of them and lashed every hound off the scent till they ran scuttling and ki-yiing and yelping in every direction. And then I saw Wilfred Crawford, afoot, streaking off across the swale, and I dusted his leather breeches with number twelve. I reckon he thought he was murdered, she continued, laughing, for I never did hear such howling.

What did you do then? asked Gray, aghast, and trying to reconcile such proceedings with the youthful, grey-eyed, softly feminine rider beside him.

Why, then I saw Alfred Crawford pull up his horse and begin fiddling with his sawed-off shotgun — to frighten me, I reckon. And I said: Youll end in the chain gang, thats what youll do! And I rode into him so hard that his horse spilled him; and Alfred ran one way and his horse ran home, I reckon. And thats all the Crawfords have ever bothered me — except Id like to know whether the hams they smoke ever wore overcoats with my trade-mark on them.

Her unfeigned laughter and Scipios boisterous mirth, provoked by the memory of these episodes, offered to Gray a new angle from which to scrutinize Celia Stevens.

Whatever opinion he might entertain concerning the propriety of her behaviour, there could be very little doubt that she was a good deal of a girl.

Within the next two weeks this conclusion became certainty. Once, when suddenly all around him the palmetto scrub clattered with the deadly castanets of a rattler, and instinct had nearly jerked him back straight into the aroused diamond-back over which he had just stepped unknowingly her cool, clear voice halted him:

Dont move, Jim! And bang! — the whistling charge went ripping through the scrub, and the shattered snake was tumbling and twisting around his paralyzed feet.

And once he thought somebody had hurled a handful of gravel at his flat shooting helmet; and the next instant he found himself on the ground, her arms frantically clasping his throat and shoulders, rolling over and over with her down the hammock slope and into the sparkling water of a branch. From which they emerged on the other bank, dripping with black silt, but safe from the dusky whirlwind of hornets whose enormous grey paper nest he had scraped with his helmet as he passed.

Once, also, he found a black, crimson and yellow Elaps, and he picked it up and set it in the palm of his hand. It had already begun the ominous, uneasy, sidling movement, when Celia sauntered up.

Fortunately he wore leather-tipped shooting gloves; fortunately, also, the fangs of the Elaps are almost microscopic, which accounts for the chewing habit of the venomous little thing.

The snake had already seized Grays forefinger; and the girl did not even hesitate, but clutched the harlequin behind its unobtrusive head with her bare hand, tore it loose, and flung it to the ground.

Wherefore, in the light of these and similar incidents, he concluded that she was a good deal of a girl.

Every morning and evening her father jeered at him as he went forth to the magnolia woods to search for the great, jewelled moth. Always with him, gay and undaunted, went Celia, frankly happy to share any obloquy and scorn levelled at this young man, her friend.

From the very beginning her quick liking for him, her rapid advance in the unknown art of friendship, had caused him concern as well as surprise.

But the progress of Celia was quicker than his own credulity and comprehension; and a young girls pure and generous friendship was already fast developing into a passionate attachment.

Not that she realized it; not that her innocence was ignorance, either. She had heard of things. But it was her confidence in this man — her friend — the first she had ever had — that made it impossible for her even to dream that he might mistake her.

She did things without thought or hesitation, which would have instantly damned her among the godly. And Gray didnt know how to tell her not to, dreading to awaken to consciousness and comprehension the whitest soul he had ever known.

She formed the habit of trotting into his room as soon as she sprang from her own bed, and of perching at the foot of his, swathed in a blanket, until he awoke, At night she sometimes got up and sauntered in to see if he slept or whether he was willing to converse with her.

Once, much worried, he took the Doctor out to the orange grove and suggested that he prescribe a more conventional routine for the girl.

Young man, said the Doctor, looking Gray very quietly in the eye, your conduct in this matter stamps you as what I had already labelled you. You need not worry, sir. Neither I nor my daughter have mistaken you. Therefore, I shall decline to inoculate her with the unhappy constraint incident to a wisdom as yet unnecessary to her security. But I thank you for your delicacy. And, gazing at a tuft of citrous leaves enclosed in a bag of mosquito netting: The caterpillars inside that bag, sir, are the hybrid progeny of Papüio turnus, var. Glaucus; and of Papilio palomedes — naturally fathered by the latter.

Very interesting, murmured Gray, thinking hard and fast of something more deeply significant than caterpillars — of an interest to him far more vital. For he had never been in love and he was beginning to wonder somewhat anxiously if he would know enough to recognize the malady when it attacked him — if it ever did. Or whether he was incapable of any passion except the overwhelming desire for the jewelled Sphinx Iris.

And, thinking very, very hard, he concluded that this ruling desire was his master passion, and that within his heart there remained no room for any other desire.

Somewhat grimly reconciled to this conclusion, he went out every day to his magnolia forest, examined trunk after trunk, spread sheets and beat the glossy foliage with long poles, examined droppings that might indicate the presence of some high feeding larvae, set tallow dips afloat in pails of water.

Always Celia went with him.

Sometimes, toward late afternoon, they still hunted Ole Hawg, sometimes Scipio brought out their horses and the melancholy-jowled hounds, and they galloped till sunset with the optimistic negro intent upon jumping the big, fierce old boar from his lurking place in hammock or cypress tangle.

But Ole Hawg remained invisible; and Celia began to believe that the murderous old reprobate had gone clean off, when, one afternoon as she was watching Gray climbing among the lower branches of a slender magnolia tree, something unusual caught her eye.

It seemed to be stirring, too; and after a moment she rose and walked forward through the woods, her grey eyes fixed on the dark and distant mass which certainly stirred at intervals yet did not move from the place where it lay.

A moment later she comprehended: a dead deer lay there, dreadfully mutilated and slashed by the villainous fury of a boar; and on the motionless carcass sat a dozen gorged vultures, too logy to fly or to do more than ruffle their unclean plumage and sidle heavily from the dead flesh they perched upon.

And at first she thought the strong rank odour in the air was from the horrid scene before her; but something drew her gaze to the left, where soft ground sloped to a branch that ran dimpling and sparkling over silvery sands out of a black and evil bog set with cypress and palmetto.

And there, almost under her feet, was the big, deep, and perfectly fresh hoofprint of Ole Hawg.

Nobody could mistake it. No other pig in the forest had such a hoof.

Silently she inspected it; water still oozed into it. Ole Hawg must have passed like a phantom. Huge, crafty, noiseless, the big boar had stolen about his murderous business with all the horrid cunning of the born assassin. To catch a deer he must have been very still about it.

And now, like other assassins, he had come back to the scene of his villainy.

Cautious, holding her breath, scarcely moving, Celias intent gaze searched the vicinity of the bog into which the great hoof imprints led.

Her rifle stood against a tree back there among the magnolias, where Gray was fussing about. Curiosity, fear lest Ole Hawg, in ambush somewhere, might at that very instant be watching her out of his little red and evil eyes, and that he might skulk silently away unless she started for him instantly, left her standing stock still and fairly rigid with excitement.

The next instant she had whipped the heavy revolver from her hip holster, and, half crouching, her grey eyes agleam, she took her first step toward the swamp, cautious, alert, noiseless, dainty as a velvet-footed panther gliding to its kill.

Gray, prowling from branch to branch amid the glossy foliage of his tree, had not missed her. In fact, he was far too intent on what he was doing to heed anything or anybody else.

What had happened — and so suddenly and quickly that it was all over before he could see clearly — was this: in his movement among the branches of the magnolia tree, he had disturbed something that had darted out into the sunshine, circled erratically like a disconcerted chimney swift in a lamp-lit room, and, before he could see whether it was really a bird, had fluttered back into the foliage again.

Dazed by the abruptness of the episode, almost paralyzed by what he surmised, he clung to the tree trunk to collect his ideas and steady his nerves.

For whether or not he was now the victim of a lively imagination, he did not know, but it had certainly seemed to him that his brief glimpse of the swallowlike, fluttering thing had revealed a flash of gorgeous, iridescent colour.

And there was no bird of that size which wore such metallic colours in the entire state of Florida.

He was trembling a little when he drew the big cyanide jar from his pocket, and, moving very cautiously, edged his way toward the limb of the tree where the creature had disappeared among the leaves.

Over every inch of the visible bark his eyes travelled, over patches of sunlit lichen and shadowy moss. Gingerly he gazed at the under side of the big, glossy leaves, searched patiently every crotch, every branch scar.

He had laid one hand on the main trunk, and was manœuvering noiselessly for a foothold to support him so that he might examine the other side of the trunk.

And suddenly he saw it!

Breath left him instantly; he froze where he stood, his fascinated dilated eyes fixed upon a soft dusty pyramid of living jewels — a big, downy, tent-like mass sticking to the bark.

Gold, green, violet, gleamed the slanting, burnished wings; the heavy antennae lay close to the costal margin. Two crimson and daintily-furred feet clung to the bark, flanking the head; the gemmed eyes glowed and pulsated with hidden fire.

And Gray, now icy cool and master of himself, uncorked his wide-mouthed cyanide jar. Far away, somewhere, he heard the racket of pistol shots. They meant nothing to him.

Jim!

In his fiercely intent and preoccupied brain a far cry was echoing. That, also, for a moment, meant nothing to him.

Jim! Come to me!

Suddenly he realized that it was Celia.

There are seconds so long that the agony of hesitation stretches them instantly into years. One of these was upon Gray. It was only a single second, but in it he had lived and died and learned a knowledge concerning mysteries that he had never dreamed of.

The second was not sped when he dropped from the tree: another second began as he snatched her rifle and started, throwing in a cartridge as he ran. And as he ran the jewelled moth darted from the tree and flashed away before him, deep into the uncharted forest.

On the way! he shouted to her, encouragingly. On the way! His voice choked as the fierce, snarling roar of a wounded boar broke out from the swamp ahead.

Straight toward the crashing and splashing he ran with death in his heart, for she had not answered his cry, and her shots had ceased.

Black vultures hobbled from their horrible feast, too crippled with plethora to fly; he sprang across the branch, swung from one cypress knee to the next, the dreadful, screaming roar of the boar almost deafening him.

Then he saw Celia, cornered, clinging to a sapling in the bog.

She was ashy white, but apparently cool enough, and she was looking all around her for some chance to escape that huge, crashing, splashing horror that floundered straight at her, screaming, bloody, and on murder bent.

Suddenly she caught sight of Gray.

Turn him, Jim! she called in a clear, steady voice. Aim at his head! Quick, please!

With iron desperation he checked his heavy, irregular breathing, forced his shaking hand to a seconds rigidity, and fired.

An awful scream burst from the boar as he stumbled, fell flat, struggled to his feet, and, roaring, tore blindly past the shrinking girl, headlong into the hammock.

Twice he crashed into trees, painting the ripping scars his tusks left with thickly dripping scarlet. And after him ran Gray, on murder bent in his turn, fiercely intent on this creatures final destruction.

But Ole Hawg rushed on; only the tossing of the high palmetto scrub betrayed his course now, for he ran silently over the moist mast and sand, far outstripping Gray.

And now Ole Hawg had passed beyond earshot; the scrub no longer betrayed his progress; the clattering palmetto fronds were silent.

Celia, speeding swiftly, came abreast of Gray, all flushed and tremulous with stammered gratitude; and Gray turned and caught her fiercely in his arms.

She looked into his frightened face, without expression; but when he kissed her the tears rushed to her eyes.

Darling— he whispered, Oh, God, what a moment for me!

She was crying when her arms encircled his neck.

I — I didnt know I loved you, she sobbed; I didnt know that! Oh, Jim — Jim! I never understood what it was — I never knew that I have been loving you all these wonderful and blessed days! — I never knew it — I never knew.

He could not seem to let her go from his arms, so terrible had been the fear within him. And she endured it very well, considering what a novice she was.

Darling, she said happily, drying her eyes, what were you doing when you heard me cry out for you?

Nothing.... Hunting around in the tree for the Iris Sphinx.

You saw nothing, of course?

No, he said, deliberately.

Far to the southward galloped Ole Hawg, straight for Iris Creek, meaning to put this barrier between him and the wrath he had somehow let loose upon his own crafty and murderous self.

And it might have come to pass, and Ole Hawg might have healed him of his wounds in some remote and reedy Avalon and lived to do more murder had he not stopped in midstream to tusk and souse and drink.

Then, silently as a vast shadow, something stirred in the channel, detached itself, floated upward, drifted, nearer, nearer.

And suddenly Ole Hawg plunged forward, fell, bucketed, scrambled, thrashed wildly, shrieked as he had never shrieked before.

But the crocodile had him.

There are few crocodiles in Florida — some in Biscayne Bay and near there.

This was one of them.

It did not help Ole Hawg to know that a rather rare reptile had him fast. Perhaps it might have amused his grim and grisly ghost to watch the crocodile after it was all over. Ole Hawg was too much for him. He pulled him under about a hundred times. But it was no good.

And ultimately Ole Hawg floated triumphantly off down Iris Creek until he stranded on a mud bar, where the buzzards and black vultures ultimately made of him a heap of snow-white teeth and bones.

And little by little the soft brown silt covered the remaining fragments of Ole Hawg.

Celia and Gray came wandering back to the house toward sunset. For a few moments they sat on the veranda rail in silence; and the Doctor was too absorbed to notice them. Presently he glanced up. Celias hand had dropped into Grays, and her eyes were on her lovers.

Oh, said the Doctor; is that the case?

Yes, dear, said the girl, delicately flushing.

The Doctor inspected them both for a moment without saying anything. Then he bent over his collecting boxes with a grunt:

I hope, he said, that you and your young man will spend a month or two here every winter.

If you will spend a month or two North with us every summer, said Gray, laughing.

Maybe—

For a little while it seemed as though he had forgotten them; but when Celia leaned back, letting her lovely childlike head rest on Grays shoulder, the Doctor glanced up with irony in his eye:

Gray, he said blandly, is that the only specimen youre taking North with you?

The only one, Doctor; and the rarest in all the world.

I thought youd say something of that sort. Its very pretty, too. But how about the Sphinx Iris — Xylophanes iris — the great jewelled Sphinx?

Gray sat silently caressing the soft little hand that lay in his.

You still believe in it? demanded her father.

Yes.

But you havent seen any yet, have you?

No, said Gray, quietly.

Celia, moved by some subtle instinct, turned her head on his shoulder and lifted her clear, grey eyes to her lovers. He smiled at her. And, reassured, she smiled back against his arm with a happy sigh.

The world was going very well for Celia. And for Gray it was going very, very well.


THE REAL THING
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AS FOR MARRYING, he would not until he had found the real thing. He was still looking for it, not very hopefully.

To hope is an art. Some call it patience. The words, however, are not always synonyms. For example, a great many people said that they hoped young Brown would behave himself some day: but they had no patience with him. Few had. He left Harvard by special invitation. Fortunately he had no parents and only a distant relative or two to disgrace. So he backed a musical comedy for six months, and acquired his first knowledge born of experience.

The club he inhabited did him no good. Few clubs do anybody any good.

Browns devotion to horses, the drama, automobiles, and games of chance was checked and held in bounds only by an emotionless trust company. And young Brown, whose income had done about all it could to him except kill him, argued in vain with the trust officer and the directors of that sordid corporation.

But it was useless for him to paint pictures of his own moral regeneration in vivid colours. Trusts have no sentimental imagination. And Browns principal not only remained intact, but half his income continued to be withheld and set aside for investment, to swell the already disgusting proportions of his principal. It was a sickening situation. The musical comedy blew up.

And in the face of this cruel blow at Art, Brown uttered a terrible threat, to which the trust company paid no attention whatever, hoping that, by ignoring it, Brown might possibly make good his threat. Which was that he meant to go into business and make his own living and do what he pleased with the income derived from that same business, and become once more a patron of the Fine Arts and of Sport.

Meanwhile, people continued to lose patience with Brown and hope hed be a better man some day.

For a week he sulked in the club window, hat very much on the back of his head, caressing his chin with the knob of his walking stick, and swallowing high ones at intervals.

The world was certainly leagued against him. Also, everybody bored him. The contrary, too, was the case, and he began to be angrily aware of it.

So he made up his cub mind to disappear. Then theyd be sorry! He pictured to himself the splash in the social puddle when he dived and did not come up again. There would be uneasiness in Manhattan Town, then inquiry, then alarm, then regret — bitter, unavailing regret for the brilliant young scion of a brilliant race, unappreciated by society when society had him in her skinny, diamond-loaded arms, mourned for when he hopped out of that bony embrace into, perhaps, the Ewigkeit!

But Brown really had no idea of making away with himself, only of making a way for himself.

He was very much irritated at something or other. Hed fix it — whatever it was that irritated him!

He began his vengeance by arranging to deprive all human society of himself, and to that end he abruptly purchased several thousand acres in Florida, adjacent to the vigorous and thriving young town of Sapadillo, Inca County. He did things that way.

Sapadillo consisted of a water tower and a siding, and one freight car permanently rusted to the rails. Brown did not know it.

Fortunately for him, this time, he acted not only on impulse, but with unusual forethought. He bought and shipped a large, expensive, portable bungalow, a carload of gardening tools, an arsenal of firearms, and sufficient furniture to embellish a state capitol and leave a satisfying margin for honest graft. Further, he shipped a ton or two of provisions, house linen, and crockery; and he advertised for a housekeeper not over fifty years of age, and secured one without any bother to himself, through the good offices of an employment agency. Also, he sent a gang of men down to Sapadillo to erect said bungalow over a cemented cellar, install furniture, lock up, and bring the key to him.

The foreman of the gang returned from Florida six weeks later and delivered the keys to Brown. His skin was peeling and he bore scars upon his visage.

Well, what does the town look like? inquired Brown cordially, pocketing the keys and slipping him a cheque.

Maybe, said the foreman, Im nearsighted. I didnt see no town.

Didnt you see anything?

Well, I seen a hells mint o snakes, drawled the foreman. Also several buzzards, pams, an niggers. He accepted a cigar from Brown and placed it behind one generous and sun-blistered ear.

Ts all right if you like it. I once knowed a man what et tripe and parsnips from choice, he remarked thoughtfully.

The advertisement, insisted Brown, speaks of Sapadillo as a vigorous young town.

Does it? Well, it listens good. But, Mr. Brown, Pm that glad to be back Id hate to tell you what Im fixin to do to this here hamlet. No bustlin an vigorous towns for me! No, sir! This quiet little turnpike is good enough for me. Likewise, the simple roadside tavern where Im a-plannin to get mine tonight.... Well, be good.... An God help you!

Anyway, thought Brown, its isolation Im looking for. And I might as well go after it now.

His cruel resolve to vanish without informing his friends of his intentions, or even mitigating their certain desolation by making any adieux, was carried out with merciless disregard for anybodys feelings.

And the chances were that hed have gone without a word to anybody in Gotham had he not, in the station, run across a little girl who had decorated the show he had so persistently and disastrously backed.

She was a perfectly commonplace little thing, slim, white-faced, with violet eyes, ruddy hair, and a voice scarcely noisy enough for a Broadway show.

She had been on the point of entering the Verbena Limited when he noticed her.

Why, how do you do! he exclaimed — the more cordially because he had forgotten her name. They shook hands and stepped back upon the train platform for a moment to exchange a word or two of Broadway gossip concerning the late lamented show, the fate of people in the cast, so violently precipitated upon their uppers, and so forth and so on — all the gay, animated, careless, quick-fire small talk which explodes, when two of that profession meet to compare experiences with Destiny.

And you? he asked pleasantly. Why are you? going South?

I had nothing to do here and no money. I had to go.

Wouldnt anybody give you a job?

No.

Not even in a No. 6 company?

You know how it is. They all promised to keep me in mind. I went to every one of them. It was the last call for dinner, and no dinner in sight. So I took what was offered, and Im on my way there.

Where?

South, somewhere. A man advertised; I replied; he said, All right, go ahead, and Ill see you later. So Im going.

Thats funny, said Brown. What position did he offer you?

Housekeeper.

Thats funny, too.... You dont know how to keep house, do you?

No, she said serenely, but what was I to do? I had to take a chance.

Whats the mans name — if you dont mind? he demanded suspiciously.

Brown.

What!!!

Brown — a Mr. William Brown, she repeated, surprised.

Why, thats my name! he cried.

She stared at him:

Thats true, she said, flushing. I had forgotten what your name was. Which admission would have deeply injured Browns vanity, had he not been so astonished.

T-tell me where this — this man Brown lives? he requested unsteadily. Theres something queer about this, Im afraid.

Queer?

Well, I dont know. Where does your ticket take you?

My ticket, she replied uneasily, takes me as far as the city of Sapadillo—

Oh Lord! groaned Brown. Weve done it now!

W-what do you mean? she stammered, beginning to suspect the truth.

Why, its met he explained dramatically, and with a fine disregard of grammar. I am that same William Brown! I live near Sapadillo! I advertised for a housekeeper. I read your letter. It sounded all right to me. So I wrote you, sent you your ticket, and told you to go ahead and Id meet you at Sapadillo. Thats what comes of not investigating references, and sidestepping a personal interview! But I do everything that way — I do things on the jump. I bought that land within ten minutes. I backed that show within ten minutes of the time that Silkmann put it up to me. I do things that way. And look where its landed us both.

W-what am I to do? she faltered.

Do? I dont know. What am I to do with you?

B-but I signed my right name, Rosalie White, she said. You ought to have known!

I know you did. I didnt recognize it. There were about five million girls in that show. I never thought of you. It never occurred to me that Rosalie White could be you! Housekeepers dont usually sing next to the lead and negotiate high C, do they? How was I to know it was you?

I offered to call on you.

Yes, I know it. But I was — out of sorts. I didnt want to be bothered. I told the manager of the Elysian Employment Agency to go and see you, and she reported you all right — and not over fifty years old.

I gave her ten dollars to say so, nodded Rosalie. I had to have something to do. And — would you please tell me what in the world I am to do now? Somebody said very distinctly: All aboard! They looked at each other in consternation.

All aboard, insisted the coloured porter politely. What shall I do! gasped Rosalie White.

Go aboard, he said, bewildered. Theres nothing else I can think of now!

The porter took her satchel and his suit-case. They stepped hastily aboard. The next second the long train moved slowly out of the station.

As far as appearances were concerned, it was all wrong, otherwise quite all right. But appearances convince the world, proverbs to the contrary.

And it would have been difficult to persuade anybody that Brown was traveling with his housekeeper.

He knew it; she knew it. But as they were on the same train, going along at forty miles an hour, bound for the same destination, they couldnt avoid travelling together unless one of them jumped off.

It seemed rather absurd for them not to look at each other, not to speak to each other.

And after they had done these things, realizing that if anybody was going to damn them the material had already been supplied. Brown remarked that they might as well lunch and dine together.

Which they did the first day out, and the second day, too, uneasily conscious all the while that they were having an unusually agreeable journey.

When everybody aboard concluded that they were not sister and brother the shockingly ringless state of Rosalies slender white hands inspired each passenger on the Verbena Limited with a separate and entirely characteristic conclusion.

But who these passengers were and what they thought does not concern this story — or anything else, very much.

Toward the close of the second day, when the landscape from the car windows had gradually changed from snow and maples to sunshine and palms — from Italians, goats, and sparrows to niggers, razorbacks, and buzzards — Rosalie, curled up deep in her revolving chair, lifted her violet eyes from the magazine she had been reading, and discovered immediately that Brown in the chair opposite was doing the same.

The faint smile on her lips faded into seriousness. — 

You know, she said, that you have been very, very nice to me, Mr. Brown.... It might have been difficult for us both, but you have made it easy for me. Facilis descensus — that was the trouble. Convention is a taut string keyed to fiddle on, not with. Amateurs who tighten or relax it do so at their peril.

You made it easy for us both, he said.... And after all, we know were all right.

With which half-baked remark she agreed. But theres no leaven in it. Its what the world knows about you that concerns you, or ought to.

After all, she said, I am your housekeeper.

And the keepers of the house shall tremble! But Rosalie did not. Maybe because she knew that a little further along in that divine and awful chapter was written: And desire shall fail. But maybe she didnt know it — didnt even know enough to tremble. Few do. The environs of the Pit are meadows full of flowers. That is where Proserpine got hers. Daffodils still grow there, and many are they that pick them.

Certainly, said Brown, with easy confidence, you are housekeeper at Sapadillo Manor.

Is that its name?

Yes. It just occurred to me. Do you think it an incongruous name for a portable bungalow?

She was doubtful; and she was so pretty when serious, and so distractingly pretty when not — as for instance now, as she looked up under her long lashes and laughed — 

You dont like the name! he said.

Not, perhaps, for a portable bungalow. A manor house ought to be permanent and — and rather stately, oughtnt it?

Well be funny about it, he said. Well call it Terrapin Towers.

She seemed to think the suggestion mildly witty. Well, then, he said, you name it!

I? That would not do. Housekeepers dont christen gentlemens country estates.

Please think of something!

She considered for a while in silence, her teeth worrying the page of the magazine. When she had nibbled at it sufficiently, he had concluded that she was an unusually interesting as well as ornamental girl; and by that time she had not thought of a name.

I think, she said, a name will occur to us when we first see the place.

Nothing ever occurs to me, he said. I have no imagination.

You seem to.

I?

Yes. Havent you already in your imagination created a vast, tropical plantation out of the land you have acquired?

No, he said honestly, I havent. I got as far as picturing Sapadillo City to myself, and when it began to resemble St. Augustine, along came the foreman of the gang I sent down, and knocked the last glimmer of romance out of it — and out of me.

She sat very quiet: Brown had not gilded for her the pill she was to swallow. He had been honest with her: he told her all he knew about the place, which was meagre information. She had paled slightly when he included snakes in the scenery; and the remaining assets did not seem very attractive to her.

One thing I do know, he said. The bungalow is all right. You wont have to go out of it, you know. She nodded.

All you have to do, he said, is to saunter about with a bunch of keys. Isnt that about all?

She lifted her violet eyes, a little distressed:

I dont know, she said. Im afraid that the duties of a housekeeper are not very clear to me.

Oh, thats all right. If theres anything to do, youll see that somebody does it. And thats all there is about a housekeepers business.

I — I mean to be very faithful. She looked up. Her eyes, too, seemed to be of that sort — fashioned for frankness, faith, perhaps credulity.

A porter came by announcing dinner. Brown looked at Rosalie with a questioning smile — so companionable had they already grown, so eloquent already had become this discourse of a single silent glance.

His eyes, smiling, said:

Shall we dine now — together?

Hers replied:

Your pleasure is mine.

At table, happening to encounter a hostile stare from legalized maternity at a neighbouring table, she flushed and bent her head. Brown was holding forth very happily upon some unimportant subject; and the girl sat there, with heightened colour, as though listening.

And after he had ended, she still sat, pensive, looking down at her pretty, ringless fingers, restless in her lap.

Afterward, in their chairs once more, her eyes on the sunset which swept the rattling windows with a running flash of fire: You know, she said, that was our last dinner.

What?

Our last dinner together.

He started to reply, but remained silent.

Housekeepers dont dine with their employers, she added, smiling at him. And the smile was unembarrassed and genuine because he resembled at the moment a sulky little boy, balked of something he shouldnt have.

Well discuss that later, he said.

Her pretty face grew serious:

There will be nothing to discuss, she said in a low voice.

She came in late to breakfast. He had waited for her as usual.

That is not right, she said. We should begin to break ourselves of that habit.

But they began their grapefruit together very happily.

At luncheon, too, they said nothing further about the habit. After all, it was scarcely worth while, for before dinner they would be at Sapadillo City.

All their luggage was gathered and piled together when that metropolis became visible. Brown recognized it from his foremans inventory: one water tank, one sidetrack, one empty freight car firmly rusted to same. Evidently the entire population of Sapadillo City had gathered to welcome the lord of the portable bungalow: seven negroes, three razorbacks, a houndawg, and a buzzard. The only noise was furnished by the houn-dawg, and it was a melancholy salute.

The train lingered only to deposit the two passengers for Sapadillo City and their baggage, then, whistling its deep sense of relief, moved on, gathering momentum rapidly as though dreading the possibility of further detention in such a place.

Brown looked at Rosalie, and she gazed inquiringly at Brown.

There seems to be no station here, he said hesitatingly. He had cherished dreams of a hack to take him to the bungalow, wherever it was, but one look at the suburbs of Sapadillo City settled any such dream.

Worse still, no pecuniary consideration could induce any of the citys inhabitants to produce waggon or wheelbarrow for the transportation of his housekeeper, himself and his luggage.

They stood in a shiny black row, flanked by the houn-dawg and the razorbacks, and grinningly declined to entertain any suggestion of manual labor. The buzzard, perched on a black gum tree, looked on with perfect indifference.

So they were obliged to leave the trunks. Laden with his suit-case and her satchel, Brown took the path indicated. It was a white, sandy path running through scrub palmetto: and the prospects being in favour of snakes, he suggested that Rosalie should walk behind him.

Which made her a trifle pensive, because she took it as the first expression from him of their new relations as master and housekeeper. It was all right, of course, it had to be that way. And Rosalie, silent and subdued, tripped along in the wake of the lord of the bungalow, her somewhat sad young eyes fixed on the level sunset.

The declining sun tipped the flat waste of palmetto fronds with pink and amber fire and painted tall pines and palms crimson. From a woods blue shadow came the querulous, insistent whisper of the widow-bird, discounting the coming twilight.

Trudging along, Brown looked over his shoulder: This isnt very cheerful, he said. I ought to have learned something about this place before I came here — or let you come. But, somehow, I always do things the wrong way.

I dont mind coming, she said with a little note of hesitation in her voice, if you think theres really a bungalow here.

Why, of course there is! I sent one down, and I also sent a gang down to put it up.

Did you say it was a — a portable bungalow?

Yes. Anybody can put it up or take it to pieces.

Very portable?

What!

I wondered if it were possible that anybody could have t-taken it away.

Good heavens! he said, why do you suppose such a thing as that?

I dont know.... Why did those darkeys grin at us so incessantly?

They always grin. That is the sum total of their physical exertions,... Where the dickens is that bungalow? How far do you suppose we have walked?

About five miles? she ventured interrogatively. Oh, no, not over a quarter of a mile. But I was told it was only five minutes stroll from the station.

There is no station, she observed uneasily. Thats so! That may be the trouble. Perhaps they couldnt tell just how far it was, having no station to start from.

You are trying to reassure me, she said quietly. You are as much worried as I am.

Worried? Not a bit! I only am wondering—

He halted; she came forward beside him; and they stood there, knee-deep in palmetto, gazing at the dying cinders of the sun. Red as a bed of coals the last glow glimmered through the palms; turned to ashes along the horizon even as they looked.

There is a star, she said in a low voice.

It was already night.

He said cheerfully:

If you care to risk going on, Im sure well find the bungalow in a few minutes.

What else is there to do? she asked.

We could go back.

Where?

To the sta — to the railroad.

Would we be any better off there?

He was silent.

I — I didnt like those pigs — and that large and very horrid bird that kept watching us, she said.

Oh, that was only a buzzard—

A buzzard!

Yes — theyre common down South—

But — Ive heard that buzzards sit around and wait for people to die! T-tell me frankly, fearlessly, do you suppose that bird was waiting to see us get lost in these woods?

No, of course not. You mustnt think such things. You are not going to lose your nerve, are you?

N-no.

Her voice was not very steady. He touched her arm. She was trembling.

Please dont, he said, Pm terribly sorry; its all my fault. But there is nothing to be afraid of. If worst comes to worst, a night under these big yellow stars isnt so bad. He leaned nearer, peering at her. She was weeping in silence.

For her benefit he accused himself and called himself various graphic names, some of which fitted, but he didnt know it. Also, he put one arm around her shoulders; and she drew back against him with a gasp as the shuddering cry of a great cat-owl broke out in the starlight, filling the woods with uncanny echoes.

He had in his grip an electric flashlight; now he fished it out, and, shining the path, persuaded her forward into the woods.

Ghostly palms arched over them; enormous yellow stars sparkled between the fronds. Even by day the tropic forest would have been an awesome novelty: and now, at night, it frightened her. Spectral grey moss waved mournfully from the live oaks; festoons of vines and creepers draped the sad high arches with strange tapestries; subtly disturbing odours haunted the dusky silence, scent of spicy, unknown saps and gums dripping, vague perfumes of exotics — leaf and bark and bloom.

For the hard, rapid beating of Rosalies heart the upas tree itself might have exhaled from its magic foliage the suave, seductive odour that grew sweeter all around them.

But it was only a China tree making more exquisite the star lustre.

A little stream running molten silver cut their path, spreading to a pool in front of them under a pair of thin and slender palms.

Brown looked at the water, played his flashlight over it, then set his luggage on the ground.

I shall have to carry you across, he said; sank one knee slightly, and picked her up.

Arms clasping his neck, she looked down at the water: What, she asked, is on the other side?

The bungalow, of course.

Are you sure?

He was silent.

Because we have come a long way, she faltered. Are you tired?

No.... Id sit down for a little while if you dont mind.... Because, somehow, I dont believe we are — are ever going to get out of these w-woods—

Rosalie! Dont cry.

Quiet sobs.

Rosalie!

Sobs under better control and now stifled by his shoulder.

Rosalie, dear, you will be brave, wont you? His voice shook, perhaps from the charm his own words held for him — an unexpected charm — for he had not meant to say Rosalie or dear, or to link the two words that had linked themselves in his own mind so prettily, so naturally, even before he uttered them.

She lifted her head and stared around her in the darkness, sitting up very slender and straight in his arms.

Do you hear anything? she whispered.

A bird singing in the starlight.

She listened for a moment, both hands on his shoulders, then twisted slightly: and he set her down and released her. His heart was going it. Yet the exertion had not been severe. She weighed one hundred and twenty.

Under the slim twin palms they seated themselves. At her request he played his flashlight over her satchel; and from it she extracted a bottle of spring water and a paper box full of cold chicken, bread, fruit, and assorted chocolates.

I had them put up for us by the dining-car steward, she said. I thought perhaps we might not find everything quite ready at the bungalow.

We havent even found the bungalow, he said, and laughed nervously. But to Rosalie it was not yet a laughing matter.

The night was balmy, the air delicious; so was the chicken. He laid his flashlight on the ground and they Ate in its brilliant, fan-shaped radiance. Traces of tears, like the powdery silver of dew on iris blossoms, still made her eyes brilliant; and now he knew what a young goddess looked like eating nectar and quaffing ambrosia, as he furtively observed the girl beside him.

First she bit a dainty little semi-circle out of a sandwich, and after her pretty lips had moved as though in murmured prayer thirty-two times, she blushingly set the mouth of the bottle to her own and drank as innocently as a little bird drinks, its beak uptilted toward Heaven, giving thanks for every swallow.

Every now and then he picked up the flashlight and swept the cobwebs of the night from their surroundings as with a broom of glory. This fine phrase also occurred to Brown, and he employed it, conscious of inspiration totally new which apparently was evoking from the commonplace within him a most unusual and gratifying mental attitude toward life.

She smiled a shy acknowledgment of this literary eruption. And the intellectual response from her confirmed his dawning opinion that she was mentally as extraordinary as she was physically attractive.

His flashlight played over long silvery banners of Spanish moss, ran glittering across massed magnolia foliage set with gigantic white cups of scented bloom, flashed on trailing yellow jasmine, swept across China trees where the great, lilac-tinted bunches of blossoms hung all misty with hovering moths.

Its like a wonderful scene set for the theatre, he said. Which trite remark did him no damage, she considering it very original.

Unseen things ruffled and flapped in the trees occasionally, and these inexplicable interruptions were all that mitigated her increasing confidence and even pleasure in the situation. But the dry, silken rustle of unseen plumage on high concerned her and always temporarily disconnected her appetite until Brown rose and searched the big water oaks top with his flashlight; and there disclosed three big, snow-white birds standing solemnly on one leg each.

The lovely things! she exclaimed in the quick reaction of relief and delight. They stand there like guardian angels watching over us. And she continued to nibble her chocolate bonbon with thankfulness and content.

Brown carefully laid the flashlight on the ground between them.

Do you know, he said, that you are a very extraordinary girl?

She lifted her head in pretty surprise.

Ive been thinking about it, he continued. You are just right, exactly balanced — feminine but not too feminine; brave but not aggressively cocky; patient but not meek; self-controlled but neither stolid nor ignorant. As far as I can discover, you are the real thing in girls.

W-what an odd thing to think!

Why, just consider your qualities, he went on, deeply interested in his analysis; you are a good sport, or you never would have taken a chance and started for this God-forsaken place. Yet, you are farseeing and thoughtful, or you wouldnt have had the dining-car steward put up this dinner for us.

You are reticent, full of a charming sort of dignity, and so confident in the security of your own self-respect that you accept temporarily a menial position for household work when your own profession no longer affords you a living.

But I

That is admirable! he interrupted warmly, somewhat excited by his own unsuspected powers of logical analysis. That is noble — like Cincinnatus at the plow; like Israel Putnam in his undershirt; like Jeanne dArc; like—

The emotion superinduced by his own eloquence checked him: then:

I do not understand how it is, he said, but to me you have already proven a most inexplicable inspiration — I may even say an exhilaration. In our brief companionship I seem to think of things I never before thought of — ideas, language, phrases, elegancies of verbal expression, flow fluently and without any effort on my part.

When I talk with you, look at you, I feel as though there were original possibilities in me. I aspire to — I dont know exactly what just yet, I am— Again he checked himself to let his eyes rest on her in silence.

She sat at the foot of a palm tree, her dainty hands clasped under her chin, elbows set on her knees, eyes lowered. And in her cheeks the delicate colour came and went, waning, glowing with every word and with the confused thoughts he was stirring and stampeding in her youthful brain.

She looked up with a forced laugh — for both their sakes:

A housekeeper is only a salaried employee.... I came to be that — and nothing else.

Then, suddenly, between them there was everything to be said — much to be said that ought not to be — much that should be said with chances against their saying it.

Neither spoke until, after a long while, the flashlight which had been burning redder and redder, glimmered and went out.

Have you another battery? she asked.

No. You are not afraid, are you?

She made no answer; but when he drew himself across the ground beside her the smooth little hand he encountered slightly returned his pressure.

You are not afraid now, Rosalie.

A little.

Of what, dear?

There was no need to answer.

At times he thought she was asleep, she breathed so evenly, but sooner or later a little tremulous movement of her head on his shoulder undeceived him.

But the night was nearly spent before his lips touched her cheek and rested there, minute after minute, until, softly stirring, she turned and met his lips with hers.

The stars had gone; it was day — that day when the keepers of the house should tremble, and the strong men should bow themselves.

And now Rosalie was trembling — trembling for all that life had meant for her. In his arms, denying her lips to him with desperate head pressed against his breast, she lay motionless, tense, enduring the blinding, throbbing moments. Her brain whirled with words and phrases — with precept, proverb, and stammered prayer, with incoherencies of passion, faltered avowals.

And suddenly above her, with the roar of wide wings rising, three great snowy birds took flight into the ocean of dawning light.

Startled and still dazed, she threw back her head on his shoulder and looked up. And saw them mounting to the sky on broad, angelic wings, higher, higher, until their fanning pinions caught from below earths darkened rim the crimson edges of the hidden sun, so that they glimmered on high all silver and rose.

Our angels — have gone, she faltered.

White herons.

But she freed herself from his arms and knelt there, still looking up.

Leaving me alone with you she whispered. Alone here on earth — you and I — master and maid.

Rosalie!

Master and maid, she murmured, covering her face with her slender fingers.

But he had drawn himself over beside her, rising to his knees; and his arm encircled her supple body.

Your — servant — and creature, she shuddered.

... And the stars — saw — how nearly it was true.

Dearest, he said, I want no other wife but you. Dont you understand?

What?

Dont you realize, he said excitedly, that you have spoiled me for every other girl in the world?

I? she whispered.

Do you suppose any other woman could mean anything to me now?

Is it — love?

Good God! he said. Do you doubt it? Dont you realize that you are the real thing?

But Rosalie could neither answer nor check her tears.

It grew lighter around them. And when the first rosy sunbeams swept the woods and turned the pool at their feet to a sheet of shimmering pink, Browns arm around her suddenly tightened.

Darling! he shouted. Look!

She turned her lovely, dishevelled head: across the stream, directly in front of them, set in a clearing of palms, stood the bungalow, every window glittering in the sun.
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THEY WERE DOING their work very badly. They got the rope around his neck, and tied his wrists with moose-bush withes, but again he fell, sprawling, turning, twisting over the leaves, tearing up everything around him like a trapped panther.

He got the rope away from them; he clung to it with bleeding fists, he set his white teeth in it, until the jute strands relaxed, unravelled, and snapped, gnawed through by his white teeth.

Twice Tully struck him with a gum hook. The dull blows fell on flesh rigid as stone.

Panting, foul with forest mould and rotten leaves, hands and face smeared with blood, he sat up on the ground, glaring at the circle of men around him.

Shoot him! gasped Tully, dashing the sweat from his bronzed brow; and Bates, breathing heavily, sat down on a log and dragged a revolver from his rear pocket. The man on the ground watched him; there was froth in the corners of his mouth.

Git back! whispered Bates, but his voice and hand trembled. Kent, he stammered, wont ye hang?

The man on the ground glared.

Yeve got to die, Kent, he urged; they all say so. Ask Lefty Dyce; ask Carrots. — Hes got to swing fur it — aint he, Tully? — Kent, fur Gods sake, swing fur these here gents!

The man on the ground panted; his bright eyes never moved.

After a moment Tully sprang on him again. There was a flurry of leaves, a crackle, a gasp and a grunt, then the thumping and thrashing of two bodies writhing in the brush. Dyce and Carrots jumped on the prostrate men. Lefty Sawyer caught the rope again, but the jute strands gave way and he stumbled. Tully began to scream, Hes chokin me! Dyce staggered out into the open, moaning over a broken wrist.

Shoot! shouted Lefty Sawyer, and dragged Tully aside. Shoot, Jim Bates! Shoot straight, bGod! — 

Git back! gasped Bates, rising from the fallen log.

The crowd parted right and left; a quick report rang out — another — another. Then from the whirl of smoke a tall form staggered, dealing blows — blows that sounded sharp as the crack of a whip.

Hes off! Shoot straight! they cried.

There was a gallop of heavy boots in the woods. Bates, faint and dazed, turned his head.

Shoot! shrieked Tully.

But Bates was sick; his smoking revolver fell to the ground; his white face and pale eyes contracted. It lasted-only a moment; he started after the others, plunging, wallowing through thickets of osier and hemlock underbrush.

Far ahead he heard Kent crashing on like a young moose in November, and he knew he was making for the shore. The others knew too. Already the gray gleam of the sea cut a straight line along the forest edge; already the soft clash of the surf on the rocks broke faintly through the forest silence.

Hes got a canoe there! bawled Tully. Hell be into it!

And he was into it, kneeling in the bow, driving his paddle to the handle. The rising sun gleamed like red lightning on the flashing blade; the canoe shot to the crest of a wave, hung, bows dripping in the wind, dropped into the depths, glided, tipped, rolled, shot up again, staggered, and plunged on.

Tully ran straight out into the cove surf; the water broke against his chest, bare and wet with sweat. Bates sat down on a worn black rock and watched the canoe listlessly.

The canoe dwindled to a speck of gray and silver; and when Carrots, who had run back to the gum camp for a rifle, returned, the speck on the water might have been easier to hit than a loons head at twilight. So Carrots, being thrifty by nature, fired once, and was satisfied to save the other cartridges. The canoe was still visible, making for the open sea. Somewhere beyond the horizon lay the keys, a string of rocks bare as skulls, black and slimy where the sea cut their base, white on the crests with the excrement of sea birds.

Hes makin fur the Key to Grief! whispered Bates to Dyce.

Dyce, moaning, and nursing his broken wrist, turned a sick face out to sea.

The last rock seaward was the Key to Grief, a splintered pinnacle polished by the sea. From the Key to Grief, seaward a days paddle, if a man dared, lay the long wooded island in the ocean known as Grief on the charts of the bleak coast.

In the history of the coast, two men had made the voyage to the Key to Grief, and from there to the island. One of these was a rum-crazed pelt hunter, who lived to come back; the other was a college youth; they found his battered canoe at sea, and a day later his battered body was flung up in the cove.

So, when Bates whispered to Dyce, and when Dyce called to the others, they knew that the end was not far off for Kent and his canoe; and they turned away into the forest, sullen, but satisfied that Kent would get his dues when the devil got his.

Lefty spoke vaguely of the wages of sin. Carrots, with an eye to thrift, suggested a plan for an equitable division of Kents property. — 

When they reached the gun camp they piled Kents personal effects on a blanket.

Carrots took the inventory: a revolver, two gum hooks, a fur cap, a nickel-plated watch, a pipe, a pack of new cards, a gum sack, forty pounds of spruce gum, and a frying pan.

Carrots shuffled the cards, picked out the joker and flipped it pensively into the fire. Then he dealt cold decks all around.

When the goods and chattels of their late companion had been divided by chance — for there was no chance to cheat — somebody remembered Tully.

Hes down there on the coast, starin after the canoe, said Bates huskily. — 

He rose and walked toward a heap on the ground covered by a blanket. He started to lift the blanket, hesitated, and finally turned away. Under the blanket lay Tullys brother, shot the night before by Kent.

Guess wed better wait till Tully comes, said Carrots uneasily. Bates and Kent had been campmates. An hour later Tully walked into camp. — 

He spoke to no one that day. In the morning Bates found him down on the coast digging, and said: Hello, Tully! Guess we aint much hell on lynchin!

Naw, said Tully. Git a spade.

Goin to plant him there?

Yep. — 

Where he kin hear them waves?

Yep.

Purty spot.

Yep.

Which way will he face?

Where, he kin watch fur that damned canoe! cried Tully fiercely.

He — he cant see, ventured Bates uneasily. Hes dead, aint he?

Hell heave up that there sand when the canoe comes back! An its a-comin! An Bud Kentll be in it, dead or alive! Git a spade!

The pale light of superstition flickered in Batess eyes. He hesitated.

The — the dead cant see, be began; kin they?

Tully turned a distorted face toward him.

Yer lie! he roared. My brother kin see, dead or livin! An hell see the hangin of Bud Kent! An hell git up outer the grave fur to see it, Bill Bates! Im tellin ye! Im tellin ye! Deep as Ill plant him, hell heave that there sand and call to me, when the canoe comes in! Ill hear him; Ill be here! An well live to see the hangin of Bud Kent!

About sundown they planted Tullys brother, face to the sea.

II 

On the Key to Grief the green waves rub all day. White at the summit, black at the base, the shafted rocks rear splintered pinnacles, slanting like channel buoys. On the polished pillars sea birds brood — white-winged, bright-eyed sea birds, that nestle and preen and flap and clatter their orange-coloured beaks when the sifted spray drives and drifts across the reef.

As the sun rose, painting crimson streaks criss-cross over the waters, the sea birds sidled together, huddling row on row, steeped in downy drowse.

Where the sun of noon burnished the sea, an opal wave washed, listless, noiseless; a sea bird stretched one listless wing.

And into the silence of the waters a canoe glided, bronzed by the sunlight, jewelled by the salt drops stringing from prow to thwart, seaweed a-trail in the diamond-flashing wake, and in the bow a man dripping with sweat.

Up rose the gulls, sweeping in circles, turning, turning over rock and sea, and their clamour filled the sky, starting little rippling echoes among the rocks.

The canoe grated on a shelf of ebony; the seaweed rocked and washed; the little sea crabs sheered sideways, down, down, into limpid depths of greenest shadows. Such was the coming of Bud Kent to the Key to Grief.

He drew the canoe halfway up the shelf of rock and sat down, breathing heavily, one brown arm across the bow. For an hour he sat there. The sweat dried under his eyes. The sea birds came back, filling the air with soft querulous notes.

There was a livid mark around his neck, a red, raw circle. The salt wind stung it; the sun burned it into his flesh like a collar of red-hot steel. He touched it at times; once he washed it with cold salt water. — 

Far in the north a curtain of mist hung on the sea, dense, motionless as the fog on the Grand Banks. He never moved his eyes from it; he knew what it was. Behind it lay the Island of Grief.

Ail the year round the Island of Grief is hidden by the banks of mist, ramparts of dead white fog encircling it on every side. Ships give it wide berth. Some speak of warm springs on the island whose waters flow far out to sea, rising in steam eternally.

The pelt hunter had come back with tales of forests and deer and flowers everywhere; but he had been drinking much, and much was forgiven him. — 

The body of the college youth tossed up in the cove on the mainland was battered out of recognition, but some said, when found, one hand clutched a crimson blossom half wilted, but broad as a sap pan.

So Kent lay motionless beside his canoe, burned with thirst, every nerve vibrating, thinking all these things. It was not fear, that whitened the firm flesh under the tan; it was the fear of fear. He must not think — he must throttle dread; his eyes must never falter, his head never turn from that wall of mist across the sea. With set teeth he crushed back terror; with glittering eyes he looked into the hollow eyes of fright. And so he conquered fear.

He rose. The sea birds whirled up into the sky, pitching, tossing, screaming, till the sharp flapping of their pinions set the snapping echoes flying among the rocks.

Under the canoes sharp prow the kelp bobbed and dipped and parted; the sunlit waves ran out ahead, glittering, dancing. Splash! splash! bow and stern! And now he knelt again, and the polished paddle swung and dipped, and swept and swung and dipped again.



Far behind, the clamour of the sea birds lingered in his ears, till the mellow dip of the paddle drowned all sound and the sea was a sea of silence. — 

No wind came to cool the hot sweat on cheek and breast. The sun blazed a path of flame before him, and he followed out into the waste of waters. The still ocean divided under the bows and rippled innocently away on either side, tinkling, foaming, sparkling like the current in a woodland brook. He looked around at the world of flattened water, and the fear of fear rose up and gripped his throat again. Then he lowered his head, like a tortured bull, and shook the fear of fear from his throat, and drove the paddle into the sea as a butcher stabs, to the hilt.

So at last he came to the wall of mist. It was thin at first, thin and cool, but it thickened and grew warmer, and the fear of fear dragged at his head, but he would not look behind.

Into the fog the canoe shot; the gray water ran by, high as the gunwales, oily, silent. Shapes flickered across the bows, pillars of mist that rode the waters, robed in films of tattered shadows. Gigantic forms towered to dizzy heights above him, shaking out shredded shrouds of cloud. The vast draperies of the fog swayed and hung and trembled as he brushed them; the white twilight deepened to a sombre gloom. And now it grew thinner; the fog became a mist, and the mist a haze, and the haze floated away and vanished into the blue of the heavens.

All around lay a sea of pearl and sapphire, lapping, lapping on a silver shoal.

So he came to the Island of Grief. — 

III 

On the silver shoal the waves washed and washed, breaking like crushed opals where the sands sang with the humming froth.

Troops of little shore birds, wading on the shoal, tossed their sun-tipped wings and scuttled inland, where, dappled with shadow from the fringing forest, the white beach of the island stretched.

The water all around was shallow, limpid as crystal, and he saw the ribbed sand shining on the bottom, where purple seaweed floated, and delicate sea creatures darted and swarmed and scattered again at the dip of his paddle.

Like velvet rubbed on velvet the canoe brushed across the sand. He staggered to his feet, stumbled out, dragged the canoe high up under the trees, turned it bottom upward, and sank beside it, face downward in the sand. Sleep came to drive away the fear of fear, but hunger, thirst, and fever fought with sleep, and he dreamed — dreamed of a rope that sawed his neck, of the fight in, the woods, and the shots. He dreamed, too, of the camp, of his forty pounds of spruce gum, of Tully, and of Bates. He dreamed of the fire and the smoke-scorched kettle, of the foul odour of musty bedding, of the greasy cards, and of his own new pack, hoarded for weeks to please the others. All this he dreamed, lying there face downward in the sand; but he did not dream of the face of the dead.

The shadows of the leaves moved on his blonde head, crisp with clipped curls. A butterfly flitted around him, alighting now on his legs, now on the back of his bronzed hands. All the afternoon the bees hung droning among the wildwood blossoms; the leaves above scarcely rustled; the shore birds brooded along the waters edge; the thin tide, sleeping on the sand, mirrored the sky.

Twilight paled the zenith; a breeze moved in the deeper woods; a star glimmered, went out, glimmered again, faded, and glimmered.

Night came. A moth darted to and fro under the trees; a beetle hummed around a heap of seaweed and fell scrambling in the sand. Somewhere among the trees a sound had become distinct, the song of a little brook, melodious, interminable. He heard it in his dream; it threaded all his dreams like a needle of silver, and like a needle it pricked him — pricked his dry throat and cracked lips. It could not awake him; the cool night swathed him head and foot.

Toward dawn a bird woke up and piped. Other birds stirred, restless, half awakened; a gull spread a cramped wing on the shore, preened its feathers, scratched its tufted neck, and took two drowsy steps toward the sea.

The sea breeze stirred out behind the mist bank; it raised the feathers on the sleeping gulls; it set the leaves whispering. A twig snapped, broke off, and fell. Kent stirred, sighed, trembled, and awoke.

The first thing he heard was the song of the brook, and he stumbled straight into the woods. There it lay, a thin, deep stream in the gray morning light, and he stretched himself beside it and laid his cheek in it. A bird drank in the pool, too — a little fluffy bird, bright-eyed and fearless.

His knees were firmer when at last he rose, heedless of the drops that beaded lips and chin. With his knife he dug and scraped at some white roots that hung half meshed in the bank of the brook, and when he had cleaned them in the pool he ate them.

The sun stained the sky when he went down to the canoe, but the eternal curtain of fog, far out at sea, hid it as yet from sight.

He lifted the canoe, bottom upwards, to his head, and, paddle and pole in either hand, carried it into the forest.

After he had set it down he stood a moment, opening and shutting his knife. Then he looked up into the trees. There were birds there, if he could get at them. He looked at the brook. There were prints of his fingers in the sand; there, too, was the print of something else — a deers pointed hoof.

He had nothing but his knife. He opened it again and looked at it.

That day he dug for clams and ate them raw. He waded out into the shallows, too, and jabbed at fish with his setting pole, but hit nothing except a yellow crab.

Fire was what he wanted. He hacked and chipped at flinty-looking pebbles, and scraped tinder from a stick of sun-dried driftwood. His knuckles bled, but no fire came. — 

That night he heard deer in the woods, and could not sleep for thinking, until the dawn came up behind the wall of mist, and he rose with it to drink his fill at the brook and tear raw clams with his white teeth. Again he fought for fire, craving it as he had never craved water, but his knuckles bled, and the knife scraped on the flint in vain.

His mind, perhaps, had suffered somewhat. The white beach seemed to rise and fall like a white carpet on a gusty hearth. The birds, too, that ran along the sand, seemed big and juicy, like partridges; and he chased them, hurling shells and bits of driftwood at them till he could scarcely keep his feet for the rising, plunging beach — or carpet, whichever it was. That night the deer aroused him at intervals. He heard them splashing and grunting and crackling along the brook. Once he arose and stole after them, knife in hand, till a false step into the brook awoke him to his folly, and he felt his way back to the canoe trembling.

Morning came, and again he drank at the brook, lying on the sand where countless heartshaped hoofs had passed leaving clean imprints; and again he ripped the raw clams from their shells and swallowed them, whimpering.

All day long the white beach rose and fell and heaved and flattened under his bright dry eyes. He chased the shore birds at times, till the unsteady beach tripped him up and he fell full length in the sand. Then he would rise moaning, and creep into the shadow of the wood, and watch the little song-birds in the branches, moaning, always moaning.

His hands, sticky with blood, hacked steel and flint together, but so feebly that now even the cold sparks no longer came.

He began to fear the advancing night; he dreaded to hear the big warm deer among the thickets. Fear clutched him suddenly, and he lowered his head and set his teeth and shook fear from his throat again. — 

Then he started aimlessly into the woods, crowding past bushes, scraping trees, treading on moss and twig and mouldy stump, his bruised hands swinging, always swinging. — 

The sun set in the mist as he came out of the woods on to another beach — a warm, soft beach, crimsoned by the glow in the evening clouds.

And on the sand at his feet lay a young girl asleep, swathed in the silken garment of her own black hair, round limbed, brown, smooth as the bloom on the tawny beach.

A gull flapped overhead, screaming. Her eyes, deeper than night, unclosed. Then her lips parted in a cry, soft with sleep, Iho!

She rose, rubbing her velvet eyes. Iho! she cried in wonder; Inah!

The gilded sand settled around her little feet. Her cheeks crimsoned.

E-ho! E-ho! she whispered, and hid her face in her hair.

IV

The bridge of the stars spans the sky seas; the sun and the moon are the travellers who pass over it. This was also known in the lodges of the Isantee, hundreds of years ago. Chaske told it to Harpam, and when Harpam knew he told it to Hapeda; and so the knowledge spread to Harka, and from Winona to Weharka, up and down, across and ever across, woof and web, until it came to the Island of Grief. And how? God knows!

Weharka, prattling in the tules, may have told Ne-ka; and Ne-ka, high in the November clouds, may have told Kay-oshk, who told it to Shinge-his, who told it to Skee-skah, who told it to Se-so-Kah. — 

Iho! Inah! Behold the wonder of it! And this is the fate of all knowledge that comes to the Island of Grief.

As the red glow died in the sky, and the sand swam in shadows, the girl parted the silken curtains of her hair and looked at him.

Eho! she whispered again in soft delight.

For now it was plain to her that he was the sun! He had crossed the bridge of stars in the blue twilight; he had come! E-to!

She stepped nearer, shivering, faint with the ecstasy of this holy miracle wrought before her.

He was the Sun! His blood streaked the sky at dawn; his blood stained the clouds at even. In his eyes the blue of the sky still lingered, smothering two blue stars; and his body was as white as the breast of the Moon. — 

She opened both arms, hands timidly stretched, palm upward. Her face was raised to his, her eyes slowly closed; the deep-fringed lids trembled.

Like a young priestess she stood, motionless save for the sudden quiver of a limb, a quick pulse-flutter in the rounded throat. And so she worshipped, naked and unashamed, even after he, reeling, fell heavily forward on his face; even when the evening breeze stealing over the sands stirred the hair on his head, as winds stir the fur of a dead animal in the dust.

When the morning sun peered over the wall of mist, and she saw it was the sun, and she saw him, flung on the sand at her feet, then she knew that he was a man, only a man, pallid as death and smeared with blood. — 

And yet — miracle of miracles — the divine wonder in her eyes deepened, and her body seemed to swoon, and fall a-trembling, and swoon again. — 

For, although it was but a man who lay at her feet, it had been easier for her to look upon a god.

He dreamed that he breathed fire — fire, that he craved as he had never craved water. Mad with delirium, he knelt before the flames, rubbing his torn hands, washing them in the crimson-scented flames. He had water, too, pool scented water, that sprayed his burning flesh, that washed in his eyes, his hair, his throat. After that came hunger, a fierce rending agony, that scorched and clutched and tore at his entrails; but that, too, died away, and he dreamed that he had eaten and all his flesh was warm. Then he dreamed that he slept; and when he slept he dreamed no more.

One day he awoke and found her stretched beside him, soft palms tightly closed, smiling, asleep.

V

Now the days began to run more swiftly than the tide along the tawny beach; and the nights, star-dusted and blue, came and vanished and returned, only to exhale at dawn like perfume from a violet.

They counted hours as they counted the golden bubbles, winking with a million eyes along the foam-flecked shore; and the hours ended, and began, and glimmered, iridescent, and ended as bubbles end in a tiny rainbow haze.

There was still fire in the world; it flashed up at her touch and where she chose. A bow strung with the silk of her own hair, an arrow winged like a sea bird and tipped with shell, a line from the silver tendon of a deer, a hook of polished bone — these were the mysteries he learned, and learned them laughing, her silken head bent close to his. The first night that the bow was wrought and the glossy string attuned, she stole into the moonlit forest to the brook; and there they stood, whispering, listening, and whispering, though neither understood the voice they loved.

In the deeper woods, Kaug, the porcupine, scraped and snuffed. They heard Wabose the rabbit, pit-a-pat, pit-a-pat loping across dead leaves in the moonlight Skee-skah, the woodduck, sailed past, noiseless, gorgeous as a floating blossom.

Out on the oceans placid silver, Shinge-his, the diver, shook the scented silence with his idle laughter, till Kay-oshk, the gray gull, stirred in his slumber. There came a sudden ripple in the stream, a mellow splash, a soft sound on the sand.

Iho! Behold I — 

I see nothing. — 

.The beloved voice was only a wordless melody to her.

Iho! Ta-hinca, the red deer! E-ho! The buck will follow!

Ta-hinca, he repeated, notching the arrow.

E-to! Ta-mdoka! — 

So he drew the arrow to the head, and the gray gull feathers brushed his ear, and the darkness hummed with the harmony of the singing string.

Thus died Ta-mdoka, the buck deer of seven prongs.

VI 

As an apple tossed spinning into the air, so spun the world above the hand that tossed it into space.

And one day in early spring, Se-so-Kah, the robin, awoke at dawn, and saw a girl at the foot of the blossoming tree holding a babe cradled in the silken sheets of her hair.

At its feeble cry, Kaug, the porcupine, raised his quilled head. Wabose, the rabbit, sat still with palpitating sides. Kay-oshk, the gray gull, tiptoed along the beach.

Kent knelt with one bronzed arm around them both.

Iho! Inah! whispered the girl, and held the babe up in the rosy flames of dawn.

But Kent trembled as he looked, and his eyes filled. On the pale green moss their shadows lay — three shadows. But the shadow of the babe was white as froth.

Because it was the firstborn son, they named it Chaske; and the girl sang as she cradled it there in the silken vestments of her hair; all day long in the sunshine she sang:



Wa-wa, wa-wa, wa-we — yea; 

Kah-ween, nee-zheka Ke-diaus-ai, 

Ke-gah nau-wai, ne-me-go Sween, 

Ne-baun, ne-baun, ne-daun-is ais.

E-we wa-wa, wa-we — yea; 

E-we wa-wa, wa-we — yea.



Out in the calm ocean, Shinge-his, the diver, listened, preening his satin breast in silence. In the forest, Ta-hinca, the red deer, turned her delicate head to the wind.

That night Kent thought of the dead, for the first time since he had come to the Key of Grief.

Ake-u! ake-u! chirped Se-so-Kah, the robin. But the dead never come again. — 

Beloved, sit close to us, whispered the girl, watching his troubled eyes. Ma-cante maseca. — 

But he looked at the babe and its white shadow on the moss, and he only sighed: Macante maseca, beloved! Death sits watching us across the sea.

Now for the first time he knew more than the fear of fear; he knew fear. And with fear came grief.

He never before knew that grief lay hidden there in the forest. Now he knew it. Still, that happiness, eternally reborn when two small hands reached up around his neck, when feeble fingers clutched his hand — that happiness that Se-so-Kah understood, chirping to his brooding mate — that Ta-mdoka knew, licking his dappled fawns — that happiness gave him heart to meet grief calmly, in dreams or in the forest depths, and it helped him to look into the hollow eyes of fear.

He often thought of the camp now; of Bates, his blanket mate; of Dyce, whose wrist he had broken with a blow; of Tully, whose brother he had shot. He even seemed to hear the shot, the sudden report among the hemlocks; again he saw the haze of smoke, he caught a glimpse of a tall form falling through the bushes.

He remembered every minute incident of the trial: Batess hand laid on his shoulder; Tully, red-bearded and wild-eyed, demanding his death; while Dyce spat and spat and smoked and kicked at the blackened log-ends projecting from the fire. He remembered, too, the verdict, and Tullys terrible laugh; and the new jute rope that they stripped off the market-sealed gum packs.

He thought of these things, sometimes wading out on the shoals, shell-tipped fish spear poised: at such times he would miss his fish. He thought of it sometimes when he knelt by the forest stream listening for Ta-hincas splash among the cresses: at such moments the feathered shaft whistled far from the mark, and Tamdoka stamped and snorted till even the white fisher, stretched on a rotting log, flattened his whiskers and stole away into the forests blackest, depths.

When the child was a year old, hour for hour notched at sunset and sunrise, it prattled with the birds, and called to Ne-Ka, the wild goose, who called again to the child from the sky: Northward! northward, beloved! — 

When winter came — there is no frost on the Island of Grief — Ne-Ka, the wild goose, passing high in the clouds, called: Southward! southward, beloved! And the child answered in a soft whisper of an unknown tongue, till the mother shivered, and covered it with her silken hair.

O beloved! said the girl, Chaske calls to all things living — to Kaug, the porcupine, to Wabose, to Kay-oshk, the gray gull — he calls, and they understand.

Kent bent and looked into her eyes.

Hush, beloved; it is not that I fear.

Then what, beloved?

His shadow. It is white as surf foam. And at night — I — I have seen— — 

Oh, what?

The air about him aglow like a pale rose.

Ma cante maseca. The earth alone lasts. I speak as one dying — I know, O beloved!

Her voice died away like a summer wind.

Beloved! he cried.

But there before him she was changing; the air grew misty, and her hair wavered like shreds of fog, and her slender form swayed, and faded, and swerved, like the mist above a pond.

In her arms the babe was a figure of mist, rosy, vague as a breath on a mirror.

The earth alone lasts. Inah! It is the end, O beloved!

The words came from the mist — a mist as formless as the ether — a mist that drove in and crowded him, that came from the sea, from the clouds, from the earth at his feet. Faint with terror, he staggered forward calling, Beloved! And thou, Chaske, O beloved! Ake u! Ake u! — 

Far out at sea a rosy star glimmered an instant in the mist and went out.

A sea bird screamed, soaring over the waste of fog-smothered waters. Again he saw the rosy star, it came nearer; its reflection glimmered in the water.

Chaske! he cried. — 

He heard a voice, dull in the choking mist.

O beloved, I am here! he called again.

There was a sound on the shoal, a flicker in the fog, the flare of a torch, a face white, livid, terrible — the face of the dead.

He fell upon his knees; he closed his eyes and opened them. Tully stood beside him with a coil of rope. — 

* * * * *

Iho! Behold the end! The earth alone lasts. The sand, the opal wave on the golden beach, the sea of sapphire, the dusted starlight, the wind, and love, shall die. Death also shall die, and lie on the shores of the skies like the bleached skull there on the Key to Grief, polished, empty, with its teeth embedded in the sand.

THE END


THE MESSENGER

A Ghost Story 
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ALL-WISE,

Hast thou seen all there is to see with thy two eyes?

Dost thou know all there is to know, and so,

Omniscient,

Darest thou still to say thy brother lies?

R.W.C.

I

The bullet entered here, said Max Fortin, and he placed his middle finger over a smooth hole exactly in the center of the forehead.

I sat down upon a mound of dry seaweed and unslung my fowling piece.

The little chemist cautiously felt the edges of the shot-hole, first with his middle finger, and then with his thumb.

Let me see the skull again, said I.

Max Fortin picked it up from the sod.

Its like all the others, he repeated, wiping his glasses on his handkerchief. I thought you might care to see one of the skulls, so I brought this over from the gravel pit. The men from Bannalec are digging yet. They ought to stop.

How many skulls are there altogether? I inquired.

They found thirty-eight skulls; there are thirty-nine noted in the list. They lie piled up in the gravel pit on the edge of Le Bihans wheat field. The men are at work yet. Le Bihan is going to stop them.

Lets go over, said I; and I picked up my gun and started across the cliffs, Portin on one side, Môme on the other.

Who has the list? I asked, lighting my pipe. You say there is a list?

The list was found rolled up in a brass cylinder, said the chemist. He added: You should not smoke here. You know that if a single spark drifted into the wheat—

Ah, but I have a cover to my pipe, said I, smiling.

Fortin watched me as I closed the pepper-box arrangement over the glowing bowl of the pipe. Then he continued:

The list was made out on thick yellow paper; the brass tube has preserved it. It is as fresh to-day as it was in 1760. You shall see it.

Is that the date?

The list is dated April, 1760. The Brigadier Durand has it. It is not written in French.

Not written in French! I exclaimed.

No, replied Fortin solemnly, it is written in Breton.

But, I protested, the Breton language was never written or printed in 1760.

Except by priests, said the chemist.

I have heard of but one priest who ever wrote the Breton language, I began.

Fortin stole a glance at my face.

You mean — the Black Priest? he asked.

I nodded.

Fortin opened his mouth to speak again, hesitated, and finally shut his teeth obstinately over the wheat stem that he was chewing.

And the Black Priest? I suggested encouragingly. But I knew it was useless; for it is easier to move the stars from their courses than to make an obstinate Breton talk. We walked on for a minute or two in silence.

Where is the Brigadier Durand? I asked, motioning Môme to come out of the wheat, which he was trampling as though it were heather. As I spoke we came in sight of the farther edge of the wheat field and the dark, wet mass of cliffs beyond.

Durand is down there — you can see him; he stands just behind the mayor of St. Gildas.

I see, said I; and we struck straight down, following a sun-baked cattle path across the heather.

When we reached the edge of the wheat field, Le Bihan, the mayor of St. Gildas, called to me, and I tucked my gun under my arm and skirted the wheat to where he stood.

Thirty-eight skulls, he said in his thin, high-pitched voice; there is but one more, and I am opposed to further search. I suppose Fortin told you?

I shook hands with him, and returned the salute of the Brigadier Durand.

I am opposed to further search, repeated Le Bihan, nervously picking at the mass of silver buttons which covered the front of his velvet and broadcloth jacket like a breastplate of scale armor.

Durand pursed up his lips, twisted his tremendous mustache, and hooked his thumbs in his saber belt.

As for me, he said, I am in favor of further search.

Further search for what — for the thirty-ninth skull? I asked.

Le Bihan nodded. Durand frowned at the sunlit sea, rocking like a bowl of molten gold from the cliffs to the horizon. I followed his eyes. On the dark glistening cliffs, silhouetted against the glare of the sea, sat a cormorant, black, motionless, its horrible head raised toward heaven.

Where is that list, Durand? I asked.

The gendarme rummaged in his despatch pouch and produced a brass cylinder about a foot long. Very gravely he unscrewed the head and dumped out a scroll of thick yellow paper closely covered with writing on both sides. At a nod from Le Bihan he handed me the scroll. But I could make nothing of the coarse writing, now faded to a dull brown.

Come, come, Le Bihan, I said impatiently, translate it, wont you? You and Max Fortin make a lot of mystery out of nothing, it seems.

Le Bihan went to the edge of the pit where the three Bannalec men were digging, gave an order or two in Breton, and turned to me.

As I came to the edge of the pit the Bannalec men were removing a square piece of sailcloth from what appeared to be a pile of cobblestones.

Look! said Le Bihan shrilly. I looked. The pile below was a heap of skulls. After a moment I clambered down the gravel sides of the pit and walked over to the men of Bannalec. They saluted me gravely, leaning on their picks and shovels, and wiping their sweating faces with sunburned hands.

How many? said I in Breton.

Thirty-eight, they replied.

I glanced around. Beyond the heap of skulls lay two piles of human bones. Beside these was a mound of broken, rusted bits of iron and steel. Looking closer, I saw that this mound was composed of rusty bayonets, saber blades, scythe blades, with here and there a tarnished buckle attached to a bit of leather hard as iron.

I picked up a couple of buttons and a belt plate. The buttons bore the royal arms of England; the belt plate was emblazoned with the English arms and also with the number 27.

I have heard my grandfather speak of the terrible English regiment, the 27th Foot, which landed and stormed the fort up there, said one of the Bannalec men.

Oh! said I; then these are the bones of English soldiers?

Yes, said the men of Bannalec.

Le Bihan was calling to me from the edge of the pit above, and I handed the belt plate and buttons to the men and climbed the side of the excavation.

Well, said I, trying to prevent Môme from leaping up and licking my face as I emerged from the pit, I suppose you know what these bones are. What are you going to do with them?

There was a man, said Le Bihan angrily, an Englishman, who passed here in a dog-cart on his way to Quimper about an hour ago, and what do you suppose he wished to do?

Buy the relics? I asked, smiling.

Exactly — the pig! piped the mayor of St. Gildas. Jean Marie Tregunc, who found the bones, was standing there where Max Fortin stands, and do you know what he answered? He spat upon the ground, and said: Pig of an Englishman, do you take me for a desecrator of graves?

I knew Tregunc, a sober, blue-eyed Breton, who lived from one years end to the other without being able to afford a single bit of meat for a meal.

How much did the Englishman offer Tregunc? I asked.

Two hundred francs for the skulls alone.

I thought of the relic hunters and the relic buyers on the battlefields of our civil war.

Seventeen hundred and sixty is long ago, I said.

Respect for the dead can never die, said Fortin.

And the English soldiers came here to kill your fathers and burn your homes, I continued.

They were murderers and thieves, but — they are dead, said Tregunc, coming up from the beach below, his long sea rake balanced on his dripping jersey.

How much do you earn every year, Jean Marie? I asked, turning to shake hands with him.

Two hundred and twenty francs, monsieur.

Forty-five dollars a year, I said. Bah! you are worth more, Jean. Will you take care of my garden for me? My wife wished me to ask you. I think it would be worth one hundred francs a month to you and to me. Come on, Le Bihan — come along, Fortin — and you, Durand. I want somebody to translate that list into French for me.

Tregunc stood gazing at me, his blue eyes dilated.

You may begin at once, I said, smiling, if the salary suits you?

It suits, said Tregunc, fumbling for his pipe in a silly way that annoyed Le Bihan.

Then go and begin your work, cried the mayor impatiently; and Tregunc started across the moors toward St. Gildas, taking off his velvet-ribboned cap to me and gripping his sea rake very hard.

You offer him more than my salary, said the mayor, after a moments contemplation of his silver buttons.

Pooh! said I, what do you do for your salary except play dominoes with Max Portin at the Groix Inn?

Le Bihan turned red, but Durand rattled his saber and winked at Max Fortin, and I slipped my arm through the arm of the sulky magistrate, laughing.

Theres a shady spot under the cliff, I said; come on, Le Bihan, and read me what is in the scroll.

In a few moments we reached the shadow of the cliff, and I threw myself upon the turf, chin on hand, to listen.

The gendarme, Durand, also sat down, twisting his mustache into needlelike points. Fortin leaned against the cliff, polishing his glasses and examining us with vague, near-sighted eyes; and Le Bihan, the mayor, planted himself in our midst, rolling up the scroll and tucking it under his arm.

First of all, he began in a shrill voice, I am going to light my pipe, and while lighting it I shall tell you what I have heard about the attack on the fort yonder. My father told me; his father told him.

He jerked his head in the direction of the ruined fort, a small, square stone structure on the sea cliff, now nothing but crumbling walls. Then he slowly produced a tobacco pouch, a bit of flint and tinder, and a long-stemmed pipe fitted with a microscopical bowl of baked clay. To fill such a pipe requires ten minutes close attention. To smoke it to a finish takes but four puffs. It is very Breton, this Breton pipe. It is the crystallization of everything Breton.

Go on, said I, lighting a cigarette.

The fort, said the mayor, was built by Louis XIV, and was dismantled twice by the English. Louis XV restored it in 1730. In 1760 it was carried by assault by the English. They came across from the island of Groix — three shiploads, and they stormed the fort and sacked St. Julien yonder, and they started to burn St. Gildas — you can see the marks of their bullets on my house yet; but the men of Bannalec and the men of Lorient fell upon them with pike and scythe and blunderbuss, and those who did not run away lie there below in the gravel pit now — thirty-eight of them.

And the thirty-ninth skull? I asked, finishing my cigarette.

The mayor had succeeded in filling his pipe, and now he began to put his tobacco pouch away.

The thirty-ninth skull, he mumbled, holding the pipe stem between his defective teeth— the thirty-ninth skull is no business of mine. I have told the Bannalec men to cease digging.

But what is — whose is the missing skull? I persisted curiously.

The mayor was busy trying to strike a spark to his tinder. Presently he set it aglow, applied it to his pipe, took the prescribed four puffs, knocked the ashes out of the bowl, and gravely replaced the pipe in his pocket.

The missing skull? he asked.

Yes, said I, impatiently.

The mayor slowly unrolled the scroll and began to read, translating from the Breton into French. And this is what he read:

On the Cliffs of St. Gildas,
April 13, 1760.

On this day, by order of the Count of Soisic, general in chief of the Breton forces now lying in Kerselec Forest, the bodies of thirty-eight English soldiers of the 27th, 50th, and 72d regiments of Foot were buried in this spot, together with their arms and equipments.

The mayor paused and glanced at me reflectively.

Go on, Le Bihan, I said.

With them, continued the mayor, turning the scroll and reading on the other side, was buried the body of that vile traitor who betrayed the fort to the English. The manner of his death was as follows: By order of the most noble Count of Soisic, the traitor was first branded upon the forehead with the brand of an arrowhead. The iron burned through the flesh and was pressed heavily so that the brand should even burn into the bone of the skull. The traitor was then led out and bidden to kneel. He admitted having guided the English from the island of Groix. Although a priest and a Frenchman, he had violated his priestly office to aid him in discovering the password to the fort. This password he extorted during confession from a young Breton girl who was in the habit of rowing across from the island of Groix to visit her husband in the fort. When the fort fell, this young girl, crazed by the death of her husband, sought the Count of Soisic and told how the priest had forced her to confess to him all she knew about the fort. The priest was arrested at St. Gildas as he was about to cross the river to Lorient. When arrested he cursed the girl, Marie Trevec — —

What! I exclaimed, Marie Trevec!

Marie Trevec, repeated Le Bihan; the priest cursed Marie Trevec, and all her family and descendants. He was shot as he knelt, having a mask of leather over his face, because the Bretons who composed the squad of execution refused to fire at a priest unless his face was concealed. The priest was lAbbé Sorgue, commonly known as the Black Priest on account of his dark face and swarthy eyebrows. He was buried with a stake through his heart.

Le Bihan paused, hesitated, looked at me, and handed the manuscript back to Durand. The gendarme took it and slipped it into the brass cylinder.

So, said I, the thirty-ninth skull is the skull of the Black Priest.

Yes, said Fortin. I hope they wont find it.

I have forbidden them to proceed, said the mayor querulously. You heard me, Max Fortin.

I rose and picked up my gun. Môme came and pushed his head into my hand.

Thats a fine dog, observed Durand, also rising.

Why dont you wish to find his skull? I asked Le Bihan. It would be curious to see whether the arrow brand really burned into the bone.

There is something in that scroll that I didnt read to you, said the mayor grimly. Do you wish to know what it is?

Of course, I replied in surprise.

Give me the scroll again, Durand, he said; then he read from the bottom: I, lAbbé Sorgue, forced to write the above by my executioners, have written it in my own blood; and with it I leave my curse. My curse on St. Gildas, on Marie Trevec, and on her descendants. I will come back to St. Gildas when my remains are disturbed. Woe to that Englishman whom my branded skull shall touch!

What rot! I said. Do you believe it was really written in his own blood?

I am going to test it, said Fortin, at the request of Monsieur le Maire. I am not anxious for the job, however.

See, said Le Bihan, holding out the scroll to me, it is signed, LAbbé Sorgue.

I glanced curiously over the paper.

It must be the Black Priest, I said. He was the only man who wrote in the Breton language. This is a wonderfully interesting discovery, for now, at last, the mystery of the Black Priests disappearance is cleared up. You will, of course, send this scroll to Paris, Le Bihan?

No, said the mayor obstinately, it shall be buried in the pit below where the rest of the Black Priest lies.

I looked at him and recognized that argument would be useless. But still I said, It will be a loss to history, Monsieur Le Bihan.

All the worse for history, then, said the enlightened Mayor of St. Gildas.

We had sauntered back to the gravel pit while speaking. The men of Bannalec were carrying the bones of the English soldiers toward the St. Gildas cemetery, on the cliffs to the east, where already a knot of white-coiffed women stood in attitudes of prayer; and I saw the somber robe of a priest among the crosses of the little graveyard.

They were thieves and assassins; they are dead now, muttered Max Fortin.

Respect the dead, repeated the Mayor of St. Gildas, looking after the Bannalec men.

It was written in that scroll that Marie Trevec, of Groix Island, was cursed by the priest — she and her descendants, I said, touching Le Bihan on the arm. There was a Marie Trevec who married an Yves Trevec of St. Gildas — —

It is the same, said Le Bihan, looking at me obliquely.

Oh! said I; then they were ancestors of my wife.

Do you fear the curse? asked Le Bihan.

What? I laughed.

There was the case of the Purple Emperor, said Max Fortin timidly.

Startled for a moment, I faced him, then shrugged my shoulders and kicked at a smooth bit of rock which lay near the edge of the pit, almost embedded in gravel.

Do you suppose the Purple-Emperor drank himself crazy because he was descended from Marie Trevec? I asked contemptuously.

Of course not, said Max Fortin hastily.

Of course not, piped the mayor. I only — Hellow! whats that youre kicking?

What? said I, glancing down, at the same time involuntarily giving another kick. The smooth bit of rock dislodged itself and rolled out of the loosened gravel at my feet.

The thirty-ninth skull! I exclaimed. By jingo, its the noddle of the Black Priest! See! there is the arrowhead branded on the front!

The mayor stepped back. Max Fortin also retreated. There was a pause, during which I looked at them, and they looked anywhere but at me.

I dont like it, said the mayor at last, in a husky, high voice. I dont like it! The scroll says he will come back to St. Gildas when his remains are disturbed. I — I dont like it, Monsieur Darrel—

Bosh! said I; the poor wicked devil is where he cant get out. For Heavens sake, Le Bihan, what is this stuff you are talking in the year of grace 1896?

The mayor gave me a look.

And he says Englishman. You are an Englishman, Monsieur Darrel, he announced.

You know better. You know Im an American.

Its all the same, said the Mayor of St. Gildas, obstinately.

No, it isnt! I answered, much exasperated, and deliberately pushed the skull till it rolled into the bottom of the gravel pit below.

Cover it up, said I; bury the scroll with it too, if you insist, but I think you ought to send it to Paris. Dont look so gloomy, Fortin, unless you believe in werewolves and ghosts. Hey! what the — what the devils the matter with you, anyway? What are you staring at, Le Bihan?

Come, come, muttered the mayor in a low, tremulous voice, its time we got out of this. Did you see? Did you see, Fortin?

I saw, whispered Max Fortin, pallid with fright.

The two men were almost running across the sunny pasture now, and I hastened after them, demanding to know what was the matter.

Matter! chattered the mayor, gasping with exasperation and terror. The skull is rolling up hill again, and he burst into a terrified gallop, Max Fortin followed close behind.

I watched them stampeding across the pasture, then turned toward the gravel pit, mystified, incredulous. The skull was lying on the edge of the pit, exactly where it had been before I pushed it over the edge. For a second I stared at it; a singular chilly feeling crept up my spinal column, and I turned and walked away, sweat starting from the root of every hair on my head. Before I had gone twenty paces the absurdity of the whole thing struck me. I halted, hot with shame and annoyance, and retraced my steps.

There lay the skull.

I rolled a stone down instead of the skull, I muttered to myself. Then with the butt of my gun I pushed the skull over the edge of the pit and watched it roll to the bottom; and as it struck the bottom of the pit, Môme, my dog, suddenly whipped his tail between his legs, whimpered, and made off across the moor.

Môme! I shouted, angry and astonished; but the dog only fled the faster, and I ceased calling from sheer surprise.

What the mischief is the matter with that dog! I thought. He had never before played me such a trick.

Mechanically I glanced into the pit, but I could not see the skull. I looked down. The skull lay at my feet again, touching them.

Good heavens! I stammered, and struck at it blindly with my gunstock. The ghastly thing flew into the air, whirling over and over, and rolled again down the sides of the pit to the bottom. Breathlessly I stared at it, then, confused and scarcely comprehending, I stepped back from the pit, still facing it, one, ten, twenty paces, my eyes almost starting from my head, as though I expected to see the thing roll up from the bottom of the pit under my very gaze. At last I turned my back to the pit and strode out across the gorse-covered moorland toward my home. As I reached the road that winds from St. Gildas to St. Julien I gave one hasty glance at the pit over my shoulder. The sun shone hot on the sod about the excavation. There was something white and bare and round on the turf at the edge of the pit. It might have been a stone; there were plenty of them lying about.

II

When I entered my garden I saw Môme sprawling on the stone doorstep. He eyed me sideways and flopped his tail.

Are you not mortified, you idiot dog? I said, looking about the upper windows for Lys.

Môme rolled over on his back and raised one deprecating forepaw, as though to ward off calamity.

Dont act as though I was in the habit of beating you to death, I said, disgusted. I had never in my life raised whip to the brute. But you are a fool dog, I continued. No, you neednt come to be babied and wept over; Lys can do that, if she insists, but I am ashamed of you, and you can go to the devil.

Môme slunk off into the house, and I followed, mounting directly to my wifes boudoir. It was empty.

Where has she gone? I said, looking hard at Môme, who had followed me. Oh! I see you dont know. Dont pretend you do. Come off that lounge! Do you think Lys wants tan-colored hairs all over her lounge?

I rang the bell for Catherine and Fine, but they didnt know where madame had gone; so I went into my room, bathed, exchanged my somewhat grimy shooting clothes for a suit of warm, soft knickerbockers, and, after lingering some extra moments over my toilet — for I was particular, now that I had married Lys — I went down to the garden and took a chair out under the fig-trees.

Where can she be? I wondered, Môme came sneaking out to be comforted, and I forgave him for Lyss sake, whereupon he frisked.

You bounding cur, said I, now what on earth started you off across the moor? If you do it again Ill push you along with a charge of dust shot.

As yet I had scarcely dared think about the ghastly hallucination of which I had been a victim, but now I faced it squarely, flushing a little with mortification at the thought of my hasty retreat from the gravel pit.

To think, I said aloud, that those old womans tales of Max Fortin and Le Bihan should have actually made me see what didnt exist at all! I lost my nerve like a schoolboy in a dark bedroom. For I knew now that I had mistaken a round stone for a skull each time, and had pushed a couple of big pebbles into the pit instead of the skull itself.

By jingo! said I, Im nervous; my liver must be in a devil of a condition if I see such things when Im awake! Lys will know what to give me.

I felt mortified and irritated and sulky, and thought disgustedly of Le Bihan and Max Fortin.

But after a while I ceased speculating, dismissed the mayor, the chemist, and the skull from my mind, and smoked pensively, watching the sun low dipping in the western ocean. As the twilight fell for a moment over ocean and moorland, a wistful, restless happiness filled my heart, the happiness that all men know — all men who have loved.

Slowly the purple mist crept out over the sea; the cliffs darkened; the forest was shrouded.

Suddenly the sky above burned with the afterglow, and the world was alight again.

Cloud after cloud caught the rose dye; the cliffs were tinted with it; moor and pasture, heather and forest burned and pulsated with the gentle flush. I saw the gulls turning and tossing above the sand bar, their snowy wings tipped with pink; I saw the sea swallows sheering the surface of the still river, stained to its placid depths with warm reflections of the clouds. The twitter of drowsy hedge birds broke out in the stillness; a salmon rolled its shining side above tidewater.

The interminable monotone of the ocean intensified the silence. I sat motionless, holding my breath as one who listens to the first low rumor of an organ. All at once the pure whistle of a nightingale cut the silence, and the first moonbeam silvered the wastes of mist-hung waters.

I raised my head.

Lys stood before me in the garden.

When we had kissed each other, we linked arms and moved up and down the gravel walks, watching the moonbeams sparkle on the sand bar as the tide ebbed and ebbed. The broad beds of white pinks about us were atremble with hovering white moths; the October roses hung all abloom, perfuming the salt wind.

Sweetheart, I said, where is Yvonne? Has she promised to spend Christmas with us?

Yes, Dick; she drove me down from Plougat this afternoon. She sent her love to you. I am not jealous. What did you shoot?

A hare and four partridges. They are in the gun room. I told Catherine not to touch them until you had seen them.

Now I suppose I knew that Lys could not be particularly enthusiastic over game or guns; but she pretended she was, and always scornfully denied that it was for my sake and not for the pure love of sport. So she dragged me off to inspect the rather meager game bag, and she paid me pretty compliments, and gave a little cry of delight and pity as I lifted the enormous hare out of the sack by his ears.

Hell eat no more of our lettuce, I said attempting to justify the assassination.

Unhappy little bunny — and what a beauty! O Dick, you are a splendid shot, are you not?

I evaded the question and hauled out a partridge.

Poor little dead things said Lys in a whisper; it seems a pity — doesnt it, Dick? But then you are so clever — —

Well have them broiled, I said guardedly, tell Catherine.

Catherine came in to take away the game, and presently Fine Lelocard, Lyss maid, announced dinner, and Lys tripped away to her boudoir.

I stood an instant contemplating her blissfully, thinking, My boy, youre the happiest fellow in the world — youre in love with your wife

I walked into the dining-room, beamed at the plates, walked out again; met Tregunc in the hallway, beamed on him; glanced into the kitchen, beamed at Catherine, and went up stairs, still beaming.

Before I could knock at Lyss door it opened, and Lys came hastily out. When she saw me she gave a little cry of relief, and nestled close to my breast.

There is something peering in at my window, she said.

What! I cried angrily.

A man, I think, disguised as a priest, and he has a mask on. He must have climbed up by the bay tree.

I was down the stairs and out of doors in no time. The moonlit garden was absolutely deserted. Tregunc came up, and together we searched the hedge and shrubbery around the house and out to the road.

Jean Marie, said I at length, loose my bulldog — he knows you — and take your supper on the porch where you can watch. My wife says the fellow is disguised as a priest, and wears a mask.

Tregunc showed his white teeth in a smile. He will not care to venture in here again, I think, Monsieur Darrel.

I went back and found Lys seated quietly at the table.

The soup is ready, dear, she said. Dont worry; it was only some foolish lout from Bannalec. No one in St. Gildas or St. Julien would do such a thing.

I was too much exasperated to reply at first, but Lys treated it as a stupid joke, and after a while I began to look at it in that light.

Lys told me about Yvonne, and reminded me of my promise to have Herbert Stuart down to meet her.

You wicked diplomat! I protested. Herbert is in Paris, and hard at work for the Salon.

Dont you think he might spare a week to flirt with the prettiest girl in Finistere? inquired Lys innocently.

Prettiest girl! Not much! I said.

Who is, then? urged Lys.

I laughed a trifle sheepishly.

I suppose you mean me, Dick, said Lys, coloring up.

Now I bore you, dont I?

Bore me? Ah, no, Dick.

After coffee and cigarettes were served I spoke about Tregunc, and Lys approved.

Poor Jean! He will be glad, wont he? What a dear fellow you are!

Nonsense, said I; we need a gardener; you said so yourself, Lys.

But Lys leaned over and kissed me, and then bent down and hugged Môme — who whistled through his nose in sentimental appreciation.

I am a very happy woman, said Lys.

Môme was a very bad dog to-day, I observed.

Poor Môme! said Lys, smiling.

When dinner was over and Môme lay snoring before the blaze — for the October nights are often chilly in Finistere — Lys curled up in the chimney corner with her embroidery, and gave me a swift glance from under her dropping lashes.

You look like a schoolgirl, Lys, I said teasingly. I dont believe you are sixteen yet.

She pushed back her heavy burnished hair thoughtfully. Her wrist was as white as surf foam.

Have we been married four years? I dont believe it, I said.

She gave me another swift glance and touched the embroidery on her knee, smiling faintly.

I see, said I, also smiling at the embroidered garment. Do you think it will fit?

Fit? repeated Lys. Then she laughed

And, I persisted, are you perfectly sure that you — er — we shall need it?

Perfectly, said Lys. A delicate color touched her cheeks and neck. She held up the little garment, all fluffy with misty lace and wrought with quaint embroidery.

It is very gorgeous, said I; dont use your eyes too much, dearest. May I smoke a pipe?

Of course, she said selecting a skein of pale blue silk.

For a while I sat and smoked in silence, watching her slender fingers among the tinted silks and thread of gold.

Presently she spoke: What did you say your crest is, Dick?

My crest? Oh, something or other rampant on a something or other — —

Dick!

Dearest?

Dont be flippant.

But I really forget. Its an ordinary crest; everybody in New York has them. No family should be without em.

You are disagreeable, Dick. Send Josephine upstairs for my album.

Are you going to put that crest on the — the — whatever it is?

I am; and my own crest, too.

I thought of the Purple Emperor and wondered a little.

You didnt know I had one, did you? she smiled.

What is it? I replied evasively.

You shall see. Ring for Josephine.

I rang, and, when Fine appeared, Lys gave her some orders in a low voice, and Josephine trotted away, bobbing her white-coiffed head with a Bien, Madame!

After a few minutes she returned, bearing a tattered, musty volume, from which the gold and blue had mostly disappeared.

I took the book in my hands and examined the ancient emblazoned covers.

Lilies! I exclaimed.

Fleur-de-lis, said my wife demurely.

Oh! said I, astonished, and opened the book.

You have never before seen this book? asked Lys, with a touch of malice in her eyes.

You know I havent. Hello! Whats this? Oho! So there should be a de before Trevec? Lys de Trevec? Then why in the world did the Purple Emperor — —

Dick! cried Lys.

All right, said I. Shall I read about the Sieur de Trevec who rode to Saladins tent alone to seek for medicine for St. Louise? Or shall I read about — what is it? Oh, here it is, all down in black and white — about the Marquis de Trevec who drowned himself before Alvas eyes rather than surrender the banner of the fleur-de-lis to Spain? Its all written here. But, dear, how about that soldier named Trevec who was killed in the old fort on the cliff yonder?

He dropped the de, and the Trevecs since then have been Republicans, said Lys— all except me.

Thats quite right, said I; it is time that we Republicans should agree upon some feudal system. My dear, I drink to the king! and I raised my wine glass and looked at Lys.

To the king, said Lys, flushing. She smoothed out the tiny garment on her knees; she touched the glass with her lips; her eyes were very sweet. I drained the glass to the king.

After a silence I said: I will tell the king stories. His majesty shall be amused.

His majesty, repeated Lys softly.

Or hers, I laughed. Who knows?

Who knows? murmured Lys; with a gentle sigh.

I know some stories about Jack the Giant-Killer, I announced. Do you, Lys?

I? No, not about a giant-killer, but I know all about the werewolf, and Jeanne-la-Flamme, and the Man in Purple Tatters, and — O dear me, I know lots more.

You are very wise, said I. I shall teach his majesty, English.

And I Breton, cried Lys jealously.

I shall bring playthings to the king, said I— big green lizards from the gorse, little gray mullets to swim in glass globes, baby rabbits from the forest of Kerselec — —

And I, said Lys, will bring the first primrose, the first branch of aubepine, the first jonquil, to the king — my king.

Our king, said I; and there was peace in Finistere.

I lay back, idly turning the leaves of the curious old volume.

I am looking, said I, for the crest.

The crest, dear? It is a priests head with an arrow-shaped mark on the forehead, on a field — —

I sat up and stared at my wife.

Dick, whatever is the matter? she smiled. The story is there in that book. Do you care to read it? No? Shall I tell it to you? Well, then: It happened in the third crusade. There was a monk whom men called the Black Priest. He turned apostate, and sold himself to the enemies of Christ. A Sieur de Trevec burst into the Saracen camp, at the head of only one hundred lances, and carried the Black Priest away out of the very midst of their army.

So that is how you come by the crest, I said quietly; but I thought of the branded skull in the gravel pit, and wondered.

Yes, said Lys. The Sieur de Trevec cut the Black Priests head off, but first he branded him with an arrow mark on the forehead. The book says it was a pious action, and the Sieur de Trevec got great merit by it. But I think it was cruel, the branding, she sighed.

Did you ever hear of any other Black Priest?

Yes. There was one in the last century, here in St. Gildas. He cast a white shadow in the sun. He wrote in the Breton language. Chronicles, too, I believe. I never saw them. His name was the same as that of the old chronicler, and of the other priest, Jacques Sorgue. Some said he was a lineal descendant of the traitor. Of course the first Black Priest was bad enough for anything. But if he did have a child, it need not have been the ancestor of the last Jacques Sorgue. They say he was so good he was not allowed to die, but was caught up to heaven one day, added Lys, with believing eyes.

I smiled.

But he disappeared, persisted Lys.

Im afraid his journey was in another direction, I said jestingly, and thoughtlessly told her the story of the morning. I had utterly forgotten the masked man at her window, but before I finished I remembered him fast enough, and realized what I had done as I saw her face whiten.

Lys, I urged tenderly, that was only some clumsy clowns trick. You said so yourself. You are not superstitious, my dear?

Her eyes were on mine. She slowly drew the little gold cross from her bosom and kissed it. But her lips trembled as they pressed the symbol of faith.

III

About nine oclock the next morning I walked into the Groix Inn and sat down at the long discolored oaken table, nodding good-day to Marianne Bruyere, who in turn bobbed her white coiffe at me.

My clever Bannalec maid, said I, what is good for a stirrup-cup at the Groix Inn?

Schist? she inquired in Breton.

With a dash of red wine, then, I replied.

She brought the delicious Quimperle cider, and I poured a little Bordeaux into it. Marianne watched me with laughing black eyes.

What makes your cheeks so red, Marianne? I asked. Has Jean Marie been here?

We are to be married, Monsieur Darrel, she laughed.

Ah! Since when has Jean Marie Tregunc lost his head?

His head? Oh, Monsieur Darrel — his heart, you mean!

So I do, said I. Jean Marie is a practical fellow.

It is all due to your kindness— began the girl, but I raised my hand and held up the glass.

Its due to himself. To your happiness, Marianne; and I took a hearty draught of the schist. Now, said I, tell me where I can find Le Bihan and Max Fortin.

Monsieur Le Bihan and Monsieur Fortin are above in the broad room. I believe they are examining the Red Admirals effects.

To send them to Paris? Oh, I know. May I go up, Marianne?

And God go with you, smiled the girl.

When I knocked at the door of the broad room above little Max Fortin opened it. Dust covered his spectacles and nose; his hat, with the tiny velvet ribbons fluttering, was all awry.

Come in, Monsieur Darrel, he said; the mayor and I are packing up the effects of the Purple Emperor and of the poor Red Admiral.

The collections? I asked, entering the room. You must be very careful in packing those butterfly cases; the slightest jar might break wings and antennas, you know.

Le Bihan shook hands with me and pointed to the great pile of boxes.

Theyre all cork lined, he said, but Fortin and I are putting felt around each box. The Entomological Society of Paris pays the freight.

The combined collection of the Red Admiral and the Purple Emperor made a magnificent display.

I lifted and inspected case after case set with gorgeous butterflies and moths, each specimen carefully labelled with the name in Latin. There were cases filled with crimson tiger moths all aflame with color; cases devoted to the common yellow butterflies; symphonies in orange and pale yellow; cases of soft gray and dun-colored sphinx moths; and cases of grayish nettle-bed butterflies of the numerous family of Vanessa.

All alone in a great case by itself was pinned the purple emperor, the Apatura Iris, that fatal specimen that had given the Purple Emperor his name and quietus.

I remembered the butterfly, and stood looking at it with bent eyebrows.

Le Bihan glanced up from the floor where he was nailing down the lid of a box full of cases.

It is settled, then, said he, that madame, your wife, gives the Purple Emperors entire Collection to the city of Paris?

I nodded.

Without accepting anything for it?

It is a gift, I said.

Including the purple emperor there in the case? That butterfly is worth a great deal of money, persisted Le Bihan.

You dont suppose that we would wish to sell that specimen, do you? I answered a trifle sharply.

If I were you I should destroy it, said the mayor in his high-pitched voice.

That would be nonsense, said I, like your burying the brass cylinder and scroll yesterday.

It was not nonsense, said Le Bihan doggedly, and I should prefer not to discuss the subject of the scroll.

I looked at Max Portin, who immediately avoided my eyes.

You are a pair of superstitious old women, said I, digging my hands into my pockets; you swallow every nursery tale that is invented.

What of it? said Le Bihan sulkily; theres more truth than lies in most of em.

Oh! I sneered, does the Mayor of St. Gildas and St. Julien believe in the loup-garou?

No, not in the loup-garou.

In what, then — Jeanne-la-Flamme?

That, said Le Bihan with conviction, is history.

The devil it is! said I; and perhaps, Monsieur the mayor, your faith in giants is unimpaired?

There were giants — everybody knows it, growled Max Fortin.

And you a chemist! I observed scornfully.

Listen, Monsieur Darrel, squeaked Le Bihan; you know yourself that the Purple Emperor was a scientific man. Now suppose I should tell you that he always refused to include in his collection a Deaths Messenger?

A what? I exclaimed.

You know what I mean — that moth that flies by night; some call it the Deaths Head, but in St. Gildas we call it Deaths Messenger.

Oh! said I, you mean that big sphinx moth that is commonly known as the deaths-head moth. Why the mischief should the people here call it deaths messenger?

For hundreds of years it has been known as deaths messenger in St. Gildas, said Max Fortin. Even Froissart speaks of it in his commentaries on Jacques Sorgues Chronicles. The book is in your library.

Sorgue? And who was Jacques Sorgue? I never read his book.

Jacques Sorgue was the son of some unfrocked priest — I forget. It was during the crusades.

Good Heavens! I burst out, Ive been hearing of nothing but crusades and priests and death and sorcery ever since I kicked that skull into the gravel pit, and I am tired of it, I tell you frankly. One would think we lived in the dark ages. Do you know what year of our Lord it is, Le Bihan?

Eighteen hundred and ninety-six, replied the mayor.

And yet you two hulking men are afraid of a deaths-head moth.

I dont care to have one fly into the window, said Max Fortin; it means evil to the house and the people in it.

God alone knows why he marked one of his creatures with a yellow deaths head on the back, observed Le Bihan piously, but I take it that he meant it as a warning; and I propose to profit by it, he added triumphantly.

See here, Le Bihan, I said; by a stretch of imagination one can make out a skull on the thorax of a certain big sphinx moth. What of it?

It is a bad thing to touch, said the mayor wagging his head.

It squeaks when handled, added Max Fortin.

Some creatures squeak all the time, I observed, looking hard at Le Bihan.

Pigs, added the mayor.

Yes, and asses, I replied. Listen, Le Bihan: do you mean to tell me that you saw that skull roll uphill yesterday?

The mayor shut his mouth tightly and picked up his hammer.

Dont be obstinate, I said; I asked you a question.

And I refuse to answer, snapped Le Bihan. Fortin saw what I saw; let him talk about it.

I looked searchingly at the little chemist.

I dont say that I saw it actually roll up out of the pit, all by itself, said Fortin with a shiver, but — but then, how did it come up out of the pit, if it didnt roll up all by itself?

It didnt come up at all; that was a yellow cobblestone that you mistook for the skull again, I replied. You were nervous, Max.

A — a very curious cobblestone, Monsieur Darrel, said Fortin.

I also was a victim to the same hallucination, I continued, and I regret to say that I took the trouble to roll two innocent cobblestones into the gravel pit, imagining each time that it was the skull I was rolling.

It was, observed Le Bihan with a morose shrug.

It just shows, said I, ignoring the mayors remark, how easy it is to fix up a train of coincidences so that the result seems to savor of the supernatural. Now, last night my wife imagined that she saw a priest in a mask peer in at her window — —

Fortin and Le Bihan scrambled hastily from their knees, dropping hammer and nails.

W-h-a-t — whats that? demanded the mayor.

I repeated what I had said. Max Fortin turned livid.

My God! muttered Le Bihan, the Black Priest is in St. Gildas!

D-dont you — you know the old prophecy? stammered Fortin; Froissart quotes it from Jacques Sorgue:

When the Black Priest rises from the dead,

St. Gildas folk shall shriek in bed;

When the Black Priest rises from his grave,

May the good God St. Gildas save!

Aristide Le Bihan, I said angrily, and you, Max Fortin, Ive got enough of this nonsense! Some foolish lout from Bannalec has been in St. Gildas playing tricks to frighten old fools like you. If you have nothing better to talk about than nursery legends Ill wait until you come to your senses. Good-morning. And I walked out, more disturbed than I cared to acknowledge to myself.

The day had become misty and overcast. Heavy, wet clouds hung in the east. I heard the surf thundering against the cliffs, and the gray gulls squealed as they tossed and turned high in the sky. The tide was creeping across the river sands, higher, higher, and I saw the seaweed floating on the beach, and the lancons springing from the foam, silvery threadlike flashes in the gloom. Curlew were flying up the river in twos and threes; the timid sea swallows skimmed across the moors toward some quiet, lonely pool, safe from the coming tempest. In every hedge field birds were gathering, huddling together, twittering restlessly.

When I reached the cliffs I sat down, resting my chin on my clenched hands. Already a vast curtain of rain, sweeping across the ocean miles away, hid the island of Groix. To the east, behind the white semaphore on the hills, black clouds crowded up over the horizon. After a little the thunder boomed, dull, distant, and slender skeins of lightning unraveled across the crest of the coming storm. Under the cliff at my feet the surf rushed foaming over the shore, and the lancons jumped and skipped and quivered until they seemed to be but the reflections of the meshed lightning.

I turned to the east. It was raining over Groix, it was raining at Sainte Barbe, it was raining now at the semaphore. High in the storm whirl a few gulls pitched; a nearer cloud trailed veils of rain in its wake; the sky was spattered with lightning; the thunder boomed.

As I rose to go, a cold raindrop fell upon the back of my hand, and another, and yet another on my face. I gave a last glance at the sea, where the waves were bursting into strange white shapes that seemed to fling out menacing arms toward me. Then something moved on the cliff, something black as the black rock it clutched — a filthy cormorant, craning its hideous head at the sky.

Slowly I plodded homeward across the somber moorland, where the gorse stems glimmered with a dull metallic green, and the heather, no longer violet and purple, hung drenched and dun-colored among the dreary rocks. The wet turf creaked under my heavy boots, the black-thorn scraped and grated against knee and elbow. Over all lay a strange light, pallid, ghastly, where the sea spray whirled across the landscape and drove into my face until it grew numb with the cold. In broad bands, rank after rank, billow on billow, the rain burst out across the endless moors, and yet there was no wind to drive it at such a pace.

Lys stood at the door as I turned into the garden, motioning me to hasten; and then for the first time I became conscious that I was soaked to the skin.

However in the world did you come to stay out when such a storm threatened? she said. Oh, you are dripping! Go quickly and change; I have laid your warm underwear on the bed, Dick.

I kissed my wife, and went upstairs to change my dripping clothes for something more comfortable.

When I returned to the morning room there was a driftwood fire on the hearth, and Lys sat in the chimney corner embroidering.

Catherine tells me that the fishing fleet from Lorient is out. Do you think they are in danger, dear? asked Lys, raising her blue eyes to mine as I entered.

There is no wind, and there will be no sea, said I, looking out of the window. Far across the moor I could see the black cliffs looming in the mist.

How it rains! murmured Lys; come to the fire, Dick.

I threw myself on the fur rug, my hands in my pockets, my head on Lyss knees.

Tell me a story, I said. I feel like a boy of ten.

Lys raised a finger to her scarlet lips. I always waited for her to do that.

Will you be very still, then? she said.

Still as death.

Death, echoed a voice, very softly.

Did you speak, Lys? I asked, turning so that I could see her face.

No; did you, Dick?

Who said death? I asked, startled.

Death, echoed a voice, softly.

I sprang up and looked about. Lys rose too, her needles and embroidery falling to the floor. She seemed about to faint, leaning heavily on me, and I led her to the window and opened it a little way to give her air. As I did so the chain lightning split the zenith, the thunder crashed, and a sheet of rain swept into the room, driving with it something that fluttered — something that flapped, and squeaked, and beat upon the rug with soft, moist wings.

We bent over it together, Lys clinging to me, and we saw that it was a deaths-head moth drenched with rain.

The dark day passed slowly as we sat beside the fire, hand in hand, her head against my breast, speaking of sorrow and mystery and death. For Lys believed that there were things on earth that none might understand, things that must be nameless forever and ever, until God rolls up the scroll of life and all is ended. We spoke of hope and fear and faith, and the mystery of the saints; we spoke of the beginning and the end, of the shadow of sin, of omens, and of love. The moth still lay on the floor quivering its somber wings in the warmth of the fire, the skull and ribs clearly etched upon its neck and body.

If it is a messenger of death to this house, I said, why should we fear, Lys?

Death should be welcome to those who love God, murmured Lys, and she drew the cross from her breast and kissed it.

The moth might die if I threw it out into the storm, I said after a silence.

Let it remain, sighed Lys.

Late that night my wife lay sleeping, and I sat beside her bed and read in the Chronicle of Jacques Sorgue. I shaded the candle, but Lys grew restless, and finally I took the book down into the morning room, where the ashes of the fire rustled and whitened on the hearth.

The deaths-head moth lay on the rug before the fire where I had left it. At first I thought it was dead, but when I looked closer I saw a lambent fire in its amber eyes. The straight white shadow it cast across the floor wavered as the candle flickered.

The pages of the Chronicle of Jacques Sorgue were damp and sticky; the illuminated gold and blue initials left flakes of azure and gilt where my hand brushed them.

It is not paper at all; it is thin parchment, I said to myself; and I held the discolored page close to the candle flame and read, translating laboriously:

I, Jacques Sorgue, saw all these things. And I saw the Black Mass celebrated in the chapel of St. Gildas-on-the-Cliff. And it was said by the Abbé Sorgue, my kinsman: for which deadly sin the apostate priest was seized by the most noble Marquis of Plougastel and by him condemned to be burned with hot irons, until his seared soul quit its body and fly to its master the devil. But when the Black Priest lay in the crypt of Plougastel, his master Satan came at night and set him free, and carried him across land and sea to Mahmoud, which is Soldan or Saladin. And I, Jacques Sorgue, traveling afterward by sea, beheld with my own eyes my kinsman, the Black Priest of St. Gildas, borne along in the air upon a vast black wing, which was the wing of his master Satan. And this was seen also by two men of the crew.

I turned the page. The wings of the moth on the floor began to quiver. I read on and on, my eyes blurring under the shifting candle flame. I read of battles and of saints, and I learned how the Great Soldan made his pact with Satan, and then I came to the Sieur de Trevec, and read how he seized the Black Priest in the midst of Saladins tents and carried him away and cut off his head first branding him on the forehead. And before he suffered, said the Chronicle, he cursed the Sieur de Trevec and his descendants, and he said he would surely return to St. Gildas. For the violence you do to me, I will do violence to you. For the evil I suffer at your hands, I will work evil on you and your descendants. Woe to your children, Sieur de Trevec! There was a whirr, a beating of strong wings, and my candle flashed up as in a sudden breeze. A humming filled the room; the great moth darted hither and thither, beating, buzzing, on ceiling and wall. I flung down my book and stepped forward. Now it lay fluttering upon the window sill, and for a moment I had it under my hand, but the thing squeaked and I shrank back. Then suddenly it darted across the candle flame; the light flared and went out, and at the same moment a shadow moved in the darkness outside. I raised my eyes to the window. A masked face was peering in at me.

Quick as thought I whipped out my revolver and fired every cartridge, but the face advanced beyond the window, the glass melting away before it like mist, and through the smoke of my revolver I saw something creep swiftly into the room. Then I tried to cry out, but the thing was at my throat, and I fell backward among the ashes of the hearth.



When my eyes unclosed I was lying on the hearth, my head among the cold ashes. Slowly I got on my knees, rose painfully, and groped my way to a chair. On the floor lay my revolver, shining in the pale light of early morning. My mind clearing by degrees, I looked, shuddering, at the window. The glass was unbroken. I stooped stiffly, picked up my revolver and opened the cylinder. Every cartridge had been fired. Mechanically I closed the cylinder and placed the revolver in my pocket. The book, the Chronicles of Jacques Sorgue, lay on the table beside me, and as I started to close it I glanced at the page. It was all splashed with rain, and the lettering had run, so that the page was merely a confused blur of gold and red and black. As I stumbled toward the door I cast a fearful glance over my shoulder. The deaths-head moth crawled shivering on the rug.

IV

The sun was about three hours high. I must have slept, for I was aroused by the sudden gallop of horses under our window. People were shouting and calling in the road. I sprang up and opened the sash. Le Bihan was there, an image of helplessness, and Max Fortin stood beside him polishing his glasses. Some gendarmes had just arrived from Quimperle, and I could hear them around the corner of the house, stamping, and rattling their sabres and carbines, as they led their horses into my stable.

Lys sat up, murmuring half-sleepy, half-anxious questions.

I dont know, I answered. I am going out to see what it means.

It is like the day they came to arrest you, Lys said, giving me a troubled look. But I kissed her and laughed at her until she smiled too. Then I flung on coat and cap and hurried down the stairs.

The first person I saw standing in the road was the Brigadier Durand.

Hello! said I, have you come to arrest me again? What the devil is all this fuss about, anyway?

We were telegraphed for an hour ago, said Durand briskly, and for a sufficient reason, I think. Look there, Monsieur Darrel!

He pointed to the ground almost under my feet.

Good heavens! I cried, where did that puddle of blood come from?

Thats what I want to know, Monsieur Darrel. Max Fortin found it at daybreak. See, its splashed all over the grass, too. A trail of it leads into your garden, across the flower beds to your very window, the one that opens from the morning room. There is another trail leading from this spot across the road to the cliffs, then to the gravel pit, and thence across the moor to the forest of Kerselec. We are going to mount in a minute and search the bosquets. Will you join us? Bon Dieu! but the fellow bled like an ox. Max Fortin says its human blood, or I should not have believed it.

The little chemist of Quimperle came up at that moment, rubbing his glasses with a colored handkerchief.

Yes, it is human blood, he said, but one thing puzzles me: the corpuscles are yellow. I never saw any human blood before with yellow corpuscles. But your English Doctor Thompson asserts that he has — —

Well, its human blood, anyway — isnt it? insisted Durand, impatiently.

Ye-es, admitted Max Fortin.

Then its my business to trail it, said the big gendarme, and he called his men and gave the order to mount.

Did you hear anything last night? asked Durand of me.

I heard the rain. I wonder the rain did not wash away these traces.

They must have come after the rain ceased. See this thick splash, how it lies over and weighs down the wet grass blades. Pah!

It was a heavy, evil-looking clot, and I stepped back from it, my throat closing in disgust.

My theory, said the brigadier, is this: Some of those Biribi fishermen, probably the Icelanders, got an extra glass of cognac into their hides and quarreled on the road. Some of them were slashed, and staggered to your house. But there is only one trail, and yet — and yet, how could all that blood come from only one person? Well, the wounded man, let us say, staggered first to your house and then back here, and he wandered off, drunk and dying, God knows where. Thats my theory.

A very good one, said I calmly. And you are going to trail him?

Yes.

When?

At once. Will you come?

Not now. Ill gallop over by-and-bye. You are going to the edge of the Kerselec forest?

Yes; you will hear us calling. Are you coming, Max Fortin? And you, Le Bihan? Good; take the dog-cart.

The big gendarme tramped around the corner to the stable and presently returned mounted on a strong gray horse, his sabre shone on his saddle; his pale yellow and white facings were spotless. The little crowd of white-coiffed women with their children fell back as Durand touched spurs and clattered away followed by his two troopers. Soon after Le Bihan and Max Fortin also departed in the mayors dingy dog-cart.

Are you coming? piped Le Bihan shrilly.

In a quarter of an hour, I replied, and went back to the house.

When I opened the door of the morning room the deaths-head moth was beating its strong wings against the window. For a second I hesitated, then walked over and opened the sash. The creature fluttered out, whirred over the flower beds a moment, then darted across the moorland toward the sea. I called the servants together and questioned them. Josephine, Catherine, Jean Marie Tregunc, not one of them had heard the slightest disturbance during the night. Then I told Jean Marie to saddle my horse, and while I was speaking Lys came down.

Dearest, I began, going to her.

You must tell me everything you know, Dick, she interrupted, looking me earnestly in the face.

But there is nothing to tell — only a drunken brawl, and some one wounded.

And you are going to ride — where, Dick?

Well, over to the edge of Kerselec forest. Durand and the mayor, and Max Fortin, have gone on, following a — a trail.

What trail?

Some blood.

Where did they find it?

Out in the road there. Lys crossed herself.

Does it come near our house?

Yes.

How near?

It comes up to the morning room window, said I, giving in.

Her hand on my arm grew heavy. I dreamed last night — —

So did I— but I thought of the empty cartridges in my revolver, and stopped.

I dreamed that you were in great danger, and I could not move hand or foot to save you; but you had your revolver, and I called out to you to fire — —

I did fire! I cried excitedly.

You — you fired?

I took her in my arms. My darling, I said something strange has happened — something that I cannot understand as yet. But, of course, there is an explanation. Last night I thought I fired at the Black Priest.

Ah! gasped Lys.

Is that what you dreamed?

Yes, yes, that was it! I begged you to fire — —

And I did.

Her heart was beating against my breast. I held her close in silence.

Dick, she said at length, perhaps you killed the — the thing.

If it was human I did not miss, I answered grimly. And it was human, I went on, pulling myself together, ashamed of having so nearly gone to pieces. Of course it was human! The whole affair is plain enough. Not a drunken brawl, as Durand thinks; it was a drunken louts practical joke, for which he has suffered. I suppose I must have filled him pretty full of bullets, and he has crawled away to die in Kerselec forest. Its a terrible affair; Im sorry I fired so hastily; but that idiot Le Bihan and Max Fortin have been working on my nerves till I am as hysterical as a schoolgirl, I ended angrily.

You fired — but the window glass was not shattered, said Lys in a low voice.

Well, the window was open, then. And as for the — the rest — Ive got nervous indigestion, and a doctor will settle the Black Priest for me, Lys.

I glanced out of the window at Tregunc waiting with my horse at the gate.

Dearest, I think I had better go to join Durand and the others.

I will go, too.

Oh, no!

Yes, Dick.

Dont, Lys.

I shall suffer every moment you are away.

The ride is too fatiguing, and we cant tell what unpleasant sight you may come upon. Lys, you dont really think there is anything supernatural in this affair?

Dick, she answered gently, I am a Bretonne. With both arms around my neck, my wife said, Death is the gift of God. I do not fear it when we are together. But alone — oh, my husband, I should fear a God who could take you away from me!

We kissed each other soberly, simply, like two children. Then Lys hurried away to change her gown, and I paced up and down the garden waiting for her.

She came, drawing on her slender gauntlets. I swung her into the saddle, gave a hasty order to Jean Marie, and mounted.

Now, to quail under thoughts of terror on a morning like this, with Lys in the saddle beside me, no matter what had happened or might happen was impossible. Moreover, Môme came sneaking after us. I asked Tregunc to catch him, for I was afraid he might be brained by our horses hoofs if he followed, but the wily puppy dodged and bolted after Lys, who was trotting along the highroad. Never mind, I thought; if hes hit hell live, for he has no brains to lose.

Lys was waiting for me in the road beside the Shrine of Our Lady of St. Gildas when I joined her. She crossed herself, I doffed my cap, then we shook out our bridles and galloped toward the forest of Kerselec.

We said very little as we rode. I always loved to watch Lys in the saddle. Her exquisite figure and lovely face were the incarnation of youth and grace; her curling hair glistened like threaded gold.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the spoiled puppy Môme come bounding cheerfully alongside, oblivious of our horses heels. Our road swung close to the cliffs. A filthy cormorant rose from the black rocks and flapped heavily across our path. Lyss horse reared, but she pulled him down, and pointed at the bird with her riding crop.

I see, said I; it seems to be going our way. Curious to see a cormorant in a forest, isnt it?

It is a bad sign, said Lys. You know the Morbihan proverb: When the cormorant turns from the sea, Death laughs in the forest, and wise woodsmen build boats.

I wish, said I sincerely, that there were fewer proverbs in Brittany.

We were in sight of the forest now; across the gorse I could see the sparkle of gendarmes trappings, and the glitter of Le Bihans silver-buttoned jacket. The hedge was low and we took it without difficulty, and trotted across the moor to where Le Bihan and Durand stood gesticulating.

They bowed ceremoniously to Lys as we rode up.

The trail is horrible — it is a river, said the mayor in his squeaky voice. Monsieur Darrel, I think perhaps madame would scarcely care to come any nearer.

Lys drew bridle and looked at me.

It is horrible! said Durand, walking up beside me; it looks as though a bleeding regiment had passed this way. The trail winds and winds about here in the thickets; we lose it at times, but we always find it again. I cant understand how one man — no, nor twenty — could bleed like that!

A halloo, answered by another, sounded from the depths of the forest.

Its my men; they are following the trail, muttered the brigadier. God alone knows what is at the end!

Shall we gallop back, Lys? I asked.

No; let us ride along the western edge of the woods and dismount. The sun is so hot now, and I should like to rest for a moment, she said.

The western forest is clear of anything disagreeable, said Durand.

Very well, I answered; call me, Le Bihan, if you find anything.

Lys wheeled her mare, and I followed across the springy heather, Môme trotting cheerfully in the rear.

We entered the sunny woods about a quarter of a kilometer from where we left Durand. I took Lys from her horse, flung both bridles over a limb, and, giving my wife my arm, aided her to a flat mossy rock which overhung a shallow brook gurgling among the beech trees. Lys sat down and drew off her gauntlets. Môme pushed his head into her lap, received an undeserved caress, and came doubtfully toward me. I was weak enough to condone his offense, but I made him lie down at my feet, greatly to his disgust.

I rested my head on Lyss knees, looking up at the sky through the crossed branches of the trees.

I suppose I have killed him, I said. It shocks me terribly, Lys.

You could not have known, dear. He may have been a robber, and — if — not — did — have you ever fired your revolver since that day four years ago when the Red Admirals son tried to kill you? But I know you have not.

No, said I, wondering. Its a fact, I have not. Why?

And dont you remember that I asked you to let me load it for you the day when Yves went off, swearing to kill you and his father?

Yes, I do remember. Well?

Well, I — I took the cartridges first to St. Gildas chapel and dipped them in holy water. You must not laugh, Dick, said Lys gently, laying her cool hands on my lips.

Laugh, my darling!

Overhead the October sky was pale amethyst, and the sunlight burned like orange flame through the yellow leaves of beech and oak. Gnats and midges danced and wavered overhead; a spider dropped from a twig halfway to the ground and hung suspended on the end of his gossamer thread.

Are you sleepy, dear? asked Lys, bending over me.

I am — a little; I scarcely slept two hours last night, I answered.

You may sleep, if you wish, said Lys, and touched my eyes caressingly.

Is my head heavy on your knees?

No, Dick.

I was already in a half doze; still I heard the brook babbling under the beeches and the humming of forest flies overhead. Presently even these were stilled.

The next thing I knew I was sitting bolt upright, my ears ringing with a scream, and I saw Lys cowering beside me, covering her white face with both hands.

As I sprang to my feet she cried again and clung to my knees. I saw my dog rush growling into a thicket, then I heard him whimper, and he came backing out, whining, ears flat, tail down. I stooped and disengaged Lyss hand.

Dont go, Dick! she cried. O God, its the Black Priest!

In a moment I had leaped across the brook and pushed my way into the thicket. It was empty. I stared about me; I scanned every tree trunk, every bush. Suddenly I saw him. He was seated on a fallen log, his head resting in his hands, his rusty black robe gathered around him. For a moment my hair stirred under my cap; sweat started on forehead and cheek bone; then I recovered my reason, and understood that the man was human and was probably wounded to death. Ay, to death; for there at my feet, lay the wet trail of blood, over leaves and stones, down into the little hollow, across to the figure in black resting silently under the trees.

I saw that he could not escape even if he had the strength, for before him, almost at his very feet, lay a deep, shining swamp.

As I stepped forward my foot broke a twig. At the sound the figure started a little, then its head fell forward again. Its face was masked. Walking up to the man, I bade him tell where he was wounded. Durand and the others broke through the thicket at the same moment and hurried to my side.

Who are you who hide a masked face in a priests robe? said the gendarme loudly.

There was no answer.

See — see the stiff blood all over his robe, muttered Le Bihan to Fortin.

He will not speak, said I.

He may be too badly wounded, whispered Le Bihan.

I saw him raise his head, I said, my wife saw him creep up here.

Durand stepped forward and touched the figure.

Speak! he said.

Speak! quavered Fortin.

Durand waited a moment, then with a sudden upward movement he stripped off the mask and threw back the mans head. We were looking into the eye sockets of a skull. Durand stood rigid; the mayor shrieked. The skeleton burst out from its rotting robes and collapsed on the ground before us. From between the staring ribs and the grinning teeth spurted a torrent of black blood, showering the shrinking grasses; then the thing shuddered, and fell over into the black ooze of the bog. Little bubbles of iridescent air appeared from the mud; the bones were slowly engulfed, and, as the last fragments sank out of sight, up from the depths and along the bank crept a creature, shiny, shivering, quivering its wings.

It was a deaths-head moth.



I wish I had time to tell you how Lys outgrew superstitions — for she never knew the truth about the affair, and she never will know, since she has promised not to read this book. I wish I might tell you about the king and his coronation, and how the coronation robe fitted. I wish that I were able to write how Yvonne and Herbert Stuart rode to a boar hunt in Quimperle, and how the hounds raced the quarry right through the town, overturning three gendarmes, the notary, and an old woman. But I am becoming garrulous and Lys is calling me to come and hear the king say that he is sleepy. And his highness shall not be kept waiting.

THE KINGS CRADLE SONG

Seal with a seal of gold
The scroll of a life unrolled;
Swathe him deep in his purple stole;
Ashes of diamonds, crystalled coal,
Drops of gold in each scented fold.
Crimson wings of the Little Death,
Stir his hair with your silken breath;
Flaming wings of sins to be,
Splendid pinions of prophecy,
Smother his eyes with hues and dyes,
While the white moon spins and the winds arise,
And the stars drip through the skies.
Wave, O wings of the Little Death!
Seal his sight and stifle his breath,
Cover his breast with the gemmed shroud pressed;
From north to north, from west to west,
Wave, O wings of the Little Death! 
Till the white moon reels in the cracking skies,
And the ghosts of God arise.

THE END
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